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Prologue

“And what would you like me to do to you?” the woman who called herself Desiree asked. She had a voice like rose petals. Soft and sweet. She did her job well, very well, and customers asked for her over and over again. She was talking to one of her repeaters now, and she knew his preferences. “I’d love to,” she murmured. “Just close your eyes, close your eyes and relax. I want you to forget all about the office, and your wife, and your business partner. It’s just you and me.”

When he spoke to her, she answered with a low laugh. “Yes, you know I will. Don’t I always? Just close your eyes, and listen. The room’s quiet and lit by candles. Dozens of white, scented candles. Can you smell them?” She gave another low, teasing laugh. “That’s right. White. The bed’s white too, big and round and white. You’re lying on it, naked and ready. Are you ready, Mr. Drake?”

She rolled her eyes. It killed her that the guy wanted her to call him mister. But it took all kinds. “I’ve just come out of the shower. My hair’s wet, and there are little beads of water all over my body. There’s a drop clinging to my nipple. It slides off and onto you as I kneel on the bed. Feel it? Yes, yes, that’s right, it’s cool, cool, and you’re so hot.” She fought back a yawn. Mr. Drake was already breathing like a steam engine. Thank God he was so easily satisfied. “Oh, I want you. I can’t keep my hands off you. I want to touch you, to taste you. Yes, yes, it drives me crazy when you do that. Oh, Mr. Drake, you’re the best. The very best.”

For the next few minutes she just listened to his demands and delights. Listening was the biggest part of her job. He was right on the edge now, and she glanced at her watch, grateful. Not only was his time almost up, but he was her last customer of the evening. Dropping her voice to a whisper, she helped him go over the top.

“Yes, Mr. Drake, it was wonderful. You’re wonderful. No, I’m not working tomorrow. Friday? Yes, I’ll look forward to it. Good night, Mr. Drake.”

She listened for the click, then hung up the phone. Desiree became Kathleen. Ten-fifty-five, she thought with a sigh. She was off at eleven, so there should be no more calls that night. She had papers to grade, and a pop quiz to make up for her students for tomorrow. As she rose, she glanced at the phone. She’d made two hundred tonight, thanks to AT&T and Fantasy, Incorporated. With a laugh, she picked up her coffee cup. It was a hell of a lot better than selling magazines.

Only miles away, another man clung to the phone receiver. His hand was damp. The room smelled of sex, but he was alone. In his mind Desiree had been there. Desiree with her white, wet body and her cool, soothing voice.

Desiree.

With his heart still pumping fast, he stretched out on his bed.

Desiree.

He had to meet her. And soon.


Chapter 1

The plane banked over the Lincoln Memorial. Grace had her briefcase open on her lap. There were a dozen things to be packed away, but she stared out the window, pleased to see the ground rushing up toward her. There was nothing, as far as she was concerned, that was quite the same as flying.

The plane was late. She knew that because the man across from her in seat 3B kept complaining about it. Grace was tempted to reach across the aisle and pat his hand, to assure him that ten minutes in the scheme of things really didn’t matter so much. But he didn’t look as though he would appreciate the sentiment.

Kathleen would be complaining too, she thought. Not out loud or anything, Grace mused as she smiled and settled back for the landing. Kathleen might have been just as irritated as 3B, but she would never have been rude enough to mumble and moan.

If Grace knew her sister, and she did, Kathleen would have left home over an hour before, making certain to take into consideration the unpredictability of Washington traffic. Grace had heard the note in Kathleen’s voice betraying her annoyance with Grace that she’d chosen a flight that would arrive at six-fifteen, the height of rush hour. With twenty minutes to spare, Kathleen would have parked her car in the short-term lot, rolled up the windows, locked the doors, and made her way, without being tempted by the shops, to the gate. She would never have gotten lost or mixed the numbers up in her mind.

Kathleen was always early. Grace was always late. That was nothing new.

Still she hoped, really hoped, there could be some common ground between them now. Sisters they were, but they had rarely understood each other.

The plane bumped to earth and Grace began tossing whatever came to hand into her briefcase. Lipstick tumbled in with matchbooks, pens with tweezers. That was something else a woman as organized as Kathleen would never understand. A place for everything. Grace agreed in principle, but her place never seemed to be the same from one time to the next.

More than once, Grace had wondered how they could be sisters. She was careless, scatterbrained, and successful. Kathleen was organized, practical, and struggling. Yet they had come from the same parents, had been raised in the same small brick house in the suburbs of D.C., and had gone to the same schools.

The nuns had never been able to teach Grace anything about organizing a notebook, but even as far back as sixth grade at St. Michael’s, they had been fascinated by her skill at spinning a tale.

When the plane was at the gate, Grace waited while the passengers who were in a hurry to deplane clogged the aisle. She knew Kathleen would probably be pacing, certain that her absentminded sister had missed a flight again, but she needed a minute. She wanted to remember the love, not the arguments.

As Grace had predicted, Kathleen was waiting at the gate. She watched the passengers file off and felt another flash of impatience. Grace always traveled first-class, but she wasn’t among the first people off the plane. She wasn’t among the first fifty. Probably chatting with the flight crew, Kathleen thought, and tried to ignore a quick stab of envy.

Grace had never had to try to make friends. People were simply drawn to her. Two years after graduation and Grace, who had skimmed through school on charm, had been rising in her career. A lifetime later and Kathleen, the honor student, was spinning her wheels in the same high school they had graduated from. She sat on the other side of the desk now, but little else had changed.

Announcements for incoming and outgoing planes droned on. There were gate changes and delays, but still no Grace. Just as Kathleen had decided to check at the desk, she saw her sister walk through the gate. Envy faded. Irritation vanished. It was next to impossible to be annoyed with Grace when faced with her.

Why was it she always looked as though she’d just stepped off a merry-go-round? Her hair, the same dark sable as Kathleen’s, was cut to the chin and looked forever windswept around her face. Her body was long and lean, again like Kathleen’s, but where Kathleen always felt sturdy, Grace looked like a willow, ready to bend whichever way the breeze beckoned. Now she looked rumpled, a hip-length sweater riding over leggings, sunglasses falling down her nose, and her hands full of bags and briefcases. Kathleen was still dressed in the skirt and jacket that had gotten her through her history classes. Grace wore high-top jogging shoes in canary yellow to match her sweater.

“Kath!” The moment she saw her sister, Grace set everything down without giving a thought to blocking the flow of passengers behind her. She hugged as she did everything, with full enthusiasm. “I’m so glad to see you. You look wonderful. New perfume.” She took a big sniff. “I like it.”

“Lady, you want to move?”

Still hugging Kathleen, Grace smiled at the harassed businessman behind her. “Go right ahead and step over them.” He did, grumbling. “Have a nice flight.” She forgot him as she forgot most inconveniences. “So how do I look?” she demanded. “Do you like the hair? I hope so, I just spent a fortune on publicity shots.”

“Did you brush it first?”

Grace lifted a hand to it. “Probably.”

“It suits you,” Kathleen decided. “Come on, we’ll have a riot in here if we don’t move your things. What’s this?” She hefted one of the cases.

“Maxwell.” Grace began to gather bags. “Portable computer. We’ve been having the most marvelous affair.”

“I thought this was a vacation.” She managed to keep the edge out of her voice. The computer was one more physical example of Grace’s success. And her own failure.

“It is. But I have to do something with myself while you’re in school. If the plane had been another ten minutes late I would have finished a chapter.” She glanced at her watch, noticed it had stopped again, then forgot it. “Really, Kath, this is the most marvelous murder.”

“Luggage?” Kathleen interrupted, knowing Grace would launch into the tale without any encouragement.

“My trunk should be delivered to your place by tomorrow.”

The trunk was another of what Kathleen considered her sister’s deliberate eccentricities. “Grace, when are you going to start using suitcases like normal people?”

They passed baggage claim, where people stood three deep, ready to trample each other at the first sign of familiar Samsonite. When hell freezes over, Grace thought, but only smiled. “You really do look great. How are you feeling?”

“Fine.” Then because it was her sister, Kathleen relaxed. “Better, really.”

“You’re better off without the sonofabitch,” Grace said as they passed through the automatic doors. “I hate to say it because I know you really loved him, but it’s true.” There was a stiff northern breeze to make people forget it was spring. The sound of incoming and outgoing planes hammered overhead. Grace stepped off the curb toward the parking lot without looking right or left. “The only real joy he brought to your life was Kevin. Where is my nephew, anyway? I was hoping you’d bring him.”

The little slice of pain came and went. When Kathleen made up her mind about something, she also made up her heart. “He’s with his father. We agreed that it would be best if he stayed with Jonathan through the school year.”

“What?” Grace stopped in the middle of the street. A horn blasted and was ignored. “Kathleen, you can’t be serious. Kevin’s just six. He needs to be with you. Jonathan probably has him watching MacNeil-Lehrer instead of Sesame Street.”

“The decision is made. We agreed it would be best for everyone involved.”

Grace knew that expression. It meant Kathleen had closed up and wouldn’t open again until she was damn good and ready. “Okay.” Grace fell into step beside her as they crossed to the parking lot. Automatically, she altered her rhythm. Kathleen always rushed. Grace meandered. “You know you can talk to me whenever you want.”

“I know.” Kathleen paused beside a secondhand Toyota. A year before she’d been driving a Mercedes. But that was the least of what she’d lost. “I didn’t mean to snap at you, Grace. It’s just that I need to put it aside for a while. I’ve almost got my life back in order.”

Grace set her bags in the rear and said nothing. She knew the car was secondhand and a long step down from what Kathleen had been accustomed to but was much more worried about the edge in her sister’s voice than the change of status. She wanted to comfort but knew that Kathleen considered sympathy the first cousin of pity. “Have you talked to Mom and Dad?”

“Last week. They’re fine.” Kathleen slid in, then strapped on her seat belt. “You’d think Phoenix was paradise.”

“As long as they’re happy.” Grace sat back and for the first time took in her surroundings. National Airport. She’d taken her first flight out of there, eight, no, dear Lord, almost ten years before. And had been scared right down to her toenails. She almost wished she could experience that same fresh and innocent feeling again.

Getting jaded, Gracie? she wondered. Too many flights. Too many cities. Too many people. Now she was back, only a few miles from the home where she’d grown up, and seated beside her sister. Yet she felt no sense of homecoming.

“What made you come back to Washington, Kath?”

“I wanted to get out of California. And this was familiar.”

But didn’t you want to stay near your son? Didn’t you need to? It wasn’t the time to ask, but she had to fight the words back. “And teaching at Our Lady of Hope. Familiar again, but it must be strange.”

“I like it really. I suppose I need the discipline of classes.” She drove out of the parking lot with studied precision. Tucked into the flap of the sun visor were the parking stub for the short-term lot and three singles. Grace noted she still counted her change.

“And the house, do you like it?”

“The rent’s reasonable and it’s only a fifteen-minute drive to school.”

Grace bit back a sigh. Couldn’t Kathleen ever feel strongly about anything. “Are you seeing anyone?”

“No.” But she smiled a little as she merged with traffic. “I’m not interested in sex.”

Grace’s brow rose. “Everyone’s interested in sex. Why do you think Jackie Collins always makes the best-seller list? In any case, I was speaking more of companionship.”

“There’s no one I want to be with right now.” Then she laid a hand on top of Grace’s, which was as much as she had ever been able to give to anyone except her husband and son. “Except you. I really am glad you came.”

As always, Grace responded to warmth when warmth was given. “I’d have come sooner if you’d let me.”

“You were in the middle of a tour.”

“Tours can be canceled.” Her shoulders moved restlessly. She’d never considered herself temperamental or arrogant, but she would have been both if it would have helped Kathleen. “Anyway, the tour’s over and I’m here. Washington in the spring.” She rolled the window down though the April wind still had the bite of March. “How about the cherry blossoms?”

“They got hit with a late frost.”

“Nothing changes.” Did they still have so little to say to each other? Grace let the radio fill the gap as they drove. How could two people grow up together, live together, fight together, and still be strangers? Each time she hoped it would be different. Each time it was the same.

As they crossed the Fourteenth Street Bridge, she remembered the room she and Kathleen had shared throughout childhood. Neat as a pin on one side, tumbled and messy on the other. That had been only one bone of contention. There had been the games that Grace had invented, which had frustrated more than amused her sister. What were the rules? Learning the rules had always been Kathleen’s first priority. And when there weren’t any, or they were too flexible, she simply hadn’t been able to grasp the game itself.

Always rules, Kath, Grace thought as she rode in silence beside her sister. School, church, life. No wonder she was always confused when the rules changed. Now they’d changed on her again.

Did you quit marriage, Kathy, the way you used to quit the game when the rules didn’t suit you? Did you come back to where we started so you could wipe out the time in between and restart, on your own terms? That was Kathleen’s style, Grace thought, and hoped for her sister’s sake it worked.

The only thing that surprised her was the street on which Kathleen had chosen to live. An efficiency apartment with up-to-date appliances and twenty-four-hour maintenance would have been more Kathleen’s style than this tired, slightly run-down neighborhood of big trees and old houses.

Kathleen’s was one of the smallest homes on the block, and though Grace was sure her sister had done nothing to the little patch of grass other than trim it, some bulbs were beginning to push their way through along the walk that had been carefully swept.

As she stood beside the car, Grace let her gaze roam up and down the street. There were bikes and aging station wagons and little fresh paint. Used, worn, lived in, the neighborhood was either on the edge of a renaissance or ready to slide slowly into old age. She liked it, liked the feel of it.

It was precisely what she would have chosen if she had decided to move back. And if she’d had to choose a house … it would be the one next door, Grace decided on the spot. It was in definite need of help. One of the windows was boarded up and some shingles were missing from the roof, but someone had planted azaleas. The dirt was still fresh and patted into mounds at their base, and they were small, only a foot or so high. But the little buds were almost ready to burst open. Looking at them, she hoped she’d be able to stay long enough to see them flower.

“Oh, Kath, what a wonderful spot.”

“It’s a long way from Palm Springs.” She said it without bitterness as she started to unload her sister’s things.

“No, honey, I mean it. It’s a real home.” She did mean it. With her writer’s eye and imagination she could already see it.

“I wanted to be able to give Kevin something when—when he comes.”

“He’ll love it.” She spoke with the confidence she carried like a flag. “This is definitely a skateboard sidewalk. And the trees.” There was one across the street that looked as though it had been struck by lightning and never recovered, but Grace passed over it without breaking rhythm. “Kath, looking at this makes me wonder what the hell I’m doing in upper Manhattan.”

“Getting rich and famous.” Again it was said without bitterness as she passed bags to Grace.

For the second time Grace’s gaze drifted to the house next door. “I wouldn’t mind having a couple of azaleas as well.” She linked arms with Kathleen. “Well, show me the rest.”

The interior wasn’t as much of a surprise. Kathleen preferred things neat and orderly. The furniture was sturdy, dust-free, and tasteful. Just like Kathleen, Grace thought with a twinge of regret. Still, she liked the hodgepodge of small rooms that seemed to tumble into each other.

Kathleen had turned one into an office. The desk still shone with newness. She’d taken nothing with her, Grace thought. Not even her son. Though she found it odd that Kathleen should indulge in a phone on the desk and another a few feet away beside a chair, she didn’t comment. Knowing Kathleen, the reason would make perfect sense.

“Spaghetti sauce.” The scent led Grace unerringly into the kitchen. If anyone had asked her to name her favorite pastimes, eating would have topped the list.

The kitchen was as spotless as the rest of the house. If Grace made bets, she’d wager there wasn’t a crumb to be found in the toaster. Leftovers woud be neatly sealed and labeled in the refrigerator and glasses would be arranged according to size in the cupboards. That was Kathleen’s way, and Kathleen hadn’t changed a whit in thirty years.

Grace hoped she’d remembered to wipe her feet as she crossed the aging linoleum. Lifting the lid off a slow cooker, she breathed in, long and deep. “I’d say you haven’t lost your touch.”

“It came back to me.” Even after years of cooks and servants. “Hungry?” Then, for the first time, her smile seemed genuine and relaxed. “Why do I ask?”

“Wait, I’ve got something.”

As her sister dashed back into the hall, Kathleen turned to the window. Why was she suddenly aware of how empty the house had been now that Grace was in it? What magic did her sister have that filled a room, a house, an arena? And what in God’s name was she going to do when she was alone again?

“Valpolicella,” Grace announced as she came back into the room. “As you can see, I was counting on Italian.” When Kathleen turned from the window, the tears were just starting. “Oh, honey.” With the bottle still in her hand, Grace rushed forward.

“Gracie, I miss him so much. Sometimes I think I could die.”

“I know you do. Oh, baby, I know. I’m so sorry.” She stroked the hair Kathleen brushed firmly back. “Let me help, Kathleen. Tell me what I can do.”

“There’s nothing.” The effort cost more than she would have admitted, but she stopped the tears. “I’d better make the salad.”

“Hold on.” With one hand on her sister’s arm, Grace led her to the small kitchen table. “Sit. I mean it, Kathleen.”

Though she was older by a year, Kathleen bowed before authority. That was something else that had become a habit. “I really don’t want to talk about it, Grace.”

“I guess that’s too bad then. Corkscrew?”

“Top drawer left of the sink.”

“Glasses?”

“Second shelf, cabinet next to the refrigerator.”

Grace opened the bottle. Though the sky was darkening, she didn’t bother with the kitchen light. After setting a glass in front of Kathleen, she filled it to just below the rim. “Drink. It’s damn good stuff.” She found an empty Kraft mayonnaise jar, just where her mother would have kept them, and removed the lid for an ashtray. She knew how much Kathleen disapproved of smoking and had been determined to be on her best behavior. Like most of Grace’s vows to herself, this one was easily broken. She lit a cigarette, poured her own wine, and then took a seat. “Talk to me, Kathy. I’ll only badger you until you do.”

She would, too. Kathleen had known that before she’d agreed to let her come. Perhaps that was why she had agreed. “I didn’t want the separation. And you don’t have to say I’m stupid to want to hang on to a man who doesn’t want me, because I already know.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid.” Grace blew out smoke a bit guiltily because she had thought just that, more than once. “You love Jonathan and Kevin. They were yours and you want to keep them.”

“I guess that sums it up.” She took a second, longer sip of wine. Grace was right again. It was good stuff. It was hard to admit, hateful to admit, but she needed to talk to someone. She wanted that someone to be Grace because, no matter what their differences, Grace would be unquestioningly on her side. “It came to a point where I had to agree to separate.” She still couldn’t form the word divorce. “Jonathan … abused me.”

“What do you mean?” Her low, slightly husky voice had barbs in it. “Did he hit you?” She was half out of her chair, ready to hop the next flight to the coast.

“There are other kinds of abuse,” Kathleen said wearily. “He humiliated me. There were other women, plenty of them. Oh, he was very discreet. I doubt if even his broker knew, but he made sure I did. Just to rub my nose in it.”

“I’m sorry.” Grace sat down again. She knew Kathleen would have preferred a sock on the jaw to infidelity. When she thought it over, Grace had to admit she and her sister agreed—on that, at least.

“You never liked him.”

“No, and I’m not sorry.” Grace flicked an ash into the lid of the empty mayonnaise jar.

“I guess there’s no point in it now. In any case, when I agreed to separate, Jonathan made it clear it was going to be on his terms. He would file, the terms would be no-fault. Just like a fender bender. Eight years of my life over, and no one to blame.”

“Kath, you know you didn’t have to accept his terms. If he’d been unfaithful, you had a recourse.”

“How could I prove it?” This time there was bitterness, hot and sharp. She’d waited a long time to set it free. “You have to understand what kind of world it is out there, Grace. Jonathan Breezewood the third is a man above reproach. He’s a lawyer, for God’s sake, a partner in the family firm that could represent the devil against God Almighty and come away with a settlement. Even if anyone had known or suspected, they wouldn’t have helped me. They were friends with Jonathan’s wife. Mrs. Jonathan Breezewood III. That’s been my identity for eight years.” And next to Kevin, that was the most difficult to lose. “Not one of them would give a hang about Kathleen McCabe. It was my mistake. I devoted myself to being Mrs. Breezewood. I had to be the perfect wife, the perfect hostess, the perfect mother and homemaker. And I became boring. When I bored him enough, he wanted to be rid of me.”

“Goddamn it, Kathleen, must you always be your own worst critic?” Grace stabbed out her cigarette and reached for her wine. “He’s at fault, for Chrissake, not you. You gave him exactly what he said he wanted. You gave up your career, your family, your home, and centered your life on him. Now you’re going to give up again, and toss Kevin into the bargain.”

“I’m not giving Kevin up.”

“You told me—”

“I didn’t argue with Jonathan, I couldn’t. I was afraid of what he’d do.”

Very carefully, Grace set down her wine again. “Afraid of what he’d do to you, or to Kevin?”

“Not to Kevin,” she said quickly. “Whatever Jonathan is or has done, he’d never do anything to harm Kevin. He really adores him. And despite the fact that he was a bad husband, he’s a wonderful father.”

“All right.” But Grace would reserve judgment on that. “You were afraid of what he’d do to you then. Physically?”

“Jonathan rarely loses his temper. He keeps it under tight control because it’s very violent. Once, when Kevin was just a baby, I gave him a pet, a kitten.” Kathleen picked her way carefully through the story, knowing Grace always could take crumbs and make a whole cake. “They were playing and the kitten scratched Kevin. Jonathan was so outraged when he saw the marks on Kevin’s face that he threw the kitten off the balcony. From the third floor.”

“I always said he was a prince,” Grace mumbled and took another sip.

“Then there was the assistant gardener. The man had dug up one of the rosebushes by mistake. It was just a misunderstanding, he didn’t speak very much English. Jonathan fired him on the spot, and they argued. Before it was over, Jonathan had beaten the man so badly he had to be hospitalized.”

“Good God.”

“Jonathan paid the bill, of course.”

“Of course,” Grace agreed, but sarcasm was wasted.

“He paid him off to keep it out of the papers. It was just a rosebush. I don’t know what he would do if I tried to transplant Kevin.”

“Kath, honey, you’re his mother. You have rights. I’m sure there are some excellent lawyers in Washington. We’ll go see some, find out what can be done.”

“I’ve already hired one.” Because her mouth was dry, Kathleen sipped again. The wine made the words come easier. “And I’ve hired a detective. It isn’t going to be easy, and I’ve already been told it could take a great deal of time and money, but it’s a chance.”

“I’m proud of you.” Grace linked hands with her sister. The sun had almost set and the room was in shadows. Grace’s eyes, as gray as the light, heated. “Honey, Jonathan Breezewood the third is in for a surprise when he runs into the McCabes. I’ve got some connections out on the coast.”

“No, Grace, I have to keep this quiet. Nobody is to know, not even Mom and Dad. I just can’t take the chance.”

She considered the Breezewoods a moment. Old families, old, wealthy families, had long tentacles. “All right, that’s probably best. I can still help. Lawyers and detectives cost money. I’ve got more than I need.”

For the second time, Kathleen’s eyes filled. This time she managed to clear them again. She knew Grace had money and didn’t want to resent the fact that she’d earned it. But she did. Oh God, she did. “I have to do this myself.”

“This isn’t the time for pride. You can’t fight a battle like this on a teacher’s salary. Just because you were an idiot and let Jonathan sweep you out without a penny isn’t any reason to refuse money from me.”

“I didn’t want anything from Jonathan. I came out of the marriage with exactly what I went into it with. Three thousand dollars.”

“We won’t get into women’s rights and the fact that you earned something after eight years of marriage.” Grace was an activist if and when it suited her. “The point is I’m your sister, and I want to help.”

“Not with money. Maybe it is pride, but I have to do this myself. I’m moonlighting.”

“What—selling Tupperware? Tutoring kids on the Battle of New Orleans? Hooking?”

With the first good laugh she’d had in weeks, Kathleen poured more wine for both of them. “That’s right.”

“You’re selling Tupperware?” Grace considered it a moment. “Do they still have those little cereal bowls with the lids?”

“I have no idea. I’m not selling Tupperware.” She took a long drink. “I’m hooking.”

As Kathleen got up to turn on the overhead light, Grace picked up her own glass. It was a rare thing for Kathleen to make a joke, so she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or not. She decided against it. “I thought you said you weren’t interested in sex.”

“Not for myself, at least not at the moment. I make a dollar a minute for a seven-minute call, ten dollars for the call if it’s a repeater. Most of mine are. I average twenty calls a night, three days a week, plus twenty-five to thirty on weekends. That comes out to roughly nine hundred dollars a week.”

“Jesus.” Her first thought was that her sister had a hell of a lot more energy than she’d suspected. Her second was that the whole thing was a huge joke to get her to mind her own business.

In the harsh fluorescent light, Grace stared at her sister. There was nothing in Kathleen’s eyes to indicate she was joking. But Grace recognized that self-satisfied look. It was the same one she’d worn when she’d been twelve and Kathleen had sold five more boxes of Girl Scout cookies than Grace had.

“Jesus,” she said again and lit another cigarette.

“No lecture on morality, Gracie?”

“No.” Grace lifted her wine and swallowed hard. She wasn’t quite sure where she stood on the subject morally, not yet. “It’s going to sink in in a minute. You’re serious?”

“Perfectly.”

Of course. Kathleen was always serious. Twenty a night, she thought again, then shook that image away. “No lecture on morality, but you’re about to get one on common sense. Good God, Kathleen, do you know what kind of creeps and maniacs there are out there? Even I know, and I haven’t had a date that wasn’t business oriented in almost six months. And it’s not only a matter of getting pregnant, it’s a matter of catching something you won’t be able to bounce on your knee in nine months. It’s stupid, Kathleen, stupid and dangerous. And you’re going to stop right now or I’ll—”

“Tell Mom?” Kathleen suggested.

“This isn’t a joke.” Grace shifted uncomfortably because that had been precisely what had been on the tip of her tongue. “If you won’t think of yourself, think of Kevin. If Jonathan gets wind of this you haven’t a prayer of getting him back.”

“I am thinking of Kevin. He’s all I do think about now. Drink your wine, Grace, and listen. You always were prone to spin out a story without having all the facts.”

“It’s fact enough that my sister is moonlighting as a call girl, if an amazingly resilient one.”

“That’s exactly it. A call girl. I’m selling my voice, Grace, not my body.”

“A couple of glasses of wine and my brain fogs right up. Why don’t you spell it out for me, Kathleen?”

“I work for Fantasy, Incorporated. It’s a small storefront operation that specializes in phone services.”

“Phone services?” she repeated as she blew out smoke. “Phone services?” This time both eyebrows rose. “Are you talking about phone sex?”

“Talking about sex is the closest I’ve come in a year.”

“A year?” Grace had to swallow that first. “I’d offer my sympathies, but at the moment I’m too fascinated. You mean you’re doing what they advertise in the back of men’s magazines?”

“Since when did you start reading men’s magazines?”

“Research. And you’re saying you make almost a thousand a week talking to men over the phone?”

“I’ve always had a good voice.”

“Yeah.” Grace sat back to take it in. In all of her life she couldn’t remember Kathleen doing one single unconventional thing. She’d even waited until marriage to sleep with Jonathan. Grace knew because she’d asked. Both of them. Then it struck her not only how out of character it was but how funny. “Sister Mary Francis said you had the best speaking voice in the eighth grade. I wonder what the poor old dear would say if she knew her best student was a phone whore.”

“I’m not particularly fond of that term, Grace.”

“Oh come on, it has a nice ring.” She chuckled into her wine. “Sorry. Well, tell me how it works.”

She should have known Grace would see the lighter side of it. With Grace you rarely got recriminations. The muscles in Kathleen’s shoulders unknotted as she drank again. “The men call Fantasy’s office, if they’re repeaters they might ask for a specific woman. If they’re new, they’re asked to list their preferences so they can be set up with someone suitable.”

“What sort of preferences?”

Kathleen knew Grace had a tendency to interview. Three glasses of wine kept her from being annoyed. “Some men like to do most of the talking, about what they’d do to the woman, what they’re doing to themselves. Others like the woman to talk, just sort of walk them through, you know. They want her to describe herself, what she’s wearing, the room. Some of them want to talk about S and M or bondage. I don’t take those calls.”

Grace struggled to take it all seriously. “You only talk straight sex.”

For the first time in months, Kathleen felt pleasantly relaxed. “That’s right. And I’m good at it. I’m very popular.”

“Congratulations.”

“Anyway, the men call, they leave their phone number and the number of a major credit card. The office makes sure the card’s good, then contacts one of us. If I agree to take the call, I phone the man back on the telephone Fantasy had installed here, but that’s billed directly to the office address.”

“Of course. And then?”

“Then we talk.”

“Then you talk,” Grace murmured. “That’s why you have the extra phone in your office.”

“You always notice the little things.” Kathleen realized, with no small satisfaction, that she was well on her way to getting drunk. It felt good to have a buzz in her head, the weight off her shoulders, and her sister across the table.

“Kath, what’s to keep these guys from finding out your name and address? One of them might decide he doesn’t just want to talk anymore.”

She shook her head as she carefully wiped the slight ring from the glass off the table. “Fantasy’s employees’ files are strictly confidential. The callers are never, under any circumstances, given our number. Most of us use false names too. I’m Desiree.”

“Desiree,” Grace repeated with some respect.

“I’m five-two, blond, and have a body that won’t quit.”

“No shit?” Though she held her liquor better, Grace had eaten nothing that day but a Milky Way on the way to the airport. The idea of Kathleen having an alter ego not only seemed plausible but logical. “Congratulations again. But, Kath, say one of the people at Fantasy decided he wanted closer employer/employee relations?”

“You’re writing a book again,” Kathleen said dismissively.

“Maybe, but—”

“Grace, it’s perfectly safe. This is a simple business arrangement. All I do is talk, the men get their money’s worth, I’m paid well, and Fantasy gets its cut. Everyone’s happy.”

“Sounds logical.” Grace swirled her wine and tried to push away any doubts. “And trendy. The new wave of sex as we rush toward the nineties. You can’t get AIDS from a phone call.”

“Medically sound. Why are you laughing?”

“Just getting a picture.” Grace wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “ ‘Afraid of commitment, tired of the singles scene? Call Fantasy, Incorporated, talk to Desiree, Delilah, or DeeDee. Orgasms guaranteed or your money back. Major credit cards accepted.’ Christ, I should be writing ad copy.”

“I have never considered it a joke.”

“You never considered enough in life a joke,” Grace said, not unkindly. “Listen, the next time you’re working, can I sit in?”

“No.”

Grace shrugged off the refusal. “Well, let’s talk about it later. When do we eat?”

When she slipped into bed that night in Kathleen’s guest room, full of pasta and wine, Grace felt an ease about her sister she hadn’t felt since they’d been children. She didn’t know the last time she and Kathleen had sat up late, drinking and talking, like friends. It was hard to admit that they never had.

Kathleen was finally doing something unusual, and standing up for herself while she was about it. As long as it didn’t bring her sister any trouble, Grace was thrilled. Kathleen was taking charge of her life. And she was going to be just fine.

He listened for three hours that night, waiting for her. Desiree never came. There were other women, of course, with exotic names and sexy voices, but they weren’t Desiree. Curled up in bed, he tried to get himself off by imagining her voice, but it wasn’t enough. So he lay, frustrated and sweaty, wondering when he would work up the nerve to go to her.

Soon, he thought. She’d be so happy to see him. She’d take him to her, undress him just the way she described. And let him touch her. Wherever he wanted. It had to be soon.

In the shadowy moonlight he rose and went back to his computer. He wanted to see it again before he went to sleep. The terminal came on with a quiet hum. His fingers, thin but competent, tapped out a series of numbers. In seconds the address came up on the screen. Desiree’s address.

Soon.


Chapter 2

Grace heard the low, droning buzz and blamed it on the wine. She didn’t groan or grumble about the hangover. She’d been taught that every sin, venial or mortal, required penance. It was one of the few aspects of her early Catholic training she carried with her into adulthood.

The sun was up and strong enough to filter through the gauzy curtains at the windows. In defense, she buried her face in the pillow. She managed to block out the light, but not the buzzing. She was awake, and hating it.

Thinking of aspirin and coffee, she pushed herself up in bed. It was then she realized the buzzing wasn’t inside her head, but outside the house. She rummaged through one of her bags and came up with a ratty terry-cloth robe. In her closet at home was a silk one, a gift from a former lover. Grace had fond memories of the lover, but preferred the terry-cloth robe. Still groggy, she stumbled to the window and pushed the curtain aside.

It was a beautiful day, cool and smelling just faintly of spring and turned earth. There was a sagging chain-link fence separating her sister’s yard from the yard next door. Tangled and pitiful against it was a forsythia bush. It was struggling to bloom, and Grace thought its tiny yellow flowers looked brave and daring. It hadn’t occurred to her until then how tired she was of hothouse flowers and perfect petals. On a huge yawn, she looked beyond it.

She saw him then, in the backyard of the house next door. Long narrow boards were braced on sawhorses. With the kind of easy competence she admired, he measured and marked and cut through. Intrigued, Grace shoved the window up to get a better look. The morning air was chill, but she leaned into it, pleased that it cleared her head. Like the forsythia, he was something to see.

Paul Bunyan, she thought, and grinned. The man had to be six-four if he was an inch and built along the lines of a fullback. Even with the distance she could see the power of his muscles moving under his jacket. He had a mane of red hair and a full beard—not a trimmed little affectation, but the real thing. She could just see his mouth move in its cushion in time to the country music that jingled out of a portable radio.

When the buzzing stopped, she was smiling down at him, her elbows resting on the sill. “Hi,” she called. Her smile widened as he turned and looked up. She’d noticed that his body had braced as he’d turned, not so much in surprise, she thought, but in readiness. “I like your house.”

Ed relaxed as he saw the woman in the window. He’d put in over sixty hours that week, and had killed a man. The sight of a pretty woman smiling at him from a second-story window did a lot to soothe his worn nerves. “Thanks.”

“You fixing it up?”

“Bit by bit.” He shaded his eyes against the sun and studied her. She wasn’t his neighbor. Though he and Kathleen Breezewood hadn’t exchanged more than a dozen words, he knew her by sight. But there was something familiar in the grinning face and tousled hair. “You visiting?”

“Yes, Kathy’s my sister. I guess she’s gone already. She teaches.”

“Oh.” He’d learned more about his neighbor in two seconds than he had in two months. Her nickname was Kathy, she had a sister, and she was a teacher. Ed hefted another board onto the horses. “Staying long?”

“I’m not sure.” She leaned out a bit farther so the breeze ruffled her hair. It was a small indulgence the pace and convenience of New York had denied her. “Did you plant the azaleas out front?”

“Yeah. Last week.”

“They’re terrific. I think I’ll put some in for Kath.” She smiled again. “See you.” She pulled her head inside and was gone.

For a minute longer Ed stared at the empty window. She’d left it open, he noted, and the temperature had yet to climb to sixty. He took out his carpenter’s pencil to mark the wood. He knew that face. It was both a matter of business and personality that he never forgot one. It would come to him.

Inside, Grace pulled on a pair of sweats. Her hair was still damp from the shower, but she wasn’t in the mood to fuss with blow dryers and styling brushes. There was coffee to be drunk, a paper to be read, and a murder to be solved. By her calculations, she could put Maxwell to work and have enough carved out to be satisfied before Kathleen returned from Our Lady of Hope.

Downstairs, she put on the coffee, then checked out the contents of the refrigerator. The best bet was the spaghetti left over from the night before. Grace bypassed eggs and pulled out the neat plastic container. It took her a minute to realize that her sister’s kitchen wasn’t civilized enough to have a microwave. Taking this in stride, she tossed the top into the sink and dug in. She’d eat it cold. Chewing, she spotted the note on the kitchen table. Kathleen always left notes.

Help yourself to whatever’s in the kitchen. Grace smiled and forked more cold spaghetti into her mouth. Don’t worry about dinner, I’ll pick up a couple steaks. And that, she thought, was Kathleen’s polite way of telling her not to mess up the kitchen. Parent conference this afternoon. I’ll be home by five-thirty. Don’t use the phone in my office.

Grace wrinkled her nose as she stuffed the note into her pocket. It would take time, and some pressure, but she was determined to learn more of her sister’s moonlighting adventures. And there was the matter of finding out the name of her sister’s lawyer. Kathleen’s objections and pride aside, Grace wanted to speak to him personally. If she did so carefully enough, her sister’s ego wouldn’t be bruised. In any case, sometimes you had to overlook a couple of bruises and shoot for the goal. Until she had Kevin back, Kathleen would never be able to put her life in order. That scum Breezewood had no right using Kevin as a weapon against Kathleen.

He’d always been an operator, she thought. Jonathan Breezewood the third was a cold and calculating manipulator who used family position and monied politics to get his way. But not this time. It might take some maneuvering, but Grace would find a way to set things right.

She turned the heat off under the coffeepot just as someone knocked on the front door.

Her trunk, she decided, and snatched up the carton of spaghetti as she started down the hall. An extra ten bucks should convince the delivery man to haul it upstairs. She had a persuasive smile ready as she opened the door.

“G. B. McCabe, right?” Ed stood on the stoop with a hardback copy of Murder in Style. He’d nearly sawed a finger off when he’d put the name together with the face.

“That’s right.” She glanced at the picture on the back cover. Her hair had been styled and crimped, and the photographer had used stark black and white to make her look mysterious. “You’ve got a good eye. I barely recognize myself from that picture.”

Now that he was here, he hadn’t the least idea what to do with himself. This kind of thing always happened, he knew, whenever he acted on impulse. Especially with a woman. “I like your stuff. I guess I’ve read most of it.”

“Only most of it?” Grace stuck the fork back in the spaghetti as she smiled at him. “Don’t you know that writers have huge and fragile egos? You’re supposed to say you’ve read every word I’ve ever written and adored them all.”

He relaxed a little because her smile demanded he do so. “How about ‘you tell a hell of a story’?”

“That’ll do.”

“When I realized who you were, I guess I just wanted to come over and make sure I was right.”

“Well, you win the prize. Come on in.”

“Thanks.” He shifted the book to his other hand and felt like an idiot. “But I don’t want to bother you.”

Grace gave him a long, solemn look. He was even more impressive up close than he’d been from the window. And his eyes were blue, a dark, interesting blue. “You mean you don’t want me to sign that?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Come in then.” She took his arm and pulled him inside. “The coffee’s hot.”

“I don’t drink it.”

“Don’t drink coffee? How do you stay alive?” Then she smiled and gestured with her fork. “Come on back anyway, there’s probably something you can drink. So you like mysteries?”

He liked the way she walked, slowly, carelessly, as though she could change her mind about direction at any moment. “I guess you could say mysteries are my life.”

“Mine too.” In the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator again. “No beer,” she murmured and decided to remedy that at the first opportunity. “No sodas, either. Christ, Kathy. There’s juice. It looks like orange.”

“Fine.”

“I’ve got some spaghetti here. Want to share?”

“No, thanks. Is that your breakfast?”

“Mmmm.” She poured his juice, gesturing casually to a chair as she went to the stove to pour her coffee. “Have you lived next door long?”

He was tempted to mention nutrition but managed to control himself. “Just a couple of months.”

“It must be great, fixing it up the way you want.” She took another bite of the pasta. “Is that what you are, a carpenter? You have the hands for it.”

He found himself pleasantly relieved that she hadn’t asked him if he played ball. “No. I’m a cop.”

“You’re kidding. Really?” She shoved her carton aside and leaned forward. It was her eyes that made her beautiful, he decided on the spot. They were so alive, so full of fascination. “I’m crazy about cops. Some of my best characters are cops, even the bad ones.”

“I know.” He had to smile. “You’ve got a feel for police work. It shows in the way you plot a book. Everything works on logic and deduction.”

“All my logic goes into writing.” She picked up her coffee, then remembered she’d forgotten the cream. Rather than get up, she drank it black. “What kind of cop are you—uniform, undercover?”

“Homicide.”

“Kismet.” She laughed and squeezed his hand. “I can’t believe it, I come to visit my sister and plop right down beside a homicide detective. Are you working on anything right now?”

“Actually, we just wrapped something up yesterday.”

A rough one, she decided. There’d been something about the way he’d said it, the faintest change of tone. Though her curiosity was piqued, it was controlled by compassion. “I’ve got a hell of a murder working right now. A series of murders, actually. I’ve got …” She trailed off. Ed saw her eyes darken. She sat back and propped her bare feet on an empty chair. “I can change the location,” she began slowly. “Set it right here in D.C. That’s better. It would work. What do you think?”

“Well, I—”

“Maybe I could come down to the station sometime. You could show me around.” Already taking her thought processes to the next stage, she thrust her hand into the pocket of her robe for a cigarette. “That’s allowed, isn’t it?”

“I could probably work it out.”

“Terrific. Look, have you got a wife or a lover or anything?”

He stared at her as she lit the cigarette and blew out smoke. “Not right now,” he said cautiously.

“Then maybe you’d have a couple of hours now and again in the evening for me.”

He picked up his juice and took a long swallow. “A couple of hours,” he repeated. “Now and again?”

“Yeah. I wouldn’t expect you to give me all your free time, just squeeze me in when you’re in the mood.”

“When I’m in the mood,” he murmured. Her robe dipped down to the floor but was parted at the knee to reveal her legs, pale from winter and smooth as marble. Maybe miracles did still happen.

“You could be kind of my expert consultant, you know? I mean, who’d know murder investigations in D.C. better than a D.C. homicide detective?”

Consultant. A little flustered by his own thoughts, he switched his mind off her legs. “Right.” He let out a long breath, then laughed. “You roll right along, don’t you, Miss McCabe?”

“It’s Grace, and I’m pushy, but I won’t pout very long if you say no.”

He wondered as he looked at her if there was a man alive who could have said no to those eyes. Then again, his partner Ben always told him he was a sucker. “I’ve got a couple hours, now and then.”

“Thanks. Listen, how about dinner tomorrow? By that time Kath will be thrilled to be rid of me for a while. We could talk murder. I’m buying.”

“I’d like that.” He rose, feeling as though he’d just taken a fast, unexpected ride. “I’d better get back to work.”

“Let me sign your book.” After a quick search, she found a pen on a magnetic holder by the phone. “I don’t know your name.”

“It’s Ed. Ed Jackson.”

“Hi, Ed.” She scrawled on the title page, then unconsciously slipped the pen into her pocket. “See you tomorrow, about seven?”

“Okay.” She had freckles, he noticed. A half dozen of them sprinkled over the bridge of her nose. And her wrists were slim and frail. He shifted the book again. “Thanks for the autograph.”

Grace let him out the back door. He smelled good, she thought, like wood shavings and soap. Then, rubbing her hands together, she went upstairs to plug in Maxwell.

She worked throughout the day, skipping lunch in favor of the candy bar she found in her coat pocket. Whenever she surfaced from the world she was creating into the one around her, she could hear the hammering and sawing from the house next door. She’d set up her workstation by the window because she liked looking at that house and imagining what was going on inside.

Once she noticed a car pull up in the driveway next door. A rangy, dark-haired man got out and sauntered up the walk, entering the house without knocking. Grace speculated on him for a moment, then dove back into her plot. The next time she bothered to look, two hours had passed and the car was gone.

She arched her back, then, digging her last cigarette out of the pack, read over a few paragraphs. “Good work, Maxwell,” she declared. Pushing a series of buttons, she shut him down for the day. Because her thoughts drifted to her sister, Grace got up to tidy the bed.

Her trunk stood in the middle of the room. The delivery man had indeed carried it upstairs for her, and with the least encouragement from her would have unpacked it as well. She glanced at it, considered, then opted to deal with the chaos inside it later. Instead she went downstairs, found a top-forty station on the radio, and filled the house with the latest from ZZ Top.

Kathleen found her in the living room, sprawled on the sofa with a magazine and a glass of wine. She had to fight back a surge of impatience. She’d just spent the day battling to push something into the minds of a hundred and thirty teenagers. The parent consultation had gotten her nowhere, and her car had begun to make ominous noises on the way home. And here was her sister, with nothing but time on her hands and money in the bank.

With the bag of groceries in her arm, she walked over to the radio and switched it off. Grace glanced up, focused, and smiled. “Hi. I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I’m not surprised. You had the radio up all the way.”

“Sorry.” Grace remembered to put the magazine back on the table rather than let it slide to the floor. “Rough day?”

“Some of us have them.” She turned and walked toward the kitchen.

Grace swung her feet to the floor, then sat for a minute with her head in her hands. After taking a few deep breaths, she rose and followed her sister into the kitchen. “I went ahead and beefed up the salad from last night. It’s still the best thing I cook.”

“Fine.” Kathleen was already lining a broiling pan with foil.

“Want some wine?”

“No, I’m working tonight.”

“On the phone?”

“That’s right. On the phone.” She slapped the meat onto the broiler.

“Hey, Kath, I was asking, not criticizing.” When she got no response, Grace reached for the wine and topped off her glass. “Actually, it crossed my mind that I might be able to use what you’re doing as an angle in a book.”

“You don’t change, do you?” Kathleen whirled around. In her eyes, the fury was hot and pulsing. “Nothing’s ever private where you’re concerned.”

“For heaven’s sake, Kathy, I didn’t mean I’d use your name or even your situation, just the idea, that’s all. It was simply a thought.”

“Everything’s grist for the mill, your mill. Maybe you’d like to use my divorce while you’re at it.”

“I’ve never used you,” Grace said quietly.

“You use everyone—friends, lovers, family. Oh, you sympathize with their pain and problems on the outside, but inside you’re ticking away, figuring how to make it work for you. Can’t you be told anything, see anything without thinking how you can use it in a book?”

Grace opened her mouth to deny, to protest, then closed it again on a sigh. The truth, no matter how unattractive, was better faced. “No, I guess not. I’m sorry.”

“Then drop it, all right?” Kathleen’s voice was abruptly calm again. “I don’t want to argue tonight.”

“Neither do I.” Making the effort, she started fresh. “I was thinking I might rent a car while I’m here, play tourist a little. And if I was mobile, I could do the shopping and save you some time.”

“Fine.” Kathleen switched the broiler on, shifting her body enough so that Grace couldn’t see her hand wasn’t steady. “There’s a Hertz place on the way to school. I could drop you off in the morning.”

“Okay.” Now what, Grace asked herself as she sipped her wine. “Oh, I met the guy next door this morning.”

“I’m sure you did.” Her voice was taut as she slid the meat under the flame. She was surprised Grace hadn’t made friends with everyone in the entire neighborhood by now.

Grace sipped her wine and worked on her temper. It was usually she who lost it first, she remembered. This time she wouldn’t. “He’s very nice. Turns out to be a cop. We’re having dinner tomorrow.”

“Isn’t that lovely.” Kathleen slammed a pot on the stove and added water. “You work fast, Gracie, as usual.”

Grace took another slow sip, then set her glass carefully on the counter. “I think I’ll go for a walk.”

“I’m sorry.” With her eyes closed, Kathleen leaned against the stove. “I didn’t mean that, I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“All right.” She wasn’t always quick to forgive, but she only had one sister. “Why don’t you sit down? You’re tired.”

“No, I’m on call tonight. I want to get this done before the phone starts ringing.”

“I’ll do it. You can supervise.” She took her sister’s arm and nudged her into a chair. “What goes in the pan?”

“There’s a package in the bag.” Kathleen dug in her purse, pulled out a bottle, and shook out two pills.

Grace dipped in the grocery bag and took out an envelope. “Noodles in garlic sauce. Handy.” She ripped it open and dumped it in without reading the directions. “I’d just as soon you didn’t jump down my throat again, but do you want to talk about it?”

“No, it was just a long day.” She dry-swallowed the pills. “I’ve got papers to grade.”

“Well, I won’t be able to do you any good there. I could take the phone calls for you.”

Kathleen managed a smile. “No, thanks.”

Grace took out the salad bowl and set it on the table. “Maybe I could just take notes.”

“No. If you don’t stir those noodles, they’ll stick.”

“Oh.” Willing to oblige, Grace turned to them. In the silence, she heard the meat begin to sizzle. “Easter’s next week. Don’t you get a few days off?”

“Five, counting the weekend.”

“Why don’t we take a quick trip, join the madness in Fort Lauderdale, get some sun?”

“I can’t afford it.”

“My treat, Kath. Come on, it’d be fun. Remember the spring of our senior year when we begged and pleaded with Mom and Dad to let us go?”

“You begged and pleaded,” Kathleen reminded her.

“Whatever, we went. For three days we partied, got sunburned, and met dozens of guys. Remember that one, Joe or Jack, who tried to climb in the window of our motel room?”

“After you told him I was hot for his body.”

“Well, you were. Poor guy nearly killed himself.” With a laugh, she stabbed a noodle and wondered if it was done. “God, we were so young, and so stupid. What the hell, Kath, we’ve still got it together enough to have a few college guys leer at us.”

“Drinking sprees and college boys don’t interest me. Besides, I’ve arranged to be on call all weekend. Switch the noodles down to warm, Grace, and turn the meat over.”

She obeyed and said nothing as she heard Kathleen setting the table. It wasn’t the drinking or the men, Grace thought. She’d just wanted to recapture something of the sisterhood they’d shared. “You’re working too hard.”

“I’m not in your position, Grace. I can’t afford to lie on the couch and read magazines all afternoon.”

Grace picked up her wine again. And bit her tongue. There were days she sat in front of a screen for twelve hours, nights she worked until three. On a book tour she was on all day and half the night until she had only enough energy to crawl into bed and fall into a stuporous sleep. She might consider herself lucky, she might still be astonished at the amount of money that rolled in from royalty checks, but she earned it. It was a constant source of annoyance that her sister never understood that.

“I’m on vacation.” She tried to say it lightly, but the edge was there.

“I’m not.”

“Fine. If you don’t want to go away, would you mind if I did some puttering around in the yard?”

“I don’t care.” Kathleen rubbed her temple. The headaches never seemed to fade completely any longer. “Actually I’d appreciate it. I haven’t given it much thought. We had a beautiful garden in California. Do you remember?”

“Sure.” Grace had always thought it too orderly and formal, like Jonathan. Like Kathleen. She hated the little stab of bitterness she felt and pushed it aside. “We could go for some pansies, and what were those things Mom always loved? Morning glories.”

“All right.” But her mind was on other things. “Grace, the meat’s going to burn.”

Later, Kathleen closed herself in her office. Grace could hear the phone ring, the Fantasy phone, as she’d decided to term it. She counted ten calls before she went upstairs. Too restless to sleep, she turned on her computer. But she wasn’t thinking of work or of the murders she created.

The contented feeling that had been with her the night before and most of the day was gone. Kathleen wasn’t all right. Her mood swings were too quick and too sharp. It had been on the tip of her tongue to mention therapy, but she’d been too aware of what the reaction would have been. Kathleen would have given her one of those hard, closed-in looks, and the discussion would have ended.

Grace had mentioned Kevin only once. Kathleen had told her she didn’t want to discuss him or Jonathan. She knew her sister well enough to realize that Kathleen was regretting her visit. What was worse, Grace was regretting it herself. Kathleen always managed to point out the worst aspects of her, aspects that under other circumstances Grace herself managed to brush over.

But she’d come to help. Somehow, despite both of them, she was going to. But it would take some time, she told herself for comfort, resting her chin on her arm. She could see lights in the windows next door.

She couldn’t hear the phone ring now with the office door closed and her own pulled to. She wondered how many more calls her sister would take that night. How many more men would she satisfy without ever having seen their faces? Did she grade papers between calls? It should have been funny. She wished it were funny, but she couldn’t stop seeing the tension on Kathleen’s face as she’d pushed her food around her plate.

There was nothing she could do, Grace told herself as she scrubbed her hands over her eyes. Kathleen was determined to handle things her way.

It was wonderful to hear her voice again, to hear her make promises and give that quick, husky laugh. She was wearing black this time, something thin and filmy that a man could tear away on a whim. She’d like that, he thought. She’d like it if he were there with her, ripping off her clothes.

The man she was talking to barely spoke at all. He was glad. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine she was talking to him. And only him. He’d been listening to her for hours, call after call. After a while, the words no longer mattered. Just her voice, the warm, teasing voice that poured through his earphones and into his head. From somewhere in the house a television was playing, but he didn’t hear it. He only heard Desiree.

She wanted him.

In his mind he sometimes heard her say his name. Jerald. She would say it with that half laugh she often had in her voice. When he went to her, she would open up her arms and say it again, slowly, breathlessly. Jerald.

They would make love in all the ways she described.

He would be the man to finally satisfy her. He would be the man she wanted above all others. It would be his name she said over and over again, on a whisper, on a moan, on a scream.

Jerald, Jerald, Jerald.

He shuddered, then lay back, spent, in the swivel chair in front of his computer.

He was eighteen years old and had made love to women only in his dreams. Tonight his dreams were only of Desiree.

And he was mad.


Chapter 3

“So where are you going?”

Because Ed had won the toss, he was behind the wheel. He and his partner, Ben Paris, had just spent the better part of the day in court. It wasn’t enough to catch the bad guys, you had to spend hours testifying against them.

“What?”

“I said where are you going?” Ben had an oversize bag of M&M’s and was eating steadily. “With the writer.”

“I don’t know.” He downshifted at a stop sign, hesitated, then cleared the intersection.

“You didn’t come to a complete stop.” Ben crunched into the candy. “The deal was if you drove you’d obey all traffic signals.”

“Nobody was coming. Do you think I should wear a tie?”

“How do I know if you don’t know where you’re going? Besides, you look ridiculous in a tie. Like a bull with a bell around his neck.”

“Thanks, partner.”

“Ed, the light’s changing. The light—shit.” He tossed the candy into his pocket as Ed cruised through. “So, how long’s the famous novelist going to be in town?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know? You talked to her, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t ask. I didn’t figure it was my business.”

“Women like you to ask.” Ben worked the imaginary brake with his foot as Ed squealed around a corner. “She writes good stuff. Got some grit to it. I guess you remember I was the one who turned you on to her books.”

“You want me to name the first kid after you?”

With a chuckle Ben punched in the car lighter. “So does she look like the picture on the book, or what?”

“Better.” Ed grinned but rolled down the window as Ben lit a cigarette. “She’s got big gray eyes. And she smiles a lot. Got a great smile.”

“Doesn’t take you long to get hip-deep, does it?”

Ed shifted uncomfortably and kept his eyes on the road. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’ve seen it happen before.” Ben relaxed his brake foot as Ed dropped behind a slow-moving sedan. “Some little number with big eyes and a great smile flutters her lashes and you’re gone. You’ve got no resistance when it comes to women, pal.”

“Studies show that men married less than six months develop an annoying tendency to give advice.”

“Redbook?”

“Cosmopolitan.”

“I bet. Anyway, when I’m right, I’m right.” The only person he knew better than himself was Ed Jackson. Ben would have been the first to admit he didn’t even know his wife as intimately. He didn’t need a magnifying glass to recognize the first stages of infatuation. “Why don’t you bring her over for a drink or something? Tess and I can check her out.”

“I’ll do my own checking, thanks.”

“Back up, partner. You know, now that I’m a married man, I take a very objective view of women.”

Ed grinned through his beard. “Bullshit.”

“Truth, absolute truth.” Ben swung an arm over the back of the seat. “Tell you what, I can call Tess and we can arrange to go with you tonight. Just to protect you from yourself.”

“Thanks, but I want to try to struggle through this on my own.”

“Have you told her you only eat nuts and berries?”

Ed gave him a mild look as he took the next turn.

“It might influence the choice of restaurant.” Ben flipped his cigarette out the window, but his grin faded when Ed pulled into a parking lot. “Oh no, not the hardware store. Not again.”

“I need to pick up some hinges.”

“Sure, that’s what you always say. You’ve been a pain in the ass since you bought that house, Jackson.”

As they got out of the car, Ed flipped him a quarter. “Go across to the 7-Eleven and get a cup of coffee. I won’t be long.”

“You got ten minutes. It’s bad enough I have to spend the morning in court having to outmaneuver Torcelli’s P.D., but now I have to put up with Harry Homeowner.”

“You told me to buy a house.”

“That’s beside the point. And I can’t get coffee for a quarter.”

“Show your badge, maybe they’ll give you a discount.”

Grumbling, Ben jogged across the street. If he had to cool his heels while his partner pored over nuts and bolts, he might as well do it with coffee and a Danish.

The little convenience store was almost empty. It would be a couple of hours yet before the rush-hour crowd stopped in for a loaf of bread or a Big Gulp for the road. The cashier was reading a paperback but glanced up and smiled as he walked by. Objectively, he decided she had a nice bust.

In the back of the store by the hot plates and microwave, he poured himself a large coffee, then grabbed the pot of hot water and poured a cup for Ed, who always had a tea bag in his pocket.

There’d been a time he’d been certain Ed had made a huge mistake in buying that wreck of a house. But the truth was, watching it come together little by little had set him to thinking. Maybe he and Tess should start looking for a house. Nothing with holes in the ceiling or rats in the attic like Ed’s, but a place with a real yard. A place where you could have a grill and barbecue steaks in the summer. A place where you could raise kids, he thought, then told himself to slow down. It must be marriage that made you think about next year as often as you thought about tomorrow.

Downing coffee as he went, Ben walked to the cashier. He barely had time to swear when he was shoved and the coffee splashed down his shirt.

“Dammit!” he shouted, immediately going silent and still as he saw the knife trembling in the hand of a kid of about seventeen.

“The money.” The kid poked the knife at Ben as he gestured to the cashier. “All of it. Now.”

“Great,” Ben muttered and glanced at the woman behind the counter, who was pale and frozen to the spot. “Listen, kid, they don’t keep diddly in those cash registers.”

“The money. I said give me the fucking money!” The boy’s voice rose and broke. A thin trail of spittle flew out as he spoke; it was tinted with blood from the lip he’d been biting. He needed a fix and he needed it bad. “You’d better move your ass right now, you stupid bitch, or I’ll carve my initials into your forehead.”

The woman took another look at the knife and sprang into action. She grabbed the tray out of the drawer and dumped it on the counter. Loose change bounced out and hit the floor.

“Your wallet,” he said to Ben as he began to stuff bills and silver into his pockets. It was his first robbery. He’d had no idea it could be so easy. But his heart was still jammed into his throat and his armpits were dripping. “Take it out slow and toss it on the counter.”

“Okay. Take it easy.” He considered reaching inside his jacket for his weapon. The kid was sweating like a pig and had as much terror in his eyes as the woman behind the counter. Instead, Ben reached for his wallet with two fingers. He held it up, watching the kid’s eyes follow it. Then he tossed it an inch short of the counter. The minute the kid looked down, he moved.

He knocked the knife away easily. The grip was slippery with sweat. It was then that the woman behind the counter started to scream, one keening wail after the next as she continued to stand rooted. And the kid fought like a wounded bear. Ben locked his arms around the kid’s waist from the rear, but even as he planted his feet, they were going over onto a display table. It cracked, going down with them. Ho-Ho’s and Chiclets scattered. The boy screamed and swore, flopping like a fish as he groped for the knife. Ben’s elbow cracked against the frozen-food cabinet hard enough to have stars dancing in his head. Beneath him, the boy was rail thin and soaked now from a nervous bladder. Ben did what seemed easiest: He sat on him.

“You’re busted, friend.” Pulling out his shield, he stuck it in front of the boy’s face. “And the way you’re shaking it’s the best thing that could’ve happened to you.” The boy was already weeping as Ben took out his cuffs. Annoyed and out of breath, he looked up at the cashier. “You want to call the cops, sweetie?”

Ed came out of the hardware store with a bag of hinges, a half-dozen brass handles, and four ceramic pulls. The pulls were a real find, as they’d pick up the color in the tile he’d chosen for the upstairs bath. His next project. Since the car was empty, he glanced across the street and saw the black and white. With a sigh, he set the bag carefully in the car and sauntered over to find his partner. He took one look at Ben’s shirt, then at the kid sobbing and shaking in the back of the patrol car.

“See you got your coffee.”

“Yeah. On the house, you bastard.” Ben nodded to the uniform, then with his hands stuffed in his pockets started back across the street. “Now I’ve got a frigging report to fill out. And look at this shirt.” He held it away from his skin where it had plastered, cold and sticky. “What the hell am I supposed to do about these coffee stains?”

“Spray ’N Wash.”

It was nearly six when Ed pulled into his driveway. He’d hung around the station, dawdled at his desk, and scrounged for busywork. The simple fact was, he was nervous. He liked women well enough, without pretending to understand them. The job itself put certain limits on his social life, but when he dated, he was usually drawn to the easygoing and none-too-bright. He’d never had his partner’s flare for gathering females in droves or juggling them like a circus act. Nor had he ever experienced Ben’s sudden and total commitment to one woman.

Ed preferred women who didn’t move too fast or push too many buttons. It was true he liked long and stimulating conversations, but he rarely dated a woman who could give him one. And he never analyzed why.

He admired G. B. McCabe’s brain. He just wasn’t sure how he’d deal with Grace McCabe on a social level. He wasn’t used to a woman asking him out and setting the time and place. He was more accustomed to pampering and guiding—and would have been appalled and insulted if anyone had accused him of chauvinism.

He’d been a staunch supporter of the ERA but that was politics. Though he’d worked with Ben for years, he wouldn’t have blinked twice at a female partner. But that was business.

His mother had worked as long as he could remember, while raising three sons and a daughter. There had been no father, and as the oldest, Ed had taken over as head of the house before he’d reached his teens. He was used to a woman earning a living, just as he was used to managing her paycheck and making the major decisions for her.

In the back of his mind had always been the thought that when he married, his wife wouldn’t have to work. He’d take care of her, the way his father had never taken care of his mother. The way Ed had always wanted to take care of her.

One day, when his house was finished, the walls painted and the garden planted, he’d find the right woman and bring her home. And take care of her.

As he changed, he glanced out the window to the house next door. Grace had left her curtains open and her light on. Even as he thought about giving her a gentle hint about privacy when he saw her, she slammed into the room. Though he could only see her from the hips up, he was sure she kicked something. Then she began to pace.

What was she going to do? Grace dragged both hands through her hair as if she could pull out the answers. Her sister was in trouble, bigger trouble than she’d ever imagined. And she was helpless.

She shouldn’t have lost her temper, she told herself. Shouting at Kathleen was the equivalent of reading War and Peace in the dark. All you got was a headache and no understanding. Something had to be done. Dropping down on the bed, she rested her head against her knees. How long had it been going on? she wondered. Since the divorce? She’d gotten no answers out of Kathleen, so Grace jumped to the conclusion that this too was Jonathan’s fault.

But what was she going to do about it? Kathleen was furious with her now and wouldn’t listen. Grace knew about drugs—had seen too often what they could do to people. She’d comforted some who’d been struggling on the road back and had distanced herself from others who’d been racing toward destruction. She’d broken off a relationship because of drugs and had pushed the man totally out of her life.

But this was her sister. She pressed her fingers to her eyes and tried to think.

Valium. Three bottles of it from three different doctors. And for all she knew, Kathleen could have more stashed at school, in her car, God knew where.

She hadn’t been snooping, not the way Kathleen had accused her of. She’d needed a damn pencil and had known that Kathleen would have kept one in the drawer beside her bed. She’d found the pencil all right. Freshly sharpened. And the three bottles of pills.

“You don’t know what it’s like to have nerves,” Kathleen had raged at her. “You don’t know what it’s like to have real problems. Everything you’ve ever touched has turned out exactly the way you wanted it. I’ve lost my husband, I’ve lost my son. How dare you lecture me about anything I do to stop the pain?”

She hadn’t had the right words, only anger and recriminations. Face up to it, goddamn it. For once in your life, face up to it. Why hadn’t she said I’ll help you. I’m here for you. That’s what she’d meant. She could go back down now and plead, grovel, scream, and get only one reaction. The wall was up. She’d faced that same wall before. When Kathleen had broken up with a longtime boyfriend, when Grace had gotten the lead in the class play.

Family. You didn’t turn away when it was family. On a sigh, Grace went downstairs to try again.

Kathleen was in her office with the door shut. Promising herself she’d stay calm, Grace knocked. “Kath.” There was no answer, but at least the door wasn’t locked. Grace pushed it open. “Kath, I’m sorry.”

Kathleen finished checking a tenth-grade paper before she looked up. “You don’t have to apologize.”

“Okay.” So she was calm again, Grace thought. Whether it was from the pills or that her temper had cooled, she couldn’t be sure. “Look, I thought I’d run next door and tell Ed we’d make it another night. Then we could talk.”

“There’s nothing more to talk about.” Kathleen put the graded paper on one pile and picked up a new paper from another stack. She was deadly calm now. The pills had given her that. “And I’m on call tonight. Go have a good time.”

“Kathy, I’m worried about you. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” She meant it, she only wished she were capable of showing just how much she meant it. “And there’s nothing for you to worry about. I know what I’m doing.”

“I know you’re under a lot of pressure, terrible pressure. I want to help.”

“I appreciate it.” Kathleen marked an answer wrong and wondered why her students couldn’t pay more attention. No one seemed to pay enough attention. “I’m handling it. I told you I’m glad you’re here, and I am. I’m also happy to have you stay as long as you like—and as long as you don’t interfere.”

“Honey, valium addiction can be very dangerous. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I’m not addicted.” Kathleen gave the paper a C minus. “As soon as I have Kevin back and my life’s in order, I won’t need pills.” She smiled and picked up another paper. “Stop worrying, Gracie. I’m a big girl now.” When her phone rang, she got up from her desk and moved to the chair. “Yes?” Kathleen picked up a pencil. “Yes, I’ll take him. Give me the number.” She wrote it down, then pushed down the disconnect button. “Good night, Grace. I’ll leave the porch light on for you.”

Because her sister was already dialing the number, Grace backed out of the office. She grabbed her coat from the hall closet where Kathleen had hung it, then rushed outside.

The bite of early April made her think again of Florida. She might still persuade Kathleen to go. Or perhaps to the Caribbean or Mexico. Anywhere warm and relaxed. And once she had her out of town, away from the worst of the pressure, they could really talk. If that failed, Grace had memorized the names of the three doctors that appeared on the labels of the bottles of pills. She’d go to them.

Still struggling into her coat, she knocked at Ed’s door.

“I know I’m early,” she said as soon as he’d opened it. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought we could have a drink first. Can I come in?”

“Sure.” He stepped back, understanding she didn’t want an answer to any question but the last. “You okay?”

“It shows?” With a half laugh she brushed her tumbled hair away from her face. “I had a fight with my sister, that’s all. We’ve never been able to go more than a week without words. Usually my fault.”

“Fights are usually two people’s fault.”

“Not when they’re with me.” It would be too easy to open up and let it pour. He had the kind of eyes that spoke of comfort and understanding. But this was family business. Deliberately she turned to look at the house. “This is wonderful.”

Grace looked beyond the peeling wallpaper and stacks of lumber to the size and scope of the room. She saw the height of the ceiling rather than the chipped plaster, and the beauty of the old hardwood floor beneath the stains and scratches.

“I haven’t gotten to this room yet.” But in his mind’s eye, he’d already seen it finished. “The kitchen was my first priority.”

“It’s always mine.” She smiled and held out a hand. “Well, are you going to show me?”

“Sure, if you want.” It was strange, but usually he felt as though he swallowed up a woman’s hand. Hers was small and slim, but it held firmly in his. She glanced at the staircase as they passed.

“Once you strip that wood, you’re going to have something really special. I love these old houses with all these rooms stacked on top of each other. It’s funny, because my condo in New York is practically one huge room, and I’m very comfortable there, but … oh, this is terrific.”

He’d torn out, scraped, steamed, and rebuilt. The kitchen was the result of nearly two months of work. As far as Grace was concerned, whatever astronomical amount of time he’d put into it was worth every moment. The counters were a dark rose, a color she wouldn’t have expected a man to appreciate. He’d painted the cabinets in a mint green for contrast. The appliances were stark white and straight out of the forties. There was a brick hearth and oven that had been lovingly restored. There must have been old linoleum to scrape up, but now the floor was oak.

“Nineteen-forty-five, the war’s over, and living in America couldn’t be better. I love it. Where did you find this stove?”

It was strange how right she looked there, with her hair frizzed and flyaway and her coat padded at the shoulders. “I, ah, there’s an antique store in Georgetown. There was hell to pay to get parts.”

“It’s terrific. Really terrific.” She could relax here, she thought, as she leaned against the sink. It was white porcelain and reminded her of home and simpler times. There were little peat pots in the window with green sprigs already poking through. “What are you growing here?”

“Some herbs.”

“Herbs? Like rosemary and stuff?”

“And stuff. When I get a chance I want to clear a little spot in the yard.”

Glancing out the window, she saw where he’d been working the day before. It was appealing to her to imagine a little herb garden springing up, though she didn’t know thyme from oregano. Herbs in the window, candles on the table. It would be a happy house, not stilted and tense like the one next door. She shook off the mood with a sigh.

“You’re an ambitious man, Ed.”

“Why?”

She smiled and turned back to him. “No dishwasher. Come on.” She offered her hand again. “I’ll buy you a drink.”

Kathleen sat in her chair, her eyes closed, the phone tucked between her shoulder and her ear. This one wanted to do most of the talking. All she was required to do was make approving noises. Nice work if you can get it, she thought, and brushed a tear from her lashes.

She shouldn’t let Grace get to her this way. She knew exactly what she was doing, and if she needed a little help to keep from losing her mind, then she was entitled to it.

“No, that’s wonderful. No, I don’t want you to stop.”

She bit off a sigh and wished she’d remembered to fix herself a pot of coffee. Grace had thrown her off. Kathleen shifted the phone and checked her watch. He had two minutes coming. Sometimes it was incredible how long two minutes could be.

She glanced up once, thinking she’d heard a noise, then gave her attention back to her client. Maybe she would let Grace take her to Florida for a weekend. It might be good for her to get away, get some sun. And stop thinking for a few days. The trouble was that when Grace was around she never stopped thinking about her own faults and failures. It had always been that way, and Kathleen accepted that it always would be. Still, she shouldn’t have snapped at Grace, she told herself as she rubbed at her temple. But that was done now and she had work to do.

Jerald’s heart was beating like a trip-hammer. He could hear her, murmuring, sighing. That low laugh washed over his skin. His palms were like ice. He wondered how it would feel to warm them against her.

She was going to be so happy to see him. He dragged the back of his hand over his mouth as he moved closer. He wanted to surprise her. It had taken him two hours and three lines of coke, but he’d finally worked up the courage to come to her.

He’d dreamed about her the night before. She’d asked him to come, pleaded with him. Desiree. She wanted to be his first.

The hall was dim, but he could see the light under the door of her office. And he could hear her voice coming through. Beckoning. Teasing.

He had to stop for a minute, rest his palm against the wall. Just to catch his breath. Sex with her would be wilder than any high he’d pumped or snorted into his body. Sex with her would be the ultimate, the pinnacle. And when they’d finished, she’d tell him he was the best.

She’d stopped talking now. He heard her moving around. Getting ready for him. Slowly, almost faint from excitement, he pushed the door open.

And there she was.

He shook his head. She was different, different from the woman of his fantasies. She was dark, not blond, and she wasn’t wearing filmy black or lacy white, but a plain skirt and blouse. In his confusion, he simply stood in the doorway and stared.

When the shadow fell across her desk, Kathleen glanced up, half expecting Grace. Her first reaction wasn’t fear. The boy who stared back at her might have been one of her students. She stood, as she might have stood to lecture.

“How did you get in here? Who are you?”

It wasn’t the face, but it was the voice. Everything else faded but the voice. Jerald stepped closer, smiling. “You don’t have to pretend, Desiree. I told you I’d come.”

When he stepped into the light, she tasted fear. One didn’t have to have experience with madness to recognize it. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” He’d called her Desiree, but that wasn’t possible. No one knew. No one could know. She groped on the desk for a weapon as she gauged the distance to the door. “You’ll have to leave or I’ll call the police.”

But still he smiled. “I’ve been listening for weeks and weeks. Then last night you told me I could come. I’m here now. For you.”

“You’re crazy, I never spoke to you.” She had to stay calm, very calm. “You’ve made a mistake, now I want you to leave.”

That was the voice. He’d have recognized it among thousands. Millions. “Every night, I listened for you every night.” He was hard, uncomfortably hard, and his mouth was dry as stone. He’d been wrong, she was blond, blond and beautiful. It must have been a trick of the light before, or her own magic. “Desiree,” he murmured. “I love you.” With his eyes on hers, he began to unbuckle his belt. Kathleen snatched up her paperweight and heaved it as she dashed to the door. It grazed the side of his head.

“You promised.” He had her now, thin wiry arms clamped around her. His breathing came in gasps as he pressed his face close to hers. “You promised you’d give me all those things you talk about. And I want them. I want more than talk now, Desiree.”

It was a nightmare, she thought. Desiree was make-believe, and so was this. A dream, that was all. But dreams didn’t hurt. She heard her blouse rip even as she struggled. His hands were all over her, no matter how she fought and kicked. When she sunk her teeth into his shoulder, he yelped, but dragged her to the floor, ripping at her skirt.

“You promised. You promised,” he said over and over. He could feel her skin now, soft and hot, just as he’d imagined. Nothing was going to stop him.

When she felt him push inside her, she started to scream.

“Stop it.” The passion was exploding in his head, but not the way he’d wanted. Her screaming was tearing into him, spoiling it. It couldn’t be spoiled. He’d waited too long, wanted too long. “I said stop it!” He thrust harder, wanting the magnificence of all her promises. But she wouldn’t stop screaming. She scratched, but the pain only inflamed his need, and fury. She’d lied. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. She was a liar and a whore, and still he wanted her.

Flinging a hand out, she shoved, knocking over the table. The phone fell on the floor beside her head.

And he took the cord and wrapped it around her throat, pulling hard until the screaming stopped.

“So your partner’s married to a psychiatrist.” Grace rolled down the window as she lit a cigarette. The dinner had relaxed her. Ed had relaxed her, she corrected. He was so easy to talk to and had such a sweet, funny way of looking at life.

“They met on a case we were working on a few months ago.” Ed reminded himself to come to a complete stop at the intersection. After all, Grace wasn’t Ben. She wasn’t like anyone else. “You’d probably be interested since it was a serial killer.”

“Really?” She never questioned her fascination with murder. “I get it, the shrink was called in to do a psychiatric profile.”

“You got it.”

“Is she any good?”

“The best.”

Grace nodded, thinking of Kathleen. “I’d like to talk to her. Maybe we could have a dinner party or something. Kathleen doesn’t socialize enough.”

“You’re worried about her.”

Grace let out a little sigh as they turned a corner. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to spoil your evening, but I guess I wasn’t the best company.”

“I wasn’t complaining.”

“That’s because you’re too polite.” When he pulled into the drive, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Why don’t you come in for coffee—no, you don’t drink coffee, it’s tea. I’ll brew you some tea and make it up to you.”

She was already out of the car before he could get out and open the door for her. “You don’t have to make anything up to me.”

“I’d like the company. Kath’s probably in bed by now and I’ll just stew.” She dug in her bag for her key. “And we can talk about when you’re going to give me that tour of the station. Damn, I know it’s in here somewhere. I’d have an easier time if Kath had remembered to leave the porch light on. Here.” She unlocked the door, then dropped the keys carelessly into her pocket. “Why don’t you sit in the living room and turn on the stereo or something while I get the tea?”

She shed her coat as she walked, tossing it negligently at a chair. Ed picked it up as it slid to the floor and folded it. It smelled like her, he thought. Then, telling himself he was foolish, he laid it over the back of the chair. He crossed to a window to study the trim work. It was a habit he’d gotten into since he’d bought his house. Running a finger along it, he tried to imagine it at his own window.

He heard Grace call her sister’s name, like a question, then call it again and again and again.

He found her kneeling beside her sister’s body, pulling at it, shouting at it. When he gathered her up, she tore at him like a tiger.

“Let me go. Goddamn it, let me go. It’s Kathy.”

“Go in the other room, Grace.”

“No. It’s Kathy. Oh God, let me go. She needs me.”

“Do it.” With his hands firm at her shoulders, he shielded her from the body with his own and gave her two hard shakes. “Go in the other room now. I’ll take care of her.”

“But I need—”

“I want you to listen to me.” He kept his gaze hard into her eyes, recognizing shock. But he couldn’t cosset or soothe or tuck a nice warm blanket around her. “Go in the other room. Call 911. Can you do that?”

“Yes.” She nodded and stumbled back. “Yes, of course. 911.” He watched her run out, then turned back to the body.

Number 911 wasn’t going to help Kathleen Breezewood. Ed crouched down beside her and became a cop.


Chapter 4

It was like a scene out of one of her books. After the murder came the police. Some of them would be weary, some tight-lipped, some cynical. It depended on the mood of the story. Sometimes it depended on the personality of the victim. It depended, always, on her imagination.

The action could take place in an alley or in a drawing room. Atmosphere was always an intricate part of any scene. In the book she was writing, she’d plotted out a murder in the Secretary of State’s library. She’d enjoyed the prospect of bringing in Secret Service, politics, and espionage as well as police.

That would be a matter of poison and drinking out of the wrong glass. Murder was always more interesting when it was a bit confusing. She was delighted with her plot line so far because she hadn’t quite made up her mind who the murderer was. It had always fascinated her to figure it out and surprise herself.

The bad guy always tripped up in the end.

Grace sat on the sofa, silent and staring. For some reason, she couldn’t get beyond that thought. The self-defense mechanism of the mind had turned hysteria into numbing shock so that even her shudders seemed to be pulsing through someone else’s body. A good murder had more punch if the victim left someone behind to be stunned or devastated. It was almost a foolproof device to draw the reader in if done right. She’d always had a talent for painting emotions: grief, fury, heartache. Once she understood her characters, she could feel them too. For hours and days at a time, she could work, feeding off the emotions, reveling in them, delighting in both the light and the dark sides of human nature. Then she could switch them off as carelessly as she switched off her machine, and go on with her own life.

It was only a story, after all, and justice would win out in the final chapter.

She recognized the professions of the men who came and went through her sister’s house—the coroner, the forensic team, the police photographer.

Once, she’d used a police photographer as the protagonist in a novel, painting the stark and gritty details of death with a kind of relish. She knew the procedure, had depicted it again and again without a blink or a shudder. The sights and smells of murder weren’t strangers, not to her imagination. Even now, she almost believed if she squeezed her eyes tight they would all fade and reassemble into characters she could control, characters that were only real in her mind, characters that could be created or destroyed by the press of a button.

But not her sister. Not Kathy.

She’d change the plot, Grace told herself as she brought her legs up to curl under her. She’d do rewrites, delete the murder scene, restructure the characters. She’d change it all until everything worked out exactly as she wanted. All she had to do was concentrate. She closed her eyes and, wrapping her arms tight over her breasts, struggled to make it all play.

“She didn’t go easy,” Ben murmured as he watched the coroner examine the body of Kathleen McCabe Breezewood. “I think we’re going to find that some of the blood belongs to him. We may get some prints off the phone cord.”

“How long?” Ed noted down the details in his book while he fought to keep his mind off Grace. He couldn’t afford to think of her now. He could miss something, something vital, if he thought of the way she was sitting in the other room like a broken doll.

The coroner tapped a fist against his chest. The chili and onions he’d had for dinner kept coming back on him. “No more than two hours, probably less.” He took a look at his watch. “At this point, I’d put the time between nine and eleven. Should be able to hone it when I get her in.” He signaled to two men. Even as he rose, the body was being transferred into a thick black plastic bag. Very tidy. Very final.

“Yeah, thanks.” Ben lit a cigarette as he studied the chalk outline on the rug. “From the looks of the room, he surprised her in here. Back door was forced. Didn’t take much, so I’m not surprised if she didn’t hear.”

“It’s a quiet neighborhood,” Ed murmured. “You don’t even have to lock your car.”

“It’s harder when it hits close to home, I know.” Ben waited, but received no response. “We’re going to have to talk to the sister.”

“Yeah.” Ed tucked his notebook back into his pocket. “You guys want to give me a couple of minutes before you carry that out?” He nodded to the coroner as he started out. He hadn’t been able to prevent Grace from finding the body, but he could prevent her from being a part of what happened now.

He found her where he’d left her, sitting huddled on the sofa. Her eyes were closed so that he thought, hoped, she was asleep. Then she was looking up at him. Her eyes were huge and completely dry. He recognized the dull sheen of shock too well.

“I can’t make it play.” Her voice was steady, but so quiet it barely carried beyond her lips. “I keep trying to restructure the scene. I came back early. I didn’t go out at all. Kath decided to tag along for the evening. Nothing works.”

“Grace, let’s go to the kitchen. We’ll have that tea and talk.”

She accepted the hand he held out but didn’t rise. “Nothing works because it’s too late to change it.”

“I’m sorry, Grace. Why don’t you come with me now?”

“They haven’t taken her away yet, have they? I should see her, before—”

“Not now.”

“I have to wait until they take her. I know I can’t go with her, but I have to wait until they take her. She’s my sister.” She rose then, but only to go to the hall and wait.

“Let her be,” Ben advised when Ed started forward. “She needs this.”

Ed thrust his own hands into his pockets. “Nobody needs this.”

He’d seen others say good-bye to someone they loved this way. Even after all the scenes, all the victims, all the investigations, he couldn’t feel nothing. But he’d taught himself to feel as little as possible.

Grace stood, hands cold and clasped, as they carried Kathleen out. She didn’t weep. She dug deep for feeling, but found nothing. She wanted the grief, needed it, but it seemed to have crept off into some corner and curled into itself, leaving her empty. When Ed’s hand fell on her shoulder, she didn’t jerk or shiver, but took a long breath.

“You have to ask me questions now?”

“If you’re up to it.”

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. Her voice should be stronger. She’d always been the strong one. “I’ll make the tea.”

In the kitchen, she set the kettle on, then fussed with cups and saucers. “Kath always keeps everything so neat. All I have to do is remember where my mother kept things, and …” She trailed off. Her mother. She’d have to call and tell her parents.

I’m sorry, Mom, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t here. I couldn’t stop it.

Not now, she told herself as she fumbled with tea bags. She couldn’t think of it now. “I don’t imagine you want sugar.”

“No.” Ed shifted uncomfortably and wished she’d sit down. Her movements were steady enough, but there wasn’t a breath of color in her face. There hadn’t been since he’d found her bent over her sister’s body.

“How about you? You’re Detective Paris, aren’t you? Ed’s partner?”

“Ben.” He put his hand on the back of a chair to pull it from the table. “I’ll take two teaspoons of sugar.” Like Ed, he noted her lack of color, but he also recognized her determination to see this through. She wasn’t so much fragile as brittle, he thought, like a piece of glass that would snap rather than shatter.

As she set the cups on the table, she glanced at the back door. “He came in through here, didn’t he?”

“That’s the way it looks.” Ben took out his own pad and set it next to his saucer. She was holding off the grief, and as a cop, he had to take advantage of it. “I’m sorry we have to go into this.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She lifted her tea and sipped. She felt the heat of the liquid in her mouth but tasted nothing. “There isn’t anything I can tell you, really. Kath was in her office when I left. She was going to work. That was, I don’t know, six-thirty. When we got back, I thought she’d gone to bed. She hadn’t left the porch light on.” Details, she thought as she fought back another brush with hysteria. The police needed details, just as any good novel did. “I started to go into the kitchen and I noticed her door, her office door, was open and the light was on. So I went in.” She picked up her tea again and carefully shut her mind to what happened next.

Since Ed had been there, Ben didn’t have to push. They all knew what had happened next. So he’d go back. “Was she seeing anyone?”

“No.” Grace relaxed a little. They would talk about other things, logical things, and not the impossible scene beyond the office door. “She’d just gone through a nasty divorce and wasn’t over it. She worked, she didn’t socialize. Kathy’s mind was fixed on making enough money to go to court and win back custody of her son.”

Kevin. Dear God, Kevin. Grace picked up her cup in both hands and drank again.

“Her husband was Jonathan Breezewood the third, of Palm Springs. Old money, old lineage, nasty temper.” Her eyes hardened as she looked at the back door again. “Maybe, just maybe you’ll find he took a trip east.”

“Do you have any reason to think the ex-husband would want to murder your sister?”

She looked up at Ed then. “They didn’t part amicably. He’d been cheating on her for years and she’d hired a lawyer and a detective. He might have found out. Breezewood is the kind of name that doesn’t tolerate any grime attached to it.”

“Do you know if he ever threatened your sister?” Ben sampled the tea even as he thought longingly of the coffeepot.

“Not that she told me, but she was frightened of him. She didn’t initially fight for Kevin because of his temper and the power his family wields. She told me he’d put one of the gardeners in the hospital once because of an argument over a rosebush.”

“Grace.” Ed laid a hand over hers. “Have you noticed anyone around the neighborhood who made you uneasy? Has anyone come to the door, delivering, soliciting?”

“No. Well, there was the man who delivered my trunk, but he was harmless. I was alone with him in the house for fifteen or twenty minutes.”

“What was the company’s name?” Ben asked.

“I don’t know …” She rubbed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. Details always came easily to her, but thinking now was like fighting through a fog. “Quik and Easy. No ‘c’ in quick. The guy’s name was, um, Jimbo. Yeah, Jimbo. He had it stitched over the pocket of his shirt. Sounded like Oklahoma.”

“Your sister was a teacher?” Ben prompted.

“That’s right.”

“Any problems with the other staff?”

“Most of them are nuns. You have a hard time arguing with nuns.”

“Yeah. How about the students?”

“She didn’t tell me anything. The fact is, she never did.” It was that thought that had her stomach churning again. “The first night I came into town, we talked, had a little too much wine. That’s when she told me about Jonathan. But since then, and for most of our lives, she closed off. I can tell you that Kathleen didn’t make enemies, and she didn’t make friends either, not close ones. For the past few years, her life has been wrapped up in her family. She hasn’t been back in D.C. long enough to make any ties, to meet anyone who would want—who could do this to her. It was Jonathan, or it was a stranger.”

Ben said nothing for a moment. Whoever had broken in hadn’t come to rob, but to rape. There was a feel to a robbery attempt, a feel to a rape. Every room but the office was as neat as a pin. There was a smell of violation in this house.

“Grace.” Ed had already come to the same conclusion as his partner, but had taken it one step further. Whoever had broken in had come for the woman he’d gotten, or for the one sitting next to him. “Is there anyone who has a grudge against you?” At her blank look, he continued. “Is there anyone you’ve been involved with recently who might want to hurt you?”

“No. I haven’t had time to get involved enough for that.” But just the question was sufficient to start the panic. Had she been the cause? Was she the reason? “I’ve just come off a tour. I don’t know anyone who would do this. Not anyone.”

Ben picked up the next stage. “Who knew you were here?”

“My editor, publisher, publicist. Anyone who wanted to. I’ve just done twelve cities with plenty of PR. If anyone had wanted to get to me, they could have done so a dozen times, in hotel rooms, on the subway, in my own apartment. It’s Kathleen who’s dead. I wasn’t even here.” She took a moment to calm down. “He raped her, didn’t he?” Then she shook her head before Ed could answer. “No, no, I don’t want to focus on that right now. I can’t really focus on anything.” She got up and found a small bottle of brandy in the cupboard beside the window. Taking a tumbler, she poured it half full. “Is there more?”

Ed wanted to take her hand, to stroke her hair and tell her not to think anymore. But he was a cop with a job to do.

“Grace, do you know why your sister had two phone lines in her office?”

“Yes.” Grace took a quick slug of the brandy, waited for the punch, then took another. “There’s no way to keep this confidential, is there?”

“We’ll do what we can.”

“Kathleen would hate the publicity.” With the tumbler cupped in her hands, she sat again. “She always wanted her privacy. Look, I don’t think the extra phone line really applies to all of this.”

“We need everything.” Ed waited until she drank again. “It’s not going to hurt her now.”

“No.” The brandy wasn’t helping, she realized, but she couldn’t think of a medicine for her sickness, and the brandy seemed the best she could come up with. “I told you she’d hired a lawyer and so forth. She needed a good one to fight Jonathan, and good lawyers aren’t easily had on a teacher’s salary. She wouldn’t take money from me. Kathy had a lot of pride, and to be frank, she always resented—never mind.” She took a long breath. The brandy had headed straight for her stomach and was turning it over. Regardless, she drank again. “The other line was for business. She was moonlighting. For a company called Fantasy, Incorporated.”

Ben cocked a brow as he wrote it down. “Fantasy calls?”

“That’s a PG way of putting it.” On a sigh, Grace rubbed the heels of her hands under her eyes. “Phone sex. I thought she was being pretty innovative, even wondered how I could work it into a plot.” Her stomach turned over again, so she reached for a cigarette. When she fumbled with the lighter, Ben took it, flicked it, then set it beside the tumbler of brandy. “Thanks.”

“Just take it slow,” he advised.

“I’m all right. She was making a lot of money, and it seemed harmless. None of the callers had her name or number, because everything was put through from the main office, then she called the john—I guess that’s the word for it. She called him back collect.”

“Did she ever mention anyone who got a little too enthusiastic?”

“No. And I’m sure she would have. She told me about the job the first night I got here. If anything, she seemed to be a little amused by it, and a bit bored. Even if someone had wanted more personal contact, they wouldn’t have been able to find her. Like I said, she didn’t even use her own name. Oh, and Kath told me she didn’t talk anything but straight sex.” Grace spread her palm on the table. They’d sat at this very spot that first night, while the sun went down. “No bondage, no S and M, no violence. She was very picky about who she’d talk to. Anyone who wanted something, well, unconventional had to go elsewhere.”

“She never met anyone she talked to?” Ed asked.

It wasn’t a fact she could prove, but one she was sure of. “No, absolutely not. It was a job she took just as professionally as her teaching. She didn’t date, she didn’t go to parties. Her life was the school and this house. You lived next door to her,” she said to Ed. “Did you ever see anyone come here? Did you ever see her stay out past nine in the evening?”

“No.”

“We’ll need to check on the information you’ve given us,” Ben began as he rose. “If you remember anything, just call.”

“Yes, I know. Thanks. Will they call me when—when I can take her?”

“We’ll try to make it soon.” Ben glanced at his partner again. He knew, better than most, how frustrating it was to mix murder and emotion, just as he knew that Ed would have to work out his involvement in his own way and time. “I’ll file the report. Why don’t you tie things up here?”

“Yeah.” He nodded to his partner as he rose to take the cups to the sink.

“He’s a nice man,” Grace said after Ben had left. “Is he a good cop?”

“One of the best.”

She pressed her lips together, wanting, needing to accept his word. “I know it’s late, but would you mind not going yet? I have to call my parents.”

“Sure.” He stuck his hands in his pockets because she still looked too delicate to touch. They’d only begun to be friends, and now he was a cop again. A badge and a gun had a way of putting a lot of distance between him and a “civilian.”

“I don’t know what to say to them. I don’t know how I can say anything.”

“I can call them for you.”

Grace drew hard on her cigarette because she wanted to agree. “Someone’s always taking care of the ugly things for me. I guess this is one time I have to do it myself. If something like this can be easier, it’ll be easier for them to hear it from me.”

“I can wait in the other room.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

Grace watched him walk out, then braced herself to make the call.

Ed paced the living room. He was tempted to go back to the murder scene and sift through everything but held back. He didn’t want to chance Grace walking in on him. She didn’t need that, he thought, to see it all, to remember it all. Violent death was his business, but he’d never grown completely immune to the ripples it caused.

One life was over, and often dozens of others were affected. It was his job to look at it logically, to check out the details, the obvious and the elusive ones, until he compiled enough evidence for an arrest. It was the compilation that was the most satisfying aspect of police work for him. Ben was instinct and intensity; Ed was method. A case was built, layer by logical layer, fact by detailed fact. Emotions had to be controlled—or better, avoided altogether. It was a fine line he’d learned to walk, the line between involvement and calculation. If a cop stepped over the edge on either side, he was useless.

His mother hadn’t wanted him to be a cop. She’d wanted him to join his uncle in the construction business. You’ve got good hands, she’d told him. You’ve got a strong back. You’d make union wage. Even now, years later, she was still waiting for him to turn in his badge for a hard hat.

He had never been able to explain to her why he couldn’t, why he was in for the duration. It wasn’t the excitement. Stakeouts, cold coffee or, as in his case, tepid tea, and reports in triplicate weren’t exciting. And he certainly wasn’t in it for the pay.

It was the feeling. Not the feeling when you shouldered on your gun. Never the feeling when you were forced to draw it. It was the feeling you took to bed with you at night, sometimes, only sometimes, that made you realize you’d done something right. If he were in a philosophical mood, he would talk of the law as the finest and most important invention of mankind. But in the gut, he knew it was more elemental than that.

You were the good guy. Maybe, just maybe, it was that simple.

Then there were times like this, times when you ended your day by looking down at a body and knew you had to be a part of finding the one who’d caused it … and bringing him in. You enforced the law and depended on the courts to remember the heart of it.

Justice. It was Ben who talked of justice. Ed pared it down to right and wrong.

“Thanks for waiting.”

He turned to see Grace standing in the doorway. If possible, she was more pale. Her eyes were dark and huge, her hair disheveled as if she had dragged her hands through it again and again.

“You okay?”

“I guess I just realized that no matter what happens in my life, no matter what, I’ll never have to do anything more painful than what I just did.” She pulled a cigarette out of a crumpled pack and lit it. “My parents are getting the first flight out in the morning. I lied and told them I’d called a priest. It was important to them.”

“You can call one tomorrow.”

“Jonathan needs to be contacted.”

“That’ll be taken care of.”

She nodded. Her hands were beginning to shake again. Grace took a long drag from her cigarette as she struggled to keep them steady. “I—I don’t know who to call about arrangements. The funeral. I know Kath would want something subdued.” She felt the hitch in her chest and filled her lungs with smoke. “We’ll have to have a Mass. My parents will need that. Faith cushions despair. I think I wrote that once.” She took a pull on the cigarette again until the tip was a hard red ball. “I want to have as much taken care of as possible before they come. I have to call the school.”

He recognized the signs of emotions thawing. Her movements were jerky, her voice wavering between taut and trembling. “Tomorrow, Grace. Why don’t you sit down?”

“I was angry with her when I left, when I came next door. I was upset with her, frustrated. The hell with it, I thought. The hell with her.” She took another shaky drag. “I keep thinking if I’d just been able to get through, if I’d just been willing to push hard enough and stay to have it out with her, then—”

“It’s a mistake, it’s always a mistake to take on things that you don’t have any control over.” He reached for her arm, but she moved aside, shaking her head.

“I could have had control. Don’t you understand? Nobody manipulates like I do. It was just with Kath that I couldn’t find the right buttons. We were always edgy around each other. I didn’t even know enough about her life to name six people she had contact with. If I did, I might know. Oh, I’d ask.” Grace gave a quick, breathless laugh. “Kath would put me off and I wouldn’t push. It was easier that way. Just tonight I found out she was an addict—prescription drugs.”

She hadn’t told them that, Grace realized. She hadn’t intended to tell the police that. Letting out a shaky breath, she realized she wasn’t talking to a cop anymore but to Ed, the guy next door. It was too late to back up; even though he said nothing, it was too late to back up and remember he wasn’t just a nice man with kind eyes.

“There were three goddamn bottles of valium in the drawer of her bedside table. I found out and we fought, then when I couldn’t get through, I just left. It was easier.” She crushed out her cigarette with quick, violent taps, then immediately reached for another. “She was in trouble, she was hurting, and it was easier to walk away.”

“Grace.” Ed moved over to take the cigarette from her. “It’s usually easier to blame yourself too.”

She stared at him for a minute. Her hands went to her face as the dam burst. “Oh God, she must have been so scared. She was all alone, no one to help her. Ed, why? Dear God, why would anyone do this to her? I can’t fix it. I just can’t fix it.”

He put his arms around her and held gently. Even when her fingers curled into his shirt and dug in, he held gently. Without speaking, he stroked her back.

“I loved her. I really loved her. When I got here, I was so glad to see her, and for a little while it seemed we might get close. After all these years. Now she’s gone, like this, and I can’t change it. My mother. Oh God, Ed, my mother. I can’t bear it.”

He did the only thing that seemed right. Lifting her into his arms, he carried her to the sofa to rock and soothe. He knew little about comforting women, about the right words to use or the right tone. He knew a lot about death and the shock and disbelief that followed it, but she wasn’t just another stranger to question or offer polite sympathy to. She was a woman who had called to him from an open window on a spring morning. He knew her scent and the sound of her voice and the way the slight movement of her lips brought out small dimples. Now she was weeping against his shoulder.

“I don’t want her to be gone,” she managed to say. “I can’t stand thinking about what happened to her—about what’s happening now.”

“Don’t. It doesn’t do any good.” He held her tighter, just a little tighter. “You shouldn’t stay here tonight. I can take you next door.”

“No, if my parents call … I can’t.” She pressed her face hard against his shoulder. She couldn’t think. As long as the tears kept coming she couldn’t think. And there was so much to be done. But the shock was taking its toll in exhaustion and she couldn’t sort it out. “Could you stay? Please, I don’t want to be alone. Could you stay?”

“Sure. Try to relax. I won’t go anywhere.”

He lay in bed with his heart hammering and screams still echoing in his head. The fleshy part of his arm was still throbbing where she’d torn at it. He’d wrapped it to keep blood off the sheets. His mother was fussy about her linens. But the steady ache was a reminder. A souvenir.

My God, he’d never known it would be like that. His body, his mind, maybe even his soul if there was such a thing, had risen so high, stretched so tight. Every other device he’d used, the alcohol, the drugs, the fasting, none of them had even come close to that kind of rough-edged pleasure.

He’d felt sick. He’d felt strong. He’d felt invincible.

Was it the sex, or was it the killing?

Laughing a little, he shifted on his sweat-damp sheet. How could he know, when it had been a first for both? Perhaps it had been that fascinating combination of the two. In any case, he’d have to find out.

For one cold, brief moment, he considered going downstairs and murdering one of the servants in her sleep. When the idea didn’t stir his blood, he discounted it just as coldly, just as quietly. He needed to wait a few days, to think it through logically. In any case, it wouldn’t excite him to kill someone who meant as little to him as a servant.

But Desiree.

Turning again, he began to weep. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. He’d wanted to love her, to show her how much he had to give. But she’d kept screaming, and her screams had driven him mad, driven him to a passion he’d been unaware existed. It had been beautiful. He wondered if she’d felt that wild, rising flood just before she’d died. He hoped so. He’d wanted to give her the best.

Now she was gone. Though she’d died by his hands, and he’d unexpectedly derived pleasure from it, he could mourn for her. He’d no longer hear her voice, arousing, teasing, promising.

He had to find another. Even the thought of it had his muscles trembling. Another voice that spoke only to him. Surely such glory wasn’t meant for only once in a lifetime. He would find Desiree again, no matter what she called herself.

Rolling over, he watched the first pale light of dawn seep through his window. He’d find her.


Chapter 5

Grace awoke at first light. There was no buffer of disorientation, no momentary lull of confusion. Her sister was dead, and that one bleak fact hammered in her head as she pushed herself up and struggled to cope with it.

Kathleen was gone, and she couldn’t change it. Anymore than she’d ever been able to change the flaws in their relationship. It was harder to face that now, in the daylight, when the first burst of grief had dulled to a dry kind of ache.

They’d been sisters, but never friends. The truth was she hadn’t even known Kathleen, not in the way Grace could claim to know at least a dozen other people. She’d never been privy to her sister’s dreams and hopes, failures and despair. They had never shared giddy secrets or tiny miseries. And she’d never pushed, not really, not hard enough to crack the barrier.

Now she’d never know. Grace rested her face in her hands for a moment, just to gather strength. She’d never have the opportunity to find out if the gap could be bridged. There was only one thing for her to do now: to handle the details that death callously left scattered for the living to sweep up.

She pushed aside the blanket Ed had spread over her sometime during the night. She’d have to thank him. He’d certainly gone above and beyond the call of duty to stay with her until she’d been able to sleep. Now she needed a gallon of coffee so that she could pick up the phone and make the necessary calls.

She didn’t want to stop in front of her sister’s office. She wanted to walk straight by without a glance. But she stopped, felt compelled to stop. The door would be locked, she knew. The police seal was already stretched across it, but her writer’s imagination made it too easy for her to see beyond the wood. She could remember now what even through shock her mind had absorbed. The overturned table, the shower of papers, the broken paperweight, and the phone, the phone upended on the floor.

And her sister. Bruised, bloody, half-naked. In the end, she hadn’t even been allowed her dignity.

Kathleen was a case now, a file, a headline for the curious to scan over coffee and during car pools. It didn’t help to realize that if Kathleen had been a stranger, Grace would have read the headline while downing coffee too. Her feet propped on the table, she would have absorbed each tiny detail. Then she’d have clipped the story and filed it for possible reference.

Murder had always fascinated her. After all, she made her living from it.

Turning away, she walked down the hall. Details, she would fill her time with details until she had the strength to face emotions. For once in her life she’d be practical. That was the least she could do.

She hadn’t expected to find Ed in the kitchen. For a man of his size, he moved quietly. It was odd, the moment of awkwardness she felt. She couldn’t remember feeling awkward with anyone before.

He’d stayed, not just until she’d slept, but through the night. He’d stayed with her. It might have been his basic kindness that caused the awkwardness. She stood in the doorway and wondered how you thanked someone for being decent.

His sleeves were rolled up, his feet bare as he stood in front of the stove stirring something that smelled distressingly like oatmeal. Over that, gratefully, Grace caught the scent of coffee.

“Hi.”

He turned and in one quick glance noted that she was rumpled and hollow-eyed but sturdier than the night before. “Hi. I thought you might be able to sleep a couple more hours.”

“I’ve got a lot to do today. I didn’t expect you to be here.”

Ed reached for a mug and poured her coffee. He hadn’t expected to be there either, but he hadn’t been able to leave. “You asked me to stay.”

“I know.” Why did she feel like crying again? Grace had to swallow, then take a couple of steadying breaths. “I’m sorry. You probably didn’t get any sleep.”

“I caught a few hours in the chair. Cops can sleep anywhere.” Because she hadn’t moved, he crossed to her and offered the coffee. “Sorry, I make lousy coffee.”

“This morning I could drink motor oil.” She took the cup, then his hand before he could turn away. “You’re a nice man, Ed. I don’t know what I’d have done without you last night.”

Because he was never sure he had the right words, he simply squeezed her hand. “Why don’t you sit down? You could use something to eat.”

“I don’t think—” She jolted and slopped coffee over her hand when the phone rang.

“Sit down. I’ll get it.”

Ed nudged her into a chair before picking up the wall receiver. He listened for a moment, glanced back at Grace, then turned the burner off under the pan. “Ms. McCabe has no comment at this time.” After he hung up, Ed began to spoon oatmeal into a bowl.

“It doesn’t take them long, does it?”

“No. Grace, you’re bound to have calls all day. The press knows you’re Kathleen’s sister and that you’re here.”

“Mystery writer discovers sister’s body.” Grace nodded, preparing herself. “Yes, it would make an interesting lead story.” She stared at the phone. “I can handle the press, Ed.”

“It might be better if you moved into a hotel for a few days.”

“No.” She shook her head. She hadn’t thought about it, but her mind was instantly made up. “I need to stay here. Don’t worry, I understand reporters.” She managed to smile before he could argue. “You don’t want me to eat that, do you?”

“Yeah.” He set the bowl in front of her, then handed her a spoon. “You’re going to need more than cold spaghetti.”

Leaning over, she sniffed. “Smells like first grade.” Since she felt she owed him, Grace dipped in. “Do I have to come down and sign a statement?”

“When you’re ready. Since I was here, it simplifies things.”

She nodded and managed to swallow the first spoonful. It didn’t taste like her mother’s. He’d done something to it, honey, brown sugar, something. But oatmeal was oatmeal. Grace switched to her coffee.

“Ed, will you give me an honest answer?”

“If I can.”

“Do you think, I mean going on your professional judgment, do you think that whoever … whoever did this chose this house randomly?”

He’d already been through the room again the night before, as soon as he’d been certain Grace was really asleep. There’d been little of value there, but a new electronic typewriter had been untouched, and he remembered seeing a small gold locket that would have hocked for fifty or sixty around Kathleen’s neck before they’d put her body into the plastic bag. He could give Grace a comfortable lie, or the truth. It was her eyes that decided him. She already knew the truth.

“No.”

Nodding, Grace stared into her coffee. “I have to call Our Lady of Hope. I’m hoping the Mother Superior can recommend a priest and a church. How soon do you think they’ll let me have Kathleen?”

“I’ll make some calls.” He wanted to do more but only covered her hand with his, the gesture clumsy, he thought. “I’d like to help you.”

She looked down at his hand. Both of hers could fit easily into it. There was strength there, the kind that could defend without smothering. She looked at his face. The strength was there too. Dependable. The thought made her lips curve a little. There was so little in life you could truly depend on.

“I know.” She lifted a hand to his cheek. “And you have already. The next steps I have to take myself.”

He didn’t want to leave her. As far as he could remember, he’d never felt this way about a woman before. Because he did, he decided it was best to leave right away. “I’ll write down the number of the station. Call me when you’re ready to come down.”

“Okay. Thanks for everything. I mean it.”

“We’ve arranged for pass-bys, but I’d feel better if you didn’t stay here alone.”

She’d lived on her own too long to consider herself vulnerable. “My parents’ll be here soon.”

He scrawled down a number on a napkin before he rose. “I’ll be around.”

Grace waited until the door closed behind him, then stood to go to the phone.

“Nobody saw anything, nobody heard anything.” Ben leaned against the side of his car and drew out a cigarette. They’d been doing a house-to-house all morning with the same result. Nothing. Now he took a moment to study the neighborhood with its tired houses and postage-stamp yards.

Where were the busybodies? he wondered. Where were the people who stood by the windows peering through openings in the drapes at all the comings and goings? He’d grown up in a neighborhood not so different from this. And, as he remembered, if a new lamp was delivered, news of it ran up and down the street before the proud owners could plug it in. Apparently Kathleen Breezewood’s life had been so bland that no one had been interested.

“According to this, Breezewood never had any visitors, almost invariably arrived home between four-thirty and six. She kept obsessively to herself. Last night, everything was quiet. Except 634’s dog, who went on a barking spree about nine-thirty. That fits if the guy parked a block over and cut through their yard. Wouldn’t hurt to check the next street over and see if anyone noticed a strange car or a guy on foot.” He glanced at his partner to see Ed staring steadily down the street. The curtains were still closed at the Breezewood house. It looked empty, but Grace was inside. “Ed?”

“Yeah?”

“You want to take a break while I check out the next place?”

“I just hate to think about her in there by herself.”

“So go keep her company.” Ben flipped his cigarette into the street. “I can handle this.”

He hesitated and had nearly made up his mind to check on her when a cab drove by. It slowed, then stopped three doors down. Together they watched a man and a woman get out on opposite sides. As the man paid off the driver and grabbed a single bag, the woman started up the walk. Even with the distance Ed could see the resemblance to Grace, the build, the coloring. Then Grace herself was running out of the house. The woman’s sobs carried as Grace folded her into her arms.

“Daddy.” Ed saw her reach out and clasp hands so that the three of them stood and, for a moment, grieved in public.

“It’s rough,” Ben murmured.

“Come on.” Turning away, Ed stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

He knocked on the door himself, resisting the urge to turn back and look at Grace. Watching her now was an intrusion. In his business he had to do enough of that with strangers.

“Lowenstein’s checking out the ex,” Ben put in. “She should have something for us when we get back.”

“Yeah.” Ed rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Sleeping in the chair had left it stiff. “It’s hard for me to buy the guy flying here, sneaking in the back door, and doing his wife.”

“Stranger things’ve happened. Remember th—” He broke off as the door opened a crack. He had a glimpse of a mop of white hair and a gnarled hand studded with cheap glass rings. “Police officers, ma’am.” He held up his badge. “Would you mind answering a few questions?”

“Come in, come in. I’ve been expecting you.” The voice cracked with age and excitement. “Move back now, Boris, Lillian. Yes, we have company. Come in, come in,” she repeated a bit testily as she bent, bones popping, and scooped up a fat slug of a cat. “There, Esmerelda, don’t be afraid. They’re policemen. You can sit down, sit right down.” The woman wound her way through cats—Ben counted five of them—into a dusty little room with lace curtains and wilting doilies. “Yes, I told Esmerelda only this morning that we should expect some company. Sit, sit, sit.” She waved a hand at a sofa alive with cat hair. “It’s about that woman, of course, that poor woman down the street.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ed stifled a sneeze as he sat on the edge of the cushions. An orange cat crouched at his feet and hissed.

“Behave yourself, Bruno.” The woman smiled and rearranged the symphony of wrinkles on her face. “Now isn’t this cozy? I’m Mrs. Kleppinger. Ida Kleppinger, but you probably know that.” With some ceremony, she fit a pair of glasses on her nose, squinted, and focused. “Why, you’re the young man two doors down. Bought the Fowler place, didn’t you? Terrible people. Didn’t like cats, you know. Always complaining about their trash being strewn about. Well, I told them if they’d just put the lids on tight my babies would never dream of bothering with their nasty garbage. They’re not savages, you know. My babies, I mean. Glad to see them gone, indeed yes. Aren’t we, Esmerelda?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ed cleared his throat and tried not to breathe too deeply. It was more than apparent that litter boxes were placed liberally through the house. “We’d like to ask you some questions.”

“About that poor Mrs. Breezewood, yes, yes. We heard it on the radio just this morning, didn’t we, darlings? I don’t own a television machine. I’ve always believed they make you sterile. Strangled her, did he?”

“We wondered if you noticed anything last night.” Ben tried not to jolt when a cat leapt into his lap and dug in, dangerously close to his crotch.

“Boris likes you. Isn’t that nice?” The old woman sat back and stroked her cat. “We were meditating last night. I’d gone back to the eighteenth century. I was one of the queen’s handmaidens, you know. Such a trying time.”

“Uh-huh.” Enough was enough. Ben stood and struggled to detach the cat from his leg. “Well, we appreciate your time.”

“Not at all. Of course, I wasn’t surprised to hear about all of this. Been expecting it.”

Ed, who’d been more than concerned that Boris would let loose on his shoes, looked back at her. “Have you?”

“Oh, absolutely. The poor dear never had a chance. Past sins catch up with you.”

“Past sins?” Interested again, Ben hesitated. “Did you know Mrs. Breezewood well?”

“Intimately. We survived Vicksburg together. A dreadful battle. Why, I can still hear the cannon fire. But her aura …” Mrs. Kleppinger gave a sad shake of the head. “Doomed, I’m afraid. She was murdered by a group of Yankee raiders.”

“Ma’am, we’re more interested in what happened to Mrs. Breezewood last night.” Ed’s patience, usually generous, was running thin.

“Well, of course you are.” Her glasses slipped down her nose so that she stared myopically over them. “Such a sad woman. Repressed, sexually, I’m sure. I thought she might be happy when her sister came to visit, but it didn’t seem so. I can see her leave for work each morning while I’m watering my gardenias. Tense. The woman was tense, bundle of nerves, just as I remember from Vicksburg. Then there was the car that followed her one morning.”

Ben sat back down, cats or not. “What car?”

“Oh, a dark one, one of those rich cars, so big and quiet. I wouldn’t have thought a thing of it, but as I was watering my gardenias, one has to be so careful with gardenias. Fragile things. Anyway, as I was watering, I watched the car drive down the street behind Mrs. Breezewood’s, and I got such palpitations.” The woman waved her hand in front of her face as if to cool it. The glass on her fingers was too dull to sparkle in the light. “My heart just pounded and skipped until I had to sit right down. Just like Vicksburg—and the Revolution, of course. All I could think was poor Lucilla—that was her name before, you know. Lucilla Greensborough. Poor Lucilla, it’s going to happen again. Nothing I could do, of course,” she explained as she went back to stroking her cat. “Fate is fate after all.”

“Could you see who was driving the car?”

“Oh my goodness no. My eyes aren’t what they were.”

“Did you notice the license plate?”

“My dear, I can hardly see an elephant in the yard next door.” She pushed her glasses straight again, and surprised her eyes into focusing. “I have my feelings, sensations. That car gave me a bad feeling. Death. Oh yes, I wasn’t surprised at all to hear the news on the radio this morning.”

“Mrs. Kleppinger, do you remember which day you noticed the car?”

“Time means nothing. It’s all a cycle. Death is quite a natural event, and very temporary. She’ll be back, and perhaps finally, she’ll be happy.”

Ben closed the front door behind him and breathed in hard and deep. “Christ, what a smell.” Cautious, he pressed a hand to his upper thigh. “I thought that little bastard had drawn blood. Probably didn’t have shots either.” As he walked to the car he tried vainly to brush off clinging cat hair. “What did you make of her?”

“She’s lost a few bricks since Vicksburg. She might have seen a car.” Glancing back, he noted that several windows of her house would afford a clear enough view of the street. “Which may or may not have been following Breezewood’s. Either way, it doesn’t mean shit.”

“You’ve got my vote.” Ben took the driver’s seat. “You want to stop in for a minute?” he asked with a nod toward the house down the street. “Or head back in?”

“Let’s go back. She probably needs time with her parents.”

Grace had plied her mother with spiked tea. She’d held her father’s hand. She’d wept again until she simply had no energy for more. Because they had needed it, Grace had lied. In her version, Kathleen had been well on the way to establishing a new life. There was no mention of pills or controlled bitterness. Grace was aware, if Kathleen hadn’t been, that their parents had had great hopes for their elder daughter.

They had always considered Kathleen the stable one, the reliable one, while being able to smile and think of Grace as amusing. They’d enjoyed Grace’s creativity without being able to understand it. Kathleen, with her conventional marriage, her handsome husband and son, was easily understood.

True, the divorce had shaken them, but they were parents, loving ones, and had been able to shift their beliefs enough to accept, while harboring the hope that in time their daughter would be reconciled with her family.

Now they had to accept that it would never be. They had to face that their older daughter, the one they’d pinned their first hopes on, was dead. It was enough, Grace had decided. It was more than enough.

So she didn’t mention the mood swings, the valium, or the resentment she’d discovered had been eating her sister from the inside out.

“She was happy here, Gracie?” Louise McCabe sat huddled beside her husband and tore a Kleenex into small pieces.

“Yes, Mom.” Grace wasn’t sure how many times she’d answered that question in the last hour, but continued to soothe. She’d never seen her mother look helpless. Throughout her life, Louise McCabe had been dominant, making decisions, executing them. And her father had always been there. He’d been the one to slip an extra five dollars into a waiting hand, or to clean up after the dog had had an accident on the rug.

Looking at him now, she suddenly realized for the very first time that he’d aged. His hair was thinner than it had been when she’d been a girl. He was tanned from the hours he spent out-of-doors. His face was fuller. He was a man in the prime of his life, she thought, healthy, vigorous, but just now his shoulders were slumped, and the liveliness that had always been there was gone from his eyes.

She wanted to hold these two people who had somehow made everything come out right for her. She wanted to turn back the clock for all of them so that they were young again, living in a pretty suburban home with a scruffy dog.

“We wanted her to come to Phoenix for a while,” Louise continued, dabbing at her eyes with the ragged remains of the tissue. “Mitch talked to her. She always listened to her dad. But not this time. We were so happy when you came to visit her. All the trouble she’s been having. Poor little Kevin.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Poor, poor little Kevin.”

“When can we see her, Gracie?”

Grace squeezed her father’s hand, watching intently as he spoke. He looked around the room, trying, Grace believed, to absorb what was left of his older daughter. There was so little here, a few books, a pot of silk flowers. She held on to him, hoping he didn’t see how cold the room was.

“Tonight maybe. I asked Father Donaldson to come by this afternoon. He’s from the old parish. Why don’t you come upstairs now, Mom, so you’ll be rested when he comes? You’ll feel better when you talk to him.”

“Grace is right, Lou.” And he’d seen. Like Grace, he had an eye for detail. The only spot of life in the room was the jacket Grace had negligently tossed over a chair. He wanted to weep for that more than anything else, but couldn’t explain it. “Let me take you up.”

She leaned heavily against her husband, a slim woman with dark hair and a strong back. As she watched them go, Grace realized that in grief they had shifted her to the head of the family. She could only hope that she had the strength to pull it off.

Her mind was dull from weeping, cluttered with the arrangements she’d already made and those yet to be settled. She knew when the grief ebbed, her parents would have the comfort of their faith. For Grace, it was the first time she’d been slapped down with the knowledge that life wasn’t always a game to be played with a grin and a clever brain. Optimism wasn’t always a shield against the worst of it, and acceptance wasn’t always enough.

She’d never had a full-power emotional blow before, not personally or professionally. She’d never considered that she’d led a charmed life and had never had patience with people who complained about what fate had handed them. People made their own luck. Hit a rough spot, coast for a while, then find the best way out, she’d always thought.

When she’d decided to write, she’d sat down and done it. It was true she had natural talent and a fluid imagination and willingness to work, but she’d also had an innate determination that if she wanted something badly enough, she’d get it. There’d been no starving in a garret or creative suffering. There’d been no angst or agony of the artist. She’d taken her savings and had moved to New York. A part-time job had paid the rent while she drove through her first novel in a wild and breathless ninety days.

When she’d decided to fall in love, she’d done so with the same sort of verve and energy. There’d been no regrets, no hesitation. She’d fed on the emotion as long as it had lasted, and when it was over, she’d moved on without tears or recriminations.

She was nearly thirty and had never had her heart broken or her dreams smashed. Shaken a time or two, perhaps, but she’d always managed to right herself and forge ahead. Now, for the first time in the whirlwind of her life, she’d hit a wall that couldn’t be climbed over or breached. Her sister’s death wasn’t something she could change by shifting into neutral. Her sister’s murder wasn’t something she could accept as one of life’s little twists.

She found she wanted to scream, to throw something, to rage. Her hands shook as she lifted the cups from the table. If she’d been alone, she’d have given in to it. More, she’d have wallowed in the release of it. Instead she steadied herself. Her parents needed her. For the first time, they needed her. And she wouldn’t let them down.

She put the cups down at the sound of the doorbell and went to answer it. If Father Donaldson had come early she’d go over the funeral arrangements with him. But when she opened the door, it wasn’t to a priest but to Jonathan Breezewood the third.

“Grace.” He nodded at her but didn’t offer his hand. “May I come in?”

She had to struggle against the urge to slam the door in his face. He hadn’t cared about Kathleen when she was alive, why should he care about her dead? Saying nothing, she stepped back.

“I came the moment I was informed.”

“There’s coffee in the kitchen.” She turned her back on him and started down the hall. Because he put his hand on her shoulder, more, because she didn’t want to show him a weakness, she stopped in front of Kathleen’s office.

“Here?”

“Yes.” She looked at him long enough to see something move across his face. Grief, disgust, regret. She was too tired to care. “You didn’t bring Kevin.”

“No.” He continued to stare at the door. “No, I thought it best that he stay with my parents.”

Because she was forced to agree, she said nothing. He was a child, too young to face funerals or the sounds of mourning.

“My parents are upstairs resting.”

“Are they all right?”

“No.” She moved again, compelled to distance herself from the locked door. “I wasn’t sure you’d come, Jonathan.”

“Kathleen was my wife, the mother of my son.”

“Yes. But apparently that wasn’t enough to insure your fidelity.”

He studied her with calm eyes. He was undoubtedly a beautiful man, clear-cut features, thick, California-blond hair, a hard, well-kept body. But it was the eyes Grace had always found so unattractive. Calm, always calm, just edging toward cold.

“No, it wasn’t. I’m sure Kathleen told you her version of our marriage. It hardly seems appropriate now for me to tell you mine. I came here to ask you to tell me what happened.”

“Kathleen was murdered.” Holding herself together, Grace poured coffee. She’d lived on nothing else all day. “Raped and strangled in her office last night.”

Jonathan accepted the cup, then slowly lowered into a kitchen chair. “Were you here when—when it happened?”

“No, I was out. I came back a little after eleven and found her.”

“I see.” Whatever he felt, if anything, wasn’t apparent in the two brief words. “The police, do they have any idea who did this?”

“Not at the moment. You’re free to talk to them, I’m sure. Detectives Jackson and Paris are handling it.”

He nodded again. With his connections, he could have copies of the police reports in an hour without having to deal directly with detectives. “Have you set a time for the funeral?”

“The day after tomorrow. Eleven o’clock. There will be a Mass at St. Michael’s, the church we used to belong to. There’ll be a viewing tomorrow night because it’s important to my parents. At Pumphrey’s. The address is in the book.”

“I’d be glad to help with any of the details, or expenses.”

“No.”

“All right then.” He rose without having tasted his coffee. “I’m staying at the Hotel Washington if you need to contact me.”

“I won’t.”

He lifted a brow at the venom in her voice. As sisters, he’d never seen the least resemblance between Kathleen and Grace. “You never could stand the sight of me, could you, Grace?”

“Barely. It hardly matters how you and I feel about each other at this point. I would like to say one thing.” She dug the last cigarette out of her pack and lit it without a tremor. Loathing brought out a strength she could only be grateful for. “Kevin is my nephew. I’ll expect to be able to see him whenever I’m in California.”

“Naturally.”

“And my parents.” She pressed her lips together a moment. “Kevin is all they have left of Kathleen. They’re going to need regular contact.”

“It goes without saying. I’ve always felt my relationship with your parents was reasonable.”

“You consider yourself a reasonable man?” The bitterness slipped out, surprising her. Just for an instant, she’d sounded like Kathleen. “Did you think it reasonable to take Kevin away from his mother?”

He said nothing at first. Though his face was bland, she could almost hear the workings of his mind. When he spoke, it was brief and without expression. “Yes. I’ll let myself out.”

She cursed him. Swinging around to lean on the counter, she cursed him until she was empty.

♦  ♦  ♦

Ed pushed his face into a sink filled with cold water and held his breath. Five seconds, then ten, and he could feel the fatigue draining. A ten-hour day wasn’t unusual. A ten-hour day on two hours’ sleep wasn’t unusual. But the worry was. He was discovering that it sapped energy more completely than a fifth of gin.

What was he supposed to tell her? He lifted his head so that water ran down his beard. They didn’t have the first lead. Not a glimmer. She was smart enough to know that if the trail cooled during the first twenty-four hours, it got dead cold fast.

They had a batty old woman who may or may not have seen a car that may or may not have followed her sister’s car sometime or other. They had a barking dog. Kathleen Breezewood had no close friends or associates, no one closer than Grace herself. If she was telling everything she knew, the trail led to suspect unknown. Someone who had seen Kathleen on her way to work, at the market, in the yard. The city had its share of violence, provoked and otherwise. At this point, it looked as though she had simply been one more random victim.

They’d questioned a couple of rejects that morning. Two parolees whose lawyers had bargained them back on the streets after separate assaults on women. Gathering evidence and making a clean arrest didn’t mean a conviction, just as the law didn’t mean justice. They hadn’t had enough to hold either one of them, and though Ed knew that sooner or later they’d probably rape some other woman, they hadn’t done Kathleen Breezewood.

It wasn’t good enough. He grabbed a towel from a closet. The lattice doors he’d chosen for it were tilted against a wall downstairs, waiting for sanding. He’d planned to work on them tonight for an hour or two so they’d be ready for hanging on his day off. Somehow he didn’t think working with his hands would make his mind easy this time.

He buried his face in the towel and thought about calling her. To say what? He’d made certain she’d been notified that the body would be released to her in the morning. The medical examiner’s report had been on his desk when he’d checked into the station at six.

It wasn’t any use giving her the details. Sexual assault, death by strangulation. Death between 9:00 and 10:00 P.M. Coffee and valium in the system and little else. Blood type O positive. Which meant that the perp’s blood type was A positive. Kathleen hadn’t let him get away clean.

She’d taken some skin and some hair with the blood, so they knew he was white. And he was young, under thirty.

They’d even lifted a couple of partial prints off the phone cord, which made Ed figure the killer had either been stupid or the murder unpremeditated. But prints only worked if they could be matched. So far, the computer hadn’t come up with anything.

If they brought him down, they had enough circumstantial evidence to bring him to trial. Maybe enough to convict him. If they brought him down.

It wasn’t enough.

He tossed the towel over the lip of the sink. Was he edgy because the murder had been committed in the house next to his? Because he knew the victim? Because he’d begun to have a few entertaining fantasies that involved the victim’s sister?

With a half laugh, Ed dragged his damp hair away from his face and started downstairs. No, he didn’t think his feelings for Grace, whatever they were, had anything to do with the fact that instinct told him there was something nastier about this than was already apparent.

Maybe it was close, but he’d lost people who had been a great deal closer to him than Kathleen Breezewood. People he’d worked with, people whose families were familiar to him. Their deaths had left him feeling angry and frustrated, but not edgy.

Dammit, he’d feel better if she were out of that house.

He walked to the kitchen. He was more comfortable in the room he’d redesigned and rebuilt with his own hands. With his mind on other things, he pulled over a basket of fruit to chop for a salad. He worked briskly, as a man who’d been fending for himself, and fending well, for most of his life.

A great many of the men he knew satisfied themselves by settling for a can or a frozen dinner eaten over the sink. To Ed that was the most depressing act of single life. The microwave had made it even more so. You could buy a complete meal in a box, zap it for five minutes, and eat it without using a pan or a plate. Neat, convenient, and lonely.

He often ate alone, with only a book for company, but he did more than watch his cholesterol and carbohydrates. It was all a matter of attitude, he’d decided long ago. Real plates and a table made the difference between a solitary meal and a lonely one.

He dropped some carrots and celery into his juicer and let them whirl through. The knock at his back door surprised him. Ben used the back way occasionally, but he never knocked. Partners and spouses developed similiar intimacies. Ed switched off the machine, then grabbed a dishcloth for his hands before answering.

“Hi.” Grace gave him a quick smile but kept her hands in her pockets. “I saw the light, so I hopped over the fence.”

“Come on in.”

“I hope you don’t mind. Neighbors can be a pain.” She stepped into the kitchen and felt solid and safe for the first time in hours. She’d told herself she’d come to ask the questions that had to be asked, but knew she’d come just as much for comfort. “I’m messing up your dinner. Listen, I’ll run along.”

“Sit down, Grace.”

She nodded, grateful, and promised herself she wouldn’t weep or rage. “My parents went to church. I didn’t realize how I’d feel about being alone over there.” She sat, moving her hands from her lap to the table, then back to her lap. “I want to thank you for pushing through the paperwork or whatever. I’m not sure my parents could get through another day without, well, seeing Kath.” She shifted her hands to the table again. “Don’t let me hold up your dinner, okay?”

He realized he could stay happy for several hours just looking at her. When he caught himself staring, he started to fuss with the salad. “Are you hungry?”

She shook her head and nearly managed to smile again. “We ate before. I figured the only way to get my parents to eat was to set the example. It’s funny how something like this will have you switching roles. What’s that?” She glanced at the glass Ed set on the table.

“It’s carrot juice. Want some?”

“You drink carrots?” It was a small thing, but enough to pull out what passed for a laugh. “Got a beer?”

“Sure.” He pulled one out of the fridge, remembered a glass, then put both down in front of her. When he dug an ashtray out of a kitchen drawer, she shot him a look of profound gratitude.

“You’re a pal, Ed.”

“Yeah. You need any help tomorrow?”

“I think we’ll manage.” Grace ignored the glass and drank straight from the bottle. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you if you found out anything.”

“No. We’re still in the preliminary stages, Grace. It takes time.”

Though she nodded, she knew as well as he that time was the enemy. “Jonathan’s in town. Will you question him?”

“Yes.”

“I mean you.” She took out a cigarette as he sat across from her. “I’m sure you’ve got a lot of good cops in your department, but can you do it?”

“All right.”

“He’s hiding something, Ed.” When he said nothing, she picked up her beer again. It would do her no good to become hysterical, to make the accusations that had been simmering in her brain all day. Ed might have been kind and sympathetic, but he wouldn’t take anything she said in the heat of emotion seriously.

And the truth was, she wanted to believe Jonathan had been responsible. That would be easy, that would be tangible. It was so much more difficult to hate a stranger.

“Look, I know I’m not functioning at top level. And I know that I’m starting off biased against Jonathan.” She took a steadying breath. Her voice was calm and reasonable. She didn’t hear, as Ed did, the light trace of desperation around the edges. “But he’s hiding something. It’s not just instinct, Ed. You’re a trained observer, I’m an innate one. I was born cataloging people. I can’t help it.”

“Whenever you’re too close to something, the vision blurs, Grace.”

Her hackles rose, prompted by the strain of the last twenty-four hours. She felt her temper slip and barely managed to catch it. “All right. That’s why I’m asking you to talk to him. You’ll see for yourself. Then you can tell me.”

Ed ate his salad slowly. The longer this went on, he thought, the harder it was going to be. “Grace, I can’t tell you about the investigation, not specifics, not any more than the department decides to release to the press.”

“I’m not a goddamn reporter, I’m her sister. If Jonathan had anything to do with what happened to Kathleen, don’t I have a right to know?”

“Maybe.” His eyes were on hers, very calm and suddenly distant. “But I don’t have the right to tell you anything until it’s official.”

“I see.” Very slowly, and with a precision she possessed only when she deliberately controlled her temper, Grace tapped out her cigarette. “My sister was raped and murdered. I found her body. I’m the only one left to comfort my parents. But the cop says the investigation’s confidential.” She rose, knowing she was on the edge of another crying jag.

“Grace—”

“No, don’t give me any platitudes, I’ll hate you for it.” She willed herself to calm down again as she studied him. “You have a sister, Ed?”

“Yeah.”

“Think about it,” she said as she reached the back door. “And let me know how much departmental procedure would mean to you if you were putting her in the ground.”

When the door shut, Ed pushed aside his plate, then picked up her beer. He finished it off in two long swallows.


Chapter 6

Jerald wasn’t sure why he sent flowers to her funeral. In part it was because he felt it necessary to acknowledge the odd and unique role she’d played in his life. He thought too that if he acknowledged it, he would be able to close the chapter, stop dreaming about her.

He was already searching for another, listening hour after hour for that one voice that could bring him the rush and thrill. He never doubted that he’d find it, that he would recognize it with one phrase, one word. The voice would bring him the woman, and the woman would bring him the glory.

Patience was important, timing was vital, but he wasn’t sure how long he could wait. The experience had been so special, so unique. To experience it again would be, well, perhaps like dying.

He was losing sleep. Even his mother had noticed it, and she rarely noticed anything between her committees and her cocktails. Of course she’d accepted his excuse about studying late and had tutted and patted his cheek and told him not to work so hard. She was such a fool. Still, he didn’t resent her. Her preoccupations had always provided him with the space he needed for his own diversions. In return, he’d given her the illusion of the ideal son. He didn’t play loud music or go to wild parties. Such things were childish anyway.

He might have considered school a waste of time, but he maintained good, even excellent, grades. The simplest way to keep people from bothering you was to give them what they wanted. Or to make them think you were doing so.

He was fastidious, even fussy, about his room and his personal hygiene. In that way it was accepted that the servants would stay out of his personal space. His mother considered it a mild, even endearing, eccentricity. And it insured that no one would find his cache of drugs.

More important, no servant, no family, no friend ever touched his computer.

He had a natural aptitude for machines. They were so much better, so much cleaner than people. He’d been fifteen when he’d tapped into his mother’s personal checking account. It had been so easy to take what he needed, and so much more rewarding than asking for it. He’d tapped into other accounts, but he’d soon tired of the money.

It was then he’d discovered the phone, and how exciting it could be to listen to other people. Like a ghost. The Fantasy line had been an accident at first. But soon it was all he cared about.

He couldn’t stop, not until he’d found the next, not until he’d found the voice that could soothe the pounding in his head. But he had to be careful.

He knew his mother was a fool, but his father … if his father noticed anything, there’d be questions. Thinking of it, Jerald took a pill, then two. Though he preferred amphetamines to barbiturates, he wanted to sleep that night, and dreamlessly. He knew just how clever his father was.

He’d put his talent to use for years in court before he’d made the almost seamless switch to politics. From Congress to the Senate, Charlton P. Hayden had earned a reputation for power and intelligence. His image was that of a wealthy, privileged man who understood the needs of the masses, who fought for lost causes and won. A paragon, without a shadow to smear his reputation. No, his father had always been a very careful man, a very dedicated man, a very clever man.

Jerald had no doubt that when election year was over, when the votes were tallied and the last of the confetti swept up, his father would be the youngest and most glamorous resident of the Oval Office since Kennedy.

Charlton P. Hayden wouldn’t be pleased to learn that his only son, his heir apparent, had strangled one woman and was waiting for the opportunity to do so again.

But Jerald knew himself to be very clever. No one would ever know that the son of the front-running candidate for president of the United States had a taste for murder. He knew if he could hide it from his father, he could hide it from anyone.

So he sent the flowers, and he sat late at night in the dark, waiting for the right voice and the right words.

“Thank you for coming, Sister.” Grace knew it was foolish to feel odd about shaking a nun’s hand. It was simply that she couldn’t help remembering how many times her knuckles had been whacked by one with a ruler. And she couldn’t quite get used to the fact that they didn’t wear habits anymore. The nun who had introduced herself as Sister Alice wore a small silver crucifix with her conservative black suit and low-heeled pumps. But there was no wimple and robe.

“All our prayers are with you and your family, Miss McCabe. In the few months I knew Kathleen, I came to respect her dedication and skill as a teacher.”

Respect. The word came again as it had, in cold comfort, for an hour. No one spoke of affection or of friendship. “Thank you, Sister.”

There were several members of the faculty as well as a handful of students in the church. Without them, the pews would have been all but empty. She’d had no one, Grace thought as she stationed herself in the rear, no one who hadn’t come out of a sense of duty or compassion.

There were flowers. She looked at the baskets and wreaths in the nave. She wondered why she seemed to be the only one who found the colors obscene under the circumstances. Most were from California. A bunch of gladioluses and a formal card were apparently enough from the people who had once been a part of Kathleen’s life. Or of Mrs. Jonathan Breezewood’s life.

Grace hated the smell of them, just as she hated the glossy white casket she’d refused to approach. She hated the music that flowed quietly down the aisle and knew she’d never be able to hear an organ again without thinking of death.

These were the trappings the dead expected from the living. Or was it that the living expected them from the dead? She wasn’t sure of anything except that when her time came, there would be no ceremonies, no dirges, no friends and relatives staring teary-eyed down at what was left of her.

“Grace.”

She turned, hoping nothing showed on her face. “Jonathan. You came.”

“Of course.” Unlike Grace, he looked down the aisle at the white casket and his former wife.

“Still image-conscious, I see.”

He noted the heads that turned at Grace’s statement but merely glanced at his watch. “I’m afraid I can only stay for the service. I have an appointment to speak with a Detective Jackson in an hour. Then I have to get to the airport.”

“It’s good of you to fit your wife’s funeral into your schedule. Doesn’t it bother you, Jonathan, to be such a hypocrite? Kathleen meant nothing, less than nothing to you.”

“I don’t think this is the appropriate time or place for this discussion.”

“You’re wrong.” She took his arm before he could pass her. “There’ll never be a better time or place.”

“If you push, Grace, you’ll hear things you’d prefer not to.”

“I haven’t begun to push. It makes me sick to see you here, playing the grieving husband after what you put her through.”

It was the murmurs that made up his mind. The murmurs, and the almost guilty glances over the shoulder. Clamping his hand to Grace’s arm, he drew her outside. “I prefer to keep family discussions private.”

“We aren’t family.”

“No, and it would be foolish to pretend there’s ever been any affection between us. You’ve never bothered to disguise your contempt for me.”

“I don’t believe in veneers, especially over feelings. Kathleen should never have married you.”

“On that we agree completely. Kathleen should never have married anyone. She was a barely adequate mother and a poor excuse for a wife.”

“How dare you? How dare you stand here, now, and speak that way? You humiliated her, you flaunted your affairs in her face.”

“Better if I had had them behind her back?” With a half laugh, he looked beyond her to an elm that had been planted when the church’s cornerstone had been laid. “Do you think she cared? You’re more of a fool than I believed you to be.”

“She loved you.” Her voice was furious now. Because it hurt, hurt more than she’d ever conceived of to stand here on the steps where she’d stood so often before with her sister. In the May Procession in frilly white dresses, on Easter Sunday in yellow bonnets and Mary Janes. They’d walked up and down those same steps so many times together as children, and now she stood alone. The organ music came low and mournful through the cracks of the doors. “You and Kevin were her whole life.”

“You’re very much mistaken, Grace. I’ll tell you about your sister. She cared about no one. She had no passion, no capability for it. Not just physical, but emotional passion. She never turned a hair over my affairs, as long as they were discreet, as long as they didn’t interfere with the one thing she really prized. Being a Breezewood.”

“Stop it.”

“No, you’ll listen now.” He caught her before she could run back into the church. “It wasn’t just sex she was ambivalent about, it was anything that didn’t fit into her plans. She’d wanted a son, a Breezewood, and once she had Kevin, she considered her duty ended. He was a symbol more than a child to her.”

It hit home, too close to where her own thoughts had drifted over the years. And it made her ashamed. “That’s not true. She loved Kevin.”

“As much as she was capable. You tell me, Grace, did you ever see one spontaneous act of affection from her, to yourself, to your parents?”

“Kathy wasn’t demonstrative. That doesn’t mean she didn’t feel.”

“She was cold.” Grace jerked her head back as if she’d been slapped. It wasn’t a surprise to hear it; it was a surprise to realize she’d harbored the same secret opinion all of her life. “And the worst of it is, I don’t think she could help it. For most of our marriage we went our own ways because it was convenient for both of us.”

It made her worse than ashamed. It made her sick. Because she’d known it, she’d seen it, but she’d refused to believe it. She saw the way he smoothed his hair when the light breeze disturbed it. It was the casual gesture of a man who preferred no imperfections. Kathleen might have been at fault, but she hadn’t been alone.

“Then it stopped being convenient for you.”

“That’s correct. When I asked her for a divorce she showed the first emotion I’d seen from her in years. She refused, she threatened, even pleaded. But it wasn’t me she was afraid of losing, it was the position she’d grown comfortable in. When she saw I was resolute, she left. She refused a settlement of any kind. She’d been gone three months before she contacted me and asked for Kevin. For three months she hadn’t seen or spoken to her son.”

“She was suffering.”

“Perhaps she was. I no longer cared. I told her she was not going to uproot Kevin, but that we would make arrangements for her to have him for a time during his school vacation.”

“She was going to fight you for him. She was afraid of you and your family, but she was going to fight for Kevin.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“You knew,” Grace said slowly. “You knew what she was doing?”

“I knew she’d hired a lawyer and a detective.”

“And what would you have done to keep her from winning custody?”

“Whatever became necessary.” Again, he glanced at his watch. “It appears we’re holding up the service.”

He opened the door to the vestibule and stepped inside.

Ben pulled a glazed doughnut out of a white paper bag as he stopped at a red light. It had warmed enough to have the windows at half mast so that the tunes from the easy listening station on the radio of the car beside him drifted over his own choice of B. B. King.

“How can anybody listen to that crap?” He glanced over, saw the car was a Volvo, and rolled his eyes. “I figure it’s a Soviet conspiracy. They’ve taken over the airwaves, filled them with inane orchestrated pap, and are going to keep playing it until the minds of average Americans turn to Jell-O. Meanwhile, waiting for us to fall over in a Manilow coma, they’re listening to the Stones.” He took another bite of doughnut before turning King up another notch. “And we’re worried about midrange missiles in Europe.”

“You ought to write the Pentagon,” Ed suggested.

“Too late.” Ben drove through the intersection and turned right at the next corner. “Probably already piping in Carpenters ballads. They’re mellowing us out, Ed, mellowing us out and just waiting for us to mold.”

When his partner didn’t comment, Ben switched the radio down again. If he wasn’t going to be able to take Ed’s mind off it, he might as well shoot straight on.

“The funeral’s today, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“When we finish this, you could take a couple hours of personal time.”

“She’s not going to want to see me unless there’s something I can tell her.”

“Maybe we’ll have something.” Ben began checking numbers on the narrow side street. “When’s she going back to New York?”

“I don’t know.” And he’d done his best not to think of it. “A day or two, I guess.”

“You serious about the writer?”

“I haven’t had time to think about it.”

Ben swung the car over to the curb. “Better think fast.” He looked beyond Ed to the tiny little shop nestled in the middle of a half-dozen others. It might have been a trendy boutique once, or a craft shop. Now it was Fantasy, Incorporated.

“Doesn’t look like a den of iniquity.”

“You’d know about that.” Absently, Ben licked glaze from his thumb. “For a business that’s chugging along at a steady profit, they don’t seem to be putting much into their image.”

“I watch Miami Vice.” Ed waited until two cars passed before opening his door to step out on the street.

“I wouldn’t guess they’d get many social visits from clients.”

Inside, the office was the size of an average bedroom, with no frills. The walls were painted white and the carpet was industrial grade. There were a couple of mismatched chairs that might have been picked up at a yard sale. Space was at a premium because the pair of desks stretched nearly wall-to-wall. Ben recognized them as Army issue, sturdy and unimpressive. But the computer was top of the line.

Behind one of the monitors, a woman stopped tapping keys as they entered. Her fall of brown hair was pulled back from a round, pretty face. Her suit jacket was draped behind her chair. Over a white silk blouse she wore a trio of gold chains. With a half smile for both men, she rose.

“Hello. May I help you?”

“We’d like to talk to the owner.” Ben pulled out his badge. “Police business.”

She held out a hand for Ben’s identification, studied it, then handed it back. “I’m the owner. What can I do for you?”

Ben pocketed his badge again. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been a tidy young woman who looked as though she’d just come from planning a field trip for Brownies. “We’d like to talk to you about one of your employees, Miss …”

“Mrs. Cawfield. Eileen Cawfield. This is about Kathleen Breezewood, isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Sit down, please, Detective Paris.” She glanced at Ed.

“Jackson.”

“Please, sit down. Can I get you some coffee?”

“No, thanks,” Ed answered before Ben could accept. “You know Kathleen Breezewood was murdered.”

“I read it in the paper. Horrible.” She sat behind the desk again and folded her hands on a neat pink blotter. “I only met her once, when she came in to interview, but I feel very close to all my employees. She was popular. In fact Desiree—I’m sorry, I’m afraid we get into the habit of thinking of them as their alter egos—Kathleen was one of my most popular. She had such a soothing voice. That’s very important in this business.”

“Did Kathleen complain about any of her callers?” Ed flipped over a page in his notebook. “Did anyone make her uneasy, threaten her?”

“No. Kathleen was very particular about the kind of calls she would take. She was a very conservative woman, and we respected that. We have one or two who handle the more … unusual fantasies. Excuse me,” she said as her phone rang.

“Fantasy, Incorporated.” With the efficiency of a veteran receptionist, she had a pen in hand. “Yes, of course. I’ll be happy to see if Louisa’s available. I’ll need the number of a major credit card. Yes? And the expiration date. Now the number where you can be reached. If Louisa isn’t available, do you have another preference? Yes, I’ll see to it. Thank you.”

After hanging up the phone, Eileen sent Ben and Ed an apologetic smile. “I’ll just be another minute. He’s a regular so it simplifies things.” She pushed a few buttons on her keyboard, then picked up her phone again. “Louisa? Yes, it’s Eileen. I’m fine, thanks. Mr. Dunnigan would like to talk to you. Yes, the usual number. You have it? That’s it. You’re welcome. ’Bye now.” After replacing the receiver, she folded her hands again. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“You get many like that?” Ben asked. “Callbacks, regulars?”

“Oh yes. There are a lot of lonely people, sexually frustrated people. In today’s climate, there are more who prefer the safety and anonymity of a phone call over the risks of singles’ bars.” She settled back and crossed her legs under the desk. “We’re all aware of the rise in sexually transmitted diseases. The life-styles of the sixties and seventies have had to alter greatly in the latter half of the eighties. Fantasy calls are just one alternative.”

“Yeah.” Ed imagined she could take that routine on Donahue with some success. In fact, he didn’t disagree with her but was simply more interested in murder than in philosophy or mores. “Did Kathleen have a lot of regulars?”

“As I said, she was popular. Several clients have called for her in the last couple of days. They’ve been very disappointed when I told them she was no longer with us.”

“Has anyone not called her who should have?”

Eileen paused to think this through, then again turned to her computer and put it to work. “No. I’m aware you’d have to question anyone connected with Kathleen. But you see, the men who call here only know of Desiree. She was a voice, faceless, or we’ll say with whatever face they chose for her. We’re very careful here, for legal reasons as well as professional ones. The women have no last names, they aren’t permitted to give out their private home telephone numbers to any of the clients or to see them, ever. Anonymity is part of the illusion as well as part of the protection. None of the clients has any way to contact a woman except through the office telephone numbers.”

“Who has access to your files?”

“Myself, my husband, and his sister. This is a family business,” she explained as the phone began to ring again. “My sister-in-law is working her way through college and mans the phones in the evenings. One minute.”

She handled the next call with the same routine. Ed glanced at his watch. Twelve-fifteen. Obviously phone sex was a popular lunchtime activity. Then he wondered if the funeral was over and Grace was home alone.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Before you ask, our files are confidential. None of us discusses our clients or employees with outsiders. It’s business, gentlemen, but not the kind we chat about over cocktails. We’re very careful to keep things legitimate and well within the law. Our women aren’t whores. They don’t sell their bodies, but conversation. Our employees are screened, carefully screened, and if they break any of our rules, they’re fired. We’re aware that there are some businesses similar to ours where a young boy can call and charge the conversation to his parents’ phone bill. I happen to think that’s irresponsible and sad. We serve adults only, and our terms are explained in full up front, before any charge is made.”

“We’re Homicide, not Vice, Mrs. Cawfield,” Ben told her. “In any case, we’ve already checked out your business and you’re within your rights. At the moment, we’re only interested in Kathleen Breezewood. It might help us if we had a list of her clients.”

“I can’t do that. My client list is confidential for obvious reasons, Detective Paris.”

“And murder isn’t confidential, Mrs. Cawfield, for obvious reasons.”

“I understand your position. You’ll have to understand mine.”

“We can get a warrant,” Ed reminded her. “It’ll just take time.”

“You’ll need a warrant, Detective Jackson. Until you have one, I’m obliged to protect my clients. I’ll tell you again, none of them could have located her unless they had access to this machine and broke the code to the program.”

“We’ll have to talk to your husband and sister-in-law.”

“Of course. Short of breaking client confidentiality, we want to cooperate in every way.”

“Mrs. Cawfield, do you know where your husband was on the night of April tenth?” Ed gave her a mild look as he held his pencil over his pad. Ben saw her fingers tighten quickly.

“I suppose you have to ask that, but I find it tasteless.”

“Yeah.” Ben crossed his legs. “Murder doesn’t have such a sweet taste either.”

Eileen moistened her lips. “Allen plays softball. He had a game on the night of the tenth. He pitched all nine innings; I was there. It was over about nine, maybe a bit before. Afterward, we went out for pizza with several other couples. We got home a little after eleven.”

“If we find we need names, you can provide them?”

“Of course. I’m sorry, very sorry about Kathleen, but my business isn’t involved in her murder. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to take this call.”

“Thanks for your time.” Ed pushed the door open and waited for Ben to join him on the sidewalk. “If she’s playing it straight, and I think she is, none of the clients would have gotten Kathleen’s location through the main office.”

“Maybe Kathleen broke the rules.” He pulled out a cigarette. “Gave out her address, her real name. Maybe she met one of the guys and he followed her back, decided he wanted more than talk.”

“Maybe.” But it was hard for him to think of his former neighbor as a woman who broke the rules. “I wonder what Tess would say about the possibility of a man who uses a MasterCard to charge sex talk committing rape and murder.”

“She’s not in this one, Ed.”

“Just a thought.” Because he recognized the tone in his partner’s voice, he let it ride. Ben had already had to deal with his wife being involved in a homicide investigation. “You know, it’s more likely that someone busted in, came across her, and lost it.”

“But it doesn’t feel right.”

“No,” Ed agreed as he pulled open the car door. “It doesn’t feel right.”

“We’re going to have to talk to Grace again.”

“I know.”

He had to listen again. It had been too long. As soon as his last class was over, he came home to lock himself in his room. He’d wanted to ditch school altogether that day, but knew his father would be involved if he was reported. So he’d sat through all of his classes, a quiet, bright, well-behaved boy who spoke in a clear voice. The fact was, he blended in so well none of his teachers would have noticed him if he wasn’t the son of a potential president.

Jerald didn’t like to be obtrusive. He didn’t like people to look at him because if they looked too long they might see some of his secrets.

It was rare that he took the chance of tapping into Fantasy’s line during the day. He liked the dark better; he could imagine so much better in the dark. But since Desiree, he’d been obsessed. He put on his headphones and cued his terminal. Sitting back, he waited for the right voice.

He knew Eileen’s. It didn’t interest him. Too businesslike. The other one, the one who worked at night, wasn’t right either. Too young, too prim. Neither of them ever made any promises.

He closed his eyes and waited. Somehow he was sure, absolutely sure, that he would find the right one soon.

When he did, her name was Roxanne.


Chapter 7

Hyacinths. Grace sat on the steps in front of her sister’s house and stared at the pink and white hyacinths that had opened, thankful their scent was too light to carry. She’d had enough of the fragrance of flowers that day. The hyacinths looked different, too—sturdy and hopeful beside the cracking concrete. They didn’t remind her of white caskets and weeping.

She couldn’t sit with her parents any longer. Though she hated herself for it, she had left them huddled together over their endless cups of tea and escaped, needing the air, the sun, the solitude. She had to stop grieving, even if only for an hour.

Occasionally a car passed, so she watched. A few children in the neighborhood were taking advantage of the warming weather and lengthening days to ride bikes or skateboards over the uneven sidewalk. Their calls to each other were the calls of the summer that was just around the corner. Now and then one would stare over at the house with the round, avid eyes of the curious. The word was out, Grace thought, and cautious parents had warned their sons and daughters to stay clear. If the house remained empty long, those kids would be daring each other to go as far as the porch to touch the forbidden. The very brave might race to the windows and peek in.

The haunted house. The Murder House. And the children’s palms would sweat, their hearts thunder as they ran away again to report their derring-do to their less courageous friends. She’d have done exactly the same as a child.

Murder was so fascinating, so irresistible.

Already, Grace knew, Kathleen’s murder would have been discussed in the quiet little houses up and down the street. New locks would have been bought and installed. Windows and doors would be checked with extra care. Then a few weeks would pass, and with the buffer of time, people would forget. After all, it hadn’t happened to them.

But she wouldn’t forget. Grace rubbed her fingers under her eyes. She couldn’t forget.

When she recognized Ed’s car pulling up, she drew a deep breath. She hadn’t realized she’d been waiting for him but had no trouble admitting it now. She rose and cut across the grass, arriving at his car just as he stepped out.

“You put in long hours, Detective.”

“Goes with the territory.” He jingled his keys before he popped the trunk. All that was left of her makeup were a few swipes of mascara. “You all right?”

“So far.” She glanced back toward the house. Her mother had just switched on the kitchen light. “I’m taking my parents to the airport in the morning. It doesn’t help them or me for them to stay here, so I convinced them to go. They’re propping each other up.” She ran her hands along the hips of her slacks, then finding nothing better to do with them, stuck them in her pockets. “You know, I never realized how married they were, how really married, until the last couple of days.”

“At times like this it helps to have someone.”

“I think they’re going to be all right. They’ve … they’ve accepted it.”

“What about you?”

Grace glanced up at him, then away again. The answer was in her eyes. Acceptance was still a long way off. “They’re going home for a few days, then flying out to the coast to see Kevin, my sister’s son.”

“You going with them?”

“No. I thought about it, but—not now. I don’t know, the funeral seemed to steady them.”

“And you?”

“I hated it. The first thing I’m going to do when I get back to New York is check into cremations.” She pulled both hands through her hair. “Christ, that sounds sick.”

“No, it doesn’t. Funerals force you to face the fact of dying. That’s their purpose, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been trying to figure out the purpose all day. I think I prefer the way the Vikings did it. Out to sea in a burning boat. Now that’s a send-off. I don’t like thinking of her in a box.” Catching herself, she turned back to him. It was better, far better, to think of the children playing across the street and the flowers just opening. “Sorry. I came out here to stop dwelling on it. I told my parents I was going for a walk. I didn’t get very far.”

“You want to walk?”

Grace shook her head and touched his arm. Decent. She’d been on the mark when she’d tagged that one-word description to him. “You are a nice man. I want to apologize for dumping on you the other night.”

“It’s okay. You had a point.” A mother called for her children from a porch across the street and bargaining ensued for an extra fifteen minutes.

“I’m not sorry for what I said, but for the way I said it. I go for long stretches of time without having much contact with people, then when I do I always end up being pushy.” She turned to watch the children again. She could remember playing like that, running fast to beat sundown. She and Kathleen together on a street not so very different from this one. “So, are we still friends?”

“Sure.” He took the hand she offered and held it.

That was exactly what she’d needed. Until the contact had been made, she hadn’t realized it. “Does that mean we can have dinner or something before I go back?”

He didn’t release her hand but curled his fingers around hers. “When are you leaving?”

“I’m not sure. There are a lot of loose ends. Probably next week.” Without thinking, just going with the urge, she lifted their joined hands to her cheek. It felt good, the contact. She knew she needed it as much as she needed long spells of time by herself. Right now she didn’t want to think of solitude. “You ever get to New York?”

“Not so far. You’re getting cold,” he murmured as his knuckles grazed over her skin. “You shouldn’t have come out without a jacket.”

She smiled as she released his hand. His lingered a few seconds more on her cheek. Grace had always moved on instinct, accepted the scrapes along with the pleasures. Before he could drop his hand, she slipped her arms around him. “Do you mind? I need something to show me I’m still alive.”

She lifted her face and closed her mouth quietly over his.

Solid. That was the first thought that ran through her mind. This was solid, this was tangible. His mouth was warm against hers, and giving. He didn’t push or grope or try to impress with smooth technique. He simply kissed her back. The cushion of his beard brought comfort. The sudden tightening of his fingers on her skin brought excitement. How wonderful it was to discover she could still need and appreciate both. She was alive, all right. And it felt wonderful.

She’d taken him by surprise, but he found his footing quickly enough. He’d wanted to hold her like this, let his hands wander through her hair. Dusk fell with a chill around them so he drew her closer, warming her. He felt his pulse pick up rhythm and race as her body softened against his.

She drew away slowly, a bit stunned by her own reaction. He let her go, though the wildly romantic image of sweeping her into his arms and into his house hadn’t faded.

“Thanks,” she managed.

“Anytime.”

She laughed, surprised that she was nervous, delighted that she’d been moved. “I’d better let you get going. I know you work at night. The lights,” she explained when he lifted a brow.

“I’ve been putting the bathroom together. I’m almost down to the wallpaper.”

She glanced in his trunk and saw four five-gallon buckets of paste. “Must be some bathroom.”

“Paste was on sale.”

“My mother would love you,” she said, smiling. “I’d better go in, I don’t want them to worry. I’ll see you later.”

“Tomorrow. I’ll fix you dinner.”

“Okay.” She started back across the lawn, then stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Hold the carrot juice.”

Roxanne had been born Mary. She’d always harbored a hint of resentment for her parents’ lack of imagination. If she’d been given a more exotic name, a more sophisticated, more frivolous name, she’d also wondered, would she have become a different person?

Mary Grice was twenty-eight, single, and seventy-five pounds overweight. She’d started to run to fat as an adolescent and easily blamed that on her parents as well. Fat genes, her mother was wont to say, and with some truth. The full truth was, however, that the Grices, as a family, had enjoyed a long-standing love affair with food. Eating was a religious experience, and the Grices—Moma, Popa, and Mary—a devoted congregation.

Mary had grown up in a house where the pantry and refrigerator overflowed with chips and dips and cans of chocolate syrup. She’d learned to take the erector set of bread and meat and cheese and build a sandwich of gastronomic wonder, then wash it all down with a quart of chocolate milk and still have room for a box of Ho-Ho’s.

Her skin had revolted during her teens and had resembled one of the bubbly pizzas she was so fond of, so that now, nearing thirty, she still bore the pits and scars. She’d gotten into the habit of plastering her skin with heavy pancake foundation, and in the warm weather, when her sweat glands opened, her makeup cracked and ran like the face of a melting rubber doll.

She’d gone through high school and college without a date. Her personality had been such that she hadn’t even been able to attain the position of friend and confidante. Food had again come to the rescue. Whenever her feelings were hurt or her sex drive hummed, Mary would stuff a double cheeseburger or a plate of fudge brownies into her mouth.

She’d lost sight of her neck at twenty. It had simply vanished in a riot of flabby folds. She wore her hair long and straight, clipped back with a barrette. There were too many mirrors in the beauty parlor. She did, occasionally, go with a whim and dye it herself, a siren red, a raven black, and once, a flashy Harlow blond. Each change had made her feel like a different person. Anyone would do, as long as she wasn’t herself.

When her doctor warned her about her rising blood pressure and the strain on her heart, she fixed her scale so that she weighed in ten pounds lighter. She’d enjoyed that illusion so much she’d soon put on another ten and had considered herself back to normal.

Then she invented Roxanne.

Roxanne was sultry. Roxanne was, God bless her, a tramp. Roxanne was a size four. Roxanne could turn an iceberg into a mass of steam, as long as the iceberg was male. No inhibitions, no pretensions, and no morals; that was Roxanne.

Roxanne liked sex, anytime, anywhere, anyhow. If a man wanted to talk sex, the hard, fast, and dirty kind, Roxanne was his girl.

Mary had gone to Fantasy on a whim. She didn’t need the extra money. She’d gotten a lot of studying done over plates of roast beef and Cheez Whiz in college. She’d majored in economics and now worked for one of the top brokerage houses in the country. To most of her clients, she was just a voice over the phone. And that’s what had triggered the idea.

Perhaps it had been one of nature’s little jokes to gift her with a beautiful voice. It was soft and sweetly pitched. It had a tendency to grow breathy when she became excited, so that it projected the image of a small, delicate woman of breeding. The thought of using it to do more than sell tax-exempt bonds and mutual-fund shares had been too tempting to resist.

Mary considered herself a phone whore. She was aware that Eileen thought of the business as a social service, but Mary liked the very idea of being a whore. She was in the business of sex for hire, and her pistols were hot and smoking. Every frustration, every desire, every sweat-soaked dream she’d ever had could be eased by a seven-minute conversation.

In her mind she’d been to bed with every man she’d ever spoken to. In reality she’d never had sex. The conversations she had with faceless men were the release valves to the pressure cooker of her own desires. She fulfilled the fantasies of her clients for a buck a minute, and got more than her own money’s worth.

By day, she watched the stock index, sold T-bills, and bought commodities futures. At night, she traded her full-figured suit for her best Frederick’s of Hollywood and became Roxanne.

And she loved it.

Mary, or Roxanne, was one of the few employees of Fantasy, Incorporated who took calls seven nights a week. If one of the other women found a man too intense, or his tastes too odd, Roxanne was more than willing to take up the slack. The money she made went to red silk lingerie, vanilla incense, and food. Especially food. Between calls, Mary could wolf down a jumbo tin of potato chips with a pint of garlic and sour cream dip.

She knew Lawrence’s voice and his preferences very well. Though he wasn’t one of her kinkier clients, he enjoyed being surprised occasionally with images of leather and handcuffs. He’d been honest with her about his appearance. No one would lie about an overbite and astigmatism. She talked to him three times a week. One three-minute quickie and two seven-minute regulars. He was an accountant, so besides sex, they had a professional rapport.

Roxanne had candles flickering all over her bedroom. Red ones. She liked to set the mood for herself as she sprawled over her queen-size bed with a two-liter bottle of Classic Coke. She’d splurged on satin pillows and had propped herself up against them. As she spoke, she wound the phone cord around her fingers.

“You know I love to talk to you, Lawrence. I get excited just thinking about hearing your voice. I’m wearing a new nightgown. It’s red. You can see right through it.” She laughed and snuggled against the pillows. At that moment, she was a hundred-and-five-pound waif with legs that wouldn’t quit. “You’re so naughty, Lawrence. If that’s what you want me to do, I’m doing it right now, and pretending it’s you. All right, just listen. Listen and I’ll tell you everything.”

He knew he was rushing it, but dammit, he had to see if it could happen again. Roxanne sounded so beautiful. As soon as he’d heard her voice, he’d known. The flesh on his arms had puckered up and the ache between his legs had come on hard and fast.

She had to be the next one. She was waiting for him. Not teasing, not promising like Desiree. This was the next level. Roxanne spoke of things his imagination hadn’t ever conjured up. She wanted him to hurt her. How could he resist?

But he had to be careful.

This neighborhood wasn’t as quiet as the other one. Traffic rushed up and down the street and pedestrians streamed along the sidewalk. Maybe it was better this way. He might be seen, recognized. That added its own edge.

Her apartment building faced Wisconsin Avenue. Jerald had parked two blocks away. During the walk, he’d forced himself to move slowly, not so much out of caution but out of the desire to take in everything about the night. There were clouds and a light wind. His face stayed cool, but inside the pockets of his school jacket, his hands were hot and wet. He closed his fingers over the rope he’d taken from the utility room. Roxanne would appreciate that he’d remembered what she liked, and how she liked it.

He was supposed to be at the library doing research on a report on World War II. He’d written the report a week before, but his mother wouldn’t know the difference. She’d flown to Michigan to beat the campaign drums on the trail with his father.

When school was out, he’d be expected to join them for the hot, frantic summer months of politicking. He hadn’t yet decided how to avoid that, but he didn’t doubt he would. There were six weeks to go before graduation.

Fucking prissy prep school, he thought without much heat. Once he was in college, he would be his own man. He wouldn’t have to make excuses about libraries or club meetings or movies to get out for a couple of hours at night.

When his father won the election, there would be the Secret Service to deal with. Jerald looked forward to outwitting them. Bunch of robots in suits and ties.

Stepping into the shrubbery, he took out a tube of cocaine. He snorted it quickly and felt his mind crystallize into a pinpoint of thought.

Roxanne.

Smiling, he skirted around the back of the apartment building. He didn’t bother to look around, but carefully cut through the glass of her living room window. No one could stop him now. He was too powerful. And Roxanne was waiting.

He nicked himself on the glass as he reached in to turn the lock, but merely sucked on the wound as he drew up the pane. It was dark inside, and his heart was beginning to hammer a bit too fast. Jerald hitched himself up and in. He didn’t bother to close the window behind him.

She would be waiting for him, waiting for him to hurt her, to make her sweat and scream. She would be waiting for him to take her to the ultimate climax.

She didn’t hear him. She had already taken Lawrence over the top and was on the edge of an orgasm herself.

He saw her, sprawled on satin pillows, skin damp and glistening in candlelight. Closing his eyes, he listened to the voice. When he opened them again, she wasn’t a barrellike woman with flabs of fat, but a long, leggy redhead. Smiling, he walked to the side of the bed.

“It’s time, Roxanne.”

Her eyes flew open. Caught in the mists of her own fantasy, she stared at him. Her ample breasts were heaving. “Who are you?”

“You know me.” He was still smiling as he straddled her.

“What do you want? What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to give you everything you’ve been asking for. And more.” Lifting both hands, he tore the thin material from her breasts.

She squealed and shoved at him. The receiver fell on the mattress as she scrambled for the edge of the bed. “Lawrence, Lawrence, there’s a man in my room. Call the police. Call someone.”

“You’re going to like it, Roxanne.”

She was three times his size, but awkward. She struck out again, bruising his chest, but he didn’t even feel the blow. She was screaming at him now, in real terror. Her heart, too weak to support the burden of her body, began to hammer and skip. Her face turned beet red when he hit her.

“You’re going to like it,” he told her again when she fell back against the pillows. In reflex, she threw up her hands to protect her face from another blow. “You’re never going to experience anything like this ever again.”

“Don’t hurt me.” Tears squeezed out of her eyes and ran lines through her makeup. Her breath began to rattle as he jerked her hands toward the bedspread and bound them with rope.

“This is the way you like it. I remember. I heard you say.” He plunged into her, grinning like a maniac. “I want you to like it, Roxanne. I want it to be the best.”

She was crying loudly, big, shuddering sobs that shook her body and brought him a dizzying kind of pleasure as he rocked on her. He felt it build, climb, soar. And knew it was time.

Smiling down at her, his eyes half-closed, he wrapped the phone cord around her neck and pulled.

♦  ♦  ♦

Ed groped for the phone on the first ring and came fully awake by the second. Across the room, David Letterman was entertaining his late-night audience. Ed flexed the arm that had fallen asleep, focused on the television screen, and cleared his throat.

“Yeah. Jackson.”

“Put your pants on, partner. We’ve got a body.”

“Where?”

“On Wisconsin Avenue. I’ll pick you up.” Ben listened a minute. “If you had a woman, you wouldn’t fall asleep watching Letterman.”

Ed hung up on him and went into the bathroom to soak his head in cold water.

Fifteen minutes later, he was sitting in the passenger seat of Ben’s car. “I knew it was too good to be true.” Ben bit off the end of a Hershey bar. “It’s been a week since we got a call in the middle of the night.”

“Who called it in?”

“Couple of uniforms. They got a call that there was trouble, first-floor apartment, woman living alone. Checked it out and found some glass broken and a window open. When they went in, they found her. She won’t be living alone anymore.”

“Robbery?”

“Don’t know. They didn’t give me any more. Cop that called it in was a rookie. Desk said he was busy trying to hold down his coffee break. Look, before I forget, Tess says you’ve been ignoring her. Why don’t you come by for a drink or something? Bring the writer.”

Ed cast Ben a mild look. “Does Tess want to see me or the writer?”

“Both.” Ben grinned and swallowed the last of the chocolate. “You know she’s crazy about you. If I hadn’t been so much better-looking than you, you might have had a shot. This is it. Looks like these guys want to make sure everybody in the neighborhood knows there’s a body around.”

He pulled over to the curb behind two black and whites. The lights turned and blinked on the roofs while the car radios sent out bursts of noise. Ben nodded to the first uniform as he stepped onto the sidewalk.

“Apartment 101, sir. Apparently the perpetrator broke in through a living room window. Victim was in bed. First officers on the scene are inside.”

“Forensics?”

“On their way, sir.”

Ben judged the uniform to be twenty-two at the most. They were getting younger every year. With Ed right behind him he walked into the building and into 101. Two cops stood in the living room, one of them popping a piece of gum, the other sweating.

“Detectives Jackson and Paris,” Ed said mildly. “Get some air.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You remember your first one?” Ben asked Ed as they moved toward the bedroom.

“Yeah. As soon as I was off duty I got drunk.” Ed didn’t pose the question to Ben. He was already aware that the first body his partner had faced had been that of his own brother.

They stepped into the bedroom, looked at Mary, then at each other. “Shit,” was all Ben said.

“Looks like we’ve got another serial killer on our hands. Captain’s going to be pissed.”

Ed was right.

At eight o’clock the following morning, both detectives were in Captain Harris’s office. Their superior sat at his desk studying their reports from behind new and detested reading glasses. The diet he was on had taken off five pounds and soured his disposition. He drummed the fingers of one hand monotonously against the desk.

Ben leaned against the wall, wishing he’d had the time and the energy to make love to his wife that morning. Ed sat, legs stretched out, as he dipped a tea bag into a cup of hot water.

“The forensic report’s not in,” Harris said at length. “But I don’t think we’re going to find any surprises.”

“The guy nicked himself coming through the window.” Ed sipped at his tea. “I think the blood’s going to match what was found at the Breezewood homicide.”

“We kept the rape and the murder weapon out of the press,” Ben continued. “So a copycat’s a long shot. There wasn’t as much of a struggle this time. Either he was smarter, or she was too scared to resist. She wasn’t a small woman, but he managed to bind her hands without so much as upsetting the glass on the nightstand.”

“From the papers we found, she was a stockbroker. We’re going to check that out this morning and see if we can find a link.” As he downed his tea, Ed noted that Ben was lighting his third cigarette of the morning. “A woman called the disturbance in to the desk. Didn’t leave her name.”

“Lowenstein and Renockie can check out the neighbors.” Harris took out two grapefruit pills, scowled at them, then downed them with the tepid water on his desk. “Until information proves differently, we’re looking for one man. Let’s get this wrapped up before it gets out of hand. Paris, your wife was a lot of help last year. She have any thoughts on this?”

“No.” Ben blew out smoke and left it at that.

Harris drank the rest of his water as his stomach growled. The press was already salivating and he hadn’t had a decent meal in a month. “I want updated reports by four.”

“Easy for him to say,” Ben muttered as he closed Harris’s door behind him. “You know, he was enough of a pain before he went on this diet.”

“Despite popular belief, being fat does not make you jolly. Excess weight is a strain on the body, making a person uncomfortable and usually marking his disposition. Fad dieting accents the discomfort. Proper nutrition, exercise, and sleep make you happy.”

“Shit.”

“That helps too.”

“Drinks are on me.” Lowenstein stepped between them and swung her arms around their waists.

“You had to wait until I got married to be friendly.”

“My husband got a raise. Three thousand a year, and baby, we’re going to Mexico the minute the kids are out of school.”

“How about a loan until payday?” Ed asked her.

“Not a chance. Forensic report came in. Phil and I are going to do the door-to-door. Maybe I can squeeze in some shopping on my lunch hour. I haven’t had a bikini in three years.”

“Please, you’ll get me excited.” Ben let her go to pick up the file on his desk.

“Eat your heart out, Paris. In six weeks, I’m going south of the border to drink margaritas and eat fajitas.”

“Don’t forget the tetracycline.” Ed sat on the corner of Ben’s desk.

“I’ve got a cast-iron stomach. Come on, Renockie, let’s get moving.”

Ben flipped open the file. “How do you think Lowenstein’ll look in a bikini?”

“Excellent. What have we got?”

“Blood on the broken glass was A positive. And look at this. Fingerprints on the window sash.” He pulled out the Breezewood file. “What would you say?”

“I’d say we’ve got a match.”

“Yeah, we’ve got a match.” Ben set the files side by side. “Now all we have to do is find him.”

Grace tossed her purse onto the sofa, then dropped down beside it. She couldn’t remember ever being so tired before, not after a fourteen-hour writing marathon, not after an all-night party, not after a twelve-city tour.

From the moment she’d called her parents in Phoenix until she’d put them on the plane home, she’d used every scrap of her energy to keep them going. Thank God they had each other, because she simply had nothing left.

She wanted to go home, back to New York, back to the noise and the frantic pace. She wanted to pack her trunk, close up the house, and catch a flight. But that would be like closing the door on Kathleen. There were still a hundred details to handle. The insurance, the landlord, the bank, all the personal items Kathleen had left behind.

She could pack most of them up and give them to the church, but there were bound to be things she should send to Kevin or her parents. Kathleen’s things. No, she didn’t think she was quite ready to go through her sister’s clothes and jewelry.

So she’d start with the paperwork, beginning with the funeral and working her way back. There were all those cards. Her mother would probably like to have them, to put them away in some little box. Perhaps that would be the easiest place to start. Most of the names would be unfamiliar. Once she’d broken the ice, she could face the more personal of her sister’s affairs.

First she was going to wire her system with coffee.

Grace took a pot up to her room. She glanced almost wistfully at her computer. It had been days since she’d turned it on. If she fell behind deadline, which was becoming more and more likely, her editor would be sympathetic. She’d already received half a dozen calls from New York offering help and condolences. It almost made up for the picture in the paper that morning of her at Kathleen’s funeral.

AWARD-WINNING WRITER’S SISTER BURIED
G. B. MCCABE ATTENDS FUNERAL OF BRUTALLY MURDERED SISTER

She hadn’t bothered with the text.

The headlines didn’t matter, she reminded herself. She’d expected them. Sensationalism was part of the game. And it had been a game to her, up until a few nights ago.

Grace finished off one cup of coffee and poured another before she reached for the manila envelope. It was crammed with cards. She was tempted just to ship them off to her mother. Instead, she sat on the bed and began to go through them. Some of them might require a personal note in response. Better that she do it now than have her mother face it later.

There was one from all the students at Kathleen’s school. As she studied it, Grace considered donating money for a scholarship in Kathleen’s name. She set the card aside until she could discuss the idea with her lawyer.

She recognized a few names from California, the rich and powerful families that Kathleen had known. Let Jonathan handle any response there, she decided, and dumped them into a pile.

One from an old neighbor made her eyes tear again. They’d lived next door to Mrs. Bracklemen for fifteen years. She’d been old then, or had seemed so to Grace. There had always been cookies baking in the oven or snatches of material that could be made into a puppet. Grace set this card aside as well.

She picked up the next card. She stared at it, rubbed her fingers over her eyes, then stared again. This wasn’t right. It was a florist’s card with the words IN MEMORIAM printed opposite a spray of red roses. Handwritten in the center was the sentiment:

Desiree, I’ll never forget.

Even as she stared, the card slipped out of her fingers and fell faceup on the floor at her feet.

Desiree. The word seem to grow until it spread over the entire card.

“I’m Desiree,” Kathleen had said so casually that first night. I’m Desiree.

“Oh, God.” Grace began to shake as she stared down at the card. “Oh, dear God.”

Jerald sat through his English Literature class as his teacher droned on and on about the subtleties and symbolism of Macbeth. Jerald had always liked the play. He’d read it several times and didn’t need Mr. Brenner to explain it to him. It was about murder and madness. And, of course, power.

He’d grown up with power. His father was the most powerful man in the world. And Jerald knew all about murder and madness.

Mr. Brenner would have a heart attack if he stood up and explained to him just how it felt to cut off a life. If he explained the sounds it made, or the look on someone’s face as the life drained out of it. The eyes. The eyes were the most incredible.

He’d decided he liked killing, in much the same way George Lowell, who sat beside him, liked baseball. It was, in a way, the ultimate sport. So far, he was batting a thousand.

True, Roxanne hadn’t meant as much to him as Desiree. He’d enjoyed that one-second flash where orgasm and death had mixed, but Desiree … Desiree had meant a great deal more.

If only it could be like that again. If only he could have her back. It wouldn’t be fair if he didn’t experience again that great rush of love and release.

It had been the anticipation, Jerald decided. Like Macbeth with Duncan, he’d had the buildup, the terror, and the destiny. Roxanne had been more of an experiment. The way in chemistry you tried to reconstruct to prove a theory.

He needed to do it again. Another experiment. Another chance at perfection. His father would understand that. His father never settled for less than perfection. And he was, after all, his father’s son.

Addiction came easily to Jerald, and murdering was just one more vice. But the next time, he’d get to know the woman a bit better. He wanted to feel that bond with her.

Mr. Brenner lectured about Lady Macbeth’s madness. Jerald rubbed a hand over his chest and wondered how he’d bruised it.


Chapter 8

Grace had been to police stations before. She’d always found them fascinating. Small town, big city, north or south, they had a certain feel, a certain controlled chaos.

This one was no different. The floor was a dull linoleum with more than a few ripples and bubbles. The walls were either beige or a white that had turned. Posters were tacked up here and there. Crime stoppers, with a number and a plug for good citizenship. Hot lines for drugs, suicide, wife and child abuse. HAVE YOU SEEN THIS CHILD? The venetian blinds needed dusting and there was an OUT OF ORDER sign on a candy machine.

In the Homicide Division, plainclothes cops were huddled over phones or hunched over typewriters. Someone was burrowing into a dented refrigerator. She could smell coffee, and what she thought might have been tuna fish.

“Can I help you?”

When she jerked at the sound of the voice, she realized how close her nerves were to snapping. The cop was young, midtwenties, with dark hair and a dimple in the middle of his chin. Grace forced her fingers to relax on the clasp of her purse.

“I need to see Detective Jackson.”

“He’s not in.” It had taken him a minute to recognize her. He wasn’t much of a reader, but he’d seen her picture in the morning paper. “Miss McCabe?”

“Yes?”

“You can wait if you like, or I can check and see if the captain’s available.”

Captain? She didn’t know the captain, or this young cop with the dimple in his chin. She wanted Ed. “I’d rather wait.”

Since he was already balancing two soft drinks and a fat file, he nodded to a chair in the corner. Grace sat, closed her hands over her purse, and waited.

She saw a woman walk in. Blond and beautifully dressed in a rose silk suit, she didn’t look like a person who had business with Homicide. A professional woman, or a politician’s young wife, Grace decided, although she hadn’t the energy to go further, as she usually did, and attach an imaginary history to the unknown face. She looked away again toward the hall.

“Hey, Tess,” the young cop called from his desk. “It’s about time we got some class in here.”

She smiled and walked over to stand beside him. “Ben’s not here?”

“Out playing detective.”

“I had an hour and thought he might be able to swing an early lunch.”

“Will I do?”

“Sorry. My husband’s a jealous cop who carries a gun. Just tell him I stopped by.”

“You coming in on this? Going to give us a psychiatric on our killer?”

She hesitated. It was something she’d considered, something she’d even mentioned casually to Ben. His grim negative and her own caseload had made it easy to back down. “I don’t think so. Tell Ben I’ll pick up some Chinese and be home by six. Six-thirty,” she amended.

“Some guys get all the breaks.”

“Tell him that, too.” She started out, then spotted Grace. Tess recognized her from book jackets and newspaper photos. She recognized, too, the look of strain and grief on her face. As a doctor she found it almost impossible to walk away. Crossing the room, she waited until Grace glanced up. “Miss McCabe?”

Not a fan, Grace thought. Not here, not now. Tess saw the withdrawal and offered her hand.

“I’m Tess. Tess Paris, Ben’s wife.”

“Oh. Hello.”

“Are you waiting for Ed?”

“Yes.”

“Looks like we’re both out of luck. Want some coffee?”

Grace hesitated, started to refuse. Then a weeping woman was half carried into the room.

“My son’s a good boy. He’s a good boy. He was just defending himself. You can’t keep him here.”

Grace watched as the woman was helped into a chair while a female detective leaned over her and talked steadily. There was blood on both of them. “Yes,” Grace said quickly, then, “I’d like that.”

Tess stood and walked quickly into the hall. She drew change out of her wallet and pushed it into a machine. “Cream?”

“No, black.”

“Good choice. The cream usually sprays all over the floor.” She passed the first cup to Grace. Putting herself in the position of a sounding board was part of her profession. It was also part of her personality. Tess noticed the slight tremor in Grace’s fingers and knew she couldn’t turn away. “Do you want to walk outside? It’s a nice day.”

“All right.”

Tess led the way out, then leaned against the banister. It pleased her to remember that she’d met Ben for the first time in this spot, in the rain. “Washington’s at its best in the spring. Are you staying long?”

“I don’t know.” The sun was bright, almost too bright. She hadn’t noticed it on the drive over. “I’m having a hard time making decisions.”

“That’s not unusual. After a loss, most of us float for a while. When you’re ready, things will click back into place.”

“Is it usual to feel guilt?”

“About what?”

“About not stopping it.”

Tess sipped her coffee and watched a scatter of daffodils wave in the breeze. “Could you have?”

“I don’t know.” Grace thought about the card she carried in her purse. “I just don’t know.” With a half laugh, she lowered herself onto the steps. “This sounds like a session. All we need’s a couch.”

“Sometimes it helps to talk to someone who isn’t involved.”

Grace turned her head, shielding her eyes with her hand. “Ed said you were beautiful.”

Tess smiled. “Ed’s a sweet man.”

“Yes, he is, isn’t he?” Grace turned back to clasp her hand over her purse again. “You know, I’ve always been able to take things as they come. I’m even better at making them come out the way I like. I hate this. I hate being confused, I hate not being able to decide whether to turn left or right. I don’t even feel like the same person anymore.”

“Strong people often have a more difficult time with grief and loss.” Tess recognized the squeal of brakes and glanced over toward the parking lot, thinking that Ed must be driving. “If you’re in town for a while and need to talk, let me know.”

“Thanks.” She put down her coffee cup and rose slowly. As she watched Ed approach, her palms grew damp and she rubbed them against her jeans.

“Grace.”

“I need to show you something.”

Ben slipped his hand over Tess’s and started inside.

“No, please, wait a minute.” Grace let out a long breath and opened her purse. “I found this when I was going through the sympathy and florists’ cards this morning.” She took out the plain white envelope she’d slipped the card into and handed it to Ed.

He drew it out, turning it so Ben could read it as he did. “Does this mean something to you, Grace?”

“Yes.” She closed her purse, wondering why she felt nauseated. She hadn’t eaten. “That was the name Kathy was using for Fantasy. Kathleen was Desiree. That was her cover, you see. Her cover so no one would know who or where she was. But someone did. And he killed her.”

“Come inside, Grace.”

“I have to sit down.”

Tess nudged Ed aside and pushed Grace’s head between her knees. “I’ll bring her inside in a minute,” she said over her shoulder.

“Come on.” Ben pushed the door open and laid a hand on Ed’s shoulder. “We’d better get this to the captain. Tess’ll take care of her,” he added when Ed didn’t move.

“Take some deep breaths,” Tess murmured as she massaged Grace’s shoulders. With her free hand, she monitored her pulse.

“Dammit, I’m sick of this.” Grace fought back the weakness inch by inch.

“Then you’d better start eating instead of living off coffee, and you’d better start getting some rest. Otherwise, this is going to keep happening.”

Grace kept her head down but turned it until her eyes met Tess’s. She saw sympathy there and understanding, mixed with cool common sense. It was the exact combination she needed. “Right.” She was still pale when she sat up, but her pulse was stronger. “The bastard killed my sister. No matter how long it takes, I’m going to see him pay for it.” She pushed her hair back with both hands as she took one long breath. “I think things just clicked back into place.”

“Are you ready to go in?”

Grace nodded and rose. “I’m ready.”

In short order, Grace found herself seated in Captain Harris’s office. Very slowly, and with a coherence she’d just found again, she related the story of Kathleen’s involvement with Fantasy.

“I was concerned at first with her talking to some creep who might give her trouble. But she explained the system, how no one but the main office had her number. And how she didn’t even use her own name. Desiree. She told me that was the name she was using for the calls. I didn’t even remember it until I saw the card. No one but the people she worked for, and the people she talked to, knew her by that name.”

Ben took out his lighter and passed it from hand to hand. He hadn’t liked the way Tess had looked at him before she’d gone back to her office. She was going to give him grief over this. “Is it possible your sister told someone else about her moonlighting, about the name?”

“I have to say no.” She accepted the cigarette Ben passed her. “Kathy was very private. If she’d had a close friend, maybe. But she didn’t.” She drew deep, then exhaled.

“She told you,” Ed reminded her.

“Yes, she told me.” Grace paused a moment. She had to keep her mind clear. “When I think it through, I believe the only reason she told me was because she felt a little shaky herself. It was probably an impulse, and one I know she regretted. I pressed her for details a couple of times and she wouldn’t say word one. It was her business, hers alone. Kath was very firm on what was her business.” The wheels were beginning to turn again. She closed her eyes and concentrated. “Jonathan. He could have known.”

“The ex-husband?” Harris asked.

“Yes, when I talked to him at the funeral, he admitted that he knew Kathy had hired a lawyer and a detective. If he knew that much, it’s likely he knew the rest. I asked him what he would have done to keep Kath from getting custody of Kevin, and he told me he’d have done whatever became necessary.”

“Grace.” Ed passed her a Styrofoam cup of tea. “Breezewood was in California the night your sister was murdered.”

“Men like Jonathan don’t kill. They hire other people to do it. He hated her. He had a motive.”

“We’ve already talked to him.” Ed took the cigarette that had burned down between her fingers and crushed it out. “He was very cooperative.”

“I’m sure he was.”

“He admitted he’d hired an agency to keep tabs on your sister.” Ed saw her eyes darken and went on. “To watch her, Grace. He knew about her plans for a custody suit.”

“Then why did you let him go back to California?”

“We didn’t have any reason to hold him.”

“My sister’s dead. Dammit, my sister’s dead.”

“We have no proof that your former brother-in-law had any part in your sister’s murder.” Harris, his hands clasped together, leaned forward on his desk. “And there is nothing whatever to tie him to the second murder.”

“Second murder?” Forcing herself to take slow, even breaths, she turned to Ed. “There was another?”

“Last night.”

She wasn’t going to let the weakness take over again. Deliberately, she sipped the tea Ed had given her. It was important to keep her voice calm, even reasonable. The time for hysterics was past. “The same? The same as Kathy?”

“Yes. We need a link, Grace. Did you know a Mary Grice?”

She paused. Her memory was excellent. “No. Do you think Kath knew her?”

“The name wasn’t in your sister’s address book,” Ben told her.

“Then it’s unlikely. Kathy was very organized about such things. About everything.”

“Captain.” The young cop stuck his head in the door. “We got some tax information on Mary Grice.” He glanced at Grace before handing the printout to Harris. “It lists her employers for last year.”

Harris scanned the report and honed in on one name. Grace pulled out another cigarette. The wheels were indeed working again. “She worked for Fantasy, too, didn’t she? That’s the link.” She flicked on her lighter and felt stronger than she had in days. “That’s the only thing that plays.”

Harris’s eyes narrowed as he studied her. “This investigation is confidential, Miss McCabe.”

“Do you think I’d go to the press?” She blew out a stream of smoke as she rose. “You couldn’t be more wrong, Captain. The only thing that interests me is seeing my sister’s murderer pay. Excuse me.”

Ed caught up with her as she reached the hall. “Where are you going?”

“To talk to whoever owns or runs Fantasy, Incorporated.”

“No, you’re not.”

She stopped long enough to level a hard look at him. “Don’t tell me what I’m going to do.” She turned away, then was more surprised than annoyed to find herself whirled around and shoved into an empty office. “I bet you could clear the backfield single-handed.”

“Sit down, Grace.”

She didn’t, but crushed out her cigarette in an empty cup. “You know something I’ve noticed? I’m just catching onto it, though it’s been happening for some time. You give orders, Jackson. I don’t take them.” She was calm, almost too calm, but it felt right. “Now, you’re bigger than I am, but I swear to God, if you don’t get out of my way, I’ll mow you down.”

He didn’t doubt it, but now wasn’t the time to put it to the test. “This is police business.”

“This is my business. My sister. And I’ve finally found something I can do besides staring at the ceiling and asking myself why.”

Her voice had wavered, then strengthened again. He was absolutely sure if he offered comfort she’d slap it aside. “There are rules, Grace. You don’t have to like them, but they’re there.”

“Fuck the rules.”

“Fine, then maybe today we’ll find another woman dead, and tomorrow one more.” Because he saw that one point had hit home, he pressed. “You write a hell of a detective novel, but this is real. Ben and I are going to do our job, and you’re going home. I can slap a restraining order on you.” He paused as her eyes challenged him, half-amused, half-furious. “Or I can put you in protective custody. You’d like that.”

“Bastard.”

The single word might have been furious, but Ed knew he’d gotten his way. “Go home, get some sleep. Better yet, go to my place.” Reaching in his pocket, he drew out his keys. “If you don’t take care of yourself, you’re going to keel over again. That’s not going to do anybody a hell of a lot of good.”

“I’m not going to sit around and do nothing.”

“No, you’re going to eat, you’re going to sleep, and you’re going to wait for me to get back. If there’s anything I can tell you, I will.”

In reflex, she caught the keys he tossed to her. “What if he kills someone else?”

That was a question he’d been asking himself since two A.M. “We’ll get him, Grace.”

She nodded because she’d always believed right won out over wrong. “When you do, I want to see him. Face-to-face.”

“We’ll talk about it. You want someone to drive you home?”

“I’m still capable of driving a car.” She opened her purse and dropped his keys inside. “I’ll wait, Jackson, but I’m not a patient woman.”

As she started to move by him he caught her chin in his hand. There was color in her face again, the first real color he’d seen in days. Somehow, it didn’t reassure him. “Get some sleep,” he muttered before he swung the door open for her.

When they walked through the door into Fantasy’s cramped office, Eileen was on the phone. She looked up, unsurprised, then finished giving her operator instructions. Even when Ben tossed a warrant on her desk, she didn’t miss a beat. Her call finished, she picked it up and read it carefully.

“This seems to be in order.”

“You lost another employee last night, Mrs. Cawfield.”

She looked up at him, then back down at the warrant. “I know.”

“Then you also know that you’re the link. Your business is the only connection between Mary and Kathleen.”

“I know that’s the way it looks.” She picked up the warrant again to run it between her fingers. “But I can’t believe it’s true. Look, I told you before, this isn’t a dial-a-porn operation. I run a clean and organized business.” There was a flash of panic as she looked up again. Ed noted it, though her voice remained calm and reasonable. “I majored in business management at Smith. My husband’s a lawyer. We’re not backstreet people. We provide a service. Conversation. If I thought I was responsible, somehow responsible for the deaths of two women …”

“Mrs. Cawfield, there’s only one person responsible. That’s the man who killed them.” She shot Ed a look of gratitude, and he pressed his advantage. “A woman called in a disturbance at Mary Grice’s place last night. It wasn’t a neighbor, Mrs. Cawfield.”

“No. Could I have one of those?” she asked when Ben pulled out a cigarette. “I quit two years ago.” She smiled a little as he lit it for her. “Or my husband thinks I did. He’s into health, you know? Prolonging your life, improving your lifestyle. I can’t tell you how much I’ve grown to detest alfalfa sprouts.”

“The call, Eileen,” Ben prompted.

She drew on the cigarette, then sent out smoke in a quick, nervous puff. “There was a client on the phone with Mary when—when she was attacked. He heard her scream, and what he thought were sounds of a struggle. In any case, he called back here. My sister-in-law didn’t know what to do, so she called me. The minute she explained things to me, I phoned it in.” The phone rang beside her, but she ignored it. “You see, the client couldn’t have called this in to the police. He wouldn’t have known where to tell them to go, or who to tell them was in trouble. That’s part of the protection.”

“We need the name of the client, Mrs. Cawfield.”

She nodded at Ed, then neatly tapped out her cigarette. “I need to ask you to be as discreet as possible. It’s not just a matter of my losing business, which I’m bound to do. It’s more that I feel I’m betraying client confidentiality.”

Ben glanced at her phone as it started to ring again. “Those things get shot to hell when there’s murder involved.”

Without a word, Eileen turned to her computer. “It’s top of the line,” she explained when the printer began to hum. “I wanted the best equipment.” She picked up the phone and handled the next call. As she hung up, she swiveled in her chair and detached the printout. She handed it to Ed.

“The gentleman who was talking to Mary last night was Lawrence Markowitz. I don’t have an address, of course, just a phone number and his American Express.”

“We’ll take care of it,” Ed told her.

“I hope so. I hope you take care of it very soon.”

As they walked out, the phone rang again.

It didn’t take long to run down Lawrence K. Markowitz.

He was a thirty-seven-year-old CPA, divorced, self-employed. He worked out of his home in Potomac, Maryland.

“Jesus, look at these houses.” Ben slowed down to a crawl and craned his head out of the car window. “You know what places go for around here? Four, five hundred thousand. These people have gardeners who make more than we do.”

Ed bit into a sunflower seed. “I like my place better. More character.”

“More character?” Ben snorted as he pulled his head back into the car. “The taxes on that place over there are more than your mortgage.”

“The monetary value of a house doesn’t make it a home.”

“Yeah, you ought to stitch up a sampler. Look at that place. Must be forty, fifty thousand square feet.”

Ed looked but was unimpressed with the size; the architecture was too modern for his taste. “I didn’t think you were interested in real estate.”

“I’m not. Well, I wasn’t.” Ben drove by a hedge of azaleas in a pale, dusty pink. “I figure Doc and I’ll want a place sooner or later. She could handle this,” he murmured. “I couldn’t. They probably have an ordinance about color coordinating your garbage. Doctors, lawyers, and accountants.” And senators’ granddaughters, he thought, thinking of the understated elegance of his wife.

“And no crabgrass.”

“I like crabgrass. Here we are.” He stopped the car in front of a two-story H-shaped house with French doors. “Tax sheltering must pay real good.”

“Accountants are like cops,” Ed said as he tucked away his bag of seeds. “You’re always going to need them.”

Ben pulled up in the sloping driveway and yanked on the parking brake. He’d have preferred to stick a couple of rocks behind the back tires, just in case, but there didn’t seem to be any available. There were three doors to choose from. They decided to take the front. It was opened by a middle-aged woman in a gray dress and white apron.

“We’d like to see Mr. Markowitz, please.” Ed held up his badge. “Police business.”

“Mr. Markowitz is in his office. I’ll show you the way.”

The foyer opened up into a wide room done in black and white. Ed discounted the decor as too stark, but found the skylights interesting. He’d have to price some. They turned right, into a bar of the H. Here there were globe lamps and leather sling chairs and a woman seated at an ebony desk.

“Miss Bass, these gentlemen are here to see Mr. Markowitz.”

“Do you have an appointment?” The woman behind the desk looked harassed enough. Her hair stood out in every direction as if she had raked and tugged and pulled on it with her fingers. Now she stuck a pencil behind her ear and began to search through the papers on her desk for her date book. The phone beside her rang steadily. “I’m sorry, Mr. Markowitz is very busy. It’s not possible for him to see new clients.”

Ben took out his badge and held it under her nose.

“Oh.” She cleared her throat and unearthed her intercom. “I’ll see if he’s available. Mr. Markowitz—” Both Ben and Ed could hear the cranky static that followed the interruption. “I’m sorry, Mr. Markowitz. Yes, sir, but there are two men here. No, sir, I haven’t run the Berlin account yet. Mr. Markowitz—Mr. Markowitz, they’re policemen.” She said the last in an undertone, as if it were a secret. “Yes, sir, I’m sure. No, sir. All right.”

She blew her bangs out of her eyes. “Mr. Markowitz will see you now. Right through that door.” Her duty done, she yanked up the phone. “Lawrence Markowitz and Associates.”

If he had any associates, they weren’t to be seen. Markowitz was alone in his office, a skinny, balding man with big teeth and thick glasses. His desk was black, like his secretary’s, but half again as large. Files were heaped on it, along with two phones, at least a dozen sharpened pencils, and a pair of calculators. Tape streamed onto the floor. There was a watercooler in the corner. Hanging in front of the window was a bird cage with a big green parakeet in it.

“Mr. Markowitz.” Both detectives showed their identification.

“Yes, what can I do for you?” He ran his palm over what was left of his hair and licked his lips. He hadn’t lied to Roxanne about the overbite. “I’m afraid I’m swamped at the moment. You know what today is, don’t you? April fourteenth. Everybody waits until the last minute, then they want a miracle. All I ask for is a little consideration, a little organization. I can’t file extensions for everyone, you know. Rabbits, they want you to pull rabbits out of your hat.”

“Yes, sir,” Ben began, then it hit him. “April fourteenth?”

“I filed last month,” Ed said mildly.

“You would.”

“I’m sorry, gentlemen, but these new tax laws have everyone in an uproar. If I work for the next twenty-four hours straight, I might just finish before deadline.” Markowitz’s fingers hovered nervously over his calculator.

“Fuck the IRS,” the parakeet chirped from his perch.

“Yeah.” Ben ran his own fingers through his hair and tried not to dwell on it. “Mr. Markowitz, we’re not here about taxes. What do you charge, anyway?”

“We’re here about Mary Grice,” Ed put in. “You knew her as Roxanne.”

Markowitz hit the clear button in reflex, then grabbed a pencil. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Mr. Markowitz, Mary Grice was murdered last night.” Ed waited a beat, but saw the accountant had found time to read the morning paper. “We have reason to believe you were talking to her on the phone at the time of the attack.”

“I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“You knew Roxanne,” Ben added.

Markowitz’s already pale skin took on a hint of green. “I don’t understand what Roxanne has to do with Mary Grice.”

“They were the same woman,” Ben said and watched Markowitz swallow hard.

He’d known. Somehow he’d known as soon as he scanned the morning headlines. But that hadn’t made it real. Two cops in his office in the middle of the day made it very real. And very personal. “I have some of the biggest accounts in the metropolitan area. Several of my clients are in the Congress, the Senate. I can’t afford any trouble.”

“We could subpoena you,” Ed told him. “If you cooperate, we may be able to keep things quiet.”

“It’s the pressure.” Markowitz took off his glasses to rub his eyes. He looked blind and helpless without them. “For months your life revolves around 1099s and Keoghs. You can’t imagine it. Nobody wants to pay, you know. You can hardly blame them. Most of my clients have incomes in the high six figures. They don’t want to give thirty-five percent or more to the government. They want me to find a way out for them.”

“That’s tough,” Ben said and decided to try one of the sling chairs. “We’re not concerned with your reasons for using Fantasy’s services, Mr. Markowitz. We’d like you to tell us exactly what happened last night while you were talking to Mary.”

“Roxanne,” Markowitz corrected. “I feel better thinking of her as Roxanne. She had a wonderful voice, and she was so … well, adventurous. I don’t have much time for women since my divorce. But that’s water under the bridge. Anyway, I developed such an exciting rapport with Roxanne. Three times a week. I could talk to her and come back and face Schedule Cs.”

“Last night, Mr. Markowitz,” Ed prompted.

“Yes, last night. Well, we hadn’t been talking very long. I was just getting into it. You know, relaxing.” He took out a handkerchief and mopped his face. “All of a sudden, she was talking to someone else. Like there was someone in the room. She said something like ‘Who are you?’ or ‘What are you doing here?’ At first I thought she was still talking to me, so I said something back, a joke or something. Then she screamed. I almost dropped the phone. She said, ‘Lawrence, Lawrence, help me. Call the police, call somebody.’ ” He began to cough as if repeating the words irritated his throat. “I was talking back to her. It was so unexpected. I think I told her to calm down. Then I heard another voice.”

“A man’s voice?” Ed continued to write in his notebook.

“Yes, I think. Another voice anyway. He said, I think he said, ‘You’re going to like this.’ He called her by name.”

“Roxanne?” Ben asked.

“Yes, that’s right. I heard him say Roxanne, and I heard—” Now he covered his face with the cloth and waited a moment. “You have to understand, I’m really a very ordinary man. I keep the excitement and complications in my life to a minimum. I have low blood sugar.”

Ed gave him a sympathetic nod. “Just tell us what you heard.”

“I heard such terrible noises. Breathing and banging. She wasn’t screaming anymore, just making some gasping, gurgling sounds. I hung up. I didn’t know what to do, so I hung up.”

He lowered the cloth again, and his face was gray. “I thought maybe it was a put-on. I tried to tell myself it was, but I kept hearing noises. I kept hearing Roxanne crying and begging him not to hurt her. And I heard the other voice say that she wanted him to hurt her, that she was never going to experience anything like this again. I think, I think he said that he’d heard her say she wanted to be hurt. I’m not sure about that. It was all so garbled. Excuse me.”

He got up to go to the watercooler. He filled a paper cup as air bubbled up to the top. After he’d gulped it down, he filled the cup again. “I didn’t know what to do, I just sat there thinking. I tried to go back to work, to forget about it. Like I said before, I kept thinking it was probably just a joke. But it didn’t sound like a joke.” He drained the second cup of water. “The longer I sat there, the harder it was to believe it was just a joke. So I ended up calling Fantasy. I told the girl there that Roxanne was in trouble. I thought maybe someone was killing her. I hung up again, and I—I went back to work. What else could I do?” His gaze darted back and forth between Ed and Ben, never landing on either of them. “I kept thinking Roxanne would call back and tell me everything was okay. That she’d just been kidding. But she didn’t call back.”

“Was there anything about the voice—the other voice you heard—that made it distinctive?” As he wrote, Ed glanced up and watched Markowitz sweat. “An accent, a tone, a way of phrasing?”

“No, it was just a voice. I could hardly hear it over Roxanne’s. Look, I don’t even know what she looked like. I don’t want to know. Let’s be honest about this, she was nothing more to me than, well, a clerk at the supermarket. She was just somebody I called a few times a week so I could forget about work.” Distancing himself that far eased his mind. He was an ordinary man, he reminded himself, even honest. To a point. Nobody wanted their accountants to treat honesty like a religion. “I think she probably had a boyfriend who was jealous. That’s what I think.”

“Did she use a name?” Ben asked.

“No. Just mine. She just called out my name. Please, there’s nothing more I can tell you. I did everything I could. I didn’t have to call in, you know,” he added, his tone altering with the beginnings of self-righteousness. “I didn’t have to get involved.”

“We appreciate your cooperation.” Ben pulled himself out of the chair. “You’re going to have to come in and sign a statement.”

“Detective, if I so much as move out of this chair until midnight tomorrow, I could be responsible for a dozen fines.”

“File early,” the parakeet advised. “Cover your ass.”

“Come down the morning of the sixteenth. Ask for me or Detective Paris. We’ll do our best to keep your name out of it.”

“Thank you. You can use this door.” He gestured to the side door, then pulled his calculator forward. As far as he was concerned, he’d done his duty, and more.

“Is it too late to file an extension?” Ben asked as he started out.

“It’s never too late.” Markowitz began to push buttons.


Chapter 9

Grace wasn’t sure why she’d taken Ed’s advice and waited in his house. Maybe because it was easier for her to think there, without her sister’s things around her. She needed to keep busy. Her mind always worked better when her hands were occupied. So she made herself at home while she thought through her options.

It still seemed best to her to talk personally to the manager of Fantasy. Interviewing was one thing Grace excelled at. With a little prodding, a little pushing, she might be able to get her hands on a client list. Then she’d work down it, name by name. If her sister’s killer was on it, she’d find him.

Then what?

Then she’d play it by ear. That was the way she wrote. That was the way she lived. Both had been a success so far.

Revenge was part of the motivation. She’d never felt the emotion before, but found it a satisfying one. It strengthened. To follow through meant staying in Washington. She could work here as well as anywhere. And New York would still be there when she was finished.

If she left now, it would be like leaving a book undone and handing it to an editor. No one was going to write the last chapter but G. B. McCabe.

It couldn’t be that hard. Grace had always felt that police work took good timing, tenacity, and thoroughness. And a pinch of luck. That’s what writing took as well. Anyone who had plotted out and solved as many murders as she had should be able to corner one killer.

She needed the client list, the police reports, and time to think. All she had to do was get around the very sturdy frame of Detective Ed Jackson.

Even as she was working out her strategy, she heard the front door open. He wouldn’t be easy to con, she thought as she checked her face in his bathroom mirror. And harder yet because she liked him. Rubbing a smudge off her nose, she started downstairs.

“So you’re home.” She paused at the bottom of the steps and smiled at him. “How was your day?”

“Okay.” He shifted a bag of groceries to his other arm. She was wearing the same snug jeans and baggy sweater she’d had on that morning, but now they were streaked with white. “What the hell have you been doing?”

“Wallpapering your bathroom.” She moved to him and took the bag. “It looks great. You’ve got an eye for color.”

“You wallpapered my bathroom?”

“Don’t look stricken. I didn’t mess it up. The wallpaper, that is. The bathroom’s a wreck. I figured it was only fair you clean it up.” She gave him an easy smile. “You had half a roll left over.”

“Yeah. Ah, Grace, I appreciate it, but wallpapering takes a certain skill.” He should know, he’d been reading up on it for a week.

“You pop a line, you measure, you slap on the paste and go for it. You had a couple of how-to books hanging around.” She poked into the bag but didn’t see anything exciting. “Go on up and take a look. By the way, I ate the rest of your strawberries.”

“That’s okay.” He was too busy calculating just how much the wallpaper and paste had cost him.

“Oh, and mineral water’s okay, but you could use some sodas.”

He started upstairs, half-afraid to look. “I don’t drink them.”

“I do, but I had a beer instead. Oh, I almost forgot, your mother called.”

He paused halfway up. “She did?”

“Yeah. She’s a nice lady. And she was just delighted when I answered. I hope you don’t mind, I didn’t want to disappoint her, so I said we were lovers and that we were thinking about making it official before the baby comes.”

Because she was smiling up at him in a way that left him uncertain whether she was stringing him along, he simply shook his head. “Thanks. Thanks a lot, Grace.”

“Anytime. Your sister’s got a new boyfriend. He’s a lawyer. A corporate lawyer. He owns his own house and has a time-sharing condo in a place called Ocean City. It looks promising.”

“Jesus,” was all he managed.

“And your mother’s blood pressure is one-twenty over eighty. Want me to fix you a drink?”

“Yeah, you do that.”

She was humming when she walked into the kitchen. Ed really was adorable. She pulled a bottle of white wine out of the bag. He also had taste, she decided as she read the label. Then she took out what appeared to be a clump of asparagus. She sniffed it, then wrinkled her nose. Taste, yes, but she wasn’t at all sure what kind.

She found cauliflower, scallions, and snow peas. The only thing that managed to make her feel relieved was a bag of seedless grapes. Grace didn’t hesitate before diving in.

“It looks great.”

She swallowed a grape and turned to see him in the doorway.

“The bathroom. It looks great.”

“I’m very handy.” She held up the asparagus. “What do you do with this?”

“I cook it.”

She set it down again. “I was afraid of that. I didn’t ask what you wanted to drink.”

“I’ll get it. Did you rest?”

“I’m feeling fine.” She watched him pull a bottle of apple juice out of the refrigerator. It made her lips purse. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking while wallpapering your bathroom and chatting with your mother.”

“What kind of thinking?” He poured a tumbler of apple juice, then reached in a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of vodka. He poured two shots into the juice.

“That’s a hell of a way to get your vitamin A.”

“Want one?”

“I’ll pass. Anyway, I’ve been thinking that I should take over Kathy’s lease for a while. Stick around.”

Ed set his glass down. He wanted her to stay, just as the cop in him knew she’d be better off gone. “Why?”

“I still have lawyers and insurance to deal with.” Which she could do just as easily from New York. And he knew it. She could tell from his expression that he saw right through her. She’d been foolish to try to circle him. In any case, she didn’t find it easy to be dishonest with him. That was odd in itself. Grace never minded shading the truth. “All right, that’s not it. I can’t leave here without knowing everything. Kathy and I weren’t close. It’s never been easy for me to admit that, but it’s true. Staying here, trying to find who did this to her, is something I have to do for both of us. I can’t put this behind me, Ed, not completely behind me until I have all the answers.”

He wished, for both their sakes, that he didn’t understand. “Finding your sister’s killer isn’t your job, it’s mine.”

“Your job, yes. For me it’s a need. Can you understand that?”

“It isn’t a matter of what I understand, but what I know.”

She crumpled the empty grocery bag before he could take it from her and fold it for storage. “Which is?”

“Civilians can’t be involved in investigations, Grace. They screw things up. And they get hurt.”

She touched her tongue to her top lip as she stepped toward him. “Which bothers you the most?”

She had incredible eyes. The kind a man could stare into for hours. They were looking into his now, waiting, questioning. Half-fascinated, half-wary, he ran his thumb along her cheekbone. “I don’t know.” Then, because he needed to, because her lips had curved just a little, he lowered his mouth to hers.

She tasted exactly the way he wanted her to. She felt, as he spread his fingers over her face, exactly the way he wanted her to. It was foolish, he knew. She was New York, bright lights, and fast parties. He was small town, and he never knew when he’d have blood on his hands again. But she felt just right.

Her eyes opened slowly when their lips parted. She let out a long breath before she smiled. “You know, you make a big impression whenever you do that. Maybe you could make it more of a habit.” Pressing against him, she nibbled her way to his mouth. When she felt his hands move to her hips, then tense, she sighed. It had been a long time, much too long, since she’d been tempted to let herself go. She wound her arms around his neck and felt, with great satisfaction, his heart thud along with hers. “Are you going to take me to bed, or what?”

He burrowed his lips into her neck, wanting more. It would be easy, so easy, to pick her up, to take her to his bed and just let it happen. As it had happened before. Something told him that with her it shouldn’t be easy. With her it shouldn’t be a casual tumble onto the sheets without a thought to tomorrow. He pressed his lips to her brow before he released her.

“I’m going to feed you.”

“Oh.” Grace took a step back. She didn’t often offer herself to a man. It took more than a sexual pull, it took affection and a feeling of trust. And to the best of her recollection, she’d never been rejected. “You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Fine.” Turning around, she picked up the cauliflower. It might give her momentary satisfaction to throw it at him, but she decided against it. “If you’re not attracted, then—”

It was the second time he’d whirled her around. This time she discovered that colliding with his chest was something like ramming into a stone wall. She might have sworn at him if he hadn’t already occupied her mouth.

This time he wasn’t gentle. It didn’t surprise her to feel the licks of passion or the underlying knots of tension. It made her happy. Then, in seconds, she felt nothing but his mouth, his hands, and her own explosive response.

He wanted her so much he’d have found it exciting to take her there, as they stood in the kitchen. But he wanted more than excitement. He wanted more than the flash of the moment. And he needed time to figure out just what it was he did want.

“You think I’m unattracted to you?”

Grace went from her toes to the flat of her feet on a quick whoosh of breath. “I could be wrong.” She cleared her throat, then rubbed her fingertip over her lips as they vibrated from his. “Am I still standing up?”

“Looks like it.”

“Good. Okay. After we open a window and get rid of some of the heat in here, what are you going to feed me?”

He smiled and touched her hair. “Stuffed artichoke bottoms Bordelaise.”

“Uh-huh,” she said after a long pause. “You’re not making that up, are you?”

“It only takes about a half hour.”

“Can’t wait.” As he began to gather ingredients, she took a chair. “Ed?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you planning on maybe having a long-term relationship?”

He glanced over his shoulder as he rinsed vegetables under a cold spray. “I’ve been giving it some thought.”

“Well, if it works out, I’d like to make a deal. Any night we have artichokes, we have pizza the next.”

“Whole-wheat crust.”

She got up to find a corkscrew. “We’ll talk about it.”

Ben shifted in the passenger’s seat and watched for the light to turn. Beside him, Tess drummed her fingers against the wheel. She knew she was right, but the problem was, she no longer had just her own feelings to consider.

“I could have driven in alone,” she began. “You’re not going to have a car.”

“Ed’ll drop me off.”

The light switched to green. Tess moved along with the sluggish morning traffic. “I’m sorry you’re upset about this. Try to understand, it isn’t something I’m doing on impulse.”

Annoyed, he turned the radio to another station. “I didn’t have any say about your involvement in the other case. Apparently I don’t have much say this time around either.”

“You know that’s not true. What you feel means a lot.”

“Then drop me off and go to your office. Leave this alone.”

She was silent for a full thirty seconds. “All right.”

“All right?” He stopped as he was about to punch in the car lighter. “Just like that?”

“Yes.” She tightened a loose pin in her hair with a casual gesture, then made the turn to the station.

“No argument?”

“We argued last night. There’s no need to go into it again.” Tess swung into the parking lot and pulled up. “I’ll see you tonight.” Leaning over, she kissed him.

He caught her chin in his hand before she drew away. “You’re using that reverse psychology shit on me, aren’t you?”

Her eyes, violet and clear, smiled at him. “Absolutely not.”

“I hate it when you do that.” He flopped back on the seat to rub his hands over his face. “You know how I feel about you being involved with this part of my life.”

“You know how I feel about being excluded from any part of your life. Ben …”

She lifted her hand to brush at his hair. A year ago she hadn’t even known him. Now he was the focal point of her life. Her husband, the father of the child she was just beginning to suspect she was carrying. But she was still a doctor. She’d sworn an oath. And she couldn’t forget the way Grace’s fingers had trembled on a cup of coffee.

“I may be able to help, to let you understand his mind. I did it before.”

“And I almost lost you before.”

“This isn’t the same. I’m not involved in the same way at all. Ben, do you think he’ll kill again? Ben.” She took his hand before he could draw away. “Do you think he’ll kill again?”

“Yeah. The odds favor it.”

“Saving lives. Isn’t that still what it’s all about? For both of us?”

He stared at the bricks of the station house. There was tradition there. His tradition. It shouldn’t have anything to do with her. “I like it better when you do it in your cozy little office uptown.”

“And I like it better when you’re sitting behind a desk grumbling about paperwork. But it can’t be that way every time. Not for you, and not for me. I helped once before. I feel very strongly that I can help this time. He’s not an ordinary man. Even from the little you’ve told me I’m sure of it. He’s very sick.”

His hackles came up instantly. “You’re not going to start bleeding for this one too.”

“What I’m going to do is help you find him. After that, we’ll see.”

“I can’t stop you.” But her hand was still caught in his, and he knew he could. “I won’t stop you,” he amended, “but I want you to think about your own caseload, the clinic, your private patients.”

“I know my capacity.”

“Yeah.” It seemed endless to him. “If you start lagging, I’ll tell your grandfather on you. He’ll straighten your ass out, sister.”

“I’m forewarned.” She drew him to her again. “I love you, Ben.”

“Yeah? How about a demonstration?” Her lips curved against his, then softened. Ed stuck his head in the window.

“Don’t you two know any of the side streets around here?”

“Kiss off, Jackson.”

Tess nuzzled her cheek against Ben’s. “Good morning, Ed.”

“Tess. We don’t usually see you around here twice in one week.”

“You’ll probably be seeing her more than that.” Ben pushed open his door. “Doc’s coming in with us on this one.”

“Is that right?” It wasn’t difficult to sense the discord. He knew them both too well. “Welcome aboard.”

“Always happy to lend a hand to a couple of civil servants.” She slipped her arm through Ed’s as they walked. “How is Grace doing?”

“Holding up. She’s decided to stay in town until this is wrapped.”

“I see. That’s good.”

“It is?”

“She strikes me as the type who doesn’t do well when things happen around her. She does better when she has a hand in. One of the worst parts of grief is helplessness. If you can get through that, you cope.” She waited until he pulled open the door. “Besides, if she went back to New York, how would you make a play for her?”

Ben strolled in behind his wife. “Doc’s got your number, Jackson. Nice-looking lady,” he said as he jingled the change in his pocket. “Brains, looks, and money.” He swung his arm over Tess’s shoulder. “Glad to see you’re following my example.”

“Tess only fell for you because she has a soft spot for disordered minds.” He turned into Homicide, grateful that the business at hand would change the subject.

They settled in the conference room. Tess spread the files of both victims out in front of her. There were photos, the autopsies, and the reports prepared by her husband. There had been more violence here than in the other case she had worked on with the department—if murder could be judged in degrees of violence. The common ground was as clear to her as it was to the investigating officers, but she saw something else, something darker.

Patiently, she read over Eileen Cawfield’s statement and the notes from the interview with Markowitz. She studied Ed’s official report of the events on the night of Kathleen Breezewood’s death.

Ben never liked seeing her this way, handling and studying the bits and pieces of the grittier side of his world. It had been difficult enough to accept her work when she was tucked behind a desk in an uptown office. Logically he knew he couldn’t shield her, but he was edgy just having her in the department.

She ran a pretty, manicured finger down the medical examiner’s report. His stomach tightened.

“It’s interesting that both murders occurred at the same time of night.”

Harris rubbed a hand over his stomach. It seemed emptier every day. “We can agree on the possibility that that’s part of his pattern.” He broke off a tiny end of a raisin bun that was rapidly going stale. He’d managed to convince himself that if he took calories in small doses, they didn’t really count. “I haven’t had the chance to tell you how much the department appreciates your assistance here, Dr. Court.”

“I’m sure the department will appreciate it more if I can help.” She took her reading glasses off for a moment to rub her eyes. “I think at this point in the investigation, we can agree that we’re dealing with someone with a capacity for explosive violence, and that the violence is certainly sexually oriented.”

“Rape usually is,” Ben put in.

“Rape is not a sexual crime, but a violent one. The fact that the victims were murdered after the assault isn’t unusual. A rapist assaults for a number of reasons: frustration, low self-esteem, a poor opinion of women, anger. Anger is almost always a factor. In the cases where the rapist knows his victim, there is also a need to dominate, to express male superiority and strength, to have what he might believe he deserves, what he thinks has been offered. Often the rapist feels as though his victim is resisting or refusing only to add excitement, and that she actually wants to be taken in a violent way.”

She put her glasses on again as she sat back. “The violence in both cases was confined to one room, where the victim was found. The same weapon was used, the phone cord. In all probability the telephone is his link with each woman. Through the phone, they promised him something. He came to collect, not through the front door, but by breaking in. To surprise them, perhaps, to add to the arousal. I tend to believe that the first murder was an impulse, a reflex. Kathleen Breezewood fought him, she hurt him, physically, mentally. She wasn’t the woman he’d imagined her to be. Or, in his mind, the woman she’d promised to be. He had a relationship with her. He sent flowers to her funeral, or to Desiree’s. She was Desiree to him. It’s essential to remember he never knew Kathleen Breezewood, only Desiree. He never saw her, even in death, as the person she was, but as the image he’d created.”

“Then how the hell did he find her?” Ben demanded, not so much of Tess as of himself. “How did he take a voice over the phone and zero in on a house, a woman. The right woman?”

“I wish I could help you.” She didn’t reach for his hand as she would have if they’d been alone. Here, she knew, there would always be a certain amount of distance between them. “I can only tell you that in my opinion, this man is very clever. He is, in his way, logical. He follows a pattern, step by step.”

“And his first step is to choose a voice,” Ed murmured. “And create the woman.”

“I’d say that’s close to the mark. He has a very strong capacity for fantasy. What he imagines, he believes. He left fingerprints at both murder scenes, but not because he’s careless. Because he believes himself to be very clever, to be invulnerable to the realities since he’s living in a world of his own creation. He lives out his fantasies, and very likely those he believes his victims have.”

“Am I hearing that he rapes and kills women because he thinks they like it?” Ben pulled out a cigarette. Tess watched him light it, recognizing the edge in his voice.

“In simple terms, yes. According to Markowitz’s recollection of what he heard on the phone during the second attack, the man said, ‘You know you want me to hurt you.’ Rapists often rationalize this way. He bound Mary Grice’s hands, but not Kathleen’s. I think that’s important. From the reports, Kathleen Breezewood offered a more conservative, a more straightforward sexual fantasy than Mary Grice. Bondage and sadism were often included in Mary’s conversations. The killer gave her what he thought she preferred. And he killed her, in all probability, because he’d discovered a dark and psychotic pleasure from the first bonding of sex and death. It’s highly possible he believes his victims received the same pleasure. Kathleen was an impulse, Mary a reconstruction.” She turned to Ben now. He may not have approved, but he was listening. “What do you think about the time of the murders?”

“What should I think?”

She smiled at him. He was the one who always accused her of answering a question with a question. “They both occurred fairly early in the evening, a pattern of sorts. It makes me wonder if perhaps he’s married, or lives with someone who expects him to be home by a certain time.”

Ben studied the end of his cigarette. “Maybe he just likes to turn in early.”

“Maybe.”

“Tess.” Ed dunked a tea bag in a cup of hot water. “It’s generally accepted that a voyeur or a crank caller doesn’t go any further. What makes this guy different?”

“He’s not a watcher. He participates. These women have spoken with him. There’s not the same distance, actual or emotional, as there is with someone who uses binoculars to spy into an apartment across the street or peep into a window. There’s not the same kind of anonymity as a random call. He knows these women. Not Kathleen and Mary, but Desiree and Roxanne. I once had a patient who was involved in a date rape.”

“Unfortunately, the victim’s viewpoint doesn’t apply, Dr. Court,” Harris put in.

“I treated the rapist, not the victim.” Tess took off her glasses to run the stem through her fingers. “He didn’t force sex on this girl only for himself. He initiated, persisted, then insisted because he thought she expected it of him. He’d convinced himself that his date wanted him to take the responsibility, and that if he backed off, she’d have thought him weak. Unmanly. In forcing her, he not only received sexual release, but a sense of power. He’d called the shots. In my opinion, the man you’re looking for enjoys that same sense of power. He kills these women not so they can’t identify him, but because murder is the ultimate power. It’s likely he comes from a background where he wasn’t able to wield power, where the authority figures in his life were, or are, very strong. He’s been sexually repressed, now he’s experimenting.”

She opened the folders again. “His victims were very different types of women, not only in the personalities of their alter egos, but physically. That could have been a coincidence, of course, but it’s more likely it was deliberate. The only things these women had in common were sex and the phone. He used both against them in the most violent and most final of ways. His next choice will probably be someone with a totally different style.”

“I’d prefer it if we didn’t have the opportunity to test that particular theory out.” Harris snuck another corner from the raisin bun. “Could he stop? Stop cold?”

“I don’t think so.” Tess closed the folders again and set them on his desk. “There’s no remorse here, no anguish. The message of the florist card wasn’t ‘I’m sorry’ or ‘Forgive me,’ but ‘I won’t forget.’ His movements are carefully planned out. He’s not grabbing a woman off the street and dragging her into an alley or a car. Again, you must understand, he knows them, or believes he knows them, and he’s taking what he feels he deserves. He’s very much a product of today’s society, where you can pick up the phone and order anything. From pizza to pornography, you only have to push a button and it becomes yours, something you’re entitled to. You have a mixture here of the convenience of technology and sociopathic tendencies. It’s all very logical to him.”

“Excuse me.” Lowenstein popped her head in the door. “We’ve just finished the cross-checks on the credit cards.” At Harris’s nod, she handed the printouts to Ed. “Not one match.”

“None?” Ben stood to look over Ed’s shoulder.

“Zero. We looked for matches in the numbers, in the names, addresses, possible aliases or dupes. Nothing.”

“Different styles,” Ed murmured and he began to think it through.

“So, we’re back to square one.” Ben took the sheets Ed passed him.

“Maybe not. We tracked down the flowers. It was a phone order to Bloom Town. MasterCard number belongs to a Patrick R. Morgan. Here’s the address.”

“He show up on either of these?” Ed asked, still studying the printouts.

“Nope. We’re still checking the other lists.”

“Let’s go pay him a visit.” Ben checked his watch. “You got a work address?”

“Yeah, Capitol Hill. Morgan’s a congressman.”

The representative could be found at home that day in his refurbished Georgetown town house. The woman who answered the door looked sour and impatient and carried a mountain of file folders. “Yes?” was all she said.

“We’d like to see Congressman Morgan.” Ed had already looked beyond her and zeroed in on the mahogany paneling in the hall. The real stuff.

“I’m sorry, the congressman isn’t available. If you’d like an appointment, call his office.”

Ben dug out his shield. “Police business, ma’am.”

“I don’t care if you’re God Himself,” she said with hardly a glance at his ID. “He’s not available. Try his office, next week.”

To prevent her from shutting the door in their faces, Ed simply put a shoulder into the opening. “I’m afraid we’ll have to insist. We can talk to him here, or down at headquarters.” Ed caught the look in her eyes and was certain, despite his size, that she intended to muscle him aside.

“Margaret, what in hell’s going on?” The question was followed by a series of sneezes before Congressman Morgan appeared at the door. He was a small-statured, dark-haired man approaching fifty. Just now he was pale, red-eyed, and wrapped in a bathrobe.

“These men insist on seeing you, sir, and I told them—”

“All right, Margaret.” In spite of his red eyes, Morgan managed a wide, political smile. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, as you can see I’m a bit under the weather.”

“Our apologies, Congressman.” Ben held up his shield again. “But it’s important.”

“I see. Well, come in then. But I’ll warn you to keep your distance. I’m probably still contagious.”

He led them down the hall and into a sitting room done in blues and grays and accented with framed sketches of the city. “Margaret, stop scowling at the police officers and go deal with those files.”

“Relapse,” she predicted, but dutifully disappeared.

“Secretaries are worse than wives. Have a seat, gentlemen. You’ll excuse me if I stretch out here.” He settled himself on the couch with an angora throw over his knees. “Flu,” he explained as he reached for a tissue. “Healthy as a horse all winter, then as soon as the flowers start blooming, I get hit with this.”

Cautious, Ed took a chair a good three feet away. “People take better care of themselves in the winter.” He noted the teapot and the pitcher of juice. At least he was taking fluids. “We’ll try not to take up much of your time.”

“Always make it my business to cooperate with the police. We’re on the same side, after all.” Morgan sneezed heartily into a tissue.

“Bless you,” Ed offered.

“Thanks. So what can I do for you?”

“Are you acquainted with a business called Fantasy, Incorporated?” Ben asked the question casually as he crossed his legs, but his eyes never left Morgan’s face.

“Fantasy? No,” he decided after a moment’s thought. “It doesn’t ring a bell.” He made the pun with seeming innocence as he adjusted his pillow. “Should it?”

“Telephone sex.” Ed thought briefly of the germs skittering around in the air. Being a cop had its hazards.

“Ah.” Morgan grimaced a bit, then settled back. “Certainly a subject for debate. Still, that’s more a matter for the FCC and the courts than a congressman. At least at the moment.”

“Did you know a Kathleen Breezewood, Congressman Morgan?”

“Breezewood, Breezewood.” Morgan’s lip poked out as he studied Ben. “The name’s not familiar.”

“Desiree?”

“No.” He smiled again. “That’s not a name a man forgets.”

Ed took out his pad and opened it as if he were checking some fact. “If you didn’t know Mrs. Breezewood, why did you send flowers to her funeral?”

“Did I?” Morgan looked mildly baffled. “Well, she certainly wasn’t someone of close acquaintance, but flowers are sent for any number of reasons. Political mostly. My secretary handles that sort of thing. Margaret!” He bellowed the name, then fell into a quick fit of coughing.

“Overdoing,” she muttered as she scurried into the room. “Drink your tea and stop shouting.”

He did just that, meekly, Ed thought. “Margaret, do I know a Kathleen Breezewood?”

“Do you mean the woman who was murdered a few days ago?”

The flush that the coughing had brought on faded from Morgan’s face. He turned to Ed. “Do I?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did we send flowers, Margaret?”

“Why should we?” She fussed with his lap robe. “You didn’t know her.”

“Flowers were sent to her funeral that were ordered from Bloom Town Florists with your credit card number. MasterCard.” Ed glanced down at his book again and rattled off the number.

“Is that mine?” Morgan asked his secretary.

“Yes, but I didn’t order any flowers. We have an account with Lorimar Florists in any case. Don’t use Bloom Town. Haven’t ordered flowers in two weeks. Last ones went to Parson’s wife when she had her baby.” She gave Ben a stubborn look. “It’s in the log.”

“Get the log, please, Margaret.” Morgan waited for her to leave. “Gentlemen, I can see this business is more serious than I suspected, but I’m afraid I’m lost.”

“Kathleen Breezewood was murdered on the evening of April tenth.” Ed waited until Morgan had sneezed into another tissue. “Can you tell us where you were between eight and eleven?”

“April tenth.” Morgan rubbed his fingers over his eyes. “That would have been the night of the fundraiser at the Shoreham. Election year, you know. I was just coming down with this miserable flu, and I remember I dragged my feet about going. My wife was put out with me. We were there from seven until, oh, just after ten, I believe. Came straight home. I had a breakfast meeting the next morning.”

“Nothing in the log about flowers since the Parson baby.” Smug, Margaret walked back in and handed the oversize book to Ben. “It’s my business to know where and when to send flowers.”

“Congressman Morgan,” Ed began, “who else has access to your credit card?”

“Margaret, of course. And my wife, though she has her own.”

“Children?”

Morgan stiffened at that, but he answered. “My children have no need for credit cards. My daughter is only fifteen. My son’s a senior at St. James’s Preparatory Academy. Both receive an allowance and large purchases have to be approved. Obviously the clerk at the florist made a mistake when noting down the number.”

“Possibly,” Ed murmured. But he doubted the clerk had misunderstood the name as well. “It would help if you could tell us where your son was on the night of the tenth.”

“I resent this.” Flu aside, Morgan sat up straight.

“Congressman, we have two murders.” Ben shut the log. “We’re not in the position to walk on eggshells here.”

“You realize, of course, I have to answer nothing. However, to close the subject, I’ll cooperate.”

“We appreciate it,” Ben said mildly. “About your son?”

“He had a date.” Morgan reached for the juice and poured a tumblerful. “He’s seeing Senator Fielding’s daughter, Julia. I believe they went to the Kennedy Center that evening. Michael was home by eleven. School night.”

“And last night?” Ben asked.

“Last night Michael was home all evening. We played chess until sometime after ten.”

Ed noted down both alibis. “Would anyone else on your staff have access to your card number?”

“No.” Both his patience and his need to cooperate had reached an end. “Quite simply, someone made a mistake. Now if you’ll excuse me, I can’t tell you any more.”

“We appreciate the time.” Ed rose, tucking his notebook away. He’d already decided to dose himself with extra vitamin C when he got back to the station. “If you think of any other reason the flowers might have been charged to your account, let us know.”

Margaret was more than happy to see them out. When the door closed behind them with a resounding thud, Ben stuck his hands in his pockets. “My gut tells me the guy’s on the level.”

“Yeah. It’s easy enough to check on the fundraiser, but I vote for the senator’s daughter first.”

“I’m with you.”

They walked toward the car. Over Ben’s mutter, Ed took the driver’s side. “You know, something Tess said’s been bothering me.”

“What?”

“How you can pick up the phone and order anything. Do it all the time myself.”

“Pizza or pornography?” Ben asked, but he was thinking too.

“Drywall. I had some delivered last month and had to give the guy my card number before he’d send it out. How many times have you given out your credit card number to somebody over the phone? All you need is the number and name, no plastic, no ID, no signature.”

“Yeah.” On a whoosh of breath, Ben took his seat. “I guess that narrows the field down to a couple hundred thousand.”

Ed pulled away from the town house. “We can always hope the senator’s daughter got stood up.”


Chapter 10

Mary Beth Morrison had been born to mother. By the time she was six, she’d possessed a collection of baby dolls that required regular feeding, changing, and pampering. Some had walked, some had talked, but her heart had been just as open to a button-eyed rag doll with a torn arm.

Unlike other children, she’d never balked at the domestic chores her parents had assigned to her. She’d loved the washing and the polishing. She’d had a pint-size ironing board, a miniature oven, and her own tea set. By her tenth birthday, she’d been a better hand at baking than her mother.

Her one true ambition had been to have a home and family of her own to care for. There had never been any vision of corporate boardrooms or briefcases in Mary Beth’s dreams. She’d wanted a white picket fence and a baby carriage.

Mary Beth believed strongly that a person should do what he or she did best. Her sister had passed the bar and joined an upscale law firm in Chicago. Mary Beth was proud of her. She admired her sister’s wardrobe, her forthright defense of the law, and the men who flowed in and out of her life. Mary Beth didn’t have an envious bone in her body. She clipped coupons and baked brownies for the PTA bake sale and campaigned strongly for equal pay for equal work, though she’d never been a member of what society considered the workforce.

By nineteen, she’d married her childhood sweetheart, a boy she’d chosen when they’d attended elementary school together. He’d never had a chance. Mary Beth had been attentive, patient, understanding, and supportive. Not through guile, but with sincerity. She’d fallen in love with Harry Morrison the day two bullies had knocked him down on the playground and loosened his front tooth. After twenty-five years of friendship, twelve years of marriage, and four children, she still adored him.

Her world revolved around her home and her family to the point where even her outside interests circled back to them. There were many, her sister included, who felt that world was severely limited. Mary Beth just smiled and baked another cake. She was happy, and she was good, even excellent, at what she did. She had what to her was the greatest reward: the love of husband and children. She didn’t need her sister’s approval or anyone else’s.

She kept herself in shape for her husband’s pleasure as well as her own. As she approached her thirty-second birthday, she was a trim and lovely woman with unlined skin and soft brown eyes. Mary Beth understood and sympathized with women who felt themselves trapped in the role of housewife. She would have felt the same way in an office. When she found time, she worked with the PTA and the ASPCA. Other than family, her passion was animals. They too needed tending.

She was a nurturer and was considering the possibility of having one more child before calling it a day.

Her husband treasured her. Though she left most of the decisions in his hands, or seemed to, Mary Beth was no pushover. They had had their share of arguments during their marriage, and if the issue was important enough, she took it between her teeth and fretted at it until she got her way. The issue of Fantasy, Incorporated had been important enough.

Harry was a good provider, but there had been times when Mary Beth had taken on part-time jobs to supplement or enhance his income. She’d applied for and received a license for day-care. With the extra money she’d made, the family had been able to take a ten-day vacation to Florida and Disney World. Photos from that excursion were neatly filed in a blue album with the label OUR FAMILY VACATION.

At one time, she’d sold magazines over the phone. Though her soothing voice had helped her move inventory, she hadn’t been satisfied. As a woman who had grown up knowing how to budget both time and money, she’d found the financial rewards less than worthy of the time involved.

She wanted another child, and she wanted to provide a college fund for the four children she’d already been blessed with. Her husband’s salary from his position as foreman for a construction firm was adequate, but it didn’t lend itself to many extras. She’d stumbled across Fantasy in the back of one of her husband’s magazines. The idea of being paid just to talk fascinated her.

It had taken her three weeks, but she’d talked Harry down from adamantly opposed to skeptical. Another week had changed skepticism to grudging acceptance. Mary Beth had a way with words. Now she was turning that talent into dollars.

She and Harry had agreed to give Fantasy one year. In that time, it was Mary Beth’s goal to make ten thousand dollars. Enough for a small college nest egg and maybe, if luck was with them, one more obstetrician’s fee.

Mary Beth was starting her fourth month as an operator for Fantasy and was nearly halfway to her projected goal. She was a very popular lady.

She didn’t mind talking sex. After all, as she’d explained to her husband, it was hard to be a prude after twelve years of marriage and four children. Harry had come around to the point of being amused by her new job. Occasionally, he phoned her himself, on their personal line, to give her the chance to practice. He called himself Stud Brewster and made her giggle.

Perhaps because of her maternal instinct or her genuine understanding of men and their problems, most of her calls dealt less with sex than with sympathy. Clients who called her on a regular basis found they could talk to her about job frustrations or the grind of family life and receive an easy concern. She never sounded bored, as their wives and lovers often did, she never criticized, and when the occasion called for it, Mary Beth could issue the kind of commonsense advice they might have received if they’d written to Dear Abby—with the bonus of a sexual kick.

She was sister, mother, or lover, whatever the client required. Her clients were satisfied, and Mary Beth began thinking seriously about tossing away her little packet of birth control pills and taking that last turn at bat.

She was a strong-willed, uncomplicated woman who believed most problems could be worked through with time, good intentions, and a plate of fudge brownies. But she’d never encountered anyone like Jerald.

And he was listening. Night after night he waited to hear her voice. There was something gentle and calming about it. He was on the edge of being in love with her, and almost as obsessed with her as he’d been with Desiree. Roxanne was forgotten. Roxanne had been little more to him than a laboratory rat. But there was a goodness in Mary Beth’s voice, an old-fashioned solidity to her name, which she’d kept because she was too comfortable with it to play games. A man could believe what a woman like Mary Beth told him. The promises she made would be kept.

Mary Beth was a different style altogether.

Jerald believed her. He wanted to meet her. He wanted to show her how grateful he was to her.

Early in the evening, late into the night, he listened. And planned.

Grace was tired of hitting dead ends and being patient. More than a week had passed since the second murder, and if there was any progress in the investigation, Ed wasn’t sharing it with her. She thought she understood him. He was a generous man, and a compassionate one. But he was also a cop who lived by the department’s rules, and his own. She could respect his discipline while being frustrated with his discretion. The time she spent with him had a way of calming her, while the time she spent alone left her with nothing to do but think. So she too began to plan.

She set up appointments. Her brief meetings with Kathleen’s attorney and the detective she’d hired shed no light. They couldn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know. She’d hoped, somehow, that she’d be able to dig up information that would point to Jonathan. In her heart, she still wanted him to be guilty, though in her own words, she knew it didn’t play. It was a hard belief to give up. In the end, she had to accept that however much Jonathan had been responsible for the state of Kathleen’s mind in the last days of her life, he hadn’t been responsible for ending it.

But Kathleen was still dead, and there were other avenues to explore.

The straightest, and most easily navigated, led her to Fantasy, Incorporated.

Grace found Eileen in her usual position behind her desk. When she entered, Eileen closed the checkbook she’d been balancing and smiled. A cigarette burned in an ashtray at her elbow. Over the last few days, Eileen had given up even the pretense of quitting.

“Good afternoon. Can I help you?”

“I’m Grace McCabe.”

It took Eileen a moment to place the name. Grace was dressed in a baggy red sweater, skinny black pants, and a pair of snakeskin boots. She no longer looked like the grieving sister in the newspaper photo. “Yes, Miss McCabe. We’re all very sorry about Kathleen.”

“Thank you.” She could see by the tensing of Eileen’s fingers that she was bracing for an attack. Perhaps it would be best to keep the woman nervous and on guard. Grace had no qualms about stirring the guilt. “It seems your company was the catalyst for the attack on my sister.”

“Miss McCabe.” Eileen picked up her cigarette and took a quick, jittery puff. “I feel badly, very badly about what happened to Kathleen. But I don’t feel responsible.”

“Don’t you?” Grace smiled and took a seat. “Then I don’t suppose you feel responsible for Mary Grice either. Do you have any coffee?”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

Eileen rose and went into the broom closet–size storeroom behind the desk. She was feeling far from well and wished now she’d taken her husband up on that quick vacation in Bermuda. “I’m sure you know we’re cooperating with the police in any way we can. Everyone wants this man stopped.”

“Yes, but you see, I also want him to pay. No cream,” she added and waited for Eileen to bring out an oversize stoneware mug. “You understand that I feel a bit closer to all of this than you, or the police. I need the answers to some questions.”

“I don’t know what I can tell you.” Eileen went behind her desk again. The minute she landed she reached for the cigarette. “I’ve told the police absolutely everything I could. I didn’t know your sister well, you see. I only met her when she came in that first time to interview. Everything else was done by phone.”

No, Eileen hadn’t known Kathleen well, Grace thought. Perhaps no one had. “The phone,” Grace repeated as she sat back. “I guess we could say the phone’s the core of it all. I know how your business works. Kathleen explained it to me, so there’s no need to get into all of that. Tell me, do any of the men who call ever come by here?”

“No.” Eileen rubbed at a headache just above her eyes. She hadn’t been able to get rid of it completely since she’d read about Mary Grice in the papers. “We don’t give out our address to clients. Of course, it would be possible for someone to find us if they were determined, but there isn’t any reason for it. Even potential employees are screened before they’re given the address for the personal interview. We’re very careful, Miss McCabe. I want you to understand that.”

“Did anyone ever call asking questions about Kathy—about Desiree?”

“No. And if they had, they wouldn’t have gotten any answers. Excuse me,” she said quickly as the phone rang.

Grace sipped her coffee and listened with half an ear. Why had she come? She’d known that there would be very little, if anything, she could learn that the police hadn’t. A few missing details, a few pieces; she was groping. Yet this was it. This tiny, unassuming office was the key. All she had to figure out was how to turn it.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Peterson, Jezebel isn’t on call today. Would you like to talk with someone else?” As she spoke, Eileen punched a few buttons on her keyboard, then read off the monitor. “If you had something specific in mind … I see. I think you’d enjoy speaking with Magda. Yes, she is. I’m sure she’ll be glad to help you. I’ll arrange it.”

When she hung up, Eileen shot Grace a nervous glance. “I’m sorry, this is going to take a few minutes. I wish I could help but—”

“It’s all right. I’ll wait until you’re finished.” Grace lifted her cup again. She had a new idea, and one she intended to move on right away. She smiled at Eileen when the business was completed. “Tell me, just how do you go about getting a job here?”

Ed wasn’t in the best of moods when he pulled into his drive. He’d spent the better part of the day kicking his heels in court, waiting to testify in the appeal of a case he’d worked on two years earlier. Ed had never had any doubt about the guilt of the defendant. The evidence had been there, the motive and the opportunity. He and Ben had tied it up in a bow and handed it to the DA.

Though the press had made the most of it at the time, it had been a fairly simple investigation. The man had killed his wife, his older and wealthy wife, then had scrambled to make it look like robbery. The first jury had deliberated less than six hours and had come back with a guilty verdict. The law said the defendant was entitled to an appeal, and that justice could drag its heels. Now, two years later, the man who had willfully taken the life of the woman he’d promised to love, honor, and cherish was being portrayed as a victim of circumstance.

Ed knew the man had a good chance of getting off. It was on days like this he wondered why he bothered to pick up his shield every morning. He could take the mountains of paperwork with little complaint. He could put his life in jeopardy to protect society. He could spend hours in stakeouts in the dead of winter or the height of summer. That was all part of the job. But it was becoming harder every year to accept the twists he confronted in the courts of law.

He was going to spend the evening putting up drywall, measuring, cutting, and banging until he forgot that however hard he worked, he would lose every bit as often as he would win.

Clouds were coming in from the west, promising an evening rain. His plants needed it, here and in the little patch he’d cultivated in a community garden a couple of miles away. He hoped he’d have the time over the weekend to check on his zucchini. As he climbed out of the car, he heard the steady hum of a lawn mower. Glancing over, he watched Grace push a trail up and down the small yard in front of her sister’s house.

She looked so pretty. Every time he saw her, he found himself content to simply watch. The little breeze that helped blow in the clouds caught at her hair so that it danced erratically around her face. She wore earphones attached to a portable stereo she’d hooked in the waist of her jeans.

He’d meant to take care of the lawn for her, but now he was glad he hadn’t had the chance. It gave him the opportunity to watch her while she worked, while she was unaware of him. He could stand there and imagine what it would be like to come home every day and find her waiting.

The tight knot of anger he’d been carrying with him loosened. He walked toward her.

With vintage Chuck Berry blasting in her ears, Grace leapt when he touched her shoulder. Holding the lawn mower with one hand and her heart with the other, she smiled up at him. She watched his mouth move as “Maybelline” danced in her head. Her smile turned to a grin. She got such a kick out of looking at him, at the kind, even soft eyes in the strong face. He’d have made a perfect Mountain Man, Grace decided, living alone, living off the land. And the Indians would have trusted him because his eyes wouldn’t lie.

Maybe she should try her hand at writing a historical, a western—something with a posse and a hard-riding, straight-shooting sheriff with a red beard.

After a moment, Ed slipped the headphones off and let them dangle around her neck. Grace reached up to run a hand over his beard. “Hi. I didn’t hear a word you said.”

“I noticed. You know, you shouldn’t play that thing so loud. It’s bad for your ears.”

“Rock’s no good unless it’s loud.” She reached down to her hip and shut it off. “Are you home early?”

“No.” Because they were both shouting over the roar of the mower, he pressed down the idle switch. “You’re never going to be able to finish this before the rain.”

“Rain?” Surprised, she looked up at the sky. “When did that happen?”

He laughed and the hours spent in court were forgotten. “Are you always oblivious to what’s happening around you?”

“As often as possible.” Grace checked the sky again, then the remainder of the lawn. “Well, I can hit the rest tomorrow.”

“I can take care of it for you. I’ve got tomorrow off.”

“Thanks, but you’ve got enough to do. I’d better put this thing around back.”

“I’ll give you a hand.” Because he seemed to want to, Grace relinquished her hold on the mower to him.

“I met Ida today,” she began as they walked the chugging machine to the rear of the house.

“Second house up?”

“I guess. She must have seen me around back; she came down. She smelled like a cat.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Anyway, she wanted me to know that she’d had very good vibrations about me.” Grace picked up a tarp when Ed stopped the mower at the corner of the house. “She wondered if I’d been at Shiloh—the battle of.”

“And what did you say?”

“I didn’t want to disappoint her.” After draping the tarp over the mower, Grace flexed her shoulders. “I told her I’d caught a Yankee bullet in the leg. And that even today I occasionally walk with a limp. It satisfied her. Do you have any plans for tonight?”

He was learning to twist his thoughts with hers. “Drywall.”

“Drywall? Oh, that ugly gray stuff, right? Can I give you a hand?”

“If you want.”

“Have you got any real food over there?”

“I can probably dig up something.”

Remembering the asparagus, Grace took him literally. “Hold on a minute.” She dashed into the house just as the first drops of rain began to fall. She ran out again carrying a bag of potato chips. “Emergency rations. Race you.” Before he could agree, she took off in a dead run, amusing him by agilely taking the fence with a one-handed leap. He caught up with her three yards from his back door and surprised them both by sweeping her up in his arms. Laughing, she kissed him hard and quick. “You’re fast on your feet, Jackson.”

“I practice chasing the bad guys.” As the rain fell steadily, he pressed his mouth to hers again. It was sweet, and so much sweeter as he heard her murmured sigh. Her face was damp wherever his lips touched. Cool and damp. It seemed she weighed nothing at all, and he could have stood there for hours. Then she shivered so he drew her closer to him.

“Getting wet.” He made a dash for the back door, then regretfully put her down beside him to draw out his keys. Grace walked inside and shook herself like the family dog.

“It’s warm. I like warm rain.” She dragged both hands through her hair. It sprang back in the wild disorder that suited her. “I know I’m going to spoil the mood, but I was hoping you might have something more to tell me.”

It didn’t spoil it, because it was expected. “It’s moving slow, Grace. The only lead we had was a dead end.”

“You’re sure the congressman’s kid’s alibi holds up?”

“Like a rock.” He put on the kettle for tea. “He was front row center at the Kennedy Center the night Kathleen was killed. He’s got the ticket stubs, his girl’s word, and another dozen witnesses who saw him there.”

“He could have slipped away.”

“Not enough time. There was an intermission at nine-fifteen. He was in the lobby sipping lemonade. I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. Leaning against the counter, she drew out a cigarette. “You know the really terrible thing? I find myself wishing that this kid I’ve never seen is guilty. I keep hoping his alibi will fall apart and he’ll be arrested. I don’t even know him.”

“It’s human. You’re just looking for it to be over.”

“I don’t know what I’m looking for.” A sigh slipped out. She didn’t like the plaintive, fragile sound of it. “I wanted it to be Jonathan, too, because I knew him, because he—it doesn’t matter,” she decided as she flicked on her lighter. “It wasn’t either one of them.”

“We will find him, Grace.”

She studied Ed as steam began to shoot through the spout of the kettle. “I know. I don’t think I could go on doing the ordinary things, thinking about what I’ll do tomorrow, if I didn’t know.” She took a long, steadying drag. There was something else she was thinking about, something that couldn’t be avoided. “He isn’t finished, is he?”

Turning away, he measured out tea. “It’s hard to say.”

“No, it’s not. Be straight with me, Ed. I don’t like being shielded.”

He wanted to shield, not simply because it was his vocation, but because it was her. And because it was her, it wasn’t possible to shield. “I don’t think he’s finished.”

She nodded, then gestured to the kettle. “You’d better fix that before the water boils away.” While he took out mugs, she thought about what she’d done that day. She should tell him. The tug on her conscience was sharp and impatient. It wasn’t easy to ignore. She would tell him, Grace reminded herself. As soon as it was too late for him to do anything about it.

She walked over to poke into his refrigerator. “I don’t guess you have any hot dogs.”

He shot her a look of such genuine concern she had to bite her lip. “You don’t really eat those?”

“Nah.” She shut the door and hoped for peanut butter.

They worked well together. Grace polished off most of the chips as she tried her hand with a hammer. She’d had to argue with Ed first. His idea of letting her help had been to sit her in a chair so she could watch. He’d finally relented, but kept an eagle eye on her. It wasn’t so much that he was afraid she’d screw up, though that was part of it. It was more that he worried she’d hurt herself. It only took an hour for him to see that once she dug her heels into a project, she handled herself like a pro. She might have been a bit sloppy with the joint compound, but he figured it would sand down. The extra time that took him didn’t matter. It might have been silly, but just having her there made the work go faster.

“This is going to be a great room.” Grace rubbed at an itch on her chin with the back of her hand. “I really like the way you’re shaping it like a little L. Every civilized bedroom should have a sitting room.”

He’d wanted her to like it. In his mind he could already see it finished, down to the curtains on the window. Priscillas in blue, tied back so the sun would stream in. It was easy for him to see it, just as it was easy for him to see her there.

“I’m thinking about putting in a couple of skylights.”

“Really?” Grace walked over to the bed, sat down, and craned her neck. “You could lie here and watch the stars. Or on a night like this, the rain.” That would be nice, she thought as she looked up at the unfinished ceiling. It would be lovely to sleep, or make love, or just daydream under the glass. “If you ever decided to take your trade to New York, you could make a fortune remodeling lofts.”

“Do you miss it?” Rather than look at her, Ed busied himself taping a seam.

“New York? Sometimes.” Less, she realized, than she’d expected to. “You know what you need over there? A window seat.” From her perch on the bed, she pointed to the west window. “When I was a little girl I always thought how wonderful it would be to have a window seat where you could curl up and dream.” She rose and flexed her arms. It was funny how quickly unused muscles got sore. “I spent most of my time hiding out in the attic and dreaming.”

“Did you always want to write?”

Grace dipped into the bucket of compound again. “I liked to lie.” She laughed and smeared the mudlike mixture over a nailhead. “Not big ones, just clever ones. I could get out of trouble by making up stories, and adults were usually amused enough to let me off lightly. It always infuriated Kathleen.” She was silent for a minute. She didn’t want to remember the bad times. “What’s that song?”

“It’s Patsy Cline.”

Grace listened a moment. It wasn’t the kind of music she would have chosen, but it had an edge she liked. “Didn’t they make a movie about her? Sure they did. She was killed in a plane crash in the sixties.” She listened again. The song sounded so alive, so vital. Grace wasn’t sure if it made her want to smile or weep. “I guess that’s another reason I wanted to write. To leave something behind. A story’s like a song. It lasts. I guess I’ve been thinking more about that lately. Do you ever think about that, about leaving something behind?”

“Sure.” More lately as well, he thought, but for different reasons. “Great-grandchildren.”

That made her laugh. Compound slopped onto the cuff of her sweater, but she didn’t bother to wipe it off. “That’s nice. I guess you’d think that way, coming from a big family.”

“How do you know I have a big family?”

“Your mother mentioned it. Two brothers and a sister. Both your brothers are married, even though Tom and …”—she had to think back a moment—“Scott are younger than you. You have, let’s see, I think it’s three nephews. Made me think of Huey, Dewey, and Louie—no offense.”

He could only shake his head. “Don’t you ever forget anything?”

“Nope. Your mother’s holding out for a granddaughter, but no one’s cooperating. She’s still hoping you’ll give up crime and join your uncle’s construction firm.”

Uncomfortable, he picked up a piece of corner bead and began hammering it in. “Apparently you two had quite a conversation.”

“She was auditioning me, remember?” He was blushing, just a little, but enough to make her want to hug him. “Anyway, people are always telling me intimate details of their lives. I’ve never known why.”

“Because you listen.”

She smiled, considering that one of the greatest compliments. “So why aren’t you building condos with your uncle? You like to build.”

“It relaxes me.” Just as the Merle Haggard number playing on the radio now relaxed him. “If I did it all day every day, I’d be bored.”

She caught her tongue between her teeth as she slopped compound down a seam. “You’re talking to someone who knows just how boring police work can be.”

“It’s a puzzle. You ever do jigsaws when you were a kid? The big twenty-five-thousand-piece jobs?”

“Sure. After a couple of hours, I’d cheat. It would drive everyone crazy when they found out I’d torn off the end of a piece to make it fit.”

“I could spend days on one and never lose interest. Always working from the outside to the core. The more pieces you put in, the more detail; the more detail, the closer you are to the whole picture.”

She stopped a moment, because she understood. “Didn’t you ever want to go right for the heart of it and the hell with the details?”

“No. If you do that, you’re always searching for the loose ends, that one elusive piece that ties it all up and makes it right.” After tacking in the last nail, he stepped back to be sure he’d done the job right. “There’s a tremendous satisfaction when you put in the last piece and see the full picture. This guy we’re after now—we just don’t have all the pieces yet. But we will. Once we do, we’ll shuffle them around until everything fits.”

“Do they always?”

He looked down at her then. She had the damn compound smeared on her face, and her expression was so earnest. Ed rubbed his thumb over her cheek to remove the worst of it. “Sooner or later.” Setting down his tool, he framed her face in his hands. “Trust me.”

“I do.” Kind eyes, strong hands. She leaned closer. She wanted more than comfort, needed more. “Ed—” The banging on the door downstairs made her shut her eyes in frustration. “Sounds like we’ve got company.”

“Yeah. With luck I can get rid of them in five minutes.”

Her brows arched. There was an edge to his voice that pleased and flattered her. “Detective, this could be your lucky day.” She took his hand so that they walked downstairs together. The minute Ed opened the door, Ben pulled Tess inside.

“Christ, Ed, don’t you know people could drown out here? What were you—” He caught sight of Grace. “Oh. Hi.”

“Hi. Relax. We were playing with drywall. Hello, Tess. I’m glad to see you. I never had a chance to thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Tess rose on her toes and pulled Ed down for a kiss. “I’m sorry, Ed. I told Ben we should call first.”

“No problem. Sit down.”

“Sure, pull up a crate.” Ben eased his wife down on a packing box, then held up a bottle of wine. “You’ve got glasses, don’t you?”

Ed took the bottle, then lifted both brows. “What’s the occasion? You usually bring over a six-pack of Moosehead or sponge off me.”

“That’s gratitude for you, especially now when we’re making you a godfather.” Ben took Tess’s hand and held it in both of his. “In seven months, one week, and three days. More or less.”

“A baby? You guys are having a baby?” Ed swung an arm around Ben and squeezed. “Nice going, partner.” He took Tess’s free hand almost as if he were going to monitor her pulse. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Ben nearly collapsed, but I’m fine.”

“I didn’t nearly collapse. Maybe I babbled for a couple of minutes, but I didn’t collapse. I’ll get glasses. Make sure she stays sitting down, will you?” he said to Ed.

“I’ll give you a hand.” Grace took the wine from Ed and followed Ben to the kitchen. “You must be on top of the world.”

“I don’t think I’ve taken it in yet. A family.” He started to rummage through cupboards while Grace found a corkscrew. “I never thought about having a family. Then all of a sudden there was Tess. Everything changed.”

Grace stared at the bottle as she began to draw out the cork. “It’s funny how family can keep everything focused.”

“Yeah.” After setting out glasses, Ben laid a hand on her shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

“Better, most of the time better. The hardest thing is believing she’s gone and that I won’t ever see her again.”

“I know how you feel. I do,” he said when he felt her instant withdrawal. “I lost my brother.”

After drawing the cork out, she made herself look at him. There was kindness there too, in the eyes. He was more intense than Ed, more restless and wired, but the kindness was there. “How did you handle it?”

“Badly. He had everything going for him, and I was crazy about him. We didn’t see eye to eye on everything, but we were tight. He got shipped to Nam right out of high school.”

“I’m sorry. It must be horrible to lose someone you love in a war.”

“He didn’t die in Nam, only the best parts of him did.” Ben picked up the bottle and began to pour. It was funny; even after all the years, he remembered too well. “He came back a different person, withdrawn, bitter, lost. He turned to drugs to wipe it out, fog it up, but it didn’t help.” He saw she was thinking of her sister, and the bottles that had been stashed throughout the house. “It’s tough not to blame them for choosing an easy way.”

“Yes, yes, it is. What happened to him?”

“In the end, he couldn’t take it anymore. So he opted out.”

“I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” The tears started again, the ones she’d been able to hold off for days. “I don’t want to do this.”

“No.” He understood that as well. “But sometimes it’s better after you do.”

“Everyone says they understand, but they don’t.” When he put his arms around her, she held on. “You don’t know what it is to lose a part of yourself until it happens. There’s nothing you can do to prepare for it, you know? And nothing you can do afterward, after you’ve handled all the details. That’s the worst part, not being able to do anything. How long—how long did it take you to put it behind you?”

“I’ll let you know when it happens.”

She nodded, letting her head rest against his shoulder for another minute. “All you can do is go on?”

“That’s right. After a while you don’t think about it every day. Then something happens in your life like Tess did to mine. You can go on. You don’t forget, but you can go on.”

She drew back to wipe the tears from her cheeks with both hands. “Thanks.”

“You going to be okay?”

“Sooner or later.” She sniffled once, then managed a smile. “Sooner, I think. Let’s take this back in. We’re going to celebrate life tonight.”


Chapter 11

Mary Beth Morrison hunched over her monthly budget and listened to her two oldest squabble over a board game. The natives were restless, she thought, and tried to figure out where she’d overextended in the grocery department.

“Jonas, if you’re going to get that upset when Lori takes over your country, you shouldn’t play the game.”

“She cheats,” Jonas complained. “She always cheats.”

“Do not.”

“Do too.”

If Mary Beth hadn’t been trying to find how to cut back an extra hundred a month, she might have let the argument run its course. “Maybe you’d be better off if you put the game away and went to your rooms.” The mild comment had the desired effect. Both children calmed down enough to make their accusations in whispers.

The baby of the family, Prissy Pat as the other children liked to call her, wandered over to demand that her mother fix the bow in her hair. At five, Patricia was all girl. Mary Beth set aside her accounts long enough to fuss with the lace ribbon. Her six-year-old son was doing his best to instigate another battle between his older brother and sister as they vied to take over the world. After a time, both Jonas and Lori turned on him. The television blared and the newest kitten was busy hissing at Binky, their middle-aged cocker spaniel. All in all, it was a typical Friday night at the Morrisons’.

“I think I fixed the Chevy. Needed timing, that’s all.” Harry came into the family room wiping his hands on a dish towel. Mary Beth thought briefly of how often she’d told him not to spread the kitchen linens around the house, then lifted her face for his kiss. The scent of the aftershave she’d given him for his birthday lingered on his cheeks.

“My hero. I hated the idea of breaking down on the way to the bake sale on Sunday.”

“It’s humming right along now. Pipe down, Jonas.” Without breaking rhythm, he lifted Pat into his arms for a snuggle. “Why don’t we take her for a test drive?”

Mary Beth pushed back from the desk. It was tempting, just the idea of getting out of the house for an hour, maybe stopping off for ice cream or indulging the kids in a round of miniature golf. Then she looked back down at her accounts.

“I’ve got to get this straightened out so I can make a deposit in the automatic teller tomorrow morning.”

“You look tired.” Harry planted a kiss on Pat’s cheek, then set her down again.

“Just a little.”

He eyed the bills and numbers. “I could give you a hand.”

Mary Beth tallied figures without looking up. “Thanks, but the last time you helped me, it took me six months to get us back on track.”

“Insults.” He ruffled her hair. “I’d take offense if it wasn’t true. Jonas, you’re pressing your luck.”

“He takes his games too seriously,” Mary Beth murmured. “Just like his father.”

“Games are serious.” He bent down again to whisper in her ear. “Wanna play?”

She laughed. This was a man she’d known for over twenty years, and he still made her pulse flutter. “At this rate I should be done by midnight.”

“Would it help if I cleared the kids out for a while?”

She smiled up at him. “You read my mind. If I had an hour of uninterrupted silence, I might figure out how to squeeze out the money for those new tires.”

“Say no more.” He leaned over and kissed her. From his position on the floor, Jonas rolled his eyes. His parents were always kissing each other. “Do yourself a favor and take those contacts out. You’ve had them in too long again.”

“You’re probably right. Thanks, Harry, you may be saving my sanity.”

“I like you crazy.” He kissed her again, then held up his hands. “Anyone in the mood for a drive and hot fudge sundaes meet in the garage in two minutes.”

The scrambling started instantly. Game pieces scattered, shoes were hunted up. Binky went off on a tangent of barking until the kitten chased him out of the room. Mary Beth unearthed Pat’s little pink sweater with the rhinestones and reminded Jonas to comb his hair. He didn’t, but it was the thought that counted.

Inside of ten minutes, the house was empty. Hugging the silence to her for a moment, Mary Beth sat at the desk again. There would be a family cleanup the next day, but right now she wasn’t even going to look at the mess the kids had left behind.

She had everything she wanted: a loving husband, kids that made her laugh, a house filled with character, and, hopefully, a Chevy that didn’t misfire. Bending back over her account book, she began to work.

Half an hour later, she remembered Harry’s advice about her contacts. They had been her one true personal indulgence. She hated glasses, had hated them since she’d put on her first pair at the age of eight. She’d been wearing Coke-bottle lenses by high school and had embarrassed herself time after time by walking blindly down the halls because she refused to put her glasses on. Always one to know what she wanted and how to get it, she’d taken a summer job in her junior year and spent every dime on contact lenses. Since that moment, she’d gotten into the habit of popping them in almost from her first waking moment and leaving them in place until she climbed into bed.

Because reading or bookwork made her eyes ache after a few hours, she often took them out, then with her nose against the page finished the job. With a little grumble of complaint, she got up and went upstairs to take them out for the night.

As in all things, Mary Beth was conscientious. She cleaned her lenses, put them in new solution, and left them to soak. Because Pat liked to poke in the vanity drawers for lipstick, Mary Beth put the case on the top shelf of the medicine cabinet. Leaning close to the bathroom mirror, she considered touching up her makeup. She and Harry hadn’t managed to find time to make love in days. But tonight, if they could tuck all the kids into bed …

With a smile, Mary Beth reached for her lipstick. When the dog began to bark, she ignored him. If he had to go out, he’d just have to hold his bladder a minute.

Jerald pushed open the door that led from the garage to the kitchen. He hadn’t felt this good in days. It was this edgy, one-foot-over-the-cliff feeling that really made life worthwhile. He should have realized it before. It was like being a demigod, one of the Greek myths with an immortal father and mortal mother. Heroic, ruthless, and blessed. That’s really what he was. His father was so powerful, so all-seeing, so untouchable. His mother was beautiful … and flawed. That’s why, as their son, he could feel such power and know such fear. The combination was incredible. And because of all that he could feel such pity and such disdain for ordinary mortals. They walked blindly through life, never realizing how closely they marched with death, or how easily he could quicken death’s pace.

He was becoming more like his father every day, Jerald thought. More all-seeing, more all-knowing. Soon he wouldn’t need the computer to show him the way. He would simply know.

Wetting his lips, he peered through the crack of the door. He hadn’t counted on a dog. He could see it, backed into a corner of the kitchen and snarling. He’d have to kill it of course. His teeth gleamed in the darkness a minute as he considered it. He thought it was a pity he wouldn’t be able to take his time about it, to experiment. He opened the door a bit wider and started to step out when he heard her.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Binky, that’s enough. You’ll have Mr. Carlyse complaining again.” Moving by memory more than sight, Mary Beth walked to the back door without bothering with the lights. “Come on, out you go.”

From his corner, Binky continued to watch the garage door and snarl.

“Look, I don’t have time for this. I want to finish things up.” She walked over and took the dog by the collar. “Out, Binky. I can’t believe you’re worked up over a silly kitten. You’ll get used to her.” She pulled the dog to the door and gave him a none-too-gentle shove. The indulgent laugh caught in her throat when she turned.

She was everything Jerald had known she would be. Soft, warm, understanding. She’d been waiting for him, of course. She’d even put the dog outside so they wouldn’t be disturbed. She was so pretty with her big frightened eyes and her high rounded breasts. She smelled like honeysuckle. He remembered how she talked of making long, slow love in a meadow. As he looked at her, he could almost see the clover.

He wanted to hold her, to let her do all the sweet, gentle things she’d promised. Then he wanted to give her the best. The ultimate.

“What do you want?” She could see little more than a shadow, but it was enough to have her heart pounding in her throat.

“Everything you promised, Mary Beth.”

“I don’t know you.” Stay calm, she ordered herself. If he’d come to rob the house, he could take whatever he wanted. She’d personally hand over her grandmother’s crystal goblets. Thank God the children weren’t home. Thank God they were safe. The Feldspars had been robbed last year, and it had taken months to straighten out the insurance. How long had Harry been gone? Her thoughts tumbled one into the next as she tried to hold on.

“Yes, you do. You’ve talked to me, really only to me all these nights. You always understood. Now we can finally be together.” He was walking toward her. She backed up until her hips hit the counter. “I’m going to give you more than you can imagine. I know how.”

“My husband’s coming right back.”

He just continued to smile, his eyes blank, his lips curved. “I want you to undress me the way you promised.” He gathered her hair in his hand. Not to hurt her, just to be firm. Women liked men to be firm, especially delicate women with gentle voices. “Now, Mary Beth. Take your clothes off, slowly. Then I want you to touch me, everywhere. Do all those sweet things to me, Mary Beth. All those sweet, gentle things you promised.”

He was just a child. Wasn’t he? She tried to focus on his face, but the room was dark and her vision fuzzy. “I can’t. You don’t want to do this. Just go and I’ll—” The words were cut off as he jerked her hair. She cringed back as his free hand covered her throat.

“You want to be persuaded. That’s all right.” He talked quietly, but his excitement was building, spreading, banding tight around his heart, pushing hard into his lungs. “Desiree wanted to be persuaded too. I didn’t mind. I loved her. She was perfect. I think you are too, but I need to be sure. I’ll undress you. I’ll touch you.” When he moved his hand from her throat to her breast she drew in her breath to scream. “Don’t.” His fingers dug in cruelly. His voice changed again. There was a whine in it now that was much more frightening than when he gave orders. “I don’t want you to scream. That’s not what I want and I’ll hurt you if you do. I liked hearing Roxanne scream, but not you. She was a slut, do you understand?”

“Yes.” She would have told him anything he wanted to hear. “Yes, I understand.”

“But you’re not a slut. You and Desiree are different. I could tell the minute I heard you.” He was calming again, calming, though he was hard as a rock and wanted to be free of his jeans. “Now, I want you to talk to me while I do this. Talk to me, like you did before.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Bile rose up as he pressed against her. God, he couldn’t be doing this. It couldn’t be happening. She wanted Harry. She wanted her babies. She wanted it to be over. “I don’t know you. You’re making a mistake.”

He brought his hand between her legs. He enjoyed the way she jerked and whimpered. She was ready for him all right, sweet and ready. “It’s going to be different this time. This time, we won’t hurry. I want you to show me things, do things, then when I’m finished it’ll be even better than the others. Touch me, Mary Beth. The others didn’t touch me.”

She was crying now and hating herself for it. This was her house, her home, and she wouldn’t be violated this way. She made herself reach for him, and waited until she heard him groan. Going with desperation, she rammed her elbow into his stomach and ran. He caught her hair with a vicious jerk as her hand closed over the doorknob. The moment he did, she knew he was going to kill her.

“You lied. You’re a liar and a whore just like the others. So I’ll treat you like the others.” Near tears himself, he brought the back of his hand hard against her face. Her lip split. It was the taste of her own blood that galvanized her.

She was not going to die like this, in her own kitchen. She was not going to leave her husband and children alone. Screaming, she clawed at his face and when he yelped, managed to yank open the door. She’d intended to run for her life, but Binky wanted to be a hero.

The small dog had sharp teeth. He used them viciously on Jerald’s calf. Howling with rage, he managed to kick the dog aside, only to turn and find himself faced with the business end of a butcher knife.

“Get out of my house.” Mary Beth held the handle with both hands. She was too dazed to be surprised that she had every intention of using it if he took another step toward her.

Binky managed to get to his feet. As soon as he’d shaken his head clear, he began to growl again.

“Bitch,” Jerald hissed at her as he edged toward the door. None of them had ever hurt him before. His face was aching, and his leg—he could feel the warm, wet blood seep through his jeans. He’d make her pay. He’d make all of them pay. “Lying whores, all of you. I only wanted to give you what you wanted. I was going to be good to you.” There was a whine in his voice again that made her shudder. He sounded like a small, evil boy who’d broken his favorite toy. “I was going to give you the best. Next time you’re all going to suffer.”

When Harry brought the kids home twenty minutes later, Mary Beth was sitting at the kitchen table, still holding the butcher knife and watching the back door.

♦  ♦  ♦

“Wine all around, except for the expectant mother.” Grace passed out glasses as Ben poured. “You get some kind of juice, Tess. God knows what it is, you can never tell with Ed.”

“Papaya,” Ed muttered as Tess sniffed dubiously at her glass.

“A toast then.” Grace lifted her glass in salute. “To new beginnings and continuity.”

Glasses clinked.

“So when are you going to get some furniture in here?” Ben sat on the edge of the crate beside Tess. “You can’t live in a construction zone forever.”

“It’s a matter of priorities. I’m finishing the drywall in the bedroom over the weekend.” Ed sipped as he considered his partner. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Busy,” Ben said immediately. “I’ve got to—ah, clean out the vegetable bin in the fridge. Can’t have Tess slaving over housework in her condition.”

“I’ll remember that.” Tess took another tentative sip of the juice. “Anyway, I’ve got to run into the clinic for a couple of hours tomorrow. I could drop you off.”

Ben gave her a sour look. “Thanks. Ed, don’t you think Tess should cut back, take some time off? Put her feet up?”

“Actually …” Ed leaned back comfortably against a sawhorse. “An active mind and body make for healthier mother and baby. Studies initiated by obstetricians over the last ten years indicate that—”

“Shit,” Ben interrupted. “Ask a simple question. What about you, Grace? As a woman, don’t you believe an expectant mother should pamper herself?”

Unmindful of sawdust, Grace lowered herself to the floor, Indian style. “It depends.”

“On?”

“On whether she’d die of boredom. I would. Now, if she were considering the Boston Marathon, it might require discussion. Are you thinking of that, Tess?”

“I was thinking of starting with something local first.”

“Sensible,” Grace decided. “This is a sensible woman. You, on the other hand,” she said to Ben, “are typical.”

“Typical what?”

“A typical male. And that makes you, under the circumstances, an overprotective worrywart. Which is okay. It’s cute. And I’m sure that Tess, being a woman, and one with psychiatric training, will be able to satisfactorily exploit that over the next seven months, one week, and three days.” Lifting the bottle of wine, she tipped more into Ben’s glass.

“Thanks. I think.”

Grace smiled at him over the rim of her own glass. “I like you, Detective Paris.”

He grinned and, leaning over, touched his glass to hers. “I like you too, Gracie.” He glanced up when Ed’s phone rang. “While you’re answering that, see if you’ve got anything to eat in the kitchen that isn’t green.”

“Amen,” Grace murmured into her glass. After glancing over her shoulder, Grace spoke again. “You won’t believe what I ate over here the other night. Artichoke bottoms.”

“Please.” Ben shuddered. “Not while I’m breathing.”

“Actually, they weren’t nearly as bad as I thought they’d be. Has he always been this way? Eating roots and things?”

“That man hasn’t had a hamburger in years. It’s scary.”

“But sweet,” Grace added and smiled into her glass in a way that had Tess speculating.

“Sorry,” Ed began as he walked back in. “We’ve got a call.”

“Christ, can’t a man even celebrate childbirth?” But Ben automatically set his drink aside.

“It’s in Montgomery County.”

“Over the line? What do they want us for?”

Ed glanced at Grace. “Attempted rape. Looks like our man.”

“Oh God.” Grace jolted to her feet so that wine sloshed over her hand.

Tess rose with her husband. “Ed—the victim?”

“Shaken, but okay. Got her hands on a butcher knife. Between that and the family dog, she held him off.”

“Let me have the address. I’ll drop Tess off and meet you there.”

“I’m going with you.” Before Ben could object, Tess laid a hand on his arm. “I can help, not only you, but the victim. I know how to handle this, and it’s almost certain she’ll be more comfortable talking to a woman.”

“Tess is right.” Ed walked to the closet off the hall to get his gun. It was the first time Grace had seen him with it. She tried to equate the man who so easily strapped it on with the one who’d carried her through the rain. “This is the first woman we know of that he’s made contact with who’s still alive. Tess might make it easier for her to talk.” He pulled a jacket over his shoulder holster. Grace’s long, speculative look at him, and at his weapon, hadn’t gone unnoticed. “I’m sorry, Grace, I don’t have any idea how long we’ll be.”

“I want to go. I want to talk to her.”

“It’s not possible. It’s not,” he repeated, taking her shoulders as she started to move past him. “It won’t help you, and it would only make it harder on her. Grace …” She had a stubborn chin. Ed cupped a hand under it until her gaze met his. “She’s been badly frightened. Think about it. She doesn’t need more people around, especially one who would remind her of what might have happened. Even if I bent the rules, going there wouldn’t help.”

She knew he was right. She hated knowing he was right. “I’m not going home until you get back and tell me everything. I want to know what he looks like. I want a picture in my head.”

He didn’t like the way she made the last statement. Revenge almost always bit the one who held it the tightest. “I’ll let you know what I can. It could take a while.”

“I’ll wait.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Right here.”

He kissed her, lingering over it a moment. “Lock the door.”

Mary Beth didn’t want a tranquilizer. She’d always had a morbid fear of pills that had prevented her from taking anything stronger than aspirin. She was, however, holding on to a snifter of the brandy she and Harry saved for special guests.

The children had been sent to a neighbor’s as soon as Harry had gotten a grip on what had happened. Now, he was sitting as close to his wife as he could manage, his arm around her waist and his hand stroking wherever he could reach. He’d always known he loved her, but until tonight he hadn’t known she was the beginning and the end of his world.

“We’ve already talked to the police,” he said when Ed showed his identification. “How many times does she have to answer the same questions? Hasn’t she been through enough already?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Morrison. We’ll do everything we can to make this easier.”

“The only thing you have to do is get the bastard. That’s what cops are for. That’s what you get paid for.”

“Harry, please.”

“I’m sorry, baby.” His tone changed instantly as he turned to his wife. It was more difficult for him to look at the bruise on her face than to think about what might have been. The bruise was tangible, the might-have-been a nightmare, unreal. “You don’t have to talk anymore if you don’t want to.”

“We just have a few questions.” Ben eased down in a chair, hoping that seated he’d be less intimidating. “Believe me, Mr. Morrison, we want to get him. We need your help.”

“How the hell would you feel if it was your wife?” Harry demanded. “If I knew where to start I’d be after him myself.”

“This is my wife.” Ben spoke quietly as he gestured to Tess. “And I know exactly how you feel.”

“Mrs. Morrison.” Instead of sitting, Tess crouched down beside the sofa. “Maybe you’d be more comfortable talking to me. I’m a doctor.”

“I don’t need a doctor.” Mary Beth glanced down at the brandy as if surprised to find it in her hand. “He didn’t—he was going to, but he didn’t.”

“He didn’t rape you,” Tess said gently. “But that doesn’t mean you weren’t violated, and frightened. Holding in the anger, the fear, the shame—” She saw the last word hit home and waited just a moment. “Holding it all in only hurts more. There are places you can go, people you can talk to who have gone through the same ordeal. They know what you’re feeling, and what your husband is feeling now.”

“It was in my home.” Mary Beth began to cry for the first time. The tears that squeezed out of her eyes and ran down her face were thin and hot. “It seemed so much worse that it was in my home. I kept thinking, what will I do if my children come in. What will he do to my babies. And then …” Tess eased the snifter from her as her hands began to shake. “I kept praying that it was all a dream, that it wasn’t really happening. He said he knew me, and he called me by name. But I didn’t know who he was and he was going to rape me. He—he touched me. Harry.” She turned her head into his shoulder and sobbed.

“Oh baby, he won’t hurt you again.” His hands were gentle on her hair, but there was a look in his eyes that said murder, plain and simple. “You’re safe. Nobody’s going to hurt you. Damn you, can’t you see what this is doing to her?”

“Mr. Morrison.” Ed wasn’t sure how to begin. The anger was justified. He felt some of it himself but knew, as a cop, he could never let it blind him to procedure. Still, he understood, and he decided to play it straight. “We have reason to believe your wife was very lucky tonight. This man has attacked twice before, and the other women weren’t so lucky.”

“He’s done this before?” The tears were still flowing but Mary Beth turned to Ed. “Are you sure?”

“We’ll be sure, after you answer some questions.”

She was breathing very fast, but he saw that she was fighting to steady herself. “All right, but I’ve already told the other officers what happened. I don’t want to go through it all again.”

“You won’t have to,” Ben assured her. “Will you work with a police artist on a composite drawing?”

“I didn’t see him very well.” Grateful, she accepted the snifter back from Tess. “It was dark in the kitchen, and I’d taken out my contacts. I have very bad vision. He wasn’t much more than a blur.”

“You’ll be surprised how much you saw when you start piecing it together.” Ed took out his notebook. He wanted to treat her gently. With her cozy little house and pretty face, she reminded him of his sister. “Mrs. Morrison, you said he called you by name.”

“Yes, he called me Mary Beth several times. It was so strange to hear him say it. He told me, he said something about how I’d promised him things. That he wanted …” Even with her blurred vision, she couldn’t look at Ed. Swallowing, she looked down at Tess. “He said he wanted me to do things to him, sweet, gentle things. I remember because I was so scared and it seemed so crazy to hear that.”

Ben waited while she sipped the brandy. “Mrs. Morrison, do you know anything about a company called Fantasy, Incorporated?”

When she blushed, the bruise on her face stood out. But she would no more lie than cut out her tongue. “Yes.”

“That’s none of your business,” Harry began.

“The other two victims were both employees of Fantasy,” Ed said flatly.

“Oh God.” Mary Beth squeezed her eyes shut. There were no tears now, just a dull, dry fear. “Oh my God.”

“I should never have let you do that.” Harry rubbed his hand over his face. “I must have been crazy.”

“His voice, Mrs. Morrison,” Ben prompted. “Did you recognize it? Have you talked to him before?”

“No, no, I’m sure I haven’t. He was only a child. We don’t take calls from minors.”

“Why do you say he was a child?” Ed spoke quickly, while they had the edge.

“Because he was. Seventeen or eighteen at best. Yes.” The flush faded into pallor as she thought back. “I’m not sure how, but I know he was young. Not tall, only a few inches taller than me. I’m five-five. And he wasn’t, well, filled out. I just kept thinking he was a kid and it couldn’t be real. I know I’ve never heard his voice before. I couldn’t have forgotten it.” Even now, with her husband’s arm around her, she could hear it. “And he said—” Without thinking, she reached out for Tess’s hand. “Oh God, I remember he said it was going to be different this time. He wasn’t going to rush. He kept talking about someone named Desiree and how he loved her. He mentioned her a few times. He said something about a Roxanne and that she was a slut. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ed noted it down. One more piece, he thought. One more piece to the puzzle.

“Mrs. Morrison.” Tess touched her hand again. “Did he seem to confuse you with Desiree?”

“No,” Mary Beth decided after a minute. “No, it was more like a comparison. Whenever he said that name, it was almost with a kind of reverence. That sounds stupid.”

“No.” Tess turned until her gaze met Ben’s. “No, it doesn’t.”

“He seemed, well, almost friendly in a horrible way. I don’t know how to explain it. It was as if he expected me to be pleased to see him. He only got angry when I resisted. Then he was furious—like a child is when you take something away. There were tears in his voice. He called me a whore—no, he said we were all whores, all lying whores and that the next time he’d make all of us suffer.”

The fat cocker spaniel waddled in and sniffed at Tess.

“That’s Binky,” Mary Beth said with a few fresh tears. “If it hadn’t been for him—”

“He’s eating steak for the rest of his life.” Harry brought her hand to his lips as she managed a watery laugh.

“I’d dragged the poor dog outside thinking he was barking at the cat, and all the time …” She trailed off again and shook her head. “I know this is going to get in the papers, but I’d appreciate it if you could minimize it. The children.” She looked toward Tess again, feeling a woman would understand. “I don’t want them to have to face all of this. And the business about Fantasy, well, it’s not that I’m ashamed of it, really. It seemed like such a handy way to start college funds, but I’m not sure the other mothers would like the Brownie troop leader involved in that sort of thing.”

“We’ll do what we can,” Ed promised. “If I could give you some advice, I’d say to turn in your resignation there.”

“Already done,” Harry said.

“It would also be best if you weren’t alone for the next few days.”

Mary Beth paled again. This time her skin seemed translucent. Whatever courage she’d managed to work up trembled on the edge. “You think he’ll be back?”

“There’s no way to be sure.” Ed hated to frighten her, but he wanted to save her life. “This is a very dangerous man, Mrs. Morrison. We don’t want you to take any unnecessary chances. We’re going to arrange for protection. In the meantime, we’d like you to come down to the station and look at mug shots, and work with the police artist.”

“I’ll do whatever I can. I want you to catch him soon. Very soon.”

“You may just have helped us do that.” Ben rose. “We appreciate your cooperation.”

“I—I never offered you coffee.” Mary Beth found herself suddenly and terribly afraid to let them go. She wanted to be surrounded and safe. They were policemen, and police knew what to do. “I don’t know what I could have been thinking of.”

“That’s all right.” Tess squeezed her hand so that they rose together. “You should rest now. Let your husband take you upstairs. He’ll stay with you. When you go down to the station tomorrow, they can give you numbers to call, organizations that can help you deal with this. Or you can just call and talk to me.”

“I’m not used to being scared.” In Tess’s eyes she saw compassion, female compassion. And she needed it, she discovered, more than she needed the police. “In my own kitchen. I’m afraid to go in my own kitchen.”

“Why don’t you let me take you upstairs?” Tess murmured as she slipped an arm around Mary Beth’s waist. “You can lie down.” Tess led her from the room. Frustrated, helpless, her husband looked after her.

“If I’d stayed home—”

“He’d have waited,” Ed interrupted. “We’re dealing with a very dangerous, very determined man, Mr. Morrison.”

“Mary Beth never hurt anyone in her life. She’s the most generous woman I’ve ever known. He had no right to do this to her, to put that look on her face.” Harry picked up Mary Beth’s brandy and downed it in two swallows. “Maybe he’s a dangerous man, but if I find him first, he’s going to be a eunuch.”


Chapter 12

She’d left a light burning for him. Ed was glad Grace had gone home to bed because she would ask questions. And he would have to answer them. Still, it touched him, foolishly, that she’d left the light burning.

He was tired, dead tired, but too wound up to sleep. In the kitchen, he reached for the juice and drank straight from the pitcher. She’d put the wine away and washed the glasses. When a man had spent so many years doing for himself, such little things were overwhelming.

He was already in love with her. The first romantic fantasies he’d indulged in had cemented. The trouble was, he didn’t know quite what to do about it. He’d been infatuated before, and had never had a problem taking those feelings to their logical conclusion. But love was a different ball game.

He’d always been a traditional man. Women were to be treasured and appreciated and protected. The woman you loved was to be treated gently, respected, and above all, cherished. He wanted to put her on a pedestal, but he was already aware that Grace would squirm until she toppled off.

He could be patient. That was one of the best qualities in a cop and one he’d been lucky enough to be born with. So the logical step was to give her time and space until he could successfully maneuver her exactly where he wanted her to be. With him.

Ed left enough juice for breakfast, then started upstairs. On the top landing he began to strip out of his jacket. He’d meant to leave both that and his weapon in the closet downstairs but was too tired to go back. Rubbing the tension at the nape of his neck, he pushed open the bedroom door with his foot, then hit the lights.

“Oh God, is it morning already?”

His hand was on the butt of his weapon instantly, then his fingers went quietly numb. Grace was stretched out over his bed. Shifting, she shielded her eyes with one hand and yawned. It took him a minute to realize that she was wearing one of his shirts and nothing else.

“Hi.” She blinked and managed a smile as she squinted at him. “What time is it?”

“Late.”

“Yeah.” After pushing herself up, she stretched her shoulders. “I was just going to lie down a minute. This body isn’t used to manual labor. I had a shower. I hope that’s okay.”

“Sure.” He thought it might help if he looked at her face, just her face. But it didn’t. His mouth was bone-dry again.

“I closed up that gunk you put on the walls and cleaned off the tools. After that I twiddled my thumbs.” She was awake now, her eyes adjusted. Tilting her head, she studied him. He looked as though someone had just planted a sledgehammer in the region of his solar plexus. “You all right?”

“Yeah. I didn’t know you were still here.”

“I couldn’t go until you got back. Can you tell me what happened?”

After peeling off his shoulder holster, he hooked it over a rickety ladder-back chair he planned to refinish. “The lady was lucky. She fought him off, then her dog got to him.”

“I hope the dog hadn’t had his shots. Was it the same man, Ed? I need to know.”

“You want the official response or mine?”

“Yours.”

“It was the same guy. He’s pissed now, Grace.” Rubbing his hands over his face, Ed sat on the edge of the bed. “Tess thinks this is only going to make him more volatile, more unpredictable. He’s been threatened now, and his pattern destroyed. She thinks he’ll lick his wounds, and when he’s ready, he’s going to go hunting.”

She nodded. Now wasn’t the time to tell him the chance she was taking herself. “The woman—she saw him?”

“It was dark. Apparently she can’t see two feet in front of her face anyway.” He would have sworn if he’d thought it would do any good. A decent description and they’d have him, prince or pauper, off the streets and into a cage. “She got impressions. We’ll see what we can do with them.”

“More of your pieces?”

He moved his shoulders, but the tension stayed lodged. “We’ll do some cross-checking on Fantasy’s client list, talk to neighbors. Sometimes you get lucky.”

“You’re tied up about this,” she murmured. Because he seemed to need it, she shifted to rub his shoulders. “I didn’t realize that before. I guess I thought you just took it all as it came. Routine.”

He glanced over his shoulder. His eyes were cooler than she’d seen them before, and harder. “It’s never routine.”

No, it wouldn’t be, not with a man like this. He would care too much. Despite her effort to prevent it, her gaze drifted over to rest on his weapon. He didn’t change when he took it off. That was something she’d have to remember. “How do you get through it? How do you manage to see what you see and do what you do and get through the next day?”

“Some drink. A lot of us drink.” He gave a half laugh. The tension was easing out of his shoulders and moving elsewhere. She had great hands. He wanted to tell her how much he wanted to put himself in them. “It’s escape. Everybody looks for their own.”

“What’s yours?”

“I work with my hands, I read books.” He shrugged. “I drink.”

Grace rested her chin on his shoulder. It was a strong one, a broad one. She felt at home there. “Ever since Kathleen was killed I’ve been feeling sorry for myself. I kept thinking it wasn’t fair, what did I do to deserve it? It’s been hard to get beyond losing my sister to look at the overall picture.” She shut her eyes a moment. He smelled good. Homey, secure, like a quiet fire in the evening. “For the last couple of days I’ve really been trying to do that. When I pull it off, I realize how much you’ve helped me. I don’t know if I’d have been able to get through the last two weeks or so without you. You’ve been a good friend, Ed.”

“Glad I could help.”

She smiled a little. “I’ve been wondering if you’ve given any thought to being more. I got the impression, correct me if I’m wrong, that before we were interrupted tonight we were about to move on to the next stage.”

He caught her hand in his. If she kept touching him, he wouldn’t be able to give her that time and space he was so sure she needed. “Why don’t you let me walk you home?”

She wasn’t a woman to give up easily. Nor was she one to keep banging her head against a stone wall. On a long breath, she sat back on her heels. “You know what, Jackson, if I didn’t know better I’d swear you were afraid of me.”

“I’m terrified of you.”

Surprise came first, then a slow, easy smile. “Really? Tell you what …” She began to unbutton his shirt. “I’ll be gentle.”

“Grace.” Still cautious, he covered her hands with his. “Once isn’t going to be enough.”

She curled her fingers into his. She didn’t make commitments easily, but when she did, she meant it. “Okay. Why don’t you let me finish seducing you?”

This time he smiled. He released her hands to brush his own up her arms. “You did that the day I looked up and saw you in the window.”

With his hand on her cheek he leaned to kiss her gently, softly. This was a taste he wanted to remember. It was richer, sweeter than he allowed himself. He felt her arms slip around his neck. He felt her give. Generosity. Wasn’t that really what every man wanted from a woman? Grace would never be miserly with her emotions and now, just now, he needed all she could spare. With care, he lowered her back against the mattress.

The light was bright and the room smelled of dust. He’d imagined it so much differently. Candles, music, the glint of wine in glasses. He’d wanted to give her all those pretty, romantic trappings. But she was exactly what he’d imagined. She was exactly what he’d wanted.

Her murmur against his mouth sent his pulse scrambling. As she unbuttoned his shirt he felt the cool brush of her fingers against his chest. Her lips curved against his, then parted. Her sigh filled his mouth with warmth.

He didn’t want to rush her. He was almost afraid to touch, knowing once he did his control might snap. But she moved against him and he was lost.

She’d never known any man to be so gentle, so sweet, so concerned. That in itself became an arousal. No one had ever treated her as if she were fragile—perhaps because she wasn’t. But now, with him taking such care, with him showing such tenderness, she felt fragile.

Her skin seemed softer. Her heart beat faster. Her hands, as she ran them over him, shook slightly. She’d known she’d wanted this, wanted him, but she hadn’t known it would be so important.

This wasn’t just the next stage, she realized, but something altogether different from anything she’d experienced. For a moment she thought she understood what he’d meant when he’d said he was terrified.

She lifted her mouth to his again and felt the need tangle with nerves, then nerves twine with an ache. Her fingers were trembling when she reached for the snap of his jeans. Again, his hand covered hers.

“I want you,” she murmured. “I didn’t know how much.”

He ran kisses over her face as emotion swelled in him. He never wanted to forget how she looked just now, with her eyes like smoke and her skin flushed with passion. “We have time. We have plenty of time.”

With his eyes on hers, he unbuttoned her shirt, then spread it open so he could look at her. “You’re so pretty.”

The ache faded a bit, so she smiled. “So are you.” Reaching up, she slipped his shirt from his shoulders. He was powerfully built, almost ferocious to look at, but she felt nothing like fear this time. She reached up again and brought him down to her.

Flesh warmed flesh, then heated. Though the gentleness remained in his hands, there was steel beneath it. Time spun out. He touched. She stroked. He tasted. She savored. There were degrees to intimacy. She’d thought she’d known them. Until now, she hadn’t fully comprehended how intense it could be. She shuddered when his beard brushed over her breasts. This was a primitive feeling, like the flash heat of a tree struck by lightning. As she took her hands over his back to test the muscles that bunched and flexed, she felt both the strength and the control.

His lips coursed down, hot against her dampening skin. Not lightning now, but a low, smoldering fire. She arched against him, trust absolute, desire overpowering. When he took her over the first peak, he groaned with her.

She struggled to fill her lungs with air. She wanted to say his name, to tell him—anything. But she could only shudder and reach for him.

Her pulse was galloping and the knot that had lodged in his chest was spreading. She was pulling at the rest of his clothes now, suddenly strong, desperately determined. She rolled on top of him, covering his flesh with frantic kisses, then laughing with delight as his clothes were finally peeled away.

He had a warrior’s body—and so he was. The strength, the discipline, and the scars were there. So there were true heroes, Grace thought as she touched him. They were flesh and blood and very, very rare.

He would have waited, or would have tried to. He would have pulled the strings of passion still tauter. But she was sliding down on him, taking him into her, filling herself with him. He could only grasp her hips and let her ride.

Grace threw her head back and peaked so fast she nearly crumpled forward. Then their hands clasped hard, fingers linking. The need built again, incredibly, until she was driving him as furiously as she drove herself.

She heard his long, desperate moan. Then her own body arched as pleasure arrowed into it. Her mind emptied as she slid bonelessly down to him.

He’d pulled the spread over them, but he hadn’t turned off the light. Grace was cuddled against his chest, dozing, he thought. Ed didn’t think he’d ever need to sleep again. He liked the way she tossed one leg over his, the way she’d wrapped herself around him as if she wanted to stay. He was stroking her hair because he couldn’t bring himself to stop touching her.

“You know what?” Her voice was throaty as she snuggled a little closer.

“What?”

“I feel like I’ve just climbed a mountain. Something on the scale of Everest. Then I parachuted down through all that cold, thin air. Nothing has ever felt so wonderful.” She turned her head so that she could smile up at him. “And you were right, once would never be enough.” She laughed and snuggled into his neck. “You smell so good. You know, when I put your shirt on before, I finally hit on it. Ed Jackson, tough cop, former linebacker—”

“Defensive tackle,” he corrected.

“Whatever. Detective Jackson uses baby powder. Johnson & Johnson. Right?”

“It works.”

“I can attest to that.” Like a puppy, she sniffed along his neck and shoulders. “The only trouble is, I have a feeling every time I smell a baby I’m going to get turned on.”

“I’m thinking about having that shirt bronzed.”

She nipped at his ear. “Is that what finally turned the trick?”

“No, but it didn’t hurt. I’ve always been a sucker for legs.”

“Oh yeah.” Smiling, she rubbed hers against his. “And what else?”

“You. Right from the start.” He caught her hair in his hand so that he could look at her. So much for timing and caution and well-laid plans. “Grace, I want you to marry me.”

She couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open, or prevent the gasp that was one part surprise, one part alarm. She tried to speak, but her mind, for once, was completely blank. She could only stare, and as she did, she saw his words hadn’t been spoken on impulse; he’d thought them through very carefully.

“Wow.”

“I love you, Grace.” He saw her eyes change at that, soften. But they were still shadowed by something like fear. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted. I want to spend my life with you, take care of you. I know it’s not easy being married to a cop, but I can promise to do everything I can to make it work.”

She drew away slowly. “I’ll say this, once you get going, you move fast.”

“I didn’t know what I was waiting for, but I knew I’d recognize it. I recognized you, Grace.”

“God.” She pressed a hand to her heart. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to hyperventilate. “I’m not often taken so completely by surprise. Ed, we’ve only known each other for a few weeks, and …” She trailed off as he continued to look at her. “You’re serious.”

“I never asked anyone to marry me before, because I didn’t want to make a mistake. This isn’t a mistake.”

“You—you don’t really know me. I’m not really a nice person. I’m cranky when things aren’t going my way. And God knows, I’m moody. I have a temper even my closest friends live in fear of, and—this isn’t getting through.”

“I love you.”

“Oh Ed.” She took both of his hands. “I don’t know what to say to you.”

She wasn’t going to say what he wanted to hear. He was already dealing with that. “Tell me how you feel.”

“I don’t know. I haven’t worked it out. Tonight—I can tell you truthfully that I’ve never felt closer to anyone. I’ve never felt stronger about anyone. But marriage. Ed, I’ve never even thought about marriage for myself in general, much less to a specific person. I don’t know how to be a wife.”

He brought her hand to his lips. “Are you telling me no?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again. “I can’t seem to. I can’t say yes either. It’s a hell of a spot to be in.”

“Why don’t you just tell me you’ll think about it.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said quickly. “Christ, you made my head spin.”

“That’s a start.” He pulled her to him again. “Why don’t I finish the job?”

“Ed.” She put her hand to his cheek before he could kiss her. “Thanks for asking.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Ed.” She held him off a second time, but now her eyes were laughing. “Are you sure you don’t just want my body?”

“Could be. Why don’t I check it out again, to be sure?”

It would have been nice to spend Saturday lazing around, or helping Ed give the drywall a second coat. Still, Grace was grateful he had to spend most of his day off at the station. She had a lot to think about, and she did that best alone. It also gave her the opportunity to have the extra phone line hooked up without having to explain herself. That would have to happen soon enough.

She was setting herself up as bait. That meant going to work for Fantasy. For as long as it took, or until they caught her sister’s killer some other way, Grace was going to be spending her evenings on the phone talking to strangers. One of them, sooner or later, would put in a personal appearance.

Ed would work his puzzle his way, but she would go straight to the heart and make the pieces fit.

She hadn’t liked buying the gun. In Manhattan, she’d never felt the need for one. She knew the city was dangerous, but to others, to those who didn’t know where and when to walk. Somehow, she’d always felt safe there, in the crowds, on the streets that were so familiar. But now, living in this quiet suburban neighborhood, she felt the need.

It was a .32, small and snub-nosed. It looked like it meant business. She’d handled guns before. Research. She’d even spent time on the firing range so she would understand what it felt like when you pulled the trigger. She’d been told she had an excellent eye. Even when she bought it, Grace had serious doubts about whether she could fire one of those neat little bullets into a living thing.

She tucked it into her nightstand and tried to forget it.

The morning passed while she served the man from the phone company coffee and kept an eye on the window. She didn’t want Ed to get back before it was a fait accompli. He couldn’t do anything to stop her, of course. It helped to repeat that a few times. Still, Grace watched the window as she sipped coffee and listened to the installer talk about his son’s Little League prowess.

As she’d told Ed, people always talked to her. Usually within minutes of an acquaintance they were telling her things reserved for family or the closest of friends. It was something she’d always taken in stride, but now, just now, she thought it would be wise to analyze it.

Did she have that kind of face? Absently Grace ran a hand over her cheek. That might be part of it, she decided, but it probably had more to do with her being a good listener, as Ed had suggested. She often listened with half an ear while she worked out a plot complication or characterization. But because she listened well, half was apparently enough.

People trusted her. She was going to exploit that now. She was going to harden herself and make Kathleen’s killer trust her. When he trusted her enough, he’d come to her. She moistened her lips and smiled as the installer told her about his son’s phenomenal play at second in his last game. When he came to her, she was going to be ready. She wasn’t going to be taken by surprise like Kathleen and the others.

She knew exactly what she was doing. Hadn’t she spent most of her life structuring plots? This was the most vital story she’d ever manipulated. She wouldn’t make a mistake.

She and the installer were on a first-name basis by the time she led him downstairs and through the front door. She wished him luck on his son’s game that afternoon and said she expected to see Junior in the majors in a few years. Alone, she thought of the shiny new phone sitting on the little desk in the corner of her bedroom. In a matter of hours it would ring for the first time. She had a great deal to do before that.

Making the call to Tess helped. Perhaps the approval hadn’t been without reservations, but Grace had more ammunition now. Satisfied, she picked up her sister’s keys and held them tight in her hand. It was right; she was sure of it. All she had to do was convince everyone else.

She wasn’t shaking when she drove to the station this time. Her strength was back and with it a determination to finish what she’d started at Fantasy. Out of habit, she turned the radio up loud and let Madonna’s latest pouty number blast through her head. It felt good. She felt good. For the first time in weeks she could really appreciate the full-fledged spring that had burst on Washington.

The azaleas were in their glory. Yards had violet and scarlet and coral bushes bunched together. Daffodils were beginning to fade as tulips usurped them. Lawns were green and receiving their Saturday trim. She saw young boys in T-shirts and old men in baseball caps pushing mowers. Baby’s breath and Dogwood added fragile white.

Life renewed. It wasn’t really corny, she thought. She needed badly to hang on to that. Life had to do more than go on, it had to improve. It had to justify itself year after year. If weapons were being tested somewhere in a desert, here the birds were singing and people could worry about the important things: a Little League game, a family barbecue, a spring wedding; those were important things. If Kathleen’s death had brought her grief, it had also brought her the belief that the everyday was what really mattered. Once she had justice, she could accept the ordinary again.

Pretty suburbs gave way to concrete and testy traffic. Grace swerved around other cars with a natural competitiveness. It didn’t matter that she rarely found herself behind the wheel. Once she was there, she drove with a breezy kind of negligence that had other drivers gritting their teeth and swearing. She made two wrong turns because her mind was elsewhere, then pulled into the parking lot beside the station.

If she had any luck, Ed wouldn’t be in. Then she could explain herself to the stern-faced Captain Harris.

She saw Ed the moment she walked into Homicide. The little flutter in her stomach wasn’t anxiety, she discovered. It was pleasure. For a moment she simply watched him and absorbed. He was sitting behind a desk typing with a steady, two-finger style.

His hands were so big. Then she remembered how gently, how devastatingly he’d used them the night before. This was the man who loved her, she thought. This was the man who was willing to make promises to her. And this was a man who would keep them. Because the urge to go to him, to put her arms around him came so strong, she crossed the room and did just that.

He stopped typing to close his hand over hers on his shoulder. As soon as she’d touched him, he’d known. There was her scent, and her feel. Several cops smirked in his direction as she leaned over his shoulder to kiss him. If he’d noticed, he might have been embarrassed. But he only noticed her.

“Hi.” He kept her hand in his as he drew her around. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.”

“And I’m interrupting. I hate it when people interrupt me when I’m working.”

“I’m nearly finished.”

“Ed, I really need to see your captain.”

He caught it, the trace of apology in her voice. “Why?”

“I’d rather go through it all just once. Is he available?”

Thoughtful, he studied her. By this time he knew her well enough to understand she would say nothing until she was ready. “I don’t know if he’s still here. Take a seat and I’ll check.”

“Thanks.” She held his hand a moment longer. Around them phones rang steadily and typewriters clacked. “Ed, when I tell you what I have to say, be a cop. Please.”

He didn’t like the way she looked at him when she asked. As she did, something curled into his stomach and lodged there, but he nodded. “I’ll see if I can find Harris.”

Grace took his seat when he left. In his typewriter was the report on Mary Beth Morrison. Grace tried to read it with the same kind of detachment with which Ed had written it.

“Come on, Lowenstein, just let me look at it.”

At the sound of Ben’s voice, Grace turned and watched him troop into the room on the tail of a slim brunette.

“Go find something to do, Ben,” Lowenstein suggested. She carried a cardboard box tied with string. “I’ve only got fifteen minutes to get out of here and make that mother-daughter lunch.”

“Lowenstein, be a pal. Do you know the last time I had any homemade pie?” He leaned closer to the box until her forefinger jammed into his stomach. “It’s cherry, isn’t it? Just let me look at it.”

“You’ll only suffer more.” She set the box on her desk, then shielded it with her body. “It’s beautiful. Work of art.”

“Does it have that fancy braided crust?” When she only smiled, he looked over her shoulder. It could have been sympathy cravings, he told himself. Hadn’t he felt queasy this morning? If he was going to have Tess’s morning sickness, then at least he was entitled to her cravings. “Come on, just a peek.”

“I’ll send you a Polaroid.” She put a hand on his chest, then spotted Grace across the room. “Who’s the knockout sitting at Ed’s desk? I’d kill for a jacket like that.”

Ben glanced over and grinned at Grace. “Give me the pie. I’ll see if I can make a trade.”

“Knock it off, Paris. Is that Ed’s new lady?”

“You want gossip, you gotta pay for it.” When Lowenstein stared at him, he relented. “That’s her. Grace McCabe. Writes first-class murder mysteries.”

“Really?” Lowenstein’s bottom lip jutted out as she considered. “Looks more like a rock star. I can’t remember the last time I sat down with a book. I can’t remember when I had time to read a cereal box.” Her eyes narrowed as she took in the funky and very expensive sneakers. Funky and expensive. The two words seemed to suit the woman, but Lowenstein wondered how Ed fit in. “She’s not going to break Ed’s heart, is she?”

“I wish I knew. He’s nuts about her.”

“Seriously nuts?”

“Dead seriously nuts.”

Anticipating Ben, she laid a hand on top of the box. “Here he comes now. Christ, you can almost hear the violins.”

“Getting cynical, Lowenstein?”

“I threw rice at your wedding, didn’t I?” And the truth was she had a soft spot for romance. “I guess if you can talk a class act into marrying you, Ed can carve hearts with Greenwich Village.” She nodded toward Ed. “Looks like you’re being summoned.”

“Yeah. Lowenstein, five bucks for the pie.”

“Don’t insult me.”

“Ten.”

“It’s yours.” She held out her palm, then counted the singles Ben put into it. Already planning on eating half for lunch, Ben slipped the box into the bottom drawer of his desk before he followed Ed into Harris’s office.

“What’s up?”

“Miss McCabe requested a meeting,” Harris began. He was already half an hour behind schedule and anxious to be gone.

“I appreciate you giving me the time.” Grace smiled at Harris and almost managed to charm him. “I won’t waste any of it, so I’ll get right to the point. We’re all aware that Fantasy is the link between the three attacks that have already taken place. And I’m sure we’re all aware there’ll be others—”

“The investigation’s in full swing, Miss McCabe,” Harris interrupted. “I can assure you we have our best people working on it.”

“You don’t have to assure me of that.” She sent Ed a last look, hoping he’d understand. “I’ve thought about this a great deal, first because of my sister, and second because murder has always interested me. If I were plotting this out, there would be only one logical step to take at this time. I think it’s the right one.”

“We appreciate your interest, Miss McCabe.” When she smiled at him again, Harris felt almost fatherly. But she still didn’t know diddly about real police work. “But my people are much more experienced with the reality of investigation.”

“I understand that. Would you be interested if I told you I think I’ve found a way to trap this man? I’ve already taken the steps, Captain, I simply want to apprise you of them, then you can do whatever you think necessary.”

“Grace, this isn’t a book or a television show.” Ed interrupted her because he had a feeling, a very bad feeling, that he knew where she was heading.

The glance she gave him was apologetic and worried him even more. “I know that. You don’t know how much I wish it were.” She took a deep breath and faced Harris again. “I went to see Eileen Cawfield.”

“Miss McCabe—”

“Please, hear me out.” She lifted her hand a moment, not so much in a plea as in a gesture of determination. “I know that every lead you’ve had has been a dead end. Except Fantasy. Have you been able to shut down the company?”

Harris scowled and shuffled papers. “That sort of thing takes time. Without cooperation, a great deal of time.”

“And every one of the women who work for Fantasy is a potential victim. Do we agree?”

“In theory,” Harris answered.

“And in theory, is it possible for you to put guards on all of them? No,” she answered before Harris could. “It can’t be. But you could put guards on one person. On a person who understands what’s going on, on a person who’s willing to take the chance, and more, already has a link with the killer.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Ed said it quietly, too quietly. That more than anything warned Grace that he was ready to explode.

“It makes sense.” To calm herself, she dug in her bag for a cigarette. “It was Kathleen’s voice that first drew him. When we were growing up, we were always mistaken for each other over the phone. If I’m Desiree, he’ll want to find me again. We know he can.”

“It’s too loose, too risky, and it’s just plain stupid.” Ed bit off the last words as he looked to his partner for support.

“I don’t like it either.” Ben said it, but he saw the merit of Grace’s plan. “Solid police work is always better than the big play. You’ve got no guarantee he’ll fall for it, less that you can anticipate his actions if he does. In any case, Mrs. Morrison’s on her way in to work with the police artist. Any luck and we’ll have a composite by the end of the day.”

“Fine. Then maybe you’ll pick him up before any of this becomes necessary.” Grace lifted her hands, palms out, then dropped them. “I’m not going to bank on it when we’re talking about a nearsighted, terrified woman in a dark room.” She blew out a stream of smoke and prepared to drop the next bomb. “I spoke with Tess this morning, and I asked her what she thought about the chances of this man being pulled in by the same voice, the same name, even the same address.” She looked at Ben because it was easier than looking at Ed. “She told me he’d find it next to impossible to resist. It was Desiree who started him. It’s going to be Desiree who finishes him.”

“I trust Dr. Court’s opinion,” Harris put in, holding up a hand to block Ed’s protest. “I also believe, after three attacks, it’s time we tried something more aggressive.”

“The task force,” Ed began.

“Will still go into operation.” Harris tapped the top folder on a pile. “The press conference Monday morning will go as scheduled. The bottom line is we don’t want another fatality. I’m willing to give this a shot.” He turned back to Grace. “If we move on this theory, we’ll need your cooperation at every step, Miss McCabe. We’ll assign a policewoman to take the calls from your house. You can be put up at a hotel until and if it works.”

“It’s my voice,” Grace said flatly. And her sister. She wasn’t about to forget it had been her sister. “You can set up all the policewomen you like, but I’ve already made arrangements. I’m working for Fantasy, and I start tonight.”

“The hell you do.” Ed rose and, grabbing her arm, pulled her from the room.

“Wait a minute.”

“Shut up.” Lowenstein, on her way to the coffee machine, backed up and let Ed pass. “I thought you had a head on your shoulders, then you come up with this.”

“I’ve got a head, but I won’t have an arm if you yank it out of its socket.” He was through the door and into the parking lot with Grace scrambling and puffing behind him. She began to wonder if it was time to give up smoking.

“Get in your car and go home. I’ll tell Cawfield you’ve changed your mind.”

“I’ve told you about orders before, Ed.” It wasn’t easy to catch her breath and hold on to her temper, but she did her best. “I’m sorry you’re upset.”

“Upset?” He took her by the forearms. He was very close to lifting her up and tossing her bodily into the car. “Is that what you call this?”

“All right, I’m sorry you’re a madman. Why don’t you count to ten and listen to me?”

“There’s nothing you can say that’ll convince me you haven’t gone crazy. If you’ve got any sense left, if what I feel means anything to you, you’ll get in your car, go home, and wait.”

“Do you think that’s fair? Do you think it’s right for you to put this on that level?” Her voice had risen. She lifted a fist and thumped it against his chest. “I know people think I’m eccentric, I know they think I haven’t got everything screwed on too tight, but I didn’t expect that attitude from you. Yes, I care how you feel. I’m crazy about you. Hell, let’s take the big leap. I’m in love with you. Now leave me alone.”

Instead, he caught her face in his hands. His lips weren’t so gentle now and they weren’t so patient either. As if he sensed she would have pulled away, he tightened his hold until they both relaxed. “Go home, Gracie,” he murmured.

She closed her eyes a moment, then turned away until she thought herself strong enough to refuse him. “All right. Then I have something to ask of you.” When she turned back, her eyes were very dark and very determined. “I want you to go back in and give your shield and your gun to your captain. I want you to join your uncle’s firm.”

“What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“It’s something I want you to do, something I need you to do so I won’t worry about you anymore.” She watched his face, the struggle, the answer. “You’d do it, wouldn’t you?” she said quietly. “Because I said I needed you to. You’d do it for me, and you’d be miserable. You’d do it, but you’d never completely forgive me for asking. Sooner or later, you’d hate me for making you give up something that important. If I do this for you, I’ll wonder my whole life if I could have done this one last thing for my sister.”

“Grace, this isn’t something you have to prove.”

“I want to explain something to you. Maybe it’ll help.” She dragged both hands through her hair before she pushed herself up on the hood of the car. Now that the shouting was over, a pigeon settled back on the asphalt to peck hopefully at a discarded wrapper. “It isn’t easy to say all of this out loud. I’ve told you Kathy and I weren’t close. What it really comes down to is she was never the person I wanted her to be. I pretended, and I covered for her when I could. The truth is she resented me, even hated me from time to time. She didn’t want to, she couldn’t help it.”

“Grace, don’t drag all this up.”

“I have to. If I don’t I’ll never be able to bury it, or her. I detested Jonathan. It hurt so much less to blame everything on him. I don’t like problems, you know.” In a gesture she used only when she was very tired or very tense, she began to knead her brow. “I avoid them or ignore them. I decided I’d make it his fault that Kathleen didn’t bother to answer my letters, or that she was never warm whenever I convinced her to let me visit. I told myself he’d turned her into a snob, that if she was busy climbing the social ladder, it was for him. When they divorced I blamed that on him, totally. I’m not good with middle ground.”

She stopped here because the rest was harder. After folding her hands in her lap, she continued. “I blamed her drug problem on him, even her death. Ed, I can’t tell you how much I wanted to believe he’d killed her.” When she looked at him again her eyes were dry, but vulnerable, so achingly vulnerable. “At the funeral, he let me have it. He told me things I already knew in my heart but had never been able to accept about Kathleen. I hated him for it. I hated him for stripping away the illusion I’d allowed myself. In the past few weeks I’ve had to accept who Kathleen was, what she was, and even why.”

He touched her cheek. “You couldn’t have been another person, Grace.”

So he understood, so easily. If it already hadn’t happened, she’d have fallen in love with him then. “No, I couldn’t. I can’t. The guilt’s eased considerably. But you see, she was still my sister. I can still love her. And I know if I can do this one last thing, I can let go. If I took the easy road now, I don’t think I could live with it.”

“Grace, there are other ways.”

“Not for me. Not this time.” She took his hand and cupped it between the two of hers. “You don’t know me as well as you think. For years I’ve turned over all the dirty work to someone else, for ten percent. If there was something unpleasant to be dealt with, I’d toss it to my agent, or my business manager, or my lawyer. That way I could just go along without too many distractions and write. If it was something I had to handle myself, I’d pick the easiest route or ignore it completely. Don’t ask me, please don’t ask me to turn this over to you and do nothing. Because I might.”

He pushed a hand through his hair. “What the hell do you want me to do?”

“Understand,” she murmured. “It’s important to me for you to understand. I’ll have to do it even if you don’t, but I’d be happier if you could. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not that I don’t understand, it’s that I think it’s a mistake. Call it instinct.”

“If it’s a mistake, it’s one I have to make. I can’t pick up my life, not really pick it up again, until I do this.”

There were a dozen valid, sensible arguments he could make. But there was only one that mattered. “I couldn’t take it if anything happened to you.”

She managed to smile. “Me either. Look, I’m not really stupid. I can swear to you I won’t do something idiotic like the heroine in a B movie. You know, the kind who knows there’s a homicidal maniac on the loose and hears a noise?”

“Instead of locking the doors, she goes outside to see what it is.”

“Yeah.” Now she grinned at him. “It drives me crazy. I hate a contrived plot device.”

“You can’t forget this isn’t a plot. You don’t have a screenplay, Grace.”

“I intend to be very careful. And I’m counting on the department’s finest.”

“If we agree, you’ll do exactly as you’re told?”

“Absolutely.”

“Even if you don’t like it.”

“I hate blanket promises, but okay.”

He lifted her down from the car. “We’ll talk about it.”


Chapter 13

Charlton P. Hayden had had a very successful trip north. In Detroit he’d drummed up solid support from the unions. Blue-collar workers were lined up behind him, drawn in by his America for Americans campaign. Fords and Chevys were decorated with HAYDEN’S AMERICA—SOLID, SECURE, SUCCESSFUL bumper stickers. He spoke in simple terms, everyman’s terms, in orations two speech writers collaborated on and he edited. His ride to the White House was more than a decade in the making. Hayden might have preferred a Mercedes, but he made certain his staff had rented a Lincoln.

His appearance at Tiger Stadium had been as solidly cheered as the two-hit shutout. His picture, in a fielder’s cap with his arm around the winning pitcher, had made the front page of the Free Press. The crowds in Michigan and Ohio had been vocal, his promises believed, his speeches applauded.

Already in the works was a trip to America’s heartland. Kansas, Nebraska, Iowa. He wanted the farmer behind him. As fate would have it, he could fall back on his great-grandfather who had tilled the land. That made him America’s son, the salt of the earth, despite the fact that he was the third generation of Haydens to graduate from Princeton.

When he won the election—Hayden never thought in terms of if’s—he would implement his plans to strengthen the backbone of the country. Hayden believed in America, so that his vigorous speeches and impassioned pleas rang with sincerity. Destinies—his own and his country’s—were innate beliefs, but Hayden knew both games and war had to be played to achieve them. He was a man with a single purpose: to rule, and rule well. Some would suffer, some would sacrifice, some would weep. Hayden was a firm believer in the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few. Even when the few were his own family.

He loved his wife. The fact was he could never have fallen in love with anyone unsuitable. His ambition was too much a part of what made him. Claire suited him—her looks, her background, and her manner. She was a Merriville and, like the Vanderbilts and Kennedys, had grown up in the comfortable surroundings of inherited wealth and position sweated for by immigrant forefathers. Claire was a bright woman who understood that in their circle the planning of a menu could be as important as the passage of a bill.

She had married Hayden knowing that ninety percent of his energy would always be earmarked for his work. He was a vigorous, dedicated man and considered ten percent more than enough for his family. If anyone had accused him of neglecting them, he would have been more amused than annoyed.

He loved them. Naturally he expected top performances from the members of his family, but that was a matter of pride as well as ambition. It pleased him to see his wife dressed beautifully. It pleased him to see his son in the top ten percent of his class. Hayden wasn’t a man to give praise for what he expected. If Jerald’s grades had dipped, it would have been a different matter altogether. Hayden wanted the best for his son, and wanted the best out of him.

He was seeing that Jerald had the best education, and was proud of what his son seemed to be doing with it. Already Hayden was making plans for his son’s political career. Though he had no intention of passing on his power for a few decades, when he did, he would damn well pass it on to his own.

He expected Jerald to be ready and willing.

Jerald was well mannered, bright, sensible. If he spent too much time by himself, Hayden usually dismissed it as adolescent intensity. The boy was almost emotionally attached to his computer. Girls hadn’t entered the picture, and Hayden could only be relieved. Studies and ambition always took second place to females with an impressionable young man. Of course, the boy wasn’t particularly good-looking. A late bloomer, Hayden had often told himself. Jerald had always been a plain, thin boy who tended to slouch if he wasn’t reminded to hold himself straight. He was on the dean’s list consistently, always polite and attentive at dinner parties, and at eighteen had a firm handle on politics and the party line.

He rarely gave his father a moment’s worry.

Until lately.

“The boy’s sulking, Claire.”

“Now, Charlton.” Claire held up her pearl drops and her diamond studs to see which best suited her evening dress. “He has to be allowed his little moods.”

“What about this business about having a headache and not attending tonight’s dinner?” Charlton fussed with his monogrammed cuffs. The laundry had overstarched again. He’d have to speak with his secretary.

While his gaze was fixed elsewhere, Claire shot her husband a quick, worried look. “I think he’s been studying too hard. He does it to please you.” She decided on the pearls. “You know how much he looks up to you.”

“He’s a bright boy.” Hayden relented a bit as he checked his jacket for creases. “No need for him to make himself sick.”

“It’s just a headache,” she murmured. Tonight’s dinner was important. They all were, with the election coming up. Whatever worries she had about their son, she didn’t want to bring them up tonight. Her husband was a good man, an honest man, but he had a low tolerance for weaknesses. “Don’t push him just now, Charlton. I think he’s going through some kind of phase.”

“You’re thinking about those scratches on his face.” Satisfied with his jacket, Hayden checked the shine on his shoes. Image. Image was so important. “Do you believe he ran his bike into some rosebushes?”

“Why shouldn’t I?” She fumbled over the clasp of her necklace. It was ridiculous, but her fingers were damp. “Jerald doesn’t lie.”

“Never known him to be awkward either. Claire, to tell you the truth, he hasn’t been himself since we got back from up north. He seems nervous, edgy.”

“He’s concerned over the election, that’s all. He wants you to win, Charlton. To Jerald, you already are the president. Do this for me, darling. I’m all thumbs tonight.”

Obliging, Hayden crossed over to hook the chain. “Nervous?”

“I can’t deny I’ll be glad when the election’s over. I know how much pressure you’re under, all of us are under. Charlton …” She reached over her shoulder to take his hand. It had to be said. Perhaps it would be best to say it now and gauge her husband’s reaction. “Do you think, well, have you ever considered, that Jerald might be—experimenting?”

“With what?”

“Drugs?”

It wasn’t often he was thrown a curve that rocked him. For ten seconds, Hayden could only stare. “That’s absurd. Why, Jerald was one of the first to join the antidrug campaign at his school. He even wrote a paper on the dangers and the long-term effects.”

“I know, I know. I’m being ridiculous.” But she couldn’t quite let it go. “It’s just that he’s seemed so erratic lately, particularly in the last few weeks. He’s either closed up in his room or spending the evening at the library. Charlton, the boy doesn’t have any friends. No one ever calls here for him. He never has anyone come over. Just last week he snapped at Janet for putting his laundry away.”

“You know how he feels about his privacy. We’ve always respected that.”

“I wonder if we’ve respected it too much.”

“Would you like me to talk to him?”

“No.” Shutting her eyes, she shook her head. “I’m being silly. It’s the pressure, that’s all. You know how closed up Jerald becomes when you lecture.”

“For Christ’s sake, Claire, I’m not a monster.”

“No.” She took his hands then and squeezed. “Just the opposite, dear. Sometimes it’s hard for the rest of us to be as strong, or as good as you. Let’s leave him be for a while. Things will be better when he graduates.”

Jerald waited until he heard them leave. He’d been half-afraid his father would come in and insist that he join them for the evening. Some stupid rubber-chicken-and-asparagus dinner. Everyone would talk politics and tout their favored causes while watching out of the corners of their eyes for which coattail to grab on to.

Most would be grasping on to his father’s. People were brownnosing him already. It made Jerald sick. Most of them were just out for what they could get. Like the reporters Jerald had spotted outside the house. Looking to dig up dirt on Charlton P. Hayden. They wouldn’t find any because his father was perfect. His father was the best. And when he was elected in November, the shit would hit the fan. His father didn’t need anyone. He’d kick out all those pussies in their soft jobs and run the government the correct way. And Jerald would be right there beside him, soaking up the power. Laughing. Busting his gut laughing at all the idiots.

The women would come begging, pleading for the son of the president of the United States to pay attention to them. Mary Beth would be sorry, so sorry she’d rejected him. Almost lovingly, he ran his fingers over the scratches on his face. She’d fall on her knees and beg him to forgive her. But he wouldn’t forgive. True power didn’t forgive. It punished. He’d punish Mary Beth and all the other sluts who’d made promises they didn’t intend to keep.

And no one could touch him because he’d gone beyond their pitiful scope of understanding. He could still feel pain. Even now the gashes in his leg throbbed. Soon there wouldn’t even be that. He knew the secret, and the secret was all in the mind. He’d been born for greatness. Just as his father had always told him. That’s why none of the small-minded wimps who went to school with him ever came close to being his friends. The truly great, the truly powerful were never understood. But they were admired. They were revered. The time would come when he had the world in his two palms, like his father. He’d have the power to reshape it. Or to crush it.

He gave a quick giggle, then dug into his stash. Jerald never smoked at home. He knew the sweet smell of pot was easily detected and would be reported to his parents. When he had a yen for a joint, he took it outside. He eschewed cigarettes. Both of his parents were very active in nonsmokers’ rights. Any trace of smoke, tobacco or otherwise, would besmirch the purity of Hayden air. Jerald giggled again as he pulled out a prime joint laced with flake. PCP. Angel dust. He smiled as he ran his fingers down it. A few tokes of this and you could feel like an angel. Or Satan himself.

His parents would be gone for hours. The servants were all tucked away in their wing of the house. He needed a lift. No, not needed, he corrected. Needs were for ordinary people. He wanted a lift. He wanted to fly sky-high while he listened for the next one. Because the next one was going to suffer. Jerald took out his father’s service revolver, the one Captain Charlton P. Hayden had shot so many geeks with in good old Nam. His father had won medals for shooting strangers. There was something glorious about that.

Jerald didn’t want any medals, he just wanted a kick. The big kick. The teenager in him opened the window before he lit the joint. The madman booted up the computer to search.

Grace spent her first night on call torn between amusement and amazement. She was glad that she could still be surprised. Working in the arts and living in New York didn’t mean she’d seen and heard everything. Not by a long shot. She took calls from whiners, from dreamers, from the bizarre and the mundane. For a woman who considered herself sophisticated and sexually savvy, she found herself stumbling more than once. One man calling from rural West Virginia recognized her as a novice.

“Don’t worry, honey,” he’d told her. “I’ll talk you through it.”

She worked three hours, a light load, and had to fight back giggles, simple shock, and the lingering discomfort that Ed was waiting downstairs.

At eleven, she took her last call. Tucking away her notes—you never knew what you could use—she walked downstairs. She spotted Ed first, then his partner.

“Hello, Ben. I didn’t know you were here.”

“You get the whole team.” As he checked his watch he noted they were well past the latest time their man had struck. Still, he’d give it another half hour. “So how’d it go?”

Grace settled on the arm of a chair. She shot Ed a look, then shrugged. “It’s different. You ever get turned on listening to a woman sneeze? Never mind.”

As she spoke, Ed watched her. He’d have sworn she looked embarrassed. “Anyone make you uneasy, suspicious?”

“Uh-uh. For the most part you’ve got guys who are looking for a little companionship, some sympathy, and I guess in an odd sense a way to be faithful to their wives. Talking on the phone’s a lot safer, and less drastic, than paying for a prostitute.” But it wasn’t anything to get on a soapbox about either, she reminded herself. “You’re getting it all on tape anyway, right?”

“That’s right.” Ed lifted a brow. “Is that what’s bothering you?”

“Maybe.” She fiddled with the hem of her sleeve. “It feels odd knowing the boys at the station are going to be playing back what I said.” Always resilient, she shook it off. “I can’t believe what I said myself. I had this one guy who does bonsai trees, you know those little Japanese things? He spent most of the call telling me how much he loves them.”

“Takes all kinds.” Ben passed her a cigarette. “Did any of them ask to meet you?”

“I got some hints, nothing hard-line. Anyway, in my orientation session this afternoon I got some tips on how to handle that, and a lot of other things.” She was relaxed again, even amused. “I spent the afternoon with Jezebel. She’s been doing this for five years. After listening to her take calls for a few hours, I got the drift. Then there’s this.” She lifted a blue binder from the coffee table. “My training manual.”

“No shit?” Delighted, Ben took it from her.

“It lists sexual penchants, the usual and a few I’ve never heard of.”

“Me either,” Ben murmured as he flipped a page.

“It also gives you different ways to say the same things. Like a thesaurus.” She blew out smoke, then chuckled. “Do you know how many ways there are to say …” She trailed off when she looked at Ed. It only took her a moment to decide he wouldn’t care for a rundown. “Well, it’s handy. Let me tell you, it’s a lot easier to have sex than to talk about it. Anybody want some stale chocolate-chip cookies?”

Ed shook his head, but all she got from Ben was a grunt as he leafed through the manual. “You’ll grow hair on your palms,” Ed said mildly when Grace left the room.

“Could be worth it.” With a grin, Ben glanced up. “You wouldn’t believe some of this. How come we’re not working Vice?”

“Your wife’s a shrink,” Ed reminded him. “Nothing you could come up with in there’s going to surprise her.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” Ben set the manual aside. “Sounds to me like Grace handled herself all right.”

“Looks like.”

“Give her a break, Ed. She needs to do this. And she might just help bust things open.”

“When they bust, they could fall all over her.”

“We’re here to see that doesn’t happen.” He paused a moment. He knew what it was to want to kick something, but not to have anything around big enough. “Do you remember how I felt when Tess was involved last winter?”

“I remember.”

“I’m on your side, buddy. I always am.”

Ed stopped pacing to just look at the room. It was funny how quickly it had become Grace’s. Kathleen was gone; perhaps Grace didn’t realize it yet, but she’d nudged her sister out with opened magazines and discarded shoes. There were wilting flowers in an old jar and dust on the furniture. In days, without even intending to, she’d made a home.

“I want her to marry me.”

Ben stared at his partner a minute, then slowly sat back. “I’ll be damned. Looks like Doc hit the bull’s-eye again. Did you ask her?”

“Yeah, I asked her.”

“And?”

“She needs some time.”

Ben only nodded. He understood perfectly. She needed time. Ed didn’t. “Want some advice?”

“Why not?”

“Don’t let her think too long. She might find out what an asshole you are.” When Ed grinned, Ben rose and reached for his jacket. “Wouldn’t hurt to look over that training manual either. Page six looks like a winner.”

“You leaving?” Grace walked back in with a tray of cookies and three beers.

“Jackson should be able to handle the night shift.” Ben picked up a cookie and bit in. “These are terrible.”

“I know.” She laughed when he picked up another. “Got time for a beer?”

“I’ll take it with me.” Ben slipped the bottle into his pocket. “You did good, sugar.” Because she looked like she could use it, Ben leaned over the tray to kiss her. “See you.”

“Thanks.” Grace waited until she heard the front door shut before she set down the tray. “He’s quite a guy.”

“The best.”

And as long as he’d been there, they hadn’t had to talk too directly to each other. Taking the end of the sofa, Grace began to nibble on a cookie. “I guess you’ve known him a long time.”

“Long enough. Ben’s got the best instincts in the department.”

“Yours don’t seem too shabby.”

Ed watched her as he picked up his beer. “Mine tell me to shove you on the shuttle back to New York.”

Grace lifted a brow. Apparently they were finished circling each other. “Are you still upset with me?”

“Worried about you.”

“I don’t want you to be.” Then she smiled and held out a hand. “Yes, I do.” When his fingers linked with hers, she brought them to her lips. “I have a feeling you’re the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m sorry I can’t make things easier.”

“You screwed up my plans, Grace.”

There was a half smile on her face as she tilted her head. “I did?”

“Come here.”

Obliging, she wriggled along the sofa until she was cuddled against him. “When I bought the place next door, I had it all worked out. I was going to fix it up, just right, just the way I’d always imagined a house should be. When it was done, I was going to find the right woman. I didn’t know what she’d look like, but that wasn’t so important. She’d be sweet and patient and want me to take care of her. She’d never have to work the way my mother did. She’d stay home and take care of the house, the garden, the kids. She’d like to cook, and iron my shirts.”

Grace wrinkled her nose. “She’d have to like doing that?”

“She’d love doing that.”

“Sounds like you’d have to find some nice Nebraskan farm girl who’d been out of touch the last ten years.”

“This is my fantasy, remember?”

Her lips curved again. “Sorry. Go on.”

“Every night when I got home, she’d be waiting. We’d sit down, put our feet up, and talk. Not about my work. I wouldn’t want that to touch her. She’d be too fragile. When it was time for me to retire, we’d just putter around the house together.” He stroked a hand down her hair, then cupped it under her chin. As the seconds passed he simply studied her, the strong bones, the big eyes and flyaway hair. “You’re not that woman, Grace.”

She felt one very strong, very sharp moment of regret. “No, I’m not.”

“But you’re the only one I want.” He touched his lips to hers in the soft, gentle way that made her pulse flutter. “You see, you screwed up my plans. I’ve got to thank you.”

She wrapped her arms around him and settled in.

Grace awoke in Ed’s arms at dawn. The sheets were up to her nose and her head was nestled against his chest. The first thing she heard was the slow, steady beat of his heart. It made her smile. Soft and hazy, the light trickled in the windows, sweetened by the first birdcalls of morning. Her legs were tangled with his so that the warmth and security reached all the way to her toes.

Turning her head, she pressed a kiss to his chest. She wondered if there were a woman in the world who wouldn’t want to wake this way, content and secure in her lover’s arms.

He stirred and drew her a bit closer. His body was so hard, the power so controlled. Where her flesh rested against his it was hot and damp and sensitized. Before the last mists of sleep had cleared, she was aroused.

On a sigh, she ran her hands over him, exploring, testing, enjoying. Still lazy, she let her lips skim over his flesh. When she felt his heartbeat accelerate, she murmured in satisfaction. With a half smile, she turned her head to look at him.

His eyes were intense, dark, then everything blurred when he pulled her up to cover her mouth with his. No gentleness this time; only demand and desperation. The strength was as raw as the need. Grace was swept away on a wave of panicky excitement.

The control he had always relied upon was gone. He was a man who moved carefully, all too aware of his own size and strength. But not now. They rolled over the bed as if chained together and he took exactly what he wanted.

She was trembling, but not weak. With each second that passed, her passion grew, so that she met demand with demand. He’d shown her tenderness and a deep-seated respect she could only marvel at. Now he showed her the dark and dangerous side of his love.

With his arms braced on either side of her head, he drove himself into her. Her fingers, slick with sweat, slipped down him, then found purchase and dug in. In the end they found more than release. They found deliverance.

She was still gasping when he lowered himself to her. His head nestled between her breasts, her hands tangled in his hair. “I think I found the substitute for coffee,” she managed to say, then began to laugh.

“Nothing funny about caffeine,” he muttered. “It’ll kill you.”

“No, I was just thinking if this keeps up I could write my own training manual.” Stretching her arms over her head, she yawned. “I wonder if my agent could market it.”

He lifted his head so that the tip of his beard tickled her skin. “Stick to mysteries.” He started to say something else, when the radio beside the bed went on with a blast of rock. “Christ, how can you wake up to that?”

“No one gets the blood moving like Tina Turner.”

Ed picked her up, turned her around, and laid her against the pillows. “Why don’t you get some more sleep? I’ve got to get ready for work.”

She kept her arms around his neck. He was so cute when he tried to pamper. “I’d rather take a shower with you.”

Ed switched Tina off in midhowl, then carried Grace into the bath.

♦  ♦  ♦

A half hour later, she was sitting at the kitchen table going through yesterday’s mail while Ed made oatmeal. “Sure I can’t talk you into a moldy Danish?”

“Not a chance. I threw them out.”

Grace glanced up. “They only had green stuff on one corner.” With a shrug, she went back to the mail. “Ah, looks like royalties. It’s that time of the year again.” She slit open the envelope, set the check aside, and studied the forms. “Thank God old G. B.’s still pulling through. How about some cookies?”

“Grace, one of these days we’re going to have a serious talk about your diet.”

“I have no diet.”

“Exactly.”

She watched as he spooned oatmeal into the bowl he’d set in front of her. “You’re too good to me.”

“I know.” Grinning, he switched to his own bowl. As he began to scoop oatmeal from the pan, his gaze landed on the check Grace had set aside. Oatmeal landed with a plop on the table.

“Missed,” she said lightly and tasted.

“You, ah, get many of these?”

“Of what? Oh, royalty checks? Twice a year, God bless them every one.” She was hungrier than she’d thought and took a real spoonful. If she didn’t watch herself, Grace mused, she might get to like this stuff. “Plus the advances, of course. You know, this wouldn’t be half bad with some sugar.” She started to reach for the bowl when she noticed his expression. “Something wrong?”

“What? No.” After setting the pan aside, he got a rag to wipe up the spill. “I guess I didn’t realize how much money you could make writing.”

“It’s a crap shoot. Sometimes you get lucky.” She was on her first cup of coffee, but still she noticed he was concentrating very hard on wiping up one blob of oatmeal. “Is it a problem?”

He thought of the house next door, the one he’d saved for. She could have bought it with loose change. “I don’t know. I guess it shouldn’t be.”

She hadn’t expected this. Not from him. The truth was Grace was careless with money, not negligent in the way of the truly rich, but careless, thoughtless. She’d been the same when she’d been poor.

“No, it shouldn’t. Over the last few years writing’s made me rich. That’s not why I started writing. That’s not why I’m still writing. I’d hate to think that would be the reason you’d change your mind about me.”

“Mostly I feel like an idiot thinking you’d be happy here, in a place like this, with me.”

Her eyes narrowed as she frowned up at him. “That’s probably the first really stupid thing I’ve heard you say. I may not know what’s right yet, for either of us, but when I do, the place won’t mean a damn. Now why don’t you shut up? Your feet are too big to fit comfortably in your mouth.” After shoving the mail aside, she picked up the paper. The first thing she saw when she unfolded it was the composite drawing of Kathleen’s killer.

“You guys work fast,” she said softly.

“We wanted to get it out. They’ll flash it on TV today off and on. It gives us something solid to take to the press conference.”

“He could be almost anyone.”

“Mrs. Morrison wasn’t able to pull in many details.” He didn’t like the way Grace was studying the drawing, as if she was memorizing every line and curve. “She thinks she got the shape of the face and the eyes.”

“He’s just a kid. If you combed the high schools in the area you could find a couple hundred kids who come close to this description.” Because her stomach was churning, she rose to pour some water. But Ed had been right. She’d memorized the face. With or without the sketch, she wouldn’t forget it. “A kid,” she repeated. “I can’t believe some teenager did that to Kathleen.”

“Not all teenagers go to proms and pizza parlors, Grace.”

“I’m not a fool.” Abruptly furious, she whirled on him. “I know what’s out there, dammit. Maybe I don’t like to live my life checking dark alleys and dirty corners, but I know. I put it on paper every day, and if I’m naive it’s by choice. First I have to accept the fact that my sister was murdered, now I have to accept that she was murdered—raped, beaten, and murdered—by some juvenile delinquent.”

“Psychotic,” Ed corrected very quietly. “Insanity isn’t picky about age-groups.”

Setting her jaw, she walked back to the paper. She’d said she wanted a picture; now she had one, however vague. She would study it. She would cut the goddamn thing out and stick it on her bedroom wall. When she was done, she’d know that face as well as her own.

“I can tell you one thing, I didn’t talk to any teenagers last night. I listened to every voice over that phone, every nuance, every tone. I’d have recognized someone this young.”

“Voices change by the time a kid hits twelve or thirteen.” When she reached for a cigarette, he nearly winced. She couldn’t keep living off tobacco and coffee.

“It’s not just the depth of the voice, it’s the rap, it’s the phrasing. Dialogue’s one of my specialties.” Struggling to calm herself, she ran her hands over her face. “I’d have recognized a kid.”

“Maybe. Maybe you would have. You pick up details and log them in. I’ve noticed.”

“Tools of the trade,” she muttered. She forgot the cigarette as she studied the picture. There were details missing there. If she looked hard enough, long enough, she might be able to flesh them out, just as she did a character conceived in her own mind. “His hair’s short. Military, conservative. Doesn’t look like a street kid.”

He’d thought the same thing, but a haircut wasn’t going to narrow the field. “Back off a little, Grace.”

“I’m involved.”

“That doesn’t mean you can be objective about all of this.” He turned the paper facedown. “Or that I can be. Dammit, this is my job and you’re playing hell with it.”

“How?”

“How?” He pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger and nearly laughed. “Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I’m crazy about you. While I’m still working my feet out of my mouth, I might as well say it all. I don’t like thinking about you talking to those men.”

She ran her tongue over her teeth. “I see.”

“The fact is, I hate it. I can understand why you’re doing it, and from a cop’s standpoint, I can see the advantage. But—”

“You’re jealous.”

“Like hell.”

“Yes, you are.” She patted his hand. “Thanks. Tell you what, if any of them gets me excited, I’ll come looking for you.”

“It’s not a joke.”

“Christ, Ed, it has to be. Because I’ll drive myself crazy otherwise. I don’t know if I can make you understand, but it was weird listening to them, knowing someone else was listening too. I sat there concentrating on every voice that came over the phone and wondering what the others, the ones who were listening in, taping the evidence, were thinking.” She let out a breath, and her honesty. “I guess I wondered what you’d have thought if you’d been listening too. Because of that I concentrated harder.” Deliberately she turned the paper over again and looked down at the composite. “I have to look at the ridiculous side of it, and at the same time remember why. You see, I’ll know if I hear him. I can promise you that.”

But Ed was just looking at her. Something she’d said had started a new train of thought. It made sense. Maybe the best sense. He was itching to go when he heard the knock on the front door. “That should be my relief. You going to be okay?”

“Sure. I’m going to try to work. I figure I’ll do better if I get back to my routine.”

“You can call me if you need to. If I’m not in, the desk knows how to reach me.”

“I’ll be fine, really.”

He tilted her chin up. “Call me anyway.”

“Okay. Get out of here before the bad guys get away.”


Chapter 14

Ben was already hip-deep in phone calls and paperwork when Ed came into the station. Spotting his partner, Ben swallowed the better part of a powdered doughnut. “I know,” he began as he put a hand over the receiver. “Your alarm didn’t go off. You had a flat tire. The dog ate your shield.”

“I stopped by Tess’s office,” Ed said.

The tone, even more than the statement, had Ben straightening at his desk. “I’ll get back to you,” he said into the receiver, then hung up. “Why?”

“Something Grace said this morning.” After a quick scan of the messages and files on his desk, Ed decided they could wait. “I wanted to run the idea by Tess, see if she thought it fit into the psychiatric profile.”

“And?”

“Bingo. Remember Billings? Used to work Robbery?”

“Sure, pain in the ass. He went private a couple years ago. Surveillance specialist.”

“Let’s pay him a visit.”

♦  ♦  ♦

“Looks like bugs pay,” Ben observed as he glanced around Billings’s office. The walls were covered in ivory silk and the pewter-colored carpet flowed right up to the ankles. There were a couple of paintings on the walls Ben thought Tess would like. French and muted. Outside the wide, tinted windows was a classy view of the Potomac.

“The private sector, my man.” Billings pushed a button on his desk and sent a panel sliding back to reveal a range of television monitors. “The world’s my oyster. Anytime you want to ditch public service, give me a call. Always willing to give a couple of bright boys a break.”

As Ben had said, Billings always had been a pain in the ass. Disregarding it, Ed settled on the corner of his desk. “Nice setup.”

The only thing Billings liked better than playing hightech “I Spy” was to brag. “This ain’t the half of it. I’ve got five offices on this floor and I’m thinking about opening another branch. Politics, friends and neighbors.” Billings gestured with his long, narrow hands. “In this town someone’s always willing to shell out to get the edge on the next guy.”

“Dirty business, Billings.”

He only grinned at Ben. He’d had two thousand dollars’ worth of bridgework done recently and his teeth marched as straight as a Marine band. “Yeah, ain’t it just? So what are two of the department’s finest doing here? Want me to find out who’s playing with the commissioner when his wife’s out of town?”

“Maybe some other time,” Ed told him.

“Professional discount for you, Jackson.”

“I’ll keep it in mind. Meanwhile, I’d like to tell you a little story.”

“Shoot.”

“Say we’ve got a snooper, he’s smart but wired wrong. He likes to listen. You know about that.”

“Sure.” Billings leaned back in his custom-made chair.

“He likes to listen to women,” Ben continued. “He likes to listen to them talk sex, but he doesn’t talk back. He hits a gold mine when he locks into fantasy calls. Now he can just sit there and listen, pick out the voice that turns him on, and he listens for hours while she talks to other men. Can he do that, Billings, without the other guy or the woman knowing about it?”

“If he’s got the right equipment, he can tap into any conversation he wants. I’ve got some stuff in stock that could plug you in from here to the West Coast, but it costs.” He was interested. Anything that had to do with snooping interested him. Billings would have gone into espionage if he could have found a government to trust him. “What are you guys working on?”

“Let’s just take the story a step further.” Ben picked up a crystal pyramid from Billings’s desk and examined the facets. “If this snooper wanted to find one of the women—he doesn’t know her name or where she lives or what she looks like, but he wants a face-to-face and all he’s got is the voice and the tap—can he get to her?”

“Does he have brains?”

“You tell me.”

“If he’s got brains and a good PC the world’s his cupcake. Give me your phone number, Paris.” Billings swung around to his workstation and tapped in the number Ben rattled off. The machine clicked and hummed as Billings programmed it. “Unlisted,” he muttered. “Only makes it more of a challenge.”

Ben lit a cigarette. Before it was smoked halfway to the filter, his address came up on the screen.

“Look familiar?” Billings asked him.

“Can anybody do that?” Ben asked him.

“Any decent hacker. Let me tell you something, with this baby and a little imagination, I can find out anything. Give me another minute.” Using Ben’s name and address, he began to work again. “Checking account balance is a little low, Paris. I wouldn’t write anything over fifty-five dollars.” He pushed away from the monitor again. “A really good snooper needs skill and patience as well as the right equipment. A couple of hours on this thing and I could tell you your mother’s shoe size.”

Ben tapped out his cigarette. “If we wired you into the bait, could you get me a fix on the snooper?”

Billings grinned. He knew he’d been smart to be expansive. “For an old buddy—and a reasonable fee—I’ll tell you what he ate for breakfast.”

“I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, Senator, but Mrs. Hayden’s on the phone. She says it’s important.”

Hayden continued to read the revised speech he would give that afternoon at the League of Women Voters’ luncheon. “What line, Susan?”

“Three.”

Hayden pushed the button while keeping the phone cradled on his shoulder. “Yes, Claire. I’m a bit pressed for time.”

“Charlton, it’s Jerald.”

After twenty years of marriage, Hayden knew his wife well enough to recognize true alarm. “What?”

“I’ve just gotten a call from school. He was in a brawl.”

“A brawl? Jerald?” With a half laugh, Hayden picked up his speech again. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Charlton, Dean Wight himself called me. Jerald was in a fistfight with another student.”

“Claire, not only is that difficult to believe given Jerald’s temperament, it’s quite annoying to be called just because Jerald and some other boy had a tiff of some kind. We’ll discuss it when I get home.”

“Charlton.” It was the sharp edge to her voice that prevented him from hanging up. “According to Wight this was not a little tiff. The other boy—he’s been taken to the hospital.”

“Ridiculous.” But Hayden was no longer looking at his speech. “It sounds to me like a few cuts and bruises are being blown out of proportion.”

“Charlton.” Claire felt her stomach flutter. “They’re saying Jerald tried to strangle him.”

Twenty minutes later Hayden was sitting, ramrod straight, in Dean Wight’s office. In the chair beside him, Jerald sat with his eyes downcast and his mouth set. His white linen shirt was creased and smudged, but he’d taken the time to straighten his tie. The scratches on his face had been joined by darkening bruises. The knuckles of both hands were swollen.

A look at him had affirmed Hayden’s opinion that the incident had been nothing more than a rough-and-tumble. Jerald would be called to task, certainly. A lecture, a reduction of privileges for a time. Still, Hayden was already working out his position should the matter leak to the press.

“I hope we can clear this matter up shortly.”

Wight nearly sighed. He was two years away from retirement and his pension. In his twenty years at St. James’s he’d taught, lectured, and disciplined the sons of the rich and the privileged. Many of his former students had gone on to become public figures in their own right. If he understood one solid fact about those who sent their offspring to him, it was that they didn’t care for criticism.

“I know your schedule must be hectic, Senator Hayden. I wouldn’t have requested this meeting unless I felt it was for the best.”

“I’m aware you know your job, Dean Wight. Otherwise Jerald wouldn’t be here. However, I’m forced to say that this entire scenario is being blown out of proportion. Naturally, I will not condone my son participating in fisticuffs.” This was said directly to the top of Jerald’s head. “And I can assure you this matter will be taken up at home, and dealt with.”

Wight adjusted his glasses. It was a gesture both Hayden and Jerald recognized as the product of nervousness. Hayden sat patiently while Jerald gloated. “I appreciate that, Senator. However, as dean, I have a responsibility to St. James’s, and to the student body. I have no choice but to suspend Jerald.”

Hayden’s mouth firmed. Jerald saw it out of the corner of his eye. Now that fat-faced dean was in for it, he thought.

“I find that rather extreme. I went to a preparatory school myself. Skirmishes were frowned on, certainly, but they didn’t result in suspension.”

“This was hardly a skirmish, Senator.” He’d seen the look in Jerald’s eyes when he’d had his hands around young Lithgow’s throat. It had frightened him, frightened him badly. Even now, studying the boy’s downcast face, he felt uneasy. Randolf Lithgow had suffered severe facial injuries. When Mr. Burns had attempted to break up the fight, Jerald had attacked him with a ferocity that had sent the older man to the ground. He had then tried to choke the nearly unconscious Lithgow until several members of the student body managed to restrain him.

Wight coughed into his hands. He knew the power and wealth of the man he was speaking with. In all probability, Hayden would be the next president. To have had the son of a president graduate from St. James’s would be a tremendous coup. It was that, and only that, that prevented Wight from expelling Jerald.

“In the four years Jerald has been with us, we have never had a problem of any kind in his conduct or his studies.”

Naturally, Hayden had expected no less. “In that case, it appears Jerald must have been extremely provoked.”

“Perhaps.” Wight coughed into his hand again. “Though the severity of the attack can’t be condoned, we are willing to hear Jerald’s side of the story before we take disciplinary action. I assure you, Senator, we do not suspend students out of hand.”

“Well then?”

“Jerald has refused to explain.”

Hayden bit off a sigh. He was paying several thousand dollars a year to have Jerald seen to properly, and this man didn’t have the capability to draw an explanation out of a high school senior. “If you’d give us a few moments alone, Dean Wight?”

“Of course.” He rose, only too glad to distance himself from the silent, cool-eyed stare of the senator’s son.

“Dean—” Hayden’s authoritative voice stopped him at the door. “I’m sure I can rely on your discretion in this matter.”

Wight was very aware of the generous contributions the Haydens had made to St. James’s over the last four years. He was also aware of how easily a candidate’s personal life could destroy his political one. “School problems remain in the school, Senator.”

Hayden rose as soon as Wight left the room. It was an automatic gesture, even an ingrained one. Standing simply emphasized his authority. “All right, Jerald. I’m ready to hear your explanation.”

Jerald, his hands resting lightly on his thighs as he’d been taught, looked up at his father. He saw more than a tall, vigorously handsome man. He saw a king, with blood on his sword and justice on his shoulders. “Why didn’t you tell him to fuck off?” Jerald asked mildly.

Hayden stared. If his son had risen and slapped his face he would have been no less shocked. “I beg your pardon?”

“It’s none of his business what we do,” Jerald continued in the same reasonable tone. “He’s only a fat little weasel who sits behind a desk and pretends to be important. He doesn’t know anything about the way things really are. He’s insignificant.”

Jerald’s tone was so polite, his smile so genuine, that Hayden found himself staring again. “Dean Wight is the head of this institution and, as long as you’re enrolled in St. James’s, deserves your respect.”

As long as he was enrolled. One more month. If his father wanted to wait a few weeks before fixing Wight’s ass, Jerald could be patient. “Yes, sir.”

Relieved, Hayden nodded. The boy was obviously quite upset, perhaps even suffering from a touch of shock. Hayden hated to press him, but answers were necessary. “Tell me about your run-in with Lithgow.”

“He was bugging me.”

“Apparently.” Hayden felt on more solid ground here. Young boys had an excess of energy and often took it out on each other. “I take it he initiated the incident?”

“He kept riding me. He was an idiot.” Impatient, Jerald started to squirm, then caught himself. Control. His father demanded control. “I warned him to get off my back; it was only fair to warn him.” Jerald smiled at his father. For a reason he couldn’t name, Hayden felt his blood chill. “He said if I didn’t have a date for the Graduation Ball he had a cousin with a clubfoot. I wanted to kill him right then; I wanted to smash his pretty face in.”

Hayden wanted to believe it was a young boy’s anger, a young boy’s words, but he couldn’t. Not quite. “Jerald, raising your fists isn’t always the answer. We have a system, we have to work within it.”

“We run the system!” Jerald flung his head up. His eyes. Even his father saw that his eyes were wild, rabid. Then the shutters came down again. Hayden could convince himself, had to convince himself he’d imagined it. “I told him, I told him I didn’t want to go to any prissy school dance to drink punch and cop a few feels. He laughed. He shouldn’t have laughed at me. He said maybe I didn’t like girls.” On a low chuckle, Jerald wiped the spittle from his lips. “And I knew I was going to kill him. I told him I didn’t like girls. I liked women. Real women. Then I hit him so that blood spurted out of his nose all over his pretty face. And I kept hitting him.” Jerald continued to smile as his father’s face whitened. “I didn’t blame him for being jealous, but he shouldn’t have laughed at me. You’d have been proud of the way I punished him for laughing.”

“Jerald …”

“I could have killed them all,” Jerald continued. “I could have, but I didn’t. It wouldn’t have been worth it, would it?”

For one trembling moment, Hayden thought he was in the room with a stranger. But it was his son, his well-bred, well-educated son. The excitement, Hayden assured himself. It was only the strain of the afternoon. “Jerald, I don’t condone losing your temper, but it happens to all of us. I also understand that when we’re provoked we say things, do things that are uncharacteristic.”

Jerald’s lips curved almost sweetly. He loved his father’s rich orator’s voice. “Yes, sir.”

“Wight said you tried to strangle the other boy.”

“Did I?” Jerald’s eyes were blank for a moment, then cleared with his shrug. “Well, that’s the best way.”

Hayden discovered he was sweating; his armpits were dripping. Was he afraid? That was ridiculous, he was the boy’s father. He had no reason to be afraid. Sweat ran in a jagged line down his back. “I’ll take you home.” Just a small breakdown, Hayden told himself as he led Jerald from the room. The boy had been working too hard. He just needed to rest.

Grace sighed when the phone rang. She’d been able to work for the first time that day. Really work. For hours she’d enveloped herself in her own imagination and had produced something that had pleased her.

She’d harbored a deep, secret fear that she wouldn’t be able to write again. Not about murders and victims. But it had come back, rough at first, then with the old flow. The story, the act of writing, the world she created had nothing to do with Kathleen and everything to do with her. Another hour, maybe two, and she’d have enough to send to New York and ease her editor’s nervous twitch. But the phone rang and brought her back to reality. And reality had everything to do with Kathleen.

Grace answered, then noted the number. After drawing out a cigarette, she dialed. “Collect call, from Desiree.” She waited until the call had been accepted and the operator clicked off. “Hello, Mike, what can I do for you?”

A hell of a way to spend the evening, she thought some minutes later. Ed was downstairs playing gin with Ben and she was pretending she was a peasant to Sir Michael’s black knight.

Harmless. Most of the men who called were just that. They were lonely, looking for companionship. They were cautious and looking for safe, electronic sex. They were tense, pressured by family and profession, and had decided a phone call was cheaper than paying for a prostitute or a psychiatrist. That was the simple way to look at it.

But Grace knew, better than most, that it wasn’t really that simple.

The newspaper reproduction of the police artist’s sketch was on her nightstand. How many times had she studied it? How many times had she looked at it and tried to see … something? Murderers, rapists should look different from other men in society. Yet they looked the same—normal, unmarked. That was so frightening. You could pass them on the street, stand with them in an elevator, shake their hands at a cocktail party and never know.

Would she know him when she heard him? His voice would be as normal, and as harmless, as Sir Michael’s. Yet somehow she thought she would know. She held the sketch in her hand and studied it. The voice would fit, and she’d put it together with the sketch of his face.

Outside, Ben crossed the street to an unmarked van. Ed had already taken him for twelve-fifty at gin, and he thought it was time to check on Billings. He pulled open the side door. Billings glanced up, then saluted.

“Amazing stuff.” Billings cackled to himself. “Yes, sir, it’s capital A amazing. Want to listen in?”

“You’re a sick man, Billings.”

Billings only grinned and cracked a peanut. “The lady gives great phone, old buddy. I have to thank you for letting me make her acquaintance. I’m tempted to give her a ring myself.”

“Why don’t you do that? I’d love to see Ed rip off your arms and stuff them up your nose.” But it was precisely to avoid that possibility that Ben had come out to do the checking. “You doing anything with the taxpayers’ money in here besides jerking off?”

“Don’t get hyper, Paris. Remember, you came to me.” He swallowed the peanut. “Oh yeah, she’s really got this one going. He’s about to—” Billings broke off. “Hold it.” With one hand pressed against his headphones he began to fiddle with dials on the equipment lined up in front of him. “Sounds like somebody wants a free ride.”

Ben moved forward until he was leaning over Billings’s shoulder. “Have you got him?”

“Maybe, just maybe. A little click, a little surge. Watch the needle. Yeah, yeah, he’s on there.” Billings flipped switches and cackled. “Got ourself a ménage à trois.”

“Can you trace it?”

“Does the pope wear a beanie? Shit, he’s clever. A clever sonofabitch. Got himself a scrambler. Goddamn.”

“What?”

“She hung up. I guess the guy’s three minutes were up.”

“Did you trace it, Billings?”

“I need more than thirty seconds, for Christ’s sake. We’ll wait and see if he comes back.” Billings dug into the peanuts again. “You know, Paris, if this guy’s doing what you think he’s doing, he’s not stupid. No, baby, he’s sharp, real sharp. Chances are he’s got himself some top of the line equipment and he knows how to use it. He’s going to cover his trail.”

“Are you telling me you’re not going to be able to nail him?”

“No, I’m telling you he’s good. Real good. But I’m better. There’s the phone.”

Jerald couldn’t believe it. His palms were sweating. It was a miracle, and he’d made it happen. He’d never stopped thinking about her, wanting her. Now she’d come back, just for him. Desiree was back. And she was waiting for him.

Giddy, he put his headphones on again and tuned back in.

That voice. Desiree’s voice. Just hearing it made him edgy, sweaty, desperate. She was the only one who could really do it for him. Take him to the brink. The power was in her just the way it was in him. Closing his eyes, he let it flow over him. He let it take him up and over. She was back. She’d come back for him because he was the best.

God, it was all coming together. He’d been right to drop the mask and show those pussies at school what he was made of. Desiree was back. She wanted him, wanted him inside her, wanted him to give her that ultimate thrill.

He could almost feel her under him, bucking and screaming, begging him to do it. She’d come back to show him he not only had the power over life, but the power over death. He’d brought her back. When he went to her this time, it would be even better. The best.

The others had only been a test. He understood that now. The others had only happened to show him how much he and Desiree belonged together. Now she was talking to him, promising herself to him, eternally.

He’d have to go to her, but not tonight. He had to prepare first.

“He pulled off.” Billings swore and punched buttons. “The little bastard pulled off. Come on back, come back, I’ve almost got you.”

“Give me what you’ve got, Billings.”

Still swearing, Billings pulled out a map. Keeping his headphones in place, he drew four lines, connecting them into a rectangle over six blocks. “He’s in there. Until I get him back that’s the best I can do. Jesus, no wonder he pulled out, this other guy’s bawling like a baby.”

“Just keep at it.” Ben tucked the map into his pocket and jumped out of the van. It wasn’t enough, but it was more than they’d had an hour before. He knocked on the front door, then strode in when Ed opened it. “We’ve got it down to a quadrant of about six square blocks.” After glancing upstairs, Ben walked into the living room to spread the map on the coffee table.

Keeping on the edge of the couch, Ed leaned over it. “Upscale neighborhood.”

“Yeah. Tess’s grandfather lives here.” Ben tapped a forefinger on the map just outside the quadrant. “And Congressman Morgan’s Washington address is here.” His finger moved inside the red lines.

“Maybe it wasn’t just a coincidence that Morgan’s credit card was used for the flowers,” Ed murmured. “Maybe our boy knows him, or his kids.”

“Morgan’s son’s the right age.” Ben picked up a watered-down glass of Pepsi.

“His alibi’s solid, and the description’s off.”

“Yeah, but I wonder what he’d have to say if we had him take a good hard look at the sketch.”

“That school the Morgan kid goes to. St James’s, right?”

“Prep school. Upper-crust and conservative.”

Ed remembered the haircut in the sketch. He took out his notebook as he rose. “I’ll call.”

Ben paced to the window. Through it he could see the van. Inside, Billings was gnawing peanuts and maybe, just maybe, narrowing down the possibilities. There wasn’t much time. He could feel it. Something was going to break, and soon. If things didn’t go right, Grace was going to be squeezed from both sides.

He glanced over his shoulder at Ed talking on the phone. He knew how it felt, how frustrating, how just plain scary it was to have the woman you loved in the middle of something you couldn’t control. You tried to be a cop, a good one, but holding on to your objectivity was like trying to cling to a wet rope. You kept losing your grip.

“Morgan’s mother died this morning,” Ed said as he hung up. “The family’ll be out of town for a couple of days.” In Ben’s eyes Ed saw what he felt in his gut. They didn’t have a couple of days. “I want to pull her off.”

“I know.”

“Goddamn it, she’s got no business exposing herself this way. She doesn’t even belong here. She should be back in her penthouse in New York. The longer she stays—”

“The harder it’s going to be to watch her leave,” Ben finished. “Maybe she isn’t going to leave, Ed.”

A man didn’t evade his partner. “I love her enough that it would be easier to know she was there, safe, than here with me.”

Ben sat on the arm of the couch and pulled out a cigarette. The eighteenth of the day. Damn Ed for getting him into the habit of counting. “You know one thing I’ve always admired about you—besides your arm-wrestling skills, that is—you’re a hell of a judge of character, Ed. You usually put your finger on a person after ten minutes. So I figure you already know Grace isn’t going to budge.”

“Maybe she hasn’t been shoved hard enough.” Ed pushed his big hands into his pockets.

“A few months ago I gave serious thought to slipping the cuffs on Tess and shipping her off. Anywhere, as long as it was away from here.” Ben studied the end of his cigarette. “Looking back, I can see a bit clearer. It wouldn’t have worked. What made her the person she is made her determined to do what she was doing. It scared the shit out of me, and I took a lot of it out on her.”

“Maybe if you’d pushed harder, you wouldn’t have almost lost her.” Ed spit it out, then immediately detested himself. “Out of line. I’m sorry.”

If it had been anyone else, Ben would have released his temper in whatever way seemed the handiest. Because it was Ed, he bit it back. “It’s nothing I haven’t asked myself a few hundred times. I don’t forget what it felt like when I knew he had her. I’ll never forget it.” After crushing out his cigarette, he rose to pace again. “You want to keep Grace out of this part of your life completely, totally separated from it. You want her untouched and unsullied by all the shit you wade through day after day. The gang hits, the domestic explosions, the prossies and the pimps. Let me tell you, it ain’t never going to work because no matter what you do, you bring pieces of it home with you.”

“What you bring home doesn’t have to put her in firing range.”

“No, but she’s in this one.” Ben dragged a hand through his hair. “Christ, I know what you’re going through and I hate it. Not just for you, but for me, because it brings it right back to the bone. But the fact that keeps slapping us in the face is that she’s reeling him in. No matter how much you might wish it otherwise, she’s the one who’s going to nail him.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Grace said from the doorway. Both men turned toward her, but she looked only at Ed. “I’m sorry, by the time I realized this was a private conversation I’d already heard too much. I’m going for some coffee, but before I do, I’d like to add my two cents. I finish what I start. Always.”

Ben picked up his jacket as Grace walked away. “Look, I’ll go on out and wrap things up with Billings for the night.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“Catch you in the morning.” He headed for the door, then paused. “I’d tell you to ease up, but I won’t. If I had it to do over again, I’d do the same thing.”

Grace heard the door close. Minutes later, she listened to Ed’s footsteps come toward the kitchen. Immediately she began to fool with the coffeepot she’d simply been staring at.

“I don’t know why in the hell Kathy didn’t get a microwave. Every time I go to cook something I feel like I’m on Plymouth Rock. I’m thinking about frozen pizza. Are you hungry?”

“No.”

“Coffee probably tastes like mud by now.” She clanged cups in the cabinet. “There’s probably some juice or something in the fridge.”

“I’m fine. Why don’t you sit down and let me do that?”

“Stop it!” She spun around, shattering the cup in the sink. “Dammit! Just stop trying to tuck me in and pat me on the head. I’m not a child. I’ve been taking care of myself for years and doing a hell of a good job of it. I don’t want you to fix my coffee or anything else.”

“All right.” She wanted a fight. Fine. He was more than ready for one himself. “Just what the hell do you want?”

“I want you to back off, back way off. I want you to stop watching me as though I were going to fall on my face every time I take a step.”

“That’d be easy if you’d watch where you were going.”

“I know what I’m doing and I don’t need you or anyone else standing around waiting to catch me. I’m a capable, reasonably intelligent woman.”

“Maybe you are, when you’re not wearing blinders. You’re looking straight ahead, Grace, but you don’t know what the hell’s happening on either side or behind you. Nobody’s backing off, especially me, until this thing’s over.”

“Then stop making me feel guilty for doing the only thing I can do.”

“What do you want me to do, stop worrying about you, stop caring what happens to you? Do you think I can turn my feelings off and on like a faucet?”

“You’re a cop,” she shot back. “You’re supposed to be objective. You’re supposed to want him no matter what.”

“I want him.” She saw his expression cool again. It was that look which made her realize how far he’d go when pushed.

“Then you know what I’m doing could drop him in your lap. Think about it for a minute, Ed. Maybe some woman is alive tonight because he’s tuned in to me.”

He believed it, but the problem was he couldn’t get around her. “It’d be a hell of a lot easier for me if I didn’t love you.”

“Then love me enough to understand.”

He wanted to be reasonable. He wanted to pull back and be the logical, mild-tempered man he knew himself to be. But he wasn’t reasonable. If it wasn’t over soon he might never be that same man again. Tired suddenly, he pressed his fingers to his eyes. Six square blocks and a vague sketch. It had to be enough. He’d end it. He’d find a way to end it or by the following night he’d find a way to put Grace on a plane to New York. He dropped his hands.

“You’re boiling your coffee.”

Biting off an oath, she turned and switched off the flame. She grabbed for the handle, missed, and burned the tips of three fingers. “Don’t,” she said instantly when Ed stepped forward. “I burned myself, I’ll fix it.” Glaring at him, she stuck her hand under cold water from the tap. “See? I can take care of it. I don’t need you to kiss it and make it better.”

With a furious turn of her wrist, she shut off the tap, then stood staring at her dripping fingers. “I’m sorry. Oh Christ, I’m sorry. I hate myself when I’m ugly.”

“You going to kick at me if I ask you to sit down?”

Shaking her head, she walked to the table. “I guess I was on edge in the first place, then when I came down and heard you talking to Ben it set me off.” She picked up a dishcloth and began to twist it. “I don’t know how to handle your feelings and my own. As far as I know, no one’s ever felt about me the way you do.”

“Good.”

That brought a halfhearted laugh and made it easier for her to look at him. “It’s only fair to take that a step further and tell you I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about you.”

He waited a beat. “But?”

“If I were plotting this out, I could figure how to work it. The thing is, I want to tell you how I feel, but I’m afraid it’ll just make things harder for both of us.”

“Give it a shot.”

“I’m scared.” She shut her eyes but didn’t object when his hand reached for hers. “I’m so scared. When I was upstairs on that damn phone, I wanted to hang up and say screw it. But I couldn’t. I’m not even sure anymore that what I’m doing’s right. I don’t even have that, but I have to go on with it. It’s worse, a lot worse because you’re pulling me the other way and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You want my support, you want me to tell you what you’re doing is the right thing. I don’t know if I can.”

“Then just don’t tell me it’s the wrong thing, because if you do enough times, I’ll believe you.”

He studied their joined hands. Hers were small, even delicate, the nails short and unpainted. There was a chunk of gold and diamonds on her pinky. “Have you ever been camping?”

“In a tent?” A little baffled, she shook her head. “No. I’ve never understood why people get off sleeping in the dirt.”

“I know a place in West Virginia. There’s a river, lots of rock. Wildflowers. I’d like to take you there.”

She smiled. It was his way of offering peace. “In a tent?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess that leaves out room service.”

“I might bring a cup of tea to your sleeping bag.”

“Okay. Ed?” She turned her hand over in offering. “Why don’t you kiss my fingers and make them better?”


Chapter 15

“Tess, how wonderful you look.” Claire Hayden brushed her cheek over Tess’s, then settled into the corner table at the Mayflower. “I really appreciate you meeting me like this at the end of one of your busy days.”

“It’s always nice to see you, Claire.” Tess smiled though her feet were aching and she was already dreaming of a hot bath. “And you made it sound important.”

“I’m probably overreacting.” Claire adjusted the jacket of her shell-pink suit. “I’ll have a dry vermouth,” she told the waiter before glancing back at Tess. “Two?”

“No, I’ll just have a Perrier.” Tess watched Claire twist the thick band of her wedding ring around and around on her finger. “How is Charlton, Claire? It’s been months since I’ve seen either of you except on the evening news. This must be a very exciting time for all of you.”

“You know Charlton, he takes all of it in stride. For myself, I’m trying to gear up for the madness this summer. Smiles and speeches and smoldering podiums. The press already has the house under siege.” She moved her small shoulders as if to shrug the inconvenience away. “That’s all part of it. You know, Charlton always says the issues are more important than the candidate, but I wonder. If he slams a door, twenty reporters are ready to print that he threw a tantrum.”

“Public life is never easy. Being the wife of the party’s favored son can be a strain.”

“Oh, it’s not that. I’ve accepted that.” She paused while their drinks were served. She would only have one, no matter how much she was tempted to order a second. It wouldn’t do to have anyone report that the candidate’s wife sucked the bottle. “I can admit to you that there are times I wish we could bundle off to some little farm somewhere.” She sipped. “Of course, I’d hate that quickly enough. I love Washington. I love being a Washington wife. And I have no doubt I’ll love being First Lady.”

“If my grandfather’s on the mark, you’ll find out very soon.”

“Dear Jonathan.” Claire smiled again, but Tess saw the strain that still shadowed her eyes. “How is he?”

“As ever. He’ll be pleased when I tell him we got together.”

“I’m afraid this isn’t social, and it’s not something I want you to discuss with your grandfather. Or anyone.”

“All right, Claire. Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you?”

“Tess, I’ve always respected your professional credentials, and I know I can rely on your discretion.”

“If you’re asking me to consider anything you say to me here as privileged, I understand.”

“Yes, I knew you would.” Claire paused again, to sip, then to simply run her finger down the stem of her glass. “As I said, it’s probably nothing. Charlton wouldn’t be pleased that I’m making anything out of it, but I can’t ignore it any longer.”

“Then Charlton doesn’t know you’re here.”

“No.” Claire looked up again. Her eyes were more than shadowed now, Tess saw. They were frantic. “I don’t want him to know, not yet. You have to understand the enormous pressure he’s under to be, well, ideal. In today’s climate no one wants imperfection in their leaders. Once a flaw is dug out, as the press is hell-bent to do, it’s maximized and twisted until it becomes a bigger issue than a man’s record. Tess, you know what smears on a candidate’s family life, his personal relationships, can do to his campaign.”

“But you didn’t ask me here to talk about Charlton’s campaign.”

“No.” Claire hesitated. Once it was said, it couldn’t be taken back. Twenty years of her life, and five more of her husband’s, could hang in the balance of this one decision. “It’s about Jerald. My son. I’m afraid he’s, well, I don’t think Jerald’s been himself lately.”

“In what way?”

“He’s always been a quiet boy, a loner. You probably don’t even remember him, though he’s often attended receptions and other functions with us.”

Tess had a recollection of a thin young boy who faded into corners. “I’m afraid I don’t remember him well.”

“People don’t.” Claire’s smile flared and faded. With her hands in her lap she began to pleat the tablecloth. “He’s very unobtrusive. Bright. Jerald’s a terribly bright young man. He’s in the top ten percent of his graduating class. He’s been on the dean’s list consistently through prep school. Several excellent private colleges have accepted him, though he’ll follow tradition and attend Princeton.” She began to talk quickly, too quickly, as though she were now on the down side of a roller coaster ride and frightened that she’d run out of breath. “I’m afraid he spends more time with his computer than with people. I can’t understand the things myself, but Jerald’s just a whiz with machines. I can honestly say I’ve never had a moment’s trouble from him. He’s never been rebellious or impolite. When friends would tell me how frustrated they were with their teenagers, I would just marvel that Jerald was always such a quiet, agreeable boy. Perhaps not overly affectionate, but good-natured.”

“The ideal son?” Tess murmured. She knew how deceptive “perfection” could be, how many jagged flaws it could conceal.

“Yes, yes, exactly. He simply worships Charlton. Almost too much, you understand. At times I would be a bit uneasy about it, but it’s so gratifying for a boy to look up to his father. In any case, we’ve never had to be concerned with the problems so many parents seem to face today. Drugs, promiscuity, defiance. Then lately—”

“Take your time, Claire.”

“Thank you.” After reaching for her glass, Claire sipped to moisten her dry throat. “In the last few months, Jerald’s been spending more and more time on his own. He’s locked himself in his room every night. I know how hard he studies and I’ve even tried to persuade him to slow down a bit. He looks so worn-out some mornings. His moods seem to swing. I know I’ve been tied up with the election and campaign, so I excused those swings. I’ve been a bit moody myself.”

“Have you talked with him?”

“I’ve tried. Perhaps not hard enough. I didn’t realize how difficult it could be to deal with. He came home from the library one night recently, and he was—Tess, he was a mess. His clothes were disheveled, his face was scratched up. It was obvious he’d been in a fight of some kind, but he would only say he’d fallen off his bike. I let it drop. I regret that now. I even let his father believe it, though I know Jerald had taken the car that night. I told myself he was entitled to his privacy and that, being a well-brought-up boy, he wouldn’t get in over his head. But there’s been something, something in his eyes lately.”

“Claire, do you suspect Jerald is experimenting with drugs?”

“I don’t know.” For a moment she allowed herself the luxury of covering her face with her hands. “I don’t know, but I do know we have to do something before it gets worse. Just yesterday Jerald was in a dreadful fight at school. He’s been suspended. Tess, they’re claiming he tried to kill the other boy … with his bare hands.” She looked down at her own. Her wedding ring glinted up at her. “He’s never been in trouble before.”

Tess felt chilled to the bone. She swallowed hard, then asked in a carefully managed, neutral tone, “What does Jerald say about the fight?”

“Nothing, not to me. I know he spoke with Charlton, but neither of them will discuss it. Charlton’s worried.” Her gaze darted to Tess’s, then shifted back to the tablecloth. “Charlton is trying to pretend he’s not, but I can see it. I know how damaging this could be if it leaks to the press and I’m terrified about what it might do to his campaign. He keeps insisting that all Jerald needs is a few days to rest his mind and calm down. I wish I could believe it.”

“Would you like me to talk to Jerald?”

“Yes.” Claire reached over to take her hand. “Very much. I don’t know what else to do. I’ve been a better wife, a better partner than a mother. Jerald seems to have slipped out of my hands. I’m really worried about him. He seems distant, and smug somehow, as though he knows something no one else does. I’m hoping that if he talks to someone outside the family, yet someone who’s still one of us, he’ll open up.”

“I’ll do what I can, Claire.”

“I know you will.”

Randolf Lithgow hated the hospital. He hated Jerald Hayden for putting him there. It had been the humiliation more than the pain. How could he go back and face the other guys after he’d been beaten to a pulp by the class freak?

Little creep thought he was big shit on campus because his father was running for president. Lithgow hoped Charlton P. Hayden lost the election without pulling one state. He hoped he lost so bad he’d have to crawl out of Washington in the dead of night, dragging his crazy son with him.

Lithgow shifted in bed and wished, too, that it was time for visiting hours. He sipped through a straw and managed to swallow though his throat still burned like hell. He was going to make that pasty-faced nerd pay when he got back on his feet again.

Bored, restless, and feeling sorry for himself, Lithgow began to switch the television channels with his remote. He wasn’t in the mood for the six o’clock news. He could get all that crap in Current Events when he went back to school. He flipped again and landed on a rerun of a situation comedy. He knew the damn dialogue in that old horse by heart. Swearing, he switched channels. More news. Just when Lithgow was about to give up and read a book, they flashed the sketch of Mary Beth Morrison’s assailant on the screen.

He might have passed it by, but for the eyes. The eyes made him narrow his own. They were the same ones he’d seen as he was losing consciousness and Jerald’s hands had squeezed the air out of him. Concentrating, he struggled to fill in the details the artist had missed. Before he was sure, absolutely sure, the image was replaced by a reporter. Excited, no longer restless, Randolf switched to the next network. He might see it again.

If he did, he had a pretty good idea what to do about it.

“We’re going to have cruisers sweeping that area all night.” Ben flipped the file closed. Ed was still staring at the map as though he were waiting for something to jump out at him. “He comes out, odds are they’ll spot him.”

“I don’t like the odds.” He glanced toward the hall. Upstairs, Grace was completing her third night as bait. “How many times do you figure we went through that quadrant today, in wheels and on foot?”

“Lost count. Listen, I still figure the school’s a good shot. Wight might not have recognized the sketch, but he was nervous.”

“People get nervous when cops come around.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got a feeling something’s going to click when Lowenstein finishes passing out the sketch to the students.”

“Maybe. But that gives him tonight, and too many hours tomorrow.”

“Look, there’re two of us in the house. Billings is outside and we’ve got pass-bys every fifteen minutes. She’s safer here than if we had her in lockup.”

“I’ve been thinking about the psychiatric profile Tess worked up. Wondering why I can’t seem to think like him.”

“Could be because you’ve got both oars in the water.”

“That’s not it. You know how it gets when you’re close to one of these. No matter how wacko, no matter how sick the perp is, you start to think like him, anticipate him.”

“We are. That’s why we’re going to get him.”

“We’re not on the money.” Ed ran his fingers over his eyes. They’d started aching by midafternoon. “And we’re not on the money because he’s a kid. The more I think about it, the more I’m sure of it. Not just because of Morrison’s ID. Kids don’t think the same way adults do. I always figured that’s why they send kids to war, because they haven’t faced their own mortality yet. It doesn’t hit until a person’s in his twenties.”

It made Ben think of his brother. “Some kids are grown up by the time they hit sixteen.”

“Not this one. Everything Tess has here leads not just to a psychotic but an immature one.”

“So we think like a kid.”

“He’s probably done some pouting since he botched Morrison.” Trying to ride with it, Ed began to pace the room. “It’s just like she said, he was whining like a kid who busted his favorite toy. What does a real snot-nosed little brat do when he breaks his toy?”

“He breaks someone else’s.”

“Bull’s-eye.” Ed turned to him. “You’re going to make a hell of a father.”

“Thanks. Look, the rapes and attempteds that’ve come in since Morrison don’t fit.”

“I know.” Hadn’t he read every report word by word, hoping for a link? “Maybe he hasn’t hit on another woman, that doesn’t mean he hasn’t hit. You know, when a rapist is prevented from following through, he only gets more frustrated and angry. And he’s a kid. He has to take it out on someone.”

“So you figure he was ready for a fight, looking to mix it up with some other kid?”

“I figure he’d go after someone weaker, someone he thought was weaker anyway. It’d make him feel better if it was someone he knew.”

“So we can check the arrest reports for assaults over the last couple of days.”

“And the hospitals. I don’t think he’d settle for a little pushy-shovey.”

“You’re starting to think like Tess.” Ben grinned at him. “That’s why I love you. That’s probably her now,” he said as the phone rang. “I told her to give me a call when she got home.”

“Tell her to push calcium.” Ed picked up the file again. The tone of Ben’s voice had him ignoring it.

“When? You got an address? You and Renockie cover us here and we’ll take it. Look, Lowenstein, I don’t give a shit who—Who? Christ.” Ben ran a hand over his face and tried to think. “Get Judge Meiter, he’s a Republican. No, I’m not kidding. I want the warrant in my hands in an hour or we go without it.”

He hung up. If he could have risked it, he’d have taken a nice clean shot of vodka. “Got an identification on the sketch. A kid in Georgetown Hospital fingered a school buddy who tried to smother his windpipe. He’s a senior at St. James’s. The captain’s sending someone down to get a written statement.”

“Do we have a name?”

“Caller ID’d our boy as Jerald Hayden, address is smack dab in the middle of Billings’s little square.”

“Then let’s move.”

“We’ve got to go through channels on this one, partner.”

“Fuck channels.”

Ben didn’t bother to point out that Ed was the one who always touched the system. “The kid’s the son of Charlton P. Hayden, the people’s choice.”

Ed stared at him for several long seconds. “I’m going up to get Grace.”

Ben barely nodded before the phone rang again. “Paris.”

“Ben, I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“Look, Doc, I can’t tie up this phone.”

“I’ll be quick. I think it may be important.”

With a check of his watch Ben figured Lowenstein still had fifty-eight minutes to come through. “Shoot.”

“I’m skirting very close to patient confidentiality here.” And that had worried her all during her soul-searching. “I talked with a woman today, a woman I know. She’s concerned about her son. He was in an apparently serious fight at school yesterday. He nearly strangled another boy. Ben, a great deal of what she told me mirrors the profile on your serial killer.”

“He broke someone else’s toy,” Ben murmured. “Give me a name, Doc.” When he was met with silence, he pictured her, sitting at her desk wrestling with her oath and her conscience. “Play it this way. Tell me if this name sounds familiar. Jerald Hayden.”

“Oh God.”

“Tess, I need clout. We’re already working on the warrant. A call from you would speed it up.”

“Ben, I agreed to take this boy on as a patient.”

There was no use swearing at her, he thought. She couldn’t help herself. “Then you can consider it in his best interest for us to bring him in quick. And alive. Get in touch with Harris, Tess. Tell him what you told me.”

“Be careful. He’s much more dangerous now.”

“You and Junior wait up for me. I’m crazy about you.”

Ben put down the receiver as Ed led Grace into the room. “Ed says you know who he is.”

“Yeah. You ready to retire as a phone mistress?”

“More than. How much longer before you have him?”

“We’re getting a warrant. You’re a little pale, Grace. Want a brandy?”

“No. Thanks.”

“That was Tess.” Ben took out a cigarette, lit it, and handed it to Grace. “Washington’s a small town. She talked with Jerald Hayden’s mother today. The lady thinks her kid needs a shrink.”

“It’s funny.” Grace blew out a stream of smoke as she waited for it to sink in. “I thought when it happened it would be sort of climactic. Instead, it’s a phone call and a piece of paper.”

“Police work’s mostly paperwork,” Ed told her.

“Yeah.” She tried to smile. “I’ve got the same problem with my job. I want to see him.” She took another drag. “I still want to see him, Ed.”

“Why don’t we wait on that until we tie up loose ends?” He touched her cheek so that she turned her head to look at him. “You did what you needed to do, Grace. You have to let go of Kathleen now.”

“Once it’s done, and I can call my parents and … and Jonathan, I think I can.”

It took Lowenstein less than forty minutes to deliver the warrant. She slapped it into Ben’s hand. “Hayden’s blood type was on file at Georgetown Hospital. It’s a match. Take him down. We’ll cover the house until you call in.”

“Stay.” Ed put his hands on Grace’s shoulders.

“I’m not going anywhere. Listen, I know the world needs heroes, but I figure I need you more. So be a good cop, Jackson, and watch yourself.” Taking his shirtfront, she pulled him down for a kiss. “See you.”

“Take care of his lady, Renockie,” Ben said as they swung out the door. “I’d hate to see Ed drop-kick you.”

Grace let out a long breath and turned to her new guards. “Anybody want some lousy coffee?”

Claire heard the doorbell ring and nearly swore with annoyance. If they didn’t leave in five minutes they were going to be late. After signaling back the housekeeper, she smoothed down her hair and answered herself.

“Detectives Jackson and Paris.” The badges Claire saw set off a slow, dull alarm within her. “We’d like to speak with Jerald Hayden.”

“Jerald?” Years of training had her lips curving automatically. “What’s this about?” The Lithgow boy, she thought. His parents were going to press charges.

“We have a search warrant, ma’am.” Ben passed it to her. “Jerald Hayden is wanted for questioning in connection with the murders of Kathleen Breezewood and Mary Grice and the attempted rape of Mary Beth Morrison.”

“No.” She was a strong woman. She’d never fainted in her life. Now, she dug her nails into her palm until her vision cleared. “There’s a mistake.”

“Is there a holdup, Claire? We’ve pushed right to the time limit.” Hayden strode to the door. The friendly impatience on his face changed only slightly when he saw the identification. “Officers, is there a problem?”

“It’s Jerald.” Claire dug her fingers into his arms. “They want Jerald. Oh God, Charlton. They’re talking about murder.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Your wife has the papers, Senator.” Ed’s usual compassion had dried up on the drive over. “We’ve been authorized to take your son down for questioning.”

“Call Stuart, Claire.” It was a time for lawyers, he thought. Though he didn’t believe it, couldn’t believe it, Hayden saw the years of building a strong, careful platform disintegrating. “I’m sure we can clear this up quickly. I’ll send for Jerald.”

“We’d prefer to go along,” Ed said.

“Very well.” Turning, Hayden started for the stairs. With every step he felt his life, his ambitions, his beliefs slip away. He could see clearly, painfully clearly, the look in Jerald’s eyes as they’d sat in the dean’s office. He held himself straight, as a courageous man would facing a firing squad, and knocked on Jerald’s door.

“Excuse me, Senator.” Ben reached around to push the door open. The light was burning, the radio playing quietly. And the room was empty.

“He must be downstairs.” Cold sweat ran a line down Hayden’s back.

“I’ll go with you.”

With a barely perceptible nod to Ben, Ed stepped inside Jerald’s room.

It took under ten minutes to determine that Jerald Hayden was no longer in the house. When Ben returned to the bedroom, the senator and his wife were with him.

“He’s got quite a cache.” Ed indicated the open desk drawer. “Please, don’t touch anything,” he warned Hayden as the senator stepped forward. “We’ll have someone come down and log this. Looks like about forty grams of coke, maybe an eighth of a kilo of grass.” He touched the lid of a jar with the tip of a pencil. “Some flake.”

“It’s a mistake.” Hysteria began to bubble in Claire’s voice. “Jerald doesn’t take drugs. He’s an honor student.”

“I’m sorry.” Ben looked from Claire to the computer which took up most of the desk, then to Ed. As Billings had said, the equipment was state-of-the-art. “He’s not in the house.”

While his mother was sobbing in his bedroom, Jerald was climbing the fence between Ed’s property and the Breezewood house. He’d never felt better in his life. His blood was pumping, his heart was hammering. Desiree was waiting for him, to take him beyond the mortal into forever.

Renockie drank coffee in the living room while Grace played with hers and watched the clock. Where was Ed? Why didn’t he call?

“I guess you could say I’m a big fan of yours, Miss McCabe.”

“I appreciate that, Detective.”

“I waited to tell you until Lowenstein was out with Billings that I’m an amateur writer myself.”

Who wasn’t? she thought, then forced a smile. It wasn’t like her to be unkind. “Oh, really? Are you writing detective novels?”

“Just short stories.” His wide, pleasant face flushed with the admission. “You spend a lot of time in the car and just sitting and waiting in my business. Gives you a lot of time to think.”

“Maybe you could show me something you’ve done.”

“I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“I’d like to see it. Why don’t you …” She trailed off when the expression on his face changed. She’d heard it too, a shuffling, the opening of a door.

“Why don’t you go upstairs? Lock the door.” He drew his weapon out as he took her arm. “Just in case.”

She moved quickly and without argument. Renockie held his weapon in both hands, pointing up, as he moved.

In the bedroom, Grace stood with her back to the door, waiting, listening. It was probably nothing. How could it be anything? Ed had him by now. The phone would ring any minute and he’d tell her it was all over.

Then she heard a board creak and she jumped. Sweat was pouring down her forehead, into her eyes. Calling herself a fool, Grace wiped it away. It was just the aspiring writer coming to tell her all was clear.

“Desiree?”

The whisper dried every drop of sweat on her body. She tasted fear. It filled her mouth, but she couldn’t swallow it. As she watched, the doorknob turned to the left, then to the right.

“Desiree.”

Trapped. Trapped. The word ran through her mind over and over. She was alone, somehow alone with the man who’d come to kill her. Grace muffled the scream with both hands before it could burst out. She’d known he would come. She’d known yet still she was trapped. But she wasn’t helpless. She scrambled to the drawer that held the gun and fumbled for it just as the door broke in.

He’s a child, she thought as she stared at him. How could it be that this young boy with an alligator stitched on his shirt and a smattering of pimples on his chin had killed her sister? Then she looked into his eyes, and his eyes told the story.

“Desiree, you knew I’d come back.”

“I’m not Desiree.” He had a gun as well. Her heart nearly stopped when she saw it and the smear of blood on his wrist. He carried flowers in his other hand. A bouquet of pink carnations.

“It doesn’t matter what you call yourself. You came back. You called me back.”

“Don’t.” She lifted the gun as he took a step toward her. “Don’t come near me. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You can’t.” He laughed as though delighted with her. He’d never wanted anything more than he wanted her. Never wanted anything more than he wanted to please her. “We both know you can’t hurt me. We’re beyond that now, you and I. Remember what it was like? Remember, Desiree? Your life flowed out into my hands while mine flowed into you.”

“You killed my sister. I know it. The police know it. They’re coming.”

“I love you.” He stepped closer as he spoke, nearly hypnotizing her with those eyes. “It’s only been you. Together we can do anything, be anything. You’ll keep coming back to me. And I’ll keep listening, and waiting. It’ll be just like before. Time after time.” He held out the flowers.

They heard the sound at the same time. Grace saw Renockie, the blood flowing down his face from where the butt of Jerald’s gun had struck him. He was propped against the door, struggling to steady himself.

Jerald turned, his lips drawn back in a snarl. As he raised his gun, Grace fired.

“What the hell’s going on?” Ben and Ed raced up the walk just as Lowenstein managed to kick the front door in.

“I went to get doughnuts for Billings and tell him to wrap it up. When I came back, the door was locked.” Weapons came out and the three of them entered and separated. Ed saw the blood. His gaze followed the trail upstairs. He’d already sprung forward when they heard the shot.

His heart stopped. He felt it wink out as he raced up. He heard Grace’s name shouted, roared, but wasn’t aware it came from him. Leaping over Renockie, he planted himself. He was ready, and more than willing to kill.

She’d slid to the floor so that her back rested against the bed. She still had the gun in her hand. Her face was colorless, her eyes dark and dazed. But she was breathing. Ed crushed carnations underfoot as he went to her.

“Grace?” He touched her, her shoulders, face, hair. “Grace, I want you to tell me if he hurt you. Look at me, Gracie. Talk to me.” As he spoke, he eased the gun out of her hand.

“He was so young. I couldn’t believe how young. He brought me flowers.” Her eyes focused on Ed when he shifted between her and the body sprawled a few feet away. “He said he loved me.” When she began to gasp, he tried to gather her to him, but she held him off. “No, I’m all right. I’m okay.”

Lowenstein picked up the phone behind her. “According to Renockie, you saved his life. You handled yourself like a pro.”

“Yeah.” Grace rested her head on her hand a moment. “Ed, I’m okay, really. But I don’t think I can stand up without some help.”

“Lean on me,” he murmured. “Just a little.”

With her head resting against his shoulder, she nodded. “Okay.”

“You’re not going to make it, kid.” Ben leaned over Jerald. He’d already examined the wound, and though Lowenstein was calling an ambulance, it wouldn’t do any good. “If there’s anything you want to get off your chest, now’s the time.”

“I’m not afraid to die.” He didn’t feel any pain. That made it all the sweeter. “It’s the ultimate experience. Desiree knows. She already knows.”

“Did you off Desiree and Roxanne, Jerald?”

“I gave them the best.” Looking up, he saw Desiree’s face floating above his. “Desiree.”

Though Ed tried to draw her aside, Grace stood where she was and stared down at Jerald. She’d wanted a picture, and now she would carry it with her the rest of her life. She’d wanted justice, but at this moment she couldn’t be sure just what that meant.

“I’ll be back,” he told her. “I’ll be waiting. Remember.” His lips curved before he died.

“Come downstairs, Grace.” Ed pulled her from the room.

“Do you think we’ll ever know why? Really why?”

“You learn to be satisfied with whatever answers you find. Sit down, I’ll get you a brandy.”

“I won’t argue with that.” She sat, elbows on knees and her face in her hands. “I told him I didn’t want to hurt him. And thank God, I meant it. Once I saw him, saw how it was, I didn’t hate him quite so much.”

“Here, drink.”

“Thanks.” She managed one shaky sip, then a second stronger one. “So …” After a sniffle, she rubbed the back of her hand under her nose. “How was your day?”

He studied her a moment. Her color was coming back and her hands were steady. Tough lady, he thought. She was one tough lady. Crouching in front of her, he took the snifter from her hands. She opened her arms, and he gathered her to him.

“Oh Ed, I never want to be that scared again, ever.”

“Me either.”

She turned her head so that she could press her lips to his throat. “You’re shaking.”

“That’s you.”

On a half laugh, she held tighter. “Whatever.”

Ben hesitated in the doorway, then cleared his throat.

“Kiss off, Paris.”

“In a minute,” he promised his partner. “Look, we’ve got Renockie’s statement, so there’s no hurry for yours, Grace. We’ll have our people in and out of here as soon as we can and leave you the hell alone.”

“Thanks.” Grace drew away from Ed far enough to hold out a hand. “You’re a pal, Ben.”

“I wish we’d been quicker.” He took the offered hand and squeezed. “You’ve had a rough time, Gracie. Tess would want me to tell you that if you need to talk it through, she’ll be there.”

“I know. Tell her I’m glad to give her back her husband in the evenings.”

Ben laid a hand on Ed’s shoulder. “In the morning.”

“Yeah.” When Ben slipped out, Ed handed Grace the snifter again. “Try a little more.”

“I could use the bottle.” She heard the steps and voices on the stairs and knew what they meant. This time she didn’t rise to watch. “Ed, would you mind? I don’t want to stay here, I want to go home.”

He touched her cheek before he rose. It wasn’t possible to stay close to her when he was losing. “I’m sorry, Grace, it wouldn’t be possible for you to go back to New York tonight. In a couple of days, after we’ve got the paperwork wrapped up.”

“New York?” Grace set the brandy aside. She didn’t need it after all. “I said I wanted to go home, Ed. That’s next door.” When he turned to stare down at her, she tried a half smile. “That is, if the offer still holds.”

“It holds.” He slipped his arms around her. “It’s not much of a home yet, Grace. It needs a lot of work.”

“My evenings are free.” Content, she snuggled against him. “I never told you that when I first came I picked your house out as the one I’d most like to live in. Let’s go home, Ed.”

“Sure.” He helped her to her feet.

“One thing.” She dragged the heels of her hands over her face until she was sure it was dry. “I’m not going to iron your shirts.”



To Amy Berkower
with gratitude and affection
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prologue

The air was raw with February the morning Bobby Lee Fuller found the first body. They would say he found it, when in truth what he’d done was trip over what was left of Arnette Gantrey. Either way, the end was the same, and Bobby Lee would live with that wide white face floating into his dreams for a long time to come.

If he hadn’t broken up with Marvella Truesdale—again—the night before, he’d have been hunkered over his desk in English lit, trying to twist his brain into coping with Shakespeare’s Macbeth, instead of dropping his line into Gooseneck Creek. But this last fight in his rocky eighteen-month romance with Marvella had worn him down. Bobby Lee’d decided to take himself a day off, to rest and reflect. And to teach that sharp-tongued Marvella that he wasn’t no pussy-whipped wimp, but a man.

The men in Bobby Lee’s family had always ruled the roost—or pretended to. He wasn’t about to break the tradition.

At nineteen, Bobby Lee was long past grown. He was six one and gawky with it, the filling-out years still to come. But he had big, workingman’s hands, like his father’s, on the ends of long skinny arms, and his mother’s thick black hair and luxuriant lashes. He liked to wear that hair slicked back in the style of his idol, James Dean.

Bobby Lee considered Dean a man’s man, one who wouldn’t have tolerated book learning any more than Bobby Lee did. If it had been up to him, he’d have been working full-time in Sonny Talbot’s Mobile Service Station and Eatery instead of hacking his way through twelfth grade. But his mama had other notions, and nobody in Innocence, Mississippi, liked to cross Happy Fuller if they could help it.

Happy—whose childhood name was appropriate enough since she could smile beauteously as she sliced you off at the knees—hadn’t quite forgiven her eldest boy for being held back twice in school. If Bobby Lee’s mood hadn’t been so low, he wouldn’t have risked hooking a day, not with his grades already teetering. But Marvella was the kind of girl who pushed a man—a man’s man—into doing rash and reckless things.

So Bobby Lee dropped his line into the sulky brown waters of Gooseneck Creek and hunched in his faded denim jacket against the raw air. His daddy always said when a man had powerful things on his mind, the best cure was to take himself down to the water and see what was nibbling.

It didn’t matter if you caught anything, it was the being there that counted.

“Damn women,” Bobby Lee muttered, and peeled his lips back in a sneer he’d practiced long hours in the bathroom mirror. “Damn all women to hell and back again.”

He didn’t need the grief Marvella handed out with both pretty hands. Ever since they’d done the deed in the back of his Cutlass, she’d been picking him apart and trying to put him back together her way.

It didn’t sit right with Bobby Lee Fuller, no indeedy. Not even if she made him dizzy with love when they weren’t scrapping. Not even if she had those big blue eyes that seemed to whisper secrets just for him when they passed each other in the crowded hallways of Jefferson Davis High. And not even if, when he got her naked, she near to fucked his brains out.

Maybe he loved her, and maybe she was smarter than he was, but he’d be damned if she was going to tug him along like a pig on a rope.

Bobby Lee settled back among the reeds along the skinny creek fed by the mighty Mississippi. He could hear the lonesome whistle from the train that was heading down to Greenville, and the whisper of the damp winter breeze through the limp reeds. His line hung slack and still.

The only thing nibbling this morning was his temper.

Maybe he’d just take himself down to Jackson, shake the dust of Innocence off his shoes, and strike out for the city. He was a good mechanic—a damn good one—and figured he could find work with or without a high school diploma. Shitfire. You didn’t need to know nothing about some fag named Macbeth, or obtuse triangles and the like, to fix a dinky carburetor. Down to Jackson he could get himself a job in a garage, end up head mechanic. Hell, he could own the whole kit and kaboodle before too long. And while he was at it, Marvella I-told-you-so Truesdale would be back in Innocence, crying her big blue eyes red.

Then he’d come back. Bobby Lee’s smile lit his tough, good-looking face and warmed his chocolate eyes in a way that would have made Marvella’s heart flutter. Yeah, he’d come back, with twenty-dollar bills bulging in his pockets. He’d cruise on back into town in his classic ’62 Caddy—one of his fleet of cars—duded up in an I-talian suit, and richer than the Longstreets.

And there would be Marvella, thin and pale from pining away for him. She’d be standing on the corner in front of Larsson’s Dry Goods, clutching her hands between her soft, pillowy breasts, and tears would be streaming down her face at the sight of him.

And when she fell at his feet, sobbing and wailing and telling him how sorry she was for being such an awful bitch and driving him away from her, he might—just might—forgive her.

The fantasy lulled him. As the sun brightened to ease the stinging air and danced lightly on the dun-colored water of the creek, he began to contemplate the physical aspects of their reunion.

He’d take her to Sweetwater—having purchased the lovely old plantation from the Longstreets when they’d fallen on hard times. She’d gasp and shiver at his good fortune. Being a gentleman, and a romantic, he’d sweep her up the long, curving stairs.

Since Bobby Lee hadn’t been above the first floor in Sweetwater, his imagination shifted into high gear. The bedroom he carried the trembling Marvella into resembled a hotel suite in Vegas, which was Bobby Lee’s current idea of class.

Heavy red draperies, a heart-shaped bed as big as a lake, carpet so thick he had to wade through it. Music was playing. Something classic, he thought. Bruce Springsteen or Phil Collins. Yeah, Marvella got all gooey over Phil Collins.

Then he’d lie her down on the bed. Her eyes would be wet as he kissed her. She’d be telling him again and again what a fool she’d been, how much she loved him, how she was going to spend the rest of her life making him happy. Making him her king.

Then he’d run his hands down over those incredible white, pink-tipped breasts, squeezing just a little, the way she liked it.

Her soft thighs would spread apart, her fingers would dig into his shoulders while she made that growly sound back in her throat. And then …

His line tugged. Blinking, Bobby Lee sat up, wincing a little when his jeans bunched against the bulge at his crotch. Distracted by the hard-on, he flicked the fat fish out of the water, where it wriggled in the silvering sun. With his hands clumsy and slippery with arousal, he thumped his catch into the reeds.

Imagining himself about to pop it to Marvella had him tangling his line in the reeds. He hauled himself up, swearing a little at his carelessness. Since a good fishing line was as valuable as the fish it caught, Bobby Lee waded into the reeds and began to set it to rights.

The perch was still flopping. He could hear its wet struggles. Grinning, he gave the line a quick tug. It resisted, and he muttered a half-hearted oath.

He kicked a rusted Miller can aside, took another step into the high, cool grass. He slipped, his foot sliding on something wet. Bobby Lee Fuller went down on his knees. And found himself face-to-face with Arnette Gantrey.

Her look of surprise mirrored his—wide eyes, gaping mouth, white white cheeks. The perch lay quivering with its last breaths beneath her naked, mutilated breasts.

He saw she was dead—stone dead—and that was bad enough. But it was the blood, frosty pools of it, soaking into the damp ground, turning her limp, peroxided hair into something dark and crusty, drying hideously from where it had spilled out of dozens of jagged holes in her flesh, necklacing her throat where a long, smiling gash spread—it was the blood that forced the harsh, animal sounds out of him and had him scrambling back on his hands and knees. He didn’t realize the sounds came from him. But he did realize that he was kneeling in her blood.

Bobby Lee struggled to his feet just in time to lose his breakfast grits all over his new black Converse Chucks.

Leaving his perch, his line, and a good portion of his youth in the bloody reeds, he ran for Innocence.




chapter 1

Summer, that vicious green bitch, flexed her sweaty muscles and flattened Innocence, Mississippi. It didn’t take much. Even before the War Between the States, Innocence had been nothing but a dusty fly-speck on the map. Though the soil was good for farming—if a man could stand the watery heat, the floods, and the capricious droughts—Innocence wasn’t destined to prosper.

When the railroad tracks were laid, they had stretched far enough to the north and west to tease Innocence with those long, echoing whistles of pace and progress without bringing either home. The interstate, dug through the delta nearly a century after the tracks, veered away, linking Memphis to Jackson, and leaving Innocence in the dust.

It had no battlefields, no natural wonders to draw in tourists with cameras and cash. No hotel to pamper them, only a small, painfully neat rooming house run by the Koonses. Sweetwater, its single antebellum plantation, was privately owned by the Longstreets, as it had been for two hundred years. It wasn’t open to the public, had the public been interested.

Sweetwater had been written up once in Southern Homes. But that had been in the eighties, when Madeline Longstreet was alive. Now that she and her tosspot, skinflint of a husband were both gone, the house was owned and inhabited by their three children. Together, they pretty nearly owned the town, but they didn’t do much about it.

It could be said—and was—that the three Long-street heirs had inherited all of their family’s wild good looks and none of their ambition. It was hard to resent them, if the people in that sleepy delta town had churned up the energy for resentment. Along with dark hair, golden eyes, and good bones, the Longstreets could charm a coon out of a tree quicker than you could spit.

Nobody blamed Dwayne overmuch for following in his daddy’s alcoholic footsteps. And if he crashed up his car from time to time, or wrecked a few tables in McGreedy’s Tavern, he always made smooth amends when he was sober. Through as years went on, he was sober less and less. Everyone said it might have been different if he hadn’t flunked out of the fancy prep school he’d been shipped off to. Or if he’d inherited his father’s touch with the land, along with the old man’s taste for sour mash.

Others, less kind, claimed that money could keep him in his fancy house and in his fancy cars, but it couldn’t buy him a backbone.

When Dwayne had gotten Sissy Koons in trouble back in ’84, he’d married her without a grumble. And when, two kids and numerous bottles of sour mash later, Sissy had demanded a divorce, he’d ended the marriage just as amiably. No hard feelings—no feelings at all—and Sissy had run off to Nashville with the kids to live with a shoe salesman who wanted to be the next Waylon Jennings.

Josie Longstreet, the only daughter and youngest child, had been married twice in her thirty-one years. Both unions had been short-lived but had provided the people of Innocence with endless grist for the gossip mill. She regretted both experiences in the same way a woman might regret finding her first gray hairs. There was some anger, some bitterness, some fear. Then it was all covered over. Out of sight, out of mind.

A woman didn’t intend to go gray any more than a woman intended to divorce once she’d said “till death do us part.” But things happened. As Josie was fond of saying philosophically to Crystal, her bosom friend and owner of the Style Rite Beauty Emporium, she liked to make up for these two errors in judgment by testing out all the men from Innocence to the Tennessee border.

Josie knew there were some tight-lipped old biddies who liked to whisper behind their hands that Josie Longstreet was no better than she had to be. But there were men who smiled into the dark and knew she was a hell of a lot better than that.

Tucker Longstreet enjoyed women, perhaps not with the abandon his baby sister enjoyed men, but he’d had his share. He was known to tip back a glass, too—though not with the unquenchable thirst of his older brother.

For Tucker, life was a long, lazy road. He didn’t mind walking it as long as he could do so at his own pace. He was affable about detours, providing he could negotiate back to his chosen destination. So far he’d avoided a trip to the altar—his siblings’ experiences having given him a mild distaste for it. He much preferred walking his road unencumbered.

He was easygoing and well-liked by most. The fact that he’d been born rich might have stuck in a few craws, but he didn’t flaunt it much. And he had a boundless generosity that endeared him to people. A man knew if he needed a loan, he could call on old Tuck. The money would be there, without any of the sticky smugness that made it hard to take. Of course, there would always be some who muttered that it was easy for a man to lend money when he had more than enough. But that didn’t change the color of the bills.

Unlike his father, Beau, Tucker didn’t compound the interest daily or lock in his desk drawer a little leather book filled with the names of the people who owed him. Who would keep owing him until they plowed themselves under instead of their fields. Tucker kept the interest to a reasonable ten percent. The names and figures were all inside his clever and often underestimated mind.

In any case, he didn’t do it for the money. Tucker rarely did anything for money. He did it first because it was effortless, and second because inside his rangy and agreeably lazy body beat a generous and sometimes guilty heart.

He’d done nothing to earn his good fortune, which made it the simplest thing in the world to squander it away. Tucker’s feelings on this ranged from yawning acceptance to an occasional tug of social conscience.

Whenever the conscience tugged too hard, he would stretch himself out in the rope hammock in the shade of the spreading live oak, tip a hat down over his eyes, and sip a cold one until the discomfort passed.

Which was exactly what he was doing when Della Duncan, the Longstreets’ housekeeper of thirty-some years, stuck her round head out of a second-floor window.

“Tucker Longstreet!”

Hoping for the best, Tucker kept his eyes shut and let the hammock sway. He was balancing a bottle of Dixie beer on his flat, naked belly, one hand linked loosely around the glass.

“Tucker Longstreet!” Della’s booming voice sent birds scattering up from the branches of the tree. Tucker considered that a shame, as he’d enjoyed dreaming to their piping song and the droning counterpoint of the bees courting the gardenias. “I’m talking to you, boy.”

With a sigh, Tucker opened his eyes. Through the loose weave of his planter’s hat, the sun streamed white and hot. It was true that he paid Della’s salary, but when a woman had diapered your bottom as well as walloped it, you were never in authority over her. Reluctantly, Tucker tipped the hat back and squinted in the direction of her voice.

She was leaning out, all right, her flaming red hair peeking out from the kerchief she’d tied around it. Her broad, heavily rouged face was set in the stern, disapproving lines Tucker had learned to respect. Three strings of bright beads slapped against the sill.

He smiled, the innocent, crafty smile of a boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Yes’m?”

“You said you’d drive into town and bring me back a sack of rice and a case of Coca-Cola.”

“Well, now …” Tucker rubbed the still-cool bottle over his torso before bringing it to his lips for a long swallow. “I guess I did, Della. Figured I’d ride in once it cooled off some.”

“Get your lazy ass up and fetch it now. Else there’ll be an empty plate on the table at dinner tonight.”

“Too damn hot to eat,” he mumbled under his breath, but Della had ears like a rabbit.

“What is that, boy?”

“I said I’m going.” Graceful as a dancer, he slid out of the hammock, polishing off the Dixie as he went. When he grinned up at her, the hat tipped rakishly on his sweat-curled hair, and the light of the devil in those golden eyes, Della softened. She had to force herself to keep her mouth pursed and stern.

“You’re going to root to that hammock one day. See if you don’t. A body’d think you were ailing the way you’d rather lie on your back than stand on your feet.”

“Lots more a man can do lying down than nap, Della.”

She betrayed herself with a loud, lusty laugh. “Just make sure you don’t do so much you end up getting hauled to the altar with someone like that slut Sissy, who snagged my Dwayne.”

He grinned again. “No, ma’am.”

“And bring me back some of my toilet water. It’s on sale down at Larsson’s.”

“Toss me down my wallet and keys, then.”

Her head withdrew, then popped out a moment later just before she flung both objects down at him. Tucker snagged them out of the air with a deft flick of the wrist that reminded Della the boy wasn’t as slow as he pretended to be.

“Put your shirt on—and tuck it in,” Della ordered, as she would have had he been ten.

Tucker lifted it from the hammock, shrugging into it as he walked around the front of the house, where a dozen Doric columns rose from the covered porch to the lacy ironwork of the second-story terrace. His skin was clinging to the cotton before he reached his car.

He folded himself into his Porsche—an impulse buy of six months before that he’d yet to grow tired of. He weighed the comfort of air-conditioning against the excitement of wind slapping his face, and opted to leave the top down.

One of the few things Tucker did fast was drive. Gravel spat under the tires as he slammed into first and streaked down the long, meandering lane. He swung around the circle where his mother had planted a bounty of peonies, hibiscus, and flashy red geraniums. Old magnolia trees flanked the lane, and their scent was heavy and pleasing. He flicked by the bone-white granite marker where his great-great-uncle Tyrone had been thrown from a bad-tempered horse and had broken his sixteen-year-old neck.

The marker had been set by Tyron’s grieving parents to honor his passing. It also served as a reminder that if Tyrone hadn’t chosen to test himself on that mean-spirited mare, he wouldn’t have broken his stubborn neck, and his younger brother, Tucker’s great-great grandfather, wouldn’t have inherited Sweetwater and passed it down.

Tucker could have found himself living in a condo in Jackson.

He was never sure whether to be sorry or grateful when he passed that sad old piece of stone.

Out through the high, wide gates and onto the macadam was the scent of tar going soft in the sun, of still water from the bayou behind the screen of trees. And the trees themselves, with their high, green smell that told him, though the calendar claimed summer was still a week away, the delta knew better.

He reached for sunglasses first, sliding them onto his face before he chose a cassette at random and punched it into its slot. Tucker was a great lover of fifties music, so there was nothing in the car recorded after 1962. Jerry Lee Lewis shot out, and the Killer’s whiskey-soaked voice and desperate piano celebrated the fact that there was a whole lot of shakin’ going on.

As the speedometer swung toward eighty, Tucker added his own excellent tenor. His fingers drummed up and down on the steering wheel, looking like piano keys.

Barreling over a rise, he had to swing wide to the left to avoid ramming into the back side of a natty BMW. He tooted his horn, not in warning but in greeting as he skidded around the elegant maroon fender. He didn’t slack his speed, but a glance in his rearview mirror showed him the Beemer was stopped, half in and half out of the lane leading back to Edith McNair’s house.

As Jerry Lee switched into his raw-throated “Breathless,” Tucker gave a passing thought to the car and driver. Miss Edith had passed on about two months before—around the same time that a second mutilated body had been discovered floating in the water down at Spook Hollow.

That had been sometime in April, and a search party had been whipped up to look for Francie Alice Logan, who’d been missing for two days. Tucker’s jaw clenched when he remembered what it had been like, trudging through the bayou, carrying a Ruger Red Label and hoping to hell he didn’t shoot off his own foot, or find anything.

But they’d found her, and he’d had the bad luck to be with Burke Truesdale when they did.

It wasn’t easy to think about what the water and the fish had done to sassy old Francie, the pretty little redhead he’d flirted with, dated a time or two, and had debated sleeping with.

His stomach clenched and he bumped up the volume on Jerry Lee. He wasn’t thinking about Francie. Couldn’t. He’d been thinking about Miss Edith, and that was better. She’d lived to be nearly ninety and had passed on quietly in her sleep.

Tucker recalled that she’d left her house, a tidy two-story built during the Reconstruction, to some Yankee relative.

Since Tucker knew that no one within fifty miles of Innocence owned a BMW, he concluded that the Yankee had decided to come down and take a peek at his inheritance.

He dismissed the northern invasion from his thoughts, took out a cigarette, and after breaking a thumbnail-length piece from the tip, lighted it.

Half a mile back, Caroline Waverly gripped the wheel of her car and waited for her heart to slide back down her throat.

Idiot! Crazy bastard! Careless jerk!

She forced herself to lift her trembling foot off the brake and tap the gas until the car was all the way into the narrow, overgrown lane.

Inches, she thought. He’d missed hitting her by inches! Then he’d had the gall to blast his horn at her. She wished he’d stopped. Oh, she wished he’d stopped so she could have given that homicidal jackass a piece of her mind.

She’d have felt better then, having vented her temper. She was getting damn good at venting since Dr. Palamo had told her that the ulcer and the headaches were a direct result of repressing her feelings. And of chronically overworking, of course.

Well, she was doing something about both. Caroline unpried her sweaty hands from the wheel and wiped them against her slacks. She was taking a nice, long, peaceful sabbatical here in Nowhere, Mississippi. After a few months—if she didn’t die of this vicious heat—she’d be ready to prepare for her spring tour.

As for repressing her feelings, she was done with that. Her final, ugly blowout with Luis had been so liberating, so gloriously uninhibited, she almost wished she could go back to Baltimore and do it again.

Almost.

The past—and Luis with his clever tongue, brilliant talent, and roving eye definitely belonged to the past—was safely behind her. The future, at least until she’d recovered her nerves and her health, wasn’t of much interest. For the first time in her life, Caroline Waverly, child prodigy, dedicated musician, and emotional sap, was going to live only for the sweet, sweet present.

And here, at long last, she was going to make a home. Her way. No more backing away from problems. No more cowed agreeing to her mother’s demands and expectations. No more struggling to be the reflection of everyone else’s desires.

She was moving in, taking hold. And by the end of the summer, she intended to know exactly who Caroline Waverly was.

Feeling better, she replaced her hands on the wheel and eased the car down the lane. She had a vague recollection of skipping down it once, on some long-ago visit to her grandparents. It had been a short visit, of course—Caroline’s mother had done everything possible to cut off her own country roots. But Caroline remembered her grandfather, a big, red-faced man who’d taken her fishing one still morning. And her girlish reluctance to bait a hook until her grandfather had told her that old worm was just waiting to catch himself a big fat fish.

Her trembling thrill when her line had jerked, and the sense of awe and accomplishment when they’d carried three husky catfish back home.

Her grandmother, a wiry stick of a woman with steel-gray hair, had fried up the catch in a heavy black skillet. Though Caroline’s mother had refused to taste a bite, Caroline herself had eaten hungrily, a frail, tow-headed six-year-old with long, slender fingers and big green eyes.

When the house came into view, she smiled. It hadn’t changed much. The paint was flaking off the shutters and the grass was ankle-high, but it was still a trim two-story house with a covered porch made for sitting and a stone chimney that leaned just slightly to the left.

She felt her eyes sting and blinked at the tears. Foolish to feel sad. Her grandparents had lived long, contented lives. Foolish to feel guilty. When her grandfather died two years before, Caroline had been in Madrid, in the middle of a concert tour, and swamped by obligations. It simply hadn’t been possible to make the trip back for his funeral.

And she’d tried, really tried, to tempt her grandmother to the city, where Caroline could have flown easily between tour dates for a visit.

But Edith hadn’t budged; she’d laughed at the notion of leaving the house where she’d come as a new bride some seventy years before, the house where her children had been born and raised, the house where she’d lived her whole life.

And when she died, Caroline had been in a Toronto hospital, recovering from exhaustion. She hadn’t known her grandmother was gone until a week after the funeral.

So it was foolish to feel guilt.

But as she sat in her car, with the air-conditioning blowing gently on her face, she was swamped with the emotion.

“I’m sorry,” she said aloud to the ghosts. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here. That I was never here.”

On a sigh, she combed a hand through her sleek cap of honey-blond hair. It did no good to sit in the car and brood. She needed to take in her things, go through the house, settle herself. The place was hers now, and she meant to keep it.

When she opened the car door, the heat stole the oxygen from her lungs. Gasping against its force, she lifted her violin case from the backseat. She was already wilting when she carried the instrument and a heavy box of sheet music to the porch.

It took three more trips to the car—lugging suitcases, two bags of groceries which she’d stopped to pick up in a little market thirty miles north, and finally, her reel-to-reel tape recorder—before she was done.

Once she had all her possessions lined up, she took out the keys. Each one was tagged: front door, back door, root cellar, strongbox, Ford pick-up. They jangled together like musical notes as Caroline selected the front-door key.

The door squeaked, as old doors should, and opened on the dim dust of disuse.

She took up the violin first. It was certainly more important than any of the groceries.

A little lost, and for the first time lonely, she walked inside.

The hallway led straight back to where she knew the kitchen would be. To the left, stairs climbed, hooking to a right angle after the third tread. The banister was dark, sturdy oak, layered now with a fine cloak of dust.

There was a table just beneath the stairs, where a heavy black dial phone sat beside an empty vase. Caroline laid down her case on it and got busy.

She carried groceries back to the kitchen with its yellow walls and white, glass-fronted cabinets. Because the house was oven-hot, she put them away first, relieved that the refrigerator was sparkling clean.

She’d been told some neighbor women had come in to wash and scrub after the funeral. Caroline could see that this country courtesy was true. Beneath the dust of two months, beyond the lacy webs that industrious spiders had woven in corners, was the faint, lingering smell of Lysol.

She walked slowly back to the front hall, her heels echoing on the hardwood. She peeked into the sitting room with its petit point cushions and big RCA console television that looked like an ancient artifact. Into the living room, where faded cabbage roses climbed the walls and “company” furniture was ghosted under dust covers. Then her grandfather’s den with its case of hunting rifles and target pistols, its big easy chair, ragged at the arms.

Hefting her suitcases, she started upstairs to choose her room.

Both sentiment and practicality had her settling on her grandparents’ bedroom. The heavy four-poster and wedding-ring quilt seemed to offer comfort. The cedar chest at its foot might hold secrets. The tiny violets and roses twined on the walls would soothe.

Caroline set her valises aside and walked to the narrow glass door that led to the high, open porch. From there, she could see her grandmother’s roses and perennials struggling against the weeds. She could hear the lap of water against some rock or downed log behind the tangle of live oaks and Spanish moss. And in the distance, through the haze of heat, she saw the brown ribbon of water that was the powerful Mississippi.

There were birds calling, a symphony of sound through the hot air—jays and sparrows, crows and larks. And perhaps the gargled call of wild turkey.

She dreamed there for a moment, a delicately formed woman, a shade too thin, with exquisite hands and shadowed eyes.

For a moment, the view, the fragrances, the sounds, faded away. She was in her mother’s sitting room, with the whispering tick of the ormulu clock, the scent of Chanel. Very soon they would be leaving for her first recital.

“We expect the best from you, Caroline.” Her mother’s voice was smooth and slow and left no room for comment. “We expect you to be the best. Nothing else is worth aiming for. Do you understand?”

Caroline’s toes were curled nervously in her glossy Mary Janes. She was only five. “Yes, ma’am.”

In the parlor now, her arms aching after two hours of practice. The sun so bright and golden outside. And she could see a robin perched in the tree. He made her giggle and pause.

“Caroline!” Her mother’s voice flowed down the stairs. “You still have an hour of practice left. How do you expect to be ready for this tour if you have no discipline? Now start again.”

“I’m sorry.” With a sigh, Caroline lifted the violin that to her twelve-year-old shoulders was beginning to feel like a lead weight.

Backstage, fighting off the queasy nerves of opening night. And tired, so tired from the endless rehearsals, preparations, traveling. How long had she been on this treadmill now? Was she eighteen, twenty?

“Caroline, for heaven’s sake, put on more blusher. You look like death.” That impatient, hammering voice, taut fingers taking her chin and lifting it. “Why can’t you at least show some enthusiasm? Do you know how hard your father and I have worked to get you where you are? How much we’ve sacrificed? And here you are, ten minutes before curtain, brooding into the mirror.”

“I’m sorry.”

She had always been sorry.

Lying in a hospital bed in Toronto, sick, exhausted, ashamed.

“What do you mean you’ve canceled the rest of the tour?” Her mother’s tense, furious face looming over hers.

“I can’t finish it. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry! What good is sorry? You’re making a shambles of your career, you’ve inconvenienced Luis unpardonably. I wouldn’t be surprised if he broke your engagement as well as cutting you off professionally.”

“He was with someone else,” Caroline said weakly. “Just before curtain I saw him—in the dressing room. He was with someone else.”

“That’s nonsense. And if it isn’t, you have no one but yourself to blame. The way you’ve been acting lately—walking around like a ghost, canceling interviews, refusing to attend parties. After all I’ve done for you, this is how you repay the debt. How do you expect me to deal with the press, with the speculation, with the mess you’ve left me in?”

“I don’t know.” It helped to close her eyes, to close them and shut it all away. “I’m sorry. I just can’t do it anymore.”

No, Caroline thought, opening her eyes again. She just couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t be what everyone else wanted her to be. Not now. Not ever again. Was she selfish, ungrateful, spoiled—all those hateful words her mother had hurled at her? It didn’t seem to matter now. All that mattered was that she was here.

Ten miles away, Tucker Longstreet streaked into the heart of Innocence, kicking up dust and scaring the spit out of Jed Larsson’s fat beagle Nuisance, who’d been resting his bones on the pad of concrete beneath the striped awning of the dry goods store.

Caroline Waverly would have understood the dog’s distress when he opened one eye to see the shiny red car barreling straight for him and skidding to a stop a bare eighteen inches from his resting place.

With a yipe, the dog gained his feet and took himself off to safer ground.

Tucker chuckled and called to Nuisance with a click and a whistle, but the dog kept moving. Nuisance hated that red car with a passion so great he never even ventured near enough to pee on its tires.

Tucker dumped his keys in his pocket. He fully intended to get Della’s rice and Cokes and toilet water, then head back to stretch out on the hammock again—where he figured a smart man belonged on a hot, airless afternoon. But he spotted his sister’s car, tilted across two parking spaces in front of the Chat ’N Chew.

It occurred to him that the drive had made him thirsty, and he could do with a tall glass of lemonade. And possibly a hunk of chilled huckleberry pie.

Later, he’d spend a lot of time regretting that small detour.

The Longstreets owned the Chat ’N Chew, just as they owed the Wash & Dry Laundromat, the Innocence Boarding House, the Feed and Grain, the Hunters’ Friend Gun Shop, and a dozen or so rental properties. The Longstreets were wise enough—or lazy enough—to have managers for their businesses. Dwayne took a mild interest in the rental houses, cruising along to each on the first of the month to collect checks or listen to excuses, and note down a list of needed repairs.

But Tucker kept the books, whether he wanted to or not. Once when he’d bitched about it long enough, Josie had taken them over. She’d screwed them up so royally, it had taken Tucker days to set them to rights again.

He didn’t mind so much, really. Bookkeeping was something you could do in the cool of the evening, with a cold drink at your elbow. His head for figures made it an annoying chore rather than a difficult one.

The Chat ’N Chew was one of Tucker’s favorite places. The diner had one of those big, wide-pane windows that was forever dotted with posters announcing bake sales, school plays, and auctions.

Inside, the floor was made of linoleum tiles, yellowed with age and dusted with brown flecks that looked like fly spots. The booths were rugged red vinyl, an improvement over the ripped and tattered brown that Tucker had replaced just six months before. The red was already fading to orange.

Over the years, people had carved messages into the laminated tabletops. Sort of a Chat ’N Chew tradition. Initials were a big favorite, along with hearts and stick figures, but occasionally someone was inspired to hack in HEY! or UP YOURS! Or in the case of one grumpy individual, EAT SHIT AND DIE.

Earleen Renfrew, who managed the establishment, had been so put out by that suggestion, Tucker had been forced to borrow an electric buffer from the hardware store and smudge out the offending words.

Each booth had its own individual juke where you could turn the knob and flip over selections—still three for a quarter. Because Earleen favored country tunes, so did the juke, but Tucker had managed to sneak in a few cuts of rock or R & B from the fifties.

The big counter was lined with a dozen stools, all topped with the same fading red vinyl. A clear three-tiered dome held that day’s offering of pies. Tucker’s gaze lighted on the huckleberry with pure delight.

Exchanging waves and “heys” with a scattering of customers, he made his way through the grease- and smoke-tinged air to where his sister perched at the counter. Deep in discussion with Earleen, Josie gave her brother an absent pat on the arm and kept talking.

“And so I said to her, Justine, if you’re going to marry a man like Will Shiver, all you’ve got to do to stay happy is buy yourself a padlock for his fly and make sure you’re the only one with a key. He may wet himself now and again, but that’s all he’s going to do.”

Earleen gave an appreciative cackle and wiped a few wet rings from the counter. “Why she’d want to marry a no-account like Will’s beyond me.”

“Honey, he’s a regular tiger in bed.” Josie winked slyly. “So they say. Hey, Tucker.” She turned to give her brother a smacking kiss before wriggling her fingers in front of his face. “I just got my nails done. Hotshot Red. What do you think?”

Dutifully he examined her long scarlet nails. “Looks to me like you’ve just finished scratching somebody’s eyes out. Gimme a lemonade and some of that huckleberry, with French vanilla on top, Earleen.”

Rather pleased with Tucker’s description of her nails, Josie ran them through her artfully tangled mane of black hair. “Justine would’ve liked to scratch mine out.” Grinning, she picked up her Diet Coke and sipped through the straw. “She was over at the beauty parlor getting her roots done and flapping her hand around to show everybody this eensy speck of glass she called a diamond. Will probably won it knocking down bottles at the fair.”

Tucker’s golden eyes twinkled. “Jealous, Josie?”

She stiffened up, bottom lip poking out, then her face cleared as she tossed back her head and hooted. “If I’d wanted him, I’d’ve had him. But outside of bed he just about bored me senseless.” She stirred what was left of her soda with the straw and sent a quick flirtatious look over her shoulder at two boys lounging in a booth. They puffed up quickly, sucking in beer guts. “We’ve got this burden, you and I do, Tuck. About being damn near irresistible to the opposite sex.”

After smiling at Earleen, he dug into his pie. “Yeah, it’s our cross to bear.”

Josie drummed her newly painted nails on the counter for the pleasure of hearing them click. The restlessness that had driven her to marry and divorce twice within five years had been flaring up for weeks. Nearly time to move on, she thought. A few months back in Innocence made her yearn for the excitement of anywhere else. And a few months anywhere else made her yearn for the quiet aimlessness of her hometown.

Someone had popped a quarter in a juke and Randy Travis was crooning about the miseries of love. Josie drummed her fingers in time and scowled at Tucker as he shoveled in huckleberries and ice cream.

“I don’t see how you can eat like that in the middle of the day.”

Tucker scooped up more pie. “I just open my mouth and swallow.”

“And never gain a goddamn ounce. I have to watch every blessed thing I eat or my hips’ll be as wide as Mamie Gantrey’s.” She stuck a finger in Tucker’s ice cream and scooped up a lick. “What’re you doing in town besides stuffing your face?”

“Errands for Della. Passed a car turning into the McNair place.”

“Hmmm.” Josie might have given that piece of news more attention, but Burke Truesdale strolled in. She wriggled straighter in her chair, crossing long, smooth legs, and sent him a honey-dripping smile. “Hi there, Burke.”

“Josie.” He came over to give Tucker a thump on the back. “Tuck. What’re you two up to?”

“Just passing the time,” Josie said. Burke was six feet of solid muscle with a linebacker’s shoulders, and a square-jawed face softened by puppy-dog eyes. Although he was Dwayne’s contemporary, he was closer to Tucker in friendship, and he was one of the few men Josie had wanted and done without.

Burke rested one hip on a stool, his heavy ring of keys jangling. His sheriff’s badge winked dully in the sunlight. “Too hot to do anything else.” He muttered a thanks to Earleen when she set an iced tea in front of him. Burke guzzled it down without taking a breath.

Josie licked her top lip as she watched his Adam’s apple bob.

“Miss Edith’s kin’s moving into the house,” Burke announced as he set the glass aside. “Miss Caroline Waverly, some kind of fancy musician from Philadelphia.” Earleen had refilled his glass, and this time he sipped slowly. “She called down to have the phone and power hooked up.”

“How long’s she staying?” Earleen always had her eyes and ears open for news. As proprietress of the Chat ’N Chew, it was her right and her duty.

“Didn’t say. Miss Edith wasn’t one to talk about her family overmuch, but I do remember hearing she had a granddaughter who traveled around with an orchestra or something.”

“Must pay well,” Tucker mused. “I saw her car turn into the lane fifteen minutes ago. She was driving a brand new BMW.”

Burke waited until Earleen had moved away. “Tuck, I need to talk to you about Dwayne.”

Though his face remained passive and friendly, Tucker’s shield slid into place. “What about?”

“He got juiced up again last night, had a pushy-shovy going over at McGreedy’s. I put him up in a cell for the night.”

Now there was a change, a darkening of the eyes, a grimness around the mouth. “You charge him with anything?”

“Come on, Tuck.” More hurt than offended, Burke shifted his feet. “He was raising hell and too drunk to drive. I figured he could use a place to sleep it off. Last time I drove him home in the middle of the night, Miss Della was spitting mad.”

“Yeah.” Tucker relaxed. There were friends, there was family, and there was Burke, who was a combination of both. “Where’s he now?”

“Over at the jail, nursing a hangover. I figured since you’re here, you could haul him home. We can get his car back later on.”

“Much obliged.” His quiet words masked the raw disappointment in his gut. Dwayne had been on the wagon nearly two weeks this time. Once he’d fallen, Tucker knew, it would be a long, slippery climb back on. Tucker stood, pulling out his wallet. When the door slammed open behind him, rattling glasses on the back shelves, he glanced around. He saw Edda Lou Hatinger and knew he was in trouble.

“Belly-crawling bastard,” she spat out, and launched herself at him. If Burke hadn’t retained the same reflexes that had made him a star receiver in high school, Tucker might have had his face sheared off.

“Hey, hey,” Burke said helplessly while Edda Lou fought like a bobcat.

“You think you can toss me off just like that?”

“Edda Lou.” From experience, Tucker kept his voice low and calm. “Take a deep breath. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

Her small teeth bared in a snarl. “I’m going to hurt you, you fucking weasel.”

With reluctance, Burke slipped into his sheriff’s mode. “Girl, you pull yourself together or I’ll have to take you over to the jail. Your daddy wouldn’t be happy about that either.

She hissed through her teeth. “I won’t lay a hand on the son of a bitch.” When Burke’s grip loosened, she slipped free, dusting herself off.

“If you want to talk about this—” Tucker began.

“We’re going to talk about it, all right. Here and now.” She swung in a circle while customers either stared or pretended not to. Colorful plastic bracelets clicked on her arms. Perspiration gave a sheen to her face and neck. “Y’all listen up, you hear? I got something to say to Mr. Bigshot Longstreet.”

“Edda Lou—” Tucker took a chance and touched her arm. She swung out backhanded and knocked his teeth together.

“No.” Wiping his mouth, he waved Burke away. “Let her get it out.”

“I’ll get it out, all right. You said you loved me.”

“I never did that.” That Tucker could be sure of. Even in the throes of passion he was careful with words. Especially in the throes of passion.

“You made me think you did,” she shouted at him. The powdery spray she was wearing was overwhelmed by the hot sweat of temper and combined in a sickly-sweet aroma that reminded Tucker of something freshly dead. “You wheedled your way into bed with me. You said I was the woman you’d been waiting for. You said …” Tears began to mix with the sweat on her face, turning her mascara into wet clumps under her eyes. “You said we were going to get married.”

“Oh no.” Tucker’s temper, which he preferred not to have riled, began to stir. “That was your idea, honey. And I told you flat out it wasn’t going to happen.”

“What’s a girl to think when you come whistling up, bringing flowers and buying fancy wine? You said you cared about me more than anybody else.”

“I did care.” And he had. He always did.

“You don’t care about nothing or nobody, only Tucker Longstreet.” She pushed her face into his, spit flying. Seeing her like this, all the sweetness and flutters gone, he wondered how he could have cared. And he hated the fact that some of the boys who’d been lounging over their sodas were elbowing each other’s ribs and chuckling.

“Then you’re better off without me, aren’t you?” He dropped two bills on the counter.

“You think you’re going to get off that easy?” Her hand clamped like iron on his arm. He could feel her muscles quiver. “You think you can toss me off like you did all the others?” She’d be damned if he would—not when she’d hinted marriage to all her girlfriends. Not when she’d gone all the way into Greenville to moon over the wedding gowns. She knew—she knew half the town would already be smirking about it. “You’ve got an obligation to me. You made promises.”

“Name one.” His temper building, he pried a clutching hand from his arm.

“I’m pregnant.” It burst out of her on a flood of desperation. She had the satisfaction of hearing a mutter pass from booth to booth, and of watching Tucker pale.

“What did you say?”

Her lips curved then, in a hard, merciless smile. “You heard me, Tuck. Now you’d better decide what you’re going to do about it.”

Tossing up her head, she spun around and stormed out. Tucker waited for his stomach to slide back down from his throat.

“Oops,” Josie said, grinning broadly at the goggle eyed diners. But her hand went down to take her brother’s. “Ten bucks says she’s lying.”

Still reeling, Tucker stared at her. “What?”

“I say she’s no more pregnant than you are. Oldest female trick in the book, Tucker. Don’t get your dick caught in it.”

He needed to think, and he wanted to be alone to do it. “You get Dwayne over at the jail, will you? And pick up Della’s stuff.”

“Why don’t we—”

But he was already walking out. Josie sighed, thinking the shit was going to hit the fan. He hadn’t told her what Della wanted.




chapter 2

Dwayne Longstreet sat on the rock-iron bunk in one of the town’s two jail cells and moaned like a wounded dog. The three aspirin he’d downed had yet to take effect, and the army of chain saws buzzing inside his head were getting mighty close to the brain.

He took his head out of his hands long enough to slurp down more of the coffee Burke had left him, then clamped it tight again, afraid it would fall off. Half hoping it would.

As always, during the first hour after waking from a toot, Dwayne despised himself. He hated knowing that he’d strolled, smiling, into the same ugly trap again.

Not the drinking. No, Dwayne liked drinking. He liked that first hot taste of whiskey when it hit the tongue, slid down the throat, settled into the belly like a long, slow kiss from a pretty woman. He liked the friendly rush that spread into his head after the second drink.

Hell, he fucking loved it.

He didn’t even mind getting drunk. No, there was something to be said about that floating time after you’d knocked back five or six. When everything looked fine and funny. When you forgot your life had turned ugly on you—that you’d lost the wife and kids you’d never wanted much in the first place to some fucking shoe salesman, that you were stuck in a dusty pisshole of a town because there was no place else to go.

Yeah, he liked that floaty, forgetful time just fine.

He didn’t particularly care for what happened after that. When your hand kept reaching for the bottle without warning the rest of you what was coming. When you stopped tasting and kept on swallowing just because the whiskey was there and so were you.

He didn’t like the fact that sometimes the drink turned him nasty, so he wanted to pick a fight, any fight. God knew he wasn’t a mean-tempered man. That was his father. But sometimes, just sometimes, the whiskey turned him into Beau, and he was sorry for it.

What scared him was that there were times when he couldn’t quite remember if he’d turned nasty or just passed out quietly. Whenever that happened, he was more than likely going to wake up in the cell with a hangover fit to kill.

Gingerly, knowing that the movement could change the busy loggers in his head into a swarm of angry bees, he got to his feet. The sun streaming through the bars at the window all but blinded him. Dwayne shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand as he groped his way out of the cell. Burke never locked him in.

Dwayne fumbled his way into the bathroom and whizzed out what felt like a gallon of the Wild Turkey that had filtered through his kidneys. Wishing miserably for his own bed, he splashed cold water in his face until his eyes stopped burning.

He hissed through his teeth when the door slammed in the outer office, and whimpered just a little when Josie cheerfully called his name.

“Dwayne? Are you in here? It’s your own sweet sister come to bust you out.”

When he stepped into the doorway to lean weakly on the jamb, Josie raised her carefully plucked brows. “My oh my. You look like something three cats had to drag in.” She stepped closer, tapping a bright red nail on her bottom lip. “Honey, how do you see through all that blood in your eyes?”

“Did I …” He coughed to clear the rust out of his throat. “Did I wreck a car?”

“Not that I know of. Now, you come on along with Josie.” She moved to him to take his arm. When he turned his head, she stepped back fast. “Sweet Jesus. How many men have you killed with that breath?” Clucking her tongue, she dug in her purse and pulled out a box of Tic Tacs. “Here now, honey, you chew on a couple of these.” She popped them into his mouth herself. “Otherwise I’m likely to faint if you breathe on me.”

“Della’s going to be real pissed,” he mumbled as he let Josie guide him to the door.

“I expect she will—but when she finds out about Tucker, she’ll forget all about you.”

“Tucker? Oh, shit.” Dwayne staggered back as the sun slammed into his eyes.

Shaking her head, Josie pulled out her sunglasses, the ones with the little rhinestones circling the lenses, and handed them to him. “Tucker’s in trouble. Or Edda Lou’s claiming he got her in trouble. But we’ll see about that.”

“Christ almighty.” For a brief moment his own problems faded away. “Tuck got Edda Lou knocked up?”

Josie opened the passenger door of her car so Dwayne could pour himself in. “She made a big scene over at the Chat ’N Chew, so everybody in town’s going to be watching to see if her belly bloats.”

“Christ almighty.”

“I’ll say this.” Josie started the car, and was sympathetic enough to flick off the radio. “Whether she’s knocked up or not, he’d better think twice before moving that whiny slut into the house.”

Dwayne would have agreed wholeheartedly, but he was too busy holding his head.

Tucker knew better than to go back to the house. Della would be on him in a New York minute. He needed some time alone, and once he drove through Sweetwater’s gates, he wouldn’t get any.

On impulse he swerved to the side of the road, leaving a streak of rubber on the sweaty macadam. With home still the best part of a mile away, he left his car on the grassy verge and walked into the trees.

The paralyzing heat lessened by a few stingy degrees once he was under the shelter of green leaves and dripping moss. Still, he wasn’t looking to cool his skin, but his mind.

For one moment back at the diner, for one hot, hazy-red moment, he’d wanted to grab Edda Lou by the throat and squeeze every last accusing breath out of her.

He didn’t care for the impulse, or for the fact that he’d taken an instant’s sheer pleasure from the image. Half of what she’d said had been lies. But that meant half of what she’d said had been the truth.

He shoved a low-hanging branch aside, ducked, and made his way through the heavy summer growth to the water. A heron, startled at the intrusion, folded up her long, graceful legs and glided off deeper into the bayou. Tucker kept an eye out for snakes as he settled down on

Taking his time, he pulled out a cigarette, pinched a miserly bit from the tip, then lighted it.

He’d always liked the water—not so much the pound and thrust of the ocean, but the still darkness of shady ponds, the murmur of streams, the steady pulse of the river. Even as a boy he’d been drawn to it, using the excuse of fishing to sit and think, or sit and doze, listening to the plop of frogs and the monotonous drone of cicadas.

He’d had only childish problems to face then. Whether he was going to get skinned for that D in geography, how to finesse a new bike for Christmas. And later, whether he should ask Arnette or Carolanne to the Valentine’s Day dance.

As you got older, problems swelled. He remembered grieving for his father when the old man went and got himself killed in that Cessna traveling down to Jackson. But that had been nothing, nothing at all compared to the sharp, stunning misery he’d felt when he found his mother crumpled in her garden, already too close to death for any doctor to fix her seizured heart.

He’d come here often then, to ease himself past the misery. And eventually, like all things, it had faded. Except at the odd moments when he’d glance out a window, half expecting to see her—face shaded by that big straw hat with the chiffon scarf trailing—clipping overblown roses.

Madeline Longstreet would not have approved of Edda Lou. She would, naturally, have found her coarse, cheap, and cunning. And, Tucker thought as he slowly drew in and expelled smoke, would have expressed her disapproval by that excruciating politeness any true southern lady could hone to a razor-edged weapon.

His mother had been a true southern lady.

Edda Lou, on the other hand, was a fine piece of work. Physically speaking. Big-breasted, wide-hipped, with skin she kept dewy by slathering on Vaseline Intensive Care Lotion every morning and night of her life. She had an eager, hardworking mouth, willing hands, and by God, he’d enjoyed her.

He hadn’t loved her, nor had he claimed to. Tucker considered promises of love a cheap tool for persuading a woman into bed. He’d shown her a good time, in bed and out. He wasn’t a man to stop the courtship process once a woman had spread her legs.

But the minute she’d started hinting about marriage, he’d taken a long step back. First he’d given her a cooling-off period, taking her out maybe twice in a two-week period and cutting off sex completely. He’d told her flat out that he had no intention of getting married. But he’d seen by the smug look in her eye she hadn’t believed him. So he’d broken it off. She’d been tearful but civilized. Tucker saw now that she’d believed she’d be able to reel him back.

Tucker also had no doubt now that she’d heard he’d been seen with someone else.

All of that mattered. And none of it mattered. If Edda Lou was pregnant, he was pretty sure that despite precautions—he was the one who’d made her so. Now he had to figure out what to do about it.

He was surprised Austin Hatinger hadn’t already come looking for him with his shotgun loaded. Austin wasn’t the most understanding of men, and he’d never been fond of the Longstreets. The fact was, he hated them, and had ever since Madeline LaRue had chosen Beau Longstreet, ending forever Austin’s blind dream of marrying her himself.

Since then Austin had turned into one mean, hard-bitten son of a bitch. It was common knowledge that he slapped his wife around when the mood was on him. He used the same thumping discipline with each of his five children—the oldest of which, A.J., was now serving time in Jackson for grand theft auto.

Austin had spent a few nights behind bars himself. Assault, assault and battery, disorderly conduct—usually carried out while spouting scripture or calling on the Lord. Tucker figured it was only a matter of time before Austin came after him with that shotgun or those ham-sized fists.

He’d just have to deal with it.

Just as he’d have to deal with his responsibility to Edda Lou. Responsibility was what it was, and he’d be damned if he’d marry responsibility. She might have been skilled in bed, but she couldn’t keep up her end of a conversation with a hydraulic jack. And, he’d discovered, she was as small-brained and cunning as a she-fox. That was one thing he wasn’t about to face over breakfast every morning for the rest of his life.

He’d do what he could, and what was right. There was money, and there was his time. That much he could give. And maybe, once the worst of the anger wore off, he’d feel affection for the child, if not for the mother.

He hoped there’d be affection rather than this sick feeling in his gut.

Tucker scrubbed his hands over his face and wished Edda Lou would just disappear. That she would pay for that ugly scene in the diner where she’d made him look worse than he was. If he could just think of a way, he’d …

He heard a rustle in the leaves and swung toward it. If Edda Lou had followed him, she was going to find him not only ready to fight, but eager.

When Caroline stepped into the clearing, she muffled a scream. There, in the shady spot where she’d once fished with her grandfather, was a man, golden eyes hard as agate, fists clenched, mouth pulled back dangerously in something between a snarl and a sneer.

She looked around desperately for a weapon, then realized she’d have to depend on herself.

“What are you doing here?”

Tucker shucked off the tough shell as quickly as he might have peeled off his shirt.

“Just watching the water.” He flashed her a quick, self-deprecating smile that was supposed to signal he was harmless. “I didn’t expect to run across anyone.”

The taut and ready stance had relaxed into idleness. But Caroline was not convinced he was harmless. His voice was smooth, with that lazy drawl that could so easily be mocking. Though his eyes were smiling at her, there was such melting sexuality in them that she was ready to run if he so much as leaned toward her.

“Who are you?”

“Tucker Longstreet, ma’am. I live just down the road. I’m trespassing.” Again that “don’t worry about a thing” smile. “Sorry if I gave you a turn. Miss Edith didn’t mind if I wandered in here to sit, so I didn’t think to stop by the house and ask. You are Caroline Waverly?”

“Yes.” She found her own stiff answer rude in the face of his country manners. To soften it, she smiled, but didn’t lose that reserved, tensed stance. “You startled me, Mr. Longstreet.”

“Oh, just make that Tucker.” Smiling, he took her measure. A tad too thin, he thought, but she had a face as pale and elegant as the cameo his mama had worn on a black velvet ribbon. Usually he preferred long hair on a woman, but the short style suited her graceful neck and huge eyes. He tucked his thumbs in his pockets. “We’re neighbors, after all. We tend to be friendly ’round Innocence.”

This one, she thought, could charm the bark off a tree. She’d known another like him. And whether the words were delivered in a southern drawl or a Spanish lilt, they were deadly.

She nodded—regally, he thought.

“I was just taking a look around the property,” she continued. “I didn’t expect to come across anyone.”

“It’s a pretty spot. You settling in all right? If you need anything, all you have to do is holler.”

“I appreciate that, but I think I can manage. I’ve been here only an hour or so.”

“I know. I passed you coming in, on my way to town.”

She started to come up with another bland response, then her eyes narrowed. “In a red Porsche?”

This time his grin was slow and wide and devastating. “She’s a beauty, huh?”

It was Caroline who stepped forward, eyes hot. “You irresponsible idiot, you must have been doing ninety.”

She’d gone from being fragile and lovely to downright beautiful with that flush of heat in her cheeks. Tucker kept his thumbs in his pockets. He’d always figured if you couldn’t avoid a woman’s temper, you might as well enjoy it.

“Nope. As I recollect, I was just coming up on eighty. Now, she’ll do a hundred and twenty in a good straightaway, but—”

“You almost hit me.”

He seemed to consider the possibility, then shook his head. “No, I had plenty of time to swing around. Probably looked closer from your point of view, though. I sure am sorry for giving you a scare twice in the same day.” But the glitter in his eyes had nothing to do with apology. “Mostly I try to have a different effect on a pretty woman.”

If there was one thing Caroline’s mother had pounded into her head, it was dignity. She caught herself before she could sputter. “You have no business being on the road at all. I should report you to the police.”

All that Yankee indignation tickled him. “Well, you can do that all right, ma’am. You call into town and ask for Burke. That’s Burke Truesdale. He’s the sheriff.”

“And your cousin, no doubt,” she said between her teeth.

“No, ma’am, though his baby sister did marry a second cousin of mine.” If she assumed he was a southern rube, he’d oblige. “They moved across the river into Arkansas. My cousin? That’s Billy Earl LaRue. He’s on my mama’s side. He and Meggie—that’s Burke’s baby sister—they run one of those storage places. You know, where people store furniture or cars or whatever by the month? Doing right well, too.”

“I’m delighted to hear it.”

“That’s neighborly of you.” His smile was as slow and easy as the water beside him. “You be sure to tell Buke I said hey when you talk to him.”

Though he was taller by several inches, Caroline managed to look down her nose at him. “I think we both know it would do very little good. Now, I’ll thank you to get off my property, Mr. Longstreet. And if you want to sit and watch the water again, find someplace else to do it.”

She turned and had taken two steps before Tucker’s voice—and dammit, it was mocking—called out to her. “Miz Waverly? Welcome to Innocence. Y’all have a nice day now, you hear?”

She kept walking. And Tucker, being a prudent man, waited until he figured she was out of earshot before he started to laugh.

If he weren’t up to his neck in quicksand, he’d enjoy teasing that pretty Yankee on a regular basis. Damn if she hadn’t made him feel better.

Edda Lou was primed and ready. She’d been worried that she’d botched things by going on a rampage after she heard Tucker had taken that bitch Chrissy Fuller over to Greenville to dinner and the movies. But for once, it seemed, her temper had worked in her favor. That scene in the diner, and her public humiliation of Tucker, had brought him around as surely as a brass ring through his nose.

Oh, it could be that he’d try to sweet-talk her into letting him off the hook. Tucker Longstreet had the smoothest tongue in Bolivar County. But he wasn’t going to waggle himself loose with it this time. She was going to have a ring on her finger and a marriage license in her hand quick as a lick. She’d wipe the smug look off every face in Innocence when she moved into the big house.

And she, Edda Lou Hatinger, who’d grown up on a dirt farm with dusty chickens squawking in the yard and the smell of pork grease forever in the kitchen, would wear fine clothes and sleep in a soft bed and drink French champagne for breakfast.

She had a fondness for Tucker, and that was the truth. But she had more room in her thirsty heart for his house, his name, and his bank account. And when she swept into Innocence, she’d do it in a long pink Caddy. There’d be no more working the register at Larsson’s, no more scraping pennies together so she could keep her room at the boardinghouse instead of living at home where her daddy would as soon smack her as look at her sideways.

She’d be a Longstreet.

Weaving her fantasies, she pulled her rattletrap ’75 Impala to the side of the road. She didn’t question the fact that Tucker’s note had asked her to meet him back at the pond. She found it sweet. Edda Lou had fallen in love—as much as her avaricious heart would allow—because Tucker was so downright romantic. He didn’t grab and grope like some of those who sidled up to her at McGreedy’s. He didn’t always want to get right into her pants either, like most of the men she dated.

No, Tucker liked to talk. And though half the time she didn’t know what in the blue blazes he was talking about, still she appreciated the courtesy.

And he was generous with presents. Bottles of perfume, bunches of posies. Once, when they’d had a spat, she’d made herself cry buckets. That had landed her a genuine silk nightie.

Once they were married, she’d have herself a whole drawerful if she wanted. And one of those American Express credit cards to buy them with.

The moon was full enough, so she didn’t bother with a flashlight. She didn’t want to spoil the mood. She fluffed her long blond hair, then tugged her skinny tank top down until her ripe breasts all but spilled over the edge. Her hot-pink shorts cut into her crotch a bit, but she figured the effect was worth it.

If she played her cards right, Tucker would have her out of them in no time. Just thinking of it made her damp. Nobody did it like Tucker. Why, sometimes when he was touching her, she forgot all about his money. She wanted him inside her tonight, not only for the thrill of doing it outside, but because the timing was just right. With luck her claim about being pregnant would be fact before morning.

She moved through the thick leaves, the vines, through the heady smells of wet and honeysuckle and her own perfume. Moonlight spilled onto the ground in shifting patterns. Country born and country raised, she didn’t shiver at the night sounds. The plop and peep of frogs, the rustle of marsh grasses, the high song of cicadas or rude hoot from owls.

She caught the glint of yellow eyes that might have been a coon or a fox. But they vanished when she stepped closer. Some small victim squealed in the grass. Edda Lou paid no more attention to the sound of the creature’s death than a New Yorker would have to the commonplace wail of a siren.

This was the place of the night hunter—the owl and the fox. She was too pragmatic a woman to consider herself as prey.

Her feet were silent on the soft ground and marshy grasses. Moonlight filtered over her, turning the skin she religiously pampered into something almost as elegant as marble. And because she was smiling, certain in her victory, there was a kind of hot beauty to her face.

“Tucker?” She used the little-girl voice that was her way of wheedling. “I’m sorry I’m late, honey.”

She stopped by the pond, and though her night vision was almost as sharp as a cat’s, saw nothing but water and rock and thick vegetation. Her mouth thinned, erasing the beauty. She’d purposely arrived late, wanting to keep him sweating for ten or fifteen minutes.

In a huff, she sat on the log where Tucker had sat only hours before. But she didn’t feel his presence. Only annoyance that she had come running when he’d crooked his finger. And he hadn’t even crooked it in person, but with a stingy little note.


Meet me at McNair Pond at midnight. We’ll fix everything. I only want to be alone with you for a little while.



And wasn’t that just like him? Edda Lou thought. Making her go all soft, saying how he wanted to be alone with her, then pissing her off because he was late.

Five minutes, she decided. That was all he was getting. Then she was going to drive on up the road, right through those fancy gates and up to the big house. She’d let Tucker Longstreet know that he couldn’t play around with her affections.

At the whisper of sound behind her, she turned her head, prepared to flutter her lashes. The blow to the base of her skull had her tumbling facedown in the earth.

Her moan was muffled. Edda Lou heard it in her head, and her head felt as though it had been split in two by a dull rock. She tried to lift it. Oh, but it hurt, it hurt! When she started to bring her hands up to hold the ache, she found them stuck tight behind her.

The first quiver of fear pierced through the pain. Opening her eyes wide, she tried to call out. But her mouth was gagged. She could taste the cloth and the cologne that scented it. Her eyes rolled wildly as she fought to work her hands free.

She was naked, and her bare back and buttocks were scraping into bark as she wriggled against the tree. She’d been tied hand and foot to a live oak, her feet expertly cinched so that her legs were spread in a vulnerable v. Visions of rape danced hideously through her mind.

“Edda Lou. Edda Lou.” The voice was low and harsh, like the scrape of metal against rock. Edda Lou’s terrified eyes wheeled in their sockets as she tried to find the source.

All she saw was the water and the thick black of clustered leaves. She tried to scream and choked on the gag.

“I’ve had my eye on you. I wondered how soon we’d get together like this. Romantic, isn’t it, being naked in the moonlight? And we’re all alone, you and me. All alone. Let’s have sex.”

Paralyzed with terror, she watched the figure slip out of the shadows. Saw the moonlight glint on naked skin. Saw it flash for one hideous instant on the long-bladed knife.

Now it was terror and revulsion she felt as she recognized what was coming toward her. Her stomach clenched and rolled, and she tasted sickness on her tongue. But the figure came closer, gilded by a fine sheen of sweat and smelling of madness.

Her pleas and prayers were smothered by the gag. Thin streams of blood ran down her back and legs as she twisted desperately against the tree. The hands were on her, squeezing, stroking. And the mouth. Hot, frightened tears slid down her cheeks as the mouth closed hungrily over her defenseless breasts.

Slick with sweat, the body rubbed against hers, doing things she didn’t want to believe could be done to her. Her weeping was mindless now, her body shuddering at every touch of the wet mouth, the intruding fingers, the smooth flat of the buck knife.

For she had remembered what had happened to Arnette and Francie, and knew they had felt this same numb terror, felt the same sick revulsion in the last moments of their lives.

“You want it. You want it.” The breathless chant rolled over the dull buzzing in Edda’s brain. “Whore.” The knife turned, slicing delicately, almost painlessly, down Edda Lou’s arm. As the mouth closed greedily over the wound, Edda Lou slumped into a half faint.

“No, you don’t.” A hand slapped playfully across her face to revive her. “No sleeping on the job for whores.” There was a quick, almost giggly laugh. Blood smeared the smiling lips. Edda Lou’s glazed eyes opened and fixed. “Better, that’s better. I want you to watch. Ready?”

“Please, please, please,” her mind screamed. “Don’t kill me. I won’t tell, I won’t tell, I won’t tell.”

“No!” The voice was husky with arousal, and Edda Lou smelled her own fear, her own blood, when that face leaned close to hers, with madness shining out of eyes she’d known very well. “You’re not worth fucking.”

One hand ripped aside the gag. Part of the pleasure, the need, was to hear that one high scream. It was cut off as the knife slashed Edda Lou’s throat.

Caroline sat straight up in bed, heart thudding like a Maytag with an unbalanced load. She was clutching both hands to it, nearly ripping her thin sleep shirt in reaction.

A scream, she thought wildly while her ragged breathing echoed in the room. Who was screaming?

She was nearly out of bed and fumbling for the light when she remembered where she was and sagged back against the pillows. Not Philadelphia. Not Baltimore, or New York or Paris. She was in rural Mississippi, sleeping in the bed her grandparents had slept in.

Night sounds seemed to fill the room. Peepers, crickets, cicadas. And owls. She heard another scream, eerily like a woman’s. Screech owls, they called them, she remembered now. Her grandmother had soothed her one night during that long-ago visit when the same rusty cry had awakened her.


Just an old screech owl, pumpkin pie. Don’t you worry now. You’re safe as a bug in a rug.



Closing her eyes, Caroline listened to the long whooo-whooo of another, better-mannered owl. Country sounds, she assured herself, and tried to ignore the creaking and settling of the old house. Soon they would seem as natural to her as the whoosh of traffic or the whine of distant sirens.

It was just as her grandmother had told her. She was safe as a bug in a rug.




chapter 3

Tucker sat on the side terrace where purple clematis wound up the white wicker trellis. A hummingbird streaked behind him, iridescent wings a flashing blur as it hovered to drink deeply from one of the wide, tender blooms. Inside, Della’s Electrolux hummed busily. The sound drifted through the screened windows to mix with the drone of bees.

Underneath the glass table sprawled the aged family hound, Buster, a huddle of loose skin and old bones. Occasionally, he worked up the energy to thump his tail and look hopefully through the glass at Tucker’s breakfast.

Tucker wasn’t paying conscious attention to any of the morning sounds and scents. He absorbed them in the same absent way he absorbed the chilled juice, black coffee, and toast.

He was performing one of his favorite daily rituals: reading the mail.

As always, there was a stack of fashion catalogues and magazines for Josie. He tossed them one at a time onto the padded seat beside him. Each time a catalogue plopped, Buster would shift his rheumy old eyes hopefully, then mutter in canine disgust.

There was a letter for Dwayne from Nashville, addressed in Sissy’s childishly correct handwriting. Tucker frowned at it a minute, held it up to the sunlight, then set it aside. He knew it wasn’t a request for child support. As family bookkeeper, he made out the monthly checks himself and had sent one two weeks before.

In keeping with his filing system, he tossed bills on another chair, personal correspondence was shoved over to the other side of the coffeepot, and those letters obviously from a charitable organization or some other group sneakily begging for money were tossed in a paper sack at his side.

Tucker’s way of handling them was to dig into the bag once a month, choosing two envelopes at random. Those would receive generous contributions, whether they were for the World Wildlife Fund, the American Red Cross, or the Society for the Prevention of Hangnails. In this way, Tucker felt the Longstreets were fulfilling their charitable obligations. And if certain organizations were confused when they received a check for several thousand dollars one month, and nothing for several years thereafter, he figured it was their problem.

He had problems of his own.

The simple routine of sorting the mail helped shift those problems to the back of his mind, at least for the moment. The fact was, he didn’t know what his next move should be, since Edda Lou wasn’t even talking to him. She’d had two days to follow up on her staggering public announcement, but was apparently playing possum. Not only hadn’t she contacted him, but she wasn’t answering her phone.

It was worrying—particularly since he’d had a taste of her temper and knew she could lash out with the stealth and skill of a water moccasin. Waiting for the sting made Tucker jumpy.

He piled up the YOU ARE A WINNER! envelopes Dwayne liked to ship off to his kids, and found the lilac-colored and scented stationery that could only belong to one person.

“Cousin Lulu.” His grin flashed and his worries drained away.

Lulu Longstreet Boyston was from the Georgia Longstreets and a cousin of Tucker’s grandfather. Speculation put her age in the mid-seventies, though she had stubbornly clung to sixty-five for many years. She was spit-in-your-face rich, a dainty five foot in her sensible shoes, and crazy as a June bug.

Tucker flat out adored her. Though the letter was addressed TO MY LONGSTREET COUSINS, he ripped it open himself. He wasn’t about to wait until Dwayne and Josie wandered back from wherever they’d gone.

He read the first paragraph, written with a hot-pink felt tip, and let out a hoot.

Cousin Lulu was coming to call.

She always phrased it just that way, so you could never tell if she’d stay for dinner or settle in for a month. Tucker sincerely hoped it was the latter. He needed a distraction.

The last time she’d come to call, she’d brought along a whole crate of ice cream cakes packed in dry ice, and had worn a paper party hat with an ostrich feather poking through the pointy top. She’d kept that damn hat on for a full week, waking and sleeping, saying she was celebrating birthdays. Anybody’s birthday.

Tucker licked strawberry jam from his fingers, then tossed the rest of his toast to Buster. Leaving the rest of the mail to be picked up later, he started toward the door. He was going to tell Della to have Cousin Lulu’s room ready and waiting.

Even as he swung open the door, Tucker heard the dyspeptic rattle of Austin Hatinger’s pick-up. There was only one vehicle in Innocence that made that particular grunt-rattle-belch sound. After giving one brief thought to going inside and barring the doors, Tucker turned and walked out to the porch, prepared to face the music.

Not only could he hear Austin coming, he could see him, by the stream of black smoke rising up between the magnolias. With a half-hearted sigh, Tucker waited for the truck to come into view, and pulling a cigarette out of his pocket, broke off a fraction of the tip.

He was just enjoying his first drag when the truck pulled up and Austin Hatinger rolled out of it.

He was as grizzled and bulky as the old Ford, but was held together by sinew and muscle rather than bailing twine and spit. Beneath his grease-stained planter’s hat, his face looked as if it had been carved out of tree bark. Deep lines flared out from his walnut-colored eyes, scored his wind-burned cheeks, and bracketed his hard, unsmiling mouth.

Not a speck of hair showed beneath the hat. Not that Austin was bald. Every month he drove into the barber shop and had his gray-flecked hair buzzed. Perhaps, Tucker sometimes thought, in memory of the four years he’d served in the Corps. Semper Fi. That was just one of the sentiments he had tattooed on his cinder-block arms. Along with it, rippling over muscle, was the American flag.

Austin—who would be the first to tell you he was a God-fearing Christian—had never gone in for such frivolities as dancing girls.

He spit a stream of Red Indian into the gravel, leaving a nasty-looking puddle of yellow. Beneath his dusty overalls and sweaty work shirt—which even in the heat Austin wore buttoned clear to the top—his chest was broad as a bull’s.

Tucker noted that he hadn’t brought out any of the rifles slotted into the rack in the back window of the cab. He hoped he could take that courtesy as a good omen.

“Austin.” He came down one step, a sign of marginal friendliness.

“Longstreet.” He had a voice like a rusty nail skidding over concrete. “Where the hell is my girl?”

Since it was the last question Tucker expected, he only blinked politely. “Excuse me?”

“You godless, rutting fuck. Where the hell is my Edda Lou?”

The description was a little more along the lines of what Tucker had expected. “I haven’t seen Edda Lou since day before yesterday, when she went at me in the diner.” He held up a hand before Austin could speak. There was still something to be said for being part of the most powerful family in the county. “You can be as pissed as you want, Austin, and I’d expect that to be mighty damn pissed, but the fact is I slept with your daughter.” He took a long, slow drag. “You probably had a pretty good idea what I was doing when I was doing it, and I don’t figure you liked it much. And I don’t figure I can blame you for it.”

Austin’s lips peeled back from yellowed, uneven teeth. No one would have mistaken it for a smile. “I shoulda skinned your worthless hide the first time you came sniffing around her.”

“Maybe, but seeing as Edda’s been over twenty-one for a couple years or more, she does her own choosing.” Tucker drew on the cigarette again, considered the tip, then flicked it aside. “The point is, Austin, what’s done’s done.”

“Easy to say when you planted a bastard in my daughter’s belly.”

“With her full cooperation,” Tucker said, slipping his hands into his pockets. “I’m going to see to it that she has everything she needs while she’s carrying the baby, and there’ll be no pinching on the child support.”

“Big talk.” Austin spat again. “Smooth talk. You’ve always been able to get your tongue around words real good, Tucker. Now you listen to a few. I take care of my own, and I want that girl out here, now.”

Tucker merely lifted a brow. “You think Edda’s here? She’s not.”

“Liar! Fornicator!” His grating voice rose and fell like an evangelist’s with strep throat. “Your soul’s black with sin.”

“I can’t argue about that,” Tucker said as agreeably as he could, “but Edda Lou’s not here. I’ve got no reason to lie about that, and you can take a look for yourself, but I’m telling you I haven’t seen or heard from her since she made her grand announcement.”

Austin considered barging into the house, and he considered just what kind of fool that would make him. He wasn’t about to play the fool for a Longstreet. “She ain’t here, she ain’t nowhere in town. I tell you what I think, you sonofabitch, I think you talked her into going to one of those murder clinics to get rid of it.”

“Edda Lou and I haven’t talked about anything. If that’s what she’s done, she came up with it all on her own.”

He’d forgotten just how fast the big man could move. Before the last word was out of his mouth, Austin had leapt forward, grabbing him by the shirt and lifting him clean off the steps.

“Don’t you talk that way about my girl. She was a God-fearing Christian before she got hooked up with you. Look at you, nothing but a lazy, rutting pig living in your big, fine house with your drunk of a brother and whore of a sister.” Fine spit sprayed Tucker’s face as Austin’s skin turned a mottled, angry red. “You’ll rot in hell, the lot of you, just like your sin-soaked father.”

As a matter of course, Tucker preferred to talk, charm, or run his way out of confrontations. But there was always a point, no matter how he tried to prevent it, when pride and temper kicked in.

He plowed a fist into Austin’s midsection, surprising the older man enough to make him loosen his grip. “You listen to me, you sanctimonious bastard, you’re dealing with me, not my family. Just me. I told you once I’ll do right by Edda Lou, and I’m not telling you again. If you think I was the first one to get her on her back, then you’re crazier than I figured.” He was getting himself worked up, and knew better. But the embarrassment, the annoyance, and the insult outweighed caution. “And don’t think being lazy means stupid. I know damn well what she’s trying to do. If the pair of you think that screams and threats are going to have me dancing down the aisle, then think again.”

The muscles in Austin’s jaw quivered. “So, she’s good enough to fuck but not good enough to marry.”

“That says it plain enough.”

Tucker was quick enough to duck the first swing, but not the second. Austin’s ham-sized fist shot into his gut, stealing his breath and doubling him over. He took a rain of blows on the face and neck before he managed to find the wind to defend himself.

He tasted blood, smelled it. The fact that it was his own sent a ripe, dazzling fury pouring through him. He didn’t feel the pain when his knuckles rammed into Austin’s chin, but the power of the punch sang up his arm.

It felt good. Damn good.

A part of him continued to think with a silver-edged clarity. He had to stay on his feet. He would never match Austin for size or strength, and had to depend on agility and quickness. If he was brought down, and managed to get up again, he’d likely do so with broken bones and a bloody pulp for a face.

He took one just beneath the ear and heard the archangels sing.

Fists thudded against bone. Blood and sweat flew out in a grisly spray. As they grappled, lips peeled back in animal snarls, Tucker realized it wasn’t simply his pride he was defending, it was his life. There was a dull gleam of madness in Austin’s eyes that spoke more clearly than hard grunts or sneering curses. The sight of it had a snake of panic curling in Tucker’s gut.

His worst fears were realized when Austin came at him, head down, bulldozer body behind it. He let out a long triumphant cry as Tucker’s feet skidded on the gravel and he went flying backward into the peonies.

His wind was gone. He could hear the pathetic wheeze of air struggling to get down his throat and into his lungs. But he still had his fury, and he had fear. When he started to scrabble up, Austin fell on him, one beefy hand closing over Tucker’s throat, the other pummeling his kidneys.

Even as he levered a hand under Austin’s chin, frantically struggling to pry the head up and away, his vision dimmed. All he could see were those eyes, bright now with the pleasure of the kill, blank with madness.

“Send you to Satan,” Austin chanted. “Send you to Satan. Should’ve killed you before, Beau. Should’ve done it.”

Feeling his life passing, Tucker went for the eyes.

Austin threw back his head and howled like a wounded cur. When his hand slipped off Tucker’s throat, Tucker sucked air in big greedy gulps that burned and revived.

“You crazy sonofabitch, I’m not my father.” He choked, gagged, and managed to haul himself to his hands and knees. He was terrified he would toss his breakfast into the crushed peonies. “Get the hell off my land.”

He turned his head and felt a moment’s thrill of satisfaction at seeing Austin’s bloodied face. He’d given as good as he’d got—and a man couldn’t ask for more. Unless it was a cool shower, an ice pack, and a bottle of aspirin. He started to sit back on his heels. Quick as a snake, Austin’s hand darted out for one of the heavy stones that circled the peonies.

“Good Christ” was all Tucker could manage as Austin levered the stone over his head.

The shotgun blast had them both jolting. Pellets skimmed through the peonies.

“I’ve got another full barrel, you bastard,” Della said from the porch. “And it’s aiming right at your useless dick. You put that stone back where you got it, and mighty quick, ’cause my finger’s dripping sweat.”

The madness was fading. Tucker could actually see it drain out of Austin’s eyes, to be replaced by a violent but somehow saner anger.

“It probably won’t kill you,” Della said conversationally. She was standing on the edge of the porch, the 30–30 resting comfortably on her shoulder, her eye at the sight and a grim smile on her face. “You might have another twenty years to pee in a plastic bag.”

Austin dropped the stone. The sickening thud it made when it hit the mulch had Tucker’s stomach lurching. “ ‘For judgment I am come,’ ” Austin quoted. “He’s going to pay for what he did to my girl.”

“Paying’s just what he’ll do,” Della said. “If that girl’s carrying what’s his, Tucker’ll see to it. But I ain’t as gullible as the boy, Austin, and we’re going to see what’s what before he signs any papers or writes any checks.”

Fists clenched at his side, Austin rose. “You saying my girl’s lying?”

Della kept the shotgun sighted mid-body. “I’m saying Edda Lou’s never been any better than she had to be, and I ain’t saying I blame her for it. Now, you get the hell off this land, and if you’re smart, you get that girl to Doc Shays and have him see if she’s breeding. We’ll talk this through, civilized. Or you can come ahead and I’ll blow you apart.”

Austin’s impotent hands clenched and unclenched. Blood ran unheeded down his cheeks like tears. “I’ll be back.” He spat again as he turned to Tucker. “And next time there won’t be no woman ’round to protect you.”

He strode back to his pick-up, gunned around the circle of flowers, and rattled down the drive. Black smoke belched in his wake.

Tucker sat in the ruined flower bed and dropped his head on his knees. He wasn’t getting up yet—no, not just yet. He’d sit a spell on the mangled blooms.

Letting out a long breath, Della lowered the gun. Carefully, she propped it against the rail, then walked down, stepping over the border stones until she could reach Tucker. He looked up, the beginnings of thanks on his tongue. She smacked the side of his head hard enough to make his ears ring.

“Christ, Della.”

“That’s for thinking with your glands.” She smacked him again. “And that’s for bringing that Bible-thumping maniac around my house.” And another flat-handed slap on the top of his head. “And that’s for ruining your mama’s flowers.” With a satisfied nod she folded her arms over her chest. “Now, when you get your legs out from under you, you come back into the kitchen and I’ll clean you up.”

Tucker wiped the back of his hand over his mouth and looked down absently at the smear of blood. “Yes’m.”

Because she figured her hands were about steady now, she tipped a finger under his chin. “Going to have a shiner,” she predicted. “But it looked to me like he was going to have a pair of ’em. You didn’t do too bad.”

“Guess not.” Gingerly he got to his knees again. Breathing shallowly, he inched his way to his feet. It felt as if he’d been trampled by a herd of runaway horses. “I’ll do what I can with the flowers later.”

“See that you do.” She slipped an arm around his waist, and taking his weight, helped him inside.

Though he didn’t much care to get himself riled up on Edda Lou’s behalf, Tucker couldn’t quite get past the niggling sense of worry in his gut. He told himself to let crazy Austin worry about his crazy daughter—who’d more than likely gone to ground for a few days to avoid her daddy’s wrath and to stir up Tucker’s guilt. But he couldn’t forget what it had been like to find sweet little Francie floating, those bloodless wounds gaping all over her fish-white skin.

So he stuck on a pair of sunglasses to conceal the worst of the sunburst bruise on his left eye and, downing two of the painkillers Josie took for menstrual cramps, set out to town.

The sun beat down mercilessly, making him wish he’d just crawled off to bed with an ice pack and a long whiskey. That was what he was going to do once he talked to Burke.

With any luck Edda Lou would be behind the counter at Larsson’s selling tobacco and Popsicles and bags of charcoal for barbecues.

But he could see plainly through the wide front window as he drove past, and it was young, gawky Kirk Larsson at the main counter, not Edda Lou.

Tucker pulled up in front of the sheriff’s office. If he’d been alone, he would have eased himself out inch by painful inch. Whimpering. But the three old coots who always planted themselves out in front, to chew the fat, curse the weather, and hope for gossip, were in position. Straw hats covered grizzled heads, wind-burned cheeks were puffed out with chaws, and faded cotton shirts had gone limp with sweat.

“Hey there, Tucker.”

“Mr. Bonny.” He nodded to the first man, as was proper, seeing that Claude Bonny was the eldest of the group. All three had lived off social security for more than a decade and had staked out the awning-shaded sidewalk in front of the rooming house as their retirement heaven. “Mr. Koons. Mr. O’Hara.”

Pete Koons, toothless since his forties and no fan of dentures, spat through his gums into the tin bucket his grandniece provided. “Boy, looks like you ran into a mean woman or a jealous husband.”

Tucker managed a grin. There were few secrets in town, and a smart man chose his wisely. “Nope. A pissed-off papa.”

Charlie O’Hara gave a wheezy chuckle. His emphysema wasn’t getting any better, and he figured he’d die of it before another summer came, so he appreciated all of life’s little jokes. “That Austin Hatinger?” When Tucker jerked his head to the side in acknowledgment, O’Hara wheezed again. “Bad apple. Once saw him whale into Toby March—’course Toby was a black boy, so nobody paid much mind. Must’ve been in sixty-nine. Stove in Toby’s ribs and scarred his face.”

“Sixty-eight,” Bonny corrected his crony, because accuracy was important in such matters. “That was the summer we got the new tractor, so I remember. Austin said Toby’d stole a length of rope outta his shed. But that was nonsense. Toby was a good boy and never took nothing wasn’t his. He come to work out on the farm with me after his ribs healed. Never had a bit of trouble outta him.”

“Austin’s a mean one.” Koons spat again, either from need or to emphasize his point. “Went to Korea mean and came back meaner. Never did forgive your mama for marrying up when he was over there fighting slant eyes. Had his mind set on Miss Madeline, though Christ knows she never looked at him twice when he was smack in front of her.” He grinned toothlessly. “You taking him on as a daddy-in-law, Tuck?”

“Not in this life. Y’all don’t work too hard now.”

They chuckled and wheezed appreciatively as he made the turn and pushed open Burke’s door.

The sheriff’s office was a steamy box of a room holding a metal army surplus desk, two swivel chairs, a scarred wooden rocker, a gun cabinet for which Burke held the keys on the heavy chain at his belt, and a shiny new Mr. Coffee, a gift from Burke’s wife at Christmas. The wood floor was scattered with hard little dots of white paint from the last time the walls had been done.

Beyond the office was a closet-sized john and through the john a narrow storage room with metal shelves and just enough room for a fold-up cot. This was used if Burke or his deputy needed to watch a prisoner overnight. More often it was used if either man found himself in the domestic doghouse and needed to give his spouse a night to cool off.

Tucker had always wondered how Burke, the son of a once-prosperous planter, could be happy here, making his living processing traffic tickets, breaking up the occasional brawl, and watching out for drunks.

But Burke seemed content enough, just as he seemed content to be married for nearly seventeen years to the girl he’d gotten pregnant while they were both still in high school. He wore his badge easily and was affable enough to remain popular in Innocence, where people didn’t like to be told what they couldn’t do.

Tucker found him huddled over his desk, frowning over files while the ceiling fan stirred stale smoke and hot air overhead.

“Burke.”

“Hey, Tuck. What’re you …” He trailed off as he took in Tucker’s swollen face. “Holy hell, boy, what did you run into?”

Tucker grimaced, the movement costing him no little discomfort. “Austin’s fists.”

Burke grinned. “How’d he look?”

“Della says worse. I was too busy holding my insides where they belonged to notice.”

“She probably didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

Knowing the truth of that, Tuck eased himself down on the frayed seat of the swivel chair. “Probably. Still, I don’t think all the blood on my shirt was mine. Hope not.”

“Edda Lou?”

“Yeah.” Tucker poked gentle fingers under his sunglasses to probe his bruised eye socket. “Way he sees it, I debauched a lily-white virgin who’d never seen a dick before.”

“Shit.”

“There you go.” Tucker caught himself before he made the mistake of shrugging. “Thing is, she’s twenty-five, and I slept with her, not her old man.”

“Happy to hear that.”

Tucker’s quick grin pulled at his puffy lip. “Edda Lou’s ma must close her eyes and pray to Jesus every time he takes a poke at her.” Then he sobered, the image of Austin pounding it to his frail-boned, miserable-eyed wife too disturbing to dwell on. “Thing is, Burke, I want to do what’s right.” He blew out a breath, realizing there was more than one reason he’d come into town. This was the opening for the first one. “Things worked out for you and Susie.”

“Yeah.” Burke drew out a pack of Chesterfields, took one, then tossed the pack across the desk for Tucker. “We were too young and stupid to think they wouldn’t.” He watched as Tucker broke off a fraction of the tip. “And I loved her. Flat out loved her then. Still do.” He flipped his matches to Tucker. “It hasn’t been easy, with Marvella coming along before graduation, our having to live with my folks for two years before we could afford our own place. Then Susie pregnant again with Tommy.” Blowing out smoke, he shook his head. “Three babies in five years.”

“You could have kept your fly zipped.”

Burke grinned. “So could you.”

“Yeah.” Tucker blew smoke between his teeth. “Well, it comes to this. I don’t love Edda Lou, flat out or any other way, but I’ve got a responsibility. I can’t marry her, Burke. Can’t do it.”

Burke tapped his ash into a metal ashtray that had once been blue and was now the color of smut. “I gotta say you’d be a fool if you did.” He cleared his throat before venturing onto boggy ground. “Susie tells me that Edda’s been bragging for weeks about how she’s going to be living up in the big house with servants. Susie said she never paid it much mind, but some of the others did. Sounds to me like that girl was set on life at Sweetwater.”

It was both a blow to his pride and a great relief. So it had never been him, Tucker realized. It had been the Longstreet name. But she must have figured that would get back to him sooner or later.

“I came in to tell you I haven’t been able to get hold of her since that day in the diner. Austin came down on me, figuring I was hiding her there at the house. She been around town?”

Slowly, Burke crushed out his cigarette. “I can’t say as I’ve seen her myself for a day or two.”

“Probably with a girlfriend.” The idea settled him. “Thing is, Burke, ever since we found Francie …”

“Yeah.” Burke felt a twang inside his gut.

“You got anything on that—or Arnette?”

“Nothing.” The failure had heat rising up his neck. “County sheriff’s mostly in charge. I’ve been working with the medical examiner, and the state boys have helped, but there’s nothing solid. Some woman was sliced up in Nashville last month. If they can find a connection, we’ll call in the FBI.”

“No shit?”

Burke merely nodded. He didn’t like the idea of federal officers in his town, taking over his job, looking at him out of the corner of their city eyes and thinking he was a rube who couldn’t lock up a passed-out drunk.

“It was remembering Francie that had me worrying,” Tucker continued.

“I’ll ask around.” He rose, wanting to do so quickly. “Like you said, she’s probably staying with a girlfriend for a few days, thinking that’ll sweat you into a proposal.”

“Yeah.” Relieved that he’d passed his burden onto Burke, Tucker stood and limped to the door. “You’ll let me know.”

“First thing.” Burke walked out with him, took a long slow look at his town. Where he’d been born and raised, where his children raced the streets and his wife shopped. Where he could raise a finger in salute to anyone and be recognized and acknowledged.

“Look at that.” Tucker let out a little sigh as he watched Caroline Waverly climb out of her BMW and stroll toward Larrson’s. “That’s one long, cool drink of water. Makes a man thirsty just to look.”

“Edith McNair’s kin?”

“Yep. Ran into her the other day. Talks like a duchess and has the biggest green eyes you’ve ever seen.”

Recognizing the signs, Burke chuckled. “You’ve got problems enough, son.”

“It’s a weakness.” Tucker limped a little as he walked to his car. Changing his mind, he headed across the street. “I think I’ll go buy a pack of smokes.”

Burke’s grin faded as he turned toward the rooming house. He remembered Francie, too. Surely Edda Lou would have stayed close by to pressure Tucker into marriage. The fact that she hadn’t left a sick taste in the back of his throat.

She was settling in just fine, Caroline told herself as she walked across the heat-baked lawn toward the trees. The ladies she’d met in Larsson’s that afternoon had been more curious than she was used to, but they’d also been friendly and warm. It was nice to know if she got lonely, she could drive into town for company.

She’d particularly liked Susie Truesdale, who’d stopped in to buy a birthday card for her sister in Natchez, and had stayed for twenty minutes.

Of course, that Longstreet man had come in as well, to flirt with the women and dispense southern-fried charm. His dark glasses hadn’t disguised the fact that he’d been fighting. When questioned about it, he’d milked sympathy from every female in the store.

His type always did, she thought. If Luis had gotten a hangnail, women were ready to donate blood.

Thank God she was through with him, with men, with everything about them. It had been pathetically easy for her to rebuff Tucker’s smooth charm.

“Miz Caroline” he’d called her, she remembered with a thin smile. She was quite sure his eyes had been laughing behind those dark lenses.

A pity about his hands though, she thought as she ducked under hanging moss. They were really quite beautiful, long-fingered, wide-palmed. It had been a shame to see the knuckles skinned and bruised.

Annoyed, she shook off the sympathy. The moment he’d strolled out—limping slightly—the women had begun to buzz about him and someone named Edda Lou. Caroline took a deep breath of the verdant smell of heat and green, and smiled to herself.

It looked like our slippery-smooth Mr. Longstreet had gotten himself into a nasty little mess. His girlfriend was pregnant and screaming for marriage. And, according to the local gossip, her father was the type who’d be more than willing to load up the shotgun.

Trailing a finger over a branch, she began to scent the water. Lord, she was a long way from Philadelphia. How could she have known it would be so peaceful and so entertaining to listen to the chatter about the town lothario?

She’d enjoyed her half-hour visit to town, the ladies’ talk about children, recipes, men. Sex. She laughed a little. Apparently, North or South, when women got together, sex was a favored topic. But down here they were so frank about it. Who was sleeping with whom, and who wasn’t.

Must be the heat, she thought, and sat down on the log to watch the water and listen to the music of early evening.

She was glad she’d come to Innocence. Every day she could feel herself healing. The quiet, the vicious sun that baked all of the energy out of you, the simple beauty of water shaded by moss-hung trees. She was even getting used to the night noises, and that blacker-than-night country darkness.

The previous night she had slept for eight hours straight, the first time in weeks. And she’d awakened without that plaguing headache. It was working, the solitude, the serenity of small-town and rural rituals.

The roots she’d never been allowed to plant, the roots her mother would have furiously denied existed, had begun to take hold. Nothing and no one was going to pull them free again.

She might even try her hand at fishing. The idea made her laugh and wonder if she still had a taste for catfish. She shifted and picked up a pebble to toss in the water. It made such a satisfying plop that she picked up another, and another, watching the ripples spread. Spotting a flat-sided stone by the verge of the water, she rose to pry it up. It would be fun to try to skip it. That, too, was an old, almost forgotten image. Her grandfather standing here, just here, and trying to teach her how to skip the rock over the water.

Pleased with the memory, she bent, curled her fingers around it. Odd, she had the most ridiculous sensation of being watched. Stared at. Even as the first shiver worked down her spine, she caught something white out of the corner of her eye.

She turned, looked. And froze. Even the scream turned to ice in her throat.

She was being stared at, though the eyes that watched saw nothing. There was only a face, bobbing above the rippling surface of dark water, with a hideous mop of long blond hair that had tangled and caught in the roots of an old tree.

Her breath hitched, coming through her lips in small, terrified whimpers as she stumbled back. But she couldn’t take her eyes off that face, the way the water lapped at the chin, the way a shaft of sunlight beamed off those flat, lifeless eyes.

It wasn’t until she managed to throw her hands over her face, blocking the image, that she was able to draw the air to scream. The sound echoed through the bayou, bouncing off the dark water and sending birds streaking from the trees.




chapter 4

Most of the sickness had passed. Sour waves of nausea still rose in her stomach, but if she forced herself to breathe slowly, Caroline could manage to hold down a little tepid water. She sipped again, breathed deeply, and waited for Burke Truesdale to come back out of the trees.

He hadn’t asked her to go in with him. She supposed he’d taken one look at her face and known she wouldn’t have made it ten feet. Even now, as she sat on the top step of the porch, her hands almost steady again, she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten from the pond back to the house.

She’d lost one of her shoes, she noted absently. One of those pretty navy and white flats she’d bought in Paris a few months before. With glazed eyes she stared down at her bare foot streaked with dirt and grass. Frowning with concentration, she toed the other shoe off. It seemed important somehow that she have both feet bare. After all, someone might think she was crazy, sitting there on the porch with one shoe on. And with a body floating in the pond.

When her stomach pitched, rolled, and threatened to expel even the tap water, she dropped her head between her knees. Oh, she hated to be sick, hated it with a passion only someone who had recently recovered from long illness could feel. The weakness of it, the shaky loss of control.

Clenching her fists, she used all her concentration to pull herself back from the edge. What right did she have to be sick and scared and dizzy? She was alive, wasn’t she? Alive and whole and safe. Not like that poor woman.

But she kept her head down until her stomach settled, and the dull buzzing faded from her ears.

She lifted it again when she heard the sound of a car bumping down her lane. Caroline brought a weary hand up to her face as she watched the dusty station wagon squeeze through the overgrowth.

She’d have to cut those vines back, she thought. She could hear them brushing against the already scarred paint of the car. Must be some clippers in the shed. Best to do it in the morning, before the day heated up.

Dully, she watched the station wagon stop beside the sheriff’s cruiser. A wiry man with a red tie knotted around a turkey neck climbed out. He wore a short-sleeved white shirt, and a white hat atop a full head of hair he’d dyed as densely black as coal and slicked into a modified pompadour. Pouches of loose flesh dipped below his jaw and his eyes, as if the skin had once been full of fat or fluid and had stretched under the weight.

His black slacks were hauled up with sassy red suspenders, and he wore the heavy, shiny black tie shoes Caroline associated with the military. But the cracked leather bag he carried announced his profession.

“You must be Miz Caroline.” His high-pitched voice would have made her smile at any other time or place. He sounded eerily like a used-car salesman she’d seen on the old RCA console only the night before. “I’m Doc Shays,” he told her as he propped one foot on the bottom step. “I tended to your grandfolks near to twenty-five years.”

Caroline gave him a careful nod. “How do you do?”

“Fine and dandy.” His sharp physician’s eyes scanned her face and recognized shock. “Burke gave me a call. Said he was headed on down here.” Shays took out a huge white handkerchief to mop his neck and face. Though he could move fast when he had to, his slow and easy pace was more than bedside manner. It was the way he preferred to do things. “Hell of a hot one, ain’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t we go on inside, where it’s cooler?”

“No, I think …” She looked helplessly back toward the shielding trees. “I should wait. He went in there to see … I was throwing stones in the water. I could see only her face.”

He sat beside her, took her hand in his. Fingers still nimble after forty years of medicine monitored her pulse. “Whose face, darlin’?”

“I don’t know.” When he reached down to open his bag, she stiffened. Months of vigilant doctors with their slim, shiny needles had her system jittering. “I don’t need anything. I don’t want anything.” She jolted to her feet, and though she tried, she couldn’t keep her voice from shrilling. “I’m all right. You should try to help her. There must be something you could do to help her.”

“One thing at a time, darlin’.” To show good faith, he shut his bag again. “Why don’t you sit on down here and tell me all about it? Nice and slow. Then we can figure out what’s what.”

She didn’t sit, but she did gain enough control to take several long breaths. She didn’t want to end up in the hospital again. Couldn’t. “I’m sorry. I don’t suppose I’m making much sense.”

“Well, now, that don’t worry me none. Most people I know spend about half their lives making sense and the other half exercising their jaw. You just tell me how it occurs to you.”

“I think she must have drowned,” Caroline said in a calm and careful voice. “In the pond. I could see only her face …” She trailed off, forcing back the image before it nudged her toward hysteria again. “I’m afraid she was dead.”

Before Shays could question further, Deputy Carl Johnson came out of the trees and started across the sun-bleached lawn. His usually spotless uniform showed traces of dirt and streaks of wet. Still, he walked with military precision, a commanding figure, six foot six of taut muscle. His glossy skin was the color of chestnuts.

He was a man who enjoyed his authority and prized his control. Just now he was fighting to maintain his professional aura when what he wanted to do was find a secluded spot to lose his lunch.

“Doc.”

“Carl.”

It needed only that for the two men to exchange information. Muttering an oath, Shays mopped his face again.

“Miss Waverly, I’d be obliged to use your phone.”

“Of course. Can you tell me what …” Again, her gaze was drawn toward the trees, her mind to what was beyond them. “Is she dead?”

Carl hesitated only a moment, pulling off his cap to reveal tight black curls cut as close and neat as a newly mowed lawn. “Yes, ma’am. The sheriff’ll talk to you as soon as he can. Doc?”

With a weary nod, Shays rose.

“There’s a phone right here in the hall,” Caroline began as she started up the steps. “Deputy …”

“Johnson, ma’am. Carl Johnson.”

“Deputy Johnson, did she drown?”

He shot Caroline a quick look as he held open the screen door for her. “No, ma’am. She didn’t.”

Burke was sitting on the log, turned away from the body. A Polaroid camera sat beside him. He needed a minute before he slipped back into his law-and-order suit. A minute for his head to clear, for his stomach to settle.

He’d seen death before—had known the look and the smell of it from boyhood, hunting with his father. First they’d gone out for the sheer pleasure of it. Then, when crops and investments had failed, they’d hunted to put meat on the table.

He’d seen the death of his own kind as well. Starting with his father’s suicide when the farm had been lost. And wasn’t it that death that had led him to this one? Without the farm, with a wife and two young children to support, he’d signed on as town deputy, then as sheriff. The rich man’s son who had detested the futility of his father’s death, and the cruelty of the land that had caused it, had chosen to channel his talents, such as they were, toward law and order.

But even finding his father hanging in the barn, hearing the quiet creak of the rope rubbing over the thick beam, hadn’t prepared him for what he’d found in McNair Pond.

He still had much too clear a picture of what it had been like to wrestle that body from the water, to drag it out onto the ground.

It was funny, he thought, drawing hard on a cigarette, he’d never liked Edda Lou. There had been a coarseness about her, a sly look in her eyes that had milked away any sympathy he might have felt for her being unfortunate enough to be kin to Austin Hatinger.

But just now he was remembering the way she’d looked one long-ago Christmas when he and Susie had come across her in town. She’d have been no more than ten, mousy hair stringing down her back, patched dress hiking up too far at the side hem and drooping at the front. And her nose pressed up to Larsson’s window as she stared at a doll with a blue cape and rhinestone tiara.

She’d just been a little girl then, wishing there was a Santa. Already knowing there wasn’t.

He turned his head when he heard the rustle of brush. “Doc.” He blew out a stream of smoke on the word. “Christ.”

Shays laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, squeezed once, then moved to the body. Death wasn’t a stranger to him, and he had come to know that death wasn’t only for the old, either. He could accept that the young were taken, through illness, through accident. But this mutilation, this wild destruction of a human being was beyond acceptance.

Gently, he picked up one of the limp hands and studied the raw wrist. The same telltale signs braceleted the ankles. It hurt him more somehow, this ring of broken skin and the hopelessness it represented, than the vicious slices on her torso.

“She was one of the first babies I delivered when I came back to Innocence.” With a sigh he did what Burke had not been able to do. He reached down and shut Edda Lou’s eyes. “It’s hard for parents to bury their children. By Jesus, it’s hard for doctors, too.”

“He messed her up pretty good,” Burke managed to say. “Just like the others.”

He picked up the camera. They would need more pictures, and God knew he had to do something before the coroner came. He swallowed a hard knot of anger.

“She was tied to that tree there. There’s blood dried on it. You can see from the scrapes on her back where she rubbed against it. Used clothesline. Pieces of it are still there.” He lowered the camera again, and his eyes were bright with fury. “What the hell was she doing here? Her car’s back in town.”

“Can’t tell you that, Burke. Can’t tell you a hell of a lot. She was hit on the back of the head.” Shays’s hands were as soothing as they would have been had his patient been alive to feel them. “Maybe he hauled her out here. Maybe she came on her own and riled him up.”

Struggling to hold on to his nerves, Burke nodded. He knew, just as everyone in town knew, who it was Edda Lou had riled up.

Caroline paced the porch. If she could have worked up the courage, she’d have marched into the bayou and demanded information. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand this waiting. But she knew she’d never make it past the first stand of trees, not when she knew what was beyond them.

She saw the dark sedan creep down the drive, followed by a white van. Coroner, she thought. When the men got out of the van with a stretcher and a thick black bag, she turned away. That bag, that long black bag not so different in shape and size from the kind people used to haul off things they no longer wanted, that bag reminded her much too forcibly that it wasn’t a person in the pond, it wasn’t a woman, it was only a body that wouldn’t suffer from the indignity of being taken away in a big piece of plastic.

It was the living who suffered, and Caroline wondered who the woman had left behind to grieve and mourn and question.

Her heart ached to make music, to make music so passionate it would drive away everything else. She could still do that, thank God she could still do that. Escape there when there was nowhere else to run.

Leaning against the post, she closed her eyes and played it in her head, filled her mind with melody so rich she didn’t hear the next car jolt down the lane.

“Hey there.” Josie slammed her car door, and finishing off the last of a cherry Popsicle, started toward the porch. “Hey,” she said again, and offered a friendly, curious smile when Caroline raised her head. “Y’all got a commotion here.” She licked the stick clean with a savoring tongue. “Saw all these cars turn in while I was heading home and thought I’d see what was doing.”

Caroline gave her a blank look. It was odd, almost obscene, to see someone so vivid and pulsing with life when death was still hovering. “I beg your pardon?”

“No need for that, honey.” Still smiling, Josie walked up the steps. “I’m just nosy, that’s all. Can’t stand for something to be going on and not know about it. Josie Longstreet.” She held out a hand still a bit sticky from the melted ice.

“Caroline. Caroline Waverly.” After she’d shaken hands, Caroline thought how innate manners were, how absurdly automatic.

“You got trouble here, Caroline?” Josie set the sticks on the porch rail. “I see Burke’s car. Gorgeous, isn’t he? Hasn’t cheated on his wife, not even once in better than seventeen years. Never seen anyone take marriage so damn serious. But there you go. Doc Shays, too.” She glanced back at the crowded lane. “Now, he’s a character. That shoe-black hair all puffed up and slicked back like a fifties rock and roll singer? Sounds a little like Mickey Mouse, don’t you think?”

Caroline nearly smiled. “Yes. I’m sorry, would you like to sit down?”

“Don’t worry about me.” Josie took a cigarette out of her purse. She lighted it with a gold butane. “You got all these visitors, but I don’t see a soul.”

“They’re …” She looked toward the trees. She swallowed hard. “The sheriff’s coming now.”

Josie shifted position subtly, turning her body slightly, lifting her shoulders. The sassy smile she offered Burke faded when she saw his eyes. Still, her voice was bright. “Why, Burke, I’m jealous. You hardly ever come to pay calls on us at Sweetwater, and here you are.”

“Official business, Josie.”

“Well, well.”

“Miss Waverly, I need to speak to you. Could we go inside?”

“Of course.”

As he started by, Josie took his arm. The teasing had gone out of her face. “Burke?”

“I can’t talk to you now.” He knew he should tell her to leave, but he thought Caroline might want another female around when he’d finished with her. “Can you wait? Maybe stay with her awhile?”

The hand on his arm trembled. “How bad is it?”

“As bad as it gets. Why don’t you go in the kitchen, fix us something cold? I’d be obliged if you’d stay in there until I call you.”

Caroline settled him in the front parlor, on the striped divan. The little cuckoo clock that she had wound faithfully since her arrival tick-tocked cheerfully. She could smell the polish she’d used on the coffee table just that morning, and her own sweat.

“Miss Waverly, I’m awfully sorry to have to ask you questions now, when you must be upset. But it’s best to get to all this quickly.”

“I understand.” How could she understand, she thought frantically. She’d never found a body before. “Do you know … do you know who she is?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“The deputy—Johnson?” Her hand was up at her throat, rubbing up and down as if she could stroke the words free. “He said she didn’t drown.”

“No, ma’am.” Burke took a notebook and pencil from his pocket. “I’m sorry. I have to tell you she was murdered.”

She only nodded. She wasn’t shocked. A part of her had known it from the moment she had looked into the wide, sightless eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to tell me anything you saw, anything you heard in the last forty-eight hours.”

“But there’s nothing, really. I’ve only just arrived, and I’ve been trying to—to settle, to put things in order.”

“I understand that.” He tipped his hat back on his head, used his forearm to dab at sweat on his brow. “Maybe you could think back. You didn’t maybe hear a car pull into your lane at night, or anything that didn’t sound quite right to you?”

“No … that is, I’m used to city noises, so nothing really sounds right to me.” She dragged an unsteady hand through her hair. It was going to be all right, she told herself, now that they were down to the questions and answers, the mechanics of law and order.

“The quiet seems so loud, if you know what I mean. And the birds, and insects. The owls.” She stopped, and what was left of her color drained away. “The other night, the first night I was here … oh, God.”

“You just take your time, ma’am.”

“I thought I heard a woman scream. I’d been asleep, and it woke me. Frightened me. Then I remembered where I was, and about the owls. Those screech owls.” She closed her eyes on a flood of guilt. “I went back to sleep. It could have been her, calling for help. I just went back to sleep.”

“Or it could have been an owl. Even if it was her, Miss Waverly, you couldn’t have helped. Could you tell me what time it woke you up?”

“No, I’m sorry. I have no idea. I didn’t look.”

“Do you walk back there much?”

“I have a couple of times. My grandfather took me fishing back there once when I visited.”

“I’ve gotten some good cats back there myself,” he said conversationally. “Do you smoke?”

“No.” Manners rising again, she glanced around for an ashtray. “Please, go ahead.”

He pulled one out, but he was thinking about the single cigarette butt he’d found near the log. Edda Lou didn’t smoke either. “You haven’t noticed anyone poking around here? No one’s come by to see you?”

“As I said, I haven’t been here long. I did run into someone the first day. He said my grandmother let him come down to watch the water.”

Burke kept his face impassive, but his heart began to sink. “Do you know who that was?”

“His name was Longstreet. Tucker Longstreet.”

Tucker was back in the hammock holding a cold beer against his swollen eye and sulking. His body no longer felt like it had been trampled by horses. It felt like it had been dragged a few miles first. He was regretting, bitterly, his decision to face Austin. Far better to have slunk off to Greenville or even Vicksburg for a few days. What the hell had made him think that pride and honesty were worth a fist in the eye?

Worse yet was the fact that Edda Lou was probably off somewhere smirking at all the trouble she’d caused. The more he thought about it, the surer he was that Austin had battered him for no good reason. Edda Lou wasn’t about to have an abortion. Not that Tucker figured she’d turn from one on moral or maternal grounds. But if she wasn’t pregnant, she wouldn’t have any hold on him.

A hold, he thought miserably, that would last the rest of his life.

Nothing took hold of you like family, he thought. And his blood would mix with Edda Lou’s in the baby she was carrying. All the good and bad there was between them would stir around, leaving it up to God or fate or maybe just timing to determine which traits endured.

He took a long swallow of beer, then rested the bottle against his eye again. It wasn’t any use thinking about something that wasn’t going to happen for months yet. He was better off worrying about the almighty present.

He hurt, and if he didn’t feel so damn stupid about the whole mess, he’d have called Doc Shays.

To lull himself, he let his thoughts drift to more pleasant matters.

Caroline Waverly. She was as pretty as one of those tall, glossy ice-cream parfaits. The kind that cooled you off and made you greedy for more. He grinned to himself as he remembered the snooty look she’d given him in Larsson’s that afternoon.

That queen-to-peasant look. Christ, it made him want to just scoop her right up.

Not that he had any plans to. He was swearing off women awhile. Not only did his body hurt, but he figured his luck was a bit shaky. Still, it was pleasant to think about it. He liked the way her voice sounded, all soft and smoky, so different from her cool, hands-off look.

He wondered just what he’d have to do to convince her to let him get his hands on. Tucker fell asleep with a smile on his face.

“Tuck.”

He muttered and tried to shrug off the hand shaking his shoulder. The sudden movement brought pain back with a bang. He swore, opened his eyes.

“Jesus, can’t a man get any peace around here?” He blinked up at Burke. The shadows were lengthening, and his first thought was Della hadn’t called him in for supper. His second, as he swung around to sit, was that his stomach was so sore, it was just as well. “Remember when the Bonny brothers and their crazy cousin jumped us down at Spook Hollow?”

Burke kept his hands jammed in his pockets. “Yeah.”

“We were younger then.” Tucker flexed his swollen knuckles. “I don’t recollect it hurt so damn much taking a licking then. Why don’t you go in, get us a couple beers?”

“I’m on duty, Tucker. I gotta talk to you.”

“Talk better with a beer.” But when he looked up and focused on Burke’s face, his quick grin faded. “What is it?”

“It’s bad. Real bad.”

And he knew, as if it had already been said. “It’s Edda Lou, isn’t it?” Before Burke could answer, Tucker was up and pacing, his hands dragging through his hair. “Oh, Jesus. Jesus Christ.”

“Tuck—”

“Give me a minute. Goddammit.” Sick, furious, he pounded a fist against the tree. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah. It was like Arnette, and Francie.”

“Holy God.” He leaned his brow against the rough bark and struggled to keep the image out of his mind. He hadn’t loved her, had gotten to the point where he didn’t even like her, but he had touched her, tasted her, been inside her. He felt a well of grief rise up that was staggering, not only for her, but for the child he hadn’t even wanted.

“You ought to come on and sit down.”

“No.” He turned from the tree. His face had changed. It had taken on that hard, dangerous look so few were allowed to see. “Where did you find her?”

“McNair Pond, just a couple hours ago.”

“That’s less than a mile from here.” He thought first of his sister, of Della, of protection. Then he thought of Caroline. “She—Caroline—she shouldn’t be alone there.”

“Josie’s with her now, and Carl.” Burke rubbed a hand over his face. “Josie bullied her into drinking some of Miss Edith’s apple brandy. She’s—Caroline—she’s the one who found the body.”

“Fuck.” He sat on the hammock again, put his head in his hands. “What the hell are we going to do, Burke? What the hell’s going on here?”

“I gotta ask you some questions, Tuck, but before I do I want to tell you I went to see Austin. I had to tell him.” He pulled out a cigarette. “You watch your back, son.”

Tucker took the cigarette. “He can’t believe I’d hurt Edda Lou. For chrissake.” He lit a match, then stared as it burned down toward his fingers. “You don’t believe …” He dropped the match and sprang to his feet. “Goddammit, Burke, you know me.”

Burke wished he’d taken the beer—or anything else to wash this nasty taste from his mouth. Tucker was his friend, the closest thing he had to a brother. And his most likely suspect. “Knowing you’s got nothing to do with it.”

Tucker felt a punch of panic worse than any fist to the gut. “The hell with that.”

“It’s my job, Tucker. I got a duty.” Sick at heart, he took out his notebook. “You and Edda Lou had a public argument only a couple days ago. She’s been missing nearly ever since.”

Tucker struck another match. This time he lighted the cigarette and drew and expelled smoke. “You going to read me my rights, put the cuffs on me? What?”

Burke’s hand fisted at his side. “Goddammit, Tucker, I just spent two hours looking at what someone did to that girl. This ain’t the time to push me.”

Tucker held out a hand, palm up, but there was too much sarcasm in the gesture for it to be taken as one of peace. “Go on, Burke, do your frigging job.”

“I want to know if you saw Edda, or talked to her, after you left the diner.”

“Didn’t I come in your office this afternoon and tell you I hadn’t?”

“Where’d you go after you left the diner?”

“I went to—” He broke off, paling. “Christ, I went to McNair Pond.” He started to bring the cigarette to his lips, then stopped. His tawny eyes glittered in the lowering light. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. But it helps you telling me yourself.”

“Fuck you.”

Burke grabbed him by the shirtfront. “Listen to me. I don’t like what I’ve got to do. But this is nothing nothing compared to what the FBI’ll do once they get here. We’ve got three women dead, sliced up like catfish. Edda Lou threatened you in public, and she’s found dead not two days later. I’ve got a witness who puts you at the scene a day, maybe hours, before the murder.”

The first lick of fear joined the tension in Tucker’s stomach. “You know I’ve been over to McNair Pond hundreds of times. So’ve you.” He shoved Burke’s hands away. “And being pissed at Edda Lou doesn’t make me a killer. What about Arnette, Francie?”

Burke’s jaw set. “You dated them, all three of them.”

It wasn’t temper now, but simple shock. “Jesus, Burke.” He had to sit again, and do so slowly, feeling his way. “You can’t believe that. You can’t.”

“What I believe doesn’t have a damn to do with the questions I have to ask. I have to know where you were night before last.”

“Why, he was losing his shirt to me, playing gin rummy.” Josie strolled over to them. Her cheeks were pale, but there was a hard gleam in her eye. “You interrogating my brother, Burke? Why, I’m surprised at you.” She walked between them to lay a hand on Tucker’s shoulder.

“I’ve got a job to do, Josie.”

“Then you ought to be doing it. Why aren’t you out looking for someone who hates women rather than someone who has such a powerful affection for them like Tuck here?”

Tucker put a hand over hers. “I thought you were staying with Caroline.”

“Susie and Marvella came down to be with her.” She shrugged. “It gets to be too many women in one place, and she’s holding up just fine now anyway. You might want to run on home, Burke, make sure those boys of yours aren’t tearing up the house.”

He ignored the suggestion and the anger in Josie’s eyes. “You and Tucker played cards.”

“That’s not a crime or a sin in this county, is it?” She took Tucker’s cigarette from between his fingers and drew on it. “We sat up till two, maybe two-thirty. Tucker got a little bit drunk and I won thirty-eight dollars.”

A wave of relief thickened Burke voice. “That’s good. I’m sorry I had to ask, but when the federal boys get in, you’ll have to talk to them, too. Thought it’d be easier from me the first time.”

“It wasn’t.” Tucker got to his feet again. “What are they going to do with her?”

“Took her down to Palmer’s Funeral Parlor. Hold her there, overnight anyway, till the FBI gets here.” He stuffed the notebook back in his pocket, shuffled his feet. “Steer clear of Austin, long as you can.”

With a sour grin Tucker rubbed an absent hand on his bruised ribs. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

Awkward, miserable, Burke stared off at a trio of rhododendrons. “I’ll be going, then. It might look better if you came on in tomorrow, talked to the feds right off.”

“Right.” Tucker let out a long breath as Burke walked away. “Hey.” When Burke turned around, he offered a half smile. “I still got that beer, if you want.”

The tension seeped out of Burke’s shoulders. “I appreciate it, but I best go see to my kids. Thanks.”

“I’m a sick person, Tucker,” Josie said with a sigh. “I’m as pissed off at that man as I can be, and I’d still like to get in his pants.”

With a half laugh Tucker laid his cheek on her head. “That’s just reflex, honey. The Longstreet reflex.” With an arm draped around her waist, he began to lead her toward the house. “Jose, not that I’m in any position to question your veracity, but we haven’t played gin in weeks.”

“That so?” She tucked her tongue in her cheek. “Well now, the days just seem to blur together, don’t they?” She pulled back to study him. “Seems better that way. Simpler.”

“Maybe.” Cautious, he took her face in his hands. He had a way of looking into a person when he had to—and he needed to see into Josie now. “You don’t think I killed her.”

“Sweetie pie, I’ve lived with you most of my life, and I know you just about choke with guilt if you have to squash a beetle. You’ve got too much heart, even when your temper’s up.” She kissed both his cheeks. “I know you didn’t kill anybody. And if it makes it all go away quicker, what’s the harm in saying we were at cards that night? We were at cards some night or other anyway.”

He hesitated. It didn’t seem quite right. Then he shrugged. Right or wrong, it was easier than the truth, which was that he’d fallen asleep while reading Keats.

What the hell would the boys down at the Chat ’N Chew say if they found out he read poetry on purpose?

And who’d believe him?




chapter 5

Like fire through dry brush, news of Edda Lou Hatinger’s murder had spread like dust from the bayous to the levees, from town square to farm, all the way from Market Street down to Hog Maw Road, where Happy Fuller discussed the event with her dear friend and bingo partner, Birdie Shays.

“Henry wouldn’t talk about it,” Birdie said as she cooled her face with a Church of Redemption paper fan. “Burke Truesdale called him on down to the McNair place ’bout two o’clock, and he didn’t get back till five.” The fierce-eyed Jesus painted on the fan blurred as she waved it. “He came home all pale and sweaty, told me Edda Lou Hatinger was dead and to cancel all the appointments this evening. Said she was murdered just like Arnette and Francie, and wouldn’t say another word.”

“Lord love us.” Happy looked out over her trim backyard, satisfied with the backwash of Birdie’s fan. “What’s the world coming to? A woman’s not safe walking the streets.”

“I passed by the diner before I came out.” Birdie gave a knowing nod. Her lacquered hair, which Earleen Renfrew colored every six weeks with Bombshell Beige, sat still and stiff as a helmet with its two rigid curls like question marks on either side of her forehead. “Heard that Burke’s called for the FBI, and maybe the National Guard.”

“Hmph.” Happy made a sound between a snort and a grunt. She was fond of Birdie, mighty fond, but that didn’t stop her from seeing faults. Birdie had a tendency to be gullible, which in Happy’s opinion fell just behind laziness on the top ten list of sins. “We’ve got us a homicidal maniac, not a riot, Birdie. I don’t think we’re going to see soldiers marching down Market Street. Now, the FBI maybe, and I expect they’ll call my boy in to talk since he found poor Arnette back in February.”

Her handsome face set into thoughtful lines. She’d yet to forgive Bobby Lee fully for hooking school—and damn near flunking out again—but it was hard to resist the prestige of being the mama of the one who’d found the first body.

“Bobby Lee’s carried that sadness with him ever since,” Birdie put in. “Why, you can see it in his eyes. Just this morning when he filled up my tank down to Sonny’s, I thought to myself, that Bobby Lee, he’s never going to be the same.”

“Had nightmares for weeks,” Happy said with only the faintest trace of pride.

“Only natural. I know Henry’s heart’s about broke. And I’ll tell you, Happy, it’s worrisome. Why, it could’ve been my own sweet Carolanne—not that she’d be wandering around somewhere alone when she’s got a husband and two children to tend to. But it makes you worry. And there’s your own Darleen, and her being best friends with Edda. I tell you, I can barely stand to think on it.”

“I expect I’ll have to call Darleen, see how she’s bearing up.” Happy let out a sigh. It had been a great relief to her when Darleen had married Junior Talbot and settled down in town with her husband and brand new baby. But she knew Darleen’s wild ways were flaring again. “We’re going to have to get some of the ladies together, Birdie, and go pay our respects to Mavis Hatinger.”

Birdie started to make an excuse, but the paper Jesus glared at her. “It’s the Christian thing to do. Do you think Austin’ll be there?”

“Don’t you worry about Austin.” Happy set her chin. “We’ll have the power of motherhood on our side.”

That night, doors were locked in Innocence, guns were loaded, and sleep came hard.

Come morning, Edda Lou was the first thought on many minds.

For Darleen Fuller Talbot, Happy’s third child and first great disappointment, grief was mixed with lethargy. Throughout her teenage years, Darleen had trailed along behind Edda Lou, thrilled by the risks they took together. Hitching clear to Greenville, swiping cosmetics from the counter at Larsson’s, hooking school with the Bonny boys to have sex down at Spook Hollow.

They’d worried together if their periods were late, talked frankly about their sexual encounters, and double-dated at the Sky View Drive-In Theater more times than she could count. Edda Lou had been her maid of honor when Darleen had married Junior, and Darleen was to have returned the favor when Edda Lou finally snagged Tucker Longstreet.

Now she was dead, and Darleen’s eyes were puffy from weeping. She barely had the energy to settle little Scooter in his playpen, wave her husband out the front door, and shuffle into the kitchen to let her lover, Billy T. Bonny, in through the back.

“Oh, now, darlin’.” Billy T., already sweaty in his athletic T-shirt and torn jeans, took the red-eyed Darleen into his tattooed arms. “You shouldn’t go on like this, sugar plum. I just hate to see you cry.”

“I can’t believe she’s gone.” Darleen sniffed against his shoulder and comforted herself by squeezing his butt. “She was my dearest, closest friend, Billy T.”

“I know.” He moved his full, ready mouth down to hers, sliding his tongue in and around in sympathy. “She was a great girl, and we’re all going to miss her.”

“She was like my sister.” Darleen drew back so he could slip his hands under her nylon nightie and find her breasts. “More a sister than Belle or Starita ever were.”

“They’re just jealous ’cause you’re the prettiest.” He pinched her hardened nipples while he backed her up against the counter.

“I’d rather it’d been one of them instead of Edda Lou.” Tears sparkling in her eyes, she unzipped his jeans. “I don’t care if they are my blood kin, I could always talk to Edda Lou, you know. Just talk about anything. Even us.” She sighed as he pulled her nightie down far enough to nip at her breasts. “She was always happy for me. She was a little jealous when I married Junior and had Scooter, but that was only natural, don’t you think?”

“Mmmm.”

“I was going to be her maid of honor when she married Tucker Longstreet.” She tugged his jockeys down. “I can’t hardly stand to think about how she was killed.”

“Don’t think about it, honey.” His breath was coming quick and hard. “Let Billy T. help you forget all about it.” He brought his hands down to push her thighs apart. “Edda Lou would’ve wanted it that way.”

“Yeah.” She sighed and snuggled against his hand. With a shiver she shoved a bowl of Cherrios aside to brace herself on the counter. “She’ll always have a place in my heart.” When she wrapped her fingers around him, she opened her eyes, love shining. He was already wearing a condom. “You’re just so good to me, honey.” She guided him in and he began to grind. “So much more fun than Junior. Why, since we got married, we don’t do it anywhere but in bed.”

Highly flattered, Billy T. hitched up her hips, rapping her head against an open cupboard door. Since she was already coming, Darleen didn’t notice.

Caroline was surprised she’d slept so well. Maybe it was her mind’s way of escaping, or the security of having Susie Truesdale and her daughter tucked into the next bedroom. Or maybe it was just that she felt safe in her grandparents’ bed. Whatever it was, she awakened to sunlight and the smell of coffee and bacon.

Her first reaction was embarrassment, that she should have slept while her guests fixed breakfast. That reaction struck her as so feeble after the horror of the day before, she was tempted to roll over and will herself back to sleep.

Instead, she took a long cool shower and dressed.

By the time she came downstairs, Susie and Marvella were already seated at the table, talking in hushed tones over coffee and scrambled eggs.

There was enough resemblance between mother and daughter to make Caroline want to smile. Two pretty women with mink-colored hair and big blue eyes, they whispered together like children in the back pew of a church service. They both had bow-shaped mouths like kewpie dolls, that curved into sympathetic smiles when they spotted her.

There was a closeness between them, a simple understanding and respect that Caroline had never enjoyed with her own mother. Seeing it, feeling it, she felt herself struck by a hard, unexpected wave of envy.

“We hoped you’d sleep awhile longer.” Susie was already up pouring another cup of coffee.

“I feel like I slept a week. Thanks.” She took the cup Susie offered. “It was so kind of you to stay, I—”

“That’s what neighbors are for. Marvella, fix Caroline a plate.”

“Oh, really, I—”

“You have to eat.” Susie nudged her into a chair. “When you’ve had a shock like that, you need fuel.”

“Mom makes great eggs,” Marvella offered. She tried not to stare at Caroline as she served. She wanted to ask her where she’d gotten her hair cut—though Bobby Lee would just about shit bricks if she had her own shoulder-length curls whacked like that. “You always feel better if you eat. Last time I broke up with Bobby Lee, Mom and I had great big chocolate sundaes.”

“It’s hard to feel blue when you’re full of chocolate.” Susie smiled and served up a plate of toast. “I got some of your grandma’s wild raspberry jam out of the cupboard. Hope you don’t mind.”

“No.” Fascinated, Caroline picked up the hand-labeled jelly jar. “I didn’t realize this was around.”

“Oh, my, Miss Edith put by every year. Nobody had a hand like hers for jams and jellies. She won the blue ribbon at the fair the last six years running.” Bending, Susie opened a bottom cupboard and gestured toward the lines of jars. “You’ve got a good year’s supply here.”

“I didn’t know.” All those pretty, colorful jars, so carefully labeled, so lovingly aligned. The sense of loss and shame closed her throat. “I wasn’t able to see her often.”

“She was so proud of you. Used to talk about her little Caro traveling all around the world, and how you played music for royalty and presidents and all. Showed around the postcards you sent her.”

“There was one of Paris, France,” Marvella put in. “With the Eiffel Tower off in the back. Miss Edith let me use it for a report.”

“Marvella took two years of French.” Susie sent her daughter a pleased look. She herself had had to quit school four months before graduation, when she’d begun to show. It never failed to delight her that her daughter already held a high school diploma. She glanced at her watch. “Honey, hadn’t you better get on to work?”

“Oh, lordy.” Marvella popped out of her seat. “Look at the time.”

“Marvella works up in Rosedale as a legal secretary. They said she could come in late today, considering.” She glanced over as Marvella freshened her lipstick in the reflection of the toaster. “You go on and take my car, honey. I’ll call your daddy to come get me.” Rising, she rested her hands on Marvella’s shoulders. “You don’t stop for anybody, even if you know them.”

“I’m not stupid.”

Susie pinched her chin. “No, but you’re my only girl. I want you to call me if you’re going to be later than five-thirty.”

“I will.”

“And you tell that Bobby Lee there’s to be no more parking down on Dog Street Road. If the two of you have to get romantic, you’ll do it down in the family room.”

“Mom.…” A slow flush worked its way up her throat to her cheeks.

“You tell him, or I will.” She kissed Marvella’s pouty lips. “Now, get.”

“Yes’m.” She smiled at Caroline. “Don’t let her bully you, Miss Waverly. Once she starts, she never stops.”

“Sassy.” Susie chuckled after the front screen door slammed. “Hard to believe she’s grown up on me.”

“She’s a lovely girl.”

“Yes, she is that. Hardheaded and sure of what she wants, though. She’s wanted Bobby Lee Fuller for the best part of two years, so I guess she’ll get him all right.” She gave a wistful smile before she picked up her cooling coffee. “Once I set my sights on Burke, he didn’t have a prayer. She’s the same. Only you worry, because they always seem so much younger than you were at the same age.” She frowned at Caroline’s plate. “You didn’t eat much.”

“I’m sorry.” With effort, Caroline took another bite. “It all seems so strange—I didn’t even know that girl, but it’s dreadful just thinking about her.” Resigned, she pushed her plate aside. “Susie, I didn’t want to ask too many questions with Marvella here, but do I understand this right? This girl was the third murdered?”

“Since February,” Susie said with a nod. “They were all three stabbed.”

“God.”

“Burke won’t say much, but I know it’s bad, really bad. Some kind of mutilation.” She rose to clear the table. “As a mother—as a woman—it scares me. And I worry about Burke, too. He’s taking this all on himself, like it was his fault somehow. God knows nobody around here was prepared for this kind of thing, but Burke thinks he should have been able to stop it.”

The way, Susie remembered, he’d thought he should have been able to stop his father from putting a noose around his neck.

Caroline filled the sink with soapy water. “No suspects?”

“If so, he’s not saying. With Arnette, it seemed like it had to’ve been a drifter. I mean, when you’ve got eight or nine hundred people in a town, you get so you know damn near everybody. It just didn’t seem possible it could have been one of us. Then when Francie was killed the same way, people began to look around a little. And still, when it came right down to it, none of us wanted to believe it could have been a neighbor, or a friend. But now …”

“Now you have to look among your own.”

“We do.” She picked up a tea towel as Caroline began to wash the breakfast dishes. “Though I think it’s more likely we’ve got some psycho living in the swamp, hiding in there.”

Caroline looked out the window toward the trees. Trees that seemed so much closer to the house than before. “Well, that’s a comfort.”

“I don’t mean to scare you, but if you’re living out here alone, you need to be careful.”

Caroline pressed her lips together. “I heard that Tucker Longstreet and Edda Lou had a fight. That she was pressuring him into marriage.”

“Trying to, more like.” Susie polished a plate clean, then laughed. “Lordy, you don’t know Tucker, or else you wouldn’t have that look on your face. The idea of him killing someone, well, it’s just laughable. First place, it would take too much effort and emotion. Tucker tends to be lacking in both departments.”

Caroline remembered the look on his face when she’d come across him by the pond. There’d been plenty of emotion then. The dangerous kind. “Still …”

“I guess Burke’ll have to talk to him,” Susie said. “And that’ll be hard. They’re as close as brothers. We all went to school together,” she continued as she dried and stacked dishes. “Tucker and Dwayne—that’s Tucker’s brother—Burke and me. They were all planters’ sons, though by that time the Truesdale place was already failing, so private school was out of the question for Burke. Dwayne went off to boarding school for awhile, him being the first son and all, but he couldn’t keep out of trouble so the school shipped him on home. There’d been talk of sending Tucker off, too, but then old Beau was so pissed about Dwayne, he kept Tuck home.” She smiled as she examined a glass for spots. “Tuck always said he owed Dwayne big for that one. I guess that’s why he tries to look after him now. He’s a good man. And if you’d known Tuck as long as I have, you’d know he could no more work up the gumption to kill a person than he could fly. Not that he doesn’t have his faults, God knows, but to take a knife to a woman?” The idea made her laugh despite the horror of it. “Truth be known, he’d be too busy trying to get under her skirts to think about anything else.”

Caroline’s mouth went grim. “I know the type.”

“Believe me, honey, you’ve never known anyone like Tuck. If I wasn’t a happily married woman with four kids, I might have taken after him myself. He’s got a way about him, Tuck does.” She slanted Caroline a look. “Odds are he’ll come sniffing your way before too long.”

“Then he’ll end up with a foot in his nose.”

Susie let out a peal of laughter. “I hope I’m around to see it. Now then.” She set the last plate aside. “You and me have work to do.”

“Work?”

“I won’t feel right leaving you here until I know you’re protected.” After drying her hands on the flowered tea towel, she walked over to pick up her purse. Out of the straw bag, she pulled a deadly-looking .38.

“Jesus Christ” was all Caroline could think of to say.

“This is a double-action Smith and Wesson. I like the feel of a revolver rather than an automatic.”

“Is that—is it loaded?”

“Why, sure it is, honey.” She blinked her big blue eyes. “Hell of a lot of good it would do me empty. I won the Fourth of July target shoot three years straight. Burke can’t decide whether to be proud or embarrassed that I can outshoot him.”

“In your purse,” Caroline said weakly. “You carry it in your purse.”

“Since February I have. Have you ever fired a gun?”

“No.” Instinctively, Caroline linked her hands behind her back. “No,” she repeated.

“And you think you can’t,” Susie said briskly. “Well, let me tell you, honey, if someone was coming after you or yours, you’d fire quick enough. Now, I know your grand-daddy had a collection. Let’s go pick one out.”

Susie set her .38 on the kitchen table and started out.

“Susie.” Baffled, Caroline hurried after her. “I can’t pick out a gun the way I would a new dress.”

“It’s just as interesting.” Susie strolled into the den, and tapping a finger against her lips, studied her choices. “We’re going to start with a handgun, but I want you to practice loading that shotgun. It makes a statement.”

“I bet.”

Her eyes bright, she curled a hand around Caroline’s arm. “Listen here, if someone comes along and bothers you, you step outside with this dove duster on your shoulder, point it mid-body, and you tell the sonofabitch you don’t know diddly about shooting. If he doesn’t hightail it fast, he deserves a load of buckshot.”

With a half laugh Caroline sat on the arm of the easy chair. “You’re serious about this.”

“Down here we take care of ourselves. Now, this here’s an old beauty.” Susie opened the case and took out a handgun. “Colt forty-five, army issue. Bet he used this in the war.” She broke open the gun with a finesse Caroline had to admire, and spun the empty chamber. “Clean as a whistle, too.” After snapping the barrel back into place, she pointed it at the wall and pressed the trigger. “Good.” Pulling open the drawer, she gave a satisfied cluck of her tongue as she saw the ammo. She tucked a box in her back pocket, then grinned at Caroline.

“Let’s go kill some cans.”

Special Agent Matthew Burns wasn’t doing cartwheels at the prospect of working in a dusty little delta town. Burns was an urbanite born and bred, one who enjoyed an evening at the opera, a fine Châteauneuf, and a quiet afternoon strolling through the National Gallery.

He’d seen a good deal of ugliness in his ten years with the Bureau, and preferred to cleanse his emotional pallet with a taste of Mozart or Bach. He’d been looking forward to the end of the week, which would have included tickets to the ballet, a civilized dinner at Jean-Louis at the Watergate, and perhaps a tasteful and romantic interlude with his current companion.

Instead, he found himself driving into Innocence with his field kit and garment bag tucked into the trunk of a rental car that had a faulty air-conditioning pump.

Burns knew the case would create a media hullabaloo, and he certainly never doubted he was the appropriate man for the job. He specialized in serial killers. And with all due modesty, he’d be the first one to admit he was damn good.

Still, it irked him that his weekend had been ruined. It upset his sense of order that the Bureau’s pathologist assigned to the case had been delayed by thunderstorms in Atlanta. He didn’t trust some backwater coroner to perform a decent autopsy.

His irritation grew as he drove through town in the nearly airless car. It was just as he’d suspected—a few sweaty pedestrians, a couple of loose dogs, a huddle of dusty storefronts. There wasn’t even a movie theater. He gave a little shudder at the faded hand-printed letters that spelled out CHAT ’N CHEW on the only restaurant in sight. Thank God he’d packed his own Krups coffee-maker.

A job was a job, he reminded himself as he pulled up in front of the sheriff’s office. There were times one had to suffer in the pursuit of justice. Taking only his briefcase, and trying not to strangle in the heat, he meticulously locked his car.

When Jed Larsson’s dog, Nuisance, wandered up to lift his leg on the front tire, Burns merely shook his head. He didn’t doubt he’d find the manners of the two-legged residents equally crude.

“Nice car,” Claude Bonny said from his perch in front of the rooming house. And spat.

Burns lifted one dark brow. “It serves.”

“You selling something, son?”

“No.”

Bonny exchanged looks with Charlie O’Hara and Pete Koons. O’Hara wheezed out a couple of breaths and squinted. “You’d be that FBI man from up north, then.”

“Yes.” Burns felt sweat slide down his back and prayed the town ran to an adequate dry cleaner.

“I used to watch that show with Efrem Zimbalist on it every week.” Koons took a pull on his lemonade. “Damn good show, that one.”

“Dragnet was better,” Bonny stated. “Can’t understand why they took it off the air. Don’t make shows like that no more.”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Burns said.

“Go on in, son.” Bonny waved him on. “Sheriff’s inside. Been there all morning. You catch that psycho that’s killing our girls, and we’ll string ’em up for you.”

“Really, I don’t—”

“Didn’t that guy from Dragnet go on over to be a doctor on that M*A*S*H show?” O’Hara wondered. “Seems I recollect that.”

“Jack Webb never played no doctor,” Bonny said, taking it as a personal affront.

“No, t’other one. Little guy. My missus near to bust a gut watching that show.”

“Good Lord,” Burns said under his breath, and pushed open the door of the sheriff’s office.

Burke was at his desk, the phone cupped between his chin and shoulder while he busily scrawled on a legal pad. “Yes, sir, the minute he gets here. I …” He looked up and identified Burns as quickly as he’d have separated a quail from a pheasant. “Hold on. You Special Agent Burns?”

“That’s right.” Following procedure, Burns pulled out his I.D. and flashed it.

“He just walked in,” Burke said into the phone, then held it out. “It’s your boss.”

Burns set his briefcase aside and took the receiver. “Chief Hadley? Yes, sir, my e.t.a. was a bit off. There was a problem with the car in Greenville. Yes, sir. Dr. Rubenstein should be here by three. I’ll be sure to do that. Just off the top, I’d say we’ll need another phone, this appears to be a single line. And …” He placed a hand over the mouthpiece. “Do you have a fax machine?”

Burke ran his tongue around his teeth. “No, sir, I don’t.”

“And a fax machine,” Burns continued into the receiver. “I’ll call in as soon as I’ve done the preliminary and settled in. Yes, sir.” He handed the phone back to Burke and checked the seat of the swivel chair before sitting. “Now then, you’d be Sheriff …”

“Truesdale, Burke Truesdale.” The handshake was brief and formal. Burke caught a whiff of baby powder. “We’ve got a mess here, Agent Burns.”

“So I’m informed. Three mutilations in four and a half months. No suspects.”

“None.” Burke barely caught himself before apologizing. “We figured a drifter, but with the last one … Then there’s that one up in Nashville.”

Burns steepled his hands. “You have files, I presume.”

“Yeah.” Burke started to rise.

“Not quite yet. You can fill me in orally as we go. I’ll want to see the body.”

“We have her down at the funeral parlor.”

“Most appropriate,” Burns said dryly. “We’ll take a look, then go to the crime scene. You’ve secured it?”

Burke felt his temper heating. “Kinda hard to secure a swamp.”

Burns let out a sigh as he rose. “I’ll take your word for that.”

In the backyard Caroline sucked in her breath, gritted her teeth, and pulled the trigger. The punch jumped up her arm and made her ears ring. She hit a can—though it wasn’t the one she’d aimed at.

“Now you’re getting somewhere,” Susie told her. “But you got to keep your eyes all the way open.” She demonstrated, plowing three cans off the log in rapid succession.

“Couldn’t I just throw rocks at them?” Caroline yelled when Susie went to reset the cans.

“Did you play a symphony the first time you picked up your fiddle?”

Caroline sighed and rotated her shoulder. “Is this how you intimidate your kids into doing what you want?”

“Damn right.” Susie came back to her side. “Now relax, take your time. How’s the gun feel in your hand?”

“Actually, it feels …” She laughed a little and glanced down at it.

“Sexy, right?” She patted Caroline’s back. “It’s okay. You’re among friends. Thing is, you got the power right here, and the control, and the responsibility. Same as having sex.” She grinned. “That’s not what I tell my kids. Go ahead now, you sight in on that first can on the left. Make a picture on it. Have an ex-husband?”

“No, thanks.”

Susie hooted. “Old boyfriend? One who really pissed you off.”

“Luis,” Caroline hissed between her teeth.

“Whew, was he Spanish or something?”

“Or something.” Her teeth were clenching. “He was a big, sleek Mexican rat.” Caroline pulled the trigger. Her mouth fell open when the can jumped. “I hit it.”

“Just needed incentive. Try the next.”

“Couldn’t you ladies take up needlepoint?” Burke called.

Susie lowered her revolver and smiled. “You’re going to have more competition next Fourth of July, darlin’.” She skimmed her gaze over Burns before rising on tiptoe to kiss her husband. “You look tired.”

“I am tired.” He squeezed her hand. “Agent Burns, this is my wife, Susie, and Caroline Waverly. Miss Waverly found the body yesterday.”

“Caroline Waverly.” Burns said the name reverently. “I can’t believe it.” Taking her free hand, he brought it to his lips while Susie rolled her eyes at Burke behind the FBI man’s back. “I heard you play just a few months ago in New York. And last year at the Kennedy Center. I have several of your recordings.”

For a moment Caroline only blinked at him. All that seemed so far away, she almost thought he’d mistaken her for someone else.

“Thank you.”

“Oh, no, thank you” He was thinking the case might have benefits after all. “I can’t tell you how many times you’ve saved my sanity just by letting me hear you play.” His smooth cheeks were flushed with excitement, and his hand continued to grip hers. “This is, well, delightful, despite the circumstances. I must say, it’s the last place I’d expect to find the princess of the concert halls.”

A little ball of discomfort wedged in her stomach. “This was my grandmother’s home, Agent Burns. I’ve been here for only a few days.”

His pale blue eyes clouded with concern. “This must be terribly distressing for you. Be assured I’ll do everything in my power to resolve the matter quickly.”

Caroline made certain to avoid Susie’s eyes and managed a small smile. “That’s a comfort to me.”

“Anything, anything I can do. Anything at all.” He picked up the field kit he’d set at his feet. “I’ll take a look at the scene now, Sheriff.”

Burke gestured, and after glancing at Burns’s shiny Italian loafers, winked at his wife.

“Kinda cute,” Susie decided as they walked toward the trees. “If you go for the suit-and-tie type.”

“Fortunately, I don’t go for any type right now.”

“Never know.” Susie flapped the bodice of her blouse to stir some air. “Why don’t I show you how to clean your gun, then we’ll make something cold for the boys.” She gave Caroline a curious look. “I didn’t know you were really famous and all. I thought it was just Miss Edith bragging.”

“Fame all depends on the ground you’re standing on, doesn’t it?”

“I guess it does.” Susie turned toward the house. Because she’d developed a fondness for Caroline, and because it seemed to her Caroline needed a smile just then, Susie swung an arm over her shoulders. “Can you play ‘Orange Blossom Special’?”

Caroline had her first real laugh in days. “I don’t know why not.”




chapter 6

Tucker propped his feet on Burke’s desk and crossed his ankles. He didn’t mind waiting—in fact, waiting was one of the things he did best. What was often interpreted as a bone-deep laziness, even by Tucker himself, was an innate and boundless patience and a clear, untroubled mind.

At the moment his mind wasn’t as unfettered as he liked. And the truth was, he hadn’t slept well the night before. A little catnap while he waited for Burke to come along seemed like a sensible way to pass the time.

It hadn’t taken long for news of the FBI blowing into town to get down to Sweetwater. Tucker already knew that Special Agent Burns dressed like a mortician and drove a tan Mercury. Just as he knew that Burns was down at McNair Pond doing whatever FBI types did at murder scenes.

Murder. With a little grunt Tucker closed his eyes—the better to relax. Sitting there, listening to the creak of the ceiling fan and the whine of the useless window air conditioner, it didn’t seem possible that Edda Lou Hatinger was stretched out on a slab a few blocks away at Palmer’s Funeral Parlor.

He winced, trying to get beyond the discomfort, the plain creepiness of remembering how ready he’d been to go head to head with her. Worse, he’d been looking forward to the battle, to hearing her wail when she finally got it through her conniving brain that she wasn’t going to be the new mistress of Sweetwater.

He wouldn’t have to set her straight now. Or salvage some of his pride by hacking at hers.

Now, because he’d made the mistake of finding something sexy about the way she punched keys on the cash register at Larsson’s, because he’d indulged himself by sharing her bed and nibbling on that soft skin, he was going to have to make up an alibi to keep himself from being a suspect in her murder.

He’d been accused of many things. Of laziness, which was no sin in Tucker’s book. Of carelessness with money, which he readily admitted. Of adultery, which he took objection to. He’d never slept with a married woman—except for Sally Guilford a few years back, and she’d been legally separated. Even of cowardice, which Tucker preferred to think of as discretion.

But murder. Why, it would be laughable if it wasn’t so scary. If his father had been alive, he’d have busted a gut laughing. He—the only man Tucker had truly feared—hadn’t been able to bully or embarrass his son into shooting anything but thin air on any of their enforced hunting trips.

Of course, Edda Lou hadn’t been shot. Not if she’d been killed like the others. Because it was all too easy to slide her face over his image of Francie’s, to see what had been done to her smooth, white skin. He fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette

He pinched off part of the tip—he was up to nearly a quarter of an inch now—and was just lighting it when Burke walked in with a sweaty, annoyed-looking man in a dark suit.

Spending the best part of the day with the FBI hadn’t put Burke in the best of moods. He scowled at Tucker’s feet as he tossed his hat toward the pole by the door.

“Make yourself at home, son.”

“Doing my best.” Tucker blew out a stream of smoke. His stomach was jumping, but he sent Burke a lazy smile. “You ought to get yourself some new magazines, Burke. A man needs more to entertain his mind than Field and Stream and Guns and Ammo.”

“I’ll see if we can find some issues of Gentleman’s Quarterly and People.”

“I’d be obliged.” Tucker took another drag while he scanned Burke’s companion. The dark suit had wilted in the heat, but the man didn’t have the sense to loosen his tie. Though he couldn’t have said why, that simple fact had Tucker taking an instant dislike to Burns. “I thought it’d be a good idea for me to come on in and talk to you boys.”

Burke nodded, and wanting to take authority, walked behind his desk. “Tucker Longstreet, Special Agent Burns.”

“Welcome to Innocence.” Tucker didn’t get up, but offered a hand. It pleased him that Burns’s was soft, and a little clammy from the humidity. “What makes you special, Agent Burns?”

“It’s my rank.” Burns took a measure of Tucker’s scuffed sneakers, his casually expensive cotton slacks, and cocky grin. The dislike was mutual. “What did you want to discuss, Mr. Longstreet?”

“Well now, we could start with the weather.” Tucker ignored Burke’s warning look. “Looks like we’ve got a storm rolling in. Might cool things off for a spell. Or we could talk baseball. Orioles’re playing the Yankees tonight. Birds got themselves a tight pitching staff this year. Might just pull it off.” Tucker sucked in smoke. “You a betting man, Special Agent?”

“I’m afraid I don’t take an avid interest in sports.”

“Well, that’s okay.” There was a yawn in Tucker’s voice as he angled the chair back. “I don’t take an avid interest in much of anything. Avid takes too much effort.”

“Let’s get to the point, Tuck.” Since the look hadn’t worked, Burke tried his quiet, cut-the-bullshit tone. “Tucker knew the victim, Edda Lou …”

“The word you’re scratching for is intimately,” Tucker provided. His stomach muscles clenched up on him again, so he shifted to crush out the cigarette.

Burns settled in the third chair. In his fussily efficient way, he took a mini recorder and a pad from his pocket. “You wanted to make a statement.”

“Like ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself’?” Tucker stretched his back. “Not particularly. Burke here thought you might want to ask me some questions. And being the cooperative sort, I’m here to answer them.”

Unruffled, Burns switched on the recorder. “I’m informed that you and the deceased had a relationship.”

“What we had was sex.”

“Come on, Tuck.”

He shot Burke a look. “That’s as honest as it gets, son. Edda Lou and I went out a few times, had some laughs, and tangled some sheets.” His eyes hardened, and he had to stop himself from reaching for another cigarette. “Couple weeks back I cut things off because she started talking marriage.”

“You ended the affair amicably?” Burns asked.

“I wouldn’t say that. I figure you already know about the scene in the diner a few days ago. It’s safe to say Edda Lou was pissed.”

“Your term, Mr. Longstreet. I have it here”—he tapped his pencil on his pad—“that she was angry and agitated.”

“You put those two words together with Edda Lou, and what you get is pissed.”

“She claimed you’d made her promises.”

Lazily, Tucker lowered his legs. The chair squeaked as he rocked it. “That’s the thing about me, Agent Burns, I don’t make them, ’cause it’s unlikely I’ll keep them.”

“And she announced publicly that she was pregnant.”

“Yeah. She did that.”

“After which, you left the … Chat ’N Chew, is it? You left abruptly.” He smiled thinly. “Would it be safe to say, Mr. Longstreet, that you were … pissed?”

“Having her come down on me in the diner, tell me—for the first time, in front of maybe a dozen people—that she was pregnant, and threatening to make me pay for it? Yeah.” He gave a slow, considering nod. “It’d be safe to say.”

“And you had no intention of marrying her.”

“Not a one.”

“And being infuriated, embarrassed, and trapped, you had a motive for killing her.”

Tucker ran his tongue over his teeth. “Not as long as I’ve got a checkbook.” He leaned forward. Though his face was hard, his voice flowed easily, like honey over corn bread. “Let me give you a clear picture of this, friend. Edda Lou was greedy, she was ambitious, and she was smart. Now, maybe there was a part of her figured she could intimidate me into a double-ring ceremony, but she’d have settled happily enough for a check with enough zeroes on it.”

He rose, then forced himself to take a breath and sit on the corner of the desk. “I liked her. Maybe not as much as I once did, but well enough. You don’t sleep with a woman one week and slice her up the next.”

“It’s been done.”

Something dark came alive in Tucker’s eyes. “Not by me.”

Burns shifted the recorder an inch to the right. “You were also acquainted with Arnette Gantrey and Frances Alice Logan.”

“Me and most everybody else in Innocence.”

“Did you also have relationships with them?”

“Dated them some. Didn’t sleep with either.” His lips curved a little in memory. “Though with Arnette, it wasn’t for lack of trying.”

“She rejected you?”

“Hell.” In disgust, Tucker pulled out another cigarette. It seemed he’d picked a lousy time to try to quit smoking. “We were friends, and she didn’t want to wrestle. Truth is, she’d always had her eye on my brother, Dwayne, but he never picked up the ball. Francie and I were just at the flirt-and-giggle stage.” He tossed a bit of paper and tobacco aside. “She was a sweetheart.” He shut his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about Francie.”

“Oh?”

Fury bubbled up. “Look, I was with Burke when he found her. Maybe you’re used to seeing that kind of thing, but I’m not. Especially when it’s someone I had a fondness for.”

“Interesting that you were fond of all three women,” Burns said mildly. “And Mrs. Logan was found in Spook Hollow?” He gave a quick snort at the term. “That’s just a couple of miles from your home. And Miss Hatinger was found in McNair Pond. Less than a mile from your home. You visited that spot the day you argued with Miss Hatinger.”

“That’s right. And plenty of other times.”

“According to Miss Waverly, you seemed tense, upset, when she came across you.”

“I thought we’d settled on pissed. Yeah, I was. That’s why I stopped off there. It’s a peaceful spot.”

“And a secluded one. Can you tell me what you did with the rest of your evening, Mr. Longstreet?”

It wasn’t going to be the truth. “I played gin with Josie, my sister,” Tucker lied without a blink. “Being as I was distracted, she took me for about thirty or forty dollars, then we had a drink and went on up to bed.”

“What time did you leave your sister?”

“I went up about two, two-thirty maybe.”

“Agent Burns,” Burke broke in, “I’d like to say that on the afternoon Edda Lou was found, Tuck came in to see me. He was worried because he hadn’t heard from her, and she wasn’t answering the phone.”

Burns lifted a brow. “So noted, Sheriff. How did you come by your black eye, Mr. Longstreet?”

“Edda Lou’s father gave it to me. That’s how I came to realize she was missing. He rode up to the house, figuring I was hiding her. Then he got it into his head I’d talked her into going somewhere for an abortion.”

“Did you discuss abortion with the deceased?”

“She was deceased before I had a chance to discuss anything with her.” He pushed himself off the desk. “That’s all I’ve got to say. If you have any more questions, you ride on down to Sweetwater and ask. I’ll see you around, Burke.”

Burke waited until the door slammed. “Agent Burns, I’ve known Tucker all my life. I can tell you that no matter how het up he was about Edda Lou, he couldn’t have killed her.”

Burns merely switched off his recorder. “Isn’t it fortunate that I have an objective eye? I believe it’s time we checked at the funeral parlor, Sheriff. The pathologist is due.”

Tucker’d just about had it. He’d done nothing but mind his own business, live his own life, and what did he have to show for it? Sore ribs, a swollen eye, and the novelty of being a murder suspect.

He shot out of Innocence and cranked the car up to eighty.

The way he figured it, it all had to do with women. If it hadn’t been for the way Edda Lou had rubbed up against him every blessed time he’d walked into Larsson’s, he wouldn’t have started dating her. If Della hadn’t nagged him, he wouldn’t have been in town for Edda Lou to harp on. If that Waverly woman hadn’t wandered into the bayou, she wouldn’t have seen him sitting by the pond. Looking “tense and upset.”

Jesus H. Christ, he’d had a right to look that way.

He was sick about Edda Lou, gut-churning sick. No matter how sneaky she’d been, she didn’t deserve to be dead. But dammit, he didn’t see why he had to suffer for it. Having to sit there and take it while that stiff-necked Yankee bastard prodded him with questions and gave him those cop looks.

Worse than cop looks, he thought as he swung around a curve. It had been those superior, big-city honcho-to-addled-good-old-boy sneers that burned his ass.

Caroline Waverly had looked at him the same way. She’d probably done handsprings on her way to tell the FBI about coming across the dirty Reb plotting murder in the swamp.

A yard past the McNair lane, Tucker slammed on the brakes. His tires screamed on the pavement as he whipped into a U-turn. Maybe he’d just go have himself a talk with the duchess.

As he sent gravel spitting, he didn’t notice the pick-up lumbering down the road. Austin’s blackened eyes narrowed as he spotted the red flash disappearing into the brush. His lips spread in a smile as he pulled over to the side.

He turned off the ignition, pocketed the keys before reaching for the shoe black. Studying himself in the rearview mirror, he sliced black lines under his eyes, adjusted his camouflage hat. From the rack in the window he chose his weapon, opting for the Remington Woodsmaster, and checked the load. He was still smiling as he stepped out of the truck, wearing full camouflage, with keen-edged hunting knife tucked in his ammo belt.

He was going hunting. For the glory of the Lord.

Caroline didn’t mind being alone. Though she’d enjoyed Susie’s company, the woman’s energy pitch had all but exhausted her. Nor did she believe that anyone was going to break into the house and kill her in her sleep. She was a stranger, after all, and no one knew her well enough to wish her harm. Now that the pistol was tucked away, she had no intention of touching it again.

To please herself, she picked up her violin. She’d barely had time to do more than tune it since arriving. Her hands passed over the smooth, polished wood, brushed over the strings. This wasn’t practice, she thought as she rosined the bow. It wasn’t performance. It was the urge she was often too pressured to remember, to make music for herself.

With her eyes closed, she laid the violin on her shoulder, her head and body shifting automatically into position, as a woman’s does to welcome a lover.

She chose Chopin for the beauty, for the peace, and for the hint of a sadness she couldn’t quite dispel. As always, the music filled all the voids.

She didn’t think of death now, or of fear. She didn’t think of Luis and betrayal, of the family she’d lost or done without. She didn’t think of the music, but only felt it.

It sounded like tears. That’s what Tucker thought as he walked from his car to the porch. Not hot, passionate tears, but slow ones, aching ones. The kind that bled out of the soul.

Though no one could hear them, his thoughts embarrassed him. It was just violin music, the longhaired kind that didn’t even make you want to tap your toe. But it sounded so heartbreaking, drifting out of the open windows. He would have sworn he felt it, actually felt the notes shiver over his skin.

He knocked, but so softly he barely heard the rapping himself. Then he reached down, opened the screen, and stepped inside. He moved quietly, following those haunting notes into the front parlor.

She was standing in the center of the room, facing the windows so that he could see her profile, her head tilted slightly toward the instrument. Her eyes were closed, and the smile that curved her lips was as wistful and lovely as the music.

Though he couldn’t have said how he knew it, that particular melding of notes came straight from her heart. Like a whispered question, they hung on the air.

He slipped his hands into his pockets, leaned a shoulder against the jamb, and let himself drift along with her. It was odd, and certainly foreign to him, that he could find a woman so restful, so quietly appealing, so deeply arousing, when it had nothing whatsoever to do with sex.

When she stopped, the music fading off into silence, he felt a disappointment so keen it was almost physical. If he’d been wise, he would have slipped out again while her eyes were still dreamy, and knocked. Instead, he went with instinct and clapped.

She jolted, her body snapping into tension, her eyes filling with fear, then sharpening with simple annoyance.

“What the hell are you doing in here?”

“I knocked.” He gave her the same little shrug and grin he’d offered by the pond. “Guess you were too involved to hear me.”

She lowered the violin but held the bow up, somewhat like a fencer with a blade. “Or it’s possible I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

“Can’t say I thought of it. I liked the music. I’m more into R and B myself, a little jazz, but that was something. No wonder you do it for a living.”

She kept her eyes on his as she set the violin aside. “What a fascinating compliment.”

“Just an honest observation. You reminded me of a knickknack my mama had. It was a pearl caught in a big chunk of amber. It was the prettiest thing, but sad, too. The pearl was all alone in there and could never get out. You looked like that when you were playing. Do you always play sad songs?”

“I play what I like.” His bruises had blossomed over the last day. They gave his face a rakish, dangerous look, with just enough of the little boy to make a woman want to press something cool—her lips perhaps—on the swelling. “Do you have a reason for walking into my house uninvited, Mr. Longstreet?”

“You might as well make it Tucker. I’m going to call you Caroline. Or Caro.” His teeth flashed. “That’s what Miss Edith called you. I like it.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

He eased away from the jamb. “We tend to drop by on neighbors around here, but as it happens, I did have a purpose. You going to ask me to sit down?”

She tilted her head. “No.”

“Damn. The nastier you are, the more I like you. I’m perverse that way.”

“And other ways?”

He chuckled and sat on the arm of the sofa. “We’ll have to get to know each other better first. You might hear I’m easy, Caroline, but the thing is, I’ve got my standards.”

“What a relief.” She tapped the bow against her open palm. “As to your purpose?”

He cocked a foot on his knee, as thoroughly at home as a hound in a patch of green shade. “Lord, I like the way you talk. As fine and cool as a bowl of peach ice cream. I’m real partial to peach ice cream.”

When her lips threatened to quirk, she turned them down in defense. “I’m not terribly interested in your partialities at the moment, nor am I in the mood to entertain company. I’ve had a difficult couple of days.”

The easy humor vanished. “It was rough on you, finding Edda Lou that way.”

“Rougher on her, I’d say.”

He stood, reaching for a cigarette as he paced. “Being as you’ve been here a few days, you’ll know everything that’s been said.”

Though she tried, she couldn’t prevent a twinge of sympathy. It was never easy to have your private life, your private mistakes the topic of hot speculation. She knew. “If you’re saying the gossip around here is as thick as the humidity, I won’t argue.”

“I can’t stop you from thinking what you’re inclined to think, but I want my say.”

She lifted a brow. “I can’t fathom why my thoughts would concern you.”

“You jumped fast enough to give them to that shiny-shoed Yankee.”

She waited. The way he was pacing up and down the room struck as more frustrated than violent. She relaxed enough to set down the bow. “If you’re speaking of Agent Burns, I told him what I’d seen. You were by the pond.”

His head whipped around. “Sure I was there, goddammit. Did I look like I was planning to murder somebody?”

“You looked angry,” she tossed back. “I have no idea what you were planning.”

He stopped, turned, and took a step toward her. “If you think I did that to Edda Lou, why the hell are you standing here talking to me instead of running for your life?”

She jerked up her chin. “I can take care of myself. Since I’ve already told the police everything I know—which is essentially nothing—you’d have no reason to hurt me.”

He balled his hands at his sides. “Lady, you keep looking at me as if I were something you scraped off your shoe, and I might come up with a reason or two.”

“Don’t threaten me.” Adrenaline began to pump through her, pushing her forward until she was nearly nose to nose with him. “I know your kind, Tucker. You just can’t stand it that I’m not tripping over myself to get you to blink my way. It galls your male pride when a woman isn’t interested. Then when one is, like this Edda Lou, you can’t wait to shake her off. One way or another.”

It was close enough to the truth to sting. “Honey, women come and women go. Doesn’t mean a damn to me. I don’t pine away for them, and I sure as hell don’t kill them. And as far as tripping over yourself … Christ.”

She managed one short scream as he grabbed her and tossed her to the floor. Then the breath was knocked out of her when he landed hard on top of her. She heard the explosion, and thought for a moment it was the crack of her head hitting the hardwood.

“What the hell do you think—”

“Stay down. Holy bleeding Jesus.” His face was only inches from hers, and she saw something move into his eyes that might have been fear, or cunning.

“If you don’t get off me this minute—” Whatever she planned to do next was forgotten as she heard the next shot and watched a hole explode in the cushion of the couch just above their heads. “My God.” Her fingers dug into his arms. “Someone’s shooting at us.”

“You caught on, sugar.”

“What are we going to do?”

“We could stay like this and hope he goes away. But he won’t.” On a sigh, he lowered his forehead to hers in a gesture that was curiously intimate. “Shit. He’s crazy enough to kill you, too, and figure it was God’s will.”

“Who?” She pounded on his back. “Who is it?”

“Edda Lou’s daddy.” Tucker lifted his head a fraction. Under the circumstances, he didn’t dwell on the fact that her mouth was ripe and full and naked. He noticed—but he didn’t dwell on it.

“The woman who was killed? Her father is out there shooting at us?”

“At me, mostly. But he wouldn’t worry much about hitting you along the way. I got a glimpse of him through the window while he was sighting between my eyes.”

“That’s crazy. A man can’t go around shooting into someone’s house.”

“I’ll be sure to mention that to him if I get the chance.” There was only one thing to do, and he hated it. “You got a gun around here?”

“Yes. My grandfather’s. In the den, across the hall.”

“Here’s what I want you to do. Stay down, keep quiet.”

She nodded. “I can do that.” As he eased down her body, she grabbed his shirt. “Are you going to shoot him?”

“Christ, I hope not.” He shimmied back, using the couch as cover, then sucking in a breath when he was forced to crawl out into the open. When he reached the doorway, he figured he was far enough away to keep any strays from hitting Caroline. “Austin, you sonofabitch, there’s a woman in here.”

“My daughter was a woman.” Another .44 slammed through the window, scattering glass. “I’m going to kill you, Longstreet. ‘For this is the time of the Lord’s vengeance.’ I’m going to kill you. Then I’m going to slice you up into pieces, just like you done to Edda Lou.”

Tucker pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and concentrated. “You don’t want to hurt the lady.”

“Don’t know if she’s a lady. Might be another of your whores. The Lord’s guiding my hand. This here’s an eye for an eye. ‘For the Lord thy God is a consuming fire. The wages of sin is death.’ ”

While Austin quoted scripture, Tucker belly-crawled across the hall. Once inside, he moved quickly. He grabbed a Remington and with sweaty hands loaded it, queasy at the knowledge that he might have to use it. He moved to the window, eased out the screen, and crawled through.

The next shot had him babbling his own prayer as he hunched over and darted into the bush.

Austin had picked his spot. Not two yards from the front of the house, he leaned against a lone maple. Sweat streamed off his face and dampened the back of his camo shirt. He called on Jesus, peppering his prayers and threats with rifle fire. All of the front windows were smashed.

He could have rushed the house and ended it. But he wanted, needed, to know Tucker was suffering. For more than thirty years he’d been waiting for a way to pay back a Longstreet. Now he’d found it.

“I’m going to shoot your nuts off, Tucker. Gonna blow away that cock you’re so proud of. That’s the justice for a fornicator. You’ll go to hell dickless. That’s God’s will. You hear me, you heathen sinner? You hear what I’m saying?”

With little regret Tucker shoved the rifle barrel into Austin’s left ear. “I hear you, no need to shout.” He hoped Austin didn’t notice the gun was wavering in his shaking hands. “Put down the gun. Austin, or I’ll have to put a bullet in your brain. Believe me, it’ll be hard on me. You’ll be dead, but I’ll have to throw away this shirt. It’s almost brand new.”

“I’ll kill you.” Austin tried to turn his head, but Tucker poked hard with the rifle.

“Not today, you won’t. Now, you toss that gun away, then you unbuckle that ammo belt. Slow and easy.” When Austin hesitated, Tucker gave him another nudge. He got a ridiculous image of the barrel sliding right through Austin’s head and poking out the other ear. “I know I’m not much of a shot, but even I can’t miss when I’ve got the barrel in your ear.”

He breathed a little easier when Austin tossed the gun aside. “Caroline,” he shouted. “You give Burke a call now, tell him to get his ass down here on the double. Then bring me some rope.” The moment the ammo belt hit the dirt, Tucker kicked it aside. “Now, what was that about my dick, Austin?”

Two minutes later Caroline streaked out of the house with a length of clothesline. “He’s on his way. I just …” She trailed off and stared down at the man sprawled in the grass. His face was battered and grimy with sweat and black streaks. Camouflage wear covered his tanklike torso and steel-girder legs. Despite the fact that Tucker stood over him, pointing a gun at the nape of his neck, the younger man looked toothpick-thin and vulnerable.

“I brought the rope,” she said, swallowing when her voice squeaked.

“Good. Honey, you want to scoot around behind him?”

Moistening her lips, she gave Austin a wide berth. “How did you … I mean, he’s so big.”

“Big mouth, too.” He couldn’t resist giving Austin a little nudge with his foot. “He was so busy screaming his fire and brimstone, he didn’t hear the sinner coming up behind him. Can you shoot this thing?”

“Yes.” She eyed the rifle. “Sort of.”

“Sort of’s good. Ain’t it, Austin? She’s liable to shoot something vital off you if you move too quick. Nothing more dangerous than a female with a loaded gun. Unless it’s a Yankee female. Here now. You just keep pointing that right at his head while I tie him up.” He balanced the gun in her hands. Their eyes met with twin expressions of giddy relief. For an instant they were the fastest of friends.

“That’s the way, sugar. Just don’t point it at me. Now, if he moves, you just press your finger. Then close your eyes, ’cause it’ll blow his head off, and I wouldn’t want you to see something that nasty.”

He winked at her so that she understood the warning was for Austin’s benefit. “Okay. But I’m a little shaky. I hope I don’t press it without meaning to.”

Tucker grinned as he hunkered down to tie Austin’s hands. “Just do the best you can, Caro. Nobody can ask for better than that. Gonna hog-tie you, Austin. Seems to fit.” He looped the cord and tugged, bowing Austin’s beefy legs. “Don’t seem right to me that you blew out all this lady’s windows. Ruined her davenport, too. As I recall, Miss Edith was fond of that davenport.”

He stepped back to take the gun from Caroline. “Darlin’, would you mind fetching me a beer? I’ve worked up a thirst.”

She had an insane urge to laugh. “I don’t have any … beer, that is. I have some wine. Some chardonnay,” she babbled.

“That’d go down nice, too.”

“All right. I … sure.” She started up the steps, then turned back to see Tucker taking out a cigarette. Putting a hand to her giddy head, she watched him pinch off the tip. “Why do you do that?”

“Hmm?” He squinted as he struck a match.

“Tear off the tip?”

“Oh.” He drew in smoke with every indication of pleasure. “I’m fixin’ to quit. Seems a sensible way to go about it. Figure after a couple weeks, I’ll be down to a half a smoke at a time.” He smiled at her, wildly attractive and pale as a sheet. “You put that chardonnay in a big glass for me now, okay?”

“Yeah.” She let out a shaky breath as she heard the wail of a siren. Tucker was still close enough that she heard the same sigh of relief from him. “You bet.” The screen door slammed behind her.




chapter 7

Thunder grumbled over in the east. A breeze, the first she’d felt since crossing the Mississippi border, stirred the leaves in the maple where not thirty minutes before, a man had stood with a loaded rifle.

It didn’t seem reasonable, or even possible, but Caroline found herself sitting on the porch steps drinking chardonnay out of a water glass, with what was left of the bottle wedged between her hip and Tucker’s.

Her life, she decided as she took another long swallow, had certainly taken some interesting twists and turns.

“This is good stuff,” Tucker swirled the wine. He was beginning to feel mellow again—a state he preferred.

“It’s a particular favorite of mine.”

“Mine, too, now.” He turned his head and smiled at her. “Nice breeze.”

“Very nice.”

“We’ve been needing rain.”

“Yes, I suppose.”

He leaned back on his elbows, lifting his face to the cool. “The way the wind’s coming, it shouldn’t blow the wet into your parlor.”

Almost absently, she turned to look at her shattered windows. “Well, there’s good news. We wouldn’t want it to soak the couch. After all, it has only one bullet hole.”

He gave her a friendly pat on the back. “You’re a good sport, Caro. I expect some women would’ve gone bawling or screaming or fainting, but you held up fine.”

“Right.” Since her glass was nearly empty, she refilled it. “Tucker, may I ask you a regional sort of question?”

He held his glass out, enjoying the music of fine wine striking fine wine when she poured. “Right now, sweetie, you can ask me damn near anything.”

“I was curious. Are murders and shootouts common in this part of the state, or is this just a phase?”

“Well now.” He contemplated the wine in his glass before drinking. “Speaking for Innocence, and since my family’s been here since before the war—that’s the War Between the States.”

“Naturally.”

“I feel confident in holding an opinion on it. I have to say we’re new to the kind of murder you’re thinking of. Now, Whiteford Talbot blew a good-sized hole in Cal Beauford back when I was a kid. But Whiteford caught old Cal shimmying down the drainpipe outside his bedroom window. And Whiteford’s wife—that was Ruby Talbot—was buck-ass naked in bed at the time.”

“An entirely different matter,” Caroline concluded.

“There you go. And not more than five years back, the Bonny boys and the Shivers peppered each other with buckshot. But that was only over a pig. And seeing as they’re cousins and crazy, too, nobody paid much attention.”

“I see.”

By Jesus, Tucker thought, he liked her, liked her in a companionable sort of way that ran a friendly parallel alongside physical attraction.

“But mostly, Innocence is pretty peaceable.”

She frowned over the rim of her glass. “Do you put that on?”

“Which is that?”

“That slightly addled, good-ol’-boy routine.”

He grinned and drank. “Only if it seems appropriate.”

She sighed and looked away. Overhead the sky was darkening, and the occasional rumbles of thunder were closer, as were the quick, sharp flashes of lightning. But it felt good, too good, just to sit.

“Are you worried? When the sheriff took that man away, he kept swearing he was going to kill you.”

“No use getting in a lather over it.” But the concern in her voice stirred the juices. Smoothly, he slid an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t you worry, sweetheart. I wouldn’t want you to fret over me.”

She turned her head. Again, her face was inches from his. “It’s a bit morbid, isn’t it? Using a near-death experience as a seduction.”

“Ouch.” He was good-natured enough to laugh, experienced enough to keep his arm where it was. “Are you always so suspicious of a man?”

“Of a certain kind of man.” She lifted a hand and unwrapped his arm from her shoulders.

“That’s cold, Caro, after all we’ve shared.” On a sigh of regret he touched his glass to hers. “Don’t suppose you’d invite me to supper?”

Her lips twitched. “I don’t suppose I would.”

“Maybe you’d play me another tune.”

She didn’t smile now, only shook her head. “I’m taking a break from playing for anyone.”

“Now, that’s a shame. Tell you what, I’ll play for you.”

Her brows lifted in surprise. “You play the violin?”

“Hell no. But I play the radio.” He stood, and realized abruptly the wine had gone straight to his head. It wasn’t a feeling he objected to. Strolling to his car, he pushed through his cassettes. After choosing one, he turned the key to auxiliary and popped it in.

“Fats Domino,” he said with proper respect as “Blueberry Hill” slid out. He walked back, holding out a hand. “Come on.” Before Caroline could refuse, he was pulling her to her feet and into his arms. “I just can’t hear this song and not want to dance with a pretty woman.”

She could have protested or broken away. But it was harmless. And after the last twenty-four hours, she needed a little harmless diversion. So she settled against him, enjoying the fluid way he moved from walk to lawn, laughing a little when he eased her back into a dip, appreciating the way the wine spun inside her head.

“Feel good?” he murmured.

“Hmmm. You’re smooth, Tucker, maybe too smooth. But it’s a lot better than being shot at.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” He nuzzled his cheek against her hair. It was soft as silk against his skin. Since he’d always had a weakness for texture, he didn’t try to prevent himself from feeling the contrast of her butter-smooth cheek against his, or the way her blouse shifted under his guiding hand. How long and slim her thighs were as they brushed and bumped against his.

The sexual pull didn’t surprise him. It was as natural as breathing. What did surprise him was the overwhelming desire to toss her over his shoulder and carry her inside, upstairs. He’d always preferred to take it slow and easy with the ladies, savoring the chase, holding on to control. Dancing with her as the air took on that hushed and pearly light before a storm had him jumpy.

Tucker passed it off as due to his being more than half drunk.

“It’s raining,” Caroline whispered. Her eyes were closed and her body swayed with his.

“Um-hmm.” He could smell the rain on her hair, on her skin. And it was driving him crazy.

She smiled, enjoying the way the slow, fat drops soaked through her clothes. There’d been no rifle fire in her life before, she mused. But there’d been no dancing in the rain either. “It’s cool. Wonderfully cool.”

The way he was starting to feel, he was surprised the rain didn’t sizzle as it plopped against his skin. He found his teeth were at her ear, and her quick, surprised shudder when he closed them gently over the lobe sliced straight through him.

Her eyes shot open, glazed for a moment as he nipped his way along her jawline. Something hot and delicious stirred in her gut before she managed to cut it off. An instant before his mouth took hers, she slapped a hand on his chest and leaned back.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

He blinked. “Kissing you?”

“No.”

He stared at her for a moment, at the rain streaming down her hair, at her eyes which betrayed as much passion as determination. There was an urge to ignore the protesting hand and take what he wanted. The fact that he couldn’t had him sighing out an oath.

“Caroline, you’re a hard woman.”

The alarm bells in her head slowed. Her lips curved a little. He wasn’t going to push. “So they say.”

“I could hang around awhile, persuade you to change your mind.”

“I don’t think so.”

His eyes laughed. He made one slow pass down her back before releasing her. “Now, that’s a challenge, but I figure you had a difficult day, so I’ll save it.”

“I appreciate that.”

“You damn well should.” He took her hand, skimmed his thumb over her knuckles. And damn him, she felt the shiver clean down to her toes. “You’re going to think about me, Caroline, when you snuggle into your bed tonight.”

“What I’m going to think about is getting those windows repaired.”

His gaze moved beyond her to the jagged glass stabbing viciously from the worn wooden frame. “I owe you for that,” he said. And there was a grimness in his eyes that reminded her how they’d come to be holding hands in the rain.

“I think it’s Austin Hatinger who owes me,” she said lightly, “but that won’t get my windows fixed.”

“I’ll take care of it.” He looked back at her. “You sure are pretty when you’re wet. If I stay around much longer, I’m going to try to kiss you again.”

“Then you’d better go.” She started to tug her hand away, then glanced at his car. Laughter bubbled out. “Tucker, did you know your top’s down?”

“Shit.” He turned and stared. Rain was bouncing off his white leather upholstery. “That’s the trouble with women. They distract you.” Before she pulled her hand free, he brought it to his lips for a long kiss that ended with the barest scrape of teeth. “I’ll be back, Caroline.”

She smiled, stepped back. “Then bring some window glass and a hammer.”

He slid into his car without bothering to lift the top. Tucker gunned the engine, blew her a kiss, and started down the lane. In the rearview mirror he watched her, standing in the rain, her hair like wet wheat, her clothes clinging to her curves. Fats belted out “Ain’t That a Shame.” Tucker could only agree.

Caroline waited until he’d driven out of sight before she walked back to the steps, sat, and downed the rain-diluted wine. Susie had been right, she thought. Tucker Longstreet was no more a killer than she was. And he did indeed have a way about him. She rubbed the hand he’d kissed over her cheek and let out a long, shaky breath.

It was a good thing she wasn’t interested. Eyes closed, Caroline lifted her face to the rain. A very good thing.

When she awakened the next morning, it was in a foul mood. She’d slept poorly. And dammit, she had thought of him. Between that and the sound of the rain pattering against the tin roof, she’d tossed and turned the better part of the night. She’d nearly given up and downed one of the sleeping pills left over from Dr. Palamo’s last prescription.

But she’d resisted, wanting to prove something to herself. As a result, she opened bleary eyes to steamy sunlight. On top of it, her head was pounding from the wine.

As she swallowed aspirin and stepped under the shower, she knew exactly where to place the blame. If it hadn’t been for Tucker, she wouldn’t have indulged in too much wine. If it hadn’t been for Tucker, she wouldn’t have laid awake half the night, taunted by an unwanted sexual ache. And if it hadn’t been for Tucker, she wouldn’t have holes in her house that had to be dealt with before flies, mosquitoes, and God knew what else decided to come in and live with her.

So much for peace and tranquility, she thought as she stepped out of the shower to dry off. So much for a quiet period of healing. Since she’d had the misfortune to bump into Tucker, her life had been in upheaval. Dead women, crazy men with rifles. Muttering to herself, Caroline pulled on her robe. Why the hell hadn’t she gone to the South of France and baked herself whole on a nice crowded beach?

Because she’d wanted to come home, she thought with a sigh. Despite the fact that she’d spent only a few precious days of her childhood in this house, it was as close to home as she had.

Nothing and no one was going to spoil it for her. Caroline marched downstairs, one hand nursing her drumming head. She was going to have her quiet time. She was going to sit on the porch and watch the sunset, tend flowers, listen to music. She was going to be just as peaceful and solitary as she chose. Starting right this minute.

Chin set, she shoved open the front door. And let out a strangled scream.

A black man with a scarred cheek and shoulders like a Brahma bull stood by a broken window. Caroline caught the glint of metal in his hand. Her thoughts tumbled over each other. To dash inside and try for the phone. To streak to her car and hope the keys were inside it. To simply stand and scream.

“Miz Waverly, ma’am?”

After a frantic search, she found her voice. “I’ve called the sheriff.”

“Yes’m, Tuck told me you had yourself some trouble out here.”

“I … excuse me?”

“Hatinger blew out your windows. Sheriff’s got him down in jail. I oughta be able to take care of things right quick.”

“Take care?”

She saw his hand move and sucked in air to scream. Let it out again when she saw that the metal in his hand was a tape measure. While she fought to lower her pulse rate, he stretched the tape across the empty space where glass had been.

“You’re going to fix the windows.”

“Yes’m. Tuck gave me a call last night. Said he’d let you know I’d be by in the morning so’s I could measure them up and reglaze.” His nut-brown eyes flickered, then filled with quiet amusement. “Guess he didn’t let you know.”

“No.” As relief and annoyance flooded through, Caroline pressed a hand to her speeding heart. “No, he didn’t mention it.”

“Tuck’s not what you call dependable.”

“I’ve come to understand that.”

With a nod he jotted figures on a pad. “Guess I gave you a turn.”

“That’s all right.” She managed a smile. “I think I’m getting used to it.” Settling, she ran fingers through her damp hair. “You didn’t mention your name.”

“I’m Toby March.” He tugged on the brim of his battered fielder’s cap in a kind of salute. “I do handyman kind of work.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. March.”

After a moment’s hesitation, he took the offered hand. “Just call me Toby, ma’am. Everybody does.”

“Well, Toby, I appreciate you getting to this so quickly.”

“I’m grateful for the work. If you was to get me a broom, I might could clear up this broken glass for you.”

“All right. Would you like some coffee?”

“No need to trouble.”

“It’s no trouble. I was just about to make a pot.”

“I’d sure be obliged, then. Black with three sugars, if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll bring it out in a minute.” The phone began to ring. “Excuse me.”

Pressing a hand to her forehead, Caroline hurried down the hall and snatched up the receiver. “Yes?”

“Well, honey, you sure do lead an exciting life.”

“Susie.” Caroline leaned back against the banister. “Whoever said small towns were uneventful?”

“Nobody who lived in one. Burke said you weren’t hurt any. I’d have come down to see for myself, but the boys had a sleepover. Even keeping an eye on them, the place looks like we had a war.”

“I’m fine, really.” Except for a hangover, shattered nerves, and an unwelcome dose of sexual frustration. “Just a little frazzled.”

“Who could blame you, honey? Tell you what. We’re having a barbecue tomorrow. You come out here and sit in the shade, eat till you can’t walk, and forget all about your troubles.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

“Five o’clock. You drive into town, go all the way to the end of Market, and turn left on Magnolia. We’re the third house on the right. The yellow one with white shutters. You have any trouble finding it, just follow the smell of charring ribs.”

“I’ll be there. Thanks, Susie.”

Caroline hung up and started back to the kitchen. She put the coffee on, popped some bread in the toaster, and took out some of the wild raspberry jam. The sun was sizzling on the wet grass outside, and the wild, hot smell was as appealing as the scent of coffee. She watched a woodpecker settle against the side of a tree to root for breakfast.

From the front porch came Toby’s voice, a rich, creamy baritone. It was lifted in a body-swaying gospel tune about finding peace.

Caroline found that her headache had vanished, her eyes were clear.

All in all, it was good to be home.

Not so far away, someone lay tangled in sweaty sheets and moaned in sleep. Dreams, like dark, twisted rivers, flowed. Dreams of sex, of blood, of power. The dreams were not always remembered in the daylight. Sometimes they flitted in those waking moments, razor-winged butterflies slicing through the mind and leaving shallow wounds that stung.

Women, there were always women. Those brutal, smirking bitches. The need for them—the smooth skin, the soft scent, the hot flavors—was hateful. It could be overcome for long stretches. For days, weeks, even months, there could be a gentleness, a warmth, even a respect. And then, then one of them would do something. Something that required punishment.

The pain would begin, the hunger would grow. And nothing would quench it but blood. But even through the pain, even through the hunger, there was guile. There was a wild satisfaction in knowing that no matter how they looked, how they struggled, no one would find proof.

Madness was alive in Innocence, but it cloaked itself well. As the summer wore on it would fester inside its unwilling host. And smile.

Dr. Theodore Rubenstein—Teddy to his friends—polished off his second cherry danish. He washed the pastry down with lukewarm Pepsi straight from the bottle. He’d never developed a taste for coffee.

Teddy had just skimmed past his fortieth birthday and had begun to comb Grecian Formula 44 through his thick brown hair. He wasn’t balding—praise be—but he didn’t care for the professorial look the threads of gray gave him.

Teddy considered himself a fun-loving kind of guy. He knew that with his small dark eyes, slightly receding chin, and sallow complexion, he wasn’t heart-stirring handsome. He used humor to attract the ladies.

Personality, he liked to tell himself, caught as much pussy as a perfect profile.

Humming to himself, he scrubbed his hands in the sink in Palmer’s embalming room, the sink just below the trick picture of Jesus. To amuse himself, Teddy swayed from side to side. When he shifted left, Jesus wore a red robe, a kindly expression, and held an elegant hand up to the valentine-shaped heart prominent on his chest. Shift right, and the face shivered for an instant, then moved to sadness and pain. Understandable, as there was now a crown of thorns perched atop the chestnut hair, thin rivulets of blood marring the intellectual forehead.

Teddy wondered which image Palmer preferred before he reached for his Rock-Hard Cavity Fluid. While he experimented, trying to find that precise point where he could stand and have the two images merge into one, he dried his hands. Behind him, Edda Lou Hatinger lay naked on the porcelain embalming table—the old-fashioned kind, with the run-off grooves along the sides. Her skin was ghastly under the merciless fluorescent lights.

Such things didn’t put old Teddy off his danishes. He’d chosen pathology because he’d been expected to go to medical school. He was the fourth generation of Rubensteins with Doctor in front of his name. But long before he’d completed his first year of internship, he’d discovered in himself a nearly obsessive abhorrence of sick people.

Dead was different.

It had never bothered him to work on a cadaver. Hospital rounds with the wheezing, moaning patients had put him off. But the first time he’d been called upon to watch a dissection, he knew he’d found his vocation.

The dead didn’t complain, they didn’t need to be saved, and they sure as hell weren’t going to sue for malpractice.

Instead, they were like a puzzle. You took them apart, figured out what went wrong, and filed your report.

Teddy was good at puzzles, and he knew he was a hell of a lot better with the dead than with the living. Both of his ex-wives would have been more than happy to point out his lack of sensitivity, his selfishness, and his ghoulish, offputting sense of humor. Though Teddy happened to think he was a pretty funny guy.

Putting a joy buzzer in a cadaver’s hand was a surefire way to liven up a dull autopsy.

Burns wouldn’t think so, but then, Teddy enjoyed irritating Burns. He smiled to himself as he snapped on surgical gloves. He’d been working on a trick for weeks, waiting for the opportunity to pull it on someone like straight-and-narrow Matt Burns. All he’d needed was a suitably mangled victim.

Teddy blew Edda Lou a kiss in thanks as he turned on his tape recorder.

“What we have here,” he began, using a thick southern accent, “is a female, Caucasian, mid-twenties. Identified as Edda Lou Hatinger. Got her height as five foot five, weight one twenty-six. And boys and girls, she’s built like your old-fashioned brick shithouse.”

That, Teddy thought gleefully, would burn Burns.

“Our guest today suffered from multiple stab wounds. Pardon me, Edda Lou,” he said as he made his count. “Twenty-two punctures. Concentrated on the areas of breasts, torso, and genitalia. A sharp, smooth-bladed instrument was used to sever her jugular, trachea, and larynx in a horizontal stroke. From the angle and depth, I’d say left to right, indicating a right-handed assailant. In layman’s terms, ladies and gentlemen, her throat was slit from ear to ear, probably by a knife with a …” He whistled as he measured. “Six- to seven-inch blade. Anybody out there see Crocodile Dundee?” He tried on a heavy Aussie accent. “Now, that’s a knife! On examination of other traumas, this throat wound was probable cause of death. It would do the job, believe me. I’m a doctor.”

He whistled “Theme from A Summer Place” as he continued his exam. “A blow to the base of the skull by a heavy, rough-textured instrument.” Delicately, he tweezered out fragments. “Bagging fragments that appear to be wood or tree bark for forensic. I think we’ll agree that victim was clubbed with a tree branch. Blow issued prior to death. If you detectives out there conclude that the blow rendered the victim unconscious, you win a free trip for two to Barbados and a complete set of Samsonite luggage.”

He glanced up as the door opened. Burns nodded at him. Teddy smiled. “Let the record show that Special Agent Matthew Burns has arrived to watch the master at work. How’s it hanging, Burnsie?”

“Your progress?”

“Oh, Edda Lou and I are getting to know each other. Thought we’d go dancing later.”

Inside Burns’s clenched jaw his teeth ground together. “As always, Rubenstein, your humor is revolting and pathetic.”

“Edda Lou appreciates it, don’t you, dear?” He patted her hand. “Bruises and broken skin at wrists and ankles.” Using his tools, he located and removed tiny white fibers, bagged them while he continued to detail, cheerfully, his findings.

Burns suffered through another fifteen minutes. “Was she sexually assaulted?”

“Pretty hard to tell,” Teddy said through pursed lips. “I’m going to take tissue samples.” Burns averted his eyes as Teddy did so. “I put her in the water for twelve to fifteen hours. A rough guess before I run the tests puts time of death between eleven and three on the night of June sixteenth.”

“I want those results asap.”

Teddy continued taking his scrapings. “God, I love it when you talk in acronyms.”

Bums ignored him. “I want to know everything there is to know about her. What she ate, when she ate it. If she was drugged or had used alcohol. If she had sexual relations. She was supposed to be pregnant. I want to know how many weeks.”

“I’ll take a look.” Teddy turned, ostensibly to exchange instruments. “You might want to check out her left molar. I found it very interesting.”

“Her teeth?”

“That’s right. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Intrigued, Burns leaned over. He opened Edda Lou’s mouth, narrowed his eyes.

“Kiss me, you fool,” she demanded. Burns yelped and stumbled back.

“Jesus. Jesus Christ.”

As laughter doubled him over, Teddy had to sit down or fall down. He’d spent months studying ventriloquism for just such a moment. The wild-eyed panic on Burn’s face had made it all worthwhile.

“You’ve got some style, Burnsie. Even dead women fall for you.”

Fighting for control, Burns clenched his fists at his sides. If he took a swipe at Rubenstein, he’d have no choice but to put himself on report. “You’re fucking crazy.”

Teddy only pointed at Burns’s white face, pointed at Edda Lou’s gray one, and whooped.

There wasn’t any use threatening, Burns knew. Any official complaint he made would be duly noted, then ignored. Rubenstein was the best. A known lunatic, but the best.

“I want the results of your tests by the end of the day, Rubenstein. You may find it all highly amusing, but I have a psychopath to stop.”

Unable to speak, Teddy just nodded and held his aching ribs.

When Burns swung out the door, Teddy wiped his teary eyes and slid off the stool. “Edda Lou, honey,” he said in a voice still breathless with mirth. “I can’t thank you enough for your cooperation. Believe me, you’re going down in the annals of history for this one. The boys back in D.C. are going to love it.”

Whistling, he picked up his scalpel and went back to work.




chapter 8

Darleen Fuller Talbot listened to the sounds of the Truesdale barbecue drifting through her bedroom window. She thought it was a damn shame that uppity Susie Truesdale hadn’t even invited her own next-door neighbor to the party.

Darleen would’ve liked a party to take her mind off her troubles.

Of course Susie didn’t socialize with Darleen. She preferred the Longstreets, or the Shayses, or the nose-in-the-air Cunninghams from across the street. And didn’t she know for certain that high-and-mighty John Cunningham had cheated on his prissy wife with Josie Longstreet?”

It seemed to Darleen that Susie had forgotten she’d had to get married and had waited tables at the Chat ’N Chew while her belly was bulging. Maybe her husband had come from rich, but he hadn’t ended up that way. Everybody knew Burke’s daddy had killed himself because all he had left was a pile of debts.

The Truesdales were no better than she was, and neither were the Longstreets. Maybe her daddy made his way working at a cotton gin instead of owning one, but he wasn’t a drunk. And he wasn’t dead.

Darleen thought it was downright unfriendly that Susie would give a party right out in the backyard where the smell of grilling meat and spicy sauce could make someone feel lonely. Why, even her own brother was down there—not that Bobby Lee ever gave his sister’s feelings any thought.

The hell with him, the tight-assed Truesdales, and everybody else. She didn’t want to go to any damn party anyhow. Even if Junior was working four to midnight down at the gas station. How could she laugh and lick barbecue sauce off her fingers when her very best friend in all the world was going to be set in the ground come Tuesday?

She sighed, and Billy T., who was sucking for all his worth on her rosy breasts, took that to mean she was finally going to start putting some effort into it.

He shifted so he could stick his tongue in her ear. “Come on, baby, you get on top.”

“Okay.” That perked her interest. Junior not only liked it only in bed these days, but he liked it only in one position.

When they were finished, Billy T. lay puffing contentedly on a Marlboro. Darleen stared at the ceiling, listening to the music from the Truesdales’.

“Billy T.,” she said, her mouth moving into a pout. “Don’t you figure it’s rude to give a party and not ask your next-door neighbors?”

“Shit, Darleen, will you stop worrying about them people?”

“It just ain’t right.” Piqued by his lack of sympathy, Darleen rose to fetch her rose-scented talcum powder. If she was going to pick up Scooter from her ma’s in an hour, it was the quickest way to soak up the scent of sweat and sex. “I mean she thinks she’s better’n me. Her snotty Marvella, too. Just ’cause they’re friends with the Longstreets.” She tugged on her T-shirt and shorts, forgoing underwear as a concession to the heat. Her breasts, high and full and round, bulged against the cotton, distorting the faded picture of Elvis. “That Tucker’s down there right now, cozying up to the Waverly woman. Why, Edda Lou ain’t even buried yet.”

“Tucker’s a shithead. Always was.”

“Well, Edda Lou loved him to distraction. He brought her perfume.” She sent a hopeful look toward Billy T., but he was too busy blowing smoke rings. Darleen turned back to frown out the window. “I just hate them. Hate them all. Why, if Burke Truesdale wasn’t Tucker’s best friend, that boy would be locked up, same as Austin Hatinger.”

“Hell.” Billy T. rubbed his damp belly and wondered if they could get in one more poke. “Tucker’s a shithead, but he ain’t no killer. Everybody knows it was a black that done it. Them blacks the one’s who like to carve up white women.”

“He broke her heart just the same. It just seems he ought to pay somehow.” She looked back at Billy T., one tear slipping out of one eye. “I sure wish someone would get back at him for making her so unhappy before she died.” As the laughter rose up from the next yard, infuriating her, Darleen blinked her wet lashes. “Why, I guess I’d do just about anything for somebody who had the guts to pay him back.”

Billy T. crushed out his cigarette in the little ashtray that had a picture of the Washington Monument on it. “Well now, honey, if you were to come on over here and show me how much you want it, it might be I could do something to even things out.”

“Oh, honey.” Darleen tugged Elvis away from her breasts as she rose to kneel between Billy T.’s legs. “You’re so good to me.”

While Darleen was busy bringing a smile to Billy T.’s face, ribs were sizzling on the grill in the yard next door. Burke presided over them, wearing a big apron that sported a cartoon chef and the caption KISS THE COOK OR ELSE! He tipped back a Budweiser with one hand and sauced the ribs with the other. Susie hauled bowls and platters from the kitchen to the picnic table, shooting off orders to her children to grab the potato salad, fetch more ice, to stop sneaking the deviled eggs.

Caroline had to admire the orchestration. One would swing into the kitchen, another would swing out. Although two of the boys—Tommy and Parker, she remembered—would occasionally pause for a few elbow pokes and jostling, the choreography went smoothly. The younger boy, Sam—named after Uncle Sam, as he’d be nine on the Fourth of July—was engrossed in showing his baseball card selection to Tucker.

Tucker was sprawled on the grass, and despite the heat, held Sam in his lap as they perused the album. “I’ll trade you my eighty-six Rickey Henderson for that Cal Ripkin.”

“Nuh-uh.” Sam’s mop of sandy hair flopped in his eyes as he shook his head. “This’s Cal’s rookie year.”

“But you’ve gone and bent the corner, son, and my Henderson’s in prime condition. Might even throw in my brand-new Wade Boggs.”

“Shoot, that’s nothin’.” Sam turned his head, and Caroline caught the gleam in his dark eyes. “I want the sixty-three Pete Rose.”

“That’s robbery, boy. I’m going to have your daddy throw you in jail for even suggesting it. Burke, this boy’s a born criminal. Better send him off to reform school now and save yourself the heartache.”

“He knows a scam when he hears one,” Burke said mildly.

“He’s still pissed that I got his Mickey Mantle back in sixty-eight,” Tucker murmured to Sam. “The man doesn’t understand creative trading. Now, about that Cal Ripkin.”

“I’ll take twenty-five dollars for it.”

“Shit. That does it.” He caught Sam in a headlock and hissed in his ear. “You see that guy sitting there working on boring Miss Waverly to death?”

“The one in the suit?”

“Yes, sir, the one in the suit. He’s an FBI agent, and asking twenty-five dollars for Cal Ripkin’s rookie year is a federal offense.”

“Nuh-uh,” Sam said, grinning.

“It sure as God is. And your daddy’d be the first to tell you ignorance of the law is no excuse. I’m going to have to turn you in.”

Sam studied Matthew Burns, then shrugged. “He looks like a pansy.”

Tucker hooted with laughter. “Where do you learn these things?” He decided to try another tack and see if he could torture the card from Sam. He flipped the boy over, hung him upside down, then began to tickle him.

As Caroline watched them wrestle, she lost track of Burns’s conversation. Something about the Symphony Ball at the Kennedy Center. She let him drone on, managing an occasional smile or murmur of agreement. She was much more interested in watching the other guests.

A scattering of people were huddled under the shade of an oak. It was the only tree in the yard and a perfect place for a gathering of lawn chairs and lazy conversation. The skinny, swarthy-looking pathologist was making some of the ladies giggle. Caroline wondered how a man could perform an autopsy one day and tell jokes the next.

Josie was posed in a tire swing, flirting with him—and with every other man within reach. Dwayne Long-street and Doc Shays were sitting on the back porch, rocking and sipping beers. Marvella Truesdale and Bobby Lee Fuller were sending each other long, intimate looks, and the beauty-shop owner, Crystal something, was gossiping with Birdie Shays.

She could see little patches of yard running on either side of the Truesdales’. The clothes strung on lines to bake dry in the yellow sun. There were kitchen gardens in nearly every one, with tomatoes heavy on vines, snap beans, collards, waiting for the pot.

She could smell the beer, the spicy meat, the hot flowers baking in the late afternoon sun. Tommy punched a new cassette in his portable radio and blues drifted out, heavy on the bass, bittersweet, and slow and easy as heartbreak. Caroline didn’t recognize Bonnie Raitt, but she recognized excellence.

She wanted to hear it. She wanted to hear Sam squeal and giggle as Tucker wrestled him. She wanted to hear Crystal and Birdie gossip about someone who’d died twenty years earlier in a car wreck.

She wanted to dance to that music, to watch the way Burke kissed his wife through the fragrant smoke of the grill—kissed her as if they were still teenagers sneaking love in shadows. And she wanted to feel what Marvella was feeling when Bobby Lee took her hand and pulled her through the kitchen door.

She wanted to be a part of it, not someone sitting on the sidelines discussing Rachmaninoff.

“Excuse me, Matthew.” She offered him a quick smile as she swung her legs over the wooden bench. “I want to see if Susie needs any help.”

While Sam bounced on his back, Tucker admired the way Caroline’s neat white shorts showed off her legs. He sighed when she bent down to pick up a Frisbee. Then he yanked Sam over his back, gave him a quick pink belly, and rose.

“I think I’ll get myself a beer.”

Caroline paused by the grill. “Smells great,” she said to Burke.

“Five more minuets,” he promised, and Susie laughed.

“That’s what he always says. What can I get you, Caroline?”

“Nothing, I’m fine. I thought you could use some help.”

“Honey, that’s what I’ve got four kids for. I just want you to sit down and relax.”

“Really, I …” She sent a cautious look over her shoulder. Burns was still sitting at the table, his tie ruthlessly knotted as he sipped the chardonnay Caroline had brought as a contribution.

“Oh.” Susie had followed her glance. “I guess there are times a woman needs to keep herself occupied. Why don’t you run in and fetch the bread-and-butter pickles? There’s a fresh jar in the cabinet, left of the refrigerator.”

Grateful, Caroline headed off to comply. On the porch Doc Shays tipped his hat. Dwayne gave her the sweet, absent smile of a man already half drunk.

Caroline stepped inside and pulled up short. Bobby Lee and Marvella were locked in a heated embrace in front of the refrigerator. When the screen door slammed, they jumped apart. Marvella flushed and hitched her blouse back into place. Bobby Lee offered a smile that was caught somewhere between prideful and sheepish.

“I’m terribly sorry,” Caroline began, uncertain who was the most flustered. “I just came in to get something for Susie.” There was enough heat in the kitchen to fry bacon. “I can come back.” She nearly backed into the door when Tucker pulled it open.

“Caro, you can’t leave these two in here alone.” He winked at Bobby Lee. “Kitchens are dangerous places. Y’all get outside where your mamas can keep an eye on you.”

“I’m eighteen,” Marvella said with a gleam in her eye. “We’re both grown-up.”

Tucker grinned and pinched her chin. “That’s my point, sweetie pie.”

“Besides,” Marvella went on, “we’re getting married.”

“Marvella!” The tips of Bobby Lee’s ears turned bright red. “I haven’t even talked to your daddy yet.”

She tossed her head. “We know what we want, don’t we?”

“Well, yeah.” He swallowed under Tucker’s quiet stare. “Sure. But it’s only right I talk to him before we say anything.”

She hooked an arm through his. “Then you’d better start talking.” She pulled him through the back door.

Tucker stared after them. “Jesus.” Shaken, he dragged a hand through his hair. “She used to drool on my shoulder, now she’s talking about getting married.”

“From the look in her eyes, I’d say it was more than talk.”

“How the hell’d she get to be eighteen?” Tucker wondered. “I was just eighteen myself a minute ago.”

With a light laugh Caroline patted his arm. “Don’t worry, Tucker, I have a feeling she’ll be giving you another baby to drool on your shoulder in a year or two.”

“Holy God.” Even the thought had him sputtering. “That’d make me something like a grandfather, wouldn’t it? I’m thirty goddamn three. I’m too young to be a grandfather.”

“I’d think it would be more of an honorary title.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He looked at the beer in his hand. “I’m not going to think about it.”

“I’m sure that’s wise.” She turned to open the cupboard. “What are bread-and-butter pickles?”

“Hmm?” He turned back to her, and his thoughts about life and aging flitted away. Lord, she did have fine legs, and the sweetest little butt. “Top shelf,” he said. “Stretch on up there.” He watched the way her shorts rode high on her thighs when she rose to her toes and reached. “That’s the way.”

Caroline’s fingers brushed the jar before she realized what was going on. Dropping back on her heels, she glanced over her shoulder. “You’re a sick man, Tucker.”

“I do feel a fever coming on.” Still grinning, he strolled over. “Here, let me help you with that.” His body pressed lightly against hers as he reached for the jar. “You smell good, Caro. Like something a man would be happy to wake up to in the morning.”

The instant jolt of reaction forced her to take a slow breath. “Like coffee and bacon?”

He chuckled and pleased himself by nuzzling her neck. “Like soft, lazy sex.”

Too much was happening inside her. Too much, too fast. Tingles and pressures and muscles going lax. She hadn’t felt anything like it since … Luis.

Her muscles tensed again. “You’re crowding me, Tucker.”

“I’m trying.” He plucked the jar out, set it on the counter. Putting his hands on her hips, he turned her toward him. “You ever come across something, like a piece of music, that kept playing through your mind—even when you didn’t think you were that fond of it?”

His hands slid up, his thumbs just brushing the sides of her breasts. The blood began to swim in her head. “I suppose I have.”

“That’s the trouble I’m having with you, Caroline. You just keep playing through my head. You could almost say I’m fixated.”

His eyes were level with hers, and so close she saw that there was a faint and fascinating outline of green around his pupils. “Maybe you should think of a different tune.”

He leaned closer, and when she stiffened, contented himself with a light, quick nip on her bottom lip. “I’ve always had the damnedest time doing what I should.” He lifted a hand to rub his knuckles over her cheek. She had a way of looking at him, Tucker realized, a straight, unwavering gaze that made him feel defensive, protective, and weak-kneed all at once. “Did he hurt you or just disappoint you?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’re skittish, Caro. I figure there’s a reason.”

The liquid warmth that had been spreading through her hardened into iron will. “Skittish is a word better applied to horses. What I am is uninterested. And the reason for that might be that I don’t find you appealing.”

“Now, that’s a lie,” he said mildly. “The uninterested part. If we didn’t have company right outside the door, I’d show you how I know it’s a lie. But I’m a patient man, Caro, and I never blame a woman who likes to be persuaded.”

Hot temper streaked to her throat, all but scalding her tongue. “Oh, I’m sure you’ve persuaded more than your share of women. Like Edda Lou.”

Amusement fled from his eyes, to be replaced by anger, then by something else. Something akin to grief. Even as he stepped back she laid a hand on his arm. “Tucker, I’m sorry. That was despicable.”

He lifted his beer to swill some of the bitterness out of his throat. “It was close enough to truth.”

She shook her head. “You pushed the wrong button, but that’s no excuse for saying something like that to you. I am sorry.”

“Forget it.” He set aside the empty beer, and as much of the hurt as he could manage. They heard Burke shout, and though Tucker’s lips curved, she saw that the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Looks like we’re finally going to eat. Go on, take that jar out. I’ll be along.”

“All right.” She paused at the door, wishing there was something she could say. But another apology was useless.

When the door swung behind her, Tucker laid his forehead against the refrigerator. He didn’t know what he was feeling, didn’t have words for it. He hated that. His feelings had always come so easily, even the bad ones. But this morass of emotion that churned inside him at odd times was new, unpleasant, and more than a little frightening.

He’d even dreamed of Edda Lou, and she’d come to him with her body torn and bloated with death. Moss and dank water had dripped from her hair, and her skin had oozed black blood as she pointed a skeletal finger at him.

She had not had to speak for him to know what she meant. His fault. She was dead and it was his fault.

Christ almighty, what was he going to do?

“Tucker? Honey?” Josie slipped into the kitchen to curl an arm around him. “You feeling bad?”

As bad as it gets, he thought, but let out a sigh. “Headache, that’s all.” He smiled as he turned to her. “Too much beer on an empty stomach.”

She stroked his hair. “I’ve got aspirin in my purse. Extra-strength something or other.”

“I’d rather have food.”

“Let’s go get you a plate.” She kept her arm around him as she walked to the door and onto the porch. “Dwayne’s already mostly drunk, and I don’t want to have to haul both of you home. Especially since I’ve got a date tonight.”

“Who’s the winner?”

“That FBI doctor. He’s just cute enough to eat.” She chuckled and sent Teddy Rubenstein a wave. “I thought I’d try him out for Crystal. She’s been sending a lot of looks his way.”

“You’re a true friend, Josie.”

“I know it.” She took a deep breath. “Let’s get some of those ribs.”

Beyond the old slave quarters with their heat-baked stone, beyond the cotton fields smelling of fertilizer and pesticides, was the dark, horseshoe-shaped pond that Sweetwater was named for.

The water wasn’t so sweet now, as the poisons used to kill weevils and other crop pests seeped into the ground, generation after generation, and thence into the lake.

But if it wasn’t fit to drink, if most would think twice or more about eating any fish caught there, it was still a nice sight under a crescent moon.

Reeds danced languorously in the current and frogs talked and plopped. Cypress knees poked through the surface like old dark bones. The night was clear enough that you could see the gentle ripples on the surface made by mosquitoes and the creatures that snacked on them.

Dwayne had shifted from the beer he’d drunk at Burke’s barbecue to his favorite, Wild Turkey. The bottle was only a quarter empty, but he was feeling miserably drunk. He’d have preferred to sit in the house and drink until he passed out, but Della would have laid into him. And he was sick to death of women picking at him.

The letter from Sissy had him eagerly fueling his anger with whiskey. She was going to marry her shoe salesman. He didn’t care about that, he told himself. He didn’t give a flying fuck if she married some asshole who put his hands all over other people’s feet. Christ knew he didn’t want her—never had, if it came to that. But he’d be damned if she’d dangle his kids in front of him to try and soak him for more money.

Expensive private schools, expensive clothes. He’d come through, hadn’t he, even when Sissy and her slick-haired lawyer had made it next to impossible for him to so much as see either of the boys. “Limited supervised visitations” they called it. Just because he liked to have a drink now and then.

Scowling at the dark water, Dwayne guzzled more whiskey. They’d made him out to be some kind of monster, and he’d never laid a hand on those kids. Sissy either, if it came to that Though he’d been sorely tempted a time or two, just to show her her place.

But he wasn’t a violent man, Dwayne reminded himself. Not like his own daddy had been. He could hold his liquor just fine, and had proven it since he was fifteen. And Sissy Koons had known just what she was getting when she’d spread her legs for him. Had he blamed her for getting pregnant? No sir. He’d married her, bought her a nice house and all the pretty clothes she wanted.

Given her more than she’d deserved, Dwayne told himself now, remembering the letter. If she thought he was going to let that guitar-playing shoe hawker adopt his blood children, she had another think coming. He’d see her in hell first. And he’d be damned if he’d buckle under to that veiled threat that she’d take him back to court if he didn’t increase his monthly child support payments.

It wasn’t the money. He didn’t give a damn about money. Tucker took care of all that. It was the principle. More money, she’d said in her wheedling way, or your sons’ll be wearing another man’s name.

His children, he thought again, his symbol of his own immortality. And he had a fondness for them, of course. They were his blood, after all, his link to the future, his shackles to the past. That was why he sent them presents and candy bars. But it was a whole lot different if you had to deal with them face-to-face.

He could still remember how Little Dwayne—who’d been no more than three—had wailed and cried when he walked in on his daddy during a mean drunk. Dwayne had been getting a lot of satisfaction out of smashing Sissy’s company glasses against the wall.

Then Sissy had run in, scooping up Little Dwayne as if his father had been tossing him against the wall instead of the gold-rimmed tumblers. And the baby had started to bawl.

Dwayne had just stood there, wanting nothing more than to bash all their heads together.

You want something to cry for? By God, I’ll give you something to cry for.

That’s what his daddy would have said, and the lot of them would have trembled in their boots.

He thought maybe he had said it, too. Maybe he’d screamed it. But Sissy hadn’t trembled, she just screamed back at him, her face all red, her eyes full of fury and disgust.

He almost slapped her. Dwayne remembered he came within a hair of knocking her sideways. He even lifted his arm and saw his father’s hand on the end of it.

Instead, he stumbled out and drove off to wreck another car.

Sissy had the door bolted when Burke hauled him home the next day. And that had been a powerful humiliation. Not being able to get into his own house, and having his wife shout out through the window that she was going down to Greenville to see a lawyer.

Innocence had been ripe with talks for weeks about how Sissy kicked Dwayne out of the house and tossed his clothes through the upstairs window. He had to drink himself into oblivion for days to be able to take it with a shrug.

Women just messed up the natural order of things. Now here was Sissy, popping back to do it again.

What made it worse, what made it bitter, was that Sissy was going to do something with her life. She’d shed Sweetwater as easily as a snake sheds skin, and was moving on. While he—he was bound and mired in generations of Longstreet obligations. The expectations a father passed on to his son. A woman didn’t have that to tie her down.

No, a woman could do just as she damn well pleased. It was easy to hate them for that.

Dwayne tipped back the bottle and brooded. He watched the dark water, and as he sometimes did, imagined himself just walking into it, going under, taking a big, deadly drink, and sinking to the bottom with his lungs full of lake.

His eyes still on the surface, he drank, drowning himself in whiskey instead.

At a table at McGreedy’s Tavern, Josie was just heating up. Next to the beauty parlor, the tavern was her favorite spot in town. She loved its dark, whiskey-soaked walls, its sticky floors, its rocky tables. She loved it every bit as much as she loved the equally boozy but much more elegant parties she often attended in Atlanta and Charlotte and Memphis.

It never failed to cheer her up to walk into that smoke- and liquor-tainted air, listen to the country sounds on the juke, to the voices raised in anger or amusement, the snap of pool balls from the room in the back.

She’d brought Teddy here to down a few beers at her favorite table—under the head of the scarred old buck McGreedy had bagged back when people were pinning I like Ike buttons to their lapels.

She slapped Teddy on the back, hooted with laughter at an outrageous joke he’d told her, then reached for her cigarette.

“You’re a pistol, Teddy. You sure you haven’t got a wife hiding somewhere?”

“Two exes.” Teddy grinned through Josie’s haze of smoke. He hadn’t had so much fun since he’d rigged a cadaver with fishing wire so he could make the arms and legs move in time with “Twist and Shout.”

“Now, that’s a coincidence. I’ve got two of my own. First one was a lawyer.” Smiling, she drew the word out into two elongated syllables. “A fine, upstanding young man from a fine, upstanding Charleston family. Just the kind of husband my mama wanted me to hook on to. Nearly bored me to death before the year was out.”

“Stuffy?”

“Oh, honey.” She tilted her head back so the cool beer slid straight down. “I tried to shake him out of it. I gave a party, a fancy dress ball for New Year’s? I came as Lady Godiva.” Cocking a brow, she ran her hand through her wild black hair. “I wore a blond wig.” Her eyes glittered as she rested her chin on her hands. “Just the wig. Old Franklin—that was his name—Franklin just couldn’t get himself in a partying mood.”

Teddy could easily imagine her in nothing more than a fall of blond hair, and figured he’d have parried just fine. “No sense of humor,” he commented.

“You said it. So naturally, when I decided to go husband-hunting again, I looked for a different kind. I met a rough, tough cowboy type on a dude ranch up in Oklahoma. We had some high old times.” She sighed, reminiscing. “Then I found out he was cheating on me. That wasn’t so bad, but it turned out he was cheating with cowboys instead of cowgirls.”

“Ouch,” Teddy said, wincing in sympathy. “And I thought it was rough just having my wives tell me I had a disgusting job.” He gave Josie a wink. “Women don’t usually find my work suitable for conversation.”

“I think it’s fascinating.” She signaled for another round, shifting so that she could rub her bare foot over his calf. “You have to be smart, don’t you? Running all those tests, finding out who killed someone just by cutting up, you know. A corpse.” Her eyes glowed as she leaned closer. “I just don’t see how it works, Teddy. I mean, how can you tell about a killer from a dead body?”

“Well.” He slurped up some beer. “It’s pretty technical, but in easy terms, you just put all the puzzle pieces together. Cause of death, time and place. Fibers, maybe blood that doesn’t belong to the victim. Skin scrapings, hair samples.”

“Sounds creepy.” Josie gave a delicate shudder. “Are you finding out stuff about Edda Lou?”

“We’ve got the time, the place, and the method.” Unlike some of his colleagues, he wasn’t bored by shop talk. “Once I conclude my tests, I’m going to correlate my findings with the county coroner’s on the other two women.” Sympathetic, Teddy patted her hand. “I guess you knew all of them.”

“I sure did. Went to school with Francie and Arnette. Arnette and I even double-dated some—in our wild, misspent youth.” She grinned into her beer. “And I guess I knew Edda Lou all her life. Not that we were good friends. But it’s scary, thinking about her dying.”

She cupped her chin on her hands. There was a gypsy look about her, that long, curling black hair, the golden eyes and golden skin. She’d exploited the image that day by adding wide hoops to her ears and baring her shoulders in a red elastic-necked blouse. Teddy’s mouth watered just looking at her.

“I guess you can’t tell if she suffered much,” Josie said softly.

“I can tell you most of the wounds were inflicted after death.” He gave her hand a comforting squeeze. “Don’t you think about it.”

“I can’t help it.” Her eyes flicked down to her fresh drink, then back to his. “To tell the truth—I can tell you the truth, can’t I, Teddy?”

“Sure.”

“Death just fascinates me.” She gave a quick, embarrassed laugh, then leaned closer. He caught a seductive drift of her perfume, felt the brush of her breast against his arm. “I guess I can tell you, because it’s your business. When people get killed, and it’s in the papers and on the TV, I just lap it up.”

He chuckled. “Everybody does. They just don’t say so.”

“You’re right.” She scooted her chair closer to his so that her dark sweep of hair brushed his cheek. “You know when they have that stuff on like A Current Affair or Unsolved Mysteries? Those shows about, like, psychos and hatchet killers? I just think it’s so interesting. I mean, how come they do all that stuff to people, and why they’re so hard to catch. I guess we’re all a little nervous about having somebody like that roaming around town, but it’s exciting, too. You know?”

Teddy lifted his beer in salute. “That’s what sells supermarket tabloids.”

“Inquiring minds, right?” She chuckled and tapped her bottle against his. “I’ve got a real inquiring mind. You know, Teddy … I’ve never seen a dead body. I mean, before it’s all prettied up and in a casket in church.”

He saw the question in her eyes and frowned. “Now, Josie, you don’t need to see that.”

Her bare foot continued to caress his calf. “I guess it sounds kind of morbid and awful, but, I think it might be kind of … educational.”

Teddy knew it was a mistake, but it was hard to resist Josie Longstreet when her mind was set. The fact that they were both half drunk and giggly didn’t help. After three wavering tries, he stuck the key he’d been given into the lock in Palmer’s rear door.

“This the delivery entrance?” Josie said, covering her mouth to hold in the shaky chuckle.

Teddy reached back into childhood. “Palmer’s Funeral Parlor. You kill ’em, we chill ’em”

Josie laughed so hard she had to cross her legs. Together, they stumbled through the doorway. “Gosh, it’s dark.”

“Let me get the light.”

“No.” Her heart was thudding. To show him, she took his hand and pressed it to her breast. “That would spoil the mood.”

Teddy leaned her back against the door and enjoyed a long, sloppy kiss. Pressing himself against her, he worked his hands under her blouse. Her breasts spilled over the flimsy half cups that supported them and filled his palms. Her nipples were long, and hard as stone.

“Jesus.” His breath was coming in pants. “You’ve got terrific muscle tone.” He replaced his hands with his mouth and started to struggle with her shorts.

“Hold on, honey. I swear, you’re as horny as a two-peckered goat.” She laughed and nudged him away. “Let me find a flashlight.” Thrusting her hand in her purse, she rooted until she came up with a pen-sized flash. She ran it over the walls, making shadows shake. She felt giddy with fear and excitement, as if she’d been watching the horror flick showing at the Sky View. “Which way?”

To humor her, Teddy danced his fingers up her arm until she shivered. “Walk this way,” he invited her, and set off in a shambling gait that made her giggle again.

“You’re such a card, Teddy.” But she kept close to his back. “Smells like dead roses, and … Lord knows.”

“That’s the ghostly scent of departed souls, my dear.” No use telling her it was embalming fluid, formaldehyde, and Mr. Clean. He moved to another door, and using her light, found the next key.

“You’re sure?”

She swallowed, nodded.

Teddy pushed open the door, wishing the Palmers were less fastidious. A nice moaning creak would have been perfect. Josie took a deep breath and hit the lights.

“Shit.” She rubbed damp palms on her thighs. “It looks sort of like a dentist’s office. What do you use those hoses for?”

He smiled, wiggled his eyebrows. “Do you really want to know?”

She moistened her lips. “Maybe not. Is that …” She gestured toward the form under the white sheet. “Is that her?”

“The one and only.”

Josie felt her insides tremble. “I want to see.”

“Okay. But it’s look and don’t touch.” Teddy walked over and eased down the sheet.

Josie’s mind spun once, twice, then settled. “Jesus,” she whispered. “Jesus. She’s gray.”

“Haven’t had time to fix her makeup.”

Pressing a hand to her stomach, Josie took another step. “Her throat …”

“Cause of death.” He rubbed a palm on Josie’s apple-firm bottom. “The knife had a six-, maybe seven-inch blade. Now look here.” He eased one of Edda Lou’s arms from under the sheet. “See the way this area of the wrist is discolored? The flaking skin? She was tied with a common clothesline.”

“Wow.”

“She also bit her nails.” He tut-tutted and covered the hand again. “This contusion at the base of the skull”—he turned the head—“it shows that she was struck before death. Certainly hard enough to render her unconscious, during which time we would conclude she was bound and gagged. There were fiber traces in her mouth and on her tongue that indicate the use of a red cotton cloth.”

“You can tell all that?” Josie found herself hanging on every word.

“All that and more.”

“Was she, you know, raped?”

“I’m running tests on that. If we’re lucky enough to find a trace of sperm, we can run a DNA.”

“Uh-huh.” She’d heard the term somewhere. “Whoever did it killed her and the baby.”

“The lady died alone,” Teddy corrected her. “Hormone levels were flat low.”

“Pardon?”

“No buns in her oven.”

“Oh, yeah?” Josie looked down at the gray, lifeless face, and her mouth pursed in thought. “I told him she was lying.”

“Told who?”

She shook off the thought. This was no time to bring up Tucker’s name. Instead, she looked away from Edda Lou and around the room.

The thing was, once you got settled inside, it was fascinating. All those bottles and tubes and slim, shiny instruments. She strolled over to pick up a scalpel, and in testing the blade, sliced the pad of her thumb. “Shit.”

“Baby, you shouldn’t touch those things.” All solicitude, Teddy whipped out a handkerchief and dabbed at the thin line of blood. Over his head, Josie stared at the face on the embalming table. Beer made her head woozy.

“I didn’t know it was so sharp.”

“Sharp enough to slice little pieces off you.” He clucked and dabbed until she smiled. He really was the cutest thing.

“It’ll stop quicker if you suck on it.” She brought her wounded thumb to his mouth, eased it between his lips. While his tongue laved the wound, she let her eyes close. There was a powerful intimacy, knowing he was tasting her blood. When her eyes opened again, they were heavy with lust.

“I’ve got something for you, Teddy.” As he drew her thumb deep into his mouth, she reached over the tray of keen-edged instruments, her hand wavering, then finding the purse she’d dropped there. While his hand slid up her thigh, hers dug into the bag. It convulsed into a fist as his fingers slid under the hem of her shorts, nipped under the elastic of her panties, and found her.

“Here you go.” With a little sigh she pulled out a condom. Her eyes were gold and hot as she yanked down his zipper. “Why don’t I put this on for you?”

Teddy shuddered as his pants fell to his ankles. “Be my guest.”

When Josie shot down the drive to Sweetwater about two A.M., feeling used up and sated from sex, Billy T. Bonny was crouching behind the front fender of the red Porsche. He swore as the headlights sliced the dark a few inches from his head. Ten more minutes and he’d have been finished and gone.

His heartbeat roared as Josie hit the brakes. Gravel spat out and bounced on the toes of his work boots. His grease-smeared fingers tightened around the handle of his wrench.

As she climbed out of her car, he held himself in a tight ball and watched her feet. They were bare, carmine-tipped, and she wore a thin gold chain around her ankle. He felt a quick rush of sexual interest. Her scent was on the air, darkly sweet, mixed with the deeper tones of recent sex.

She was humming Patsy Cline’s “Crazy.” She dropped her purse, scattering lipsticks, loose change, a small department store’s worth of cosmetics, two mirrors, a handful of foil-wrapped condoms, a bottle of aspirin, a neat little pearl-handled derringer, and three boxes of Tic Tacs. Billy T. bit back an oath as she bent to retrieve her belongings.

From the underbelly of the Porsche, Billy watched the long line of her legs fold up as she crouched, saw her hand scramble around, dumping the contents back into the bag along with a fair share of gravel.

“Hell with it,” she muttered. Yawning hugely, she got to her feet and started toward the house.

Billy T. waited a full thirty seconds after the door shut before he went back to work.




chapter 9

On Sunday mornings most of Innocence gathered in one of its three churches. The Church of Redemption was for the Methodists, and made up a large part of the religious pie. It was a small gray box smack in the center of town. It had been built in 1926 on the site of the original First Methodist Church which had washed away—along with Reverend Scottsdale and the church secretary he’d been breaking several commandments with—in flood waters in ’25.

On the south end of town was Innocence Bible Church, where the blacks went to worship. There was no law of God or man that segregated the churches. But tradition was often stronger than law.

Every blessed Sunday the sound of rich voices raised in song flowed through the open windows with a clarity the Methodists couldn’t compete with.

Across from Redemption and down a block was Trinity Lutheran. It was famous for its bake sales. Della Duncan, being in charge of such matters, was given to bragging that Trinity had raised enough money selling brownies and custard pies to buy a stained glass window. That had inspired Happy Fuller to organize three catfish suppers for Redemption so that they could buy a bigger window.

Those down at the Bible were content with their clear glass and clear voices.

Sundays were a time for prayer, contemplation, and fierce competition in Innocence. From three pulpits the word of God rang out and sin was put in its place. In hard wooden pews old men and children nodded off in the heat, and women wielded their fans. Organs blared and babies wailed. Hard-earned money was dropped into the passing plates. Sweat rolled.

In all three holy places, preachers bowed their heads and reminded the congregation of Edda Lou Hatinger. Prayers were requested for Mavis Hatinger, her husband—in none of the churches was Austin referred to by name—and her remaining children.

In the back pew of Redemption, pale with grief and confusion, Mavis wept silent tears. Three of her five children were with her. Vernon, who’d inherited his father’s sullen looks and mean temper, sat beside his wife, Loretta. She hushed their toddler as best she could with a well-used pacifier and practiced knee bounces. Her cotton dress stretched tight across her pregnant belly.

Ruthanne sat beside her, dry-eyed and silent. She was eighteen, and ten days out of Jefferson Davis High School. She was sorry her sister had died, though she hadn’t loved Edda Lou. Sitting in the stifling church, all she could think of was how quickly she could make enough money to get out of Innocence.

Bored and wishing he were anywhere else was young Cy. His feet were cramped inside the hard black shoes that were already a size too small, and his neck was chafed from the starch his mother had sprayed into his collar. His family was an embarrassment to him, but at fourteen, he was stuck with them.

He hated the fact that the preacher was talking about them like they were to be pitied and prayed for. Too many of his peers were scattered through the congregation, and his face flamed every time one of them shot a look over a shoulder. It was a great relief to Cy when the service ended and they could stand up. As sachet-scented ladies made their way to his mother to express sympathy, he ducked out the back of the pew and hurried off to have a smoke behind Larsson’s.

It all sucked as far as Cy could see. His sister was dead, his father and his brother were in jail. His mama didn’t do much more than wring her hands and talk to the Legal Aid guy in Greenville. All Vernon could talk about was paying somebody back. Loretta agreed with every word; she’d learned to agree fast and avoid a fist in the eye. A real quick study, that Loretta.

Cy lighted one of the three Pall Malls he’d swiped from Vernon and tugged at his tie.

Ruthanne had more sense than the rest, Cy decided. But she was always busy counting her money—just like Silas Marner and his coins. Cy knew she hid her cache in a box of sanitary napkins—a place her father would never look. Because Cy had a sense of loyalty—and he’d be just as happy to see her go—he kept Ruthanne’s secret to himself.

He’d already figured that the minute he had his high school diploma, he’d be lighting out himself. There would be no chance of college for him. As Cy had a keen and thirsty mind, that hurt more than a little. But he was also a pragmatic sort and accepted what was.

Though he’d yet to find real pleasure in smoking, he took another drag.

“Hey.” Jim March sidled around the building. He was a tall boy, gangly, with skin the color of molasses. Like Cy, Jim was in his Sunday best. “Whatcha doing?”

In the way of old friends, he dropped down beside Cy.

“Just having a smoke. You?”

“Nothing.” Comfortable with each other, they lapsed into silence. “Sure am glad school’s out,” Jim said at length.

“Yeah.” Cy wasn’t about to embarrass himself by admitting he liked school. “Got the whole summer.” For Cy, it stretched out interminably.

“Going to get you a job?”

Cy moved his shoulders. “Ain’t no work.”

Jim carefully folded his bright red tie and put it in his pocket. “My daddy’s doing some work for that Miz Waverly.” Jim didn’t consider it politic to mention that his father had replaced the windows Cy’s father had blown out. “Going to paint her whole house. I’m helping.”

“Guess you’ll be a rich man.”

“Shit.” Jim grinned and began to draw patterns in the dirt. “Get me some pocket money though. Got two dollars right now.”

“That’s two more’n I got.”

Lips pursed, Jim slanted a look at his friend. They weren’t supposed to be friends, not according to Cy’s old man. But they’d managed to remain so, on the sly. “I heard tell the Longstreets are hiring on for field work.”

Cy hooted and passed the Pall Mall to Jim to finish off. “My daddy’d skin me alive if I went near Sweetwater.”

“Guess so.”

But his daddy was in jail, Cy remembered. If he could get work, he could start his own secret fund, just like Ruthanne. “You sure they’re hiring?”

“What I heard. Miss Della’s down at the church bake sale. You could ask her.” He smiled at Cy. “They’ve got lemon pies down there. Might get one for two dollars. Sure would be nice to take some lemon pie down to Gooseneck Creek and catch some cats.”

“Sure would.” Cy cast a look at his friend. His grin was slow and surprisingly lovely. “I really oughta help you eat it, or else you’ll just pig it down and puke it up.”

While the boys were negotiating for pie, and women were showing off their Sunday dresses, Tucker was spread over his bed, luxuriating in a half doze.

He loved Sundays. The house was quiet as a tomb, with Della off to town and everyone else asleep or sprawled somewhere with the Sunday paper.

In his mother’s day it had been different. Then the whole house had marched off to church—spit and polish—to take their place in the front pew. His mother would smell of lavender and be wearing her grandmother’s pearls.

After service there would be a varied critique of the sermon, talk of weather and crops. New babies would be admired and clucked over. Grown children come back to visit would be shown off by proud parents, and the young would take the opportunity to sashay and flirt.

Afterward, they would sit down to Sunday dinner. Glazed ham, sweet potatoes, fresh biscuits, green beans swimming in pot liquor, and maybe some pecan pie. And flowers, there would always be flowers on the table. His mother had seen to that.

Out of respect for her, Tucker’s father never touched a bottle on Sunday, not from sunup to sundown. As a result, those long afternoons took on a pleasant, dreamy quality in retrospect—an illusion perhaps, but a comforting one.

Part of Tucker missed those days. But there was something to be said for snoozing in a quiet house with the chatter of birds piping outside, the hum of the fan stirring air, and the happy notion that there was no place to go and nothing to do.

He heard a car engine and rolled over in bed. The movement revived a few aches. He grunted, waiting for the discomfort and the disturbance to pass.

The knock on the front door had Tucker opening one eye. Sunlight speared it, causing him to hiss through his teeth. He considered playing possum, waiting for Josie or Dwayne to handle things. But Josie’s room was on the other side of the house, and Dwayne was probably just as comatose as he’d been last night when Tucker hauled him in from the lake.

“Shit. Go the hell away.”

He had snuggled into the pillow and was willing himself back to sleep when the knocking stopped. Before he could congratulate himself, Burke’s voice rose from beneath his window.

“Tucker, get your butt up. I gotta talk to you. Dammit, Tuck, it’s important.”

“Always goddamn important,” Tucker muttered as he pushed himself out of bed. All of his aches and pains began to awaken. Naked and irritable, he pushed open the terrace doors.

“Jesus.” Burke tossed his cigarette aside and took a long, slow scan of Tucker’s body. It was a palette of black, blue, and sickly yellow. “He really worked you over, didn’t he, son?”

“Did you come all the way out here and wake me up just to make that stunning observation?”

“You come on out and I’ll tell you why I’m here. And put some clothes on before I haul you in for indecent exposure.”

“Up yours, Sheriff.” Tucker stumbled back into the bedroom, looked at his tangled sheets with some regret, then grabbed some cotton drawstring pants and his sunglasses. That was as close to dressed as he intended to get.

Since he wasn’t feeling kindly toward Burke, he took a detour into the bathroom to empty his bladder and brush his teeth.

“Haven’t even had a cup of goddamn coffee,” he grumbled when he walked out onto the porch. Burke was sitting on one of the rockers. From the shine on his shoes and the crispness of his shirt, it was obvious he’d come straight from service.

“Sorry to get you up so early. Can’t be more than a minute past noon.”

“Give me a cigarette, you bastard.”

Burke obliged, waited until Tucker had finished his little routine. “You really think making them shorter’s going to help you quit?”

“Eventually.” Tucker pulled in smoke, winced as it burned, then blew it out. He drew again, felt marginally better, and sat. “So Burke, what brings you calling?”

Burke frowned at the peonies Tucker had tried to salvage. “Talked to that Dr. Rubenstein a while ago. He was having breakfast at the Chat ’N Chew. Waved me inside.”

“Hmmm.” That had Tucker giving some thought to breakfast himself. Maybe he could sweet-talk Della into fixing up some hotcakes.

“He wanted to fill me in on a couple things—mostly because he knows it’ll yank Burns’s chain. He’s strictly by-the-book—Burns, I mean. Damn near taking over my office. Can’t say I care for it.”

“You’ve got my sympathy. Can I go back to bed now?”

“Tucker, it’s about Edda Lou.” Burke fiddled with his sheriff’s badge. He knew it wasn’t purely professional for him to pass any information along to Tucker, especially since the FBI still considered him a suspect. But some loyalties ran deeper than the law. “There wasn’t a baby, Tuck.”

“Huh?”

Burke sighed. “She wasn’t pregnant. Came out during the autopsy. There was no baby. I thought you had a right to know.”

A rushing sound filled Tucker’s head as he stared down at the tip of the cigarette. When he spoke, his voice was slow and deliberate. “She wasn’t pregnant.”

“No.”

“For certain?”

“Rubenstein knows what he’s doing, and he says she wasn’t.”

With his eyes closed, Tucker sat back and rocked. He realized a large portion of his guilt and grief had been due to the child. But there wasn’t a child, had never been a child, and grief easily transformed into rage.

“She lied to me.”

“I’d have to say that’s true.”

“She stood there, in front of all those people, and lied about something like that.”

Feeling useless, Burke rose. “I thought you should know. It didn’t seem right for you to think … well, I thought you should know.”

Thanks didn’t seem quite appropriate, so Tucker only nodded, keeping his eyes closed until he heard the cruiser start, listened to it purr down the long, winding drive.

His hands clenched at his sides. There was a black, bubbling rage in him, geysering up from the pit of his stomach until he tasted the vileness of it in his throat. He recognized the signs, and at another time they might have frightened him.

He wanted to hurt something, smash it, pull it apart and grind it to dust.

His eyes were wild when he opened them. In a headlong rush he was racing into the house, up the steps. In his room he grabbed for his keys and gave himself the satisfaction of smashing a lamp. He snatched a shirt from the arm of a chair and shoved his arms through as he stalked out again.

“Tuck?” Heavy-eyed and wrapped in a red silk robe, Josie started down the hallway. “Tuck, I have something to tell you.” The one violent glance he sent her before he flung himself down the stairs cleared the sleep from her brain. She streaked after him, calling, “Tuck! Wait!” She caught up with him as he was yanking open the door of his car. “Tucker, what’s wrong?”

He shook her off, fighting to hold the animal inside him on a choke chain. “Stay away from me.”

“Honey, I just want to help. We’re family.” She made a grab for the keys, then gasped when his hand clamped tightly around her wrist.

“Get the hell away.”

A film of tears coated her eyes. “If you’ll just let me talk to you. Tucker, Tucker, I went out with the doctor last night. The FBI doctor.” She raised her voice to a shout as the Porsche gunned to life. “Edda Lou wasn’t pregnant. There wasn’t a baby, Tuck. It was a trap, just like I told you.”

His head whipped around, his gaze speared into hers. “I know.” He sent gravel flying as he tore up the drive.

Josie hissed and grabbed her calf where one of the stones struck. Furious, she snatched up a handful and flung them after the car.

“Jesus H. Christ. What’s all this racket?”

Josie turned to see Dwayne on the porch. His hands were over his eyes. He squinted out from under them, swaying, wearing nothing but his Jockey shorts.

“It’s nothing,” Josie said on a sigh as she started back up the steps. There didn’t seem to be anything she could do for Tucker, but she could tend to Dwayne. “Let’s go get us some coffee, honey.”

The wheel vibrated under Tucker’s hand when he whipped it to make the turn toward town. He was too furious to give a damn when the rear end fishtailed and the tires sang.

She wasn’t going to get away with it. That single thought ran circles in his head. She was damn well not going to get away with it. Teeth clenched, he punched the accelerator and jumped up to eighty.

Even with the curves and twists the road took, he could see for miles. The heat waves shimmied up from the patched road and turned distance into a watery mirage. He didn’t know where he was going or what he was going to do, but it would be done now. Right now.

He closed a hand over the gearshift, preparing to downshift for the curve just before the McNair place. But when he tugged the wheel, the car stayed arrow straight. He had time to swear, to wrestle the wheel, and to tramp on what turned out to be nearly useless brakes.

With one of her grandmother’s wide-brimmed hats shading her face, Caroline attacked the overgrowth beside her lane. Despite the heat and her aching arms, she was having the time of her life. The clippers were sharp as a razor, and their wooden handles were worn smooth by time and use. The short gardening gloves she wore protected her hands from blisters. She imagined her grandmother wearing them to perform this same homey chore.

She knew she could have waited and assigned the task to Toby. But she was enjoying it, the sun, the dusty heat, the verdant smell of green. She was enjoying the simple accomplishment of caring for her own. All around her was a chorus of birds, the hum of the afternoon, the heaviness of solitude. It was precisely what she wanted, and after taking a moment to rub her aching shoulder, she sheared off a vine as thick as her thumb.

She heard the roar of a car engine. Before she shaded her eyes and looked down toward the slice of road she could see at the end of her lane, she knew it was Tucker. The car was coming so fast, and she recognized the powerful purr of his engine.

One of these days, she thought as she put a hand on her hip, he was going to turn that car into a Tinker Toy and put himself in the hospital. And if he was heading her way, she would tell him so. Why the man was …

Her thoughts spun off as she heard the high squeal of rubber on pavement. She heard the shout, and though it contained more fury than fear, she was already running before she heard the crash of glass and rending of metal.

The clippers went flying out of her hands. Above the roaring of her heart all she could hear was the bouncy strains of the young Carl Perkins warning everybody off his blue suede shoes.

“Oh my God!” She saw the ruts torn into the grassy shoulder an instant before she spotted the Porsche sitting drunkenly against the post that had held her mailbox. Shattered glass winked like diamonds over the surface of the road. She saw Tucker slumped over the wheel, and screaming his name, ran to the car.

“Oh, God, my God. Tucker.”

Terrified to move him, terrified to leave him, she touched gentle hands to his face. She squeaked out a fresh scream when he jerked his head back.

“Fuck.”

She inhaled in three shaky gasps. “You idiot! I thought you were dead. You should be dead the way you drive. A grown man, tearing down the road like some hyped-up, irresponsible teenager. I don’t see how you can—”

“Shut up, Caro.” He put a hand to his pounding forehead and discovered he was bleeding. What else was new? When he fumbled for the door handle, she jerked it open herself.

“If you weren’t hurt, I’d punch you.” But she leaned over to help him to his feet.

“I’m in the mood to punch back.” His vision grayed, infuriating him, and he leaned on the undamaged rear fender. “Turn the radio off, will you? Get the keys.”

She was still muttering to herself when she ripped them out of the ignition. “You killed my mailbox. I suppose we should be thankful it wasn’t another car.”

“I’ll make sure you have a new one tomorrow.”

“It’s so easy for you to replace things, isn’t it?” Fear sharpened her voice as she put an arm around his waist and took his weight.

“Most things.” His fucking head was going to fall off, he thought. That might not be so easy to replace. She was still ripping into him as she guided him down the lane toward the house. The sharp stab of gravel reminded him he’d neglected to stop for shoes. He felt a trickle of blood skim down his temple. “Back off, Caroline.”

There was something in his voice—not the anger, but the misery—that made her subside. “Lean on me a little more,” she murmured. “I’m stronger than I look.”

“You look like something a good breeze would blow away.” The house wavered in his vision, and he was afraid he might faint. He squinted, which hurt his bruised eye enough to clear the dizziness. “You’ve got this fragile look about you. Never appealed to me before.”

“I’m sure I’m supposed to be flattered.”

“But you’re not fragile. You’re a tough one, Caro, and you’re pissed at me. Just hold off yelling for a little while.”

“Why should I yell?” She could tell from the hollowness in his voice that he was close to passing out. Keep him angry, keep the adenaline up, she told herself. If he went down, she wouldn’t be able to get him up. “It certainly wouldn’t make a difference to me if you wrecked your car and ended up a smear on the road. I’d prefer you do it somewhere other than next to my lane, though.”

“Do what I can. Honey, I gotta sit down.”

“Almost to the porch.” She half dragged him another foot. “You can sit down there.”

“Never liked bossy women.”

“Then I’m safe.” When she got him to the porch and he was still upright, she pulled him along inside.

“You said I could sit—”

“I lied.”

He gave a weak, somehow grim laugh. “Women always do.”

“Now you can.” She eased him down on the couch with the bullet hole through the cushion. After heaving his legs up, she propped a pillow under his head. “I’m going to call Doc Shays, then I’ll clean you up.”

He made a grab for her hand, and missed, but the movement stopped her. “Don’t call him. It’s just a bump and I’ve got plenty more.”

“You could be concussed.”

“I could be a lot of things. All he’ll do is give me a shot of something. I really hate needles, you know?”

Because she did know, and sympathized, she wavered. The bump didn’t seem so bad, and he was certainly lucid. “I’ll clean you up, then we’ll see.”

“Fine. How about a bucket of ice with a beer in it?”

“Ice yes, beer no. Just lie still.”

“Woman never will get me a beer,” Tucker said under his breath. “I’m lying here bleeding to death and all she does is bitch and nag.”

“I heard that,” Caroline called from the kitchen.

“They always do.” On a sigh, Tucker let his eyes close. He didn’t open them again until Caroline pressed a cold cloth to the cut on his forehead. “How come you’re wearing that ugly hat?”

“It’s not ugly.” She felt a trickle of relief as she studied the wound and found it shallow.

“Honey, you may be wearing it, but I’m looking at it, and I’m telling you, it’s ugly.”

“Fine.” Annoyed, she tossed it off, then took a bottle of iodine from the coffee table where she’d set her medical supplies.

Tucker sent the bottle a baleful glance. “Don’t do that.”

“Baby.”

Smiling, he took her wrist. “I think you’re real cute, too, sugar.”

“That wasn’t an endearment.” She merely switched the bottle to her other hand and dabbed on the iodine. He yelped and swore. “Oh, get a grip, Tucker.”

“Least you can do is blow on it.”

She did. His hand snuck from her wrist to her thigh. Caroline gave the cut one last blow, then slapped his hand aside.

“Jesus. Have some respect for the injured.”

“Just be still while I bandage this.” She snipped some gauze and tape. “And if your hand starts wandering again, I’ll give you a lump twice as big as this one.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Her hands were gentle, and except for the sledgehammer pounding his brain, he was feeling considerably better.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

Her hands felt soft and cool as raindrops. “Can’t say. Why don’t you check?”

She ignored the smirk in his voice and unbuttoned his shirt. “I certainly hope this teaches you … oh, God, Tucker.”

His eyes jerked open. “What? What?”

“You’re all black and blue.”

He took a moment to be grateful she hadn’t found a rib sticking out. “Those’re old. Austin.”

“Why, that’s hideous.” Horror stung her voice and turned her eyes green as emeralds. “He should be locked up.”

He had to smile. “He is locked up, darlin’. Right and tight in the county jail. Carl transported him yesterday.”

Caroline laid gentle fingers on his bruised ribs. “He really hurt you.”

Pride nettled. “He didn’t walk away smiling.”

“Of course, that makes it all right.” Caroline jerked her hands away and popped open a bottle of painkiller Dr. Palamo had prescribed for her stress headaches. “Men are all idiots.”

Carefully, Tucker propped himself on his elbows. “I didn’t start it. He came after me.”

“Just shut up and take one of these.”

“What am I taking?”

“Something that won’t laugh at that headache I imagine you’ve got.”

He took the pill, grateful, but also scanned the label of the bottle. If it did the job, he’d have to ask Doc Shays to get him some for the rest of his pains. Tucker swallowed it with a sip of the water she offered. “Can I have that beer if I’m able to stand up?”

“No.”

He laid his head back against the cushion. “Just as well. Darlin’, do me a favor and call Junior Talbot. He’s going to have to come on down and tow my car.”

“I’ll take care of it.” She rose, then shot him a warning look. “Don’t go to sleep. You’re not supposed to sleep if you have a concussion.”

“Why not?”

Frustration added an edge to her voice. “I don’t know why not, I’m not a doctor. It’s just something you hear all the time.”

“I won’t go to sleep if you promise to come right back and hold my hand.”

Caroline lifted a brow. “If you go to sleep, I’m calling Doc Shays and telling him to bring his longest needle.”

“Christ, you’re a mean one.” But his lips curved as she walked out.

She gave him less than three minutes to consider drifting off before she returned with an ice pack. “Junior said he’d be out as soon as he could get away.” When he only grunted, she laid the ice pack on his head, and the grunt turned into a long “ah” of gratitude. “I didn’t know whether I should call your family.”

“Not yet. Della’ll be in town awhile longer. I forgot she was running a bake sale today. Josie’s not likely to go anywhere, especially if Dwayne wakes up with his usual Sunday head.” Lord, he was tired. Not the pleasant, sleepy tired of a lazy afternoon, but tired clean to the bone. “Anyway, wrecking cars is kind of a hobby in my family.”

She frowned at him. Since his color was coming back, she felt she had a right to demand an explanation. “Then the lot of you should take up croquet or needlepoint. Where the hell were you going in such a hurry?”

“I don’t know. Anywhere.”

“Anywhere’s a stupid place to go barefoot at a hundred miles an hour.”

“More like eighty. You tend to exaggerate.”

“You could have killed yourself.”

“Since I felt like killing somebody else, it was a better bet.” He opened his eyes, and though she could see the pain had misted away—Dr. Palamo’s magic worked quickly—there was something else, something deeper and more poignant.

“Did something happen?”

“There wasn’t a baby,” he heard himself say.

“Excuse me?”

“She wasn’t pregnant. She lied to me. She stood there, looked me right in the eye, and told me she had my baby inside her. And it was a lie.”

It took Caroline a moment to realize he was talking about Edda Lou—the Edda Lou she had found floating in the pond. “I’m sorry.” She folded her hands in her lap, unsure what to say or how to say it.

He didn’t know why he was telling her, but once started, he couldn’t stem the words. “These last few days … it’s been eating at me. Thinking about her dying that way. She meant something to me once. Almost meant something to me. Thinking about that, and thinking that a part of me died with her was … but there wasn’t any part of me in Edda Lou, except for a lie.”

“Maybe she made a mistake. She might have thought she was pregnant.”

He gave a short laugh. “I hadn’t slept with her in nearly two months. A woman like Edda Lou keeps close track of that kind of female business. She knew.” He closed his eyes briefly, and when they opened again, a trace of the wild rage glowed in them. “Why am I so mad that there wasn’t a baby? She lied, so that means no baby died, and I don’t have to hurt thinking about it anymore.”

Caroline did hold his hand, even brought it up to her cheek for a moment in comfort. She hadn’t realized he had feelings that traveled that deep and difficult a road. The part of her that softened for him would never be able to harden again.

“Sometimes we hurt more for what might have been than for what is.”

He turned his palm so that their fingers linked. She had the loveliest and the saddest eyes he’d ever seen. “You sound like you know what I’m talking about.”

She smiled, and didn’t object when he kissed her knuckles. “I do.” Always cautious, she drew her hand free before it lingered too long in his. “Why don’t I go out and see if Junior’s made it yet?”

He didn’t want to break the contact yet, not quite yet. With an effort he pushed himself up. “Why don’t we both go?” The room revolved once, slowly, then settled. “If you’ll give me a hand.”

She looked down at his outstretched hand. It was foolish, she supposed, to think he was asking for more than momentary support. Shaking off the feeling, she reached out and joined her hand with his.




chapter 10

Junior Talbot stepped out of the cab of his tow truck, stuck a finger under his Atlanta Braves fielder’s cap, and dug through his tangled mop of red hair to scratch his head. He made a long, slow circle around Tucker’s mangled Porsche, his J. C. Penney work boots crunching on shards of glass. His pale blue eyes were sober in his round, powerfully freckled face. Thoughtfully, he pulled at his full bottom lip.

Caroline thought he looked like Howdy Doody on tranquilizers.

“Seems like you got yourself some trouble here,” he said at length.

“Little bit,” Tucker agreed. “Got a smoke, Junior?”

“Guess so.” Junior pulled a pack of Winstons from the breast pocket of his grease-stained work shirt. He shook the pack, shooting a cigarette out to the filter, carefully replacing the pack after Tucker had taken it. Then he crouched down to contemplate the mashed fender. There was another long moment of silence. “Sure used to be a pretty car.”

Tucker knew Junior wasn’t rubbing his nose in it. It was simply his nature to state the obvious. Leaning over, Tucker opened the glove compartment and found a pack of matches. “I s’pose they can fix her up, down in Jackson.”

Junior thought about that awhile. “I s’pose,” he decided. “Could be you bent the frame, though. They got a way of straightening them out now. Used to be, you bent the frame and that was all she wrote.”

Tucker smiled through a haze of smoke. “You just can’t stop progress.”

“That’s the truth.” Taking his time, Junior straightened, then studied the torn grass on the verge of the road, the shower of glass, and the lack of skid marks. After some consideration, he decided to have a cigarette himself. “You know, Tucker, I always said you were the best driver I’ve seen, outside of the time I went down to Daytona to watch the 500.”

Caroline gave a snort, and was politely ignored.

“I recall how you took the Bonny boys for twenty dollars in the drag race down on Highway One—back in July of seventy-six it was. They put their Camaro up against your Mustang.” Junior accepted a match from Tucker and lit it with a flick of his thumbnail. “Wasn’t no contest.”

Tucker remembered the race with pleasure. “Might’ve been closer if Billy T. had let John Thomas drive.”

Junior nodded agreeably. “Closer, maybe. But neither of those boys got the talent for driving you have.”

“Idiots,” Caroline said under her breath. If Junior heard her, he pretended not to. He’d been a married man more than a year now, and knew when a man should let his ears work and when he shouldn’t.

“I gotta ask you,” Junior continued in the same slow, quiet voice. “How’d you happen to hit this pole here?”

“Well …” Tucker took a considering drag. “You could say the car got away from me. Steering seized up.”

Junior nodded and continued to smoke. Caroline nearly asked them if they’d like her to go back and fetch a couple of folding chairs so they could have their conversation in comfort.

“Don’t look to me like you even hit the brakes.”

“I hit them,” Tucker said. “They were out.”

Junior eyes came as close to sharp as they ever did. If it had been anyone else, he would have shrugged off the story. But he knew and admired Tucker’s skill at the wheel. “Now, that’s a puzzle. Bad steering, bad brakes, all at once in a car like this? No more than six months old, is she?”

“Just.”

Junior nodded again. “We’ll have to take a look.”

“I’d be obliged if you would, Junior.”

Caroline held her tongue until Junior walked back to his tow truck. “What the hell does a drag race more than fifteen years ago have to do with you crashing into my mail post?”

Tucker smiled. “It was a hell of a night. Get on back from the car now, darlin’. It might shift some when he hooks it on.” Careful to keep her sympathy close to the surface, Tucker slid an arm around her shoulders, leaned a little of his weight on her, and allowed her to help him move back a few feet.

“Are you dizzy?”

He wasn’t, but there was such sweet concern in her voice. “Maybe a little,” he said—bravely, he thought. “It’ll pass.” He bit back a smile when her arm curved around his waist in support.

“Let’s get you back in the car.” She’d insisted on driving him to the end of the lane rather than allowing him to walk. “I’ll take you home.”

Home, hell. He was just starting to make progress. “Maybe I could just stretch out on your couch till I get my strength back.”

She was wavering, he could tell. When he heard the blare of a horn, he had to swallow an oath. Dwayne screeched his white Caddy to a stop, dead in the middle of the road. He hadn’t shaved yet, and his hair was sticking out at all angles. He had pulled a pair of pants over his Jockeys and had added a muscle shirt.

“Jesus H. Christ, boy.”

He glanced at Tucker, saw he was standing on both feet, and gave his attention to the car Junior was hooking up.

“Out for a Sunday drive, Dwayne?”

“Crystal called.” Dwayne whistled through his teeth as he took a look at the front end of the Porsche. “Seems Singleton Fuller was in the Mobile when Junior got the call. He ran into Jed Larsson, then Crystal stopped in for a six-pack of Cokes. Good thing I answered the phone before Josie, or she’d’ve had a hissy fit for sure.” His hangover, thanks to Josie’s stock of pills and remedies, had backed off enough to make him sympathetic. “Shit on toast, Tuck, you sure did kill that pretty little toy.”

Out of patience, Caroline sucked in a breath. “He’s doing as well as can be expected,” she shot out. “It could have been worse, but as it happens he only rapped his concrete head. It’s understandable that you’re so concerned about your brother’s condition, but let me reassure you. He’ll be fine.”

Junior had stopped what he was doing to stare, the cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth. Dwayne blinked. Tucker struggled not to lose his dignity by hooting with laughter.

She was crazy about him, he decided.

“Yes, ma’am,” Dwayne said, meticulously polite. “I can see he is. I just rode down so I could take him home.”

“What a concerned, close-knit family you must be.”

“We do tend to stick together.” When he smiled, there was something charming about him despite the bloodshot eyes, the barroom glow.

“I’ve never known another family like yours,” Caroline said sincerely.

“She’s all set, Tuck,” Junior called. “I’ll let you know what’s what.”

“You do that. Thanks.” Tucker had to turn away. He just couldn’t watch his car being towed off. It was almost as bad as watching a loved one being carried away on a stretcher.

“Nice to see you again, Caroline,” Dwayne began, then headed to his car. “Let’s go, Tucker. There was a game starting when Crystal called. I’ve missed the whole first inning by now.”

“In a minute.” Tucker turned back to Caroline. “I appreciate the nursing.” He touched a hand to her hair. “And the listening. I didn’t realize I needed someone to listen.”

It took her a moment to understand he was being sincere. There were no teasing lights in his eyes, no trace of mockery in his voice. “You’re welcome.”

“I’d like to pay you back.” When she started to shake her head, Tucker cupped her chin. “I’d like you to come to dinner tonight, at Sweetwater.”

“Really, Tucker, you don’t have to—”

“It occurs to me that I’d like you to see me under some better circumstances than I’ve managed so far.” His thumb traced along her jawline. “And I’d just like to see you, period.”

Her heartbeat skittered for a moment, but her voice was clear. “I’m not interested in starting anything, not with anyone.”

“Having neighbors in for Sunday dinner’s an old country custom.”

She had to smile. “I don’t mind being neighborly.”

“Shit, Tuck, would you just kiss her and come on?”

Smiling back, Tucker brushed a finger over her lips. “She won’t let me. Yet. Come on down around five, Caro. I’ll show you around Sweetwater.”

“All right.”

She watched him walk to the Caddy, ease in carefully beside his brother. He flashed her a quick grin before Dwayne shot toward Sweetwater, the Caddy hugging dead center of the road.

“Here I come rushing home from the bake sale, thinking you’ve cracked your skull or worse, and you tell me company’s coming.” Della whacked her rolling pin down on the pie crust. “Now I don’t even know how much we took in. Had to leave Susie Truesdale in charge, and she don’t know squat about salesmanship.”

As this particular refrain had been playing for the best part of three hours, Tucker decided to act. He pulled a twenty out of his pocket and slapped it on the counter. “There. That’s my contribution to the Trinity Lutheran bake sale.”

“Hmph.” But Della’s nimble fingers snatched up the bill and tucked it away in the deep pocket of her apron. She was far from through. “Nearly had me a spell when Earleen came running down to tell me you’d gone and wrecked that car. Told you when you bought it, no good comes of buying foreign. Out racing the roads on the Lord’s day, too.” She flipped the crust into a pie plate. “And when I come hurrying home to see if you’re dead or alive, you tell me you’ve invited a guest for dinner.”

Fuming, she trimmed and fluted the edges. “As if that ham in the oven was going to fix itself. Edith’s grandbaby, too. I had a great fondness for Edith, and she told me how her grandbaby’d been to Paris, France, and Italy, walked right into Buckingham Palace and even had dinner with the President of the United States in the White House.” She pounded out the next crust. “Here she’s coming to dinner and I ain’t had time to see if the silver needs polishing. Your mama’d turn over in her grave—God rest her—if I weren’t to use the good silver.” She wiped the back of her wrist over her brow. Her heavy charm bracelet danced and jangled. “It’s just like a man to think Sunday dinner makes itself.”

Tucker scowled down at the potato he was peeling. “I’m helping you, aren’t I?”

She gave a superior sniff and glanced at him. “Fine help you are. You’re taking too much meat off them ’taters—and getting peelings all over my clean floor.”

“Jesus Christ—”

Della’s eyes flashed with the cold ire Tucker respected. “Don’t you use the Lord’s name in vain—not in my kitchen on Sunday.”

“I’ll clean up the floor, Della.”

“See that you do—and not with one of my good dishrags neither.”

“No, ma’am.” It was time to pull out the big guns, Tucker decided. He set the bowl of potatoes in the sink, then moved over to wrap his arms around Della’s considerable waist. “I just wanted to do something nice for Caroline after she’d patched up my head.”

Della grunted. “I’ve see what she looks like. I can guess what that something nice is.”

He grinned into her wild red curls. “Can’t say the thought hasn’t passed through my mind.”

“Passed under your zipper, more like.” But her lips were quirking. “Seems a bit skinny for your taste.”

“Well, see, I figured she’d flesh out some, especially after sampling your cooking. You know there’s nobody in the county who can set a table compared to yours. I kind of thought I’d like to impress her, and the surefire way was to have her taste some of your honey-glazed ham.”

Della snorted and shifted, but the flush of pride was creeping up her cheeks. “I guess I don’t begrudge giving the girl a decent meal.”

“Decent?” He gave Della a squeeze. “Sugar, she won’t have had better in the White House. You can take that to the bank.”

Della chuckled and slapped his hands away. “She won’t get nothing if I don’t finish. You drop them ’taters in that kale I got simmering, then clear out. I can do this quicker without you sniffing ’round.”

“Yes’m.” Tucker pressed a kiss to her cheek that made her grumble and grin. When he walked out of the steamy kitchen a few minutes later, he found Dwayne sprawled in the parlor watching another baseball game. “Wouldn’t hurt you to shave.”

Dwayne shifted and reached for the bottle of Coke sitting on the floor. “It’s Sunday. I never shave on Sunday.”

“We’ve got company coming.”

Dwayne took a long swallow, and swore when the shortstop bobbled the ball. “If I shave, she might see that I’m better looking than you. Then where’d you be?”

“I’ll risk it.”

Dwayne snorted. “They’re going to be pulling this pitcher before the inning’s up—if they got half a brain. I’ll do it then.”

Satisfied. Tucker started upstairs. Before he reached his room, Josie called to him.

“Tucker? Is that you, honey?”

“I’m going to take a shower.”

“Well, just come on back here for a minute and help me out.”

He checked the grandfather clock, saw he had a half hour before Caroline would arrive, and sauntered down the hall to Josie’s room.

It looked like a department store after a clearance sale. Blouses, dresses, lingerie, shoes, were tossed over bed, chair, and window seat. A black lace teddy hung suggestively from the trunk of a stuffed pink elephant some forgotten swain had won for her at the state fair.

She was still wearing the little red robe and her head was stuck in her closet as she pawed through what was left hanging there.

As always, there was a scent clinging to the air, a mixture of perfumes, powders, and lotions. The result was something between the perfume counter at Bloomingdale’s and a high-class bordello.

Tucker gave the room a brief survey, and came to the obvious conclusion. “Got a date?”

“Teddy’s driving me down to the nine o’clock show in Greenville. I told him to come on to dinner, since we’re having company anyway. How’s this?” She turned, holding a short orange leather skirt up to her waist.

“Too hot for leather.”

Josie pouted a minute because she knew the skirt showed off her legs, then tossed it aside. “You’re right. I know what I need, that little cotton dress, the pink one. I wore it at a garden party last month in Jackson and got a marriage proposal and three indecent propositions. Now, where the hell is it?”

Tucker watched as she started tossing through clothes already discarded. “I thought you were trying out the doctor for Crystal.”

“I did.” She glanced up and grinned. “Thing is, I decided he wasn’t Crystal’s type at all. And he’ll be going back north in a day or two, and that would just break her heart. She couldn’t afford to visit him if things got serious between them. And I can. Does your head still hurt?”

“Not much.”

“Look here.” She pointed to a small bruise on her calf. “You went tearing out of here so fast before, you kicked up gravel. Now I’ll have to put Erase on that if I want to wear a skirt.”

“Sorry.”

She shrugged and went back to looking for the pink dress. “I guess it’s okay. You were upset. Everybody’s going to know she was lying, Tucker. Even before they bury her on Tuesday, everybody’ll know.”

“I expect so.” He spotted a swatch of shell pink and crouched down to pull the dress out from under the pile. “I’ve calmed down, Josie. Hearing it from Burke just fired me up.”

She touched the bandage on his forehead, and they stood close, in a drift of Josie’s perfume. They shared more than their mother’s face, more than the Longstreet name. Between them was a tie deeper than blood. It went to the heart.

“I’m sorry she hurt you, Tucker.”

“Poked a few holes in my pride, that’s all.” He kissed Josie lightly on the lips. “They’ll heal up fast enough.”

“You’re just too nice to women, Tucker. It makes them fall in love with you, then you’ve got nothing but trouble. If you were a little harder on them, you wouldn’t get their expectations up.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Next time I take a woman out, I’ll tell her she’s ugly.”

Josie laughed and stood up to hold the dress in front of her as she twisted and turned in front of her cheval glass. “Don’t go reciting any poetry, either.”

“Who says I do?”

“Carolanne told me you talked poetry when you took her over to Lake Village to look at stars.”

Tucker shoved his hands in his pockets. “How come women always tell the intimate details of their life over a manicure or a permanent?”

“It’s the same as men bragging about the size of their wangers over a bottle of beer. How’s this look?”

He scowled. “I’m finished handing out compliments to females.”

Josie only chuckled as he strode off to shower.

Caroline was so stunned by Sweetwater that she stopped her car halfway up the drive to stare. The house was pearly white in the afternoon sun, all gracious curves and delicate ironwork, slender columns and glinting windows. It took no imagination at all to picture women in hoop skirts strolling across the grass, or gentlemen in frock coats sitting on the porch discussing the possibility of secession while silent black servants served cool drinks.

Flowers grew everywhere, climbing up trellises, spilling over the borders of brick-edged beds. The heady smells of gardenia, magnolia, and roses perfumed the air.

A Confederate flag, faded and ragged at the edges, hung from a white pole in the center of the front lawn.

Beyond the house, she could see neat stone buildings. What once were slave quarters, smokehouse, summer kitchen—she could guess that much. The lawn stretched back to acre after acre of flat, fertile land thick with cotton. She saw a single tree in the center of one of the fields, a huge old cypress left standing either through laziness or sentiment.

For some reason that—just that single tree—brought tears to her throat. The simple majesty of it, the endurance it symbolized, touched her in some deep corner of her heart. Surely it had stood there for more than a century, watching over the rise and fall of the South, the struggle for a way of life, and the ultimate end of it.

How many spring plantings had it seen, how many summer harvests?

She shifted her gaze back to the house. It, too, symbolized continuity and change, and the stately elegance of the Old South that so many from the north thought of as indolence. Babies had been born there, grown up and died there. And the rhythm of this quiet spot on the delta went on. And on. The slow pulse of their culture and traditions survived.

The proof was here, just as it was in her grandmother’s house, in those houses and farms and fields dotting the road into Innocence. And in Innocence itself.

She wondered why she was just beginning to understand that.

When she saw Tucker come out the front doorway to stand on the porch, she wondered if she was beginning to understand him as well. She got the car moving again, eased it around the island of peonies, and stopped.

“The way you were sitting back there on the drive, I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind.”

“No.” She opened the car door and stepped out. “I was just looking.”

He was doing some looking of his own, and decided not to speak until the fingers squeezing his heart loosened up. She was wearing a thin white dress, with a full skirt he imagined would billow gloriously in a breeze. Two finger-width straps held it over her shoulders and left her arms bare. There was a necklace of polished stones around her throat. Her hair was sleeked back to set off matching stones that dangled from her ears. She’d done something mysterious and female to her face, deepening her eyes, darkening her mouth.

As she mounted the steps toward him, he caught the first whiff of her light, tempting scent.

He took her right hand in his left, and turned her slowly in a circle under the arch of his arm, as if in a dance. It made her laugh. When he saw how low the dress dipped in the back, he swallowed hard.

“I’ve got to tell you something, Caroline.”

“All right.”

“You’re ugly.” He shook his head before she could comment. “That’s just something I had to get out of my system.”

“It’s an interesting approach.”

“My sister’s idea. It’s supposed to keep women from falling in love with me.”

Why did he always make her want to smile? “It could work. Are you going to ask me in?”

He traded her left hand for her right. “It seems like I’ve been waiting a long time to do just that.” He led her to the door, opened it. Pausing, he studied her, wanting to see how she looked in the doorway—his doorway—with flowers and magnolia trees at her back. She looked, he realized, perfect.

“Welcome to Sweetwater.”

The moment she stepped inside, Caroline heard the shouting.

“If you’ve gone and asked somebody to come and sit at my table, the least you can do is set it.” Della stood at the base of a curving stairway, one hand braced on a mahogany newel post, the other on her sturdy hip.

“I said I would, didn’t I?” Josie’s voice tumbled down the steps. “I don’t know what you’re in such a god-awful lather about. I’m going to finish putting my face on, then I’ll get to it.”

“Way she’s messing around with those paints, it’ll get set next week.” Della turned. The righteous indignation on her face gave way to curiosity when she spotted Caroline. “Well now, you’re Edith’s grandbaby, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose I am.”

“Edith and I, we used to have ourselves some nice chats out on her front porch. You favor her a bit, ’round the eyes.”

“Thank you.”

“This is Della,” Tucker announced. “She takes care of us.”

“I’ve been trying for the best part of thirty years, but it ain’t done all that much good. You take her on into the guest parlor and give her some of the good sherry. Dinner’ll be ready before long.” With a last scowl at the stairway, she lifted her voice. “If somebody would stop tarring herself up and come set the table.”

“I’d be happy to do it,” Caroline began, but Della was already pulling her along the hallway toward the living room.

“No sir, you’ll do no such thing. Tucker peeled the potatoes and that girl’s going to set out the china. Least she can do after asking that dead doctor to dinner.” She patted Caroline’s arm then scurried off toward the kitchen.

“Ah … dead doctor?”

Tucker grinned, strolling over to an antique walnut server for the sherry. “Pathologist.”

“Oh, Teddy. He’s certainly an … interesting character.” She took a slow sweep of the room with its tall windows, lace curtains, Turkey carpets. The twin settees, as she was sure they were called, were in misty pastels. Cool colors predominated in the subtle stripes of the wallpaper, the hand-worked pillows, the plump ottoman. The richness of antiques melded with it. On the mantel above the white marble fireplace was a Waterford vase filled with baby roses.

“This is a lovely house.” She took the glass he offered. “Thank you.”

“I’ll give you the grand tour sometime. Tell you the whole history.”

“I’d like to hear it.” She walked to the window where she could look out at the garden and beyond to the fields and the old cypress. “I didn’t realize you farmed.”

“We’re planters,” he corrected her as he came up behind her. “Longstreets have been planters since the eighteenth century—right after Beauregard Longstreet cheated Henry Van Haven out of six hundred acres of prime delta farmland in a two-day poker game down in Natchez in 1796. It was in a bawdy house called the Red Starr.”

Caroline turned. “You made that up.”

“No ma’am, that’s just the way my daddy told it to me, and his daddy to him, and so on since that fateful April night in ninety-six. ’Course it’s just speculation about the cheating part. The Larssons put in that bit—they’re by way of being cousins of the Van Havens.”

“Spoilsports,” Caroline said, smiling.

“Could be that, or it could be the God’s truth, but neither changes the outcome.” He was enjoying the way she looked at him, her lips tilted up just a little, her eyes laughing. “Anyhow, Henry got so irritated about losing the land, he tried to ambush old Beau when Beau finished celebrating with one of the Starr’s best girls. Her name was Millie Jones.”

Caroline sipped and shook her head. “You ought to write short stories, Tuck.”

“I’m just telling you the way it was. Now, Millie was pleased with Beau’s performance—did I mention that the Longstreets have always been known as exceptional lovers?”

“I don’t believe you did.”

“Documented, through the ages,” Tucker assured her. He loved the way laughter brightened her eyes, softened her mouth. If he hadn’t had a story to tell, by God he would’ve made one up. “And Millie, being grateful for Beau’s stamina—and the extra five-dollar gold piece he’d left on the night stand, went on over to the window to wave him off. It was she who spotted Henry in the bushes with his flintlock loaded and ready. At just the right moment, Millie shouted a warning. The gun went off. Beau’s frock coat was singed at the arm, but his reflexes were keen. He pulled out his knife and sent it whipping into the brush where the shot had come from. Hit Henry dead in the pump, as my grandpappy used to say.”

“He was, of course, an expert at knife-throwing as well as lovemaking.”

“A man of many talents,” Tucker agreed. “And being a prudent man as well, he decided it best not to stay around Natchez and answer uncomfortable questions about a deed, a dead man, and an Arkansas Toothpick. Being a romantic, he took pretty young Millie out of that bawdy house, and they traveled to the delta.”

“And planted cotton.”

“Planted cotton, got rich, and had babies. It was their son who started building this house, in 1825.”

Caroline said nothing for a moment. It was much too easy to become caught up in the flow of his words, the easy rhythm of his voice. It’s not really the point—-how much is true and how much is made up, she decided. It’s all in the telling. She moved away from the window, acutely aware that he was about to touch her again, and less sure if she’d want to stop him. “I don’t know much of anything about my family history. And certainly nothing that goes back two hundred years.”

“We look back more than forward in the delta. History makes the best gossip. And tomorrow … well, tomorrow’s going to take care of itself anyway, isn’t it?”

He thought he heard her sigh, but the sound was so soft, it might have been silence.

“I’ve spent my whole life thinking about tomorrow—planning next month, next season. It must be the air here,” she said, and this time she did sigh. There was something wistful in the sound. “I’ve hardly thought of next week since I walked into my grandmother’s house. Haven’t wanted to, anyway,” she said, remembering the phone calls from her manager that she’d been dodging ever since she decided to come to Mississippi.

He had a strong urge to hold her—just to offer her the circle of his arms and the support of his shoulder. But he was afraid the gesture would spoil whatever was happening between them.

“Why are you unhappy, Caro?”

Surprised, she looked back at him. “I’m not.” But she knew it was only part of the truth. And part of the truth was a lie.

“I listen almost as well as I talk.” His hand was gentle as he touched her face. “Maybe you’ll try me sometime.”

“Maybe.” But she moved back, marking the distance. “Someone’s coming.”

Now he knew the time wasn’t right, and turned to the window again. “The dead doctor,” he said, and grinned. “Let’s go see if Josie set the table.”




chapter 11

In the county jail in Greenville with its scarred, ring-less toilet and graffiti-laced walls, Austin Hatinger sat on a board-hard bunk and stared at the bars of sunlight on the floor near his feet.

He knew why he was in a cell, like a common criminal, like an animal. He knew why he was forced to stare at bars, in a cage with filthy sayings painted on the sweaty walls.

It was because Beau Longstreet had been rich. He’d been a God-cursing rich planter and had tossed all his tainted money to his bastard children.

They were bastards, sure enough, Austin thought. Madeline might have worn that traitor’s ring on her finger, but in the eyes of God, she had belonged to only one man.

Beau hadn’t gone off to the stinking hole of Korea to serve his country and save good Christians from the Yellow Peril, but had stayed behind, in sin and comfort, to make more money. Austin had long suspected that Beau had tricked Madeline into marriage. Not that that excused her betrayal, but women were weak—weak of body, weak of will, weak of mind.

Without a strong guiding force—and the occasional back of the hand—they were prone to foolish behavior and to sin. God was his Witness that he’d done his best to keep Mavis on a straight path.

He’d married her in a blindness of despair, trapped by his own raging lust. “The woman thou gavest me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.” Oh, yes, Mavis had tempted him, and, weak of flesh, he had succumbed.

Austin knew that from Eve down, Satan spoke first to women in his smooth, seductive voice. They being more open to sin, they fell and with a wily heart took a man down with them.

But he’d been faithful to her. Only once in thirty-five years had he turned to another woman.

If there were times when, exercising his marital rights, plunging into Mavis, he felt, tasted, smelled Madeline in the dark, it was only the Lord’s way of reminding him what had belonged to him.

Madeline had pretended to be indifferent to him. He’d known, all those years ago he’d known, that she’d gone with Beau only to tease and torment him, as women did. She’d belonged to him. Only him. Her shocked denial when he’d made his declaration before shipping out to war had only been another pretense.

If it hadn’t been for Beau, she’d have been waiting for him when he’d returned. That had been the beginning of the end for him.

Hadn’t he worked his fingers raw, broken his back, sweated out his heart trying to make a decent life for the family he’d taken? And while he’d worked, and failed, sweated and lost ground, Beau had sat up in his fine white house and laughed.

And laughed.

But Beau hadn’t known. Despite all his money and his fine clothes and fancy cars, he’d never known that once, on a dusty day in high summer, when the air was thick and still, when the sky was baked white with heat, Austin Hatinger had taken what was his.

He remembered still how she’d looked that day. And the picture in his mind was so clear, his hands trembled and his blood pumped hard and hot.

She’d come to him, carrying a basket up to his porch, a big straw basket filled with charity for him, for his squawling son, for his wife who lay inside, sweating through the birthing of another child.

She’d been wearing a blue dress and a white hat that had a filmy blue scarf trailing from the crown. Madeline had always been one for floating scarves. Her dark hair was curled under the hat so that it framed the creamy skin of her face—skin she could pamper with the lotions Beau’s godless money could buy.

She’d looked like a spring morning, strolling up the dirt path to his sagging porch, her eyes soft and smiling, as if she didn’t see the poverty, the broken cinder-block steps, the dingy clothes hanging on the line, the scrawny chickens pecking in the dust.

Her voice had been so cool as she’d offered him that basket filled with cast-off clothes Beau’s money had bought for the babies he’d planted in Austin’s woman. He couldn’t hear past it, to the weak whine of his own wife calling to him that it was time to fetch the doctor.

He remembered how Madeline had started to go in, concerned for the woman who would never have laid in his bed at all if it hadn’t been for betrayal and deceit.

“You fetch the doctor, Austin,” she had said in that cool, spring-water voice. The kindness in her golden eyes burned a hole in his gut. “Hurry and fetch him, and I’ll stay with her and your little one.”

It wasn’t madness that had gripped him. No, Austin would never accept that. It was righteousness. Right and wrath had filled him when he had dragged Madeline off the porch. Truth had pounded through him when he had pulled her down to the dirt.

Oh, she’d pretended that she didn’t want him. She’d screamed and she’d fought, but it had all been a lie. He’d had the right, the God-given right to push himself into her. No matter that she’d worn a mask that had wept and pleaded, she’d recognized that right.

He’d emptied his seed into her, and all these years later, he could still remember the power of that release. The way his body had bucked and shuddered as the part of him that was a man flowed into her.

She’d stopped her weeping. While he’d rolled over in the dirt to stare up at that white sky, she had gotten up, gone away, and left him with the sound of triumph in his ears and the taste of bitterness on his tongue.

So he’d waited, day after day, night after night, for Beau to come. His second son had been born and his wife lay stony-faced in the bed, and Austin waited, his Winchester loaded and ready. And he’d ached with the need to kill.

But Beau had never come. He knew then that Madeline had kept their secret. And had doomed him.

Now Beau was dead. And Madeline. They were buried together in Blessed Peace Cemetery.

It was the son now, the son who had brought the circle twisting back. From generation to generation, he thought. The son had seduced and defiled his daughter. The girl was dead.

Retribution was his right. Retribution was his sword.

Austin blinked and focused on the bars of light again. Bars that came through bars. They had shifted with oncoming dusk. He’d been sitting in the past for more than two hours.

It was time to plan for today. In disgust he stared down at his loose blue pants. Prison clothes. He would be rid of them soon. He would get out. The Lord helped those who helped themselves, and he would find a way.

He would make his way back to Innocence and do what he should have done more than thirty years ago. He would kill the part of Beau that lived in his son.

And balance the scales.

Caroline stepped out onto the flower-decked patio and inhaled deeply of summer. The light was gentling, easing quietly toward dusk, and insects stirred in the grass. She had that smug, too-full feeling she’d forgotten could be so pleasant.

The meal had been more than platters of food served on old silver trays. It had been a slow, almost languorous pocket of time filled with scents and tastes and talk. Teddy had done magic tricks with his napkin and the flatware. Dwayne, passably sober, had displayed a remarkable talent for mimicry, moving from old standards like Jimmy Stewart to Jack Nicholson and on to locals like Junior Talbot.

Tucker and Josie had kept her laughing with rambling, often graphic stories of sex scandals, most of which were fifty or sixty years old.

So different, she thought now, from her own family dinners, where her mother would dictate the proper conversation and not a drop would spill on the starched damask cloth. Those dinners had been so stifling and lifeless—more like a corporate meeting than a family meal. The peccadilloes of ancestors would never have been discussed, nor would Georgia McNair Waverly have found it amusing to have a guest pluck a salad fork out of her bodice.

No indeed.

But Caroline had enjoyed the evening more than any she could remember, and was sorry it was nearly over.

“You look happy,” Tucker commented.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“It’s just nice to see, that’s all.” He took her hand, and what he felt when his fingers linked with hers was not so much resistance as uncertainty. “Want to walk?”

It was a pretty evening, a lovely spot, and her mood was mellow. “All right.”

It wasn’t really a walk, she thought as she wound through rosebushes and the heavy scent of gardenia. It was more of a meander. No hurry, no destination, no problems. She thought meander suited Tucker perfectly.

“Is that a lake?” she asked as she saw the glint of water in the last light of the sun.

“Sweetwater.” Obligingly he shifted directions. “Beau built his house there, on the south side of it. You can still see what’s left of the foundation.”

What Caroline saw was a scattering of stones. “What a view they had. Acres and acres of their own land. How does that feel?”

“I don’t know. It just is.”

Dissatisfied, she looked out over the wide, fiat fields of cotton. She was a child of the city, where even the wealthy held only squares of property and people crowded each other for space. “But to have all this.…”

“It has you.” It surprised him to say it, but he shrugged and finished the thought. “You can’t turn away from it, not when it’s been handed down to you. You can’t see it go fallow when you’re reminded that the Longstreets have held Sweetwater for the best part of two centuries.”

“Is that what you want? To turn away?”

“Maybe there are some places I’d like to see.” His shoulders moved again with a restlessness she recognized and hadn’t expected. “Then again, traveling’s complicated. It takes a lot of effort.”

“Don’t do that.”

The impatience in her voice nearly made him smile. “I haven’t done anything yet.” He skimmed a hand up her arm. “But I’m thinking about it.”

Frustrated, she broke away. “You know what I mean. One minute you act as though there might be something inside your mind other than a thought for the easiest way out. The next thing, you shut it off.”

“I never could see the point in taking the hard way.”

“What about the right way?”

It wasn’t often he came across a woman who wanted to discuss philosophy. Taking out a cigarette, Tucker settled into the conversation comfortably. “Well, what’s right for one isn’t necessarily right for the other. Dwayne went off and got a degree he’s never done a damn thing with, because he’d rather sit around and brood about how things should have been. Josie runs off and gets married, twice, flies off to anywhere at the drop of a hat, and always ends up back here pretending things are better than they can be.”

“What about you? What’s your way?”

“My way’s to take it as it comes. And yours …” He glanced back at her. “Yours is to figure out what’s coming before it gets here. That doesn’t make either of us wrong.”

“But if you figure it out, and it’s not the way you want it, you can change it.”

“You can try,” he agreed. “ ‘There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, rough-hew them how we will.’ ” He inhaled smoke. “Hamlet.”

Caroline could only stare. He was the last man on earth she’d have expected to hear quoting Shakespeare.

“You take that field there.” He put a companionable arm around her shoulders as he turned her. “Now, that cotton—all things being equal—is going to grow. That topsoil’s better than a foot deep and full of fertilizer. We spray off the goddamn weevils and when summer’s gone it’ll be harvested, bailed, trucked, and sold. And my worrying myself sick about whether all those things are gonna happen won’t help the situation one bit. Besides, I’ve got an overseer to do the worrying.”

“There has to be more to it than that—” she began.

“We’re taking this down to the basics, Caro. It gets planted, it gets harvested, and somewhere along the line it ends up in a pretty dress like the one you’re wearing tonight. Sure, I could sit up nights worrying whether we’re going to get enough rain, or too much rain. Whether the truckers are going on strike, or those dimwits up in Washington are going to fuck up again and shuck us into a depression. Or I can get myself a good night’s sleep. The results would be exactly the same.”

With a half laugh, she turned to him. “Why does that make sense?” She shook her head. “There has to be a flaw in that logic.”

“You let me know if you figure it out, but I think it holds solid. Let me give you another example. You won’t let me kiss you because you’re worried you might like it too much.”

Her brows shot up. “That’s incredibly egocentric. The reason could very well be that I’m sure I won’t like it at all.”

“Either way,” Tucker said agreeably as his arms slid around her waist. “You’re trying to figure out the answer before there’s a problem. That’s the kind of thing that brings on headaches.”

“Really?” Her voice was dry, and she kept her arms at her sides.

“Trust me, Caroline, I’ve made a study on it. It’s like standing on the edge of a swimming hole, worrying about the water being too cold. You’d be better off if somebody put a foot to your butt and pushed you in.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

His lips quirked in a grin. “I could tell you I was doing it for you, so you’d just fall in and stop thinking about the what-ifs. But the truth is—” He lowered his head. Something twisted inside her when his warm breath fluttered over her lips. “Thinking about this is keeping me up at night.” He gave her chin a playful nip. “And I need my sleep.”

Her body was stiff as his lips, light as moth wings, cruised over hers. Practiced seduction, she told herself as her heart began to thud. She hadn’t forgotten how clever some men were at exploiting a woman’s needs.

“You can kiss me back if you want to,” Tucker murmured against her mouth. “If you don’t, I’ll just please myself.”

First, he indulged in a lazy journey of her face, lips tracing along her temples, over her closed lids, down her cheeks. The gentleness in him was too ingrained for him to heed the urgency growing inside him to rush and take. Instead, he concentrated on her first faint shiver, on that gradual, glorious softening of her body against his. On the quickening of her breath as he slowly, quietly, brought his mouth back to hers.

And oh, it was nice, so nice, to feel that slow, female yielding, to hear that quick hitch of her breath, to smell her over the scent of water and shadows as he eased them both into the kiss.

This time her lips parted at the first touch. As he increased the pressure, degree by tormenting degree, her hands shot up to grip his arms. His last coherent thought was that the water wasn’t cold, but it was a hell of a lot deeper than he’d expected.

She couldn’t think at all, not with this steady roaring in her ears. She had grabbed him for balance, but no matter how desperately she clung, the world kept spinning. Caution had gone up in smoke. With a quick, helpless moan, she dived into the kiss.

His mouth drank and drew from hers. But it wasn’t enough. The taste was hot, honeyed, and he craved more. Tongue and teeth drove the kiss into greater intimacies. Still he ached.

He wasn’t supposed to ache over a kiss. His head wasn’t supposed to swim when she locked herself around him. He wasn’t supposed to tremble when she moaned out his name.

He knew what it was to want a woman. It was a natural, pleasurable part of being a man. It didn’t rip at you or carve a hole in your gut. It didn’t make your knees shake until you were afraid you’d fall down on them and beg.

He felt himself teeter on some high, thin edge. Self-preservation had him windmilling his arms and stumbling back before he could fall. Carefully, he put his hands on her shoulders and drew her away. His brow rested weakly against hers while he struggled to catch his breath.

Caroline let her unsteady hands stay at his hips. Gradually, through the mist of sensation, she forced her thoughts to surface and hold. It had simply been too long since she’d felt the comfort of an embrace, or tasted genuine desire on a man’s lips. Those were reasons enough to excuse losing herself for a moment.

But she was back now. The blood was no longer pounding in her head. She could hear the whirl and click of insects, the croak of frogs. The sweet three-note call of a whippoorwill.

The light was shadowed, caught in that final magic moment between day and night. Already day was losing, ebbing away, and taking the passionate heat with it.

“I guess we both could’ve been wrong,” Tucker said.

“About what?”

“You figuring you wouldn’t care for it, and me thinking that once I’d kissed you, I’d sleep better.” On a long breath, he lifted his head. “I gotta tell you, Caroline, wanting a woman’s always been a pleasure for me. Since I was fifteen and Laureen O’Hara and I wrestled off each other’s clothes in her daddy’s barn. You’re the first woman I’ve come across since that monumental day who’s complicated that pleasure.”

She wanted to believe him, wanted to believe that what he’d felt here was more difficult, more intimate, more dangerous than anything he’d felt before. And because she did believe him, she was frightened enough to shake him off.

“I think it would be best if we left it alone.”

His gaze flicked down to her lips, swollen and soft from his. “In a pig’s eyes,” he said mildly.

“I mean it, Tucker.” A trace of desperation crept into her voice. “I’ve just ended a destructive relationship and have no intention of starting another. And you … your life certainly has enough complications at the moment without adding another.”

“Normally I might agree with that. You know, your hair looks just like a halo in this light. Maybe I want a shot at redemption. The angel and the sinner. Christ knows, there’s just about that much difference between us.”

“That’s the most ridiculous—”

His hand shot out quickly, so quickly she swallowed the rest of her words as it fisted into her hair. This time when he spoke, the mild tone was lined with steel. “Something about you, Caroline. I don’t know what the hell it is, but it eats at me at the oddest times. There’s usually a good reason for a reaction like that. I figure it’ll come out sometime.”

“My time doesn’t flow the way yours does, Tucker.” She thought her voice was admirably calm, particularly when her heart was thudding in her throat. “In a few months I’ll be in Europe. A quick affair to pass a hot summer isn’t in my plans.”

The ghost of a smile lit his mouth. “You do make plans. I’ve noticed that about you.” He stepped forward and crushed her lips under his in a hard, brief kiss that rocked her back on her heels. “I’m going to have you, Caroline. Sooner or later we’re going to have the hell out of each other. I’ll try to leave the timing up to you.”

“That’s the most outrageously arrogant, despicably male statement I’ve ever heard.”

“Depends on your point of view,” he said affably. “I meant it as fair warning. But I don’t want to get you so riled up it spoils your digestion.” Clamping his hand over hers, he started back toward the house. Lightning bugs were glinting and dancing in the growing dark. “Why don’t we sit on the porch awhile?”

“I have no intention of sitting anywhere with you.”

“Now, honey, you talk like that, I’m going to think you find me irresistible.”

Her quick hoot of laughter made him grin. “The day I can’t resist some self-styled delta Don Juan—”

He gave a hoot of his own and scooped her off her feet to swing her in a circle. “I’m crazy about that sassy mouth of yours.” He gave it an enthusiastic kiss. “I bet you went to one of those fancy finishing schools in Switzerland.”

“I did not, and put me down.” She squirmed for a minute. “I mean it, Tucker. Someone’s coming.”

He didn’t put her down, but he did look across the lawn. A pair of headlights were coming fast. “I guess we’ll just mosey on over and see who’s calling.”

He carried her to the drive as much to fluster her as for the pleasure of having that long, slim body cupped in his arms. And he figured once she got over being irritated by it, she’d see the romance.

“First star’s out,” he said conversationally, and she made a sound suspiciously like a growl.

“You know, you don’t weigh much more than a sack full of flour. Feel a lot nicer though.”

“The man’s a poet,” Caroline said between her teeth, and wished she didn’t see the humor of it.

He couldn’t resist. “ ‘Fair as a star, when only one is shining in the sky.’ ” He sent her a smile. “I guess Wordsworth said it better, huh?”

Before she could think of a proper response, he set her on her feet, gave her bottom a friendly pat, then waved at Bobby Lee, who was scrambling out of his rusting Cutlass.

“Hey, boy, shouldn’t you be out sparking Marvella?”

“Tucker.” Bobby Lee pushed a hand through his drooping pompadour. In the headlights he’d neglected to turn off, his face was pale with fear or excitement. “I rode on out as soon as I finished.” He nodded belatedly to Caroline. “Evening, Miz Waverly.”

“Hello, Bobby Lee. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to thank Della again for dinner before I leave.”

She hadn’t even taken the first step when Tucker captured her hand. “It’s early yet. What brings you out?” he asked Bobby Lee.

“Junior brought in your car this afternoon. Holy Jesus. It sure was a mess, Tucker.”

Tucker grimaced and touched fingers gingerly to his bandaged head. “Yeah, it’s a heartbreaker, all right. Barely had five thousand miles on her. Frame’s bent, then?”

“Well, yeah. Bent to shit—excuse me, ma’am. We saw that soon as we had her up on the lift. We figured you’d have to have her hauled down to Jackson, but seeing as we haven’t had a real good wreck come through since Bucky Larsson creamed his Buick out on sixty-one during that ice storm last January, we wanted a look-see.”

Tucker settled his hip against the Cutlass. “That Buick looked like it’d been run over by a tank when you towed it in. Never could figure out how Bucky got off with only a broken collar bone and eighteen stitches.”

“Gets a queer look in his eyes sometimes,” Bobby Lee added. “ ’Course he always did, now that I think on it.”

Tucker nodded. “His mama was spooked by a nest of copperheads when she was carrying him. Might have addled him.”

Caroline no longer felt the urge to leave. But she did have to resist the urge to cup her head in her hands and bray with laughter. “You came all this way to tell Tucker his car’s wrecked?”

The two men looked over at her with identical expressions of puzzlement. To them it was obvious Bobby Lee was only setting the stage for whatever he’d come to say.

“No, ma’am,” he said politely. “I come out to tell Tucker how his car come to be wrecked. Tucker here drives slick as spit. Everybody knows that.”

“Thanks, Bobby Lee.”

“Just telling it like it is. Well, the thing is, Junior mentioned as to how there wasn’t no skid marks or nothing.”

“Brakes were out.”

“Yeah. He said. So I got to thinking, and when Junior’s old lady kept calling, complaining how he’d promised to take her and the baby on down to Greenville for spaghetti, I told him I’d stay to watch the station. It’s quiet on Sundays anyhow, so I figured I’d take a look at those brakes for you.”

He pulled a piece of Double Bubble from his pocket, unwrapped it, and popped it into his mouth. “I took a good look at the lines, and at the hydraulics for the power steering, too. Might not’ve seen it if I hadn’t been so curious. But I did.”

“See what?” Caroline demanded when Tucker seemed content to let the silence hang.

“Holes poked through the lines. Not rotted or nothing like that, but poked through. Like with an awl, or maybe an ice pick. Fluid would’ve dribbled on out. That’s how your wheel seized up on you, see? You could’ve wrestled with it if you’da been expecting it, but coming up to a curve at a clip, well, the car’s gonna keep going dead ahead. Then you hit the brakes and they’re useless as tits on a bull. Beg your pardon, Miz Waverly.”

“My God.” Her fingers dug into Tucker’s arm. “Are you saying someone deliberately sabotaged the car? He could’ve been killed.”

“Could’ve,” Bobby Lee agreed. “But more like busted up some. Everybody ’round here knows Tucker handles a car as good as those Formula One guys.”

“I appreciate your coming down to tell me.” Tucker flipped his cigarette away, his eyes following the arch of spark. He was angry, blood-pumping angry, and needed to sit on it awhile. “You going by to see Marvella this evening?”

“I was planning on it.”

“Then you go on and tell the sheriff what you told me. But nobody else, hear? Don’t tell anybody else.”

“If that’s the way you want it.”

“For now. I’d be obliged if we keep it just like that for now. Get on back to town before Marvella lays into you for being so late.”

“Guess I will. Be seeing you, Tucker. Evening, Miz Waverly.”

Caroline didn’t speak until the Cutlass’s taillights winked off at the end of the drive. “He could’ve made a mistake. He’s just a boy.”

“He’s one of the best mechanics in the county. Makes sense anyway. If I hadn’t had my brains rattled, I’d’ve seen it myself. I just have to figure out who’s riled enough to give me trouble.”

“Trouble?” Caroline echoed. “Tucker, I don’t care what Bobby Lee believes about your superhuman skill with a car, you might have been seriously hurt, even killed.”

“You worried about me, sugar?” Though his mind was working in other directions, he smiled and ran his hands up and down her arms. “I like it.”

“Don’t be such a jerk.”

“Now, don’t get mad, Caro. Though God knows I like the look of you when you get heated up.”

Her voice chilled. “I’m not going to stand here while you pat me on the head and put me off like a helpless female. I’m offering to help you.”

“That’s sweet of you. No—” He grabbed her as she swore and swung away. “I mean it. It’s just that until I sift the whole thing through, there’s nothing to help with.”

“It’s obvious to me that it had to be someone close to Edda Lou Hatinger.” She tossed her head. “Unless, of course, you’ve got a list of jealous husbands you need to consider.”

“I don’t date married ladies. Except that once,” he began, and caught her look. “Never mind. Austin’s in jail, and I can’t picture poor old Mavis scooting under my car with an ice pick.”

Caroline angled her chin. “She had brothers.”

“True enough.” Tucker’s lips pursed as he considered. “Vernon wouldn’t know a crankshaft from a fence post. He’s not the sly kind either. More open, like his daddy. And young Cy … there’s no meanness in him that I’ve ever seen.”

“They could have hired someone.”

Tucker snorted. “With what?” Gently, he pressed his lips to her temple. “Don’t fret, honey, I’m going to sleep on it.”

Staring, she stepped back. “I think you could,” she said slowly. “I believe you could actually close your eyes and sleep like a baby, even after this.”

“I already wrecked my car and banged my head,” he pointed out. “I don’t see why whoever did this should have the pleasure of keeping me from sleeping, too.” He got that look in his eye she was beginning to recognize. That gleam that sent off warning signals in her brain and flutters in her heart. “The only thing keeping me up at night is you. Now, if we were to …” He trailed off as another set of headlights bounced down the drive. “Christ almighty, we’re doing big business tonight.”

“I’m going now,” Caroline said decisively. “I’ll call Della tomorrow and thank her.”

“Just hold on.” He was trying to make out the type of car. All he could tell for sure was that its muffler had parted ways sometime before. The noise was enough to wake the dead. It was difficult to believe that the sedate black Lincoln that came to a rocky stop in back of Caroline’s BMW could be so rude.

When the door opened and a small white-haired woman in a tie-dyed T-shirt, blue jeans, and army boots stepped out, Tucker broke into a hoot and a grin.

“Cousin Lulu.”

“That you, Tucker?” She had a voice like a freight train, loud and rattly and full of dust. “What are you doing over there in the dark with that girl?”

“Less than I’d like to.” He was beside Lulu in two strides, bending himself nearly in half to kiss her powdered, paper-thin cheek. “Pretty as ever,” he pronounced, and she giggled and swatted him.

“You’re the pretty one. Look more like your ma than she did herself. You, you there.” She signaled to Caroline with one bony finger. “Come on over where I can see you.”

“Don’t you scare her off,” Tucker warned. “Cousin Lulu, this is Caroline Waverly.”

“Waverly, Waverly. Not from these parts.” She cast her bright bird’s eyes up and down. “Not your usual type either. Tucker. Doesn’t look top-heavy or pin-headed.”

Caroline thought about it. “Thank you.”

“Yankee!” Lulu set up a screech that could have shattered crystal. “Christ in a sidecar, she’s a Yankee.”

“Only half,” Tucker said quickly. “She’s Miss Edith’s granddaughter.”

Lulu’s eves narrowed. “Edith McNair? George and Edith?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Caroline said with her tongue in her cheek. “I’m staying the summer in my grandparents’ house.”

“Dead, aren’t they? Yes, they’re dead, but they were Mississippians born and bred, so that counts for something. That your hair, girl, or a wig?”

“My …” Automatically, Caroline lifted a hand to her hair. “It’s my hair.”

“Good. Don’t trust bald-headed women any more than I trust Yankees. So we’ll see. Tucker, you take my cases in and get me a brandy. I need you to call that Talbot boy about my car. Lost my muffler somewhere in Tennessee. Maybe it was Arkansas.” She paused at the base of the steps. “Well, come on, girl.”

“I was … I was just leaving.”

“Tucker, you tell that girl when I offer to have a brandy with a Yankee, that Yankee better drink.”

With that, Lulu clumped up the steps in her army boots.

“She’s something, isn’t she?” Tucker asked as he switched off the purring ignition.

“Something,” Caroline agreed, and decided she could use a brandy at that.




chapter 12

Cy Hatinger’s palms were sweating. The rest of him wasn’t exactly Arrid-dry either, as they said in the commercials. His armpits dripped, despite his conscientious use of Ban Roll-On. He had hair there now, had for the best part of a year. Between his legs, too. The fact both thrilled and embarrassed him.

His sweat was the sweat of youth, clear and mostly inoffensive. It came from a combination of the thick morning heat and his own fear and excitement. What he was doing would bring his father’s holy, belt-flashing wrath down on him.

He was going to ask the Longstreets for work. Of course, his father was in jail, and that comforted him some. The fact that it did brought on hot little flashes of guilt that made him sweat more.

Aren’t you glad you use Dial? he thought. Don’t you wish everybody did?

He didn’t know why he was thinking in commercials, unless it was because his mother left the flickering old TV on day and night. For company, she would say, wringing her hands and looking at him dully out of red-rimmed eyes. She cried just about all the time now, and hardly seemed aware of him or Ruthanne at all.

He might come across her sitting on the sagging and faded sofa. Still in her bathrobe in the middle of the day, a basket of laundry at her feet while she sniffled and watched Days of Our Lives. At this point Cy wasn’t sure the tears were for herself or in sympathy for the trials and tribulations of the people in that mythical town of Salem.

To Cy the Hortons and the Bradys of Salem were more real than his mother, who wandered the house like a ghost each night while the TV droned on through Leno’s monologue or reruns of sitcoms or commercials for gadgets like the Clapper, that magical boon to society that allowed you to turn on lights or turn off TVs and all you had to do was applaud.

It was like congratulating an electrical appliance, and Cy found it creepy.

He could imagine his mother with one, weeping in the front room and clapping her hands together while the lights jumped and the TV flipped on.

“Thank you, thank you,” the dusty screen would say. “And for my next number, here’s the Reverend Samuel Harris to show all you sinners the way through those gates of paradise.”

Oh, yes, his mama was right fond of all those religion programs with their hypnotic-voiced Reverend this or that, shouting down sin and bartering salvation for social security checks.

After he’d come home from fishing with Jim the day before, he’d followed the sound of organ music and hallelujahs through the kitchen and into the front room, where his mother stared glassy-eyed at the screen. It had scared him more than a little, because for a minute—just a minute—the face of the TV preacher had become his father’s face, and his father’s all-seeing eyes had stared right at him.

“Got hair between your legs and evil thoughts in your mind,” his father had accused. “The next step is fornication. Fornication! It’s Satan’s tool between your legs, boy.”

As he walked along the dusty verge of the road, Cy adjusted Satan’s tool, which seemed to have shriveled up in memory of his father’s voice.

His father couldn’t see him, Cy reminded himself, and swiped his forearm over his sweaty brow. He was in jail and would likely stay there for a while. Just like A.J., who had gone from shoplifting packs of cigarettes and Mars Bars to grand theft auto. The minute the cell doors had clanged shut behind his oldest brother, his father had said he’d no longer had a son named Austin Joseph. Now that his father was in the same kind of pickle, Cy wondered if that meant he no longer had a father.

The sweet relief of that possibility had another flash of guilt slicing through his gut.

He wasn’t going to think of his father. He was going to think of getting this job. Cy knew his mother would have forbidden him to set foot on Sweetwater. That pale, pasty look would have come over her face—the look she got when his daddy decided she needed punishment.

What sins had his mother committed? Cy asked himself as his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. What sins that needed to be washed away in her own blood?

And when black eyes or split lips or bruised ribs had saved her from Satan, she would tell the neighbors how she’d fallen. If the sheriff came by, she would get that horrible, terrified smile on her face and insist, over and over, that she’d taken a tumble down the porch steps.

No matter how often or how viciously those thick fists rained down on her, his ma would stay at his daddy’s side.

So Cy knew she would have forbidden him to go to Sweetwater. That was why he hadn’t told her.

She noticed so little these days, outside her television world and those whining calls to the lawyer, that Cy had had no problem slipping out of the house that morning. He hadn’t even hurried down the hardpack, knowing if she looked out and saw him walking down the road, her eyes would flick over him, then flick back to the screen.

After three miles on the hardpack, he’d hit the gravel on Gooseneck Road, and had been lucky enough to catch a ride for two miles with old Hartford Pruett in the cab of his Chevy pick-up. That left a four-mile walk to Sweetwater.

He’d worked up a powerful thirst by the time he reached the crushed mailbox and splintered pole at the McNair place. He could feel the heat beating up through the soles of his shoes. His throat was dry as a picked bone. Through the morning silence he could hear Jim’s daddy singing about the sweet by and by.

The longing rushed through him so fast he could only stand helpless. He knew—because Jim had told him—that his friend had felt his daddy’s big, callused hand across his butt. He knew that once when Jim had been four and had wandered off into the swamp, his daddy had found him and had laid a switch across his legs that had made the young Jim dance a jig all the way home.

But Jim’s father had never come wheeling down with his fists or locked Jim in his room for two full days with nothing but bread and water. According to him, his daddy had never once, not once, raised a hand to his ma.

And he had seen for himself the way Toby’s hand could come down to lay gently, and somehow proudly, on Jim’s shoulder. The way they would walk off together with fishing rods over their shoulders. And even though they weren’t touching, you could tell they were.

His throat ached miserably, and Cy fought back an urge to walk down the lane to watch Jim and his daddy slap paint on the boards of Miss Edith’s place. He knew Toby would turn and smile, his teeth white as the moon against his dark skin—skin scarred by Cy’s own father nearly twenty years before.

“Look who’s here, Jim,” he would say. “Looks to me like that boy’s ready to paint. We got us some nice tomato sandwiches for lunch. If you was to pick up a brush and get to work, might be I’d find one for you.”

Cy yearned toward the lane. He could almost feel his body lean toward it even as his feet stayed planted on the glass-splattered hardtop.

No son of mine is going to run with niggers. Austin’s voice cut through Cy’s mind like a rusty blade. If the Lord wanted us to truck with them, he’d’ve made them white.

But it wasn’t that which had Cy turning away from the lane. It was the knowledge that if he spent the morning painting and eating tomato sandwiches with Jim and his daddy, he would never work up the nerve to walk the last mile to Sweetwater.

His faded checked shirt was clinging to his skin by the time he turned through the iron gates. He’d walked nearly eight miles in the steadily spiraling heat, and wished now he’d taken the time for breakfast. His stomach growled ominously one minute, then churned the next, turning his sweat cold with nausea.

Cy took a faded bandanna out of his back pocket and swiped at his face and neck. Maybe it was best he hadn’t had that breakfast, because he was pretty sure if there was anything in his stomach, it would be coming up quick. He’d missed supper the night before, too, half sick on his share of a lemon pie he’d gorged on at the fishing hole.

The thought of that lemon pie had his stomach rising. It took two hard swallows to settle it down again. He looked longingly at the cool green grass beyond the line of magnolias. He could just stretch out there a minute, press his hot face into that sweet grass.

But he thought someone might see him, and he’d never get the job.

He put one foot in front of the other.

He’d seen Sweetwater only a time or two before. Sometimes he thought he’d imagined how grand it was, with its white walls and tall, winking windows. But it was never as grand in his imagination as it was in reality. The thought that people lived there, ate and slept there, was an amazement to Cy, who had lived his whole life in a cramped shack with a dirt yard.

Light-headed from heat and hunger, Cy stared at the house as the sun splashed on those white walls and winking windows. Vapors shimmering up from the gravel made it look as though it were underwater. An underwater palace, he thought, and had some vague recollection of reading about mermen and mermaids who lived under the sea.

He felt as if he were walking through water. His steps were slow and sluggish and the air he breathed in was like thick, warm liquid that filled up his throat instead of soothing it, A little nervous, he looked down at his feet and wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed to see his cracked and dusty shoes instead of a shiny green tail.

The scent of flowers was strong as he rounded the peony bed where his father had recently kicked the shit out of Tucker.

Cy hoped Miss Della would come to the door. He liked Miss Della with her wild red hair and colorful jewelry. She’d given him a quarter once just for carrying her bags from the market to her car. And since Miss Della had thick muscles in her arms, Cy knew she could have carried them herself and saved her quarter.

If she came to the door, she might tell him to come on around back. When he got around to the kitchen, she’d give him a cold glass of lemonade, and maybe a biscuit. Then he would thank her, real polite, and ask her if Lucius Gunn was about, so he could ask the overseer about work.

A little dazed, he found himself on the porch, facing the big carved door with its polished brass knocker. He licked his dry lips, lifted his hand.

The door swung open before he’d reached the knocker. Standing in front of him wasn’t Miss Della but a small, elderly lady who wore orange lipstick and what looked like an eagle feather in her hair. Cy didn’t know that the shiny stones around her crepy neck were Russian diamonds. Her feet were bare, and she carried a set of bongos.

“My great-granddaddy on my mama’s side was half Chickasaw,” Lulu told the gaping Cy. “Might have been a time when my ancestors scalped the hell out of yours.”

“Yes’m,” Cy said for lack of anything better.

Lulu’s orange-slicked mouth curved. “You sure do have a fine head of hair on you, boy.” She threw back her head and let out with a screeching warwhoop that had Cy stumbling back.

“I just—I just—I just—” was all Cy managed to get out.

“Cousin Lulu, you’re scaring the spit out of that boy.” Tucker strolled up to the door, his grin indulgent. “She’s only fooling.” It took him a moment to place the boy, then most of the grin faded. “What can I do for you, Cy?”

“I … I came down looking for work,” he said, then pitched forward in a dead faint.

Something was dripping down Cy’s temples as he surfaced. For a horrible moment he thought it was his own blood from where the crazy woman had scalped him. He struggled weakly against the syrupy world of unconsciousness and tried to sit up.

“Just hold on, boy.”

It was Miss Della’s voice, and Cy was so relieved to hear it that he nearly floated off again. But she slapped her hand lightly against his cheeks until he opened his eyes.

She was wearing painted wooden earrings in the shape of parrots. Cy watched them swing as she cooled his face with a damp cloth.

“Passed clean out,” she told him cheerfully. “Tucker hadn’t been quick enough to catch you, you’d’ve bashed your head good on the porch.” Cupping a hand behind his neck, she lifted a glass to his lips. “I was coming down the steps and saw it myself. Don’t believe Tucker’s moved that fast since his daddy found out he broke one of the panes in the sun room.”

From over the back of the sofa Lulu leaned down, nearly into his face. She smelled like a lilac bush, Cy discovered.

“Didn’t mean to scare you green, boy.”

“No, ma’am. I was just … I think I had too much sun is all.”

Hearing the mortification in the boy’s voice, Tucker stepped forward. “Stop fussing over him. He’s not the first one to pass out in this house.”

Della turned to spit at him, but caught the gentle warning in Tucker’s eye and understood. “I got work to do. Cousin Lulu, I’d be obliged if you’d come up with me. I’m thinking of changing the curtains in the Rose Room.”

“Don’t see why.” But Lulu was interested enough to tag along.

When they were alone, Tucker sat down on the coffee table. “Cousin Lulu’s developed an interest in her Indian heritage.”

“Yes, sir.” Since Cy felt he’d humiliated himself beyond redemption, he got shakily to his feet. “I guess I’d best get on.”

Tucker looked up at the pale face with its two flags of embarrassment riding high on bony cheeks. “You came a long way to talk about work.” Best part of ten miles, Tucker thought. Christ in a sidecar, had the boy hoofed it in all this heat? “Why don’t you come on back with me to the kitchen? I was about to get some breakfast. You can join me and say your piece.”

Cy felt a splinter of hope prick through the haze. “Yes, sir. I’d be obliged.”

He did his best not to gawk as he followed Tucker down the hallway with its gleaming floors. There were paintings on the walls, richer, more elegant than anything he’d seen before. He had an urge to touch one but kept his hands close to his sides.

In the kitchen with its rose-colored counters and shiny white tiles, the light was golden and cool.

Cy’s stomach juices started churning the minute Tucker opened the door of the Whirlpool refrigerator and revealed shelf after shelf of food. When he took out a platter of ham, Cy’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.

“Have a seat while I fry some of this up.”

Cy would have eaten it cold. Hell, he’d have eaten it raw, but he choked down the whimper and sat. “Yes, sir.”

“I believe we’ve got some biscuits around here, too. You want coffee or a Coke?”

Cy rubbed his damp hands on his thighs. “A Coke’d be fine, thank you, Mr. Longstreet.”

“I expect you can call me Tucker since you fainted on my porch.” Tucker popped the top on a chilled sixteen-ounce bottle and set it in front of Cy.

By the time he’d tossed a couple of slices of ham in a skillet, Cy had downed half the bottle. A belch erupted out of him and had his pale face going red as an American Beauty rose.

“Beg pardon,” he muttered, and Tucker bit back a chuckle.

“Them bubbles work on a man.” As the ham began to sizzle, tormenting Cy with its aroma, Tucker tossed him a cold biscuit. “Sop some of them up with that. I’m going to heat the rest up in this atomic oven. If I can figure it out.”

While Tucker pondered over the microwave, Cy devoured the biscuit in two famished bites. Tucker caught the act out of the corner of his eye and decided to add eggs to the ham. The boy was eating like a starved wolf.

The eggs were a little runny in the center and singed on the edges, but Cy’s eyes rounded with gratitude when Tucker set the plate in front of him.

As they ate, he studied the boy who was plowing through ham and eggs.

Good-looking kid, Tucker mused. For some reason Cy reminded him of a picture of the apostle John in the family Bible. Young and frail and lit with some inner light. But he was thin as a rail—not just teenage gangly, but painfully thin, his elbow sharp edges, his wrists like sticks. What the hell was that bastard doing? he wondered. Starving his kids into heaven?

Patient, he waited until Cy had mopped up every trace of egg.

“So, you’re looking for work,” Tucker began, and Cy nodded, his mouth still full. “Anything particular in mind?”

Cy swallowed gamefully. “Yes, sir. Heard you were hiring on for the fields.”

“Lucius is pretty much in charge of hiring field hands,” Tucker said. “He’s gone to Jackson for a day or two.”

Cy felt the strength the good food had put back into him waver. He’d come all this way, only to be told to go home and try again.

“Maybe you could tell me if you’re hiring.”

Tucker knew they were, but there was no way in hell he was putting this pale, hollow-eyed boy with pencil-thin arms out in a cotton field. He started to tell him they had all the hands they needed, but something in those dark, shadowed eyes stopped him.

This was Edda Lou’s brother, he reminded himself. Austin’s son. The last thing in this world he needed was to hire on a Hatinger. Christ knew, he had no business caring about one. But those eyes stayed steady on his, full of hope and despair and painful youth.

“You know how to ride a tractor?”

The hope began to deepen. “Yes, sir.”

“Can you tell the difference between a weed and a pansy?”

“I think so.”

“Can you swing a hammer without hitting your thumb?”

Unexpectedly, Cy felt his lips twitch. “Most times.”

“What I need is something more than a field hand. I need somebody to keep things up around here. What you might call a man of all work.”

“I—I can do anything you want.”

Tucker took out a cigarette. “I can give you four an hour,” he said, and pretended not to hear Cy’s sputter of amazement. “And Della’d give you your lunch at noon. Or thereabouts. You can take your time eating, but I expect you to watch the clock. I don’t pay you for munching on corn bread.”

“I won’t cheat you, Mr. Longstreet—Mr. Tucker. I swear it.”

“No. I don’t expect you will.” The boy was as unlike the rest of his family as day to night. Tucker had to wonder how such things happened. “You can start now if you want to.”

“Sure I can.” Cy was already pushing back from the table. “I’ll be here every day, first thing. And I can …” He trailed off as he remembered Edda’s Lou’s funeral the next day. “I—ah—tomorrow …”

“I know.” It was all Tucker could think of to say. “You do this little job for me today, then come on back Wednesday, and that’ll be fine.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll be here. I sure will.”

“Come on out here.” Tucker led him out the door and across the patio, over the green lawn to a shed. After rapping on the side a few times in case any snakes were napping inside, Tucker pulled open the door. Its hinges squeaked like old bones. “I expect you ought to oil those sometime,” Tucker said absently.

He was struck with the scent here, the damp richness of peat that brought back memories of his mother turning it into the ground as she planted. What he was looking for was tilted against the shed wall opposite the garden spades and hoes and pruning sheers. Grinning to himself, Tucker dragged out his old ten-speed Schwinn.

Both tires were dead flat, but there was a pump, and there were patches. The chain needed oiling worse than the hinges on the shed door, and the seat had developed a nice coating of mold.

Tucker flicked back the lever of the bell bolted to the handlebars. It jingled. He could see himself flying down the blacktop toward Innocence—he’d driven fast even then—eating up the miles toward cherry Popsicles and fountain Cokes. The sun at his back, and his whole life ahead.

“I want you to clean this up for me.”

“Yes, sir.” Cy touched a reverent hand to the handlebars. He’d had a bike once, a wobbly second-hander he’d bartered for with a flute he’d carved out of a birch branch. Then one afternoon he’d forgotten and left it in the driveway and his father had crushed it flat with his pick-up.

That’ll teach you to put your trust in worldly goods.

“Then I want you to keep it in tune for me,” Tucker was saying, and Cy forced himself back. “A good bike’s like a good—” Shit, he’d almost said woman. “Horse. Needs to be ridden well and ridden often. I figure riding this back and forth from your place to here every day ought to do it.”

Cy’s mouth opened and closed twice. “You want me to ride it?” Cy let his hand fall away from the handlebars. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“You don’t ride a bike?”

“Yes, sir, I can ride one, but … It don’t seem right.”

“I don’t think walking close to twenty miles a day and fainting on my porch is right either.” He put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “I’ve got the bike, I’m not using it. If you’re going to work for me, you can’t balk on the first thing I ask you.”

“No, sir.” Cy wet his lips. “If my daddy finds out, he’ll be awful mad.”

“You look like a smart boy. A smart boy oughta know where he could pull a bike like this off the road someplace close to home, where nobody’d pay much attention to it.”

Cy thought of the culvert under Dead Possum Lane where he and Jim used to play soldier. “I guess that’s true.”

“Fine. Everything you need should be in the shed. Otherwise, ask Della or me. Mark your time. Payday’s on Friday.”

Cy watched Tucker’s retreating back, then looked down at the dull flecks of blue paint under the grime on the cross bars of the Schwinn.

Three hours later, after he’d finished all the busy work Tucker could think of on such short notice, Cy was cruising down the blacktop. The ten-speed wasn’t the slick racing machine it had been in Tucker’s day, but for Cy it was a steed, a stallion, a wind-dancing Pegasus.

This time when he got to the lane leading to the McNair place, he turned in. He tilted dangerously on the gravel, muttered “Whoa, boy” to his trusty mount, and managed to keep upright.

He saw Jim and his daddy, each perched on extension ladders that leaned against the side of the house. Fresh blue paint glistened. Halfway down the lane, he couldn’t hold back and let out a hoot and a holler.

Jim’s paintbrush stopped in midair. “Holy crow, lookit what Cy’s got. Where’d you get that?” he shouted. “You steal it or something?”

“Heck, no.” He stopped the bike just short of running over some of the petunias—he was a little out of practice. “It’s like a loan of transportation.” Sliding off, he toed down the kickstand. “I got me a job over to Sweetwater.”

“No shit?” Jim said before he remembered his father. His slip earned him a halfhearted bop on the head. “Sorry.” But he was still grinning down at Cy. “You working the fields?”

“Nuh-uh. Mr. Tucker said I was going to be his man of all work, and he’s paying me four an hour.”

“No … fooling?”

“Honest to God. And he said—”

“Hold on. God be patient.” Toby shook his head. “You two going to stand around shouting all day? Miz Waverly’ll send us packing.”

“No, she won’t.” Amused by the whole scene, Caroline stuck her head out of the window between father and son. “But it seems to me it’s a good time to take a break. I’ve been waiting all day for you to offer me another cup of your wife’s lemonade.”

“I’d be pleased to. Jim, you go on down. Mind your step.” The truth was, Toby wanted to see what was doing himself.

By the time he got down, Jim was already ooing over the Schwinn. Toby went to get the two-gallon cooler while Cy related his adventure.

“Fainted?” Jim said, mightily impressed. “Right there on the porch?”

Caroline stepped through the screen door in time to hear. Her brows drew together. She listened, murmuring an absent thanks to Toby as he handed her a paper cup filled with tart lemonade. Tucker had hired the boy, she thought in amazement. As a—for heaven’s sake—man of all work. Chores Tucker was to lazy to do himself, she decided. The child was stick-thin and hollow-eyed. She’d been much the same herself not so long ago, and she felt pangs of empathy and annoyance.

“That boy has no business working,” she said under her breath.

“Oh, I expect he’d like some pocket money,” Toby said easily.

“He looks like he could use a hot meal more.” She started to call out, prepared to fix the child a late lunch herself. “What’s his name?”

“He’s Cy, Miz Waverly. Cy Hatinger.”

Her blood froze. “Hatinger?”

Toby’s eyes flicked away from the appalled look in hers. “He ain’t nothing like his daddy, Miz Waverly.” In an old habit, Toby ran a fingertip down the scar on his cheek. “He’s a good boy. Hope you don’t think I’m overstepping, but I’m partial to him. He’s a good friend to Jim.”

Caroline struggled with her conscience. He was a child, after all. She had no business having this urge to shout him off her land only because he carried the Hatinger name. And Hatinger blood.

The bike’s bell jingled as Cy and Jim took turns ringing it.

The sins of the fathers. That had been Austin’s quote. And his threat. She didn’t believe it, not when she looked out at the thin-faced boy who smiled like a dreamy angel.

“Cy.”

His head came up, not like an angel’s but like a wolf’s—fast and wary. “Ma’am?”

“I was about to fix myself some lunch. Would you like some?”

“No, ma’am, thank you, ma’am. I had me some breakfast down to Sweetwater. Mr. Tucker, he fixed me up ham and eggs himself.”

“He … I see.” But she didn’t see at all. Beside her, Toby let out a bellow of laughter.

“Tuck cooked, you ate, and you’re still standing? Boy, you must have a cast-iron stomach.”

“He cooked it good. He has this microwave. He put biscuits in and quick as you blink they came out again steaming.” Revving up, Cy went on about how he was going to get lunch fixed for him every day by Miss Della, and about the loan of the bike, and how Mr. Tucker had given him two dollars in advance already.

“And he said I should spend it as I pleased—as was a man’s privilege with his first pay—long as it wasn’t on whiskey and women.” He flushed a little and shot a look at Caroline. “He was only kidding.”

Caroline smiled. “I’m sure you’re right.”

Cy thought she was the prettiest female he’d ever seen. He was afraid if he kept looking at her, his old tool of Satan would start to twitch. So he looked at the ground. “I’m awful sorry about how my daddy shot out your windows.”

Caroline hated to see his thin shoulders go tense that way. “They’re all fixed now, Cy.”

“Yes’m.” He was going to say something, maybe offer her the two dollars for the damage, but he heard the car. Seconds before any of the others heard the sound of the engine slowing, the whisper of gravel under tires, he turned. “It’s that FBI man,” Cy said, his voice expressionless.

They all watched in silence as Matthew Burns drove up and stopped at the end of the lane.

He wasn’t terribly pleased to come across the crowd. He’d hoped to find her alone so that they could have a leisurely chat. But he fixed a pleasant enough smile on his face as he stepped from the car.

“Good afternoon, Caroline.”

“Hello, Matthew. What can I do for you?”

“Nothing official. I had an hour free, and thought I’d drop by to see how you were.”

“I’m fine.” But she knew that wouldn’t be enough. “Would you like some iced tea?”

“That would be wonderful.” He stopped by the bike where Cy had his eyes planted firmly on the ground. “You’re the young Hatinger boy, correct?”

“Yes sir.” Cy remembered Burns coming out to the house, trying to get some sense out of Ma while she wept into her apron. “I’d best be getting home.”

“Come on, Jim. Let’s get back to work.”

“I wish you’d take a longer break, Toby. It’s so hot.”

“Toby?” Matthew’s gaze sharpened on the broad-shouldered black man. “Toby March?”

Muscles tensed, Toby nodded. “That’s right.”

“Coincidentally, your name’s on my list to be interviewed. That scar on your face. Hatinger gave that to you?”

“Matthew,” Caroline said, appalled, her gaze locking on Cy’s face.

“I gotta go,” Cy said again, quickly. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, Jim.” He hopped on the bike and pedaled furiously.

“Matthew, did you have to do that with the child here?”

Burns spread his hands. “In a town like this, I’m sure the boy knows already. Now, Mr. March, if you have a moment.”

“Jim, you go on around and scrape that window trim.”

“But, Daddy—”

“Do as I say.”

Head down, shoulders slumped, Jim obeyed.

“You wanted to ask me a question, Mr. Burns.”

“Agent Burns. Yes. About your scar.”

“I’ve had it going on twenty years, from when Austin Hatinger come down on me for being a thief.” Toby bent to lift an unopened bucket of paint and turned it back and forth in his broad hands.

“He accused you of stealing.”

“He said I took some rope from his place. But I never took nothing wasn’t mine in my life.”

“And there’ve been hard feelings between you since.”

Toby continued to shift the can. Caroline could hear the paint slop gently inside. “We ain’t been what you’d call neighborly.”

Burns took a pad out of his pocket. “Sheriff Truesdale has a report of a cross-burning on your lawn some six months ago. According to your statement, you believed Austin Hatinger and his son, Vernon, were responsible.”

Something cold and hard flashed into Toby’s eyes. “I couldn’t prove it. I couldn’t prove it when I came out of Larsson’s one evening and found the tires on my truck slashed, either. And Vernon Hatinger was standing across the street paring his fingernails with his pocket knife and grinning. Even when Vernon says to me I should be glad it was my tires this time and not my face, I couldn’t prove anything. So I just said what I thought. Hatinger didn’t like his boy being seen with mine.”

“There was an altercation between you and Austin Hatinger a few weeks later, in the hardware store, where he threatened to harm your son if you didn’t keep him away from Cy. Is that true?”

“He come in while I was buying some three-penny nails. He said some things.”

“Do you recall what things?”

Toby’s jaw set. “He said, ‘Nigger, keep your little black bastard away from what’s mine or I’ll peel the skin off him.’ I said if he touched my boy, I’d kill him.”

The quiet, dispassionate way Toby said it sent a chill racing up Caroline’s spine.

“He said some more things, quoting scripture and talking trash about how us ‘coons’ forgot where was our place. Then he picked up a hammer. We got to fighting there in the store, and somebody took off for the sheriff, I guess, cause he come hauling ass and broke it up.”

“And did you say to Hatinger something along the lines of …” He consulted his pad again. “ ‘You’d be better off worrying about how often that girl of yours is spreading her legs than about Cy fishing with my Jim’?”

“I mighta.”

“And the girl you were referring to was the now-deceased Edda Lou Hatinger?”

Slowly, Toby set down the paint can. “He was saying things about my family. Shouting filth about my Jim and my little Lucy and my wife. Not a week before that Vernon stopped my wife on the street and told her she’d best keep a closer eye on her boy before he got himself a broken arm or leg. A man don’t have to take that from nobody.”

“And so you brought up Miss Hatinger’s sexual habits.”

Toby’s skin heated with anger. “I was mad. Maybe I shouldn’t’ve brought in his kin since it was him that riled me.”

“But I’m curious how you happen to be acquainted with the deceased’s sexual habits.”

“Everybody knows it didn’t take much to get her on her back.” He looked at Caroline with mute apology.

“And do you have personal knowledge of that?”

Now the fury flashed, bright as a sword in his eyes. Frightened by it, Caroline stepped forward to lay a warning hand on his arm.

“I took vows to a woman fifteen years ago,” Toby said, clenching his fists. “I’ve been faithful to her.”

“Well, Mr. March, I have a witness who claims you visited Edda Lou Hatinger three or four times in her room at the Innocence Boarding House.”

“That’s a shit-faced lie. I never been in her room—not when she was there.”

“But you were in her room?”

Toby began to feel something very much like a noose tighten around his throat. “Mrs. Koons hired me on to do some work there. I retrimmed the windows in all the rooms. Did some painting, too.”

“And when you did your work in Edda Lou’s room, you were alone?”

“That’s right.”

“You were never in the room with her?”

Toby stared at Burns for a slow five seconds. “When she came in, I went out,” he said simply. “Now I gotta get my work done and see to my boy.”

When Toby stepped off the porch and around the side, Caroline realized she was trembling. “That was horrible.”

“I’m sorry, Caroline.” Burns put his pad away. “Questioning suspects can be difficult.”

“You don’t believe he killed that girl because of the hateful things her father did.” Though she wanted to shout it, she forced herself to speak quietly. “He’s a family man. You only have to see him with his son to understand what kind of person he is.”

“Believe me, Caroline, a murderer does not often look like a murderer. Particularly a serial killer. I could give you statistics and psychological patterns that would astonish you.”

“Please don’t,” she said coolly.

“I’m sorry you seem to be dragged into this affair again and again.” He smiled. “I’d hoped to come by and spend a quiet hour continuing our conversation of the other day. And of course, I’d hoped to persuade you to play for me.”

She took three careful breaths. Perhaps, she thought, he couldn’t help being an insensitive, arrogant clod. “I’m sorry, Matthew, I’m taking a rest from performing.”

“Oh.” His face crumpled in disappointment. “Well, perhaps sometime soon. I’m hoping to have some time at the end of the week. From the little research I’ve done, I’m told there’s an adequate seafood restaurant in Greenville. I’d love to take you.”

“Thank you, Matthew, but I’m sticking very close to home for now.”

He stiffened a bit at the brush-off. “Pity. Well, the work won’t wait, I suppose. I’d best get back.” He walked to the car, annoyed but not defeated. “I’ll take a raincheck on the iced tea if I may.”

“Yes. Good-bye.”

The moment his dust had cleared, she went inside. For the first time in days, she picked up her violin and played.




chapter 13

Overnight, a slow, dreary rain had moved in, soaking the thirsty ground. By mid-morning it had moved on sluggishly to Arkansas, having done little more than turn the dirt to a slick mud that would bake dry by afternoon.

Beside the open grave a huddle of people stood, ankle-deep in the tattered fog that was already burning off in the yellow glare of the sun. Some yards away a narrow line of oaks dripped with rain, a distracting monotone that reminded Cy of the rusty faucet in the bathroom that leaked day and night.

Sometimes he would lie in bed at night thinking that steady drip, drip, drip would drive him crazy. Just like that Chinese water torture he had read about. He was Cy Hatinger, Secret Agent, and the water would drip, drip, drip on the center of his forehead, but he would never break, not even if the water wore right through the skin and bone and down to the brain.

No, they would never break him. He was Bond—James Bond. He was Rambo. He was Indiana Jones.

Then he would just be Cy, stuck in his musty-smelling room, and he would get up, stuff a ragged washcloth under the leak so that the drip would muffle to a bearable plop.

This time he didn’t try to block out the sound, but concentrated on it instead, using it to turn his mind away from where he was and what he was doing.

The Reverend Slater seemed ancient to Cy, though in truth the good man was not yet sixty. But Cy’s young eyes saw only the thin puffs of white hair on a sunburned scalp, the roadmap lines that scored the wind-roughened face, and the loose skin of his throat that hung stringily from bony chin to concave chest.

To Cy’s mind the reverend was too old to know much about life. Then again, today was for death, and there he was bound to be an expert.

Reverend Slater’s voice rose and ebbed, flowing melodiously over phrases about salvation and eternal life, and that old standard—God’s will.

Cy wondered what would happen if he stepped forward and snatched the Bible out of Reverend Slater’s hand.

Excuse me, he could say, but that’s a big pile of horseshit. God didn’t have anything to do with Edda Lou getting all sliced up. How come we have to put it on Him that she’s going into the ground today? How come we just shuck it aside as the will of the Lord when we all know it was a man’s hand who held the knife?

He was sick of having everything bad put off that way. If the hail came and sliced the young cotton plants to ribbons, it was God’s will.

He knew where hail came from, and it all had to do with hot air hitting cold and turning rain into hard little balls of ice. Cy couldn’t picture God sitting up there on His golden throne and deciding it was time to pitch hail at Austin Hatinger’s pitiful cotton crop.

Just as he couldn’t picture God willing that Edda Lou be hacked to pieces and tossed in the pond.

He wanted to say so. The words almost burned on his tongue in their need to be spoken. He knew his mother would only cry harder and groan and sway. Ruthanne would hush him, mortally embarrassed. Vernon would cuff him hard enough to make his ears ring. Others might just stare at him. They were mostly ladies who had come, wrapped in their black dresses.

Mrs. Fuller and Mrs. Shays, grouped together with Mrs. Larsson and Mrs. Koons. Darleen was there, too, bawling up a storm so that her mama finally stepped forward and took the baby she was clutching.

There were other women, some who had been friends with Edda Lou, most who’d come out of Christian duty. But men were scarce. Sheriff Truesdale was there, holding his wife’s hand. The FBI man stood off to the side, his face solemn and his head bent. But Cy knew that his eyes were watching, watching, watching.

“I am the way, the truth, and the light,” Slater intoned, and Mavis swayed so violently into her eldest son that Vernon tipped into his wife and sent a domino reaction around the circle of mourners. Everyone jigged and jogged for a moment while the reverend went on, heedless.

“Whosoever believest in Me will enter the Kingdom.”

Cy wanted to shout, to shout at all of them that Edda Lou hadn’t believed in anything but Edda Lou. That all this praying and carrying on was only making a bad thing worse. But he kept his silence, and he kept his head down because there was one man attending the graveyard service whom he feared more than he feared the reverend’s God.

That was his father.

Austin Hatinger stood straight in his shiny Sunday suit, his ankles and wrists shackled, and a glum-faced deputy flanking him at each side.

He listened to the holy word. He watched as the coffin was lowered into its dark, moist home. And he planned.

He heard his wife’s long, ululant cry of grief. His eyes flicked up to her face, saw the ravage done by ceaseless tears. And he plotted.

As the last fingers of fog began to burn off the damp grass, he lowered his head. God had provided, he thought. Concentrating, he stared unblinking into the hole dug for his daughter. In reaction his eyes began to tear. Let them think he was weak with grief, he thought. Let them see a weak, helpless man.

He waited, waited through the end of the service, waited, waited while the women moved to his wife to murmur useless words of condolence.

As they began to walk off toward their cars, one of the deputies nudged him. “Hatinger.”

“Please.” He focused on that hole in the ground and made his voice tremble. “I need to—pray. To pray with my wife.”

He could see by the way the deputies shuffled their feet that they had been moved by the service and the women’s tears. Masking everything that was in his heart, he lifted his head. All they could see was the shiny-eyed hopelessness of a father with a dead child.

“Please,” he repeated. “She was my daughter. My only daughter. It isn’t natural for a man to bury his child, is it? You know what he did to her, don’t you?” He looked down so they wouldn’t see the hate. “I need to comfort my wife. She ain’t strong and this is like to kill her. Just let me hold my wife.” He held out his hands. “A man’s got a right to hold his wife over his daughter’s grave, ain’t he?”

“Look, I’m sorry—”

“Come on, Lou.” The second deputy had a daughter of his own. “Where the hell can he go with his legs shackled? It’s only decent to give him a minute with his wife.”

Austin stood, his head bowed and glee in his heart as the key turned on the cuffs. “But we’re going to have to stand with you,” the deputy who was called Lou said grudgingly. “And you only got five minutes.”

“God bless you.” Out of the corner of his eye Austin saw that Burke was already in his car and pulling away. A few of the other women had scattered off to older graves to pay respects to family that was gone. Austin took a step forward, opening his arms. Blindly, limply, his wife fell into them.

He held her a moment, waiting, watching as the deputies averted their eyes out of embarrassed respect for the grieving. It was human nature to offer privacy to the mourning. The smattering of people still in the cemetery turned away.

Then he moved fast, so fast that Cy, who had never once seen his parents embrace, stumbled back into the wet grass.

Austin shoved his wife hard against the first deputy, tumbling both him and the screaming Mavis into the open grave. As the other deputy reached for his weapon, Austin rammed him hard in the chest, going in headfirst like a battering ram. The grappling for the gun was brief while Lou, down in the grave, fought to free himself of a flailing, hysterical woman.

Austin rapped the side of the gun across the deputy’s head, knocking him unconscious, then snatched a wide-eyed Birdie Shays around the throat.

“I’ll kill her,” Austin shouted, full of the wrath of God. “I’ll kill her dead as my girl, you hear me? You throw out your gun and the keys, or I’ll blow a hole in her head fit to drive a truck through.”

Birdie made piping sounds and pawed ineffectually at his arm. A few feet away, Ruthanne began to cry, certain she would never live down this newest humiliation.

“Where you gonna go?” Lou demanded, hating the fact that he was crouched on a coffin with a sobbing woman clawing up his back. The guys back in the station were going to ride him about this like a conventioneer rides a twenty-dollar whore. “Think it through, Hatinger. Where you gonna go?”

“Where the Lord leads me.” And yes, he could feel the strength and heat of that fierce God pumping through him. His eyes shone with it. “ ‘Master, I will follow Thee!’ ” he shouted, cutting off Birdie’s air. “Ten seconds, then I do her. After that, I’ll just fill that hole you’re in with lead, and that’ll be that.”

Swearing and furious, Lou tossed out the keys.

“Your sidearm, too.”

“Goddammit—”

“Five seconds.” With a jerk of his head, Austin signaled Vernon to unchain him.

“You oughta just kill them, Daddy,” Vernon said between his teeth as he turned the key. The idea had blood surging to his face. “Just shoot the Christless bastards and we’ll go to Mexico.”

“I ain’t going nowhere till this is finished.”

Lou popped up, hoping to get off one shot, then ducked down again as a piece of sod two inches away was sheared off by a .38 slug.

“Fucking crazy if he thinks I’m going to end up with a hole in my head.” Lou tossed the gun out.

Austin shoved the babbling Birdie toward the grave, where she teetered on the edge for a moment, her eyes wide with dreadful concentration, her arms stretched like a diver preparing for a double gainer. She landed spread-eagle on Lou.

By the time everyone had sorted themselves out, Austin Hatinger was gone, driving off in Birdie Shays’s Buick. He was carrying two Police Specials and a gutful of hate.

Jim March stood patiently in the hallway, whistling tunelessly through his teeth and waiting for Caroline to come back down so he could ask her if she wanted the braces on her back porch fixed when the painting was done.

His daddy had run into town for a few supplies, and Jim had opted to stay behind. He was supposed to be painting, but he’d noticed the sag and give in the old porch, and thought his daddy would be pleased if the inquiry led to more work.

Caroline had called down to him to come on in when he’d knocked. He’d been careful to wipe his feet. His mama was a fiend about foot wiping and hand washing. Every few whistles he’d edge his paint-splattered Keds a little farther down the hall. He knew the violin was in the parlor, because he’d seen it through the window. Jim wanted a closer look, the same way he might have wanted one if he’d spotted a brand new Wilson ball glove through Larsson’s display window.

He reached the parlor doorway, casual like, he thought. And there it was. He shot a quick glance over his shoulder toward the stairs, then made his dash. He was just going to take one little look, was all, he told himself. One peek, then he’d be back in the hallway lickity-split.

He’d been thinking about that violin ever since Caroline had played it the day before. Jim had never heard music like it, not in all his born days. It made him wonder if there was something special about this violin, something different from the old fiddle Rupert Johnson would sometimes saw on summer nights.

Jim fumbled with the catches on the side, then lifted the top. When he saw it, nestled there against coal-black velvet, it was different. Oh, it seemed to be the same shape and size as old Rupert’s, but it was shiny as a new penny. And when Jim worked up the nerve to touch it, its glossy surface was smooth as silk. Or what he imagined silk would be.

Forgetting his vow to take one quick peek, he gently brushed a thumb over the strings.

Caroline heard the telltale open chord when she reached the bottom of the steps. Her first reaction was of irritation. No one touched her instrument. No one. She tuned and polished it herself, often to the amusement of whatever orchestra she was playing with.

Luis had complained more than once that she spent more time stroking the violin than stroking him. That had made her feel guilty—until she’d discovered he’d been doing quite a bit of extracurricular stroking himself.

She strode toward the parlor, the lecture already heating her tongue. Then she stopped. Jim was kneeling beside the violin case, and his thumb brushed carefully across the strings, as gently as if he were stroking the cheek of an infant. But it was his face that stopped Caroline from speaking the sharp words. He looked as though he’d just discovered some marvelous secret. His smile stretched across his face, not in glee but in profound joy. His eyes shone with it.

“Jim,” she said quietly, and he jerked to his feet like a puppet on a string. His eyes widened until Caroline was all but sure they were going to swallow the rest of his face.

“I—I—I was just looking. I beg pardon, Miz Caroline, I know I wasn’t supposed to. Don’t fire my daddy.”

“It’s all right,” she said, and it was. Wouldn’t Luis be surprised, she thought, that it was all right with her if a young black boy handled her violin? She’d never allowed Luis to do more than breathe on it.

“You don’t have to pay me for the work or nothing,” he barreled on. “I know I shouldn’ta done it.”

“I said it’s all right, Jim.” When she touched a hand to his shoulder, the calm amusement in her voice finally reached his rattled brain.

“You ain’t mad?”

“No, but it would have been better if you’d asked to see it.”

Of course, if he had, she would have said no. Then she would have missed that glimpse of sheer pleasure. The same pleasure she remembered feeling herself, once upon a time.

“Yes, ma’am, I apologize. I sure do. Had no right coming into your parlor like this.” Hardly able to believe his good luck, he started backing out. “I was coming in to ask if you wanted that back porch braced, then I just …” It occurred to him he’d be smarter to leave well enough alone.

“What made you want to see it?”

Shoot, he thought, she was going to tell his daddy for sure. Then the shit would be in the fire. “It was just … hearing you play it yesterday. I ain’t never heard nothing like the way you made that fiddle sing. So I thought … well, I wondered if it was something special.”

“It is to me.” Thoughtfully, she took the violin from its case, as she had too many times to count. The weight, the shape, the texture, all so familiar. How much she loved it. And how much she hated it. “Have you ever held one?”

Jim swallowed hard. “Well, old Rupert—that’s Deputy Johnson’s grandpappy—he showed me a couple of tunes on his fiddle. It ain’t nearly as pretty as yours. Don’t make music the same neither.”

She doubted old Rupert owned a Stradivarius. She had an impulse that surprised her. Then she reminded herself that blocking her impulses was what had landed her in that hospital in Toronto. Freeing them had brought her to Innocence, for better or worse.

“Why don’t you show me what you can do?” She offered the violin, and Jim immediately put both hands behind his back.

“No’m, I couldn’t. Wouldn’t be right.”

“It’s right if I ask you, isn’t it?”

She watched the boy’s eyes latch on to the violin, saw the war in his face between desire and what he considered propriety. His hands came out slowly to take it.

“Holy crow,” he whispered. “It do shine, don’t it?”

Silently, she took out the bow, rosined it. “I wasn’t very much older than you the first time I played this violin.” She thought back, so far back to the night her parents had given it to her. In her dressing room at the Academy of Music in Philadelphia, before her first major solo. She’d been sixteen, and had just finished retching—as quietly and discreetly as possible—in the adjoining bath.

Then her parents had come in, her father so full of beaming pride, her mother so full of desperate ambition, that the sickness hadn’t had a chance against them.

She’d never been sure if the violin had been a gift or a bribe or a threat. But she hadn’t been able to resist it.

What had she played that first time, Caroline wondered, there in the dressing room heavy with the scent of flowers and greasepaint?

Mozart, she remembered, and smiled a little.

“Show me,” she said simply, and handed him the bow.

Jim cast his mind around for what might be best. Settling the violin on his shoulder, he eased the bow over the strings in a few testing sweeps, then launched into “Salty Dog.”

By the time he’d finished, the dazed look had left his eyes and a grin was splitting his face. He knew he’d never sounded better, and caught up in the music he flowed into “Casey Jones.”

Caroline sat on the arm of the chair and watched. Oh, there were a few wrong notes, and his technique could use a little polishing. But she was impressed, not only with his playing, which was clever and bright, but with the look in his eye, the look that told her he was playing for pleasure.

That was something that had been denied her—and that she had denied herself—for nearly twenty-five years.

Jim came back to himself and cleared his throat. The music was still dancing and swaying inside his head, and his fingers vibrated with it. But he was afraid he was pushing his luck.

“That’s just some stuff old Rupert showed me. It’s nothing like what you played. That was … holy, I guess.”

She had to smile. “I think we can make a bargain, Jim.”

“Ma’am?”

“You show me how to play what old Rupert showed you—”

His eyes bulged out of his head. “You want me to show you how to play those tunes?”

“That’s right, and in return I’ll show you how to play others.”

“Like what you was playing yesterday?”

“Yes, like that.”

He knew his hands were sweating and made himself give her back the violin before he smudged it and ruined everything. “I’d have to ask my daddy.”

“I’ll ask him.” Caroline tilted her head. “If you’d like to.”

“I’d like it just fine.”

“Then come over here and watch.” She remained sitting so he could have a good view of her fingers. “This is called the Minute Waltz. It’s by Frederic Chopin.”

“Chopin,” Jim repeated reverently.

“We won’t play it in a minute just yet. It’s not a race, it’s just for—”

“Fun?”

“Yes.” She tucked the violin under her chin, relishing that three-letter word. “For fun.”

They were well into their first lesson when Deputy Carl Johnson drove by to tell her that Austin Hatinger had escaped.

Caroline made up her mind about two things after Carl Johnson had driven off to pass the word at Sweetwater. First, she was going to renew her target practice. And she was going to get herself a dog. Her initial instinct to pack and run had faded almost before it had begun. What had replaced it was an emotion much stronger and deeper. This was her home now, and she intended to protect it.

Following Jim’s advice and directions, she headed down Hog Maw Road toward the Fullers’. Jim had told her that Happy Fuller’s bitch Princess had had a litter some two months before.

Happy, changed from her funeral dress to her gardening clothes, greeted her with pleasure. Not only was she pleased to be rid of the single remaining pup, she wanted a new ear to listen to all the excitement.

“I’ve never been more terrified,” Happy was saying as she led Caroline around to the backyard, past a gaggle of ceramic geese and a bed of impatiens. “I was standing aways apart, by my mama’s grave. She passed in eighty-five from cancer of the ovaries. Wouldn’t see the doctor, Mama wouldn’t, so it ran through her like Grant took Richmond. Me, I go into Doc Shays and have a pap smear every six months like clockwork.”

“I’m sure that’s wise.”

“Makes no sense to hide from problems.” Happy paused in front of a whirligig of a man sawing wood. The air hung so heavy and still, the little man was getting plenty of rest.

“Anyhow,” Happy continued, bending to tug out a weed that had dared intrude on her zinnias, “I’m standing by Mama and I hear all this commotion. Shouting and screaming and what all. Turned around just in time to see that deputy from Greenville go tumbling with Mavis into Edda Lou’s grave. Then Austin, he takes a vicious swipe at the other deputy—hardly more than a boy that one—and knocks him clean out with his own pistol. I’m thinking to myself, Holy God in heaven, he’s going to open up with that gun. But what does he do? He snatches Birdie ’round the throat and orders that deputy—the one down in the grave—to throw out the key for the leg shackles. Now you could hear Mavis wailing and screaming fit to wake the dead. Lordy, there’s plenty to wake there in Blessed Peace. And there’s poor Birdie, white as a sheet with a gun right to her head. I thought my heart was going to stop on me. Birdie’s a dear friend of mine.”

“Yes, I know.” Caroline had already heard all this from Carl Johnson, but resigned herself that she would hear it again. And again.

“When Austin let loose with a shot, I’m not ashamed to say I dove behind my mama’s headstone. It’s a good-sized one, though I had to fight with my brother Dick over the price of it. Dick always was a skinflint. Why, he’ll squeeze a penny till Lincoln shouts uncle. Then Vernon—who’s just as shifty-eyed as his daddy ever was—unlocked those shackles. Next thing you knew, Austin was shoving poor Birdie into that hole right on top of the deputy from Greenville and poor Mavis. All hell broke loose then, let me tell you. Birdie was screeching. Mavis wailing, and that deputy was cussing like a drunk sailor on a two-day leave.”

Happy’s lips twitched, and she would have bitten back the smile if she hadn’t seen answering amusement in Caroline’s eyes.

They stared at each other for a moment, struggling for sobriety. Caroline lost first, with a quick snorting laugh she tried to turn into a cough. Then they were laughing, standing in the bright afternoon sun and howling until Happy had to dig for her hankie and wipe her eyes.

“I tell you, Caroline, it was a sight I’ll not forget if I live to a hundred. After Austin took off in Birdie’s Buick, I ran over. There they were, all tangled in a heap of arms and legs on top of the coffin. And the first thing I thought—God forgive me—was that it all looked like one of those unnatural sex doings you might see on an X-rated video.” Her eyes twinkled. “Not that I’ve ever seen one, mind you.”

“No,” Caroline said weakly. “Of course not.”

“Birdie’s skirts were hiked up nearly to her waist. She’s a bit on the heavy side, is Birdie, and I do believe she’d knocked the wind right out of that deputy when she landed on him. His face was red as a raddish. And Mavis, why she was hanging on to his legs and shouting about the hand of God.”

“Awful,” Caroline managed to say, then dissolved into laughter again. “Oh, it’s awful.”

Happy honked into her hankie and fought back a fresh spray of giggles. “Then that young deputy woke up, while those of us left at the cemetery were trying to haul Birdie and the rest of them out. Poor boy was stumbling around, and by Jesus, if Cy hadn’t caught hold of him, he’d’ve tumbled right in with them. It was better than watching I Love Lucy.”

Caroline had a picture of Ricky Ricardo doing a headfirst dive into a grave. Luuu-cy, I’m home! She sat down on the little stone wall by the impatiens and hugged her sides.

With a sigh, Happy sat beside her. “Oh, my, I’m glad I got that out. Birdie’d never forgive me for laughing.”

“It’s terrible. Gruesome.”

That added another five minutes to their fight for composure.

“Well now.” Breath hitching a bit, Happy put away her hankie. “Let me call that damn dog. While you’re looking him over, I’ll go get us something cold. Princess! Princess, you get on over here and bring that mutt with you. Only got the one left,” Happy said conversationally, “and you’re welcome to him. Can’t tell you nothing about the father, as Princess ain’t too particular. Going to have her spayed this time. Meant to before.”

Caroline saw a big, yellow-haired dog, thick-bodied, weary-faced, come ambling across the yard. Running circles around her was a good-sized puppy of the same color. Every few seconds he made a dash under her for one of the floppy tits. Princess, who had obviously had enough of motherhood, would shift cagily away.

“Here now.” Happy clapped her hands. At the sound, the pup gave up his quest for mother’s milk and cheerfully gamboled over. “You’re a useless little cuss, aren’t you?”

The pup yipped in agreement, wagging his tail so fast and hard his hind end nearly met his nose.

“I’ll leave you to get acquainted.” Happy rose. “I’ll fetch us some iced tea.”

Caroline eyed the pup with a good deal of doubt. Certainly he was cute, and it was sweet the way he plopped his big front paws on her knees. But she was after a guard dog, not a pet. It certainly wouldn’t do for her to develop a fondness for an animal she would have to give away in a few months.

And though he was already good-sized, he was hardly fierce-looking with his dopey long ears and lolling tongue. His mother stood nearly as tall as Caroline’s waist, but she wondered how long it would take for the son to grow that high.

It was a mistake, she decided. She should have asked for the nearest pound and gone in to liberate some fang-dripping Doberman she could keep chained near the back door.

But the pup’s fur was soft and warm. While she frowned over him, he licked her hand and swiped his tail so hard, he tumbled off his perch, then set to chasing it.

Once he’d gotten a good bite of it, he yelped, then raced back to her, his big brown eyes full of wonder and doggy chagrin.

“Dummy,” she muttered, and picked him up to cuddle. Ah, hell, she thought as he slobbered all over her cheek and throat.

When Happy came out with the iced tea, Caroline had already named him Useless. She decided he’d look very dapper in a red collar.

She bought him one at Larsson’s, and added a ten-pound bag of puppy food, a leash, a plastic dish with two bowls, and a flowered cushion which would serve as a dog bed.

He howled in her car the entire time she was in the store. She looked out once to see he’d propped his feet up on the dash and was staring at her with accusation and terror in his big brown eyes. The minute she got back in the car he scrambled into her lap.

After a short battle of wills, Caroline left him curled there for the drive home.

“You’re not going to do me a damn bit of good,” she said as the pup let out a shuddering sigh of contentment. “I can see that already. I know what the problem is. I always wanted a puppy when I was a little girl. We couldn’t have one. Dog hairs in the parlor and piddles on the rug. Then, by the time I was eight, I was already traveling on and off during the summer. So, of course, a pet was out of the question.”

She stroked him as she drove, enjoying the warm lump of him on her lap. “The thing is, I’m not going to be here for more than another month or two, so it’s not really fair for us to develop a close relationship. Not that we can’t be friends,” she continued when Useless propped his head in the crook of her elbow and looked up soulfully. “I mean, it’s certainly all right to have a little affection, some respect, even some mutual enjoyment for as long as it lasts. Just as long as we both know …” He cuddled against her breast and licked her chin.

“Shit.”

By the time she turned in her drive, she was already in love and berating herself for it.

It didn’t help to see Tucker sitting on her front porch steps with a bottle of wine beside him and a spray of yellow roses across his lap.




chapter 14

“Don’t you ever work?” Caroline asked as she struggled to gather up the wiggling puppy, her purse, and some of her purchases.

“Only if they catch me.” Tucker set the roses aside, then lazily unfolded himself. “Whatcha got there, Caro?”

“I call it a dog.”

He chuckled and wandered over to where she’d managed to squeeze her car next to the boat-sized Oldsmobile. “Cute little fella.” He ruffled the pup’s fur, then peeked in the back of the BMW. “Need some help?”

She blew her hair out of her eyes. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re glad to see me.” He took advantage of her loaded arms and kissed her. “And you wish you weren’t. Go on and take a load off. I’ll haul the rest of this out for you.”

She did, mainly to see if he could do anything with his hands other than raise a woman’s blood pressure. After she’d sat on the steps, Caroline worked on fastening the new collar around the squirming puppy’s neck.

“Looks like you got all the essentials,” Tucker commented. He pulled out a bag, tossed the sack of puppy food over his shoulder. There was a faint and interesting ripple of muscle, Caroline noticed. Then he gathered up the bright-flowered cushion. “What’s this?”

“He’s got to sleep on something.”

Your bed, Tucker figured with a grin. The pup didn’t look backward. “So …” He dumped everything on the porch, then sat next to her. “That one of the Fuller pups?”

“Yes.” The pup deserted her to sniff at Tucker’s hand. Caroline could smell the roses and determined not to be charmed by them, not to ask about them, not even to look at them.

“Hey, boy.” Tucker scratched the pup in a spot that had Useless grinning and slapping a hind foot rhythmically on the step. “That’s a good dog, yeah. That’s a pretty good dog. So what’s his name?”

“Useless,” Caroline muttered as the puppy—her puppy, she reminded herself—stretched himself adoringly over Tucker’s lap. “I’ve already figured out he would be, as a guard dog.”

Tucker’s brows drew together briefly. “Guard dog, huh?” He tickled the puppy into turning over. “Hey, boy, let me see those teeth.” Useless obligingly chewed on Tucker’s knuckle. “Well, they’ll grow soon enough. Just like the rest of him. Couple of months he’ll start to grow into his feet.”

“In a couple of months I—I’ll be in Europe,” she finished. “Actually, I may be leaving sooner than that. There’s an engagement I might have to take—in September—that would require me to go to D.C. in August to prepare.”

“Have to take?”

She hadn’t meant to put it that way. “There’s an engagement,” she said, dismissing the rest. “But I imagine I’ll be able to find a good home for the puppy before I leave.”

Tucker looked up at her, golden eyes calm and just a little hard. He had a way of looking now and again, she thought, that stripped away all the nonsense and carved down to truth. “I expect you could take a dog along if you wanted to.” His voice was quiet, hardly more than a ripple on the hot, still air. “You’re a pretty big deal in what you do, aren’t you?”

She hated the fact that she had to look away, had to before he saw through to things she was still hiding from herself. “Touring’s complicated,” she said, and left it at that.

But he didn’t.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s part of what I do.” She started to make a grab for the puppy, when he scrambled off Tucker’s lap to go exploring. “He could wander off.”

“He’s just sniffing the place out. You didn’t answer me, Caroline. Do you like it?”

“It’s not a matter of like or dislike. When you’re performing, you travel.” Airport to airport, she thought, city to city, hotel to hotel, rehearsal to rehearsal. She felt the tightening in her stomach, the little pull of a knot being tied. It warned her to ease off unless she wanted to extend an invitation to her old friend Mr. Ulcer.

When a man was rarely tense himself, he recognized the symptoms. Casually, he put a hand to the back of her neck and rubbed. “I never could understand why somebody’d make a habit of doing something they didn’t care for.”

“I didn’t say—”

“Sure you did. You didn’t say, Oh my gracious, Tuck, there’s nothing like it. Flying off to London, scooting on to Paris, cruising over to Vienna or Venice. Now, I’ve always wanted to see some of those places myself. But you don’t sound like you’ve piled up a load of fun by doing it.”

See? she thought. What did you really see between interviews, rehearsals, performances, and packing? “There are people in this world who don’t consider fun their life’s ambition.” She heard her own voice, recognized it as prim, and pouted in disgust.

“Now, that’s a shame.” He settled back to light a cigarette. “See that pup there? He’s sniffing ’round there, happy as a frog with a belly full of flies. He’ll water your grass, chase his tail if it appeals to him, then settle down and take a nice nap. I always figured dogs had the best idea for getting through.”

Her lips twitched. “Just let me know if you have an urge to water my grass.”

But Tucker didn’t smile back. He studied the glowing tip of his cigarette a moment, then shot her that calm, scapel-honed look. “I asked Doc Shays about those pills you gave me. The Percodan? He said they were potent. It caused me to wonder why you’d need them.”

She toughened up. The way she drew in reminded him of a porcupine curling up and showing spines to anything curious enough to take a poke. “That’s none of your business.”

He put a hand on her cheek. “Caroline, I care about you.”

She was very aware—they both were—that he’d said that before, to dozens of women. And they were both aware, uncomfortably, that this time it was different.

“I get headaches,” she said, hating the fact that her voice was waspish and defensive.

“Regular?”

“What is this? A test? A lot of people get headaches, especially if they do more than sit in a porch rocker all day.”

“I prefer a good rope hammock myself,” he said equably. “But we were talking about you.”

Her eyes went flat and cold. “Back off, Tucker.”

Normally he would have. He wasn’t one to poke and prod where his hand could get snapped off. “It doesn’t sit well with me, thinking about you hurting.”

“I’m not hurting.” But a headache was coming on as relentlessly as a highballing freight train.

“Or worrying.”

“Worrying.” She repeated the word twice, then dropped her head in her lap and laughed. There was a tint of hysteria in the sound that had the puppy bellying over to whine at her feet. “Oh, what’s to worry about? Just because some maniac’s out carving up women and leaving them floating in my pond. Why should I worry that Austin Hatinger’s on the loose again, and may decide to come back and blow out my windows? I certainly shouldn’t lose any sleep over the fact that he’s sure to try to put a few holes in you.”

“I’m not looking for more holes than I’ve already got.” He ran a soothing hand up and down her spine. “We Longstreets have a knack for coming out on top.”

“Oh, I can see that. With your eye blackened and your head bashed in.”

Tucker frowned a little. He’d been thinking his eye was looking a lot better. “By next week the bruises’ll go and Austin’s likely to be back in jail. Longstreet luck works that way, darlin’. Take Cousin Jeremiah.”

Caroline groaned, but he ignored her.

“Now, he was a good friend of Davy Crockett’s. A Kentucky boy, you know?” His voice settled naturally into a story-telling mode. “They’d fought together during the War for Independence. ’Course, Jeremiah’d been no more’n a boy then, but he sure did like to fight. After the war he knocked around here and there, not quite sure what the hell to do with himself. Never settled down. It was like he couldn’t find himself a purpose. Anyhow, he heard about this ruckus going on in Texas, and figured he’d mosey on over and see his old friend Davy. Maybe shoot a few Mexicans. He was still this side of Louisiana when his horse stepped down in a rabbit hole. Tossed Jeremiah off. Horse broke a leg, so did Jeremiah. Had to shoot the horse, which pained Jeremiah some, as they’d been together the best part of eight years.

“Now, it so happened this farmer came along, hauled Jeremiah back to his place in his wagon. The farmer had a daughter, as any decent farmer should, and between them they set the leg—it was a bad break and nearly did Jeremiah in, but after a couple a weeks he was able to hobble around on a crutch.”

“And he fell in love with the farmer’s daughter, had a handsome brood of children who got rich planting cotton or whatever they plant in Louisiana.”

“That’s true enough, but not my point exactly. The point is Jeremiah lost his horse and walked with a limp the rest of his days. But he never did get out there to join Davy in Texas. At the Alamo.”

She’d turned her head to rest her cheek on her knees so that she could watch him as he finished the story which was probably a lie. The odd thing was her headache had receded along with those warning jags in her stomach.

“So the point is,” she said, “a Longstreet’s lucky enough to break a leg to avoid something more fatal.”

“There you go. Now, honey, why don’t you gather up your dog and whatever you think you need and come on down and stay at Sweetwater for a while?” The instant wariness in her eyes made him smile. “We’ve got a dozen bedrooms or more, so you don’t have to stay in mine.” He flicked a finger down her nose. “Unless you’re ready to admit you’re going to end up there sooner or later anyway.”

“I thank you for the graciousness of your offer, but I’ll have to decline.”

The faintest shadow of impatience flickered in his eyes. “Caroline, you’ve got plenty of chaperones and a good solid lock on every bedroom door if you’re thinking I’ll try to sneak under your sheets.”

“I’m sure you would,” she said, but with a laugh. “And don’t flatter yourself by thinking I’m afraid I can’t handle you. I have to stay here.”

“I’m not proposing you move in permanently.” But it surprised him that the idea didn’t give him the shivers. “Just for a visit, till Austin’s where he belongs.”

“I have to stay here,” she said again. “Tucker, up until the last couple months I’ve never taken a stand on anything. My whole life I’ve done what I was told, gone where I was pointed, and acted as I was expected to act.”

“Tell me.”

“No, not now.” She let out a long sigh. “Maybe some other time. But this is my home, my place, and I’m sticking. My grandmother lived here her entire adult life. My mother was born here, though she’d prefer you didn’t mention it. I’d like to think there was enough McNair in me to last one summer.” She shook off the mood and smiled. “Are you going to give me those flowers or let them wilt on the step?”

He considered several valid arguments, then let it go. When people weren’t allowed to go their own way, they were more likely to break than bend. “These?” All innocence, he held up the roses. The little plastic nipple of water each stem was tucked in kept them fresh. “Did you want them?”

She shrugged. “I wouldn’t want them to go to waste.”

“Me neither, since I had to drive all the way over to Rosedale to get them—and that wine there. Had to borrow Della’s car to do it,” he added, taking an indulgent sniff of the blooms. “And with Della, nothing comes free. You should’ve seen the list of chores she gave me. Dry cleaning and marketing, and since she’d gotten herself a flyer about a dollar sale at Woolworth’s, I had to fetch all that stuff, too. I drew the line at picking out a negligee for her sister Sarah’s girl, who’s engaged to be married and having a wedding shower next week. A man’s got to have his standards, and I don’t buy fancy underwear for women unless I’m intimately acquainted with them.”

“You’re a man of substance, Tucker.”

“It’s a matter of principle.” He laid the roses over her lap, where the slender cupped blossoms glowed like little points of sunlight. “I thought yellow ones suited you best.”

“They’re beautiful.” She inhaled the perfume, sweet and strong. “I suppose I’ll have to thank you for them, and for all the trouble you went through to get them for me.”

“You could kiss me instead. I’d rather you did.” He smiled when her brow creased, then tipped up his chin with a fingertip. “Don’t think about it, Caroline, just do it. It’s better than any pill for curing headaches.”

So with the roses glowing between them, she leaned over and touched her lips to his. The taste was as sweet and as strong as the fragrance that floated over to her. And, she discovered, as comforting. A little dreamy-eyed, she started to draw back, but he cupped a hand around the back of her neck.

“You Yankees,” he murmured. “Always in a hurry.” He nudged her mouth back to his.

He was savoring. She understood that even as her mind began to mist over with emotion. She was aware of how slow, how deep a kiss could be if you just let yourself fall into it. With a little sigh she did just that.

Even when she felt his fingers tense on her skin, she didn’t worry. Under the palm she’d pressed to his chest, his heart was beating fast and hard. But the rhythm brought her pleasure rather than taut nerves.

And all the while his lips cruised over hers so that the kiss was like slipping into a cool blue lake dappled with sunlight.

It was he who drew back now. He hadn’t touched her, but for those fingers that had grown strong at the back of her neck, he hadn’t touched her. Hadn’t dared. For he knew once he did, he wouldn’t be able to stop.

Something here wasn’t playing the tune he was used to. Difficult though it was to stop, Tucker knew he’d better think this through.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to ask me in.”

“No,” she said, and let out a long breath. “Not yet.”

“I’d better be getting back, then.” After a quick internal tug-of-war between stay and go, he rose. “I promised Cousin Lulu a game of Parcheesi. She cheats.” He grinned. “But so do I, and I’m quicker.”

“Thanks for the flowers. And the wine.”

Tucker stepped over the pup, who was snoring at the base of the stairs. Since there was only three inches between Della’s Olds and the BMW, he had to get in through the passenger side and slide over. After he’d started the engine, he rolled down the window.

“You keep that wine chilled, sugar. I’ll be back.”

As Caroline watched him shoot backward down her lane, she wondered why that brief, cocky statement had sounded so much like a threat.

Josie and Crystal sat in their favorite booth in the Chat ’N Chew. Their excuse was dinner, but since both of them were on a perpetual diet, the reason was gossip.

Josie poked at her chicken salad with little interest. What she wanted was a thick steak and a side of nice greasy fries. But she worried about her body. She was past thirty now, and watched vigilantly for any sags or droops or paunches.

Her mama had kept a trim, willowy figure up to the day she’d dropped dead in her roses. Josie intended to do no less.

Since the day she’d realized her mama was different from her daddy, Josie had been in a subtle and constant competition. It had made her feel guilty from time to time, but she hadn’t been able to resist the need to be as pretty as her mother. Then prettier. To be as desirable to men. Then more desirable.

She’d never been able to get a handle on her mother’s quiet dignity, had failed miserably in trying to emulate it in her first marriage, so she had chosen to copy her father’s bold and bawdy talk instead. She felt it suited her—the stunning femme-fatale looks and the earthy personality. As a child she’d fit the pieces of herself together. Now the puzzle of Josie Longstreet was linked tight.

While Josie toyed with her chicken salad, Crystal made short work of her tuna-stuffed tomato. Crystal was chattering the whole time she forked the tuna into her mouth. As she had all of her life, Josie turned the sound on and off.

She was fond of Crystal, had been since they’d made the solemn decision to be best friends back in first grade, when they’d been two privileged little girls with no idea how radically their lives would diverge. Josie going one way—debutante balls and that first, proper marriage. Crystal going another, after her lawyer father ran off to parts unknown with his secretary. Her path had been the work force and a bad marriage that had ended in divorce after a second miscarriage.

But they had remained friends. Whenever Josie swept back into Innocence, she always spent time with Crystal. Josie was sentimental enough to want a childhood friend in her adult life. And she liked the way they complemented each other. Crystal was tiny and nicely rounded while Josie herself was tall and slim. Crystal had white skin dashed with a sprinkle of freckles. She’d spent a fortune on every freckle remover on the market until she’d finally accepted them as a personality trait. She’d learned to care for her skin in Madame Alexandra’s Beauty School in Lamont, where she’d graduated third in her class and had the certificate to prove it.

As a result, she had the blooming complexion of a milkmaid, which was the perfect foil for Josie’s dusky Gypsy looks. Her hair, which she changed every few months as a kind of walking advertisement for her skills, was currently Clairol’s Sparkling Sherry, which she wore in a viciously lacquered modified beehive. Crystal insisted they were coming back.

“And then, when Bea was doing Nancy Koons’s nails, that Justine started going on about how Will told her the FBI figured out it was a black that killed Edda Lou and the others. How they knew it ’cause of the way they were killed, and how they’d found this pubic hair and all.” Crystal dug into her tomato, daintily tipping the tuna onto her fork with her pinky. “Now, I don’t know if that’s the way it was or not, but I don’t think it was right for her to be going on like that with Bea—who’s black as the ace of spades—sitting there filing nails. I was real embarrassed, Josie, but Bea, she just asks Nancy if she wants ridge filler, and keeps on filing.”

Josie sucked on her straw. “Justine’s so besotted with Will, if he told her a frog shits gold nuggets, she’d be panning for them in Little Hope Creek.”

“That’s no excuse,” Crystal said righteously. “I mean, we all know it probably was a colored, but you won’t find me talking about it in front of Bea. Why, Bea’s my best operator. So I gave Justine’s hair a jerk and when she squealed, I said, just as nice as you please: ‘Oh, honey, did that hurt? I’m awful sorry. All that talk about murder and all just makes me so nervous. Good thing I didn’t clip your earlobe while I was trimming. A clipped ear bleeds worse’n a stuck pig.’ ” Crystal smiled. “That shut her right up.”

“Maybe I’ll talk Will into driving me home tonight.” Josie tossed back her mane of hair. “That’ll give Justine something to squeal about.”

Crystal gave one of her quick, birdlike laughs. “Oh, Josie. You’re such a one.” Her eyes shifted as the diner’s door swung open. Poking out her lip, she leaned closer to Josie. “There’s that Darleen Talbot coming in with her baby.” She sniffed and sucked her Coke dry. “There’s trash and there’s trash, I say.”

Josie’s gaze flicked up as Darleen walked by to settle herself in a booth. “Billy T. Bonny, huh?”

“Speaking of trash.” And Crystal dearly loved to. “Just like I told you, I saw him saunter right on in Darleen’s kitchen door not ten minutes after Junior went out the front. And all she was wearing was a little pink baby-doll nightgown when she let him in. I saw them clear through Susie Truesdale’s kitchen window. There I was, rinsing Susie’s hair in the sink. Now, that Susie, she keeps a spotless kitchen, let me tell you, even with all those kids. If her youngest hadn’t had a sick stomach, she’d have come on in the shop for her usual wash and style, and I wouldn’t have seen a thing.”

“What did Susie say?”

“Well, her head was in the sink, but when I was blowing her dry, I mentioned it, real casual like. And I could see by the way she looked that she knew. But she just said she never paid any mind to what went on next door.”

“So Darleen’s cheating on Junior with Billy T.” Josie’s lips curved around her straw. Her eyes took on that deep, faraway glow that warned Crystal something was up.

“You’re thinking, Josie.”

“I was doing just that, Crystal. I was thinking that Junior’s got a sweet face even if he is a little bit dim. And I’m real fond of him.”

“Shoot.” Crystal poked at the remains of her tomato. “Far as I know, he’s about the only man in town between twenty and fifty you’ve never looked twice at.”

“I can be fond of a man without wanting to do it with him.” Josie examined her straw. There was a smear of red on the tip. “Seems to me somebody ought to give him a little hint about what’s happening in his own house when he’s not around to see it.”

“I don’t know, Josie.”

“I know, and that’s enough.” She dug in her bag for a pad and pen. “Let’s see now. I’ll just write him a little note, and you can get it to him.”

“Me?” Crystal squeaked, then looked guiltily around. “How come I have to do it?”

“Because everybody knows you stop at the station on your way home to buy yourself a Milky Way bar.”

“Well, sure, but—”

“So when you go in,” Josie continued, busily writing, “all you have to do is distract Junior while he’s got the cash register open. Then you drop this on in and scoot out. Easy as pie.”

“You know I always get a rash under my arms when I get nervous.” Crystal thought she could already feel her skin prickling.

“Two seconds, and you’re all done.” When she saw Crystal wavering, Josie brought out the big guns. “I told you, didn’t I, how Darleen was saying that color you used on her hair turned brassy and she was going to save her money by doing it herself with Miss Clairol? She said right out that it was a crime for you to charge seventeen fifty for a color job when all anyone had to do was pick up a box for five dollars and do it themselves.”

“That little bitch has no right talking that way to my customers.” Crystal was fired up now. “Why, she’s got hair like a Brillo pad, and if I’ve told her once, I’ve told her a thousand times, she’s got to have a professional tend to it or else it’ll start falling right out of her head.” She sniffed. “Hope it does.”

Josie smiled and waved the note in front of Crystal’s nose. Glaring, Crystal snatched it.

“Just look at her,” Crystal continued. “Sitting there putting on lipstick while that baby smears ice cream all over itself.”

Casually, Josie turned her head. She started to remark that Darleen would look better herself, smeared with a little cherry vanilla. The glint of the gold case on the tube of lipstick stopped her.

“Now, isn’t that funny,” she murmured.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’ll be right back, Crystal.” Josie rose, and trailing a finger over the back of the booths, strolled up to Darleen. “Hey, Darleen. This baby of yours sure is getting big.”

“He’s eight months now.” Surprised and flattered that Josie had come over, Darleen set the lipstick aside to wipe ineffectually at Scooter’s face with a paper napkin. Infuriated by the interruption, he howled. Josie eyed the lipstick case while Darleen and the baby fussed at each other.

It wasn’t a mistake, she thought. No indeedy. She’d bought that lipstick in Jackson, at the Elizabeth Arden counter. That gold case had caught her eye, and that particular shade of red.

Hers was missing, too. And had been since … since the night she’d gotten plowed—in more ways than one—in the embalming room of Palmer’s with Teddy Rubenstein. She’d come home, Josie remembered, and had dropped her purse getting out of the car. Everything had spilled out.

And the next day Tucker had wrecked his car because somebody’d poked holes in some lines.

“That’s a pretty lipstick you’ve got there, Darleen. Looks good on you.”

Josie’s eyes had taken on a hard, hunting edge, but Darleen heard only the compliment. “Red lipstick’s sexy, I think. A man likes to see a woman’s lips coming.”

“I like red myself, and I never saw that shade before. Where’d you get it?”

“Oh.” Darleen flushed a little, but was flattered enough to pick up the case and turn it around in the light. “It was a present.”

Josie’s grin was fiercely jovial. “My, I do love presents. Don’t you?”

She turned without waiting for an answer and strode out past a baffled Crystal.

Fifteen minutes later Tucker, who was resting after three hard-fought games of Parcheesi, had his peace disturbed when Josie shook him awake and poured out her story.

Blinking against the last slants of sunlight, he tried to get his mushy brain around it.

“Just slow down, Jose, for chrissake. I’m not even awake yet.”

“Then wake up, goddammit.” She gave him a shove that nearly tilted him out of the hammock. “I’m telling you Billy T. Bonny’s the one who messed with your car, and I want to know what you’re going to do about it.”

“You’re telling me he used lipstick to poke holes in my hydraulic and brake lines?”

“No, you peabrain.” She took a breath and went through the whole business again.

“Honey, just because Darleen had the same color lipstick as you—”

“Tucker.” Patience wasn’t one of Josie’s virtues, and she punched him, hard. “A woman knows her own lipstick when she sees it.”

He rubbed his arm, willing to concede the point. “You could’ve dropped it anyplace.”

“I did not drop it anyplace, I dropped it right over there in the drive. I used it the night I went out with Teddy, and I didn’t have it the next morning. Or my mother-of-pearl fold-up mirror either.” Fury flared in her eyes. “The bitch’s probably got that, too.”

With a sigh, Tucker rose. It wasn’t likely he’d be able to get in another nap. He wasn’t mad yet, only because it all seemed a little farfetched.

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll go pass this along to Burke.”

Josie slapped her hands on her hips. “Daddy’d have gone and stuck a rifle barrel up Billy T.’s ass.”

Tucker turned, and though his face remained calm, his eyes weren’t. “I’m not Daddy, Josie.”

She was sorry immediately and rushed over to throw her arms around him. “Honey, that was awful of me. I didn’t mean it, either. It just makes me so mad, that’s all.”

“I know.” He gave her a squeeze. “Let me handle it my own way.” He drew back to kiss her. “Next time I’m in Jackson, I’ll buy you a new lipstick.”

“Ruthless Red.”

“You just go on in and relax now. I’m going to take your car.”

“Okay. Tuck?” When he turned back, she was smiling again. “Maybe Junior’ll shoot his nuts off.”




chapter 15

Tucker tried the sheriff’s office first, but found only Barb Hopkins, the part-time dispatcher, at her little desk in the corner and her six-year-old, Mark, who was playing jailbird in one of the two cells.

“Hey, Tuck.” Barb, who’d put on about fifty pounds since she’d graduated with Tucker from Jefferson Davis High, shifted her girth and put down the paperback novel she’d been reading. Her round, jolly face creased into smiles. “We got ourselves some excitement ’round here, don’t we?”

“Looks like.” Tucker had always had a fondness for Barb, who’d married Lou Hopkins at nineteen and had proceeded to give birth to a boy child every two years thereafter until Mark arrived, at which point she’d told Lou he could either get his dick clipped or take up residence on the sofabed. “Where’s the rest of your brood, Barb?”

“Oh, they’re running around town, raising hell.” He paused by the cell to look in on the grimy-faced, towheaded Mark. “So, whatcha in for, boy?”

“I kilt ’em.” Mark grinned evilly and shook the bars. “I kilt ’em all, but there ain’t no jail can hold me.”

“I’ll bet. We got ourselves a dangerous criminal here, Barb.”

“Don’t I know it. I come down this morning, and he’d done turned up the heater on the aquarium and fried every living guppy in there. I got a psychopathic fish-murderer on my hands.” She dug into the bag of cheese balls on the desk and munched. “So what can I do for you, Tuck?”

“Looking for Burke.”

“He deputized a few of the boys, then he and Carl took them out to look for Austin Hatinger. County sheriff come down, too, in his ’copter. We got ourselves a regular manhunt. Wasn’t so much him taking a few shots at you and blowing out that Caroline Waverly’s windows,” Barb said complacently. “But he dented that county deputy’s head pretty good, and embarrassed the shit out of the other one. Now Austin’s an escaped felon. He’s in big trouble.”

“The FBI?”

“Oh, Special Agent Suit-and-Tie? Well, he’s leaving this business pretty much up to the local boys. Went out with them for form’s sake, but he was more interested in his interviews.” She took another handful of cheese balls. “I happened to see one of them lists he makes. Looked like he wanted to talk to Vernon Hatinger, Toby March, Darleen Talbot, and Nancy Koons.” Barb licked salt off her fingers. “You, too, Tuck.”

“Yeah, I figured he’d get around to me again. Can you call Burke up on that thing?” He pointed to her radio. “Find out where he is and if he’s got a minute for me?”

“Sure can. They took walkie-talkies.” Obligingly, Barb wiped her orange-smeared fingers, fiddled with some dials, cleared her throat, then clicked on her mike. “This is base calling unit one. Base calling unit one. Over.” She put her hand over the mike and grinned at Tuck. “That Jed Larsson said how we should use code names like Silver Fox and Big Bear. Ain’t he a one?” With a shake of her head she leaned down to the mike again. “Base calling unit one. Burke honey, Y’all out there?”

“Unit one, base. Sorry, Barb, had my hands full. Over.”

“I got Tucker here in the office, Burke, says he needs to talk to you.”

“Well, put him on, then.”

Tucker bent down to the mike. “Burke, I got something I need to run by you. Can I come on out?”

There was a sharp whine of feedback, a protesting oath, and a scratching of static. “I’m pretty tied up right now, Tuck, but you can ride on down to where Dog Street Road runs off into Lone Tree. We got a roadblock set up there. Over.”

“I’ll be right along.” He looked doubtfully at the mike. “Ah, over and out.”

Barb grinned at him. “If I was you, I’d keep a shotgun across my lap. Austin got himself two Police Specials this morning.”

“Yeah, thanks, Barb.”

As Tucker walked out, Mark rattled his cage and shouted gleefully: “I kilt ’em. I kilt ’em all!”

Tucker shuddered. He wasn’t thinking about fish.

He spotted two ’copters circling on his way out of town. A trio of men spread out like a long V over old Stokey’s field. Another group was making a sweep of Charlie O’Hara’s catfish farm. Every one of them was armed.

It reminded Tucker miserably of the search for Francie. Before he could prevent it, her dead, white face floated into his mind. On an oath he fumbled for a cassette. It was with relief that he realized he hadn’t punched in Tammy Wynette or Loretta Lynn—two of Josie’s favorites—but Roy Orbison.

The plaintive, silvery notes of “Crying” calmed him. They weren’t out looking for a body, he assured himself. They were just hunting up an idiot. An idiot with a pair of .38s.

On the long straight road he could see the barricade five miles before he came to it. It occurred to him that if Austin came tooling down this way in Birdie’s Buick, he’d have the same advantage. The wooden blockades were painted bright orange and glowed in the quieting sunlight. Behind them, two county cruisers sat nose to nose like two big black-and-white dogs sniffing each other.

Ranged along the shoulder of the road were Jed Larsson’s shiny new Dodge pick-up—between the store and the catfish, Jed was doing real well—Sonny Talbot’s truck with its big round lights hooked to the roof like a pair of yellow eyes, Burke’s cruiser, and Lou Hopkins’s Chevy van.

Lou’s van was dusty as an old hound. Someone had scrawled WASH ME! through the grime on the rear window.

As Tucker slowed, he noted that two county boys stepped forward, rifles oiled and ready. Though he didn’t think they’d shoot first and ask questions later, he was grateful when Burke waved them off.

“You got yourself a real operation here, don’t you?” Tucker commented as he stepped out.

“County sheriff’s spitting fire,” Burke muttered. “He didn’t like it that the FBI was around to see this screw-up. He thinks Austin’s halfway to Mexico by now, but he doesn’t want to say so.”

Tucker took out his cigarettes, offered one to Burke, then lighted one of his own. “What do you think?”

Burke blew out a long, slow stream of smoke. It had been a hellishly long day, and he was glad to talk to Tucker.

“Seems to me if a man knew the swamps and rivers around here, he could lay low for a good long time. ’Specially if he had a reason to.” He eyed Tucker. “We’re going to post a couple of uniforms at Sweetwater.”

“Shit on that.”

“Gotta do it, Tuck. Come on now.” He dropped a hand on Tucker’s shoulder. “You got women out there.”

Tucker looked across to where the long flat gave way to trees, and trees to swamp. “What a fucking mess.”

“It is that.”

Something in Burke’s voice had Tucker looking back at him. “What else is on your mind?”

“Ain’t this enough?”

“I’ve known you too long, son.”

Burke glanced behind him, then edged a few more feet away from the county deputies. “Bobby Lee came by the house last night.”

“Now, there’s news.”

Burke looked miserably at Tucker. “He wants to marry Marvella. Got his gumption up and asked to speak to me in private. We went on out on the back porch. Shit, Tuck, it scared me bloodless. I was afraid he was going to tell me he’d gotten her pregnant, then I’d’ve had to kill him or something.” He saw Tucker’s grin and answered it weakly. “Yeah, I know, I know. But it’s different when it’s your little girl. Anyway—” He blew in smoke, chuffed it out. “He didn’t get her pregnant. I guess kids’re smarter today about being protected and all. I remember driving clear into Greenville to buy rubbers when I was courting Susie.” His grin was a little stronger. “Then when we got into the backseat of my daddy’s Chevy, I left them in my pocket.” The grin faded. “Of course, if I’d have remembered them, we wouldn’t have had Marvella.”

“What did you tell him, Burke?”

“Shit, what could I tell him?” He rested a hand absently on the butt of his gun. “She’s grown up on me. She wants him, and that’s that. He’s got a decent job at Talbot’s, and he’s a good boy. He’s crazy in love with her, and I’ve gotta figure he’ll do right. But it damn near breaks my heart.”

“How’d Susie take it?”

“Cried buckets.” On a sigh, Burke tossed down the cigarette and stamped it out. “And when Marvella started in on how they were thinking of moving to Jackson, I thought she’d flood the house. Then she and Marvella cried together awhile. When they dried up, they started talking about bridesmaid’s dresses. I left them to it.”

“Getting old sucks, huh?”

“That’s the truth.” But he felt better having gotten it off his chest. “Keep it under your hat for a bit. They’re going to break it to the Fullers this evening.”

“You got room in your head for something else?”

“It’d be a pure pleasure to push this out for a while.”

Tucker leaned back against the hood of Josie’s car and told a tale of lipstick and adultery.

“Darleen and Billy T.?” Burke frowned as he thought it through. “I haven’t gotten wind of that.”

“Ask Susie.”

Burke sighed and nodded. “That woman can keep a secret, God knows. She was three months gone with Tommy before she told me. Worried I’d be upset because we were just scraping by. With Marvella being in love with Darleen’s brother, I can see how she’d keep it to herself.” Thinking, he jingled his keys. “The thing is, Tucker, I can’t go up to Billy T. about all this just because Darleen’s using the same kind of lipstick as Josie.”

“I know you’ve got a lot going on, Burke. Just figured I should pass it along.”

Burke gave a grunt of assent. They would lose the light soon, and God knew where Austin had gone to ground. “I’ll talk to Susie tonight. If it turns out Billy T.’s been seeing Darleen on the sly, I’ll make some time to feel him out.”

“Appreciate it.” But now that his duty was done, Tucker figured he would do some feeling out of his own.

The next morning, strung out after barely five hours’ sleep, Burke was spooning up corn flakes, worrying about having an armed escapee in his territory—they’d found the Buick ditched out on Cottonseed Road, and nobody was thinking Austin was in Mexico now. On top of that, there was the issue of whether he’d have to rent a tuxedo to give his daughter away.

Susie was already on the phone with Happy Fuller, and the two of them were mapping out wedding plans with the intensity and guile of generals mounting a major campaign.

He was wondering how long the county sheriff would be on his back, when the screams and crashes from next door had him jumping to his feet.

Holy Christ, he thought, how could he have forgotten about the Talbots? By the time Susie came rushing in, Burke was already clearing the fence that separated the yards.

“You’ve killed him! You’ve killed him!” Darleen screamed. She was backed into a corner of the small, jumbled kitchen, pulling her hair. The elastic bodice of her shortie nightgown was drawn down, cupped beneath one white, jiggling breast.

Burke looked politely away from that to the overturned table, the splattered remains of soggy cereal, and the prone figure of Billy T. Bonny, who lay facedown in a pool of grits.

Burke shook his head and looked at Junior Talbot standing over Billy T. with a cast-iron skillet in his hand.

“I sure hope you didn’t kill him, Junior.”

“Don’t figure I did.” Junior put the skillet down calmly enough. “Only whacked him once.”

“Well, let’s take a look.” Burke bent down while Darleen continued to scream and yank at her hair. In the playpen, Scooter was raising the roof. “Just knocked him cold,” Burke said, taking in the sizable lump coming up on the back of Billy T.’s head. “Should probably get him over to Doc’s, though.”

“I’ll help you haul him.”

Still crouched, Burke glanced up. “You want to tell me what went on here, Junior?”

“Well …” Junior righted a chair. “Seems I forgot to tell Darleen something. When I came on back, I saw that Billy T. there had snuck into the kitchen and was forcing himself on my wife.” He shot Darleen a look that shut off her wailing like a finger on a switch. “Ain’t that right, Darleen?”

“I …” She sniffled, and her eyes darted from Burke to Billy T. and back to Junior. “That’s right. I—he was on me so quick, I didn’t know what to do. Then Junior came back, and …”

“You go on and see to the baby,” Junior said quietly. He reached over with that same unruffled calm and pulled the pink rayon over her breast. “You don’t have to worry about Billy T. bothering you again.”

She swallowed and her head bobbed twice. “Yes, Junior.”

She rushed out and in a moment the baby’s wails turned to hiccoughing sobs. Junior looked back at Billy T. He was beginning to stir a little.

“A man has to protect what’s his, don’t he, Sheriff?”

Burke hooked his arms under Billy T.’s. “I expect he does, Junior. Let’s haul him out to my car.”

Cy was happy. It shamed him a little to be so happy when his sister had just been put in the ground and the whole town was whispering about his father. But he couldn’t help it.

It was almost enough just to be out of the house where his mother was sprawled, glassy-eyed with whatever pills Doc had given her, watching the Today show.

But it was better than just getting out of the house, better than walking away from the police car that sat in the yard waiting to see if his daddy would try to come home. Cy was going to work. And he was going in style.

His shoes kicked up dust and his lips whistled a tune. The prospect of walking and biking ten miles didn’t daunt him in the least. He was embarking on the Cy Hatinger Freedom Fund. The fund that was going to buy his way out of Innocence on his eighteenth birthday.

The four years stretched painfully long, but not as hopeless as they had been before he’d become a man of all work.

He like the title, and imagined himself with one of those business cards, like that Bible salesman from Vicksburg had given his mother last April. It would read:


CYRUS HATINGER

MAN OF ALL WORK

· · ·

No job too big

No job too small



Yes sir, he was on his way. By the time he was eighteen, he’d have saved enough to buy himself a ticket to Jackson. Maybe even New Orleans. Shitfire! He could go clean to California if he’d a mind to.

Humming “California, Here I Come,” he veered off the hardpack to cross the edge of Toby March’s east field. He wondered if Jim would be over at Miss Waverly’s painting, and if he’d have time to scoot by and say hey.

He crossed Little Hope stream, which was hardly more than a piss trickle at this time of year, and followed it down to the culvert.

He remembered how he and Jim had scrawled their names on the rounded concrete in Crayolas. And how, in more recent times, they’d pored over every page of a Playboy magazine Cy had swiped from under his brother A.J.’s mattress.

Those pictures had been something, he remembered. And for Cy, who had never seen a naked female, it had been an awe-inspiring experience. His pecker had gotten hard as a rock. And that night the old tool of Satan had cut loose in his first and fascinating wet dream.

And hadn’t his mama been surprised when he’d done the laundry for her?

Grinning a little over the memory—and wondering if he’d have the experience again anytime soon—he slid down the gentle bank of Little Hope and headed into the culvert.

A hand slapped over his mouth, cutting off his cheerful whistle. He didn’t try to scream or struggle. He knew that hand, the shape, the texture, even the smell of it. His fear was much too deep, much too hopeless for screams.

“I found your little hole,” Austin whispered. “Your den of sin with your filthy book and your nigger writing. You boys come down here to jerk each other off?”

Cy could only shake his head. He grunted when Austin shoved him against the hard, rounded wall of the culvert. He expected the belt to flash, but even as he braced, he saw his father wasn’t wearing one.

They take away your belt when they put you in jail, he remembered. Take it away so you can’t hang yourself.

He swallowed. His father was crouched over because the culvert was too low to allow him to rise to his full height. But the position didn’t diminish him. If anything, it made him seem larger, stronger. With his back rounded, his legs bent and spread, his face and hands blackened with dirt, he looked like something horrible waiting to pounce.

Cy swallowed again, his throat clicking. “They’re looking for you, Daddy.”

“I know they’re looking for me. They ain’t found me, have they?”

“No, sir.”

“You know why, boy? It’s because I got God on my side. Those Christless bastards’ll never find me. What we got here’s a holy war.” He smiled, and Cy felt ice flow into his belly. “They put me in jail, and they left that murdering son of a whore free. She was a whore. Whore of Babylon,” he said softly. “Selling herself when she was mine.”

Cy didn’t know what he was talking about, but nodded. “Yes sir.”

“They’ll be punished. ‘They shall bear the punishment of their iniquity.’ ” His hands began to clench and unclench slowly. “All of them. Down to the last generation.” His eyes cleared and focused on Cy again. “Where’d you get that bike, boy?”

He started to claim it was Jim’s, but with his father’s eyes on him, feared the lie might burn his tongue off. “It’s just loaned to me, is all.” He began to shake, knowing there was no choice. “I got me a job. I got work down at Sweetwater.”

Austin’s eyes went blank as he took a shuffling step forward. Clench, unclench went his big, blackened hands. “You went to that place? That viper’s den?”

Cy knew there were worse things than belts. There were fists. Tears sprang to his eyes. “I won’t go back, Daddy. I swear. I only thought—” A hand closed over his throat, cutting off words and air.

“Even my son betrays me. Flesh of my flesh, bone of my bone.” He tossed Cy aside like a limp sock. The boy’s elbows banged painfully on the concrete, but he didn’t cry out. For a long time there was only the sound of breathing.

“You will go back,” Austin said at length. “You’ll go back and you’ll watch. You’ll tell me what he does, which room he sleeps in. You’ll tell me everything you see and hear.”

Cy swiped at his eyes. “Yes sir.”

“And you’ll get me food. Food and water. You bring it here, every morning, every night.” He was smiling again when he hunkered down by his son. His breath was bad, foul as a grave. The light seeped through the opening of the culvert hit his irises and turned them almost white. “You don’t tell your ma, you don’t tell Vernon, you don’t tell nobody.”

“Yes sir.” Cy’s head bobbed in desperate agreement. “But Vernon, he’d help you, Daddy. He could get your truck and—”

Austin slapped a hand across Cy’s mouth. “I said nobody. They’ll be watching Vernon. Watching him day and night because they know he’ll stand by me. But you—they won’t pay no mind to you. Just remember I’ll be watching you. Sometimes I’ll be here, waiting. Sometimes I won’t. But I’ll always be watching you. Understand me? I’ll always be watching you, and listening. The Lord will let me see, let me hear. If you make a mistake, His wrath will smite you down, cleave you in two with one mighty blow.”

“I’ll bring it.” Cy’s teeth chattered over the words. “I promise. I’ll bring it.”

He laid his brutal hands on the boy’s shoulders. “You tell anyone you seen me, and even God Himself won’t save you.”

It took Cy almost an hour to bike to Sweetwater. A quarter of the way there he had to stop and toss up his breakfast. When he was empty, he rinsed off his clammy face with the stingy water of the Little Hope. Because his legs were shaking, he had to ride slow or risk a spill. Every few minutes he looked uneasily over his shoulder, almost certain he would see his father behind him, smiling that smile and snapping the belt they’d taken away from him at the county jail.

When he got to Sweetwater, he saw Tucker was on the side terrace, going through the morning mail. Cy parked the bike with deliberate movements.

“Morning, Cy.”

“Mr. Tucker.” His voice sounded rusty and he coughed to clear it. “I’m sorry about being late. I was—”

“You’re calling your own hours, Cy.” Tucker glanced absently at a stock report and set it aside. “We got no time clock here.”

“Yes sir. If you’ll tell me where to start, I’ll get right on it.”

“Don’t rush me,” Tucker said pleasantly, and tossed a scrap of bacon to the ever-hopeful Buster. “Had breakfast?”

Cy thought about what he’d lost on the side of the road. His stomach twisted evilly. “Yes sir.”

“Then you can come on up here while I finish mine. Then we’ll see what’s to do.”

Reluctantly, Cy climbed the three rounded stairs that led to the terrace. Buster looked up, thumped his tail once in reflex, then burped.

“He’s thrilled to have company,” Tucker said dryly. He tossed one of Josie’s catalogues aside and smiled up at the boy. “Since you’re so all-fired—what the hell’d you do to yourself?”

“Sir?” Panic shot into his voice. “I didn’t do nothing.”

“Hell, boy, your elbows are all scraped to shit.” He took Cy’s arm, turned it. Blood was still seeping slowly, and there was a scattering of nasty-looking grit in the cuts.

“I just took a spill, is all.”

Tucker’s eyes narrowed. “Did Vernon do it?” He’d had a few scrapes with Vernon himself, and was well aware the man wouldn’t think anything of laying into the boy.

Like father, like son.

“No, sir.” Cy felt a rush of relief that at least he could tell the truth. “I swear Vernon didn’t touch me. He gets mad sometimes, but I can stay out of his way until he forgets about it. It’s not like Daddy—” He broke off, flushing in mortification. “It wasn’t Vernon. I just took a spill, is alt.”

Tucker’s brow had lifted during the babbling explanation. There was no use pressing the boy or adding to his embarrassment by making him admit his father and brother used him for a punching bag. “Well, slow down. You go on in, tell Della to clean you up.”

“I don’t—”

“Boy.” Tucker leaned back. “One of the privileges of being an employer is to give orders. You go on in, get cleaned up, and take a Coke out of the refrigerator. When you come back, I’ll have figured out how you’re earning your keep today.”

“Yes sir.” Flooded with guilt, Cy rose. He walked into the house with a heavy heart.

Tucker frowned after him. The boy looked like hell, and that was the truth. But who could blame him? Tucker tossed another scrap of bacon to the dog and figured he’d keep Cy busy enough to ease his mind.

By the time the sun was blazing toward noon, Tucker had Cy occupied on the lawn tractor. Word of the Talbot affair had already raced through town, and thanks to Della’s hotline to Earleen, had reached Sweetwater while Billy T.’s bandages were still fresh.

Like good, hand-dipped ice cream, the story came in several varieties and was consumed with relish. But with the connection between Darleen and Billy T. confirmed, Tucker was interested in only one story.

Junior had found his wife wrapped around Billy T. Bonny on the kitchen table. Billy T. had ended up with a goose egg on the back of his head, and no charges were being filed on either side.

Until something came along to nudge it aside, it would be Innocence’s hot news item.

He took the afternoon to think it through, then had a piece of Della’s banana cream pie and thought some more. It was, after all, a matter of principle. A man could walk away from a lot of things, but he didn’t get far walking away from his principles.

He bribed Della for the use of her car with the promise of a new pair of earrings and a full tank of gas. He drove past Caroline’s lane, wondering if he could talk her into a movie that night. Half a mile down, where Old Cypress Road crossed Longstreet, he parked.

To get from town to his house, or from his house to town, Billy T. would have to drive by that spot. As far as Tucker knew, Billy T. hadn’t missed an evening at McGreedy’s since he could hold a pool cue.

Tucker pulled out a cigarette and settled in to wait.

He was sitting on the hood of Della’s car, thinking about lighting a second one, when he saw Caroline being pulled along by the puppy on a red leash.

She nearly stopped her forward progress, and her fruitless attempts to teach the pup to heel, because she thought she caught a flash of annoyance in Tucker’s eyes.

Then he was smiling. “Honey,” he called out, “where’s that dog taking you?”

“We’re going for a walk.” She was panting a bit by the time she reached the car. Tail wriggling, Useless leapt up to nip at Tucker’s ankles.

“This ain’t the city.” He leaned over enough to scratch the dog’s head as Useless hopped on his hind legs. “Around here you just turn ’em loose in the yard.”

“I’m trying to teach him to mind the leash.”

To show the futility of that, Useless swiveled around and gnawed at it.

“He seems to mind it plenty.” He smiled. “You look tired, Caro. Rough night?”

“Well, the puppy cried a lot.” And even when he’d settled, she’d had a hard time sleeping, thinking that Austin Hatinger might come rapping at her door.

“Cardboard box and a windup alarm clock.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He’s missing his mama. You put him in a box, maybe with that cushion you bought, and tuck an alarm clock in with him. It’s like a heartbeat. Lulls them off to sleep.”

“Oh.” She thought it over and decided not to mention that he’d lulled off just fine when she’d cuddled him into bed with her. “I’ll have to give that a try. What are you doing standing on the side of the road?”

“I’m sitting,” he corrected her. “Just passing the time.”

“It’s an odd place to pass it. They haven’t caught Hatinger yet, have they?”

“Not so I’ve heard.”

“Tucker, Susie was by earlier and she mentioned Vernon Hatinger. She said he was as bad as his father.”

Idly, Tucker snapped his fingers to entertain Useless. “More like he’s working up to it, I’d say.”

“She said he was always looking to pick a fight, and—”

“Picked a few with me,” Tucker interrupted, reminiscing. “Kicked my ass, I’m sorry to say. Then Dwayne kicked his.” He grinned, remembering how Dwayne had been before the bottle had taken such a choke hold. “I never could seem to put on muscle as a boy. Even working in the field, I ended up with toothpick arms. But Dwayne, he hulked right up. Used those arms to quarterback on the football team and set all the girls to swooning after him. After Vernon tried to pound some righteousness into my face, Dwayne pounded some sin into his.” He let out a long, satisfied breath. “Sin sure as hell won that day.”

“I’m sure that’s a touching story of male bonding, but my point is, you don’t have just Austin to worry about, but Vernon as well.”

“There isn’t much point worrying about either one of them.”

“Why?” she burst out. “Because your big brother will beat them up for you?”

“These days he’s too busy beating up himself.” He cast a look down Old Cypress Road and saw the telltale plume of gravel dust and the gleam of Billy T.’s souped-up Thunderbird. “It might be best if you walked on back, put this out of your mind. Maybe I’ll stop in later and see how that painting’s going.”

“What is it?” She’d seen that look in his eyes before. When he’d been sprawled on top of her while glass was shattering. When he’d asked her if she had a gun. This man wouldn’t need his big brother or anyone else to fight his battles. She heard the roar of Billy T.’s Glasspacks and turned. “What is it, Tucker?”

“Nothing to concern you. Go on home, Caroline.” He slid off the hood just as Billy T. screamed to a stop.

She gathered up the puppy and stood her ground.

“Hey, Fucker … I mean Tucker.” Billy T. grinned around a toothpick at his own witticism. He wasn’t in a sunny mood. His head still ached, and his pride had suffered a more serious blow than his skull. He was in a kick-ass frame of mind.

“Billy T.” Hands snug in his pockets, Tucker strolled across the road. “Heard you had a little incident this morning.”

His eyes slitted. “What the fuck’s it to you?”

“Just making conversation. You know, as it happens, I was just sitting here waiting for you to come along.”

“That so?”

“Yeah.” Out of the corner of his eye Tucker saw that Caroline had crossed the road as well. Though she stood several feet back, it annoyed the hell out of him. “A little something I’d like to clear up. If you’ve got the time.”

Before Billy T. realized the intention, Tucker had reached in and snatched the keys from the ignition. People often forgot he could move faster than a crawl.

“Or if you don’t,” Tucker added complacently.

“Shit for brains.” Billy T. shoved the door open. “I guess you’re hoping for another black eye.”

“Well, we’ll talk about that. Caroline, if you come a step closer, I’m going to be mighty unhappy with you.”

Billy T. slanted Caroline a leer, letting his gaze crawl up her legs, slide over her belly and breasts. “Leave her be, Tuck. Maybe after I’ve finished smearing you over the road, she’d like to come on and have a beer with a real man.”

That brought her chin up. “The only thing I see out here are a couple of sulky schoolboys. Tucker, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’d like you to drive me home. Right now.”

Billy T. grinned and flipped away the toothpick. “Got you pussy-whipped already? Getting your plookie regular, Tuck?”

Outraged, Caroline stepped forward, only to be brought up short by the arm Tucker shot out.

“Now, that’s no way to talk about a lady, Billy T., but we’ll get to that in a minute. I figured we should have a word about my car.”

“Heard your car was down in Jackson getting the pleats ironed out of it.”

“You heard correctly. You and me, we never got along too well. And I don’t figure we’ll get along in the future, but I just can’t let what you did to my car go by.”

Billy T. snorted and spat. “Way I heard it, you wrecked that car.”

“Yeah, after you snuck into Sweetwater like a polecat and diddled with it.” Tucker knew Billy T.’s brain wasn’t his strong point, and lied with clear eyes. “Darleen let on how you poked those holes in the lines. Guess that wasn’t very loyal of her, after you gave her Josie’s lipstick.”

“She’s nothing but a lying slut.”

“That may be, but I reckon she’s telling the truth about this.”

Billy T. swung back the hair that fell across his forehead. “And what if she is? You can’t prove it.” His lips stretched over his teeth in a sneer. “I can stand right here and tell you that I done it. I walked right down your fancy lane and poked holes in your fancy car. Darleen was feeling blue about your breaking Edda Lou’s heart, so I did it to make her feel better. And because I hate your ever-fucking guts. But you ain’t going to prove it.”

As if considering, Tucker took out a cigarette. “You may have a point there, but that doesn’t mean you’re going to get off clean.” He broke off the tip of the cigarette, lighted it. Caroline took a step back. She recognized that tone, and that look. “It occurred to me that maybe somebody in my family might have taken my car out that morning. Maybe one of them who doesn’t handle the wheel as well as I do. You know, Billy T., that just pisses me off.”

“You want to do something about it?”

Tucker studied the tip of his cigarette. “I guess I do. I gotta say I don’t care for the idea of getting my face pounded on again.”

“You always was a chickenshit.” Grinning, Billy T. spread his arms. “Go ahead, take your best shot.”

“Well, since you put it that way.” Tucker kicked him squarely in the crotch.

Billy T. doubled over and a sound escaped him like air coming out of a pressure cooker. Still clutching himself, he went down on the side of the road. When Tucker crouched down and took a firm hold on his bruised genitals, Billy T.’s eyes rolled back in his head.

“Don’t pass out, boy, not until I finish what I’ve got to say. You may start thinking again once your nuts slide down from your throat, and I want you to think about this. Listening?”

“Ga” was about the only sound Billy T. could make.

“Good. You know who holds the note on your family’s land? Payment’s been late three months running. I’d sure feel bad if I had to foreclose. And that cotton gin where you occasionally find the time to put in a few hours a week? By coincidence, it so happens I own that, too. Now, you want to have a reprisal against me, I guess I can’t stop you. But you’ll lose your land, and your job, and as God is my witness, I’ll do my best to turn you into a soprano while I’m at it.” He bore down with his fingers to make his point. All Billy T. could do was moan and roll into a ball. “I was mighty fond of that car,” Tucker said with a sigh. “And as it turns out, I’m fond of this lady here that you insulted. So, don’t mess with me again, Billy T. I’m not a skinny ten-year-old anymore.”

“Leave me alone,” Billy T. managed to get out. “You broke something. You broke my works.”

“Don’t worry, they’ll bounce back. That’s why they call them balls.” When he rose, Tucker noticed that Caroline had dropped the pup, who was now relieving himself on Billy T.’s shoes. He grinned, but gathered the dog up. “Now, that’s adding insult to injury.”

He turned to where Caroline was standing on the edge of the road, mouth agape, eyes wide. Tucker hitched the pup under his arm. “Come on, sugar. I’ll give you that ride home now.”

“You’re just going to leave him there?” She craned her neck as Tucker pulled her to the Oldsmobile.

“That’s the plan. I was thinking we could go take in a movie tonight.”

“A movie,” she said blankly. “Tucker, I just stood there and watched you kick that man in the …”

“We call them privates in polite company. Scoot on over, unless you want to drive.”

Rubbing a hand to her temple, she did. “But that’s fighting dirty, isn’t it?”

“All fighting’s dirty, Caroline, which is why I dearly love to avoid it.” He leaned over to give her a quick kiss before starting the engine. In an absent move, he tossed Billy T.’s keys across the road. “Now, about that movie?”

Caroline let out a long breath. “What’s playing?”




chapter 16

“Perhaps you’d like a glass of water, Mrs. Talbot.” Darleen looked at Agent Burns through red-rimmed, swollen eyes ruthlessly outlined with Maybelline. “Yes, sir,” she said meekly. In the last forty-eight hours, she’d learned a whole lot about meek. “I’d be obliged.”

All solicitude, Burns rose to go into the bathroom and pour tepid tap water into a paper cup. He considered himself an expert interviewer—had even instructed a course on the subject. As he would have told his class at the FBI Academy, the first rule of a good interview is to know your subject.

Burns figured he had Darleen Talbot’s number.

Sympathy, flattery, and kindly authority. Those were the watchwords here. Burns estimated thirty minutes for the interview, including a four-minute prologue to gain Darleen’s confidence. Along with the paper cup, he offered Darleen a kindly smile. “I appreciate your making the time to come in and talk with me this morning, Mrs. Talbot.”

Cautiously, she brought the cup to her unpainted lips. She’d lost her affection for red lipstick. “Junior said I had to.”

“Well, I know it’s difficult for a young mother to find the time out of a demanding schedule. Where is your little one today?” Burns crossed ask about family off his mental checklist.

“Ma’s watching Scooter. She likes to sit with him.” As her eyes darted around the room, lighting on anything but Special Agent Matthew Burns, she fiddled with the collar of her flowered blouse. “He’s her only grandson, you know. My two sisters both have girls.”

“A handsome boy, too,” Burns said, though he didn’t know if he’d ever laid eyes on the youngest Talbot.

“He is pretty. His hair’s as curly as a little lamb.” A ghost of a smile brightened her eyes. She figured—accurately—that the only reason Junior hadn’t tossed her out of the house was his attachment to his son. “He’s quick, too. He’s like greased lightning on his hands and knees. I don’t know how I’ll keep up with him once he starts toddling.”

“I’m sure he keeps you on your toes.”

More relaxed, Darleen set the cup aside. Why, the FBI man wasn’t so bad, she decided. People just didn’t know him. “Do you have young ’uns?”

“No, I don’t.” Nor did the fastidious Burns intend to. Ever. “I’m afraid my work keeps me away from home quite a bit.”

“Looking for criminals.”

“Exactly.” He beamed at her, as if she’d just answered a very complex question. “And it’s concerned, responsible citizens like yourself who make my job easier.” Still smiling, he took out his mini recorder. “This helps me remember accurately.”

Darleen eyed the recorder with distrust. She began to twist her hands in her lap. “Shouldn’t I have a lawyer or something?”

“Why, certainly, if you wish.” Burns sat down behind Burke’s cluttered desk. “But I assure you it isn’t necessary for this kind of informal chat. I just need a little background information from you, on your friend Edda Lou Hatinger.” He stretched out an avuncular hand to hers. “I know this is difficult for you, Darleen. May I call you Darleen?”

Why, he was just as polite as a waiter in a fancy restaurant. Though the comparison would have caused Burns to cringe, it made Darleen respond favorably. “That’ll be just fine.”

“Losing a friend is always painful, but in such a tragic way …” He trailed off, letting his silence offer comfort. “I’ll try not to upset you.”

It wasn’t difficult or even painful so much as terribly exciting, but she pulled out a ragged tissue and dabbed her eyes. “Talking about it just tears me in two. But I want to help,” she added bravely. “She was my dearest friend.”

“I know.” Pleased, Burns switched on the recorder. “Special Agent Matthew Burns, interview with Darleen Talbot re Edda Lou Hatinger. June twenty-five. Now then, Darleen, why don’t you tell me something about Edda Lou?”

Darleen blew her nose loudly enough to make Burns wince. “She was my dearest friend,” she repeated. “We went to school together, and she was my maid of honor. I guess she was like a sister to me.”

“And like sisters, I suppose the two of you exchanged confidences.”

“We never had secrets from each other. My own blood sisters, Belle and Starita? Why, I could never talk to them the way I could to Edda Lou.” Another tear squeezed out, and she caught it with her knuckle.

“And I’m sure she felt equally sympatico with you.”

Darleen frowned over the word. “I expect.”

“I can see that you’re an understanding, open-hearted woman. No doubt Edda Lou depended on you.”

The image had her preening a bit. “She did tend to lean on me. I never minded.”

“With you being a married woman, I’m sure Edda Lou came to you for advice—advice about the men in her life.”

Advice hell, Darleen thought. Edda Lou had liked to brag. But Darleen didn’t think she should say so. “We talked a lot. I guess we talked on the phone every single day.”

“And at the time of her death, was Edda Lou involved with anyone in particular?”

“Well, sure. Everybody knew she was all wrapped up in Tucker Longstreet. She could’ve had lots of other boyfriends. Edda Lou kept herself up real nice, you know. She studied pictures in magazines for hairdos and makeup tricks and all, and she wouldn’t step out of her room without doing her face up just so. But she’d set her sights on Tucker. Once she hooked him, I was going to … I mean to say, once they’d set a date, I was going to be her matron of honor. We went to Greenville and picked out dresses and everything.” And wasn’t it a shame she’d never have a chance to wear that pretty pink organdy gown with the puffy sleeves and the big bow?

With encouraging nods Burns made neat notations on a legal pad. “Mr. Longstreet and Edda Lou were to be married?”

Darleen licked her lips and stared at the recorder. She was torn between loyalty and truth—with truth standing in for self-preservation. Her episode with Junior had her inching back. “Edda Lou had her mind set on it.”

“And Mr. Longstreet?”

“Well … she’d’ve brought him around. Edda Lou wasn’t one to let loose once she got her teeth in something.”

“So you believe she would have convinced Mr. Longstreet to propose?”

“I guess you could put it like that.”

“Pressured him?” Burns was still smiling benignly. “Could she have known about some weakness, some problem, that would have convinced him to, let’s say, come up to scratch?”

Darleen thought about that awhile, then to Burns’s disappointment shook her head. “No, Tucker’s not one for problems. He just shakes them off. Thing is, I tried to tell Edda Lou the reason he cut things off with her was because she was getting too pushy. Men don’t like to be shoved into marriage.”

Darken drew from her vast scope of marital bliss. “You take my Junior? I just waited around, real calm and ladylike, for him to scrape up the courage to ask me. If I’d’ve been the one to bring up marriage, he’d’ve been off like a shot. Men just naturally resist the idea of settling. And that’s what I told her,” Darleen said with a knowing nod. “But she wouldn’t listen. Stubborn that way. And she was dead set to live at Sweetwater. I mean, to be with Tucker,” she corrected herself. “Edda Lou was wild for him.”

“I’m sure her feelings ran very deep,” Burns murmured, and Darleen smiled through the sarcasm. “She and Mr. Longstreet had an altercation the day she died.”

“Edda Lou came to see me right after.” Darleen wiggled more comfortably in her chair. It was just like Perry Mason, she thought. “She was spitting fire, too. You see, Tucker’d broke things off with her, and she’d figured on laying back a few weeks, until he couldn’t stand being without her anymore. That’s just how she put it. She figured with the sex being so good and all, he’d come sniffing back ’round quick enough.” She caught herself and flushed. “What I mean to say is, she knew he loved her.”

Face expressionless, Burns nodded. “I understand completely.”

“She was starting to get a bit itchy. And then Tucker starts seeing Chrissy Fuller—her being divorced now and all. Well, Edda Lou wasn’t going to put up with that, not for a New York minute. She tracked Tuck down at the Chat ’N Chew and told him what was what.”

“And claimed that she was pregnant.”

Darleen pressed her lips together and stared down at her shoes. “I reckon she made a mistake about that. She was that upset, you see, because Tucker was maybe going to slip away.”

“Is that what she told you when she came to see you that afternoon?”

“She was that upset.” Darleen began to twist her fingers together. “A woman’s bound to say things when she’s got a broken heart. She was storming up and down my front room. Said he wasn’t going to toss her away like used goods. He wasn’t going to do to her what his daddy had done to her daddy.”

“Excuse me?”

Darleen perked up. It was always rewarding to be the first to pass along gossip—even if the gossip was more than thirty years cold.

“Years ago Edda Lou’s daddy had been courting Miss Madeline—Tucker’s mama? Or, well, he wasn’t courting exactly, as people say who remember. But he wanted to. He really was set on marrying Miss Madeline, even though her daddy was a state senator and all and he was just a dirt farmer. Edda Lou used to say it was like a Cinderella story in reverse. But the thing was that Miss Madeline was crazy for Beau Longstreet. The more in love she was with Mr. Beau, the more Austin Hatinger wanted her. He never had much use for the Long-streets.”

“So,” Burns interrupted with some hope of making a long story short. “There’s been bad blood between the families for some time.”

“Real bad. He and Mr. Beau almost took each other apart at a church social. My daddy was one of the ones that pulled them apart, and he tells the story now and then.”

Burns cleared his throat. “That’s very interesting, Darleen, but—”

“What I’m trying to say is, because of all that, the way her father saw Beau as taking what was his, Edda Lou thought she deserved Sweetwater. And she went after Tuck, ’cause … well, he’s real good-lookin’ and he ain’t stingy with his pennies like his daddy was. But mostly I guess she liked the ideal of riling her pa. So she was pretty hot about him—Tucker, I mean—telling her right there in public that he didn’t want her. So she says to me: ‘He’s going to eat those words, Darleen. You wait and see.’ ”

“Did she happen to tell you how she was going to make him eat them?”

“She was going to get him alone somewhere and let nature take its course.” Darleen sent Burns a coy wink. “She took real good care of herself, Edda Lou did. Kept herself up and knew how to dress so men would look twice.”

“Any men in particular?”

“Before Tucker? She kinda played the field. Had John Thomas Bonny stuck on her last winter, and before that Judson O’Hara and Will Shiver. And there was Ben Koons, too. Though he was a married man and she never took him seriously.”

Burns noted down the names in meticulous block printing. “With a woman as attractive as Edda Lou, there might have been a man who remained … stuck on her after she’d committed herself to Mr. Longstreet.”

“Oh, Edda Lou liked to brag that men didn’t get over her in the wink of an eye. She could’ve had any of them.”

“I see. What about Toby March?”

“Oh.” Darleen picked up the paper cup and drank the rest of the water. “Well.”

“Yes?”

“There is nothing to that, Mr. Burns. No indeed. Edda Lou like to tease some. That was just her way.”

“She teased Mr. March?”

“It was just a little game.” Darleen brought her thumb to her mouth and began to gnaw on the nail. “Edda Lou wouldn’t be interested in a black man. Curious maybe.”

“And she was curious about Mr. March?”

“It was just to hit back at her daddy. He’d walloped Toby some years ago. Gave him that scar. And Edda Lou’s brother, Cy, he was friends with Toby’s boy. Austin Hatinger raised holy hell about that. So Edda Lou just liked to flirt with Toby because he’d get all stiff and flustered.”

“Did she have an affair with him?”

“I can’t say.” Darleen chewed the nail down to the nub. “It wasn’t nothing serious. She was just teasing.”

But it might have been serious for a black man, Burns thought. A married black in a small southern town where some lines were deadly to cross.

“When did she tease him, Darleen?”

“Oh, mostly after Tucker cut her off. That’s when Toby was doing work at the boardinghouse. But she wouldn’t have done anything, really. Why, her daddy would have killed her. He’d have strung Toby up, and he’d have skinned Edda Lou alive. If he didn’t get to it himself, Vernon would have done it for him. Edda Lou and Vernon didn’t have any use for each other, but Vernon couldn’t have held his head up if it got around that Edda Lou’d—you know—with one of Toby’s kind.”

Burns smiled. That gave him three more suspects. Three more motives. “Thank you, Darleen. You’ve been a big help.”

While Toby and young Jim hammered away at the braces on her back porch, Caroline took aim at a chicken-and-rice soup can. And missed.

“Sight a little more to the right,” Susie advised. “You jerk toward the left whenever you pull the trigger.”

“I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

“It’s comforting. Hold your breath this time. Right before you nudge the trigger.” Susie pursed her lips when Caroline fired again, missed again. “You’ll do better once you learn to keep both eyes open. But I’d give this year’s Fourth of July contest a pass.”

“I’m going to hit one, just one, before I move from this spot.”

“Maybe it’d help if you thought of that Luis again.”

“Nope. I’ve just about gotten that out of my system.”

“Well, hell, here I’ve been hoping you’d have a weak moment and tell me all the gory details.”

“More clichéd than gory. I caught him with another woman.”

“Oh.” Susie pursed her lips and thought about it. “Do you mean caught him with, or caught him with?”

“Capital-C caught.” She steadied her hand and took aim. “I walked in on him while a big-busted flute player was giving him an oil change.”

“My, my. Did you cut off his dipstick?”

The gun wavered as Caroline laughed. “No. I’m afraid this took place during my wimp period.”

“You seem to be over it now.”

“The wimp period or Luis? I am. Pretty much.” She missed again, swore, and buckled down. “Dammit, I’m going to hit one. It’s just a matter of practice. Nobody knows more about practice than a musician.” She lifted the gun, sighted in. “I’m going to make that goddamn can sing.”

She clipped the side, and while it didn’t precisely sing, the quick bang was enough to satisfy her.

“Nice going, Dead-eye.” Susie gave her a congratulatory pat on the back. “Why don’t you take a break?”

“Why don’t I?” Caroline meticulously unloaded. Unlike Susie, she was less than comfortable carrying a loaded gun. “I did better than yesterday. It took over two hours for me to hit one of those stupid cans. Today it took”—she checked her watch—“only an hour forty-five.” For lack of a better place, she dumped the spare ammo in her pocket. “Want a drink?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” They started back toward the house. “You’re keeping Toby and Jim busy. I like the new blue paint. Really freshens the place up.”

“They’re going to do the porches, too. In white. Can we get through here, Toby?”

“Sure, just mind your step. Afternoon, Mrs. Truesdale.”

“Hey, Toby. When you’re done here, why don’t you come on by and shame Burke into fixing my side door? It still sticks.”

He grinned, wiping his face with his bandanna. The dirt from under the porch clung to his skin, settled wetly into the creases. “Now, I told him what needed to be done there. Musta been six months ago.”

“He tells me he’s getting around to it.” She stepped around the toolbox. “I guess he’s got a lot on his mind.”

Toby’s smile faded. “Yes’m. Jim, you hold that board steady now.” He kept his eyes on his hands as Caroline ushered Susie into the kitchen.

“Well now, there’s that little pup I’ve heard so much about.” Susie crouched down to where Useless was huddled under one of the kitchen chairs—a position he’d assumed since the first shot was fired.

“Yeah, my fierce guard dog.” Caroline watched as he trembled and whined and licked at Susie’s hand. “I must have been crazy.”

“No, just soft-hearted. Thanks.” She stood, accepting the glass of iced tea Caroline offered. “I’ve been meaning to stop on out before. It’s been real hectic since Marvella got engaged.”

“I heard about that.” Noting the look in Susie’s eyes, Caroline searched through the cupboards for something high in sugar and low in nutrition. She settled on the cupcakes she’d bought to treat Jim at lunch. “Here, have some chocolate and preservatives.”

“Thanks.” Susie sniffled and tore at the cellophane. “I swear, I’ve been as bad as a leaky faucet ever since it happened. I just think about it and off I go.” She bit into the cupcake. “I knew it was coming, of course. They’ve been mooning around each other for two years. When they weren’t mooning they were scrapping, and that’s a sure sign.”

“But she’s your little girl.”

“Yeah.” Susie swiped at a tear. “My baby. My first baby, I’m okay when I get caught up in the wedding plans, but if I just sit and think about it, I start dripping.”

Caroline eyed the second cupcake, and decided she deserved it. “Have they set a date?”

“September. Marvella’s always been partial to chrysanthemums. She wants the church full of them, and her five bridesmaids in fall-colored dresses. She’s got her own ideas, all right. Russet and gold, she says.” Firing up, Susie licked crumbs from her fingers. “Now, I say russet’s like red, and seems inappropriate for a church wedding, but she’s set. Won’t even talk about pastels.” Susie caught Caroline’s look and grinned. “I know, I know, colors aren’t so important as why. It’s just easier for me to think about them, and the music, and if we’re going to have the reception outside at the house or if we should rent out the Moose Hall.” She gave a slow sigh. “Burke and I had a justice of the peace wedding.”

“I’m sure between you and Marvella everything’s going to be beautiful.”

“I’d feel better if I could talk her into rose instead of russet.” She polished off the cupcake. “We’re going down to Jackson this weekend to shop. You’re welcome to come along if you’d like.”

“I appreciate that. But I don’t have anything to shop for.”

“When a woman needs an excuse to shop, she must have something on her mind.”

Caroline licked some of the sticky white filling off her fingers. “I guess I do. I guess we all do.”

“Burke’s hardly been home to do more than fall into bed for a couple of hours since Austin took off.” She tilted her head. “Honey, you’re not worried that he’s going to come back here and bother you?”

“I don’t know.” Restless, Caroline rose. “I can’t quite dismiss it, though there isn’t a reasonable motive for him to do so.” She looked out the window, and her eyes were drawn to the line of trees, and the memory of what lay beyond them. “It’s more, Susie. I suppose it feels like everything else has been covered up by this search for Austin Hatinger. I can’t forget that just a couple of weeks ago I walked out there by the pond and found his daughter.”

“Nobody’s forgotten about Edda Lou. Or Francie or Arnette either. It’s just if you think about it too much, you go crazy.” She lowered her voice. “That Agent Burns is talking to everyone in town. He interviewed Darleen just this morning. Happy told me about it. The thing that’s making it hard is he’s not working with Burke. He’s working around him. Doesn’t want the local law messing with his federal case, I suppose, but it’s a mistake. Burke knows these people, and they trust him. They don’t trust some shiny-shoed Yankee.”

Caroline had to smile and look down at her own shoes. “Mine haven’t been polished in weeks.”

“Oh, it’s different with you.” Susie waved Caroline’s northern connections aside. “Your kin was here. Of course, you could say that you and that Burns fellow speak the same language.”

Caroline lifted a brow. “You could, but I don’t think it’s quite true.”

“It seemed to me he had a lot of respect for you.”

“For Caroline Waverly, musician. There’s a difference.” On a sigh, Caroline sat again. “Why don’t you tell me what you’re dancing around, Susie?”

“It’s just that I was thinking, with you and Agent Burns in the same circles, so to speak, he might listen if you made a suggestion.”

“What suggestion would that be?”

“He can’t keep cutting Burke out like this,” Susie blurted out, and scowled down at the chocolate crumbs. “I’m not just speaking as Burke’s wife, because I love him and know this is eating at him. I’m speaking as a woman, as part of this community. Whoever killed those girls needs to be caught, and it’s going to be a whole lot harder without Burke smoothing the way with people, and getting them to open up.”

“I agree with you, Susie. I do. But I really don’t see how I can help.”

“I just thought you might find the opportunity to mention it. In passing.”

“How’s this? If the opportunity presents itself, I’ll try.”

“I guess he didn’t do anything for you,” Susie said. “Romantically speaking.”

Caroline gave a quick laugh and shook her head. “No, he didn’t. And no man will again who thinks of my music first and me second.”

“Oh. That sounds like a story.” All anticipation, Susie propped her chin on her hands.

“Let’s just say I was involved with a man who thought of me more as an instrument than as a woman. Agent Burns looks at me the same way.”

“Did you get your heart broken?”

Caroline’s lips curved. “Cracked, a little.”

“Well, the best way to shore it up again is a nice fling with an easy man.” She touched her tongue to her top lip. “I heard you went to the movies with Tucker the other night.”

“Why am I surprised?”

“Josie mentioned it to Earleen. I’d think Tucker Longstreet’d be a nice, painless cure for a broken heart.”

“Cracked,” Caroline corrected her. “And we just went to the movies. That doesn’t constitute a fling.”

“A man who brings a woman roses is laying the groundwork for one.” She grinned as Caroline shut her eyes. “He stopped by and took Marvella out for lunch while he was down in Rosedale picking them out.”

“They were just a neighborly gesture.”

“Uh-huh. Once Burke brought me a real neighborly bunch of violets. Nine months later we had Parker. Now, don’t get all flushed and bothered,” Susie said with a wave of her hand. “I’m just being nosy. And I thought if you had any … neighborly interest in Tucker, you might want to know that Agent Burns is asking a lot of questions about him.”

“What kind of questions?”

“Questions that apply to Edda Lou.”

“But …” Caroline felt her heart give one uncomfortable thud. “But I thought that he wasn’t a suspect because he was home the night she was killed.”

“Maybe the FBI would like to find a way around that. Of course, he’s asking questions about a lot of people.” She looked deliberately toward the back door, and the porch beyond where Toby was humming “In the Garden.”

“Susie.” Caroline bit her lip and lowered her voice. “That’s absurd.”

“You may think so, and I might, knowing Toby and his Winnie all my life the way I have, but Agent Burns has different ideas.” She leaned closer. “He went by and talked to Nancy Koons. Wanted to know if Edda Lou and Tucker had had any fights there in the rooming house. If he’d shown her any violence. And he asked her about Toby, too.”

“What did she tell him?”

“Next to nothing, because she didn’t like the way he asked.” Susie drew lines in the moisture of her glass. “That’s why he needs to bring Burke in. Burke knows how to approach people. They’ll talk to him. I have to figure he’ll be out this way again soon, since you were the one who found the body.”

“There’s nothing I can tell him.”

“Honey, seems to me he might be interested in the fact that Tucker’s coming around here.”

Caroline rubbed at an ache centered in her forehead. “My personal life is none of his business. That I will tell him.”

Long after Susie left, Caroline worried over every point of the conversation. She listened to Toby and his son pack up for the day and worried some more. Alone, she wandered through the house, trying to pinpoint her part in the whole picture.

She was a stranger. Yet her family had sprung from Innocence. She hadn’t known Edda Lou, yet she had been the one to find her. She’d never spoken a single word to Austin Hatinger. But he’d shot at her.

She didn’t know Matthew Burns. Oh, his type certainly, but not him. Still, it was true that they moved in the same circles, knew the same places, spoke the same language. How that could help solve a crime was beyond her. Yet Susie had made her feel responsible.

She was—for lack of a better term—involved with one of the suspects. Another was working for her.

So she felt even more responsible.

Oh, she knew all about responsibilities. They snuck up on you, attached themselves to you like tiny, thirsty leeches until you were sucked dry.

She’d had a responsibility to her parents, to her music, to her teachers, her maestros, her fellow musicians, to her fans. And, as he’d insisted right up to the last, she’d had a responsibility to Luis.

Oddly enough, she’d come to Innocence to escape from responsibility for a little while, only to find herself bogged down in it all over again.

She could do nothing. She understood that now. It had always been her choice, and she had always chosen to give in rather than fight back.

But wasn’t it different this time? Wouldn’t she be giving in by doing nothing? Though she doubted she had anything to offer, she was involved. Not just with Tucker, but with Innocence. And for the time being, Innocence was home.

“All right, all right.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “I’ll go talk to him. I’ll make a few quiet suggestions, Yankee to Yankee.”

She snatched up her purse and was heading out the front door when Matthew Burns turned into her drive.

Well, Caroline thought with a sigh. It must be fate.

“I’ve caught you on your way out,” Burns said as he stepped from his car.

“No—that is, yes.” Caroline smiled and altered her plans. “But I have a few minutes yet. Would you like to come in?”

“I would. Very much.” The moment he stepped onto the porch, Useless began to growl behind the screen door.

“He’s just a puppy,” Caroline assured Burns. “A little leery of strangers.” She opened the door and scooped the dog up.

“Cute,” Burns commented, but Caroline heard the word mongrel clear as a bell.

“He’s excellent company.” She decided against setting Useless outside and carried him with her into the parlor. “Can I get you something? Iced tea, coffee?”

“Iced tea would be wonderful. I’m afraid I’ll never get used to the heat.”

“Heat?” Caroline said with the same amused derision she’d heard from so many of the locals. “Oh, it doesn’t get hot until August. Please have a seat. I’ll be right back.” She snickered to the dog as she went into the kitchen. When she returned, Burns was standing, hands linked behind his back, frowning at the bullet hole in her sofa.

“An interesting conversation piece, isn’t it?” She set the tray of drinks down. “I’ve about decided not to have it repaired.”

“It’s deplorable. Hatinger shooting into this house without any concern that you might have been hurt. He didn’t even know you.”

“Fortunately, Tucker thought quickly.”

“If he’d thought at all, he wouldn’t have put you in such a dangerous position.”

Caroline took a seat, understanding that Burns’s stiff manners wouldn’t permit him to do so first. “Actually, I don’t believe Tucker was aware that Austin was out with a rifle. It came as quite a surprise to both of us. Would you like lemon or sugar?”

“Just a little lemon, thank you.” He took his place on the couch, shifting slightly to face her. “Caroline, as I’ve loved your music for years, I feel as if I know you.”

Her smile remained pleasant. “It’s funny how often people make that mistake. Actually, the music I play belongs to numerous composers and isn’t mine at all.”

He cleared his throat. “What I mean is, I’ve admired your talents, and followed your career, so I feel a certain connection. I hope I can speak frankly.”

She sipped. “So do I.”

“I’m concerned, Caroline, very concerned. I’ve heard talk around town that you’ve been seeing Tucker Longstreet.”

She settled back in the crook of the couch. “That’s the marvelous thing about small towns, don’t you think? If you sit in one place for more than five minutes, you hear everything.”

He stiffened like a poker. “Personally, I don’t care for rumor, gossip, or innuendo.” Her quick burst of laughter had him tightening his lips.

“I’m sorry. You made that sound like a rock group or a law firm.” She swallowed the next chuckle when he didn’t respond in kind. Laughing at him was certainly no way to soften him up so that he’d listen to a suggestion. “Places like this run on gossip, Matthew. I imagine it could even be helpful.”

“Indeed. However much I abhor such habits, I must take this professionally. You’d be wise to do the same. Tucker Longstreet is still being questioned regarding a vicious and brutal murder.”

Nerves had Caroline passing the glass from hand to hand, but her eyes remained level. “As I understand, several people are being questioned. I suppose that would include me.”

“Your involvement with this is merely that of an innocent bystander who happened to find a body.”

“There’s no merely about it, Matthew. I found the body, and I’m a member of this community. I have …” Her lips curved at the truth of it. “I have friends here, and probably numerous cousins of one sort or the other.”

“And you consider Tucker Longstreet a friend?”

“I’m not sure exactly what I consider Tucker.” She gave him a bland look. “Is that a professional question?”

“I’m investigating a series of murders,” he said flatly. “I have not crossed Mr. Longstreet off my list. I consider him someone to be watched, carefully watched. You may not be aware that he had relationships with the other two victims.”

“Matthew, I’ve been here for over two weeks. I’m well aware of it. Just as I’m aware that Woodrow and Sugar Pruett’s marriage is in trouble, and that Bea Stokey’s boy, LeRoy, got a ticket for speeding out on route One. Just as I’m aware that Tucker isn’t capable of doing any of those hideous things to those poor women.”

A long, patient breath, and Burns set aside his iced tea. It never failed to fascinate him how easily women could be taken in. “People were fooled by Ted Bundy’s charm and attractive looks. A serial killer is not someone you recognize as such in the everyday course of things. They are clever, manipulative, and often highly intelligent. And often, yes quite often, they themselves go for periods of time when they have no recollection of what they’ve done. And if they do, they hide it under a mask of affability or concern. But they lie, Caroline. They lie because what they live for is the kill. The anticipation of it, the skill with which they hunt, stalk and slay.”

He watched her pale and reached for her hand. “I’m frightening you. I mean to. Someone, very likely someone in this small rural community, is hiding behind a mask, and plotting the next kill. I will use all my skill, all my knowledge, to stop him. But it may not be enough. And if it’s not, he will kill again.”

She had to set the tea aside. She needed nothing cool now, not when her blood had turned to ice. “If that’s true—”

“It is.”

“If it is,” she repeated, “shouldn’t you be using all available assistance?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re an outsider here, Matthew. Your badge doesn’t change that. If anything, the fact that it’s federal makes you more of an outsider. If you want to help these people, then use Burke Truesdale.”

His smile was tight as he straightened his shoulders. “I appreciate your concern, Caroline, but the simple fact is you don’t know what’s involved here.”

“No, I don’t. But I do know about politics and authority. No one could perform with dozens of different orchestras under dozens of different maestros and not understand the food chain. My point is, Matthew, you—as I have been most of my life—are the outsider. Burke knows these people. You don’t.”

“Which is precisely part of the problem. He knows them, he sympathizes with them. He’s related to them or has old friendships to protect.”

“You’re speaking about Tucker again.”

“To be specific. The term is ‘good ol’ boys,’ isn’t it? They toss back a few beers together, shoot some rabbits or other small creatures, and sit on their porches and talk about cotton and women.” He brushed a speck of lint from his trousers. “No, I don’t know these people, Caroline, but I know of them. The last thing I need to solve this case is to enlist Burke Truesdale to pave my way. I believe him to be an honest man. And a loyal one. It’s his loyalties that concern me.”

“May I speak frankly, Matthew?”

He spread his hands. “Please.”

“You’re behaving like a pompous ass,” she said, and watched his face fall. “That might work well in D.C. or Baltimore, but it doesn’t cut it here in the delta. If someone else is killed—as you seem to believe—then look to yourself and wonder if it might have been prevented. If you might have prevented it by having a liaison to these people instead of standing back all smug and superior.”

He rose stiffly. “I’m sorry, Caroline, that we’re unable to see eye to eye on this matter. However you might feel, I must still advise you to curtail your involvement with Tucker Longstreet until this case is resolved.”

“I’ve discovered a terrible habit in myself of ignoring advice.”

“Your choice.” He inclined his head. “I’ll have to ask you to come in to my temporary headquarters tomorrow. Around ten, if that’s convenient.”

“Why?”

“I have some questions. Official questions.”

“Then I’ll give you answers. Official answers.”

She didn’t bother to see him to the door.




chapter 17

Caroline didn’t even have to weigh her loyalties. Before Burns’s dust had cleared, she was scooping up Useless and heading for her car. The keys were dangling in the ignition, right where she’d left them.

Turning, she looked back at the house. She hadn’t locked the doors. Hadn’t even thought about it. Foolish, perhaps, considering the recent violence that had tainted Innocence. But to lock the doors without closing and latching the windows was even more foolish. And to do that meant trapping the heat inside.

In less than a month, she’d picked up country habits.

“I’m not going to be afraid in my own home,” she told Useless as she set him inside the car. He immediately propped his front paws on the dash, tongue lolling in anticipation of a ride.

“My home,” she repeated, studying the house, the fresh paint, the polished windows, the scarred porch rocker. With a sense of satisfaction and purpose she climbed into the car. “Come on, Useless, it’s time we took an active part in the grapevine.”

She backed down the drive, unaware of the figure that stood, shadowed by the line of trees, watching.

The Statler Brothers were wailing away from a four-foot boom box on the porch at Sweetwater. Keeping them company were Lulu and Dwayne. Lulu still wore her eagle feather and her combat boots. To complete the outfit she wore a splotched painter’s smock over Levis and a pair of ruby earrings with stones as big as pullet eggs.

She stood in front of a canvas, feet planted, body braced. More like a prizefighter going into round three, Caroline thought, than an artist. Dwayne was sprawled in the porch rocker, a tumbler full of Wild Turkey in his hand and the mild smile of an affable drunk on his face.

“ ’Lo, Caroline.” He gestured with the glass in greeting. “Whatcha got there?”

Caroline set Useless down and he immediately streaked off to sniff the bushes Buster had marked. “My dog. Good evening, Miss Lulu.”

She grunted, dabbed a little paint on the canvas. “My grandmammy ran a pair of Yankee deserters off her plantation in 1863.”

Caroline inclined her head. She’d come prepared. “My grandmother’s grandfather lost a leg at Antietam pushing General Burnside’s troops off the stone bridge.”

Lulu pursed her lisp and considered. “And when would that have been?”

“September 17, 1862.” Caroline smiled and blessed her grandmother’s carefully documented family Bible. “His name was Silas Henry Sweeney.”

“Sweeney, Sweeney. Seems to me there were some Sweeney cousins on my husband’s side—that’d be my second husband, Maxwell Breezeport.” Lulu squinted her eyes at Caroline and liked what she saw. The girl was fresh as a new quart of cream. And there was a sharp, stubborn look in her eyes, in the set of her chin, that Lulu approved of wholeheartedly.

The Yankee blood was probably diluted anyway, Lulu decided, and besides, it was time Tucker settled down.

“You come down here to sashay around Tucker, have you?”

“Certainly not.” But Caroline found it impossible to take offense. “I have come to speak with him, though. If he’s here.”

“Oh, he’s around right enough.” Lulu studied her palette, then plunged her brush into a pool of virulent green. “Come on up here on the porch, girl, don’t be standing down there gawking at me while I’m working. Dwayne, where’s that brother of yours? Can’t you see this girl’s come to seduce him?”

“I have not come—” Caroline broke off and backed up a foot when Lulu leaned over to sniff at her.

“Pretty cagey not wearing perfume.” Lulu shook the dripping brush at her. “When a man’s used to women tarting themselves up, he’ll fall flat for the smell of pure soap and water.”

Caroline cocked a brow. “Is that so?”

“You know it’s so. You don’t get to be … how the hell old am I, Dwayne?”

“I think it’s eighty-four, Cousin Lulu.”

“Eighty-four? Eighty-four?” Paint dripped on her shoes. “You’re drunk as a polecat, Dwayne. No southern lady would ever reach the miserable age of eighty-four. It ain’t seemly.”

Dwayne considered his whiskey. He was well on the way to being sloshed, but he wasn’t stupid. “Sixty-eight,” he decided. “What I meant to say was sixty-eight.”

“That’s better.” Lulu smudged paint on her cheek. “A dignified age. You go on in, Yankee, work your wiles on that poor, hapless boy. Just so you know I’m on to you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Unable to resist, she took a peek at the painting. It was Dwayne, cocked back in the rocker, clutching a hugely proportioned glass of whiskey. The style was somewhere between Picasso and the caricatures for Mad magazine. Dwayne’s face was green, his eyes cracked with broken red lines. Poking up from his head were long purple donkey’s ears.

“Ah, an interesting concept,” Caroline commented.

“My daddy always said anybody who drinks for a living’s bound to make an ass of himself.”

Caroline looked from the portrait to the artist. In that single silent exchange she realized that Cousin Lulu wasn’t as crazy as she pretended to be. “I wonder what reason anyone would have for choosing to drink for a living.”

“For some, life’s reason enough. Dwayne, where’s that brother of yours? This girl’s waiting and I can’t paint with her breathing down my neck.”

“Back in the library.” He took a comfortable swallow of whiskey. “Just go on in, Caroline. Third door down on the right of the hall.”

Caroline stepped in. The house was so quiet, it immediately crushed her urge to call out and announce herself. The light had that mellow golden quality she associated with museums, but the silence was more like that of a lady’s elaborate boudoir while the mistress was drowsing.

She began to have doubts that anyone was there at all. She caught herself tiptoeing down the hall.

The door to the library was shut tight. As she put her hand up to knock, she pictured Tucker inside. Stretched out on the most comfortable flat, cushioned surface, hands cocked behind his head, legs crossed at the ankles. He would, of course, be taking his early evening, post-afternoon, pre-bedtime nap.

She rapped softly and got no answer. With a shrug, she turned the knob and nudged the door open. She’d just wake him up, she told herself. She had things to tell him and the least he could do was stay awake long enough to listen. Because while he was busy sleeping away his life, things were …

But he wasn’t on the curvy love seat under the west window. Nor was he sprawled in the wing chair facing the stone fireplace. Frowning, Caroline turned a circle, taking a curious scan of the walls of books, an excellent Georgia O’Keeffe, and a dainty Louis XV side table.

And saw him behind a sturdy oak desk, bent over a pile of papers and books, with his fingers skimming casually—no, she realized—skillfully over the keyboard of a sleek little office computer.

“Tucker?” There was a world of surprise in the single word. He answered with a grunt, typed in some more data, then glanced up. The distraction on his face cleared instantly.

“Well, hey, Caroline. You’re the most welcome thing I’ve seen all day.”

“What are you doing?”

“Just running some figures.” He pushed back from the desk to stand, looking lean and lazy in a T-shirt and chinos. “Nothing that can’t wait. Why don’t we go on out on the back porch, sit, and watch the sun set?”

“It won’t set for two hours or more.”

He smiled. “I’ve got time.”

She shook her head, evading him when he came around the desk to reach for her. Holding him off with one hand, she moved closer to the desk to see what he’d been up to.

There were ledgers, printouts with columns of figures, invoices, receipts. Eyes narrowed, Caroline ran her finger over files.

LAUNDROMAT, CHAT ’N CHEW, HARDWARE, GOOSENECK UNIT 1, ROOMING HOUSE, TRAILER PARK.

There was a pile of paperwork about cotton—seed, pesticide, fertilizer, market prices, trucking companies. Another pile consisted of various prospectus folders and stock reports.

Dragging a hand through her hair, Caroline stepped back. “You’re working.”

“In a manner of speaking. Are you going to let me kiss you or not?”

She only waved him off, trying to think it through. “Bookkeeping. You’re keeping books.”

He grinned. “Honey, it’s against the law only if you keep two sets. Which my granddaddy did, successfully, for twenty-five years. So I guess it’s more accurate to say it’s against the law only if you get caught keeping two sets, which he never did and lived to his dying day as a pillar of this community.” He sat on the-edge of the desk. “If you don’t want to sit on the porch and neck awhile, what can I do for you?”

“You use a computer.”

“Well now, I admit I was prejudiced about it at first. But these damn little things save buckets of time once you get the hang of them. I’m all for that.”

“Do you do all of this?”

“All of what?”

“This!” Frustrated, she grabbed up a pile of papers and shook them at him. “Do you keep all these records, these books? Do you run all of these businesses?”

He stroked a hand over his chin thoughtfully. Then he punched a few buttons, and the monitor winked off. “Mostly they run themselves. I just add the figures.”

“You’re a fraud.” She slapped the papers down again. “All that lazy-southern-wastrel routine—I’d rather sleep than sit. It’s just a front!”

“What you see is what there is,” he corrected her, amused by the way she was pacing around the room. “It just seems to me that you have a different definition of lazy up north than we do down here. Down here we call it relaxed.” He gave her a pained look. “Honey, I sure wish you’d learn to relax. The way you stir up the air in here is tiring me out.”

“Every time I think I’ve got a handle on you, you shift. Like a virus.” She turned back. “You’re a businessman”

“I don’t think that description suits me, Caro. Now, when I think of a businessman, I think of somebody like that Donald Trump or Lee Iacocca. All those fancy suits, messy divorces, and bleeding ulcers. Of course, there’s Jed Larsson, and he wears a suit only on Sunday as a rule, been married to his Jolette as long as I can remember. But he does suffer from some bad heartburn.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“No, I was getting around to it. You could say I oversee some ventures now and again. And since I have a gift for figures, it doesn’t take much effort.”

She dropped down on the love seat and scowled at him. “You’re not wasting your life.”

“I always figured I was enjoying it.” He walked over to join her. “But if it’ll make you happy, I could give wasting it a try.”

“Oh, just shut up a minute. I’m trying to think.” She folded her arms across her chest. Hapless? she thought. Wasn’t that what Lulu had called him? What a joke. The man knew exactly what he was doing, and he’d obviously been doing it his own way, in his own time, for years. Hadn’t she seen it herself? The way he could give you that sleepy-eyed grin one minute, then drill right into your brain with a look the next?

“The other day, before that business with Bonny, did you say that you and Dwayne worked in the fields?”

“We’ve been known to.”

“And you once mentioned that Dwayne had a degree he didn’t use. But you didn’t say if you had one.”

“Can’t say I actually graduated. I never could get the hang of sliding through school like Dwayne did. I studied some business management and accounting, though.” He smiled easily. “Didn’t take much thought to figure out it’s more comfortable behind a desk than sweating in a cotton field. Want me to dig up my college yearbook?”

She only hissed out a breath. “I can’t believe I actually came over here to protect you.”

“Protect me?” He slid an arm around her shoulders so he could sniff at her hair. “Sugar, that’s awful sweet of you. God, you smell good. Better than cherry pie cooling on the windowsill.”

“It’s soap,” she said between her teeth. “Just soap.”

“It makes me crazy.” He began to nuzzle her neck. “Dead crazy. ’Specially this spot right here.”

She shivered as he nipped under her jaw. “I came here to talk to you, Tucker, not to … oh.” Her words trailed off as he began doing sneaky, seductive things behind her ear.

“You go ahead and talk,” he invited her. “I don’t mind a bit.”

“If you’d just stop that.”

“Okay.” He switched from her ear back to her neck. “Go ahead.”

As her better judgment began to dim, she tilted her head back to give him more access. “Matthew Burns came by.” She felt his lips pause, his muscles tense, then gradually, gradually, relax again.

“I can’t say as that surprises me. He’s had his eye on you. A blind man on a galloping horse could see that.”

“It had nothing to do with … It wasn’t personal.” The hell with her fuzzy brain, Caroline decided, and turned her lips to meet Tucker’s. She let out a quiet sigh as he pleasured them both with slow, nibbling kisses. “He was warning me off you.”

“Hmmm. Much to my frustration, you haven’t been on me yet.”

“No, he was talking about the case. The murder.” A light flashed on in her brain and she jolted back. “The murder,” she repeated, then stared down open-mouthed at her gaping blouse. “What are you doing?”

He had to take a steadying breath. “I was just working on getting your clothes off. Seems I’ve been working on that for some time now.” He sat back again, studying her. “And it looks like it’s going to get put off again.”

She fumbled her buttons back into place. “I’ll let you know when I want to be undressed.”

“Caroline, you were letting me know just fine. Until you started thinking again.” To douse some of the fire, he got up to fix a drink. “Want one?” He gestured with the decanter.

“No.”

“Well, I do.” He poured two fingers of whiskey.

She lifted her chin, “You can be just as annoyed as you like, but—”

“Annoyed?” His eyes flashed to hers before he lifted the glass. “Sugar, that’s a mighty mild word for what you work in me. I’ve never had a woman stir my juices with less effort than you.”

“I came here to warn you, not to stir anything.”

“My point exactly.” He finished off his drink, thought about having another, and opted for half a cigarette instead. “Who’s Luis?”

Her mouth opened and closed twice before she managed to speak. “I beg your pardon?”

“No, you don’t. You just don’t want to answer me. Susie mentioned that there was somebody named Luis you were pissed at.” He scowled down at the stub he was smoking. “Hell of a stupid name.”

“Tucker’s so much more dignified.”

He relaxed enough to grin. “Depends on where you’re standing, I expect. Who is he, Caro?”

“Somebody I’m pissed at,” she said lightly. “Now, if you’d like to hear what I’ve come to—”

“Did he hurt you?”

Her eyes locked with his. In them she saw patience, compassion, and, unexpectedly, a quiet, steady strength. “Yes.”

“I’d like to promise I wouldn’t, but I don’t guess I can do that.”

Something shifted inside her. A door she’d thought she’d locked tight was creeping open. “I don’t want promises,” she said almost desperately.

“I’ve never been one for giving them. Dangerous things, promises.” He frowned down at his cigarette, then crushed it out. “But I do care about you. I guess you could say I’m about neck-deep in caring about you.”

“I think—I’m not ready …” She rose and wished she had something to do with her hands. “I care about you, too, Tucker. And that’s where it has to stop. I came here because I care about you, and I wanted you to know that Matthew Burns is looking for a way to prove you killed Edda Lou Hatinger.”

“He’s going to have to look pretty hard.” Still watching her, Tucker slipped his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t kill Edda Lou, Caroline.”

“I know that. I might not understand you, but I know that. Matthew’s looking for the connection between Arnette, Francie, and Edda Lou, and you’re the front runner. He also dropped some hints about Toby, and that concerns me. I know these are the nineties, but it’s still rural Mississippi, and racial tensions …” She shrugged.

“Most people around here have a lot of respect for Toby and Winnie. There aren’t that many around like the Hatingers or the Bonny boys.”

“But there are some. I don’t want to see anything happen to Toby or his family.” She took a step forward. “More, I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”

“Then I’ll have to see to it that you don’t.” He reached out to lift her chin, his eyes sharp and steady. “You’ve got a headache.” Gently he rubbed at the faint line of stress between her brows. “I don’t like to think I had a part in bringing that on.”

“It’s not you.” As always, she felt a trace of embarrassment at the weakness she associated with pain. “It’s the situation. Not you.”

“Then we’re not going to think about the situation. We’re going to go sit out on the porch and watch for that sunset.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “And you don’t even have to neck with me. Unless you want to.”

That made her smile, which was what he’d intended. “What about your work?”

“Honey.” He slipped an arm around her waist to lead her out. “There’s one sure thing about work. It doesn’t go anywhere.”

So they sat on the porch, talking idly of the weather, of Marvella’s wedding, of young Jim’s progress on the violin. And while the sun drifted lower in the sky, bleeding red over the horizon, while the frisky puppy tried to convince the aging Buster to play, while the Statler Brothers gave way to the Oak Ridge Boys, neither of them noticed the quick wink of light glazing off the lens of a pair of dented binoculars.

Austin held them to his eyes in taut hands. He watched, his mouth moving silently in fervent and deadly prayer, his mind twisting deeper into madness, and two Police Specials shoved in the waistband of his Sunday trousers.

When Cy reached the culvert the next morning, his father was waiting. He grabbed the boy by the shirt while he peered out at the white morning light.

“You didn’t tell anybody? I’ll know if you lie.”

“No, Daddy.” It was the same question, the same answer each morning. “I swear I didn’t. I brought you some chicken, and a sausage biscuit.”

Austin snatched the paper sack. “You bring the rest?”

“Yes sir.” Cy handed over the plastic container of water, hoping his father would be content with that. Knowing he wouldn’t.

Austin unscrewed the top and took three long swallows before swiping his hand across his mouth. “The rest.”

Cy’s hands shook. His throat was too full of fear to allow any words through. He unbuckled the leather holder from his belt and held out the hunting knife.

“Daddy, there’s police still out by the house, but they got rid of the roadblocks on Route One. You could get clean over to Arkansas if you wanted.”

“Anxious to see me gone, boy?” Lips peeled back in a grin, Austin unsheathed the knife. It caught the funnel of light and shone.

“No, sir, I was just—”

“Oh, you’d like me to run, wouldn’t you?” He turned the blade, drawing Cy’s terrified eyes to the gleam. “You’d like me to go, leave your way clear to sin and debauchery. To buddying up with niggers and kissing Mr. Tucker Longstreet’s rosy ass.”

“No, sir. I was just … I was just …” Cy stared at the knife. One swipe, one quick careless swipe of that knife and he’d be dead. “It’s just that they’re still out hunting for you. Not like they were before, but they’re still looking.”

“The Lord’s my shepherd, boy. He does provide.” Still smiling, Austin ran his thumb along the edge of the blade. A thin line of red welled out of his skin. “And sharp is His sword. Now let me tell you what you’re going to do.”

Austin turned the knife on his son. For one dizzying instant, while his bowels turned to ice, Cy was certain the point was going to plunge into his throat. But it stopped a whisper away.

“Are you listening, boy? Are you listening?”

Cy nodded. He was afraid to swallow. Afraid that the blade would prick his Adam’s apple if it bobbed.

“And you’re going to do just as I say, aren’t you?”

Cy looked above the blade, into his father’s eves. “Yes sir.”

Cy worked hard on sweating out his fear. He hauled wheelbarrows full of mulch around the garden, dug holes for the new peony bushes Tucker had bought to replace the ones that had died off from being trampled. He scraped old paint and slapped on fresh. He yanked up weeds until his fingers cramped, but the fear stayed hot and hard in his belly like a bad meal that refused to digest.

He didn’t eat the meal Della set out for him—not even the half he usually took for himself. Instead, he packed the thick pork sandwiches and generous slice of lemon cake into his knapsack.

He couldn’t even stand to look at them, but he figured his father would eat well that night.

He’d have a rare appetite after he’d finished with Tucker.

Cy wiped sweat out of his eyes and tried not to think of right and wrong or good and bad. All he had to think about was surviving. Of getting through one day and onto the next until he’d finished up all those days that made up four years.

He looked around Sweetwater, the green fields thriving with cotton, the dark, still water, the splashes of color from flowers. Maybe it was true, what his daddy said. Maybe it was only people like the Longstreets who could afford to plant flowers to look at instead of food to eat.

Maybe it was true that they didn’t deserve the fine, big house, and all the land and the easy life they lived. Maybe it was their fault that his own family was poor as dirt and had to scrape for every penny.

And Edda Lou had been his sister, his blood. Family took care of family. His daddy said it was Tucker’s doing that she was dead.

If he believed that, if he could believe that, then what he had to do wouldn’t be so hard.

It didn’t matter if it was hard or not, Cy reminded himself as he walked to the side of the house to rinse off his hands and face with the garden hose. It was something he had to do, because if he didn’t, his father would come for him. He would find him wherever he tried to hide. And he would come for him with more than a belt, with more than his fists.

“If thy eye offend thee, pluck it out,” his father had said. “You’re my eye, boy. You’re both my eyes.”

And he’d held that honed silver point so close, so close to Cy’s left eye that he’d been afraid to blink.

“Don’t offend me in this. You bring him here, and I’ll be waiting.”

“You done for the day, son?”

At Tucker’s voice, Cy jerked back and managed to soak his shoes. Tucker merely grinned and put a match flame up to half a cigarette.

“Della told me you were jumpy today. Better turn that hose off before you drown yourself.”

“Yes sir. I’m all finished.” Cy stared at his hand, watched his own fingers curl around the metal and twist.

“Good, ’cause it damn near wears me out watching you. You want a Coke, another piece of that cake?”

“No, sir.” Cy kept his head down as he rewound the hose. He felt something perilously like tears in his throat. Maybe it wouldn’t work, he thought desperately. Maybe Tucker would just shoo him on his way. Lips pressed together, Cy limped toward his bike.

“What’s wrong with your leg?”

Cy kept his back to the house and stared straight ahead.

Make him feel sorry for you, boy. You see that he gives you a ride in one of those fancy cars. And you bring him down here to me.

“It’s nothing, Mr. Tucker. Guess I mighta pulled something.” He took another couple of limping steps, praying that Tucker would just shrug and turn away.

“Why don’t you come on back in here, let Della take a look at it?”

Cy closed his fingers around the handlebars of the bike and darted a look back toward the house. “No, sir, I’d best get on home.”

Tucker caught the glint of tears in the boy’s eyes and frowned. Adolescent pride was a touchy thing. “Well, I’ve got to run into town for some things.” He strolled off the porch, improvising as he went. “That woman runs me ragged fetching this and picking up that. How come women can’t figure out what it is they need all at once?”

Cy stared down at the silver handlebars, focusing on the splotches of rust. “I don’t know.”

“One of the mysteries of the universe.” He laid a friendly hand on Cy’s shoulder and felt him flinch. With a guilty start he realized again how thin the boy was, and how hard he’d been working. “Why don’t you load that up in the Olds, Cy? I can give you a ride most of the way home.”

Cy’s knuckles whitened on the handlebars. “I don’t want to trouble you, Mr. Tucker.”

“I’ve got to drive right by your turnoff. Come on, let’s get to it before she can think of something else to send me for.”

“Yes sir.” Head down, Cy wheeled the bike over to the drive. His head was ringing like an anvil by the time Tucker had plucked the keys out of the ignition and unlocked the trunk.

“God knows why she drives this old boat,” Tucker muttered. “You could fit three dead bodies in the trunk.” He shoved some of Della’s debris aside. A cardboard box full of old clothes meant to go to the church. Three pair of shoes to be taken in for repair next time she was passing through Greenville, a box of mason jars and an over-and-under Winchester.

Cy’s gaze lit on the gun. Then jumped away. Tucker noted the look as he hefted the Schwinn into the truck. “She’s been hauling that thing around in there for months. Says she might need to shoot some crazed rapist if the car breaks down somewhere.” Tucker pulled out a length of rope and wound it carelessly around the bumper. “I can’t quite picture Della sitting on the hood with a shotgun across her lap, laying for crazed rapists, but there you go.”

Cy said nothing, nothing at all, and climbed in the car. Tucker pulled one of his cassettes from the glove compartment. “I hide these in here,” he told Cy. “A woman never goes in a glove compartment. How about some Presley?”

“Okay.” Cy linked his stiff fingers in his lap. “Fine.”

“Boy, Presley’s not fine. He’s king.” Tucker flipped in the cassette and revved the engine to “Heartbreak Hotel.” He sang the opening bars along with the King as they headed down the lane. “You getting along all right at home?”

“At home?”

“Your mama doing better?”

“She’s … she’s getting by.”

“If you need something—money or something—you can ask me. You don’t have to tell her where it came from.”

Cy had to stare out of the window. He couldn’t face the concern, the simple kindness. “We’re getting along.” He caught a glimpse of Toby’s truck at the end of Caroline’s lane and wanted to weep. How could he ever go whistling up to Jim again? After today, he’d be the same as a murderer.

“You want to tell me what’s on your mind, Cy?”

“Sir?” Cy swiveled his head back. His heart bobbed up to his throat. “Nothing, Mr. Tucker. I’ve got nothing on my mind.”

“I haven’t been fourteen in a while,” Tucker said easily. “But I remember what it was like. I remember what it was like to have a father with a heavy hand and a short fuse.” Tucker glanced over, and his eyes were so full of understanding, Cy had to turn away again. “You weren’t limping when you got into the car, Cy.”

The ball of fear in his belly spread. “I guess, I guess my leg’s feeling better.”

Tucker said nothing for a moment, then moved his shoulders. “If that’s the way you want it.”

They were driving along the skinny trickle of Little Hope now. Cy knew that they’d be coming up to the culvert in less than a mile. “I—I keep the bike down by the stream. In the culvert.”

“All right. I’ll drop you there if you want.”

“Maybe you could …” Help me take it down. Help me wheel it down off the road and into the culvert where my daddy’s waiting for you. You’ll help me take it down, because you’re willing to help when you’re asked.

“Could what?”

Almost there. Almost there. Cy wiped the back of his hand over his dry mouth. It wasn’t icy fear in his belly now, it was a sick green fist of horror. I just have to ask him, and he’ll do it. And Cy caught the glint of light—reflected off the lens of binoculars. Or perhaps a knife.

“Stop! Stop the car!” In panic he grabbed at the wheel and nearly sent them into the stream.

“What the hell!” Tucker wrestled the wheel back and left the car diagonally across the road. “You lost your senses?”

“Turn the car around, Mr. Tucker, turn around. Christ almighty, go back.” Sobbing, Cy leapt up and tried to turn the motionless car himself. “Please God, turn it around before he comes and kills us. He’ll kill us both now.”

“Just hold on.”

The Olds banked like a ship leaving port, then shot down the road. Cy huddled on his knees, sobbing against his clenched fists and staring out the rear window while the dead King sang about a hunk of burning love.

“He’s going to come. I know he’s going to come. My eyes, he’s going to cut out my eyes.” He doubled over, clutching his belly. Hysteria or not, Tucker veered to the shoulder. He yanked the boy out and held Cy’s head while his body shuddered.

When Cy was down to dry heaves, Tucker pulled out a handkerchief and mopped the boy’s face. “Try to breathe slow. You think you’re done?”

Cy nodded, then began to cry. They weren’t wild, wailing sobs, but soft, quiet ones that broke the heart. Baffled, Tucker sat in the open car door and patted Cy’s head. “Get those out, too. I expect you’ll feel better for it.”

“I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t. He’ll kill me now.”

“Who’s going to kill you?”

Cy turned his blotched miserable face to Tucker’s. Tucker thought he looked like a dog who’d already been beaten half to death and was just waiting for the final blow.

“It’s my daddy. He told me to bring you down here. He told me I had to on account of Edda Lou, and if your eye offends you, you have to cut it out. I’ve been bringing him food every day. And I brought him his belt and a fresh shirt, the binoculars. I had to. And today I had to bring him the knife.”

Tucker lifted Cy up by the shirtfront and shook some of the hysteria away. “Your father’s back there in that culvert?”

“He was going to lay for you. I was supposed to bring you. But I couldn’t.” Cy’s eyes wheeled around. “He could be coming right now. He could be coming. He’s got those guns, too.”

“Get in the car.”

Cy figured he was going to jail for sure. He’d been aiding a fugitive and was an accessory after the fact, or something like it. But jail was better than having that knife carve out his eyes. “What’re you going to do, Mr. Tucker?”

“I’m going to take you back to Sweetwater.”

“Take me back? But—but—”

“And you’re going to go inside, and you’re going to call Sheriff Truesdale and tell him the whole thing.” He aimed a hard look at Cy. “Aren’t you?”

“Yes sir.” Cy wiped tears from his cheeks. “I swear I will. I’ll tell him where Daddy is. I’ll tell him the whole thing.”

“And you tell him he better get out here, quick, fast, and in a hurry.” He turned through the gates of Sweetwater.

“I’ll tell him. I’m sorry, Mr. Tucker, I was so scared.”

“We’ll talk about that later.” Gravel spewed as he swerved to a stop. “Get on in there. If you can’t get him at the office, you call him at home. Della’s got the number. You can’t get Burke, you get Carl.”

“Yes sir. What’re you going to do?” He watched, wide-eyed, as Tucker popped the hood, tossed out the bike, then pulled out the shotgun. “You going back after him? Are you going after him, Mr. Tucker?”

Tucker broke open the shotgun, checked the load. His eyes lifted and fastened on Cy’s. “That’s just what I’m doing. You’d best tell Burke I’ve just deputized myself.”

Cy turned and raced into the house.




chapter 18

Tucker didn’t care to picture himself in a shootout. It just didn’t sit right. As he sped back to Dead Possum Road, it occurred to him that this was the second time Austin had put him in the awkward position of carrying a gun.

It was damn irritating.

But he couldn’t go back and sit on the porch, waiting for Burke and Carl to handle it. Not when he still had the picture of Cy’s terrified face in his mind. Not when the scent of a young boy’s fear was still hanging heavy in the car.

He’ll cut my eyes out!

Where in Christ had the boy come up with that?

From his crazy, sick old man, Tucker concluded.

His face was set, his eyes the color of burnished bronze as he swung the car to the shoulder. He hefted the gun, then using the car as a shield, reached in the backseat for the binoculars Della, and almost everyone else in Innocence, carried.

When he brought them up and focused, the concrete hump of the culvert jumped in front of his eyes. Slowly, he scanned, but saw nothing at the entrance, no movement along the slope of the Little Hope. Nothing in the field beyond.

He caught the glint of silver from the roofs of the mobile homes in the trailer park three miles away. Lowering his sights, he clearly saw Earleen’s sister Laurilee step out of her trailor, take a swing from a can of Mountain Dew, and give a holler.

Calling the kids in for supper, Tucker thought absently, and slowly swung the binoculars away. He saw pigs rooting in the pen at Stokey’s farm and the wash hanging on the line at the Marches’, and a plume of dust toward town that might have been Burke riding out.

But on the fields and flats, nothing stirred. And the silence hung heavy, disturbed only by the stream croaking its way over rocks and mud and a few birds that sang disinterestedly in the hazy heat of the evening.

If Austin was waiting, he was waiting in the dim, dirty shadows of the culvert. There was only one way to find out.

Tucker took time to shove a few extra shells in his pocket, though he sincerely hoped he wouldn’t have to use them. Keeping low, his eyes trained on the shallow entrance, he circled the culvert. When he got within five feet, he dropped down on his belly, the shotgun nestled on his shoulder.

“God, if You want to do me one favor in this lifetime, don’t make me have to shoot this thing.”

He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly.

“Austin! I reckon you know I’m out here.” It wouldn’t occur to him until later that his skin was bone dry, his hands rock steady. “You went to a lot of trouble to invite me out for a visit.” He bellied his way to the slope of the bank. “Why don’t you come on out and we can talk reasonable, or we can wait awhile until Burke comes along.”

There was only silence from the culvert and the scream of a crow overhead.

“You’re going to make it hard on me, Austin. I’m going to have to come in there, seeing as how you tormented that boy. I just can’t swallow that. Then we’re going to start shooting at each other, and one of us is likely to be dead.” With a little sigh Tucker reached over and picked up a stone. “I sincerely don’t want it to be me.”

He tossed the rock down and waited for the ripping report of a gun. Silence.

“Shit on toast,” Tucker muttered, and slid down the slope into the stingy trickle of the Little Hope. There was a roaring in his head now, a steady wall of sound that was his heart and his fury. He swung the shotgun around and charged the entrance, fully expecting to be dodging bullets.

But the culvert was empty. Tucker stood there, feeling more than a little foolish with his shotgun at the ready and his heart beating like a brass band. He could hear his own rushing breaths bouncing off the concrete.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Okay, there was nobody around to see you make an ass of yourself.” He started back toward the entrance, then stopped short.

Could Austin be hiding somewhere? Somehow have found a hole just big enough to crouch in? Was he waiting, just sitting out there for Tucker to come back out so he could pick him off?

That was stupid, Tucker assured himself, took another step, then stopped and swore.

It was better to be stupid than dead, he supposed, and wondered what the hell to do now.

He had a ridiculous image of the final scene from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, where Newman and Redford had been freeze-framed in that last, hopeless gun battle.

The slick ending didn’t fool Beau Longstreet’s son Tucker. No indeedy. He knew just what had happened. Guns had fired, and Butch and the Kid had been blown to glory.

He stood in the narrow culvert thinking he was neither outlaw nor hero, but it was mighty hard on the pride just to huddle there and wait.

Before he had to make the decision, he heard the rumble of a car, then the quick, sharp slam of doors. “Tucker! Tuck, you all right?”

“Down here, Burke.” Tucker leaned the shotgun against the wall. “He ain’t here.”

He heard Burke give Carl orders to look around, then the light at the entrance was blocked by the sheriff’s broad shoulders. “What the sweet fuck is going on here?”

“Well, son, I’ll tell you,” Tucker said, and did.

“Couldn’t understand half of what that boy was saying.” Burke offered Tucker a light for his half cigarette. “But he seemed damned sure you and his daddy were going to kill each other down here.”

“I’m not sure if I’m disappointed or relieved we didn’t have the chance to try. Cy’s a good boy, Burke. Austin threatened him with some nasty shit, but he did what was right.” He pulled in smoke, let it out slowly. “I’m thinking it might be best if he stayed on at Sweetwater for a while. Home’s no place for him. If Austin didn’t manage to get to him, Vernon will make him pay for this. I swear to Christ I don’t see how that boy could be kin to either of them.”

“With any luck Vernon won’t hear about it for a day or two. Right now we’d better concentrate on finding his father.” He nodded at Tucker. “I guess we can say you’re already deputized.”

“I’d just as soon you didn’t.” Tucker reached for the shotgun. It was then he noticed the scrawl of writing on the wall. “What the hell’s this?” He leaned closer, squinting. “You’re in my light, Burke,” he said, then swore when he made the letters out.

AN EYE FOR AN EYE

“Christ almighty,” Burke murmured as he rubbed his thumb against the first A. “Looks like he wrote it in blood. I’m going to call up some men. We’ll do a house to house. We’ll walk every inch of the county, but we’re getting that crazy sonofabitch tonight.”

He’ll cut my eyes out!

Tucker pressed his fingers to his own eyes as Cy’s terrified voice rang in his head. “I guess I’m going with you. Do I get one of those cheap tin stars?”

Within the hour Burke had fifteen able-bodied and willing men. It gave him some twinges of uneasiness to see Billy T. Bonny and Junior Talbot both standing around with rifles. He had to hope that the excitement of going after a fugitive would put personal feuds on the back burner. For safety’s sake, he separated them, sending Junior off with Carl’s group and keeping Billy T. with his own. He took a chance and put Jed Larsson, slow but sensible, in charge of a third.

Using a county map, he diced up territories.

“I don’t want any hotdogging. Austin’s got himself two weapons, and unless he’s been taking potshots at rabbits, he’s only used one bullet. I’d sure hate to end the day by having to go to somebody’s wife or sweetheart and tell her that her man got himself shot by being stupid.”

“We got ourselves more sense than those lard-ass county deputies.” Billy T. was excited at the prospect of shooting something.

There was a lot of good-natured whooping to relieve nerves. Burke waited until it died down.

“The last time Austin was seen was right down there in that culvert. Now he’s got at least an hour on us, and he’s on foot. But a man who knows this country could find a lot of places to hide. We want him brought in, all in one piece. If you spot him, you give a call on the two-way. Your weapons are for defense only.”

Several of the men slanted sly looks at one another. Austin wasn’t a popular fellow.

“If he ends up dead, there’ll be plenty of questions some of you might not like answering.” He scanned faces, holding gazes just long enough to make his point. “You boys aren’t going deer hunting, you are duly deputized public servants. Now, move out, and watch your butts.” He turned away to gather his own group. “And God help us.”

Five of them piled into the cruiser. Burke, Tucker, Billy T., Singleton Fuller, and Bucky Koons. Singleton immediately lit up one of the cigars Happy wouldn’t let him smoke at home.

“You ain’t called up the county boys, Burke,” he said casually.

Burke’s fingers flexed on the wheel. “No. It’s our town.”

There was a murmur of agreement through the curtain of foul-smelling smoke.

At the intersection of Old Cypress and Longstreet, which Burke had designated as Base A, he pulled to the shoulder. The spot had significance for Tucker, who flicked a glance in the rearview mirror. Billy T. met the look with surly eyes.

They separated there, three to go east with the cautious Singleton in charge, and Burke and Tucker to go west.

“You want to tell me what’s cooking between you and Billy T.?” Burke asked as they started the wide circle that would bring them back as a group by McNair Pond.

“Oh, that’s already boiled over and been mopped up.” He sent an uneasy glance in the direction of Caroline’s house. “You really figure he’d have gotten this far?”

“Can’t figure. He could be off in any direction, and I could be making a mistake not calling in to county.”

“Hell of a lot of good they did us last time.”

“Well,” Burke said, and left it at that. “Could be he headed off for home.” He worried a minute about Carl and his group. “County’s still got his house under surveillance, and he’d know it, but it doesn’t sound to me like the man’s thinking right.”

Tucker figured the distance with some satisfaction. “I hope to hell that’s just where he goes. They’ll snatch him on up and take him off our hands.” Tucker turned his head and pondered on the glint of Caroline’s second-story windows. “It’s not just that he’s not thinking right, Burke. It’s like he’s gone rabid or something. That day we pounded on each other? He got to thinking I was my old man. He didn’t want to kill me nearly so much as he wanted to kill old Beau.”

He felt a hankering for a cigarette and struggled it back, “I’ll tell you what I think. It wasn’t me he wanted Cy to bring to that culvert, either.”

Burke frowned. He didn’t know a hell of a lot about psychology, unless you assumed that was the same as human nature. But he did understand that a man could do desperate things when a woman pushed him to the edge. Like hanging himself in his own barn.

“That’s a long time to hold a grudge over a woman.”

“Well, around Innocence, we got a surplus of time. My mama would get up and leave the room anytime his name came up. She did that right up until the end of her life.” Tucker stopped while Burke scanned with binoculars. “It used to make me wonder. I asked Edda Lou once if Austin acted strange about her. She laughed.” Now he did pull out a cigarette. “She said that he’d sometimes call her mama by my mama’s name when he was slapping her around.” A chill raced up his spine. “See anything?”

“Not a goddamn thing.” Burke pulled out his walkie-talkie to check in with the other groups.

Tucker felt the chill again. He puffed on his cigarette and told himself it was only natural to feel uneasy when you were out hunting a man. Yet he caught himself, not looking over his shoulder, or squinting in the distance, but staring back at the glint of sun against Caroline’s bedroom window.

Something was wrong. He could almost smell it, like a trace of ozone on the air after a slash of lightning. Something was sure as hell wrong.

“Burke, I want to cross over there to Caroline’s.”

“I already told you, Susie called her and told her to come on into town. They’re probably sitting around the kitchen table talking about flower arrangements and wedding cakes.”

“Yeah.” Tucker rolled his shoulders as if trying to ease an itch. “But I want to cross over.”

He was already moving fast when they heard the shots.

Caroline had corn bread in the oven. Happy Fuller’s family recipe. She’d been finishing up the batter when Susie called. She wasn’t fooled by the invitation to dinner, or the request that she come help talk some sense into Marvella over her color schemes. Austin Hatinger had been spotted less than ten miles away, and Susie didn’t want her to be alone.

She appreciated the concern, and since she’d started to jump at every creak and shadow since the call, Caroline was more than willing to oblige. She didn’t think Austin was going to show up on her doorstep. Certainly not. But as the sun dropped toward evening, she liked the idea of spending some time in Susie’s safe and noisy kitchen.

She took a sniff of the air and smiled. The corn bread was nearly ready. Then she’d pack it up, along with Useless, and drive into town.

She took a look at the oven timer. Little more than five minutes, she saw, and pushed open the screen door to call her dog.

“Useless. Come on, boy.” She clapped her hands as Happy had done and tried a whistle. “Useless, come on, Useless, we’re going for a ride.” Hearing the whimper under her feet, she got down on her hands and knees to look through the porch slats. And there he was crouched back against the new brace, whining.

“Dumb dog. Come on right now. What’s got you so spooked?”

He let out two yips and cringed back against the new brace. Disgusted, Caroline sat back on her heels. “Probably saw a garter snake,” she muttered. She decided to lure him out with a Milk Bone—Useless had already proven to have no willpower when it came to Milk Bones—and was pushing herself to her feet when she saw Austin Hatinger.

For an instant she thought it was her imagination. There could be no man walking across her backyard with two guns hitched in his belt and a knife in his hand. There could be no man crushing her newly planted pansies under his heel and smiling at her, smiling through frozen lips, smiling out of crazed, red-rimmed eyes.

She was still on her knees when he spoke.

“God led me to you.” The smile seemed to tear his face, like a rip through tattered burlap. “I understood His will. You were with him, I saw you with him, and you’re to be sacrificed.” He turned the knife blade in the sunlight as he approached the porch. “Like Edda Lou. It has to be just like Edda Lou.”

Like a runner coming off the mark, Caroline pushed herself from her knees and slammed through the back door. She shoved it to, turned the bolt. The oven timer went off with a buzz that made her scream. Then Austin’s weight rammed against the wood and set her numb legs free.

She didn’t think. Fueled by instinct, she snatched up her grandfather’s Colt on her flight from the kitchen. She needed to get to the car, but even as she raced through the house, she heard the old kitchen door give way with a splinter of wood.

And she remembered that the gun she held in her slippery hand was empty.

Sobbing, she barreled through the front door, digging in her pocket. Bullets sprayed out of her sweaty fingers and she nearly lost her footing on the steps. She stumbled, righted herself, and saw that all four tires on her car had been slashed.

Austin swung open the screen door. “You can’t run from the will of God. You are His instrument. An eye for an eye, saith the Lord.”

But Caroline was already fleeing toward the swamp. Another bullet squirted out of her fingers like wet soap to be lost in the grass. Her scream was no more than a harsh breath of air.

“Stop it, stop it!” she ordered her shaking hands as she fought to get one bullet, then two into the chamber. “Oh, God, please.” She was nearly to the trees, nearly there, and there was shelter and terror behind them. One desperate look over her shoulder, and he was less than two armspans behind her. With tears blurring her vision, she turned and fired.

The gun clicked on empty. And he smiled.

“Today you are the lamb of God.” The knife arched up, glistening silver death. Caroline saw more than madness in his eyes. She saw a terrible glory.

Then Useless shot out like a small gold bullet and latched his puppy teeth into Austin’s calf. Austin howled more in fury than pain. It took only one kick to send the dog lying bonelessly on the grass.

“Dear God,” Caroline prayed, and with the gun braced in both hands, fired again. This time the kick knocked her limp body back. She lay stunned staring at the horrible red stain that bloomed over Austin’s dirty white shirt.

His smile was back, a rictus of a grin. He took another step toward her, the knife held high.

“Please, please, please,” Caroline whimpered as the gun jerked in her hand again. With numbed horror she saw his face disappear. His big, brawny body twitched. To her terror-frozen brain, it seemed he was still coming, still walking implacably toward her. She scrambled back, screams hitching in her throat, heels digging furrows in the grass.

The knife fell at her feet, and Austin followed it.

Tucker skidded to a stop on the gravel drive. While his heart slammed in his throat, he watched Caroline weaving across the lawn, carrying the puppy. Beyond her he could see Austin sprawled facedown, and the blood staining the grass.

“He kicked my dog,” was all she said, and moved by him into the house.

“Jesus Christ, Burke.”

“I’ll take care of this out here.” Burke holstered his gun and exchanged it for his walkie-talkie. “Go on in with her. See that she stays inside until this is done.”

Tucker found her in the parlor, sitting in the rocker with the dazed dog across her lap.

“Honey.” He crouched down beside her, stroking her face, her hair. “Honey, did he hurt you?”

“He was going to kill me.” She kept rocking, afraid if she stopped she’d go mad. “With the knife. He could have shot me, but he had to do it with the knife. Like Edda Lou, he said.” The dog began to stir and whine in her lap. Caroline lifted him up against her breast like a baby. “It’s all right now. It’s all right.”

“Caroline, Caroline, look at me, honey.” He waited until she turned her head. Her pupils were so dilated, the irises were hardly more than a green aura around them. “I’m going to take you upstairs. Come on now, I’ll carry you up and call the doctor.”

“No.” She let out a long breath as Useless licked her chin. “I’m not going to be hysterical. I’m not going to fall apart. I fell apart in Toronto. All kinds of pieces. Not again.” She swallowed, pressing her cheek against the dog’s fur. “I was making corn bread. I’d never made corn bread before. Happy gave me her recipe, and I was going to take it over to Susie’s. It feels so good being a part of this place.” Useless licked away a tear that trickled down her cheek. “You see, I thought I was coming here just to be alone, but I didn’t know how much I needed to be a part of something.”

“It’s going to be all right,” he said helplessly. “I promise it’s going to be all right.”

“I was making corn bread in my grandmother’s oven. And I shot Austin Hatinger with my grandfather’s gun. Do you think that’s strange?”

“Caroline.” He cupped her face. She could see the streaks of violence and fury in his eyes that he so carefully filtered out of his voice. “I’m just going to hold you for a while, is that all right?”

“All right.”

She let her head rest on his shoulder when he picked her up. Saying nothing, he carried both her and the pup to the couch and cradled them there. They both ignored the phone when it rang.

“I’m going to stay here tonight,” he told her. “Down here on the couch.”

“I’m not falling apart, Tucker.”

“I know, darlin’.”

She let out a sigh. “The oven timer’s still buzzing.” She bit her lip to try to steady her voice. “I guess I burned the corn bread.”

She turned her face into his shoulder and wept.




chapter 19

Caroline came downstairs feeling hollowed-out by the aftereffects of shock and sleeping pills. She had no idea what time it was, only that the sun was strong and her house was quiet as a tomb.

It was already sultry. Even the thin cotton robe seemed too heavy and hot against her skin. She thought she’d take her coffee iced—in her car. With the air-conditioning running. She’d killed a man.

That single raw fact had her stopping at the base of the stairs, her fist pressed against her heart like a runner catching her wind after a punishing sprint. And like a runner’s, her legs went rubbery so that she sat on the landing, propping her head in her hands.

She had pumped two bullets into flesh, exchanging her life for another’s. Oh, she knew it was a matter of self-defense. Even without Burke’s gentle questions and quiet support, she knew that. Some circuit in Austin Hatinger’s brain had snapped and caused him to turn on her.

But circumstances didn’t change the result. She’d taken a life. She, whose most violent act had been throwing a champagne flute against the wall in the Hilton Hotel in Baltimore, had ripped two .45 slugs into a man she’d never even had a conversation with.

It was a big leap, she thought, rubbing her hands over her face. And maybe her legs were a little shaky after landing, but she’d discovered something else about herself.

She could live with it.

She would not search for a way to put the blame on herself. She would not agonize over how she could have avoided, prevented, or changed the outcome. That was the old Caroline’s weakness, that delusion of self-importance that had made her believe she had the right, the responsibility, the power to bear all burdens—whether it was a performance, her mother’s needs, a lover’s deceit. Or a madman’s violent death.

No, Caroline Waverly was not going to listen to that sneaky little voice that crept inside her brain to whisper about blame and fault and mistakes.

She rose, turning toward the kitchen before the scratching at the front door had her heart doing a cartwheel. Even as the scream tickled the back of her throat, she recognized Useless’s whimpering. The scream died to a puff of air as she stepped forward to open the door.

Fevered with gratitude, the dog rushed in to make desperate jumps around her, his tail slicing the air in his delight and relief.

“What were you doing out there?” She bent to scratch his ears and accept his loyal licks of affection. “How’d you get outside?”

He yipped, scrambling around her legs, feet skidding in a search for traction on the polished hardwood before he dashed off to the parlor.

“Is this like a Lassie thing?” Caroline asked as she followed him. “I hope you’re not taking me to where Timmy’s fallen down the well or …” She trailed off, spotting Useless sitting smugly on the floor beside the sofa. And Tucker, bare-chested, bare-footed, sprawled over it.

He didn’t look innocent in sleep, she noted. There was simply too much wit and wickedness in his face for that. But he did look decidedly uncomfortable. His feet hung over one end of the two-seater sofa, and his neck was crinked to accommodate the curve between cushion and arm. His arms were folded across his belly, less for dignity, Caroline decided, than for the fact that he hadn’t been able to find any other space for them. Despite the awkward position and the stream of sunlight falling directly in his eyes, his chest rose and fell gently with deep, even breathing.

She’d forgotten he’d stayed, but it came flooding back to her now. How kind he’d been, how tenderly he’d held her while she’d cried out her shock. And the quiet strength he’d offered just by holding her hand while Burke questioned her.

Tucker had been the one to take her up to bed, sliding over her protests as patiently as a father guiding an overtired child. He’d sat with her while the sleeping pill had trickled through her bloodstream. And to chase away those last shadows of fear, he’d remained on the side of the bed, her hand in his, and had told her some silly story about his cousin Ham who ran a used-car dealership in Oxford.

The last thing she remembered was something about a ’72 Pinto that had dropped its transmission five feet out of the lot, and a dissatisfied customer with a five-gauge.

She felt the lock on her heart snick open, and sighed.

“You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you, Tucker?”

Useless perked up at the name, then leapt up to bathe Tucker’s face. Tucker grunted, shifted. “Okay, honey. In a minute.”

Amused, Caroline stepped closer. “I hope it’s worth the wait.”

Tucker’s lips curved as he reached out to cuddle the dog. “It’s always worth …” His hand slid down the dog’s back to the gleefully swinging tail. Slowly, his lashes fluttered up and he studied the furry face grinning into his. “You’re not quite what I had in mind.”

Undiscouraged, Useless scrambled his hind legs until he’d gained Tucker’s chest. Tucker gave the dog’s head an absent scratch, then closed his eyes again. “Didn’t I put you out once?”

“He wanted back in.”

Tucker’s eyes opened again, and pushing Useless’s face out of his, he focused on Caroline. The sleepy look was gone quickly, she noted, and understood she was being carefully measured.

“Hey.”

“Good morning.” When he shifted his hip, she accepted the invitation and sat. “I’m sorry we woke you.”

“I figured on getting up sometime today anyway.” He reached up to stroke a fingertip down her cheek. “How you doing?”

“I’m all right. Really. I want to thank you for sticking around.”

He winced a little as he straightened his neck. “I can sleep anywhere.”

“So I see.” Touched, she brushed the hair off his brow. “It was sweet of you, Tucker. I’m grateful.”

“I’m supposed to say I was just being neighborly.” He caught her hand when she started to draw it back. “But the fact is you had me worried sick. You didn’t have a lick of color when you finally went off to sleep.”

“I’m steadier now.” She wished she’d checked the mirror to see if she looked steadier. “You could have used the spare bed upstairs.”

“I thought about it.” But when he’d checked on her—for the fourth or fifth time during the night—he’d also thought about slipping into bed with her. Just to hold her, just to keep her close and satisfy himself that she was safe. That had shaken him enough that he’d needed to have the full story laid out between them. Now he needed the simplicity of closeness.

“Come here.”

She hesitated, then gave in to the urge to curl up beside him. With her head pillowed against his shoulder and the dog stretched across their legs, she sighed.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t quicker.”

“No, Tucker.”

He brushed his lips over her head. “I gotta get this out, Caroline. It gave me some hard hours through the night. He wouldn’t have come after you if it weren’t for me. It was me he wanted, and me who put you in the middle.”

She laid a hand over his heart, wondering if she’d ever felt more comforted, more safe. “I used to think that way about things. That I was at the center, and whenever anything went wrong, I was to blame for it. It’s an indulgent kind of arrogance, I think. The kind that carves holes in you that you have to fill up with pills and therapy. Don’t change on me, Tucker. I’m starting to find your day-to-day way of looking at things appealing.”

“It scared me.” When his arms tightened around her, she curved into him to give comfort as well as take it. “Nothing’s ever scared me more than hearing those shots and knowing I was too far away.”

“I’ve been scared before, so many times. As horrible as this is, it’s really the first time I’ve done anything about my fear.” Her hand fisted, and she slowly, deliberately, relaxed it again. “I’m not glad it happened, Tucker, and I guess I’ll always remember what it was like to pull that trigger. But I can deal with it.”

He stared at dust motes dancing in a sunbeam. There were things he’d never forget either. Like the numb terror of racing over a fallow field with shots echoing in his head. Like the glassy-eyed shock on her face when she’d walked by him to carry the limp dog into the house.

“I’m no hero, Caroline. Christ knows, I don’t want to be one, but I’m going to see to it that nothing bad happens to you again.”

She smiled. “That’s a broad and daring ambition,” she began, and tilted her head back to look at him. There was no answering smile in his eyes, and when he took her chin, his fingers were tense.

“You’re important to me.” He said the words slowly, as if explaining them to himself. “Nobody’s ever been as important, and that’s hard.”

The air was clogging in her lungs, the way it often did when she stood on a darkened stage, the moment before the spotlight found her. “I know. I guess it’s hard for both of us.”

He saw the shadow of fear in her eyes, though she kept them steady and level on his. And because she was important, because everything about her had suddenly become vitally important, he struggled to lighten his tone.

“It sure is a new one for me.” His tensed fingers relaxed to stroke her jaw. “Here I am all wrapped up in a woman and I haven’t even managed to get her clothes off yet. This gets around, my reputation’s going to suffer.”

“Why don’t you try it now?”

His finger froze on her cheek. “What’s that?”

“I said, why don’t you try it now.” With her eyes still full of fears and needs and doubts, she lifted her lips to his.

He felt himself sink into her, and that, too, was a change. That slow, lovely drift into sweetness. There was no hot punch of lust that he had always accepted so easily. Instead, there was a gentle shift of sensation, as subtle as a sky lightening toward dawn.

As her body yielded against his, as her breathy sigh slipped intimately from her mouth to his, he understood that she was offering him more than passion. She was giving him her trust. It humbled him. It disturbed him. She was not the kind of woman to offer anything to a man casually. And he—he had always taken whatever a woman chose to give with an easy grin and no backward looks.

“Caroline.” He brushed his fingers over her cheeks, combed them through her hair. “I want you.”

His heart drummed fast and hard against hers. The quiet seriousness of his statement made her smile even as his lips cruised over her face. “I know.”

“No, I mean I really want you.” The robe had slipped off her shoulder, and he let his lips wander to that warm, sweet curve. “I guess I’ve been waiting for you to give me the go-ahead since about thirty seconds after I met you.”

Her body trembled and arched under his. Why were they talking? Why were there words when she wanted only to feel? “I know that, too.”

“It’s just that …” Her throat was so white, so smooth. It wasn’t in him to resist it. “I haven’t been exactly discreet when it comes to women.”

She skimmed her hands over his bare back, exploring that intriguing ripple of muscle. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I don’t want you to regret this.” He rubbed his cheek against hers before he drew away. His eyes were dark with emotions she was afraid to consider. “I don’t think I could stand it if you did.”

“You’re the last person I expected to complicate this.”

“It surprises the hell out of me, too.” His fingers curled tight in her hair. “It’s not simple with you, Caroline. I figured I ought to try to explain that.”

He didn’t have to explain what she could see so clearly in his eyes. And seeing it had the little licks of fear leaping higher. “I don’t want any explanations.” Desperate, she dragged his mouth back to hers. “I’m alive. I just need to feel alive.”

Her needs swallowed him, pulled him under, sucked him in. She wanted from him what he had always looked for in other women—simple, mutual pleasure. If there was a twinge of regret, he ignored it. Responding to her urgency, he tugged open her robe and feasted on flesh. She was slim and pale and soft as velvet. And if she was not just any woman, not just another woman, he blocked off those troubling thoughts and let himself take.

She streaked mindlessly into heat, gobbling up his desire like a starving woman might devour a crust of bread. Hers was only a body seeking pleasure from another body. No thoughts, she swore. No emotions. She needed the sensations, the liberation of good, cleansing sex. Her cry of release when he drove her to a hard, knife-edged orgasm left her trembling.

She could hear his harsh, strained breathing even as his hands began to slow, to gentle. He murmured something to her, and though she didn’t understand the words, the sweetness of the tone had her battling back an urge to wrap herself around him and weep.

The emotions sneaking through terrified her. She wanted none of them and moved quickly, even ruthlessly, to block them off. Even as his lips whispered over hers, she was dragging his jeans-down over his hips. His body went rigid as she touched him, fisted him in a hot, greedy hand. The room tilted, and while he struggled to right it again, she locked herself around him.

“Caroline. Wait.”

But she was already surrounding him, already drawing him deep into that glorious velvet sheath, already urging him to match her frantic rhythm.

He was trapped in her, in his own body’s demands. So he raced with her toward a release he already realized would be empty.

She lay very still, her robe rucked up under her hips. She did feel alive. Sore and swollen and trembly and alive. If only she didn’t feel so hollow with it.

If only he would say something. If only he would lift his head and grin and make some silly joke to put this awkwardness behind them.

But the silence dragged on. His heartbeat slowed to normal against hers, and the silence dragged on.

He knew he was heavy, but he put off shifting his body from hers, put off the moment when he would have to face her. And himself.

Good sex, he thought. Yes, it had been good, basic sex, minus all those insidious and baffling emotions. Smart sex, he thought with some disgust. There was no reason for him to feel … used was the word, he realized, and wished he could laugh it off.

Was this why Edda Lou had been so bitter at the end? he wondered. With a sigh he opened his eyes and stared out at the empty room. No, Edda Lou hadn’t cared about him. About his money, his name, his position, but not about him. Sex had been a means to an end for her.

That was something they’d had in common.

But surely there had been a woman, someone, between his first adolescent tussle and this final, soulless bout with Caroline, who had cared. Who had wanted more and settled for less. Someone who had lain in hurt silence after the storm.

His just deserts, he supposed. The first time he had wanted more, he had run up against a woman who refused to give it, or take it.

Well, he still had pride. However cold that comfort was, it was better than crawling.

He did shift then, hitching up his pants as he sat back.

“You caught me off guard, sugar.” The smile curved his lips, but left his eyes flat. “Didn’t give me a chance to, well, dress for the party.”

It took her a moment to understand that he was talking about the lack of a condom. She made herself shrug. “I suppose this was more of a surprise party.” Avoiding his eyes, she sat up and drew her robe around her. “I take the pill.”

“Well then.” He wanted to reach out, to smooth her touseled hair, but rose instead. “Looks like we bored that pup of yours right to sleep.” He gestured to where Useless was curled under a chair, snoring. Tucker thrust his hands in his pockets. “Caroline.”

“I think I’ll go make some coffee.” She popped off the couch as though Tucker’s voice had flicked a lever. “And breakfast. I owe you breakfast.”

He studied her, the way she gnawed on her bottom lip, the way her eyes, shadowed with strain, kept slipping over his shoulder. “If that’s the way you want it. Mind if I grab a shower?”

“No, go ahead.” She wasn’t sure if her sigh was one of relief or disappointment, and covered it over with a flow of words. “Upstairs, second door on the right. There are fresh towels on the shelf. The water takes a while to heat up.”

“I’m not in a hurry,” he told her, and strolled out of the room.

Washing with her soap put him in a better frame of mind. Using her toothbrush—he couldn’t find a spare—left a lingering taste of her in his mouth.

Physical things. It was much more comfortable to concentrate on physical things. He’d had no business brooding over the deeper meaning of a nice, no-strings session of morning sex.

He’d shrugged his shirt over his shoulders by the time he reached the bottom landing. He caught the scents of coffee and bacon. Everyday aromas that shouldn’t have had him quivering for her. He was scowling down the hallway toward the kitchen when he heard the sound of a car in the lane.

Shirt open, thumbs tucked in his pockets, he walked to the screen and watched Special Agent Matthew Burns park. They studied each other, one black-suited and silk-tied, the other unshaven and barely dressed. Animosity leapt up like a large rabid dog.

Tucker shoved open the screen door and leaned on it. “Early for visiting, isn’t it?”

Burns locked his car door, pocketed the keys. “Official business.” He scanned Tucker’s bare chest and damp hair. The homey breakfast scents drifting outside had him thinning his lips. “The interruption is quite necessary.”

“You’re too later to interrupt,” Tucker said placidly. “What can we do for you?”

“You take a lot of pride in this, don’t you, Long-street?”

Tucker lifted a brow. “In what?”

“In your southern-fried womanizing.”

“Is that why you’re here? Looking for pointers?” His smile wasn’t charming this time, but wolfish. “If that’s the case, it’s going to take a while. You need a lot of work, Burns.”

Burns’s jaw clenched. The simple fact that a woman like Caroline preferred Tucker over him burned in his gut like an ulcer. “I find your … style. I suppose we’ll call it, pathetic.”

“If that was an insult, you’re off target. I’m not looking to impress you.”

“No, helpless females are more your style.”

“You know”—Tucker rubbed a hand over the stubble of his chin—“I’ve never once in my life met a female I’d consider helpless. Caroline’s not, that’s for damn sure. Right now she might be a little shaky. She might need somebody to lean on until she gets her feet back under her again. She’s got me as long as she wants. You’d better understand that.”

“What I understand is that you have no compunction about using a woman’s vulnerabilities to your own end. You’re a user, Longstreet, and you’ve got the emotional maturity of a mushroom. Edda Lou Hatinger was just the last in a long line of your discards. As for Caroline—”

“Caroline can speak for herself.” She stepped forward, laying a hand on Tucker’s arm. Whether it was in support or restraint, none of them could tell. “Do you need to talk to me, Matthew?”

He struggled against a wave of black, unreasonable anger. She was wearing nothing but a robe, and the way she ranged herself beside Tucker spoke not only of preference, but of intimacy. It galled, destroying his elegant image of her. However brilliant her talent, however delicate her beauty, she had lowered herself to trollop by her choice.

“I thought it would be more comfortable for you to give me your statement here, rather than coming into town.”

“Yes, it would. I appreciate it.” She would have offered him coffee in the parlor, but she had no intention of leaving him and Tucker alone again. “If we could go back in the kitchen … I’ve just finished fixing breakfast.”

“I’d intended to get Mr. Longstreet’s statement later,” Burns said stiffly.

“Now you can save some time.” Caroline kept a wary watch on both of them as they walked down the hall. “Would you like some eggs, Matthew?”

“Thank you, I’ve already eaten.” He took a seat at the table, as out of place in the country kitchen as a tuxedo at a hoedown. “Coffee would be nice, if you don’t mind.”

Caroline brought the pot to the table, setting it on an iron trivet in the shape of a rooster. Odd, she thought as she dished up bacon and eggs, until that moment she hadn’t imagined herself racing through that room, snatching a gun from the counter, screaming as fists beat against the door.

She looked over now. Only the screen remained. Either Burke or Tucker had taken the broken door away, but there were still a few splinters of wood on the floor.

“You want a statement about what happened yesterday.” Caroline busied herself adding cream to her coffee. “I’ve already given one to Burke.”

“Yes, I read it.”

Tucker noticed her hands were steady, but her gaze shifted back to the door several times. He lifted a hand to her shoulder for a gentle rub. “I don’t know much about the law,” he began, “but isn’t what happened here yesterday a local problem?”

“Ordinarily. If you’d indulge me, Caroline, I’d very much appreciate your going over everything that happened.” He switched on his recorder. “For my records.”

It wasn’t very difficult. Not when it all seemed so dreamlike and distant. She played it back, as if it were a tape in her head. He let her run it through without interruption, making only a few cursory notes on his pad.

“It’s odd, don’t you think, that Hatinger didn’t use either of the guns he carried?” His tone was conversational as he poured a second cup of coffee. “They were both loaded, and from my information he was considered an excellent shot. When you describe your flight, from the rear porch, through this room, and out the front, it would appear that he could have fired at you at any time. But he didn’t even draw a weapon.”

“He had the knife,” she said, and didn’t notice the catch in her voice. Tucker did.

“I don’t see the point in this, Burns. He’d snapped obviously. Maybe he didn’t even remember he had the guns.”

“Maybe.” He added a miserly dab of cream to his coffee. “Would you say, Caroline, that he was aware you had a gun?” He lifted the cup, sipped, then went on without waiting for her answer. “You say you grabbed it on the run while he was still outside.”

“Yes, I’d been target practicing. I always unloaded it when I’d finished. Sometimes I stuck the bullets in my pockets. I remember thinking it was a bad habit, and I should break it.” She set down her fork, clattering it against her plate. The scent of eggs and bacon grease were nauseating. “I guess I’m lucky I didn’t.”

“You were lucky you had the presence of mind to load the gun at all.”

She gave Burns a wan smile. “You could say I’m used to performing under pressure.”

He merely nodded. “If we recreate those last moments outside, when you turned and fired, can you hazard an opinion as to whether he realized you were armed? Did he make any move to reach for one of the guns he carried?”

“It happened very quickly.”

It hadn’t seemed so. It had seemed as though she’d been running through syrup. It didn’t take any effort to rerun the scene, that slow-motion film of nightmares and dark fantasies. The wall of heat that made you fight for every gasping breath. The terrifying feeling that the grass had gone boggy and was sucking you down. The silver glint of the knife under the merciless sun. And that grin, that wide, hungry grin.

“I …” She pressed her lips together and bore down on the last, nasty remnants of fear. “I tried to shoot, but nothing happened. He just kept coming, holding the knife and smiling at me. Just smiling. I think I was crying or screaming or praying, I don’t know, but he kept coming, and kept smiling. I had the gun out in front of me, and he was saying that I was the lamb of God, a sacrifice. That it was going to be like Edda Lou. That it had to be like Edda Lou.”

“You’re sure of that.” Burns held his cup two inches above the saucer. “You’re sure he said it had to be like Edda Lou?”

“Yes.” She gave in to a shudder, then pushed her uneaten breakfast aside. “I’m not likely to forget anything he said.”

“Wait a minute.” Tucker put a hand on Caroline’s arm, his fingers taut as wire. He’d been doing more than listening, he’d been watching. Burns looked like a man who’d just drawn to an inside straight. “You’re not here getting a statement about the shooting of some escaped lunatic. That’s small shit, the kind of local dirt that wouldn’t interest a federal agent. You sonofabitch.”

“Tucker, please.”

“No.” His eyes were fierce as he turned to Caroline. “Don’t you see? It’s about Edda Lou, about Edda Lou and the others. It doesn’t have diddly to do with you, except you managed not to be the next victim.”

“The next?” she began, then stopped. The blood drained from her face. “Oh, God, the knife. He didn’t shoot me because—because it had to be like Edda Lou. It had to be the knife.”

“Yeah, the knife.” Tucker’s hand slid down her arm so that she could grip it. “There are users and users, aren’t there, Burns?” Tucker’s voice had lost its lazy drawl, sharpening to an icy point. “You’re using Caroline to help you gather evidence on Hatinger. Using her to solve your case, but you don’t bother to let her know.”

Burns set his cup meticulously back in the saucer. “I’m conducting a federal investigation on a series of murders. I’m not required to make my views known to the public.”

“Fuck that. You know what she’s been through. Easing her mind by telling her this might be over wouldn’t have cost you.”

“Regulations and procedure,” Burns said.

Caroline squeezed Tucker’s hand before he could speak again. “I can talk for myself.” She inhaled and exhaled twice, slowly. “I didn’t even know Edda Lou, but I’ll see her floating in the pond for the rest of my life. I’ve never performed a violent act in my life. Oh, I threw a champagne glass at someone once, but I missed, so it hardly counts. Yesterday I killed a man.” Her hand fluttered to her stomach to press against the slow, familiar burn. “That may not seem so terrible to you, Matthew, considering your line of work and taking into account that I was saving my own life. But I killed a man. Now you come in here and ask me to bring it all back. And you don’t even grant me the courtesy of the truth.”

“It’s simply speculation, Caroline, and for your own good …” He fumbled to a stop when her head snapped up.

“Do you know,” she said slowly, “I once threatened to kill a man if he ever, ever used that particular phrase to me again. I didn’t mean it literally at the time. It was just one of those typical statements people make before they realize what it’s like to kill. But I should warn you not to use that phrase. It tends to set me off.”

Delighted, Tucker kicked back in his chair and grinned. “She’s got a hot streak. It’s a pure pleasure seeing it aimed at somebody else for a change.”

“I apologize if I’ve upset you,” Burns said stiffly. “But I’m doing my job as I think best. It is not a foregone conclusion that Austin Hatinger was responsible for the three deaths in this community or the one in Nashville. However, given yesterday’s incident, we are focusing our investigation on him.”

“Will you be able to tell if it was his knife?” Caroline asked.

“After certain tests are completed, we should be able to determine if it was that style of knife. Off the record,” Burns continued grudgingly, “I can say that Hatinger fit certain psychological points in this kind of killing. He had a deep-seated anger toward women, as evidenced by his frequent abuse of his wife. A religious mania which he may have figured absolved him of guilt, or accorded him a mission. We could speculate that his use of water to dispose of the bodies was more than an attempt to wash away evidence, but a kind of baptism. Unfortunately, he can’t be questioned about his motives. As it stands, I’ll be backtracking, trying to place his whereabouts at the time of all three murders. And while he is my focus, I’ll continue along other avenues of investigation.”

His gaze lighted on Tucker, and Tucker merely smiled.

“Then you’ve got your work cut out for you, don’t you, son? We wouldn’t want to hold you up.”

“I’ll want to talk to the boy. Cy Hatinger.”

Tucker’s smile faded. “He’s at Sweetwater.”

“Well then.” He rose, but couldn’t resist a parting shot. “Odd how Hatinger went from gunning for you straight to Caroline, isn’t it? Some people have a knack for turning bad luck onto others.” He was an expert at recognizing guilt. It gave him pleasure to watch it shadow Tucker’s face. “If you think of anything else that might help, Caroline, you know where to reach me. Thanks for the coffee. I can see myself out.”

“Tucker,” Caroline began the moment they were alone, but he shook his head and rose.

“I’ve got some thinking to do.” He ran a hand through his hair. It was dry now, but he caught a whiff of her shampoo. Even so small a thing had his gut tightening. “Will you be all right? Want me to call Josie, or Susie, or someone?”

“No, no, I’ll be fine.” But she wondered if he would. “Matthew’s a rigid sort of man, Tucker. That kind always sees the logic of placing blame.”

“There’s blame enough. Listen, I need to get back. I don’t want Cy having to talk to him on his own.” His hands dug into his pockets again. “He’s just a kid.”

“Go ahead.” It would be better, she thought, to be alone. To put off talking about what had happened between them that morning. “I’ll be fine, really.” She lifted their plates, thinking Useless was going to breakfast like a king.

He put a hand on her shoulder as she turned to the sink. “I’m coming back.”

“I know.” She waited until he was at the doorway before speaking again. “Tucker. Thanks for telling Matthew I wasn’t helpless. When you’re used to people seeing you that way, it means a lot.”

Her back was to him, her shoulders straight. He knew she was looking out to where the blood had dried on the grass.

“We’re going to have to talk, you and me. About a lot of things.”

When she didn’t answer, he left her alone.




chapter 20

His daddy was dead. Miss Della had told him. His daddy was dead. There would be no more snapping belts or merciless fists. No more shouts to a fever-eyed God to punish the sinners for their transgressions, their laziness, their filthy thoughts.

Miss Della had sat him down in the bright kitchen and told him, and there had been kindness in her eyes.

He was afraid, so afraid that there would be no end for him but hell. The fiery, screaming black pool of hell his father had often gleefully described. How could he expect forgiveness or a place at the Lord’s table when he harbored such an evil secret in his soul? The secret whispered through his brain with the devil’s rusty chuckle.

His daddy was dead. And he was glad.

When his tears had come, the tears Miss Della patiently waited out then wiped away, they weren’t tears of sorrow or grief. They were tears of relief. A river of joy and gratitude and hope.

And it was that, Cy thought as he watered the kitchen garden, that which would consign him to hell for all eternity.

He had been responsible for the death of his father. And he wasn’t sorry.

Miss Della had told him he could stay at Sweetwater just as long as he wanted—Mr. Tucker had said so. He didn’t have to go home, he didn’t have to go back to that house of fear and hopelessness. He didn’t have to face Vernon, see his father in his brother’s eyes, feel his father’s wrath in his brother’s fists.

By a single act of cowardice he had wiped out four years of waiting.

His father was dead, and he was free.

Cy hunkered down, the hose soaking grass until it gurgled in a puddle. Rubbing his knuckles in to his eyes, he wept in joy for his life, and in terror for his soul.

“Cy.”

The sound of his name had the boy jerking to his feet. It was only quick reflexes that had Burns nipping out of range of the garden hose. They stood facing each other a moment, the water squirting between them, a young boy with a puffy face and frightened eyes and a man who wanted to prove that Cy’s father had carved up women in his spare time.

Burns tried his most ingratiating smile, which put Cy immediately on edge.

“I’d like to talk with you for a few minutes.”

“I’ve got to water these plants.”

Burns glanced at the soaked greens. “You seem to have done that already.”

“I’ve got other work.”

Burns reached down to turn off the water himself. Authority was something he wore as habitually as his tie. “This won’t take long. Perhaps we could go inside.” Out of the blistering heat.

“No, sir, I can’t track all over Miss Della’s clean floor.”

Burns glanced down. Any trace of white on Cy’s sneakers had been obliterated with grass and dirt stains. “No, I suppose not. The terrace then, around the side.” Before Cy could protest, Burns took him by the arm and led him around the flower beds. “You enjoy working at Sweetwater?”

“Yes sir. I wouldn’t want to lose my job ’cause I got caught sitting around talking.”

Burns stepped onto the slate terrace and gestured toward one of the padded chairs under a striped umbrella. “Is Mr. Longstreet that hard a taskmaster?”

“Oh, no, sir.” Reluctantly, Cy sat. “He never has enough for me to do, to my way of thinking. And he’s always telling me to slow it down and take it easy, real considerate like. Sometimes if he’s around late in the afternoon at quitting time, he brings me out a Coca Cola himself.”

“A liberal employer.” Burns took out his pad and recorder. “Then I’m sure he wouldn’t mind you taking a short break to answer some questions.”

“You can ask him yourself,” Tucker suggested. He strolled out of the kitchen door with a chilled bottle of Coke. “Here you go, Cy.” He set the bottle down in front of the boy. “Wet your whistle.”

“Mr. Burns—he said how I had to come on out here and talk,” Cy began. His eyes were as panicked as a rabbit’s caught in the white stream of headlights.

“That’s all right.” Tucker touched a hand to his shoulder briefly before scraping back a chair for himself. “Nobody expected you to work today, Cy.”

With his lips pressed tight together, Cy stared down at the white table. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Well, for the next few days you do what suits you.” Tucker pulled out his cigarettes. He figured he was down to a half pack a day by his current method and ruthlessly tore off half the tobacco. “Now, Agent Burns here’s having himself a busy morning.” His eyes stayed on Burns’s over the flare of his match. There was a warning there, as clear as the message Hatinger had written in blood. “So, why don’t you tell him what you can. Then maybe you’d like to drop a line with me for an hour or two.”

Burns curled his lip at the idea of taking the boy fishing the day after his father had been killed. “I’ll let you know when we’re finished, if you’d like to go tie some flies.”

Tucker helped himself to a swig of Cy’s Coke. “No. As I figure it, since the boy’s working here and staying here for the time being, I’m a kind of guardian. I’ll stay, unless Cy wants me to go.”

Cy lifted those panic-dazed eyes to Tucker’s. “I’d be obliged if you’d stay, Mr. Tucker. I might get something wrong.”

“All you have to do is tell the truth. Isn’t that right, Agent Burns?”

“That’s exactly right. Now—” he broke off as Josie walked out wearing a paper-thin pink robe.

“Well now, it’s not often a woman strolls out of her kitchen and finds three men waiting for her.” She moved closer to ruffle Cy’s hair, but her eyes were all for Burns. “Special Agent, I was beginning to think you’d taken a dislike to me. Why, you haven’t been around to talk but one time.” She eased a hip onto the arm of Tucker’s chair. When she reached over to pluck up one of Tucker’s cigarettes, she afforded Burns the best view in the house. “I was about to make something up just so you could investigate me.”

He was stuffy, but he wasn’t dead. Burns found his throat clogged and his tie too tight. “I’m afraid I have little time for socializing while on a case, Miss Long-street.”

“Now, that surely is a shame.” Her voice was as rich and heady as the scent of magnolias. With a flutter of her lashes, she handed Burns the pack of matches, then steadied his hand with her own when he touched the flame to the tip. “And here I’ve been pining away, hoping you’d find time to tell me all about your adventures. I bet you’ve had scads of them.”

“Actually, I’ve had a few interesting moments.”

“I’m going to have to hear all about them or I’ll just explode from curiosity.” She trailed a finger down her throat to where her robe met loosely over her breasts. If his eyes had been tied by a string to her hand, Burns couldn’t have followed the movement more closely. “Teddy told me you were the very best.”

He managed to swallow. “Teddy?”

“Dr. Rubenstein.” She sent him a sultry look under heavy lashes. “He was telling me you were the absolute expert on serial killings. I just love talking to brainy men with dangerous jobs.”

“Josie.” Tucker sent her an arch look. “Weren’t you going to get your nails done or something this morning?”

“Why, yes, honey, I was.” She shifted to hold out her hands. Her robe crept up another inch. “I don’t think a woman can be really attractive if she lets her hands go.” She rose then, satisfied that she’d broken Burns’s concentration. “Maybe I’ll see you in town later, Special Agent. I’m fond of stopping for a cold drink at the Chat ’N Chew after my manicure.”

She left him with the distracting image of her hips swaying beneath that thin pink robe.

Tucker tossed his cigarette into a brass bucket filled with sand. “You going to turn that recorder on?”

Burns gave him a blank look, then shot to attention. “I’ll be asking Cy questions,” he began, but his gaze drifted to the kitchen door. “I have no objection to you being present, but I’ll tolerate no prompting.”

Tucker gestured with his open hands and sat back.

Burns switched on the recorder, entered the appropriate data, then turned to Cy with a solemn smile. “I know this is a difficult time for you, Cy, and I’m sorry for your recent loss.”

Cy started to thank him, then realized he wasn’t talking about Edda Lou, but his father. He took refuge in staring at the table again.

“I realize you spoke with Sheriff Truesdale last night, and your information was very helpful. We’ll have to talk about that again, but I think we’ll start with a few other things. Did your father ever mention Miss Caroline Waverly to you?”

“He didn’t hardly know her.”

“So he never spoke of her to you, or in your hearing?”

Cy darted a look at Tucker. “He mighta said something on one of the days I brought him breakfast. Some days he said lots of things, like when his mood came on him.”

“Mood?” Burns prompted.

“Those hard moods he had, when he said God was talking to him.”

“And did he have these moods regularly?”

“Pretty much.” Cy chugged down Coke to ease his dry throat. “A.J. used to say that he just liked to beat up on people and used God as an excuse.”

“He was often violent with you and other members of your family?”

“He …” Cy remembered Tucker’s phrase. “He had a heavy hand.” That didn’t sound so bad somehow. It was almost like saying he had a head cold. “He didn’t tolerate no sass. The Bible says how you’re to honor your father.”

Tucker said nothing, but he noted that Cy hadn’t said father and mother. He didn’t imagine Austin had drilled that part of the scripture into his son’s brain.

“And he used this heavy hand when he had his moods.”

Cy shrugged his thin shoulders. “He used his hands most all the time. It was just worse during the moods.”

“I see.” Even Burns wasn’t unaffected by the casual way the boy described brutality. “And when you were bringing him food and supplies in the culvert, he had these moods.”

“I had to do it.” Cy’s knuckles whitened on the glass bottle. “He’d’ve killed me if I’d gone against him. I had to do it.”

“Agent Burns isn’t blaming you, Cy.” Again Tucker laid a hand, that soothing, comforting hand on his shoulder. “Nobody is. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No, I’m not blaming you.” Burns’s voice roughened, and he coughed to clear it. The stark fear on the boy’s face appalled him. “No one would. I only want you to tell me if your father spoke of Miss Waverly.”

“He said some things.” Cy blinked his eyes fast to close off tears. “He said how she was full of sin. How all women were. Like Lot’s wife. She got turned into a pillar of salt.”

“Yes.” Burns folded his hands. “I know. Did he tell you why Miss Waverly was full of sin?”

“He said how …” He shot Tucker a miserable look. “Do I have to say?”

“It’d be best,” Tucker told him. “You take your time.”

Cy took it by gulping down Coke, wiping his hand across his mouth, squirming in his chair. “He said how she was spreading her legs for Mr. Tucker.” His face went beet-red. “And how she was no better’na whore for it. It was time to cast the first stone. I’m sorry, Mr. Tucker.”

“It’s not your fault, Cy.”

“I didn’t know he meant he was going to hurt her. I swear I didn’t. He said stuff all the time. It got so you didn’t pay much mind to it, as long as he wasn’t hitting you. I didn’t know he was going after her, Mr. Burns. I swear I didn’t.”

“No, I’m sure you didn’t. Your father hit your mother, didn’t he?”

The frantic color in Cy’s cheeks ebbed away. “We couldn’t do nothing about it. She wouldn’t do nothing. She wouldn’t let the sheriff help, ’cause a woman’s supposed to cleave to her husband. The sheriff’d come by sometimes and she’d just tell him how she’d fallen off the porch or something.” His head dropped. Shame weighed almost as heavy as fear. “Ruthanne says how she likes it. She likes getting beat on. But that don’t seem right.”

Burns decided there was no use trying to explain the psychology and the cycle of abuse. That was a job for social workers and shrinks. “No, it doesn’t. Did he hit Ruthanne, too?”

He smirked, the way brothers do over their sisters. “She’s pretty good at getting out of the way.”

“How about Vernon?”

“They’d whip up on each other sometimes.” Cy made a quick, dismissive move of the shoulders. “Mostly they hung together. Vernon was Daddy’s favorite. He took the most after Daddy. Inside and out, my ma said. They were alike inside and out.”

“How about Edda Lou? Did your father hit her?”

“She was always butting him, daring him, like. She hit back at him. Once she split his head with a bottle when he used the belt on her. That’s when she moved out. She moved into town and never came around the house anymore.”

“Did he say things about Edda Lou, too? The way he did about Miss Waverly?”

A wasp circled down to investigate Cy’s Coke and was batted away. “We weren’t supposed to say her name. Sometimes he got worked up and said how she was a whore of Babylon. Vernon would try to get Daddy riled up about her. He wanted to go fetch her from town and bring her home so they could punish her. Vernon would say how it was their duty as her family and as Christians, but I don’t think he believed in that like Daddy did. Vernon just likes to hit people.” He said it simply, as if he’d just commented that Vernon liked ice cream sundaes. “Then Daddy found out she was seeing Mr. Tucker and he said how she’d be better off dead. And he beat Ma.”

Tucker pressed his fingers against his eyes and wondered if the guilt would ever pass.

“Cy, do you remember when your father and Mr. Longstreet argued?”

Tucker dropped his hands. He nearly laughed. The euphemistic “argument” still showed in fading bruises on his ribs.

“I guess I do. Daddy came home with his face ail busted up.”

“And what about two nights before that.” The night Edda Lou was murdered. “Do you recall if he had one of his moods?”

It was the first question Cy had to think about. His eyes lost some of their glassy fear as he considered. Absently, he took another swipe at the persistent wasp. “I can’t recollect for sure. When he got wind that Edda Lou was supposed to be pregnant, he was real fired up. But I don’t know which night that was.”

Burns prodded for a few minutes, trying to jog the boy’s memory without tipping him off to the reason. In the end. He backed off. He still had Ruthanne and Mavis Hatinger. Their memories might be keener.

“All right, Cy, just a few more questions. The knife you took to your father. Did he often carry it?”

“Only when he was going hunting and such. A buck’s too big to carry as a rule.”

“Could you estimate how many times he might have carried it in, say, the last six or seven months?”

“Four or five times. Maybe more. He was partial to squirrel meat.”

“Did he ever threaten you or any member of your family with the knife? Did he ever boast about punishing someone with it?”

“He was going to gut Mr. Tucker.” Cy covered his face with his hands, muffling his voice. “He said how I had to bring Mr. Tucker back down to the culvert, and he told me he was going to gut him like a rabbit. He was going to carve off his privates. ’Cause it was divine justice. He was going to cut him up like Edda Lou. And if I went against him, if I didn’t honor my father, then he’d cut out my eyes because the eye offended him. And the Lord says you’re supposed to. Please, Mr. Tucker.” He didn’t weep, but kept his hands over his face like a kid in a horror movie trying to block out the monster. “Please, I don’t want to think about it no more.”

“It’s all right, Cy.” Tucker rose to stand behind him. “Leave him be, Burns.”

Burns turned off the recorder, put that and his pad in his pocket. “I’m not heartless, Longstreet.” As he pushed back from the table he looked from the trembling boy to the man who stood as his protector. “And I’m very aware that there are more victims here than are buried in your cemetery.” He wished fleetingly that he was capable of offering compassion as easily as Tucker, with the touch of a hand. Instead, he nodded at the boy, and though his voice was stiff, the words were sincere. “You did everything that was right, Cy. There’s nothing more any man can do. You remember that.”

Tucker laid his hands on the boy’s shoulders and watched Burns walk away. For the first time since he’d set eyes on the FBI agent, Tucker felt a tug of respect.

“I’m going to get us a couple of poles, Cy. We’re taking the rest of the day off.”

“Now, fishing,” Tucker said as he balanced his pole between his knees and settled back against a cypress stump, “is the thinking man’s sport.”

“I never used this kind of stuff for bait before.” Cy sniffed again at the foil-wrapped package in Tucker’s bait box. “What’s it called again?”

“Pâté.” Tucker grinned and pulled his cap farther down over his eyes. “Duck liver in this case.” And wasn’t Della going to raise holy hell when she saw it was gone.

“Duck liver.” Cy screwed up his face and looked exactly the way a fourteen-year-old boy should. “That’s gross.”

“An acquired taste, my man. The cats’re crazy for it.” Tucker smeared some on a cracker for himself, popped it into his mouth, and washed it down with lemonade.

They had settled on the far side of Sweetwater Pond, under the dappled shade of a willow Tucker’s mother had planted before he’d been born.

“The cotton looks fine, Mr. Tucker.”

“Hmmm.” From under the shadow of his cap, Tucker looked at the fields. He spotted his overseer and several hands checking the rows for growth, for weevils. “We’ve got a good crop this year. The cotton runs this place.” He sighed a little. “And running cotton’s what spoiled this water here, so we’ll have to toss back whatever fish we catch. I’ve been thinking about getting some of those bugs.”

“Bugs, Mr. Tucker?”

“They got these bugs—scientists figured it out. They eat poison and pollution and the God-knows-what that seeps into water and ruins it.”

“Poison eating bugs?” Cy gave a snort of laughter. “You’re joaning on me, Mr. Tucker.”

The boy’s chuckle, however weak, lightened Tucker’s heart. “It’s the God’s truth. They put those bugs into the Potomac River and they ate it clean.” He looked wistfully out over the dark, deadly water of the lake. “I’ll tell you, Cy, it sure would mean something to me to see this water sweet again. My mama used to talk about having a bridge built over it. You know, one of those pretty arching things like they have in Japan. We never got around to it. I’m sorry for that, ’cause she’d’ve liked it.”

Cy didn’t know about Japan or arching bridges, but he liked listening to Tucker talk. As far as Cy could tell, he could talk about just anything and make it seem fine.

They fished for a while, drowsily, with Tucker’s voice soothing the air like breeze. Cy caught a fish, whooped over it, then tossed it back in.

“I always wanted to go off to places,” Tucker said while Cy baited his hook with Della’s prize pâté. “I had a scrapbook when I was your age, filled it with pictures out of magazines. Places like Rome and Paris and Moscow. I’m thinking it was a shame I never worked up the energy to go see them for myself.” He waited a moment. “You got yourself a wish, Cy? Something you thought about doing?”

“I wish I could go to college.” He turned red, waiting for the laughter. When it didn’t come, he let the rest out in a flood. “I like school. I’m good at it and all. Mr. Baker, that’s my history teacher, he says I got a curious brain and good study habits.”

“That so?”

“It’s kind of embarrassing when he says it in front of the class and all. But it feels good, too. He even said how maybe I could apply for a scholarship to the state university, but Daddy said I had to quit as soon as the law allowed and work on the farm. He said they taught godlessness in those colleges, and that I wasn’t …” He trailed off, remembering his father was gone.

In silence, Tucker yanked a fish out of the water. He held it there a moment, watching it flop and struggle against the inevitable. A boy could feel like that as well, he thought, bringing the catch in, gently removing the hook. He tossed it back in the pond with a splash. It wasn’t often that a fish, or a young boy, was given a second chance. It wasn’t often that a man was given the opportunity to offer that chance.

Cy was going to college, he decided. He’d damn well see to it.

“Mr. Tucker?” Cy felt the tears rising again and hated them. They made him feel like a whining girl.

“Yeah?”

“Do you figure I killed him?”

Tucker bit back a sharp denial. He took a careful breath, then pulled out a cigarette. “How’d you come up with that?”

“I didn’t do like he told me. I didn’t do it, and he ran off. He probably got crazy mad at me, and he went after Miss Waverly. Now he’s dead. I didn’t honor my father, and now he’s dead.”

Tucker struck a match, as if considering. “That may be the how and why of it, and it may not. But you’ve got to ask yourself one question. Do you think that particular commandment means you’ve got to honor your father by helping him kill an unarmed man?”

“No, sir, but—”

“You saved my life yesterday, Cy.” He waited until the boy’s gaze lifted to his. “That’s a plain fact. If you’d done what he told you to do, maybe he’d be alive, or maybe he’d have gone off after Caroline just the same. But I’d be dead. There’s no way around that one, is there?”

“No, sir, I guess not.”

“Austin killed himself. There’s no way around that either.”

Cy wanted to believe that, was desperate to. He fought to keep his voice from breaking. “I’m not sorry he’s dead. I’m not sorry. Now I’m going to hell and burn through all eternity because when the sheriff told me he was dead, I was glad.”

Christ, Tucker thought as he dragged on the cigarette. This was getting touchy, and when it came to the realms of heaven and hell, he would make a poor teacher. But the boy needed something more than platitudes.

“I’m not much on religion myself. That was a big disappointment to my mama. Maybe there’s a hell all right. Christ knows, there’s plenty of people who deserve to do time there. But when I think about it, when I sit down and think real hard about it, I can’t see people getting sent to hell for feelings they can’t help. How you act, how you are with other people, what you make of yourself—all that counts for more, I think.”

“But sinful thoughts—”

This time Tucker laughed, and tipping back his cap grinned at Cy. “Son, if you went to hell for thoughts, heaven would be a mighty lonely place to spend eternity.” He sobered and brushed at the boy’s hair. “I can’t say why your father did the things he did. But he was wrong. Hurting you and your ma, those things weren’t right, Cy, no matter how much he quoted scripture while he was at it. There’s no sin in feeling glad that’s behind you.”

The raw lump in Cy’s gut began to shrink. “My ma, she’s not going to be glad.”

“You can’t take on her feelings. You’ve got your own. There’s something I want to put to you, something I want you to think about.”

“Yes sir.”

“I know Della told you you could stay on here as long as you want.”

Panic widened the boy’s eyes. “I won’t be any trouble, Mr. Tucker. I won’t eat much, I promise, and I’ll work hard. I can—”

“Hold on. Nobody’s pushing you out.” Wondering how best to phrase it, Tucker tamped out his cigarette. “I figure Vernon will take over the farm and see to your ma’s needs. Ruthanne’s nearly grown.”

“She’s saving up to leave.” Cy bit his lip. “That’s a secret.”

“Nothing I like better than keeping a lady’s secrets. Now, I’m thinking you could keep working for me, part-time, when school starts up again. Part of your pay could go to your ma to help her out. And I could add room and board.”

Something swelled in his throat. He didn’t even recognize it as hope. “You mean I could move in to Sweetwater? For good?”

“Until there’s somewhere else you’d rather go. If it’s something you want. Cy, I’ll do what I can to make it happen. Your ma would have to agree to it, and there’d probably be some kind of legal work to make me a kind of guardian over you. You’d have to want it, though.”

Cy only stared, afraid to hope for so much. “I’d do anything you told me. I wouldn’t cause you trouble.”

“We’ll look into it. I guess I’d better come up with some rules so you can see what you’re getting into.” To give Cy time to compose himself, he heaped more pâté on a cracker. If he’d done nothing else right this day, he’d taken the boy’s mind off his misery. “No drinking till you’re of age.”

“No, sir.”

“No wild parties unless you invite me.”

A chuckle escaped Cy, and the sound had him blinking. “No, sir.”

“No flirting with my woman.” Women, he corrected himself silently. He’d meant women. Hadn’t he? But he was thinking of Caroline.

Cy’s color rose again, “No, sir.”

“And I won’t flirt with yours.” He winked at the boy and grinned. “Got yourself a girl, do you, Cy?”

“No, sir. Not exactly. I just look sometimes, is all.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to do more than look. Any girl in particular?”

Cy wet his lips. There was no way he could lie to Tucker. It wasn’t fear, he realized. Not the way it had been with his father. It was love. “I, ah, well, I kind of look at LeeAnne Hardesty. She grew breasts last year. It sure does make a difference.”

Tucker choked on the pâté. “By Christ, it does,” he agreed. He tiptoed onto boggy ground. “You’re just looking?”

“Well …” Face burning, Cy ducked his head. “Once in the lunch line she was behind me and somebody shoved her. Her breasts pushed right into my back. They sure were soft. And she put her arms around my waist a minute, just to get her balance back. And I …” He swallowed the shame. “I couldn’t help it. Mr. Tucker. I just couldn’t stop it no matter what.”

Tucker had an image of Cy tossing LeeAnne Hardesty down on the tiles of the cafeteria and tearing in. “What was it that you couldn’t stop?”

“Well, you know. It just happens sometimes, no matter how I try to stop it. It just gets … you know. The tool of Satan.”

“The tool of Satan,” Tucker repeated slowly. He would have laughed. In fact he was damn sure he’d have rolled on the ground and laughed fit to kill if Cy hadn’t had that guilt-stricken look in his eyes.

Austin Hatinger strikes again, Tucker thought, and blew out a long breath.

“I never heard it called that.” To hide the grin, Tucker spent a lot of time stroking his chin. “It seems to me since the good Lord put it between your legs, it has more to do with Him than the other one.”

“Evil thoughts and wicked women make it hard.”

“And thank God for it.” Tucker poured more lemonade and wished it were bourbon. “Listen, son, there isn’t a man alive who hasn’t had his pecker stiffen up on him at an inopportune moment. It’s natural.” He took a slug and said a quick prayer. “You know, ah, about how babies get hatched and all that, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” Jim had told him all about it, and he had it from his dad. “She’s got the egg and you’ve got the sperm. It’s best if you’re in love and all.”

“Right.” Tucker felt a wave of sweet relief. “It’s better, too, if you wait till you’re responsible.” And wasn’t he a fine one to talk? “Looking at LeeAnne and thinking about her breasts, and doing something about it, those are two different things.”

“I guess I know.” It was fascinating to Cy to say forbidden things right out loud and not get walloped. He edged in a little deeper. “But sometimes, especially at night … I even do all the states and capitals to keep my mind clear of it, but it don’t always work. And it gets, you know. It feels like if I don’t do something about it, I’ll just explode.” He shot Tucker a quick look. “Sometimes I do. It’s evil, isn’t it, to work on yourself that way:”

Tucker scratched his head. “Seems to me a man’s got to take matters into his own hand—so to speak—now and again. I don’t know that I’d recommend it as a habit, but when an itch just won’t go away, it makes sense to scratch it.”

“But don’t things happen to you if you do?”

“You don’t go blind or grow hair on your palms, if that’s what you mean.”

“You sure?”

This time Tucker had to grin. He lifted his hands, examined the palms with care. “Positive,” he said, and was gratified when Cy grinned back.

Burns’s room in Innocence was small and spartan. As accommodations went, it was merely adequate. He was pleased that Nancy Koons kept it spotless, though. And since he always left a few telltales, he was satisfied that no one came in without his knowledge or went through his things. Everything pertinent to the case was locked in his briefcase unless he was actively working.

He had a twin-size bed, a chest of drawers, and a chifforobe. It had taken him three days to convince Nancy Koons to find him a desk and a sturdy chair. The ceiling fan puffed at the hot air. This inadequate system had prompted Burns to procure an electric fan from Larssons’s. Since he’d been fortunate enough to be given one of the two rooms with an adjoining bath, he concluded that he had everything necessary for his stay.

He hadn’t expected the bonus.

Stretched beneath him on the iron bed was Josie Longstreet. Burns was still shuddering from their second bout. For the life of him, he wasn’t sure how they’d gone from sharing a lemonade at the diner to bouncing on the squeaky mattress. But he wasn’t complaining.

He hadn’t had that kind of wild, ripping sex since … Actually, he supposed he’d never had that kind of sex. The women he dated were cool and composed in bed and out. Five seconds after Josie had dashed up the back stairs ahead of him, she’d been pawing at his clothes.

Over his head, Josie held up her newly painted nails. Scarlet Sin this time. She found it wonderfully appropriate. Experimentally, she raked her nails down his back, watching the red enamel flow over his white skin like blood.

“Honey,” she said, “you just about wore me out. I knew there was a tiger inside that suit.”

“You were fabulous.” Burns knew women expected compliments at such times, but words nearly failed him. “Incredible.”

“I’ve had my eye on you, Special Agent. Something about a man with a badge turns me on fierce.” She thought of Burke and frowned at the ceiling. “You think I’m sexy?”

“I think—” He lifted his head. “You’re the sexiest woman alive.”

That made her smile and grant him a nibbling kiss. “And pretty, too?”

“No, not pretty,” he said, too busy playing with her hair to see the flash in her eyes. “Gorgeous, like some wild Gypsy.”

The flash died into pleasure. “You’re just saying that because I’m stark naked and your pecker’s twitching.”

Normally, his sensibilities would have been offended, but she was quite right about the state of his tool of Satan. “I’m saying it because it’s true. You’re dazzling, Josie.”

“I sure like the way you talk.” She sighed as he began to nuzzle her breasts. Sweat and sex made her skin sticky, though the fan was aimed directly at the bed. Still, Josie had always figured the best way to beat the heat was to lie down naked. And if you were going to lie down naked, you might as well do something about it.

“Not all men know how to say what women like to hear. You take my first husband, Franklin? After we’d been married a month or two and the bloom had worn off, so to speak, he’d finish up, grunt, then start snoring. Lots of men are like that. They just take what they want, then pass on.”

His response was muffled against her breast. She let him enjoy himself. “A woman’s entitled to pretty words. Course, all women don’t care about that. Some’re just after the same thing some men are after. Appreciating pretty words is the difference between a tramp and a lady, I think.”

“You’re an incredible lady.”

Her smile glowed. “And you’re a real gentleman. Smart, too. I love hearing you talk about your cases.” Lazily, she stroked his flanks. “But I guess you’ll be going back north soon.” She snuggled down to find his lips with hers. “It’s an awful shame that you and I got together right before you have to leave.”

“Actually, things do seem to be winding up.”

“I knew it. The first time I saw you I knew you’d solve everything. I could just see how smart you were. I said to myself, now that he’s here, we women’ll be safe again.” She danced her tongue over his. “You’re a hero, Matthew.”

“I’m just doing my job.” He preened as she rolled over on top of him. “It’s all been very standard, really.”

“Catching a murderer?” She skimmed her lips over his chest. Though he was white as a fish, she thought he had a nice build. “Why, nobody had figured out anything before you came along.”

“It’s simply a matter of having the experience, the proper equipment.”

“I just love your equipment,” she purred, wrapping her fingers around him. “Tell me how you did it, Matthew. It just makes me shiver.”

His breath started to catch as she guided those clever fingers over him. “First you have to understand the psychology of a serial killer. Their patterns, the stages. Statistics. Most murders are committed on impulse, and for a few standard reasons.”

“Tell me.” She pressed her lips to his belly. “It makes me so hot.”

“Passion,” he managed as a red haze coated his vision. “Greed, revenge. Those aren’t the motives of the serial killer. For him it’s control, power, the hunt. The kill itself isn’t as important as the anticipation, the stalking.”

“Yes.” She licked gently along his inner thigh. She was doing some stalking of her own, and the anticipation was rising like a hot river in a summer flood. “Don’t stop.”

“He plans, feeds on the plan. He chooses, and he hunts. All the time he does, he may lead a perfectly normal life. Have a family, a career, friendships. But the need to kill drives him. After he destroys his victim, the need to kill begins to build again. And the desire for control, of course.” His hand fisted in her hair as she took him into her mouth. “Taunting the authorities, even using them.” Burns began to pant as she sucked him deep. “He may want to be caught, he may even suffer from guilt, but his hunger outweighs everything.”

She slid sinuously up his body, straddling him. “So he kills again. Until you stop him.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re going to stop him this time?”

“He’s already been stopped.”

She lifted her hands to her hair, combing it back, arching her breasts to him. “How?”

“Unless other evidence comes to the surface, I’ll report this case closed with Austin Hatinger’s death.”

Josie shuddered as she lifted her hips and took him deep inside her. “You’re a hero, Special Agent. My hero.” She threw back her head and started the hard ride to paradise.




chapter 21

A storm was moving in. The evening was cooling as it approached, and for the first time in days a real breeze ruffled leaves and brought the sweet scent of rain to the air. Dusk came early as the sun hid behind rough pewter clouds. In the west, heat lightning popped and fizzled.

Even knowing the storm might be a nasty one, knocking down power lines and swelling riverbanks, the delta sighed with relief.

Darleen Fuller Talbot left her mother’s in a foul temper. Happy had smiled and cuddled Scooter even as she’d raked Darleen to the bone over Billy T. Her father was no better, she thought as she slammed her car door shut. All he could do was shake his head and leave the room. Darleen had suffered through twenty minutes of listening to her mother ramble on about how Junior was a decent man who hadn’t deserved to be betrayed in his own home.

Well, it was her home, too, and her signature on the mortage. She pouted, wiping away angry tears before she started the car. Nobody gave any thought to that. No, it was poor Junior this, and poor Junior that. Nobody cared that poor Junior was treating her worse than the dirt you brushed under the rug.

Was it any wonder she was beginning to miss Billy T. to distraction? Her own husband wouldn’t even sleep in the same bed with her anymore. Not that he’d done much but sleep in it, even before the trouble started. But now she was going to bed every night as dry and frustrated as an old maiden aunt.

She was going to fix that, all right. As the first fat drops of rain splattered the windshield, she set her chin. Happy would have recognized the look, and though it might have surprised Darleen, would have wholeheartedly approved.

Scooter was going to stay with his grandma overnight. And she was going to see to it that her husband did her duty by her.

If things didn’t turn around soon, she might as well become one of those papist nuns and go live in a convent.

Going without was making her jumpy, Darleen thought, switching on the wipers as the rain began to batter her car. Junior had interrupted Billy T. before he’d come close to finishing her off. By her calculations, Darleen had been celibate for more than a week.

It wasn’t healthy.

That’s why she was so nervous and irritable, she was sure. For days she’d had the edgy feeling someone was watching her. It was more than the smug looks she’d been getting from some of the town biddies as the story made the rounds. It was more like someone was keeping a bead on her. And there were the phone calls, too. The calls when nobody was there after you picked up.

Probably Junior keeping tabs on her, she thought. He probably had one of his buddies watching the house, too, in case Billy T. came around.

As if Billy T. would speak to her now.

It didn’t seem fair that she lost her boyfriend, her husband, and had to listen to her mother’s lectures all because she’d wanted to have a little fun.

She skidded on the wet road, and slowed to a crawl.

She wasn’t going to put up with it anymore. Crying hadn’t worked, and she’d cried buckets. Keeping the house nice and putting a hot meal on the table every night hadn’t done much good either. Junior just ate whatever she put in front of him and went off to play with Scooter.

Tonight he was going to play with his wife.

She knew just how to set the stage. There was that new nightgown she’d mail-ordered—for Billy T.’s benefit, but that didn’t matter. She’d spent the best part of the afternoon in the Style Rite getting her hair washed and set. She’d even suffered through having Betty Pruett wax her eyebrows and the little fuzz over her top lip.

All that was left was to set the stage.

She had that bayberry-scented candle left over from Christmas, a Randy Travis album, and a bottle of cold duck. Junior got positively romantic after a couple of glasses of cold duck.

Once she got him back in bed, he’d forget all about Billy T. and his manly pride. She’d be his devoted wife. And if she ever took on a boyfriend again, she’d be a damn sight more careful.

She almost didn’t hit the brakes in time. The curtain of rain obscured the road so that she didn’t see the car sitting across it until it was nearly too late. Her tires slipped and skidded. She gave a quick squeal as she fishtailed sideways. When the bumpers barely kissed, she sat back, one hand over her speeding heart.

“Goddamn.” She squinted through the windshield but could see no one, just the abandoned car stretched diagonally across the road. “Well, isn’t this just fine and dandy.” Shakily, she pushed open her door and stepped out into the storm. Instantly her hair was plastered over her eyes so that she had to scrape it back. “Twenty-two seventy-five shot to hell!” she shouted to the rain. “Chrissakes, how’m I supposed to get my husband back if I go home looking like a drowned cat?”

She thought that over, decided it might work to her advantage on the sympathy scale. But if she wanted Junior to fuss and pet because she’d got caught in the rain, she had to get home first. Hands on hips, she kicked the tire of the car blocking the road.

“How the hell’s anybody supposed to get around that?” The prospect of turning around and going back to her mother’s was so daunting, she ignored the rain and walked around the car to find a solution.

She was looking through the window, hoping to see keys in the ignition, when she heard the sound behind her. Her heart leapt into her throat, then settled again when she recognized the familiar form coming through the rain.

“Thought this was your car,” she shouted. “These roads are so wet, I nearly plowed right through. Junior’d have skinned me alive if I’d’ve wrecked this car.”

“I’ll save him the trouble.”

Darleen never saw the tire iron that smashed over her head.

The power flickered on and off before finally wheezing out during a particularly robust clap of thunder. Caroline had prepared by setting emergency candles and oil lamps in every room.

She didn’t mind the dark, or the storm. In fact, she relished them. She was hoping the phone lines would go as well so that she could stop having to answer the sympathetic and curious calls that had hounded her throughout the day. But if the power stayed off through the night, she didn’t want to have to stumble blindly through the house, taking a chance on meeting Austin Hatinger’s grinning ghost.

She watched the rain and the wind from the cover of the porch while Useless cowered inside, whimpering. It was a powerful show. With barely a tree to stop it, the wind roared across the flats and rattled shingles, jiggled windows, hooted through grass.

She didn’t know whether this violent a rain was good or bad for the crops, though she was certain she’d be told all about it when she drove into town. For now, it was enough just to watch, to be awed, to know there was a dry, candlelit house behind her, waiting to offer sanctuary.

Shelter, she corrected herself, and smiled. What would the good doctor Palamo have to say about her use of the word sanctuary? A reflex reaction, she decided. She was no longer running or hiding. For the first time in her life she was just living.

Or trying to.

She’d certainly hidden from Tucker that morning. She’d accepted sex but turned away intimacy. Because she’d needed to prove she was alive, and had been afraid to feel.

Surprised by the chill, she rubbed her arms. It had been enough for both of them. He had wanted her, she had wanted him. It wasn’t worth worrying about.

Closing her eyes, she took a deep gulp of air. There was a trace of ozone from the last spear of lightning. Exhilarating. The puppy yelped at the ensuing blast of thunder, and she laughed.

“All right, Useless, I’ll save you.”

She found him in the parlor with his nose peeking out from the skirt of the couch. Murmuring to him, she gathered him up and walked him like a baby while he shivered.

“It won’t last long. Storms never do. They just come along to shake us up and make us appreciate the quiet times. How about some music, huh? I feel like music.” She set him in a chair, then picked up her violin. “Passionate, I think.” She ran the bow experimentally across the strings, pausing to tune by ear. “Passionate to match the mood.”

She started with Tchaikovsky, flowed into a movement from Beethoven’s Ninth, then tried out one of the tunes Jim had taught her before ending with her own rousing interpretation of “Lady Madonna.”

Dusk had fallen into full dark when she stopped. The knock on the door had her jumping, but it sent Useless streaking out of the room, up the stairs, and under her bed.

“Maybe I should send him into combat training.” After setting the violin aside, she walked out in the hall. Tucker stared back at her through the screen.

She found her competent hands suddenly restless and linked them together to keep them still. “It’s a rough night to be out.”

“I know.”

“Aren’t you going to come in?”

“Not yet.”

She stepped closer. His hair was dripping. It reminded her how he’d looked after his shower that morning. “How long have you been out there?”

“I drove up right before you went from that longhair music into ‘Salty Dog.’ That was ‘Salty Dog,’ wasn’t it?”

Her smile came and went quickly. “Jim taught me. We’re exchanging techniques.”

“I heard about that. Toby’s real pleased. He’s looking into getting the boy a second-hand fiddle.”

“He’s talented,” she said, and felt foolish. Why were they discussing Jim with the screen door between them? “The, ah, power went out.”

“I know. Come outside a minute, Caroline.”

She hesitated. He seemed so serious, so deliberate. “Has anything happened?”

“Not that I’ve heard.” He pulled open the screen. “Come outside.”

“All right.” She stepped through, nerves jumping. “I was wondering before if this rain is good or bad. For the crops, I mean.”

“I didn’t come by to talk about planting, or about music, if it comes to that.” He dipped his hands in his pockets, and together they watched lightning stalk the sky. “I have to ask you about this morning.”

“Why don’t you let me get you a beer?” She stepped back, one hand reaching for the screen. “I picked some up the other day.”

“Caroline.” His eyes glowed against the dark, stopping her cold. “Why didn’t you let me touch you?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She pushed a nervous hand through her hair. “I did let you. We made love right in there on that couch.”

“You let me have you, but you didn’t let me touch you. There’s a difference. A great big difference.”

She stiffened. The regal look she sent him nearly made him smile. “If you’ve come out here to criticize my performance—”

“I’m not criticizing. I’m asking.” He moved toward her, but didn’t reach out. “But I think you just said it. It was a performance. Maybe you needed to act out something that told you you were alive. God knows you had cause to. I’m asking you if that’s all you want. I’ve got more, and I need to give you more. If you’ll take it.”

“I don’t know. Not just if I want to, but if I can.”

“I can leave you alone if you need to think about it. Otherwise, you only have to ask me in.” He lifted a hand to her cheek. “Just ask me in, Caroline.”

Not just into the house, she realized. Into her, physically, emotionally. She closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again he was still standing, waiting. “I’m not a good bet.”

A smile softened his lips. “Hell, sugar, neither am I.”

She took a deep breath, then stepped aside to open the screen. “I’d like you to come in.”

He let out the air he’d been holding. The moment he was over the threshold, he turned and swept her off her feet.

“Tucker.…”

“It was good enough for Rhett Butler.” He kissed her into silence before starting up the steps. He might not have had Ashley to worry about, but by God, tonight she wasn’t going to think of Luis. Or anyone else.

“You’re wet,” she told him, then rested her head on his shoulder.

“I’ll give you a chance to get me out of my clothes.”

She laughed. How easy it was, she thought. If you let it be. “You’re so good to me.”

“I can be better.” He stopped in the doorway to indulge in another long, lingering kiss.

“I can’t wait to see how.”

“This time you’ll have to wait.”

Shadows and candlelight danced over the walls. Heat trapped throughout the day settled into the room like an old friend, smugly overriding the wind that whipped the old lace curtains. There was the smell of candle wax, of lavender sachet, of the rain that dampened the screens and rapped fitfully against the tin roof.

With his mouth teasing hers, he laid her on the bed. His fingertips traced lightly over her face, followed by his lips, coaxing the tension away. Then there was only the sound of the rain, of her sigh, of the grumble of thunder as the storm moved east. Her arms rose up to welcome him.

He lingered there, mouth pressed to mouth, the scrape of teeth, the sultry mating of tongues, until she was sunk deep in the peace and pleasure he offered.

There was no choice now but to feel. He was subtly, slowly, nudging her emotions to the surface. They were battering at her, making her pulse tremble, her muscles go limp, her heart stutter. A quick flash of panic had her turning her head away. He contented himself with the column of her throat. And his hands, as skillful as any musician’s, began to move over her.

He soothed even as he enticed. He could feel the war between need and doubt being waged through her. He could see the same conflict in her face. Keeping his own desire at bay he patiently, even compassionately, seduced. Long, stirring kisses; lazy, languid caresses. As her body melted against his, as his name tumbled from her lips, he realized he wasn’t blocking his desire at all. This was exactly what he wanted.

Their eyes met, held, as he undressed her. Naked. Vulnerable. They both understood the two words were interchangeable, and that this single act took what was happening beyond that frantic, half-dressed coupling on the couch.

With unsteady hands she pulled off his damp shirt, let her fingertips trail over his chest, down to his belly. She felt the warm glow of triumph when his muscles quivered under that hesitant touch. After one sharp breath she unsnapped his jeans, sitting up so that she could peel them over his hips and away.

Then they were kneeling in the center of the bed, the mattress groaning as it sagged, the heat pouring back as the wind died and the rain slowed to a patter. Her hands linked around his waist. His dived into her hair. Surprise, and a flicker of fear, flashed into her eyes as he dragged her head back. The look darkened to passion as he crushed her lips with his.

This was the beast that prowled beneath his veneer of lazy affability. She could all but feel it roar through him, snapping at its leash, threatening to devour both of them in one savage gulp.

Her fingers dug into his hips, then went limp as he molded her to him. He was telling her something, but his harsh whisper was lost in the beat of her blood.

Yes, this was what he wanted. Everything he wanted. To feel her go pliant with pleasure. To taste the hot need on her mouth. To hear that soft, helpless sound she made deep in her throat as she lost herself in him. To know that she thought of nothing and no one but him.

“Caroline.” He steadied himself by pressing his lips to her shoulder, letting his teeth run over that scented curve. “There’s something I need to do.”

“Yes.” She reached for him, but he caught her wrists.

“No, not that. Not yet.” With his eyes on her, he pressed her back so that his body covered hers. He nipped at her lips, tormenting rather than satisfying. “What I need to do now …” He caught her chin lightly between his teeth then gently but purposefully captured her hands. “Is drive you crazy.”

“Tucker—”

“If I let you run those hands over me just now, this’ll all be over much too quickly.” He slid down, circling her breasts with slow, open-mouthed kisses. “There’s an old southern tradition.” He rolled his tongue lazily over her nipple and watched her eyes cloud over. “That if something’s worth doing, it’s worth taking your sweet time.”

Her hands flexed desperately under his as he shifted to her other breast. “I can’t.”

“Sure you can, darlin’.” He drew her into his mouth until she cried out, then gently released her. “I’m going to show you. After, if you decide you don’t like it, we’ll try again.”

She writhed, her head turning restlessly on the pillow as the flood of sensation began to rise. With lips and teeth and tongue he savored. The air was too thick to breathe. She fought it into her lungs, hissed it out again through trembling lips. But even as her mind struggled against total submission, her body was betraying her. It reveled in the hot, primal glory of being taken. It shuddered and strained toward the wild release he held just out of reach.

Damp flesh slid over damp flesh as he glided down her, as much a prisoner as she. A moan dragged out of her, seductive on the sultry air. He rubbed his cheek on her belly, the anticipation of intimacy swimming in his head like fine wine. Once he would have said he knew all there was to know about pleasure. Once he would have denied that the pleasure was much different with one woman than with another.

But it was Caroline’s scent teasing his senses, her sobbing breaths quickening his heartbeat, her soft, pale skin quivering under his lips.

And everything was different.

She arched and bucked when he slid his tongue over the sensitive crease of her thigh. He lingered inches away from the core of heat, torturing them both until he felt her body stiffen, freeze, then go lax.

The first ragged climax left her limp. She was floating now, weightless, no longer aware of the room or the heat, only of staggering relief. Her lips curved. Freed, her hands stroked down her own dazzled body, skimming over skin slicked with sweat until they brushed through his hair.

“I guess I liked it after all,” she managed to say.

“We’re not through yet.” He cupped his hands under her hips, lifted them, and devoured her.

He shot her from contentment back into the storm so quickly the breath strangled in her throat. Her groping hands slid off his damp shoulders to grip desperately at the sheets. Wave after wave of titanic sensations battered her until there was only greed. His and her own. He was done with the gentle teasing, and the hands that had flowed over her like silk over velvet sought and demanded with a ruthlessness that was as arousing as it was unexpected.

There were dark pleasures here, dark secret pleasures that were born on hot summer nights. Together they thrashed over the bed, wallowing in them as freely as animals coupling in the grass.

He fought the tide back one last time, dragging her with him with hands that shook.

“Look at me.” His chest heaved with each breath as he braced himself over her. “Caroline, look at me.”

Her eyes fluttered open, the irises dark as midnight.

“This is more.” He lowered his mouth to hers and the words were muffled against her lips as he plunged into her. “This is more.”

Spent, she lay drowsing, content with Tucker’s weight. There were a few aches beginning to make themselves known, but even that made her smile. She’d always considered herself an adequate lover—though at the end Luis had certainly disagreed—but she’d never felt quite so smug before.

She gave a little sigh and stretched. With a grunt, Tucker rolled to reverse positions. “Better?” he asked when she lay on top of him, her head on his chest.

“It was fine before.” She smiled again. “Just fine.” Another sigh and she opened heavy eyes. After a moment’s bafflement she realized they were sprawled over the foot of the bed. “How did we get down here?”

“Dexterity. Give me a few minutes and we can work our way up to the other end.”

“Hmm.” She pressed her lips to his chest. “The rain stopped. Only it’s even hotter than before.”

“We might have had something to do with that.”

Caroline roused herself to lift her head. “You know what I want?”

“Honey, once I get my energy back, I’ll do my best to give you anything you want.”

“I’ll remember that. But …” She lowered her mouth to his. “What I want right now, what I really need right now, is ice cream.” She grinned down at him. “Want some ice cream, Tucker?”

“I might be able to choke some down. Now that you mention it.” He had an amusing little fantasy about licking Strawberry Surprise off some interesting parts of her anatomy. “You going to bring it up here?”

“That was my plan.” After indulging in another kiss, she slid out of bed to root in the closet for her robe. “One scoop or two?”

His teeth flashed as she crossed the robe over her breasts. “I’m a two-scoop man myself. Want some help?”

“I think I can manage.”

“Good.” He tucked his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. Caroline walked out, certain he’d take advantage of the lull with a nap.

In the kitchen she scooped up ice cream by lamplight. It occurred to her that this was a moment that would cling in her memory. The sultry kitchen, the smell of rain and lamp oil, the strong, healthy afterglow of loving. Spooning up ice cream to be eaten in bed.

She was humming to herself as she carried the bowls back down the hall. Even the shrill interruption of the phone couldn’t dampen her mood. She set down one bowl and, cocking the receiver between her shoulder and ear, dug into the other with her spoon.

“Hello.”

“Caroline. Thank goodness.”

The spoon stopped on its way to her lips. Caroline dropped it back in the bowl and put the bowl on the table. Apparently there was one thing that could dampen her mood. Her mother’s voice.

“Hello, Mother.”

“I’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour. They had trouble with the lines. Which is no surprise, considering the kind of service down there.”

“We had a storm. How are you? And Dad?”

“We’re both fine. Your father’s on a quick trip to New York, but I had several engagements and couldn’t accompany him.”

Georgia Waverly spoke quickly, without a trace of the delta she’d worked so hard to rid from her voice and her heart.

“It’s you I’m worried about.” she continued, and Caroline could imagine her at her rosewood desk in the immaculate and tasteful sitting room, checking off her daughter’s name on one of her innumerable lists.

Order flowers. Attend charity luncheon. Worry about Caroline.

The image brought a nasty tug of guilt.

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing! I was attending a dinner party at the Fulbrights this evening, and I had to hear from Carter that my daughter was attacked!”

“I wasn’t hurt,” Caroline said quickly.

“I know that,” Georgia snapped back, testy at the interruption. “Carter explained everything, which is more than you bothered to do. I told you all along you had no business going down there, but you refused to listen. Now I’m told—and by the way, I don’t appreciate hearing about all of this over my soup!—that you’re embroiled in some kind of murder investigation.”

“I’m sorry.” Caroline closed her eyes. Apologies became the bill of fare when she dealt with her mother. “It all happened so fast. And it’s over.”

A movement on the stairs had her glancing up. She saw Tucker and wearily turned away.

“Carter made it quite clear that’s simply not true. You know he owns the local NBC affliliate here in Philadelphia. He said the story was already running, and that several news crews were flying down to cover it at the scene. Naturally, when your name was leaked, it became hot news.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing.” She passed a hand through her hair. Be reasonable, she warned herself. Somehow she had to be reasonable. “I am sorry you heard about this from someone else. And I know the publicity will annoy you. I can’t help the press, Mother, any more than I can help the reason for it. I’m sorry if this upsets you.”

“Of course it upsets me. Wasn’t it bad enough that we had to play down the scandal of you being hospitalized, dropping your summer schedule, your public estrangement from Luis?”

“Yes,” Caroline said dryly. “That must have been very difficult for you. It was inconsiderate of me to collapse that way.”

“Don’t use that tone with me. If you hadn’t let yourself become overwrought about a minor disagreement with Luis, none of it would have happened. And now this business of going down there, burying yourself in that place—”

“I’m not buried.”

“Wasting your talent.” Georgia plowed over Caroline’s protests like a blade through soft dirt. “Humiliating yourself and your family. Do you think I’ve had a single restful night knowing you’re there, alone, unprotected?”

Caroline began to rub at the ache in her temple. “I’ve been alone for years.”

Georgia never heard the statement, or the wistfulness behind it.

“And now—well, you might have been raped or murdered.”

“Oh, yes, and that would have been dreadful publicity.”

There was a brief pause. “That was uncalled for, Caroline.”

“Yes, it was.” She pressed her thumb and forefinger against her eyes and repeated the usual litany. “I’m sorry. Perhaps I’m still shaken by what happened.”

Are you going to ask what happened, Mother? Are you going to ask how I feel, what I need, or only how I behaved?

“I understand. And I expect you to understand my feelings as well. I insist that you come home immediately.”

“I am home.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t belong there any more than I did. I raised you better than that, Caroline. Your father and I gave you every advantage. I won’t see you throw it all away over some sort of pique.”

“Pique? Well, that’s an interesting way of putting it, Mother. I can only say I’m sorry I can’t do what you want. Or be what you want.”

“I don’t know how this strain of stubbornness developed, but it’s very unattractive. No doubt Luis found it equally so, but he’s more tolerant than I. He’s terribly concerned.”

“He’s … are you telling me you called him? That you went against my express wishes and called him?”

“A child’s wishes aren’t always the same as that child’s best interests. In any case, I wanted to speak to him about your White House performance in September.”

Caroline pressed a hand to her stomach where the knot was tightening. “I stopped being a child the first time you pushed me out onstage. And I don’t need his opinion on my performance.”

“I’m not surprised by your attitude. I’ve come to expect this kind of ingratitude.” Georgia’s voice tightened. Caroline could picture her, drumming her carefully manicured nails on the polished surface of the desk. “I can only hope that when Luis contacts you you’ll display better manners. You and I are both well aware that he was the best thing that could have happened to you. He understood your artistic temperament.”

“He understood my pitiful naïveté. I suppose it makes no difference to you that I found him boffing the flutist in his dressing room?”

“Your language is as crude as your surroundings.”

“It can get cruder.”

“I’ve had enough of this nonsense. I insist you come home. We have no more than a matter of weeks, as it is, to prepare for your appearance at the White House. And of course you gave no thought at all to your dress. I’ve had to find the time to consult with your designer. Now this new publicity—it’s very detrimental.”

So’s a knife through the heart, Caroline thought. “It isn’t necessary for you to take on any work,” she said carefully. “I’ve already spoken to Frances and finalized the plans. I’ll be flying into D.C. for the performance, and flying out again the next day. As for my costume, my wardrobe is more than adequate already.”

“Have you lost your senses? This is one of the most important steps of your career. I’ve already started arranging interviews, photo sessions—”

“Then you’ll have to unarrange,” Caroline said briefly. “And let me assure you, Mother, that I’m alive and well. The man who attacked me is dead. I killed him myself, so I should know.”

“Caroline—”

“Please give Dad my love. Good night.” Delicately, she set the receiver back on the hook. She waited a full minute, wanting to be sure she could speak without screaming. “The ice cream’s melted.”

Picking up the bowls, she walked back into the kitchen to dump them in the sink.




chapter 22

It seemed to be his day for soothing feelings and easing guilt. Tucker wondered how a man could get through most of his life riding just above the surface of troubled waters, then find himself neck-deep in the swirl.

Caroline’s emotions still sizzled in the air. It was as if someone had tossed a live wire into those churning waters, where it would snap and spark.

He wished he had a cigarette, but the pack was upstairs, probably drenched by his wet shirt.

He looked up those shadowy stairs—not without longing for the peace and solitude of the bedroom—then back toward the kitchen, where the lamplight flickered and tension brewed.

When he went into the kitchen, she was standing at the sink, looking out the window much as she had the morning after Burns’s visit. Only this time she was facing the dark.

Tucker didn’t want her to face it alone. He walked up behind her, felt a wave of frustration when her shoulders stiffened at his touch.

“You know, my usual routine on finding myself with a broody woman would be to make some joke and talk her back into bed. If that didn’t work, I’d find the quickest way to the door.” Despite her resistance, he began to knead her rigid shoulders. “The usual doesn’t seem to have much to do with you.”

“I wouldn’t mind a joke right now.”

He laid his brow on the back of her head. Wasn’t it a damn shame he couldn’t think of one, he mused, or of anything except what was hurting her. “Talk to me, Caroline.”

With a restless movement she switched on the tap to wash the sink clear. “There’s nothing to say.”

As he lifted his head, he could see the ghost of their reflection in the black window glass. He knew she could see it, too, but he wondered if she knew how fragile it was, how easily wiped away.

“When you walked downstairs a few minutes ago, I could still feel the way you’d been, lying there with me. All soft and easy. Now you’re all tied up in knots. I don’t like seeing you this way.”

“It’s nothing to do with you.”

The speed with which he whirled her around surprised them both, as did the barely restrained violence in his voice. “You want to use me for sex and leave out everything else, then make it plain right now. If what went on between us upstairs was just a tussle on hot sheets for you, then say so and we’ll play this your way. But it was more for me.” He gave her a quick shake, as if to rattle the wall she’d thrown up between them. “Dammit, it’s never been like that before.”

“Don’t pressure me.” Eyes blazing, she shoved against his chest. “My whole life I’ve had to tolerate other people pressuring me. I’m done with that.”

“You’re not done with me. If you think you can take a few swipes and send me out the door, you’re wrong. I’m sticking.” To prove his point, he pressed his lips to hers in a hard, possessive kiss. “We’re both going to start to get used to it.”

“I don’t have to get used to anything. I can say yes, or I can say no, or I can—” She broke off, squeezing her eyes shut. “Oh, why am I fighting with you? It’s not you.” After a deep breath she slipped away from him. “It’s not you. Tucker. It’s me. Shouting at you isn’t going to make it go away.”

“I don’t mind you shouting—much—if it makes you fee! better.”

She smiled, rubbing absently at her temple. “I think one of Dr. Palamo’s miracle pills would do a better job of it.”

“Let’s try something else.” Catching her hands, he drew her to a chair. “You sit here while I pour us a couple of glasses of that wine I brought you a while back. Then you tell me why that phone call got you all het up.”

“Het up.” She sat, closing her eyes again. “That expression covers a lot of ground, doesn’t it? My mother would say overwrought, but I like het up.” When she opened her eyes there was the faintest hint of amusement in them. “I’ve been het up quite a bit over the last months. That was my mother on the phone.”

“I got the drift of that.” He drew the cork on the wine. “And that she was—overwrought—about what happened yesterday.”

“Yes indeed. Particularly since it was a topic of conversation at a dinner party she attended. Gossip’s a habit of Yankees, too—though my mother’s crowd would call it socializing. But she was most particularly upset since the press has picked up the scent, and I have an important engagement pending. She’s afraid the President and the Soviet Premier might not want to hear Mozart’s Violin Concerto Number Five played by a woman who so recently shot someone’s face off.” She accepted the glass Tucker held out and offered a quick toast. “Georgia Waverly’s daughter Caroline isn’t supposed to attract unsavory publicity. What would the Women’s League think?”

“Could be she was scared for you.”

“Could be. Oh, to give her her due, she wouldn’t want anything to happen to me. She does love me, in her way. It’s just that her way is so difficult to live up to.” She sipped her wine, and it was cold and tart and bracing. “She’s always wanted the best for me—her idea of the best. I’ve spent my entire life trying to give her that. Then I had to take a hard look and admit that I couldn’t give her that anymore.”

“People get comfortable with the way things are.” He sat beside her. With the oil lamp flickering on the table between them. “It might take her a while longer to accept that you’ve changed the rules.”

“Or she might never accept it. That’s something else I have to understand.” Cradling the glass in both hands. Caroline looked around the room. The old refrigerator thudded, then began its whining hum. Rain was dripping musically from the gutter.

Worn linoleum and faded curtains, she thought. The lamplight was kind to the room, as it would have been to a tired woman. Caroline found that incredibly comforting.

“I love this place,” she murmured. “Despite everything that’s happened, I feel right here. And I need …”

“What?”

“I need to belong somewhere. I need the simplicity, the continuity.”

“That doesn’t sound like something you should apologize for.”

So he’d heard it, she thought with a grim little smile. It was still there, that habitual tone of apology whenever she took something for herself.

“No, it’s not. I’m working on that. You see, she’d never understand what I’m saying to you, what I’m feeling. And she certainly can’t understand what I need.”

“Then I guess it comes down to pleasing her, or pleasing yourself.”

“I’ve come to that conclusion myself. But it’s difficult, when pleasing myself alienates her so completely. She grew up in this house, Tucker. She’s ashamed of that. She’s ashamed that her father chopped cotton for a living and that her mother canned jellies. Ashamed of where she came from, and of the two people who gave her life, and did the best they could to make that life a good one.”

“That’s something for her to deal with, not you.”

“But it’s because of that shame that I’m here at all. It connects us. I guess that’s what families do, and you don’t really have any choice about your link in the chain.”

“Maybe not, but you can choose what comes after you.”

“And what comes after is still bound with what came before. She never gave me a chance to know my grandparents. They did without a lot of things so that she could go to college in Philadelphia. I didn’t hear that from my mother,” she added, and there was bitter regret in her voice. “I heard it from Happy Fuller. My grandmother took in laundry, sewing, did what the ladies call fancy work to sell. All to scrape together pennies for tuition. They didn’t have to pay it long, which was a blessing, I suppose. She met my father during the first semester. He’s often told me how he’d tried to weasel out of the blind date his roommate had hooked him into. And how, the moment he set eyes on my mother, he fell in love. Do you ever picture your parents that way? On their first date, falling in love?”

“My father set his sights on Mama when she was barely twelve years old. She made him wait six years.”

“Mine moved quicker. They were married before my mother finished her first year of college. The Waverlys were an old, established family in Philadelphia. My father was already destined for corporate law. I know it must have been difficult for her, trying to fit into that niche of society. But for as long as I can remember, she’s been more of a snob than any of the Waverlys. A house in the best part of town, clothes from the most exclusive designers, the proper vacations at the proper resorts in the proper season.”

“Most people tend to overcompensate when they’ve got something to prove.”

“Oh, she had a lot to prove. And in short order, she produced a child to help her prove it. I had a nanny to deal with the messier aspects of child rearing, but Mother took care of decorum, behavior, attitudes. She used to send for me, and I’d go into her sitting room. It always smelled of hothouse roses and Chanel. She would instruct me, patiently, on what was expected of a Waverly.”

Tucker reached out to touch her hair. “What was expected of a Waverly?”

“Perfection.”

“That’s a tough one. Being a Longstreet, my daddy just expected me to ‘be a man.’ ’Course, that was in big, tall capital letters, and his ideas and mine veered apart after a while. He didn’t use the parlor either,” Tucker remembered. “The woodshed was his style.”

“Oh, Mother never raised a hand to me. She didn’t have to. It was her idea that I take up the violin. She thought it was classy. I should be grateful for that,” Caroline said with a sigh. “But then, it wasn’t enough that I play well. I had to be the best. Fortunately for me, I had talent. A prodigy, they called me. By the time I was ten that word made me cringe. She picked out my music, my instructors, my recital clothes—the same way she picked out my friends. Then I began to tour, just sporadically at first, because of my age. There were tutors, and the touring increased. By the time I was sixteen, the path had been set. For nearly twelve more years I kept to it.”

“Did you want to?”

The fact that he would ask made her smile. No one else ever had. “Whenever I began to think I had a choice, she would be there. In person, by phone, in a letter. It was almost as if she could sense that little seed of rebellion beginning to take root. She’d just nip it off. I’d let her.”

“Why?”

“I wanted her to love me.” Her eyes filled, but she blinked the tears away. “And I was afraid she didn’t. I was sure she wouldn’t if I wasn’t perfect.” Ashamed, she brushed at a tear that had crept through her defenses. “That sounds pathetic.”

“No.” He wiped the tear away himself. “It only sounds sad, for your mother.”

She took a shaky breath, like a swimmer struggling toward shore. “About three years ago I met Luis in London. He was the most brilliant maestro I’ve ever worked with. He was young, thirty-two when I met him, and he’d built a flashy reputation in Europe. He conducted an orchestra the way a matador dominates a bull ring. Decisive, arrogant, sexual. He was physically stunning, and magnetic.”

“I get the picture.”

She laughed a little. “I was twenty-five. I’d never been with a man.”

Tucker had started to drink, but set the glass down. “You’d never …”

“Rolled in the hay?” The stunned expression on his face had her lips quirking. But the smile didn’t last. “No. When I was growing up, my mother kept me on a very short leash, and I didn’t have the nerve to strain against it very often. When I required an escort to some affair, she chose him. You could say that her taste and mine didn’t mesh. I wasn’t particularly interested in the men she found suitable.”

“That’s why you like me.” He leaned over to give her a kiss. “I’d turn her hair white.”

“Actually, I never thought about it. Another first for me.” Pleased with the idea, she tapped her wineglass against his. “Later, when I began to tour by myself, my schedule was rugged, and I was … the term’s repressed.”

He thought about the woman who’d just tumbled over the bed with him. “Uh-huh.”

She hadn’t realized sarcasm could be soothing. “My sexuality was tied up in my music. I certainly didn’t believe I was the kind of woman who’d just fall into bed with the first attractive man who crooked his finger my way.” She reached for the wine bottle. “Within thirty-six hours of my first rehearsal with Luis, he proved me wrong.”

She shrugged and drank. “He overwhelmed me. Flowers, soulful looks, desperate promises of undying love. He couldn’t exist without me. His life had been meaningless before I’d come into it. He gave me the works. I should add that my mother adored him. He came from Spanish aristocracy.”

“Suitable,” Tucker said.

“Oh, eminently. When I had to leave London for Paris, he phoned me every day, sent small, charming gifts, gorgeous flowers. He rushed to Berlin to join me for a weekend. It continued that way for more than a year, and if I heard rumors that he was romancing some actress or cuddling with a socialite, I ignored it. I thought it was vicious gossip. Oh, maybe I suspected something, but if I so much as hinted to him that I’d heard something, he flew into a rage at my unwarranted jealousy, my possessiveness, my lack of self-esteem. And my work kept me occupied. I’d just signed a contract for a brutal six-month tour.”

She lasped into silence, thinking back. The airports, hotels, rehearsals, performances. The flu she’d picked up in Sydney and hadn’t shaken off until Tokyo. The strained conversations with Luis. The promises, the disappointments. And the news clipping someone had left on her dressing room table. With the picture of Luis embracing a gorgeous French actress.

“There’s no point in going into every miserable detail, but the tour was relentless, my relationship with Luis began to unravel, and my confidence—my personal confidence—hit the skids. Luis and I ended things with an ugly scene full of accusations and tears. His accusations, my tears. At that point in my life I hadn’t learned to fight well.”

Tucker laid a hand over hers. “Then you learned fast.”

“Once I make up my mind, I’m a quick study. Too bad it took me nearly twenty-eight years to make up my mind. When Luis and I parted ways, I wanted to take some time off, but I’d already been committed to all these guest appearances and a special for cable TV. My health …” It was difficult to admit it, even now. No matter how illogical it was, she was still embarrassed by the illness. “Well, it deteriorated. And I—”

“Wait. What do you mean deteriorated?”

Uncomfortable, she shifted and began to toy with the stem of her glass. “Headaches. I was used to having headaches, but they became more chronic and severe. I lost some weight. My appetite suffered because nothing seemed to settle well. Insomnia, and the resulting fatigue.”

“Why didn’t you take care of yourself?”

“I thought I was just being indulgent. Temperamental. And I had responsibilities. People were depending on me to perform, and to perform well. I couldn’t just—” She cut herself off with a short laugh. “Excuses, as the wise Dr. Palamo would say. Truth—I was hiding out. Using my work to escape. The repression wasn’t just sexual. I’d been taught to behave ‘properly.’ To present a certain image and to live up to my potential. And, as my mother would say, feeling unwell is no reason for a lady to act unwell. It was easier to ignore the symptoms than to face them. When I was taping the TV special in New York, my mother came up. Escorted by Luis. I was so angry, so hurt, I walked off the set.” She smiled a little, then the smile became a laugh. “I’d never done a thing like that in my life. Beneath the anger and hurt was this little nugget of triumph. I had taken control. I’d acted on impulse, on pure emotion, and the world hadn’t come to a screeching halt. It was a very heady five minutes.”

She couldn’t sit any longer, simply couldn’t, and pushed away from the table to roam the room.

“That was how long it took her to swirl into my dressing room and read me her version of the riot act. I was behaving like a spoiled child, an insufferable artist, a prima donna. I tried to tell her that I felt betrayed that she’d brought him along, but she just ran right over me—I was rude, foolish, ungrateful.… Luis was ready to forgive me for being willful and overly sensitive and mindlessly jealous, and here I was turning up my nose. Of course, I apologized.”

“For what?”

“For whatever she wanted me to apologize for,” Caroline said with a wave of her hand. “After all, she wanted only the best for me. She’d seen that I had the best. She’d worked and sacrificed so that I could have a brilliant career.”

“I guess your talent didn’t count.”

Caroline let out a deep breath, trying to expel some of the bitterness along with the air. “She can’t help it, Tucker. I’m still working on accepting that, and I’m almost there. There was a time I couldn’t help it either. Luis came to my hotel suite that evening. He was charming, sweet, full of regrets and explanations. It had been the strain of being without me for so long—not that that was an excuse for his unfaithfulness, he assured me. But he’d been so lonely, so vulnerable, and my doubts and questions had only added to the strain. The other women, they had only been substitutes for me.”

She snatched her glass off the table. “Can you imagine a woman with a single working brain cell falling for that?”

Tucker took a chance and smiled at her. “Yeah.”

She stopped, stared at him, then began to laugh. “Of course you would. And, of course I did. He was still the only man who’d ever made love to me. Maybe if I’d had a few flings myself, I wouldn’t have been so ready to fall back into the pattern. Maybe if I’d had the same confidence in myself as a woman that I had as a musician, I’d have shown him the door. But I agreed to put all the mistakes behind us, to start fresh. We even talked about marriage. Oh, in a very distant, diluted sort of way. When the time was right, he would say. When things fell into place. And because he asked me, I committed to another tour.”

A little surprised, she looked down at her wine. “I’m getting drunk.”

“That’s all right, I’ll drive. Tell me the rest.”

She leaned back against the counter. “Luis would be the conductor, I the featured artist. It would be grueling, of course, but we’d be together. And wasn’t that the important thing? Dr. Palamo—I had just started to see him—advised against it. What I needed was rest and quiet. I had this nasty little ulcer, you see. And the headaches, insomnia, fatigue. It was all stress, and he made it quite clear that going right back on the road would only make matters worse. I didn’t listen.”

“He should have tossed you into a hospital and chained you to a bed.”

“He’d like you.” Amused, she sipped more wine.

“My mother threw a party the night before we left. She was in her element and had a grand time, hinting that it was really an engagement party. Luis responded to that with a lot of winking and hearty laughter. And off we went. As I said, Luis is a brilliant conductor, demanding, moody, but absolutely brilliant. We started in Europe, triumphant. After the first week he moved into his own suite—my insomnia made it difficult for him to get much rest.”

“Slimy bastard.”

“Not slimy,” Caroline corrected him meticulously. “Slick. Very slick. The rest I’ll go along with. On a professional level he was a tremendous asset to me. He pushed me musically. He said I was the finest artist he’d ever worked with, but I could be better. He would mold me, sculpt me.”

“Why didn’t he buy himself some Play-Doh?”

She chuckled. “I wish I’d asked. To give him his due, he never once stinted on his dedication to improving my performance. He did start to slide when it came to treating me like a woman. I started to feel like an instrument, something he would tune and polish and restring. I was so tired, and sick, and unsure. It annoyed the hell out of him when I’d turn up for rehearsal looking exhausted and frail. It annoyed me, too. It annoyed me to see those pitying glances from the other musicians, the road crew.

“I performed well, really well. Most of the tour is just a haze of theaters and hotel rooms, but I know I performed as well as I ever had, perhaps better than I ever will again. I picked up some sort of infection along the way and lived on antibiotics and fruit juice and music. We stopped sleeping together completely. He said I was simply not giving him my best. And he was right. Then he assured me that when the tour was over, we’d go away. So I lived on that. The end of the tour, the two of us lying on some warm beach together.

“But I didn’t make it to the end of the tour. We were in Toronto, three-quarters done. I was awfully sick, and I was afraid I wouldn’t get through the night’s performance. I’d fainted in my dressing room. It scared me to wake up and find myself lying on the floor.”

“Jesus Christ, Caroline.” He started to get up, but she shook her head.

“It sounds worse than it was. I wasn’t an invalid, I was just so tired. And I had one of those vicious headaches that make you want to curl up in a ball and cry. I kept thinking it was only one performance, only one, and if I went to him, if I explained, he’d understand. So I went to him, but he was also lying on his dressing room floor. Only he was lying on top of the flutist. They never even saw me,” she said half to herself, then shrugged. “Just as well. I wasn’t strong enough to face a confrontation. Anyway, I went on that night. A stellar performance. Three encores, standing ovations, six curtain calls. There might have been more, but when the curtain came down the last time, so did I. The next thing I remember, I was waking up in the hospital.”

“Someone should have put him in the hospital.”

“It wasn’t him. He was just one more symptom. It was me. Me and my pitiful need to do what was expected of me. Luis hadn’t made me sick. I had done it. Diagnosis—exhaustion.” With a restless movement of her shoulders she walked back to the table to pour more wine, carefully shaking out the last drops. “I found that humiliating. Somehow it wouldn’t have been as bad if I’d had a tumor or some rare exotic disease. They ran scads of tests, poked and prodded and scanned, but it all came down to plain old exhaustion complicated by stress. Dr. Palamo flew up to treat me himself. No ‘I-told-you-so’s’ from him. Just competent, compassionate care. He actually booted Luis out of the room once.”

Tucker lifted his glass. “Here’s to Dr. Palamo.”

“He was good to me, good for me. If I needed to cry, he just let me cry. And when I needed to talk, he listened. He isn’t a psychiatrist, and though he recommended one, I felt so comfortable talking just to him. When he felt the time was right, he had me transferred to a hospital in Philadelphia. It was really more like what they used to call a rest home. My mother told everyone I was recuperating at a villa on the Riviera. So much more sophisticated.”

“Caroline, I have to tell you, I don’t think I like your mother.”

“That’s all right, she wouldn’t like you either. She did her duty, though. She came to see me three times a week. My father would call every night, even if he’d been to visit. The tour went on without me, and the press played up the collapse, and the fact that Luis was now snuggled up tight with the flutist. He did send flowers, along with romantic little notes. He didn’t have any idea I’d seen him with her.

“It took about three months before I was well enough to go home. I guess I was still a little wobbly, but I felt stronger than I ever had in my life. I began to understand that I’d allowed myself to be treated like a victim. That I’d permitted the exploitation of what should have been cherished as a gift. My talent was mine, my life was mine. My feelings were mine. God, I can’t tell you what an epiphany that was. When the lawyers contacted me about my grandmother, I knew what I wanted to do. What I was going to do.

“When I told my mother, she was livid. I didn’t just stand up to her, Tucker, which was really all I’d hoped for. I stood in that damn, prissy sitting room of hers and I shouted, I raged, I demanded. Naturally, I apologized. Old habits die hard, but I stuck with what I needed for myself. And I headed south.”

“To Innocence.”

“By way of Baltimore. I knew Luis was there, doing some guest-conducting. I called ahead, so he’d be expecting me. Oh, he was thrilled, delighted. When I got to his suite, he had an intimate dinner set up. I threw a glass of champagne at him, then I really cut loose. It felt wonderful. He was incensed enough to follow me out into the hall when I left. The man in the room across the hall—I never did get his name—came out and saw Luis trying to drag me back into the room. He decked him.” With her eyes half closed, she pantomimed a right jab. “One shot to that perfectly chiseled jaw, and Luis was down for the count.”

“Buy that man a drink.”

“That would have been proper, I suppose, but I was still revving on instinct. I did something else I’d never done in my life. I grabbed him—a complete stranger—and kissed him full on the lips. Then I walked away.”

“And how did you feel?”

“Free.” With a sigh she sat again. There was no trace of the headache, she realized. Her stomach wasn’t knotted, her muscles weren’t tense. “I still have moments, like with that phone call, when I lose that feeling. You don’t dump all your baggage at once. But I know I’m never going back to the way I was.”

“Good.” He lifted her hand to kiss her knuckles. “I like the way you are now.”

“So do I, mostly.” Her glass had sweated a ring on the table. Caroline traced patterns in the moisture. “I may never heal the rift with my mother, and that’s hard. But I’ve found something here.”

“Peace and quiet?” he said, and made her smile.

“Right. There’s nothing like a few murders to calm things down. Roots,” she said, glancing up. “I know that sounds silly since I spent only a few days here as a child. But shallow roots are better than none.”

“They aren’t shallow. Things grow fast and deep in the delta. Even when people leave, they can’t pull those roots out.”

“My mother did.”

“No, she only sprouted them in you. Caroline.” He said her name softly and reached out to frame her face in his hands. “I hate what you went through. No, look at me,” he insisted when she dropped her gaze. “Part of you still wants to be ashamed of it. And you don’t want me or anybody feeling sorry for you. But I’ve never made a habit of repressing my feelings, so you’ll have to take them as they come. I don’t like thinking about you being hurt or sick or unhappy, but if all those things brought you here—right here where we’re sitting—I can’t be too sorry.”

Here, right here, she thought, and smiled. “Neither can I.”

She looked so fragile. Those fine bones, that pale skin. Fragile, until you saw what was in her eyes. There were depths there, he realized, strengths she hadn’t even begun to tap. And he very much wanted to be around while she continued her self-discovery.

“There are some things I want to tell you. I’m not sure how.”

She brought her hands to his wrists. “Maybe, when I’m feeling more settled, I’d like to hear them. Right now I think it might be better to let things stay as they are.”

He’d always been patient, he reminded himself. But it was hard to be patient when you felt as though you were standing on a narrow ledge with the ground crumbling from under your feet. “All right.” He leaned forward to touch his lips to hers. “Let me stay with you tonight.”

Her lips curved under his. “I thought you’d never ask.” She rose, taking his hands in hers. “Didn’t you mention that if I didn’t like it your way, we’d try again?”

“You didn’t like it?”

“Well … I’m not quite sure. Maybe if you showed me again, I’d be able to form a more definite opinion.”

“Seems fair.” He eyed the kitchen table and grinned. “Why don’t we start right here?” He unknotted the belt of her robe. “And we can work our way—shit.”

The phone rang, and Caroline dropped her head on his shoulder. “I’d say don’t answer it, but she’ll just keep calling.”

“I’ll answer it.”

“No, I—”

He caught her hands before she could tie her robe again. “Let me answer it. If I can’t charm her into cutting loose for the night, you can take over.”

She hesitated, then decided there was some sense in the idea. “Why not?”

He gave her a brief kiss. “Clear the table,” he called over his shoulder, and made her laugh.

“Grandma,” Caroline murmured as she picked up the rooster trivet, “I hope you won’t be shocked.” She took the empty glasses and bottle to the sink and decided her grandmother might have liked the idea of love in her kitchen.

“That was quick,” she said when she heard Tucker come back in. “I’ve never known her to give up so easily. What did you …” The words died as she turned and saw his face. “What is it? What’s happened?”

“It wasn’t your mother, it was Burke.” He walked to her, putting his arms around her as much to brace himself as Caroline. “Darleen Talbot’s missing.” He stared at their reflections again, in the shadowed window. Through a glass darkly, he thought, and shut his eyes. “We’ll start the search at first light.”




chapter 23

“I wish you’d try to get some more sleep.” Tucker stood by, frustrated, while Caroline used a woman’s tools to disguise the results of a long, restless night.

“I couldn’t.” She dabbed more concealer under her eyes and blended. “I’d just sit around and wait for the phone to ring.”

“Go down to Sweetwater.” He stood behind her, watching her in the tiny bathroom mirror. Despite the circumstances, he felt an odd and powerful sense of intimacy at sharing this private space, being a witness to this ageless female ritual. “Take a nap in my hammock.”

“Tucker, don’t worry about me. It’s Darleen we all should be concerned about. And the Fullers—Junior. That little baby. God.” Struggling to hold on, she stabbed the mascara brush in and out of the tube. “How could this happen?”

“We’re not sure anything happened yet. She might have just run off somewhere. Billy T. said he hadn’t seen her, but after Junior walloped him, he’d be apt to lie if he had.”

“Then why did she leave her car on the side of the road?”

They’d been over this again and again. “Maybe she was going to meet somebody. That stretch is pretty lonely. She could have left her car and gone off with somebody else just to give Junior a bad night or two.”

“I hope you’re right.” She dragged a comb through her hair, then turned. “I hope to God you’re right, because if you’re not, it might be like the others. And if it is, that would mean that—”

“Don’t take it any further until it has to go there.” Gently, he curled his fingers around her forearms. “Day to day, remember?”

“I’m trying.” She leaned against him a moment. The tiny room was still steamy from their shower. Outside the single high window, first light was blooming. “If my mother’s right, the press should be here before the day’s over. I can deal with that.” On a long breath she pulled back. “I can. But I feel I have to go to the Fullers to offer Happy some sort of support. I’m not sure I can deal with that.”

“There’ll be plenty of others there for her. You don’t have to go.”

“I do. I can be an outsider, or I can belong. It comes down to how you treat others, doesn’t it?”

Hadn’t he said something very similar to Cy just the day before? It was hard to argue with yourself. “I’ll come by when I can. If I can.”

She nodded, glancing out the doorway when she heard the toot of a horn. “That’s probably Burke. It’s nearly dawn.”

“I’d better go, then.”

“Tucker.” She took his shirt-sleeve when he turned away, then kissed him. Soft, quiet, comforting. “That’s all.”

He rested his cheek on hers for one last moment. “That’s enough.”

Though it was still shy of eight A.M. when Caroline arrived at the Fullers’, Happy wasn’t alone. Friends and family had closed ranks. There was coffee brewing to replace the pots already consumed. Though no one thought of food, women gathered in the kitchen, that time-honored space of comfort.

Caroline hesitated in the doorway, beyond the murmur of conversation, the circle of support and worry and reassurances. She recognized the faces: Susie jiggling Scooter on her hip, Josie standing, restless, by the back door, Toby’s wife, Winnie, rinsing out cups in the sink, Birdie Shays stationed staunchly beside Happy, Marvella quietly ripping apart a paper napkin.

The sense of intrusion was so great, Caroline nearly turned around and walked out again. It was Josie who saw her, who offered her a tired smile of understanding.

“Caroline. You look like a whipped dog. Come on in and we’ll pump you full of coffee.”

“I just …” She looked helplessly from one woman to the other. “I wanted to stop by and see if there was anything I could do.”

“Nothing but wait.” Happy held out a hand. Reaching for it, Caroline stepped into the circle.

So they waited, in a melding of perfumes and soft voices, with talk about children and men and a baby’s restless crying. Della joined them mid-morning, with jangling jewelry and a basket of sandwiches. She bullied Happy into eating half of one, scolded Josie for making the coffee too strong, and quieted Scooter by giving him one of her bright plastic bracelets to chew on.

“That child’s got muddy diapers,” she declared. “I can scent ’em a mile off.”

“I’ll change him.” Susie picked him up off the floor, where he was busy banging Della’s bracelet on the tile. “He’s tired, too. Aren’t you tired, little man? I’ll just put him down in the daybed, Happy.”

“He likes that little yellow teddy bear,” Happy told her, pressing her trembling lips together. “Darleen left it for him yesterday.”

“Why don’t you find it for her, Happy?” Della shot Birdie a warning look before the woman could protest. “She needs something to do,” Della said quietly when Happy went out. “Worrying’ll eat her up. We all need something. Birdie, see if you can find the makings for one of your Jell-O parfaits. That’ll go down cool by afternoon. Marvella, you stop wringing your hands and use ’em to squeeze some lemons. We’ll have lemonade instead of this goddamn coffee. Winnie, I think you should mix up one of your potions for Happy. Get her to sleep awhile.”

“I thought about it, Miss Della. I didn’t believe she’d drink it.”

Della smiled grimly. “She will if I tell her to. That woman’s been going head to head with me for years, but I’ve been holding back. Josie, you and Caroline clean up these dishes.”

“A woman as bossy as you ought to have a platoon of marines to order around.” Even as she complained, Josie stacked dishes.

Now there was purpose in the room as well as a sense of unity. Caroline found herself smiling at Della. “How can I get to be you when I grow up?”

Highly pleased, Della fussed with the big gold buttons of her blouse. “Why, child, you just learn how to use your mean. We all got it, but not everybody knows how to use it constructive like.”

“Happy’s other girls ought to be here,” Birdie said, slamming cupboard doors. “They ought to.”

“You know they’ll come if there’s need. Marvella, is that how your mama taught you to squeeze a lemon? Bear down, girl.” Satisfied, Della began to rewrap uneaten sandwiches. “Those girls got families, Birdie. Jobs and homes of their own. Wouldn’t it be foolish of them to travel all this way if Darleen’s just kicking up her heels?”

“Miss Della?” Winnie sprinkled herbs into a pot on the stove. Her hands were small and dainty. She was a quiet women, given more to doing than to talking. But when she spoke, her voice was cool and smooth, like cream. “I’m going to brew this up like a tea. I ain’t making it strong, just enough to ease.”

“Let’s have a look.” Della joined her at the stove, where they muttered and sniffed. Birdie ignored their conversation. As a doctor’s wife, she didn’t think it quite proper for her to approve of folk medicines.

“There’s nothing more I can do here.” Josie wiped her hands dry on a tea towel. “I’m going out to hunt around some myself.”

“There’s more than a dozen men taking care of that,” Birdie said. Her tone was sharp enough to have Josie lift a brow, but Birdie had to put her frustration somewhere.

“Men don’t always know best where to look for a woman.” Josie picked up her purse. “I’m going to check on Cousin Lulu first, Della, then I’m going to ride over to see Billy T. If he knows anything, he’d be more likely to tell me than he would a man.”

“Don’t see as that’s anything to brag on,” Della muttered.

Josie shrugged. “Fact’s a fact. Besides, Happy’s better off knowing whatever there is to know sooner rather than later. She’ll make herself sick if this goes on too long.”

No one could think of an argument to that. She left by the back door. Moments later they heard the roar of her car engine springing to life.

“If that Billy T. knows where Darleen took off to—” Birdie began.

“If he does, Josie’ll find out sure as God made little green apples.” Della handed Winnie a cup for the sedative she’d brewed.

“He went off to sleep just like an angel,” Happy said as she walked back into the room. Her famous smile was ragged at the edges. “Not a thing like his mama. Why, she used to fight sleep like it was Satan come to steal her soul. I must’ve walked a million miles of floor with …” Rubbing at her eyes, she trailed off.

“You sit on down here, Priscilla,” Della ordered, using Happy’s given name to get her moving. “This is just making you sick, is all.” Using her big, broad hands, she pushed Happy into a chair. “You let us do the worrying awhile. Nobody better at it than a room full of women. Winnie, bring me that cup.”

“It’s a might hot, Miz Fuller. You gotta blow on it first.” Winnie set the cup in front of her, then stayed, resting a hand on the back of the chair. Winnie had gone to school with Happy’s eldest daughter, and Belle Fuller had been the first white girl ever to invite Winnie into her home to play with dolls.

“What is it?”

“It’s what’s good for you,” Della said, and waved Winnie aside.

“I don’t want one of Winnie’s magic potions,” she said petulantly. “I’m not sick, I’m just—”

“Scared and miserable,” Della finished. “By the look of you, you didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. You know Winnie wouldn’t give you anything wasn’t helpful. You drink up now and get some rest.”

“What I need is coffee.” When Happy started to rise, Della shoved her back.

“Now you listen to me. Being stubborn’s not gonna change a thing. God willing, your Darleen’ll be back here preening herself over the ruckus she caused. But right now you’ve got a child upstairs sleeping who’s going to need you one way or the other. What good can you do him if you’re worn out.”

“I just want her back.” When the tears started, she laid her head against Della’s cushioning breast. “I just want my girl back. I was so hard on her, Della.”

“You never gave her nothing she didn’t need.”

“She was always so fretful. Even as a baby, the minute she got one thing she wanted something else. I wanted what was best for her, but I never could seem to find it.”

Needing to help, Caroline stepped forward. “Here, Happy.” She lifted the cup. “Drink a little.”

Happy took a swallow, then two, before grabbing Caroline’s hand. “She doesn’t think I love her, but I do. Somehow you always love in a special way the one who gives you the most grief. All I can think is that when she was here yesterday, wanting me to side with her about what happened with Junior and that Bonny boy, I couldn’t do it. She was wrong. Darleen never could figure out what was right and what was wrong, but she came here wanting her mother to stick up for her. And I didn’t. We just ended up fighting like always, with her stomping off. I didn’t even watch her drive away.”

She began to sob then, and Della rocked her and stroked her hair. Susie had come back in to put her arm around Marvella.

“Those other girls.” Happy’s fingers convulsed on Caroline’s. “Oh, sweet Jesus, I keep thinking about those other girls.”

“Hush now.” Della lifted the cup to Happy’s lips. “Aren’t they saying that was Austin, and he’s dead as a doornail. Why, Caroline here shot him in the head, and every woman in Innocence is grateful to her. Except maybe Mavis Hatinger, and she would be if she had a lick of sense. Now, you come on with me, darling. I’m going to take you up for a nice lie-down.”

“Just for a little while.” With Winnie’s brew making her eyelids heavy, Happy let Della lead her out of the kitchen.

“Oh, Mama.” Marvella turned into Susie’s shoulder to weep.

“Shush now, don’t you start.” But Susie patted her back. “We don’t know that any thing’s happened.”

“We have to have faith,” Winnie added. “And while we’re having it, I’m going to fix some food in case others come by. I’ll fry up some chicken.”

“Good.” Susie gave Marvella a last pat. “Honey, you peel some potatoes and put them on to boil for potato salad. No use anybody going hungry. No telling how long we’ll have to wait.”

Tucker stood on the banks of Gooseneck Creek and wiped his damp face with a bandanna. The temperature had soared to a hundred and two with the air so thick it felt as if you could grab a fistful and wring it out. The sky was a pale blue, bleached by the merciless white sun.

He imagined himself taking a quick, relieving dunk in the water. The picture helped a little, but he settled for soaking his bandanna in the creek and cooling his face and neck.

He remembered that Arnette had been found here—by Darleen’s brother. While he was hunkered down, Tucker took time to say a prayer.

Please God, don’t let me find her.

Someone would, he was sure. He’d discounted the hopeful theory that she’d taken off with someone. It didn’t make sense. She hadn’t had time to hook up with anyone but Billy T., and he, along with all of her women friends, insisted he hadn’t heard from her.

Tucker believed him. Male pride was at stake. Billy T. wasn’t likely to take up with a woman whose husband had bested him with a frying pan. Darleen hadn’t been of particular importance to Billy T. One woman was the same as another to him.

The inevitable comparison with himself left Tucker with a bad taste in his mouth.

Darleen hadn’t left her car on the side of the road during a thunderstorm to hop into another with some new lover or new friend. Not when Junior claimed none of her clothes were missing, and that the housekeeping money was still tucked away in the coffee can, where she’d kept it.

Someone would find her, Tucker thought again. And again he prayed it would be someone else.

He rose to move among the reeds. His part of the search party was ranged along the banks, slopping through the weeds and mud, hoping, Tucker was sure, that they found nothing but some old beer bottles and maybe a used condom.

They were all armed, which made him a little edgy. Junior had already blasted away a water moccasin. Since it had seemed to make him feel better, no one had commented.

The fact was, there was very little conversation. The men worked silently, like soldiers setting up an ambush. Or walking into one. One of the helicopters called up from County swept by now and again, chopping at the hot air, and the two-way radios each group leader carried on their belts would squawk and buzz with talk or static. The FBI was holding back from taking over. But then, they didn’t know Innocence or its people. Burns was convinced Darleen was just another dissatisfied wife who’d taken off for greener pastures.

Tucker figured he wasn’t ready to admit another murder had taken place while he was in charge.

He swiped at mosquitoes, finding himself testy enough to want to shoot at the whining bloodsuckers instead of slapping at them. When he heard the long, echoing whistle of the train, he wished he were on it. Going anywhere.

When he’d finished his assigned area, he walked back to join Burke, Junior, Toby and the others who’d taken this side of the creek.

“They’re nearly done on the other bank,” Burke said. He was keeping a wary eye on Junior, ready to move in if Darleen’s husband started to relieve his anxiety by shooting at something more than a snake. “Singleton and Carl called in from McNair swamp. It’s all clear so far.”

Toby March laid his rifle in the bed of the pick-up. He thought of his own wife, his own daughter, and though it shamed him, in his heart he was grateful whoever was killing was choosing white skin.

“We still got about six hours of good daylight left,” he said to no one in particular. “I was thinking maybe some of us could ride down to Rosedale and Greenville and such. Ask around.”

“I’ve got Barb Hopkins calling all the motels, hospitals, the local police.” Burke took Junior’s gun and laid it with his own in the truck. “County’s sending her picture out.”

“There you go.” Will Shiver gave Junior a hearty slap on the back. “They’ll find her holed up in some motel, sitting on the bed, painting her toenails and watching TV.”

Saying nothing, Junior shrugged off the hand and walked away.

“Give him a minute,” Burke murmured.

The men shifted their gazes politely away. Toby squinted, adjusting the brim of his hat to cut the glare of the sun. “Somebody’s coming.”

It took several seconds before anyone else could make out the plume of gravel dust or the faint glint of metal through the waves of heat rising from the road.

“You black boys got eyes like hawks,” Will Shiver said good-naturedly. “That car must be two miles away yet.”

“The eyes’re organs,” Toby returned with a sarcasm so subtle and smooth that Tucker had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from grinning. “You know what they say about our organs.”

Interested, Will cocked his head. “I heard tell that was a wives’ tale.”

“Yes, sir,” Toby said blandly. “There’s plenty of wives who’ll attest to it.”

Tucker coughed and turned away to light a cigarette. It didn’t seem quite right to laugh out loud with Junior suffering so close by. But my, it was good to smile for a minute.

He recognized the car a moment later, by the color and the speed with which it was traveling.

“It’s Josie.” He shot a glance at Burke. “Looks like she’s earning herself another speeding ticket.”

She skidded to a halt, spitting gravel and waving a hand out of the window. “Barb told us we’d find Y’all here. Earleen and I brought you boys some supper.”

She slid out of the car, looking cool and fresh in shorts and a halter that left her midriff bare. Her hair was tied back with a chiffon scarf, reminding Tucker of their mother.

“That’s real obliging of you ladies.” Will slanted Josie a smile that would have earned him a sharp slap from his fiancée.

“We like to take care of our men, don’t we, Earleen?” After answering Will’s smile, Josie turned to Burke. “Honey, you look worn out. You come on and have a glass of this iced tea. We brought two jugs.”

“Got a pile of ham sandwiches, too.” Earleen hefted a hamper out of the backseat. She set it on the shoulder and threw back the lid. “Y’all have to keep up your strength in this heat.”

“Yes, sir, meals on wheels.” Josie kept up a bright chatter as she dug into the hamper. “Earleen and I got this together so fast, we’re thinking we might go into the catering business. Junior, you come on and get one of these now, or you’ll hurt my feelings.”

When he didn’t even turn around, she gestured to her brother. “Tucker, pour me a cup of that tea.” While she waited, Josie unwrapped a sandwich and laid it on a paper napkin. “Earleen, you see that these boys leave enough for our next stop, you hear?” She rose, took the cup Tucker held out, then skirted around the truck.

Junior continued to stare down the road. Josie could see a muscle in his cheek twitch. She set the sandwich on the hood of the truck, then pressed the cup of tea into his hands.

“Now, you drink that, Junior. This heat steals all your fluids. A man could drink a gallon and not piss an ounce. Come on.” Gently, she rubbed a hand up and down his back. “Getting heat stroke’s not going to help.”

“We didn’t find her.”

“I know, honey. Take a drink.” She nudged the cup closer to his lips. “I was down at your mother-in-law’s before. When I left, you little boy was sleeping like an angel. He’s got a sweet disposition, that boy, and I do believe he has your eyes.”

She paused when Junior took two big gulps of tea. She took the cup from him and passed him the sandwich. He ate mechanically, his eyes glazed with fatigue and worry. Josie slipped an arm around him, knowing there were few things more comforting than human contact.

“It’s going to be all right, Junior. I promise. Everything’s going to be just fine. You wait and see.”

His eyes filled, spilled over, running rivulets through the sweat and grime on his face. But he kept eating. “I thought I fell out of love with her when I walked into the kitchen and found her with Billy T. Seemed like my heart just closed off toward her. It don’t feel like that now.”

Moved by his grief, she pressed a kiss to his cheek. “It’ll work out, honey. You trust Josie.”

He struggled to compose himself. “I don’t want my son to grow up without a mother.”

“He won’t have to.” Josie’s eyes darkened as she wiped Junior’s tears with the paper napkin. “You believe that, Junior, and it’ll all be fine.”

They searched until it was too dark for the ’copters to fly or the men to see. When Tucker arrived home, he was greeted by a weary Buster, who had tried, and failed, to avoid the puppy throughout the day.

“I’ll take him off your hands.” Tucker gave Buster an absent pat before scooping up Useless. The pup wiggled and licked and barked as Tucker carried him into the house. “If you’ve been like this all day, I’m surprised you didn’t give my old hound a stroke.”

He headed for the kitchen, dreaming of a beer, a cold shower, and Caroline. He found Della slicing roast beef and Cousin Lulu playing solitaire.

“What do you think you’re doing, bringing that dog into my kitchen?”

“Giving Buster a break.” Tucker set the dog down and he immediately scooted under Lulu’s chair. “Have you heard from Caroline?”

“She called not ten minutes ago. She was going to stay with Happy until Singleton or Bobby Lee got home.” Della arranged another slice of roast beef on the platter. Because she could see how tired Tucker was, she didn’t slap at his hand when he stole it. “She’s coming by here to pick up this fleabag.”

Tucker grunted over a mouthful of beef, and pulled a beer out of the fridge.

“I’ll have one of those,” Lulu said without looking up. “Cards’re thirsty work.”

Tucker popped the lid on a second bottle, then scanned the hand she’d dealt. “You can’t put a black three on a black five. You need a red four between.”

“I’ll put it there when I get one.” Lulu tipped back the beer, studying him over it. “You look like something that’s been dragged through the swamp.”

“I guess I have been.”

“That youngest Fuller girl still missing?” Lulu cheated a red ten out of her pile and played it. “Della’s been half the day over at Happy’s. I’m reduced to solitaire.”

“I got a duty—” Della began, but Lulu waved her off.

“Nobody’s criticizing. I’d’ve gone myself, but nobody thought to ask me.”

“I told you I was going.” Della thwacked the knife down on the cutting board.

“Not the same as being asked.” Lulu did some more creative cheating. “People come and go so much around here, it makes my blood tired. Josie in and out all hours of the day and night. Tucker here gone for a day at a stretch. Dwayne wasn’t back five minutes before he takes a bottle of Wild Turkey and goes out again.”

Della started to defend her brood, then frowned. “When did Dwayne get back?”

“Half hour ago. Looked as muddy and worn-out as Tucker. Went out the same way.”

“He take his car?”

“Don’t see how he could.” Lulu reached in her pocket and drew out a set of keys. “He took the bottle, so I took these.”

Della nodded in approval. “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked Tucker as he tried to edge out of the room.

“I need a shower.”

“You’ve lived with that sweat all day, you can live with it awhile longer. Go on down and see if Dwayne’s at the pond.”

“Shit, Della, I’ve already walked a hundred miles today.”

“Then you can walk one more. I’m not having him fall in and drown. You bring him up here, where he can get cleaned up and eat. They’ll want him out there tomorrow just like they’ll want you.”

Grumbling, Tucker sat down his half-finished beer and started out the back door. “I hope to Christ he hasn’t had time to get drunk yet.”

He was only half drunk, which was exactly the way Dwayne liked it best. The fatigue of the day had faded into a nice, friendly buzz. Slogging through McNair swamp with Bobby Lee and Carl and the others had been a miserable way to spend a day.

He’d gone willingly enough, and would go again in the morning. He didn’t begrudge the time or the effort, and didn’t see that anyone would begrudge him a little time with the bottle to wash the day away.

He’d felt for Bobby Lee especially. Whenever he’d looked into the boy’s face and seen the strain and fear, he’d wondered what it would be like to be searching for his own sister.

That thought had him burning his throat with more whiskey.

He wanted to think of pleasant things now. Of how nice the crickets sounded in counterpoint with the buzzing in his ears. How soft the grass felt under his bare feet. He thought he might spend the night there, watching the moon rise and the stars come out.

When Tucker sat down beside him, Dwayne obligingly passed him the bottle. Tucker took it, but didn’t drink.

“This stuff’ll kill you, son.”

Dwayne only smiled. “It takes it’s sweet time doing it, though.”

“You know it worries Della when you do this.”

“I’m not doing it to worry her.”

“Why are you doing it, Dwayne?” Tucker expected no response and continued without one. He gauged his brother’s condition and knew he was sober enough to be coherent, drunk enough to talk. “ ‘Drunkenness is a voluntary madness.’ Can’t think right off who said that, but it rings true.”

“I’m not drunk yet, or mad either,” Dwayne said placidly. “Just working on both.”

Wanting to choose his words carefully, Tucker took time to light half a cigarette. “It’s getting bad. The past couple of years it’s been getting real bad. First I thought it was because so many things went wrong so close together. Daddy dying, then Mama. Sissy taking off. Then I thought it was because Daddy drank so heavy and you just picked up on whatever genes it takes to have you follow him along.”

Annoyed, and not wanting to be, Dwayne took the bottle back. “You do your share of drinking.”

“Yeah. But I’m not making it my life’s work.”

“We do what we do best.” Dwayne lifted the bottle and drank. “Of all the things I’ve tried, getting drunk’s the one thing I don’t worry about screwing up.”

“That’s bullshit.” The fury rushed out so quick and sharp, it shocked them both. He hadn’t known it had been preying on him, eating at him from the inside—this reality of what his big brother had become, layered over the image of the one Tucker had once admired and envied. “That’s just bullshit.” Tucker snatched the bottle and, springing to his feet, flung it into the water. “I’m tired of this, goddammit. I’m fucking tired of carrying you home, making up excuses for you in my head, of watching you kill yourself one bottle at a time. That’s what he did. Flying that goddamn plane while he was shitfaced. The old man killed himself sure as if he’d put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.”

Dwayne got shakily to his feet. He weaved a little, but his eyes were steady. “You’ve got no reason to talk to me like this. You’ve got no right to talk about him either.”

Tucker grabbed Dwayne by the shirtfront, tearing seams. “Who the hell has the right if not me, when I grew up loving both of you? Being hurt by both of you?”

A muscle in Dwayne’s cheek began to twitch. “I’m not Daddy.”

“No, you’re not. But he was a fucking drunk, and so are you. The only difference is he got mean with it and you just get pathetic.”

“Who the hell are you?” His mouth moved into a snarl as he grabbed Tucker’s shirt in turn. “I’m the oldest. It was always me he jumped on first. I was supposed to take care of things, to fucking carry on the Longstreet legacy. It was me who got shipped off to school, me who got put in charge of the fields. Not you. Never you, Tuck. I never wanted it, but he wouldn’t let me go my own way. Now he’s dead and I can do what I want.”

“You’re not doing anything but sliding into a bottle. You’ve got two sons of your own. At least he was here. At least he acted like a father.”

Dwayne let out a howl, and then they were wrestling on the grass, grunting and growling like a pair of dogs looking for a soft spot to sink fangs into. Tucker took a short glancing blow to his still-sore ribs. The fresh pain brought a burst of wild fury into his blood. Even as they went tumbling into the pond, he was bloodying his brother’s lip.

They went under grappling, came up sputtering and cursing. They kicked and shoved, but the water softened the blows and began to make them both feel foolish.

Tucker scissored his legs, holding Dwayne by his torn shirt, one fist reared back. Dwayne mirrored his position so exactly, the two of them stared, panting.

“Shit,” Tucker said, warily eyed his brother as he lowered his fist. “You used to hit harder.”

Gingerly, Dwayne touched the back of his hand to his swollen lip. “You used to be slower.”

They released each other to tread water. “I wanted a shower, but this isn’t half bad.” Tucker swiped the hair out of his eyes. “Though Christ knows what’s in this water.”

“A half pint of Wild Turkey, for sure,” Dwayne said, and smiled. “Remember when we used to swim here, when we were kids?”

“Yeah. Still think you can beat me to the other bank?”

“Shit.” Dwayne’s smile widened to a grin. He rolled over in the water and struck out. Too many years of the bottle had slowed him. Tucker streaked by like an eel. In tacit agreement, they raced back, then floated awhile under the rising moon.

“Yeah,” Dwayne said after they’d stopped panting. “You used be slower. I guess things’ve changed.”

“Lots of things.”

“I guess I’ve messed things up.”

“Some things.”

“I get scared, Tuck.” Dwayne fisted a hand in the water, but there was nothing there to hold on to. “The drinking—I know when I should stop, but I get so I don’t see the point in it. Sometimes I can’t remember what I’ve been up to. I’ll wake up sick and headachy, and it’s like I’ve been dreaming. I can’t make it out.”

“We can do something about it, Dwayne. They’ve got places that take care of it.”

“I like how I feel right now.” Through half-closed eyes, Dwayne watched the stars wink into life. “Just a nice little buzz on, so nothing seems too goddamn important. Thing to do is to catch myself right here, where I like it best.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“Sometimes I wish I could go back, see where I turned off wrong so I could fix it.”

“You could always fix things, Dwayne. Remember that model airplane I got for my birthday? I wracked it up the second time I used it. I knew Daddy’d skin me when he found out, but you fixed it all up. Mama always said you had a talent for putting things together.”

“I used to think I’d be an engineer.”

Surprised, Tucker shifted to treading again. “You never told me that.”

Dwayne merely stared up at the sky. “Wasn’t any point. Longstreets are planters and businessmen. You could have done something different maybe. But I was the oldest son. He never gave me a choice.”

“No reason not to do what you want now.”

“Hell, Tuck, I’m thirty-five years old. That’s no time to go back to school and learn a trade.”

“People do, if they want it bad enough.”

“I wanted it bad enough ten, fifteen years ago. That’s behind me. A lot of things are behind me.” He tried to make out the stars, but they were a hazy blur of light. “Sissy’s going to marry that shoe salesman.”

“I guess we had to figure she would—him or somebody.”

“Says he wants to adopt my kids. Give them his name. ’Course she’d forget that soon enough if I upped the support payments.”

“You don’t have to take that, Dwayne. Those kids are yours. They’re always going to be yours no matter what game she’s playing.”

“Nope, don’t have to take it,” Dwayne said lazily. “And I’m not going to. Sissy’s going to have to learn that a man has his limits. Even me.” He sighed, letting his gaze drift over sky and water. “I got comfortable, Tucker.” Out of the corner of his eye Dwayne saw something bob in the water. An empty bottle, he thought, for an empty life. “Drinking makes things that way.”

“The way you’re doing it, drinking makes you dead.”

“Don’t start on me again.”

“Dammit, Dwayne.” He started to move closer when his legs brushed against something soft and slick that made him yelp. “Damn cats,” he said. “Scared the shit out of me.” He kicked away, glancing over his shoulder.

He, too, saw something bob in the water. But he didn’t mistake it for a bottle. As the spit dried to dust in his mouth, as his blood slowed to a crawl, he stared at the trailing white hand.

“Jesus. Oh my Jesus.”

“Catfish won’t do any more than nibble,” Dwayne said placidly. He swore when Tucker gripped his arm. “What’s got into you now?”

“I think we found Darleen,” he managed to say, then closed his eyes.

Some prayers, he thought, just weren’t meant to be answered.




chapter 24

Sober and shaken, Dwayne dragged himself out of the water. On his hands and knees he crouched on the grass, fighting his rebellious stomach.

“Christ, Tuck. Jesus bleeding Christ. What’re we going to do?”

Tucker didn’t answer. He lay on his back, staring up at heat-hazed stars. It took enough effort just to concentrate on breathing when he was so cold, so bitterly cold.

“In the pond,” Dwayne said, his throat clicking as he swallowed. “Somebody dropped her in our pond. We were in there with her. Jesus, we were swimming with her.”

“She’s past being bothered by it.” He wanted to toss an arm over his eyes. Maybe that would help block out the image of that hand sticking out of the dark water, its fingers curled. As if it had been reaching for him. As if it would grab hold and pull him under.

It had been worse because he’d felt obliged to be certain. To be certain it was Darleen Talbot, and to assure himself that she was beyond help.

So he’d gritted his teeth and had taken that stiff, dead wrist, tugging against the weight that held the body down. And the head had bobbed up. He’d seen—oh, God, he’d seen what the knife had begun and what the fish were already ending.

The human form was so frail, he thought now. So vulnerable. So easily whittled away into something hideous.

“We can’t just leave her in there, Tuck.” But Dwayne shuddered at the prospect of going back into the water and touching what had once been Darleen Talbot. “It’s not decent.”

“I think we have to.” Tucker thought regretfully of the bottle he’d tossed away. A few swallows of sour mash would do him some good just now. “At least until Burke gets here. You go in and call him, Dwayne. One of us ought to stay here. Call Burke, and tell him what we found. Tell him Agent Burns better come along.” Tucker sat up to drag off his wet shirt. “And bring me out some dry smokes, will you? I wouldn’t say no to a beer either,” he began, then swore when he caught sight of Caroline walking toward them. Tucker scrambled up, intercepting her after three long strides.

“Glad to see me?” Caroline laughed and gave him a quick, hard hug. “You two decide to take a swim? Della sent me down to—”

“Go on back up with Dwayne.” Tucker wanted her as far away from death and misery as possible. “Go on up and wait for me.”

“I’ll wait for you.” Drawing back, she saw by his face that there was trouble. Cautious, she looked from Tucker to his brother. Dwayne’s lip had opened up again, and the blood was dark against his pale face. “Have you been fighting? Dwayne, you’ve got a split lip.”

He ducked his head. Della’d give him hell about it. “I’ll call Burke.”

“Burke?” Caroline grabbed Tucker’s arm when he tried to nudge her along. “Why do you need Burke?” Her heart did a slow roll in her chest. “Tucker?”

She’d know soon enough, and it might as well come from him. “We found her, Caroline. In the pond.”

“Oh, God.” Instinctively, she looked toward the water, but Tucker shifted to block her vision.

“Dwayne’s going up to call Burke. You go with him.”

“I’ll stay with you.” She shook her head before he could protest. “I’ll stay, Tucker.”

When Tucker merely shrugged, Dwayne took off in a half run. A whippoorwill began to call, sweet and insistent, for a mate.

“Are you sure?” Even as she asked, Caroline knew the question was foolish.

“Yeah.” He blew out a long breath. “I’m sure.”

“God, poor Happy.” She had to ask the rest, but it took a moment to force the words from her throat. “Was it like the others?” Caroline took his hand, holding tight until his gaze shifted to hers. “I want to know.”

“It was like the others.” Firmly, he turned her away from the lake. With his arm around her waist they listened to the night bird’s song and watched the lights of Sweetwater glow against the dark.

The official process worked with callous efficiency. Men crowded around the pond, their faces washed white by the harsh spotlights hooked to Burke’s truck. Pictures were taken to record the scene.

“All right.” Burns nodded toward the water. “Let’s pull her out.”

For a moment no one spoke. Burke pressed his lips together and unhooked his gun belt.

“I’ll do it.” Surprising himself, Tucker stepped forward. “I’m already wet.”

Burke set his gun belt aside. “It’s not your job, Tuck.”

“It’s my land.” Turning, he took Caroline by the shoulders. “Go inside.”

“We’ll go in together when it’s finished.” She kissed his cheek. “You’re a good man, Tucker.”

He didn’t know about that, but as he slipped into the water, he was certain he was a stupid one. Burke was right, it wasn’t his job. He didn’t get paid to deal with this kind of horror.

He eased his way through the cool, dark water toward the hand, white as bone, fingers curved beckoningly.

Why did he feel it was his responsibility to drag a dead woman out of the water? She’d been nothing to him in life, shouldn’t she be less than nothing to him now?

Because the pond was Sweetwater, he realized. And he was a Longstreet.

For the second time, he curled his fingers around the lifeless wrist. As the head rose, he watched her hair float and spread toward the surface. His stomach lurched. He tasted acid in the back of his throat and ruthlessly forced it down. Using his feet to tread, Tucker hooked an arm around the torso.

There was silence on the bank, the kind so deep you could hear your own heartbeat. A graveyard silence, he thought while he struggled against the weight that was trying to drag him and his burden down.

His grip slipped, and when he shifted and tightened it, her head lolled back on his shoulder. Tucker stiffened, but it wasn’t revulsion that filled him. It was pity.

Tucker looked toward the bank. White faces stared back at him. He saw Dwayne, with an arm around Josie. Their eyes looked huge in the flood of light. Burke and Carl already hunkered down, ready to reach out and take the burden Tucker was dragging over. Caroline, her face wet, stood with her hand resting on Cy’s shoulder. Burns stood back, observing, as though it were a moderately interesting play.

“Something’s tied to her legs,” Tucker called out. “I need a knife.”

“That’s evidence, Longstreet.” Burns stepped forward. “I want it intact.”

“You son of a bitch.” Tucker managed to haul her another foot. “Why don’t you come on in and get your fucking evidence yourself?”

“I’ll help you, Mr. Tucker.” Before anyone could stop him, Cy was running over and slipping into the water.

“Christ, boy, get back from here.”

“I can help.” Slick as an otter, Cy paddled over. “I’m strong enough.” His face blanched when he swam close, but he reached down to take part of the weight. “We can do it.”

“Keep your eye on the bank,” Tucker told him. “And try not to think.”

Cy scissored his feet. “I’m thinking about what an asshole that FBI man is.”

“Even better.”

It was a short and grisly swim. When they reached the bank, both Carl and Burke hooked hands under Darleen’s arms.

“Look the other way,” Tucker ordered Cy. “There’s no shame in it.” He would have done so himself, but the angle was wrong. So he saw what had been done to the body. As it was dragged effortfully out and onto the grass, he saw everything. “Go on over with Caroline now, Cy. No.” He caught the boy’s head before Cy could turn it. “Don’t look this way. Go over with Caroline. You did good.”

“Yessir.”

Tucker hauled himself out. He sat there a moment, his feet dangling in the water. “Dwayne, give me a smoke.”

It was Josie who brought him a cigarette, already lighted. “After that, I figure you deserve a whole one.” She laid her cheek against his. “I’m sorry it had to be you, Tuck.”

“So’m I.” He took a greedy drag. “Burke, don’t you have a blanket to put over her? This isn’t right.”

“If you civilians would go into the house,” Burns began, “this area will remain off limits until the investigation is completed.”

“Goddammit, we knew her,” Tucker said wearily. “You didn’t. Least you can do for her is cover her.”

“Go on, Tuck.” Burke reached down to help Tucker to his feet. “There are things we gotta do. It’s best if you went on while we get to it. We’ll be as quick as we can.”

“I saw what was done to her, Burke.” Tucker said in a raw voice. “You can’t be quick enough.”

“You will stay available,” Burns put in. “You and your brother. I’ll need to question you shortly.”

Saying nothing, Tucker turned away to walk with Caroline and Cy back to the house.

Caroline wasn’t much of a cook, but she heated up some soup to go with the roast beef Della had sliced. Soup, it seemed to her, was one of those nerve-soothing foods. By the way Cy plowed through his, she decided it worked.

Dwayne scraped his bowl clean, then seemed embarrassed by his appetite. “That was mighty tasty, Caroline. I appreciate you putting a meal together.”

“Della did most of it before she left for the Fullers’.”

“We do appreciate it,” Josie put in. “Though I don’t know how Dwayne can eat with that fat lip. Run into a door, honey?”

“Tucker and I had a tussle.” He reached for his iced tea. He didn’t feel much like getting drunk tonight after all.

“Tucker hit you?” Smiling a little, Josie rested her chin on her hand. “That man’s been using his fists more these past few weeks than he has his whole life. Now, what could Y’all be fighting about? Don’t tell me you’ve taken a shine to Caroline here?”

Josie winked at Caroline to include her in the joke.

“Nothing like that.” Uncomfortable, Dwayne shifted in his chair. “We just had a disagreement, that’s all. That’s how it happened. We started wrestling and ended up in the pond. Guess we stirred up the water quite a bit between that and racing to the far bank and back. Then Tucker … he practically bumped right into her.”

“Don’t think about it.” Josie rose to put her arms around his neck. “It was just bad luck. Bad luck all around.”

“That’s a mighty cold way of putting it,” Tucker said as he stepped into the kitchen.

Josie kept her cheek against Dwayne’s hair. “It’s the truth. Sometimes the truth’s cold. If you hadn’t been wrestling around in the pond, you wouldn’t have found her. She’d still be dead, but she might’ve stayed down. Then the two of you wouldn’t be looking so peaked.”

Tucker dropped into a chair. He knew his temper was on edge, but Josie’s carelessness pushed a dangerous button. “We won’t look ‘peaked’ for long. Darleen’s going to be dead forever.”

“That’s just my point. Finding her like that only made things hard on you.”

“Christ, Josie, you’ve got the sensitivity of a codfish.”

She straightened at that, eyes hot, cheeks pale. “I’ve got plenty of sensitivity when it comes to my family. Maybe I don’t give two hoots about what happened to that little slut—”

“Josie.” Wincing, Dwayne reached for her hand, but she shook him off.

“That’s just what she was, and her being dead doesn’t change it. I’m sorry for Happy and the rest, but I’m just sick about how you and Dwayne came to be involved. If you think that makes me cold, Tucker Longstreet, that’s fine. I’ll just save my sensitivity for someone who appreciates it.”

She slammed out, leaving the smoke of her temper lingering in the air.

“Maybe I’ll go after her.” Dwayne rose awkwardly. “Smooth her feathers.”

“Tell her I’m sorry, if you think it’ll help.” Resigned, Tucker rubbed his hands over his face. “No use slicing at her for being what she is.”

“Mr. Tucker, you want a beer?”

Tucker lowered his hands and gave Cy a wan smile. “About as much as I want to breathe right now. But I think I’d do better with coffee.”

“I’ll get it.” Caroline opened a cupboard for a cup. “We’re all on edge, Tucker. She’s just worried about you.”

“I know. Did Della go over to the Fullers’?”

“Yes. She and Birdie were going to stay the night with Happy. Help take care of the baby. Cousin Lulu’s upstairs watching a movie.”

She didn’t add that the lady had commented that murders were much more interesting on TV than in real life, and had settled back with a bowl of popcorn and a bottle of Dixie beer.

“Why don’t you go on up with her, Cy?” Tucker suggested. “She likes company.”

“Can I take the pup with me?” He hauled Useless out from the dog’s spot beneath the table.

“Sure.” Caroline smiled. “Don’t let Cousin Lulu give him too much beer.”

“No, ma’am. ’Night, Mr. Tucker.”

“ ’Night, Cy.” He touched the boy’s arm. “Thanks for helping out.”

“I’d do anything for you, Mr. Tucker.” The words came out in a rush. Then Cy colored deep and hurried from the room.

“Devotion like that’s a precious gift.” Caroline ladled out soup. “You’ll be careful with him, won’t you?”

“I’m going to try.” Tucker rubbed a hand over his rough chin. He hadn’t shaved, though he’d showered twice. “I guess I wish he wouldn’t look at me like I was Hercules, Plato, and Clark Kent all rolled into one.”

Caroline set the bowl in front of him, brushed a hand through his hair. “It’s tough being a hero.”

“It’s tougher trying to be one when you haven’t got the makings.”

“Oh, I think you’ll surprise yourself.” Smiling, she sat beside him. “I made you soup.”

“So I see.” He took her hand. “You sure are handy to have around, Caroline.”

“I’ve been pretty busy surprising myself lately. I’m glad you didn’t know me before, Tucker.”

“Before doesn’t mean diddly.”

“This from a man who’ll—at the drop of a hat—tell me stories about people who’ve been dead for a hundred years.”

“That’s different.” He started to eat, more to please her than because he was hungry. After the first few spoonfuls, he discovered he was ravenous. “What happened before matters because it shapes things. But who you were a year ago isn’t as important as who you are now.”

“I like the way you think. Tucker?”

“Hmmm.”

“Do you want me to stay tonight?”

His gaze came back to hers, fastened there with a wealth of feeling and need. “I want you to stay.”

With a nod, she rose. “Let me fix you a sandwich.”

Teddy was back. Josie knew he was expected since she’d spent the evening in Burns’s bed and the FBI agent had told her so. The idea of having a pathologist and a special agent to juggle had eased her hurt and anger at Tucker’s words.

She’d decided she wouldn’t speak to her brother for a day or two—at least until he’d apologized in person rather than sending Dwayne scrambling after her as proxy.

She was still brooding over it the following afternoon. While the rest of Innocence was reeling in shock over the latest murder, Josie sat at the counter of the Chat ’N Chew, freshening her lipstick in her new purse mirror. Teddy had promised to join her for lunch as soon as he’d finished his preliminary examination of the body.

“Earleen.” Pouting, Josie tilted the mirror back to fluff at her hair. “Do you think I’m a cold-hearted woman?”

“Cold-hearted?” Earleen leaned on the counter and flexed her aching feet. “Kinda hard to be hot-blooded and cold-hearted all at once.”

Pleased, Josie smiled. “That’s true. Being honest about things and not pretending otherwise doesn’t make you cold. Why, it makes you true to yourself, don’t you think?”

“That’s a fact.”

Using the mirror, Josie scanned the diner without turning around. Several of the booths were occupied. Beneath the crooning of Reba McIntire from the juke, the conversation was all about Darleen.

“You know, half the people in here didn’t have a minute’s use for Darleen while she was alive.” Josie snapped the mirror closed. “Now that she’s dead, they can’t say enough.”

“That’s human nature,” Earleen declared. “It’s like one of them artists whose paintings ain’t worth shit while he’s alive to paint ’em, then once he kills himself or gets hit by a truck, people fall all over themselves to pay a fortune for them. Human nature.”

Josie appreciated the analogy. “So Darleen’s worth more dead than she was alive.”

While she might have agreed, Earleen was superstitious enough not to speak ill of the dead. “It’s Junior I’m sorry for. And that dear little boy.” With a sigh, Earleen reached back to take an order off the shelf. “And Happy and Singleton, too. The living’s who suffers.”

While Earleen walked off to serve a customer, Josie murmured in agreement. She dug through her purse for her atomizer of perfume, then squirted scent liberally on her wrists and throat.

When Carl walked in, the conversation died, then picked up again in murmurs. Josie patted the stool beside her.

“Come on over here and sit. You look worn out.”

“Thank you, Josie, but I can’t. Just come by to get some food to take back to the office.”

“What can I get for you, Carl?” Earleen popped back behind the counter, hoping to exchange food for news.

“I need a half dozen hamburgers. Maybe a quart of your potato salad and some cole slaw. Make it a gallon of iced tea.”

“How’re you going to want them burgers?”

“Make them all medium, Earleen, and load ’em up.”

Josie picked up her Diet Coke. “Y’all must be busy as one-armed paperhangers down at the office if you can’t even break for lunch.”

“We are that, Josie.” He was so tired himself he could have slept standing up. Belatedly, he remembered to take off his hat. “County sheriff and a couple of his boys’re down. Agent Burns has had that fax machine clicking all morning. It’s hot enough in that office to smoke a ham.”

“With all of you working so hard, you must have some clues.”

“We got a thing or two.” He glanced over as Earleen turned expectantly from the grill. “Now, I can’t tell you what we got, official like. But Y’all know Darleen was killed like the others. We gotta figure it was the same person using the same weapon.”

“It ain’t right,” Earleen said. “We got some psychopathic killer running loose, and not a woman in the county can feel safe.”

“No, it ain’t right. But we’re going to stop him. You can take that to the bank.”

“Matthew says serial killers’re different.” Josie sucked on the straw. “He says they can look and act just like regular people. It makes them hard to catch.”

“We’ll catch this one.” He leaned closer. “I figure I should tell you, Josie, since you’ll be finding out soon anyway. Looks like Darleen was killed right there, right by the pond.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Earleen was torn between excitement and terror. “You mean to say he did it over to Sweetwater?”

“We got reason to think so. I don’t mean to scare you, Josie, but you want to be mighty careful.”

She took a cigarette from the pack on the counter and her fingers shook lightly. “I will be, Carl. You can take that to the bank.”

Slowly, she blew out a stream of smoke. And she intended to find out exactly what they knew the minute she could get Teddy alone.

There were reporters camped out in her yard. Caroline had stopped answering the phone. Invariably, it was another inquisitive newsman or woman on the other end. To distract herself, she took out the scrapbook she’d found in her grandmother’s trunk.

Caroline could see most of her own life on those pages. Her parents’ wedding announcement clipped from the Philadelphia and Greenville papers. The studied, professional photographs taken at the wedding where her mother had worn an heirloom bridal gown—from the Waverly side. The card announcing the birth of Caroline Louisa Waverly. She’d been named for her paternal grandmother.

A few photographs, again professionally done, of the proud parents with their little bundle of joy. Then, of Caroline alone, one studio portrait for each year of her life.

No snapshots, she noted, no out-of-focus or candid shots, except for the few her grandparents had taken themselves on her brief visit all those years ago.

Newspaper clippings marking her musical career, showing her at six and twelve and twenty, and the years between and after.

It was one of the few things her grandparents had had of her, Caroline thought as she set the book back inside the trunk. Now it was one of the few things she had of her grandparents.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured, and drew deeply of the scent of lavender and cedar that wafted from the trunk. “I wish I’d known you better.”

She reached in and took out a cardboard box. Inside, wrapped in tissue, was a tiny christening gown trimmed with white ribbons and yellowing lace.

Perhaps her grandmother or grandfather had worn it, Caroline thought as she ran her fingers over the soft white lawn. Surely her mother had.

“You saved it for me.” Touched, she brushed her cheek over it. “I couldn’t wear it when my turn came, but you saved it for me.”

Carefully, she wrapped it back into its bed of tissue. One day, she vowed, her child would wear it.

Useless raced out of the room to stand at the top of the steps, then raced back again as someone hammered on the door. Caroline set the box back in the trunk, then took out a pair of bronzed baby shoes. She smiled over them.

“Don’t bother, Useless. It’s just one of the idiot reporters.”

“Caroline! Dammit, open up before I have to kill one of these jackasses.”

“Tucker.” Jumping up, she ran downstairs with the dog at her heels. “Sorry.” As she unlocked the door, she could see the reporters crowding behind him, thrusting out their mikes, snapping pictures and shouting questions. She dragged Tucker in by the arm, then planted herself in the doorway.

“Get off my porch.”

“Ms. Waverly, how does it feel to find yourself living a real life murder mystery?”

“Ms. Waverly, is it true you came to Mississippi to mend a broken heart?”

“Did you really collapse in—”

“Is it true you killed—”

“Were you acquainted with—”

“Get off my porch!” she bellowed. “And get off my land while you’re at it. You’re trespassing, the lot of you, and we have laws down here. And if one of you so much as sets a toe over my boundary line without invitation, I’ll shoot if off.” She slammed the door, threw the bolt, and started to turn when Tucker scooped her up in a quick circle.

“Honey, you sounded just like my mama did when she got her dander up.” He kissed her before setting her on her feet. “You’re losing the Yankee in your speech, too. Pretty soon you’ll be saying ‘Y’all’ and ‘fix’n to’ just like a native.”

She laughed, but shook her head. “I will not.” She touched a hand to his cheek. He hadn’t shaved, but most of the fatigue had drained out of his eyes. “You look better than you did this morning.”

“That’s not saying much, seeing as I looked like death warmed over this morning. Felt like it, too.”

“You didn’t sleep.”

“I caught an hour in the hammock this afternoon. Felt like old times.” He drew her close again, but this time when he kissed her it was slow and easy. “So does that. I sure wish you’d lowered your standards of respectability and shared my bed last night. I still wouldn’t have slept, but I’d’ve felt better about being awake.”

“It didn’t seem right, with the house full of your family, and—”

“And the police poking ’round the pond half the night,” he finished. Turning away, he walked into the parlor and glanced out of the window. “Do something for me, Caro.”

“I’ll try.”

“Go up and pack what you need, and come back to Sweetwater with me.”

“Tucker, I told you—”

“You stayed last night.”

“You needed me to.”

“I still need you.” When she said nothing, he spun around. “This isn’t the time for poetry and romance. And I’m not asking because I want you in bed with me. I’d stay here with you if that was all.”

“Stay anyway.”

“I can’t. Don’t ask me to choose between you and my family, Caroline, because I can’t.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“If I go home without you, I’ll be eaten up with worry over you. If I stay, it’ll be the same for Josie and Della and the rest.” He pulled her back to him, held her close. Then, restless, he yanked away to pace the room. “He’s still out there somewhere, Caroline. And he was at Sweetwater.”

“I understand that, Tucker. I know he left the body there.”

“He killed her there.” Eyes filled with turmoil, he turned back. “He killed her there, in sight of my house, by the trees where I fished with Cy only days ago. A tree my mother planted. Burke told me enough, maybe too much. I’m going to tell you. I don’t want to, but I’m going to so you understand that I’ve got to go back there, and I’m not going without you.”

He took a long, measuring breath. “He staked her out on the ground under the tree. They found the holes where he’d staked her hands and feet. And the blood the rain didn’t wash away. I saw what he did to her. I’m not likely to forget what she looked like when I helped pull her out of the water. I’m not likely to forget it was done where my mother planted a willow tree, where I used to play with my brother and sister, across the water from where I kissed you the first time. I’m not likely to forget any of that. He’s not going to touch anything else that’s important to me. Now I’m asking you to get what you need and come with me.”

She stepped forward to take the hands he’d balled into fists. “I don’t need much.”




chapter 25

Caroline was used to restless nights. Over the past few years she’d developed a grudging envy for people who could climb into bed, close their eyes, and slip effortlessly into sleep. Since settling in Innocence, she’d come close to joining the ranks of those privileged dreamers. Now it seemed she was back at square one, facing long, dark hours in the frustrating pursuit of sleep.

The tricks of the insomniac were routine to her. Hot baths, warm brandy, dull books. The first two relaxed her body, but when she tried reading, her mind kept drifting away from the words on paper. There was a television cleverly concealed in a cherrywood armoire, but none of the late night shows caught her interest or bored her enough to trick her brain into sleep.

She couldn’t complain about the heat, not here in the lovely cool of her room at Sweetwater. And she was used to strange rooms and strange beds. The one she’d been given was as gracious as any she’d found in the fine hotels of Europe. The bed was delicately feminine with its draping canopy and lacy pillows piled high. If that didn’t seduce sleep, there was a plump daybed in misty blue satin that angled toward the french doors and offered a view of moonlight.

Vases of flowers fresh from the garden sweetened the air. Charming watercolors were scattered over the warm rose-tinted walls. A lady’s dressing table held elegant antique bottles that glistened in the lamplight. There was a small fireplace of blue stone that would provide warmth and comfort on chill winter nights. She could picture herself cuddled under thick handworked quilts on some windy February midnight, watching the flames crackle and shoot shadows up the walls.

With Tucker.

It seemed wrong to think of being nestled up against him, in absolute peace, when there was so much grief and heatbreak around them. Another woman was dead, and she lay alone in some cold, dark room while her family was left to weep and wonder.

It had to be wrong to feel this soft glow of happiness, this insistent spring of hope when death hovered so close.

But she was in love.

Sighing, she curled on the window seat, where she could see the moonlight stream into the garden. The flowers were silver-edged and still, a touch of magic waiting to be plucked. Beyond, far beyond, was the glint of the pond that was Sweetwater. She couldn’t see the willows, and was glad. If that was hiding from pain, then for one night she would hide. For now it was only a beautiful spot laced by moonlight.

And she was in love.

It wasn’t possible to choose the time and the place to lose your heart. Caroline had come to believe it wasn’t possible to choose the person who would take it. Surely if she could have chosen, it wouldn’t have been here and now. It wouldn’t have been Tucker.

It was a mistake to fall in love now, when she was just beginning to understand her own needs and capabilities. Now, when she had only begun to learn she could stand on her own, in charge of her life. It was foolish to fall in love here, in a place torn apart by tragedy and senseless violence, a place she would have to leave in a matter of weeks.

It was ridiculous to fall in love with a man who had made a study of romance and seduction. A charmingly lazy womanizer. A murder suspect. A poetry-spouting wastrel.

Hadn’t she told herself he was just another Luis with a southern twist? And that by falling for him, she was proving herself to be the kind of woman who always chooses poorly and lives to regret the results?

But she couldn’t make herself believe it, as much as she’d once wanted to. There was more to him than that, more than he admitted to himself. She’d seen it in the way he cared for Cy, in his loyalty to family, in the way he quietly held the reins of Sweetwater and a dozen businesses without strutting his power or demanding gratitude.

With Tucker it wasn’t self-deprecation, it was simply his way. Here was a man who did what needed to be done, and did what was right without thinking about it. And who did it without stirring up the air with demands and worries and desperation about tomorrow.

No, the air around Tucker Longstreet was as calm and placid as the naps he was so fond of taking in the summer shade. As peaceful as a long, lazy tale spoken in a drawl to the music of a porch rocker. And as smooth as a cold beer savored on a hot night.

That was what she needed, Caroline thought as she rested her head against the window glass. That basic acceptance that life was usually a joke, and a person should be able to smile her way through it.

She needed to smile right now, Caroline thought. She needed that island of serenity he so effortlessly carried with him.

She needed him.

So why was she sitting here, searching for sleep, when what she wanted was within reach?

On impulse she uncurled from the window seat. On her way to the terrace doors she plucked a sprig of freesia from a vase. She stopped by the gilt-framed mirror long enough to smooth her hair. Just as she touched her hand to the knob of the doors, they opened to the sultry night. And to Tucker.

Her heart gave a quick, giddy leap that had her stepping back.

“Oh, you startled me.”

“I saw your light.” He wore loose cotton pants and carried a blade of sweet peas. “Figured you couldn’t sleep either.”

“No, I couldn’t.” She looked down at the freesia in her hand, then smiled and held it out to him. “I was coming to you.”

The gold of his eyes deepened as he took her flower and offered Caroline his. “Isn’t that something? Here I was thinking that since your notions of propriety wouldn’t let you come to my room, I’d have to come to yours.” He skimmed his fingers through her hair, then cupped her neck. Against her cool skin, his hand was hot and firm. “ ‘Desire hath no rest.’ ”

She stepped forward, into him. “I don’t want rest.”

Reaching behind, he pulled the door closed. “Then I won’t give you any.”

He caught her against him, and the first kiss was hungry, as if it had been years rather than hours since they’d tasted. The flavor of need was potent and addicting. They fed on it, enhancing appetites with murmurs and sighs.

Breathless, she pressed her lips to his throat, clinging to him as they stumbled toward the bed. He caught her hand as she reached for the lamp, drew her fingers to his mouth to nibble and suck.

“We don’t need the dark.” Then he smiled and covered her body with his.

While they made love in the light, and most of Innocence slept uneasily, McGreedy’s bar was hopping. It was the beginning of a long weekend that would culminate in Fourth of July celebrations. The town council, which consisted of Jed Larsson, Sonny Talbot, Nancy Koons, and Dwayne, had—after heated debate—decided against canceling the annual parade, carnival, and fireworks display.

Patriotism and economics had swayed the vote. Fun Time, Inc., had already been paid a hefty deposit for the carnival’s two-night stand, and the fireworks had cost the town treasury a pretty penny. As Nancy had pointed out, the Jefferson Davis High School band and the Twinkling Batons majorettes had been practicing for weeks. To cancel the celebration at this late date would disappoint the kids and lower everyone’s morale.

It was pointed out that it was unseemly and disrespectful to ride Crack the Whips and have pie-eating contests with Darleen Talbot barely cold. It was argued back that the Fourth was a national holiday, and that Innocence had ordered up its own patriotic celebration for more than a hundred years.

It was finally decided that a short speech honoring Darleen and the other victims would be given from the bandstand, and a moment of silence would be observed.

So banners and bunting had been hung while Teddy autopsied Darleen in Palmer’s embalming room.

In McGreedy’s some of the patrons had already begun the celebration. If the laughter was a bit wild or forced, if tempers were edgy, McGreedy was content in the knowledge that his Louisville Slugger was handy behind the bar.

He kept an eye on Dwayne, who was drinking quietly and steadily at the end of the bar. Since he was sticking to beer tonight, McGreedy didn’t worry overmuch. It was whiskey that set Dwayne off, and at this point Dwayne looked more unhappy than drunk.

He knew he’d probably have to swing his bat and kick a few butts before the weekend was over. Tonight seemed friendly enough, though there were a few hardcases huddled in the corner, tossing them back and talking quiet. Whatever they were planning, he’d see that they took it elsewhere.

Billy T. Bonny took a slug of house whiskey. It pissed him off that McGreedy watered it down, but tonight he had other things on his mind. Every damn body in town knew he’d been seeing Darleen on the sly. It was a matter of pride that he do something about her murder.

The more he drank, the more it seemed to him that he and Darleen had been in love.

He was among friends, half a dozen like-thinking men, including his brother, who were tanking up on liquor and hate. They spoke in undertones, wanting to keep their circle closed.

“It ain’t right,” Billy T. muttered again. “We’re supposed to sit around with our fingers up our asses while some jerkoff from the FBI takes care of things. Well, he sure as fuck didn’t take care of Darleen.”

There was a general murmur of agreement. Cigarettes were lit. Deep thoughts were considered.

“What the hell good did some Yankee lawman do her?” Billy T. demanded. “Him and Burke and the rest of them’re running around in circles while somebody hacks up our women. Oh, we’re good enough to go out and look for bodies, but we’re not supposed to do anything to protect what’s ours.”

“Probably raped ’em, too,” Will said to his beer. “Probably raped the shit out of ’em before he sliced ’em. You gotta figure it.”

Wood Palmer, cousin to the undertaking Palmers, nodded sagely. “Them psychos always do. It’s ’cause they hate their mothers and want to screw them all at the same time, so they use other women.”

“That’s bull.” Billy T. finished off his whiskey and signaled the waitress for another. His blood was already so pumped with alcohol, he could have opened a vein and fueled his gas tank. “It’s ’cause they hate women. White women.”

“There ain’t been no black woman killed, has there?” his brother piped up. John Thomas had been drinking shooters for the best part of two hours, and was raring for hell. “Four women dead and not one of them colored.”

“That’s a fact,” Billy T. said, and snatched up his whiskey the minute it was served. “And I guess that tells the tale.”

Wood scratched the stubble of his beard while the others grunted in agreement. What Billy T. was saying made good sense to him, especially filtered through a haze of tequila. “I heard tell their heads was nearly cut clean off and their sex organs was carved up. That’s psycho stuff.”

“The cops want us to think like that.” Billy T. struck a match, watched it burn. There was fire in his blood tonight, and it needed someplace to spread. “Like they wanted us to think it was Austin Hatinger killed his own daughter. Well, we know it wasn’t.” As the match fizzed out between his thumb and forefinger, he shifted his gaze from face to face, and what he saw pleased him. “We know it was a nigger. But we got us a Yankee fed, a nigger deputy, and a sheriff who’d sooner lock up a white man than a colored.”

Will cracked a peanut. He was drinking beer and drinking slow. Justine was already giving him grief about spending so much of his pay on drink and pool. “Come on, Billy T., Sheriff Truesdale’s okay.”

“If he’s so okay, how come we got four women dead and nobody paying for it?”

As all eyes turned on him, Will, sober enough to be prudent, decided to keep his own counsel.

“I’ll tell you why,” Billy T. continued. “ ’Cause they know who did it, sure as Christ. They know but they don’t want any trouble from the N.A.A.C.P. or any of those other egg-sucking groups. It’s the niggers and the ever-fucking liberals responsible.”

“They ain’t hardly talked to no coloreds either,” Wood muttered. “Don’t seem right.”

“That’s ’cause it ain’t,” Billy T. said viciously. “But there’s been one they’ve talked to right enough.” He struck another match for the pleasure of watching it burn. “They’ve been over to talk to Toby March. That special fucking agent asked plenty of questions about him.”

“Talking’s all they do,” Wood mumbled. “And we got another woman dead.”

“Talk’s all they’re gonna do.” Billy T. nodded as the others began to shift restlessly in their chairs. He could feel it, the hate, the fear, the frustration all melding together in a pot simmering with the summer heat and flavored by whiskey. “They’ll keep talking and asking questions, and he’ll do it again. Maybe one of our women next time.”

“We got a right to protect our own.”

“It’s time somebody put a stop to it. One way or the other.”

“That’s right.” Billy T. wet his lips and leaned in. “And I think we know what needs to be done. It’s that March bastard doing it. They homed right in on him, then backed off. They even know he has a taste for white meat.”

“He was sniffing around Edda Lou, that’s for sure,” John Thomas put in. “Somebody shoulda fixed him then. Fixed him good.”

“And you know what he’s doing?” They all turned to listen to Billy T. “He’s laughing at them. Laughing at us. He knows they don’t want no race trouble down here in Mississippi that those Yankee papers can turn all inside out. He knows they’re going to look the other way ’lest they catch him with a knife in some white woman’s throat.”

“It’s him all right,” his brother agreed. “Didn’t I see him standing at Edda Lou’s window?”

“He was working at the rooming house,” Will began.

“That’s right.” Billy T. sneered. “Working on how he was going to get Edda Lou out to the swamp so he could rape and kill her. He done work for Darleen, too. She told me how he came to patch her roof.”

“He done work out to the trailer court where Arnette and Francie lived, too,” Wood put in. “I seen him having a soda pop with Francie and laughing.”

“That’s how they tic all together.” Billy T. took a last drag on his cigarette. “He got around them that way, and starting thinking how he’d like to do it to them. How he hated them for being women. White women. The cops don’t want to see it, but I do. I see it plain, and I’m not giving that black bastard the chance to kill another of our women.” He leaned forward, sensing the moment was right. “I got me some nice strong rope in the back of my car. Every one of us here’s got a rifle he knows how to use. I say we kick off our Independence Day by ridding Innocence of a killer.”

He pushed back from the table and stood. “Anybody’s with me, get your gun and meet at my place. We got us a murderer to hang.”

Chairs scraped against the scarred wooden floor. Men started out with an air of purpose tinged with vengeance, their pulses pounding with a sense of right sweetened by the anticipation of violence.

As they trooped out into the hot, sweaty night, McGreedy noted that they looked as though they were hunting for trouble. But as they were hunting it elsewhere, he went back to drawing drafts.

At the door, Wood glanced back to Will, who was standing by the empty table. “You coming, boy?”

“You bet.” Will lifted his beer and sloshed it down his dry throat. “I’ll be right along.”

With a nod that was as much warning as assent, Wood went off to fetch his Remington.

“Oh, Jesus.” Will gulped down more beer. He didn’t want the other men to think he was pussy. That was the worst thing a man had to live down. But he was thinking, now, maybe there was something worse yet.

Hanging somebody.

He wasn’t quite drunk enough to see it as justice. Nor was he sober enough to see it as murder. What he saw was Toby March twitching at the end of a robe—eyes rolling and bulging, face going purple, feet kicking empty air.

He didn’t have the stomach to watch, and that was the sad truth. And if he didn’t, he’d lose the respect of the men he drank with most every week. There was only one way to solve the problem as he saw it. That was to stop it before it happened.

Wiping his mouth dry, he walked over to Dwayne.

“Dwayne? You gotta listen to me.”

“Go on, Will. I told you I’d wait another week on the rent.”

“It’s not about that. You see those boys that just left?”

Annoyed with the interruption to his drinking. Dwayne scowled into his beer. “I’m making it a point not to see anything.”

“They’re going out to the March place. They’re going out there with a rope.”

Slowly, Dwayne lifted his head and focused. “What do they want to do that for?”

“They mean to hang Toby March. They’re going to string him right up, Dwayne, for killing all those women.”

“Shit, boy. Toby’s never killed anything but a possum in his life.”

“Maybe, maybe not, but they went off to get their guns. Billy T.’s dead certain Toby done it, and he’s fired up for a lynching.”

“Shit.” Dwayne rubbed his hands hard over his face. “Then I guess we’d better stop them.”

“I can’t do that.” Shaking his head, Will backed up. “They’ll ride me from now to next year if they think I chickened out. I’ve done all I’m going to.”

People had come to expect sudden outbursts from Dwayne when a bottle was nearby. That was why no one did more than glance his way when he shoved the table aside and grabbed Will by the throat.

“The fuck you have. Toby gets hurt tonight, I’ll see that you pay for it, same as the others do.”

“Chrissakes, Dwayne. I can’t go against my own kind any more than I have.”

“You want to keep that roof over your head, and the job that’s paying for it”—Dwayne lifted Will up on his toes and shook—“you get your ass over to the sheriff’s office. You don’t find Burke or Carl there, you go find them at home, and you tell them what you told me.”

“Dwayne, Billy T. finds out I did, he’ll kill me.”

“Bonny ain’t going to be killing anybody.” He tossed Will toward the door. “Do it.”

Half asleep and limp with pleasure, Caroline snuggled up to Tucker. She roused herself to trail a lazy line of kisses up his chest to his chin.

“I always thought propriety was overrated.”

“Stick with me, darlin’.” He curved a hand over her hip. “You’ll forget there ever was such a thing.”

“I think I already have.” Her lips curved against his shoulder before she rested her cheek there. “Can we sleep like this?”

“Like babies,” he promised, idly rubbing her back. He didn’t pay much attention to the roar of the car down the lane, or the slamming of doors, the pounding of feet up the stairs. If Dwayne was drunk, or Josie was peeved at whomever she’d been sleeping with, it could wait until morning.

But Caroline stirred and started to speak even as Dwayne began to shout Tucker’s name.

“Shitfire. He does pick his times.” He kissed Caroline’s shoulder as he rolled over and grabbed up his pants. “Just wait right here and I’ll go quiet him down.”

Tucker listened to his brother banging on doors and swore. He swung the door open and stepped out into the hall. “Jesus H. Christ, Dwayne, you’re going to wake up the whole house.”

“Already has,” Cousin Lulu said from her doorway. She was wearing a Redskins football jersey and a headful of purple curlers. “I was having a right good dream about Mel Gibson and Frank Sinatra, too.”

“Go back to sleep, Cousin Lulu. I’ll handle him.”

Wild-eyed, Dwayne burst out of Tucker’s room. “Doesn’t anybody sleep in their own bed anymore? Get your gun, boy. We’ve got trouble.”

“The only trouble here is the beer you’ve been slopping down in McGreedy’s.” Della grabbed his arm and tried to haul him to his own room. “What you need’s a face full of ice to cool you off.”

Dwayne shook her off and rushed to Tucker. “I don’t know how much time we have. They’re going to lynch Toby March.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the Bonny boys and a bunch of their asshole friends going after Toby right this holy minute with a rope.”

“Oh, Christ.” Tucker saw Caroline come to the doorway, clutching her robe at her throat. “Wait for me,” he said.

“I’m going with you.” Della was halfway down the hall in her red-feathered peignoir before Tucker stopped her.

“You’re staying right here. I don’t have time to argue with you. Call Burke. Tell him fireworks are starting ahead of schedule.”

Della stood as they clattered down the steps. She bristled until the feathers rustled.

“There are only two of them,” Caroline said from behind her. “If Burke doesn’t get there with help, it’ll be only Tucker and Dwayne.”

Cousin Lulu examined her nails. “I can still shoot Lincoln’s face off a one-cent piece at five yards.”

Della turned back, nodded. “Get some pants on.”

Toby rolled over in bed when their old mutt Custer began to bark. “Damn dog,” he muttered.

“ ’S your turn,” Winnie said sleepily.

“How do you figure?”

“I’m the one who got up every night to nurse two babies.” She opened her eyes and smiled at him in the moonlight. “Just like I’m going to get up with this next one in about six more months.”

Toby skimmed a hand over her still-flat tummy. “Guess it’s only fair I deal with the dog.”

“Get me a glass of that orange soda pop while you’re up.” She patted his bare butt before he pulled on his undershorts. “A pregnant woman’s got cravings.”

“You sure did have them a couple hours ago.”

That earned him a giggle and another slap. Toby stumbled, yawning, out of the room.

He saw the reflection of the fire in the front room window, that glitter of gold and red on the glass that made his heart sink and his blood boil.

He bit back an oath, hoping to get rid of the obscenity on the lawn before any of his family could be hurt by it. He was a man of deep faith and did his best to love his fellow man. But in his heart was a cold hate for whoever had lit the cross on his land.

He pushed open his door, stepped out on his porch. And found a gun poked into his naked belly.

“It’s Judgment Day, nigger.” Billy T.’s lips spread in a grin. “We just come by to send you to hell.” Enjoying the power, he jabbed with the rifle barrel. “Toby March, you’ve been tried and convicted for the rape and murder of Darleen Talbot, Edda Lou Hatinger, Francie Logan, and Arnette Gantry.”

“You’re crazy.” Toby could barely get the words through his lips. The dog was quiet now, and he could see old Custer crumpled on the grass—dead or stunned. Rage came quickly, then he saw the rope John Thomas Bonny and Wood Palmer were swinging over the branch of a gnarled oak. Fear followed. “I never killed nobody.”

“Listen to this, boys.” Billy T. gave a cackle while his eyes staved dark and flat on Toby’s. “He says he didn’t do it.”

Even through terror, Toby recognized that they were all piss-yourself drunk. That only made them more dangerous.

One of the others leaned on his shotgun and brought a pint of Black Velvet to his lips. “Might as well hang him for a liar, too.”

“His neck’ll stretch just the same. You nigger boys can dance, can’t you?” Billy T. grinned until his eyes turned to slits. “You’re going to do some dancing tonight. Why, your feet ain’t even going to touch the ground. When you finish dancing, we’re going to burn your place to the ground.”

Fear turned Toby’s bowels to ice. They would kill him. He could see that in their eyes. He would fight them, and he would lose. But he couldn’t lose his family as well.

He shoved the rifle, felt the bullet sear his rib cage as it exploded. “Winnie!” He shouted in despair and terror. “Run. Get the children and run!” As he clutched at his wounded side, Billy T. brought the rifle butt down in his face.

“Coulda killed him.” On a nervous giggle, Billy T. wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “Coulda blown a hole in his belly, but that’s not the way. We’re gonna hang him,” he yelled to the others. “Drag him on over.”

He saw the woman rush out, shotgun blasting. In her terror, Winnie fired wide. Billy T. backhanded her and knocked the gun clear. “Lookie here.” He snatched the struggling woman around the waist. “She’s going to protect her man.” When she clawed at him, he struck her again so that she fell dazed to the porch. “Hold on to her, Woody. Truss her up. When that cocksucker wakes up, we’ll show him how it feels to have his woman raped.”

“I ain’t raping no woman,” Wood muttered, already having doubts about the whole night’s work.

“Then you can watch, too.” Billy T. reached down and yanked Winnie down the steps by the hair. “Take hold of her, goddammit. John Thomas, you go in and bring those nigger kids out here. They got a lesson to learn.”

Winnie began to scream, one keening wail after another. She kicked and bit and clawed as Wood bound her hands behind her back.

There was a shout from the house, a curse and a crash. John Thomas staggered back out to the doorway, his shoulder seeping blood. “He cut me.” Holding out one bloody hand, he stumbled to his knees. “The little fucker cut me.”

“Christ almighty, can’t even handle a kid.” Billy T. walked over to examine his brother’s wound. “You’re bleeding like a stuck pig. One of Y’all bind this up. Keep an eye on the house. That boy comes out, do what you have to do.” Near where the cross burned, Toby began to groan and stir. “I’m going to do this myself. For Darleen.” He leaned over. One of Toby’s eyes had swollen shut, but there was fear in the other. Billy T. fed on it.

It was power. He tasted it and found it heady. All his life he’d been second rate. Now he was about to do something important, even heroic. No one would ever look at him the same way again.

“I’m going to put this noose around your neck, boy.” He reached up and snagged it. Dragging Toby to a kneeling position, he pulled the loop of rope around Toby’s neck. “I’m going to tug it nice and tight.” He slid the knot down until it pressed evilly against flesh. “But we’re not going to string you yet. First I’m going to do to your wife what you did to those white women.” He grinned as Toby fought against the rope and gag. “Only I bet I can make her like it. And when she’s yelling for more, we’re going to hang you.”

“I don’t hold with raping no woman,” Wood said, firmly this time. Snarling, Billy T. whirled, bringing the gun up with him.

“You just shut the fuck up, then. It ain’t rape, it’s justice.”

“I can’t stop this bleeding.”

Billy T. glanced over to where one of the men tried to staunch the wound on his brother’s shoulder. “Well then, let him bleed for a goddamn minute. Won’t kill him.” He was losing them. He could feel it in the way the men were shifting their feet, shifting their eyes away from the woman who lay bleeding on the ground.

He set his gun down and unbuckled his belt. He was already hard at the idea of taking a woman by force. Once they saw how it was, what kind of man he was, they’d be behind him again.

“Somebody’s coming, Billy.”

“Probably that Will. Always was a day late and a dollar short.”

He stepped over to Winnie, straddled her. He hooked a hand in the bodice of her nightgown when the car fishtailed to a halt, kicking dust as rifle fire split the air.

“I got this pointed right at your balls, Billy T.” Tucker stepped out of the car, skin twitching at the idea of having guns aimed at him. “It’s got more of a kick than I do, I guarantee.”

“This ain’t your concern.” Billy T. straightened, cursing himself for setting his weapon aside. “We come out here to do what should have been done already.”

“Yeah, burning crosses is your style. Like killing an unarmed man.” He saw the blood on Winnie’s face and was sickened. “Hitting women. It takes a lot of guts to come out here, what, six of you against one man, a woman, and a couple of kids.”

“This nigger’s been killing our women.”

Tucker merely lifted a brow. “For all I know, you’ve been doing it.”

“We’re hanging us a killer tonight. You think you can stop us? You and your drunken brother?” He hauled Winnie up in front of him and took two backward steps to reach his gun. “Seems to me there’s six of us and two of you.”

Another set of headlights sliced the dark, and Della’s Olds cruised to a halt. Three women stepped out with rifles.

“Remind me to give them all hell later,” Tucker muttered to Dwayne. “Looks like the odds just changed,” he said to Billy T. “Evened up quite a bit.”

“You think we’re worried about a bunch of women?”

To show her feelings about that, Della let off a shot that plowed the earth between Wood’s feet. “Y’all know I can shoot. And these two ladies here, well, they’re liable to get lucky. Caroline, you aim that Winchester at that asshole bleeding by the porch. He ain’t liable to be moving around too much, so you should get a clean shot.”

Caroline swallowed, then shouldered the rifle.

“Fuck this.” Wood tossed down his gun. “I ain’t shooting at no women any more than I’d be raping one.”

“Then you might want to step out of the line of fire,” Tucker advised him. “Looks like it’s five to five.” His lips curved as he heard the siren. “And that’s about to change. Now, if I were you, Billy T., I’d set that woman down, real gentle like. Otherwise, my finger’s going to slip and I’m going to blow a hole through your brother.”

“Jesus Christ, Billy, put her down.” John Thomas scrambled back against the steps.

Billy T. licked his lips. “Maybe I’ll put one through you.”

“I expect you could. But since you can’t work that rifle one-handed, you’ll have to put her down just the same. Then we’ll take our chances.”

“Put her down, Billy,” Wood said quietly. “The gun, too. This is crazy business here.” He turned to the others. “This is crazy business.”

In agreement, they tossed down their guns.

“You’re standing alone now,” Tucker pointed out. “You can die alone, too. Doesn’t make a damn bit of difference to me.”

In disgust, Billy T. dropped Winnie to the ground, where she began to sob and crawl toward her husband. After tossing his gun aside, he started to walk toward his car.

“I’d stand where you are,” Tucker said quietly.

“You won’t shoot me in the back.”

Tucker squeezed off a round that shattered the windshield. “The hell I wouldn’t.”

“Go ahead and do it,” Cousin Lulu suggested. “Save the taxpayers money.”

“That’s enough.” Caroline wiped sweaty hands on her jeans and hurried over to Winnie. “There’s nothing to worry about now.”

“My babies.”

“I’ll go to them in just a minute.” She fought the knot loose from Winnie’s wrists, hoping to free her before the children saw it. But they were already racing out of the house, Jim still carrying the butcher knife stained with John Thomas’s blood, and the little girl tripping over the hem of her nightgown.

“Here now.” Caroline dragged the noose over Toby’s head. Her vision wavered with tears as she took the bloody knife to cut his bonds. “You’re hurt.” Her fingers came away wet as she touched his side. “Somebody call the doctor.”

“We’ll get him to the hospital.” Tucker knelt down. Burke and Carl were already reading Billy T. and the others their rights. “What do you say, Toby? Up to a ride?”

He was holding his family, his good eye leaking tears as he gathered them close. “Guess I could stir myself.” He tried a wan smile while Winnie wept against his chest. “You driving?”

“You bet.”

“We’ll get there fast anyway.”

“There you go. Dwayne, give me a hand here. Della, you take the kids on down to Sweetwater. Caroline.” Tucker looked around as she stood and walked away. “Where are you going?”

She didn’t look back. “To get a hose and put out this obscenity.”




chapter 26

Screams shimmied on the hot air. High pitched howls echoed, chased by shrieks of wild laughter. Colored lights flashed and blinked and whirled, turning the fallow Eustis Field into a fantasy of motion.

The carnival had come to Innocence.

People readily dug out their spare change to be caught by the Octopus, whirled by the Zipper, and scrambled by the Round-Up.

Kids went racing by, their shouts and squeals rising above the piping calliope music, their fingers sticky with cotton candy, their cheeks puffed out with corn dogs or stuffed with fried dough. Teenagers scrambled to impress one another by knocking down bottles, ringing bells, or—in the words of one daredevil—riding the Scrambler till they puked.

Many of the older set settled for bingo at a quarter a card. Others touched by gambling fever lost their paychecks trying to outsmart the Wheel of Fortune.

To anyone traveling over Old Longstreet Bridge, it would look like an ordinary summer carnival on the outskirts of an ordinary small, southern town. The lights and the echo of that calliope might bring a tug of nostalgia to the travelers as they passed by.

But for Caroline, the magic wasn’t working.

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into coming here.”

Tucker swung his arm over her shoulders. “Because you can’t resist my fatal southern charm.”

She stopped to watch hopefuls pitching coins at glassware that could be had at any respectable yard sale for half the price. “It doesn’t seem right, with everything that’s happened.”

“I don’t see what a night at a carnival’s going to change. Unless it’s to make you smile a little.”

“Darleen’s going to be buried on Tuesday.”

“She’s going to be buried Tuesday whether you’re here tonight or not.”

“Everything that happened last night—”

“Has been taken care of,” he finished. “Billy T. and his asshole friends are in jail. Doc says Toby and Winnie are doing just fine. And look here.” He pointed to where Cy and Jim were squished together in a cup of the Scrambler, eyes wide, mouths open in laughing howls as they were spun in mad circles. “Those two are smart enough to grab a little fun when it’s offered.”

Tucker pressed a kiss to her hair and continued to walk. “You know why we call this Eustis Field?”

“No.” A smile ghosted around her lips. “But I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

“Well, Cousin Eustis—actually, he’d have been an uncle, but there’re so many greats in there it gets confusing—he wasn’t what you’d call a tolerant man. He ran Sweetwater from 1842 until 1856, and it prospered. Not just the cotton. He had six children—legitimately—and about a dozen more on the other side of the sheets. Word was he liked to try out the female slaves when they came of age. That age being about thirteen, fourteen.”

“That’s despicable. You named a field for him?”

“I’m not finished.” He paused to light half a cigarette. “Now, Eustis, he wasn’t what you’d call an admirable man. It didn’t bother him at all to sell off his own children—the dark-skinned ones. His wife was a papist, a devoted one, who used to beg him to repent his sins and save his soul from a fiery hell. But Eustis just kept doing what came naturally to him.”

“Naturally?”

“To him,” Tucker said. Behind him, a bell clanged as some hotshot proved his strength and impressed his girl into rapturous squeals. “One day a young female slave took off. She had the baby Eustis had fathered with her. Eustis didn’t tolerate runaways. No indeed. He set out the men and the dogs, and rode out himself to hunt her down. He was riding across this field when he shouted out that he’d spotted her. She wouldn’t have had much of a chance with him on horseback and a whip in his hand. Then his horse reared. Nobody knows why—might’ve been spooked by a snake or rabbit. Or maybe it was that fiery hell reaching out to grab old Eustis. But he broke his neck.” Tucker took a last drag on his cigarette, then flung it away. “Right about there, where that Ferris wheel’s standing. Seems fitting somehow, don’t you think? That all these people, black and white—maybe some with a dribble or two of Eustis Longstreet’s blood—should be kicking up their heels on this field where he met his Maker.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “What happened to the girl, and her baby?”

“Funny thing about that. Nobody else saw them. Not that day or any day after.”

She took a deep breath of candy-scented air. “I’d like a ride on the Ferris wheel.”

“Wouldn’t mind it myself. Afterward, how’d you like me to win you one of those black velvet paintings of Elvis?”

Laughing, she hooked an arm around his waist. “Words fail me.”

“Don’t you want to play some bingo, Cousin Lulu?” Ever hopeful, Dwayne pressed a hand to his jittery stomach.

“What the hell do I want to sit around putting beans on a card for?” Lulu stomped up to the ticket booth to buy another roll. “We only been on the Round-Up once, and missed the Scrambler altogether. That Crack the Whip’s worth another go or two.” She stuffed the tickets in the pocket of her army surplus slacks. “You’re looking a might green, boy. Indigestion?”

He swallowed gamely. “You could call it that.”

“Shouldn’t have eaten all that fried dough before we took a spin. Best thing to do is bring it up, empty your stomach.” She grinned. “A round on the Scrambler’ll take care of that.”

Which was exactly what he feared. “Cousin Lulu, why don’t we take a turn down the midway, win some prizes?”

“Sucker’s games.”

“Who’s a sucker?” Josie strolled up, carrying a huge purple elephant. “I shot twelve ducks, ten rabbits, four moose, and a snarling grizzly bear to win this grand prize.”

“Don’t know what a grown woman’s going to do with a stuffed elephant,” Lulu grumbled, but she took a shine to the rhinestone collar around the purple pachyderm’s neck.

“It’s a souvenir,” she said, and shoved it into Teddy Rubenstein’s arms so she could light a cigarette. “What’s the matter, Dwayne? You’re looking a little sickly.”

“Weak stomach,” Lulu announced, and poked a finger into Dwayne’s midsection. “Corn dogs and fried dough. Boy’s got all that grease floating around inside.” She narrowed her eyes at Teddy. “I know you. You’re that Yankee doctor who makes a living cutting dead people up. Do you keep the innards in bottles?”

With a strangled sound Dwayne shambled away, one hand clamped over his mouth.

“Best thing for him,” Lulu declared.

“I guess I’d better go hold his head.” With a sigh Josie turned back to Teddy. “Honey, why don’t you take Cousin Lulu for a ride? I’ll catch up.”

“It would be my pleasure.” Teddy held out his arm. “What’s your poison, Cousin Lulu?”

Pleased, she hooked her arm through his. “I had my mind set on the Scrambler.”

“Allow me to escort you.”

“What’s your given name, boy?” she asked as they wound through the crowd. “I may as well call you by it, as you’re sleeping with my kin.”

He gave a throat-clearing cough. “It’s Theodore, ma’am. My friends call me Teddy.”

“All right, Teddy. We’ll take us a walk on the wild side here, and you can tell me all you know about these murders.” Graciously, she handed him the tickets to pay their way through the gate.

“That Miss Lulu.” Slurping on a Snow-Kone, Jim nodded in respect. “She sure is something.”

Cy wiped purple juice from his mouth and watched as Lulu sat regally in the jerking, spinning car of the Scrambler. “I seen her standing on her head in her room.”

“What she do that for?”

“Don’t rightly know. Something about having the blood slosh into her brain so she don’t go senile. One day I found her lying on the lawn. I thought she’d had a spell or was dead or something. She said she was pretending to be a cat for a day, and gave me hell for disturbing her nap.”

Jim grinned and crunched ice. “My granny mostly sits in a rocker and knits.”

They started to walk, taking time to stop by some of the booths and watch balls being tossed, darts being thrown, wheels being spun. They each spent a quarter at the Duck Pond, where Jim won a rubber spider and Cy a plastic whistle.

They debated having their fortunes told by Madame Mystique, then passed her up for a look at the Amazing Voltura, who absorbed a thousand volts of electricity while miniature light bulbs fizzed and popped all over her curvaceous body.

“Pretty fakey,” Cy decided, and gave his whistle a toot.

“Yeah, I bet they use batteries or something.”

Cy scuffed his shoe in the dirt. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“I was wondering. Well, how did it feel, stabbing John Thomas Bonny?”

Frowning, Jim dangled his rubber spider by the string. He figured he could get at least one good squeal out of little Lucy with it. “It didn’t feel at all, I guess. I was all numb and my ears were ringing. I had Lucy hiding in the closet like Ma told me, but I figured he’d find her. And I didn’t know what they were going to do to my ma, and my daddy.”

“Were they …” Cy wet his lips. “Were they really going to string him up?”

“They had a rope, and guns.” Jim didn’t say anything about the burning cross. Somehow that was the worst part of all. “They kept saying he killed them women. But he didn’t.”

“They were saying my daddy killed them, too.” Cy bent for something shiny, but it was only a piece of foil from a pack of cigarettes. “I guess he didn’t do it either.”

“Somebody did,” Jim said, and the two boys gazed silently at the flow of people. “Might even be somebody we know.”

“Almost has to be, if you think about it.”

“Cy?”

“Yeah?”

“When I stuck that knife into John Thomas Bonny? Made me feel sorta sick at my stomach watching it go in. I don’t see how anybody could stick people again and again. Less they was crazy.”

“Guess they are, then.” Cy remembered his father’s eyes, and thought he knew all about crazy. Shaking off the sense of dread, he dug in his pocket. “I still got three tickets left.”

With a grin, Jim dug in his own. “The Round-Up.”

“Last one there pukes on his shoes.”

With a war cry, both boys dashed off, making a beeline for the whirling lights of the Round-Up. Both Cy and his innocent pleasure came to a skidding halt when Vernon stepped out in front of him.

“Having yourself a high old time, ain’t you, boy?”

Cy stared up at his brother, into the face that was a ghost image of their father, eyes glazed with anger as hard and cold as ice skimmed over a pond. He hadn’t seen Vernon since Austin’s funeral. There, his brother hadn’t spoken to him at all, only stared at him across the hole in the ground where their father would spend his eternity.

The lights of the midway suddenly seemed to brighten, burning hot on Cy’s face while the rest of Innocence played in the dark.

“I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re always doing something.” Vernon stepped forward. From behind them Loretta clutched one child to the mound made by another and made a small sound of distress that was ignored by all. “Getting yourself a job over to Sweetwater on the sly. Spending all your time with this kind.” He jerked his head toward Jim. “Don’t matter to you that them colored’s plotting against white Christians, killing white women, and your own sister among ’em. You got bigger fish to fry.”

“Jim’s my friend.” Cy didn’t take his eyes off his brother’s face. But he knew those big hands were fisted, just as he knew they would pummel him to the ground. And because they were blood, there were many who would turn away rather than interfere. “We weren’t doing anything.”

“You got your colored friends.” Vernon’s lips twisted as he snagged Cy’s collar. “Maybe you helped them get Edda Lou out there in the swamp where they could rape and kill her. Maybe you held the knife yourself and murdered her same as you murdered Daddy.”

“I didn’t kill anybody.” Cy shoved at Vernon’s hand even as he was dragged up to his toes. “I didn’t. Daddy was going to hurt Miss Caroline and she had to shoot him.”

“That’s a filthy lie.” Vernon slammed his free hand against Cy’s head, and white stars exploded in front of the boy’s eyes. “You sent him out to die and they hunted him down like a dog. Used their godless money to cover it all up. You think I don’t know how it was? You think I don’t know how you fixed it so you could live in that fine, big house, trading your father’s life for a soft bed and a life of sin.” His eyes flattened like a snake’s as he shook Cy off his feet. “You got the evil inside you, boy. With Daddy gone, it’s up to me to crush it out.”

His arm reared back. Even as Cy was covering his face in defense, Jim was leaping. He grabbed Vernon’s arm with both hands and hung on, kicking. Between the two of them, they were still fifty pounds short of Vernon’s weight, but fear and loyalty added sinew. Vernon was forced to drop Cy in a heap so that he could buck Jim off. The minute he dragged Cy up, Jim was on him again, agile as a ferret. This time he hitched on to Vernon’s back, hooking an arm around the thick neck.

“Run, Cy.” Jim clung like a leech while Vernon struggled to yank him off. “Run! I got him.”

But Cy wasn’t going anywhere. After shaking his head clear, he got back to his feet. His nose was bleeding a little from his last fall, and he swiped a hand under it. He thought he understood now what Jim had meant when he’d said he’d been numb. Cy was numb. His ears were ringing—either from the blow or from adrenaline. Inside his thin chest his heart was banging against his ribs like a spoon against a kettle.

The lights were all on him. Beyond the circle made by him, his brother, and Jim, all was shadowy to his vision. The music of the calliope had slowed to a funeral dirge.

He swiped more blood away, then fisted his smeared hands. “I ain’t going to run.” He’d run from his father. It felt as though he’d been running all of his life. And here and now was the time to take his stand. What was left of his innocence had fled, and he was a man. “I ain’t going to run,” he repeated, and hefted his bloody fists.

Vernon shook Jim off and grinned. “Think you can take me on, you little shit?”

“I ain’t going to run,” Cy said again quietly. “And you ain’t going to whip up on me anymore either.”

Still grinning, Vernon spread his arms. “Take your best shot. It’ll be your last.”

Cy’s fist snaked out. He would think later that it had been as if he’d had no control over it. His arm, his clenched hand, and the fire behind it had been something apart. And its aim was deadly keen.

Blood spurted from Vernon’s nose. There was a roar from the crowd that had gathered, that blood-lust roar that humans seem unable to prevent when one of their kind wars with another. Cy heard it as a tidal wave of satisfaction even as the power of the punch shot pain up his own arm.

“Well, well.” Tucker stepped out of the shadows misting Cy’s vision, and stepped between them. “Y’all putting on a side show? What’s the price of admission?”

Blood dripped down his face as Vernon bared his teeth. “Get the hell out of my way, Longstreet, or I’ll cut right through you.”

“You’ll have to, to get to him.” There was a trace of that lust in Tucker’s eyes as well. The midway lights glinted on them, turning them gold as a cat’s. “Taking a page out of your father’s book, Vernon? Slapping down what’s smaller than you?”

“He’s my kin.”

“That’ll always be a mystery to me.” Tucker threw out an arm when Cy started to move around him. “You just hold on, son. I’m not going to tell you twice.” He could feel the air tremble between him and Cy. Not with fear; fear had a different rhythm. This was energy. The boy would have gotten a few good shots in, Tucker mused. Before Vernon broke him to pieces. “You’re not laying another hand on him, Vernon.”

“And who’s going to stop me?”

The thought of having his face battered again made Tucker sigh. The last bruises had barely faded. “I reckon I am.”

“And me.” Sweaty and far from steady, Dwayne stepped beside his brother.

One by one, men moved out of the crowd and ranged themselves beside the Longstreets. Cy had been wrong—there were more than a few who would have come forward, and they did now. Black and white, forming a silent wall that spoke eloquently of justice.

Vernon flexed frustrated fists. “He can’t hide all the time.”

“He isn’t hiding now,” Tucker said. “I think he’s proved that. He may be half your size, Vernon, but he’s twice the man you are. And he’s under my protection. Your mother signed a paper that makes it so. You’d best leave it alone.”

“Whatever you paid her to sign him away, he’s still my blood. You got too much of my blood on your hands.”

Tucker stepped forward, lowering his voice so only Vernon could hear. “He’s nothing to you. We both know it. Kinship’s just an excuse you use to hurt and call it family business. There’s nobody standing with you on this, Vernon. Nobody. Going after him’s only going to make it hard for you around here. Your family’s had enough grief.”

“And you brought it on us.” He leaned his face close to Tucker’s. “This ain’t over.”

“I don’t expect it is. But it’s done for the night.” Turning, Tucker walked through the line to where Caroline was dealing calmly with Cy’s bloody nose. “I sure do love a carnival,” he said. The squeeze he gave Cy’s shoulder transmitted both approval and reassurance.

“I was going to fight him, Mr. Tucker.”

“You did what you had to do.”

Furious, Caroline balled bloody tissues in her hand. “Men. You always think the way to handle any problem is with your fists.”

“And women like to talk them away.” He winked at Cy, then pulled Caroline close for a quick kiss. “Now, personally, I prefer loving my way out of a problem. But it takes all kinds.”

“Don’t it just?” Josie strolled up, snapping her purse shut. She carried her pretty little pearl-handled derringer inside among her other necessities. Right now she was almost disappointed that she hadn’t had cause to use it. She kept her back to Tucker, whom she’d yet to forgive. “Cy, honey, you’re going to be the talk of the annual Innocence Fourth of July Carnival,” She kissed his cheek and made him blush. “You bleeding anywhere, Jim?”

“No, ma’am. I landed on my butt, is all.” He was busy brushing himself off with hands that shook from excitement. “Me and Cy, we coulda took him.”

“I’ll just bet you could.” Josie squeezed Jim’s bicep and rolled her eyes appreciatively. “We got us a couple of strapping young boys here, Caroline. I wonder if I could impose on you two to accompany me to the lemonade stand? It seems my gentleman escort has deserted me for another woman.” She nodded toward the Scrambler, where Teddy and Cousin Lulu where taking another round. “Men are such fickle creatures.”

Jim puffed out his chest. “We’ll go with you, Miss Josie. Won’t we, Cy?”

“Is it all right, Mr. Tucker?”

“It’s just fine.” He passed a hand over Cy’s hair, left it lie there a moment. “It is just fine, Cy.”

Cy took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know it. I didn’t run. I’m not running from him or anybody anymore.”

Tucker let his hand slide off Cy’s shoulder. He thought it was a pity that youth and its simplicity were so soon and permanently lost. “Running away and walking are two different things. Keeping clear of Vernon won’t change what you did for yourself tonight. But it might keep your mama from any more grief. You think about that.”

“I guess I will.”

“Go on with Josie.” He watched them walk away with some regret, and something colder, that was suspicion.

“I guess I’m going home,” Dwayne said, narrowing his eyes against the spinning lights.

“You sober enough to find the house?” Tucker asked him.

“I haven’t had much—and tossed up what I did.” Dwayne offered a weak smile. “I never did have the head for those whirly rides.”

“Or the stomach,” Tucker agreed. “You get sick every blessed year.”

“I don’t like to mess with tradition. Della and Cousin Lulu came with me, but I don’t think they’re ready to leave just yet.”

“Caro and I’ll get them home.”

“That’s fine, then. ’Night, Caroline.” He sauntered off alone, moving beyond the lights and music and into the shadows. Tucker nearly called him back. It didn’t seem right that his brother should look so lonely. Then Dwayne was gone, and the moment passed.

“Well …” Caroline tossed the bloody tissues into a trash basket. “You certainly show a woman an interesting evening.”

“I do what I can.” Hearing the strain in her voice, he slipped an arm around her. “You’re upset?”

“Upset?” she countered. “You could say so. It upsets me to see that boy have to fight his own brother. He’s lost two members of his family and is estranged from the rest of them just because he’s different. It’s hard to see him have to face those kinds of demands and pressures, those choices, when he’s only half grown.”

Tucker drew her around to face him. “Who are we talking about, Caro? You or Cy?”

“It has nothing to do with me.”

“Maybe you’re shifting things around. Looking at him and seeing yourself at his age, facing something you couldn’t fight with your fists.”

“I didn’t fight at all.”

“You took your stand later, and in a different way. That doesn’t make it any harder when what you’re standing against is family.” He led her back a little, where they could stand and watch the lights and the colors and the knots of people. “You want to make it up with your mother.”

“There’s nothing—”

“You want to make it up,” he said again with a quiet assurance in his voice that stopped her from arguing. “I know what I’m saying. I never settled things with my father. I never let him know what I thought or felt or wanted. I don’t know if he’d have given a damn. And that’s just it. I don’t know because I never worked up the gumption to say it all to his face.”

“She knows how I feel.”

“So you start from there. On your terms. I don’t like to see you sad, Caroline. And I know what kind of pull family brings.”

“I’11 think about it.” She tilted her head back to study him. He was looking beyond the midway, into the lights. There was something in his eyes that had her moving closer. “What are you thinking about?”

“Family,” he murmured. “And what runs through the blood.” Deliberately, he smiled, but that glint in his eye remained. “Let’s go check out that Ferris wheel.”

Tucker pulled her back into the crowd and the noise. But he was thinking. If Austin had been capable of murder, perhaps Austin’s son was equally capable.

The sins of the father, he mused. It was a quotation that would have suited Austin down to the ground. Perhaps Vernon carried that same violent and twisted gene.

As the Ferris wheel began its slow backward arch, Tucker draped an arm around Caroline’s shoulders.

He was sure of one thing. Among the laughter and lights of the carnival, a murderer hunted.




chapter 27

“There’s coffee on the stove, Tuck.” Burke yawned over his bowl of raisin bran. “I don’t believe I’ve seen you up and around this early in twenty years.”

“I wanted to catch you before you went into your office.”

“My office.” Burke’s lips twisted into a grimace as he held out his morning mug so that Tucker could top it up with hot coffee. “Don’t you mean Burns’s office? My butt hasn’t felt the seat of my own chair in three days.”

“Is he getting anywhere, or is he just blowing smoke?”

“He’s generated more paperwork than the Bank of England. Faxes, Federal Express packages, conference calls to Washington, D.C. We got us a bulletin board with pictures of all the victims tacked to it. Vital statistics, time and place of death. He’s got stuff referenced and cross-referenced till your head spins.”

Tucker sat down. “You’re not telling me anything, Burke.”

Burke met Tucker’s gaze. “There’s not much I’m free to tell you. We’ve got a list of suspects.”

Nodding, Tucker took a sip of coffee. “Am I still on it?”

“You’ve got an alibi for Edda Lou.” Burke took a spoonful of cereal, hesitated, then set it down again. “I guess you know Burns has taken a real dislike to you. He doesn’t think much of your sister saying you were up playing cards with her half the night.”

“I’m not too worried about that.”

“You should be.” Burke broke off when he heard someone moving around in the living room. A moment later the Looney Tunes theme warbled from the television. “Eight o’clock,” he said with a smile. “That kid’s got it down to a science.” He picked up his coffee. “I’ll tell you this, Tuck. Burns would like nothing better than to hang this whole thing around your neck. He won’t do anything that’s not straight and legal, but if he can find a way to reel you in, it would give him a lot of pleasure.”

“What we got here’s a personality clash,” Tucker said with a thin smile. “They got a time of death on Darleen yet?”

“Teddy’s putting it at between nine P.M. and midnight.”

“Since I was with Caroline from about nine on, the night Darleen was killed, that ought to ease me out of the running.”

“With a series of murders like this, it’s not just a matter of motive and opportunity. He’s got a head doctor who worked up a psychiatric profile. We’re looking for someone with a grudge against women—especially women who might be a bit free with their favors. Someone who knew each victim well enough to get them alone.”

Burke’s flakes were getting soggy. He scooped them up more for fuel than enjoyment. “Darleen’s a puzzle,” he went on. “Maybe it was just chance that he came across her on the road that way. Could have been impulse. But chance and impulse don’t follow the pattern.”

Tucker let that settle for a minute. There was a pattern, he mused, but he didn’t think anybody had put all the lines and checks together just yet. “I want to get back to that psychiatric stuff. You’ve got somebody with a grudge against women—maybe because they hated their mama, or some woman let them down along the way.”

“That’s the idea.”

“Before Darleen, you’d pretty well settled on Austin.”

“He fit the profile,” Burke agreed. “And after he went after Caroline with a buck knife, it looked rock solid.”

“But unless Austin came back from the dead, he couldn’t have killed Darleen.” Tucker shifted in his chair. “What do you think about heredity, Burke? About blood and genes and bad seeds?”

“Anybody with kids thinks about it some. Anybody with parents, I should say,” he added, and shoved his bowl aside. “I spent a lot of years wondering if I’d make ail the wrong moves the way my father did, push myself into corners or let myself get pushed there, like him.”

“I’m sorry. I should have thought before I asked.”

“No, it was a long time ago. Almost twenty years now. It’s better to look to your own kids. That one out there.” He pointed a spoon toward the living room, where his youngest watched Bugs outwit Elmer Fudd. “He looks like me. I got pictures of myself at his age, and it’s almost spooky how much he looks like me.”

“Vernon favors his daddy,” Tucker said. He waited while Burke set his spoon aside. “It can go deeper than coloring and the shape of a nose, Burke. It can go to personality and tendencies, gestures, habits. I’ve had reason to think on this because of my own family.” It was something he didn’t like to talk about, not even with Burke. “Dwayne’s got the same sickness that killed our father. Maybe he’s got a better disposition, but it’s there, rooted inside. All I have to do is look in the mirror, or at Dwayne and Josie, and I see our mother. She’s stamped right on our faces. And she had a love of books, poetry especially. I got that, too. I didn’t ask for it, it’s just there.”

“I won’t argue that. Marvella’s got a way of tilting her head the same way, the same angle as Susie does. And she’s got Susie’s stubborn streak—‘I want it and I’ll find a way to get it.’ We pass things on, good and bad, whether we aim to or not.”

“Vernon’s not gentle with his wife, any more than Austin was gentle with his.”

“What brought this on, Tucker?”

“You heard about the ruckus at the carnival last night?”

“That young Cy bloodied his brother’s nose? Marvella and Bobby Lee were there. Nobody thought it was a shame.”

“Vernon’s not a popular man. His daddy wasn’t either. They’ve got the same look about them, in the eyes, Burke.” Tucker kicked back in the chair to stretch his legs. “My mama bought me this picture book once. A Bible stories book. I remember this one picture. It was of Isaiah or Ezekiel or somebody. One of those prophets who strolled off into the wasteland for forty days to fast and meet the Lord? This was supposed to be a picture of him after he came back spouting prophesies and speaking in tongues. Whatever the hell they did when they’d cooked their brains in the desert. He had this look in his eyes, this wild, rolling look like a weasel gets when he smells chicken feathers. I always wondered why the Lord chose to speak through crazy people. I expect it was because they wouldn’t question whatever voice they heard inside their head. Seems to me they might hear something else inside there, too. Something not so full of light and good will.”

Saying nothing, Burke rose to pour more coffee. Burns had said something about voices. About how some serial killers claim to have been told what to do and how to do it. The Son of Sam had claimed his neighbor’s dog had ordered him to kill.

For himself, Burke didn’t go in for the mystical. He figured David Berkowitz had juggled psychiatry against the law to cop an insanity plea. But Tucker’s theory made him uneasy.

“Are you trying to tell me you think Vernon hears voices?”

“I don’t know what’s inside his head, but I know what I saw in his eyes last night. The same thing I saw in Austin’s when he was choking me and calling me by my father’s name. That prophet look. If he could have broken Cy in two, he would’ve done it. And I’d stake Sweetwater against the fact that he’d have considered it holy work.”

“I don’t know that he had more than a passing acquaintance with any of the victims other than Edda Lou.”

“This is Innocence. Nobody gets through their life without knowing what there is to know about everybody else. What’s that saying about the apple not falling far from the tree? If Austin had it in him to kill, his son might have the same.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

Satisfied, Tucker nodded. When the phone rang, they both ignored it. From upstairs, Susie answered it on the second ring. “You’re going to be at Sweetwater tonight, for the fireworks?”

“Unless I want my wife and kids to leave me.”

“Carl, too?”

“No reason for him to stay in town when everybody’ll be out at your place. Why?”

Tucker moved his shoulders restlessly. “A lot of people, a lot of noise and confusion. I’m worried, especially about Josie and Caroline. I’d feel better knowing you and Carl are close.”

“Burke.” Susie came in. She was still in her robe, smelling of her shower with carnation-scented soap. Studying her, Burke thought she looked no more than twenty.

“Was that the office?” he asked her.

“No, it was Della.” She laid her hand over Tucker’s. “Matthew Burns had Dwayne brought in for questioning.”

If he hadn’t been so infuriated, Tucker would have been amused. The idea of Dwayne, soft-hearted, bleary-eyed Dwayne, as a murder suspect was certainly laughable. The fact that his brother had been yanked out of bed and driven into town to be questioned by some smug-faced FBI agent was not.

Struggling with his temper, Tucker walked into the sheriff’s office with Burke. He wouldn’t lose it, he promised himself. It would suit Burns too well to kick him out. Instead, he flipped his brother a cigarette, then lighted one for himself.

“You getting an early start today, Burns,” Tucker said mildly. “Guess you forgot today’s a national holiday.”

“I’m aware of the date.” Burns stretched his legs behind Burke’s desk and kept his hands folded on top. “I’m also aware that you have a parade scheduled for noon. My business won’t interfere with your town’s celebrations. Sheriff, I’m told you’ll be blocking off the main drag by ten.”

“That’s right.”

“I’d like my car moved where I’ll be able to get in and out of town as necessary.” Taking out his keys, he set them on the edge of the desk.

Carl saw the flare in Burke’s eyes and stepped forward. “I’ll move it on down to Magnolia.” Jingling the keys in his hand, he stopped by Tucker. “I’m sorry, Tuck. I had orders to bring him in.”

“It’s all right, Carl. It shouldn’t take long to straighten this out. Heard your girl’s going to be twirling today.”

“She’s been practicing day and night. Her grand-pappy bought one of those video recorders so he can shoot her whole routine as she marches.”

“I’m sure that’s fascinating, Deputy,” Burns put in, “but we have business to conduct here,” His gaze shifted to Tucker. “Official business.”

“I’ll be sure to watch for her myself, Carl,” Tucker said. He waited until the deputy went out before taking another drag. “Dwayne, did they read you your rights?”

“Mr. Longstreet isn’t under arrest. Yet,” Burns interrupted. “He’s merely being questioned.”

“He’s got a right to a lawyer, doesn’t he?”

“Naturally.” Burns spread his hands. “If you’re concerned that your rights might be abused, Mr. Longstreet, or that you may incriminate yourself, please feel free to call your attorney. We’ll be happy to wait.”

“I’d just as soon get it done.” Dwayne looked miserably at Tucker. “Sure could use some coffee, though, and a bottle of aspirin.”

“We’ll fix you up.” Burke patted his shoulder as he walked into the bathroom.

“This is official business, Longstreet.” Burns inclined his head in dismissal. “You have no place here.”

“Burke deputized me.” Tucker’s lips spread in a slow smile. Though Burke paused, lifting his brows as he came back in with the aspirin, he said nothing to contradict the statement. “He can always use some extra help on the Fourth.”

“That’s the truth,” Burke commented as he shook tablets from the plastic bottle. “And seeing as my youngest has a birthday today on top of it, I’d be obliged if we could get things moving.”

“Very well.” Burns punched in his recorder. “Mr. Longstreet, you reside at the property known as Sweetwater, in the county of Bolivar, Mississippi?”

“That’s right.” Dwayne accepted the mug of coffee and the aspirin. “The Longstreets have been at Sweetwater nearly two hundred years.”

“Yes.” History and family legacies didn’t interest Burns. “You live there with your brother and your sister.”

“And Della. She’s been housekeeper at Sweetwater for more than thirty years. And right now Cousin Lulu’s visiting.” Dwayne singed his tongue with the hot coffee, but the aspirin went down. “She’s a cousin on my mama’s side. No telling how long she’ll stay. Cousin Lulu’s been coming and going as she pleases as long as anyone can remember. I recollect once—”

“If you’ll save the home-boy routine,” Burns said, “I’d like to finish before the brass bands and batons.”

Dwayne caught Tucker’s grin and shrugged. “Just answering your question. Oh, and we’ve got Cy and Caroline with us now, too. That what you want to know?”

“Your marital status?”

“I’m divorced. Two years come October. That’s when the papers came through, wasn’t it, Tucker?”

“That’s right.”

“And your ex-wife now lives where?”

“Up in Nashville. Rosebank Avenue. She’s got a nice little house there, close enough to school that the boys can walk.”

“And she is the former Adalaide Koons?”

“Sissy,” Dwayne corrected him. “Her little brother never could say Adalaide, so she was Sissy.”

“And Mrs. Longstreet was pregnant with your first son when you married?”

Dwayne frowned into his coffee. “I don’t see that it’s any of your business, but it’s no secret, I guess.”

“You married her to give the child a name.”

“We got married ’cause we figured it was best.”

With a murmur of agreement, Burns steepled his hands. “And shortly after the birth of your second child, you wife left you.”

Dwayne drained his coffee. Over the rim, his bloodshot eyes hardened. “That’s no secret either.”

“You’ll agree it was an unpleasant scene?” Burns shifted forward to read some notes. “Your wife locked you out of the house after a violent argument—I believe you’d been drinking heavily—and threw your belongings out of an upstairs window. She then took your children to Nashville, where she took up residence with a shoe salesman who moonlighted as a musician.”

Dwayne examined the cigarette Tucker had tossed him. “I guess that’s about right.”

“How did it make you feel, Mr. Longstreet, when the woman you had married under duress left you, taking your children, and turned to a second-rate guitar player?”

Dwayne took his time lighting the cigarette. “I guess she had to do what suited her best.”

“So you were amenable to the situation?”

“I didn’t try to stop her, if that’s what you mean. Didn’t seem like I was much good at being married anyway.”

“The divorce suit she filed against you accused you of emotional cruelty, violence, erratic and unstable behavior, and stated you were a physical risk to both her and your children. Did that seem harsh?”

Dwayne dragged deep on tobacco and wished desperately for whiskey. “I expect she was feeling harsh. I can’t say I did right by her, or the boys either.”

“You don’t have to do this, Dwayne.” When his control broke, Tucker stepped forward to take his brother’s arm. “You don’t have to answer this fucker’s questions about a marriage that’s over, or your feelings about it.”

Burns inclined his head. “Is there a reason your brother shouldn’t confirm what I already know?”

Tucker let go of Dwayne to slap his hands on the desk. “I can’t think of one. Just like I can’t think of a reason I shouldn’t kick your skinny butt all the way back to D.C.”

“We can discuss that on our own time, Longstreet. Right now you’re interfering with a federal investigation. If you persist, you’ll do your complaining from one of those cells.”

Tucker grabbed Burns’s pinstriped tie and yanked upward. “Why don’t I show you how we handle things down here in the delta?”

“Leave him alone.” Dwayne stirred himself to snag Tucker’s wrist.

“The hell I will.”

“I said leave him alone.” Dwayne stuck his face close to Tucker’s. “I’ve got nothing to hide. This Yankee sonofabitch can ask questions from now to doomsday and that won’t change. Leave him be so we can get it done.”

Reluctantly, Tucker loosened his grip. “We’re going to finish this, you and me.”

Stone-faced, Burns straightened his tie. “It’ll be a pleasure.” He remained standing, turning to the bulletin board at his back. “Mr. Longstreet, were you acquainted with Arnette Gantrey?” Burns tapped a finger against the space between a photo of a smiling blond woman and a black-and-white police photo taken at Gooseneck Creek.

“I knew Arnette. We went to school together, dated a few times.”

“And Francie Logan?” Burns slid his finger to the next set of photos.

“I knew Francie.” Dwayne averted his eyes. “Everybody knew Francie. She grew up here. Lived in Jackson for a while, then came back after getting divorced.”

“And you were acquainted with Edda Lou Hatinger?”

Dwayne forced himself to look back, but focused on the tip of Burns’s finger. “Yeah. I knew Darleen, too, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Did you know a woman named Barbara Kinsdale?”

“I don’t think so.” Dwayne’s brow creased as he tried out the name in his head. “Nobody around here named Kinsdale.”

“Are you quite sure?” Burns unpinned a photo from the board. “Take a look.”

Dwayne picked up the photo from the desk, grateful it was a shot of a live woman. She was a pretty brunette, perhaps thirty, with straight hair sweeping slight shoulders, “I’ve never seen her before.”

“Haven’t you?” Burns picked up his notes. “Barbara Kinsdale, five foot two, a hundred three pounds, brown hair, blue eyes. Age thirty-one. Does that description sound familiar?”

“I can’t say.”

“You should be able to say,” Burns continued. “It’s almost a perfect description of your ex-wife. Mrs. Kinsdale was a cocktail waitress at the Stars and Bars Club in Nashville. Residence 3043 Eastland Avenue. That’s about three blocks away from your ex-wife’s home. Emmett Cotrain, your ex-wife’s fiancé, performed at the Stars and bars on weekends. An interesting coincidence, isn’t it?”

A thin bead of sweat dripped down Dwayne’s back. “I guess it is.”

“It’s more interesting that Mrs. Kinsdale was found floating in the Percy Priest Lake, outside of Nashville, late this spring. She was naked, her throat had been slit, and her body mutilated.”

Burns tossed another photo across the desk, but in this one, Barbara Kinsdale was very dead. “Where were you on the night of May 22 of this year. Mr. Longstreet?”

“Oh, Jesus.” Dwayne shut his eyes. The body hadn’t been covered in the police shot, but had been laid out, gray and tortured, for the cold camera lens.

“I should tell you that my information places you in Nashville from the twenty-first to the twenty-third.”

“I took my boys to the zoo.” Dwayne rubbed shaking hands over his eyes. It did look like Sissy. God almighty, especially dead it looked like Sissy. “I took them to the zoo and to a pizza parlor. They stayed with me at the hotel.”

“On the night of the twenty-second you were seen in the hotel bar at approximately ten-thirty. Your children weren’t with you.”

“They were asleep. I left them in the room and went down and had a drink. Couple drinks,” he said with a sigh. “Sissy’d been on me about doing more for them, and wanting a bigger house once she and the guy she was with got married. I didn’t have more than two drinks because I didn’t want to forget the boys were asleep upstairs.”

“And didn’t you call your wife from the bar just before midnight?” Burns continued. “You argued with her, threatened her.”

“I called her. I was sitting there in the room while the boys slept. My boys. It didn’t seem right that I was to help her buy a new house so she could live in it with another man my sons would think of as a father.” Pale, shaken, Dwayne looked over at Tucker. “It wasn’t the money.”

“It was the humiliation,” Burns suggested. “The humiliation at the hands of a woman. She’d already made you a laughingstock by locking you out of your own house, leaving you for another man. Now she was demanding more money so she could live a better life with that man.”

“I didn’t care who she lived with. It just didn’t seem right—”

“No, it didn’t seem right,” Burns agreed. “So you told her there’d be no more money, and that you’d take her to court if she didn’t watch her step. That you’d pay her back.”

“I don’t know what I said exactly.”

“She does. Oh, despite your estrangement, she’s loyal enough to add that you were always full of bluster when you’d been drinking. She didn’t take anything you said seriously, and went back to listen to the next set at the bar. Even stayed on after it closed, since she didn’t have the boys to get home to. But Barbara Kinsdale left about two. She walked out into a deserted parking lot. A dark parking lot, where she was knocked unconscious and dragged to a waiting car. She was driven to the lake and slaughtered.”

Burns waited a beat. “Do you own a knife, Mr. Longstreet? A long-bladed hunting knife?”

“This is crazy.” Dwayne dropped his hands into his lap. “I didn’t kill anybody.”

“Where were you on the night of June thirtieth, between nine P.M. and midnight?”

“For chrissakes.” He stumbled to his feet. “Burke, for chrissakes.”

“I think he should have a lawyer.” Strain had etched lines around Burke’s mouth when he turned to Burns. “I don’t think he should answer any more questions without a lawyer.”

Well satisfied, Burns spread his hands. “That’s his right, of course.”

“I was just driving around,” Dwayne blurted out. “It was raining and I didn’t want to go home. I had a flask in the car and I just drove around.”

“And on the night of June twelfth?” Burns asked, working back to the night of Edda Lou’s murder.

“I don’t know. How the fuck is a man supposed to remember where he is every night of the year?”

“Don’t say anything else.” Tucker stepped forward to take both of Dwayne’s arms. “Don’t say anything. You hear me?”

“Tucker, I didn’t—you know I didn’t.”

“I know. Be quiet.” He turned to stand between Burns and his brother. “Are you bringing charges?”

The holiday weekend had bogged down his paperwork. Not everyone was as dedicated to justice as Matthew Burns. “I’ll have a warrant within twenty-four hours.”

“Fine. In the meantime you can fuck yourself. Let’s get you home, Dwayne.”

“Mr. Longstreet,” Burns rose with a nod to each brother. “I’d advise that neither of you think of leaving the area. The federal government has a very long arm.”

“I need a drink.”

“You need to keep a clear head,” Tucker contradicted him, and punched Josie’s car up to seventy. “You stay clear of the bottle, Dwayne.” He took his eyes off the road long enough to shoot his brother a warning. “Until we get this mess straightened out, you stay clear. I mean it.”

“They think I did it.” Dwayne rubbed his hands over his face until he was afraid he’d scrub off a layer of skin. “They think I killed all those women, Tuck. Even the one I’d never seen before. She looked like Sissy. Christ, she did look like Sissy.”

“We’re going to call our lawyer,” Tucker said calmly even as his knuckles whitened on the wheel. “And you’re going to keep your head clear so you can think back. Think back real carefully until you find out what you were doing, who you were with when Arnette, Francie, and Edda Lou were killed. One’s all you need. One of those nights you had to be somewhere with somebody. They won’t have a case then. They know it was the same person killed them all. You just have to think.”

“Don’t you think I want to? Don’t you think I’m trying?” Teeth gritted, Dwayne pounded his fists on the dash. “Goddammit, you don’t know what it’s like once I start in drinking. I told you I forget things. I fucking blank out.” Moaning, he dropped his head between his knees. “I blank out, Tucker. Oh, God, I don’t know what I’m doing when that happens. I could’ve done it.” Terrified, he squeezed his eyes tight. “Jesus help me, I could’ve killed them all and not even know.”

“That’s bullshit.” Furious, Tucker swerved to the shoulder. Dwayne opened his runny eyes as the car jerked to a halt. He stared under the seat. Stared and stared until Tucker jerked him upright. “That’s fucking bullshit and I don’t want to hear any more of it.” He shoved Dwayne back, pushing his livid face into his brother’s pale one. “You didn’t kill anybody, and you get that plain in your head right now. I got an idea who did.”

Dwayne swallowed. His head was reeling along with his stomach, but he tried to grip on to that one sentence. “You know?”

“I said I have an idea. I’m going to check into it as soon as we call the lawyer and get him doing whatever the hell lawyers do.” He kept his grip tight on Dwayne’s shirt. “Now, you listen to me. You’re not going to go home and upset Della and Josie and everybody with talk about this. You’re going to hold on to yourself, you understand me? You’re going to tough this out until it’s fixed. If there was one thing the old man had right in his whole miserable ass-kicking life, it was that we’ve got a responsibility to the family. We’re going to stay whole, Dwayne.”

“To the family,” Dwayne repeated, and shuddered. “I won’t let you down.”

“All right.” He let Dwayne go, then sat back a minute to calm his jittery stomach. “We’ll show that Yankee bastard what Longstreets can do once they’re riled. I’ll call the governor. That ought to rattle Burns’s cage a bit. We’ll see how quick he gets his fucking warrant.”

“I want to go home.” Dwayne closed his eyes again when Tucker started the car. “I’ll be all right when I get home.”

A few minutes later they turned through the gates of Sweetwater. “You just tell them Burns asked you a bunch of stupid questions and that’s that,” Tucker advised. “Don’t say anything about Sissy or that business in Nashville.”

“I won’t.” Dwayne stared at the house, white and lovely and graceful as a woman in the morning sunlight. “I’m going to figure it out, Tucker. And I’ll fix it, like I used to.”

“This time you let me do the fixing.”

As Tucker parked by the steps, Josie came out. She was still in her robe and her hair was tousled about the shoulders. It didn’t take Tucker longer than ten seconds to measure her mood as dangerous. She strutted down the steps to greet them, slapping a hairbrush against her palm.

“Looks like I’m going to have to start locking my car and taking my keys inside with me.”

With a shrug, Tucker pulled her keys out and tossed them to her. “I had business in town. You were asleep.”

“You’ll notice, Mr. Longstreet, it’s my name on the registration of this vehicle. I don’t appreciate you commandeering it whenever you have the whim.” She poked the brush into his chest. “It’s common courtesy to ask for the use of someone else’s property.”

“I said you were asleep.”

Fluttering her lashes, she scanned the driveway. “Mine is not the only car here.”

“It was the first one I came to.” He checked his temper and tried a smile. “You sure did wake up on the wrong side of the bed, darling.”

She met charm with a haughty look. “I might suggest you consider getting yourself alternate transportation until that toy of yours is repaired.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He kissed her cheek. “You sound just like Mama.”

Josie sniffed and stepped back. “What are you staring at, Dwayne?” Automatically, she fluffed at her hair, then her eyes changed. “Why, honey, you look just awful. What’ve you boys been up to so early?”

“Just some business in town,” Tucker repeated before Dwayne could answer. “You’d better get yourself prettied up if you’re going to the parade.”

“ ’Course I’m going. The Longstreets never miss a Fourth of July parade. Dwayne, you come inside and get yourself something to eat. You’re green around the gills.”

“He hasn’t recovered from the carnival.”

“Aw.” Instantly solicitous, Josie took her brother’s arm. “You go in and have Della fix you up something. Cousin Lulu shouldn’t have teased you into going on that Round-Up.”

“I’m all right.” He put his arms around her, holding her close. “Josie. It’s going to be all right.”

“Of course it is, honey.” She patted his back. “It’s a fine day for a parade, and it’ll be a finer night for fireworks. Go on now, so I can paint my face.” She waved him inside, but held up a hand to stop Tucker. She forgot all about being annoyed with him. “What’s wrong with Dwayne?”

“They had him in for questioning this morning.”

Her eyes lit. “Dwayne?”

“They’ll call us all in, I imagine. It’s just standard.”

She began to tap the brush against her palm again. “Why, I might have to give Matthew Burns a piece of my mind.”

“Let it go, Jose. It’s nothing to worry about. He’ll feel better once we get this holiday started.”

“All right, but I’m going to keep an eye on him.” She patted the keys in her pocket as she started into the house. “Next time you ask, you hear?” She passed Caroline in the doorway. “You watch out for that one, Caro. He’s a scoundrel.”

“I already know.” Caroline stepped out on the porch, then, to please herself, turned a showy circle. The skirt of her pale blue sundress swirled out, then settled softly around her legs.

Tucker stayed on the step below and took her hands. The dress had flirty laces at the bodice and a back cut to the waist. “You sure do look a picture.”

“I heard I was going on a picnic after the parade.”

“That’s a fact.” He kissed the palm of her hand, then held it against his cheek a moment. They said you didn’t know what you had until you’d lost it. Tucker thought he’d discovered something that was equally true. You didn’t know what had been missing from your life until you found it. “Caroline?”

She turned her hands to link her fingers with his. “What is it?”

“I’ve got a lot of things to say to you.” He moved up the steps until their mouths were level and the kiss could be sweet. “I sure as hell hope you’re ready to hear them when I do. Right now I’ve got some business to see to. You mind riding to the parade with Della? I’ll meet you there.”

“I could wait.”

He shook his head and kissed her again. “I’d rather you went on.”

“All right, then. I’ll pile in with Della and Cy and Cousin Lulu—who’s going to be the hit of the day. She’s wearing trousers with the Confederate flag on one leg and the American flag on the other. The flag of the Revolution, I should say.”

“You can always count on Cousin Lulu.”

“Tucker.” Caroline cupped his face in her hands. “If you have trouble, I wish you’d share it with me.”

“I will soon enough. You look just right here, Caroline. Standing on the porch with your blue dress, the door open behind you and bees buzzing in the flowers. You look just right.” He wrapped his arms around her, held her there a moment while he wished the world would stay like this, pretty and peaceful and as gracious as a lovely woman dressed in blue.

“You be ready for those fireworks tonight,” he told her. “And for what I want to say to you after.” His arms tightened. “Caroline, I want—”

“God sakes,” Lulu muttered from the doorway. “Tucker, are you going to stand around all day smooching with that Yankee? We got to get on or we won’t get a decent spot to watch the parade.”

“There’s time yet.” But Tucker released Caroline. “You keep an eye on this Yankee till I get there,” he began, then his face split with a grin. “I declare, Cousin Lulu, you look good enough to run up the flagpole. Where’d you get those pants?”

“Had ’em made special.” She spread her scrawny, flag-bedecked legs. “Got me a jacket to match, but it’s too cursed hot to wear it.” She stuck an eagle feather into her hair, where it drooped over one ear. “I’m ready to go.”

“Then you’d better get.” He gave Caroline a quick kiss before heading inside. “I’ll send the others out. Cousin Lulu, you make sure Caroline doesn’t go wandering off with some smooth talker.”

Lulu snorted. “She’s not about to go far.”

Caroline smiled. “No, I’m not.”




chapter 28

“Just how many of these lunatics you figure’ll drop from heat stroke before two o’clock?” Cousin Lulu posed the question from the comfort of her personalized director’s chair. A red, white, and blue umbrella was hooked to the back and tilted to a jaunty angle, while a thermos of mint juleps snuggled between her feet.

“We never have more than five or six faint on us,” Della said placidly from the web chair beside her. She didn’t think she could outdo Lulu’s pants, but she’d stuck a miniature American flag in her bushy hair in an attempt. “Most of them are young.”

As a marching band strutted by blaring Sousa, Lulu played along on a plastic zither. She enjoyed the wall of sound, the glint of brass in bright sun, but she couldn’t help but think that a couple of swooning piccolo players would add some zip.

“That tuba blower there, the husky one with the pimples? He looks a bit glassy-eyed to me. Ten bucks says he drops in the next block.”

Della’s natural competitive instinct had her studying the boy. He was sweating freely, and she imagined his natty uniform was going to smell like wet goat before the day was up. But he looked hardy enough. “You’re on.”

“I dearly love a parade.” Lulu tucked her zither behind her ear like a pencil so she could pour another drink. “Next to weddings, funerals, and poker games, I can’t think of anything more entertaining.”

Della snorted and cooled her face with a palm-sized battery-operated fan. “You can have yourself a funeral tomorrow if you want. We’ve been having us a regular plague of funerals lately.” Sighing, Della helped herself to some of the contents of Lulu’s thermos. “I reckon this is the first time in fifteen years that Happy hasn’t marched on by with the Ladies Garden Club.”

“Why ain’t she marching?”

“Her daughter’s going in the ground tomorrow.”

Lulu watched the pom-pom division of Jefferson Davis High shake by to the tune of “It’s a Grand Old Flag.”

“A good, whopping funeral’ll set her to rights,” Lulu predicted. “What’re you making for after the burying?”

“My coconut ambrosia.” Della shaded her eyes and grinned. “Why, look there, Cousin Lulu. Look at Carl Johnson’s baby twirl that baton. She’s a regular whirling dervish.”

“She’s a pistol, all right.” Lulu enjoyed a cackle and another sip of julep. “You know, Della, life’s like one of them batons. You can spin it around your fingers if you’ve got the talent for it. You can toss it right up in the air and snatch it back if you’re quick. Or you can let it fly and conk somebody on the head.” She smiled and plucked the zither from behind her ear. “I do dearly love a parade.”

From behind Lulu, Caroline thought over the analogy and shook her head. It made a spooky kind of sense. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever conked anyone on the head with the baton of life, but she’d certainly dropped it a few times. Right now she was doing her best to make it spin.

“That there’s the Cotton Princess and her court,” Cy told Caroline. “The whole high school votes on her every year. She was supposed to ride in back of Mr. Tucker’s car, but since it got banged up, they rented that convertible from Avis in Greenville.”

“She’s lovely.” Caroline smiled at the girl in her puffy-sleeved white dress and sweat-sheened face.

“She’s Kerry Sue Hardesty.” Watching her made Cy think of Kerry’s younger sister, LeeAnne. She of the soft, fascinating breasts. As the car cruised by, Cy scanned the crowd, hoping for a glimpse. He didn’t spot LeeAnne, but he did spot Jim, and waved desperately.

“Why don’t you go over and see your friend, Cy? You can meet us at the car when the parade’s finished.”

He yearned, but shook his head and stood firm. Mr. Tucker was counting on him to stay close to Miss Caroline. They’d had a real man-to-man talk about it. “No, ma’am. I’m fine right here. There’s Miss Josie and that FBI doctor. He’s got one of those lapel flowers that squirts water in your face. He sure is a caution.”

“He certainly is.” Caroline was scanning the crowd herself. “I wonder what’s keeping Tucker.”

“Nothing.” From behind, Tucker slipped his arms around her waist. “You didn’t think I’d miss watching a parade with a pretty woman, did you?”

Content, she leaned back against him. “No.”

“You want me to fetch you and Miss Caroline cold drinks, Mr. Tucker? I got pocket money.”

“That’s all right, Cy. I think Cousin Lulu’s got what the doctor ordered in that jug down there.”

Cy jumped forward to take the cup Lulu poured and pass it back. “That FBI man’s watching from in front of the sheriff’s office.”

“So I see.” Tucker sipped, savored, and handed the cup to Caroline.

Caroline took her first taste of mint julep and let it slide sweet down her throat. “He doesn’t look as though he thinks much of the parade.”

“Looks more like he smells dead skunk,” Cy commented.

“He just doesn’t understand.” Tucker kept one arm around Caroline’s waist, set his other hand on Cy’s shoulder. “Here comes Jed Larsson and his boys.”

When the fife and drum corps led by Larsson marched by playing “Dixie,” the crowd roared. Those seated rose to their feet and cheered.

Caroline smiled and laid her head on Tucker’s shoulder. She understood.

The Fourth of July meant fried chicken, potato salad, and smoking barbecues. It was a day for flag waving and pie eating and drinking cold beer in the shade. There were those gathered close in mourning, and the law continued its grinding quest, but on this bright summer day, Innocence tossed a cloak of red, white, and blue over murder and celebrated.

After the parade there were contests along Market Street and over in the town square. Pie eating, target shooting, foot racing, egg tossing, and—always a favorite—watermelon-seed spitting.

In silent amazement Caroline gawked at the junior division pie-eating contest, where seven- to fourteen-year-olds buried their faces in blueberry, slurping and swallowing to the cheers of the crowd. Pie after pie was consumed, and more glistening tins shoved under purple-stained faces. Encouragement and gastronomic advice were shouted out as one by one the young entrants fell by the wayside. Groaning.

“Look at Cy.” Caroline pressed a hand to her own stomach in sympathy. “He must have eaten a dozen by now.”

“Nine and a half,” Tucker corrected her. “But he’s leading. Come on, boy, don’t chew. Just let it slide on down.”

“I don’t see how he can breathe,” she murmured as Cy buried his face in number ten. “He’s going to be sick.”

“ ’Course he is. That’s the way, Cy! Don’t hold back now. He’s got himself a nice rhythm,” Tucker said to Caroline. “He doesn’t just smash his face into it and hope for the best, he works in a nice steady circle from the outside in.”

She didn’t know how Tucker could tell. All she saw was a boy buried to the neck in blueberries while the crowd cheered and stomped. She told herself it was a silly game, messy and certainly undignified. But she was rocking back and forth from toes to heels, pulled in to the simple excitement.

“Come on, Cy! Swallow it whole. Leave them in the dust. Look! He’s going for twelve. Oh, Jesus, he’s got it sewed up now. Just—” She glanced up at Tucker and found him grinning at her. “What?”

“I’m crazy about you.” He kissed her hard and long as Cy, a little green beneath the purple splotches, was declared champion. “Plum crazy.”

“Good.” She brushed her fingers over his cheeks and into his hair. “That’s good. Now maybe I should help the winner scrub blueberry juice off his face.”

“Let him get his own girl,” Tucker decided, and pulled her along to the next event.

They’d cleared the parking lot of the Lutheran Church for the target shoot. McGreedy’s had supplied the beer bottles, and Hunters’ Friend the ammo. The elimination rounds went quickly with frustrated hopefuls unloading their weapons and taking a place on the sidelines.

Tucker was pleased to see Dwayne preparing for the second round. It had taken a lot of fast, hard talk to convince his brother to participate in the day’s events. He didn’t want any gossip until it was impossible to avoid it. And he wanted Dwayne to continue acting normally. In Tucker’s mind, normal equaled innocent.

“Both Dwayne and Josie are entered,” Caroline commented.

“We were all taught to shoot early. Old Beau insisted on it.”

“What about you? You’re not after the grand prize of a smoked ham and a blue ribbon?”

He shrugged. “I never cared much for guns. There goes Susie.” He waited until she’d blasted away three bottles with three shots. “Lordy, she’s a cool hand. Good thing she married a lawman. With that aim she could’ve taken up a life of crime.”

“Cousin Lulu.” Concerned, Caroline put a hand on Tucker’s arm. Lulu swaggered up with a pair of Colts snug in a leather holster riding low on her bony hips. “Do you really think she should—” She broke off as the old lady drew and fired. The three bottles seemed to explode as one. “Oh, my.”

“She can handle anything from a .22 to an AK-47.” He watched, entertained, as Lulu twirled a Colt around her finger in three fast circles, then shot it back home. “But if she asks you to stand with an apple on your head, I’d decline. She’s not as young as she once was.”

It ended with Lulu edging out Susie and a very annoyed Will Shiver. The crowd began to gather back on the street for foot races.

“Sweetwater’s doing well for itself.” Caroline accepted the cold bottle of Coke Tucker passed her. “Aren’t you going to run?”

“Run?” Tucker lighted a cigarette and flipped away the match. “Darlin’, why would I want to get all tired and sweaty just to get from one point to another?”

“Of course.” She smiled to herself. “I don’t know what got into me.” Sighing, she settled back against his chest while the first runners took their marks. “So, you don’t enter any event?”

“Well now, there is one I usually go for.”

She turned her head to look back at him. “Which?”

“Wait and see.”

Greased pigs? Caroline had thought she’d gotten into the spirit of things, but when she stood behind the temporary paddock in the town square listening to the porcine squeals, she realized she hadn’t come close.

Tucker had bowed off from eating pies, he didn’t choose to shoot, and he yawned at the thought of racing. But he was standing in the paddock, stripped to the waist, waiting for the signal to go catch a lard-coated pig.

Baffled, Caroline rested an elbow on Cy’s shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

“Oh, just fine now,” he assured her. “I chucked most of it up, and the rest is settling all right.” He fingered the blue ribbon pinned proudly to his T-shirt. “Mr. Tucker’s going to win.”

“Is that right?”

“Always does. He can move real quick when he’s a mind to.” He let out a whoop with the rest of the crowd. “Here they go!”

The shouts and laughter from the onlookers were as wild as the squeaks from the pigs and the curses from the men pursuing them. As an extra incentive, the ground had been watered and churned to mud. Men slipped and sloshed in it, belly-flopped and back-flipped. Pigs squirted out of questing hands.

“Oh, why don’t I have a camera?” Caroline let out a crow of laughter when Tucker skidded on his backside. He twisted when a pig raced across his knees, but came up empty.

“That FBI doctor’s good!” Cy shouted, cheering when Teddy tackled a pig and nearly held on. “Might’ve had it if Bobby Lee hadn’t tripped over him. Mr. Tucker’s going for the big one. Come on, Mr. Tucker! Haul ’em up!”

“An interesting contest,” Burns said as he stopped beside them. “I suppose dignity is sacrificed for the thrill of the hunt.”

Caroline nearly shot him an impatient look, but she didn’t want to miss anything. “You’re keeping your dignity, I see.”

“I’m afraid I don’t see the point in wallowing in mud and chasing pigs.”

“You wouldn’t. It’s called fun.”

“Oh, I agree. In fact, I’ve never been more entertained.” He smiled down at Tucker, who was currently sprawled facefirst in the dirt. “Longstreet looks quite natural, don’t you think?”

“I’ll tell you what I think,” she began, but Cy grabbed her arm.

“Look! He’s got him! He’s got him, Miss Caroline.”

And there was Tucker, slicked with mud and grease, holding a squirming pig over his head. When he grinned up at Caroline, she wished she’d had a dozen roses to throw.

No spangle-suited matador had ever looked more charming.

“ ‘To the victor go the spoils,’ ” Burns noted. “Tell me, does he get to keep the pig?”

Caroline tucked her tongue in her cheek. “Until the butchering and pot luck supper next winter. Excuse me. I want to go congratulate the winner.”

“One moment.” He blocked her way. “Are you still staying at Sweetwater?”

“For the time being.”

“You might want to reconsider. It isn’t wise sleeping under the same roof with a murderer.”

“What are you talking about?”

Burns glanced over to where Dwayne and Tucker were washing down mud with a beer. “Perhaps you should ask your host. I can tell you that I’ll be making an arrest tomorrow, and the Longstreets won’t have much to cheer about. Enjoy the rest of the festivities.”

Saying nothing, Caroline latched on to Cy and pushed by him.

“What did he mean, Miss Caroline?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” By the time she’d worked her way through the crowd, Tucker was gone. “Where did he go?”

“He probably went down to McGreedy’s to hose off with the others. Most everybody’ll be packing up to go down to Sweetwater for picnics before the fireworks. They’ll be opening the carnival, too.”

Frustrated, Caroline stopped. She couldn’t talk to him surrounded by a bunch of wet, back-slapping men. She needed him alone. Rising on her toes, she scanned heads and faces. “There’s Della. Why don’t you catch up with her, ride back to Sweetwater? I’ll wait for Tucker.”

“No’m. Mr. Tucker said I was to stay with you when he wasn’t around.”

“That’s not necessary, Cy. I don’t …” A look at the boy’s set jaw and she swallowed a sigh. “All right, then. We’ll park ourselves somewhere and wait.”

Sitting on the stoop in front of Larsson’s, they watched the exodus from town.

“You shouldn’t let that FBI man worry you, Miss Caroline.”

“He doesn’t. I’m just concerned.”

Cy tugged his ribbon around so he could read it again. “He’s like Vernon.”

Surprised, Caroline turned to study Cy. “Agent Burns is like your brother?”

“I don’t mean he goes around starting fights or hitting women. But he thinks he’s smarter and better than everyone else. Figures his way’s the only way. And he likes having his foot on your throat.”

Caroline rested her chin on her hand and considered. Burns would detest the comparison, but it was eerily apt. With Vernon it was Scripture—his interpretation. With Burns it was the law—his interpretation. In either case it was the using of something right and just for personal power.

“They’re the ones who lose in the end.” She thought of her mother as well, a great wielder of power, a master of carving out her own will. “Because no one who doesn’t have to stays with them. That’s sad. It’s better if people care about you even if you aren’t always smarter, even if you aren’t always sure you’re right.” She stood. Tucker was strolling down the street, his shirt flung over his shoulder, his hair dripping, his jeans soaking wet. “Looks like we’re going home.”

She crossed the street to slip her arms around him. Laughing, he tried to nudge her back. “Honey, I’m not as clean as I might be.”

“Doesn’t matter.” She turned her head to murmur in his ear. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”

He would have liked to have interpreted the demand as romantic, but he heard the tension, felt the nerves in the line of her body.

“All right. Soon as we can.” He kept one arm around her as they began to walk. “Let’s get a move on, Cy. I heard Della’s cooked up a regular feast. Probably baked a few pies, too.”

Cy grinned good-naturedly. “I ain’t looking at another pie till next Fourth of July.”

“Got to keep in practice, boy.” Tucker flipped a finger down the boy’s blue ribbon. “You know why I’m so good at latching on to those slippery critters?” He swung Caroline off her feet. “ ’Cause I’m always grabbing some wriggly female.”

Caroline relaxed enough to smile. “Are you comparing me with a sow?”

“Why, no, indeed, darlin’. I’m just saying if a man puts his mind to it, he can keep what he wants from slipping out of his hold.”

Back at Sweetwater, there were blankets spread on the grass, and the calliope was piping its siren song from over in Eustis Field. Near the pond where death had so recently floated, music twanged out from a fiddle, a banjo, and a guitar.

Here and there exhausted children napped, many of them sprawled where they’d dropped. An impromptu softball game was under way, and now and then the crack of the bat set up a cheer. Old men sat in folding chairs to root and gossip and wish for strong, young legs that could pump toward home. Young people drifted toward the carnival, where the rides were half price until six.

“Is it like this every year?” Caroline asked. She was close enough to the music to appreciate, far enough from the carnival not to dwell on how tawdry it looked in the daylight.

“Just about.” Tucker lay on his back, debating if he had room for one more drumstick. “What do you usually do on the Fourth?”

“It depends. If I’m out of the country, the day goes by like any other. When I’m in the States, we usually tie the concert to a fireworks display.” The fiddler took up “Little Brown Jug,” and Caroline began playing it in her head. “Tucker, I have to ask you about something Matthew said to me earlier.”

The agent’s name had Tucker deciding against another drumstick. “I should have figured he’d find a way to ruin things.”

“He said he was going to make an arrest tomorrow.” She closed her hand over his. “Tucker, are you in trouble?”

He shut his eyes briefly, then rolled, folding his legs under him to sit. “It’s Dwayne, Caro.”

“Dwayne?” Stunned, she shook her head. “He’s going to arrest Dwayne?”

“I don’t know that he can,” Tucker said slowly. “The lawyer thinks Burns is blustering, that maybe he was trying to get Dwayne to say something he shouldn’t. All he’s got is speculation. No physical evidence.”

“What kind of speculation?”

“He can put Dwayne in the same area as the killings, without any alibis so far. And he’s using Dwayne’s trouble with Sissy as a kind of motive.”

“Divorce as a motive for killing other women?” Caroline arched her brows. “That gives about half the adult male population of the country a motive.”

“Seems pretty thin, doesn’t it?”

“Then why do you look so worried?”

“Because Burns may be a first-class asshole, but he’s not stupid. He knows Dwayne drinks, he knows how he was embarrassed by Sissy. And he knows Dwayne had an acquaintance with the victims. The one up in Nashville’s the kicker.”

“Nashville?” Letting out a long breath, she nodded. “Tell me.”

He’d hoped to keep it all from her for at least one day. But once he began, the words streamed out. Under them, she could sense the anger and a very real fear.

“What did your lawyer advise?”

“That we just go on as usual. Wait and see. Of course, if Dwayne could come up with an alibi for one of the nights, that would cool things off.” He popped open a beer, frowned into it. “I got a call in to the governor. He’s a little hard to reach today, but I expect he’ll call me back tomorrow.”

She tried a smile, hoping to coax one from Tucker. “He’s a cousin, I suppose?”

“The governor?” He did smile, fleetingly. “No. But his wife is. Odds are Burns is going to need a lot more to put the cuffs on Dwayne.”

“I can talk to my father if you like. He’s corporate, but he knows some excellent criminal attorneys.”

Tucker tilted back the beer. “Let’s hope I don’t have to take you up on it. The worst of it is, Caro, Dwayne’s so scared he’s doubting himself.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s worried that maybe when he was drunk, when he wasn’t thinking straight, he might have—”

Her heartbeat skipped. “My God, Tucker, you don’t think—”

“No, I don’t,” he said with a barely restrained fury. “Jesus, Caroline, Dwayne’s harmless as a puppy. He may flap around and scuffle when he’s drunk, but he hurts only himself. And think,” he added, because he had been, and he’d been thinking hard. “The way those women were killed. It was vicious, yeah. And sort of primal and wild, but it was also planned. Thought out clean and clever. A man’s not clever with a head full of whiskey. He gets sloppy and stupid.”

“You don’t have to convince me, Tucker,” she said quietly. But she wondered if he was trying to convince himself.

“He’s my brother.” For Tucker, that said it all. He could see Dwayne now, sitting with old Mr. O’Hara. Tucker figured the jug they were passing was of O’Hara’s own brew. And it wasn’t lemonade. “He’ll be drunk as a skunk before nightfall. I haven’t got the heart to cut him off.”

“Sooner or later you’ll have to, won’t you?” She put a hand on his cheek. “Otherwise, you’ll just be cutting him out. I’ve been thinking about what you said about families. Not just about taking a stand, but about making things right. I’m going to call my mother.”

“I guess what you’re telling me is, if my advice is good enough for you, it ought to be good enough for me.”

She smiled. “Something like that.”

With a nod, he looked back toward Dwayne. “There’s a place up in Memphis. It has a good reputation for helping people shake themselves loose of the bottle. I think if I work it right, I could talk him into giving it a try.”

“Darling,” she said, easing into a delta drawl, “with your talent you could talk a starving man out of his last crust of bread.”

“That so?”

“That’s so.”

He leaned over to touch his lips to hers. “That being the case, maybe I could talk you into doing something for me. Something I’ve had a hankering for.”

Caroline thought of the cool, empty house behind them, of the big canopied bed. “I imagine you could persuade me.” More than willing, she melted into the kiss. “What did you have in mind?”

“Well, you see, I’ve had this craving.” He turned his head to nip at her ear.

“I’m delighted to hear it.”

“I don’t want to offend you.”

She chuckled against his throat. “Please do.”

“I thought you might be a little shy, doing it out here in front of all these people.”

“I can—what?” With a half laugh, she pulled away. “Do what in front of all these people?”

“Why, play a few tunes, darlin’.” His lips curved. “What did you think I was talking about?” As his smile spread wickedly, he lifted a brow. “Why, Caroline, I’m going to start thinking you have a one-track mind.”

“Yours certainly takes some interesting curves.” Blowing out a breath, she combed fingers through her hair. “You want me to play?”

“Probably nearly as much as you’d like to be playing.”

She started to speak, then stopped and shook her head. “You’re right. I would like to.”

Tucker gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll go fetch your fiddle.”




chapter 29

She was welcomed into the little band, but dubiously. People settled back politely, very much, Caroline thought, as a class might when they were about to listen to a boring but respected lecturer.

It occurred to her that she’d grown accustomed to ovations when she took the stage. Obviously too accustomed, she thought now as her nerves began to jump. This little patch of grass beside Sweetwater Pond wasn’t Carnegie Hall, but it was a stage of sorts. And her current audience was reserving judgment.

She felt ridiculous, absurdly out of place with her gleaming Stradivarius and Juilliard training. She was ready to babble an excuse and crawl away when she saw young Jim grinning at her.

“Well now, little lady.” Old Mr. Koons ran his fingers down his banjo strings and made them twang. He couldn’t see more than three feet in front of himself, but he could still pick with the best of them. “What’s your pleasure?”

“How about ‘Whiskey for Breakfast’?”

“That’ll do her.” He tapped his foot for time. “We’ll get her going, missy, and you just come on in when you’ve a mind to.”

Caroline let the first few bars roll by. It was a good sound, full and cluttered. When the rhythm had caught, she tucked the violin on her shoulder, sucked in a deep breath, and cut loose.

And the feeling was good—full and cluttered. As fun was supposed to be. The hand clapping from the audience kept time sharply. There was plenty of hooting, and when someone picked up the lyrics, they were given a shout of approval.

“I do believe that fiddle of yours is smoking,” Koons told her, then took a moment to spit out a chaw. “Let’s keep her going.”

“I know only a few,” Caroline began, but Koons waved her protest aside.

“You’ll pick her up. Let’s try ‘Rolling in My Sweet Baby’s Arms.’ ”

She did pick it up. Her ear and instinct were keen enough. When the trio segued into the blues, then bounced back with a raucous rendition of “The Orange Blossom Special,” she was right there with them.

She lost herself in the pleasure of it. Even so, she noted Burns watching her—and watching Dwayne. She saw Bobby Lee cuddle Marvella into a dance when they slowed things down with “The Tennessee Waltz.” The music poured through her, but she noted that Tucker had his head together with Burke in what looked like a private and very serious discussion. And she saw Dwayne, sitting gloomily, a bottle at his feet and his eyes on the ground.

Things were happening, Caroline mused. Even as the sun was lowering, the carnival rides whirling, the shadows lengthening, things were happening. Beneath the whistles and the laughter, nerves were jangling as fast as Koons’s banjo strings.

And she was just another player, after all. Just one more player in the odd, uneasy game. Fate had dropped her down into this messy stew of heat and murder and madness. She was surviving. More, she was doing. The summer was half over and she was whole. She was even beginning to believe she was healed.

If she left Innocence with only that, it would be enough. Her gaze shifted back to Tucker. It would be enough, she thought again with a slow smile. But it didn’t hurt to hope for more.

“Well, kick me in the head and call me addled.” With a wheezy laugh, Koons laid his banjo over his lap. “You sure can make that fiddle dance, little girl. You ain’t no la-di-da neither.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. Koons.”

“It’s time we went and had ourselves a beer.” He got creakily to his feet. “You sure you’re a Yankee?”

She smiled, taking it for the compliment it was meant as. “No, sir, I’m not. I’m not sure at all.”

He slapped his knee at that, then hobbled off, shouting for his daughter to get him a beer.

“That sure was some pretty playing, Miss Caroline.” Jim hurried over to get a peek at the violin before she closed it in the case.

“Then I’ll have to thank my teacher.”

He stared, then dropped his gaze to the ground. But even with his head down, Caroline could see his grin spread from ear to ear. “Shoot, I didn’t do nothing.”

“It’s us want to thank you,” Toby said, cupping an arm around his wife’s shoulders. He held himself stiffly, favoring his bandaged side. “You stood up for us the other night. I know you were a comfort to Winnie.”

“I’m ashamed I haven’t thanked you properly, Caroline,” Winnie added. “I might’ve gone crazy if I hadn’t known you and Miss Della were looking after my kids while Toby was being patched up at the hospital. I’m obliged to you.”

“Don’t be. I’m told that’s what neighbors are for.”

“Miss Caroline.” Lucy tugged on Caroline’s skirt. “My daddy’s going to sing the National Anthem before the fireworks. Mr. Tucker asked him special.”

“That’s wonderful. I’ll look forward to it.”

“Come on now.” Toby hitched his daughter onto his hip. “If I know Tuck, he’s going to be looking for this lady here, and we’d better get ourselves situated for those fireworks. It’s getting on toward dark.”

“How much longer?” Lucy wanted to know.

“Oh, no more’n a half hour.”

“But I’ve waited all day …”

Caroline chuckled over the universal complaint as Toby and Winnie toted Lucy away.

“She’s such a baby,” Jim said with a superior smirk.

Caroline sighed at the derision in his voice. She knew he’d defended his sister at the risk of his own life, but that was forgotten now. “You know what occurs to me, Jim?”

“No, ma’am.”

“That I’m an only child.” She laughed at his puzzled look, then picked up her case. “Go along with your family. If you see Tucker, tell him I’ll be right back.”

“I might could take that inside for you, Miss Caroline. It wouldn’t be no trouble.”

“That’s all right. I have to make a quick phone call before it gets dark.”

And wouldn’t her mother be surprised? Caroline thought as she started across the green lawn, through the green shadows toward the white columns of the house. She would wish her mother a happy Independence Day. For both of them.

I’m free of you, Mother, and you can be free of me. Maybe, maybe if we face each other without all those thin, taut strings between us, we can find something.

Caroline turned around to take a last sweep of the fields of Sweetwater. Though it was barely dusk, the lights on the midway and on the rides were winking in the distance. They didn’t look tawdry now, but hopeful. If she listened carefully, she could just hear the piping music and laughter as the Crack the Whip whirled its latest passengers.

Before long, night would fall, then the sky would explode with light, and the air would shake from the cracking booms. Turning back to Sweetwater, she quickened her pace. She didn’t want to miss a moment of it.

Her mind was so full of what was to come, she paid little attention to the voices. It wasn’t until she heard the fury in them that she stopped, wondering how she could avoid walking in on an argument.

When she saw Josie and Dwayne standing in the front drive beside Josie’s car, Caroline automatically stepped back, thinking she could hurry around the side terrace. She hesitated just long enough to see the knife Dwayne held.

She froze where she was, beside the end column on the graceful front porch, watching, stunned, as brother and sister faced each other over the blade. Across the lawn, beyond the cotton field, revelers waited impatiently for full dark and celebration. Here, where the crickets were just beginning their chorus in the grass and a whippoorwill perched in a magnolia and called for a mate, the two were unaware of being observed.

“You just can’t do it. You just can’t,” Josie said furiously. “You have to see that, Dwayne.”

“I see the knife. Jesus, Josie.” He turned it in his hand, staring at the dull glint as if hypnotized.

“Give it to me.” She struggled to keep her voice calm and even. “Just give it to me, and I’ll take care of everything.”

“I can’t. Name of God, Josie, you have to see that I can’t. It’s gone too far now. Sweet Jesus, Arnette … Francie. I can see them. I can see them, Josie. It’s like some sort of awful dream. But it isn’t a dream.”

“Stop it.” Leaning her face close to his, she closed her fingers around the wrist of his knife hand. “You stop it right now. What you’re talking about doing is crazy, just crazy. I’m not going to allow it.”

“I have to—”

“You have to listen to me. And that’s goddamn all you have to do. Look at me, Dwayne. I want you to look at me.” When his gaze locked on hers, she spoke quietly again. “We’re family, Dwayne. That means we stick together.”

His sweaty fingers loosened on the hasp of the knife. “I’d do anything for you, Josie. You know that. But this is—”

“That’s good.” Smiling a little, she eased the knife away. From her stance by the column, Caroline nearly groaned with relief. “Here’s what you’re going to do for me now. You’re going to trust me to take care of things.”

Shaking his head, Dwayne covered his face. “How can you?”

“Just leave it to me. You trust Josie, Dwayne. You go on back down to the field and watch those fireworks. Put this all right out of your mind. That’s important. You just put it aside, and I’ll take care of the knife.”

He let his hands drop. Uncovered, his face was gray and stricken. “I’d never hurt you, Josie. You know I wouldn’t. But I’m scared. If it happens again—”

“It won’t.” After dropping the knife into her voluminous purse she looked back at him. “It’s not going to happen again.” Gently, she laid her hands on his shoulders. “We’re going to put it all behind us.”

“I want to believe that. Maybe we should tell Tucker, and he—”

“No.” Impatient, Josie gave him a quick shake. “I don’t want him to know, and telling him isn’t going to clean your conscience, Dwayne, so leave it be. Just leave it be,” she repeated. “Go on back down, and I’ll do what needs to be done.”

He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, as if trying to block out the horror. “I can’t think. I just can’t think straight.”

“Then don’t think. Just do what I say. Go on. I’ll be along soon as I can.”

He took two steps away before turning, then stopped, his head down, his shoulders bowed. “Josie, why did it happen?”

She reached out, but her fingers stopped short of touching him. “We’ll talk about it, Dwayne. Don’t worry anymore.”

He didn’t see Caroline as he walked away, but she could see the devastation and torment on his face. The shadows swallowed him.

For another moment she stood still as a statue, her heart throbbing hard and slow in her throat, the scent of roses and fear swimming in her head.

Dwayne was responsible for the brutal deaths of five women. The brother of the man she loved was a murderer. A brother, Caroline knew, whom Tucker was deeply devoted to.

And she ached for them, ached for them all. For the pain that was already felt, and the pain yet to come. With all of her heart she wished she could turn and walk away, pretend she had never heard, never seen. Never knew.

But Josie was wrong. Tucker had to be told. No matter how deep and strong the family ties, this was not something to be handled by a loving sister. Tucker had to be told, and prepared for what must happen next. Josie needed to be there. They would all need to be there.

Quietly, Caroline moved to the porch and up, through the door and into the house. The silence was already oppressive as she climbed the stairs to the second floor. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t find the right words. She stopped at Josie’s doorway and looked in.

The chaos of the room was in marked opposition to the stillness of the woman who stood at the open french doors. The cheerful clash of scents and mixed colors was overpowered by the encroaching dark and the sense of gloom.

“Josie.” Though Caroline spoke softly, she saw Josie stiffen before she turned. In the shadows, her face was pale as a ghost’s.

“They’ll be shooting off those fireworks in a minute, Caroline. You don’t want to miss them.”

“I’m sorry.” When she realized she was still carrying her violin case, she set it aside and gestured helplessly with her hands. “Josie, I’m so sorry. I don’t know if I can help, but I’ll do what I can.”

“What are you sorry about, Caroline?”

“I heard. You and Dwayne.” After one shuddering breath, she stepped into the room. “I heard you. I saw him with the knife, Josie.”

“Oh, God.” On a moan of despair, Josie sunk into a chair to cover her face with her hands. “Oh, God, why?”

“I’m sorry.” Caroline crossed the room to crouch at Josie’s feet. “I can’t even imagine how you must be feeling, but I do want to help.”

“Just stay out of it.” Voice edgy, Josie dropped her hands to her lap. Though her eyes were wet, the heat behind them would dry tears quickly. “If you want to help, stay out of it.”

“You know I can’t. Not just because of Tucker and the way I feel about him.”

“That’s just why you should stay out of it.” Josie grabbed her hands, the slim, tense fingers wrapping like wires around Caroline’s. “I know you care about him, you don’t want him hurt. You’ve got to leave this to me.”

“If I did, what then?”

“Then it’ll be done with. It’ll be forgotten.”

“Josie, those women are dead. No matter how ill Dwayne is, that can’t be ignored. It can’t be forgotten.”

“Bringing it all out, tearing the family apart, isn’t going to make them any less dead.”

“It’s a matter of right, Josie. And of helping Dwayne.”

“Help?” Her voice rose as she pushed herself out of the chair. “Going to prison won’t help.”

“His mind isn’t right.” Wearily, Caroline rose. It was growing too dark to see. She turned on Josie’s bedside lamp and chased away some of the shadows with a rosy glow. “Loving him’s a start, but he’s going to need professional help. Not only to find out why, but to prevent him from doing it again.”

“Maybe they deserved to die.” As she paced, Josie rubbed hard at her pounding temples. “People do, and it isn’t cold to say so. You didn’t know any of them the way I did, so who are you to judge?”

“I’m not judging, but I don’t think you believe anyone deserved to die that way. If something isn’t done, someone else might die. You can’t stop it, Josie.”

“I think you’re right about that.” She passed her hand over her eyes. “I’d hoped, with Dwayne so miserable—but I guess I knew all along. It’s blood,” she murmured, lifting her head to stare at her own face in the mirror. “Like a wild dog, once you’ve tasted it, there’s no going back. There’s just no going back, Caro.”

Caroline moved over to her so that their eyes met in the glass. “We’ll find good doctors for him. I know one who’ll help.”

“Doctors.” Josie tugged the chiffon scarf out of her hair and gave a short laugh. “What bullshit. Did you hate your mother? Love your father?”

“It’s never that simple.”

“Sometimes it is. Listen to that.” Smiling a little, she closed her eyes. “That’s Toby March singing. They must’ve hooked him up to a mike down at the carnival. That’s a sound that carries nice on a hot summer night.”

“Josie, we have to go tell Tucker. And we have to see that Dwayne turns himself in. I’m sorry. It’s the only way.”

“I know you’re sorry.” With a sigh, Josie reached into her bag. “I’m sorry, too. Sorrier than I can say.” Turning, she aimed her derringer at Caroline. “It’s you or the family, Caroline. You or the Longstreets. So there’s really only one way after all.”

“Josie—”

“Do you see this gun?” she interrupted. “My daddy gave it to me for my sixteenth birthday. Sweet Sixteen, he called me. He was a great believer in taking care of your own. I did love him. I hated my father, but I did love my daddy.”

Caroline moistened her lips. She wasn’t afraid yet. Her brain was too scrambled with shock for fear to take hold. “Josie, put it down. You can’t help Dwayne this way.”

“It’s not just Dwayne, it’s all of us. All the fine, upstanding Longstreets.”

“Miss Caroline?” Cy’s voice echoed up the stairs and had both women jolting. “Miss Caroline, you in here?”

Caroline saw the panic shoot into Josie’s eyes. “You tell him to go on. Tell him, Caro. See that he goes outside again. I don’t want to hurt that boy.”

“I’m up here, Cy,” Caroline called out, her gaze fastened to the short, shiny gun barrel. “You go on out. I’ll be along in a minute.”

“Mr. Tucker said I should stay with you.”

She could almost see him, hesitating at the foot of the steps, torn between manners and loyalties. “I said I’d be along,” she repeated, the first true licks of fear sharpening her voice. “Now go on out.”

“Yes, ma’am. The fireworks are going to start any minute.”

“That’s fine. You go watch.”

She waited, hardly breathing until she heard the door shut.

“I wouldn’t want to hurt that boy,” Josie said again. “I’ve got a real fondness for him.” Her lips twisted in a mockery of a smile. “A real family feeling.”

“Josie …” Caroline struggled to keep her voice calm. “You know this isn’t the way to solve things. And you know I don’t want to hurt Dwayne.”

“No, but you’ll do what you have to do. Just like me.” She slipped a hand into her purse again, and pulled out the knife. “This was my daddy’s. He dearly loved to hunt. Dressed the kill himself. Daddy wasn’t afraid to get a little blood and guts on his hands. No, sir. I used to go with him when he’d let me. I got quite a taste for hunting myself.”

“Josie, please put the knife away.”

“Now, Tucker,” Josie went on, lips pursed as she turned the blade in the light. “He never cared much for killing things, so he mostly missed—on purpose.” As if baffled by the waste, she shook her head. “Lordy, did Daddy wail into him for it. Dwayne, he didn’t have any problem bringing down a deer or a rabbit, but when it came time to dress ’em, he’d go green. Squeamish. That’s what Daddy used to say. ‘Josie, you come on over here and show this boy how it’s done.’ ” She laughed a little. “So I would. Blood never turned my stomach. It’s got a smell to it. Kind of wild, kind of sweet.”

With her skin going clammy, Caroline inched back. “Josie.” The word came out in a cracked whisper as their eyes met again.

“When Daddy died, the knife came to me.” She held it up so it glinted in the lamplight again. “The knife came to me.”

Caroline stared at the glint of silver. Behind her the first fiery lights exploded in a black sky.




chapter 30

The pretty little gun seemed like a joke now. Beside the long-bladed knife, it was more of an annoyance, something to be swatted away like a fly. But Caroline made no move toward it. All of her attention, and all of her fear, was focused on the slick gleam of silver.

“Josie, you can’t protect Dwayne this way.”

“You don’t believe me.” Josie nearly laughed. There was a part of her, the part she had no longer been able to control, that capered with glee. “Who would? No one even considered a woman—least of all our fine special agent. Look for someone who hates women, I told him. But he didn’t understand. You and I know that no one can hate the way a woman can hate.”

A jolt shook Caroline as the fireworks rocketed and boomed. “Why would you?”

“I have reasons. I have plenty of reasons.” She moved closer until she was framed in the terrace doorway. Her eyes were as brilliant as the lights that studded the sky behind her. “I had to protect the family. I had to protect myself. Just as I will now. But it’s different with you, Caroline. I won’t enjoy it with you because I like you, I respect you. And I know how much it’s going to hurt Tucker. Don’t,” she said as Caroline edged away. “I don’t want to have to shoot you, but I will. No one will hear.”

No, no one would hear. She could scream—just as Edda Lou had screamed—and no one would notice. The derringer was pointed at her throat. A tiny bullet, she thought. A small death.

“I don’t want you to suffer,” Josie told her. “Not like the others. You’re not like the others.”

Think, Caroline ordered herself. She had to think. The key to this was family, if she could only find a way to use it. “Tucker and Dwayne will suffer, Josie.”

“I know. I’ll make it up to them.” Her eyes shifted for a moment as gold lights flashed, bloomed, and faded in the sky. “Isn’t that a pretty sight? The Longstreets have had fireworks here at Sweetwater for more than a hundred years. That means something. I remember Daddy carrying me on his shoulders so I could get closer to the sky. I was his firecracker, he’d say. And Mama would just watch, and say nothing. She didn’t want me, you know.”

“Talk to me, Josie.” How much longer could the fireworks go on? How much longer before Tucker or someone came to look for them? “Tell me, Josie, so I can understand why you had to do it.”

“I can talk to you. There’s time. It’ll be easier if you see. Maybe easier for both of us.” She took a long, deep breath. “Austin Hatinger was my father.” Her lips twisted at the shock on Caroline’s face. “That’s right, that Bible-thumping, snake-mean bastard was my blood father. He raped my mother, and while he was raping her, he planted me inside her. She didn’t want me, but when she found she was pregnant she had to go through with it.”

“How can you be sure?”

“She was sure. I heard her talking to Della in the kitchen. Della knew. Only Della.” Satisfied with the knife, Josie slipped the derringer into her pocket. “She hadn’t told Daddy. I guess she was afraid to. And she would have wanted to protect him, and the family, and Sweetwater. So she had me, and she tolerated me, and she watched me to see how much like him I’d be.”

“Josie.”

“I was a grown woman when I found out. She lied to me all my life. My beautiful mother, that great lady, the woman I wanted to be like more than anything, was just a liar.”

“She was only trying to keep you from being hurt.”

“She hated me.” The words ripped out of her as she slashed the air with the knife. “Every time she looked at me she’d see the way I was conceived. In the dirt, planted in the dirt while she cried for help. And wouldn’t she have to ask herself how much was her own doing? Why did she go there? Did she really care so much about Austin and his pitiful wife?”

“You can’t blame your mother, Josie.”

“I can blame her for giving me a lie to live with. For looking at me out of the corner of her eye and thinking I was less than her, or any other woman. She said to Della, that day, that maybe I wasn’t meant to be happy, to have a home of my own and a family because of my blood. My tainted blood.”

She spat out the words while outside the sky rocked with color.

“I’d come back here after my second divorce, and she had that look in her eye. That look that blamed me for it. And she said to Della that maybe I wasn’t meant to have a home and children. Maybe it was the Lord’s way of punishing her for keeping the secret, for holding the lie inside her. She was feeling poorly, had been feeling poorly for some time. When she went out to her roses, I went, too. I wanted her to tell me face-to-face. We had a terrible argument, and I left her there, standing in the roses and crying. A little later Tucker went out and found her dead. So I guess I killed her.”

“No. No, of course you didn’t. It wasn’t your fault or hers, Josie.”

“That doesn’t change anything. I had something growing inside me. It wasn’t a child—the doctors had already told me I’d never have a child. But what was growing was real, and it was hot. It started with Arnette. She wanted to get her hooks into Dwayne, just like Sissy had. She thought she could use me, and I played along. I thought about it and thought about it. I’d spend whole nights lying in bed and thinking, wondering. Mama had kept a secret by giving life. I was going to keep one by taking it.”

There was a roar from outside as rocket after rocket shot up in the grand finale.

“There had to be a reason, though. I wasn’t an animal. It had to make sense. So I figured it would be those women who teased and strutted and lied to get men. I’ve had myself plenty of men,” Josie said with a smile. “But I never lied to get them.”

“Arnette—I thought she was your friend?”

“She was a slut.” Josie shrugged her shoulders carelessly. “Not that she was my first choice. I thought about Susie. I’d always figured if Burke and I could get together … Well, anyway, Susie didn’t fit. She never in her life looked at another man but Burke, so killing her wouldn’t have been right. It had to be right,” Josie murmured while iciness spread in Caroline’s stomach. “So there was Arnette. It was so easy to get her a little drunk, drive out to Gooseneck Creek. I hit her with a rock, then I took off her clothes and tied her up. It was cold. Jesus, it was cold, but I waited until she came around. Then I pretended I was my father and she was my mother. And I did things to her until it wasn’t cold anymore.

“It was better for a while,” she said dreamily. “I felt so much better. Then it started growing in me again. So there was Francie. She was dangling for Tucker, I knew it. Then it was supposed to be Sissy, but I made a mistake there. But each time it was better. When they called in the FBI, I wanted to laugh and laugh. No one was going to look at me. Teddy even took me to the morgue so I could see Edda Lou. At first it was awful, but then I realized that I had done that. I had done it and nobody was ever going to know. It was my secret, just like Mama. And I wanted to do it again, again, while everybody was looking around. Darleen was so perfect, it was like it was meant.”

“You were right there with Happy when they were looking for her.”

“I was sorry Happy had to suffer. It seemed right that I comfort her some. Darleen isn’t worth her crying over. Not one of them was worth a tear. But you are. Caro. If only you’d let it be. I was going to try to keep my promise to Dwayne and stop, since it seemed so important to him. But now I have to break that promise, at least this one last time.”

“This time they’ll know.”

“Maybe. If they do, I’ll take care of it. Always figured I’d have to end it one day, my own way.” The last of the rockets went off like machine-gun fire. “I won’t go to jail or to one of those places they put people who do things other people don’t understand.” She gestured with the gun. “Turn around now. I’ll have to tie you up first. I promise I’ll make it quick.”

Tucker moved restlessly through the crowd as the colorful bombs burst overhead. He hadn’t seen Caroline for the past half hour. Women. As if he didn’t have enough on his mind with Dwayne and the FBI, she’d pick this time to wander off.

He shook his head at the offer of a beer, and continued to wend his way through the clutches of people.

“It’s a right good display,” Cousin Lulu said from her director’s chair.

“Umm-hmm.”

“How would you know? You’ve hardly looked at it.”

To please her, he looked skyward and admired an umbrella of red, white, and blue lights. “Have you seen Caroline?”

“Lost your Yankee?” Lulu cackled and lit a sparkler.

“Looks that way.” He raised his voice to be heard over the cheers of the crowd. “I haven’t seen her since she finished playing a while back.”

“Plays right well.” Lulu wrote her name in the air with the sparkler. “Guess she’ll be going along soon to play for the crowned heads of Europe.”

“Something like that.” With his hands in his pockets, he scanned faces. “I don’t see how you can find anybody out here in the dark.”

“Ain’t going to find her here anyway.” Lulu pouted a moment when her sparkler fizzled out. She wanted to wait until things quieted down before she set off her pocketful of firecrackers. “I saw her heading for the house around twilight.”

“Why would she—oh, probably wanted to put her violin away. But she should have been back.” He turned to study the white ghost of the house in the distance. He’d always thought the best way to figure a woman was not to figure at all. “I’ll go take a look.”

“You’ll miss the finale.”

“I’ll be back.”

He started off at a lope, annoyed at having to hurry. For the life of him he couldn’t figure out why she’d be holed up in the house. It nagged at him that maybe he’d pressured her into playing. She could be upset, or the whole business might have brought on one of those headaches. On an oath he quickened his pace and nearly ran over Dwayne.

“Jesus Christ, what’re you doing sitting back here in the dark?”

“I don’t know what to do.” Dwayne kept his head pressed to his knees and rocked. “I have to clear my mind and figure out what to do.”

“I said I was going to take care of it. Burns is just blowing hot air.”

“I could say I did it,” Dwayne mumbled. “That might be the best way for everyone.”

“Goddammit.” Tucker reached down to shake Dwayne’s shoulder. “Don’t start that shit on me now. We’ll talk about it later when I’ve got time. I’ve got to go up and see if Caroline’s in the house. Come on with me. It’ll be better if you don’t talk to anybody tonight.”

“I told her I wouldn’t.” Dwayne dragged himself to his feet. “But something’s got to be done, Tuck. Something’s got to be done.”

“Sure it does.” Resigned, Tucker put his arm around Dwayne and took his weight. “We’ll do it, too. I know all about it.”

“You know?” Dwayne staggered to a halt that had Tucker cursing and pulling. “She said you didn’t. When I said that we had to tell you, she said not to.”

“Tell me what?”

“About the knife. Daddy’s old buck. I saw it under the seat of her car. Christ, Tuck, how could she do it? How could she do all those things? What’s going to happen to her now?”

Tucker felt his blood slow. He felt it slow and stop until it seemed to hum in his veins. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Josie. Oh, Jesus, Josie.” Dwayne began to weep as the weight of it pounded at him. “She killed them, Tuck. She killed them all. I don’t know how I can live with turning my own sister over to the law.”

Slowly, Tucker backed up, leaving Dwayne swaying. “You’re out of your fucking mind.”

“We have to do it. I know we have to. Chrissakes, she meant it to be Sissy.”

“Shut up.” With rage and fear blinding him, Tucker plowed his fist into Dwayne’s face. “You’re drunk, and stupid. If I hear you say another word, I’ll—”

“Mr. Tucker.” Eyes wide, Cy stood on the verge of the driveway. He’d heard, heard all that they said, but he didn’t know what to believe.

“What the hell are you doing there?” Tucker demanded. “Why aren’t you down watching the fireworks?”

“I—you said as I should keep close to her.” Cy’s insides were shaking with the kind of fear he hadn’t known he could feel again. “She went on in, but she told me to stay outside. She said I shouldn’t come upstairs.”

“Caroline?” Tucker said blankly.

The blow had shocked Dwayne back to reality. As Cy’s words sunk in, he grabbed Tucker by the shirt. “Josie. She took the knife with her. She took the knife and went into the house.”

Tucker’s breath came in pants. He wanted to fight, wanted to fight out the horror that was settling inside him. But even as he balled his fists, he saw the truth, in Dwayne’s eyes. “Let go of me.” With a strength born of fear he shoved Dwayne back to his knees. “Caroline’s in the house.”

He began to run, hurtling toward Sweetwater, chased by the roar of the crowd and the cold breath of terror.

“I won’t make it easy for you, Josie.” She wasn’t afraid of the gun, wouldn’t let herself be afraid. But she had a deep primal fear of that sharp length of steel. “You know it has to stop. No matter what you feel, no matter what your mother did, you can’t fix it by killing.”

“I wanted to be like her, but people always said I was like my father. They were right.” Her voice took on a curious, almost musical calm. “They didn’t know how right—and they won’t. It’s my secret, Caroline. I’ll kill you to protect it.”

“I know. And after you do, Dwayne and Tucker will suffer for it. Dwayne because he’ll know, and it’ll eat him alive. Tucker because he has feelings for me. And because you love them, you’ll suffer, too.”

“There’s no choice here. Now, turn around, Caroline. Turn around or it’ll be so much worse.”

With the last echoes of celebration ringing in her ears, she started to turn. She didn’t dare close her eyes, didn’t dare, but she offered one quick and fervent prayer. When her body was three-quarters turned from Josie, Caroline threw out a hand to smash the lamp to the floor. Blessing the dark, she tucked up her legs and rolled across the bed.

“It won’t matter.” Excitement sharpened Josie’s voice. Now there was a hunt, and with a hunt there was hunger. “It’ll only be easier for me now. I won’t have to look at you, and I can think of you like the others.”

Her feet whispered across the carpet as Caroline hunched beside the bed and strained to see. If she could only get to the door. If she could only get quickly and soundlessly to the door.

“I like the dark.” Holding her breath, Caroline inched away from the bed, feeling her way with her fingers.

“I never minded hunting in the dark. Daddy used to say I had cat eyes. And I can hear your heart beat.” Quick as a snake, she pounced on the spot where Caroline had crouched only seconds before.

Caroline bit her lip to hold back a scream. As she tasted blood she forced herself not to move. Her eyes were adjusting, and in the pale moonlight she could see Josie’s silhouette, and the edge of the death she held in her hand. Only a turn of her head, and they would be face-to-face.

And she did turn it, slowly. The moonlight glinted in her eyes. Her lips curved. Caroline remembered how Austin had looked when he had loomed over her filled with murder and madness.

“It won’t take long,” Josie promised as she lifted the blade.

In a last plunge to cheat death, Caroline rolled away. The blade caught the skirt of her dress, pinning it to the floor. On a cry of terror, she ripped it free and stumbled to her feet. She raced toward the doorway, waiting to hear the whistle of steel through the air, the heat of the blade as it cut into her back.

The light in the hall flashed on, blindingly bright after the dark.

“Caroline!” Tucker pounded down the hall, grabbing her as she fell through the doorway. “You’re all right? Tell me you’re all right.” He dragged her close, and holding her there, stared at his sister.

She had the knife in her hand, and in her eyes was a wildness that gripped him with horror. “Josie. In the name of God, Josie, what have you done?”

The wildness faded as her eyes filled. “I couldn’t help it.” As tears spilled onto her cheeks, she turned and ran to the terrace.

“Don’t let her go. Tucker, you can’t let her go.”

He saw his brother hesitate at the top of the steps. “Take care of her,” he said to Dwayne, and pushed Caroline toward him before he raced after Josie.

He called her name. Some of the revelers who were heading home stopped at the shouts and looked up, with much the same curiosity and expectation with which they’d watched the fireworks. Tucker sped along the terrace, dragging open doors, switching on lights. When he tugged on the doors that led into their parents’ bedroom, he found them locked.

“Josie.” After a few frantic yanks, he pounded on the door. “Josie, open up. I want you to let me in. You know I can break it down if I have to.”

He laid his brow against the glass and tried to reason out what his mind simply couldn’t grasp. His sister was inside. And his sister was mad.

He pounded again, cracking the glass and bloodying his fingers. “Open the goddamn door.” He heard a sound behind him and whirled. When he saw Burke come toward him, he shook his head. “Get away. Get the hell away. She’s my sister.”

“Tuck, Cy didn’t tell me what this is all about, but—”

“Just get the hell away!” On a scream of rage, Tucker threw his weight against the door. The tickle of breaking glass was lost under the blast of a single gunshot.

“No!” Tucker went down to his knees. She was lying on the bed their parents had shared. Blood was spreading onto the white satin spread. “Oh, Josie, no.” Already grieving, he dragged himself up. Sitting on the bed, he gathered her into his arms and rocked.

“I’m glad you came to see me.” Caroline poured coffee into two cups before she sat at her kitchen table across from Della. “I wanted to talk to you, but I thought it best to wait until after the funeral.”

“The preacher said she was resting now.” Della pressed her lips together hard, then lifted her cup. “I hope he’s right. It’s the living that suffer, Caroline. It’s going to take some doing for Tucker and Dwayne to put this behind them. And the others, too. Happy and Junior, Arnette and Francie’s folks.”

“And you.” Caroline reached out to take Della’s hand. “I know you loved her.”

“I did.” Her voice was rough with the tears she blinked away. “Always will, no matter what she did. There was a sickness inside her. In the end she did the only thing she knew to cure it. If she’d have hurt you—” Her hand shook, then steadied. “I thank God she didn’t. Tucker wouldn’t have been able to get beyond it. I came here today to tell you that, and to say that I hope you won’t turn away from the brother because of the sister.”

“Tucker and I will settle things ourselves. Della, I feel you have a right to know. Josie told me about her mother, about how she was conceived.”

Under Caroline’s, Della’s hand convulsed. “She knew?”

“Yes, she knew.”

“But how—”

“She found out from her mother, inadvertently. I know it must have been hard on you, and on Mrs. Longstreet, holding on to that secret.”

“We thought it best. She came home that day, after he hurt her. Her dress was torn and dirty, and her face was pale as spring water. And her eyes, her eyes, Caroline, were like a sleepwalker’s, all dazed and dull. She went right on up and got in the tub. Kept changing the water and scrubbing and scrubbing till her skin was raw. I saw the bruises on her. I knew. I just knew. And because I knew where she’d gone, I knew who.”

“You don’t have to talk about it,” Caroline said, but Della shook her head.

“I wanted to go over and take a whip to him myself, but I couldn’t leave her. I held her while she sat in the water, and she cried and cried and cried. When she’d cried out, she said we weren’t to tell Mr. Beau, nor anybody else. She was afraid the two of them would kill each other, and I expect she was right. There was nothing I could say to her that could get the idea out of her head that she was responsible. It was always Mr. Beau for her, Caroline. She was a pretty girl, and young, and she saw a bit of Austin now and again. But she never promised to marry him. That was an idea he got fixed in that hateful brain of his.”

“He had no right to do what he did, Della. No one could think otherwise.”

“She did.” She sniffled and wiped a tear away with her knuckle. “Not that he had the right, but that somehow she’d pushed him to it. Then she found out she was carrying, and Mr. Beau had been up in Richmond the whole two weeks during her fertile time, so she had to figure Austin had gotten her pregnant. There was no question of telling anybody then. She didn’t want the child hurt. She did her best to forget, but she worried. And when Josie would go off wild, she worried more. She had her mama’s looks, Josie did, just like her brothers. But I guess, because we knew, we could see something of him in her.”

So could she, Caroline thought, but said nothing.

“She wasn’t to know. Not ever. But since she did, I wish she’d come to me so I could have told her how her mother tried to protect her.” Della sighed and dabbed at her eyes. Then she went very still. “But she knew. Lord help us, she knew. Is that why she … Oh, my baby, my poor baby.”

“Don’t.” Caroline cupped Della’s hand between both of her own and leaned close to comfort. There was much that had been said in that shadowy bedroom that would remain there. In the dark. “She was ill, Della. That’s all we know. They’re all dead now—Josie, her parents, Austin. There’s no one to blame. I think because of the living, because of the ones we love, the secret should be buried with them.”

Struggling for control, Della nodded. “Maybe Josie’ll rest easier that way.”

“Maybe we all will.”

She’d hoped he would come. Caroline had wanted to give him time, but it had been a week since Josie’s funeral, and she’d hardly seen him. Never alone.

Innocence was doing its best to lick its wounds and go on. From Susie, Caroline had learned that Tucker had been to see the family members of each victim. What had been said behind those closed doors remained private, but she hoped it had brought a kind of healing.

The summer was passing. The delta had a short respite from the heat when the temperatures dropped to the eighties. It wouldn’t last, but she’d learned to appreciate each moment.

After hooking the pup’s bright red collar to his leash, she started down the lane. The flowers her grandmother had planted years before were thriving. It took only a little care and patience.

Useless tugged at his leash and she quickened her pace. Perhaps they would walk all the way down to Sweetwater. Perhaps it was time to try.

She turned at the end of her lane and saw Tucker’s car almost instantly. It looked as snazzy and arrogant as it had the first time she’d seen it barreling toward her. The sight of it made her smile. A heart wasn’t as easily healed as mangled metal, but it could be done. With care and patience.

With a cluck of her tongue she pulled Useless back onto the lawn. She knew where to find Tucker.

He was fond of water, of still, quiet water. He hadn’t been sure he could sit here again. Coming back had been a kind of test. But the deep green shade and the dark, placid pond were working their magic. Contentment was still out of reach, but he’d gotten a grip on acceptance.

The dog raced out of the bush, barking, and plopped his forelegs on Tucker’s knees.

“Hey there, boy. Hey, fella. You’re getting some size on you, aren’t you?”

“I believe you’re trespassing,” Caroline said as she moved into the clearing.

Tucker offered a halfhearted smile as he scratched the dog’s ears. “Your grandmother let me come and sit here a spell from time to time.”

“Well then.” She sat on the log beside him. “I wouldn’t want to break tradition.” She watched the dog lick Tucker’s hands and wrists, “He’s missed you. So have I.”

“I’ve been … hard to be around lately.” He tossed a twig for the dog to chase. “Heat’s let up,” he said lamely.

“I noticed.”

“I expect it’ll be back before long.”

She linked her hands in her lap. “I expect.”

He stared at the water awhile longer, then went on staring at it when he spoke again. “Caroline, we haven’t talked about that night.”

“And we don’t have to.”

He shook his head as she reached for his hand, and stood to move away. “She was my sister.” His voice was strained, and as he continued to study the water, Caroline saw how tired he looked. She wondered if she’d ever see that carefree grin again, and hoped.

“She was ill, Tucker.”

“I’m trying to see that. The same as if she’d had cancer. I loved her, Caroline. I love her now, too. And it’s hard, remembering her, and how full of life and spit she was. It’s hard, remembering all those graves she’s responsible for. But it’s hardest, closing my eyes and seeing you running out of that room, and Josie just behind you, with a knife in her hand.”

“I can’t tell you it’ll go away, not for either of us. But I’ve learned not to look back.”

He bent down for a pebble and tossed it into the water. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me.”

“You should have been.” She rose, as agitated as the pup who ran in circles with a twig in his mouth. “You started this between us, Tucker. You wouldn’t let it alone. You wouldn’t listen when I said I didn’t want to be involved.”

He threw another stone. “I guess that’s true. I’ve been wondering if it wouldn’t be best if I just let you go on your way, pick up where you were before I got messed up in your life.”

She watched the pebble plop and shoot out its spreading ripples. Sometimes you accomplished more by stirring things up, she decided, than by letting them run smooth.

“Oh, that’s fine. That’s just like you, isn’t it? Head for the door when things get complicated with a woman.” She grabbed his arm and shoved him around to face her. “Well, I’m not like the others.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“I’ll tell you what you mean,” she tossed back, giving him a hard thump on the chest that had his mouth falling open in surprise. “It’s been nice, Caro. See you around.’ Well, forget it. You’re not going to stroll in and change my life, then walk away, whistling. I’m in love with you, and I want to know what you’re going to do about it.”

“It’s not that I—” He broke off. His eyes closed, as if on a pain, then he laid his hands on her shoulders, rested his brow against hers. “Oh, God, Caro.”

“I want you to—”

“Shh. Just hush a minute. I need to hold you.” He drew her closer, his grip tightening until she felt his muscles tremble. “I’ve needed to hold you so much these past few days. I was afraid you’d back away.”

“You were wrong.”

“I was going to try and be noble and let you go.” He buried his face in her hair. “I’m not much good at being noble.”

“Thank God for that.” Smiling, she tilted her head back. “You haven’t answered me.”

“I was thinking more of kissing you.”

“Nope.” She put a hand on his chest to hold him off. “I want an answer. I said I loved you, and I want to know what you’re going to do about it.”

“Well …” His hands slid away from her. He found the best thing to do with them was to jam them in his pockets. “I had it pretty well worked out before—before everything happened.”

She shook her head. “There is no before. Try now.”

“I guess I was thinking about you going on this next tour. You do want to go?”

“I want to go on this one. For myself.”

“Yeah. I was thinking. It occurred to me that you might not object to company.”

Her lips curved slowly. “I might not.”

“I’d like to go with you, when I could. I can’t leave for weeks at a time, with Cy to look after, and Sweetwater—especially since Dwayne’s going to be up in that clinic for a while—but now and then.”

“Here and there?”

“There you go. And I was thinking that when you weren’t touring or playing somewhere, that you’d come back here and be with me.”

She pursed her lips in consideration. “Define ‘be with.’ ”

He let out a deep, shaky breath. It was hard to get it out, he discovered, when he’d spent most of his life being careful to hold it in. “I want you to marry me, have a family with me. Here. I guess I want that more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”

“You’re looking a little pale, Tucker.”

“I guess that goes with being scared to death. And that’s a hell of a thing to say after a man’s just proposed marriage to you.”

“You’re right. You’re entitled to a simple yes or no.”

“Hold on. There’s nothing simple about it.” Terrified, he grabbed her close again. “Just hold on and hear me out. I’m not saying we wouldn’t have to work at things.”

“There’s one other thing you’re not saying. One very important thing.”

He opened his mouth and closed it. The steady patience of her gaze had him trying again. “I love you, Caroline. Jesus.” He had to take a moment to be sure he had his balance. “I love you,” he said again, and it was easier. In fact, it was just fine. “I’ve never said that to a woman. I don’t expect you to believe me.”

“I do believe you.” She lifted her lips to his. “It means more that it cost you some effort to get it out.”

“I s’pose it’ll get easier.”

“I s’pose it will. Why don’t we go on back to the house so you can practice?”

“Sounds reasonable.” He whistled for the pup as he slipped an arm around Caroline’s waist. “This time you didn’t answer me.”

She laughed up at him. “Didn’t I? How about a simple yes?”

“I’ll take it.” He scooped her up as they stepped into the sunlight. “Did I ever tell you about one of my great-great-aunts? Might’ve been three greats. Her given name was Amelia. That’s a nice soft name, don’t you think? Anyway, she ran off and eloped with one of the McNairs back in 1857.”

“No, you didn’t tell me.” Caroline hooked an arm around his neck. “But I’m sure you will.”
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Part One
_____


Men would be angels, angels would be gods.

—Alexander Pope




What’s past is prologue.

—Shakespeare







Chapter 1

The rite began an hour after sunset. The circle had been prepared long ago, a perfect nine feet, by the clearing of trees and young saplings. The ground had been sprinkled with consecrated earth.

Clouds, dark and secretive, danced over the pale moon.

Thirteen figures, in black cowls and cloaks, stood inside the protective circle. In the woods beyond, a lone owl began to scream, in lament or in sympathy. When the gong sounded, even he was silenced. For a moment, there was only the murmur of the wind through the early spring leaves.

In the pit at the left side of the circle, the fire already smoldered. Soon the flames would rise up, called by that same wind or other forces.

It was May Day Eve, the Sabbat of Roodmas. On this night of high spring, both celebration and sacrifice would be given for the fertility of crops and for the power of men.

Two women dressed in red robes stepped into the circle. Their faces were not hooded and were very white, with a slash of scarlet over their lips. Like vampires who had already feasted.

One, following the careful instructions she had been given, shed her robe and stood naked in the light of a dozen black candles, then draped herself over a raised slab of polished wood.

She would be their altar of living flesh, the virgin on which they would worship. The fact that she was a prostitute and far from pure disturbed some of them. Others simply relished her lush curves and generously spread thighs.

The high priest, having donned his mask of the Goat of Mendes, began to chant in bastardized Latin. When he had finished his recitation, he raised his arms high toward the inverted pentagram above the altar. A bell was rung to purify the air.

From her hiding place in the brush, a young girl watched, her eyes wide with curiosity. There was a burning smell coming from the pit where flames crackled, sending sparks shooting high. Odd shapes had been carved in the trunks of the circling trees.

The young girl began wondering where her father was. She had hidden in his car, giggling to herself at the trick she was playing on him. When she had followed him through the woods, she hadn’t been afraid of the dark. She’d never been afraid. She had hidden, waiting for the right time to jump out and into his arms.

But he had put on a long, dark coat, like the others, and now she wasn’t sure which one was Daddy. Though the naked woman both embarrassed and fascinated her, what the grown-ups were doing no longer seemed like a game.

She felt her heart beating in her throat when the man in the mask began to chant again.

“We call on Ammon, the god of life and reproduction. On Pan, the god of lust.”

After the calling of each name, the others repeated it. The list was long.

The group was swaying now, a deep hum rising up among them while the high priest drank from a silver chalice. Finished, he set the cup down between the breasts of the altar.

He took up a sword and pointing it south, east, north, and west, called up the four princes of hell.


Satan, lord of fire
Lucifer, bringer of light
Belial, who has no master
Leviathan, serpent of the deep



In the brush, the young girl shuddered and was afraid. “Ave, Satan.”

“I call upon you, Master, Prince of Darkness, King of the Night, throw wide the Gates of Hell and hear us.” The high priest shouted the words, not like a prayer, but a demand. As his voice rang out, he held up a parchment. The lights from the greedy flames washed through it like blood. “We ask that our crops be bountiful, our cattle fruitful. Destroy our enemies, bring sickness and pain to those who would harm us. We, your faithful, demand fortune and pleasure.” He placed a hand on the breast of the altar. “We take what we wish, in Your name, Lord of the Flies. In Your name, we speak: Death to the weak. Wealth to the strong. The rods of our sex grow hard, our blood hot. Let our women burn for us. Let them receive us lustfully.” He stroked down the altar’s torso and between the thighs as the prostitute, well-schooled, moaned and began to move under his hand.

His voice rose as he continued his requests. He thrust the sword’s point through the parchment and held it over the flame of a black candle until all that remained of it was the stink of smoke. The chant of the circle of twelve swelled behind him.

At some signal, two of the cloaked figures pulled a young goat into the circle. As its eyes rolled in fright, they chanted over it, nearly screaming now. The athamas was drawn, the ceremonial knife whose freshly whetted blade glimmered under the rising moon.

When the girl saw the blade slice across the white goat’s throat, she tried to scream, but no sound passed her lips. She wanted to run, but her legs seemed rooted to the ground. She covered her face with her hands, weeping and wanting to call for her father.

When at last she looked again, the ground ran with blood. It dripped over the sides of a shallow silver bowl. The voices of the men were a roaring buzz in her ears as she watched them throw the headless carcass of the goat into the fire pit.

Now the stink of roasting flesh hung sickeningly in the air.

With a ululant cry, the man in the goat mask tore off his cloak. Beneath he was naked, his white, white skin glimmering with sweat, though the night was cool. Glinting on his chest was a silver amulet inscribed with old and secret symbols.

He straddled the altar, then drove himself hard between her thighs. With a howling scream, a second man fell on the other woman, dragging her to the ground, while the others tore off their cloaks to dance naked around the pit of fire.

She saw her father, her own father, dip his hands into the sacrificial blood. As he capered with the others, it dripped from his fingers.…

Clare woke, screaming.

Breathless, chilled with sweat, she huddled under the blankets. With one trembling hand, she fumbled for the switch on the bedside lamp. When that wasn’t enough, she rose to flip on others until the small room was flooded with light. Her hands were still unsteady when she drew a cigarette from a pack and struck a match.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she smoked in silence.

Why had the dream come back now?

Her therapist would say it was a knee-jerk reaction to her mother’s recent marriage—subconsciously she felt her father had been betrayed.

That was bull.

Clare blew out a defiant stream of smoke. Her mother had been widowed for over twelve years. Any sane, loving daughter would want her mother’s happiness. And she was a loving daughter. She just wasn’t so sure about the sane part.

She remembered the first time she’d had the dream. She’d been six and had wakened screaming in her bed. Just as she had tonight. But then, her parents had rushed in to gather her up and soothe. Even her brother, Blair, had come in, wide-eyed and wailing. Her mother had carried him off while her father stayed with her, crooning in his calm, quiet voice, promising her over and over that it was only a dream, a bad dream that she would soon forget.

And she had, for long stretches of time. Then it would creep up on her, a grinning assassin, when she was tense or exhausted or vulnerable.

She stabbed out the cigarette and pressed her fingers to her eyes. Well, she was tense now. Her one-woman show was less than a week away, and though she had personally chosen each piece of sculpture that would be shown, she was plagued with doubts.

Perhaps it was because the critics had been so enthusiastic two years before, at her debut. Now that she was enjoying success, there was so much more to lose. And she knew the work that would be shown was her best. If it was found to be mediocre, then she, as an artist, was mediocre.

Was there any label more damning?

Because she felt better having something tangible to worry about, she rose and opened the draperies. The sun was just coming up, giving the streets and sidewalks of downtown Manhattan an almost rosy hue. Pushing open the window, she shivered once in the chill of the spring morning.

It was almost quiet. From a few blocks up, she could hear the grind of a garbage truck finishing its rounds. Near the corner of Canal and Greene, she saw a bag lady pulling a cart with all her worldly possessions. The wheels squeaked and echoed hollowly.

There was a light in the bakery directly across and three stories down. Clare caught the faint strains of Rigoletto and the good yeasty scent of baking bread. A cab rumbled past, valves knocking. Then there was silence again. She might have been alone in the city.

Was that what she wanted? she wondered. To be alone, to find some spot and dig into solitude? There were times when she felt so terribly disconnected, yet unable to make a place just for herself.

Wasn’t that why her marriage had failed? She had loved Rob, but she had never felt connected to him. When it was over, she’d felt regret but not remorse.

Or perhaps Dr. Janowski was right, and she was burying her remorse, all of it, every ounce of grief she had felt since her father died. Channeling it out through her art.

And what was wrong with that? She started to stuff her hands into the pockets of her robe when she discovered she wasn’t wearing it. A woman had to be crazy to stand in an open window in SoHo wearing nothing but a flimsy Bill the Cat T-shirt. The hell with it, she thought and leaned out farther. Maybe she was crazy.

She stood, her bright red hair disheveled from restless sleep, her face pale and tired, watching the light grow and listening to the noise begin as the city woke.

Then she turned away, ready for work.

* * *

It was after two when Clare heard the buzzer. It sounded like an annoying bee over the hiss of the torch in her hand and the crash of Mozart booming from the stereo. She considered ignoring it, but the new piece wasn’t going very well, and the interruption was a good excuse to stop. She turned off her torch. As she crossed her studio, she pulled off her safety gloves. Still wearing her goggles, skullcap, and apron, she flicked on the intercom. “Yes?”

“Clare? Angie.”

“Come on up.” Clare punched in the security code and released the elevator. After pulling off her cap and goggles, she walked back to circle the half-formed sculpture.

It stood on her welding table in the rear of the loft, surrounded by tools—pliers, hammers, chisels, extra torch tips. Her tanks of acetylene and oxygen rested in their sturdy steel cart. Beneath it all was a twenty-foot square of sheet metal, to keep sparks and hot drippings off the floor.

Most of the loft space was taken over by Clare’s work—chunks of granite, slabs of cherrywood and ash, hunks and tubes of steel. Tools for hacking, prying, sanding, welding. She’d always enjoyed living with her work.

Now she approached her current project, eyes narrowed, lips pursed. It was holding out on her, she thought, and she didn’t bother to look around when the doors of the elevator slid open.

“I should have known.” Angie LeBeau tossed back her mane of black, corkscrew curls and tapped one scarlet Italian pump on the hardwood floor. “I’ve been calling you for over an hour.”

“I turned off the bell. Machine’s picking it up. What do you get from this, Angie?”

Blowing out a long breath, Angie studied the sculpture on the worktable. “Chaos.”

“Yeah.” With a nod, Clare stooped lower. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ve been going at this the wrong way.”

“Don’t you dare pick up that torch.” Tired of shouting, she stomped across the floor and switched off the stereo. “Damn it, Clare, we had a date for lunch at the Russian Tea Room at twelve-thirty.”

Clare straightened and focused on her friend for the first time. Angie was, as always, the picture of elegance. Her toffee-colored skin and exotic features were set off to perfection by the navy Adolfo suit and oversize pearls.

Her handbag and shoes were identical shades of scarlet leather. Angie liked everything to match, everything to be in its place. In her closet, her shoes were neatly stacked in clear plastic boxes. Her blouses were arranged by color and fabric. Her handbags—a legendary collection—were tucked into individual slots on custom-built shelves.

As for herself, Clare was lucky if she could find both shoes of a pair in the black hole of her closet. Her handbag collection consisted of one good black evening bag and a huge canvas tote. More than once Clare had wondered how she and Angie had ever become, and remained, friends.

Right at the moment, that friendship seemed to be on the line, she noted. Angie’s dark eyes were hot, and her long scarlet fingernails were tapping on her bag in time with her foot.

“Stand just like that.” Clare bounded across the room to search through the confusion on the sofa for a sketch pad. She tossed aside a sweatshirt, a silk blouse, unopened mail, an empty bag of Fritos, a couple of paperback novels, and a plastic water pistol.

“Damn it, Clare—”

“No, don’t move.” Pad in hand, she heaved a cushion aside and found a chalk pencil. “You’re beautiful when you’re angry.” Clare grinned.

“Bitch,” Angie said and struggled with a laugh.

“That’s it, that’s it.” Clare’s pencil flew across the pad. “Christ, what cheekbones! Who would have thought if you mixed Cherokee, African, and French, you’d get such bone structure? Snarl a little bit, would you?”

“Put that stupid thing down. You’re not going to flatter your way out of this. I sat in RTR for an hour drinking Perrier and gnawing on the tablecloth.”

“Sorry. I forgot.”

“What else is new?”

Clare set the sketch aside, knowing Angie would look at it the minute her back was turned. “Want some lunch?”

“I had a hot dog in the cab.”

“Then I’ll grab something, and you can tell me what we were supposed to talk about.”

“The show, you imbecile!” Angie eyed the sketch and smothered a smile. Clare had drawn her with flames shooting out of her ears. Refusing to be amused, she glanced around for a clear spot to sit and finally settled on the arm of the sofa. God knew what else lurked under the cushions. “Are you ever going to hire somebody to shovel this place out?”

“No, I like it this way.” Clare stepped into the kitchen, which was little more than an alcove in the corner of the studio. “It helps me create.”

“You can pull that artistic temperament crap on someone else, Clare. I happen to know you’re just a lazy slob.”

“When you’re right, you’re right.” She came out again with a pint of Dutch chocolate ice cream and a tablespoon. “Want some?”

“No.” It was a constant irritation to Angie that Clare could binge on junk food whenever the whim struck, which was often, and never add flesh to her willowy figure.

At five ten, Clare wasn’t the stick figure she had been during her childhood, but still slender enough that she didn’t check the scale each morning as Angie did. Angie watched her now as Clare, wearing her leather apron over bib overalls, shoveled in calories. In all likelihood, Angie mused, she wore nothing under the denim but skin.

Clare wore no makeup, either. Pale gold freckles were dusted across her skin. Her eyes, a slightly darker shade of amber-gold, were huge in her triangular face with its soft, generous mouth and small, undistinguished nose. Despite Clare’s unruly crop of fiery hair, just long enough to form a stubby ponytail when it was pulled back with a rubber band, and her exceptional height, there was an air of fragility about her that made Angie, at thirty only two years her senior, feel maternal.

“Girl, when are you going to learn to sit down and eat a meal?”

Clare grinned and dug for more ice cream. “Now you’re worried about me, so I guess I’m forgiven.” She perched on a stool and tucked one booted foot under the rung. “I really am sorry about lunch.”

“You always are. What about writing notes to yourself?”

“I do write them, then I forget where I’ve put them.”

With her dripping spoon, she gestured around the huge, disordered space. The sofa where Angie sat was one of the few pieces of furniture, though there was a table under a pile of newspapers, magazines, and empty soft drink bottles. Another stool was shoved into a corner and held a bust of black marble. Paintings crowded the walls, and pieces of sculpture—some finished, some abandoned—sat, stood, or reclined as space allowed.

Up a clunky set of wrought-iron steps was the storeroom she’d converted into a bedroom. But the rest of the enormous space she’d lived in for five years had been taken over by her art.

For the first eighteen years of her life, Clare had struggled to live up to her mother’s standards of neatness and order. It had taken her less than three weeks on her own to accept that turmoil was her natural milieu.

She offered Angie a bland grin. “How am I supposed to find anything in this mess?”

“Sometimes I wonder how you remember to get out of bed in the morning.”

“You’re just worried about the show.” Clare set the half-eaten carton of ice cream aside, where, Angie thought, it would probably melt. Clare picked up a pack of cigarettes and located a match. “Worrying about it is a lesson in futility. They’re either going to like my stuff, or they’re not.”

“Right. Then why do you look like you’ve gotten about four hours’ sleep?”

“Five,” Clare corrected, but she didn’t want to bring up the dream. “I’m tense, but I’m not worried. Between you and your sexy husband, there’s enough worrying going on already.”

“Jean-Paul’s a wreck,” Angie admitted. Married to the gallery owner for two years, she was powerfully attracted by his intelligence, his passion for art, and his magnificent body. “This is the first major show in the new gallery. It’s not just your butt on the line.”

“I know.” Clare’s eyes clouded briefly as she thought of all the money and time and hope the LeBeaus had invested in their new, much larger gallery. “I’m not going to let you down.”

Angie saw that despite her claims, Clare was as scared as the rest of them. “We know that,” she said, deliberately lightening the mood. “In fact, we expect to be the gallery on the West Side after your show. In the meantime, I’m here to remind you that you’ve got a ten A.M. interview with New York magazine, and a lunch interview tomorrow with the Times.”

“Oh, Angie.”

“No escape from it this time.” Angie uncrossed her shapely legs. “You’ll see the New York writer in our penthouse. I shudder to think of holding an interview here.”

“You just want to keep an eye on me.”

“There is that. Lunch at Le Cirque, one sharp.”

“I wanted to go in and check on the setup at the gallery.”

“There’s time for that, too. I’ll be here at nine to make sure you’re up and dressed.”

“I hate interviews,” Clare mumbled.

“Tough.” Angie took her by the shoulders and kissed both her cheeks. “Now go get some rest. You really do look tired.”

Clare perched an elbow on her knee. “Aren’t you going to lay out my clothes for me?” she asked as Angie walked to the elevator.

“It may come to that.”

Alone, Clare sat brooding for a few minutes. She did detest interviews, all the pompous and personal questions. The process of being studied, measured, and dissected. As with most things she disliked but couldn’t avoid, she pushed it out of her mind.

She was tired, too tired to concentrate well enough to fire up her torch again. In any case, nothing she’d begun in the past few weeks had turned out well. But she was much too restless to nap or to stretch out on the floor and devour some daytime television.

On impulse she rose and went to a large trunk that served as seat, table, and catch-all. Digging in, she riffled through an old prom dress, her graduation cap, her wedding veil, which aroused a trio of reactions—surprise, amusement, and regret—a pair of tennis shoes she’d thought were lost for good, and at last, a photo album.

She was lonely, Clare admitted as she took it with her to the window seat overlooking Canal Street. For her family. If they were all too far away to touch, at least she could reach them through old pictures.

The first snapshot made her smile. It was a muddy black-and-white Polaroid of herself and her twin brother, Blair, as infants. Blair and Clare, she thought with a sigh. How often had she and her twin groaned over their parents’ decision to name cute? The shot was fuzzily out of focus, her father’s handiwork. He’d never taken a clear picture in his life.

“I’m mechanically declined,” he’d always said. “Put anything with a button or a gear in my hands, and I’ll mess it up. But give me a handful of seeds and some dirt, and I’ll grow you the biggest flowers in the county.”

And it was true, Clare thought. Her mother was a natural tinkerer, fixing toasters and unstopping sinks, while Jack Kimball had wielded hoe and spade and clippers to turn their yard on the corner of Oak Leaf and Mountain View Lanes in Emmitsboro, Maryland, into a showplace.

There was proof here, in a picture her mother had taken. It was perfectly centered and in focus. The infant Kimball twins reclined on a blanket on close-cropped green grass. Behind them was a lush bank of spring blooms. Nodding columbine, bleeding hearts, lilies of the valley, impatiens, all orderly planted without being structured, all richly blossoming.

Here was a picture of her mother. With a jolt, Clare realized she was looking at a woman younger than herself. Rosemary Kimball’s hair was a dark honey blond, worn poufed and lacquered in the style of the early sixties. She was smiling, on the verge of a laugh as she held a baby on either hip.

How pretty she was, Clare thought. Despite the bowling ball of a hairdo and the overdone makeup of the times, Rosemary Kimball had been—and was still—a lovely woman. Blond hair, blue eyes, a petite, curvy figure, and delicate features.

There was Clare’s father, dressed in shorts with garden dirt on his knobby knees. He was leaning on his hoe, grinning self-consciously at the camera. His red hair was cropped in a crew cut, and his pale skin showed signs of sunburn. Though well out of adolescence, Jack Kimball had still been all legs and elbows. An awkward scarecrow of a man who had loved flowers.

Blinking back tears, Clare turned the next page in the album. There were Christmas pictures, she and Blair in front of a tilted Christmas tree. Toddlers on shiny red tricycles. Though they were twins, there was little family resemblance. Blair had taken his looks from their mother, Clare from their father, as though in the womb the babies had chosen sides. Blair was all angelic looks, from the top of his towhead to the tips of his red Keds. Clare’s hair ribbon was dangling. Her white leggings bagged under the stiff skirts of her organdy dress. She was the ugly duckling who had never quite managed to turn into a swan.

There were other pictures, cataloging a family growing up. Birthdays and picnics, vacations and quiet moments. Here and there were pictures of friends and relatives. Blair, in his spiffy band uniform, marching down Main Street in the Memorial Day parade. Clare with her arm around Pudge, the fat beagle who had been their pet for more than a decade. Pictures of the twins together in the pup tent their mother had set up in the backyard. Of her parents, dressed in their Sunday finest outside church one Easter Sunday after her father had turned dramatically back to the Catholic faith.

There were newspaper clippings as well. Jack Kimball being presented a plaque by the mayor of Emmitsboro in appreciation for his work for the community. A write-up on her father and Kimball Realty, citing it as a sterling example of the American dream, a one-man operation that had grown and prospered into a statewide organization with four branches.

His biggest deal had been the sale of a one-hundred-fifty-acre farm to a building conglomerate that specialized in developing shopping centers. Some of the townspeople had griped about sacrificing the quiet seclusion of Emmitsboro to the coming of an eighty-unit motel, fast-food franchises, and department stores, but most had agreed that the growth was needed. More jobs, more conveniences.

Her father had been one of the town luminaries at the groundbreaking ceremony. Then he had begun drinking.

Not enough to notice at first. True, the scent of whiskey had hovered around him, but he had continued to work, continued to garden. The closer the shopping center had come to completion, the more he drank.

Two days after its grand opening, on a hot August night, he had emptied a bottle and tumbled, or jumped, from the third-story window.

No one had been home. Her mother had been enjoying her once-a-month girls’ night out of dinner and a movie and gossip. Blair had been camping with friends in the woods to the east of town. And Clare had been flushed and dizzy with the excitement of her first date.

With her eyes closed and the album clutched in her hands, she was a girl of fifteen again, tall for her age and skinny with it, her oversize eyes bright and giddy with the thrill of her night at the local carnival.

She’d been kissed on the Ferris wheel, her hand held. In her arms she had carried the small stuffed elephant that cost Bobby Meese seven dollars and fifty cents to win by knocking over a trio of wooden bottles.

The image in her mind was clear. Clare stopped hearing the chug of traffic along Canal and heard instead the quiet, country sounds of summer.

She was certain her father would be waiting for her. His eyes had misted over when she walked out with Bobby. She hoped she and her father would sit together on the old porch swing, as they often did, with moths flapping against the yellow lights and crickets singing in the grass, while she told him all about the adventure.

She climbed the stairs, her sneakers soundless on the gleaming wood. Even now she could feel that flush of excitement. The bedroom door was open, and she peeked in, calling his name.

“Daddy?”

In the slant of moonlight, she saw that her parents’ bed was still made. Turning, she started up to the third floor. He often worked late at night in his office. Or drank late at night. But she pushed that thought aside. If he’d been drinking, she would coax him downstairs, fix him coffee, and talk to him until his eyes lost that haunted look that had come into them lately. Before long he’d be laughing again, his arm slung around her shoulders.

She saw the light under his office door. She knocked first, an ingrained habit. As close a family as they were, they had been taught to respect the privacy of others.

“Daddy? I’m back.”

The lack of response disturbed her. For some reason, as she stood, hesitating, she was gripped by an unreasonable need to turn and run. A coppery flavor had filled her mouth, a taste of fear she didn’t recognize. She even took a step back before she shook off the feeling and reached for the doorknob.

“Dad?” She prayed she wouldn’t find him slumped over his desk, snoring drunk. The image made her take a firmer grip on the knob, angry all at once that he would spoil this most perfect evening of her life with whiskey. He was her father. He was supposed to be there for her. He wasn’t supposed to let her down. She shoved the door open.

At first she was only puzzled. The room was empty, though the light was on and the big portable fan stirred the hot air in the converted attic room. Her nose wrinkled at the smell—whiskey, strong and sour. As she stepped inside, her sneakers crunched over broken glass. She skirted around the remains of a bottle of Irish Mist.

Had he gone out? Had he drained the bottle, tossed it aside, then stumbled out of the house?

Her first reaction was acute embarrassment, the kind only a teenager can feel. Someone might see him—her friends, their parents. In a small town like Emmitsboro, everyone knew everyone. She would die of shame if someone happened across her father, drunk and weaving.

Clutching her prized elephant, her first gift from a suitor, she stood in the center of the sloped-ceilinged room and agonized over what to do.

If her mother had been home, she thought, suddenly furious, if her mother had been home, he wouldn’t have wandered off. She would have soothed and calmed him and tucked him into bed. And Blair had gone off as well, camping with his jerky friends. Probably drinking Budweiser and reading Playboy by the campfire.

And she’d gone, too, she thought, near tears with the indecision. Should she stay and wait, or go out and search for him?

She would look. Her decision made, she moved to the desk to turn off the lamp. More glass crunched under her feet. It was odd, she thought. If the bottle had been broken by the door, how could there be so much glass here, behind the desk? Under the window?

Slowly, she looked up from the jagged shards at her feet to the tall, narrow window behind her father’s desk. It was not open, but broken. Vicious slices of glass still clung to the frame. With watery legs she took a step forward, then another. And looked down to where her father lay faceup on the flagstone patio, impaled through the chest by the round of garden stakes he had set there that same afternoon.

She remembered running. The scream locked in her chest. Stumbling on the stairs, falling, scrambling up and running again, down the long hall, slamming into the swinging door at the kitchen, through the screen that led outside.

He was bleeding, broken, his mouth open as if he were about to speak. Or scream. Through his chest the sharp-ended stakes sliced, soaked with blood and gore.

His eyes stared at her, but he didn’t see. She shook him, shouted, tried to drag him up. She pleaded and begged and promised, but he only stared at her. She could smell the blood, his blood, and the heavy scent of summer roses he loved.

Then she screamed. She kept screaming until the neighbors found them.





Chapter 2

Cameron Rafferty hated cemeteries. It wasn’t superstition. He wasn’t the kind of man who avoided black cats or knocked on wood. It was the confrontation with his own mortality he abhorred. He knew he couldn’t live forever—as a cop he was aware he took more risks with death than most. That was a job, just as life was a job and death was its retirement.

But he was damned if he liked to be reminded of it by granite headstones and bunches of withered flowers.

He had come to look at a grave, however, and most graves tended to draw in company and turn into cemeteries. This one was attached to Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church and was set on a rambling slope of land in the shadow of the old belfry. The stone church was small but sturdy, having survived weather and sin for a hundred and twenty-three years. The plot of land reserved for Catholics gone to glory was hugged by a wrought-iron fence. Most of the spikes were rusted, and many were missing. Nobody much noticed.

These days, most of the townspeople were split between the nondenominational Church of God on Main and the First Lutheran just around the corner on Poplar, with some holdouts for the Wayside Church of the Brethren on the south side of town and the Catholics—the Brethren having the edge.

Since the membership had fallen off in the seventies, Our Lady of Mercy had dropped back to one Sunday mass. The priests of St. Anne’s in Hagerstown were on an informal rotation, and one of them popped down for religion classes and the nine o’clock mass that followed them. Otherwise, Our Lady didn’t do a lot of business, except around Easter and Christmas. And, of course, weddings and funerals. No matter how far her faithful strayed, they came back to Our Lady to be planted.

It wasn’t a thought that gave Cam, who’d been baptized at the font, right in front of the tall, serene statue of the Virgin, any comfort.

It was a pretty night, a little chill, a little breezy, but the sky was diamond clear. He would have preferred to have been sitting on his deck with a cold bottle of Rolling Rock, looking at the stars through his telescope. The truth was, he would have preferred to have been chasing a homicidal junkie down a dark alley. When you were chasing down possible death with a gun in your hand, the adrenaline pumped fast and kept you from dwelling on the reality. But picking your way over decomposing bodies kind of knocked you over the head with your own ultimate destiny.

An owl hooted, causing Deputy Bud Hewitt, who walked beside Cam, to jolt. The deputy grinned sheepishly and cleared his throat.

“Spooky place, huh, Sheriff?”

Cam gave a noncommittal grunt. At thirty, he was only three years Bud’s senior and had grown up on the same stretch of Dog Run Road. He’d dated Bud’s sister, Sarah, for a wild and rocky three months during his senior year at Emmitsboro High and had been present when Bud had thrown up his first six-pack of beer. But he knew Bud got a charge out of calling him sheriff.

“Don’t think too much of it during the day,” Bud went on. He had a young, simple face, all curves and rosy skin. His hair was the color of straw and stuck up at odd angles no matter how often he wet his comb and fought it down. “But at night it makes you think about all those vampire movies.”

“These people aren’t undead, they’re just dead.”

“Right.” But Bud wished he had a silver bullet instead of regulation .38 slugs in his revolver. “It’s over here, Sheriff.”

The two teenagers who had chosen the cemetery to neck in gestured him along. They’d been spooked when they’d come squealing up his lane and banging on his door, but now they were running on panicked excitement. And loving it.

“Right here.” The boy, seventeen and sporting a denim jacket and scuffed Air Jordans, pointed. He wore a small gold stud in his left ear—a sign of stupidity or bravery in a town like Emmitsboro. At his side the girl, a cuddly cheerleader with doe brown eyes, gave a little shudder. They both knew they’d be the stars of Emmitsboro High on Monday.

Cam shined his light on the overturned marker. The grave was that of John Robert Hardy, 1881–1882, an infant who had lived one brief year and been dead more than a hundred. Below the fallen marker, the grave yawned wide, a dark, empty pit.

“See? It’s just like we told you.” The boy swallowed audibly. The whites of his eyes gleamed in the shadowed light. “Somebody dug it up.”

“I can see that, Josh.” Cam stooped down to shine his light into the hole. There was nothing there but dirt and the smell of old death.

“You think it was grave robbers, Sheriff?” Excitement throbbed in Josh’s voice. He was ashamed of the fact that he’d scrambled and bolted like a rabbit after he and Sally had all but tumbled into the yawning grave while rolling on the wild grass. He preferred to remember that he’d had his hand up her shirt. He wanted her to remember it too, so he spoke with authority. “I read about how they dig up graves looking for jewelry and body parts. They sell the body parts for experiments and stuff.”

“I don’t think they’d have found much here.” Cam straightened. Though he considered himself a sensible man, peering into the open grave gave him the willies. “You run along, see Sally home. We’ll take it from here.”

Sally looked up at him with huge eyes. She had a secret crush on Sheriff Rafferty. She’d heard her mother gossiping about him with a neighbor, chattering about his wild days as a teenager in Emmitsboro when he’d worn a leather jacket and driven a motorcycle and busted up Clyde’s Tavern in a fight over a girl.

He still had a motorcycle and looked to her as if he could still be wild if he wanted. He was six two with a ready, wiry build. He didn’t wear a dumb khaki uniform like Bud Hewitt, but snug jeans and a cotton shirt rolled up to the elbows. His hair was jet black and curled over his ears and the collar of his shirt. His face was long and lean, and now the moonlight accented the fascinating shadows under his cheekbones and made her seventeen-year-old heart flutter. In Sally’s opinion, he had the sexiest blue eyes—dark and deep and a little broody.

“Are you going to call in the FBI?” she asked him.

“We’ll take it under advisement.” God, to be seventeen again, he thought, then immediately: Unh-uh, no thanks. “Thanks for your help. The next time you want to make out, go someplace else.”

Sally blushed prettily. The night wind ruffled her hair around her guileless face. “We were only talking, Sheriff.”

And heifers jump over the moon. “Whatever. You go on home now.”

He watched them walk away, among the headstones and markers, over plots of soft, sunken dirt and clumps of wild grass. Hip to hip, they were already talking in excited whispers. Sally let out a squeal and giggle, and glanced over her shoulder once to get a last look at Cam. Kids, he thought with a shake of his head as the wind flapped a loose shingle of the roof of the old church. Don’t know a damn thing about ambience.

“I’m going to want some pictures of this, Bud. Tonight. And we’d best rope it off and post a sign or two. Come morning, everyone in town will have heard about it.”

“Can’t see grave robbers in Emmitsboro.” Bud squinted his eyes and tried to look official. The graveyard was a pretty creepy place, but on the other hand, this was the most excitement they’d had since Billy Reardon had hotwired his father’s pickup and gone joyriding around the county with that big-breasted Gladhill girl and a six-pack of Miller. “Vandals, more like. Bunch of kids with a sick sense of humor.”

“More than likely,” Cam murmured, but he crouched by the grave again as Bud walked to the cruiser to get the camera. It didn’t feel like vandals. Where was the graffiti, the senseless destruction?

The grave had been neatly—systematically, he thought—dug up. The surrounding headstones hadn’t been disturbed. It was only this one small grave that had been touched.

And where the hell was the dirt? There were no piles of it around the hole. That meant it had been carted away. What in God’s name would anyone want with a couple of wheelbarrow loads of dirt from an old grave?

The owl hooted again, then spread his wings and glided over the churchyard. Cam shuddered as the shadow passed over his back.

The next morning being Saturday, Cam drove into town and parked outside of Martha’s, a diner and long-standing gathering place in Emmitsboro. It had become his habit, since returning to his hometown as sheriff, to while away a Saturday morning there, over pancakes and coffee.

Work rarely interfered with the ritual. Most Saturdays he could linger from eight to ten with a second or third cup of coffee. He could chat with the waitresses and the regulars, listen to Loretta Lynn or Randy Travis on the tinny jukebox in the corner, scan the headlines on the Herald Mail, and dig into the sports section. There was the comforting scent of sausage and bacon frying, the clatter of dishes, the murmuring drone of old men at the counter talking baseball and brooding over the economy.

Life moved slow and calm in Emmitsboro, Maryland. That’s why he had come back.

The town had grown some since his youth. With a population of nearly two thousand, counting the outlying farms and mountain homes, they had added on to the elementary school and five years before had converted from septic tanks to a sewage treatment plant. Such things were still big news in Emmitsboro, where the park off the square at Main and Poplar flew the flag from sunup to sunset daily.

It was a quiet, tidy little town that had been settled in 1782 by Samuel Q. Emmit. Tucked in a valley, it was ringed by sedate mountains and rolling farmland. On three of its four sides, it was flanked by fields of hay and alfalfa and corn. On the fourth was Dopper’s Woods, so named because it adjoined the Dopper farm. The woods were deep, more than two hundred acres. On a crisp November day in 1958, Jerome Dopper’s oldest son, Junior, had skipped school and headed into those woods with his 30-30 over his shoulder, hoping for a six-point buck.

They’d found him the next morning near the slippery banks of the creek. Most of his head was missing. It looked as though Junior had been careless with the safety, had slid on the slick carpet and blown himself, instead of that buck, to kingdom come.

Since then, kids had enjoyed scaring themselves over campfires with stories of Junior Dopper’s ghost, headless and shambling, hunting forever in Dopper’s Woods.

The Antietam Creek cut through the Doppers’ south pasture, slashed through the woods, where Junior had taken that final slide, and meandered into town. After a good rain, it bubbled noisily under the stone bridge on Gopher Hole Lane.

A half mile out of town it widened, cutting a rough circle out of rock and trees. There the water moved slow and easy and let the sunlight dance on it through the shelter of leaves in the summer. A man could find himself a comfortable rock and sink a line, and if he wasn’t too drunk or stupid, take home trout for supper.

Beyond the fishing hole, the land started its jagged upward climb. There was a limestone quarry on the second ridge where Cam had worked for two sweaty, backbreaking summers. On hot nights kids would ride up there, mostly high on beer or pot, and dive off the rocks into the deep, still water below. In seventy-eight, after three kids had drowned, the quarry was fenced off and posted. Kids still dived into the quarry on hot summer nights. They just climbed the fence first.

Emmitsboro was too far from the interstate for much traffic, and being a two-hour drive from D.C., it had never qualified as one of the city’s bedroom communities. The changes that took place were few and far between, which suited the residents just fine.

It boasted a hardware store, four churches, an American Legion post, and a clutch of antique shops. There was a market that had been run by the same family for four generations and a service station that had changed hands more times than Cam could count. A branch of the county library stood at the square and was open two afternoons a week and Saturday mornings. They had their own sheriff, two deputies, a mayor, and a town council.

In the summer the trees were leafy, and if you strolled in the shade, you smelled fresh-cut grass rather than exhaust. People took pride in their homes, and flower and kitchen gardens were in evidence in even the tiniest yards.

Come autumn, the surrounding mountains went wild with color, and the scent of woodsmoke and wet leaves filtered along the streets.

In the winter it was a postcard, a scene from It’s a Wonderful Life, with snow banking the stone walls and Christmas lights burning for weeks.

From a cop’s point of view, it was a cakewalk. The occasional vandalism—kids soaping windows or breaking them—traffic violations, the weekly drunk-and-disorderly or domestic dispute. In the years he had been back, Cam had dealt with one assault-and-battery, some petty theft, a half dozen malicious mischiefs, occasional bar fights, and a handful of DWI’s.

Not even enough to fill one good night of work in Washington, D.C., where he’d been a cop for more than seven years.

When he’d made the decision to resign in D.C. and return to Emmitsboro, his associates had told him he’d be back in six months, screaming with boredom. He had a reputation for being a real street cop, by turns icy and explosive, accustomed, even acclimated, to facing down junkies and dealers.

And he’d liked it, liked the feeling of walking on the edge, cruising the streets, sweeping up bits and pieces of human garbage. He’d made detective, an ambition he’d held secret inside him since the day he joined the force. And he’d stayed on the streets because he felt at home there, because he felt right.

But then, one dripping summer afternoon, he and his partner had chased a twenty-year-old petty dealer and his screaming hostage into a crumbling building in South East.

Everything had changed.

“Cameron?” A hand on Cam’s shoulder broke him out of his reverie. He looked up at Emmitsboro’s mayor.

“Mr. Atherton.”

“Mind if I join you?” With a quick smile, James Atherton settled his long, thin body into the vinyl seat opposite Cam. He was a man of angles, with a bony, slightly melancholy face and pale blue eyes—an Ichabod Crane of a man—white, freckled skin, sandy hair, long neck, long limbs.

There was a ballpoint pen and a pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses in the pocket of his sports coat. He always wore sports coats and shiny black, laced shoes. Cam couldn’t recall seeing Atherton in tennis shoes, or jeans or shorts. He was fifty-two and looked like what he was, a high school science teacher and public servant. He had been mayor of Emmitsboro, hardly a full-time job, since Cam was a teenager. It was an arrangement that suited Atherton and the town perfectly.

“Coffee?” Cam asked and automatically signaled for the waitress, though she was already heading their way, pot in hand.

“Thank you, Alice,” Atherton said as she poured.

“Get you some breakfast, Mayor?”

“No, I had mine already.” But he eyed the plastic cake plate on the counter. “Those doughnuts fresh?”

“Just this morning.”

He gave a little sigh as he added cream and two whopping spoons of sugar to his coffee. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any of those apple-filled-with the cinnamon on top?”

“Got one with your name on it.” Alice gave him a wink and walked off to fetch the doughnut.

“No willpower,” Atherton said as he took his first delicate sip of coffee. “Between you, me, and the gatepost, it frustrates the wife that I can eat like a horse and never put on weight.”

“How is Mrs. Atherton?”

“Min’s just fine. Got a bake sale going this morning over at the middle school. Trying to raise money for new band uniforms.” After Alice set his doughnut in front of him, Atherton picked up a knife and fork. His napkin was spread neatly over his lap.

Cam had to smile. No slurping up sticky apple chunks for the mayor. Atherton’s neatness was as dependable as a sunrise.

“Heard you had an unusual disturbance last night.”

“A nasty one.” Cam could still see the dark, gaping grave. He picked up his cooling coffee. “We took pictures last night and roped off the site. I drove by early this morning. The ground was hard and dry. No footprints. The place was neat as a pin.”

“Kids, perhaps, playing an early Halloween prank?”

“My first thought,” Cam admitted. “But it doesn’t feel right. Kids aren’t usually so tidy.”

“It’s unfortunate and upsetting.” Atherton ate his doughnut in small bites, chewing and swallowing before speaking. “In a town like ours, we don’t expect this kind of nonsense. The fact that it was an old grave and there are no relatives around to be affected helps, of course.” Atherton set down his fork, dusted his fingers on his napkin, then picked up his cup. “In a few days, the talk will die down, and people will forget. But I wouldn’t like to see such an incident repeated.” He smiled then, just as he did when a slow student managed to cop an A. “I know you’ll handle it all with discretion, Cameron. Just let me know if I can help in any way.”

“I’ll do that.”

After taking out his wallet, Atherton drew two crisp, uncreased singles out, then tucked the corners under the empty plate. “I’ll be on my way, then. I have to put in an appearance at the bake sale.”

Cam watched him stroll out, exchange waves with a few pedestrians, and walk down Main.

He spent the rest of the day with paperwork and routine patrols. But before sundown, he drove out to the cemetery again. For nearly thirty minutes, he stayed there, brooding down at the small, empty grave.

Carly Jamison was fifteen and mad at the world. Her parents were the first focus of her disgust. They didn’t understand what it was like to be young. They were so dull, living in their stupid house in stupid Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Good old Marge and Fred, she thought with a snort as she shifted her backpack and walked backward, thumb stuck out jauntily, on the verge of Route 15 South.

Why don’t you wear pretty clothes like your sister? Why don’t you study and get good grades like your sister? Why can’t you keep your room clean like your sister?

Fuck, fuck, fuck!

She hated her sister, too, picture-perfect Jennifer with her holier-than-thou attitude and preppy clothes. Jennifer the A student who was going to freaking Harvard on a freaking scholarship to study freaking medicine.

As her red Converse high tops scrunched over gravel, she imagined a doll with pale blond hair that fell into perfect curves around a perfect heart-shaped face. The baby blue eyes stared blankly, and there was a superior smile on the full, lovely mouth.

Hi, I’m Jennifer, the doll would say when you pulled the string. I’m perfect. I do whatever I’m told and do it just right.

Then Carly imagined dropping the doll off a high building and watching its perfect face smash onto the concrete.

Shit, she didn’t want to be like Jennifer. Digging in the pocket of her girdle-tight jeans, she hooked a crumpled pack of cigarettes. One Marlboro left, she thought in disgust. Well, she had a hundred and fifty dollars, and there was bound to be a store somewhere along the route.

She lit the cigarette with a red disposable Bic—red was her signature color—stuffed the lighter back in her pocket, and carelessly tossed the empty pack aside. She cursed halfheartedly at the cars that rumbled past her. Her luck at hitching rides had been pretty good so far, and since the day was cloudless and pleasantly cool, she didn’t mind the walk.

She would hitch all the way to Florida, to Fort Lauderdale, where her asshole parents had refused to let her go to enjoy spring break. She was too young. She was always either too young or too old, depending on her parents’ mood, to do whatever the hell it was she wanted.

Christ, they don’t know anything, she thought, tossing her head so her spiky cap of scarlet hair ruffled around her face. The three earrings she wore in her left ear danced in mad circles.

She wore a denim jacket nearly covered with patches and pins, and a red T-shirt with a Bon Jovi decal splashed across her chest. Her tight jeans were slashed liberally at the knees. A dozen slim bracelets jangled on one arm. Two Swatch watches adorned the other.

She was five-four and a hundred and ten pounds. Carly was proud of her body, which had only really begun to blossom the year before. She liked to show it off in tight clothes that scandalized and enraged her parents. But it gave her pleasure. Particularly since Jennifer was thin and flat-chested. Carly considered it a major triumph that she had beat her sister at something, even if it was only bust size.

They thought she was sexually active, with Justin Marks, in particular, and watched her like ghouls. Just waiting for her to pop up and say, hey, I’m pregnant. Sexually active, she thought and snorted. That was the term they liked to use to show they were up-to-date.

Well, she hadn’t let Justin do it to her yet—not that he didn’t want to. She just wasn’t ready for the big one. Maybe once she got to Florida, she’d change her mind.

Turning to walk forward for a while, she adjusted her prescription sunglasses. She hated the fact that she was nearsighted and lately had refused to wear corrective lenses unless they were tinted. Since she had lost two pairs of contacts, her parents had nixed the idea of buying her more.

So, she’d get her own, Carly thought. She’d get a job in Florida, and she wouldn’t ever go back to pissy PA. She’d get some of those Durasoft ones that would turn her dumb hazel eyes into a perfect sky blue.

She wondered if they were looking for her yet. Probably not. What did they care anyway? They had Jennifer the Great. Her eyes watered, and she blinked back tears furiously. It didn’t matter. The hell with all of them.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

They would think she was in school being bored shitless with U.S. history. Who the fuck cared what old farts signed the Declaration of Independence? Today, she was signing her own. She’d never have to sit in a classroom again or listen to lectures on cleaning her room or turning down her music or not wearing so much makeup.

What’s wrong with you, Carly? her mother would always ask. Why do you act this way? I don’t understand you.

Damn straight she didn’t understand. No one did.

Carly turned around, sticking her thumb out again. But she wasn’t feeling so cheerful. She’d been on the road four hours, and her defiance was rapidly turning to self-pity. As a tractor-trailer zoomed by, kicking dust in her face, she briefly considered moving across the asphalt and heading north, and home again.

The hell with that, she thought, straightening her slumping shoulders. She wasn’t going back. Let them come looking for her. She wanted so badly for them to come looking for her.

With a little sigh, she moved off the gravel onto the grassy slope, toward some shade, where she sat down. There was a rusty barbed-wire fence behind which cows lolled lazily. In her pack with her bikini, her Levi’s wallet, hot pink shorts, and extra T-shirt was a duo of Hostess cupcakes. She ate both, licking the chocolate and filling from her fingers as she watched the cows graze.

She wished she’d thought to stick a couple of cans of Coke in the pack. As soon as she found some little hick town, she would buy some, and more Marlboros. Glancing at her watches, she saw that it was just past noon. The school cafeteria would be crowded and noisy now. She wondered what the other kids would think when they found out she’d hitched all the way to Florida. Man, they’d be green. It was probably the coolest thing she’d ever done. They’d really pay attention then. Everyone would pay attention.

She dozed awhile and woke cramped and groggy. After swinging on her pack, she tromped back to the edge of the road and cocked her thumb.

Christ, she was dying of thirst. Crumbs from the cupcakes seemed to be lodged like pebbles in her throat. And she wanted another smoke. Her spirits lifted a bit when she hiked past a sign.

EMMITSBORO 8 MILES

Sounded like Hicksboro, but as long as they sold Coke Classic and Marlboros, it was fine by her.

She was delighted when, in less than ten minutes, a pickup slowed and pulled over. Earrings and bracelets jangling, she trotted to the passenger door. The guy inside looked like a farmer. He had big hands with thick fingers and wore a baseball-style cap with some feed-and-grain store advertised over the bill. The truck smelled pleasantly of hay and animals.

“Thanks, mister.” She hopped into the cab of the truck. “Where you heading?”

“South,” she told him. “Florida.”

“Long trip.” His gaze skimmed her backpack before he pulled out on the road again. “Yeah.” She shrugged. “Well.”

“Going to visit relatives?”

“No. Just going.” She shot him a defiant look, but he smiled.

“Yeah, I know how that is. I can take you as far as Seventy, but I got to make a stop first.”

“Hey, that’s cool.” Pleased with herself, Carly settled back.

Deep in the woods, deep into the night, the cold, clear note of a bell sounded. As the moon rode high in a black sky, the circle of thirteen chanted. They sang a song of death.

The altar writhed and strained. Her vision was blurred because they’d taken away her glasses and given her some kind of injection when they’d tied her up. Her mind seemed to be floating up and down. But deep inside it, there was an ice-cold fear.

She knew she was naked, that her arms and legs were spread wide and tied down. But she didn’t know where she was, and her groggy mind couldn’t pin down how she had gotten there.

The man in the truck, she thought, straining. He’d picked her up. He’d been a farmer. Hadn’t he? They’d stopped by his farm. She was almost sure of that. Then he’d turned on her. She’d fought him, but he’d been strong, awfully strong. Then he’d hit her with something.

The rest was all a blur. Being tied up in a dark place. How long had she been there? An hour, a day? Men coming, talking in whispers. Then the prick of a needle in her arm.

She was outside again. She could see the moon and the stars. She could smell smoke. It rolled in her head, as did the silver ring of the bell. And the chanting. She couldn’t make out the words, foreign maybe. They didn’t make sense.

She wept a little, wanting her mother.

She turned her head and saw the black-clad figures. They had animal heads, like something out of a horror movie. Or a dream. It was a dream, she promised herself as her eyes heated with tears. She’d wake up. Her mother would come in and wake her for school any minute, and all of this would go away.

It had to be a dream. She knew there were no such things as creatures with men’s bodies and animals’ heads. Monsters only existed in movies and stuff, the kind she and Sharie Murray rented for the VCR when they had a sleep-over.

The thing with the goat’s head put a silver cup between her breasts. In her drugged state she wondered how it could be that she could actually feel the cold metal against her flesh. Did you feel things when you were dreaming?

He lifted his arms high, and his voice boomed inside her head. He placed a black candle between her thighs.

She began to cry hard now, afraid she wasn’t dreaming. Yet everything was shifting in and out of focus, and the sounds seemed to come from very far away. There were shouts and wails and keening, much too human a sound to come from those horrible animal heads.

He tipped the cup over, pouring the liquid in it down her body. It smelled like blood. She whimpered. He was touching her, drawing signs on her body with the red liquid. She could see his eyes gleam in the goat’s head as he began to do things to her with his all too human hands, things her mother had warned her would happen if she hitched rides and teased boys.

Even through her fear, she felt shame, a hot, liquid sensation in her belly.

Then they were naked, the men beneath the cloaks and the heads of goats and wolves and lizards.

Even before the first one crouched above her, his penis hard and ready, she knew she would be raped. At the first thrust, she screamed. And the sound echoed, mocking and hollow, through the trees.

They sucked at her blood-spattered breasts, making horrible grunting sounds as they lapped and suckled. She gagged and struggled weakly as her mouth was savagely raped. Growling and keening, they pinched and nipped and pumped.

They were wild, all of them, dancing and capering and groaning as each one took his turn with her. Heartless, heedless, even as her screams turned to sobs and sobs to mindless mewling.

She went under, to some deep, secret place where she could hide from all the pain and all the fear. Hiding there, she never saw the knife.





Chapter 3

The gallery was packed. An hour after the opening of Clare’s show, people streamed through the lofty, three-storied space. Not just people, Clare thought as she sipped champagne, but People. Those capital P sorts who would expand Angie’s heart to the size of Kansas. Representatives from the business world, the art world, the theater, the literati, the glitterati. From Madonna to the mayor, they came to look, to comment, and apparently to buy.

Reporters schmoozed their way through, gulping canapès and French bubbly. That old standby, Entertainment Tonight, had sent a crew who even now were doing a stand-up in front of Clare’s three-foot iron-and-bronze work titled Return of Power. Controversial, they called it, because of the blatant sexuality and overt feminism in its image of three women, naked and armed with lance, bow, and pike, circled around a kneeling man.

For Clare, it was simply a symbol of her own feelings after her divorce, when she had yearned for a weapon to strike back and had found none.

Representatives from Museums and Art were discussing a small copper work, spouting words like “esoteric” and “stratified.”

As successes went, you couldn’t get much higher.

Then why was she so depressed?

Oh, she did her part, smiling and chatting until she thought her face would crack like flawed marble. She’d even worn the dress Angie had chosen for her. A sleek and glittery black number that plunged to a deep, wide vee in the back and had a skirt so tight that she had to walk like one of those poor Chinese women when feet binding had been in fashion. She’d worn her hair very straight and added some chunky copper jewelry she had designed herself, on a whim.

She knew the image was arty and sexy, but at the moment she didn’t feel either.

She felt, Clare realized, small town and dazzled. Dorothy would have felt the same way, she was sure, when her farmhouse dropped down into the middle of Munchkinland. And like Dorothy, she was plagued by a deep and terrible longing to go home. All the way home.

Clare struggled to shake the feeling off, sipping champagne and reminding herself this was the realization of a lifelong dream. She’d worked hard for it, just as Angie and Jean-Paul had worked hard to create an atmosphere where art would be appreciated—and purchased for great quantities of money.

The gallery itself was elegant, a perfect backdrop for art and for the beautiful people who came there. It was done in stark whites, with a floating staircase that led to a second floor, then a third. Everything was open and curved and fluid. From the high ceiling above dripped two modernistic crystal chandeliers. Each of her pieces was care fully spotlighted. Around them hovered people in diamonds or designer denim.

The rooms were choked with expensive scents, each one layered over the others until they merged into one exclusive fragrance. Wealth.

“Clare, my dear.” Tina Yongers, an art critic Clare knew and loathed, weaved her way over. She was a tiny sprite of a woman with wispy blond hair and sharp green eyes. Though past fifty, surgical nips and tucks kept her hovering deceptively at fortysomething.

She was wearing a misty floral caftan that reached her ankles. The opulent scent of Poison surrounded her. An appropriate scent, Clare thought, since Tina’s reviews were often deadly. She could, with the lifting of one platinum brow, squash an artistic ego like a beetle. It was no secret that she did so, habitually, for the lively sense of power it gave her.

She brushed a kiss through the air over Clare’s cheek, then fervently gripped her forearms.

“You’ve outdone yourself, haven’t you?”

Clare smiled and called herself a cynical hypocrite.

“Have I?”

“Don’t be modest—it’s boring. It’s obvious to everyone here that you’re going to be the artist of the nineties. The woman artist.” She tossed her head and gave a tinkling laugh for the benefit of the film crew. “I’m pleased to say that I was one of the first to recognize it, at your first show.”

And for the glowing review she had expected countless favors, invitations, and free rides. It was business. Clare could almost hear Angie’s voice in her ear. We all play the game.

“I appreciate your support, Tina.”

“No need. I only support the best. If the work is inferior, I’m the first to say so.” She smiled, showing off small, kitten teeth. “Like poor Craig’s show last month. Miserable stuff, incredibly dreary, not a soupcon of originality. But this …” She tipped a ringed hand toward a sculpture in white marble. It was the head of a wolf, thrown back in mid-howl, fangs sharp and gleaming. Its shoulders, the mere hint of them, were undoubtedly human. “This is powerful.”

Clare glanced at the piece. It was one of her nightmare works, inspired by her own frightening dreams. Abruptly chilled, she turned her back on it. Play the game, she ordered herself, then gulped down the rest of her wine before setting the glass aside.

For the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why the wine and the compliments were making her tense. “Thanks, Tina. Angie will breathe a lot easier when I pass your opinions along.”

“Oh, I’ll relay them myself, never fear.” She tapped a finger on Clare’s wrist. “I’d like to speak to you, at a less chaotic time, about addressing my art group.”

“Of course,” she said, though she hated public speaking even more than she hated interviews. “Give me a call.” Maybe I can have my number changed first.

“Be sure that I will. Congratulations, Clare.”

Clare took a step back, intending to slip off to Angie’s private office for a moment of solitude. She bumped solidly into someone behind her.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she began as she turned. “It’s so close in—Blair!” With her first genuine emotion of the evening, she threw her arms around him. “You came! I was afraid you wouldn’t make it.”

“Not make my sister’s glitzy party?”

“It’s an art showing.”

“Yeah.” He let his gaze skim the room. “Says who?”

“Thank God you’re here.” She grabbed his arm. “Come with me. And whatever you do, don’t look back.”

“Hey,” he said when she’d dragged him outside, “the champagne’s in there.”

“I’ll buy you a case.” Ignoring the limo at her disposal, she hustled him down the street. Four blocks away, she walked into a deli, drawing in the scents of corned beef, pickles, and garlic.

“Thank you, God,” Clare murmured and rushed over to the counter to stare at the display of potato salad, pickled eggs, smoked sturgeon, and blintzes.

Ten minutes later, they were sitting at a scarred linoleum table eating thick slabs of pumpernickel stuffed with layers of pastrami and Swiss.

“I bought a new suit and hopped a shuttle to sit in a deli and eat kosher pickles and cold meat?”

“We’ll go back if you want,” Clare said with her mouth full. “I had to get out for a minute.”

“It’s your show,” he pointed out.

“Yeah. But is my sculpture on display, or am I?”

“Okay, kid.” Leaning back in his chair, he crunched on a potato chip. “What gives?”

She was silent a moment, working it through. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d needed to escape until she saw Blair, standing there, so real and solid, amid all the glitter and paste.

He was only slightly taller than she. His hair had darkened with age to a deep, reddish blond, and he combed it straight back from his face. He put many women in mind of a young Robert Redford, a fact that constantly embarrassed him. He’d never been conceited about his looks. Blair understood the frustration many beautiful women felt when they were categorized as brainless sex objects.

He had, despite the fact that he looked naive, pretty, and five years younger than his age, managed to claw his way up the journalism ladder. He was a political reporter for the Washington Post.

He was, Clare knew, sensible, logical, and earthbound, the direct opposite of her own personality. But there was no one with whom she felt more comfortable sharing her innermost thoughts.

“How’s Mom?”

Blair sipped at his cream soda. He knew his twin would circle around whatever problem she had until she felt ready to dive into it. “She’s good. I got a postcard the other day from Madrid. Didn’t you get one?”

“Yeah.” Clare nibbled at her sandwich. “She and Jerry seem to be having the time of their lives.”

“Honeymoons are supposed to be fun.” He leaned forward, touched her hand. “She needs Jerry, Clare. She loves him and deserves some happiness.”

“I know. I know.” Impatient with herself, she pushed the plate aside and reached for a cigarette. Her appetite seemed to vacillate as quickly as her moods these days. “In my head I do. She worked hard after Daddy—after he died, to keep the family together, to keep the business from going under. And to keep herself sane, I guess. I know all that,” she repeated, rubbing at her temple. “I know.”

“But?”

She shook her head. “Jerry’s a good guy. I like him, really. He’s funny and he’s sharp, and he’s obviously crazy about Mom. It’s not as if we’re kids, wondering whether he’s trying to take Daddy’s place.”

“But?”

“I keep feeling like he’s taking Daddy’s place.” She laughed and drew deeply on the cigarette. “That’s not really it, or not all of it. Christ, Blair, it just seems like we’re so scattered now, so separate. Mom off in Europe for weeks on her honeymoon, you in D.C., me here. I keep thinking of the way it was before we lost Dad.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“I know. Jesus, I know.” With her free hand she began to ball and unball her napkin. She wasn’t certain she had the words. It was often easier to express emotions with steel and solder. “It’s only that—well, even after … when it was only the three of us …” She shut her eyes a moment. “It was tough, the shock of the accident, then all that business about kickbacks and collusion and under-the-table deals for the shopping center. One minute we’re a nice happy family, and the next Dad is dead and we’re in the middle of a scandal. But we held on so tight, maybe too tight, then boom, we’re scattered.”

“I’m only a phone call away, Clare. An hour by plane.”

“Yeah. I don’t know what it is, Blair. Everything was going along just dandy. My work’s great. I love what I’m doing—I love my life. And then … I had the dream again.”

“Oh.” He took her hand again, holding it this time. “I’m sorry. Want to talk about it?”

“The dream?” In jerky motions she tapped the cigarette out in a gaudy metal ashtray. She had never talked about the details, not even with him. Only the fear of it. “No, it’s the same. Pretty awful when it’s happening, but then it fades. Only this time, I haven’t been able to get back into the groove. I’ve been working, but my heart doesn’t seem to be in it, and it shows. I keep thinking about Dad, and the house, and, Christ, Mrs. Negley’s little black poodle. French toast at Martha’s Diner after church on Sunday.” She took a deep breath. “Blair, I think I want to go home.”

“Home? To Emmitsboro?”

“Yes. Look, I know you told me you were in the middle of interviewing new tenants for the house, but you could hold off. Mom wouldn’t care.”

“No, of course she wouldn’t.” He saw her strain, felt it in the restless movements of her hand in his. “Clare, it’s a long way from New York to Emmitsboro. I’m not talking about miles.”

“I’ve already made the trip once.”

“From there to here. Going back is a whole different thing. You haven’t been there in …”

“Nine years,” she told him. “Almost ten. I guess it was easier to just keep going after we started college. Then with Mom deciding to move to Virginia, there didn’t seem to be any reasons to go back.” She broke off a corner of her sandwich, eating more from nerves than hunger now. “But at least she kept the house.”

“It’s a good investment. Mortgage-free, low taxes. The rental income is—”

“Do you really believe that’s the only reason she didn’t sell? For rental income?”

Blair looked down at their joined hands. He wished he could tell her yes so that she might look for her peace of mind in the future instead of in the past. His own wounds were healed, but they could throb at unexpected moments, reminding him of his father’s dishonesty and his own painful disillusionment.

“No. There are memories there, most of them good. I’m sure all of us feel an attachment.”

“Do you?” she asked quietly.

His eyes met hers. There was understanding in them and the remnants of pain. “I haven’t forgotten him, if that’s what you mean.”

“Or forgiven?”

“I’ve learned to live with it,” he said briefly. “We all have.”

“I want to go back, Blair. Though I’m not entirely sure why, I need to go back.”

He hesitated, wanting to argue. Then with a shrug he gave it up. “Look, the house is empty. You could move in tomorrow if you want, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea to go walking down memory lane if you’re already feeling low.”

“Like you said, most of the memories are good. Maybe it’s time to deal with the bad ones.”

“Still seeing that shrink, are you?”

She smiled a little. “Off and on. But my real therapy’s work, and I don’t seem able to work here anymore. I want to go home, Blair. That’s the only thing I’m sure of.”

“When’s the last time you drove a car?” Angie demanded.

Clare loaded the last suitcase into the back of her brand-new Z, slammed down the hatch, and stood back. As cars went, this one was a work of art. “What?” she said as she noted Angie was tapping a foot, this time encased in teal blue snakeskin.

“I said, when was the last time you drove a car?”

“Oh, a couple of years ago. She’s a honey, isn’t she?” Affectionately, Clare stroked the shiny red fender.

“Oh, sure, a real honey. That’s a five-speed in there, isn’t it? And that speedometer goes up to about one-sixty. You haven’t been behind the wheel in two years, then you go out and buy a machine with fangs?”

“I suppose you’d be happier if I’d bought a pokey old station wagon.”

“I’d be happier if you’d unload that monster and get back upstairs where you belong.”

“Angie, we’ve been round and round this for a week.”

“And it still doesn’t make any sense.” Exasperated, Angie paced down the sidewalk and back again, instinctively avoiding the disaster of snagging her two-hundred-dollar heels in the cracks. “Girl, you can hardly remember to tie your shoelaces, how are you going to get this rocket launcher all the way to Maryland?”

“Didn’t I mention the automatic pilot?” When Angie failed to see the humor, Clare took her by the shoulders and shook. “Stop worrying, will you! I’m a big girl. I’m going to go spend the next six months or so in a quiet little town with two stoplights, where the biggest crime problem is kids stealing lawn art from the neighboring yard.”

“And what the hell are you supposed to do in a place like that?”

“Work.”

“You can work here! Christ Almighty, Clare, you’ve got the critics eating out of your hand after the show. You can name your own price. If you need a vacation, take a cruise, fly to Cancun or Monte Carlo for a few weeks. What the hell’s in Emmitsburg?”

“Boro. Emmitsboro. Peace, quiet, tranquility.” Neither of them turned a hair when a cab driver jumped out of his hack and began screaming obscenities at another driver. “I need a change, Angie. Everything I’ve worked on in the last month is garbage.”

“That’s bull.”

“You’re my friend, and a good one, but you’re also an art dealer. Be honest.”

Angie opened her mouth but at Clare’s steady stare let out only an impatient hiss of breath.

“Well, that’s honest,” Clare mumbled.

“If you haven’t been producing your best work for the past couple of weeks, it’s only because you’ve been pushing too hard. Everything you finished for the show was fabulous. You just need some time off.”

“Maybe. Take my word for it, it’s really tough to push too hard in Emmitsboro. Which is,” she added, holding up a hand before Angie could argue, “only a five-hour drive. You and Jean-Paul can come down and check on me any time you like.”

Angie backed off only because she knew there was no shaking Clare once her mind was set. “You’ll call.”

“I’ll call, I’ll write, I’ll send up smoke signals. Now say good-bye.”

Angie searched her brain for one final argument, but Clare simply stood smiling at her, in baggy jeans, screaming green high tops, and a purple sweatshirt with a huge yellow question mark down the front. Tears burned the backs of Angie’s eyes as she held out her arms.

“Damn it, I’m going to miss you.”

“I know, me too.” She hugged Angie hard, drawing in the familiar scent of the Chanel that had been Angie’s trademark since their art school days. “Look, I’m not joining the Foreign Legion.” She started around the car, then stopped and swore. “I forgot my purse, it’s upstairs. Don’t say a word,” she warned as she loped toward the entrance door.

“That girl will probably make a wrong turn and end up in Idaho,” Angie muttered.

Five hours later, Clare was indeed lost. She knew she was in Pennsylvania—the signs said so. But how she had gotten there, when she should have been cutting through Delaware, she couldn’t say. Determined to make the best of it, she stopped at a McDonald’s and feasted on a quarter-pounder with cheese, large fries, and a Coke while she pored over her road map.

She figured out where she was well enough, but how she’d arrived there remained a mystery. Still, that was behind her now. Nibbling on a fry soaked in salt and catsup, she traced her route. All she had to do was get on that squiggly blue line and take it to that red one, turn right and keep going. True, she had added hours to her trip, but she wasn’t on a deadline. Her equipment would be trucked down the next day. If worse came to worst, she could just pull off at a handy motel and get a fresh start in the morning.

Ninety minutes later, through blind luck, she found herself heading south on 81. She’d traveled that route before, with her father, when he’d gone to check out property on the Pennsylvania border, and with her family, when they’d spent a weekend visiting relatives in Allentown. Sooner or later, the route would take her into Hagerstown, and from there, even with her sense of direction, she would find her way.

It felt good to be behind the wheel. Though it was true enough that the car seemed to have a life of its own. She enjoyed the way it skimmed the road, hugged the turns. Now that she was driving, she wondered how she had managed to do without the simple pleasure of being the captain of her own ship for so long.

An excellent analogy for marriage and divorce. Nope. She shook her head and drew a deep breath. She wouldn’t think of that.

The stereo was first class, and she had the volume up high. It had been too cool to remove the T-tops—and her luggage took up all the trunk space, in any case. But her windows were down all the way so that a bouncy Pointer Sisters classic streamed out into the air. Her clutch foot tapped in time on the floorboards.

She already felt better, more herself, more in control. The fact that the sun was dropping low and the shadows lengthening didn’t concern her. After all, spring was in the air. Daffodils and dogwoods were blooming. And she was going home.

On 81 South, halfway between Carlisle and Shippensburg, the sleek little car shuddered, hesitated, and stopped dead.

“What the hell?” Baffled, she sat, listening to the blaring music. Her eyes narrowed when she spotted the light on the dash with its symbol of a gas pump. “Shit.”

Just after midnight, she made the last turn for Emmitsboro. The pack of teenagers who had stopped as she’d been pushing the Z to the shoulder of the road had been so impressed with her car that they’d all but begged her for the honor of procuring her a gallon of gas.

Then, of course, she’d felt obliged to let them sit in the car, discuss the car, stroke the car. The memory made her grin. She’d like to think if she’d been an ugly little man in a beat-up Ford, they’d have been just as helpful. But she doubted it.

In any case, her five-hour drive had taken nearly double that, and she was tired. “Almost there, baby,” she murmured to the car. “Then I’m going to crawl into my sleeping bag and check out for eight hours.”

The rural road was dark, her headlights the only relief. There wasn’t another car in sight, so she hit the high beams. She could see fields on either side of the road. The shadow of a silo, the glint of moonlight on the aluminum roof of a barn. With the windows down, she could hear the song of peepers and crickets, a high-pitched symphony under a bright full moon. After what seemed like a lifetime in New York, the humming country silence was eerie.

She shivered once, then laughed at herself. Serene, the word was serene. But she turned up the radio a bit louder.

Then she saw the sign, the same tidy billboard that had sat on the side of the two-lane country road as long as she could remember.

WELCOME TO EMMITSBORO
Founded 1782

With a surge of excitement, she turned left, bumped over the stone bridge, then followed the lazy curve of the road that led into town.

No streetlights, no neon, no gangs posturing on street corners. It was barely midnight, but most of Emmitsboro was asleep. By the glow of the moon and her car’s headlights, she could see the dark buildings—the market, its big plate glass windows blank, the parking lot empty; Miller’s Hardware, its sign freshly painted, the shutters drawn. Across the street was the big brick house that had been converted into three apartment units when she was a girl. A light shone in the top window, faint and yellow behind its shade.

Houses, most of them old and built well off the road. Low stone walls and high curbs. Then a clutter of small businesses and more converted apartments with concrete or wooden porches and aluminum awnings.

Now the park. She could almost see the ghost of the child she had been, running toward the empty swings that moved a bit in the easy wind.

More houses, one or two with a light burning, most dark and silent. The occasional glare of a television against window glass. Cars parked against the curb. They would be unlocked, she thought, as the doors of most of the houses would be.

There was Martha’s Diner, the bank, the sheriff’s office. She remembered how Sheriff Parker had sat outside on the stoop, smoking Camels and keeping a beady eye on law and order. Did he still? she wondered. Did Maude Poffenburger still stand behind the counter at the post office, dispensing stamps and opinions? Would she still find old men playing checkers in the park and kids running across to Abbot’s General Store for Popsicles and Milky Ways? Or had it all changed?

In the morning would she wake up and find this vital slice of her childhood was now inhabited by strangers? Clare shook the idea away and drove slowly, drinking up memories like cool, clean wine.

More neat yards, daffodils bobbing, azaleas in bud. At Oak Leaf, she turned left. No shops here, only quiet homes and the occasional restless barking of a dog. She came to the corner of Mountain View and pulled into the sloping driveway her father had resurfaced every third year.

She’d traveled almost the length of town without passing another car.

Climbing out with the nightsong cheerful around her, she moved slowly, wanting to savor. The garage door had to be lifted by hand. No one had ever bothered to install one of those handy remotes. It opened with a loud keening of metal.

It wouldn’t disturb the neighbors, she thought. The closest one was across the wide street and screened by a neat bayberry hedge. She went back to her idling car and pulled it inside.

She could have gone directly into the house from there, through the door that would lead into the laundry room, then the kitchen. But she wanted to make her entry more of an event.

Coming outside again, she lowered the garage door, then walked all the way down to the sloping sidewalk to look at the house.

She forgot her sleeping bag, her luggage, and remembered her purse only because it held the keys to the front and back doors. Memories flooded her as she climbed the concrete steps from sidewalk to yard. The hyacinths were blooming. She could smell them, sweet and heartbreakingly fragile.

She stood on the flagstone walkway and looked at the house of her youth. It was three stories of wood and stone. Always the wood had been painted white with blue trim. The wide covered porch, or veranda, as her mother had called it, had open latticework at the eaves and long, slender columns. The porch swing, where she had spent so many summer evenings, was still there, at the end of the porch. Her father had always planted sweet peas nearby so that their spicy fragrance would reach out to you as you glided and dreamed.

Emotions, both pleasant and painful, choked her as she set the key in the old brass lock. The door opened with a creak and a groan.

She wasn’t afraid of ghosts. If there were any here, they would be friendly. As if to welcome them, she stood in the dark for a full minute.

She turned on the hall light and watched it bounce and glare off the freshly painted walls and polished oak floor. Blair had already arranged for the house to be readied for new tenants, though he hadn’t suspected that the tenant would be his sister.

It was so odd to see it empty. Somehow, she’d thought she would step inside and find it exactly as it had been, unchanged by the years—as if she’d walked home from school rather than returned after a long journey into adulthood.

For a moment she saw it as it had been, the pretty drop-leaf table against the wall holding a green glass bowl full of violets. The antique mirror over it, its brass frame gleaming. The many-armed coatrack in the corner. The long, slender oriental carpet over the wide-planked floor. The little hodgepodge shelf that held her mother’s collection of porcelain thimbles.

But when she blinked, the hall was bare, with only a lone spider silently building a web in the corner.

Clutching her purse, she moved from room to room. The big front parlor, the den, the kitchen.

The appliances were new, she noted. Sparkling and ivory against the navy ceramic counters and the sky blue floor. She did not step out onto the terrace—she wasn’t ready for that—but instead turned and walked down the hall to the stairs.

Her mother had always kept the newel post and railing polished to a gleam. The old mahogany was smooth as silk with age—countless palms and youthful bottoms had brushed over it.

She found her room, the first off the hall to the right, where she had dreamed the dreams of childhood and adolescence. She had dressed for school there, shared secrets with friends, built her fantasies, and wept away her disappointments.

How could she have known that it would be so painful to open the door and find the room empty? As if nothing she had ever done within those walls had left a mark? She turned off the light but left the door open.

Directly across the hall was Blair’s old room, where he had once hung posters of his heroes. Superman to Brooks Robinson, Brooks to John Lennon. There was the guest room her mother had furnished with eyelet lace and satin pillows. Granny, her father’s mother, had stayed there for a week the year before she had died of a stroke.

Here was the bath with its pedestal sink and its soft green and white checkerboard tiles. Throughout their teens she and Blair had fought over possession of that room like dogs over a meaty bone.

Going back into the hall, she turned into the master bedroom, where her parents had slept and loved and talked night after night. Clare remembered sitting on the pretty pink and lavender rug, watching her mother use all the fascinating bottles and pots on the cherry vanity. Or studying her father as he’d stared into the cheval mirror, struggling to knot his tie. The room had always smelled of wisteria and Old Spice. Somehow, it still did.

Half-blind with grief, she stumbled into the master bath to turn on the faucet and splash her face with water. Maybe she should have taken it a room at a time, she thought. One room a day. With her hands pressed on the sides of the sink, she looked up and faced herself in the glass.

Too pale, she thought. Shadows under her eyes. Her hair was a mess. But then, it usually was since she was too lazy for hairdressers and almost always chopped away at it herself. She’d lost an earring somewhere, she noted. Or had forgotten to put it on in the first place.

She started to dry her face with her sleeve, remembered the jacket was suede, and decided to dig in her purse for a tissue. But she’d set it down somewhere along the tour.

“Doing great so far,” she murmured to her reflection and nearly jolted at the echo of her own voice. “This is where I want to be,” she said more firmly. “Where I have to be. But it’s not going to be as easy as I thought.”

Brushing away the excess water on her face with her hands, she turned away from the glass. She would go down, get her sleeping bag, and tune out for the night. She was tired and overemotional. In the morning she would go through the house again and see what she needed to make her stay more pleasant.

Just as she stepped back into her parents’ bedroom, she heard the creak and groan of the front door.

Panic came first, quick and instinctive. Her always vivid imagination conjured up a pack of roving convicts newly escaped from the correctional institution that was only twenty miles away. She was alone, in an empty house, and for the life of her, she couldn’t remember one move she’d learned in the self-defense course she and Angie had taken two years before.

Pressing both hands to her heart, she reminded herself she was in Emmitsboro. Convicts didn’t tend to roam the streets of tiny rural communities. She took a step forward and heard the creak on the stairs.

Yes, they did, she thought again. Anyone who had ever watched a B movie knew that convicts and psychos always headed for out-of-the-way towns and quiet villages to spread their mayhem.

In the empty room, she looked around wildly for a weapon. There wasn’t even a ball of dust. Heart thudding, she searched her jacket pockets and came up with three pennies, a half roll of Lifesavers, a broken comb, and her keys.

Brass knuckles, she thought, remembering how she’d been instructed to hold the keys with the pointed ends sticking out between the fingers of a closed fist. And the best defense was a good offense. So saying, she jumped forward toward the door, letting loose with the most hideous shriek she could summon.

“Jesus!” Cameron Rafferty stumbled back a step, one hand reaching for his weapon, the other gripping the flashlight like a club. He saw a woman with wild red hair and a kelly green suede jacket come leaping at him. He ducked her swing, tossed an arm around her waist, and used his weight to overbalance both of them. They landed with a thud on the hardwood floor.

“Bruno!” Clare shouted, inspired and terrified. “Someone’s in the house! Bring the gun!” As she yelled, she tried to bring her knee up between her attacker’s thighs and nearly succeeded.

Winded, Cam struggled to pin her arms above her head. “Hold on.” He swore as she tried to take a bite out of him. “I said hold on. I’m the police. I said I’m the goddamn police.”

It finally got through. She subsided enough to look at his face in the slant of light from the bedroom. She saw dark hair, a little curly, a little too long, the stubble of a beard over tanned skin that stretched taut over excellent cheekbones. A good mouth, she thought, artist to the last. Nice eyes, though in the dark she couldn’t be sure of their color. There was a light scent of sweat about him, clean, clear sweat, not at all offensive. His body, pressed hard into hers to keep her still, felt lean and muscled.

He didn’t seem like a psychotic or a crazed felon. But …

She took her survey while she fought to regain her breath. “The police?”

“That’s right.”

Though she was flat on her back, she gained some satisfaction from the fact that he was breathless. “I want to see your badge.”

He was still cautious. Though his grip on her wrist had caused her to drop the lethal keys, she still had nails and teeth. “I’m wearing it. At this rate, it should be imprinted on your chest.”

Under different circumstances, she might have been amused by the exasperation in his voice. “I want to see it.”

“Okay. I’m going to move, slowly.” He was as good as his word. His eyes never left hers as he shifted back and dropped one hand to the badge pinned to his shirt.

Clare flicked a glance over the metal star. “I can buy one of those in the dimestore.”

“I. D.’s in my wallet. Okay?”

She nodded, watching him as carefully as he watched her. With two fingers, he reached in his hip pocket and flipped open a wallet. Clare inched back, then reached out. She tilted the wallet toward the spill of light. She read the laminated identification, frowned at the name and picture.

“Cameron Rafferty?” She looked up at him then, squinting in the dark. “You’re Cameron Rafferty?”

“That’s right. I’m the sheriff here.”

“Oh, God.” She giggled, surprising him. “Then pigs must be flying.” She laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. Baffled, Cam shined his light in her face. “Take a good look,” she invited. “Come on, Rafferty, don’t you recognize me?”

He played the light over her features. It was her eyes, gold and glowing with unholy amusement, that jogged his memory. “Clare? Clare Kimball?” He gave a shout of laughter. “I’ll be a sonofabitch.”

“Yeah, that’s the truth.”

He grinned at her. “Well, welcome home, Slim.”





Chapter 4

“So how the hell are you, Clare?”

They were sitting on the front porch steps drinking two of the lukewarm Becks that Clare had picked up during her meanderings through Pennsylvania. Relaxed, she moved her shoulders as she tipped the bottle back. The beer and the cool night eased the driving kinks.

“I’m pretty good.” She leveled her gaze to the badge on his shirt. Her eyes glowed with humor. “Sheriff.”

Cam stretched out his booted feet, then crossed them. “I take it Blair didn’t mention I’d moved into Parker’s old job.”

“Nope.” She sipped again, then gestured with the bottle. “Brothers never tell their sisters the interesting gossip. It’s the law.”

“I’ll write that down.”

“So where is Parker? Spinning in his grave because it killed him to see you sitting in his chair?”

“Florida.” He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered her one. “Took off his badge, packed up, and headed south.” When he flicked on his lighter, Clare leaned over and touched the tip of her cigarette to the flame. In the glow they studied each other’s faces.

“Just like that?” she said, expelling smoke.

“Yeah. I heard about the job and decided to give it a shot.”

“You were living in D.C., right?”

“That’s right.”

Clare leaned back against the stair rail, her eyes amused and measuring. “A cop. I always figured Blair was pulling my chain. Who would have figured Cameron ‘Wild Man’ Rafferty on the side of law and order?”

“I always liked to do the unexpected.” His eyes stayed on hers as he lifted his bottle and drank. “You look good, Slim. Real good.”

She wrinkled her nose at the old nickname. While it didn’t carry the same sting as some of the others—Beanpole, String, Gnat Ass—that had clung to her during her youth, it did remind her of the days when she had stuffed her woefully underfilled bra with tissues and consumed gallons of Weight-On.

“You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

“The last time I saw you you were what? Fifteen, sixteen?”

The autumn after her father had died, she thought.

“About.”

“You grew up nice.” During their brief wrestling match inside, he’d noticed that while she was still on the skinny side she’d rounded out here and there. Despite the changes, she was still Blair Kimball’s sister, and Cam couldn’t resist teasing her. “You’re painting or something, right?”

“I sculpt.” She flipped her cigarette away. It was one of her pet peeves that so many people thought all artists were painters.

“Yeah, I knew it was some arty type thing up in New York. Blair mentioned it. So do you sell stuff—like birdbaths?”

Miffed, she studied his bland smile. “I said I was an artist.”

“Yeah.” All innocence, he sipped his beer while crickets chorused around them. “This guy I knew was really good at making birdbaths. He used to make this one with a fish on it—a carp, I think—and the water would come out the carp’s mouth and fill the bowl.”

“Oh, I see. Class work.”

“You bet. He sold a bundle of them.”

“Good for him. I don’t work in concrete.” She couldn’t help it—it irked her that he wouldn’t have heard of her work or seen her name. “I guess you guys don’t get People or Newsweek around here.”

“Get Soldier of Fortune,” he said, tongue in cheek. “That’s real popular.” He watched her take another chug of beer. Her mouth, and he still remembered her mouth, was full and wide. Yeah, she’d grown up nice all right. Who would have thought that shy and skinny Clare Kimball would turn into the long, sexy woman sitting across from him. “Heard you were married.”

“For a while.” She shrugged off the memory. “Didn’t work out. How about you?”

“No. Never made it. Came close once.” He thought of Mary Ellen with a trace of sweet regret. “I guess some of us do better single file.” He drained the beer and set the empty bottle on the step between them.

“Want another?”

“No, thanks. Wouldn’t do to have one of my own deputies pick me up DWI. How’s your mother?”

“She got married,” Clare said flatly.

“No kidding? When?”

“Couple of months ago.” Restless, she shifted and stared out at the dark, empty street. “How about your parents, do they still have the farm?”

“Most of it.” Even after all these years, he couldn’t think of his stepfather as a parent. Biff Stokey had never and would never replace the father Cam had lost at the tender age of ten. “They had a couple of bad years and sold off some acreage. Could have been worse. Old man Hawbaker had to sell off his whole place. They subdivided it and planted modulars instead of corn and hay.”

Clare brooded into the last of her beer. “It’s funny, when I was driving through town I kept thinking nothing had changed.” She glanced back up. “I guess I didn’t look close enough.”

“We still have Martha’s, the market, Dopper’s Woods, and Crazy Annie.”

“Crazy Annie? Does she still carry a burlap sack and scout the roadside for junk?”

“Every day. She must be sixty now. Strong as an ox even if she does have a few loose boards in the attic.”

“The kids used to tease her.”

“Still do.”

“You gave her rides on your motorcycle.”

“I liked her.” He stretched once, lazily, then unfolded himself to stand at the base of the steps. Looking at her now, with the dark house brooding behind her, he thought she seemed lonely and a little sad. “I’ve got to get on. Are you going to be all right here?”

“Sure, why not?” She knew he was thinking of the attic room where her father had taken his final drink and final leap. “I’ve got a sleeping bag, some groceries, and the better part of a six-pack of beer. That’ll do me fine until I locate a couple of tables, a lamp, a bed.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re staying?”

It wasn’t precisely a welcome she heard in his voice. She stood and kept to the stairs where she was a head taller than he. “Yes, I’m staying. At least for a few months. Is that a problem, Sheriff?”

“No—not for me.” He rocked back on his heels, wondering why she looked so edgily defiant with the gingerbread veranda at her back. “I guess I figured you were passing through or opening the place up for new tenants.”

“You thought wrong. I’m opening it up for me.”

“Why?”

She reached down and gathered up both empty bottles by the neck. “I could have asked you the same question.

But I didn’t.”

“No, you didn’t.” He glanced at the house behind her, big and empty and whispering with memories. “I guess you’ve got your reasons.” He smiled at her again. “See you around, Slim.”

She waited until he got in his car and pulled away. Reasons she had, Clare brooded. She just wasn’t completely certain what they were. Turning, she carried the bottles into the empty house.

By two o’clock the next afternoon, everyone in town knew that Clare Kimball was back. They talked about it over the counter in the post office, as sales were rung up in the market, while ham sandwiches and bean soup were consumed in Martha’s Diner. The fact that the Kimball girl was back in town, back in the house on the corner of Oak Leaf Lane, touched off new gossip and speculation on the life and death of Jack Kimball.

“Sold me my house,” Oscar Roody said as he slurped up soup. “Gave me a fair deal, too. Alice, how ’bout some more coffee down here?”

“That wife of his had one fine pair of legs.” Less Gladhill leered, pushing back on the counter stool to get a load of Alice’s. “Mighty fine pair. Never could figure why the man took to drinking when he had such a spiffy wife.”

“Irish.” Oscar pounded a fist on his chest and brought up a rumbling belch. “They gotta drink—it’s in the blood. That girl of his is some kind of artist. Probably drinks like a fish too, and smokes drugs.” He shook his head and slurped some more. He figured it was drugs, plain and simple, that was screwing up the country he’d fought for in Korea. Drugs and homos. “She was a nice girl once,” he added, already condemning her for her choice of career. “Skinny as a rail and funny-looking, but a nice little girl. Was her who found Jack dead.”

“Musta been a messy sight,” Less put in.

“Oh, it was.” Oscar nodded wisely, as if he’d been on the scene at the moment of impact. “Cracked his head clean open, blood everywhere where he’d stuck himself on that pile of garden stakes. Went right clean through him, you know. Speared him like a trout.” Bean soup dripped on his grizzled chin before he swiped at it. “Don’t think they ever got the blood all the way out of them flagstones.”

“Haven’t you two got anything better to talk about?” Alice Crampton topped off their coffee cups.

“You went to school with her, didn’t you, Alice?” Kicking back in the stool, Less took out a pack of Drum and began to roll a cigarette with his stained and clever mechanic’s fingers. A few flakes of tobacco drifted down to his khaki work pants as he let his gaze perch like a hungry bird on Alice’s breasts.

“Yeah, I went to school with Clare—and her brother.” Ignoring Less’s glittery eyes, she picked up a damp cloth and began to wipe the counter. “They had brains enough to get out of this town. Clare’s famous. Probably rich, too.”

“Kimballs always had money.” Oscar pushed back his frayed and battered cap with its lettered ROODY PLUMBING just above the brim. A few of the gray hairs he had left kinked out from below the sides. “Made a bundle on that sonofabitching shopping center. That’s why Jack killed himself.”

“The police said it was an accident,” Alice reminded him. “And all that stuff happened more than ten years ago. People should forget it.”

“Nobody forgets gettin’ screwed,” Less said with a wink. “Especially if they was screwed good.” He tapped his cigarette into the thick glass ashtray and imagined putting it to the wide-hipped Alice right there on the lunch counter. “Old Jack Kimball pulled a fast shuffle with that land deal, all right, then he suicided himself.” His mouth left a wet ring at the base of the rolled paper. He spat out a couple more flakes of tobacco that clung to his tongue. “Wonder how the girl feels about staying in the house where her daddy took his last jump. Hey, Bud.” He waved with his cigarette as Bud Hewitt walked into the diner.

Alice automatically reached for a fresh cup and the pot.

“No, thanks, Alice, haven’t got time.” Trying to look official, Bud nodded to both men at the counter. “We just got this picture in this morning.” He opened a manila folder. “Name’s Carly Jamison, fifteen-year-old runaway from up in Harrisburg. She’s been missing for about a week. She was spotted hitching south on Fifteen. Either one of you see her on the road, or around town?”

Both Oscar and Less leaned over the picture of a young, sulky-faced girl with dark, tumbled hair. “Can’t recollect seeing her,” Oscar said finally, and worked out another satisfying belch. “Would’ve if she’d come around here. Can’t hide a new face in this town for long.”

Bud turned the photo so Alice could get a good look. “She didn’t come in here during my shift. I’ll ask Molly and Reva.”

“Thanks.” The scent of coffee—and Alice’s perfume—was tempting, but he remembered his duty. “I’ll be showing the picture around. Let me know if you spot her.”

“Sure will.” Less crushed out his cigarette. “How’s that pretty sister of yours, Bud?” He spat out a flake of tobacco, then licked his lips. “You gonna put in a good word for me?”

“If I could think of one.”

This caused Oscar to choke over his coffee and slap his knee. With a good-humored grin, Less turned back to Alice as Bud walked out. “How about a piece of that lemon pie?” He winked, as his fantasies worked back to humping and pumping on Alice amid the bottles of catsup and mustard. “I like mine firm and tart.”

Across town, Clare was polishing off the last of her supply of Ring-Dings while she turned the two-car garage into a studio. Mouth full of chocolate, she unpacked the fire bricks for her welding table. The ventilation would be good, she thought. Even when she wanted to close the garage doors, she had the rear window. Right now it was propped open with one of her ball-peen hammers.

She’d piled scrap metal in the corner and had shoved, pushed, and dragged a worktable beside it. She figured it would take her weeks to unpack and organize her tools, so she would work with the chaos she was used to.

In her own way, she was organized. Clay and stone were on one side of the garage, woodblocks on another. Because her favored medium was metal, this took up the lion’s share of space. The only thing that was missing, she thought, was a good, ear-busting stereo. And she would soon see to that.

Satisfied, she started across the concrete floor to the open laundry-room door. There was a mall only a half hour away that would supply a range of music equipment, and a pay phone where she could call and arrange for her own telephone service. She’d call Angie, too.

It was then she saw the group of women, marching like soldiers, Clare thought with a flutter of panic. Up her driveway, two by two. And all carrying covered dishes. Though she told herself it was ridiculous, her mouth went dry at the thought of Emmitsboro’s version of the Welcome Wagon.

“Why, Clare Kimball.” Streaming in front of the group like a flagship under full sail was a huge blonde in a flowered dress belted in wide lavender plastic. Rolls of fat peeked out from the cuffs of the sleeves and over the tucked waist. She was carrying a plate covered with aluminum foil. “You’ve hardly changed a bit.” The tiny blue eyes blinked in the doughy face. “Has she, Marilou?”

“Hardly a bit.” The opinion was whispered by a stick-framed woman with steel-rimmed glasses and hair as silver as the sheet metal in the corner of the garage. With some relief, Clare recognized the thin woman as the town librarian.

“Hello, Mrs. Negley. It’s nice to see you again.”

“You never brought back that copy of Rebecca.” Behind her Coke-bottle lenses, her right eye winked. “Thought I’d forget. You remember Min Atherton, the mayor’s wife.”

Clare didn’t allow her mouth to drop open. Min Atherton had put on a good fifty pounds in the last ten years and was hardly recognizable under the layers of flab. “Of course. Hi.” Awkward, Clare rubbed her grimy hands over the thighs of her grimier jeans and hoped no one would want to shake.

“We wanted to give you the morning to settle.” Min took over, as was her right as the mayor’s wife—and president of the Ladies Club. “You remember Gladys Finch, Lenore Barlow, Jessie Misner, and Carolanne Gerheart.”

“Ah …”

“The girl can’t remember everybody all at once.” Gladys Finch stepped forward and thrust a Tupperware bowl into Clare’s hands. “I taught you in fourth grade—and I remember you well enough. Very tidy handwriting.”

Nostalgia swam sweetly through Clare’s mind. “You put colored stars on our papers.”

“When you deserved them. We’ve got enough cakes and cookies here to rot every tooth in your head. Where would you like us to put them?”

“It’s very nice of you.” Clare gave a helpless glance toward the door that opened into the laundry room, then the kitchen. “We could put them inside. I haven’t really …”

But her voice trailed off because Min was already sailing through the laundry room, anxious to see what was what.

“What pretty colors.” Min’s sharp little eyes darted everywhere. Personally, she didn’t see how anyone could keep a dark blue countertop looking clean. She much preferred her white Formica with its little gold flecks. “The last tenants in here weren’t very neighborly—didn’t mix well—and can’t say I’m sorry to see them gone. Flatlanders,” Min said with a derisive sniff that put the absent tenants in their place. “We’re glad to have a Kimball back in this house, aren’t we, girls?”

There was a general murmur of agreement that nearly had Clare shuffling her feet.

“Well, I appreciate—”

“I made you up my special Jell-O mold,” Min continued after drawing a breath. “Why don’t I just put it right in the refrigerator for you?”

Beer, Min thought with a knowing frown after she wrenched open the door. Beer and soda pop and some kind of fancy chip dip. Couldn’t expect any better from a girl who’d been living the high life up in New York City.

Neighbors, Clare thought as the women talked to her, around her, and through her. She hadn’t had to speak to—or so much as look at—a neighbor in years. After clearing her throat, she tried a smile. “I’m sorry, I haven’t had a chance to go shopping yet. I don’t have any coffee.” Or plates or cups or spoons, she thought.

“We didn’t come for coffee.” Mrs. Negley patted Clare’s shoulder and smiled her wispy smile. “Just to welcome you home.”

“That’s so nice of you.” Clare lifted her hands and let them fall. “Really, so nice. I don’t even have a chair to offer you.”

“Why don’t we help you unpack?” Min was poking around, brutally disappointed at the lack of boxes. “From the size of that moving truck that was here this morning, you must have a mess of things to deal with.”

“No, actually, that was just my equipment. I didn’t bring any furniture down with me.” Intimidated by the curious eyes fixed on her, Clare stuck her hands in her pockets. It was worse, she decided, than a press interview. “I thought I’d just pick up what I needed as I went along.”

“Young people.” Min gave a quick, skipping laugh. “Flighty as birds. Now, what would your mama say if she knew you were here without a teaspoon or a seat cushion to your name?”

Clare yearned for a cigarette. “I imagine she’d tell me to go shopping.”

“We’ll just get out of your way so you can.” Mrs. Finch rounded up the ladies as competently as she would a group of nine-year-olds. “You just return the dishes when you get around to it, Clare. They’re all labeled.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the trouble.”

They filed out, leaving the scent of chocolate cookies and floral perfume behind.

“Not a dish in the cupboard,” Min muttered to the group. “Not a single dish. But she had beer in the refrigerator and plenty of it. Like father like daughter, I say.”

“Oh, hush up, Min,” Gladys Finch said good-naturedly.

Crazy Annie liked to sing. As a child she’d been a soprano in the church choir at First Lutheran. Her high, sweet voice had changed little in more than half a century. Nor had her skittish, uncomplicated mind.

She liked bright colors and shiny objects. Often she would wear three blouses, one over the other, and forget underpants. She would crowd dangling bracelets on her arms and forget to bathe. Since her mother’s death twelve years before, there had been no one to take care of her, to patiently, lovingly fix her meals and see that she ate them.

But the town tended its own. Someone from the Ladies Club or the Town Council dropped by her rusty, rat-packed trailer every day to take her a meal or look at her latest collection of junk.

Her body was strong and solid, as if to make up for her fragile mind. Though her hair had gone steel gray, her face was remarkably smooth and pretty, her hands and feet chubby and pink. Every day, whatever the weather, she would walk miles, dragging her burlap sack. Into Martha’s for a doughnut and a glass of cherry fizz, to the post office for colorful flyers and occupant mail, by the Gift Emporium to study the window display.

She moved along the roadside, singing and chattering to herself as her eyes scanned the ground for treasures. She stalked the fields and the woods, patient enough to stand for an hour and watch a squirrel nibble a nut.

She was happy, and her blank, smiling face concealed dozens of secrets she didn’t understand.

There was a place, deep in the woods. A circular clearing with signs carved into trees. It had a pit beside it that sometimes smelled of burned wood and flesh. Walking there always made her skin crawl in a scary way. She knew she had gone there at night, after her mother had gone away and Annie had searched the hills and the woods for her. She had seen things there, things that had made her breathless with terror. Things that had given her bad dreams for weeks after. Until the memories faded.

All she remembered now was the nightmare vision of creatures with human bodies and animal heads. Dancing. Singing. Someone screaming. But she didn’t like to remember, so she sang and doused the memory.

She never went there at night anymore. No sir, no indeedy, not at night. But there were days she felt pulled there. And today was one of them. She wasn’t afraid when the sun was up.

“Shall we gather at the riiiv-er.” Her girlish voice drifted through the air as she dragged her sack along the edge of the circle. “The beautiful, the beautiful riiiv-er.” With a little giggle, she touched a toe inside the circle, like a child on a dare. A rustle of leaves made her heart pound, then she giggled again as she saw a rabbit scamper through the underbrush.

“Don’t be afraid,” she called after him. “Nobody here but Annie. Nobody here, nobody here,” she chanted, dipping and swaying in her own private dance. “I come to the garden alone, when the dew is still on the ro-ses.”

Mr. Kimball had the prettiest roses, she thought. He would pick her one sometimes and warn her not to prick her finger on the thorns. But he was dead now, she remembered. Dead and buried. Like Mama.

The moment of grief was sharp and real. Then it faded away to nothing as she saw a sparrow glide overhead. She sat outside the circle, lowering her thick body to the ground with surprising grace. Inside her sack was a sandwich wrapped in waxed paper that Alice had given her that morning. Annie ate it neatly, in small, polite bites, singing and talking to herself, scattering crumbs for some of God’s little creatures. When she was finished, she folded the waxed paper precisely in half, in half again, and stored it in the sack.

“No littering,” she mumbled. “Fifty-dollar fine. Waste not, want not. Yes, Jesus loves meeee.” She started to rise when she saw something glint in the brush. “Oh!” On her hands and knees, she crept over, pushing at vines and old damp leaves. “Pretty,” she whispered, holding the slender, silver-plated bracelet to the sunlight. Her simple heart swelled as she watched the glint and glitter. “Pretty.” There was carving on it that she recognized as letters, but couldn’t read.

Carly

“Annie.” She gave a satisfied nod. “A-N-N-I-E. Annie. Finders keepers, losers weepers. She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.” Delighted with her treasure, she slipped it over her own thick wrist.

“Nobody saw her, Sheriff.” Bud Hewitt set Carly Jamison’s picture on Cam’s desk. “I showed it all around town. If she came through here, she was invisible.”

“Okay, Bud.”

“Broke up a fight in the park.”

“Oh?” Because he knew it was required, Cam looked up from his paperwork.

“Chip Lewis and Ken Barlow trading punches over some girl. Sent them both home with a bug in their ears.”

“Good work.”

“Got cornered by the mayor’s wife.” Cam lifted a brow.

“Complaining about those kids skateboarding down Main again. And the Knight boy gunning his motorcycle. And—”

“I get the picture, Bud.”

“She told me Clare Kimball was back. Got a garage full of junk and no dishes in the cupboards.”

“Min’s been busy.”

“We read all about her in People magazine. Clare, I mean. She’s famous.”

“That so?” Amused, Cam shuffled papers.

“Oh, yeah. She’s an artist or something. Makes statues. I saw a picture of one. Must’a been ten feet high.” His pleasant face screwed up in thought. “Couldn’t make out what it was. I dated her once, you know.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Yes, sir, took her to the movies and everything. That was the year after her dad died. Damn shame about all that.” He used his sleeve to wipe a smudge from the glass of the gun cabinet. “My mom was friends with her mom. Fact is, they were out together the night he did it. Anyway, I thought I might go by the Kimball place sometime. See how Clare’s doing.”

Before Cam could comment, the phone rang. “Sheriff’s office.” He listened for a moment to the rapid, high-pitched voice. “Is anyone hurt? Okay, I’ll be right there.” He hung up and pushed away from the desk. “Cecil Fogarty ran his car into the oak tree in Mrs. Negley’s front yard.”

“Want me to take it?”

“No, I’ll handle it.” Mrs. Negley’s was just around the corner from Clare’s, he thought as he went out. It would be downright unneighborly not to drop by.

Clare was just pulling into the drive when Cam cruised up. He took his time, watching her as she fumbled for the lever to pop the trunk. Hands tucked in his pockets, he strolled up behind her as she tugged at the bags and boxes heaped in the back of the car.

“Want some help?”

Startled, she rapped her head on the hatchback and swore as she rubbed the hurt. “Jesus, is it part of your job description to sneak around?”

“Yeah.” He hefted out a box. “What’s all this?”

“Things. I realized you need more than a sleeping bag and a bar of soap to survive.” She dropped two bags on top of the box he held and gathered up the rest herself.

“You left your keys in the car.”

“I’ll get them later.”

“Get them now.”

On a long-suffering sigh, Clare walked around the car, juggling bags as she leaned inside to pull the keys out of the ignition. She went in through the open garage and left him to follow.

Cam took a look at the tools, several hundred dollars’ worth, he estimated. The steel tanks, the stone and metal and lumber. “If you’re going to keep all this stuff in here, you’d better start closing the garage door.”

“Taking our job seriously, aren’t we?” She stepped through the laundry room into the kitchen.

“That’s right.” He glanced at the counter loaded with covered dishes. “You want to make room for this?”

“Sorry.” She pushed plates and bowls together. “The ladies came by this afternoon.” She pried a plastic lid from a tub, took a sniff. “Want a brownie?”

“Yeah. Got any coffee to go with it?”

“No, but there’s beer and Pepsi in the fridge. And somewhere in all of this is a coffeepot.” She began to dig in the box, unraveling items wrapped in newspaper. “I hit a flea market on the way to the mall. It was great.” She held up a slightly battered percolator. “It might even work.”

“I’ll take the Pepsi,” he decided and helped himself.

“Just as well, I think I forgot to buy coffee. I got plates, though. This terrific old Fiestaware. And I got these great jelly glasses with Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck on them.” She tossed back her hair, pushed up her sleeves, and smiled at him. “So, how was your day?”

“Cecil Fogarty ran his Plymouth into Mrs. Negley’s oak tree.”

“Pretty exciting.”

“She thought so.” He passed her the bottle of Pepsi. “So, you’re going to set up shop in the garage.”

“Um-hmm.” She took a long sip and handed it back to him.

“Does that mean you’re settling in, Slim?”

“That means I’m working while I’m here.” She chose a brownie for herself, then scooted up to sit on the counter by the sink. The light of the fading sun glowed in her hair. “Can I ask you something I was too polite to ask you last night?”

“All right.”

“Why did you come back?”

“I wanted a change,” he said simply, and not completely truthfully.

“As I remember you couldn’t wait to see the last of this place.”

He had gone fast, not looking back, with two hundred and twenty-seven dollars in his pocket and all kinds of needs boiling in his blood. There had been freedom in that. “I was eighteen. Why are you back?”

She frowned, nibbling on the brownie. “Maybe I’d had enough change. I’ve been thinking a lot about this place lately. This house, the town, the people. So here I am.” Abruptly she smiled and changed the mood. “I had an incredible crush on you when I was fourteen.”

He grinned back at her. “I know.”

“Bull.” She snatched the Pepsi from him. When he continued to grin, her eyes narrowed. “Blair told you. That weasely creep.”

“He didn’t have to.” Surprising them both, he stepped forward and laid his hands beside her hips on the counter. Her head was above his so that his eyes were level with her mouth. “You used to watch me—and waste a lot of energy pretending like you weren’t watching me. Whenever I’d talk to you, you’d blush. I thought it was real cute.”

Cautious, she studied him as she tipped the bottle back and drank. She resisted the urge to squirm. She wasn’t fourteen anymore. “At that age, girls think hoods are exciting. Then they grow up.”

“I’ve still got a motorcycle.”

She had to smile. “I’ll bet you do.”

“Why don’t I take you for a ride on Sunday?”

She considered, polished off the brownie. “Why don’t you?”





Chapter 5

The coven of thirteen met at moonrise. Thunder grunted in the distance. In twos and threes they stood, chatting, gossiping, smoking tobacco or marijuana as the ceremonial candles were lit. Black wax softened and pooled. In the pit the fire caught and crackled and began to climb, digging greedy fingers into the dry wood. Hoods shadowed unmasked faces.

The bell was rung. Instantly voices were hushed, cigarettes extinguished. The circle was formed.

In the center the high priest stood, clad in his robe and his goat mask. Though they knew who he was, he never revealed his face during a rite. No one had the nerve to demand it.

He had brought them three whores, knowing they required the release of sex to remain faithful—and silent. But that feasting would wait.

It was a time of baptism and beginnings. Tonight, two members who had proven themselves worthy would be given the mark of Satan. To brand them and bind them.

He began, lifting his arms high for the first invocation. The wind carried his call, and the power rushed into him like hot breath. The bell, the fire, the chant. The altar was ripe and lush and naked.

“Our Lord, our Master is the One. He is the All. We bring our brothers to Him so that they might be joined. We have taken His name into ourselves and so live as the beasts, rejoicing in the flesh. Behold the gods of the pits.

“Abaddon, the destroyer.

“Fenriz, Son of Loki.

“Euronymous, Prince of Death.”

The flames rose higher. The gong echoed.

Behind the mask, the priest’s eyes glittered, reddened by the light of the flames. “I am the Sayer of the Law. Come forth, those who would learn the Law.”

Two figures stepped forward as lightning walked across the sky.

“We do not show our fangs to others. It is Law.” The coven repeated the words, and the bell was rung. “We do not destroy what is ours. It is Law.” The response was chanted.

“We kill with cunning and with purpose, not with anger. It is Law.”

“We worship the One.”

“Satan is the One.”

“His is the palace of Hell.”

“Ave, Satan.”

“What is His, is ours.”

“Hail to Him.”

“He is what we are.”

“Ave, Satan.”

“We shall know, and what we know is ours. There is no path back but death.”

“Blessed be.”

The Princes of Hell were called. And smoke billowed. There was incense to clog and mystify the air. Tainted holy water in a phallic-shaped shaker was dashed around the circle to purify. The hum of voices rose into one ecstatic song.

Again the leader raised his arms, and beneath his robe his heart gloated at the followers’ weakness for imagery. “Cast off your robes and kneel before me, for I am your priest and only through me you will reach Him.”

The initiates cast aside their robes and knelt, sex thrusting, eyes glazed. They had waited twelve months for this night, to belong, to take, and to feast. The altar rubbed her breasts and licked her slick red lips.

The priest, taking a candle from between the altar’s thighs, circled the two, passing the flame before their eyes, their manhood, and the soles of their feet.

“This is Satan’s flame. You have walked in Hell. The Gates have been flung wide for you, and His beasts rejoice. Hell’s fire will make you free. We toll the bell in His name.”

Again the bell rang out, its tone echoing, echoing until there was no sound. All the night creatures were hidden and silent.

“Now your path is set, and you must follow the flame or perish. The blood of those who fail is bright and will guide your steps to the power.”

Turning, the priest reached into a silver bowl and drew out a handful of the graveyard dirt where an infant had rested for a century. He pressed the soil into the soles of the initiates’ feet, sprinkled it over their heads, laid it gently on their tongues.

“Revel in this and stray not. You make your pact tonight with all who have gone before into His light. Seek and be glad as you obey the Law.”

He took up a clear flask filled with holy water and urine. “Drink of this and ease the thirst. Drink deep of life so that He will shine within you.”

Each man took the flask in turn and swallowed.

“Arise now, Brothers, to receive His mark.”

The men rose, and others came forward to lock the first initiate’s arms and legs in place. The ceremonial knife glinted under a full ghost moon.

“In the name of Satan, I mark you.”

The man screamed once as the knife sliced delicately over his left testicle. Blood dripped as he wept.

“You are His, from now and through eternity.”

The coven chanted. “Ave, Satan.”

The second was marked. Drugged wine was given to both.

Their blood stained the knife as the priest lifted the blade high, swaying as he gave thanks to the Dark Lord. As the thunder rumbled closer, his voice rose to a shout.

“Raise your right hand in the Sign and take the oath.”

Shuddering, faces glinting with tears, the men obeyed.

“You accept His pleasures, and His pains. You are returned from death into life by His mark. You have declared yourself a servant of Lucifer, the Bringer of Light. This act is of your own desire and by your own will.”

“By our desire,” the men repeated, in thick, dazed voices. “By our will.”

Taking up the sword, the priest traced an inverted pentagram in the air over each new member’s heart.

“Hail, Satan.”

The sacrifice was brought out. A young black goat, not yet weaned. The priest looked at the altar, her legs spread wide, her breasts white and gleaming. She held a black candle in each hand, with another nestled at the juncture of her thighs.

Well paid and comfortably drugged, she smiled at him.

He thought of her as he raked the knife across the kid’s neck.

The blood was mixed with the wine, then drunk. When he cast aside his robe, the silver medallion glinted against his sweaty chest. He mounted the altar himself, raking his stained hands down her breasts and torso while he imagined his fingers were talons.

As his seed spilled into her, he dreamed of killing again.

Clare woke in a cold sweat, her breath heaving, her face drenched with tears. Reaching out for the light, she found only empty space. There was one frozen instant of panic before she remembered where she was. Steadying herself, she climbed out of her sleeping bag. She counted her steps to the wall, then flicked on the overhead light and stood shivering.

She should have expected the dream to come again. After all, the first time she’d had it had been in this very room. But it was worse this time. Worse, because it had melded into the dream memory of the night she found her father sprawled on the flagstone patio.

She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and leaned back against the wall until both images faded. In the distance she heard a rooster heralding the new morning. Like dreams, fears faded with sunlight. Calmer, she stripped off the basketball jersey she had slept in and went to shower.

Over the next hour, she worked with more passion, more energy than she had felt in weeks. With steel and brass and flame, she began to create her own nightmare image in three dimensions. To create and to exorcise.

She puddled the metal, laying an even bead to fuse mass to mass. Controlling the motion with her shoulder muscles, she gave in to the rhythm. As moment by painstaking moment the form took shape, she felt the emotion of it, the power of it. But her hands did not shake. In her work there was rarely any need to remind herself of patience or caution. It was second nature to her to raise the torch from the work for a few moments when the metal became too hot. Always she watched the color and consistency of the metal, even as that freer part of her, her imagination, swam faster.

Behind her dark-lensed goggles, her eyes were intense, as if she were hypnotized. Sparks showered as she cut and layered and built.

By noon, she had worked for six hours without a rest, and her mind and arms were exhausted. After turning off her tanks, she set her torch aside. There was sweat skating down her back, but she ignored it, staring at the figure she’d created while she stripped off gloves, goggles, skullcap.

Cautiously she circled it, studying it from all sides, all angles. It was three feet in height, coldly black, apparently seamless. It had come from her deepest and most confused fears—an unmistakably human form with a head that was anything but human. The hint of horns, a snarl for a mouth. While the human part seemed to be bent over in supplication, the head was thrown back in triumph.

It gave her a chill to study it. A chill of both fear and pride.

It was good, she thought as she pressed a hand to her mouth. It was really good. For reasons she didn’t understand, she sat on the concrete floor and wept.

Alice Crampton had lived in Emmitsboro all her life. She’d been out of state twice, once for a reckless weekend in Virginia Beach with Marshall Wickers right after he’d joined the navy and once for a week in New Jersey when she’d visited her cousin, Sheila, who had married an optometrist. Other than that, she’d spent nearly every day of her life in the town where she’d been born.

Sometimes she resented it. But mostly, she didn’t think about it. Her dream was to save enough money to move to some big, anonymous city where the customers were strangers who tipped big. For now, she served coffee and country ham sandwiches to people she’d known all her life and who rarely gave her a tip at all.

She was a wide-hipped, full-breasted woman who filled out her pink and white uniform in a way the male clientele appreciated. Some, like Less Gladhill, might leer and gawk, but no one would have tried for a pinch. She went to church every Sunday and guarded the virtue she felt Marshall Wickers had trampled on.

No one had to tell her to keep the counters clean or to laugh at a customer’s jokes. She was a good, conscientious waitress with tireless feet and an unshakable memory. If you ordered your burger rare once, you wouldn’t have to remind her of it on your next visit to Martha’s.

Alice Crampton didn’t think about waitressing as a bridge to another, more sophisticated career. She liked what she did, if she didn’t always like where she did it.

In the reflection of the big coffeepot, she tidied her frizzed blond hair and wondered if she could manage a trip to Betty’s Shop of Beauty the following week.

The order for table four came up, and she hefted her tray, carting it across the diner to the voice of Tammy Wynette.

When Clare walked into Martha’s, the place was hopping, just as she remembered it from hundreds of Saturday afternoons. She could smell the fried onions, the hamburger grease, someone’s florid perfume, and good, hot coffee.

The jukebox was the same one that had been in place more than ten years before. As Wynette entreated womenkind to stand by their men, Clare figured its selections hadn’t changed, either. There was the clatter of flatware and the din of voices no one bothered to lower. Feeling just fine, she took a seat at the counter and opened the plastic menu.

“Yes, ma’am, what can I get you?”

She lowered the menu, then dropped it. “Alice? Alice, it’s Clare.”

Alice’s polite smile opened to a wide O of astonishment. “Clare Kimball! I heard you were back. You look great. Oh, gosh, just great.”

“It’s so good to see you.” Clare was already gripping Alice’s hard, capable hands in hers. “God, we have to talk. I want to know how you are, what you’ve been doing. Everything.”

“I’m fine. And this is it.” She laughed and gave Claire’s hands a squeeze before releasing them. “What can I get you? You want coffee? We don’t have any of that ex-presso stuff they drink in New York.”

“I want a burger with everything, the greasiest fries you can come up with, and a chocolate shake.”

“Your stomach hasn’t changed. Hold on, let me put the order in.” She called it back, picked up another order. “By the time Frank’s finished burning the meat, I can take a break,” she said, then scurried off.

Clare watched her serve, pour coffee, scribble down orders, and ring up bills. Fifteen minutes later, Clare had a plate of food and a well of admiration.

“Christ, you’re really good at this.” She doused her fries with catsup as Alice sat on the stool beside her.

“Well, everybody’s got to be good at something.” Alice smiled, wishing she’d had time to freshen her lipstick and brush her hair. “I saw you on Entertainment Tonight, at that show you had in New York with all those statues. You looked so glamorous.”

Clare gave a snort and licked catsup from her finger. “Yep, that’s me.”

“They said you were the artist of the nineties. That your work was bold and … innovative.”

“They say innovative when they don’t understand it.” She bit into the burger and closed her eyes. “Oh. Yes. Oh, yes. This is truly innovative. God, I bet it’s just loaded with steroids. Martha’s burgers.” She took a second sloppy bite. “I dreamed about Martha’s burgers. And they haven’t changed.”

“Nothing much does around here.”

“I walked up from the house, just to look at everything.” Clare pushed back her choppy bangs. “It probably sounds silly, but I didn’t know how much I’d missed it until I saw it all again. I saw Mr. Roody’s truck outside Clyde’s Tavern, and the azaleas in front of the library. But, Jesus, Alice, you’ve got a video store now, and the pizza parlor delivers. And Bud Hewitt. I swear I saw Bud Hewitt drive by in the sheriff’s car.”

Tickled, Alice laughed. “Maybe a couple things have changed. Bud’s a deputy now. Mitzi Hines—you remember, she was a year ahead of us in school? She married one of the Hawbaker boys, and they opened that video place. Doing real well, too. Got them a brick house off of Sider’s Alley, a new car, and two babies.”

“How about you? How’s your family?”

“Okay. Drive me crazy half the time. Lynette got married and moved up to Williamsport. Pop talks about retiring, but he won’t.”

“How could he? It wouldn’t be Emmitsboro without Doc Crampton.”

“Every winter Mom nags him to move south. But he won’t budge.”

She picked up one of Clare’s fries and slopped it around in the catsup. They had sat like this, they both remembered, countless times in their girlhood, sharing secrets and sorrows and joys. And, of course, doing what girls do best. Talking about boys.

“I guess you know Cam Rafferty’s sheriff now.”

Clare shook her head. “I can’t figure out how he pulled it off.”

“My mom liked to had a fit—so did some of the others who remembered him as hell on wheels. But he had all these commendations, and we were in a fix when Sheriff Parker took off like he did. ’Course now that it’s worked out so well, everybody’s patting themselves on the back.” She gave Clare a knowing grin. “He’s even better-looking than he used to be.”

“I noticed.” Clare frowned a bit as she sucked on her straw. “What about his stepfather?”

“Still gives me the creeps.” Alice gave a little shiver and helped herself to more fries. “Doesn’t come into town much, and when he does, everybody pretty much leaves him alone. Rumor is he drinks up whatever profit the farm makes and whores around down in Frederick.”

“Cam’s mother still lives with him?”

“She either loves him or is scared shitless.” Alice shrugged. “Cam doesn’t talk about it. He had himself a house built up on Quarry Road, back in the woods. I heard it’s got skylights and a sunken tub.”

“Well, well. What’d he do, rob a bank?”

Alice leaned closer. “Inheritance,” she whispered. “His real daddy’s mother left the works to him. Pissed off his stepfather real good.”

“I’ll bet it did.” Though Clare understood that gossip was served up in Martha’s as regularly as the burgers, she preferred to have hers in a more private setting. “Listen, Alice, what time do you get off?”

“I have the eight to four-thirty shift today.”

“Got a hot date?”

“I haven’t had a hot date since 1989.”

With a chuckle, Clare dug some bills out of her pocket and laid them on the counter. “Why don’t you come by the house later, for pizza and catch-up?”

Alice grinned, noting without embarrassment that Clare had left her a generous tip. “That’s the best offer I’ve had in six months.”

In a corner booth two men sat, drinking coffee, smoking, and watching. One of them cut his eyes over toward Clare and nodded.

“People are talking a lot about Jack Kimball now that his girl’s back in town.”

“People’re always talking about the dead.” But he looked as well, shifting so he could stare without being noticed. “Don’t figure there’s anything to worry about. She was just a kid. She doesn’t remember anything.”

“Then why’s she back?” Gesturing with his smoldering Marlboro, the man leaned forward. He kept his voice low so that k.d. lang crooned over his words. “How come some rich, fancy artist type comes back to a place like this? She’s already talked to Rafferty. Twice, I hear.”

He didn’t want to think about problems. Didn’t want to believe there could be any. Maybe some members of the coven were pulling away from the purity of the rites, getting a little careless, more than a little bloodthirsty. But it was just a phase. A new high priest was what was needed, and though he wasn’t a brave man, he had attended two secret meetings on that particular problem. What was not needed was a flare of panic because Jack Kimball’s daughter was back in town.

“She can’t tell the sheriff what she doesn’t know,” he insisted. He wished to hell he’d never mentioned the fact that Jack had gotten stewed one night and babbled about Clare watching a ritual. In the back of his mind, he was afraid Jack had died as much for that as for the shopping center deal.

“We might just have to find out what she does know.” As he crushed out his cigarette, he studied her. Not a bad looker, he decided. Even if her ass was on the bony side. “We’ll keep an eye on little Clare,” he said and grinned. “We’ll keep an eye right on her.”

Ernie Butts spent most of his time thinking about death. He read about it, dreamed about it, and fantasized about it. He’d come to the conclusion that when a person was finished with life, they were just plain finished. There was no heaven or hell in Ernie Butts’s scheme of things. That made death the ultimate rip-off, and life, with its average seventy-odd years, the only game in town.

He didn’t believe in rules or in doing good deeds. He’d come to admire men like Charles Manson and David Berkowitz. Men who took what they wanted, lived as they chose, and flipped society the finger. Sure, that same society locked them up, but before the bars shut, these men had wielded incredible power. And, as Ernie Butts believed, they continued to wield it.

He was as fascinated by power as he was by death.

He’d read every word written by Anton LaVey, by Lovecraft, and Crowley. He’d pored over books of folklore and witchcraft and Satan worship, taking out of them all that he understood or agreed with and mixing them together into his own messy stew.

It made a lot more sense to him than sitting through life being pious, self-sacrificing, and humble. Or, like his parents, working eighteen frigging hours a day, sweating and scraping to make loan payments.

If all you were going to end up with was six feet of dirt, then it was logical to take whatever you could get, however you could get it, while you were still breathing.

He listened to the music of Motley Crüe, Slayer, and Metallica, twisting the lyrics to suit his needs. The walls of his once airy attic room were lined with posters of his heroes, frozen into tortured screams or smiling evil.

He knew it drove his parents crazy, but at seventeen, Ernie didn’t concern himself overmuch with the people who had created him. He felt little more than contempt for the man and woman who owned and operated Rocco’s Pizza and were forever smelling of garlic and sweat. The fact that he refused to work with them had fostered many family arguments. But he had taken a job at the Amoco, pumping gas. Reaching for independence was what his mother had called it, soothing his baffled and disappointed father. So they let him be.

Sometimes he fantasized about killing them, feeling their blood on his hands, experiencing the punch of their life force shooting from them at the moment of death and into him. And when he dreamed of murder, it frightened and fascinated him.

He was a stringy boy with dark hair and a surly face that excited a number of the high school girls. He dabbled in sex in the cab of his secondhand Toyota pickup but found most of his female contemporaries too stupid, too timid, or too boring. In the five years he’d lived in Emmitsboro, he’d made no close friends, male or female. There wasn’t one with whom he could discuss the psychology of the sociopath, the meaning of the Necronomicon, or the symbolism of ancient rites.

Ernie thought of himself as an outsider, not a bad thing in his estimation. He kept his grades up because it was easy for him, and he took a great deal of pride in his mind. But he rejected outside activities like sports and dances that might have forged some bonds between him and the other kids in town.

He contented himself toying with the black candles and pentagrams and goat’s blood he kept locked in his desk drawer. While his parents slept in their cozy bed, he worshipped deities they would never understand.

And he watched the town from his aerielike perch atop the house, focusing his high-powered telescope. He saw a great deal.

His house stood diagonally across from the Kimball place. He’d seen Clare arrive and watched her regularly ever since. He knew the stories. Since she had come back to town they had all been dug up and opened—like an old casket, they breathed out sorrow and death. He’d waited to see when she would go up, when the light in the Kimball attic would go on. But she had yet to explore that room.

He wasn’t very disappointed. For now, he could home his lens in on her bedroom window. He’d already watched her dress, pulling a shirt down her long, lean torso, hitching jeans over her narrow hips. Her body was very slender and very white, the triangle between her legs as red and glossy as the hair on her head. He imagined himself creeping through her back door, quietly climbing her steps. He would clamp a hand over her mouth before she screamed. Then he would tie her down, and while she writhed and bucked helplessly, he would do things to her—things that would make her sweat and strain and groan.

When he was done, she would beg him to come back.

It would be great, he thought, really great, to rape a woman in a house where someone had died violently.

Ernie heard the truck clatter down the street. He recognized Bob Meese’s Ford from Yesterday’s Treasures in town. The truck lumbered up the Kimball drive, belching carbon monoxide. He saw Clare jump out, and though he couldn’t hear, he could see she was laughing and talking excitedly as the portly Meese heaved himself down from the cab.

“I appreciate this, Bob, really.”

“No problemo.” He figured it was the least he could do for old times’ sake—even though he’d only dated Clare once. On the night her father died. In any case, when a customer plunked down fifteen hundred without haggling, he was more than willing to deliver the merchandise. “I’ll give you a hand with the stuff.” He hitched up his sagging belt, then hauled a drop leaf table out of the truck bed. “This is a nice piece. With some refinishing, you’ll have a gem.”

“I like it the way it is.” It was scarred and stained and had plenty of character. Clare muscled out a ladder-back chair with a frayed rush seat. There was a matching one still on the truck, along with an iron standing lamp with a fringed shade, a rug in a faded floral pattern, and a sofa.

They carried the light loads inside, then wrestled the rug between them, chatting as they worked about old friends, new events. Bob was already panting when they walked back to the truck to study the curvy red brocade sofa.

“This is great. I’m crazy about the swans carved in the armrests.”

“Weighs a ton,” Bob said. He started to hoist himself up on the bed when he spotted Ernie loitering on the curb across the street. “Hey, Ernie Butts, what you doing?”

Ernie’s sulky mouth turned down. His hands dove into his pockets. “Nothing.”

“Well, get your ass over here and do something. Kid’s creepy,” Bob muttered to Clare, “but he’s got a young back.”

“Hi.” Clare offered Ernie a sympathetic smile when he sauntered over. “I’m Clare.”

“Yeah.” He could smell her hair, fresh, clean with sexy undertones.

“Get on up there and help me haul this thing.” Bob jerked his head toward the sofa.

“I’ll help.” Agile, Clare jumped up in the back beside Ernie.

“Don’t need to.” Before she could get a grip, Ernie had lifted the end of the sofa. She saw the muscles in his thin arms bunch. She immediately pictured them sculpted in dark oak. As they swung the sofa down, Bob grunting and swearing, she scrambled out of the way. Ernie walked backward, up the drive, over the walkway, through the door, his eyes on his own feet.

“Just plunk it down in the middle of the floor.” She smiled as it thunked into place. It was a good sound—settling in. “That’s great, thanks. Can I get you guys a cold drink?”

“I’ll take one to go,” Bob said. “I gotta get back.” He offered Clare a friendly wink. “Wouldn’t want Bonny Sue to get jealous.”

Clare grinned back. Bobby Meese and Bonny Sue Wilson, she thought. It was still hard to imagine them seven years married and the parents of three.

“Ernie?”

He shrugged his thin shoulders. “Guess so.”

She hustled to the kitchen and brought back three cold bottles of Pepsi. “I’ll let you know about that chifforobe, Bob.”

“You do that.” He took a swig before he started toward the door. “We’re open tomorrow twelve to five.”

She let him out, then turned back to Ernie. “Sorry you got roped into that.”

“ ’S okay.” He took a drink, then glanced around the room. “Is this all you’ve got?”

“For now. I’m having fun picking up a little here, a little there. Why don’t we try it out?” She sat on one end of the sofa. “The cushions are sunk,” she said with a sigh. “Just the way I like them. So, have you lived in town long?”

He didn’t sit, but edged around the room—like a cat, she thought, taking stock of his territory. “Since I was a kid.”

“You go to Emmitsboro High?”

“I’m a senior.”

Her fingers itched for her sketch pad. There was tension in every inch of him—young, defiant, and restless tension. “Going to college?”

He only shrugged his shoulders. It was another bone of contention between him and his parents. Education is your best chance. Screw that. He was his best chance. “I’m going to California—Los Angeles—as soon as I save up enough.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Make lots of money.”

She laughed, but it was a friendly sound, not derisive. He nearly smiled back. “An honest ambition. Are you interested in modeling?”

Suspicion flickered in his eyes. They were very dark eyes, Clare noted. Like his hair. And not as young as they should have been.

“What for?”

“For me. I’d like to do your arms. They’re thin and sinewy. You could come by after school sometime. I’d pay you scale.”

He drank more Pepsi, wondering what she wore under her snug-fitting jeans. “Maybe.”

When he left, he fingered the inverted pentagram he wore under his Black Sabbath T-shirt. Tonight, he would perform a private ritual. For sex.

Cam dropped by Clyde’s after supper. He often did on Saturday nights. He could enjoy the single beer he allowed himself, some company, a game of pool. And he could keep an eye on anyone tossing back too many before pulling out car keys to head home.

He was greeted by shouts and waves as he walked out of the twilight and into the dim, smoky bar. Clyde, who grew wider and more grizzled year after year, poured him a Beck’s draft. Cam nursed it at the ancient mahogany bar, one foot resting comfortably on the brass rail.

From the back room came music and the clatter of pool balls, an occasional ripe oath, and a snarl of laughter. Men and a scattering of women sat at the square uncovered tables with beer glasses, overflowing ashtrays, and mounds of peanut shells. Sarah Hewitt, Bud’s sister, did what waitressing was required in a tight T-shirt and tighter jeans. She scooped up tips and propositions with equal relish.

Cam knew it was a ritual, coming here, nursing one dark beer and smoking too much. Listening to the same songs, hearing the same voices, smelling the same smells. And there was a comfort in it, knowing Clyde would always stand behind the bar, snarling at his customers. The Budweiser clock on the wall would always be ten minutes slow, and the potato chips would always be stale.

Sarah jiggled over, her eyes sooty, her skin drenched in come-hither perfume. She set her tray on the bar and rubbed her thigh lightly against his. Cam noticed, without much interest, that she’d done something different with her hair. It was a Jean Harlow blond since her latest trip to Betty’s, and it drooped seductively over one eye.

“I wondered if you were coming in tonight.”

He glanced over, remembering there had been a time he’d have chewed glass to get his hands on her. “How’s it going, Sarah?”

“It’s been worse.” She shifted so that her breast brushed his arm. “Bud says you’ve been busy.”

“Busy enough.” Cam picked up his beer again and broke the inviting contact.

“Maybe you’d like to relax later. Like old times.”

“We never relaxed.”

She gave a low, throaty laugh. “Well, I’m glad to see you remember.” Annoyed, she glanced over her shoulder when someone hailed her. She’d been aiming to get her hands into Cam’s pants—and his wallet—since he’d come back to town. “I get off at two. Why don’t I come by your place?”

“I appreciate the offer, Sarah, but I’d rather remember than repeat.”

“Suit yourself.” She shrugged as she picked up her tray again, but her voice had toughened with the rejection. “But I’m better than I used to be.”

So everyone said, Cam thought and lighted a cigarette. She’d been a stunner once, stacked and sexy and seventeen. They’d fucked each other blind. And then, Cam remembered, she had slinked off to dispense the favor on as many other males as she could find.

“Sarah Hewitt’ll do it” had become the battle cry of Emmitsboro High.

The pity of it was, he’d loved her—with all of his loins and at least half his heart. Now he only felt sorry for her. Which, he knew, was worse than hate.

The voices from the back grew in volume, and the curses became more colorful. Cam cocked a brow at

Clyde.

“Leave ’em be.” Clyde’s voice was a froggy rasp, as if he’d had his vocal cords wrapped in tinfoil. As he popped open two bottles of Bud, his face moved into a scowl that had his five chins swaying like Jell-O. “This ain’t no nursery school.”

“It’s your place,” Cam said casually, but he’d noticed that Clyde had glanced toward the back room a half-dozen times since Cam had ordered the beer.

“That’s right, and having a badge in here makes my customers nervous. You going to drink that or play with it?”

Cam lifted his glass and drank. He picked up his cigarette, took a drag, then crushed it out. “Who’s in the back, Clyde?”

Clyde’s fleshy face pokered up. “Usual bums.” When Cam continued to stare at him, Clyde picked up a sour-smelling rag and began to polish the dull surface of the bar. “Biff’s back there, and I don’t want no trouble.”

Cam went very still at his stepfather’s name, and the amusement faded from his eyes. Biff Stokey rarely did his drinking in town, and when he did, it wasn’t friendly.

“How long’s he been here?”

Clyde moved his shoulders and set off an avalanche ripple of flab beneath his stained apron. “I ain’t got no stopwatch.”

There was a quick, shrill feminine scream and the sound of crashing wood.

“Sounds like he’s been here too long,” Cam said and started back, shoving onlookers aside. “Back off.” He elbowed his way through, toward the shouting. “I said back off, goddamn it.”

In the rear room where customers gathered to play pool or dump quarters into the ancient pinball machine, he saw a woman cowering in the corner and Less Gladhill swaying beside the pool table with a cue held in both fists. There was already blood on his face. Biff stood a few feet away, holding the remains of a chair. He was a big, bulky man with arms like cinder blocks, liberally tattooed from his stint in the marines. His face, ruddy from sun and drinking, was set in a snarl. The eyes were as Cam always remembered them, dark and full of hate.

Oscar Roody was hopping from one leg to the other, standing out of harm’s way while he played peacemaker.

“Come on, Biff, it was a friendly game.”

“Fuck off,” Biff muttered.

Cam set a hand on Oscar’s shoulder and with a jerk of his head gestured him aside. “Take a walk, Less. Sober up.” Cam spoke softly, his eyes on his stepfather.

“That sonofabitch hit me with the fucking chair.” Less swiped at the blood pooling over his eye. “He owes me twenty bucks.”

“Take a walk,” Cam repeated. He curled his fingers around the pool cue. He only had to tug once before Less released it.

“He’s fucking crazy. It was assault. I got witnesses.” There was a general murmur of agreement, but no one stepped forward. “Fine. Go on over to the office. Give Doc Crampton a call. He’ll take a look at you.” He sent one sweeping glance around the room. “Clear out.”

People moved back, muttering, but most crowded in the doorway to watch Cam face down his stepfather.

“Big man now, ain’t you?” Biff’s gravelly voice was slurred with drink. And he grinned, the way he had always grinned before he plowed into Cam. “Got yourself a badge and a shitload of money, but you’re still a punk.”

Cam’s fingers tensed on the cue. He was ready. More than ready. “It’s time you went home.”

“I’m drinking. Clyde, you motherfucker, where’s my whiskey?”

“You’re finished drinking here,” Cam said steadily. “You can go out walking through the front, or I can carry you out the back.”

Biff’s grin widened. He tossed the broken chair aside and lifted his ham-sized fists. He’d been set to kick Less’s ass, but this was better yet. It had been years since he’d been able to beat some respect into the boy. And Cam was overdue.

“Why don’t you just come and get me, then?”

When Biff lunged forward, Cam hesitated only an instant. He imagined himself slamming the cue hard against the side of Biff’s head. He could even hear the satisfying smack of wood against bone. At the last minute, he tossed the cue aside and took the first blow in the gut.

The air wheezed out between his teeth, but he dodged the fist before it smashed into his jaw. The glancing shot to his temple had stars exploding in front of his eyes. He heard the roar of the crowd behind him, like pagans surrounding gladiators.

The first time his naked fist connected with Biff’s flesh, the shock sang up his arm and ended with a riff of satisfaction. The punches that rained on him were all but unfelt, like memory blows of the dozens of beatings.

He’d been smaller once. Small and thin and helpless. Then he’d had only two choices—to run and hide, or to stand and take it. But that had changed. This night had been a long time coming. There was a wild kind of glory in it, the kind soldiers feel as they suit up and storm into battle. He watched his own fist slam into Biff’s sneering mouth, knuckles and lips ripping.

He smelled blood—his own and Biff’s. Glass crashed and shattered on the floor. His own control shattered with it. Like a madman, he threw himself into the fight, hammering his fists into the face he had learned to fear and despise since childhood.

He wanted to erase it. Destroy it. With hands that were bruised and bloodied, he grabbed Biff by the shirt and slammed that hated face, again and again, into the wall.

“Jesus, Cam. Come on, let up. Jesus.”

The breath was racing out of his lungs, hot as fire. He struggled away when hands reached for his shoulders, and turning, he nearly rammed his fist into Bud’s face.

The mist cleared from his eyes then, and he saw the white, strained face of his deputy, the huge, curious eyes of the crowd that had gathered. With the back of his hand, he wiped the blood from his mouth. Crumpled on the floor, beaten, broken, and unconscious in his own vomit, was Biff.

“Clyde called.” Bud’s voice was shaking. “He said things were out of hand.” Wetting his lips, he looked at the destruction of the poolroom. “What do you want me to do?”

The breath wheezed out of Cam’s lungs like an old man’s. “Lock him up.” Cam put a hand on the pool table to steady himself. He was beginning to feel the pain now from each individual blow, and a churning, aching nausea. “Resisting arrest, assaulting an officer, disturbing the peace, drunk and disorderly.”

Bud cleared his throat. “I could drive him on home if you want. You know—”

“Lock him up.” He glanced up to see Sarah watching him with both approval and derision in her sooty eyes. “Get a statement from Less Gladhill and any witnesses.”

“Let me get someone to drive you home, Sheriff.”

“No.” He kicked a broken glass aside, then stared down the people hovering in the doorway. His eyes were cold now, hard and cold, so that even the men who had been cheering him on averted theirs. “Fun’s over.”

He waited until the room had cleared before he left to drive to the farm and tell his mother her husband wouldn’t be home that night.





Chapter 6

When Cam swung his Harley into Clare’s driveway, it was just after noon. Every bone, every muscle of his body throbbed. He’d soaked in his whirlpool, tried ice packs, and downed three Nuprin, but the beating he’d taken and the sleepless night were hard to counteract.

Tougher yet had been his mother’s reaction. She had looked at him with her big, tired, sad eyes and made him feel—as she always did—that he had somehow caused his stepfather’s drunkenness and the fight that followed it.

It was small satisfaction that at least until Monday, and the judge’s ruling, Biff would be nursing his own aches and pains in jail.

He turned his bike off and, leaning forward on the handlebars, watched Clare work.

She’d left the garage door open. On a large brick-topped worktable was a tall metal structure. She was bent toward it, guiding a welding torch. As he watched, a shower of sparks rained around her.

His reaction was instant and baffling. Desire—as hot and sharp as the flame she wielded.

Stupid, he thought, as he painfully swung his leg off the bike. There was nothing remotely sexy about a woman in workboots and overalls. Most of her face was hidden under a pair of dark goggles, and her hair was tucked under a leather skullcap. And though he liked women in leather, the thick apron she wore was a far cry from a tight skirt.

He set his helmet on the seat of the bike and walked into the garage.

She kept right on working. There was music blasting from a new portable stereo. Beethoven’s Ninth competed with the hiss of flame. Cam walked over to turn it down, figuring it was the safest way to get her attention.

Clare glanced over briefly. “Just one more minute.”

One became five before she straightened and switched off the flame. With competent hands she picked up a wrench and turned off her tanks.

“I just had a few finishing touches to put on it today.” She blew out a breath and pushed up her goggles. Energy was still vibrating in her fingertips. “What do you think?”

Taking his time, he walked around it. It looked monstrous. And fascinating. Human, and yet … other. He wondered what kind of imagination, or what kind of need, drove her to create something so disturbing.

“Well, I wouldn’t want it in my living room because I’d never be able to relax around it. It’s like a nightmare you could touch.”

It was exactly the right thing to say. Clare nodded as she stripped off her skullcap. “It’s the best work I’ve done in six months. Angie’s going to dance on the ceiling.”

“Angie?”

“She handles my work—she and her husband.” She pushed at her flattened hair. “So, what are you—oh my God.” For the first time, she focused on him. His left eye was discolored and swollen, and there was a nasty gash along his cheek. “What the hell happened to you?”

“Saturday night.”

Quickly, she stripped off her gloves to run a gentle finger over the cut. “I thought you grew out of that. Have you had this looked at? Let me get you some ice for that eye.”

“It’s all right,” he began, but she was already dashing into the kitchen.

“You’re the sheriff, for Christ’s sake,” she said as she searched for a cloth to wrap ice in. “You’re not supposed to raise hell anymore. Sit down. Maybe we can get the swelling down. You’re still a jerk, Rafferty.”

“Thanks.” He eased his aching body into the ladder-back chair she’d set in the kitchen.

“Here, hold this on your eye.” She set a hip on the drop leaf table, then put a hand under his chin to turn his face to the sunlight and examine the cut. “You’ll be lucky if this doesn’t scar that pretty face of yours.”

The ice felt like heaven, so he only grunted.

She smiled, but the concern remained in her eyes as she brushed at the hair on his forehead. She remembered Blair getting into fights, too many fights, over the last couple of years in high school. If memory served, a man wanted to be pampered—and praised—under these circumstances.

“So, should I ask what the other guy looks like?”

His lips quirked. “I broke his goddamn nose.”

“God, I love this macho stuff.” Taking the end of the cloth, she dabbed at the cut. “Who were you fighting with?”

“Biff.”

The hand on his face stilled. Her eyes, full of understanding, came to his. “I’m sorry. I take it things haven’t improved there.”

“Official business. He was D and D in Clyde’s—” Cam broke off and leaned back in the chair. “Fuck.”

Her hand was gentle on his face again. “Hey, want a brownie?”

He smiled a little. “My grandmother always gave me milk and cookies whenever Biff beat the shit out of me.”

Clare felt her stomach clench, but she made her lips curve as she took up one of his hands. “From the looks of these, I’d say he’s in worse shape than you.” On impulse she kissed the torn and bruised skin of his knuckles. He found the gesture incredibly endearing.

“It hurts here, too.” He tapped a finger to his lips.

“Don’t press your luck.” Businesslike, she pulled the ice away and squinted at his eye. “Very colorful. How’s your vision?”

“I can see you just fine. You’re prettier than you used to be.”

She tilted her head. “Considering I used to look like a scarecrow with an overbite, that’s not saying much.”

“I can probably do better once that painkiller kicks in.”

“Okay. For now, why don’t I run over to the pharmacy and get you some first aid cream?”

“I’ll settle for the brownie.”

He closed his eyes for a moment as he listened to her moving around the kitchen, opening the refrigerator, the sound of liquid hitting glass, the muted music from the radio in the garage. He’d never gone in for classical, but it sounded pretty good just then. When she set the dishes and glasses on the table and took the seat across from him, he opened his eyes again. He could see patience, understanding, and the offer of a shoulder to lean on. It was so easy to open the wound.

“Christ, Slim, I wanted to kill him,” Cam said quietly. There was a look in his eyes, a dark and dangerous look that contrasted with the calm control of his voice. “He was drunk and mean and looking at me the same way he looked at me when I was ten and couldn’t fight back. And I wanted to kill him more than I ever wanted anything. What kind of cop does that make me?”

“A human one.” She hesitated, pressing her lips together. “Cam, I used to hear my parents talking about—well, about your situation at home. Why didn’t anyone ever do anything?”

“People don’t like to interfere—especially in domestic problems. And my mother always backed him up. She still does. She’ll post his bail as soon as it’s set and take him home. Nothing he does will ever convince her that he’s a worthless drunk. I used to wish he’d empty a bottle and kill himself.” He cursed under his breath, thinking of Clare’s father, knowing from the expression on her face that she was thinking of him as well. “I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s all right. I guess we both have firsthand experience of how destructive alcoholism can be. But Dad—he never hurt anyone when he was drinking. Except himself.” She made the effort to shake off the mood. “You must be feeling pretty raw today. I can take a rain check on the ride.”

“I am feeling raw.” He flexed his stiff hands. “And I could use some company—if you can stand it.”

She smiled and stood. “Let me get a jacket.”

When she returned, Cam reminded her to turn off the radio—then reminded her to close the garage door. With her thumbs hooked in her pockets, she studied the motorcycle parked beside her car. It was big and brawny, a spartan black and silver without any fancy work. A machine, she thought with approval as she circled it. Not a toy.

“This is the real thing.” She ran a respectful hand over the engine. With her tongue in her cheek, she picked up the helmet he’d set on the back as he unstrapped the spare. “Rafferty, you’ve mellowed.”

As she laughed, he dropped the spare helmet over her head and fastened the strap. She slipped on the bike behind him, hooking her arms comfortably around his waist when he gunned the engine. Neither of them noticed the glint of the telescopic lens from the high window across the street when they swung out of the drive and cruised away.

She kept her hands loose and her head back. Years before, she had spent a spring and summer in Paris harmlessly in love with another art student. He’d been sweet and dreamy and broke. Together they had rented a motorbike and spent a weekend puttering through the streets.

Then she laughed at her own memory. This was nothing like that gentle interlude. Her young lover’s body had been frail—nothing like the hard solid length she pressed against now.

Cam leaned into a turn, and she felt her heart race. A good burst of feeling, like the steady vibration of the bike beneath her. She could smell fumes rising from the muffler, grass newly mown, the leather of Cam’s jacket, and the deeper, more secretive scent of his skin.

He liked the feel of her behind him, the unabashedly sexual sensation of her thighs spread and molded to his with the steady rhythm of the engine beneath them. Her hands rested lightly on his hips or crept more securely around his waist when he eased into a turn. On impulse he turned off the highway down a narrow, winding road. They swayed like dancers beneath an arch of trees. Shadow and light threw dizzy patterns on the asphalt. The air held the cool, fragrant breath of spring.

They stopped at a roadside store and bought icy soft drinks and huge cold-cut subs. With the picnic secured in the saddlebags, they drove farther into the woods to where a stream curved and widened.

“This is great.” Clare took off the helmet and pulled a hand through her hair. Then she laughed and turned to Cam. “I don’t even know where I am.”

“We’re only about ten miles north of town.”

“But we’ve been riding for hours.”

“I circled around.” He took the bags of food and passed her one. “You were too busy singing to notice.”

“The only trouble with a motorcycle is there’s no radio to blast.” She walked to the edge of the mossy bank where the stream was gurgling and tumbling over rocks. Overhead the leaves were still young and tender. Mountain laurel and wild dogwoods were bursts of white.

“I used to bring girls up here all the time,” Cam said from behind her. “To fool around.”

“Really?” She turned, smiling, and there was speculation in her eyes. He looked like a boxer who had gone the distance. Though she wasn’t fond of blood sports, the analogy was appealing just then, and just there. “Is that still your standard operating procedure?” Tempted and curious, she leaned toward him. Then her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God, look at that!” Clare shoved the bag of sandwiches at him and took off running.

By the time he caught her, she was standing in front of a huge old tree, her hands steepled at her lips, her eyes worshipful. “Do you believe it?” she whispered.

“I believe you took ten years off my life.” He scowled at the old, misshapen tree. “What the hell got into you?”

“It’s beautiful. Absolutely beautiful. I’ve got to have it.”

“Have what?”

“The burl.” She reached up, rose to her toes, but her fingertips were still several inches short of the swollen ring of wood and bark that marred the oak. “I’ve searched for hours and never found one this good. For carving,” she said when she dropped down to her flat feet. “The burl is scar tissue. When a tree is injured, it heals over, just like flesh.”

“I know what a burl is, Slim.”

“But this one is spectacular. I’d sell my soul for it.” A calculating look came into her eyes, one that only appeared when she was preparing to haggle for material. “I’ve got to find out who owns this property.”

“The mayor.”

“Mayor Atherton owns land way out here?”

“He bought up several plots about ten, fifteen years ago when it was cheap. He owns about forty acres along here. If you want the tree, you’d probably only have to promise him your vote. That is, if you’re staying.”

“I’d promise him anything.” She circled the tree, already considering it hers. “It must have been fate, your bringing me here.”

“And I thought it was just so we could fool around.”

She laughed, then eyed the bags he still carried. “Let’s eat.”

They settled on the ground near the stream where she had a good view of the tree, unwrapping the sandwiches and chips. Occasionally a car cruised by on the road, but for the most part there was silence.

“I’ve missed this,” Clare said after she settled back agai!!!!!!!nst a rock. “The quiet.”

“Is that why you came back?”

“Partly.” She watched as he reached in the bag for a chip. He had beautiful hands, she realized, despite the raw and bruised knuckles. She would cast them in bronze, fisted on the hilt of a sword, or the butt of a gun. “What about you? If there was anyone I remember who was jumping to get out of Dodge, it was you. I still can’t quite focus on your being back, and as a pillar of the community.”

“Public servant,” he corrected and took a bite of the submarine sandwich. “Maybe I figured out finally that Emmitsboro wasn’t the problem—I was.” It was part of the truth, he thought. The rest had to do with the screams tearing through an old building, the blast of gunfire, blood, death.

“You were okay, Rafferty. You just took teenage defiance one step further than most.” She grinned at him. “Every town needs its bad boy.”

“And you were always the good girl.” He laughed when disgust crossed her face. “That smart Kimball girl, acing it through school, heading up the student council. You probably still hold the record for selling the most Girl Scout cookies.”

“All right, Rafferty, I don’t have to sit here and be insulted.”

“I admired you,” he said, but there was a glint in his eyes. “Really. When you weren’t making me sick. Want some chips?”

She dug into the bag. “Just because I followed the rules—”

“And you did,” he agreed soberly. “You certainly did.” He reached up to toy with the brass hook of her overalls. “I guess I used to wonder if you’d ever break out.”

“You never used to wonder about me at all.”

“I did.” His gaze lifted to hers again. There was still a smile in his eyes, but there was something behind it, a restlessness that put her on alert.

Uh-oh. That one quick thought slammed into her mind.

“It used to surprise me how often my mind wandered in your direction. You were only a kid, and bony with it, from a prominent family on the right side of the tracks. And everyone knew there wasn’t a guy in town who could get past first base with you.” When she brushed his hand away from her buckle, he only smiled. “I figured I was thinking about you because Blair and I had started hanging out.”

“When he was going through his hoodlum stage.”

“Right.” He wasn’t sure how she managed to make her throaty voice prim, but he liked it. “So did you ever break out, Slim?”

“I’ve had my moments.” Irritated, she chomped down on her sandwich. “You know, people don’t think about me as the skinny, well-behaved nerd from Dogpatch.”

He hadn’t realized it would give him such a kick to see her riled. “How do people think about you, Slim?”

“As a successful artist with talent and vision. At my last show, the critics—” She caught herself and scowled at him. “Damn you, Rafferty, you’re making me talk like a nerd.”

“That’s okay. You’re among friends.” He brushed some crumbs from her chin. “Is that how you think of yourself first, as an artist?”

“Don’t you think of yourself as a cop first?”

“Yeah,” he said after a moment. “I guess I do.”

“So, is there much action in Emmitsboro these days?”

“Something crops up now and again.” Because the cemetery incident was still on his mind, he told her about it.

“That’s sick.” She rubbed her arms against a sudden chill. “And it doesn’t sound like something that would happen around here. Do you figure kids?”

“We haven’t been able to prove otherwise, but no, I don’t. It was too neat, too purposeful.”

She looked around, taking in the quiet trees, hearing the musical water. “Too grisly.”

He was sorry he’d brought it up and changed the subject to a do-you-remember-when mode.

He didn’t think about his hurts and bruises. It was easy, maybe too easy, for his body to be distracted. He liked looking at her, the way her mussed cap of hair caught the sunlight. It was a wonder he hadn’t noticed a decade before that her skin was so smooth, translucent, soft. It was her eyes he remembered most, the golden, almost witchlike glow of them.

Now he enjoyed listening to her voice, the rise and fall of it. Her laugh that rolled like fog. They talked the afternoon away, arguing over points of view, forging a friendship that had been tentative at best during childhood.

Though the stream played music, and sun and shade danced overhead, he sensed the timing was wrong for anything but friendship. When they climbed on the bike again, they were easy with each other.

The only mistake Cam figured he made that day was cutting through town on the way back. That gave Bud Hewitt the opportunity to flag him down as they rode past the sheriff’s office.

“Hey, Sheriff.” Though dressed in civvies, Bud put on his official face as he nodded at Clare. “Nice to have you back.”

“Bud?” With a laugh, Clare hopped off the bike to give him a smacking kiss. “I spent last night eating pizza and getting sloppy drunk with Alice. She tells me you’re the town deputy.”

“One of ’em.” He flushed with the pleasure of knowing his name had been mentioned. “You look real nice, Clare.” In fact, his Adam’s apple was bobbing a bit while he looked at her. Her cheeks were flushed from the wind, her eyes deep and gold. “Guess you two’ve been out riding.”

“That’s right.” Cam wasn’t as amused as he thought he should be by the puppy dog admiration in Bud’s eyes. “Is there a problem?”

“Well, I figured you’d want to know—and since you weren’t home when I called and I saw you passing through, I stopped you.”

Cam flicked a wrist and had the engine gunning impatiently. “I got that much, Bud.”

“It’s about that runaway. The kid from Harrisburg?”

“Has she been located?”

“No, but we got a call this morning from the State boys. Somebody spotted a kid with her description a few miles out of town on Route Fifteen, the same afternoon she took off. Heading towards Emmitsboro. Thought you’d want to know,” he repeated.

“Did you get a name?”

“Got the name and phone number. Wrote them down inside.”

“I’ll take Clare home first.”

“Can I wait?” She was already strapping her helmet to the back. “I haven’t been in the sheriff’s office since Parker used to sit behind the desk and belch.”

“It’s not as colorful as it used to be,” Cam said, ushering her inside.

She recognized the man behind the desk as Mick Morgan. He’d been a fresh-faced deputy under Parker, and the years hadn’t dealt kindly with him. He’d bloated and sagged, and the part in his dingy brown hair had widened as sadly as his waistline. He pushed a chaw in the side of his mouth and rose.

“Cam. Didn’t think you were coming by.” He focused on Clare and managed what passed for a smile. There was tobacco juice on his teeth. “Heard you were back.”

“Hi, Mr. Morgan.” She tried not to remember that he had been the first on the scene after her father’s death. Or to blame him for being the one who had pried her away from the body.

“Guess you’re rich and famous now.” There was a crash and a curse from the back. Morgan cocked a brow, then spit expertly into the brass bucket in the corner. “Old Biff’s been causing a ruckus most of the day. Got one god-awful hangover.”

“I’ll deal with it.” Cam glanced toward the back as a new wave of obscenities erupted. “Bud, why don’t you run Clare home?”

She started to bow out graciously, then noticed the tension in Cam’s face, his neck, his arms. “I’m fine.” With a casual shrug, she began to study the papers stuck to the bulletin board. “I’ll just hang around. Take your time.”

Morgan patted the belly over his belt. “Since you’re here, Cam, I’ll take my dinner break.”

With a curt nod, Cam strode over to the heavy door separating the cells from the office. The cursing went on after he shut the door behind him.

“Tough on him,” Morgan said and spit again. “Come on, Bud, buy you a cup of coffee down to Martha’s.”

“Ah … see you, Clare.”

“Sure, Bud.”

When they left, she wandered to the window to look out at the town. It was quiet as a portrait on a Sunday. A few kids were riding bikes down the Main Street slope. A couple of teenagers were sitting on the hood of an old Buick and flirting. Inside the houses, she imagined, people were sitting down to Sunday suppers of pot roast or baked ham.

From the room behind her, she could hear the vicious-tempered shouts of Biff, bullying and threatening his stepson. She couldn’t hear Cam at all and wondered if he spoke or merely listened.

He spoke—in a low, controlled voice that held more power than all of Biff’s ragings. Through the bars that separated them, he studied the man who had made his life hell for almost as long as he could remember. Doc Crampton had bandaged Biff up, but one eye was swollen closed, and his nose was a bruised mess against the white adhesive.

And he was old, Cam realized all at once. The man was old, used up, and pathetic.

“You’ll stay in until bail’s set tomorrow,” Cam told him.

“You let me out of here now, or when I get out, I’ll come for you. You understand me, boy?”

Cam looked at the battered face, realizing he’d done that with his own hands. Yet he couldn’t remember it clearly. Every blow had been rammed through a blinding haze of hate. “I understand you. Stay out of my town, old man.”

“Your town?” Biff’s thick fingers wrapped around the bars and shook. “You’re nothing but a pissant punk in this town, and you’ll never be any different. Pin a fucking badge on your shirt and think you’re big time. You’re worthless, just like your old man was worthless.”

Cam’s hand snaked through the bars so quickly, Biff had no chance to evade. There was the sound of material ripping where Cam gripped Biff’s shirt. “Just who do you think would give a shit if I found you dead in this cell?” He pulled, hard, and had Biff’s face rapping into the bars. “Think about that, you bastard, and stay clear of me. And if I find out you went home and took out your little frustrations on my mother, I’ll kill you. You understand me?”

“You ain’t got the guts. You never did.” Biff yanked himself away and swiped a hand under his freshly bleeding nose. “You think you know all there is to know, but you don’t know shit. You don’t run this town. You’re going to pay for putting me in here. I know people who can make you pay.”

Disgusted, Cam moved to the door. “You want to eat, then you watch your mouth. I’m leaving orders for Mick to hold back your dinner until you quiet down.”

“I’ll see you in hell, boy,” Biff shouted through the bars, bashing them with his fists when Cam shut the door again. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll see you in hell.”

Alone in the cell, he mopped at his face. And began to chant.

Clare waited until she heard the door close before she turned. One look at Cam’s face had her heart going out to him, but she offered a casual smile instead.

“And I thought you had a boring job.”

He avoided her by going to his desk. He wanted to touch her, hold on to her, but a part of him felt stained with filth. “You should have gone home.”

She sat on the corner of his desk. “I’ll wait until you take me.”

He glanced down to read Bud’s careful, grammar school handwriting. “I need to make this call.”

“I’m in no hurry.”

He pressed his thumb and forefinger on the bridge of his nose, then picked up the phone. At least Biff had shut up, he thought.

“This is Sheriff Rafferty in Emmitsboro, I’d like to speak to Mr. or Mrs. Smithfield. Yes, Mrs. Smithfield. This is concerning the call you made to the state police regarding Carly Jamison.” He listened for a moment, then began taking notes. “Do you remember what she was wearing? Yes, yes, I know that spot. What time of day was it? No, ma’am, I don’t blame you for not picking up a hitchhiker. Yes, it can be dangerous. I really couldn’t say. No, you and your husband did the right thing. We appreciate your cooperation. Thank you, yes, if I need anything else, I’ll be sure to call.”

When he hung up, Clare tilted her head down and smiled. “You sounded real official and diplomatic.”

“Thanks a lot.” Rising, he took her arm. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“So how old was the runaway?” she asked casually when they slipped back onto the bike.

“About fifteen—female from Harrisburg. Carrying a red knapsack and pissed at the world because her parents wouldn’t let her go to Florida for spring break.”

“How long has she been missing?”

“Too long.” He gunned the motor and took off.

The sun was setting when she convinced him to relax on the porch swing for a few minutes with a glass of wine. She’d poured the twenty-dollar French chardonnay into jelly glasses.

“My dad and I used to sit out on evenings like this and wait for the crickets to start.” She stretched out her long legs and sighed. “You know, Cam, coming back home means coming back to a load of problems. That doesn’t mean it was the wrong decision.”

He sipped, wondering if the glasses made the wine taste jazzier, or the company. “Are we talking about you or me?”

She slanted him a look. “Word around town is that you’re a pretty good sheriff.”

“Since most people only have Parker for a yardstick, that isn’t saying much.” He touched a curl that lay against her neck. “Thanks. If I’d gone straight home, I’d have smashed a wall or something.”

“Glad I could help. I also heard you have a nifty house.” She watched him as she sipped. “Of course, I haven’t been invited to see it.”

“Looks like I owe you a tour.”

“Looks like.”

They drank in companionable silence, watching a car drive by, listening to a dog bark, breathing in the scent of hyacinths her father had planted years before.

The sun dropped lower, and the breeze shifted shadows over the lawn.

It seemed natural, almost familiar, when he touched a hand to her face, turned it toward his. His lips brushed over hers, sampling. With their eyes open, they leaned closer, soothed by the gentle movement of the swing. When he deepened the kiss, was compelled to deepen it, he tasted the quick release of her breath.

One glass of wine shouldn’t make the head spin, she thought as she put a hand to his chest. Neither should one kiss, especially from a man she’d known most of her life.

Shaken, she drew away. “Cam, I think—”

“Think later,” he muttered and pulled her against him again.

Exotic. It was strange that the shy, skinny girl from his childhood should taste so exotic. Feel so erotic. He knew his mouth was impatient, but he couldn’t help it. He’d had no idea that one touch, one taste, would lead to a grinding need for more.

When she could breathe again, she shifted back an inch, then two, until her dazed eyes could focus on his face. The restless desire in his eyes had her heart racing.

“Oh,” she managed, and he smiled.

“Is that good or bad?”

“Just—oh.” With an unsteady hand she brought her glass to her lips. Wine helped cool the heat he had licked into her mouth. “I thought I was coming back for some quiet and relaxation.”

“It’s real quiet tonight.”

“Yeah.” And if he kissed her again, she was damn sure she’d go off like a rocket. “Cam, I’ve always thought in a place like this, things should move slow. Very slow.”

“Okay.” He brought her back, settling her head on his shoulder. He’d waited more than ten years to find out what it was like, he thought, as he set the swing back in motion. He figured that was slow enough.

As the crickets began to sing, neither of them realized they were caught in the lens of a telescope.





Chapter 7

Though Ernie Butts figured school was, at best, a waste of time, he liked his advanced chemistry class. There was something fascinating about the Bunsen burners, the test tubes, and petri dishes. Memorizing the periodic chart of elements was a bore, but he’d never had any problem with retention. Nor did he have any trouble identifying unknowns in a mixture. Unknowns never failed to interest him.

Still, doing lab work was the best. There was something powerful about mixing chemicals, testing reactions. He always felt in control. He liked to measure and pour and create, and toyed with the idea of making a bomb. Not a stupid stink bomb like Denny Moyers had put together and set off during third period in the girls’ locker room. That was kid stuff. Ernie wanted something that would flash and boom, busting out windows and setting off some real old-fashioned hysteria.

He could do it; school, and the books his parents had bought him, had given him the knowledge. He was certain he had the capability. And if he decided to do it, he wouldn’t get caught like that jerk-off Moyers. Real power wasn’t in bragging about what you did, but in having people wonder.

Doodling in his notebook, Ernie glanced up as James Atherton repeated his instructions. As far as Ernie was concerned, Atherton was a bigger asshole than most adults. He repeated everything in his quiet, tutorial voice, occasionally stretching and turning his long, skinny neck or polishing his glasses as he droned on and on.

Like a four-eyed giraffe, Ernie thought maliciously.

Everybody knew he’d made a nice little pile of money in real estate and didn’t even have to teach. But here he was, semester after semester, in his dopey suits and ties, trying to teach chemical reactions to kids who mostly didn’t give a fuck.

People said he was dedicated; Ernie figured he was just a dick.

The fact that he was mayor of Emmitsboro only added to Ernie’s bitter amusement. What did the mayor of Hicktown have to do anyway? Decide what color the benches in the park should be painted?

“This chemical bonding lab will count for one-quarter of your grade in this last marking period,” Atherton continued, scanning the faces of his students with a little inward sigh. After nearly thirty years as a teacher, he had no trouble reading the outcome of this final experiment of the school year. At least ten percent of the class would fail and too many would barely skim by.

“Miss Simmons, perhaps you could put your compact down for a moment.”

There was a ripple of giggles as Sally Simmons hastily stuffed her compact in her bag.

“You will be working in teams,” Atherton continued, meticulously straightening a pile of papers before picking it up to distribute the sheets. “Lab partners are listed on this work sheet. I suggest you familiarize yourselves with the stages of the experiment. Written work will be due in two weeks.”

As the papers made their way around the class, there were groans and grunts and whispered comments. Ernie noted, with little interest, that Sally Simmons was his lab partner.

“It will be up to each team to distribute the workload,” Atherton said over the din. In his unassuming way, he studied each student. He knew each of them better than they would have guessed. “Remember, you are partners, and the grade, good or bad, will belong to both of you. You may go to your assigned stations and begin your planning.” He held up a bony finger. “Quietly.”

Atherton glanced at the clock and was as relieved as his students that only ten minutes remained in the period.

“I guess we’re partners.” Sally tried a bright smile. Though she’d known Ernie for years, from a distance, she still wasn’t sure what to make of him. He was by turns wild and moody, and that appealed to her sympathy for rebels.

“Yeah.” Ernie gave her a long, unnerving look that had her licking her lips.

“Well, I guess we could study and work on the written part after school some days. We can use my house if you want.”

“I work after school.”

“Well … after that, then. I could come over to your place if that’s better.”

He continued to look at her in a way that had her fussing with her hair, then the buttons of her shirt. Beneath the lacy black bra she’d swiped from her older sister, her heart pounded pleasantly.

“I’m usually finished about nine,” Ernie told her. “We can use my place, nobody’ll be around to bother us.” He smiled then, letting his lips spread slowly away from his teeth. “Unless you figure Josh’ll get pissed.”

She smiled again, more comfortable on familiar ground. “We sort of broke up. Josh is cute and all, but he can really be a pain.”

“Yeah? You two have been pretty tight the last few weeks.”

She tossed back her rich fall of dark hair. “We just hung around some. People started putting us together after we found that empty grave. If you want, I can come by tonight, and we can get started.”

He smiled a little. “Yeah, we’ll get started.” He wondered if she was a virgin.

After school Ernie drove to Clare’s. He didn’t mind the idea of having sex with Sally, but the hot, sweaty dreams he’d been having had centered on his new neighbor. He wondered how it would be to have both of them at once, the way he’d seen in the porno tape he’d copped from Less Gladhill at the gas station.

His hands were sweaty as he thought of it. He liked the idea of control, domination, power. Doing both of them would prove something. Would make him somebody.

He pulled into Clare’s drive and shut off the engine. From there, he watched her work with hammer and snips. It was warmer today, and she was wearing shorts, snug ones frayed at the hem, and a big T-shirt that slipped over one shoulder.

What would it be like to walk in, to rip that shirt away? Right there, right now, in broad daylight. Her eyes would widen, the pupils dilating with fear and shock. He’d pull her down to the concrete. She’d whimper. But then … then she would be hot and wet and ready.

He didn’t like the idea that Sheriff Rafferty was moving in on her, but he wasn’t overly disturbed. Ernie figured he could take care of Rafferty if he had to.

He climbed out of the truck and walked toward her.

Intent on shaping the metal in her vise, Clare didn’t notice him until he was almost beside her. She straightened, pressed a hand on her lower back, and smiled.

“Hi.”

As she arched her back, her small, unencumbered breasts strained against the cotton T-shirt. He imagined squeezing them.

“You said I should come by after school sometime.”

“So I did.” She set the hammer aside. “I’m glad you decided to help me out.” She took a moment to pull herself out of the project at hand and into a new one. “Listen, there’s a chair inside the kitchen. Why don’t you drag it out here? You can grab yourself a Pepsi if you want.”

“Okay.”

When he came back, she had cleared off a space on a worktable. “Just set it over there. You might want to rest your arm on that bench from time to time. Don’t be afraid to tell me if you’re getting tired.” She hoisted herself up on the worktable, turned down the volume of the old Moody Blues number on her stereo, and gestured for him to sit. “I’m just going to do some sketches. I think if you set your elbow on that bench and make a fist … yeah.” She smiled at him. “So how’s school?”

“Okay.”

“I guess you’ve only got a few weeks left.” She was sketching on a pad as she spoke, and tried to put him at ease.

“Yeah.”

A man of few words, she thought, and tried again. “You into sports or anything?”

“Not into sports.”

“Got a girl?”

His gaze slid up her legs. “Not one in particular.”

“Ah, a wise man. So, what do your folks do?”

He grimaced, from habit. “Run the pizza parlor.”

“No kidding?” She stopped sketching. “I had some the other night. It’s terrific. I have to tell you, the idea of leaving New York pizza behind made the decision to come back here tough. Rocco’s made up for it.”

He shrugged, embarrassed to be pleased. “It’s no big deal.”

“Easy to say when you’ve grown up with it. Open your fist once and spread your fingers. Mmmm.” With a frown of concentration, she continued to sketch. “So, where’d you live before here?”

“New Jersey.”

“Oh, yeah? Why did you move here?” The sulky look came back in his eyes. “Don’t ask me. They didn’t.”

Sympathetic, she smiled at him. “It’s not such a bad place.”

“It’s dead. I hate it. People sit around and watch the grass grow.”

Three sentences in a row, she thought. He must have strong feelings. “I guess it’s hard to believe there’d ever come a time when you’d actually appreciate watching the grass grow.”

“Easy for you to say,” he muttered, mimicking her. “You can go back to New York whenever you want.”

“That’s true.” And children, she thought, no matter how hard they strained for independence, were stuck. “It won’t be long before you can decide for yourself. L.A., right?”

“Yeah. I’m getting the hell out of here.” He was staring at her legs again, at the way the frayed hem of her shorts cut high on her thighs. “Have you been there?”

“Yeah, once or twice. It’s not really my style. You’ll have to let me know what you think of it once you get there. Make a fist again.” She turned a page in the sketchpad, then shook her head. “You know, what I think I want is from the shoulder up, kind of like a tree shooting up from the roots. You want to take your shirt off? It’s warm enough.”

He looked at her, secrets playing in his eyes as he slowly pulled the T-shirt over his head. She wanted him. He knew it.

What Clare saw was a slim, angry boy on the teetering brink of manhood. More, she saw a subject, a slender arm, surprisingly roped with muscle, its power still untapped.

“This is going to work.” She scooted down from the table. “Let me pose it. I won’t ask you to hold it long. It’ll get uncomfortable.”

She took his arm, cupping a hand under his elbow as she lifted it, bent it. Then she closed her fingers over his to make a fist again.

“Now, if you can hold it out at this angle.… Good, now put some tension into it. Terrific. You’re a natural.” As she stepped back, she glanced down to the pendant he wore. It was silver, in an odd geometric shape. Like a pentagram, she thought, and looked up at him. “What’s this? A good luck charm?”

His free hand closed over it protectively. “Sort of.”

Afraid she’d embarrassed him, she picked up her pad again and began to sketch.

She worked for an hour, letting him take frequent breaks to rest his arm. A time or two she caught him watching her speculatively, with a much too adult gleam in his eyes. She passed it off, a little amused, a little flattered that he might have developed a small crush on her.

“That’s great, Ernie, really. I’d like to start working in clay whenever you’ve got another couple of hours to spare.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll get you some money.”

Alone, he flexed his arm and wandered around the garage. When he spotted the sculpture in the corner, he stopped short. Once again, his fingers closed around the inverted pentagram as he studied the half man, half beast she had created out of metal and nightmares.

It was a sign, he thought, his breath coming quickly. His fingers trembled slightly as he reached out to stroke it worshipfully. She had been brought here for him. The rituals, the offerings had met with favor. The Dark Lord had delivered her to him. Now he had only to wait for the right time and place to take her.

“What do you think of it?”

Cautiously, Ernie dragged on his shirt before he turned. Clare was standing behind him. She was staring, as he had been, at the sculpture. He could smell her, soap and sweat.

“It has power.”

She was surprised to hear the opinion from a seventeen-year-old. Intrigued, she turned her head and stared at him. “Ever thought about becoming an art critic?”

“Why did you make this?”

“I couldn’t seem to help myself.”

The answer was perfect. “You’ll do more.”

She glanced back at the heap of metal on her welding table. “Yes, it seems that I will.” Shaking herself, she held out some bills. “I really appreciate your posing for me.”

“I liked it. I like you.”

“Good. I like you, too.” When the phone rang, she turned to the kitchen doorway. “Gotta go. See you soon, Ernie.”

“Yeah.” He wiped his damp palms on the thighs of his jeans. “I’ll see you real soon.”

Clare opened the refrigerator and picked up the phone simultaneously. “Hello.”

As she rooted out a hot dog, mustard, pickles, and a soft drink, wet, heavy breathing sounded in her ear. She grinned, stuck the hot dog in the microwave, and began to breathe back, occasionally adding a husky “yes” or “oh yes!” After setting the timer, she popped open the bottle. “Oh, my God, don’t stop.” She finished with a long, wavering moan.

“Was it good for you?” the low, masculine voice asked.

“Wonderful. Incredible. The best.” She took a long swallow of Pepsi. “Jean-Paul, you give great phone.” She took the hot dog out of the microwave, then wrapped it in a piece of Wonder bread, and began to slather on mustard. “If Angie ever finds out—”

“I’m on the extention, you idiot.”

Chuckling, Clare added a row of dill pickle slices. “Oh, well, all is discovered. So what’s up?”

“After that,” Jean-Paul said, “I am.”

“Behave yourself,” Angie said mildly. “We wanted to see how you are.”

“I’m good.” Satisfied, Clare picked up the dripping sandwich and bit in. “Really good,” she mumbled with a full mouth. “In fact, I just finished some sketches with a new model. The kid’s got great arms.”

“Oh, really?”

Amused by Angie’s intonation, Clare shook her head. “I meant kid literally. He’s sixteen, seventeen. I also took some sketches of this friend of mine who’s a waitress. Competent poetry in motion. And I’ve got my eye on a fabulous set of hands.” She thought of Cam and chewed thoughtfully. “Maybe the face, too. Or the whole damn body.” Just how would he react if she suggested he pose nude? she wondered.

“You sound busy, chèrie.” Jean-Paul picked up a chunk of amethyst from his desk.

“I am. Angie, you’ll be pleased to know I’ve been working every day. Really working,” she added, scooting up on the counter, then taking another bite of the hot dog. “I’ve actually got one piece finished.”

“And?” Angie probed.

“I’d rather you see it for yourself. I’m too close to it.”

With the phone cocked between his ear and shoulder, Jean-Paul passed the stone from hand to hand. “How is life in the boondicks?”

“Docks,” Clare corrected. “Boondocks, and it’s fine. Why don’t you come see for yourself?”

“What about that, Angie? Would you like a few days in the country? We can smell the cows and make love in the hay.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“A week in Emmitsboro is not like a year in the Outback.” Warming to the idea, Clare polished off the hot dog. “We don’t have wild boar or mad rapists.”

“Je suis desolè,” Jean-Paul said, tongue in cheek. “What do you have, chèrie?”

“Quiet, tranquility—even a comforting kind of boredom.” She thought of Ernie with his youthful restlessness and dissatisfaction. Boredom wasn’t for everyone, she supposed. “After I show you the hot spots like Martha’s Diner and Clyde’s Tavern, we can sit on the porch, drink beer, and watch the grass grow.”

“Sounds stimulating,” Angie muttered.

“We’ll see what we can shuffle in our schedule.” Jean-Paul decided on the spot. “I would like to see Clyde’s.”

“Great.” Clare lifted her bottle in an absent toast. “You’ll love it. Really. It’s the perfect American rural town. Nothing ever happens in Emmitsboro.”

A thin spring drizzle was falling, muddying the earth in the circle. There was no fire in the pit, only the cold ash of wood and bone. Lanterns took the place of candles. Clouds choked the moon and smothered the stars.

But the decision had been made, and they would not wait. Tonight there were only five cloaked figures. The old guard. This meeting, this ritual, was secret to all but these chosen few.

“Christ, it’s shitty out here tonight.” Biff Stokey cupped his beefy hand around his cigarette to protect it from the rain. Tonight there were no drugs, no candles, no chanting, no prostitute. In the twenty years he had been a member of the coven, he had come to depend on, and require, the ritual as much as the fringe benefits.

But tonight, instead of an altar, there was only an empty slab and an inverted cross. Tonight, his companions seemed edgy and watchful. No one spoke as the rain pelted down.

“What the hell’s this all about?” he demanded of no one in particular. “This isn’t our usual night.”

“There is business to tend to.” The leader stepped out of the group, into the center, and turned toward them. The eyes of his mask looked dark and empty. Twin pits of hell. He lifted his arms, his long fingers splayed. “We are the few. We are the first. In our hands the power shines brighter. Our Master has given us the great gift to bring others to Him, to show them His glory.”

Like a statue he stood, an eerie mirror image of Clare’s nightmare sculpture. Body bent, head lifted, arms outstretched. Behind his mask, his eyes gleamed with anticipation, with appreciation of the power he held that the others would never understand.

They had come, like well-trained dogs, at his call. They would act, as mindless as sheep, at his command. And if one or two had a portion remaining of what some might call conscience, the thirst for power would overcome it.

“Our Master is displeased. His fangs drip with vengeance. Betrayed by one of His children, by one of His chosen. The Law is defiled, and we will avenge it. Tonight, there is death.”

When he lowered his hands, one of the cloaked figures brought a baseball bat from beneath his robes. Even as Biff opened his mouth in surprise, it cracked over his skull.

When he regained consciousness, he was tied to the altar, and naked. The drizzling rain soaked and chilled his skin. But that was nothing, nothing compared to the frozen fear that squeezed his heart.

They stood around him, one at the feet, one at the head, one on each side at the hip. Four men he had known most of his life. Their eyes were the eyes of strangers. And he knew what they saw was death.

The fire had been lit, and rain splattered and sizzled on the logs. The sound was like meat frying.

“No!” He squirmed, straining his arms and legs as he writhed on the smooth slab. “Jesus Christ, no!” In his panic he called on the deity he had spent twenty years defiling. His mouth was filled with the taste of fear and the blood from where his teeth had sawed into his tongue. “You can’t. You can’t. I took the oath.”

The leader looked down at Biff’s scarred left testicle. The sign would have to be … erased. “You are no longer one of the few. You have broken the oath. You have broken the Law.”

“Never. I never broke the Law.” The rope cut into his wrists as he strained. First blood stained the wood.

“We do not show our fangs in anger. That is the Law.”

“That is the Law,” the others chanted.

“I was drunk.” His chest heaved as he began to weep, the thin, bitter tears of terror. There were faces he knew, shadowed by the hoods, hidden by masks. His eyes darted from one to the other, panicked and pleading. “Fucking Christ, I was drunk.”

“You have defiled the Law,” the leader repeated. His voice held no mercy and no passion—though the passion was rising in him, a black, boiling sea. “You have shown that you cannot hold to it. You are weak, and the weak shall be smote by the strong.” The bell was rung. Over Biff’s sobs and curses, the leader lifted his voice.

“O, Lord of the Dark Flame, give us power.”

“Power for Your glory,” the others chanted.

“O, Lord of the Ages, give us strength.”

“Strength for Your Law.”

“In nomine Dei nostri Santanas Luciferi excelsi!”

“Ave, Satan.”

He lifted a silver cup. “This is the wine of bitterness. I drink in despair for our lost brother.”

He drank long and deep, pouring the wine through the gaping mouth hole of the mask. He set the cup aside, but still he thirsted. For blood.

“For he has been tried, and he has been judged, and he has been condemned.”

“I’ll kill you,” Biff shouted, tearing flesh as he struggled against his bonds. “I’ll kill you all. Please, God, don’t do this.”

“The die is cast. There is no mercy in the heart of the Prince of Hell. In His name I command the Dark Forces to bestow their infernal power upon me. By all the Gods of the Pit, I command that this thing I desire shall come to pass.

“Hear the names.

“Baphomet, Loki, Hecate, Beelzebub.

“We are Your children.”

Blubbering with fear, Biff screamed, cursing them in turn, begging, threatening. The priest let Biff’s terror fill him as he continued.

“The voices of my wrath smash the stillness. My vengeance is absolute. I am annihilation. I am revenge. I am infernal justice. I call upon the children of the Dark Lord to slash with grim delight our fallen brother. He has betrayed, and his shrieks of agony, his battered corpse shall serve as warning to those who would stray from the Law.”

He paused, and behind his mask, he was smiling.

“Oh, brothers of the night, those who would ride upon the hot breath of Hell, begin.”

As the first blow shattered his kneecap, Biff’s scream tore through the air. They beat him mechanically. And if there was regret, it did not outweigh the need. It could not outweigh the Law.

The priest stood back, his arms lifted as he watched the slaughter. Twice before he had ordered the death of one of the brotherhood. And twice before the quick and merciless act had smothered the flickering flames of insurrection. He was well aware that some were discontented at the coven’s veering away from its purer origins. Just as there were some who thirsted for more blood, more sex, more depravity.

Such things had happened before and were expected.

It was up to him to see that his children walked the line he’d created. It was up to him to be certain that those who didn’t paid the price.

Biff screamed again, and the priest’s pleasure soared.

They would not kill him quickly. It was not the way. With each nauseating crack of wood against bone, the priest’s blood swam faster, hotter. The screaming continued, a high, keening, scarcely human sound.

A fool, the priest thought as his loins throbbed. The death of a fool was often a waste—if one discounted the sweetness of the kill. But this death would serve to warn the others of the full wrath. His wrath. For he had long ago come to understand that it was not Satan who ruled here, but himself.

He was the power.

The glory of the death was his.

The pleasure of the kill was his.

As the screaming faded to a wet, gurgling whimper, he stepped forward. Taking up the fourth bat, he stood over Biff. He saw that beyond the milky glaze of pain in his victim’s anguished eyes, there was still fear. Even better, there was still hope.

“Please.” Blood ran from Biff’s mouth, choking him. He tried to lift a hand, but his fingers were as useless as broken twigs. He was beyond pain now, impaled on a jagged threshold no man was meant to endure. “Please don’t kill me. I took the oath. I took the oath.”

The priest merely watched him, knowing this moment, this triumph, was almost at an end. “He is the Judge. He is the Ruler. What we have done, we have done in His name.” His eyes glittered down at Biff’s face, still unmarked. “He who dies tonight will be thrown into torture, into misery. Into the void.”

Biff’s vision hazed and cleared, hazed and cleared. Blood dribbled from his mouth with each shallow breath. There would be no more screaming. He knew he was dead, and the prayers that raced through his numbed mind were mixed with incantations. To Christ. To Lucifer.

He coughed once, violently, and nearly passed out.

“I’ll see you in hell,” he managed.

The priest leaned over close, so that only Biff could hear. “This is hell.” With shuddering delight, he delivered the coup de grace. His seed spilled hot on the ground.

While they burned the bats in the sacred pits, blood soaked into the muddy earth.





Chapter 8

Cam stood by the fence bordering the east end of Matthew Dopper’s cornfield. Dopper, his cap pulled down to shade his face and a chaw swelling his cheek, stayed on the tractor and kept it idling. Its motor putted smoothly, thanks to his oldest son, who preferred diddling with engines to plowing fields.

His plaid shirt was already streaked with sweat, though it was barely ten. Two fingers of his left hand were shaved off at the first knuckle, the result of a tangle with a combine. The impairment didn’t affect his farming or his bowling average in his Wednesday night league. It had instilled a cautious respect for machinery.

The whites of his eyes were permanently red-streaked from fifty-odd years of wind and hay dust. He had a stubborn, closed-in look on his lined hangdog face.

He’d been born on the farm and had taken it over when his old man finally kicked off. Since his brother, the unlucky Junior, had blasted himself to hell in the adjoining woods, Matthew Dopper had inherited every sonofabitching stone on the eighty-five-acre farm. He’d lived there, worked there, and would die there. He didn’t need Cameron Rafferty to come flashing his badge and telling him how to handle his business.

“Matt, it’s the third complaint this month.”

In answer, Dopper spat over the side of the tractor. “Them goddamn flatlanders move in, planting their goddamn houses on Hawbaker land, then they try to push me out. I ain’t budging. This here’s my land.”

Cam set a boot on the bottom rung of the fence and prayed for patience. The ripe scent of fertilizer was making his nostrils quiver. “Nobody’s trying to run you out, Matt. You’ve just got to chain up those dogs.”

“Been dogs on this farm for a hundred years.” He spat again. “Never been chained.”

“Things change.” Cam looked out over the field to where he could see the boxy modular homes in the distance. Once there had been only fields, meadows, pastures. If you’d driven by at dawn or at dusk, like as not you’d have seen deer grazing. Now people were putting up satellite dishes and planting ceramic deer in their front yards.

Was it any wonder his sympathies were with Matt? he thought. But sympathies aside, he had a job to do.

“Your dogs aren’t staying on the farm, Matt. That’s the problem.”

Matt grinned. “They always liked to shit on Hawbaker land.”

Cam couldn’t help but smile back. There had been a running feud between the Doppers and the Hawbakers for three generations. It had kept them all happy. Lighting a cigarette, he leaned companionably on the fence.

“I miss seeing old man Hawbaker riding his hay baler.”

Dopper pursed his lips. The fact was, he missed Hawbaker, too. Deeply. “I reckon he did what he thought he had to do. And made a pretty profit.” He took out a dingy bandanna and blew his nose heartily. “But I’m staying put. As long as I’m breathing, I’m farming.”

“I used to sneak over here and steal your corn.”

“I know.” The resentment faded a bit as Dopper remembered. “I grow the best Silver Queen in the county. Always did, always will.”

“Can’t argue with that. We’d camp out in the woods over there and roast it over the fire.” He grinned up at Matt as he remembered the taste, sweet as sugar. “We thought we were putting one over on you.”

“I know what goes on on my land.” He adjusted his cap. For a moment, the eyes that shifted to the far, deep woods were wary. “Never minded you pinching a few ears. ’Round here we take care of our own.”

“I’ll remember that come July.” He sighed a little. “Listen, Matt, there are kids over in the development. Lots of kids. Your three German shepherds are big bastards.”

Dopper’s jaw set again. “Ain’t never bit nobody.”

“Not yet.” Cam blew out a breath. He knew he could bring up the county leash law until his tongue fell off. Nobody paid much attention to it. But as much as he felt empathy with Dopper, he wouldn’t risk having one of the dogs turn and bite some kid. “Matt, I know you don’t want anyone hurt.” He held up a hand before Matt could protest. “I know, they’re regular lapdogs. With you, maybe. But nobody can predict how they might react to strangers. If anything happens, your dogs go down, and your ass gets sued. Make it easy on everybody. Chain them up, build them a run, fence in part of your yard.”

Dopper squinted at Cam, then spat. He had reasons for owning three big dogs. Good reasons. A man needed to protect himself and his family from … His gaze drifted toward the woods again, then away. From whatever they needed protection against.

He didn’t like compromises. But he knew if he didn’t make one, some snotty pissant from the ASPCA was going to come nosing around. Or some asshole flatlander was going to take him to court. He couldn’t afford any shit-hole lawyer’s fees.

“I’ll think about it.”

In six weeks of trying, it was the closest Cam had nudged him to an agreement. He smoked in silence as he measured the man on the tractor. The dogs would be chained, he thought, because old Matt wouldn’t risk them, or his farm.

“How’s the family?” Cam asked, wanting to end the interview on a friendly note.

“Good enough.” Dopper relaxed in turn. “Sue Ellen done divorced that worthless car salesman she married.” He grinned at Cam. “You missed the boat with her first time around. Might be she’d take a look at you now that you got some money and a steady job.”

Unoffended, Cam grinned back. “How many kids does she have now?”

“Four. Fucker knocked her up every time she sneezed. Got herself a job, though. Clerking up to JC Penney’s at that sonofabitching shopping center. Nancy’s watching the youngest.” He glanced in the direction of the house, where his wife was busy with their youngest grandchild.

He talked for a few minutes more, about his oldest boy, who should have been back from the feed and grain an hour ago, and his youngest, who was in college.

“Imagine that boy figuring he had to go to school to learn how to farm.” Dopper spat again contemplatively. “Guess things do change, whether you want them to or not. Got to get back to work.”

“They got chains in the hardware,” Cam said and pitched his cigarette. “Be seeing you, Matt.”

Dopper watched him walk back toward his car, then shifted his gaze toward the huddle of houses in the distance. Fucking flatlanders, he thought, and revved up his tractor.

Cam turned his car around, spewing up dust and gravel. He drove by the edge of Dopper’s Woods, where the leaves were thick and green. A part of his mind swung back to childhood, to adolescence.

He could see himself, a bundle of Dopper’s corn in his arms, a couple of beer bottles clanging in the sack along with a pack of Marlboros and wooden matches. He might have been alone, running off to lick the wounds his stepfather so gleefully handed out. Or he might have been with Blair Kimball, Bud Hewitt, Jesse Hawbaker, or one of the others he’d hung out with during those long gone days.

They would have sat by the fire, with the smell of roasting corn and hot dogs, guzzling beer, lying about girls, telling Junior Dopper stories designed to make the skin crawl.

Funny how often they’d gone there, even though the hairs on the back of their necks stood up. Probably because of it, he thought. It had been their place, haunted and eerie.

And sometimes, they had been sure that something walked through those deep and silent woods with them.

The involuntary shudder had him chuckling to himself. Some things don’t change, he thought, grinning. Junior Dopper’s faceless ghost could still bring a chill to the base of the spine.

He swung away from the woods, deciding to run by the development and assure the latest angry resident that Matt Dopper’s dogs would be chained. The car purred up the slope, around the winding curves, making him think of his recent bike ride with Clare.

It had been fun, easy, an unexpected taste of childhood. Sitting with her by the stream, lazily talking, had been a homecoming.

Kissing her hadn’t been like coming home at all. It hadn’t been comforting or friendly or sweet. It had been like getting scorched by a lightning bolt. He wondered how in the hell he’d missed Clare Kimball the first time around. He didn’t intend to let her slip by again.

When he was done here, he thought, he would just swing by her house—hoping she was welding—and see if she was interested in a meal and a movie in Hagerstown. If he had any luck, and his assessment of her reaction to him was anywhere close to target, he’d see about talking her into coming back to his house. Then they’d play it by ear.

She didn’t want to be rushed, he reminded himself. It was too bad that patience had never been one of his strong suits.

Around the last curve, he spotted a couple of kids with bicycles. Hooking school, he thought, and had to appreciate the spirit of it on such a terrific May morning. It was with regret that he pulled over and prepared to give them the routine. He got out of the car and walked toward the boys.

He recognized both of them—the curse or blessing of small towns. Cy Abbot—younger brother of Josh, from the cemetery disturbance—and Brian Knight, Min Atherton’s nephew. Though a part of Cam wanted to wink and grin and wish them well, he strode forward, sober-eyed. They were both a little green around the gills, he noted, and wondered if it was being caught by the law that had shaken them up or if they’d been practicing chewing tobacco.

“Well, now.” Cam put a hand on the handlebars of the dirt bike the Abbot boy was straddling. “Little late for school this morning, aren’t you?”

Cy opened his mouth, but only a wheeze came out. Turning a paler shade of green, he leaned over the side of the bike and vomited weakly.

“Oh, shit,” Cam muttered, and put two hands on the bike to steady it. “What the hell have you two been up to?” He looked over at Brian since Cy was busy gagging.

“We were just fooling around. And we—we—” He scrubbed a hand over his mouth, hard, and Cam noticed there were tears welling in his eyes.

“Okay.” He softened his tone and put an arm around the now shuddering Cy. “What happened?”

“We just found it.” Brian swallowed deeply, and his spit tasted foul. “We were going to pull our bikes down and go wading in the creek, that’s all. Then we saw it.”

“What did you see?”

“The body.” Despite the humiliation of being seen blubbering, Cy began to sob. “It was awful, Sheriff. Awful. All the blood.”

“Okay, why don’t you guys sit in the back of the car? I’ll go take a look. Come on, we’ll put your bikes in the trunk.” He led the two shaking boys to the rear of the car. Probably a deer, maybe a dog, he told himself. But his hands were icy—a symptom he recognized. “Relax.” He opened the back door of the car and tried to lighten the mood. “You’re not going to be sick all over the carpet, are you?”

Cy continued to weep as Brian shook his head. He gave his friend a little punch on the arm for comfort.

Beyond the gravelly shoulder of the road, the ground tapered down, carpeted with dead leaves from the previous autumns. With a last glance at the two white faces in the back of the car, Cam started down, sliding a bit on the ground, still slippery after the night of rain.

He could smell damp earth, damp leaves. There were deep skid marks where the boys had hustled down, and marks where they had scrambled back up again. He saw, as they must have, the smearing trail of blood. And he smelled it. Death.

An animal, he told himself as he regained his footing. Hit by a car, then crawled off to die. Sweet Jesus, there was a lot of blood. He had to stop a moment, shake off the image that rushed into his brain.

The walls of a tenement, splattered with red. The stench of it. The screams that wouldn’t stop.

He began to breathe through his mouth and curse himself.

That was over, goddamn it. That was done.

When he saw the body, his stomach didn’t revolt as the boy’s had. He had seen bodies before. Too many of them. What he felt first, vividly, was fury in finding one here. In his town. In his sanctuary.

Then came disgust and pity. Whoever this broken heap of flesh and bones had been, he had died horribly. Then regret, that two young boys had hooked school on a warm spring morning only to stumble across something they couldn’t understand and would never forget.

He didn’t understand it—after all the years on the force, all the senseless and small cruelties, he didn’t understand it.

Carefully, not wanting to disturb the scene, he crouched down beside the body. Wet leaves clung to the naked flesh. It lay outflung, its broken arms and legs at impossible angles, its face buried in the dirt and wet leaves.

As he studied what was left, his eyes narrowed. Through the bruises and the blood, he made out a tattoo. His mouth dried. And he knew, before he cautiously lifted the battered head, before he looked into the ruined face. Rising, he swore over what was left of Biff Stokey.

“Jesus, Cam.” Bud felt bile rise up hot in his throat and choked it down. “Holy Jesus.” He stared down at the body at his feet. With the sleeve of his shirt, he swiped at his mouth as sweat popped out on his face and ran cool and fast from his armpits. “Jesus, Jesus,” he said hopelessly, then turned, stumbling away to be sick in the brush.

Calmer now, Cam stood where he was, waiting for Bud to get his system under control. From somewhere on the other side of the creek, a thrush began to trill. Squirrels scurried in the trees.

“Sorry,” Bud managed, running a clammy palm over his clammy face. “I just couldn’t—I’ve never seen—”

“Nothing to be sorry about. You going to be okay now?”

“Yeah.” But Bud kept his gaze several inches above what lay on the leafy ground. “You think he got hit by a car? I guess he could’ve been hit by a car, then rolled on down here. People are always taking these turns too fast.” He wiped his mouth again. “Too damn fast.”

“No, I don’t think he got hit by a car. Can’t see a car breaking nearly every bone in his body.” Eyes narrowed, Cam thought out loud. “Where are the skid marks? How the hell did he get out here? Where’s his car? Where the hell are his clothes?”

“Well, I guess … I guess maybe, maybe he was shit-faced again. Could be we’ll find his car, and his clothes, too, just down the road. And he was walking along, drunk, and a car came by and …” But he knew it was stupid even as he said it. Stupid and weak.

Cam turned until his eyes met Bud’s panicked ones. “I think someone beat him to death.”

“But that’s murder. Christ Almighty, nobody gets murdered around here.” In panic, Bud’s voice rose an octave, then cracked. “We haven’t had a homicide in this part of the county since T. R. Lewis went crazy and shot up his brother-in-law with his thirty-thirty. Hell, I wasn’t no more than five or six years old then. People don’t get murdered in Emmitsboro.”

Judging by the waver in Bud’s voice, Cam knew he could lose him if he didn’t take it slow. “We’ll wait for the coroner to get here. Meanwhile, we’re going to have to rope this area off and start our investigation.”

It would keep Bud busy, Cam mused, and little else. He was already certain Biff hadn’t died here.

“We’ll need pictures, Bud. Go up and get the camera.” He caught the look in his deputy’s eye and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll take the pictures,” he said gently. “Just go on up and get me the camera.”

“All right.” He started up the slope, then turned back. “Sheriff, it’s a damn mess, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s a goddamn mess.”

Once he had the camera, Cam sent Bud back up on the roadside again, to wait for the coroner. Making his mind a blank, Cam began his grisly task. He noted the raw and sawed flesh on the wrists and ankles, the lack of bruises on the back and buttocks.

Finished, he wished violently for a cigarette but only set the camera aside and picked up the can of spray paint he’d grabbed from the storeroom at his office. Crouched low, he pushed the sprayer, cursed when it only sputtered, then shook the can hard. He could hear the musical sound of the mixing beads jiggling inside.

He’d always liked that sound, he realized. The competence of it, the anticipation of it. But it wasn’t something he would look forward to any time soon. Again, he aimed the can at the ground and pushed the nozzle.

He saw with grim amusement that he’d grabbed a can of canary yellow. Well, the lousy sonofabitch would get his death silhouette in a nice, cheerful color.

He started at the feet, forcing himself not to cringe at the vulnerability of those bruised and broken toes.

You had that foot planted on your ass more times than you can count, he reminded himself. But his hand shook a bit as he continued the paint stream beside the naked left leg.

“Broke your fucking knees, didn’t he?” Cam muttered. “I always hoped you’d die hard. Looks like I got my wish.”

He gritted his teeth and continued. It wasn’t until he stood again that he realized his jaw was aching. Very deliberately he capped the paint can, set it down, then took out a cigarette.

He remembered the last time he had stood and looked at death. Then it had been someone he cared about, someone he’d laughed with, felt responsible for. Had grieved for.

Cam closed his eyes, but only for a moment, because when he did, he could see the past all too clearly. Jake’s body sprawled on that filthy stairway, the blood pumping out of him so fast they’d both known there hadn’t been a chance. Not a chance in hell.

My fault, he thought as the sweat pooled at the base of his spine. My fault.

“Sheriff. Sheriff.” Bud had to give him a shake on the shoulder before Cam snapped back and looked at him. “Coroner’s here.”

Cam nodded, then picked up the paint can and the camera and handed them to Bud. Beside the deputy stood the county coroner, black bag in hand. He was a short, spare man with white, white skin and oddly Oriental eyes, dark, slightly slanted, and luxuriantly lashed. His salt-and-pepper hair was neatly combed, the part so straight it might have been surveyed. He was wearing a trim beige suit and a somewhat cocky bow tie. He was fiftyish, soft-spoken and shy. He felt more at home with his cadavers than with their living counterparts.

“Dr. Loomis. You made good time.”

“Sheriff.” Loomis offered a pale, fine-boned hand. “Apparently you’ve had some trouble.”

“Apparently.” Cam felt a ridiculous urge to chuckle at the understatement. “Some kids found the body about an hour ago. I’ve already taken pictures and outlined the body position, so you won’t have to worry about disturbing the crime scene.”

“Excellent.” Loomis looked down at the body. His only reaction was a pursing of lips. With businesslike motions he opened his case and took out a pair of thin surgical gloves.

“You’re not going to—” Bud took two steps back. “You’re not going to do, like, an autopsy or anything right here?”

“Don’t worry.” Loomis gave a surprisingly rich chuckle. “We’ll save that for later.”

Cam took the camera back. They would need it. “Bud, go on up to the road. Make sure nobody stops and gawks.”

“Yes, sir.” Relieved, Bud scrambled up the slope.

“Your deputy’s a nervous fellow.”

“He’s young. It’s his first homicide.”

“Of course, of course.” Loomis’s mouth pursed again. “This paint is still a bit tacky.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t have anything else handy.”

“No trouble. I won’t disturb it.”

Loomis took out a small recorder, set it fussily on a rock. He spoke aloud, slowly and patiently, as he examined the body.

“We’ll need to turn him over,” Loomis said matter-of-factly.

Wordlessly, Cam set the camera aside to help the doctor lift and turn the corpse. The battered body shifted in their hold, reminding Cam of the way loose garbage moves in a Hefty bag. He bit back an oath as he heard bone rub against bone.

If it had been bad before, it was worse now with Biff’s dead eyes staring up at him. Unlike the back, the front of the body was a nightmare vision of bruises and broken bones. The bull-like chest had been caved in, the manhood Biff had been so proud of was a jellied stump.

He’d been right about the knees, Cam thought, as he turned away to take a breath and pick up the camera again. As the doctor spoke his technical and meaningless terms, he took more pictures.

They both glanced up at the sound of an ambulance.

“There was no need for the siren,” Loomis said, and all but clicked his tongue. “We’ll be moving the body to the morgue, Sheriff, for a thorough examination. I believe it’s safe to say that this man suffered a severe and prolonged beating. Death was probably caused by a strong blow to the head. From the progress of rigor, we can assume he died between ten and fifteen hours ago. I’ll certainly be able to give you more precise details after the autopsy.”

“Can you give me an idea when you’ll be able to get back to me?”

“Forty-eight hours, perhaps a little more. Will we need dental records?”

“What?”

“Dental records.” Loomis snapped off his gloves, rolled them, and tucked them in his bag. “As the body is nude and without identification, will you need dental records?”

“No, I know who it is.”

“Well, then.” He looked up as his attendants started down the slope with a thick plastic bag and a stretcher. Before he could speak again, they all heard a car squeal to a halt on the road above. Cam ignored it, trusting Bud to hurry any curiosity-seekers along. Then he recognized the voice that rose up suddenly in panic and demand: “What do you mean Cam’s down there?”

Clare’s legs nearly buckled. Every ounce of color drained from her face as she stared at the ambulance. “Oh, God, oh, my God, what happened?” She rushed forward, only to have Bud grab her arms and block her way.

“You can’t go down there, Clare. You don’t want to. Believe me.”

“No.” Horrible, merciless visions streaked through her mind. She saw her father, sprawled on the flagstone. And now Cam. “No, not Cam, too. I want to see him. Damn you, I want to see him now.” She fought her way clear, shoving Bud aside. Her blind rush forward took her skidding down the slope and into Cam’s arms.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“You.” She lifted a shaking hand to his face, pressing her fingers in hard. There were bruises, old bruises, but he was solid and real. “I thought—You’re okay? Are you okay?”

“I’m dandy. Get the hell up on the road.” He turned her so that she didn’t see the scene below, then pushed her in front of him up to the shoulder. “I thought I told you to keep people out,” he snapped at Bud.

“It’s not his fault.” She pressed a hand to her mouth and struggled for composure. “I got away from him.”

“Now you can get away altogether. Get back in your car and go home.”

“But, I—”

His eyes flared at her, hard and bright. “This doesn’t concern you, and I haven’t got time to hold your hand.”

“Fine.” She swung away, but the adrenaline drained quickly and had her leaning weakly against the hood of the car.

“Damn it, Clare, I said I haven’t got time for this.” All he could think of was getting her away, well away, before the body was brought up. He crossed over to take her arm and pull her to the driver’s side.

“Fuck off.” She jerked away, furious that she was near tears.

“Hey.” He yanked up her head, frowning at the glitter in her eyes. “What’s all this?”

“I thought it was you.” After slapping his hand away, she fumbled for the latch of the door. “I don’t know why it would have bothered me to think you were lying down there hurt or dead, but for some idiotic reason, it did.”

His breath hissed out between his teeth. “I’m sorry.” When she managed to wrench the door open, he merely slammed it shut again. “Damn it, Clare, I’m sorry. Come here.” He pulled her against him, ignoring her struggle. “Give me a break, Slim. I’ve had a rough day.” As she softened a bit, he pressed his lips to her hair, breathing in the clean scent of it after the rancid smell of death. “I’m sorry.”

She shrugged, knowing the movement was bad tempered. “Forget it.”

“You were worried about me.”

“It was a brief moment of insanity. It’s passed.” But her arms went around him to give him one quick squeeze. She would think about her reaction later, she promised herself. For now, she eased away. “What happened here?”

“Not now.” Over her head he saw the attendants struggling up the slope with their gruesome burden. “Go on home, Clare.”

“I wasn’t trying to pry into official business,” she began. When she reached for the door handle, she looked back, intending to call an apology to Bud. And she saw the thick black plastic bag. “Who is it?” she whispered.

“Biff.”

Slowly, she turned back to look at Cam. “What happened?”

His eyes weren’t hot now, but flat and distant. “We haven’t finished determining that.”

She laid a hand over his. “I don’t quite know what to say. What will you do now?”

“Now?” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Now I’ll go out to the farm and tell my mother he’s dead.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No, I don’t want—”

“Maybe you don’t, but your mother might need another woman.” She remembered her own mother, coming home from a giddy evening with friends to find an ambulance in the drive, a crowd of people on the lawn, her husband in a body bag. “I know what it’s like, Cam.” Without waiting for agreement, she slipped into the car. “I’ll follow you over.”





Chapter 9

The farm where Cam grew up had changed little in thirty years. In some ways it still held some of the charm he remembered from the years his father had been alive. Spotted cows still grazed on the sloping ground beyond the barn and milking parlor. A rolling field of hay waved in the light spring breeze. Rhode Island Reds pecked and squawked behind the chicken wire.

The house was a rambling three stories with a wide porch and narrow windows. But the paint was peeling and dingy. More than a few of the windowpanes were cracked, and there were shingles missing from the roof. Biff hadn’t liked to open his wallet for anything that didn’t offer a profit, unless it was a beer or a whore.

There were a few straggling daffodils, past their prime, along the rutted, muddy lane. Cam remembered that he’d given his mother money for a load of gravel two months before. He imagined she’d cashed the check, then handed the money over to Biff.

He knew her kitchen garden at the rear of the house would be planted and meticulously weeded. But there were no flowers in the beds she’d once fussed over. They were full of witch grass and choking vines.

He remembered a day, much like this one, when he’d been five or six—sitting beside her on the ground as she turned the earth for a flat of pansies. She’d been singing.

How long had it been since he’d heard her sing?

He parked the car at the end of the lane beside his mother’s aging Buick station wagon and the rusty pickup. Biff’s shiny new Caddy was nowhere in sight. He waited in silence for Clare to join him. She laid a hand on his arm and gave it a quick, supporting squeeze before they climbed the sagging steps to the porch.

He knocked, and that surprised her. She couldn’t imagine knocking on the door of a house she’d grown up in, with her mother still living inside. She wondered if she’d feel obligated to knock before she entered the house her mother and Jerry would live in when they returned from Europe. The idea was painful, and she pushed it away.

Jane Stokey opened the door, wiping a damp hand on the front of her apron and blinking at the strong sunlight. She’d put on flesh in the middle over the last ten years. Cam supposed her figure would be called matronly. Her hair, once a sassy blond, had faded to a dull, neutral color. She had it permed twice a year at Betty’s, paying out of her egg money, but now it was scraped back from her face with two big bobby pins.

She’d been pretty once. Cam could still remember being proud and half in love with her as a young child. Everyone had said she was the prettiest girl in the county. She’d been Farm Queen the year before she’d married Mike Rafferty. There was a picture of her somewhere, in a white, frilly dress, with the winner’s sash across her breasts, her young, triumphant face glowing with delight and promise.

Now she was old, Cam thought with a pang in his chest. Old, worn out, and used up. It was worse somehow because you could still see traces of that youthful beauty in the lined and tired face.

She wore no makeup. Biff had told her that he wouldn’t tolerate his wife painted up like a whore. There were shadows under the eyes that had once been a bright, interested blue. Around the mouth that every boy in Emmitsboro had dreamed of kissing thirty-five years before, lines were dug deep.

“Mom.”

“Cameron.” The automatic twitch of fear faded when she remembered Biff wasn’t home. When she saw Clare, she lifted a hand to her hair in that universal gesture of feminine embarrassment. “I didn’t know you were coming by and bringing company.”

“This is Clare Kimball.”

“Yes, I know.” She dredged up her manners and smiled. “I remember you—Jack and Rosemary’s girl. And I’ve seen your picture in magazines. Would you like to come in?”

“Thank you.”

They stepped into the living room with its faded furniture, starched doilies, and glossy big-screen TV. Biff had liked to stretch out with a six-pack and watch cop shows and ball games.

“Sit down.” Jane was nervously wiping her hands on her apron again. “I can make some iced tea.”

“We don’t need any, Mom.” Cam took her restless hands and led her to the sofa. It smelled of him, Cam thought, and gritted his teeth.

“It’s no trouble.” She shot Clare an uneasy smile as she sat in a chair across the room. “It’s warm today. Humid, too, after that rain.”

“Mom.” Cam was still holding her hands, gently kneading them. “I need to talk to you.”

Jane bit her lip. “What’s wrong? Something’s wrong. You’ve been fighting with Biff again. It’s not right, Cam. It’s not right that you fight with him. You should show him respect.”

“I haven’t been fighting with Biff, Mom.” There was no gentle way, he thought. No easy way. “He’s dead. We found him this morning.”

“Dead?” She repeated the word as though she’d never heard it before. “Dead?”

“It happened sometime last night.” He searched for words of sympathy that wouldn’t scald his tongue. “I’m sorry I have to tell you.”

Slowly, like a doll on a string, she pulled her hands from his and pressed them to her mouth. “You—you killed him. Oh, God, my God. You always said you would.”

“Mom.” He reached for her, but she jerked away and began to rock. “I didn’t kill him,” Cam said flatly.

“You hated him.” She rocked faster, back and forth, back and forth, her faded eyes on him. “You always hated him. He was harsh with you, I know, but for your own good. For your own good.” She was talking fast, words tumbling over each other as she wrung her hands. “Your daddy and I, we’d spoiled you. Biff could see that. He took care of us. You know he took care of us.”

“Mrs. Stokey.” Clare went over to sit on the edge of the couch and gather Cam’s mother in her arms. “Cam’s here to help you. We’re both here to help you.”

While she stroked Jane’s hair and murmured, she watched Cam rise and pace to the window. “I’ll call Dr. Crampton,” he said.

“That’s a good idea. Why don’t you make some tea?”

“He hated Biff,” Jane Stokey sobbed against Clare’s shoulder. “He hated him, but Biff took care of us. What was I to do after Mike died? I couldn’t run the farm all alone. I couldn’t raise the child alone. I needed someone.”

“I know.” With her eyes on Cam, Clare continued to rock. Her heart was with him when he walked from the room. “I know.”

“He wasn’t a bad man. He wasn’t. I know what people said. I know what they thought, but he wasn’t bad. Maybe he liked to drink too much, but a man’s entitled.”

No, Clare thought. No one’s entitled to be a drunk, but she continued to rock and soothe.

“He’s dead. How can he be dead? He wasn’t sick.”

“It was an accident,” Clare told her and hoped she wasn’t lying. “Cam will explain it to you. Mrs. Stokey, is there someone you’d like me to call?”

“No.” The tears welled and shimmered as she stared at the wall. “I have no one. I have no one now.”

“The doctor’s on his way,” Cam said as he set a cup and saucer on the coffee table. His face, his eyes were carefully blank. “I need to ask you a couple of questions.”

“Cam, I don’t think—”

“They need to be asked,” he said, cutting Clare off. If he couldn’t be a son to her, he thought, he’d damn well be a cop. “Do you know where Biff went last night?”

“He went out.” Jane groped in her apron pocket for a tissue. “Down to Frederick, I think. He’d worked hard all day and needed to relax.”

“Do you know where in Frederick?”

“Maybe the Am-Vets.” A sudden thought seeped through, and she bit her lip again. “Did he have a car wreck?”

“No.”

Clare shot Cam an exasperated look at his dispassionate questions and answers. “Drink some of this, Mrs. Stokey. It’ll help a little.” She brought the cup to Jane’s lips herself.

“What time did he leave last night?”

“ ’Bout nine, I guess.”

“Was he with anyone? Was he going to meet anyone?”

“He was by himself. I don’t know if he was going to meet someone.”

“He took the Caddy?”

“Yes, he took his car. He loved his car.” She pulled her apron up to her face and began to weep and rock again.

“Please, Cam.” Clare slipped an arm over Jane’s shoulders. She knew what it was like to be questioned, to be forced to think, after the violent death of a loved one. “Can’t the rest wait?”

He doubted his mother could tell him anything helpful. Shrugging, he strode back to the window. The chickens were still pecking away, and the sun shone on the hay field.

“I’ll stay with her until the doctor comes.” Clare waited until Cam turned back. “If you want. I know you have things to … take care of.”

He nodded and took a step toward his mother. There was nothing he could say to her, he realized. Nothing she would hear. He turned and left the house.

When Clare pulled up in front of the sheriff’s office three hours later, she was wrung dry. Doc Crampton had come and with his habitual skill had soothed and sedated the grieving widow. Clare and the doctor agreed that Jane shouldn’t be left alone, so Clare had stayed downstairs after he’d gone, and somehow the afternoon ticked by.

She bypassed the television and the radio, afraid she might disturb Jane Stokey. There were no books in sight, so she paced until a combination of concern and restlessness had her creeping upstairs to check on Jane.

She was sleeping deeply, her tear-streaked face lax with the drug. Clare left her alone and wandered around the house.

It was scrupulously neat. She imagined Jane dusting and scrubbing day after day, going from room to room chasing down dirt. It was depressing. When she came across Biff’s den, she hesitated at the doorway.

Don’t handle death well, do you, Clare? she thought, and made herself step over the threshold.

It was obvious Jane wasn’t allowed to wield her dust rag and broom in here. There was a deer head on the wall, cobwebs stringing from antler to antler. A glassy-eyed squirrel scampered up a log. A pheasant, its iridescent wings dusty, posed on a stand as if in midflight. A gun rack held rifles and shotguns. No dust on them, she thought with a grimace of distaste.

A leather Barcalounger sat in one corner beside a table that held an overflowing ashtray and a trio of Budweiser cans. In a glass display case was a collection of gleaming knives. A buck knife, a Bowie, another with a hooked and jagged edge. And oddly, she thought, a beautiful antique dagger with an enameled hilt.

There was a pile of pornographic magazines. The hardcore stuff. No Playboy for old Biff, she thought.

She saw a shelf of paperbacks, which surprised her. He hadn’t seemed like a reader. Then she saw by the spines and covers that the books were merely an extension of the magazines. Hard porn, grisly murders, with a few lighter men’s adventures. She thought she might be able to pass an hour with Mercenaries from Hell. As she slipped it from the shelf, she noted a book behind it.

The Satanic Bible. Nice stuff, she mused. Biff Stokey had been a real prince of a guy.

She set both books back, then rubbed her fingers clean on her jeans. It was with profound relief that she heard a knock on the door downstairs.

Now, relieved from her duties by Mrs. Finch and Mrs. Negley, she sat in her car in front of Cam’s office and wondered what to say to him.

When nothing came, she climbed out of the car, hoping this was one of those times when planning wasn’t necessary.

She found him at his desk, machine-gun typing with two fingers. Beside him a cigarette smoldered in the ashtray, and a chipped ceramic mug looked like it might hold coffee.

She could see by the rigid set of his shoulders how tense he was. If it hadn’t been for the kiss they had shared on her front porch swing, she would have found it easy to walk over and massage the tension from his shoulders. But a kiss, that kind of kiss, changed things. She’d yet to work out if that was for the best.

Instead, she walked over, perched on the corner of the desk, and picked up his neglected cigarette. “Hi.”

His fingers hesitated, continued. “Hi.” Then stopped. He turned in the swivel chair to study her. She looked fresh, soft. Two things he needed badly just then. But her eyes were full of weariness and sympathy. “I’m sorry I dumped that on you.”

“You didn’t,” she corrected and tried a sip of the coffee. It was stone cold. “I butted in.”

“How is she?”

“The doc gave her a sedative. She’s resting. Mrs. Finch and Mrs. Negley came by. They’ll stay with her.”

“That’s good.” He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. Sighing, she tapped out the cigarette, then walked around the desk to massage his shoulders.

Grateful, he leaned back into her. “A man could get used to having you around, Slim.”

“That’s what they all say.” Over his head she glanced at the paper in the typewriter. It was a police report, brutally frank and without compassion. She found herself swallowing as she read the condition of the body. Feeling her fingers stiffen, Cam glanced around. Without a word, he pulled the sheet out and set it facedown on the desk.

“You’ve done more than your share, Slim. Why don’t you go home? Fire up your torch.”

She let her hands fall to her sides. “He was murdered.”

“We’re not ready to release an official statement.” He stood then, forcing her to take a step back. “And we don’t want speculation running through the town.”

“I wasn’t planning on dashing over to Martha’s and spouting off over a burger. Jesus Christ, Cam, if anyone knows what it’s like to have death and scandal discussed in the beauty parlor and hardware store, it’s me.”

“Okay.” He grabbed her hand before she could storm out. “Okay, I’m out of line. I’m in a pisser of a mood, Clare, but after what you did today, you’re the last one I should be taking it out on.”

“You’re absolutely right,” she snapped back, then relented a little. “Cam, your mother didn’t mean those things she said.”

“Yes, she did.” To comfort himself, he rubbed the back of his hand over Clare’s cheek.

“She was shocked and in pain. People say things—”

“She’s blamed me since I was ten years old,” he interrupted. “She knew I hated him, and maybe I hated her for marrying him, too. I couldn’t tell her I was sorry he’s dead because I’m not. I don’t even know if I’m sorry he died the way he did.”

“You don’t have to be.” She lifted her hand to close it over his. “You don’t have to be sorry for anything. You’ll do your job. You’ll find out who killed him. That’s enough.”

“It’ll have to be.”

“Listen, you look like you could use a break. Why don’t you come home with me? I’ll fix you something to eat.”

He glanced at the clock, then at the papers on his desk. “Give me ten minutes. I’ll meet you there.”

“Make it twenty,” she said with a smile. “I don’t think I have anything left but stale cookies.”

Three men sat on a park bench. They watched Clare go into Cam’s office. And watched her come out.

“I don’t like how she’s hanging around.” Slowly, Less Gladhill brought the unfiltered cigarette to his lips. “Christ knows what she’s telling the sheriff or what Jane Stokey said to her while they was out there all alone all that time.”

“There’s no need to worry about Clare.” Less’s companion spoke quietly, a voice of reason. Behind them, in the park, young children squealed on the swings. “Or about the sheriff, for that matter. We have more important, and certainly more immediate, concerns.” He drew a deep breath as he studied both men beside him. “What happened last night could have been avoided.”

“He deserved to die.” Less had enjoyed every swing of the bat.

“Maybe he did, maybe he didn’t.” The third man didn’t like to speak at all. He kept a weather eye on the traffic, both cars and pedestrians. Word could get around quickly that the three of them had met. “Thing is, it’s done. I don’t much care for killing our own.”

“He broke the Law—” Less began, but the voice of reason raised his hand.

“A bar fight is foolish but nothing to be killed for. We joined together more than two decades ago for the rite, for the union, for the Master. Not to shed our own blood.”

Less had joined for the sex, but he merely shrugged. “You shed plenty yourself last night.”

“The vote was cast. I did what was necessary.” And there was a part of him that had wallowed in the sick triumph of it. That was his weakness, and it shamed him. “There may come a time, and soon, for a shift of power.”

The third man shook his head and moved his body away just enough to symbolize distance. “I won’t take him on. I’m telling you straight out, I won’t take him on. I’m not going to end up like Biff.” He raised a hand in greeting as someone honked a horn. “You do what you want about him—” He nodded toward Less. “And the Kimball girl. I’m not having any part of it. Far as I can see, things’re fine.” He swallowed a little ball of unease. “I got work to do.”

Less grinned and slapped his companion on the shoulder. “You go ahead and go for the top spot, buddy. I’m with you.”

He smiled to himself as they parted. The way Less figured it, if the two of them battled it out, they would leave a nice clean spot for him to step into. As high priest, he’d have his pick of the whores.

After a quick trip to the market, Clare pulled up in her drive. Ernie was sitting on the low stone wall beside the garage. She waved, reached for the trunk release, and pressed the automatic seat-belt adjustment instead. After a brief struggle, she found the right switch.

“Hi, Ernie.” She walked around the back to heft out two bags of groceries. He sauntered over and took one from her. “Thanks.”

“You left your keys in the car,” he told her.

She blew the hair out of her eyes. “Right.” After leaning in the window and pulling them out, she smiled at him. “I’m always doing that.” He let her lead the way inside so he could watch her hips sway.

“You said you wanted to work in clay,” he said when she began pulling out groceries.

“What? Oh, yeah. Yeah, I do.” She pulled out a bag of Oreos and offered it, but he shook his head. “Have you been waiting for me?”

“I thought I’d hang around.”

“I appreciate it, but I’m not going to be able to work today. I’m tied up. Want a soda?”

He was annoyed but hid it with a careless shrug. He took the opened bottle she passed him and watched her search for a pan.

“I know I bought one, damn it. Oh, here we go.” She set a dented pot, another prize from the flea market, on the stove. “You’re not working today?”

“Not until six.”

Listening with half an ear, she opened a jar of Ragu. It was the only sensible way she knew to make spaghetti. “Is it hard, juggling that with your schoolwork?”

“I get by.” He moved a little closer, letting his eyes drop to where her tank top drooped over her breasts. “I’ll be out of school in a few weeks.”

“Hmmm.” She set the burner on low. “You must have a prom coming up.”

“I’m not into that.”

“No?” Her hair fell over her face as she bent down to root out another pan for the pasta. “I remember my senior prom. I went with Robert Knight—you know, the family that runs the market? I just saw him a few minutes ago. He’s got a bald spot as big as a dinner plate.” She chuckled as she filled the pan with water. “I have to say, it made me feel old.”

“You’re not old.” He lifted a hand to touch her hair but snatched it away when she turned to grin at him. “Thanks.”

He stepped toward her, and the look in his eyes surprised her more than a little. He didn’t seem as much of a boy as he had a few minutes before when she’d seen him leaning on her stone wall, sulking. “Ah …” she began, wondering how to handle it without crushing his ego.

“Hey, Slim.” Cam stepped into the kitchen doorway. He’d just seen the last maneuver and wasn’t sure if he should be amused or annoyed.

“Cam.” On a little breath of relief, she picked up a package of pasta. “Right on time.”

“I like to be prompt when I’m offered a free meal. Hi. Ernie, right?”

“Yeah.”

Cam was as surprised by the vicious flash of hate from the boy’s eyes as Clare had been by the glimpse of mature desire. Then it was gone, and Ernie was only a sullen teenage boy again, dressed in a Slayer T-shirt and torn jeans.

“I gotta go,” he muttered and bolted for the door.

“Ernie.” Clare rushed after him, certain now that she’d misread that unnerving moment. “Look, thanks for helping me with the bags.” She laid a friendly hand on his shoulder. “I should be able to start in clay tomorrow, if you have a chance to come by again.”

“Maybe.” He looked past her to where Cam poked a spoon into the sauce on the stove. “You making him dinner?”

“More or less. I’d better get back before I burn it. See you later.”

His hands fisted hard in his pockets, he stalked off. He would take care of Cameron Rafferty, he promised himself. One way or the other.

“Hope I didn’t—interrupt,” Cam commented when Clare stepped back into the kitchen.

“Very funny.” She plucked a loaf of Italian bread from a bag.

“No, I don’t think it was. I’ve been wished dead on the spot before, but not so … skillfully.”

“Don’t be stupid. He’s just a boy.” She rummaged through a drawer for a knife.

“That boy was about to take a chunk out of you when I walked in.”

“He was not.” But she gave a quick, involuntary shudder. That was exactly how it had seemed to her, that hungry, even predatory look in his eyes. Imagination, she told herself. “He’s just lonely. I don’t know if he has any friends, anyone to talk to.”

“Not lonely. A loner. He’s got a reputation for keeping to himself and for letting loose with a pretty wild temper. He’s had two citations this month for speeding. Bud’s come across him more than once bouncing on some girl in the cab of that truck he drives.”

“Really?” She turned, poker-faced. “I wonder why that description reminds me of someone I used to know.”

He had to grin. “I don’t recall ever getting ready to slide my tongue down an older woman’s throat.”

“Ah, graciously put, Rafferty.” Grinning, she sawed thick slices from the loaf. “You haven’t lost your touch.”

“Just watch your step with him, that’s all.”

“I’m using him as a model, not for Seduction 101.”

“Good.” He walked over and, taking her by the shoulders, turned her to face him. “Because I’d just as soon I was the only one sliding my tongue down your throat.”

“God, you’re romantic.”

“You want romance—put down the knife.” When she only laughed, he took it away himself and set it aside. Slowly, his eyes on hers, he combed his fingers through her hair. Her smile faded. “I want you. I figure you should know that straight off.”

“I think I already worked that out for myself.” She tried to be casual but only succeeded in sounding breathless. “Listen, Cam, my track record’s really lousy. I …” Her voice trailed off when he lowered his head and rubbed his open mouth against her throat. Frissons of fire and ice raced up her spine. “I don’t want to make another mistake.” She closed her eyes on a moan when he caught the lobe of her ear between his teeth. “I’m really bad at analyzing my feelings. My shrink says … oh, Jesus.” His thumbs were circling slowly, lightly over her nipples.

“That’s very profound,” Cam murmured, then began a lazy, tortuous trail along her jawline with his tongue and nibbling teeth.

“No—he says that I use glibness and … oh, sarcasm to shield myself and only open up in my work. That’s why I screwed up my marriage and the relationships that.… God, do you know what you’re doing to my insides?”

He knew what was happening to his while he cupped her small, firm breasts in his hands and let his mouth roam her face. “How long are you going to keep talking?”

“I think I’m finished.” Her hands were on his hips, fingers dug in. “For God’s sake, kiss me.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

He closed his wandering mouth over hers. He’d expected the punch, craved it. He let his body absorb the shock before he pressed himself hard against her.

Her lips parted hungrily, inviting him in so that she could scrape her teeth over his tongue, then soothe it with hers. His low groan of approval vibrated into her. He tasted dark, dangerous, and visions of wild, raging sex had her head spinning.

It had been long, too long, she thought, since she had felt a man’s hands on her, since she had felt this churning frenzy to mate. But this was more, too much more, and it frightened her. The need sped beyond the hot, frantic sex she knew they could share. She knew, if she let herself, she could be in love.

“Cam—”

“Not yet.” He caught her face in his hands, shaken by what she was doing to him. Body, mind, soul. He stared at her, searching for a reason, for an answer. Then with an oath, he crushed his mouth to hers again. When he realized he was crossing the line, he gentled his hold and rested his brow on hers.

“I guess we should be glad this didn’t happen ten years ago.”

“I guess,” she said on a long breath. “Cam, I need to think about all of this.”

He nodded and stepped back a pace. “I’m not going to tell you to take your time.”

She passed a hand through her hair. “I wasn’t kidding about mistakes. I’ve made too many of them.”

“I imagine we both have.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “And though I don’t think this is one, you’re making a mistake right now.”

“You lost me.”

“The water’s boiling over.”

She turned around in time to see the water bubble up and sizzle on the burner. “Oh, shit.”

Bud took his routine patrol up to the quarry, circling around while he munched on a bag of Fritos. As hard as he tried not to think about what he had seen that afternoon, his mind kept shooting back, flashing the image of Biff’s mauled body behind his eyes like a personal movie projector. He was deeply ashamed that he’d thrown up at the scene, though Cam had made no fuss over it.

Bud firmly believed that a good cop—even if he was only a small town deputy—required an iron will, iron integrity, and an iron stomach. He’d fallen flat on the third one that day.

News of Biff’s death was all over town. Alice had stopped him on the street, pretty in her pink uniform and smelling of lilacs. It had done his ego considerable good to look sober-faced and quote the official line.

“Biff Stokey’s body was found alongside Gossard Creek off of Gossard Creek Road. The cause of death has yet to be determined.”

She’d looked impressed with that, Bud thought now, and he’d nearly screwed up the courage to ask her to the movies. Before he could, she’d rushed off, saying she’d be late for her shift.

Next time, he promised himself, and crunched down on a Frito. In fact, maybe when he’d finished his patrol, he’d stop by Martha’s for a cup of coffee and some pie. Then he could offer to walk Alice home, slide an arm around her shoulder, and mention, real casual like, that the new Stallone movie was playing at the mall.

The more he thought about it, the better he liked the idea, so he sped up another five miles an hour. On his way down Quarry Road, he began to tap a foot on the floorboard, thinking how nice it would be to watch Stallone slaughter all the bad guys with Alice beside him in the darkened theater.

When he rounded a turn, a flash of metal caught his eye. He slowed, squinting against the rays of the lowering sun. It was a car bumper sure enough, he thought with some disgust. Damn kids didn’t even wait until nighttime anymore.

He pulled to the shoulder and got out. Nothing embarrassed him more than having to poke his face into the window of a parked car and advise lovers to move along.

Just last week he’d seen Marci Gladhill without her blouse. Even though he’d averted his eyes quickly, he had a hard time adjusting to the fact that he’d seen Less Gladhill’s oldest girl’s tits. And they’d been whoppers. He imagined he’d have a harder time if Less ever got wind of it.

Resigned, he stepped off the shoulder and into the brush. It wasn’t the first time he’d caught kids driving into bushes to do the backseat tango, but it was the first time he’d caught any in a Cadillac. Shaking his head, he took another step and froze.

Not any Caddy, he realized. Biff Stokey’s Caddy. There wasn’t a person in town who wouldn’t recognize the glossy black car with its flashy red upholstery. He walked closer, his feet causing twigs and brush to crackle and crack.

It had been pulled halfway into the thicket of wild blackberry, and the thorns had left nasty thin scratches along the gleaming black paint.

Biff would’ve had a shit-fit, Bud thought, and shuddered, remembering what had happened to Biff.

He tried not to think too hard about that, and spent some time cursing and picking thorns out of his pant legs. At the last minute, he remembered to use a handkerchief to open the door.

The stereo unit, complete with CD, that Biff had bragged about was gone. Neatly and skillfully removed, Bud noted. The glove box was open and empty. Most everybody knew that Biff had carried a .45 in there. The Caddy’s keys were tossed on the seat. He decided against touching them.

He closed the door again. He was damn proud of himself. Only hours after the body had been discovered, and he’d come across the first clue. With a spring in his step, he walked back to his cruiser to radio in.





Chapter 10

Clare didn’t know what had awakened her. She had no lingering image of a dream, no aftershock of fear from a nightmare. Yet she had shot from sleep to full wakefulness in the dark, every muscle tensed. In the silence she heard nothing but the roar and pump of her heartbeat.

Slowly, she pushed the top of the sleeping bag aside. Despite its cocooning warmth, her legs were icy. Shivering, she groped for the sweatpants she had peeled off before climbing in.

She realized her jaw was locked tight, her head cocked to the side. Listening. What was she listening for? She’d grown up in this house with its nighttime moans and shudders and knew better than to jump at every creak. But her skin remained chilled, her muscles rigid, her ears pricked.

Uneasy, she crept to the doorway and scanned the dark hall. There was nothing there. Of course there was nothing there. But she hit the light switch before rubbing the chill from her arms.

The light that flooded the room behind her only made her more aware that it was the middle of the night and she was awake and alone.

“What I need is a real bed.” She spoke aloud to comfort herself with her own voice. As she stepped into the hall, she massaged the heel of her hand against her breastbone as if to calm her racing heart.

A cup of tea, she decided. She would go downstairs and fix herself a cup of tea, then curl up on the sofa. She’d probably have a better chance of getting some sleep if she pretended she was just going to take a nap.

She’d turn up the heat, too, as she had forgotten to do before climbing into bed. The spring nights were cool. That was why she was cold and shaky. The heat, the radio, and more lights, she thought. Then she’d sleep like the dead.

But at the top of the stairs, she stopped. Turning, she stared at the narrow steps that led to the attic room. There were fourteen worn treads leading to a locked wooden door. It was a short trip, but she had yet to make it. Had tried to believe she didn’t have to make it. Yet it had been on her mind since she stepped into the house again.

No, she admitted, it had been on her mind long before she had come back to Emmitsboro, to the house where she had spent her childhood.

Her movements were stiff and drunkenly cautious as she walked back to the bedroom to get her keys. They jangled in her unsteady hand as she started toward the stairway, her eyes on the door above.

From the shadows of the first floor, Ernie watched her. Inside his thin chest his heart sledgehammered against his ribs. She was coming to him. Coming for him. When she changed directions, then reappeared to start up to the attic, his lips curved.

She wanted him. She wanted him to follow her to that room, a room of violent death. A room of secrets and shadows. His palm left a streak of sweat on the rail as he slowly started up.

There was pain, sharp and jabbing, like an icicle lodged in the pit of her stomach. It increased with each step. By the time she reached the door, her breath was whistling out of her lungs. She fumbled with the keys, then was forced to press one hand against the wall for balance as she rattled it into the lock.

“You have to face realities, Clare,” Dr. Janowski would say. “You have to accept them for what they are and deal with your feelings. Life hurts, and death is a part of life.”

“Fuck you,” she whispered. What did he know about pain?

The metal hinges keened as the door swung open. The scent of dust and cold, stale air filled the opening. Her eyes stung. She had hoped, somehow, to find some lingering scent of her father. A wisp of the English Leather he had splashed on every morning, a sweet trace of the cherry Lifesavers he’d been addicted to. Even the hot smell of whiskey. It had all been smothered by time. Nothing was left but dust. That was the most painful reality of all. She turned on the light.

The center of the room was empty, the floor coated with the thick gray powder of time. Clare knew her mother had given the office furniture away years before. She’d been right to do so. But Clare wished, how she wished, she could run a hand over the scarred surface of her father’s desk or sit in the worn, squeaky chair.

There were boxes lined against a wall, neatly sealed with packing tape. More dust, layers of the passing years, clung softly to Clare’s icy bare feet when she crossed to them. Using the keys still clutched in her hand, she cut through the tape and pried off a lid. And there was her father.

With a sound that was half joy, half sorrow, she reached inside and drew out a gardening shirt. It had been laundered and neatly folded, but grass and earth stains remained. She could see him, the faded denim bagging over his thin torso as he whistled through his teeth and tended his flowers.

“Just look at the delphiniums, Clare.” He’d grin and run his bony, dirt-crusted fingers over the deep blue blooms as gently as a man handling a newborn. “They’re going to be even bigger than last year. Nothing like a little chicken poop to give a garden the edge.”

She buried her face in the shirt, drawing breath after deep breath. And she could smell him, as clearly as if she’d been sitting beside him.

“Why did you leave me that way?” She kept the scent of him pressed hard against her skin as she rocked as if she could absorb what was left of him. And the anger came, hot waves of it that twisted tight around the smothering grief. “You had no right to leave me that way when I needed you so much. Damn you, I wanted you there. I needed you there. Daddy. Oh, Daddy, why?”

She lowered herself to the floor and let the tears come.

Ernie watched her. His body had been atremble with anticipation and power. Now the dark excitement ebbed, and a hot wave of shame, unexpected, unwanted, washed over him. He felt it burn his face and neck as her hard, wrenching sobs filled the room. As he crept away, the sounds of grief chased after him until he was running to escape them.

* * *

Dr. Loomis sat in the chair in front of Cam’s desk, his hands neatly folded on his briefcase, his polished wingtips heel to heel. Cam wondered if the coroner would tap them together and whisk off to Kansas or wherever the hell home was.

“When I learned the deceased was your father—”

“Stepfather,” Cam corrected.

“Yes.” Loomis cleared his throat. “When I learned he had been your stepfather, I thought it best if I brought you my report personally.”

“I appreciate it.” Cam continued to read the autopsy report, word for grim word. “This confirms homicide.”

“There’s no doubt he was murdered.” Loomis’s fingers steepled up, then folded again. “The autopsy bears out my original theory. The deceased was beaten to death. From the bone fragments and the splinters of wood we found, I would say at least two clubs were used. One of natural pine and one that was stained, commercially, to an ebony color.”

“Which means we have at least two murderers.”

“Possibly. If I may?” Loomis picked up the pictures Cam had taken at the scene. After tapping their edges neatly together, he turned them as if he were about to show off family snapshots. “This blow to the base of the skull? It is the only wound on the back of the body. From the bruising and discoloration, this was delivered before death. It would be sufficient to render unconsciousness. Then you note the wrists and ankles.”

“Someone clubbed him from behind, knocking him out. Then he was tied.” Cam picked up his pack of cigarettes. “Flat on his back for the rest of it.”

“Precisely.” Pleased, Loomis nearly smiled. “From the depth of the wounds and the amount of fiber in them, he struggled violently.”

“You would agree that he wasn’t killed where we found him?”

“I would, most definitely.”

Cam blew out a long stream of smoke. “We located his car. His stereo unit was removed, along with his gun and a case of beer from the trunk. The receipt for the beer was still there. He’d just bought it that afternoon.” Studying Loomis, he tapped the cigarette in an ashtray. “People have been killed for less.”

“Indeed they have.”

“How many homicides of this nature come through your office in a year?”

Loomis waited a moment. “I have never, in my eight years in this county, examined a body so viciously beaten.”

Cam nodded. It was no less than what he’d expected. “I don’t think Biff Stokey was killed for a stereo and a case of Bud.”

Again Loomis steepled his hands. “I’m a pathologist, Sheriff. That makes me a detective in my way. I can give you the cause of death, the approximate time of death. I can tell you what the victim enjoyed as a last meal and if he had sex with a woman. But I can’t give you motive.”

Nodding, Cam crushed out his cigarette. “I appreciate you getting back to me personally, and so soon.”

“Not at all.” Loomis rose. “The body was released to the next of kin.” Noting Cam’s expression, Loomis felt a pang of sympathy. It hadn’t taken long for the gossip to reach him. “Your mother requested that Griffith’s Funeral Home here in Emmitsboro handle the arrangements.”

“I see.” She hadn’t called him once for help, Cam thought, and stonily refused every offer he’d made. Smothering the hurt, he offered a hand. “Thank you, Dr. Loomis.”

When the coroner left, Cam locked the reports and photographs in his desk drawer. He stepped outside and after a moment’s debate decided against taking his car. The funeral parlor was only a few blocks away. He needed to walk.

People greeted him with nods and hellos. He knew without hearing that they whispered and murmured the moment they were out of earshot. Biff Stokey had been beaten to death. In a town that size, it wasn’t possible to keep such an aberration secret. It was also no secret that Cameron Rafferty, Stokey’s stepson and the town sheriff, had been the deceased’s biggest enemy.

Giving a half laugh, Cam turned the corner at Main and Sunset. It was a hell of a note when the investigating officer and the chief suspect were one and the same—especially since the officer was the suspect’s only alibi. He knew he’d been nursing a beer and reading a Koontz novel the night Biff had been killed. As his own witness, he could eliminate himself as a possible suspect. But there was bound to be speculation muttering around town.

He’d been in a fistfight with Biff and thrown him in jail only days before the murder. Everyone in the bar had seen just how much hate there was between them. The story had spread across town like brushfire, singeing the edges from Dopper’s Woods to Gopher Hole Lane. It would have been recounted and replayed over supper tables. Out-of-town relations would have heard the news on Sunday during discounted-rate phone calls.

It made him wonder if someone had used that very convenient timing.

Biff hadn’t been killed for a car stereo and some beer. But he had been killed, viciously and purposefully. However much Cam had hated him, he would find out why. He would find out who.

There was a crowd of people outside Griffith’s aged white brick building. Some were talking to each other, others were hanging back and watching. There was such a tangle of pickups and cars along the quiet street that anybody would have thought there was going to be a parade. From a half block away, Cam could see that Mick Morgan was having trouble restoring order.

“Look now, there’s nothing for y’all to see here, and you’re just going to upset Miz Stokey.”

“Did they bring him in the back, Mick?” someone wanted to know. “I heard he was carved up by some motorcycle gang from D.C.”

“Hell’s Angels,” someone else chimed in.

“No, it was junkies from over the river.”

There was a small, vicious argument over this.

“He got drunk and picked a fight again.” This came from Oscar Roody, who shouted over the din. “Got his head bashed clean in.”

Some of the women who had poured out of Betty’s House of Beauty next door added their own viewpoints.

“The man made poor Jane’s life a misery.” Betty herself wrapped her arms around her own expansive bosom and nodded sagely. “Why, she’d have to save up for six months before she could come in and get herself a perm. And he wouldn’t let her have so much as a rinse put on.”

“What Jane needs now is a woman’s shoulder.” Min, her hair rolled up in pink plastic curlers, stared at the front window of the funeral parlor with glittery eyes. If she could get in first, she might even get a peek at the body. That would be worth something at the next Ladies Club meeting. She elbowed her way through the crowd and started for the door.

“Now Miz Atherton, ma’am, you can’t go in there.”

“You move on aside, Mick.” She brushed at him with the back of her chubby hand. “Why, I’ve been friends with Jane Stokey since before you were born.”

“Why don’t you go finish having your hair done, Mrs. Atherton?” Cam stepped forward, blocking her path. At his appearance, the arguments settled down to murmurs. Eyes narrowed against the sun, he scanned the crowd. Here were friends, men he might share a beer with, women who would stop him on the street to pass the time of day. Most of them looked away now. Across the street Sarah Hewitt leaned lazily against the trunk of a tree, smoking and smiling at him.

Min patted her curlers. In the excitement she’d forgotten about them, but it couldn’t be helped. “Now, Cameron, I’m not the least bit concerned about my appearance at a time like this. I only want to offer your mother my support in this difficult time.”

And you’d suck her dry, he thought, so that you can pass out her misery over manicures and on street corners. “I’ll be sure to pass your sympathies along to her.” Slowly, he looked from face to face, from eye to eye. Some backed away, others studied the fading bruises on Cam’s jaw, around his eye. Bruises Biff had put there only days before.

“I’m sure my mother could use your support at the funeral.” Christ, he wanted a cigarette. A drink. “But for now, I’d appreciate it if you left this to the family.”

They filed off, some to their pickups, others to wander down to the post office or the market where they could discuss the situation in depth.

“I’m sorry about that, Cam.” On a wheezy sigh, Mick Morgan pulled a package of Red Indian chewing tobacco from his pocket.

“Nothing to be sorry about.”

“They brought him in around the back. Oscar was working on a toilet inside. That’s all it took. Old fart couldn’t wait to get his tongue wagging.” Mick stuffed the plug in his cheek. “They were just curious is all. I’d’ve had them on their way in a minute or two.”

“I know. Is my mother inside?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“Do me a favor and keep an eye on the office for a while.”

“Sure thing.” He used his tongue to settle the chaw more cozily. “Ah … mighty sorry about your trouble, Cam. If you want to take a couple days off, stay with your mom, Bud and me can double up.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. But I don’t think she’ll need me.” Wearily, he walked up to the door with its discreet brass knocker.

He stepped inside to the overwhelming scent of gladiolas and Lemon Pledge. There was a churchlike hush in the red-draped hallway. Why in the hell did funeral parlors always use red? he wondered. Was that the color of comfort?

Red plush, dark paneling, thick carpet, and ornate candlesticks. A bunch of plucky glads and lilies sat in a tall vase on a glossy table. Beside them was a stack of printed business cards.

WE’LL BE HERE IN YOUR TIME OF NEED

Charles W. Griffith and Sons Emmitsboro, Maryland established 1839

It pays to advertise, Cam thought.

There was a carpeted stairway leading to the second floor. The viewing rooms. An entertaining term for a morbid tradition, he thought. Why the hell people wanted to stare at corpses he couldn’t figure. But maybe that was because he’d had to look at more than his share.

He remembered climbing those steps as a child, to look at the dead face of his father. His mother had been weeping, walking ahead of him with Biff Stokey’s beefy arm around her. He hadn’t wasted any time moving in, Cam thought now. Mike Rafferty hadn’t even been in the ground before Stokey put his hands on the widow.

Now they were full circle.

His hands jammed in his pockets, Cam started down the hallway. The double doors to the main parlor were shut. He hesitated, then pulled a hand free to knock. Within moments, the door opened silently.

Standing somber-eyed in one of his five black suits was Chuck Griffith. For more than a hundred and fifty years the Griffiths had been undertakers in Emmitsboro. Chuck’s son was already in training to take over the family business, but at forty, Chuck was in his prime.

As a boy he’d been as comfortable in the embalming room as on the baseball field, where he’d been the star pitcher. To the Griffiths, death was a business, a steady one. Chuck could afford to take his family on a two-week vacation every year and buy his wife a new car every third one.

They had a pretty house on the edge of town and an inground swimming pool, heated. People often joked about it being the pool that death built.

In his capacity as coach for Emmitsboro’s Little League, Chuck was loud, boisterous, and competitive. As the town’s only funeral director, he was somber, soft-spoken, and sympathetic. Immediately he extended one of his wide, capable hands to Cam.

“It’s good you’re here, Sheriff.”

“Is my mother inside?”

“Yes.” Chuck cast a quick glance behind him. “I’m having some trouble convincing her that, under the circumstances, a closed casket service would be advisable.”

Cam had an instant and uncomfortable flash of what had been left of Biff’s face. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Please, come in.” He gestured Cam inside the dimly lit, flower-filled room. There was music playing quietly from hidden speakers. Something soft and soothing. “We’re having some tea. I’ll just get another cup.”

Cam nodded, then walked toward his mother. She was sitting stiffly on the high-back sofa, a box of tissues within arm’s reach. She was wearing a black dress, one he didn’t recognize. He imagined she had borrowed it or had one of her lady friends buy it for her. She held the teacup in a white-knuckled grip. Her knees were pressed so tightly together, Cam thought they must ache with the pressure of bone to bone. At her feet was a small hard-sided suitcase with a broken strap.

“Mom.” Cam sat beside her and after a moment put a hand awkwardly on her shoulder. She didn’t look at him.

“Did you come to see him?”

“No, I came to stay with you.”

“There’s no need.” Her voice was cold and steady as stone. “I’ve buried a husband before.”

He took his hand away and had to fight the need to ball it into a fist and bash it against the glossy coffee table. “I’d like to help you make the arrangements. It’s hard to make decisions at a time like this. And it’s expensive. I’d like to take care of whatever bills there are.”

“Why?” Her hand was rock steady as she lifted it, sipped her tea, then lowered it again. “You hated him.”

“I’m offering to help you.”

“Biff wouldn’t want your help.”

“Is he running your life now, too?”

Her head snapped around, and her eyes, reddened from hours and hours of weeping, burned into him. “Don’t you speak ill of him. The man is dead, beaten to death. Beaten to death,” she repeated in a harsh whisper. “You’re the law here. If you want to help, then you find out who did this to my husband. You find out who killed him.”

Chuck cleared his throat as he walked back into the room. “Mrs. Stokey, perhaps you’d like to—”

“I don’t need any more tea.” She rose and picked up the suitcase. “I don’t need anything. I brought the clothes I want him buried in. Now you take me to see my husband.”

“Mrs. Stokey, he hasn’t been prepared.”

“I lived with him for twenty years. I’ll see him as he is.”

“Mom—”

She whirled on her son. “I don’t want you here now. Do you think I could stand and look at him with you beside me, knowing how you felt? Since you were ten years old, you made me stand between you, choose between you. Now he’s dead, and I’m choosing him.”

You always did, Cam thought, and let her go.

Alone, he sat again. It would do no good to wait for her, he knew, but he needed a moment before he went outside again to face the stares and whispers.

There was a Bible on the table, its leather cover worn smooth by countless hands. He wondered if his mother had found any verses inside to comfort her. Cameron.

He looked up and saw the mayor in the parlor doorway. “Mr. Atherton.”

“I don’t want to intrude during this difficult time. My wife called. She seemed to think your mother might need some support.”

“She’s with Chuck.”

“I see.” He started to back away, then changed his mind. “Is there anything I can do for you? I know people always say that at times like this, but …” He moved his thin shoulders and looked uncomfortable.

“Actually, my mother might need someone to drive her home when she’s finished here. She doesn’t want it to be me.”

“I’d be glad to take her. Cameron, people react to grief in different ways.”

“So I’m told.” He rose then. “I have the autopsy report. I’ll have a copy for you and the rest of my paperwork by tomorrow.”

“Oh, yes.” Atherton gave a weak smile. “I have to admit I’m out of my element.”

“All you have to do is file them. Mayor, are there any gangs at school? Any of the tougher elements fusing together?”

Atherton’s scholarly face creased as his brows drew together. “No. We have the usual troublemakers, of course, and the misfits, some brawls in the hallway and fights over girls or ball games.” His thoughtful eyes widened. “Surely you can’t believe that Biff was killed by children?”

“I have to start somewhere.”

“Sheriff—Cameron—we don’t even have a drug problem at Emmitsboro High. You know that. We may have boys bloodying noses once in a while and girls pulling out some hair, but nothing that would lead to murder.” He pulled out a carefully pressed handkerchief and dabbed at his upper lip. The thought of murder made him sweat. “I’m sure you’re going to discover that someone out of town, a stranger, was responsible.”

“Funny that a stranger would know to dump the body where kids have been sneaking down to wade for years. And that a stranger would push the car halfway off the road just where Bud Hewitt drives by every night.”

“But—whoever … I mean, doesn’t that make my point? They couldn’t have wanted the body found so quickly.”

“I wonder,” Cam murmured. “I appreciate your seeing my mother home, Mayor.”

“What? Oh, yes. I’m happy to help.” With his handkerchief still pressed to his lips, Atherton stared after Cam with fear dawning in his eyes.

Crazy Annie stood in front of Cam’s car and patted the hood as though it were the family dog. She crooned to it, pleased with its shiny blue surface. If she looked close, she could see her face reflected in the wax. It made her giggle.

Mick Morgan spotted her through the window of the sheriff’s office. Shaking his head, he opened the door.

“Hey there, Annie, you’ll get Cam pissed if you put fingerprints all over his car.”

“It’s pretty.” But she rubbed the hood with her dirty sleeve to remove the smudges. “I won’t hurt it.”

“Why don’t you go down to Martha’s for some supper?”

“I got a sandwich. Alice gave me a sandwich. A BLT on wheat toast, hold the mayo.”

“She’s all right.” Cam stepped off the sidewalk. The walk back from the funeral parlor hadn’t mellowed his mood. But seeing Annie stroking his car had his lips curving. “How’s it going, Annie?”

She focused on him. Her bracelets jingled as she fussed with the buttons of her blouse. “Can I have a ride on your motorcycle?”

“I don’t have it with me today.” He watched her bottom lip poke out, a little girl gesture that was pathetic on the aged face. “How about a ride in the car? Want me to take you home?”

“I can sit in the front?” Sure.

When he bent to pick up her sack, she grabbed it and pressed it against her. “I can carry it. It’s mine. I can carry it.”

“Okay. Climb on in. Do you know how to put your seat belt on?”

“You showed me last time. You showed me.” Hefting her bag and her hips into the car, she set her tongue between her teeth and went to work on the seat belt. She gave a little cry of pleasure when it snapped into place. “See? I did it myself. All by myself.”

“That’s good.” Once inside, Cam let the windows down. Since Annie had skipped a few baths, he had to be grateful the evening was warm and breezy.

“The radio.”

He pulled away from the sidewalk. “It’s this button.” He pointed, knowing she wanted to turn it on herself. When Billy Joel rocked out, Annie clapped her hands. Bracelets slid up and down her arms. “I know this one.” The wind ruffled her gray hair as she sang along.

He turned down Oak Leaf Lane. When they passed the Kimball house, he slowed automatically, but he didn’t see Clare in the garage.

Annie stopped singing and craned her neck to keep the Kimball house in view. “I saw a light in the attic.”

“There wasn’t a light in the attic, Annie.”

“Before there was. I couldn’t sleep. Can’t walk in the woods at night. It’s bad at night in the woods. Walked into town. There was a light way up in the attic.” She screwed her face tight, as one memory lapped over another. Had someone screamed? No, no, not this time. This time she hadn’t hidden in the bushes and seen men hurry out and drive away. Hurry out and drive. She liked the rhythm of those words and began to hum them to herself.

“When did you see a light, Annie?”

“Don’t remember.” She began to play with the power window. “Do you think Mr. Kimball was working late? He works late sometimes. But he’s dead,” she remembered, pleased with herself for not getting mixed up. “Dead and buried, so he wasn’t working. The girl’s back. The girl with the pretty red hair.”

“Clare?”

“Clare,” Annie repeated. “Pretty hair.” She twined her own around her finger. “She went away to New York, but she came back. Alice told me. Maybe she went up to the attic to look for her daddy. But he’s not there.”

“No, he’s not.”

“I used to look for my mama.” She sighed and began to play with her bracelets, tracing the engraved letters on the silver one. “I like to walk. Sometimes I walk all the livelong day. I find things. Pretty things.” She held up her arm. “See?”

“Mmm-hmm.” But he was thinking of Clare and didn’t look at the silver-plated bracelet with Carly engraved on it.

Clare felt foolishly shy as she walked around to the side entrance of the Cramptons’ neat two-story brick house. The patient entrance, she thought sourly, then sighed. But she wasn’t going to see Doc for a simple checkup, or a case of the sniffles. She just needed to see him, to hook one more link in the chain that led back to her father.

Still the memories came sneaking back, those childhood images of sitting in Doc’s lemony-smelling waiting room with its paintings of ducks and flowers, reading tattered Golden Books, then ancient copies of Seventeen. Going into the examining room to sit on the padded bench and say “ah.” Being rewarded with a balloon regardless of whether or not she’d cried at the prick of a needle.

There was comfort here, in the smell of freshly cut grass, in the gleam of new spring paint on the window trim, and in the quiet voice she heard singing, off key.

She saw him bent over his lilies of the valley, patiently weeding. Gardening was the obsession Doc Crampton had shared with her father—an obsession that had cemented their friendship in spite of Doc’s being a good deal older than Jack Kimball.

“Hey, Doc.”

He straightened quickly, wincing a little at the creak in his back. His round face brightened. Beneath a battered old hat, his white hair flowed, making her think of Mark Twain.

“Clare, I wondered when you were going to come by for a visit. We didn’t have much time to get reacquainted the other day at Jane’s.”

“Alice told me you take a half day off now and then during the week. I was hoping to catch you when you weren’t busy.”

“You did. Just tending my ladies.”

“Your flowers are lovely.” It hurt a little to look at them and remember Doc and her father discussing pruning and fertilizer. “Just as always.”

Though she was smiling, he saw trouble in her eyes. A general practitioner in a small town learned to listen to problems as well as pulse rates. He patted the stone wall and sat. “Keep an old man company. I want to hear all about what you’ve been up to.”

She sat and told him a little because they both knew it would help ease her into what she had come to say or to ask.

“So, Mom and Jerry should be back in Virginia in a couple of weeks. She likes it there.”

“Since you’re this far, maybe you’ll go visit them before heading back.”

“Maybe.” Eyes lowered, she brushed at a smudge on her slacks. “I’m glad she’s happy. I really am glad she’s happy.”

“Of course you are.”

“I didn’t know it would be so hard.” Her voice shook, broke. She had to take two deep breaths to control it. “I went upstairs last night. Into the attic.”

“Clare.” He reached for her hand, tucked it comfortably between his. “You didn’t have to do that alone.”

“I’m not a child anymore, afraid of ghosts.”

“You’ll always be your father’s child. You still miss him. I understand that. I miss him, too.”

She gave a shaky sigh, then went on. “I know what a good friend you were to him. How you tried to help when he started drinking. And how you stood by us when the scandal came out.”

“A friend doesn’t turn his back because of hard times.”

“Some do.” She straightened and smiled at him. “But not you. Never you. I was hoping you were still his friend so that you’d help me.”

Disturbed by the strain in her voice, he kept her hand in his. “Clare, you’ve been coming around here since you could toddle. Of course I’ll help you. For Jack. And for you.”

“I’ve made a mess out of my life.”

His brows drew together. “How can you say that? You’re a very successful young woman.”

“Artist,” she corrected. “Pretty successful there. But as a woman … You’ll have heard I was married and divorced.” The faintest trace of humor lit her eyes. “Come on, Doc, I know how you disapprove of divorce.”

“Generally, yes.” He huffed a bit, not wanting to sound pompous. “A vow is a vow, as far as I can see. But I’m not so set in my ways that I don’t understand there are sometimes … circumstances.”

“I was the circumstances.” Reaching down, she plucked a blade of grass that grew close to the wall. “I couldn’t love him enough, couldn’t be what he wanted. Couldn’t be what I wanted, I guess. So I messed it up.”

Now he pursed his lips. “I would say that it takes two people to cause a marriage to succeed or to fail.”

She nearly laughed. “Rob wouldn’t agree, believe me. And when I look back over it and the other relationships I’ve had, or tried to have, I realize I keep holding something back.”

“If you believe that, you must have an idea why.”

“Yes. I—I need to understand how he could have done it,” she blurted out. “Oh, I know all about addiction and alcoholism as an illness. But those are just generalities, and he was my father. He was mine. I have to understand, somehow, so I can …”

“Forgive him,” Crampton said gently, and Clare closed her eyes.

“Yes.” That was the one thing, the single thing, she had refused to admit no matter how Janowski had prodded. But the guilt wasn’t so painful saying it here, with her hand clasped warmly in the hand of her father’s closest friend. “Last night when I went up there, I realized I never had. I’m so afraid I never will.”

Crampton was silent for a moment, smelling the smells of his garden, listening to the birdsong and the light ruffle of leaves in the spring breeze. “Jack and I talked about more than mulch and beetles in those long evenings. He used to tell me how proud he was of you, and Blair. But you were special to him, the way I suppose you understand Blair’s special to Rosemary.”

“Yes.” Her lips curved a little. “I know.”

“He wanted the best for you. He wanted the world for you.” Crampton sighed, remembering, regretting. “Perhaps he wanted too much, and that was why he made mistakes. I know this, Clare, that whatever he did, right or wrong, everything he did circled back to love for you. Don’t blame him too much for being weak. Even in weakness he put you first.”

“I don’t want to blame him. But there are so many memories. They drown me.”

He studied her with his solemn eyes. “Sometimes you can’t go back, however much you’d like to. Trying to go back can hurt more than it can heal.”

“I’m finding that out.” She looked away, over the neatly trimmed lawn. “But I can’t go forward, Doc. Not until I know.”





Chapter 11

No amount of reason could sway Jane Stokey from having an open casket. When a man was dead, it was the duty of those who had known him to look one last time at his face, to remember him. To speak over him.

“He was a mean motherfucker,” Oscar Roody commented, tugging on the knot of his tie. “After a couple of beers, old Biff would as soon punch you in the face as look at you.”

“That’s a fact.” Less nodded wisely as he studied Biff’s face. Rot in hell, you bastard, he thought. “Chuck sure knows his business now, don’t he? From what I hear, Biff was messed up good and proper, but it just looks like he’s taking a little snooze.”

“Probably used a pile of makeup.” Oscar took out a bandanna and honked into it. “You ask me, it’s gotta be creepy putting makeup on a dead man.”

“I’d do it if it’d buy me a pool. I heard he got every bone in his body broke.” Less shifted, looking for evidence and for the thrill. “Sure can’t tell it.”

They moved on and snuck outside for a smoke.

Jane was there, already seated in a chair at the front of the rows Griffith’s had set up. Since Biff had had no church affiliation, the simple service would be held right there in the funeral parlor, with Chuck officiating. She wore the stiff black dress, her hair neatly pinned back, and accepted the condolences and awkward words of sympathy.

People filed by Biff to pay their last respects.

“He tried to get his fat hand up my skirt more times than I can count.” Sarah Hewitt smirked down at the dead face.

“Come on, Sarah.” Flushing, Bud looked right and left, hoping no one was close enough to have heard. “You can’t talk that way here.”

“It’s stupid that we can say whatever we want about the living, but once someone’s dead, we have to say what a nice guy he was—even if he was a bastard.” She lifted a brow. “Did they really castrate him?”

“Jesus, Sarah.” Bud took her arm and pulled her to the rear of the room.

“Well, look who’s here.” Sarah’s smile became thoughtful as she watched Clare walk into the room. “The prodigal daughter.” She skimmed her gaze up and down Clare’s figure, envying the simple and expensive dark suit. “Never did fill out, did she?”

Clare’s heart was a hot ball lodged in her throat. She hadn’t known it would be so bad. The last time she had entered this room, had seen a coffin decked with flowers and flanked by townspeople, her father had been inside it. She would swear the same dreary recorded organ music had been playing.

The stench of gladiolas and roses spun in her head. There was horror in her eyes as she stared down the narrow center aisle between the rows of folding chairs and fought the urge to turn and bolt.

God, you’re a grown woman, she reminded herself. Death is a part of life. One you’ve got to face up to. But she wanted to run, run out into the sunshine, so badly that her knees were vibrating.

“Clare?”

“Alice.” She gripped her friend’s hand and fought to steady herself. “Looks like half the town turned out.”

“For Mrs. Stokey.” Her gaze flicked over faces. “And for the entertainment.” She was feeling awkward herself in her waitress’s uniform, but she had only managed to steal twenty minutes away. Besides, the closest thing she had to funeral gear was a black sweatshirt. “They’re going to start in a minute.”

“I’m just going to sit in the back.” Clare had no intention of marching up to the coffin and peeking in.

Hey, Biff, haven’t seen you for years. Sorry you’re dead.

The thought of it had her choking back a nervous laugh, then fighting off a wave of hot tears. What was she doing here? What the hell was she doing here? She was here for Cam, Clare reminded herself. And she was here to prove that she could sit in this little overheated room and get through a ritual like a responsible adult.

“You all right?” Alice whispered.

“Yes.” She took a long, cleansing breath. “We’d better sit down.”

As she and Alice took a seat, Clare scanned the room for Cam. She spotted Min Atherton in navy polyester, her face in solemn lines, her bright eyes gleeful. The mayor was beside her, his head bowed as if in prayer.

Farmers and merchants and mechanics stood in their Sunday suits and discussed business and the weather. Mrs. Stokey was flanked by townswomen. Cam stood to the side, a set, unapproachable look on his face as he watched his mother.

Chuck Griffith walked to the front of the room, turned, and waited. With murmurs and shuffles, people filed to the folding chairs.

Silence.

“Friends,” he began, and Clare remembered.

The room had been packed both evenings during the viewing. There hadn’t been a man, woman, or child in Emmitsboro who hadn’t known Jack Kimball. All of them had come. The words they had spoken had blurred in her head, leaving only their meaning behind. Sorrow and regret. But no one, no one had known the depth of her own grief.

The church had been packed for the service, and the line of cars heading out to the cemetery at Quiet Knolls had stretched for blocks.

Some of the same people were here today. Older, with more flesh and less hair. They took their seats and held their silence and thought their thoughts.

Rosemary Kimball had been surrounded by townswomen, just as Jane Stokey was. They had stood by her, a unified line of support, filled with sympathy for her loss, filled with relief that their own widowhood was somewhere down the road of a murky future.

They had brought food to the house—ham, potato salad, chicken—to feed the grieving. The food had meant nothing, but the kindness helped fill some of the empty spaces.

Days later—only days—the scandal had hit. Jack Kimball, well-loved member of the community, was now an opportunist charged with kickbacks, bribery, falsified documents. While her grief was still blood-fresh, she’d been told to accept the fact that her father had been a liar and a cheat.

But she had never accepted it. Nor had she accepted his suicide.

Cam saw her. He was surprised she was there and less than pleased when he noted that her face was too pale, her eyes too wide. She had a hand gripped in Alice’s as she stared straight ahead. He wondered what it was she saw, what it was she heard. He was certain she wasn’t listening to Chuck Griffith’s words about eternal life and forgiveness any more than he was.

But others listened. With their faces blank and their hands still, they listened. And they feared. A warning had been given. When one of their number broke the Law, he would be plucked out, without mercy. The wrath of the few was no less than the wrath of the Dark Lord. So they listened, and they remembered. And behind their somber eyes and bent heads, they were afraid.

“I have to get back.” Alice squeezed Clare’s hand. “I have to get back,” she repeated. “Clare?”

“What?” She blinked. People were shuffling to their feet and filing out. “Oh.”

“I could only get time off to come for the service. Are you driving out to the cemetery?”

“Yes.” Clare had her own grave to visit. “I’ll be driving out.”

A half dozen cars slid into position in the back lot of Griffith’s. There were farms to run and shops to open, and the fact was there weren’t too many people willing to take the time to see Biff Stokey get plopped in the ground. Clare pulled in at the rear and settled into the short, stately drive. Ten miles out of town, the grim parade drove through the open iron gates.

Clare’s fingers were clammy when she turned off the ignition. She waited in the car. The pallbearers hefted their burden. She saw the mayor, Doc Crampton, Oscar Roody, Less Gladhill, Bob Meese, and Bud Hewitt. Cam walked beside his mother. They didn’t touch.

Clare got out of her car and, turning away, walked up the slope of the hill. Birds were singing as birds do on warm May mornings. The grass smelled strong and sweet. Here and there among the stones and plaques were plastic flowers or wreaths. They wouldn’t fade. Clare wondered if the people who had placed them there realized how much sadder their bright artificial colors were than drooping carnations or dying daisies.

There was family here. Her mother’s mother and father, great-aunts and uncles, a young cousin who had died of polio long before Clare had been born. She walked among them while the sun stung her eyes and warmed her face.

She didn’t kneel at her father’s grave. She hadn’t brought flowers. She didn’t weep. Instead she stood, reading his headstone over and over, trying to find some sense of him there. But there was nothing but granite and grass.

As he stood beside his mother, Cam watched Clare. The sun turned her hair to copper. Bright and brilliant. Alive. His fingers flexed as he realized just how much he needed to touch life. Each time he put a hand on his mother’s arm, her shoulder, her back, he was met with a cold wall. She had nothing for him, not even need.

Yet he couldn’t leave her, couldn’t turn away as he wanted to and go to Clare, put a hand on that bright, brilliant hair, absorb that life, that need.

He hated cemeteries, he thought, and remembered staring down into the empty grave of a child.

When Clare walked away, returned to her car, drove away, he knew what it was to be utterly alone.

* * *

Clare worked furiously for the rest of the day. Driven. Her second metal sculpture was almost done. When it was time to let the steel cool, she would turn off her torch, strip off her skullcap, and take up the clay model of Ernie’s arm.

She couldn’t bear to rest.

With knives and hands and wooden pallets, she carved and smoothed and formed. She could feel the defiance as she shaped the fist. The restlessness as she detailed the taut muscles of the forearm. Patiently, she carved away minute scraps of clay with thin wire, then smoothed and textured with a damp brush.

The music blared on her radio—the edgiest, grittiest rock she could find on the dial. Sparked with energy, she washed the clay from her hands, but she didn’t rest. Couldn’t. At another worktable sat a slab of cherry wood with much of its center already carved away. She took up her tools, mallet, chisels, calipers, and poured that nervous energy into her work.

She stopped only when the sun lowered enough to force her to switch on lights, then to turn the music from rock to classical, just as passionate, just as driving. Cars cruised by unheard. The phone rang, but she ignored it.

Her other projects faded completely from her mind. She was part of the wood now, part of its possibilities. And the wood absorbed her emotions. Cleansed them. She had no sketch, no model. Only memories and needs.

For the fine carving, her fingers were deft and sure. Her eyes burned, but she rubbed the back of her wrist over them and kept going. The fire in her, rather than banking, grew and grew.

Stars came out. The moon started its rise.

Cam saw her bent over her work, a wood file flashing in her hand. Overhead the bright, naked bulbs burned, drawing pale, wide-winged moths to their death dance. Music soared, all slashing strings and crashing bass.

There was a glow of triumph on her face, in her eyes. Every few moments, she would stroke her fingers over the curve of wood in a form of communication he recognized but couldn’t understand.

There was something raw and powerful in the shape. It swept down, forming an open profile. As he stepped inside the garage, he could see that it was a face, eerily masculine, a head lifted back and up as if toward the sun.

He didn’t speak and lost track of the time as he watched her. But he could feel the passion trembling out of her. It reached him and clashed almost painfully with his own.

Clare set the tools aside. Slowly, she slid from the stool to step back. Her breath was coming fast, so fast she instinctively pressed a hand to her heart. Pain mixed with pleasure as she studied what she had been driven to create.

Her father. As she remembered him. As she had loved him. Dynamic, energized, loving. Alive. Most of all alive. Tonight, finally, she had found a way to celebrate his life.

She turned and looked at Cam.

She didn’t stop to wonder why she wasn’t surprised to see him there. She didn’t pause to ask herself if this new surge of excitement was dangerous or if she was ready for the needs she read in his eyes.

He reached up to pull the garage door down. Metal banged against concrete. She didn’t move, didn’t speak, but waited with every nerve in her body humming taut.

He crossed to her. The music was trapped with them, blasting from walls, ceiling, floor.

Then his hands were on her face, his rough palms shaping her, his thumbs rubbing across her lips, then her cheekbones, before his fingers dug into her hair. Her breath caught as he dragged her head back, as his body slammed into hers. But it wasn’t fear that made her shudder. And the sound in her throat as his lips crushed to hers was one of triumph.

He’d never needed anyone more than he needed her at that moment. All the misery, all the pain, all the bitterness he had carried with him that day faded at the first hot taste of her. She was pure energy in his arms, snapping and pulsing with life. Starving, he dived deeper into her mouth while her heart pounded against his.

His hands moved down to grip her hips, then her thighs. If it had been possible, he would have pulled her inside him, so great was his need to possess. On an oath, he dragged her with him, stumbling blindly into the kitchen.

He thought of bed, of sinking with her onto the mattress. Of sinking into her.

Impatient, he tugged at her shirt, yanking it over her head and letting it fly. They rammed into a wall as he filled his hands with her breasts.

She laughed and reached for him, but could only moan when he bent low and suckled. Fisting her hands in his hair, she held on.

He seemed to be feasting on her. There was a wildness in him, a greed, a violence that staggered her. Her body arched, offering more. Straining for more. The prick of his teeth against her sensitive skin had her blood beating hotter. She could feel it, almost hear it, the primitive drumbeat rhythm just under her skin. She’d forgotten that she could feel passion like this for a man. This hunger that could only be sated by rough and frenzied joining. She wanted him to take her now, as they stood. Quickly, even viciously.

Then he was pulling her jeans down over her hips, and his clever, dangerous mouth was roaming lower.

He slid his tongue over the quivering skin of her torso. Her nails dug into his shoulders as her body rocked. She was naked beneath the denim, and his groan of pleasure shivered against her flesh. He could hear her quick, breathy murmurs but didn’t know what she was asking. Didn’t care. He caught her hips when her legs buckled, and his hands were rough. His mouth was demanding and greedy as it closed over her.

She was dying. She had to be dying. She couldn’t be alive and feel so much. Her body was bombarded by sensation after sensation. His hands, those long, urgent fingers. And his mouth. God, his mouth. Lights seemed to dance behind her eyes. With each gasping breath, she gulped in hot, thick air until her system was too full and fighting for release. She cried out, dragging at him, pulling him back up to her, unable to bear what was happening to her. Frantic for more.

His breath was as ragged as hers as he hit the light switch beside her head. His hands were on her face again, holding her back against the wall.

“Look at me.” He would have sworn the floor swayed under his feet. “Damn it, I want you to look at me.”

She opened her eyes and stared into his. She was trapped there, she thought with a flash of panic. Imprisoned in him. Her lips trembled open, but there were no words, nothing that could describe what she was feeling.

“I want to watch you.” His mouth came down on hers again, devouring. “I want to see you.”

She was falling. Endlessly. Helplessly. And he was there, his body shockingly hot over hers, the tiles icy cold against her own heated back.

Driven by her own needs, she pulled at his shirt, popping buttons in her rush to feel his flesh against hers. Out of control, she thought. She was out of control and glorying in it. As desperate as he, she ran her hands over his damp skin and fought to strip off the rest of the barrier.

He fought with her boots, cursing until she began to laugh. Rearing up, she hooked her arms around him, taking little nibbling bites along his throat and chest.

Hurry, hurry, hurry, was all she could think as they pulled and tugged and yanked.

Then they were rolling over the kitchen floor, the music crashing around them. He kicked clothing aside and sent a chair toppling. Her mouth was fused to his as they reversed positions once more. As she lay on top of him, he gripped her hips, lifting her up.

Now, she thought. Thank God. Now.

Arching back, she took him into her. Her body shuddered, shuddered, as he filled her, as she opened herself and took more of him.

With her head flung back, her long, slender body curved, she began to rock. Slowly, then faster, still faster, driving him past reason with an ever quickening rhythm. He gripped her hands with his as he watched her ride above him.

Fearless. It was the only word his frantic mind found for her. She looked fearless, rising above him, joined to him, filled with him.

He felt her tighten around him as she reached her peak. His own release left him gasping.

She slid down to him, soft, boneless, and damp. His hand stroked lazily down her back as they caught their breath. He’d been waiting for this, he realized as he turned his head to kiss her hair, for a long time.

“I came by to ask you if you wanted a beer,” he murmured.

She sighed, yawned, then settled. “No, thanks.”

“You look so damn sexy when you’re working.”

She smiled. “Yeah?”

“Christ, yeah. I could have eaten you alive.”

“I thought you had.” She drummed up enough energy to brace a palm on the floor and look down at him. “I liked it.”

“That’s good because I’ve been wanting to get your clothes off ever since you tackled me in the upstairs hallway.” He reached up to cup her breast, his thumb cruising over the nipple that was still pebble-hard and damp. “You sure grew up nice, Slim.” He shifted so that he was sitting up with her across his lap. “You’ve still got a sock on.”

She looked down and flexed her feet, one bare and the other covered with a thick purple sock. There might have been a moment in her life when she had felt better, but she couldn’t remember it.

“Next time, maybe we should take off the boots before we get started.” She leaned her head against his shoulder and thought, with some regret, that they would have to move eventually. “I guess the floor’s getting hard.”

“It started out hard.” But he didn’t feel like getting up just yet. She felt exactly right in his arms—something he’d hoped for but hadn’t expected. “I saw you at the funeral. You looked tired.”

“I need a bed.”

“Mine’s available.”

She laughed but wondered if they were moving a bit too quickly. “How much do you want for it?”

He put a hand under her chin and turned her head. “I want you to come home with me, Clare.”

“Cam—”

He shook his head and took a firmer grip. “I’d better make myself clear straight off. I don’t share.”

She felt the same skip of panic as she had when she’d looked in his eyes and saw her image trapped there. “It’s not as if there’s someone else—” she began.

“Good.”

“But I don’t want to take such a big jump that I end up on my face. What happened just now was—”

“What?”

When she looked into his eyes, she could see that he was smiling again. It made it easy to smile back. “Great. Absolutely great.”

He figured he could handle a case of the jitters. Slowly, he skimmed his hand over her hip, up to her rib cage, and watched her eyes darken. Bending his head, he made love to her mouth with his until she was all but purring.

“I want you to come home with me, for tonight.” Watching her, he caught her bottom lip between his teeth, nibbled, then released. “Okay?”

“Okay.”

Ernie watched them come out of the house through the front door. Because his window was open, he heard Clare’s laugh ripple up the quiet street. Their hands were linked as they walked to Cam’s car. They stopped and kissed, long and slow and deep. She let him touch her, Ernie thought, while a fire began to burn in his belly.

He watched as they got into the car, then drove away.

While the rage was on him, he rose quietly to lock his door and to light the black candles.

In the woods the coven met. They did not stand in the magic circle. The ritual would wait. There were many among them who knew fear. The altar where one of the group had been executed stood before them. A reminder and a warning.

They had been called here tonight, hours after the burial, to prove their continued allegiance. During the rite to come, each would drink of blood-tainted wine.

“My brothers, one of our number lies tonight in the dirt.” The priest spoke softly, but all the muted conversations ended instantly. “The Law was broken, and the weak one has been punished. Know that any who defy the Law, any who stray from the path will be struck down. The dead are dead.”

He paused, turning his head slowly. “Are there any questions?”

No one would have dared. And he was pleased.

“Now we have need of another to fill out our number. Names will be considered and offered to the Master.”

The men began to talk among themselves again, often arguing over choices like politicos over a favorite son. The priest let them ramble. He already had a candidate. Mindful of his timing, he walked into the circle and raised his hands.

Silence followed him.

“We require youth, strength, and loyalty. We require a mind still open for the possibilities, a body still strong enough to carry the burden of duty. Our Master craves the young, the lonely, the angry. I know of one who is already prepared, already seeking. He wants only direction and discipline. He will begin a new generation for the Dark Lord.”

So the name was written on parchment to be offered to the four Princes of Hell.





Chapter 12

On Saturdays Ernie worked the eight-to-four-thirty shift at the Amoco. And that was fine with him. It meant he was up and out of the house before his parents stumbled out of bed. They’d be busy making pizza at Rocco’s when he came home. He could do as he pleased from the time he clocked out until his one o’clock curfew.

Tonight he planned to lure Sally Simmons up to his room, lock the door, turn on some AC/DC, and fuck her brains out.

He’d chosen to move on Sally with less concern than he felt when choosing what shirt to wear in the morning. She was at worst a substitute, at best a symbol of his real desire. The image of Clare rolling around between the sheets with Cameron Rafferty had haunted Ernie through the night. She had betrayed him and their joint destiny.

He would find a way to punish her, but in the meantime, he could vent his frustration with Sally.

He gassed up a milk truck. As the pump clicked off the dollars and gallons behind him, he looked vacantly around town. There was old Mr. Finch, his knobby white knees poking out below plaid Bermuda shorts, walking his two prissy Yorkshire terriers.

Finch was wearing an Orioles fielder’s cap, mirrored sunglasses, and a T-shirt that said MARYLAND IS FOR CRABS. He clucked and crooned to the Yorkies as though they were a pair of toddlers. He would, Ernie knew, walk down Main, cut across the Amoco lot, and go inside for a doughnut and a piss. As he did every Saturday morning of his life.

“How’s it going, young fella?” Finch asked as he asked every Saturday.

“All right.”

“Got to get my girls some exercise.”

Less Gladhill breezed in, late as usual. He carried the pasty, sulky look that said hangover in progress. With barely a grunt for Ernie, he went into the garage to change the plugs on a ’75 Mustang.

Matt Dopper rumbled through in his aged Ford pickup, his three dogs riding in the back. He bitched about the price of gas, picked up a pack of Bull Durham from the cigarette counter inside, and headed off to the feed and grain.

Doc Crampton, looking sleepy-eyed, pulled in to fill up his Buick, bought a book of raffle tickets, and commiserated with Finch about the man’s bursitis.

Before ten, it seemed half the town had come through. Ernie moved from pump to pump, gassing up carloads of giggling teenage girls on their way to the mall. Young mothers and cranky toddlers, old men who blocked the pumps as they shouted to each other from car windows.

When he went in for his first break and a Coke, Skunk Haggerty, who ran the station, was sitting behind the counter, munching on a doughnut and flirting with Reva Williamson, the skinny, long-nosed waitress from Martha’s.

“Well, I was planning on washing my hair and giving myself a facial tonight.” Reva rolled strawberry-flavored bubble gum around her tongue and grinned.

“Your face looks just fine to me.” Skunk came by his name honestly. No amount of soap, deodorant, or cologne could disguise the faint gym sock aroma that seeped through his pores. But he was single. And Reva was twice divorced and on the prowl.

She giggled, a sound that made Ernie roll his eyes. He could hear them continue their tease and shuffle as he walked into the back to relieve his bladder. The dispenser was out of paper towels. It was his job to keep the rest rooms stocked. Grumbling a bit, he wiped his hands on his jeans on the way to the storeroom. Reva let out a squealing laugh.

“Oh, Skunk, you are a case, you are.”

“Shit,” Ernie mumbled, and pulled down a box of paper towels. He saw the book, standing face out in the space behind the cardboard box. Licking his lips, Ernie reached for it.

The Magical Diaries of Aleister Crowley. As he flipped the pages, a single sheet of paper fell out. He scooped it up, glancing quickly over his shoulder.

Read. Believe. Belong.

His hands shook as he stuffed the note in his pocket. There was no doubt in his mind that it had been left for him. At last the invitation had come. He had seen things through his telescope. And he had suspected more. Seeing and suspecting, he had kept his silence and waited. Now he was being rewarded, being offered a place.

His young, lonely heart swelled as he slipped the book under his shirt. On impulse he pulled the pentagram out, letting it dangle free and in full view. That would be his sign, he thought. They would see that he had understood and was waiting.

Clare let the shower beat down on her head. Her body felt sore and weary and wonderful. Her eyes closed, she hummed and soaped her skin. It smelled like Cam, she thought, and caught herself grinning foolishly. God, what a night.

Slowly, sinuously, she ran her hand over her body, remembering. She’d been certain she’d had her share of romantic encounters, but nothing had come close to what happened between them last night.

He’d made her feel like the sexiest woman alive. And the hungriest, the neediest. In one night they had given each other more than she and Rob had managed in …

Oops. She shook her head. No comparisons, she warned herself. Especially to ex-husbands.

She slicked her hair back and reminded herself she still had a long way to go. Wasn’t she in the shower right now because she’d awakened beside Cam and wanted, too much, to snuggle up against him and cuddle? Even after the storm of lovemaking—or maybe because of it—the need just to be held and stroked had embarrassed her.

This was just sex, she told herself. Really great sex, but just sex. Letting her emotions run rampant would only mess things up. It always did.

So she would wallow in hot water and soap, rub herself dry and pink. Then she’d go in and jump all over his bones. Even as she started to smile at the idea, she opened her eyes and screamed.

Cam had his face plastered against the glass shower wall. His roar of laughter had her swearing at him as he pulled the door open and stepped under the spray with her.

Scare you?

“Jesus, you’re an idiot. My heart stopped.”

“Let me check.” He put a hand between her breasts and grinned. “Nope, still ticking. Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Because I’m in here.” She tossed her hair out of her eyes.

His gaze slid down from the top of her head to her toes, then back again. She could feel her blood begin to pump even before his fingers spread and roamed. “You look good wet, Slim.” He lowered his mouth to her slickened shoulder. “Taste good, too.” He worked his way up her throat to her lips. “You dropped the soap.”

“Mmmm. Most accidents in the home happen in the bathroom.”

“They’re death traps.”

“I guess I’d better get it.” She slid down his body, closing her hand over the soap, and her mouth over him. The hiss of his breath merged with the hiss of the shower.

He thought he’d emptied himself during the night, that the needs that had raged and clawed and torn at him had been put to rest. But they were only more desperate now, more violent. He dragged her up, pressed her back against the wet tiles. Her eyes were like melted gold. And he watched them as he plunged himself into her.

“Hungry?” Cam asked as Clare stood by the bedroom window finger-drying her hair.

“Starving,” she said without turning around. As far as she could see, there were woods, dark and deep and green. He’d surrounded himself with them, hidden himself behind them. Distant, faintly purple, were the mountains in the west. She imagined what it would look like as the sun sank below them, showering the sky with color.

“Where did you find this place?”

“My grandmother.” He finished buttoning his shirt and came to stand behind her. “It’s been Rafferty land for a hundred years. She hung on to it, then left it to me.”

“It’s beautiful. I didn’t really see it last night.” She smiled. “I guess I didn’t see much of anything last night. I just got the impression of this house on a hill.”

Then he’d tossed her over his shoulder, making her laugh as he hauled her inside, upstairs, and into his bed.

“When I came back, I decided I wanted a place where I could get away from town. I think part of Parker’s problem was that he lived in that apartment over the liquor store and never got away from it.”

“A badge hangs heavy on a man,” Clare said somberly and earned a twisted ear. “You said something about food.”

“I usually eat at Martha’s on Saturday mornings.” He checked his watch. “And I’m running behind. We could probably scare up something here.”

It sounded much better to Clare. The gossip mills would start turning—there was no way to stop them. But for a morning, at least, they could be held at bay.

“Do I get a tour?”

So far all she’d seen had been the bedroom with his big platform bed, the random-width wooden floor, and ceiling. And the bathroom, she thought. The deep tiled bath with jets, the roomy glass-and-tile shower. She’d been pleased with his taste so far, the fact that he wasn’t afraid to use color, but she wanted to see the rest.

Despite the events of the last twelve hours, she knew that man did not live by bed alone.

He took her hand and led her out.

“There are a couple of other bedrooms up here.”

“Three bedrooms?” She cocked a brow. “Planning ahead?”

“You could say that.”

He let her poke through the second floor, watching her nod and comment. She approved the skylights and the hardwood floors, the big windows and atrium doors that led to the wraparound deck.

“You’re awfully neat,” she said as they started down.

“One person doesn’t make very much mess.”

She could only laugh and kiss him.

At the base of the steps, she stopped to take in the living area with its lofty ceilings, beams of sunlight, and Indian rugs. One wall was fashioned from river rock with a generous fireplace carved into it. The sofa was low and cushy, perfect for napping.

“Well, this is—” She stepped off the stairs, turned, and saw the sculpture. He had it set beside the open stairwell, positioned so that the sun would stream through the skylight above and pour onto it. So that anyone walking in the front door or standing in the living room would see it.

It was almost four feet high, a curving twist of brass and copper. It was an unmistakably sensual piece—a woman’s form, tall, slender, naked. Her arms were lifted high, her copper hair streaming back. Clare had called it Womanhood and had sought to reproduce all the power, the wonder, and the magic.

At first she was flustered at finding one of her pieces in his home. Her hands fumbled into her pockets.

“I, ah—you said you thought I painted.”

“I lied.” He smiled at her. “It was fun getting you riled up and insulted.”

She only frowned at that. “I guess you’ve had it for some time.”

“A couple of years.” He tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I went into this gallery in D.C. They had some of your work, and I ended up walking out with this.”

“Why?”

She was uncomfortable, he noted. Embarrassed. He slid his hand from her hair to cup her chin. “I didn’t intend to buy it and could hardly afford to at that point. But I looked at it and knew it was mine. Just the way I walked into your garage last night and looked at you.”

She moved back a little too quickly. “I’m not a piece of sculpture, Cam.”

“No, you’re not.” Narrowing his eyes, he studied her. “You’re upset because I saw this and recognized you. Because I understood you. You’d rather I didn’t.”

“I have a psychiatrist on call if I want analysis, thanks.”

“You can get pissed off, Clare. It doesn’t change anything.”

“I’m not pissed off,” she said between her teeth.

“Sure you are. We can stand here and yell at each other, I can haul your ass back upstairs to bed, or we can go in the kitchen and have coffee. I’ll leave it to you.”

It was a moment before she could close her mouth and speak. “Why, you arrogant sonofabitch.”

“Looks like we yell.”

“I’m not yelling,” she shouted at him. “But I will make a point. You don’t haul my ass anywhere. Understood, Rafferty? If I go to bed with you, it’s my own choice. Maybe it’s bypassed your snug little world, but we’re into the nineties here. I don’t need to be seduced, cajoled, or forced. Between responsible, unencumbered adults, sex is a matter of free choice.”

“That’s fine.” He took her by the shirtfront and yanked her against him. Temper glittered in his eyes. “But what happened between you and me was more than sex. You’re going to have to admit that.”

“I don’t have to do anything.” She braced herself when he lowered his head. She was expecting a hard, angry kiss, one ripe with frustration and demand. Instead, his mouth was whisper soft. The sudden and surprising tenderness left her reeling.

“Feel anything, Slim?”

Her eyes were too heavy to open. “Yes.”

He brushed her mouth with his again. “Scared?”

She nodded, then sighed as he lowered his brow to hers.

“That makes two of us. Are you finished yelling?”

“I guess so.”

He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s get that coffee.”

When he dropped her off an hour later, Clare’s phone was ringing. She considered ignoring it and diving right back to work while her emotions were still heightened. But as it continued to shrill, she gave up and pulled the receiver from the kitchen hook.

“Hello.”

“Jesus Christ, Clare.” Angie’s aggrieved voice stung Clare’s ears. “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get through to you since yesterday.”

“I’ve been busy.” Clare reached into a bag of cookies. “Working, and things.”

“Do you realize that if I hadn’t gotten in touch with you by noon, I was going to start down there?”

“Angie, I told you I’m fine. Nothing ever happens here.” She thought of Biff Stokey. “Hardly ever. You know I rarely answer the phone when I’m working.”

“And you were working at three this morning?”

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I was certainly busy at three this morning. What’s going on?”

“I’ve got news for you, girl. Big news.” Clare put down the cookie and reached for a cigarette. “How big?”

“Major. The Betadyne Institute in Chicago is building a new wing to be dedicated to women in the arts. They want to acquire three of your pieces for permanent display. And,” she added as Clare let out a whistling breath, “there’s more.”

“More?”

“They want to commission you to create a sculpture that will stand outside the building to celebrate women’s contribution to art.”

“I’m going to sit down now.”

“They expect the new addition to be completed in twelve to eighteen months. They’d like some sketches from you before September, and naturally they want you at the opening for press and photo opportunities. Jean-Paul and I will fill you in on all the details when we get there.”

“Get there?”

“We’re coming down.” Angie let out a quick sigh. “I’d hoped you would come back up here to work, but Jean-Paul feels we ought to wait until we see what you’ve been up to.”

Clare put a hand to her head. “Angie, I’m trying to take all this in.”

“Just chill some champagne, Clare. We’ll be there Monday afternoon. Is there anything we should bring besides contracts and blueprints?”

“Beds,” Clare said weakly.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Good. Jean-Paul will call you for directions tomorrow. Congratulations, girl.”

“Thanks.” Clare hung up, then scrubbed her hands over her face. This was the next step, she thought, the step she’d been working for, the step Angie had been pushing her toward. She only wished she could be sure she was ready.

She worked through the morning and late into the afternoon. When her hands began to cramp, she stopped. It was just as well, she thought. She needed to go shopping, for beds, sheets, towels. All the little niceties guests might expect. She could swing through town, and with luck, Cam would be able to go with her.

Wouldn’t that prove she wasn’t afraid of where their relationship was heading?

Sure. And burying herself in work all day proved that she wasn’t afraid of being offered the biggest commission of her career.

She started upstairs to change and found herself climbing the attic steps again. The door was open, as she’d left it. She hadn’t been able to lock it again, to lock the memories away again. Instead, she stood in the doorway and let herself go back. Back to when her father had kept his big ugly desk piled with papers and pictures and gardening books. There had been a cork bulletin board covered with photos of houses and newspaper listings, phone numbers of plumbers and roofers, carpenters and electricians. Jack Kimball had always tried to nudge work along to friends and townspeople.

He’d had an office in town, of course, tidy and organized. But he’d always preferred to work here, up in the top of the house, where he could be accessible to his family. And smell his flowers from the garden below.

There had been stacks of books, she remembered. Along the wall the shelves had been piled with them. Stepping into the room, Clare began to open other boxes, to go through all the things her mother had packed away but hadn’t been able to toss out.

Real estate books, studies in architecture, her father’s ratty old address book, novels of Steinbeck and Fitzgerald. There were heavy volumes on theology and religion. Jack Kimball had been both fascinated and repelled by religion. She pushed through them, wondering what had driven him to turn so fiercely back to his childhood faith near the end of his life.

Frowning, she dusted off a dog-eared paperback and tried to remember where she had seen the symbol drawn on its cover before. A pentagram, its center filled with the head of a goat. Its two top points held the horns, the sides the ears, and the bottom tip, the mouth and beard.

“The Left-Hand Path,” she read aloud. She shuddered and started to open the book when a shadow fell over her.

“Clare?”

She jolted, dropping the book so that it fell facedown among the others. Without thinking, she moved her hand, shifting another book on top of it as she turned.

“I’m sorry.” Cam stood in the doorway, searching for the right words. He knew being in this room had to cause her pain. “Your car was here-and the radio’s on. I figured you were somewhere in the house.”

“Yeah, I was just …” She rose and dusted off her knees. “Going through things.”

“You okay?”

“Sure.” She looked down at the books she’d scattered over the floor. “See, one person can make a mess.”

He laid a hand on her cheek. “Hey, Slim. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Be careful.” She closed her fingers over his wrist. “I’ll start leaning on you.”

“Go ahead.” Gently, he drew her to him and rubbed a hand up and down her back.

“I loved him so much, Cam.” She let out a long breath and watched the dust motes dance in the sunlight. “I’ve never been able to love anyone else like that. When I was little, I used to come up here after I was supposed to be in bed. He’d let me sit in the chair while he worked, then he’d carry me down. We could talk about anything, even when I got older.”

She tightened her grip. “I hated it when he started drinking. I couldn’t understand why he would make himself so unhappy, make all of us so unhappy. I would hear him crying some nights. And praying. So lonely, so miserable. But somehow, the next day, he’d pull it all together and get through. And you’d start to believe that it was all going to be okay again. But it wasn’t.” Sighing, she pulled away, and her eyes were dry.

“He was a good father, Clare. I spent a lot of years envying you and Blair your father. The drinking was something he couldn’t control.”

“I know.” She smiled a little and did what she hadn’t been able to do alone. She moved to the window and looked down. The terrace was empty, swept clean. Edging it were the early roses her father had loved.

“I’ve been through all the groups, all the therapy. But there’s one thing none of them could tell me. There’s one thing I’ve asked myself again and again and never found an answer. Did he fall, Cam? Did he drink himself senseless and lose his balance? Or did he stand here, right here, and decide to stop fighting whatever demon was eating at him?”

“It was an accident.” Cam put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him.

“I want to believe that. I’ve always tried to, because the other is too painful. The father I knew couldn’t have killed himself, couldn’t have hurt my mother or Blair or me that way. But you see, the father I knew couldn’t have cheated, couldn’t have bribed inspectors and falsified reports the way he did on the shopping center. He couldn’t have lied and taken money and broken the law so arrogantly. But he did. And so I don’t know what to believe.”

“He loved you, and he made mistakes. There’s nothing else you have to believe.”

“You’d understand, better than anyone, what it’s like to lose a father when you need one so badly.”

“Yes, I understand.”

She tightened her fingers on his. “I know it might sound odd, but if I could be sure—even if I could be sure he had killed himself—it would be easier than wondering.” She shook her head and managed a smile. “I warned you I’d lean.” She linked her fingers with his, then brought his knuckles to her cheek.

“Any better?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Tilting her head, she touched her lips to his. “Really.”

“Anytime. Really.”

“Let’s go downstairs.” She started out ahead of him but put a hand out when he would have closed the door. “No, leave it open.” Feeling foolish, she went too quickly down the steps. “Want a beer, Rafferty?”

“Actually, I was going to see how you felt about going into town for dinner, maybe a movie, then going back to my place and letting me make love with you for the rest of the night.”

“Well.” She ran her tongue over her lips. “It sounds pretty nice, all in all. One thing, I’m having guests next week, so I have to buy a couple of beds—and a chair, and a lamp or two, some sheets, food—”

He held up a hand. “You want to skip the movie and join the horde at the mall?”

“Well, the mall—and there’s this flea market.” She gave him a hopeful smile.

He would have done quite a bit to keep that smile on her face. “I’ll call Bud and see if I can borrow his pickup.”

“God, what a man.” She threw her arms around him and kissed him, hard, then dodged before he could make the grab. “I’ll go up and change.” The phone rang as she headed for the stairs. “Get that, will you? Tell whoever it is

I’ll call back.”

Cam picked up the phone. “Hello.” There was a minute of humming silence, then a click. “They hung up,” he shouted, then dialed Bud.

When Clare came down again, he was standing in the garage, studying the work she had done that day. Nervous, she stuck her hands in the pockets of the long gray skirt she wore.

“What do you think?”

“I think you’re incredible.” He rubbed a hand over the polished curve of wood. “These are all so different.” He glanced from the completed metal sculptures to the fisted arm of clay. “And yet they’re so unmistakably your work.”

“I guess I should apologize for jumping all over you this morning for having the good taste to buy one of my pieces.”

“I figured you’d get around to it.” Idly, he paged through her sketchbook. “Oh, by the way, I got you that burl.”

“You—the burl?”

“You did want it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, yes, very much. I didn’t think you remembered. How did you do it?”

“I just mentioned it to the mayor. He was so flattered, he’d have paid you to cut it down.”

She rewrapped the clay in its dampened cloth. “You’re being awfully nice to me, Rafferty.”

He set her sketchbook aside. “Yeah, I am.” He turned, studied her. “You clean up good, Slim. I hope to hell you’re not a finicky shopper.”

“I’ll break the county record.” She held out a hand. “And I’ll pop for the champagne we’re going to have with dinner.”

“Are we celebrating?”

“I got some news today. I’ll tell you about it over dinner.” She started to get into his car, spotted Ernie across the street, and waved. “Hey, Ernie.”

He merely watched her, keeping one hand closed over the pentagram around his neck.





Part Two
_____


And the Lord said to Satan, “Whence do you come?”
Then Satan answered the Lord and said,
“From roaming the earth and patrolling it.”
—The Book of Job







Chapter 13

“What is that smell?”

“That, ma belle, is a sweet, pastoral bouquet.” Jean-Paul’s grin split his face from ear to ear as he sucked air in through his elegant nose. “Ah, c’est incroyable.”

“I’ll say it’s incredible,” Angie muttered and scowled out of the car window. “It smells like horse shit.”

“And when, my own true love, have you ever smelled the shit of a horse?”

“January 17, 1987, in a freezing carriage clopping around Central Park, the first time you proposed to me. Or maybe it was the second time.”

He laughed and kissed her hand. “Then it should bring back beautiful memories.”

Actually, it did, but she took out her purse bottle of Chanel spray and spritzed it in the air anyway.

Angie crossed her long legs and wondered why her husband got such a charge out of looking at grass and rocks and fat, fly-swishing cows. If this was pastoral bliss, give her Forty-second Street.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like scenery—the view of Cancun from a hotel balcony, the streets of Paris from a sidewalk cafè, the swell of the Atlantic from a deck chair. But this, while it had a kind of rough, rural charm best viewed in primitive paintings, wasn’t her idea of visual stimulation.

“A seelo!”

She glanced over, sighed. “I think it’s called a silo, though I have no idea why.” Angie settled back while Jean-Paul practiced the pronunciation.

She hadn’t minded the drive, really. Jean-Paul was deliciously sexy behind the wheel of a car. She smiled to herself—a purely feminine look of satisfaction. Jean-Paul was deliciously sexy anywhere. And he was all hers.

The fact was, she’d enjoyed driving down the turnpike, windows open, Cajun music blasting. She hadn’t felt obliged to offer to take a turn at the wheel, knowing that her husband rarely had the opportunity to put on his cute little cap and leather gloves and let it rip.

Just past exit nine on the Jersey turnpike, they’d gotten a ticket, which Jean-Paul had cheerfully signed—right before he pulled out into traffic again and cranked the Jag up to ninety.

He was happy as a pig in slop, Angie thought, then closed her eyes. She was even thinking in rural analogies.

The last hour of the drive had made her nervous. All those fields, hills, trees. All that open space. She much preferred the steel and concrete canyons of Manhattan. A mugger she could handle—and had—but a rabbit dashing frantically across the road sent her into a panic.

Where was the noise, for God’s sake? Where were the people? Were there any people, or had they crossed through the Twilight Zone into some version of Orwell’s Animal Farm?

What the hell was Clare thinking of, actually choosing to live in a place where you had cows for neighbors?

She was restlessly twisting the thick gold links she wore around her neck when Jean-Paul gave a whoop and swung the car to the shoulder. Gravel splattered and smoked. “Look! A goat.”

Angie dug in her bag for Excedrin. “Jesus, Jean-Paul, grow up.”

He only laughed and leaned past her to stare through the passenger window at the ratty gray billy goat who was chewing grass. Billy looked as unimpressed as Angie. “You were very fond of goat when I gave you the angora wrap for Christmas.”

“I like my suede jacket, too, but I don’t want to pet a sheep.”

He nuzzled his wife’s ear, then sat back. “When is the next turn?”

Angie shot him a look. “Are we lost?”

“No.” He watched her gulp down two painkillers and chase them with Perrier straight from the bottle. “I don’t know where we are, but we can’t be lost because we’re here.”

His logic made her wish she had Valium instead of Excedrin. “Don’t be perky, Jean-Paul, it only depresses me.”

Angie took out the map and Clare’s directions so that they could study them. Her annoyance faded a bit as Jean-Paul massaged the back of her neck. As always, he sensed precisely the right spot to touch.

He was a patient man and an enthusiastic one. In all things. When he had met his wife, she had been the assistant of a rival art dealer with ambition glittering in her eyes. Cool and remote to the most casual of flirtations or the most overt of suggestions, she’d been an irresistible challenge to his ego. It had taken him six weeks to convince her to have dinner with him, another three frustrating months to ease her into his bed.

There she had not been cool; she had not been remote.

The sex had been the easiest hurdle. He had known she was attracted to him. Women were. He was artist enough to recognize that he was physically appealing, and man enough to play on it. He was tall with a body he cared for religiously with diet and training. The French accent—and his often deliberately awkward phrasing—only added to the attraction. His dark, curling hair was worn nearly shoulder length to frame his bony, intelligent face with its deep blue eyes and sculptured mouth. He wore a thin mustache to accent it and to keep it from appearing too feminine.

In addition to his looks, he had a deep and sincere affection for the female—all of them. He had come from a family of many women and had since childhood appreciated them for their softness, their strengths, their vanities, and their shrewdness. He was as sincerely interested in the elderly matron with blue-tinted hair as he was in the statuesque bombshell—though often for different reasons. It was this openness with women that had led to his success in bed and in business.

But Angie had been his one and only love, though not his only lover. Convincing her of that, and of the advantages of a traditional marriage, had taken him the better part of two years. He didn’t regret a minute of it.

His hand closed lightly over hers as he cruised down the two-lane road again. “Je t’aime,” he said, as he often did.

It made her smile and bring his hand to her lips. “I know.” He was a precious man, she thought. Even if he could make her crazy. “Just warn me if you decide to pull over for any more goats or other animal life.”

“Do you see the field there?”

Angie glanced out the window and sighed. “How could I miss it? That’s all there is.”

“I would make love with you there, in the sunlight. Slowly. With my mouth first, tasting you everywhere. And when you began to shudder, to cry out for me, I would use my hands. Just the fingertips. Over your lovely breasts, then down, inside you where it would be so hot, so wet.”

Four years, she thought. Four years and he could still make her tremble. She slanted him a look and saw that he was smiling. She shifted her gaze downward and saw that he was quite sincere in his fantasy. The field no longer seemed so intimidating.

“Maybe Clare can direct us to a field that’s not so close to the road.”

He chuckled, settled back, and began to sing along with Beausoleil.

Because she was too nervous to work, Clare was planting petunias along the walkway. If Angie and Jean-Paul had left New York at ten, as discussed, they would be driving up any minute. She was delighted at the thought of seeing them, of taking them around the area. And she was terrified at the idea of showing them her work and discovering that she’d been wrong.

None of it was any good. She’d been deluding herself because she needed so badly to believe she could still make something important out of a hunk of wood or scraps of metal. It had come too easily at first, she thought. Both the work and the acceptance of it. The only place to go was down.

Do you fear failure, Clare, or success? Dr. Janowski’s voice buzzed in her head.

Both—doesn’t everyone? Go away, will you? Everyone’s entitled to a little private neurosis.

She pushed all thoughts of her work aside and concentrated on turning the soil.

Her father had taught her how. How to baby the roots, mix in peat moss, fertilizer, water, and love. By his side she had learned how soothing, how fulfilling the planting of a living thing could be. In New York she’d forgotten the pleasure of that and the comfort of it.

Her mind wandered. She thought of Cam, how intense their lovemaking was. Each time. Every time. It was like feeding on the most basic of levels. They went at each other like animals, hungry and feral. She’d never been so, well, lusty with anyone else.

And, God, she thought with a grin, what she’d been missing!

How long could it last? She shrugged and went on with her planting. She knew that the darkest and most intense of passions were supposed to fade the fastest. But she couldn’t let it worry her. Wouldn’t. However long it lasted would just have to be enough. Because right now it was hard for her to get through an hour without imagining getting her hands on him again.

Lovingly, she patted and firmed the dirt around the red and white petunias. The sun beat strong against her back as she covered the soil with mulch. They would grow, she thought, and spread and bloom until the first frost shriveled them. They wouldn’t last forever, but while they did, it would give her pleasure to look at them.

She glanced up at the sound of an engine, then sat back on her heels as Bob Meese pulled his truck into her drive. “Hey, Clare.”

“Bob.” She stuck the spade into the dirt and rose.

“Nice flowers you got there.”

“Thanks.” She spread dirt from her palms to the hips of her jeans.

“Told you I’d bring the lamp on by if I got a minute.”

Her brow wrinkled, then cleared as she remembered. “Oh, right. Your timing’s perfect. My friends should be here anytime. Now they can actually have a lamp in their room.”

And what a lamp, she thought, as he pulled it out of the back. It was about five feet high with a bell-shaped red shade, beaded and fringed, on a curving, gilded pole. It looked like something out of a nineteenth-century bordello. Clare sincerely hoped it was.

“It’s even better than I remembered,” she said, and tried to recall if she had paid him for it or not. “Could you take it on into the garage? I’ll get it upstairs later.”

“No problemo.” He hefted it inside, then stood studying her tools and sculptures. “I guess people pay a bunch for stuff like this.”

She smiled, deciding he was more baffled than critical. “Sometimes.”

“The wife likes art,” he said conversationally as he squinted at a brass and copper sculpture. Modern shit, he thought, sneering inwardly, but as an antique dealer, he knew there was no telling what people would plunk down hard cash for. “She’s got this plaster donkey and cart out in the front yard. You do any stuff like that?”

Clare bit down on the tip of her tongue. “No,” she said solemnly. “Not really.”

“You can come on by and take a look at ours if you want some ideas.”

“I appreciate that.”

When he started back toward his truck without giving her a bill, Clare figured she must have paid in advance. He opened the door, then propped a foot on the running board. “I guess you heard Jane Stokey sold the farm.”

“What?”

“Jane Stokey,” he repeated, hitching a thumb in a belt loop. His mood lifted considerably when he saw he was the first to pass on the news. “Sold the farm—or she’s gonna. Word is she might move on down to Tennessee. Got a sister down there.”

“Does Cam know?”

“Can’t say. If he don’t, he’ll know by suppertime.” He wondered if there was any way he could mosey into the sheriff’s office and drop the bombshell, real casual like.

“Who bought it?”

“Some hotshot realtor down to D.C.’s what I heard. Must’ve checked the obits and seen Biff’s. Made her a good offer from what I heard. Hope to shit some developer don’t plant more houses.”

“Can they do that?”

He pursed his lips, lowered his brows. “Well, now, it’s zoned agricultural, but you never know. Money greases the right palms, and that could change quick enough.” He stopped, coughed, and looked away, remembering her father. “So, you, ah, settling in?”

She noted that his gaze had veered upward, toward the attic window. “More or less.”

He looked back at her. “Not too spooky here for you, all alone?”

“It’s hard to be spooked in a house you grew up in.” And where all the ghosts were so familiar.

He rubbed at a spot on his side mirror. There’d been a light on in her attic once or twice. Certain people wanted to know why. “I guess with all the stuff you’re buying, you’re planning on being around awhile.”

She’d nearly forgotten how important it was in small towns for everyone to know everything. “I don’t really have any plans.” She shrugged. “The beauty of being unfettered.”

“I guess.” He’d been fettered too long to understand. Casually, and cleverly, he thought, he wound his way around to his purpose for being there. “Funny having you back here. Makes me think about that first time I took you out. The carnival, right?”

Her eyes went flat, her cheeks paled. “Yes. The carnival.”

“That sure was—” He broke off, as if he’d just remembered. “Jesus, Clare.” Sincerity shone in his eyes as he blinked. “I’m awful sorry. Don’t know how I could’ve forgotten.”

“It’s all right.” Her cheeks hurt as she fought with a smile. “It was a long time ago.”

“Yeah, a long time. Man, I feel like a jerk.” Awkwardly, he reached for her hand. “It must be rough on you, having people remind you.”

She didn’t need anyone to remind her, but managed a restless movement with her shoulders. “Don’t worry about it, Bob. I wouldn’t be here if I couldn’t handle it.”

“Well, sure, but … well,” he said again, “I guess you got plenty to keep you busy. Your statues.” He gave her a sly wink. “And the sheriff.”

“Word travels,” she said dryly.

“That it does. I guess the two of you are hitting it off.”

“I guess.” With some amusement, she noted that his eyes kept cutting back into her garage, toward the sculpture she’d titled The Inner Beast. “Maybe Bonnie Sue’d like that to put next to her donkey.”

Bob flushed and shifted his foot. “I don’t think it’s her style. Can’t say I know anything about art, but—”

“You know what you like,” she finished for him. “It’s all right if you don’t like it, Bob. I’m not sure I do myself.”

No, he didn’t like it because it was all too familiar. “How come you made up something like that?”

She glanced back over her shoulder. “I’m not sure. You could say it just comes to me. In a dream,” she added softly, almost to herself, and rubbed a chill from her arms.

His eyes narrowed, sharpened, but when she turned back, his face was bland. “I think I’ll stick with donkey carts. You let me know if you have any trouble with that lamp.”

“Yes. I will.” He’d been the first boy to kiss her, she remembered, and smiled at him. “Tell Bonny Sue I said hello.”

“I will.” Satisfied with what he’d learned, he nodded and hitched at his belt. “I sure will.” He turned. His eyes narrowed, then widened. “Christ in a handcart, look at that car.”

Clare glanced over and spotted the Jaguar pulling up to the curb. Even as Jean-Paul jumped out, she was running down the slope of the drive to spring into his arms for a hard, exaggerated kiss.

“Mmmm.” He kissed her again. “Licorice.”

Laughing, she turned to hug Angie. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“Neither can I.” Angie pushed her hair back as she took a long, slow scan of the street. Her idea of country wear included nile green linen pants and matching jacket with a rose-colored silk blouse. She had worn flats—Bruno Magli. “So, this is Emmitsboro.”

“It is indeed.” Clare kissed her. “How was the drive down?”

“We only got one ticket.”

“Jean-Paul must be mellowing.” She watched him haul two suitcases and a leather tote from the car. “We’ll go in and have some wine,” she told him, and took the tote. She started up the drive, pausing beside Bob’s truck to make introductions. “Bob Meese, Angie and Jean-Paul LeBeau, friends and art dealers from New York. Bob owns the best antique store in town.”

“Ah.” Jean-Paul set down a suitcase to offer a hand. “We must be sure to see your shop before we leave.”

“Open ten to six, six days a week, twelve to five on Sunday.” Bob took note of Jean Paul’s alligator shoes and gold link bracelet. Imagine, a guy wearing a bracelet—even if he was a foreigner. Bob also noted his exotic-looking wife. His black wife. These were the little details he would dispense over the counter until closing time. “Well, got to get back.”

“Thanks for bringing the lamp by.”

“No problemo.” With a quick salute, he climbed into his truck and backed out of the drive.

“Did someone say wine?” Angie wanted to know.

“Absolutely.” Clare hooked an arm through Angie’s and started to steer her around to the walk leading to the front of the house. “In your honor, I went all the way into Frederick and stocked up on pouilly-fuissé.”

“Wait.” Jean-Paul headed in the opposite direction. “You’re working here, in the garage?”

“Yes, but why don’t we go in and get settled? How about these petunias? I just—”

Angie was already following her husband, pulling Clare with her. Clare blew a little breath between her teeth, closed her mouth, and waited. She’d wanted to put this moment off-foolishly, she supposed. Both Jean-Paul’s and Angie’s opinions meant a great deal. They loved her, she knew. And because they did they would be honest, even brutal if necessary. The pieces she had done here at home were vitally important to her. More than anything else she’d done, these had been ripped cleanly from her heart.

In silence she stood back, watching them study and circle. She could hear the gentle tap tap of Angie’s foot on the concrete as she examined the wood carving from every angle. They didn’t exchange a word, hardly a look. Jean-Paul pulled on his lower lip, a nervous habit Clare recognized, as he studied the metal sculpture Bob Meese had recently frowned over.

Where Bob had seen a tangle of metal, Jean-Paul saw a pit of fire, the flames boiling and streaking. It was a hungry and dangerous fire, he thought. It made his skin prickle. It made him wonder what had been consumed by it.

Saying nothing, he turned to the clay arm Clare had fired only the day before. Young, defiant, he mused. With the potential for brutality or heroics. He pulled on his lip again and continued on to the next piece.

Clare shifted from foot to foot, stuck her hands in her pockets, then pulled them out again. Why did she put herself through this? she wondered. Each time, every time, it felt as though she had ripped out her feelings, her fantasies and fears and put them on public display. And it never got better, never got easier, she thought, rubbing her damp palms against the thighs of her jeans. If she had any brains, she’d be selling appliances.

The LeBeaus huddled over the metal sculpture that had sprung from Clare’s nightmare. They had yet to exchange a word. Whatever silent communication they shared was potent but was lost on Clare. She was holding her breath when Jean-Paul turned. His face was solemn when he put his hands on her shoulders. Bending, he kissed her cheeks in turn.

“Amazing.”

Clare’s breath whistled out. “Thank God.”

“I hate to be wrong.” Angie’s voice was taut with excitement. “I really hate to have to admit I might be wrong. But coming here, working here was the best thing you could have done. Christ, Clare, you stagger me.”

Clare put an arm around each of them, torn between the urge to weep and to howl with laughter. In her heart she’d known the sculptures were good. But her head had taken over with nasty, nagging doubts.

“Let’s have the wine,” she said.

Bob Meese hurried back to his shop, entering through the rear to avoid customers. He locked both the outside and inside doors before picking up the phone. As he dialed he tried to work up some saliva. Facing in the light of day what he did at night always dried up the spit in his mouth.

“I saw her,” he said the moment the phone was answered.

“And?”

“She’s thinking about her old man all right. You can see it.” Bob took a moment to thank any deity that he’d been too young to be initiated when Jack Kimball had taken his last fall. “I don’t think she knows what he was into—I mean, she acts too easy about it. I was right about that statue, though. I got a better look at it today.”

“Tell me.”

Bob wished he’d taken the time to get himself a nice, cold drink. “It looks like—I told you.” He pressed his lips together. Here in his office, with the pictures of his wife and kids standing on his cluttered desk and the smell of linseed oil stinging his nostrils, it was hard to believe he was one of them.

Enjoyed being one of them.

“The ceremonial mask, the robes. A beast on a man’s body.” His voice lowered to a whisper, though there was no one to hear. “It could be any one of us—just like she’d seen. I don’t think she remembers, exactly—or she doesn’t know she remembers.”

“A part of her does.” The voice was flat and ice-cold. “And might be dangerous. We’ll watch her. Perhaps give her a gentle warning.”

Bob was only marginally relieved by the word gentle. “Listen, I don’t think she remembers, really. Nothing to hurt us. She’d have told the sheriff. And from the look of things, those two are too busy squeaking bedsprings to talk about much of anything.”

“Eloquently put.” The cool disdain in the tone made Bob wince. “I’ll take your opinion under advisement.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to her. She’s a friend.”

“You have no friends but the brotherhood.” It was no statement, but a warning. “If she needs to be dealt with, she will be. Remember your oath.”

“I remember,” Bob said as the phone clicked in his ear. “I remember.”

Sarah Hewitt strolled down Main Street, delighted with the balmy evening. The mildness gave her a good excuse to wear shorts and watch the old farts in front of the post office go big-eyed. The thin denim was so tight she’d had to lie down on her bed to pull up the zipper. The material dug seductively into her crotch. Her full, firm breasts swayed lightly under a cropped T-shirt with WILD THING scrawled across the chest.

She’d doused herself with an Opium rip-off and painted her mouth a dark, dangerous red. She walked slowly, lazily, knowing that all eyes were trained on her jiggling ass. There was nothing Sarah liked better than drawing attention, and it didn’t matter a damn to her if it was the shocked or approving kind.

She’d been drawing it since sixth grade, when she’d let Bucky Knight take off her shirt behind the bushes during the school picnic. Since Bucky was three years older, he’d gotten the brunt of old Gladys Finch’s wrath. A fact that had amused Sarah no end, since the little experiment was her idea in the first place.

Three years later, she’d let little Marylou Wilson’s daddy do a lot more than look. Sarah had baby-sat for Marylou most every Saturday night for fifty cents an hour. But when horny Sam Wilson drove Sarah home, he’d given her an extra twenty to keep her mouth shut if he copped a few feels.

She’d enjoyed the money but quickly got tired of Sam’s sweaty hands and flabby belly. So she’d seduced a boy her own age, one of the Hawbaker boys—damned if she could remember which one.

It didn’t matter, she thought. They were all married now to eagle-eyed, wide-assed women.

She was beginning to think of marriage herself—though not of fidelity. The idea of being stuck in bed with one man for the rest of her life was revolting. But she was past thirty, had less than three hundred dollars in the bank, and was tired of living in the single cramped room over Clyde’s.

She liked the idea of having a house and a joint checking account. If she was going to take the plunge, she wanted it to be with someone who could stay hard long enough to bring her off and whom she could stand to look at in the morning. Barring that, she wanted it to be with someone who had pleasant things like stocks and bonds and a pocketful of credit cards.

With a little smile, she paused outside the sheriff’s office. Inside was a man who filled all her requirements.

Cam glanced up as she came inside. He acknowledged her with a little nod and kept on talking into the phone. Her heavy perfume overwhelmed the smells of coffee and dust. He supposed he wouldn’t have been human if his stomach hadn’t clenched—if his gaze hadn’t trailed along the naked length of her leg as she perched on the corner of his desk. She smiled, combed a hand slowly through her mane of hair—her roots shot through the platinum like dark snakes—then lighted a cigarette.

“It’s registered to Earl B. Stokey, Route One, Box Twenty-two eleven, Emmitsboro. That’s right. A forty-five-caliber Colt. I’d appreciate that, Sergeant.” He hung up and glanced at the clock. He was already running late for dinner at Clare’s. “Got a problem, Sarah?”

“That depends.” She leaned over to toy with the badge pinned to his shirt. “Parker used to keep a bottle in the bottom drawer there. How about you?”

He didn’t bother to ask how she knew what Parker had kept in his desk. “No.”

“You sure are running straight these days, aren’t you, Cam?” Her eyes, sharp and mocking, met his. “Here you sit, so serious and official.” She rubbed the top of her foot along his thigh. “It sounds like you’re actually investigating Biff’s murder.”

“That’s my job.” He didn’t wince when she blew a light stream of smoke in his face, but waited.

“People are wondering if you might let a few things slide this time around.” As she reached over to tap her cigarette in a glass ashtray, her breasts swayed beneath her shirt.

There was a flicker of anger in Cam’s eyes, quickly controlled. “People can wonder what they want.”

“Now, that sounds like the old Cam.” She smiled, looking at him from beneath long, heavily mascaraed lashes. “Nobody knows better than me how much you hated Biff.” She took his hand, set it on her thigh close, very close, to the edge of denim where her skin was firm and smooth and hot. “Remember? We’d sit in the woods, in the dark, and you’d tell me how you hated him, how you wished he was dead. How you’d kill him yourself. With a gun. With a knife. With your bare hands.” She felt herself getting wet just thinking of it. “Then we’d have sex. Really incredible sex.”

He felt something stir in his gut. Old memories. Old needs. Old lusts. “That was a long time ago.” He started to remove his hand, but she laid hers on top of it, pressed it against her flesh.

“You never stopped hating him. The other night at Clyde’s, you wanted to kill him. I got so hot watching you.” She shifted so that his hand was caught snug in the vee of her thighs. “Just like old times.”

“No.” The heat was seductive, but he had a flash, a vivid one, of her vagina edged with teeth like a bear trap, ready to spring closed over an unwary penis. He kept his eyes on hers as he pulled his hand away. “No, it’s not, Sarah.”

Her eyes hardened, but she smiled as she slid over into his lap. “It could be. Remember the things we did to each other, Cam?” She reached down to cup him in her hand and felt a shudder of triumph when she found him stiff and throbbing.

He clamped a hand over her wrist. “Don’t embarrass yourself, Sarah.”

Her lips drew back over her teeth. “You want me. You bastard.”

He took her by the shoulders, moving her up and back as he rose. “I stopped thinking with my dick ten years ago.” But because he remembered, because he had once thought himself in love with her, he gave her a quick, impatient shake. “Why the hell do you do this to yourself? You’ve got looks, you’ve got brains. Do you think I don’t know about the business you run upstairs in Clyde’s? Twenty bucks to have some sweaty, cheating husband bounce on your bed? You don’t need this, Sarah.”

“Don’t tell me what I need.” For the first time in years, she felt a flush of shame. And hated him for it. “You’re no better than I am, and never were. Just because you’re screwing Clare Kimball for free, you think you’ve got class?”

“Leave her out of it.”

That only made it worse. Fury flared, negating all the carefully applied cosmetics. In that instant she looked exactly like what she was—a slowly aging small-town hooker.

“Rich bitch Kimball with her fancy car and fancy house. Strange how money makes it all right that her old man was a drunk and a thief. She strolls on back into town, and the ladies cluck all over her with cakes and Jell-O molds.”

“And their husbands come to you.”

“That’s right.” Her smile was small and bitter. “And when Clare Kimball heads back to New York and leaves you dry, they’ll still be coming to me. We’re the same, you and me, we always have been. You’re still Cameron Rafferty from the wrong side of the tracks, and you’re as stuck in this stinking town as I am.”

“There’s a difference, Sarah. I came back because I wanted to, not because there was no place else to go.”

She shrugged off his hands in two edgy moves. She wanted to pay him back, make him suffer. It didn’t matter for what. “Must be handy, wearing that badge right now, when even your mother wonders if you were the one who beat Biff to death.” She watched the heat leap into his eyes and fed off of it. “Won’t be long before people start remembering that temper of yours and bad blood.” She smiled again, eyes narrowed. “There are some who are going to want people to remember. You think you know this town, Cam, and all the good, solid citizens in it. But there are things you don’t know. Things you couldn’t even imagine. Maybe you should ask yourself why Parker picked up and ran. Why he moved his fat, lazy ass out before he even collected his pension.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

She was saying too much. It wouldn’t do to let pride or temper push her further. Instead, she walked to the door, put a hand on the knob, then turned back. “We could have been good together, you and me.” She gave him one last look, thinking that with a little help from her, he was already on his way to hell. “You’re going to regret it.”

When the door closed behind her, Cam rubbed his hands over his face. He already regretted it, he thought. Regretted that he hadn’t gotten out of the office ten minutes sooner and avoided her altogether. Regretted that he hadn’t handled the encounter better. Regretted that he remembered, all too clearly, those nights with her in the woods with the smell of pine and earth and sex.

She reminded him too well of what he had been at seventeen. What he could still be if he hadn’t learned to strap down the more vicious of his impulses—of what he had nearly become again after his partner had been killed and the bottle had seemed the best and easiest answer.

Absently, he lifted a hand to touch the badge on his shirt. It was a small thing, something—as Clare had once said—he could pick up at any dime store. But it meant something to him, something he wasn’t sure he could explain even to himself.

With it, he felt he belonged in the town, to the town, in a way he hadn’t since his father had died. Sarah was wrong, he thought. He knew the people here. He understood them.

But what the hell had she meant with that remark about Parker? Suddenly tired, he rubbed the back of his neck. It wouldn’t do any harm to put in a call to Florida. He glanced at the clock again, then picked up his keys.

He’d do it in the morning—just to satisfy his own curiosity.

He was too tired, Cam decided as he drove to Clare’s, for putting on company manners and socializing with strangers. He would go by, make some excuse, then leave her alone with her friends.

Sarah’s comments were rubbing against him, abrasive as sandpaper. He was stuck here. It might have been through choice, but it didn’t change the bottom line. He could never again face living and working in the city, where every time he strapped on his gun or walked into an alley he’d be chased by his partner’s ghost. Clare would go back to New York. In a week, a month, six months. He couldn’t follow her. He remembered how empty he’d felt when he stood in the cemetery and watched her walk away.

It scared him right down to the bone.

Cam pulled up in back of a Jaguar, then stopped by Clare’s car to pull out her keys before he walked through the garage to the door leading to the house. Music was blaring—jazz—hot and slick and sophisticated. He saw her standing at the counter, tearing open a bag of chips. Her feet were bare, and her hair was pulled back with a shoestring. Long amethyst wands swung from her ears, and her T-shirt was ripped under the armpit.

He realized he was desperately in love with her.

She turned, spotted him, and smiled as she poured chips into a cracked blue bowl.

“Hi. I was afraid you weren’t going to—”

He cut her off, pulling her against him and savaging her mouth. Her hands went to his shoulders as her body absorbed the shock waves. She held tight—he seemed to need it—and let him feed whatever hunger gnawed at him.

Relief. Simple. Sweet. Stunning. It washed over him, flowed through him. Slowly, without even being aware of the change, he gentled the kiss, softened it, and savored. Her hands slid from his shoulders to cling weakly to his waist.

“Cam.” She was surprised the sound was audible in the thick, syrupy air.

“Shh.” He nibbled on her lips, once, twice, then slicked his tongue over hers. There was a lingering zip of wine overlaying the deeper, richer flavor he’d discovered was uniquely hers.

“Clare, Jean-Paul’s not having any luck with the charcoal. I think we should—oh.” Angie stopped, her hand still holding the screen door open. “I beg your pardon,” she said when Cam and Clare drew a few inches apart.

“Oh.” Clare lifted an unsteady hand to her hair. “Cam, this is—ah …”

“Angie.” After letting the screen door slam, Angie held out a hand. “Angie LeBeau. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Cameron Rafferty.” Cam kept an arm around Clare’s shoulders in a gesture he knew was overly possessive.

“The sheriff, yes.” Angie smiled at him and took his measure from the tips of his worn high tops all the way to his dark, tousled hair. “Clare’s told us about you.” Angie’s brow cocked as she shot Clare a look. “Apparently she left a few things out.”

“There’s wine open,” Clare said quickly. “Or beer if you’d rather.”

“Whatever.” Cam was taking his own measure. Angie LeBeau, he noted, was, like the jazz pouring out of the radio, very slick. She was also very suspicious. “You and Clare went to college together, right?”

“That’s right. Now I’m her agent. What do you think of her work?”

“Have some more wine, Angie.” Clare all but thrust a fresh glass in Angie’s hand.

“Personally or professionally?”

“Excuse me?”

“I wondered if you were asking as her friend or as her agent.” He watched Angie as he took a glass from Clare. “Because if it’s as her agent, I’ll have to watch my step. Since I want to buy the fire sculpture she’s got sitting out in the garage.” He flicked a glance at Clare. “You left the keys in your car again,” he said, then dug them out of his pocket and tossed them to her.

Smiling, Angie sipped her wine. “We’ll talk. Meanwhile, what do you know about starting charcoal?”





Chapter 14

Jane Stokey didn’t care what was done to the farm. She was finished with it. She was done with Emmitsboro, too. She had two husbands lying in the cemetery, each one taken from her abruptly. The first one she had loved desperately, fully, happily. There were times, even after all these years, when she thought of him with longing—as she walked toward the fields he had plowed, the fields he had died in, or up the stairs toward the bed they had shared.

She remembered him as young and vibrant and beautiful. There had been a time when beauty had been a large part of her life, when such things as flowers in the garden or a pretty new dress had been vital and soothing.

But Michael was gone, more than twenty years gone, and she was an old woman at fifty.

She hadn’t loved Biff, not in that heart-fluttery, giddy way. But she had needed him. She had depended on him. She had feared him. His loss was like an amputation. There was no one left to tell her what to do, when to do it, how to do it. There was no one to cook for, to clean for, no warm body breathing beside her in the night.

She had left her parents’ home at eighteen and gone to her husband’s, full of dreams and dizzy love and flowering hope. Mike had taken care of her, paid the bills, made the decisions, done all the worrying. She’d kept the house and planted the garden and borne the child.

That was what she had been taught. That was what she had known.

Six short months after his death, she had given herself, the farm, the house, to Biff. Even before that he had begun taking over the worries and details. She hadn’t had to struggle with bank statements and budgets. If there hadn’t been as much money, or as much serenity, as she’d had with Mike, at least she’d been a wife again. Perhaps Biff hadn’t been kind, but he had been there.

Now, for the first time in her life, she was completely alone.

The loneliness was crushing, the house so big, so empty. She had almost asked Cam to come home with her, just to have a familiar male presence in the house. But that would have been disloyal to Biff, and he had ruled her life for so long, his death would not change her allegiances.

Besides, she had lost her boy somewhere along the way as completely as she had lost her boy’s father. It wasn’t possible for her to pinpoint when it happened, and she had long since given up the effort. He had stopped being her son and had become a restless, rebellious, defiant stranger.

He’d made her feel guilty, miserably guilty, about marrying Biff so soon after Mike died. He hadn’t said a word, not one, but the way he’d looked at her with those dark, condemning eyes had done the damage.

She paused on her way to the huddle of outbuildings and set down the boxes she carried. The sun was bright, glinting on the green hay that would be cut and baled by strangers. A new calf scampered after its mama for milk, but Jane didn’t notice. In her mind the farm was already gone, and the hope she’d had for it.

She’d loved it once, as she had once loved her son. But that feeling for the land and for her child seemed so distant now, as if experienced by another woman. She knew Biff had been hard on the farm, just as he’d been hard on the boy, as he’d been hard on her.

They had all needed it, she reminded herself as she hauled up the cardboard boxes again. Mike had pampered them. She felt her eyes welling as they did too often these days and didn’t bother to blink back the tears. There was no one to see. No one to care.

In a few weeks she could take the money she earned from the sale of the farm and move to Tennessee, near her sister. She would buy a little house. And do what? she wondered as she leaned against the shed and sobbed. Please God, do what?

She had worked hard and long every day of her life, but she had never held a job. She didn’t understand things like escrow and capital gains. She was baffled and frightened by the people she sometimes saw on Oprah or Donahue who talked about discovering self, starting over, coping with grief.

She didn’t want to be liberated or capable. Most desperately of all, she didn’t want to be alone.

When the weeping had run its course, she mopped her face with her apron. She had gotten through the days since Biff’s death by filling them with chores, necessary and unnecessary. Already that morning she had dealt with the milking, the feeding, had gathered eggs and washed them. She had cleaned her already clean house. It was still short of noon, and the day stretched endlessly ahead, to be followed by yet another endless night.

She’d decided to start on the sheds. Most of the tools and farm machinery would be auctioned off, but she wanted to go through the outbuildings first, to examine and collect whatever bits and pieces might bring a higher price in direct sale. She was terrified of not having enough money, of being not only alone, but poor and alone.

Biff hadn’t carried any life insurance. Why waste good money on premiums? She’d buried him on credit. Die now, pay later. The mortgage on the farm was nearly due, and the loan payment on the hay baler Biff had bought two years before. Then there was the feed payment, the market, the payments on the tractor and Biff’s Caddy. Ethan Myers at the bank had told her they would extend her time until she had her affairs in order, but the payments gave her sleepless nights.

She couldn’t bear the shame of owing. Before, she’d justified all the credit by thinking it was Biff who owed, Biff who paid or didn’t. Now there was no one to stand between her and the reality of being in debt.

She couldn’t sell the farm fast enough.

She took the keys out of her apron pocket. Biff had never allowed her to enter this building. She had never questioned him. Had never dared. Even as she fit the key into the stout padlock, she felt a prickle of fear, as if he would leap up behind her, shouting and shoving. A thin line of sweat broke out over her top lip as the lock clicked open.

The old rooster crowed and made her jump.

The air inside was stale and overly sweet. As if something had crawled inside and died. Breathing through her mouth, Jane put both lock and keys in her apron pocket, then propped the door open with a rock.

She had a sudden, unreasoning fear of being trapped inside. Of beating on the door, pleading and screaming. Biff’s laughter would snicker through the cracks as he shot the lock back into place.

She rubbed her cold hands over her cold arms as she started inside.

It wasn’t a large area—ten by twelve and windowless—but the strong sunlight couldn’t seem to reach the corners. She hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight, was sure she would find one inside. How else had Biff been able to see? He’d spent hours in there, often at night.

Doing what? she wondered now as she hadn’t allowed herself to wonder while he’d been alive and maybe able to read her thoughts.

Skin prickling, she stepped inside. In the dimness she could make out a narrow cot, its mattress stained and bare. On the metal shelves where she had expected to find tools were stacks of the magazines he’d hoarded. She would have to burn them, Jane thought as heat stained her cheeks. She couldn’t have endured it if the realtor or auctioneer had come through to snigger over them.

There was no flashlight that she could see, but there were candles. Black ones. It made her uneasy to light them, but the dim, secret light was worse. By their glow, she began to pull magazines off the shelves and into the box, averting her eyes from the titillating covers. Her fingers touched cloth. Curious, she dragged it out and discovered a long, hooded robe. It smelled of blood and smoke, and she dropped it hastily into the box.

She didn’t wonder what it was—didn’t allow herself to wonder. But her heart was beating too fast. Burn it, she told herself. Burn it all. The words repeated over and over in her head like a litany as she peered over her shoulder toward the doorway. Her mouth was dry, her hands unsteady.

Then she found the pictures.

There was a young girl, a child really, lying on the cot. She was naked, bound at the wrists and ankles. Her eyes were open, with a blind look in them. There were others—the same girl with her legs spread, her knees bent to expose her sex.

A different girl—a little older, very blond, propped up against the wall like a doll. And there was a candle—dear God, a candle was protruding obscenely from beneath the pale triangle of hair.

There were more, dozens of snapshots. But she couldn’t look. Her stomach was heaving as she crumpled and tore them, as she scurried desperately on her hands and knees to gather every scrap. Her hand closed over an earring, a long column of beads. Jane tossed it in the box.

Panting, she blew out the candles, then tumbled them in with the rest. Her movements were jerky and rushed as she dragged the box outside. She blinked against the strong sunlight, scanning the farmyard and lane, wild-eyed.

What if someone came? She had to hurry, had to burn everything. She didn’t stop to think what she was doing. She didn’t ask herself what it was she was destroying. She ran to the barn for a can of gasoline, her chest constricting painfully. The breath was wheezing out of her lungs as she doused the box and its contents with fuel. Her rush had loosened the pins from her hair so that it fell in droopy tangles, giving her the look of a witch about to cast some secret spell.

Twice she tried to light a match and apply the flame to the wick of one of the candles. Twice the flame flickered and died.

She was sobbing out loud when the wick finally sizzled and burned. She touched it to the gas-drenched box, her shaking hands nearly extinguishing the flame again. Then she stood back.

Cardboard and paper caught with a whoosh, shooting out hot flame and vapor. Inside, the photographs curled, and fire ate its way across Carly Jamison’s face.

Jane covered her own with her hands and wept.

“I told you it was a quiet town.” Clare had a satisfied smile on her face as she strolled down Main Street between Angie and Jean-Paul.

“I think the word ‘town’ is an exaggeration.” Angie watched a dog trot, happy and unleashed, down the opposite sidewalk. He lifted his leg and casually peed on the base of an oak. “It might qualify for village.”

“One bite of a Martha burger’ll wipe that sneer off your face.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“What’s this?” Jean-Paul pointed to the red, white, and blue bunting strung high over the street.

“We’re getting ready for the Memorial Day parade on Saturday.”

“A parade.” His face lit up. “With marching bands and pretty girls tossing batons?”

“All that and more. It’s the biggest event in town.” She nodded toward a house they passed where a woman was down on hands and knees, busily painting her porch. “Everybody spruces up and drags out their folding chairs. They’ll put up a grandstand at the town square for the mayor and the councilmen and other dignitaries. We get school bands from all over the country, this year’s Farm Queen, horses, the Little League.”

“Whoopee,” Angie said and earned a poke in the ribs.

“The Fire Department shines up the trucks or pumpers or whatever the hell they’re called. We’ll have balloons and concession stands. And,” she added, looking up at Jean-Paul, “majorettes.”

“Majorettes,” he repeated with a sigh. “Do they wear those little white boots with tassels?”

“You bet.”

“Jean-Paul, we’re supposed to go back on Thursday.”

He smiled at his wife. “Another day or two, in the vast scheme of things, can hardly matter. In any case, I want to arrange for Clare’s finished work to be shipped to the gallery. I’d like to oversee the packing myself.”

“You want to drool over little white boots,” Angie muttered.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “There is that as well.”

They stopped, waiting for a light stream of traffic before crossing the street. Glancing down, Angie noted a bumper sticker on a pickup.

GOD, GUNS, AND GUTS MADE AMERICA WHAT IT IS TODAY.

Jesus, she thought, closing her eyes. What was she doing here?

As they crossed, she listened with half an ear while Clare told Jean-Paul about past parades. If pressed, Angie would have to admit the town had a certain charm. If one was into country cute.

She certainly wouldn’t want to live here and wasn’t even certain how much of a visit she could tolerate before the quiet and the slow pace drove her crazy, but Jean-Paul was obviously delighted.

Of course, he didn’t notice the stares, Angie mused. Though there were plenty of them. She doubted people were admiring her clothes or hair style. They sure as hell noticed her skin. There was a secret and—she couldn’t help herself—superior smile on her face when she followed Clare into Martha’s Diner.

There was music on the juke. What Angie always thought of as drunken cowboy songs. But the scents were as seductive as any Jewish deli in New York. Grilled onion, toasted bread, fat pickles, and some spicy soup. How bad could it be? Angie thought as Clare waved to a waitress and slid into a booth.

“A cherry Coke,” Clare decided. “They still serve them here.” She passed her friends plastic-coated menus. “Please don’t ask for the pasta of the day.”

Angie flipped the menu open. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” She scanned her options, tapping the menu with a long cerise-tipped finger. “Why don’t we leave the verdict to you?”

“Burgers all around, then.”

Alice stopped by the table, pad in hand, and did her best not to stare at the two people seated across from Clare. They looked as out of place in the diner as exotic birds, the man with his long, curling hair and big-sleeved shirt, the woman with her coffee-colored skin and light eyes.

“Did you come in for lunch?” she asked.

“Absolutely. Alice, these are my friends, the LeBeaus. Angie and Jean-Paul.”

“Nice to meet you,” Alice said. The man smiled, putting her at ease. “You visiting from New York?”

“For a few days.” Jean-Paul watched her eyes shift from him to his wife and back again. “Today Clare’s giving us a tour of the town.”

“I guess there’s not a lot to see.”

“I’m trying to talk them into staying on for the parade Saturday.” Clare took out a cigarette, then pulled the metal ashtray in front of her.

“Oh, well, it’s a pretty good one. Not like that one Macy’s has on Thanksgiving or anything, but it’s pretty good.”

“Alice was a majorette,” Clare told them and had the waitress flushing.

“About a hundred years ago. Are you ready to order, or would you like some time?”

“We’re more than ready.” Clare ordered for the table, then watched Alice hurry off. “Look at the way she moves. I really want to capture the motion, the competence of it. In clay, I think.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t convinced your sheriff to pose.” Jean-Paul took out one of his slim black cigarettes.

“I’m working up to it.”

“I liked him.”

She smiled and touched his hand. “I know. I’m glad.”

“He wasn’t what I expected.” Angie decided if the two men in the next booth were going to stare, she’d stare right back. “I had an image of a potbellied hick with sunglasses and an attitude.”

“Listen here, boy,” Clare mimicked in a slow Foghorn Leghorn drawl. “That’s pretty close to the former sheriff. Cam’s a different matter altogether. I think maybe—” She broke off when she noted Angie didn’t appear to be listening. Following her friend’s gaze, she spotted the two local men in the next booth. They were staring, and there was a belligerence in the look that put Clare’s back up. Hoping to soothe, she placed a hand over Angie’s. “We don’t get too many urbanites around here.”

Angie relaxed, smiled, and squeezed Clare’s hand. “I noticed. I was hoping you’d tell me you also didn’t get too many men in white sheets.”

“Stuff like that doesn’t happen in this part of the county.”

“Right.” Angie began to tap her fingers on the table. “Nothing much happens in Emmitsboro.”

“We’re not completely backward. Actually, we had a murder just last week.”

“Only one?” Because Jean-Paul also sensed his wife’s discomfort, he put a hand on her leg beneath the table.

“Only one,” Clare agreed. “And the only one in Emmitsboro for as long as I can remember. It was pretty gruesome, really. Cam’s stepfather was beaten to death and dumped off the road just outside of town.”

“I’m sorry.” Angie forgot the stares. “It must be difficult for Cam.”

Restless, Clare put out her cigarette with quick, short taps. “It is difficult—though they were anything but close.”

“Does he have any suspects?” Jean-Paul asked.

“I don’t know. I doubt it.” Clare glanced out the window at the slow-moving cars and slower-moving people. “It’s hard to believe it could have been anyone from town.” Then she shook her head and changed her phrasing. “No one wants to believe it could have been anyone from town.”

It was after three when they returned home. Jean-Paul had scoured the antique stores and was toting three mahogany frames. To her surprise, Angie had come across a lovely Art Deco pin in sterling and had paid a small fraction of what the price would have been if the pin had found its way to Manhattan.

A big yellow school bus, pregnant with children, stopped at the corner with a belch and a wheeze to offload. The race was on for bikes, for cartoons, for catcher’s mitts.

“There’s Ernie.” Clare spotted him standing at the edge of her driveway. “The model for the arm,” she explained.

“He seems to be waiting for you,” Jean-Paul commented.

“He hangs around sometimes. He’s lonely.” She smiled and waved. “I don’t think he gets along with his parents. They haven’t even bothered to come take a look at the sculpture.”

He watched her, annoyed that she wasn’t alone. He knew the sheriff was busy out at Dopper’s farm where two young calves had been slaughtered. Ernie knew, because he’d done the slaughtering in hopes that it would trigger his initiation into the cult.

“Hi, Ernie. Aren’t you working today?”

“I got a few minutes.”

“Good, I haven’t seen you around the last few days.”

“Been busy.”

“Well, I’d like to show you the finished sculpture. These are my friends, Mr. and Mrs. LeBeau.”

He acknowledged their greetings with a mumble but shook Jean-Paul’s hand when it was offered.

“Come on into the garage. I’d like to know what you think.” Clare led the way. “You haven’t seen it since it was finished and fired,” she continued. “Clay turned out to be the right medium, a little rougher and more primitive than wood. And since Mr. LeBeau plans to have it shipped up to New York soon, this might be your only chance.” She gestured, then hooked her thumbs in her pockets. “So, what do you think?”

Studying it made Ernie feel strange and disjointed. Without thinking, he reached over to cup his left hand around his right forearm. She’d taken part of him somehow, more than his arm and hand and fingers. He couldn’t explain it, didn’t have the words. If he had, he might have chosen essence, for it seemed as though she’d stolen his essence and created it again in the defiant, disembodied arm and fist.

“I guess it’s okay.”

Clare laughed and put a hand on his shoulder. “That’ll do, then. I really appreciate your helping me out.”

“It was no big deal.”

“To us it is a very big deal,” Jean-Paul corrected. “Without you, Clare could not have created this. If she had not created it, we couldn’t display it in our gallery so that other art dealers would pull out their hair in envy and frustration.” He grinned down at the boy. “So you see, we are all in your debt.”

Ernie only shrugged, sending the pendant around his neck swinging. Jean-Paul glanced down at it. Surprise came first, then amusement. Teenagers, he thought, toying with what they couldn’t possibly understand. He glanced back at Ernie, and the smile faded from his lips. A teenager, yes, a boy, but Jean-Paul had the uncomfortable feeling that this boy could understand all too well.

“Jean-Paul?” Angie stepped forward to lay a hand on his arm. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” He eased his wife slightly closer to him. “My mind was wandering. That’s an interesting pendant,” he said to Ernie.

“I like it.”

“We must be keeping you.” Jean-Paul’s voice remained mild, but he kept a protective arm around his wife’s shoulders.

“Yeah.” Ernie’s lip curled over his teeth. “I got things to do.” Lightly, deliberately, he touched his fingers to the pentagram, closed his fist, and lifted the index and pinkie in the sign of the goat. “See you around.”

“Don’t use him again,” Jean-Paul said as he watched Ernie walk away.

Clare’s brows shot up. “Excuse me?”

“To model. Don’t use him. He has bad eyes.”

“Well, really—”

“Humor me.” Smiling again, he kissed Clare’s cheek. “They say my grandmother had the sight.”

“I say you’ve had too much sun,” Clare decided. “And need a drink.”

“I wouldn’t turn one down.” He cast a last glance over his shoulder as he followed Angie and Clare into the kitchen. “Do you have cookies?”

“Always.” She gestured him toward the refrigerator while she headed to the cupboard for a bag of Chips Ahoy. “Christ, listen to those flies. Sounds like a convention.” Curious, she turned toward the screen door and peeked out. The burger she’d consumed with such relish threatened to bolt up. “God. Oh, God.”

“Clare?” Angie was beside her in one leap. “Honey, what—” Then she saw for herself. Pressing the back of her hand to her mouth, she turned away. “Jean-Paul.”

But he was already nudging them aside. On the stoop outside the screen door someone had flung a dead cat, a young black cat. Dark blood had poured and pooled where its head had once been. Black flies drank and buzzed busily.

He swore ripely in French before turning a pasty face to the women. “Go—in the other room. I’ll deal with it.”

“It’s horrible.” Hugging herself, Clare kept her back to the door. “All that blood.” Still terribly fresh, too, she remembered, and swallowed hard. “It must have been a stray dog that killed it and dragged it here.”

Jean-Paul thought of the pendant around Ernie’s neck and wondered. “The boy might have done it.”

“Boy?” Clare steeled herself to hand Jean-Paul a plastic garbage bag. “Ernie? Don’t be ridiculous. It was a dog.”

“He wore a pentagram. A symbol of Satanism.”

“Satanism?” Shuddering, Clare turned away again. “Let’s not get carried away.”

“Satanism?” Angie reached in the refrigerator for the wine. She thought they all would need it. “You read about it now and again. Hear about rites going on in Central Park.”

“Cut it out.” Clare fumbled for a cigarette. “Maybe the kid was wearing some kind of occult symbol—and he probably got a charge out of seeing Jean-Paul notice it. Christ, my father had a peace sign, that didn’t make him a Communist.” She dragged in smoke and let it out quickly. “Lots of people dabble in the occult, especially kids. It’s a way of questioning authority.”

“It can be dangerous,” Jean-Paul insisted.

“That kid didn’t behead some stray cat and leave it on my back doorstep. It’s awful, I’ll grant you, but you’ve been watching too many movies.”

“Maybe.” There was no use upsetting her or Angie any further, and he had to steel himself for the grisly task ahead. “But do something for me, chèrie, and be careful of him. My grandmother said that one should be wary of those who choose the left-hand path. Take the wine,” he told them after a deep breath. “Go in the other room until I’m done here.”

The left-hand path, Clare thought, and remembered the book she had found in her father’s office at the top of the stairs.





Chapter 15

What the hell was going on? Cam settled back on the deck chair, a cold liter bottle of Pepsi at his side. He’d stripped down and showered since returning from the Dopper farm and now, wearing only jeans, watched the sun set, and wondered.

Two young Angus had been brutally butchered. Decapitated. Castrated. According to the vet who had examined the corpses with him, several of the internal organs had been cut out. And were missing.

Sick. Cam shrugged down Pepsi to wash the ugly taste from his mouth. Whoever had done it had wanted to shock and disgust—and had done a damn good job. Even Matt Dopper had been pale and pasty-faced beneath his fury. The calves had been only two months old and would have grown into hulking steers.

To be butchered, Cam thought, but not mutilated. And Matt blamed him, at least partially. If the dogs hadn’t been chained up, no one would have trespassed on the land, no one would have gotten to the stock, no one would have butchered his calves.

Cam leaned back, watching the twilight, feeling the light chill of it on his bare skin. There was a stillness that fascinated him, a lovely kind of hush as the light faded from pearly to dim. Into the silence, like a benediction, came a whippoorwill’s hopeful call.

What was happening to his town, the town he thought he knew so well?

A baby’s grave disturbed, a man hideously murdered, calves mutilated. All of these things had occurred within weeks of each other in a town where the biggest controversy was whether to have a rock or a country band at the Legion on Saturday nights.

Where was the connection? Did there have to be one?

Cam wasn’t naive enough to ignore the fact that city problems, and city violence, could creep down the interstate and sneak into town. Emmitsboro wasn’t Brigadoon. But it had been the next best thing.

Drugs. He took another swig from the bottle and watched the first star blink on. He would have said that whoever had taken a knife to the calves had to be wacked, or just crazy. And that person would have known Dopper’s farm, and known too that the German shepherds were chained. So that someone belonged to Emmitsboro.

The town was close enough to D.C. that it had the potential for a drug drop-off point. The fact was the state police had raided a farmhouse about ten miles south and had confiscated a couple hundred pounds of coke, some automatic rifles, and about twenty thousand in cash. With almost ridiculous regularity, mules were picked up traveling on Interstate 70, stupid enough to speed with bags of coke under the hubcaps.

Could Biff have been picking up extra cash, screwed up a deal, or gotten greedy, then been taken out?

He’d been beaten by someone crazed with fury—or by someone making a point.

But neither of those incidents, nasty as they were, seemed to connect with the gruesome work in the cemetery.

So why were his instincts telling him to look for a connection?

Because he was tired, he thought. Because he’d come back here to escape from the ugliness and the guilt. And, he was forced to admit, the fears he had lived with since he’d held his dying partner in his arms.

He sat back, let his eyes close. Because he wanted a drink, badly wanted a drink, he refused to move. He let himself imagine what it would be like to pick up a bottle, lift it, set those seductive glass lips against his and swallow: hot liquid searing down his throat to burn in his gut and numb his brain. One drink, then two. What the fuck, let’s drink the whole bottle. Life’s too short to be stingy. Let’s drown in it. Drip with it.

Then the misery of the morning after. Sick as a dog and wanting to die. Old Jack heaving back up while you sprawl in the bathroom and cling to the sweaty porcelain.

Hell of a good time.

It was just one of the mind games he played with himself since he’d broken off his friendship with good old Jack Daniels.

He wanted to believe he could get up in the morning and the urge to reach for the bottle would be gone. Vanished. He wanted to think he could get up, cruise into town, hand out a few traffic violations, lecture a few kids, fill out a few forms.

He didn’t want a murder investigation or frantic farmers on his conscience. Most of all he didn’t want to talk again to frightened, grieving parents like the Jamisons, who called every week, like clockwork.

But he knew he would get up the next day, check the urge to poison himself with Jack, then do his job. Because there was no place else for him to go and nothing else for him to do.

You think you know this town, but you don’t.

Sarah Hewitt’s bitter words played back in his head. What had she been telling him? What did she know about Parker?

Cam hadn’t had any luck reaching the former sheriff. Parker had moved from Fort Lauderdale over a year before, without leaving a forwarding address. Now, Cam thought that he would add one more chore to his routine—trying to track Parker down. He only wished he knew why he felt compelled to bother.

He opened his eyes again to full dark, was soothed by it. He picked up the bottle and contented himself with the measly punch of sugar and caffeine. He lighted a cigarette, then swung his telescope around. It always soothed him to look at the stars.

He was studying Venus when he heard a car rattling up his lane. And he knew, with a certainty that surprised him, that it was Clare. More, he knew that he’d been waiting for her.

She’d needed to get out of the house. No, Clare admitted as she bolted out of the car, she’d been frantic to get out of the house. She knew Angie and Jean-Paul would be fine on their own for an hour or two. In fact, she was sure they’d been waiting to have some time alone to discuss Jean-Paul’s theories. She couldn’t think about it. Wouldn’t.

“Hey, Slim.” Cam had walked to the end of the deck to lean over the rail. “Come on up.”

Clare took the deck steps two at a time, then threw her arms around him. Before he could react, she had fastened her mouth hard to his.

“Well,” he managed after a moment. “It’s nice to see you, too.” He stroked his hands up and down her rib cage, then settled them on her hips as he studied her in the backwash of light from the bedroom window. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She knew she had a bright smile on her face. She’d all but glued it there. “I was just restless.” She combed her hands through his hair and pressed against him. “Or maybe it was horny.”

He might have been flattered, even amused, if he’d believed her. He kissed her lightly on the forehead. “You can talk to me, Clare.”

She knew he would listen. That he would care. But she couldn’t tell him about the horror she’d found on her back stoop, or Jean-Paul’s wild suspicions, or the book she had taken from her father’s office and hidden under her mattress the way a teenage boy hides a porno magazine.

“It’s nothing, really. I guess I’m wired—commissions, contracts, great expectations.” It was partially true, but she had a feeling he would sense more if she didn’t wipe it from her mind. “So, what are you doing?” She pulled away from him to stroll along the deck to his telescope.

“Nothing much.” He came up behind her to pick up the bottle of Pepsi. “Want a drink?”

“Yeah.” She took it, sipped from the bottle. “I was hoping you’d call,” she said, then was immediately annoyed with herself. “Forget I said that. What can you see through here?”

He put a hand on her shoulder before she could bend to the eyepiece of the scope. “I did call. Your line was busy.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t stop the satisfied smile. “Angie’s been on the line to New York. Got a cigarette, Rafferty? I must have left my purse in the car.”

He took one out. “I like your friends,” he said, striking a match.

“They’re great. I guess it was stupid, but I was really nervous about your meeting them. It felt like I was showing you off to my parents or something. Oh, Christ.” She plopped onto the arm of his chair. “I can’t believe I said that. Pay no attention to me—pretend I just got here.” She let out a long breath. “God, I feel like a teenager. I hate it.”

“I like it.” Cam put a hand under her chin to lift her face. “In fact, I think I’m crazy about it. Ten minutes ago I was sitting here feeling sorry for myself. Now I can’t figure out why.”

She looked at him. His eyes seemed almost black in the dappled starlight. There was a faint, satisfied smile on his mouth. The pull was so strong her stomach trembled with the effort to hold back. “Rafferty, what have we got here?”

“What do you want to have?”

“I guess I haven’t figured that out yet. I was hoping you had.”

He’d figured it out all right, but he didn’t want to make it easy on her. “Why don’t you think about it for a while?” He sat in the chair next to hers. “I’ve got Venus in the scope. Want to take a look?”

She shifted into the chair and tilted her head. “I like being with you,” she said as she studied the bright red star. “I mean like this—not just in bed.”

“That’s a good start.”

“But the sex is great.”

His lips quirked. “I can’t argue with that.”

“What I’m trying to say is that even though the sex is, well, incredible, that’s not why I …” Care about you, dream about you, think about you. “That’s not why I’m here.”

“Okay.” He took the hand that she was rapping against the arm of the Adirondack chair. “So, why are you here?”

“I just wanted to be with you.” She kept looking through the scope, but she no longer saw anything.

“Okay?”

“Yeah.” He brought her hand to his lips, brushed a kiss over the knuckles in a quietly romantic gesture that brought tears to her eyes.

“I don’t want to screw this up, Cam. I’m real good at screwing things up.”

“We’re doing fine, Slim. Just fine.”

They looked at the stars for more than an hour. When she left, Clare had nearly forgotten about the book she’d secreted away.

Lisa MacDonald was pissed. She was also lost—in the middle of nowhere, as far as she could tell—and her car had definitely given up the ghost. Trying to be optimistic, she gave the engine one more shot. After all, it only had a hundred and sixy-two thousand miles on it. She turned the key and listened to the rattle—death rattle, she thought. The car vibrated beneath her, but didn’t turn over.

Disgusted, she slammed the door on her ’72 Volvo and rounded the hood. Since her forte was ballet and not auto mechanics, she knew ahead of time that it was a wasted effort.

The moon was nearly full, and the stars were brilliant. But the light they shed only cast shadows on the long length of dark road. All she could hear was the monotonous chorus of peepers and crickets. The hood screeched when she lifted it, then fumbled with the bar. Swearing, she went around to the passenger side to search in the glove compartment. Her brother, who was a nag, a pain, and her closest friend, had bought her a flashlight and emergency kit.

“Anyone who drives should be able to change a tire and do simple repairs,” she muttered, mimicking Roy. “Up yours, bro,” she added, but was relieved when the flashlight shot out a steady beam. Roy insisted on solid Duracell batteries.

If she hadn’t been coming to see him—and if he hadn’t insisted she take the train so that she’d felt obliged to drive from Philadelphia, just to irritate him—she wouldn’t be in this fix.

Frowning, she tossed her waist-length blond hair behind her shoulders and aimed the beam on the engine. Looked fine to her, she thought. Everything was black and greasy. So why the hell didn’t it run?

Why the hell hadn’t she had the car tuned before the trip? Because she’d needed a new pair of pointe shoes and her budget hadn’t allowed for both. Lisa had her priorities. Even now, standing in the dark, alone, beside her dead car, she wouldn’t have done things differently. She would have bought dance shoes before food, and often did.

Tired, annoyed, and impatient, she turned a circle, shining the light as she went. She saw a fence and a field, and a scatter of lights that seemed at least two miles away. There were woods, thick and dark, and the black ribbon of road that disappeared around a curve.

Where were the gas stations, the phone booths? Where the hell was a McDonald’s? How did people live like this? She slammed the hood and sat on it.

Maybe she should take a page out of the Boy Scout manual and stay put until someone found her. She stared up the road, then down the road, and gave a long, gusty sigh. At this rate, she’d be ready for social security before she got to civilization.

She could start walking. At five four and a hundred pounds, she might have looked frail and petite, but the rigors of dance had toughened her body. She had as much, maybe more endurance than your average quarterback. But which way—and for how long?

Resigned, she went back to the car for her map and the detailed directions Roy had given her—which she had somehow managed to mess up. She left the door open and sat sideways on the driver’s seat as she tried to figure out where she had gone wrong.

She’d passed Hagerstown. That she was sure of, because she’d pulled off the interstate there for gas and a diet Coke. And a Hershey bar, she reminded herself guiltily. Then she’d come to Route 64, just as Roy had said. And she’d turned right.

Shit. She dropped her head in her hands. She’d turned left, she was all but sure of it. In her mind, she went back to the intersection, saw the convenience store on one side, the cornfield on the other. She’d stopped at the light, munching on chocolate and humming along with Chopin. The light had changed. She’d turned. Her brow furrowed in concentration. Lisa’s mental block between right and left was the joke of the dance company. When she danced, she wore a rubber band on her right wrist.

Oh, yeah, she thought now. She’d turned left, all right.

The trouble was she’d been born left-handed, and her father had insisted she use her right. Twenty years later, she was still confused.

It was hard to blame dear old dad for the fact that she was sitting in a broken-down car in the middle of nowhere. But it helped.

So, she’d made a wrong turn. Lisa combed long, delicate fingers through her hair. That wasn’t a big deal. All she had to do was figure out whether to walk up the road or down it.

She wasn’t the kind of woman who panicked, but one who thoroughly, often stubbornly, worked her way through a situation. She did so now, backtracking on the map, pinpointing the area of her mistake, then moving forward toward the nearest town.

Emmitsboro, she decided. Unless she was completely brain damaged, she should be able to follow the road about two miles. She would come to the town, or with luck, to a house along the way where she could call Roy and confess to being stupid, inept, and irresponsible. At the moment, confession seemed better than spending the night in the car.

Lisa stuck her keys in the pocket of her sweats, grabbed her purse, and set off.

It wasn’t exactly how she’d planned to spend the evening. She’d pictured herself landing on Roy’s doorstep a good twelve hours before he’d be expecting her. She’d wanted to surprise him, then to open the bottle of champagne she’d brought with her.

It wasn’t every day she could announce she’d just been handed the plum role of Dulcinea in the company’s production of Don Quixote. Though she was the kind of woman who made friends easily and kept them, there was no one she wanted to share her news with more than her brother.

She could imagine his face lighting up when she told him, the way he would laugh and grab her and swing her around. It had been her mother who had dutifully taken her to dance classes, day after day. But it had been Roy who had understood her need, who had encouraged, who had believed.

Something rustled in the bushes. Being a city girl through and through, Lisa jolted, squealed, then swore. Where were the frigging streetlights? she wondered and was doubly grateful for the flashlight gripped in her hand.

To comfort herself, she started to imagine how much worse it could be. It could have been raining. It could have been cold. An owl hooted, making her quicken her steps. She could be attacked by a gang of mad rapists. She could have broken a leg. She shuddered. A broken leg was much worse than mad rapists.

She’d be going into rehearsals in a week. Lisa imagined herself flicking open the frilly black fan, spinning gracefully into a dozen fouetté turns.

She could see the lights, hear the music, feel the wonder. There was nothing, nothing more important than dance in her life. For sixteen years she had been waiting, working, praying for the chance to prove herself as a principal dancer.

Now she had it, she thought, and hugged herself before turning three pirouettes in the middle of the dark road. And every cramp, every bead of sweat, and every tear would have been worth it.

She was smiling when she spotted the car pulled off the shoulder of the road and heading into the woods. Her first thought was, salvation. Maybe there was a nice, clever man—she hated to be sexist, but now wasn’t the time for sensitivity—who could fiddle with her car.

But she stopped on the side of the road, wondering why the car was pulled into the bush, half hidden from view. Uncertain, she took a few steps closer before she called, “Hello? Is anyone there?” She glanced up the road, that endless dark tunnel, and took another step, carefully avoiding a gully. “Hello? I could use some help.” She shined the light at her feet, watching out for any ankle twisters as she started down the gentle slope. “Is anyone here?” She glanced up at the sound of rustling brush. “My car—” she began, then stopped.

They seemed to melt out of the trees. Two shadowy figures, draped in black. They were faceless, formless. The fear that rose up in her was instinctive and sharp. The beam of light shook as she aimed it at them. She took a step back, turned to run, but they moved quickly.

She screamed in pain and in terror as her hair was grabbed and ruthlessly wrenched. An arm came around her waist, lifting her up. Every woman’s nightmare swam blackly in her brain. She kicked out, a vicious snap of her long legs, but met only air. Flailing with legs and arms, she slapped the flashlight against skull. There was a grunt, an oath, as the hold loosened. As she scrambled for freedom, she heard her shirt tear.

Something struck her face, making her reel, blurring her vision. Then she was running, blindly. She knew she was sobbing. She could feel each breath burn her throat. She tried to stop, her panicked mind focusing on the fact that they could hear and follow.

She realized she had run into the woods and lost all direction. Fallen logs turned into traps, leafy trees into barriers. She was the rabbit, fast but dazzled by fear, chased ruthlessly by the pack. Wild with terror, she plunged on. The roar of her heartbeat was so loud, she never heard the racing footsteps behind her.

He caught her in a vicious tackle, rapping her knee hard against a rock. Even through fear she heard the bone pop. Her leg twisted as her body hit the ground with a force that had pain singing through her. She tasted her own blood as her teeth sawed into her lip.

He was chanting. Dear God, was all she could think. He was chanting. And she could smell blood.

She heard more now, as he dragged her over. Bodies crashing through the trees. Shouts. Coming closer. Yet her captor didn’t call to them. She could see his eyes, only his eyes. And she knew she would be fighting for her life.

He thought he had her cowed. She could see it. Indeed, she could smell her own fear. When he shifted to tear at her clothes, she raked her nails hard over his hand. She was fighting, with teeth and nails and every ounce of strength in her body.

But his hands were around her throat. He was growling, like an animal, she thought dizzily. She was choking, graying out, and her struggles weakened. The heels of her sneakers beat against the dirt.

She couldn’t breathe—couldn’t breathe. Her eyes were wide and bulging as he smiled down at her. Limp, boneless, her hands slid down the rough material of his cloak and shook on the carpet of leaves.

Dying. She was dying. And her hands clenched in the crackling leaves.

Her groping fingers closed over a rock. Her heart and lungs were ready to burst as she brought it up and smashed it against the back of his head. He grunted, and his fingers went lax. Even as she gulped in the first painful breath of air, she hit him again.

Gagging, she struggled out from under him. She’d never known such pain and wanted only to lie down and weep until it passed. But she heard voices, shouts, running. Fear barreled into her, pushing her up. She bit her lip when her leg buckled, when the agony of it shot up into her belly. In a limping run, she raced through the trees, knowing there were others close behind.

* * *

Clare felt better. Incredibly better, she thought. She was almost humming as she drove home from Cam’s. She hadn’t known that sitting out and looking at the stars, talking about nothing of particular importance could calm jangled nerves. She was sorry she couldn’t have stayed, couldn’t have snuggled up in bed beside him, to make love, or just to talk and drift into sleep.

Angie and Jean-Paul would have understood, she thought with a smile. But her mother had drummed manners into her a bit too successfully. In any case, she wanted to get back, to close herself off in her room and study the book from her father’s office.

Hiding it away wouldn’t solve anything. That was another conclusion her time with Cam had brought her to. She would read it, try to think it through. She would even go through the rest of the books that had been packed away.

“How about that, Dr. Janowski?” she muttered. “I didn’t have to shell out a hundred and fifty dollars to figure out the best answer is to face the problem, then deal with it.”

Besides, there wasn’t going to be any problem. She tossed her head, and the wind sent her hair dancing around her face. Everything was going to be fine. Emmitsboro would have its parade, a few speeches, then would settle back to its quiet monotony. Just the way she liked it.

She saw the figure dash out of the woods. A deer, Clare thought as she pressed her foot down hard on the brake. The car skidded and swerved as she yanked at the wheel. Her headlights veered crazily and caught the figure—the figure of a woman, Clare realized with sick panic—just before the right fender bumped against flesh.

“Oh, Jesus. Oh, Jesus.” Clare was out of the car in a flash, her limbs like Jell-O. The stink of rubber stung the air. Slumped beside the car was a woman. Blood stained the legs of her sweatpants, was smeared on her hands. “Oh, please. Please, God.” Murmuring brokenly, Clare crouched down to gently brush back the fall of blond hair with shaking fingers.

Lisa blinked but could barely focus. Something had scraped her eye badly as she’d stumbled through the woods. “Help me.” Her voice was a raspy whisper, barely audible.

“I will. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you until it was too late.”

“A car.” Lisa pushed herself up, bracing a palm on the concrete and locking her elbow. Each word burned like acid in her throat, but she had to make herself understood before it was too late. “Thank God. Help me, please. I don’t think I can get up alone.”

“I don’t think you should move.” Wasn’t there something about neck or spinal injuries? Christ, why hadn’t she ever taken a first-aid course?

“They’re coming! Hurry! For God’s sake!” Lisa was already pulling herself up by the bumper. “For God’s sake hurry!”

“All right. All right.” She could hardly leave the woman lying in the middle of the road while she went for help. As gently as possible, Clare maneuvered Lisa into the passenger seat. “Here, let me—”

“Just drive.” Lisa was terrified she would black out. With a hand clenched on the door handle, she peered out into the woods. Her good eye wheeled with panic. “Drive fast, before they find us.”

“I’m taking you to a hospital.”

“Anywhere.” Lisa covered her bloody face with her hand. “Take me anywhere but here.” She slumped in the seat as Clare drove away. Lisa’s body began to shake as she swam toward unconsciousness. “His eyes,” she murmured, fretful. “Oh, God, his eyes. Like the devil’s.”

Cam had his mouth full of toothpaste when the phone rang. He spat, swore halfheartedly, and didn’t bother to rinse. The phone was on its third ring when he lifted it from the nightstand. “Hello?”

“Cam.”

He needed only that one syllable to tell him something was wrong. “Clare, what is it?”

“I’m at the hospital. I—”

“What happened?” he demanded, grabbing the jeans he’d slung over the chair. “How bad are you hurt?”

“It’s not me. I’m fine.” Her hand trembled so violently the coffee in the Styrofoam cup splashed over the sides. “There was an accident—a woman. She ran out of the woods. I thought she was a deer. I tried to stop. Oh, God, Cam, I don’t know how bad I hurt her. They won’t tell me. I need—”

“I’m on my way. Just sit down, Slim, and close your eyes.”

“Okay.” She pressed a hand to her lips. “Thanks.”

It seemed like hours. She sat in the Emergency Room, listening to the moans, the slap of feet on tile, the droning television. Leno was doing his monologue, and apparently knocking them dead. Clare kept staring down at the bloodstains on her blouse and jeans—reliving over and over that instant when she’d hit the brakes.

Had she hesitated? Had she been driving too fast? She’d been daydreaming. If she’d been paying closer attention, that woman wouldn’t be in surgery.

God, she thought, I don’t even know her name.

“Clare.”

Dazed, she looked up just as Cam crouched beside her. “I don’t even know her name.”

“It’s okay.” He brought her hands to his lips and held them there, assuring himself she was whole and safe. There was blood on her shirt, but after the first jolt of panic, he knew it wasn’t hers. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“She ran in front of the car. I hit her.”

He noted that her face was colorless, even her lips. Her pupils were dilated. When he put the back of his hand to her cheek, he found the skin clammy and cold. “Has anyone looked at you?”

She gave him a blank look. “I want to know what’s happening. I have to know. They’ll tell you, won’t they? Please, Cam, I can’t stand it.”

“All right. Stay right here. I won’t be long.”

She watched him as he walked to a nurse, took out his identification. After a few moments, the nurse led him away down a hall. When he returned, he was carrying a blanket, which he tucked around her before he sat.

“She’s in surgery.” He took her hand, warming it between his. “It may be awhile. Her knee was badly damaged and her eye.” He waited until Clare pressed her lips together and nodded. “There’re some internal injuries and a lot of bruising around the throat. Clare, can you tell me how hard you hit her? How far the impact tossed her?”

“They asked me all that.”

“Tell me.”

“It seemed like kind of a bump. I was nearly stopped. I thought I’d be able to stop in time. I swung the car hard, to the left. I swear, it felt as though I’d be able to stop. But then, when I got out of the car, she was lying there, and there was blood.”

Cam’s eyes narrowed. “She was right beside the car?”

“Yes, she was almost under the damn tire.” She pressed a hand to her mouth. “I didn’t know what to do. She begged me to help her.”

“She talked to you?”

Clare only nodded her head and rocked.

“Okay, take a minute.” He put an arm around her shoulder, pressed a kiss to her temple. But he was thinking quickly. “Do you want some water?”

She shook her head. “I’m okay. It’s only that I keep seeing her, in that instant she was caught in my headlights.”

He would question her about that as well, but he wanted to give her time. “Just listen. The intern on E.R. duty said her clothes were torn. There were leaves and twigs stuck to them and tangled in her hair. The bruises on her neck indicate attempted strangulation.”

“But …”

“You said she ran out of the woods. Would you be able to show me where?”

“I won’t forget it anytime soon.”

“Okay.” He smiled, noting some color was seeping back into her cheeks. “I’d like to take a look at your car before I take you home.”

“I can’t go. Not until I know.”

“You’re ragged out, Slim.”

“Not until I know.” She took a deep breath before she turned to look at him. “She was running away from someone. It didn’t click in before. I was so scared. I didn’t want to move her, but she tried to climb into the car. She was terrified, Cam. The pain must have been awful for her, but she was actually trying to crawl into the car. She said we had to get away before they found us.”

He brushed a kiss over her brow. “I’m going to find you a bed.”

“No, I don’t want—”

“That’s the condition, or I put you in the car and take you home. You need to relax.” He sighed. “Clare, we’ll have to take a blood test. For alcohol.”

“Alcohol?” The color faded again. “Christ, Cam. I hadn’t been drinking. You know. I’d just left—”

“Slim, it’s for the record.” He took her rigid hand in his again. “For your own protection.”

“Right.” She stared up at Leno, hooting over some sophisticated joke. “Do what you have to do, Sheriff.”

“Fuck that.” He wanted to shake her, but she looked as though she’d rattle apart at a touch. Patience, he warned himself. He wished it came easily to him. “Clare, I’m here to help you. There’s a procedure, a necessary one. I’ll make it as easy on you as I can.”

“I know. Sorry.” But she didn’t look at him. “I’ll cooperate. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

I want you to lean on me again, he thought. “I want you to take the test. Try to relax. Try to trust me.” She didn’t respond, but she did look at him. “And I need you to give me a statement.”

“Oh.” She turned away again. “As a friend or as the sheriff?”

“I can be both.” He took her face in his hands and turned it back to his. “Don’t pull back on me, Slim. I’m getting used to you.”

She pressed her lips together, afraid she would blubber and make things worse than they already were. “Are you going to leave after you get the statement?”

He studied her, brushing his thumbs gently over her cheekbones. “I figure you’ve had a rough night so you’re entitled to one stupid question. But that’s the last one.”

As the relief worked its way through her, she nearly managed to smile. “I probably wouldn’t think of any more if you’d just hold my hand for a while.”

He cupped it in his. “How’s that?”

“Better.” She leaned her head against his shoulder and shut her eyes. “Lots better.”





Chapter 16

She must have dozed off. When Clare dragged herself out of sleep, her heart was racing. The dry, sour taste of fear coated her mouth as she scrambled to sit up. For a moment, dream struggled against reality, and the hard table with the gauzy curtain surrounding it became a coffin, the image screaming through her brain.

Then she remembered Cam leading her back through the E.R., into the little cubicle, drawing the privacy curtain so that the light filtered weakly through. She could see shadows moving beyond it.

He had gotten his hands on a tape recorder and taken her briefly and thoroughly through the events that happened after she left his house.

She’d felt both sad and awkward answering his questions. He hadn’t been wearing his badge, but she’d known it stood between them.

After he had put the recorder away, labeling and pocketing the tape, he had brought her a cup of tea and stayed with her until she drifted off.

She was relieved he wasn’t there now, that she could take a moment to calm herself. The dream that had awakened her was still running through her mind like film on an endless loop.

Her old nightmare had mixed with a new one, one of herself running through the woods, crashing through brush and bursting out on the road. Behind her was the swell of chanting growing louder, louder. A smell of blood and smoke. It had been her white and terrified face caught in the hard glare of headlights. Behind the wheel of the car bearing down on her was the figure of a man with the head of a goat.

She had awakened on impact with the sickening thud echoing in her head.

Clare rubbed her hands over her face and could feel a wild pulsing in her fingertips. She was awake, she reminded herself, safe and unhurt. As her heartbeat quieted, she heard the beep of pages. Nearby she heard a hacking cough and someone moaning.

Nightmares fade, she thought. Reality doesn’t. There was another woman lying in a bed somewhere upstairs. A woman she was responsible for.

Just as she started to swing her legs off the padded table, the curtain was parted.

“You’re awake.” Cam came forward to take her hand and study her face.

“How long did I sleep? Is she out of surgery? I want to—” She broke off, seeing that Cam was not alone. “Dr. Crampton.”

He gave her a reassuring smile and patted her free hand. “Well, young lady, what have we got here?” he said as he took her pulse.

It was the same greeting he’d given her when he treated her for an ear infection fifteen years ago. It triggered the same reaction. “I’m fine. I don’t need a shot or anything.”

He chuckled, pushing his wire-rim glasses back up his prominent nose. “It’s mighty depressing when people always look at you as though you’ve got a hypodermic in your pocket. Any dizziness?”

“No. Cam, you had no business bringing Dr. Crampton all the way up here.”

“I figured you’d be more comfortable with Doc Crampton. Besides”—he grinned at her—“the intern on duty is too young and too good-looking.” He turned to the doctor. “No offense.”

“I don’t need a doctor.” How could he joke? How could he? “Tell me how she is.”

“She’s out of surgery.” Cam kept Clare’s hand in his while Crampton shined a light in her eyes. “She hasn’t come around yet, but she’s going to be okay.” He couldn’t bring himself to tell her that it was going to take at least one more operation to reconstruct the woman’s knee.

“Thank God.” She was so relieved she didn’t object when Crampton fit a blood pressure cuff over her arm. “Can I see her?”

“Not until morning.” He squeezed her hand before she could object. “Doctor’s orders, Slim, not mine.”

“You’re carrying around a lot of stress, young lady,” Dr. Crampton told her. “Entirely too much. You call the office and make an appointment for next week. No arguments, now.”

“No, sir.”

He smiled at her. “You’re going to try to find a way to slip out of it.”

She smiled back. “You bet.”

“You always were one of my worst patients.” He tapped a finger on the tip of her nose. “I want you to relax. I’m going to give you something to help you sleep.” He caught the stubborn look in her eye and sent her one in return. “I’d do the same for my own girl.”

It made her sigh. This was the man who’d seen her through chicken pox and that first, horribly embarrassing pelvic exam. His patient voice hadn’t changed, nor the gentleness of his hands. New and deeper lines were etched around his eyes since the last time Clare had been his patient. His hair was thinner, his waist thicker. But she remembered very clearly the way he had dispensed balloons from a china clown on his desk, for good girls and boys. “Don’t I get a prize?”

He chuckled again and opened his bag. He pulled out a long red balloon to go with the sample of pills. “Nothing wrong with your memory.”

She took it, the symbol of hope and childhood, and balled it in her hand. “It was good of you to come all this way, Doctor. I’m sorry Cam got you out of bed.”

“It won’t be the first time or the last.” He winked at her. “You had a nasty shock, Clare, but I think rest will put you right. But you make that appointment, or I’ll take back that balloon.” He picked up his bag, then turned to Cam. “I can talk to the surgeon if you want, look in on the patient from time to time.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

He waved the thanks away, and they watched him go, tiredness slowing his steps.

“He hasn’t changed,” Clare said.

Cam brought her hand up to his cheek and held it there. “You gave me a scare, Slim.”

“Sorry.”

“Still mad at me?”

She shifted restlessly. “Not really. It’s a little weird being interrogated by someone I’m sleeping with.”

He let go of her hand, stepped back. “I can have Bud do the follow-up if you’d feel better about it.”

She was screwing it up, Clare thought. Right on schedule. “No, I’ll handle it.” She tried a smile and almost made it. “So, what’s the next step?”

“I can take you home so you can get some real sleep.” That’s what he wanted to do.

“Or?”

“If you’re up to it, you can take me back to the scene, go through it with me.” That’s what he felt obliged to do.

She felt a skitter of panic inside her and ruthlessly squashed it. “Okay, we’ll take door number two.”

“I’ll drive. We’ll have your car picked up later.” He wanted to examine it thoroughly, with more than a flashlight, for evidence of impact.

She slid off the table, then reached for his hand. “I think I left my keys in it.”

Other wounds had been treated that night. Other decisions had been made. The twelve remaining children of Satan had closed ranks. Their fears had been put to rest. On the night of the full moon, they would meet for the Esbat. To celebrate. To consecrate. To sacrifice.

The offering that had been sent to them had escaped. They had only to choose another.

“It was here.” Clare closed her eyes as Cam steered his car to the shoulder. “I was coming the other way, but this is where …” A squeal of brakes, her own scream. “This is where I hit her.”

“You want to stay in the car while I take a look?”

“No.” She wrenched open the door and pushed herself out.

The moon had set. The stars were fading. It was the darkest, coldest part of night. Was there an hour, she wondered, when man was more vulnerable than this, the time that belonged to creatures who slept or hid by day? There was a rustle in the brush—the cry of the hunter, the scream of the prey. She saw the shadow of an owl as it glided away with its kill caught, bleeding, in its talons. The crickets continued their tireless music.

Clare wrapped her arms tight around her body. Cam was already playing his light on the skid marks that started up the road, then veered dramatically to the left.

From the length of them, he gauged that Clare hadn’t been doing more than forty. And from the angle, she’d obviously reacted quickly, wheeling her car away. Judging by the evidence at his feet and Clare’s statement, it appeared likely to him that the woman had run into Clare, rather than the other way around. But he kept his opinion to himself for the moment.

“She came out of the woods?” he prompted.

“Just there.” She pointed, her artist’s imagination recreating the scene vividly. “She was running, sort of a quick, stumbling gait. For just a fraction of a second, I thought she was a deer—the way she just burst out of the trees and kept going. My first thought was, shit, I’m going to run over Bambi. And Bambi’s going to wreck my car. I remember Blair hitting a buck the first month we had our drivers’ licenses, and totaling the Pinto.”

She unwrapped her arms, then stuck her hands in her pockets. Inside were a couple of spare coins her nervous fingers could toy with. “I hit the brakes hard and dragged at the wheel. She was out on the road so fast. Then I saw her in the headlights.”

“Tell me what you saw.”

“A woman, very slim, lots of blond hair. There was blood on her face, on her shirt, on her pants. As if I’d already mowed her down.” Her spit seemed to dry up in her mouth as she spoke. “Got a cigarette?”

He took two out, lit them both, and handed her one. “Then what?”

The resentment eased back into her, like the smoke she inhaled. “Cam, I’ve already told you.”

“Tell me here.”

“I hit her.” She snapped the words off and paced a few feet away. “There was this awful thud.”

He played his light on the road again, following the trail of blood that ended beside the skid mark Clare’s right tire had made.

“She was conscious?”

She dragged on the cigarette again, struggling not to hate him. “Yes, she asked me to help her. She was scared, really scared. Whatever she’d been running from was worse for her than her injuries.”

“She had keys.”

“What?”

“She had keys in her pocket.” He pulled out a little plastic bag that contained them. “One’s a car key.” He scanned the road. “Let’s take a ride.”

As they drove, he was silent, thinking. She’d had no purse, no backpack, no I.D. Pretty blondes didn’t go unnoticed in a small town like Emmitsboro, so he was betting she wasn’t a local. When he spotted the Volvo parked on the shoulder a mile from the accident site, he wasn’t surprised.

Clare said nothing as she watched him work. He took out a bandanna, using it to cover his fingers as he opened the glove box and sifted through its contents.

“Lisa MacDonald.” He read from the registration card before he glanced up at Clare. “Now we know her name.”

“Lisa MacDonald,” Clare repeated. It was a name she wouldn’t forget.

He found a map as well, and neatly printed directions from Philadelphia to Williamsport, a town about fifteen miles from Emmitsboro. Still using the bandanna, he took the keys from the evidence bag and slid one into the ignition. The engine sputtered.

“Looks like she had a breakdown.”

“But why would she have gone into the woods?”

Maybe someone took her there, Cam thought, and pocketed the registration. “That’s what I’ll have to find out.” He closed the car door. The sun was beginning to rise above the mountains to the east. In its ghostly light, Clare looked pale and exhausted. “I’ll take you home.”

“Cam, I want to help. I want to do something.”

“The best thing you can do now is take Doc’s pills and get some sleep. They’ll call me when she wakes up. I’ll let you know.”

He had shifted completely into his cop mode, and she didn’t like it. “What are you going to do now?”

“Make some phone calls. File a report. Come on.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said as he pulled her back to his car. “I can help.”

“Clare, this is my job. I can’t see you letting me hold your welding torch.”

“This is different. I’m involved.”

“The difference is this is official business.” He pulled open the car door and nudged her inside. “And you’re a witness.”

“A witness to what?”

“I’ll let you know.” He closed the door.

* * *

The news spread like wildfire. Doc Crampton told his wife when he finally climbed into bed. His wife told Alice during their morning phone call. Alice hunted down Bud before the breakfast shift was over. By noon, when Cam arranged for George Howard to use his tow truck to bring the Volvo into the back lot of Jerry’s Auto Sales and Repairs, the story was spreading through town like a fast-mutating virus.

Min Atherton didn’t waste any time hustling over to the Kimball house with her prizewinning orange-and-marshmallow Jell-O mold and a nose itching for gossip. When she was turned away by an immovable Angie, who told her Clare was resting and couldn’t be disturbed, she clumped off to Betty’s House of Beauty to complain about that uppity black woman.

By the second lunch shift at Emmitsboro High, the rumor being passed out like the Steak Nuggets and Tater Rounds was that a psycho was loose in Dopper’s Woods.

Others said the woman had run into Junior Dopper’s ghost, but most favored the psycho.

They speculated in the market, over the iceburg lettuce, about whether Sheriff Rafferty was covering up for Clare, seeing as they’d gotten so cozy. After all, he wasn’t turning up much on Biff Stokey’s murder either, though it was hard to blame him for that.

And wasn’t it too bad about Jane Stokey selling her farm and getting ready to move down to Tennessee? The Rafferty place—it had been the Rafferty place for close to a hundred years and would always be the Rafferty place in local minds—would probably be sliced up for building lots. Just wait and see. Lord, look at the price on these tomatoes. Hothouse, too. Got no taste.

Wasn’t it something about those calves of Matt Dopper’s? Had to be drug addicts from down in the city. Same ones that killed old Biff. Sheriff ought to be able to figure it out.

The buzzing went on, over the counters, through the telephone wires crisscrossing town, beside the swings in the park, where toddlers raced in the bright May sunshine.

Cam fielded dozens of calls and sent Bud or Mick out to ease the spreading anxiety from in and around town. People were jumpy enough to lock their doors, to peer out of dark windows before they climbed into bed. He could almost see the shotguns and hunting rifles standing oiled and loaded beside doorways, and hoped to God he wouldn’t have to deal with a rash of accidental shootings.

It was bad enough during deer season when the lawyers and dentists and other desk jockeys from the city crowded the woods, shooting at one another more often than they shot at a buck, and mostly missing. But the people of Emmitsboro knew one end of a twenty gauge from the other.

If the town panicked, he’d have to go to the mayor about signing on another deputy, at least temporarily, to help handle the nail biters who would see Charles Manson every time a tree branch rattled a window.

He pushed away from his desk and went into the broom-closet-sized bathroom in the back of the office. It smelled—no, reeked, Cam thought—of Lysol. That was Bud’s work. The germ-fighting deputy.

Bending over the bowl, he splashed cold water on his face, trying to rinse the rust out of his mouth and eyes. He hadn’t slept in thirty-six hours, and his mind was almost as sluggish as his body.

There had been a time when he and his partner had stayed up as long, trapped in a freezing or sweaty car during a stakeout. Taking turns catching naps, drinking atomic coffee, making up stupid word games just to relieve the impossible tedium.

He lifted his head, face dripping, and stared into the spotty mirror. He wondered if there would ever come a time when he wouldn’t remember. Or at least when those memories would dull a bit around the edges and become more comfortable to live with.

Christ in heaven, he wanted a drink.

Instead, he rubbed his face dry and went back into the office for more coffee. He’d just scalded his tongue when Clare walked in. She took one look at his shadowed eyes, the stubble of beard, and shook her head.

“You haven’t been to bed at all.”

He drank again, burning his already raw mouth. “What are you doing here?”

“I sent Angie down to make tea and snuck out. She and Jean-Paul would make great wardens. I figured if I called you, you’d put me off. This way it’ll be tougher.”

“She came around. She’s a little vague on what happened, but she knew her name, the year, and her address.”

“You said you’d call.”

“I figured you were still asleep.”

“Well, I’m not.” Clare paced to his desk, then to the window while she struggled with her temper. It was a lost cause. “Damn it, Cam, official business or not, I have a right to know.”

“And I’m telling you,” he said evenly.

“I’m going to see her.” She turned to the door.

“Hold it.”

“Fuck that.” She whirled around again, ready to fight. “I not only have a right to see her, I have an obligation.”

“You’re not responsible. What happened to her happened in the woods.”

“Whether she was hurt before or after I ran into her, I was there.”

“You didn’t run into her,” he corrected. “Your car doesn’t have a mark on it. She may have bumped into you, but that’s as far as it goes.”

Her temper sizzled in spite of her relief. “Damn it, I was there. And let’s get something straight,” she continued before he could get in a word. “I don’t need or want to be coddled or patronized or protected. If I’ve given you that impression, well, too bad. I’ve been running my life for too long to let you tell me what I should or shouldn’t do now.”

Because he figured it was safer for both of them, Cam stayed where he was. “You get a hell of a lot across in a short time, Slim.” He set down his coffee, very carefully. “I thought you’d like to know that I contacted Lisa’s brother. He’s on his way to the hospital, and when Bud gets back to take over here, so am I.”

“Fine.” She felt stupid, angry, and guilty but couldn’t let it stop her. “I’ll see you there.” She slammed the door on her way out. She’d only taken two steps when she ran into Jean-Paul. “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

“I thought you might be here.”

“Listen, I appreciate your concern, but I’m in a hurry. I’m going up to the hospital to see Lisa MacDonald.”

He knew her too well to argue, and only took her arm. “Then we’ll go by the house first so Angie can stop tearing out her beautiful hair, and I’ll drive you.”

Pacing the hospital corridor for the better part of an hour had Clare’s resentment rising all over again. Lisa MacDonald’s room was off-limits except to immediate family and hospital staff. Sheriff’s orders. So she would wait, Clare decided. If he thought she would go quietly to twiddle her thumbs at home, he obviously didn’t know whom he was dealing with.

And maybe that was the problem. They really didn’t know each other.

“I brought you some tea.” Jean-Paul gave her a plastic cup. “To calm your nerves.”

“Thanks, but it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than tea.”

“They didn’t have vodka in the concession machine.”

She gave a half laugh and sipped to please him. “Why won’t he let me go in and see her? What does he think he’s doing, Jean-Paul?”

“His job, chèrie.”

A long breath hissed out between her teeth. “Don’t go logical on me now.”

She spotted Cam the moment he stepped off the elevator. There was a woman beside him carrying a briefcase. Clare pushed the cup back into Jean-Paul’s hand and marched toward Cam. “What the hell’s the idea, Rafferty? I have a right to see her.”

Cam had just spent twenty minutes waiting for the attending physician to give him the go-ahead to take Lisa’s statement. “Lisa MacDonald has rights,” he said shortly. “If she wants to see you after I’ve talked to her, that’s fine.” He kept walking as he spoke, then, signaling to a nurse, went into Lisa’s room and shut the door.

The tall, pale-haired man sitting beside Lisa’s bed rose immediately. Roy MacDonald leaned over to murmur something to his sister, then crossed to Cam. He was about twenty-five, Cam judged, his serious face composed of finely drawn features. There were lines of strain around his eyes and mouth, and the hand he offered to Cam was cold but steady.

“You’re Sheriff Rafferty.”

“Yes. I’ve just spoken with Dr. Su, Mr. MacDonald. He’s given me the nod to take a statement from your sister. This is Mrs. Lomax, the stenographer.”

“I’ll stay.”

“I think that would be best.” Cam gave a nod for the stenographer to set up. “This will probably be hard for her. And for you.”

“Whatever it takes to find out who did this to her.” Roy MacDonald’s hands clenched and unclenched. “The doctor said she wasn’t raped.”

“No, there was no indication of sexual assault.”

“One small blessing,” Roy murmured. “Her leg.” He had to swallow and made certain he kept his voice low. “There’s some artery damage—and the knee. She’s a dancer.” He glanced back at his sister while helplessness and rage battled. “She was a dancer.”

“I can tell you that they got her into surgery very quickly and that the surgical staff here is as respected as any in the state.”

“I’m holding on to that.” He gave himself a moment, afraid, as he had been afraid since the sheriff’s call that morning, that he would break down and do Lisa more harm than good. “She doesn’t know that it’s—that she probably won’t dance again. Once she starts thinking …”

“I’ll try to make it easy on her.”

Roy went back to his sister, took her hand. When she spoke, her voice was a shaky croak. “Is it Mom and Dad?”

“No, not yet. They’ll be here soon, Lisa. It’s the sheriff. He wants to ask you some questions.”

“I don’t know.” Her fingers curled tight around his. “Don’t leave me.”

“I’m not going anywhere. You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.” He pulled his chair closer to the bed and sat. “You don’t have to do anything.”

“It doesn’t matter.” She felt the tears burn her throat, but they wouldn’t come. “It doesn’t matter,” she repeated in the same raw whisper.

“Miss MacDonald.” Cam stood on the other side of the bed and waited for her to turn her head and focus her good eye on him. “I’m Sheriff Rafferty, from Emmitsboro. If you’re feeling up to it, I’d like to ask you some questions. The stenographer will take everything down. We can go as slowly as you like and stop whenever you want.”

There was pain, a grinding pain in her leg that played a merciless tug-of-war with the drugs they’d given her. She was afraid it would go on. She was afraid it would stop. Roy was wrong; she already knew she would never dance Dulcinea. “All right.”

Cam glanced at Mrs. Lomax, who nodded, her hands poised over the keys. “Why don’t you start by telling me as much as you remember about what happened?”

“I don’t remember.” The fingers in her brother’s hand began to flex and flutter.

“Your car broke down?” Cam prompted.

“Yes. I was driving down from Philadelphia to see Roy. I wanted to …” But she couldn’t speak of the ballet, of the company, of her dreams coming true. “I got lost, made a wrong turn.” She sent Roy a wan smile. “Some things don’t change.”

Afraid he would weep, he squeezed her hand tighter but said nothing.

“I looked at the map and figured out that I was only a couple of miles from Emmits—Emmits—”

“Emmitsboro,” Cam supplied.

“Yes. Emmitsboro. I thought I would start walking, maybe I would come to a house. I was walking …” She could see herself turning pirouettes in the center of the road.

“What happened then, Miss MacDonald?”

She shook her head. There was a black curtain between herself and her memory. Thin but opaque. “A car.” She closed her eyes, shook her head. “A car,” she repeated, but couldn’t quite grasp it. “There was a woman.” She could hear a voice in her head, frightened, shaking. Gentle fingers on her face. “I needed her to help me.”

“Why?”

“I was afraid.”

“Of what?”

Lisa shook her head again. “I only remember being afraid. She helped me into the car. We have to hurry. We have to get away.”

“From what?”

Her eyes filled, and the salt burned the injured one. “I don’t know. Was there a woman? Did I imagine it?”

“No, there was a woman.” There were times he had to trust his instincts. “Hold on a minute,” he said, then went to the door. “Clare?”

Clare whipped around quickly and started toward him. “Are you going to let me see her?”

“I want you to be prepared for two things. One, she’s in bad shape. Two, everything that’s said in that room is on the record.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t have to go in.” He continued to block her way. “You can get a lawyer before you say anything.”

She sent him a long, searching look. “I don’t need a lawyer.” Impatient, she moved past him, then hesitated when the man in Lisa MacDonald’s room turned and looked hard at her.

Ray MacDonald knew. The moment he saw her he knew. This was the woman who had run his sister down. He rose quickly and came to the door.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? I don’t want her anywhere near my sister.”

“Mr. MacDonald—”

“I want her out.” He cut Cam off with a hostile look. “Isn’t it enough that she put my sister in that bed?”

“Mr. MacDonald, your sister was already hurt, running out of the woods, before the accident with Miss Kimball. Don’t you want to know why?”

Roy reined in his temper, which was three quarters fear, and nodded grimly before he looked at Clare. “You say one thing, just one, to upset her, and I’ll throw you out personally.”

Sensing Cam’s reaction, Clare put a hand on his arm. “You’re entitled.”

She’d wanted to see Lisa. Had insisted on it. But she hadn’t known that crossing that tile floor to the hospital bed would be so difficult. Would be so frightening. The woman in the bed was almost as colorless as the bandages on her face and arms. Her one eye was covered with gauze, and her leg was surrounded by what looked to Clare like an erector set.

“Lisa.” Clare pressed her lips together and gripped the bed guard. “I’m Clare Kimball.”

As she stared at her, Lisa’s breath began to come quickly. She shifted, tried to sit up further. Her brother was there to soothe and support her with pillows. “Don’t worry, sweetie, no one’s going to hurt you. She’s going now.”

“No.” Lisa groped until her hand closed over Clare’s. “I remember you.”

“I’m sorry. So sorry.” Sobs clogged in Clare’s throat as she made a helpless gesture. “I know there’s nothing I can do to make this up to you, to make it right. But I want you to know that anything you want, everything you want …”

“The lawyers will deal with that,” Roy said. “This isn’t the time to clear your conscience.”

“No, it’s not.” Clare steadied herself. “Lisa—”

“I remember you,” Lisa repeated. “You saved my life.” Because her hand began to shake, she gripped Clare’s harder. “You were there, on the road. They were going to kill me, those men. In the woods. Did you see them?”

Clare only shook her head.

“How did you get in the woods, Lisa?” Cam asked quietly.

“I don’t know. I can’t remember. I was running. I lost my light, my flashlight.” Her hand jumped. “I hit him with it, and I ran. They’d rape me, I thought. They’d rape me, and so I ran. It was so dark in the woods. I couldn’t see. From behind me—I fell. He was on top of me. Oh, God, my leg. My knee. It hurt. Roy …”

“Right here, baby.”

“It hurt. I smelled blood. My blood. I saw his eyes. He was going to kill me. He was singing, and he was going to kill me. He was choking me, and I couldn’t breathe. I was dying. But I got away. There were more of them coming, and I ran. My leg hurt so bad. I knew I couldn’t run much farther and they’d catch up to me. Find me. There was a light. I had to get to the light. Someone was screaming. Your car.” She looked back at Clare.

“My headlights,” Clare told her. “I hit you with my car.”

“No, I ran to the car. I was afraid you’d drive away, and they were coming after me. So I ran in front of it to stop you. It knocked me down. You got me into your car. You got me away.”

“Lisa.” Cam kept his voice very low. “Did you see the man who attacked you?”

“Black.”

“A black man?”

“No, I don’t—I don’t think so. He wore black. Long black robe and a hood. His eyes. I saw his eyes.”

“Anything else? The color of his hair, the shape of his face, his voice?”

“Just his eyes. I thought I was looking into hell.” She began to weep then, covering her unbandaged eye.

“We’ll leave it at that for now.” Cam had already overrun the time the doctor had given him. “I’ll come back tomorrow. If you remember anything else, anything at all, you just have to call me.”

“Please.” She tightened her grip on Clare’s hand. “I want to thank you. I’ll always remember looking up and seeing your face. It’s going to help me. Will you come back?” Sure.

Clare’s legs were watery as she walked out. She paused on the other side of the door to press her hands to her face and steady herself.

“Come on, Slim, let me get you a chair.”

“I’m all right. Can you tell me how she is, physically?”

“Her cornea’s scratched. They don’t think there’ll be any permanent damage, but it’s a little early to say. Couple of ribs are bruised and her throat. It’s going to be painful for her to talk over the next few days.”

“Her leg.” She noted that he was avoiding speaking of it. “How bad?”

“They don’t know.”

“Are you going to give me any trouble about seeing her?”

“That’ll be for the doctor to say.”

“Excuse me.” Roy closed the door at his back. “Miss Kimball … I owe you an apology.”

“No, you don’t. I have a brother. Under similar circum stances, I think he’d react the same way. I’d like to leave my number at the nurses’ station. You can call whenever she’d like to see me.”

“Thank you.” He turned to Cam. “I want to know every step of what you’re doing, Sheriff. I want to know that whoever did this to my sister is going to pay.” He stepped back into the room and closed the door.

“I have some things to tie up.” Cam resisted the urge to rub at the headache that pounded in his temple. “Are you going to be all right?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“I may need to talk to you again. Officially.”

She nodded. “You know where to find me. Sheriff.” She walked away, leaving him standing alone.





Chapter 17

Sally Simmons pulled into the Amoco station, but she wasn’t really interested in a fill-up and oil check. She was interested in Ernie Butts. It was an interest that often left her ashamed and confused. And excited.

In all the weeks that she had gone with Josh, she had only allowed him to touch her above the waist. Though she had let him take her shirt all the way off, even permitted him to close his hot, fumbling mouth over her breasts, she had cut things off each and every time his hands had wandered below the snap of her jeans.

It wasn’t that she was a nerd or anything, and she knew that many of the other girls on the cheerleading squad had already done the big deed. But she was romantic, like the novels she read, and had always pictured herself falling wildly and uncontrollably in love with someone exciting, rebellious, and probably unsuitable.

Ernie filled all the requirements.

He was even sort of spookily good-looking and brooding, the way Sally had always pictured Heathcliff, her favorite tragic hero. The fact that she sensed a mean streak in him only added to the mystique. It had been a simple matter to convince herself she was in love with him. And he with her.

Her mother had talked to her very frankly about sex, birth control, responsibilities, consequences. The specters of AIDS, of unwanted pregnancies, of abortion, combined with her fevered desire to go to college and study journalism had been more than enough deterrent to make her keep her head with Josh.

Ernie Butts was a different matter.

When he had taken her into his room, all thoughts of responsibility, the future, her mother’s caring and practical words faded.

He’d lit dark candles, had put on music that burned in her blood. He hadn’t asked. He hadn’t joked or fumbled like Josh. He’d been rough, and that frightened her at first. Then he had done things, things that her mother never told her about. Things that had made her cry out and sob and scream. And hunger.

Even thinking of it now had her wet and throbbing.

She had gone back to him, night after night, with the excuse of a chemistry project she no longer cared about. Mixed with the blind, terrible need she had for him was fear. She knew, as women do, that he was cooling toward her, that he was sometimes thinking of someone else when he buried himself inside her.

She wanted reassurance. Craved it.

She parked at the pump and got out, knowing she looked her best in the skimpy shorts and tank top. Sally was justifiably proud of her legs—the longest and shapeliest in the cheerleading squad. She’d dipped into her mother’s hoarded cache of White Shoulders and spent an hour wrapping her hair in Benders to turn it into a mass of spiraling curls.

She felt very mature and sophisticated.

When Ernie strolled out, she leaned against the car door and smiled. “Hi.”

“Hi. Need some gas?”

“Yeah.” She tried not to be disappointed that he didn’t kiss her. After all, he wouldn’t even hold her hand in school. “I’m sure glad it’s Friday.” She watched him fit the nozzle into the tank, looking at his hands, his long, bony fingers, and remembering. “One more week, and we graduate.”

“Yeah.” Big fucking deal, Ernie thought.

She wiped her damp palms on her shorts. “Mary Alice Wesley’s having a big graduation party. She said I could bring a date. Do you want to go?”

He looked at her in that odd, penetrating way he had. “I don’t go to parties. How much gas do you want?”

“You might as well fill it.” She licked her lips. “Are you going to the parade tomorrow?”

“I got better things to do than stand around and watch a bunch of jerks walk down the street.”

She would be marching, too, and it hurt her that he didn’t remember. Her grandfather was coming up, all the way from Richmond, with his video camera, to record her last stint as head cheerleader for Emmitsboro High. But she didn’t feel like mentioning it now. “We’re having a barbecue after, at my house. Just hamburgers and stuff. Maybe you could come over.”

He wasn’t even interested enough to snicker at the idea of sitting in Sally’s backyard, munching burgers and drinking lemonade. “I got to work.”

“Oh. Well, it goes on all day, so if you have time …” Her voice trailed off as she groped, humiliated. “I’ve got the car tonight, if you want to take a drive or something when you get off work.”

He looked at her again as he pulled the nozzle from the tank. Looked like Sally’s tank was running on empty, too. He grinned. She was hot, all right. She’d probably drop to her knees and suck him off right then and there if he told her to.

“Why don’t you come by around nine-thirty and see how I feel?”

“Okay.”

“That’s fifteen-fifty for the gas.”

“Oh. I’ll get my purse.”

As she bent in the car window, Clare drove in. Ernie forgot Sally existed. “Hey, Ernie.”

“Want me to fill it up?”

“Yeah.” She smiled, carefully avoiding glancing down at his pendant. “Haven’t seen you in a couple of days.”

“Been busy.”

“I bet.” She rested her elbow on the window and pillowed her head. She’d just driven back from the hospital and another visit with Lisa MacDonald. She was tired but no longer guilty. “You must have a lot going, with graduation just a week away.”

“Your friends are still here.”

“They’re going to stay for the parade tomorrow. You going?”

He only shrugged.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Clare went on. “I hear they’re going to be selling fried dough. I have a real weakness for fried dough.”

“Ernie. Here’s the money.” Sally walked up to stand between them. She tossed back her long fall of hair and shot Clare a cool look. “I guess you’ve got customers to wait on, so I’ll come by later.”

Sure.

Clare watched the girl go back to her car and rev the engine. “So, who was that?”

“Sally? She’s nobody.”

“Sally Simmons?” With a laugh, Clare reached in her purse for her wallet. “Christ, I used to baby-sit for her. I’d better go home and pull out the rocking chair.” She paid him, feeling a lot lighter of heart. Surely there was nothing more normal than a kid with a jealous girlfriend. “See you later, Ernie.”

“Yeah. See you.” His hand closed over his pentagram as she drove away.

They needed information, desperately. How much did the MacDonald woman know? Whom had she seen? These were questions that burned in whispers from one to the other. Fear was growing, and the one who controlled them knew that fear was a weakness that led to mistakes.

The information would be gathered, as it always was.

There were those who murmured more about Clare Kimball than about the offering who had escaped. Clare, who had interfered by taking away the woman chosen for sacrifice. Clare, who had ignored or failed to understand the warning left at her door. Clare, who as a child had broken the sanctuary of the circle and seen more than a young girl’s mind could bear to remember.

And Clare, who had created an idol of the Master out of metal and fire.

Some argued for her, some against. But the outcome had already been decided.

The time of watching and warning was almost done. The time to act was approaching.

* * *

Some men might have tried roses. Cam figured clichés wouldn’t work with Clare. It had taken him quite some time before he decided to try anything at all. That was a matter of pride. But there was nothing like depression to make a man kick pride aside and go for broke. It was becoming harder and harder to convince his gut that whatever was going wrong with the town was due to outside influences. Yet every time he drove through it, walked through it, stood on a corner, the idea of Emmitsboro’s harboring a murderer, or worse, seemed preposterous.

But Lisa MacDonald was a reality, and his first solid lead. And he had the lab report. Not all of the blood on her clothing had been hers. Lisa was type O. Some of the blood had been type A. Under her nails had been traces of skin—male Caucasian—and some black cotton fiber.

With Bud and Mick he had combed the west end of Dopper’s Woods, near the spot where Clare had found Lisa, and the three of them found the trail of blood, the signs of struggle and chase. It would require more lab work, and that meant he would have to ask the mayor for an emergency increase in budget.

He wanted a couple of hours in which he didn’t have to think about evidence and procedure, didn’t have to remind himself that he would have to go to the hospital again to probe and poke at Lisa MacDonald’s memory.

Clare was working. He could see the light on in her garage, though it was barely dusk. He had driven by several times over the last couple of days and seen her there, bent over a worktable. But this time, he pulled into the drive.

Alice was with her, he noted, and they were chattering over the Beatles’ “A Day in the Life.”

“Go ahead and move around. It works better when you’re moving.”

“I thought people had to stand real still when they posed for an artist.” Though flattered, Alice wished that Clare had asked her to pose in something other than her waitress uniform. “Is this going to be one of those modern things where nobody’ll know it’s me?”

“I’ll know it’s you.” Patiently, Clare molded and caressed the clay. “I want it very fluid. I’ll cast it in bronze when I’m done.”

“My mama had Lynette’s and my baby shoes bronzed.” She glanced over and smiled. “Hi, Cam.”

“Getting immortalized, Alice?”

She giggled. “Looks like.”

Not trusting her hands, Clare took them from the clay. “Something I can do for you, Sheriff?”

Cool and slick as an ice cube, he thought, and cocked a brow. “Might be.” He wrapped a hand around her arm and hauled her up. “Come on.”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? I’m working.” She shoved a clay-coated hand at him while he pulled her down the drive and Alice watched, wide-eyed. “Look, Rafferty, I don’t have to tolerate this … police brutality.”

“Don’t be such a jerk, Slim.” He yanked her around to the bed of Bud’s pickup. “I brought you a present.”

And there was the burl, even more spectacular than she remembered.

“Oh, God.” Before he could give her a boost, she was clambering over the side of the truck and into the bed beside it. She stroked the bark reverently. “It’s beautiful,” she murmured, already imagining what she would find inside.

“It’s a hunk of wood,” Alice said from the other side of the truck. She was both baffled and disappointed.

“It’s a mystery,” Clare told her. “And a challenge, and a gift.” She laughed at Alice’s expression. “Tell you what, in a year or so when it’s ready to work with, I’ll make you a bowl.”

“That’d be nice,” Alice said politely, making Clare laugh again. “Wait until Angie gets a look at this.” She sat back on her heels, stroking the burl, and sent a cautious look at Cam. He said nothing, just watched her with his hands curved lightly over the side of the truck. “This was a pretty sneaky thing to do, Rafferty”

“Desperate times, Slim. Desperate measures. I figured if I brought this along, you’d have to talk to me.” He turned his hands over, palms up. “Want me to help you down?”

“I can manage.”

But when she started to swing from the truck, he put his hands around her waist. He set her feet on the ground, turned her to face him, then waited a beat. “You’ve got mud on your hands.”

“Clay.” Damn it, this simple contact shouldn’t make her so breathless. “You’d better back up, or it’ll get all over your shirt.”

“You already got it on my shirt.” He edged closer, scenting her the way a fox scented his mate. “How have you been?”

“I’ve been fine.” Her heart was beating fast, entirely too fast, against his.

“I guess I’ll be going.” Alice cleared her throat. “I said I guess I’ll run along.”

“No!” Clare swiveled out of Cam’s hold. “I mean, I’d like to get another hour in, unless you’re too tired.”

“I’m not too tired. But in a town this size, it doesn’t pay to annoy the sheriff,” Alice teased.

“That’s some very clear thinking,” Cam said and took Clare by the arm. “Why don’t we step inside and talk?”

She was trying to decide whether to laugh or swear when a car drove up, horn beeping. “Hey.” A man popped up out of the sunroof. “Can a guy get a room here for the night?”

“Blair!” Clare raced down the drive and threw her arms wide as her brother climbed out of the car. He took one look at her hands and backed up.

“God, don’t touch me.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Figured I’d take in a parade. Cam.” He pulled a garment bag out of the backseat before starting up the drive. “You here for a visit, or is Clare under arrest?”

Putting her under house arrest didn’t seem like a bad idea, but Cam grinned and held out a hand. “Just making a delivery.” He ran a finger down Blair’s lapel. “Nice suit.”

“I worked late, didn’t want to take time to change. Alice, good to see you.”

“Hi, Blair.” She cursed herself for blushing. “Clare didn’t say you were coming.”

“She didn’t know. So …” He tugged on his sister’s hair. “How’re you making out?”

Clare glanced at Cam, then away. “I guess you could say it’s been an eventful few weeks. Angie and Jean-Paul are here.”

“Here?” Blair’s brows shot up. “In Emmitsboro?”

“For nearly a week. I think it’s starting to grow on them. Listen, why don’t I go in and fix some drinks?”

“I’m right behind you.”

Cam put a hand on his shoulder before he could follow. “How about giving me a hand with this present first?”

“A present? Sure.” He set his bag next to the truck and looked in. “It’s a hunk of wood.”

“Yep.”

“A really big hunk of wood.” He scowled over at Cam. “This suit is fifty percent silk.”

Cam grinned, let down the tailgate, and jumped up. “Don’t be a wuss, Kimball.”

“Shit.” Blair hauled himself up and put his back into it. “What’s this thing for? It’s giving me splinters.”

“It’s a peace offering. Clare’s ticked off at me.”

“Oh?”

“It’s a long story. Here, I’ll go down first. Christ, get a grip, will you?” he muttered when Blair almost dropped the burl on his foot. “You might be interested in the story,” he continued as they wrestled the burl out and carted it toward the side yard.

“Rafferty, stories are my life.”

“Why don’t you come by the office tomorrow after the parade?”

“Okay. Anything I should know now?”

“I’m sleeping with your sister.” His eyes met Blair’s stunned ones over the round of wood as it bobbled between them. “I figured we should get that out of the way first.”

“Jesus, Cam, what do you expect me to say?”

“I guess congratulations might be a bit much. Let’s put it here.” He grunted as they set the burl beside the garage. He watched Blair dust off his suit. “Want to take a punch at me?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“Before you do, I’d better tell you something I haven’t gotten around to telling her yet. I love her.”

After a long stare, Blair stuck his hands in his pockets. “Well.”

“I always said you had a real gift for words.”

Feeling baffled and foolish, Blair ran a hand over his hair. “When the hell did all this happen?”

“Beats me.”

Blair blew out a long breath. “Maybe we ought to go in and have that drink.”

“You go ahead.” Cam glanced toward the house. “She isn’t ready for me yet.” He started for the truck, pausing when Blair called his name.

“Cam—she’s not Sarah Hewitt.”

Cam wrenched open the truck door. “Nobody knows that better than I do.”

But it was to Sarah that Cam had to go.

Clyde’s was more subdued than usual for a Friday night. People were nervous. Wives were demanding that their husbands come home after work, end of the week or not. If a woman wasn’t safe walking down the road, how could they know they were safe inside their own homes?

A few of the regulars remained. Less Gladhill hulked over the bar, nursing a brew and the indigestion he’d gotten from meatloaf at Martha’s. A fight with his wife had sent him out looking for dinner and consolation elsewhere. Besides, everyone knew that Big Barb Gladhill could take care of herself and ten men besides.

Cam studied the familiar faces as he walked to the bar. He noted not only who was there but who was missing.

“Slow night,” he said to Clyde.

The barman scowled. “You come in to point that out, or you want a drink?”

“Give me a Rolling Rock.”

Skunk Haggerty was there, in his usual corner, nursing his usual shot of Johnnie Walker while he waited for Reva Williamson to finish her shift at Martha’s. The Dopper boy, home from college for the holiday weekend, drank Budweiser and hoped he’d get lucky with Sarah Hewitt.

Nobody played the jukebox, and the clatter of pool balls came clearly from the back room.

Cam drank his beer while Less stood beside him and belched.

“Friggin onions. Give me another beer, Clyde, goddamn it.”

“Walking home?” Cam said easily.

“I can hold my beer.”

“Another DUI’ll go rough on you.”

“Then I’ll sonofabitchin’ walk.” Feeling sorry for himself, he slurped up beer. God knew he got enough nagging from his old lady. Was it any wonder he went out looking for other female companionship when he was married to a damn warhorse? “It’s a fucking shame when a man can’t enjoy a beer without being hounded.”

“Hard day?” Cam sipped, but his eyes had fixed on the bandage wrapped around Less’s right hand. “Hurt yourself?”

Grumbling, Less turned the hand from side to side. He’d been expecting the question and had already worked out an answer. “Burned the shit out of my hand on a fucking manifold.”

Cam hated knowing he would check in the morning to corroborate Less’s story. “That’s tough.”

Less guzzled down beer, burped, then sighed. “I guess I’m pissed ’cause we were supposed to have a poker game tonight. Roody’s old lady won’t let him out of her sight after sundown. Skunk’s got his balls in an uproar over that skinny-assed Reva. Sam Poffenburger’s sleeping in his ex-wife’s living room until she calms down, and George Howard is patrolling his yard with his dogs, for Christ’s sake. This business has screwed everything up.”

“Can’t deny that.”

“That woman up to the hospital, she tell you anything you can use?”

“If I start discussing a witness, I’ll get fired.” He drank again. “Best I can tell you is that I’ve been hitting a lot of walls.” He was studying Less like a cop, and they both knew it. “Thing is, when you keep hitting a wall, eventually you knock it down. You want to tell me where you were Tuesday night, between ten-thirty and eleven?”

“What the hell is this?”

“My job.” Cam held up his mug. “Sometimes it’s easier to do it over a beer than down at the office.”

“Shit.”

“It’s routine, Less. You’re not the first one I’ve talked to, and you won’t be the last.”

“I don’t much like it.” He snagged a bowl of peanuts off the bar and began cracking them with his good hand. He wanted to show he was pissed but not scared.

“Neither do I, so why don’t you tell me so we can both get back to enjoying our beer?”

“If you got to know, I was over to Charlie Griffith’s, working in his garage on his Cavalier.” He glanced over his shoulder at Skunk. “I ain’t supposed to do side jobs, and if it gets out, I could get canned.”

“Nobody said it had to get out. I’ll have to check with Charlie, though.”

“Go right the fuck ahead. Now if you don’t mind, Sheriff, I’d like to drink in peace.”

Cam took his half-full mug and wandered toward the back room. Cops lost friends—he knew it too well. It was better to lose them this way than by a bullet.

Sarah was shooting pool with Davey Reeder, a lanky, bucktoothed carpenter with good hands and a weak brain. Over the years Davey had joined Cam and Blair and some of the others on their jaunts into the woods. He was older by a couple of years and hadn’t graduated until he was twenty. He’d knocked up one of the Lawrence girls and been married and divorced by the time he was twenty-two.

Cam was aware that Davey was one of Sarah’s regular customers. He wasn’t sure which of them he felt more sorry for.

“Hey, Davey.”

“Hey.” He smiled his beaver smile and kissed the three ball into the side pocket. “Want to play for beers?”

“Last time we did that, you got drunk and I got poor.”

Davey whooped in the girlish way he had, then speared the four and five into opposing pockets. “I could spot you.”

I’ll pass.

Sarah smiled and ran her hand deliberately, seductively, up and down her cue. “Got another game in mind?”

“Shit on Sunday.” Davey missed his next shot. “You’re up, Sarah.”

“It’s gloomy in here without the juke.” Cam pulled some bills from his pocket. “Why don’t you get some change, Davey, pick us out some tunes? Get another beer for yourself while you’re at it.”

“Sure.” He sauntered out.

“Well …” Sarah leaned, long and slow, over the table, sighted in, and shot. “It’s nice to know you’d spend five bucks to be alone with me.” She tossed her hair back, tilted her head, then ran her tongue along her top lip. “Wanna play?”

“Straight questions, Sarah. And I want straight answers.”

“Ooh, that official talk makes me hot.”

“Cut it out.” He grabbed her arm and jerked her upright. “What the hell did you mean the other day about me not knowing this town?”

She walked her fingers up the front of his shirt. “You were away a long time, baby. Things change.”

“You’re bullshitting me, Sarah. It didn’t have anything to do with me being away.”

When she shrugged and started to turn, he pulled her back.

Her eyes lit. “Go ahead. I like it rough. Remember?”

“You threw out that bone about Parker. What do you know about why he left?”

She slid her leg intimately between his. “What should I know?”

“Give me an answer, Sarah. Things are happening here that shouldn’t be.”

“Your stepfather gets himself beat to death. Your girlfriend runs a woman down. What’s it to me?”

“Answers, damn it. Stick with Parker. Why did he leave?”

“Because he got sick of the town, I guess. How should I know?”

“You do know, and you were mad enough to almost tell me. Did he used to visit you upstairs?” He caught her hair and held her still. “Did he come up the back stairs for twenty a pop?”

“What if he did?” She shoved Cam away. “What’s it to you who I fuck?”

“Did he talk to you—after he’d rolled his fat body off yours, did he tell you things?”

“Maybe.” She pulled out a cigarette. When she struck a match, her hands were shaking. “Men tell women like me all kinds of things—like they’d tell a doctor or a priest.” She laughed and blew out smoke. “Something you want to … tell me?”

“After almost sixty years in this town, more than twenty-five as sheriff, he packs up and leaves. Why?”

“Because the bitch he was married to wanted to move to Fort Lauderdale.”

“He isn’t in Fort Lauderdale. He isn’t anywhere that I can find.”

“Parker’s old news.” She picked up Cam’s beer and drank deeply. “Don’t you have enough to worry about? You still got a murder on your hands, don’t you? Or are you letting that slide?”

“What do you know?” he asked softly. “Who told you things he shouldn’t have told you upstairs in that bed?”

“I know all kinds of things.” She set the beer down again. “I know who has trouble at the bank, who cheats the IRS, and whose wife won’t do it more than once a week.” She pulled on the cigarette, exhaled. “And I know that you’re pissing a lot of people off by asking questions when everybody thinks you should be looking for psychopaths under rocks in the woods. There’s nothing I can tell you, Cam.”

“Nothing you will tell me.”

“I might have, once.” She picked up the cue and gave him a playful poke. “I might have done a lot for you once. Could’ve made things easy for you. But a woman like me looks out for herself, and I figure you’re on your way out. A murder, an attack, slaughtered cattle, all since you’ve been back.” Her eyes were sly with secrets. “Maybe somebody ought to ask you some questions.”

He leaned close. “Figure this. If you know something you shouldn’t, I’m your best chance.”

“I’m my best chance,” she corrected. “I always have been.” She turned her back on him and leaned over the table again. She spared him one last glance. “I heard your mama was packing up, too. I wonder why?” Sarah shot the cue ball into the pack and scattered balls.

* * *

By the light of her bedside lamp, Clare leafed through her father’s books. It wasn’t the first time. Over the last few nights, she had read them again and again, trying to understand the connection they had with the father she had known and adored. Trying to understand at all.

She’d found six of them, in the boxes upstairs. Six that dealt with what Jean-Paul had called the left-hand path. A half-dozen books, most of them dog-eared, that touted, even celebrated, the freedoms of Satanism.

What frightened her most was that they were not the screaming ravings of uneducated lunatics. They were slickly, somehow persuasively written and published by reputable houses. As an artist she viewed freedom of expression the same way she did breathing: No soul could exist without it. And yet each time she opened a volume her skin felt soiled. Each time she read, she suffered. Yet she continued to read, as her father must have, in secret, in shame, and in sorrow.

He had been searching, she thought. Jack Kimball had been an open-minded man thirsty for knowledge, always ready to question the status quo. Perhaps he had developed an interest in the workings of Satanic cults in the same way he had honed his interest in politics, in art, in horticulture.

She sat smoking, then easing her raw throat with tepid tap water, wishing she could convince her heart as easily as she convinced her head.

He’d been a man who enjoyed being fascinated and challenged, being shown a different route. A rebel, she thought with a small smile, determined to break the strict mold in which his parents had struggled to enclose him. Raised by devout Catholics, he had often referred to his parents as Saint-Mom-and-Dad, as if they had been one holy entity.

Often he’d told Blair and her stories about rising at dawn to make it to mass before school every day during Lent—and dozing through the sermon until his mother would jab him with an elbow. He’d had a never-ending supply of Catholic-school anecdotes, some hilarious, others a little scary. He’d told them how hurt and disappointed his parents had been when he refused to enter the priesthood. He had laughed when he related the way his mother had lit candle after candle, asking the Virgin to intercede so that her son would recognize his calling. But when he laughed, the bitterness had always come through.

And she had overheard other stories—ones not for her ears. About how his parents had come to detest each other, how they had lived under the same roof, shared the same bed, year after year, without love, often using him as a kind of seesaw on which they weighed their bitter unhappiness. But there was no divorce in the eyes of the church, and those were the only eyes through which his parents could see.

“Better to live in misery than in sin,” he’d recalled in disgust. “Christ, what hypocrites they were.”

By the time he married, Jack Kimball had turned completely away from the church.

Only to turn back, Clare thought now, almost as fanatically as his parents, some ten years later. And a few years after, he had picked up a bottle along with his rosary.

Why?

Was the answer somewhere in the books she had scattered over her bed?

She didn’t want to believe that. Didn’t think she could face it. The father she had known had been solid, ambitious, delightful. How could a man who fretted over a sick rosebush have connected himself with a sect that advocated the sacrificing of animals, the shedding of innocent blood?

It was inconceivable.

And yet, there was the dream, the dream that had haunted her since childhood. She had only to close her eyes to see her father, glassy-eyed and naked, dancing around a fire pit with blood dripping from his fingers.

It was symbolic, she told herself and hastily began to pile up books. Dr. Janowski had said—over and over—that she had never accepted her father’s death. The dream was simply a reminder of the horror, the grief, the terror of losing him.

But when she had switched off the light and lay sleepless in the dark, she knew that the dream had come to her long before her father died.





Chapter 18

By ten, Emmitsboro was packed. Sidewalks teemed with people, children racing away from harried parents, teenagers hoping to be seen by other teenagers, concessionaires hawking lemonade, hot dogs, and balloons.

The older, or the wiser, of the crowd had their lawn chairs set up beside the curb, coolers of soft drinks close by. Since the road was closed off from Dog Run to Mousetown, people hiked in from their cars.

Those fortunate enough to live along Main Street—or to know someone who did—sat on their freshly painted porches, under the shade of awnings. They sipped cold drinks from cans, nibbled chips, and talked gleefully about their neighbors or about parades gone by.

In backyards picnics were already set—wooden tables covered with colorful paper cloths that fluttered in the light breeze. Grills had been scrubbed down, and beer and watermelon were chilling.

Emmitsboro High had a new young band director. The old-timers looked forward to criticizing. It was a small, human pleasure.

There was plenty of gossip. Talk about Biff Stokey’s murder had been relegated to second place by the attack on the woman from Pennsylvania. Farmers considered the butchering of Dopper’s cattle the number one topic of the day.

But with a communal sigh of relief, most of the townspeople had resolved to put tensions aside and settled in to celebrate.

The Hagerstown television station had sent a crew. Men sucked in their guts, and women patted their hair as the camera panned the crowd.

There were twelve who stood among the crowd, hiding behind the colorful banners and laughter to celebrate their own secret rite. Their eyes might meet; the sign would be given. Discontent might simmer among them, but for today the town was theirs, even though the town didn’t know it.

The black armbands each wore were not an homage to the dead but a symbol of their alliance with the Dark Lord. Their Memorial Day celebration would begin here, among the gleaming brass and twirling batons, and end on another night, very soon, in the secret circle deep in the woods.

Someone would die, and the secret that had been held among the chosen few would continue to crouch in the darkness.

In the grandstand Min Atherton preened. She enjoyed sitting up there, looking down on friends and enemies. She’d bought a brand-new cotton dress for the occasion and thought the big purple irises spread across her breasts and hips gave her a girlish look. She was a bit sorry she’d belted it so tight—particularly after indulging in two plates of fried dough—but her mother had always told her beauty must suffer.

Her hair had been newly washed and set and sprayed so liberally it wouldn’t have moved in a tornado, much less the light spring breeze. It sat like a lacquer helmet atop her wide face.

Nearby, her husband glad-handed with members of the town council. Min was pleased that he looked so grave and handsome in his buff-colored suit. He’d argued a bit about the red tie she’d chosen, but she convinced him it would look just right on TV. As always he had deferred to her.

Min considered herself the perfect politician’s wife. The woman behind the man. And she enjoyed the power a woman could wield in secret. She fed him information she gleaned in the beauty parlor, in the market, over the backyard fence, and during bake sales. Often he would pat her hand and tell her she was better informed than the CIA.

She didn’t need listening devices or hidden cameras. She had a nose for gossip the way a hound had a nose for blood. Min could masticate on a juicy morsel for days before swallowing it.

It was, after all, her right as the wife of the mayor to know all there was to know.

She scanned the noisy crowd with her greedy eyes.

There was Sue Ann Reeder—now Bowers, six months gone and only four months married. That marriage wouldn’t last any longer than her first one had.

Peggy Knight was buying her three brats soda pop and cotton candy. Teeth would rot out for sure.

Mitzi Hawbaker had her youngest on her hip and was kissing her husband—tongue kissing, Min thought in disgust—right out on the street.

She huffed and turned away, not only from the open display of spit swapping but also from the children. All the children. Watching them made her feel empty inside, despite the two helpings of fried dough.

It wasn’t fair—it wasn’t right—that all those young sluts dropped babies the way a she-cat dropped kittens, year after year. And that she should have a sick and empty womb.

She hated them, all of them, for their careless fertility.

“Want a cold drink before it starts, Min?”

Atherton put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. Min patted it—which was all the affection a wife need show in public—and smiled at him. “That’d be fine.”

He loved her, she thought, as he hurried off to fetch the drink. And he was all the family she needed.

With a little help from one of the councilmen, Gladys Finch, in her role as president of the historical society, climbed up on the grandstand in her sensible shoes. “Sure is a nice day for it. Remember how it rained last year?”

“It’s a little warm.”

Gladys nodded but felt delightfully cool in her blue-striped seersucker. “Our band has a good chance of winning this year.”

“Humph.” Min didn’t approve of the new director’s notion of having the band play show tunes instead of Sousa. She spotted the Cramptons and waved, regally, she thought. “Lucy Crampton’s looking peaked.”

“New diet,” Gladys said and irked Min because Min hadn’t heard about it first.

“There’s Sarah Hewitt. Would you look at that?” She put a white-gloved hand to her mouth—not in shock, but to disguise the words. “High heels and a skirt that barely covers her privates. I don’t know how her poor mother holds her head up.”

“Mary’s done her best with the girl.”

“Should have taken a strap to her a time or two—Why, that’s Blair Kimball.”

“So it is. My, doesn’t he look nice?”

“Guess he came back because of his sister’s trouble. Now that’s a disgrace,” she continued before Gladys could comment. “Bringing those people right into town.”

“What people?” Gladys looked and saw the LeBeaus walking with Clare. “Oh now, Min.”

“I tell you it’s unnatural. You can spout off all you like, Gladys Finch, but if one of your chicks had taken it in their head to marry one, you’d have sung a different tune. Why, I remember the scandal when the Poffenburger boy brought that Vietnam woman back after the war.”

“Their oldest girl’s an A student,” Gladys said dryly.

“And no better than she has to be, I’m sure.” Min sniffed, then turned when her husband mounted the grandstand again. “Why now, thank you, James. I was just pointing Blair Kimball out to Gladys. Isn’t it nice that he came up for the parade?”

“Yes, indeed. How are you this morning, Gladys?”

“Fit as a fiddle. Heard you have a big town meeting on Wednesday. People are mighty concerned now that the landfill’s charging twenty-five dollars for a permit sticker. No doubt Poffenburger Refuse’ll raise the rates, and that’ll bump up taxes.”

“The council and I are looking for solutions.” He took out his glasses, polished them. “Better get the speech-making over with so these people can have their parade.”

He approached the mike, tapping on it to see if it was on, clearing his throat. There was a scream of feedback that had the crowd laughing, then quieting down to listen.

He spoke about the valiant dead, the scourge of war, and the honor of God and country. There were those in the crowd who smiled secretly amid the cheers and applause. For the chosen dead, they thought, for the scourge of vengeance, for the honor of the Master.

Power sang in the air. Soon, there would be fresh blood.

Ernie didn’t listen at all. He got enough of Mr. Atherton in school. Instead, he worked his way through the crowd, looking for Clare.

He was watched—as he had been watched, carefully, consistently over the last days. It had been agreed. And it had been written. His soul was ready for the taking.

“It starts down by the elementary school,” Clare was explaining to her friends. “Believe me, right about now, it’s utter chaos down there. Kids have lost their gloves or their boots. Some are throwing up in the bushes.”

“Sounds delightful,” Angie commented.

“Shut up, you jaded New Yorker,” Clare said and swung an arm around her shoulder. “Word is the high school band has a shot at top honors this year.”

“What about the majorettes?” Angle’s husband asked.

“Dozens of them, Jean-Paul,” Blair assured him. “A veritable bevy of high-stepping, nubile beauties. Pom-pom girls, too.”

“Ah.”

“Clare was almost a pom-pom girl.”

“Blair, do you want to die?”

“Truly?” Eyes glinting, Jean-Paul studied her. “But ma chère amie, you never told me.”

“That’s because when she tried out, she tripped over her shoelaces.”

“Betty Mesner untied them.” Clare pouted, remembering. “You dumped her, and she took it out on me.”

“Yeah.” Blair grinned. “Those were the days. Why, hello, Annie.”

Crazy Annie beamed. Parade day was her favorite day of the year, better even than Christmas or Easter. Already she’d had a grape snow cone. Her hands were purple and sticky from it.

“I know you,” she said to Blair.

“Sure you do. I’m Blair Kimball.”

“I know you,” she repeated. “You used to play baseball down at the field. I would watch. I know you, too,” she said to Clare.

“It’s nice to see you, Annie. Some of the roses are blooming,” she said, remembering how her father had often given Annie a flower.

“I like roses the best.” She stared at Clare and saw Jack Kimball in her eyes, in the easy smile. “I’m sorry your daddy’s dead,” she said politely, as though it had just happened.

“Thank you.”

Annie smiled, pleased she’d remembered to do the right thing. Then she looked at Angie. “I know you, too. You’re the black woman who’s living with Clare.”

“This is my friend Angie and her husband, Jean-Paul. They live in New York.”

“In New York?” Annie studied them with more interest. “Do you know Cliff Huxtable? He’s black, too, and he lives in New York. I see him on TV.”

“No.” Angle’s lips curved. “I haven’t met him.”

“You can watch him on the TV. He wears pretty sweaters. I like pretty things.” She eyed Angle’s gold panther link necklace. “Where did you find that?”

“I, ah …” A little uneasy, Angie lifted her hand to the necklace. “In New York.”

“I find pretty things, right here.” She stuck out her arm, jangling with bracelets. To rescue her friend, Clare took Annie’s sticky hand and admired her jewelry.

“These are very nice.” Curious, she ran a finger over the silver bracelet on which CARLY was engraved.

“That’s my favorite.” She beamed. “A-N-N-I-E. I wear it every day.”

“It’s lovely.” But Clare frowned as some vague memory nearly surfaced.

“Okay, heads up,” Blair announced. “Here comes the Farm Queen.”

“I want to see!” Annie scrambled away through the crowd to get a closer view, and Clare lost the memory in the cheers from the sidewalks.

They watched the slow-moving caravan of convertibles. Listened to the wild cheers. The crowd shifted, rose on toes, hunched down. Young children were hoisted on shoulders. There was a scent of hot dogs grilling, of sweet, sugary drinks, of baby powder. In the distance Clare heard the first rumble of brass and drums. Her eyes filled.

Girls in glittery leotards turned handsprings, twisted into back bends, tossed silver batons high. If some bounced on the asphalt, the crowd still cheered. Behind them, between them, high-stepping through the town square, came the bands.

The sun glinted off brass and stunned the eyes. Trumpets, tubas, trombones. It glittered on the silver of flutes and piccolos. Beneath the roar of music was the click, click, click of heels on the roadbed. Drums added their magical rat-a-tat-tat.

Jean-Paul nearly swooned when a trio of girls in short, shiny skirts executed a snappy routine with white parade rifles.

The young and the hopeful marched by, in front of their peers, their parents, their grandparents, their teachers, as the young had marched by for generations. They were the lifeblood of the town. The old watched them, knowing.

Angie slipped an arm around her husband’s waist. She’d expected to be bored, not touched. But she was touched. To her surprise, her blood was pumping to the rhythm of horns and drums. When she watched the Silver Star Junior Majorettes file by, some of them hardly bigger than their batons, her throat felt tight.

At that moment it didn’t matter that she was an outsider. Clare had been right, she thought. It was a good parade. It was a good town. She turned to speak to her friend, then stopped when she saw Ernie standing just behind Clare.

He was toying with the pendant he wore. And there was something in his eyes, Angie thought, something too adult and very disturbing. She had a wild and foolish thought, that he would smile and show fangs just before he sank them into Clare’s neck.

Instinctively, Angie put an arm around Clare and drew her forward a few inches. The crowd roared as the Emmitsboro High School Band strutted by, blaring out the theme from an Indiana Jones movie. Ernie glanced up. His eyes fixed on Angie. And he smiled. Though she saw only white, even teeth, the sensation of evil remained.

It took Cam and both deputies to deal with traffic control after the parade had ended. Bud Hewitt was at the south side of town, enthusiastically using a whistle and snappy hand signals. When the traffic thinned enough to muddle through on its own, Cam left the intersection. He’d just stepped onto the sidewalk when he heard the sound of applause.

“Nice job, Officer.” Blair grinned at him. “You know, I have a hard time connecting the guy who chained Parker’s rear axle to a telephone pole with this tin star.”

“Does the brass at the Post know you once set a skunk loose in the girls’ locker room, then stood outside with a Polaroid?”

“Sure. I put it on my resume. Want to grab a cup of coffee at Martha’s?”

“Let’s live dangerously and try the poison at the office.” Grinning at Blair, he started to walk. “So, did Clare say anything about me?”

“Not unless you count her asking me if you’d said anything about her.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Christ, this feels like high school.”

Cam opened his office door. “You’re telling me.” He went directly to the coffee machine and turned on the warming plate under the sludge already in the pot.

Blair eyed it with trepidation. “Can I have a tetanus shot first?”

“Pussy,” Cam said mildly and rounded up two mugs.

“I heard about Biff.” Blair waited while Cam lighted a cigarette. “Ugly business.”

“He led an ugly life.” When Blair only lifted a brow, Cam shrugged. “I don’t have to like him to find who killed him. It’s a job. My mother sold the farm,” he added. He hadn’t been able to tell anyone how much that hurt. The thing was, he wouldn’t have to say it to Blair. Blair would know. “She’s moving south as soon as the deal closes. I went by a couple days ago. She stood in the doorway. She wouldn’t even let me in the goddamn house.”

“I’m sorry, Cam.”

“You know, I told myself I was coming back here, back to town to look out for her. It was mostly a lie, but not all the way. Guess I wasted my time.”

“You get itchy feet here, D.C.P.D. would take you back in a heartbeat.”

“I can’t go back.” He glanced down at the coffeepot. “This shit ought to be sterilized by now. Want some chemicals?” He lifted a jar of powdered milk.

“Sure, load it up.” Blair wandered to the bulletin board, where pictures of felons at large were mixed with announcements for town meetings and a poster showing the Heimlich maneuver. “What can you tell me about Clare’s accident?”

“That Lisa MacDonald was damn lucky Slim was driving down that road at that time.” He handed Blair the coffee, then sat. Briefly, concisely, in the way of cops and journalists, he outlined what he knew.

By the time Cam finished, Blair had downed half the coffee without tasting it. “Jesus, if someone had attacked the woman, Clare was right there. If she hadn’t gotten the woman in the car so quickly and driven away, they both could have been …”

“I’ve thought of it.” All too often and all too clearly. “I’m just glad the idea hasn’t occurred to her. The town’s locking up and loading up. My main concern now is that some asshole is going to shoot his neighbor if he steps off the porch to piss in the bushes.”

“And the woman didn’t see the guy’s face?”

“Not that she remembers.”

“You don’t figure it was a local?”

“I’ve got to figure it was a local.” He drank some coffee, winced, then filled Blair in on everything that had happened since he discovered the disturbed grave the month before.

This time Blair got up and refilled his mug himself. “Things like this don’t happen in a town like Emmitsboro.”

“Not unless something triggers it.” He sipped slowly now, watching Blair. “When I was on the force in D.C., we came across some dogs. Three big black Dobermans.

They’d been mutilated in just about the same way as Dopper’s cattle. We found a few other things there, though. Black candle wax, pentagrams painted on the trees. All in this nine-foot circle.”

“Satanism?” Blair would have laughed, but Cam wasn’t smiling. Slowly, he took his seat again. “Not here, Cam. That’s really reaching.”

“Did you know graveyard dirt’s used in Satanic rites? I looked it up. It’s even better if it’s from the grave of a child. Nothing else was disturbed in that cemetery. And somebody had hauled the dirt away. Why?”

“Kids on a dare.” But his reporter’s instincts were humming.

“Maybe. It wasn’t kids on a dare who clubbed Biff to death. And it wasn’t kids on a dare who took a knife to those calves. The hearts were gone, Blair. Whoever did it took the hearts with him.”

“Good Christ.” He set the mug aside. “Have you told anyone else what you’re working on?”

“No, mostly I’m just thinking out loud.” Cam leaned forward. “But I’ve got to take into consideration that Lisa MacDonald says the guy who attacked her was chanting. She’d said singing before, but when I asked her about it again, she changed it to chanting. She said it sounded like Latin. You’ve got contacts on the paper, Blair, people who know a lot more about this cult business than I can dig up in a library.”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” Blair rose, trying to pace off his unease. If they had been anywhere else but Emmitsboro, he would have bought into Cam’s theory quickly. As a reporter he knew how pervasive cults had become, especially in cities and college towns. “You figure kids have experimented and gotten in too deep?”

“I can’t say. I do know that drugs usually go hand in hand with this kind of thing, but other than a few kids rolling joints, we don’t see much in this part of the county. There was more of that going on when we were in high school.”

“Maybe you’ve got a renegade. One person who’s wacked himself out reading Crowley or listening to Black Sabbath.”

“It took more than one person to do what was done to Biff.” He ground out a cigarette. “I don’t believe for one minute that a couple of kids listening to black metal and doing a few chants psyched themselves up to do all this. In the books they’re called dabblers because that’s just what they do. What’s happening here isn’t dabbling.”

“And I thought I’d come home for a nice relaxing weekend.”

“Sorry. Listen, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention any of this to Clare.”

“Any reason?”

“Officially she’s my only witness in the MacDonald case, and I don’t want to influence her memory. Personally, I don’t want her any more upset than she already is.”

Blair tapped a finger against the coffee mug, considering. “She spent twenty minutes this morning examining every inch of that burl.”

Cam’s eyes cleared, and he smiled. “Oh, yeah?”

“And to think of the money I’ve wasted on flowers and jewelry whenever I’ve ticked a woman off.”

“You never had my charm, Kimball. How about putting in a good word for me?”

“I never knew you to need anybody to do your talking.”

“It was never this important before.”

Blair couldn’t come up with a joke and rose, jiggling change in his pockets. “You’re really serious about her?”

“Deadly” He rubbed a hand over his heart. “Christ, it feels deadly.”

“You know, that ex-husband of hers was a jerk. He wanted her to give swanky dinner parties and learn to decorate.”

“I hate him already.” He could ask Blair what he hadn’t felt comfortable asking Clare. “Why’d she marry him?”

“Because she convinced herself she was in love and it was time to start a family. Turned out he wasn’t interested in a family anyway. Before it was done, he’d convinced her everything that had gone wrong was her fault. She bought it, too. And she’s still a little raw.”

“I figured that out.” Cam nearly smiled. “You want to ask me if my intentions are honorable?”

“Fuck you, Rafferty” He held up a hand quickly. “Don’t say you’d rather fuck my sister.”

“Right now I’d settle for sitting down and having a rational conversation with her.”

Blair considered for a minute. “When do you get off duty?”

“In a town this size, you never get off duty. There’s no telling when I’ll have to chase off some kid skateboarding down Main or break up a fight over a checkers game in the park.”

“Old Fogarty and McGrath still at it?”

“Every week.”

“You can get to the park for round three just as quickly from our place. Why don’t you give me a lift home, maybe hang around for some barbecued chicken?”

“That’s neighborly of you,” Cam said and grinned.

She wasn’t upset that he was there, Clare thought. She glanced over at the echoing clank of metal on metal and noted that Cam had just missed tossing a ringer.

She wasn’t angry with him. Not really. All she was trying to do was distance herself a bit, give herself some perspective. She’d let things get out of hand much too quickly as far as Cam was concerned. The proof was the way they’d grated on each other since the accident.

Rob had always said she played dirty in a fight, tossing out illogical arguments and past grudges or retreating into frigid silence. Of course, the arguments had seemed perfectly logical to her, and …

She was doing it again, Clare thought, and poked viciously at the grilling chicken with her barbecue fork. Rob was old business, and if she didn’t stop carrying around that particular baggage, she’d be right back on Janowski’s couch.

If that wasn’t enough to straighten her out, nothing was.

Cam was new business, she decided. She hadn’t liked the fact that he’d questioned her like a cop one minute, then tried to bundle her off into a safe corner like a concerned lover the next. And she would tell him so. Eventually.

In the meantime, she’d just wanted some room to reevaluate. Then he’d shown up. First with the burl that he’d damn well known would weaken her. Then today, waltzing into the backyard with Blair. Showing off his wonderful body in snug jeans and a shirt rolled up over his tanned and muscled arms.

She poked at the chicken, turned it, and forced herself not to look up when she heard the shouts and masculine laughter, the ringing of horseshoes.

“He’s got terrific buns,” Angie commented and offered Clare a glass of the wine she’d just poured.

“I’ve always admired Jean-Paul’s butt.”

“Not his. Though God knows it’s fine.” She sniffed at the sizzling chicken. “This is a talent you’ve hidden well, girl·”

“It’s hard to barbecue in the loft.”

“This from a woman who welds in her living room. Are you going to let him get away?”

“You’re full of non sequiturs today, Angie.”

“Are you?”

“I’m just taking time out to think.” She glanced up and smiled. “Look, poor Bud is making cow’s eyes at Alice, and Alice is making them at Blair.”

“Who’s your money on?”

“Bud. He’s slow but steady. Blair will never be anything but a visitor in Emmitsboro.”

“How about you?”

Clare said nothing for a moment, only slathered sauce on the browning chicken. She could smell lilacs from the big gnarled tree as the light breeze loosened some of the petals and had them drifting like snow. Sun and shadow played over the patio. The music crooning from the radio was old tunes from those sweet and happy years before she had had to make decisions or think of futures.

“Did you see the sculpture I was working on last night?”

“The brass piece. It made me think of a woman stretched out on an altar about to be sacrificed.”

“It’s almost scary how easy it is to work here. How compelled I am to pull it out of my head. I always thought I was made for New York.” She looked at her friend. “Now, I’m not so sure.”

“Because of the work or because of those grade-A buns over there?”

“I guess I’ll have to figure that out.”

“Sonofabitch.” Blair jogged over to snag a beer out of the cooler. “Jean-Paul must think we’re playing bocce. When do we eat? I’m tired of being humiliated by a couple of hick cops.”

“I’ll let you know once you guys have shucked that corn.”

They complained, but they did it. When everyone settled down at the old picnic table on the terrace to a meal of grilled chicken and corn, with Alice’s potato salad and chilled French wine, the mood was easy. There was no talk of murder investigations, but a rehash of horseshoe games.

Along the edging stones, the early roses bloomed, fronted by the impatiens Clare had planted. There was the scent of lilacs and spicy sauce. Bud had positioned himself beside Alice and was making her laugh so often that her gaze hardly ever drifted toward Blair. Afternoon melded into the golden, fragrant, endless evening that is exclusive to spring.

Cam outlined his strategy, maneuvering Alice into his place in the horseshoe tournament and slipping into the kitchen behind Clare.

“Great chicken, Slim.”

“Thanks.” She kept her head in the refrigerator, rearranging plates of leftovers. He took her arm and pulled her out.

“Not that I wasn’t enjoying the view, but I like to look at your face when I talk to you.”

“Potato salad goes rancid fast.”

“You’re awful pretty when you’re domestic. Hold it.” He slapped his hands on the refrigerator, caging her in before she could slip away.

“Look, Cam, I have company.”

“And they’re having a hell of a time on their own.”

Jean-Paul let out a yell of triumph that was followed by a heated but jovial argument. The raised voices came clearly through the kitchen windows.

“See?”

“You’re boxing me in, Rafferty.”

“Looks that way Okay, I’d be more than willing to apologize, if you’d just tell me what I’m supposed to be sorry for.”

“Nothing.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “There’s nothing.”

“Don’t wimp out on me now, Slim.”

“I don’t want to argue with you.”

“Okay then.” He dipped his head, but she slammed a hand against his chest before he could kiss her.

“That’s not the answer.”

“Seemed like a damn good one to me.” He did his best to adjust both libido and ego. “Give me yours, then.”

“You acted like a cop.” She hooked her thumbs in her pockets. “Interrogating me, taking your damn blood tests, and filing your reports. Then you turned right around and acted like a concerned lover, holding my hand and bringing me tea.”

“Well, I guess we’ve got a real problem, because I’m both.” He put a hand firmly under her chin. “And I intend to go on being both.”

Along with the frisson of excitement came annoyance. “That’s another thing. What you intend. I feel as though this whole relationship has evolved as you intended. Will you move?”

He shifted. After all, she was talking to him now, and he didn’t think she was going to stop until she’d spit it all out. “I have to plead guilty on that one. I wanted to take you to bed, and I did. I wanted you to want me, and you do.”

It was hard to argue with basic facts. “So, now you’re going to be reasonable.”

He smiled, brushing a fingertip over her bangs. “Figured it wouldn’t hurt to give it a shot. If I don’t get my hands on you again soon, I’m going to go crazy.”

She began rummaging through drawers for a loose cigarette. “I don’t like getting swept off my feet. It makes me nervous.”

“How about that? And here I thought it was the other way around.”

She looked up then, and saw something in his eyes. Her hands froze as the bubble of panic worked its way toward her throat. “Don’t say it,” she managed. “Don’t. I’m not ready to hear it.”

He rocked back on his heels, struggling for patience. “If telling you how I feel about you is going to make you bolt for the door, I’ll wait.”

She didn’t move away when he walked toward her, when he took her hand and drew her close. With a sigh, she settled into his arms, her cheek against his, her eyes closed.

“That feels a lot better,” he murmured.

“Yes. Yes, it does.”

“Listen. Remember this one?”

From the radio outside she heard the slow, shuffling music. “ ‘Under the Boardwalk.’ The Drifters.”

“Summer’s almost here.” He swayed her into a dance, and they were both reminded of the first time they had made love, there in that same room. “I’ve missed you, Slim.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” Content to let him lead, she twined her arms around his neck. He nipped lightly at her earlobe and made her shudder. Maybe it could be simple, she thought. If she would just let it. “I heard you were playing pool with Sarah Hewitt last night, and I imagined how it would feel to cut her eyes out with my metal snips.”

Brows lifted, he drew back to study her face. She wore a very small, very smug smile. “You’re a dangerous woman with a revolting imagination.”

“You bet. I’d imagined using my snips somewhere else too, on an entirely different part of your anatomy. You wouldn’t have liked it.”

He pulled her back. “Do you know the penalty for threatening an officer?”

“Nope.”

“Come home with me, and I’ll show you.”





Chapter 19

The strong moonlight streamed over the bed. Cold and silver, it bathed their heated bodies. They hadn’t tumbled right into sex but had shared another dance, gliding slowly, silently together in the moonglow. He’d liked the way she had stood on tiptoe so that their eyes and mouths lined up. The way she slid her body against his and smiled. Or laughed when he spun her out and pulled her back, in the teasingly sexual way dances were meant for.

Still linked, they had swayed from the deck to the bedroom, the music playing.

Undressing lazily, kissing long and deep, touching gently. Patient now, with the night around them and ahead of them. Sighs and whispers to add to the music.

Their loving had been a continuation of the dance.

Smooth, sinuous rhythms.

Step, counterstep.

A bold, sensuous beat.

Turns.

Bodies brushing, parting, teasing.

Break.

Hands clasping.

That final sighing note.

Now, though the dance was over, Clare listened to the music that vibrated through the air and through her blood. “I should have threatened you several days ago.”

“I wish you had.”

I was scared.

“I know. Me, too.”

The mattress gave, the sheets whispered as she shifted to look down at him. And smiled. “But I’m feeling much better now.”

“Yeah?” He tugged her hair to bring her mouth close enough to kiss. “Me, too.”

“I like your face.” Eyes narrowed, she traced a fingertip over his jawline, up to his cheekbones, along his nose and down to his mouth. “I’d really like to sculpt your face.”

He only laughed and bit down gently on her finger.

“I mean it. It’s a good face. Very strong bones. How about it?”

Vaguely embarrassed, he shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“And your hands,” she said, more to herself than him as she turned them over, examining the palms, the ridges of callus, the length of the fingers. “Nothing delicate here,” she mused. “They’re all business.”

“You ought to know.”

She chuckled but shook her head. “From an artist’s viewpoint, peasant! Then there’s the rest of you. You’ve got a terrific body. Elegantly masculine. Lean through the hips, good shoulders, nicely defined pecs, tight abdominals, excellent thighs and calves.”

Embarrassment became acute. “Come on, Clare.”

“I was really considering asking you to pose nude, before we became so … intimately acquainted.”

“Nude?” With a half laugh, he put his hands on her shoulders and drew her back. The rest of the laugh didn’t surface because he could see she was dead serious. “No way am I posing naked.”

“Nude,” she corrected. “Naked’s for sex and showers, nude’s for art.”

“I’m not posing naked or nude.”

“Why not?” Warming to the idea, she scooted up, straddling him. Ah, yes, she thought, truly excellent abs. “I’ve already seen you naked, from a variety of angles. Nude’s entirely impersonal.”

“Nude’s entirely undressed.”

“You’d look great in copper, Cam.”

“Not even for you.”

She only smiled. “Okay, I’ll just do the sketches from memory. Maybe I should just measure …” She slid a hand down, between their bodies.

“Cut it out.”

She collapsed with laughter. “Who would have thought Cameron Rafferty, bad boy turned lawman, would be shy.”

“I’m not shy, I’m just—discreet.”

“My ass.”

“I thought we were talking about mine.”

Giving a snort, she shifted again, bundling pillows under her head. Where had all this energy come from? she wondered. Ten minutes ago she hadn’t been certain she would ever move again. Now she felt like … well, dancing.

“I guess we could use a loincloth. You could pin your star to it if it made you feel better. I could title it The Long Arm of the Law.”

“I’m going to slug you in a minute.”

After a long, contented sigh, she turned her head to look at him. “I might as well tell you, I’m really stubborn when it comes to my work. I once hounded a bag lady for two weeks so I could sketch her hands. What are you smiling at?”

You’re pretty.

“You’re trying to change the subject.”

“Yeah. But you are pretty. You’ve got these freckles on your nose. They’re just about the same color as your eyes.”

“Okay, you can sculpt me if you want, but I get to do you first.”

He pushed a pillow into her face.

“You know.” She slid it off and stuck it with the others under her head. “If we were in New York, I’d make you get dressed so we could go out. To a club.” Smiling, she closed her eyes. “Hot music, too many people, overpriced drinks served by rude waitresses.”

He picked up her hand to play with her fingers. “Do you miss it?”

“Hmmm?” She lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “I haven’t thought about it much. It’s tough not having a bakery across the street, but the market has pretty good doughnuts.”

He was frowning now, studying her fingers instead of toying with them. They were long, slender and artistic, like her. “Where do you live up there?”

“I’ve got a loft in SoHo.”

A loft in SoHo. That, too, was like her. Exotic and funky.

“Have you ever been to New York?”

“Couple of times.” He looked from her hand to her face. She was utterly relaxed, eyes closed, lips just parted, skin faintly flushed in the afterglow of sex. She hadn’t bothered to pull up the sheet as some women would have, but lay over it, comfortably naked. He slid a hand over her breast, down her rib cage, more to reassure himself than to arouse.

“Did you like it?”

“Like what?”

She smiled again. “New York.”

“It was okay. Like a fast ride in a crowded and overpriced amusement park.”

His description made her smile widen. “A long way from the Emmitsboro annual carnival.”

“Yeah. A long way. It’s funny the way things work out—that you and I would both come back here and end up together.” He reached over to stroke her cheek. “I don’t want you to go back to New York, Clare.” She opened her eyes again, and they were wary. “Don’t tell me I’m moving too fast, because I feel like my life’s on the line here.”

“I wasn’t going to say that. I don’t know what to say.”

“I don’t want to lose you, and if you went back to New York, I couldn’t go with you. I can’t go back on the force.”

“You’re doing police work here.”

“Yeah.” He sat up, reached for a cigarette. She wouldn’t settle for half-truths or ultimatums. Why should she? he thought. He was going to have to tell her everything. “Nice, quiet little town. Or at least it was, and that’s what I wanted.” He struck a match. That, too, was quiet, even harmless, with just the right friction. He watched the flame flare before he shook it out. “What I had to have. I came back here because I couldn’t function as a cop in the city. I couldn’t trust myself to go through the door with anyone again.”

“Through the door?”

“With a partner,” he said. “I couldn’t trust myself to back up a partner.”

She put a hand over his. “Why?”

“I had a partner. We worked together for over three years. He was a good cop. And a good friend.”

“Was?” she said and brought his hand to her lips. “I’m sorry. What happened?”

“I fucked up, and he died.”

“Nothing’s that simple.” Suddenly cold, she picked up his shirt and pushed her arms through it. She knew what it was like to hold tight to hidden hurts, grow proprietary over them, nurse them inside like a miser with a dark, secret treasure. “Can you tell me?”

“It’s more like I have to.” But he was silent for a moment while a whippoorwill joined its song to the music of Johnnie Ray. “We were out doing some legwork on a case, and a call came through for a unit to respond to a disturbance.” He could hear the squawk of the radio, Jake’s good-natured oath.

Looks like you and me, Tonto.

“An armed man taking potshots at parked cars and apartment windows in South East. We were only a couple of blocks away, so we took it. When we got there, the guy had some woman around the neck with a forty-five to her head. She was screaming.”

He paused to take a pull on his cigarette. The moonlight flashed into high summer sun. Hazy heat. The stink of garbage.

He could see it clearly, much too clearly. The color of the woman’s shirt, the wild look in the gunman’s eyes, the glitter of glass on the sidewalk.

“He was on PCP, really raving. He dragged her into this building. It was abandoned, slated for demolition. We called for backup, and we went in. Jake didn’t come out.”

“Oh, Cam.”

“The guy was pulling her up the steps. She’d lost a shoe,” he said softly. “Funny what you remember. She’d lost a shoe, and her heels were thudding on the steps as he dragged her up. Her eyes …” She had looked right at him, dark, dark eyes filled with terror and hope and pleading. “She wasn’t screaming anymore, just crying. Begging. But he was screaming.

I AM THE WAY, THE TRUTH AND THE LIGHT! I AM SALVATION! IF THINE EYE OFFENDS THEE, THEN PLUCK THE FUCKER O UT!

“We went up the first landing.” He could hear the screams and sobs echoing off the scarred and crumbling walls. The smell of dust, the fetid, sweaty stench of terror. “It was at the top of the second floor. A step broke. I went through it, up to my goddamn knee.” The unexpected give, the flash of pain and frustration. And fear. “Jake was three steps ahead of me. Three steps. I hauled myself out of the damn hole.

THE WHORE OF BABYLON! WHO’S GONNA CAST THE FIRST STONE? WHO’S GOT THE GUTS? WHO’S GOT THE GLORY?

“The crazy bastard shot the woman. I’m on my fucking hands and knees scrambling up, and he shot her. She bounced off the wall like a doll, and before she hit he’d already pumped three bullets into Jake. I killed him.”

The scream as the bullets slapped into flesh. Blood blossoming on a torn T-shirt.

“I killed him,” Cam repeated. “Just a couple of seconds too late. I was still on my knees, and Jake was tumbling down those steps when I did it. If I hadn’t been three steps behind, he’d be alive.”

“You can’t know that.”

“I can know that. He was my partner, and he died at the bottom of those steps because I wasn’t there to back him up.”

“He died because a maniac killed him and an innocent woman.” She put her arms around him, folding herself around his rigid body. “Maybe if the steps hadn’t been rotted, maybe if your partner had fallen through them instead of you, maybe if that man had gone crazy in another part of town—maybe then, it wouldn’t have happened. There was nothing you could have done to change it.”

“I’ve replayed it in my mind hundreds of times, thousands.” He pressed his lips against her neck, taking comfort in the taste and scent of her skin. “And I’m never in time. Afterwards, I got into the bottle.” He pulled away again because he wanted her to look at him. “Real deep into the bottle. I’d still be there if it had helped any. I turned in my shield and my gun, and I came back here because I figured I wouldn’t have to do anything more than give out citations and break up a few bar fights.”

“You do a good job here.” She sat back to take his hands. “You belong here. Whatever happened to bring you back doesn’t change the truth of that.” Grieving for him, she pressed his fingers to her lips. “I know what it’s like to lose someone important to you, what it is to wonder if you could have done something, anything to stop it from happening. I wish I could tell you that it goes away, but I’m not sure it does. All I know is that you have to forgive yourself and go on.”

“Maybe I’d started to do that. Maybe. Then in the last few weeks, with everything that’s been happening to this town, I’ve wondered if I’m the one who should be handling it. No. No, I guess I’ve wondered if I can handle it.”

She smiled a little, hoping it would help. “I can tell you that you sounded like a pretty tough cop when you interrogated me.”

“I didn’t mean to be rough on you.”

“You weren’t. I think the word is ‘thorough.’ ” She combed a hand through his hair. Yes, she liked his face, she thought. All the more now that she could see the vulnerability. “I remember you, Rafferty, ten, twelve years ago, strutting through Emmitsboro with a chip on your shoulder the size of a redwood. Nobody messed with you. I also remember you giving Annie rides on your bike. Talking to her. Being kind to her. It was a hell of a combination then, and it still is. This town needs you, and whatever’s wrong with it, there’s nobody better suited to fixing it than you.”

He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “You’re good for me.”

“Yeah.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “I think I am.” She kissed him again. “I think I love you.”

“Hold it.” He gripped her arms tighter and pulled her back. “Run that by me again.”

“I think—”

“No, leave that part out.”

She looked at him, saw what he wanted, and let out a long breath. “Okay. I love you.”

“That’s good.” His lips curved when they met hers. “That’s real good, Slim. I love you, too.”

She framed his face, drawing away enough to see his eyes. “I know. I want to believe we’ve got a shot at this, Cam.”

“We’ve got more than a shot.” He settled her against his shoulder. She fit, just as the pieces of his life seemed to fit now that she had been added. “I’ve got to think that sometimes things happen because they just have to happen. After ten years we both end up back where we started. You came here because you needed to find some answers. And I was running away.”

Her eyes closed, and she smiled. “So the reasons why don’t matter so much as the result.”

“That’s the way I figure it.”

“I still think you’ve got one point wrong. You were running to, not away.” Her eyes shot open. “Oh, my God.”

“What is it?” he asked as she struggled out of his arms.

“Running away. The girl you were looking for when I first came to town. The runaway from—”

“Harrisburg?”

“Yes, from Harrisburg. What was her name?”

“Jamison,” he said. “Carly Jamison. Why?”

“Jesus.” She shut her eyes again. It couldn’t be a coincidence. “Spelled how?”

“C-a-r-l-y. Clare, what is it?”

“Annie. I saw Annie at the parade this morning, and she was showing off her jewelry. She had a bracelet on her arm, a silver bracelet with a name engraved on it. The name was Carly. I couldn’t think why it bothered me so much until now.”

The feeling of dread settled in his stomach. He glanced at the clock and saw it was after one. “I’ll go talk to Annie first thing in the morning.”

“Let me go with you. I’m not trying to interfere,” she said quickly. “I think I can help. She said the bracelet was her favorite because it had her name on it. She read the letters wrong. If you give me an hour, I can make her another, then talk her into trading.”

“All right. I hope to Christ she found it out on the shoulder of Fifteen and that the kid dropped it while she was out there hitching.”

“That’s probably just what happened.” But she had grown cold. “Kids are careless. She probably didn’t notice it was missing until she was halfway to Florida.”

“Yeah.” But something in his gut wouldn’t let him believe it.

* * *

“It doesn’t have to be your best work,” Cam said, trying to hurry her.

“Everything has to be my best work.” With infinite care, Clare soldered the link together. She was rather pleased with the design, the slim silver band that widened into an oval. She would engrave Annie’s name there in big, bold script. If Cam didn’t stop distracting her with complaints.

He paced the garage, picking up tools and setting them down again. “I want to get out to her trailer before she takes off for the day.”

“All right, all right.” He was going to bitch if she took the time to file the solder joint down. Clare examined it and decided he’d just have to bitch. She didn’t pass out inferior work. “Don’t play with my calipers.”

“What the hell’s going on?” Blair came to the doorway sporting a pair of jogging shorts and a major league hangover.

“Clare’s making a bracelet.”

“Making a bracelet?” He threw up a hand against the light and was careful not to scowl. Scowling only made his head pound more severely. “It’s seven o’clock in the morning. Sunday morning.”

Cam glanced at his watch. “Ten after.”

“Oh, well then.” Blair made an expansive rolling motion with his arms and instantly regretted it.

“I’m on police business,” Clare told him while she searched through her engraving tools.

“Making a bracelet is police business?”

“Yep. If you’re just going to stand there, why don’t you make coffee?”

“We don’t have time,” Cam put in.

“We can take it with us.”

“I’ll buy you a goddamn gallon of coffee when we’re finished.”

“You need it now,” she said, settling on the tool. “You’re cranky.”

“I’m past cranky and working my way rapidly to pissed.”

“See?”

“Listen,” Blair began and put both hands on his head to keep it bolted to his shoulders. “Why don’t you two work this out, and I’ll just go back to bed?”

Neither of them bothered to glance over.

“How much longer?”

“Couple minutes.” The fine point skimmed into the silver. “If I’d had more time, I could’ve—”

“Clare, it’s shiny. She’ll love it.”

“I’m an artist,” she said, adding neat little flourishes with the engraving tool. “My work is my soul.”

“Oh, Christ.”

She bit her lip to stop the laugh and exchanged the tool for a polishing cloth. “There now. A bit primitive, but fine.”

“Take your soul out of the vise and let’s go.”

Instead, she picked up a file. “Five more minutes. I just have to smooth down the joint.”

“Do it in the car.” He unscrewed the vise himself.

“Remind me to mention your lack of appreciation for the creative process.” She spoke on the run as Cam pulled her out of the garage. “Let’s take my car. It’ll seem less official and more like a visit.”

“All right. I’ll drive.”

“Be my guest. The keys are in it.” She took the bracelet back, settled in the passenger seat, and began to file. “What will you do after you get the bracelet from her?”

He backed out of the drive. “Hope to God she can remember where she found it. Then I’ll call the Jamisons. They’ll have to identify it.”

“It must be awful for them. Not knowing where she is, how she is.”

If she is, Cam thought.

Annie’s trailer was on the edge of town, on a small, overgrown plot of land known as Muddy Ridge. No one knew why, since the soil was so thin and the rocks so plentiful that there hadn’t been any appreciable mud there since the summer of seventy-two, when Hurricane Agnes had hit.

But Muddy Ridge it was, and the scattering of trailers that shared it accepted the title with a kind of pride.

At this hour, on a Sunday, the only inhabitants out and about were a pair of slack-hipped, skinny dogs busy holding a pissing contest on the tires of a pickup. From one of the trailers came the slick, oily voice of a broadcast evangelist, selling God.

There was no mistaking Annie’s trailer. She had painted one side of it a bright purple with some paint she’d found in the dumpster behind the hardware store. The rest of it was a faded metallic green, with the exception of the steps Davey Reeder had recently repaired and which Annie had painted a violent yellow. The result was a visual rendering of indigestion, but Annie loved it.

“I remember the last time I was here,” Clare said. “It was just before Thanksgiving, when I was—oh—fourteen, fifteen, and I rode out with my mother to deliver some pumpkin pies.” She set the file down on the armrest between them. “Do you know what I love about this town, Cam? People take care of their Annies, and they don’t even think about it. They just do it.”

Clare slipped the bracelet into her pocket. They could hear Annie singing “Amazing Grace” inside the trailer. Her voice in the still morning air was haunting, and so much truer, purer, than the practiced rise and fall of the evangelist’s.

“Wait.” Clare put a hand on his arm before Cam could knock. “Let her finish.”

“ ‘I once was lost, but now I’m found. Was blind, but now I see.’ ”

Cam knocked on the metal door. He noted that the screen had holes in it and made a mental note to have it repaired before summer. There were sounds of shuffling and murmuring inside before Annie opened the door, blinked, then beamed.

“Hello. Hello.” She had put on one blouse over another, and some of the buttons from the bottom one were pushed through the holes of the one on top. Her tennis shoes were neatly tied, and her arms and chest clinked with jewelry. “You can come in. You can come right on in and sit down.”

“Thank you, Annie.” Cam stepped through the doorway. The trailer was crammed with boxes and bags. The white Formica counter separating the kitchen and living space was covered with treasures—shiny rocks, plastic prizes from boxes of Cracker Jacks, empty bottles of perfume and Listerine.

The walls were alive with pictures that had been carefully cut from magazines. Springsteen rocked beside a kindly-faced Barbara Bush. Christie Brinkley flashed a winning smile next to a fading portrait of the Suprêmes in spit curls and pale lipstick.

They were her friends, her companions, from Princess Di to an anonymous model for clean, shiny hair.

“You can sit,” Annie told them. “Sit anywhere you want. I have some Cherry Smash and some Oreos.”

“That’s nice.” Clare chose a faded floral cushion while Cam ducked under a Mickey Mouse wind chime. “But you don’t have to bother.”

“I like company.” Annie arranged cookies in a circular pattern on a chipped plate, then poured the sweet cherry drink into three plastic cups. “Mrs. Negley came and brought me some books. I like to look at the pictures.” With the grace of habit, she moved around the boxes to serve the drinks. “You can have more.”

“This’ll be fine,” Cam told her. “Why don’t you sit down with us?”

“I have to get the cookies first. You’re always supposed to offer company something to eat. My mama said.” After setting the plate on a box, she settled. “Did you like the parade yesterday?”

“Yes.” Clare smiled at her. “I liked it very much.”

“The music was good. Good and loud. I wish we could have a parade every day. Afterwards I went to Reverend Barkley’s house. They had hamburgers and ice cream.”

“Do you remember seeing Clare at the parade, Annie?”

“Sure. I met her friends. You had a black friend and a white friend. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, and you showed us your bracelets. Cam would like to see them, too.”

Obligingly, she held out her arm. “I like pretty things.”

“These are pretty.” He slid aside plastic, gold-plated links, and painted metal to examine the silver bracelet. “Where did you get this one?”

“I found it.”

“When did you find it?”

“Oh, sometime.” She smiled, twisting her wrist back and forth so that the bracelets jingled. “Before yesterday.”

Cam battled back impatience. “Did you have it the day I drove you home in my car? Do you remember the day we listened to Billy Joel on the radio?”

Annie’s eyes clouded, then brightened. “ ‘It’s Still Rock and Roll to Me.’ I like that song. I know all the words.”

“Did you have the bracelet that day?”

“Yes, yes, indeed.” She ran her fingers lovingly over the letters. “I found it a long time before that. Before the roses were blooming and after the leaves came out.”

“Okay. Can you tell me where you found it?”

“On the ground.”

“Here, in town?”

She frowned. “No.” She remembered, but she couldn’t tell him about the secret place. No one was supposed to know about that. Uneasily, she pulled her arm back and reached for a cookie. “Just on the ground. See a pin, pick it up. I pick up lots of things. Do you want more to drink?”

“No, thank you.” Clare leaned forward to take her hand. “Annie, it could be important that you remember where you found this bracelet. I thought maybe because you liked it so much you might remember where. You must have been very happy when you found it.”

She squirmed in her chair and began to stutter a little, like a child called on to recite before the class. There was a faint ring of red around her mouth from the Cherry Smash. “I just found it somewhere. Somewhere or other. Finders keepers. I find lots of things. It’s okay to pick them up because people just drop them and leave them right on the ground.”

“All right.” It was obvious to Clare that they were only going to agitate her. “I like your pictures.”

Annie’s nervous hands stilled. “I put them up, and I have company all the time. But only people who smile. No, sir, no sad faces. I made a special book with pictures so I can look through it at nighttime.”

“I made something just today. Would you like to see it?”

“Yes.” Annie folded her hands politely, even though she would rather have talked about her pictures. “You make statues.”

Sometimes. “Miz Atherton says you make statues of naked people.”

Annie blushed and giggled. “Isn’t Miz Atherton funny?”

“She’s a riot,” Cam murmured. “Clare makes bracelets, too.”

“Really?” Annie’s eyes widened. “You do?”

Clare reached in her pocket. “Today I made this.”

“Oh.” Annie drew out the words into a sigh as she ran a gentle finger along the metal. “It’s pretty. It’s the prettiest ever.”

“Thank you. Do you see the letters?”

Annie bent closer and giggled. “A-N-N-I-E. Annie.”

“That’s right. Now look at this.” She took Annie’s arm again to hold the bracelets side by side. “This one is different. It says something different.”

Frowning, Annie studied both. “I don’t know.”

“This one doesn’t say Annie, but this one does. The first one doesn’t belong to you.”

“I didn’t steal it. My mama said it was bad to steal.”

“We know you didn’t steal it,” Cam said. “But I think I might know who it belongs to.”

“You want me to give it back.” Her mouth began to quiver. “It’s mine. I found it.”

“You can keep the one I made.” She calmed instantly, like a baby with a pacifier. “Like a present?”

“Yes, it’s a present, but it would help us if you would give us the other.”

Annie turned her head from side to side, humming under her breath as she considered. “Yours is prettier.”

“It’s yours.” Clare slipped it over her wrist. “See?”

Annie lifted her arm to watch the sunlight glint off the metal. “Nobody made me a bracelet before. Not ever.” She gave a little sigh as she slid Carly’s from her wrist. “You can have this one.”

“Annie.” Cam put a hand on her arm to get her attention. “If you remember where you found it, you come and tell me right away. It’s important.”

“I find lots of things. I find them all the time.” She smiled with her old, guileless eyes. “Do you want another cookie?”

“What are you going to do now?” Clare asked as they drove away from Annie’s trailer.

“Call the Jamisons.”

She reached out to touch his arm and knocked the metal file to the floor. “It’s too bad she couldn’t remember where she found it.”

“There’s no telling what she remembers. You were a big help, Clare. I appreciate it.”

“I wish we’d found the girl instead of the bracelet.”

“So do I.”

Clare turned to stare out of the window. “You don’t think you’re going to find her.”

“There’s no evidence—”

“I’m not talking about evidence.” She looked back. “I’m talking about instinct. I could see it in your face when you put the bracelet in your pocket.”

“No, I don’t think I’m going to find her. I don’t think anyone’s going to find her.”

They drove the rest of the way in silence. In the driveway they got out of opposite sides of the car. She went to him, sliding her arms around his waist, laying her head on his shoulder.

“Why don’t you come in, let me fix you some coffee and a couple of eggs?”

“I like the thought of you cooking for me.”

“I guess I kind of like it myself.”

“I’ve got work, Slim.” He kissed the top of her head before he broke the embrace. “I’m going to have to settle for carry-out from Martha’s.”

“I’ll be around when you’re finished.”

“I’m counting on it.”

Clare waited until she had waved him off before turning to go into the house. She followed the sound of voices into the kitchen.

“I don’t like it,” Angie insisted. “When it happens that often, it’s deliberate.

“What?” Clare pushed through the door and studied the trio around the kitchen table. “Something going on?”

“Where’s Cam?” Angie countered.

“He’s going back to his office. Why?”

“Angle’s a little spooked.” Blair guzzled coffee and tried to clear his brain. The hangover was down to a miserable thud-bump-thud. “The phone rang last night.”

“The phone rang three separate times last night,” she corrected. “And each time I answered, whoever it was hung up.”

“Kids,” Clare decided and headed to the coffeepot.

“One kid, maybe.” Angie tapped her foot in agitation. “That kid across the street.”

“Ernie?” With a sigh, Clare leaned back against the counter and sipped her coffee. “Why would you think that?”

“The second time it happened, I got up. There was a light on in the top window of his house.”

“For God’s sake, Angie.”

“Yesterday at the parade, he was staring at you.”

“That’s it then. I guess we’ll have to drag him out in the street and shoot him.”

“Don’t take it lightly,” Jean-Paul told her. “The boy is trouble.”

“The boy is just that. A boy.”

“He’s toying with Satanism,” Jean-Paul insisted, and Blair choked on his coffee.

“What?”

“Ernie’s got a pentagram,” Clare said, “and Jean-Paul’s seeing demons.”

“I see a troubled, and perhaps dangerous, boy,” the Frenchman said tightly.

“Hold on.” Blair held up a hand. “What’s this about a pentagram?”

“An inverted pentagram.” Jean-Paul frowned over his coffee. “The boy wears it, flaunts it. And he watches Clare.”

Blair set his cup aside and rose. “Clare, I think you should talk to Cam about this.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s nothing to talk about. And God knows Cam has enough to do without adding demon-busting to the list. I’m going to work.” The screen slammed behind her.

“How much do you know about Satanism?” Blair asked Jean-Paul.

“Only what I read in the papers—enough to make me uneasy about this boy.”

“Tell him about the cat,” Angie insisted, glancing toward the garage.

“What cat?”

She leaned forward, hurrying on before Jean-Paul had a chance to explain. “Someone left a dead cat—a headless cat—outside the back door. Clare insists it was dragged there by some stray dog, but I don’t think so—it wasn’t mangled.” She sent an uneasy glance toward her husband. “Jean-Paul looked it over when he—when he got rid of it.”

“It was decapitated,” he told Blair. “Not mauled, as an animal might do. Beheaded.”

Nodding grimly, Blair rose. “Keep an eye on her. I need to make some calls.”





Chapter 20

“Why the hell didn’t she tell me?” Cam demanded when Blair sat across from him in the sheriff’s office.

“I don’t know. I wish I did.” Blair’s mouth was a thin line from tension. “I’d like to get a look at that kid, too. A good, long look.”

“I’ll deal with Ernie.”

“You might want to deal with this.” Blair tapped a finger on the fat file he’d brought along. “I went up to the newspaper in Hagerstown. Did a little digging in the morgue. And I called the Post, had them fax me some articles on Satanism. I think you’ll find it interesting reading.”

Cam flipped open the file and whistled through his teeth. “We’re a long way from D.C.”

“A lot of places are. It doesn’t stop this kind of crap from going on.”

Mutilated livestock, disemboweled house pets. Cam paged through the slick fax sheets, disgust surging in him. “We ran into this now and again when I was on the force. Ritual circles in some of the wooded areas, symbols carved into trees. But here?” His eyes lifted to Blair. “Christ, we grew up here. How could this be going on without our having a clue?”

“For the most part this kind of group is careful, real careful.” He rose and went to the coffeepot. “You want some more of this nuclear waste?”

“Yeah.” His gut had told him something was very wrong almost from the beginning, when he’d stared down into that small empty grave. “Biff, though,” he said. “That was sloppy. No.” His eyes glittered up at Blair. “Not sloppy. Arrogant.”

“I’ll tell you what I get from this.” Blair poured more coffee into Cam’s cup. “They don’t think like other men. They don’t feel like other men.” As he sat again, the chair squeaked with his restless movements.

Cam pulled over an ashtray. “Tell me, like a reporter.”

“Okay.” He settled back, steepled his hands. “I think arrogant was a good choice of words. It’s a mistake to believe that they’re stupid. It’s not all junkies and psychopaths and rebellious teenagers in cults. Some of this stuff talks about doctors, lawyers, college professors being involved, often highly placed within the cult, too.”

Cam had gleaned that much himself but wanted to hear the logic. “How do they get involved?”

“The groups are well organized. There’s networking, recruiting. Part of the appeal is the secrecy, the smugness of belonging to a group that’s outside society’s normal bounds.” As he talked, Blair was afraid he understood the allure all too well. “They live for pleasure, a lot of sick pleasure. Getting off with animals. Christ, with kids. And power—a lot of it comes down to power.” He spread out the sheets. “Some don’t believe they can conjure up demons, but they belong for the indulgences. Sex. Drugs. The thrill of killing.” He glanced over as Cam watched him. “You can see from a couple of these articles that we aren’t always talking about killing sheep and dogs. Sometimes they get in deeper. Runaways are a good target.”

Cam thought of Carly Jamison with a sick feeling of acceptance. Then of Biff. “Do they kill their own?”

“Why not? This isn’t your average men’s club, Cam, and some of these people believe, deeply, fervently, that Satan will give them whatever they want if they follow the path. I’ve got all kinds of stuff here, from what they call the dabblers right on up to the big boys. But from a couple of kids lighting a black candle and playing a record backward to La Vey—what pulls it together is power. It all comes down to power.”

“I’ve been reading quite a bit, too,” Cam said. “What I’m getting is that there are different type of cults. The high-profile ones are big into indulgence and ceremony but reject any kind of ritual sacrifice.”

“Sure.” Blair nodded and found himself stifling a nervous laugh. Here they were, good old friends, discussing devil worship and ritual murder over bad coffee. “But there are others. I need to do more checking, but from what I can gather, that’s your most dangerous group. They take what they want from the books, from the traditions, and make their own. They go back to the ancients, when blood was the only way to appease and—and cajole the gods. They form where they please. They don’t seek attention, they hide from it. But they find each other.”

“How do we find them?”

“I’m afraid,” Blair said, and he no longer had the urge to laugh, “that we may not have to look very far.” Restlessly, he dragged a hand through his hair. “But I’m a political reporter, Cam. I don’t know whether that’s an advantage or an obstacle.”

“I’d imagine a cult would be lousy with politics.”

“Probably.” He let out a long breath. Did one campaign for the job of high priest? he wondered. Gather votes by kissing babies and slapping palms? Jesus. “There’s too much I don’t know. I’ve got a line on a couple of people back in D.C. who’ll talk to me. You know there are cops who specialize in this sort of thing?”

“We don’t need a story.”

“You’ve got one,” Blair shot back. “But if you think I’m into this because of some fucking byline—”

“Sorry.” Cam held up a hand, palm out, then used it to soothe the headache brewing behind his eyes. “Knee-jerk. It’s my town, goddammit.”

“Mine, too.” Blair managed what passed for a smile. “I didn’t realize how much it was still my town until this. I want to talk to Lisa MacDonald, Cam. Then I’ll do what I can from here. But before long I’m going to have to go back to D.C, do some legwork on this.”

“All right.” He had to trust someone. In the town he thought he knew so well, he was afraid there was no one else to trust. “I’ll call her and clear it. Be easy with her. She’s still fragile.”

“She’d be dead if it wasn’t for Clare.” Carefully, a little too carefully, he set down his coffee. “I’m scared for her, Cam, I’m scared real deep. If this Ernie character belongs to a cult and he’s obsessed with her—”

“He won’t get near her.” The soft, controlled statement was in direct opposition with the heat in Cam’s eyes. Count on it.

“I am counting on it.” Pushing the mug aside, he leaned closer. “She’s the most important person in my life, and I’m trusting her to you after I go. By God, you’d better take care of her.”

* * *

Ernie’s fingers trembled as he held the slip of paper. He had found it in the visor of his truck at the end of his shift at the Amoco. At last it was coming together.

The risk he’d taken out at Dopper’s farm, the ugly sickness and revulsion he suffered after he’d butchered the black calves had all been worth it. He would be joining them.

May 31, 10:00. South end of Dopper’s Woods. Come alone.

Tonight, was all he could think. Tonight he would see, and he would know, and he would belong. He folded the paper and slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans. When he started the truck, his hands were still trembling. His leg shook as he pushed in the clutch.

On the drive home, his nervousness turned into cold, clearheaded excitement. He would no longer be an onlooker, he thought, no longer have to content himself with spying through his telescope. He would belong.

Sally saw him drive up and was out of her car before Ernie had pulled to the curb in front of his house. Her smile of greeting faded as soon as he looked at her. His eyes were dark, cold.

“Hi … I was just driving around, and I thought I’d come by.”

“I got stuff to do.”

“Oh, well, I can’t stay anyway. I’ve got to get over to my grandmother’s. Sunday dinner, you know.”

“So go.” He started toward the door.

“Ernie.” Hurt, Sally trotted after him. “I just wanted to ask you about the party again. Josh is bugging me to go with him, but I—”

“So go with him.” He shook her hand off his arm. “Stop hanging on me.”

“Why are you being like this?” Her eyes had already filled, in reflex. He watched the first tear fall and felt a stirring of remorse that he quickly smothered.

“Being like what?”

“Mean to me. I thought you liked me. More than liked me. You said—”

“I never said anything.” And that was true. “I just did what you wanted me to do.”

“I wouldn’t have let you … I would never have done those things with you unless I thought you cared about me.”

“Cared about you? Why the hell should I? You’re just another slut.” He watched her face go dead pale before she sat down on the lawn and sobbed. Part of him was embarrassed. Part of him was sorry. Part of him, the part he concentrated on, watched her with calculated indifference. “Get out of here, will you?”

“But I love you.”

Again something stirred, and again he squelched it. He reached down to pull her to her feet just as Cam drove up. Ernie let his hands dangle at his sides and waited.

“Problem here?”

“Not mine,” Ernie said.

After flicking a glance over the boy, Cam bent down to Sally. “Hey, honey. Did he hurt you?”

“He said he doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t care at all.”

“Then he’s not worth crying over.” Gently he held out a hand. “Come on, now. You want me to drive you home?”

“I don’t want to go home. I want to die.”

Cam glanced up and felt relieved to see Clare crossing the street. “You’re too young and pretty to want to die.” He patted her shoulder.

“What’s going on?” Clare looked from one face to the other. “I saw you drive by,” she said to Cam.

“Sally’s pretty upset. Why don’t you take her over to the house and …” He made an inadequate gesture.

“Sure. Come on, Sally.” Clare put an arm around the girl’s waist to help her up. “Let’s go to my house and trash men.” She shot Cam a last look and led the weeping girl across the street.

“Nice going, champ,” Cam said to Ernie.

To the surprise of them both, Ernie blushed. “Look, I didn’t do anything. She was bugging me. I never asked her to come around. It’s not against the law to tell some stupid girl to take a hike.”

“You’re right there. Are your parents home?”

“Why?”

“Because I want to ask you some questions. You might want them around when I do.”

“I don’t need them.”

“Up to you,” Cam said easily. “You want to talk in the house or out here?”

He jerked his head, a single defiant gesture that sent his hair flying back. “Here.”

“Interesting piece of jewelry.” Cam reached out to touch the pentagram, and Ernie closed a hand over it. So?

“It’s a Satanic symbol.”

Ernie’s lips curved in a leer. “No kidding?”

“You into devil worship, Ernie?”

Ernie kept smiling, kept stroking the pentagram. “Isn’t a person’s religion covered in the Bill of Rights?”

“Yeah. Yeah, it sure is. Unless the people practicing that religion break the law.”

“It’s not against the law to wear a pentagram.”

At a nearby house, someone started a lawn mower. The motor coughed and died twice, then caught in a steady purr.

“Where were you last Monday night between one and four A.M.?”

His stomach jumped, but he kept his eyes steady. “Asleep in bed, like everybody else in this frigging town.”

“Ever try your hand at animal sacrifice, Ernie?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“Can you tell me where you were last Tuesday night, about ten-thirty, eleven?”

“Yeah.” With a grin, Ernie glanced up at the top window of the house. “I was right up there, balling Sally Simmons. I guess we finished about eleven. She left a few minutes later, and my parents came home from the pizza parlor about eleven-thirty That should cover it.”

“You’re a lousy little sonofabitch.”

“That’s not against the law either.”

“No, it isn’t.” Cam took a step closer so that they were eye to eye. There was a faint film of sweat on the boy’s brow. Cam was gratified to see it. “You’re my favorite kind of bug to squash, and I’m not that long out of practice. Make a wrong move, you little bastard, and I’ll be on you like a leech, sucking you dry.”

“Is that a threat?”

“That’s a fact. If your alibi doesn’t check out by even five minutes, we’re taking this down to the office. You’d better dig one up for Monday night, too.” He closed his hand over Ernie’s pentagram. “Stay away from Clare, stay far away. If you don’t, there isn’t a god in heaven or hell who’ll protect you from me.”

With his hands clenched into fists, Ernie watched Cam walk away. He’d have more than that, he thought. After tonight, he’d have whatever he needed.

* * *

“I thought he loved me.” Sally hiccuped into the soft drink Clare had poured her. “But he didn’t care at all. He never cared, he only … He said such awful things to me.”

“Sometimes people say awful things when they’re fighting that they’re sorry about later.”

“It wasn’t like that.” Sally took another tissue and blew her nose. “We weren’t fighting. He wasn’t even mad, just cold. He looked at me like—like I’d crawled out of a hole. He said—he said I was a slut.”

“Oh, baby.” She closed a hand over Sally’s and thought about what she would say to Ernie at the first opportunity. “I know that hurts.”

“I guess I am, too, because I did it with him.” She covered her face with the tattered tissue. “He was the first one. The very first one.”

“I’m sorry.” Near tears herself, Clare put her arms around the girl. “I wish I could tell you that what he said doesn’t matter, but it does to you. And it will for a while yet. But being intimate with Ernie doesn’t make you a slut. It only makes you human.”

“I loved him.”

Already past tense, Clare thought, grateful for the resilience of a teenage heart. “I know you thought you did. When you really fall in love, you’ll see the difference.”

Sally shook her head, hair swinging. “I don’t ever want to care about another boy. I don’t want anybody to be able to hurt me like this ever again.”

“I know what you mean.” Every woman did, she thought. “The problem is you will care.” She took Sally by the shoulders, drew her back. The girl’s face was blotched from weeping. Her eyes were swollen and red. And so young, Clare thought. She took a fresh tissue and gently dabbed at the tears. “There’s something I’d better tell you, though. Something every woman should know about men.”

Sally sniffed. “What?”

“They’re all assholes.”

With a watery chuckle, Sally wiped her eyes.

“They are,” Clare insisted. “They get older and become older assholes. The trick is to avoid coming in contact with the one guy who will make you fall in love with him despite it. Otherwise, you’ll end up married for fifty or sixty years before you realize you’ve been fooled.”

Sally laughed just as Angie walked through the kitchen door. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Angie noted the girl’s tear-streaked face and started to back up.

“No, that’s all right.” Clare motioned her in. “Angie, this is Sally, and she and I were just discussing why the world would be a better place without men.”

“That goes without saying. Except for sex and killing roaches, they really have no purpose.”

“Parallel parking,” Clare put in, pleased that Sally had laughed again.

“Auto repairs.” Sally rubbed her cheeks dry with her hands. “My dad’s really good at auto repairs.”

“That’s true.” Clare considered a moment. “But a woman can always buy a manual.”

Sally sighed and ran a fingertip down her glass. “I feel pretty stupid, acting the way I did.”

“You have no reason to.”

She swallowed and stared down at the table. “I can’t tell my mother about the things Ernie and I did.”

“Do you think she’d be angry?” Clare asked.

Sally shook her head. “I don’t know. She’s really great to talk to. We’ve had all the discussions. You know. It’s not like she expected I’d stay a virgin forever, but … I can’t tell her what I did with Ernie.”

“I guess it’s for you to decide.” She heard Cam pull up in the drive. “Here comes Sheriff Rafferty”

“Oh.” Sally covered her face. “I hate for him to see me like this. I look awful.”

“Why don’t I show you where to wash your face?” Angie suggested. “A little lipstick and eye drops should do the trick.”

“Thanks.” On impulse she hugged Clare. “Thanks a lot, both of you.”

She hurried out just as Cam walked in. “Where’s Sally?”

“Tidying up so you wouldn’t see her with red eyes and a runny nose. You talked to Ernie?”

“Yes, I talked to him.”

“I don’t know what got into him, saying things like that to Sally, but I’ve got a good mind to have a few words with him myself.”

“Stay away from him.” He cupped a hand under her chin. “I mean it.”

“Now, wait a minute—”

“No. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. Until I’m sure he’s clean, you keep away from him.”

“Clean? What are you talking about?”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me about the cat?”

“Cat?” She edged back a little. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“It may have a hell of a lot to do with everything. Don’t pull away from me, Slim.”

“I’m not.” She was. “I don’t want to,” she amended. “There are things I have to work out. Okay?”

“No, it’s not okay.” He caught her chin in his hand again, studied her a moment, then let his hand drop away. “But it’ll have to do for now. I need to talk to Sally.” He swore under his breath, knowing the harder he pushed the more inclined Clare would be to push back. He could already see it in her face, the faint, stubborn line between her brows, the tension in her jaw. “Slim …” He sat, taking both her hands in his. “It’s important. I wouldn’t ask you otherwise.”

“You said you weren’t asking, you were telling.”

“Okay.” He smiled a little. “I wouldn’t tell you if it wasn’t important.”

“And maybe I’d be less inclined to tell you to go to hell if you’d explain.”

Cam pinched the bridge of his nose. “I will, as soon as I can.” He glanced up as Sally came back into the kitchen.

“I guess you want to talk to me,” she said, and linked her hands together.

Cam rose to offer her a chair. “How are you feeling?”

She stared down at her feet, then at the table. “Embarrassed.”

“Don’t be.” He smiled at her so gently that she had to bite her lip to keep from crying all over again. “I once had a fight with Susie Negley right at the counter of Martha’s Diner.”

“Susie Negley?” Sally said blankly.

“She’s Sue Knight now.”

“Mrs. Knight?” Sally stopped staring at the table to stare at Cam as she tried to imagine her stiff-spined English teacher with the sheriff. “You used to … with Mrs. Knight?”

“When she was sweet sixteen. And she slugged me, nearly knocked me off the stool. That was embarrassing.”

She giggled, and the sheen of tears faded from her eyes. “Mrs. Knight hit you? Really?”

“Don’t let it get around. I think people have almost forgotten.”

“No, they haven’t,” Clare said as she rose. “It just makes him feel better to think so. Why don’t I leave you two alone?”

“Can’t you—” Sally bit her lip again. “Can’t she stay? I already told her and … will it be all right?”

“Sure.” Cam looked up at Clare and nodded. “I need to ask you some questions. You’ve known Ernie for a long time?”

“Since middle school.”

“Does he get along with the other kids?”

It wasn’t the line of questioning she’d been expecting and she frowned. “Well, he doesn’t get into fights or anything. This time …” She looked at Clare. “This time was my fault, really. I came by, and I guess I made a scene because I wanted him to feel about me the way I felt—thought I felt,” she corrected, “about him. I don’t want him to get into trouble, Sheriff. He isn’t worth it.”

“Good going,” Clare murmured and toasted Sally with a Diet Pepsi.

“He’s not in trouble.” Yet. “Who does he hang around with?”

“Nobody really.”

“He doesn’t sit with a particular group in the lunchroom?”

“No, he kind of keeps to himself.”

“He drives to school, doesn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Does he ever have anybody in the truck with him?”

“I’ve never seen him give anybody a ride.” That was funny, she realized. Kids were always piling into each other’s cars. But nobody ever rode shotgun with Ernie.

It wasn’t what Cam wanted to hear. If Ernie was involved with what had been going on in Emmitsboro, he wasn’t acting alone. “You’ve been with him a lot over the past few weeks.”

The flush started at her neck and rose slowly to her cheeks. “Mr. Atherton assigned partners for a chemistry project. Ernie and I were working on it together.”

“What did he talk about?”

She moved her shoulders. “He doesn’t talk much.” It occurred to her then that Ernie had never talked like Josh—about school, about his parents, other kids, sports, movies. He’d let her do all the talking, then had led her upstairs to his room.

“Did you ever talk about the things that have been going on, like Biff Stokey’s murder?”

“I guess we did, some. I remember Ernie saying that Biff was just an asshole.” Her blush turned fiery. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Did he say anything else?” Mortally embarrassed, she shook her head. “Did he ever ask you about the night you and Josh were in the cemetery?”

“Not really. But Josh told everybody, and he kept telling everybody until it got really boring. Josh just doesn’t let things go, you know?” And she hoped he still wanted to go to the party with her.

“Sally, were you with Ernie last Monday night?”

“Last Monday?” She looked up gratefully as Clare refilled her glass of Pepsi. “No, I baby-sit for the Jenkinses every Monday.”

“And Ernie didn’t come by? You didn’t go over to his house after you were finished?”

“No. The Jenkinses live right next door to us, and if I had a boy over, my mom would get really hyped. They don’t usually come home until about eleven.”

“How about Tuesday?”

“Tuesday?” She looked away and picked up her glass.

“Were you with Ernie Tuesday night?”

She nodded, then put down the glass without drinking. “I was supposed to be over at Louise’s house, studying, but I went to Ernie’s. His parents work at night.”

“I know. Can you tell me what time you got there and what time you left?”

“I left Louise’s just before ten, so I got there a few minutes later. It was after eleven when I left.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, because I was supposed to be home at eleven, and it was almost eleven-thirty when I got there, and my father was ticked.”

“Okay.” The little bastard couldn’t be in two places at once, Cam thought. But he wasn’t willing to let go quite yet. “You’ve seen that pendant Ernie wears?”

“Sure, he used to wear it under his shirt, but …” She realized too late what that implied, and looked down at the table again.

“Do any of the other kids wear one?”

“No. I don’t think so. Nobody’s really into that kind of thing.”

“What kind of thing?”

“You know, Satanism and stuff.”

Cam felt Clare stiffen beside him but concentrated on Sally. “But Ernie was?”

“I guess. He had the pentagram. He had black candles in his room. He liked to light them and listen to black metal.”

“Did you ever ask him about it?”

“I asked him once why he was into that kind of thing, and he just smiled and said it was a game. But … I didn’t think it was a game to him. I said I’d seen on television how cults killed people, even babies, and he said I was gullible, that was just society’s way of putting down something they didn’t understand.”

“Did he say anything else about it?”

“Not that I remember.”

“If you do, will you come and tell me?”

“All right.”

“Do you want me to drive you home?”

“No, I’m okay.” She pressed her lips together. “Are you going to talk to my parents?”

“If I have to talk to them about any of this, I’ll tell you first.”

“Thanks.” She gave him a weak smile, then turned to Clare. “You and Angie were really great.”

“We have to stick together.”

Sally nodded as she stood. “I, ah … Ernie has a telescope in his room,” she blurted out. “I looked through it once when he left me alone for a minute. I could see right into your bedroom window.” She blushed again. “I thought you should know.”

Clare struggled to keep her face blank. “Thanks.”

“I’ll see you around.”

“Come back any time you want.” Clare let out a long, quiet breath after Sally had gone. “I guess I’d better start pulling down the shades.”

“The little sonofabitch.”

Clare clamped a hand on Cam’s before he could rise. “What are you going to do, punch him out? Not only are you twice his age and half again his weight, but you’ve got a badge that says you’re not allowed to.”

“I’ll take it off.”

“No, you won’t. And if nothing else, that bombshell Sally dropped will get you what you want. I’ll stay away from him.” She leaned forward, framed his face with her hands, and kissed him. “But I appreciate the thought.”

“Start locking your doors.”

“He’s not going to—” She broke off, gauging the temper in his eyes. “All right. Now, do you want to tell me what brought on that line of questioning with Sally?”

“Missing graveyard dirt, what looks like a ritual killing, and the attack on Lisa MacDonald. The headless black cat on your back door.”

“You can’t seriously believe that one unhappy kid is on some kind of rampage for Satan.”

“No, I don’t. But I have to start somewhere.”

Restless, she rose to pace to the window. The lilacs were blooming, damn it. There was a nest of starlings in the eaves, and the grass needed mowing. That was the way things were supposed to be. The way they had always been. She wouldn’t accept that there was something undulating beneath the calm surface.

But she thought of the books in her night table drawer. For one horrid instant, she could see her father sprawled on the terrace, broken, bleeding, beyond hope.

She rubbed her hands over her eyes as if to erase the image. “It’s absurd. The next thing you’ll tell me is that the Emmitsboro Ladies Club is actually a witches’ coven that meets every full moon.”

He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “I’m telling you that there’s something sick in this town. I’m going to find it and cut it out. Right now Ernie Butts is the only lead I’ve got.”

Again she thought of the books, her father’s books. God, her father. She couldn’t bring herself to speak of it. But there was something else, something that perhaps meant nothing but wouldn’t be such a complete betrayal.

“I didn’t think anything of it at the time,” she began and had to give herself a moment before her voice steadied. “The day you found Biff, and we went out to your mother’s.…”

His fingers tensed on her shoulders. “What about it?”

“I stayed with her after the doctor gave her a sedative. I just kind of wandered around. There were books in, well, I guess you’d call it Biff’s den. I wanted something to read. Mostly there was just pornography and men’s adventures. But—”

“But?”

“I found a copy of The Satanic Bible.”





Chapter 21

Jane Stokey spent each day cleaning and packing. After the eggs were gathered and the stock seen to, she settled into one room of the rambling farmhouse. Much of it would be sold at auction. She’d already had Bob Meese out to give her a bid on the mahogany dining room set that had been her grandmother’s. The big and little server, the china cupboard, the extension table meant for large families with lots of children, the scarred and treasured chairs. They had all meant something to her once. Over the years, the shellac had turned black, and the surfaces wouldn’t hold much of a shine, but the dining set had been her pride and joy. And a bone of contention between her and Biff.

He had wanted to sell it. It was one of the few things she’d had the will to refuse him.

Now he was getting his wish.

She would have no room for heavy old furniture in Tennessee. Her sister didn’t want it. Cam had his own. Jane had no daughter to pass the tradition down to. It would end with her.

She didn’t think about that. Didn’t allow herself.

It would cost too much to truck it south, too much to store it. The plain fact was she didn’t have the heart to hold on to it now that she was alone.

She went through the drawers, separating linens into a box to sell or a box to take. Her mother’s damask tablecloth with its spot of cranberry sauce that hadn’t washed out from some Thanksgiving years before. The lacy runner that had been a wedding present from Mike’s aunt Loretta. She had once starched and pressed it so lovingly; now it was limp with age and disuse. There were the napkins with the fancy R in the corners that she had embroidered herself.

She folded them into her takeaway box like a secret.

From linens she moved to glassware, wrapping the candlesticks, the candy dishes, the single champagne flute that had survived thirty years.

One box filled, and she started on a new one, thinking, How things do collect after thirty-odd years. With competent hands she wrapped pieces of her life in newspaper for other people to pick and paw through. And here was the platter Mama had bought from the traveling salesman with the carrot red hair and the white, white grin. He’d said it would last a lifetime, but Mama had bought it because of the pretty pink flowers around the edges.

A tear fell on the newsprint as Jane wrapped it.

She couldn’t take it all with her. She couldn’t. What would a woman alone do with so much? Why, every time she washed or dusted them, she would be reminded that there was no one to care.

She would buy herself some new dishes, like the ones she’d seen in the JC Penney catalog. There was no reason to fill cupboards and closets with things she didn’t need. Why, she couldn’t think what had made her keep all of it for so long. Dust collectors, Biff had called them. He’d been right, too. She’d spent hours chasing the dust from them.

She wrapped a small china cat and slipped it guiltily into her take-away box.

The knock on the door made her jolt. Jane brushed off her apron, smoothed down her hair before she went to answer. She sincerely hoped it wasn’t Min Atherton again, come to poke around the house with the excuse of being a concerned friend and neighbor.

Jane nearly laughed at the thought. Min had been a nosey busybody since the day she could talk. If she weren’t married to James, no one would give her the time of day. The surge of regret and envy came swiftly. Min might have been an irritant, like a speck of dust in the eye that wouldn’t tear out, but she had a husband.

Jane opened the door to her son.

“Mom.” He could think of nothing in his life he regretted more than what he was about to do. “I need to talk to you.”

“I’m busy, Cameron.” She was afraid he had come to talk about the farm. She’d waited for him to come and complain that she was selling. But he hadn’t complained. He hadn’t said a word about it. “Settlement’s in three weeks, and I’ve got the whole house to pack up.”

“In a hurry to get rid of it?” He held up a hand, cursing himself. “That’s your business. But I need to talk to you. It’s about Biff.”

“Biff?” Her fingers went to the buttons of her blouse and began to twist. “Did you find out something? Do you know who killed him?”

“I need to talk to you,” he repeated. “Are you going to let me come in?”

Jane stepped back. Cam noted that she’d already started on the living room. There was nothing left but the sofa, the TV, and a single table and lamp. There were dark squares on the faded wallpaper where pictures had hung, a faint outline on the floor where the rug had lain.

He wanted to shout at her, to shake her and demand that she think. It was part of his life she was packing away. But he wasn’t here as her son. She didn’t want him to be.

“Why don’t you sit down?” He gestured to the sofa and waited. “I need to ask you some questions.”

“I’ve already told you everything I know.”

“Have you?” He didn’t sit but studied her. “Why don’t you tell me about Biff’s interests.”

“Interests?” Her face went blank. “I don’t understand.”

“What was he into, other than drinking?”

Her mouth was a thin, straight line. “I won’t have you speaking ill of him in his own house.”

“This was never his house, but we’ll leave that alone. What did he do with his time?”

“He worked the farm.”

Like hell, Cam thought, but left that, too, alone. “His free time.”

“He liked to watch the TV.” She groped, fumbling to find a grip on a man she’d lived with for more than twenty years. “He liked to hunt. He’d never let a season go by without getting a deer.”

Or two, Cam thought. He’d dressed them illegally in the woods, bypassed the check-in station at the market, and sold the meat.

“Did he read?”

Baffled, she blinked at Cam. “Some.”

“What kind of things did he read?”

She remembered the magazines she had found, and burned, in the shed. “The things men read, I suppose.”

“What about religion?”

“Religion? He didn’t have one. He was raised Methodist, I think, but he always said church was a waste of a good hour every week.”

“How many times a week did he go out?”

“I don’t know.” She began to huff. “I don’t see what this has to do with his murder.”

“Was there any particular night he always went out?”

“I didn’t keep track of the man. It wasn’t my place.”

“Then whose was it? Who’d he go out with?”

“Different people.” Her heart was beating too loud, but she didn’t know what she was afraid of. “Mostly he’d go out alone and meet Less Gladhill or Oscar Roody or Skunk Haggerty or one of the others. Sometimes they’d play poker or just go to Clyde’s.” And sometimes he’d go into Frederick and visit a whore. But she left that unsaid. “A man’s entitled to relax.”

“Did he ever relax with drugs?”

Her color fluctuated, white, then pink, then white again. “I wouldn’t have those filthy things in my house.”

“I need to look in his den.”

Her color changed again, to a dull red. “I won’t have it. I won’t. You come here, after the man’s dead and can’t defend himself, and try to say he was some kind of drug fiend. Why aren’t you out looking for whoever killed him instead of coming here and slinging dirt?”

“I am looking for whoever killed him. Now, I need to look through his things. I can do it this way, or I can get a court order. It’s up to you.”

She rose, very slowly. “You’d do that?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not the boy I raised.” Her voice shook.

“No, I guess I’m not. I’d like you to come with me. If I find anything, I want you to see where and how it was found.”

“You do what you have to do. Then I don’t want you coming back here anymore.”

“There’s nothing to come back to.”

He followed her stiff back up the stairs.

He was relieved she hadn’t started on Biff’s den yet. It was exactly as Clare had described it. Cluttered, dusty, scented with stale beer.

“I take it you didn’t come in here much.”

“This was Biff’s room. A man’s entitled to his privacy.” But the dust embarrassed her almost as much as the magazines piled on the floor.

He started in one corner, working silently and systematically. In a drawer with shotgun shells and matches, he found a package of Drum, filled with about an ounce of grass.

He looked at her.

“That’s just tobacco.”

“No.” He held it out for her to look at. “It’s marijuana.”

There was a quick, dull pain in the center of her stomach. “It’s Drum tobacco,” she insisted. “It says so right on the bag.”

“You don’t have to take my word for it. I’ll send it to the lab.”

“That won’t prove anything.” She began to ball and un-ball the skirt of her apron. “Somebody gave it to him—like a joke. He probably didn’t even know what it was. How would he know?”

He set the bag aside and continued to search. Inside the hollowed-out stand for the stuffed squirrel he found two vials of cocaine.

“What?” Jane put her fingers to her mouth. “What is it?”

Cam opened a vial, touched a wet fingertip to the powder and the powder to his tongue. “Cocaine.”

“Oh, no. My God, no. It’s a mistake.”

“Sit down. Come on, Mom, sit down.” He led her to the chair. Part of him wanted to hold her and tell her to forget all about it, to put it right out of her mind. Another part wanted to shake her and gloat. I told you what he was. I told you. He set those parts aside, the two halves of her son.

“I want you to think, tell me who used to come here. Who would come upstairs here with Biff?”

“Nobody.” She looked at the vials Cam still held in his hand, then away with a kind of horror. She didn’t understand drugs, unless they were the kind Doc Crampton gave you for the stomach flu or those twinges of arthritis. But she feared them. “He didn’t let anybody come in here. If he had a poker game, he would lock the door first. He said he didn’t want those guys poking around in his stuff. He’d just sit up here by himself.”

“Okay.” He took a chance and squeezed her hand, but got no response. “I have to keep looking.”

“What difference does it make?” she murmured. Her husband had been unfaithful to her. Not just with a woman. She could understand another woman, especially one who took money. But he had been unfaithful with those little tubes of powder. And that she would never understand.

He found a few more stashes. All small quantities, obviously for personal use. If he’d been selling, Cam thought, he hadn’t been doing it from here.

“Did you ever see Biff with a large amount of cash?”

“We never had money,” she said wearily. “You know that.”

“How did he come up with the down payment for the Caddy?”

“I don’t know. I never asked.”

He went through the paperbacks on the shelves and found a stack that dealt with Satanism, cult worship, and ritual sacrifices. Two of them were straight porn, with obviously staged photographs of naked women being tortured by men in masks. Others were serious works on devil worship.

Setting the worst of them aside, he brought the rest to the chair. “What do you know about these?”

Jane stared, with a glassy kind of horror, at the titles. Her Catholic background reared up and grabbed her by the throat. “What are they? What are they doing here? How did they get in my house?”

“They were Biff’s. I need you to tell me if you knew anything about them.”

“No.” She folded her hands on her breasts, afraid to touch them. This was much worse even than the drugs. “I’ve never seen them. I don’t want to see them. Put them away.”

“Do you see this?” He pointed to the pentagram on the cover of a book. “Did Biff have one of them?”

“What is it?”

“Did he have one?”

“I don’t know.” But she remembered the things she had found in the shed. “What does it mean?”

“It means that Biff was involved in something. It could be why he was killed.”

She pushed out her hands to ward him off but couldn’t find the strength to rise. “He was a good man,” she insisted. “He wasn’t a churchgoer, but he wouldn’t blaspheme this way. You’re trying to make him into some kind of monster.”

“Goddamn it, open your eyes.” He all but shoved the books into her face. “This was his idea of a good time. And this.” He grabbed one of the other books and tore it open to a full-color scene. “And I don’t think he just read about it. Do you understand? I don’t think he just sat up here snorting coke and looking at dirty pictures. I think he went out and practiced this stuff.”

“Stop it! Stop it! I won’t listen.”

Now he did grab her, he did shake. But he didn’t have it in him to gloat. “Why are you protecting him? He never made you happy, not one single day of your life. He was a sick, sadistic sonofabitch. He ruined this farm, he ruined you, and he did his damnedest to ruin me.”

“He took care of me.”

“He made you an old woman. A scared, beaten old woman. If I hated him for nothing else, I’d hate him for what he’s done to you.”

She stopped struggling to stare. Though her mouth worked, there were no words.

“You used to laugh.” In his desperate and angry voice, there was a trace of a plea. “Damn it, you used to care about things, about yourself. For the past twenty years, all you’ve done is work and worry. And when you went to bed at night, too tired to care anymore, he was out lighting black candles and sacrificing goats. Or worse. God help us. Or worse.”

“I don’t know what to do.” She began to croon, rocking back and forth. “I don’t know what to do.” Jane believed in Satan, deeply, superstitiously She saw him as a serpent, slithering in the Garden, as a dark angel, taunting and tempting Christ, as the king of a fiery pit. In her heart was a cold terror that he had been invited into her home.

Cam took her hands again. This time she held on. “You’re going to tell me everything you know.”

“But I don’t know.” Tears leaked out of her eyes. “Cam, I don’t. Did he … did he sell his soul?”

“If he had one to begin with.”

“How could I have lived with him for twenty years and not known?”

“Now that you do, you might start to remember things. Things you didn’t pay any attention to before. Things you didn’t want to pay attention to.”

With her lips tightly pressed together, she looked down at the book that had fallen open on the floor. She saw the naked woman, blood smeared on her breasts. A candle between her legs.

She’d been trained well, trained to be loyal, to overlook, to make excuses. But there had been an earlier training, one that surfaced now to make her fear the Wrath of God and the punishment.

“The shed,” she said weakly. “In the shed.”

“What’s in the shed?”

“I found things. I burned them.”

“Oh, Christ.”

“I had to.” Her voice skipped and shivered. “I had to burn them. I couldn’t let anyone see.…”

“See what?”

“Magazines. Ones like this.” She gestured toward the floor, then looked away.

“Is that all you burned?”

She shook her head.

“What else?”

The shame, the shame all but sickened her. “Candles. Like the ones in the picture. Black candles. And a robe with a hood. It smelled”—she tasted bile in her throat—“like blood. And there were pictures. Snapshots.”

Cam’s hand tightened on hers. “Of what?”

“Girls. Two young girls. One dark-haired, one blond. They were … they were naked and tied up, on the cot in the shed. I tore them up and burned them.”

A granite fist closed in his stomach. “You burned the pictures?”

“I had to.” Hysteria bubbled in her voice. “I had to. I didn’t know what else to do. It was so ugly. I couldn’t let people know he’d brought women here, paid them to pose for those dirty pictures.”

“If you saw the girls again, or other pictures of them, would you remember?”

“I won’t forget. I’ll never forget how they looked.”

“Okay. I’m going to call Bud. Then you’re going to take me outside and show me.”

“People will know.”

“Yes.” He let go of her hands so that she could cover her face with them and weep. “People will know.”

“What have we got, Sheriff?”

“I don’t know yet.” Cam looked back toward the house where his mother was standing on the porch wringing her hands. “You brought everything?”

“Just like you said.”

“Let’s put on the gloves and get to work.”

They snapped on thin surgical gloves and went into the shed.

She’d even burned the damn mattress, Cam thought, frowning at the iron frame of the cot. There was little left other than a few tools, lots of dust, and a few broken beer bottles. Hunkering down, Cam searched the underside of a workbench.

“Do we know what we’re looking for?” Bud asked.

“I’ll let you know if we find it.”

“Hell of a way to spend a Sunday.” But Bud whistled between his teeth. “I got me a date with Alice tonight.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Taking her to a Mexican restaurant and the movies.”

“Shooting the works, huh?”

“Well …” Bud colored a little as he ran his fingers lightly over and under the metal shelves. “She’s worth it. Maybe you ought to take Clare up to the Mexican place sometime. It’s got a real nice atmosphere. You know, pots and paper flowers and stuff. Women go for that.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Do you figure a margarita’s a woman’s drink?”

“Not according to Jimmy Buffet.”

“Who?”

“Never mind. Try a Dos Equis and keep it to one.”

“Dos Equis,” Bud repeated to himself, committing it to memory. “I wonder what—shit.”

“What?”

“Something sharp here, nearly went through the glove. One of those earrings with a pointy back.” Bud held it up, a bit uncomfortable. Everybody knew Biff had fooled around, but it was different when you were the one who found a woman’s earring in his toolshed. “I, ah, guess I should bag it.”

“Yeah. And this, too.” Cam peeled off a bag of cocaine that had been taped to the underside of the worktable.

“Holy shit, is that what I think it is?”

Bud’s eyes bulged. If Cam had held up a five-headed toad, he’d have been less amazed. “Jesus, Cam, what are you going to tell your mom?”

“Just tag it, Bud.”

“Sure. Yeah.” He took the bag, cradling it in his hands as if it were a squirming infant.

Using his flashlight, Cam crawled on his hands and knees, working every inch of the floor. Mixed with the broken beer bottles he found a thin slice of smoky glass. He held it up and peered through it. Prescription. Carly Jamison had been nearsighted. He shifted through the broken glass and found two more pieces.

When they’d finished the search, he stepped out into the sunlight. “Did you bring the Jamison girl’s picture?”

“Sure, like you said. It’s in the car.”

“You go ahead and dust for prints.”

“Sure.” Bud brightened instantly. It was something he practiced religiously and rarely got to put into use. “I’ll get right on it.”

Cam took the photograph out of the car and walked toward the house, where his mother still waited. She looked old, he thought, even older than when she had opened the door for him two hours before.

He held out the picture. “Is this the girl in the photograph you found in the shed?”

Jane licked her lips and forced herself to look. It was a pretty face, young and pretty. She had to turn away from it. “Yes.”

“Try to think back to around Eastertime. Did you ever see this girl around?”

“I never saw her.” Jane looked over his head, toward the fields. “Is she dead?”

“I’m afraid she might be.”

“You think Biff killed her.”

“He had a part in whatever happened to her. She was in that shed. Tied up, held there.”

She thought she’d cried herself out, but the tears began again, pouring from her burning eyes. “I didn’t know. I swear on my life I didn’t know.”

“Who was around here during that time? Who came out and spent time with Biff?”

“Cam, that was weeks and weeks ago. I don’t know. How would I remember? I was down with the flu before Easter. Remember, you brought me flowers.”

“I remember.”

“Biff came and went. There might have been a poker game, or that might have been after Easter.” She pushed a hand over her limp hair. “I never paid any mind to that kind of thing. He didn’t want me to. What difference does it make now? He’s in hell. He sold his soul and sent himself to hell.”

“All right.” He was beating a dead horse and knew it. “If you remember anything, you call me. I don’t want you to talk to anyone about this.”

“Who would I talk to?” she said dully. “They’ll all find out anyway. That’s the way things work.”

He let out a sigh. “Do you want to come and stay with me until … for a while?”

Surprise registered first. Then shame. “No, I’ll be fine here, but it’s kind of you.”

“Damn it, you’re my mother. It’s not kind. I love you.”

She could barely see him for the tears blurring her eyes. But he looked as she remembered him as a boy. Tall and straight and defiant. Angry, she thought. It seemed that he’d been angry with her since the day his daddy had died.

“I’ll stay just the same. It’s my home for a little while longer.” She started to walk into the house, then stopped. It took the rest of the courage she had left just to turn and face her son again. “When you were five, you got ahold of my good red nail polish. You wrote ‘I love you Mom’ in big, block letters on the bathroom tile. I guess nothing before or since ever meant so much to me.” She looked at him helplessly, hopelessly. “I wish I’d told you that before.”

She went inside, alone, and closed the door quietly behind her.

Clare was waiting for him when he got home. She met him at the door, took one look, and put her arms around him.

“We don’t have to talk about it.” She tightened her grip when he laid his cheek against her hair. “I picked up some pizza. If you’d rather be alone, I’ll head home. You can just warm it up when you get around to it.”

He lowered his mouth to hers. “Stay.”

“All right. Angie and Jean-Paul left about an hour ago. They had to get back to the gallery and said to tell you good-bye.”

“Blair?”

“He’s decided to hang around for a couple of days.” She eased back to study him. “Rafferty, you look like hell. Why don’t you go up, have a soak in that magic tub of yours? I’ll heat up the pizza and fix you a beer.”

“Slim.” He closed her hand into a fist and brought it to his lips. “You’re going to have to marry me.”

“I’m what?”

He didn’t really mind the shock in her eyes. “I like the idea of you meeting me at the door and heating up pizza.”

She smiled even as she eased away. “Boy, do one good deed, and the guy expects a lifetime.”

“Right now I’d settle for company in the tub.”

Her smile became more relaxed. “So I can wash your back, I suppose.”

“You wash mine, I’ll wash yours.”

“Deal.” She hoisted herself up and wrapped her legs around his waist. “What do you say we heat up the pizza later?”

“I say good thinking.”

They went upstairs as the sun began to lower.

Others waited, restless, for sundown.





Chapter 22

At nine-thirty, Rocco’s was hopping. Joleen Butts had given up on the idea of closing early when the Hobbs family walked in, all seven of them. The youngest howled around the bottle in his mouth while the other four kids made beelines for the arcade games, their quarters ready. Joleen took the order for three large pizzas, loaded, then went back to sprinkling diced mushrooms on top of shredded mozzarella to the tune of the beeps and buzzes of Super Donkey Kong.

Now all four booths were packed with bodies and pizza in varying degrees of annihilation. Balled-up paper napkins littered the tabletop. Their part-time delivery boy had just taken four extra cheese with pepperoni over to the fire hall. She noted that the youngest of the Hobbs troop was on the loose and was pressing gooey fingers on the glass of the display case as he peered at the soft drinks and candy bars.

So much for a ten o’clock closing, she thought.

In another couple of weeks, after school was out for the summer, they would keep the parlor open until midnight. Kids liked to hang out there, munching on pizza in the wooden booths, popping quarters in Dragon Master. Except her kid, she thought, and slid the pizza into the oven.

He’d rather sit home alone and listen to his music.

She smiled at her husband as he carried two cardboard boxes to the cash register. “Busy night,” he murmured and winked at her.

Most were, she thought and began to build a submarine. They had made a success out of this place, just as they had dreamed they would. Since she and Will had been teenagers themselves, they had worked toward this. A place of their own, in a nice, small town where their children would be safe and happy. Their child, she corrected. Two miscarriages after Ernie had drawn the curtain on the notion of a big family.

But they had everything else.

She worried sometimes, but Will was probably right. Ernie was just going through a stage. Seventeen-year-olds weren’t supposed to like their parents or want to spend time with them. When she was seventeen, her major goal in life had been to get out of the house. It was a lucky thing that Will had been out there waiting, just as eager.

She knew they were the exceptions. Teenage marriages were almost always a mistake. But at thirty-six, with eighteen years of marriage under her belt, Joleen felt smug and secure and safe.

Not that she wasn’t glad that Ernie didn’t seem to be serious about any particular girl. Maybe she and Will had been ready at a tender age to take the big leap, but Ernie wasn’t. In some ways, he was still just a child. In others …

Joleen pushed back her long brown braid. In others she didn’t understand him at all. He seemed older than his father and tougher than nails. He needed to find his balance before he could be serious about a girl, or anything else.

She liked Sally Simmons, though. The fresh face, the polite manners, the neat clothes. Sally could be a good influence on Ernie, bring him out of himself a little bit. That was all he needed.

He was a good boy really. She wrapped the sub and rang it up, with a six-pack of Mountain Dew, for Deputy Morgan. “Working tonight?”

“Nope.” Mick Morgan grinned at her. “Just hungry. Nobody makes a sub like you, Miz Butts.”

“I doubled the onions.”

“That’s the way.” She was a pleasure to look at, he thought, with her face all flushed from the ovens, and the white bib apron over her jeans and shirt. She didn’t look old enough to have a grown boy, but Mick figured she’d got herself knocked up at a young age and made a go of it. “How’s your boy?” he asked as he pocketed his change.

“Fine.”

“Graduating next week?”

She nodded. “It’s hard to believe.”

“Take it easy.”

“You, too.”

Graduating, she thought, and took a deep breath of air laced with the scents of spices and sauce and sharp cheeses. Her little boy. How often she wished she could go back five years, ten, and find the moment when she had made the wrong turn.

But that wasn’t right, she assured herself. Ernie was his own person, and that was how it was supposed to be. She watched, with some envy, as little Teresa Hobbs hugged her father’s knees and giggled. Maybe Ernie wasn’t outwardly affectionate or full of jokes and good humor, but he kept out of trouble. His grades were steady if not spectacular. He never came home drunk or stoned—as she had certainly done before marriage focused her. He was just, well, deep, she supposed. Always thinking. She wished she knew what he was thinking.

He was waiting. Ernie knew he was early, but he’d been too psyched to sit at home. His adrenaline was pumping so hard and fast he thought he might explode. But he didn’t know he was scared because the fear was so deep, so cold in his bones.

The moon was full. It silvered the trees and sprinkled the fields. He could just make out the Dopper farmhouse in the distance. Close by, cattle lowed.

He was reminded of the last time he had come here. He’d climbed the fence then, the rope and knives he carried in a laundry bag. There hadn’t been so much moonlight then, and the breeze had carried a chill.

He hadn’t had any trouble cornering the two calves or tying their legs, just the way he’d seen in the movies he watched in ninth grade when he was stuck in agriculture class. He’d hated every minute of ag, but he’d remembered the movies of brandings and birthings and butcherings.

Still, he hadn’t known, he really hadn’t known, there would be so much blood. Or the sounds they would make. Or that their eyes would roll.

He’d been sick at first and left the carcasses to run into the woods until his grinding stomach was empty. But he’d done it. He’d gone back and finished. He’d proven he was worthy.

Killing wasn’t as easy to do as it was to read about. Having blood in a little vial in the drawer was different, much different, than having it splash warm from a vein onto your hands.

It would be easier next time.

He rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth. It had to be easier next time.

He heard the rustle of leaves and turned to look, unaware that there was fear in his eyes—the same kind of rolling fear he’d seen in the calves’ eyes. His hand closed over the key in the ignition. For a moment, just one moment, his mind screamed at him to turn it, to throw the truck into reverse and drive away fast. Run away, while there was still time.

But they came out of the woods. Like spirits or dreams. Or devils.

There were four of them, robed and masked. Ernie’s throat clicked on a swallow as one of them reached out and opened the door of the truck.

“I came,” he said.

“You were sent,” he was answered. “There will be no going back.”

Ernie shook his head. “I want to learn. I want to belong.”

“Drink this.”

He was offered a cup. Unsteadily, he climbed out of the truck to take it, to raise it to his lips, to drink with his eyes on the eyes behind the mask of Baphomet. Come.

One of the men got into the truck and drove it up a logging trail until it was hidden from the road. They turned, Ernie in the center, and went back into the woods.

They didn’t speak again. He could only think they looked magnificent, powerful, walking in the shadowed light, layers of dead leaves rustling beneath the hems of the robes. Like music, he thought and smiled. As the hallucinogen cruised through his system, he felt he was floating. They were all floating, around the trees, even through them. Air parted like water. Water like air.

The moonlight was crimson, and through its haze he saw brilliant colors, magical shapes. The crunching of leaves underfoot was a drumbeat in his blood. And he was marching toward destiny.

Baphomet turned to him, and his face was huge, bigger than the moon’s and brighter. Ernie smiled and thought that his own features changed. Into a wolf’s, a young wolf’s, hungry and handsome and shrewd.

He didn’t know how long they walked. He didn’t care. He would have walked with them into the pit of Hell. Flames couldn’t touch him. He was one of them. He felt it, the power, the glory, swelling inside of him.

When they came to the circle, the others were waiting. Baphomet turned to him. “Do you believe in the might of the Dark Lord?”

“Yes.” Ernie’s eyes were glassy with the drug and harmless. Not hungry, not handsome, not shrewd, his face was slack and vulnerable. “I’ve worshiped Him. I’ve sacrificed for Him. I’ve waited for Him.”

“Tonight, you will meet Him. Take off your clothes.”

Obediently, Ernie pulled off his Nikes, his Levi’s. He stripped off his Black Sabbath T-shirt until he wore only the pentagram. A robe was slipped over him.

“You will not have a mask. Later, when you are one of the few, you will choose your own.”

The voice came to Ernie’s ears, low and stately, like a funeral march or a record played on the wrong speed. “I’ve studied,” he said. “I understand.”

“You have more to learn.”

Baphomet stepped into the circle. The others closed around it. When Ernie took his place, he saw the woman. She was beautiful, draped in a red robe, her hair loose and glossy. She was smiling at him. Even as he hardened beneath his own robe, he recognized her.

Sarah Hewitt had participated in the ceremonies before. For two hundred dollars, all she had to do was lie naked on a slab of wood and wait until a few nut cases went through their ridiculous routine. There was a lot of chanting and calling up the devil. The devil, for Christ’s sake. It was all an excuse to ball her. For two hundred, she didn’t care if they wanted to wear masks and shake their naked butts at each other. ’Course, sacrificing goats was pretty sick, but boys would be boys. In any case, tonight looked like a special treat. She’d recognized Ernie and figured he might add something to the night’s entertainment.

The kid was stoned, she thought, and would probably pop off before they got to the good part. But she could bring him around again. She was good at it.

And she had been relieved to be told to come tonight. She’d made a mistake talking to Cam. Sarah was well aware that people paid for mistakes.

The bell was rung, the candles were lit, and the flame was set in the pit. Sarah slid a hand down the center of her robe and let it slither from her shoulders. She held the pose a moment, knowing eyes were on her. In the spotlight of the moon, she walked over to spread herself on the slab.

The high priest raised his arms. “In the name of Satan, king and ruler, I command the Dark Forces to bestow their infernal power upon me. Open wide the gates of Hell and grant me all I ask. We rejoice in the life of the flesh. We seek and demand its pleasures. Hear the names!”

Ernie shuddered as the names were called. He knew them, had studied them. Had prayed to them. But for the first time, he wasn’t alone. And his blood was hot, melting the lingering fear in his bones, as he repeated them with the coven.

The cup was passed. Ernie wet his dry mouth with the tainted wine. The flames from the pit seemed to tower, alive, snapping greedily. His flesh burned.

He watched the high priest. The image of the sculpture Clare had created imposed itself over the reality. She knew, he thought, and yearned for her. She knew.

The sword was taken up to call out the four Princes of Hell.

The power was like a shaft of ice speared into him. The heat and cold vacillated like a sexual dance. He shook with it as he joined in the chant.

“We bring a new brother to You tonight, Master. We offer You his heart, his soul, his loins. Youth is blessed. Youth is strong. His blood will mix with ours in Your glory.”

“Ave, Satan.”

He held out a hand, gesturing Ernie into the circle. “Do you come to this place of your own will?”

“Yes.”

“Do you embrace the Dark Lord as your Master?”

“Yes.”

“Do you give your oath now, to hold sacred this place? To give yourself over to the Law?”

“I swear it.”

Ernie barely felt the prick on the index finger of his left hand. Dreamily, he set it against the parchment held in front of him. And signed his name in blood.

“Now you have sworn. Now you have added your name to the few. If you speak of what you have seen this night, your tongue will turn black and fall from your mouth. Your heart will shrivel in your breast to a stone and stop your breath. Tonight, you accept His wrath and His pleasures.”

“I accept them.”

The priest set hands on Ernie’s shoulders and flung back his head. “We ride a sweeping wind, to the bright place of our desires. The joys of life are ours to take. A life of lust is ours to bear. We are men.”

“Blessed be.”

“I am a thrusting rod with the head of iron. Women crave me.”

“We are men.”

“I am filled with carnal joy. My blood is hot. My sex aflame.”

“We are men.”

“All demons dwell within me.” He lowered his eyes and his gaze bored into Ernie’s. “I am a pantheon of flesh.”

“Hail, Satan.”

A figure stepped forward, offering the priest a small bone. Taking it, he moved to the altar, leaving Ernie swaying. The bone was placed upright between the altar’s thighs. He took the cup from between her breasts and upended it so that the wine spilled over her flesh.

“The Earth is my mother, the moist and fertile whore.” He moved his hands over the altar, squeezing, scraping. “Hear us now, Great Satan, for we invoke Your blessing in the pleasures of the flesh.”

“Sustain us, Master.”

“Desiring all.”

“Sustain us, Master.”

“Taking what we will.”

“Ave, Satan.”

The goat was brought out, the knife drawn. With the drug and the chants spinning in his head, Ernie fell to his knees. He prayed, to the God he had just forsworn, that he wouldn’t be sick.

He was pulled to his feet and his robe stripped from him. The priest put out a hand, dripping with blood, and smeared it over Ernie’s chest.

“You are marked with the sacrificial blood. Invoke the Name.”

Ernie swayed, mesmerized by the eyes that burned into his. “Sabatan.”

“Sabatan!”

The priest moved back to the altar, repeating the exaltation. He took up the bone and turned so that the rest of the coven could pass before her.

“Flesh without sin,” he said.

Robes were cast aside, and the chanting grew louder. Ernie could hear nothing else as he was pulled to the altar. He shook his head, struggling to clear it. She cupped her hands around his rigid penis, manipulating it roughly until he shuddered. Beneath the chanting, he could hear her laugh, low and mocking.

“Come on, little boy. Don’t you want to show these old farts what you can do?”

And the rage filled him, and the sickness, and the need. He rammed himself into her, driving hard until he saw the mockery fade and pleasure flicker.

He knew they were watching but didn’t care. Her hot breath washed over his face. His muscles trembled. Tears came to his eyes as the chanting rolled over him. He belonged.

And when he was finished, he watched others and grew hard again. They took turns with her, greedy, pushing themselves into her, slurping at her flesh. They no longer looked powerful, but pathetic, emptying themselves into the same vessel, showing their flab and flaws in the moonlight.

Some of them were old, he realized. Old and fat, wheezing as they climaxed and collapsed. And his watching became more cynical as the drug wore off and excitement drained. Some masturbated onto the ground, too impatient to wait. They howled, drunk on sex and blood.

Ernie’s eyes skimmed over them derisively and met another’s. He wore the mask, the head of Mendes. His naked form was trim and pale, and the heavy silver pendant rested against his chest. He didn’t dance around the fire, or call to the moon, or fall drooling on the woman. He only stood and watched.

There was power, Ernie realized. In this man it was centered. He knew, he understood. When he moved toward Ernie, the boy trembled at what he might have guessed.

“You have begun.”

“Yes. The rite—it was different from what I’ve read and studied.”

“We take what we need. We add what we choose. Do you disapprove?”

Ernie looked back at the altar and the men who climbed over her. “No.” That was what he wanted, the freedom, the glory. “But lust is only one way.”

Behind the mask was a smile. “You will have others. But this night is done for you.”

“But I want to—”

“You will be taken back and will wait to be called. If what you have seen and done is spoken of outside this place, you will die. And your family will die.” He turned and went back to the head of the altar.

Ernie was given his clothes and told to dress. Flanked by two robed men, he was escorted back to his truck. He drove for about a half mile before pulling over, turning off the ignition, and jogging back.

He would take what he wanted, he told himself. The rite had not been closed. If he was to join, he was entitled to see it all.

He belonged.

His head throbbed, and his mouth felt sandy and dry. Aftereffects of the drug, he supposed. He would take care not to drink again, but only to pretend. He didn’t need his senses clouded, but cleared. Drugs were for fools and cowards.

Though he feared once or twice that he would lose his way, he kept walking. He was certain he had recognized some of the men there tonight, and he intended to make a list in secret. They had seen his face. He was entitled to know theirs. He would not be treated like a child again, not here. He would belong in full, and one day, one day, he would stand in the center of the circle with the goat’s head. He would be the one to call up the power.

He could smell the smoke, stenched with the carcass of the goat. Quickly, he crossed the stream where years before Junior Dopper had meet his own devil. The sound of chanting came hollowly through the trees. Ernie slowed his steps, crouched and moved forward. There—in the same place a little girl had once hidden, though he did not know it—he watched the rite continue.

They had not donned their robes again, but stood naked. The altar lay limp, sated and sleepy with the glitter of moonlight on her skin.

“Our lust is quenched. Our bodies are pure. Our minds are clear. Our secret thoughts have been channeled into the movements of our flesh. We are one with our Master.”

“Hail, Satan.”

The priest stood, legs spread, arms outstretched in the center of the circle. His head thrown back, he shouted out an imprecation. Latin? Ernie wondered, licking his lips. Whatever language, it sounded more passionate, more powerful than English.

“Beelzebub, come forth and fill me with Your wrath. Woe to the Earth, for her iniquity was great.” He whirled toward the altar. Lazily, Sarah pushed herself up on her elbows.

She knew him, knew his appetites and his secrets.

“You didn’t take your turn,” she said and shook back her tumbled hair. “Better get in while you can. Your two hours are almost up.”

He brought a hand hard across her face. Her head snapped onto the slab. “You will not speak.”

She lifted her fingers and rubbed them over her lips where blood spurted. Hate filled her eyes, but she knew if she disobeyed, he would hit her again. Instead, she lay still and waited. She would have her day, she thought. By God, she would. And he would pay a hell of a lot more than two hundred for the slap.

“Behold the whore,” he said. “Like Eve she will seduce, then betray. Between her spread thighs lies our pleasure. But before lust, there is the Law. I am the Sayer of the Law. None escape.”

“None escape.”

“Cruel are the punishments of the Law. None escape.”

“None escape.”

“The weak are cursed. She who speaks what is secret is damned. That is the Law.”

“Hail, Satan.”

Even as they crowded around her, Sarah scrambled up. Her arms and legs were grabbed and borne down to the wood.

“I didn’t say anything. I didn’t. I never—”

She was silenced by another blow.

“The gods of the pit demand vengeance. They hunger. They thirst. Their mighty voices smash the stillness of the air.” Turning, he threw something into the pit that caused the flames to leap and roar.

And the chanting began, a murmuring chorus behind his shouted words.

“I am the instrument of annihilation. I am the messenger of doom. The agony of the betrayer will sustain me. Her blood will slake my thirst.”

“Please.” Writhing, terrified, Sarah looked at the men who surrounded her. It couldn’t happen. She knew them, all of them, had served them beer and sex. “I’ll do anything you want. Anything. For God’s sake—”

“There is no god but Satan.”

When her hands and feet were bound, the coven fell back. From his place in the bush, Ernie began to sweat.

“Behold the vengeance of the Master.” The priest picked up the sacrificial knife, still dampened with blood. He stepped forward.

Sarah began to scream.

She screamed for a long time. Ernie pushed his hands against his ears to block it out, but the sound reeked, like a scent in the air. Even when he closed his eyes, he could see what was being done to her.

Not a sacrifice. Not an offering. But a mutilation.

With his hands over his mouth, he ran blindly through the woods. But her screams chased after him.

But there was another who did not run. There was one who crouched, animallike on haunches, eyes bright and a little mad. This one watched, this one waited, with the heart pounding and flesh sweating fervor of the damned.

Even when the screams died, their echoing shuddered the stillness. There was one who rocked back and forth, back and forth in an obscene parody of the sex act, hot tears leaking, body quivering. For it was good, so good to witness the Master’s work.

The one who watched sniffed greedily at the air, a wolf scenting blood. Soon, the clearing would be empty again, but the blood would remain. For now the woods smelled wild, full of death and smoke and spent sex. And the shadows hid the form hunched in the brush. Whatever gods might have guarded that small clearing had been banished by death and damnation.

“Clare. Baby, come on.” Cam pulled her against him and stroked her hair. She was trembling violently. Disoriented, he fumbled with the sheet as he tried to wrap it around her.

“I’m okay.” She drew in long, steadying breaths. “I’m okay. It was just a dream.”

“That’s supposed to be my line.” He turned her face into the moonlight and studied it. It was pale as water. “Must have been a pretty bad one.”

“Yeah.” She ran both unsteady hands through her hair.

“Want to tell me about it?”

How could she? How could she tell anyone? “No. No, it’s okay, really.”

“You look like you could use a brandy.” He touched his lips to her brow. “Wish I had some.”

“I’d rather have a hug.” She settled into his arms. “What time is it?”

“About two.”

“I’m sorry I woke you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ve had my share of nightmares.” He settled back against the pillows, cradling her in the crook of his arms. “Want some water?”

“No.”

“Warm milk?”

“Hot sex?”

She laughed a little and looked up at him. “Maybe in a minute. I liked waking up and finding you here.” She sighed and snuggled against his shoulder. The nightmare was no more than a smear on her mind now. Cam was a reality.

“It’s a pretty night,” she murmured.

Like Clare, he watched the moonlight through the window. “Great night for camping. Maybe next full moon, you and I could pitch a tent.”

“A tent?”

“Sure. We could go down to the river and camp overnight, make love under the stars.”

“We could just pull the mattress out on your deck.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“It’s firmly attached to things like indoor plumbing.” She slid onto him. “And box springs.” Nipped his bottom lip. “Percale sheets.”

“Ever made love in a sleeping bag?”

“Nope.”

“Allow me to simulate.” He rolled her over and tucked the sheets tight around them. “This way, I hardly have to move to—oh, shit.”

Echoing the sentiment, Clare scowled at the ringing phone. She gasped when Cam shifted.

Sorry

“No, no, anytime.”

“Rafferty,” he said into the phone. Then, “What?”

“They’re killing her,” Ernie repeated in a desperate whisper.

“Who?” Hitting the light, Cam struggled out of the sheet.

“She’s screaming. She just keeps screaming and screaming.”

“Take it easy. Tell me who this is.”

He swore as the phone disconnected. Banging down the receiver, he rose.

“What is it?”

“Damned if I know. Probably a crank.” But he’d recognized true terror in the voice. “Claimed somebody was getting killed, but he wouldn’t say who or where.”

“What are you going to do?”

Cam was already reaching for his pants. “There’s not much I can do. I’m going to drive into town, look around.”

“I’ll go with you.”

He started to refuse, then stopped himself. What if the call had been a trick to get him out of the house. To get Clare alone. Paranoid, Rafferty, he thought. But it was better to take no chances.

“Okay. But it’s probably a waste of time.”

He wasted a full hour of it before heading back home. The town had been silent as a tomb.

“Sorry to drag you out.”

“I don’t mind. Actually, it’s a nice night for a drive.” She turned to him. “I wish you weren’t so worried.”

“I feel like I’m not in control.” It was a feeling he remembered too well from his Jack Daniel’s days and one he didn’t care for. “Something’s going on, and I need to …” His words trailed away when he spotted a car pulled off the road into the trees. “Stay in the car,” he murmured. “Doors locked, windows up.”

“But I—”

“You slide over in the driver’s seat. If it looks like trouble, I want you to peel out. Go for Bud or Mick.”

“What are you going to do?” He leaned across, unlocked the glove compartment, and took out a gun. “Oh, my God.”

“Don’t get out of the car.”

He left her, moving quickly, quietly. She understood exactly what it meant to have your heart in your throat. She couldn’t swallow, could barely breathe as she watched him approach the dark car.

He glanced at the plates and memorized the number. He could see figures inside the car and movement. Just as he reached the door, there was a woman’s high-pitched scream. He wrenched open the door and found himself pointing his .38 at a man’s naked ass.

What was taking so long? Clare wondered. Why was he just standing there? Orders or no orders, she had a hand on the door handle, ready to spring out to his aid. But he had turned away from the parked car and seemed to be talking to a tree. She was nearly faint with relief when Cam started back.

“What happened? What did you do?”

Cam put his head down on the steering wheel. “I just broke up, at gunpoint, the copulation of Arnie Knight and Bonny Sue Meese.”

“You—oh, God.” With her hands still pressed to her mouth, Clare began to laugh. “Oh, God. Oh, God.”

“You’re telling me.” With as much dignity as he could muster, Cam started the car and headed for home.

“Were they just fooling around or really, you know?”

“You know,” he muttered. “You could call it coppus interruptus.”

“Coppus. I like that.” She threw her head back, then instantly sat up again. “Did you say Bonny Sue Meese? But she’s married to Bob.”

“No kidding?”

“Well, that sucks.”

“I can now guarantee that she does.”

“That’s disgusting, Rafferty Bob doesn’t deserve to have his wife out in some other man’s car at two o’clock in the morning.”

“Adultery isn’t against the law. That makes it their business, Slim.”

“I wish I didn’t know.”

“Believe me, seeing it is a lot worse than just hearing about it. I’m never going to be able to look Arnie in the face again without seeing …” He began to laugh, saw Clare’s expression and choked it off. “Sorry.”

“I happen to think it’s sad. I talked to Bonny just the other day, and she was showing off pictures of her children and talking about drapery fabric. I don’t like knowing that all that domestic bliss was just a front so she can sneak out and screw around with Arnie. I thought I knew her.”

“People aren’t always what they seem. That’s just exactly what I’m having to deal with. Besides, I probably just scared the fidelity back into Bonny Sue.”

“Once you cheat, you can’t take it back.” She rolled her eyes. “Christ, I sound self-righteous. A few weeks in this town and I start thinking everything should be a Norman Rockwell painting. I guess I wish it could be.”

“Me, too.” He slipped an arm around her. “Maybe, with a little luck, we’ll come close.”





Chapter 23

Clare made the trip to the hospital at least three times a week. Usually she found Lisa’s brother, one of her parents, or a friend sitting with her. But the last person she’d expected to find stuffed into the chair beside the bed was Min Atherton.

“Clare.” Lisa smiled. Her injured eye was unbandaged now, and though it was puffy and red, there was no permanent damage. Her leg was still propped in the mechanical cast, with the second surgery scheduled for the second week in June.

“Hello, Lisa. Mrs. Atherton.”

“Nice to see you, Clare.” But Min looked disapprovingly at Clare’s choice of jeans for a hospital visit.

“Mrs. Atherton came by to deliver some flowers from the Ladies Club.” Lisa gestured to a copper pot filled with spring blooms. “Aren’t they lovely?”

“Yes, they are.”

“The Ladies Club of Emmitsboro wanted to show Lisa that the town cares.” Min preened. The flowers might not have been her idea, but she had fought tooth and nail for the right to deliver them. “Why, we’re all just sick about what happened. Clare will tell you that we’re a quiet town with traditional values and decent morals. We want to keep it that way.”

“Everyone’s been so kind to me.” Lisa winced as she moved, and Clare walked over quickly to rearrange the pillows. “Your Dr. Crampton drops by to see how I am and just to talk. One of my nurses is from Emmitsboro, and she comes in every day—even on her day off.”

“That would be Trudy Wilson,” Min said, nodding.

“Yes, Trudy. And of course, there’s Clare.” She reached out for Clare’s hand. “Someone from the market sent me a basket of fruit, and the sheriff has been here over and over. It’s hard to believe this ever happened.”

“We’re shocked,” Min said breathlessly. “I can tell you that each and every person in our town was just shocked and appalled by what happened to you. Why, we couldn’t be more upset if it had happened to one of our own girls. Doubtless it was some crazy person from out of the county.” She studied Lisa’s open box of chocolates and chose one. “Probably the same one that killed Biff Stokey.”

“Killed?”

Clare could cheerfully have pushed Min’s face into the chocolates. “It happened weeks ago,” Clare said quickly. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”

“No, indeed,” Min agreed and helped herself to another chocolate. “You’re safe as a bug here. Just as safe as a bug. Did I mention that my husband and I made a sizable donation to this hospital a few years ago? Quite sizable,” she added over a coconut cream. “They put up a plaque with our names on it. This is one of the finest institutions in the state. Not a thing for you to worry about while you’re here. And there are some who say Biff Stokey got what he deserved, though I don’t hold with that view. Being a Christian woman. Beat him to death,” she said, and it was hard to say if the relish in her voice came from the information or the chocolates. “It was a gruesome and horrible thing.” She licked a bit of cherry syrup from her finger. “The first murder in Emmitsboro in nigh onto twenty years. My husband’s very disturbed about it. Very disturbed. Him being the mayor and all.”

“Do you—you think it could have been the same person who attacked me?”

“That’s for the sheriff to find out.” Clare sent Min a warning look, but the woman just smiled.

“Yes, indeed. We’re mighty pleased to have Cameron Rafferty back. ’Course, he was a wild one as a boy. Racing around on that motorcycle and looking for trouble.” She laughed and plucked up another piece of candy. “Finding it, too. Why I know there was some who figured he’d end up on the other side of the bars. Can’t say I didn’t have some concerns at first, but it seems to me if you’re looking for a troublemaker, it makes sense to put another on the scent.”

“Cam’s had over ten years’ police experience,” Clare said to Lisa. “He won’t—”

“That’s true,” Min interrupted. “Worked down to D.C. Had some trouble down there, I believe, but we’re pleased to have him back. Emmitsboro’s not like Washington. I watch the Channel Four news every night and just shudder. Why, they have a murder down there every blessed day, and here we are with only one in twenty years. Not that we don’t have our share of tragedy.”

Pop went a butter cream into her continually working mouth.

“I don’t think Lisa wants to—”

“I’m sure the child can’t help but be interested in our sad times,” Min interrupted. “Clare would be the first to agree about our tragedies, the way her father had that terrible fall some years back. And just last year, the little Meyers boy drank that industrial cleaner. Lost five youngsters five years back in a car wreck—not that it was anyone’s fault but their own—and old Jim Poffenburger fell down his cellar steps and broke his neck, of course. All for a jar of watermelon pickles. Yes, indeed, we have our tragedies. But no crime.”

“It was so nice of you to drive all the way up here,” Clare said firmly. “But I know what a busy schedule you have.”

“Oh, I do my duty.” She patted Lisa’s hand, and her fingers were sticky. “We girls have to stick together. When one of us is attacked, all of us are attacked. The Ladies Club isn’t only concerned with bake sales and raffles.”

“Please tell the rest of your group how much I appreciate the flowers.”

“I’ll do that for sure. I’d best be going back to put supper on. A man likes a hot meal at the end of the day.”

“Give the mayor my best,” Clare told her.

“I will.” She picked up her white patent leather purse. “I’ve been planning on dropping by, Clare.”

“Oh?” Clare pasted a smile on her face.

“Now that your … friends have gone back to New York. I didn’t like intruding when you had company.”

“That’s very considerate of you.”

“I must say, I was glad they didn’t stay longer. You know how people talk.”

“About what?”

“After all, dear, that woman is black.”

Clare gave Min a blank look. “No, really?”

Sarcasm skimmed over Min’s head like a balloon. “As for me, I haven’t got a bigoted bone in my body. Live and let live, I say. I even had a black girl from over in Shepherdstown come in to do my house once a week last year. Had to fire her for laziness, of course, but that’s neither here nor there.”

“You’re a regular humanitarian, Mrs. Atherton,” Clare said tartly.

Min beamed at the praise. “Well, we’re all God’s children under the skin, after all.”

“Sing Hallelujah,” Clare murmured, and Lisa had to hold back a chuckle.

“But as I was saying, I was going to drop by to talk to you. The Ladies Club would like you to speak at our monthly luncheon.”

“Speak?”

“About art and culture and that sort of thing. We thought we might even be able to get a reporter down from Hagerstown.”

“Oh, well …”

“If you’re good enough for the New York Times, you’re good enough for the Morning Herald.” Min patted her cheek. “I know how important publicity is, being a politician’s wife. You just leave it all up to me. Don’t you worry about a thing but wearing a pretty dress. You might go by Betty’s and let her see to your hair.”

“My hair?” Clare ran a hand through it.

“I know how you artists are—bohemian and all, but this is Emmitsboro. Fix yourself up and talk a little about art. Maybe you could bring a piece or two to show off. Might be the paper would take pictures of it for you. Come by the house Saturday, about noon.”

“This Saturday?”

“Now, Clare, you remember the Ladies Club has their luncheon the first Saturday of every month. Always has, always will. Why, your mama was chairwoman three years running. Don’t be late, now.”

“Yes—no—”

“You’ll be just fine. Now, you take care of yourself, Lisa. I’ll come back and see you real soon.”

“Thank you.” Lisa waited until Min had departed before grinning. “Maybe I should call a nurse.”

Clare blinked. “Are you feeling sick?”

“No, but you look as though you’ve been run over by a truck.”

“In a pansy dress.” On a long breath, Clare plopped into a chair. “I hate ladies’ luncheons.”

Lisa laughed. “But you’re going to get your picture in the paper.”

“Well, then.”

“She’s quite a … woman,” Lisa said.

“Emmitsboro’s first lady and resident pain in the ass. I hope she didn’t upset you.”

“No, not really. She just wanted to gossip. The business about the murder.…” Lisa looked down at her leg. “I guess it should make me realize how lucky I am.”

“Dr. Su’s the best.” At Lisa’s lifted brow, she continued. “I checked him out. If anyone can get you back in pointe shoes, he can.”

“That’s what Roy says, and my parents.” Lisa smoothed the sheet. “I can’t think that far ahead, Clare.”

“Then don’t try.”

“I’m a coward.” She smiled a little. “I don’t want to think about tomorrow, and I keep trying to block out yesterday. Before Mrs. Atherton came in, this chant kept playing over and over in my head. I tried not to hear it, even though I knew it might mean something.”

“A chant.” Clare reached for her hand. “Can you tell me?”

“Odo cicale ca. Zodo … zodo something. Gibberish. But I can’t get it out of my mind. I guess I’m worried something got knocked loose in my brain and the doctors haven’t found it yet.”

“I think it’s more that you’re remembering something. Parts of something. Have you told Cam?”

“No, I haven’t told anyone yet.”

“Do you mind if I tell him?”

“No.” Lisa lifted her shoulders. “For whatever good it might do.”

“The MacDonald girl is beginning to remember things.” Mayor Atherton dipped his fork delicately into his hot apple pie. “Something may have to be done.”

“Done?” Bob Meese tugged at the collar of his shirt. It was too tight. Everything was too tight. Even his boxer shorts were binding him. “It was dark. She didn’t really see anything. And the sheriff, he’s watching her. Real close.”

Atherton paused and smiled benignly at Alice when she came over to refill his coffee cup. “The pie is excellent, as always.”

“I’ll pass that on. Be sure to tell Mrs. Atherton that those flowers the Ladies Club planted in the park are pretty. A nice touch.”

“She’ll be glad you like them.” He forked up another bite of pie, waiting until she moved to her next table. Absently, he tapped his foot to a Willie Nelson number. “We’re not yet sure what she saw,” he went on. “And the sheriff is hardly a genuine worry.”

Bob took a sip of his coffee and fought to swallow it down. “I think—that is, some of us think, that things are getting a little out of hand.…” He stumbled to a halt, struck dumb by the flash in Atherton’s eyes. Cold fire.

“Some of us?” Atherton said gently.

“It’s just that—it used to be …” Fun was the word Bob was groping for, but it seemed miserably inappropriate. “I mean, it was just animals, you know. There wasn’t any trouble. There was never any trouble.”

“You’re too young, perhaps, to remember Jack Kimball.”

“Well, no. I mean, that was just before my time. But in the last year or two things have started to change.” Bob’s gaze darted around the room. “The sacrifices—and Biff. Some of us are worried.”

“Your fate is in the hands of the Master,” Atherton reminded him mildly, as he might remind a recalcitrant student to complete an assignment. “Do you question Him? Or me?”

“No—no. It’s just that I—some of us were wondering if we shouldn’t ease back a little, let things calm down. Blair Kimbal’s been asking questions.”

“A reporter’s curse,” Atherton said, with a gentle wave of his hand. “He won’t be here long.”

“Rafferty will,” Bob insisted. “And once it comes out about Sarah—”

“The whore got what she deserved.” Atherton leaned forward, his expression pleasant. “What is this weakness I see? It concerns me.”

“I just don’t want any trouble. I got a wife and kids to think of.”

“Yes, your wife.” Atherton settled back again, dabbed his lips with a paper napkin. “Perhaps you’d be interested to know that your Bonny Sue is fucking another man.”

Bob went dead white, then beet red. “That’s a lie! A filthy lie!”

“Be careful.” Atherton’s expression never changed, but Bob paled again. “Women are whores,” he said quietly. “It’s their way. Now I’ll remind you that there’s no turning back from the path you’ve chosen. You’re marked. Others have tried to turn away and have paid the price.”

“I don’t want any trouble,” Bob mumbled.

“Of course not. Nor will we have any but what we make ourselves. The boy will watch Clare and watch her well. Others are watching Lisa MacDonald. And you.” He smiled again. “I have two assignments for you. First is to tell those who are discontent that there is only one high priest. Second is to take a particular statue from the Kimball garage and deliver it to our place in the woods.”

“You want me to steal that metal thing right from under Clare’s nose?”

“Be innovative.” Atherton patted Bob’s hand. “I know I can depend on your loyalty.” And your fear.

Cam put in yet another call to Florida. With a lot of time and perseverance, he’d been able to trace the former sheriff from Fort Lauderdale to Naples, and from Naples to Arcadia, Arcadia to Miami, and from there to a little town near Lake Okeechobee. Parker had moved from one town to the next within a period of six months. To Cam, it looked more like running.

But from what?

“Sheriff Arnette.”

“Sheriff Arnette, this is Sheriff Rafferty, Emmitsboro, Maryland.”

“Maryland, huh? How’s the weather?”

Cam glanced out the window. “Looks like rain coming in.”

“Eighty-five and sunny,” Arnette put in smugly. “So what can I do for you, Sheriff?”

“I’m trying to track down the man who used to hold my job here. Name’s Parker. Garrett Parker. He and his wife, Beatrice, moved into your territory about a year ago.”

“I recollect the Parkers,” Arnette said. “They rented a place by the lake. Bought themselves an RV. Said they were going to do some traveling.”

Cam rubbed an ache at the back of his neck. “When did they leave?”

“Ain’t. Both of’em buried in Cypress Knolls the last ten months.”

“They’re dead? Both of them?”

“House burned to the ground. Didn’t have no smoke detectors. They was both in bed.”

“What was the cause of the fire?”

“Smoking in bed,” he said. “House was all wood. Went up like a tinderbox. You say he was sheriff there before you?”

“That’s right.”

“Funny. He told everybody he was a retired insurance man and they were from Atlanta. You got any idea why he’d do that?”

“Maybe. I’d like to see a copy of the police reports, Sheriff.”

“I could do that—if you tell me what you’ve got cooking.”

“There’s a chance that the Parkers’ deaths might be connected to a murder I’ve got here.”

“That so?” Arnette paused and considered. “Maybe I’ll have to have another look-see myself.”

“Did they have any visitors?”

“Not a one. Kept to themselves. Seemed to me that the wife wanted to put down stakes and Parker couldn’t wait to pull them up. Guess he didn’t pull them up in time.”

“No, I guess he didn’t.”

Fifteen minutes later, Cam found Bud ticketing a Buick in the red zone in front of the library. “Don’t know why Miz Atherton keeps parking here,” he began. “Guess she’ll come and strip a few layers off my hide.”

“The mayor’ll pay the fine. Bud, I need to talk to Sarah. I’d like you to come along.”

“Sure.” He pocketed the citation book. “She in some kind of trouble?”

“I don’t know. Let’s walk it.”

Bud slicked a hand over his cowlick. “Sheriff, I don’t like to … I just wanted to say that Sarah’s got some problems right now. She and my mom have been fighting a lot lately.”

“I’m sorry, Bud, I just need to ask her some questions.”

“If she’s done something …” He thought about the men going up the back stairs into her room. “She might listen to me. I could try to get her to straighten up.”

“We’re just going to talk to her.” They skirted the park, where Mitzi Hawbaker had her youngest on the swing and Mr. Finch walked his Yorkies. “The Ladies Club put in some real nice flowers this year.”

Bud looked down at the petunias. He knew Cam was trying to make an uncomfortable situation easier. But it wasn’t working. “Sarah’s just mixed up. She never got anything she wanted. Guys were always after her, and they weren’t much good.” He looked at Cam, looked away, and cleared his throat.

“It was a long time ago, Bud. And I wasn’t much good.”

They got to Clyde’s and walked around the back.

“Her car’s not here.”

“I can see that,” Cam murmured. “We’ll see what time her shift starts.” Cam banged on the rear door of the bar.

“Goddamn it, we’re closed. Ain’t opening till five.”

“It’s Rafferty”

“I don’t care if it’s Christ Almighty wanting a Budweiser, we’re closed.”

“I don’t want a drink, Clyde. I’m looking for Sarah.”

“You and half the men in town.” Clyde pushed open the door and scowled. From his tiny boxlike office came the theme music for a long-running soap opera. “Can’t a man sit for five minutes in peace?”

“What time will Sarah be in tonight?”

“That worthless—” He caught himself because he had affection for Bud. “Supposed to be in at four-thirty Just like she was supposed to be in at four-thirty yesterday and the day before. She ain’t deigned to show up this week.”

“She hasn’t come in to work?”

“No, she hasn’t come in to work. Didn’t I just say? She hasn’t shown her butt around here since Saturday night.” He stuck out a finger at Bud. “You see her, you tell her she’s fired. I got the Jenkins girl working her shift now.”

“Has she been upstairs?” Cam asked.

“How the hell do I know? I’m one of the few men in town that don’t climb those steps.” He looked away, sorry to see Bud’s face. But, damn it, they’d interrupted his favorite show.

“Do you mind if we look around upstairs?”

“Nothing to me. You’re the law, and he’s her brother.”

“How about a key, Clyde?”

“Jesus H. Christ.” He swung away and rattled through a drawer. “You tell her if she don’t come up with this month’s rent by the end of the week, she’s out. I ain’t running no halfway house.” He thrust the key into Cam’s hand and slammed the door.

“That’s why I love him,” Cam said. “For his cheery smile and sparkling personality.”

“It’s not like Sarah to miss work,” Bud said as they climbed the stairs. “She’s been wanting to save up and move to the city.”

“She’s been fighting with your mother,” Cam pointed out. “Maybe she decided to take a few days to cool off.” He knocked first, waited, then slipped the key into the lock.

The single room was almost empty. The rug was in place, a braided oval, ragged around the edges. The pull-out bed was unmade, the red polyester satin sheets rumpled. There was a lamp, a dresser with a missing drawer, and a rickety vanity. Dust had settled, and Cam could see the lighter spots where bottles and jars had sat on the vanity top. He opened the closet and found it empty.

“Looks like she cleared out.”

“She wouldn’t just leave. I know she’s been pissed at Mom, but she’d’ve told me.”

Cam opened a drawer. “Her clothes are gone.”

“Yeah, but …” Bud rubbed his hands over his hair. “She wouldn’t just leave, Cam. Not without letting me know.”

“Okay, we’ll check things out. Why don’t you take the bathroom?”

Cam opened the rest of the drawers, took them out, looked behind and beneath. He tried not to think of Sarah as a person, not to remember her the way she had been all those years ago. Or the way she had looked the last time he’d seen her. Odds were she’d gotten fed up and taken off. When she ran out of money, she’d be back.

But as he looked through the empty drawers of the vanity, he kept remembering the phone call on Sunday night.

They’re killing her.

Taped to the back of the bottom vanity drawer, he found a wad of bills folded into a Baggie. The sickness in his stomach increased as he counted them out.

“She left half a bottle of face cream and some—” Bud paused in the bathroom doorway. “What’s that?”

“I found it taped to the drawer. Bud, there’s four hundred and thirty-seven dollars here.”

“Four hundred?” Wide and helpless, Bud’s eyes focused on the bills. “She’s been saving. Saving so she could move. Cam, she’d never have gone away without that money.” His gaze lifted to Cam’s even as he lowered himself to the edge of the bed. “Oh, Christ. What are we going to do?”

“We’re going to call the State boys and put out an APB. And we’re going to talk to your mother.” He slipped the plastic bag of money into his pocket. “Bud, did Sarah have something going with Parker before he left town?”

“Parker?” Bud looked up blankly, then flushed. “I guess maybe she did. Jesus, Cam, you can’t think she went down to Florida to be with Parker. She used to make fun of him. It wasn’t like she had a thing for him. It was just that he … She was saving,” he murmured.

“Did she ever tell you anything about him? Like that he belonged to a club?”

“A club? You mean like the Moose or something?”

“Or something.”

“He used to hang out at the Legion. You know that. I’m telling you, she wouldn’t have gone to Parker. She could barely stand him. She wouldn’t have left here, left her money and her family and gone to Parker.”

“No, I know that.” He put a hand on Bud’s shoulder. “Bud, who else did she sleep with?”

“Jesus, Cam.”

“I’m sorry. We have to start somewhere. Was there anyone who gave her a hard time, kept after her?”

“Davey Reeder kept asking her to marry him. She laughed about that. Oscar Roody used to pretend a lot, but he never came up here that I know. Sarah said he was scared of his wife. Lots of others, I guess. She said that most of the upstanding citizens of Emmitsboro and the tri-state area had been upstanding in here. She talks like that, but it doesn’t mean anything.”

“Okay. Why don’t we go make those calls?”

“Cam, you think something’s happened to her? Something bad?”

Sometimes a lie was best. “I think she probably got riled and headed out. Sarah always acts first and thinks later.”

“Yeah.” Because he had nothing else, Bud clung to that. “She’ll come back when she’s cooled off and sweet-talk Clyde into giving her her job back.”

But when they left the tiny room behind, neither of them believed it.

Joleen Butts sat at her kitchen table busily making lists. It was the first time in weeks she’d taken an afternoon off. But then, midweek afternoons were slow, and she figured Will could spare her.

It wasn’t every day your son graduated from high school.

She was concerned by the fact that Ernie showed no interest in college. But she tried not to make too much of it. After all, she hadn’t gone to college either, and things had turned out just fine. Will had pictured Ernie with an MBA and was bitterly disappointed. But then, he’d never really gotten over the fact that Ernie refused to work in the pizza parlor after school.

Both she and Will had built themselves up for that fall, she decided. They’d worked so hard trying to make a success out of the place so that they could bring Ernie into a thriving business. And he preferred to pump gas.

Well, the boy was nearly eighteen. By his age, she’d certainly dished out plenty of disappointment to her parents. She just wished … Joleen set her pen aside. She just wished her son would smile more.

She heard him come in the front and brightened instantly. It had been so long since they had sat and talked in the kitchen. Like the old days, when he’d come home from school and they’d had cookies and worked on long division together.

“Ernie.” She heard him hesitate on the stairs. The boy spends too much time in his room, she thought. Too much time alone. “Ernie, I’m in the kitchen. Come on back.”

He walked through the doorway, hands stuffed in his jeans pockets. She thought he looked a little pale but remembered he’d been sick on Monday. Just a touch of graduation nerves, she thought, and smiled at him.

“What are you doing here?”

It was like an accusation, but she made her lips curve. “I took a few hours off. I can never remember your schedule. Aren’t you working today?”

“Not till five.”

“Good, then we’ll have a little time.” She rose and took the head off the fat, white-hatted ceramic chef that served as a cookie jar. “I picked up some chocolate chip.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You haven’t been eating well for a couple of days. Are you still sick?” She started to put a hand to his forehead, but he jerked back.

“I don’t want any cookies, all right?”

“Sure.” She felt she was looking at a stranger whose eyes were too dark, skin too pale. His hands kept sliding in and out of his pockets. “Did you have a good day at school?”

“We’re not doing anything but marking time.”

“Well …” She felt her smile falter and bolstered it up. “I know how that is. The last week before graduation is like the last week before your parole comes up. I pressed your gown.”

“Great. I got things to do.”

“I wanted to talk to you.” She fumbled for her lists. “About the get-together.”

“What get-together?”

“You know, we discussed it. The Sunday after graduation. Grandma and Pop are coming down, and Aunt Marcie. Nana and Frank, too, from Cleveland. I don’t know where everyone’s going to sleep, but—”

“Why do they have to come?”

“Why, for you. I know you only got two tickets for the actual graduation because the school’s so small, but that doesn’t mean we can’t all get together and have a party.”

“I told you I didn’t want one.”

“No, you said you didn’t care.” She set down the list again and struggled with her temper.

“Well, I do care, and I don’t want a party. I don’t want to see any of those people. I don’t want to see anyone at all.”

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to.” She heard her own voice, flat, cold, uncompromising and realized it sounded just like her own mother’s. Full circle, she thought, wearily. “The plans are already made, Ernie. Your father’s mother and stepfather will be here Saturday night, along with some of your cousins. Everyone else will get here Sunday morning.” She held up a hand, warding off his complaints like a traffic cop holding back cars. Another of her mother’s habits, she realized. “Now, you might not want to see them, but they all want to see you. They’re proud of you, and they want to be a part of this step in your life.”

“I’m getting out of school. What’s the big fucking deal?”

“Don’t you speak to me like that.” She stepped toward him. He was taller by inches, but she had the power of motherhood on her side. “I don’t care whether you’re seventeen or a hundred and seven, don’t you ever speak to me like that.”

“I don’t want a bunch of stupid relatives around.” His voice began to hitch, and he panicked because he couldn’t stop it. “I don’t want a party. I’m the one who’s graduating, aren’t I? Don’t I have a choice?”

Her heart went out to him. She remembered what it was like to be trapped in parental borders. She hadn’t understood it either. “I’m sorry, but I guess you don’t. It’s only a couple of days out of your life, Ernie.”

“Sure. My life.” He kicked a chair over. “It’s my life. You didn’t give me a choice when we moved here, either. Because it would be ‘good’ for me.”

“Your father and I thought it would. We thought it would be good for all of us.”

“Yeah. It’s just great. You take me away from all of my friends and stick me in some hick town where all the kids talk about is shooting deer and raising pigs. And men go around killing women.”

“What are you talking about?” She laid a hand on his arm, but he jerked away. “Ernie, I know that woman was attacked, and it was terrible. But she wasn’t killed. Things like that don’t happen here.”

“You don’t know anything.” His face was dead white now, his eyes bitter and wet. “You don’t know anything about this town. You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know I love you, and I worry about you. Maybe I’ve been spending too much time at the restaurant and not enough with you, just talking. Sit down now. Sit down with me and let’s talk this out.”

“It’s too late.” He covered his face with his hands and began to weep as she hadn’t seen him weep in years.

“Oh, baby. Honey, come here. Tell me what I can do.”

But when she put her arms around him, he jerked away. His eyes weren’t bitter any longer, but wild. “It’s too late. I made a choice. I already made it, and it’s too late to go back. Just leave me alone. Leave me alone, that’s what you’re best at.”

He stumbled out of the house and ran. The louder she called after him, the faster he ran.





Chapter 24

Clare put the finishing touches on her sculpture of Alice. It would be the first piece for the women’s wing at the Betadyne. It showed grace, competence, fortitude, and quiet determination. She could think of few better qualities in a woman.

She glanced up once when she heard Ernie’s tires scream on the pavement as he roared down the street. Her brow furrowed as she heard his mother calling him. Before Sally had told her about the telescope, Clare would have been tempted to drive after him herself, to try to soothe and smooth over.

Don’t get involved, she told herself as she went back to her work. If she hadn’t gotten involved in the first place, she wouldn’t feel odd and uneasy every time she pulled down the bedroom shade.

And she had problems of her own. Contracts and commissions, a relationship that had zoomed out of control, a damn luncheon speech. She blew the hair out of her eyes and looked at her watch. Plus she had to tell Cam about the phrase Lisa had remembered.

Where the hell was he?

She’d gone directly by the sheriff’s office on her way back from the hospital, but he hadn’t been there. She’d called his house, and he hadn’t answered. Out preserving law and order, she supposed, and smiled a little. She’d see him in a few hours in any case, when they were both off duty.

Clare turned off her torch and stepped back. Not bad, she thought, narrowing her eyes. Excitement began to stir as she pushed her goggles up. No, it wasn’t bad at all. Perhaps it wouldn’t be exactly what Alice had had in mind since the female form was elongated, exaggerated, the features anonymous. It was Everywoman, which was exactly what Clare thought she might title it. The four arms might throw Alice off a bit, but to Clare they symbolized a woman’s ability to do her duties simultaneously, and with the same cool-handed style.

“What’s that supposed to be?” Blair asked from behind her and made her jolt. “A skinny rendition of the goddess Kali?”

“No. Kali had six arms. I think.” Clare pulled off goggles and skullcap. “It’s Alice.”

Blair lifted a brow. “Sure it is. I could see that right away.”

“Peasant.”

“Weirdo.” But his smile faded quickly when he stepped into the garage, a stack of books in his hands. “Clare, what’s all this?”

One glance had her cheeks heating. “You’ve been poking around in my room. I thought we settled the privacy issue when we were ten.”

“The phone rang while I was upstairs. Your bedroom phone is the closest.”

“I didn’t realize I’d put the phone in my nightstand drawer.”

“I was looking for a pad. I’m doing some research for Cam, and I needed to write something down. But that’s not the issue, is it?”

She took the books from him and dropped them on a workbench. “My reading material is my business.”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s my answer.”

“Clare, this isn’t a matter of my peeking into your diary and finding out you have a crush on the captain of the football team.”

“It was the tight end.” She tried to shrug away, but he held firm. “Blair, I’ve got work to do.”

He gave her a quick shake that was both affectionate and impatient. “Listen, I thought it was what’s going on between you and Cam that had you so nervous and upset.”

“Just nervous,” she corrected. “Not upset.”

“No, I can see that. But I knew something was bothering you the minute I got here. Why do you think I stayed?”

“Because you’re addicted to the way I burn hamburgers.”

“I hate the way you burn hamburgers.”

“You ate two last night.”

“Which should give you a clue to how much I love you. Now where did you get the books?”

The anger went out of her. He could see it melt out of her eyes until they were dark and damp. “They were Dad’s.”

“Dad’s?” His fingers went limp on her shoulders. Whatever he had suspected, whatever he had feared, it had never been this. “What do you mean they were Dad’s?”

“I found them in the attic, in the boxes Mom stored away. She’d saved most of his books and some other things. His gardening shirt and his—his broken compass. The rocks he’d collected when he took that trip to the Grand Canyon. Blair, I thought she’d gotten rid of everything.”

“So did I.” He felt like a child again, confused, vulnerable, sad. “Let’s sit down.”

They sat on the half step between the kitchen and the garage. “It always seemed, after he died, that she just—put it all behind her. You know.” Clare gripped her hands together, holding them between her knees. “I resented that, the way she picked up and went on. I knew—in my head I knew—that she had so many things to deal with. The business falling apart, the awful scandal with the shopping center. The fact that even though it was ruled an accident, everyone wondered if he’d jumped. She just handled everything so well. In my heart I hated her for it.”

He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “She had us to worry about, too.”

“I know. I know that. It just seemed that she never stumbled, you know? She never faltered or fell apart, so a part of me always wondered if she’d ever really cared. Then I found all those things, the way she’d boxed them up so carefully, keeping all those little junky things that had meant so much to him. I realized, I think I realized, how she might have felt when she’d done it. I wished she’d let me help her.”

“You weren’t in any shape to help. It was worse for you, Clare. You found him. I never saw …” He shut his eyes a moment and leaned his head against hers. “Neither did Mom. We all lost him, but you were the only one who had to see. She stayed up with you all that first night.”

Clare looked back at him, then down at her feet. “I didn’t know.”

“Doc Crampton sedated you, but you kept calling out in your sleep. And crying.” When she lifted a hand to Blair, he gripped it hard. “She sat by the bed all night. Everything happened so fast after that. The funeral, then the story breaking about the kickbacks.”

“I wish I understood. I wish I understood any of it.”

They sat silently for a moment, hip to hip. “Tell me about the books.”

“I found them upstairs. You know how Dad used to read anything—everything.” She was talking too fast and rose, hoping to slow herself down. “Religion was a kind of obsession with him. The way he was raised …”

“I know.” Obsessions. Rebellions. Power. Good God.

“Well, he just devoured stuff like that. From Martin Luther to Buddha and everything in between. I guess he was just trying to figure out what was right. If anything was right. It doesn’t mean anything.”

He rose as well, to take both of her nervous hands. “Have you told Cam?”

“Why should I?” Panic sprang into her voice. “It doesn’t have anything to do with him.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing. I’m not afraid of anything. I don’t even know why we’re talking about this. I’m just going to put the books back in the attic.”

“Cam’s working on the theory that Biff’s death and the attack on Lisa MacDonald might be tied up with a cult.”

“That’s ridiculous. And even if it has some merit, which it doesn’t, it hardly applies to Dad. He’s been dead for more than ten years.”

“Clare, be logical. This is a small, close-knit community. If there’s a cult going on in this town and you found a library on Satanism in somebody’s house, what conclusion would you draw?”

“I don’t know.” She pulled her hands away. “I don’t see that it applies.”

“We both know that it applies,” he said quietly. “Dad is dead, Clare. He doesn’t need you to protect him.”

“He wouldn’t have had anything to do with this kind of thing. Christ, Blair, I read the books, too. I’m not going to go out and sacrifice a virgin.”

“You sent Cam out to the farm because you’d seen one book in Biff’s den.”

She looked up. “You seem to know a lot about what’s going on.”

“I told you, I’m helping him with research. My point is, you thought that one book was enough to warrant his investigating. And you were right. Do you know what he found?”

“No.” She wet her lips. “I didn’t ask. I don’t want to know.”

“He found evidence that Carly Jamison had been held there.”

“Oh, God.”

“He found drugs, too. And his mother told him she’d burned a black cloak, black candles, several pornographic magazines with a Satanic bent. There’s no doubt that Biff was involved with some kind of cult. And it takes more than one person to make a cult.”

“Dad’s dead,” she said again. “And when he was alive, he could barely tolerate Biff Stokey You can’t honestly believe that our father would have had anything to do with kidnapping young girls.”

“I wouldn’t have believed he’d do anything illegal, either, but I was wrong. We have to face it, Clare. And we have to deal with it.”

“Don’t tell me what I have to deal with.” She turned away.

“If you don’t go to Cam with this, I will.” She shut her eyes tight. “He was your father, too.”

“And I loved him as much as you did.” He grabbed her and spun her around. “Damn it, Clare, do you think any of this is easy to take? I hate thinking there’s a chance, even a shadow of a chance, that he might have been involved with something like this. But we have to deal with it now. We can’t go back and make everything all right. But maybe, just maybe, if we figure it all out, it’ll make a difference.”

“All right.” She covered her face with her hands. When she dropped them, her eyes were cool and dry. “All right. But I’ll go to Cam.”

“I figure she just lit out.” Mick Morgan sipped coffee and nodded at Cam. “You know how she was. Sarah’d get a bug up her butt and do most anything.”

“Maybe.” Cam kept typing the report. “Seems odd she’d have left the money behind, though. From what her mother told me, she and Sarah had been fighting about Sarah’s little sideline. Sarah told her she wasn’t going to be making money that way much longer. Claimed she had some deal in the works that was going to set her up.”

“Could be just talk,” Mick mused. He didn’t like the way Cam was latching on to this. He hadn’t figured anyone would think twice about Sarah Hewitt leaving town. “Or could be she’d hooked up with something, and that’s why she took off. Odds are she’ll cruise back into town in a few days.” He set the mug down and sighed. “Women are a mystery to me, Cam, and that’s a fact. My wife took off to her mother’s for a solid week once ’cause I bitched about her meatloaf. There’s no figuring them.”

“I’ll go along with that.” He pulled the sheet out of the typewriter. “But I feel better having the APB out on her. Bud’s pretty shook. I might need you to fill in some for the next couple of days.”

“Sure thing. He’s a good kid, Bud is. Never could figure how come his sister never straightened out. Want me to take Bud’s route?”

“Appreciate it. He’s staying with his mom. Finish your coffee, though. There’s time.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” The chair creaked as he leaned back. “Sure was funny, you finding all that stuff out to the farm. Biff Stokey’d be the last person I’d figure for drugs. Liked his beer, all right, but can’t see him sniffing powder up his nose.”

“Makes me wonder how well we know anyone. You played poker with him, didn’t you?”

“Oh, now and again.” Mick smiled reminiscently “We’d get a group together and get drunk, eat salami sandwiches, and play a quarter limit. Not strictly legal if it comes to it, but nobody squawks about the bingo over at the Catholic church or the tip jars at the firehall on Las Vegas night.”

“Drugs?”

The casual question had Mick’s brows lifting. “Come on, Cam. You don’t think any of those boys would have done that shit around me? Hell, I can’t see Roody lighting up a joint. Can you?”

The image had Cam grinning. “No. Fact is, it’s hard to see drugs and murder around here. But we’ve got both.”

“I’d say they’re tied in. Looks to me like Biff got in over his head and some dealer from the city whiffed him.”

Cam gave a noncommittal grunt. “I found out something else odd today. Parker and his wife are dead.”

“Sheriff Parker?” Mick sat up straight. His insides began to tremble. “Jesus, Cam. How’d that happen?”

“House fire. They were living on a lake in Florida.”

“Lauderdale.”

“No.” Cam steepled his hands. “They moved from Lauderdale. In fact, they moved quite a bit last year. Zigzagging around the state.”

“Itchy feet.”

“Itchy something. I’m waiting for the police and fire department reports.”

Mick was seeing Parker where Cam sat now, his belly over his belt, and had to bring himself back. “What for?”

“I’ll know when I see them.” He glanced up as Clare walked in. He shuffled papers on top of the report he’d just typed, then smiled at her. “Hi.”

“Hi.” She didn’t quite manage a smile. “Hello, Mr. Morgan.”

“Hey there. Heard you’re working on some big deal with a fancy museum.”

“Looks that way.” She set the bag of books on the desk. “Am I interrupting?”

“Nope.” Mick set his mug aside again. One look from Cam had told him the Parker business wasn’t for open discussion. “Just chewing the fat.”

“I’d like to talk to you,” she said to Cam, “if you’ve got a minute.”

“I’ve got a few of them.” He could see trouble on her face and glanced at Mick.

“Guess I’ll be going on, then.” The deputy stood. “I’ll check back in at seven.”

“Thanks.”

“Nice seeing you, Clare.” He gave her a little pat on the shoulder as he moved by her.

“You, too.” She waited until he’d closed the door, then dived straight in. “I don’t think this means anything. More than that, I don’t think it’s any of your business. But—”

“Whoa.” He held up a hand, then took hers. “Should I suit up?”

“I’m sorry,” she said more calmly. “It’s just that I’ve had a go-around with Blair, and I’m not happy about the outcome.”

“Want me to go rough him up for you?”

“No.” This time she did smile a little. “I can do that for myself. Cam, I don’t want you to think I was keeping this from you. I felt—still feel—that it’s family business.”

“Why don’t you just tell me?”

Instead, she took the books out of the bag and set them on his desk. He looked at them, one at a time. A couple he’d already seen, at Biff’s or at the library. While he studied them, Clare lighted a cigarette.

They were old, and obviously well used. Some of the pages were splattered with coffee or liquor stains. Passages were underlined, pages dog-eared.

“Where did you get these?”

She blew out smoke. “They were my father’s.”

With his eyes on hers, he set them aside. “Maybe you’d better sit down and explain.”

“I’ll stand up and explain.” She took another jerky drag and exhaled. “I found them boxed up in the attic. In my father’s old office. I don’t know if you were aware, but he was fascinated by religion. All religions. He also had books on Islam, Hinduism, stacks on Catholicism—any other ism you can name. Blair seems to think I should have brought these to you.”

“You should have.”

“I don’t agree.” She put out the cigarette, snapping it in half. “But since Blair was adamant, I said I would. Now I have.”

“Sit down, Slim.”

“I’m not in the mood to be interrogated. I brought them to you, and you can make what you like out of it.”

He studied her in silence. Her eyes were too bright, her mouth just beginning to tremble. Cam rose from his chair and walked around the desk. As she stood rigid, he put his arms around her.

“I know this isn’t easy.”

“No, you don’t know. You can’t know.”

“If I had a choice, I’d tell you to take the books and walk away so we could pretend this never happened.” He drew back. “I don’t have that choice.”

“He was a good man. I had to listen to people say terrible things about him once. I don’t think I could stand it a second time.”

“I’ll do everything I can. That’s all I can promise.”

“I want you to try to believe in him. I want you to see that owning these books, reading them, studying them, even believing in some of what they say wouldn’t make him a bad person.”

“Then let me try to prove that. Sit down. Please.”

She did, stiffly, her hands linked on her lap.

“Clare, did he ever talk to you about these books or what’s in them?”

“No, never. He talked about religions. It was a big topic, especially after—after he started drinking. He went back into the church. He was raised Catholic, but he’d had a real attitude about organized religion because of the way he was raised.”

“When did he go back to the church?”

“When I was about seven or eight. It became very important to him. Blair and I ended up going to CCD classes and making our First Communion. The whole bit.”

“That would have been about twenty years ago?”

“Yeah.” She smiled wanly. “Time marches on.”

He noted it down, wondering what events he could tie in. “Did you ever wonder why?”

“Sure. At the time I was too young to think about it. And I liked the mass and the music, the priest’s clothes. The whole ritual.” She stopped abruptly, uncomfortable with her own choice of words. “Later, I suppose I figured that he’d just gotten a little older, put some distance between himself and all the things he’d rebelled against in his upbringing. He’d probably missed the security and the familiarity. He’d have been about the age I am now,” she murmured. “Nearly thirty and starting to wonder what the rest of his life would be like. He was worried about Blair and me, too. The fact that we’d had no religious training. He felt as though he’d overcompensated for his parents by going as far in the opposite direction as possible.”

“Did he say that?”

“Yes, actually, I remember him saying almost exactly that to my mother. Dad was what my mother called a fretter. Always worrying whether he’d done the right thing or, if he had, whether he’d done it well enough. He tried so hard not to stuff the church down our throats. He wasn’t a fanatic, Cam. He was just a man struggling to do his best.”

“When did he start drinking, Clare?”

“I don’t really know.” Her fingers began to twist together on her lap. “It wasn’t a sudden thing, more of a progressive one. None of us really noticed at first. I remember him having a whiskey and soda after dinner. Then maybe he’d have two. Then he stopped bothering with the soda.”

The misery in her voice had him reaching over to still her hands. “Clare, I’ve been down that road. I’m the last one who would condemn him.”

“I feel disloyal. Can’t you understand? I feel like I’m betraying him by talking about his flaws and mistakes.”

“He was a whole person. Whole people have flaws. Don’t you think he’d have wanted you to recognize them and love him anyway?”

“You sound like my shrink.” She rose and walked to the window. “I was thirteen the first time I saw him really drunk. I’d come home from school. Blair had band practice, and my mother was at a meeting. Emmitsboro Boosters or something. Dad was at the kitchen table, crying into a bottle of whiskey. It scared me to see him that way, reeking and sobbing, his eyes all red. He kept telling me how sorry he was. His words were all slurred together, and he tried to stand up. He fell. He just lay there on the kitchen floor, crying and trying to apologize.” She brushed impatiently at a tear. “ ‘I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to do. I can’t do anything. I can’t change it. I can’t go back and change it.’ ”

“Change what?”

“His drinking, I suppose. He couldn’t control it. He didn’t think he could change it. He told me he’d never wanted me to see him that way. He was really frantic about that. He’d never wanted me to see, wanted me to know.”

“Wouldn’t that have been around the time he was making the deal for the shopping center?”

“Yes. And the closer all that came to being a reality, the more he drank. My father was a very uncomfortable criminal. His ambitions might have gotten out of line, but his conscience made him pay.”

“I want you to try to think. Did he go out at night with any regularity? Did he go out with someone or a particular group?”

Sighing, she turned back. “He belonged to all kinds of groups, Cam. The Jaycees, the Optimist Club, the Knights of Columbus. He was out quite a bit for meetings, dinners, to show houses after hours. I used to ask to go with him, but he would tuck me into bed and tell me I had to wait until I grew up, then he would make me his partner. One night I snuck into his car—” She broke off, eyes panicked, cheeks paling.

“You snuck into his car?” Cam prompted.

“No, no, I didn’t. I only dreamed I did. You can keep the books if you think they’ll help. I need to get back.”

He took her arm before she could bolt for the door. “What did you dream, Clare?”

“For Christ’s sake, Cam, my dreams are certainly my business.”

She had the same look on her face, precisely the same look, as when he had pulled her out of the nightmare. “Where did he go that night?”

“I don’t know. I was dreaming.”

“Where did you dream he went?”

She went limp, seemed to fold into herself when he eased her into the chair again. “I don’t know. It was a dream. I was only about five or six.”

“But you remember the dream. You still have the dream.”

She stared at the books on Cam’s desk. “Sometimes.”

“Tell me what you remember.”

“It didn’t happen. I woke up in my own bed.”

“Before you woke up?”

“I dreamed I hid in the back of the car. I knew he was going out, and I wanted to surprise him, to show him that I was big enough to be his partner. We didn’t go to a house. We were outside. I followed him. It seemed like such an adventure. There was a place, and other men were there. I thought it was a meeting, like the Moose or the Elks, because … they all wore long black robes with hoods.”

Oh, God, Slim, he thought. What did you see? “Go ahead.”

“They wore masks, and I thought that was funny because it wasn’t Halloween. It was spring. I hid in the bushes and watched.”

“There were other men. Who were they?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t pay attention. I was looking at my father. They made a circle and rang a bell. There were women. Two women in red robes. One of them took off the robe and lay down on top of something. I was fascinated and embarrassed all at once. There was chanting and a fire. A big fire. I was sleepy, and I couldn’t understand it all. The man in the big mask had a sword. It glinted in the moonlight. He would say things, then the rest of the group would say things.”

“What things?”

“I couldn’t understand.” But she had read the books, and she had remembered. “They weren’t names I knew.”

“Names?”

“Oh, God, Cam, the names in the books. The calling up of demons.”

“Okay, take it easy.”

She swiped the heel of her hand over her cheek. “I was cold and tired, and I wanted Daddy to take me back home. But I was afraid, and I didn’t know why. The man in the mask touched the woman, fondled her. They brought out a goat, a little white goat, and he took a knife. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. I wanted to run away, but my legs wouldn’t move. The men took off their robes but left their masks on and danced around the pit of fire. I saw my father. I saw him with blood on his hands. And I woke up screaming, in my own bed.”

He pulled her out of the chair to hold her, and his hands were gentle. But his eyes stared over her shoulder and were cold with fury.

“It wasn’t real,” she insisted. “It didn’t happen. I woke up in bed, just as I always do when I have that dream. My mother and father were there.”

“Did you tell them about the dream?”

“I couldn’t at first. I guess I was hysterical. I remember my father rocking me, stroking my hair and rocking me. He kept telling me it was a dream, just a terrible dream, and that he would never let anything bad happen to me.”

Cam pulled her back, looked long and deep into her eyes. “It wasn’t a dream, Clare.”

“It had to be.” Her hands shook. “It had to be a dream. I was in bed. My father was there with me. I know you’re thinking about the books. I thought about them too. He must have bought them afterward. He was worried about me, about why I had the dream, and that it kept coming back. He wanted to understand. He was worried about me. For weeks after, he would come into my room at bedtime and tell me silly stories, sing songs, just be there.”

“I know he was worried about you. I know he loved you. But I think he was involved in something he couldn’t control. Just like the drinking, Clare.”

She shook her head, frantic, furious. “I’m not going to believe that.”

“Clare, he must have been sick at the thought that you had seen him and what went on. A few years later, you’re still having nightmares, he sees that it’s not going to stop. And he tries to pull out. He goes back to the religion of his childhood.”

“You didn’t know him the way I did.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“He would never have hurt anyone. He wasn’t capable ofit.”

“Maybe he didn’t hurt anyone but himself. Clare, I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m going to have to dig deeper. Part of that will be looking into whatever information is available on the land deal, the shopping center business. And your father’s death.”

“Why? What possible difference can any of it make now?”

“Because what you saw that night is still going on. Have you told anyone else about your dream?”

“No.”

“Don’t.”

She nodded. “Are we finished?”

“No.” He pulled her close again, ignoring her rigid stance. “I’ll just wait you out, Slim,” he murmured. “You can step back, build a wall, run away, and cover your trail. I’ll just wait you out.”

“I can’t think about you and me right now.”

“Yes, you can.” He put a hand under her chin, lifting it until their eyes met. “Because when the rest is done, that’s all there is. I love you.” He tightened his grip when she would have turned away. “Damn it, that’s one bit you’re going to have to swallow once and for all. I love you, and I never expected to feel this way about anybody. But it’s a fact.”

“I know. If this could have happened without the rest—”

“It happened. That’s the bottom line. I want to know what you’re going to do about it.”

She put a hand on his cheek. “I guess I’m going to love you back. That’s about all I can do right now.”

“That’ll be fine.” He kissed her. “I wish I could fix it for you.”

“I’m old enough to fix things for myself. I’d rather have a friend than a white knight.”

“How about a friend and a black sheep?”

“It’s a nice combination. I wasn’t holding this back from you. I was,” she corrected before he could speak. “But I was holding it back from myself first. I need to go home and think things through. You’ll want to keep the books?”

“Yes. Clare …” He brushed the hair back from her cheeks. “We’re going to need to talk again, to go over everything you remember in more detail.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“Why don’t we table it for tonight? What do you think about dinner at a Mexican restaurant? They’ve got pots and paper flowers.”

“I think that sounds like a great idea. Can we take your bike?”

“A woman after my own heart.”

“I’ll be ready by seven.” She went to the door, then stopped. “Rafferty, you made it easier than it might have been. I appreciate that.”

Alone, he sat at the desk and studied his notes. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to make it easy for long.





Chapter 25

Min Atherton was the kind of woman who kept candles out for a centerpiece with the cellophane still wrapped around them. Almost everything she owned was for show and not for use. She would buy pink or purple candles—her favorite colors—and place them in the genuine brass or crystal holders, where they would stay snug in their clear wrap, never to be lit.

She liked buying things. More, she liked being able to buy things—particularly things her neighbors couldn’t afford. Often, she left the price tags on, hoping a guest would take a peek at the base of a vase or statuette. In their place, she would. And did.

Min considered flaunting a responsibility. She was the mayor’s wife, after all, and she had her stature to uphold. She knew they were the most well-to-do couple in town and her husband was devoted to her. Hadn’t he bought her a pair of honest-to-God diamond earring clips just last Christmas? One-half carat each, too, counting the baguettes. Min showed them off at the Church of God every Sunday.

She made certain her hair was tucked behind her ears and that she tilted her head from side to side as she solemnly sang the hymns so that the stones would catch the light—and the envy of the congregation.

Her home was crowded with furniture. She didn’t believe in antiques, no matter how expensive or valuable they might be. Min liked things new, brand spanking new, so that she was the first to use them. She only bought brand names. In that way she could talk about her La-Z-Boy, her Ethan Allen, or her Sealy Posturepedic as if they were members of the family.

Some of the less charitable people of the community said it was a shame she didn’t have less money and more taste.

But Min recognized green-eyed jealousy when she saw it and hugged it to her like a medal of honor.

She loved her big, rambling brick house on Laurel Lane and had decorated every inch of it herself, from the living room with its pink and lavender floral sofa and matching draperies, to the powder room with its wild rose ceramic tile and hyacinth wallpaper. She liked big statues of dancing ladies in ball gowns and men in waistcoats. All of her plants were plastic, but they were tucked into precious containers in the form of woolly sheep and cottontail rabbits.

Min’s creativity didn’t stop with the interior. Goodness no. Many of the residents of Emmitsboro would never have the privilege of being invited inside the Atherton castle. Min felt they deserved some glimpses of the glamour within.

She had her big striped umbrella table on the patio, with its matching chairs and chaise longue. Since real animals made such a mess, she substituted plastic and plaster ones so that the yard was alive with ducks and squirrels and more sheep.

In the front, opposite her pedestaled moon ball was her pride and joy, a cast-iron stable boy, black-faced, red-liveried, with a permanently sappy grin. Davey Reeder had once done some carpentry work for them and stuck his lunch pail on the statue’s outstretched hand. Min had failed to see the humor of it.

Inside and out, Min’s home was neat as a pin. For today, the monthly Ladies Club luncheon, she’d even gone down to the florist and bought a centerpiece of lilies and greens. Out of her own pocket. Of course, she’d see that their prissy accountant found a way to deduct it.

A penny saved was a penny left to spend.

“James. James. I want you to come in here and take a look. You know how I value your opinion.”

Atherton stepped out of the kitchen into the dining room, smiling and sipping coffee. He studied his wife in her new pink dress and flowered bolero jacket. She’d worn her diamonds and had had Betty give her a rinse and her best bouffant. She’d had a manicure and a pedicure. Her pink toes peeked out of her size ten heels. Atherton kissed her on the tip of her nose.

“You look beautiful, Min. You always do.”

She giggled and slapped playfully at his chest. “Not me, silly. The table.”

Dutifully, he studied the dining room table. It was fully extended to seat the eighteen expected guests. On the damask cloth were the correct number of Corelle dinner plates with their tiny painted roses. She’d set out little fingerbowls of lemon water, just as she’d seen in a magazine. In the center were the lilies, flanked by the cellophane-wrapped candles.

“You’ve outdone yourself.”

“You know I like things to look nice.” Eagle-eyed, she walked over to hitch a hold out of her shell pink brocade draperies. “Why, last month when it was Edna’s turn, she used plastic plates. I was mortified for her.”

“I’m sure Edna did her best.”

“Of course, of course.” She could have said more about Edna, oh, indeed she could. But she knew James could be impatient. “I wanted to make today extra special. Some of the ladies are just frantic, James. Why, there was even talk about having a self-defense course—which, as I told Gladys Finch when she brought it up, is very unladylike. I’m just worried about what they’ll think of next.”

“Now, Min, we’re all doing what we have to do.” He winked at her. “You trust me, don’t you, Min?”

She blinked at him, eyes bright. “Now, James, you know I do.”

“Then leave it to me.”

“I always do. Still, that Cameron Rafferty—”

“Cameron’s doing his job.”

She snorted. “When he’s not sniffing around Clare Kimball, you mean. Oh, I know what you’re going to say.” She waved her pudgy hand at him and made him smile again. “A man’s entitled to his free time. But there are priorités.” She smiled up at him. “Isn’t that what you’re always saying, James? A man has priorities.”

“You know me too well.”

“And so I should after all these years.” She fussed with his tie. “I know you’re going to want to scat before the girls get here, but I’d like it if you’d stay just for a few minutes. The newspaper and the television station are sending people. You wouldn’t want to miss the opportunity. Especially if you’re going to run for governor.”

“Min, you know that hasn’t been settled yet. And”—he tweaked her chin—“it’s between you and me.”

“I know, and it’s just killing me not to brag on it. The idea that the party is considering you for a candidate. Not that it isn’t richly deserved.” She brushed lovingly at his lapels. “All the years you’ve put into this town.”

“My favorite constituent. I’ll stay awhile,” he said, “but don’t set your hopes on the governor’s mansion, Min. The election year’s some ways off,” he reminded her when he saw her face fall. “Let’s just take it as it comes. There’s the door. Why don’t I get it so you can make a grand entrance?”

Clare was late. But it was better than not showing up at all, which is just what would have happened if Gladys Finch hadn’t called and asked Clare if she needed a ride. It was hardly a wonder she’d forgotten after she discovered the sculpture missing from the garage.

Kids, she told herself, and wanted to believe it had been kids playing a prank. But deep inside there was a fear that it was something much more deadly.

All she could do was report the theft, which she would do the minute this damned luncheon was over.

Why that piece? she wondered. Why that nightmare image?

She shook off the thought and concentrated on what she had to do next. Unfortunately, the call from Gladys hadn’t come until noon, and once Clare had remembered what the offer of the ride was for, she’d had to dash from the garage to the bedroom and throw on a suit.

She wasn’t sure if the short blue skirt and military-style jacket constituted ladies luncheon wear, but it was the best she could do. Even now she was driving with her elbows as she struggled to fasten her earrings.

She could only groan when she spotted the van from the Hagerstown television station. She pulled up behind it and rested her forehead on the steering wheel.

She hated public speaking. Hated interviews, hated cameras aimed in her direction. Her palms were already wet and clammy, and she hadn’t even stepped out of the car.

One of the last things she’d done in New York had been to cave in and speak to Tina Yongers’s club. The art critic had put on the pressure—just as Min had done. And Clare had buckled. Just as she always did.

No backbone. No spine. You wimp. You wuss. She pulled the rearview mirror over and studied her face. Great. She had mascara smeared under her eyes. For lack of something better, she spit on her finger and wiped at it.

“You’re a grown woman,” she lectured herself. “An adult. A professional. You’re going to have to get over this. And no, you are not going to throw up.”

It went deep, and she knew it. The fear, the panic. All the way back to the weeks after her father had died. All those questions, all those curious eyes focused on her. All those cameras at the funeral.

This is now. Damn it, this is today. Get your queasy stomach and jelly knees out of the car. All of this was bound to take her mind off of being robbed—and the prospect of Cam’s asking her why the hell she hadn’t locked the garage in the first place.

When she climbed out, the first thing she saw was the moon ball, then the stable boy. A nervous giggle escaped as she started up the walk.

Then there were the lions. She had to stop. She had to stare. Reclining on either side of the steps were a pair of white plaster lions wearing rhinestone collars.

“Excuse me, boys,” she murmured and was grinning when she knocked on the door.

* * *

While Clare was dealing with the Ladies Club, Joleen Butts sat on a folding chair beside her husband in the high school gym. The commencement address was running long, and more than a few people were shifting in their seats, but Joleen sat still and stiff with tears in her eyes.

She wasn’t certain why she was crying. Because her boy was taking another giant step toward adulthood. Because he looked so much like his father had when she and Will had donned cap and gown. Because she knew, in her heart, she had already lost him.

She hadn’t told Will about the argument. How could she? He was sitting there with his own eyes bright and pride glowing all over his face. Nor had she told him that she had raced up to Ernie’s room when he slammed out of the house, on a frantic search for drugs. She’d almost hoped she would find them so that she would have something tangible on which to blame his mood swings.

She hadn’t found drugs, but what she had found had frightened her more.

The books, the leaflets, the stubs of black candles. The notebook crammed with drawings of symbols, of strange names, of the number 666 boldly printed a hundred times. The diary that told, in minute detail, of the rituals he had performed. Performed in that room, while she slept. The diary that she had closed quickly, unable to read further.

She had hardly closed her eyes since that day, wondering and worrying if she would find the courage and wisdom to approach him. Now, as the names of the graduating class were called, as the young men and women filed in a stately march to the stage, she watched her son.

“Ernest William Butts.”

Will had the video camera on his shoulder, but his free hand groped for his wife’s. Joleen took it, held it. And wept.

In a daze Ernie walked back to his seat. Some of the girls were crying. He felt like crying himself, but he didn’t know why. In his hand was his ticket to freedom. He’d worked for twelve years for this single piece of paper so he could go where he wanted. Do as he chose.

It was funny, but Los Angeles didn’t seem so important now. He wasn’t sure about going there anymore, about finding others like him. He thought he’d found others like him here. Maybe he had.

You have been marked with the sacrificial blood.

But that had been a goat. Just a dumb goat. Not a person. He could hear her scream, and scream and scream.

As the graduation procession marched on, he had to force himself not to press his hands to his ears and run from the gym.

He couldn’t afford to bring attention to himself. Beneath his gown his body sweated, the deep acrid sweat of fear. Around him, other graduates were beaming or misty-eyed. Ernie sat stiff and stared straight ahead. He couldn’t make a wrong move. They would kill him if he did. If they knew that he had seen. If they suspected that he had panicked for a moment and called the sheriff.

He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Ernie took slow, even breaths to steady himself. The sheriff couldn’t do any good. No one could stop them. They were too powerful. Mixed with his fear came a quick jolt of dark excitement. He was one of them. Certainly the power was his as well.

He had signed his name in blood. He had taken an oath. He belonged.

That was what he had to remember. He belonged.

It was too late for Sarah Hewitt. But his time was just beginning.

“No word on her yet. Sorry, Bud.”

“It’s been more than a week since anybody’s seen her.” Bud stood beside his cruiser, looking up and down the street as though his sister might pop out of a doorway, laughing at him. “My mom thinks maybe she lit out for New York, but I … We ought to be able to do more,” he said miserably. “We just ought to be able to do something.”

“We’re doing everything,” Cam told him. “We got an APB out on her and her car. We filed a missing persons report. And the three of us have talked to everyone in town.”

“She could’ve been kidnapped.”

“Bud.” Cam leaned against the hood. “I know how frustrated you must be. But the fact is, there was no sign of forced entry, no sign of a struggle. Her clothes and personal items were gone. Sarah’s thirty years old and free to come and go as she pleases. If I called the feds and yelled kidnapping, they’d never go along.”

Bud’s mouth set in a stubborn line. “She’d have gotten in touch with me.”

“I think you’re right. That’s what my gut tells me. But the facts don’t. All we’ve got are the facts. We’re not going to stop looking. Why don’t you go down to Martha’s, have Alice fix you a decent cup of coffee?”

He shook his head. “I’d rather work. I saw that report you’re working on. The stuff on cults that Blair Kimball’s looking into for you.”

“That’s just a theory. We don’t have anything solid.” And he didn’t want Bud, or anyone else, looking over his shoulder while he investigated the possibilities.

“No, but if we’ve got something weird going on around here, I could follow up. All that stuff we found out at Biff’s shed—and the way Biff was killed. We’re saying it’s all tied together. Maybe Sarah’s being gone is tied in, too.”

“Don’t make yourself crazy.” Cam put a hand on Bud’s shoulder.

Bud’s eyes, desperately tired, met Cam’s. “You think it could be all tied together.”

He couldn’t hedge. “That’s what I think. But thinking and proving’s two different things.”

When Bud nodded, his face no longer looked quite so young. “What do we do now?”

“We start all over again.”

“With Biff?”

“No, with the cemetery.”

Sometimes men gather together for reasons other than poker or football, or a Saturday night beer. Sometimes they meet to discuss interests other than business or farming or the women they’ve married.

Sometimes they gather together in fear.

The room was dark and smelled of damp—a place where secrets had been shared before. Spiders skittered along the walls and built intricate webs to trap their prey. No one would disturb them there.

Only three met. They had belonged the longest. Once there had been four, but the other died in flames, among trees and quiet waters. They had seen to that.

“It can’t go on.”

Though voices were hushed, nerves rang loudly.

“It will go on.” This was the voice of assurance and of power. The high priest.

“We’ve done no more than what was necessary.” This was the soothing tone, the calming one. Beneath it was a quest for power, a thirsty ambition to ascend to the position of high priest. “We have only to keep our heads. There have to be some changes, though.”

“It’s all coming apart around us.” Restless fingers reached for a cigarette and match, despite the disapproval of the others. “Rafferty’s digging deep. He’s sharper than anyone bargained for.”

This was true, and the slight miscalculation was annoying. But nothing that couldn’t be dealt with. “He’ll find nothing.”

“He already knows about Parker. He got that idiot sheriff down there to reopen the case.”

“It was unfortunate that Garrett chose to speak so freely to a whore. And unfortunate that the whore alerted our good sheriff.” With a fussy movement, James Atherton waved aside the smoke. It wasn’t the law that concerned him. He was above the law now. But the quiet, reasonable man beside him who spoke of change was a worry. “But, as they have paid the price, there is nothing to lead the sheriff to us. Nothing but our own stupidity.”

“I’m not stupid.” The cigarette glowed, revealing Mick Morgan’s frightened eyes. “Shitfire, that’s my point. I’ve been a cop long enough to know when another one’s on the scent. We figured wrong when we thought he wouldn’t care squat about Biff. He’s got a line on everyone in town.”

“It hardly matters, since everyone of importance is well alibied.”

“Maybe it wouldn’t, if he hadn’t found all that stuff out at the farm.” Mick rammed a fist on the rickety table. “Goddamn it, Biff took pictures. Sonofabitch must’ve been crazy to take pictures of them.”

There was agreement, but no panic. He was much too powerful to panic. “The pictures were destroyed.”

“But Jane Stokey saw them. She’s already identified the one girl. I tell you Rafferty isn’t going to let go. Goddamn Biff.”

“Biff was a fool, which is why he’s dead. If we made a mistake, it was in not realizing how large a fool he was earlier.”

“It was the drink,” the other man said sadly. What was left of his conscience mourned the death of a brother. “He just couldn’t handle drink.”

“Excuses are for the weak.” This was said sharply and brought both of Atherton’s companions to silence. “However, the pieces of evidence the sheriff found there that linked the girl to Biff, link her only to Biff. In the end, it will be a dead man who will be accused of her abduction and murder. I’ve already taken steps to assure that. Do you doubt me?”

“No.” Mick had learned not to. He looked from one man to the other and knew he, and others, were caught in their tug-of-war for control. “It’s hard, you know? I gotta work with Bud every day. I like Bud, and he’s just sick about his sister.”

“We’re all sorry for the family,” the second man said. “But what was done had to be done, though it could have been accomplished with less—relish.” He looked hard at Atherton. “She has to be the last. We have to move back to where we were. When we began more than two decades ago, it was a way of seeking knowledge or exploring alternatives, of empowering ourselves. Now we’re losing our way.”

“What we were is what we are,” Atherton stated and linked his long fingers. He kept his smile to himself He was enough of a politician to recognize a campaign speech. But he understood, as his opponent refused to understand, that sex and blood were what held the group together. And always would. “The Master demands blood.”

“Not human blood.”

“We will see.”

Mick wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “It’s just that before Biff, we never killed one of our own.”

Atherton steepled his hands. “You’re forgetting Jack Kimball.”

“Jack Kimball was an accident.” Mick lit one cigarette from the butt of another. “Parker and me just went up to talk to him, maybe scare him a little so he wouldn’t mouth off about the shopping center deal. We didn’t mean for anything to happen to him. It was an accident.”

“Nothing is an accident. The Master punishes the weak.”

Mick only nodded. He believed it, deeply. “Jack should’ve toughened up, we all knew it. I guess I figured when he died, we’d cut out our weak link. But he could still be a problem.”

“How do you mean?”

“That’s why I asked for this meeting. Cam’s looking into the land deal.”

There was a sudden, terrible silence broken only by Mick’s uneven breathing and the patient gnawing of a field mouse. “Why?”

“I figure because of Clare. The other day she came into the office, tight as a spring. Right after, I find out he’s making calls to the county courthouse, asking for access to the records.”

A moment’s pause. The faint drumming of fingers on wood. “There’s nothing for him to find.”

“Well, I know we covered our tracks real good, but I figured you ought to know. If he ties any of that business to us—”

“He won’t. In your position as deputy, you should be able to steer him in another direction. Perhaps what we need is some new evidence.”

“Evidence?”

“Leave it to me.”

“I was thinking …” Mick tried to choose his words carefully. “With Cam poking around like he is, and the town so edgy, we might postpone the next couple of ceremonies. Maybe until Lammas Night. By then—”

“Postpone?” Atherton’s voice was no longer hushed, but sharp as a scalpel. “Postpone our rites because of fools and weaklings? We postpone nothing. We yield nothing. We fear nothing.” Gracefully, he rose to tower over the other men. “We will have our messe noir on schedule. And we will demand that His wrath fall on those who would persecute us.”

It was after four when Clare dragged herself into the house. She went straight to the refrigerator, popped open a beer, and chugged half of it. It helped wash the taste of cranberry parfait punch out of her mouth.

She stepped out of her shoes as she walked from the kitchen to the living room. “Blair? Blair, are you home? Guess not,” she muttered into her beer when there was no answer. She shrugged out of her jacket and tossed it in the direction of a chair. She started upstairs, tilting the beer with one hand and unbuttoning her blouse with the other.

When she heard the movement above her head, she swallowed slowly. A creak, the sound of something heavy being dragged. Silent in her stocking feet, she moved to the top of the steps.

The attic door was open. Her heart sank a little at the idea of Blair going through those boxes of memories as she had.

But when she stood in the doorway, it was Cam she saw, not her brother.

“What are you doing?”

Cam looked up from the box he was emptying. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Obviously.” She stepped inside the room. Her father—those pieces of his life—had been uncovered and stacked on the floor. “I asked what you were doing.”

“Looking for something that might help.” He sat back on his heels. One look at her face warned him he’d better go carefully. “Your father might have had something else. A notebook. Some papers.”

“I see.” She set the half-finished beer aside to pick up the gardening shirt. “Got a search warrant, Sheriff?”

He struggled for patience and at least found understanding. “No. Blair gave the go-ahead. Clare, are we going to cover the same ground again?”

She shook her head and turned away. Slowly, with infinite care, she refolded the shirt and set it down. “No. No, go through every scrap if it’ll help put this aside once and for all.”

“I can take the boxes home, if it would be more comfortable for you.”

“I’d rather you did it here.” She turned back. “Sorry for the bitch routine.” But she didn’t look at the boxes. “This is the best way, and it helps that you’re the one doing it. Do you want some help?”

It was a nice feeling to be able to admire as well as love her. “Maybe. I haven’t found anything.” He rose to go to her. “What did you do to your hair?”

She reached a hand to it automatically. “I cut it a little.”

“I like it.”

“Thanks. So, where is Blair?”

“He was with me earlier. We ran into Trudy Wilson. She was in her nurse’s uniform.”

“Oh?”

“Well, Blair’s tongue was hanging out. Guess he goes for crepe-soled shoes, so I left him in Trudy’s capable hands.” Cam glanced down to where Clare’s blouse gaped open. “Have you got anything on under that?”

She looked down. “Probably not. I got dressed in a hurry.”

“Jesus, Slim, it makes me crazy always wondering whether or not you’re wearing underwear.”

She smiled, toying with the last two fastened buttons. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”

He picked her up and had just carried her down the attic steps when Blair met them on the landing. Oops.

Cam gave him a narrowed look. “There’s that way with words again.”

“Sorry. I, ah, just came by to tell you I have a date.”

“Good for you.” Clare tossed the hair out of her eyes. “Want me to wait up?”

“No. I’m going to take a shower.” He started down the hall. “By the way, you’re on in about fifteen minutes.”

“On what?”

“TV. Alice told me. And if you two could wait to play Rhett and Scarlett until after I’m done, I’d appreciate it.” He closed the bathroom door.

“TV?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.” Clare went back to nuzzling Cam’s neck. “That Ladies Club thing.”

“I forgot. How’d it go?”

“It went. I stopped feeling nauseated when I saw the white reclining plaster lions.”

“Excuse me?”

“The white reclining plaster lions. Where are we going?”

“Downstairs, to the TV.”

“You don’t want to watch, Cam. It’s silly.”

“Of course I want to watch. Tell me about the lions.”

“These incredibly ugly statues in front of the Athertons’.”

“There are a lot of incredibly ugly statues in front of the Athertons’.”

“You’re telling me. I’m talking about the guard lions, at their ease. I kept imagining them springing off the stoop and devouring all the plastic ducks and wooden sheep, and chasing that poor stable boy up a tree. It was hard to take the whole business too seriously after that. Cam, I really hate to watch myself on television.”

“Okay.” He set her down. “Then you can get me something to drink while I watch. Did you wear that blouse?”

“Yes.”

“Like that?”

She wrinkled her nose and began doing up buttons. “Of course not. I unbuttoned it completely for TV.”

“Good thinking. Why were you feeling sick before the lions?”

“I hate public speaking.”

“Then why did you do it?”

“Because I’m a spineless wimp.”

“You’ve got a spine. I know, because you go crazy when I nibble on it. Make it a Coke or something, okay? I’m on duty.”

“Sure, I live to serve.” She slunk off to the kitchen while he fiddled with the TV dial. When she came back, he was settled on the couch, his feet propped on the coffee table. “Sorry, I didn’t make popcorn.”

“That’s okay.” He pulled her down with him.

“I really don’t want to watch.”

“Then close your eyes. I bet you knocked ’em dead, Slim.”

“There was polite applause.” She propped her feet beside his. “Mrs. Atherton made me come all the way back here for a sample of a work in progress. Which—shit—I just remembered. I left it there.”

“What was it?”

“A wood carving. Arms and shoulders. Yours, by the way.”

“Oh, God.”

His very genuine distress made her grin. “I think some of the ladies recognized you, too. There was some definite snickering. But mostly they wanted to know if I ever carved flowers or children. I think the arms and shoulders made them uncomfortable because without a head it made them think of decapitation, when what I was trying to express was male strength and elegance.”

“Now I’m nauseated.”

“You haven’t even seen it yet.” She hesitated briefly, knowing how upset he would be, then decided to confess. “Cam, someone stole one of my sculptures. The nightmare work.”

He didn’t move, but she sensed him go on alert. “When?”

“Had to be between last evening and midmorning. I think kids—”

“Bullshit.”

“All right, I don’t know what I think. All I know is that it’s gone.”

“Did they break in?”

“No.” She stuck out her chin. “Yell if you want. I forgot to lock the garage.”

“Damn it, Clare, if I can’t trust you to lock a door, I’m going to have to put you in a cell.”

“I’ll lock the damn thing.” It was easier to be annoyed with him than to dwell on having her work taken. On having someone close enough to steal it away. “I’ll put in an alarm system if it’ll make you happy.”

“Move in with me.” He cupped a gentle hand on her cheek. “Make me happy.”

The little hitch in her stomach forced her to look away. “I don’t need protective custody.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, Slim.”

“I know.” She let out a shaky breath. “Just be a cop on this one, Rafferty Go find my statue.” After a moment she forced herself to look back at him. “Don’t push, please. And don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad. I’m worried.”

“It’s going to be okay.” She snuggled back against him and was sure of it. “Let’s take a little time off and watch me make a fool of myself for the viewing public. Oh, God, here it comes. Cam, why don’t we—”

He put a hand over her mouth.

“A star of the art world comes to the county,” the anchorwoman announced. “Clare Kimball, renowned sculptress …”

“Ugh. Sculptress!” she managed behind Cam’s palm.

“Shut up.”

“… today at the home of Emmitsboro’s mayor. Miss Kimball is a native of Emmitsboro who made her mark in the Big Apple.”

“Any art is an expression of emotion.” As Clare’s face filled the screen, she moved Cam’s hand from her mouth to her eyes. “Sculpture is often more personal, as the artist is directly linked to the work through touch and texture.”

“You look great.”

“I sound like a geek. Once a nerd, always a nerd.”

“No, you sound great, too. I’m impressed. Is that me?”

She peeked out between his fingers and saw the wood carving. “Yeah.”

“It’s not so bad,” he said, pleased.

“It’s brilliant.” She widened the space of his fingers to get a better look.

“A sculpture,” her television image went on, “is often a tangible piece of the artist’s feelings, memories, hopes, disappointments, dreams. It’s away of liberating reality, expanding it, or duplicating it, with a live model or your own imagination.”

“Can we at least turn off the sound?”

“Shh!”

“Whether the mood is violent or romanticized or stark depends on the artist’s mood and the medium employed. My work is a part of me, sometimes the best part, sometimes the darkest. But it always reflects what I see or feel or believe.”

They switched back to the studio.

“Happy now? I sounded so frigging pompous.”

“No, you sounded honest. Do you sculpt from dreams, Slim?”

“Sure, sometimes. Look, I’ve already done one interview today.” She slid her arms around him, danced her fingers up the nape of his neck. “I thought we were going to make out.”

“In a minute. The nightmare piece that was stolen, did it come out of the dream about your father?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“You could sketch what you saw that night, couldn’t you?”

“God, Cam.”

“You could.”

She closed her eyes. “Yes, I could.”





Chapter 26

Chip Dopper would rather have been working under a tractor than riding on one. He’d never cared for haying, even his own fields. And here he was, at six-goddamn-thirty in the morning, cutting hay for Mrs. Stokey But his ma had laid down the law—the one about good neighbors and Samaritans. And when Ma laid down the law, everyone jumped.

The worst part, as far as Chip was concerned, was that it was boring. Acre after acre, cutting and baling, with that half-wit July Crampton riding behind him on the big baler.

July was third or fourth cousin to Alice, the result of some fevered inbreeding. He was somewhere near thirty, irritating as hell, from Chip’s viewpoint, but harmless, with a solid bantam rooster body and a slack, permanently sunburned face. Right now he was happy as a frog with a bellyful of flies, riding and stacking and singing. He sang dumb songs from the fifties, before either of them had been born. Chip figured he might have handled the whole thing better if July had picked up some Roy Clark, but there he was, grinning like an asshole and singing about taking out the papers and the trash.

Jesus.

“Christ Almighty, July, what the hell kind of song is that?”

“ ‘Yakety-Yak,’ ” July sang, grinning.

“You always was a dick,” Chip muttered.

It wouldn’t be so bad, Chip thought, riding along with the baler humming under him—’cept the engine could use some work. It was warm and sunny, and the hay smelled sweet. July might’ve been three bricks shy of a load, but he was doing the dirty work, hauling and stacking. He’d be the one with hay splinters.

The idea gave Chip some satisfaction.

No, it wouldn’t be so bad, he mused, circling back to his original thought, if he’d’ve thought to bring his radio with him. Then he could’ve drowned July’s sissy voice right out.

Anyway, he was making a little extra money. Just a little, he thought, with just a shade of resentment. Ma wouldn’t let him charge Mrs. Stokey more than half the usual price. But still, with the extra he could relax some. The baby needed those damn corrective shoes. Christ, babies needed every damn thing. But he smiled, thinking of his little girl with her mama’s curly hair and his eyes.

It sure was something, being a father. After eleven and a half months, Chip felt like a veteran. He’d been through sleepless nights, roseola, teething, muddy diapers, and inoculations. Now his little girl was walking. It made him glow with pleasure and pride when she held out her arms and toddled toward him. Even if she was a bit pigeon-toed.

His slightly foolish smile changed to a look of curiosity, then disgust.

“What the hell is that smell?”

“I thought you cut one,” July said and giggled.

“Christ!” In defense, Chip began breathing through his teeth. “It’s making my eyes water.”

“Something dead.” July pulled out a bandanna and held it over his mouth. “Woo-ee. Something real dead.”

“Sonofabitch. Stray dog or something musta crawled off and died in the hay field.” He stopped the baler. The last thing he wanted was to look for some maggoty dog, but he couldn’t afford to run over it with the baler either. “Come on, July, let’s find the damn thing and haul it off.”

“Maybe it’s a horse. Smells as bad as a horse. Could call the dead wagon.”

“We ain’t calling no dead wagon until we find it.”

They hopped off the baler. Chip took a page out of July’s book and tied a bandanna around his nose and mouth. The stench was worse on the ground, and he was reminded of the day he’d been playing by the railroad tracks and had come across what was left of a dog that had had the bad luck to get flattened by the freight train headed toward Brunswick. He cursed and breathed shallowly behind the cloth. It wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat.

“Gotta be right around here,” he said and started into the uncut hay. It was unpleasant, but not difficult to follow the scent, which reared up like a big, squishy green fist.

As it was, Chip almost tripped over it.

“Jesus Christ Almighty.” He pressed a hand over his already covered mouth and looked at July.

July’s eyes were bulging out of his head. “Shit, oh shit, oh shit. That ain’t no dog.” He turned away, coughing and gagging, then began a shambling run after Chip, who was already racing over the freshly cut hay.

* * *

Thirty minutes later, Cam stood at the same spot. His breath hissed out between his teeth. After ten years on the force, he thought he’d seen everything a man could see. But he’d never come across anything as bad as this.

She was naked. Death hadn’t robbed her of her gender, though it had taken nearly everything else. He judged her to be of small to medium build. Age wasn’t possible to determine. She was ageless now.

But he thought he knew. Even as he took the blanket he’d brought from the car and covered her, he thought that Carly Jamison would never party down in Fort Lauderdale.

His face was pale, but his hands were steady, and he only thought once, fleetingly, that a shot of Jack would go down real smooth just about then. He walked across the field he’d once plowed in his youth to where Chip and July waited.

“It was a body, just like we told you.” July was hopping from foot to foot. “I ain’t never seen a dead body, ’cept my Uncle Clem, and he was laid out in his Sunday suit down to Griffith’s. Chip and me, we was haying your ma’s field, just like we told you, then we smelled it—”

“Shut the fuck up, July.” Chip passed a hand over his sweaty brow. “What do you want us to do, Sheriff?”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d go into the office and give your statements.” He took out a cigarette, hoping the taste of smoke would clean his mouth. “Did either of you touch her?”

“No, sir. Nosirree.” July hopped again. “Shit, she was a mess, wasn’t she? Did you see all them flies?”

“Shut the fuck up, July,” Cam said without heat. “I’ll call in, make sure Mick’s there to take your statements. We may need to talk to you again.” He glanced toward the house. “Did you say anything to my mother?”

“Sorry, Sheriff.” Chip shifted, shrugged. “I guess July and me weren’t thinking proper when we ran into the house.”

“It’s all right. It’d be best if you gave your statements right away.”

“We’ll drive in now.”

With a nod, Cam went up the steps and into the house, where his mother waited.

She all but pounced. “I told them it was just a dog or some young deer,” she began, twisting her apron. Shadows haunted her eyes. “Neither one of those boys has a lick of sense.”

“Have you got any coffee?”

“In the kitchen.”

He walked past her, and she followed, a sour sickness in her stomach. “It was a dog, wasn’t it?”

“No.” He poured coffee, drank it down hot and black, then picked up the phone. For a moment he hesitated, the receiver cool in his hand, the image of what he had left in the field twisting in his mind. “It wasn’t a dog. Why don’t you wait in the other room?”

Her mouth worked, but the words wouldn’t come. Pressing her lips together, she shook her head and sat while he called the coroner.

Clare was downing a breakfast Twinkie and contemplating her sketches for the Betadyne Museum. She wanted to get started on the outdoor piece. It had been nudging at her for days. She could already see it, completed, glowing copper, an abstract female form, arms lifted, with the circling planets just above the fingertips.

When the phone rang, she walked back into the kitchen and answered with a mouthful of cake and cream. “Hello?”

“Clare? Is that you?”

“Yeah. Angie, hi. I’ve got my mouth full.”

“What else is new?”

“You tell me.”

“I sold your Wonderment Number Three yesterday.”

“No kidding? Well, that’s cause for a celebration.” She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a Pepsi. “How’s Jean-Paul?”

“He’s fine,” Angie said, smoothly lying. Neither of them were fine since Blair was keeping them updated on all the news in Emmitsboro. “How are things there?”

“The corn crop looks good.”

“Well, we can all sleep easy now. Clare, when are you coming home?”

“Actually, Angie, I’m beginning to think I am home.” Time to drop the bomb. “I’m considering selling the loft.”

“Selling it? You can’t be serious.”

“I’m heading that way. You can’t say my work has suffered because I’ve changed my view.”

“No, no, it hasn’t.” But it wasn’t Clare’s work that concerned Angie. It was Clare. “I don’t want you to do anything rash. Maybe you should come up for a few weeks, think things over.”

“I can think here. Angie, don’t worry about me. I’m fine. Really.”

Angie bit her tongue and asked a question she already had the answer to. “Has Cam got a lead on who attacked that woman?”

“He’s working on a theory.” Deliberately, she turned away from the view of the terrace. “You’re not going to tell me I’d be safer in New York than here.”

“Yes, I am.”

“I’m sleeping with a cop, so relax. I mean it,” she said, anticipating an argument. “Angie, for the first time in years, I’m starting to believe I can make it work—a real relationship, a sense of place and purpose. I don’t care how corny that sounds, I don’t want to blow it.”

“Then move in with him.”

“What?”

“Move in with him.” And then you won’t be alone, in that house. “Pack up your things and set up housekeeping with him.”

“Did I miss a step here?”

“Why should you live in separate houses? You’re already sharing a bed. And damn it, I’d sleep better at night.”

Clare smiled. “Tell you what, I’ll give it serious consideration.”

“Just do it.” Angie took a slow, cleansing breath. “I had a meeting with the rep for the Betadyne.”

“And?”

“They approved your sketches. Get to work.”

“That’s great. Angie, if you were here, I’d kiss Jean-Paul.”

“I’ll do it for you. Get started, girl.”

She didn’t waste time. By that afternoon, she’d made fair headway on the infrastructure. There were some inconveniences. The garage wasn’t tall enough to handle the twenty-foot sculpture, so she had to move her work area to the driveway and bless the mild weather. Standing on a stepladder, she welded and riveted. Occasionally a crowd gathered to watch and comment, then move on. Kids parked their bikes at the curb and hunkered down on the grass to ask her questions.

She didn’t mind the interruptions or the audience. But she did have a bad moment when she saw Ernie standing in his front yard, watching her.

At one point, she gave one of the young art connoisseurs five dollars to run to the market for cold sodas. He pedaled off while Clare took a moment to show her new students the proper way to fire a torch.

“We saw you on TV.” One of the girls looked up at her with awe and admiration. “You looked real pretty, just like a movie star.”

“Thanks.” Clare hitched up the strap of her overalls and grinned. That was the beauty of small towns, she thought. It was so easy to be a star.

“Is Miz Atherton’s house really all pink?”

“Just about.”

“How come you wear that funny hat?”

“So my hair doesn’t catch on fire.”

“Them’s men’s shoes,” one of the boys put in.

“Them’s my shoes,” Clare corrected. “For safety, though I do consider them quite a fashion statement.”

“My daddy says that women are trying to be men all the time these days. Taking over men’s jobs’ stead of staying home like they’s supposed to.”

“He says that, does he?” Clare wanted to ask if his daddy’s knuckles scraped the ground when he walked, but she decided against it. “That’s a very interesting opinion as we approach the second millennium.” After rolling her shoulders, she pulled off her skullcap and sat on the stepladder. “It’s too nice a day to debate socio-sexual theories. Besides, you’ll ram straight into reality soon enough. Anybody got a candy bar?”

The boy popped up. “I could go get some. If you got some money.”

“We’ll settle for Twinkles. There’s a box in the kitchen, on the table. Go on through the garage.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He was off like a shot.

“What in the wide world is that, Clare?”

Clare glanced down and waved at Doc Crampton. He was carrying his black bag, obviously going to or coming from a house call in the neighborhood.

“We can call it a skeleton.” Chuckling, she got down from the ladder and walked over to kiss his cheek. “Who’s sick?”

“The little Waverly girl has the chicken pox.” Still baffled, he studied the maze of metal. “I guess I pictured you whittling wood or patting clay.”

“That, too, sometimes.”

He turned to her, put on his doctor’s face. “You didn’t make that appointment.”

“I’m fine. Really fine. I just wasn’t at my best that night.”

“It was a shock for you. Lisa tells me you visit her often.”

“I can say the same about you. You don’t change, Doc.”

“Too old to change.” He sighed a little, hating to admit that age was slowing him some. “You’re doing proud with Jack’s flowers.”

“It makes me feel closer to him when I garden.” She followed his gaze back to the lawn, where the annuals and perennials flashed out of green grass. “You were right before, about my having to forgive him. I’m coming closer to it, being here.” She worried her lip for a moment.

“What is it, Clare?”

She checked her audience and noted the boys were involved in wrestling and devouring Twinkles. “I’d really like to talk with you about it, about some things I found out. Not here,” she said. Not here with her father’s delphiniums waving behind her. “Once I think it through a little more, can I come see you?”

“You can always come to me.”

“Thanks.” Just knowing it relieved her. “Listen, I know you’ve probably got to go stick a hypodermic in somebody. I’ll call you.”

“See that you do.” He shifted his bag. “Jack would have been proud of you.”

“I hope so.” She started back to her ladder. “Hey. Tell Alice I’m up for another pizza bash.” With a last wave, she started back to work.

Clare was just lighting a cigarette when the boy on the bike—Tim, Tom, no, Todd, she remembered—came racing down the street, a carton of soft drinks strapped to the back of the seat.

“You made good time,” she commented, climbing down.

“I heard about it at the market.” Todd’s voice was breathless with excitement and exercise. “July Crampton came in. He came right in and told us.”

“Told you what?”

“About the body. Him and Chip Dopper found a dead body over in the Stokeys’ hay field. They was baling hay, you see? Baling it for Mrs. Stokey ’cause she’s widowed and all. July Crampton said they nearly ran right over it.”

The rest of the kids gathered around him, shouting out questions and adding to his sense of importance. Clare sat on the grass.

She was still there thirty minutes later when Blair drove up. He got out of the car and walked over to sit beside her.

“I guess you’ve heard.”

“The afternoon bulletin.” She plucked a blade of grass. “Have they identified the body?”

“No. Apparently whoever—Well, she’d been dead awhile.”

The tender blade bent in her fist. “She?”

“Yeah. Cam seems to think it might be the body of a young runaway who passed through here back in April.”

Clare closed her eyes. “Carly Jamison.”

“He didn’t mention a name. The coroner’s doing an autopsy Cam’s already sent Mick Morgan up to Harrisburg for dental records.”

Clare watched the shadow of a bird circling overhead. “It just won’t stop, will it? A little while ago, I was working out here, and there were a bunch of kids around. The boy down the street was out washing his car and playing the radio. I give a kid a few bucks to go get sodas, and he comes back and tells me there’s a dead body in the Stokeys’ hay field.” She watched as a bee hovered over her impatiens. “It’s like looking at two pictures, and one got imposed over the other. A darkroom mistake.”

“I know it’s bad, Clare. The way it looks, Biff picked the girl up, killed her, and dumped her body in the field. Maybe he meant to take care of it later, maybe he was just plain crazy.”

“Either way, he’s dead, too.”

“Yeah, he’s dead, too. But it looks as if this murder is going to be laid right at his door. In a way, that might be a blessing.”

The bird settled in a weeping cherry and began to sing. “How?”

“Because it would have to mean he acted on his own. If there had been a group, a cult, as Cam was thinking, they wouldn’t have left the body on the property like that. It’s not the way they operate. Groups like that cover their tracks.”

It made sense. She wished she could have left it there. “That doesn’t explain who killed Biff.”

“He was obviously into drugs. Maybe he didn’t pay his supplier, screwed up a deal. There’s not much forgiveness in that line.” With a sigh, he leaned back on his elbows. “I’m not big on the crime beat. I’ll take graft and corruption over murder any day.”

“When are you going back?”

“Soon. My editor wants me to follow up on what’s happening here, since I’m a hometown boy. But once the body’s identified and I can file the story, I’m out of here.” There were people he needed to talk with, face-to-face. As long as there was a chance of a cult—one his father might have been tied to—he would dig. Since digging meant leaving Clare, he was putting all his faith in Cam. “You going to be okay?”

Sure.

He studied the metal frame she’d designed. “Reproducing the Statue of Liberty?”

“No. Possibilities.” She studied it herself, comforted by it. “I want to show that sometimes your reach doesn’t have to exceed your grasp.”

“It looks like you’re planning on the long haul.” Dropping her chin on her knees, she studied the marigolds glowing orange in the yard across the street.

There was a dog barking deeply, monotonously. The only sound on a balmy afternoon.

“It wasn’t such a long trip back from New York after all.”

“What about the trip from here to there?”

She moved her shoulders. “You can hold off on finding tenants for a while.”

He was silent a moment. “Cam’s nuts about you.”

“Oh, yeah?” She looked over her shoulder.

“I never would’ve figured the two of you together.

But … I guess what I want to say is that I think it’s great.”

She leaned back on her elbows and watched the puffy clouds glide across the sky. “So do I.”

Cam paced the pale green corridor outside the autopsy room. He’d wanted to go in—no, he hadn’t wanted to go in, he corrected. But he’d felt he should. Dr. Loomis had politely but firmly requested that he wait outside. And keep out of the way.

The waiting was the worst. Especially since he knew in his heart, in his gut, that he would be putting in that call to the Jamisons in Harrisburg before the day was over.

He had an itch for a cigarette and opted to scratch it despite the signs thanking him for not smoking. He didn’t see how the residents could be offended.

Morgues were quiet places, even peaceful in a businesslike way. And a business was just what it was, he thought. The business of living, followed by the business of dying. For some reason, they never bothered him the way cemeteries did.

Here, people were still people somehow.

He couldn’t say he cared for the smells, the scents of pine cleaner and heavy antiseptics not quite hiding something nasty underneath. But he could think of this as a job. Someone was dead, and he had to find out why.

Loomis came through the swinging doors, still drying his pink and scrubbed hands. He wore a lab coat with an identification tag, and a surgical mask dangled by strings from his neck. All that was missing, Cam mused, was a stethoscope. But then, it wasn’t Loomis’s job to listen for heartbeats.

“Sheriff.” Dr. Loomis tucked the paper towel neatly into a waste can. He gave Cam’s cigarette a mild look of disapproval, but it was enough to have Cam extinguish it in the dregs of the coffee in his plastic cup.

“What can you tell me?”

“Your Jane Doe was a Caucasian between fifteen and eighteen years of age. My estimate is that she’s been dead for about a month, no longer than two.”

They were six weeks past the first of May, Cam thought. Six weeks past May Day Eve. “How?”

“Death was induced by a severed jugular.”

“Induced.” Cam tossed the cup into the waste can. “That’s quite a word.”

Loomis merely inclined his head. “The victim was sexually assaulted prior to death. By all indications, violently and repeatedly. Her wrists and ankles had been bound. We’re running tests on blood types. I can’t tell you, as yet, if she had been drugged.”

“Put a rush on it.”

“We’ll do our best. You’ve sent for dental records?”

“They’re on their way. I have a missing person, but I’m holding the parents off.”

“I think that’s best under the circumstances. Could I buy you another cup of coffee?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

Loomis led the way down the corridor. Meticulously, he counted out change and slid coins into a vending machine. “Cream?”

“I’m taking it black these days.”

Loomis handed Cam a cup, then pushed more coins into the slot. “Sheriff, this is a very shocking and difficult case, and I realize that it also has some personal connection for you.”

“I played in those fields as a child. I baled hay with my father where that girl was found. And my father died there, crushed under his own tractor on a pretty summer afternoon. Yeah. I guess that’s personal enough.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Forget it.” Annoyed with himself, Cam rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’ve got evidence that my mother’s husband had held that girl in a shed. That girl, and maybe others. Now it looks as though he raped her, killed her, and tossed her body in a field.”

Whatever Loomis thought was a secret behind his mild eyes. “It would be your job to prove that, but it’s mine to tell you that the body was not in that field for weeks.”

Cam stopped with the cup partway to his mouth. “What do you mean it wasn’t in the field?”

“It was certainly found there, but it was put there fairly recently.”

“Wait a minute. You just said she’d been dead a couple months.”

“Dead and buried, Sheriff. That body has been in the ground for several weeks. My estimate is that it was exhumed and placed in that field no more than two or three days ago. Perhaps even less.”

He wanted to take it slow. “You’re telling me that someone killed that girl, buried her, then dug her up again?”

“There’s no question of it.”

“Give me a minute.” He turned to stare at the green walls. It was worse somehow, worse than her abduction, her rape, and her murder that someone had violated her even after death. “Sonofabitch.”

“Your stepfather may well have murdered her, Sheriff, but as he’s been dead for several weeks himself, he wasn’t the one who put her in the field.”

Cam’s eyes narrowed. He drank coffee now without tasting it. The muscles in his stomach hitched as he turned back to face the coroner. “Whoever did wanted her to be found, and to be found there.”

“I’m forced to agree. From my viewpoint, it was a very clumsy maneuver. But then, your average lay person might not be aware of the scope of forensic medicine.” Loomis sipped delicately from his cup. “It’s highly possible that it was assumed the evidence would be taken at face value.”

“Your profession is underrated, Dr. Loomis.”

Loomis gave a small smile. “Sadly true.”

* * *

When Cam came out of the hospital, the sun was setting. It was nearly fourteen hours since he had gotten the call from Chip Dopper. He wasn’t just tired, he was drained. When he saw Clare sitting on the hood of his car, he stopped, waiting for her to slide off.

“Hey, Rafferty” She walked to him, put her arms around his waist, and hugged. “I thought you could use the sight of a friendly face.”

“Yeah. Yours is the best one. How long have you been here?”

“Awhile. I went up and visited Lisa. I rode in with Blair.” She eased back to study his face. “He wanted to interview the coroner.” Dozens of questions raced through her mind, but she couldn’t ask them, not now. “You look beat. Why don’t you let me drive you home?”

“Why don’t I?” He took the keys out of his pocket, then squeezed until the metal scraped his hand. His eyes changed from weary to furious in the space of a heartbeat. “You know what I want? I want to beat the hell out of something. Pound the shit out of it.”

“We could wait for Blair to come out. You could kick him around.”

With a half laugh he turned around. “I gotta walk, Slim.”

“Okay, we’ll walk.”

“Not here. I want to get the hell away from here.”

“Come on.” She took the keys. “I know the place.”

They drove in silence, Cam with his head back and his eyes closed. Clare hoped he was asleep as she juggled her memory for direction. When she stopped the car, she continued to sit, saying nothing.

“I haven’t been here in a long time.”

She turned, studying him in the soft evening light. “I always liked coming to City Park. We’d bring a bag of Saltines and feed the ducks. Got any crackers?”

“Fresh out.”

Inspired, she reached for her purse and searched through it. “Let ’em eat cake,” she said, holding up a spare Twinkie.

There was a pond in the center of the park. Clare remembered how they would float a tree out on a raft at Christmastime, where it would twinkle mystically over the water. She had come there with her parents, on school field trips, with dates. Once she had come there to sit alone on a bench, overcome with pleasure when one of her sculptures had been placed on exhibit at the nearby art museum.

As they walked, fingers linked, the big leafy trees insulated them against the sound of traffic.

“Smells like rain,” she murmured.

“By tomorrow.”

“I guess we need it.”

“It’s been a pretty dry spring.”

She looked at him. They both smiled with the easy understanding of lovers. “Want to try politics next?”

He shook his head and, putting an arm around her shoulders, drew her closer to his side. “I’m glad you were there when I came out.”

So am I.

“It’s funny, I didn’t think about cruising by the nearest bar. First thing I thought about was getting in the car and driving fast, maybe finding some asses to kick.” On her shoulder his fist curled, uncurled, then settled. “It used to work.”

“So what works now?”

“You do. Let’s sit down.” He chose a bench and kept her close while he watched the water. Ducks paddled, noisy and optimistic, to the edge. Clare unwrapped the Twinkie and began to toss small hunks. The light gentled to purple.

“Was it Carly Jamison?”

“Yeah. The dental records came in late this afternoon. Her parents … there wasn’t much I could do for them.”

She watched the ducks scramble and fight. “They’re here then?”

“They came in about an hour ago. I can’t sit.”

She got up with him, walking, waiting for him to speak again.

“I’m going to find out who killed that girl, Clare.”

“But Biff—”

“He was part of it. He wasn’t all of it.” He stopped, looked down at her. She could see the anger in his eyes and, beneath it, a pain that wrenched at her own heart. “Somebody tossed her into that field. My field. Like she was nothing. I’m going to find out who it was. Nobody’s going to do that to young girls in my town.”

Looking out to the water, she wiped her sticky fingers on her jeans. “You still think that this is part of some kind of cult.”

He put his hands on her shoulders. “I want you to make that sketch. Clare, I know what I’m asking, but I need you to remember everything, every detail of that dream, and write it down.” He tightened his grip. “Clare, she was killed somewhere else. Just like Biff. She was killed somewhere else, then put there, where we’d find her. Maybe you can help me find out where.”

“All right. For whatever good it’ll do.”

“Thanks.” He kissed her. “Let’s go home.”





Chapter 27

She didn’t want to remember. Clare knew it was cowardly, but she didn’t want to call it up in her mind. For more than twenty years, she’d tried to block it—through force of will, the occasional tranquillizer, and hours of therapy. Never once had she deliberately recreated the picture in her mind. Now she had been asked to put it on paper.

She’d procrastinated, making excuses to Cam and to herself. At night she lay awake, fighting sleep, afraid her subconscious would rear up and accomplish what she was stubbornly resisting.

He didn’t press her, not out loud. But then, he’d been so swamped with the investigation, he’d had little time to be with her at all.

The rain had come, as Cam predicted. It had fallen solidly for two days and two nights. Still, at the market, the post office, down at Martha’s, people talked about the water table and the possibility of water restrictions again this summer. When they weren’t talking about that or the Orioles’ chances at a pennant this year, they were talking about murder.

Clare’s outdoor sculpture was put on hold. She piddled around the garage as she hadn’t for weeks, unable to settle on a substitute. She moved listlessly from project to project, studying sketches, making more. In the back of her mind, her promise to Cam continued to nag.

It was just that the house seemed so empty. At least that’s what she told herself. With Blair back in D.C. and the rain falling and falling and falling, she felt so isolated. So alone.

Why hadn’t that ever bothered her before?

Because she’d never jumped at shadows before. Never checked and rechecked her locks or analyzed every creak and groan of a board.

When she caught herself staring out her window at the skeleton of her sculpture yet again, she swore and snatched up the sketchpad she’d tossed on the sofa.

She would do it and do it now. Get it out of her mind.

Her pencil in one hand and the pad on her lap, she sat with her eyes closed and tried to take herself back.

She could see her father puttering around his roses. Tapping the stakes, the garden stakes, into the softened ground.

She could see him lying on the terrace, impaled by them.

Clare shook her head, gritted her teeth, and tried again.

On the swing now, soft summer night. Gliding, her head resting on his arm. The scent of sweet peas and grass and Old Spice.

“What do you want for your birthday, cutie pie? A girl deserves something special when she turns thirteen.”

“I want my ears pierced.”

“Why do you want to put holes in yourself?”

“All the other girls have pierced ears, Dad. Please.”

Further back, she had to go further back. Autumn. Planting tulip bulbs. Spicy smoke from leaves burning. A pumpkin on the porch ready to carve.

“Clare Kimball!” Her mother’s voice. “What are you doing outside without a sweater? For heaven’s sake, you’re eight years old. You should have more sense.”

Her father winking at her, running a fingertip down her chilled nose. “You run in and get one. And don’t track any of this mulch in the house, or your mother’ll put us both in the doghouse.”

Still further back. She could almost hear Dr. Janowski telling her to relax, breathe deeply, let her conscious mind surrender to her subconscious.

“But I want to go. You never take me with you. I’ll be good, Daddy. I promise.”

“You’re always good, cutie pie.”

Crouching down to scoop her up and kiss her on the neck. Sometimes he would swing her around and around. She liked that, the giddy dizziness. Fear and excitement. Don’t let me go. Don’t let me go.

“This is just boring stuff, for big people.”

“But I want to go. I like to see the houses.” Pouting. Bottom lip trembling. Sometimes it worked.

“I’m going to show a big one on Sunday afternoon, and you can go with me. You and Blair, too, if he wants.”

“Why can’t I go now?”

“Because it’s too late for little girls to go outside. It’ll be dark soon. Look at you. You’ve already got your nightgown on.” Carrying her into her room. Dolls and colored pencils. “Come on now, be a good girl and kiss me good night. When you’re bigger, you can be my partner. Kimball and Kimball.”

“Promise?”

“Promise. Sweet dreams, Clare.”

The door closing. Nightlight glowing. Getting up to listen. Daddy’s talking to Mommy. Quiet, very quiet. Putting a doll in the bed and creeping downstairs. Out the side door and into the garage.

Wouldn’t he be surprised to see she was big enough? She was good enough? Hiding in the backseat and holding back giggles with her hands.

The car starting, rolling out of the drive.

They drive and drive and it’s getting dark. Hunched on the floor of the backseat, she sees the stars begin to pop out of the sky. Daddy drives fast, like he does when he’s afraid he’s going to be late.

The car slows, bumps. Stops. Daddy gets out of the car, opens the trunk.

Holding her breath. Holding it as she pulls up the handle. Peeks through the crack. He’s walking away. The house must be there, in the trees. Hurrying after, silent in her bunny slippers.

It’s dark in the trees, and he doesn’t look back.

But there isn’t a house. Just a place. A place with no more trees where the men stand in their black robes. Daddy takes off his clothes—that makes her giggle—and puts on a robe like the others. They wear masks, so maybe it’s a party. But it’s not trick-or-treat. Scary masks, like bulls and goats and mean dogs. But Mommy told her that masks are just for playing pretend, so she isn’t scared.

They stand in a circle, like a game. Ring-around-the-rosy. She giggles at that, the idea of the men dancing in a circle and falling down. But they stand very quietly, not speaking at all.

A bell rings.

Clare jolted up. Heart racing, she stared around the living room. Both pad and pencil lay on the floor where she had dropped them. Maybe she was too good at this, she thought, pressing the heel of her hand to her brow. When the bell rang again, she bolted out of her seat before she realized someone was at the door.

She blew out a breath, a long one, before she went to answer. When she opened it, she saw a woman starting back down the steps. “Hello?”

“Oh.” A dark-haired woman stood hesitating in the rain. “I thought you weren’t home.”

“I’m sorry. Come on in, you’re getting soaked.”

“I was just—Did I wake you?”

“No.” Clare got a better look at the face under the wet hat. Mid-thirties, she judged, quietly pretty with big, dark eyes as the outstanding feature. “Rocco’s, right?”

“Yes. I’m Joleen Butts.”

They were both pale, for different reasons, and both tried to smile. “Would you like to come in?”

“I don’t want to disturb you. I just … Yes, yes, I’d like to come in.”

Inside, Joleen looked around for a moment. Clare had already started to fill the hallway. There were tables with bowls and flowers, prints and posters on the walls she’d picked up at yard sales and flea markets. The floor where Joleen stood, dripping, was bare.

“Let me take your coat.”

“I’m sorry to disturb you in the middle of the day. You’re probably working.”

“Actually, the rain’s got me down.” She took Joleen’s coat and hat and laid them over the newel post. “Would you like some coffee, tea?”

“No, no, don’t bother.” Joleen twisted the long strand of colored beads she wore. “I, ah, noticed your work outside.”

“It looks pretty strange right now.” Feeling a little as if she were guiding a child, Clare showed her into the living room. “The noise isn’t bothering you, is it?”

“Oh, no. No, it’s interesting to see—what you do. I’m afraid I don’t know very much about art.”

“That’s okay, I don’t know much about making pizza. You make a great one.”

“Thank you.” Joleen stared around the room, wishing with all her heart that she had never come. “It’s an old family recipe. My maiden name’s Grimaldi.”

“That explains why Ernie has Italian eyes. Sit down, please.”

Joleen lowered herself slowly to the sofa. “You know Ernie, then?”

“Yes. We got to know each other when he was modeling for me.”

“Modeling? Modeling for you?”

“Didn’t he tell you?” Joleen’s long, silent stares were making her uncomfortable. Clare reached for a cigarette and lighted it before continuing. “I used his arm for a clay piece.”

“His arm?”

Clare blew out smoke. “Yes, I liked the look of youth and virility. It turned out very well.” I—I see.

“I wish he’d told you. Actually, I wondered why you didn’t come take a look. I have some pictures. I take them of my work for my portfolio, but it’s not quite the same as seeing the sculpture itself.”

“Miss Kimball, are you having an affair with my son?”

Clare choked, coughed up smoke. “What?” Eyes huge, she pounded on her chest. “What?”

“I realize you might think it’s none of my business, but Ernie’s only seventeen. He’ll be eighteen in November, but I feel I have a right to know as long as he’s a minor—”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Clare held up a hand. “Mrs. Butts, Joleen, I sculpted Ernie’s arm, talked to him, gave him a couple of soft drinks. That’s it. That’s absolutely it. I don’t know where you got the impression that—”

“From Ernie,” Joleen interrupted.

Staring, Clare leaned back on the couch. “That’s just crazy. You’re saying that Ernie told you that he and—that we … oh, God.”

“He didn’t tell me.” Joleen rubbed her chilled hands together. “He wrote it down. I was cleaning his room.” Looking away, Joleen pressed her lips together. She didn’t lie well. “And I found some things he’d written. About you.”

“I don’t know what to say. I really don’t. Except that I never …” She dragged a hand through her hair, wondering how to put it. “I realize you don’t know me, and as Ernie’s mother you would be inclined to believe him before me. But I swear to you, there was never anything physical, romantic, or sexual between your son and me.”

“I believe you.” Joleen looked down at the hands twisting in her lap. She couldn’t control them—just as she had come to realize she couldn’t control her son. “I think I knew all along. I told myself I was going to come over here to protect my baby, but I …” She looked up again, damp-eyed and defeated. “Miss Kimball—”

“Clare,” she said weakly. “I think you should call me Clare.”

“I want to apologize.”

“No.” Staggered, Clare rubbed at her temple. “Please don’t. I can only imagine how you must’ve felt, thinking that I … I’m surprised you didn’t break down the door and rip my eyes out.”

“I’m lousy at confrontations.” Joleen swiped at her wet cheeks. “I guess I’m lousy at motherhood, too.”

“No, don’t say that.” For lack of something better, Clare gave her shoulder a helpless pat. “Ernie’s just confused.”

“Could I have one of your cigarettes? I gave them up, but—”

“Sure.” Clare picked one up and lighted it herself. At the first drag, Joleen shuddered.

“It’s been five years.” She took another, greedy. “Clare, I wasn’t cleaning Ernie’s room. I was searching it.” She closed her eyes. The smoke made her a little dizzy, but it helped loosen the knots in her stomach. “I swore I would never invade my child’s privacy. My mother used to look through my drawers, under the mattress. She thought it was her duty to be sure I wasn’t up to something. I swore when I had a child, I would trust him, give him space. Yet I went up to his room twice in the last week, going through his things like a thief. I was looking for drugs.”

“Oh.”

“I didn’t find any.” Joleen smoked in long, hungry puffs. “I found other things.” Things she couldn’t speak of. “What he wrote about you … I think you have a right to know. It was very explicit.”

The chill started in Clare’s stomach and worked its way from there. “I don’t suppose it’s unusual for a boy to develop a fantasy or even a kind of fixation on an older woman.”

“That may be. You might not be as kind if you’d read this stuff.”

“Joleen, have you thought about counseling?”

“Yes. I’m going to talk to Will, my husband, tonight. As soon as we can find a therapist, we’re all going in for counseling. Whatever’s wrong with Ernie, with our family, we’re going to fix it. They mean everything to me.”

“The pentagram that Ernie wears. Do you know what it means?”

Joleen’s eyes wavered once, then steadied. “Yes. We’re going to take care of that, too. I’m not going to let him get away from me, Clare. No matter how hard he tries.”

Cam came home after dark, his steps dragging. He’d been a cop long enough to know that paperwork, repetition, and monotony were often the biggest part of the job. But it was hard to be patient when he felt that he was right on the edge of breaking through.

He was grateful to see Clare’s car in front of his house and the light in the window.

She was dozing on his couch, a paperback novel on her lap and the stereo up too loud. Cam pressed a kiss to her hair and thought how nice it would be to curl up beside her and tune everything out for an hour.

When he turned the radio down from blast to mellow, she sat straight up, looking like an owl who’d been startled by a beam of sunlight.

“I guess I made too much quiet,” he said.

“What time is it?”

“Little after nine.”

“Mmm.” She rubbed her eyes. “Did you eat?”

“That’s a very wifely question.” He sat beside her, changed his mind, and stretched out, laying his head in her lap. “I think I had a sandwich.” On a long, long sigh, he let his eyes close. “God, you smell good. How was your day?”

“You go first.”

“Long. The rest of the tests came in on Carly Jamison. She’d taken—more likely been given—barbiturates. Loomis released her body to her parents.”

Knowing small comforts were sometimes the best, she brushed at the hair over his brow. “I wish there was something I could do.”

“I went out to see Annie again. Got nowhere.” He curled his fingers around Clare’s. “I can’t seem to find anyone who saw that girl in or around town, just like I can’t find anyone who saw Biff on the night he was killed.”

“Maybe you should let it go for tonight. Start fresh tomorrow.”

“The longer it takes, the colder the trail.” He opened his eyes. “Clare, you know I’ve been looking into the land deal your father was involved in. And I’ve found out something strange. Most of the paperwork is missing.”

“What do you mean?”

He sat up and rubbed his hands over his face. “I mean it’s gone. There’s a deed from the Trapezoid Corporation to E. L. Fine, Unlimited.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Trapezoid was the company that originally bought the land, through your father. They sold it again, within a month, to the developers. Then Trapezoid was dissolved. I can’t find any names.”

“There have to be names. Who owned it?”

“I haven’t been able to find out. All the documentation is gone. The deed was signed by an agent in Frederick, and he’s been dead for five years.”

“What about the other company, the one that owns it now?”

“Solid as a rock. Holdings all over the East Coast, specializing in malls and shopping centers. The transaction was handled over the phone and by letter. Almost immediately after the grand opening, it came out that your father had bribed inspectors and two members of the planning commission. And that he had misrepresented the deal to his client by claiming the land was sold for seven hundred an acre, when it had actually been sold for twelve hundred. With the Trapezoid Corporation folding their tents, Kimball Realty took all the heat. Your father wasn’t around to confirm or deny.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying it’s strange that all the paperwork on Trapezoid seems to have vanished. That there’s no record of who worked with your father on the other end. Kimball Realty’s records were confiscated during the investigation, but no one, no one at all from Trapezoid was ever implicated. Doesn’t that strike you as unusual?”

“It struck me as unusual that my father would be involved in anything illegal.”

“It’s hard for me to buy that he was involved alone. Clare, cults form for several basic reasons. The biggest is power. Power requires money. At five hundred an acre, somebody made a lot of money on this deal. Were you in trouble financially when your father started drinking?”

“No, the business was doing very well. We were talking about taking a family vacation to Europe. Both Blair and I had college funds, substantial ones. No.” She shook her head. “Kids know when their parents are worried about money. Mine weren’t.”

“Yet your father risked his business, his reputation, his family’s security on this one deal. He’d never done anything unethical before. Why then?”

She rose. “Don’t you think I’ve asked myself that same question for years? It didn’t make sense. It never made sense.”

“Maybe he did it for a reason other than personal gain. Maybe there was outside pressure. Maybe he wasn’t given a choice.”

“I appreciate what you’re doing. What you’re saying. But would you think this way if it was someone else’s father?”

It was a question he had already asked and answered for himself. “Yes. Because it doesn’t add up.” His eyes followed her as she wandered the room. “I’ll tell you what I figure. He was involved with something, maybe out of defiance toward his upbringing, maybe out of curiosity. Whatever, he was in over his head. Something made him pull out, and he felt strongly enough about it that he went back to the church. But you can’t just pull out, because you know names and faces and secrets. So you continue to do what you’re told to do, and you start to drink.”

“You’re circling right back around to the cult.”

“That’s the root. You, Clare, see something you weren’t meant to see, twenty years ago. A few years later your father juggles a deal that everyone who knew him would say was totally out of character. And when he’s dead, he’s the only one the finger points at. Parker’s the sheriff, which makes it pretty handy.”

“Parker? You think Parker was in on this whole businessr?”

“I think he was in on it right up to his fat neck. Maybe his conscience started to eat at him or maybe he just couldn’t think straight when the blood drained out of his head into his dick, but he tells Sarah Hewitt things best kept to himself. He’s losing it, and he packs up, leaving his cushy job, his home, his security. A few months later, he’s dead.”

“Dead? You didn’t tell me he was dead.”

“I’m telling you now. What do we have since then? A kid hitches the wrong ride a couple miles outside of town, and she’s dead. Somebody kills Biff and dumps her body in the field so it looks like he did it all by himself. And he’s not around to say different. Lisa MacDonald is attacked. Sarah Hewitt disappears, after she drops hints to me about Parker.”

“And the books,” Clare murmured.

“Yes, the books. I can’t see Biff and your father having the same taste in reading material without a reason.”

“No,” she said faintly. “No, neither can I.”

“And if they were both involved, others are, too. Carly Jamison was murdered, Clare. I don’t think she was the first, and I’m dead scared she’s not going to be the last.”

Saying nothing, she got up, went to her tote bag and took out a sketch pad. She brought it to the couch and handed it to him. “I did these this afternoon.”

Cam opened it. The first page was a drawing of robed figures standing in a circle. It was almost reverent. He wondered if she knew. In silence he turned the pages, studying each one. A woman spread on a slab of wood, a cup between her naked breasts. A single figure, robed, with the mask he recognized from his research as the Goat of Mendes.

“Was this your father?”

“No. He wore another mask. A wolf.”

He studied another drawing. One man stood with his arm raised while the others faced him and the woman. Beside them flames rose out of the ground. Another drawing showed a small goat, a knife held at its throat.

Clare turned away then.

After a brief glance back at her, he continued through the pad. She’d drawn the men, masked and naked, circling the fire while another copulated with the woman. Cam focused on the man in the wolf’s mask, the blood dripping from his fingers.

She was only a baby, he thought, and had to force himself not to shred the drawings into pieces.

“Do you know where this place is?”

“No.” She faced the window, looking out into the wet, dreary night.

“The way you’ve drawn it, it looks like a clearing.”

“There were trees. A lot of trees, I think. Then it all just opened up. It seemed like a very big place, but that could have been because I wasn’t.”

“After this last scene you’ve drawn, what happened?”

“I don’t know. I woke up in bed.”

“Okay.” He went back over them, searching for details she might not even be aware of including. One of the men she’d drawn was short, stout with a thick neck. It could have been Parker. Maybe he just wanted it to be Parker.

“Clare, when you drew these, were you just relying on impressions, or were you able to picture it all clearly?”

“Both. Some things are very vivid. The night was clear, lots of stars. I could smell the smoke. The women had very white skin. Some of the men had farmers’ tans.”

He looked up sharply. “What?”

“Farmers’ tans. You know, brown faces and necks and forearms.” She turned back. “I didn’t remember that until today. Some of them were pale all over, but it was still spring. The one in the goat mask—the one in charge—he was very thin, milky pale. The way you are when you don’t get any sun.”

“What about voices?”

“The one in charge, his was very powerful, authoritative, mesmerizing. The others were always mixed together.”

“You’ve drawn thirteen figures. Is that right?”

“Did I?” She walked over to look over his shoulder. “I don’t know. I didn’t think about it, really. It just came out that way.”

“If it is, and our theory is right, at least three of these men are dead. Sheriff Parker, Biff, and your father. That means, to hold the number, they’d have recruited three more. Where is this place?” he murmured.

“Somewhere in the woods. Lisa ran out of the woods.”

“We’ve been over every foot of Dopper’s Woods. Bud and Mick and I, and men we drafted from town. We split up into three groups over two solid days and combed every inch. Nothing.”

“It would take ten times that number to search every wooded area in this part of the county.”

“Believe me, I’ve thought of that.”

She glanced over his shoulder at the sketches again. “I guess this wasn’t as much help as you’d hoped.”

“No, it’s plenty of help.” He set the pad aside before reaching up for her hand. “I know it was tough on you.”

“Actually, it was purging. Now that it’s done, I won’t have to think about it. I can get back to work.”

“When this is over, I won’t be bringing the job home with me and dragging you into it.” He brought her hand to his lips. “That’s a promise.”

“You didn’t drag me into this. It’s beginning to look as though I’ve been in it for a long time. I want to find out what my father did or didn’t do, and put it behind me. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I came back.”

“Whatever the reasons, I’m glad you’re here.”

“Yeah, me, too.” She made an effort to shake off the mood. Putting her hands on his shoulders, she began to rub the tension from them, smiling when he let out a satisfied ah. “Anyway, I’d be really disappointed if you didn’t bring the job home. How else will I keep on top of all the gossip?”

“Yeah. Well, this afternoon Less Gladhill’s girl spun out coming around to Main from Dog Run and creamed Min Atherton’s Buick.”

“See?”

“Between the two of them, they had traffic backed up from one end of town to the other. Min was standing in the intersection directing traffic in a plastic rain hat and white galoshes.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.”

“When you marry me, you’ll have a direct line to the pulse of Emmitsboro.”

“First you have to build a garage, though.”

“What?”

“A garage,” she said, bending over the back of the couch to nip his earlobe. “I have to have a place to work, and I’ve already figured out you’d be annoyed if I set up in the living room.”

He swung an arm back, hooked her, and pulled her over the couch on top of him. “Is that a yes?”

“First I see the plans for the garage.”

“Uh-uh. That was a yes.”

“It was a conditional maybe,” she managed before he closed his mouth over hers. His hands were already busy. With a gasping laugh, she shifted over him. “I guess it was more of a probably.”

“I’m going to want to make babies.”

Her head shot up. “Now?”

He pulled her back again. “For now we’ll just practice.”

She was laughing again when they rolled off the couch onto the floor.





Part Three
_____


He who has understanding,
him calculate the number of the beast,
 for it is the number of a man.
—Revelation







Chapter 28

As whores went, Mona Sherman was a crackerjack. Since the age of fourteen, she’d been earning a living by selling her body. She liked to think that she performed a public service. And performed it well. She took pride in her work, running her business by the creed that the customer was always right.

Like a good utility man in baseball, Mona could—and would—do whatever was requested. For twenty-five an hour. Straight or kinky, rough or smooth, bottom or top, as long as the pay was right Mona was your girl. Satisfaction guaranteed.

In her own way, she considered herself a feminist. After all, she was a businesswoman who set her own hours and made her own choices. She figured her street experience would have earned her an MBA.

Mona had her own corner and a steady stream of repeat customers. She was a likable woman, friendly before, during, and after business transactions. With ten years of experience under her garter belt, she knew the importance of customer relations.

She even liked men, regardless of build, personality, or staying power. With the exception of cops. She hated them on principle—the principle that they interfered with her inalienable right to make a living. If she chose to make that living with her body, it was her business. But cops had a way of hauling you in whenever they got bored. She’d had the shit beat out of her in holding once and placed the blame squarely on the cop who had stuck her in there.

So when she was offered a hundred times her going rate to pass a mixture of lies and truth on to a cop, Mona was more than happy to oblige.

She had gotten half the cash up front. It had been delivered to her post office box. Being a good businesswoman, she’d slapped the money into a six-month CD so it would earn solid interest. With it, and the second half, she planned to spend next winter in Miami. On sabbatical.

She didn’t know who the money was from, but she knew where it was from. Through her professional relationship with Biff Stokey, Mona had earned a few extra bucks getting gang-banged by a bunch of loonies in masks. She knew that men liked to play all sorts of weird games, and it was nothing to her.

As agreed, she’d contacted Sheriff Rafferty and told him she had information he might be interested in. She arranged to meet him at the scenic overlook off 70. She didn’t want a cop in her room. She had her reputation to think of.

When she drove up in her battered Chevette, he was already there.

Not bad-looking, for a cop, Mona mused, and ran through her lines again in her head. She had them cold. It made her smile. Maybe she’d try Hollywood instead of Miami.

“You Rafferty?”

Cam looked her over. She was leggy and slim in her off-duty outfit of shorts and a tube top. Her hair was cropped short, with the tips bleached platinum. She might not have looked her age if it hadn’t been for the lines carved around her eyes and mouth.

“Yeah, I’m Rafferty”

“I’m Mona.” She smiled, reached in the little red purse that hung from a strap between her breasts, and took out a Virginia Slim. “Got a light?”

Cam pulled out matches, struck one. He waited until a family of four walked by, squabbling as they headed for the rest stop facilities. “What have you got to tell me, Mona?”

“Was Biff really your old man?”

“He was my stepfather.”

She squinted her eyes against the smoke. “Yeah. There sure ain’t any family resemblance. I knew Biff real well. He and I had what you could call a close business relationship.”

“Is that what you’d call it?”

He was a cop, all right. Mona held the cigarette out, tapped ashes delicately on the ground. “He’d roll into town now and again, and we’d party. I’m real sorry he’s dead.”

“If I’d known you were so close, I’d have invited you to the funeral. Let’s get to it. You didn’t ask me to meet you out here just to tell me Biff was a regular.”

“Just paying my respects.” He was making her nervous, as if she were an actress on opening night. “I could use a cold drink. They got machines back there.” She sat on the stone wall with the mountains and valley spread sedately at her back. Cocking her head and giving him a sultry look, she said, “Why don’t you buy me a drink, Rafferty? Make it a diet. I gotta watch my figure.”

“I’m not here to play games.”

“I’d talk better if my mouth wasn’t so dry.”

He reined in impatience. He could play this two ways. He could be a hard-ass, stick his badge in her face and threaten to take her in for questioning. Or he could get her the damn drink and let her think she was leading him by the nose.

Tapping the filter of the cigarette against her teeth, Mona watched him walk away. He had cop’s eyes, she thought. The kind that could spot a hooker even if she was wearing a nun’s habit and saying Hail Marys. She was going to have to be careful, real careful if she wanted to earn that other twelve-fifty.

When he came back with the Diet Coke, Mona took a long, slow sip. “I didn’t know whether to call you or not,” she began. “I don’t like cops.” She felt more confident, starting with the plain truth. “In my business, a girl’s got to look out for herself first.”

“But you did call me.”

“Yeah, ’cause I couldn’t stop thinking. You could say I wasn’t giving my clients my full attention.” She took a deep drag, blew smoke out through her nostrils. “I read in the papers about what happened to Biff. It really shook me, his getting beat to death that way. He was always real generous with me.”

“I bet. So?”

She tapped her cigarette again. The family walked by, to pile wearily into their station wagon and head north. “Well, I just couldn’t put it out of my head like I wanted to. I kept thinking about poor Biff suffering that way. It didn’t seem right. You know, he was into some pretty bad business.”

“What kind of bad business?”

“Drugs.” She inhaled slowly, watching him. “I’m going to tell you, I don’t hold with that shit. Maybe a little grass now and again, but none of the hard stuff. I’ve seen too many of the girls burn themselves out. I got respect for my body.”

“Yeah, it’s a temple. What’s the point, Mona?”

“Biff did a lot of bragging about his sideline, especially after he was, like, satisfied. Seems he had a connection in D.C., a Haitian. And Biff, he was the mule.”

“The Haitian have a name?”

“Biff just called him René and said he was a real high roller. Had a big house, fancy cars, lots of women.” She was cruising now and set the can aside on the wall. “Biff wanted all that, he wanted it bad. He said if he could make a score, a big one, he wouldn’t need René. The last time I saw him, he said he was moving out on his own, that he had a shipment and was going to deal it himself and cut René out. He bragged about how maybe we’d take a trip to Hawaii,” she said, deciding to embellish. She’d always wanted to go to Hawaii. “Couple days later, I read about how he was dead. Biff, I mean.”

“Yeah.” He studied her. “How come you waited so long to contact me?”

“Like I said, I don’t have any use for cops. But Biff, he was a good guy.” Mona tried to bring tears to her eyes, for effect, but couldn’t quite manage it. “I read how they’re saying he raped and killed some kid. But I don’t buy it. How come Biff would rape a kid when he knew he could pay for a woman? So, I start thinking, maybe this René guy whacked them both, and since Biff was a good customer and all, I thought I ought to tell somebody.”

It sounded neat, very neat and tidy. “Biff ever talk to you about religion?”

“Religion?” She had to hold back a smile. It was a question she’d been told to expect and told how to answer. “Funny you should ask that. This René was into some weird shit. Devil worship, Santa—Santer—”

“Santeria?”

“Yeah, that’s it. Santeria. Some Haitian thing, I guess. Biff thought it was great. Real spooky and sexy. He brought some black candles up to the room a couple of times, and I’d pretend like I was a virgin. We’d do a little bondage.” She grinned. “You get what you pay for.”

“Right. Did he ever talk about doing a real virgin?”

“Virgins are overrated, Sheriff. When a man’s putting down cash, he wants experience. Biff liked some unusual stuff, athletic, you know? A virgin’s only going to lie there with her eyes shut. If I were you, I’d get a line on this René.”

“I’ll do that. You keep available, Mona.”

“Hey.” She ran a hand down her hip. “I’m always available.”

Cam didn’t like it. Not one bit. The D.C. police had run a make on the Haitian for him. René Casshagnol a.k.a. René Casteil a.k.a. Robert Castle had a rap sheet that would stretch to the Caribbean. He’d done time, once, for possession, but none of the other charges had stuck. He’d been arrested or questioned on dozens of charges, from distribution to gunrunning, but he was slick. He was also vacationing in Disneyland at the moment, and it would take more than the word of a hooker to extradite him.

Why would a big-time drug dealer kidnap and kill a runaway? Because of his religious deviations? Maybe, Cam mused. He couldn’t ignore the obvious. But would a man with the Haitian’s experience make the clumsy mistake of exhuming the body to point the finger at someone else? It didn’t fit. A man like René would know too much about police procedure.

In any case, Cam could still spot a plant. His next order of business was to find Mona’s connection to Carly Jamison’s murderer.

Cam took out a file to read it over again. It was the middle of June, and the weeks were moving too damn fast. He was closing the file again when Bob Meese came in.

“Hey, there, Cam.”

“Bob. What can I do for you?”

“Well, I got this curious thing.” He scratched the top of his balding head with his index finger. “You know I bought a lot of stuff from your mama—furniture, some lamps, and glassware. Ah, she get off to Tennessee all right?”

“She left yesterday on the train. Is there a problem with any of the stuff you bought?”

“I couldn’t say as it was a problem. I was cleaning up that chest of drawers—already got somebody interested. That’s a real fine oak piece. ’Bout 1860, I’d say.”

“It’s been in the family.”

“It needed a little work.” Bob shifted uncomfortably. He knew how touchy some people could be about selling family pieces. He had to play this cagey for a number of reasons. “Anyhow, I was taking the drawers out to sand them up some, and I came across this.” He took a small book out of his pocket. “Found it taped to the bottom drawer. Didn’t quite know what to think of it, so I brought it in.”

It was a passbook, Cam noted when he took it. A savings account in a Virginia bank. He read the names over twice.

Jack Kimball or E. B. Stokey The first deposit, a whopping fifty thousand, had been made the year before Kimball’s death. The year, Cam thought grimly, that the land had been sold for the shopping center. There had been withdrawals and more deposits, continuing after Kimball’s death and up until the month before Biff’s.

Bob cleared his throat. “I didn’t know Jack and Biff had, ah, business together.”

“It sure looks that way, doesn’t it?” The account had swelled to more than a hundred thousand and had shrunk to less than five with the final withdrawal. “I appreciate your bringing this in, Bob.”

“I figured it was best.” He edged toward the door, anxious to spread the word. “I guess if Biff was alive, he’d be in a shit pot of trouble.”

“You could say that.” Eyes moody, Cam looked up to study the antique dealer. “I don’t suppose it would do any good to tell you to keep this to yourself?”

Bob had the grace to flush. “Well now, Cam, you know I can keep my mouth shut all right, but Bonny Sue was standing right there when I come across it. No telling who she’s told already.”

“Just a thought,” Cam murmured. “Thanks again.” He leaned back in his chair, tapping the book against his palm and wondering how he was going to show it to Clare.

Clare got home at dusk, angry, frustrated, and miserable. She’d just spent the better part of an hour with Lisa’s surgeon. The second operation was over, and Lisa’s leg was in a conventional white cast that had already been signed by her family, friends, and most of the staff on the third floor.

She would be going back to Philadelphia within the week. But she would never dance professionally again.

No amount of arguing or pleading with Dr. Su had changed his prognosis. With care and therapy, Lisa would walk without a limp, even dance—within limits. But her knee would never stand up to the rigors of ballet.

Clare sat in her car at the curb in front of her house and stared at the sculpture taking shape in the drive. A woman reaching for the stars and gaining them.

Oh, fuck.

She looked down at her hands, slowly opening, then closing them, turning them over. How would she feel if she could never sculpt again? Could never hold a mallet or a torch or a chisel?

Empty. Dead. Destroyed.

Lisa had lain in that bed, her eyes filled with pain, her voice strong.

“I think I knew all along,” she’d said. “Somehow it’s easier being sure than wondering. Hoping.”

But no, Clare thought as she slammed out of the car. It was never easier to lose hope. She stopped under the sculpture, staring up at it in the waning light. It was only a hint of a shape, long, slender, graceful arms lifted high, fingers spread. Reaching. But she saw it completed, and the features of the face were Lisa’s.

She could do that, Clare thought. She could give the statue Lisa’s face, and her grace and her courage. And maybe it wouldn’t be such a small thing. Casting her eyes back to the ground, she walked into the house.

The phone was ringing, but she ignored it. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, not yet. Without bothering with the lights, she moved through the kitchen to the living room and thought about escaping into sleep.

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

Ernie rose, a shadow in the shadows, and stood waiting.

After the first jolt, she steadied, facing him adult to child. “People usually wait outside until they’re invited in.” She reached over to turn on the lamp.

“Don’t.” He moved quickly, covering her hand with his. She found it sweaty cold. “We don’t need the light.”

Her annoyance was laced with the beginnings of fear. She reminded herself that the windows were open and a few good screams would bring neighbors. And he was a kid. She slid her hand from under his. Sexually frustrated, mixed up, but still a kid.

Not a murderer. She wouldn’t believe that. Didn’t dare.

“All right, Ernie.” She moved casually and put the couch between them. “What’s this about?”

“You were supposed to be the one. The way you looked at me.”

“I looked at you the way a friend would. That’s all.”

“You were supposed to be the one,” he insisted. She was his hope. Maybe his last. “But you went with Rafferty. You let him have you.”

The pity that had been creeping into her heart iced over. “My relationship with Cam isn’t open for discussion. It’s my business.”

“No. You were mine.”

“Ernie.” Patience, she told herself. Patience and logic. “I’m ten years older than you, and we’ve only known each other a couple of months. We both know that I never did anything to make you think I was offering more than friendship.”

He shook his head slowly, continually, his eyes dark and fixed on hers. “You were sent. I thought you were sent.” A whine came into his voice, the music of youth, and softened her.

“Sent? Ernie, you know that’s not true. You’ve built something that never existed out of your imagination.”

“I saw the statue. The statue you made. The high priest. Baphomet.”

Shaken, she took a step back in denial. “What are you talking about? Did you steal it?”

“No, others did. Others know what you know. You’ve seen. So have I.”

“Seen what?”

“I belong. There’s nothing I can do now. I belong. Don’t you see? Can’t you understand?”

“No.” She laid a hand on the back of the couch. “I can’t. But I’d like to. I’d like to help you.”

“It was supposed to make me feel good. It was supposed to give me anything I wanted.”

The whining turned to tears, but she couldn’t make herself step forward and comfort him. “Ernie, let me call your parents.”

“What the hell for?” Tears turned to rage. “What do they know? What do they care? They think they can make everything all right by making me go to a psychiatrist. All right for them, maybe. I hate them, I hate them both.”

“You don’t mean that.”

He pressed his hands to his ears, as if to block out her words and his own. “They don’t understand. Nobody does, except—”

“Except?” She took a step toward him. The whites of his eyes glowed in the shadows. She could see the sweat beaded over the upper lip he only had to shave once a week. “Sit down, Ernie. Sit down and talk to me. I’ll try to understand.”

“It’s too late to go back. I know what I have to do. I know where I belong.” He turned and ran out of the house.

“Ernie!” She raced after him, pausing in the middle of her yard when he jumped into his truck. “Ernie, wait.” When he speeded past her, she looked frantically down the street. His house was dark. Clare swore and darted to her own car. She hadn’t been able to change things for Lisa. Maybe she could help Ernie.

He turned onto Main, and she lost him. Slapping the heel of her hand against the wheel, she circled around, scooting down side streets searching for his truck. Ten minutes later, she was ready to give up, figuring the best thing she could do was go into Rocco’s and relate the incident to his parents.

Then she spotted the truck, parked in the rear lot of Griffith’s Funeral Home. Clare pulled in beside it. Great, just great, she thought. What was he doing? Breaking into a funeral parlor?

She didn’t bother to weigh the consequences. She would go in and get him out, as quickly and quietly as possible. Then she’d turn him over to his parents.

The rear door was unlocked, and she opened it, fighting back her natural distaste for entering a place where death was a daily business. She sent out a quick prayer that no one had died lately and slipped inside.

“Ernie?” she whispered, her voice sounding hushed and reverential as it floated downward. The delivery entrance, she supposed, looking down the flight of iron steps. “Damn it, Ernie, why here?”

Abruptly, she thought of the symbolism. Coffins and candles. Clare was well aware of the statistics on teenage suicide. Ernie was a prime candidate. Torn, she stood at the top of the stairs. She wasn’t a doctor. She wasn’t trained. If she couldn’t stop him …

It would be better to go find Cam, she decided, though it made her feel like a squealer. Doc Crampton might be an even better choice. As she turned toward the door, a sound from below made her hesitate. Why would the boy listen to a cop—especially one he’d decided to hate? And he certainly wouldn’t pay any attention to a small-town G.P. If it was just an adolescent temper tantrum, how much harder would it be for Ernie to have a cop pick him up? She remembered his tears and his desperation, and sighed.

She would just go on down and see if she could find him first. Trained or not, she could talk to him, and with luck and perseverance calm him down. Slowly, letting her eyes adjust to the dark, she descended the stairs.

Voices. Who the hell could Ernie be talking to? she wondered. Chances were that Charlie was working—oh, God—and the boy had run into him. She would try to explain, cajole, smooth over, then get Ernie back to his parents before there was any real trouble.

No, not voices, she realized. Music. Bach played on an organ. She supposed Charlie preferred the reverential music to set the mood for his work.

She turned into a narrow corridor. Light was thrown by wall sconces, but was overwhelmed by shadows. There was movement again, murmuring under the music. Clare reached out with a hesitant hand and parted a long black curtain.

And the gong sounded.

There was a woman lying on a platform. At first Clare thought she was dead, so pale was her skin in the flowing candlelight. But she shifted her head, and Clare knew, with an even more primitive horror, that she was alive.

She had her arms crossed over her naked breasts and gripped a black candle in each hand. Between her spread thighs was a silver cup, covered by a paten on which lay a small round of black bread.

There were men, a dozen of them, in long, hooded robes. Three of them approached the altar and made a deep bow.

A voice was raised, intoning Latin. Clare recognized it and began to tremble.

But it wasn’t right, she thought, swaying a bit with the first shock. There had been trees and a fire and the smell of smoke and pine. Her knuckles were bone-white against the black curtain, and she stared. The voice, the one she remembered from her dream, filled the stark little room.

“Before the King of Hell and all the demons of the Pit, before this, my brotherhood, I proclaim that Satan rules. Before this company, I renew my allegiance and my vow to honor Him. In return I demand His assistance for the fulfillment of all my desires. I call upon you, Brothers, to do the same.”

The men flanking him spoke in unison, repeating the vow.

It was true, Clare thought, horrified, as the celebrant and his deacons continued in Latin. All of it was true. The dream, her father. Sweet God, her father. And all the rest.

“Domine Satanas, Rex Inferus, Imperator omnipotens.”

The celebrant took up the paten, raised it to chest level, where a heavy silver pentagram rested against his robes, and recited the profane words in a long-dead language. He replaced it, repeated the gesture with the cup, then set that down as well, back between the woman’s slim white thighs.

“Mighty Lord of Darkness, look favorably on this sacrifice we have prepared for You.”

The scent of incense, sweet and heavy, took her back to the long, formal High Masses of her childhood. This, too, was a mass, she thought. A black one.

“Dominus Inferus vobiscum.”

“Et cum tuo.”

Her body was sheathed in ice. She shuddered from it, willing herself to move, to step back, to run; unable to pull her rigid hand away from the curtain. The music droned on, dreamlike. The incense spun thickly in her head. The celebrant lifted his arms, palms downward. He called out again, his voice rich and full and hypnotic. And she knew. Though her mind rejected it, she knew the voice and the face that went with it.

“Salve! Salve! Salve!”

The gong rang three times.

And she fled.

She didn’t think about moving silently, being cautious. The panic that gripped her demanded that she run, escape. Survive. It had been the same that night so many years ago, when she had scrambled like a rabbit through the woods, back to her father’s car. She had lain there, shivering with shock, until he found her.

The lights in the corridor floated around her, silent and secret, casting the steps into deeper shadow. For an instant, she thought she saw her father, standing at the base of them, his eyes filled with sorrow, his hands stained with blood.

“I told you not to come, cutie pie. It’s not a place for little girls.” His arms reached out for her. “It’s just a dream, a bad dream. You’ll forget all about it.”

As she raced toward him, the image faded. She bolted through it, sobbing, and up the metal stairs. She knew the taste of hysteria. Its chalky flavor clogged her throat, gagging her, as she pushed against the exit door.

She was trapped. The sweat that had beaded on her skin began to run in rivers as she pushed against the door. Her own whispered pleas roared in her head. They would come for her. They would find her. And she would die, as Carly Jamison had died. They would take up the knife and, as if she were a small, terrified goat, slice it across her throat.

A scream bubbled up to her lips, then she found the latch and stumbled out into the night. Blind fear took her across the dark parking lot. Breath heaving, she clung to a tree, pressing her wet cheek against the bark.

Think, think, damn it, she ordered herself. You have to get help. You have to get Cam. She could run to his office, but her legs no longer felt as if they could carry her. He might not be there. She would go to his house. Safe, it would be safe there. Somehow, between the two of them, they would make everything right again.

She looked over and saw her car, gleaming red beside Ernie’s truck. She couldn’t leave it there. Didn’t dare. She took a step back, and the wave of revulsion struck like a fist. Clare gritted her teeth against it and kept walking. She would get in her car, drive away, drive to Cam’s house, and tell him what she’d seen.

When the beam of headlights cut across her, she froze like a rabbit.

“Clare?” Dr. Crampton leaned his head out the window of his car. “Clare, what in the world are you doing there? Are you all right?”

“Doc?” Weak with relief, she darted to his car. Now she wasn’t alone. “Thank God. Oh, thank God.”

“What is it?” He pushed up his glasses and focused, noting her pupils were dilated. “Are you hurt, ill?”

“No. No, we have to get away.” She sent a quick, desperate look toward the rear entrance. “I don’t know how much longer they’ll be down there.”

“They?” His eyes, behind the glint of his glasses, were filled with concern.

“In Griffith’s. Down in the basement. I saw them. The robes, the masks. I used to think it was a dream, but it wasn’t.” She held up a hand, trying to stop herself. “I’m not making sense. I need to get to Cam. Can you follow me?”

“I don’t think you’re in any shape to drive. Why don’t you let me take you home?”

“I’m fine,” she told him when he stepped out of the car. “We can’t stay here. They’ve already killed the Jamison girl and probably Biff. It’s dangerous.” Her breath hissed as she felt the prick of a needle on her arm.

“Yes, it is.” There was regret in his voice as he sent the drug screaming into her bloodstream. “I’m very sorry, Clare. I tried very hard to protect you from this.”

“No.” She struggled away, but her vision was already wavering. “Oh, God, no.”





Chapter 29

It was a dream. In dreams you didn’t really feel anything, and voices floated in and around your head. She had to open her eyes and wake up. Then she would find herself curled on her sofa, groggy from a late nap.

But when she was able to lift her heavy lids, she saw a small room, draped in black. The symbol of Baphomet leered down at her. Panic struggled with the drug so that she tried to move her weighted limbs. Her wrists and ankles were bound. The scream that ripped through her mind came through her lips as a moan. Since she couldn’t be heard, she had no choice but to listen.

“She can’t stay here.” Charlie Griffith paced on the other side of the platform. His hood was thrown back now, revealing his mild brown hair and worried eyes. “Damn it, it isn’t safe for any of us as long as she’s here.”

“Let me worry about safety. I always have.” The mayor ran his long, bony fingers along his silver pendant. His smile was faint, even mocking, but Charlie was too wound up to notice.

“If Doc hadn’t been so late and run into her right outside—”

“But he did,” Atherton pointed out. “We’re protected. How could you doubt it?”

“I’m not—I don’t—it’s just that—”

“Your father helped form our brotherhood.” Atherton laid a hand on Charlie’s shoulder, more in restraint than comfort. “You were the first of the new generation. I depend on you, Charles, for your good sense, your discretion, and your loyalty.”

“Of course, of course. But holding a service here is entirely different than keeping her here. I have to think of my family.”

“We all think of our families and of each other’s. She’ll be moved.”

“When?”

“Tonight. I’ll see to it myself.”

“James …” Charlie hesitated, afraid his words would show not only his fear, but his doubts. “You have my loyalty, as you have for more than ten years when my father brought me to be initiated. But Clare … I grew up with her.”

As if in benediction, Atherton grasped Charlie’s shoulders. “Destroy before you are destroyed. Is this not the Law?”

“Yes, but … if there was another way.”

“There is only one way. His way. I believe she was sent. We know there are no accidents, Charles, yet she came here tonight. I believe her blood will purify, will make clean the smear that her father tried to mark us with so many years ago. She will be the sacrifice to appease Him for the betrayal of one of our own.” Atherton’s eyes glittered in the shadowy light, with delight and with hunger. “Your son, it will not be long before he joins us.”

Charlie wet his lips. “Yes.”

“Take comfort in that, knowing that the next generation will prosper and succeed through His power. Go, and leave this to me. I want you to contact the others, see that they’re calm and quiet. On the night of the solstice, we’ll meet and sacrifice, and grow stronger.”

“All right.” There was no other way, and the Law left no room for guilt or conscience. “Do you need any help?”

Atherton smiled, seeing that he had once again overpowered the weak. Domination was his drug of choice. “Mick will be all the help I need.”

Atherton waited until Charlie slipped through the curtain before turning to Clare. He knew she was conscious and listening. It pleased him. “You should have left the boy alone,” he said. “He’s already mine.” Bending, he took her face in his hand, turning it from side to side. “Still a little glassy-eyed,” he observed, “but you understand well enough.”

“I understand.” Her voice came to her ears as if through a tunnel. “It’s been you, all these years. You killed that poor girl.”

“Her, and others. The Master demands His sacrifice.”

“You don’t believe that. You can’t.”

He pursed his lips as he often did before lecturing one of his classes. “You’ll find that it isn’t what I believe that matters, but what they believe. They’ll spill your blood without a second thought because I tell them to.”

“Why?”

“I enjoy it.” He stripped off his robe, then laughed at the horror in her eyes. “Oh, no, I don’t intend to rape you. I haven’t the time or the inclination. But it wouldn’t do for the mayor to be seen in anything other than a proper suit.” He began to dress, casually, pulling boxer shorts up his skinny legs.

“It isn’t working anymore.” She twisted her wrists ruthlessly but only succeeded in scoring her flesh with the rope. “You’ve made too many mistakes.”

“Mistakes have been made, certainly. And corrected.” He shook out his white Arrow shirt, perusing it for wrinkles. “The first one was your father. He was a disappointment to me, Clare. A grave one.”

“My father never killed anyone. He wouldn’t have been a part of this.”

“Oh, indeed he was.” Atherton meticulously did up his buttons, from bottom to top. “A very important one. Such a bright and ambitious man, thirsty for knowledge. When he became one of us, the fever burned so hot in him, he was like a brother to me.” He sat on a three-legged stool to pull up his black support socks. “His turning away hurt me deeply. And for him to go back to some useless religion with its powder-puff God.…” Sighing, he shook his head. “Where did it get him? I ask you, where? It got him a bottle and a false sense of righteousness. All because he wasn’t ready to move on with us, to seek higher power.”

Ever the teacher, he placed his hands on his hairy thighs and leaned toward her. “Human sacrifice is hardly my invention, my dear. It’s been around since time began. For the very simple reason that man not only needs to spill blood but thrives on it.” He regarded her. “Yes, I can see it appalls you, as it did Jack. But, ask yourself honestly, is your disgust merely a knee-jerk reaction?”

She could only shake her head. “How many? How many people have you killed?”

“Numbers are irrelevant, don’t you think? The first sacrifice was a test that everyone passed but your father. And the woman was only a whore, after all. Killing her was symbolic. Perhaps if I had discussed it with Jack first, explained the reasoning, he wouldn’t have reacted so strongly, so negatively. Well, I blame myself for that.”

He reached over and picked up his dark trousers with their knife pleats. “You could say Jack left me for a woman, though our relationship was spiritual, never physical. He left me and ran back to his rosaries and his cold, sexless God. And I forgave him.” Atherton stood, zipped, then reached for his belt. “He couldn’t afford to betray me and risk his family. We had taken a vow, a blood vow. Jack did what he was told, for as long as he was able.”

“You threatened him.”

“He understood the rules before he was marked. It was the land deal that seemed to push him over the edge. I can’t understand why. He told me he would no longer be part of it. And it was only money, you see. A transaction guaranteed to make us wealthy and more powerful. But Jack was crawling deeper and deeper into that bottle and couldn’t think clearly.”

Through despair she felt a glimmer of hope. “He was going to tell. He was going to tell about you and this, and everything.”

“Oh, yes. I believe he was. Or at least he hoped to find what he considered the courage to do so.” Atherton picked up his gray-and-burgundy-striped tie and slipped it under his collar. “Parker and Mick went to see him, to try to convince him how foolhardy it would be for everyone involved. From what I’m told, Jack simply wouldn’t listen. He went quite wild, violent. There was a fight, and, well, you know the rest.”

“They killed him,” she whispered. “My God, they killed him.”

“Now, you can hardly blame Parker or Mick for the fact that your father left those stakes out on the terrace. He might very well have lived through the fall, you know. I like to think of it as justice.” He completed the knot in his tie, smoothed it with his hands. “I still miss him.” Sighing again, he picked up his suit jacket. “Now I see your coming back, your coming here, as a circle. I made mistakes with Jack. He should have been treated like any other traitor, but I let my affection for him get in the way. I’ll have to rectify that mistake with you.”

“You murdered my father.”

“No, my dear, I wasn’t even there.”

“You murdered him,” she repeated. She struggled against the rope. She wanted to bite, scratch, claw. Calmly, Atherton picked up a square of cloth and neatly folded it into a gag.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to be quiet while we transfer you.”

“Go to hell.”

“There is no hell.” He smiled, closing the gag over her mouth. “Except the one we make.”

Stoically, Mick carried her up the steps and out to her car. Clare writhed and bucked, but to no avail. When he dumped her in the passenger seat of her own car, she swung out with her banded hands. He took the blow on his shoulder in silence, then strapped her in.

“It was careless of you to leave the keys in the car.” Atherton climbed into the driver’s seat. “We may be a small rural town, but young people might find it difficult to resist the temptation of this car. A Japanese model, isn’t it?” he continued conversationally as he fastened his seat belt. “I believe strongly, at least publicly, in buying American.” Atherton turned the key. “But I can appreciate the sense of power. It won’t be a long drive, Clare, but try to make yourself comfortable.”

He cruised out of the parking lot, turned left away from Main Street, and headed out of town. For his own amusement, he toyed with the radio until he came to a classical station.

“An excellent machine,” he said. “Handles beautifully. I envy you. Of course, it wouldn’t do for me to be seen driving such an expensive vehicle. Political aspirations mean I must continue a more subtle life-style.” He imagined himself in the governor’s mansion. “My money goes into Swiss accounts—and land, of course. Jack taught me the value of land. And it’s so pleasant just to have it. Naturally, I indulge Min’s wishes whenever possible. Her tastes are very simple, really. A man couldn’t ask for a more supportive wife. Sexually, if I might say, she’s a bit rigid. But paying for a whore is a small price for a solid, successful marriage. Wouldn’t you say? Oh, of course, you can’t say.”

He reached over and tugged off her gag. “You can scream if you like. You won’t be heard.”

She didn’t bother. With her hands tied in front of her and strapped to her body by the seat belt, she couldn’t even attempt to grab the wheel. Perhaps that was best, she thought. She might not survive a car crash. And she was determined to survive. The best she could hope for was to keep him talking and to pay very close attention to the direction they were taking.

“Your wife—she knows?”

“Min?” He smiled affectionately, tolerantly, at the thought. “Now, now, we won’t discuss my Min. One of our basic rules is not to involve our wives and daughters. You might say we have a very exclusive men’s club. You might consider that both sexist and unconstitutional. We prefer to think of it as selective.”

“Dr. Crampton. I can’t believe that he would be a part of this.”

“One of our founding members. It’s unlikely you know that he had a bit of a problem with drugs in medical school.” He gave her a brief glance. “As you should be aware, people are not always what they seem. Though the good doctor has been giving me a bit of trouble of late, it’s nothing I can’t deal with. In time.” And it would give him great pleasure to deal with Crampton as he had dealt with Biff. Once done, there would be no one left who’d dare to question him. “It isn’t difficult to find men who want a different way,” he went on. “Particularly when that way offers sex, money, drugs, and a taste of power.”

They were climbing now, up a steep, winding road that cut through largely undeveloped land. Woods closed in on either side. Atherton tapped the accelerator and pushed them up to fifty.

“A wonderful car. It’s a shame to destroy it.”

“Destroy it?”

“George at Jerry’s Auto Sales and Repairs sees to such matters for us. We’ll strip it first. It should make up for the worthlessness of Sarah Hewitt’s tired old Chevy.”

“Sarah? You—”

“It had to be done, I’m afraid. She knew more than it was wise for her to know.”

“And Biff.”

“Executed.” He smiled. There was new power here, he discovered, in being able to speak with impunity of things he had done. “Quite simply, he could no longer control his drinking or his drug habit. He broke the Law by attacking one of our own, then publicly fighting with the sheriff. A pity. He was one of the first to accept the power of a true sacrifice. He had a pure selfishness I admire. He wanted Jane Rafferty, and Mike Rafferty was in the way. He killed him.”

“Biff killed Cam’s father?”

“A bold and brilliant move. I believe he knocked Mike unconscious, then using chains and a lever pulled the tractor on top of him. Risky. But what is life without risk? Then he was there to comfort the grieving widow.”

She shifted, sickened. Her foot scraped across the metal file that had lain forgotten on the floor since the trip to Annie’s trailer. With her heart pounding dully, Clare nudged it between her feet. “Your cult is nothing but an excuse to murder.”

“Not an excuse at all.” He turned onto a dirt road and was forced to slow down to navigate the bumps and turns. “But a way. A way to take and to have. Every member of our group has what he wants, what he needs, and more. We grow daily. In small towns and large cities. Thirty years ago, I was an unhappy draftee in the army. While stationed in California, marking time until I was discharged and would be able to start the rest of my dull, unhappy life. I was introduced to a sect, a fascinating group, but disorganized. I began to see how, with care and persistence, a religion such as theirs could be turned into a satisfying and profitable business. After all, look at the wealth and power of the Catholic church. I took what I needed from them, and from other similar groups, and when I came home I sought out others. Does it surprise you that it’s easy to entice solid citizens?”

“It disgusts me.”

Atherton chuckled. “Ah, well, not everyone can be a convert. I had big hopes for Cameron, but he proved to be a disappointment. I’m afraid he’ll have to be disposed of.” He caught her look of blank horror and laughed. “Oh, don’t worry, I doubt we’ll need violence. Political pressure should be enough to move him out and along. I’ve already planted seeds that will have him looking elsewhere for Biff’s murderer. I don’t have anything to fear from Cameron. As long as that remains true, he’s safe enough. Well, here we are.”

The road had cut through the mountain, perhaps a half mile straight up. They’d stopped in front of a high gate. Atherton hummed along with Chopin as Mick climbed out of the car behind them and walked up to unlock the gate and swing it open.

“I’ve just had a thought,” Atherton said as he drove through. “You won’t be using that burl now. It’s a pity. I had looked forward to seeing what you would do with it.”

Clare had quietly worked the file up to her ankles. “Are you going to kill me here?”

“Why no, of course not. As Jack’s daughter, you’re entitled to some ceremony. I’ve even decided to discourage the sex rite. In honor of his memory.” He stopped in front of a small, squat cabin. “We’ll make you as comfortable here as possible, until the solstice.”

“I’m going to be sick.” She slumped, keeping the file tight between her calves. When Mick opened her door, she allowed her head to loll forward. “Please, I’m going to be sick.”

“Push her head between her knees,” Atherton said as he opened his own door.

“Take it easy, Clare.” Mick unbuckled the seat belt. “I’m sorry about all of this. There’s nothing else we can do.” He pushed her head down.

She gripped the file in her hands, then swung it up. Blood spurted out of his chest. He stumbled back, so her second swing only grazed his thigh. “You killed my father, you bastard!”

When he fell to his knees, gasping, she tried to struggle out of the car. Pain exploded in her head. She collapsed at Atherton’s feet.

Where the hell was she? Cam walked through Clare’s house for the second time that afternoon. He didn’t want to panic. She could have gone for a drive, for a visit to a friend. She could have gotten the bug to go on one of her flea-market frenzies.

Why hadn’t she called?

The note he’d left on the kitchen table after dropping by the night before—and waiting two hours—was still there. Her bed was rumpled, as it always was. It was impossible to know if she’d slept in it. Her purse was there. But she often left that behind, stuffing money into her pockets and popping into the car.

Maybe he’d pushed her too hard with the sketches and she needed some time alone.

But damn it, the last time they’d been together, it had been perfect between them. He sat at the kitchen table, trying to fight off a black uneasiness, and remembering the last night they’d spent together.

Lying on the living room rug, arms and legs tangled. Bonnie Raitt playing on the stereo. A breeze, tipped with summer, had drifted in through the windows, along with the call of a whippoorwill.

“Why did you change you mind?” he’d asked her.

“About what?”

“About marrying me.”

“I didn’t change it.” She’d rolled over, folding her arms on his chest and resting her chin on them. “I made it up.” He remembered how she’d smiled. Her eyes had been dark, like gold in an old painting. “My first marriage was a really dismal failure. It made me gun-shy. No—” She’d taken a breath, as if determined to be accurate. “It made me insecure. I thought I was doing everything right, but I wasn’t.”

“That kind of thing is never one person’s fault.”

“No, we both made mistakes. My biggest was that I didn’t care enough. When things started to fall apart, I just let it happen. Pulled in emotionally. It’s been a habit of mine since my father died. It’s a very elemental equation. Don’t care too much equals don’t hurt too much. It doesn’t work with you.”

“So you’re going to marry me because I messed up your equation.”

“Simply put.” She’d pressed a kiss to his throat. “I love you so much, Cam.” He’d felt her lips curve against his skin. “You’d better get to work on that garage.”

He hadn’t seen her since.

Restless, he rose to walk into her garage. Her tools were there, ready to be picked up. Piles of sketches littered the worktable. Wood chips were scattered on the floor.

If she drove up now, she’d laugh at him for worrying. And she’d be right. If he wasn’t so edgy, he wouldn’t have given a second thought to the fact that she wasn’t home. But the interview with Mona Sherman still nagged at him. He was just so damn sure he was being set up.

Mona Sherman had been lying. Or at least there had been enough lies mixed in with the truth that he was having a hard time telling one from the other. First he had to prove she was lying, then he had to find out why.

But that didn’t have anything to do with Clare, he told himself. Clare was out of it. He would make sure it stayed that way.

Ernie watched Rafferty walk back to his car and drive away. Like the child he wished he could be, he climbed into bed and pulled the covers over his head.

When Clare woke, it was dark. She couldn’t tell if it was night or day because the windows were all shuttered tight. Her head throbbed, dull as a toothache. When she tried to shift, she found that her hands and feet were tied to the iron rungs of a bed.

In blind, dry-mouthed panic, she fought against the rope, pulling and twisting until the pain sliced through the fear and had her weeping into the musty pillow.

She didn’t know how long it took her to gain some control. It didn’t seem to matter. She was alone. At least Atherton wouldn’t have the satisfaction of seeing her fall apart.

Atherton. The dutiful mayor of Emmitsboro. Her father’s friend. The dedicated science teacher and faithful husband. His was the voice she had heard so many years ago, calling out demonic names. His was the hand she had seen lift the knife to slaughter.

All these years, she thought. He’d been quietly serving the town. And quietly destroying it.

Dr. Crampton. Her father’s best friend, her own surrogate father. She thought of Alice with jagged despair. How would Alice ever get over it? How would she ever accept it? No one, Clare thought, understood better than she herself what it was like to lose a father.

Chuck Griffith, Mick Morgan, Biff Stokey How many more?

Ernie. She closed her eyes, grieving as she thought of his mother.

But there was still a chance for Ernie. He was afraid, and the fear was healthy. Maybe, just maybe, she could find a way to convince him to help her.

She wondered if she’d killed Mick. She prayed she had. The bitter venom of hate stirred and helped clear her head. Yes, she prayed to God she’d killed him. Atherton would have to work to explain a dead deputy.

The tears had passed and so, she was grateful, had the panic. Carefully, she turned her head to study the room.

It was no bigger than ten by twelve and smelled of stale, humid air. Occasionally, she could hear a skittering sound and tried not to think about what was making it.

There was a table and four chairs. A few cigarette butts littered the floor around them. She understood she was feeling better when she pined for a quick drag from one of the butts.

A disgusting thought but a normal one, she decided.

How the hell was she going to get out?

She twisted one way, then the other, hissing at the pain, and discovered they hadn’t even left her enough mobility to sit up. Her wrists were already raw and bleeding. She had to pee.

Clare nearly succumbed to a bout of hysterical laughter and forced herself to lie still and concentrate on breathing until it passed.

The sound of a car engine broke her control again. She was screaming for help when the door opened and Dr. Crampton came in.

“You’ll only hurt yourself, Clare.” He propped the door open with a rock so that the sunlight and fresh air could pour through. She blinked against it. He had his medical kit in one hand, and a McDonald’s takeout bag in the other. “I’ve brought you some food.”

“How can you do this? Dr. Crampton, you’ve known me all my life. I grew up with Alice. Do you know what it’s going to do to her when she finds out what you’ve done? What you are!”

“My family is my concern.” He set both bags on a chair, then dragged it to the bed. He hated this, despised it. Once he had wrested control from Atherton, they would go back to the pure way. There would be no more mistakes. No more waste. “You’ve injured yourself.” He clucked his tongue as he examined her wrists. “You’re courting infection.”

She had to laugh. “So, you make house calls to your victims. Keeping us alive for the sacrifice. You’re a real humanitarian.”

“I’m a doctor,” he said stiffly.

“You’re a murderer.”

He set the bags on the floor, then sat. “My religious beliefs don’t infringe on my dedication to medicine.”

“This has nothing to do with religion. You’re sick and sadistic. You rape and kill and enjoy it.”

“I don’t expect you to understand.” In his competent way, he opened his bag and took out a fresh syringe. “If I were a murderer, I would kill you now, with an overdose.” His eyes remained patient, even kind. “You know I couldn’t do that.”

“I don’t know anything about you.”

“I’m what I’ve always been.” He took cotton to dab on antiseptic. “Like the others, I have opened myself to possibilities and renounced the so-called Christian church, which is based on hypocrisy and self-delusion.” He pushed up his glasses, then held the syringe up, squirting out a bit of the drug to test.

“Don’t.” Her eyes fixed on the needle. “Please, don’t.”

“I’ve seen great things, Clare. I know, believe me, I know that a man’s salvation can’t be based on self-denial, but on indulgence and vitality.” He smiled at her, but his eyes glittered with a fervor she didn’t want to understand.

“This will make you feel better. Trust me. When you’re calm, I’ll dress your wounds and help you eat. I don’t want you to be in pain or to worry. It’ll all be over soon.”

She twisted, screaming, but he clamped a hand on her arm and slid the needle gently under her skin.

* * *

Time drifted, misty and dreamlike. Docile with the drug, she sat unresisting while Crampton cleaned and dressed her wrists and ankles. She even thanked him, with a blank, polite smile, when he fed her the hamburger.

In her mind she was a child again, sick with the flu, dressed in her nightgown with the dancing kittens on it. She went with him, floating, when he took her outside to urinate. He tucked her back into bed and told her to sleep. Obediently, Clare closed her eyes. She didn’t feel him tie her again.

She dreamed of her father. He was crying. Sitting at the kitchen table, crying. Nothing she could do or say seemed to comfort him.

She dreamed of Cam, of making love to him on the kitchen floor, aching with need, stunned with pleasure. Her body was slick with sweat and naked as it slid over his.

Then she was tied to a slab, no longer hot with needs but cold with fears. And it was Ernie who mounted her.

When she woke, she was chilled with drying sweat. Nauseated from the drug, she turned her face into the pillow. But she was too weak even to pray

“She hasn’t been seen since yesterday morning.” Cam rubbed a hand over his face as he talked to the state police. “Her house was unlocked, nothing was taken. Her clothes, her jewelry, her tools, all her I.D. are still there.” He paused to drag smoke into his already raw throat. “I’ve contacted her brother, her friends. No one’s heard from her.” He fought against a sickness in his gut as he detailed her description. “White female, aged twenty-eight. Five ten, about a hundred fifteen pounds. Red hair, medium short, with bangs. Amber eyes. No, not brown. Amber. No scars. She could be driving a new model Nissan three hundred, red. New York license number Baker Baker Adam four-four-five-one.”

He made the trooper repeat everything. When he hung up, Bud Hewitt was standing by the doorway. “Half the town’s out looking.” Feeling inadequate, Bud glanced at the coffeepot. “Want some?”

Cam figured his blood was already ninety percent caffeine. “No, thanks.”

“You call the press?”

“Yeah. They’ll be running her picture.” He rubbed his hands over his face again. “Fuck.”

“You ought to get some sleep. You’ve been at this for better than twenty-four hours.” Bud slipped his hands in his pockets. “I know how you feel.”

Cam looked up then. “I know you do. I’m going to drive around some more. You man the desk?”

“Sure. Hell of a time for Mick to get sick. We could use him.”

Cam only nodded. “I’ll be in radio contact.” The phone rang, and he pounced on it. After a brief conversation, he hung up. “The warrant came through to check Mona Sherman’s bank records.”

“Want me to take it?”

“No. I’ve got to do something. I’ll check in about a half hour from now.”

In double that, he was pounding on the door of Mona’s apartment.

“All right … Christ. Wait a goddamn minute.” She opened the door, sleepy-eyed, still tying a thin, flowered robe around her waist. Before she could speak, Cam shoved the door open and slammed it behind him.

“We’re going to talk.”

“I already told you what I know.” She dragged a hand through her tousled hair. “You got no right busting in here.”

“Fuck my rights.” He pushed her into a chair.

“Hey. One call to my lawyer, pal, and you can lose that tin badge of yours.”

“You go ahead and call him. You might want to mention accessory to murder.”

Watching him warily, she pulled the robe back over her shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Ever done real time, Mona?” He put his hands on the arms of the chair and leaned toward her. “I’m not talking about a night or two in county. I mean the real thing. Ten to twenty in Jessup.”

“I ain’t done nothing.”

“You made a couple of hefty deposits. Smart thinking to lock them into CD’s. You’re a real financial wizard.”

“So?” Her tongue slid out over her lips. “Business has been good.”

“The first one was made the day before you talked to me. The second one, the day after. Hell of a coincidence.”

“Yeah.” She reached for the pack of cigarettes beside her. “So?”

“Where’d you get it?”

“Like I said—” She choked off the words when he slid a hand around her throat and squeezed.

“I’m a busy man, Mona, so let’s not waste time. Why don’t I tell you how it went? Somebody paid you to throw a new scent in my path. All that bullshit about some Haitian doing Biff because he’d queered a drug deal.”

“Biff was a mule, just like I told you.”

“I figure he moved it, all right. That’s about all he had the brains for. The rest is shit. Now tell me who paid you to talk to me.”

“I came to you on my own. I wanted to help is all.”

“You wanted to help.” He stood back, then kicked over the table. The lamp crashed to the floor. “You wanted to help,” he repeated, shoving her back when she tried to dart out of the chair. “They didn’t tell you about me, did they? About this problem I have. I was a cop down in D.C. for a long time. Had to give it up for a nice quiet job in a small town. Know why?”

She shook her head. He didn’t look like a cop now. He just looked mean.

“Well, I have this control problem. When someone starts lying to me, it makes me crazy.” He picked up a nearly empty bottle of Jim Beam and threw it against the wall. Glass exploded and released the ripe scent of liquor. “I just start breaking things. And if the lying keeps up, I lose it. One time I threw a suspect out a window.” He glanced over at the window behind her convertible sofa. “We’re on the third floor here, aren’t we?”

“That’s bull. I’m going to call my lawyer.” She scrambled up to grab for the phone. “You’re crazy, that’s all. I don’t have to take this crap.”

“Right and wrong.” He clamped a hand over her wrist. “I’m crazy, all right. But you’re going to take it. Let’s see how far you can fly.” He dragged her toward the window while she struggled and shouted. She managed to grab the sill and fall to her knees. “I don’t know who it was. I don’t.”

“Not good enough.” He hooked an arm around her waist.

“I don’t. I swear. He just called. He told me what to say and mailed me the money. Cash.”

Cam hunkered down beside her. “I want a name.”

“Biff’s the only name I knew. He was a customer, just like I said.” She inched away until her back was to the wall. “Couple years back, he told me about this, well, kind of club or something. Said they’d pay me two hundred for the night. So I went.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.” Eyes wide, she tumbled down to one elbow. “I swear I don’t. I was blindfolded. It was kind of kinky, you know? Biff picked me up, and we drove out of town, into the country. Then he stopped and blindfolded me, and we drove some more. After a while we had to walk. In the woods or something. He didn’t take the blindfold off until we got to this place. They did rites and stuff there. You know, Satanism. But mostly it was just a bunch of guys who wanted some ass and thrills.”

“I want descriptions.”

“They wore masks. The whole time. I never knew none of them but Biff. It was weird, sure, but the pay was good. I went back every couple of months.”

“Okay, Mona.” He helped her up, though she cringed back. “Let’s sit down. You’re going to tell me all about it.”





Chapter 30

Alice Lice tidied up the kitchen for lack of anything better to do. Behind her Blair paced back and forth. It had been a long week, she thought, for everyone. No one believed that Clare had just lit out. That was fine for someone like Sarah Hewitt, but not Clare. It didn’t make sense.

The big sculpture she’d been working on was still standing out in the drive. Like a sign. People walked by it and stopped and traded speculations on a daily basis. Min Atherton had even taken Polaroid pictures of it and showed them off at Betty’s.

The mayor had called a special town meeting, offering a reward. It had been a moving speech, too, Alice remembered. All about taking care of your own and looking out for your neighbor. The mayor could talk as good as a tent evangelist. There’d hardly been a dry eye in the town hall.

Except for the sheriff. He’d been dry-eyed. And haggard, she thought now. It was clear that he hadn’t been doing much sleeping or eating in the six days since Clare had disappeared. He’d gotten up at the end of the meeting to answer questions from the townspeople and the reporters who had crowded the small auditorium. Not just local people either, Alice reflected, but big-city reporters from D.C., New York, and Philadelphia.

She ran the dishcloth under the water, then wrung it out to wipe off the counters. The air was hot and still, the temperature more suited to August dog days than June. But no one had thought to turn on the air conditioner. Clare’s mother and her new husband were staying at the house, and so were the LeBeaus. Nobody complained about the heat.

She glanced over at Blair and felt a kinship that had already replaced the longtime crush.

“I could fix you something to eat,” she offered. “A sandwich maybe, or some soup.”

“Thanks. Later maybe. I thought Angie and Jean-Paul would be back by now.”

“They’ll be along.” She spread the cloth over the lip of the sink. It was a helpless feeling, not being able to offer more than ham on rye or Campbell’s chicken and rice. “It doesn’t do any good not to eat. I could fix something up. The others’ll be hungry when they get back.”

He started to snap but stopped himself. Alice was as hollow-eyed and jumpy as the rest of them. “Fine. That’s fine.” They both rushed into the garage at the sound of a motorcycle. Before Cam could climb off, Blair was beside him.

“Anything?”

“No.” Cam rubbed his gritty eyes, then swung his rubbery legs off the cycle. He’d been riding most of the day, down back roads, over old logging trails, covering ground that had already been covered and covered again.

“I’m making sandwiches,” Alice said. “You come in and have one before you go again. I mean it, Cam. You need fuel just like that machine of yours.”

Cam sat down on the cycle again as Alice hurried back in. “How’s your mother?” Cam asked Blair.

“Worried sick. She and Jerry are driving around.” He looked helplessly at the sculpture that towered behind them. “Like everyone. Christ, Cam, it’s been almost a week.”

He knew exactly how long it had been, to the hour. “We’re doing a house-to-house, search and interviews. Now that Mick’s on his feet again, it’ll go easier.”

“You don’t really believe someone’s holding her in town.”

“I believe anything.” He looked across the street, to the Buttses’ house. That one he would search personally.

“She could already be—”

“No.” Cam’s head whipped around. His eyes, shadowed and weary, sharpened. “No, she’s not. We start here, and we spread out, and we go over every inch of these hills.” Cam looked down at the ground. “I didn’t take care ofher.”

When Blair didn’t respond, Cam understood his friend thought the same thing.

Blair stood where he was, struggling to be calm as Cam lighted a cigarette. His research had gone well. Too well. He knew much too much about what could be happening to his sister. What might have happened already. He couldn’t afford to break down now. “I’d like to go out on the next search. I know you’ve got experienced men, but I know the woods around here.”

“We can use everyone. Have to use everyone,” Cam corrected. “I just don’t know who I can trust.” He looked up at the sun. It was straight up noon. “Do you know what today is?” He turned his head again and looked at Blair. “It’s the summer solstice. I didn’t realize it until I heard it on the radio.”

“I know.”

“They’ll meet tonight,” he murmured. “Somewhere.”

“Would they take a risk like that, with the search and the press?”

“Yeah. Because they want to. Maybe they need to.” He swung onto the bike again. “There’s somebody I’ve got to see.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“It’s better that I go alone. It’s a long shot.” He kicked the engine. “I’ll let you know.”

“It’s outrageous. Absolutely outrageous.”

“I’m sorry, Miz Atherton.” Bud had his cap in his hands, running the brim through his fingers. “It’s procedure, is all.”

“It’s insulting, that’s what it is. Why, the very idea of your coming into my home and searching all over it, as if I were a common criminal.” She planted herself in the doorway, floral bosom trembling. “Do you think I’ve got Clare Kimball tied up in the basement?”

“No, ma’am. No ma’am. And I sure do apologize for the inconvenience. It’s just that we’re looking through every house in town.” He gave a little sigh of relief as the mayor came down the hall.

“What’s all this?”

“An outrage. Why, James, you won’t believe what this boy wants to do.”

“We’re conducting a house-to-house search, Mr. Atherton, sir.” He flushed. “I got the proper warrants.”

“Warrants!” Min plumped up like a broody hen. “Did you hear that, James? Warrants. The very idea.”

“Now, Min.” He put a soothing hand on her shoulder. “This has to do with Clare Kimball’s disappearance, doesn’t it, Deputy Hewitt?”

“Yes, sir, Mayor.” Bud always preened a bit when Atherton called him Deputy Hewitt. “It’s nothing personal, and I’ll be in and out in just a few minutes. Just have to take a look around and ask you some questions.”

“You step a foot inside this house, I’ll take a broom to your behind, Bud Hewitt.”

“Min.” Atherton gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “The man’s only doing his job. If we don’t cooperate with the law, who will? You come right on in, Deputy, go through from attic to cellar. No one in town wants to get to the bottom of what happened to Clare more than my wife and myself.”

He gestured Bud inside, and the deputy took a strategic step so that the mayor was between him and Min. “I appreciate it, Mr. Atherton.”

“Our civic duty.” His eyes and voice were grave. “Can you tell me how things are going?”

“We ain’t found a trace. I’ll tell you, Mr. Atherton, the sheriff’s worried sick. Don’t think he’s slept more’n an hour at a stretch since it started.”

“It must be a dreadful strain on him.”

“I don’t know what he’ll do if we don’t find her. They were talking marriage, you know. Why, he’d even called up an architect about building Clare a studio over to his house.”

“Is that so?” Min’s gossip glands went into overdrive. “Could be the girl got cold feet and ran off.”

“Min—”

“After all, James, she already failed at one marriage. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman just up and took off when the pressure built up.”

“No …” Atherton stroked his bottom lip gravely. “No, I suppose you’re right.” He waved the thought away, hoping it had taken root. “We’re holding up Deputy Hewitt. Start anywhere you like. We have nothing to hide.”

Annie wasn’t in her trailer. Nor could Cam find her in any of her usual haunts around town. The best he could do was have a neighbor promise to see that she stayed put when she got back.

He was running in circles, he thought as he headed back to town. Chasing his tail just like they wanted him to. He knew more than they realized. He knew that the passbook with Kimball’s and Biff’s names had been a plant. What he didn’t know was whether Bob Meese had found it or had merely been following orders.

He knew that rituals were held on a regular basis. At least monthly, from what Mona had finally told him. But he didn’t know where.

He knew there were thirteen men involved, from Clare’s sketch and Mona’s corroboration. But he didn’t know who.

So when you added it all up, he thought as he pulled up in front of Ernie’s house, you still got zero.

The worst was that he couldn’t afford to share what he did know with anyone, not even Bud or Mick. Even in a town as small as Emmitsboro, thirteen men could hide easily.

He hoped Ernie would answer the door. He was in the mood to choke some answers out of the boy. But it was Joleen Butts who answered.

“Mrs. Butts.”

“Sheriff?” Her eyes darted behind him. “Is something wrong?”

“We’re conducting a house-to-house search.”

“Oh, yes. I heard.” She twisted her beads. “I guess you can get started. Excuse the mess. I haven’t had a chance to pick up.”

“Don’t worry about it. Your husband’s been a big help with the search party.”

“Will’s always the first to volunteer, the last to leave. I guess you’ll want to begin upstairs.” She started to lead him up, then stopped. “Sheriff, I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, and I don’t want to sound like an overanxious mother, but Ernie … he didn’t come home last night. The therapist says it’s a very common behavior pattern, given the way Ernie feels right now about himself and his father and me. But I’m afraid. I’m afraid something might have happened to him. Like Clare.” She rested her hand on the banister. “What should I do?”

Cam was on his way back out of town when he passed Bud’s cruiser. He signaled, then stood, straddling his bike as Bud backed up and leaned out the window.

“Where’s Mick?”

“Supervising the search on the other side of Gossard Creek.” Bud wiped his sweaty forehead with a bandanna. “I had radio contact about twenty minutes ago.”

“Did you finish the house-to-house?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Cam.”

Cam looked out, over a field of corn. There was a haze of heat hovering like fog. Above, the sky was the color of drywall. “You know that kid, Ernie Butts?”

Sure.

“The truck he drives?” “Red Toyota pickup. Why?” Cam looked back at Bud, steadily. He had to trust someone. “I want you to cruise around, keep your eye out for him.”

“Did he do something?”

“I don’t know. If you spot him, don’t stop him. See what he’s up to, but don’t stop him. Just contact me. Just me, Bud.”

“Sure, Sheriff.”

“I’ve got another stop to make.” He checked the sky again. It was the longest day of the year, but even that didn’t last forever.

As Cam parked in front of Annie’s trailer, Clare tried to claw her way out of the sticky mists the drug coated over her mind. She recited poetry in her head, old Beatles lyrics, nursery rhymes. It was so hot, so airless in the room. Like a coffin. But you were cold in a coffin, she reminded herself. And she’d already soaked through the sheets that day.

She wasn’t certain how much longer she could take lying in the dark. How much time had passed? A day, a week, a month?

Why didn’t someone come?

They would be looking. Cam, her friends, her family. They wouldn’t forget her. She’d seen no one but Doc Crampton since the night she’d been brought there. And even then she wasn’t certain how many times he had sat beside the bed and popped a drug in her veins.

She was afraid, not only for her life but for her sanity. She knew now that she was too weak to fight them, whatever they did to her. But she was desperately afraid she would go mad first.

Alone. In the dark.

In her more lucid moments, she plotted ways to escape, then expose them all and clear her father. But then the hours would pass in that terrible, dark silence, and her plans would turn into incoherent prayers for someone, anyone, to come and help her.

In the end, it was Atherton who came. When she looked up and saw him, she knew she wouldn’t spend another night lying in the dark. It was the shortest night of the year, for everyone.

“It’s time,” he said gently. “We have preparations to make.”

It was his last hope. Cam stood in front of the empty trailer. His last hope centered on the chance that Crazy Annie knew something. And if she knew, she would remember.

It was a crap shoot, and he wouldn’t even have the chance to roll and come up seven if she didn’t get home.

It came down to this, him and a sixty-year-old woman with an eight-year-old’s mind. They weren’t getting a hell of a lot of outside help. He hadn’t been able to prove conspiracy or ritual slayings. All he had proven was that Carly Jamison had been held in a shed, murdered, buried, and exhumed to be placed in a shallow grave in a hay field. The fact that a dead man had had an accomplice didn’t prove cult killings—not as far as the State boys or Feds were concerned. They’d helped in the search for Clare, adding men and helicopters. But even with them, he’d turned up nothing.

Time was running out. He knew it. The lower the sun dipped in the sky, the colder he became, until he wondered if by nightfall his bones would be brittle as ice.

He couldn’t lose her. And he was afraid because the thought of it was so abhorrent that he had rushed and fumbled in his search for her and made one tiny miscalculation that could cost Clare her life.

Three steps behind, he thought, and falling through.

He hadn’t forgotten how to pray, but he’d taken little time for it since his first decade, when there had been CCD classes and mass on Sunday, monthly confessions with strings of Our Fathers and Hail Marys to cleanse his youthful soul of sin.

He prayed now, simply and desperately as the first streaks of red stained the western horizon.

“ ‘Beyond the sunset, O blissful morning,’ ” Annie sang happily as she toiled over the hill. “ ‘When with our Savior heav’n is begun. Earth’s toiling ended, O glorious dawning; Beyond the sunset when day is done.’ ”

She dragged her bag behind her and looked up, startled, when Cam raced the last yards toward her. “Annie, I’ve been waiting for you.”

“I’ve just been walking. Gosh Almighty, it’s a hot one. Hottest day I remember.” Sweat had stained her checkered dress from neck to hem. “I found two nickels and a quarter and a little green bottle. Do you want to see?”

“Not right now. There’s something I want to show you. Can we sit down?”

“We can go inside. I can give you some cookies.”

He smiled, straining for patience. “I’m not really hungry right now. Can we just sit down on the steps there, so I can show you?”

“I don’t mind. I’ve been walking a long way. My dogs are tired.” She giggled at the expression, then her face lit up. “You brought your motorcycle. Can I have a ride?”

“Tell you what, if you can help me, I’ll take you out real soon, all day if you want.”

“Really?” She petted the handlebars. “You promise?”

“Cross my heart. Come on, Annie, sit down.” He took the sketches from the saddlebag. “I have some pictures to show you.”

She settled her solid rump on the yellow stairs. “I like pictures.”

“I want you to look at them, look at them very carefully.” He sat beside her. “Will you do that?”

“I sure will.”

“And I want you to tell me, after you’ve looked at them, if you recognize the place. Okay?”

“Okeedoke.” She was grinning widely when she looked down. But the grin faded instantly. “I don’t like these pictures.”

“They’re important.”

“I don’t want to look at them. I have better pictures inside. I can show you.”

He ignored his rapidly beating pulse and the urge to grab her by her poor wrinkled neck and shake. She knew. He recognized both knowledge and fear in her eyes. “Annie, I need you to look at them. And I need you to tell me the truth. You’ve seen this place?”

She pressed her lips tightly together and shook her head.

“Yes, you have. You’ve been there. You know where it is.”

“It’s a bad place. I don’t go there.”

He didn’t touch her, afraid that no matter how he tried to keep his hand easy, his fingers would dig right through her flesh. “Why is it a bad place?”

“It just is. I don’t want to talk about it. I want to go in now.”

“Annie. Annie, look at me now. Come on. Look at me.” He forced himself to smile when she complied. “I’m your friend, aren’t I?”

“You’re my friend. You give me rides and buy me ice cream. It’s hot now.” She smiled hopefully. “Ice cream’d be good.”

“Friends take care of each other. And they trust each other. I have to know about this place. I need you to tell me.”

She was in an agony of indecision. Things were always simple for her. Whether to get up or go to bed. Whether to walk west or east. Eat now or later. But this made her head ache and her stomach roll. “You won’t tell?” she whispered.

“No. Trust me.”

“There are monsters there.” Her voice continued to whisper through her wrinkled lips. An aged child telling secrets. “At night, they go there and do things. Bad things.”

“Who?”

“The monsters in the black dresses. They have animal heads. They do things to women without clothes on. And they kill dogs and goats.”

“That’s where you found the bracelet. The one you gave to Clare.”

She nodded. “I didn’t think I should tell. You’re not supposed to believe in monsters. They’re just on the TV. If you talk about monsters, people think you’re crazy, and they lock you up.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy. And no one’s ever going to lock you up.” He touched her then, stroking her hair. “I need you to tell me where the place is.”

“It’s in the woods.”

“Where?”

“Over there.” She gestured vaguely. “Over the rocks and through the trees.”

Acres of rocks and trees. He took a deep breath to keep his voice even. “Annie, I need you to show me. Can you take me there?”

“Oh, no.” She got up, spry from panic. “No, indeedy, I don’t go there now. It’ll be dark. You can’t go there at night when the monsters come.”

He took her hand to still the jingling bracelets. “Do you remember Clare Kimball?”

“She went away. Nobody knows where.”

“I think someone took her away, Annie. She didn’t want to go. They may be taking her to that place tonight. They’ll hurt her.”

“She’s pretty.” Annie’s lips began to tremble. “She came to visit.”

“Yes. She made this for you.” He turned the bracelet on her wrist. “Help me, Annie. Help Clare, and I swear to you I’ll make the monsters go away.”

Ernie had been driving for hours. Away from town, in circles, out on the highway, and back on the rural roads. He knew his parents would be frantic, and he thought of them, for the first time in years, with real regret and need.

He knew what tonight would mean. It was a test, his last one. They wanted to initiate him quickly, finally, so that he would be bound to them by blood and fire and death. He’d thought of running away, but he had nowhere to go. There was only one path left for him. The path that led to a clearing in the woods.

It was his fault that Clare would die tonight. He knew it, had agonized over it. The teachings he had chosen to follow left no place for regret or guilt. They would wash him clean. He craved that, thought only of that as he turned his truck around and headed for his destiny.

Bud passed the Toyota, glanced at it absently, then remembered. Swearing under his breath, he turned around and reached for the radio.

“Unit One, this is Unit Three. Do you copy?” He got nothing but static and repeated the call twice. “Come on, Cam, pick up. It’s Bud.”

Shit on a stick, he thought, the sheriff was off the air, and he was stuck following some kid in a truck. God knew where, God knew why. Annoyed or not, Bud followed procedure and kept a safe distance back.

It was dusk, and the taillights of the pickup gleamed palely red.

When the truck turned off the road, Bud pulled over and stopped. Where the hell was the kid going? he wondered. That old logging trail led straight into the woods, and the Toyota wasn’t a four-wheel drive. Hell, the sheriff had said to see what the kid was up to, so that’s what he’d have to do.

He decided to go on foot. There was only one road in and one road out. Grabbing the flashlight, he hesitated. The sheriff might say it was cowboying, Bud thought as he strapped on his gun. But with everything the way it was, he wasn’t going into the woods unarmed.

When he reached the start of the logging trail, he saw the truck. Ernie stood beside it, as if waiting. Thinking it would be his first-time-ever genuine stakeout, Bud crept back and crouched low in a gully.

Both he and Ernie heard the footsteps at the same time. The boy stepped forward, toward the two men who came out of the woods. Bud nearly betrayed himself by calling out when he recognized Doc Crampton and Mick.

They hadn’t bothered with masks, Ernie thought, and was pleased. He shook his head at the cup with drugged wine.

“I don’t need that. I took the oath.”

After a moment Crampton nodded and sipped from the cup himself. “I prefer a heightened awareness.” He offered the cup to Mick. “It will ease that twinge. That chest wound’s healing well enough, but it’s deep.”

“Damn tentanus shot was almost as bad.” Mick shared the drug. “The others are waiting. It’s nearly time.”

Bud stayed crouched until they had disappeared into the trees. He wasn’t sure what he had seen. He didn’t want to believe what he had seen. He glanced back toward the road, knowing how long it would take him to go back and try to contact Cam again. Even if he succeeded, he would lose them.

He crawled out of the gully and followed.

They’d taken her clothes. Clare was beyond embarrassment. She hadn’t been drugged. Atherton had told her, privately, that he wanted her fully aware of everything that happened. She could scream and beg and plead. It would only excite the others.

She’d fought when they dragged her to the altar. Though her arms and legs were stiff and weak from disuse, she’d struggled wildly, almost as horrified to see the familiar faces surrounding her as to recognize what was happening.

Less Gladhill and Bob Meese tied down her arms, Skunk Haggerty and George Howard her legs. She recognized a local farmer, the manager of the bank, two members of the town council. They all stood quietly and waited.

She managed to twist her wrist so that her fingers gripped Bob’s.

“You can’t do this. He’s going to kill me. Bob, you can’t let it happen. I’ve known you all my life.”

He pulled away and said nothing.

They were not to speak to her. Not to think of her as a woman, as a person they knew. She was an offering. Nothing more.

Each, in his turn, took up his mask. And became her nightmare.

She didn’t scream. There was no one to hear, no one to care. She didn’t cry. So many tears had been shed already that she was empty. She imagined that when they plunged the knife into her, they would find no blood. Only dust.

The candles were placed around her, then lighted. In the pit, the fire was ignited, and fed. Shimmers of heat danced on the air. She watched it all, eerily, detached. Whatever hope she had clung to through the days and nights she had spent in the dark was snuffed out.

Or so she thought, until she saw Ernie.

The tears she hadn’t thought she had now sprang to her eyes. She struggled again, and the ropes scraped harmlessly against her bandages.

“Ernie, for God’s sake. Please.”

He looked at her. He’d thought he would feel lust, a raw and needy fire inside the pit of his belly. She was naked, as he’d once imagined her. Her body was slender and white, just as it had been when he’d caught glimpses of her through her bedroom window.

But it wasn’t lust, and he couldn’t bear to analyze the emotion that crawled through him. He turned away and chose the mask of an eagle. Tonight, he would fly.

However immature her mind, Annie’s body was old. She couldn’t go quickly, no matter how Cam urged, pleaded, and supported. Fear added to the weight of her legs so that she dragged her feet.

The light was fading fast.

“How much farther, Annie?”

“It’s up ahead some. I didn’t have my supper,” she reminded him.

“Soon. You can eat soon.”

She sighed and turned, as instinctively as a deer or rabbit, taking a path overgrown with summer brush.

“Gotta watch out for them sticky bushes. They reach right out and grab you.” Her eyes darted right and left as she searched the lengthening shadows. “Like monsters.”

“I won’t let them hurt you.” He put an arm around her waist, both for support and to hurry her along.

Comforted, she trudged ahead. “Are you going to marry Clare?”

“Yes.” Please God. “Yes, I am.”

“She’s pretty. When she smiles, she has nice white teeth. Her daddy did, too. She looks like her daddy. He gave me roses. But he’s dead now.” Her lungs were starting to trouble her so that she wheezed when she walked, like a worn-out engine. “The monsters didn’t get him.”

“No.”

“He fell out the window, after those men went up and yelled at him.”

He looked down but didn’t slacken pace. “What men?”

“Was that another time? I disremember. He left the light on in the attic.”

“What men, Annie?”

“Oh, the sheriff and the young deputy. They went up and then came out again. And he was dead.”

He swiped sweat from his brow. “Which young deputy? Bud?”

“No, t’other one. Maybe they went up to buy a house. Mr. Kimball, he used to sell houses.”

“Yes.” His skin turned icy beneath the sweat. “Annie, we have to hurry.”

Bud stood in the shelter of the trees and stared. He knew it was real, but his mind continued to reject it. Alice’s father? How could it be? His friend and partner, Mick?

But he was seeing it with his own eyes. They were standing in a circle, their backs to him. He couldn’t see what they were facing, and was afraid to try to move closer. It was best to wait and watch. That’s what the sheriff would have him do.

He wiped a hand across his mouth as the chanting began.

It was like the dream. Clare closed her eyes and drifted between past and present. The smoke, the voices, the men. It was all the same.

She was in the bushes, hiding, watching herself. This time she would be able to run away.

She opened her eyes and stared up at the seamless black sky, crowned by a floating crescent moon. The longest day was over.

She saw the glint of a sword and braced. But it wasn’t her time. Atherton was calling the Four Princes of Hell. She wished they would come, if there were such things, and devour him for his arrogance.

She turned her head away, unable to look, refusing to listen. She thought of Cam and the years they wouldn’t share, the children they wouldn’t make. He loved her, and now they would never have the chance to see if love was enough. To make it be enough.

He would find them. Stop them. She was sure of it, or she would have gone mad. But it would be too late for her. Too late to talk to her mother again, to make up for the coolness and distance she’d put between them. Too late to tell the people who mattered that her father had made mistakes, had taken wrong turns, but hadn’t been a thief or a murderer.

There was so much she’d wanted to do. So much left to see and touch. But she would die like this for one man’s ego and others’ blind cruelty.

The rage built up in her. They had stripped her naked, of clothes, of dignity, of hope. And of life. Her hands balled into fists. Her body arched as she screamed.

Bud’s hand went to the butt of his gun and stuck there, trembling.

Cam’s head reared up, and the fear that shot through his veins was hot and pulsing. “Stay here.” He shook off Annie’s clinging hands. “Stay here. Don’t move.” He had his weapon out as he raced through the trees.

Atherton raised his knife toward the sky. He’d wanted her to scream. He’d yearned for it, sweated, the way a man yearns and sweats for sexual release. It had infuriated him when she’d lain still, like a doll already broken. Now she writhed on the altar, skin gleaming with sweat, eyes full of fear and anger.

And the power filled him.

“I am annihilation,” he cried out. “I am vengeance. I call upon the Master to fill me with His wrath so that I might slash with keen delight His victim. Her agony will sustain itself.”

The words buzzed in Ernie’s ears. He could barely hear them, could no longer understand them. The others swayed around him, captivated. Hungry for what was to come. It wasn’t hunger that crawled through Ernie’s gut, but a sickness.

It was supposed to make him feel good, he reminded himself. It was supposed to make him belong.

But he saw her, struggling, terrified. Screaming and screaming as Sarah Hewitt had screamed. It made him ill with pity. How could he belong if he felt such things? How could he be one of them when what they were about to do revolted him? Frightened him.

She shouldn’t have to die.

His fault. His fault.

Her eyes met his once, pleading. In them, he saw his last hope for salvation. With a cry that was both pain and triumph, he lurched forward as Atherton brought the knife down.

Clare felt the body fall over hers. She smelled the blood. But there was no pain. She saw Atherton stumble back. Groaning, Ernie slid from her and crumpled on the ground.

Snarling in fury, Atherton raised the knife again. Two shots rang out. One caught him in the arm, the other full in the chest.

“Don’t move.” Cam held his weapon firm, but his finger trembled on the trigger. “I’ll send every fucking one of you to hell.”

“Sheriff—it’s Bud.” Bud stepped forward, arms shaking. “I followed the kid. I saw—Christ, Cam, I killed a man.”

“It’s easier the second time.” He fired into the air as one of the men turned to run. “Take another step, and I’ll show my deputy here just how much easier it is. On your faces, all of you. Hands behind your heads. Bud, the first one of them that moves, kill him.”

Bud didn’t believe it would be easier the second time. Not for a minute. But he nodded. “Yes, sir, Sheriff.”

Cam was with Clare in three strides, touching her face, her hair. “Oh, God, Slim, I thought I’d lost you.”

“I know. Your face.” In reflex she tried to reach out to him but was held down by the rope. “It’s bleeding.”

“Briars.” He pulled out his pocket knife to cut the rope. He couldn’t break down, not yet. All he wanted was to hold her, to bury his face in her hair and hold her.

“Take it easy,” he told her and stripped off his shirt. “Put this on.” His hand trembled as it stroked over her skin. “I’m going to get you out of here as soon as I can.”

“I’m okay. I’m okay now. Ernie. He saved my life.” And his blood was wet on her skin. “Is he dead?”

He bent down, checked for a pulse, then tore the ripped robe aside. “No, he’s alive. He took most of it in the shoulder.”

“Cam, if he hadn’t jumped over me …”

“He’s going to be all right. Bud, let’s get these bastards tied up.”

“One of them’s Mick,” he murmured, shamed that he was fighting tears.

“Yeah. I know.” He tossed over the rope that had been used on Clare. “Let’s get it done, then you take Clare back and call the state boys. Bring them here.”

“I want to stay with you.” She closed a hand around his arm. “I need to stay with you. Please.”

“Okay. Just go sit down.”

“Not here.” She looked away from the altar. “There’s more rope over there.” Where they had stripped her. “I’ll help you tie them.” Her eyes lifted, glittered. “I want to.”

* * *

Unmasked, bound, they looked pitiful. That was all Clare could think as she knelt beside Ernie, holding his hand and waiting for Bud to get back with the state police and an ambulance.

“I can’t believe Annie brought you here.”

“She was terrific. She’ll be getting quite a charge from riding with Bud with the siren going.” He glanced down at Ernie. “How’s he doing?”

“I think I stopped the bleeding. He’s going to need help, but he’s going to be okay. I mean really okay.”

“I hope you’re right.” He reached down to brush his fingers over her hair. Just to touch. “Clare, I have to check the other one.”

She nodded. “It’s Atherton,” she said flatly. “He started it all.”

“Tonight, it’s finished.” He walked around the altar. Atherton lay facedown. Without pity, Cam turned him over. The chest wound was mortal; he didn’t doubt it. But breath still hissed out of the opening of the mask. When he heard Clare behind him, he rose quickly and turned to shield her from the body.

“Don’t protect me, Cam.”

“You’re not as strong as you think you are.” He lifted one of her hands and touched the bandaged wrist. “They hurt you.”

“Yes.” She thought of what she had learned, of how his father had died. “They hurt us all. Not anymore.”

“Do you think it’s over?” The question rasped obscenely through the mask of the Goat of Mendes. “You’ve done nothing. You’ve stopped nothing. If not you, your children. If not them, their children. You didn’t get the head. You never will.” Fingers curled like claws, he made a grab for Clare, then fell back with a rattling laugh and died.

“He was evil,” Clare whispered. “Not crazy, not ill, just evil. I didn’t know that could be.”

“He can’t touch us.” He drew her back, then closed her tightly in his arms.

“No, he can’t.” She heard the sirens echo in the distance. “Bud was quick.”

Cam pulled her back just to look at her face. “There’s so much I have to tell you. So much I have to say. Once I start I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop. It’s going to have to wait until we’re done with this.”

She closed her hand over his. Behind them, the fire was going out. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

Two weeks later, wearing mourning black, Min Atherton boarded a train going west. No one came to see her off, and she was glad of it. They thought she was slinking out of town, shamed by her husband, shocked by his actions.

She would never be shamed or shocked by her James.

As she maneuvered herself and her one huge bag back to her compartment, she blinked away tears. Her dear, dear James. Someday, somehow, she would find a way to avenge him.

She settled on the wide seat, thumping her bag beside her before folding her hands on her generous lap for her last look at Maryland.

She would not come back. One day perhaps she would send someone, but she would not be back.

Still, she sighed a little. Leaving her house had been difficult. Most of her pretty things would be shipped, but it would not be the same. Not without James.

He’d been the perfect mate for her. So thirsty, so malleable, so anxious to pretend he was the power. She smiled to herself as she took out a fan to cool her heated flesh. Her eyes glittered. She hadn’t minded playing the woman behind the man. So satisfying to wield the power over them all without any of them—not even James really—understanding who had been in charge.

He’d been no more than a dabbler when she had taken him in, taken him over. Interested and angry, but with no clear idea of how to use that interest and anger for more.

She’d known. A woman knew. And men were only puppets, after all, to be led where a woman chose by sex, by blood, by the offer of power.

A pity he had become so bold and careless at the end. Sighing, she fanned herself more briskly. She had herself to blame, she supposed, for not stopping him. But it had been exciting to watch him spin out of control, to risk all for more. Almost as exciting as the night all those years ago when she had initiated him. She, the goddess of the Master, and James her servant.

It was she, of course, who had started it. She who had looked beyond the accepted and grabbed those dark promises with both hands. She who had ordered the first human sacrifice. And had watched, oh, and had watched from the shadows of trees as blood was spilled.

And she who had felt the power of that blood and craved more.

The Master had never granted her fondest wish—the wish for children—but He had given her substitutes. He had shown her greed, the most delicious of the deadly sins.

There would be other towns, she thought, as the train’s whistle shrilled. Other men. Other victims. Whores with fertile bellies. Oh, yes, there would always be more.

And who would look to her, the poor Widow Atherton, when their women disappeared?

Perhaps she would choose a young boy this time. A lost, angry boy like Ernie Butts—who had turned out to be such a disappointment to her. No, she would not search for another James but for a young boy, she thought comfortably. One she could mother and guide and train to worship both her and the Dark Lord.

As the train pulled slowly away from the station, she slipped a hand down her bodice, closed her fingers over the pentagram.

“Master,” she murmured. “We start again.”
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Somehow, using a combination of pride and terror, she managed to keep her head up and to choke back the nausea. It wasn’t a nightmare. It wasn’t a dark fantasy she would shake off at dawn. Yet, dreamlike, everything was happening in slow motion. She was fighting to push her way through a thick curtain of water beyond which she could see the faces of the people all around her. Their eyes were hungry; their mouths opened and closed as if they would swallow her whole. Their voices ebbed and flowed like the pounding of waves on rock. Stronger, more insistent, was her heart’s jerky beat, a fierce tango inside her frozen body.

Keep moving, keep moving, her brain commanded her trembling legs as firm hands pushed her through the crowd and out onto the courthouse steps. The glare of sunlight made her eyes tear, so she fumbled for her sunglasses. They would think she was crying. She couldn’t allow them that dip into her emotions. Silence was her only shield.

She stumbled and felt a moment of panic. She could not fall. If she fell, the reporters, the curious, would leap on her, snarling and snapping and tearing like wild dogs over a rabbit. She had to stand upright, to stand behind her silence for a few yards. Eve had taught her that much.

Give them your brains, girl, never your guts.

Eve. She wanted to scream. To throw her hands up over her face and scream and scream until all the rage, the fear, the grief, emptied out of her.

Shouted questions assaulted her. Microphones stabbed at her face like deadly little darts as the news crews busily tapped the finale of the arraignment for murder of Julia Summers.

“Bitch!” shouted someone whose voice was harsh with hate and tears. “Coldhearted bitch.”

She wanted to stop and scream back: How do you know what I am? How do you know what I feel?

But the door of the limo was open. She climbed in to be cocooned by cool air, shielded by tinted glass. The crowd surged forward, pressing against the barricades along the curb. Angry faces encircled her; vultures over a still-bleeding corpse. As the car glided away, she looked straight ahead, her hands fisted in her lap and her eyes mercifully dry.

She said nothing as her companion fixed her a drink. Two fingers of brandy. When she had taken the first sip, he spoke calmly, almost casually, in the voice she had come to love.

“Well, Julia, did you kill her?”
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She was a legend. A product of time and talent and her own unrelenting ambition. Eve Benedict. Men thirty years her junior desired her. Women envied her. Studio heads courted her, knowing that in this day when movies were made by accountants, her name was solid gold. In a career that had spanned nearly fifty years, Eve Benedict had known the highs, and the lows, and used both to forge herself into what she wanted to be.

She did as she chose, personally and professionally. If a role interested her, she went after it with the same verve and ferocity she’d used to get her first part. If she desired a man, she snared him, discarding him only when she was done, and—she liked to brag—never with malice. All of her former lovers, and they were legion, remained friends. Or had the good sense to pretend to be.

At sixty-seven, Eve had maintained her magnificent body through discipline and the surgeon’s art. Over a half century she had honed herself into a sharp blade. She had used both disappointment and triumph to temper that blade into a weapon that was feared and respected in the kingdom of Hollywood.

She had been a goddess. Now she was a queen with a keen mind and keen tongue. Few knew her heart. None knew her secrets.

“It’s shit.” Eve tossed the script onto the tiled floor of the solarium, gave it a solid kick, then paced. She moved as she always had, with a thin coat of dignity over a blaze of sensuality. “Everything I’ve read in the last two months has been shit.”

Her agent, a round, soft-looking woman with a will of iron, shrugged and sipped her afternoon cocktail. “I told you it was trash, Eve, but you wanted to read it.”

“You said trash.” Eve took a cigarette from a Lalique dish and dug into the pockets of her slacks for a book of matches. “There’s always something redeeming in trash. I’ve done plenty of trash and made it shine. This”—she kicked the script again with relish—“is shit.”

Margaret Castle took another sip of vodka-laced grapefruit juice. “Right again. The miniseries—”

A snap of the head, a quick glance with eyes sharp as a scalpel. “You know how I detest that word.”

Maggie reached for a piece of marzipan and popped it into her mouth. “Whatever you chose to call it, the part of Marilou is perfect for you. There hasn’t been a tougher, more fascinating Southern belle since Scarlett.”

Eve knew it, and had already decided to take the offer. But she didn’t like to give in too quickly. It wasn’t just a matter of pride, but a matter of image. “Three weeks location-shooting in Georgia,” she muttered. “Fucking alligators and mosquitoes.”

“Honey, your sexual partners are your business.” And earned a quick snort of laughter. “They’ve cast Peter Jackson as Robert.”

Eve’s bright green eyes narrowed. “When did you hear that?”

“Over breakfast.” Maggie smiled and settled deeper into the pastel cushions on the white wicker settee. “I thought you might be interested.”

Calculating, still moving, Eve blew out a long stream of smoke. “He looks like this week’s hunk, but he does excellent work. It might almost make running around in a swamp worthwhile.”

Now that she had a nibble, Maggie reeled in her catch. “They’re considering Justine Hunter for Marilou.”

“That bimbo?” Eve began to puff and pace more rapidly. “She’d ruin the picture. She hasn’t the talent or the brains to be Marilou. Did you see her in Midnight? The only thing that wasn’t flat about her performance was her bustline. Jesus.”

The reaction was exactly what Maggie had expected. “She did very well in Right of Way.”

“That’s because she was playing herself, an empty-headed slut. My God, Maggie, she’s a disaster.”

“The TV audience knows her name, and …” Maggie chose another piece of marzipan, examined it, smiled. “She’s the right age for the part. Marilou is supposed to be in her mid-forties.”

Eve whirled around. She stood in a patch of sunlight, the cigarette jutting from her fingers like a weapon. Magnificent, Maggie thought as she waited for the explosion. Eve Benedict was magnificent, with her sharp-featured face, those full red lips, the sleekly cropped ebony hair. Her body was a man’s fantasy—long and limber, full-breasted. It was clad in a jewel-toned silk, her trademark.

Then she smiled, the famous lightning-quick smile that left the recipient breathless. Tossing back her head, she gave a long, appreciative laugh. “Dead center, Maggie. Goddammit, you know me too well.”

Maggie crossed her plump legs. “After twenty-five years, I should.”

Eve moved to the bar to pour herself a tall glass of juice from oranges fresh from her own trees. She added a generous splash of champagne. “Start working on the deal.”

“I already have. This project is going to make you a rich woman.”

“I am a rich woman.” With a shrug, Eve crushed out her cigarette. “We both are.”

“So, we’ll be richer.” She toasted Eve with her glass, drank, then rattled ice cubes. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you really asked me out here today?”

Leaning back against the bar, Eve sipped. Diamonds glinted at her ears; her feet were bare. “You do know me too well. I’ve got another project in mind. One I’ve been thinking about for some time. I’ll need your help with it.”

Maggie arched one thin blond brow. “My help, not my opinion?”

“Your opinion’s always welcome, Maggie. It’s one of the few that is.” She sat in a high-back wicker chair cushioned in scarlet. From there she could see her gardens, the meticulously tended blooms, the carefully trimmed hedges. Bright water fumed up in a marble fountain and glinted in its basin. Beyond was the pool, the guest house—an exact reproduction of a Tudor home from one of her most successful films. Behind a stand of palms were the tennis courts she used at least twice a week, a putting green she had lost interest in, a shooting range she had installed after the Manson murders twenty years before. There was an orange grove, a ten-car garage, a man-made lagoon, and a twenty-foot stone fence to close it all in.

She’d worked for every square inch of her estate in Beverly Hills. Just as she’d worked to turn a smoky-voiced sex symbol into a respected actress. There had been sacrifices, but she rarely thought of them. There had been pain. That was something she never forgot. She had clawed her way up a ladder slippery with sweat and blood—and had been at the top for a long time. But she was there alone.

“Tell me about the project,” Maggie was saying. “I’ll give you my opinion, and then my help.”

“What project?”

Both women looked toward the doorway at the sound of the man’s voice. It carried the faintest of British accents, like polish over fine wood, though the man had not lived in England for more than a decade in his thirty-five years. Paul Winthrop’s home was southern California.

“You’re late.” But Eve was smiling easily and holding out both hands for him.

“Am I?” He kissed her hands first, then her cheek, finding them both as soft as rose petals. “Hello, gorgeous.” He lifted her glass, sipped, and grinned. “Best damn oranges in the country. Hi, Maggie.”

“Paul. Christ, you look more like your father every day. I could get you a screen test in a heartbeat.”

He sipped again before handing the glass back to Eve. “I’m going to take you up on that one day—when hell freezes over.”

He crossed to the bar, a tall, leanly built male with a hint of muscle beneath his loose shirt. His hair was the color of aged mahogany and was windswept from driving fast with the top of his convertible down. His face, which had been almost too pretty as a boy, had weathered—much to his relief. Eve studied it now, the long, straight nose, the hollowed cheeks, the deep blue eyes with their faint lines that were a woman’s curse and a man’s character. His mouth was quirked in a grin and was strong and beautifully shaped. It was a mouth she had fallen in love with twenty-five years before. His father’s mouth.

“How is the old bastard?” she asked with affection.

“Enjoying his fifth wife, and the tables at Monte Carlo.”

“He’ll never learn. Women and gambling were always Rory’s weaknesses.”

Because he planned to work that evening, Paul sipped his juice straight. He’d interrupted his day for Eve, as he would have done for no one else. “Fortunately, he’s always had uncanny luck with both.”

Eve drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. She’d been married to Rory Winthrop for a brief and tumultuous two years a quarter of a century before, and wasn’t certain she agreed with his son’s verdict. “How old is this one, thirty?”

“According to her press releases.” Amused, Paul tilted his head as Eve snatched up another cigarette. “Come now, gorgeous, don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

If anyone else had suggested it, she would have raked them clean to the bone. Now Eve merely shrugged.

“I hate to see him make a fool of himself. Besides, every time he takes the plunge, they run a list of his exes.” A cloud of smoke veiled her face for a moment, then was whipped up into the current from the ceiling fan. “I detest seeing my name linked with his poorer choices.”

“Ah, but yours shines the brightest.” Paul lifted his glass in salute. “As it should.”

“Always the right words at the right time.” Pleased, Eve settled back. But her fingers moved restlessly on the arm of the chair. “The mark of the successful novelist. Which is one of the reasons I asked you here today.”

“One of?”

“The other being that I don’t see enough of you, Paul, when you’re in the middle of one of your books.” Again she held out a hand for his. “I might have been your stepmama for only a short time, but you’re still my only son.”

Touched, he brought her hand to his lips. “And you’re still the only woman I love.”

“Because you’re too damn choosy.” But Eve squeezed his fingers before she released them. “I didn’t ask both of you here for sentiment. I need your professional advice.” She took a slow drag on her cigarette, knowing the value of the dramatic timing. “I’ve decided to write my memoirs.”

“Oh, Christ,” was Maggie’s first reaction, but Paul merely lifted a brow.

“Why?”

Only the sharpest of ears would have heard the hesitation. Eve always had her lines cold. “Having a lifetime achievement award thrust on me started me thinking.”

“That was an honor, Eve,” Maggie put in. “Not a kick in the pants.”

“It was both,” Eve said. “It was fitting to have my body of work honored, but my life—and my work—are far from finished. It did cause me to reflect on the fact that my fifty years in this business have been far from dull. I don’t think even someone with Paul’s imagination could dream up a more interesting story—with such varied characters.” Her lips curved slowly, with malice as well as humor. “There will be some who won’t be pleased to see their names and their little secrets in print.”

“And there’s nothing you like better than to stir the pot,” Paul murmured.

“Nothing,” Eve agreed. “And why not? The sauce sticks to the bottom and burns if it isn’t stirred now and again. I intend to be frank, brutally so. I won’t waste my time on a celebrity biography that reads like a press release or a fan letter. I need a writer who won’t soften my words or exploit them. Someone who will put my story together as it is, not as some might want it to be.” She caught the expression on Paul’s face and laughed. “Don’t worry, darling, I’m not asking you to take the job.”

“I gather you have someone in mind.” He took her glass to freshen her drink. “Is that why you sent the Robert Chambers bio over to me last week?”

Eve accepted the glass and smiled. “What did you think of it?”

He shrugged. “It was well done for its kind.”

“Don’t be a snob, darling.” Amused, she gestured with her cigarette. “As I’m sure you’re aware, the book received excellent reviews and stayed on the New York Times list for twenty weeks.”

“Twenty-two,” he corrected her, and made her grin.

“It was an interesting work, if one was into Robert’s bravado, and machismo, but what I found most fascinating was that the author managed to ferret out a number of truths among the carefully crafted lies.”

“Julia Summers,” Maggie put in, debating hard and long over another piece of candy. “I saw her on Today when she was doing the promotion rounds last spring. Very cool, very attractive. There was a rumor that she and Robert were lovers.”

“If they were, she maintained her objectivity.” Eve made a circle in the air with her cigarette before crushing it out. “Her personal life isn’t the issue.”

“But yours will be,” Paul reminded her. After setting his glass aside, he moved closer to her. “Eve, I don’t like the idea of your opening yourself up. Whatever they say about sticks and stones, words leave scars, especially when they’re tossed by a clever writer.”

“You’re absolutely right—that’s why I intend for most of the words to be mine.” She waved away his protest, impatiently, so that he saw her mind was already made up. “Paul, without getting on your literary hobby horse, what do you think of Julia Summers professionally?”

“She does what she does well enough. Maybe too well.” The idea made him uneasy. “You don’t need to expose yourself to public curiosity this way, Eve. You certainly don’t need the money, or the publicity.”

“My dear boy, I’m not doing this for the money or the publicity. I’m doing it as I do most things, for the satisfaction.” Eve glanced toward her agent. She knew Maggie well enough to see that the wheels were already turning. “Call her agent,” Eve said briefly. “Make the pitch. I’ll give you a list of my requirements.” She rose then to press a kiss to Paul’s cheek. “Don’t scowl. You have to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

She walked with perfect poise to the bar to add more champagne to her glass, hoping she hadn’t started a ball rolling that would ultimately flatten her.

Julia wasn’t certain if she’d just been given the world’s most fascinating Christmas present or an enormous lump of coal. She stood at the big bay window of her Connecticut home and watched the wind hurl the snow in a blinding white dance. Across the room, the logs snapped and sizzled in the wide stone fireplace. A bright red stocking hung on either end of the mantel. Idly, she spun a silver star and sent it twirling on its bough of the blue spruce.

The tree was square in the center of the window, precisely where Brandon had wanted it. They had chosen the six-foot spruce together, had hauled it, puffing and blowing, into the living room, then had spent an entire evening decorating. Brandon had known where he’d wanted every ornament. When she would have tossed the tinsel at the branches in hunks, he had insisted on draping individual strands.

He’d already chosen the spot where they would plant it on New Year’s Day, starting a new tradition in their new home in a new year.

At ten, Brandon was a fiend for tradition. Perhaps, she thought, because he had never known a traditional home. Thinking of her son, Julia looked down at the presents stacked under the tree. There, too, was order. Brandon had a ten-year-old’s need to shake and sniff and rattle the brightly wrapped boxes. He had the curiosity, and the wit, to cull out hints on what was hidden inside. But when he replaced a box, it went neatly into its space.

In a few hours he would begin to beg his mother to let him open one—just one—present tonight, on Christmas Eve. That, too, was tradition. She would refuse. He would cajole. She would pretend reluctance. He would persuade. And this year, she thought, at last, they would celebrate their Christmas in a real home. Not in an apartment in downtown Manhattan, but a house, a home, with a yard made for snowmen, a big kitchen designed for baking cookies. She’d so badly needed to be able to give him all this. She hoped it helped to make up for not being able to give him a father.

Turning from the window, she began to wander around the room. A small, delicate-looking woman in an oversize flannel shirt and baggy jeans, she always dressed comfortably in private to rest from being the scrupulously groomed, coolly professional public woman. Julia Summers prided herself on the image she presented to publishers, television audiences, the celebrities she interviewed. She was pleased by her skill in interviews, finding out what she needed to know about others while they learned very little about her.

Her press kit informed anyone who wanted to know that she had grown up in Philadelphia, an only child of two successful lawyers. It granted the information that she had attended Brown University, and that she was a single parent. It listed her professional accomplishments, her awards. But it didn’t speak of the hell she had lived through in the three years before her parents had divorced, or the fact that she had brought her son into the world alone at age eighteen. There was no mention of the grief she had felt when she had lost her mother, then her father within two years of each other in her mid-twenties.

Though she had never made a secret of it, it was far from common knowledge that she had been adopted when she was six weeks old, and that nearly eighteen years to the day after had given birth to a baby boy whose father was listed on the birth certificate as unknown.

Julia didn’t consider the omissions lies—though, of course, she had known the name of Brandon’s father. The simple fact was, she was too smooth an interviewer to be trapped into revealing anything she didn’t wish to reveal.

And, amused by being able so often to crack façades, she enjoyed being the public Ms. Summers who wore her dark blond hair in a sleek French twist, who chose trim, elegant suits in jewel tones, who could appear on Donahue or Carson or Oprah to tout a new book without showing a trace of the hot, sick nerves that lived inside the public package.

When she came home, she wanted only to be Julia. Brandon’s mother. A woman who liked cooking her son’s dinner, dusting furniture, planning a garden. Making a home was her most vital work and writing made it possible.

Now, as she waited for her son to come bursting in the door to tell her all about sledding with the neighbors, she thought of the offer her agent had just called her about. It had come out of the blue.

Eve Benedict.

Still pacing restlessly, Julia picked up and replaced knickknacks, plumped pillows on the sofa, rearranged magazines. The living room was a lived-in mess that was more her doing than Brandon’s. As she fiddled with the position of a vase of dried flowers or the angle of a china dish, she stepped over kicked-off shoes, ignored a basket of laundry yet to be folded. And considered.

Eve Benedict. The name ran through her head like magic. This was not merely a celebrity, but a woman who had earned the right to be called star. Her talent and her temperament were as well known and as well respected as her face. A face, Julia thought, that had graced movie screens for almost fifty years, in over a hundred films. Two Oscars, a Tony, four husbands—those were only a few of the awards that lined her trophy case. She had known the Hollywood of Bogart and Gable; she had survived, even triumphed, in the days when the studio system gave way to the accountants.

After nearly fifty years in the spotlight, this would be Benedict’s first authorized biography. Certainly it was the first time the star had contacted an author and offered her complete cooperation. With strings, Julia reminded herself, and sunk onto the couch. It was those strings that had forced her to tell her agent to stall.

She heard the kitchen door slam and smiled. No, there was really only one reason she hesitated to grab that golden ring. And he’d just come home.

“Mom!”

“Coming.” She started down the hall, wondering if she should mention the offer right away, or wait until after the holidays. It never occurred to her to make the decision herself, then tell Brandon. She stepped into the kitchen, then stood grinning. A step over the doorsill was a mound of snow with dark, excited eyes. “Did you walk or roll home?”

“It was great.” Brandon was struggling manfully with his plaid muffler that was knotted and wet around his neck. “We had the toboggan and Will’s older brother gave it a really big push. Lisa Cohen screamed and screamed the whole way. When we fell off she cried. And her snot froze.”

“Sounds lovely.” Julia crouched to work out the mangled knot.

“I went—pow!—right into a snowbank.” Icy snow flew as he slammed his gloved hands together. “It was great.”

She couldn’t insult him by asking if he was hurt. Obviously he was just dandy. But she didn’t care for the picture of him flying off a toboggan and into a snowbank. Knowing she would have enjoyed the sensation herself kept her from making the maternal noises that tickled her throat. Julia managed to undo the knot, then went to put on a kettle for hot chocolate while Brandon struggled out of his parka.

When she looked back, he had hung up the dripping parka—he was much quicker about such things than she—and was reaching for a cookie from the wicker basket set out on the kitchen counter. His hair was wet, and was dark, deer-hide blond like hers. Again, like his mother, he was small in stature, something she knew bothered him a great deal. He had a lean little face that had shed its baby fat early. A stubborn chin—again his mother’s son. But his eyes, unlike her cool gray, were a rich brandy brown. His only apparent legacy from his father.

“Two,” she said automatically. “Dinner’s in a couple of hours.”

Brandon bit the head off a reindeer and wondered how soon he could talk her into letting him open a present. He could smell the spaghetti sauce that was bubbling on the stove. The rich, tangy scent pleased him, almost as much as it pleased him to lick the colored sugar from his lips. They always had spaghetti on Christmas Eve. Because it was his favorite.

This year they would have Christmas in their new house, but he knew exactly what would happen, and when. They would have dinner—in the dining room because tonight was special—then they would do the dishes. His mother would put music on, and they would play games in front of the fire. Later they would take turns filling the stockings.

He knew there wasn’t a real Santa Claus, and it didn’t bother him very much. It was fun to pretend to be Santa. By the time the stockings were filled, he would have talked his mother into letting him open a present. He knew just the one he wanted tonight. The one that was wrapped in silver and green paper, and rattled. He desperately hoped it was an Erector set.

He began to dream of the morning when he would wake his mother before the sun came out. How they would come downstairs, turn on the tree lights, put on the music, and open presents.

“It’s an awful long time till morning,” he began when she set the mug of chocolate on the counter. “Maybe we could open all our presents tonight. Lots of people do, then you don’t have to get up so early.”

“Oh, I don’t mind getting up early.” Julia leaned her elbows on the counter and smiled at him. It was a sharp, challenging smile. The game, they both knew, was on. “But if you’d rather, you can sleep late, and we’ll open presents at noon.”

“It’s better when it’s dark. It’s getting dark now.”

“So it is.” Reaching over, she brushed the hair away from his eyes. “I love you, Brandon.”

He shifted in his seat. It wasn’t the way the game was played. “Okay.”

She had to laugh. Skirting the counter, she took the stool beside his, wrapped her stocking feet around the rungs. “There’s something I need to talk to you about. I got a call from Ann a little while ago.”

Brandon knew Ann was his mother’s agent, and that the talk would be about work. “Are you going on tour again?”

“No. Not right now. It’s about a new book. There’s a woman in California, a very big star, who wants me to write her authorized biography.”

Brandon shrugged. His mother had already written two books about movie stars. Old people. Not neat ones like Arnold Schwarzenegger or Harrison Ford. “Okay.”

“But it’s a little complicated. The woman—Eve Benedict—is a big star. I have some of her movies on tape.”

The name meant nothing. He slurped chocolate. It left a frothy brown line above his lip. A young man’s first mustache. “Those dumb black and white ones?”

“Some of them are black and white, not all of them. The thing is, to write the book, we’d have to go to California.”

He looked up then, his eyes wary. “We have to move away?”

“No.” Eyes sober, she put her hands on his shoulders. She understood how much home meant to him. He’d been uprooted enough in his ten years, and she would never do it to him again. “No, we wouldn’t move, but we’d have to go there and stay for a few months.”

“Like a visit?”

“A long one. That’s why we have to think about it. You’d have to go to school there for a while, and I know you’re just getting used to being here. So it’s something we both have to think about.”

“Why can’t she come here?”

Julia smiled. “Because she’s the star and I’m not, kiddo. One of her stipulations is that I come to her and stay until the first draft is finished. I’m not sure how I feel about that.” She looked away, out the kitchen window. The snow had stopped, and night was falling. “California’s a long way from here.”

“But we’d come back?”

How like him to cut to the bottom line. “Yeah, we’d come back. This is home now. For keeps.”

“Could we go to Disneyland?”

Surprised and amused, she looked back at her son. “Sure.”

“Can I meet Arnold Schwarzenegger?”

With a laugh, Julia lowered her brow to him. “I don’t know. We could ask.”

“Okay.” Satisfied, Brandon finished off his hot chocolate.
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It was okay, Julia told herself as the plane made its final approach into LAX. The house had been closed up, the arrangements had been made. Her agent and Eve Benedict’s had phoned and faxed each other continually over the last three weeks. Right now Brandon was bouncing in his seat, impatient for the plane to land.

There was nothing to worry about. But, of course, she knew that she made a science out of worrying. She was biting her nails again, and she was annoyed to have ruined her manicure—especially since she hated the whole process of manicures, the soaking and filing, the agony of indecision over the right shade of polish. Lucious Lilac or Fuchsia Delight. As usual, she’d settled on two coats of clear. Boring but noncommittal.

She caught herself gnawing what was left of her thumbnail and linked her fingers tightly in her lap. Christ, now she was thinking of nail polish like wine. A flirty but substantial shade.

Were they ever going to land?

She pushed up the sleeves of her jacket, then pulled them down again while Brandon stared wide-eyed through the window. At least she’d managed not to pass on her terror of flying.

She let out a long, quiet breath, and her fingers relaxed fractionally as the plane touched down. You lived through another one, Jules, she told herself before she let her head fall back against the seat. Now all she had to do was survive the initial interview with Eve the Great, make a temporary home in the star’s guest house, see that Brandon adjusted to his new school, and earn a living.

Not such a big deal, she thought, clipping open her compact to see if she had any color left in her cheeks. She touched up her lipstick, dusted her nose with powder. If there was one thing she was skilled at, it was disguising nerves. Eve Benedict would see nothing but confidence.

As the plane glided to a stop at the gate, Julia took a Tums out of her jacket pocket. “Here we go, kid,” she said to Brandon with a wink. “Ready or not.”

He hefted his gym bag, she her briefcase. Hands linked, they deplaned, and even before they stepped through the gate, a man in a dark uniform and cap approached. “Ms. Summers?”

Julia drew Brandon a fraction closer. “Yes?”

“I’m Lyle, Miss Benedict’s driver. I’ll take you directly to the estate. Your luggage will be delivered.”

He was no more than thirty, Julia judged as she nodded. And built like a linebacker. There was enough swagger in his hips to make the discreet uniform a joke. He led them through the terminal while Brandon dragged his heels and tried to see everything at once.

The car was waiting at the curb. Car, Julia thought, was a poor term for the mile-long, gleaming white stretch limo.

“Wow,” Brandon said under his breath. Mother and son rolled their eyes at each other and giggled as they settled in. The interior smelled of roses, leather, lingering perfume. “It has a TV and everything,” Brandon whispered. “Wait till I tell the guys.”

“Welcome to Hollywood,” Julia said and, ignoring the chilling champagne, poured them both a celebratory Pepsi. She toasted Brandon gravely, then grinned. “Here’s mud in your eye, sport.”

He chattered all the way, about the palm trees, the skateboarders, the proposed trip to Disneyland. It helped soothe her. She let him switch on the television, but nixed the idea of using the phone. By the time they cruised into Beverly Hills, he’d decided that being a chauffeur was a pretty good job.

“Some people would say that having one’s even better.”

“Nah, cause then you never get to drive.”

And it was as simple as that, she thought. Her work with celebrities had already shown her that fame exacted a heavy price. One of them, she decided while she slipped off a shoe and let her foot sink into the deep carpet, was having a chauffeur who was built like a bodyguard.

The next price became apparent as they drove along a high stone wall to an ornate, and very thick iron gate, where a guard, again in uniform, peered out of the window of a small stone hut. After a long buzz, the gate opened slowly, even majestically. And the locks clicked tight behind them. Locked in and locked out, Julia thought.

The grounds were exquisite, graced with lovely old trees and trimmed shrubs that would flower early in the mild climate. A peacock strutted on the lawn, and his hen sent up a scream like a woman. Julia chuckled when Brandon’s mouth fell open.

There was a pond dotted with lily pads. Over it arched a fanciful walking bridge. They had left behind, only hours before, the snow and frigid winds of the Northeast and come to paradise. Eve’s Eden. She had stepped out of a Currier and Ives print into a Dali painting.

Then the house rose into view, and she was as speechless as her son. Like the car, it was glistening white, three graceful stories in an “E” shape, with lovely shaded courtyards between the bars. The house was as feminine, timeless, elaborate as the woman who owned it. Curved windows and archways softened its lines without detracting from its aura of strength. Balconies, their iron work as delicate as white lace, draped the upper stories. In vivid contrast, trellised flowers in bold colors of scarlet, sapphire, purple, and saffron sliced arrogantly up the white, white walls.

When Lyle opened the door, Julia was struck by the silence. No sound from the world outside the high walls penetrated here. No car engines, belching buses, or squealing tires would have dared to intrude. There was only birdsong, and the seductive whisper of the breeze through fragrant leaves, the tinkle of water from a fountain in the courtyard. Above, the sky was a dreamy blue trimmed with a few powder-puff clouds.

Again she had the dislocated feeling of walking into a painting.

“Your luggage will be delivered to the guest house, Ms. Summers,” Lyle told her. He had examined her in the rearview mirror during the long drive, speculating about the best ways to interest her in a quick tussle in his room over the garage. “Miss Benedict asked that I bring you here, first.”

She didn’t encourage or discourage the gleam in his eye. “Thank you.” Julia looked at the curving apron of white marble steps, then tucked her son’s hand in hers.

Inside, Eve stepped away from the window. She had wanted to see them first. Had needed to. Julia was more delicate-looking in person than she’d been led to expect from the photographs she’d seen. The young woman had excellent taste in clothes. The trim strawberry-colored suit and subtle jewelry she wore met with Eve’s approval. As did the posture.

And the boy … the boy had had a sweet face and an air of suppressed energy. He would do, she told herself, and closed her eyes. They would both do very well.

Opening her eyes again, she moved to her nightstand. In the drawer were the pills only she and her doctor knew she needed. There was also a crudely printed note on cheap paper.

LET SLEEPING DOGS LIE.

As a threat, Eve found it laughable. And encouraging. She hadn’t yet begun the book, and already people were sweating. The fact that it could have come from several sources only made the game more interesting. Her rules, she thought. The power was in her hands. It was long past time she used it.

She poured water from the Baccarat carafe—swallowed the medication, hated the weakness. After replacing the pills, she walked to a long silver-framed mirror. She had to stop wondering if she was making a mistake. She didn’t care to second-guess herself once a decision had been made. Not now. Not ever.

With careful, brutally honest eyes, she checked her own reflection. The emerald-toned silk jump suit was flattering. She had done her own makeup and hair only an hour before. Gold glinted at her ears, her throat, her fingers. Assured she looked every bit the star, she started downstairs. She would, as always, make an entrance.

A cool-eyed, beefy-armed housekeeper who called herself Travers, had shown Julia and Brandon into the salon. Tea, they were told, would be forthcoming. They were to make themselves at home.

Julia wondered that anyone could consider such a room in such a house home. Color tumbled into color, streaking and spilling over white walls, white carpet, white upholstery. Pillows and paintings, flowers and porcelain were all dramatic accents against a pristine background. The high ceiling was ornate with plasterwork. The windows were scalloped with teal silk.

But it was the painting, the larger-than-life-size portrait over the white marble fireplace that was the focal point. Despite the drama of the room, the painting dominated … and demanded.

Still clutching Brandon’s hand, Julia stared up at it. Eve Benedict, nearly forty years before, her beauty staggering, her power awesome. Crimson satin slid off her bare shoulders, draped over her lush body as she stood, laughing down at her audience, not so much with humor as with knowledge. Her hair flowed simply, dark as ebony. She wore no jewelry. Needed none.

“Who is that?” Brandon wanted to know. “Is she like a queen?”

“Yes.” Julia bent down to kiss the top of his head. “That’s Eve Benedict, and she’s very much like a queen.”

“Carlotta,” Eve said in her rich, whiskey voice as she entered. “From No Tomorrows.”

Julia turned and faced the woman. “MGM, 1951,” Julia acknowledged. “You played opposite Montgomery Clift. It was your first Oscar.”

“Very good.” Eve kept her eyes on Julia’s as she crossed the room and extended her hand. “Welcome to California, Ms. Summers.”

“Thank you.” Julia found her hand held in a firm grip while Eve studied her. Knowing the first moments of this relationship would be crucial, she returned the look measure for measure. She saw that both the power and the beauty had aged, and had grown.

With her own thoughts well concealed, Eve looked down at Brandon. “And you are Mr. Summers.”

He giggled at that and shot a glance at his mother. “I guess. It’s okay to call me Brandon, though.”

“Thank you.” She had an urge to touch his hair, and repressed it. “You may call me … Miss B. for lack of something better. Ah, Travers, always prompt.” She nodded as the housekeeper wheeled in the tea tray. “Please sit down, I won’t keep you long. I’m sure you’d like to settle in.” She took a high-backed white chair and waited until Julia and the boy sat on the couch. “We’ll dine at seven, but since I know the food on the plane was ghastly, I thought you’d like a little something.”

Brandon, who had been unenthusiastic about tea, noted that the little something included frosted cakes, tiny sandwiches, and a tall pitcher of lemonade. He grinned.

“It’s very kind of you,” Julia began.

“We’ll be spending quite a bit of time together, so you’ll find out that I’m rarely kind. Isn’t that so, Travers?”

Travers merely grunted and set delicate china plates on the coffee table before she stalked out again.

“I will, however, try to keep you comfortable, because it suits me to have you do a good job.”

“I’ll do a good job, comfortable or not. One,” she said to Brandon as he reached for a second cake. “But your hospitality is appreciated, Miss Benedict.”

“Can I have two if I eat two sandwiches?”

Julia glanced down at Brandon. Eve noted that her smile came easily and her eyes softened. “Eat the sandwiches first.” When she shifted her attention to Eve, her smile was formal again. “I hope you don’t feel obligated to entertain us while we’re here. We realize how demanding your schedule must be. As soon as it’s convenient, you and I can work out the times best suited to you for interviews.”

“Eager to get to work?”

“Of course.”

So, she’d been right in her judgment, Eve thought. This was a woman who had been trained—or had trained herself—to push straight ahead. Eve sipped the tea and considered. “All right then, my assistant will give you a schedule. Week to week.”

“I’ll need Monday morning to take Brandon into school. I’d also like to rent a car.”

“There’s no need for that.” She gave a dismissive wave. “There’s a half a dozen in the garage. One will suit. Lyle, my driver, will take the boy to school and back.”

“In the big white car?” Brandon asked with his mouth full, his eyes wide.

Eve laughed before sipping her tea. “I think not. But we’ll see that you have a ride in it now and again.” She noted he was eyeing the tray again. “I once lived with a young boy just about your age. He had a fondness for petits fours.”

“Are there any kids here now?”

“No.” The shadow came and went in her eyes. She rose then, a swift and casual dismissal. “I’m sure you’d both like to rest before dinner. If you go through the terrace doors and follow the path to the pool, the guest house is just to the right. Shall I have one of the servants show you?”

“No, we’ll find it.” Julia stood, placing a hand on Brandon’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

At the doorway Eve paused and turned. “Brandon, if I were you, I’d wrap a few of those cakes in a napkin and take them with me. Your stomach’s still on East Coast time.”

She was right. Brandon’s first coast-to-coast flight had his system jumbled. By five he was hungry enough that Julia fixed him a light supper from the small but well-stocked kitchen in the guest house. By six, cranky with fatigue and excitement, he nodded off in front of the television. Julia carried him into his bedroom, where one of Eve’s efficient servants had already unpacked his things.

It was a strange bed, in a strange room, despite the addition of his Erector set, his books, and the favorite toys that had traveled with them. Still, as always, he slept like a rock, not stirring when she stripped off his shoes and slacks. Once he was tucked in, Julia called the main house to give Travers her apologies and regrets for dinner that evening.

She was weary enough herself to consider slipping into the tempting whirlpool tub or directly into the king-size bed in the master suite. But her mind refused to shut off. The guest house was both luxurious and tasteful, a two-story structure with warm wood trim and cool pastel walls. The curving stairs and open balcony gave it a spacious, informal feel. She much preferred the gleaming oak floors and colorful throw rugs to the acres of white carpet in the main house.

Julia wondered who might have stayed in the guest house, enjoying its own tidy English garden and the warm, scented breezes. Olivier had been a friend of Eve’s. Had the great actor brewed tea in the charming country-style kitchen with its bright copper pots and little brick hearth? Had Katharine Hepburn fussed in the garden? Had Peck or Fonda napped on the long, cushy sofa?

Since childhood Julia had been fascinated with the people who made their living on screen or stage. Briefly in her teens she had dreamed of joining them. A crushing shyness had caused her to sweat her way through auditions in high school plays. Desperate desire and determination had won her roles, fed the dream … and then there had been Brandon. A mother at eighteen, Julia had changed her course. And she’d survived betrayal, fear, and despair. There were some, she felt, who were meant to grow up early and fast.

Different dreams, she mused as she slipped into a frayed terry-cloth robe. She wrote about actors now, but would never be one. Knowing her child slept safe and content in the next room left no room for regrets. And knowing her own strength and competence would help her give her son a long and happy childhood.

She was reaching up to take the pins from her hair when she heard a knock at the door. Julia glanced down at her faded robe, then shrugged. If this was home for the time being, she had to be able to relax in it.

Julia opened the door to a pretty young blond with lake-blue eyes and a bright smile. “Hi, I’m CeeCee. I work for Miss Benedict. I’m here to look after your son while you have dinner.”

Julia lifted a brow. “That’s very kind of you, but I phoned my regrets to the main house earlier.”

“Miss Benedict said that the little boy—Brandon, right?—was tired out. I’ll baby-sit while you have dinner at the main house.”

Julia opened her mouth to decline, but CeeCee was already breezing through the door. She was in jeans and a T-shirt, her California-blond hair sweeping her shoulders, her arms full of magazines.

“Isn’t this a great place?” she went on in her bubbly champagne voice. “I love cleaning it, and I’ll be doing it for you while you’re here. You just let me know if you want anything special.”

“Everything’s perfect.” Julia had to smile. The woman vibrated with energy and enthusiasm. “But I really don’t think I should leave Brandon on his first night with someone he doesn’t know.”

“You don’t have to worry. I have two little brothers, and I’ve been baby-sitting since I was twelve. Dustin, the youngest, was a late baby. He’s just ten—and a real mega monster.” She gave Julia another flashing smile—her even white teeth those of a toothpaste commercial. “He’ll be okay with me, Ms. Summers. If he wakes up and wants you, we’ll call the house. You’re only two minutes away.”

Julia hesitated. She knew Brandon would sleep through the night. And the perky blond was exactly the kind of sitter she herself would have chosen. She was being overcautious and overprotective—two things she struggled not to be.

“All right, CeeCee. I’ll change and be down in a couple of minutes.”

When Julia returned five minutes later, CeeCee was sitting on the couch leafing through a fashion magazine. The television was tuned to one of the bright Saturday-night sitcoms. She glanced up and studied Julia.

“That’s a great color on you, Ms. Summers. I want to be a designer, so I pay attention to, you know, tones and lines and material. Not everybody can wear a strong color like that tomato red.”

Julia smoothed the jacket she’d paired with black evening pants. She’d chosen it because it gave her confidence. “Thanks. Miss Benedict said informal.”

“It’s perfect. Armani?”

“You’ve got a good eye.”

CeeCee flipped back her long, straight hair. “Maybe one day you’ll wear a McKenna. That’s my last name. Except maybe I’ll just go by my first. You know, like Cher and Madonna.”

Julia found herself smiling, until she glanced back upstairs. “If Brandon wakes up—”

“We’ll get along fine,” CeeCee assured her. “And if he’s nervous, I’ll call right away.”

Julia nodded, even as she turned the black evening bag over and over in her hands. “I won’t be late.”

“Enjoy yourself. Miss Benedict gives great dinner parties.”

Julia lectured herself during the short walk from house to house. Brandon wasn’t a shy or a clinging child. If he did wake up, he would not only accept the baby-sitter, he’d enjoy her. And, she reminded herself, she had a job to do. Part of that job—the hardest part for her—was to socialize. The sooner she began, the better.

The light was softening, and she could smell roses, jasmine, and the damp green smell of leaves freshly watered. The pool was a curving half moon of pale blue fed by an arching fountain at one corner. She hoped pool privileges went along with the guest house, or Brandon would be hell to live with.

She hesitated on the terrace, then decided it would be more correct to go around to the front. She passed yet another gurgling fountain, a hedge of gloriously perfumed Russian olives, then spotted two cars in the drive. One was a late model Porsche in flaming red, the other an old, beautifully reconditioned Studebaker in classic cream. Both meant money.

The antacid pill had dissolved on her tongue by the time she rang the bell at the front door. Travers answered, gave a frigid nod, then led Julia to the salon.

The cocktail hour was in progress. Debussy was playing softly, and the evening garden scent had been captured indoors by a huge bouquet of scarlet roses. The lighting was subtle, flattering. The stage set.

From the doorway Julia quickly surveyed the people in the room. There was a busty redhead in a tiny, glittery black dress who looked miserably bored. Beside her was a tanned Adonis with sunstreaked blond hair—the Porsche.

He was wearing a very correct, very expensive pearl-gray suit and lounged against the mantel as he sipped his drink and murmured to the redhead. A sleek woman in an ice-blue sheath with cropped fawn-colored hair served Eve a flute of champagne. The mistress of the house was stunning in royal blue lounging pajamas piped in chartreuse. And she was smiling at the man beside her.

Julia recognized Paul Winthrop instantly. First, because of his resemblance to his father. And second, from the picture on the dust covers of his books. Like his father, he would always draw eyes and provoke fantasies. His looks weren’t as polished as those of the other man in the room, but they were far more dangerous.

He seemed tougher-looking in person, she noted. Less scholarly and more approachable. He, at least, had taken the informal rule to heart and wore slacks and scuffed Nikes with his jacket. He was grinning as he lighted Eve’s cigarette. Then he turned, looked at Julia, and the grin vanished.

“It seems your last guest has arrived.”

“Ah, Ms. Summers.” Eve glided across the room, silks whispering. “I take it CeeCee has everything under control.”

“Yes, she’s delightful.”

“She’s exhausting, but that’s youth. What will you have to drink?”

“Just some mineral water.” A sip of anything stronger, and she knew jet lag would settle her into a coma.

“Nina, dear,” Eve called, “we have a teetotaler who needs a Perrier. Julia, let me introduce you around. My nephew, Drake Morrison.”

“I’ve been eager to meet you.” He took Julia’s hand and smiled. His palm was smooth and warm, his eyes a compelling if slightly tamer version of Eve’s bright green eyes. “You’re the one who’ll dig all Eve’s secrets out. Even her family hasn’t succeeded in doing that.”

“Because it’s none of my family’s business until I say so.” Eve expelled a slow stream of smoke. “And this is—what was your name again, dear? Carla?”

“Darla.” The redhead corrected Eve with a pouty lisp. “Darla Rose.”

“Charming.” Eve’s voice held an edgy amusement that put Julia on alert. A few degrees sharper, and it could have rent flesh. “Our Darla is an actress-model. Such a fascinating phrase. More catchy than that lowering term, starlet, we used to use. And this is Nina Soloman, my right and left arms.”

“Pack mule and whipping boy,” the sleek blond said as she handed Julia a glass. There was good humor in the voice and quiet confidence in the bearing. On closer view, Julia noted that the woman was older than she’d first thought. Nearer fifty than forty but with a sleekness that age rolled off. “I’ll warn you, you’ll need more than mineral water if you work with Miss B. long.”

“If Ms. Summers has done her homework, she already knows I’m a professional bitch. And this is my own true love, Paul Winthrop.” Eve all but purred as she traced fingers down his arm. “A pity I married the father instead of waiting for the son.”

“Anytime you want to take a shot, gorgeous.” His voice was warm for Eve. His eyes were cool for Julia. He didn’t offer his hand. “Have you done your homework, Ms. Summers?”

“Yes. But I always take the time to form my own opinions.”

He lifted his drink and watched as Julia was immediately drawn into small talk. She was smaller than he’d pictured her, more finely built. Despite Darla’s flash and Nina’s elegance, she was the only woman in the room who could compete with Eve’s beauty. Still, he preferred the redhead’s blatant show of wares and wants to Julia’s cold composure. A man wouldn’t have to dig deeply to learn all there was to know about Darla Rose. The aloof Ms. Summers was another matter. But for Eve’s sake, Paul intended to find out all there was to learn about Julia.

Julia couldn’t relax. Even when they went into dinner and she accepted a single glass of wine, she couldn’t force the muscles of her neck and stomach to loosen. She told herself it was her own nerves that had her imagining hostility. There was no reason for anyone in the little group to resent her. Indeed, Drake was going out of his way to be charming. Darla had stopped moping and was packing away stuffed trout and wild rice. Eve was cruising on champagne, and Nina was chuckling over some comment Paul had made about a mutual acquaintance.

“Curt Dryfuss?” Eve put in, catching the end of the conversation. “He’d be a better director if he’d learn to keep his fly zipped. If he hadn’t had the leading lady bouncing on him so often during his last project, he might have gotten a decent performance out of her. Onscreen.”

“He could have been a eunuch and not gotten a decent performance out of her,” Paul corrected Eve. “Onscreen.”

“It’s all tits and ass these days.” Even skimmed a glance over Darla. Julia took time to hope that she was never on the wrong end of that coldly amused stare. “Tell me, Ms. Summers, what do you think of our current crop of actresses?”

“I’d say it’s the same in this as in any generation. The cream rises to the top. You did.”

“If I’d waited to rise, I’d still be making B movies with second-rate directors.” She gestured with her glass. “I clawed and chewed my way to the top, and I’ve spent most of my life in a bloody battle to stay there.”

“Then I suppose the question would be, is it worth it?”

Eve’s eyes narrowed and glittered. Her lips curved. “You’re goddamn right it is.”

Julia leaned closer. “If you had it to do over again, would you change anything?”

“No. Nothing.” She took a quick and deep drink. A headache was beginning to play behind her eyes, and the dull pain infuriated her. “To change one thing is to change everything.”

Paul put a hand on Eve’s arm, but his eyes were on Julia. Because he didn’t bother to disguise it, Julia now could see the source of the hostility she’d been feeling. “Why don’t we let the interview wait until working hours?”

“Don’t be so snotty, Paul,” Eve said mildly. With a laugh, she patted his hand. She turned to Julia. “He disapproves. I’m sure he thinks I’ll spill his secrets along with mine.”

“You don’t know mine.”

This time her laugh took on an edge. “My dear boy, there is no secret, no lie, no scandal I don’t know. At one time it was thought that Parsons and Hopper were the ones to worry about. But they didn’t know how to hold on to a secret until it had ripened.” She drank again, as if toasting some private triumph. “How many calls have you fielded in the last two weeks, Nina, from worried luminaries?”

Nina let out a sigh. “Dozens.”

“Exactly.” Pleased, Eve sat back. In the candlelight, her eyes glittered like the jewels at her ears and around her throat. “It’s tremendously satisfying to be the one throwing the shit at the fan. And you, Drake, as my press agent, what do you think about my project?”

“That you’re going to make a lot of enemies. And a lot of money.”

“I’ve spent fifty years doing both of those things already. How about you, Ms. Summers, what do you hope to get out of this?”

Julia set her glass aside. “A good book.” She caught Paul’s look of derision and stiffened. She would have preferred to empty her water goblet into his lap, but relied on dignity. “Of course, I’ve gotten used to people considering celebrity biographies a long step below literature.” Her gaze shifted to meet his. “Just as many people consider popular fiction a bastard form of writing.”

Eve threw back her head and laughed; Paul picked up his fork to toy with the remnants of his trout. His clear blue eyes had darkened, but his voice was mild as he asked, “What do you consider your work, Ms. Summers?”

“Entertainment,” she said without hesitation. “What do you consider yours?”

He ignored the question and leapt on her answer. “So you believe it’s entertaining to exploit the name and the life of a public figure?”

She no longer felt like biting her nails, but pushing up her sleeves. “I doubt Sandburg thought so when he wrote of Lincoln. And I certainly don’t believe an authorized biography is exploitative of its subject!”

“You’re not comparing your work to Sandburg’s?”

“Yours has been compared to Steinbeck’s.” She moved her shoulders carelessly, though her temper was heating fast. “You tell a story based on imagination—or lies. I tell one based on facts and memories. The result of both techniques is that the finished work is read and enjoyed.”

“I’ve certainly read and enjoyed works by both of you,” Nina said, stepping in as peacemaker. “I’ve always been in awe of writers. All I do is compose business correspondence. Of course, Drake has those punchy press releases.”

“Which are a mix of truth and lies,” he said. He turned to Julia with a smile. “I suppose you’ll be interviewing people other than Eve, for a rounded picture.”

“That’s the usual procedure.”

“I’m available. Anytime.”

“It looks like Darla’s ready for dessert,” Eve said dryly and rang for the last course. “The cook made raspberry trifle. You’ll take some back to Brandon.”

“Oh, yes, your little boy.” Satisfied the conversation had cooled, Nina poured more wine. “We were hoping to meet him tonight.”

“He was exhausted.” Julia snuck a peek at her watch. It succeeded only in reminding her that her body insisted it was past midnight. “I imagine he’ll be wide awake by four A.M. and wondering why the sun hasn’t come up.”

“He’s ten?” Nina asked. “You look much too young to have a ten-year-old.”

Julia’s polite smile was her only comment. She turned to Eve as the last dessert dish was served. “I wanted to ask you what portions of the estate are off limits.”

“The boy can have the run of the place. He swims?”

“Yes. Very well.”

“Then we won’t worry about the pool. Nina will let you know whenever I plan to entertain.”

Knowing her duty, Julia forced herself to stay alert until after the meal was finished. Even the single glass of dinner wine had been a mistake, she realized. Desperate for bed, she excused herself, thanking her hostess. It didn’t please her at all that Paul insisted on walking her back.

“I know the way.”

“There’s not much of a moon tonight.” He took her elbow and steered her onto the terrace. “It’s easy to get turned around in the dark. Or you might fall asleep on your feet and tumble into the pool.”

Julia shifted away from him automatically. “I swim very well myself.”

“That may be, but chlorine’s hell on silk.” He pulled a slim cigar from his pocket, and, cupping his hands around a lighter, touched the flame to the end. He’d noticed several things about her that evening, one of which was that she hadn’t wanted her child to become dinner conversation. “You could have told Eve you were as exhausted as your son.”

“I’m fine.” She tilted her head to study his profile as they walked. “You don’t care for my profession, do you, Mr. Winthrop?”

“No. But then, this biography is Eve’s business, not mine.”

“Whether you care for it or not, I’m expecting an interview.”

“And do you get what you expect, always?”

“No, but I get what I’m after. Always.” She stopped at the door to the guest house. “Thank you for seeing me back.”

Very cool, he thought. Very controlled, very slick. He might have accepted her at face value if he hadn’t noticed her right thumbnail was chewed down to the quick. In a deliberate test he moved a little closer. While she didn’t jerk away, she did shoot up an invisible wall. It would be interesting, he decided, to see if she did the same with all men, or just with him. At the moment, he had only one priority.

“Eve Benedict is the most important person in my life.” His voice was low, dangerous. “Be careful, Ms. Summers. Be very careful. You wouldn’t want to have me as an enemy.”

Her palms had gone damp, and that infuriated her. She coated her temper with ice. “It appears I already have. And what I will be, Mr. Winthrop, is thorough. Very thorough. Good night.”
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By ten o’clock on Monday, Julia was ready. She’d spent the weekend with her son, taking advantage of the mild weather by delivering on her promised trip to Disneyland and throwing in the bonus of the Universal tour. He’d acclimated quickly—more quickly than she—to the time change.

She knew they’d both suffered from nerves when they’d walked into his new school that morning. They’d had their interview with the principal before Brandon, looking very small and brave, had gone off to his first class. Julia had filled out dozens of forms, shaken the principal’s hand, and had remained composed during the drive home.

Then she’d indulged herself in a long crying jag. Now, with her face carefully rinsed and made up, her tape recorder and notebook in her briefcase, she rang the bell on the front door of the main house. Moments later, Travers opened the door and sniffed as if in disapproval. “Miss Benedict is up in her office. She’s expecting you.” So saying, she turned and led the way upstairs.

The office was in the center leg of the “E,” with a wide half-moon window making up the front wall. The other three were lined with shelves that held the awards of Eve’s long career. The statuettes and plaques were interspersed with photographs and playbills and memorabilia from her movies.

Julia recognized the white lace fan that had been a prop in an antebellum film, the sexy red high heeled shoes Eve had worn when she’d played an equally scarlet saloon singer, the rag doll she had clung to when she’d starred as a mother searching for a lost child.

She also noted that the office wasn’t as tidy as the rest of the house. It was as richly furnished with a combination of antiques and vivid colors. The wallpaper was silk, the carpet deep and soft. But beside the huge rosewood desk where Eve sat were piles of scripts. A coffee machine, its pot already half empty, stood on a Queen Anne table. Stacks of Variety littered the floor, and the ashtray beside the phone Eve was barking into overflowed.

“They can take their certificate of honor and shove it.” She gestured Julia inside with a smoldering cigarette, then took a deep drag. “I don’t give a fuck if it is good press, Drake, I’m not flying out to Timbuktu to sit through a chicken dinner with a bunch of bloody Republicans. It may be the nation’s capital, but it’s Timbuktu to me. I didn’t vote for the sucker, I’m not going to have dinner with him.” She gave a snort and tapped the cigarette partially out on the corpses of others. “You handle it. That’s what you’re paid to do.” Hanging up, she waved Julia toward a seat. “Politics. It’s for idiots and bad actors.”

Julia placed her briefcase beside her chair. “Shall I quote you?”

Eve merely smiled. “I take it you’re ready to get to work. I thought we should have our first session in a businesslike atmosphere.”

“Wherever you’re comfortable.” Julia glanced at the mound of scripts. “Rejections?”

“Half of them want me to play somebody’s grandmother, the other half want me to take my clothes off.” She hefted a foot clad in a red sneaker and gave the pile a shove. It toppled over, an avalanche of dreams. “A good writer’s worth a king’s ransom.”

“And a good actor?”

Eve laughed. “Knows how to turn straw into gold—like any magician.” She lifted a brow when Julia took her tape recorder and set it on the coffee table. “What’s on and off the record is up to me.”

“Naturally.” She’d simply make sure to get everything she wanted on the record. “I don’t break trusts, Miss Benedict.”

“Everyone does, eventually.” She waved a long, narrow hand studded with a single, glowing ruby. “Before I begin breaking mine, I want to know more about you—and not just the crap in your press kit. Your parents?”

More impatient than annoyed, Julia folded her hands in her lap. “They’re both dead.”

“Siblings?”

“I was an only child.”

“You never married.”

“No.”

“Why?”

Though there was a little twist of pain, Julia’s voice remained level and calm. “I never chose to.”

“As I’ve been in and out of the institution four times, I can’t recommend it, but it seems to me that raising a child alone would be difficult.”

“It has its problems, and its rewards.”

“Such as?”

The question threw her so that she had to school herself not to squirm. “Such as having only your own feelings to rely on when making decisions.”

“And is that problem or reward?”

A faint smile curved Julia’s lips. “Both.” She took her pad and a pencil out of her briefcase. “Since you can give me only two hours today, I’d like to get started. Naturally I know the background information that’s been made public. You were born in Omaha, the second of three children. Your father was a salesman.”

All right, Eve decided, they would begin. What she had to learn she would learn as they went along. “A traveling salesman,” Eve put in as Julia pressed the record button. “I’ve always suspected I had several half siblings scattered through the central plains. In fact, I’ve been approached many times by people claiming relationships, and hoping for handouts.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“It was my father’s problem, not mine. An accident of birth doesn’t equal a free ride.” Steepling her fingers, she sat back. “I made my success. On my own. If I were still Betty Berenski from Omaha, do you think any of those people would have bothered with me? But Eve Benedict’s a different matter. I left Betty and the cornfields behind when I was eighteen. I don’t believe in looking back.”

That was a philosophy Julia both understood and respected. She began to feel thrumming excitement—the birth of the intimacy that made her work of this kind so successful.

“Tell me about your family. What it was like for Betty growing up?”

With her head back, she laughed. “Oh, my older sister will be appalled to see in print that I called our father a philanderer. But truth is truth. He hit the road to sell his pots and pans—always sold enough to keep the wolf from the door. He would come back with little trinkets for his girls. Chocolates or handkerchiefs or ribbons. There were always presents from Daddy. He was a big, handsome man with black hair and a mustache and red cheeks. We doted on him. We also did without him five days out of seven.”

She plucked up a cigarette and lighted it. “We would do his laundry on Saturdays. His shirts reeked of perfume. On Saturdays my mother always lost her sense of smell. Never once did I hear her question or accuse or complain. She was not a coward, she was … quiescent, accepting her lot in life, and her husband’s infidelity. I think she knew that she was the only woman he loved. When she died, quite suddenly—I was sixteen—my father was a lost soul. He grieved for her until he died five years later.” She paused, leaning forward again. “What do you write there?”

“Observations,” Julia told her. “Opinions.”

“And what do you observe?”

“That you loved your father, and were disappointed in him.”

“What if I told you that’s bullshit?”

Julia tapped her pencil against the pad. Yes, there had to be understanding, she thought. And a balance of power. “Then we’d both be wasting our time.”

After a moment’s silence Eve reached for the phone. “I want fresh coffee.”

By the time Eve had instructed the kitchen, Julia had made the decision to steer away from more discussion of family. When she understood Eve better, she would come back to it.

“You were eighteen when you first came to Hollywood,” she began. “Alone. Fresh off the farm, so to speak. I’m interested in your feelings, your impressions. What was it like for that young girl from Omaha stepping off the bus in Los Angeles?”

“Exciting.”

“You weren’t afraid?”

“I was too young to be afraid. Too cocky to believe I could fail.” Eve stood and began to stalk the room. “We were at war, and our boys were being shipped off to Europe to fight and die. I had a cousin, a funny kid who joined the navy and went to the South Pacific. He came back in a box. His funeral was in June. In July I packed my bags. I’d suddenly learned that life could be very short, and very cruel. I wasn’t going to waste another second of it.”

Travers brought in the coffee. “Set it down there,” Eve ordered with a gesture toward the low table in front of Julia. “Let the girl pour.”

Eve took her coffee black, then leaned against the corner of her desk. Julia scribbled her observations: Eve’s strengths—revealed in her face, her voice, the lines of her body.

“I was naive,” Eve said huskily, “but not stupid. I knew I had taken a step that would change my life. And I understood there would be sacrifices and hardships. Loneliness. You understand?”

Julia remembered lying in a hospital bed at eighteen, a small, helpless baby in her arms. “Yes, I do.”

“I had thirty-five dollars when I stepped off the bus, but I didn’t intend to go hungry. I had a portfolio stuffed with pictures and clippings.”

“You’d done some modeling.”

“Yes, and little theater. Back in those days the studio sent out scouts, more to get publicity than actually do talent searches. But I realized it would be a cold day in hell when a scout got around to discovering me in Omaha. So I decided to go to Hollywood. And that was that. I took a job at a diner, got myself a few spots as an extra at Warner Bros. The trick was to be seen—on the lot, on a set, at the commissary. I volunteered at the Hollywood Canteen. Not selflessly, not because of the GIs, but because I knew I would be rubbing elbows with stars. Causes or good deeds were the last things on my mind. I was concerned with myself, completely. You find that cold, Ms. Summers?”

Julia couldn’t think why her opinion would matter, but she considered before she answered. “Yes. I also imagine it was practical.”

“Yes.” Eve’s mouth firmed. “Ambition requires practicality. And it was a heady experience, watching Bette Davis pour coffee, Rita Hay worth serve sandwiches. And I was a part of it. It was there I met Charlie Gray.”

The dance floor was packed with GIs and pretty girls. The scents of perfume, aftershave, smoke, and black coffee crowded the air. Harry James was playing, and the music was hot. Eve liked hearing the trumpet soar over the noise and laughter. After a full shift at the diner, and the hours spent dogging agents, her feet were killing her. It didn’t help that the shoes she’d bought secondhand were a half size too small.

She made certain the fatigue didn’t show in her face. You could never be sure who might drop in, and notice. She was damn certain she’d have to be noticed only once to start the climb.

Smoke hung at the ceiling, curling around the wagon-wheel lights. The music turned sentimental. Uniforms and party dresses drifted together, swayed.

Wondering how soon she could take a break, Eve poured another cup of coffee for another star-struck GI and smiled.

“You’ve been here every night this week.”

Eve glanced over and studied the tall, lanky man. Rather than a uniform, he was wearing a gray flannel suit that didn’t disguise his thin shoulders. He had fair hair slicked back from a bony face. Big brown eyes drooped like a basset hound’s.

She recognized him, and pumped her smile up a few degrees. He wasn’t a big name. Charlie Gray unfailingly played the buddy of the hero. But he was a name. And he had noticed.

“We all do our part in the war effort, Mr. Gray.” She lifted a hand to brush a long wave of hair from her eyes. “Coffee?”

“Sure.” He leaned against the snack bar while she poured. Watching her work, he pulled out a pack of Luckies and lighted one. “I just finished my shift bussing tables, so I thought I’d come by and talk to the prettiest girl in the room.”

She didn’t blush. She could have if she’d chosen to, but she opted for the more sophisticated route. “Miss Hayworth’s in the kitchen.”

“I like brunettes.”

“Your first wife was a blond.”

He grinned. “So was the second one. That’s why I like brunettes. What’s your name, honey?”

She’d already chosen it, carefully, deliberately. “Eve,” she said. “Eve Benedict.”

He figured he had her pegged. Young, stars in her eyes, waiting for that chance to be discovered. “And you want to be in pictures?”

“No.” With her eyes on his she took the cigarette from his fingers, drew in, and expelled smoke, then handed it back. “I’m going to be in pictures.”

The way she said it, the way she looked when she said it, had him revising his first impression. Intrigued, he lifted the cigarette to his lips and caught the faintest taste of her. “How long have you been in town?”

“Five months, two weeks, and three days. How about you?”

“Too damn long.” Attracted, as he always was, by a fast-talking, dangerous-looking woman, he glanced over her. She wore a very quiet blue suit made explosive by the body it covered so discreetly. His blood swam a little faster. When his gaze came back to hers and he saw the cool amusement in her expression, he knew he wanted her. “How about a dance?”

“I’ll be pouring coffee for another hour.”

“I’ll wait.”

As he walked away, Eve worried that she had overplayed it. Underplayed it. She ran every word, every gesture, back through her mind, trying out dozens of others. All the while she poured coffee, flirted with young, soap-scrubbed GIs. Nerves jittered behind each smoldering smile. When her shift ended, she strolled with apparent nonchalance from behind the snack bar.

“That’s some walk you’ve got.” Charlie moved beside her, and Eve let out a quiet breath of relief.

“It gets me from one place to the next.”

They stepped onto the dance floor, and his arms slipped around her. They stayed around her for nearly an hour.

“Where did you come from?” he murmured.

“Nowhere. I was born five months, two weeks, and three days ago.”

He laughed, rubbing his cheek against her hair. “You’re already too young for me. Don’t make it worse.” God, she was like holding sex—pure, vibrant sex. “It’s too warm in here.”

“I like the heat.” She tossed back her head and smiled at him. It was a new look she was trying out, a half smile, lips just parted, eyes slanted lazily under partially lowered lids. From the way his fingers tightened on hers, she figured it worked. “But we could take a drive if you want to cool off.”

He drove fast, and a little recklessly, and made her laugh. Occasionally he unscrewed the top on a silver flask of bourbon which he nipped from, and she refused. Bit by bit she let him pry information from her—pieces she wanted him to know. She hadn’t yet been able to find an agent, but had talked herself onto a studio lot and was an extra in The Hard Way with Ida Lupino and Dennis Morgan. Most of the money she made as a waitress paid for acting classes. It was an investment: She wanted to be a professional, and she intended to be a star.

She asked about his work—not about the glossier stars he worked with, but the work itself. He’d had just enough to drink to feel both flattered and protective. By the time he dropped her off at her boardinghouse, he was completely infatuated.

“Honey, you’re a babe in the woods. There are plenty of wolves out there who’d love to take a bite.”

Eyes sleepy, she laid her head back against the seat. “Nobody takes a bite of me … unless I want him to.” When he leaned down to kiss her, she waited until his mouth brushed hers, then eased away and opened the car door. “Thanks for the ride.” After passing a hand through her hair, she walked to the front door of the old gray building. Turning, she shot him a parting smile over her shoulder. “See you around, Charlie.”

The flowers came the next day, a dozen red roses that had the other women in the boardinghouse tittering. As Eve placed them in a borrowed vase, she didn’t think of them as flowers, but as her first triumph.

He took her to parties. Eve bartered food coupons, bought material, and sewed dresses. The clothes were another investment. She made certain the gowns were just the slightest bit too small for her. She didn’t mind using her body to get what she wanted. After all, it was hers to use.

The huge houses, the armies of servants, the glamorous women in furs and silks, didn’t awe her. She couldn’t afford to be awed. Evenings at glamour spots didn’t intimidate. She discovered that she could learn a lot in the powder room at Ciro’s—what part was being cast, who was sleeping with whom, which actress was on suspension and why. She watched, she listened, she remembered.

The first time she saw her picture in the paper, snapped after she and Charlie had dined at Romanoff’s, she spent an hour critiquing her hair, her facial expression, her posture.

She asked Charlie for nothing, and kept him at arm’s length, though it was becoming difficult to do both. She knew if she even hinted that she wanted him to get her a screen test, he would. Just as she knew he wanted to take her to bed. She wanted the test, and she wanted him as a lover—but she realized the value of timing.

On Christmas Eve, Charlie threw a party of his own. At his request she came early to his big brick mansion in Beverly Hills. The red satin material had cost Eve a week’s food allowance, but she thought the dress worth it. It skimmed down her body, cut low at the bust, snug at the hips. She had dared to alter the pattern by slicing a slit up the side—and dared even more by adding a rhinestone pin at the top of the slit, to draw the eye.

“You look delicious.” Charlie ran his hands over her bare arms as they stood in the foyer. “Don’t you have a wrap?”

Her finances hadn’t allowed for one that would have suited the dress. “I’m hot-blooded,” she said, and offered him a small package topped with a bright red bow. “Merry Christmas.”

Inside was a slim, well-read book of Byron’s poetry. For the first time since she’d met him, she felt foolish and unsure. “I wanted to give you something of mine,” she explained. “Something that meant something to me.” Awkward, she fumbled in her bag for a cigarette. “I know it’s not much, but—”

He put a hand on hers to still them. “It’s a great deal.” Unbearably moved, he released her hands to brush his fingers over her cheek. “It’s the first time you’ve given me a real part of yourself.” When he lowered his lips to hers, she felt the warmth and the need. This time she didn’t resist when he deepened the kiss, lingered over her mouth. She let herself go with the moment, wrapping her arms around him, experimenting with her tongue. Before, only boys had kissed her. This was a man, experienced and hungry, one who knew what to do with his desires. She felt his fingers slide over the satin, heating the skin beneath.

Oh, yes, she thought, she wanted him too. Timing or not, their desire wouldn’t wait much longer. Cautious, she pulled back. “Holidays make me sentimental,” she managed to say. Smiling, she rubbed her lipstick from his mouth. He grabbed her wrist, pressed a kiss to her palm.

“Come upstairs with me.”

Her heart fluttered, surprising her. He’d never asked before. “Not that sentimental.” She struggled to find her balance again. “Your guests will be arriving any minute.”

“Fuck the guests.”

She laughed, and tucked a hand through his arm. “Come on, Charlie, you know you want to fuck me. But right now you’re going to pour me a glass of champagne.”

“And later?”

“There’s only now, Charlie. The great big now.”

She strolled through a pair of double doors into a sprawling room that held a ten-foot tree glittering with lights and colored balls. It was a man’s room, and she liked it for that alone. The furniture straight-lined and simple, the chairs deep and comfortable. A fire was roaring in the huge hearth at one end of the room, and a long mahogany bar was well stocked on the other. Eve slid onto one of the leather barstools and took out a cigarette.

“Bartender,” she said, “the lady needs a drink.” As Charlie opened and poured champagne, she studied him. He was wearing a tuxedo, and the formal wear suited him. He would never compete with the current leading men. Charlie Gray was no Gable or Grant, but he had solidity and sweetness, and an appreciation for his craft. “You’re a nice man, Charlie.” Eve lifted her glass. “Here’s to you, my first real friend in the business.”

“Here’s to now,” he said, and touched his glass to hers. “And what we make of it.” He walked around the bar to take a present from under the tree. “It isn’t as intimate as Byron, but when I saw it I thought of you.”

Eve set her cigarette aside to open the box. The necklace of icy diamonds shot white fire against a bed of black velvet. In the center, like blood, dripped a huge, hot ruby. The diamonds were shaped like stars, the ruby like a tear.

“Oh. Oh, Charlie.”

“You’re not going to say I shouldn’t have.”

She shook her head. “I’d never come up with a shopworn line like that.” But her eyes were wet, and there was a lump in her throat. “I was going to say that you have excellent taste. Damn, I can’t come up with anything clever. It’s stunning.”

“So are you.” He took the necklace out, let it run through his hands. “When you reach for the stars, Eve, you lose blood and tears. That’s something you should remember.” He slipped it around her neck and fastened it. “Some women are born to wear diamonds.”

“I’m sure I was. Now I’m going to do something very typical.” Laughing, she dug in her purse for her compact. After snapping it open, she studied the necklace in the small square mirror. “God. Goddamn, it’s beautiful.” She spun around on the stool to kiss him. “I feel like a queen.”

“I want you to be happy.” He cupped her face in his hands. “I love you, Eve.” He saw the surprise come into her eyes, followed quickly by distress. Biting back an oath, he dropped his hands. “I have something else for you.”

“More?” She tried to keep her voice light. She’d known he desired her, that he was fond of her. But love? She didn’t want him to love when she couldn’t return it. More, she didn’t want to be tempted to try. Her hand wasn’t completely steady when she picked up her champagne. “You’re going to have a hard time topping this necklace.”

“If I know you as well as I think I do, this will top it by a mile.” From the breast pocket of his dinner jacket he took a piece of paper and set it on the bar beside her.

“January 12, ten A.M., Stage 15.” Puzzled, she lifted a brow. “What is this? Clues for a treasure hunt?”

“Your screen test.” He saw her cheeks pale and her eyes darken. Her lips trembled open, but she only shook her head. Understanding perfectly, he smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah, I thought that would mean more to you than diamonds.” And he knew, already, that once he set her on her way, she would sprint beyond him.

Very carefully she folded the paper and tucked it in her bag. “Thank you, Charlie. I’ll never forget it.”

“I went to bed with him that night,” Eve said quietly. Her voice had thickened, but there were no tears. She no longer shed tears, except on cue. “He was gentle, unbearably sweet, and quite shaken when he discovered he was my first. A woman never forgets the first time. And that memory is precious when the first time is kind. I kept the necklace on while we made love.” She laughed and picked up her cold coffee. “Then we had more champagne and made love again. I like to think I gave him more than sex that night, and the other nights of those few weeks we were lovers. He was thirty-two. The studio press had shaved four years off that, but he told me. There were no lies in Charlie Gray.”

With a sigh she set the coffee aside again and looked down at her hands. “He coached me for the screen test himself. He was a fine actor, continually underrated in his day. Within two months I had a part in his next movie.”

When the silence dragged on, Julia set aside her notebook. She didn’t need it. There was nothing about this morning she would forget. “Desperate Lives, with Michael Torrent and Gloria Mitchell. You played Cecily, the sultry villainess who seduced and betrayed Torrent’s idealistic young attorney. One of the most erotic moments onscreen then, or now, was when you walked into his office, sat on his desk, and pulled off his tie.”

“I had eighteen minutes onscreen, and made the best of them. They told me to sell sex, and I sold buckets of it.” She shrugged. “The movie didn’t set the world on fire. Now it plays on cable at three A.M. Still, I made enough of an impression in it that the studio shoved me right into another tramp part. I was Hollywood’s newest sex symbol—making them a mint because I was on a contract player’s salary. But I don’t resent it, even today. I got quite a bit out of that first movie.”

“Including a husband.”

“Ah, yes, my first mistake.” She gave a careless shrug and a thin smile. “Christ, Michael had a beautiful face. But the mind of a sheep. When we were in the sack, things were fine. Try to have a conversation? Shit.” Her fingers began to drum on the rosewood. “Charlie had it all over him as an actor, but Michael had the face, the presence. It still annoys me to think I was stupid enough to believe the jerk had any connection with the men he played onscreen.”

“And Charlie Gray?” Julia watched Eve’s face carefully. “He committed suicide.”

“His finances were a mess, and his career had stalled. Still, it was difficult for anyone to believe it was mere coincidence that he shot himself the day I married Michael Torrent.” Her voice remained flat, her eyes calm as they met Julia’s. “Am I sorry for it? Yes. Charlie was one in a million, and I loved him. Never the way he loved me, but I loved him. Do I blame myself? No. We made our choices, Charlie and I. Survivors live with their choices.” She inclined her head. “Don’t they, Julia?”
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Yes, they did, Julia thought later. To survive, one lived with choices, but also paid for them. She wondered how Eve had paid.

From Julia’s seat at an umbrellaed, glass table on the terrace of the guest house, it looked as though Eve Benedict had reaped only rewards. Working on her notes, she was surrounded by shade trees, the fragrance of jasmine. The air hummed—the distant echo of a lawn mower beyond the stand of palms, the drone of bees drunk on nectar, the whirr of a hummingbird’s wings as it fed on a hibiscus nearby.

Here was luxury and privilege. But, Julia thought, the people who shared all this with Eve were paid to do so. Here was a woman who had reached pinnacle after pinnacle, only to be alone. A stiff payment for success.

Yet Julia didn’t see Eve as a woman who suffered from regrets, but as one who layered successes over them. Julia had listed people she wanted to interview—ex-husbands, one-time lovers, former employees. Eve had merely shrugged her approval. Thoughtfully, Julia circled Charlie Gray’s name twice. She wanted to talk to people who had known him, people who might talk about his relationship with Eve from another angle.

She sipped chilled juice, then began to write.

She is flawed, of course. Where there is generosity, there is also selfishness. Where there is kindness, there is also a careless disregard for feelings. She can be abrupt, cool, callus, rude—human. The flaws make the woman off the screen as fascinating and vital as any woman she has played on it. Her strength is awesome. It is in her eyes, her voice, in every gesture of her disciplined body. Life, it seems, is a challenge, a role she has agreed to play with great verve—and one in which she takes no direction. Any miscues or broken scenes are her responsibility. She blames no one. Beyond the talent, the beauty, that rich, smoky voice or sharp intelligence, she is to be admired for her unflagging sense of self.

“You’re not one to waste time.”

Julia started, then quickly shifted to look behind her. She hadn’t heard Paul approach, had no idea how long he’d been standing reading over her shoulder. Deliberately, she turned her tablet over. The wire binding clicked smartly against the glass.

“Tell me, Mr. Winthrop, what would you do to someone who read your work uninvited?”

He smiled and made himself at home in the chair across from her. “I’d cut off all their nosy little fingers. But then, I’m known to have a nasty temper.” He picked up her glass and sipped. “How about you?”

“People seem to think I’m mild-mannered. It’s often a mistake.” She didn’t like him being there. He’d interrupted her work and invaded her privacy. She was dressed in shorts and a faded T-shirt, her feet were bare and her hair was pulled back in an untidy pony tail. The carefully crafted image was shot to hell, and she resented being caught as herself. She looked pointedly at the glass he lifted to his lips again. “Shall I get you one of your own?”

“No, this is fine.” Her obvious discomfort amused him, and he liked the fact that she was so easily rattled. “You’ve had your first interview with Eve.”

“Yesterday.”

He pulled out a cigar, making it obvious that he intended to settle in. His hands, she noted, were wide at the palms, long of finger. More suited to lifting the silver spoon he’d been born with, she thought, then crafting complex, often grisly murders for the pages of books.

“I realize I’m not sitting in an office with my nose to a grindstone,” Julia told him. “But I am working.”

“Yes, I can see that.” He smiled pleasantly. She’d have to do better than hint to shake him off. “Care to share your impressions of your initial interview?”

“No.”

Undaunted, he lighted the cigar, then hooked an arm over the back of the wrought iron chair. “For someone who wants my cooperation, you’re very unfriendly.”

“For someone who disapproves of my work, you’re very pushy.”

“Not your work.” With his legs stretched out, his feet comfortably crossed at the ankles, he took a slow drag, expelled it. The scent of smoke stung the air, intrusively masculine. It crept around the perfume of flowers like a man’s arm around a reluctant woman. “I disapprove only of your current project. I have a vested interest.”

It was his eyes, she realized, that gave him his greatest appeal—and, therefore, her greatest problem. Not the color of them, though some women were bound to sigh over that deep, vital blue. It was the look in them, the incredible focus of them that made Julia feel she was not being looked at, but into.

A hunter’s look, she decided, and she wasn’t about to be any man’s prey.

“If you’re concerned that I’ll write something uncomplimentary about you, don’t worry. Your part in Eve’s biography probably won’t take up more than part of one chapter.”

Writer to writer, it would have been an excellent insult if his ego had been on the line. He laughed, liking her better for it. “Tell me something, Jules, is it just me, or all men?”

The use of her nickname threw her almost as much as the question. Like a kiss instead of a handshake. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do.” His smile was friendlier, but his eyes still challenged her. “I haven’t managed to pull out all the sharp little darts from the first time I met you.”

She fiddled with her pen and wished he would just go away. He was entirely too relaxed now, and that made her all the more tense. Men with his degree of self-confidence always left her groping for her own. “As I recall, it was you who launched the first attack.”

“Maybe.” He rocked back in his chair, watching her. No, he didn’t have her measure yet, but he would.

She frowned as he rose to drop the cigar stub in a bucket of sand at the edge of the terrace. His was a dangerous body, she noted, all lean muscle and grace. A fencer’s body. Since he was the kind who wouldn’t be caged, a smart woman had to deal with him with her imagination behind locked doors. Julia considered herself a smart woman.

“We’ll have to negotiate a truce of some kind. For Eve’s sake.”

“I don’t see why. Since you’ll be busy, and so will I, I doubt we’ll run into each other often enough to need white flags.”

“You’re wrong.” He came back to the table but didn’t sit. Instead, he stood beside her, his thumbs hooked in his pockets. “I’ll have to keep an eye on you, on Eve’s behalf. And, I think, on my own behalf.”

Her pen clattered on the glass top. She left it there and laced her nervous fingers together. “If that’s some kind of oblique come-on—”

“I like you better this way,” he interrupted. “Barefoot and flustered. The woman I met the other night was intriguing, and intimidating.”

She was feeling little tugs and pulls she’d been certain she was immune to. It was possible, she reminded herself, to feel a sexual attraction for a man you didn’t like. It was just as possible to resist it. “I’m the same, with or without shoes.”

“Not at all.” He sat down again, bracing his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his folded hands as he studied her. “Don’t you think it would be deadly boring to wake up every morning of your life as exactly the same person?”

It was the kind of question she enjoyed, one she would have liked to respond to and explore. But with him she was certain any exploration would end on swampy ground. She turned her notepad over, flipping pages until she came to a blank one.

“Since you’re here and in the mood to chat, maybe you’d give me that interview.”

“No. We’ll have to wait for that, see how things go.” He knew he was being obstinate, and he enjoyed it.

“What things?”

He smiled. “All manner of things, Julia.”

There was the sound of a slamming door and a youthful shout. “My son.” Julia hurriedly gathered her notes and stood up. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to—”

But Brandon was already racing through the back door onto the terrace. He wore an orange neon cap backward, baggy jeans, a Mickey Mouse T-shirt, and scuffed high-tops. His grin all but split his grubby face.

“I shot two baskets in gym,” he announced.

“My hero.”

She was reaching for him, and Paul watched her change yet again. There was no cool elegance, no frazzled vulnerability, but pure warmth. It was in her eyes, in her smile as she slid an arm around her son’s shoulders. She drew him to her side. The subtle body language said quite clearly: He’s mine.

“Brandon, this is Mr. Winthrop.”

“Lo.” Brandon grinned again, showing two gaps in his teeth.

“What position did you play?”

Brandon’s eyes lit up at the question. “Point guard. I’m not very tall, but I’m fast.”

“I’ve got a hoop at home. You’ll have to come over and show me your moves sometime.”

“Yeah?” Brandon all but danced in place while he looked up to his mother for approval. “Can I?”

“We’ll see.” She tugged on his cap. “Homework?”

“Just some vocabulary and some dumb long division.” Both of which he felt duty bound to put off until the last possible minute. “Can I have a drink?”

“I’ll get it.”

“This is for you.” Brandon dug an envelope out of his pocket, then turned back to Paul. “Do you ever get to go and watch the Lakers and stuff?”

“Now and again.”

Julia left them to their talk of points scored and games lost. She filled a glass with ice the way Brandon liked it, then added juice. Though it annoyed her, she filled a second for Paul and added a plate of cookies. The rudeness she would have preferred to serve wouldn’t set the right example for her son.

After setting the items on a tray, she glanced at the envelope she’d tossed on the counter. Her name was printed on it in big block letters. Frowning, she picked it up again. She’d assumed it was a report from Brandon’s teacher. After tearing it open, she read the short message and felt the blood drain from her cheeks.

CURIOSITY KILLED THE CAT.

It was stupid. She read the words again, telling herself they were stupid, but the single sheet of paper shook in her hand. Who would send her such a message, and why? Was it some kind of warning, or threat? She stuffed the paper into her pocket. There was no reason such a silly, shopworn phrase should frighten her.

Giving herself a moment to settle, she lifted the tray and went back outside, where Paul was sitting again, regaling Brandon with some play by play of a Lakers game.

“We saw the Knicks once,” Brandon told him. “Mom doesn’t get it though. She’s pretty good with baseball,” he added by way of an apology.

Paul glanced up, and his smile faded the moment he saw Julia’s face. “Problem?”

“No. Two cookies, sport,” she said when Brandon lunged for the plate.

“Mr. Winthrop’s been to lots of games,” he told her as he stuffed the first cookie in his mouth. “He’s met Larry Bird and everything.”

“That’s nice.”

“She doesn’t know who that is,” Brandon said in a half whisper. He grinned, man to man, then washed down the cookie with juice. “She’s more into girl stuff.”

Out of the mouths of babes, Paul thought, he might get some answers. “Such as?”

“Well.” Brandon chose another cookie as he thought it over. “You know, old movies where people look at each other all the time. And flowers. She’s nuts for flowers.”

Julia smiled weakly. “Should I leave you gentlemen to your port and cigars?”

“It’s okay to like flowers if you’re a girl,” Brandon told her.

“My own little chauvinist.” She waited until he’d gulped the last of his juice. “Homework.”

“But couldn’t I—”

“Nope.”

“I hate stupid vocabulary.”

“And I hate math.” She flicked a finger down his nose. “Work on that first, then I’ll help you with the vocab.”

“Okay.” He knew if he talked her into letting it wait until after dinner, he’d lose out on TV. A guy couldn’t win. “See you,” he said to Paul.

“Sure.” Paul waited until the screen door slammed. “Nice kid.”

“Yes, he is. I’m sorry, but I have to go in and supervise.”

“It’ll keep a minute.” He rose. “What happened, Julia?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

He put a hand under her chin to hold her still. His fingers were warm, firm, the tips roughened from work or some kind of male play. She had to fight back the urge to bolt. “With some people, everything they feel comes right out the eyes. Yours are scared. What is it?”

She didn’t like it at all that she wanted to tell him, wanted to share. For more than a decade she had handled her own problems. “Long division,” she said carelessly. “Scares the hell out of me.”

It surprised him just how keen his disappointment was, but he let his hand drop away. “All right. I don’t suppose you’ve got any reason to trust me at this point. Give me a call, we’ll set up that interview.”

“I will.”

When he walked back toward the main house, she lowered herself into a chair. She didn’t need help—his or anyone’s—because nothing was wrong. With steady fingers she took the crumpled paper out of her pocket, smoothed it, and read it again.

On a long breath she stood and began to load the tray. Depending on people was always a mistake—one she wouldn’t make. But she wished Paul Winthrop had found some other place to spend a lazy hour that afternoon.

While Brandon splashed in the tub upstairs, Julia poured herself a single, indulgent glass of wine from the bottle of Pouilly Fumé Eve had sent over. Since her hostess wanted her to be comfortable, Julia decided to oblige. But even as she drank the pale golden wine from a crystal glass, she worried about the paper in her pocket.

Had Paul left it for her? She stirred the idea around in her mind, then dismissed it. It was much too indirect a move for a man like Paul Winthrop. In any case, she hadn’t a clue how many people had cruised through those big iron gates that day, any one of whom could have dropped the envelope on the stoop.

And she didn’t know enough about the people who made their home inside those same iron gates.

Peering through the kitchen window, she could see the lights in the apartment atop the garage. Lyle, the broad-shouldered, slick-hipped chauffeur. Julia had sized him up immediately as a man who thought of himself as the stud of the West. Had he and Eve—No. Eve might indulge herself with men, but never with someone like Lyle.

Travers. The housekeeper skulked around, disapproval tightening her already-pinched mouth. There was no doubt she’d decided to dislike Julia on sight. And, since Julia doubted the woman objected to the scent of her perfume, it was obviously because of the job she’d come to do. Perhaps Travers had thought one cryptic, anonymous note would send her scurrying back to Connecticut. If so, Julia thought as she sipped her wine, the woman was doomed to disappointment.

Then there was Nina. Efficient and chic. Why would such a woman be content to subjugate her life to another? The background information Julia had collected on Nina was sparse. A fifteen-year veteran of Eve’s world, she was unmarried, childless. At dinner, she’d unobtrusively managed to keep the peace. Was she worried that the publication of Eve’s story would disrupt that peace irrevocably?

Even as Julia thought about her, she spotted Nina coming briskly along the path, carrying a large cardboard box.

Julia pushed the kitchen door open. “Special delivery?”

With a breathless laugh, Nina swung the box through the door. “I told you I was the pack mule.” She grunted a bit when she dropped the box onto the kitchen table. “Eve asked me to put this stuff together for you. Photos, clippings, studio stills. She thought it might be helpful.”

Instantly curious, Julia flipped open the top. “Oh, yes!” Delighted, she held up an old publicity shot of Eve—sultry, smoldering, wrapped around a spearingly handsome Michael Torrent. She began to root through the box.

To Nina’s credit she winced only slightly as Julia destroyed all of her careful filing.

“This is wonderful.” Julia lifted out an ordinary snapshot, a bit faded, a bit worn around the edges. Her woman’s heart gave a lurch of excitement. “Oh, Christ, it’s Gable.”

“Yes, taken here, by the pool at one of Eve’s parties. That was right before he filmed The Misfits. Right before he died.”

“Tell her it’ll not only help the book, but provide me with enormous entertainment. I feel like a kid in a chocolate factory.”

“Then I’ll leave you to indulge.”

“Wait.” Julia forced herself to turn away from the box of goodies before Nina opened the door. “Do you have a few minutes?”

As a matter of habit, Nina checked her watch. “Of course. Do you want to go over some of the pictures with me?”

“No, actually, I’d like an interview. I’ll make it short,” she added hastily when she saw an evasive expression flicker on Nina’s face. “I know how busy you are, and I hate to take any of your time during working hours.” Julia smiled, congratulating herself. It was an inspiration to turn the situation around so that she was the one being inconvenienced. “I’ll go get my recorder. Please, pour yourself a glass of wine.” She hurried out, knowing she’d given Nina no time to agree or refuse.

When she came back, Nina had poured a glass, topped off Julia’s, and taken a seat. She smiled, a handsome woman used to juggling her time to suit someone else. “Eve asked me to cooperate, but to tell you the truth, Julia, I can’t think of a thing that would be of interest.”

“Leave that to me.” Julia opened her notebook, switched on the recorder. She recognized a reluctant subject. It only meant she would have to dig with a gentler hand. Keeping the tone light, she asked, “Nina, you must realize how fascinated people would be just to hear Eve Benedict’s daily routine. What she has for breakfast, the kind of music she prefers, if she snacks in front of the television at night. But I can find out a lot of that for myself and don’t want to take up your time with trivialities.”

Nina’s polite smile remained in place. “As I said, Eve asked me to cooperate.”

“I appreciate it. What I’d like from you are your thoughts about her as a person. As someone who’s worked closely with her for fifteen years, you probably know her better than almost anyone.”

“I’d like to think that we share a friendship as well as a working relationship.”

“Is it difficult to live and work in the same house with someone who, by her own definition, is demanding?”

“I’ve never found it difficult.” Nina cocked her head as she sipped her wine. “Challenging, certainly. Over the years Eve’s provided me with many challenges.”

“What would you say is the most memorable?”

“Oh, that’s easy.” Nina laughed. “About five years ago, while she was filming Heat Wave, she decided she wanted to throw a party. That doesn’t sound unusual. Eve loves a party. But she’d been so enchanted by the location work in Nassau that she insisted the party be set on an island—and she wanted it to come off in two weeks.” The memory had her dropping the polite smile for a genuine one. “Have you ever tried to rent an entire island in the Caribbean, Julia?”

“I can’t say I have.”

“It has its complications—particularly if you want it to have any sort of modern conveniences such as shelter, electricity, plumbing. I managed to find one, a charming little spot about thirty-five miles off the coast of St. Thomas. We flew in generators, in case of tropical storms. Then, of course, there was the logistics of getting the food there, the drink, the china, silver, entertainment. Tables, chairs. Ice.” She closed her eyes. “Incredible amounts of ice.”

“How did you manage it.”

Nina’s eyes fluttered open. “By air and by sea. And by the skin of my teeth. I spent three days on the place myself, with carpenters—Eve wanted a couple of cabanas thrown up—with gardeners—she wanted a lusher, more tropical look—and with some very cranky caterers. It was … well, one of her most interesting ideas.”

Fascinated, letting the whole picture develop in her mind, Julia rested a hand on her chin. “So, how was the party?”

“A roaring success. Enough rum to float a battleship, native music—and Eve, looking like the island queen in a blue silk sarong.”

“Tell me something, how does one learn how to rent an island?”

“Trial and error. With Eve, you never know what to expect, so you prepare for everything. I’ve taken courses in law, accounting, decorating, real estate, and ballroom dancing—among others.”

“In all those courses, was there ever any that tempted you to go further, pursue another career?”

“No.” There wasn’t a hint of hesitation. “I’d never leave Eve.”

“How did you come to work for her?”

Nina looked down into her wine. Slowly, she circled her finger around the rim of the glass. “I know it may sound melodramatic, but Eve saved my life.”

“Literally?”

“Quite literally.” She moved her shoulders as if she were shrugging off any doubts about going on. “There aren’t many people who know about my background. I prefer to keep it quiet, but I know Eve’s determined to tell the full story. I guess it’s best if I tell you myself.”

“It usually is.”

“My mother was a weak woman, drifted from man to man. We had very little money, lived in rented rooms.”

“Your father?”

“He’d left us. I was quite young when she married again. A truck driver who was away as much as he was home. That turned out to be a blessing.” The pain in her voice ran deep. Nina began to clench and unclench her fingers on the stem of the glass, still watching the wine as if it might hold a secret. “Things were a little better financially, and it was all right … for a while … until I wasn’t so young anymore.” With an effort she raised her eyes. “I was thirteen when he raped me.”

“Oh, Nina.” Julia felt that icy pain, the kind a woman feels hearing the mention of rape. “I’m sorry.” Instinctively she reached out to take Nina’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“I ran away a lot after that,” Nina continued, apparently finding comfort in the firm grip of Julia’s fingers. “The first couple of times I came back on my own.” She gave a wan smile. “No place to go. Other times, they brought me back.”

“Your mother?”

“Didn’t believe me. Didn’t care to believe me. It wouldn’t have suited her to think that her daughter was in competition with her.”

“That’s monstrous.”

“Reality often is. Details aren’t important,” she went on. “I finally ran away for good. Lied about my age, got a job as a cocktail waitress, worked my way up to manager.” She began to speak more quickly, not as if the worst was over, but as if she had to get a running start at the rest. “My previous experience had helped me keep myself focused on the job. No dating, no distractions. Then I made a mistake. I fell in love. I was nearly thirty, and it hit me hard.”

Something glittered in her eyes—tears or old memories—quickly obscured by her lashes as she lifted the glass to her lips. “He was wonderful to me, generous, considerate, gentle. He wanted to get married, but I let my past ruin that for both of us. One night, angry that I wouldn’t give him a commitment, he left my apartment. And he was killed in a car accident.”

She drew her hand from Julia’s. “I fell apart. Tried to commit suicide. That’s when I met Eve. She was researching her role of the suicidal wife in Darkest at Dawn. I’d botched the job, hadn’t swallowed enough pills, and was in the hospital under observation. She talked to me, listened to me. It may have started as an actress’s interest in a character type, but she came back. I’ve often wondered what she saw in me that made her come back. She asked me if I wanted to waste my life on regrets, or if I wanted to make then work for me. I screamed at her, swore at her. She left me her number and told me to call if I decided to make something of myself. Then she walked out, in that go-to-hell way of hers. In the end I called her. She gave me a home, a job, and my life.” Nina drained the rest of the wine. “And that’s why I’ll rent islands for her, or do anything else she asks me to do.”

•   •   •

Hours later, Julia was wide awake. The story Nina told her crowded her mind. The private Eve Benedict was so much more complex than the public one. How many people would take a stranger’s tragedy and find a way to offer hope? Not just by writing a check. Easy to do when the money was there. Not by making speeches. Words cost nothing. But by opening that most intimate chamber, the heart.

Julia’s ambition for the book began to creep along a new path. It was no longer a story she wanted to tell, but one she needed to tell.

As longer-range plans began to form, she thought of the paper still in her pocket. It concerned her more now after Brandon had responded to her casual question by telling her he’d found the envelope lying on the front stoop. She ran her fingers over the page, then withdrew them before she could give in to the urge to take the paper out and read it again. Better to forget it, she told herself.

The night was growing cool. A breeze fragrant with roses ruffled the leaves. In the distance, the peahen screamed. Even though she recognized the sound, still she shuddered. She had to remind herself that the only danger she faced was becoming too used to luxury.

There was little chance of that, she thought, bending to pick up one of her discarded sandals. Julia didn’t consider herself the kind of woman who could fit comfortably into minks or diamonds. Some were born for it—she tossed the scuffed leather toward the closet—some weren’t.

When she thought of how often she misplaced earrings, or left a jacket crumpled in the trunk of her car, she admitted she was definitely better off with cloth and rhinestones.

Beyond that, she missed her home. The simplicity of it, the basic routine of tidying her own things, shoveling her own walk. Writing about the famous, the glamorous was one thing. Living like them another.

Peeking into Brandon’s room, she took another look. He was sprawled on his stomach, his face smashed into his pillow. His latest building project was neatly arranged in the center of the room. All of his miniature cars were lined up in a well-orchestrated traffic jam on his desk. For Brandon, everything had a place. This room, where the famous and powerful must have slept, was now completely her little boy’s. It smelled of him—crayons and that oddly sweet, somewhat wild aroma of a child’s sweat.

Leaning against the doorjamb, she smiled at him. Julia knew that if she took him to the Ritz or plopped him into a cave, within a day Brandon would have cordoned off his own space and been content. Where, she wondered, did he get that confidence, that ability to make a place of his own?

Not from her, she thought. Not from the man who had conceived the child with her. It was at times like this that she wondered whose blood ran through her to be passed off to her son. She knew nothing about her biological parents, and had never wanted to know—except late at night when she was alone, looking at her son … and wondering.

She left his door open, an old habit she had never been able to break. Even as she walked to her own room, she knew she was too restless for bed or for work. After tugging on a pair of sweats, she wandered downstairs, then outside, into the night.

There was moonlight, long silver tapers of it. And quiet, the exquisite quiet she’d learned to prize after her years in Manhattan. She could hear the air breathing through the trees, the fluid ebb and flow that was the song of insects. Whatever the air quality in L.A., here each breath was like drinking flowers and moondust.

She walked past the table where she had sat that afternoon, verbally jostling with Paul Winthrop. It was odd, she thought now, that they had shared her most extensive personal conversation with a man in too long to remember. Yet she didn’t think they knew each other any better than they had before.

It was her job to find out more about him—as it pertained to Eve. She was already certain he was the little boy Eve had spoken of to Brandon. The young boy who had liked petits fours. It was difficult for Julia to picture Paul as a child hoping for a treat.

What kind of mother figure had Eve Benedict been? Julia pursed her lips as she considered. That was the angle she needed to explore. Had she been indulgent, careless, devoted, aloof? After all, she had never had a child of her own. How had she reacted to the smattering of stepchildren who had woven in and out of her life? And how did they remember her?

What about her nephew, Drake Morrison? There was a blood tie between them. It would be interesting to talk to him about his aunt, not his client.

It wasn’t until she heard the voices that Julia realized she’d wandered deep into the garden. She immediately recognized Eve’s whiskey tones and just as immediately noticed a faint difference in them. They were softer, gentler, with the richness that enters a woman’s voice when she’s speaking to a lover.

And the other voice was as distinctive as a fingerprint. That deep, gravelly rasp sounded as if the vocal cords had been scraped with sandpaper.

Victor Flannigan—the legendary leading man of the forties and fifties, the dashing and dangerous romantic lead in the sixties, and even into the seventies. Now, though his hair gone white and his face was deeply lined, he still brought sensuality and style to the screen. More, he was considered by many to be one of the finest actors in the world.

He had made a trio of films with Eve, brilliant, fiery films that had provoked a flood of rumors about the fire offscreen. But Victor Flannigan was married to a devout Catholic. Rumors about Eve and him still buzzed from time to time, but neither added the fuel of comment to the flames.

Julia heard the sound of their merged laughter, and knew she was listening to lovers.

Her first thought was to turn quickly and start back to the guest house. Journalist she might be, but she couldn’t intrude on so obviously private a moment. The voices were coming closer. Going on instinct, Julia backed off the path and into the shadows to let them pass.

“Have you ever known me to be ignorant about what I was doing?” Eve asked him. She had her arm through his, her head inclined toward his broad shoulder. From the shadows Julie realized she’d never seen Eve look more beautiful or more happy.

“Yes.” He stopped and took Eve’s face in his hands. He was only a few inches taller than she, but built like a bull, a solid wall of muscle and bulk. His white hair was a mane of silver in the moonlight. “I imagine I’m the only one who could say that and stay alive.”

“Vic, darling Vic.” Eve stared into the face she had known and loved half of her life. Looking at him now, seeing the age, remembering the youth made tears back up in her throat. “Don’t worry about me. I have my reasons for the book. When it’s finished …” She wrapped her fingers around his wrist, needing badly to feel that strong pump of life from his pulse. “You and I will curl up by the fire and read it to each other.”

“Why bring it all back, Eve?”

“Because it’s time. It wasn’t all bad. In fact”—she laughed and pressed her cheek to his—“since I decided to do it, it’s made me think, remember, reevaluate. I’ve realized how much pleasure there is in just living.”

He captured her hands to bring them to his lips. “Nothing in my life has given me more than you. I’ll always wish—”

“No.” Shaking her head, she cut him off. Julia could see the glint of tears in Eve’s eyes. “Don’t wish. We’ve had what we’ve had. I wouldn’t change it.”

“Not even the drunken brawls?”

She laughed. “Not one. In fact, sometimes it pisses me off that you let Betty Ford dry you out. You were the sexiest drunk I’ve ever known.”

“Remember the time I stole Gene Kelly’s car?”

“It was Spencer Tracy’s, God love him.”

“Ah, well, we’re all Irishmen. You and I drove to Vegas and called him.”

“It was more to the point what he called us.” She pressed close, absorbing the scents that were part of him. Tobacco, peppermint, and the piney aftershave he’d used for decades. “Such good times, Victor.”

“That they were.” He pulled away from her, searching her face, finding it fascinating, as always. Was he the only one, he wondered, who knew her weaknesses, those soft spots she hid from a hungry world? “I don’t want you hurt, Eve. What you’re doing will make a lot of people—a lot of spiteful people—unhappy.”

He saw the glitter in her eyes as she smiled. “You were the only one who ever called me a tough old broad and got away with it. Have you forgotten?”

“No.” His voice roughened. “But you’re my tough old broad, Eve.”

“Trust me.”

“You, yes. But this writer is a different story.”

“You’d like her.” She leaned against him, shutting her eyes. “She’s got class and integrity shouting from her pores. She’s the right choice, Vic. Strong enough to finish what she starts, proud enough to do a good job of it. I believe I will like seeing my life through her eyes.”

He ran his hand up and down her back and felt the embers start to glow. With her, desire had never aged or paled. “I know better than to try to talk you out of anything once you’ve made up your mind. Christ knows I gave it my best shot before you married Rory Winthrop.”

Her laugh was soft, seductive, as were the fingers she trailed over the back of his neck. “And you’re still jealous that I tried to tell myself I could love him the way I love you.”

He felt the pang, but it was only part jealousy. “I had no right to hold you back, Eve. Then or now.”

“You never held me back.” She gripped what she’d always wanted and could never completely have. “That’s why no one’s ever mattered but you.”

His mouth took hers as it had thousands of times, with a lightness and a passion and a quiet despair. “God, I love you, Eve.” He laughed when he felt himself harden like iron. “Even ten years ago I’d have had you on your back here and now. These days I need a bed.”

“Then come to mine.” Hand in hand they hurried off together.

Julia stayed in the shadows for a long time. It wasn’t embarrassment she felt, nor was it the tingle of learning a secret. There were tears on her cheeks, the kind that fell when she listened to a particularly beautiful piece of music, or watched a perfect sunset.

That had been love. Enduring, fulfilling, generous. And she realized what she felt beyond the beauty was envy. There was no one to walk in a moonlit garden with her. No one to make her voice take on that musky edge. No one.

Alone, she walked back to the house to spend a restless night in an empty bed.
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The corner booth at Denny’s was a far cry from a power breakfast spot, but at least Drake was sure he wouldn’t run into anyone he knew. Anyone who mattered. Over his second cup of coffee he ordered a short stack with ham and eggs on the side. He always ate when he was nervous. Delrickio was late.

Drake laced his cup of coffee with three packs of sugar and checked his Rolex for the third time in five minutes. He tried not to sweat.

If he had dared to risk leaving the table, he would have run into the men’s room to check his hair. He passed a careful hand over it to be sure every strand was in place. His fingers walked over the knot of his tie, finding the silk firmly in place. He brushed fussily at the sleeves of the Uomo jacket. His hammered-gold cuff links winked against the crisp ivory linen of his monogrammed shirt.

Image was everything. For the meeting with Delrickio he needed to appear cool, confident, collected. Inside, he was a little boy with jelly knees being led out to the woodshed.

As tough as those beatings had been, they were nothing compared to what would happen to him if he didn’t pull off this meeting. At least when his mother had been finished with him, he’d still been alive.

His mother’s credo had been spare the rod, spoil the child, and she had wielded that rod while religious fervor glazed her eyes.

Delrickio’s credo ran more along the lines of business is business, and he would slice off small vital parts of Drake’s body with the same casual skill as a man paring his nails.

Drake was checking his watch for the fourth time when Delrickio arrived. “You drink too much coffee.” He smiled as he took his seat. “It’s bad for your health.”

Michael Delrickio was nearing sixty and took his cholesterol count as seriously as he took the business he had inherited from his father. As a result, he was both rich and robust. His olive skin was pampered by weekly facials and contrasted dramatically with steel-gray hair and a lush mustache. His hands were smooth, with the long, tapering fingers of a violinist. The only jewelry he wore was a gold wedding band. He had a thin, aesthetic face only marginally lined, and deep, rich brown eyes that could smile indulgently at his grandchildren, weep over a soaring aria, or show no expression at all when he was ordering a hit.

Business rarely tapped Delrickio’s emotions.

He was fond of Drake, in an avuncular fashion, though he considered Drake a fool. It was that fondness that had caused Delrickio to meet with him personally rather than send someone less fastidious to rearrange Drake’s pretty face.

Delrickio waved for a waitress. The restaurant was crowded, noisy with whiny children and the clatter of cutlery, but he got prompt service. Power covered him as neatly as his Italian suit.

“Grapefruit juice,” he said in his faintly Bostonian accent. “A bowl of melon balls, very cold, and whole wheat toast, dry. So,” he began when the waitress walked away. “You are well?”

“Yes.” Drake felt his armpits dampen. “And you?”

“Healthy as a horse.” Delrickio leaned back and patted his flat belly. “My Maria still makes the best linguini in the state, but I cut down on my portions, eat only a salad for lunch and go to the gym three times a week. My cholesterol’s a hundred seventy.”

“That’s wonderful, Mr. Delrickio.”

“This is your only body.”

Drake didn’t want his only body carved like a turkey. “Your family?”

“Wonderful.” Always the doting papa, he smiled. “Angelina gave me a new grandson last week. Now I have fourteen grandchildren.” It made him misty-eyed. “This is a man’s immortality. And you, Drake, you should be married to a nice girl, making babies. It would center your life.” He leaned forward, an earnest, concerned father about to impart sage advice. “It’s one thing to fuck beautiful women. A man must be a man, after all. But family, there’s nothing to replace it.”

Drake managed a smile as he lifted his cup. “I’m still looking.”

“When you stop thinking with your dick and think with your heart, you’ll find.” He let out a sigh as their meal was served, then lifted a brow at Drake’s and tallied the grams of fat. “Now …” Nearly wincing at the syrup Drake puddled over his pancakes, Delrickio dantily forked a melon ball. “You’re prepared to pay off your debt.”

The bite of ham stuck in Drake’s throat. As he fought to swallow it, he felt a thin line of sweat trickle down his side. “As you know, I’ve had a little downswing. Right now I’m experiencing a temporary cash-flow problem.” He soaked his pancakes with more syrup while Delrickio solemnly ate his fruit. “I am prepared to give you ten percent, as good faith.”

“Ten percent.” Mouth pursed, Delrickio spread a thimbleful of strawberry jam on his toast. “And the other ninety thousand?”

Ninety thousand. The two words rang like hammer blows inside Drake’s skull. “As soon as things break for me. All I need is one winner.”

Delrickio dabbed his lips with his napkin. “So you’ve said before.”

“I realize that, but this time—”

Delrickio had only to lift a hand to cut off Drake’s hurried explanations. “I have an affection for you, Drake, so I’ll tell you gambling is a fool’s game. For me, it is part of my business, but it disturbs me to see you risk your … your health on point spreads.”

“I’m going to make it up on the Super Bowl.” Drake began to eat quickly, struggling to fill the hole fear left in his gut. “I need only a week.”

“And if you lose?”

“I won’t.” A desperate smile, sweat streaming down his back.

Delrickio went on eating. A bite of melon, a bite of toast, a sip of juice. At the table beside them, a woman settled a toddler into a high chair. Delrickio winked at the child, then returned to the routine—melon, toast, juice. Drake felt the eggs congeal in his stomach.

“Your aunt is well?”

“Eve?” Drake licked his lips. He knew, as few did, that Delrickio and his aunt had had a brief, torrid affair. Drake had never been sure if he could count that in his favor. “She’s fine.”

“I hear she’d decided to publish her memoirs.”

“Yes.” Though his stomach protested, Drake drank more coffee. “That is, she’s brought in a writer from the East to do her authorized bio.”

“A young woman.”

“Julia Summers. She seems competent.”

“And how much does your aunt plan to make public?”

Drake felt a little wave of relief at the turn in the conversation. He slathered butter on a piece of toast. “Who knows? With Eve it depends on the mood of the moment.”

“But you’ll find out.”

The tone had Drake pausing, his knife still in the air. “She doesn’t talk to me about that sort of thing.”

“You’ll find out,” Delrickio repeated. “And you’ll have your week. A favor for a favor.” Delrickio smiled. “That’s how it is between friends. And family.”

•   •   •

It made her feel young to dive into the pool. The evening with Victor had made her glow like a girl again. Eve had awakened later than usual, and with a blinding headache. But the medication, and now the cool, clear water, made the pain tolerable.

She swam laps slowly, methodically, taking pleasure in feeling her arms and legs move in precision. It was a small thing, the use of one’s body. But she’d learned to appreciate it.

It had been no small thing last night, she thought as she switched to a side stroke. Sex was always incredible with Victor. Passionate or gentle, slow or frantic. God knew they had made love in every possible way over the years.

Last night had been beautiful. Being held after passion had been spent, lying together dozing like two old war horses, waking again to feel him slide into her.

Of all the men, of all the lovers, there was no one like Victor. Because of all the men, of all the lovers, he was the only one who truly had captured her heart.

There had been a time, years and years before, when she had despaired over her feelings for him, when she had cursed and raged and beat her fists against fate for making it impossible for them to be together. That time was passed. Now she could be grateful for every hour they had.

Eve pulled herself out of the pool, shivered as the cool air hit her wet skin, then drew on a long red terry-cloth robe. As if she’d been watching for her cue, Travers hustled out with a breakfast tray and a bottle of moisturizer.

“Did Nina call her?” Eve asked.

Travers sucked air through her nose. The sound was like steam in a kettle. “On her way.”

“Good.” Eve picked up the bottle, shaking it idly as she watched her housekeeper. “You needn’t make your disapproval so obvious.”

“I think what I think.”

“And know what you know,” Eve added with a little smile. “Why blame her?”

Travers busied herself setting up the breakfast on the glossy white table. “Best to send her back and forget the whole thing. Asking for trouble. Nobody’ll thank you for it.”

With expert fingers Eve spread the moisturizer over her face. “I need her,” she said simply. “I can’t do this myself.”

Travers’s lips thinned. “You’ve done every damn thing you’ve wanted to do all your life. You’re wrong about this.”

Eve sat, then popped a raspberry into her mouth. “I hope not. That’ll be all.”

Travers stomped back toward the house. Still smiling, Eve slipped on sunglasses and waited for Julia. She didn’t wait long. From behind the dark lenses, she watched, then made judgments as practical shoes, slim royal blue slacks, a crisp striped blouse came into view. Slightly more relaxed but still cautious, Eve decided, based on body language as well as the clothing.

When, if ever, she wondered, would they forge some kind of trust?

“I hope you don’t mind talking out here.” Eve gestured to the cushioned chair beside her.

“No, not at all.” How many, Julia wondered, had seen that famous face washed of makeup? And how many knew that the beauty was in the complexion and bone structure, not the artifice. “Wherever you’re most relaxed suits me.”

“I could say the same.” Eve poured the juice and lifted a brow when Julia shook her head at the addition of champagne. “Do you ever?” she asked. “Relax?”

“Of course. But not when I’m working.”

Thoughtful, Eve sipped her mimosa, and finding it to her liking, sipped again. “What do you do? To relax, I mean?”

Thrown off, Julia stammered, “Well, I … I …”

“Caught,” Eve said with a quick, lusty laugh. “Let me tell you about yourself, shall I? You’re enviably young, and lovely. You’re a devoted mother whose child is the center of her life, and you’re determined to do a good job of raising him. Your work comes second, though you approach it with a ponderous sobriety. Etiquette, propriety, and manners are your bywords, particularly so since there’s a tough, passionate woman under all the control. Ambition is a secret vice you’re almost ashamed of having. Men are far down on your list of priorities, somewhere, I would think, below folding Brandon’s socks.”

It took all of Julia’s will to keep her face composed. She could do nothing about the flash of heat in her eyes. “You make me sound very dull.”

“Admirable.” Eve corrected her, and dipped again into the raspberries. “Though the two are sometimes synonymous. The truth is, I’d hoped to get a rise out of you, to shake that awesome composure of yours.”

“Why?”

“I’d like to know I’m baring my soul to a fellow human.” With a shrug, Eve broke off the end of a flaky croissant. “From your little exchange with Paul over dinner the other night, I detected a good healthy temper. I admire temper.”

“Not all of us are in the position to let ours loose.” But hers was still smoldering in her eyes. “I’m human, Miss Benedict.”

“Eve.”

“I’m human, Eve, human enough that being manipulated pisses me off.” Julia opened her briefcase to bring out her pad and recorder. “Did you send him to see me yesterday?”

Eve was grinning. “Send who?”

“Paul Winthrop.”

“No.” Surprise and interest registered clearly, but Julia reminded herself the woman was an actress. “Paul paid you a visit?”

“Yes. He seems concerned about the book, and the way I’ll write it.”

“He’s always been protective of me.” Eve’s appetite came and went these days. She bypassed the rest of breakfast for a cigarette. “And I’d imagine he’s intrigued by you.”

“I doubt it’s personal.”

“Don’t.” Eve laughed again, but an idea began to brew. “My dear, most women have their tongues hanging out after five minutes with him. He’s spoiled. With his looks, his charm, that underlying shimmer of raw sex, it’s hard to expect otherwise. I know,” she added, drawing in smoke. “I fell for his father.”

“Tell me about that.” Julia took advantage of the opening and punched record. “About Rory Winthrop.”

“Ah, Rory … the face of a fallen angel, the soul of a poet, the body of a god, and the mind of a Doberman chasing a bitch in heat.” When she laughed again, there was no malice in it, but ripe good humor. “I’ve always thought it was a pity we couldn’t make a go of it. I liked the son of a bitch. Rory’s problem was that whenever he got an erection, he felt honor bound not to waste it. French maids, Irish cooks, leading ladies, and spangled bimbos. If a look had Rory getting it up, he felt it was his male duty to stick it somewhere.” She grinned, refilling her glass with juice and champagne. “I might have tolerated the infidelity—there was nothing personal about it. Rory’s mistake was that he found it necessary to lie. I couldn’t stay married to a man who thought me stupid enough to believe pitiful fabrications.”

“His unfaithfulness didn’t bother you?”

“I didn’t say that. Divorce is much too clean and unimaginative a way to pay a man back for screwing around. I believe in revenge, Julia.” She savored the word as she savored the zip of champagne. “If I had cared more about Rory, less about Paul, well, let’s just say things might have ended more explosively.”

Again Julia felt that shimmer of understanding. She had cared too much about a child herself to destroy the father. “Though your relationship with Rory ended years ago, you still have a warm relationship with his son.”

“I love Paul. He’s the closest I’ve come to having a child of my own.” She waved away the sentiment but lighted a cigarette immediately after crushing one out. How difficult it had been for her to make that statement. “Not your average mother figure,” she said with a thin smile. “But I wanted to mother that boy. I was just over forty, right at the point where a woman knows she has virtually no time left to take that turn at the biological bat. And there was this bright, beautiful child—the same age as your Brandon.” She drank again, to give herself time to get control over her emotions. “Paul was my only turn at bat.”

“And Paul’s mother?”

“Marion Heart? A stunning actress—a bit of a snob when it came to Hollywood. After all, she was theater. She and Rory bounced the child back and forth between New York and L.A. Marion had a kind of detached affection for Paul, as if he were a pet she had bought on impulse and now had to feed and walk.”

“But that’s horrible.”

It was the first time Eve had heard real emotion in Julia’s voice, emotion to match what flashed in her eyes. “There are a great many women in the same situation. You don’t believe me,” she added, “because of Brandon. But I promise you, not all women embrace motherhood. There was no abuse. Neither Rory nor Marion would have dreamed of harming the boy. Nor was there neglect. There was only a kind of benign disinterest.”

“It must have hurt him,” Julia murmured.

“One doesn’t always miss what one hasn’t known.” She observed that Julia had stopped taking notes and was listening, just listening. “When I met Paul, he was an intelligent and very self-sufficient child. I couldn’t step in and play the doting mama—even if I’d known how. But I could pay attention, and enjoy. The truth is, I often think I married Rory because I was head over heels for his son.”

She settled back, enjoying this particular memory. “Of course, I’d known Rory for some time. We traveled in the same circles. There was an attraction, a spark, but the timing had always been off. Whenever I was free, he was involved, and vice versa. Then we made a film together.”

“Fancy Face.”

“Yes, a romantic comedy. A damn good one. It was one of my best experiences. A sharp, witty script, a creative director, an elegant wardrobe, and a costar who knew how to make those sexual sparks fly. Two weeks into filming, and we were making them fly offscreen.”

•   •   •

A little drunk, a lot reckless, Eve strolled into Rory’s Malibu beach house. Shooting had run late, and afterward they had hidden themselves away in a dingy diner, swiging beer and gobbling greasy food. Rory had popped coin after coin in the jukebox so that their laughter and all that sexual teasing had been accompanied by the Beach Boys.

Flower power was making its early noises in California. Most of the other diners were teenagers and college students with hair flowing down the backs of their tie-dyed T-shirts.

A young girl, groggy on pot, slipped love beads around Rory’s neck when he dropped two dollars in change into the juke.

They were established stars, but went unrecognized. The kids who patronized the diner didn’t spend their money on movies starring Eve Benedict and Rory Winthrop. They spent it on concerts and drugs and incense. Woodstock was only three years and a continent away.

Eve and Rory weren’t overly concerned with Vietnam or sitar music.

They had left the diner to roar into Malibu with the top down on his Mercedes, buzzed on beer and anticipation. Eve had timed this night carefully. There was no shoot the next day, so she wouldn’t have to worry about puffy eyes. She might have wanted a night of sex, but she was first and last a film star.

She’d made the decision with her eyes open to take Rory as a lover. There were holes in her life, holes she knew would never be filled again. But she could cover them over, at least briefly.

With her hair wildly touseled by the wind, her shoes left behind on the floor of his car, Eve took a quick turn around the living room. High glossy wood ceilings, walls of sheer glass, the sound of the surf. Here, she thought, lowering herself to the rug in front of the huge stone fireplace. Here and now.

She smiled up at him. In the light of the candles he’d hurriedly lit, he looked incredible. Bronze skin, mahogany hair, sapphire eyes. She’d already tasted his mouth, while technicians had crowded around them. She wanted it—and him—without a script or director.

She wanted wild, dangerous sex, to help her forget for a few hours what she would live with for the rest of her life.

He knelt beside her. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted you?”

There was nothing, she knew, more powerful than a woman about to yield to a man. “No.”

He gathered her hair in his hand. “How long have we known each other?”

“Five, six years.”

“That’s how long.” He lowered his head to nip at her lip. “The trouble is I’ve been spending too much time in London, when I could have been here, making love to you.”

It was part of his charm, making a woman believe he thought only of her. In fact, whatever woman he was with at the moment, the fantasy was quite real.

She slid her hands over his face, fascinated with the lines and dips and planes that formed into such staggering male beauty. Physically, Rory Winthrop was perfect. And for tonight, at least, he was hers.

“Then have me now.” She accompanied the invitation with a low laugh as she tugged his shirt over his head. In the candlelight her eyes glinted with hunger and promise.

He sensed that she wanted not a dance but a race. Though he might have preferred a bit more romance and anticipation this first time, Rory was always willing to accommodate a woman. That, too, was part of his charm—and part of his weakness.

He dragged at her clothes, delighted, destroyed by the way her nails scraped shallow furrows in his back. A woman’s body always excited him, whether slender or full, youthful or ripe. He feasted on Eve’s flesh, sinking into her lush curves, seduced by the scents, the textures, groaning as she tore at his slacks to find him hard and ready.

It wasn’t fast enough. She could still think. She could still hear the drum of water against sand, her own heartbeat, her own ragged breaths. She wanted the vacuum of sex where there was nothing, nothing but sensation. Desperate, she rolled over him, her body as agile and dangerous as a whip. He had to make her forget. She didn’t want to remember the feel of other hands cruising over her, the tastes of someone else’s mouth, the scent of someone else’s skin.

Escape would be her survival, and she had promised herself that Rory Winthrop would be that escape.

The candlelight danced on her skin as she arched over him. Her hair streamed back, an ebony waterfall. As she took him into her, she let out a cry that was only a prayer. She rode him hard until at last, at last, she found release in forgetfulness.

Spent, she slid bonelessly down to him. His heart jackhammered against hers, and she smiled, grateful. If she could give herself to him, find pleasure and passion with this man, she would heal and be whole again.

“Are we still alive?” Rory murmured.

“I think so.”

“Good.” He found the energy to run his hands down her back and slowly knead her bottom. “That was a hell of a ride, Evie.”

She smiled. No one had ever called her Evie, but she decided she liked the way it sounded in his proper, theater-trained voice. Lifting her head, she looked down at him. His eyes were closed and he wore a foolish grin of pure satisfaction. It made her laugh, and she kissed him, grateful again.

“What to try for round two?”

His eyes opened slowly. She could see both desire and affection mirrored there. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how much she had craved both. Care for me, just for me, she thought, and I’ll do my damnedest to care for you.

“Tell you what. I’ve got a great big bed upstairs, and a great big hot tub out on the upper deck. Why don’t we make use of both?”

They did, splashing in the steamy water, tearing up the satin sheets. Like greedy children they fed off each other until their bodies begged for sleep.

It was a hunger of a different kind that awakened Eve just past noon. Beside her Rory was spread out on the enormous bed, facedown in the posture of the half dead. Still floating on the afterglow, she gave him a quick kiss on the shoulder and went off to shower.

There was a choice of women’s robes in his closet—either ones he had bought for convenience or that had been left behind by other lovers. Eve chose one in blue silk because it suited her mood, and started downstairs with the idea of fixing them both a light breakfast they could eat in bed.

Eve followed the murmur of a television to the kitchen. A housekeeper, she thought. Better yet. Now she could order breakfast, not cook it. Humming, she dug out the pack of cigarettes she’d slipped into the pocket of the robe.

The last thing she expected to see standing at the kitchen counter was a young boy. From her side view in the doorway, she caught the profound resemblance to his father. The same dark, rich hair, the sweet mouth, the intense blue eyes. As the boy carefully, almost religiously spread peanut butter on a slice of bread, the television across the room switched from commercial to cartoon. Bugs Bunny popped out of his rabbit hole gnawing wryly on a carrot.

Before Eve could decide whether to walk in or to slip quietly away again, the boy’s head lifted—like a young wolf scenting the air. As his gaze met hers, he stopped slathering the bread and studied.

In her time Eve had been measured and considered by too many men to count, yet this young boy struck her speechless with his sharp, disconcertingly adult scrutiny. Later, she would laugh it off, but at that moment she felt he had punched straight through the image to the woman beneath, to Betty Berenski, the thirsty, dreamy girl who had forged herself into Eve Benedict.

“Hello,” he said in a childish echo of his father’s cultured voice. “I’m Paul.”

“Hello.” She had a ridiculous urge to tidy her hair and smooth down her robe. “I’m Eve.”

“I know. I’ve seen your picture.”

Eve felt embarrassed. He looked at her as if she were almost as funny as Bugs outwitting Elmer Fudd. She could tell he knew what went on in his father’s bedroom. There was such a cynical curl to his lip.

“Did you sleep well?”

The little shit, Eve thought as embarrassment became amusement. “Very well, thank you.” She swept in then, like a queen into a drawing room. “I’m afraid I didn’t realize Rory’s son lived with him.”

“Sometimes.” He picked up a jar of jelly and began to coat another piece of bread. “I didn’t like my last school, so my parents decided to transfer me to California for a year or two.” He fit the two pieces of bread together, matching up the edges. “I was driving my mother crazy.”

“Were you?”

“Oh, yes.” He turned to the refrigerator and chose a large bottle of Pepsi. “I’m rather good at it. By summer I’ll have driven my father crazy, so I’ll go back to London. I enjoy flying.”

“Do you?” Fascinated, Eve watched him settle himself at the glass-topped kitchen table. “Is it all right if I fix myself a sandwich?”

“Of course. You’re making a film with my father.” He said it matter-of-factly, as though he expected all of his father’s leading ladies to stand in the kitchen on Saturday afternoons in a borrowed robe.

“That’s right. Do you like movies?”

“Some of them. I’ve seen one of yours on the telly. TV.” He corrected himself, reminding himself he wasn’t in England now. “You were a saloon singer and men killed for you.” He took a neat bite of the sandwich. “You have a very pleasant voice.”

“Thank you.” She looked over her shoulder to assure herself she was having this conversation with a child. “Are you going to be an actor?”

His eyes lit with laughter as he took another bite. “No. If I were going to go into films, it would be as a director. I think it would be satisfying to tell people what to do.”

Eve decided against making coffee, plucked another soft drink from the refrigerator, and joined him at the table. Her notion of taking a snack up to Rory and indulging in an afternoon tussle was forgotten. “How old are you?”

“Ten. How old are you?”

“Older.” She sampled the peanut butter and jelly and was rewarded by a flash of sensory memory. The month before she had met Charlie Gray, she had lived on peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and canned soup. “What do you like best about California?”

“The sun. It rains a lot in London.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Did you always live here?”

“No, though sometimes it feels like it.” She took a long drink of Pepsi. “So, tell me, Paul, what didn’t you like about your last school?”

“The uniforms,” he said immediately. “I hate uniforms. It’s as if they want to make you look alike so you’ll think alike.”

Because she’d nearly choked, she set the bottle down. “Are you sure you’re ten?”

With a shrug he polished off the last of the sandwich. “I’m almost ten. And I’m precocious,” he told her with such sobriety she swallowed her chuckle. “And I ask too many questions.”

Under the veneer of a smart aleck was the poignant tone of a lonely little boy. A fish out of water, Eve thought, and checked the urge to ruffle his hair. She knew the feeling very well. “People say you ask too many questions only when they don’t know the answers.”

He gave her another long, searching look with those direct, adult eyes. Then he smiled and became an almost ten-year-old with a missing tooth. “I know. And it makes them crazy when you just keep asking.”

This time she didn’t resist ruffling his hair. The grin had hooked her. “You’re going to go places, kid. But for now, how do you feel about a walk on the beach?”

He stared for a full thirty seconds. Eve would have bet her last dollar that Rory’s lovers never spent time with him. She’d also bet that Paul Rory Winthrop desperately wanted a friend.

“Okay.” He ran a finger down the Pepsi bottle, making designs in the condensation. “If you want.” It wouldn’t do to seem too eager.

“Good.” She felt exactly the same way, and rose casually. “Just let me find some clothes.”

“We walked for a couple of hours,” Eve said. She was smiling now, and her cigarette had burned down to the filter, untouched in the ashtray. “Even built sand castles. It was one of the most … intimate afternoons of my life. By the time we got back, Rory was awake, and I was head over heels in love with his son.”

“And Paul?” Julia asked quietly. She’d been able to picture him perfectly, a lonely little boy fixing a solitary sandwich on a Saturday afternoon.

“Oh, he was more cautious than I. I realized later that he suspected I was using him to get to his father.” With a restless movement Eve shifted and took out a fresh cigarette. “Who could blame him? Rory was a very desirable man, powerful in the industry, wealthy—in his own right and also through family.”

“You and Rory Winthrop were married before the picture you were working on was released.”

“One month after that Saturday in Malibu.” For a few moments Eve smoked in silence, looking out over the orange grove. “I admit I went after him, single-mindedly. The man didn’t have much of a chance. Romance was his weakness. I exploited it. I wanted that marriage, that ready-made family. I had my reasons.”

“Which were?”

Focusing on Julia again, Eve smiled. “For now we’ll say Paul was a large part of it. It’s true enough, and I don’t intend to lie. And at that point in my life I still believed in marriage. Rory could make me laugh, he was—is—intelligent, gentle, and just wild enough to be interesting. I needed to believe it could work. It didn’t, but of my four marriages, it’s the only one I don’t regret.”

“There were other reasons?”

“You don’t miss much,” Eve murmured. “Yes.” She tapped out her cigarette with quick, jerky motions. “But that’s another story for another day.”

“All right. Then tell me what your reasons were for hiring Nina.”

Very rarely was Eve thrown off balance. Now, to give herself a moment, she blinked and smiled blankly. “I beg your pardon?”

“I spoke with Nina last night. She told me how you’d found her in the hospital after her attempted suicide, how you’d given her not only a job, but the will to live.”

Eve picked up her glass, studied the few remaining inches of champagne and juice. “I see. Nina didn’t mention to me that you’d interviewed her.”

“We talked when she brought the photos over last night.”

“Yes. I haven’t seen her yet this morning.” Changing her mind, Eve set the glass down again without drinking. “My reasons for hiring Nina were twofold, and more intricate than I care to get into at the moment. I will tell you that I detest waste.”

“I’d wondered,” Julia persisted, more interested in watching Eve’s face than in hearing her answer, “if you’d felt it was a way to pay an old debt? Charlie Gray had committed suicide, and you couldn’t do anything to prevent it. This time, with Nina, you could. And did.”

A sadness crept into Eve’s eyes, lingered. Julia watched the green darken, deepen. “You are very perceptive, Julia. Part of what I did was to pay Charlie back. But since I gained a very efficient employee and a devoted friend, one might say it cost me nothing.”

And it was the eyes, not the answer that had Julia reaching out to lay a hand over Eve’s before she realized she’d crossed the distance. “Whatever you gained, compassion and generosity are worth more. I’ve admired you as an actress all my life. In the past few days, I’ve started to admire you as a woman.”

As Eve stared down at their joined hands, tangles of emotion passed across her face. She fought a brief and gritty war to control them before she spoke. “You’ll have plenty of time to develop other opinions of me—as a woman—before we’re finished. Not all of them will be anything remotely resembling admiration. Meanwhile, I have business to see to.” She rose and waved her hand at the recorder. Reluctantly, Julia turned it off. “There’s a charity dinner dance tonight. I have a ticket for you.”

“Tonight?” Julia shaded her eyes against the sun as she looked up. “I really don’t think I can attend.”

“If you’re going to write this book, you can’t do it all from this house. I’m a public figure, Julia,” Eve reminded her. “I want you with me, in public. You’ll need to be ready by seven-thirty. CeeCee will sit with Brandon.”

Julia rose as well. She preferred handling the unexpected on her feet. “I’ll go of course. But you may as well know, I don’t mingle well.” Irony spiking her words, she added, “I never outgrew that habit of driving people crazy by asking too many questions.”

Eve chuckled and, satisfied, strolled toward the house. It was, she was certain, going to be an interesting evening.
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If there was one thing Julia hated more than being given orders, it was having no choice but to obey them. It wasn’t that she couldn’t enjoy an evening out, particularly at a glitzy event. If it threatened to make her feel too hedonistic, she could justify it as research. It was being told on the morning of the event that she was expected to attend. Not asked, not invited. Commanded. And she’d been human enough to spend a large chunk of time that afternoon fretting over what to wear. Time, she thought now, that should have been spent working. Just as her annoyance with Eve had reached its peak, Nina had knocked on the door, carrying a trio of dresses. Dresses, Julia was told, that Eve had selected personally from her own wardrobe, on the off chance that Julia hadn’t packed anything appropriate for a formal party.

Dictatorial, perhaps, but still considerate. And it had been tempting, very tempting, to chose one of the shimmery, glittery gowns. At one point, Julia had spread them out over her bed, thousands of dollars worth of silk and spangles. She’d even weakened enough to try one on, a strapless slither of coral-colored silk. It was only marginally too big in the bust and hips so that she imagined it slicked down Eve’s body like rainwater.

In that moment when she stood studying herself in the star’s gown, her own skin somehow softer, creamier against the vivid material, she felt enchanted, touched by magic.

If her life had not taken that single turn, would she have made her home in Beverly Hills? Would she have had a closet full of exquisite clothes? Would her face, her name, have drawn gasps from millions of fans as her image flickered across a movie screen?

Maybe, maybe not, she’d thought, and had indulged herself in a few twists and turns in front of the mirror. But her life had taken that other direction, and had given her something much more important, much more lasting than fame.

In the end her practicality had won out. She’d decided it was better to refuse the gowns than to go through the evening pretending she was something she wasn’t.

She wore the only evening gown she had brought with her, a simple column of midnight blue with a snug bolero jacket studded with bugle beads. In the two years since she’d bought it, on sale at Saks, she had worn it only once. As she fastened on rhinestone drop earrings, she listened to her son’s giggles float up the stairs. He and CeeCee, already fast friends, were deeply involved in a game of Crazy Eights.

Julia took a last inventory of her purse, slipped into pretty and miserably uncomfortable evening shoes, then started down the stairs.

“Hey, Mom.” Brandon watched her come down. She looked so nice, so different. It always made him feel proud, and a little funny in the stomach, to realize how beautiful his mother was. “You look really good.”

“You look terrific,” CeeCee corrected the boy. She shifted from her stomach, where she and Brandon were sprawled on the rug, to her knees. “That’s not one of Miss B.’s.”

“No.” Self-conscious, Julia smoothed her skirt. “I didn’t feel right. I’d hoped this would do.”

“It does,” CeeCee told her with a nod. “Classic elegance. And with your hair swept up like that, you add sex appeal. What more could you ask for?”

Invisibility, Julia thought, but only smiled. “I shouldn’t be late. I’m hoping to slip away right after dinner.”

“Why? This is a totally big event.” CeeCee sat back on her heels. “Everybody’s going to be there. And it’s for a good cause and all too. You know, the Actors’ Fund. You should just enjoy yourself. I’ll crash in the spare room if I get tired.”

“Can we make popcorn?” Brandon wanted to know.

“Okay. Make sure you—” At the knock, she glanced over to see Paul standing at the door.

“Put plenty of butter on it,” he finished, and winked at Brandon as he stepped inside.

CeeCee immediately fluffed her hair. “Hi, Mr. Winthrop.”

“Hi, CeeCee, how’s it going?”

“Fine, thanks.” Her twenty-year-old heart went into overdrive. He wore a tux with the casual grace that transmitted instantly into sex. CeeCee wondered if there was a woman alive who wouldn’t fantasize about loosening that tidy black tie.

“Eve said you’d be prompt,” Paul said to Julia. She looked flustered. He’d already decided that was the way he liked her best.

“I hadn’t realized you’d be going. I’d thought I’d be riding with Eve.”

“She went with Drake. They had some business.” He gave her a slow smile. “It’s just you and me, Jules.”

“I see.” The simple phrase had her tensing all over. “Brandon, bed at nine.” She crouched to kiss his cheek. “Remember, CeeCee’s word is law.”

He grinned, thinking that gave him an opening to talk CeeCee into a nine-thirty bedtime. “You can stay out as long as you want. We don’t mind.”

“Thank you very much.” She straightened. “Don’t let him lull you into complacency, CeeCee. He’s tricky.”

“I’ve got his number. Have fun.” She gave a little sigh as they walked out the door.

Things were not working out according to plan, Julia thought as she crossed to the narrow, graveled drive where Paul’s Studebaker was parked. First thing this morning she’d decided to spend a quiet evening working. Then she adjusted to the idea of going out, but actually to do a couple of hours of on-the-spot research, while keeping herself unobtrusively in some corner. Now she had an escort who would probably feel obliged to entertain her.

“I’m sorry Eve imposed on you this way,” she began as he opened the car door for her.

“What way?”

“You might have had other plans for the evening.”

He leaned on the open door, enjoying the way she slid into the car—one slim knee hooking out through the slit in the dress, shapely calves lifting, an unadored hand tucking the hem of the skirt inside. Very smooth.

“Actually, I had planned to drink too much coffee, smoke too many cigarettes, and wrestle with chapter eighteen. But …”

She glanced up, her eyes very serious in the lowering light. “I hate having my work time interrupted. You must feel the same way.”

“Yes, I do.” Though, oddly enough, he wasn’t feeling that way tonight. “Then again, at times like this I have to remind myself it isn’t brain surgery. The patient will rest comfortably until tomorrow.” After closing the door, he rounded the hood to settle into the driver’s seat. “And Eve asks me for very little.”

Julia let out a quick breath as the engine sprang to life. As Eve’s dress had, this car made her feel like someone else. This time a pampered, mink-wrapped debutante rushing down white marble steps to dash off with her favorite beau for a fast ride. That’ll be the day, Julia thought, then said, “I appreciate this. But it wasn’t really necessary. I don’t need an escort.”

“No, I’m sure you don’t.” He steered the car down the drive that veered off from the main house. “You strike me as the kind of woman who goes very competently single file. Has anyone told you it’s intimidating?”

“No.” She ordered herself to relax. “Do people find your competence intimidating?”

“Probably.” Idly, he switched the radio on low, more for the mood than the music. She was wearing that same scent—old-fashioned romance. The air whipping through the windows offered it to him like a gift. “But then, I enjoy keeping people off balance.” He shifted his head just long enough to flick her a glance. “Don’t you?”

“I haven’t thought about it.” Imagining herself having that kind of power made her smile. A good six months out of every twelve she spent virtually alone with Brandon, divorced from people. “This affair tonight,” she continued. “Do you go to many of them?”

“A few each year—usually at Eve’s instigation.”

“Not because you enjoy them?”

“Oh, they’re entertaining enough.”

“But you’d go because she asked in any case?”

Paul paused briefly, waiting for the gates of the estate to open. “Yes, I’d go for her.”

Julia shifted to study his profile, seeing his father, seeing the little boy Eve had described. Seeing someone altogether different. “This morning Eve told me about the first time you met.”

He grinned as he drove down the quiet, palm-lined street. “At the beach house in Malibu, over p.b. and j.’s.”

“Will you share your first impressions of her?”

His grin faded as he drew a cigar out of his pocket. “Still on the clock?”

“Always. You should understand.”

He punched in the lighter, then shrugged. He did understand. “All right, then. I knew a woman had spent the night. There were a few telltale items of clothing strewn around the living room.” He caught her look, arched a brow. “Shocked, Jules?”

“No.”

“Just disapproving.”

“I’m simply imagining Brandon under the same circumstances. I wouldn’t want him to think that I …”

“Had sex?”

The amusement made her stiffen. “That I was indiscriminate or careless.”

“My father was—is—both. By the time I was Brandon’s age, I was quite used to it. No lasting scars.”

She wasn’t so sure about that. “And when you met Eve?”

“I was prepared to dismiss her out of hand. I was quite the little cynic.” Comfortable, he blew out smoke. “I recognized her when she walked into the kitchen, but I was surprised. Most of the women my father bedded looked, well, let’s say worse for wear the morning after. Eve was beautiful. Of course that was just a physical thing, but it impressed me. And there was a sadness in her eyes.” He caught himself and grimaced. “She won’t like that. More important to me at that stage of my life was the fact that she didn’t find it necessary to coo all over me as so many of them did.”

Understanding perfectly, she laughed. “Brandon hates it when people pat his head and tell him what a cute little boy he is.”

“It’s revolting.”

He said it with such feeling, she laughed again. “And you said no scars.”

“I considered it more of a curse—until I hit puberty. In any case, Eve and I had a conversation. She was interested. No one can spot false interest quicker than a child, and there was nothing false about Eve. We walked on the beach, and I was able to talk to her in a way I’d never been able to talk to anyone before. The things I liked, didn’t like. What I wanted, didn’t want. She was amazingly good to me from that first day on, and I developed a monumental crush on her.”

“Do you—”

“Hold it. We’re nearly there and you’ve been asking all the questions.” He took a lazy last drag, then tapped out his cigar. “Why celebrity bios?”

With an effort, she changed gears. “Because I don’t have enough imagination for fiction.”

Paul stopped at a light, drumming his fingers on the wheel in time with the music. “That answer was much too smooth to be true. Try again.”

“All right. I admire people who not only tolerate but court the spotlight. Since I’ve always functioned better on the sidelines, I’m interested in the kind of people who thrive on center stage.”

“Still smooth, Julia, and only partially true.” He let the car drift forward as the light changed. “If it were really true, how do you explain the fact that you once considered a career in acting?”

“How do you know that?” Her voice was sharper than intended and pleased him. It was about time he pierced that slick outer layer.

“I made it my business to know that, and a great deal more.” He shot her a look. “I do my research.”

“You mean you checked up on me?” Her hands curled into fists in her lap as she struggled with temper. “My background is none of your business. My agreement is with Eve, only Eve, and I resent you poking into my private life.”

“You can resent anything you want. And you can also be grateful. If I’d found anything that didn’t jive, you’d be out on your sweet ass.”

That snapped it. Her head whirled around. “You arrogant son of a bitch.”

“Yeah.” After pulling up at the Beverly Wilshire, he turned to face her. “Remember, on the drive back, I get to ask the questions.” He laid a hand on her arm before she could wrench the door open. “You tear out of here and slam the door, people are going to ask questions.” He watched as she strained, fighting for control, and won. “I knew you could do it. By God, you’re good.”

She took a deep breath, and when her face was composed again, turned to him and spoke calmly. “Fuck you, Winthrop.”

His left brow shot up, but he let out a quick laugh. “Whenever you like.” He climbed out and handed his keys to the valet. Julia was already on the curb. Paul took her stiff arm and led her inside. “Eve wants you to mingle,” he said quietly as they filed through a press of reporters with mini-cams. “They’re will be a lot of people here tonight who’ll want to get a look at you, maybe dig out a couple of hints as to what Eve’s telling you.”

“I know my job,” Julia said between her teeth.

“Oh, Jules, I’m sure you do.” The comfortable drawl made her blood simmer. “But there are people who enjoy chewing up proper young women and spitting them out.”

“It’s been tried.” She wanted to shake off his arm, but thought it would look undignified, particularly when she saw two reporters making a beeline for them.

“I know,” Paul murmured, and deliberately took her other arm to turn her to face him. “I’m not going to apologize for prying, Julia, but you should know that what I found was admirable, and more than a little fascinating.”

The contact was too intimate, almost an embrace, and she wanted to be free. “I don’t want your admiration, or your fascination.”

“Regardless, you have both.” Then he turned a very charming smile toward the camera.

“Mr. Winthrop, is it true that Mel Gibson’s been signed to play the lead in the screen version of Chain Lightning?”

“You’d do better to ask the producers—or Mr. Gibson.” Paul urged Julia along while the reporters circled.

“Is your engagement to Sally Bowers off?”

“Don’t you think that’s an indelicate question when I’m escorting a beautiful woman?” As more reporters crowded in, Paul’s smile remained friendly, though he felt Julia begin to tremble. “That engagement was a product of the press. Sally and I aren’t even the proverbial good friends. More like passing acquaintances.”

“Can we have your name?”

Someone stuck a mike under Julia’s nose. She tensed, then struggled to relax. “Summers,” she said calmly. “Julia Summers.”

“The writer who’s doing Eve Benedict’s biography?” Before she could answer, other questions were hurled and kicked in her direction.

“Buy the book,” she suggested, relieved when they moved into the ballroom.

Paul leaned down to speak quietly in her ear. “Are you all right?”

“Of course.”

“You’re shaking.”

She cursed herself for it, then stepped aside, out from under his protective arm. “I don’t like being crowded.”

“Then it’s a good thing you didn’t come with Eve. You’d have been hemmed in by more than half a dozen of them.” After signaling to a passing waiter, he took two glasses of champagne from the tray.

“Shouldn’t we find our table?”

“My dear Jules, no one sits yet.” He touched his glass to hers before sipping. “That’s no way to be seen.” Ignoring her shrug of protest, he slipped an arm around her waist.

“Must you always have a hand on me?” she asked under her breath.

“No.” But he didn’t remove it. “Now, tell me, whom would you like to meet?”

Since temper didn’t make a dent, she tried ice. “There’s no reason for you to entertain me. I’ll be perfectly fine on my own.”

“Eve would have my hide if I left you alone.” He steered her through the laughter and conversation. “Particularly since she’s decided to try her hand at heating up a romance.”

Julia nearly choked on frothy champagne. “Excuse me?”

“You must realize she’s got it into her head that if she throws us together often enough, we’ll stick.”

Julia looked up, inclined her head. “Isn’t it a shame we have to disappoint her.”

“Yes, it would be a shame.”

It was obvious his intentions clashed with Julia’s. She saw the challenge in his eyes, felt the sudden charge in the air. And hadn’t a clue how to respond to either. He continued to smile as his gaze lowered to her mouth, lingered there, the look as physical as a kiss.

“I wonder what would happen—” A hand clamped Paul’s shoulder.

“Paul. Son of a bitch, how’d they manage to drag you out here?”

“Victor.” Paul’s smile warmed as he grasped Victor Flannigan’s hand. “It just took a couple of beautiful women.”

“It always does.” He turned to Julia. “And this is one of them.”

“Julia Summers, Victor Flannigan.”

“I recognized you.” Victor took Julia’s offered hand. “You’re working with Eve.”

“Yes.” She remembered clearly the devotion, the intimacy she’d witnessed in the moonlit garden. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Flannigan. I’ve admired your work tremendously.”

“That’s a relief, especially if I manage a footnote in Eve’s biography.”

“How is Muriel?” Paul asked, referring to Victor’s wife.

“A bit under the weather. I’m stag tonight.” He held up a glass full of clear liquid and sighed. “Club soda and I tell you, these affairs are hell to get through without a couple of belts. What do you think of the gathering, Miss Summers?”

“It’s too soon to tell.”

“Diplomatic.” Eve had told him as much. “I’ll ask you again in a couple of hours. Christ knows what they’ll serve. Too much to hope it’ll be steak and potatoes. Can’t stand that damn French stuff.” He caught the understanding glint in Julia’s eyes and grinned. “You can take the peasant out of Ireland, but you can’t take the Irish out of the peasant.” He winked at Julia. “I’ll be by to claim a dance.”

“I’d be delighted.”

“Impressions?” Paul asked when Victor wandered off.

“So often an actor seems smaller offscreen. He only seems bigger. At the same time, I think I’d feel comfortable sitting in front of a fire with him playing canasta.”

“You have excellent powers of observation.” He put a finger on the side of her jaw to move her face to his. “And you’ve stopped being angry.”

“No, I haven’t. I’m saving it.”

He laughed and this time swung a friendly arm around her shoulder. “Christ, Jules, I’m beginning to like you. Let’s find our table. Maybe we’ll eat before ten.”

“Goddammit, Drake, I detest being nagged.” Eve’s voice was impatient as she took her seat at the table, but her face was placid. She didn’t choose to have the rumormongers muttering over the fact that she was sniping with her press agent.

“I wouldn’t have to nag if you’d give me a straight answer.” Unlike his aunt, Drake was no actor and scowled into his drink. “How am I supposed to promote something when you won’t give me anything to go on?”

“There’s nothing to promote at this point.” She lifted a hand in salute to familiar faces at an adjoining table and shot a smile at Nina, who was laughing with a group in the center of the room. “In any case, if people know what’s going to be in the book, there won’t be any anticipation—or sweaty palms.” Just thinking of it made her smile, and mean it. “Concentrate on pumping up this project I’m doing for television.”

“The miniseries.”

She winced at the word—she couldn’t help it. “Just spread the news that Eve Benedict is doing a television event”

“It’s my job to—”

“To do as I tell you,” she finished. “Keep that in mind.” Impatient, she finished off her champagne. “Get me another glass.”

With an effort, he controlled a flurry of sharp words. He, too, knew the value of public image. Just as he knew the killing edge of Eve’s temper. Seething, he rose, then spotted Julia and Paul crossing the ballroom. Julia, he thought, and his eyes cleared of resentment. He would get the information Delrickio had requested. She was the source he could tap.

“Ah, here you are.” Eve lifted both hands. Julia took them, felt the slight tug and realized she was expected to lean over and kiss Eve’s cheek. Feeling more than a little foolish, she complied. “And Paul.” Well aware curious eyes had turned their way, Eve repeated the ceremony with her former stepson. “What a staggering couple you two make.” She shot a glance over her shoulder. “Drake, make sure we all have more champagne.”

Glancing up, Julia caught the tightening of his lips, the quick and lethal glint in his eye. Then it was replaced by a dazzling smile. “Nice to see you, Paul. Julia, you look lovely. Just hang on while I play waiter.”

“You do look lovely,” Eve said. “Has Paul been introducing you around?”

“I didn’t see much need for it.” Settling back, Paul scanned the room. “Once they see she’s sitting with you, they’ll figure it out and introduce themselves.”

He was exactly right. Before Drake returned with the wine, people began to trickle over. All through dinner, Eve sat like a queen granting audience as other luminaries table-hopped, always making their way to her throne. As crème brulée was served, a thin-haired, amazingly fat man waddled over.

Anthony Kincade, Eve’s second husband, had not weathered well. In the past two decades he had put on so much weight that he resembled an unsteady mountain crammed into a tux. Each wheezing breath caused an avalanche of flab to jiggle over his stomach. The journey across the room had turned his face the bright pink of a two-day sunburn. Jowls waggled, and his trio of chins swayed in tandem.

He’d gone from being a husky, literate director of major films to an obese, weedling director of minor ones. Most of his wealth had been amassed in the fifties and sixties in real estate. Lazy at heart, he was content to sit on his comfortable portfolio and eat.

Just looking at him made Eve shudder to think she’d been married to him for five years. “Tony.”

“Eve.” He leaned heavily on her chair, waiting for air to fight its way into his lungs. “What’s this crap I hear about a book?”

“I don’t know, Tony. You tell me.” She remembered what fine eyes he’d once had. Now they were buried under layers of flesh. His hand pressed on the back of her chair—a thick meat patty with five stubby sausages. Once those hands had been big and bruising and demanding. They had known and enjoyed every inch of her body. “You know Paul and Drake.” She reached for a cigarette to coat some of the bile in her throat with smoke. “And this is Julia Summers, my biographer.”

He turned. “Be careful what you write.” With his breath back, his voice had a hint of the full-throated power of his youth. “I for one have enough money and enough lawyers to keep you in court for the rest of your life.”

“Don’t threaten the girl, Tony,” Eve said mildly. It didn’t surprise her that Nina had come to the table to stand silently at her other side, ready to protect. “It’s rude. And remember”—she deliberately aimed a stream of smoke toward his face—“Julia can’t write what I don’t tell her.”

He clamped a hand on Eve’s shoulder, hard enough to have Paul starting out of his chair before Eve waved him down again. “Dangerous ground, Eve.” Kincade sucked in another spoonful of air. “You’re too old to take risks.”

“I’m too old not to take them,” she corrected him. “Relax, Tony, I don’t intend for Julia to write a word that isn’t the sterling truth.” Though she was quite sure her shoulder would ache in the morning, she lifted her glass. “A good dose of honesty never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

“Truth or lies,” he murmured. “It’s a long-standing tradition to kill the messenger.” With that, he left them, weaving his way through the crowd.

“Are you all right?” Nina murmured. Though she kept a placid smile on her face as she leaned over, Julia could see the concern in her eyes.

“Of course. Jesus, what a disgusting slug.” Eve tossed back champagne and grimaced at her crème brulée. The visit had ruined her appetite. “Hard to believe that thirty years ago he was a vital, interesting man.” A glance at Julia made her laugh. “My dear child, I can see those literary wheels turning.

We’ll talk about Tony,” she promised, patting Julia’s hand. “Very soon.”

The wheels were turning. Julia sat silently through the after-dinner talks, the comedy act, the glossy production number. Anthony Kincade hadn’t been annoyed by the possibility that Eve would reveal their private marital secrets. He’d been furious. And threatening. And there was little doubt in her mind that his reaction had pleased Eve enormously.

The reactions of the men at the table had been just as telling. Paul had been ready to haul Kincade off by his flabby nape. The man’s age and health would have made no difference. The flash of violence had been very real and very shocking when it had sprung from a man sipping champagne from a tulip glass and wearing a tux.

Drake had watched, taking in every detail. And he had smiled. Julia had the impression that he would have continued to sit, continued to smile if Kincade had wrapped his beefy fingers around Eve’s throat.

“You’re thinking too much.”

Julia blinked, then focused on Paul. “What?”

“You’re thinking too much,” he repeated. “We’ll dance.” Rising, he pulled her to her feet. “I’ve been told when I’ve got my arms around a woman she finds it hard to think at all.”

“How did you manage to tuck that ego in your tux without it showing?”

He joined other couples on the dance floor, then gathered Julia close. “Practice. Years of practice.” He smiled down at her, pleased by the way she fit into his arms, excited by the fact that the dress dipped in the back, low enough so he could slide his hand up and touch her flesh. “You take yourself too seriously.” She had the loveliest jaw, he thought. Very firm, slightly pointed. If they had been alone, he would have given himself the pleasure of taking a couple of gentle nips at it. “When you’re living in fantasyland, you should go with the flow.”

There was no dignified way she could tell him to stop skimming those fingers over her back. There was certainly no safe way to admit what the sensation was doing to the inside of her body. Like tiny electric currents, they set off a charge that had her blood sizzling.

She knew what it was to want. And she didn’t choose to want again.

“Why do you stay here?” she asked. “You could write anywhere.”

“Habit.” He glanced over her shoulder toward their table. “Eve,” When she started to speak again, he shook his head. “More questions. I must not be doing this right, because you’re still thinking.” His solution was to draw her closer so that she was forced to turn her head to avoid his mouth. “You remind me of taking tea on the terrace of an estate in the English countryside. Devon, I think.”

“Why?”

“Your scent.” His lips teased her ear and sent out shock waves. “Erotic, ethereal, cunningly romantic.”

“Imagination,” she murmured, but her eyes were drifting closed. “I’m none of those things.”

“Right. A hardworking single parent with a practical bent. Why did you study poetry at Brown?”

“Because I enjoyed it.” She caught herself before her fingers could tangle in the tips of his hair. “Poetry is very structured.”

“Imagery, emotion, and romance.” He drew back far enough to look at her, close enough that she could see her reflection captured in his eyes. “You’re a fraud, Jules. A complex, fascinating fraud.”

Before she could think of a response, Drake strolled up and tapped Paul’s shoulder. “You don’t mind sharing the wealth, do you?”

“Yes, I do.” But he backed off.

“How are you settling in?” Drake asked as he picked up the rhythm of the dance.

“Fine.” She felt an immediate sense of relief and wondered that she could have forgotten how different one man’s arms could be from another.

“Eve tells me you’re making considerable progress. She’s had an amazing life.”

“Yes, putting it on paper will be a challenge.” He moved her gracefully across the floor, smiling and nodding at acquaintances. “What angle are you shooting for?”

“Angle?”

“Everyone has an angle.”

She was sure he did, but merely tilted her head. “Biographies are pretty straightforward.”

“The tone, then. Are you going for a year-by-year foray into the life a star?”

“It’s early to say, but I think I’ll be taking the obvious approach, writing about the life of a woman who chose a demanding career and made herself a success, a lasting success. The fact that Eve is still a major force in the industry after nearly fifty years speaks for itself.”

“So you’ll concentrate on the professional end.”

“No.” He was digging, she realized, carefully but deep. “Her professional and personal lives are interlinked. Her relationships, marriage, family, are all vital to the whole. I’ll need not only Eve’s memories, but documented facts, opinions, anecdotes from people she was or is close to.”

A different tact, he decided. “You see, Julia, I have a problem. If you could keep me abreast of the book, the content, as you went along, I’d be able to plan the press releases, the hype, and promotion.” He offered her a smile. “We all want the book to be a hit.”

“Naturally. I’m afraid there’s little I can tell you.”

“But you will cooperate as the book takes shape?”

“As much as possible.”

She dismissed the conversation as the night wore on. There was still enough starry-eyed girl inside Julia to be rattled when she was asked by Victor to dance, and by other of the flesh-and-blood counterparts to the shadows that flickered on movie screens.

There were dozens of impressions and observations she wanted to write down before the evening faded to a dream. Sleepy, more relaxed than she’d thought possible, she slipped back into Paul’s car at two A.M.

“You enjoyed yourself,” he commented.

She lifted a shoulder. She wasn’t going to let that trace of amusement in his voice spoil her evening. “Yes, why not?”

“That was a statement, not a criticism.” He glanced toward her and saw that her eyes were half closed and there was a slight smile on her lips. The questions he’d wanted to ask seemed inappropriate. There would be other times. Instead, he let her doze through the ride.

By the time he pulled up in front of the guest house, she was sound asleep. With a little sigh, Paul took out a cigar and sat smoking, and watching her.

Julia Summers was a challenge. Hell, she was a paradox. There was nothing Paul liked better than tugging on the threads of a mystery. He’d intended to get close to her, to make certain Eve’s best interests were protected. But … He smiled as he pitched the cigar out of the window. But there was no law that said he couldn’t enjoy the proximity while he was at it.

He brushed a hand over her hair, and she murmured. He traced a fingertip down her cheek, and she sighed.

Thrown off by the stirring in his gut, he pulled back, tried to think it through. Then, as had been his habit most of his life, he did what he wanted to do. He covered her mouth with his as she slept.

Soft and lax in sleep, her lips yielded beneath his, slipped apart as he traced their shape with his tongue. Now he tasted her sigh as well as heard it. The punch of sensation slapped into his system, leaving him straining for more. His hands itched to touch, to take, but he curled them into fists and contented himself with her mouth.

There were some rules that weren’t meant to be broken.

She was dreaming, a glorious, heavenly dream. Floating down a long, quiet river. Drifting with the current, dozing on cool blue water. The sun rained down on her in golden streams, warm, healing, compassionate.

Her mind, hazy with fatigue and wine, gave only minimal effort to clearing the mists. It was much too comfortable in dreams.

But the sun heated, the current quickened. Excitement bounced like tiny red-tipped sparks along her skin.

Her mouth moved under his, then parted on a groan so that he was invited in. Without hesitation he slid his tongue over hers and was driven half mad by her lazily seductive response. With a quiet oath he nipped her bottom lip. Julia shot awake, stunned and stirred.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She pushed herself back in the seat and shoved at him in one indignant move. When the heel of her hand connected with his breastbone, he realized how much stronger she was than she appeared to be.

“Satisfying my curiosity. And getting us both in trouble.”

She snatched the purse off her lap but managed not to smash it into his face. Words were better. “I had no idea you were so desperate, or so lacking in conscience. Forcing yourself on a woman while she sleeps takes a special kind of perversion.”

His eyes narrowed, flashed, and darkened. When he spoke, his voice was deceptively mild. “It was a long way from force, but you may have a point.” Putting his hands on her shoulders, he hauled her against him. “But you’re awake now.”

This time his mouth wasn’t soft or seducing, but hot and hard. She could taste the anger, the frustration. And desire shot like a bullet through her.

She needed. She’d forgotten what it was like to really need. To thirst for a man the way one thirsted for water. Her defenses in shambles, she was assaulted by sensations, longings, desires. The barrage left her weak enough to cling to him, hungry enough to plunge greedily into the kiss and take.

Her arms were around him, binding them together like rope. Her mouth—God, her mouth was urgent and frantic and hot. He could feel the quick, helpless tremors that coursed down her body, hear her shuddering breaths. He forgot to be angry, and frustration was ripped apart by edgy blades of passion. That left only desire.

His fingers dived into her hair, curled tight. He wanted her here, in the front seat of the car. She made him feel like a teenager fumbling for skill, like a stallion quivering to mate. And like a man rushing headlong over the verge of safety into the unknown.

“Inside.” He could hear his own blood pump as his mouth raced over her face. “Let me take you inside. To bed.”

When his teeth scraped lightly down her throat she nearly cried out with need. But she struggled back. Responsibility. Order. Caution. “No.” She called out years of restraint, spiced with painful memories, and resisted. “This isn’t what I want.”

When he cupped her face in his hands, he realized he, too, was trembling. “You lie very poorly, Julia.”

She had to regain control. Her fingers closed around her purse like wires as she stared at him. He looked dangerous in the moonlight. Compelling, reckless. Dangerous.

“It’s not what I intend to have,” she said. She reached for the door handle and jerked twice before she managed to unlatch it. “You’ve made a mistake, Paul.” She streaked across the narrow patch of lawn and into the house.

“There’s no doubt about that,” he murmured.

Inside, Julia leaned against the door. She couldn’t go racing upstairs in this state. Taking quiet deep breaths to settle her jackhammering heart, she turned off the light CeeCee had left burning for her and started upstairs. A peek in the spare bedroom showed her that CeeCee was asleep. In the room opposite, she looked in on her son.

That was enough to calm her, enough to assure her she had made the right choice in turning away. Needs, however tumultuous, would never be enough to make her risk what she built. There would be no Paul Winthrops in her life. No smooth lovers who excited, enticed, and walked away. She took a moment to tuck up Brandon’s covers and smooth them before going into her own room.

The shaking started again, and she swore, tossing her purse toward the bed. It slipped off, spilling its contents. Though she was tempted to kick them around the room, she knelt and retrieved the compact, the comb, the slim wallet.

And the folded paper.

Odd, she thought. She didn’t remember putting any paper inside. Once she opened it, she was forced to use the bed as a brace in order to rise.

LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP.

Leaving the scattered contents of her purse on the floor, she sat on the bed. What the hell was this? And what the hell was she going to do about it?
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Julia saw Brandon off to school, grateful he was tucked inside the discreet black Volvo with Lyle behind the wheel. Brandon would be safe with him.

Of course there was nothing to worry about. She’d told herself that over and over through the restless night. A couple of foolish anonymous notes couldn’t hurt her—and certainly couldn’t hurt Brandon. But she’d feel better once she’d gotten to the bottom of the whole business. Which was something she intended to do right away.

Her thoughts veered to how odd she felt watching her little boy drive off to his own world of classrooms and playgrounds where her control didn’t reach.

When the car was out of sight, she shut the door on the early morning chill. Julia could hear CeeCee cheerfully singing along with the radio as she tidied the kitchen. Happy sounds—the rattle of dishes and the young, enthusiastic voice competing with the spice of Janet Jackson’s. Julia didn’t like to admit they bolstered her for the simple reason they meant she wasn’t alone. She carried her half-empty cup into the kitchen for a refill of coffee.

“That was a great breakfast, Ms. Summers.” Her hair scooped back in a bouncy pony tail, CeeCee wiped the counter with a damp cloth while her foot tapped the next top forty hit. “I just can’t imagine someone like you cooking and all.”

Still sleepy-eyed, Julia tipped more coffee in her cup. “Someone like me?”

“Well, famous and everything.”

Julia grinned. It was comfortably easy to shrug off the vague weight of concern. “Almost famous. Or maybe famous by association after last night.”

All big blue eyes and fresh-scrubbed face, CeeCee sighed. “Was it really great?”

Two women in a sunny kitchen, and neither of them were talking about a star-studded benefit. But of a man.

Julia thought of dancing with Paul, of waking up, unbearably stirred, with his mouth hot on hers. And yes, feeling that demand snap from him into her with a beat much more primal than any recorded music. “It was … different.”

“Isn’t Mr. Winthrop just totally gorgeous? Every time I talk to him, my mouth gets dry and my palms get wet.” She closed her eyes as she rinsed the cloth clean. “Too wild.”

“He’s the kind of man it’s difficult not to notice,” Julia said, her voice wry with her own understatement.

“You’re telling me. Women go crazy for him. I don’t think he’s ever brought the same one here twice. Stud city, you know?”

“Hmm.” Julia had her own opinion of a man who would flit so arbitrarily from woman to woman. “He seems devoted to Miss Benedict.”

“Sure. I guess he’d do about anything for her—except settle down and give her the grandchildren she wants.” CeeCee tossed back her wispy bangs. “It’s funny to think of Miss B. as a grandma.”

Funny wasn’t the word that came to Julia’s mind. It was more like incredible. “How long have you worked for her?”

“Technically just a couple years, but I’ve been underfoot as long as I can remember. Aunt Dottie used to let me come over on weekends, and during the summer.”

“Aunt Dottie?”

“Travers.”

“Travers?” Julia nearly choked on her coffee, trying to equate the stern-mouthed, suspicious-eyed housekeeper with the expansive CeeCee. “She’s your aunt?”

“Yeah, my dad’s big sister. Travers is like a stage name. She did some acting back in the fifties, I think. But never really hit. She’s worked for Miss B. forever. Kind of weird when you figure they were married to the same man.”

This time Julia had the sense to lower the coffee cup before attempting to drink. “Excuse me?”

“Anthony Kincade,” CeeCee explained. “You know, the director? Aunt Dottie was married to him first.” A glance at the clock had her straightening from her slouch against the counter. “Wow, I’ve got to go. I’ve got a ten o’clock class.” She bolted toward the living room to gather up books and bags. “I’ll be here tomorrow to change the linens. Is it okay if I bring my little brother? He really wants to meet Brandon.”

Julia nodded, still trying to catch up. “Sure. We’d be glad to have him over.”

CeeCee shot a grin over her shoulder as she raced for the door. “Tell me that after he’s been around for a couple of hours.”

Even as the door slammed, Julia was sharpening her thoughts into calculations. Anthony Kincade. That bitter mountain of flesh had been husband to both the glamorous Eve and the monosyllabic housekeeper. Curiosity sent her bolting through the living room, into her temporary office and to her reference books. For a few minutes she mumbled and swore to herself, trying to locate what never seemed to be in the last place she’d left it.

She would get organized, she would, she swore to whatever saint watched over distracted writers. Right after she satisfied her curiosity, she’d spend an hour—okay, fifteen minutes—putting everything in order. The vow apparently worked. With a crow of triumph she pounced. She found the listing quickly in Who’s Who.

Kincade, Anthony, she read. Born Hackensack, N.J., November 12, 1920 … Julia skipped over his accomplishments, his successes and failures. Married Margaret Brewster, 1942, two children, Anthony Jr. and Louise, divorced 1947. Married Dorothy Travers, 1950, one child, Thomas, deceased. Divorced 1953. Married Eve Benedict, 1954. Divorced 1959.

There were two more marriages, but they didn’t interest Julia; it was too fascinating to speculate about the peculiar triangle. Dorothy Travers—and the name set off a faint bell in Julia’s head—had been married to Kincade for three years, and had bore him a son. Within a year of the divorce, Kincade had married Eve. Now Travers worked as Eve’s housekeeper.

How could two women who had shared the same man share the same house?

It was a question she intended to ask. But first she was going to show the anonymous notes she’d received to Eve, hope for a reaction, and perhaps an explanation. Julia pushed the reference book aside, her bargain with the long-suffering saint already forgotten.

Fifteen minutes later Travers opened the door of the main house. Studying the woman’s set, dissatisfied face and paunchy build, Julia wondered how she could have attracted the same man as the stunning, statuesque Eve.

“In the gym,” Travers muttered.

“Excuse me?”

“In the gym,” she repeated, and led the way in her reluctant style. She turned into the east wing and headed down a corridor with many intricate wall niches, each filled with an Erte statue. To the right was a wide arched window that opened onto the central courtyard, where Julia saw the gardener, Wayfarers and headphones in place, delicately clipping the topiary.

At the end of the hall were thick double doors painted a bold teal. Travers didn’t knock, but swung one open. Immediately the hallway was filled with bright, bouncy music and Eve’s steady curses.

Julia would never have called the room by the lowly name gym. Despite the weight equipment, the slant boards, the mirrored wall and ballet barre, it was elegant. An exercise palace, perhaps, Julia mused, studying the high ceiling painted with streamlined art deco figures. Light broke through a trio of stained glass skylights in refracting, rainbow colors. Not a palace, Julia corrected herself. A temple erected to worship the smug-faced god of sweat.

The floor was a glossily polished parquet, and a gleaming smoked-glass wet bar, complete with refrigerator and microwave, took up another wall. Music cartwheeled out of a high-tech stereo system flanked by potted begonias and towering ficus trees.

Standing beside Eve as she lay on a weight bench doing leg curls was Mr. Muscle. Temporarily mesmerized, Julia let out a long breath as she looked at him. He had to be nearly seven feet—a Nordic god whose bronze body bulged out of an incredibly brief unitard. The single white band stretched low on his gleaming chest, snaked down his hips, rode high and tight over a very muscular set of buns.

His golden blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, his ice-blue eyes smiling approval as Eve’s curses turned the air a deeper, much hotter blue.

“Fuck this, Fritz.”

“Five more, my beautiful flower,” he said in precise, musical English that had images of cool lakes and mountain streams dancing in Julia’s mind.

“You’re killing me.”

“I make you strong.” As she huffed her way through the last of the curls, he laid a huge hand on her thigh and squeezed. “You have the muscle tone of a thirty-year-old.” Then he gave her bottom an intimate little rub.

Dripping sweat, Eve collapsed. “If I ever walk again, I’m going to kick you right in your enormous crotch.”

He laughed, patted her again, then grinned over at Julia. “Hello.”

Barely, she managed to swallow. Eve’s last comment had lured Julia’s gaze down so that she’d seen for herself the adjective hadn’t been an exaggeration. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to interrupt.”

Eve managed to open her eyes. If she’d had the energy, she would have chuckled. Most women got that slack-jawed, dazed look after their first load of Fritz. She was glad Julia wasn’t immune. “Thank God. Travers, pour me something very cold—and put some arsenic in it for my friend here.”

Fritz laughed again, a deep, cheerful sound that bounded easily over Eve’s creative curses. “You drink a little, then we work on your arms. You don’t want the skin hanging down like turkey’s.”

“I can come back,” Julia began as Eve turned over. “No, stay. He’s almost through torturing me. Aren’t you, Fritz?”

“Almost done.” He took the drink Travers offered and downed it in one gulp before she had shuffled out the door. While Eve mopped her face with a towel, he studied Julia. The look in his eyes made her uneasy. Brandon’s took on the same light when he was offered a nice, pliant lump of modeling clay. “You have good legs. You work out?”

“Well, no.” A dastardly admonition in southern California, she realized. People had been hanged for less. She was wondering if she should apologize, when he crossed to her and began to feel her arms. “Hey, look—”

“Skinny arms.” Her mouth fell open when he ran his hands over her stomach. “Good abs. We can fix you up.”

“Thank you.” He had fingers like rods of iron, and she didn’t want to rile him. “But I really don’t have time.”

“You must make time for your body,” he said so seriously, she swallowed the nervous laugh. “You come on Monday, I start you off.”

“I really don’t think—”

“An excellent idea,” Eve put in. “I hate to be tortured alone.” She grimaced as Fritz set the weights on the Nautilus for her arm work. “Have a seat, Julia. You can talk to me and take my mind off my misery.”

“Monday, my ass,” Julia muttered.

“I beg your pardon?”

She smiled as Eve got in the next position for pain. “I said I wonder if the weather will last.”

Eve, who had heard her very well the first time, merely lifted a brow. “That’s what I thought you said.” Once she was settled, Eve took a cleansing breath and began to pull the weights toward the center of her body, and out. “You enjoyed yourself last night?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“So polite.” She shot a grin at Fritz. “She wouldn’t swear at you.”

Julia watched Eve’s muscles bunch and strain. Sweat was popping out again. “Oh yes I would.”

Eve laughed even as the effort slicked wet down her flesh. “You know the trouble with being beautiful, Julia? Everyone notices the least little flaw—they relish finding them. So you have to maintain.” Straining at the tense and flow of her own muscles, she sucked in air and puffed it out. “Like a religion. I’m determined to do the best I can for the body God and the surgeons have given me. And not give anyone the satisfaction of saying she was beautiful—once.” She broke off to swear for a moment while her arms throbbed. “Some people claim to be addicted to this. I can only think they’re very, very sick. How many more?” she asked Fritz.

“Twenty.”

“Bastard.” But she didn’t slacken pace. “What are your impressions from last night?”

“That a very high percentage of the people there cared as much about the charity as they did the publicity. That new Hollywood will never have quite the same class as old Hollywood. And that Anthony Kincade is an unpleasant and potentially dangerous man.”

“I wondered if you’d be easily dazzled. Apparently not. How many more, you son of a bitch?”

“Five.”

Eve swore her way through them, panting like a woman in the last throes of childbirth. The more vicious her oaths, the wider Fritz’s grin. “Wait here,” she ordered Julia, then groaned to her feet and disappeared through a door.

“She is a lovely woman,” Fritz commented. “Strong.”

“Yes.” But when she tried to imagine herself pumping iron as she cruised toward seventy, Julia shuddered. She’d damn well take her flab and like it. “You don’t think all this might be too much, considering her age?”

He lifted a brow as he glanced toward the door where Eve had gone. He knew if she had heard that, she would do a great deal more than swear. “For someone else, yes. Not for Eve. I am a personal trainer. This program is for her body, for her mind. For her spirit. All three are strong.” He moved toward one of the windows. Beside it was a massage table and a shelf cluttered with oils and lotions. “For you I design something different.”

That was a subject she wanted to veer away from. And quickly. “How long have you been her personal trainer?”

“Five years.” After choosing his oils, he used the remote to change the music. Now it was classical, soothing strings. “She has brought me many clients. But if I had only one, I would want Eve.”

He said her name almost reverently. “She inspires loyalty.”

“She is a great lady.” He passed a tiny bottle under his nose and reminded Julia of the bull, Ferdinand, smelling flowers. “You’re writing her book.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You be sure to say she is a great lady.”

Eve came back in, wrapped in a short white robe, her hair damp, her face pink and glowing. Without a word she walked over to the table, stripped as carelessly as a child, and stretched out on her stomach. Fritz draped a sheet modestly over her hips and went to work.

“After hell comes heaven.” Eve sighed. She propped her chin on her fists and her eyes glowed into Julia’s. “You may want to include that I put myself through this hideous business three times a week. And while I hate every minute of it, I know it’s kept my body looking good enough that Nina has to turn down an annual offer from Playboy, and my endurance up so that I can endure a ten- or twelve-hour shoot without collapsing. In fact, I’m stealing Fritz away when I go to Georgia on location. The man has the best hands on five continents.”

He blushed like a boy at the compliment.

While Fritz used those hands to knead and relax Eve’s muscles, Julia centered the conversation on health, exercise, and daily routine. She waited, patient, while Eve slipped back into her robe and exchanged a very warm, very intimate kiss with her trainer. Julia thought of the scene she’d witnessed in the garden and wondered how a woman so obviously in love with one man could flirt so blatantly with another.

“Monday,” he said with a nod at Julia as he tugged on sweats. “I start your program.”

“She’ll be here,” Eve promised before Julia could politely decline. She was grinning as Fritz hefted his gym bag and strode out the door. “Consider it part of your research,” Eve advised. “Well, what did you think of him?”

“Was I drooling?”

“Only a little.” Eve flexed her limbered muscles, then slipped a pack of cigarettes from her robe pocket. “Christ, I’m dying for one of these. I don’t have the heart—or maybe it’s the nerve—to smoke around Fritz. Fix us another drink, will you? Heavy on the champagne in mine.”

While Julia rose to obey, Eve took a deep, hungry drag. “I can’t think of another man in the world I’d give these up for, even for a few hours.” She blew out another stream of smoke as Julia offered a glass. Her laugh was quick and rich, as if at a private joke. “The longer I know you, the easier you are to read, Julia. Right now you’re struggling not to be judgmental, wondering how I justify an affair with a man young enough to be my son.”

“It’s not my job to be judgmental.”

“No, it’s not, and you’re bound and determined to do your job. Just for the record, I wouldn’t attempt to justify it, but merely to enjoy it. As it happens, I’m not having an affair with that fabulous slice of beefcake, because he’s quite obstinately gay.” She laughed and sipped again. “Now you’re shocked and telling yourself not to be.”

Uncomfortable, Julia shifted and sipped her own drink.

“The purpose of this is for me to explore your feelings, not for you to explore mine.”

“It works both ways.” Eve slipped off the table to curl like a cat into a deeply cushioned rattan chair. Every movement was sinuously feminine, seductive. It occurred to Julia that young Betty Berenski had chosen her name well. She was all woman—as ageless and mysterious as the first. “Before this book is finished, you and I will know each other as well as two people are able to. More intimately than lovers, more completely than parent and child. As we come to trust each other, you’ll understand the purpose.”

To put things back on the level she preferred, Julia took out her recorder and pad. “What reason would I have not to trust you?”

Eve smiled through a veil of smoke. Secrets, ripe as plums for picking, glistened in her eyes. “What reason indeed? Go ahead, Julia, ask the questions that are buzzing around in that head of yours. I’m in the mood to answer them.”

“Anthony Kincade. Why don’t you tell me how you came to marry him, and how his second wife went from making B movies to working as your housekeeper?”

Rather than answering, Eve smoked and considered. “You’ve been questioning CeeCee.”

There was a trace of annoyance in the statement, enough to give Julia a tug of satisfaction. Maybe they would reach a level of trust and intimacy, but it would be on equal terms. “Talking to her, certainly. If there was something you didn’t want her to tell me, you neglected to mention it to her.” When Eve remained silent, Julia tapped her pencil on her pad. “She commented this morning that she’d often spent time here as a child, visiting her Aunt Dottie. Naturally, it came out who Aunt Dottie was.”

“And you took it from there.”

“It’s my job to follow up information,” Julia said mildly, not only registering the growing irritation, but relishing it. Petty perhaps, she reflected, but satisfying to know that she’d finally chipped under that glossy guard.

“You had only to ask me.”

“That’s precisely what I’m doing now.” Julia tilted her head, and the angle was as much a challenge as a pair of raised fists. “If you wanted to keep secrets, Eve, you chose the wrong biographer. I don’t work with blinders on.”

“It’s my story.” Eve’s eyes sliced like twin green scythes. Julia felt the keen edge and refused to dodge.

“Yes, it is. And by your own choice, it’s mine too.” She had her teeth into it now, her jaws snapped tight, like a wolf’s over a fleshy bone. Her will rose up to tangle with Eve’s, muscles flexed. Nerves smoldered like bright embers in her stomach. “If you want someone who’ll bow when you pull the strings, we’ll stop this now. I’ll go back to Connecticut and we’ll let our lawyers hash it out.” She started to rise.

“Sit down.” Eve’s voice quivered with temper. “Sit down, dammit. You made your point.”

With an acknowledging nod, Julia settled again. Surreptitiously she slipped a hand into her pocket and thumbed free a Tums from its roll. “I’d prefer to make yours, but that won’t be possible if you block me whenever I touch on something that discomfits you.”

Eve was silent a moment, silent while temper faded into grudging respect. “I’ve lived a long time,” she said at length. “I’m used to doing things my own way. We’ll see, Julia, we’ll see if we can find a way to merge your way with mine.”

“Fair enough.” She slipped the tablet onto her tongue, hoping that it and the small victory would soothe her jittery stomach.

Eve lifted the glass to her lips, sipped, and prepared to open a long-locked and rusted door. “Tell me what you know.”

“It was simple enough to check out the fact that Dorothy Travers was Kincade’s second wife, whom he divorced only months before marrying you. I couldn’t quite place her at first, but I’ve remembered she made a dozen or so Bs in the fifties. Gothics and horror films mostly, until she dropped out of sight. I can only assume now, to work for you.”

“Nothing’s quite as straight-lined as that.” Though it continued to irritate that she hadn’t stated the connection first, Eve shrugged and expanded. “She came to work for me a few months after Tony and I finalized our divorce. That would be, Christ, over thirty years ago. You find that strange?”

“That two women could have a lasting and close relationship for three decades after being in love with the same man?” Tension was crowded aside by interest. “I suppose I do.”

“Love?” Eve smiled as she stretched luxuriously. She always felt luxurious after a session with Fritz. Purged, pumped, and primed. “Oh, Travers may have loved him briefly. But Tony and I married for mutual lust and ambition. An entirely different thing. He was rather gorgeous in those days. A big, strapping man, and more than a little wicked. When he directed me in Separate Lives, his marriage was falling apart.”

“He and Travers had a child who died.”

Eve hesitated, then sipped her drink. Perhaps Julia had pushed her into a corner, but there was only one way to tell the story. Her way. “The loss of the child destroyed the foundation of their marriage. Travers couldn’t, wouldn’t forget. Tony was determined to. He’d always been completely self-absorbed. It was part of his charm. I didn’t know all the details when we began to see each other. It—our affair and resulting marriage—was a minor scandal at the time.”

Julia had already made a note to look up back issues of Photoplay and the Hollywood Reporter.

“Travers wasn’t a big enough star to warrant a lot of sympathy or outrage. You find that arrogant,” Eve observed. “It’s simply truthful. That small triangle took up some space in a few columns, then was forgotten. People took it much more personally when Taylor scooped Eddie Fisher up from under Debbie Reynolds.” Finding that amusing, she tapped out her cigarette. “Actually I may or may not have been the straw that broke the back of their marriage.”

“I’ll ask Travers.”

“I’m sure you will.” She made a fluid gesture with her hands, then settled again. “It’s unlikely she’ll speak to you, but go right ahead. For the moment, it might be helpful if I started at the beginning, my beginning with Tony. As I said, he was a very attractive man, dangerously so. I had a great deal of respect for him as a director.”

“You met when you made Separate Lives?”

“Oh, we’d run into each other before—as people do in this small ship of fools. But a movie set, Julia, is a tiny, intimate world, divorced from reality. No, immune to it.” She smiled to herself. “Fantasy, however difficult the work, is its own addiction. Which is why so many of us delude ourselves into believing we’ve fallen desperately in love with another character in that shiny bubble—for the length of time it takes to create a film.”

“You didn’t fall for your costar,” Julia said. “But your director.”

Her lashes lowered, hooding her eyes as she took herself back. “It was a difficult movie, very dark, very draining. The story of a doomed marriage, betrayal, adultery, and emotional breakdown. We’d spent all day on the scene where my character had finally acknowledged her husband’s infidelity and is contemplating suicide. I was to strip down to a black lace slip, carefully paint my lips, dab on perfume. Turn on the radio to dance, alone. Open a bottle of champagne and drink, in candlelight, while I swallow one sleeping pill after another.”

“I remember the scene,” Julia murmured. In the brightly lit room smelling of sweat and perfumed oils, it played vividly through her mind. “It was terrifying, tragic.”

“Tony wanted excitement, almost an exaltation along with despair. Take after take, he was never satisfied. It felt as though my emotions were being ripped out, raw and bleeding, then ground to dust. Hour after hour, that same scene. After I looked at the rushes, I saw that he’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted from me. The exhaustion, the rage, the misery, and that light that comes in the eyes from hatred.”

She smiled then, in triumph. It had been, and was still, one of her finest moments onscreen. “When we wrapped, I went to my dressing room. My hands were shaking. Shit, my soul was shaking. He came in after me, locked the door. God, I remember how he looked, standing there, his eyes burning into mine. I screamed and wept, spewed out enough venom to kill ten men. When he grabbed me, I struck him. And I drew blood. He ripped my robe. I scratched and bit. He pulled me to the floor, tearing that black lace slip to shreds, still never, never saying a word. Good Jesus, we came together like a pair of wild dogs.”

Julia had to swallow. “He raped you.”

“No. It would be easier to lie and say he did, but by the time we landed on the floor of the dressing room I was more than willing. I was manic. If I hadn’t been willing, he would have raped me. There was something incredibly exciting in knowing that. Perverted,” she added as she lit another cigarette, “but damned arousing. Our relationship was twisted, right from the start. But for the first three years of our marriage, it was the best sex I’ve ever had. It was almost always violent, almost always on the edge of something unspeakable.”

Laughing a little, she rose to fix herself another drink. “Well, after my five years of marriage to Tony, nothing, no one, will shock me again. I had considered myself quite knowledgeable.…” Lips pursed, Eve poured champagne to within a breath of the rim, then poured a glass of the same for Julia. “It’s lowering to admit I went into that marriage as innocent as a lamb. He was a connoisseur of the deviant, of things that weren’t even spoken of back then. Oral sex, anal sex, bondage, S and M, voyeurism. Tony had a closetful of wicked little toys. I found some of them amusing, some of them revolting, and some of them erotic. Then there were the drugs.”

Eve sipped enough of the drink to keep the wine from lapping over the glass as she walked. Julia took the second glass when it was offered. Right here, right now, it didn’t seem so odd to drink champagne before lunch.

“Tony was way ahead of his time on drugs. He enjoyed hallucinogenics. I dabbled in them myself, but they never held much appeal for me. But in all things Tony was a glutton, and he overused. Food, drink, drugs, sex. Wives.”

This memory was ripping at her, Julia realized, and discovered she wanted to protect. They’d had their war of wills, but she disliked when victory caused pain. “Eve, we don’t have to go into all this now.”

Making the effort, Eve shrugged off the tension, lowering herself into a chair as lithely as a cat curling on a rug. “How do you go into a pool of cold water, Julia? Inch by inch or all at once.”

A smile fluttered over her lips, into her eyes. “Headfirst.”

“Good.” Eve took another sip, wanting a clean taste in her throat before she dived. “The beginning of the end was the night he locked me to the bed. Velvet handcuffs. Nothing we hadn’t done before, enjoyed before. Shocked?”

Julia couldn’t image what it would be like—to be that helpless, to put herself totally in the hands of another. Was bondage synonymous with trust? Nor could she imagine a woman like Eve willing to subjugate herself. Still, she shrugged. “I’m not a prude.”

“Of course you are. That’s one of the things I like best about you. Under all that sophistication beats the heart of a puritan. Don’t be annoyed,” Eve said with a dismissive wave. “It’s refreshing.”

“And I thought it was insulting.”

“Not at all. Shall I warn you, young Julia, that when a woman tumbles to a man sexually, really tumbles, she will do things that would make her tremble with shame in the light of day? Even as she pants to do them again.” She sat back regally, cupping the glass in both hands. “But enough womanly wisdom—you’ll find out for yourself. If you’re lucky.”

If she was lucky, Julia thought, her life would go on just as it was. “You were telling me about Anthony Kincade.”

“Yes, I was. He liked, ah, I suppose we’ll call them costumes. That night he wore a black leather loincloth and a silk mask. He was putting on weight by that time, so a bit of the effect was lost. He lit candles, black ones. And incense. Then rubbed oil over my body until it was glistening and throbbing. He did things to me, wonderful things, stopping just short of giving me release. And when I was half mad for him—Christ, for anyone—he got up and opened the door. He let in a young boy.”

Eve paused to drink. When she spoke again, her voice was cold and flat. “He couldn’t have been more than sixteen, seventeen. I remember swearing at Tony, threatening, even pleading while he undressed that child. While he touched him with those wickedly clever hands. I discovered that even after nearly four years of being married to a man like Tony, I was still innocent in some things, still capable of being appalled. Because I couldn’t stand to watch what they were doing to each other, I closed my eyes. Then Tony brought the boy to me and told him to do what he wanted, while he watched. I realized that the boy was far less innocent than I. He used me in every possible way a woman can be used. While the boy was still in me, Tony knelt behind him, and …” Her hand wasn’t steady as she lifted her cigarette, but her voice was curt. “And we had a three-way fuck. It went on for hours, with them endlessly switching positions. I stopped swearing, pleading, crying, and started planning. After the boy left and Tony let me go, I waited until he fell asleep. I went downstairs and got the biggest carving knife I could find. When Tony woke up, I was holding his cock in one hand, the knife in the other. I told him if he ever touched me again, I would castrate him, that we were going to get a quick, quiet divorce and that he was going to agree to give me the house all its contents as well as the Rolls, the Jag, and the little hideaway we’d bought in the mountains. If he didn’t agree, I was going to whack him off right then and there like he’d never been whacked off before.” Remembering the way he’d looked, the way he’d babbled made her smile. Until she glanced over at Julia.

“There’s no need for tears,” she said quietly as they streamed down Julia’s cheeks. “I got my payment.”

“There is no payment for that.” Her voice was husky with a rage she could only imagine. Her eyes shone with it. “There couldn’t be.”

“Maybe not. But seeing it in print, at least there’ll be revenge. I’ve waited for it long enough.”

“Why?” Julia brushed tears away with the back of her hand. “Why did you wait?”

“The truth?” Eve sighed and finished off her drink. Her head was beginning to throb, and she bitterly resented it. “Shame. I was ashamed that I had been used that way, humiliated that way.”

“You’d been used. You had nothing to be ashamed of.”

The long black lashes fluttered down. It was the first time she had spoken of that night—not the first time she’d relived it, but the only time she hadn’t relived it alone. It hurt still; she hadn’t known it could. Nor had she known how cooling, how healing unconditional compassion could be.

“Julia.” The lashes lifted again, and beneath them her eyes were dry. “Do you really believe there’s no shame in being used?”

Faced with that, Julia could only shake her head. She, too, had been used. Not so hideously, not so horribly, but she understood that shame could nip at the heels like a dog for years. And years. “I don’t know how you stopped yourself from using the knife, or using the story.”

“Survival,” Eve said simply. “At that point of my life I didn’t want the story to come out any more than Tony did. Then there was Travers. I went to see her a few weeks after the divorce, after I’d discovered several reels of film Tony had hidden. Not only of him and me in various sexual stunts, but of him and other men, of him and two very young girls. It made me realize that my entire marriage had been a sickness. I think I went to her to prove to myself that someone else had been fooled, taken in, seduced. She was living alone in a little apartment downtown. The money Tony was ordered to pay her every month barely covered the rent after her other expenses. Those other expenses being the institutional care for her son.”

“Her son?”

“The child Tony insisted that the world believe was dead. His name is Tommy. He’s seriously retarded, an imperfection Tony refused to accept. He prefers to consider the child dead.”

“All these years?” A new kind of rage worked in Julia now, had her pushing up out of the chair, striding to one of the windows where the air might be cleaner. “He turned his back on his son, kept it turned all these years?”

“He isn’t the first or last to do that, is he?”

Julia turned back. She recognized the sympathy, the understanding, and automatically closed off. “That choice was mine as well, and I wasn’t married to Brandon’s father. Travers was married to Tommy’s.”

“Yes, she was—and Tony already had two perfectly healthy and perfectly spoiled children by his first wife. He chose not to acknowledge a child with flaws.”

“You should have sliced his balls off.”

“Ah, well.” Eve smiled again, pleased to see anger rather than unhappiness. “My chance for that is lost, at least literally.”

“Tell me about Travers’s son.”

“Tommy’s nearly forty. He’s incontinent, can’t dress himself or feed himself. He wasn’t expected to live to adulthood, but then, it’s his mind, not his body.”

“How could she have said her own son was dead?”

“Don’t condemn her, Julia.” Eve’s voice had gentled. “She suffered. Travers agreed to Tony’s demands because she was afraid of what he might do to the child. And because she blames herself for Tommy’s condition. She’s convinced the, let’s say, unhealthy sexual practices under which the boy was conceived are to blame for his retardation. Nonsense, of course, but she believes it. Maybe she needs to. In any case, she refused what she considered charity, but agreed to work for me. She’s done so for more than three decades, and I’ve kept her secret.”

No, Julia thought, she didn’t condemn her. She understood too well the choices a woman alone had to make. “You’ve kept it until now.”

“Until now.”

“Why do you want this made public?”

Eve settled back in her chair. “There’s nothing Tony can do to the boy, or to Travers. I’ve seen to that. My marriage to him is part of my life, and I’ve decided to share that life—without lies, Julia.”

“If he becomes aware of what you’ve told me, of the possibility of it being published, he’ll try to stop you.”

“I stopped being afraid of Tony a lifetime ago.”

“Is he capable of violence?”

Eve moved her shoulders. “Everyone’s capable of violence.”

Saying nothing, Julia reached into her briefcase and brought out the pair of notes. She handed them to Eve. On reading them, Eve paled a little. Then her eyes darkened and lifted.

“Where did you get these?”

“One was left on the front stoop of the guest house. The other was slipped into my bag sometime last night.”

“I’ll take care of it.” She pushed them into the pocket of her robe. “If you receive more, give them to me.”

Slowly, Julia shook her head. “Not good enough. They were meant for me, Eve, so I’m entitled to some answers. Am I to consider them threats?”

“I’d consider them more pitiful warnings issued by a coward.”

“Who could have left one on the stoop?”

“That’s something I have every intention of finding out.”

“All right.” Julia had to respect the tone, and the gleam in Eve’s eyes. “Tell me this. Is there anyone besides Anthony Kincade who would be unnerved enough about this biography to write these notes?”

Now Eve smiled. “Oh, my dear Julia. There are indeed.”
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Eve didn’t often think of Tony, and that period of her life when she had enslaved herself to the darker side of sex. It had been, after all, only five years out of her sixty-seven. She had certainly made other mistakes, done other deeds, enjoyed other pleasures. It was the book, the project she had instigated, that had her reviewing her life in segments. Like pieces of film in an editing room. But with this drama she wasn’t about to let any clips end up on the cutting-room floor.

All of it, she thought as she downed medication with mineral water. Every scene, every take. Damn the consequences.

She rubbed the center of her forehead where the pain seemed to gather tonight like a bunched fist. She had time, enough time. She would make sure of it. Julia could be trusted to do the job—had to be trusted. Closing her eyes a moment, Eve willed the medication to kick in and gloss over the worst of the pain.

Julia.… Concentrating on the other woman eased her as much as the drugs she took in secret. Julia was competent, quick-witted, packed with integrity. And compassion. Eve still wasn’t certain how she felt about seeing those tears. She hadn’t expected empathy, only shock and perhaps disapproval. She hadn’t expected to have her own heart twisted.

That was her own arrogance, she reflected. She’d been so certain she could direct the writing of the script and have all the characters take up their assigned roles. Julia.… Julia and the boy didn’t quite fit the parts Eve had cast them in. How the hell could she have anticipated she would begin to care where she had expected only to use?

Then there were the notes. Eve spread them out on her dressing table to study them. Two for her, and two for Julia, so far. All four were in the same block letters, all four trite sayings that could be construed as warnings. Or threats.

Hers had amused her, even encouraged her. After all, she was far beyond the point where anyone could hurt her. But the warnings to Julia changed things. Eve had to find out who was writing them, and put a stop to it.

Her hard, coral-colored nails tapped on the rosewood table. So many people didn’t want her to tell her tales. Wouldn’t it be interesting, wouldn’t it be plain good fun to put as many of those people as possible under the same roof at the same time?

At a knock on her bedroom door Eve swept all of the notes into a drawer of the dressing table. For now they were her secret. Hers and Julia’s.

“Come in.”

“I’ve brought you some tea,” Nina said as she walked in with a tray. “And a few letters you need to sign.”

“Just set the tea by the bed. I’ve got a couple of scripts to look at yet tonight.”

Nina set the Meissen pot and cup on the nightstand. “I thought you were taking some time off after the miniseries.”

“Depends.” Eve took up the pen Nina had brought and dashed her looping signature on the letters without bothering to read them. “Tomorrow’s schedule?”

“Right here.” Always efficient, Nina opened a leather-bound day book. “You have a nine o’clock appointment at Armando’s for the works, one o’clock lunch at Chasen’s with Gloria DuBarry.”

“Ah, yes, hence the works at Armando’s.” Eve grinned and opened a pot of moisturizer. “Wouldn’t want the old bat to spot any new wrinkles.”

“You know you’re very fond of Miss DuBarry.”

“Naturally. And since she’ll be eyeing me over her scrawny salad, I have to look good. When two women of a certain age dine together, Nina, it’s not only for comparisons, but for reassurance. The better I look, the more relieved Gloria will be. The rest?”

“Drinks with Maggie at four. Polo Lounge. Then you’re entertaining Mr. Flannigan here for dinner, at eight.”

“See that the cook prepares manicotti.”

“Already done.” She closed the book. “And she’s making zabaglione for dessert.”

“You’re a treasure, Nina.” Eve studied her own face as she swooped the cream up over her throat, her cheeks, her brow. “Tell me, how soon can we put together a party?”

“Party?” Frowning, Nina opened the book again. “What sort?”

“A large sort. An extravagant sort. Say, two hundred people. Black tie. An orchestra on the lawn, dinner and dancing under the stars. Gushers of champagne—oh, and a few well-heeled members of the press.”

Even as she did mental calculations, Nina flipped through the book. “I suppose if I had a couple of months—”

“Sooner.”

Nina let out a long breath as she thought of frantic calls to caterers, florists, musicians. Well, if she could rent an island, she could do a black tie in under two months. “Six weeks.” She noted Eve’s expression and sighed. “All right, three. We’ll slide it in right before you leave for location.”

“Good. We’ll go over the guest list Sunday.”

“What’s the occasion?” Nina asked, still scribbling in the book.

“The occasion.” Eve smiled as she sat back. In the lighted mirror of the dressing table her face was strong, stunning, and smug. “We’ll call it an opportunity to relive and revive memories. An Eve Benedict retrospective. Old friends, old secrets, old lies.”

Out of habit Nina walked over to pour the tea Eve had forgotten. It wasn’t done in the manner of an employee, but as a longtime relation used to caring for others. “Eve, why are you determined to stir up trouble this way?”

With the deft skill of an artist, Eve dabbed lotion around her eyes. “Life’s so deadly dull without it.”

“I’m serious.” Nina set the cup on the dressing table, among Eve’s lotions and creams. The scent of the room was pure female, not floral or fussy, but mysterious and erotic. “You know—well, I’ve already told you how I feel. And now … Anthony Kincade’s reaction the other night really worried me.”

“Tony’s not worth a moment’s worry.” She patted Nina’s hand before picking up her tea. “He’s slime,” she said mildly, drawing in the subtle scent and taste of jasmine. “And it’s more than past time someone told what perversions he’s tucked in that monstrous body of his.”

“But there are other people.”

“Oh, yes, there are.” She laughed, thinking of several with pleasure. “My life’s been a crazy quilt of events and personalities. All those clever half truths, genuine lies, threading through a fascinating cover, intersecting, linking. The interesting thing is, when you pull one thread, the whole pattern changes. Even the good you do has consequences, Nina. I’m more than ready to face them.”

“Not everyone is as ready as you.”

Eve sipped her tea, watching Nina over the rim of the cup. When she spoke again, her voice was kinder. “The truth isn’t nearly as destructive when it hits the light as a lie that’s hidden in the dark.” She squeezed Nina’s hand. “You shouldn’t worry.”

“Some things are better left alone,” Nina insisted. Eve sighed and set the tea aside. “Trust me. I have reasons for doing what I’m doing.”

Nina managed a nod and a thin smile. “I hope so.” She picked up her day book again and started out. “Don’t read too late. You need your rest.”

After the door shut, Eve looked at her reflection again. “I’ll have plenty of rest, soon enough.”

Julia spent most of Saturday huddled over her work. Brandon was entertained by CeeCee and her young brother, Dustin, referred to by his sister as “mondo brat.” He was the perfect compliment for Brandon’s more internal nature. He said whatever he thought the instant it struck his brain. Without a shy bone in his body, he had no trouble asking, demanding, questioning. Where Brandon could play for hours in absolute and often intense silence, Dustin believed it wasn’t fun unless it was loud.

From her office on the first floor, Julia could hear them bashing and banging in the upstairs bedroom. Whenever it came too close to destructive, CeeCee would shout out from whatever space she was dusting and tidying.

It wasn’t easy to balance the everyday sounds of children playing, the hum of a vacuum cleaner, the bright beat of the music on the radio with the vileness of the story Julia transcribed from tape.

She hadn’t expected ugliness. How to handle it? Eve wanted the unvarnished truth published. Her own insistence on it was the hallmark of her work. Still, was it necessary, or even wise, to dredge up things so painful and so damaging?

It would sell books, she thought with a sigh. But at what cost? She had to remind herself that it wasn’t her job to censor, but to tell the story of this woman’s life, good and bad, tragedy and triumph.

Her own hesitation annoyed her. Whom was she protecting? Certainly not Anthony Kincade. As far as Julia was concerned, he deserved much, much more than the embarrassment and disgrace the written story would bring to him.

Eve. Why did she feel this need to protect a woman she barely knew and didn’t yet understand? If the story was written as Eve had retold it, she wouldn’t emerge undamaged. Hadn’t she admitted to being attracted to that darker, graceless aspect of sex? To being a willing, even eager participant up until that last terrible night. Would people forgive the queen of the screen for that, or for dabbling in drugs?

Perhaps they would. More to the point, Julia mused, Eve didn’t seem to care. There had been no apology in the retelling, nor any bid for sympathy. As a biographer, it was Julia’s responsibility to tell the story, and to add insights, opinions, feelings. Her instincts told her that Eve’s marriage to Kincade had been one of the experiences that had forged her into the woman she was today.

The book would not be complete or truthful without it.

She forced herself to listen to the tape one more time, making notes on tone of voice, pauses, hesitations. She added her own recollections on how often Eve had sipped from her glass, lifted her cigarette. How the light had come in through the windows, how the smell of sweat had lingered.

This part had to be told in Eve’s voice, Julia decided. Straight dialogue, so that the matter-of-fact tone would add poignancy. She spent almost three hours on this chapter, then went into the kitchen. She wanted to divorce herself from the scene, the memory that was so vivid it seemed too much her own. Since the kitchen was spotless, she couldn’t lose herself in the mindless task of cleaning, so she opted to cook.

Domestic chores never failed to soothe her. During the first few weeks after she’d discovered she was pregnant, Julia had spent endless hours with a cloth and lemon oil patiently, persistently, polishing furniture and woodwork. Of course, clothes had been scattered around her room, shoes lost in the closet. But the furniture had gleamed. Later, she had realized that the monotony of the simple chore had saved her from more than one bout of hysteria.

It was then she had decided, quite calmly, against abortion or adoption, both of which she had seriously, painfully considered. More than ten years later, she knew the choice, for her, had been the right one.

Now she put together one of Brandon’s favorite dishes. Homemade pizza that he had come to take for granted. The extra time and trouble helped her deal with the guilt she often felt during those weeks she was away on tour, and more, for all the times when a book was so involving and immediate that she could do no better than a quick combination of soup and sandwich.

She set the dough aside to rise and began to make the sauce. While she worked she thought of her home in the East. Would her neighbor remember to knock the snow off the yews and junipers? Would she be back in time to start sweet peas and larkspur from seed? Could she manage this spring to get that puppy Brandon so desperately wanted?

Would the nights be as lonely when she returned as they were beginning to be here?

“Something smells good.”

Startled, she glanced toward the kitchen doorway. There was Paul, leaning comfortably against the jamb, his hands in the pockets of snug, faded jeans, a friendly smile on his face. Instantly she was as tense as he was relaxed. Perhaps he had already forgotten the fevered embrace enjoyed at their last meeting. But it had left a mark on Julia.

“CeeCee let me in,” he said when Julia remained silent. “I see you’ve met Dustin, the crown prince of chaos.”

“It’s nice for Brandon to have a friend his own age.” Stiffly, she went back to stirring the sauce.

“Everyone needs a friend,” Paul murmured. “I know that look.” Though her back was to him, she heard the smile in his voice as he came into the room. “You’re waiting for an apology for my … ungentlemanly behavior the other night.” Casually, he brushed fingertips down the length of her neck, exposed as her hair was swept up in an untidy bun. “I can’t accommodate you there, Jules.”

She shrugged off his hand in a move she knew was bad tempered. “I’m not looking for an apology.” Her brows were drawn together as she glanced over her shoulder. “What are you looking for, Paul?”

“Conversation, companionship.” He leaned closer to the pot and sniffed. “Maybe a hot meal.”

When he turned his head, his face was inches from hers. There were twin lights of humor and challenge in his eyes. Damn him, that quick spear of heat jabbed right into her midsection.

“And,” he added, “whatever else I can get.”

She jerked her head around. The spoon clanged against the pot. “I’d think all of those things would be available to you elsewhere.”

“Sure. But I like it here.” In a move too smooth to be threatening, he put his hands on the stove, effectively caging her. “It’s good for my ego to see just how nervous I make you.”

“Not nervous,” she said, having no compunction about the lie. “Annoyed.”

“Either way. It’s a reaction.” He smiled, amused by the knowledge that she would go on stirring the sauce from now until Armageddon rather than turn and chance being caught in his arms. Unless he made her mad enough. “The problem with you, Jules, is you’re too uptight to take a kiss at face value.”

Her teeth set. “I am not uptight.”

“Sure you are.” He sniffed at her hair, deciding it was every bit as enticing as the bubbling herbs. “I did my research, remember? I couldn’t find one man you’ve been linked to seriously in the past decade.”

“My personal life is just that. However many men I chose to include in that life is none of your damn business.”

“Exactly. But it’s so fascinating that the number is zero. My dear Julia, don’t you know there’s nothing more tempting to a man than a woman who holds her passion on a choke chain? We tell ourselves we’ll be the one to make her lose her grip.” Adroitly, he touched his mouth to hers in a brief, arrogant kiss that infuriated rather than stirred. “I can’t resist.”

“Try harder,” she suggested, and nudged him aside.

“I thought about that.” There was a bowl of plump green grapes on the counter. He plucked one and popped it into his mouth. It wasn’t the taste he wanted, but it would do. For now. “Trouble is, I like giving into impulse. You have such pretty feet.”

With a cookie sheet in one hand she turned to stare at him. “What?”

“Whenever I stop by unexpectedly, you’re barefoot.” He leered at her feet. “I had no idea that naked toes could be arousing.”

She didn’t mean to laugh—certainly didn’t want to. But it bubbled out. “If it’ll help things, I’ll start wearing thick socks and heavy shoes.”

“Too late now.” She began to grease the sheet in deft, housewifely moves he found incredibly seductive. “I’d only fantasize about what’s underneath. Are you going to tell me what you’re making?”

“Pizza.”

“I thought that came frozen or in a cardboard box.”

“Not around here.”

“If I promise not to nibble on your very attractive toes, will you ask me to lunch?”

She considered, weighing the pros and cons as she preheated the oven, then sprinkled flour on a wooden board. “I’ll ask you to lunch if you agree to answer a few questions honestly.”

He sniffed the sauce again, then gave in to temptation and sampled a bit from the wooden spoon. “Done. Do we get pepperoni?”

“All that and more.”

“I don’t suppose you’d have a beer.”

She began to knead the dough, and he lost track of the question. Though her fingers were deft as a grandmother’s, they didn’t make him think of sturdy old women, but of clever young ones who knew where to touch, and how. She said something, but it passed through his brain without comprehension. It had started as a joke, but now he couldn’t quite understand how watching her perform some ancient female ritual could make his mouth dry.

“Did you change your mind?”

He brought his eyes from her hands to her face. “What?”

“I said CeeCee stocked a lot of cold drinks in the fridge. I’m pretty sure there’s a beer.”

“Right.” After clearing his throat, he opened the refrigerator. “Do you want one?”

“Hmm. No. Something soft maybe.”

He took out a bottle of Coors and a bottle of Pepsi. “Hooking up any interviews?”

“Here and there. I talk regularly with Eve, of course. And I’ve spoken with Nina, bounced a few questions off Fritz.”

“Ah, Fritz.” Paul took a quick chug. “The Viking god of health. What’d you think?”

“I thought he was sweet, dedicated, and gorgeous.”

“Gorgeous?” Brows knit, he lowered the bottle again. “Christ, he’s built like a freight train. Do women really find all those hulking muscles appealing?”

She couldn’t resist. Turning back to him briefly, she smiled. “Honey, we love being taken by a strong man.”

He drank again, scowling a bit, and resisted the urge to test his biceps. “Who else?”

“Who else what?”

“Who else have you talked to?”

Pleased with his reaction, she went back to work. “I have a few appointments next week. Most of the people I’ve been able to contact are being very cooperative.” She smiled to herself as she spread the dough. “I think they’re banking on pumping me for information rather than vice versa.”

That was exactly what he was doing—rather, what he’d intended to do before she’d distracted him. “And how much will you tell them?”

“Nothing they don’t already know. I’m writing Eve Benedict’s biography, with her authorization.” It was easier now, Julia realized, since they were over the awkward hump of what had happened between them. With her hands busy and children upstairs, she felt her confidence return. “Maybe you could tell me a little about some of the people I’ll be seeing.”

“Such as?”

“Drake Morrison’s first on my list for Monday morning.” Paul took a another swig of beer. “Eve’s nephew—only nephew. Her older sister had the one child, two stillborn children after, then took up religion in a big way. Eve’s younger sister never married.”

The information dissatisfied. “Drake’s her only blood relative. That’s public stuff.”

He waited until she’d finished patting the dough into place and ladled on the sauce. “Ambitious, personable. Drawn to slick clothes, cars, and women. In that order, I’d say.”

Lifting a brow, she looked around. “You don’t like him very much.”

“I have nothing against him.” He took out one of his slim cigars while she rooted through the refrigerator. Relaxed again, he could slide into the simple appreciation of looking at long legs in brief shorts. “I’d say he does his job well enough, but then, Eve’s his major client and she’s not exactly a hard sell. He’s enamored of the finer things, and sometimes finds himself in awkward pinches because of his weakness for gambling.” He caught Julia’s look and shrugged. “It’s not what you’d call a secret, though he is discreet. He also favors the same bookie as my father does when he’s in the States.”

Julia decided to let that lie until she had more time and had done more research. “I’m hoping to get an interview with your father. Eve seems fond of him still.”

“It wasn’t a bitter divorce. My father often refers to their marriage as a short run in a bloody good play. Still, I don’t know how he’d feel about discussing the staging with you.”

She diced green peppers. “I can be persuasive. Is he in London now?”

“Yes, doing King Lear.” He took one of the thin slices of pepperoni before she could arrange it on top of the pizza.

She nodded, hoping she wouldn’t have to make a transatlantic flight. “Anthony Kincade?”

“I wouldn’t get too close.” Paul blew out smoke. “He’s a snake that bites. And it’s a well-known secret that he prefers young women.” He toasted Julia with the bottle. “Watch your step.”

“It pays more to watch the other guy’s step.” She copped a piece of pepperoni herself. “How far do you think he’d go to keep portions of his private life from being revealed?”

“Why?”

She chose her phrasing carefully as she heaped on mozzarella. “He seemed very disturbed the other night. Even threatening.”

He waited a beat. “It’s hard to give an answer where you’re asked half the question.”

“You just answer the part you’re asked.” She slid the pizza in the oven, then hit the timer.

“I don’t know him well enough to have an opinion.” Watching her, Paul tapped out his cigar. “Has he threatened you, Julia?”

“No.”

Eyes narrowed, he stepped closer. “Has anyone?”

“Why should they?”

He only shook his head. “Why are you biting your nails?”

Guilty, she dropped her hand to her side. Before she could evade him, he took her by the shoulders. “What sort of things is Eve talking to you about? Who is she involving in this trek down memory lane? You won’t tell me,” he said softly. “And I doubt Eve will either.” But he’d find out, he thought. One way or another. “Will you come to me if there’s trouble?”

That was the last thing she wanted to be tempted to do. “I’m not anticipating any trouble I can’t deal with.”

“Let me put it another way.” His fingers moved down her arms, massaging gently. Then they tightened, pulling her against him as his mouth came to hers.

He held her there, deepening the kiss before her brain could register the order to snap away. Her hands fisted at her sides, barely resisting the urge to grab on, to cling. Even while she struggled to hold something back, her mouth surrendered to the assault and answered his.

There was heat and hunger, passion and promise. The backs of her eyes stung as her emotions scrambled out of hiding to revel in the chance for freedom. God, she wanted to be needed like this. How could she have forgotten?

More shaken than he cared to admit, he slid his lips from hers to nuzzle her throat. Incredibly soft. Enticingly firm. Added to the texture, the flavor, the scent, was that quick and faint tremor he found outrageously arousing.

He thought about her too often. Since that first taste he had craved more. She was the only woman he was afraid he would beg for.

“Julia.” He murmured her name as he brushed his lips over hers again. Softer now, persuasive. “I want you to come to me. I want you to let me touch you, to show you what it could be like.”

She knew what it could be like. She would give herself. Content with his conquest, he would walk away whistling and leave her shattered. Not again. Never again. But his body felt so tempting against her. If she could convince herself she could be as tough as he, as immune to hurts and disappointments, then perhaps she could take her pleasure and walk away whole.

“It’s too soon.” It didn’t seem to matter that her voice was unsteady. It was foolish to pretend he didn’t affect her. “Too fast.”

“Not nearly soon or fast enough,” he muttered, but stepped away. Damned if he’d beg—for anyone, for anything. “All right. We’ll slow down for the moment. Seducing a woman in the kitchen with a trio of kids upstairs isn’t my usual style.” He went back for his beer. “You … change things, Julia. I believe I’d be better off to think this through as carefully as you.” He took a sip, then slammed the bottle aside. “Like hell I would.”

Before he had taken a step toward her, stomping feet sounded on the stairs.
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Gloria DuBarry was at an awkward age for an actress. Her official bio listed that awkwardness at fifty. Her birth certificate, under the name of Ernestine Blofield added five dangerous years to that mark.

Heredity had been kind enough that she had required only minor tucks and lifts to maintain her ingenue image. She still wore her honey-blond hair in the short, boyish style that had been copied by millions of women during her heyday. Her gamine face was offset by huge and guileless blue eyes.

The press adored her—she made sure of it. Always, she had graciously granted interviews. A press agent’s dream, she had been generous with pictures of her one and only wedding, had shared anecdotes and snapshots of her children.

She was known as a loyal friend, a crusader of the right charities, Actors and Others for Animals being her current project.

In the rebellious sixties, mainstream America had placed Gloria on a pedestal—a symbol of innocence, morality, and trust. They had kept her there, with Gloria’s help, for more than thirty years.

In their one and only film together, Eve had played the carnivious older woman who had seduced and betrayed the innocent and long-suffering Gloria’s weak-willed husband. The roles had capped the image for each. Good girl. Bad woman. Oddly enough, the actresses had become friends.

Cynics might say the relationship was aided by the fact that they had never been forced to compete for a role—or for a man. It would have been partially true.

When Eve strolled into Chasen’s, Gloria was already seated, brooding over a glass of white wine. There weren’t many who knew Gloria well enough to see past the placid expression to the dissatisfaction beneath. Eve did. It was, she thought, going to be a long afternoon.

“Champagne, Miss Benedict?” The waiter asked after the women had exchanged quick cheek pecks.

“Naturally.” She was already reaching for a cigarette as she sat and gave the waiter a slow smile as he lighted it for her. It pleased her to know she was looking her best after her morning session. Her skin felt firm and taunt, her hair soft and sleek, her muscles limber. “How are you, Gloria?”

“Well enough.” Her wide mouth tightened a little before she lifted her glass. “Considering how Variety gutted my new movie.”

“The bottom line’s the box office line. You’ve been around too long to let the opinion of one snot-nosed critic worry you.”

“I’m not as tough as you.” Gloria said it with the hint of a superior smirk. “You’d just tell the critic to—you know.”

“Get fucked?” Eve said sweetly as the waiter placed her champagne on the table. Laughing, she patted his hand. “Sorry, darling, not you.”

“Eve, really.” But there was a chuckle in Gloria’s voice as she leaned closer.

The prim little girl caught giggling in church, Eve thought with some affection. What would it be like, she wondered, to actually believe your own press?

“How’s Marcus?” she asked. “We missed you both at the benefit the other night.”

“Oh, we were sorry to miss it. Marcus had the most vile headache. Poor dear. You can’t imagine how difficult it is, being in business these days.”

The subject of Marcus Grant, Gloria’s husband of twenty-five years, always bored Eve. She made some noncommittal noise and picked up her menu.

“And the restaurant business has to be the worst,” Gloria went on, always ready to suffer her husband’s woes—even when she didn’t understand them. “The health department’s always snooping around, and now people are crabbing about cholesterol and fat grams. They don’t take into account that Quick and Tasty’s practically fed middle-class America single-handedly.”

“The little red box on every corner,” Eve commented, describing Marcus’s fast-food chain. “Don’t worry, Gloria, health conscious or not, Americans will always go for the burger.”

“There is that.” She smiled at the waiter. “Just a salad, tossed with lemon juice and pepper.”

The irony of that would escape her, Eve thought, and ordered chili. “Now …” Eve picked up her glass again. “Tell me all the gossip.”

“Actually, you head the list.” Gloria tapped her short clear-coated nails against the wineglass. “Everyone’s talking about your book.”

“How satisfying. And what do they say?”

“There’s a lot of curiosity.” Stalling, Gloria switched from wine to water. “More than a little resentment.”

“And I was hoping for fear.”

“There’s that too. Fear of being included. Fear of being excluded.”

“Darling, you’ve made my day.”

“You can joke, Eve,” she began, then clammed up as the bread was served. She broke off a corner of her roll, then crumbled it in her plate. “People are worried.”

“Specifically?”

“Well, it’s no secret how Tony Kincade feels. Then I heard that Anna del Rio was muttering about libel suits.”

Eve smiled as she slathered butter on a roll. “Anna’s a delightful and innovative designer, God knows. But is she so stupid to believe the general public cares what she snorts in the back room?”

“Eve.” Flushed and embarrassed, Gloria gulped her wine. Her gaze darted nervously around the room as she checked to see if anyone could hear. “You can’t go around saying things like that. I certainly don’t approve of drugs—I’ve done three public service announcements—but Anna’s very powerful. And if she uses a bit now and then, recreationally—”

“Gloria, don’t be any more stupid than necessary. She’s a junkie with a five-thousand-dollar-a-day habit.”

“You can’t know—”

“I do know.” For once Eve was discreet enough to pause as the waiter returned to serve their food. At her nod, their glasses were refilled. “Exposing Anna might save her life,” Eve continued, “though I’d be lying if I claimed to have any altruistic motive. Who else?”

“Too many to count.” Gloria stared at her salad. As she did for any role, she had rehearsed this lunch for hours. “Eve, these people are your friends.”

“Hardly.” Her appetite healthy, Eve dug into the chili. “For the most part, they are people I’ve worked with, attended functions with. Some I’ve slept with. As for friendship, I can count on one hand the people in this business I consider true friends.”

Gloria’s mouth moved into the pout that had charmed millions. “And do you count me?”

“Yes, I do.” Eve enjoyed another spoonful before she spoke again. “Gloria, some of what I’ll say will hurt, some might heal. But that’s not the point.”

“What is the point?” Gloria leaned forward, her big blue eyes intense.

“To tell my story, all of it, no wavering. That includes the people who have walked in and out of that story. I won’t lie for myself or for anyone.”

Reaching out, Gloria clamped her fingers around Eve’s wrist. Even that move had been practiced, but in rehearsal Gloria’s fingers had been soft and pleading. In the performance they were strong and urgent, hardened by genuine emotion. “I trusted you.”

“With good cause,” Eve reminded her. She’d known it was coming, was sorry it couldn’t be avoided. “You had no one else to go to.”

“Does that give you the right to take something so private, so personal, and destroy me with it?”

With a sigh, Eve used her free hand to lift her drink. “As I tell the story, there will be people and events that interlink, that will be impossible to delete. If I left one part out to protect one person, the whole business collapses.”

“How could what I did all those years ago have possibly affected your life?”

“I can’t begin to explain,” Eve murmured. There was a pain here, a surprising one, one the medication wouldn’t touch. “It will all come out, and I hope with all my heart you’ll understand.”

“You’ll ruin me, Eve.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Do you really believe that people will be shocked or appalled by the fact that a naive twenty-four-year-old girl who fell unwisely in love with a manipulative man chose to have an abortion?”

“When that girl is Gloria DuBarry, yes.” She snatched her hand back. It hovered by the wine a moment, then veered toward the water. She couldn’t afford to get sloppy in public. “I made myself an institution, Eve. And dammit, I believe in what I’ve come to stand for. Integrity, innocence, old-fashioned values and romance. Do you know what they’ll do to me if it comes out that I had an affair with a married man, had an abortion, all the while I was filming The Blushing Bride?”

Impatient, Eve pushed aside the chili. “Gloria, you’re fifty-five years old.”

“Fifty.”

“Christ.” Eve yanked out a cigarette. “You’re loved and respected—all but canonized. You have a wealthy husband who—lucky you—isn’t in the movie business. You have two lovely children who have gone on to live very tidy, very normal lives. Some people probably believe they were conceived immaculately, then found under a cabbage leaf. Does it really matter at this stage—when you are an institution—if it’s revealed that you actually had sex?”

“In the bounds of marriage, no. My career—”

“You and I both know that you haven’t had a decent part in over five years.” Gloria bristled, but Eve held up a hand for silence. “You did good work, and will do more yet, but the business hasn’t been the focus of your life for quite some time. Nothing I can say about the past is going to change what you have now, or will have.”

“They’ll slap my face on all the tabloids.”

“Probably,” Eve agreed. “It might just get you an interesting part. The point is, no one is going to condemn you for facing a difficult situation and making something of the rest of your life.”

“You don’t understand—Marcus doesn’t know.”

Eve’s brow shot up in surprise. “Why the hell doesn’t he?”

The pixie faced flushed, the guileless eyes hardened. “Damn you, he married Gloria DuBarry. He married the image, and I’ve made certain that image has never been marred. Not even a whiff of scandal. You’ll ruin that for me. You’ll ruin everything.”

“Then I’m sorry. Truly. But I don’t feel responsible for the lack of intimacy in your marriage. Believe me, when I tell the story, it will be told honestly.”

“I’ll never forgive you.” Gloria plucked her napkin off her lap and tossed it on the table. “And I’ll do anything and everything to stop you.”

She made her exit dry-eyed, petite and elegant in her white Chanel suit.

Across the room a man lingered over his lunch. He’d already taken half a dozen pictures with his palm-size camera and was satisfied. With any luck, he would finish his day’s work and get home in time to watch the Super Bowl.

Drake watched the game alone. For once in his adult life he didn’t want a woman within arm’s reach. He didn’t want any pouty blond sprawled on his sofa sulking because he paid more attention to the game than to her.

He watched from the game room of his cedar and stone home in the Hollywood Hills. The big-screen TV where the teams had already kicked off and received dominated one wall. Surrounding Drake were the adult toys he used to compensate for those his mother had denied him during childhood. A trio of pachinko machines, a billiard table, a bronze-backed basketball hoop, state of the art in pinball, arcade, and sound systems. His library of videotapes topped five hundred, and there was a VCR in every room of the house. A guest would be hard put to find reading material other than racing forms or trade magazines, but Drake had other entertainment to offer.

In the room beyond, sexual toys were stacked—from the sublime to the ridiculous. He’d been taught from an early age that sex was a sinful thing, and had long since decided in for a penny, in for a pound. In any case, a few visual aids increased his appetites.

Though he had only a passing taste for drugs himself, he kept a stash of pills and powders to trot out if a party threatened to become dull. Drake Morrison considered himself a conscientious host.

He’d refused more than a dozen Super Bowl parties for that Sunday. To him, it wasn’t a game flickering on the screen, something to be enjoyed and hooted over with friends. It was life and death. He had fifty big ones riding on the outcome, and couldn’t afford to lose.

Before the first quarter had ended, he’d gulped down two Becks and a half bag of chips dripping with guacamole. With his team up by a field goal, he relaxed a little. His phone rang twice, but he let his machine do the talking, convinced it was bad luck to leave his perch even to urinate during the game, much less to answer the phone.

Two minutes into the second quarter and Drake was feeling smug. His team was holding the line like bulls. Personally, he detested the game. It was so … physical. But the need to bet was unrelenting. He thought of Delrickio and smiled. He would pay the Italian bastard back, every penny. He wouldn’t have to sweat when he heard the cool, polite voice over the phone.

Then maybe he’d take a quick winter vacation. Down to Puerto Rico to play in the casinos and fuck a few high-class broads. He’d deserve it after pulling himself out of this hole.

With no help from Eve, he thought and reached for a fresh beer. The old bitch refused to lend him another dime—just because he’d had a run of bad luck. If she knew he was still dealing with Delrickio … Well, he didn’t have to worry there. Drake Morrison knew how to be discreet.

Anyway, she didn’t have any right being so tight-assed with her money. Where the hell was it going to go after she croaked? All she had were her sisters, and she didn’t have any use for them. That left Drake. He was her only blood tie, and he’d spent his entire adult life knotting himself around her neck.

He was brought back to the game with a thud when the tight end on the opposing team sprinted thirty-five yards for a touchdown.

He felt his little bubble burst—as if a balloon had lodged then exploded in his throat. And reached for another handful of chips. Crumbs scattered over his shirt and lap as he stuffed them into his mouth. Didn’t matter, he told himself. It was only a three point spread. Four, he corrected himself, wiping his hand across his mouth as the kick sailed through the posts.

He’d get it back. There was plenty of time.

In his beach house in Malibu, Paul huddled over his keyboard. The book was giving him trouble—more than he’d expected. He was determined to get past his current block. He often looked at writing that way. One wall to scale after the next. He didn’t enjoy it—and it was the greatest pleasure of his life. He hated it and loved it in much the same way he’d learned some men felt about their wives. Writing a story was something he had to do—not for the money; he had plenty—but in the same way he had to eat or sleep or empty his bladder.

Leaning back, he stared at the screen, at the little white cursor that blinked after the last word he’d written. The word was murder.

It gave him a great deal of satisfaction to create thrillers, complicating the lives of the characters that grew inside him. Most of all, he liked to watch them balance life and death in their hands. At the moment he just didn’t seem to care enough.

Too many distractions, he admitted, and glanced over his shoulder at the television that was blaring out the action in the third quarter of the big game. He knew it was childish to have the set on and pretend to watch. The truth was he didn’t even care for American football. But he was sucked in, year after year, by the Super Bowl. He’d even picked his team, vindicating his weakness by rooting for what he considered the underdog—since they’d been behind by three in the first quarter.

The game was certainly a distraction, but it wasn’t what had been keeping him from falling into his work over the past couple of weeks. That distraction was certainly more fascinating than a bunch of men with padded shoulders dragging each other to the ground. A cool-eyed, long-legged blond named Julia.

He wasn’t even sure what he wanted from her. Besides the obvious. Getting his hands on her was a pleasant enough fantasy—particularly with her remoteness and bursts of passion sending out such mixed and irresistible signals. But if that was all it was, why wasn’t he able to dismiss her from his mind as he had been able to dismiss others when it was time to settle in to work?

Perhaps it was her complexity that nagged at him. She was slickly professional, quietly domestic. Ambitious and retiring. He’d already discovered that rather than aloof, she was shy. Cautious rather than cynical. Yet she had been bold enough, brave enough, to cross a continent with her young son and take on the vagaries of one of Hollywood’s legends.

Or was it hungry enough? he wondered.

He could fill in some of the blanks himself since he had dipped into her background. He knew she had been raised by two professionals, had survived a broken home, a teenage pregnancy, and the loss of both parents. Despite the vulnerabilities he’d seen, she was tough. She’d had to be.

Christ, he realized with a laugh. She reminded him of Eve. Perhaps it was because of Brandon, so unlike the boy he had been.

Eve hadn’t mothered him in the traditional sense, Paul knew. But she had saved him. Even though she had been his father’s wife such a short time, she had changed Paul’s direction. She’d given him the attention he’d so desperately craved, praise he’d stopped expecting, criticism that had mattered. Most of all, she’d given him an uncomplicated love.

Brandon was being raised that way, so how could he not be an appealing child? Odd, Paul thought, he’d never considered himself a man who particularly enjoyed children. He liked them well enough, found them amusing and often interesting, and certainly necessary for the preservation of the human race.

But he actually liked being around the kid. He’d felt comfortable the day before, eating pizza and swapping basketball stories. He was really going to have to see about taking the kid to a game. And if the mother came along, so much the better.

He glanced back at the television long enough to see the underdog was now behind by three going into the fourth quarter. Paul gave a fleeting thought to all the money that would be lost and won over the next fifteen minutes, then went back to work.

Drake was on the edge of his seat. The rug beneath him was scattered with crumbs from the chips and pretzels he’d been steadily devouring. Fuel to feed that gnawing pit of fear in his gut. He was into his second six-pack of beer, and his eyes were red-rimmed and glazed—like a man’s who was suffering from a hideous hangover. But he didn’t take them off the screen.

Four minutes and twenty-six seconds to go, and he was up by three. His team had muscled its way to a touchdown, but had blown the extra point.

They were going to do it. They were going to put him in the black. Drake stuffed a handful of pretzels into his mouth. His Ralph Lauren sport shirt was soaked with sweat and beneath it his heart hammered.

His breath short and fast, he toasted the gladiators on the screen with a half-empty beer, then bolted up in shock, as if the defensive lineman had kicked him in the groin. The opposing receiver caught a long pass and sailed unmolested into the end zone.

The ball was spiked. The crowd went wild.

Three minutes and ten, and his life passed before his eyes.

They were assholes, he thought, swilling his dry throat with beer. They’d fumbled twice in the last ten minutes. Even he could do better. Pussies. He chugged beer, noshed chips, and prayed.

Bit by bit, they marched their way down the field. With every yard gained, Drake inched closer to the edge. His eyes were watering when they hit a solid defensive wall on the seventeen.

“One fucking touchdown!” he shouted, springing up to pace at the two-minute warning. His legs felt like rusty springs.

Fifty thousand dollars. He walked back and forth, cracking his knuckles as the commercial droned on. He couldn’t bear to think what Delrickio would do if he didn’t come up with the rest of the money. With his hands shaking, he pressed them to his eyes.

How could he have done it? How could he have taken fifty thousand and bet it on a stinking game when he owed the mob ninety?

Then the game was back, and so was his desperation. Drake didn’t sit now, but stood in front of the six-foot screen. The quarterback’s eyes seemed to stare into his. Desperation into desperation. There were grunts. The snap. Big, sweaty men scrambled on the screen inches from Drake’s face.

Three-yard gain. Time out.

Drake began to bite his nails.

The teams formed again. It seemed the same to him. What was the difference? he thought desperately. What was the fucking difference?

Quarterback sack. Six-yard loss.

He began to blubber now as the time dripped away. A grown man sobbing in a room full of toys. The need to urinate became so intense, he could only dance from foot to foot. With less than a minute to go, the defense held. Forth and two. Run, pass, or punt. After an excruciating time-out where Drake raced to the John to relieve his aching kidneys, they opted to run. Hulking uniforms formed a mountain of grass-stained color.

He panted as the players pushed and shoved, as refs jumped in to pull hot heads apart. Drake wanted them to tear at each other, to draw blood. More tears welled in his eyes as the measurement was taken.

“Please, please, please,” he chanted.

Short, inches short of the down. Miles short of hope. When the ball changed hands, the game was virtually over.

Drake stood, weeping as the crowd cheered. Big men took off helmets to show grimy faces of triumph or sorrow.

More than one life was changed when the clock ran out.
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Julia hobbled into the circular reception area of Drake Morrison’s office at ten o’clock sharp for her appointment. She struggled to keep from wincing as she crossed to the center reception counter and announced herself to the slick-looking brunette who seemed to be in charge.

“Mr. Morrison’s expecting you,” she said in a silky contralto that was bound to make male clients salivate over the phone. If that didn’t do the trick, the forty-inch bust that was holding a cubic zirconia captive in its admirable cleavage should finish the job. “If you’d just have a seat for a few moments.”

There was nothing Julia wanted more. With a long and quiet sigh, she settled onto one of the sofas and pretended to be absorbed in Premiere magazine. She felt as though she had been beaten slowly, methodically, with a foam-coated baseball bat.

A one-hour session with Fritz and she was ready to beg for mercy—hopefully from a fully prone position.

He was kind-eyed, encouraging, flattering, and, she was sure, the real Conan.

Julia remembered to turn a page of the magazine while the receptionist answered the phone in her best Lauren Bacall. From profile, her amazing bust made Dolly Parton look prepubescent. Curious, Julia sneaked a peek, and noted that neither male in the reception area was salivating.

Settling back gingerly, she let her mind drift.

Despite the aches, it had been an interesting morning. Apparently women became more expansive when they shared torture. Eve had been friendly and amusing—particularly when Julia had forgotten dignity long enough to pant out a stream of oaths during the last of the dreaded crunchies.

And it was hard, if not impossible, to retain a professional distance when two exhausted women were naked and sharing the showers.

They hadn’t discussed people during this session, but things. The gardens Julia discovered Eve was so fond of. The music she preferred, her favorite cities. It hadn’t occurred to Julia until later that it had been less of an interview and more of a chat. And that Eve had learned more about Julia than Julia about Eve.

The more discomfort she had suffered, the more comfortable Julia had been with talking about herself. It had been easy to describe her home in Connecticut, how good she felt the move from New York had been for Brandon. How much she hated flying and loved Italian food. How terrified she’d been at her first book-signing with people crowded around.

And what was it Eve had said when she’d confessed to being frightened by public appearances?

“Give them your brains, girl, never your guts.”

Remembering, Julia smiled. She liked that.

Cautiously, she shifted. When her thigh muscles shrieked in chorus, she didn’t quite hold back the whimper. The men across from her flicked a glance over the tops of their magazines, dismissed her, then went back to reading. To take her mind off her multiple aches, she speculated about them.

A couple of actors hoping for representation by one of the big guns? No, she decided. Actors would never go looking for a publicity manager together. Not even if they were lovers.

It wasn’t fair to label them gay because they weren’t drooling over Dolly Bacall. Maybe they were loyal and faithful family men who never looked at women other than their wives.

And maybe she was sitting across from two dead guys.

An IRS team waiting to audit Drake’s books, she decided. Much closer to the mark. The men had the cool, unsympathetic, and ruthless looks she expected from IRS agents—or Mafia hit men. Did they have calculators or .32s tucked beneath those trim black jackets?

That had her grinning for a moment, until one of them looked over and caught her studying them. Julia had reason to hope her own books were in good order.

A glance at her watch showed her she’d already been waiting ten minutes. The double white doors with Drake’s name prominently displayed were firmly closed. Staring at them, she wondered what was keeping him.

Inside his overdecorated ecru and emerald office, as spiffy and obsessively trendy as the reception area, Drake kept his trembling hands linked on the glossy surface of his desk. He looked as though his body had shrunk to the size of a child, dwarfed by the custom-made leather executive chair.

Behind him was a window with its view of L.A. from high up in Century City. It always pleased him that at any whim, he could see in a glance the panorama the producers of LA. Law had made famous.

He kept his back to it now, his eyes downcast. He hadn’t slept the night before until jittery panic had sent him hunting up a couple of Valium and the brandy bottle.

“I’ve come to you personally,” Delrickio was saying, “because I feel we have a relationship.” When Drake merely nodded, Delrickio’s lips tightened, only briefly, in disgust. “You understand what would happen now if I did not have this personal connection with you?”

Because he felt this demanded an answer, Drake wet his lips. “Yes.”

“Business can be influenced by friendship only to a point. We are at that point. Last night you were unlucky. I can sympathize, friend to friend. But as a businessman, my priority must be my own profit and loss. You, Drake, are costing me money.”

“It shouldn’t have happened.” Drake’s emotions threatened to surface again, swam in his eyes. “Up until the last five minutes …”

“That is neither here nor there. Your judgment was poor, and your time is up.” Delrickio rarely raised his voice and didn’t do so now. His words boomed and echoed in Drake’s head, nonetheless. “What do you intend to do?”

“I—I can get you another ten thousand in two, maybe three weeks.”

His eyes masked by the downsweep of his lashes, Delrickio took out a roll of peppermint Life Savers, thumbed one free, and laid it on his tongue. “That’s far from satisfactory. I expect the rest of the payment in one week.” He paused, waggling his finger. “No, because we are friends, in ten days’ time.”

“Ninety thousand in ten days?” Drake reached for the Waterford carafe on his desk, but his hands shook too badly for him to pour. “That’s impossible.”

Delrickio’s face remained impassive. “When a man owes a debt, a man pays. Or takes the consequences. A man who doesn’t pay his debts may find himself becoming clumsy—so clumsy he slams his hand in a door and crushes his fingers. Or he may become so distracted by his obligations that he is careless when he shaves—so that he slices his face … or his throat. In the end he may become so disheartened that he will throw himself out of a window.” Delrickio glanced at the wide pane at Drake’s back. “Like that one.”

Drake’s Adam’s apple pressed against the square knot in his tie when he swallowed the ball of fear in his throat. His voice came out like the whine of air from a leaky balloon. “I need more time.”

Delrickio sighed like a disappointed father who had just been shown a poor report card. “You ask me for a favor, and yet you haven’t granted me the one I asked you.”

“She wouldn’t tell me anything.” Drake reached for a handful of sugared almonds from the Raku bowl on his desk. “You know how unreasonable Eve can be.”

“Indeed I do. But there must be a way.”

“I tried pumping the writer.” Drake caught the faint glimmer of light at the end of a dark tunnel, and sprinted. “In fact, I’m working on bringing her around. She’s in the outer office right now.”

“So.” Delrickio’s brow lifted, the only sign of interest.

“I’ve got her pegged,” Drake hurried on, taking the journey in frantic leaps and bounds. “You know, the lonely career-type who needs a little romance. Two weeks, and she’ll be eating out of my hand. Everything Eve tells her, I’ll know.”

Delrickio’s lips curved slightly as his finger brushed his mustache. “You have a reputation with the ladies. In my youth I enjoyed one myself.” When he rose, Drake could all but feel the wave of relief slick down his clammy skin. “Three weeks, paisan. If you bring me useful information, we will arrange a longer-term loan. And to show your good faith, ten thousand in one week. Cash.”

“But—”

“It’s a very good deal, Drake.” Delrickio moved to the door, turned. “Believe me, you would not get such consideration from others. Don’t disappoint me,” he added, brushing at his cuff. “It would be a shame if your hand was so unsteady while you shaved that you damaged your face.”

When he stepped out, Julia saw a distinguished man of perhaps sixty. He had the sleek, glossy look of wealth and power heightened by dramatic good looks that had aged to distinction. The two other men rose. The man exiting Drake’s office bowed slightly to Julia showing her by the look in his eyes that he had not forgotten what it was to appreciate a young, attractive woman.

She smiled—the gesture from him was so courtly and old-fashioned. Then he moved off, flanked by the two silent men.

Another five minutes passed before the receptionist answered her buzzer and showed Julia into Drake’s office.

He was struggling to recover. He hadn’t dared another Valium, but had gone into the adjoining bath and vomited up most of the terror. After splashing water on his face, a quick swishing of Scope around his sour-tasting mouth, and smoothing his hair and suit, he greeted Julia with the Hollywood handshake, a buss on the cheek.

“So sorry to keep you waiting,” he began. “What can I get you? Coffee? Perrier? Juice?”

“Nothing, I’m fine.”

“Make yourself comfortable and we’ll chat.” He glanced at his watch, wanting her to see that he was a busy man with a lot on his plate. “How are you settling in with Eve?”

“Very well, actually. I had a session with Fritz this morning.”

“Fritz?” He went blank for a minute, then sneered. “Oh, yes, the exercise queen. Poor darling.”

“I enjoyed it. And him,” she said her voiced cool.

“I’m sure you’re a trooper. Tell me, how’s the book going?”

“I think we can be optimistic.”

“Oh, you’ve got a best-seller, no doubt about it. Eve tells a fascinating story—though I’d have to wonder if her memory wouldn’t be slanted. Still, the old girl’s one in a million.”

Julia was dead sure Eve would pop him right in the caps if he referred to her as “the old girl” to her face. “Are you speaking as her nephew or her press agent?”

He chuckled as his fingers snuck into the almonds. “Both, absolutely. I won’t hesitate to say that having Eve Benedict for an aunt has added spice to my life. Having her for a client has iced the cake.”

Julia didn’t bother to comment on the mixed metaphors. Something, or someone, had Drake shaking in his alligator shoes. The distinguished-looking man with the silver hair and courtly manners? she wondered. Not her business—unless it pertained to Eve. She filed the question away.

“Why don’t you start by telling me about your aunt? We’ll get to your client later.” She took out her recorder, lifting a brow until he nodded his permission. When her notebook was balanced on her knee, she smiled. Drew was scooping up almonds into one hand, then plucking them out of his palm one at a time, popping them into his mouth like bullets. Pop, crunch, gulp. She wondered if he ever missed a step and swallowed one whole. The idea forced her to look away a moment on the pretext of cuing the tape. “Your mother is Eve’s older sister, correct?”

“That’s right. There were three Berenski girls. Ada, Betty, and Lucille. Of course, Betty was already Eve Benedict by the time I was born. She was an established star, a legend even. She was certainly a legend back in Omaha.”

“Did she come back home for visits?”

“Only twice that I remember. Once when I was about five.” He licked the light dusting of sugar off his fingers and hoped he looked properly pained. It was a sure bet a single mother with a young son would sympathize with what he was about to say. “You see, my father deserted us. It crushed my mother, as you can imagine. I was too young to understand then. I just wondered why my father didn’t come home.”

“I’m sorry.” She did sympathize. “That must have been very difficult.”

“It was incredibly painful. Something I doubt I’ve ever completely gotten over.” Drake hadn’t given the old man a passing thought in more than twenty years. Taking out a monogrammed handkerchief, he dried off his fingers. “He simply walked out and never came back. For years I blamed myself. Perhaps I still do.” He paused as if to regain his composure, turning his head slightly to profile and gazing broodingly out of the plate glass that shielded him from the morning’s smog. Nothing, he was certain, got to a woman quicker than a sob story told bravely. “Eve came, though to be honest she and my mother never saw eye to eye. She was very kind in her no-nonsense way, and made certain we always had enough. My mother eventually took a part-time job in a department store, but it was Eve’s contribution that kept a decent roof over our heads. She saw to it I got an education.”

Though Julia wasn’t fooled by the little show he was putting on for her benefit, she was interested in the story. “You said they didn’t see eye to eye. What do you mean?”

“Well, I can’t say what happened when they were girls. I get the impression that all three sisters competed for their father’s attention. He was away quite a bit. Some sort of salesman. From what my mother has said, they often lived hand to mouth, and Eve was never content. It could have been more basic than that,” he said with a smile. “I’ve seen pictures of them, all three of them together when they were young. I don’t imagine it was easy for three beautiful women to live under the same roof.”

Julia blinked and nearly lost her train of thought. Did the man have any idea how much he glinted? she wondered. The gold band on his Rolex, the gleam of his caps, the mousse in his hair.

“I—ah.” She glanced hurriedly down at her notes, unaware that he preened, certain her attraction to him was distracting her. “So Eve left.”

“Yes, and the rest is history. My mother married. I’ve heard gossip that my father had been in love with Eve. My mother wasn’t particularly young when she married, and I believe there were many years of struggle before she finally became pregnant. Are you sure I can’t get you anything?” he asked as he rose to go to the neatly stocked bar at the side of the room.

“No, nothing. But please, go ahead.”

“Well then, in any case. I turned out to be the one and only.” As he spoke he poured sparkling water over ice. He would have preferred a drink, but felt sure Julia would disapprove of such habits before lunch. As he sipped, he angled his head, treating her to his other profile. “Lucille devoted her life to traveling. I think she even lived in a commune for a few years. Very sixties. She was killed in a railway accident in Bangledesh or Borneo or some out of the way place, about ten years ago, I guess.” He passed over his aunt’s life and death with barely a shrug.

Julia scribbled a note. “I take it you weren’t close?”

“To Aunt Lucille?” He started to laugh this off, then disguised it with a cough. “I don’t think I saw her more than three or four times in my life.” He didn’t add that she had always brought him some fascinating toy or book. Or that she had died with little more than the clothes on her back and pocket change. No inheritance for Drake, no fond memories of Lucille. “She never seemed—well, particularly real to me, if you know what I mean.”

Julia softened a bit. It wasn’t fair to judge the man as callous because he lacked affection for an aunt he barely knew. Or because he was a preening peacock with an overindulged sense of his own sexual attraction. “I suppose I do. Your family was scattered.”

“Yes. My mother kept the small farm she’d bought with my father, and Eve …”

“What was it like for you, meeting her for the first time?”

“She was always larger than life.” He perched on the edge of the desk to enjoy the view of Julia’s legs. Exploiting her would be anything but a painful experience. And, to be fair, he intended to see she enjoyed herself as well. “Beautiful, of course, but with that quality so few women have. Innate sensuality, I suppose. Even a child could see it, if not recognize it. I believe at that time she was married to Anthony Kincade. She arrived with mountains of luggage, red lips, red nails, what was surely a Dior suit and the ubiquitous cigarette perched in her fingers. She was, in a word, fabulous.”

He sipped, surprised at how vivid the memory was. “I recall one scene right before she left. Arguing with my mother in the kitchen of the farmhouse. There Eve was, puffing smoke and pacing over the cracked linoleum while my mother sat at the table, red-eyed and furious.

“For chrissake, Ada, you’ve put on thirty pounds. It’s no wonder Eddie ran off with some tacky little waitress.”

Ada’s dissatisfied mouth thinned. Her skin looked like day-old porridge. “There’ll be no taking of the Lord’s name in my house.”

“And little of anything else unless you pull yourself together.”

“I’m a woman without a husband, all but penniless, with a boy to raise.”

Eve waved her cigarette so that smoke zigzagged in the air. “You know very well money won’t be a problem. And there are women all over the world without husbands. Sometimes all to the good.” She plunked her palms down on the wooden table, the cigarette jutting through her fingers. “Listen to me, Ada. Mama’s gone, Daddy’s gone. Lucille too. Even that lazy shit you married’s gone. They’re not coming back.”

“I won’t have you speak about my husband—”

“Oh, shut up.” Eve rammed a fist onto the table so the little plastic rooster and hen salt and pepper shakers rattled and fell. “He isn’t worth you defending, and by God he isn’t worth your tears. What you’ve been given is a new chance, a fresh start. We’re out of the fucking fifties, Ada. We’re going to have a president who’s not in his dotage in the White House come January. Women are going to start trading in their aprons. There’s a change in the air, Ada. Can’t you taste it? It’s coming.”

“Had no business electing a Catholic, a papist. It’s a national disgrace is what it is.” Her chin jutted out. “Anyways, what’s it got to do with me?”

Eve only closed her eyes, knowing Ada would never taste the change, savor the cool, fresh flavor of it, not through her own bitterness. “Clean house, Ada,” she murmured. “Bring the boy and come back to California with me.”

“Why in God’s green earth would I do that?”

“Because we’re sisters. Sell this godforsaken place, move to a place where you can get a decent job, have a social life, where the boy can have a life.”

“Your kind of life.” Ada sneered, her red-rimmed eyes filled with resentment and envy. “Posing on the screen half naked so’s anyone with change jingling in their pocket can watch. Marrying and divorcing on your whim, and giving yourself to any man who winks at you. I’ll keep my boy here, thank you very much, where he can grow up with decent values and under God’s plan.”

“Do what you want,” Eve said wearily. “Though why you’d think God would plan for you to be a bitter, dried-up woman before you’re forty is beyond me. I’ll send you money for the boy. It’s up to you what you do with it.”

“Of course she took the money,” Drake went on. “Spouting off about wickedness, godlessness, and so on while she cashed the check.” He shrugged, too used to the taste of bitterness on his tongue to notice as it spread. “As far as I know, Eve still sends her a check every month.”

It disturbed Julia that she sensed no gratitude. She wondered if Drake realized how very much he was his mother’s son. “If you’d had such little contact with her while you grew up, how did you come to work for her?”

“The summer I graduated from high school, I hitchhiked to L.A. with thirty-seven dollars in my pocket.” He grinned, and for the first time Julia thought she could see a trace of his aunt’s charm. “It took me nearly a week to get ahold of her once I got here. It was quite an adventure for me. She picked me up herself in this little dive in East L.A. Walked in to this greasy taco joint wearing a drop-dead dress and stilletto heels that could impale a man through the heart. I’d caught her on her way out to some party. She crooked her finger at me, turned around, and walked out. I was after her like a shot. She didn’t ask me a single question on the way back to her house. When we got there, she told me to take a bath and to shave off the excuse for a beard I was wearing. And Travers served me the best meal I’d had in my life.”

Something stirred inside him with the memory—a fondness he’d all but forgotten under the layers of ambition and greed.

“And your mother?”

The stirring died away. “Eve dealt with her. I never asked. She put me to work with the gardener, then shoved me into college. I apprenticed with Kenneth Stokley, her assistant at the time. Nina came along just before Eve and Kenneth had a falling-out. When she decided I had potential, Eve put me on as her press agent.”

“Eve has very little family,” Julia commented. “But she’s loyal and generous with those she does have.”

“Yes, in her way. But relation or employee, you toe the line.” He set the drink aside, remembering it best to gloss over any dissatisfaction. “Eve Benedict is the most generous woman I know. Not all of her life has been easy, but she’s made it work. She gives those around her the inspiration to do the same. In short, I adore her.”

“Would you consider yourself a kind of surrogate son to her?”

His teeth flashed in a smile that was too smug to be affectionate. “Absolutely.”

“And Paul Winthrop. How would you describe his relationship with Eve?”

“Paul?” Drake’s brows drew together. “There’s no blood tie there, though she’s certainly fond of him. You might consider him one of her entourage, one of the attractive younger men Eve likes to surround herself with.”

Not only no gratitude, Julia reflected, but a thin little streak of nastiness. “Odd, I would have thought Paul Winthrop very much his own man.”

“He certainly has his own life, his own successes, as far as his writing career.” Then he smiled. “But if Eve snaps her fingers, you can bet your last dollar Paul will jump. I’ve often wondered … strictly off the record?”

“Of course.” She hit the stop button on the recorder.

“Well, I’ve wondered if they’ve ever indulged in a more intimate sort of relationship.”

Julia stiffened. More than a thin streak, she realized. Under all that gloss, Drake Morrison was eaten up by nastiness. “She’s more than thirty years older than he.”

“Age difference wouldn’t stop Eve. That’s part of her mystique, and her continuing charm. As for Paul, he may not marry them as his father does, but he has the same weakness for beautiful women.”

Finding the subject distasteful, Julia closed her notebook. She had all she wanted from Drake Morrison for the moment. “I’m sure Eve will tell me if she decides their relationship warrants space in the book.”

He tried to pry the slight opening wider. “She tells you such personal matters? The Eve I know keeps things to herself.”

“It’s her book,” Julia commented as she rose. “It would hardly be worthwhile if it wasn’t personal. I hope you’ll talk to me again.” She offered a hand and tried not to wince when he took it and raised it to his lips.

“Just name the time and place. In fact, why don’t we have dinner?” He kept her hand, brushing his thumb lightly over her knuckles. “I’m sure we can find more to talk about than Eve—however fascinating she is.”

“Sorry. The book’s taking up nearly all my time.”

“You can’t work every night.” He slid his hand up her arm to toy with the pearl stud at her ear. “Why don’t we get together at my place, informally? I have a number of clippings and old photos you might be able to use.”

As a variation on showing off etchings, it didn’t take much creativity. “I try to make it a policy to spend the evenings with my son—but I’d love to see the clippings, if you wouldn’t mind sending them over.”

He let out a half laugh. “Apparently I’m being too subtle. I’d like to see you again, Julia. For personal reasons.”

“You weren’t being too subtle.” She picked up her recorder and put it into her briefcase. “I’m just not interested.”

He managed to keep his hand light on her shoulder. Pulling a mock grimace, he pressed the other to his heart. “Ouch.”

That did the job of making her laugh, and making her feel ungracious. “I’m sorry, Drake, that wasn’t very smooth. I should have said that I’m flattered by the offer, and the interest, but the timing’s off. Between the book and Brandon, I’m much too busy to think about a social life.”

“That’s a little better.” He kept his hand on her shoulder as he walked her to the door. “How about this? I’m probably the best one to help you with this project. Why don’t you show me your notes as you go, or what you’ve drafted so far? I might be able to fill in some blanks for you, suggest a few names, even jog Eve’s memory. While I’m doing that …” His gaze roamed slowly over her face. “We could get to know each other better.”

“That’s very generous.” She put her hand on the door, struggling not to be irritated when he casually set his palm against the door to keep it closed. “If I run into any snags, I may take you up on it. But since it’s Eve’s story, I’ll have to check with her.” Her voice was mild and friendly as she tugged open the door. “Thank you, Drake. Believe me, I’ll call you if I need something from you.”

She smiled to herself as she passed out of the reception area. Julia was damned sure something was already up. And that Drake Morrison was right smack in the middle of it.
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Julia slipped out of her shoes and walked barefoot into her office. The freesia the gardener had chivalrously given to her the afternoon before brought the delicacy of early spring to the cluttered room. When she rapped her bare toe against a stack of research books stacked on the floor, she swore only halfheartedly. She really was going to get this all tidied up. Soon.

Following habit, she took her day’s tapes out of her briefcase to file them in the desk drawer. Her mind was on a cool glass of wine, perhaps a quick dip in the pool before Brandon got home from school. But it snappped back quickly as she stared into the drawer and lowered herself into the chair.

Someone had been there.

Very slowly, she walked her fingers over the tops of the tapes. None were missing, but they were out of order. One of the few things she was compulsively organized about was her interviews. Labeled and dated, the tapes were always filed alphabetically. Now their order was random.

Yanking open another drawer, she pulled out her typed draft. A quick glance reassured her that all her pages were there. But she felt, she knew someone had read them. She slammed the drawer closed and opened another. All of her things, she thought, all of them had been riffled. But why?

A bubble of panic sent her racing upstairs. She had very little of great value, but the few pieces of her mother’s jewelry were important to her. As she scrambled into the bedroom, she cursed herself for not asking Eve to put the boxes into her safe. Surely she had one. But she also had a security system. Why in hell would anyone break into the guest house to steal a handful of heirlooms?

Of course, they hadn’t. As the relief washed over her, Julia could call herself an idiot. The single strand of pearls and matching drop earrings, the diamond studs, the gold brooch in the shape of the scales of justice. They were all there, undisturbed.

Because her legs were weak, she sat on the edge of the bed, clutching the old jewelry boxes to her breast. It was foolish, she told herself, to have such a desperate attachment to things. She rarely wore any of those pieces, only occasionally took them out to look at them.

But she had been twelve when her father had given her mother the brooch. A birthday present. And she remembered how delighted her mother had been. She had worn it at every case she had tried, even after the divorce.

Julia made herself stand and replace the boxes. It was possible she had misarranged the tapes herself. Possible, but unlikely. Yet it was just as unlikely that anyone would breach Eve’s security in broad daylight and make themselves at home in the guest house.

Eve, Julia thought with a short laugh. Eve herself was the most likely candidate. They hadn’t had a session in three days. Curiosity and arrogance might have made her want to go through the work.

And that would have to be corrected.

She started downstairs again, intending to look through the tapes once more before phoning Eve. Before she’d reached the bottom, Paul was rapping on the front door.

“Hi.” He opened it himself and strode in without invitation.

“Make yourself at home.”

The tone had him tilting his head. “Problem?”

“Why, no.” She stood where she was, feet braced apart, chin angled for a dare. “Why should it be a problem for people to waltz in? After all, it’s not my house. I only happen to be living here.”

He lifted his hands, palms out. “Sorry. I suppose I’ve been living with California casual for too long. Want me to go out and try again?”

“No.” She slapped the word out at him. There was no way he was going to make her feel foolish. “What do you want? You’ve caught me at a bad time, so you’ll have to make it fast.”

He didn’t have to be told it was a bad time. Her expression seemed so calm—she was good at that—but her fingers were busy twisting together. It made him only more determined to stay. “Actually, I didn’t come to see you. I came to see Brandon.”

“Brandon?” The instant warning bells had her arms dropping stiffly to her sides. “Why? What do you want with Brandon?”

“Loosen up, Jules.” He settled on the arm of the sofa. He liked it there—really liked it, he realized. There was something about the way she’d inhabited the cool comfort of the guest area and had made it her own. A kind of charming untidiness, he mused, that spread Julia everywhere. The odd earring on the Hepplewhite table, the pretty high heels tilting against each other where they’d been stepped out of, a scribbled note, a china bowl full of rose petals and rosemary.

If he went into the kitchen, he’d find more of her there. And upstairs, in the bath, in the child’s room, in the room where she slept. Just what would he find of Julia in Julia’s most private space?

He looked back at her and smiled. “I’m sorry, did you say something?”

“Yes, I said something.” She blew out a stream of impatience. “I said what do you want with Brandon?”

“I’m not planning to kidnap him or take him off to show him my newest copy of Penthouse. It’s man business.” When she stomped down the rest of the stairs, he grinned. “Had a rough one?”

“A long one,” she said. “He’s not home from school yet.”

“I can wait.” His gaze flickered down, then back. “You’re barefoot again. I’m so glad you didn’t disappoint me.

She shoved her nervous hands into the pockets of her suit jacket. He should have to register that voice with the police, she thought uneasily. Or maybe with medical science. It could put a woman into a coma—or bring her straight out of one, terminally aroused.

“I really am busy, Paul. Why don’t you simply tell me what you want to talk to Brandon about?”

“You really are quite the mother. It’s admirable. Basketball,” he told her. “The Lakers are in town Saturday night. I thought the kid would get a kick out of going to the game.”

“Oh.” Her face was a study in contradictions. Pleasure for her son, concern, doubt, amusement. “I’m sure he would. But—”

“You can check with the cops, Jules. I don’t have a rap sheet.” Idly, he plucked one of the rose petals from the bowl and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger. “As a matter of fact, I have three tickets, if you want to tag along.”

So that was it, she thought, disappointed. It wasn’t the first time a man had tried to use Brandon to get to her. Well, Paul Winthrop was in for his own disappointment, she decided. He’d opened himself up for a night with a ten-year-old, and that’s what he’d get.

“It’s not my game,” she said mildly. “I’m sure you and Brandon would do better without me.”

“Okay,” he said so easily, she only stared. “Don’t feed him. We’ll catch something at the arena.”

“I’m not sure—” She broke off at the sound of a car.

“Looks like school’s out,” Paul commented, and tucked the petal into his pocket. “Don’t let me keep you. I’m sure Brandon and I can work out the details.”

She held her ground as her son burst through the front door, book bag swinging. “I didn’t miss one on the spelling test.”

“Way to go, champ.”

“And Millie had her babies. Five of them.” He glanced at Paul. “Millie’s the guinea pig from school.”

“I’m relieved, for Millie’s sake, to hear that.”

“It was kinda gross.” Brandon couldn’t help but relish it. “She looked sick and all, and just was lying there breathing real fast. Then these little wet things came out. And there was blood too.” He wrinkled his nose. “If I were a lady, I wouldn’t do it.”

Paul had to grin. He reached out and tugged the bill of Brandon’s cap over his eyes. “Lucky for us they’re made of sterner stuff.”

“I’m pretty sure it had to hurt.” He looked at his mother. “Does it?”

“You bet.” Then she laughed and swung an arm over his shoulder. “But sometimes we get lucky, and it’s worth it. I’ve almost decided you are.” Since it didn’t seem quite the time for a discussion on sex education and childbirth, she gave him a quick squeeze. “Mr. Winthrop came to see you.”

“Really?” As far as Brandon could remember, it was the first time an adult had ever done so. Especially a male adult.

“It so happens,” Paul began, “the Lakers are in town Saturday.”

“Yeah, they’re playing the Celtics. It’ll be maybe like the biggest game of the whole season, and …” A thought wiggled into his brain, such a huge and stunning one, he gaped.

Paul’s lips curved as he saw the wild hope in the boy’s eyes. “And it so happens I’ve got a couple of extra tickets. Wanna go?”

“Oh, wow.” His eyes threatened to pop out of his head. “Oh, wow. Mom, please.” As he turned to grab her around the waist, his entire face was suffused with urgent pleading. “Please.”

“How could I say no to someone who aced his spelling test?”

Brandon let out a whoop as he hugged her. Then to Paul’s astonishment, the boy spun around and launched into his arms. “Thanks, Mr. Winthrop. This is the best. Really the best.”

Rocked by the spontaneous show of affection, Paul patted Brandon’s back, then nudged aside the book bag that was pressing into his kidneys. It had cost him nothing, he thought. He bought two season tickets every year as a matter of course, and had wangled the third from a friend who would be out of town. As Brandon grinned up at him, his face beaming with excitement and gratitude, Paul wished he’d had to slay a few dragons for the seats, at the very least.

“You’re welcome. Listen, I’ve got one extra. Is there anyone you know who’d like to go with us?”

It was almost too much. Like going to sleep in August and waking up on Christmas morning. Brandon stepped back, suddenly unsure if it was cool for a guy to hug another guy. He didn’t know. “Maybe Mom.”

“Already declined, thank you,” she said.

“Jeez, Dustin would really go nuts.”

“Dustin already is nuts,” Paul said. “Why don’t you go give him a call, see if he can make it?”

“No kidding? Great!” He bolted into the kitchen.

“I don’t like to interfere in man business.” Julia unbuttoned her suit jacket. “But do you know what you’ve got yourself into?”

“Boys’ night out?”

“Paul.” She couldn’t help but be kindly disposed to him now—not after seeing Brandon’s face. “If I have this right, you were an only child, you’ve never been married or had any children of your own.”

His gaze wandered down to her fingers that were still toying with the buttons of her jacket. “So far.”

“Ever baby-sit?”

“Excuse me?”

“I thought not.” On a sigh, she slipped out of the jacket and tossed it over the back of a chair. She was wearing a brick-colored sleeveless leotard, and Paul was delighted to see that as well as terrific legs, she had great shoulders. Smooth, creamy, and athletic. “Now, for your opening act, you’re going to take two ten-year-old boys to a professional basketball game. Solo.”

“It’s not like a trek into the Amazon, Jules. I’m a reasonably competent man.”

“I’m sure you are—under normal circumstances. Circumstances are never normal with ten-year-olds. It’s a very big arena, isn’t it?”

“So?”

“I’m going to have a lot of fun imagining you with two wild-eyed little boys.

“If I do a good job, will you treat me to a post-game … drink?”

She had both hands on his shoulders now, and a terrific urge to slide her fingers into his hair. “We’ll see,” she murmured. Her eyes changed, darkened. Going with impulse, she started to lower her head.

“He can go!” Brandon shouted from the kitchen doorway. “His mom says it’s okay, but she has to talk to you to be sure he’s not making it up.”

“Right.” Paul kept his eyes on Julia’s. Even if he’d been across the room, he could have seen the desire turn to astonished embarrassment. “I’ll be back.”

Julia blew out a short breath. What the hell had she been thinking of? Wrong question, she decided. She hadn’t been thinking at all, just feeling. And that was always dangerous.

Sweet Lord, he was attractive, appealing, sexy, charming. He had all those qualities that tempted a woman to make mistakes. It was a very good thing that she knew the pitfalls.

She smiled as she heard Brandon’s excited voice pipe in counterpoint to Paul’s deeper, wryer tones. Cautious or not, she couldn’t help but like him. She wondered if he had any idea how he had looked when Brandon had swooped into his arms. That blank astonishment, then the slow pleasure. It was entirely possible that she’d misjudged him, that he’d asked the boy to the game without any ulterior motives. She’d wait and see.

Now she’d better start thinking about dinner. She glanced toward the mantel to check the time on the antique ormulu clock. It was gone. Baffled, she stared, then the color drained out of her face.

She hadn’t been wrong. There had been someone in the house. Struggling not to panic again, she made a careful search of the living room. Besides the clock, there was a Dresden figurine, a pair of jade candlesticks, and three of the miniature antique snuff boxes that had been in the display cabinet.

Keeping a mental account, she hurried into the dining room. There, too, she found several small, valuable pieces missing. There had been an amethyst butterfly that would fit in the palm of her hand, and had probably been worth several thousand dollars. A set of salt cellars from the Georgian period.

When was the last time she had seen any of these things? She and Brandon invariably used the kitchen or the terrace for meals. A day, a week? Two weeks? She pressed a hand to her churning stomach.

There could be a simple explanation. Maybe Eve had decided to remove the pieces herself. Clinging to that, she went back into the living room to find Brandon and Paul seated, discussing plans for the big night.

“We’re going to go early,” Brandon told her. “So we can meet some of the guys in the locker room.”

“That’s great.” She forced a smile. “Listen, why don’t you get yourself a snack, and we’ll deal with your homework a little later?”

“Okay.” He leapt up and shot Paul another grin. “See you.”

“You’d better sit down,” Paul advised when they were alone. “You’re white as a sheet.”

She only nodded. “There are some things missing from the house. I need to call Eve right away.”

He was up, taking her arm. “What things?”

“The clock, antique boxes. Things,” she snapped, afraid she would babble. “Valuable things. The tapes—”

“What about them?”

“They’re misfiled. Someone …” She forced herself to take a long, deep breath. “Someone’s been here.”

“Show me the tapes.”

She led the way into the office off the living room. “They’re mixed,” she told him as she opened the drawer. “I always file them alphabetically.”

After nudging her into the chair, he looked for himself. “You’ve been busy,” he murmured, noting the names and dates. “Any chance you’ve been working late and jumbled them yourself?”

“Almost none.” She caught his doubtful glance around the disordered room. “Listen, I know how it looks, but the single thing I’m obsessive about is keeping my interviews in precise order. It’s part of my work pattern.”

He nodded, accepting. “Could Brandon have played with them?”

“Absolutely not.”

“I didn’t think so.” His voice was mild, but there was something flickering in his eyes, something dangerous, when he looked at her again. “All right, Julia, is there anything on these tapes you wouldn’t want someone to hear before publication?”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “Yes.”

His lips tightened before he closed the drawer. “Obviously you’re not going to expand on that. Are any of the tapes missing?”

“They’re all there.” A sudden thought had more color washing out of her cheeks. Snatching the tape recorder out of her briefcase, she grabbed a tape at random. A moment later a thin, nasal voice entered the room.

“My opinion of Eve Benedict? A tremendously talented actress and an enormous pain in the ass.”

Julia let out a little sigh as she hit stop.

“Alfred Kinsky,” she explained. “I interviewed him Monday afternoon. He directed Eve in three of her early films.”

“I know who he is,” Paul said dryly.

Nodding, she slipped the tape back in its plastic case, but held on to it. “I was afraid someone might have erased the tapes. I’ll still have to check them all, but …” She dragged a hand through her hair, loosening pins. “It wouldn’t make sense. I could always reinterview. I’m not thinking. I’m not thinking,” she said to herself, then put the tape down to press her fingers to her eyes. “Someone came in here to steal. I’ve got to call Eve. And the police.”

Paul clamped a hand on her wrist as she reached for the phone. “I’ll call her. Relax. Go pour yourself a brandy.”

She shook her head.

Paul punched in the number for the main house. “Then pour me one—and leave the bottle out for Eve.”

However much she might resent the order, it was something to do. Julia was replacing the stopper in the decanter when Paul strode into the living room.

“She’s on her way. Have you checked your personal things?”

“My jewelry. A few pieces I have from my mother.” She handed him the snifter. “It’s all there.”

He swirled the brandy, watching her as he sipped. “It’s absurd for you to feel responsible.”

She was pacing, couldn’t stop. “You don’t know how I feel.”

“Julia, I can all but see the thoughts in your head. I’m responsible, she’s thinking. I should have prevented it.” He sipped again. “Don’t these lovely shoulders of yours get tired carrying the problems of the world around?”

“Back off.”

“Ah, I keep forgetting. Julia handles the wrath of the world alone.”

She turned on her heel and marched into the kitchen. He heard her murmur to Brandon, then the slam of the screen door. Sent the child out to play, he presumed. However rattled she might be, she would protect her son first. When Paul walked into the kitchen, she was standing with her hands braced on the sink, staring through the window.

“If you’re concerned about the value of the missing pieces, I can promise you they’re insured.”

“That’s not really the point, is it?”

“No, it’s not.” After setting the brandy aside, he moved behind her to massage her rigid shoulders. “The point is your space has been invaded. This is, after all, your space while you’re here.”

“I don’t like knowing someone could walk in here, look through my work, select a few expensive trinkets, and stroll out again.” She pushed away from the sink. “Here comes Eve.”

Eve rushed in with Nina one step behind. “What the hell is all this?” she demanded.

Braced, Julia told her as quickly and clearly as possible what she had discovered.

“Son of a bitch” was Eve’s only comment as she moved from the kitchen into the living room. Her gaze sharpened as it swept the room, noting the spaces where items were missing. “I was damn fond of that clock.”

“Eve, I’m so sorry—”

With an impatient wave of her hand, she cut off Julia’s apology. “Nina, check the rest of the place against your inventory list. Paul, for Christ’s sake, pour me a brandy.”

Since he was already doing so, he only lifted a brow. She took the glass and drank deep.

“Where’s the boy?”

“I sent him outside to play.”

“Good.” She drank again. “Where have you set up your office?”

“In the den, through here.”

Eve had already swept in to yank open drawers before Julia could speak again. “So, you claim someone’s gone through the tapes.”

“That’s not what I claim,” Julia said evenly. “That’s what I say.”

The faintest hint of amusement touched Eve’s lips. “Don’t get up on your high horse, girl.” After brushing a finger over the tops of the tapes, she let out a quick laugh. “Well, well. Busy little beaver, aren’t you? Kinsky, Drake, Greenburg, Marilyn Day. Good Christ, you’ve even gotten to Charlotte Miller.”

“Isn’t that what you hired me for?”

“It certainly is. Old friends, old enemies,” she murmured. “All tidily filed. I’m sure dear Charlotte gave you an earful.”

“She respects you almost as much as she dislikes you.”

Eve glanced up sharply, then let out a full-throated laugh as she dropped into the chair. “You’re a cool-handed bitch, Julia. By God, I like you.”

“I’ll return both compliments, Eve. But more to the point, what do we do now?”

“Hmm. You haven’t got any cigarettes around here, do you? I left without mine.”

“Sorry.”

“Never mind. Where the hell’s my brandy? Ah, Paul.” She smiled and patted his cheek, and he crossed over to hand it to her. “How convenient that you were here in our moment of crisis.”

He let the sly inference pass. “Julia is naturally upset at having the house broken into, her work pawed over. And, perhaps not so naturally, feels responsible for the loss of your property.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Eve dismissed it all with a negligent wave, then sat back, eyes closed, to think. “We’ll check with the guard at the gate. There may have been some deliveries, some repairmen—”

“The police,” Julia interrupted. “They should have been called.”

“No, no.” Already planning, Eve swirled her brandy. “I think we can handle this incident with more delicacy than the police.”

“Eve?” Nina stepped into the doorway, a clipboard in her hand. “I think I’ve got the bulk of it.”

“Estimate?”

“Thirty, maybe forty thousand. The amethyst butterfly.” Her eyes filled with concern. “I’m sorry. I know you were fond of it.”

“Yes, I was. Victor gave it to me nearly twenty years ago. Well, I think the wise thing to do is take inventory at the main house. I’d like to know if we’ve had any sticky fingers there as well.” After finishing off the brandy, she rose. “I’m very sorry, Julia. Paul was perfectly right to use that censoring tone to inform me you’re upset by all this. You can be sure I’ll speak with security personally. I dislike having my guests disturbed.”

“May I speak to you a moment privately?”

Eve merely gestured her assent as she perched on the edge of the desk. Julia closed the door behind Paul and Nina. “I am sorry you’ve been upset, Julia,” Eve began. While she drummed the fingers of one hand on the desk, the others rubbed a small circle at her temple. “If I’ve appeared to make light of it, it’s because I’m infuriated that anyone would dare.”

“I think you should reconsider calling the police.”

“Public figures have very little privacy. Forty thousand dollars worth of knickknacks aren’t worth finding my face plastered all over supermarket tabloids. It’s much more interesting to find it there because I’ve had an affair with a thirty-year-old body builder.”

Julia opened the drawer and took out a tape. “On this are your recollections of your marriage with Anthony Kincade. Someone might have dubbed it, Eve. Someone surely might leak the information to him.”

“And?”

“He frightens me. And it frightens me to think of what he might do to prevent this story from becoming public.”

“Tony is my worry, Julia. There’s nothing he can do to hurt me, and nothing I would permit him to do to hurt you. Unconvinced?” She held up a finger, lifted her voice only slightly. “Nina, dear?”

The door opened in less than ten seconds. “Yes, Eve?”

“Take a letter, please. To Anthony Kincade—you’ll find his current address?”

“Yes.” Nina flipped over a page on the clipboard and began scribbling in shorthand.

“Dearest Tony.” She laced her fingers slowly, almost as if in prayer. The malice was back in her eyes. “I hope this finds you in the poorest of health. Just a quick, chatty note to let you know I’m progressing with the book by leaps and bounds. I know how interested you are in this project. You may be aware that several people are quite concerned about the content—so concerned that there have been hints and rumbles about trying to put a stop to it. Tony, you of all people should know how poorly I react to pressure. To save you any trouble, in case you’ve considered inducing some of your own, I’m writing to let you know that I’m seriously considering Oprah’s offer to come on her show and gossip my bio. If there’s any interference from your neighborhood, darling, I’ll snap up her offer, and titillate the audience with a couple of memoirs from our fascinating years together. I believe that little slice of prepromotion, on network television, might sell gobs of advance copies. As ever. Eve.” Smiling, Eve lifted a hand. “That should send the cocksucker into apoplexy.”

Unsure whether she wanted to laugh or scream, Julia sat on the desk as well. “I admire your guts if not your strategy.”

“Only because you don’t fully understand my strategy.” She squeezed Julia’s hand. “You will eventually. Now, take a hot bubble bath, drink some wine, let Paul talk you into bed. Believe me, the combination will work wonders for you.”

Julia laughed, shook her head. “Maybe the first two.”

Eve surprised them both by putting an arm around Julia’s shoulder. It was a gesture of comfort and support, and, undeniably, of affection. “My dear Jules—isn’t that what he calls you?—any woman can have the first two. Come to the house, tomorrow, ten o’clock. We’ll talk.”

“Eve?” Nina interrupted. “You have your first wardrobe fitting for the miniseries tomorrow morning.”

“Right. Check with Nina,” Eve said as she started for the door. “She knows my life better than I.”

Nina waited until Eve glided out. “I know how upsetting this must be. You’ve only to say the word and we can move you and Brandon into the main house.”

“No, no, really. We’re fine here.”

Nina’s slim brows knit with doubt. “If you change your mind, it can be done quickly and without fuss. In the meantime, is there anything I can do for you?”

“No. I appreciate your offer, but to tell the truth, I feel better already.”

“You call the house.” Nina reached out to take Julia’s hand. “If you’re uneasy during the night. If you just want someone to talk to.”

“Thanks. I can’t feel uneasy knowing you’re there.”

“Two minutes away,” Nina added, giving Julia’s fingers a final squeeze.

Alone, Julia reorganized her tapes. It was a small gesture, and useless at that point, but it eased her mind. Picking up Eve’s empty brandy snifter, she started toward the kitchen. The aroma of cooking had her hesitating, sniffing the air, then continuing on. At the kitchen doorway she could only stare at the sight of Paul Winthrop slaving over a hot stove.

“What are you doing?”

“Making dinner. Rotini with tomato and basil.”

“Why?”

“Because pasta’s good for the soul—and it’s impossible for you not to invite me for dinner when I’m cooking it.” He picked up a bottle of Burgundy he had breathing on the counter, poured some into a glass. “Here.”

She took it, holding it in both hands, but not drinking. “Are you any good?”

His grin flashed. Since her hands were occupied, he took advantage by wrapping his arms around her waist. “At what in particular?”

It felt wonderful, too wonderful, to be held at that particular moment. “At rotini with tomato and basil.”

“I’m terrific.” He bent closer, then sighed. “Don’t jerk, you’ll spill the wine.” Patient, he slid one hand up to cup her neck, which served the dual purpose of holding her still and making about a dozen nerve endings sizzle. “Relax, Jules. A kiss isn’t terminal.”

“It is the way you do it.”

His lips were curved when they met hers. “Better and better,” he murmured, nuzzling. “Tell me, do I set off the same kind of explosions in you as you do in me when I do this?” He scraped his teeth over her ear, then tugged on the lobe.

“I don’t know.” But she felt her legs dissolve from the knees down. “I’m out of practice as far as explosions go.”

His fingers tightened on the back of her neck before he forced them to relax. “That was exactly the right thing to say to make me suffer.” He leaned back to study her face. The gray of her irises had deepened, warmed to a rich smoke by whatever fires she fought down behind them. Was it his imagination, or had her scent intensified, heightened by the blood that rushed under her skin? It was a pity, Paul thought, a goddamn pity he had scruples. “You’ve got some color again. When you’re upset your skin goes as pale as glass. It makes a man determined to fix things for you.”

The backbone he’d melted so effectively stiffened again. “I don’t need anyone to fix things for me.”

“Which makes a certain kind of man all the more determined. Vulnerability and independence. I hadn’t realized what a devastating combination they could be.”

Struggling for a light tone, she brought the wine to her lips. “Well, in this case it’s getting me dinner.”

Still watching her, he took the glass from her and set it aside. “We could both have a lot more.”

“Maybe.” She stared into his eyes, dark and brilliantly blue. And very close. It was much too easy to see herself in them. Much too easy to wonder. “I’m not sure I can handle even a little more.”

Whether that was true or not, he could see she believed it. “Then it looks like we’ll have to progress by stages.”

Because it seemed safer than the meltdown she’d just experienced, she cautiously agreed. “I suppose.”

“The next stage would be for you to kiss me.”

“I thought I had.”

He shook his head. There was a challenge to the gesture, a not entirely friendly one. “I kissed you.”

Julia deliberated and told herself to act like a grown-up. An adult didn’t have to take up every dare tossed her way. Then she sighed.

Softly, she touched her lips to his. It took only an instant for her to realize this stage could be a tumultuous one. Still, she gave herself another moment, kept her lips warm against his, absorbing the thrill of risk.

“I need to call Brandon in,” she said as she stepped back. She wanted plenty of time to think before moving on to the next stage.
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Michael Delrickio raised orchids in a fifteen-hundred-square-foot greenhouse attached to his Long Beach fortress by a wide breezeway. He took his hobby very seriously and belonged to the local garden club, contributing not only financially but often giving informative and amusing lectures on the family Orchidales. One of his greatest triumphs was his creation of a hybrid he’d named the Madonna.

It was an expensive hobby, but he was a very rich man. Many of his business enterprises were legal, and he paid taxes—more perhaps than many men in his particular bracket. Delrickio courted no trouble from the IRS, an institution he respected.

His business ranged from shipping, theatrical and restaurant supply, real estate, catering, prostitution, gambling, electronics, extortion to computers. He was owner of or partner in several liquor stores, clubs, boutiques—and he even had a piece of a heavyweight boxer. In the seventies, after resistance on his part brought on by personal distaste, Delrickio Enterprises dipped its toe into the drug trade. He considered it an unfortunate sign of the times that this area of his conglomerate was so profitable.

He was a loving husband who handled his extramarital affairs with taste and discretion, a doting father who had raised his brood of eight with a firm and fair hand, and an indulgent grandpapa who had difficulty refusing his grandchildren anything.

He wasn’t a man to make mistakes, and when he did, he admitted them. Eve Benedict had been one of his mistakes. He had loved her in a wild, fevered way that had made him both indiscreet and foolish. Even now, fifteen years after their affair, he remembered what it had been like to have her. Remembering could still arouse him.

Now, as he puttered around his orchids, babying them, cooing to them, he waited for Eve’s nephew. For all his faults, the boy was okay. Delrickio had even permitted Drake to date one of his daughters. Of course, Delrickio wouldn’t have allowed anything serious to come of it. A hybrid was fine, even desirable in horticulture—but not in grandchildren.

Michael Delrickio believed in like to like, which was one of the reasons he had never forgiven himself for becoming mesmerized by Eve. Or her, for doing the mesmerizing.

And because he saw the fault in himself, he was more patient with Eve’s worthless nephew than business dictated.

“Godfather.”

Delrickio straightened from his stance over a trio of spider orchids. Young Joseph was at the doorway. He was a handsome, solid brute who liked to lift weights and spar at the gym Delrickio had an interest in. The son of one of his wife’s cousins, Joseph had been in the family business for nearly five years. Delrickio had had him trained by his own first lieutenant, knowing the boy was not too bright, but loyal and eager to please.

Muscle didn’t have to be intelligent, only tractable.

“Yes, Joseph.”

“Morrison is here.”

“Good, good.”

Delrickio dusted off his hands on the white bib apron he wore when he was working with his flowers. His youngest daughter had made it for him, painting on the snowy material a clever caricature of her smiling papa with a garden spade in one hand and a curvy, sexy woman-size orchid with long, feminine legs draped around him.

“Bring him in here. Your cold sounds better.” He was a good, concerned employer.

Joseph shrugged, more than a little embarrassed to have a physical flaw. “I feel fine.”

“Still congested. You eat lots of Teresa’s soup. Fluids, Joseph, to wash the poisons out. Your health is everything.”

“Yes, Godfather.”

“And stay close, Joseph. Drake may need some incentive.”

Joseph grinned, nodded, and slipped away.

In the spacious parlor, Drake sat in a comfy wing chair and drummed his fingers on his knees. When the rhythm failed to soothe him, he cracked his knuckles. He wasn’t sweating yet, or not badly. At his feet was a briefcase containing seven thousand dollars. It was short of the mark, and Drake cursed himself for that. He’d had fifteen after fencing Eve’s goodies. Though he understood he’d been thoroughly ripped off in the exchange of merchandise for cash, it had been enough. That is, until his trip to the track.

He’d been so sure, so fucking sure that he could finesse the fifteen into thirty, even forty. The pressure would have been off for a while. He’d pored over the racing form, calculating his bets carefully. He’d even had a bottle of Dom Pérignon chilling at home, along with a snazzy little brunette keeping the sheets warm.

Instead of marching back in triumph, he’d lost half of his investment.

But it was going to be all right. He cracked his knuckles again. Pop. Pop. Pop. It was going to be just fine. Along with this seven thousand, he had three dubbed tapes in the briefcase.

It had been so easy, he remembered. Bagging up a few choice items—things Eve wouldn’t miss. The old girl never wandered down to the guest house more than once or twice a year. Besides, she had so much, no one could remember where everything was kept. He figured it had been pretty clever of him to bring the blank tapes along. He’d have gotten more than three copied—but he’d heard someone coming in the back door.

Drake smiled to himself. That was a little more insurance. He’d been able to hide in the storage closet and watch the person go through the tapes, listen to them. That might come in handy down the road.

“He’s ready for you,” Joseph said, and led the way to the greenhouse.

Drake followed, feeling superior. Thugs, he thought derivisely. The old man surrounded himself with thugs. Soft brains and well-defined bodies in Italian suits that wouldn’t show the bulge from a shoulder holster. A smart man could always outwit a goon.

Oh, Christ, they were going into the greenhouse. Behind Joseph’s back, Drake rolled his eyes. He hated the place, the moist heat, the filtered light, the jungle of flowers he was expected to show interest in. Knowing the drill, he fixed a smile on his face as he entered.

“I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all.” Delrickio checked some soil with his thumb. “Just tending my ladies. I’m pleased to see you, Drake.” He nodded to Joseph, and the other man melted away. “Pleased that you’re prompt.”

“I appreciate you seeing me on a Saturday.”

Delrickio waved the thought away. Though his temperature control was the best on the market, he checked one of the six thermometers he had stationed throughout the long room. “You’re always welcome in my home. What have you brought me?”

Smug, Drake set the case on a work table. After opening it, he stepped back to let Delrickio inspect the contents. “I see.”

“Ah, I’m a little short on the payment.” He smiled, a young boy confessing to squandering his allowance. “I think the tapes might make up the difference.”

“Do you?” was all Delrickio said. He didn’t bother to count the money, but moved on to examine a particularly fine example of an Odontoglossum triumphans. “How short?”

“I have seven thousand.” Drake felt his armpits begin to leak and told himself it was the humidity.

“So, your opinion is the tapes are worth one thousand apiece?”

“I—ah … It was difficult to copy them. Risky. But I knew how interested you were.”

“Interested, yes.” He took his time, moving from plant to plant. “So, after weeks of work, Ms. Summers has only three tapes?”

“Well, no. Those were all I could copy.”

Delrickio moved from plant to plant, examining, cooing, scolding his little darlings. “How many more?”

“I’m not sure.” Drake loosened the knot in his tie and licked his lips. “Maybe six or seven.” He figured it was time to improvise. “She’s been on such a tight schedule, we haven’t had a lot of time to spend together, but we’re—”

“Six or seven,” Delrickio interrupted. “So many, but you bring me only three, and a partial payment.” Delrickio’s voice was growing softer. A bad sign. “You disappoint me, Drake.”

“Getting the tapes was dangerous. I was almost caught.”

“This, of course, is not my problem.” He sighed. “I will give you some points for initiative. However, I will require the rest of the tapes.”

“You want me to go back, to break in again?”

“I want the tapes, Drake. The method of getting them is up to you.”

“But I can’t do it. If I were caught, Eve would have my head on a platter.”

“I would suggest you not get caught. Don’t disappoint me again. Joseph.”

The man slid into the doorway, filled it.

“Joseph will show you out, Drake. I’ll hear from you soon, yes?”

Drake could only nod, relieved to step out into the breezeway, where the temperature dropped considerably. It took Delrickio only a moment to give his order. He held up a finger, bringing Joseph into the room. “A small lesson,” he said. “Don’t mark his face, I’m fond of him.”

Drake gained confidence with each step. It hadn’t been so bad, really. The old man was a pushover, and he’d find a way to copy the other tapes. Delrickio might even forgive the rest of the debt if he managed it fast enough. When it came down to it, Drake figured he’d been damn clever.

It surprised him when Joseph took his arm and yanked him off the path into a grove of pear trees. “What the fuck—”

It was all he got out as a fist the size and weight of a bowling ball rammed into his gut. The air whooshed out of his lungs as he doubled over, his breakfast threatening to follow.

The beating was passionless, methodical, and effective. Joseph held Drake upright with one beefy hand and used the other to bruise and batter, keeping the area confined to the sensitive internal organs. Kidneys, liver, intestines. In less than two minutes, with only the sound of Drake’s wheezing grunts to punctuate the thud of fist against flesh, he was done and let Drake slide limp to the ground. Knowing words weren’t needed to get the point across, he walked away in silence.

Drake struggled to breathe as hot tears swam down his face. Breathing was agony. He didn’t understand this kind of pain, the kind that radiated out even to the fingertips. He vomited under the pear blossoms, and only terror that someone would come back to beat him again forced him up on watery legs to lurch to his car.

Never again would Paul consider parenting a natural function in life. It was incredibly hard, exhausting, and intricate work. He may have been playing substitute daddy for only one evening, but by halftime he felt as though he’d run the Boston marathon on one leg.

“Can I—”

Paul merely lifted a brow before Dustin could finish. “Kid, if you eat one more thing, you’ll explode.”

Dustin slurped at his jumbo Coke and grinned. “We haven’t had popcorn yet.”

The only thing they’d missed, Paul thought. The boys had to have cast-iron stomachs. He glanced down at Brandon, who was holding his Lakers cap in his hands, studying the autographs he’d gotten on its bill before the game. Looking up, the boy flushed, grinned, and settled the cap back on his head.

“This is the best night of my whole life.” He said with a simplicity and a certainty than men have briefly, and only in childhood.

Since when did I get a marshmallow for a heart? Paul wondered. “Come on. We’ll hit the concessions one more time.”

They watched the last half with their fingers greasy and their eyes trained on the action. The score seesawed, causing emotional outbursts from the crowd and the players. A basket missed, a rebound snatched, and the noise level rose like a river. One battle under the hoop resulted in a right cross, and an ejection.

“He clothes-lined him!” Brandon shouted, scattering popcorn. “Did you see it?” Impassioned, he scrambled to stand on his seat as the boos echoed in the auditorium. “They threw out the wrong guy.”

Since Paul was having such a good time watching Brandon’s reaction, he missed some of the pushy-shovy on the court. The boy was bouncing on the seat, slicing the Laker pennant through the air like an ax. Sprinkling his face was the sweat of the righteous.

“Shit,” he said, then caught himself and shot Paul a sheepish look.

“Hey, don’t expect me to wash your mouth out with soap. I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

As they settled down to watch the foul shot, Brandon hugged the small victory to himself. He’d said shit, and been treated like a man. He was awfully glad his mother hadn’t been around.

Julia was working late. Through tapes and transcripts she was back in the postwar forties, when Hollywood had glittered with its brightest stars and Eve had been a blazing comet. Or as Charlotte Miller had stated, a ruthless, ambitious piranha who’d enjoyed devouring the competition.

No love lost there, Julia mused as she leaned back from the keyboard. Charlotte and Eve had vied for many of the same roles, had been romanced by many of the same men. Twice they had been up for the Oscar at the same time.

One particularly valiant director had guided them through a movie together, a period piece set in prerevolutionary France. The press had gleefully reported the squabbles over close-ups, dressing rooms, hairdressers, even the amount of cleavage to be shown. The Battle of the Boobs had amused the public for weeks—-and the movie had been a smash.

The joke around town was that the director had been in therapy ever since. And of course, neither actress spoke to the other, only about the other.

It was an interesting bit of Hollywood lore, particularly since when pressed, Charlotte wasn’t able to fault Eve’s professional skills. Even more interesting to Julia was Charlotte Miller’s brief involvement with Charlie Gray.

To refresh her own memory, Julia replayed a portion of Charlotte’s tape.

“Charlie was a delightful man, full of fun and excitement.” Charlotte’s crisp, almost staccato voice warmed slightly when she spoke of him. Like her beauty, it had hardened a bit with time, but was still distinctive and admirable. “He was a much finer actor than he was ever given credit for. What he lacked was the presence—the leading-man dash the studios and the public demanded in those days. Of course, he wasted himself on Eve.”

There was a chorus of quick high barks that made Julia smile. Charlotte owned a trio of cranky Pomeranians who had the run of her Bel Air mansion.

“There are my babies, my sweet babies.” Charlotte cooed and clucked. Julia recalled that she had fed caviar from a Baccarat bowl placed right on the Aubusson rug to the yipping balls of fur.

“Don’t be greedy, Lulu. Let your sisters have their share. What a sweet girl. What a good girl. Mommy’s baby. Now, where was I?”

“You were telling me about Charlie and Eve.” Julia heard the suppressed laughter in her taped voice. Luckily, Charlotte hadn’t noticed.

“Yes, of course. Well, he completely lost his head over her. Dear Charlie had poor judgment when it came to women, and Eve was unscrupulous. She used him to get a screen test, kept him dangling until she’d landed that part in Desperate Lives with Michael Torrent. If you recall, she was cast as a slut for the film, and the casting was superb.” She’d given a sniff as she’d fed her greedy dogs bits of salmon. “He was completely devastated when she and Michael became lovers.”

“Isn’t that when your name began to be linked with his?”

“We were friends,” Charlotte said primly. “I’m happy to say I gave Charlie a shoulder to cry on, and by attending certain functions and parties with him, helped him save face. That’s not to say Charlie wasn’t a little bit in love with me, but I’m afraid he believed Eve and I were of a kind. Which we most certain were not and are not. I enjoyed him. Consoled him. He was also having trouble around that time, financial trouble due to one of his ex-wives. There was a child, you see, and the ex-wife insisted that Charlie pay through the nose so the baby could be raised in high style. Charlie, being Charlie, paid.”

“Do you know what happened to the child?”

“I can’t say that I do. In any case, I did what I could for Charlie, but when Eve married Michael, he went over the edge.” There was a long pause, then a sigh. “Even in death, Charlie boosted Eve’s career. The fact that he had killed himself for love of her made headlines, and created a legend. Eve, the woman men would kill themselves for.”

The legend, Julia mused. The mystique. The star. Yet the book wasn’t about those things. It was personal, intimate, honest. She picked up a pen and scrawled on a legal pad.

EVE THE WOMAN

And there, Julia thought, was her title.

She began to type, and was soon lost in a story that as yet had no end. Over an hour passed before she stopped, reaching for a watered-down Pepsi with one hand and opening her drawer with another. Wanting to check a minor detail from the pages she’d already drafted, she leafed through them. When a small square of paper fell out and landed on her lap, she could only stare at it.

As fate would have it, the sheet had fallen faceup. The boldly printed words leered at her.

BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY

Julia sat very still, ordering herself not to give in to a quick clutch of fear. They were ridiculous, even laughable, these clichéd aphorisms. It was someone’s poor idea of a joke.

But whose? And she’d looked through those pages just the other day, after the break-in. Hadn’t she?

Straining for calm, she closed her eyes and rubbed the glass, damp with condensation, against her cheek. She hadn’t found it then—that was the only explanation. Whoever had gone through the tapes had planted it there.

She didn’t want to believe, couldn’t bear to believe that someone had come back after the security had been tightened. After she’d started locking the doors and windows whenever she left the house.

No. Julia picked up the note and crumpled it in her hand. It had been there for days, waiting for her to find it. The very fact that she had shown no reaction was bound to discourage the author.

Yet she found it impossible to stand inside, alone in the quiet house with darkness pressing on the windows. Without giving herself time to think, she ran upstairs and changed into her bathing suit. The pool was heated, she reminded herself. She’d take a quick swim, stretch her muscles, relax her mind. She tossed her frayed terry robe over her shoulders, and a towel around her neck.

Steam was rising out of that deep blue water when she shucked her robe. She shivered once, sucked in her breath, dove. She cut through the water, swam deep, imagining all her tension floating up on the surface to become as insubstantial as the steam climbing into the air.

Fifteen minutes later, she rose up in the shallow end, hissing through her teeth as the chill air hit her wet skin. And she felt wonderful. Laughing to herself, rubbing her arms, she started to haul herself from the water, starting when a towel landed on her head.

“Dry off,” Eve suggested. She was sitting at the round table on the tiled apron. A bottle and two glasses stood in front of her. In her hand was a fat white geranium she’d plucked from her own beds. “And let’s have a drink.”

Automatically Julia scrubbed the towel over her hair. “I didn’t hear you come out.”

“You were busy shooting for the Olympic record.” She passed the geranium under her nose before laying it aside. “Haven’t you ever heard of a leisurely swim?”

With a grin, Julia straightened up and reached for her robe. “I was on the swim team in high school. I always did the last leg of the relays. And I always won.”

“Ah, competitive.” Eve’s eyes glittered approval as she poured two glasses of champagne. “Let’s drink to the victor.”

Julia sat, accepted the glass. “Do we have one yet?”

This brought a rich burst of laughter. “Oh, I like you, Julia.”

Mellowed, Julia touched her glass to Eve’s. “I like you too.”

There was a pause while Eve lit a cigarette. “So, tell me.” She blew out smoke that vanished into the dark. “What brings you out for a not so leisurely swim?”

Julia thought about the note, then dismissed it. The mood here was much too easy to spoil. And, if she were honest, it hadn’t been only the note that had sent her out. It had been loneliness, the crushing weight of an empty house.

“The house was too quiet. Brandon went out for the evening.”

Eve smiled as she lifted the glass to them. “So I heard. I ran into your young son yesterday on the tennis courts. He has the makings of an excellent serve.”

“You … you played tennis with Brandon?”

“Oh, very impromptu,” Eve said, and crossed her bare feet at the ankles. “And I much preferred his company to the machine that shoots tennis balls at me like fuzzy cannonballs. In any case, he told me that the men were having a night out at the big game. You needn’t worry,” she added. “Paul may be a bit reckless from time to time, but he won’t let the boy get drunk and pick up women.”

Julia might have laughed if she hadn’t felt so transparent. “I’m not used to him being out at night. That is, sleepovers at a friend’s and that sort of thing, but …”

“But not him being out with a man.” She tapped her cigarette in an ashtray fashioned like a swan. “Were you hurt very badly?”

Julia stopped brooding into her drink and straightened her shoulders. “No.”

Eve merely arched a brow. “When a woman has told as many lies as I have, she recognizes one easily. Don’t you feel it’s destructive to pretend?”

After a moment Julia drank deeply. “I feel it’s constructive to forget.”

“If you can. But you live with a reminder every day.”

Very deliberately Julia refilled her glass, topped off Eve’s. “Brandon doesn’t remind me of his father.”

“He’s a beautiful child. I envy you.”

The annoyance Julia had started to build faded. “You know, I believe you do.”

“Oh, I do.” She rose quickly and began to shed the emerald lounging pajamas, dropping the silk carelessly to the tiles. “I’m going for a quick dip.” Naked, her milk-white flesh glowing in the starlight, she crushed out the cigarette. “Be a darling, Julia, and fetch me a robe out of the bath house.” With this, she dove headfirst into the dark water.

Amused, intrigued, Julia obeyed, choosing a long thick robe of navy velour. She offered it, and a matching towel, to Eve as the woman stepped back out of the pool, shaking herself like a dog—one with a top pedigree.

“Christ, there’s nothing like swimming naked under the stars.” Chilled and invigorated, she slipped her arms into the robe. “Unless it’s swimming naked under the stars with a man.”

“Sorry I don’t qualify.”

With a long and pleased sigh, Eve sunk into her chair, lifted her glass. “Ah, to men, Julia. Believe me, some of them are almost worth it.”

“Worth something,” Julia agreed.

“Why didn’t you ever name Brandon’s father?”

It was a sneak attack, Julia thought, but found herself more weary than annoyed. “I didn’t do that to protect Brandon’s father. He wasn’t worthy of loyalty or protection. My parents were.”

“And you loved them very much.”

“I loved them enough to try to keep from hurting them more than I had. Of course I couldn’t fully understand what it must have done to them to have their seventeen-year-old daughter tell them she was pregnant. But they never shouted or berated, they never judged or blamed—unless they blamed themselves. When they asked who the father was, I knew I could never tell them because it would have ripped the wound open further instead of letting it heal.”

Eve waited a moment. “You’ve never been able to talk about it with anyone?”

“No.”

“Talking about it can’t hurt them now, Julia. If there was ever someone who isn’t in the position to judge another woman’s behavior, it’s me.”

Julia hadn’t expected Eve’s offer or her own pressing need to take her up on it. It was the right time, the right place, and the right woman, Julia realized.

“He was a lawyer,” Julia began. “Not so surprising. My father took him into the firm right after he passed the bar. He thought Lincoln showed tremendous potential for criminal law. And though my father would never have said it, never even have consciously thought it, he’d always wished for a son—one to sort of carry on the Summers name in the hall of justice.”

“And this Lincoln fit the bill.”

“Oh, beautifully. He was ambitious and idealistic at the same time, dedicated, eager. It pleased my father tremendously that his protégé was climbing right up the ladder.”

“And you,” Eve asked. “You were attracted to ambition and idealism?”

After a moment’s thought, Julia smiled. “I was just attracted. I did some clerical work for my father during my senior year—after school, evenings, Saturdays. I’d missed him after the divorce, and it was a way to spend more time around him. But I started spending it around Lincoln.”

She smiled to herself. When she thought back, it was hard to condemn the young girl who had been so hungry for love and romance.

“He was a striking man—elegant. Tall and blond, always so polished, with this trace of sadness in his eyes.”

Eve gave a quick laugh. “Nothing seduces a woman quicker than a trace of sadness in the eyes.”

Julia heard her own laugh with some amazement. Odd, she hadn’t realized that something that had seemed so tragic could have its light side after time had ripened it. “I thought it was Byronic,” Julia said, and laughed again. “And of course it was all the more exciting and dramatic because he was older. Fourteen years older.”

Eve’s eyes widened. She let out a long, quiet breath before she spoke. “Christ, Julia, you should have been ashamed of yourself, seducing the poor bastard. A girl of seventeen is lethal.”

“And the first time one comes sniffing around Brandon, I’ll shoot her between the eyes. But … I was in love,” she said airily, and realized the absurdity of it. “He was this dashing, dedicated, deserving older man—and married,” she added. “Though, of course, his marriage was over.”

“Of course,” Eve said dryly.

“He started asking me to do a little extra work for him. My father had given him his first really important case, and he wanted to be fully prepared. There would be all these long, meaningful looks over cold pizza and lawbooks. Accidental brushes of the hand. Quiet, longing sighs.”

“Jesus, I’m getting hot.” Eve propped a hand on her chin. “Don’t stop now.”

“He kissed me in the law library, right over the State vs. Wheelwright.”

“Romantic fool.”

“Better than Tara and Manderley combined. Then he was leading me over to the couch—this big, overstuffed couch in burgundy leather. I was telling him that I loved him, and he was telling me that I was beautiful. It didn’t occur to me until later what those differences meant. I loved him, and he thought I was beautiful. Well,” she said as she sipped. “The deed’s been done for less lofty motives.”

“And the one who does the loving is usually the one to be hurt.”

“In his way, he paid.” Julia made no objections when Eve refilled their glasses. It felt good, damn good, to sit out in the night, drink a little too much and talk to an understanding woman. “We were lovers for a week on that big, ugly couch. One week in a person’s life is so little, really. Then he told me, very kindly, very honestly that he and his wife were going to make another go of it. I caused one hell of a scene. Scared him to death.”

“Good for you.”

“It was satisfying, but short-lived. He was out of the office for the next couple of weeks, trying the case. He won, of course, and began his very illustrious career with my father strutting around like a proud papa with a pocketful of cigars. So when I discovered I wasn’t just late, I wasn’t just out of sorts or coming down with the flu, but I was pregnant, I didn’t go to my father, or to my mother. I went to Lincoln, who had been told by his newly reconciled wife that she, too, would be delivering a little bundle of joy.”

Eve’s heart broke a little, but she kept her tone matter-of-fact. “Our boy’d been very busy.”

“Very busy. He offered to pay for the abortion, or to handle an adoption. It never occurred to him that I would keep the baby. Actually, it hadn’t occurred to me either. And I realized as he took on this thorny little problem in his very organized, very dedicated way, that I’d never been in love with him at all. When I finally made my choice, and told my parents about the pregnancy, he had months to sweat out whether or not I would point the finger. That’s nearly enough punishment for a man who had nudged a girl, a starry-eyed but very willing girl, into being a woman.”

“Oh, I doubt that’s enough,” Eve said. “But then, you have Brandon. That, I think, is justice.”

Julia smiled. Yes, she thought. It had been the right time, the right place, and the right woman. “You know, Eve, I think I might try my hand at skinny-dipping before I go in.”

Eve waited until Julia had peeled out of her suit and jumped into the steamy water. She allowed the silent tears to come, then brushed them away before they could be caught in the glint of starlight.

Warm, dry, Julia relaxed in front of the late news. The house was as empty as it had been before she’d dashed off for the pool, but she didn’t feel so uncomfortable in it now. Whatever came of the book, she knew she would always be grateful to Eve for that hour by the water.

The nasty little fingers of tension were gone from the base of her neck and spine. She was so relaxed, so purged, she could almost shut her eyes and drift off to sleep.

But she sprang up, heart thundering, at the sound of an approaching car. The headlights speared through the window, slashed across the room. She had her hand on the telephone before she heard the car door open, and slam shut. With her fingers poised to punch 911, she peeked through the blinds. When she recognized Paul’s Studebaker, she let out a nervous laugh. By the time she met him at the front door, she had herself under control.

Brandon was sleeping nuzzled against his shoulder. For one instant, seeing Paul in the glow of the front porch light, her child safe in his arms, she felt a longing, a need she couldn’t afford to recognize. Julia shoved the need aside and reached for her son.

“He’s zonked,” Paul said unnecessarily, shifting enough to keep the boy to himself. “There’s some more stuff in the car. I’ll carry him up if you’ll get it.”

“All right. It’s the first door on the left.” Shivering a little, she dashed out to the car. The “stuff” included three rolled-up posters, a pennant, an official NBA jersey, a full color program, and a souvenir mug filled with buttons, pens, and key chains. As she gathered it all up, she caught the faint whiff of stale sickness and bubble gum. With a shake of her head she walked back inside as Paul came downstairs.

“Plenty of willpower, right?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “They ganged up on me. If you’re interested, we won, 143 to 139.”

“Congratulations.” She dumped Brandon’s trophies on the couch. “Who got sick?”

“Nothing gets by a mother. Dustin. I was unlocking the car. He said—wow, that was rad, or words to that effect. And threw up on his shoes. He’d almost recovered by the time I got him home.”

“And Brandon?”

“An iron constitution.”

“You?”

On a short, heartfelt moan, he dropped down on the steps. “I could really use a drink.”

“Help yourself. I’ll run up and check on Brandon.”

Paul snagged her wrist as she started to pass. “He’s fine.”

“I’ll check,” she said, and continued up.

She found him tucked in, still wearing his cap. A look under the covers showed her Paul had taken the time, and the care, to remove the boy’s shoes and jeans. Leaving him sleeping, she went down to find Paul holding two glasses of wine.

“I figured you wouldn’t make me drink alone.” He passed her the glass, tapped his against it. “To motherhood. You have my undying respect.”

“Put you through the paces, did they?”

“Eight times,” he said, and sipped. “That’s how often two ten-year-olds need to use the John during a basketball game.”

She laughed and sat on the sofa. “I can’t say I’m sorry I missed it.”

“Brandon says you’re pretty good with baseball.” He pushed the loot to the edge of the couch and sat beside her. “Pretty good.”

“Maybe you’ll come along for the Dodgers.”

“I’ll think about it, if we’re still in town.”

“April’s not so far away.” He tossed an arm over the back of the couch and let his fingers play with her hair. “And Eve’s led a long and eventful life.”

“So I’m learning. And on the subject of the book, I’d like that interview as soon as possible.”

His fingers wandered through her hair and onto her neck. “Why don’t you come to my place, say tomorrow night? We can have dinner, privacy, and … discuss things.”

The curling in her stomach was part fear, part temptation. “I’ve always felt business was best done in a business setting.”

“We have more than business between us, Julia.” He took the glass out of her hand, set it aside next to his. “Let me show you.”

Before he could, she put both hands on his chest. “It’s getting late, Paul.”

“I know.” He took one of her hands by the wrist, bringing her fingers to his mouth to nibble. “I love watching you get stirred up, Julia.” He stroked his tongue down her palm, then back. “There’s such a battle going on in your eyes over what you like, and what you think’s best for you.”

“I know what’s best for me.”

When she curled her hand into a fist, he contented himself with scraping his teeth over her knuckles. He smiled. “And do you know what you like?”

This, she thought. She liked this very much. “I’m not a child who overindulgences in what feels good. I know the consequences.”

“There are some indulgences that are worth the consequences.” He took his hands to her face and held it still. The taut thread of impatience she felt in his made him only more seducing. “Do you think I pursue every woman I’m attracted to so single-mindedly?”

“I have no idea.”

“Then let me tell you.” He dragged her head back with a roughness that surprised and excited. “You do something to me, Julia. I haven’t been able to get a fix on it, and I haven’t been able to change it. So I’ve decided not to try, just to take things as they come.”

His mouth was a breath from hers. She could feel herself being drawn in, helplessly, to a place she was afraid to go. “It takes two people.”

“That’s right.” His tongue flicked out to trace the shape of her lips. And she began to tremble. “We both know if I pushed this right now, we’d make love the rest of the night.” She would have shaken her head, but his mouth closed over hers. He was right, absolutely and completely right. And so was the taste of his lips.

“I want you, Julia, and fair means or foul, I will have you. I prefer it to be fair.”

Her breath was coming too fast, the need leaping too high. “And what I prefer doesn’t count.”

“If that were true, we’d already be lovers. I feel something for you, some dangerous thing, some volatile thing. God knows what’s going to happen when I let it loose.”

“Are you interested in how I feel?”

“That’s something I’ve given a great deal of thought to, maybe too much thought to, over the past few weeks.”

She needed distance, quickly, and was grateful he didn’t prevent her from rising. “I’ve also given this situation a lot of thought, and realize I should be honest from the start. I like my life as it is, Paul. I’ve worked very hard to establish the right kind of routine, environment, for my son. I won’t risk that, not for anyone or anything.”

“I can’t see how a relationship with me would endanger Brandon.”

“Maybe it wouldn’t. That’s something I’d have to be sure of. I’ve balanced my life very carefully, very deliberately. Casual sex isn’t on my list.”

He was up quickly, dragging her into his arms. By the time he jerked her back, she was weak and staggering. “Does that strike you as casual, Julia?” he asked, giving her a quick shake. “Is that something you can add to a scale or jot down on a list?”

Furious, he released her to snatch up his wine. This was not the way he’d intended to begin, or end, the evening with her. Control had always been so simple before. He was afraid it would never be simple again—not around Julia.

“I won’t be forced to feel, or be bullied into an affair.”

“You’re absolutely right. This time, at least, I’ll apologize.” Calmer, he smiled. “That’s thrown you off, hasn’t it? Which may be the best way to handle you, Jules. The unexpected disarms you.” He traced a finger down her cheek, which was now very pale. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“You didn’t.”

“I scared you to death, not my usual way with women. You’re different,” he murmured. “Maybe that’s what I’m trying to cope with.” Taking her hand, he kissed her fingers gently. “At least I’ll go home confident that tonight you’ll think of me.”

“Since I’ll be working for another hour, I’m afraid I won’t.”

“Oh, you’ll think of me,” he told her as he strolled to the door. “And you’ll miss me.”

She nearly smiled when he closed the door behind him. The hell of it was, he was right.
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It was good to be back in harness again. For Eve, there was nothing quite like filming to jolt the mind and body to full alert. Even preproduction work was its own kind of arousal, a long and incredible foreplay to the climax of performing for the camera.

This kind of lovemaking involved hundreds of people, and it pleased her when she recognized some of the faces. The grips, the gaffers, the property men, the sound crew, even those assistants to the assistants. She didn’t think of them so much as family, but as participants in an orgy of work that, if done well, could result in intense satisfaction.

She had always been cooperative and patient with the technicians she’d worked with—unless they were slow, incompetent, or lazy. Her ease and lack of arrogance had earned her the affection of crews for half a century.

As a matter of professional pride, Eve would tolerate hours of makeup and hairdressing without complaint. She detested the whiners. She was never late for a wardrobe fitting or rehearsal. When necessary—and it had often been necessary—she would stand in the blazing sun or shiver in the rain while a shot was being reset.

There were some directors who considered her difficult to work with, for she was not a complacent puppet who danced at the pull of a string. She questioned, argued, insulted, and challenged. By her own count, she had been right as often as wrong. But there was no director, no honest one, who would label her unprofessional. When action was called, Eve Benedict hit her marks. She was usually the first off book, with her lines fully memorized—and when the lights were on and the cameras rolling, she slipped into character as effortlessly as a woman might step into a bubble bath.

Now, after nearly a week of last-minute meetings, script changes, photo sessions, and fittings, she was ready for some meat. She sat, smoking and silent, while her wig was arranged. Today they would rehearse, full costume, the ball scene where Eve’s character, Marilou, met Peter Jackson’s Robert.

Due to a scheduling conflict, the prior blocking and choreography had been done with Jackson’s stand-in. Eve knew the actor was in the studio now. Several of the females on set had been murmuring about him.

When he walked in, she understood why. The dynamic sexuality she’d seen onscreen was as much a part of the real man as the color of his eyes. The tux showed off his broad-shouldered build to perfection. Since he’d be required to go shirtless through much of the film, Eve imagined that beneath silk and studs he had the chest for it. His rich blond hair was unstyled and added a touch of little-boy appeal. His eyes, heavy lidded and tawny, added straight sex.

Eve knew his bio listed him at thirty-two. It could be true, she thought, getting her first good look at him.

“Miss Benedict.” He stopped beside her, smooth voice, silky manners, sexuality purring in neutral. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. An honor to have the chance to work with you.”

She extended a hand, and wasn’t disappointed when he lifted it gallantly to his lips. A scoundrel, she thought, and smiled. Maybe those weeks in Georgia wouldn’t be so trying after all. “You’ve done some interesting work, Mr. Jackson.”

“Thank you.” When he grinned, Eve thought—oh, yes, a scoundrel. The kind every woman needs in her life at least once. “I have to confess, Miss Benedict. When I learned you’d accepted the part of Marilou, I was torn between ecstasy and terror. I still am.”

“It’s always gratifying to keep a man on the point between ecstasy and terror. Tell me, Mr. Jackson …” She picked up another cigarette and tapped it gently against the dressing table. “Are you good enough to convince the audience that a virile, ambitious man could be completely seduced by a woman nearly twice his age?”

His eyes never left hers as he took a book of matches, striking one, letting the flame flare, then leaning close to touch it to the end of the cigarette. “That, Miss Benedict, will be”—over the small, hot fire, the look held—“effortless.”

She felt the quick tug, the frisson of animal excitement. “And are you a method actor, darling?”

“Absolutely.” He blew the match out.

Her body might have been tired, but her mind was very much alert when Eve returned home. The tingle, the one she felt whenever anticipating an affair, kept the blood moving. Peter Jackson, she was sure, would make an interesting and inventive lover.

Starting up the stairs, she called, “Nina dear, ask the cook to fix me some red meat. I feel like a carnivore.”

“Would you like it brought up?”

“I’ll let you know.” Eve lifted a brow when she saw Travers on the landing.

“It’s Mr. Flannigan,” Travers told her. “He’s waiting in the back parlor. He’s been drinking.”

Eve hesitated only a moment, then continued up. “Have the cook serve up two portions of red meat, Nina. We’ll take it in the parlor. And light a fire, dear, will you?”

“Of course.”

“Tell Victor I’ll be with him directly.”

She took nearly an hour, selfishly, needing the time to gird herself for whatever trouble waited. There had always been trouble waiting with Victor.

Victor Flannigan was still as married as he had been a lifetime before. He could not, or would not, leave his wife Over the years Eve had battled, raged, wept, and ultimately accepted that unmovable wall of matrimony as seen through the eyes of Victor’s church. She could not give him up, this man who had made her weep as no other man had.

Christ knew she’d tried, Eve thought as she slipped on scarlet silk robe. Marrying again and again—taking lovers, didn’t matter. With her head back, her eyes closed, she spritzed perfume down the column of her neck, then slowly fastened the ornate gold frogs so that the scent would breathe its warm breath through the silk.

She had been Victor Flannigan’s woman since the first day she’d met him. She would die Victor Flannigan’s woman. There were worse fates in life.

She found him pacing in the parlor, a glass of whiskey in his hand. He filled the room as he filled his suit. With arrogance and style. She’d always felt it was only men who lacked the latter who made the former unpalatable.

He could have come upstairs, confronted her in the bedroom with whatever was troubling him. But Victor had always respected her work without question, and her privacy when she’d requested it.

“I should have known you’d fall off the wagon and land on my doorstep.” Her voice was mild, without censure.

“I’ll pay tomorrow.” Even as he gulped another shot of fire, he wished he could set the glass aside. “Irish genes, Eve. All Irishmen love their mothers and a good glass of whiskey. My mother’s dead, God rest her. But there’ll always be whiskey.” He took out a cigarette because the act forced him to put the glass down for a moment.

“I’m sorry I kept you.” She walked to the bar and opened the compact refrigerator. It took only a moment for her to decide to open a full bottle of champagne rather than a split. It looked like a long night. “I wanted to wash the day’s work off.”

He watched as she competently opened the bottle so that the cork eased out with a muffled pop. “You look beautiful, Eve. Soft, sexy, sure.”

“I am soft, sexy, and sure.” She smiled as she poured the first glass. “Aren’t those three reasons you love me?”

With a jerk, he turned his back to stand before the fire Nina had kindled. Between the flames and the liquor, he imagined he could see his life pass before his eyes. In nearly every frame of the long, long film, there was Eve.

“Christ, I do love you. More than any sane man should. If all I had to do was kill to have you, it would be easy.”

It wasn’t his drinking that disturbed her, but the desperate tone in his voice she knew had nothing to do with Irish genes or Irish whiskey. “What it is, Victor? What’s happened?”

“Muriel’s been hospitalized again.” The thought of his wife sent him back for the glass of whiskey, and the bottle.

“I’m sorry.” Eve laid a hand over his, not to stop him but to offer as she always had—always would—all the comfort she could. “I know what hell it is for you, but you can’t continually blame yourself.”

“Can’t I?” He poured and drank deliberately, with desperation and without enjoyment. Eve knew he wanted to get drunk. Needed to. And the hell with tomorrow’s payment. “She still blames me, Eve, and why shouldn’t she? If I had been there, if I had been with her when she went into labor instead of off in London shooting a fucking movie, we might all be free today.”

“That was almost forty years ago,” Eve said impatiently. “Isn’t that enough penance for any God, for any church? And your being there wouldn’t have saved the baby.”

“I’ll never be sure.” And because of that, he’d never found absolution. “She laid there for hours before she managed to call for help. Goddamm it, Eve, she should never have gotten pregnant in the first place, not with her physical problems.”

“It was her choice,” Eve snapped. “And it’s an old story.”

“The beginning of everything—or the end of it. Losing the baby broke her until she was as delicate mentally as she was physically. Muriel’s never gotten over the loss of the child.”

“Or let you. I’m sorry, Victor, but it hurts me, it infuriates me to watch her make you suffer for something that was beyond your control. I know she’s not well, but I find her illness a poor excuse for ruining your life. And mine,” she added bitterly. “By God, and mine.”

He looked at her, troubled gray eyes seeing the pain in hers and the wasted years between them. “It’s hard for a strong woman to sympathize with a weak one.”

“I love you. I hate what she’s done to you. And to me.” She shook her head before he could speak. Again her hands reached out to cover his. This ground had been well trod. It was fruitless to drag their heels over it again. “I’ll survive. I have and will. But I’d like to believe that before I die I’d see you happy. Truly happy.”

Unable to answer, he squeezed her fingers, drawing what he needed from the contact. After forcing himself to take several long breaths, he was able to tell her the worst of his fears. “I’m not sure she’ll pull out of this one. She took Seconal.”

“Oh, God.” Thinking only of him, she wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, Victor, I’m so sorry.”

He wanted to burrow against her, against that soft sympathy—and the want sliced at him because he could still see his wife’s colorless face. “They pumped her out, but she’s in a coma.” He scrubbed at his face, but couldn’t wipe away the weariness. “I’ve had her transferred, discreetly, to Oak Terrace.”

Eve saw Nina come to the door, and shook her head. Dinner would wait. “When did all this happen, Victor?”

“I found her this morning.” He didn’t resist when Eve took his arm and led him to a chair. He settled there, before the fire, with his lover’s scent and his own guilt hammering at his senses. “In her bedroom. She’d put on the lace peignoir I’d bought her for our twenty-fifth anniversary, when we’d tried, again, to put things back together. She’d made up her face. It’s the first time I’d seen her in lipstick for over a year.” He leaned forward, burying his head in his hands while Eve massaged his shoulders. “She was clutching the little white booties she’d knitted for the baby. I thought I’d gotten rid of all those things, but she must have hidden them somewhere. The bottle of pills was beside the bed, with a note.”

Behind them the fire crackled, full of life and heat.

“It said that she was tired, that she wanted to be with her little girl.” He sat back, groping for Eve’s hand. “The worst of it was, we’d argued the night before. She’d gone out to meet someone, she wouldn’t tell me who. But whoever it was had gotten her stirred up about your book. When she got home she was wild, in a dangerous rage. I was to stop you, I had to stop you. She would not have her humiliations and tragedies put into print. The only thing she’d ever asked of me was that I keep my sinful relationship private and spare her the pain of exposure. Hadn’t she honored her vows? Hadn’t she nearly died trying to give me a child?”

And hadn’t she chained a man to her in a loveless, destructive marriage for nearly fifty years? Eve thought. She could feel no sympathy, no guilt, and no regret for Muriel Flannigan. And beneath the love she felt for Victor was a resentment that he should wish her to.

“It was an ugly scene,” he continued. “With her damning my soul and yours to hell, calling on the Virgin for strength.”

“Good Christ.”

He managed a wan smile. “You have to understand, she means it. If anything’s kept her alive these past years, it’s been her faith. It’s even kept her calm most of the time. But the book, the idea of it, sent her over the edge into a seizure.”

He closed his eyes a moment. The image of his wife writhing on the floor, her eyes rolled back, her body bucking, made his skin clammy.

“I called for the nurse. She and I were able to give Muriel the medication. When we finally got her to bed, she was quiet, weepy, apologetic. She clung to me awhile, begging me to protect her. From you. The nurse sat up with her until dawn. Sometime after that and before I checked on her at ten, she took the pills.”

“I’m very sorry, Victor.” She had her arms around him now, her face pressed to his, rocking, rocking, as she would a small child. “I wish there was something I could do.”

“You can.” He put his hands on her shoulders, pulling her back. “You can tell me that whatever you have written, you won’t include our relationship.”

“How can you say such a thing?” She jerked away, amazed that after all these years, after all the pain, he could still hurt her.

“I have to ask you that, Eve. Not for myself. God knows not for myself. For Muriel. I’ve taken enough from her. We’ve taken enough from her. If she lives, this would be more than she could survive.”

“For nearly half of my life Muriel has held the upper hand.”

“Eve—”

“No, dammit.” She swooped back to the bar to slop champagne in her glass. Her hands were shaking. By God, she thought, there wasn’t another man on earth who could make her tremble. She wished she could have hated him for it. “I’ve taken from her?” Her voice cut the air between them like a scapel, separating it into two equal parts that could never, never make one whole. “My God, what a crock. She’s been your wife, the woman you’ve felt obligated to spend Christmas with, the woman you’ve had in your home night after night while I’ve been forced to live with whatever’s left over.”

“She’s my wife,” he said quietly while shame gnawed at him. “You’re the woman I’ve loved.”

“Do you think that makes it easier, Victor?” How much easier, she wondered bitterly, was it to swallow a handful of pills? To end all pain, to erase all mistakes instead of facing them. “She had your name, carried your child inside her in front of the world. And I have your secrets, your needs.”

It shamed him that he’d never been able to give her more. It ripped at him that he’d never been able to take more. “If I could change things—”

“You can’t,” she interrupted. “And neither can I. This book is vital to me. Something I cannot and will not turn away from. To ask me to do so is to ask me to turn away from my life.”

“I’m only asking you to keep our part of it ours.”

“Ours?” she repeated on a laugh. “Yours, mine, and Muriel’s. Plus all the others we’ve taken into our confidence over the years. Trusted servants and friends, self-righteous priests who lecture and absolve.” She made an effort to beat back the worst of her anger. “Don’t you know the saying that a secret can be kept by three people only if two of them are dead?”

“It doesn’t have to be made public.” He rose, snatching at his glass. “You don’t have to put it in print and sell it at any bookstore … or supermarket!”

“My life is public, and you’ve been a part of that life for nearly half of it. Not for you, not for anyone will I censor it.”

“You’ll destroy us, Eve.”

“No. I thought that once, a long time ago.” The last of the anger drained out of her as she looked down into the bubbles dancing in her glass, and remembered. “I’ve come to believe I was wrong then. The decision I made was … incorrect. I might have liberated us.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She smiled secretively. “Right now it only matters that I do.”

“Eve.” He tried to bury his own anger as he crossed to her. “We’re not children any longer. Most of our lives are behind us. The book won’t make any difference to you or to me. But for Muriel, it could be the difference between a few years of peace, or of hell.”

And what of my hell? The question raced through her mind, but she wouldn’t voice it. “She’s not the only one who’s had to live with loss and pain, Victor.”

His face ruddy with emotion, he pushed himself out of the chair. “She might be dying.”

“We’re all dying.”

The muscles in his jaw worked. At his sides his big hands closed into fists. “Christ, I’d forgotten how cold you can be.”

“Then it’s best you remember.” Yet she put a hand over his and it was warm and soft and loving. “You should go to your wife, Victor. I’ll still be here when you need me.”

He turned his hand over, held hers tight for a moment, then left.

Eve stood for a long time in a room that smelled of woodsmoke and whiskey and packed-away dreams. But when the decision was made, she moved quickly.

“Nina! Nina, have someone bring my meal to the guest house.”

Eve was already to the terrace doors before Nina rushed into the room. “To the guest house?”

“Yes, and right away. I’m starving.”

Brandon was in the middle of building a very intricate space port. The television flickered in front of him, but he’d lost interest in the sitcom. The idea of building a floating walkway between the docking area and the lab had just come to him.

He sat on the living room rug, Indian-style, dressed in his faded and much-loved Batman pajamas. Scattered around him were a variety of action figures.

At the knock, he looked up and peered at Eve through the terrace doors. His mother had given him repeated instructions not to open the door to anyone, but he certainly knew that didn’t include their hostess.

He scrambled up to throw the latch. “Hi. Do you want to see my mom?”

“Yes, eventually.” She’d forgotten how appealing a freshly scrubbed, pajamaed child could be. Beneath the scent of soap lurked that wild forest smell that was boy. Her fingers itched with a surprising urge to ruffle his hair. “And how are you, Master Summers?”

He giggled and grinned. She often called him that if they happened to pass on the estate. Over the last weeks, he’d come to like her in a distant way. She had the cook send over frosted cakes and pastries which Julia meted out. And she often waved or called out to him when his mother or CeeCee watched him at the pool.

“I’m okay. You can come in.”

“Why, thank you.” She swept inside, silk robe swirling. “My mom’s on the phone in her office. Should I get her?”

“We can wait until she’s done.”

Not quite sure what to do with her, Brandon stood and shrugged. “Should I get you something—like to eat or drink? We’ve got brownies.”

“That sounds delightful, but I haven’t had my dinner yet. It’s on its way.” She dropped onto the sofa and took out a cigarette. It occurred to her that this was the first time she’d had an opportunity to talk to the boy alone in what could be considered his home. “I suppose I should ask you the usual questions about school and sports, but I’m afraid I have little interest in either.” She glanced down. “What are you doing there?”

“I’m building a space port.”

“A space port.” Intrigued, she set the cigarette aside, unlit, and leaned forward. “How does one go about building a space port?”

“It’s not so hard if you’ve got a plan.” Willing to share, he sat on the rug again. “See, these things hook together, and you’ve got all kinds of pieces so you can make layers and curves and towers. I’m going to put this bridge between the docking bay and the lab.”

“Very wise, I’m sure. Show me.”

When Nina arrived five minutes later with a tray, Eve was sitting on the floor with Brandon, struggling to link plastic pieces together. “You should have had one of the servants bring it.” Eve gestured to the coffee table. “Just set it down there.”

“I wanted to remind you that you had a six-thirty call.”

“Don’t worry, dear.” Eve let out a little crow of triumph as the pieces clicked. “I’ll get my beauty sleep.”

Nina hovered, hesitated. “You won’t let your dinner get cold?”

Eve made a few agreeable noises and continued to build. Brandon waited until the terrace doors closed, then whispered, “She sounded like a mother.”

Eve glanced up, brows lifted high, then let out an uproarious laugh. “My God, child, you’re absolutely right. One day you’ll have to tell me about yours.”

“She hardly ever yells.” Brandon’s mouth pursed as he worked out the engineering of the bridge. “But she worries all the time. Like I might run out in the street and get hit by a car, or eat too much candy or forget my homework. And I hardly ever.”

“Get hit by a car?”

His chuckle was quick and appreciative. “Forget my homework.”

“A mother’s meant to worry, I’d guess, if she’s a good one.” She lifted her head, smiled. “Hello, Julia.”

Julia only continued to stare, wondering what to make of the fact that Eve Benedict was sitting on the floor playing with her son and discussing motherhood.

“Miss B. came to see you,” Brandon supplied. “But she said she could wait until you were off the phone.”

In an absent and automatic gesture, Julia switched off the television. “I’m sorry I kept you waiting.”

“No need.” This time Eve gave in to the urge and stroked Brandon’s head. “I’ve been beautifully entertained.” She rose, suffering only minor aches in her joints from squatting on the floor. “I hope you don’t mind if I eat while we talk.” She gestured to the covered tray. “I haven’t had time for dinner since returning from the studio, and I have a story to tell you.”

“No, please, go right ahead. Brandon, tomorrow’s a school day.”

It was the signal for bedtime, and he sighed. “I was going to build this bridge.”

“You can build it tomorrow.” After he’d gotten reluctantly to his feet, she cupped his face. “It’s a first class space port, pal. Just leave everything here.” She kissed his forehead, then his nose. “And don’t forget—”

“To brush your teeth,” he finished, and rolled his eyes. “Come on, Mom.”

“Come on, Brandon.” Laughing, she gave him a quick squeeze. “Lights out in ten.”

“Yes, ma’am. Good night, Miss B.”

“Good night, Brandon.” She watched the boy climb the stairs before turning back to Julia. “Is he always so obedient?”

“Brandon? I suppose he is.” She smiled as she rubbed a day’s worth of tension away from the base of her neck. “Then again, he knows there are only a handful of rules I’m unlikely to bend.”

“Lucky you.” Eve lifted the top off the tray and examined her steak Diane. “I remember when many of my friends and associates were raising young children. As a guest, you were often subjected to the whining, the crabbing, the tantrums and tears. It quite put me off children.”

“Is that why you never had any of your own?”

Eve took the napkin out of its porcelain ring, spread the square of rose-colored linen over her lap. “You could say it is why I spent a great deal of time wondering why anyone would. But I didn’t come here tonight to speak of the mysteries of parenting.” She chose a delicate spear of asparagus. “I hope it’s convenient for you to talk now. And here.”

“Yes, of course. If you’ll give me time to see to Brandon and get my recorder.”

“Go ahead.” Eve poured some herb tea from the pot on the tray and waited.

Though she appreciated the tastes and textures, she ate mechanically. She required fuel to give her best on the set in the morning. She never gave less than her best. By the time Julia settled in the chair opposite her, she was halfway through the meal.

“I should tell you that I had a visit from Victor tonight, which is why I decided to talk now, while it’s so much on my mind. His wife attempted suicide this morning.”

“Oh, my God.”

Eve lifted her shoulders and sliced at the meat. “It isn’t the first time. Nor, if medical science pulls Muriel through, is it likely to be the last. God seems to protect fools and neurotics.” She slipped the slice between her lips. “You find me unfeeling.”

“Unmoved,” Julia said after a moment. “There’s a difference.”

“Indeed there is. I feel, Julia. Indeed I feel.” She went back to the tea, wondering how much it would take to ease the ache in her throat. “What other reason could there be for me to give so many years of my life to a man I could never really have?”

“Victor Flannigan.”

“Victor Flannigan.” With a sigh, Eve covered the tray and sat back with a goblet of chilled water. “I have loved him, and have been his lover, for thirty years. He is the only man I have ever made a sacrifice for. The only man to give me lonely nights, the kind of nights a woman spends in tears, in despair, in hope.”

“Yet you’ve married twice in the past thirty years.”

“Yes. And taken and enjoyed lovers. Being in love with Victor didn’t mean I had to stop trying to live. That was, is, Muriel’s way. Not mine.”

“I wasn’t asking you to justify, Eve.”

“No?” She skimmed her fingers through her hair, then drummed them on the arm of the couch. Julia might not ask, Eve realized, but Julia’s eyes did. “I would not try to hold him by martyring myself. And, I’ll admit, I tried to forget him by filling myself with other men.”

“And he loves you.”

“Oh, yes. Our feelings for each other are very closely matched. That’s part of the tragedy, and the glory of it.”

“If that’s true, Eve, why is he married to someone else?”

“An excellent question.” After lighting a cigarette, she sank back into the pillows on the couch. “One I’ve asked myself countless times over the years. Even when I knew the answer, I still asked. His marriage to Muriel was already on shaky ground when we met. I don’t say that to gloss over adultery. I say it because it’s true.” She expelled smoke in a hurried puff. “I wouldn’t give a damn if I had been the reason Victor had fallen out of love with his wife. But that had already happened before I came along. He stayed with her because he felt responsible, because her faith made it impossible for her to condone divorce. And because they lost a child, a daughter, at birth. That loss was something Muriel never adjusted to—or never allowed herself to adjust to.

“Muriel was always delicate physically. Epilepsy. No,” Eve said, smiling, “there’s never been any whisper or hint that Victor’s wife is an epileptic. Of course there’s no stigma attached to the illness now.”

“But there was a stigma a generation ago,” Julia put in.

“And Muriel Flannigan is the kind of woman who clasps such things to her bosom and revels.”

Julia frowned. “You’re saying she uses her illness to provoke sympathy.”

“My dear, she uses it as cleverly, as calculatingly and as cold-bloodedly as a general uses his troops. It’s her shield against reality, and she’s spent a lifetime dragging Victor behind that shield with her.”

“It’s hard to drag a man anywhere he doesn’t want to go.”

Eve’s lips tightened for a moment, then she smiled brittlely. “Touché, darling.”

“I’m sorry, I’m making judgments. It’s only …” Because I care about you. She blew out an impatient breath. If anyone could muddle through on her own, it was Eve. “I shouldn’t be,” she finished. “You know the players better than I.”

“Well put,” Eve murmured. “The three of us have indeed been players in an endless script. The other woman, the long-suffering wife, and the man torn between his heart and conscience.” She whipped up a cigarette, then stared into space without lighting it. “I offer sex, and she responsibility, and she plays so astutely. How often she conveniently neglects to take the medication that would control the illness—usually when there is some crisis to be faced, some decision to be made.”

Julia held up a hand. “I’m sorry, Eve, but why would he tolerate it? Why would anyone allow themselves to be used year after year?”

“What’s the stronger motivator, Julia? Tell me using your practical brain. Is it love, or is it guilt?”

It took her only a moment to see the clearest answer. “A combination of both would outweigh any other emotion.”

“And such a desperate woman knows just how to wield that combination.” She let out an impatient huff of breath to clear the bitterness from her voice. “Victor has seen to it that Muriel’s illness has been kept secret. She insists on it—fanatically. Since the miscarriage, her mental health has been unstable at best. We both knew, we both accepted, that while Muriel lived, he could never be mine.”

This wasn’t the time for censor or criticism, Julia realized. Like the hour they had spent by the pool, it was a time for understanding. “I’m so sorry. I can see I only believed myself in love with a man who could never belong to me. But still there was terrible pain. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to love someone so long, and so hopelessly.”

“Never hopelessly,” Eve corrected Julia. She had to strike the match three times before it flared. “Always hopefully.” She expelled a slow stream of smoke. “I was older than you when I met him, but still young. Young enough to believe that miracles happened. That love conquered all. Now I’m not young, and though I know better, I wouldn’t change my life. I can look back at those first giddy months with Victor and be grateful. So very grateful.”

“Tell me,” Julia said.
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“I suppose I was still smarting from my disillusionment with Tony—or myself,” Eve began. “It was a couple of years after the divorce, but I was still raw. I’d moved out of the house Tony and I had shared—the house I’d forced him to sign over to me. But I’d hung on to it. I enjoy dabbling in real estate,” she said with a casualness that skimmed over more than twenty million in prime properties. “Why don’t you have some tea?” she suggested. “It’s still warm and Nina brought two cups.”

“Thanks.”

“I’d just bought this estate,” she went on as Julia helped herself. “I was having some remodeling and redecorating done, so it’s safe to say my life was in a state of flux.”

“Not your professional one.”

“No.” Eve smiled through the mist of smoke. “But things had changed. It was the early sixties, and the faces had changed, become younger. Garbo was retired and in seclusion, James Dean was dead. Monroe would be in a matter of months. But more than those two wasted youths, that one defiant and suppressed talent, was the changing of the guard. Fairbanks, Flynn, Power, Gable, Crawford, Hay worth, Garson, Turner. All those beautiful faces and magnificent talents were being replaced, or certainly challenged by other faces, other talents. The classy Paul Newman, the young, dashing Peter O’Toole, the ethereal Claire Bloom, the gamine Audrey Hepburn.” She sighed again, knowing the guard had changed yet again. “Hollywood is a woman, Julia, forever charging after youth.”

“Yet it celebrates endurance.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, it does indeed. When I met Victor on the set of our first movie together, I was not yet forty. Neither fish nor fowl—no longer quite young, not yet eligible for the label of endurance. Hell, I hadn’t even had my eyes done yet.”

Julia had to grin. Where else but Hollywood would people measure their lives by their cosmetic surgery? “The movie was Dead Heat. It brought you your second Academy Award.”

“And it brought me Victor.” Lazily, Eve curled her legs up on the couch. “As I was saying before I started to ramble, I was still sore from my last marriage. Distrustful of men, though I certainly knew they had their uses and was never shy about utilizing them. I was pleased to be making this movie—particularly since Charlotte Miller had wanted the part desperately, and I’d beaten her to it. And because I’d be working with Victor, who had a tremendous reputation as an actor—stage and screen.”

“You must have met him before.”

“No, actually I hadn’t. I imagine we’d attended some of the same functions, but our paths hadn’t crossed. He was often in the East doing theater, and when here in California, he didn’t socialize often, unless one counts the habitual drunken forays with a group of his male companions. We met on set. It happened so fast. Comet fast.”

Lost in her thoughts, Eve ran a finger up and down the lapel of her robe. Her eyes were narrowed, concentrated, as if against some nagging pain. “People speak of love at first sight casually, humorously, wistfully. I don’t believe it happens often, but when it does it’s irresistible and dangerous. We said all the polite things strangers in the same profession say to each other at the start of an important project. But beneath all that was fire. How clichéd, but how true.”

She rubbed absently at her temple. “Do you have a headache?” Julia asked. “Can I get you something?”

“No. It’s nothing.” Eve dragged deep on the cigarette and willed her mind beyond the pain, back into memory. “It all went very well initially. The plot of the movie was basic—I was a tough broad who’d inadvertently gotten herself mixed up with the mob. Victor was the cop assigned to protect me. What made the movie better than that was the sum of its parts. Gritty dialogue, moody sets and lighting, solid directing, a treasure chest of a supporting cast and yes, the chemistry between the stars.”

“I can’t tell you how many times I’ve seen that film.” Julia smiled, hoping to ease some of the pain she saw in Eve’s eyes. “Each time I do, I find something new, something different.”

“A small, shiny gem in my crown,” Eve said, gesturing with the cigarette. “Do you recall the scene where Richard and Susan are hiding out in a grubby hotel room—he waiting for orders, she looking for a way out? They’re arguing, insulting each other, fighting the attraction they’ve felt from the beginning. He the good, solid Irish cop believing in only right and wrong; she the girl from the wrong side of the tracks who lived in all the shades between black and white.”

“I remember it very well. I caught it on television one night when I was baby-sitting. I would have been oh, fifteen, maybe sixteen, and I had a monster crush on Robert Redford. After the movie I tossed him aside like an old shoe and fell desperately in love with Victor Flannigan.”

“How flattered he would be.” To clear some of the emotion from her voice, Eve sipped at the water. “And how disappointing for Mr. Redford.”

“I think he got over it.” She gestured with her cup. “Go on, please. I shouldn’t have interrupted.”

“I enjoy it more when you do,” Eve murmured, then rose to wander the room as she spoke. “What most don’t remember about that scene in that long-ago movie, even those involved at the time, was that it wasn’t played the way it was written. Victor changed the moves, and our lives.”

“Quiet on the set.”

Eve took her place, mentally gearing up. “Roll film.”

She ignored the dollies, the booms, the technicians. Tossed up her chin, eased her weight onto one foot, pouted out her lower lip. Became Susan.

“Scene twenty-four, take three.” The clapper slapped together.

“And … action.”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I know everything about you, sweetheart.” Victor loomed over her, fury and frustration in eyes that had been mild only seconds before. “You figured out when you were twelve that your looks would take you anywhere you wanted to go. And you went, taking the easy road and leaving a trail of men behind.”

The close-up would come later. She knew the medium shot wouldn’t capture the frost in her eyes, or the sneer on her lips. But she used them, the same way a good carpenter uses a hammer. To drive the point home. “If that were true, I sure as hell wouldn’t be here in this dump with a loser like you.”

“You walked into this.” He stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Eyes wide. Women like you always have their eyes wide. You’ll get yourself out too. That’s your style.”

Turning, she poured a drink from the bottle on the scarred chest of drawers. “It’s not my style to turn my friends over to the cops.”

“Friends.” On a laugh he pulled out a cigarette. “You call it friendship when someone’s out to slit your throat? Your choice, honey.” The cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth, his eyes squinted against the smoke that curled up between them. “You make the right choice—for you. And you’ll get paid for it. The D.A.’ll slip you a few for the information. A woman like you …” He pulled the cigarette out of his mouth, blew smoke in a cloud. “You’d be used to getting paid for a favor.”

She slapped him, forgetting to pull her punch at the last minute. His head jerked back, his eyes narrowed. Slowly, watching her, he dragged on the cigarette again. Eve drew her arm back a second time, wincing a little when his fingers clamped over her wrist. She was braced for the shove they’d rehearsed, prepared to slam hard into the chair behind him.

Instead, he tossed the cigarette to the floor. Her look of surprise, of knowledge, of panic, was captured on film forever as he dragged her into his arms. When his mouth crushed against hers, she struggled. Not so much against the arms that banded her against him, but against the explosions rocketing furiously inside her that had nothing to do with Susan and everything to do with Eve.

She might have staggered if he hadn’t held her upright. It was terrifying to feel her legs go weak, to hear her blood roar. When he freed her she was fighting for each breath. Her skin had a pallor that needed no trick of lighting or makeup. Her lips trembled open. Her eyes glittered with tears, then with rage. She remembered her line only because it so completely suited her own feelings.

“You bastard. Do you think that’s all it takes to have a woman fall at your feet?”

He grinned, but it didn’t diffuse the passion or the violence in the air. “Yeah.” Now he shoved her. “Sit down and shut up.”

“Cut—print it. Jesus, Vic.” The director was up, striding onto the set. “Where the hell did that come from?”

Bending, Victor picked up the smoldering cigarette, took a drag. “Just seemed like the thing to do.”

“Well, it worked. Christ almighty, it worked. Next time the two of you get a brainstorm, fill me in. Okay?” He turned back to the cameras. “Let’s shoot the close-ups.”

She got through another three hours of shooting. That was her job. Not by a flicker did she reveal how shaken she was. That was her pride.

In her dressing room she exchanged Susan’s clothes for her own. Shed Susan’s problems for her own. Her throat was raw so she accepted the tall glass of iced tea from her on-set assistant.

“Susan smokes too much,” she said with a half laugh. Go on home. “I’m just going to sit for a while and quiet down.”

“You were terrific today, Miss Benedict. You and Mr. Flannigan are wonderful together.”

“Yeah.” God help her. “Thanks, darling. Good night.”

“Good night, Miss Benedict. Oh, hello, Mr. Flannigan. I was just saying how well things went today.”

“That’s good to hear. Joanie, isn’t it?”

“Oh, yes, sir.”

“Good night, Joanie. See you tomorrow.”

He stepped inside, and Eve remained seated and braced, watching him in the dressing table mirror. She relaxed fractionally when he left the door open. It wasn’t, she realized, going to be a repeat of her initiation with Tony.

“I thought I should apologize.” But there wasn’t a hint of regret in his voice. Eve kept her eyes on his reflection, wondering when she’d get over this weakness for cocky actors. Casually she lifted a brush and began to pull it through her shoulder-length hair.

“For your brainstorm?”

“For kissing you when it had nothing to do with acting. It’s something I’ve wanted to do since the first day we met.”

“Now you have.”

“And now it’s worse.” He dragged a hand through his hair, hair that was still dark with only the faintest hint of gray at the temples. “I’m a little past the age for playing games, Eve.”

After setting the brush aside, she reached for the glass again. “No man ever is.”

“I’m in love with you.”

The ice clinked together when her hand shook. Very carefully she set the glass down. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I have to be because it’s true. The first minute we were together.”

“There’s a difference between love and lust, Victor.” She sprang up, snatching the canvas bag she habitually carried to the studio. “I’m not terribly interested in lust at the moment.”

“How about a cup of coffee?”

“What?”

“A cup of coffee, Eve. In a public place.” When she hesitated, he grinned—and the grin was nearly a sneer. “You’re not afraid of me, are you, sweetheart?”

She had to laugh. It was Richard challenging Susan. “If I was afraid of anything,” she said, in character, “it wouldn’t be a man. You’re buying.”

They sat for almost three hours, eventually ordering meat loaf to go with the coffee. Victor had chosen a harshly lit diner with laminated tables and hard plastic booths that turned the average derriere to stone in ten and a half minutes. The floor was a dingy gray that would never bleach white again, and the waitresses talked in shrieks.

Obviously, Eve thought, this wasn’t going to be a seduction.

He talked of Muriel, of his marriage, of its failure, of his obligations. He did not, as she had half expected, start with the line that his wife didn’t understand him, or that his marriage was an open one. Instead, he admitted that in her way, Muriel loved him. That more than love, there was a desperate need in her to pretend the marriage was intact.

“She’s not well.” He toyed with the blueberry pie he’d ordered to top off the meal. It tasted like something his mother might have baked—a million years ago in the stifling kitchen on the fifth floor apartment on East 132nd Street. His mother, he thought fleetingly, had been an incredibly bad cook. “Not physically or emotionally. I’m not sure she’ll ever be, and I can’t leave her until she is. She doesn’t have anyone else.”

As a woman who had not so long ago escaped a ruinous marriage, she tried to empathize with Victor’s wife. “It must be difficult for her, your work, the traveling, and the hours involved.”

“No, actually, she enjoys it. She loves the house, and the servants are well trained to care for her. If she needs care. Actually, she would be self-sufficient but she often forgets to take her medication, and then …” He shrugged. “She paints. Very well, too, when the mood’s on her. That’s how I met her. I was your typical starving young actor, and I took a job modeling for an art school to earn enough to eat.”

She forked a bite of his pie and grinned. “Nude?”

“Yeah.” Her smile eased out one of his own. “I was a bit on the thin side then. After a session, Muriel showed me a sketch she’d done of me. One thing led to the other. She was what we’d have called a bohemian. Very forward-thinking and free-spirited.” His smile faded away. “She’s changed. The illness—the baby. Things changed her. She was diagnosed less than a year after we were married, and gave up completely on the dream of making art her career. Replaced it by making a career out of the religion we’d both rebelled against. I was sure I could shake her out of it. We were young, and I was positive nothing really terrible could happen to us. But it did. I began to get parts, we began to have money. Muriel began to become what she is today: a frightened, often angry, unhappy woman.”

“You still love her.”

“I love the rare, the very rare glimpses of that young bohemian who so enchanted me. If she were to come back, I don’t think the marriage would hold. But we’d part as friends.”

Eve suddenly felt tired, overwhelmed by the smell of grilling onions, the taste of coffee that was too hot and too strong, the hard, headachy colors that surrounded them. “I don’t know what you expect me to say, Victor.”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe I just need you to understand.” Reaching across the table, he took her hand. When she looked down she saw that she was completely enveloped by him completely covered, completely caught. “I was twenty-two when I met her. Now I’m forty-two. We might have made it all work if the fates hadn’t been against us. I’ll never know. But I knew when I looked at you. I knew you were the woman I was meant to spend my life with.”

She felt the truth of it, the terrifying truth of it pass from his heart to hers. As cleanly, as quickly as a flower is sliced from its stem, the bright corner where they sat was cut off from the rest of the world.

Her voice was unsteady as she drew her hand away. “You’ve just spent a great deal of time explaining to me why that’s not possible.”

“It’s not, but that doesn’t stop me from knowing it’s what should be. I’m too Irish not to believe in destiny, Eve. You’re mine. Even if you get up and walk away, that won’t change.”

“And if I stay?”

“Then I’ll give you whatever I can for as long as I can. It’s not only sex, Eve, though Christ knows I want you. It’s needing to be there when you first open your eyes in the morning. Sitting on some sunny porch together listening to the wind. Reading by the fire. Sharing a beer at a baseball game.” He took a careful breath. “It’s been nearly five years since Muriel and I have been together as husband and wife. I haven’t been unfaithful—not in those five years or all the years we’ve been married. I don’t expect you to believe me.”

“Maybe that’s why I do believe you.” She got shakily to her feet, but held out a hand to keep him from rising as well. “I need time, Victor, and so do you. Let’s finish the movie, then see how we feel.”

“And if we feel the same?”

“If we feel the same … we’ll see what destiny has in store for us.”

“And when the movie was over, we felt the same.” Eve still had the glass in her hand. There were tears running unnoticed down her cheeks. “Destiny has run us a long, hard course.”

“Would you change it?” Julia asked quietly.

“Parts of it, God, yes. But as a whole—it would hardly matter. I would still be here, exactly as I am today. And Victor would still be the only man.” She laughed, brushing a tear away with her index finger. “The only man who could bring me to this.”

“Is love worth it?”

“It’s worth everything.” She shook off the mood. “I’m becoming maudlin. Christ, I could use a drink, but I indulged earlier and the camera picks up every bloody swallow.” She sat again. Leaning back, she shut her eyes and fell silent so long, Julia wondered if she slept. “You’ve made a happy home here, Julia.”

“It’s your home.”

“Mmm. My house. It’s you who’s put flowers in the watering can, dropped your shoes on the floor, lit the candles on the mantel, put pictures of a smiling boy on the table by the window.” Her eyes opened lazily. “I think it must take a clever woman to make a happy home.”

“Not a happy woman?”

“But you’re not. Oh, content certainly. Satisfied with your work, fulfilled in motherhood, pleased with your abilities and willing to sharpen them. But happy? Not quite.”

Julia leaned over to press the stop button on the recorder. Something told her this wouldn’t be a conversation she’d enjoy replaying later. “Why wouldn’t I be happy?”

“Because you’re carrying around a wound, never quite healed, from the man who conceived Brandon with you.”

The mild, interested tone of her voice sharpened like ice. “We’ve already discussed Brandon’s father. I hope I won’t regret that.”

“I’m not discussing Brandon’s father, but you. You were used and set aside, at a very early age. That’s kept you from looking for another kind of fulfillment.”

“It may be difficult for you to understand, but not all women measure fulfillment by the number of men in their lives.”

Eve merely arched a brow. “Well, it seems I pierced the skin. You’re quite right. But the woman who measures it that way is as foolish as the one who refuses to admit that a certain man might enhance her life.” She stretched long and limberly. “Julia darling, the recorder is off. It’s only we two. Can you tell me, woman to woman, that you’re not attracted, intrigued, titillated with Paul?”

After inclining her head, Julia folded her hands on her lap. “If I were attracted to Paul, would it be any of your business?”

“Hell no. Who wants to know only her own business? You of all people understand the desperate need in all of us to know everyone else’s.”

Julia laughed. It was hard to stay annoyed with such good-natured honesty. “I’m not a star, so fortunately my secrets are my own.” Because she was enjoying herself, she propped her feet on the coffee table. “The truth is, they’re not terribly interesting. Why don’t you tell me why you’re trying to hook up Paul and me?”

“Because when I see you together, something strikes me as right. And knowing him much better than I know you at this point, I’m able to judge his reaction. You fascinate him.”

“Then he’s easily fascinated.”

“Quite the contrary. As far as I know—and I say so with all proper modesty—I’ve been the only woman to do so until you.”

“Modesty, hell.” Lazily, Julia rubbed the bottom of her foot over an itch on her instep. “You don’t have a self-effacing bone in your body.”

“Bingo.”

Surrendering to a sudden craving for the brownies, Julia rose and went into the kitchen to fetch the plate heaped with the dark chocolate squares. She set them on the coffee table. Both women studied them warily, then dived.

“You know,” Julia said with her mouth full, “he said the other day that I remind him of you.”

“Did he?” Eve licked chocolate off her fingers, savoring. “Writer’s imagination? Or instinct?” At Julia’s puzzled look, she shook her head. “Christ, I have to get out of here before I eat another one.”

“If you will, I will.”

With no little regret, Eve resisted. “You don’t have to be shoved into costume in the morning. But let me leave you with one small thought. You asked if I would change anything in my relationship with Victor. The first and most important change I would make is so very simple.” She leaned forward, eyes intense. “I wouldn’t wait until the movie was finished. I wouldn’t waste a day, not an hour, not a moment. Take what you want, Julia, and damn caution. Live, enjoy. Feed ravenously. Or the biggest regret you’ll have at the end of your life is wasted time.”

Lyle Johnson took a pull from a bottle of Bud and mechanically pressed the channel changer on the remote. It was a lousy night for television. He was stretched out on his unmade bed wearing only a pair of baby-blue net bikinis. That way, if he decided to get up and fetch another beer from the fridge, he’d be able to admire his body when he passed the mirror. He was damn proud of his build, and had a particular fondness for his penis—which he’d been told by a number of lucky females was a sight to behold.

All in all, Lyle was satisfied with his life. He got to drive the big bitching limo for a movie star. Maybe Eve Benedict wasn’t Michelle Pfeiffer or Kim Basinger, but for an old broad, she was put together fine. In fact, Lyle would have been willing to share his amazing, world-renowned penis with her. But the lady was strictly business.

Still, he had it pretty good. His apartment over the garage was bigger and better than the dump in Bakersfield where he’d spend his childhood and dissatisfied adolescence. He had a microwave, cable TV, and someone to change the sheets and dig the place out once a week.

The snotty little maid, CeeCee, had turned down a trip to paradise on those nice fresh sheets. Didn’t know what she was missing. Her loss was someone else’s gain as far as Lyle was concerned. He’d been able to talk plenty of other, more friendly, ladies into his bed.

Still, it pissed him off that she’d threatened to go to Miss B. if he’d copped another feel.

Lyle settled on MTV, and since he was bored brainless, decided to get up and sneak a joint out of his stash. He had his ten neatly rolled buddies wrapped in plastic and hidden in a box of Quaker Oats. Miss B. had a strict policy on drugs. You use, you lose. She didn’t mean just the hard stuff either, and had made that perfectly clear when she’d hired him.

Since the night was mild, he decided to do one better. Pulling on a pair of sweats, he gathered up the beer, the joint, and a pair of binoculars. At the last minute he turned the sound on the TV up so he could hear it on the roof.

With the binoks slung around his neck, the joint clamped in his mouth, and the beer hooked in two fingers, he made the climb easily enough.

Settled on his perch, he lit up. From there he could see most of the estate. Overhead was a canopy of stars and a sliver of moon. The mild breeze carried the mixture of scents from the garden, and the summery tang of grass mown by the gardener just that afternoon.

The old girl lived high, and he respected that. She had it all—the pool, the tennis courts, all the fancy trees. Lyle had fond memories of the putting green Miss B. no longer had any interest in. He’d snuck a waitress onto the estate one eventful evening and had fucked her brains out on the cool, clipped grass. What had she said her name was? he wondered as he held marijuana smoke in his lungs. Terri, Sherri? Shit, whatever it had been, she’d had a mouth like a suction cup. Maybe he should look her up again.

Idly, he swiveled the binoculars toward the guest house. Now, that was one fine piece of work in there. Real quality. Too bad that cute little ass of hers was so tight. She was cold as a witch’s tit too.

And careful. He hadn’t once been able to catch her doing anything interesting with the shades up. He’d been able to spot her going past a lighted window, bundled in a robe, or covered in a baggy sweatshirt. But when she undressed, down came the shades. Since Lyle had been playing peek-a-boo for weeks, he was wondering if Miss Julia Summers ever took off her clothes at all.

Now, Miss B. wasn’t so particular. Lyle had seen her strip down to the skin before, and he’d be the first to compliment her on how well preserved she was.

Tonight there were lights on in the guest house. A guy could hope. Anyway, Lyle was looking at this Peeping Tom business as a job. A man in his position, with his ambitions, could always use some extra cash. Maybe if Julia had been friendlier he would have turned down the proposition that he spy on her. He laughed to himself as he began to cruise on the combo of Bud and grass. And maybe not. The pay was good; the work was a breeze.

All he had to do was pass along the comings and goings in the guest house, write down Julia’s routine, and keep a record of her outside appointments. Even that wasn’t hard. The woman was so tied up in her kid, she never left the estate without leaving word where she’d be.

Easy work. Good pay. What else could you ask for?

Lyle perked up when her bedroom light came on. He caught a glimpse of her. She was still dressed in a sweater and slacks. She was pacing, distracted. Hope bloomed in horny Lyle’s chest. Maybe she was distracted enough to forget to close the blinds. She paused, was nearly centered in the window as she reached up to draw the band from her hair.

“Oh, yeah. Come on, baby. Keep going.” Chuckling to himself, he held the binoks with one hand and slipped the other down his pants, where he was already firming up nicely.

He’d always heard patience was rewarded. He believed it now when Julia dragged the sweater over her head. Underneath she was wearing some thin, lacy things. A camisole. Tap pants. Lyle prided himself on knowing the correct name in ladies’ lingerie.

He murmured encouragement to her as he primed his own pump. “Come on, baby, don’t stop now. That’s the way. Ditch those pants. Oh, Christ. Look at those legs.”

He let out a groan when the blinds came down, but he still had his imagination. By the time Julia’s lights blinked out, Lyle had shot himself to the moon.
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“The place is really hopping.” CeeCee slipped into the kitchen, where Julia was preparing a late afternoon snack for Brandon and Dustin.

“I can hear the commotion.” That alone had caused Julia to ruin two nails and eat her way through a half a roll of Turns. “It’s taken all my wiles to keep the boys from running over and getting in the middle of it.”

“It was nice of you to take Dustin to the park.”

“They keep each other busy.” And to keep herself busy, Julia arranged fruit and vegetable slices on a tray in a way she hoped disguised nutrition. “I like watching them together.”

Because she’d come to feel as comfortable in this kitchen as in her own, CeeCee chose an apple crescent. “If you want a real show, you should go next door. You should see the flowers! Man, truckloads of them. And there are all these people jumbling around, speaking in different languages. Miss Soloman’s running around trying to coordinate all of them, and they just keep coming.”

“Miss Benedict?”

“She’s being buffed and waxed by a team of three,” CeeCee said with her mouth full. “The phone hasn’t quit ringing all day. There was this guy in a white suit who actually started crying because some quail eggs hadn’t arrived yet. That’s when I left.”

“Good thinking.”

“Really, Julia, Miss. B.’s given some knockout parties, but this is the ultimate. Like she’s pulling out all the stops because she’s afraid she’ll never give another one. Hell, Aunt Dottie told me she was having those quail eggs and some kind of mushrooms flown in all the way from Japan or China or someplace over there.”

“I’d just say Miss B. is indulging herself.”

“Big time.” CeeCee popped a cube of cheese in her mouth.

“I feel guilty that you’re going to miss it because you’re watching Brandon.”

“Hey, I don’t mind.” Anyway, she planned to sneak the boys into the shrubbery to watch for an hour or so. “Half the fun’s seeing everybody go crazy putting it all together. Did you get a new dress?” she asked casually, trailing behind as Julia walked out to call the boys.

“No, I meant to, but it slipped my mind. Hey up there. Snacks in the kitchen.” With the sound of clammering feet and war whoops, the boys streaked down the stairs and zapped into the kitchen. “I’ll put something together,” she told CeeCee. “Maybe you can help me decide.”

CeeCee grinned and stuck her hands in the pockets of her cutoffs. “Sure. I love playing closet. Want to do it now?”

Julia looked at her watch and sighed. Time was running out. “I suppose I should. You can’t get ready for a bash like this in less than two hours.”

“You don’t sound excited. I mean, this is shaping up to be the Hollywood party this year.”

“I do better at birthday parties. The kind with pin the tail on the donkey and twenty-five revved-up kids cramming in cake and ice cream.”

“Tonight you’re not a mom,” CeeCee said, giving Julia a little nudge up the stairs. “Tonight you’re on Eve Benedict’s A list.” At the sound of a knock on the door, CeeCee jumped, then blocked Julia’s path. “No, no. I’ll get it. You go on up. I’ll bring it.”

“Bring what?”

“I mean, I’ll see who it is. Go ahead. And if you’re wearing a bra, take it off.”

“If I’m …” But CeeCee was already rushing off. Shaking her head, Julia headed for the bedroom. Listlessly, she began to paw through her closet. There was the old reliable blue silk, but she’d worn that when she and Paul … It was her own fault she’d chosen to pack more business suits than finery. There was always basic black, she thought, and pulled out a simple number that had served her well for five years. She smiled to herself as she laid it on the bed. CeeCee would probably gag. Julia dove back into the closet.

“My choices,” she said when she heard CeeCee come in, “are pitifully limited. But with a little ingenuity, who knows? She turned. “What’s that?”

“Delivery.” CeeCee set the box she carried on the bed, then stepped back. “I guess you should open it.”

“I didn’t order anything.” Since the box was unmarked, Julia shrugged and ripped at the packing tape.

“Here, let me.” Impatient, CeeCee grabbed a nail file from the nightstand and raked through.

“I’d love to see you on Christmas morning.” Julia blew the hair out of her eyes and opened the top. “Tissue paper,” she said. “My favorite.” But her laugh changed to a gasp of astonishment when she lifted the paper aside.

The shimmer of emerald silk, the dazzle of rhinestones. Hardly breathing, Julia gently slid the dress from the box. It was long, slim, and spectacular, a slither of silk that would sleek over the body like air. The high neck was topped with a banded collar that glittered with stones and was repeated at the cuffs at the end of long, snug sleeves. The back dropped off to nothing from shoulder to waist.

“Oh, my,” Julia managed to get out.

“There’s a card.” With her bottom lip caught in her teeth, CeeCee handed it over.

“From Eve. She says she’d appreciate it if I’d wear this tonight.”

“What do you think?”

“I think she’s put me in an awkward position.” Reluctantly, Julia laid the dress on the box, where it glittered up at her. “I can’t possibly accept this.”

CeeCee looked down at the dress, then back at Julia. “You don’t like it?”

“Don’t like it? It’s fabulous.” Giving in to temptation, Julia ran her hand along the skirt. “Stunning.”

“Really?”

“And outrageously expensive. No.” She wavered. “I don’t suppose I’d have to worry about it respecting me in the morning.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” Julia caught herself and spread a layer of tissue paper over the dress. The rich emerald shimmered through, beckoning. “It isn’t right. It’s very generous of her, but it’s just not right.”

“The dress isn’t right?”

“No, for heaven’s sake, CeeCee, the dress is perfectly beautiful. It’s a matter of ethics.” She knew she was groping. She wanted that dress, wanted to feel it slide over her and change her into something, someone, elegant. “I’m Eve Benedict’s biographer, and that’s all. I’d feel better—” That was a lie. “It would be more appropriate for me to wear something of my own.”

“But it is yours.” CeeCee grabbed the dress and held it in front of Julia. “It was made for you.”

“I’ll admit it’s my style, and certainly seems to be my size—”

“No, I mean it was made for you. I designed it for you myself.”

“You made it?” Stunned, she turned full circle so she could study the dress held against her in the mirror.

“Miss B. asked me to. She wanted you to have something special for tonight. And she likes surprises. I had to go through your closet.” CeeCee began to wipe her damp palms on her cutoffs when Julia remained silent. “I know it was sneaky. But I needed to get the fit right. You like rich colors, so I thought the emerald was a good choice, and the style … I figured I’d try for subtly sexy. You know, classy but not prim or anything.” Running out of steam, CeeCee sank to the bed. “You hate it. It’s okay,” she hurried on when Julia turned around. “I mean, I’m not like sensitive or anything. I understand if it’s not really your type.”

Julia held up a hand, realizing CeeCee was getting her second wind. “Didn’t I say it was beautiful?”

“Yeah, sure, but you didn’t want to hurt my feelings.”

“I didn’t know you’d made it when I said that.”

CeeCee pursed her lips as that sunk in. “Right.”

Julia laid the dress aside again and placed her hands on CeeCee’s shoulders. “It’s an incredible dress, the most terrific dress I’ve ever had.”

“Then you’re going to wear it?”

“If you think I’m passing up the chance to wear a McKenna original, you’re crazy.” She laughed as CeeCee bounced up and hugged her.

“Miss B. told me I could pick out some accessories too.” Running full steam, she spun around to tear at the tissue paper until she unearthed a velvet pouch. “This rhinestone clip. I thought you’d wear your hair up, you know?” She demonstrated by sweeping up her own. “And snap this in. And the earrings. Shoulder dusters.” Eyes bright with excitement, she held them out. “What do you think?”

Julia jingled the long, glittery drops in her hand. She’d never thought of herself as the shoulder-duster type. Feather duster, maybe. But since CeeCee did, Julia was willing to risk it for one night. “I think I’m going to knock them dead.”

Two and a half hours later, after a long, indulgent female ritual of creams, oils, powders, and perfumes, Julia let CeeCee help her into the dress.

“Well?” Julia started to turn to the mirror, but CeeCee grabbed hold.

“Not yet. First the earrings.”

While Julia clipped them on, CeeCee fussed with her hair, tugged at the skirt of the dress, adjusted the collar.

“Okay. You can look.” Stomach jittering, CeeCee took a long breath and held it.

One glance told Julia the dress lived up to its promise. The dazzle of rhinestones added dash to the long, cool lines. The high collar and long, tight sleeves hinted at dignity. While the back hinted at something else altogether.

“I feel like Cinderella,” Julia murmured. She turned and held out her hands to CeeCee. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“That’s easy. When people start asking you about your dress, be sure to tell them you discovered a hot new designer. CeeCee McKenna.”

Julia’s feelings of panic had escalated several notches when she walked to the main house. The setting was perfect.

An ocean of flowers set off by a trio of ice sculpture mermaids. Linen-covered tables as white as the rising moon groaning under the weight of elegant food, champagne enough to swim in, the twinkle of starry lights strung through the trees.

There was a glamorous mixing of the old and the new, Hollywood’s tribute to youth, and to endurance. Julia thought it was epitomized by Victor Flannigan and Peter Jackson. Eve’s long and enduring love and—if the looks exchanged were anything to go by—her latest flirtation.

Jewelry glittered, outsparkling the fairy lights. The fragile scents of roses, camellias, magnolias, wafted around perfumed flesh. Music floated over laughter, and the ubiquitous dealing that used galas as handily as boardrooms.

More stars than a planetarium, Julia mused, recognizing faces familiar to the screen, small and large. And with the addition of producers, directors, writers, and the press, power enough to light any major city.

And this is Hollywood, she thought. Where fame and power arm-wrestle on a daily basis.

She spent over an hour mingling, making mental notes and wishing it wouldn’t have been bad form to haul out her tape recorder. Needing a breather, she slipped away from the crowd to listen to the music at the edge of the garden. “Hiding out?” Paul asked.

Her smile came too quickly, so quickly she was grateful her back was to him. Because he enjoyed the view, he was glad of it himself.

“Catching my breath,” she said. She told herself she had not been waiting for him, had not been looking for him. Or wishing for him. “Are you fashionably late?”

“Just late. Had a good run going in chapter seven.” He offered her one of the two glasses of champagne he held. Looking at her, he wondered why it had seemed so urgent that he sweat out those last few pages. She smelled like a garden at dusk, and looked like sin. “Why don’t you fill me in?”

“Well, personally, I’ve had my hand kissed, my cheek bussed, and, in one unfortunate case, my ass pinched.” Her eyes laughed over the rim of her glass. “I’ve dodged, evaded, and avoided a number of pointed questions about my work on Eve’s book, tolerated numerous stares and whispers—relevant to the same, I’m sure—and interrupted a small, nasty quarrel between two stunning-looking creatures over someone named Clyde.”

He slid a finger down the earring that brushed one silky shoulder. “Busy girl.”

“So you can see why I wanted to catch my breath.”

Absently, he nodded as he scanned the clusters of people over terrace and lawn. They reminded him of the most elegant of animals set out to graze in an expensive zoo. “When Eve does it, she does it all the way.”

“It’s been a terrific party so far. We have quail eggs and button mushrooms from the Far East. Truffles and pâté from the French countryside. Salmon from Alaska, lobster from Maine. And I believe the artichoke hearts were imported from Spain.”

“We have much more than that. Do you see that man? The frail-looking one with thin white hair. He’s leaning on a cane and attended by a redhead who’s built like a—”

“Yes, I see him.”

“Michael Torrent.”

“Torrent?” Julia took a step forward to get a better look. “But I thought he’d retired to the Riviera. I’ve been trying to contact him for a month to set up an interview.”

Experimentally, Paul traced a fingertip down her spine, pleased when he felt her quick tremor. “I like your bare back almost as much as your bare feet.”

She would not be distracted—even if he’d lit a line of fire down her spine. She eased a cautious inch away. His mouth quirked. “We were talking about Torrent,” she said. “Why do you suppose he’d come all this way for free food and champagne?”

“Obviously he thought an invitation to this particular party was worth a trip. And there?”

Before she could tell Paul to stop playing with her fingers, she focused on the man he was watching. “I know Anthony Kincade is here. I don’t understand why Eve invited him.”

“If you don’t, you should.”

“Well, two of her husbands—”

“Three,” Paul corrected her. “Damien Priest just stepped onto the terrace.”

Julia recognized him instantly. Though he was the only one of Eve’s husbands who hadn’t been in films, he was a celebrity in his own right. Before his retirement at thirty-five, Priest had been one of the top money winners in professional tennis. A Wimbledon champion, he had also racked up wins in all the other Grand Slam tourneys.

Tall and rangy, Priest had a long reach and a wicked backhand. He had a gut-slamming sexuality a woman noticed instantly. Seeing him now, with his arm tucked around the waist of a young woman, Julia understood why Eve had married him.

His marriage to Eve had generated acres of print. He had been nearly twenty years her junior when they had eloped to Las Vegas. Though their marriage had lasted only one tumultuous year, it had given the tabloids fodder for months after.

“Three out of four,” Julia murmured, wondering how she could work it to her advantage. “Your father?”

“Sorry. Not even this could tear him away from a performance of Lear.” Paul sampled the champagne and thought how much he’d have liked to sample the taste of Julia’s long, smooth back. “Though I am under orders to report anything of interest.”

“Hopefully there will be.”

“Don’t borrow trouble.” He laid a hand on her arm. “Other than the husbands, I could point out any number of ex-lovers, old rivals, and displeased friends.”

“I wish you would.”

He only shook his head. “There are also plenty of people here who would probably be very happy to see this entire book business disappear.”

Irritation sparkled in her eyes. “Including you.”

“Yes. I’ve had a long time to think about you having someone break in and go through your work. Maybe it was just idle curiosity, but I doubt it. I told you from the beginning I didn’t want Eve hurt. I don’t want you hurt either.”

“We’re both big girls, Paul. If it helps ease your mind, I can tell you that what Eve has told me so far is sensitive, certainly personal, perhaps uncomfortable for certain people. I really don’t think any of it could be considered threatening.”

“She isn’t finished yet. And she—” Even as his eyes narrowed, his fingers tightened on the stem of the glass.

“What is it?”

“Another of Eve’s Michaels.” His voice had cooled, but it was nothing compared to the ice in his eyes. She wondered the air around them didn’t crackle. “Delrickio.”

“Michael Delrickio?” Julia tried to pick out the man Paul was staring at. “Should I know him?”

“No. And if you’re lucky, you’ll live the rest of your life without knowing him.”

“Why?” As she asked, she recognized the man she had seen come out of Drake’s office. “Is he that distinguished-looking man with silver hair and a mustache?”

“Looks can be deceiving.” Paul passed her his half-full glass of wine. “Excuse me.”

Ignoring the people who called his name or reached out to lay a hand on his arm, Paul made a direct line for Delrickio. It might have been the expression in his eyes or the barely suppressed fury in his stride that had several backing off—and the burly Joseph moving closer. Paul sent one long, challenging glance toward Delrickio’s muscle, then trained his eyes on the don. With only the barest flicker of his eye, Delrickio had Joseph standing aside.

“Well, Paul. It’s been a long time.”

“Time’s relative. How did you slither through the gate, Delrickio?”

Delrickio sighed and chose one of the delicate lobster puffs from his plate. “You still have trouble with respect. Eve should have let me discipline you all those years ago.”

“Fifteen years ago I was a boy, and you were a slimy smear on the boot heel of humanity. The difference now is I’m no longer a boy.”

Rage was something Delrickio had long since learned to control. It snapped at him now, dug in its teeth, and was whipped back in a matter of seconds. “Your manners dishonor the woman who opened her house to us tonight.” With care and deliberation, he chose another hors d’oeuvre. “Even enemies must respect neutral territory.”

“This has never been neutral territory. If Eve invited you here, she made an error in judgment. The fact that you’re here tells me you have no conception of the word honor.”

The raw anger flared again. “I’m here to enjoy the hospitality of a beautiful woman.” He smiled, but his eyes burned. “As I have done often in the past.”

Paul made a quick move forward. Joseph moved simultaneously. By slipping his hand inside his jacket, he turned the barrel of the .32 automatic he carried into the flesh beneath Paul’s armpit.

“Oh!” Julia stumbled and spilled a full glass of champagne over Joseph’s shiny Gucci loafers. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. How awful. Really, I don’t know how I could be so clumsy.” Fluttering and smiling, she whipped Joseph’s handkerchief from his pocket, then squatted at his feet. “I’ll dry them off for you before it spots.”

The commotion she was causing had a ripple of laughter moving through the nearby huddle of people. Smiling artlessly at Joseph, she lifted her hand, giving him little choice but to help her to her feet—and position her between himself and Paul.

“I seemed to have soaked your handkerchief.”

He muttered something and stuffed it into his pocket.

“Haven’t we met before?” she asked him.

“A tired line, Julia.” Eve glided up beside her. “It almost ruins the effect of you kneeling at the man’s feet. Hello, Michael.”

“Eve.” He took her hand, lifting it slowly to his lips. The old need churned in him, darkened his eyes. If Paul hadn’t told Julia they had been lovers, she would have known it then, by the snapping in the air. “More beautiful than ever.”

“You’re looking … prosperous. I see you’re making old acquaintances—and new. You remember Paul, of course. And this is my charming, if clumsy, biographer, Julia Summers.”

“Miss Summers.” He brushed his lips and mustache over her knuckles. “I’m delighted to meet you, at last.”

Before she could reply, Paul had an arm around her waist and was pulling her to his side. “Why the hell is he here, Eve?”

“Now, Paul, don’t be rude. Mr. Delrickio’s a guest. I wondered, Michael, have you had a chance to speak with Damien yet? I’m sure the two of you have a lot of old times to talk over.”

“No.”

Eve’s eyes glittered, as cold as the stars at her throat. She laughed. “You might be interested, Julia, that I met my fourth husband through Michael. Damien and Michael were—would you say you were business associates, darling?”

There was no one who had touched his life who could bait him as successfully as Eve Benedict. “We had—common interests.”

“What a clever way of putting it. Well, Damien retired a champion, and all got what they wanted. Oh, except for Hank Freemont. Such a tragedy. Do you follow tennis, Julia?”

There was something here, something old and unpleasant beneath the scent of flowers and perfume. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

“Well, this was about fifteen years ago. How time flies.” She took a delicate sip of champagne. “Freemont was Damien’s chief competitor—even his nemesis. They went into the U.S. Open as first and second seeds. The betting was high as to who would come out on top. But to make it short, Freemont overdosed. A cocaine and heroine injection—a speedball, I believe they call it. It was tragic. But then Michael romped his way to the championship. Those with money on him did very nicely.” Slowly, carmine-tipped nails gleaming, she ran a finger around the rim of her champagne flute. “You’re a gambler, aren’t you, Michael?”

“All men are.”

“And some are more successful than others. Please don’t let me keep you from mingling, or enjoying the buffet, the music, old friends. I hope we have a chance to speak again before the evening ends.”

“I’m sure we will.” He turned and saw Nina standing a few feet away. Their eyes met, held. Hers dropped first before she turned and rushed inside the house.

“Eve,” Julia began, but she only shook her head.

“Christ, I need a cigarette.” Then she turned her smile up a hundred candlepower. “Johnny darling, how delightful of you to come.” She was moving off to be embraced and kissed.

Julia gave up on that source and turned to Paul. “What was that all about?”

He reached down to take her hands. “You’re shaking.”

“I feel as though I just witnessed a bloodless coup. I—” She bit her tongue as Paul took two fresh glasses from a passing waiter.

“Three slow sips,” he ordered.

Because she needed to calm down, she obeyed. “Paul, did that man have a gun at your heart?”

Though he smiled at her, the amusement in his eyes was offset by something more dangerous, more deadly. “Were you saving me with a glass of champagne, Jules?”

“It worked,” she said sharply, then sipped again. “I want you to tell me why you spoke to that man that way, who he is, and why he brought an armed body guard to a party.”

“Have I had a chance to tell you how beautiful you look tonight?”

“Answers.”

Instead, he set his glass down on a wrought iron table and cupped her face in his hands. Before she could evade—or even decide if she wished to—he was kissing her with a great deal more passion than was wise in public. And beneath it she tasted a bitter, smoldering anger.

“Stay away from Delrickio,” he said quietly, then kissed her again. “And if you want to enjoy the rest of the evening, stay away from me.”

He left her there to turn inside the house in search of something stronger than champagne.

“Well, it’s been quite a show so far.”

Jolted, Julia let out a long sigh as Victor patted her shoulder. “I just wish someone had given me a script.”

“Eve often prefers ad-lib.” He glanced around, shaking the ice in his glass of club soda. “Christ knows she likes to stir the pot. She’s managed to bring out nearly all the players tonight.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me who Michael Delrickio is.”

“A businessman.” Victor smiled down at her. “Would you like to walk in the garden?”

She would simply have to find out on her own. “Yes, I would.”

They left the terrace and crossed the lawn through the shadows and twinkling lights. The orchestra was playing “Moonglow” as they moved into the perfumed air. Julia remembered that weeks before she had seen Victor and Eve stroll through this same garden, under the same moon.

“I hope your wife is recovering.” She saw from his expression that she’d made the move too quickly. “I’m sorry, Eve mentioned that she was ill.”

“You’re being diplomatic, Julia. I’m sure she told you more than that.” He gulped club soda and fought against the siren call of whiskey. “Muriel is out of immediate danger. The recovery, I’m afraid, will be a long and difficult one.”

“It can’t be easy for you.”

“It could be easier, but Eve won’t let it.” With weary eyes he looked down at Julia. The way the moonlight slanted over her face struck some chord in him he couldn’t identify. Tonight the garden was meant for young men and women. And he was feeling old. “I know Eve has told you about us.”

“Yes, but she didn’t have to. I saw you here one night a few weeks ago.” When he stiffened, she laid a hand on his arm. “I wasn’t spying. Just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Or the right place at the right time,” he said grimly.

Julia nodded, and took the time while he lighted a cigarette to choose her words. “I know it was private, but I can’t be sorry. What I saw were two people deeply in love. It didn’t shock me or send me rushing to my typewriter to report it. It touched me.”

His fingers relaxed fractionally, but his eyes remained cold. “Eve has always been the best part of my life, and the worst. Can you understand why I need to keep what we’ve had private?”

“Yes, I can.” She let her hand fall away. “As I can understand why she needs to tell it. However much I might sympathize, my first obligation is to her.”

“Loyalty is admirable. Even when it’s misplaced. Let me tell you something about Eve. She’s a fascinating woman, one of incredible talent, of deep feelings, of unrelenting strengths. She is also a creature of impulse, one who makes huge life-altering mistakes because of a moment’s passion. She will come to regret this book, but by then it may be too late.” He tossed the cigarette onto the path and crushed it out. “Too late for all of us.”

Julia let him go. There was no comfort or reassurance she could offer. However much she might sympathize, her allegiance was to Eve. Suddenly weary, she sank down on a marble bench. It was quiet there. The band had switched to “My Funny Valentine,” with the female vocalist crooning. Eve was definitely in an old-fashioned mood. Taking advantage of the solitude and soothing music, Julia tried to reconstruct and evaluate what she had seen and heard thus far.

As her thoughts drifted, Julia became aware of other voices, farther off in the shrubbery. At first she was annoyed. She wanted only fifteen minutes of peace. Then, as she caught the tone, she was curious. Definitely a man and a woman, she thought. And definitely an argument. Eve perhaps? she wondered, and debated whether to stay or go.

She heard an oath, sharp and Italian, then a stream of harsh words in the same language, followed by a woman’s bitter weeping.

Pressing her fingers at her temples and circling them, Julia rose. Leaving was definitely the best course.

“I know who you are.”

She saw a woman in shimmering, virginal white stagger onto the path. Julia recognized Gloria DuBarry immediately. Though the weeping had stopped abruptly, the petite and very drunk actress had approached from the opposite direction.

“Miss DuBarry,” Julia said, and wondered what the hell she was supposed to do now.

“I know who you are,” Gloria repeated, and stumbled forward. “Eve’s little snitch. Let me tell you something, if you print one word about me, one single word, I’ll sue your ass right off.”

The virgin queen was drunk as a skunk, Julia noted, and bruising for a fight. “Maybe you should sit down.”

“Don’t touch me.” Gloria slapped Julia’s hand away, then gripped her arms, nails digging in. She leaned in, and Julia winced more from her breath than her manicure. It wasn’t champagne on Gloria’s breath, but high-grade scotch.

“You’re doing the touching, Miss DuBarry,” Julia pointed out.

“Do you know who I am? Do you know what I am? I’m a fucking institution.” Though she weaved as she threw out the words, her fingers were like wires. “Mess with me and you’re messing with motherhood, apple pie, and the goddamn American flag.”

Julia made one attempt to drag Gloria’s hands from her arms and found the small woman surprisingly strong. “If you don’t let go of me,” Julia said between her teeth, “I’m going to knock you down.”

“You listen to me.” Gloria gave Julia a shove that nearly sent her over the marble bench. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll forget whatever she’s told you. It’s all lies, all cruel, vicious lies.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You want money?” Gloria spat out. “Is that it? You want more money. How much? How much do you want?”

“I want you to leave me alone. If you want to talk to me, we’ll do it when you’re sober.”

“I’m never drunk.” Eyes ripe with venom, Gloria rapped the heel of her hand between Julia’s breasts. “I’m never fucking drunk and don’t you forget it. I don’t need some slutty snitch Eve hired to tell me I’m drunk.”

Temper snapped. Julia’s hand swooped out and snatched a fistful of chiffon at Gloria’s throat. “You touch me again, and—”

“Gloria.” Paul’s voice was quiet as he came down the path. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

“No.” She turned on tears as automatically as turning on a faucet. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I feel so weak and shaky.” She buried her face against his jacket. “Where’s Marcus? Marcus will take care of me.”

“Why don’t I take you into the house so you can lie down? I’ll bring him to you.”

“I have such a dreadful headache,” she sobbed as Paul led her away.

He shot Julia a glance over his shoulder. “Sit” was all he said.

Julia folded her arms over her chest, and sat. He was back in ten minutes, and dropped down beside her with a long sigh. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen the queen of the Gs sloshed before. You want to tell me what that was all about?”

“I haven’t got a clue. But I intend to corner Eve at the first opportunity and find out.”

Curious, he traced a finger down the nape of her neck. “Just what was it you were going to do if Gloria touched you again?”

“Slug her on her pointy little chin.” He laughed, squeezing her against him. “God, what a woman. Now I only wish I’d been ten seconds later.”

“I don’t enjoy altercations.”

“No, I can see that. Eve, on the other hand, has set up multiple altercations in one star-studded evening. Shall I tell you what you’ve missed during your tour of the gardens?”

If he was trying to calm her down, the least she could do was give him a chance. “All right.”

“Kincade has been waddling around looking fat and threatening, and failing to get Eve alone for a private chat. Anna del Rio, the designer? She’s been telling catty stories about her hostess, hoping, I imagine, to offset whatever catty stories Eve intends to tell about her.” He drew out a cigar. In the flare of his lighter his face looked tensed in opposition to the mild amusement in his voice. “Drake has been hopping around as though he had hot coals in his Jockeys.”

“Maybe that’s because I saw Delrickio and that other man in his office last week.”

“Did you?” Paul expelled smoke slowly. “Well, well. Back at the ranch—Torrent is looking pitiful—more so after he and Eve had a little tête-à-tête. Priest is doing a lot of posturing and hearty laughing. While he and Eve were dancing, he was sweating.”

“It sounds as though I should get back and see for myself.”

“Julia.” He stopped her from rising. “We need to talk about several things. I’ll come by tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow,” she said, knowing she was only procrastinating. “Brandon and I have plans.”

“Monday then, while he’s in school. That would be better.”

“I have an appointment at eleven-thirty with Anna at her studio.”

“Then I’ll be there at nine.” He rose, offering a hand to help her to her feet.

She walked with him toward the sound of music and laughter. “Paul, were you coming to my rescue with Gloria with handkerchiefs and sympathy?”

“It worked.”

“Then we’re even.”

He hesitated only a moment before linking his fingers with hers. “Just about.”
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The party didn’t fizzle out until after three, though by then only a few diehards had remained, slopping up the last of the champagne and licking the beluga off their fingers. Perhaps they were the wise ones, greeting the oncoming day with bleary eyes, floating heads, and overfilled stomachs. Many of those who had left at a more conservative hour lost a night’s sleep without the extras.

With a brocade smoking jacket wrapped around the enormous bulk that flirted gleefully with heart failure, Anthony Kincade sat up in bed smoking one of the cigars his doctors warned would kill him that much sooner. The boy he’d chosen to use that night lay sprawled among the silk sheets and feather pillows, snoring off a tidy dose of meth and a bout of brutal sex. Across his smooth, slender back a row of angry pink welts had risen.

Kincade didn’t regret putting them there—the boy was paid well—but he did regret he’d had to settle for a substitute. All the time he’d whipped, all the time he’d driven himself, hard and cruelly into the boy, he’d dreamed of punishing Eve.

Bitch. Whore-bitch. He wheezed rustily as he shifted his mountainous flesh to reach for the glass of port beside the bed. Did she think she could threaten him? Did she think she could toy and tease and dangle exposure in front of his nose?

She wouldn’t dare go public with what she knew. But if she did … His hand trembled as he slurped the wine. His eyes, nearly buried under the folds of sagging skin around them, glinted with venom. If she did, how many others might find the courage to walk through the door she’d opened? He couldn’t allow it. Wouldn’t.

He might be arrested, have to stand trial, even face prison.

It wouldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it happen. He drank, he smoked, he plotted. Beside him, the young prostitute murmured in his sleep.

In Long Beach, Delrickio soaked in his whirlpool, letting the hot, jasmine-scented water beat over his tanned, disciplined body. He’d made love to his wife when he’d returned home. Sweetly, tenderly. His lovely Teresa now slept the sleep of the cherished.

God, he did cherish the woman, and hated the fact that while he’d steeped himself in her, he’d fantasied about Eve. Of all the sins he’d committed, this was the only one he repented. Even with what Eve was doing, what she was threatening to do, she couldn’t kill the hunger in him. And that was his penance.

Fighting to keep his muscles from tensing again, he watched the steam rise to smoke up the slanted windows and block the stars. She had been like that to him, like steam smoking up his senses, blocking his sanity. Didn’t she realize he would have kept her safe, happy, showered her with all the things a woman desired? Instead, she had spurned him, cut him out of her life with a finality and viciousness that had resembled death. And all because of business.

He forced his hand to relax and waited until the splinter of rage had been worked out of his heart. A man who thought with his heart made mistakes. As he had. It was his own fault that Eve had found out about some of the more unconventional parts of Delrickio Enterprises. Infatuation had made him careless. Still, he had believed, or made himself believe, that she could be trusted.

Then she had tossed Damien Priest in his face. She had looked at him, her eyes filled with disgust.

The former tennis player was a loose end that could easily be snipped at any time. But that would not make things right. It was Eve who could unravel his carefully woven cloak of respectability.

He would have to settle things, and he regretted it. But even before love came honor.

Gloria DuBarry cuddled beside her sleeping husband and let the tears stream down her face. She felt sick—too much liquor always upset her system. It was Eve’s fault she’d overindulged and had come so perilously close to humiliating herself.

It was all Eve’s fault. Hers and that nosy witch from back east.

They were going to see to it that she lost everything—her reputation, her marriage, maybe even her career. And all because of one mistake. One small mistake.

Sniffling, she stroked a hand over her husband’s bare shoulder. It was solid, sturdy, like a quarter century of marriage. She loved Marcus so much. He took such good care of her. How often had he said she was his angel, his spotless, untarnished angel?

How could he understand, how could anyone understand, that the woman who made her career playing freckle-faced virgins had indulged in a torrid, illicit affair with a married man? That she had had an illegal abortion to rid herself of the result of that affair?

Oh, God, how could she ever have imagined herself in love with Michael Torrent? What was worse, much worse, was that while she’d been meeting him in dingy motels, he had been playing her father onscreen. Her father.

Having to come face-to-face with him tonight when he was old, half-crippled … frail. It disgusted her to think that she had once held him inside her. Terrified her. She hated him She hated Eve. She wished they were both dead. Wallowing is self-pity, she wept into her pillow.

Michael Torrent was used to bad nights. His body was so riddled with arthritis that he was rarely free of pain. Age an illness had hulled him out, leaving just enough flesh and nerve in the shell for misery. Tonight it was his mind, not his body, keeping him from the luxury of sleep.

He could curse the age that had ruined his body, sapped him of energy, robbed him of the comfort of sex. He could weep knowing he’d once been a king, and was now less than a man. All the memories of what he had been jabbed at him like hot needles that gave no peace to tired flesh. But that, all of that, was nothing.

Now Eve was threatening to take away the little he had left. His pride, and his image.

Perhaps he could no longer act, but he’d been able to sate that thirst with the legend. He was revered, admired, respected, thought of by fans and associates as a grand old man, the one-time king of the romantic era of Hollywood. Grant and Gable, Power and Flynn were dead. Michael Torrent, who had ended his acting career graciously playing wise old grandfathers, was alive. He was alive and they stood up and cheered for him whenever he granted an audience.

He hated the fact that Eve would tell the world that he had cheated his best and closest friend, Charlie Gray. For years Michael had used his clout to see that the studio hadn’t given Charlie more than a sidekick roll. He had gone out of his way to sneak behind Charlie’s back and cuckold him with each one of his wives. How could he make anyone understand that it had been a game to him, a petty, childish game brought on by youth and envy? Charlie had been smarter, more skilled, and just plain nicer than Michael could ever hope to be. He hadn’t meant to hurt Charlie, not really. After the suicide, guilt had eaten at him until he’d confessed it all to Eve.

He’d expected comfort, solicitude, understanding. She’d given him none of those things, but had settled into a cold rage. The confession had doomed their marriage. Now Eve would doom what was left of his life with a bitter humiliation.

Unless someone stopped her.

Sweat popped out on Drake’s skin like bullets. Eyes wild, he wandered around his house, not nearly drunk enough to sleep. He was still fifty thousand short of the mark, and time was running out.

He needed to calm down, he knew he needed to calm down, but seeing Delrickio had scared him to the point of having his bowels turn to water.

Delrickio had talked to him politely, affectionately, and all the while Joseph had stood watching Drake with dispassionate eyes. It was as if the beating had never taken place—as if the threat it was meant to impart didn’t exist.

That made it worse somehow, knowing whatever would be done to him would be done without passion, with the cold, clear head of business to be transacted.

How could he convince Delrickio that he had an inside track with Julia when everyone had seen her with Paul Winthrop?

There had to be a way to get to her, to the tapes, to Eve. He had to find it. Whatever risks he took couldn’t be worse than the risk of doing nothing.

Victor Flannigan thought of Eve. Then of his wife. He wondered how he could have gotten so tangled up with two such different women. Both had the power to destroy his life. One through weakness, one through strength.

He knew he was to blame. Even loving them, he had used them. Still, he had given them both the best he had—and by doing so had cheated all three of them.

There was no going back and fixing it, certainly no way to change what already was. All he could do was fight to keep it from unraveling.

And as he turned restlessly in the big, empty bed, he ached for Eve, and feared her. In much the same way he ached for and feared a single bottle of whiskey. Because he’d never been able to have enough of either. However many times he had pulled himself away from both addictions, he was always dragged back. Though he had learned to hate the drink even as he thirsted, he could only love the woman.

His church wouldn’t condemn him for draining a bottle, but they would for one night of love. And there had been hundreds of nights.

Even fear for his soul couldn’t make him regret a single one of them.

Why couldn’t Eve understand that whatever it did to him inside, he had to protect Muriel? After all these years, why was she insisting on exploding all the lies and secrets? Didn’t she know she would suffer as much as he?

Rising, he turned away from the bed and walked to the window to stare at the lightening sky. In a few hours he would go to his wife.

He had to find a way to protect Muriel, and to save Eve from herself.

In his suite at the Beverly Wilshire, Damien Priest waited for the sun to rise. He didn’t use liquor or drugs to dull his mind to sleep. He needed it awake, alert, so he could think.

How much was she planning to tell? How much would she dare make public? He wanted to believe that the party tonight had been orchestrated to make him panic. He hadn’t given her the satisfaction. He’d laughed, swapped stories, slapped backs. Christ, he’d even danced with her.

How silkily she’d asked him how his sporting goods chain was doing. How malicious her expression had been when she’d commented on how well Delrickio was looking.

But he’d only smiled. If she’d hoped to make him afraid, she’d been disappointed.

He sat, staring out the dark window. And was very afraid.

Eve settled into bed with a long, satisfied sigh. As far as she was concerned, the night had been a tremendous success. Over and above the pleasure of watching a select few jump through hoops, she’d enjoyed watching Julia and Paul together.

There was an odd and sweet sort of justice in that, she thought as she let her eyes drift closed. And it was all about justice, wasn’t it? That and a healthy dose of revenge.

She was sorry that Victor was still upset. He would have to accept that she was doing what she had to do. Perhaps he would before too much longer.

Feeling the huge, lonely bed around her, she wished with all her heart that he could have stayed with her tonight. Loving him would have capped off the evening, then they could have cuddled together and talked sleepily until sunrise.

There was still time for that. Eve closed her eyes tight and hung on to that one simple wish.

As she drifted off, she heard Nina come down the hall, move into her room to pace restlessly before shutting the door.

Poor girl, Eve thought. She worried too much.

By nine o’clock Monday morning, Julia had stretched, curled, crunched, pumped, sweated, and steamed. Her body had been twisted, kneaded, pummeled, and rubbed. She left the main house carting her gym bag that contained her sweaty leotard and towel.

She was covered in less than attractive sweats, and tugged down the shirt as she passed Lyle lazily waxing the car outside the garage.

She didn’t like the way he looked at her, or the fact that he always seemed to be doing something along the route the mornings of her workouts. As always, she greeted him with cool civility.

“Good morning, Lyle.”

“Miss.” He touched the brim of his cap in a move that seemed more suggestive than servile. “Hope you’re not working too hard.” He liked to imagine her in the gym, wearing something skimpy and spandex and sweating like a bitch in heat. “I sure wouldn’t say you needed all that exercise.”

“I enjoy it,” she lied, and kept walking, knowing he watched her. She shook off the itch between her shoulder blades and reminded herself to keep the shades drawn in her bedroom.

Paul was waiting on the terrace, his feet propped on a chair. One quick glance had him grinning. “You look like you could use a tall cold one.”

“Fritz,” she said, and dug into the pocket of the gym bag for her keys. “He’s working on my deltoids. My arms feel like two stretched-out rubber bands.” After opening the door and tossing bag and keys on the kitchen table, she headed for the fridge. “He’d have been a star in the Spanish Inquisition. Today, while I was suffering on the slant board, he made me confess I like Devil Dogs and Ho-Hos.”

“You could have lied.”

She snorted, pouring a glass of juice. “Nobody can look into those big, sincere blue eyes and lie. You’d go straight to hell. Want some?”

“No, thanks.”

By the time she’d drained the glass she felt nearly human. “I’ve got a little more than an hour before I have to change for my appointment.” Refreshed and ready for business, she set the empty glass on the counter. “What did you need to talk to me about?”

“A number of things.” Idly, he ran his hand down the length of her ponytail. “The tapes, for one.”

“You don’t have to worry about them.”

“Locking the house is a good precaution, Jules, but it isn’t enough.”

“I’ve done more. Come on.” She led the way through the house to the office. On the journey he noted that she had vases and pots of flowers everywhere. A good many of the milky-white blooms from the party had found a home. “Go ahead,” she invited him, pointing toward the desk drawer. “Take a look.”

Paul opened the drawer to find it empty. “Where?”

It grated a little that he hadn’t seemed surprised. “They’re in a safe place. The only time I have any of them out is when I’m working. So …” She shut the drawer. “If anyone tried to poke around again, he or she would come up empty.”

“If it’s as harmless as that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean someone might feel a bigger stake in all this.” Watching her, he sat on the edge of the desk. “Take Gloria DuBarry’s behavior the other night.”

Julia shrugged. “She was drunk.”

“Exactly—that itself is an anomaly. I’ve never seen Gloria so much as tipsy, much less sloppy drunk.” He picked up a paperweight, a faceted globe of crystal that exploded with lights as he turned it. He wondered if Julia would do that—turn from cool and quiet to hot and explosive at the proper touch. “She was warning you off. Why?”

“I don’t know. I don’t,” she insisted when he only continued to stare. “Her name hasn’t come up in my sessions with Eve, except in passing. And today we talked about other things.” Eve’s scheduled trip to Georgia, Peter Jackson’s buns, Brandon’s upcoming test in social studies, and Julia’s semiannual urge to whack off her hair. Eve had talked her out of it.

Blowing out a long breath, she dropped into the chair.

“Gloria, seemed to think I was going to write something that threatened her reputation. She even offered to pay me off—though I think she’d have preferred to kill me off.” When his eyes narrowed, she groaned. “For God’s sake, Paul, I was being sarcastic.” Then she laughed and leaned back, setting the chair rocking. “I can see you writing the scene now. Gloria DuBarry, dressed in the nun’s habit she wore in McReedy’s Little Devils, creeps up behind the intrepid biographer. I hope you put me in something scant and slinky after all these hours I’ve spent toning up the bod. She hefts a knife—no, too messy. Pulls a .22—no, too ordinary. Ah, she lunges forward and strangles her victim with her rosary beads.” Steepling her fingers, she grinned over them. “How’s that?”

“Not nearly as funny as you’d like it to be.” He set the crystal aside. “Julia, I want you to let me listen to the tapes.”

The chair snapped back. “You know I can’t do that.”

“I want to help you.”

There was such strained patience in his voice, she couldn’t resist reaching out to touch her hand to his. “I appreciate the offer, Paul, but I don’t think I need any help.”

He looked down to where her hand lay slender, delicate, on his. “If you did, would you tell me?”

Because she wanted to be sure to tell them both the truth, she waited a moment. “Yes.” Then she smiled, realizing it wasn’t so difficult, or so risky, to trust someone. “Yes, I would.”

“At least I have an answer.” He turned his hand over, gripping hers before she could pull away. “If you thought Eve needed help?”

This time there was no hesitation. “You’d be the first one I’d tell.”

Satisfied, he put that part of the problem aside as he would a plot device needing time to brew. “Now I want to ask you something else.”

Figuring the hard part was over, she relaxed. “And I keep thinking I’m going to get the interview.”

“You’ll get your turn. Do you believe I care about you?”

She couldn’t say the question came out of left field, but that didn’t make it any easier to handle the ball. “Right now I do.”

The simple sentence told him much more than a yes or no. “Has everything in your life been so temporary?”

His hand was much too firm on hers, the palm rougher than was expected of a man who worked with words. While she could have resisted the hold, she couldn’t resist his eyes. If it was impossible to lie to Fritz, it was useless to lie to Paul. Those eyes would see right through to the truth.

“I suppose, except for Brandon, it has.”

“Is that the way you want it?” he asked, uneasy that it was so important he know.

“I haven’t really thought about it.” She rose, hoping to back away from an edge that seemed to be sneaking closer while she wasn’t looking. “I haven’t had to.”

“Now you do.” He cupped her face with his free hand. “And I believe it’s time I did something to make you start thinking about it.”

He kissed her, much as he had the last time, with too much passion, traces of anger, hints of frustration. He tugged her closer, continuing the rapid, reckless assault on her senses. To his pleasure he could feel, actually feel her skin warming as the blood raced close to the surface. Unbearably arousing was the faint taste of panic as her mouth opened for his.

He caged her hips between his thighs, his teeth nipping, nibbling at her lips, his tongue stroking between them! She heard her own groan of pleasure as he slipped his hands under her shirt to run them up and down her spine.

Her skin was going hot, then cold, shivering and sweating under his touch. But the fear was passing, too weak an emotion to compete with all the others he forced into her. Needs, so long ignored, rose up like a tidal wave to wash everything away. Everything but him.

She seemed to be floating, clinging to him as she glided inches above the floor. She could imagine herself drifting endlessly like this, steeped in sensation, weak—weak enough to be guided by someone else.

When he dipped his head to slick those hot kisses along her throat, she saw that she wasn’t floating at all, but being led slowly out of the office, into the living room, to the base of the stairs.

That was reality. In the real world being led too often equaled surrender.

“Where are we going?” Was that her voice, that throaty, breathless murmur?

“This time, this first time, you need a bed.”

“But …” She tried to clear her head, but his mouth skimmed back to hers. “It’s the middle of the morning.”

His laugh was quick and as unsteady as his pulse. He was half wild to get his hands on her, to feel her under him, to feel himself inside her. “God, you’re sweet.” Then his eyes flashed back to hers. “I want more, Julia. You’ve got one chance to tell me what you want.” He tugged off her sweatshirt and let it drop at the top of the stairs. Beneath it she wore nothing but the lingering scent of soap and perfumed oils. “Do you want me to wait until sundown?”

She let out a little cry, part alarm, part delight as his hand closed over her. “No.”

He had her back to the wall, letting those rough, clever hands do the seducing. His breath was heaving as if he’d scaled a mountain rather than a staircase. She felt it flutter hot over her throat, her cheek, into her mouth.

She was small and firm in his hands, and smooth as lake water. He knew he’d go mad if he didn’t taste that soft, trembling flesh. “What do you want, Julia?”

“This.” Her mouth moved frantically under his. And now it was she pulling him away from the wall and into the bedroom. “You.” When she reached for the buttons of his shirt, her fingers were shaking. She fumbled, swore. God, she needed to touch him. Wherever this terrible hunger had come from, it was burning her up from the inside out. “I can’t—it’s been so long.” Finally she let her clumsy hands drop and closed her eyes on the humiliation.

“You’re doing fine.” He’d nearly laughed, but he’d seen she’d had no idea what her frantic, inexpert attempts were doing to him. For him. “Relax, Julia,” he murmured as he lay her on the bed. “The best things always come back to you.”

The best she could manage was a small, panicked smile. His body was like iron over hers. “They say that about riding bikes, too, but I tend to lose my balance and fall off.”

He traced his tongue along her jaw, stunned by the way her single quick tremor racked his system. “I’ll let you know if you start to wobble.”

When she reached for him again, he braceleted her wrists in his hand and made love to her fingers. Too fast, he berated himself as he watched her in the light that slanted through the blinds. He’d been rushing her, fueled by his own needs. She needed care, and patience, and whatever tenderness he had to give.

Something had changed. She wasn’t certain what it was, but the mood had altered. The grinding in her stomach had become a quickening—every bit as exciting, but so much sweeter. His touch was no longer possessive, but experimental, fingers cruising over her. When he kissed her, the frustration was gone, and there was persuasion. Irresistible.

He could feel her relax, muscle by muscle, until she was like hot wax melting beneath him. He hadn’t known that kind of surrender, that level of trust could make him feel like a hero.

So he wanted to give her more, show her more. Promise her more.

Slowly, his eyes on her face, he drew the band from her hair so that it fanned dark gold over the rose-colored spread. As her lips opened, he touched his to them, but softly, waiting for her to deepen that most basic and complex of contacts. When her tongue sought his, he sank in.

Arousal clouded her mind, racked her breathing. Though her fingers still trembled, she fought his buttons loose, letting out a long sigh of satisfaction as she felt his flesh slide over hers. With her eyes closed she thought she could hear his heartbeat vying with the pace of her own for speed.

A cloak of sensation covered her, a misty veil that allowed her to do as she wished with her mouth and hands, without hesitation or regret. Feed ravenously. Yes, she would. A soul that had known hunger for so long understood greed as well as abstinence. She wanted the feast.

Her lips, fully tempted, raced over his face, down his throat, as she filled herself with the rich animal flavor of man. He said something, fast and harsh, and she heard her own laugh, a laugh that ended on a gasp when he pressed desperately against her, center to center.

When his tongue flicked over the point of her breast, that sharp pleasure had her arching beneath him, body straining up as the vibrations sang through her. The scrape of his teeth, the sudden greed of his mouth, the glory of the ageless hunger for the taste of flesh. With a groan caught deep in her throat she pressed his head against her, demanding and offering what he had asked for. More.

And this was a freedom, this heedless grasping of desires, that she had denied, even spurned, for so long.

The air around them was redolent with the perfume of the camelias in the bowl on her nightstand. Beneath them, the bed moaned as they tumbled over it. The sun creeping in through the blinds turned the light a warm and seductive gold. Whenever he touched her, that light would explode behind her heavy lids into fractured rainbows.

This was where he wanted her, climbing slowly toward the peak of passions. Clamping down hard on the need to take, he gave, he teased, he tormented—and was given the satisfaction of hearing his name erupt from her lips.

Her skin was smooth as silk, fragrant from the oils that had been worked so diligently into her muscles. Wanting all of it, he tugged the pants over her hips, groaning when he found her naked beneath the sweats.

Yet he found he could wait, still longer, contenting himself with the feel of those long, slim thighs under his hands. The taste of them against his lips. When he shifted, the slightest touch had her leaping over the edge where he’d held her, and soaring beyond.

The climax ripped through her, then left her stunned and dazed and staggered. After such a gentle introduction, the torrid pleasure was terrifying. And addicting. Even as she groped for him, he drove her up again and watched her eyes glaze over with passion, felt her body shudder from the thrill of it, heard her breath catch from the shock, expel from the glory.

As she went limp, he levered himself over her, his own body trembling as he waited for her heavy eyes to open, meet his. He slid inside her. She rose to meet him. Iron into velvet. Merged, they moved together, the rhythm instinctive, ancient, beautiful. When her lids shuddered down again, her arms opened to bring him close. This time when she leapt off the edge, she took him with her.

He lay quiet, still steeped in her. The scent of her skin, heated with passion, drifted through his senses and merged with the fragile fragrance of the camelias. The light, shadowed by the blinds, seemed neither of day nor night, but of some timeless space hidden between. Captured in his arms, her body moved gently, softly, with each quiet breath she took. When he lifted his head he could see her face, the glow of passion still flushing it. He had only to kiss her mouth to taste those warm and sweet remnants of mutual pleasure.

He had thought he knew romance, understood it, appreciated it. How many times had he used it to seduce a woman? How often had he woven it cleverly into a plot? But this was different. This time—or this woman—had taken it all to another plane. He intended to make her understand that they would both go there together, again and again.

“I told you it would come back to you.”

Her eyes opened slowly. They were huge and dark and sleepy. She smiled. It was no use telling him nothing had come back, because she had never experienced anything like what they had just shared.

“Is that similar to was it good for you?”

His grin flashed before he nipped her earlobe. “It’s saying a lot more than that. In fact, I was just thinking that we could have a very productive day if neither of us moved from this spot.”

“Productive?” She let her fingers comb through his hair, dance down his spine as he nuzzled her throat. She didn’t feel like the cat who’d licked up the cream, but like the one who’d discovered a direct line to the cow. “Interesting, maybe. Enjoyable, certainly, but productive’s another matter. My interview with Anna should—mmm—be productive.” Lazily, she glanced toward the clock. On a quick cry, she struggled to get up, only to be held firmly in place. “It’s eleven-fifteen. How can it be eleven-fifteen? It was only a little past nine when we—”

“Time flies,” he murmured, more than a little flattered. “You’ll never make it.”

“But—”

“It’ll take you the better part of an hour to get dressed and make the drive. Reschedule.”

“Shit. This is completely unprofessional.” She wiggled free and hauled open the drawer of the nightstand to search for the number. “It’ll be my own fault if she refuses to give me another chance.”

“I like you like this,” he said as she dragged at the phone. “All hot and frazzled.”

“Be quiet while I think.” After pushing the hair out of her eyes, she punched in the number, then let out a gasp.

Paul merely grinned and continued to nibble on her toes. “Sorry. This is one particular fantasy I’ve got to fulfill.”

“Now’s hardly the time—” Pleasure arrowed in, had her head jerking back. “Paul, please. I have to … oh, God! What?” She fought to catch her breath as the receptionist repeated the standard greeting. “Yes, I’m sorry.” He was working on her other foot now, sliding his tongue over the arch. Jesus, who would have thought sensation could ripple out from there all the way to her hairline? “I—this is Julia Summers. I have an eleven-thirty with Ms. del Rio.” He was up to her ankles now. Julia heard the blood roaring in her head. “I, ah, I need to reschedule. I’ve had a …” Hot, open-mouthed kisses along her calf. “An unexpected emergency. Unavoidable. Please give Ms.…”

“Del Rio,” Paul supplied, then grazed his teeth over the back of her knee. Julia’s fingers knotted in the tangled sheets.

“Give her my apologies, and tell her …” A trail of hot, wet kisses up her inner thigh. “Tell her I’ll get back to her. Thank you.”

The phone clattered to the floor.
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Drake gave the guard at the gate a cheery salute. As he drove through, he began digging at his thighs and grinding his teeth. Nerves had brought on an itchy, spreading rash that none of the over-the-counter creams and lotions he’d applied helped. By the time he’d arrived at the guest house he was whimpering and talking to himself.

“It’s gonna be all right. Nothing to worry about. In and out in five minutes and everything’s fixed up.” Sweat trickled, turning his raw thighs into a blazing agony.

There were forty-eight hours left until his deadline. The image of what Joseph could do to him with those big cinder-block fists was enough to have him sprinting out of the car.

It was safe. At least he was sure of that. Eve was in Bur-bank filming, and Julia was off interviewing the witch Anna. All he had to do was walk in, dub the tapes, then walk out.

It took him nearly a full minute of rattling the doorknob to realize the place was locked. With the breath whistling through his teeth, he raced around the house, checking all the windows and doors. By the time he got back to his starting point, he was dripping with sweat.

He couldn’t go away empty-handed. No matter how well Drake deluded himself, he knew he would never find the nerve to come back. It had to be now. Raking his fingers over his blazing thighs, he made it to the terrace in a stumbling run. He cast furtive glances over his shoulder as he picked up a small clay pot of petunias. The tinkle of breaking glass seemed as loud to him as the boom of an assault rifle, but the marines didn’t come come running in counterattack.

The pot dropped from his nerveless fingers to shatter on the terrace stones. Still watching his back, he reached in through the hole he’d made and tripped the latch.

Standing inside the empty house brought him a tingle of satisfaction and bolstered his courage. As he moved from kitchen to office, his stride was firm and confident. He was smiling when he opened the drawer. His eyes went blank for a moment, then he laughed to himself and pulled open another drawer. And another.

The smile had turned to a grimace as he continued to yank open the empty drawers and ram them shut again.

Julia couldn’t remember ever having a single interview exhaust her as much as her session with Anna. The woman was like an LP run on 78. Julia had a feeling she might find some interesting and entertaining tidbits mired in the orgy of words Anna had indulged in—once she had the energy to review the tape.

She stopped in front of the house and sat in the car, eyes closed, head back. At least she hadn’t had to push or pry to get Anna to open up. The woman gushed like water through a broken pipe, her mind on constant overdrive, and her stick-figure body never settled in one place for more than a few intense minutes. All Julia had had to do was ask what it was like to design wardrobes for Eve Benedict.

Anna had been off and running about Eve’s outrageous and often unrealistic expectations, her impatient demands, her last-minute brainstorms. It was Anna—according to Anna—who had made Eve look like a queen in Lady Love. Anna who had made her sparkle in Paradise Found. There had been no mention, as there had been in Kinsky’s and Marilyn Day’s interviews that it had been Eve who had given Anna her first real break by insisting that she be used as costume designer on Lady Love.

The lack of gratitude reminded Julia of Drake.

It was beginning to rain when Julia sighed and climbed from the car. It was a fast, thin rain that looked as though it could go on for days. Like Anna, she thought as she dashed to the front door. Julia would have preferred to close the door on that particular tape as she would close the door against the chilling rain.

But as she searched out her keys, she knew that whatever her personal feelings, she would review the tape. If Anna came across as catty, spoiled, and ungrateful in the book, she had no one to blame but herself.

Wondering if she should make pork chops or chicken for dinner, Julia opened the door, and the scent of wet, crushed flowers poured out. The living room, which had been neat if not orderly, was now a jumble of overturned tables, broken lamps, torn cushions. In the moment it took her mind to register what her eyes were seeing, she stood, briefcase clutched in one hand, keys in the other. Then she dropped them both and walked through the destruction of what she had tried to make home.

Every room was the same—broken glass, overturned furniture. Pictures had been torn off the wall. Drawers had been broken. In the kitchen, boxes and bottles had been yanked out of cupboards so that their contents made an unappetizing stew on the tiled floor.

She turned and fled upstairs. In her room her clothes were strewn around the floor. The mattress had been dragged partially off the bed, the linens in torn and tangled knots. The contents of her dresser were scattered on top of it.

But it was Brandon’s room that snapped the control she was desperately trying to cling to. Her child’s room had been invaded, his toys, his clothes, his books, pawed through. Julia picked up the top of his Batman pajamas, and balling them in her hands, went to the phone.

“Miss Benedict’s residence.”

“Travers. I need Eve.”

Travers answered that demand with a snort. “Miss Benedict’s at the studio. I expect her around seven.”

“You get in touch with her now. Someone’s broken into the guest house and trashed it. I’ll give her an hour before I call the police myself.” She hung up on Travers’s squawking questions.

Her hands were shaking. That was good, she decided. It was anger, and she didn’t mind shaking with anger. She wanted to hold on to it, it and every other vicious emotion that pounded through her.

Very deliberately she went downstairs again, walking over the wreckage of the living room. She crouched in front of a section of wainscoting and pressed the hidden mechanism as Eve had showed her. The panel slid open, revealing the safe inside. Julia spun the dial, mentally reciting the combination. When it was open, she took inventory of the contents. Her tapes, her notes, the few boxes of jewelry. Satisfied, she closed it again, then went to the rain-splattered window to wait.

Thirty minutes later, Julia watched Paul’s Studebaker slide to a halt. His face was set and expressionless when she met him at the door. “What the hell’s going on?”

“Travers called you?”

“Yes, she called me—which is something you neglected to do.”

“It didn’t occur to me.”

He was silent until he’d worked past the anger her remark caused. “Obviously. What’s this about another break-in?”

“See for yourself.” She stepped aside so that he could walk in ahead of her. Seeing it again brought on a fresh, red rage. It took everything she had to whip it down. Her fingers linked together until the knuckles were white. “First guess is that someone was upset when they couldn’t find the tapes, and decided to tear the place up until they did.” She nudged some broken crockery aside with her foot. “They didn’t.”

Fury, and the coppery flavor of fear in the back of his throat, had him whirling on her. His eyes were a blazing blue that had her backing up a step before she stiffened her spine. “Is that all you can think of?”

“It’s the only reason,” she said. “I don’t know anyone who would do this because of a personal grudge.”

He shook his head, struggling to ignore the twisting of his gut when he looked at a hacked cushion. What if he had found her like that—torn and tattered and tossed on the floor? His voice was cold as iron when he managed to speak again.

“So the tapes are safe, and that’s that?”

“No, that is not that.” She pulled her fingers apart, and as though that had been her only restraint, the fury she’d been strapping down broke loose. “They went into Brandon’s room. They touched his things.” Rather than nudging wreckage aside, she kicked at it, her eyes the color of the storm clouds that were shooting down that steady, driving rain. “No one, no one gets that close to my son. When I find out who did this, they’ll pay.”

He preferred the outburst to the cold control. But he was far from satisfied. “You said you’d call me if you had trouble.”

“I can handle this.”

“Like hell.” He moved fast, grabbing her arms, shaking her before she could shoot out the first protest. “If it’s the tapes someone’s so desperate to get, they’ll go through you next time. For Christ’s sake, Julia, is it worth it? Is a book, a few weeks on the best-seller list, a five-minute spot on Carson worth all this?”

Every bit as livid as he, she jerked away, rubbing her arms where his fingers had dug in. The wind whipped up enough to beat the rain like impatient fingers against the glass. “You know it’s more than that. You of all people should know. I have something of value to do with this. What I’ll write about Eve will be richer, more poignant, more powerful than any fiction.”

“And if you’d been home when they’d broken in?”

“They wouldn’t have broken in if I’d been here,” she countered. “Obviously, they waited until the house was empty. Be logical.”

“Fuck logic. I’m not taking chances with you.”

“You’re not—”

“No, by Christ, I’m not.” Cold fury had become hot as he heaved a table aside. More glass shattered, like thunder answering the rain. “Do you expect me to stand by and do nothing? Whoever was in here wasn’t just looking for tapes, he was desperately trying to find them.” He snatched up a mangled cushion and shoved it at her. “Look at this. Look at it, dammit. It might have been you.”

It hadn’t occurred to her, not for a second, and she resented that his words had the image leaping so vividly in her mind. She fought back a shudder and let the cushion fall to the floor. “I’m not a piece of furniture, Paul. Nor is it up to you to make decisions for me. Spending an afternoon in bed together doesn’t make you responsible for my welfare.”

Slowly, he clamped his hands on the lapels of her jacket. Anger and fear rode a thin blade of hurt that cut quick and deep. “It was more than an afternoon in bed, but that’s another problem you’ll have to deal with. Right now you’re in the position where a fucking book is putting you at risk.”

“And if I would ever have considered backing off from this work, this would have changed my mind. I will not run away from this kind of intimidation.”

“Well said,” Eve stated from the doorway. Her hair was wet, as was the cashmere sweater she’d tugged on so hastily after Travers’s call. Her face was very pale as she stepped into the house, but her voice was strong and steady. “It appears we have someone running scared, Julia.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Paul whirled on Eve with a rush of anger he’d never shown toward her. “Are you actually enjoying this? Lapping up satisfaction at the thought that someone would do this because of you? What have you come to, Eve, when your vanity, your attempt at immortality, is worth any price?”

Very carefully, she lowered herself to the arm of the damaged sofa, pulled out a cigarette, lighted it. Odd, she thought, she’d been sure Victor was the only man who could hurt her. How much sharper, how much deeper was the pain when it was stabbed into her by a man she thought of as her son.

“Enjoying it,” she said slowly. “Do I enjoy seeing my property destroyed or having my guest’s privacy invaded?” On a sigh, she blew out smoke. “No, I don’t. Do I enjoy knowing that someone is so terrified at what I may tell the world that they would risk a foolish and futile move like this? Yes, by Christ, I do.”

“It’s not just you who’s involved in this.”

“Julia and Brandon will be taken care of.” She tapped an ash carelessly on the rubble on the floor. With every beat of her heart her head pounded viciously. “Travers is seeing to guest rooms in the main house right now. Julia, you are both welcome to stay there as long as you like, or to move back here once we have made it habitable again.” She glanced up, keeping her eyes and her voice carefully neutral. “Or, of course, you are free to abandon the project altogether.”

In an unplanned gesture of alliance, Julia moved to Eve’s side. “I have no intention of abandoning the project. Or you.”

“Integrity,” Eve said with a smile, “is an enviable trait.”

“Blind stubbornness isn’t,” Paul retorted. He snapped his gaze to Julia. “It’s obvious neither of you want or need my help.”

Eve rose stiffly when he strode out of the house. In silence, she watched Julia look after him. “The male ego,” Eve murmured as she crossed the room to put an arm around Julia’s shoulders. “It’s a huge and fragile thing. I always envision it as an enormous penis made of thin glass.”

Despite her churning emotions, Julia laughed.

“That’s better.” Eve bent to pick up a shard of a broken vase, using it as an ashtray. “He’ll be back, darling. Puffing and blowing in all likelihood, but he’s too firmly hooked not to come reeling back.” Smiling, she tapped the cigarette out, then, with a shrug, tossed it and the bit of porcelain into the rubble. “Do you think I can’t tell you’ve been together?”

“I really don’t think—”

“Don’t think.” Wanting a breath of fresh air, Eve moved to the open door. She liked the rain, the way it fell cool on her face. She’d come to the point where she appreciated life’s little things. “I could see instantly what had happened between you. And that you’ve quietly, effortlessly, shuttled me out of first place in his affections.”

“He was angry,” Julia began. And because she was suddenly aware that her own head was pounding, she pulled her hair free of the pins.

“Yes, and rightfully so. I’ve put his woman in a difficult, perhaps dangerous position.”

“Oh, come in out of that rain. You’ll catch a cold.” She bristled under Eve’s amused glance. “And I’m my own woman.”

“One must be.” Obligingly, Eve stepped back inside. It relieved her to see youth standing there. Youth, courage, and temper. “Even when one belongs to a man, one must be one’s own woman. However much you love him, or come to love him, hold on to yourself.” The pain radiated so quickly, so sharply, she cried out and pressed the heel of her hand above her left eye.

“What is it?” Julia was at her side in an instant, taking her weight. On an oath, she half carried Eve to what was left of the sofa. “You’re ill. I’ll call a doctor.”

“No. No.” Before Julia could spring to a phone, Eve had her hand. “It’s merely stress, overwork, delayed shock. Whatever. I often get headaches.” She could nearly smile at the grim understatement. “If you’d get me a glass of water.”

“All right. It’ll take only a minute.”

Once Julia had gone to the kitchen to search for an unbroken glass, Eve dug in her canvas bag for the pills. The pain was coming more often—as the doctors had said it would. It was becoming more vicious—again living up to the prediction. She shook out two pills, then forced herself to replace one. She wouldn’t give into the temptation to double the dose. Not yet. When Julia returned with the water, she’d replaced the bottle, and held the single pill in her palm.

Julia had also brought along a cool rag—and as she would have done for Brandon, stroked Eve’s forehead with it as Eve swallowed the medication.

“Thank you. You have a very soothing touch.”

“Just relax until you feel better.” Where had all this affection sprung from? Julia wondered as she patiently sought to ease the pain. She smiled as Eve’s hand reached for hers. Somewhere along the line a friendship had been formed, that woman-to-woman bond no man could possibly understand.

“You’re a comfort to me, Julia. In more ways than one.” The pain was almost tolerable now. Still, she sat with her eyes closed, letting the cool, competent touch soothe her. “I very much regret our paths were so late in crossing. Wasted time. Remember, I told you that’s the only genuine regret.”

“I like to think that no time’s ever wasted. That things happen when they’re meant to happen.”

“I hope you’re right.” She fell silent again, sorting out the things she had left to do. “I arranged for Lyle to deliver Brandon straight to the main house. I thought you’d prefer that.”

“Yes, thank you.”

“It’s little enough to make up for this disruption of your life.” Stronger, more certain, she opened her eyes again. “You checked on the tapes.”

“They’re still there.”

She only nodded. “I leave for Georgia at the end of the week. When I come back, we’ll finish this, you and I.”

“I still have several interviews left to do.”

“There’ll be time.” She’d make sure of it. “While I’m gone, I don’t want you to worry about this.”

Julia cast a look around the room. “It’s a little difficult not to.”

“No need. I know who did this.”

Julia stiffened, backed away. “You know. Then—”

“It was simply a matter of checking with the guard at the gate.” Recovered, she rose and laid a hand on Julia’s shoulder. “Trust me. I will take care of this matter.”

Drake tossed clothes frantically into a suitcase. Neatly laundered and folded shirts were heaved in among shoes, belts, rumpled trousers.

He had to get away, and quickly. With less than five thousand to his name after a desperate and losing session at Santa Anita, and no tapes to bargain with, he didn’t dare keep his appointment with Delrickio. So he would go somewhere Delrickio couldn’t find him.

Argentina maybe, or Japan. He heaved argyle socks on top of swim trunks. It might be better if he went to Omaha first, laid low. Who the hell would look for Drake Morrison in Omaha?

His mother couldn’t drag him out behind the barn for a beating anymore. She couldn’t force him to prayer meetings or feed him bread and water to cleanse his body and soul of impurities.

He could stay there on the farm for a couple of weeks until he’d pulled himself together. And maybe he could finesse a few thousand out of his old lady. God knew she’d made enough off him—taking the money Eve had sent and pouring it into the farm, or into the church.

He deserved something, didn’t he? From her. From Eve. After all, he was the only child. Hadn’t he lived with crazy Ada for the first half of his life, and worked for Eve the second?

They owed him.

“Drake.” He had his arms filled with socks and silk underwear. It all fluttered to the floor when Eve strolled in. “How did you—”

She held up a key, jingling it. “You’ve often imposed on Nina to water your plants when you’re out of town.” She slipped the key into her pocket, daring him to comment, then sat on the bed. “Taking a trip?”

“I had some business come up.”

“Abruptly.” Her eyebrows shot up as she scanned the results of his frantic packing. “That’s no way to treat a five-thousand-dollar suit.”

The itching of his thighs had him grinding his teeth. “I’ll have to have everything pressed when I get there.”

“And where is there, dear?”

“New York,” he said, considering it an inspiration. “You’re my favorite client, Eve, but not the only. I have, ah, some details to iron out on a television deal.”

She tilted her head to study him. “You must be very ruffled to lie so poorly. One of your best—perhaps your only—skill is your ability to lie with complete sincerity.”

He wanted to show annoyance, but the panic shone through. “Listen, Eve, I’m sorry I didn’t have the chance to fill you in on my plans, but I have obligations that don’t center on you.”

“Let’s cut straight through the shit, shall we?” Her voice was pleasant. The expression on her face wasn’t. “I know you broke into the guest house late this morning.”

“Broke in?” Sweat streamed down his face. When he laughed, it came out as a croak. “Why the hell would I do anything like that?”

“Exactly my question. I have no doubt you were the one who broke in before and stole from me. I can’t tell you how disappointed I am, Drake, that one of my few remaining blood relatives would find it necessary to steal.”

“I don’t have to take this from you.” He slammed the suitcase shut. Unconsciously, he began to dig at his thighs. “Look around, Eve. Does it seem like I’d have to steal a few trinkets from you?”

“Yes. When a man insists on living well beyond his means, he opens himself up to larceny.” She let out a weary sigh as she lit a cigarette. “Is it gambling again?”

“I told you I gave that up.” His tone was almost indignant.

She blew smoke to the ceiling, then leveled her eyes back to his. “You’re a liar, Drake. And unless you want me to go to the police with my suspicions, you’ll stop being a liar as of this instant. How much are you down?”

He collapsed, folding like a house of cards under a child’s whistling breath “Eighty-three thousand, and interest.”

Eve’s lips thinned. “Idiot. To whom?”

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Delrickio.”

She sprang up, snatching a shoe off the bed and heaving it at him. Whimpering, Drake crossed his arms over his face to protect it. “You goddamn simpering fool. I told you, I warned you. Fifteen years ago I pulled you out from under that slime. And again, ten years ago.”

“I had a bad run.”

“Asshole. You haven’t had a good run in your life. Delrickio! Jesus Christ! He eats sniveling little wimps like you for breakfast.” Furious, she tossed her cigarette on the carpet and ground it out before snatching Drake by the shirtfront. “You were after the tapes for him, weren’t you? You fucking traitor, you were going to feed them to him to save your own skin.”

“He’ll kill me.” His eyes and nose were running as he babbled up at her. “He’ll do it, Eve. He’s already had one of his goons give me a beating. He wants to listen to the tapes, that’s all. I didn’t figure it would hurt anything, and maybe he’d forgive part of the debt. I only—”

She slapped him, hard enough to snap his head back. “Pull yourself together. You’re pathetic.” She released him to pace the room while he dragged out a handkerchief to mop up his face.

“I panicked. Christ almighty, Eve, you don’t understand what it’s like, living with what he can do to me. All for eighty fucking thousand.”

“Eighty fucking thousand you don’t happen to have.” Calmer, she turned back. “You betrayed me, Drake, my trust, my affection. I know your childhood was crap, but that’s no excuse for turning on someone who tried to give you a chance.”

“I’m scared.” He started to weep again. “If I don’t give him the money in two days, he’ll kill me. I know it.”

“And the tapes were to plug the dike. Well, too bad, darling, no dice.”

“They don’t have to be real.” He struggled to his feet. “We could fake some, pass them off.”

“And he’d kill you later for lying to him. Lies always surface, Drake. Believe me.”

While he choked on the truth of that, his eyes darted around the room, afraid to settle anywhere. “I’m going to go away. Get out of the country—”

“You’re going to stay right here and face the music like a man. For once in your pitiful life, you’re going to deal with the consequences.”

“I’ll be dead,” he said, lips quivering.

She pulled open her bag and took out a checkbook. She had come prepared, but that didn’t diminished the anger, or the sadness. “One hundred thousand,” she said as she sat and wrote. “That should take care of your debt, your interest.”

“Oh. Oh, Christ, Eve.” He fell at her feet, burying his face in her knees. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything. Simply listen. You will take this check. You will not use one penny of it for gambling, but take the money to Delrickio.”

“I will.” Sheer delight transfigured his wet face. It gleamed like a converted saint. “I swear it.”

“And this will be your final transaction with that man. If I ever hear of you doing business with him again, I’ll kill you myself—in a way that even Delrickio would respect and admire.”

His head bounced on his neck in enthusiastic nods. He’d promise anything, anything at all, and mean it—at least temporarily—-for salvation.

“I would suggest that you seek therapy for your addiction.”

“It’s no problem. I’m through with it. I swear.”

“As you have sworn before, but that’s your business.” Revolted, she pushed him aside and rose. The affection and hope she’d once had for this child of her sister was gone. She knew they would not be back. Once the disgust and anger faded, there might be pity. But nothing more. “I don’t really give a shit if you waste your life, Drake, I’ve saved it for the last time. You’re fired.”

“Eve, you can’t mean that.” He struggled to his feet, using his most charming smile. “I fucked up, I admit it. It was stupid, and it won’t happen again.”

“Fucked up?” Nearly amused, she tapped her fingers against her bag. “What a convenient expression, it covers so much ground. You broke into my home, you stole from me, you destroyed things I was fond of, and you invaded the privacy of a woman I am more than fond of, a woman I respect and admire, and who is a guest in my home.” She threw up a hand before he could speak. “I’m not telling you you won’t work in this town again, Drake. That’s much too melodramatic and clichéd. But you won’t work for me again.”

His sense of relief and delight had faded. A lecture would have been one thing—a few threats he could have handled. But this kind of punishment was worse, and more permanent than a few licks with a belt behind the barn. He’d be damned if he’d stand for being whipped by a woman again.

“You’ve got no right to treat me this way, to toss me aside like I was nothing.”

“I’ve got every right to fire an employee I find unsuitable.”

“I’ve done good things for you.”

Her brow arched at the minor audacity. “Then we’ll consider the scales balanced. That check is all the money you’ll ever see from me. Think of it as your inheritance.”

“You can’t!” He grabbed her arm before she could walk from the room. “I’m family, all you’ve got. You can’t cut me out.”

“Be assured I can. I’ve earned every nickel of what I have—something you couldn’t possibly understand. What I have will go where I chose it to go.” She yanked her arm free. “I don’t reward betrayal, Drake, and in this case, I’m not even going to punish it. I’ve just given you back your life. Make something of it.”

He rushed after her as she started out and down the steps. “You’re not going to leave it all to that bastard Winthrop. I’ll see you in hell first.”

She whirled around at the base of the stairs. The look in her eyes had him freezing in mid-step. “You very likely will see me there. Until then, you and I are finished.”

It wasn’t going to happen. He sat down on the steps, holding his head in his hands as the slamming of the door reverberated. It couldn’t happen. He’d make her see he couldn’t be bought off with a lousy hundred grand.
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Brandon sat on the fourposter in the big, airy bedroom in the main house and watched his mother finish packing. “How come when ladies pack for the weekend and stuff, they have more junk than guys do?”

“That, my son, is one of the mysteries of the universe.” She added another blouse, guiltily, to the garment bag. “Are you really sure you’re not upset that you’re not coming to London with me?”

“Heck no. I’m going to have lots more fun at the McKennas than you are talking to some old actor. They’ve got Nintendo.”

“Well, Rory Winthrop can’t compete with that.” She zipped the bag, then checked her tote to see that all her toiletries and cosmetics were there. She shook her head as she tested the weight. Not a mystery at all, she thought. It was straight vanity. “CeeCee’s going to be here any minute. Did we pack your toothbrush?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He rolled his eyes. “You checked my bag twice already.”

Because she was checking it again, she missed the look. “Maybe you should take an extra jacket. In case it rains.” Or in case L.A. was suddenly swept by a snowstorm, floods, tornadoes. Earthquakes. Oh, Christ, what if there was an earthquake while she was gone? Struck with the fear and guilt that hit her whenever she left Brandon, she turned to look at him. He was bouncing gently on the bed and humming, his prized Lakers cap low on his head. “I’m going to miss you, baby.”

He winced, as any self-respecting ten-year-old would when referred to as baby. At least they weren’t in public. “I’ll be okay and everything. You don’t have to worry.”

“Yes, I do. That’s my job.” She walked over to hug him, pleased when his arms came around her for a tight squeeze. “I’ll be back by Tuesday.”

“Are you going to bring me something?”

She tipped his head back. “Maybe I will.” She kissed both his cheeks. “Don’t grow too much while I’m gone.”

He grinned. “Maybe I will.”

“I’ll still be bigger. Come on, let’s get this show on the road.” She picked up her briefcase—trying to remember if she’d checked to be sure she’d put her passport and tickets in the right compartment—slung the tote over one shoulder, the garment bag over the other. Brandon hoisted his well-stuffed gym bag, all the modern boy needed for a few days with friends.

It didn’t occur to either of them to ring for a servant and have the bags carried down.

“I’m going to call every night, seven o’clock your time. That’ll be right after dinner. I already put the name of the hotel and the phone number in your bag.”

“I know, Mom.”

She recognized impatience when she heard it, but didn’t give a damn. A mother was entitled to behave this way. “You can call me there anytime if you need me. If I’m not in, the desk will take a message.”

“I know what to do. It’s just like when you go on tour.”

“Yeah.” But this time there would be an ocean between them.

“Julia.” Nina hurried down the hall as they stopped at the base of the steps. “You shouldn’t be carrying all that.”

“I’m used to it. Really.”

“It’s fine.” She was already pulling the garment bag from Julia’s shoulder and setting it aside. “I’ll have Lyle put your things in the limo.”

“I appreciate it. You know, it’s not really necessary for him to drive me to the airport.” And it gave her the creeps. “I can—”

“You’re Miss B.’s guest,” Nina said primly. “And you’re going to London on Miss B.’s business.” That more than settled the affair in Nina’s mind. She smiled down at Brandon. “It’s going to be awfully quiet and boring around here the next few days, but I’m sure you’ll have a great time with the McKennas.”

“They’re neat.” He didn’t think it was wise to add that Dustin McKenna had promised to teach him how to make rude noises with his armpit. Women just didn’t understand that kind of thing. At the sound of the doorbell, he was streaking down the hall. “You’re here!” he shouted at CeeCee.

“You bet. All aboard for three days of fun, excitement, and crowded bathrooms. Hi, Miss Soloman. Thanks for the day off.”

“You deserve it.” Her smile was absent as her mind leapt forward into what had to be done. “In any case, with everyone haring off here and there, there’s little enough for you to do. Enjoy yourself, Brandon. Safe trip, Julia. I’ll call Lyle and have him bring the car around.”

“You behave.” Julia walked forward to give Brandon a last crushing hug. “Don’t fight with Dustin.”

“Okay.” He slung his gym bag over his shoulder. “Bye, Mom.”

“Bye.” She bit her lip as he marched outside.

“We’ll take good care of him, Julia.”

“I know.” She managed a smile. “That’s the easy part.” Through the open door she saw the big black limo slide up behind CeeCee’s Sprint. “I guess that’s my cue.”

While Julia headed for the airport in the bright Los Angeles sunshine, Eve stretched in bed and listened to the heavy drum of rain on the roof of the bungalow. There’d been no filming today, she thought, just a lot of long, lazy hours inside the cozy little cottage the producers had arranged to rent for the duration of location shooting.

She didn’t mind a day off—under the circumstances. She stretched again, purring as a strong, wide-palmed hand stroked down her body.

“Doesn’t sound like it’s going to let up anytime soon,” Peter commented, shifting so that he could roll her on top of him. It amazed him—and aroused him—how good she looked in the morning. Older, certainly, without her careful makeup. But the bones, the eyes, the pale skin, made age a minimal matter. “At this rate, we may be stuck inside all day.”

Because she felt him pressed hard and hot against her, she slid up, then back to take him inside. “I think we can manage to keep busy.”

“Yeah.” His hands dug into her hips, urging her on as she began to rock. “I bet we can.”

Eve arched up and back to let her body absorb all those delicious shock waves of pleasure. She’d been right about him being an intriguing lover. He was young, firm, energetic, and as innately aware of a woman’s needs as his own. She appreciated sexual generosity in a man. It had been a bonus that by the time she had taken that last step and invited him to her bed, she had grown to like him.

And in bed … What woman her age wouldn’t be gratified that she could excite so completely a man not yet forty? She knew he was lost in her—the ragged pace of his breathing, the glisten of sweat on his chest, the tremors that racked him as he streaked closer to climax.

Smiling, her head thrown back, she rode him hard, taking them both over that keen edge of pleasure.

“Christ!” Exhausted, Peter fell back on the bed. His heart was pumping like a jackhammer. He’d had other women, younger women, but never one so skilled. “You’re incredible.”

She slid out of bed to pluck a robe from the chair.

“And you’re good. Very good. With luck you might get to incredible by the time you’re my age.”

“Honey, if I spent much time fucking like that, I’d be dead long before I got to be your age.” He stretched like a long, lean tomcat. “And it would have been a short and happy life.”

She laughed, pleased with him, and moved to the dresser to run a brush through her hair. He didn’t, as so many younger men felt obligated to, dismiss her age. He didn’t flavor sex with all those lies and flattery. She’d come to understand that what Peter Jackson said, he meant.

“Why don’t you tell me how you feel about your short and happy life so far?”

“I’m doing what I want to do.” He folded his arms under his head. “I guess I wanted to be an actor since I was about sixteen—got hooked on high school plays. Took drama in college and broke my mother’s heart. She wanted me to be a doctor.”

Her eyes met his in the mirror, then roamed lazily down his body. “Well, you’ve got the hands for it.”

He grinned. “Yeah, but I really hate blood. And my golf game sucks.”

Entertained, she set the brush aside and began to pat cream under her eyes. It soothed her, the sound of the rain, the sound of his voice. “So, shouldering aside the medical profession, you came to Hollywood.”

“At twenty-two. I starved a little, snagged a few commercials.” Because he could feel his strength coming back, he propped onto his elbows. “Hey, did you ever see me sell Blueberry Crunch Granola?”

Her eyes met his laughing ones in the mirror. “I’m afraid I missed it.”

He took one of her cigarettes from the nightstand. “A stellar performance. It had grit, it had style, it had passion. And that was just the cereal.”

She walked to the bed to share the cigarette with him. “I’ll make sure the cook stocks it immediately.”

“To tell you the truth, it tastes like something you dig off the floor in the forest. Speaking of food, why don’t I fix us breakfast?”

“You?”

“Sure.” He took the cigarette from between her fingers, put it between his lips. “Before I got my break in soaps, I moonlighted as a short-order cook. Swing shift.”

“So you’re offering to cook me bacon and eggs?”

“Maybe—if that keeps you interested.”

Carefully, she took another drag. He was falling a little in love with her, she realized. It was sweet, and flattering, and if circumstances had been different, she might have let him. As it was, she needed to keep it simple. “I think I’ve shown I’m interested.”

“But.”

Her lips lightly brushed his. “But,” she repeated. And that was all.

It was more difficult than he expected to accept those unspoken limitations. Difficult and surprising. “I guess a few days in Georgia’s not such a bad deal.”

Grateful, she kissed him again. “It’s a great deal. For both of us. How about that breakfast?”

“Tell you what …” He bent forward to kiss her shoulder, enjoying not only the scent, the texture of her skin, but the sturdiness. “Why don’t we take a shower, then you can watch me cook. After that I’ve got a great idea on how we can pass some time this afternoon.”

“Do you really?”

“Yeah.” He fondled her lightly, smiled. “We can go to the movies.”

“To the movies?”

“Sure, you’ve heard of movies. That’s where people sit down and watch other people pretend they’re other people. What do say, Eve? We’ll catch a matinee, eat some popcorn.”

She considered a moment, then realized it sounded like fun. “You’re on.”

•   •   •

Julia took off her shoes and let her feet sink into the carpet in her room at the Savoy. It was a small, elegant suite, tastefully appointed. The bellman had been so scrupulously polite when he’d delivered her bags, he’d looked almost apologetic as he’d waited for his tip.

Julia wandered to the window to watch the river and let some of the travel weariness drain away. Nerves would take longer. The flight from L.A. to New York hadn’t been so bad—as far as torture went. But from Kennedy to Heathrow—all those hours over the Atlantic—that had been a sheer and quiet hell.

But she’d gotten through it. And now she was in Britain. And she had the pleasure of reminding herself that Julia Summers was staying at the Savoy.

It still surprised her that she could afford such tony surroundings. But it was a good feeling, that surprise, telling her she hadn’t forgotten what it was to earn, to climb, or to need.

The city lights winked at her on this March night. It was as if she were in someone else’s dream, all that velvet darkness, the misty slice of moon, the shadow of water. And so warm here, so blissfully quiet. After one huge yawn, Julia turned away from the window, from the lights. Adventures would have to wait for the morning.

She unpacked only what she needed for the night, and was deep in her own dreams within twenty minutes.

In the morning she stepped out of a cab in Knightsbridge and paid off the driver, knowing she was overtipping. She was equally sure, however, that she would never manage the British currency. She remembered to ask for a receipt—her accountant all but frothed at the mouth over her bookkeeping system—then stuck it carelessly in her pocket.

The house was everything she’d imagined. The enormous redbrick Victorian was sheltered by huge, gnarled trees. She imagined they would be beautifully shady in the summer, but for now, the wind rattled through their bare branches in a kind of Dickensian music that was oddly appealing. Smoke puffed from chimneys in thick gray wisps that were quickly tossed higher into the slate sky.

Though there were cars whizzing by on the street behind her, she could easily imagine the clop-clop of horses, the rattle carriages, the cries of street vendors.

She moved through the little iron gate, up the cobbled path that cut through the winter-yellow lawn and up the sparkling white steps that led to a sparkling white door. Julia shifted her briefcase, annoyed that her palms were damp and chilled. There was no use denying it, she told herself, she was thinking of Rory Winthrop not so much as Eve’s one-time husband, but as Paul’s father.

Paul was six thousand miles away, and furious with her. What would he think, she wondered, if he knew she was here, not only pursuing the book, but about to interview his father? He wouldn’t think kindly of it, she was sure, and wished there were a way to mesh his needs with hers.

She reminded herself that business came first, and pressed the doorbell. A maid answered within moments. Julia caught a glimpse of an enormous hall, all towering ceilings and tiled floors.

“Julia Summers,” she said. “I have an appointment with Mr. Winthrop.”

“Yes, ma’am, he’s expecting you. Please come in.”

The tile was a checkerboard of maroon and ivory, the ceilings graced with heavy brass and crystal chandeliers. To the right was a staircase that swept in a regal curve. Julia surrendered her coat to the waiting maid, then followed her past two George III hall chairs that flanked a mahogany table graced with a vase of hibiscus and one woman’s glove of sapphire leather.

Instinctively she compared the sitting room with Eve’s. This setting was certainly more formal, more steeped in tradition than Eve’s airy, sun-drenched parlor. Hers shouted wealth and style. This murmured of old money and deep roots.

“Please make yourself comfortable, Miss Summers. Mr. Winthrop will be along directly.”

“Thank you.”

The maid moved almost soundlessly from the room, shutting the thick mahogany doors behind her. Alone, Julia walked to the hearth to hold her chilled hand out toward the leaping flames. The smoke smelled pleasantly of applewood, offering welcome and comfort. Because it reminded her a bit of her own fireplace in Connecticut, she relaxed.

The carved mantel above the fire was crowded with old photographs in ornate and highly polished silver frames. The maids, Julia was sure, would curse each time they had to fight the tarnish in all those curves and crevices.

She amused herself walking from one to the next, studying the dour-faced, stiff-shouldered ancestors of the man she had come to see.

She recognized Rory Winthrop, and caught a portion of his humor, in the black and white photo where he had posed in beaver hat and starched collar. The movie had been Delaney Murders, she recalled, and he’d played the ultra-proper, evilly deranged murderer with eye-glinting delight.

Julia wasn’t content simply to look at the next picture. She had to pick it up, to hold it. To devour it. It was Paul, she was certain, though the boy in the portrait was no more than eleven or twelve. His hair was lighter, shaggier, and from the expression on his face, he’d been none too pleased to find himself bundled into a stiff suit and snug tie.

The eyes were the same. Odd, she thought, that even as a child he’d had those intense adult eyes. They weren’t smiling, but looked back at her as if to say that he’d already seen, heard, and understood more than someone twice his age.

“Spooky little beggar, wasn’t he?”

Julia turned, the portrait still clasped in her hand. She’ been so intent on it, she hadn’t heard Rory Winthrop entrance. He stood watching her, a charmingly crooked smile on his face, one hand casually dipped into the pocket of pearl-gray slacks. Physically he could have been taken for Paul’s brother rather than father. His mahogany hair was full and swept back like a lion’s mane. Rory allowed the gray only to dash the temples, where it added dignity rather than age. His face was as firm and as fit as his body. He, too, was no stranger to the fountain of youth offered by cosmetic surgeons. Besides the lifts and tucks, he had weekly treatments that included seaweed masks and facial massage.

“Excuse me, Mr. Winthrop. You caught me off guard.”

“The best way to catch a beautiful woman.” He’d enjoyed the fact that she stared. A man could preserve his face and body with care, diligence, and money. But it took a woman, a young one, to preserve the ego.

“Interested in my miniature rogues’ gallery?”

“Oh.” She remembered the portrait in her hand and returned it to the mantel. “Yes, it’s very entertaining.”

“That one of Paul was taken right after Eve and I were married. I didn’t know what to make of him then any more than I do now. He mentioned you to me.”

“He—” Surprise, pleasure, embarrassment. “Really?”

“Yes, I can’t recall him ever mentioning a woman by name before. It’s one of the reasons I was glad you could make this trip to see me.” He crossed to her to take her hand in both of his. Up close, the smile that had devastated women for generations was very potent. “Let’s sit by the fire, shall we? Ah, and here’s our tea.”

A second maid wheeled in the cart while they settled in two balloon-back chairs before the blaze. “I want to thank you for agreeing to see me, and on a weekend.”

“My pleasure.” He dismissed the maid with a friendly nod, then poured out himself. “I have to be at the theater by noon for the matinee, so I’m afraid my time’s limited. Lemon or cream, dear?”

“Lemon, thank you.”

“And do try these scones. Believe me, they’re delightful.” He took two, treating himself to a hefty portion of marmalade. “So, Eve’s stirring up mischief with this book, is she?”

“You could say she’s generated a great deal of interest and speculation.”

“You’re diplomatic, Julia.” Again that quick, woman-melting smile. “I hope we’ll be Julia and Rory. More comfortable that way.”

“Of course.”

“And how is my fascinating ex-wife?”

Though it wasn’t blatant, Julia caught the affection in his tone. “I’d say she’s as fascinating as ever. She speaks fondly of you.”

He sipped his tea with a murmur of appreciation. “We had one of those rare friendships that grew warmer after lust cooled.” He laughed. “Not to say she wasn’t more than a little peeved at me toward the end of the marriage—with good cause.”

“Infidelity often ‘peeves’ a woman.”

His grin flashed, so much like Paul’s, Julia couldn’t prevent an answering smile. Direct women had always charmed him. “My dear, I’m the foremost expert on just how women react to infidelity. Fortunately, the friendship survived—in large part, I’ve always thought, because Eve is so tremendously fond of Paul.”

“You don’t find it odd that your ex-wife and your son are so close?”

“Not at all.” He sampled a scone as he spoke, eating slowly, enjoying every morsel. It wasn’t difficult for Julia to imagine he had enjoyed his women in much the same way. “Frankly, I was a poor father. I’m afraid I simply had no idea what to do with a growing boy. Now, in babyhood, you just stood by the crib now and again and cooed, or walked through the park pushing a pram, looking proud and rather smug. We had a nanny to deal with the less pleasant aspects of parenting.”

Unoffended, he chuckled at her expression, then patted her hand before freshening the tea. “Julia dear, don’t judge me too harshly. At least I admit my failings. The theater was my family. Paul had the misfortune to be born to two disgracefully selfish and extraordinarily gifted people who hadn’t a clue about how to rear a child. And Paul was so terrifyingly bright.”

“You make that sound like an offense rather than a compliment.”

Aha, he thought, and covered his unrepentant grin by dabbing at his mouth with his napkin. The lady was smitten. “At the time I’d say the boy was more of a puzzle I hadn’t the wit to solve. Now, Eve was quite natural with him. Attentive, interested, patient. I’ll confess that through her Paul and I enjoyed each other more than we had before.”

Making judgments again, Jules, she cautioned herself, and struggled to shift back into objective gear. “Would you mind if I turned on my tape recorder? It makes it easier for me to be accurate.”

He hesitated for only a moment, then gestured his assent. “By all means. We want accuracy.”

With a minimum of fuss, she set it on the edge of the tea table and switched it on. “There was quite a bit written about you and Eve, and Paul during the first year or so of your marriage. A kind of family portrait emerges.”

“Family.” Rory tested out the word, then nodded over his teacup. “It was an odd concept for me, but yes, we were a family. Eve wanted a family very badly. Perhaps because of what she felt she missed growing up. Or perhaps due to the fact she had reached the age when a woman’s chemistry tricks her into yearning for prams and nappies, the patter of little feet. She had even convinced me that we should have a child of our own.”

This new and fascinating information put Julia on alert. “You and Eve planned to have a baby?”

“My dear, Eve is a very persuasive woman.” He chuckled and settled back. “We planned and strategized like two generals camped on the enemy line. Month after month, my sperm waged war on her ovum. The battles were not without their excitement, but we never achieved total victory. Eve went to Europe—France I believe, to see some specialist. When she returned, it was with the news that she could not conceive.” He set his cup down. “I must say, she took what I knew was, for her, devastating news on the chin. No weeping and wailing or cursing God for Eve. She threw herself into her work. I know she suffered. She slept poorly, and all her appetites diminished for several weeks.”

Objective? Julia asked herself as she stared into the leaping fire. Not a chance. Every sympathy was aroused. “You never considered adoption?”

“Odd that you should mention adoption.” Rory’s eyes narrowed as he thought back. “It was an option that occurred to me. I hated to see Eve fighting off the unhappiness. And to tell you the truth, she had gotten me stirred up about the idea of having another child. When I mentioned the possibility to her, she got very quiet. She even cringed, as if I had struck her. She said—how did she put it exactly? Rory, we’ve both had our chance. Since there’s no going back, why don’t we concentrate on moving forward?”

“Meaning?”

“I suppose I thought she meant that we had done our best to make a child, and had failed, so it was wiser to get on with our lives. That is what we did. As it happened, getting on with our lives eventually meant getting on with them separately. We parted amicably, even discussed doing another project together.” His smile was a bit wistful. “Perhaps we will yet.”

Eve might have been so interested in the story of Brandon’s conception—the girl who had become pregnant unwillingly—because she herself had been a woman unable to become pregnant, Julia reflected. But this wasn’t something Rory could answer. She led him back to an area he could discuss.

“Your marriage was considered a solid one. It was a shock to most people when it dissolved.”

“We had a hell of a good run, Eve and I. But the curtain must come down on every performance sooner or later.”

“You don’t believe in ‘until death do us part’?”

He smiled, wickedly charming. “My dear, I believe it, have believed it with a full heart. Each time I’ve said it. Now I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me. The theater is a man’s most demanding mistress.”

She turned off her recorder, then tucked it into her briefcase. “I appreciate your time, and your hospitality, Mr. Winthrop.”

“Rory,” he reminded her, taking her hand as they rose. “I hope this isn’t good-bye. I’d be happy to talk with you again. The theater’s dark tomorrow. Perhaps we could continue this over dinner.”

“I’d like that, if it wouldn’t interfere with your plans.”

“Julia, a man’s plans are meant to be changed for a beautiful woman.” He lifted his hand to her lips. Julia was smiling at him when the sitting room doors opened.

“Smooth as ever, I see,” Paul commented.

Rory kept Julia’s tensed hand in his as he turned to his son. “Paul, what a delightful and ill-timed surprise. I don’t have to ask what brings you.”

Paul kept his eyes on Julia’s. “No, you don’t. Isn’t there a matinee today?”

“Indeed there is.” Rory stiffled a laugh. It was the first time he’d seen that reckless hunger in his son’s eyes. “I was just taking my leave of this charming lady. Now, I believe I’ll have to pull rank and secure two tickets for tonight’s performance. It would please me very much if you’d attend.”

“Thank you. I—”

“We’ll be there,” Paul interrupted.

“Excellent. I’ll have them delivered to your hotel, Julia. Now I’ll leave you in what I’m sure are very capable hands.” He started out, pausing beside his son. “At last you’ve given me the opportunity to say you have faultless taste. If it wasn’t for Lily, old boy, I’d give you a hell of a run for her.”

Paul’s lips quirked, but when his father made his exit, the smile disappeared as well. “Don’t you think traveling to London is a rather elaborate way to avoid me?”

“I’m doing my job.” All nerves and annoyance, she picked up her briefcase. “Don’t you think following me to London is a rather elaborate way to hold this conversation?”

“Inconvenient would be my word.” He crossed the room with the kind of economic grace that reminded Julia of an expert hunter who’d caught the scent. Skirting the chair, he stopped to stand with her in front of the fire. It sizzled through a log and shot out a rain of angry sparks. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming to see my father?”

His words were as measured as his steps had been, she noted. Slow and patient. As a result, hers came out too quickly.

“It didn’t seem necessary to tell you my plans.”

“You’re wrong.”

“I see no reason to check with you.”

“Then I’ll give you one.” He pulled her against him, crushing her mouth, jumbling her senses. The move was so violent, so unexpected, she didn’t have time to protest. She managed, barely, to draw in a breath.

“That’s not a—”

He covered her mouth again, cutting off her words, clouding her thoughts. On a throaty moan, she dropped the briefcase to hold him closer. In that instant when rational thought was overtaken by the senses, she gave him everything.

“Am I making myself clear enough?”

“Shut up,” she muttered, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Just shut up.”

He closed his eyes, outrageously moved by the way she rested her head on his shoulder. The gesture, the catchy little sigh she made, had him wanting to carry her off somewhere safe and quiet. “You worry me, Julia.”

“Because I came to London?”

“No, because I came after you.” He drew her back. He ran the back of his hand down her cheek. “You’re at the Savoy?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s go. I’d hate for one of my father’s servants to walk in while I’m making love with you.”

•   •   •

The bed felt safe. The room was quiet. Her body was as fluid, as intoxicating as wine under his. Each shudder, each sigh he eased from her had his blood swimming faster. He’d kept the curtains wide when she would have closed them, to give himself the pleasure of watching her face in the thin winter sunlight.

He hadn’t known there could be so much pleasure. It had surrounded him as he’d carefully, slowly, stripped her of the tidy business suit she wore, found the slither of silk beneath. It had pounded through him as he’d peeled that silk away, inch by erotic inch. She was there, delicate, mysterious, arousing, yielding with a sigh when he’d lowered her to the bed.

Now she was with him, slick, damp skin sliding over his, her breath trembling in his ear, her hands gentle, then greedy, then desperate. He could feel the needs vibrate from her, feel the wild excitement as he satisfied them one by one.

It was she who altered the pace, she who whipped up the speed until they were rolling over the bed in tangled, turbulent, titanic passion.

The bed was no longer safe, but full of dangerous delights. The room was no longer quiet, but echoing with whispered demands and broken moans. Outside, the weakening sun was swallowed up and rain fell in sheets. As gloom rushed into the room, he took her with a blind, ravenous hunger he feared would never be quenched.

And even when they lay quiet, wrapped close and listening to the rain, he could taste those little licks of hunger.

“I need to call Brandon,” Julia murmured.

“Mmmm.” Paul shifted, fitting his body to hers and cupping her breasts. “Go ahead.”

“No, I can’t … I mean I can’t call him while we’re …”

He chuckled, nuzzling her ear. “Jules, the telephone service is an auditory one, not a visual one.”

It didn’t matter if she felt like a fool, she shook her head and eased away. “No, really, I can’t.” She looked at her robe, where it lay over the back of a chair three feet away. Noting her expression, Paul grinned.

“Want me to close my eyes?”

“Of course not.” But it wasn’t easy for her to walk to the robe, slip into it, knowing he was watching her. “You’re sweet, Julia.”

She belted the robe, staring at her own hands. “If that’s your way of saying I’m unsophisticated—”

“Sweet,” he repeated. “And I’ve ego enough to be pleased you’re not used to being in this position with a man.” The need to ask her why that was true pulled at him, but he resisted, then glanced toward the rain driving at the windows. “I’d thought to show you a bit of London, but this doesn’t seem to be the day for it. Why don’t I go in the other room and ring up some lunch?”

“All right. Would you check for messages?”

She waited until he’d pulled on his slacks before she placed the call. Ten minutes later she walked into the parlor to see Paul standing by the window, lost in his own thoughts. She took what was for her a large step and went to him, wrapping her arms around his waist, pressing her cheek to his back.

“It’s seventy-eight and sunny in L.A. The Lakers lost to the Pistons and Brandon went to the zoo. Where are you?”

He laid his hands on hers. “I was standing here wondering why I always feel like a foreigner in the place where I was born. We had a flat in Eaton Square once, and I’m told my nanny often took me for walks in Hyde Park. I don’t feel it. Do you know I’ve never even set a book here? Whenever I come here, I expect to feel that click of recognition.”

“It doesn’t matter so much really. I don’t even know where I was born.”

“And it doesn’t concern you?”

“No. Well, sometimes, because of Brandon.” Wanting the contact, she nuzzled her cheek against his back. His flesh had cooled, and hers warmed it again. “But in the day-to-day way of things, I rarely think of it. I loved my parents, and they loved me. They wanted me.” The way he brought her fingertips to his lips made her smile. “I suppose that’s the biggest part of being an adopted child—knowing you were wanted that badly, that completely. It can be the most sturdy of bonds.”

“I guess that’s the way it is for Eve and me. I never really knew what it was to be wanted until I was ten, and she walked into my life.” He turned, needing to see her face. “I wonder if you can understand, I never really knew what it was to want, until you.”

His words caused something inside her to shift, to open, to yearn. More than his touch, more than his desire, those simple words broke down all the walls. “I …” She moved away. Seeing clearly into her own heart didn’t make her less afraid. “I thought—I’d hoped,” she corrected herself, “after I’d realized we might be together, like this, that I’d be able to handle it—well, the way I imagine men handle affairs.”

Suddenly nervous, he thrust his hands into his pockets. “Which is?”

“You know, casually, enjoying the physical end of it without crowding in emotions or expectations.”

“I see.” He watched her move. The nerves weren’t all his, he realized. Julia always moved when she was tense. “Is that the way you think I’m handling this?”

“I don’t know. I can speak only for myself.” She forced herself to stop, to turn and face him. It was easier with the width of the room between them. “I wanted to be able to take this relationship at face value, to enjoy it for what it was. Good sex between two adults who were attracted to each other.” She made a concerted effort to take in one quiet breath and release it slowly. “And I wanted to be sure I could walk away when it was over, completely unscathed. The problem is I can’t. When you walked in this morning, all I could think was how much I’d wanted to see you, how much I’d missed you, how unhappy I’d been because we were angry with each other.”

She stopped, straightened her shoulders. He was grinning at her, rocking back and forth on his heels. In a minute she was sure he’d be whistling. “I’d appreciate it if you’d take that smug look off your face. This isn’t—”

“I love you, Julia.”

Numb, she lowered herself to the arm of a chair. If he’d jammed a fist into her solar plexus, he couldn’t have taken her breath away more efficiently. “You—you were supposed to let me finish, and then say something about appreciating each moment for what it was.”

“Sorry. Do you really think I jumped on the Concorde with hardly more than a change of underwear just so I could spend the afternoon in bed?”

She said the first thing that came to mind. “Yes.”

His laugh was quick and deep. “You’re good, Jules, but not that damn good.”

Not quite sure how to take that, she angled her chin. “A few minutes ago you said—actually, it was more of a groan—that I was magnificent. Yes,” she said, and folded her arms. “That was the word. Magnificent.”

“Did I?” Christ knew, she was. “Well, that’s entirely possible. But even magnificent sex wouldn’t have pulled me away from a very difficult stage of my book. At least not for more than an hour or so.”

And that, she supposed, put her in her place. “Then why the hell did you come?”

“When you’re mad, your eyes go the color of soot. Not a very flattering description, but accurate. I came here,” he continued before she could think of a proper response, “because I was worried about you, because I was furious you went off without me, because I want to be with you if there’s any kind of trouble. And because I love you so much I can barely breathe when you’re not with me.”

“Oh.” Now that, she thought, very truly did put her in her place. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.” She stood up again to pace. “I had it all worked out, logically, sensibly. You weren’t supposed to make me feel like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like I can’t live without you. Dammit, Paul, I don’t know what to do.”

“How about this?” He snatched her in mid-stride, nearly lifting her off her feet. The kiss did the rest. After a short, final struggle, she fell into it.

“I do love you.” She held on tight to that, and to him. “I don’t know how to deal with it, but I love you.”

“You’re finished dealing with things alone.” He pulled her away enough so that she could see he meant everything he said. “Do you understand, Julia?”

“I don’t understand anything. Maybe, for right now, I don’t need to.”

Content with that, he lowered his mouth to hers. The knock on the door had them both sighing. “I can send the waiter away.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “No. Suddenly I’m starving.”

“At least the champagne I ordered won’t go to waste.” He kissed her once, then again, lingeringly, as the knock sounded a second time.

When Paul admitted the waiter, she saw that he’d also ordered flowers, a dozen delicate pink roses just budding. She slipped one from the vase, holding it to her cheek as their lunch was set up.

“Two messages for you, Miss Summers,” the waiter told her, offering the envelopes as Paul signed the check. “Thank you.”

“Enjoy your lunch,” he said, adding a cheery smile at his tip.

“It feels decadent,” Julia said when they were alone. “Champagne, romance, flowers, in the middle of the day in a hotel.” She laughed as the cork popped. “I like it.”

“Then we’ll have to make it a habit.” He lifted a brow as he poured. “Tonight’s tickets?”

“Yes. Front row, center. I wonder how he managed it.”

“My father can manage almost anything he wants to.”

“I liked him,” Julia continued as she ripped open the second envelope. “It isn’t often you find the man so much like the image. Charming, urbane, sexy—”

“Please.”

Her laugh was low and rich and delighted. “You’re too much like him to appreciate it. I really hope we …”

She trailed off, going dead white. The envelope fluttered to the floor as she studied the sheet of paper in her hand.

TWO WRONGS DON’T MAKE A RIGHT.
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Paul set the bottle and glass aside so quickly that the champagne frothed over the lip. When he put both hands on Julia’s shoulders to ease her into a chair, she folded into it as if the bones had melted out of her legs. The only sound in the room was the hum from the heater and the splat of sleet on the glass. He crouched beside her, but she didn’t look at him, only continued to stare at the paper she held in one tensed hand, while her other pressed low on her stomach.

“Let it out,” he ordered as his fingers began to rub at her shoulders. “You’re holding your breath, Jules. Let it out.”

The air escaped in a long, shaky stream. Feeling as though she’d just fought her way above a dragging current, she gulped another breath and forced herself to expel this one slowly.

“Nice going. Now, what is it?”

After a quick, helpless shake of her head, she handed the slip to him.

“Two wrongs don’t make a right?” Curious, he glanced up again to study her. She was no longer white to the lips, which was some relief to him, but her hands had gripped together in her lap. “Do trite sayings usually send you into shock?”

“When they follow me six thousand miles, they do.”

“Are you going to explain?”

They rose together, he to stand, she to pace. “Someone’s trying to frighten me,” she said, half to herself. “And it infuriates me that it’s working. That’s not the first little homily I’ve received. I got one a few days after we’d been in California. It was left on the stoop in front of the house. Brandon picked it up.”

“The first afternoon I was there?”

“Yes.” Her hair swung around her shoulders as she turned back to him. “How did you know?”

“Because you had that same baffled, panicky look in your eyes. I didn’t like seeing it then. I like it less now.” He ran the note through his fingers. “Did that note say the same thing?”

“No. ‘Curiosity killed the cat.’ It was like this one, a slip of paper inside an envelope.” The initial sting of fear was fading rapidly into anger. It showed in her voice, in the way she walked off the emotion, her fisted hands jammed into the pockets of the robe, her strides lengthening. “I found another in my purse the night after the benefit, and a third one stuck in the pages of my draft right after the first break-in.”

He handed her a glass of wine as she walked past him. If it couldn’t be used for celebration or romance, he figured it might calm her nerves. “Now I have to ask why you didn’t tell me.”

She drank and kept on moving. “I didn’t tell you because it seemed more appropriate for me to tell Eve. In the beginning I didn’t tell you because I didn’t know you, and then—”

“You didn’t trust me.”

The look she sent him was caught somewhere between embarrassment and righteousness. “You were against the book.”

“I still am.” He pulled a cigar out of the jacket he’d discarded earlier. “What was Eve’s reaction?”

“She was upset—very, I think. But she hid it quickly and well.”

“She would.” He kept his thoughts on that to himself for the moment. Idly he picked up his own glass of champagne and studied the bubbles. They rushed crazily to the brim, full of verve and energy. Like Eve, he thought. And oddly, like Julia. “I don’t have to ask your reaction. Why don’t I ask what you think the notes mean?”

“I think they’re a threat, of course.” Impatience shimmered in her voice, but he merely lifted a brow and drank. “Vague, even foolish, but even worn-out phrases become sinister when they’re anonymous and pop out of nowhere.” When he remained silent, she pushed the tumbled hair away from her face. The move was sharp and impatient, and, he realized, the gesture would have come just as naturally to Eve. “I don’t like the fact that someone’s trying to gaslight me—don’t laugh at me.”

“Sorry, it was the expression. So apropos really.”

She snatched the slip off the room service cart where Paul had laid it. “Getting this here, six thousand miles away from where the others were delivered means someone must have followed me to London.”

He drank again, watching her. “Someone other than me?”

“It’s obvious …” The words had come out in a rush, an angry rush, she realized. Now she trailed off, then let out a long breath. The room was between them again. Had she put the distance there, or had he? “Paul, I don’t think you’re sending me these notes. I never did. This is much too passive a threat for you.”

He lifted a brow, then drank. “Was that meant to be flattering?”

“No, just honest.” It was she who closed the distance, then lifted a hand to his face as if to smooth away the lines that had formed there in only the last few moments. “I didn’t think it of you before, and I don’t—couldn’t—think it now.”

“Because we’re lovers.”

“No, because I love you.”

A ghost of a smile touched his mouth as he lifted his hand to cover hers. “You make it difficult for a man to stay annoyed, Jules.”

“Are you annoyed with me?”

“Yes.” Still, he pressed a kiss into the palm of her hand. “But I think we should work through the priorities. First, let’s see if we can find out who left the message at the desk.”

It irked that she hadn’t thought of that before him. That was part of the problem—she wasn’t thinking clearly. When he walked to the phone, Julia sat, reminding herself that if she intended to see this through—and she did—she would have to be not only calm but calculating. The next sip of champagne reminded her that she was drinking on an empty stomach. That was no way to keep the mind clear.

“The tickets were delivered by a uniformed messenger,” Paul told her after he hung up. “The second envelope was left on the desk. They’re checking, but it’s doubtful anyone noticed who put it there.”

“It could have been anyone, anyone who knew I planned to come here and interview your father.”

“And who did know?”

She rose and walked to the cart to nibble. “I didn’t make a secret of it. Eve, certainly. Nina, Travers, CeeCee, Lyle—Drake, I suppose. Then anyone who might have asked any of them. Isn’t that what you did?”

Despite the circumstances, it amused him that she carried the dish of shrimp in lobster sauce with her as she paced, stabbing at it and forking it into her mouth as if she were refueling rather than dining. “Travers told me. I suppose the next question is what do you want to do about it?”

“Do about it? I don’t see what there is to do but ignore it. I can’t see me going to Scotland Yard.” The idea, and the food, helped her disposition. Calmer, she set the nearly empty dish aside, then picked up the champagne. “I can see it now. Inspector, someone sent me a note. No, I can’t say it was a threat really. More of a proverb. Put your best men on the case.”

Normally he would have found her resilience admirable. Nothing was quite normal any longer. “You didn’t find it so funny when you opened the envelope.”

“No, I didn’t, but maybe I should. Two wrongs don’t make a right? How can I be bothered with someone who can’t be any more original that that?”

“Odd, I thought it was clever.” When he came to her, she saw that her attempt at humor had fallen well short of the mark. “If anyone caught the person who’s sending them, it would hardly interest the police, would it? Harmless, even shopworn sayings. It would be hard to prove there was anything threatening about them. But we know differently.”

“If you’re going to tell me to give up the book—”

“I think I understand the futility of that one by now. Julia, don’t block me out of this.” He touched her, just a hand to her hair. “Let me listen to the tapes. I want to help you.”

She couldn’t turn away this time. It wasn’t arrogance, it wasn’t ego. It was love. “All right. As soon as we get home.”

Even with Julia out of the country, Lyle found a lot to interest him in the comings and goings of the guest house. A cleaning crew had spent two full days on the place. Trucks had hauled away broken furniture, shattered glass, torn curtains. He’d taken a peek at the interior before the crew had arrived. It had looked as though someone had thrown one hell of a party.

He was sorry he’d missed it. Damn sorry. The name of the partygoer might have been worth a tidy sum. But that particular afternoon he’d been happily boinking the upstairs maid. He now considered the fact that that brief—but very gratifying—fuck had probably cost him several thousand.

Still, there were other ways to earn a living. Lyle had big dreams and a list of priorities. Right up top was a Porsche. Nothing impressed the babes more than a cool dude in a hot car. He wanted his own place, a beach house where he could sit on his deck and watch all those teeny bikinis and what was packed into them. He wanted a Rolex, too, and the wardrobe to go with it. Once he was set up, picking up classy women would be like swatting flies.

Lyle figured he was on his way. He could almost smell the sunblock and sweat.

He kept careful notes in his cramped handwriting. What was taken away from the guest house, what was brought in. Who made the deliveries. He’d even had a key made so he could move through the house at will. It had been a little dicier getting into the main house, but he’d chosen his time well and had managed to make a copy of Nina Soloman’s phone log and appointment book.

Travers had nearly caught him sneaking into Eve’s bedroom. Nosy, tight-assed bitch guarded the house like a junkyard dog. He’d been disappointed that Eve hadn’t kept a diary or journal. That would have been worth big bucks. But he had found some interesting drugs in her bedside table, and some strange notes in her makeup drawer.

What the hell was she doing with notes that said stuff like “let sleeping dogs lie”? Lyle decided to keep the pills and the notes his own little secret until he could figure out what they might be worth.

It had been a cinch to get information from the guard at the gate, Joe. He liked to talk, and when you added a beer and some stories of your own, he got diarrhea of the mouth.

Even gone, Eve received lots of visitors.

Michael Torrent had been driven away after learning that Eve would be on location for the next couple of weeks. Gloria DuBarry had dropped by to see Eve, then had changed to Julia on learning Eve was away. She had driven herself, and according to Joe had been teary-eyed when she’d found no one at home.

A couple of paparazzi had tried to get through disguised as delivery men, but Joe had weeded them out. Joe’s ability to sniff out press was revered among residents of Beverly Hills.

He’d admitted Victor Flannigan, then had let him out again less than twenty minutes later. Eve’s agent, Maggie Castle, had gone in as well, and stayed twice as long.

Lyle gathered the information. He had what he considered a very professional report ready. Maybe he should go into P.I. work, he thought as he dressed for the evening. On TV those guys were always getting the chicks.

He chose a pair of black thong-style bikinis and gave his favorite member a quick pat. Some unsuspecting woman was going to get lucky tonight. He wiggled into black leather pants, then zipped a matching jacket over his tight red undershirt. Women, he knew, really went for a guy in leather.

He’d deliver his report, pick up the cash. Then he’d cruise a few clubs until he chose the lucky lady.

Julia hadn’t been sure what she’d think of Rory Winthrop’s current wife. But whatever she’d been expecting, it wasn’t that she would both like and admire Lily Teasbury.

Onscreen, the actress usually played the frothy, flighty heroine who suited her busty blond looks and guileless blue eyes. At first glance it was tempting to typecast her as someone who giggled and wriggled a lot.

It took Julia less than five minutes to revise her opinion.

Lily was a sharp, witty, ambitious woman who exploited her looks rather than being exploited by them. She was also very much at home in the traditional parlor of the Knights-bridge house, looking very cool, very British, and very wifely in a simple blue Givenchy.

“I wondered when you’d finally visit,” she said to Paul as she served aperitifs. “We’ve been married three months.”

“I don’t get to London often.”

Julia had been on the receiving end of that long, piercing look, and admired Lily for standing up under it with such apparent ease.

“So I’m told. Well, you’ve picked a miserable season for this visit. Is this your first visit to London, Miss Summers?”

“Yes, it is.”

“A pity about all this sleet. Then again, I always think it’s best to see a city at its worst—like a man—that way you can decide if you can really live with all the flaws.”

Lily sat, smiled, and sipped her vermouth.

“That’s Lily’s subtle way of reminding me she knows all of mine,” Rory put in.

“Not subtle at all,” Lily said. She touched a hand to his briefly, but—Julia thought—with a great deal of affection. “It wouldn’t do to be subtle when I’m about to be treated to reminiscences about one of the great love affairs of my husband’s life.” She beamed at Julia. “Don’t worry, I’m not jealous, just avidly curious. I don’t believe in jealousy, particularly over things past. As to the future, I’ve already warned Rory that if he becomes tempted to repeat his past mistakes, I won’t be one to weep and wail and nag or run screaming to my solicitor.” She sipped again, delicately. “I’ll simply kill him quickly, cleanly, in cold blood, and without a moment’s regret.”

Rory laughed, then toasted his wife. “She terrifies me.”

As the conversation flowed around him, Paul began to listen, to feel, with more interest. He wouldn’t have believed it, but he began to think that something had clicked, something solid, between his father and the woman he had married. A woman younger than the man’s only child—and one who, at first glance, had easily been dismissed as another of the big-breasted, pouty-lipped bimbos his father often dallied with.

But Lily Teasbury wasn’t like any of the others. After he’d worked beyond an old and established resentment of one of his father’s women, he watched with a writer’s eye, listened with a writer’s ear. He saw the subtle gestures, glances, heard the timbre of voices, a quick laugh. This, he realized with no little astonishment, was a marriage.

There was an ease and companionship that he had never sensed between his father and his own mother. There was a friendship he had seen in only one of his father’s marriages. When Eve Benedict had been his wife.

When they went in for dinner, it was with a sense of relief and wonder. The relief came when he realized Lily would not fall into either of the two categories so many of Rory’s women had. She would not pretend there was an instant familial relationship between them. Nor would she allude, privately, that she was open to a more intimate relationship.

His wonder came from the fact that his own instincts were insisting that his father might at long last have found someone he could live with.

Julia sampled the pressed duck and eased her left foot free of her shoe. There was a fire in the hearth behind Rory’s back and a waterfall of crystal lights over their heads. The room with its tapestries and glinting display cabinets might have been dauntingly formal, but comfort seeped through by the way the two-pedestaled Regency table was left unextended, by the vase of fairy roses as a centerpiece, by the scent of applewood, and the quiet hiss of sleet. She slipped her other foot free.

“I haven’t told you how wonderful you were last night,” Julia said to Rory. “Or how much I appreciated your going to the trouble to send tickets.”

“No trouble at all,” Rory assured her. “I was delighted you and Paul would brave the elements and attend.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it.”

“Do you enjoy Lear?” Lily asked her.

“It’s very powerful, stirring. Tragic.”

“All those bodies heaped up at the end—really all due to an old man’s vanity and folly.” She winked at her husband. “Rory’s marvelous in the part, but I suppose I prefer comedy. It’s as difficult to pull off, but at least when one crawls off the stage, it’s with laughter ringing in one’s ears rather than wails of lamentation.”

Chuckling, Rory directed his comment to Julia. “Lily likes happy endings. Early in our relationship I took her to see A Long Day’s Journey into Night.” Rory forked up some wild rice. “Afterward, she told me that if I wanted to sit around for several hours absorbing misery, I’d have to do it with someone else. Next time around I took her to a Marx Brothers festival.”

“So I married him.” She reached over to touch her fingertips to his. “After I discovered he knew whole blocks of dialogue from A Night at the Opera.”

“And I thought it was because I’m so sexy.”

When she smiled at him, a tiny dimple winked at the left corner of her mouth. “Darling, sex is limited to bed. A man who understands and appreciates comic genius is a man you can live with in the morning.” She leaned back again and fluttered her lashes at Julia. “Wouldn’t you agree, dear?”

“Paul’s never offered to take me anywhere but a basketball game,” she said without thinking. Before she could regret it, Lily burst into delighted laughter.

“Rory, what a pathetic father you must have been if your son can’t do better than a bunch of sweaty men tossing a ball at a hoop.”

“I certainly was, but the boy always had his own ideas about everything, including the ladies.”

“And what,” Paul asked as he calmly continued to eat, “is wrong with basketball?” Since his gaze was leveled at Julia, she thought it prudent to give a noncommittal shrug. She looked amazingly beautiful when she was flustered, he thought. Her skin heated up, and she had that sexy way of nibbling on her bottom lip. He decided he’d be certain to nibble on it, and other areas, himself a little later.

“You wouldn’t go with me,” he reminded her.

“No.”

“If I’d asked you to, say, a Three Stooges retrospective, would you have gone with me?”

“No.” A smile tugged at her lips. “Because you made me nervous.”

He reached across the table to toy with her fingers. “And if I asked you now?”

“You still make me nervous, but I’d probably risk it.”

As he picked up his wine, he looked toward his father. “It seems my ideas work well enough. Lily, the duck is excellent.”

“Why, thank you.” She chuckled into her wine. “Thank you very much.”

It wasn’t until coffee and brandy were served back in the cozy sitting room that the subject of Eve Benedict was broached again. Julia was still casting around in her brain for the most tactful way to begin the interview, when Lily opened the door.

“I was sorry we weren’t able to attend the party Eve gave recently. Surprised to be included in the invitation, and sorry to miss it.” She tucked up her legs cozily, revealing their long length. “Rory tells me that she’s always given incredible parties.”

“Did you give many when you were married?” Julia asked

Rory.

“Several actually. Small, intimate dinner parties, informal barbecues, glitzy soirees.” He circled a hand in the air. His gold cuff links glinted in the firelight. “Your birthday party, Paul, do you remember?”

“It would be hard to forget.” Because he understood it was an interview, he looked at Julia. He noted Lily had settled back to listen. “She hired circus performers—clowns, jugglers, a wire walker. Even an elephant.”

“And the gardener nearly quit when he saw the state of the lawn the next day.” Rory chuckled and swirled his brandy. “Living with Eve brought few dull moments.”

“If you could use one word to describe her?”

“Eve?” he thought for a moment. “Indomitable, I suppose. Nothing ever held her back for long. I remember her losing a part to Charlotte Miller—a tough pill for Eve to swallow. She went on to play Sylvia in Spider’s Touch, won in Cannes that year, and made everyone forget that Charlotte had even done a film at the same time. About twenty-five, thirty years ago it was becoming difficult to find good roles—actresses of a certain age were not courted by studios. Eve went to New York, plucked a plum in Madam Requests on Broadway. She ran with it for a year, won a Tony, and had Hollywood begging her to come home. If you’ll look back at her career, you’ll see that she’s never chosen a bad script. Oh, there were some uneven ones in the beginning certainly. The studio pushed her and she had no choice but to follow. Yet in each one, even the poorest of them, her performance was that of a star. It takes more than talent, even more than ambition, to achieve that. It takes power.”

“He’d love to work with her again,” Lily put in. “And I’d love to see them do it.”

“It wouldn’t be awkward for you?” Julia asked.

“Not in the least. Perhaps if I didn’t understand the business, it might be difficult. And if I weren’t sure that Rory values his life.” She laughed, rearranging those smooth, shapely legs. “In any case, I have to respect a woman who can remain friends, real friends, with a man she was once married to. My ex and I still detest each other.”

“Which is why Lily hasn’t left divorce as an option for me.” Rory reached out to link his hand with hers. “Eve and I liked each other, you see. When she wanted out of the marriage, she went about it in a courteous, reasonable way. Since the failure was mine, I could hardly hold grudges.”

“You say it was yours—because of other women.”

“Primarily. I imagine my … lack of discretion where women are concerned is one of the reasons Paul’s always been so cautious. Wouldn’t you say?”

“Selective,” Paul corrected his father.

“I was not a good husband, I was not a good father. The examples I set in each were less than admirable.”

Paul shifted uncomfortably. “I did well enough.”

“With little help from me. Julia’s here for honesty. Aren’t you?”

“Yes, but if I could say—as someone on the outside—I think you were a better father than you realize. From what I’ve been told, you never pretended to be anything but what you were.”

His eyes warmed. “Thank you for that. I have learned that a child can benefit as much from bad examples as he can good ones. Depending on the child. Paul was always a bright one. Therefore he has been discriminating where the opposite sex is concerned, and he has little patience for the careless gambler. It was my lack of discrimination, and my carelessness that Eve finally tired of.”

“I’ve heard you’re interested in gambling. You own horses?”

“A few. I’ve always had luck in games of chance, perhaps that’s why I’ve found it hard to resist a casino, a leggy Thoroughbred, the turn of a card. Eve didn’t object to the gambling. She enjoyed a few games herself now and again. It was the people one tended to come into contact with. Bookies aren’t normally the cream of society. Eve avoided most of the professional gamblers. Though several years after our divorce she did become involved with someone closely tied to the trade. That, too, was my fault, as I introduced them. At the time I didn’t know myself how involved he was, Later, it was an introduction I came to regret.”

“Gambling?” Though her instincts went on full alert, Julia took a casual sip of wine. “I don’t recall coming across anything in my research about Eve being involved with gambling.”

“Not with gambling. As I said, Eve never had much interest in the delights of wagering. I suppose I couldn’t call him a gambler. One isn’t when the odds are always stacked in one’s favor. The polite term, I suppose, would be businessman.”

Julia glanced at Paul. The look in his eyes brought one name shooting into her mind. “Michael Delrickio?”

“Yes. A frightening man. I met him in Vegas on one of my more delightful hot streaks. I was playing craps at the Desert Palace. The dice were like beautiful women eager to please that night.”

“Rory often refers to gambling in female terms,” Lily put in. “When he’s losing, he attaches very creative female terms to dice or cards.” She gave him an indulgent smile before she rose to pour more brandy. “Such a filthy night out. Are you sure you won’t have anything stronger than coffee, Julia?”

“No, really, thank you.” Though impatient with the interruption, her voice was only mildly curious as she steered the conversation back. “You were telling me about Michael Delrickio.”

“Hmmm.” Rory stretched out his legs and cupped his snifter in both hands. Julia had time to think he looked the perfect English gentleman in repose—the fire crackling at his back, brandy warming in his hands. All that was missing was a pair of hounds to slumber at his feet. “Yes, I met Delrickio at the Palace after I had cleaned up at the tables. He offered to buy me a drink, professed to being a fan. I had nearly refused. Such interludes can often be uncomfortable, but I learned that he owned the casino. Or, more accurately, his organization owned it, and others.”

“You said he was frightening. Why?”

“It was perhaps four A.M. when we had our drink,” Rory said slowly. “Yet he looked … well, like a banker taking a relaxed business lunch. I found him very articulate. He was indeed a fan, not just of mine, but of film. We spent nearly three hours discussing movies and the making of them. He told me he was interested in financing an independent production company, and would be in Los Angeles the following month.”

He paused to sip and to think. “I ran into him again at a party Eve and I attended together. We were both unattached, Eve and I, and often escorted each other, one might say. In fact, Paul was living with Eve while he attended some classes in California.”

“I was a sophomore at U.C.L.A.,” Paul elaborated. With a small shrug he pulled out a cigar. “My father has yet to forgive me for turning down Oxford.”

“You were determined to break family tradition.”

“And you became an advocate of tradition only when I did.”

“You broke your grandfather’s heart.”

Paul grinned around the cigar. “He never had one.”

Rory straightened in his chair, ready to do battle. Just as suddenly, he fell back again with a laugh. “You’re absolutely right. And God knows you were better off with Eve than with either your mother or me. If you’d buckled under and gone to Oxford, the old man would have done his best to make your life as bloody miserable as he tried to make mine.”

Paul merely sipped his brandy. “I think Julia’s more interested in Eve than in our family history.”

With a smile, Rory shook his head. “I’d say the interest runs about neck-and-neck. But we’ll concentrate on Eve for the moment. She was looking particularly stunning that night.”

“Darling,” Lily purred, “how rude of you to say so in front of your current wife.”

“Honesty.” He picked up Lily’s hand and kissed her fingers. “Julia insists on it. I believe Eve had just returned from a spa of some sort. She was looking refreshed, regenerated. We’d been divorced several years by then and were back to being chums. We were both quite delighted by the fact that the press would make a great deal of our being seen together. In short, we enjoyed ourselves. We might have—forgive me, darling,” he murmured to his wife. “We might have spent the night reminiscing, but I introduced her to Delrickio. The attraction was instant, the old cliché about lightning bolts, at least on his side. On hers, I’d say that Eve was intrigued. Suffice it to say that it was Delrickio who escorted her home. After that, I can only speculate.”

“You haven’t really answered the question.” Julia set her empty cup aside. “Why was he frightening?”

Rory let out a little sigh. “I told you he’d said he was interested in a certain production company. It seemed the company wasn’t interested in him, initially. Within three months of my introducing Delrickio to Eve, he—his organization—owned the company outright. There had been some financial setbacks, some equipment lost, some accidents. I learned through associates of associates that Delrickio had strong ties with … what does one call it these days?”

“He’s Mafia,” Paul said impatiently. “There’s no need to skip around it.”

“One hopes to be subtle,” Rory murmured. “In any case, it was suspected—only suspected—that he had links with organized crime. He’s never been indicted. I do know that Eve saw him discreetly for a few months, then she married that tennis player quite suddenly.”

“Damien Priest,” Julia supplied. “Eve mentioned that it was Michael Delrickio who introduced them.”

“It’s certainly possible. Delrickio knows a great many people. I can’t tell you much about that particular relationship. The marriage was a short one. Eve never discussed the reasons for its abrupt ending.” He sent a long look toward his son. “At least not with me.”

“I don’t want to discuss Delrickio.” The moment they entered the suite, Paul stripped off his jacket. “You’ve spent most of the evening interviewing. Give it a rest.”

“You can give me an angle your father can’t.” Julia stepped out of her shoes. “I want your insight, your opinion.” She could see the anger growing in him in the way he tugged off his tie—quick, tensed fingers dragging away the knot.

“I detest him. Isn’t that enough?”

“No. I already know how you feel about him. I want to know how you came to feel that way.”

“You could say I have an intolerance for crime lords.” Paul toed off his shoes. “I’m funny that way.”

Dissatisfied, Julia frowned as she drew the pins from her hair. “That answer would work if it weren’t for the fact that I’ve seen you with him and know it’s a personal intolerance rather than a general one.” The pins jabbed into her palm. As she opened her hand and looked down at them, she realized that this kind of intimacy had become easy between them. The kicking-off-your-shoes taking-down-your-hair comfort between lovers. Another intimacy, that of the heart, was more elusive. The knowledge brought a dull edge of pain that was both anger and hurt.

Watching him, she tossed the pins on the table beside her. “I thought we’d come to the point where we trusted each other.”

“It’s not a matter of trust.”

“It’s always a matter of trust.”

He sat, his face as stormy as hers was calm. “You’re not going to let this go.”

“It’s my job,” she reminded him. She walked to the windows to draw the drapes with one quick snap of her wrist and close out the storm. And to close them inside, so they were faced with only each other in the slant of gold from the lamp. “If you want to put this on a professional basis, fine. Eve can tell me anything I need to know about Michael Delrickio. I’d hoped to hear your point of view.”

“Fine, my point of view is that he’s slime oozing around in an Italian suit. The worst kind of slime because he enjoys being exactly what he is.” His eyes glittered. “He profits from the miseries of the world, Julia. And when he steals, blackmails, maims, or kills, he lists it all under the tidy heading of business. It means no more and no less to him.”

She sat, but she didn’t reach for her tape recorder. “Yet Eve was involved with him.”

“I think it would be accurate to say that she didn’t realize precisely who and what he was before their relationship developed. Obviously, she found him attractive. He can certainly be charming. He’s articulate, erudite. She enjoyed his company, and, I’d think, his power.”

“You were living with her,” Julia prompted.

“I was going to school in California and making my base with her. I didn’t know how she’d met Delrickio until tonight.” A small detail, he thought, that hardly mattered. He knew the rest, or enough of the rest. And now, due to her own tenacity, so would Julia. “He started coming around—for a swim, a game of tennis, dinner. She went to Vegas with him a couple of times, but for the most part, they saw each other at the house. He was always sending flowers, gifts. Once he brought in the chef from one of his restaurants and had him prepare an elaborate Italian dinner.”

“He owns restaurants?” Julia asked.

Paul barely glanced at her. “He owns,” he said flatly. “A couple of his men were around, always. He never drove himself or came unaccompanied.” She nodded, understanding perfectly. Like the gates of Eve’s estate. Power always exacted a price. “I didn’t like him—didn’t like the way he looked at Eve as though she were one of his fucking orchids.”

“Excuse me?”

Paul rose and walked to the window. Restless, he tugged the drapes open a crack. The sleet had stopped, but there was a bitterness to the weather he could sense even behind the glass. One didn’t always have to see ugliness to recognize it. “He grows orchids. He’s obsessive about them. He was obsessive about Eve, hovering around, insisting on knowing where she was, with whom. She enjoyed that, mainly because she refused to account to him, and that would drive him crazy.” He glanced back to see her smiling. “Amused?”

“I’m sorry, it’s only that I’m—well, envious, I suppose, of the way she skillfully handles the men in her life.”

“Not always so skillfully,” he murmured, and didn’t return the smile. “I walked in on an argument once when he was raging at her, threatening her. I ordered him out of the house, even tried to toss him out myself, but his bodyguards were on me like lice. Eve had to break it up.”

Now there was no amusement, but a trickle of alarm and memory. Hadn’t Delrickio said something about it being a pity Eve hadn’t let him teach Paul respect? “You’d have been, what, about twenty?”

“About. It was ugly, humiliating, and illuminating. Eve was angry with him, but she was every bit as angry with me. She thought I was jealous—and maybe I was. I got a bloody nose, a few sore ribs—”

“They hit you?” she interrupted in a voice sharp with appalled shock. He had to grin.

“Babe, you don’t train apes to play patty-cake. It could have been worse—a lot worse, as I was doing my best to get my hands around the bastard’s throat. You might not have heard I have a sporadic affection for violence.”

“No,” she said calmly enough, even while her stomach churned. “I hadn’t. Was this, ah, episode, the reason Eve broke it off with Delrickio?”

“No.” He was tired of talking, tired of thinking. “As far as she was concerned, her relationship with him had nothing to do with me. And she was right.” Slowly, as if he were stalking, he moved toward her. And, like all things hunted, she felt the quick tremor of alarm that kicked her heart rate from slow to racing. “Do you know how you look just now, sitting with you back straight in that chair, your hands neatly folded? And your eyes so solemn, so concerned?”

Because he made her feel foolish, she shifted. “I want to know—”

“That’s the problem,” he murmured, bending over to take her face in his hands. “You want to know when all you have to do is feel. What do you feel now when I tell you I can’t think of anything but peeling you out of that proper little dress, of seeing if that perfume I watched you spray on hours ago is still clinging to your skin—just there—under the curve of your jaw.”

As he ran his fingers along the line, she moved again. But rising was an error in judgment, only bringing her up hard against him. “You’re trying to distract me.”

“Damn right.” He tugged down her zipper, chuckling as she tried to wriggle aside. “Everything about you has been distracting me from the moment I met you.”

“I want to know,” she tried again, then gasped as he jerked the dress down to her waist. His mouth was on her, and his hands, not gently, not seductively, but with a possessive fervor that edged toward frenzy. “Paul, wait. I need to understand why she ended it.”

“It only took murder.” His eyes blazed as he dragged her head back. “Cold-blooded, calculated murder for profit. Delrickio’s money was on Damien Priest, so he eliminated the competition.”

Horror widened her eyes. “You mean he—”

“Stay away from him, Julia.” He dragged her against him. Through the thin silk she could feel the heat that poured from his flesh. “What I feel for you, what I might do for you, makes what I felt for Eve all those years ago nothing.” He caught her hair in tensed, fisted fingers. “Nothing.”

Even as she shuddered with excitement he pulled her to the floor and showed her.
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Tucked into her robe, Julia sipped a brandy. Her body was heavy with fatigue and sex. She wondered if this was what it might feel like to find herself tossed up on a dry shore after a wild battle with a violent sea. Drained, exhilarated, dazed, because she had survived the violence and the uncanny beauty of something so primitive and so ageless.

As her pulse leveled and her mind cleared, the word Paul had spoken before dragging her into that turbulent sea echoed in her head.

The word was murder.

She understood even though they sat close together on the sofa, the silence between them intimate, that this balance between them could be so easily skewed. However frenzied their mating, it was here, in the quiet after, while the air cooled and thinned again, where they needed to reach each other. Not just a hand linked with a hand, but again, that small, vital matter of trust for trust.

“As you were saying,” she began, and made him smile.

“You know, Jules, some might call you focused. Others might consider you just a nag.”

#x201C;I’m a focused nag.” She laid a hand on his knee. “Paul, I need to hear this from you. If Eve has any objections to what you tell me tonight, it stops there. That’s the agreement.”

“Integrity,” he murmured. “Isn’t that what Eve said she admired in you?”

He touched her hair. They sat like that for a moment before she spoke again, quietly.

Shaken, Julia rose to pour more brandy. She’d said nothing throughout Paul’s story of how Damien’s competitor had died, Eve’s suspicion it was murder—-murder ordered by Delrickio.

“We never spoke of it again,” Paul had ended. “Eve refused to. Priest went on to win the title, then retired. Their divorce caused some commotion for a while, but that died down. After a while I began to see why she had handled it that way. Nothing could have been proven. Delrickio would have had her killed if she’d tried.”

Now, before trying to speak, she sipped and let the hot punch of liquor steady her voice. “Is this why you were against the bio? Were you afraid Eve would tell this story and put her life in jeopardy.”

Paul looked up at her. “I know she will. The right time, the right place, the right method. She wouldn’t have forgotten; she wouldn’t have forgiven. If Delrickio believes she’s told you and you’re contemplating printing it, your life won’t be worth any more than hers is.”

She watched him as she took the seat beside him. She would have to go carefully here. All the years she had been on her own, making her own decisions, following her own code made it difficult to explain herself. “Paul, if you had believed, really believed that going to the police would have brought justice, would you have walked away from it?”

“That’s not the point—”

“Perhaps it’s too late for points. It comes down to instinct and emotion, and that infinite gray area between right and wrong. Eve believes in what she’s doing with this book. And so do I.”

He grabbed at a cigar, struck viciously at a match. “Putting your life on the line for someone who’s been dead for fifteen years doesn’t make sense.”

She studied his face, shadowed by the lamplight and smoke. “If I thought you believed that I wouldn’t be here with you. No,” she said before he could speak. “What’s between you and me isn’t just physical. I understand you, and I think I have right from the beginning. That’s why I was afraid to let anything happen. Once before I let my actions be swayed by my feelings. I was wrong, but since the result was Brandon, I can’t regret. This …” She laid a hand on his, slowly linking their fingers. “Is more, and less. More important, less superficial. I love you, Paul, and loving you means I have to trust my instincts, and respect my conscience—not only with you, but across the board.”

He stared at the glowing tip of his cigar, more humbled by her words than he would have thought possible. “You don’t leave me much room for arguments.”

“I don’t leave myself much room either. If I ask you to trust me, it means I have to trust you.” She lifted her gaze from their joined hands to meet his eyes. “You haven’t asked me about Brandon’s father.”

“No.” He sighed. He would have to back away from his objections for now. It was possible but unlikely that he would have better luck with Eve. That Julia would volunteer to talk about Brandon’s father meant they had scaled one more wall. “I didn’t ask because I hoped you’d do exactly what you’re about to do.” He grinned at her. “And I was arrogant enough to be sure you would.”

She laughed, a quiet, homey sound that made him relax. “I’m arrogant enough not to have told you if you had asked.”

“Yeah, I know that too.”

“It isn’t as important as it once was to keep the circumstances private. It’s become a habit, I suppose, and I’ve thought, still think, it’s best for Brandon that it not be an issue. If he asks, and one day he will, I’ll tell him the truth. I loved his father, the way a girl of seventeen loves, idealistically, rashly, romantically. He was married, and I regret the fact that I let my emotions gloss over the reality of that. At the time we became involved, he was separated from his wife—or so he said. I was all too eager to believe it and to delude myself that he would marry me and, well, sweep me away.”

“He was older.”

“Fourteen years.”

“Someone should have tied his dick in a knot.”

For a moment she stared, then the crudity of the remark issued in that smooth elegantly accented voice sent her off into peals of laughter. “Oh, my father would have liked you. I’m sure he would have said very much the same thing if he’d known.” She kissed him, hard, then settled back as he continued to glare into the shadows. “I know it was more his responsibility than mine. But a girl of seventeen can be very persuasive.”

Quietly, thoroughly, she told him about Lincoln, about the heedless rush of feelings that had pushed her into an affair, her fear of the resulting pregnancy, her grief at Lincoln’s defection.

“I doubt I would change any of it. If I had it to do over again, I still wouldn’t tell my parents and risk layering another level of hurt on my father. He thought of Lincoln as a son. And I certainly wouldn’t have changed that awkward tumble on the couch, or there would be no Brandon.” When she smiled, the expression was serene, confident. “He’s given me the best ten years of my life.”

Paul wanted to understand but couldn’t get beyond the rage in his gut. She’d been a child, a child who had handled her responsibilities with more care and dignity than a man nearly twice her age.

“He doesn’t stay in touch with you, or with Brandon?”

“No, and at this point of my life I’m glad of it. Brandon’s mine.”

“A pity,” he said mildly. “It would be so satisfying to kill him for you.”

“My hero,” she said, and slipped her arms around him. “But not for me, Paul. That was yesterday. I think I have all I need today.”

He cupped her face in his hands, his thumbs tracing the line of her jaw. “Let’s make sure of it,” he murmured, and kissed her.
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It was so good to be home that Eve even looked forward to a session with Fritz. The fact was she’d missed the doses of sweat and strain more than she would ever admit to her trainer. She’d missed Travers’s grousing, Nina’s obsessive organization. Julia’s company. It struck Eve, not altogether pleasantly, that she must at last be getting old if she had come to hoard in her heart like a miser the everyday things she’d once ignored.

The location shoot had gone well. Certainly better than she’d anticipated. She could credit Peter for much of that—not only for the bouts of good, solid sex, but for his patience and enthusiasm on the set, his sense of humor even when things were at their worst. Years before she might have made the mistake of stringing their affair out, of pretending, at least to herself, that she was in love with him.

Or, she certainly would have used whatever means at her disposal to tip him over into love with her. Good sense had prevailed, and they had agreed to leave the lovers in Georgia and come back to the West Coast as friends and colleagues.

Now, lowering thought, maturity offered perspective. She realized Peter reminded her of Victor, of the vital, charming, and talented man she had fallen so helplessly in love with. Of the man she still loved. Oh, God, she missed him. Of all her fears, the greatest was that they would waste what time they had left together.

Julia entered five minutes later. She was out of breath because she had hurried, had felt the need to hurry. The moment she saw Eve, bent low in a hamstring stretch, her tall, lush body unbelievably stunning in a snug sapphire leotard, she understood why. She had missed her, Julia thought. Missed Eve’s acid comments, her stingingly honest memories, the outsize ego, the arrogance. All of it. She laughed to herself as she watched Eve switch her weight.

At that moment, Eve glanced up, caught Julia’s smile, and returned it. Fritz looked over, his eyes moving from one woman to the other. His brows raised speculatively, but he said nothing. Something passed between them in the silence, unexpected by both. As Eve straightened, Julia felt an urge to walk to her and embrace, knowing she would be embraced in turn. Though she did cross the room, she only held out both hands, her fingers linking with Eve’s in a quick, welcoming grip.

“So, how was the swamp?”

“Hot.” Eve searched her face, pleased with what she saw there. Relaxation, a quiet contentment. “How was London?”

“Cold.” Still smiling, Julia set her gym bag aside. “Rory sends his regards.”

“Hmm. You know what I really want is an opinion on his new wife.”

“I think she’s perfect for him. She reminds me a bit of you.” She swallowed a chuckle as incredulity shot into Eve’s eyes.

“Darling, really. There’s no one like me.”

“You’re right.” The hell with it, she thought, and went with instinct, wrapping her arms around Eve in a tight, affectionate hug. “I missed you.”

Now it was tears that glittered in Eve’s eyes, quick, unexpected, and difficult to control. “I would have liked you with me. Your cool observations would have livened up the hours of boredom between takes. But I have a feeling you enjoyed the company in London.”

Julia stepped back. “You knew Paul was with me.”

“I know everything.” Eve flicked a finger down Julia’s jaw line. “You’re happy.”

“Yes. Nervous, dazzled, but happy too.”

“Tell me everything.”

“Work,” Fritz interrupted. “Talk while you work. You can’t just exercise your tongues.”

“You can’t talk and do crunchies,” Julia complained. “You can’t even breathe and do crunchies.” He only grinned.

By the time he put her on the weights, she was sheened with sweat, but she had her wind. Over his grunted instructions she told Eve about London, about Paul, about all the feelings that were bubbling inside. It was so easy she hardly thought about it. Years before, it had been impossible to talk to her mother about Lincoln. Now there was no shame, no fear.

There were a dozen times when she could have angled the conversation to Delrickio, but Julia felt it wasn’t the time. And with Fritz in attendance, it wasn’t the place. Instead, she tried what she thought would be a less sensitive area.

“I have an appointment with Nina’s predecessor, Kenneth Stokley, this afternoon.”

“Really? Is he in town?”

“No, he’s still in Sausalito. I’m flying down for a few hours. Is there anything you’d like to tell me about him?”

“About Kenneth?” Eve pursed her lips as she finished her leg curls. “You might find him a difficult interview. Terribly polite, but not very expansive. I was very fond of him, and sorry when he decided to retire.”

“I thought you’d had a disagreement.”

“We did, but he was a top-notch assistant for me.” She took a towel from Fritz and blotted her face. “He didn’t have a very high opinion of my husband. Husband number four to be exact. And, I found it difficult to forgive Kenneth for being so right.” She shrugged and tossed the towel aside. “We decided it would be best to sever our professional relationship, and, a frugal soul, he had more than enough to retire in style. Are you going alone?”

“Yes, I should be back by five. CeeCee’s going to watch Brandon after school. There’s a commuter flight that leaves at noon.”

“Nonsense. You’ll take my plane. Nina will arrange it.” She waved a hand before Julia could speak. “It’s just sitting there. This way you can come and go as suits you. That should appeal to that streak of practicality.”

“Actually it does. Thank you. I’d also like to talk to you about Gloria DuBarry. She’s been dodging my phone calls.”

Eve bent down to rub at her calf, so her expression was veiled. But the hesitation, though brief, was obvious. “I wondered if you’d mention your little … altercation with her.”

Julia lifted a brow. “It doesn’t seem necessary. As you said, you know everything.”

“Yes.” She was smiling as she straightened, but Julia thought she detected a trace of strain. “We’ll talk later, about Gloria and other things. I imagine if you try her again, she’ll be more cooperative.”

“All right. Then there’s Drake—”

“Don’t worry about Drake right now,” Eve interrupted. “Who else have you interviewed?”

“Your agent, though we had to cut it short. I’m, going to be talking with her again. I managed a brief phoner with Michael Torrent. He called you the last of the goddesses.”

“He would,” Eve muttered, and wished almost violently for a cigarette.

Julia grunted as her muscles trembled. “Anthony Kincade refuses, flatly, to speak to me, but Damien Priest was excessively polite and evasive.” She rattled off a list of names, impressive enough to have Eve’s brows rising.

“You don’t let the grass grow under your feet, do you, darling?”

“I still have a ways to go. I’d hoped you’d help clear the path for me to Delrickio.”

“No, that I won’t do. And I’ll ask you to give him a wide berth. At least for the time being. Fritz, don’t wear the girl out.”

“I don’t wear out,” he told Eve. “I build up.”

Eve went off to shower while Julia suffered through power squats. By the time she was finished, Nina appeared.

“You’re all set.” Nina flipped open a notebook, then reached around to pluck a pencil from her hair. “The studio’s sending a car for Miss B., so Lyle’s at your disposal. The plane will be ready to go when you are, and a driver will be waiting on the other end to take you to your appointment.”

“I appreciate it, but it isn’t necessary to go to the trouble.”

“No trouble.” Nina checked off her list, then smiled. “Really, it’s so much easier all around to have it all set up. Your flight might have been delayed, you could have trouble getting a cab and … oh, yes, your driver in Sausalito is from Top Flight Transportation. It’s about a twenty-minute drive from the airport to the marina. Of course he’ll be available to pick you up again at whatever time you decide.”

“She’s wonderful, isn’t she?” Eve commented as she breezed back in. “I’d be lost without her.”

“Only because you pretend you can’t cope with details.” Nina stuck the pencil back in her hair. “Your car should be out front. Shall I tell them to wait?”

“No, I’m coming. Fritz, my own true love, I’m so glad you haven’t lost your touch.” Eve gave him a long kiss that had him flushing down to his pecs.

“I’ll walk out with you,” Julia said, beating Nina to the punch by an instant. Nina hesitated, then gave way.

“I’ll go get started on the half million phone calls I have to return. We’ll expect you about seven, Miss B.?”

“If the gods are willing.”

“I’m sorry,” Julia began as they went out through the central courtyard. “I know that wasn’t very subtle, but I wanted another minute.”

“Nina’s not easily offended. What is it you wanted to say that you wouldn’t say in front of her, or Fritz?” She paused to admire the flame-colored peonies that were just about to bloom.

“Too much for a short trip to the car, but to begin with I think you should know. This was delivered to the desk of my hotel in London.”

Eve studied the slip of paper Eve pulled out of her bag. She didn’t have to open it to know, didn’t have to read it. “Christ.”

“It seems to me someone went to a lot of trouble to get it there. Paul was with me, Eve.” She waited until Eve looked back at her. “He knows about the other notes as well.”

“I see.”

“I’m sorry if you feel I should’ve kept quiet about it, but—”

“No, no.” She interrupted with a wave of her hand before her fingers moved unconsciously to rub at her temple. “No, maybe it’s best this way. I still don’t believe they’re anything more than a nuisance.”

Julia replaced the paper. The moment was probably all wrong, but she wanted to give Eve time to consider before she spoke again. “I know about Delrickio, and Damien Priest, and Hank Freemont.”

Eve’s hand fluttered to her side. The only sign of tension was the quick, instinctive clutching and releasing of her fist. “Well, that saves me from repeating the whole mess.”

“I’d like to hear it from your view.”

“Then you will. But we have other things to discuss first.” She started walking again, past the fountain, the early roses, the thick islands of azaleas. “I’d like you to have dinner with me tonight. Eight o’clock.” She turned inside to pass through the core of the main house. “I hope you’ll come with an open mind, and an open heart, Julia.”

“Of course.”

She hesitated at the front door, then opened it and stepped into the sunlight again. “I’ve made mistakes and regret very few of them. I’ve lived with lies very comfortably.”

Julia waited a moment, then chose her words carefully. “In the past few weeks I’ve come to wish that I’d accepted my own mistakes, and my own lies as well. It’s never been my function to judge you, Eve. Now that I know you, I couldn’t.”

“I hope you still feel that way after tonight.” She laid a hand on Julia’s cheek. “You’re exactly, exactly what I needed.”

She turned, walking quickly to the car. Turmoil whirled around her. She barely acknowledged the chauffeur as he opened the door. Then everything fell quietly into place.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Victor said from the backseat. “I missed the hell out of you, Eve.”

She slipped inside and into his arms.

Julia had developed an image of Kenneth Stokley as a rather spare, graying man on the prim side. He would certainly have to be an organized individual to have worked for Eve. Conservative, she thought, to the point of being futsy. His voice had been cultured, smooth, and scrupulously polite.

Her first indication that she might be wrong about the image she’d conjured was the houseboat.

It was charming, romantic, a trim square of softly faded blue with gleaming white shutters. Blood red geraniums spilled lushly from snowy windowboxes. At the apex of a fanciful peaked roof was a wide sheet of stained glass. After a stare and a blink, Julia identified the portrait of a naked mermaid smiling seductively.

Her amusement at that faded a little when she took stock of the narrow swaying bridge that linked the boat to the dock and took off her shoes. At the midway point, she heard the passionate strains of Carmen soaring out of the open windows ahead. She was humming, doing her best to keep her rhythm harmonic with the sway of the bridge when the door opened.

He could have doubled for Cary Grant, circa 1970. Trim, silver-haired, tanned to a bronze sheen, and charmingly sexy in baggy white pants and a loose pullover of sky blue, Kenneth Stokley was the kind of man who had the saliva pooling in the mouth of any female with a heartbeat.

Julia nearly lost her balance, and her shoes, when he came out to help her.

“I should have warned you about my entranceway.” He took the briefcase from her, then gracefully walked backward with her hand caught in his. “Inconvenient, I know, but it does discourage all but the most avid of vacuum cleaner salesmen.”

“It’s charming.” She let out a little breath when her feet hit the more substantial wood of the deck. “I’ve never been on a houseboat.”

“It’s quite sturdy,” he assured her while he made his own assessment. “And there’s that possibility of being able to sail off into the sunset if the whim strikes. Do come in, my dear.”

She stepped inside. Instead of the nautical decor of anchors and fishnetting she might have expected, she entered a sleek, elegant living area of low-slung sofas in vibrant tones of peach and mint. There was the warmth of teak and cherrywood and what was surely a gloriously faded Aubusson carpet. An entire wall was taken over by shelves of varying widths that were overflowing with books. Circular stairs wound tightly upward and bisected an overhanging balcony. The sun played through the mermaid and danced in rainbow colors on the pale walls.

“It’s lovely,” Julia said, and the astonishment as well as the appreciation in her voice made Kenneth smile.

“Thank you. One prefers to be comfortable after all. Please, sit down, Miss Summers. I was just making some iced tea.”

“That would be nice, thanks.” She hadn’t expected to feel so at ease, but sitting on the cushy sofa, surrounded by books and Carmen, it was impossible to be otherwise. It wasn’t until Kenneth had moved into the adjoining kitchen that she realized she had yet to put her shoes on again.

“I was sorry to miss Eve’s little extravaganza recently,” he told her, raising his voice to be heard over the music. I’d taken a little trip down to Cozumél for some scuba diving.” He came back in carrying an enameled tray with two green-hued glasses and a fat pitcher. Lemon slices and ice swam in the golden tea. “Eve always throws an unusual party.”

Not Miss Benedict or even Miss B., Julia noted. “Are you still in touch with Eve?”

He settled the tray, handing her a glass before taking a seat across from her. “What you’re asking, quite politely, is if Eve and I still speak. After all, in the strictest sense of the word, she did fire me.”

“I was under the impression there was a disagreement.”

His smile radiated good heath and good humor. “With Eve life was filled with disagreements. In actual fact, it’s much simpler to be associated with her now that I’m not in her employ.”

“Do you mind if I record this?”

“No, not at all.” He watched as she took out her tape recorder and set it on the table between them. “I was surprised to hear that Eve had instigated this book. Over the years the handful of unauthorized biographies annoyed her.”

“That may be your answer. A woman like Eve would want to have the major part in the telling of her own story.”

Kenneth lifted a silver eyebrow. “And the control of the telling.”

“Yes,” Julia said. “Tell me how you came to work for her.”

“Eve’s offer came at a time when I was considering changing jobs. She hired me away from Miss Miller and their competition forced Eve to offer me more money—a tidy bit more. There was the added incentive of having my own quarters. I must say I doubted Eve would be tedious, but I also knew her reputation with men. So I hesitated. It was vulgar, I suppose, to bring the fact up to her, and to state my requirements for a purely nonphysical relationship.” He smiled again, fondly, a man cherishing memories. “She laughed, that big, lusty laugh of hers. She had a glass in her hand, I recall, a champagne flute. We were standing in the kitchen of Miss Miller’s home where Eve had sought me out during a party. She picked another glass off the table, handed it to me, and then clinked crystal to crystal in a toast.

“ ‘Tell you what, Kenneth,’ she said, ‘you stay out of my bed, and I’ll stay out of yours.’ ” He lifted his hand, palm out, fingers spread. “How could I resist?”

“And you both kept the bargain?”

If the question offended or surprised, he gave no sign. “Yes, we kept the bargain. I came to love her, Miss Summers, but I was never infatuated. In our own way, we forged a friendship, and sex was never involved to complicate matters. It would be dishonest to say that there weren’t moments during the decade I worked for Eve that I didn’t regret the bargain.” He cleared his throat. “And, risking immodesty, I believe there were moments she regretted it as well. But it was a bargain we kept.”

“You would have started as Eve’s assistant about the time she married Rory Winthrop.”

“That’s right. A pity the marriage didn’t work out. It seemed they were better friends than partners. Then there was the boy. Eve was devoted to him from the first. And though many would find the image difficult to focus, she made an excellent mother. I grew quite attached to Paul myself, watching him grow up.”

“Did you? What was he like …” She caught herself. “I mean what were they like together?”

But he hadn’t missed the first question, nor the look in her eyes when she’d asked it. “I take it you and Paul are acquainted.”

“Yes, I’ve met most of the people who’ve been close to Eve.”

When a man spent most of his life serving people, it became second nature to glean facts from gestures, tones, phrasing. “I see,” he said, and smiled. “He’s become quite a successful man. I have all of his books.” He waved a hand toward the shelves. “I remember how he used to scribble stories, read them to Eve. They delighted her. Everything about Paul delighted her, and in turn he loved her without question, without reserve. They filled a void in each other’s lives. Even when Eve divorced his father and ultimately married again, they remained close.”

“Damien Priest.” Julia leaned forward to set her glass back on the tray. “Paul didn’t care for him.”

“No one who cared about Eve cared for Priest,” Kenneth said simply. “Eve was convinced that Paul’s aloofness toward him stemmed from jealousy. The plain fact was that even at that age, Paul was an excellent judge of character. He had detested Delrickio on sight, and held Priest in the lowest contempt.”

“And you?”

“I’ve always considered myself to be an excellent judge of character as well. Would you mind if we moved out to the deck above? I thought we’d have a light lunch.”

The light lunch proved to be a small feast of succulent lobster salad, baby vegetables, and crusty bread lightly herbed, enhanced by a smooth, chilled Chardonnay. The bay spread below them, dotted with boats, sails puffed up by the breeze that smelled richly of the sea. Julia waited until they were toying with the fruit and cheese before she brought out her recorder again.

“From what I’ve already been told, I understand that Eve’s marriage to Damien Priest ended acrimoniously. I’ve also been filled in on some of the details of her relationship with Michael Delrickio.”

“But you would like my viewpoint?”

“Yes, I would.”

He was silent for a moment, looking out over the water at a bright red spinnaker. “Do you believe in evil, Miss Summers?”

It seemed an odd question to come in the sunlight and gentle breeze. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

“Delrickio is evil.” Kenneth brought his gaze back to hers. “It’s in his blood, in his heart. Murder, the destruction of hope, of will, are only a business to him. He fell in love with Eve. Even an evil man can fall in love. His passion for her consumed him, and, I’m not ashamed to admit, it frightened me at the time. You see, Eve thought she could control the situation as she had controlled so many others. This is part of her arrogance and her appeal. But one doesn’t control evil.” “What did Eve do?”

“For too long she simply toyed with it. She married Priest, who struck a chord with her vanity and her ego. She eloped with him on impulse, partly to put a buffer between herself and Delrickio, who was becoming increasingly demanding. And dangerous. There was an incident with Paul. He had walked in on a scene where Delrickio was being physically threatening to Eve. When he attempted to intervene—hot-headedly, I should add—Delrickio’s ubiquitous bodyguards took hold of him. God knows what damage they might have done to the boy if Eve hadn’t prevented it.”

Julia remembered the scene Paul had described to her. She stared, wide-eyed at Kenneth. “You’re telling me you were there. You saw it, saw that Paul might have been maimed, or worse. And you did nothing?”

“Eve handled it quite well, I assure you.” He dabbed at his lips with a lemon-colored linen napkin. “I was superfluous as it happened, standing at the top of the stairs with a chrome-plated .32, safety off.” He laughed a little and topped off the wineglasses. “When I saw it wouldn’t be needed, I stayed in the shadows. Better for the boy’s manhood, wouldn’t you say?”

She wasn’t sure what to say as she stared at the debonair gentleman whose silver hair ruffled dashingly in the breeze. “Would you have used it? The gun?”

“Without a moment’s hesitation or regret. In any event, Eve married Priest shortly after that. Exchanging evil for blind ambition. I don’t know what happened at Wimbledon; Eve never discussed it. But Priest won the tournament and lost his wife. She cut him completely out of her life.”

“Then you weren’t fired over Priest?”

“Hmm. That may well have been a part of it. Eve found it difficult to adjust to the fact that she had been wrong about him and I had been right. But there was another man, one who meant a great deal more to her, who indirectly caused the severing of our professional ties.”

“Victor Flannagan.”

This time he didn’t bother to hide his surprise. “Eve’s discussed him with you?”

“Yes. She wants an honest book.”

“I had no idea how far she meant to go,” he murmured. “Is Victor aware …?”

“Yes.”

“Ah. Well then, Eve’s always had an affection for fireworks. Through two marriages, over thirty years, there’s been only one man Eve Benedict really loved. His marriage, his tug-of-war with the church, his guilt over his wife’s condition, made an open relationship with Eve impossible. Most of the time she accepted it. But other times … I remember once finding her sitting alone in the dark. She said: ‘Kenneth, whoever said half a loaf is better than none wasn’t hungry enough.’ That summed up her relationship with Victor. Sometimes Eve got hungry enough to look for sustanence elsewhere.”

“You disagreed?”

“With her affairs? I certainly thought she was throwing herself away, often recklessly. Victor loves her as deeply as she loves him. Perhaps that’s why they cause each other so much pain. The last time we discussed him was shortly after her divorce plans became public. Victor came to the house to see her. They argued. I could hear them shouting all the way up in my office. I was working with Nina Soloman. Eve had brought her in, asked me to train her. I remember how embarrassed Nina was, how timid. She was far from the slick, confident woman you know today. At that point Nina was just a stray, a frightened little puppy who’d already felt the boot too many times. The shouting upset her. Her hands shook.

“After Victor stormed out, or was kicked out, Eve burst into the office. Her temper was far from over. She spewed out orders at Nina until the poor girl raced out of the room in tears. Then Eve and I had it out. I’m afraid I forgot my position long enough to tell her she’d been an idiot for marrying Priest in the first place, that she should stop trying to fill her life with sex instead of taking the love she already had. I said several other, probably unforgivable things, about her life-style, her temperament, and her lack of taste. When it was over, we both were quite calm again, but there was no going back to our former positions. I had said too much, and she had permitted me to say too much. I chose to retire.”

“And Nina took your place.”

“I believe Eve softened toward her. She felt tremendous compassion for the girl because of the ghastly things she’d been through. Nina was grateful, understanding that Eve had given her a chance many wouldn’t have. All in all, it’s worked out well for everyone.”

“She still speaks of you fondly.”

“Eve isn’t one to bear a grudge against honest words, or honest feelings. I’m proud to say I’ve been her friend for nearly twenty-five years.”

“I hope you don’t mind, but I have to ask. Looking back, do you regret never being her lover?”

He smiled over the rim of his glass before he sipped. “I didn’t say I was never her lover, Miss Summers, only that I was never her lover while in her employ.”

“Oh.” The humor in his eyes had her responding with a laugh. “I don’t suppose you’d like to expand on that.”

“No. If Eve choses to, that’s her business. But my memories are mine.”

Julia left feeling sleepy from the wine, relaxed from the company, and pleased with the day’s work. During the brief wait in the terminal while her plane was readied, she labeled the tape and put a fresh one in her recorder.

A little ashamed of the weakness, she slipped two Dramamine on her tongue and washed the pills down at the water fountain. When she straightened she caught a glimpse of a man across the lobby. For a moment she thought he’d been watching her, but she told herself she was just being self-conscious as he turned a page in a magazine that apparently had his full attention.

Still, something about him nagged at her. There was something familiar about that sun-streaked mop of hair, the glossy tan, the casual beach-boy look.

She forgot it and him when given the signal to board.

She settled down, strapping in and gearing up for the short flight back to L.A. She thought that Eve would be amused to hear her impressions of Kenneth over dinner that evening.

And with any luck, she thought while the plane bumped down the runway for takeoff, this would be her last flight until the one that took her home.

Home, she thought, clinging to the armrests as the plane took to the air. There was part of her that yearned for the solitude of her own house, the routine of it, the simple fact of it. And yet, what would it be like to go back alone? To leave love now that she’d found it. What would happen to her relationship with Paul with him on one coast and her on another? How could there be a relationship?

The self-sufficient, independent Julia, single mother, professional woman, needed, and how she needed, someone else. Without Paul she would continue to raise Brandon, she would continue to write, she would continue to function.

Closing her eyes, she tried to picture herself going back, picking up where she had left off, moving quietly, solitarily, through the rest of her life.

And couldn’t.

With a sigh she rested her head on the window glass. What the hell was she going to do? They’d discussed love, but not permanance.

She wanted Paul, she wanted a family for Brandon, and she wanted security. And she was afraid to risk the last for the possibility of the others.

She dozed, the wine and her own thoughts coaxing her to sleep. The first jolt awakened her, had her cursing herself for the instant streak of panic. Before she could order herself to relax, the plane veered sharply to the left. She tasted blood in her mouth from her bitten tongue, but worse, much worse, was the coppery flavor of fear.

“Stay in your seat, Miss Summers. We’re losing pressure.”

“Losing …” She forced back the first bubble of hysteria. The strain in the pilot’s voice was enough to tell her screaming wouldn’t help. “What does that mean?”

“We’ve got a little problem. We’re only ten miles from the airport. Just stay calm and strapped in.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Julia managed to say, and did them both a favor by putting her head between her knees. It helped the dizziness, almost helped the panic. When she forced herself to open her eyes again, she watched a sheet of paper slide out from under the seat as the plane dipped into a dive.

OUT, OUT, BRIEF CANDLE.

“Oh, Jesus.” She snatched at the paper, crumbling it in her hand. “Brandon. Oh, God, Brandon.”

She wasn’t going to die. She couldn’t. Brandon needed her. She willed the nausea back. The single overhead bin popped open, spilling out pillows and blankets. Over the prayers that spun inside her head all she could hear was the roar of the spitting engine and the pilot shouting into the radio. They were coming in, and coming in fast.

Julia righted herself and grabbed her notebook out of her briefcase. She felt the shudder as they dropped through a thin layer of clouds. Her time was running out. She scribbled a quick note to Paul, asking him to look after Brandon, telling him how grateful she was to have found him.

She swore richly when her hand began to shake too hard to hold the pencil. Then there was silence. It took her a moment to register it, and another longer moment to understand what it meant.

“Oh, my God.”

“Fuel’s gone,” the pilot said between his teeth. “Engines are dead. We’ve got ourselves a good tail wind. I’m going to glide this baby right on in. They’re ready for us.”

“Okay. What’s your name? Your first name.”

“It’s Jack.”

“Okay, Jack.” She took a deep breath. She’d always believed will and determination could accomplish almost anything. “I’m Julia. Let’s get this thing on the ground.”

“Okay, Julia. Now put your head between your knees, grip your hands behind your head. And say every fucking prayer you know.”

Julia took one long last breath. “I already am.”
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“Better guard the ball.” Paul panted as he feinted over Brandon’s shoulder. The boy grunted and pivoted away, dribbling the ball with small hands and deadly concentration.

They were both sweating—he more than the boy. Age, he thought as he dodged Brandon’s bony elbow, was a bitch. He had the kid on height and reach. So he was holding back. After all, it wouldn’t be fair to—

Brandon ducked under Paul’s arm and hit a lay-up dead on. Eyes narrowed, Paul rested his hands on his hips while he caught his breath.

“Tie score!” Brandon shouted, doing a quick dance that involved a lot of scraped-knee pumping and skinny-butt wiggling. “That’s six-all, dude.”

“Don’t get cocky. Dude.” Paul dabbed at the sweat that had dribbled through the bandanna he’d tied around his forehead. In a show of nonchalance, Brandon wore his Lakers cap jauntily backward. He grinned when Paul retrieved the ball. “If I’d put that hoop up to regulation height—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Brandon’s grin widened. “Big talk.”

“Smartass.”

Immensely flattered. Brandon let out a whoop of laughter at the muttered comment. He could see the answering grin in Paul’s eyes. And he was having the time of his life. He still couldn’t believe Paul had come over to see him—him—bringing a hoop, a ball, and a challenge for a game.

His enjoyment didn’t lessen when Paul whizzed by him and sent the ball through the net in a nearly soundless swish.

“Lucky shot.”

“My butt.” Paul passed the ball to Brandon. He might have picked up the hoop on impulse. He might have bolted it over the garage door thinking Brandon would enjoy the opportunity to shoot a few baskets now and again. Even the one on one had been impromptu. The thing was, he, too, was having the time of his life.

Part of the visit that afternoon had been calculated. He loved the mother, wanted to be a part of her life—and the most important part of her life was her son. He hadn’t been completely sure how he’d feel about the possibility of instant family, of taking another man’s child into his heart and home.

By the time the score was ten to eight, his favor, Paul had forgotten all about that. He was just enjoying.

“All right!” Brandon waved a triumphant fist after he’d tipped another one in. His Bart Simpson T-shirt was plastered to his shoulder blades. “I’m right on your tail.”

“Then get ready to choke on my dust.”

“In your dreams.”

Distracted by his own chuckle, Paul lost the ball. Like a hound after a rabbit, Brandon pounced on it. He missed his first shot, wrestled for the rebound, and hit the second.

When Paul’s dust had settled, Brandon had edged him out, twelve to ten.

“I’m number one!” Brandon skipped over the concrete pad, arms stretched, fingers pointing to the sky.

Eyes narrowed, hands resting on his knees, Paul watched the victory lap and sucked in hot air. “I went easy on you. You’re just a kid.”

“Bull!” Cherishing the moment, Brandon ran a circle around him, his lightly tanned skin gleaming with sweat and bad Bart sneering. “I took it easy on you” he said. “Cause you’re old enough to be my father.” Then he stopped, embarrassed by what he’d said, shaken by his own longings. Before he could figure out how to retract it, Paul had him in a headlock and was making him scream with laughter as knuckles rubbed hard on the top of his head.

“Okay, big mouth. Two out of three.”

Brandon blinked, stared. “Really?”

By God, Paul thought, he was falling for the kid all on his own. Those big, hungry eyes, that shy smile. All that hope, all that love. If there was a man alive who could resist that look, his name wasn’t Paul Winthrop.

Paul gave him a big, evil grin. “Unless you’re chicken.”

“Me, scared of you?” He liked being held there, in a male embrace, smelling male smells, exchanging male taunts. He didn’t try to wriggle out of Paul’s hold. “No possible way.”

“Prepare to lose. This time I’m going to demolish you. Loser buys the beer.”

When Paul released him, Brandon raced to the ball. He was laughing when he saw his mother come out of the garden and onto the path. “Mom! Hey, Mom! Look what Paul put up. He said I could use it as long as we’re here and everything. And I beat him first game.”

She was walking slowly, had to walk slowly. That first comforting sheen of shock was melting away, leaving smears of fear behind. When she saw her child, his face grubby with dirt and sweat, his grin huge, his eyes excited, she broke into a run. She swooped him up, pressing him hard against her, burying her face against the damp and tender side of his throat.

She was alive. Alive. And holding her life in her arms.

“Jeez, Mom.” He wasn’t sure if he should be embarrassed or apologetic in front of Paul. He rolled his eyes once, showing that this was something he had to put up with. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.” She had to swallow, to force herself to relax her grip. If she started babbling now, she’d only frighten him. And it was over. All over. “Nothing, I’m just glad to see you.”

“You saw me this morning.” His puzzled look changed to astonishment when she. Released him to give Paul the same fierce, possessive hug.

“Both of you,” she managed to say, and Paul could feel her heart thundering against his chest. “I’m just glad to see both of you.”

In silence, Paul cupped her chin to study her face. He recognized the signs of shock, of stress, of tears. He gave her a long, soft kiss and felt her lips tremble against his. “Close your mouth, Brandon,” he said mildly, bringing Julia’s head to his shoulder to stroke her hair. “You’ll have to get used to me kissing your mother.”

Over Julia’s shoulder he saw the boy’s eyes change—wariness, suspicion. Disappointment. With a sigh, Paul wondered if he had the ability to handle both mother and son.

“Why don’t you go inside, Jules? Get yourself something cold and sit down. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

“Yes.” She needed to be alone. If she wasn’t going to fall apart, she needed a few moments to herself to scrape together those flimsy rags of control. “I’ll see if I can come up with some lemonade. You both look like you could use some.”

Paul waited until she was well on her way before he turned back to the boy. Brandon’s hands were stuffed into the pockets of his shorts. He was staring hard at the toes of his scuffed Nikes.

“Problem?”

The boy only shrugged his shoulders.

Paul mirrored the gesture before he walked over the shirt he’d tossed off during the heat of battle. He took out a cigar then fought a brief battle with damp matches.

“I don’t figure I have to explain to you the man-woman sort of thing,” Paul mused aloud. “Or why kissing’s so popular.”

Brandon stared so hard at his shoes, his eyes nearly crossed.

“Nope. I didn’t think so.” Stalling, Paul drew in smoke, then exhaled. “I guess you should know how I feel about your mother.” Brandon still said nothing, trapped in the silence of his own confusion. “I love her, very much.” That statement at least had Brandon lifting his head to make eye contact. It wasn’t, Paul noted, a particularly friendly look. “It might take you some time to get used to that. That’s okay, because I’m not going to change my mind.”

“Mom doesn’t go out with guys and stuff very much.”

“No. I guess that makes me pretty lucky.” Christ, was there anything harder to face than a child’s direct, unblinking stare? Paul blew out a long breath and wished he had something stronger than lemonade to look forward to. “Listen, you’re probably wondering if I’m going to mess up and hurt her. I can’t promise I won’t, but I can promise I’ll try not to.”

Brandon was having a hard time even thinking about his mother in the way Paul was describing. She was, after all, first and last, his mother. It had never occurred to him that anything could hurt her. The possibility had the inside of his stomach jittering. To compensate, his chin shot out, much the way Julia’s did. “If you hit her, I’d—”

“No.” Paul was instantly in a crouch so that they were eye to eye. “I don’t mean like that. Not ever like that. That is a promise. I mean hurt her feelings, make her unhappy.”

The thought cued into something nearly forgotten that made Brandon’s throat hurt and his eyes water. He remembered the way she had looked when his grandparents had died. And before, sometime in that misty before, when he’d been too little to understand.

“Like my father did,” he said shakily. “He must have.”

There the ground was too soft and unsteady for him to tread on. “That’s something you’ll have to talk to her about when you’re both ready.”

“I guess he didn’t want us.”

The man’s hand cupped the boy’s shoulder. “I do.”

Brandon looked away again, over Paul’s right shoulder. A bird zipped into the garden in a bright flash of blue. “I guess you’ve been fooling around, hanging around with me because of Mom.”

“That’s part of it.” Paul took a chance and turned Brandon’s face back to his. “Not all of it. Maybe I thought it’d go a little easier for me with Julia if you and I got along. If you didn’t like me, I wouldn’t have a shot. The thing is, I like hanging around you. Even if you are short and ugly and beat me at basketball.”

He was a quiet child, and by nature an observant one. He heard the simplicity in Paul’s answer, understood it. And, looking into the man’s eyes, trusted it. His nerves settled, and he smiled. “I won’t always be short.”

“No.” Paul’s voice roughened even as he answered the smile. “But you’ll always be ugly.”

“And I’ll always beat you at basketball.”

“I’m going to prove you wrong there, a little later. Now, I think something’s upset your mom. I’d like to talk to her.”

“By yourself.”

“Yeah. Maybe you could go over to the main house and charm some cookies out of Travers. Again.”

Faint, embarrassed color stained Brandon’s cheek. “She wasn’t supposed to tell.”

“She wasn’t supposed to tell your mom,” Paul said. “People tell me everything. And the thing is, Travers used to sneak me cookies too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” He rose then. “Give me about a half hour, okay?”

“Okay.” He started off, then turned at the edge of the garden. A young boy with dirt on his face and scabs on his knees and the disconcertingly wise eyes of childhood. “Paul? I’m glad she didn’t hang around with guys and stuff before now.”

As compliments went, Paul couldn’t remember better. “Me too. Now, beat it.”

He listened to Brandon’s quick, appreciative laughter, then turned toward the guest house.

Julia was in the kitchen, slowly, mechanically squeezing lemons. She’d slipped out of her suit jacket, stepped out of her shoes. The sapphire-colored shell she wore made her shoulders look very white, very soft, very fragile.

“I’m nearly finished,” she said.

Her voice was steady, but he heard the underlying nerves. Saying nothing, he pulled her over to the sink to rinse her hands under cool water. “What’re you doing?”

He dried her hands himself with a dishtowel before he switched off the radio. “I’m going to finish it. Sit down, take a couple of deep breaths, and tell me what happened.”

“I don’t need to sit.” But she did lean against the counter. “Brandon? Where’s Brandon?”

“Knowing you, I thought you’d hesitate to let it loose in front of him. He’s over at the main house for a while.”

Apparently Paul Winthrop knew her much too well, much too quickly. “So Travers can sneak him cookies.”

Paul glanced up as he added sugar. “What, have you got a hidden camera?”

“No, just a mother’s primitive sensory skills. I can smell cookie breath at twenty paces.” She managed a weak smile and finally did sit.

He pulled a wooden spoon from the rack and stirred. When he was satisfied, he filled a glass with ice and poured the tart drink over the cubes so that they crackled. “Was it the interview with Kenneth that upset you?”

“No.” She took the first sip. “How did you know I was seeing Kenneth this afternoon?”

“CeeCee. When I came by to relieve her.”

“Oh.” She looked around blankly, just realizing CeeCee wasn’t there. “You sent her home.”

“I wanted to spend some time with Brandon. Okay?”

Struggling for calm, she sipped again. She hadn’t meant to question him so sharply. “I’m sorry. My mind keeps going off on tangents. Of course it’s okay. Brandon looked as if he was enjoying himself. I’m not much competition on the basketball court, and—”

“Julia, tell me what happened.”

With a jerky nod she set the glass aside, then linked her hands on her lap. “It wasn’t the interview. In fact, that went very well.” Had she put the tape in the safe? Unconsciously she unlinked her fingers to rub them against her eyes. Everything seemed so fuzzy, from the time she had clasped her hands over her head. She started to get up, to go to him, but her legs wouldn’t allow it. Funny that her knees would go weak now, when everything was all right again. The kitchen smelled of lemons, her son was sneaking cookies, and the faintest of breezes was nudging a tinkle out of the wind chimes. Everything was all right again.

She started when Paul scraped back his chair and went to the refrigerator. He yanked out a beer, twisted the top, and drank deep.

“I’m not thinking straight,” she said. “Maybe if I start at the beginning.”

“Fine.” He sat across the table from her, ordering himself to be patient. “Why don’t you do that?”

“We were flying back from Sausalito,” she began slowly. “I was thinking that I’d finished nearly all of the hard research, and that in a few weeks we’d be going home. Then I was thinking about you, and what it would be like to be there while you were here.”

“Goddammit, Julia.”

But she didn’t even hear him. “I must have dozed off. I took dramamine before the flight, and Kenneth served wine with lunch. Made me sleepy. I woke up when the plane … I might not have told you I’m afraid of flying. Well, it’s not flying so much as being cooped up in there with no way out. And this time, when the plane started to buck, I told myself not to be a wimp about the whole thing. But the pilot said—” She wiped the back of her hand over her mouth. “He said we had a problem. We were going down so fast.”

“Oh, sweet God.” He was up, too terrified to realize how rough he was when he hauled her to her feet. His hands were moving over her, checking for injuries, making sure she was whole. “Are you hurt? Julia, are you hurt?”

“No, no. I think I bit my tongue,” she said vaguely. She thought she remembered the taste of blood and fear in her mouth. “Jack said we were going to make it. The fuel—there was something wrong with the fuel line or the gauge. I realized it when it got so quiet. The engines shut down. All I could think of was Brandon. He’d been robbed of a father, and I couldn’t bear to think of him being alone. I could hear Jack swearing, and the radio crackling with voices.”

She was shaking now, hard and fast. He did the only thing he knew and picked her up off her feet to cradle her against him.

“I was so scared. I didn’t want to die inside that damn plane.” Her voice was muffled with her face pressed against his throat. “Jack yelled back for me to hang on. Then we hit. It felt like I was hitting the tarmac instead of the plane. Then we bounced—not like a ball. A rock—like a rock if rocks could bounce. I heard metal screaming, and the wind rushing in. There were sirens. We were fishtailing, like a car out of control on ice, and there were sirens. Then we stopped, we just stopped. I must have already unstrapped because I was getting up when Jack came back. He kissed me. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not a damn bit.”

“Good, because I kissed him back.”

Still rocking her, Paul buried his face in her hair. “If I get the chance, I’ll kiss him myself.”

That made her laugh a little. “Then I got out, and I came back. I didn’t want to talk to anyone.” She sighed once, then twice before she realized he was holding her. “You don’t have to carry me.”

“Don’t ask me to put you down for a while.”

“No.” She laid her head on his shoulder. Safe, secure, treasured. “In my whole life,” she murmured. “No one’s ever made me feel like you.” When the dam burst, she turned her face to the curve of his throat. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Cry as long as you want.”

He wasn’t very steady himself as he carried her into the living room so he could sit on the sofa and hold her to him. Her sobs were already quieting. He should have known that Julia wouldn’t draw out any bout of weakness.

And he could have lost her. That thought swam over and over in his mind, forming its own whirlpool of fear and rage. She could have been taken from him that quickly, that horribly.

“I’m all right.” She straightened as far as he would permit to wipe the tears away with the backs of her hands. “It hit me, really hit me, when I saw you and Brandon.”

“I’m not all right yet.” The words were jerky. He closed his mouth over hers, not as gently as he might have wished. His fingers speared through her hair, closed into a fist. “How useless everything would be without you. I need you, Julia.”

“I know.” Her system settled, but she was content to stay cradled in his arms. “I need you too, and it’s not nearly so hard as I thought it would be.” She brushed her fingers over his cheek. How wonderful it was, how liberating, to know she could touch like that whenever the whim struck. And how liberating it was to trust. “There’s more, Paul. You’re not going to like it.”

“As long as you’re not going to tell me you’ve decided to elope with Jack.” But she didn’t smile. “What?”

“I found this under my seat on the plane.” She got to her feet, yet even when she was no longer touching, she felt connected to him. She knew before she took the paper out of her skirt pocket and offered it, what he would be feeling.

Rage, that impotent, useless fear that went with it. And an anger that was different from rage, less combustible and more consuming. She gauged them all in his eyes.

“I’d say this is a little more direct,” she began. “All the others were warnings. This … I guess we’ll call it a statement.”

“Is that what you’d call it?” He saw more than the words. She’d crushed the paper in a palm that had been damp with a fear and had smeared the type. “I’d call it murder.”

She moistened her lips. “I’m not dead.”

“Fine then.” When he rose, his anger spilled over and lapped at her. “Attempted murder. Whoever wrote this sabotaged the plane. They meant for you to die.”

“Maybe.” She held up a hand before he could explode. “It seems more likely they wanted me to be scared. If they’d wanted me to die in a crash, why the note?”

Fury burned in his eyes. “I’m not going to stand here and try to reason out the criminal mind.”

“But isn’t that what you do? When you write about murder, aren’t you always dipping into the criminal mind?”

The sound he made was somewhere between a laugh and a snarl. “This isn’t fiction.”

“But the same rules apply. Your plots are logical because there’s always a pattern to the murderer’s psyche. Whether it’s passion or greed or revenge. Whatever. There’s always motive, opportunity, and reasoning, however twisted. We have to use logic to figure this out.”

“Fuck logic, Jules.” His fingers closed over the hand she’d laid lightly on his chest. “I want you on the next flight to Connecticut.”

She was silent for a moment, reminding herself he was being difficult only because he was frightened for her. “I thought about that. At least I tried to think about it. I could go back—”

“You damn well will go back.”

She only shook her head. “What difference would it make? It’s already started, Paul. I can’t erase what Eve’s told me—More, I can’t erase my obligation to her.”

“Your obligation ended.” He lifted the paper. “With this.”

She didn’t look at it. Maybe it was a form of cowardice, but she wasn’t going to test herself yet. “Even if that were true—and it isn’t—going back east wouldn’t stop it. I already know too much about too many people. Secrets, lies, embarrassments. Maybe this would stop if I kept quiet. I’m not willing to spend the rest of my life, the rest of Brandon’s, on that kind of a maybe.”

He hated the fact that part of him, the logical part, saw the sense of what she was saying. The emotional part simply wanted her safe. “You can announce, publicly, that you’re abandoning the project.”

“I’m not going to do that. Not only because it goes against my conscience, but because I don’t think it would matter. I could take out an ad in Variety, In Publishers Weekly, in the LA. and The New York Times. I could go back and pick up another project. After a few weeks, a few months, I might start to relax. Then there’d be an accident, and my son would end up an orphan.” Her hand dropped away from his to curl at her side. “No, I’m going to see this through, and I’m going to see it through here, where I feel I have some leverage.”

He wanted to argue, to demand, to drag her and Brandon both onto a plane and take them as far away as possible. But her reasoning made too much sense. “We go to the police with the notes, and with what we suspect.”

She nodded. The relief that he was with her was almost as weakening as the fear. “But I think we’d have more plausibility after Eve gets the report on the plane. If they find proof of sabotage, it would go a long way to our being believed.”

“I don’t want you out of my sight.”

Grateful, she held out both hands. “Me either.”

“Then you’ll go along with my staying here tonight?”

“Not only will I go along with it, but I’ll personally turn down the bed in the guest room.”

“The guest room.”

She offered an apologetic smile. “Brandon.”

“Brandon,” Paul repeated, and drew her back in his arms again. Suddenly, she felt so small, so slight. So his. “Here’s the deal. Until he gets used to it, I’ll pretend to sleep in the guest room.”

She thought it over, running her hands over his bare back. “I’m usually willing to compromise.” Confused, she pulled away. “Where’s your shirt?”

“You must have been nearly comatose not to’ve noticed my exceptional naked chest. The kid and I were playing ball, remember? It gets hot.”

“Oh, right. Basketball. The hoop. There wasn’t a hoop there before.”

“She’s coming back,” Paul murmured, and kissed her. “I put it up a couple hours ago.”

It was becoming easier and easier for her heart to melt. “You did it for Brandon.”

“Sort of.” He shrugged it off as he toyed with her hair. “I figured I’d dazzle him with my superior skills. Then he snuck up and beat me. The kid’s tough.”

Incredibly moved, she framed his face in her hands. “And I never thought, never imagined I could love anyone as much as I love him. Until you.”

“Julia!” Nina rushed in through the kitchen door, bounding into the living room without a knock. It was the first time Julia had seen her truly frazzled. Her skin was pale, her eyes huge, the usually sleek crop of hair ruffled. “Oh, God, are you all right? I just heard.” As Julia turned from Paul, Nina enveloped her in a trembling hug and the subtle scent of Halston. “The pilot called. He wanted to make sure you’d made it home all right. He told me …” She trailed off, tightening her hold.

“I’m fine. Now anyway.”

“I don’t understand it. I don’t.” She pulled back but kept her strong, businesslike hands firm on Julia’s arms. “He’s a top-flight pilot, and Eve’s mechanic is the best in the business. I don’t see how there could have been a problem like this.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out when they finish examining the plane.”

“They’re going to go over every inch of it. Every inch. I’m sorry.” After letting out a shaky breath, she backed away. “I’m sure the last thing you need is me coming apart at the seams. It’s only that when I heard, I had to see for myself that you weren’t hurt.”

“Not a scratch. You’re right about Jack being a top-notch pilot.”

“What can I do?” Nina summoned back her brisk efficiency. She glanced around the newly refurbished living area, pleased that Eve had allowed her to handle the decorating. “Fix you a drink? Draw you a bath? I could call Miss B.’s doctor. He’d come out and give you a tranquilizer so you could sleep.”

“I don’t think I’ll need any help with that when the time comes, but thanks.” Because she was steady again, Julia was able to laugh. “Actually, you look like the one who could use a drink.”

“Maybe a seat,” she said as she sank to the arm of the curvy sofa. “You’re so calm.”

“Now,” Julia told her. “A few minutes ago it was a different story.”

Nina shuddered, then rubbed the chill out of her arms. “The last time I flew we ran into a storm. I spent the most frightening fifteen minutes of my life at thirty-five thousand feet. I can’t imagine it came close to what it was like for you.”

“It’s not an experience I’d like to repeat.” She heard the kitchen screen door slam. “That’s Brandon. I’d rather he didn’t hear about this yet.”

“Of course.” Nina made herself get to her feet. “I know you wouldn’t want to upset him. I’ll go on back so I can waylay Eve and tell her about this calmly. Travers would blurt it out.”

“Thanks, Nina.”

“I’m glad you’re all right.” She gave Julia’s hand a final squeeze. “Take care of her,” she said to Paul. “You can count on it.”

She left by the terrace door, and was already smoothing her hair as she walked away. Julia turned to see Brandon watching from the kitchen doorway. There was a wary look in his eye, and a suspicious purple mustache over his lip.

“Why does he have to take care of you?”

“Just an expression,” Julia told him. She narrowed her eyes. “Grape Kool-Aid?”

He covered most of his grin by swiping the back of his hand over his mouth. “Nehi. Travers had it opened and everything. I thought it would be rude not to drink it.”

“I bet you did.”

“A guy gets thirsty playing one on one,” Paul put in. “Yeah,” Brandon tossed back at him, “especially when he wins.”

“That does it, you little creep, you’re on your own.”

They exchanged what Julia thought were very manly looks before Brandon bounced into a chair.

“Are you okay and all? Paul said maybe you were upset or something.”

“I’m okay,” Julia told him. “In fact, I’m dandy. I might be persuaded to fix a few king-size Brandonburgers.”

“Hey, cool. With fries and all?”

“I think I … oh, I forgot.” She pressed a hand over her son’s head. “I’m supposed to have dinner with Eve tonight. I promised.” Because she felt his disappointment, she began to make adjustments. “Maybe I could call her and reschedule.”

“Don’t do it on our account.” Paul winked at Brandon. “The brat and I can take care of dinner ourselves.”

“Yes, but—”

But Brandon was interested. “Can you cook?”

“Can I cook? I can do better than that. I can drive to McDonald’s.”

“All right!” He bounded up, then remembered his mother and shot her a hopeful look. A trip to McDonald’s meant all kinds of wonderful things. Including no cleaning up after dinner. “That’s okay, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” She kissed the top of his head, then smiled at Paul. “It’s okay.”
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A long, hot bath with fragrant oils, the creams, the lotions. Fifteen luxurious minutes fussing with powders and paints. By the time Julia slipped into the icy pink evening pants and draped jacket, she was completely recovered. So recovered, it amused her that Paul had insisted on walking her over to the main house.

“You smell incredible.” He lifted her wrist to sniff, then lingered to nibble at it. “Maybe you’d like to join me in the guest room later.”

“I might be persuaded.” She stopped at the main door, turned, and linked her hands around his neck. “Why don’t you start thinking of ways to persuade me?” Her lips touched his lightly, then she surprised and pleased them both by pouring herself into a long, breath-stealing kiss. “Now, go buy yourself a hamburger.”

It felt as though the blood had drained from his brain straight to his loins. “Two things,” he said. “Eat fast.” She smiled. “What’s the second thing?”

“I’ll show you when you get home.” He started off, then called over his shoulders. “Eat real fast.”

Laughing to herself, Julia knocked and decided she might set the world’s record for gulping dinner. “Hello, Travers.”

For once the housekeeper didn’t grunt, but looked Julia over with what first appeared to be concern. It changed quickly to suspicion and annoyance. “You’ve got her upset.”

“Eve?” Julia said as the door closed at her back. “I’ve upset Eve?” Then it struck her and she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or swear. “About the plane? You can hardly blame me for almost being in a crash, Travers.”

But apparently she could as she stomped back toward the kitchen after one sharp gesture toward the parlor.

“Always a pleasure chatting with you,” Julia called after her, then made her way toward the parlor.

Eve was there, pacing the width of the room. Back and forth, an exotic beast in an elegant cage. Emotion washed in her wake, so strong, so intense, it was almost visible. Her eyes glistened, but the tears didn’t fall until she looked over at Julia.

For once all her will deserted her. With a helpless shake of her head, she folded onto the sofa and began to weep.

“Oh, no, please.” Julia was across the room like a shot, arms enfolding, voice soothing. Silk rustled as Eve turned into her. Their scents met, opposing notes that somehow harmonized into one exotic fragrance. “It’s all right,” Julia told her, the words as automatic, as comforting as her stroking hands. “Everything’s all right now.”

“You could have been killed. I don’t know what I would have done.” Moments after breaking down, she was struggling for composure. She drew back, wanting, needing to study Julia’s face. “I swear to you, Julia, I never thought anyone would go this far. I knew they would try to stop me, but I never considered they would try to hurt you to do it.”

“I haven’t been hurt. I’m not going to be hurt.”

“No. Because we won’t go any further.”

“Eve.” Julia searched in her own pocket for a tissue and handed it over. “I’ve just been through all that with Paul. Stopping now won’t make any difference, will it?”

She took the time to dab at the tears. “No.” Slowly, feeling her age, she rose to go to the bar and poured a drink from the bottle of champagne that was already open and waiting. “You know more than you should.” Her full red lips flattened. “That’s my responsibility. My selfishness.”

“My job,” Julia countered.

Eve took a long sip before pouring a second glass for Julia. The girl had soft shoulders, she thought. Almost fragile in appearance, yet they were strong enough to support. “You don’t want to stop?”

“I couldn’t if I wanted to. And no, I don’t.” She accepted the glass Eve offered, then touched crystal to crystal. “I’m in for the duration.”

Before Julia could drink, Eve gripped her wrist. Her eyes were suddenly very dry and very intense. “You may hate me before it’s over.”

The hold was so tight, Julia could feel the pulse in her wrist beat against that of Eve’s thumb. “No, I couldn’t.”

Eve only nodded. She’d made her decision, for better or worse. The only thing left was to finish. “Grab the bottle, will you? We’ll eat out on the terrace.”

There were fairy lights strung through the trees and candles already glowing on the glass-topped table. The garden was hushed with dusk. Only the sound of air breathing through leaves and the music of water against water from the fountain. The gardenias were beginning to flower, and the sweet romance of their fragrance drifted everywhere.

“There’s so much I need to tell you tonight.” Eve paused as Travers came out with plates of stuffed mushrooms. “You may find it too much, all at once, but I feel I might have waited too long already.”

“I’m here to listen, Eve.”

She nodded. “Victor was waiting for me in the car this morning. I can’t tell you how wonderful it was to be with him again, to know we were together, in our hearts. He’s a good man, Julia. Trapped by circumstance, upbringing, religion. Is there a more difficult burden than trying to follow heart and conscience? Despite all the problems and pain, I’ve had more happiness with him than many women find in a lifetime.”

“I think I understand.” Julia’s voice was like the shadows. Soft, comforting. “Sometimes you can love without the happy-ever-after. That doesn’t make the story any less important, any less vital.”

“Don’t give up on your own happy-evers, Julia. I want them for you.”

Travers trooped out with salads, frowned over the fact that Eve had barely touched her first course, but said nothing.

“Tell me what you thought of Kenneth.”

“Well …” Realizing she was starving, Julia dived into the salad. “I’d have to say first that he wasn’t what I expected. He was more charming, more relaxed, more sexy.”

For the first time in hours, Eve was able to laugh. “Christ, yes. It used to irritate the hell out of me that the man could have so much sex appeal and be so prim about it. Always the proper word at the proper time. Except the last time.”

“He told me.” Her lips curved. “I’m surprised he escaped with his skin.”

“It was nip and tuck. And he was right, of course, in what he said to me. Still, it’s difficult for a man to understand what a woman goes through when she must be in second place. Even so, I’ve always known I could count on Kenneth for anything.”

Julia listened to the rustle of air in the leaves, the first cooing of night birds as Eve stared into her wine. “Did you know he was at the top of the stairs the night Delrickio got out of hand, the night Paul was almost beaten?”

The green eyes flashed back up. “Kenneth?”

“Yes, Kenneth. At the top of the stairs with a loaded pistol, and apparently ready to use it. You’re quite right when you say you can depend on him.”

“I’ll be damned.” Eve set aside her fork, exchanging it for her glass. “He never said a word.”

“There’s more, if you want an opinion.”

“I’d like yours.”

“I think he’s been in love with you most of his life.”

Eve started to laugh it off, but Julia was watching her so quietly. Memories, scenes, half phrases, moments, passed through her mind so that her hand was unsteady when she set her glass down again. “God, how careless we are with people.”

“I doubt he regrets a minute of it.”

“But I do.”

Eve was silent as Travers served the salmon. Inside her head was a cacophony of sound, voices hammering. Threats, promises. She was afraid she would say too much, afraid some things would never be said.

“Julia, did you bring your recorder?”

“Yes, you said there were things you wanted to tell me.”

“I’d like to begin now.” Eve made an elaborate pretense of eating while Julia set the tape. “You know my feelings now on many people. The way my life had wound with theirs. Travers and Nina coming to me from such destructive beginnings. Kenneth, whom I stole from Charlotte out of spite. Michael Torrent, Tony, Rory, Damien, all mistakes with different results. Michael Delrickio, who appealed to my vanity, my arrogance. Through him I lost Drake.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It was Drake who broke into your house, who stole, who wanted the tapes.”

“Drake?” Julia blinked against the flare of a match as Eve lit a cigarette.

“Perhaps it isn’t entirely fair to blame Michael. After all, Drake was marred years before. But I prefer to blame him. He knew the boy’s weakness for gambling. Hell, the boy’s weakness for everything, and he used it. Drake was weak, he was calculating, he was disloyal, but he was also family.”

“Was?”

“I’ve fired him,” Eve said simply, “as my publicity agent, and as my nephew.”

“That explains why he hasn’t been returning my calls. I’m sorry, Eve.”

She waved the sympathy away. “I don’t want to dwell on Drake, God knows. My point is that all of the people in my life have had a certain amount of influence on it, and often on each other’s as well. Rory brought me Paul, thank Christ, and that binds all three of us together. I suppose, if you’re right about this Lily person, I’m connected to her too.”

Julia couldn’t help but smile. “You’d like her.”

“Possibly.” She shrugged it off. “Rory also brought me Delrickio, and Delrickio, Damien. You see how each character in a life story alters it, subtly or overtly? Without even one of the players, the plot might take a different turn.”

“Would you say that Charlie Gray changed yours?”

“Charlie.” Eve smiled wistfully into the night. “Charlie speeded up the inevitable. If I could go back, change one thing, it would be my relationship with Charlie. Perhaps if I’d been kinder, less self-driven, things would have been different for him. But you can’t go back.” Her eyes changed, darkened as they fixed on Julia’s. “That’s part of what I want to say tonight. Of all the people I’ve known, I’ve touched in my lifetime, there are two who have influenced it the most. Victor and Gloria.”

“Gloria DuBarry?”

“Yes. She’s outraged with me. Feels betrayed because I’m about to reveal what she considers her private hell. I don’t do it for revenge, or vindictiveness. I don’t do it lightly. Of all the things I’ve told you, this is the most difficult, and the most necessary.”

“I told you from the beginning I wouldn’t judge. I’m not going to start now.”

“But you will,” Eve said softly. “In the early part of Gloria’s career, when she was playing young, innocent girls, giggling angels, she met a man. He was breathtaking to the eye, successful, seductive, and married. She confided in me, not only because we were friends, but because I’d once fallen under the same spell. The man was Michael Torrent.”

“DuBarry and Torrent?” There were no two names that Eve could have linked together that would have surprised Julia more. “I’ve read everything I could find on both of them. There was never even a rumor.”

“They were careful. I helped them be careful. Understand that Gloria was desperately in love. And she wasn’t completely locked into her public image then. This would have been perhaps two years before she met and married Marcus. There was a wildness in her. A passion for life. One I’m sorry she’s smothered so completely.”

Julia could only shake her head. She could no more imagine Gloria DuBarry wild or passionate then she could imagine Eve leaping onto the table to do a quick tap dance.

Less.

“At that time Torrent would have been married to …” Julia did quick calculations. “Amelia Gray.”

“Charlie’s first wife, yes. Their marriage was rapidly sinking. It had a poor foundation. Michael’s guilt. He had used all of his power and influence to keep Charlie out of lead roles and never learned to live with it.”

Julia let out a long breath. If Gloria’s illicit affair had been the left jab, this was the roundhouse. “You’re telling me that Torrent sabotaged Charlie’s career? Christ, Eve, they were friends. Their partnership is a legend. And Torrent’s become one of the most revered names in the industry.”

“Become,” Eve repeated. “He might have ended at the same place if he’d been patient and loyal. But he betrayed a friend out of his own fears. He was terrified that Charlie would overshadow him. He pressured the studio, as some stars could at that time, into boxing Charlie into the buddy characters.”

“Did Charlie know?”

“He might have had suspicions, but he’d never have believed it. Michael also pleasured himself with Charlie’s wives. He confessed it all to me not long after Charlie’s suicide. That, plus excruciating boredom, is why I divorced him. He married Amelia, and somehow his guilt carried him through several years. Then he met Gloria.”

“And you helped them? After what he’d done, with the way you must have felt about him?”

“I helped Gloria. Charlie was dead and she was alive. I was coming out of the disaster with Tony, and the intrigue of it all distracted me. They would meet at the Bel Air, but then, everyone with an illicit liaison did.” She smiled a little. “Including me.”

Intrigued, Julia cupped her chin on her open hand. “Wasn’t it difficult, keeping the players straight? And think of how many bellhops were tipped into being millionaires.”

Eve felt a layer of tension dissolve with her laugh. “It was a delicious time.” There was appreciation in Julia’s eyes. Interest, and no condemnation. Not yet. “Exciting.”

“Sin usually is.” The image was vivid. The glamorous, the famous, the passionate, playing hide-and-seek with gossip columnists and suspicious spouses. Temporary lovers having an afternoon romp—as much for the excitement of sin as the satisfaction of sex. “Oh, to have been a chambermaid,” she murmured.

“Discretion was the byword of the Bel Air,” Eve told her. “But, of course, everyone knew that was the place to go if you wanted a few hours of privacy with someone else’s husband, or wife. And Amelia Gray Torrent wasn’t a fool. Fear of discovery had Gloria and Michael holding their mating ritual at nasty little motels. My guest house wasn’t completed yet, or I might have lent that to them. Still, they managed to do the deed well enough. Ironic that while they were tearing up the motel sheets, they were also filming a movie together.”

“The Blushing Bride,” Julia remembered. “Jesus, he was playing her father.”

“Ah, what Hedda and Louella might have done with that angle.”

She couldn’t help it, the idea had laughter bubbling out. “I’m sorry, I’m sure it was intense and romantic at the time, but it’s just sleazy enough to be funny. All that fatherly frustration and those daughterly pranks onscreen, then the two of them are rushing off to rent a room by the hour. Imagine if they’d gotten their lines mixed?”

Her tension fled long enough for Eve to chuckle into her wine. “Oh, Christ, it never even occurred to me.”

“It would have been wonderful. The camera rolls in when he says: ‘Young lady, I should put you over my knee and give you a good spanking.’ ”

“And her eyes glaze, her lips tremble. ‘Yes, oh, yes, Daddy, please.’ ”

“Cut and print.” Julia leaned back. “It would have been a classic.”

“A pity neither of them ever had much of a sense of humor. They wouldn’t be so crazed about it all still today.”

Feeling good, Julia added wine to their glasses. “They can’t really believe an affair all those years ago would shock people today. It might have been a scandal thirty years ago, but really, Eve, who’d give a damn now?”

“Gloria would—and her husband. He’s a rigid sort. The kind who would have cheerfully cast the first stone.”

“They’ve been married more than twenty-five years. I can’t see him hauling her into divorce court for a past indiscretion.”

“No, and neither can I. Gloria sees things differently. There’s more, Julia, and while the rest might be hard for Marcus to shoulder, I think he will. But this will test him.” She was silent a moment, knowing that her words would be like a snowball tossed down a long, steep hill. Before long, they would be too heavy to stop. “Just as the movie premiered, Gloria discovered herself pregnant, with Michael Torrent’s child.”

Julia’s laughter stilled. This was a pain she understood too well. “I’m sorry. Finding yourself pregnant with a married man’s child—”

“Gives you limited choices,” Eve finished. “She was terrified, devastated. Her affair with Michael was already burning out. She’d gone to him first, of course, undoubtedly raging and hysterical. His marriage was ending, and, pregnancy or not, he wasn’t about to tie himself into another.”

“I’m sorry,” Julia said again because it brought her own memories flashing by too clearly. “She must have been terrified.”

“They were both afraid of the scandal, the responsibility, and of being stuck with each other for any appreciable length of time. She came to me. She had no one else.”

“And you helped her, again.”

“I stood by her, as a friend, as a woman. She’d already decided on an abortion. They were illegal in those days, and often dangerous.”

Julia closed her eyes. The shudder came quickly, and from deep within. “It must have been horrible for her.”

“It was. I found out about a clinic in France, and we went there. It was painful for her, Julia, not just physically. That choice is never easy for a woman.”

“She was lucky to have you. If she’d been alone …” She opened her eyes again, and they were damp. Like wet gray velvet. “Whatever choice a woman makes, it’s so hard to make it alone.”

“It was a very sterile, very quiet place. I sat in a little waiting room with white walls and glossy magazines, and all I could see was the way Gloria had thrown her arms over her eyes, weeping, as they wheeled her away. It was very quick, and after they let me sit with her in her room. She didn’t speak for a long time, hours really. Then she turned her head and looked at me.

“ ‘Eve,’ she said, ‘I know it was the right thing, the only thing, just as I know that nothing I ever do will hurt as much as this.’ ”

Julia brushed a tear from her cheek. “Are you sure it’s necessary to publish this?”

“I believe it is, but I’m going to leave that decision in your hands, your heart, after you hear the rest.”

Julia rose. She wasn’t sure where the nerves had sprung from, but they were rippling just under her skin, like an itch she couldn’t reach. “The decision shouldn’t be mine, Eve. The judgment belongs to someone who was affected by the story, not an observer.”

“You’ve never been just an observer, Julia, not from the moment you came here. I know you tried to be, that you would have preferred it that way, but it’s impossible.”

“Maybe I’ve lost my objectivity, and maybe I hope I’ll write a better book that way. But it isn’t my place to decide to include or delete something this intimate.”

“Who better?” Eve murmured, then gestured to the chair. “Please, sit, let me tell you the rest.”

She hesitated, but she wasn’t sure why. Night had fallen quickly, leaving only the scatter of tiny lights and candleglow. Eve was haloed by the light, and an owl hooted from the shadows. Julia took her seat, and waited. “Go on.”

“Gloria went home. She picked up her life. Within a year she met Marcus and began a new one. That same year I met Victor. We didn’t have our affair at discreet hotels or dingy motels. It wasn’t a flash of passion, but a slow, steady flame that held us together. On other points, I suppose our relationship had many similarities with Michael and Gloria. He was married, and though his marriage was unhappy, we didn’t make what we had public. I knew, though it’s taken me years to accept, that we would never be a couple outside our own walls.”

She looked around her now, while Julia remained silent. The backsplash of light from the kitchen window sprinkled over the geraniums. Moonlight slashed over the fuming water of the fountain and turned it to liquid silver. Around it all was a wall, closing her in, and others out.

“We loved here, in this house, and only a handful of people we both knew and trusted were ever included in our secret. I won’t pretend I don’t resent it, that I don’t resent his wife, and at times resent Victor, for all that’s been stolen from me. All the lies I’ve lived with. And one lie, one thing stolen most of all.”

It was she who rose now, to walk toward the flowers, drinking in their fragrance deeply, as if she could find sustenance there that she hadn’t found in the food on the table. This was the point, she knew. The point of it all, the point, once passed, she could never retreat from. Slowly, she walked back, but didn’t sit.

“Gloria married Marcus one year after our trip to France. Within two months she was pregnant again, and deliriously happy. Weeks after that, I, too, was pregnant, and miserably unhappy.”

“You?” Julia absorbed the jolt, then got to her feet to take Eve’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Eve tightened the grip. “Sit down with me. Let me finish.”

Hands still linked, they sat together. The flame of the candle was between them, tossing light and shadow over Eve’s face. Julia couldn’t be sure what she was seeing. Grief, pain, hope.

“I was almost forty, and had long since given up on the notion of having children. The pregnancy frightened me, not only because of my age, but the circumstances. I wasn’t afraid of public opinion, Julia, at least not for myself.”

“It was Victor’s,” Julia murmured, understanding throbbing like a wound in her side.

“Yes, it was Victor’s, and he was bound by law and church to another woman.”

“But he loved you.” Julia brought Eve’s hand to her cheek a moment, in comfort. “How did he react when you told him?”

“I didn’t tell him. I’ve never told him.”

“Oh, Eve, how could you have kept it from him? It was his child as much as yours, and his right to know.”

“Do you know how desperately he wanted children?” Eyes dark and bright, Eve leaned closer. “He had never, never forgiven himself for the loss of one. Yes, things might have changed if I’d told him. And I would have trapped him with me with that child as surely as she had trapped him with guilt, God, and grief. I couldn’t, I wouldn’t do it.”

Julia waited while Eve shakily poured more wine. “I understand. I think I do,” she corrected herself. “I never told my parents the name of Brandon’s father for much the same reason. I couldn’t stand the idea that the only reason he would be with me was because of a child conceived by accident.”

Eve took one sip, then another. “The child was inside me, and I felt, always will feel, the choice was mine. I ached to tell him, to share it with him even for one day. But it would have been worse than a lie. I decided to go back to France. Travers was to go with me. I couldn’t ask Gloria, couldn’t even tell her when she was so cozily picking out names and knitting booties.”

“Eve, you don’t have to explain to me. I know.”

“Yes, you would. Only a woman who had had to face that same choice would. Travers …” Eve fumbled with a match, then sat back gratefully when Julia lit it for her. “Travers understood as well.” She blew out a stream of smoke. “She had a child, yet, at the same time, could never really have him. So, with Travers, I went back to France.”

Nothing had ever seemed so cold, so without hope as the plain white walls of that examining room. The doctor had a gentle voice, gentle hands, gentle eyes. None of it mattered. Eve suffered through the required physical, dully answered all the necessary questions. She never took her eyes from that plain white wall.

That was what her life was like. Blank and empty. No one would believe that, of course. Not of Eve Benedict, star, movie goddess, the woman men craved and women envied. How could anyone understand that she would have given anything, at this single moment of her life, to be ordinary? The ordinary wife of an ordinary man having an ordinary child?

Because she was Eve Benedict, because the father was Victor Flannigan, the child could not be ordinary. The child could not even be.

She didn’t want to wonder if it would have been a boy or girl. Yet she did. She couldn’t afford to imagine what it would look like if she allowed those cells to grow, expand, become. Yet all too often she did imagine. And the child would have Victor’s eyes. She would nearly collapse with love and longing.

There could be no love here, and certainly no longing.

She sat, listening as the doctor explained the simplicity of the procedure, as he promised little pain in his soft, soothing voice. She tasted her own tears as one slipped down her cheek and through her lips.

It was foolish, unproductive, this emotion. Other women had faced this same crossroads, and traveled it. If there was regret, she could live with it. As long as she knew the choice was the right one.

She didn’t speak when the nurse came in to prep her. More gentle, competent hands, more quiet words of reassurance. Eve shuddered to think of the women without her funds and resources. Her sisters whose only solution to an impossible pregnancy was some shadowy back room.

She lay quietly on the gurney, felt only the quick sting of the needle. To relax her, she was told.

They wheeled her out. She watched the ceiling. In moments she would be in surgery. Then, in less time than it takes to talk about it, she would be out again, recuperating in one of the charming private rooms looking out on the distant mountains.

And she remembered the way Gloria had looked when she’d thrown her arm over her eyes.

Eve shook her head. The drug was making her sleepy, floaty, fanciful. She thought she could hear a baby crying. But that couldn’t be. Her baby wasn’t really a baby yet at all. And never would be.

She saw the doctor’s eyes, those soft, sympathetic eyes over his surgical mask. She reached out for his hand, but couldn’t feel it.

“Please … I can’t … I want this baby.”

When she awakened, she was in bed, in one of those pretty rooms with the sun shooting slants of light through the blinds. She saw Travers sitting in the chair beside her. Though Eve made no sound, she was able to reach out.

“It’s all right,” Travers said, taking her hand. “You stopped them in time.”

“You had the baby,” Julia whispered.

“It was Victor’s child, conceived in love. Rare and precious. And, as they wheeled me down that corridor, I realized what had been right for Gloria wasn’t right for me. I’m not sure, if I hadn’t gone through that with her, I’d have been able to make the right choice for myself.”

“How did you have the child and keep it secret all these years?”

“Once I made the decision to bring the pregnancy to term, I made plans. I came back to the States, but to New York. I managed to interest some people into casting me in a Broadway play. It took time to find the right script, the right director and cast. And time was what I needed. When I was six months along, and no longer able to conceal my condition easily, I went to Switzerland, to a chateau I had had my lawyers buy. I lived there, with Travers, as Madame Constantine. Essentially, I disappeared for three months. Victor went wild trying to find me, but I lived quietly. At the end of my eighth month, I checked into a private hospital, this time as Ellen Van Dyke. The doctors were concerned. In those days it wasn’t usual for a woman to have her first child at that age.”

And alone, Julia thought. “Was it difficult, the pregnancy?”

“Tiring,” Eve answered with a smile. “And difficult, yes, because I wanted Victor with me and couldn’t have him. There were some complications. I didn’t find out until a few years later that this would be my only child. I wouldn’t be able to conceive again.” She shook that aside. “Two weeks before my due date, I went into labor. A relatively short one, I was told, for a first baby. Only ten hours. It felt like ten days.”

As women were over the pain and fears of childbirth, Julia was able to laugh. “I know. I was thirteen with Brandon. It felt like the rest of my life.” Their eyes met over the flickering candles. “And the baby?”

“The baby was small, barely six pounds. Beautiful, the most beautiful thing. Pink and perfect, with big wise eyes. They let me hold her for a little while. That life that had grown in me. She slept, and I watched her sleep. I’ve never ached for Victor before or since as much as I did during that single hour of my life.”

“I know.” She covered Eve’s hand with hers. “I wasn’t in love with Lincoln. Not by the time Brandon was born, but I wanted him there. Needed him there. As wonderful as my parents were through it all, it wasn’t the same. I’m glad you had Travers.”

“I would have been lost without her.”

“Can you tell me what happened to the baby?”

Eve stared down at their joined hands. “I had three weeks left in Switzerland, and then I was to go back and begin rehearsal on Madam Requests. I left the hospital and the child, because I felt it was best to sever the contact quickly. Best for me. My lawyers had several applications from prospective adoptive parents, and I screened them myself. I demanded that much control. Julia, I loved that child. I wanted the best for her.”

“Of course you did. I can only imagine how much you suffered, giving her up.”

“It was like dying. But I knew she was never going to be my child. My only choice was to make certain she had the best possible start. I chose her parents myself, and over the years, over my lawyers’ disapproval, I had them send me reports on her progress.”

“Oh, Eve, you could only have prolonged your own pain that way.”

“No, no.” The denial snapped out, urgent. “It reaffirmed that I’d done the right thing. She was everything I could have hoped. Bright and beautiful, strong, loving. She was much too young when she went through a similar kind of pain.” Eve turned her hand over, gripping Julia’s fingers with hers. “But she never buckled under. I’ve had no right to bring her back into my life. But just as I put her out of it, I’ve had no choice.”

It wasn’t the words so much as the look in Eve’s eyes that had the breath backing up in Julia’s lungs. They were hungry, fearful, and clear as glass. Instinctively she tried to jerk her hand free, but Eve held tight.

“Eve, you’re hurting me.”

“That’s not what I want to do. But I have to.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“I asked you to come here, to tell my story, because no one has more of a right to hear it than you.” Her eyes held Julia’s as unrelentingly as her hand. “You’re my child, Julia. My only child.”

“I don’t believe you.” She did jerk free now, scrambling up so quickly she sent the chair flying back. “What a despicable thing to try to do.”

“You do believe me.”

“No. No, I don’t.” She backed away another foot, raking both hands through her hair. She had to fight for each breath, fight it past the bitter anger in her throat. “How can you do this? How can you take advantage of me this way? You know I was adopted. You’ve made this all up, all of it, just to manipulate me.”

“You know better than that.” Eve got slowly to her feet, bracing one hand against the table for support. Her knees were shaking. “You know this is the truth.” Their eyes met, held. “Because you feel it, you see it. I have proof if you need it. The hospitals records, the adoption documents, the correspondence with my attorneys. But you already know the truth. Julia …” She reached out, her own eyes filling as she watched her daughter’s overflow.

“Don’t touch me!” Julia screamed it, then closed her hands over her mouth because she was afraid she would go on screaming.

“Darling, please understand. I didn’t do this, any of this to hurt you.”

“Why then? Why?” Emotion after emotion layered inside until she thought she would explode from the weight of them. This woman, this woman who months before had been only a face on the screen, a name in a magazine, was her mother? Even as she wanted to shout out the denial, she looked at Eve, caught in a tower of moonlight, and knew. “You brought me here, involved me with your life, you played games with me, with everyone—”

“I needed you.”

“You needed.” Julia’s voice slashed through Eve’s like a blade. “You? The hell with you.” Blind with grief, she shoved the table, sending it teetering over on its sides. Crystal and china shattered. “Goddamn you. Do you think I should care? Do you expect me to run and embrace you? Do you think I should suddenly have this burst of love?” She dashed the tears from her face while Eve stood silent. “I don’t. I detest you, I hate you for telling me, for everything. I swear I could kill you for telling me. Get out of here!” She whirled on Nina and Travers as they raced out of the house. “Get the hell out. This has nothing to do with you.”

“Get back inside,” Eve said quietly without looking at them. “Go back, please. This is between Julia and me.”

“There’s nothing between you and me,” Julia managed to get out as a sob welled up in her throat. “Nothing.”

“All I want is a chance, Julia.”

“You had it,” she snapped back. “Should I thank you for not going through with the abortion? Okay, thanks a lot. But my gratitude ends with the moment you signed the papers that gave me away. And why? Because I was inconvenient to your life-style. Because I was a mistake, an accident. That’s all we are to each other, Eve. A mutual mistake.” Tears choked her voice, but she pushed through them. “I had a mother who loved me. You could never replace her. And I’ll never forgive you for telling me something I never wanted, never needed to know.”

“I loved you too,” Eve said with as much dignity as she could muster.

“That’s just one more lie in a series of them. Stay away from me,” she warned when Eve stepped forward again. “I don’t know what I might do if you don’t stay away from me.” She turned, fleeing into the garden, running away from the past.

Eve could only cover her face with her hands, rocking back and forth against the pain. She went limply, like a child, when Travers came to lead her inside.
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Julia couldn’t run from the anger, or the fear, or from the sense of loss and betrayal. As she rushed through the patchy moonlight, she carried all those things with her, along with a grief and confusion that swam sickly inside her stomach. Eve.

She could still she Eve’s face, those dark, fiercely intense eyes, the wide, unsmiling mouth. On a gasping sob, Julia brought her fingers to her own lips. Oh, God, oh God, the same shape, the same overful bottom lip. Her fingers shook as she balled them into a fist and kept running.

She didn’t notice Lyle standing on the narrow balcony over the garage, binoculars hanging around his neck, a pleased grin on his face.

She burst onto the terrace, her fisted hand pressed against her jittery stomach. Damp, her hand fumbled with the door before she cursed it, kicked it, then fought with the knob again. From inside, Paul swung it open, then caught her neatly by the elbows as she stumbled in.

“Whoa.” He gave a quick laugh as he steadied her. “You must have missed me—” He cut himself off when he realized she was shaking. Tipping her head back by the chin, he saw the stricken look on her face. “What is it? Did something happen to Eve?”

“No.” The lost, helpless expression changed to fury. “Eve’s just fine, just fine and dandy. Why shouldn’t she be? She’s pushing all the buttons.” She tried to jerk away, but he held firm. “Let me go, Paul.”

“As soon as you tell me what’s got you all worked up. Come on.” He nudged her back outside. “You look like you could use some air.”

“Brandon—”

“Is sound asleep. Since his room’s on the other side of the house, I don’t think anything you have to say out here will bother him. Why don’t you sit down?”

“Because I don’t want to sit. I don’t want to be held or soothed or patted on the head. I want you to let me go.”

He released her, holding his hands up, palms out. “Done. What else can I do for you?”

“Don’t use that wry British tone. I’m not in the mood for it.”

“All right, Jules.” He rested a hip on the table. “What are you in the mood for?”

“I could kill her.” She whipped up and down the patio, crossing from light into shadow then back into light. As she turned, she ripped one of the showy pink geraniums from its stem and shredded the blossom. The velvety shreds fluttered to the ground to be crushed and torn under her feet. “This whole thing, all of it, has been one of her famous maneuvers. Bringing me out here, taking me into her confidence, making me trust her—care for her. And she was sure—so fucking sure I’d fall right into the trap. Do you suppose she thought I’d be grateful, honored, flattered to be linked to her this way?”

He watched her throw the mangled stem aside. “I can’t really say how she thought you’d feel. If you’d care to fill me in?”

She tossed up her head. For a moment she’d forgotten he was there. He stood, lazily leaning against the table, watching. Observing. They had that in common, she thought bitterly. There were those who stood and watched, recorded, reported, carefully noting how others lived, how they felt, what they said as they were tugged through life by fate’s wily fingers. Only this time she was the one being manipulated.

“You knew.” A fresh wave of rage crested inside her. “All this time, you knew. She never keeps anything from you. And you stood by and watched, waited, knowing she would do this to me. What role did she cast you in, Paul? The hero who calmly picks up the pieces?”

His patience was wearing thin. He pushed himself away from the table to face her. “I can’t confirm or deny until you tell me what it is I’m supposed to have known.”

“That she’s my mother.” Julia flung the words at him, tasting each bitter syllable on her tongue. “That Eve Benedict is my mother.”

He hadn’t even been aware of moving, but his hands had shot out to grip her arms. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“She told me tonight.” She didn’t jerk away. Instead, she grabbed two fistfuls of his shirt and leaned into him. “She must have thought it was time for a mother-daughter chat. It’s been only twenty-eight years.”

He gave her a quick, rough shake. Hysteria was rising in her voice, and he preferred the rage. “Told you what? Told you exactly what?”

Her head came up slowly. Though her grip on his shirt didn’t lessen, she spoke calmly, clearly, as if explaining a particularly complex problem to a slow-witted child. “That twenty-eight years ago she gave birth, secretly, to a child in Switzerland. And having no place for that sort of inconvenience, gave the child away. Me. She gave me away.”

He would have laughed the thought aside if it hadn’t been for the desolation in her eyes. Her eyes … not the color, but the shape. Very slowly, he moved his hands up into her hair. Not the shade, but the texture. Her lips trembled. And the mouth …

“Good Christ.” Still holding her, he stared at her face as if he’d never seen it before. Perhaps he hadn’t, he realized. How else could he have missed the similarities? Oh, they were subtle, but they were there. How could he have loved both of them, and not have seen, not have known? “She told you this herself?”

“Yes, though I wonder she didn’t have Nina jot it down in a memo. ‘Tell Julia the secret of her birth over dinner. Eight o’clock.’ ” She broke away then, turned her back on him. “Oh, I hate her for this. Hate her for what she’s stolen from me.” She whirled back, her hair flying out, then settling in a tangle on her shoulders. The trembling was past so that she stood spear-straight in the cool white light of the moon while emotions rolled off her like sweat. “My life, every moment of my life, changed in the flash of an instant. How can anything be the same again?”

There were no answers. He was still reeling, fighting to take in the single fact she’d shoved at him. The woman he’d loved most of his life was the mother of the woman he wanted to love for the rest of it. “You’re going to have to give me a minute to take this in. I think I know how you must be feeling, but—”

“No.” The word erupted from her. Indeed, everything about her was hot, on the point of boiling over. Her eyes, her voice, the fists held rigidly at her sides. “You couldn’t even come close. There were times as a child I wondered. It’s only natural, isn’t it? Who were they, those people who hadn’t wanted me? Why had they given me up? What did they look like, sound like? I made up stories—that they had loved each other desperately, but he’d been killed and left her destitute and alone. Or that she’d died in childbirth before he could come back and save her, and me. Lots of sweet, fanciful little stories. But I left them behind, because my parents …” She lifted her hand to cover her eyes for a moment as the pain ripped through her. “They loved me, they wanted me. Being adopted wasn’t something I thought about often. In fact, I’d forget about it for long stretches of time because my life was so normal. But then it would hit me again. When I was carrying Brandon, I wondered if she’d been scared, like I was. Sad, and scared and lonely.”

“Jules—”

“No, don’t, please.” She retreated instantly, hugging her arms tight against her body in defense. “I don’t want to be held. I don’t want sympathy or understanding.”

“Then what?”

“To go back.” Desperation snuck into her voice like a thief. “To be able to go back to before she started to tell me that story. To make her stop. To make her see this was one lie she should live with. Why couldn’t she see? Why couldn’t she see, Paul, that the truth would ruin everything? She’s taken away my identity, scarred my memories, and left me rootless. I don’t know who I am. What I am.”

“You’re exactly the same person you were an hour ago.”

“No, don’t you see?” She held her hands out, and they were empty. Like her heritage. “Everything I was was built on that one lie, and all the others that followed it. She had me in secret, under a name she’d borrowed from one of her scripts. Then she walked away, picked up her life exactly where she’d left off. She never even told …” The words shuddered to a halt, then began again on a husky whisper. “Victor. Victor Flannigan’s my father.”

That was the only thing that didn’t surprise Paul. He took her hand, found it stiff and icy to the touch. He curled her fingers closed inside his as if to warm them. “He doesn’t know?”

She could only shake her head. His face seemed pale in the moonlight, his eyes dark. Did he know? she wondered. Did he know he was looking at a stranger? “God, Paul, what has she done? What has she done to all of us?”

So he held her, despite her resistance. “I don’t know what the consequences are, Julia. But I know whatever you’re feeling now, you’ll get through it. You survived your parents’ divorce, their deaths, bringing Brandon into the world without a father.”

She shut her eyes tight, hoping to erase the afterimage of Eve’s face—with tears just beginning to spill out, leaving only hope and needs behind. “How can I look at her and not hate her, hate her for being able to live so easily without me?”

“Do you think it was easy?” he murmured.

“For her, yes.” She pulled away to wipe impatiently at tears. The last thing she would feel now was sympathy. “Goddamn. I know what she went through. Disbelief, panic, misery—all the phases. Sweet Jesus, Paul, I know how much it hurts to find yourself pregnant and know the man you love, or think you love, will never make a family with you.”

“Maybe that’s why she felt she could tell you.”

“Well, she was wrong.” She was calming slowly, methodically. “I also know that if I had made the decision to give Brandon up, I would never push myself back into his life and make him wonder, make him question, make him remember all those doubts about not being good enough.”

“If she made a mistake—”

“Yes, she made a mistake,” Julia said on a hard laugh. “I’m it.”

“That’s enough.” If she didn’t want sympathy, he wouldn’t give it. “At the very least, you know you were conceived in love. That’s more than most people can be sure of. My parents have retained a polite revulsion for each other as long as I can remember. That’s my legacy. You were brought up by people who loved you, and were conceived by people who continue to love each other. You can call that a mistake, but I’d swear you had the better bargain.”

There were things she could have hurled back at him, hurtful things that rolled through her brain, then died of shame and self-disgust before they touched her tongue. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was stiff, but no longer raw with pain. “There’s no reason to take all this out on you, or to indulge in self-pity.”

“I’d say there was plenty of reason for both. Will you sit down now, and talk to me?”

As she brushed away the last of the tears, she shook her head. “No, I’m all right, really. I hate to lose my temper.”

“You shouldn’t.” To soothe himself as well as her, he combed her hair away from her face with his fingers. “You do it so well.” Because it seemed right, he brought her back into his arms, resting his cheek against the top of her head. “You’ve had a rough night, Jules. Maybe you should get some rest.”

“I don’t think I can. I could use some aspirin, though.”

“We’ll get you some.” He kept an arm around her as they walked back into the kitchen. There were lights, glowing cheerfully, and a buttery scent that made her think the hamburgers had been followed up by a bowl of popcorn. “Where’s the aspirin?”

“I’ll get them.”

“No, I’ll get them. Where?”

Because her mind felt as limp and achy as her body, she gave in and sat at the table. “Top shelf, left side of the stove.” She closed her eyes again, listening to the sound of the cupboard door opening, closing, the sound of water hitting glass. On a sigh, she opened them again and managed what passed for a smile. “Tantrums always give me a headache.”

He waited until she’d swallowed them. “How about some tea?”

“That’d be nice, thanks.” Sitting back, she pressed her fingers to her temple, circling them slowly—until she remembered that was one of Eve’s habitual gestures. With her hands clasped in her lap, she watched as Paul readied cups and saucers, rinsed out a porcelain pot in the shape of a donkey.

It was odd, sitting there while someone else handled the details. She was used to taking care of herself, solving the problem, mending the breaks. Now she knew it was taking all of her will, all of her energy to resist the need to lay her head down on the table and indulge in a bout of hot weeping.

And why? That was the question that dogged her. Why?

“After all this time,” she murmured. “All these years. Why did she tell me now? She said she’d kept tabs on me all along. Why did she wait till now?”

He’d been wondering the same thing himself. “Did you ask her?”

She was staring down at her hands, shoulders slumped, eyes still damp. “I don’t even know what I said to her. I was so blind with hurt and anger. My temper can be … ugly, which is why I try not to lose it.”

“You, Jules?” he said lightly as he passed a hand over her hair. “An ugly temper?”

“Horrible.” She couldn’t bring herself to answer his smile. “The last time I went off was nearly two years ago. A teacher at Brandon’s school had made him stand in the corner for over an hour. He was humiliated, wouldn’t talk to me about it, so I went in for a conference. I wanted it straightened out because Brandon’s just not a troublemaker.”

“I know.”

“Anyway, it turned out that they were making up Father’s Day cards toward the end of the school year, and Brandon didn’t want to make one. He, well, he didn’t want to.”

“Understandable.” Paul poured boiling water over tea bags. “And?”

“And this teacher said he was expected to treat it as an assignment, and when he refused, she punished him. I tried to explain the situation, that Brandon was sensitive in that area. And with this tight-lipped sneer she said he was spoiled and willful and enjoyed manipulating others. She said if he wasn’t taught to accept his situation, he’d continue to use his accident of birth—those were her words—accident, as an excuse not to become a productive member of society.”

“I hope you slugged her.”

“Actually, I did.”

“No.” Now he had to grin. “Really?”

“It’s not funny,” she began, then felt a bubble of laughter in her throat. “I don’t remember hitting her exactly, though I recall a few of the names I called her as people came rushing in to pull me off her.”

He picked up her hand, weighed it in his, then kissed it. “My hero.”

“It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it sounds now. At the time I was sick and shaky, and she was threatening to sue. They calmed her down when the whole story came out. In the meantime, I pulled Brandon out of the school and bought the place in Connecticut. I wouldn’t have him subjected to that kind of thinking, that kind of nastiness.” She let out a long breath, then another. “I felt exactly the same way tonight. I know if Eve had come near me, I would have hit her first and been sorry about it later.” Julia looked down at the cup he set in front of her. “I used to wonder where I got that streak of mean from. I guess I know.”

“It scared you, what she told you tonight.”

Julia let the tea slide into her system and soothe. “Yes.”

He sat beside her, rubbing fingers at the base of her neck, knowing instinctively where the bulk of the tension would be lodged. “Don’t you think she was scared too?”

Carefully, aligning the base of the cup with the rim of the saucer, she looked up. “I’m afraid I can’t really think about her feelings yet.”

“I love you both.”

She saw now what she hadn’t been able to see before. He’d been as shocked as she, and perhaps nearly as hurt. He was hurting still, for both of them. “Whatever becomes of all this, she’ll always be more your mother than she could ever be mine. And, I guess, since we both love you, we’ll all have to find a way to deal with it. Just don’t ask me to be reasonable tonight.”

“I won’t. I will ask you something else.” Taking her hands he drew her to her feet. “Let me love you.”

It was so easy, so simple, to move into his arms. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Upstairs, the bedroom was draped in shadows. She lit the candles while he drew the shades. Then they were alone in the half light, a lovers’ light. She lifted her arms to him in a gesture of welcome, and of need.

He took her in, understanding without being asked that she needed to reaffirm her life, to take back her sense of self. So when she fit her body to his, tilted back her face, offered her mouth, he took gently, he took slowly, wanting her to remember every moment.

With long, moist kisses, he tasted, and her taste was the same. One firm, possessive stroke from waist to hip, and back. She felt the same. Nuzzling at her throat, he drank in her scent. Beneath that fragile perfume was the unmistakable essence of Julia. That, too, the same.

He would allow nothing to change between them.

The jacket slid smoothly from her shoulders. One tiny button at a time he unfastened her blouse, stepping back so he could see each inch of flesh exposed. That same excitement, that same clutching desire stirred in him as he parted the fabric, let it slip from her shoulders to the floor with a sensual whisper.

“You’re all I’ve ever wanted,” he told her. “Everything I’ve ever needed.” He laid a finger on her lips before she could speak. “No, let me tell you. Let me show you.”

He touched his mouth to hers, teasing, tempting, then taking her deep until she was drunk from the single kiss. All the while he was murmuring things, beautiful things, as his fingers moved lightly, competently, to undress her. The tension in her shoulders began to ease. The fluttering in her stomach changed from that hollow motion of stress to the warming movement of anticipation.

It was magic. Or he was. Here, with him, she could erase the past, forget tomorrow. There was only the everlasting now. How could he have known just how much she’d needed that? In the now there was the feel of tight muscles under her dancing fingers, the perfume of moon-dusted flowers, the first stirrings of hunger.

Lost in him, she let her head fall back, made soft, helpless sounds deep in her throat as his lips trailed down to cruise over her breast.

“Tell me what you like,” he said, and his voice echoed inside her head. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

“Anything.” Her damp palms slid down his flesh. “Anything.”

His lips curved once before he rolled his tongue over the heated point of her breast, caught it between his teeth on that delirious edge between pleasure and pain, drew it into his mouth—hot, firm, fragrant—to suck his fill.

He would take her at her word.

It was as if it were the first time she’d been with a man. She shook her head to try to clear it so that she could give back. But he was doing things to her, wild, wonderful, wicked things to her. She could only shudder at burst after burst of pleasure.

Her head lolled back as she struggled to gulp in air that was suddenly too thick. Her breasts were so heavy, the nipples so hot, that when he flicked his tongue there again, she cried out in astonishment at the good, hard orgasm he gave her.

“I can’t.” Dizzy, she braced her hands on his shoulders as he burned a line down her torso. “I have to—”

“Enjoy,” he murmured, nipping at her quivering flesh. “You only have to enjoy.”

He knelt in front of her, his hands gripping her hips to hold her in place while he dipped his tongue along the juncture of her thighs. He could feel each ripple of sensation that passed through her, and his body was hammered by the same dark delights that rocketed in hers.

She came again, and with a half sob clutched her fingers in his hair to drag him closer. Now her hips were moving, quick as lightning, urging him on. When his tongue speared inside her, she went rigid, stunned by the jolt of heat. Her knees went to jelly. She would have fallen if he hadn’t grasped her hips and forced her upright.

Relentless, he drove her up again, his desire feeding greedily on hers. He wanted—wanted to know her system was a jumble of sensation, that her nerve endings sizzled to the touch, that her appetites matched his.

When he knew, when he was sure, he dragged her down to the floor with him and took her further. Showed her more.

He had to stop. She would die if he stopped. While they tumbled over the rug she clung to him, her body limp one instant, tense the next. She had thought they had given each other all there was long before this. Now she knew there was yet another level of trust. There, in the deep shadows of that room, there was nothing he could have asked of her, nothing she wouldn’t have given willingly.

But before it was done, it was she who asked. She who would have begged. “Please, now. God, I need you now.”

It was all he’d wanted to hear.

With his eyes on hers he brought them together, torso to torso. Slowly, watching the pleasure and confusion flicker in her eyes, he wrapped her legs around his waist. He filled her, inch by trembling inch, until he was plunged deep. Gasping, she reared back, accepting him, absorbing him, enjoying him.

When the first shudders had passed, she came back, bringing her lips to his even as they began to move together. Through the excitement, the passion, the clutching hunger, came a new sensation—one that settled and soothed and healed.

Lips curved, she held him close until there was nothing left but velvet darkness.

Later, much later, when she slept, he stood by the window, looking out at the single light he could see through the trees. Eve was awake, he knew, even as her daughter slept. How could he, a man so firmly tied to each of them, find the way to comfort both?

He went in the side door. Before he had crossed through the parlor with its scent of fading roses to start up the front stairs, Travers was there. She hurried down the hallway to him, rubber-soled slippers flapping.

“This isn’t the time for visiting. She needs her rest.”

Paul paused, one hand on the newel post. “She’s awake. I saw the light.”

“No matter. She needs her rest.” Travers gave the belt of her terry-cloth robe a quick and audible snap. “She’s not feeling well tonight.”

“I know. I’ve spoken with Julia.”

Like a fighter daring a punch, Travers stuck out her chin. “She left Eve in a terrible state. That girl had no right to say such things, shouting and breaking china.”

“That girl,” Paul said mildly, “had a hell of a shock. You knew, didn’t you?”

“What I know is my own business.” Lips folded tight on secrets, she jerked her head toward the top of the stairs. “Just like seeing to her’s my business. Whatever you have to say can wait till tomorrow. She’s had enough grief for one night.”

“Travers.” Eve came out of the shadows, down two steps. She was wearing a long, sleek silk robe in ripe red. Her face was an ivory oval above it. “It’s all right. I’d like to speak to Paul.”

“You told me you’d go to sleep.”

Eve flashed her quick smile. “I lied. Good night, Travers.” She turned away, knowing Paul would follow.

Because he respected loyalty, he spared the housekeeper a last look. “I’ll see that she goes to bed soon.”

“I’ll hold you to it.” With a final glance up the stairs, she walked away, terry cloth swishing, rubber flapping.

Eve waited for him in the sitting room adjoining the bedroom, with its plump cushions and low, inviting chairs. It held the evening’s disorder—discarded magazines, a champagne glass with a few drops going flat and stale, tennis shoes carelessly kicked off, a slash of purple and scarlet that was the robe she’d tossed aside after her bath. Everything bright and vivid and alive. Paul looked at her, sitting in the midst of it all, and realized fully for the first time how much she was aging.

It showed in the hands that suddenly seemed too frail and thin for the rest of her body, in the fine lines that had crept stealthily back around her eyes since her last bout with the surgeon’s knife. It showed in the weariness that coated her face like a thin, transparent mask.

She looked up, saw everything she needed to know on his face, and looked away again. “How is she?”

“Sleeping now.” He took the chair across from her. It wasn’t the first time he had come in here late at night to talk. The cushions were different, the pillows, the curtains. Eve was always changing things.

But much was the same. The scents that he had grown to love during childhood. Powders and perfumes and flowers—all the things that shouted this was a woman’s room, and men were allowed only by invitation.

“How are you, gorgeous?”

The simple concern in his voice threatened to bring the tears back again, and she’d told herself she was through with them. “Angry with myself for doing such a poor job of it. I’m glad you were there for her.”

“So am I.” He said nothing more, knowing she would speak when she was ready, and without his prompting. And because his presence gave her comfort, she talked to him as she would have with few others.

“I’ve carried this inside of me for nearly thirty years, the same way I carried Julia for nine months.” Her fingers were drumming on the arm of her chair. As if even that whispering sound disturbed her, she stopped, letting them lay quiet. “In secret, in pain, and with a kind of despair no man could comprehend. I always thought as I grew older—hell, when I got old—that the memories would fade. The way my body changed, those movements inside my womb. The terrifying excitement of pushing her out of me and into the world. They don’t.” She shut her eyes. “God, they don’t.”

She took a cigarette from the Lalique holder on the table, then ran it through her fingers twice before lighting it. “I won’t deny that I lived fully, richly, happily without her. I won’t pretend that I grieved and mourned every day of my life for a child I held only an hour. And I never regretted doing what I did, but neither did I forget.”

Her tone dared accusations, her eyes flared up at his, waiting for them. He only touched a hand to her cheek. “Why did you bring her here, Eve? Why did you tell her?”

Her fragile composure threatened to shred. She clutched at it, then at his hand. Then she released him, and continued. “I brought her here because there were loose ends in my life I wanted to … knot. It appealed to my sense of irony—maybe my vanity—that my daughter be the one to tie those knots.” She blew out a stream of smoke. Behind its veil her eyes were full of power and purpose in a calm, pale face. “And I needed the contact. I needed to see her, dammit. To touch her, to watch for myself what kind of woman she’d become. And the child, my grandchild, I wanted a few weeks to get to know him. If I go to hell for that sin, so be it. It’s been worth more than most of the others I’ve committed.”

“Did you tell her that?”

She laughed and crushed out the cigarette half finished. “She has a temper, and pride. I didn’t have time to tell her much of anything before she clawed at me. With perfect justification. I’d reneged on the deal, after all. I’d given her away, and had no right to try to take her back.”

She rose to walk to the window. In the black glass she saw her own reflection, like the ghost she felt herself becoming.

“But my God, Paul, the longer I was around her, the more I came to care for her. I could see pieces of myself in her, and pieces of Victor. I’ve never in my life felt such a need for another human being, unless it was a man. I’ve never known such a whole, unselfish love for anyone. Anyone else but you.” She turned back, her eyes wet. “She was the child I couldn’t have. You were the child I always wanted.”

“And you were my mother, Eve. Julia had one of her own. She’ll need time.”

“I know.” She turned away again, feeling the burden on her heart increase. “I know.”

“Eve, why didn’t you ever tell Victor?”

Weary, she laid her head on the glass. “I thought about it, then and a hundred times since. He might have left his wife, you know. He might have come to me, free. As much as he would have loved the child, I wonder if he would ever have forgiven me. I would never have forgiven myself for accepting him under those terms.”

“Will you tell him now?”

“I think that should be Julia’s choice.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Does she know you’re here?”

“No.”

“Will you tell her?”

“Yes, I will.”

“You love her.”

Though it wasn’t a question, he answered. “More than I knew I was capable of loving anyone. I want her, and Brandon. No matter what it takes.”

Satisfied, she nodded. “Let me give you one piece of unsolicited advice. Let nothing stand in your way. Nothing. Least of all me.” She held out her hands, waiting for him to stand and come to her to take them. “I have some things to see to tomorrow. Details. In the meantime, I’m trusting you to take care of her.”

“I intend to, whether she likes it or not.”

“Go back to her, then. I’ll be fine.” Eve lifted her face for his kiss, held on a moment longer. “I’ll always be grateful I’ve had you.”

“We’ve had each other. Don’t worry about Julia.”

“I won’t. Now. Good night, Paul.”

He kissed her again. “Good night, gorgeous.”

When he had gone, she went directly to the phone and dialed. “Greenburg, this is Eve Benedict.” She tossed back her head and picked up a cigarette. “Yes, goddammit, I know what time it is. You can charge me double whatever outrageous rates you lawyers charge. I need you here within the hour.”

She hung up on his protest, then grinned. She felt almost like her old self.
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Less than twenty-four hours after Julia’s plane accident, Paul arranged to meet with the pilot. Jack Brakerman had worked for Eve more than five years, hooking the job through Paul himself. While doing research for a book that had involved smuggling, mayhem, and murder in the air, Paul had been impressed by Jack’s knowledge and skill.

By the time it was finished, Paul had had enough material for two books, and Jack Brakerman had been able to quit flying cargo to take private passengers. His first client had been Eve.

Paul met him at a diner near the airport, where the food was greasy, the coffee hot, and the service prompt. The table was a circular slice of particle board coated with a sheet of linoleum that tried, unsuccessfully, to look like marble. Someone had paid for country on the juke, and Hank Williams, Jr., was moaning about the woman who done him wrong.

“Hell of a place, isn’t it?” Jack pulled one of the miserly paper napkins out of its metal dispenser to wipe up the circles of wet left by the previous patrons’ glasses. “Don’t look like much, but they got the best goddamn blueberry pie in the state. Want a slice?”

“Sure.”

Jack signaled the waitress and gave their order with a single gesture. He held up two fingers. Within minutes they were served thick wedges of pie along with mugs of steaming black coffee.

“You’re right,” Paul told him after the first bite. “It’s great.”

“I’ve been coming here for years, just for the pie. So tell me,” Jack began over a hefty forkful. “You writing another book?”

“Yeah, but that’s not what I want to talk to you about.”

Jack nodded, took a wary sip of coffee, knowing it would be hot and strong enough to sear his stomach lining. “You want to talk about yesterday. I already filed the report. Looks like they’re going to put it down to mechanical failure.”

“That’s the official story, Jack. What’s your opinion?”

“Somebody fucked with the fuel line. Real slick, real professional. It looks like a mechanical failure. Hell, if it was somebody else’s plane and I checked it out myself, I’d say the same. The line was stressed, sprung a leak. Dumped most of the fuel over the Sierra Madres.”

Paul didn’t want to think of the mountains and what the jagged, unforgiving peaks could have done to a sputtering plane. “But it isn’t someone else’s plane.”

“That’s right.” Mouth full, he waved his fork for emphasis. “And I know my gear, Winthrop. Between the mechanic and me, we keep that bird in a-one condition. No way that line was fatigued, no fucking way it happened to spring a leak. Somebody messed with it, somebody who knew what to do and how to do it.” He scooped up the last of the pie, swallowing it with a combination of pleasure and regret. “That’s what my gut tells me.”

“I’m willing to go with your gut, Jack. Now the question is what to do about it.” Paul considered a moment. The juke had switched to K. D. Lang, and her mellow, masculine voice added a dash of class to the dreary diner. “Tell me exactly what you did yesterday after you landed in Sausalito.”

“That’s easy. I bumped around the lounge awhile, talked shop with some guys, had lunch with a couple other pilots. Julia said she’d be back by three, so I wound up the paperwork, cleared my flight plan. She was right on time.”

“Yes,” Paul said half to himself. “She’s habitually prompt. Can you ask around, see if anyone noticed someone near the plane?”

“Already did. People don’t notice much when they’re not looking.” Frowning, he scraped his fork over his plate, making patterns in the smear of purple juice. “You know the thing that hits me, whoever did this knew planes. He could have fixed it so we went down a lot quicker, say when we were over the bay with no place to go. The way it was done had the fuel leaking out, slow and steady. You following me?”

“Keep going.”

“If he’d wanted us dead, there were a lot of other ways to fix it and still make it look like an accident. So, I gotta figure he didn’t want us dead. Things could’ve gone wrong and we’d have been that way anyhow, so maybe he didn’t give a shit one way or the other. But if we’d have bottomed out on fuel ten, fifteen minutes earlier, things would’ve been a lot dicier. He fixed it so I had enough juice to get close so a pilot good as me could bring her in.”

“Sabotaging the plane was a scare tactic?”

“I don’t know, Hoss, but if it was, it was a fucking bull’s-eye.” His round, pleasant face creased in a grimace. “I made so many bargains with God during the last five minutes that I’m in hock into the next life. And if it scared the sin out of me, I can tell you it left Julia pure as the driven snow.” He eyed Paul’s pie as he signaled for more coffee.

“Help yourself,” Paul said, pushing the plate across the table.

“Thanks. It’s easy to spot a nervous flier even when they’re busy telling themselves they can handle it. She doesn’t like being up there, not a bit, but she toughs it out without all the usual crutches—smoking, drinking, sleeping pills. When I had to tell her the situation, she was scared, scared right down to her shoes. Went so white I figured I was going to have a fainter on my hands, but she held on. No screaming, no crying, she just talked to me. She did everything I told her to do. You gotta admire that.”

“I do.”

“Somebody wanted to scare the lady, and scare her bad. I can’t prove it, but I know it.”

“I’m going to prove it,” Paul told him. “You can take that to the bank.”

Lyle shifted from foot to foot as he stood in Delrickio’s living room. He didn’t feel like sitting, not with the ice-faced goon watching his every move. Though he had to admire the dude’s threads. Yes, indeed. He’d bet his next paycheck that coal-black crisply tailored suit was pure silk. And this guy was just an underling. It made him wonder how much the big guy himself pulled in every year.

Wanting to show his nonchalance, Lyle pulled out a cigarette. He’d taken out his genuine gold-plated Zippo when his watchdog spoke.

“Mr. Delrickio don’t allow no smoking in this room.”

“Yeah?” Lyle tried hard for a sneer as he clicked the lighter closed. “No sweat, man. I can live with them, I can live without them.”

He was whistling under his breath when the phone on a dainty inlaid table rang. The guard answered it, grunted.

“Upstairs,” he told Lyle after he’d replaced the receiver.

Lyle figured his brisk, unsmiling nod was Bogie-like. They’d already deflated his ego by patting him down the minute he’d pulled through the gates. He’d wished he’d been packing a gun. Wished he’d had one to pack. It would have made him seem tougher.

With what he figured he’d be paid for his information, he could buy himself an arsenal.

The guard knocked lightly on the door at the top of the stairs, then jerked his head in invitation, and Lyle walked through.

Delrickio gestured for Lyle to sit. “Good evening,” he said mildly. “I believe we had agreed that I would contact you, when and if I chose.”

The gentle, friendly voice had sweat springing to Lyle’s palms. “Yes, sir, we did, but—”

“Then I must assume you felt compelled to go against my wishes.”

A lump had formed in Lyle’s throat the size and texture of a tennis ball. He swallowed gamely over it. “Yes, sir. That is, I came by some information I knew you’d want right away.”

“And you couldn’t find a telephone in working order?”

“I—that is, I thought you’d want to hear it face-to-face.”

“I see.” Delrickio let the silence drag out until Lyle had moistened his dry lips twice. “I find I must remind you that you were paid to observe, to pass along information, but not, as I recall, to think. However, I’ll reserve judgment on whether you’ve thought well until after I hear what you’ve come into my home to tell me.”

“Julia Summers was in a plane yesterday that nearly crashed.”

At this outburst, Delrickio merely lifted his brows. Christ in heaven, how had he ever been deluded into believing this idiot could provide him with anything remotely useful? “You bring me information I already have. I’m never pleased to have my time wasted.”

“They think the plane was fuck—tampered with,” he corrected himself quickly. “I heard her and Winthrop talking. She was a mess when I picked her up at the airport. See, what I did was, I waited until they sent the kid along, and went in the house. I listened outside.” Because Delrickio was tapping his fingers against the desktop, Lyle hurried on. They think someone was trying to kill her. There was this note, and—”

He broke off when Delrickio raised a hand. “What note?”

“Something she found on the plane. From the way she talked, it wasn’t the first one she’d gotten. He tried to talk her into leaving, but she wouldn’t go.”

“What did the note say?”

“I don’t know.” Lyle paled a bit and cleared his throat. “I didn’t really see it. I only heard them talking about it.” He wondered if he should bring up the notes he’d found in Eve’s bedroom, and decided to bide his time.

“This is all very interesting, but hardly worth taking up my time on a beautiful morning.”

“There’s more.” Lyle paused. Throughout the night, he’d gone over and over how he would play this card. “It’s big, Mr. Delrickio, bigger than what you’ve been paying me for.”

“Since I’ve been paying you for very little of interest, that makes no impression on me.”

“I guarantee you, you’ll want this. I figure it’s worth a bonus. A fat one. Maybe even a permanent job. I got no intention of spending the rest of my life driving a car and living over a garage.”

“Is that so?” Delrickio’s distaste showed only briefly. “Tell me what you have, then I’ll tell you what it’s worth.”

Lyle licked his lips again. He knew he was taking a chance, but the payoff could be incredible. Visions of cold money and hot women danced in his head. “Mr. Delrickio, I know you’re a man of your word. If you promise me you’ll pay me what the information is worth, I’ll stand by that.”

Stand or die, Delrickio thought with a weary sigh. “You have it.”

Enjoying the drama of the moment, Lyle let silence hang. “Eve Benedict is Julia Summers’s natural mother.”

Delrickio’s eyes narrowed, darkened. Angry color crept from his neck to cover his face. Each word he spoke was like an ice pick striking bone. “Do you think you can come into my house and tell me this lie, then walk out alive?”

“Mr. Delrickio—” Lyle’s saliva dried to dust when he saw the small, lethal .22 in Delrickio’s hand. “Don’t. Christ, don’t.” He scrambled like a crab toward the back of the chair.

“Tell me that again.”

“I swear it.” Tears of terror leaked from his eyes. “They were on the terrace, and I was hiding in the garden, so I could find out anything you might want to know. Just like we agreed. And—and Eve, she started telling this story about Gloria DuBarry having an affair with that Torrent guy.”

“Gloria DuBarry had an affair with Michael Torrent? Your fantasies grow.” His finger caressed the trigger of the gun.

Terror made the .22 look like a cannon. “Eve said it. Jesus, why would I make it up?”

“You have one minute to tell me exactly what she said.” Calmly, Delrickio glanced at the stately grandfather clock in the corner. “Begin.”

Fumbling, stammering, Lyle blurted out everything he could remember, his wild eyes never leaving the barrel of the .22. As the story poured out, Delrickio’s look became less intense and more speculative.

“So, Miss DuBarry aborted Torrent’s baby.” It was an interesting, potentially useful face. Marcus Grant had a very successful business, and would probably object to having his wife’s indiscretion come to light. Delrickio filed it away.

“How do you turn this information into Miss Summers being Eve’s daughter.”

“Eve told her, she told her about a year or so later she got knocked up by Victor Flannigan.” Lyle’s voice rose an octave effortlessly, like an opera singer practicing scales. “She was going to have an abortion, too, but changed her mind and had the kid. She gave it up for adoption. She told the Summers woman. Jesus, I swear she told her she was her mother. She even said she had papers, lawyer’s stuff, to prove it.” He was too terrified to move, even to wipe his running nose. “Summers went nuts, started screaming and throwing things. The other two—Travers and Soloman—came running out. That’s when I went back to the garage, to watch. I could still hear her yelling, and Eve crying. Afterward Summers ran back to the guest house. I knew you’d want to know. I ain’t lying, I swear it.”

No, Delrickio thought, he wasn’t clever enough to have made it all up, the clinic in France, the private hospital in Switzerland. He replaced the gun, ignoring the fact that Lyle covered his face with his hands and sobbed.

Eve had a child, he thought. A child she would undoubtedly want to protect.

Smiling to himself, he leaned back in his chair. Lyle was a revolting swine. But swine had their uses.

Julia had never seen so much chintz in one place. Obviously Gloria had told the decorator to make her office cozy and old-fashioned. She’d gotten it. In spades. Frilly pink curtains with layers and more layers of flounce. Chairs so deep and cushy a small child could sink into them and never be seen again. Hooked rugs scattered over hardwood. Copper and brass pots overflowing with cute balls of yarn or dried flowers. Tiny tables crowded with miniature statuary. A dusting nightmare.

Everything was packed in and angled together so that the visitor was forced to pick through a country-motif obstacle course, shifting this way and that to avoid bumping a hip or stubbing a toe.

Then there were the cats. Three of them slept in a slant of sunlight, tangled around and over each other into one obscene ball of glossy white fur.

Gloria was seated at a small, curvy desk more suited to milady’s boudoir than a working office. She wore a pale pink dress with full sleeves and a Quaker collar. In it she looked the picture of purity, good health, and goodwill. But nerves recognized nerves. Julia saw the stress in the bitten-down nails. Her own were a ragged mess after the hour she’d spent this morning agonizing over keeping this appointment or canceling.

“Miss Summers.” With a warm, welcoming smile, Gloria rose. “Since you’re right on time, you must not have had any trouble finding us.”

“No trouble at all.” Julia turned sideways to scoot between a table and a footstool. “I appreciate your agreeing to see me.”

“Eve is one of my oldest and closest friends. How could I refuse?”

Julia accepted Gloria’s invitation to sit. Obviously, the incident at Eve’s party wasn’t going to be mentioned. But they both knew it gave Julia the advantage.

“I received the message that you wouldn’t be able to have brunch, but perhaps you’d like some coffee, tea?”

“No, nothing, thank you.” She’d ingested enough coffee that morning to wire her for a week.

“So you want to talk about Eve,” Gloria began in the voice of a cheerful nun. “I’ve known Eve for, goodness, it must be thirty years or so now. I confess, when we first met she terrified and fascinated me. Let’s see, it was just before we began to work on—”

“Miss DuBarry.” In a low voice directly opposed to Gloria’s bubbly bright one, Julia interrupted. “There are a lot of things I’d like to talk to you about, a lot of questions I need to ask, but I feel we’re both going to be uncomfortable until we get one point in the open.”

“Really?”

The only thing Julia had been sure of that morning was that she would not play games. “Eve told me everything.”

“Everything?” The smile stayed in place, but beneath the desk Gloria’s fingers twisted together. “About?”

“Michael Torrent.”

Gloria blinked twice before her expression settled into pleasant lines. If the director had ordered mild surprise and polite confusion, the actress would have nailed the first take. “Michael? Well, naturally, as he was her first husband, she would have discussed him with you.”

Julia realized Gloria was a much more skilled actress than she’d ever been given credit for. “I know about the affair,” she said flatly. “About the clinic in France.”

“I’m afraid I’m not following you.”

Julia picked up her briefcase to drop it on the dainty desk. “Open it,” she said. “Look through it. No hidden cameras, no concealed mikes. Off the record, Miss DuBarry. Only you and me, and you have my word that anything you want kept in this room stays in this room.”

Though shaken, she clung to the defense of ignorance. “You’ll forgive my confusion, Miss Summers, but I thought you were here to discuss Eve for her book.”

Anger, barely banked, flared again. Julia got to her feet and snatched the briefcase. “You know exactly why I’m here. If you’re going to sit there and play the baffled hostess, we’re wasting time.” She started for the door.

“Wait.” Indecision was its own agony. If Julia left now, this way, God knew how far the story would spread. And yet … and yet how could she be sure it hadn’t already gone too far. “Why should I trust you?”

Julia searched for calm but couldn’t find it. “I was seventeen when I found myself pregnant, unmarried, and alone. I’d be the last person to condemn any woman for facing that and making a choice.”

Gloria’s lips began to tremble. The freckles that had made her America’s darling stood out in relief against her chalky skin. “She had no right.”

“Maybe not.” Julia came back to the chair, set her briefcase aside. “Her reasons for telling me were personal.”

“Naturally, you’d defend her.”

Julia stiffened. “Why?”

“You want to write the book.”

“Yes,” Julia said slowly. “I want to write the book.” Need to write it. “But I’m not defending her. I’m only telling you what I know. She was greatly affected by what you went through. There was nothing vindictive or condemning in the way she related the story to me.”

“It wasn’t her story to tell,” Gloria lifted her quavering chin. “Nor is it yours.”

“Perhaps not. Eve felt …” Julia fumbled. Why did it matter what Eve felt? “Going through that with you altered her life, subsequent decisions she made.”

The decision was me, she remembered. She was there, feeling all that pain, because of the misery Gloria had experienced thirty years before.

“What happened to you went beyond that clinic in France,” Julia continued. “Because she stood by you through it, it changed her. Because … because it changed her, the lives of other people were changed as well.”

Me, my parents. Brandon. When emotions threatened to choke her, she took two deep breaths. “It connects us, Miss DuBarry, in ways I can’t begin to explain yet. That’s why she told me. That’s why she needed to tell me.”

But Gloria couldn’t see beyond the insular world she’d built so carefully. The world she saw tumbling around her shoulders. “What are you going to print?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t.”

“I won’t talk to you. I won’t let you ruin my life.”

Julia shook her head as she rose. She needed air. She needed to get out of that crowded room into the air, where she could think. “Believe me, that’s the last thing I want to do.”

“I’ll stop you.” Gloria sprang to her feet, shooting her chair back into the tangle of cats so that they shrieked in annoyance. “I’ll find a way to stop you.”

Had she already tried? Julia wondered. “I’m not your problem,” she said softly and escaped.

But Eve was, Gloria thought as she crumpled back into her chair. Eve was.

Drake figured he’d given Eve enough time to cool off. After all, they were blood.

Right, he thought as he carried the dozen roses up to the door. He fixed on a charming smile, apologetic at the edges, and knocked.

Travers opened the door, took one look, and scowled. “She’s busy today.”

Interfering bitch, he thought, but chuckled and slipped inside. “Never too busy for me. Is she upstairs?”

“That’s right.” Travers couldn’t prevent the smug smile. “With her lawyer. You want to wait, you wait in the parlor. And don’t try slipping anything into your pockets. I’m on to you.”

He didn’t have the energy to be insulted. The wind had gone out of him at the word “lawyer.” Travers left him standing stunned in the hallway, roses dripping out of his arms.

Lawyer. His fingers tightened involuntarily, but he didn’t even feel the pierce of thorns. She was changing her fucking will. The cold-blooded bitch was cutting him out.

She wouldn’t get away with it. Fury and fear sliced through him. He was halfway up the stairs at a dead run before he got himself under control.

This wasn’t the way. Leaning against the banister, he took long, deep breaths. If he broke in there shouting, he’d only seal his fate. He wasn’t going to let those millions slip through his fingers in blind anger. He’d earned them, by Christ, and he intended to enjoy them.

There was blood on his thumb. Absently he stuck in into his mouth to suck it clean. What was needed was charm, apologies, a few sincere promises. He ran a hand over his hair to tidy it as he debated whether to go up or wait downstairs.

Before he’d made up his mind which would be the most effective, Greenburg started down toward him. The lawyer’s face was impassive, though the shadows under his eyes told of a lost night’s sleep.

“Mr. Greenburg,” Drake said.

The lawyer flicked his gaze over the flowers, up to Drake’s face. His brow lifted briefly in speculation before he nodded and continued down.

Stuffy old fart, Drake thought, and tried to pretend his insides weren’t shaking. He checked his hair again, the knot of his tie, then started up with his best penitent expression on his face.

Outside Eve’s office he straightened his shoulders. It wouldn’t do to look too beaten. She’d have no respect for him if he crawled. He knocked quietly. When his knock went unanswered, he tried again.

“Eve.” His voice held a gentle thread of remorse. “Eve, I’d like to—” He turned the knob. Locked. Forcing himself to be patient, he tried again. “Eve, it’s Drake. I’d like to apologize. You know how much you mean to me, and I can’t stand having this rift between us.”

He wanted to kick the fucking door down and strangle her.

“I just want to find a way to make it all up to you. Not only the money—and I’m going to pay back every penny—but everything I said and did. If you’d only …”

He heard a door open, close quietly, down the hall. He turned hopefully, blinking a few tears into his eyes. Then he nearly ground his teeth when he saw Nina.

“Drake.” Embarrassment shimmered off her in waves. “I’m sorry. Eve wanted me to tell you … She’s awfully busy this morning.”

“I’ll only take up a few minutes.”

“I’m afraid—Drake, I’m sorry, really, she just won’t see you. At least not now.”

He struggled to coat charm over anger. “Nina, can’t you talk to her for me? She’ll listen to you.”

“Not this time.” She put a comforting hand on his. “Actually, this isn’t the time to try to mend fences. She had a disturbing night.”

“She had her lawyer here.”

“Yes, well …” Nina looked away, and missed the flash of venom in his eyes. “You know I can’t discuss her private business. But if you’d take my advice, wait a couple of days longer. She isn’t in a reasonable mood. I’ll do what I can, when I can.”

He thrust the roses into her arms. “Tell her I’ll be back. That I’m not giving up.”

He strode away. He’d be back all right, he promised himself. And he wouldn’t give her a choice.

Nina waited until she heard the door slam before she knocked. “He’s gone, Eve.” Moments later she heard the lock click open, and entered.

“I’m sorry to dump the dirty work on you, Nina.” Eve was already hurrying back to her desk. “I don’t have the time or tolerance for him today.”

“He left you these.”

Eve glanced briefly at the roses. “Do whatever you like with them. Is Julia back yet?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“All right, all right.” She waved that away. There was plenty to do before she spoke with her daughter again. “I want you to hold my calls, unless it’s Julia. Or Paul. I don’t want to be disturbed for at least an hour. Make it two.”

“I need to talk to you myself.”

“I’m sorry, darling, this isn’t the time.”

Nina looked at the flowers she held, then laid them on the desk. Near the edge was a stack of audio tapes. “You’re making a mistake.”

“If I am, it’s mine to make.” Impatient, she glanced up. “I’ve made my decision. If you want to hash it through, we will. But not now.”

“The longer this goes on, the harder it will be to put things right again.”

“I’m doing my damnedest to put things right.” She crossed over to check the video camera she’d set on a tripod. “Two hours, Nina.”

“All right.” She left the flowers scattered over the desk like blood.
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Paul was so immersed in the scene he was writing, he didn’t hear the phone ring; his machine picked up the call. But he heard Julia’s voice. “Paul, it’s Julia. I just wanted—”

“Hi.”

“Oh.” Her thoughts scrambled. “You are there.”

He glanced back at the screen of his word processor, at the cursor impatiently blinking. “More or less.” Deliberately, he pushed back from the desk, taking the cordless phone with him as he walked out of the office and onto the circular deck. “Did you get some more sleep?”

“I …” She couldn’t lie to him, even though she knew the only reason he’d left her was that she’d agreed to stay in bed through the morning without answering the phone. “Actually, I went ahead with the interview.”

“You—” She winced as his anger erupted through the telephone line. “Goddamn, Julia, you promised to stay home. You had no business going out alone.”

“I didn’t promise, exactly, and I—”

“Close enough.” He shifted the phone to his other ear and dragged a hand through his hair. “Where are you?”

“I’m in a phone booth in the Beverly Hills Hotel.”

“I’m on my way.”

“No. Dammit, Paul, stop playing Sir Gallahad a minute and listen. Just listen to me.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes, hoping to dull the headache that worked behind them. “I’m perfectly all right. I’m in a public place.”

“You’re being stupid.”

“All right, I’m being stupid.” Eyes closed, she leaned her head back against the wall of the booth. She hadn’t been able to shut the door, simply hadn’t been able to pull it to and shut herself in the glass box. It forced her to keep her voice low. “Paul, I had to get out. I felt trapped in there. And I thought, I hoped, if I talked to Gloria, I’d get a clearer picture for myself.”

Swallowing another oath, he rested a hip on the rail. Behind him he could hear the rush and tumble of waves against sand. “And did you?”

“Hell, I don’t know. But I do know I have to talk to Eve again. I need a little more time to myself, then I’m going to go back and try.”

“Do you want me to be there?”

“Would you …” She cleared her throat. “Would you wait until I call? CeeCee’s taking Brandon to her place after school … to give me time to talk with Eve. I don’t even know what I’m going to say, or how I’m going to say it. But if I knew I could call you when it’s done, it would be easier.”

“I’ll be waiting. Jules, I love you.”

“I know. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to work it out.”

“We’re going to work it out,” he corrected her.

After she hung up, she stayed where she was a moment. She wasn’t sure she could go back yet, face Eve. There was still too much anger, too much hurt. How much time it would take to ease either of those emotions was uncertain.

Slowly, she walked back through the lobby, back outside, where the air was beginning to thicken with afternoon heat.

Like a shadow, the man she would have recognized from the airport, trailed behind her.

•   •   •

Drake decided he was finished with fucking around. No more Mr. Nice Guy. He was riled up enough to stand on the roof of his car without worrying about scratching the spiffy red paint. He didn’t give more than a passing through to ripping his Savile Row suit as he scrambled, awkwardly, on the wall of Eve’s estate.

She thought he was stupid, he reflected grimly as he scraped his palms on stones. But he wasn’t stupid. He’d been smart enough to detour through the house on his way out to switch off the main power of the security system.

Thinking ahead—that’s right, he was thinking ahead. To his future. His belt buckle clinked against stone as he bellied his way over the wall. She couldn’t have her goddamn secretary give him the old heave-ho. She was going to listen to what he had to say, and she was going to understand he meant business.

He landed with a grunt, his left ankle giving way so that he tumbled back into a hedge of Russian olives. The thorns raked over the back of his hands as he fought his way clear to his knees.

He was sweating hard, breathing hard. She wasn’t going to cut him out. That one certainly was in his mind as he pushed himself up to limp toward the putting green. He was going to bring that single point home to her. With a vengeance.

The man shadowing Julia spotted the Porsche. He was circling the estate after watching Julia turn through the gates. He’d decided to spend the rest of the afternoon staked out down the block, in case she came out again.

It was a boring job, but the pay was good. A man tolerated a lot of inconveniences, like heat, tedium, and pissing in a plastic bottle, for six hundred a day.

When he recognized the Porsche, natural curiosity had him pulling up behind it. It was locked up tight, and was clean as a whistle except for a couple of scuff marks on the roof. Grinning, he hopped up and peered over the wall.

He was just in time to see Drake hobbling between the green and the tennis courts.

It took him only a moment to decide to hop the wall. When opportunity knocked, a smart man opened the door. He was bound to find out more inside than out. And the more he found out, the more he got paid.

Julia pulled through the gates just as Gloria’s Mercedes shot out. Without sparing her a glance, Gloria punched the gas and had her wheels screaming on asphalt.

“Nearly took off her bumper,” Joe called out. He shook his head smiling through the window at Julia. “That lady drives worse than my teenager.”

“She looked upset.”

“Looked the same when she got here.”

“Was she here long?”

“Nah.” He worked a cherry Life Saver out of the roll, offered it to Julia, and at her murmured refusal popped it into his mouth. “Fifteen minutes maybe. People been coming and going all morning. I’da made a fortune if I was charging toll.”

Because she knew he expected a smile, Julia accommodated him. “Is anyone with Eve now?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Thanks, Joe.”

“No problem. You have a good day now.”

Julia drove slowly, trying to decide whether to make the turn for the main house, or go on. She let instinct take her and followed the route to the guest house. She wasn’t ready, she admitted. She needed a little more time, a little more space.

The moment she got out of the car, she turned toward the gardens, lost herself in them. Behind her a curtain twitched open, then back into place.

It was an indulgence, but only a small one, to sit on a stone bench and let her mind empty. With her eyes closed, she could absorb the sounds and smells of the garden. The low hum of bees, the rustle of birds among lush leaves. Oleander, jasmine, lilac, all those sweet fragrances mixed with the richer, deeper scent of earth freshly watered.

She’d always loved flowers. In the years she’d lived in Manhattan, she’d put geraniums on the windowsill every spring. Perhaps she’d inherited that love, that need for flowers from Eve. But she didn’t want to think about that now.

As the minutes passed, she grew calmer. While her mind drifted, she began to toy with the broach she’d pinned to her jacket that morning. The broach her mother—the only mother she’d ever known—had left her. Justice. Both of her parents had devoted their lives to it. And to her.

She remembered so much—being driven to school on that first terrifying day, being held and rocked. The stories she’d been told at bedtime. The Christmas she’d been given the shiny two-wheeler with the white plastic basket on the front. And the pain, the confusion when divorce had separated the people she loved and depended on most of all. The way they had united in support of her during her pregnancy. How proud they’d been of Brandon; how they’d helped her finish her education. How painful it had been, and still was, to know she had lost both of them.

But nothing could dim her memories, or her emotions. Maybe that’s what she’d been most afraid of. Afraid that if she’d known the circumstances of her birth, it would have diminished somehow that connection with the people who had raised her.

That wasn’t going to happen. Steadier, she rose again. No matter what was said, no matter what transpired between her and Eve, nothing could change that bond.

She would always be Julia Summers.

Now it was time to face the rest of her heritage.

She started back to the guest house. Eve could come to her there, where they could have complete privacy. She stopped at the door to search through her bag for her keys. When was she going to learn not to drop them so carelessly into the black hole of her purse? When her fingers closed over them, she gave a little sigh of satisfaction. Her mind sketched out a vague plan as she unlocked the door.

She would treat herself to a glass of white wine, marinate some chicken for dinner, then call Eve. She wouldn’t plan the conversation at all, but let it happen naturally. After it was over, she would call Paul. She could tell him everything, knowing he would help her sort it out.

Maybe they could take Brandon away for the weekend, just to relax, just to be together. It might be healthy to put a little distance between herself and Eve. After dropping her briefcase and purse on a chair, she started to turn toward the kitchen.

It was then Julia saw her.

She could only stare. Not even scream. It wasn’t possible to scream when she’d stopped breathing. It passed hazily through her mind that it must be a play. Surely the curtain would come down any second, then Eve would smile that dazzling smile and take her bows.

But she wasn’t smiling, or standing. She was sprawled on the floor, her magnificent body turned awkwardly on its side. Her pale face was propped on one outstretched arm, as if she’d settled herself down for a lazy nap. But her eyes were open. Wide and unblinking, their zest and passion drained.

Seeping darkly into the pretty rug in front of the low hearth was the blood that dripped from the gaping wound at the base of her skull.

“Eve.” Julia took one stumbling step forward, then dropped to her knees to take Eve’s cold hand in hers. “Eve, no.” Frantic, she tried to lift her, to force the limp body to its feet. Blood soaked her shirt, smeared her jacket.

Then she screamed.

On her wild rush to the phone, she tripped. Still reeling with shock, she bent down to pick up the brass poker that lay on the floor. Blood glistened wetly on it. With a sound of revulsion, she tossed it aside. Her fingers trembled so badly she was sobbing by the time she managed to dial 911.

“I need help.” Saying the words had her stomach heaving into her throat. She fought it back. “Please, I think she’s dead. You have to help.” Breath hitching, she listened to the dispatcher’s soothing voice and instructions. “Just come,” Julia demanded. “Come quickly.” She forced out the address, then jangled the phone back onto the hook. Before she had time to think, she was dialing again. “Paul. I need you.”

She couldn’t say any more. As his voice buzzed through the receiver, she dropped the phone to crawl back to Eve. To take her hand.

There were uniformed police at the gate when Paul got there. But he already knew. Unable to contact Julia again on the car phone while he’d raced from Malibu, he’d finally reached a hysterical maid at the main house.

Eve was dead.

He’d told himself it was a mistake, some kind of horrible joke. But his gut had known differently. All through the long, frustrating drive he’d fought to ignore that empty, clutching feeling in the pit of his stomach, that dry burning in his throat. The minute he pulled up at the gate, he’d known it was hopeless.

“I’m sorry, sir.” The cop moved over to speak through the window of Paul’s car. “No one’s allowed through.”

“I’m Paul Winthrop,” he said flatly. “Eve Benedict’s stepson.”

With a nod, the cop turned away and pulled a walkie-talkie from his belt. After a brief conversation, he signaled the gate.

“Please drive directly to the guest house.” He slid into the passenger’s seat. “I’ll have to go with you.”

Paul said nothing, only started up the drive he’d cruised along countless times. He spotted more uniformed police walking over the estate slowly, fanned out like a search team. Searching for what? he wondered. For whom?

There were more cars, still more police surrounding the guest house. The air buzzed with the squawking from the radios. It rang with weeping. Travers was slumped onto the grass, sobbing into the apron she held to her face. And Nina, her arms around the housekeeper, her own face damp with tears, blank with shock.

Paul got out of the car and took one step toward the house before the cop stopped him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Winthrop, you can’t go in.” “I want to see her.”

“Only official personnel allowed on the crime scene.”

He knew the drill, goddammit, knew it every bit as well as this snot-nosed cop who’d barely begun to shave. Turning, he frosted the young officer with a single glance.

“I want to see her.”

“Look, I’ll, ah, check, but you’re going to have to wait until the coroner gives the okay.”

Paul yanked out a cigar. He needed something to take the taste of grief and waste out of his mouth. “Who’s in charge here?”

“Lieutenant Needlemeyer.”

“Where is he?”

“Around in back. Hey,” he said as Paul started around. “He’s conducting an investigation.”

“He’ll see me.”

They were on the terrace, seated at the cheerful table, surrounded by flowers. Paul’s gaze passed over Needlemeyer briefly, locked on Julia. Ice. Her face was so clear, so pale, so cold. She was gripping a glass in both hands, her fingers so tightly molded to it, they might have been glued.

And there was blood. On her skirt, on her jacket. Terror ripped through his grief.

“Julia.”

Her nerves were stretched so tight, the sound of her name had her leaping up. The glass flew out of her hands to shatter on the tiles. For an instant she swayed as the air went thick and gray. Then she was racing toward him.

“Paul. Oh, God, Paul.” The trembling started again the moment his arms came around her. “Eve” was all she could say. And again. “Eve.”

“Are you hurt?” He wanted to yank her back, to see for himself, but couldn’t force his arms to loosen their grip. “Tell me if you’re hurt.”

She shook her head, gulping in air. Control. She had to take back some control now or she’d never find it again. “She was in the house when I got home. In the house, on the floor. I found her on the floor. Paul, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Paul looked over her shoulder. Needlemeyer hadn’t moved, but sat quietly, watching. “Do you have to do this now?” Paul demanded.

“Always the best time.”

They knew each other, had known each other for more than eight years, and had become friends through Paul’s research.

Frank T. Needlemeyer had never wanted to be anything but a cop. He’d never looked like anything but a graduate student—one who majored in party. Paul knew he was nearly forty, but his baby face showed no sign of age. Professionally, he had seen just about all the ugliness humanity had to offer. Personally, he’d weathered two miserable marriages. He’d come through it without a line, without a gray hair, and with the stubborn confidence that things could be made right if you kept hacking away at wrong.

And because they knew each other, Frank understood how much Eve Benedict had meant to Paul. “She was a hell of a woman, Paul. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” He wasn’t ready for sympathy, not yet. “I need to see her.”

Frank nodded. “I’ll arrange it.” Then let out a quiet breath. Obviously the woman Paul had told him about the last time they’d tossed back a few was Julia Summers. How had he described her? Frank flipped through his memory of Paul, tipping back a long-neck beer, grinning.

“She’s stubborn, likes to be in control. Probably comes from having to raise a kid on her own. Got a great laugh—but she doesn’t laugh enough. Irritates the hell out of me. I think I’m crazy about her.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Bleary with drink, Frank had grinned back. “But I want to hear about her body. Start with her legs.”

“Amazing. Absolutely amazing.”

Frank had already noted Paul had been right about those legs. But right now it looked as if Julia Summers’s legs weren’t going to hold her up for long. “Would you sit down, Miss Summers? If you don’t have any objection, Paul can stay while we talk.”

“No, I … please.” She gripped Paul’s hand.

“I’m not going anywhere.” He took the seat beside her.

“Okay, now we’re going to start right at the beginning. Do you want some more water?”

She shook her head. More than anything, she wanted to get this over with.

“What time did you get home?”

“I don’t know.” She took a long, steadying breath. “Joe. Joe at the gate might remember. I’d had an appointment this morning with Gloria DuBarry. After, I drove around …”

“You called me about noon,” Paul prompted her. “From the BHH.”

“Yes, I called you, then I drove around some more.”

“Do you drive around like that often?” Frank asked. “I had things on my mind.”

Frank watched the look pass between her and Paul, and waited.

“I got here just when Gloria was leaving, and—”

“Miss DuBarry was here?” Frank interrupted.

“Yes, I guess she was here to … to see Eve. She was pulling out of the gate as I drove up. I talked to Joe for a few minutes, then I parked my car in front of the house. I didn’t want to go in yet. I …” She dropped her hands into her lap, gripped them together. Saying nothing, Paul covered them with his own. “I walked to the gardens and sat on a bench. I don’t know how long. Then I went to the house.”

“Which way did you go in?”

“The front. I unlocked the front door.” When her voice broke, she pressed her hand to her mouth. “I was going to get some wine, going to marinate some chicken for dinner. And then I saw her.”

“Go on.”

“She was lying on the rug. And the blood was … I think I went to her, tried to wake her up. But she …”

“Your call to 911 came in at one twenty-two.”

Julia shuddered once, then settled. “I called 911, then I called Paul.”

“What did you do then?”

She looked away, away from him, away from the house. There were butterflies floating above the columbine. “I sat with her until they came.”

“Miss Summers, do you know why Miss Benedict would have been in the guest house?”

“Waiting for me. I—we were working on the book.”

“Her biography,” Frank said with a nod. “During the course of time you’ve been working with her, did Miss Benedict indicate to you that someone might wish her harm?”

“There were a lot of people who were unhappy about the book. Eve knew things.” She stared down at her hands, then into his eyes. “I have tapes, Lieutenant, tapes of my interviews with Eve.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d let me have them.”

“They’re inside.” In a quick, convulsive movement her fingers tightened on Paul’s. “There’s more.”

She told him about the notes, about the break-in, the theft, the plane. As she talked, Frank took short, scattered notes and kept his eyes on her face. This was a lady, he thought, about to snap and determined not to.

“Why wasn’t the break-in reported?”

“Eve wanted to handle it herself. Later, she told me that it had been Drake—her nephew Drake Morrison—and that she’d dealt with him.”

Frank jotted down the initials D.M., circled them. “I’ll need the notes.”

“I have them—with the tapes—in the safe.”

His brow lifted slightly, his own sign of interest. “I know this is tough on you, Miss Summers, and there isn’t a hell of a lot I can do to make it easier.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the uniforms come to the kitchen door and signal. “After you’ve had a chance to settle a bit, I’ll need you to come down, give a formal statement. I’d also like to take your prints.”

“Christ, Frank.”

He shot Paul a look. “It’s standard. We need to match any of the prints we come up with on the scene. Pretty obvious yours’ll be there, Miss Summers. Eliminating them will help.”

“It’s all right. Whatever it takes, I’ll do. You need to know …” She fought grimly to keep her breath from hitching. “She was more than a subject to me. Much more than that, Lieutenant. Eve Benedict was my mother.”

What a fucking mess.

Frank wasn’t thinking about the crime scene. He’d been on too many to allow himself to be overly affected by the aftermath of violent death. He hated murder, despised it as the darkest of sins. But he was a cop, first and last, and it wasn’t his job to philosophize. It was his job to find a firm grip on the slippery rope of justice.

It was his friend he was thinking about as he watched Paul stand over the draped body. As he watched him reach down to touch the dead face.

Frank had cleared the room, and the forensic boys weren’t too happy. They still had their dusting and vacuuming to do. But there were times you bent the rules. Paul was entitled to a couple of minutes alone with a woman he’d loved for twenty-five years.

He could hear movement upstairs, where he’d sent Julia with a policewoman. She needed to change, to gather up whatever personal items she and her kid would need. No one without a badge would be coming inside this house for some time.

Eve still looked beautiful, Paul reflected. Seeing that helped somehow. Whoever had done this hadn’t been able to take her beauty from her.

She was too pale, of course. Too still. Shutting his eyes, he struggled over another raw wave of grief. She wouldn’t want that. He could almost hear her laugh, feel her pat his cheek.

“Darling,” she would say. “I packed more than enough into one life, so don’t shed any tears for me. Now, I expect—hell, I demand that my fans weep copiously and gnash their teeth. The studios should shut down for a goddamn day of mourning. But I want the people I love to get stinking drunk and have one hell of a party.”

Gently, he slipped her hand into his, raised it to his lips for the last time. “Bye, gorgeous.”

Frank laid a hand on his shoulder. “Come on out back.”

With a nod, Paul turned away from her. God knew he needed the air. The moment he stepped onto the terrace, he took a big gulp of it.

“How?” was all he said.

“Blow to the base of the skull. Looks like the fireplace poker. I know it doesn’t help much, but the coroner thinks death was instantaneous.”

“No, it doesn’t help.” He stuffed impotent fists into his pockets. “I’m going to need to make arrangements. How soon will you … when will you release her to me?”

“I’ll let you know. I can’t do any better than that. You’re going to have to talk to me, officially.” He pulled out a cigarette. “I can come to you, or you can come downtown.”

“I need to take Julia away from here.” He accepted the cigarette Frank offered, leaned into the flame of the match. “She and Brandon will stay with me. She’s going to need some time.”

“I’ll give her what I can, Paul, but you’ve got to understand. She found the body, she’s Eve’s long-lost daughter. She knows what’s in here.” He lifted the bag full of the tapes he’d taken from the safe after Julia had given him the location and combination. “She’s the best lead we’ve got.”

“She may be the best lead you’ve got, but she’s hanging together by a very thin thread. Stretch it much more, and it’s going to snap. For God’s sake, give us a couple of days.”

“I’ll do what I can.” He blew smoke from between his teeth. “It’s not going to be easy. Reporters are staking out the place.”

“Fuck.”

“You said it. I’m going to keep the business of Julia’s relationship with Eve under wraps for as long as I can, but that’s going to bust loose too. When it does, they’ll be on her like fleas.” He glanced up as Julia stepped through the doorway. “Get her out of here.”

Panting, Drake shoved through the door, then locked it behind him. Thank Christ, thank Christ, he thought over and over as he rubbed shaking hands over his clammy face. He’d made it home. He was safe.

He needed a drink.

Favoring his ankle, he hobbled through the living room to the bar and snatched a bottle at random. A quick twist of the top and he was drinking Stoli. He shuddered, gulped oxygen, and guzzled some more.

Dead. The queen was dead.

He gave a nervous giggle that ended on a racking sob. How could it have happened? Why had it happened? If he hadn’t gotten away before Julia had come back …

Didn’t matter. He shook even the possibility away, then pressed a hand to his spinning head. The only thing that mattered was that nobody had seen him. As long as he kept calm, played it smart, everything was going to be dandy. Better than dandy. She couldn’t have had time to change her will.

He was a rich man. A fucking tycoon. He raised the bottle again in toast, then dropped it to the ground on his rush to the bathroom. Clinging to the John, he vomited up sickness and fear.

Maggie Castle heard the news in one of the coldest ways—a phone call from a reporter asking for reaction and comment.

“You slimy son of a bitch,” she began, leaning forward in her buttery leather swivel chair. “Don’t you know I can have your ass for pulling a stunt like this.” She slammed the phone down with relish. With a pile of scripts to review, contracts to revise, and phone calls to return, she didn’t have time for warped jokes.

“Fucking jerk,” she said mildly, and eyed the phone with dislike. Her stomach rumbled, distracting her, and she pressed a calming hand to it. Starving to death, she thought. She was starving to death and would have cheerfully killed for a big fat roast beef on rye. But she was going to fit into that size ten she’d plunked down three thousand for, and the Oscars were less than a week away.

She dealt out a trio of eight-by-ten glossies like playing cards and studied the sultry faces. She had to decide which one to send to read for a plum part in a new feature under development.

Tailor-made for Eve, she mused. Sighed. If Eve had been twenty-five years younger. The hell of it was, even Eve Benedict couldn’t be young forever.

Maggie barely glanced up as her door opened. “What is it, Sheila?”

“Ms. Castle …” Sheila stood in the doorway, one hand gripping the knob, the other braced on the jamb. “Oh, God, Ms. Castle.”

The trembling tone had Maggie’s head jerking up. Her half glasses slid down her nose. “What? What is it?”

“Eve Benedict … She’s been murdered.”

“That’s bullshit.” The anger came first so that she reared out of her chair. “If that asshole’s called again—”

“The radio,” Sheila managed to say, fumbling in her skirt pocket for a tissue. “It just came over the radio.”

Still fueled by fury, Maggie snatched up the remote and aimed it at the television. By the time she’d flipped the channels twice, she hit the bulletin.

“Hollywood, and the world, is shocked this afternoon by the death of Eve Benedict. The perpetually glamorous star of dozens of films was found on her estate, the apparent victim of homicide.”

Eyes glued to the set, Maggie lowered herself slowly into her chair. “Eve,” she whispered. “Oh, God, Eve.”

Locked in his office miles away, Michael Delrickio stared at the television, dully watching the pictures flicker. Eve at twenty, bright, vivid. At thirty, sultry, sensational.

He didn’t move. He didn’t speak.

Gone. Wasted, finished. He could have given her everything. Including life. If she’d loved him enough, if she’d believed in him, trusted him, he could have stopped it. Instead, she had scorned him, defied him, detested him. So she was dead. And even in death she could ruin him.

Gloria lay in her darkened bedroom, a chilled gel mask over her swollen eyes. The Valium wasn’t helping. She didn’t think anything would. No pills, no ploys, no prayers would ever make things right again.

Eve had been her closest friend. She hated that she couldn’t erase the memories they’d shared, the value of their woman-to-woman intimacy.

Of course she’d been hurt, angry, fearful. But she’d never wanted Eve dead. She’d never wanted it to end like this.

But Eve was dead. She was gone. Beneath the soothing mask, tears streamed. Gloria wondered what would become of her now.

In his library, surrounded by the books he’d loved and collected over a lifetime, Victor stared at a sealed bottle of Irish Mist. Whiskey, he thought, the way the Irish made it, was the best way to get drunk.

He wanted to get drunk, so drunk he wouldn’t be able to think, or feel, or breathe. How long could he stay that way? he wondered. One night, one week, one year? Could he stay that way long enough so that when he came to himself again, the pain would be over?

There would never be enough whiskey, there would never be enough time for that. If he was cursed to survive another ten years, he’d never outlive the pain.

Eve. Only Eve could stop the pain. And he would never hold her again, never taste her, never laugh with her or sit quietly in the garden and just be with her.

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. In his heart he knew it could have been changed. Like a bad script, poorly written, the ending could have been revised.

She’d left him, and this time there could be no reconciliation, no compromise, no promises. Now all he had were memories, and empty days and nights to relive them.

Victor lifted the bottle, flung it against the wall, where it exploded. Choking against the ripe smell of whiskey, he covered his face with his hands and cursed Eve with all his heart.

Anthony Kincade gloated. He rejoiced. He laughed out loud. As he greedily stuffed pate-smeared crackers into his mouth, he kept his gaze fixed on the television. Each time a channel segued back to regular programming, he switched, searching for a fresh bulletin, a recap of the news.

The bitch was dead, and nothing could have made him happier. It was only a matter of time now before he dealt with the Summers woman and got back the tapes Eve had taunted him with.

His reputation, his money, his freedom, they were safe now. Eve had gotten exactly what she’d deserved. He only hoped she’d suffered.

Lyle didn’t know what the hell to think. He was too scared to bother. The way he figured it, Delrickio had iced Eve—and he was connected to Delrickio. Sure, he’d only been doing some snooping, but men like Delrickio never went down. They made sure someone went down for them.

He could run, but he was damn sure he couldn’t hide. He didn’t figure his alibi about sleeping off a fat joint all afternoon would hold much water with the cops.

Goddamn, why had the broad gone and gotten herself wasted now? If she’d waited a few weeks, he’d have been long gone, his pockets fat, his road clear. Just his luck. His fucking luck.

Naked, he sat on the bed, dangling a beer between his knees. He’d have to come up with a tighter alibi. He drew on the beer, racked his poor brain, then grinned. He had the five big ones Delrickio had planted on him. If he couldn’t buy an alibi with a couple of grand—and his famous, tireless dick, life wasn’t worth living.

Travers wouldn’t be comforted. Nina tried, but the housekeeper wouldn’t eat, she wouldn’t rest, she wouldn’t take a sedative. She simply sat on the terrace, looking out at the garden. She wouldn’t even come inside, no matter how Nina coaxed or prodded.

The police had been all through the house, poking into drawers, running their cop hands over Eve’s personal belongings. Contaminating everything.

Through her own swollen, red-rimmed eyes, Nina watched her. Did the woman think she was the only one in pain? Did she think she was the only one who was sick and scared and uncertain?

Nina spun away from the terrace doors. Christ, she needed someone to talk to, someone to hold. She could pick up the phone, dial one of dozens of numbers, but everyone she was close to would ask about Eve. After all, Nina Soloman’s life had begun the day Eve Benedict had taken her in.

Now Eve was gone, and she had no one. Nothing. How could it be that one person should have such an affect on another? It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.

She walked over to the bar and fixed herself a stiff bourbon. She grimaced at the taste. It had been years since she’d drunk anything stronger than white wine.

But the taste didn’t bring back ugly memories. Instead, it soothed and strengthened. She drank again. She was going to need all the strength she could muster to get through the next few weeks. Or the rest of her life.

Tonight. She would concentrate on getting through just this one night.

How was she going to sleep here, in this big house, knowing that Eve’s bedroom was down the hall?

She could go to a hotel—but she knew that wouldn’t be right. She would stay, she would get through the first night. Then she would think about the next. And the next.

When Julia fought off the weight of the sedative, it was after midnight. There was no disorientation, no instant when she convinced herself it had all been some terrible dream.

She knew, the moment she regained consciousness, where she was, and what had happened.

She was in Paul’s bed. And Eve was dead.

Aching, she turned, wanting to feel him, to press herself against warmth and life. But the space beside her was empty.

She pushed herself up and out of bed, though her body felt too light, her head too hazy.

She remembered that they had driven over to pick Brandon up—at her insistence. She couldn’t have stood it if he’d heard from the television. Still, she hadn’t been able to tell him everything, only that there’d been an accident—a pitiful euphemism for murder—and that Eve had been killed.

He’d cried a little, his natural emotion for a woman who had been kind to him. Julia wondered how and when she would find the way to tell him that woman had been his grandmother.

But that was for later. Brandon was sleeping, safe. Perhaps a little sad, but safe. Paul was not.

She found him on the deck, looking out to the sea that plunged in black waves onto black sand. For a moment she thought her heart would break. He was silhouetted in the moonlight, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of the jeans he must have pulled on when he’d left her alone in bed.

She didn’t have to see his face, his eyes. She didn’t have to hear his voice. She could feel his grief.

Uncertain if she would help him more by going to him, or staying away, she stood where she was.

He knew she was there. From the moment she’d stepped into the doorway, her scent had carried to him. And her sorrow. For most of the night he’d been doing what needed to be done, automatically. Making the necessary calls, screening others. Eating the soup she’d insisted on heating, browbeating her into taking the pills that would help her rest.

Now he didn’t even have the strength to sleep.

“When I was fifteen, just before my sixteenth birthday,” he began, still watching the water roll dark toward the sand. “Eve taught me to drive. I was here on a visit, and one day she just pointed to her car. A goddamn Mercedes. She said ‘Get in, kid. You might as well learn to drive on the right side of the road first.’ ”

He pulled a cigar from his pocket. The flare of the match etched the misery on his face, then plunged it into shadows again.

“I was terrified, and so excited my feet were shaking on the pedals. For an hour I drove all over Beverly Hills, bucking, stalling out, bumping over curbs. I nearly creamed a Rolls, and she never blinked. Just threw her head back and laughed.”

The smoke burned his throat. He threw the cigar over the rail, then leaned on it. “God, I loved her.”

“I know.” She went to him and put her arms around him.

In silence, they held on to each other, and thought of Eve.
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The world grieved. Eve would have enjoyed it. She copped the front page of People along with a six-page spread.

Nightline dedicated an entire segment to her. Eve Benedict festivals preempted regular programming on nearly every channel. Including cable. The National Enquirer was screaming that her spirit haunted the back lot of her old studio. Enterprising street people were selling T-shirts, mugs, and posters faster than they could be manufactured.

One day before the Oscars, and Hollywood was draped in black glitter. How she would have laughed.

Paul tried to bury his grief, imagining her reaction to the tributes—tacky and triumphant. But there were so many things, countless things, that reminded him of her.

And there was Julia.

She moved through each day, doing what needed to be done, her energy constant and practical. Yet there was a haunted desperation in her eyes he couldn’t ease. She’d given her statement to Frank, spending hours at the station going over every detail she remembered. Her seamless control had torn only once—the first time Frank had played back one of the tapes. The moment she’d heard Eve’s rich, husky voice, she’d bolted to her feet, excused herself, and dashed away to be violently ill in the ladies’ room.

After that, she managed to sit through every replay, corroborating the tape with her own notes, adding the date, the circumstance of the interview, the mood, her own interpretation.

And during those three miserable days, she and Brandon had stayed in Malibu while Paul had made arrangements for the funeral.

Eve hadn’t wanted the simple. When had she ever? Her instructions had been left for Paul in the hands of her lawyers, and had been crystal-clear. She’d bought the lot—prime real estate, she’d called it—nearly a year before. Just as she’d chosen her own coffin. A gleaming sapphire blue lined in snowy white silk. Even the guest list with predetermined seating arrangements had been included, as if she’d planned the ultimate party.

The music had been chosen, as well as the musicians. Her burial dress had been selected—a glittery emerald evening gown she had never worn in public. Its debut was a grand one.

Of course she’d insisted her hair be styled by Armando.

On the day of her funeral, Eve’s public lined the streets. They crowded the entrance of the church, some weeping, some snapping pictures, necks straining as people fought for a glimpse of the mourning famous. Video cameras hummed. Wallets were stolen, and occasionally someone fainted. It was, as she would have appreciated, a production number. Only the crisscrossing spotlights were missing from this particular premiere.

The limos arrived, ponderously disgorging their gilded cast. The rich, the famous, the glamorous, the grieving. The best designers were shown off in basic black.

The crowd gasped and murmured as Gloria DuBarry stepped out, leaning heavily on her husband’s sturdy arm. Her Saint Laurent was accented by a heavy veil.

There were more murmurs, and a few chuckles, as Anthony Kincade heaved himself out of a limo, his bulk sausaged obscenely into a black suit.

Travers and Nina passed through the lines buffered by anonymity.

Peter Jackson kept his head down, ignoring the giddy fans who called out his name. He was thinking about the woman he had spent a few sultry nights with, and how she’d looked on a rainy morning.

A cheer went up as Rory Winthrop stepped out. Unsure how to respond, he assisted his wife from the car, then waited for Kenneth to join them on the curb.

“Christ, it’s a circus,” Lily muttered, wondering if she should turn her back or her best side to the ubiquitous cameras.

“Yes.” With a grim smile, Kenneth scanned the crowd, plunging and pressing against the police barricade. “And Eve’s still the ringmaster.”

Turning from him, Lily supported her husband by slipping a hand through his arm. “Are you all right, darling?”

He could only shake his head. He could smell his wife’s exotic perfume, sense the firmness of her guiding arm. The cold shadow of the church seemed to reach out for them with dead hands. “I feel mortal for the first time in my entire life.” Before they could climb the stairs, he spotted Victor. There was nothing he could say, no words that would even touch the grief so clear in the other man’s eyes. Rory leaned closer to his wife. “Let’s get this bloody show started.”

Julia knew she could get through it. Knew she had to. She clung to an outer calm, but her insides churned with fear of the ritual. Was this rite to honor the dead or entertain the living? When the limo drew up to the curb, she closed her eyes quickly, tightly. But when Paul reached down for her hand, her fingers were firm and dry. She had a bad moment when she saw Victor at the entrance to the church. His gaze flicked over her, then away.

He didn’t know, she thought, and her fingers convulsed into a fist. He didn’t know how intimately they had shared the woman they had come to bury.

Too many people, she thought on a flare of panic. There were too many people, all of them too close, and pressing closer. Staring, calling out. She could smell them, the hot flesh, the hot breath, the shimmery energy that came from the combination of grief and vivid excitement.

The trembling began again, and she started to pull back when Paul slipped an arm around her waist. He murmured something, but she couldn’t hear it over the buzzing in her ears. There was no air here. She tried to tell him that, but he was sweeping her up the steps and inside.

Now there was music, not the ponderous moan of an organ, but the clear, sweet strains of a violin, melded with the elegant notes of a flute. The church was packed, flowers and people. Yet the thick air seemed to part, to cool. The somber garb of those who had come to Eve’s last party was offset by the jungle of blossoms. No funeral wreaths for Eve. Instead, there were oceans of camelias, mountains of roses, sweeps of magnolias heaped like snowdrifts. The scene had both glamour and beauty. At center stage, where she had spent most of her life, was the glossy blue casket.

“How like her,” Julia murmured. The panic had fled. Even under the pall of sadness she felt a bright, beautiful admiration. “I wonder that she never tried her hand at directing.”

“She just has.” It wasn’t very difficult to smile. Paul kept his arm around Julia’s waist as they began the long walk to the front of the church. He noted tears and solemn eyes, but as many sharp glances, studied poses. Here and there clutches of people were murmuring among themselves. Projects would be discussed, deals would be made. In Hollywood, no opportunity could be missed.

Eve would understand, and approve.

Julia hadn’t intended to go up to the coffin, take her last look, say the last good-bye. If it was cowardice, she accepted it. But when she saw Victor staring down at the woman he loved, his big hands clenched, his broad shoulders slumped, she was unable to simply slide into the pew.

“I need to …”

Paul only nodded. “Do you want me to go with you?”

“No, I … I think I should go alone.” The first step away from him was the hardest. Then she took another, and another. When she was beside Victor, she searched her heart. These were the people who had made her, she thought, the woman who slept so beautifully against the white silk. The man who watched her sleep with grief-ravaged eyes. Perhaps she couldn’t think of them as parents, but she could feel. Going with her heart, she laid a hand on his.

“She loved you, more than she loved anyone else. One of the last things she told me was how happy you had made her.”

His fingers convulsed on Julia’s. “I never gave her enough. Never could.”

“You gave her more than you realize, Victor. To so many others she was a star, a product, an image. To you she was a woman. The woman.” She pressed her lips together, hoping what she was doing, what she was saying, was right. “She once told me her only real regret was waiting until after the movie was finished.”

He turned then, looking away from Eve to the daughter he didn’t know he had. It was then Julia realized she had inherited her father’s eyes—that deep, pure gray that could go from smoke to ice as colored by emotion. The knowledge had her taking a quick step back, but his hand was already coming down to cover hers.

“I’m going to miss her, every moment of the rest of my life.”

Julia let her fingers link with his and led him to the pew where Paul was waiting.

The line of cars sedately cruising to Forest Hills streamed like a black ribbon for miles. Inside the individual cars some grieved deeply. Others cuddled in the cool lushness of the rented limos mourned in an abstract, general way, as people do when they hear on the late news that a celebrity has died. They mourned the passing of a name, of a face, of a personality. It wasn’t an insult to the person behind the face, but a tribute to its impact.

Some were simply grateful to have been included in the guest list. For surely such an event would warrant plenty of print space. This, too, was not an insult. It was simply business.

There were others who grieved not at all, who sat in the silent cave of the big, smooth car holding pleasure in their hearts as dark and shiny as the gleaming paint that glinted in the sunlight.

In some ways, this, too, could be considered a tribute.

But Julia, who stepped out of the car to make the short walk to the gravesite fit none of these categories. She had already buried her parents, already taken that long, difficult step from daughter to orphan. And yet, moving with her with each step, was a deep, dragging ache. Today she would bury another mother, face yet again her own ultimate mortality.

As she stood, smelling grass, earth, and the heavy curtain of flowers, she blocked out the present and let her mind travel back into the past.

Laughing with Eve beside the pool, drinking a little too much wine, speaking much too frankly. How had it been that she had been able to say so much to Eve?

Sweating together as Fritz whipped them into shape. Grunted curses, breathless complaints. The odd intimacy of two half-naked women trapped in the same cage of vanity.

Shared secrets, candid confidences, unwrapped lies. How easy it had been to forge a friendship.

Isn’t that what Eve had wanted? Julia asked herself. To ease her into friendship, to make her care, to force her to see Eve as a person, whole, vulnerable. And then …

What did it matter? Eve was dead. The rest of the truth, if there was a rest, would never come out.

Julia mourned, even as she wondered if she could ever forgive.

“Shit.” Frank scrubbed his hands over his face. His job was pushing from him at all angles. He saw only one route, and it led straight to Julia Summers.

All of his professional life, Frank had relied heavily on instinct. A good gut hunch could guide a cop through the labyrinth of suspects, evidence, procedure. Never in his career could he remember his instincts being so dramatically opposed to the facts.

They were all in front of him, in the fat file he’d been building over the past three days.

Forensic reports, autopsy, the typed and signed statements of the people he or one of the other detectives had interviewed.

And the timing, the goddamn timing couldn’t be ignored.

Both the housekeeper and the secretary had seen Eve Benedict a few minutes before one P.M. on the date of the murder. Gloria DuBarry had left moments before, after a short private conversation with Eve. Julia Summers had arrived at the gate at approximately one, had chatted with the guard, then had gone inside. The emergency call from the guest house had been logged in at one twenty-two.

Julia had no alibi for that vital length of time, that vital twenty-two minutes, when, according to the evidence, Eve Benedict had been murdered.

The hook on the brass fireplace poker had impaled the base of her neck. That wound and the blow had resulted in death. Julia Summers’s fingerprints were the only ones found on the poker.

All the doors had been locked except the main entrance, which Julia had admitted to opening herself. No keys had been found on Eve’s body.

Circumstantial, certainly, but damning enough, even without the addition of the argument described in both statements.

Being told she was Eve Benedict’s illegitimate daughter had apparently sent Julia Summers into a wild rage.

“She was screaming, threatening,” he read from Travers’s statement. “I heard her shouting and came running out. She shoved over the table so that the china broke all over the tiles. Her face was pale as a sheet and she warned Eve not to come near her. Said she could kill her.”

Of course, people said that kind of thing all the time, Frank thought, digging at an itch at the back of his neck. It was just their bad luck when somebody died hard on the heels of them using the common little phrase.

Trouble was, he couldn’t think about luck. And with the pressure from the governor all the way down to his own captain, Frank couldn’t afford to let instinct sway him from the facts.

He was going to have to bring Julia in for questioning.

The lawyer cleared his throat as he scanned the room. Everything was exactly as Eve had requested it. Greenburg wondered if she could have known when she had demanded he put everything through so quickly that her time would be short.

He pulled himself up. He wasn’t a fanciful man. Eve had been in a hurry because she had always been in a hurry. The ferocity with which she had approached this new will was the same she had shown for everything. The changes had certainly been brutally simple. That was another quality Eve could assert when the mood struck.

When he started to speak, everyone in the room fell silent. Even Drake, in the process of pouring another drink, paused. When the statement began with the routine list of bequests to servants and charities, he continued to pour. Over the silence was the sound of liquid hitting crystal.

The personal bequests were specific. To Maggie, Eve left a particular pair of emerald earrings and a triple rope of pearls, along with a Wyeth painting the agent had always admired.

For Rory Winthrop, there was a pair of Dresden candlesticks they had purchased during their first year of marriage, and a volume of Keats.

Gloria began to sob against her husband’s shoulder when she heard she had inherited an antique jewelry box.

“We were in Sotheby’s, years ago,” she said brokenly. Guilt and grief waged a vicious war inside her. “And she outbid me for it. Oh, Marcus.”

He murmured to her while Greenburg again cleared his throat and continued.

To Nina she had left a collection of Limoges boxes and ten thousand dollars a year for every year she had been in Eve’s employ. To Travers she left a house in Monterey, the same financial bequest, and a trust fund for her son that would see to his medical needs for his lifetime.

To her sister, who hadn’t attended the memorial or the reading, Eve left a small block of rental units. Drake was mentioned only in passing, as having received all of his inheritance during her lifetime.

His reaction was predictable, predictable enough to bring grim smiles to some of those seated in the room. He spilled his drink, infusing the room with the smell of expensive whiskey. His gasp of disbelief was accented by the tinkle of ice cubes as they dropped from his glass onto the glossy surface of the bar.

While those in the room watched with varying degrees of interest or disgust, he flew into a rage that traveled the spectrum from swearing, to whining, to babbling and back to swearing.

“Goddamn bitch.” He nearly choked on the air he dragged into his lungs. His face was the unhealthy color of an eraser faded by sunlight. “I gave her years, nearly twenty fucking years of my life. I won’t be cut off this way. Not after everything I did for her.”

“Did for her?” Maggie gave a hoarse laugh. “You never did anything for Eve except lighten her bank account.”

He took a step forward, nearly drunk enough to consider hitting a woman in front of witnesses. “All you ever did was leech your fifteen percent. I was family. If you think you’re going to walk out of here with emeralds or anything else while I get nothing—”

“Mr. Morrison,” the attorney interrupted. “You are, of course, free to contest the will—”

“Fucking-a right.”

“However,” he continued with unruffled dignity. “I should tell you that Miss Benedict discussed her wishes with me quite specifically. I also have a copy of a videotape she made, less conventionally stating those wishes. You will find contesting this document very expensive, and less than fruitful. If you wish to do so, you’ll still have to wait until I finish with today’s procedure. To continue …”

There was a bequest for Victor that included her collection of poetry and a small paperweight described as a glass dome enclosing a red sleigh and eight reindeer.

“To Brandon Summers, whom I find charming, I leave the sum of one million dollars for his education and entertainment to be set in trust until his twenty-fifth birthday, when he will be free to do whatever appeals to him with whatever sum remains.”

“That’s fucking ludicrous,” Drake began. “She leaves a million, a goddamn million to some kid? Some snotty brat kid who might as well have come off the street.”

Before Julia could speak, Paul had risen. The look on his face had her blood going cold. She wondered how anyone could survive being on the receiving end of that ice-edged glance.

Threats were expected. A quick, nasty fistfight wouldn’t have surprised. Hell, it would have been enjoyed. Even Gloria had stopped whimpering to watch. But Paul, his eyes flat and hard and level, spoke only one sentence.

“Don’t open your mouth again.”

He said it quietly, but no one could have missed the barbed and ready edge beneath the words. When he took his seat again, Greenburg merely nodded, as if Paul had given the correct answer to a particularly thorny question.

“The rest,” he read, “including all real and personal property, all assets, all stocks, bonds, revenue, I leave to Paul Winthrop and Julia Summers, to be shared between them in whatever manner they see fit.”

Julia heard nothing else. The lawyer’s droning voice couldn’t penetrate the buzzing in her ears. She could see his mouth move, see his dark, sharp eyes on her face. There was a tingling in her arm, as if it had fallen asleep and the blood was fighting its way back into circulation with its little pinpricks of annoyance. But it was only Paul’s hand as he gripped her.

She rose to her feet without being aware. Blindly, her feet reaching for the floor like a drunkard’s, she stumbled out of the room and onto the terrace.

There was life there, the vibrant hues from the flowers, the insistently cheerful call of birds. And air. She could pull it into her lungs, feel it stream in, then out again as if it, too, had color and texture and sound. She drew more in, greedily, then felt the stab of pain slice through her stomach.

“Take it easy.” Paul’s hands were on her shoulders, his voice low and soft in her ear.

“I can’t.” The voice she heard sounded much too thin, much too wobbly to be hers. “How can I? It isn’t right that she should have given me anything.”

“She thought it was right.”

“You don’t know the things I said to her, how I treated her that last night. And beyond—for God’s sake, Paul, she owed me nothing.”

He caught her chin, forced her to look at him. “I think you’re more afraid of what you feel you owe her.”

“Mr. Winthrop. Excuse me.” Greenburg nodded at both of them. “I realize this is a difficult day for you, for all of us, but there is one more item Miss Benedict asked me to see to for her.” He held out a padded envelope. “A copy of the tape she made. Her request was for you, both of you, to view this after the reading of the will.”

“Thank you.” Paul accepted the bag. “She would have appreciated your … efficiency.”

“No doubt.” The barest wisp of a smile touched his thin face. “She was quite a woman—annoying, demanding, opinionated. I’ll miss her.” The smile faded as if it had never been. “If you need me for anything, please don’t hesitate to call. You may have questions about some of the properties or her portfolio. And when you’re ready, there will be some paperwork for you to look over. My condolences.”

“I’d like to take Miss Summers home shortly,” Paul told him. “But we’ll want to go inside and have some privacy when we view this. Could I leave you to—to secure the premises?”

Something twinkled in his eyes that might have been amusement. “It would be a pleasure.”

Paul waited until they were alone on the terrace again. Through the glass doors Greenburg had closed at his back came the sounds of heated voices and bitter tears. The old man was going to have his hands full, he thought, then looked at Julia. Her eyes were dry again, her face composed. But her skin was so pale he wondered if his fingers would pass right through it, straight to the grief, if he touched her now.

“It might be best if we went up to Eve’s room to take a look at this.”

Julia stared at the package he held. Part of her, the part she recognized as a coward, wanted to turn away, to go pick up Brandon and run back east. Couldn’t she, if she tried hard enough, convince herself it had all been a dream. From the first phone call, the first meeting with Eve, right up to this moment?

She brought her gaze up, met his eyes. Then he would have been a dream as well. Then he would have to be a dream as well, everything they’d shared and built. All those fragile new hopes would be blown away like dust.

“All right.”

“Give me a minute.” He pressed the tape into her hands. “Go on in around the other side of the house. I’ll be right there.”

It wasn’t easy to go in, to open the door and enter the room where Eve had slept and loved. It smelled of flowers, flowers and polish, and that smoldering woman scent Eve had always carried with her.

Travers had tidied, of course. Compelled, Julia trailed her fingers over the thick satin of the sapphire bedspread. She’d chosen a coffin of the same color, Julia remembered, snatching her hand back. Was that for irony, or for comfort?

Closing her eyes, she rested her brow against the cool wood of the carved bedpost. For a moment, just a moment, she let herself feel.

No, it wasn’t death that surrounded her here. Only the memories of life.

When Paul joined her, he didn’t speak. Over the past few days he had watched her grow more and more delicate. His own grief was like a small wild animal in his gut that kept clawing and chewing and ripping. Whatever form Julia’s grief took, it was slowly, insidiously sucking the life and strength from her. He poured them both a brandy, and when he spoke, his voice was deliberately cool and detached.

“You’ll have to snap out of it soon, Jules. You’re not doing yourself or Brandon any good walking around in a trance.”

“I’m fine.” She took the snifter, then passed it from hand to hand. “I want it over. All the way over. Once the press gets a hold of the terms of the will—”

“We’ll deal with it.”

“I didn’t want her money, Paul, or her property, or—”

“Her love,” he finished. He set his glass aside to pick up the envelope. “The thing about Eve is that she always insisted on having the last word. You’re stuck with all of them.”

Her fingers whitened on the bowl of the glass. “Do you expect that since I’ve known for a week that she was my mother, I should feel an obligation, an immediate bond, gratitude? She manipulated my life before I was born, and even now, even when she’s gone, she continues to manipulate it.”

He ripped the envelope open, slid the tape out. “I don’t expect you to feel anything. And if you learned anything about her over the past couple of months, you know that she wouldn’t expect you to feel.” He shoved the tape into the VCR, keeping his back to her, while the jagged teeth of his own anguish snapped at him. “I can do this alone.”

Damn him, she thought, damn him for forcing her to feel this bright flush of shame. Rather than speak, she sat on the pillow-plumped daybed, lifted the brandy to her lips. He joined her, but when he sat, there was much more distance between them than a few inches of cushion.

A flick of the remote, and Eve was filling the screen as she had filled so many others during her life. Misery clamped around Julia’s heart like an iron fist.

“Darlings, I can’t tell you how delighted I am that you’re together. I’d hoped to do this with a bit more ceremony, and on film, certainly, rather than videotape. Film’s so much more flattering.”

Eve’s rich laugh seeped into the room. On the screen, she reached for a cigarette, then leaned back in her chair. She’d done her own makeup carefully, camouflaging the shadows under her eyes, the strain around her mouth. She wore a fuchsia man-styled shirt with a standing collar. It took Julia only an instant to realize she had been wearing that shirt when she’d been sprawled on the bloody rug.

“This little gesture may become unnecessary if I find the courage to speak to both of you face-to-face. If not, please forgive me for not telling you about my illness. I found the tumor a flaw I wanted to keep to myself. Another one of those lies, Julia. This one not entirely selfish.”

“What does she mean?” Julia murmured. “What is she talking about?”

Paul only shook his head, but his body had tensed.

“When I got the diagnosis, prognosis and all those other nosises, I went through all those stages I’m told are quite typical. Denial, anger, grief. You know how I detest being typical. Being told you have less than a year to live, less than that to function, is a humbling experience. I needed to do something to offset that. I needed to celebrate life, I suppose. My life. So I got the idea to do the book. Making clear what I had been, what I had done, not only for the ever-hungry public, but for myself. I wanted my daughter, a part of myself, to tell the story.” Her eyes sharpened as she leaned into the camera. “Julia, I know how upset you were when I told you. Believe me, you have every right to hate me. I won’t offer excuses. I can only hope that between then and now, when you’re watching this, that we’ve come to some sort of understanding with each other. I didn’t know how much you would mean to me. How much Brandon …” She shook her head and dragged deep on the cigarette. “I won’t become maudlin. I’m counting on there being wailing and gnashing of teeth at the announcement of my death. And by this time there should have been enough of it.

“This time clock in my brain …” She smiled a little as she rubbed her fingers over her temple. “Sometimes I swear I can hear it ticking away. It forced me to face my mortality, my mistakes, and my responsibilities. I’m determined not to leave this world with regrets. If we haven’t mended our fences, Julia, then at least I have the comfort of knowing we were friends for a time. And I also know you’ll write the book. If you’ve inherited any of my stubbornness, you may not speak to me again, so I’ve taken the precaution of making the other tapes. I’m quite sure I haven’t left out anything of importance.”

Eve crushed out her cigarette, seemed to take a moment to gather her thoughts. “Paul, I don’t have to tell you what you’ve meant to me. For twenty-five years you gave me the unconditional love and loyalty I didn’t always deserve. You’ll be angry, I know, that I didn’t tell you about my illness. It may be selfish of me, but an inoperable brain tumor is a personal thing. I wanted to enjoy the time I had left without being watched, or coddled, or worried over. Now, I want you to remember how much fun we had. You were the only man in my life who never caused me a moment’s pain. My last bit of advice to you is if you love Julia, don’t let her wriggle away from you. She may try. I’ve left you both the bulk of my estate not only because I love you, but because it will complicate your lives. You’ll have to deal with each other for some time to come.”

Her lips trembled once; she controlled them. Her eyes gleamed with tears. Emeralds washed with rain. “Damn you both, give me more grandchildren. I want to know that you’ve found what always eluded me. Love that can be celebrated not only in the shadows, but in the light. Julia, you were the child I loved but couldn’t keep. Paul, you were the child I was given and was allowed to love. Don’t disappoint me.”

She tossed her head back, sent them one last, vivid smile. “And it wouldn’t hurt if you named the first girl after me.”

The tape flickered off, turned to snow. Julia took another long drink of brandy before she managed to speak. “She was dying. All this time, she was dying.”

In one abrupt move, he switched off the tape. Eve had been right. He was angry, furious. “She had no right to keep it from me.” Fists clenched, he sprang to his feet to pace the room. “I might have been able to help. There are specialists, holistic medicine. Even faith healers.” He stopped, dragging a hand through his hair as he realized what he was saying. Eve was dead, and it hadn’t been a brain tumor that had killed her. “It hardly matters, does it? She made that tape for us to watch after she’d died quietly in some hospital bed. Instead …” He looked toward the window, but saw the Eve sprawled on the rug.

“It matters,” Julia said quietly. “All of it matters.” She set her glass aside and rose to face him. “I’d like to talk to her doctor.”

“What’s the point?”

“I have a book to write.”

He took a step toward her, then stopped himself. His fury was much too ripe and ready to risk touching her. “You can think of that now?”

She saw the bitterness, heard it. There was no way she could explain that writing it, making it important, was the only way she knew to pay Eve back for the debt of her birth. “Yes. I have to think of it.”

“Well.” He pulled out a cigarette, lighted it slowly. “If they can crank it out within the year, you can cash in on her murder and have yourself the hit of the decade.”

Her eyes went blank. “Yes,” she said. “I certainly hope so.”

Whatever he might have said, whatever venom rose up in his throat, was swallowed at the sound of the brisk knock on the door. The moment he turned from her to answer, Julia’s face crumbled. She pressed the heel of her hand between her brows and fought to hold on until she could find a moment alone.

“Frank.”

“Sorry, Paul, I know it’s a rough day.” Frank stood on the threshold. Because his business was official, he didn’t step inside, but waited to be asked. “Travers told me that you and Miss Summers were up here.”

“We’re in the middle of something. Can it wait till later?”

“I’m afraid not.” He glanced over Paul’s shoulder, then lowered his voice. “I’m bending some rules here, Paul. I’m going to make it as easy as I can, but it’s not good.”

“You’ve got a lead?”

Frank stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, you could say that. I need to talk to her, and I’d rather go through it only once.”

There was a tension at the back of his neck, a sharp and disturbing sensation that made him want to shut the door and refuse. When he hesitated, Frank shook his head. “You’ll only make it worse.”

Julia had regained her composure. She turned, her face calm, and nodded at Frank. “Lieutenant Needlemeyer.”

“Miss Summers. I’m sorry, but I’m going to need to ask you some more questions.”

Her stomach muscles twisted at the thought, but she nodded again. “All right.”

“It’s going to have to be downtown.”

“Downtown?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He took a card from his pocket. “I’m going to have to read your rights, but before I do, I want to advise you to call a lawyer. A good one.”
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It was like being trapped in a maze in some vicious amusement park. Each time she thought she had found her way out, she would stumble around a corner and smash against another blank, black wall.

Julia stared at the long mirror in the interrogation room. She was reflected there in her black funeral suit, her face too pale against the crisp linen as she sat at the single table on a hard wooden chair. She could see the smoke that was stinging her nostrils curling up toward the ceiling in a soft blue haze. The trio of coffee cups whose brew smelled as bitter as it tasted. And the two men in shirt-sleeves, with badges hooked to their pockets.

Testing, she moved her fingers, steepling them, interlinking them. And watched the reflections do the same.

Which woman was she? she wondered. Which woman would they believe?

She knew there were other faces on the opposite side of that glass, staring back at her. Staring through her.

They had given her a cup of water, but she couldn’t seem to swallow. They kept the room too warm, a few degrees warmer than comfort. Beneath her dark suit her skin was damp. She could smell her own fear. Sometimes her voice shook, but she clamped down on the rising bubbles of hysteria until it was steady again.

They were so patient, so tenacious with their questions. And polite, so very polite.

Miss Summers, you did threaten to kill Miss Benedict?

Did you know she’d changed her will, Miss Summers?

Miss Summers, didn’t Miss Benedict come to see you on the day of the murder? Did you argue again? Did you lose your temper?

No matter how often she answered, they would wind their way around until she had to answer again.

She’d lost track of time. She might have been in that small, windowless room for an hour, or a day. Occasionally, she would find her mind wandering, simply going away.

She wanted to be certain that Brandon got his supper. She had to help him study for a geography test. While her brain took these short trips into the simple and the ordinary, she answered.

Yes, she had argued with Eve. She had been angry and upset. No, she couldn’t remember exactly what she had said. They had never discussed the changes in the will. No, never. She might have touched the murder weapon. It was hard to be sure. No, she hadn’t been aware of the details of Eve’s will. Yes, yes, the door had been locked when she’d arrived home. No, she wasn’t aware if anyone had seen her after she’d passed through the gates.

Again and again she went over her movements on the day of the murder, picking her way carefully through the maze, treading on her own footsteps.

Julia struggled to divorce her mind from her body through the booking procedure. She stared straight ahead when she was ordered, blinked at the flash of light as her picture was taken for the files. She turned her profile.

They’d taken her jewlery, her bag, her dignity. All she had to cling to now was the shreds of pride.

They led her to the cell where she would wait until her bail was set and paid. Murder, she thought dizzily. She had just been booked for second degree murder. She’d made some horribly wrong turn in the maze.

At the clang of the metal doors, panic ripped through her. She nearly screamed out, then tasted blood as she bit through her bottom lip. Oh, God, don’t put me in here. Don’t lock me inside this cage.

Gasping for breath, she sat on the edge of the bunk, clasped her hands in her lap and held on. She would swear the air stalled when it reached the bars. Someone was swearing, low, foul obscenities rattled off like a laundry list. She could hear the whine of junkies, the bitching of hookers. Someone was crying, low, pitiful sobs that echoed endlessly.

There was a sink bolted to the wall opposite the bunk, but she was afraid to use it. Though nausea rolled sickly in her stomach, she choked it back rather than crouch over the stained toilet.

She would not be sick. And she would not break. How soon would the press find out? She could write the headlines herself.

EVE BENEDICT’S DAUGHTER ARRESTED
FOR HER MURDER
ABANDONED DAUGHTER’S REVENGE
THE SECRET THAT ENDED EVE’S LIFE

Julia wondered if Eve would have appreciated the publicity, then pressed a hand to her mouth to hold back a wild burst of laughter. No, not even Eve, with all her skill at manipulation, with all her clever ways of maneuvering the players in her own script, could have foreseen this kind of irony.

When her hands began to shake, she went back to the bunk, pushing herself into the corner. With her knees up tight against her chest, she lowered her head to them and shut her eyes.

Murder. The word swam through her mind. When her breath began to hitch, she squeezed her eyes tighter. Behind her eyes the scene played out as it had been described to her in the interrogation room.

Arguing with Eve. The fury building. Her hand closing over the gleaming brass poker. One desperate violent swing. Blood. So much blood. Her own scream as Eve crumpled at her feet.

“Summers.”

Julia’s head jerked up. Her eyes were wild and blinked furiously to focus. Had she fallen asleep? All she knew was she was awake now, and still in the cell. But the door was open, and the guard was standing just inside.

“You made bail.”

Paul’s first impulse when he saw her was to rush over and hold her against him. One look told him she might crack like eggshells in his hand. More than comfort, he thought she needed strength.

“Ready to go?” he said, and slipped a hand into hers.

She didn’t speak until they were outside. It shocked her that it was still daylight. Cars were stretched along the road as commuters battled their way home to dinner. Hours before, only hours ago in the soft blue morning, they had buried Eve. Now she was accused of causing that death.

“Brandon?”

He caught her arm when she swayed, but she kept walking, as if she hadn’t noticed her own weakness.

“Don’t worry. CeeCee’s handling everything. He can stay the night with them, unless you want to go pick him up.”

God, she wanted to see him. To hold him. To smell him. But she remembered the glimpse of her own face when they’d let her dress. Her face was white, her eyes shadowed. And there was terror in them.

“I don’t want him to see me until I’ve … until later.” Confused, she stopped by Paul’s car. It was funny, she thought, now that she was outside again, out of that cage, she didn’t know what to do next. “I should—I should call him. I’m going to need to explain … somehow.”

She swayed again so that when he caught her he could all but pour her into the car. “You can call him later.”

“Later,” she repeated, and let her eyes close.

She didn’t speak again, so he hoped she slept. But as he drove he could see the way her hand would go from limp in her lap to clenched. He’d been prepared for tears, for outrage, for fury. He wasn’t sure any man could prepare himself for this kind of dangerous fragility.

When she smelled the sea, she opened her eyes. She felt drugged, as if she’d awakened from a long illness. “Where are we going?”

“Home.”

She pressed a hand to her temple, as if she could press reality back in. “To your house?” “Yes. Is that a problem?”

But when he glanced over, she’d turned away so that he couldn’t see her face. He braked too hard when he pulled to a stop up in front of the house. They both jerked forward, snapped back. By the time he’d slammed out of his door, she was already standing.

“If you don’t want to be here, just tell me where you want to go.”

“I have nowhere to go.” Eyes stricken, she turned to face him. “And no one to go to. I didn’t think you’d … bring me here. Want me here. They think I killed her.” Her hands shook so badly she dropped her bag. After she crouched to pick it up, she couldn’t find the strength to stand again. “They think I killed her,” she repeated.

“Julia.” He reached for her, but she pulled back.

“Please don’t. Don’t touch me. I won’t be able to hold on to whatever pride I have left if you touch me.”

“The hell with that.” He gathered her up, into his arms. The first sobs began to rack her body as he carried her inside.

“They put me in a cell. They kept asking me questions, over and over, and they put me in a cell. They locked the door and left me there. I couldn’t breathe in there.”

Even as his mouth tightened into a grim line, he murmured reassurances. “You need to lie down for a while. Rest for a while.”

“I kept remembering the way she looked when I found her. They think I did that to her. God, they’re going to put me back in there. What’s going to happen to Brandon?”

“They’re not going to put you back in there.” After he laid her on the bed, he took her face in his hands. “They’re not going to put you back in there. Believe it.”

She wanted to, but all she could see was that small, barred space, and her trapped inside. “Don’t leave me alone. Please.” She gripped his hands, her tears burning her eyes. “Touch me. Please.” She pulled his mouth down to hers. “Please.”

Comfort wasn’t the answer. Quiet reassurances and gentle strokes couldn’t sear away the desperation. It was passion she needed, fast and fulminating, rough and ready. Here, with him, she could empty her mind, fill her body. She groped for him, her eyes still wet with shock and terror, her body arching against his as she tugged at his clothes.

There were no words between them. She wanted no words; even the softest of them could make her think. For this brief space of time she wanted only to feel.

He forgot about easing her fears. There was no fear in the woman who rolled over the bed with him, her avid mouth and seeking fingers shooting arrows of pleasure into him. Every bit as desperate as she, he tore at her clothes to find her. That hot, damp skin vibrating under his hands, the wild, wanton scent of desires, the seductive scent of woman.

The light poured into the room, touched with the first flames of sunset. She rose over him, her face no longer pale, but flushed with life. She gripped his wrists, brought his hands to her breasts. With her head thrown back she sheathed him, taking him deep, surrounding him.

Her body went rigid, then shuddered as she came. With her eyes on his, she brought his palm up to press a kiss to it. Then with a cry that was both despair and triumph, she rode him fast, and hard, as if she were riding for her life.

She slept for an hour in dreamless exhaustion. Then reality began to creep into her defenses, shooting her from sleep to full wakefulness. Biting off a cry of alarm, she sat up in bed. She’d been certain she would find herself back in the cell. Alone. Locked in.

Paul rose from the chair where he’d been sitting, watching her, and moved to the bed to take her hand. “I’m right here.”

It took her a moment to fight for her breath. “What time is it?”

“It’s early yet. I was just thinking I’d go down and make some dinner.” He caught her chin in his hand before she could shake her head. “You need to eat.”

Of course she did. She needed to eat and sleep and walk and breathe. To do all of those normal things to prepare herself for the abnormal. And there was something else she had to do.

“Paul, I need to tell Brandon.”

“Tonight?”

To fight off the weepy feeling, she looked away, toward the window and the roar of the sea. “I should have gone to him right away, but I wasn’t sure I could handle it. I’m afraid he might hear something, see something on television. I have to explain it to him, prepare him for it myself.”

“I’ll call CeeCee. Why don’t you take a long, hot shower, down a couple of aspirin? I’ll be downstairs.”

She plucked at the sheets as he walked to the door. “Paul … thank you. For this, and before.”

He leaned against the jamb. He folded his arms, lifted a brow. And his voice took on that oh-so-British and very amused tone. “Are you thanking me for making love with you, Jules?”

Uncomfortable, she shrugged. “Yes.” “Well then, I suppose I should say you’re quite welcome, my dear. Be sure to call on me again. Anytime.”

By the time she heard him starting down the stairs she was doing something she hadn’t been sure she’d be capable of doing again. She was smiling.

The shower helped, as did the few bites she could manage of the omelette Paul served. He didn’t expect conversation. That was something else she owed him for. He seemed to understand that she needed to think through what she would say to her son. How she would tell her little boy that his mother was being accused of murder.

She was pacing the living room when she heard the car drive up. With her hands gripped together she turned to Paul. “I think it would be best if—”

“You talked to him alone,” he finished. “I’ll be in my office. Don’t thank me again, Jules,” he said as she opened her mouth. “It might not go so easy on you this time.”

As he headed up the stairs, he let out one quiet, vicious oath.

Braced, Julia opened the door. There was Brandon, his backpack slung over his shoulder, grinning up at her. He managed to keep himself from bursting out with all the things he’d done that day. He remembered what she’d done. She’d gone to a funeral, and her eyes were sad.

From behind him, CeeCee reached out a hand for Julia’s. The unspoken sign of support, of belief, had the back of Julia’s throat stinging.

“You just call,” CeeCee said. “Just tell me what you need.”

“I … thank you.”

“Call,” CeeCee repeated, then gave Brandon’s hair a quick tousle. “See you, kid.”

“Bye. Tell Dustin I’ll see him in school.”

“Brandon.” Oh, God, Julia thought. She’d been so certain she’d been prepared. But he was looking up at her, his face so young, so full of trust. She closed the door behind her and led him around to the deck. “Let’s stay out here for a minute.”

He knew all about death. She’d explained it to him when his grandparents had died. People went away, up to heaven like angels and stuff. Sometimes they got really sick, or had an accident. Or they got all sliced up like the kids in the Halloween video he and Dustin had snuck out of bed to watch on the VCR a couple of weekends before.

He didn’t like to think about it very much, but he figured his mom was going to talk to him about it again.

She kept holding his hand. Tight. And she was looking out into the dark to where you could just see the white foam of water run up on the sand. The lights were on in the house behind them so he could see her face, and the way the wind caught at the long blue robe she wore.

“She was a nice lady,” Brandon began. “She used to talk to me, and ask me about school and stuff. And she’d laugh at my knock-knock jokes. I’m sorry she had to die.”

“Oh, Brandon, so am I.” She drew a deep breath. “She was a very important person, and you’ll be hearing a lot of things about her—at school, on TV, in the papers.”

“They say things like she was a goddess, but she was a real person.”

“Yes, she was a real person. Real people do things, make decisions, mistakes. They fall in love.”

He shifted. She knew he was at the age when talk of love made him uncomfortable. Ordinarily, it would have made her smile. “Eve fell in love a long time ago. And she had a baby. Things couldn’t be worked out between her and the man she loved, so she had to do what she thought was best for the baby. There are a lot of good people who aren’t able to have babies of their own.”

“They adopt them, like Grandma and Granddad adopted you.”

“That’s right. I loved your grandparents, and they loved me. And you.” She turned, crouching down to cup his face in her hands. “But I found out, just a few days ago, that the baby Eve gave away was me.”

He didn’t recoil in shock, but shook his head as if trying to shake her words into order. “You mean Miss B. was your real mom?”

“No, Grandma was my real mom, the person who raised me and loved me and cared for me. But Eve was the woman who gave birth to me. She was my biological mother.” With a sigh, Julia brushed a hand through his hair. “Your biological grandmother. You became very important to her once she got to know you. She was proud of you, and I know she wishes she’d had time to tell you that herself.”

His lip quivered. “How come if you were her baby she didn’t keep you? She had a big house and money and everything.”

“It isn’t always a big house and money, Brandon. There are other reasons, more important reasons, for making a decision like that.”

“You didn’t give me away.”

“No.” She laid her cheek on his and the love was there, as strong and steady as it had been when he’d been growing in her womb. “But what’s right for one person isn’t always right for another. She did what she felt was right, Brandon. How can I be sad about it when I got to belong to Grandma and Granddad?”

With her hands resting on his shoulders, she sat back on her heels. “I’m telling you all this now because there’s going to be talk. I want you to know that you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of, nothing to be sorry for. You can be proud that Eve Benedict was your grandmother.”

“I liked her a lot.”

“I know.” She smiled and led him over to the bench that was built into the rail. “There’s more, Brandon, and it’s going to be very hard. I need you to be brave, and I need you to believe that everything’s going to be all right.” She waited, her eyes on his, until she could be sure she could say it calmly. “The police think I killed Eve.”

He didn’t even blink. Instead, his eyes filled with hot anger. His little mouth firmed. “That’s stupid.”

Her relief came out in a laugh as she rested her cheek on his hair. “Yes. Yes, it is stupid.”

“You don’t even kill spiders. I can tell them.”

“They’re going to find out the truth. It may take a little time though. I might have to go to trial.”

He buried his face at her breast. “Like with Judge Wapner?”

When he trembled she began to rock him, as she had when he’d been just a baby, restless with colic “Not exactly. But I don’t want you to worry, because they will find out.”

“Why can’t we just go away? Why can’t we just go home?”

“We will. When it’s all over, we will.” She wrapped herself around him. “I promise.”

In his bedroom where he’d crawled away to drink and sulk, Drake prepared to make a phone call. He was damn glad the bitch was up to her neck in trouble. Nothing could please him more than having his cousin going to the block for murder.

But even with her out of the way, there was Paul standing between him and all that money. Maybe there was no way for him to break the will, no way for him to rake in the inheritance he’d worked for.

But there was always an angle. He’d been saving this one.

He sipped Absolut straight and smiled when the connection rang through. “It’s Drake,” he said without preamble. “You and I need to get together.… Why? Well, that’s simple. I have some information you’re going to want to pay me for. Like what you were doing sneaking into the guest house and searching through dear Cousin Julia’s notes. Oh, and another matter the police might be interested in. Such as the fact the security system was shut off the day Eve was murdered. How do I know?” He smiled again, already counting the money. “I know all sorts of things. I know Julia was in the garden that day. I know someone else went into the guest house where Eve was waiting, then came out alone. All alone.”

He listened, smiling at the ceiling. God, it was good to be in charge again. “Oh, I’m sure you have lots of reasons, lots of explanations. You can make them to the cops. Or … you can convince me to forget all about it. A quarter million would go a long way to convincing me. For now. Reasonable?” he said with a laugh. “Shit yes, I’ll be reasonable. I’ll give you a week to come up with it. One week from tonight. Let’s make it midnight. It has such a nice ring. Bring it here. All of it, or I go straight to the D.A. and save my poor cousin.”

He hung up, then decided to pick a name out of his little black book. He felt like celebrating.

Rusty Haffner was looking for an angle of his own. Most of his life he’d been playing the odds, and though in a final count he’d lost more than he’d gained, he figured he was still in the game. He’d been bullied into the Marine Corps by his father the day after he’d graduated from high school. He’d slipped and slithered through his enlistment, avoiding dishonorable discharge by the skin of his pearly whites.

But he’d learned how to pump out the ‘Sir, yes, sirs,’ how to kiss whatever ass was most important and wriggle out of trouble.

He’d been bored with his current job, and would have ditched it. If the money hadn’t been so good. Getting paid six big ones a week to watch a woman had been hard to turn down.

But now old Rusty was wondering if there was a way to butter his bread a little thicker on the other side.

Over a late night snack of blueberry yogurt, Rusty watched the eleven o’clock news. It was all there. Julia Summers, the classy babe he’d been shadowing for weeks. And wasn’t it a kick in the head to discover that she was Eve Benedict’s daughter? That she was the prime suspect in the old broad’s murder? And, most interesting of all to Rusty P. Haffner, she was about to inherit a large chunk of an estate rumored to be over fifty million.

A classy babe like Summers would be very grateful to someone who could help her out of her mess. A lot more grateful than six hundred a week. Grateful enough, Rusty figured as he licked his spoon, to set a man up for life.

Could be his current client would be pissed enough to cause some trouble. But for, say, two million—cash—Rusty could deal with trouble.
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Sweaty, invigorated, and pleased with the world in general, Lincoln Hathoway breezed into the kitchen from his morning jog. The Krups coffeemaker was just beginning to brew, and he checked his watch. Six twenty-five. On the dot.

If there was one thing he and Elizabeth, his wife of fifteen years, agreed on, it was symmetry. Their life ran along very smooth lines. He enjoyed being one of the most respected criminal lawyers on the East Coast, and she enjoyed being the wife and hostess of a successful man. They had two bright, well-mannered children who had known nothing but affluence and stability. A decade before they’d run over a little rough ground, but had smoothed it out again with barely a ripple. If the years had settled into a routine that edged toward bland, that was just the way they wanted it.

As always, Lincoln took down his mug that read LAWYERS DO IT IN THEIR BRIEFS—a gag gift his daughter, Amelia, had given him on his fortieth birthday. He would drink his first cup of the day alone, catching the morning news on the kitchen TV before going up to shower. It was a good life, Lincoln thought as he switched on the set. The newscaster was announcing a surprise development in the Eve Benedict murder.

The mug Lincoln held slipped out of his fingers and shattered. Hot black Columbian coffee ran like a river over the glossy white tiles.

Julia.” Her name whispered through his lips as he groped for a chair.

She sat alone, curled into a corner of the couch. The notepad she’d tried to write on was held limply in her hands. She’d told herself to make a list, her priorities. What had to be done.

She needed a lawyer, of course. The best she could possibly afford. It might mean taking out a second mortgage on her home. Even selling it. Eve’s money—had she wanted to consider it—couldn’t apply. As long as she was suspected of causing Eve’s death, she wouldn’t be allowed to benefit from it.

Death benefits. She’d always found that an awkward term. No more so than now.

She had to arrange for Brandon to be taken care of. During the trial. And after, if … It wasn’t time to think of if. She had no family. There were friends, many of whom had tried to reach her already. But to whom could she possibly give her child?

It was there her list had stopped, because at that point she could go no further.

Every few minutes the phone would ring. She would hear the machine click on, and Paul’s voice would inform the caller that no one was available. Interspersed with the reporters were the concerned. CeeCee, Nina, Victor. God, Victor. When she heard his voice, she shut her eyes. Did he know? Did he suspect? What could they possibly say to each other now that wouldn’t cause more pain?

She wished Paul would get back. She wished he would take longer so that she could just be alone. He had told her only that he’d had things to do. He hadn’t told her what they were, and she hadn’t asked.

He’d driven Brandon to school himself.

Brandon. She had to make arrangements for Brandon.

When the phone rang again, she continued to ignore it. But it was the urgency in the voice that had her listening, then recognizing, then staring.

“Julia, please, call me as soon as possible. I’ve canceled my appointments for the day and arranged to stay home. I just heard, on the news, this morning. Please get back to me. I can’t tell you how … Just call. The number here is …”

Slowly, hardly aware she had risen and crossed the room, she lifted the receiver. “Lincoln. It’s Julia.”

“Oh, thank God. I wasn’t even sure they’d given me the right number. I pulled all the strings I could manage at L.A.P.D.”

“Why are you calling me at all?”

It wasn’t bitterness he heard, but puzzlement. It made the shame almost unbearable. “Because you’re about to face a murder trial. I can’t believe it, Julia. Can’t believe they have enough evidence for trial.”

His voice was the same, she realized. Neat and precise. For reasons she couldn’t fathom, she wondered if he still had his underwear pressed. “They seem to think they do. I was there. My fingerprints are on the weapon. I’d threatened her.”

“Jesus Christ.” He ran a hand through his smooth blond hair. “Who’s representing you?”

“Greenburg. He was Eve’s lawyer. Actually he’s looking for someone else. He doesn’t practice criminal law.”

“Listen to me, Julia. Don’t speak to anyone. Do you hear me? Don’t speak to anyone.”

She nearly smiled. “Shall I hang up, then?”

He’d never understood her humor and plunged straight on. “I’m going to get the first plane out I can. I’m a member of the California Bar, so there’s no problem. Now, give me the address where you’re staying.”

“Why? Why would you come here, Lincoln?”

He was already formulating his reasons and excuses to his wife, to his colleagues, to the press. “I owe you,” he said tightly.

“No. You don’t owe me anything.” She was holding the phone with both hands now. “Do you realize, does it even occur to you that you haven’t asked about him? You haven’t even asked about him.”

In the silence that followed, she heard the door close. Turning, she saw Paul watching her.

“Julia.” Lincoln’s voice was quiet, utterly reasonable. “I want to help you. Whatever you think of me, you know I’m the best. Let me do this for you. And for the boy.”

The boy, she thought. He couldn’t even say Brandon’s name. She rested her head in her hand a moment, struggling to get beyond emotion. Lincoln had said one thing that was perfectly true. He was the best. She couldn’t afford to let pride stand in the way of freedom.

“I’m in Malibu,” she said, and gave him the address. “Good-bye, Lincoln. Thank you.”

Paul said nothing, waited. He didn’t know what he felt. No, he thought, he did. When he had walked in and realized who was on the phone it had felt exactly like being shot. Now he was bleeding inside.

“You heard,” she began.

“Yes, I heard. I thought we agreed you wouldn’t answer the phone.”

“I’m sorry. I had to.”

“Naturally.” He rocked back on his heels. “He ignores you for ten years, but you had to answer his call.”

Unconsciously she rubbed a hand on her stomach where the muscles were beginning to knot. “Paul, he’s a lawyer.”

“So I’ve heard.” He walked to the bar but thought it best to stick with mineral water. A drink now would be like tossing gasoline onto a fire. “And of course he’s the only lawyer in the country who’s qualified to take your case. He’s going to streak out here on his silver briefcase and save you from the clutches of injustice.”

“I can’t afford to turn down help from any quarter it’s offered.” She pressed her lips together, needing to keep her voice calm. There was a terrible urge gnawing inside her to rush past him and fling open the door. “Maybe you’d think more of me if I’d spit in his eye. Maybe I’d think more of myself too. But if they send me to jail, I’m not sure I’ll survive it. And I’m afraid, I’m very afraid for Brandon.”

He set his glass aside before he crossed to her. His hands were gentle as they skimmed up and down her arms. “Tell you what, Jules. We’ll let him work his legal magic. And when it’s all over, we’ll both spit in his eye.”

She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his. “I love you.”

“It’s about time you mentioned that again.” He tipped her face up to kiss her, then drew her toward the couch. “Now, sit down while I tell you what I’ve been up to.”

“Up to?” She tried on a smile, wondering if they could possibly have a normal conversation.

“Playing detective. What mystery writer isn’t a frustrated detective? Have you eaten?”

“What? Paul, you’re jumping subjects.”

“I’ve decided we’re going to talk in the kitchen. Over food.” He rose, grabbing her hand and pulling her behind him. “It’s distracting watching you drop pounds while I’m talking. I think Brandon left some peanut butter.”

“I’m going to have a peanut butter sandwich?”

“And jelly,” he told her as he took out a jar of Skippy. “Listen, it’s loaded with protein.”

She didn’t have the heart to tell him she wasn’t hungry. “I’ll fix them.”

“They’re my speciality,” he reminded her. “Sit down. When I’m facing a murder charge, you can pamper me.”

Now she did manage to smile. “It’s a deal.” She watched him slather the bread, wondering if he remembered that first morning he’d met Eve. With a little sigh, she looked past him, to the jade plant on the windowsill. Did he realize that it had been dying when she and Brandon had moved in? A little water, a little plant food, and it was thriving again. It took so very little to sustain life.

She smiled again at the plate he set in front of her. Like peanut butter and jelly, and someone to love.

“You didn’t cut it into triangles.”

He lifted a brow. “Real men don’t eat cut sandwiches. It’s wussy.”

“Thank God you told me, or I might have continued to cut Brandon’s and humiliate him.” When she picked it up, jelly squirted cheerfully out the sides. “So, how have you been playing detective.”

“What we call legwork.” As he sat, he reached over to tuck her hair behind her ear. “I talked to Jack, the pilot. He’ll swear that in his expert opinion, the fuel line was tampered with. It may not be much, but it could prove that something was going on, something outside, threatening you. Maybe Eve as well.”

She made herself eat, made herself hope. “All right. I think it could be very important to convince the police that someone was sending threats—because of the book. The tapes. I don’t understand why if they’ve listened to the tapes they can think I …” She shook her head. “No way to prove anyone but myself and Eve knew what was on them.”

“The phrase is reasonable doubt. That’s all we need. I went to see Travers,” he added. Here, while he wanted to be honest, he also wanted to chose his words with care. “She’s still a wreck, Jules. She’d wrapped her whole life around Eve—what Eve had done for her, for her son.”

“And Travers believes I killed her.”

He stood to get them both something to drink. Chablis was the first that came to hand, and he figured it would go just fine with peanut butter. “At this point she needs to blame someone. She wants that someone to be you. The thing about Travers is that very little could go on in that house without her being aware. The fact that Eve could have kept her illness from everyone, including Travers, is only a testament to Eve’s skill and determination. Someone else was on the estate that day. Someone else was in the guest house. Travers is our best bet for finding out who.”

“I only wish … I wish she could understand that I didn’t mean the things I said that night.” Her voice thickened as she picked up her glass, set it down again without drinking.

“That I never wanted that to be Eve’s last memory of me. Or mine of her. I’ll regret that for the rest of my life, Paul.”

“That would be a mistake.” He put a hand over hers, squeezed it lightly. “She brought you out here so that each of you could get to know the whole person. Not by one incident, a few hot words. Julia, I went to see her doctor.”

“Paul.” She linked her fingers with his. At the moment every touch, every point of contact seemed so precious. “You shouldn’t have done that alone.”

“It was something I wanted to do alone. She was diagnosed right after Thanksgiving last year. At the time, she had told us she wasn’t in the mood for turkey or pumpkin pie and was going off for a week or two to the Golden Door to be pampered and revitalized.” He paused here to battle his own emotions. “She checked into the hospital for the tests. Apparently, she’d been having headaches, blurred vision, mood swings. The tumor was … well, to put it simply, it was too late. They could give her medication to take the edge off the pain. She could go on normally. But they couldn’t cure it.”

His eyes flicked up to hers. In them she could see the dark, depthless well of grief.

“They couldn’t stop it. She was told she had a year at best. She went directly from there to a specialist in Hamburg. More tests, the same result. She must have made her mind up about what she was going to do right away. It was early December when she told Maggie and me about the book. About you. She wanted to finish out her life, and keep those she loved from knowing how little time she had.

Julia looked toward the little jade plant, thriving in its patch of sun. “She didn’t deserve to be robbed of what was left.”

“No.” He drank, a silent toast. Another good-bye. “And she’d be bloody pissed if whoever killed her got away. I’m not going to let that happen.” He touched his glass to Julia’s in a show of partnership that made her throat sting. “Drink your wine,” he told her. “It’s good for the soul. And it’ll relax you so it’s easier for me to seduce you.”

She blinked back the tears. “Peanut butter and jelly, and sex, in one afternoon. I don’t know if I can take it.”

“Let’s check it out,” he said, and pulled her to her feet.

He hoped she would sleep for an hour or two, and left her in the bedroom with the shades drawn against the sun, the ceiling fan spinning away the heat.

Like most storytellers, Paul could formulate a plot anywhere—in the car, waiting in the dentist’s office, at a cocktail party. But he had found over the years that his best structuring was done in his office.

He’d set up the room as he’d set up his home. To suit himself. The airy space on the second floor was where he spent most of his time. One wall was all glass, all sky and sea. Those who didn’t understand the process didn’t believe he could be working when he simply sat, staring out, watching the change in light and shadow, the swoop of laughing gulls.

To compensate for the discomfort of tearing a story out of his head and heart, Paul had made his working space a celebration of comfort. The side walls were lined with books. Some for research, some for pleasure. Twin ficus trees thrived in heavy stone pots. One year Eve had invaded his inner sanctum and had hung tiny red and green balls on their slim branches to remind him that deadline or not, Christmas would come.

He’d embraced the computer age, and worked on a clever little PC. And still scribbled notes on odd scraps of paper he often lost. He’d had a top of the line stereo hooked up, certain he would enjoy composing with a background of Mozart or Gershwin. It had taken him less than a week to admit that he detested the distraction. He kept a small refrigerator stocked with soft drinks and beer. When he was on a roll, it might be eighteen hours before he’d open the door and stumble bleary-eyed out of the office, and into reality.

So it was there he went to think of Julia, and the puzzle of proving her innocence.

He sat in his chair, tipped back, and cleared his mind by staring at the sky.

If he were searching for a plot, an ordinary one, she would be the perfect murderer. Calm, collected, and wrapped much too tightly. Reserved. Repressed. Resistant to change. Eve had come along and exploded the tidy, ordered life she had built for herself. The seething temper had ripped its way through that snug outer layer of control, and in a blind moment of rage and despair, she had struck out.

The prosecution might play it that way, he thought. Tossing in several millions in inheritance for extra incentive. Of course, it would be difficult for them to prove that Julia had known about the will. Yet, it might not be so difficult to convince a jury—if it went to a jury—that Julia had been in Eve’s confidence.

The aging and ailing movie queen searching for a lost past, the love of a child she’d given up. They could cast Eve as the vulnerable victim, facing her illness bravely and alone and desperately seeking to bond with her daughter.

Eve would sneer and call it crap.

Matricide, he mused. A very ugly crime. And he thought the D.A. would settle very happily for murder two.

He lighted a cigar, closed his eyes, and ran through his mind the reason the scene didn’t work.

Julia was incapable of murder. That was, of course, his opinion, and hardly an adequate defense. Better to focus on outside forces and basic facts than his own emotions.

The notes. They were a fact. He had been with Julia when she had received one. There had been no feigning that shock and fear. The prosecution might argue that she was the daughter of an actress, and had once aspired to the stage herself. But he doubted even Eve could have delivered a performance like that cold.

The plane had been tampered with. Could anyone seriously believe she would have risked her life, risked making her child an orphan, just for effect?

The tapes. He had listened to the tapes, and they were volatile. Which secret would have been worth Eve’s life?

There was no doubt in Paul’s mind that she had died to preserve a lie.

Gloria’s abortion. Kincade’s perversions. Torrent’s ambitions. Priest’s greed.

Delrickio. With all his heart Paul wanted to believe Delrickio had been responsible. But he couldn’t make the pieces fit. Could a man who so coolly dealt out death lose control and kill so recklessly?

It had almost certainly been a crime born of the moment. Whoever had done it couldn’t have been sure when Julia would return, or if the gardener might have passed by a window on his way to prune roses.

That didn’t account for the security. No one but the staff had been inside the gates. And yet, someone had come in.

Paul asked himself what he would do if he’d wanted to confront Eve, alone, without anyone knowing. It wouldn’t have been difficult to visit openly, then leave, making a quick trip to shut off the power on the alarms. Double back. Face her down. Lose control.

He liked it. He liked it very much, except for the minor fact that the alarms had been on when the police had checked them.

So he would talk to Travers again, and Nina, and Lyle. And everyone else, down to the lowliest dust chaser on the estate.

He had to prove that someone could have gotten inside. Someone frightened enough to send notes. Someone desperate enough to kill.

On impulse he picked up the phone and dialed. “Nina. It’s Paul.”

“Oh, Paul. Travers said you’d been by. I’m sorry I missed you.” She glanced around her office, at the cardboard boxes she was meticulously packing. “I’m in the process of putting things in order, moving my own things out. I’m renting a house in the Hills until … well, until I can think what to do next.”

“You know you can stay as long as you like.”

“I appreciate that.” She groped in her pocket for a tissue. “I’m worried about Travers, but I can’t bear staying, knowing Miss B. won’t come flying in with some new impossible demand. Oh, God, Paul, why did this have to happen?”

“That’s something we need to figure out. Nina, I know the police have questioned you.”

“Over and over,” she said with a sigh. “And now the D.A. He seems certain I’ll have to testify in court, about the argument. About Julia.”

He heard the way her voice changed, tightened. “You think she did it, don’t you?”

She looked down at the tattered tissue, tossed it away and picked up a fresh one. “I’m sorry, Paul, I understand you have feelings for her. But yes, I don’t see any other explanation. I don’t think she planned it. I don’t even think she meant it. But it happened.”

“Whatever you think, Nina, you may be able to help me. I’m trying out a little theory. Can you tell me who came to see Eve the day she was killed. Even the day before.”

“Oh, God, Paul.”

“I know it’s hard, but it would help.”

“All right then.” Briskly, she dried her eyes, tucked away the tissue, then reached for the date book not yet packed. “Drake was here, and Greenburg. Both Maggie and Victor were by the evening before. Oh, and you, of course. Travers mentioned you’d come to see Eve, so I jotted it down in her book.”

“Always efficient, Nina.” He toyed with another possibility. “Did Eve have anything going with the chauffeur?”

“Lyle?” For the first time in days, Nina really laughed. “No! Miss B. had too much class for his kind. She liked the way he looked with the car. That was it.”

“One more thing. The day it happened. Did you have any trouble with the alarms. Anybody check them?”

“The alarms? No, why should there have been trouble?”

“Just tapping all the bases, Nina. Listen, let me know when you’re settled. And don’t worry about Travers. I’ll look after her.”

“I know. I’ll keep in touch. Paul … I’m sorry,” she said lamely. “Sorry about everything.”

“So am I.” He hung up, still wondering. He made the next call more slowly, more deliberately, then waited to be put through to Frank.

“Only got a minute, Paul. Things are hopping.”

“Julia?”

“Mostly. She’s got some big gun coming in from back east.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Oh, yeah, guess you do. Anyway, he wants every goddamn scrap of paper we’ve got on the case. He casts a pretty big shadow, even out here, so the D.A.’s making sure we’ve got everything all nice and tight. He’s already got some stiff-necked P.I. looking over our shoulders.”

“Hathoway works fast.”

“Yeah.” He lowered his voice. “So the D.A.’s working faster. He wants this one, Paul, bad. It’s got it all—money, power, glitz, scandal. It’s going to give him some great press.”

“Tell me something, Frank. Is there any way you can check if the security system had been turned off that day?”

Frank frowned and pushed through his papers. “It was on when we did our check.”

“But could it have been turned off earlier, then turned on again?”

“Christ, Paul, you’re spitting in the wind.” When he got no response to that, Frank muttered under his breath. “Okay, I’ll talk to a couple of the electronics boys, but I don’t think you’ve got a shot.”

“Then give me another. Are you going to talk to the chauffeur again?”

“Studly Doright? What for?”

“Hunch.”

“Shit, spare me from mystery writers.” But he was already making a note. “Sure, I can give him another shake and rattle.”

“I’d like to tag along when you do.”

“Sure, why the hell not? What do I need a pension for when I can live on good deeds?” “And one more thing.”

“Fire away. You want me to turn over the files to you? Lose some evidence? Badger a witness.”

“I’d appreciate it. While you’re about it, why don’t you check the airlines? See if anyone connected with Eve took a quick trip to London last month. Around the twelfth.”

“No problem. That should only take me, oh, about ten or twenty man-hours. Any particular reason?”

“I’ll let you know. Thanks.”

And now, Paul thought as he hung up the phone, he’d wait for the answers, stir them around and see if he had a workable plot.
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It was a long trip from Philadelphia to L.A. Even flying first class didn’t eliminate jet lag and travel fatigue. But Lincoln Hathoway looked as though he had just stepped out of his tailor’s. His navy gabardine suit with its subtle chalk stripes showed nary a wrinkle. His hand-sewn shoes shone like a mirror. His blond, conservatively cut hair was perfectly in place.

Paul liked to think it was the seamless correctness that had him detesting the man on sight.

“Lincoln Hathoway,” he said, extending a manicured hand. “I’m here to see Julia.”

It pleased Paul that his own palm was gritty with sand. “Paul Winthrop.”

“Yes, I know.” Not that he recognized him from his book jackets. Lincoln didn’t have time to spare on popular fiction. But he’d had his secretary gather every clipping available on Julia from the last six months. He was aware of who Paul was, and his relationship with both victim and accused. “I’m pleased Julia has somewhere discreet to stay until we work this all out.”

“Actually, I’ve been a bit more worried about her peace of mind than discretion.” He gestured Lincoln inside, deciding he would thoroughly enjoy detesting him. “Want a drink?”

“Some mineral water with a twist would be fine, thank you.” Lincoln was a man who formed opinions quickly. It was often necessary to gauge a jury by little more than appearance and body language. He summed Paul up as wealthy, impatient, and suspicious, and wondered how he might use those qualities if the case went to trial. “Mr. Winthrop, how is Julia?”

Suddenly the epitome of the aloof Brit, Paul turned and offered the glass. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?”

She was standing in the doorway, a lean, dark-eyed child tucked protectively under her arm. Ten years, Lincoln thought, had changed her. She no longer radiated enthusiasm and trust, but composure and caution. The fawn-colored hair that had once swung free was now swept back from a face that had fined down and become elegant.

He looked at the boy, hardly aware that the four of them were standing, silent and tensed. He searched for some sign, some physical trait that would have run from him into the child he’d never seen, or wanted. That was human nature, and his own ego.

But he saw nothing of himself in the slight-framed, tousel-haired child. And it relieved him, swept away the traces of guilt and apprehension that had snuck into him during the flight west. The boy was his—Lincoln had never doubted it—but was not his. His world, his family, his conscience were safe in that brief moment it took him to look, appraise, and reject.

Julia saw it all—the way his gaze landed on Brandon, hovered fleetingly, then dismissed. Her arm tightened around her son to shield him from a blow he couldn’t have felt. Then relaxed. Her son was safe. Any lingering doubts that she should tell him his father’s name faded away. His father was dead, to both of them.

“Lincoln.” Her voice was as cool and reserved as the nod of greeting she offered. “It was good of you to come so far so quickly.”

“I’m only sorry about the circumstances.”

“So am I.” Her hand slid over Brandon’s shoulder to rest at the tender nape of his neck. “Brandon, this is Mr. Hathoway. He’s a lawyer who used to work with Granddad a long time ago. He’s come out to help us.”

“Hello.” Brandon saw a tall, stiff-looking man with shiny shoes and that dopey aren’t-you-a-big-boy expression some adults put on whenever they were introduced to a kid.

“Hello, Brandon. I don’t want you to worry, we’re going to take care of everything.”

He couldn’t stand it. In another moment Paul was certain he would deck the man for being so detached. “Come on, kid.” Paul held out a hand. Brandon took it willingly. “Let’s go upstairs and see what kind of trouble we can get into.”

“Well then …” Lincoln took a seat, not even glancing around as Brandon clattered up the stairs. “Why don’t we get started?”

“It really didn’t mean anything to you, did it?” she said quietly. “Seeing him didn’t mean a thing.”

He lifted his fingers to the perfect Windsor knot in his tie. He’d been afraid she’d manufacture some sort of scene. Of course, he was prepared for it. “Julia, as I told you years ago, I can’t afford to entertain an emotional bond. I’m very, very grateful you were mature enough not to go to Elizabeth, regret you were too stubborn to accept any financial help I offered, and pleased that you’ve achieved the kind of success where you don’t require it. Naturally, I feel I owe you a great deal, and am deeply, deeply sorry that you find yourself in a position where you require my services.”

She began to laugh—not the thin, edgy laugh of hysteria, but a full, rich chuckle that had Lincoln baffled. “I’m sorry,” she said as she dropped into a chair. “You haven’t changed. You know, Lincoln, I wasn’t sure what I would feel, seeing you again. But the one thing I didn’t expect was nothing.” She let out a little sigh. “So, let’s shovel away the gratitude, and do what has to be done. My father had the greatest respect for you as a lawyer, and since his opinion weighs heavily with me, you’ll have all my cooperation, and for the time it takes to put things right, my complete trust.”

He merely nodded. Lincoln appreciated good, solid sense. “Did you kill Eve Benedict?”

Her eyes flashed. He was surprised to see such deep and volatile anger spark so quickly. “No. Did you expect me to admit if I had?”

“As the daughter of two of the best attorneys I’ve ever worked with, you already know it would be foolish to lie if you want me to represent you. Now then …” He took out a blank legal pad and a black Mont Blanc pen. “I want you to tell me everything you did, everyone you spoke with, everything you saw on the day Eve Benedict was murdered.”

She went through it once, then again. Then, led by his questions, a third time. He made few comments, only nodded from time to time as he jotted down notes in his neat, precise hand. Julia got up only once to refill his glass, and to pour one of her own.

“I’m afraid I haven’t had much time to acquaint myself with the evidence against you. Naturally, I notified the D.A., and the investigating officer that I would be your attorney of record. I was able to secure a copy of certain reports from the prosecutor before I came here, but only glanced at them in the cab.”

He paused, folding his hands in his lap. She remembered he had always had that same quiet, tidy manner. It, plus the sadness in his eyes, had first attracted a romantic, impressionable teenager to him. Now, though the gestures were the same, the sadness had been replaced by shrewdness.

“Julia, are you certain you unlocked the door to enter the house that afternoon?”

“Yes, I had to stop and look for my keys. Ever since the break-in I’d been much more careful about locking up.”

His eyes remained level, his voice even. “Are you quite sure?”

She started to respond, then stopped and sat back. “Do you want me to lie, Lincoln?”

“I want you to think very carefully. Unlocking a door is a habit, an automatic sort of motion that one might assume one did. Particularly after a shock. The fact that you told the police you unlocked the front door, and all of the other doors were locked from the inside when they arrived on the scene, is very damning. There were no keys on the body, no extra keys found around the house. Therefore, either the door was unlocked to begin with or someone, someone with a key, let Eve in.”

“Or someone took Eve’s key after they killed her,” Paul said from the stairs.

Lincoln glanced up. Only the faintest tightening around his mouth revealed any irritation at the interruption. “That is, of course, one angle we can try to pursue. Since the evidence points in the direction of a crime of passion and impulse, it may be difficult to convince a judge that someone was in the house with Eve, killed her, then had the presence of mind to take the key and lock up.”

“Then again, that’s your job, isn’t it?” Paul walked over to the bar. His fingers moved to the bourbon, backtracked, and settled on club soda. The temper he was holding back didn’t need the kick of liquor.

“It’s my job to give Julia the best possible defense.”

“Then I’m sorry to make it more difficult for you, Lincoln, but I unlocked the door, with my key.”

He pursed his lips and reviewed his notes. “You don’t mention touching the murder weapon, the fireplace poker.”

“Because I don’t know if I did or not.” Suddenly weary, she dragged a hand through her hair. “Obviously I did or my fingerprints wouldn’t have been on it.”

“They might if you’d built a fire within the last week or two.”

“I hadn’t. The nights have been pleasant.”

“The weapon was found several feet from the body.” He took a file out of his briefcase. “Are you up to looking at some pictures?”

She knew what he meant, and wasn’t sure of the answer. Bracing herself, she reached out. There was Eve, crumpled on the rug, her face still so breathtakingly beautiful. And the blood.

“From this angle,” Lincoln was saying, “you see the poker is lying over here.” He leaned forward to touch a finger to the print. “As if someone had thrown it there, or perhaps dropped it after backing up from the body.”

“I found her like that,” Julia whispered. Her own voice was muffled by the roaring in her head, the quick, deadly illness in her stomach. “I went to her, took her hand. I think I said her name. And I knew. I got up, stumbled. I picked it up—I think—it had her blood on it. And on my hands. So I threw it down because I had to do something. Call someone.” She thrust the picture away and rose unsteadily to her feet. “Excuse me, I have to say good night to Brandon.”

The moment she’d rushed up the stairs, Paul turned on him. “Did you have to do that to her?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. And worse before it’s over.” In an economic move, Lincoln turned over a page on his pad. “The prosecuting attorney is a very determined, very capable man. And like all men elected to office, ambitious and aware of the value of a celebrity trial. We’ll have to show a plausible alternative from every scrap of physical evidence he has. We’re also going to stuff reasonable doubt down the throats of not only a judge, a jury if it comes to that, but the public at large. Now I realize you and Julia have a personal relationship—”

“Do you?” With a slow, grim smile, Paul sat on the arm of a chair. “Let me spell it out for you, counselor. Julia and Brandon belong to me now. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to break several small, vital bones in your body for what you did to her. But if you’re as good as I’ve heard, if you’re her best chance to get through this, then whatever you ask me to do, I’ll do.”

Lincoln relaxed his grip on his pen. “Then I’d suggest the first thing be we forget about what happened between Julia and me more than a decade ago.”

“Except that,” Paul said, and smiled again. “Try again.”

Lincoln had seen more pleasant smiles on felons he’d convicted. “Your personal feelings about me will only hurt Julia.”

“No. Nothing’s going to hurt her again. Including you. If I’d thought differently, you wouldn’t have walked through the door.” With his eyes still on Lincoln’s he pulled out a cigar. “I’ve worked with scum before.”

“Paul.” Julia spoke quietly as she came downstairs again. “That won’t help.”

“Clearing the air always helps, Julia,” he contradicted her. “Hathoway knows that while he has all of my disgust, he also has all my cooperation.”

“I came here to help, not to be judged for a mistake I made over ten years ago.”

“Be careful, Lincoln.” Julia rounded on him before she could stop herself. “That mistake is upstairs, sleeping. I’m accepting your help not only for my own sake, but for his. He’s been fatherless all his life. I can’t bear to think of him losing me too.”

Only a faint flush rising up from his knotted tie to his cheeks indicated she’d hit any mark. “If we can all keep our personal feelings out of this, we have a much better chance of seeing that doesn’t happen.” Satisfied the subject was settled, he moved on. “You both knew the deceased, were privy to the workings of her household, her friendships, her enemies. It would be helpful if you told me everything you could about those close to her. Anyone who stood to gain by her death, financially, emotionally.”

“Besides me?” Julia said.

“Perhaps we’ll start with you, and Mr. Winthrop. Just a brief sketch, if you will. I’ve arranged for a suite at the Beverly Hills Hotel, where I’ll be working. Meyers, Courtney, and Lowe have agreed to lend me two of their clerks, and my own secretary will be flying out tomorrow.” He checked his watch, which he’d already changed to West Coast time, frowned. “We’ll need more in-depth interviews once I’ve set up. First thing Monday I’ll petition for a postponement of the arraignment.”

“No.” Chilled, Julia began to rub her hands over her arms. “I’m sorry, Lincoln, but I can’t stand the idea of dragging this out.”

“Julia, I’ll need time to structure your defense. With luck, we can keep this from going to trial.”

“I don’t mean to be difficult, but I have to get it over with. Postponements only give more time to sensationalize. Brandon’s old enough to read the paper, see the newscasts. And I … to be frank, I can’t stand much more waiting.”

“Well, we have the weekend to think about it.” Or, Lincoln decided, to turn her around to his way. “For now, tell me about Eve Benedict.”

By the time Lincoln left it was nearly two A.M., and Paul had developed a grudging respect for his thoroughness. He might have found the attorney’s organization and neatness irritating. Lincoln always turned over a new sheet of paper for each change of topic, he ate the brownies Julia served with coffee using a fork, and not once during the long, repetitive evening did he loosen his tie.

But Paul had also noted that Lincoln’s eyes had sharpened when told about the notes, and that a look of pure pleasure had come into them when Delrickio’s connection had been explained.

When he left, he didn’t look like a man who had been up for nearly twenty-four hours straight, and had bid them good night as politely as if they’d just enjoyed a friendly dinner party.

“I suppose it’s none of my business.” Paul shut the door and turned back to Julia. She braced, resenting the fact that she would have to explain herself again, remember again. “But I just have to know.” He walked over to her, brushed the hair from her face. “Did he hang up his clothes and fold his socks before you made love?”

The giggle surprised her, the comfort she found when she rested her head on his shoulder didn’t. “Actually, he folded his clothes and rolled his socks.”

“Jules, I have to tell you, your taste has improved.” A quick, nipping kiss, and he picked her up to carry her toward the stairs. “And after you’ve had about twelve hours sleep, I’ll prove it to you.”

“Maybe you could prove it to me now, and I’ll sleep later.”

“A much better idea.”

Even putting Brandon on the plane, knowing he was tucked away thousands of miles from the eye of the storm, didn’t console her. She wanted her child back. She wanted her life back.

She met with Lincoln every day, sat in the suite he’d booked and drank black coffee until she was certain she could feel it burning a hole in the center of her gut. She talked to the detective he’d hired—another intrusion in her life, another person to pry apart the tenuous threads on what had been her privacy.

It was all so ordered—the files, the lawbooks, the busy ringing of the phones. The unbroken efficiency of it began to lull her. Until she saw a headline, heard a broadcast. Then she was tossed back into the fear of it being her name, her face, her life under the public microscope. And her fate in the hands of justice, whose blindness was not always a boon for the innocent.

Paul kept her from going over that thin edge. She didn’t want to lean. Hadn’t she promised herself that she would never depend on anyone for her happiness, for her security, for her peace of mind? Yet, just the fact that he was there gave her the illusion of all three. And because she was terrified it was an illusion, she backed away, quietly slipping inches of distance between them until there was a foot, a foot until there was a yard.

He was exhausted himself, discouraged by the fact that his connections at the precinct weren’t bringing him any closer to the truth. Frank had let him come along when he’d questioned Lyle again, but the former chauffeur had refused to budge on his story to see, hear, and speak no evil.

The fact that Drake’s finances were in a mess didn’t implicate him in Eve’s death. More, the fact that she had given him a large amount only weeks before she was killed worked in his favor. Why would he kill the golden goose?

Paul’s single interview with Gloria had only made things worse. With tears and trembling, she admitted to arguing with Eve on the day of the murder. Guilt poured out along with the words. She had said terrible things, then had left in a rage, speeding home to confess the entire business to her shocked husband.

At almost the same moment Julia had discovered Eve’s body, Gloria had been weeping in her husband’s arms, and begging for forgiveness.

Since Marcus Grant, the housekeeper, and the curious poolman had all heard the sobbing Gloria at one fifteen, and the drive from estate to estate couldn’t be managed in under ten minutes, it was impossible to tie her to the murder.

Paul still felt the book was the key. When Julia was out of the house he would listen to the tapes over and over again, trying to find the one phrase, the one name that would open the door.

When she came home, wired from another session of rehearsing her testimony with Lincoln, she heard Eve’s voice.

“He directed with a whip and a chain. I’ve never known anyone to use less finesse and get more results. I thought I hated him—did, actually, throughout the movie. But when McCarthy and his slimeball committee went after him, I was outraged. That was the main reason I joined Bogie and Betty and the others in their trip to Washington. I’ve never had any patience with politicking, but, by Christ, I was ready to fight tooth and nail then. Maybe we did some good, maybe not, but we had our say. That’s what counts, isn’t it, Julia? Making sure you’re heard goddamn loud and goddamn clear. I don’t want to be remembered as someone who sat on the sidelines and let other people clear the way.”

“She won’t be,” Julia murmured.

Paul turned from his desk. He’d been listening so intently, he almost expected to see Eve sitting there, telling him to light her cigarette or open a bottle.

“No, she won’t.” He switched off the tape to study Julia. In the past week, she’d rarely let him see that pale, haunted look. It was there, always there, just beneath the mask of control. But whenever that mask began to crack, she closed in on herself and away from him. “Sit down, Julia.”

“I was going to make some coffee.”

“Sit down,” he repeated. She did, but on the edge of the chair, as if she would spring up any moment if he got too close. “I got a subpoena today. I’m going to have to testify at the hearing tomorrow.”

She didn’t look at him, but focused on a point somewhere between them. “I see. Well, that isn’t unexpected.”

“It’s going to be rough on both of us.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Actually, I was thinking, as I was coming back this afternoon, that it might be best, easier, if I moved to a hotel—until this is all over. My living here is giving the press a lot of ammunition, and only adding more strain to an already impossible situation.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“That’s fact.” She rose, hoping for a grateful exit. She should have known better. He only stood and blocked her way.

“Just try it.” Eyes narrowed and dangerous, he wrapped his hands around her lapels and yanked her forward. “You’re here for the long haul.”

“Did it ever occur to you that I might want to be alone?”

“Yeah, it occurred to me. But I’m part of your life, and you can’t shut me out.”

“I may not have a life,” she shouted. “If they bind me over for trial tomorrow—”

“You’ll deal with it. We’ll deal with it. You’re going to trust me, goddamn you. I’m not a ten-year-old boy you have to protect. And I’m sure as hell not some spineless prick who’ll let you carry the whole load while I run off to my own tidy life.”

Her eyes went to smoke. “This has nothing to do with Lincoln.”

“The hell it doesn’t. And don’t ever compare us in that sharp little brain of yours again.”

Her face wasn’t pale now, nor was her breath even. The flash of temper meant more to him than a dozen words of love. “Let go of me.”

He lifted a brow, knowing the gesture was derisive. “Sure.” He released her, stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“This has nothing to do with Lincoln,” she said again. “And it has nothing to do with you. It’s me. Get that through your surplus of testosterone. I’m the one whose life is on the line in that courtroom tomorrow. You can beat your chest and howl all you want, that’s not going to change. I haven’t got that many choices left, Paul, and if I want to walk out of that door, that’s just what I’ll do.”

“Try it,” he invited her.

Incensed, she whirled around. He caught her before she’d reached the stairs. “I told you to let me go.”

“I haven’t finished beating my chest or howling.” Because he was dead sure she’d take a swing at him, he cuffed her hands behind her back. “Hold it. Dammit, Jules.” Faced with a tumble down the stairs, he shoved her back against the wall. “Look at me. Just look. You’re right about choices.” With his free hand he forced her head up. “Do you want to walk away from me?”

She stared into his eyes and saw that he would let her. Maybe. And if she turned away now from this, from him, she would always regret it. Survivors lived with their mistakes. Hadn’t Eve told her that? But there were some you couldn’t afford to make.

“No.” She pressed her mouth to his, felt the heat and the strength. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” His kiss grew more avid, more needy. “Just don’t walk away from me.”

“I’m so scared, Paul. I’m so scared.”

“We’re going to make it right. Believe it.”

For a moment she could.

Drake was feeling like a million dollars. Or at least a quarter million. Within twenty-four hours he’d have the cash in his hand and the world at his feet. He was dead sure Julia would go to trial, and, with any luck, be convicted. Once that happened—and with money in the bank—he figured it wouldn’t be to hard to get his piece of Eve’s estate. He resented Paul getting half, but he could live with it. With a good lawyer Drake was sure he could cop Julia’s share.

The law wouldn’t let her touch it. And anyway, where she was going, she wasn’t going to need it.

All and all, things had worked out fine.

Pleased with himself, he turned the stereo on blast and settled down with a racing form. By the weekend he was going to have a nice little stake to take to Santa Anita. He’d play it conservative, but with a few thousand on the nose of the little filly he had a tip on, he could finesse that first payment into the big time.

Of course, his backer didn’t know it as only a first payment. Drake hummed along with Gloria Estefan and figured he could milk his source for plenty over the next year or two. By then, his inheritance should come in. After that, he was taking off. Riviera, Caribbean, the Keys. Anywhere where the beaches, and the women, were hot.

He picked up a glass of champagne. The Dom Pérignon was an early celebration. He had a date to meet a sexy little number at Tramp, but the action wouldn’t start for an hour or two.

Christ, he felt like dancing. While he tried out a little conga, wine sloshed over his fingers. Gleefully, he licked it off.

He thought about ignoring the doorbell when it rang, then chuckled to himself. It was probably the lucky lady of the evening. Who could blame her for wanting to start things off early? Instead of meeting at the club, they would get things going here and now.

When the bell rang again, he brushed his hand over his hair, and on a whim unbuttoned his shirt. He had the champagne glass in his hand when he answered the door. Though it wasn’t tonight’s lucky winner, he toasted his guest.

“Well now. I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow. But that’s fine. Just so happens I’m open for business. Come on in. We’ll do this over a glass of champagne.”

Grinning to himself, he led the way back to the bottle. It looked like he wasn’t celebrating early after all. “What do you say we drink to dear Julia?” He poured a second glass right to the rim. “Dear cousin Julia. Without her, we could both be standing in some deep shit.”

“Maybe you’d better check your own shoes.”

Drake turned, thinking that a great joke. He was still laughing when he saw the gun. He never felt the bullet that plowed between his eyes.
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Spectators and press crammed together on the courtroom steps. Julia’s first test of the day would be to walk through them. Lincoln had instructed her on how to do that. To walk briskly, but not to appear hurried. Not to bow her head—it looked guilty. Not to keep her head back too far—it looked arrogant. She was to say nothing, not even the ubiquitous “no comment,” no matter what questions where hurled at her.

The morning was warm and sunny. She’d prayed for rain. Rain might have kept some of the curious and accusing inside. Instead, she climbed out of the limo into a cloudless southern California day. With Lincoln on one side and Paul on the other, she moved into the wall of people who wanted her story, her secrets, or her blood. Only the fear that she might stumble and be swept away by them helped her ignore the painful clenching in her stomach, the uncontrollable trembling of her legs.

Inside there was more air, more space. She shuddered off the nausea. It would be over soon. Over and behind her. They would believe her, they had to believe her. Then she would be free to start her life again. Free to take that one slim chance on making a new life.

It had been years since she’d been in a courtroom. From time to time during summer vacation, she’d been allowed to watch her mother or father work a jury. They hadn’t seemed like her parents then, but larger than life. Actors on a stage, gesturing, manipulating, strutting. Perhaps that was where she’d gotten that first spark to take to the stage herself.

But no, she thought. That had come through the blood. That had come through Eve.

At a signal from Lincoln, Paul leaned closer, took both of Julia’s hands in his. “It’s time to go in. I’ll be sitting right behind you.”

She nodded, her fingers creeping up to touch the brooch she’d pinned to her lapel. The scales of justice.

The courtroom was jammed. Among the faces of strangers she saw the familiar. CeeCee sent Julia a quick, encouraging smile. Beside her niece, Travers sat rigid, her face set and fierce. Nina stared down at her linked fingers, unwilling or unable to meet Julia’s eyes. Delrickio, flanked by his steely-eyed guards, studied her impassively. Gloria’s eyes gleamed with tears as she twisted a handkerchief in her hands and huddled under her husband’s protective arm.

Maggie, her lipstick chewed off until it left only a thin line of red around her mouth, looked up, then away. Kenneth leaned over her to murmur to Victor.

It was that look, that tortured, grieving look that had Julia faltering. She wanted to stop, to scream out her innocence, her rage, and her terror. She could only move forward and take her seat.

“Remember,” Lincoln was saying, “this is only a preliminary hearing. It’s to determine if there’s enough evidence for a trial.”

“Yes, I know,” she said quietly. “It’s only the beginning.”

“Julia.”

She tensed at Victor’s voice and made herself turn. He’d aged. In a matter of weeks the years had caught up with him, pulling down the skin under his eyes, digging lines deep around his mouth. Julia put a hand on the rail that separated them. It was the closest she believed either of them could come to reaching out.

“I don’t know what to say to you.” He pulled air into his lungs and let it trickle out. If I had known, if she had told me … about you, things would have been different.”

“Things weren’t meant to be different, Victor. I would have been sorry, very sorry, if she had used me to change them.”

“I’d like to—” Go back, he thought. Thirty years, thirty days. Both were equally impossible. “I couldn’t stand behind you before.” He looked down, lifted his hand, laid it on hers. “I’d like you to know I’ll stand behind you now. And the boy, Brandon.”

“He’s—he’s missed having a grandfather. When this is over, we’ll talk. All of us.”

He managed a nod before his hand slid away from hers. “All rise!”

A buzzing filled her ears when the courtroom rose to its feet. She watched the judge stride in, take his place behind the bench. Why, he looks like Pat O’Brien, she thought foolishly. All ruddy and round and Irish. Surely Pat O’Brien would know the truth when he heard it.

The D.A. was a wiry, energetic-looking man with sideburns of gray on his close-cropped hair. Obviously he didn’t take the warning about sun exposure seriously, for his tan was deep and smooth, making his pale blue eyes gleam in contrast.

He had the voice of an evangelist. Without hearing the words, Julia listened to it rise and fall.

Reports were placed in evidence. Autopsy, forensic. The pictures, of course. As Julia watched the prosecutor present them, the image of Eve sprawled on the rug froze in her mind. The murder weapon. The suit Julia had worn that was streaked with a rusty-looking stain that was dried blood.

She watched the experts take the stand, then step down. Their words didn’t matter. Lincoln obviously thought differently because he would rise and object from time to time, and he chose his own carefully in cross-examination.

But the words didn’t matter, Julia thought. The pictures said it all. Eve was dead.

When the D.A. called Travers, she shuffled up to the stand as she had shuffled her way up and down the hallways of Eve’s home. As if she were reluctant to expend the energy it took to lift one foot, then the other.

She’d scraped her hair back and was wearing a plain, working-class dress of unrelieved black. She clutched her purse with both hands and stared straight ahead.

Even when the prosecutor led her gently through the early questions, she didn’t relax. Her voice only became more harsh as she explained her relationship with Eve.

“And as a trusted friend and employee,” the prosecutor continued. “Did you have occasion to travel with Miss Benedict to Switzerland in …” He reviewed his notes before he stated the date.

“Yes.”

“What was the purpose of this trip, Ms. Travers?”

“Eve was pregnant.”

The statement caused a ripple of murmurs through the spectators until the gavel was struck.

“And did she have a child, Ms. Travers?”

“Your honor.” Lincoln rose to his feet. “The defense is ready to stipulate that Miss Benedict had a child, which she gave up for adoption. And that the child is Julia Summers. The state need not waste the court’s time proving what has already been established.”

“Mr. Williamson?”

“Very well, your honor. Ms. Travers, is Julia Summers Eve Benedict’s natural daughter?”

“She is.” Travers flicked one brief, hate-filled glance in Julia’s direction. “Eve agonized over that adoption, did what she thought was best for the child. She even kept tabs on her over the years. It upset her something fierce when the girl got herself pregnant. Said she couldn’t bear to think about her going through all that she’d been through herself.”

Lincoln leaned toward Julia. “I’m going to let her go on. It establishes a bond.”

“And she was proud,” Travers continued. “Proud when the girl started writing books. She used to talk to me, cause there was nobody else who knew.”

“You were the only one aware that Julia Summers was Eve Benedict’s biological daughter?”

“No one knew but me.”

“Can you tell us how Miss Summers came to live on Miss Benedict’s estate.”

“It was that book. That cursed book. I didn’t know then how she got the idea in her head, but nothing I said talked her out of it. Said she was scooping up two birds. She had a story to tell, and she wanted time to get to know her daughter. And her grandson.”

“And did she tell Miss Summers the truth of their relationship?”

“Not then, not for weeks after she’d come. She was afraid how the girl would react.”

“Objection.” Lincoln rose smoothly to his feet. “Your honor, Miss Travers couldn’t know what was in Miss Benedict’s mind.”

“I knew her,” Travers tossed back. “I knew her better than anybody.”

“I’ll rephrase, your honor. Miss Travers, were you a witness to Miss Summers’s reaction when Miss Benedict told her of their relationship.”

“They were on the terrace, having dinner. Eve had been nervous as a cat. I was in the parlor. I heard her shouting.”

“Her?”

“Her,” Travers spat out, pointing at Julia. “She was screaming at Eve. When I ran out, she’d shoved the table over. All the china and crystal were smashed. There was murder in her eyes.”

“Objection.”

“Sustained.”

“Miss Travers, can you tell us what Miss Summers said during this incident?”

“She said don’t come near me. And I’ll never forgive you. She said …” Travers aimed that black, furious look at Julia. “She said I could kill you for this.”

“And the next day Eve Benedict was murdered.”

“Objection.”

“Sustained.” The judge looked faintly censorious. “Mr. Williamson.”

“Withdrawn, your honor. No further questions.”

Lincoln was clever on cross. Did the witness believe that everyone who said “I could kill you” in anger meant it literally? What kind of a relationship did Eve and Julia establish over the weeks they’d worked together? During the argument, which was born out of natural shock, did Julia try to strike or harm Eve in any physical way?

He was clever, but Travers’s conviction that Julia had killed Eve seeped through.

Nina took the stand, looking chic and efficient in a rose-colored Chanel. She gave her observations on the argument. Lincoln thought that her doubt, her uncertainty, was more damaging than Travers’s testimony.

“That same night, Miss Benedict summoned her attorney to the house.”

“Yes, she insisted he come right away. She wanted to change her will.”

“You knew this.”

“Yes. That is, after Mr. Greenburg arrived, Eve asked me to take the changes down in shorthand, and transcribe them. I’d witnessed her other will, and it was no secret that she’d left the bulk of her estate to Paul Winthrop, with a generous provision for her nephew, Drake Morrison.”

“And in this one?”

“She bequeathed a trust to Brandon, Julia’s son. After the other bequests, she left the rest to Paul and Julia.”

“And when did Mr. Greenburg return to have Miss Benedict sign the new will?”

“The next day, the next morning.”

“Do you know if anyone else was aware of Miss Benedict’s change of heart?”

“I really can’t say for sure.”

“You can’t say, Miss Soloman?”

“Drake came by, but Eve wouldn’t see him. I know he saw Mr. Greenburg leave.”

“Did she see anyone that day?”

“Yes, Miss DuBarry was by. She left just before one o’clock.”

“Did Miss Benedict make plans to see anyone else?”

“I …” She pressed her lips together. “I know that she phoned the guest house.”

“The guest house where Julia Summers was living?”

“Yes. She told me to keep her afternoon clear. That was right after Miss DuBarry left. Then she went into her bedroom to call the guest house.”

“I didn’t talk to her,” Julia whispered urgently to Lincoln. “I never talked to her after that night on the terrace.”

He only patted her hand.

“After the phone call?”

“She seemed upset. I don’t know whether she reached Julia or not, but she was only in her room for a minute or two. When she came out, she told me she was going down to talk to Julia. She said …” Her troubled eyes darted to Julia, then back to the prosecutor. “She said they were going to have it out.”

“And what time was this?”

“It was just one o’clock, perhaps a minute or two past.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Eve had given me several letters to type. As she was leaving, I went into my office to start them, and I looked at my desk clock.”

Julia stopped listening for a while. If her body couldn’t get up and walk away, at least her mind could. She imagined herself back in Connecticut. She’d plant flowers. She would spend a week planting them if she wanted. She’d get Brandon a dog. That was something she’d been thinking about for quite a while, but she’d put off going to the pound to choose one, afraid she’d want to take them all.

And a porch swing. She wanted a porch swing. She could work all day, then in the evenings, when things were quiet, she could sit and swing and watch night fall.

“The state calls Paul Winthrop to the stand.”

She must have made some sound. Lincoln put a hand on hers under the table and squeezed. Not in comfort, but in warning.

Paul answered the opening questions briefly, weighing his words, his eyes on Julia’s.

“Would you tell the court the nature of your relationship with Miss Summers?”

“I’m in love with Miss Summers.” The faintest of smiles touched his lips. “Completely in love with Miss Summers.”

“And you also had a close personal relationship with Miss Benedict.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Didn’t you find it difficult to juggle relationships with two women, women who were working closely together. Women who were in actuality mother and daughter.”

“Your honor!” Lincoln, the picture of righteous indignation, sprang to his feet.

“Oh, I’d like to answer that one.” Paul’s quiet voice cut through the uproar of the courtroom. His gaze had veered from Julia to pin the D.A. “I didn’t find it difficult at all. Eve was the only mother I’d ever known. Julia is the only woman I’ve ever wanted to spend my life with.”

Williamson folded his hands at his waist, tapped his index fingers together. “Then you had no problem. I wonder if two dynamic women would have found it so easy to share one man.”

Heat flashed in those pale blue eyes, but his voice was cool and disdainful. “Your implication is not only idiotic, it’s revolting.”

But he need not have spoken. Lincoln was already objecting over the courtroom buzz.

“Withdrawn,” Williamson said easily. “Mr. Winthrop, were you present during the argument between the deceased and Miss Summers?”

“No.”

“But you were on the estate.”

“I was in the guest house, watching Brandon.”

“Then you were present when Miss Summers returned, directly after the scene on the terrace.”

“I was.”

“Did she describe her feelings to you?”

“She did. Julia was upset, shocked, and confused.”

“Upset?” Williamson repeated, rolling the word around on his tongue as if testing its taste. “Two witnesses have stated that Miss Summers left the terrace in a rage. Are you saying that in a matter of moments that rage had cooled so that she was merely upset?”

“I’m a writer, Mr. Williamson. I choose my words carefully. Rage is not the term I’d use to describe Julia’s state when she returned to the guest house. Hurt would be closer to the mark.”

“We won’t waste the court’s time with semantics. Did you receive a phone call from Miss Summers on the day of the murder?”

“I did.”

“At what time?”

“About one-twenty P.M.”

“Do you recall the conversation?”

“There wasn’t a conversation. She could barely talk. She told me to come, to come right away. That she needed me.”

“That she needed you,” Williamson repeated on a nod. “Don’t you find it odd that she would have found it necessary to make a phone call when her mother was lying dead only a few feet away?”

When court recessed from one to three, Lincoln tucked Julia away in a small room. There was a plate of sandwiches, a pot of coffee, but she touched neither. She didn’t need his constant rehearsing, refining, to remind her that she would take the stand herself when court resumed.

Two hours had never gone more quickly.

“The defense calls Julia Summers to the stand.”

She rose, well aware of the stares and murmurs behind her. Reaching the witness box, she turned and faced those stares. She raised her right hand and swore to tell the truth.

“Miss Summers, were you aware when you came to California that Eve Benedict was your natural mother?”

“No.”

“Why did you come across country to live on her estate?”

“I had agreed to write her biography. She wanted to give her complete cooperation to the project, as well as maintain some control. We decided that my son and I would stay on her estate until the first draft was completed and approved.”

“During the course of this project, did Miss Benedict share portions of her private life with you?”

Sitting by the pool, sweating in the gym. Eve in a vivid robe squatting on the floor building a space port with Brandon. The image flashed by quickly, stinging her eyes. “She was very frank, very open. It was important to her that the book be thorough. And honest,” Julia murmured. “She didn’t want any more lies.”

“Did you have occasion to tape conversations with her, and with people closely connected with her, personally and professionally?”

“Yes. I work from taped interviews and notes.”

He walked back to his desk to pick up a box of tapes. “Are these copies of those taped interviews you conducted from January of this year?”

“Yes, those are my labels.”

“I’d like to offer these tapes into evidence.”

“Your honor, the state objects. These tapes contain the deceased’s opinions and recollections, her personal observations on individuals. And their authenticity cannot be substantiated.”

Julia let the argument roll around her. She didn’t see the point in bringing the tapes into it. The police had listened to the originals, and nothing they had heard had swayed them.

“I’m not going to allow the tapes at this hearing,” the judge decided. “Since Mr. Hathoway cannot establish their direct bearing on the accused’s defense. My listening to Miss Benedict’s memoirs at this time would only cloud the issue. Proceed.”

“Miss Summers, during the course of conducting these interviews, did you receive certain threats?”

“There were notes. The first one was left on the porch outside the house.”

“Are these the notes you received?”

She glanced down at the papers in his hands. “Yes.”

He questioned her about Eve’s reaction to them, about the plane flight back from Sausalito, about the argument, her feelings, and at last her movements on the day of the murder.

Her answers were calm, brief, as she’d been instructed.

Then she faced the prosecutor.

“Miss Summers, was anyone present when you received these notes?”

“Paul was there when I received the one in London.”

“He was present when it was handed to you?”

“It was delivered to my room, my hotel room, with a room service tray.”

“But no one saw who delivered it, or when.”

“It was left at the front desk.”

“I see. So anyone might have left it there. Including yourself.”

“Anyone could have. I didn’t.”

“I find it difficult to believe that anyone would feel threatened by such inane phrases.”

“Even the inane is threatening when it’s anonymous, particularly when Eve was relating to me volatile and sensitive information.”

“These anonymous notes weren’t found in your possession, but in the deceased’s dressing table.”

“I gave them to her. Eve wanted to deal with them herself.”

“Eve,” he repeated. “Let’s talk about Eve, and volatile information. Would you say you trusted her?”

“Yes.”

“That you had grown fond of her?”

“Yes.”

“And that you had felt violated, betrayed by her when she revealed that you were the child she had borne out of wedlock, in secret, then had given up for adoption?”

“Yes,” she said, and could almost hear Lincoln wince. “I was stunned, and hurt.”

“You used the word manipulated that night, did you not? You said she had manipulated your life.”

“I felt that way. I’m not sure what I said.”

“You’re not sure?”

“No.”

“Because you were too enraged to think clearly?”

“Objection.”

“Sustained.”

“Were you angry?”

“Yes.”

“Did you threaten to kill her?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Miss Summers, do you often have trouble recalling your words and actions during violent incidents?”

“I don’t often have violent incidents.”

“But you have had them. Didn’t you once attack a teacher for correcting your son?”

“Your honor, really!”

“I’m merely establishing the defendant’s temperament, your honor. Her previous incidents of physical outbursts.”

“Overruled. The defendant will answer.”

It should have been funny. Julia wondered if years from now she’d see the humor in it. “I once struck a teacher who had belittled and mortified my son for not having a father.” She looked directly at Lincoln. “He didn’t deserve to be punished for the circumstances of his birth.”

“As you felt you had been? Did you feel belittled and mortified by Miss Benedict’s revelation?”

“I felt she had taken away my identity.”

“And you hated her for that.”

“No.” She lifted her eyes again, found Victor’s. “I don’t hate her. I don’t hate the man she loved enough to conceive me with.”

“Two witnesses have sworn, under oath, that you screamed out your hate for your mother.”

“At that moment I did hate her.”

“And the next day, when she came to the guest house, came to—in her own words—have it out with you, you picked up the fireplace poker, and, fueled by that hate, struck her down.”

“No,” she whispered. “I did not.”

She was bound over for trial, on the strength of the physical evidence. Bail was set for five hundred thousand.

“I’m sorry, Julia.” Lincoln was already writing a note to his law clerk. “We’ll have you out within the hour. I guarantee you a jury will acquit.”

“How long?” Her gaze flew to Paul’s as handcuffs were snapped over her wrists. She heard the quiet metallic clicks and thought of the cell door, locking into place. “Brandon. Oh, God, call Ann, please. I don’t want him to know.”

“Just hold on.” He couldn’t reach her, couldn’t touch her. Could only watch while they took her away. He dragged Lincoln around by the collar. The violence in his eyes only reflected the tip of the emotion in his heart. “I’ll post bail. You get her the hell out. Do whatever you have to do to keep her out of a cell. Understand?”

“I don’t think—”

“Just do it.”

The crowds were still there when they released her. She walked through the dream, wondering if she’d already died. She could still feel the coldness the handcuffs had left at her wrists.

But there was the limo. Eve’s limo. But not Lyle, she thought dazedly. A new driver. She slipped inside. It felt clean, cool, safe. Eyes closed, she heard the sound of liquid hitting glass. Brandy, she realized, when Paul pressed the snifter into her hand. Then she heard his voice, as cool as the interior of the limo.

“Well, Julia, did you kill her?”

Fury punched through the shock so fast, so hot that she was hardly aware of snapping up, of dragging the sunglasses off and tossing them on the floor. Before she could speak he had his hand firm on her chin.

“You keep that look on your face.” His voice had changed, roughened. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to sit by and watch you let them beat you. It’s not just your life you’re fighting for.”

She jerked away and used the brandy to calm her. “No sympathy?”

The muscles in his jaw worked as he drained every drop in his own snifter. “They cut me in half when they took you away. Is that enough for you?”

She shut her eyes again. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t do any good for me to swipe at you.”

“Sure it does. You’ve stopped looking like you’d melt through the floorboards.” He put a hand to the back of her neck to rub away the tension. Her fingers were twisting in her lap as she battled her own nerves. Slender fingers, he thought, with the nails bitten viciously down to the quick. Gently, he lifted them, touched them to his lips.

“Do you know what first attracted me to you?”

“The fact that I pretended not to be attracted to you?”

The way her lips curved made him grin. Yes, she would fight. No matter how fragile her hold, she would fight. “Well, there was that—that intriguing sense of distance. But even more was the way you looked that first time, walking into Eve’s parlor. There was a look in your eyes.”

“Jet lag.”

“Shut up and let me finish.” He touched his mouth to hers, felt her relax fractionally. “It said, quite clearly, I don’t like chatty little dinner parties, but I’m going to get through it. And if anyone here takes a punch at me, I’ll punch them right back.”

“You did, I recall.”

“Yeah, I did. I didn’t like the idea of the book.”

She opened her eyes then and looked into his. “Whatever happens, I’m still going to write it.”

“I know.” Because he could see tears were threatening, he kissed her eyes closed, then pulled her against his shoulder, where her head could rest. “Now take five. We’ll be home soon.”

The phone was ringing when they walked in the door. By tacit agreement, they both ignored it. “I think I’ll take a shower,” Julia said. She was halfway up the stairs when the phone machine clicked on.

“Julia Summers.” The voice was friendly, amused. “Well, maybe you’re not back from the big day yet. Do yourself a favor and give me a call. The name’s Haffner, and I’ve got some interesting information for sale. You might want to know who else was snooping around on the estate the day Eve Benedict went down.”

She froze, one hand on the banister. When she turned, Paul was already picking up the phone and punching it to speaker.

“The number here’s—”

“This is Winthrop,” Paul interrupted. “Who the hell are you?”

“Just an interested bystander. I saw you and pretty Julia leave the courthouse. Tough break.”

“I want to know who you are and what you know.”

“And I’m more than glad to tell you, friend. For a price. I think, say, two hundred and fifty thousand, cash, ought to cover my expenses.”

“What am I paying for?”

“You’re paying for reasonable doubt, and I can deliver. That’s all you need to keep that sexy lady out of a cage. You bring half the money and the lady up to the HOLLYWOOD sign, nine o’clock. Then if you want me to talk to the cops, or a judge, you deliver the other half. I’ll be all yours.”

“The banks are closed.”

“Oh, yeah, ain’t that a bitch. Well, I can wait, Winthrop. Can she?”

Paul looked over. Julia was standing a foot away, straight as a spear. Her eyes were locked on his. In them was something he hadn’t seen for days. It was hope.

“I’ll get it. Nine o’clock.”

“And we’ll just leave the cops out of it for now. I smell one, I’m gone.”

Her eyes followed the receiver as Paul replaced it. She was almost afraid to speak, afraid to say the words. “Do you think—could he have really seen someone?”

“Someone else was there.” Before he could pull his thoughts together, the phone rang again. “Winthrop.”

“Paul, it’s Victor. I wanted to know … is she all right?”

Paul looked at his watch. “Victor, how much cash can you get your hands on in the next two hours?”

“Cash? Why?”

“For Julia.”

“Dear God, Paul, she’s not going to run.”

“No. I don’t have time to explain. How much can you get?”

“In an hour or two? Forty, maybe fifty thousand.”

“That’ll do. I’ll be by to get it. No later than eight.”

“All right. I’ll make some calls.”

Julia pressed her fingers to her mouth, then dropped them in a helpless gesture. “Just like that,” she said. “No questions, no conditions. I don’t know what to say.”

“You will when the time comes. I can bring it up to a hundred thousand out of my automatic teller. What about your agent? Can she wire you the rest?”

“Yes. Yes.” She felt the tears as she picked up the phone. Not of fear this time, but of desperate hope. “Paul, I’m going to pay you back. I don’t mean just the money.”

“Let’s do it. And make it fast, I want to call Frank.”

“The police? But he said—”

“He’ll stay downwind.” There was something in Paul’s eyes as well. Excitement. The dark and dangerous kind. “No way I’m going to hand over this cash, then watch the guy walk. Not after he waited and watched you go through hell. Make the call, Jules. We’ve got a trap to spring.”

Haffner lit a cigarette, then leaned up against the bar of the big white “H.” He liked it up there. It was a nice, quiet place to do business. He kicked aside an empty can of diet Coke and wondered how many babes had opened the gates of paradise right here on this spot.

The lights were twinkling on in the basin below. But up there, if you waited long enough, if you were quiet enough, you might hear a far-off coyote call to the moon that had just begun to rise.

Haffner thought he might just take his profits and go on a camping trip. Yosemite, Yellowstone, Grand Canyon. He’d always gotten a kick out of nature. And he’d have earned a vacation, mostly honestly. Expert witnesses got paid all the time. It just so happened his fee was stiff.

He heard the car engine and tramped out his cigarette, moving away from the sign and into the shadows. If Winthrop or the lady tried to pull anything, he’d slip back to where he’d hidden his car and be gone.

They came in silence, walking close. The satchel in Paul’s hand had Haffner grinning. Smooth as silk, he thought. Smooth as fucking silk.

“He’s not here.”

The strain in Julia’s voice almost made Haffner feel sorry for her.

“He’ll be here.”

She nodded, her head twisting this way and that. “Maybe we should have called the police. It’s dangerous, coming up here alone.”

“All he wants is the money,” Paul said soothingly. “Let’s play it his way.”

“Good thinking.” Haffner stepped toward them. He threw up a hand to shield his eyes from Paul’s flashlight, and chuckled. “Aim it low, son, no need to blind me.”

“Haffner?”

“That’s my name. Well, well, Julia. Good to see you again.”

She slid her hand inside her purse as she studied him. “I know you. I’ve seen you.”

“Sure you have. I’ve been following you for weeks. A little job for a client. I’m a P.I. Well, used to be.”

“In the elevator, outside of Drake’s office. And in the airport at Sausalito.”

“Good eye, honey.”

“Who are you working for?” Paul demanded.

“Who was I working for? My services are no longer required, seeing as Eve’s dead and Julia here’s up to her pretty neck.”

Paul gripped Haffner’s cotton shirt, ripping seams. “If you had anything to do with Eve’s murder—”

“Hold it, hold it. You think I’d be here if I did?” He held out both hands, still grinning. “All I did was some shadowing for an interested party.”

“Who?”

Haffner thought it over. “Seeing as I’m not on the payroll anymore, it couldn’t hurt to tell you. Kincade, Anthony Kincade. He wanted me to keep a real close eye on you, Julia. The book you and Eve were working on had him sweating bullets.”

“The notes,” she said. “He was sending the notes.”

“I don’t know anything about any notes. He wanted you tailed, wanted to know everyone you talked to. Bought me some real nice surveillance equipment, so I was able to listen in on some of the interviews. Juicy stuff. That’s a real kicker about DuBarry having an abortion. Who’d have thought? I followed you after you left her house. You were pretty erratic that day, Julia. Musta had a lot on your mind. Then I drove around the estate, and—” He paused, grinned. “I’ll be glad to tell you all about that. After I see the money.”

Paul shoved the satchel at him. “Count it.”

“Come on, friend.” Haffner set the case on a rock and popped it open. After pulling out a penlight, he shined it over the stacks of bills. Manna from heaven. “I trust you. After all, we’re just doing each other a little favor.”

“You said you saw someone else on the estate that day,” Julia prompted. “How could you have gotten in? Joe was at the gate.”

“Guys like me aren’t usually invited through gates in Beverly Hills.” Enjoying himself, Haffner pulled out a roll of fruit-flavored candy. He crunched down on one. Julia smelled oranges. “I spotted a car by the wall. Made me curious. So I climbed up on the roof, took a peek over, and guess what I saw?” He looked from Julia to Paul. “No guesses? I saw Drake Morrison limping his way across the putting green. Hell, imagine having a putting green right in your yard.”

“Drake?” Julia clutched at Paul’s hand. “You saw Drake?”

“He was a mess,” Haffner continued. “Guess he’d taken a tumble going over the wall. These executive types aren’t athletic.”

“What about the alarm?” Paul asked.

“Couldn’t say. But stands to reason he’d taken care of it or he wouldn’t have chanced going over. Seeing as the way was clear, I hopped over after him. Figured Kincade might pay big for some inside information. I couldn’t get too close, seeing as it’s pretty open there. He was heading for the house, the big house, then he pulled up short, tried to hide himself behind a palm tree, like he was watching somebody. Then he changed direction, went toward the little house. I couldn’t get too close myself cause he was diddling around, looking for a place where he could get close to a window. Then he jerks back, starts running like demons are after him. I had to dodge into some bushes. I figured I’d take a look in myself, but before I could get close enough, you drove up.” He nodded at Julia. “I saw you get out of the car, walk into the garden. I figured I’d better get out before somebody turned the security back on.”

“You saw me.” Julia shoved Paul aside to get to Haffner herself. “You saw me. You knew I was telling the truth, and you didn’t say a word.”

“Hey, I’m here now. And you come up with the other half, I’ll sing to the D.A. in three-part harmony. Besides, I can only tell them like I saw it. For all I know, you doubled back out of the garden and whacked the lady.”

She slapped him, hard enough to have him lose his footing and ram against the rock. “You know I didn’t kill her. You know Drake saw whoever did. And you waited until I was desperate enough to sell my soul.”

Haffner swiped a hand over his mouth as he got to his feet. “Keep it up and I’ll tell the D. A. you tried to bribe me to alibi you. You’re nothing to me, lady. So be nice, or I might decide against doing my civic duty.”

“Civic duty, my ass,” Paul said. “Did you get enough, Frank?”

“Oh, more than.” Frank stepped into the clearing, smile beaming.

“Son of a bitch.” Haffner took one step forward before Paul caught him with a right to the jaw. “I couldn’t have said it better.”

“Rusty? Rusty Slimeball Haffner?” Frank said pleasantly as he hauled Haffner to his feet. “I remember you. Do you remember me? I’m Lieutenant Francis Needlemeyer, and you’re under arrest for extortion, withholding evidence, and being a general pain in the ass. I’ll read you your rights in just a minute.” After clamping on the cuffs, Frank took out a walkie-talkie. “I’ve got a load of shit for you to pick up.”

“On the way, Lieutenant. By the way, the reception was loud and clear.”
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“The D.A. wants Morrison quick, fast, and in a hurry.” Frank was whistling as they stepped from the driveway to the walk leading to Drake’s house. “You get ahold of your lawyer?”

“Yes.” Julia wiped her damp hands on her slacks. “He’s probably harassing your captain by now. Lincoln said you wouldn’t let Paul and me go with you to pick up Drake.”

“I can’t help it if you just showed up.” He winked at Paul. “The thing is, I figure Morrison will break down quicker faced with you.”

“I’d prefer to break him down myself,” Paul muttered. “Piece by piece.”

“You do that. But wait until after we get his statement. Christ, how does he stand the music up that loud?” Frank pushed the bell, then hammered his fist on the door.

“The bastard saw who killed her.” Paul’s fingers tightened on Julia’s until she winced. “Eve gave him everything that was decent in his life, and he didn’t give a damn. He used her dead just like like he used her alive. For money.”

“He might have had a better shot of getting a hefty share of the estate if Julia were convicted.” Still whistling under his breath, Frank hammered again. “Now he’s going to face an obstruction-of-justice charge. The bastard’s in there. The car’s here. The lights and music are on. Morrison!” he bellowed. “This is the police. Open the door.” He slanted a glance at Paul.

Understanding, Paul put a hand on her back. “Julia, go wait in the car.”

She understood as well and shook off his nudging hand. “Like hell.”

Frank merely sighed. “Stand back.” He kicked the door three times before the hinges gave. “Losing my touch,” he said to himself, then drew his gun. “Keep her out here until I say different.”

The moment Frank was inside, Julia batted Paul’s restraining arms away. “Do you think I’m going to stand out here and wait? He knows who killed her.” Violently, she shook her head. “Paul, she was my mother.”

He wondered if she knew this was the first time she’d accepted it. With a nod, he took her hand. “Stay close to me.”

The music switched off abruptly, so when they stepped into the foyer, they stepped into silence. Paul swept a look up the steps, angling his body so that Julia was shielded behind it.

“Frank?”

“Back in here. Shit. Keep her out.”

But she was already in. For the second time violent death stared back at her. He was on his back, where he had fallen. Shattered crystal was scattered on either side of him. The smell was blood and flat champagne—a party gone horribly wrong.

“I need to know.” An hour later Julia was sitting in Paul’s living room, calmed through sheer will. She watched Lincoln’s face as she spoke. “Do they think I killed him?”

“No. There’s no motive. Once they establish the time of death, it’s doubtful there would be opportunity. At this point, it looks professional.”

“Professional?”

“One shot, very clean. We’ll know more in a day or two.”

“A day or two.” Unsure how she could get through even an hour or two, she pressed her fingers to her eyes. “He could have cleared me, Lincoln. He’s dead, and all I can think of is that if we’d had a couple of days, he could have cleared me.”

“He may still. With Haffner’s statement, and the fact that Drake was murdered, the case against you is looking very shaky. It proves that someone else was on the estate, that the alarm system was inoperable. Haffner also corroborates the fact that you went into the garden instead of the house. And that someone, probably Eve, was already inside. Drake wouldn’t have been looking through the window, wouldn’t have been frightened enough to run away if the house had been empty.”

Cautious, she closed her hand lightly over the thread of hope. “If we still have to go to trial, that’s what you’ll use.”

“If we still have to go to trial, yes. It’s more than enough for reasonable doubt, Julia. The D.A. knows it. Now I want you to get some sleep.”

“Thank you.” She rose to walk him to the door, and the phone rang. “I’ll get it,” she said to Paul.

“Let it ring.”

“If it’s a reporter, I’ll have the satisfaction of hanging up. Hello?” Her eyes went quietly blank. “Yes, of course. Just a moment. Lincoln, it’s your son.”

“Garrett?” He’d already taken a step forward when the shame flooded through him. “My, ah, family decided to fly out for a few days. The children have spring break.”

When she didn’t respond, he took the receiver. “Garrett, you made it. Yes, I know the flight was delayed. It’s good to hear your voice.” He laughed, and deliberately turned his back on the room. On Julia. “Well, it’s only just past eleven out here, so you’re not really up that late. Yes, we’re going to see a ball game and Disneyland. Tell your mother and sister I’m heading back to the hotel right now, so wait up. Yes, yes, very soon. Good-bye, Garrett.”

He hung up, cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I’d left this number for them. Their flight was delayed in St. Louis, and I was a bit concerned.”

She met his wary eyes levelly. “That’s perfectly all right. You’d better get back.”

“Yes. I’ll be in touch.”

He let himself out, hurriedly, Julia thought. “It’s ironic, isn’t it?” she said when she and Paul were alone. “That boy is only a few short months younger than Brandon. When Lincoln found out I was pregnant, he was so terrified of what would happen that he ran straight to his wife. You could say I saved his marriage, and am in part responsible for Brandon’s half brother’s birth. He sounded like a very bright, well-mannered boy.”

Paul’s cigar broke in half as he crushed it out. “I’d still be more than happy to rub Hathoway’s face against a concrete wall for you. For an hour or two anyway.”

“I stopped being angry. I’m not even sure when. But he’s still running.” She walked over to fold herself into Paul’s lap. “I’m not running anymore, Paul, and I do know when that stopped. It was that night, in London, when we sat up so late, and I told you everything. All the secrets I didn’t think I’d ever tell a man.” She moved in, letting her lips toy with his. “So I don’t think I want you to rub his face against concrete.” With a sigh, she trailed kisses down his throat. “Maybe you could just break his arm.”

“Okay.” His arms tightened so suddenly around her, she gasped. “We’re going to be all right,” he murmured against her hair.

They fell asleep like that, cuddled on the couch, tangled together, and fully dressed. The knock on the door at a little after six had them jerking awake and blinking at each other.

They went into the kitchen. Frank took a seat while Julia put a skillet on the range. “I have some good news and some bad news,” he began. “The bad news is the D.A.’s not ready to drop the charges.”

Julia said nothing, only pulled a carton of eggs out of the refrigerator.

“The good news is the investigation’s been blown wide open again. Haffner’s statement is working in your favor. We need to check out some points, prove the connection to Kincade. It would have been nice if old Rusty had taken a look in the window himself, since Morrison isn’t going to be telling anyone what he saw that day. But the fact that they were there at all throws a pretty heavy wrench in the works. The biggest factors against you were the timing, and the fact that everyone else inside had an alibi. If we buy Haffner’s story, both those factors are wiped.”

“If,” Julia repeated.

“Listen, the creep would like to recant. He’s pretty pissed that you set him up, but he also knows the score. It’s going to be tougher on him if he isn’t cooperative. Now, the D. A.’d like to blow his statement apart, but it hangs together. Once we establish that he was being square about working for Kincade, about following you, the D.A.’s going to have to swallow the rest. Morrison was on the estate at the time of the murder, he saw something, now he’s dead.” He gave a sigh of appreciation as Paul set a mug of coffee in front of him. “We’re working on getting his phone records. It’d be interesting to see who he talked to since the murder.”

They were talking about murder, Julia thought. And the bacon was sizzling, coffee was steaming. Just outside the window a bird was perched on the deck rail, singing as though its life depended on it.

Three thousand miles away, Brandon was in school, tackling fractions or taking a spelling test. There was a comfort in that, she realized. In knowing that life went on in its steady, unhurried cycle even while hers spun inside the whole on a skewed orbit.

“You’re working awfully hard to help me pull out of this.” Julia set the bacon aside to drain.

“I don’t like working against my gut.” Frank had added just enough milk to his coffee to keep it from scalding his tongue. He sipped and let the hot caffeine slide into his system. “And I’ve got this personal resistance to seeing anybody get away with murder. Your mother was a terrific lady.”

Julia thought of both of them. The dedicated lawyer who had still found time to bake cookies or fix a hem. The dynamic actress who had grabbed at life with both hands. “Yes, she was. How do you want yours eggs, Lieutenant?”

“Over hard,” he said, smiling back at her. “Hard as a rock. I picked up one of your books. The one on Dorothy Rogers. You had some amazing stuff in there.”

Julia broke eggs into the skillet and watched the whites bubble. “She’d had some amazing experiences.”

“Well, for someone who interrogates people for a living, I’d like to know your trick.”

“There’s no trick, really. When you talk to people they never forget you’re a cop. Most of what I do is just listening, so they get caught up in their own story and forget all about me, and the tape recorder.”

“If you ever marketed those tapes, you’d make a fortune. What do you do with them after you’ve finished?”

She flipped the eggs over, quietly pleased when the yolks held firm. “File them. The tapes aren’t much good without the stories that connect them.”

Paul set his own mug down with a clatter. “Wait a minute.”

Turning, a platter piled with food in her hand, Julia watched him rush out of the kitchen.

“Don’t worry.” Frank rose to take the platter from her. “I’ll eat his share.”

Five minutes later, Paul was calling from the top of the stairs. “Frank, I want you to take a look at this.”

Grumbling, Frank piled more bacon on his plate and took it with him. Julia was right behind, a mug of coffee in each hand.

Paul was in his office, standing in front of the television, watching Eve. “Thanks.” He took a mug from Julia, then nodded at the set. “Jules, I want you to listen carefully to this.”

“… I’ve taken the precaution of making the other tapes …”

He hit freeze, turned to Julia. “What other tapes?”

“I don’t know. She never gave me any tapes.”

“Exactly.” He kissed her, hard. She could feel his excitement sing through his fingertips as they pressed into her shoulders. “So where the hell are they? She made them between the time you last saw her and the time she was murdered. She didn’t give them to Greenburg. She didn’t give them to you. But she meant to.”

“She meant to,” Julia repeated, lowering herself into a chair. “And she’d come to the guest house to see me, to wait for me.”

“To give them to you. To erase all the rest of the lies.”

“We went through that place, top to bottom.” Frank set his plate aside. “There weren’t any tapes except the one in the safe.”

“No, because someone had taken them. Someone who knew what was on them.”

“How could anyone have known?” Julia looked back to the set, to the frozen image of Eve. “If she made them that night, or the next morning? She never left the house.”

“Who came in?”

Frank pulled out his notebook, flipped pages. “Flannigan, her agent, DuBarry. She might have told any of them something they didn’t want to hear.”

Julia turned away. She couldn’t face the possibility it could have been Victor. She’d already lost a mother twice. She wasn’t sure she could survive losing another father. “Eve was alive after each of them left. How could they have come back without Joe knowing?”

“The same way Morrison got in,” Frank mused. “Though it’s tough swallowing the idea that someone else came over the wall.”

“Maybe they didn’t.” With his eyes on Eve, Paul ran a hand over Julia’s hair. “Maybe they didn’t have to worry about getting in, or getting out. Because they were always inside. They were with her because they were expected to be with her. Someone she cared enough about to explain what she was doing.”

“You’re reaching for one of the servants,” Frank muttered, and began flipping pages again.

“I’m reaching for someone who lived on the estate. Who didn’t have to worry about security. Someone who followed her from the main house to the guest house. Someone who could kill Eve in the heat of the moment, and Drake in cold blood.”

“You’ve got your cook, your gardener, your assistant gardener, a couple of maids, the driver, housekeeper, secretary. They’ve all got a pretty snug alibi for the time of the murder.”

Impatience shimmered like heat waves. “Maybe one of them manufactured an alibi. It fits, Frank.”

“This isn’t one of your books. Real murder’s messier, the pieces don’t fit so neat.”

“They always make the same picture. Haffner said she came out of the house, that Morrison changed direction and went straight for the guest house. He didn’t stop by the garage, which though I’d love to nail the little slime, probably eliminates Lyle. And I think we’re looking for someone close to her. Someone who knew Julia’s pattern, so the notes could get through.”

“Haffner might have passed the notes,” Julia mused.

“Why would he bother to deny it? He told us everything else. I want to know who followed you to London—and to Sausalito.”

“I went over the manifests for the London flights, Paul. I already told you I couldn’t find a connection.”

“Have you got a list of the names?”

“In the file.”

“Be a pal, Frank, have them faxed here.”

“Christ.” Then he looked at Julia’s face, at the television screen that was filled with Eve. “Sure, sure, why not? I’m tired of carrying around a badge anyway.”

It was worse somehow, Julia thought. Waiting. Waiting while Frank made the phone call, while Paul smoked and paced. Waiting for technology to kick in and send them another slim hope. She watched the sheets click out, hundreds of names. There was only one that would matter.

They developed a routine. She would study one sheet, hand it to Paul. He would pore over another, pass it to Frank. She felt an odd jolt seeing her own name, mixed among so many strangers. And there was Paul’s, on the Concorde. He’d been impatient to get to her, she thought with a small smile. He’d been angry, pushy, demanding. By the time they’d flown back together, he’d been everything.

Rubbing her tired eyes, she took another sheet. In her methodical way she tried to study and absorb each name, put a face, a personality with it.

Alan Breezewater. Middle-aged, balding, a successful broker.

Marjorie Breezewater. His pleasant wife who enjoyed a ripping game of bridge.

Carmine Delinka. A boxing promoter with delusions of grandeur.

Helene Fitzhugh-Pryce. A London divorcee returning from a shopping spree on Rodeo Drive.

Donald Frances. A young, upwardly mobile ad executive.

Susan Frances. Donald’s attractive, British-born wife who’s working her way up in television production.

Matthew John Frances. Their five-year-old son, excited about visiting his grandparents.

Charlene Gray. Julia yawned, shook her brain clear and tried to concentrate. Charlene Gray.

“Oh, God.”

“What is it?” Paul was already at her shoulder, fighting back the urge to snatch the sheet from her hand. “Charlie Gray.”

Scowling, Frank looked up from his own sheet. The whites of his eyes were streaked with red. “I thought he was dead.”

“He is. He committed suicide in the late forties. But he had a child, a baby. Eve told me she didn’t know what had happened to it.”

Paul had already homed in on the name. “Charlene Gray. I think it’s a little late to think of coincidence. How do we find her?”

“Give me a couple of hours.” Frank took the sheet and two slices of cold bacon with him and headed for the door. “I’ll call you.”

“Charlie Gray,” Julia murmured. “Eve cared very deeply for him, but he cared more. Too much more. She broke his heart when she married Michael Torrent. He gave her rubies, and her first screen test. He was her first lover.” The chill shivered down her arms. “Oh, God, Paul, could his child have killed Eve?”

“If he’d had a daughter, how old would she be now?”

Julia circled her fingers over her temples. “Early to mid-fifties.” Her motion stopped. “Paul, you don’t seriously believe—”

“Do you have a picture of him?”

Her hands were beginning to shake. And it was excitement. “Yes, Eve gave me hundreds of snapshots and studio stills. Lincoln has everything.”

Paul started to pick up the phone, then let out an oath. “Wait.” He turned to the shelf along the wall, running his fingers along the titles of video cassettes. “Desperate Lives,” he murmured. “Eve’s first picture—starring Michael Torrent and Charles Gray.” He gave Julia’s hand a quick squeeze. “Let’s watch a movie, baby.”

“Yeah.” She managed to smile. “But hold the popcorn.”

She held her breath as well as he took Eve’s tape out of the machine, slipped in the copy of the old movie. Muttering to himself, he fast-forwarded through the FBI warning, the opening titles.

Eve was in the first scene, strutting her way down a sidewalk that was supposed to be New York. A flirty hat was perched over one eye. The camera zoomed in, caught that young, vibrant face, then panned down as Eve bent, swiveled, then ran a finger slowly up the seam of her stocking.

“She was a star from the first reel,” Julia said. “And she knew it.”

“Tell you what. We’ll watch this all the way through on our honeymoon.”

“On our—”

“We’ll get into that later.” While Julia was trying to decide if she’d just received a proposal, Paul zipped through the film. “I want a close-up. Come on, Charlie. There.” On the single triumphant word he hit the freeze. Charlie Gray, his hair slicked back, his mouth quirked in a self-deprecating grin, looked back at them.

“Oh, my God, Paul.” Julia’s fingers dug into his shoulder like wires. “She has his eyes.”

Mouth grim, Paul flicked off the set. “Let’s go talk to Travers.”

Dorothy Travers shuffled from room to room in the empty house, chasing dust, polishing glass, building hate.

Anthony Kincade had killed any chance she might have had for believing in a healthy relationship with a man. So she had focused all her love on two people. Her poor son who still called her Mommy, and Eve.

There hadn’t been anything sexual in her love for Eve. She’d been done with sex before Kincade had been done with her. Eve had been sister, mother, daughter to her. Though Travers was fond of her own family, having Eve cut out of her life left her with such pain she could tolerate it only by coating it with bitterness.

When she saw Julia walk into the house, she lurched forward, hands extended and curled like claws. “Murdering bitch. I’ll kill you for showing your face here.”

Paul caught her, struggled her beefy arms back. “Stop it. Dammit, Travers. Julia owns this house.”

“I’ll see her in hell before she steps foot in it.” Tears gushed out of her eyes as she fought to free herself. “She broke her heart, and when that wasn’t enough, she killed her.”

“Listen to me. Drake’s been murdered.”

Travers stopped struggling long enough to catch her breath. “Drake. Dead?”

“He was shot. We found him late last night. We have a witness who saw him, here, on the estate the day Eve was killed. Travers, the security had been shut off. Drake climbed over the wall.”

“You’re trying to tell me that Drake killed Eve?”

He had her attention now, but loosened his hold only slightly. “No, but he saw who did. That’s why he’s dead.”

Travers’s gaze scraped back to Julia. “If she could kill her own mother, she could kill her cousin.”

“She didn’t kill Drake. She was with me. She was with me all night.”

The lines around Travers’s face only deepened. “She’s blinded you. Blinded you with sex.”

“I want you to listen to me.”

“Not while she’s in this house.”

“I’ll wait outside.” Julia shook her head before Paul could protest. “It’s all right. It’ll be better that way.”

When Julia had closed the door behind her, Travers relaxed. “How could you sleep with that whore?” The minute Paul released her she groped in her pocket for a tissue. “I thought Eve meant something to you.”

“You know she did. Come in here and sit down, we need to talk.” Once he had settled her in the parlor, he crouched at her feet. “I need you to tell me about Charlie Gray’s daughter.”

Something flashed in Travers’s eyes before she lowered them. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Eve knew. She trusted you more than anyone. She would have told you.”

“If she trusted me, why didn’t she tell me she was sick?” Overwhelmed with grief, she buried her face in her hands. “That she was dying.”

“Because she loved you. And because she didn’t want what time she had left to be marred with pity or regrets.”

“Even that was taken from her. That little bit of time.”

“That’s right. I want whoever took that from her to pay every bit as much as you. It wasn’t Julia.” He gripped her hands before she could push him away. “But it was someone she loved, someone she’d taken into her life. She found Charlie’s daughter, didn’t she, Travers?”

“Yes.”
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The sun was bouncing off the deep blue water of the pool. The ripples caused by the fountain that still fed it widened, and spread and vanished. Julia wondered who would swim there again. If anyone would shuck off their suit, stand under that rush of water, and laugh.

She had an urge to do it herself, quickly, while she was alone, to pay homage to someone she had loved very briefly.

Instead, she watched a hummingbird, a small bright missile, flash above the water, then hover and drink from a vivid red petunia. “Julia.”

The smile that had started to curve her lips froze. She felt her heart leap and lodge in her throat. Very slowly, very carefully, she relaxed the fingers that had tensed into fists, and calling on whatever skill had passed from Eve’s blood to hers, turned to face Charlie Gray’s daughter.

“Nina. I didn’t realize you were here. I thought you’d moved out.”

“Almost. I just had a few more things to pack up. It’s amazing how much you accumulate in fifteen years. You’ve heard about Drake.”

“Yes. Why don’t we go inside? Paul’s here.”

“I know.” Nina let out a quick breath that caught like a sob. “I heard him and Travers. She didn’t realize I’d come in earlier and gone upstairs. None of this should have happened. None of it.” She reached into her buff-colored envelope bag and pulled out a .32. Sun hit chrome and dazzled. “I wish I could have found another way, Julia. I really do.”

Finding herself facing a gun brought on more anger than fear. She didn’t consider herself invincible. A part of her mind acknowledged that the bullet could rip through her, cut off her life. But the way the threat was offered, the incredible politeness of it, buried any thought of caution.

“You can stand there and apologize to me as if you’d forgotten a luncheon date. Sweet Jesus, Nina, you killed her.”

“It wasn’t something I planned.” Her tone was only mildly irritated as she pressed a hand between her breasts. “God knows I did everything I could to reason with her. I asked, I pleaded, I sent the notes to try to scare her. When I saw that wasn’t going to work, I sent more notes to you. I even hired someone to tamper with the plane.”

Somewhere in the garden, a bird began to sing. “You tried to kill me.”

“No, no. I know what a good pilot Jack is, and my instructions were very specific. It was meant to scare you, to make you see how important it was that the book research stopped.”

“Because of your father.”

“Partly.” Her lashes lowered, but Julia could still see the glint of her eyes through them. “Eve ruined his life, ended his life. I hated her for that for a long time. But it became impossible to keep hating her when she did so much to help me. I cared very, very deeply for Eve, Julia. I tried to forgive her. You have to believe me.”

“Believe you? You murdered her, then were willing to stand back and watch me hang for it.”

Nina’s mouth firmed. “One of the first things Eve taught me was survival. Whatever the price, I’m going to get through this.”

“Paul knows, and Travers. The police are already checking on Charlene Gray.”

“I’ll be gone long before they link her to Nina Soloman.” She glanced back at the house, satisfied that Paul and Travers were still talking. “I haven’t had much time to work this out, but there seems to be only one way.”

“Killing me.”

“It has to look like suicide. We’ll take a walk down to the guest house. Returning to the scene—the police ought to like that. You’ll write a note confessing to killing Eve, and Drake. This is the gun I used. It isn’t registered or traceable to me. I can promise to make it quick. I was trained by the best.” She gestured with the gun. “Hurry along, Julia. If Paul comes out, I’ll have to kill him too. Then Travers. You’ll have a regular bloodbath laid at your door.”

The hummingbird streaked from the blossom, bulleted over the water. It was that vibrant flash of red, and the unexpected rage leaping at her that had Nina stumbling back a pace, had her first shot going wide. Thrust forward by a blind, titanic fury, Julia rammed into her, striking out with a force that threw them both off balance and into the pool.

Tangled together, they plunged to the bottom. Buoyancy had them surfacing as they kicked and clawed and gagged on water. Julia didn’t hear her own howl of rage as her hair was viciously pulled. The pain dimmed her vision, sharpened her fury. For an instant she saw Nina’s face, diamond glints of water sprinkled over it. Then her hands clamped around Nina’s throat and squeezed. Her lungs gulped in air automatically before she was dragged under again.

Through the veil of water she could see Nina’s eyes, the wild panic in them. She had the satisfaction of watching them snap closed as her fist made a slow sweep through the water to plow into Nina’s stomach. Her own head rapped hard against the bottom, forcing her to clamp her teeth on the need to cry out. Lights danced behind her eyes as she twisted and shot her leg out to kick vulnerable flesh. Scratches and bruises were ignored, but the ringing in her ears, the burning in her chest, had her fighting her way back to the surface for more air.

Shouts and screams echoed in her head as she dived forward, catching hold of Nina’s blouse as Nina tried to thrash her way to the side. Water dripped from Julia’s cheeks, ran from her eyes. She didn’t know when the sobs had begun. “Bitch,” she said between her teeth. Swinging back, she rammed fist into face, then yanked her up by the hair to hit her again.

“Stop. Come on, baby, stop.” Struggling to tread water and hold on to her, Paul grabbed at her arm. “She’s out cold.” He hooked an arm under Nina’s chin to keep her from sinking under. “She scratched you. Your face.”

Julia sniffed and wiped at the mix of water and blood. “She fights like a girl.”

He wanted to laugh at the chilly derisiveness in her voice. “Travers is calling the cops. Can you get to the side on your own?”

“Yeah.” The moment she had, she began to retch.

Without a backward glance, Paul left Nina unconscious on the pool apron and went to Julia.

“Get rid of it,” he said quietly, holding her head in his trembling hands. “You swallowed more than your share. That’s a girl.” He stroked and soothed as her choking turned to labored breathing. “That’s the first time I’ve seen you in action, champ.” He pulled her up against him and just held on. “Bloody amazon. Remind me not to tick you off.”

Julia sucked in air and felt it burn her ravaged throat. “She had a gun.”

“It’s okay.” His hold on her tightened spasmodically. “I’ve got it now. Let’s get you inside.”

“I’ll take her.” Grim-faced, Travers swooped down on Julia with a huge bath towel. “You watch that one. You come with me now.” She wrapped her big arm around Julia’s waist. “I’m going to get you some dry clothes and fix you a nice cup of tea.”

Paul wiped the water from his face and watched Travers lead Eve’s daughter into the house. Then he rose to see to Charlie’s.

•   •   •

Swathed in one of Eve’s flowing silk robes, bolstered by tea spiked with brandy, Julia rested against the pile of pillows Travers had plumped around her.

“I haven’t felt so pampered since I was twelve and broke my wrist roller skating.”

“It helps Travers deal with the guilt.” Paul stopped pacing to light a cigar.

“She doesn’t have anything to feel guilty about. She believed I’d done it. Christ, there were moments I almost believed it myself.” She shifted, winced.

“You should let me call the doctor, Jules.”

“The paramedics already cleared me,” she reminded him. “Scratches and bruises.”

“And a gunshot wound.”

She glanced down at her arm where it was bandaged just above the elbow. “Gosh, Rocky, it’s just a scratch.” When he didn’t smile, she reached out her hand. “Really, Paul, it’s a graze, just like in the movies. The little bite she landed on my shoulder hurts worse.” Grimacing, she touched it gingerly. “I just want to stay right here, with you.”

“Shove up,” he ordered, sitting by her hip when she made room. He took her hand between both of his, then brought it to his lips. “You sure know how to scare the life out of a man, Jules. When I heard that gunshot, I lost five years.”

“If you kiss me, I’ll do my best to give them back to you.”

He bent down to her, intending to keep the kiss light. But she wrapped her arms around him, drew him in. With a low sound of desperation he hauled her against him and poured all of his needs, his gratitude, his promises into that one meeting of lips.

“Hate to interrupt,” Frank said from the doorway.

Paul didn’t glance around, but brushed his mouth over the scratches on Julia’s cheeks. “Then don’t.”

“Sorry, pal, it’s official. Miss Summers, I’m here to inform you that all charges against you have been dropped.”

Paul felt her shudder. Her hand had fisted against his shirt as he looked up at Frank. “Sure, after she collared the killer for you.”

“Shut up, Winthrop. And to offer an official apology for the ordeal you’ve experienced. Can I have one of those sandwiches? I’m starved.”

Paul glanced at the plate of cold cuts Travers had left on the table. “Take it to go.”

“No, Paul.” Julia pushed him away far enough to sit up. “I need to know why. I have to know what she meant by some of the things she said. She’s talked to you, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah, she talked.” Frank bent over to build a huge sandwich of chilled ham, salami, chicken breast, topped with three cheeses and thick slices of beefsteak tomatoes. “She knew we had her. Got anything to drink with this?”

“Try the bar,” Paul told him.

Impatient, Julia got up to fetch him a soft drink herself. “When she talked about killing me, she said she’d make it quick. That she’d been taught by the best. Do you know who she meant?”

Frank took the bottle she offered and nodded. “Michael Delrickio.”

“Delrickio? Nina was involved with Delrickio?”

“That’s how Eve met her,” Paul said. “Sit down. I’ll tell you what Travers told me.”

“I think I’d better.” Unconsciously she took the chair under Eve’s portrait.

“It seems Nina’s background wasn’t quite what she’d led you to believe. It hadn’t been poor, but it had been abusive. Her father had left her mother a sizable bequest. But it wasn’t enough to buy off hate. Nina’s mother took out that hate on the child—physically, emotionally. And there was a stepfather for a while. All of that was true. What she left out was the fact that her mother tried to poison her against Eve, telling Nina how she’d betrayed Charlie, caused his death. When Nina left home at sixteen, she was very confused, very vulnerable. She worked the streets for a while, then went to Vegas. She worked a floor show and turned tricks. That was where she met Delrickio. She’d have been about twenty then, sharp as a tack. He saw potential and began using her as a hostess for his more important clients. They had an affair that went on for several years. Somewhere along the line she fell for him. She didn’t want to entertain his clients anymore. She wanted a straight job, and some sort of commitment from him.”

“The lady showed real poor taste,” Frank said over a mouthful of sandwich. “And poor judgment. Delrickio kept her in Vegas, and when she caused a scene, he had one of his boys teach her a lesson. That quieted her down for a while. The way she tells it, she still had a thing for him, couldn’t let go. She found out he was boffing some other babe and she went after her, cut her up some. Delrickio liked her initiative, and strung her along.”

“Then Eve came into the picture,” Paul put in. He stroked a hand up and down Julia’s arm, slowly, rhythmically, as if he were afraid to break contact. “This time it was Delrickio who fell hard. When Nina wouldn’t shake loose, he had some of his muscle try to convince her. Eve got wind of it, and since she’d just found out—through Priest—how far Delrickio would go, she went to see Nina herself. Nina was in the hospital, pretty racked up, and the whole thing spilled out of her.”

“And when Eve found out she was Charlie’s daughter,” Julia said quietly, “she brought her here.”

“That’s right.” Paul looked up at the portrait. “She gave Nina a fresh start, friendship, had Kenneth train her. And for all the years in between, Eve lied for her. When Eve decided she wanted to clean up the lies, that she wanted the truth to be part of her legacy, Nina panicked. Eve promised she would wait until she trusted you before she told you everything, but she felt Charlie deserved honesty. And she reasoned with Nina that she was a symbol of how far a woman could come.”

“Nina couldn’t handle it,” Frank continued. “She liked the image she’d developed. The cool, competent career woman. She didn’t want all of her upper class contacts to know she’d been a whore for a Mafia don. She didn’t plan to kill Eve, not consciously, but when she found out she’d put the whole story down on tape and was going to give it to you, she snapped. The rest is easy.”

“She followed Eve down to the guest house,” Julia murmured. “They argued. She picked up the poker, hit her. Nina would have been scared then, but very organized. She’d have wiped her prints off the weapon, taken the keys—because she’d have remembered how I’d fought with Eve the night before.”

“She heard you drive up,” Frank told her. “Saw you walk into the garden. That’s when she decided to throw suspicion on you. She got the hell out. She was the one who turned the security back on. It scared her when she found the main switch off. She figured it would complicate things, so she turned it on again and went back to work. Oh, and she made sure to call down to the kitchen, so Travers and the cook would know she was busy transcribing letters.”

“But she didn’t know Drake had seen her.” Julia leaned back and closed her eyes.

“He tried to blackmail her.” Frank shook his head as he built another towering sandwich. “She could afford the money, but not the loose end. With him dead and you heading for prison, she knew she was away free. Travers was so loyal to Eve that she would never have told anyone about Nina’s background—and she’d have no reason to.”

“I heard them,” Julia remembered. “The night of Eve’s party I heard someone arguing. Delrickio and Nina. She was crying.”

“Seeing him again didn’t do much for Nina’s state of mind,” Frank put in. “She still loved the sleaze. He told her she could prove it by getting Eve to stop the book. She must have really started to crack that night. I got to figure some of her mother’s poison was still swimming around in her system. When she couldn’t stop Eve one way, she stopped her another.”

“It’s funny.” Julia said half to herself. “It all began with Charlie Gray. He gave Eve her start. His was the first story she told me. And now it ends with him.”

“Don’t spill that sandwich on the way out, Frank,” Paul murmured, and gestured to the door.

“What? Oh, yeah. The D.A. notified Hathoway,” he said as he rose. “He said to tell Julia to call if she had any questions. He was taking his son to a ball game. See you around.”

“Lieutenant.” Julia opened her eyes. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. You know, I never noticed before how much you look like her.” He took another huge bite of the sandwich. “She sure was one fine-looking lady.” He went out, eating.

“You okay?” Paul asked.

“Yes.” Julia drew a deep breath. It still burned a little, but it reminded her she was alive, and free. “Yes, I’m fine. Do you know what I’d like? I’d like a very tall glass of champagne.”

“That’s never a problem in this house.” He walked over to the refrigerator behind the bar.

Rising, she walked over to stand on the opposite side of the bar. Eve’s robe slid off one shoulder. While she watched Paul, Julia adjusted it, smoothed it—her fingers lingering for a moment as if she were touching on old friend. Though he smiled a little at the gesture, he said nothing. She wondered if he had noticed that Eve’s scent still clung to the silk.

“I have a question.”

“Fire away.” Paul ripped the foil off a bottle and began untwisting the wire.

“Are you going to marry me?”

The cork exploded out. Paul ignored the froth spilling over the side, and watched her. Her eyes were cautious, the way he liked them best. “You bet.”

“Good.” She nodded. Her fingers slid down the silk until her hands linked together on the bar. Wherever she had come from, wherever she was going, she was her own woman first. “That’s good.” Steadying herself, she took another long breath. “How do you feel about Connecticut?”

“Well, actually—” He paused to pour two glasses. “I’ve been thinking it’s time for a change of scene. I hear Connecticut’s got a lot going for it. Like fall foliage, skiing, and really sexy women.” He offered her a glass. “You figure you’ve got enough room to put me up?”

“I can just squeeze you in.” But when he started to touch his glass to hers, she shook her head. “Ten-year-old boys are noisy, demanding, and have little respect for privacy.”

“Brandon and I already have an understanding.” Comfortable, he leaned against the bar. He caught her scent, and only her scent. “He thinks my marrying his mother is a pretty good idea.”

“You mean you—”

“And,” Paul continued, “before you start worrying about me dealing with the fact that I’m not his natural father, I’ll remind you that I found my mother when I was ten.” He laid a hand over hers. “I want the package, Jules—you and the kid.” He brought her hand to his lips, pleased when she spread her fingers to caress his cheek. “Besides, he’s exactly the right age to baby-sit when we start giving him brothers and sisters.”

“Okay. The deal’s two for one.” She clicked her glass against his. “You’re getting a hell of a bargain.”

“I know.”

“So are we. Are you going to come around here and kiss me?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“Well, think fast.” She laughed and held out her arms for him. He scooped her up and kissed her beneath the portrait of a woman who had lived with no regrets.





To Pat and Mary Kay:
Thanks for the laughs, and the lunches
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C  H  A  P  T  E  R
1

He was running for his life. And it wasn’t the first time. As he raced by Tiffany’s elegant window display he hoped it wouldn’t be his last. The night was cool with April rain slick on the streets and sidewalk. There was a breeze that even in Manhattan tasted pleasantly of spring. He was sweating. They were too damn close.

Fifth Avenue was quiet, even sedate at this time of night. Streetlights intermittently broke the darkness; traffic was light. It wasn’t the place to lose yourself in a crowd. As he ran by Fifty-third, he considered ducking down into the subway below the Tishman Building—but if they saw him go in, he might not come back out.

Doug heard the squeal of tires behind him and whipped around the corner at Cartier’s. He felt the sting in his upper arm, heard the muffled pop of a silenced bullet, but never slackened his pace. Almost at once, he smelled the blood. Now they were getting nasty. And he had the feeling they could do a lot worse.

But on Fifty-second Street were people—a group here and there, some walking, some standing. Here, there was noise—raised voices, music. His labored breathing went unnoticed. Quietly he stood behind a redhead who was four or five inches taller than his own six feet—and half again as wide. She was swaying to the music that poured out of her portable stereo. It was like hiding behind a tree in a windstorm. Doug took the opportunity to catch his breath and check his wound. He was bleeding like a pig. Without giving it a thought, he slipped the striped bandana out of the redhead’s back pocket and wrapped it around his arm. She never stopped swaying—he had very light fingers.

It was more difficult to kill a man outright when there was a crowd, he decided. Not impossible, just harder. Doug kept his pace slow and faded in and out of the packs of people while he kept his eyes and ears open for the discreet black Lincoln.

Near Lexington he saw it pull up a half block away, and he saw the three men in trim dark suits get out. They hadn’t spotted him yet, but it wouldn’t be long. Thinking fast, he scanned the crowd he’d merged with. The black leather with the two dozen zippers might work.

“Hey.” He grabbed the arm of the boy beside him. “I’ll give you fifty bucks for your jacket.”

The boy with pale spiked hair and a paler face shrugged him off. “Fuck off. It’s leather.”

“A hundred then,” Doug muttered. The three men were getting closer all the time.

This time the boy took more interest. He turned his face so that Doug saw the tiny tattooed vulture on his cheek. “Two hundred and it’s yours.”

Doug was already reaching for his wallet. “For two hundred I want the shades too.”

The boy whipped off the wraparound mirrored sunglasses. “You got ’em.”

“Here, let me help you off with that.” In a quick move, Doug yanked the boy’s jacket off. After stuffing bills in the boy’s hand he pulled it on, letting out a hiss of breath at the pain in his left arm. The jacket smelled, not altogether pleasantly, of its previous owner. Ignoring it, Doug tugged the zipper up. “Look, there’re three guys in undertaker suits coming this way. They’re scouting out for extras for a Billy Idol video. You and your friends here should get yourselves noticed.”

“Oh yeah?” And as the boy turned around with his best bored-teenager’s look on his face, Doug was diving through the nearest door.

Inside, wallpaper shimmered in pale colors under dimmed lights. People sat at white linen-covered tables under art-deco prints. The gleam of brass rails formed a path to more private dining rooms or to a mirrored bar. With one whiff, Doug caught the scent of French cooking—sage, burgundy, thyme. Briefly he considered hustling his way past the maitre d’ to a quiet table, then decided the bar was better cover. Affecting a bored look, he stuck his hands in his pockets and swaggered over. Even as he leaned on the bar, he was calculating how and when to make his exit.

“Whiskey.” He pushed the wraparound shades more firmly onto his nose. “Seagram’s. Leave the bottle.”

He stood hunched over it, his face turned ever so slightly toward the door. His hair was dark, curling into the collar of the jacket; his face was clean-shaven and lean. His eyes, hidden behind the mirrored glasses, were trained on the door as he downed the first fiery taste of whiskey. Without pausing, he poured a second shot. His mind was working out all the alternatives.

He’d learned to think on his feet at an early age, just as he’d learned to use his feet to run if that was the best solution. He didn’t mind a fight, but he liked to have the odds in his favor. He could deal straight, or he could skim over the finer points of honesty—depending on what was the most profitable.

What he had strapped to his chest could be the answer to his taste for luxury and easy living—the taste he’d always wanted to cultivate. What was outside, combing the streets for him, could be a quick end to living at all. Weighing one against the other, Doug opted to shoot for the pot of gold.

The couple beside him were discussing the latest Mailer novel in earnest voices. Another group tossed around the idea of heading to a club for jazz and cheaper booze. The crowd at the bar was mostly single, he decided, here to drink off the tension of a business day and show themselves to other singles. There were leather skirts, three-piece suits, and high-topped sneakers. Satisfied, Doug pulled out a cigarette. He could have chosen a worse place to hide.

A blonde in a dove gray suit slid onto the stool beside him and flicked her lighter at the end of his cigarette. She smelled of Chanel and vodka. Crossing her legs, she downed the rest of her drink.

“Haven’t seen you in here before.”

Doug gave her a brief look—enough to take in the slightly blurred vision and the predatory smile. Another time, he’d have appreciated it. “No.” He poured another shot.

“My office is a couple of blocks from here.” Even after three Stolichnayas, she recognized something arrogant, something dangerous in the man beside her. Interested, she swiveled a little closer. “I’m an architect.”

The hair on the back of his neck stood up when they walked in. The three of them looked neat and successful. Shifting, he looked over the blonde’s shoulder as they separated. One of them stood idly by the door. The only way out.

Attracted rather than discouraged by his lack of response, the blonde laid a hand on Doug’s arm. “And what do you do?”

He let the whiskey lie in his mouth for just a moment before he swallowed and sent it spreading through his system. “I steal,” he told her because people rarely believe the truth.

She smiled as she took out a cigarette, then handed him her lighter and waited for Doug to flick it on for her. “Fascinating, I’m sure.” She blew out a quick, thin stream of smoke and plucked the lighter from his fingers. “Why don’t you buy me a drink and tell me all about it?”

A pity he’d never tried that line before since it seemed to work so well. A pity the timing was all wrong, because she filled out the little suit neater than a CPA filled out a 1099. “Not tonight, sugar.”

Keeping his mind on business, Doug poured more whiskey and stayed out of the light. The impromptu disguise might work. He felt the pressure of a gun barrel against his ribs. Then again, it might not.

“Outside, Lord. Mr. Dimitri’s upset that you didn’t keep your appointment.”

“Yeah?” Casually, he swirled the whiskey in his glass. “Thought I’d have a couple of drinks first, Remo—must’ve lost track of time.”

The barrel dug into his ribs again. “Mr. Dimitri likes his employees to be prompt.”

Doug downed the whiskey, watching in the mirror behind the bar as the two other men took position behind him. Already the blonde was backing off to look for an easier mark. “Am I fired?” He poured another glass and figured the odds. Three to one—they were armed, he wasn’t. But then, of the three of them, only Remo had what could pass for a brain.

“Mr. Dimitri likes to fire his employees in person.” Remo grinned and showed perfectly capped teeth under a pencil-thin moustache. “And he wants to give you real special attention.”

“Okay.” Doug placed one hand on the whiskey bottle, the other on the glass. “How about a drink first?”

“Mr. Dimitri doesn’t like drinking on the job. And you’re late, Lord. Real late.”

“Yeah. Well, it’s a shame to waste good booze.” Whirling, he tossed the whiskey into Remo’s eyes and swung the bottle into the face of the suited man at his right. With the impetus of the swing, he ran headlong into the third man so that they fell backward onto the dessert display. Chocolate soufflé and rich French cream flew in a symphony of high-caloric rain. Wrapped around each other like lovers, they rolled into the lemon torte. “Terrible waste,” Doug muttered and pushed a handful of strawberry mousse into the other man’s face. Knowing the element of surprise would wear out quickly, Doug used the most expeditious means of defense. He brought his knee up hard between his opponent’s legs. Then he ran.

“Put it on Dimitri’s tab,” he called out as he pushed his way through tables and chairs. On impulse, he grabbed a waiter, then shoved him and his loaded tray in Remo’s direction. Roast squab flew like a bullet. With one hand on the brass rail, he leapt over and scrambled for the door. He left the chaos behind him and broke into the street.

He’d bought some time, but they’d be behind him again. And this time, they’d be mean. Doug headed uptown on foot, wondering why the hell you could never find a cab when you needed one.

Traffic was light on the Long Island Expressway as Whitney headed into town. Her flight from Paris had landed at Kennedy an hour behind schedule. The back seat and trunk of her little Mercedes were crammed with luggage. The radio was turned up high so that the gritty strains of Springsteen’s latest hit could ricochet through the car and out the open window. The two-week trip to France had been a gift to herself for finally working up the courage to break off her engagement to Tad Carlyse IV.

No matter how pleased her parents had been, she just couldn’t marry a man who color-coordinated his socks and ties.

Whitney began to sing harmony with Springsteen as she tooled around a slower-moving compact. She was twenty-eight, attractive, moderately successful in her own career while having enough family money to back her up if things got really tough. She was accustomed to affluence and deference. She’d never had to demand either one, only expect them. She enjoyed being able to slip into one of New York’s posher clubs late at night and find it filled with people she knew.

She didn’t mind if the paparazzi snapped her or if the gossip columns speculated on what her latest outrage would be. She’d often explained to her frustrated father that she wasn’t outrageous by design, but by nature.

She liked fast cars, old movies, and Italian boots.

At the moment, she was wondering if she should go home or drop in at Elaine’s and see who’d been up to what in the past two weeks. She didn’t feel jet lag, but a trace of boredom. More than a trace, she admitted. She was nearly smothered with it. The question was what to do about it.

Whitney was the product of new money, big money. She’d grown up with the world at her fingertips, but she hadn’t always found it interesting enough to reach for. Where was the challenge? she wondered. Where was the—she hated to use the word—purpose? Her circle of friends was wide, and from the outside appeared to be diverse. But once you got in, once you really saw beneath the silk dresses or chinos, there was a sameness to these young, urbane, wealthy, pampered people. Where was the thrill? That was better, she thought. Thrill was an easier word to deal with than purpose. It wasn’t a thrill to jet to Aruba if you only had to pick up the phone to arrange it.

Her two weeks in Paris had been quiet and soothing—and uneventful. Uneventful. Maybe that was the crux. She wanted something—something more than she could pay for with a check or credit card. She wanted action. Whitney also understood herself well enough to know she could be dangerous in this kind of mood.

But she wasn’t in the mood to go home, alone, and unpack. Then again, she wasn’t feeling much like a club crowded with familiar faces. She wanted something new, something different. She could try one of the new clubs that were always popping up. If she liked, she could have a couple of drinks and make conversation. Then, if the club interested her enough, she could drop a few words in the right places and make it the newest hot spot in Manhattan. The fact that she had the power to do so didn’t astonish her, or even particularly please her. It simply was.

Whitney squealed to a halt at a red light to give herself time to make up her mind. It seemed like nothing was happening in her life lately. There wasn’t any excitement, any, well, zing.

She was more surprised than alarmed when her passenger door was yanked open. One look at the black zippered jacket and wraparound glasses of the hitchhiker had her shaking her head. “You aren’t keeping up with fashion trends,” she told him.

Doug shot a look over his shoulder. The street was clear, but it wouldn’t be for long. He jumped in and slammed the door. “Drive.”

“Forget it. I don’t drive around with guys who wear last year’s clothes. Take a walk.”

Doug stuck his hand in his pocket, using his forefinger to simulate the barrel of a gun. “Drive,” he repeated.

She looked at his pocket, then back at his face. On the radio the disk jockey announced a full hour of blasts from the past. Vintage Stones began to pour out. “If there’s a gun in there, I want to see it. Otherwise, take off.”

Of all the cars he could’ve picked … Why the hell wasn’t she shaking and pleading like any normal person would’ve done? “Dammit, I don’t want to have to use this, but if you don’t throw this thing in gear and get moving, I’m going to have to put a hole in you.”

Whitney stared at her own reflection in his glasses. Mick Jagger was demanding that someone give him shelter. “Bullshit,” she said, her diction exquisite.

Doug gave a moment’s consideration to knocking her cold, dumping her out, and taking the car. Another glance over his shoulder showed him there wasn’t much time to waste.

“Look, lady, if you don’t get moving, there’re three men in that Lincoln coming up behind us that’ll do a lot of damage to your toy here.”

She looked in the rearview mirror and saw the big, black car slowing down as it approached. “My father had a car like that once,” she commented. “I always called it his funeral car.”

“Yeah—get it in gear or it’s going to be my funeral.”

Whitney frowned, watching the Lincoln in her rear-view mirror, then impulsively decided to see what would happen next. She threw the car into first and zipped across the intersection. The Lincoln immediately picked up the pace. “They’re following.”

“Of course they’re following,” Doug spat out. “And if you don’t step on it, they’re going to crawl into the back seat and shake hands.”

Mostly out of curiosity, Whitney punched the gas and turned down Fifty-seventh. The Lincoln stayed with her. “They’re really following,” she said again, but with a grin of excitement.

“Can’t this thing go any faster?”

She turned the grin on him. “Are you kidding?” Before he could respond, she gunned the engine and was off like a shot. This was definitely the most interesting way to spend the evening she could imagine. “Think I can lose them?” Whitney looked behind her, craning her neck to see if the Lincoln was still following. “Ever see Bullitt? Of course, we don’t have any of those nifty hills, but—”

“Hey, watch it!”

Whitney turned back around and, whipping the wheel, skimmed around a slower-moving sedan.

“Look.” Doug gritted his teeth. “The whole purpose of this is to stay alive. You watch the road, I’ll watch the Lincoln.”

“Don’t be so snotty.” Whitney careened around the next corner. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Look where you’re going!” Doug grabbed the wheel, yanking it so that the fender missed a car parked at the curb. “Damn idiot woman.”

Whitney lifted her chin. “If you’re going to be insulting, you’ll just have to get out.” Slowing down, she swung toward the curb.

“For God’s sake don’t stop.”

“I don’t tolerate insults. Now—”

“Down!” Doug hauled her sideways and pulled her down to the seat just before the windshield exploded into spiderweb cracks.

“My car!” She struggled to sit up, but only managed to twist her head to survey the damage. “Goddamn it, it didn’t have a scratch on it. I’ve only had it for two months.”

“It’s going to have a lot more than a scratch if you don’t step on the gas and keep going.” From his crouched position, Doug twisted the wheel toward the street and peered cautiously over the dash. “Now!”

Infuriated, Whitney stepped hard on the accelerator, moving blindly into the street while Doug held on to the wheel with one hand and held her down with the other.

“I can’t drive this way.”

“You can’t drive with a bullet in your head either.”

“A bullet?” Her voice didn’t crack with fear, but vibrated with annoyance. “They’re shooting at us?”

“They ain’t throwing rocks.” Tightening his grip, he spun the wheel so that the car bumped into the curb and around the next corner. Frustrated that he couldn’t take the controls himself, he took a cautious look behind. The Lincoln was still there, but they’d gained a few seconds. “Okay, sit up, but keep low. And for Chrissake keep moving.”

“How’m I supposed to explain this to the insurance company?” Whitney poked up her head and tried to find a clear spot in the broken windshield. “They’re never going to believe someone was shooting at me and I’ve already got a filthy record. Do you know what my rates are?”

“The way you drive, I can imagine.”

“Well, I’ve had enough.” Setting her jaw, Whitney turned left.

“This is a one-way street.” He looked around helplessly. “Didn’t you see the sign?”

“I know it’s a one-way street,” she muttered and pressed harder on the gas. “It’s also the quickest way across town.”

“Oh, Jesus.” Doug watched the headlights bearing down on them. Automatically he gripped the door handle and braced for the impact. If he was going to die, he thought fatalistically, he’d rather be shot, nice and clean through the heart, than be spread all over a street in Manhattan.

Ignoring the screams of horns, Whitney jerked the car to the right, then to the left. Fools and small animals, Doug thought as they breezed between two oncoming cars. God looked out for fools and small animals. He could only be grateful he was with a fool.

“They’re still coming.” Doug turned in the seat to watch the progress of the Lincoln. Somehow it was easier if he didn’t watch where he was going. They bounced from side to side as she maneuvered between cars, then with a force that threw him against the door, she turned another corner. Doug swore and grabbed for the wound on his arm. Pain began again with a low, insistent thud. “Stop trying to kill us, will you? They don’t need any help.”

“Always complaining,” Whitney tossed back. “Let me tell you something, you’re not a real fun guy.”

“I tend to get moody when somebody’s trying to kill me.”

“Well, try to lighten up a bit,” Whitney suggested. She barreled around the next corner, skimming the curb. “You’re making me nervous.”

Doug flopped back in his seat and wondered why, with all the possibilities, it had to end this way—smashed into unrecognizable pulp in some crazy woman’s Mercedes. He could’ve gone quietly with Remo and had Dimitri murder him with some ritual. There’d have been more justice in that.

They were on Fifth again, moving south at what Doug saw was better than ninety. As they went through a puddle, water slushed up as far as the window. Even now, the Lincoln was less than a half block behind. “Dammit. They just won’t shake lose.”

“Oh yeah?” Whitney set her teeth and gave the mirror a quick check. She’d never been a gracious loser. “Watch this.” Before Doug could draw a breath, she whipped the Mercedes around in a tight U-turn and headed dead-on for the Lincoln.

He watched with a kind of fascinated dread. “Oh my God.”

Remo, in the passenger seat of the Lincoln, echoed the sentiment just before his driver lost courage and steered toward the curb. The speed took them over it, across the sidewalk, and with an impressive flourish, through the plate-glass window of Godiva Chocolatiers. Without slackening pace, Whitney spun the Mercedes around again and cruised down Fifth.

Dropping back in his seat, Doug let out a series of long, deep breaths. “Lady,” he managed to say, “you got more guts than brains.”

“And you owe me three hundred bucks for the windshield.” Rather sedately, she pulled into the underground parking of a high rise.

“Yeah.” Absently, he patted his chest and torso to see if he was all in one piece. “I’ll send you a check.”

“Cash.” After pulling into her space, Whitney turned off the ignition and hopped out. “Now, you can carry my luggage up.” She popped the trunk before she strolled toward the elevator. Maybe her knees were shaking, but she’d be damned if she’d admit it. “I want a drink.”

Doug looked back toward the entrance of the garage and calculated his chances on the street. Maybe an hour or so inside would give him the chance to outline the best plan. And, he supposed, he owed her. He started to haul out the luggage.

“There’s more in the back.”

“I’ll get it later.” He slung a garment bag over his shoulder and hoisted two cases. Gucci, he noted with a smirk. And she was bitching about a lousy three hundred.

Doug walked into the elevator and dumped the two cases unceremoniously on the floor. “Been on a trip?”

Whitney punched the button for the forty-second floor. “A couple of weeks in Paris.”

“Couple of weeks.” Doug glanced at the three bags. And she’d said there were more. “Travel light, do you?”

“I travel,” Whitney said rather grandly, “as I please. Ever been to Europe?”

He grinned, and though the sunglasses hid his eyes, she found the smile appealing. He had a well-shaped mouth and teeth that weren’t quite straight. “Few times.”

They measured each other in silence. It was the first opportunity Doug had had to really look at her. She was taller than he’d expected—though he wasn’t altogether sure just what he’d expected. Her hair was almost completely hidden under an angled white fedora, but what he could see was as pale as the punker’s he’d stopped on the street, though a richer shade. The brim of the hat shaded her face, but he could see a flawless ivory complexion over elegant bones. Her eyes were round, the color of the whiskey he’d downed earlier. Her mouth was naked and unsmiling. She smelled like something soft and silky you wanted to touch in a dark room.

She was what he’d have termed a stunner, though she didn’t appear to have any obvious curves beneath the simple sable jacket and silk slacks. Doug had always preferred the obvious in women. Perhaps the flamboyant. Still, he didn’t find it any real hardship to look at her.

Casually, Whitney reached in her snakeskin bag and drew out her keys. “Those glasses are ridiculous.”

“Yeah. Well they served their purpose.” He took them off.

His eyes surprised her. They were very light, very clear, and green. Somehow they were at odds with his face and his coloring—until you noticed how direct they were, and how carefully they watched, as if he were a man who measured everything and everyone.

He hadn’t worried her before. The glasses had made him appear silly and harmless. Now, Whitney had her first stirrings of discomfort. Who the hell was he, and why were men shooting at him?

When the doors slid open, Doug bent to pick up the suitcases. Whitney glanced down and noticed the thin stream of red dripping down his wrist. “You’re bleeding.”

Doug looked down dispassionately. “Yeah. Which way?”

She hesitated only a moment. She could be just as cavalier as he. “To the right. And don’t bleed on those cases.” Breezing past him, she turned the key in the lock.

Through annoyance and pain, Doug noticed she had quite a walk. Slow and loose with an elegant sort of swing. It made him conclude that she was a woman accustomed to being followed by men. Deliberately he came up alongside her. Whitney spared him a glance before she pushed open the door. Then, flicking on the lights, she walked inside and went directly to the bar. She chose a bottle of Remy Martin and poured generous amounts into two glasses.

Impressive, Doug thought as he took stock of her apartment. The carpet was so thick and soft he could be happy sleeping on it. He knew enough to recognize the French influence in her furnishings, but not enough to pin down the period. She’d used deep sapphire blue and mustard yellow to offset the stunning white of the carpet. He could spot an antique when he saw one, and he spotted quite a few in this room. Her romantic taste was as obvious to him as the Monet seascape on the wall. A damn good copy, he decided. If he just had the time to hock it, he could be on his way. It didn’t take more than a cursory glance to make him realize he could fill his zippered pockets with handfuls of her fancy French whatnots to pawn for a first-class ticket that would get him far away from this burg. Trouble was, he didn’t dare deal in any pawnshop in the city. Not now that Dimitri had his tentacles out.

Because the furnishings weren’t of any use to him, he wasn’t sure why they appealed. Normally he would have found them too feminine and formal. Perhaps after an evening of running, he needed the comfort of silk pillows and lace. Whitney sipped her cognac as she carried the glasses across the room.

“You can bring this into the bathroom,” she told him as she handed him his drink. Negligently she tossed the fur over the back of the sofa. “I’ll take a look at that arm.”

Doug frowned while he watched her walk away. Women were supposed to ask questions, dozens of them. Maybe this one just didn’t have the brains to think of them. Reluctantly he followed her, and the trail of her scent. But she was classy, he admitted. There was no denying it.

“Take off that jacket and sit down,” she ordered, running water over a monogrammed washcloth.

Doug stripped off the jacket, gritting his teeth as he peeled it from his left arm. After carefully folding it and laying it on the lip of the tub, he sat on a ladder-back chair anyone else would have had in their living room. He looked down and saw the sleeve of his shirt was caked with blood. Swearing, he ripped it off and exposed the wound. “I can do it myself,” he muttered and reached for the cloth.

“Be still.” Whitney began to wipe away the dried blood with the soapy warm cloth. “I can’t very well see how much damage was done until I clean it up.”

He sat back because the warm water was soothing and her touch was gentle. But while he sat back, he watched her. Just what kind of woman was she? he wondered. She drove like a nerveless maniac, dressed like Harper’s Bazaar, and drank—he’d noticed she’d already knocked back her cognac—like a sailor. He’d have been more comfortable if she’d shown just a touch of the hysteria he’d expected.

“Don’t you want to know how I got this?”

“Hmmm.” Whitney pressed a clean cloth to the wound to slow the new bleeding. Because he wanted her to ask, she was determined not to.

“A bullet,” Doug said with relish.

“Really?” Interested, Whitney removed the cloth to get a closer look. “I’ve never seen a bullet wound before.”

“Terrific.” He swallowed more cognac. “How do you like it?”

She shrugged before she slid back the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet. “It’s not terribly impressive.”

Frowning, he looked down at the wound himself. True, the bullet had only nicked him, but he had been shot. It wasn’t every day a man got shot. “It hurts.”

“Aw, well we’ll bandage it all up. Scratches don’t hurt nearly so much if you can’t see them.”

He watched her root through jars of face cream and bath oils. “You’ve got a smart mouth, lady.”

“Whitney,” she corrected. “Whitney MacAllister.” Turning she offered her hand formally.

His lips curved. “Lord, Doug Lord.”

“Hello, Doug. Now, after I fix this up, we’ll have to discuss the damage to my car and the payment.” She went back to the medicine cabinet. “Three hundred dollars.”

He took another swallow of cognac. “How come you know it’s three hundred?”

“I’m giving you the low end of the scale. You can’t fix a spark plug in a Mercedes for less than three hundred.”

“I’ll have to owe you. I spent my last two hundred on the jacket.”

“That jacket?” Amazed, Whitney twisted her head and stared at him. “You look smarter.”

“I needed it,” Doug tossed back. “Besides, it’s leather.”

This time she laughed. “As in genuine imitation.”

“What d’you mean, imitation?”

“That zippered monstrosity didn’t come off any cow. Ah, here it is. I knew I had some.” With a satisfied nod, she took a bottle from the cabinet.

“That little sonofabitch,” Doug mumbled. He hadn’t had the time or the opportunity to look too closely at his purchase before. Now, in the bright bathroom light, he saw it was nothing more than cheap vinyl. Two hundred dollars’ worth. The sudden fire in his arm had him jerking. “Goddamn it! What’re you doing?”

“Iodine,” Whitney told him, smearing it on generously.

He settled down, scowling. “It stings.”

“Don’t be a baby.” Briskly, she wrapped gauze around his upper arm until the wound was covered. She snipped off tape, secured it, then gave it a final pat. “There,” she said, rather pleased with herself. “Good as new.” Still bent over, she turned her head and smiled at him. Their faces were close, hers full of laughter, his full of annoyance. “Now about my car—”

“I could be a murderer, a rapist, a psychopath for all you know.” He said it softly, dangerously. She felt a tremor move up her back and straightened.

“I don’t think so.” But she picked up her empty glass and went back into the living room. “Another drink?”

Damn, she did have guts. Doug grabbed the jacket and followed her. “Don’t you want to know why they were after me?”

“The bad guys?”

“The—the bad guys?” he repeated on an astonished laugh.

“Good guys don’t shoot at innocent bystanders.” She poured herself another drink, then sat on the sofa. “So, by process of elimination I figure you’re the good guy.”

He laughed again and dropped down beside her. “A lot of people might disagree with you.”

Whitney studied him again over the rim of her glass. No, perhaps good was too concise a word. He looked more complicated than that. “Well, why don’t you tell me why those three men wanted to kill you.”

“Just doing their job.” Doug drank again. “They work for a man named Dimitri. He wants something I’ve got.”

“Which is?”

“The route to a pot of gold,” he said absently. Rising, he began to pace. Less than twenty dollars in cash nestled with an expired credit card in his pocket. Neither could buy his way out of the country. What he had carefully folded in a manila envelope was worth a fortune, but he had to buy himself a ticket before he could cash it in. He could lift a wallet at the airport. Better, he could try rushing on the plane, flashing his fake ID, and play the hard-bitten, impatient FBI agent. It had worked in Miami. But it didn’t feel right this time. He knew enough to go with his instincts.

“I need a stake,” he muttered. “A few hundred—maybe a thousand.” Thoughtfully, he turned back and looked at Whitney.

“Forget it,” she said simply. “You already owe me three hundred dollars.”

“You’ll get it,” he snapped. “Dammit, in six months I’ll buy you a whole car. Look at it as an investment.”

“My broker takes care of that.” She sipped again and smiled. He was very attractive in this mood, restless, anxious to move. His exposed arm rippled with muscle that was subtle and lean. His eyes were lit with enthusiasm.

“Look, Whitney.” He came back and sat on the arm of the sofa beside her. “A thousand. That’s nothing after what we’ve been through together.”

“It’s seven hundred dollars more than what you already owe me,” she corrected him.

“I’ll pay you back double within six months. I need to buy a plane ticket, some supplies …” He looked down at himself, then back at her with that quick, appealing grin. “A new shirt.”

An operator, she thought, intrigued. Just what did a pot of gold mean to him? “I’d have to know a lot more before I put my money down.”

He’d charmed women out of more than money. So, confidently, he took her hand between his, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. His voice was soft, compelling. “Treasure. The kind you only read about in fairy stories. I’ll bring you back diamonds for your hair. Big, glittery diamonds. They’ll make you look like a princess.” He skimmed a finger up her cheek. It was soft, cool. For a moment, only a moment, he lost the thread of his pitch. “Something else out of a fairy story.”

Slowly, he removed her hat, then watched in astonished admiration as her hair tumbled down, over her shoulders, over her arms. Pale as winter sunlight, soft as silk. “Diamonds,” he repeated, tangling his fingers through it. “Hair like this should have diamonds in it.”

She was caught up in him. Part of her would have believed anything he said, done anything he asked, as long as he continued to touch her in just that way. But it was the other part, the survivor, who managed to take control. “I like diamonds. But I also know a lot of people who pay for them, and end up with pretty glass. Guarantees, Douglas.” To distract herself, she drank more cognac. “I always want to see the guarantee—the certificate of value.”

Frustrated, he rose. She might look like a pushover, but she was as tough as they came. “Look, nothing’s stopping me from just taking it.” He snatched her purse off the sofa and held it out to her. “I can walk out of here with this or we can make a deal.”

Standing, she plucked it out of his hands. “I don’t make deals until I know all the terms. You’ve got a hell of a nerve threatening me after I saved your life.”

“Saved my life?” Doug exploded. “You damn near killed me twenty times.”

Her chin lifted. Her voice became regal and haughty. “If I hadn’t outwitted those men, getting my car damaged in the process, you’d be floating in the East River.”

The image was entirely too close to the truth. “You’ve been watching too many Cagney movies,” he tossed back.

“I want to know what you have and where you intend to go.”

“A puzzle. I’ve got pieces to a puzzle and I’m going to Madagascar.”

“Madagascar?” Intrigued, she turned it over in her mind. Hot, sultry nights, exotic birds, adventure. “What kind of puzzle? What kind of treasure?”

“My business.” Favoring his arm, he slipped on the jacket again.

“I want to see it.”

“You can’t see it. It’s in Madagascar.” He took out a cigarette as he calculated. He could give her enough, just enough to interest her and not enough to cause trouble. Blowing out smoke, he glanced around the room. “Looks like you know something about France.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Enough to order escargots and Dom Pérignon.”

“Yeah, I bet.” He lifted a pearl-crusted snuffbox from the top of a curio cabinet. “Let’s just say the goodies I’m after have a French accent. An old French accent.”

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. He’d hit a button. The little snuffbox he was tossing from hand to hand was two hundred years old and part of an extensive collection. “How old?”

“Couple centuries. Look, sugar, you could back me.” He set the box down and walked to her again. “Think of it as a cultural investment. I take the cash, and I bring you back a few trinkets.”

Two hundred years meant the French Revolution. Marie and Louis. Opulence, decadence, and intrigue. A smile began to form as she thought it through. History had always fascinated her, French history in particular with its royalty and court politics, philosophers and artists. If he really had something—and the look in his eyes convinced her he did—why shouldn’t she have a share? A treasure hunt was bound to be more fun than an afternoon at Sotheby’s.

“Say I was interested,” she began as she worked out her terms. “What kind of a stake would be needed?”

He grinned. He hadn’t thought she’d take the bait so easily. “Couple thousand.”

“I don’t mean money.” Whitney dismissed it as only the wealthy could. “I mean how do we go about getting it?”

“We?” He wasn’t grinning now. “There’s no we.”

She examined her nails. “No we, no money.” She sat back, stretching her arms on the top of the sofa. “I’ve never been to Madagascar.”

“Then call your travel agent, sugar. I work alone.”

“Too bad.” She tossed her hair and smiled. “Well, it’s been nice. Now if you’ll pay me for the damages …”

“Look, I haven’t got time to—” He broke off at the quiet sound behind him. Spinning around, Doug saw the door handle turn slowly—right, then left. He held up a hand, signaling silence. “Get behind the couch,” he whispered while he scanned the room for the handiest weapon. “Stay there and don’t make a sound.”

Whitney started to object, then heard the quiet rattle of the knob. She watched Doug pick up a heavy porcelain vase.

“Get down,” he hissed again as he switched off the lights. Deciding to take his advice, Whitney crouched behind the sofa and waited.

Doug stood behind the door, watching as it opened slowly, silently. He gripped the vase in both hands and wished he knew how many of them he had to go through. He waited until the first shadow was completely inside, then lifting the vase over his head, brought it down hard. There was a crash, a grunt, then a thud. Whitney heard all three before the chaos began.

There was a shuffle of feet, another splinter of glass—her Meissen tea set if the direction of the sound meant anything—then a man cursed. A muffled pop was followed by another tinkle of glass. A silenced bullet, she decided. She’d heard the sound on enough late-night movies to recognize it. And the glass—twisting her head she saw the hole in the picture window behind her.

The super wasn’t going to like it, she reflected. Not one bit. And she was already on his list since the last party she’d given had gotten slightly out of hand. Dammit, Douglas Lord was bringing her a great deal of trouble. The treasure—she drew her brows together—the treasure better be worth it.

Then, it was quiet, entirely too quiet. Over the silence all she could hear was the sound of breathing.

Doug pressed back into the shadowy corner and held on to the .45. There was one more, but at least he wasn’t unarmed now. He hated guns. A man who used them generally ended up being on the wrong end of the barrel too often for comfort.

He was close enough to the door to slip through it and be gone, maybe without notice. If it hadn’t been for the woman behind the couch, and the knowledge that he’d gotten her into this, he’d have done it. The fact that he couldn’t only made him furious with her. He might, just might, have to kill a man to get out. He’d killed before, was aware he was likely to do so again. But it was a part of his life he could never examine without guilt.

Doug touched the bandage on his arm and his fingers came away wet. Damn, he couldn’t stand there waiting and bleeding to death. Moving soundlessly, he edged along the wall.

Whitney had to cover her mouth to hold back all sound as the shadow crouched at the end of the sofa. It wasn’t Doug—she saw immediately that the neck was too long and the hair too short. Then she caught the flicker of movement to her left. The shadow turned toward it. Before she had time to think, Whitney pulled off her shoe. Holding the good Italian leather in one hand, she aimed the three-inch heel at the shadow’s head. With all the strength she could muster, she brought it down.

There was a grunt, then a thud.

Amazed at herself, Whitney held up her shoe in triumph. “I got him!”

“Sweet Jesus,” Doug muttered as he dashed across the room, grabbing her hand and dragging her along with him.

“I knocked him cold,” she told Doug as he streaked toward the stairway. “With this.” She wiggled the shoe that was crushed between his hand and hers. “How did they find us?”

“Dimitri. Traced your plates,” he said, enraged with himself for not considering it before. Streaking down the next flight of stairs he started making new plans.

“That fast?” She gave a quick laugh. Adrenaline was pumping through her. “Is this Dimitri a man or a magician?”

“He’s a man who owns other men. He could pick up the phone and have your credit rating and your shoe size in a half hour.”

So could her father. That was business, and she understood business. “Look, I can’t run lopsided, give me a couple of seconds.” Whitney pulled her hand from his and put on her shoe. “What’re we going to do now?”

“We’ve got to get to the garage.”

“Down forty-two flights?”

“Elevators don’t have back doors.” With this he grabbed her hand and began to jog down the steps again. “I don’t want to come out near your car. He’s probably got somebody watching it just in case we get that far.”

“Then why’re we going to the garage?”

“We still need a car. I’ve got to get to the airport.”

Whitney slung the strap of her purse over her head so that she could grip the rail for support as they ran. “You’re going to steal one?”

“That’s the idea. I’ll drop you off at a hotel—register under some other name, then—”

“Oh no,” she interrupted, noting gratefully that they were passing the twentieth floor. “You’re not dumping me in any hotel. Windshield, three hundred, plate-glass window, twelve hundred, Dresden vase circa 1865, twenty-two seventy-five.” She retrieved her purse, dug a notebook out of it, and never missed a beat. The minute she caught her breath, she’d start an accounting. “I’m going to collect.”

“You’ll collect,” he said grimly. “Now, save your breath.” She did, and began to work out her own plan.

By the time they’d reached the garage level, she was winded enough to lean breathlessly against the wall while he peered through a crack in the door. “Okay, the closest one is a Porsche. I’ll go out first. Once I’m in the car, you follow. And keep down.”

He slipped the gun back out of his pocket. She caught the look in his eye, a look of—loathing? she wondered. Why should he look down at a gun as though it were something vile? She’d thought a gun would fit easily into his hand, the way a gun did for a man who hung out in dim bars and smoky hotel rooms. But it didn’t fit easily. It didn’t fit at all. Then he went through the door.

Who was Doug Lord really? Whitney asked herself. Was he a hood, a con, a victim? Because she sensed he was all three, she was fascinated and determined to find out why.

Crouched, Doug took out what looked like a penknife. Whitney watched as he fiddled with the lock for a moment, then quietly opened the passenger door. Whatever he was, Whitney noted, he was good at breaking and entering. Leaving that for later, she crept through the door. He was already in the driver’s seat and working with wires under the dash when she climbed inside.

“Damn foreign cars,” he muttered. “Give me a Chevy any day.”

Wide-eyed with admiration, Whitney heard the engine spring to life. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

Doug shot her a look. “Just hold on. This time, I’m driving.” Throwing the Porsche into reverse, he peeled out of the space. By the time they reached the garage entrance, they were doing sixty. “Got a favorite hotel?”

“I’m not going to a hotel. You’re not getting out of my sight, Lord, until your account has a zero balance. Where you go, I go.”

“Look, I don’t know how much time I have.” He kept a careful eye on the rearview mirror as he drove.

“What you don’t have any of is money,” she reminded him. She had her book out now and began to write in neat columns. “And you’re currently in to me for a windshield, an antique porcelain vase, a Meissen tea set—eleven-fifty for that—and a plate-glass window—maybe more.”

“Then another thousand isn’t going to matter.”

“Another thousand always matters. Your credit’s only good as long as I can see you. If you want a plane ticket you’re taking on a partner.”

“Partner?” He turned to her, wondering why he didn’t just take her purse and shove her out the door. “I never take on partners.”

“You do this time. Fifty-fifty.”

“I’ve got the answers.” The truth was he had the questions, but he wasn’t going to worry about details.

“But you don’t have the stake.”

He swung onto FDR Drive. No, dammit, he didn’t have the stake, and he needed it. So, for now, he needed her. Later, when he was several thousand miles from New York, they could negotiate terms. “Okay, just how much cash have you got on you?”

“A couple hundred.”

“Hundred? Shit.” He kept his speed to a steady fifty-five now. He couldn’t afford to get pulled over. “That won’t take us farther than New Jersey.”

“I don’t like to carry a lot of cash.”

“Terrific. I’ve got papers worth millions and you want to buy in for two hundred.”

“Two hundred, plus the five thousand you owe me. And—” She reached into her purse. “I’ve got the plastic.” Grinning, she held up a gold American Express card. “I never leave home without it.”

Doug stared at it, then threw back his head and laughed. Maybe she was more trouble than she was worth, but he was beginning to doubt it.

The hand that reached for the phone was plump and very white. At the wrist, white cuffs were studded with square sapphires. The nails were buffed to a dull sheen and neatly clipped. The receiver itself was white, pristine, cool. Fingers curled around it, three elegantly manicured ones and a scarred-over stub where the pinky should have been.

“Dimitri.” The voice was poetry. Hearing it, Remo began to sweat like a pig. He drew on his cigarette and spoke quickly, before exhaling.

“They gave us the slip.”

Dead silence. Dimitri knew it was more terrifying than a hundred threats. He used it five seconds, ten. “Three men against one and a young woman. How inefficient.”

Remo pulled the tie loose from his throat so he could breathe. “They stole a Porsche. We’re following them to the airport now. They won’t get far, Mr. Dimitri.”

“No, they won’t get far. I have a few calls to make, a few … buttons to push. I’ll meet you in a day or two.”

Remo rubbed his hand over his mouth as his relief began to spread. “Where?”

There was a laugh, soft, distant. The sense of relief evaporated like sweat. “Find Lord, Remo. I’ll find you.”
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His arm was stiff. When Doug rolled over he gave a little grunt of annoyance at the discomfort and absently pushed at the bandage. His face was pressed into a soft feather pillow covered by a linen case that had no scent. Beneath him, the sheet was warm and smooth. Gingerly flexing his left arm, he shifted onto his back.

The room was dark, deceiving him into thinking it was still night until he looked at his watch. Nine-fifteen. Shit. He ran a hand over his face as he pushed himself up in bed.

He should be on a plane halfway to the Indian Ocean instead of lying around in a fancy hotel room in Washington. A dull, fancy hotel room, he remembered as he thought of the fussy, red-carpeted lobby. They’d arrived at one-ten and he hadn’t even been able to get a drink. The politicians could have Washington, he’d take New York.

The first problem was that Whitney held the purse strings, and she hadn’t given him a choice. The next problem was, she’d been right. He’d only been thinking of getting out of New York, she’d been thinking of details like passports.

So, she had connections in D.C., he thought. If connections could cut through paperwork, he was all for it. Doug glanced around the high-priced room that was hardly bigger than a broom closet. She’d charge him for the room, too, he realized, narrowing his eyes at the connecting door. Whitney MacAllister had a mind like a CPA. And a face like …

With a half grin he shook his head and lay back. He’d better keep his mind off her face, and her other attributes. It was her money he needed. Women had to wait. Once he had what he was going for, he could swim neck-deep in them if he wanted.

The image was pleasant enough to keep him smiling for another minute. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, plump, thin, short, and tall. There was no point in being too discriminating, and he intended to be very generous with his time. First, he had to get the damn passport and visa. He scowled. Damn bureaucratic bullshit. He had a treasure waiting for him, a professional bone breaker breathing down his neck, and a crazy woman in the room next door who wouldn’t even buy him a pack of cigarettes without marking it down in the little notebook she kept in her two-hundred-dollar snakeskin bag.

The thought prompted him to reach over to pluck a cigarette from the pack on the nightstand. He couldn’t understand her attitude. When he had money to spend, he was generous with it. Maybe too generous, he decided with a half laugh. He certainly never had it for long.

Generosity was part of his nature. Women were a weakness, especially small, pouty women with big eyes. No matter how many times he’d been taken by one, he invariably fell for the next. Six months before, a little waitress named Cindy had given him two memorable nights and a sob story about a sick mother in Columbus. In the end, he’d parted company with her—and with five grand. He’d always been a sucker for big eyes.

That was going to change, Doug promised himself. Once he had his hands on the pot of gold, he was going to hold on to it. This time he was going to buy that big splashy villa in Martinique and start living his life the way he’d always dreamed. And he’d be generous with his servants. He’d cleaned up after enough rich people to know how cold and careless they could be with servants. Of course, he’d only cleaned up after them until he could clean them out, but that didn’t change the bottom line.

Working for the wealthy hadn’t given him his taste for rich things. He’d been born with it. He just hadn’t been born with money. Then again, he felt he’d been better off being born with brains. With brains and certain talents you could take what you needed—or wanted—from people who barely noticed the sting. The job kept the adrenaline going. The result, the money, just let you relax until the next time.

He knew how to plan for it, how to plot, how to scheme. And he also knew the value of research. He’d been up half the night going over every scrap of information he could decipher in the envelope. It was a puzzle, but he had the pieces. All he needed to put them all together was time.

The neatly typed translations he’d read might have just been a pretty story to some, a history lesson to others—aristocrats struggling to smuggle their jewels and their precious selves out of revolution-torn France. He’d read words of fear, of confusion, and of despair. In the plastic-sealed originals, he’d seen hopelessness in the handwriting, in words he couldn’t read. But he’d also read of intrigue, of royalty, and of wealth. Marie Antoinette. Robespierre. Necklaces with exotic names hidden behind bricks or concealed in wagon-loads of potatoes. The guillotine, desperate flights across the English Channel. Pretty stories steeped in history and colored with blood. But the diamonds, the emeralds, the rubies the size of hen’s eggs had been real too. Some of them had never been seen again. Some had been used to buy lives or a meal or silence. Others had traveled across oceans. Doug worked the kinks out of his arm and smiled. The Indian Ocean—trade route for merchants and pirates. And on the coast of Madagascar, hidden for centuries, guarded for a queen, was the answer to his dreams. He was going to find it, with the help of a young girl’s journal and a father’s despair. When he did, he’d never look back.

Poor kid, he thought, imagining the young French girl who’d written out her feelings two hundred years before. He wondered if the translation he’d read had really keyed in on what she’d gone through. If he could read the original French … He shrugged and reminded himself she was long dead and not his concern. But she’d just been a kid, scared and confused.

Why do they hate us? she’d written. Why do they look at us with such hate? Papa says we must leave Paris and I believe I will never see my home again.

And she never had, Doug mused, because war and politics go for the big view and trample all over the little guy. France during the Revolution or a steamy pit of a jungle in Nam. It never changed. He knew just what it felt like to be helpless. He wasn’t going to feel that way ever again.

He stretched and thought of Whitney.

For better or worse, he’d made a deal with her. He never turned his back on a deal unless he was sure he could get away with it. Still, it grated to have to depend on her for every dollar.

Dimitri had hired him to steal the papers because he was, Doug admitted honestly as he sucked in smoke, a very good thief. Unlike Dimitri’s standard crew, he’d never considered that a weapon made up for wit. He’d always preferred living by the latter. Doug knew it was his reputation for doing a smooth, quiet job that had earned him the call from Dimitri to lift a fat envelope from a safe in an exclusive co-op off Park Avenue.

A job was a job, and if a man like Dimitri was willing to pay five thousand for a bunch of papers, a great many with faded and foreign writing, Doug wasn’t going to argue. Besides, he’d had some debts to pay.

He’d had to get by two sophisticated alarm systems and four security guards before he could crack the little gem of a wall safe where the envelope was stored. He had a way with locks and alarms. It was—well, a gift, Doug decided. A man shouldn’t waste his God-given talents.

The thing was, he’d played it straight. He’d taken nothing but the papers—though there’d been a very interesting-looking black case in the safe along with it. He never considered that taking them out to read them was any more than covering his bets. He hadn’t expected to be fascinated by the translations of letters or a journal or documents that stretched back two hundred years. Maybe it had been his love of a good story, or his respect for the written word that had touched off his imagination as he had skimmed over the papers. But fascinated or not, he would have turned them over. A deal was a deal.

He’d stopped in a drugstore and bought adhesive. Strapping the envelope to his chest had just been a precaution. New York, like any city, was riddled with dishonest people. Of course, he’d arrived at the East-Side playground an hour early and had hidden. A man stayed alive longer if he watched his ass.

While sitting behind the shrubbery in the rain, he’d thought over what he’d read—the correspondence, the documents, and the tidy list of gems and jewels. Whoever had collected the information, translated it so meticulously, had done so with the dedication of a professional librarian. It had passed through his mind briefly that if he’d had the time and opportunity, he’d have followed up on the rest of the job himself. But a deal was a deal.

Doug had waited with every intention of turning over the papers and collecting his fee. That had been before he’d learned that he wasn’t going to get the five thousand Dimitri had agreed on. He was going to get a two-dollar bullet in the back and a burial in the East River.

Remo had arrived in the black Lincoln with two other men dressed for business. They’d calmly debated the most efficient way to murder him. A bullet in the brain seemed to be the method agreed on, but they were still working out the “when” and “where” as Doug crouched behind bushes six feet away. It seemed Remo had been fussy about getting blood on the Lincoln’s upholstery.

At first Doug had been angry. No matter how many times he’d been double-crossed—and he’d stopped counting—it always made him angry. Nobody was honest in this world, he’d thought as the adhesive pulled a bit at his skin. Even while he’d concentrated on getting out in one piece, he had begun to consider his options.

Dimitri had a reputation for being eccentric. But he also had a reputation for picking winners, from the right senator to keep on the payroll to the best wine to stock in the cellar. If he wanted the papers badly enough to snip off a loose end named Doug Lord, they must be worth something. On the spot, Doug decided the papers were his and his fortune was made. All he had to do was live to claim it.

In reflex he touched his arm now. Stiff, yes, but already healing. He had to admit crazy Whitney MacAllister had done a good job there. He blew smoke between his teeth before he crushed out the cigarette. She’d probably charge him for it.

He needed her for the moment, at least until they were out of the country. Once he got to Madagascar, he’d ditch her. A slow, lazy grin covered his face. He’d had some experience in outmaneuvering women. Sometimes he succeeded. His only regret was that he wouldn’t get to see her stomp and swear when she realized he’d given her the slip. Picturing those clouds of pale, sunlit hair he thought it was almost too bad he had to double-cross her. He couldn’t deny he owed her. Even as he sighed and began to think kindly of her, the connecting door burst open.

“Still in bed?” Whitney crossed to the window and pulled open the drapes. She waved a hand fussily in front of her face in an attempt to clear the haze of smoke. He’d been up for a while, she decided. Smoking and plotting. Well, she’d been doing some figuring herself. When Doug swore and squinted, she merely shook her head. “You look terrible.”

He was vain enough to scowl. His chin was rough with a night’s coarse growth of beard, his hair was unruly, and he’d have killed for a toothbrush. She, on the other hand, looked as though she’d just walked out of Elizabeth Arden’s. Naked in the bed with the sheet up to his waist, Doug felt at a disadvantage. He didn’t care for that sensation.

“You ever knock?”

“Not when I’m paying for the room,” she said easily. She stepped over the tangle of jeans on the floor. “Breakfast is on its way up.”

“Great.”

Ignoring his sarcasm, Whitney made herself at home by sitting on the bottom of the bed and stretching out her legs.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Doug said expansively.

Whitney only smiled and shook back her hair. “I got in touch with Uncle Maxie.”

“Who?”

“Uncle Maxie,” Whitney repeated, giving her nails a quick check. She really needed a manicure before they left town. “Actually, he’s not my uncle, I just call him my uncle.”

“Oh, that kind of uncle,” Doug said, a half sneer on his face.

Whitney spared him a mild glance. “Don’t be crude, Douglas. He’s a dear friend of the family’s. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. Maximillian Teebury.”

“Senator Teebury?”

She spread her fingers for a last examination. “You do keep up with current events.”

“Look, smartass.” Doug grabbed her arm so that she tumbled half into his lap. Whitney only smiled up at him, knowing she still held all the aces. “Just what does Senator Teebury have to do with anything?”

“Connections.” She ran a finger down his cheek, clucking her tongue at the roughness. But roughness, she discovered, had its own primitive appeal. “My father always says you can do without sex in a pinch, but you can’t do without connections.”

“Yeah?” Grinning, he lifted her up so that her face was close to his and her hair streamed down to the sheets. Again he caught the drift of her scent that meant wealth and class. “Everybody has different priorities.”

“Indeed.” She wanted to kiss him. He looked rough and restless and disheveled, the way a man might after a night of wild sex. Just what kind of a lover would Douglas Lord be? Ruthless. She felt her heart thud a little faster at the thought. He smelled of tobacco and sweat. He looked like a man who lived on the edge and enjoyed it. She’d like to feel that clever, interesting mouth on hers—but not yet. Once she’d kissed him she might forget that she had to stay one step ahead of him. “The thing is,” she murmured, letting her hands stray into his hair when their lips were only a breath apart, “Uncle Maxie can get a passport for you and two thirty-day visas to Madagascar within twenty-four hours.”

“How?”

Whitney noted with amused annoyance just how quickly his seducing tone became businesslike. “Connections, Douglas,” she said blithely. “What’re partners for?”

He shot her a considering look. Damn if she wasn’t becoming handy. If he wasn’t careful, she’d be indispensable. The last thing a smart man needed was an indispensable woman who had eyes like whiskey and skin like the underside of petals. Then it hit him that they’d be on their way by that time the next day. Letting out a quick whoop, he rolled on top of her. Her hair fanned over the pillow. Her eyes, half-wary, half-laughing, met his.

“Let’s find out, partner,” he suggested.

His body was hard, like his eyes could be, like his hand as it cupped her face. It was tempting. He was tempting. But it was always vital to weigh advantage against disadvantage. Before Whitney could decide whether to agree or not, there was a knock at the door. “Breakfast,” she said cheerfully, wiggling out from under him. If her heart was beating a bit too fast, she wasn’t going to dwell on it. There was too much to do.

Doug folded his arms behind his head and leaned back on the headboard. Maybe desire was eating a hole in his stomach, or maybe it was just hunger. Maybe it was both. “Let’s have it in bed.”

Whitney gave her opinion of his suggestion by ignoring it. “Good morning,” she said brightly to the waiter as he wheeled in the tray.

“Good morning, Ms. MacAllister.” The young, square-built Puerto Rican didn’t even glance at Doug. His eyes were all for Whitney. With considerable charm, he handed her a pink rosebud.

“Why, thank you, Juan. It’s lovely.”

“I thought you’d like it.” He flashed her a quick grin, showing a mouthful of strong, even teeth. “I hope your breakfast’s okay. I brought up the toiletries and the paper you asked for.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful, Juan.” She smiled at the dark stud of a waiter, Doug noted, with a lot more sweetness than she’d bothered to show him. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”

“Oh, no, never for you, Ms. MacAllister.”

Behind the waiter’s back, Doug silently mimicked his words and soulful expression. Whitney only arched a brow, then signed the check with a flourish. “Thank you, Juan.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a twenty. “You’ve been a big help.”

“A pleasure, Ms. MacAllister. You just call me if there’s anything else I can do.” The twenty disappeared into his pocket with the speed and discretion of long practice. “Enjoy your breakfast.” Still smiling, he backed his way out the door.

“You love them to grovel, don’t you?”

Whitney turned a cup right side up and poured coffee. Casually, she waved the rosebud under her nose. “Put some pants on and come eat.”

“And you were damn generous with the little bit of cash we’ve got.” She said nothing, but he saw she was drawing out her little notepad. “Just hold on, it was you overtipped the waiter, not me.”

“He got you a razor and a toothbrush,” she said mildly. “We’ll split the tip because your hygiene’s of some concern to me at the moment.”

“That’s big of you,” he grumbled. Then, because he wanted to see just how far he could push her, he climbed slowly out of bed.

She didn’t gasp, she didn’t flinch, she didn’t blush. She merely gave him one long, measuring survey. The white bandage on his arm was a stark contrast against his dark-toned skin. God, he had a beautiful body, she thought as her pulse began a slow, dull thud. Lean, sleek, and subtly muscled. Naked, unshaven, half-smiling, he looked more dangerous and more appealing than any man she’d ever come across. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing it.

Without taking her eyes from him, Whitney lifted her coffee cup. “Stop bragging, Douglas,” she said mildly, “and put your pants on. Your eggs are getting cold.”

Damn, she was a cool one, he thought as he grabbed up his jeans. Just once, he was going to see her sweat. Flopping down in the chair across from her, Doug began to stuff himself with hot eggs and crisp bacon. At the moment, he was too hungry to calculate what the luxury of room service was costing him. Once he found the treasure, he could buy his own damn hotel.

“Just who are you, Whitney MacAllister?” he demanded over a full mouth.

She added a dash of pepper to her own eggs. “In what way?”

He grinned, pleased that she wouldn’t give easy answers. “Where do you come from?”

“Richmond, Virginia,” she said, lapsing so quickly into a smooth Virginia accent one would’ve sworn she’d had one all along. “My family’s still there, on the plantation.”

“Why’d you move to New York?”

“Because it’s fast.”

He reached for toast, scrutinizing the basket of jellies. “What do you do there?”

“Whatever I like.”

He looked into her sultry, whiskey-colored eyes and believed it. “Do you have a job?”

“No, I have a profession.” She lifted a piece of bacon between her fingers and nibbled. “I’m an interior designer.”

He remembered her apartment, the feeling of elegance, the melding of colors, the uniqueness. “A decorator,” he mused. “You’d be a good one.”

“Naturally. And you?” She poured them both more coffee. “What do you do?”

“A lot of things.” He reached for the cream, watching her. “Mostly I’m a thief.”

She remembered the ease with which he had stolen the Porsche. “You’d be a good one.”

He laughed, enjoying her. “Naturally.”

“This puzzle you mentioned. The papers.” She tore a piece of toast in two. “Are you going to show them to me?”

“No.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How do I know you have them? How do I know that if you do have them they’re worth my time, not to mention my money?”

He seemed to consider a moment, then offered her the basket of jellies. “Faith?”

She chose strawberry preserves and spread them on generously. “Let’s try not to be ridiculous. How’d you get them?”

“I—acquired them.”

Biting into the toast, she watched him over it. “Stole them.”

“Yeah.”

“From the men who were chasing you?”

“For the man they work for,” Doug corrected her. “Dimitri. Unfortunately, he was going to double-cross me, so all bets were called off. Possession’s nine-tenths of the law.”

“I suppose.” She considered for a moment the fact that she was breakfasting with a thief who was in possession of a mysterious puzzle. She supposed she’d done more unusual things in her life. “All right, let’s try this. What form is this puzzle in?”

Doug considered giving her another nonanswer, then caught the look in her eyes. Cool, unflappable determination. He’d better give her something, at least until he had the passport and a ticket. “I’ve got papers, documents, letters. I told you it went back a couple hundred years. There’s enough information in the papers I have to lead me right to the pot of gold, a pot of gold nobody even knows is there.” When another thought occurred to him, he frowned at her. “You speak French?”

“Of course,” she said, and smiled. “So some of the puzzle’s in French.” When he said nothing she steered him back again. “Why doesn’t anyone know about your pot of gold?”

“Anyone who did is dead.”

She didn’t like the way he said it, but she wasn’t about to back off now. “How do you know it’s genuine?”

His eyes became intense, the way they could when you least expected it. “I feel it.”

“And who’s this man who’s after you?”

“Dimitri? He’s a first-class businessman—bad business. He’s smart, he’s mean, he’s the kind of guy who knows the Latin name for the bug he’s picking the wings off. If he wants the papers, they’re worth a hell of a lot. One hell of a lot.”

“I guess we’ll find that out in Madagascar.” She picked up the New York Times Juan had delivered. She didn’t like the way Doug had described the man who was after him. The best way to avoid thinking about it was to think of something else. Opening the paper she caught her breath, then let it out again. “Oh, shit.”

Intent on finishing his eggs, Doug gave her an absent “Hmmm?”

“I’m in for it now,” she predicted, rising and tossing the open paper onto his plate.

“Hey, I’m not finished.” Before he could push the paper aside, he saw Whitney’s picture smiling up at him. Above the picture was a splash of headline.

ICE-CREAM HEIRESS MISSING

“Ice-cream heiress,” Doug muttered, skimming down to the text before he fully took it in. “Ice cream …” His mouth fell open as he dropped the paper. “MacAllister’s ice cream? That’s you?”

“Indirectly,” Whitney told him, pacing the room as she tried to work out the best plan. “It’s my father.”

“MacAllister’s ice cream,” Doug repeated. “Sonofabitch. He makes the best damn fudge ripple in the country.”

“Of course.”

It hit him then that she wasn’t just a classy decorator but the daughter of one of the richest men in the country. She was worth millions. Millions. And if he was caught with her, he’d be up on kidnapping charges before he could ask for his court appointed lawyer. Twenty years to life, he thought, dragging a hand through his hair. Doug Lord sure knew how to pick ’em.

“Look, sugar, this changes things.”

“It certainly does,” she muttered. “Now I have to call Daddy. Oh, and Uncle Maxie, too.”

“Yeah.” He scooped up the last forkful of eggs, deciding he’d better eat while he had the chance. “Why don’t you figure out my bill, and we’ll—”

“Daddy is going to think I’m being held for ransom or something.”

“Exactly.” He grabbed the last piece of toast. Since she’d figure out a way for him to pay for the meal, he might as well enjoy it. “And I don’t want to end up with a cop’s bullet in my head either.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Whitney dismissed him with a wave of the hand while she refined her plan of approach. “I’ll get around Daddy,” she murmured. “I’ve been doing it for years. I should be able to get him to wire me some money while I’m at it.”

“Cash?”

She shot him a long, appraising look. “That certainly got your attention.”

He set the toast aside. “Look, gorgeous, if you know how to get around your old man, who’m I to argue? And, while the plastic’s nice, and the cash you can get with the plastic’s nice, a little extra of the green stuff would help me sleep a lot easier.”

“I’ll take care of it.” She walked to the connecting doors, then paused. “You really could use a shower and a shave, Douglas, before we go shopping.”

He stopped in the act of rubbing his chin. “Shopping?”

“I’m not going to Madagascar with one blouse and one pair of slacks. And I’m certainly not going anywhere with you wearing a shirt with only one sleeve. We’ll do something about your wardrobe.”

“I can pick out my own shirts.”

“After seeing that fascinating jacket you had on when we met, I have my doubts.” With this, she closed the door between them.

“It was a disguise,” he yelled at her, then stormed off toward the bathroom. Damn woman always had to have the last word.

But he had to admit, she had taste. After a two-hour shopping whirlwind, he was carrying more packages than he cared to, but the cut of his shirt helped conceal the slight bulge of the envelope that was again strapped to his chest. And he liked the way the loose linen felt against his skin. The same way he liked the way Whitney’s hips moved under the thin white dress. Still, there was no use being too agreeable.

“What the hell am I going to do with a suit tramping around in a forest in Madagascar?”

She glanced over and adjusted the collar of his shirt. He’d fussed about wearing baby blue, but Whitney reaffirmed her opinion that it was an excellent color for him. Oddly enough, he looked as though he’d been born wearing tailored slacks. “When one travels, one should be prepared for anything.”

“I don’t know how much walking we’re going to have to do, sugar, but I’ll tell you this. You’re carrying your own gear.”

She tipped down her new signature sunglasses. “A gentleman to the last.”

“You bet.” He stopped beside a drugstore and shifted the packages under one arm. “Look, I need some things in here. Give me a twenty.” When she only lifted a brow, he swore. “Come on, Whitney, you’re going to mark it down in your damn account book anyway. I feel naked without any cash.”

She gave him a sweet smile as she reached in her purse. “It didn’t bother you to be naked this morning.”

Her lack of reaction to his body still irked. He plucked the bill from her hand. “Yeah, we’ll take that up again sometime. I’ll meet you upstairs in ten minutes.”

Pleased with herself, Whitney crossed to the hotel and breezed through the lobby. She was having more fun annoying Doug Lord than she’d had in months. She shifted the smart leather tote she’d bought to her other hand and pushed the button for her floor.

Things were looking good, she decided. Her father had been relieved that she was safe and not displeased that she was leaving the country again. Laughing to herself, Whitney leaned back against the wall. She supposed she had given him a few bad moments in the past twenty-eight years, but she was just made that way. In any case, she’d spun fact and fiction together until her father had been satisfied. With the thousand dollars he was wiring to Uncle Maxie that afternoon, she and Doug would be on solid ground before they took off for Madagascar.

Even the name appealed to her. Madagascar, she mused as she strolled down the hall toward her room. Exotic, new, unique. Orchids and lush greens. She wanted to see it all, experience it, as much as she wanted to believe the puzzle Doug talked about led to that pot of gold.

It wasn’t the gold itself that drew her. She was too accustomed to wealth to have her heartbeat quicken at the thought of more. It was the thrill of looking, of finding, that attracted her. Oddly enough, she understood better than Doug that he felt the same.

She was going to have to learn a great deal more about him, she decided. From the way he’d discussed cut and material with the salesclerk, he wasn’t a stranger to the finer things. He could’ve passed for one of the casually rich in a classic-cut linen shirt—unless you looked at his eyes. Really looked. Nothing casual there, Whitney thought. They were restless, wary, and hungry. If they were going to be partners, she had to find out why.

As she unlocked her door, it occurred to her that she had a few minutes alone, and that maybe, just maybe, Doug had stashed the papers in his room. She was putting up the money, Whitney told herself. She had every right to see what she was financing. Still, she moved quietly, keeping an ear out for Doug’s return as she crossed to the connecting doors. She caught her breath, then with a hand to her heart, laughed.

“Juan, you scared me to death.” She stepped inside, looking beyond where the young waiter sat to the still-littered table. “Did you come to pick up the breakfast dishes?” She didn’t have to put off her quick search because of him, she decided and began to poke through Doug’s dresser. “Is the hotel busy this time of year?” she asked conversationally. “It’s cherry-blossom time, isn’t it? That always brings in the tourists.”

Frustrated that the dresser was empty, she scanned the room. Maybe the closet. “What time does the maid usually come in, Juan? I could use some extra towels.” When he continued to stare silently at her she frowned. “You don’t look well,” she told him. “They work you too hard. Maybe you should …” She touched a hand to his shoulder and slowly, bonelessly, he slumped to her feet, leaving a smear of blood on the back of the chair.

She didn’t scream because her brain and her vocal cords had frozen. Eyes wide, mouth working, she backed up. She’d never seen death before, never smelled it, but she recognized it. Before she could run from it, a hand clamped over her arm.

“Very pretty.”

The man whose face was inches from hers held a gun under her chin. One cheek was badly scarred, jagged, as from a broken bottle or a blade. Both his hair and his eyes were the color of sand. The barrel of the gun was like ice on her skin. Grinning, he skimmed the gun down her throat.

“Where’s Lord?”

Her gaze darted down to the crumpled body inches away from her feet. She could see the red stain spread over the white back of his jacket. Juan would be no help, and he’d never spend the twenty-dollar tip she’d given him only hours before. If she wasn’t careful, very, very careful, she’d end up the same way.

“I asked you about Lord.” The gun pushed her chin up a little higher.

“I lost him,” she said, thinking fast. “I wanted to get back here and find the papers.”

“Double-cross.” He toyed with the ends of her hair and made her stomach roll. “Smart too.” The fingers tightened, jerking her head back. “When’s he coming back?”

“I don’t know.” She winced at the pain and struggled to keep her mind clear. “Fifteen minutes, maybe a half hour.” Any minute, she thought desperately. He could walk in any minute and then they both would be dead. Another glance at the body sprawled at her feet and her eyes filled. Whitney swallowed hard, knowing she couldn’t afford tears. “Why did you kill Juan?”

“Wrong place at the wrong time,” he said with a grin. “Just like you, pretty lady.”

“Listen …” It wasn’t difficult to keep her voice low, if she’d tried to speak above a whisper her teeth would have chattered. “I don’t have any allegiance to Lord. If you and I could find the papers, then …” She let the sentence trail off, moistening her lips with her tongue. He watched the gesture before he ran his gaze down her body.

“Not much tit,” he said with a sneer, then stepped back, gesturing with the gun. “Maybe I should see more of what you’re offering.”

She toyed with the top button of her blouse. She’d gotten his mind off killing her for the moment, but this wasn’t much of a bargain. Inching back as she moved to the next button, she felt her hips bump into the table. As if to steady herself, she rested a palm on it, keeping her gaze on his sand-colored eyes. She felt cool stainless steel brush her fingertips.

“Maybe you should help me,” she whispered and forced herself to smile.

He inclined his head as he set the gun on the dresser. “Maybe I should.” Then his hands were on her hips, moving slowly up her body. Whitney gripped the handle in her fist and plunged the fork into the side of his throat.

Blood spurting, squealing like a pig, he jumped back. As he reached for the handle himself, she picked up the leather tote and swung it with all the force she had. She didn’t look to see how deep she’d driven the prongs into him. She ran.

In high good humor after a brief flirtation with the checkout girl, Doug started to swing into the lobby. Running full steam, Whitney barreled into him.

He juggled tottering packages. “What the hell—”

“Run!” she shouted, and without waiting to see if he took her advice, raced out of the hotel.

Swearing and fumbling with packages, he drew up alongside her. “What for?”

“They’ve found us.”

A glance over his shoulder showed him Remo and two others just hustling out of the hotel. “Ah, shit,” Doug muttered, then grabbing Whitney’s arm, he dragged her through the first door he came to. They were greeted by the quiet strains of harp music and a stiff-backed maitre d’.

“You have a luncheon reservation?”

“Just looking for friends,” Doug told him, nudging Whitney along.

“Yes, I hope we’re not too early.” She batted her eyes at the maitre d’ before scanning the restaurant. “I do hate being early. Ah, there’s Marjorie now. My, my, she’s put on weight.” With Whitney leaning conspiratorially toward Doug, they moved past the maitre d’. “Be sure to compliment her on that horrid outfit, Rodney.”

Skirting through the restaurant, they made a direct line for the kitchen. “Rodney?” he complained in undertones.

“It just came to me.”

“Here.” Thinking fast, he shoved the boxes and bags into Whitney’s tote, then slung the whole business over his shoulder. “Let me do the talking.”

In the kitchen they made their way around counters and ranges and cooks. Moving as quickly as he thought prudent, Doug aimed for the back door. A white-aproned bulk, three feet wide, stepped in front of him.

“Guests are not permitted in the kitchen.”

Doug looked up at the chef’s hat at least a foot above his own head. It reminded him how much he hated physical altercations. You didn’t get so many bruises when you used your head. “One minute, one minute,” Doug said fussily and turned to the pot simmering at his right. “Sheila, this has the most divine scent. Superb, sensuous. Four stars for the scent.”

Catching on, she drew her pad out of her bag. “Four stars,” she repeated, scribbling.

Picking up the ladle, Doug held it under his nose, closed his eyes, and sampled. “Ah.” He drew the word out so dramatically Whitney had to choke down a giggle. “Poisson Véronique. Magnificent. Absolutely magnificent. Definitely one of the top contenders in the contest. Your name?” he demanded from the chef.

The white-aproned bulk preened. “Henri.”

“Henri,” he repeated, waving a hand at Whitney. “You’ll be notified within ten days. Come, Sheila, don’t dawdle. We have three more stops to make.”

“My money’s on you,” Whitney told Henri as they walked out the back door.

“Okay.” Doug gripped her arm hard when they stood in the alley. “Remo’s only half-stupid so we’ve got to get out fast. Which way to Uncle Maxie’s?”

“He lives in Virginia, Roslyn.”

“All right, we need a cab.” He started forward, then pushed Whitney back against the wall so quickly she lost her breath. “Dammit, they’re already out there.” He took a moment, knowing the alley wouldn’t be safe for long. In his experience, alleys were never safe for long. “We’ll have to go the other way, which means going over a few walls. You’re going to have to keep up.”

The image of Juan was still fresh in her mind. “I’ll keep up.”

“Let’s go.”

They started out side by side then swerved to the right. Whitney had to scramble over boxes to make it over the first fence and her leg muscles sang out in surprise on the landing. She kept running. If he had a pattern to his flight, she couldn’t find it. He zigzagged down streets, through alleys, and over fences until her lungs burned from the effort of keeping the pace. The floaty skirt of her dress caught on chain link and tore jaggedly at the hem. People stopped to look at them in surprise and speculation as they never would’ve done in New York.

Always, he seemed to have one eye looking over his shoulder. She had no way of knowing he’d lived that way most of his life and had often wondered if he’d ever live any other way. When he dragged her down the stairs toward Metro Center, she had to grip the rail to keep from plunging head first.

“Blue lines, red lines,” he muttered. “Why do they have to screw things up with colors?”

“I don’t know.” Breathless, she leaned against the information board. “I’ve never ridden the Metro before.”

“Well, we’re fresh out of limos. Red line,” he announced and grabbed her hand again. He hadn’t lost them. Doug could still smell the hunt. Five minutes, he thought. He only wanted a five-minute lead. Then they’d be on one of those speedy little trains and gain more time.

The crowd was thick and babbling in a half dozen languages. The more people the better, he decided as he inched his way along. He glanced over his shoulder when they stood at the edge of the platform. His gaze met Remo’s. He saw the bandage on the tanned cheek. Compliments of Whitney MacAllister, Doug thought and couldn’t resist tossing back a grin. Yeah, he owed her for that, he decided. If for nothing else, he owed her for that.

It was all timing now, he knew, as he pulled Whitney onto the train. Timing and luck. It was either with them or against them. Sandwiched between Whitney and a sari-clad Indian woman, Doug watched Remo fight his way through the crowd.

When the doors closed, he grinned and gave the frustrated man outside a half salute. “Let’s find a seat,” he said to Whitney. “There’s nothing like public transportation.”

She said nothing as they worked their way through the car, and still nothing when they found a space nearly big enough for both of them. Doug was too busy alternately cursing and blessing his luck to notice. In the end, he grinned at his own reflection in the glass to his left.

“Well, the sonofabitch might’ve found us, but he’s going to have a hell of a lot of explaining to do to Dimitri about losing us again.” Satisfied, he draped his arm over the back of the bright orange seat. “How’d you spot them anyway?” he asked absently while he plotted out his next move. Money, passport, and airport, in that order, though he had to fit in a quick trip to the library. If Dimitri and his hounds showed up in Madagascar, they’d just lose them again. He was on a roll. “You’ve got a sharp eye, sugar,” he told her. “We’d’ve been in a bad way if there’d been a welcoming committee back in the hotel room.”

Adrenaline had carried her through the streets. The need to survive had driven her hard and fast until the moment she’d sat down. Drained, Whitney turned her head and stared at his profile. “They killed Juan.”

“What?” Distracted, he glanced over. For the first time he noticed that her skin was bloodless and her eyes blank. “Juan?” Doug drew her closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. “The waiter? What’re you talking about?”

“He was dead in your room when I went back. There was a man waiting.”

“What man?” Doug demanded. “What’d he look like?”

“His eyes were like sand. He had a scar down his cheek, a long, jagged scar.”

“Butrain,” Doug mumbled. Some of Dimitri’s excess slime and as mean as they came. He tightened his grip on Whitney’s shoulder. “Did he hurt you?”

Her eyes, dark as aged whiskey, focused on his again. “I think I killed him.”

“What?” he stared at the elegant, fine-boned face. “You killed Butrain? How?”

“With a fork.”

“You—” Doug stopped, sat back, and tried to take it in. If she hadn’t been looking at him with big, devastated eyes, if her hand hadn’t been like ice, he’d have laughed out loud. “You’re telling me you did in one of Dimitri’s apes with a fork?”

“I didn’t stop to take his pulse.” The train pulled up at the next stop and, unable to sit still, Whitney rose and pushed her way off. Swearing and struggling through bodies, Doug caught up with her on the platform.

“Okay, okay, you’d better tell me the whole thing.”

“The whole thing?” Abruptly enraged, she turned on him. “You want to hear the whole thing? The whole bloody thing? I walk back into the room and there’s that poor, harmless boy dead, blood all over his starched white coat, and some creep with a face like a road map’s holding a gun to my throat.”

Her voice had risen so that passersby turned to listen or to stare.

“Keep it down,” Doug muttered, dragging her toward another train. They’d ride, it didn’t matter where, until she was calm and he had a more workable plan.

“You keep it down,” she shot back. “You got me into this.”

“Look, honey, you can take a walk any time you want.”

“Sure, and end up with my throat slit by someone who’s after you and those damn papers.”

The truth left him little defense. Shoving her down into a corner seat, he squeezed in beside her. “Okay, so you’re stuck with me,” he said under his breath. “Here’s a news flash—listening to you whine about it gets on my nerves.”

“I’m not whining.” She turned to him with eyes suddenly drenched and vulnerable. “That boy’s dead.”

Anger drained and guilt flared. Not knowing what else to do, he put his arm around her. He wasn’t used to comforting women. “You can’t let it get to you. You’re not responsible.”

Tired, she let her head rest on his shoulder. “Is that how you get through life, Doug, by not being responsible?”

Curling his fingers into her hair, he watched their blurred twin images in the glass. “Yeah.”

They lapsed into silence with both of them wondering if he was telling the truth.
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She had to snap out of it. Doug shifted in his first-class seat and wished he knew how to shake the grief out of her. He thought he understood wealthy women. He’d worked for—and on—plenty of them. It was just as true, he supposed, that plenty of them had worked on him. The trouble was, had always been, that he invariably fell just a little bit in love with any woman he spent more than two hours with. They were so, well, feminine, he decided. Nobody could sound more sincere than a soft-smelling, soft-skinned woman. But he’d learned through experience that women with big bank accounts generally had hearts of pure plastic. The minute you were about ready to forget the diamond earrings in favor of a more meaningful relationship, they dumped all over you.

Callousness. He thought that was the worst failing of the rich. The kind of callousness that made them step all over people with the nonchalance of a child stomping on a beetle. For recreation, he’d choose a waitress with an easy laugh. But when it was business, Doug went straight to the bank balance. A woman with a hefty one was an invaluable cover. You could get through a lot of locked doors with a rich woman on your arm. They came in varieties, certainly, but generally could be slapped with a few basic labels. Bored, vicious, cold, or silly came to mind. Whitney didn’t seem to qualify for any one of those labels. How many people would have remembered the name of a waiter, much less mourned for him?

They were on their way to Paris out of Dulles International. Enough of a detour, he hoped, to throw Dimitri off the scent. If it bought him a day, a few hours, he’d use it. He knew, as anyone in the business knew, of Dimitri’s reputation for dealing with those who attempted to cross him. A traditional man, Dimitri preferred traditional methods. Men like Nero would have appreciated Dimitri’s flare for slow, innovative torture. There had been murmurs about a basement room in Dimitri’s Connecticut estate. Supposedly it was filled with antiques—the sort from the Spanish Inquisition. Rumor had it that there was a top-grade studio as well. Lights, camera, action. Dimitri was credited with enjoying replays of his more gruesome work. Doug wasn’t going to find himself in the spotlight in one of Dimitri’s performances, nor was he going to believe the myth that Dimitri was omnipotent. He was just a man, Doug told himself. Flesh and blood. But even at thirty thousand feet, Doug had the uneasy sensation of a fly being toyed with by a spider.

Taking another drink, he pushed that thought aside. One step at a time. That’s how he’d play it, and that’s how he’d survive.

If he’d had the time, Doug would have taken Whitney to the Hotel de Crillon for a couple of days. It was the only place he stayed in Paris. There were cities he’d settle for a motel with a cot, and cities where he wouldn’t sleep at all. But Paris. His luck had always held in Paris.

He made it a point to arrange a trip twice a year, for no other reason than the food. As far as Doug was concerned no one cooked better than the French, or those educated in France. Because of that, he had managed to bluff his way into several courses. He’d learned the French way, the correct way, to prepare an omelette at the Cordon Bleu. Of course, he kept a low profile on that particular interest. If word got out that he’d worn an apron and whisked eggs, he’d lose his reputation on the streets. Besides, it would be embarrassing. So he always covered his trips to Paris for cooking interests with business.

A couple of years back, he’d stayed there for a week, playing the wealthy playboy and riffling the rooms of the rich. Doug remembered he’d hocked a very good sapphire necklace and paid his bill in full. You never knew when you’d want to go back.

But there wasn’t time on this trip for a quick course in soufflés or a handy piece of burglary. There would be no sitting still in one place until the game was over. Normally he preferred it that way—the chase, the hunt. The game itself was more exciting than the winning. Doug had learned that after his first big job. There’d been the tension and pressure of planning, the rippling thrill and half terror of execution, then the rushing excitement of success. After that, it was simply another job finished. You looked for the next. And the next.

If he’d listened to his high-school counselor, he’d probably be a very successful lawyer right now. He’d had the brains and the glib tongue. Doug sipped smooth scotch and was grateful he hadn’t listened.

Imagine, Douglas Lord, Esquire, with a desk piled with papers and luncheon meetings three days a week. Was that any way to live? He skimmed another page of the book he’d stolen from a Washington library before they’d left. No, a profession that kept you in an office owned you, not the other way around. So, his IQ topped his weight, he’d rather use his talents for something satisfying.

At the moment, it was reading about Madagascar, its history, its topography, its culture. By the time he finished this book, he’d know everything he needed to know. There were two other volumes in his case he’d save for later. One was a history of missing gems, the other a long, detailed history of the French Revolution. Before he found the treasure, he’d be able to see it, and to understand it. If the papers he’d read were fact, he had pretty Marie Antoinette and her penchant for opulence and intrigue to thank for an early retirement. The Mirror of Portugal diamond, the Blue Diamond, the Sancy—all fifty-four carats of it. Yeah, French royalty had had great taste. Good old Marie hadn’t rocked tradition. Doug was grateful for it. And for the aristocrats who had fled their country guarding the crown jewels with their lives, holding them in secret until the royal family might rule France again.…

He wouldn’t find the Sancy in Madagascar. Doug was in the business and knew the rock was now in the Astor family. But the possibilities were endless. The Mirror and the Blue had dropped out of sight centuries before. So had other gems. The Diamond Necklace Affair—the straw that had broken the peasants’ back—was riddled with theory, myth, and speculation. Just what had become of the necklace that had ultimately insured Marie of not having a neck to wear it on?

Doug believed in fate, in destiny, and just plain luck. Before it was over, he was going to be knee-deep in sparkles—royal sparkles. And screw Dimitri.

In the meantime, he wanted to learn all he could about Madagascar. He was going far off his own turf—but so was Dimitri. If Doug could beat his adversary in anything, he prided himself on being able to top him in intelligent research. He read page after page and tallied fact after fact. He’d find his way around the little island in the Indian Ocean the same way he went from East-Side to West-Side Manhattan. He had to.

Satisfied, he set the book aside. They’d been at cruising altitude for two hours. Long enough, Doug decided, for Whitney to brood in silence.

“Okay, knock it off.”

She turned and gave him a long, neutral look. “I beg your pardon?”

She did it well, Doug reflected. The ice-bitch routine peculiar to women with money or guts. Of course, he was learning that Whitney had both. “I said knock it off. I can’t stand a pouter.”

“A pouter?”

Because her eyes were slits and she’d hissed the words, he was satisfied. If he made her angry, she’d snap out of it all the quicker. “Yeah. I’m not crazy about a woman who runs her mouth a mile a minute, but we should be able to come up with something in between.”

“Should we? How lovely that you have such definite requirements.” She took a cigarette from the pack he’d tossed on the arm between them and lit it. He’d never known the gesture could be so haughty. It helped amuse him.

“Let me give you lesson one before we go any further, sweetie.”

Deliberately, and with a quiet kind of venom, Whitney blew smoke in his face. “Please do.”

Because he recognized pain when he saw it, he gave her another minute. Then his voice was flat and final. “It’s a game.” He took the cigarette from her fingers and drew on it. “It’s always a game, but you go into it knowing there are penalties.”

She stared at him. “Is that what you consider Juan? A penalty?”

“He was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” he told her, unknowingly echoing Butrain’s words. But she heard something else. Regret? Remorse? Though she couldn’t be sure, it was something. She held on to it. “We can’t go back and change what happened, Whitney. So we go on.”

She picked up her neglected drink. “Is that what you do best? Go on?”

“If you want to win. When you have to win, you can’t look back very often. Tearing yourself up over this isn’t going to change anything. We’re one step ahead of Dimitri, maybe two. We’ve got to stay that way because it’s a game, but you play it for keeps. If we don’t stay ahead, we’re dead.” As he spoke, he laid a hand over hers, not for comfort, but to see if it was steady. “If you can’t take it, you’d better think about backing off now because we’ve got a hell of a long way to go.”

She wouldn’t back off. Pride was the problem, or the blessing. She’d never been able to back off. But what about him? she wondered. What made Douglas Lord run? “Why do you do it?”

He liked the curiosity, the spark. As he settled back he was satisfied she’d gotten over the first hump. “You know, Whitney, it’s a hell of a lot sweeter to win the pot at poker with a pair of deuces than with a flush.” He blew out smoke and grinned. “One hell of a lot sweeter.”

She thought she understood and studied his profile. “You like the odds against you.”

“Long shots pay more.”

She sat back, closed her eyes, and was silent so long he thought she dozed. Instead, Whitney was going back over everything that had happened, step by step. “The restaurant,” she asked abruptly. “How did you pull that off?”

“What restaurant?” He was studying the different tribes of Madagascar in his book and didn’t bother to look up.

“In Washington, when we were running for our lives through the kitchen and that enormous man in white stepped in front of you.”

“You just use the first thing that comes to your mind,” he said easily. “It’s usually the best.”

“It wasn’t just what you said.” Unsatisfied, Whitney shifted in her seat. “One minute you’re a frantic man off the streets, and the next a snooty food critic saying all the right things.”

“Baby, when your life’s on the line, you can be anything.” Then he looked up and grinned. “When you want something bad enough, you can be anything. Usually I like to case a job from the inside. All you have to do is decide if you’re going in the front door or the servants’ entrance.”

Interested, she signaled for another drink for each of them. “Meaning?”

“Okay, take California. Beverly Hills.”

“No, thanks.”

Ignoring her, Doug began to reminisce. “First you have to decide which one of those nifty mansions you want to take. A few discreet questions, a little legwork, and you hone in on one. Now, front door or back? That might depend on my own whim. Getting in the front’s usually easiest.”

“Why?”

“Because money wants references for servants, not from guests. You need a stake, a few thousand. Check into the Wilshire Royal and rent a Mercedes, drop a few names—of people you know are out of town. Once you get into the first party, you’re set.” With a sigh, he drank. “Boy, they do like to wear their bank accounts around their necks in the Hills.”

“And you just walk right in and pluck them off?”

“More or less. The tough part is not to be greedy—and to know who’s wearing rocks and who’s wearing glass. Lot of bullshit in California. Basically, you just have to be a good mimic. Rich people are creatures more of habit than imagination.”

“Thanks.”

“You dress right, make sure you’re seen at the right places—with a few of the right people—and nobody’s going to question your pedigree. The last time I used that routine, I checked into the Wilshire with three thousand dollars. I checked out with thirty grand. I like California.”

“Sounds to me like you can’t go back anytime soon.”

“I’ve been back. I tinted my hair, grew a little moustache, and wore jeans. I pruned Cassie Lawrence’s roses.”

“Cassie Lawrence? The professional piranha who disguises herself as a patron of the arts?”

A perfect description. “You’ve met?”

“Unfortunately. How much did you take her for?”

From the tone, Doug decided Whitney would’ve been pleased he’d had quite a haul. He also decided not to tell her he’d had a breeze casing the inside because Cassie had enjoyed watching him weed her azaleas without a shirt. She’d practically eaten him alive in bed. In return, he’d lifted an ornate ruby necklace and a pair of diamond earrings as big as Ping-Pong balls.

“Enough,” Doug answered at length. “I take it you don’t like her.”

“She has no class.” It was said simply, from a woman who did. “Did you sleep with her?”

He choked on his drink, then set it down carefully. “I don’t think—”

“So you did.” A bit disappointed, Whitney studied him. “I’m surprised I didn’t see the scars.” She studied him another moment, thoughtful, quiet. “Don’t you find that sort of thing demeaning?”

He could’ve strangled her without a qualm. True, there were times he slept with a mark and enjoyed himself—and made certain the mark enjoyed herself as well. Payment for payment. But as a rule, he found using sex as close to ugly as he wanted to get. “A job’s a job,” he said briefly. “Don’t tell me you’ve never slept with a client.”

She lifted a brow at him, the way an amused woman could. “I sleep with whom I choose,” she told him in a tone that stated she chose well.

“Some of us weren’t born with choices.” Opening his book again, he stuck his nose in it and fell silent.

She wasn’t going to make him feel guilty. Guilt was something he avoided more scrupulously than the police or a furious mark. The minute you let guilt start sucking at you, you were finished.

Funny, it didn’t seem to bother her a bit that he stole for a living. It didn’t bother her that he stole particularly from her class. She’d never blinked an eye at that. In fact, it was more than likely that he’d relieved some of her friends of excess personal property. She wasn’t the least concerned.

Just what kind of woman was she anyway? He thought he understood her thirst for adventure, for excitement and taking chances. He’d lived his life on little else. But it didn’t fit those cool, moneyed looks.

No, she hadn’t missed a beat when he’d told her he was a thief, but she’d looked at him with derision, and yes, dammit, pity, when she’d discovered he’d slept with a West-Coast shark for a handful of glitter.

And where had the glitter gotten him? Thinking back, Doug remembered he’d dumped the rocks on a fence in Chicago within twenty-four hours. After a routine haggle over price, a whim had taken him to Puerto Rico. Within three days, Doug had lost all but two thousand in the casinos. What had the glitter gotten him? he thought again, then grinned. One hell of a weekend.

Money just didn’t stick to him. There was always another game, a sure thing at the track or a big-eyed woman with a sob story and a breathy voice. Still, Doug didn’t consider himself a sucker. He was an optimist. He’d been born one and remained one even after more than fifteen years in the business. Otherwise, the kick would have gone out of it and he might as well be a lawyer.

Hundreds of thousands of dollars had passed through his hands. The operative words were passed through. This time would be different. It didn’t matter that he’d said so before, this time would be different. If the treasure was half as big as the papers indicated, he’d be set for life. He’d never have to work again—except for an occasional job to keep in shape.

He’d buy a yacht and sail from port to port. He’d head for the south of France, bake in the sun, and watch women. He’d keep one step ahead of Dimitri for the rest of his life. Because Dimitri, as long as he lived, would never let up. That, too, was part of the game.

But the best part was the doing, the planning, the maneuvering. He’d always found it more exciting to anticipate the taste of champagne than to finish the bottle. Madagascar was only hours away. Once there he could start applying everything he’d been reading along with his own skills and experience.

He’d have to pace himself to keep ahead of Dimitri—but not so far ahead he ran into Dimitri on the other end. The trouble was that he wasn’t sure how much his former employer knew about the contents of the envelope. Too much, he thought, absently touching a hand to his chest where it was still strapped. Dimitri was bound to know plenty because he always did. No one had ever crossed him and lived to enjoy it. Doug knew if he sat still too long he’d feel hot breath on the back of his neck.

He’d just have to play it by ear. Once they were there … He glanced over at Whitney. She was kicked back in her seat, eyes closed. In sleep she looked cool and serene and untouchable. Need stirred inside him, the need he’d always had for the untouchable. This time he’d just have to smother it.

It was strictly business between them, Doug mused. All business. Until he could talk her out of some cold cash and gently ditch her along the way. Maybe she’d been more help than he’d anticipated so far, but she was a type he understood. Rich and restless. Sooner or later, she’d become bored with the whole scheme. He had to get the cash before she did.

Certain he would, Doug pressed the button to release his seat back. He shut the book. What he’d read he wouldn’t forget. His gift for recall would have breezed him through law school or any other profession. He was satisfied that it helped in the career he’d chosen. He never needed notes when he cased a job because he didn’t forget. He never hit the same mark twice because names and faces stayed with him.

Money might slip through his fingers but details didn’t. Doug took it philosophically. You could always get more money. Life would be pretty dull if you put it all in stocks and bonds instead of on the wheel or the horses. He was satisfied. Because he knew the next few days would be long and hard, he was even better than satisfied. It was more exciting to find a diamond in a garbage heap than in a display cabinet. He was looking forward to digging.

Whitney slept. It was the movement of the plane beginning its long descent that woke her. Thank God, was her first thought. She was thoroughly sick of planes. If she’d been traveling alone, she’d have taken the Concorde. Under the circumstances, she hadn’t been willing to pick up the extra fare for Doug. His account in her little book was growing, and while she fully intended to collect every penny, she knew he fully intended she wouldn’t.

To look at him now, you’d think he was as sincere as a first-year Boy Scout. She studied him as he slept, his hair mussed from travel, his hands closed over the book on his lap. Anyone would’ve taken him for an ordinary man of some means on his way to a European vacation. That was part of his skill, she decided. The ability to blend in with any group he chose would be invaluable.

Just what group did he belong to? The sleazy, hard-edged members of the underworld who dealt in dark alleys? She remembered the look in his eyes when he’d asked about Butrain. Yes, she was sure he’d seen his share of dark alleys. But belong? No, it didn’t quite fit.

Even in the short time she’d known him she was certain he simply didn’t belong. He was a maverick, perhaps not always wise, but always restless. That was part of the appeal. He was a thief, but she thought he had a certain code of honor. A court might not recognize it, but she did. And respected it.

He wasn’t hard. She’d seen in his eyes when he spoke of Juan that he wasn’t hard. He was a dreamer. She’d seen that in his eyes when he spoke of the treasure. And he was a realist. She’d heard that in his voice when he spoke of Dimitri. A realist knew enough to fear. He was too complex to belong. And yet …

He’d been Cassie Lawrence’s lover. Whitney knew the West-Coast diamond ate men for breakfast. She was also very discriminating about whom she chose to share her sheets. What had Cassie seen? A young, virile man with a hard body? Perhaps that had been enough, but Whitney didn’t think so. Whitney had seen for herself that morning in Washington just how attractive Doug Lord was, from head to foot. And she’d been tempted. By more than his body, she admitted. Style. Doug Lord had his own style, and it was that, she believed, that helped him over the threshold of homes in Beverly Hills or Bel Air.

She’d thought she understood him until he’d been embarrassed by her remark about Cassie. Embarrassed and angry when she’d expected a shrug and an offhand remark. So, he had feelings, and values, she mused. It made him more interesting and likable if it came to that.

Likable or not, she was going to find out more about this treasure and soon. She had too much money invested to move much further blindly. She’d gone with him on impulse and stayed through necessity. Instinctively she knew she was safer with him than without. Safety and impulse aside, Whitney was too much a businesswoman to invest in unnamed stock. Before too much more time had passed, she’d have a look at what he hoarded. She might like him, even understand him to a point, but she didn’t trust him. Not an inch.

As he drifted awake, Doug came to the same conclusion about Whitney. He was going to keep the envelope close to his skin until he had the treasure in his hand.

As the plane began its final descent, they brought their chair backs up, smiled at each other, and calculated.

By the time they’d struggled with luggage and passed through customs, Whitney was more than ready to be horizontal in a stationary bed.

“Hotel de Crillon,” Doug told the cab driver and Whitney sighed.

“I apologize for ever doubting your taste.”

“Sugar, my problem’s always been twenty-four-carat taste.” He brushed at the ends of her hair more in reflex than design. “You look tired.”

“It hasn’t been a restful forty-eight hours. Not that I’m complaining,” she added. “But it’s going to feel marvelous to stretch out for the next eight.”

He merely grunted and watched Paris whiz by. Dimitri wouldn’t be far behind. His network of information was every bit as extensive as Interpol’s. Doug could only hope the few curves he had thrown would be enough to slow down the chase.

As he thought, Whitney struck up a conversation with the driver. Because it was in French, Doug couldn’t understand, but he caught the tone. Light, friendly, even flirtatious. Odd, he reflected. Most of the women he knew who’d grown up with portfolios never really saw the people who served them. It was one of the reasons he’d found it so easy to steal from them. The rich were insular, but no matter how often the less endowed said so, the rich weren’t unhappy. He’d bullshitted his way into their circle often enough to know that money could buy happiness. It just cost a bit more every year.

“What a cute little man.” Whitney stepped onto the curb and breathed in the scent of Paris. “He said I was the most beautiful woman to sit in his cab in five years.”

Doug watched her pass bills to the doorman before she breezed into the hotel. “And earned himself a fat tip, I’ll bet,” he muttered. The way she tossed money around, they’d be broke again before they landed in Madagascar.

“Don’t be such a cheapskate, Douglas.”

He ignored that and took her arm. “You read French as well as you speak it?”

“Need some help reading the menu?” she began, then stopped. “Tu ne parles pas français, mon cher?” While he studied her in silence, she smiled. “Fascinating. I should have caught on before that everything wasn’t translated.”

“Ah, Mademoiselle MacAllister!”

“Georges.” She sent the desk clerk a smile. “I couldn’t stay away.”

“Always a pleasure to have you back.” His eyes lit again as he spotted Doug over her shoulder. “Monsieur Lord. Such a surprise.”

“Georges.” Doug met Whitney’s speculative look briefly. “Mademoiselle MacAllister and I are traveling together. I hope you have a suite available.”

Romance bloomed in Georges’s head. If he hadn’t had a suite, Georges would have been tempted at that moment to vacate one. “But of course, of course. And your papa, mademoiselle, he is well?”

“Very well, thank you, Georges.”

“Charles will take your bags. Enjoy your stay.”

Whitney pocketed her key without glancing at it. She knew the beds in the Crillon were soft and seductive. The water in the taps was hot. A bath, a little caviar from room service, and a bed. In the morning she’d have a few hours in the beauty salon before they took the last leg of the journey.

“I take it you’ve stayed here before.” Whitney slipped into the elevator and leaned against the wall.

“From time to time.”

“A profitable place, I assume.”

Doug only smiled at her. “The service is excellent.”

“Hmmm.” Yes, she could see him here, sipping champagne and nibbling pâté. Just as she could see him running through alleys in D.C. “How lucky for me we’ve never crossed paths here before.” When the doors opened, she strolled out ahead. Doug took her arm and steered her to the left. “The ambience is important, I suppose, in your business,” she added.

He allowed his thumb to brush over the inside of her elbow. “I have a taste for rich things.”

She only gave him an easy smile that said he wouldn’t sample her until she was ready.

The suite was no less than she expected. Whitney let the bellman fuss a few moments, then eased him out with a tip. “So …” She plopped down on the sofa and kicked off her shoes. “What time do we leave tomorrow?”

Instead of answering, he took a shirt from his suitcase, balled it up until it wrinkled, then tossed it over a chair. As Whitney watched, he took various articles of clothing out and draped them here and there throughout the suite.

“Hotel rooms are so impersonal until you have your own things around, aren’t they?”

He mumbled something and dropped socks on the carpet. It wasn’t until he moved to her cases that she objected.

“Just a minute.”

“Half the game’s illusion,” he told her and tossed a pair of Italian heels into a corner. “I want them to think we’re staying here.”

She grabbed a silk blouse out of his hands. “We are staying here.”

“Wrong. Go hang a couple of things in the closet while I mess up the bathroom.”

Left with the blouse in her hands, Whitney tossed it down and followed him. “What are you talking about?”

“When Dimitri’s muscle gets here, I want them to think we’re still around. It might only buy us a few hours, but it’s enough.” Systematically, he went through the big, plush bath unwrapping soap and dropping towels. “Go get some of your face junk. We’ll leave a couple bottles.”

“Oh no we won’t. What the hell am I supposed to do without it?”

“We ain’t going to the ball, sugar.” He went into the master bedroom and tumbled the covers. “One bed’ll do,” he muttered. “They wouldn’t believe we weren’t sleeping together anyway.”

“Are you padding your ego or insulting mine?”

He pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and blew out smoke, all without taking his eyes off her. For a moment, just a moment, she wondered what he was capable of. And if she’d like it after all. Saying nothing, he strode back into the next room and began to rifle her cases.

“Dammit, Doug, those are my things.”

“You’ll get them back, for Chrissake.” Choosing a handful of cosmetics at random, he started back to the bath.

“That moisturizer costs me sixty-five dollars a bottle.”

“For this?” Interested, he turned the bottle over. “And I thought you were practical.”

“I’m not leaving this room without it.”

“Okay.” He tossed it back to her and dumped the rest on the vanity. “This’ll do.” As he passed through the suite again, he stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette and lit another. “We’ve got just about enough,” he decided as he crouched down to close Whitney’s case. A little swatch of lace caught his eye. He lifted out a pair of sheer bikini briefs. “You fit in these?” He could see her in them. He knew better than to let his imagination go in that direction, but he could see her in them and nothing else.

She resisted the urge to snatch them out of his hand. That was easy. The pressure that formed low in her stomach as he brushed his fingers over the material wasn’t as easily controlled. “When you’ve finished playing with my underwear, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

“We check in.” After a moment, Doug tossed the little excuse of lace back in her bag. “Then we take our bags down the service elevator and get back to the airport. Our flight leaves in an hour.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before?”

He snapped her bag closed. “Didn’t come up.”

“I see.” Whitney took a stroll around the suite until she thought her temper might hold. “Let me explain something to you. I don’t know how you worked before, and it isn’t important. This time”—she turned back to face him—“this time, you’ve got a partner. Whatever little plans you have in your head are half mine.”

“You don’t like the way I work, you can back out right now.”

“You owe me.” When he started to object, she took a step closer, drawing her book from her purse as she moved. “Should I read off the list?”

“Screw your list. I’ve got gorillas on my ass. I can’t worry about accounting.”

“You’d better worry about it.” Still calm, she dropped the book back into her purse. “Without me you’ll go treasure hunting with empty pockets.”

“Sugar, a couple hours in this hotel and I’d have enough money to take me anywhere I wanted to go.”

She didn’t doubt it, but her gaze remained level with his. “But you don’t have time to play cat burglar and we both know it. Partners, Douglas, or you fly to Madagascar with eleven dollars in your pocket.”

Damn her for knowing what he had, almost to the penny. He crushed out his cigarette, then picked up his own bag. “We’ve got a plane to catch. Partner.”

Her smile came slowly, and with such a gleam of satisfaction he was tempted to laugh. Whitney slipped on her shoes and picked up a tote bag. “Get that case, will you?” Before he could swear at her, she was moving to the door. “I only wish I’d had time for a bath.”

Because of the ease with which they rode the service elevator down and walked out of the hotel, Whitney imagined he’d used that escape route before. She decided she could drop a letter to Georges in a few days and ask him to store her things until she could pick them up. She hadn’t even had a chance to wear that blouse yet. And the color was very flattering.

All in all it seemed like a waste of time to her, but she was willing to humor Doug, for the moment. Besides, in the mood he was in they were better off in a plane than sharing a suite. And she wanted some time to think. If the papers he had, or some of them at any rate, were in French, then it was obvious he couldn’t read them. She could. A smile touched her lips. He wanted to ditch her, she wasn’t fool enough to think otherwise, but she’d just made herself even more useful. All she had to do now was persuade him to let her do some translating.

Still, she wasn’t in the best of moods herself when they pulled up at the airport. The thought of going through customs again, of boarding another plane, was enough to make her snarl.

“It seems we could’ve checked into a second-class hotel and had a few hours.” Sweeping back her hair, she thought of the bath again. Hot, steamy, fragrant. “I’m beginning to think you’re paranoid about this Dimitri. You treat him as though he’s omnipotent.”

“They say he is.”

Whitney stopped and turned. It was the way he said it, as though he half believed it, that made her flesh crawl. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Cautious.” He scanned the terminal as they walked. “You’re better off walking around a ladder than under it.”

“The way you talk about him, you’d think he wasn’t human.”

“He’s flesh and blood,” Doug murmured, “but that doesn’t make him human.”

The shiver skimmed along her skin again. Turning toward Doug, she jolted into someone and dropped her bag. With an impatient mutter, she bent to pick it up. “Look, Doug, no one could possibly have caught up with us already.”

“Shit.” Grabbing her arm, he yanked her into a gift shop. With another shove, she was up to her eyes in T-shirts.

“If you wanted a souvenir—”

“Just look, sweetheart. You can apologize later.” With a hand on the back of her neck, he steered her head to the left. After a moment, Whitney recognized the tall, dark man who’d chased them in Washington. The moustache, the little white bandage on his cheek. She didn’t need to be told that the two men with him belonged to Dimitri. And where was Dimitri himself? She caught herself sliding down lower and swallowing.

“Is that—”

“Remo.” Doug mumbled the word. “They’re faster than I thought they’d be.” He rubbed a hand over his mouth and swore. He didn’t like the feeling that the web was widening at Dimitri’s leisure. If he and Whitney had strolled another ten yards, they’d have walked into Remo’s arms. Luck was the biggest part of the game, he reminded himself. It was what he liked the best. “It’ll take them a while to track down the hotel. Then they’ll sit and wait.” He grinned a little, nodding. “Yeah, they’ll wait for us.”

“How?” Whitney demanded. “For God’s sake how could they be here already?”

“When you’re dealing with Dimitri, you don’t ask how. You just look over your shoulder.”

“He’d need a crystal ball.”

“Politics,” Doug said. “Remember what your old man told you about connections? If you had one in the CIA and you made a call, pushed a button, you could be on top of someone without leaving your easy chair. A call to the Agency, to the Embassy, to Immigration, and Dimitri had a handle on our passports and visas before the ink was dry.”

She moistened her lips and tried to pretend her throat hadn’t gone dry. “Then he knows where we’re going.”

“You bet your ass. All we have to do is stay one step ahead. Just one.”

Whitney let out a little sigh when she realized her heart was thumping. The excitement was back. If she gave herself time it would smother the fear. “Looks like you know what you’re doing after all.” When he turned his head to scowl at her she gave him a quick, friendly kiss. “Smarter than you look, Lord. Let’s go to Madagascar.”

Before she could rise, he caught her chin in his hand. “We’re going to finish this there.” His fingers tightened briefly, but long enough. “All of this.”

She met him look for look. They had too far to go to give in now. “Maybe,” she said. “But we have to get there first. Why don’t we catch that plane?”

Remo picked up a silky bit of fluff Whitney would have called a nightgown. He balled it into his fist. He’d have his hands on Lord and the woman before morning. This time they wouldn’t slip through his fingers and make him look like a fool. When Doug Lord walked back in the door he’d put a bullet between his eyes. And the woman—he’d take care of the woman. This time … slowly he ripped the gown in half. The silk tore with hardly a whisper. When the phone rang, he jerked his head, signaling the other men to flank the door. Using the tip of his thumb and finger, Remo lifted the receiver. When he heard the voice, his sweat glands opened.

“You’ve missed them again, Remo.”

“Mr. Dimitri.” He saw the other men look over and turned his back. It was never wise to let fear show. “We’ve found them. As soon as they come back, we’ll—”

“They won’t be back.” With a long, smooth sigh, Dimitri blew out smoke. “They’ve been spotted at the airport, Remo, right under your nose. The destination is Antananarivo. Your tickets are waiting for you. Be prompt.”
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Whitney pushed open the wooden shutters on the window and took a long look at Antananarivo. It didn’t, as she’d thought it would, remind her of Africa. She’d spent two weeks once in Kenya and remembered the heady morning scent of meat smoking on sidewalk grills, of towering heat and a cosmopolitan flare. Africa was only a narrow strip of water away, but Whitney saw nothing from her window that resembled what she remembered of it.

Nor did she find a tropical island flare. She didn’t sense the lazy gaiety she’d always associated with islands and island people. What she did sense, though she wasn’t yet sure why, was a country completely unique to itself.

This was the capital of Madagascar, the heart of the country, city of open-air markets and hand-drawn carts existing in complete harmony and total chaos alongside high-rise office buildings and sleek modern cars. It was a city, so she expected the habitual turmoil that brewed in cities. Yet what she saw was peaceful: slow, but not lazy. Perhaps it was just the dawn, or perhaps it was inherent.

The air was cool with dawn so that she shivered, but didn’t turn away. It didn’t have the smell of Paris, or Europe, but of something riper. Spice mixed with the first whispers of heat that threatened the morning chill. Animals. Few cities carried even a wisp of animal in their air. Hong Kong smelled of the harbor and London of traffic. Antananarivo smelled of something older that wasn’t quite ready to fade under concrete or steel.

There was a haze as heat hovered above the cooler ground. Even as she stood, Whitney could feel the temperature change, almost degree by degree. In another hour, she thought, the sweat would start to roll and the air would smell of that as well.

She had the impression of houses stacked on top of houses, stacked on top of more houses, all pink and purple in the early light. It was like a fairy tale: sweet and a little grim around the edges.

The town was all hills, hills so steep and breathless that stairs had been dug, built into rock and earth to negotiate them. Even from a distance they seemed worn and old and pitched at a terrifying angle. She saw three children and their dog heedlessly racing down and thought she might get winded just watching them.

She could see Lake Anosy, the sacred lake, steel blue and still, ringed by the jacaranda trees that gave it the exotic flare she’d dreamed of. Because of the distance, she could only imagine the scent would be sweet and strong. Like so many other cities, there were modern buildings, apartments, hotels, a hospital, but sprinkled among them were thatched roofs. A stone’s throw away were rice paddies and small farms. The fields would be moist and glitter in the afternoon sun. If she looked up toward the highest hill, she could see the palaces, glorious in the dawn, opulent, arrogant, anachronistic. She heard the sound of a car on the wide avenue below.

So they were here, she thought, stretching and drawing in the cool air. The plane trip had been long and tedious, but it had given her time to adjust to what had happened and to make some decisions of her own. If she was honest, she had to admit that she’d made her decision the moment she’d stepped on the gas and started her race with Doug. True, it had been an impulse, but she’d stick by it. If nothing else, the quick stop in Paris had convinced her that Doug was smart and she was in for the count. She was thousands of miles away from New York now, and the adventure was here.

She couldn’t change Juan’s fate, but she could have her own personal revenge by beating Dimitri to the treasure. And laughing. To accomplish it, she needed Doug Lord and the papers she’d yet to see. See them she would. It was a matter of learning how to get around Doug.

Doug Lord, Whitney mused, stepping away from the window to dress. Who and what was he? Where did he come from and just where did he intend to go?

A thief. Yes, she thought he was a man who might lift stealing to the level of a profession. But he wasn’t a Robin Hood. He might steal from the rich, but she couldn’t picture him giving to the poor. Whatever he—acquired, he’d keep. Yet she couldn’t condemn him for it. For one, there was something about him, some flash she’d seen right from the beginning. A lack of cruelty and a dash of what was irresistible to her. Daring.

Then, too, she’d always believed if you excelled at something, you should pursue it. She had an idea that he was very good at what he did.

A womanizer? Perhaps, she thought, but she’d dealt with womanizers before. Professional ones who could speak three languages and order the best champagne were less admirable than a man like Doug Lord who would womanize in all good humor. That didn’t worry her. He was attractive, even appealing when he wasn’t arguing with her. She could handle the physical part of it

Though she could remember what it was like to lie beneath him with his mouth a teasing inch above hers. There’d been a pleasant, breathless sort of sensation she’d have liked to explore a bit further. She could remember what it was like to wonder just how it would feel to kiss that interesting, arrogant mouth.

Not as long as they were business partners, Whitney reminded herself as she shook out a skirt. She’d keep things on the practical sort of level she could mark down in her notebook. She’d keep Doug Lord at a careful distance until she had her share of the winnings in her hand. If something happened later, then it happened. With a half smile, she decided it might be fun to anticipate it.

“Room service.” Doug breezed in, carrying a tray. He checked a moment, taking a brief but thorough look at Whitney, who stood by the bed in a sleek, buff-colored teddy. She could make a man’s mouth water. Class, he thought again. A man like him had better watch his step when he started to have fantasies about class. “Nice dress,” he said easily.

Refusing to give him any reaction, Whitney stepped into the skirt. “Is that breakfast?”

He’d break through that cool eventually, he told himself. In his own time. “Coffee and rolls. We’ve got things to do.”

She drew on a blouse the color of crushed raspberries. “Such as?”

“I checked the train schedule.” Doug dropped into a chair, crossed his ankles on the table, and bit into a roll. “We can be on our way east at twelve-fifteen. Meantime we’ve got to pick up some supplies.”

She took her coffee to the dresser. “Such as?”

“Backpacks,” he said, watching the sun rise over the city outside. “I’m not lugging that leather thing through the forest.”

Whitney took a sip of coffee before picking up her brush. It was strong, European style, and thick as mud. “As in hiking?”

“You got it, sugar. We’ll need a tent, one of those new lightweight ones that fold up to nothing.”

She drew the brush in a long, slow stroke through her hair. “Anything wrong with hotels?”

With a quick smirk, he glanced over, then said nothing at all. Her hair looked like gold dust in the morning light. Fairy dust. He found it difficult to swallow. Rising, he paced over to the window so that his back was to her. “We’ll use public transportation when I think it’s safe, then go through the back door. I don’t want to advertise our little expedition,” he muttered. “Dimitri isn’t going to give up.”

She thought of Paris. “You’ve convinced me.”

“The less we use public roads and towns, the less chance he has of picking up our scent.”

“Makes sense.” Whitney wound her hair into a braid and secured the end with a swatch of ribbon. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

“We’ll travel by rail as far as Tamatave.” He turned, grinning. With the sun at his back he looked more like a knight than a thief. His hair fell to his collar, dark, a bit unruly. There was a light of adventure in his eyes. “Then, we go north.”

“And when do I see what it is that’s taking us north?”

“You don’t need to. I’ve seen it.” But he was already calculating how he could get her to translate pieces for him without giving her the whole.

Slowly, she tapped her brush against her palm. She wondered how long it would be before she could translate some of the papers, and keep a few snatches of information to herself. “Doug, would you buy a pig in a poke?”

“If I liked the odds.”

With a half smile, she shook her head. “No wonder you’re broke. You have to learn how to hang on to your money.”

“I’m sure you could give me lessons.”

“The papers, Douglas.”

They were strapped to his chest again. The first thing he was going to buy was a knapsack where he could store them safely. His skin was raw from the adhesive. He was certain Whitney would have some pretty ointment that would ease the soreness. He was equally sure she’d mark the cost of it in her little notebook.

“Later.” When she started to speak again, he held up a hand. “I’ve got a couple of books along you might like to read. We’ve got a long trip and plenty of time. We’ll talk about it. Trust me, okay?”

She waited a moment, watching him. Trust, no, she wasn’t foolish enough to feel it. But as long as she held the purse strings, they were a team. Satisfied, she swung her handbag strap over her shoulder and held out her hand. If she was going on a quest, she’d just as soon it be with a knight who had some tarnish on him. “Okay, let’s go shopping.”

Doug led her downstairs. As long as she was in a good mood, he might as well make his pitch. Companionably, he swung an arm around her shoulder. “So, how’d you sleep?”

“Just fine.”

On their way through the lobby, he plucked a small purple blossom from a vase and tucked it behind her ear. Passionflower—he thought it might suit her. Its scent was strong and sweet, as a tropical flower’s should be. The gesture touched her, even as she distrusted it. “Too bad we don’t have much time to play tourist,” he said conversationally. “The Queen’s Palace is supposed to be something to see.”

“You have a taste for the opulent?”

“Sure. I always figured it was nice to live with a little flash.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “I’d rather have a feather bed than a gold one.”

“ ‘They say that knowledge is power. I used to think so, but I now know that they meant money.’ ”

She stopped in her tracks and stared at him. What kind of a thief quoted Byron? “You continue to surprise me.”

“If you read you’re bound to pick up something.” Shrugging, Doug decided to steer away from philosophy and back to practicality. “Whitney, we agreed to divide the treasure fifty-fifty.”

“After you pay me what you owe me.”

He gritted his teeth on that. “Right. Since we’re partners, it seems to me we ought to divide the cash we have fifty-fifty.”

She turned her head to give him a pleasant smile. “Does it seem like that to you?”

“A matter of practicality,” he told her breezily. “Suppose we got separated—”

“Not a chance.” Her smile remained pleasant as she tightened her hold on her purse. “I’m sticking to you like an appendage until this is all over, Douglas. People might think we’re in love.”

Without breaking rhythm, he changed tactics. “It’s also a matter of trust.”

“Whose?”

“Yours, sugar. After all, if we’re partners, we have to trust each other.”

“I do trust you.” She draped a friendly arm around his waist. The mist was burning off and the sun was climbing. “As long as I hold the bankroll—sugar.”

Doug narrowed his eyes. Classy wasn’t all she was, he thought grimly. “Okay then, how about an advance?”

“Forget it.”

Because choking her was becoming tempting, he broke away to face her down. “Give me one reason why you should hold all the cash?”

“You want to trade it for the papers?”

Infuriated, he spun away to stare at the whitewashed house behind him. In the dusty side yard, flowers and vines tangled in wild abandon. He caught the scents of breakfast cooking and overripe fruit.

There was no way he could give her the slip as long as he was broke. There was no way he could justify lifting her purse and leaving her stranded. The alternative left him exactly where he was—stuck with her. The worst of it was he was probably going to need her. Sooner or later he’d need someone to translate the correspondence written in French, for no other reason than his own nagging curiosity. Not yet, he thought. Not until he was on more solid ground. “Look, dammit, I’ve got eight dollars in my pocket.”

If he had much more, she reflected, he’d dump her without a second thought. “Change from the twenty I gave you in Washington.”

Frustrated, he started down a set of steep stairs. “You’ve got a mind like a damn accountant.”

“Thanks.” She hung on to the rough wooden rail and wondered if there were any other way down. She shielded her eyes and looked. “Oh look, what’s that, a bazaar?” Quickening her pace, she dragged Doug back with her.

“Friday market,” he grumbled. “The zoma. I told you that you should read the guidebook.”

“I’d rather be surprised. Let’s take a look.”

He went along because it was as easy, and perhaps cheaper, to buy some of the supplies in the open market as it was to buy them in one of the shops. There was time before the train left, he thought with a quick check of his watch. They might as well enjoy it.

There were thatch-roofed structures and wooden stalls under wide white umbrellas. Clothes, fabrics, gemstones were spread out for the serious buyer or the browser. Always a serious buyer, Whitney spotted an interesting mix of quality and junk. But it wasn’t a fair, it was business. The market was organized, crowded, full of sound and scent. Wagons drawn by oxen and driven by men wrapped in white lambas were crammed with vegetables and chickens. Animals clucked and mooed and snorted in varying degrees of complaint as flies buzzed. A few dogs milled around, sniffing, and were shooed away or ignored.

She could smell feathers and spice and animal sweat. True, the roads were paved, there were sounds of traffic and not too far away the windows of a first-class hotel glistened in the burgeoning sun. A goat shied at a sudden noise and pulled on his tether. A child with mango juice dripping down his chin tugged on his mother’s skirt and babbled in a language Whitney had never heard. She watched a man in baggy pants and a peaked hat point and count out coins. Caught by two scrawny legs, a chicken squawked and struggled to fly. Feathers drifted. On a rough blanket was a spread of amethysts and garnets that glinted dully in the early sun. She started to reach out, just to touch, when Doug pulled her to a display of sturdy leather moccasins.

“There’ll be plenty of time for baubles,” he told her and nodded toward the walking shoes. “You’re going to need something more practical than those little strips of leather you’re wearing.”

With a shrug, Whitney looked over her choices. They were a long way from the cosmopolitan cities she was accustomed to, a long way from the playgrounds the wealthy chose.

Whitney bought the shoes, then picked up a handmade basket, instinctively bargaining for it in flawless French.

He had to admire her, she was a born negotiator. More, he liked the way she had fun arguing over the price of a trinket. He had a feeling she’d have been disappointed if the haggling had gone too quickly or the price had dropped too dramatically. Since he was stuck with her, Doug decided to be philosophical and make the best of the partnership. For the moment.

“Now that you’ve got it,” Doug said, “who’s going to carry it?”

“We’ll leave it in storage with the luggage. We’ll need some food, won’t we? You do intend to eat on this expedition?” Eyes laughing, she picked up a mango and held it under his nose.

He grinned and chose another, then dropped both in her basket. “Just don’t get carried away.”

She wandered through the stalls, joining in the bargaining and carefully counting out francs. She fingered a necklace of shells, considering it as carefully as she would a bauble at Cartier’s. In time, she found herself filtering out the strange Malagasy and listening, answering, even thinking in French. The merchants traded in a continual stream of give and take. It seemed they were too proud to show eagerness, but Whitney hadn’t missed the marks of poverty on many.

How far had they come, she wondered, traveling in wagons? They didn’t seem tired, she thought as she began to study the people as closely as their wares. Sturdy, she would have said. Content, though there were many without shoes. The clothes might be dusty, some worn, but all were colorful. Women braided and pinned and wound their hair in intricate, timely designs. The zoma, Whitney decided, was as much a social event as a business one.

“Let’s pick up the pace, babe.” There was an itch between his shoulder blades that was growing more nagging. When Doug caught himself looking over his shoulder for the third time, he knew it was time to move on. “We’ve got a lot more to do today.”

She dropped more fruit in the basket with vegetables and a sack of rice. She might have to walk and sleep in a tent, Whitney thought, but she wouldn’t go hungry.

He wondered if she knew just what a startling contrast she made among the dark merchants and solemn-faced women with her ivory skin and pale hair. There was an unmistakable air of class about her even as she stood bargaining for dried peppers or figs. She wasn’t his style, Doug told himself, thinking of the sequins-and-feathers type he normally drifted to. But she’d be a hard woman to forget.

On impulse he picked up a soft cotton lamba and draped it over her head. When she turned, laughing, she was so outrageously beautiful he lost his breath. It should be white silk, he thought. She should wear white silk, cool, smooth. He’d like to buy her yards of it. He’d like to drape her in it, in miles of it, then slowly, slowly strip it from her until it was only her skin, just as soft, just as white. He could watch her eyes darken, feel her flesh heat. With her face beneath his hands, he forgot she wasn’t his style.

She saw the change in his eyes, felt the sudden tension in his fingers. Her heart began a slow, insistent thudding against her ribs. Hadn’t she wondered what he’d be like as a lover? Wasn’t she wondering now when she could feel desire pouring out of him? Thief, philosopher, opportunist, hero? Whatever he was, her life was tangled with his and there was no going back. When the time came, they’d come together like thunder, no pretty words, no candlelight, no sheen of romance. She wouldn’t need romance because his body would be hard, his mouth hungry, and his hands would know where to touch. Standing in the open market, full of exotic scents and sound, she forgot that he’d be easy to handle.

Dangerous woman, Doug realized as he deliberately relaxed his fingers. With the treasure almost within reach and Dimitri like a monkey on his back, he couldn’t afford to think of her as a woman at all. Women—big-eyed women—had always been his downfall.

They were partners. He had the papers, she had the bankroll. That was as complicated as things were going to get.

“You’d better finish up here,” he said calmly enough. “We have to see about the camping supplies.”

Whitney let out a quiet, cleansing breath and reminded herself he was already into her for over seven thousand dollars. It wouldn’t pay to forget it. “All right.” But she bought the lamba, telling herself it was simply a souvenir.

By noon they were waiting for the train, both of them carrying knapsacks carefully packed with food and gear. He was restless, impatient to begin. He’d risked his life and gambled his future on the small bulge of papers taped to his chest. He’d always played the odds, but this time, he held the bank. By summer, he’d be dripping in money, lying on some hot foreign beach sipping rum while some dark-haired, sloe-eyed woman rubbed oil over his shoulder. He’d have enough money to insure that Dimitri would never find him, and if he wanted to hustle, he’d hustle for pleasure, not for his living.

“Here it comes.” Feeling a fresh surge of excitement, Doug turned to Whitney. With the shawl draped over her shoulders, she was carefully writing in her notepad. She looked cool and calm, while his shirt was already beginning to stick to his shoulder blades. “Will you quit scrawling in that thing?” he demanded, taking her arm. “You’re worse than the goddamn IRS.”

“Just adding on the price of your train ticket, partner.”

“Jesus. When we get what we’re after, you’ll be knee-deep in gold and you’re worried about a few francs.”

“Funny how they add up, isn’t it?” With a smile, she dropped the pad back in her purse. “Next stop. Tamatave.”

A car purred to a halt just as Doug stepped onto the train behind Whitney.

“There they are.” Jaw set, Remo reached beneath his jacket until his palm fit over the butt of his gun. The fingers of his other hand brushed over the bandage on his face. He had a personal score to settle with Lord now. It was going to be a pleasure. A small hand with the pinky only a stub closed with steely strength on his arm. The cuff was still white, studded this time with hammered gold ovals. The delicate hand, somehow elegant despite the deformity, made the muscles in Remo’s arm quiver.

“You’ve let him outwit you before.” The voice was quiet and very smooth. A poet’s voice.

“This time he’s a dead man.”

There was a pleasant chuckle followed by a stream of expensive French tobacco. Remo didn’t relax or offer any excuses. Dimitri’s moods could be deceiving and Remo had heard him laugh before. He’d heard him give that same mild, pleasant laugh as he’d seared the bottom of a victim’s feet with blue flame from a monogrammed cigarette lighter. Remo didn’t move his arm, nor did he open his mouth.

“Lord’s been a dead man since he stole from me.” Something vile slipped into Dimitri’s voice. It wasn’t anger, but more power, cool and dispassionate. A snake doesn’t always spew venom in fury. “Get my property back, then kill him however you please. Bring me his ears.”

Remo gestured for the man in the back seat to get out and purchase tickets. “And the woman?”

There was another stream of tobacco smoke as Dimitri thought it through. He’d learned years before that decisions made rashly leave a jagged trail. He preferred the smooth and the clean. “A lovely woman and clever enough to sever Butrain’s jugular. Damage her as little as possible and bring her back. I’d like to talk with her.”

Satisfied, he sat back, idly watching the train through the smoke glass of the car window. It amused and satisfied him to smell the powdery scent of fear drifting from his employees. Fear, after all, was the most elegant of weapons. He gestured once with his mutilated hand. “A tedious business,” he said when Remo closed the car door. His sigh was delicate while he touched a scented silk handkerchief to his nose. The smell of dust and animal annoyed him. “Drive back to the hotel,” he instructed the silent man at the wheel. “I want a sauna and a massage.”

Whitney positioned herself next to a window and prepared to watch Madagascar roll by. As he had off and on since the previous day, Doug had his face buried in a guidebook.

“There are at least thirty-nine species of lemur in Madagascar and more than eight hundred species of butterflies.”

“Fascinating. I had no idea you were so interested in fauna.”

He looked over the top of the book. “All the snakes are harmless,” he added. “Little things like that are important to me when I’m sleeping in a tent. I always like to know something about the territory. Like the rivers here are full of crocks.”

“I guess that kills the idea of skinny-dipping.”

“We’re bound to run into some of the natives. There are several distinct tribes, and according to this everybody’s friendly.”

“That’s good news. Do you have a projection as to how long it should be before we get to where ‘X’ marks the spot?”

“A week, maybe two.” Leaning back, he lit a cigarette. “How do you say diamond in French?”

“Diamant.” Narrowing her eyes, she studied him. “Did this Dimitri have anything to do with stealing diamonds out of France and smuggling them here?”

Doug smiled at her. She was close, but not close enough. “No. Dimitri’s good, but he didn’t have anything to do with this particular heist.”

“So it is diamonds and they were stolen.”

Doug thought of the papers. “Depends on your point of view.”

“Just a thought,” Whitney began, plucking the cigarette from him for a drag. “But have you ever considered what you’d do if there was nothing there?”

“It’s there.” He blew out smoke and watched her with his clear, green eyes. “It’s there.”

As always she found herself believing him. It was impossible not to. “What are you going to do with your share?”

He stretched his legs onto the seat beside her and grinned. “Wallow in it.”

Reaching in the bag, she plucked out a mango and tossed it to him. “What about Dimitri?”

“Once I have the treasure, he can fry in hell.”

“You’re a cocky sonofabitch, Douglas.”

He bit into the mango. “I’m going to be a rich cocky sonofabitch.”

Interested, she took the mango for a bite of her own. She found it sweet and satisfying. “Being rich’s important?”

“Damn right.”

“Why?”

He shot her a look. “You’re speaking from the comfort of several billion gallons of fudge ripple.”

She shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m interested in your outlook on wealth.”

“When you’re rich and you play the horses and lose, you get ticked off because you lost, not because you blew the rent money.”

“And that’s what it comes down to?”

“Ever worried about where you were going to sleep at night, sugar?”

She took another bite of fruit before handing it back to him. Something in his voice had made her feel foolish. “No.”

She lapsed into silence for a time as the train rumbled on, stopping at stations while people filed on or filed off. It was already hot, almost airless inside. Sweat, fruit, dust, and grime hung heavily. A man in a white panama a few seats forward mopped at his face with a large bandana. Because she thought she recognized him from the zoma, Whitney smiled. He only pocketed the bandana and went back to his newspaper. Idly Whitney noticed it was English before she turned back to a study of the landscape.

Grassy rolling hills raced by, almost treeless. Small villages or settlements were huddled here and there with thatch-roofed houses and wide barns positioned near the river. What river? Doug had the guidebook and could certainly tell her. She was beginning to understand he could give her a fifteen-minute lecture on it. Whitney preferred the anonymity of dirt and water.

She saw no crisscross of telephone wires or power poles. The people living along these endless, barren stretches would have to be tough, independent, self-sufficient. She could appreciate that, admire it, without putting herself in their place.

Though she was a woman who craved the city with its crowds and noise and pulse, she found the quiet and vastness of the countryside appealing. She’d never found it difficult to value both a wildflower and a full-length chinchilla. They both brought pleasure.

The train wasn’t quiet. It rumbled and moaned and swayed while conversation was a constant babble. It smelled, not too unpleasantly as air drifted through the windows, of sweat. The last time she’d ridden a train had been on impulse, she recalled. She’d had an air-conditioned roomette that smelled of powder and flowers. It hadn’t been nearly as interesting a ride.

A woman with a thumb-sucking baby sat across from them. He stared wide-eyed and solemn at Whitney before reaching out with a pudgy hand to grab her braid. Embarrassed, his mother yanked him away, rattling a quick stream of Malagasy.

“No, no, it’s all right.” Laughing, Whitney stroked the baby’s cheek. His fingers closed around hers like a small vise. Amused, she signed for the mother to pass him to her. After a few moments of hesitation and persuasion, Whitney took the baby onto her lap. “Hello, little man.”

“I’m not sure the natives have heard of Pampers,” Doug said mildly.

She merely wrinkled her nose at him. “Don’t you like children?”

“Sure, I just like them better when they’re house-broken.”

Chuckling, she gave her attention to the baby. “Let’s see what we’ve got,” she told him and reaching in her purse came up with a compact. “How about this? Want to see the baby?” She held the mirror up for him, enjoying the gurgling laughter. “Pretty baby,” she crooned, rather pleased with herself for amusing him. Just as amused as she, the baby pushed the mirror toward her face.

“Pretty lady,” Doug commented, earning a laugh from Whitney.

“Here, you try it.” Before he could protest, she’d passed the baby to him. “Babies are good for you.”

If she’d expected him to be annoyed or to be awkward, she was wrong. As if he’d spent his life doing it, Doug straddled the baby on his lap and began to entertain him.

That was interesting, Whitney noted. The thief had a sweet side. Sitting back, she watched Doug bounce the baby on his knee and make foolish noises. “Ever thought about going straight and opening a day-care center?”

He lifted a brow and snatched the mirror from her. “Look here,” he told the baby, holding the mirror at an angle that had the sunlight flashing off it. Squealing, the baby grabbed the compact and pushed it toward Doug’s face.

“He wants you to see the monkey,” Whitney said with a bland smile.

“Smartass.”

“So you’ve said.”

To satisfy the baby, Doug made faces in the mirror. Bouncing with delight, the baby knocked at the mirror, angling it back so that Doug had a quick view of the rear of the train. He tensed, and, angling the mirror again, took a longer scan.

“Holy shit.”

“What?”

Still juggling the baby, he stared at her. Sweat pooled in his armpits and ran down his back. “You just keep smiling, sugar, and don’t look behind me. We’ve got a couple of friends a few seats back.”

Though her hands tensed on the arms of the seat, she managed to keep her gaze from darting back over Doug’s shoulder. “Small world.”

“Ain’t it just.”

“Got any ideas?”

“I’m working on it.” He measured the distance to the door. If they got off at the next stop, Remo would be on them before they’d crossed the platform. If Remo was here, Dimitri was close. He kept his men on a short leash. Doug gave himself a full minute to fight the panic. What they needed was a diversion and an unscheduled departure.

“You just follow my lead,” Doug told her in undertones. “And when I say go, you grab the knapsack and run toward the doors.”

Whitney glanced down the length of the train. There were women, children, old people jammed into seats. Not the place for a showdown, she decided. “Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll run.”

The train slowed for the next stop, brakes squeaking, engine puffing. Doug waited until the crowd of incoming and outgoing passengers was at its thickest. “Sorry old man,” he murmured to the baby, then gave his soft butt a hard pinch. On cue, the baby set up a yowling scream that had the concerned mother hopping up in alarm. Doug rose as well and set about causing as much confusion as possible in the crowded center aisle.

Sensing the game, Whitney stood and jostled the man at her right hard enough to dislodge the packages in his arms and send them scattering on the floor. Grapefruit bounced and squashed.

When the train began to move again, there were six people between Doug and where Remo sat, crowding the aisle and arguing among themselves in Malagasy. In a gesture of apology, Doug raised his arms and upended a net bag of vegetables. The baby sent up long, continuous howls. Deciding it was the best he could do, Doug slipped a hand down and gripped Whitney’s wrist. “Now.”

Together, they streaked toward the doors. Doug glanced up long enough to see Remo spring from his seat and begin to fight his way through the still-arguing group blocking the aisle. He caught a glimpse of another man wearing a panama tossing a newspaper aside and jumping up before he, too, was encircled by the crowd. Doug only had a second to wonder where he’d seen the face before.

“Now what?” Whitney demanded as she watched the ground begin to rush by beneath them.

“Now, we get off.” Without hesitating, Doug jumped, dragging her with him. He wrapped himself around her, tucking as they hit the ground so that they rolled together in a tangled heap. By the time they’d stopped, the train was yards away and picking up speed.

“Goddamn it!” Whitney exploded from on top of him. “We could’ve broken our necks.”

“Yeah.” Winded, he lay there. His hands had worked up under her skirt to her thighs, but he barely noticed. “But we didn’t.”

Unappeased, she glowered down at him. “Well, aren’t we lucky. Now what do we do?” she demanded, blowing loose hair out of her eyes. “We’re out in the middle of nowhere, miles from where we’re supposed to be and with no transportation to get there.”

“You’ve got your feet,” Doug tossed back at her.

“So do they,” she said between her teeth. “And they’ll be off at the next stop and doubling back for us. They’ve got guns and we’ve got mangoes and a folding tent.”

“So the sooner we stop arguing and get going the better.” Unceremoniously, he pushed her from him and stood up. “I never told you it’d be a picnic.”

“You never mentioned tossing me off a moving train either.”

“Just get your ass in gear, sweetheart.”

Rubbing a bruised hip, she rose until she stood toe to toe with him. “You’re crude, arrogant, and very dislikable.”

“Oh, excuse me.” He swept her a mock bow. “Would you mind stepping this way so we can avoid getting a bullet in the brain, duchess?”

She stormed away and dragged up the backpack that had been knocked out of her hands on impact. “Which way?”

Doug slipped his own pack over his shoulders. “North.”
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Whitney had always been fond of mountains. She could look back with pleasure on a two-week skiing vacation in the Swiss Alps. In the mornings, she’d ridden to the top of the slopes, admiring the view from a tram. The swishing rush of the ride down had always delighted her. A great deal could be said about a cozy après-ski with hot buttered rum and a crackling fire.

Once she’d enjoyed a lazy weekend in a villa in Greece, high on a rocky slope overlooking the Aegean. She’d appreciated the height, the view, and the quality of nature and antiquity—from the comfort of a terra-cotta balcony.

However, Whitney had never been big on mountain climbing—sweaty, leg-cramping mountain climbing. Nature wasn’t all it was cracked up to be when it worked its way under the tender balls of your feet and dug in.

North, he’d said. Grimly she kept pace with him, up tough, rocky slopes and down again. She’d continue to keep pace with Lord, she promised herself as sweat dribbled down her back. He had the envelope. But while she’d hike with him, sweat with him, pant with him, there was absolutely no reason she had to speak to him.

No one, absolutely no one, told her to get her ass in gear and got away with it.

It might take days, even weeks, but she’d get him for it. There was one basic business rule she’d learned from her father. Revenge, chilled a bit, was much more palatable.

North. Doug looked around at the rugged, steep hills that surrounded them. The terrain was a monotony of high grass that fanned in the breeze and rough red scars where erosion had won. And rock, endless, unforgiving rock. Farther up were a few sparse, spindly trees, but he wasn’t looking for shade. From his vantage point there was nothing else, no huts, no houses, no fields. No people. For now, it was exactly what he wanted.

The night before while Whitney had slept, he’d studied the map of Madagascar he’d ripped from the stolen library book. He couldn’t stand to mar a book of any kind, because books had given his imagination an outlet as a child, and kept him company through lonely nights as a man. But it had been necessary in this case. The ragged piece of paper fit nicely in his pocket while the book stayed in his pack. It was only there for backup. In his mind’s eye, Doug separated the terrain into the three parallel belts he’d studied. The western lowlands didn’t matter. As he strode up a rocky, rough path he hoped they’d detoured as far west as they’d have to. They’d stick to the highlands, avoid the riverbanks and open areas as long as they could. Dimitri was closer than he’d anticipated. Doug didn’t want to guess wrong again.

The heat was already oppressive, but their water supply should last until morning. He’d worry about replenishing it when he had to. He wished he could be certain just how far north they should travel before they dared swing east to the coast and easier ground.

Dimitri might be waiting in Tamatave, soaking up wine and sunshine, dining on the fresh local fish. Logically, that should be their first stop, so logically they had to avoid it. For the time being.

Doug didn’t mind playing a game of wits, the bigger the odds the better. The sweeter the pot, as he’d once told Whitney. But Dimitri … Dimitri was a different story.

He hitched at the straps of his backpack until the weight settled more comfortably on his shoulders. And there wasn’t only himself to think of this time. One of the reasons he’d avoided partnerships for so long was because he preferred having one body to worry about. His own. He shot a look across at Whitney, who’d been cooly silent since they’d left the train tracks and headed toward the highlands.

Damn woman, he thought for lack of anything better. If she thought the cold-shoulder routine was going to shake him up, she was dead wrong. It might make some of her fancy patent-leather jerks beg for a word of forgiveness, but as far as he was concerned, she was a hell of a lot more attractive when her mouth was shut anyway.

Imagine complaining because he’d gotten her off the train in one piece. Maybe she had a few bruises, but she was still breathing. Her problem was, he decided, she wanted everything all nice and pretty, like that high-class apartment of hers … or the tiny little piece of silk she was wearing under that skirt.

Doug shook away that particular thought in a hurry and concentrated on picking his way over the rocks.

He’d like to keep to the hills for a while—two days, maybe three. There was plenty of cover, and the going was rough. Rough enough, he was certain, to slow Remo and some of Dimitri’s other trained hounds down. They were more accustomed to tramping down back alleys and into sleazy motel rooms than over rocks and hills. Those used to being hunted acclimated with more ease.

Pausing on a crest, he drew out the field glasses and took a long, slow sweep. Below and slightly west, he spotted a small settlement. The cluster of tiny red houses and wide barns bordered a patchwork of fields. Rice paddies, he decided, because of their moist emerald green color. He saw no power lines and was grateful. The farther away from civilization, the better. The settlement would be a Merina tribe, if his memory of the guidebook was accurate. Just beyond was a narrow winding river. Part of the Betsiboka.

Eyes narrowed, Doug followed its trail while an idea formed. True, the river flowed northwest, but the notion of traveling by boat had some appeal. Crocodiles or not, it was bound to be faster than going on foot, even for a short distance. Traveling by river was something he’d have to decide on when the time came. He’d take an evening or two to read up on it—what rivers would suit his purpose best and how the Malagasy traveled by them. He remembered skimming over something that had reminded him of the flatbed canoes the Cajuns used. Doug had traveled through the bayous on one himself after nearly bungling a job in a stately old house outside of Lafayette.

How much had he gotten for those antique pearl-handled dueling pistols? He couldn’t remember. But the chase through the swamp where he’d had to pole his way across cypress trees and under dripping moss—that had been something. No, he wouldn’t mind traveling by river again.

In any case, he’d keep his eye out for more settlements. Sooner or later, they’d need more food and have to bargain for it. Remembering the woman beside him, he decided that Whitney might just come in handy there.

Disgusted, and aching from bruises, Whitney sat on the ground. She wasn’t going another step until she’d rested and eaten. Her legs felt entirely too much like they had the one and only time she’d tried the electric jogging track at the gym. Without giving Doug a glance she dug into her pack. The first thing she was going to do was change her shoes.

Replacing the glasses, Doug turned to her. The sun was straight up. They could make miles before dusk. “Let’s go.”

Cooly silent, Whitney found a banana and began to peel it in long, slow strips. Just let him tell her to move her ass this time. With her eyes on Doug’s she bit into the fruit and chewed.

Her skirt was hiked up past her knees as she sat cross-legged on the ground. Damp with perspiration, her blouse clung to her. The neat braid she’d fashioned while he’d watched that morning had loosened so that pale, silky hair escaped to tease her cheekbones. Her face was as cool and elegant as marble.

“Let’s move.” Desire made him edgy. She wasn’t going to get to him, he promised himself. No way. Every time he let a woman get under his skin, he ended up losing. Maybe, just maybe, he’d get to her before they were finished, but there was no way this cool-eyed, skinny lady was going to shake his priorities. Money, the good life.

He wondered what it would be like to have her under him, naked, hot, and completely vulnerable.

Whitney leaned back against a rock and took another bite of fruit. A rare breeze moved hot air over her. Idly, she scratched the back of her knee. “Up yours, Lord,” she suggested in perfectly rounded tones.

God, he’d like to make love with her until she was limp and slick and malleable. He’d like to murder her. “Listen, sugar, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover today. Since we’re on foot—”

“Your doing,” she reminded him.

He crouched down until they were at eye level. “It was my doing that kept your empty head on your sexy shoulders.” Full of fury and frustration, of unwanted needs, he gripped her chin in his hand. “Dimitri would just love to get his pudgy little hands on a classy number like you. Believe me, he’s got a unique imagination.”

A quick thrill of fear went through her, but she kept her eyes level. “Dimitri’s your boogeyman, Doug, not mine.”

“He won’t be selective.”

“I won’t be intimidated.”

“You’ll be dead,” he tossed back. “If you don’t do what you’re told.”

Firmly, she pushed his hand away. Gracefully, she rose. Though the skirt was smudged with red dust and rent with a hole at the hip, it billowed around her like a cloak. The rough Malagasy shoes might have been glass slippers. He had to admire the way she pulled it off. It was innate, he was sure. No one could have taught her. If she’d been the peasant she looked like at that moment, she’d still have moved like a duchess.

One brow rose as she dropped the banana peel into his hand. “I never do what I’m told. In fact, I often make a point not to. Do try to keep that in mind in the future.”

“Keep it up, sugar, and you’re not going to have one.”

Taking her time, she brushed some of the dust from her skirt. “Shall we go?”

He tossed the peel into a ravine and tried to convince himself he’d have preferred a woman who whimpered and trembled. “If you’re sure you’re ready.”

“Quite sure.”

He took out his compass for another check. North. They’d keep heading north for a while yet. The sun might beat down unmercifully with no shade to fight it, and the ground might be misery itself to hike on, but the rocks and slopes offered some protection. Whether it was instinct or superstition, something was prickling at the back of his neck. He wouldn’t stop again until sundown.

“You know, duchess, under different circumstances I’d admire that class of yours.” He began to walk in a steady, ground-eating pace. “Right now you’re in danger of becoming a pain in the ass.”

Long legs and determination kept her abreast with him. “Breeding,” she corrected, “is admirable under any circumstances.” She sent him an amused glance. “And enviable.”

“You keep your breeding, sister, I’ll keep mine.”

With a laugh, she tucked her arm through his. “Oh, I intend to.”

He looked down at her neat, manicured hand. He didn’t think there was another woman in the world who could make him feel as though he were escorting her to a ball when they were fighting their way up a rocky slope in the full afternoon sun. “Decided to be friendly again?”

“I decided rather than sulk, I’d keep my eye open for the first opportunity to pay you back for the bruises. In the meantime, just how far are we going to walk?”

“The train ride would’ve taken about twelve hours, and we’ve got to follow a less direct route. You figure it out.”

“No need to be testy,” she said mildly. “Can’t we find a village and rent a car?”

“Let me know when you see the first Hertz sign. It’ll be my treat.”

“You really should eat something, Douglas. Lack of food always puts me in a bad mood.” Turning away from him, she offered her pack. “Go ahead, have a nice mango.”

Fighting a grin, he loosened the strap and reached in. The fact was he could use something warm and sweet at the moment. His fingers brushed over the net bag that held the fruit and touched something soft and silky. Curious, he drew it out and examined the tiny, lace-trimmed pair of bikini briefs. So she hadn’t worn them yet. “Great-looking mangoes they have here.”

Whitney looked over her shoulder and watched him run the material between his fingers. “Get your hands out of my pants, Douglas.”

He only grinned and held them up so that the sun beamed through them. “Interesting phrasing. How come you bother wearing something like this anyway?”

“Modesty,” she said primly.

With a laugh, he stuffed them back in the pack. “Sure.” Pulling out a mango, he took a big, greedy bite. Juice trickled wonderfully down his dry throat. “Silk and lace always make me think of modest little nuns in underdeveloped countries.”

“What an odd imagination you have,” she observed as she half skidded down a slope. “They always make me think of sex.”

With this she lengthened her stride to a marching pace and whistled smartly.

They walked. And walked. They slapped sunscreen on every inch of exposed skin and accepted the fact that they’d burn anyway. Flies buzzed and swooped, attracted by the scent of oil and sweat, but they learned to ignore them. Other than insects, they had no company.

As the afternoon waned Whitney lost her interest in the rolling, rocky highlands and the stretches of valley below. The earthy smells of dirt and sun-baked grass lost their appeal when she was streaked with both. She watched a bird fly overhead, caught in a current. Because she was looking up, she didn’t see the long, slim snake that passed inches in front of her foot, then hid itself by a rock.

There wasn’t anything exotic about dripping with sweat or slipping over pebbles. Madagascar would have held more appeal from the cool terrace of a hotel room. Only the thin edge of pride kept her from demanding that they stop. As long as he could walk, so, by God, could she.

From time to time she spotted a small village or settlement, always cupped near the river and spread out into fields. From the hills, they could see cook smoke, and when the air was right, hear the sounds of dogs or cattle. Voices didn’t carry. Distance and fatigue gave Whitney a sense of unreality. Perhaps the huts and fields were only part of a stage.

Once, through Doug’s field glasses, she watched workers bending over the swamplike paddies, many of the women with babies strapped in lambas papoose-style on their backs. She could see the moist ground shiver and give under the movement of feet.

In all her experience, her treks through Europe, Whitney had never seen anything quite like it. But then Paris, London, and Madrid offered the glitter and cosmopolitan touches she was accustomed to. She’d never strapped a pack on her back and hiked over the countryside before. As she shifted the weight yet again, she told herself there was always a first time—and a last. While she might enjoy the color, the terrain, and the openness, she’d enjoy it a hell of a lot more off her feet.

If she wanted to perspire, she wanted to do it in a sauna. If she wanted to exhaust herself, she wanted to do it trouncing someone in a few fast games of tennis.

Aching and sticky with sweat, she put one foot in front of the other. She wouldn’t come in second place to Doug Lord or anyone else.

Doug watched the angle of the sun and knew they’d have to find a place to camp. Shadows were lengthening. To the west, the sky was already taking on streaks of red. Normally he did his best maneuvering at night but he didn’t think the highlands of Madagascar was a good place to try his luck in the dark.

He’d traveled the Rockies at night once and had nearly broken his leg in the process. It didn’t take much effort to remember his slide over the rocks. The unplanned trip down the cliff had masked his trail, but he’d had to limp his way into Boulder. When the sun set, they’d park and wait for dawn.

He kept waiting for Whitney to complain, to wail, to demand—to act in general as he considered a woman would act under the circumstances. Then again, Whitney hadn’t acted the way he’d expected from the first moment they had set eyes on one another. The truth was, he wanted her to grumble. It would make it easier to justify dumping her at the first opportunity. After he’d skimmed her of most of her cash. If she complained, he could do both without a qualm. As it was, she wasn’t slowing him down, and she was carrying her share of the load. It was only the first day, he reminded himself. Give her time. Hothouse flowers wilted quickly when they were exposed to real air.

“Let’s take a look at that cave.”

“Cave?” Shielding her eyes, Whitney followed his gaze. She saw a very small arch and a very dark hole. “That cave?”

“Yeah. If it isn’t occupied by one of our four-legged friends, it’ll make a nice hotel for the night.”

Inside? “The Beverly Wilshire’s a nice hotel.”

He didn’t even spare her a glance. “First we’d better see if there’s a vacancy.”

Swallowing, Whitney watched him go over, strip off his pack, and crawl in. Just barely, she resisted the urge to call him out.

Everyone’s entitled to a phobia, she reminded herself as she walked a bit closer. Hers was a terror of small, closed-in spaces. As tired as she was, she’d have walked another ten miles rather than crawl into that tiny arch of darkness.

“It ain’t the Wilshire,” Doug said as he crawled back out. “But it’ll do. They have our reservations.”

Whitney sat down on a rock and took a long look around. There was nothing but more rock, a few scrubby pines, and pitted dirt. “I seem to remember paying an exorbitant amount of money for that tent that folds up like a handkerchief. The one you insisted we had to have,” she reminded him. “Haven’t you ever heard of the pleasure of sleeping under the stars?”

“When someone’s after my hide—and they’ve come close to peeling it a number of times—I like having a wall to keep my back to.” Still kneeling, he picked up his pack. “I figure Dimitri’s looking for us east of here, but I’m not taking any chances. It cools down in the highlands at night,” he added. “In there we can risk a small fire.”

“A campfire.” Whitney examined her nails. If she didn’t have a manicure soon, they’d look very tacky. “Charming. In a little place like that, the smoke would suffocate us in minutes.”

Doug pulled a small hatchet out of his pack and un-snapped the leather sheath. “After about five feet, the place opens up. I can stand.” Moving to a scrawny pine, he began hacking at a branch. “Ever go spelunking?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Cave exploring,” he explained, grinning. “I knew this geology major once. Her daddy owned a bank.” As he recalled, he’d never been able to soak her for much more than a couple of memorable nights in a cave.

“I’ve always found better things to explore than holes in the ground.”

“Then you’ve missed a lot, sugar. This might not be a tourist attraction, but it has some first-class stalactites and stalagmites.”

“How exciting,” she said dryly. When she looked toward the cave, all she saw was a very small, very dark hole in the rock. Just looking made the sweat bead cold on her forehead.

Annoyed, Doug began to chop a respectable pile of firewood. “Yeah, I guess a woman like you wouldn’t find rock formations very exciting. Unless you could wear them.” They were the same, women who wore French dresses and Italian shoes. That’s why for pleasure he’d go for a fan dancer or a pro. You got honesty there, and some spine.

Whitney stopped staring at the opening long enough to narrow her eyes at him. “Just what do you mean, a woman like me?”

“Spoiled,” he said, bringing his hatchet down with a thwack. “Shallow.”

“Shallow?” She rose from the rock. Accepting the spoiled wasn’t a problem. Whitney figured truth was truth. “Shallow?” she repeated. “You’ve a hell of a nerve calling me shallow, Douglas. I didn’t steal my way to easy street.”

“You didn’t have to.” He tilted his head so that their eyes met. His cool, hers hot. “That’s about all that separates us, duchess. You were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. I was born to take it out and hock it.” Tucking the firewood under his arm, he walked back to the cave. “You wanna eat, lady, then get your high-class buns inside. You won’t get any room service here.” Agile and quick, he grabbed his pack by the straps, crawled inside, and disappeared.

How dare he! With her hands on her hips, Whitney stared at the cave. How dare he speak to her that way after she’d walked miles and miles? Since she’d met him, she’d been shot at, threatened, chased, and pushed from a train. And it had cost her thousands of dollars to date. How dare he talk to her as though she were a simpering, empty-headed debutante? He wouldn’t get away with it.

Briefly, she thought of simply going on herself, leaving him to his cave like any bad-tempered bear. Oh no. She took a long, deep breath as she stared at the opening in the rock. No, that was just what he’d like. He’d be rid of her and have the treasure all to himself. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. If she killed herself in the process, she was sticking with him until she got every dime he owed her. And a lot more.

A hell of a lot more, she added as she gritted her teeth. Getting down on her hands and knees, Whitney started into the cave.

Pure anger carried her the first couple of feet. Then the cold sweat of fear broke out and riveted her to the spot. As her breath began to hitch, she couldn’t move forward, she couldn’t move back. It was a box, airless, dark. The lid was already closed to suffocate her.

She felt the walls, the dark, damp walls closing in, squeezing the air out of her. Laying her head down on the hard dirt, she fought back hysteria.

No, she wouldn’t give in to it. Couldn’t. He was just ahead, just ahead. If she whimpered, he’d hear. Pride was every bit as strong as fear. She wouldn’t have his scorn. Gasping for air, she inched forward. He’d said the cave opened up. She’d be able to breathe if she could just crawl in a few more feet.

Oh God, she needed light. And room. And air. Balling her hands into fists, she fought off the need to scream. No, she wouldn’t make a fool of herself in front of him. She wouldn’t be his entertainment.

While she lay prone, waging her own war, she caught a glimpse of a flicker of light. Staying perfectly still, she concentrated on the sound of crackling wood, the light smell of pine smoke. He’d started the fire. It wouldn’t be dark. She had only to pull herself a few more feet and it wouldn’t be dark.

It took all her strength, and more courage than she’d known she had. Inch by inch, Whitney worked her way in until the light played over her face and the walls spread out around her. Drained, she lay for a moment, just breathing.

“So you decided to join me.” With his back to her, Doug drew out one of the clever folding pans to heat water. The thought of hot, strong coffee had kept him going the last five miles. “Dinner’s Dutch treat, sugar. Fruit, rice, and coffee. I’ll handle the coffee. Let’s see what you can do with the rice.”

Though she was still shaking, Whitney brought herself into a sitting position. It would pass, she told herself. In moments, the nausea, the light-headedness would pass. Then somehow, she’d make him pay.

“Too bad we didn’t pick up a little white wine, but …” When he turned to her, he trailed off. Was it a trick of the light, or was her face gray? Frowning, he set the water on to heat, then went to her. No trick of the light, he decided. She looked as though she’d dissolve if he touched her. Unsure of himself, Doug crouched down. “What’s wrong?”

Her eyes were hot and hard when she looked at him. “Nothing.”

“Whitney.” Reaching out, he touched her hand. “Jesus, you’re like ice. Come on over to the fire.”

“I’m fine.” Furious, she snatched her hand away. “Just leave me alone.”

“Hold on.” Before she could spring to her feet, he had her by the shoulders. He could feel her tremble under his palms. She wasn’t supposed to look so young, so defenseless. Women with blue-chip stocks and watery diamonds had all the defense they needed. “I’ll get you some water,” he murmured. In silence, he reached for the canteen and opened it for her. “It’s a little warm, take it slow.”

She sipped. It was indeed warm and tasted like iron. She sipped again. “I’m all right.” Her voice was tense, fretful. He wasn’t supposed to be kind.

“Just rest a minute. If you’re sick—”

“I’m not sick.” She thrust the canteen back in his hands. “I have a little problem with closed-in places, okay? I’m in now and I’ll be just fine.”

Not a little problem, he realized as he took her hand again. It was damp, cold, and trembling. Guilt hit him, and he hated it. He hadn’t given her a break since they’d started. Hadn’t wanted to. Once she made him soften, made him care, he’d lose his edge. It had happened before. But she was trembling.

“Whitney, you should’ve told me.”

She angled her chin in a gesture he couldn’t help but admire. “I have a bigger problem with being a fool.”

“Why? It never bothers me.” Grinning, he brushed the hair away from her temples. She wasn’t going to cry. Thank Christ.

“People who’re born fools rarely notice.” But the sting had gone out of her voice. Her lips curved. “Anyway, I’m in. It might take a crane to get me back out again.” Breathing slowly, she glanced around at the wide cave with the pillars of rock he’d spoken of. In the firelight, the rocks shone, rising up or plunging down. Here and there, the cave floor was littered with dung. She saw, with a shudder, a snake skin curled against the wall. “Even if it is decorated in early Neanderthal.”

“We’ve got a rope.” He ran his knuckles quickly back and forth over her cheek. Her color was coming back. “I’ll just haul you out when the time comes.” Glancing back, he saw the water beginning to simmer. “Let’s have some coffee.”

When he turned away, Whitney touched her cheek where it was warmed from his hand. She hadn’t thought he could be so unexpectedly sweet when there wasn’t an angle.

Or was there?

With a sigh, she stripped off her pack. She still held the bankroll. “I don’t know anything about cooking rice.” Opening her bag, she took out the mesh bag of fruit. More than a few had suffered bruises and the scent was hot and ripe. No seven-course dinner had ever looked so good.

“Due to our current facilities, there’s nothing to do but boil and stir. Rice, water, fire—” He glanced over his shoulder. “You should be able to handle it.”

“Who does the dishes?” she wanted to know as she poured water into another pan.

“Cooking’s a joint effort, so’s cleaning.” He shot her a fast, appealing grin. “After all, we’re partners.”

“Are we?” Smiling sweetly, Whitney set the pot to heat and drew in the scent of coffee. The cave, full of dung and damp, was immediately civilized. “Well, partner, how about letting me see the papers?”

Doug handed her a metal mug filled with coffee. “How about letting me hold half the money?”

Over the rim, her eyes laughed at him. “Coffee’s good, Douglas. Another of your many talents.”

“Yeah, I was blessed.” Drinking half his cup down, he let it run hot and strong through him. “I’ll leave you in the kitchen while I see to our sleeping arrangements.”

Whitney hauled out the sack of rice. “Those sleeping bags better feel like feather beds after what I paid for them.”

“You’ve got a dollar fixation, sugar.”

“I’ve got the dollars.”

He mumbled under his breath as he cleared spaces for their bags. While Whitney couldn’t catch the words, she caught the drift. Grinning, she began to scoop out rice. One handful, two. If rice was to be their main dish, she mused, they might as well eat hearty. She dug into the bag again.

It took her a moment to figure out the mechanics of the spoon that folded into itself. By the time she had it opened, the water was beginning to boil rapidly. Rather pleased with herself, Whitney began to stir.

“Use a fork,” Doug told her while he unrolled the sleeping bags. “A spoon mashes the grains.”

“Picky, picky,” she mumbled, but went through the same process on the fork as she had on the spoon. “How do you know so much about cooking anyway?”

“I know a lot about eating,” he said easily. “I don’t often find myself in the position where I can go out and enjoy the kind of food I’m entitled to.” He unrolled the second bag next to the first. After a moment’s consideration, he moved them about a foot apart. He was better off with a little distance. “So I learned to cook. It’s satisfying.”

“As long as someone else is doing it.”

He only shrugged. “I like it. Brains and a few spices and you can eat like a king—even in a ratty motel room with bad plumbing. And when things get tough, I’ll work in a restaurant for a while.”

“A job? I’m disillusioned.”

He let the light sarcasm pass over him. “The only one I’ve ever been able to tolerate. Besides, you eat good, and it gives you a chance to check out the clientele.”

“For a possible mark.”

“No opportunity should ever go undeveloped.” Spreading the lower half of his body on one of the bags, he leaned against the cave wall and drew out a cigarette.

“Is that a Boy Scout motto?”

“If it isn’t, it should be.”

“I bet you’d’ve just raked in the merit badges, Douglas.”

He grinned, enjoying the quiet, the tobacco, the coffee. He’d learned long ago to enjoy what he could when he could, and plan for more. Much more. “One way or the other,” he agreed. “How’s dinner?”

She swiped through the rice with the fork again. “It’s coming.” As far as she could tell.

He stared up at the ceiling, idly studying the formation of rock that had dripped down over centuries into long spears. He’d always been drawn to antiquity, to heritage, perhaps because he didn’t have much of one himself. He knew that it was part of the reason he was driving himself north, toward the jewels and the stories behind them. “Rice is better sautéed in butter, with mushrooms and a few slivers of almonds.”

She felt her stomach groan. “Eat a banana,” she suggested and tossed him one. “Any idea how we’re going to replace our water?”

“I think we might slip down to the village below in the morning.” He blew out a cloud of smoke. The only thing that was missing, he decided, was a nice hot tub and a pretty, scented blonde to scrub his back. It would be one of the first things he saw to when the treasure was in his hands.

Whitney crossed her legs under her and chose another piece of fruit. “Do you think it’s safe?”

He shrugged and finished off his coffee. It was always more a matter of need than safety. “We need water, and we might bargain for some meat.”

“Please, you’ll get me excited.”

“The way I figure it, Dimitri knew the train was going to Tamatave, so that’s where he’ll be looking for us. By the time we get there, I’m hoping he’s looking someplace else.”

She bit into the fruit. “So he doesn’t have any idea where you’re ultimately going?”

“No more than you do, sugar.” He hoped. But the itch between his shoulder blades had yet to let up. Taking a last deep drag, Doug flicked the stub of the cigarette into the fire. “As far as I know, he’s never seen the papers, at least not all of them.”

“If he’s never seen them, how did he find out about the treasure?”

“Faith, sugar, same as you.”

She lifted a brow at his smirk. “This Dimitri doesn’t strike me as a man of faith.”

“Instinct then. There was a man named Whitaker who figured to sell the papers to the highest bidder and make a nice profit without having to dig for it. The idea of a treasure, a documented one, caught Dimitri’s imagination. I told you he had one of those.”

“Indeed. Whitaker …” Turning the name over in her mind, Whitney forgot to stir. “George Allan Whitaker?”

“The same.” Doug blew out smoke. “Know him?”

“Casually. I dated one of his nephews. It’s thought he made his money from bootlegging, among other things.”

“Smuggling, among other things, especially in the last ten years or so. Remember the Geraldi sapphires that were stolen, let’s see, in seventy-six?”

She frowned a minute. “No.”

“You should keep up with current events, sugar. Read that book I lifted in D.C.”

“Missing Gems Through the Ages?” Whitney moved her shoulders. “I prefer fiction when I read.”

“Broaden your outlook. You can learn anything there is to learn from books.”

“Really?” Interested, she studied him again. “So you like to read?”

“Next to sex, it’s my favorite pastime. Anyway, the Geraldi sapphires. The sweetest set of rocks since the crown jewels.”

Impressed, she lifted a brow. “You stole them?”

“No.” He settled his shoulders against the wall. “I was on a downswing in seventy-six. Didn’t have the fare to get to Rome. But I’ve got connections. So did Whitaker.”

“He stole them?” Her eyes widened as she thought of the skinny old man.

“Arranged,” Doug corrected. “Once he hit sixty Whitaker didn’t like getting his hands dirty. He liked to pretend he was an expert in archeology. Didn’t you catch any of his shows on public television?”

So he watched PBS too. A well-rounded thief. “No, but I heard he wanted to be a land-locked Jacques Cousteau.”

“Not enough class. Still, he got pretty good ratings for a couple of years. Bullshitting a lot of hotshots with big bank accounts into financing digs. He had a real smooth game going.”

“My father said he was full of shit,” Whitney said idly.

“Your father’s got more on the ball than fudge ripple. Anyway, Whitaker played middleman for a lot of rocks and art objects that crossed from one side of the Atlantic to the other. About a year ago, he conned some English lady out of a bunch of old documents and correspondence.”

Her interest peaked. “Our papers?”

He didn’t care for the plural pronoun but shrugged it off. “The lady considered it all part of art or history—cultural value. She’d written a lot of books on stuff like that. There was some general involved who’d nearly worked a deal with her, but it seemed Whitaker knew more about flattering matrons. And Whitaker had a more basic train of thought. Greed. Trouble was, he was broke and had to do some campaigning for funds for the expedition.”

“That’s where Dimitri came in.”

“Exactly. Like I said, Whitaker threw the bidding open. It was supposed to be a business deal. Partners,” he added with a slow smile. “Dimitri decided he didn’t like the competitive market and made an alternate proposition.” Doug crossed his ankles and peeled the banana. “Whitaker could let him have the papers, and Dimitri’d let Whitaker keep all his fingers and toes.”

Whitney took another nibble of fruit but it wasn’t easy to swallow. “Sounds like a forceful businessman.”

“Yeah, Dimitri loves to wheel and deal. Trouble was, he used a little too much persuasion on Whitaker. Apparently the old man had a heart problem. Keeled over before Dimitri had the papers or his jollies—I’m not sure which pissed him off more. An unfortunate accident, or so Dimitri said when he hired me to steal them.” Doug bit into the banana and savored it. “He went into graphic detail on how he’d planned to change Whitaker’s mind—for the purpose of putting the fear of God into me so I wouldn’t get any ideas myself.” He remembered the tiny pair of silver pliers Dimitri had fondled during the interview. “It worked.”

“But you took them anyway.”

“Only after he’d double-crossed me,” he told her over another bite of banana. “If he’d played it straight, he’d have the papers. I’d’ve taken my fee and a little vacation in Cancún.”

“But this way, you have them. And no opportunity should go undeveloped.”

“You got it, sister. Jesus Christ!” Doug bolted up and scrambled to the fire. In automatic defense, Whitney curled up her legs, expecting anything from a slimy snake to a hideous spider. “Damn, woman, how much rice did you put in here?”

“I—” She broke off and stared as he grabbed at the pan. Rice was flowing over the sides like lava. “Just a couple handfuls,” she said as she bit her lip to keep from laughing.

“My ass.”

“Well, four.” She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth as he dug for a plate. “Or five.”

“Four or five,” he muttered while scooping rice onto the plates. “How the hell did I end up in a cave in Madagascar with ‘I Love Lucy’?”

“I told you I couldn’t cook,” she reminded him as she studied the brownish, sticky mass on the plate. “I simply proved it.”

“In spades.” When he heard her muffled chuckle, he glanced over. She sat Indian style, her skirt and blouse filthy, the ribbon at the end of her braid dangling free. He remembered how she’d looked the first time he’d seen her, cool and sleek in a white fedora and lush furs. Why was it she looked every bit as appealing now? “You laugh,” he tossed back, shoving a plate at her. “You’re going to have to eat your share.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.” With the fork she’d used for cooking, she poked into the rice. Bravely, he thought, she took the first bite. The flavor was nutty and not altogether unpleasant. With a shrug, Whitney ate more. Though she’d never been in the position of being a beggar, she’d heard they couldn’t be choosers. “Don’t be a baby, Douglas,” she told him. “If we can get our hands on some mushrooms and almonds, we’ll fix it your way next time.” With the enthusiasm of a child over a bowl of ice cream, she dug in. Without fully realizing it, Whitney had had her first experience with real hunger.

Eating at a slower pace, and with less enthusiasm, Doug watched her. He’d been hungry before, and figured he’d be hungry again. But she … Perhaps she was dining on rice off a tin plate, in a skirt that was streaked with grime, but class shone through. He found it fascinating, and intriguing enough to make it worthwhile discovering if it always would. The partnership, he mused, might be more interesting than he’d bargained for. For as long as it lasted.

“Douglas, what about the woman who gave Whitaker the map?”

“What about her?”

“Well, what happened to her?”

He swallowed a lump of rice. “Butrain.”

When she glanced up, he saw the fear come and go in her eyes and was glad. Better for both of them if she understood this was the big leagues. But her hands were steady when she reached for the coffee.

“I see. So you’re the only one alive who’s seen those papers.”

“That’s right, sugar.”

“He’ll want you dead, and me too.”

“That’s also right.”

“But I haven’t seen them.”

Casually, Doug dug for more rice. “If he gets his hands on you, you can’t tell him anything.”

She waited a minute, studying him. “You’re a first-class bastard, Doug.”

This time he grinned because he’d heard the light trace of respect. “I like first class, Whitney. I’m going to live there the rest of my life.”

Two hours later, he was cursing her again, though only to himself. They’d let the fire burn down to embers so that the light in the cave was dim and red. Somewhere, deeper, water dripped in a slow, musical plop. It reminded him of a pricey, innovative little bordello in New Orleans.

They were both exhausted, both aching from the demands of a very long, very arduous day. Doug stripped off his shoes with his only thought one of the pleasures of unconsciousness. He never doubted he’d sleep like a rock.

“You know how to work that thing?” he asked idly as he opened his own bag.

“I think I can handle a zipper, thanks.”

Then he made the mistake of glancing over—and not looking away again.

Without any show of self-consciousness, Whitney drew off her blouse. He remembered just how thin the material of her teddy had looked in the morning light. When she pulled off her skirt, his mouth watered.

No, she wasn’t self-conscious, she was nearly comatose with fatigue. It never occurred to her to make a play at modesty. Even if she’d thought it out, Whitney would have considered the teddy adequate cover. She wore a fraction of that on a public beach. Her only thought was of getting horizontal, of closing her eyes, and of oblivion.

If she hadn’t been so tired, she might have enjoyed the discomfort she was causing in the region of Doug’s loins. It might have given her some pleasure to know his muscles had tensed as he watched the subtle flicker of firelight play over her skin as she bent to unzip her bag. She’d have gotten pure feminine satisfaction knowing he sucked in his breath as the thin material rose up at her thighs and pulled over her bottom with her movements.

Without giving it a thought, she climbed into the sleeping bag and pulled up the zipper. Nothing was visible but a cloud of pale hair untangled from the braid. With a sigh, she pillowed her head on her hands. “Good night, Douglas.”

“Yeah.” He pulled off his shirt, then gripped the edge of adhesive and held his breath. Ruthlessly he ripped and the fire snaked across his chest. Whitney never budged as his curse bounced off the cave walls. She was already asleep. Cursing her, cursing the pain, he snapped the envelope into his knapsack before he climbed into his own bag. In sleep, she sighed, low and quiet.

Doug stared at the ceiling of the cave, wide awake and aching from more than bruises.
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Something tickled the back of her hand. Fighting to cling to sleep, Whitney flicked her wrist in a lazy, back-and-forth action and yawned.

She had always kept her own hours. If she wanted to sleep until noon, she slept until noon. If she wanted to get up at dawn, she did. When the mood struck her, she could work for an eighteen-hour stretch. With a similar enthusiasm, she could sleep for the same length of time.

At the moment, she wasn’t interested in anything but the vague, rather pretty dream she was having. When she felt the feathery brush on her hand again, she sighed, only slightly annoyed, and opened her eyes.

In all probability, it was the biggest, fattest spider she’d ever seen. Big, black, and hairy, it probed and skiddled with its bowed legs. Her hand only inches from her face, Whitney watched as it loomed full in her vision, moving lazily across her knuckles in a direct line to her nose. For a moment, dazed with sleep, she just stared at it in the dim light.

Her knuckles. Her nose.

Realization came loud and clear. Muffling a yelp, she knocked the spider off and several feet into the air. It landed with an audible plop on the cave floor, then meandered drunkenly away.

The spider hadn’t frightened her. She never considered the possibility that it might have been poisonous. It was simply ugly and Whitney had a basic disrespect for the ugly.

Sighing in disgust, she sat up and combed her fingers through her tangled hair. Well, she supposed when one slept in a cave, one could expect a visit from ugly neighbors. But why hadn’t it visited Doug instead? Deciding there was no reason why he should sleep when she’d been so rudely awakened, Whitney turned with the full intention of giving him a hard shove.

He was gone, and so was his sleeping bag.

Uneasy, but not yet alarmed, she looked around. The cave was empty, with the rock formations Doug had spoken of giving it the look of an abandoned and slightly dilapidated castle. The cook fire was only a pile of glowing embers. The air smelled ripe. Some of the fruit was already turning. Doug’s pack, like his sleeping bag, was gone.

The bastard. The rotten bastard. He had taken himself off, with the papers, and left her stuck in a damn cave with a couple of pieces of fruit, a sack of rice, and a spider as big as a dinner plate.

Too furious to think twice, she dashed across the cave and began to crawl through the tunnel. When her breath clogged up, she pushed on. The hell with phobias, she told herself. No one was going to double-cross her and get away with it. To catch him, she had to get out. And when she caught him …

She saw the opening and concentrated on it, and revenge. Panting, shuddering, she pulled herself into the sunshine. Scrambling up, she drew in all of her breath and let it out on a shout.

“Lord! Lord, you sonofabitch!” The sound rang out and bounced back at her, half as loud but twice as angry. Impotently, she looked around at red hills and rock. How was she supposed to know which way he’d gone?

North. Damn north, he had the compass. And he had the map. After gritting her teeth, Whitney shouted again. “Lord, you bastard, you won’t get away with it!”

“With what?”

She spun on her heel and nearly bumped into him. “Where the hell were you?” she demanded. In a blaze of relief and anger, she gripped his shirt and yanked him against her. “Where the hell did you go?”

“Easy, sugar.” Companionably, he patted her bottom. “If I’d known you wanted to get your hands on me, I’d’ve stuck around longer.”

“Around your throat.” With a jerk, she released him.

“Gotta start somewhere.” He set his pack near the mouth of the cave. “D’you think I’d ditch you?”

“At the very first opportunity.”

He had to admit, she was sharp. The idea had occurred to him, but after a quick look around that morning, he hadn’t been able to justify leaving her in a cave in the middle of nowhere. Still, the opportunity was bound to come up.

In an attempt to keep her from getting a step ahead of him, he poured on the charm. “Whitney, we’re partners. And …” He lifted a hand and ran a fingertip down her cheek. “You’re a woman. What kind of man would I be if I left you alone in a place like this?”

She met his engaging smile with one of her own. “The kind of man who’d sell the hide off the family dog if the price was right. Now, where were you?”

He wouldn’t have sold the hide, but he might have hocked the whole dog if it had been necessary. “You’re a hard lady. Look, you were sleeping like a baby.” As she had all night, while he’d spent a good part of it tossing, turning, and fantasizing. He wouldn’t forgive her for that easily, but there was a time and place for payback. “I wanted to do a little scouting around, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

She let out a long breath. It was reasonable, and he was back. “Next time you want to play Daniel Boone, wake me up.”

“Whatever you say.”

Whitney saw a bird fly overhead. She watched it for a moment, until she was calm. The sky was clear, so was the air—and it was cool. The heat was a few hours off. There was a quality of silence she’d only heard a few times in her life. It soothed.

“Well, since you’ve been scouting, how about a report?”

“Everything’s quiet down in the village.” Doug drew out a cigarette which Whitney plucked from his fingers. Pulling out another, he lit them both. “I didn’t go close enough to get any real particulars, but it looks like business as usual. The way I see it, since everybody’s calm and easy, it’s a good time to drop in for a visit.”

Whitney looked down at her grime-smeared teddy. “Like this?”

“I’ve already told you it’s a nice dress.” And it had a certain appeal with one strap hanging down her shoulder. “Anyway, I didn’t pass a local beauty parlor and boutique.”

“You might go visiting looking sleazy.” Whitney cast one long look up his body, then down. “In fact, I’m sure you do. I, on the other hand, intend to wash and change first.”

“Suit yourself. There’s probably enough water left to get some of the dirt off your face.”

When she reached up automatically to brush at her cheeks, he grinned. “Where’s your pack?”

She looked back at the mouth of the cave. “It’s in there.” Her gaze was defiant, her voice firm when she looked back at him. “I’m not going back in there.”

“Okay, I’ll get your gear. But you’re not going to be able to primp all morning. I don’t want to lose any time.”

Whitney merely lifted a brow as he started to crawl back in. “I never primp,” she said mildly. “It’s not necessary.”

With an indistinguishable grunt, he was gone. Nibbling on her lip, she glanced at the cave, then at the pack he’d left beside it. She might not have a second chance. Without hesitation, she crouched down and began to root through it.

There was cooking gear to paw through, and his clothes. She came upon a rather elegant man’s brush that had her pausing a moment. When had he gotten that? she wondered. She knew every item down to his shorts that she’d paid for. Light fingers, she decided, and dropped the brush back in.

When she found the envelope, she took it out carefully. This had to be it. She glanced back at the cave again. Quickly, she dew out a thin, yellowed sheet sealed in plastic and skimmed it. It was written in French in a trim, feminine hand. A letter, she thought. No, part of a journal. And the date—my God. Her eyes widened as she studied the neat, faded writing. September 15, 1793. She was standing in blazing sunlight, on a wind- and weather-torn rock, holding history in her hand.

Whitney scanned it again, quickly, catching phrases of fear, of anxiety, and of hope. A young girl had written it, of that she was all but certain because of references to Maman and Papa. A young aristocrat, confused and afraid by what was happening to her life and her family, Whitney reflected. Did Doug have any idea just what he was carrying in a canvas sack?

It wouldn’t do to take the chance to read it thoroughly now. Later …

Carefully, Whitney closed his pack again and set it down next to the mouth of the cave. Thinking, she tapped the envelope against her open palm. It was very satisfying to beat a man at his own game, she decided, then heard the sounds of his return.

Holding the envelope in one hand, she looked down at herself. Dumbly, she passed the other hand from her breast to her waist. Just where the hell was she supposed to hide it? Mata Hari must’ve had a sarong at least. Frantic, she started to slip it down the bodice of the teddy, then realized the absurdity. She might as well pin it to her forehead. With seconds to spare, she slipped it down her back and left the rest to luck.

“Your luggage, Ms. MacAllister.”

“I’ll catch you later with your tip.”

“That’s what they all say.”

“Good service is its own reward.” She gave him a smug smile. He gave one right back to her. Whitney had taken the pack from his hand when a sudden thought occurred to her. If she could lift the envelope so easily, then he … Opening the pack, she dug for her wallet.

“You’d better get moving, sugar. We’re already late for our morning call.” He started to take her arm when she shoved the pack into his stomach. The hiss of air coming from his lungs gave her great satisfaction. “My wallet, Douglas.” Taking it out, she opened it and saw he’d been generous enough to leave her with a twenty. “It appears you’ve had your sticky fingers on it.”

“Finders, keepers—partner.” Though he’d hoped she wouldn’t find him out quite so soon, he only shrugged. “Don’t worry, you’ll get your allowance.”

“Oh, really?”

“You could say I’m a traditionalist.” Satisfied with the new situation, he started to heft his pack onto his back. “I feel a man should handle the money.”

“You could say you’re an idiot.”

“Whatever, but I’m handling the money from here on.”

“Fine.” She gave him a sweet smile he immediately mistrusted. “And I’m holding the envelope.”

“Forget it.” He handed her back her pack. “Now go change like a good girl.”

Fury leapt into her eyes. Nasty words scrambled on her tongue. There was a time for temper, Whitney reminded herself, and there was a time for cool heads. Another of her father’s basic rules of business. “I said I’m holding it.”

“And I said …” But he trailed off at the expression on her face. A woman who’d just been neatly ripped off shouldn’t look smug. Doug glanced down at his pack. She couldn’t have. Then he looked back at her. Like hell she couldn’t.

Tossing down his pack, he dug into it. It only took a moment. “All right, where is it?”

Standing in the full sunlight, she lifted her hands, palms up. The brief teddy shifted over her like air. “It doesn’t appear necessary to search me.”

He narrowed his eyes. It wasn’t possible to keep them from sweeping down her. “Hand it over, Whitney, or you’ll be buck naked in five seconds.”

“And you’ll have a broken nose.”

They faced each other, each determined to come out on top. And each with no choice but to accept a standoff.

“The papers,” he said again, giving masculine strength and dominance one last shot.

“The money,” she returned, relying on guts and feminine guile.

Swearing, Doug reached in his back pocket and took out a wad of bills. When she reached for them, he jerked them back out of range. “The papers,” he repeated.

She studied him. He had a very direct gaze, she decided. Very clear, very frank. And he could lie with the best of them. Still, in some areas, she’d trust him. “Your word,” she demanded. “Such as it is.”

His word was worth only what he chose it to be worth. With her, he discovered, that would be entirely too much. “You’ve got it.”

Nodding, she reached behind her, but the envelope had slipped down out of range. “There’re a lot of reasons I don’t like to turn my back on you. But …” With a shrug, she did so. “You’ll have to get it out yourself.”

He ran his gaze down the smooth line of her back, over the subtle curve of hip. There wasn’t much to her, he thought, but what there was, was excellent. Taking his time, he slipped his hand under the material and worked his way down.

“Just get the envelope, Douglas. No detours.” She folded her arms under her breasts and stared straight ahead. The brush of his fingers over her skin aroused every nerve. She wasn’t accustomed to being moved by so little.

“It seems to have slipped down pretty low,” he murmured. “It might take me a while to find it.” It occurred to him that he could indeed have her out of the teddy in five seconds flat. What would she do then? He could have her beneath him on the ground before she’d taken the breath to curse him. Then he’d have what he’d sweated about the night before.

But then, he thought as his fingers brushed the edge of the envelope, she might have a hold over him he couldn’t afford. Priorities, he reminded himself as his fingers touched both the stiff manila and the soft skin. It was always a matter of priorities.

It took all her concentration to hold perfectly still. “Douglas, you’ve got two seconds to get it out, or lose the use of your right hand.”

“A little jumpy, are you?” At least he had the satisfaction of knowing she was churning even as he was. He hadn’t missed the huskiness in her voice or the slight tremor. With the tip between his finger and thumb, he pulled out the envelope.

Whitney turned quickly, hand outstretched. He had the map, he had the money. He was fully dressed, she was all but naked. He didn’t doubt she could make her way down to the village and wangle herself transportation back to the capital. If he was going to ditch her, there would never be a better time.

Her eyes stayed on his, calm and direct. Doug didn’t doubt she’d read every thought in his head.

Though he hesitated, Doug found in this case his word was indeed his word. He slapped the wad of bills into her hand.

“Honor among thieves—”

“—is a major cultural myth,” she finished. There’d been a moment, just a moment, when she hadn’t been sure he’d come through. Picking up her pack and the canteen, she walked toward the pine. It was cover of a sort. Though at the moment, she’d have preferred a steel wall with a heavy bolt. “You might consider shaving, Douglas,” she called out. “I hate my escort to look rangy.”

He ran a hand over his chin and vowed not to shave for weeks.

Whitney found it was easier going when the destination was in sight.

One memorable summer in her early teens she’d stayed on her parents’ estate on Long Island. Her father had developed an acute obsession with the benefits of exercise. Every day that she hadn’t been quick enough to escape, she’d been railroaded into jogging with him. She remembered her determination to keep up with a man twenty-five years her senior, and the trick she’d developed of looking for the stately white dormers of the house. Once she saw them, she could lope ahead, knowing the end was in sight.

In this case, the destination was only a huddle of buildings adjoining green, green fields and a brown, westward-flowing river. After a day of hiking and a night in a cave, it looked as tidy as New Rochelle to Whitney.

In the distance, men and women worked in the rice paddies. Forests had been sacrificed for fields. The Malagasy, a practical people, worked diligently to justify the exchange. They were islanders, she remembered, but without the breezy laziness island life often promoted. As she looked at them, Whitney wondered how many had ever seen the sea.

Cattle, with bored eyes and swishing tails, milled in paddocks. She saw a battered jeep, wheelless, propped on a stone. From somewhere came the monotonous ring of metal against metal.

Women hung clothes on a line, bright, flowery shirts that contrasted with their plain, workday clothes. Men in baggy pants hoed a long, narrow garden. A few sang as they worked, a tune not so much cheerless as purposeful.

At their approach, heads turned and work stopped. No one came forward except a skinny black dog who ran in circles in front of them and sent up a clatter.

East or West, Whitney knew curiosity and suspicion when she saw it. She thought it a pity she wore nothing more cheerful than a shirt and slacks. She cast a look at Doug. With his unshaven face and untidy hair, he looked more like he’d just come from a party—a long one.

As they drew closer, she made out a smatter of children. Some of the smaller ones were carried on the backs and hips of men and women. In the air was the smell of animal dung and of cooking. She ran a hand over her stomach, scrambling down a hill behind Doug, who had his nose in the guidebook.

“Do you have to do that now?” she demanded. When he only grunted, she rolled her eyes. “I’m surprised you didn’t bring one of those little clip-on lights so you could read in bed.”

“We’ll pick one up. The Merina are of Asiatic stock—they’re the upper crust of the island. You’d relate to that.”

“Of course.”

Ignoring the humor in her voice, he read on. “They have a caste system that separates the nobles from the middle class.”

“Very sensible.”

When he shot her a look over the top of the book, Whitney only smiled. “Sensibly,” he returned, “the caste system was abolished by law, but they don’t pay much attention.”

“It’s a matter of legislating morality. It never seems to work.”

Refusing to be drawn, Doug glanced up, squinting. The people were drawing together, but it didn’t look like a welcoming committee. According to everything he’d read, the twenty or so tribes or groups of the Malagasy had packed up their spears and bows years ago. Still … he looked back at dozens of dark eyes. He and Whitney would just have to take it one step at a time.

“How do you think they’ll respond to uninvited guests?” More nervous than she wanted to admit, Whitney tucked her arm into his.

He’d slid his way without invitation into more places than he could count. “We’ll be charming.” It usually worked.

“Think you can pull it off?” she asked and strode by him to the flatland at the base of the hill.

Though Whitney felt uneasy, she continued to walk forward, shoulders back. The crowd grumbled, then parted, making a path for a tall, lean-faced man in a stark black robe over a stiff white shirt. He might have been the leader, the priest, the general, but she knew with only a glance that he was important … and he was displeased with the intrusion.

He was also six-four if he was an inch. Abandoning pride, Whitney took a step back so that Doug was in front of her.

“Charm him,” she challenged in a mutter.

Doug scanned the tall black man with the crowd behind him. He cleared his throat. “No problem.” He tried his best grin. “Morning. How’s it going?”

The tall man inclined his head, regal, aloof, and disapproving. In a deep, rumbling voice he tossed out a spate of Malagasy.

“We’re a little short on the language, Mister, ah …” Still grinning, Doug stuck out his hand. It was stared at, then ignored. With the grin still plastered on his face, he took Whitney’s elbow and shoved her forward. “Try French.”

“But your charm was working so well.”

“This isn’t a good time to be a smartass, sugar.”

“You said they were friendly.”

“Maybe he hasn’t read the guidebook.”

Whitney studied the rock-hard face several long inches above hers. Maybe Doug had a point. She smiled, swept up her lashes, and tried a formal French greeting.

The man in black robes stared at her for ten pulsing seconds, then returned it. She nearly giggled in relief. “Okay, good. Now apologize,” Doug ordered.

“For what?”

“For butting in,” he said between his teeth as he squeezed her elbow. “Tell him we’re on our way to Tamatave, but we lost our way and our supplies are low. Keep smiling.”

“It’s easy when you’re grinning like my idiot brother.”

He swore at her, but softly, with his lips still curved. “Look helpless, the way you would if you were trying to fix a flat on the side of the road.”

She turned her head, brow raised, eyes cool. “I beg your pardon?”

“Just do it, Whitney. For Chrissake.”

“I’ll tell him,” she said with a regal sniff. “But I won’t look helpless.” When she turned back, her expression changed to a pleasant smile. “We’re very sorry to have intruded on your village,” she began in French. “But we’re traveling to Tamatave, and my companion—” She gestured toward Doug and shrugged. “He’s lost his way. We’re very low on food and water.”

“Tamatave is a very long way to the east. You go on foot?”

“Unfortunately.”

The man studied Doug and Whitney again, cooly, deliberately. Hospitality was part of the Malagasy heritage, their culture. Still, it was extended discriminately He saw nerves in the eyes of the strangers, but no ill will. After a moment, he bowed. “We are pleased to receive guests. You may share our food and water. I am Louis Rabemananjara.”

“How do you do?” She extended her hand, and this time, he accepted the gesture. “I’m Whitney MacAllister and this is Douglas Lord.”

Louis turned to the waiting crowd and announced they would have guests in the village. “My daughter, Marie.” At his words a small, coffee-skinned young woman with black eyes stepped forward. Whitney eyed her intricate braided hairstyle and wondered if her own stylist could match it.

“She will see to you. When you have rested, you will share our food.” With this, Louis stepped back into the crowd.

After a quick survey of Whitney’s periwinkle shirt and slim pants, Marie lowered her eyes. Her father would never permit her to wear anything so revealing. “You are welcome. If you will come with me, I will show you where you can wash.”

“Thank you, Marie.”

They moved in Marie’s wake through the crowd. One of the children pointed at Whitney’s hair and spilled out with an excited babble before being shushed by his mother. A word from Louis sent them back to work before Marie had reached a small, one-story house. The roof was thatched and pitched steeply to spread shade. The house was built of wood and some of the boards were bowed and curled. The windows sparkled. Outside the door was a square woven mat bleached nearly white. When Marie opened the door, she stepped back to allow her guests to enter.

Everything inside was neat as a pin, every surface polished. The furniture was rough and plain, but bright cushions were plumped in every chair. Yellow daisylike flowers stood in a clay pot by a window where wooden slats held back the intense light and heat.

“There is water and soap.” She led them farther inside where the temperature seemed to drop ten degrees. From a small alcove, Marie produced deep wooden bowls, pitchers of water, and cakes of brown soap. “We will have our midday meal soon, with you as our guests. Food will be plentiful.” She smiled for the first time. “We have been preparing for fadamihana.”

Before Whitney could thank Marie, Doug took her arm. He hadn’t followed the French, but the one phrase had rung a bell. “Tell her we, too, honor their ancestors.”

“What?”

“Just tell her.”

Humoring him, Whitney did so and was rewarded with a beaming smile. “You are welcome to what we have,” she said before she left them alone.

“What was that about?”

“She said something about fadamihana.”

“Yes, they’re preparing for it, whatever it is.”

“Feast of the dead.”

She stopped examining a bowl to turn to him. “I beg your pardon?”

“It’s an old custom. Part of Malagasy religion is ancestor worship. When somebody dies, they’re always brought back to their ancestral tombs. Every few years they disentomb the dead and hold a party for them.”

“Disentomb them?” Immediate revulsion took over. “That’s disgusting.”

“It’s part of their religion, a gesture of respect.”

“I hope no one respects me that way,” she began, but her curiosity got the better of her. She frowned as Doug poured water into the bowl. “What’s the purpose?”

“When the bodies are brought up, they’re given a place of honor at the celebration. They get fresh linen, palm wine, and all the latest gossip.” He dipped both hands in the bowl of water and splashed it over his face. “It’s their way of honoring the past, I guess. Of showing respect for the people they descended from. Ancestor worship’s the root of Malagasy religion. There’s music and dancing. A good time’s had by all, living or otherwise.”

So the dead weren’t mourned, Whitney mused. They were entertained. A celebration of death, or perhaps more accurately of the bond between life and death. Suddenly she felt she understood the ceremony and her feelings about it changed.

Whitney accepted the soap Doug offered and smiled at him. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

He lifted a small, rough towel and scrubbed it over his face. “Beautiful?”

“They don’t forget you when you die. You’re brought back, given a front-row seat at a party, filled in on all the town news, and drunk to. One of the worst things about dying is missing out on all the fun.”

“The worst thing about dying is dying,” he countered.

“You’re too literal. I wonder if it makes it easier to face death knowing you’ve got something like that to look forward to.”

He’d never considered anything made it easier to face death. It was just something that happened when you couldn’t con life any longer. He shook his head, dropping the towel. “You’re an interesting woman, Whitney.”

“Of course.” Laughing, she lifted the soap and sniffed. It smelled of crushed, waxy flowers. “And I’m starving. Let’s see what’s on the menu.”

When Marie came back, she had changed into a colorful skirt that skimmed her calves. Outside, villagers were busily loading a long table with food and drink. Whitney, who’d been expecting a few handfuls of rice and a fresh canteen, turned to Marie again with thanks.

“You are our guests.” Solemn and formal, Marie lowered her eyes. “You have been guided to our village. We offer the hospitality of our ancestors and celebrate your visit. My father has said we will have today as holiday in your honor.”

“I only know we’re hungry.” Whitney reached out to touch her hand. “And very grateful.”

She stuffed herself. Though she didn’t recognize anything but the fruit and rice, she didn’t quibble. Scents flowed on the air, spicy, exotic, different. The meat, without aid of electricity, had been cooked over open fires and in stone kilns. It was gamey and rich and wonderful. The wine, cup after cup of it, was potent.

Music began, drums and rough wind and string instruments that formed thready, ancient tunes. The fields, it seemed, could wait one day. Visitors were rare, and once accepted, prized.

A little giddy, Whitney swirled into a dance with a group of men and women.

They accepted her, grinning and nodding as she mimicked their steps. She watched some of the men leap and turn as the rhythm quickened. Whitney let her head fall back with her laugh. She thought of the smoky, crowded clubs she patronized. Electric music, electric lights. There, each one tried to outshine the other. She thought of some of the smooth, self-absorbed men who’d partnered her—or tried to. Not one of them would be able to hold up against a Merina. She whirled until her head spun and then turned to Doug.

“Dance with me,” she demanded.

Her skin was flushed, her eyes bright. Against him, she was warm and impossibly soft. Laughing, he shook his head. “I’ll pass. You’re doing enough for both of us.”

“Don’t be a stick-in-the-mud.” She poked a finger into his chest. “The Merina know a party pooper when they see one.” She linked her hands behind him and swayed. “All you have to do is move your feet.”

On their own power, his hands slipped down to her hips to feel the movement. “Just my feet?”

Tilting her head, she aimed a deadly look from beneath her lashes. “If that’s the best you can do—” She let out a quick whoop when he swung her in a circle.

“Just try to keep up with me, sugar.” In a flash, he had an arm hooked behind her, and extending the other, gripped her hand. He held the dramatic tango pose for a moment, then moved smoothly forward. They broke, turned, and came back together.

“Damn, Douglas, I think you might be a fun date after all.”

As they continued, stepping, swaying, then moving forward, their dance caught the crowd’s approval. They turned so their faces were close, their bodies facing, hand extended to hand as Doug guided her backward.

Her heart began to drum pleasantly, both from the pleasure of being foolish and the constant brush of his body against hers. His breath was warm. His eyes, so unusual and clear, stayed on hers. It wasn’t often she thought of him as a strong man, but now, caught close, she felt the ripple of muscle in his back, along his shoulders. Whitney tilted her head back in challenge. She’d match him, step for step.

He whirled her so quickly her vision blurred. Then she felt herself being flung back. Freely, she let her body go so that her head nearly brushed the ground in the exaggerated dip. Just as quickly, she was upright and caught against him. His mouth was only a whisper from hers.

They had only to move—only a slight shift of their heads would bring their lips together. Both were breathing quickly, from the exertion, from the excitement. She could smell the muskiness of light sweat, the hint of wine and rich meat. He’d taste of all of them.

They had only to move—a fraction closer. And what then?

“What the hell,” Doug muttered. Even as his hand tightened at her waist, even as her lashes fluttered down, he heard the roar of an engine. His head swiveled around. He tensed like a cat so quickly that Whitney blinked.

“Shit.” Grabbing her hand, Doug ran for cover. Because he had to make do, he pushed her up against the side of a house and pressed himself against her.

“What the hell’re you doing? One tango, and you turn into a crazy man.”

“Just don’t move.”

“I don’t …” Then she heard it too, loud and clear above them. “What is it?”

“Helicopter.” He prayed the overhang of the steeply pitched roof and the shade it spread would keep them from view.

She managed to peer over his shoulder. She could hear it, but she couldn’t see it. “It could be anyone.”

“Could be. I don’t risk my life on could be’s. Dimitri doesn’t like to waste time.” And dammit, he thought as he looked for shelter and escape, how could he have found them in the middle of nowhere? Cautiously, he glanced around. There would be no running. “That mop of blonde hair would stand out like a road sign.”

“Even under pressure, you’re full of charm, Douglas.”

“Let’s just hope he doesn’t decide to land to get a closer look.” The words were hardly out of his mouth when the sound grew louder. Even on the far side of the house, they felt the wind from the blades. Dust billowed up.

“You had to give him the idea.”

“Shut up a minute.” He glanced behind him, poised to run. Where? he asked himself in disgust. Where the hell to? They were cornered as neatly as if they’d run down a blind alley.

At the whisper of a sound, he whirled, fists lifted. Marie stopped, raising her hand for silence. Gesturing, she hurried along the side of the house. With her back pressed against the wall, she moved along the west side to the door. Though it meant putting his luck into the hands of a woman again, Doug followed, keeping Whitney’s hand in his.

Once inside, he signaled to them both to remain still and silent before he moved to the window. Keeping well to the side, he peered out.

The helicopter was some distance away on the flatland at the base of the hills. Already Remo was striding toward the crowd of celebrants.

“Sonofabitch,” Doug muttered. Sooner or later, it was going to come down to dealing with Remo. He had to make certain he had house advantage. At the moment, he had nothing more lethal than a penknife in the pocket of his jeans. It was then he remembered that both he and Whitney had left their packs outside, near the spread of food and drink.

“Is it—”

“Stay back,” he ordered when Whitney crept up behind him. “It’s Remo and two more of Dimitri’s toy soldiers.” And sooner or later, he admitted as he wiped a hand over his mouth, it was going to come down to dealing with Dimitri. He’d need more than luck when the time came. Racking his brain, he looked around the room for something, anything to defend himself with. “Tell her these men are looking for us and ask her what her people are going to do.”

Whitney looked over at Marie, who stood quietly by the door. Briefly, she followed Doug’s instructions.

Marie folded her hands. “You are our guests,” she said simply. “They are not.”

Whitney smiled and told Doug, “We’ve got sanctuary, for what it’s worth.”

“Yeah, that’s good, but remember what happened to Quasimodo.”

He watched as Remo faced down Louis. The village leader stood steely-eyed and implacable, speaking briefly in Malagasy. The sound, if not the words, came through the open window. Remo pulled something out of his pocket.

“Photographs,” Whitney whispered. “He must be showing him pictures of us.”

Him, Doug agreed silently, and every other villager between here and Tamatave. If they got out of this one, there’d be no more parties along the way. He’d been stupid to believe he could take time to breathe with Dimitri after him, he realized.

Along with the pictures, Remo produced a wad of bills and a smile. Both were met with awesome silence.

While Remo tried his bargaining powers on Louis, another of the helicopter crew wandered to the spread of food and began sampling. Helpless, Doug watched him come closer and closer to the packs.

“Ask her if she has a gun in here.”

“A gun?” Whitney swallowed. She hadn’t heard him use that tone of voice before. “But Louis won’t—”

“Ask her. Now.” Remo’s companion poured himself a cup of palm wine. He had only to look down to the left. It wouldn’t make any difference whose side the villagers ranged themselves on if he saw the packs. They were unarmed. Doug knew what would be tucked into a leather holster under Remo’s coat. He’d felt it prod into his ribs not too many days before. “Dammit, Whitney, ask her.”

At Whitney’s question, Marie nodded expressionlessly. After slipping into the adjoining room, she came back carrying a long, deadly looking rifle. When Doug took it, Whitney grabbed his arm.

“Doug, they’ll have guns too. There’re babies out there.”

Grimly, he loaded the gun. He’d just have to be fast, and accurate. Damn fast. “I’m not going to do anything until I have to.” He crouched down, rested the barrel on the windowsill, and focused the site. His finger was damp before he placed it on the trigger.

He hated guns. Always had. It didn’t matter which side of the barrel he was on. He had killed. In Nam he’d killed because a quick mind and clever hands hadn’t kept him out of the draft or the stinking jungles. He had learned things there he hadn’t wanted to learn, and things he’d had to use. Survival, that was always number one.

He had killed. There had been one miserable night in Chicago when his back had been against the wall and a knife whizzed at his throat. He knew what it was to look at someone as the life eased out of them. You had to know the next time, anytime, it could be you.

He hated guns. He held the rifle steady.

One of Whitney’s dance partners let out a high-pitched laugh. Holding a pitcher of wine over his head, he grabbed the man beside the packs. As the Merina whirled, leaping with the wine, the packs slid away into the crowd and disappeared.

“Stop acting like an idiot,” Remo shouted as his partner lifted his cup for more wine. Turning back to Louis again, he gestured with the photos. He got nothing but a hard stare and a rumble of Malagasy.

Doug watched Remo stuff the photos and money back in his pocket and stride off toward the waiting copter. With a roar and a whirl, it started up. When it was ten feet off the ground, he felt his shoulder muscles loosen.

He didn’t like the feel of a gun in his hand. As the sound of the copter died away, he unloaded it.

“You might’ve hurt somebody with that,” Whitney murmured when he’d handed it back to Marie.

“Yeah.”

When he turned, she saw a ruthlessness she hadn’t gauged before. There was an edge there that had nothing to do with fear, and everything to do with cunning. A thief, yes, that she understood and accepted. But she saw now that in his own way, he was just as tough, just as hard as the men who searched for them. She wasn’t certain she could accept that as easily.

The look vanished from his eyes when Marie came back into the room. Taking her hand, Doug lifted it to his lips as gallantly as royalty. “Tell her we owe her our lives. And we won’t forget it.”

Though Whitney said the words, Marie continued to stare up at Doug. Woman to woman, Whitney recognized the look. A glance at Doug showed he recognized it too, and loved every minute of it.

“Maybe you two would like to be alone,” she said dryly. Crossing the room, she pulled open the door. “After all, three’s a crowd.” She let it slam with more force than necessary.

“Nothing?” A puff of fragrant smoke rose up in front of a high-backed, brocade chair.

Remo shifted his feet. Dimitri didn’t care for negative reports. “Krentz, Weis, and me covered the whole area, stopped at every village. We’ve got five men here in town watching for them. There’s not a sign.”

“Not a sign.” Dimitri’s voice was mild, with richness beneath. Diction, among other things, had been taught relentlessly by his mother. The three-fingered hand tapped the cigarette into an alabaster tray. “When one has eyes to look, there’s always a sign, my dear Remo.”

“We’ll find them, Mr. Dimitri. It’s just going to take a little more time.”

“It worries me.” From the table to the right, he plucked up a faceted glass half filled with deep ruby wine. On his unmarred hand he wore a ring—thick, glossy gold around a hard diamond. “They’ve eluded you three …” He paused as he sipped, letting the wine lie on his tongue. He had a taste for the sweet. “No, dear me, four times now. It’s becoming a very disturbing habit of yours to fail.” While his voice flowed softly, he flicked on his lighter so that the flame rose straight and thin. Behind it, his gaze locked on Remo’s. “You know how I feel about failures?”

Remo swallowed. He knew better than to make excuses. Dimitri dealt harshly with excuses. He felt the sweat begin on the nape of his neck and roll slowly down.

“Remo, Remo.” The name came out in a sigh. “You’ve been like a son to me.” The lighter clicked off. Smoke plumed again, thin and rich. He never spoke quickly. A conversation, stretched to the last word, was more frightening than a threat. “I’m a patient man and generous.” He waited for Remo’s comment, pleased when there was only silence. “But I expect results. Do succeed next time, Remo. An employer, like a parent, must exercise discipline.” A smile moved his lips, but not his eyes. They were flat and passionless. “Discipline,” he repeated.

“I’ll get Lord, Mr. Dimitri. You’ll have him on a platter.”

“An enjoyable thought, I’m sure. Get the papers.” His voice changed, iced. “And the woman. I find myself more and more intrigued with the woman.”

In reflex, Remo touched the thin scar on his cheek. “I’ll get the woman.”
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They waited until an hour before dusk. With great ceremony, food, water, and wine were wrapped and presented to them for the journey ahead. The Merina seemed to feel themselves highly entertained by the visit.

In a gesture of generosity that made Doug wince, Whitney pressed bills into Louis’s hands. His relief when they were refused was short-lived. For the village, she insisted, then on a stroke of inspiration added that the money was to express their respect and good wishes for the ancestors.

The bills disappeared into the folds of Louis’s shirt.

“How much did you give him?” Doug demanded as he picked up his newly replenished pack.

“Only a hundred.” At his expression, she patted his cheek. “Don’t be a piker, Douglas. It’s unbecoming.” Humming, she took out her notebook.

“Oh no, you shelled it out, not me.”

Whitney noted the amount in her book with a flourish. Doug’s tab was definitely adding up. “You play you pay. Anyway, I have a surprise for you.”

“What, a ten-percent discount?”

“Don’t be crass.” She looked over at the sputtering sound of an engine. “Transportation.” Her arm waved out in a wide gesture.

The jeep had definitely seen better days. Though it shone from a fresh washing, the engine spit and missed as a Merina with a bright, rolled headband drove it up the rutted road.

As a getaway car, he figured it came in a poor second to a blind mule. “It won’t go twenty miles.”

“It’ll be twenty miles we don’t use our feet. Say thank you, Douglas, and stop being rude. Pierre’s going to drive us to the Tamatave province.”

It only took one look at Pierre to see that he’d freely imbibed palm wine. They’d be lucky if they didn’t end up sunk in a rice paddy. “Terrific.” Pessimistic, and dealing with a headache from his own free use of wine, Doug said a formal good-bye to Louis.

Whitney’s was much lengthier and more elaborate. Doug climbed into the back of the jeep and stretched out his legs. “Get your ass in gear, sweetheart. It’ll be dark in an hour.”

Smiling at the Merina who crowded around the jeep, she stepped in. “Up yours, Lord.” Settling the pack on the floor at her feet, she leaned back and swung one arm jauntily over the back of the seat. “Avant, Pierre.”

The jeep lurched forward, bucked, then rattled down the road. Doug felt his headache explode in tiny, unmerciful blasts. He closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep.

Whitney took the teeth-rattling ride in stride. She’d been wined, dined, and entertained. The same could be said about dinner at the 21 Club and a Broadway show. And this had been unique. Perhaps this wasn’t a hansom-cab ride through the park, but anyone with twenty dollars could have one of those. She was bouncing along a road in Madagascar in a jeep driven by a Merina native with a thief snoring lightly in the back. It was entirely more interesting than a sedate ride through Central Park.

For the most part, the scenery was monotonous. Red hills, almost treeless, wide valleys patched with fields. It had cooled now that the sun was hanging low, but the day’s baking left the road dusty. It plumed under the wheels and coated the just-washed jeep. There were mountains that rose up sharply, but again, pines were sparse. It was rock and earth. Though there was a sameness, it was the basic space that caught Whitney’s imagination.

Miles of it, she mused. Miles and miles with nothing to block the sky, nothing to impede the vision. She felt it would be possible to find here a sense of self that a city dweller would never understand.

From time to time in New York, she missed the sky. When the feeling came upon her, she would simply hop a plane and go wherever the spirit moved her, staying until her mood swung again. Her friends accepted it because they couldn’t do anything about it. Her family accepted it because they were still waiting for her to settle down.

Perhaps it was the aloneness, perhaps it was a full stomach and a clear head, but she felt a strange contentment. It would pass. Whitney knew herself too well to think otherwise. She hadn’t been fashioned for long periods of contentment, but rather for darting around the next corner to see what was waiting.

For now, though, she leaned back in the jeep and enjoyed the serenity. Shadows shifted, lengthened, thickened. Something small and fast dashed across the road just in front of the jeep. It was over the rocks and gone before Whitney could fully focus on it. The air began to take on that pearly hush that lasts only moments.

The sun set, spectacularly. She had to turn and kneel on her seat to watch the western sky explode with color. Part of her profession dealt with incorporating tints and hues into fabrics and paints. As she watched, she thought about doing a room in the colors of sunset. Crimsons, golds, deep jewel blues, and softening mauves. An interesting and intense combination. Her gaze lowered and rested on Doug as he slept. It would suit him, she decided. The flash of brilliance, the spark of power, the underlying intensity.

He wasn’t a man to take lightly, nor was he a man to trust. Still, she was beginning to think he was a man who could fascinate. Like a sunset, he could shift and change before your eyes, then vanish while you were still looking. The moment he’d taken that rifle in his hands, she’d seen he had a ruthlessness he could pull out and slip on at a moment’s notice. If and when he found it necessary, he’d be just as ruthless with her.

She needed more leverage.

Catching her tongue between her teeth, Whitney looked from him to the floor. The pack—and the envelope—sat at his feet. While she kept her eyes on his face for any signs of wakefulness, she leaned over. The pack was well out of reach. The jeep jostled as she rose up enough to bend over the seat from the waist. Doug continued to snore lightly. Her fingers gripped the strap of the pack. Gingerly, she began to lift it up.

There was a bang loud enough to make her gasp. Before she had time to fumble for a good hold, the jeep veered, sending her tumbling into the back.

Doug woke up with the air knocked out of him and Whitney sprawled over his chest. She smelled of wine and fruit. Yawning, he ran a hand down her hip. “Just can’t keep your hands off me.”

Blowing the hair out of her eyes she scowled at him. “I was watching the sunset out the back.”

“Uh-huh.” His hand closed over hers, still on the strap of his pack. “Sticky fingers, Whitney.” He clucked his tongue. “I’m disappointed.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” With a huff, she struggled up and called to Pierre. Though the spate of French went over his head, Doug needed no translation when the native kicked the front right tire.

“A flat. Figures.” Doug started to climb out, then glanced over his shoulder, located his pack, and took it with him. Whitney reached for her own before she followed him. “What’re you going to do?” Doug asked.

She glanced at the spare Pierre rolled out. “Just stand here and look helpless, of course. Unless you’d like me to phone Triple A.”

Swearing, Doug crouched down and began to loosen lug nuts. “The spare’s bald as a baby’s ass. Tell our chauffeur that we’ll walk from here. He’ll be lucky if this gets him back to the village.”

Fifteen minutes later, they stood in the middle of the road and watched the jeep bounce over ruts. Cheerful, Whitney linked her arm with Doug’s. Insects and small birds had begun to sing as the first stars came out. “A little evening stroll, darling?”

“As much as I hate to turn you down, we find cover and camp. In another hour, it’ll be too dark to see. Over there,” he decided, pointing to a jumble of rocks. “We’ll pitch the tent behind them. We can’t do anything about them spotting us from the air, but we’ll be out of sight from the road.”

“So, you think they’ll be back.”

“They’ll be back. All we have to do is not be there.”

Because she had begun to wonder if there were trees in any quantity in Madagascar, Whitney was pleased when they came to the forest. It helped ease the annoyance of being awakened at dawn. The only courtesy he’d given her had been a cup of coffee shoved in her face.

The hills going east were steep, peaking up and dropping down so that walking had become a chore she was ready to swear off for good.

Doug looked at the forest as welcome cover. Whitney looked at it as a welcome change.

Though the air was mild, after an hour of climbing, she was sticky and out of sorts. There were better ways to hunt for treasure, she was certain. An air-conditioned car would be the first choice.

The forest might not have been air-conditioned, but it was cool. Whitney stepped in among fanning fern trees. “Very pretty,” she decided, looking up and up.

“Travelers’ trees.” He broke off a leaf stalk and poured clear water into his palm from the sheath. “Handy. Read the guidebook.”

Whitney poked her finger into the puddle in his hand, then laid it on her tongue. “But it’s so good for your ego to spout off knowledge.” At a rustle, she glanced over and saw a furry white shape and long tail disappear into the brush. “Why, it’s a dog.”

“Uh-uh.” Doug grabbed her arm before she could race after it. “A sifaka—you’ve just seen your first lemur. Look.”

As she followed his pointing finger, Whitney caught a glimpse of the snow-white-bodied, black-headed lemur as it dashed through the top of the trees. She laughed and strained for another look. “They’re so cute. I was beginning to think we’d see nothing but hills and grass and rock.”

He liked the way she laughed. Maybe just a bit too much. Women, he thought. It had been too damn long since he’d had one. “This ain’t no guided tour,” he said briefly. “Once we have the treasure, you can book one. Right now, we’ve got to move.”

“What’s the hurry?” Shifting her pack, Whitney trooped along beside him. “It seems to me the longer we take, the less chance Dimitri has to find us.”

“I get itchy—not knowing where he is. In front of us, or behind.” It made him think of Nam again, where the jungle hid too much. He preferred the dark streets and mean alleys of the city.

Whitney glanced over her shoulder and grimaced. The forest had already closed in behind them. She wanted to take comfort in the deep greens, the moistness, and the cool air, but Doug was making her see gnomes. “Well, there’s no one in the forest but us. So far we’ve been one step ahead of them every time.”

“So far. Let’s keep it that way.”

“Why don’t we pass the time with conversation. You could tell me about the papers.”

He’d already decided she wouldn’t let it go and that he’d give her enough information to stop her from nagging him. “Know much about the French Revolution?”

She shifted the hateful pack as she walked. It would be best, Whitney calculated, not to mention the quick look she’d had at the one page already. The less Doug thought she knew, the more he might tell her.

“Enough to get me though a French history class in college.”

“How about rocks?”

“I passed on geology.”

“Not limestone and quartz. Real rocks, sugar. Diamonds, emeralds, rubies as big as your fist. Put them together with the Reign of Terror and fleeing aristocrats and you have a lot of potential. Necklaces, earrings, unset stones. A hell of a lot was stolen.”

“And more hidden or smuggled out.”

“Right. When you think about it, there’s more still missing than anyone will ever find. We’re going to find a little part. It’s all I need.”

“The treasure’s two hundred years old,” she said quietly and thought again of the paper she’d skimmed. “Part of French history.”

“Royal antiques,” Doug murmured, already seeing them gleam in his hands.

“Royal?” The word had her glancing up. He was looking off into middle distance, dreaming. “The treasure belonged to the king of France?”

It was close enough, Doug decided. Closer than he’d intended her to get this soon. “It belonged to the man who was smart enough to get his hands on it. It’s going to belong to me. Us,” he corrected, anticipating her. But she fell silent.

“Who was the woman who gave Whitaker the map?” she asked at length.

“The English lady? Ah—Smythe-Wright. Yeah, Lady Smythe-Wright.”

As the name hit home, Whitney stared into the forest. Olivia Smythe-Wright was one of the few members of the gentry who fully deserved the title. She’d devoted herself to the arts and charity with a near-religious fervor. Part of the reason, or so she’d often said, was that she was a descendant of Marie Antoinette’s. Queen, beauty, victim—a woman some historians deemed a selfish fool and others called a victim of circumstance. Whitney had been to some of Lady Smythe-Wright’s functions and had admired her.

Marie Antoinette and lost French jewels. A page of a journal dating from 1793. It made sense. If Olivia had believed the papers were history … Whitney remembered reading of her death in the Times. It had been a ghastly murder. Bloody and without apparent motive. The authorities were still investigating.

Butrain, Whitney thought. He’d never be brought to justice now or have a trial by his peers. He was dead and so was Whitaker, Lady Smythe-Wright, and a young waiter named Juan. The motive for all sat in Doug’s pocket. How many more had lost their lives for a queen’s treasure?

No, she couldn’t think of it that way. Not now. If she did, she’d turn around and give up. Her father had taught her many things, but the first, the most important, was to finish no matter what. Perhaps it had the edges of pride, but it was her breeding. She’d always been proud of it.

She’d go on. She’d help Doug find the treasure. Then she’d decide what to do about it.

He found himself looking around at every rustle. According to his guidebook, the forests abounded with life. Nothing very dangerous, he recalled. This wasn’t the land of safaris. In any case, it was two-legged carnivores he worried about.

By this time, Dimitri would be very annoyed. Doug had heard some graphic stories about what happened when Dimitri was annoyed. He didn’t want any firsthand knowledge.

The forest smelled of pine and morning. The large, leafy trees cut the glare of the sun he and Whitney had lived with for days. Instead, it came in shafts, white, shimmering, and lovely. There were flowers underfoot that smelled like expensive women, flowers in trees overhead that spread out and promised fruit. Passionflower, he thought, spotting a flaring violet blossom. He remembered the one he’d handed Whitney in Antananarivo. They hadn’t stopped running since.

Doug let his muscles relax. The hell with Dimitri. He was miles away and running in circles. Even he couldn’t track them through uninhabited forest. The itch at the back of his neck was just sweat. The envelope was safe, tucked in the pack. He’d slept with it digging into his back the night before, just in case. The treasure, the end of the rainbow, was closer than ever.

“Nice place,” he decided, glancing up to see some fox-faced lemurs scrambling in the treetops.

“So glad you approve,” Whitney returned. “Maybe we can stop and have the breakfast you were in too much of a hurry for this morning.”

“Yeah, soon. Let’s work up an appetite.”

Whitney pressed a hand to her stomach. “You’ve got to be kidding.” Then she saw a swarm of large butterflies, twenty, perhaps thirty, flow by. It was like a wave, swelling, then dipping, then swirling. They were the most beautiful, most brilliant blue she’d ever seen. As they passed, she felt the light breeze their wings had ruffled on the air. The sheer strength of color almost hurt her eyes. “God, I’d kill for a dress that color.”

“We’ll shop later.”

She watched them move, scatter, and regroup. The sight of something lovely helped her forget the hours of walking. “I’d settle for some of that mystery meat and a banana.”

Though he knew he should have been immune to her quick smile and her sweep of lashes by this time, Doug felt himself softening. “We’ll have a picnic.”

“Wonderful!”

“In another mile.”

Taking her hand in his, he continued through the forest. It smelled soft, he thought. Like a woman. And like a woman, it had shadows and cool corners. It paid to stay on your feet and keep your eyes open. No one traveled here. From the looks of the undergrowth, no one had traveled here in some time. He had the compass to guide him and that was all.

“I don’t understand why you have this obsession about covering miles.”

“Because every one takes me that much closer to the pot of gold, sugar. We’re both going to have penthouses when we get home.”

“Douglas.” Shaking her head, she reached down and scooped up a flower. It was pale, watery pink, delicate as a young girl. Its stem was thick and tough. Whitney smiled and tucked it into her hair. “Things shouldn’t be that important.”

“Not nearly so much when you’ve got them all.”

Shrugging, she plucked another flower to twirl under her nose. “You worry too much about money.”

“What?” He stopped and gaped at her. “I worry? I worry? Just who keeps marking down every solitary penny in her little book? Just who sleeps with her wallet under her pillow?”

“That’s business,” Whitney said easily. She touched the flower in her hair. Pretty petals and a tough stem. “Business is entirely different.”

“Bullshit. I’ve never seen anyone so bent on counting their change, tallying every cent. If I were bleeding, you’d charge me a goddamn dime for a Band-Aid.”

“No more than a nickel,” she corrected. “And there’s absolutely no need to shout.”

“I have to shout to be heard over all that racket.”

They both stopped, brows drawing together. The sound they’d just begun to notice was like an engine. No, Doug decided even as he tensed to run, it was too steady and deep for an engine. Thunder? No. He took her hand again.

“Come on. Let’s go see what the hell that is.”

It grew louder as they walked east. Louder, it lost all resemblance to the sound of a motor. “Water against rock,” Whitney murmured. When they stepped into the clearing, she saw she’d nearly been right. Water against water.

The falls plunged down twenty feet into a clear, gurgling lagoon. The white agitated water was struck by the sun on its journey down, then turned to a deep crystal blue. The falls made a sound of rushing, of power and speed, and yet it was a picture of serenity. Yes, the forest was like a woman, Doug thought again. Intensely beautiful, powerful, and full of surprises. Without realizing it, Whitney rested her head against Doug’s shoulder.

“It’s lovely,” she murmured. “Absolutely lovely. Just as though it were waiting for us.”

He gave in and slipped an arm around her. “Nice spot for a picnic. Aren’t you glad we waited?”

She had to match his grin. “A picnic,” she agreed with her eyes dancing. “And a bath.”

“Bath?”

“A wonderful, cool, wet bath.” Catching him by surprise, she gave him a quick, smacking kiss, then dashed to the side of the lagoon. “I’m not passing this up, Douglas.” She dropped her pack and began to dig inside. “Just the thought of getting my body into water and washing off the dirt of the past couple of days makes me crazy.” She brought out a cake of French milled soap and a small bottle of shampoo.

Doug took the soap and held it under his nose. It smelled like her—feminine, fresh. Expensive. “Gonna share?”

“All right. And in this case, because I’m feeling generous, no charge.”

His grin tilted as he tossed the soap back to her. “Can’t take a bath with your clothes on.”

She met the challenge in his eyes and undid her top button. “I’ve no intention of keeping them on.” Slowly, she undid the range of buttons, waiting while his gaze followed the trail. A light breeze ruffled the edges and tickled the line of bare skin. “All you have to do,” she said softly, “is turn around.” When he lifted his gaze to hers and smiled, she gestured with the cake in her hand. “Or no soap.”

“Talk about spoilsports,” he mumbled, but turned his back.

In seconds, Whitney stripped and dove cleanly into the pool. Breaking the surface, she treaded water. “Your turn.” With the simple pleasure of having water against her skin, she dipped her head back and let it flow through her hair. “Don’t forget the shampoo.”

The water was clear enough to give him a tempting silhouette of her body from the shoulders down. Water lapped over her breasts. Her feet kicked gently. Feeling the stir, the dull, dangerous stir of desire, he concentrated on her face. It didn’t help.

It glowed with laughter, washed clean of the light, sophisticated makeup she put on every morning. Her hair was sleek, turned dark with water and sun as it framed the elegant bones that would keep her a beauty even when she was eighty. Doug picked up the little plastic bottle of shampoo and tossed it in his hand.

Under the circumstances, he thought it wise to look at the humor in the situation. He had a ticket to a million-dollar prize literally at his fingertips, a determined and very clever enemy breathing down his throat, and he was about to skinny-dip with an ice-cream princess.

After pulling his shirt over his head, he reached for the snap of his jeans. “You’re not going to turn around are you?”

Dammit, she liked it when he grinned that way. The cheerful cockiness was just plain appealing. Lavishly, she began to soap one arm. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed that cool, slick feeling. “Want to brag, do you, Douglas? I’m not easily impressed.”

He sat down to remove his shoes. “Leave me my share of the soap.”

“Move a little faster then.” She began to soap her other arm in the same long, smooth stroke. “God, this is better than Elizabeth Arden’s.” With a sigh, she lay back and lifted one leg out of the water. When he stood and dropped his jeans, she gave him a thorough, critical study. Her expression was bland, but she didn’t miss the lean, muscled thighs, the taut stomach, the narrow hips just covered with low, snug briefs. He had the clean, sleek build of a runner. And that, she supposed, was what he was.

“Adequate,” she said after a moment. “Since you apparently like to pose, it’s a pity I didn’t bring my Polaroid.”

Unstung, he pulled off the briefs. For a moment, he was poised, naked—and she was forced to admit, magnificent—at the edge of the lagoon. His dive was sharp before he surfaced a foot away from her. What he’d seen underwater made his mouth go dry with desire.

“Soap,” he said, as cool as she, and offered the shampoo in trade.

“Don’t forget behind the ears.” Using a generous hand, she poured shampoo into her palm.

“Hey, half’s mine, remember.”

“You’ll get it. Anyway, I’ve more hair than you.” She worked it into a lather while she scissored her feet to keep above water.

He gestured with the soap before rubbing it over his chest. “And I’ve more body.”

With a smile, she sank below the surface, leaving a frothy trail of suds where her hair fanned out. The beat of water sucked them down and away. Unable to resist, she swam down, deeper. She could hear the vibrations of the falls, drumming, drumming, see rocks sparkling a foot beneath her, taste the clear, sweet water that was kissed by the sun. Glancing up, she saw the strong, lean body of the man who was now her partner.

The idea of danger, or men with guns, of being pursued seemed ludicrous. This was paradise. Whitney didn’t believe in cunning snakes behind luscious flowers. When she surfaced, she was laughing.

“This is fabulous. We should book in for the weekend.”

He saw the sun shoot sparks into her hair. “Next time. I’ll even spring for the soap.”

“Yeah?” He looked attractive, dangerously so. She discovered she preferred a touch of danger in a man. The word boredom, the only word she considered a true obscenity, wouldn’t apply to him. Unexpected. That was the word. She found it had a sensuous ring.

Testing him, and perhaps herself, she treaded slowly until their bodies were too close for safety. “Trade,” she murmured, keeping her eyes on his as she held out the bottle.

His fingers tightened on the slick soap so that it nearly slid out of them. Just what the hell was she up to? he asked himself. He’d been around enough to recognize that look in a woman’s eyes. It said—maybe. Why don’t you persuade me? The trouble was, she wasn’t anything like the women he’d known. He wasn’t entirely sure of his moves.

Instead, he equated her to a job, a high-class, luxury apartment complex that took careful casing, meticulous planning, and intricate legwork before he took it down. Better that he be the thief with her. He knew the rules, because he’d made them.

“Sure.” He opened his palm so that she had to slide the wet cake of soap from it. In response, she tossed the bottle high, laughing as she retreated. Doug plucked it inches above the water.

“I hope you don’t mind a touch of jasmine.” Lazily she lifted her other leg and began to run the soap up and down her calf.

“I can handle it.” He poured the shampoo directly on his hair, rescrewed the cap, then tossed it on the ground beside the lagoon. “Ever been to a public bath?”

“No.” Curious, she glanced back over. “Have you?”

“I was in Tokyo a couple years back. It’s an interesting experience.”

“I usually like to keep the quantity in my tub down to two.” She ran the soap up a thigh. “Cozy, but not crowded.”

“I’ll bet.” He ducked under to rinse off, and to cool off. She had legs that went all the way up to her waist.

“Convenient, too,” she said when he’d surfaced. “Especially when you need your back scrubbed.” With a smile, she held out the soap again. “Would you mind?”

So she wanted to play games, he decided. Well, he rarely turned one down—as long as he’d figured the odds. Taking the soap from her, he began to run it over her shoulder blades. “Marvelous,” she said after a moment. It wasn’t easy to keep her voice even when her stomach had begun to tighten, but she managed. “But then I suppose a man in your line of work has to have clever hands.”

“It helps. I suppose all that ice cream could buy million-dollar skin.”

“It helps.”

His hand ran lower, down her spine, then slowly up again. Unprepared for the jolt it brought her, Whitney shuddered. Doug grinned.

“Cold?”

Just who had she managed to push anyway? she wondered. “The water gets chilly unless you move around.” Telling herself it wasn’t a retreat, she gently sidestroked away. Not that easy, sugar, Doug thought. He tossed the soap onto the grass beside the shampoo. In a quick move, he grabbed her ankle.

“Problem?”

Effortlessly, he pulled her back toward him. “As long as we’re playing games—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she began, but the sentence ended on a quick gasp as her body collided with his.

“The hell you don’t.”

He found he enjoyed it—the uncertainty, the annoyance, and the flare of awareness that came and went in her eyes. Her body was long and slim. Deliberately, he tangled her legs with his so that she was forced to grab his shoulders to stay afloat.

“Watch your step, Lord,” she warned.

“Water games, Whitney. I’ve always been a sucker for them.”

“I’ll let you know when I want to play.”

His hands slid up to just under her breasts. “Didn’t you?”

She’d asked for it. Knowing it didn’t improve her temper one whit. Yes, she’d wanted to play with him, but on her terms, in her own time. She discovered she was over her head in more ways than one, and she didn’t care for it. Her voice became very cool; her eyes were equally chilly.

“You don’t really consider we’re in the same league, do you?” Long ago, she’d discovered insults, given coldly, were the most successful of defenses.

“No, but then I’ve never paid much attention to caste systems. You want to play duchess, go ahead.” He slid his thumbs up, over her nipples, and heard her breath shudder in, then out. “As I recall, royalty always had a penchant for taking commoners to bed.”

“I’ve no intention of taking you to mine.”

“You want me.”

“You’re flattering yourself.”

“You’re lying.”

Temper flared. The warm liquid pull in her stomach battled with it. “The water’s getting cold, Douglas. I want to get out.”

“You want me to kiss you.”

“I’d sooner kiss a toad.”

He grinned. She’d practically hissed at him. “I won’t give you warts.”

Making up his mind on the instant, he covered her mouth with his.

She stiffened. No one ever kissed her without her consent, and without jumping through the hoops she tossed out first. Who the hell did he think he was?

And her heart pounded against his. Her pulses raced. Her head swam.

She didn’t give a damn who he was.

With a spurt of passion that rocked them both, she moved her mouth on his. Tongues met. His teeth scraped her lower lip while he slid his arms around her back to mold them closer together. Surprises, he thought as he began to lose himself in her. The lady was full of them.

He tasted cool, fresh, different, so excitingly different. Passion took them beneath the surface. Wrapped together, they came up again, mouths fused, water cascading off skin.

There’d never been anything like him in her life. He didn’t ask, but took. His hands moved over her body with an intimacy she’d always doled out stingily. She chose a lover, sometimes impulsively, sometimes calculatingly but she chose. This time, she’d been given no choice. The moment of helplessness was as exhilarating as anything she’d ever experienced.

He’d bring her madness in bed. If he could take her so far with a kiss … He’d take her, up, over, beyond, whether she wanted to go or not. And oh, now, with the water lapping over her, with his hands stroking and his mouth growing hotter, hungrier, she wanted to go.

And then, she thought, he’d give her a salute, a cocky grin, and slip off into the night. Once a thief, always a thief, whether it was gold or a woman’s soul. Perhaps she hadn’t chosen this beginning, but she’d hold on long enough to choose her own end.

She pushed regrets aside. Pain was something to be avoided at all costs. Even if the cost was pleasure.

Whitney let her body go limp, as in total surrender. Then quickly, she lifted her hands to his shoulders and pushed. Hard.

Doug went under without a chance to gulp in air.

Before he’d surfaced, Whitney was at the side of the lagoon and climbing out. “Game’s over. My point.” She grabbed up her blouse and pulled it on without bothering to dry.

Fury. He’d thought he knew precisely what it felt like. Women. He had thought he’d known what buttons to push. Doug discovered he was just learning. Swimming to the side, he hauled himself out. Whitney was already pulling on her slacks.

“A nice diversion,” she said, letting out a quiet, relieved breath when she was fully clothed. “Now I think we’d better have that picnic. I’m starving.”

“Lady …” Keeping his eyes on her, Doug picked up his jeans. “What I’ve got in mind for you is no picnic.”

“Really?” On solid ground again, she reached in her pack and found her brush. She began to pull it slowly through her hair. Water rained out in gemlike drops. “You look like you could use a bit of raw meat at the moment. Is that the look you use to scare little old ladies out of their purses?”

“I’m a thief, not a mugger.” He snapped his jeans, and tossing wet hair out of his eyes, approached her. “But I might make an exception in your case.”

“Don’t do anything you’d regret,” she said softly.

He gritted his teeth. “I’m going to love every minute of it.” When he gripped her shoulders, she stared up at him solemnly.

“You simply aren’t the violent sort,” she told him. “However …”

Her fist connected with his stomach, hard and fast. Gasping, he bent double.

“I am.” Whitney dropped her brush back in the pack and hoped he was too dazed to see her hand shake.

“That does it.” Holding his sore stomach, he sent her a look that might’ve made Dimitri step back and reconsider.

“Douglas …” She held up a hand as she might to a lean, vicious dog. “Take a few deep breaths. Count to ten.” What else was there? she wondered frantically. “Jog in place,” she hazarded. “Don’t lose control.”

“I’m in complete control,” he said between his teeth as he stalked her. “Let me show you.”

“Some other time. Let’s have some wine. We can …” She broke off as his hand closed over her throat. “Doug!” It came out in a squeak.

“Now,” he began, then looked up at the whirl of engines. “Sonofabitch!”

He wouldn’t mistake the sound of the helicopter a second time. It was almost overhead and they were in the open. Wide fucking open, he thought on a surge of fury. Releasing her, he began to grab up gear. “Move ass,” he shouted. “Picnic’s over.”

“If you tell me to move ass one more time—”

“Just move it!” He shoved the first pack at her even as he hauled up the other. “Now get those pretty long legs moving, sugar. We ain’t got much time.” He locked his hand over hers and headed for the trees in a dead run. Whitney’s hair flowed out behind them.

Above, in the small cabin of the copter, Remo lowered his binoculars. For the first time in days, a grin moved under his moustache. Lazily, he stroked the scar that marred his cheek. “We’ve spotted them. Radio Mr. Dimitri.”
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“Do you think they saw us?”

At top speed, Doug headed dead east and kept to the thickest part of the forest. Roots and vines snatched at their feet, but he never lost his footing. He ran instinctively, through a foreign forest crowded with bamboo and eucalyptus just as he had through Manhattan. Leaves swung out and lashed back as they pushed through. Whitney might’ve complained when they swatted into her face, but she was too busy saving her breath.

“Yeah, I think they saw us.” He didn’t waste time on fury, on frustration, on panic, though he felt all. Every time he thought they’d gained some time, he found Dimitri on his heels like some well-groomed English hound who’d tasted blood. He needed to rework his strategy, and he’d have to do it on his feet. Through experience he’d come to believe it was the best way. If you had too much time to think, you thought too much about consequences. “There’s no place for them to put that copter down in this forest.”

It made sense. “So we stay in the forest.”

“No.” He was loping along like a marathon runner, smoothly, breath even. Whitney could detest him for it even as she admired it. Overhead, lemurs chattered in wild fear and excitement. “Dimitri’ll have men combing this area within the hour.”

That made sense as well. “So we get out of the forest.”

“No.”

Exhausted from the run, Whitney stopped, leaned her back against a tree, and just slid down to the mossy ground beneath. She’d once, arrogantly, considered herself in shape. The muscles in her legs screamed in revolt. “What’re we going to do?” she demanded. “Disappear?”

Doug frowned, not at her, nor at the steady, whirling sound of blades and engine overhead. He looked off into the forest while the plan formed in his mind.

It was risky. In fact, it was undoubtedly foolhardy. He glanced up to where a canopy of leaves was all that separated them from Remo and a .45.

Then again, it might work.

“Disappear,” he murmured. “That’s what we’re going to do.” Crouching down, he opened a pack.

“Looking for your fairy dust?”

“I’m looking to save that alabaster skin of yours, sugar.” He pulled out the lamba Whitney had bought in Antananarivo. While she sat, he draped it over her head, going more for coverage than style. “Good-bye Whitney MacAllister, hello Malagasy matron.”

Whitney blew pale blonde hair out of her eyes. One elegant, fine-boned hand folded over the other. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Got a better idea?”

She sat for a moment. The forest was no longer quiet with the intrusion of helicopter blades overhead. Its shade and spreading trees and mossy scent no longer equalled protection. In silence, she crossed the lamba under her chin and tossed the ends back. A lousy idea was better than none at all. Usually.

“Okay, let’s move.” Taking her hand he hauled her to her feet. “We’ve got work to do.”

Ten minutes later, he found what he’d been looking for.

Near the bottom of a rocky, uneven slope was a clearing with a handful of bamboo huts. The grass and vegetation on the incline had been slashed and burned, then planted with hill rice. Below, gardens had been cleared and hoed so that the leafy vines of beans wound up around poles. She could see an empty paddock and a small lean-to where chickens scratched for whatever they could find.

The hill was steep so that the small buildings rose on stilts to compensate for the irregular terrain. Roofs were thatched but even with the distance looked in need of repair. A line of crude steps dug directly into the hill ran down to a narrow, rutted path below them. The path went east. Doug kept low behind the cover of small, scrubby bushes and watched for any sign of life.

Balancing herself with a hand on his shoulder, Whitney looked over his head. The cluster of houses looked cozy. Remembering the Merina, she felt a certain safety.

“Are we going to hide down there?”

“Hiding’s not going to do us much good for very long.” Taking out his field glasses, he lay down on his belly and took a closer look at the huddle of houses. There was no cook smoke, no movement at any of the windows. Nothing. Making up his mind quickly, he handed the glasses to Whitney. “Can you whistle?”

“Can I what?”

“Whistle.” He made a low steady sound through his teeth.

“I can whistle better than that,” she said with a sniff.

“Terrific. You watch through the glasses. If you see anyone coming back toward the huts, whistle.”

“If you think you’re going down there without me—”

“Look, I’m leaving the packs here. Both of them.” He grabbed her hair so that he could pull her face close. “I figure you want to stay alive more than you want to get your hands on the envelope.”

She nodded, coolly. “Staying alive’s become quite a priority lately.”

It had always been his. “So stay put.”

“Why’re you going down there?”

“If we’re going to pass ourselves off as a couple of Malagasy, we need to acquire a few more things.”

“Acquire.” She lifted a brow. “You’re going to steal them.”

“That’s right, sugar, and you’re the lookout.”

After a moment’s thought, Whitney decided she rather liked the idea of being a lookout. Perhaps in another time and place, it might’ve had a crude ring, but she’d always believed in enjoying each experience within its own frame.

“If I see anyone coming back, I whistle.”

“You got it. Now stay down, out of sight. Remo could come buzzing by in the copter.”

Getting into the spirit, Whitney shifted onto her stomach and scanned with the glasses. “Just do your job, Lord. I’ll do mine.”

With a quick glance toward the heavens, Doug began to scramble his way down the steep slope behind the huts. The steps, such as they were, would leave him in the open for too long. He avoided them. Loose pebbles bounced against his calves, and once the eroded slope gave out under him and sent him sliding five feet before he could gain another foothold. Already he was working out an alternate plan, in case he ran into someone. He couldn’t speak the language, and his French interpreter was now his lookout. God help him. But he had a few—very few, he thought grimly—dollars in his pocket. If worse came to worst, he might buy most of what they needed.

Pausing a moment, straining to hear any sound, he dashed into the open toward the first hut.

He’d have liked it better if the lock had had more character. Doug had always found a certain satisfaction in outwitting a clever lock—or a clever woman. He glanced up and around toward where Whitney waited. He hadn’t finished with her yet, but in the case of the lock, he had to make do with what there was. In seconds, he was inside.

Comfortable on the soft ground of the forest, Whitney watched him through the glasses. He moved very well, she decided. Because she’d been running with him almost since the moment they’d met, she hadn’t been able to appreciate the smoothness with which he moved. Impressive, she decided, and touched her tongue to her top lip. She remembered the way he’d held her in the water of the lagoon.

And much more dangerous, she reminded herself, than she’d initially believed.

When he disappeared into the hut, she began a slow sweep with the field glasses. Twice she caught a movement, but it was only that of animals in the trees. Something resembling a hedgehog waddled out into the sunlight, lifted its head to scent, then slipped back into the bush. She heard flies buzzing and the whine of insects. That’s what reminded her the sound of the copter had ceased. She kept her mind set on Doug, willing him to hurry.

Though the settlement below seemed sparse and dingy, this was a much lusher Madagascar than the one she’d passed through over the last two days. It was green and wet, thriving with life. She knew there were birds or animals overhead as she listened to the leaves rustle. Once through the field glasses she thought she spotted a fat partridge fly low over the clearing.

She could smell grass and the light fragrance of flowers that grew in the shade. Her elbows pushed through the springy moss to where the ground was dark and rich. A few yards away the hill sloped steeply, and erosion had washed soil down to rock. As she lay still, a fresh hush fell over the forest, a humming silence that was touched with the mystery she’d first anticipated when Doug had mentioned the country’s name.

Had it really only been a matter of days, she mused, since they’d been in her apartment, him pacing, impatient, trying to wheedle a stake out of her? Already, everything that had come before that night seemed like a dream. She hadn’t even unpacked from Paris, yet she could remember nothing exciting from her trip there. She couldn’t think of a dull moment since Doug had jumped into her car in Manhattan.

Definitely more interesting, she decided. She looked back at the huts, but they were as quiet now as they’d been before Doug had scrambled down the hill. He’d be very good, she thought, at his chosen profession. His hands were quick, his eye keen, and he was light, very light, on his feet.

Though she wasn’t looking for a career change herself, she thought it might be fun to have him teach her a few tricks of his trade. She was a quick study and good with her hands. That and a certain steel-coated charm had helped her achieve success in her business without the help of her influential family. Weren’t the same basic abilities required in Doug’s field?

Perhaps, just for the experience naturally, she could try her hand at being a thief. After all, black was one of her best colors.

She had a trim little angora sweater that would do very nicely, she thought. And, if she remembered right, she owned a pair of black jeans. Yes, she was certain of it, snug black jeans with a row of silver studs down one leg. Really, she could be outfitted in no time if she picked up a pair of black sneakers.

She could try the family estate on Long Island for starters. The security system there was complex and intricate. So intricate, her father set it off regularly, then bellowed at the servants to shut it down again. If she and Doug could manage to get through it …

There were the Rubens, the pair of T’ang horses, the perfectly hideous solid-gold salver her grandfather had given to her mother. She could take a few choice pieces, box them up, and ship them back to her father’s New York offices. It would drive him crazy.

Amused at the thought, Whitney scanned again. Daydreaming, she nearly missed the movement to the east. With a jerk, she brought the glasses back to the right and focused.

The three bears were coming back, she thought. And Goldilocks was going to be caught with his fingers in the porridge.

She drew in her breath to whistle when a voice close behind her had her gulping instead.

“We flush ’em out in here, or we drive ’em out.” Leaves rustled smartly behind her and just overhead. “Either way, Lord’s luck’s running out.” The man who spoke hadn’t forgotten having a bottle of whiskey swung into his face. As he spoke, he touched the nose Doug had broken in the bar in Manhattan. “I want first shot at Lord myself.”

“I want first shot at the woman,” another voice piped up, high and whiny. Whitney felt as though something slimy had passed over her skin.

“Pervert,” the first man grumbled as he pushed his way through the forest. “You can play with her, Barns, but remember, Dimitri wants her in one piece. As for Lord, the boss doesn’t care how many pieces he’s in.”

Whitney lay still on the ground, eyes wide, mouth dry. She’d read somewhere that true fear mists over hearing and sight. She could now verify it firsthand. It occurred to her that the woman they spoke of so casually was herself. All they had to do was look over the rise they were approaching and they’d see her spread out on the forest floor like goods in a marketplace.

Frantic, she looked back toward the huts. A hell of a lot of good Doug would do her, she thought grimly. He could come out into the open at any moment. From their position on the rise, Dimitri’s men would simply pick him off like a bear in a shooting gallery. If he stayed where he was much longer, the Malagasy who were trooping home might create a bit of a scene when they found him systematically looting their hut.

First things first, Whitney cautioned herself. She needed better cover, and she needed it quickly. Moving only her head, she looked from side to side. Her best shot seemed to be a wide, downed tree between her and a thicket of bushes. Without giving herself time to consider, she gathered both packs and scrambled for it on all fours. Scraping her skin on the bark, she rolled over the tree and hit the ground with a thud.

“Hear something?”

Holding her breath, Whitney flattened herself against the trunk. Now she couldn’t even see down to the huts and Doug. But she could see an army of tiny, rust-colored insects burrowing into the dead tree an inch from her face. Fighting revulsion, she kept still. Doug was on his own now, she told herself. And so was she.

Overhead came a rustling that might have been thunder by the way it echoed in her head. Fear gripped, followed by a wave of giddiness. How the hell was she going to explain to her father that she’d been kidnapped by a couple of thugs in a forest in Madagascar on her way to find lost treasure with a thief?

He didn’t have much of a sense of humor.

Because she knew her father’s wrath and didn’t know Dimitri, the idea of the first worried her a great deal more than the second. She nearly crawled into the tree.

The rustling came again. There was no more casual conversation between the men. Stalking was done in silence. She tried to imagine them walking toward her, around her, beyond her, but her mind iced over with fear. Silence dragged on until sweat pearled on her forehead.

Whitney screwed her eyes shut as though, like a child, she believed the idea of I can’t see you, you can’t see me. It seemed easy to hold her breath when her blood was slowed and thickened with terror. There was a quiet thump on the trunk directly above her head. Resigned, she opened her eyes. Staring at her with intense eyes out of a black face was a smooth-coated lemur.

“Jesus.” The word came out on a trembling breath, but there wasn’t time for relief. She could hear the men approaching, more cautiously now. She wondered if being stalked in Central Park brought the same chilling fear. “Get!” she hissed at the lemur. “Go on.” She lay there, making faces at him, not daring to move. Obviously more amused than intimidated, he began making faces back at her. Whitney shut her eyes on a sigh. “Sweet Christ.” The lemur sent up a chatter that brought both men rushing to the rise.

She heard a high-pitched whoop and the retort of a gun, then watched the wood splinter and fly no more than six inches above her face. At the same moment, the lemur leapt off the trunk and into the thicket.

“Idiot!” Whitney heard the quick, hard sound of a slap, then incredibly, a giggle. It was the giggle more than the shot, more than the stalking, that had her body limp with terror.

“Almost got him. Another inch and I’d’ve plugged the little bastard.”

“Yeah, and that gunshot probably has Lord running like a rabbit.”

“I like shooting rabbits. Little fuckers freeze and look right at you when you pull the trigger.”

“Shit.” She recognized disgust when she heard it and nearly sympathized. “Get going. Remo wants us moving north.”

“Nearly got me a monkey.” The giggle sounded again. “Never shot a monkey before.”

“Pervert.”

The word and the echoing laughter drifted away. Moments passed. Whitney lay still and silent as a stone. The insects had decided to explore her arm as well as the tree, but she didn’t move. She decided she might have found a very good place to spend the next few days.

When a hand closed over her mouth, she jerked like a spring.

“Taking a nap?” Doug whispered in her ear. Watching her eyes, he saw surprise turn to relief and relief to fury. As a precaution, he held her down a moment longer. “Take it easy, sugar. They aren’t that far away yet.”

The moment her mouth was free, she started. “I nearly got shot,” she hissed at him. “By some whiny little creep with a cannon.”

He saw the fresh splinters in the tree above her head, but shrugged. “You look okay to me.”

“No thanks to you.” She brushed at the sleeve of her blouse, allowing the disgust as insects scattered into the moss. “While you were down there playing Robin Hood, two nasty men with equally nasty guns came strolling by. Your name was mentioned.”

“Fame’s a burden,” he murmured. It had been close, he thought with a glance at the splintered tree again. Too close. No matter how he maneuvered, no matter how often he shifted direction and tactics, Dimitri hung on. Doug knew the sensation of being tracked. He also knew the sweaty, gut-fluttering feeling of the hunted when the hunter was closing in. He wasn’t going to lose. He looked into the forest and forced himself to stay calm. He wasn’t going to lose when he’d almost won.

“By the way, you’re a lousy lookout.”

“You’ll have to excuse the fact that I was preoccupied and couldn’t whistle.”

“I nearly had to talk my way out of a very sensitive situation.” Back to business, he told himself. If Dimitri was close, they’d just have to move faster and jazz up their footwork. “However, I managed to pick up a few things and get out before it got crowded.”

“It figures.” It didn’t matter that she was relieved he was in one piece, and that she was more than pleased to have him with her again. She wouldn’t let him know it. “There was this lemur, and …” Whitney broke off when she saw one of the things he’d brought with him. “What,” she began, in a tone that was obviously as offended as it was curious, “is that?”

“A present.” Doug picked up the straw hat and offered it. “I didn’t have time to wrap it.”

“It’s unattractive and has absolutely no style.”

“It has a wide brim,” he returned and dropped it on her head. “Since it isn’t possible for me to stick a bag over your head, this has to do.”

“How flattering.”

“I picked you up a little outfit to go with it.” He tossed her a stiff, shapeless cotton dress the color of sun-bleached dung.

“Douglas, really.” Whitney picked up a sleeve between her thumb and fingertip. She felt a revulsion nearly identical with that she’d experienced the morning she’d woken with the spider. Ugly was ugly, after all. “I wouldn’t be caught dead in this.”

“That’s just what we’re shooting for, sugar.”

She remembered the wood splintering a few inches above her nose. Perhaps the dress would pick up a bit of style when it was worn. “And while I’m wearing this fetching little number, what about you?”

He picked up another straw hat, this one with a slightly peaked cap.

“Very chic.” She smothered her laughter when he held up a long plaid shirt and wide cotton pants.

“Our host obviously likes his rice,” Doug commented as he spread the generous waist of the pants. “But we’ll manage.”

“I hate to bring up the previous success of your disguises, but—”

“Then don’t.” He rolled the clothes into a ball. “In the morning, you and I are going to be a loving Malagasy couple on their way to market.”

“Why not a Malagasy woman and her idiot brother on their way to market?”

“Don’t press your luck.”

Feeling a bit more confident, Whitney examined her slacks. They’d been torn at the knee on the bark. The hole annoyed her a great deal more than the bullet had. “Just look at this!” she demanded. “If this keeps up, I won’t have a decent outfit left. I’ve already ruined a skirt and a perfectly lovely blouse, and now this.” She could stick three fingers in the hole. “I just bought these slacks in D.C.”

“Look, I brought you a new dress, didn’t I?”

Whitney glanced at the ball of clothes. “How droll.”

“Bitch later,” he advised. “Right now tell me if you overheard anything I should know.”

She sent him a smoldering look, reached in her pack, and pulled out her notebook. “These slacks are on your tab, Douglas.”

“Isn’t everything?” Twisting his head, he looked down at the amount she noted. “Eighty-five dollars? Who the hell pays eighty-five bucks for a pair of cotton pants?”

“You do,” she said sweetly. “Just be grateful I’m not adding on the tax. Now …” Satisfied, she dropped the notebook back in her pack. “One of the men was a creep.”

“Only one of them?”

“I mean a first-class creep with a voice like a slug. He giggled.”

Doug momentarily forgot his growing tab. “Barns?”

“Yes, that’s it. The other man called him Barns. He tried to shoot one of those cute little lemurs and nearly took off the tip of my nose.” As an afterthought she dug in her pack for her compact to make certain there was no damage.

If Dimitri had set his pet dog loose, Doug knew he was feeling confident. Barns wasn’t on the payroll because of his brains or cunning. He didn’t kill for profit or for practicality. He killed for fun. “What’d they say? What’d you hear?”

Satisfied, she patted on a bit of powder. “It came through loud and clear that the first man wanted to get his hands on you. It sounded personal. As for Barns …” Nervous again, she reached in Doug’s pocket and pulled out a cigarette. “He prefers me. Which, I suppose, shows some discrimination.”

He felt a well of fury rise up so quickly he nearly choked on it. While he battled it back, Doug took out a pack of matches and lit the cigarette. Since he was running low, they’d have to share a while. Saying nothing, he took the cigarette from Whitney and drew smoke in deeply.

He’d never seen Barns in action, but he’d heard. What he’d heard wasn’t pretty, even up against some of the obscenities that happened with regularity in places Whitney’d never heard of.

Barns had a penchant for women, and small, fragile things. There was a particularly gruesome story about what he’d done to a sharp little hooker in Chicago—and what had been left of her after he’d done it.

Doug watched Whitney’s slender, elegant fingers as she took the cigarette again. Barns wouldn’t get his sweaty hands on her. Not if he had to cut them off at the wrist first.

“What else?”

She’d only heard that tone of voice from him once or twice before—when he’d held a rifle in his hand and when his fingers had closed around her throat. Whitney took a long pull on the cigarette. It was easier to play the game when Doug seemed half-amused and half-frustrated. When his eyes went cool and flat in just that way, it was a different story.

She remembered a hotel room in Washington and a young waiter with a red stain spreading over the back of his neat white jacket.

“Doug, can it be worth it?”

Impatient, he kept his eyes trained on the rise above their heads. “What?”

“Your end of the rainbow, your pot of gold. These men want you dead—you want to jingle some gold in your pocket.”

“I want more than jingles, sugar. I’m going to drip with it.”

“While you’re dripping, they’ll be shooting at you.”

“Yeah, but I’ll have something.” His gaze shifted and locked on hers. “I’ve been shot at before. I’ve been running for years.”

She met the look, as intense as he. “When do you plan to stop?”

“When I have something. And this time, I’m going to get it. Yeah.” He blew out a long stream of smoke. How could he explain to her what it was like to wake up in the morning with twenty dollars and your wits? Would she believe him if he told her he knew he’d been born for more than two-bit hustling? He’d been given a brain, he’d honed the skill, all he needed was a stake. A big one. “Yeah, it’s worth it.”

She was silent a moment, knowing she’d never really understand the need to have. You had to be without first. It wasn’t as simple as greed, which she would have understood. It was as complex as ambition and as personal as dreams. Whether she was still following her first impulse, or something deeper, she was with him.

“They were heading north—the first man said Remo’d told them to. They figure to flush us out in here, or drive us out where they can pick us up.”

“Logical.” As if it were pricey Columbian, they passed the Virginia tobacco back and forth. “So for tonight, we stay put.”

“Here?”

“As close to the huts as we can without being spotted.” With regret, he stubbed out the cigarette as it burned into the filter. “We’ll start out just after dawn.”

Whitney took his arm. “I want more.”

He gave her a long look that reminded her of a moment by the waterfall. “More what?”

“I’ve been chased and shot at. A few minutes ago I lay behind that tree wondering how much longer I was going to live.” She had to take a deep breath to keep her voice steady, but her gaze never faltered. “I stand to lose every bit as much as you do, Doug. I want to see the papers.”

He’d wondered when she’d back him into a corner. He’d only hoped they could be closer before she did. Abruptly, he realized he’d stopped looking for opportunities to ditch her. It seemed he’d taken a partner after all.

But it didn’t have to equal fifty-fifty. Going to his pack, he searched through the envelope until he came to a letter that hadn’t been translated. If it hadn’t been, his deduction was it wasn’t as vital as those which had. On the other hand, he couldn’t read it. Whitney might pass on something useful.

“Here.” He handed her the carefully sealed page before he sat on the ground again.

They looked each other over, wary, distrustful, before Whitney lowered her gaze to the sheet. It was dated October, 1794.

“Dear Louise,” she read. “I pray as I write this letter will reach you and find you well. Even here, so many miles away, word comes to us of France. This settlement is small, and many people walk with their eyes regarding the ground. We have left one war for the threat of another. Political intrigue can never be escaped, it seems. Every day we search for French troops, the exile of another queen, and my heart is divided as to whether I would welcome them or hide.

“Still, there is a certain beauty here. The sea is close and I walk in the mornings with Danielle and gather shells. She has grown so in these last months, seen more, heard more than any mother can bear for her daughter. Yet from her eyes the fear is fading. She picks flowers—flowers such as I have never seen grow in any place. Though Gerald still mourns the queen, I feel, in time, we can be happy here.

“I write you, Louise, to beg you to reconsider to join us. Even in Dijon you cannot be safe. I hear the stories of homes burned and looted, of people dragged to prison and to death. There is here a young man who received word that his parents were driven from their home near Versailles and hung. At night I dream of you and fear desperately for your life. I want my sister with me, Louise, safe. Gerald will open a store and Danielle and I have planted a garden. Our lives are simple, but there is no guillotine, and no Terror.

“There is so much I need to talk with you about, sister. There are things I dare not write in a letter. I can tell you only that Gerald received a message, and an obligation from the queen only months before her death. It burdens him. In a plain wooden box he holds a part of France and Marie which will not release him. I beg you, do not cling to what has turned against you. Do not tie your heart as my husband has to what is surely over. Depart from France and what is past, Louise. Come to Diégo-Suarez. Your devoted sister, Magdaline.”

Slowly, Whitney handed the sheet back to him. “Do you know what that is?”

“A letter.” Because he hadn’t been unaffected, Doug slipped it back into the envelope. “The family came here to escape the Revolution. According to other documents, this Gerald was some sort of manservant to Marie Antoinette.”

“It’s important,” she murmured.

“Damn right. Every paper in here’s important because every one adds a piece to the puzzle.”

She watched him secure the envelope in his pack. “And that’s all?”

“What else?” He shot her a look. “Sure I feel sorry for the lady, but she’s been dead quite a while. I’m alive.” He put his hand on the pack. “This is going to help me live exactly the way I’ve been waiting to.”

“That letter is nearly two centuries old.”

“That’s right, and the only thing in it that still exists is what’s in a little wooden box. It’s going to be mine.”

She studied him a moment, the intense eyes, the sensitive mouth. With a sigh, she shook her head. “Life’s not simple, is it?”

“No.” Because he needed to take the lonely look from her face, he smiled. “Who wants it to be?”

She’d think later, Whitney decided. She’d demand to see the rest of the papers later. For now she wanted only to rest, body and mind. She rose. “What now?”

“Now …” He scanned the immediate area. “We make do with our accommodations.”

Making a primitive camp deep in the trees on the hill, they ate Merina meat and drank palm wine. They built no fire. Through the night they took turns keeping watch and sleeping. For the first time since they began the journey together, they barely spoke. Between them was the breath of danger and the memory of a wild, mindless moment under a waterfall.

Dawn in the forest brought streams of gold, shafts of rose, misty greens. The scent was like that of a hothouse with its doors just flung open. The light was dreamy, the air soft, carrying the cheerful sound of birds greeting the sunlight. Dew skimmed over the ground and clung to leaves. A shaft of sunlight turned tiny drops into rainbows. There were corners of paradise in the world.

Lazy, content, Whitney cuddled closer to the warmth beside her. She sighed when a hand stroked down her hair. Pleased with the feelings drifting through her, she settled her head on a male shoulder and slept.

It wasn’t difficult to lose time watching her this way. Doug gave himself a moment of pleasure after a long, tense night. She was a stunner. And when she slept there was a softness about her that her tart wit concealed when she was in gear. Her eyes often dominated her face. Now, with them closed, it was possible to appreciate the sheer beauty of her bone structure, the flawless purity of her skin.

A man could fall very quick and very deep with a woman like this. Though he was sure-footed, Doug had already had a stumble or two himself.

He wanted to make love with her, slowly, luxuriously, on a soft, springy bed piled with pillows, lined with silk, lit by candles. His imagination had no trouble setting the scene for him. He wanted it, but he’d wanted many things in his life. Doug considered one of the highest marks for success the ability to separate what you wanted from what you could get, and what you could get from what would pay off. He wanted Whitney, and had a good chance of having her, but instinct warned him it wouldn’t pay off.

A woman like her had a way of tossing out strings on a man—then tugging on them when they were good and tight. He had no intention of being tied down, or tied to. Take the money and run, he reminded himself. That was the name of the game. In sleep, Whitney stirred and sighed. Awake, so did he.

It was time for a little distance, he decided. Reaching across her, he shook her by the shoulder. “Rise and shine, duchess.”

“Hmmm?” She simply curled into him, as warm and sinuous as a napping cat. He was forced to let out a very long, very slow breath.

“Whitney, get your ass in gear.”

The phrase penetrated the fogs of sleep. Frowning, she opened her eyes. “I’m not sure fifty percent of a pot of gold’s worth having to hear your charming voice every morning.”

“We ain’t growing old together. Anytime you want to back out, just say the word.”

It was then it occurred to her that their bodies were pressed close, like lovers after a night of passion—and compassion. One thin, arched, and elegant brow lifted. “And what do you think you’re doing, Douglas?”

“Waking you up,” he told her easily. “You’re the one who started crawling all over me. You know what a hard time you have resisting my body.”

“No, but I do know what a hard time I have resisting putting a few dents in it.” Pushing him away, she sat up and shook her hair back. “Oh, God!”

His reflexes were quick. He had her under him again in a move swift enough to knock her breathless. Though neither of them realized it, he’d made one of the few purely unselfish gestures in his life. He’d shielded her body with his without a second thought to his own safety, or to profit. “What?”

“Christ, must you habitually manhandle me?” Resigned, she sighed and pointed straight up. Cautiously, he followed the line of her finger.

Above their heads dozens of lemurs stood in the tops of the trees. Their slim arching bodies were upright, their long, thin arms reaching up and up toward the sky. With their bodies stretched, lining the branches, they resembled a row of ecstatic pagans at sacrifice.

Doug let out an oath and relaxed. “You’re going to be seeing a lot of those little fellas,” he told her as he rolled aside. “Do me a favor and don’t shout every time we run into one.”

“I didn’t shout.” She was much too charmed to be annoyed as she pulled up her knees and circled them with her arms. “It looks as though they’re praying, or worshiping the sunrise.”

“So the legend goes,” Doug agreed as he began to strike camp. Sooner or later, Dimitri’s men would double back. Doug wasn’t going to leave them a sign. “Actually, they’re just warming themselves.”

“I prefer the mystique.”

“Good. You’ll have plenty of mystique in your new dress.” He tossed it to her. “Put it on, there’s one more thing I want to get from below.”

“While you’re shopping, why don’t you look for something a bit more attractive. I’m fond of silk, raw or refined. Something in blue with a bit of drape at the hips.”

“Just put it on,” he ordered and disappeared.

Huffing, and far from pleased, Whitney stripped off the soft, expensive, and ruined clothes she’d bought in Washington and pulled the shapeless tunic over her head. It fell lifelessly to her knees.

“Maybe with a nice wide leather belt,” she muttered. “Something in scarlet with a really flashy buckle.” She ran a hand down the nubby cotton and scowled.

The hemline was all wrong and the color was simply hopeless. She absolutely refused to look like a dowd, whether she was attending the ballet or running from bullets. Sitting on the ground, she dug out her makeup case. At least she could do something about her face.

When Doug returned, she was trying and rejecting several different styles of wrapping the lamba over her shoulders. “Nothing,” she said in disgust, “absolutely nothing works with this sack. I think I’d rather wear your shirt and pants. At least …” She broke off as she turned around. “Good God, what’s that?”

“A pig,” he said precisely as he struggled with the squirming bundle.

“Of course it’s a pig. What’s it for?”

“More cover.” He fastened the rope he’d slipped around the pig’s neck to a tree. With a few indignant squeaks, it subsided in the grass. “The packs’ll go in those baskets I lifted, so it looks like we’re carrying our wares to market. The pig’s a little more insurance. Lots of farmers in this region take livestock to market.” He stripped off his shirt as he spoke. “What’d you put that stuff on your face for? The important thing is for nobody to see any more of it than absolutely necessary.”

“I might have to wear this shroud, but I refuse to look like a hag.”

“You’ve got a real problem with vanity,” he told her as he pulled on his newly acquired shirt.

“I don’t see vanity as a problem,” she countered. “When it’s justified.”

“Pile your hair under that hat—all of it.”

She did, turning slightly away while he peeled off his jeans and replaced them with the cotton pants. To make up for the wide gap of inches, he cinched them with another piece of rope. When she turned, they studied each other.

The pants gathered generously at his waist, billowing down over his hips and riding to several inches above his ankles. The lamba he’d draped over his shoulders and back hid his build. The hat shadowed his face and covered most of his hair.

He might get away with it, as long as no one looked too closely, Whitney decided.

The long wide dress concealed every dip and curve of her body. It left her feet and ankles exposed. Much too elegant ankles, Doug observed, and decided they’d have to be coated with dust and dirt. The lamba, draped around her throat, over her shoulders, and down her arms, was a good touch. For the most part, her hands would be hidden.

The straw hat had none of the style and flash of the white fedora she’d once worn, yet despite the fact that it thoroughly covered her head and hair, it did nothing to disguise the classic and very Western beauty of her face.

“You won’t get a mile,” he muttered.

“What do you mean?”

“Your face. Christ, do you have to look like something that just stepped off the cover of Vogue?”

Her lips curved ever so slightly. “Yes.”

Dissatisfied, Doug rearranged her lamba. With a bit of ingenuity, he brought it farther up on her throat so that her chin was nearly buried in the folds, then pulled her hat down farther on her head, tilting down the front brim.

“Just how the hell am I supposed to see?” She blew at the lamba. “And breathe?”

“You can fold the brim back when nobody’s around.” With his hands on his hips, he stood back to take a long, critical look. She looked shapeless, sexless, and overwhelmed by the circling shawl … until she looked up and shot him a glare.

There was nothing sexless about those eyes, he thought. They reminded him that there was indeed a shape under all that cotton. He shoved the packs into the baskets and covered them with the handfuls of fruit and food they had left. “When we get out on the road, you keep your head down and walk behind me, like a properly disciplined wife.”

“Shows what you know about wives.”

“Let’s get moving before they decide to backtrack this part of the forest.” He hefted a basket on each shoulder and started back down the steep, uncertain path.

“Didn’t you forget something?”

“You get the pig, lover.”

Deciding her choices were limited, Whitney untied the rope from the tree and began to tug the uncooperative pig behind her. Eventually, she found it simpler to bundle him up in her arms like a recalcitrant child. He squirmed, oinked, and subsided.

“Come along, Little Douglas, Daddy’s taking us to market.”

“Smartass,” Doug grumbled, but grinned as they cleared the trees.

“There is a bit of a resemblance,” she said as she skidded to a stop at the bottom. “Around the snout.”

“We’ll take this road east,” he said, ignoring her. “With any luck, we’ll make it to the coast by nightfall.”

Struggling with the pig, Whitney navigated down the steep dirt steps.

“For Chrissake, Whitney, put the damn pig down. He can walk.”

“I don’t think you should swear in front of the baby.” Gently, she set him down, tugging on the rope so that he swayed along beside them. Mountain, brush, and cover were left behind. From a helicopter, she mused, they’d probably look enough like farmers to get away with it. Up close … “What if we run into our hosts?” she began, casting a quick look at the huts behind them. “They might recognize this designer original.”

“We’ll take our chances.” Doug started down the narrow road and decided Whitney’s feet would be dirty enough within a mile. “They’d be a lot easier to deal with than Dimitri’s ape patrol.”

Because the road ahead looked endless and the day was only beginning, Whitney decided to take his word for it.
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After thirty minutes, Whitney knew the lamba was going to smother her. It was the kind of day where she felt it best to wear as little as possible while doing as little as possible. Instead, she was trapped inside a long-sleeved, long-skirted sack, wound inside yards of lamba, and assigned to a thirty-mile hike.

This one would be great for her memoirs, she decided. Travels with My Pig.

In any case, she was becoming rather fond of the little fellow. He had a princely kind of waddle, trooping along with his head swiveling from side to side now and again, as though he were leading a procession. She wondered how he’d like an overripe mango.

“You know,” Whitney decided, “he’s rather sweet.”

Doug glanced down at the pig. “He’d be sweeter barbecued.”

“That’s revolting.” She shot him a long, critical look. “You wouldn’t.”

No, he wouldn’t, only because he didn’t have the stomach for it. But there was no reason to let Whitney know he had a certain delicacy. If he was going to eat ham, he wanted it all nicely cured and packaged first.

“I’ve got this recipe for sweet-and-sour pork. Worth its weight in gold.”

“Just keep it filed,” she said smartly. “This little piggy’s under my protection.”

“I did three weeks in a Chinese restaurant in San Francisco. Before I left town, I had the classiest ruby necklace outside of a museum, a black pearl tiepin as big as a robin’s egg, and a pad full of great recipes.” All he had left were the recipes. They satisfied him. “You marinate the pork overnight. It’s so tender, it practically dissolves on the plate.”

“Stuff it.”

“Herb sausage in a very thin casing. Grilled.”

“Your IQ’s all in your stomach.”

The road became more even, smoother, and wider as they left the hills behind. The eastern plane was lush and green and humid. And much too open for Doug’s thinking. He glanced overhead at power lines. A disadvantage. Dimitri could issue orders quickly over the phone. From where? Was he south, following the trail Doug so desperately tried to cover? Behind, just behind and closing in?

They were being followed, of that he was certain. He recognized the feeling, and hadn’t been able to shake it since they’d left New York. And yet … Doug shifted the basket. He couldn’t lose the notion that Dimitri knew the destination and was waiting patiently to close the net. Doug glanced around again. He’d have slept easier knowing from which direction he was being hunted.

Though they didn’t dare risk the use of his field glasses, they could see wide, well-tended plantations—with long stretches of flatland that could accommodate the landing of a helicopter. Flowers sprang up everywhere to bake in the heat. Dust from the road coated petals but didn’t make them any less exotic. The view was excellent, the day clear. All the easier to spot two people and one pig traveling down the eastern road. He kept the pace steady, hoping to come across a group of travelers they could blend with. One glance at Whitney reminded him that blending wasn’t a simple matter.

“Do you have to walk as though you were strolling toward Bloomingdale’s?”

“I beg your pardon?” She was getting the hang of leading the pig and wondered if it would make a more interesting pet than a dog.

“You walk rich. Try for humble.”

She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Douglas, I might have to wear this very unattractive outfit and lead a pig on a rope, but I won’t be humble. Now, why don’t you stop griping and enjoy the walk. Everything’s pretty and green and the air smells like vanilla.”

“There’s a plantation over there. They grow it.” And on a plantation were vehicles. He wondered just how risky it would be to attempt to liberate one.

“Really?” She squinted as she looked into the sun. The fields were wide and very green, dotted with people. “It grows in a little bean, doesn’t it?” she asked idly. “I’ve always been fond of the scent in those slim white candles.”

He shot her a mild look. White candles, white silk. That was her style. Ignoring the image, he gave his attention back to the fields they were passing. There were too many people working in them and too much open space to try hot-wiring a pickup at the moment.

“The weather’s certainly become tropical, hasn’t it?” Sweltering, she dabbed at her forehead with the back of her hand.

“Trade winds bring in the moisture. It’s hot and humid till around next month, but we’ve missed the cyclone season.”

“There’s good news,” she murmured. She thought she could actually see the heat rising from the road in waves. Oddly, it brought a flash of nostalgia for New York in high summer, where the heat bounced up off the sidewalks and you could choke on the smell of sweat and exhaust.

A late brunch at the Palm Court would be nice, with strawberries in cream and a tall iced coffee. She shook her head and ordered herself to think of something else.

“On a day like this, I’d like to be in Martinique.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

Ignoring his testy tone of voice, she went on. “I’ve a friend with a villa there.”

“I’ll bet.”

“Perhaps you’ve heard of him—Robert Madison. He writes spy thrillers.”

“Madison?” Surprised, Doug gave her his attention again. “The Pisces Symbol?”

Impressed that he’d named what she considered Madison’s best work, she looked at him under the brim of her hat. “Why yes, you’ve read him?”

“Yeah.” Doug shifted the bags on his shoulders. “I’ve managed to get a bit beyond ‘see Spot run.’ ”

She’d already gauged that for herself. “Don’t be cranky. It just happens that I’m a rather avid fan. We’ve known each other for years. Bob moved to Martinique when the IRS made it uncomfortable for him in the States. His villa’s quite lovely, with a spectacular view of the sea. Right now, I’d be sitting beside the pool on the terrace with an enormous frozen margarita, watching half-naked people play on the beach.”

That was her style all right, he thought, incomprehensibly annoyed. Terraced pools and sultry air, little white-suited houseboys serving drinks on silver platters while some jerk with more looks than brains rubbed oil on her shoulder blades. He’d done both the serving and the rubbing in his time and couldn’t say he preferred one to the other as long as the haul was rich.

“If you had nothing to do on a day like this, what would you choose?”

He struggled against the image of Whitney, lying half-naked on a lounge, skin slick with oil. “I’d be in bed,” he told her. “With a clever redhead with green eyes and big—”

“A rather ordinary fantasy,” Whitney interrupted.

“I’ve rather ordinary urges.”

She feigned a yawn. “So, I’m sure, does our pig. Look,” she went on before he could retort, “something’s coming.”

He saw the dust plume in the road ahead. Muscles tense, he looked right and left. If necessary, they could make a run for it over the fields, but it wasn’t likely they’d get far. If their impromptu costuming didn’t work, it could all be over within minutes.

“Just keep your head down,” he told Whitney. “And I don’t care how much it goes against the grain, look humble and subservient.”

She tilted her head so that she looked at him from under the brim of her hat. “I wouldn’t have the least idea how.”

“Keep your head down and walk.”

The truck’s engine sounded well-tuned and powerful. Though the paint was splashed with dirt, Doug could see it was fairly new. He’d read that many of the plantation owners were well-off, growing wealthy through the sale of vanilla, coffee, and cloves that thrived in this region. As the truck drew closer, he shifted the bag on his shoulder slightly so that most of his face was hidden. His muscles tingled and tensed. The truck barely slowed as it passed them. All he could think of was how quickly they could get to the coast if he could get his hands on one.

“It worked.” Whitney lifted her head and grinned. “He drove right by us without a glance.”

“Mostly if you give people what they expect to see, they don’t see anything.”

“How profound.”

“Human nature,” he tossed back, still regretting that he wasn’t behind the wheel of the truck. “I’ve gotten into plenty of hotel rooms wearing a red bellman’s jacket and a five-dollar smile.”

“You rob hotels in broad daylight?”

“For the most part, people aren’t in their rooms during the day.”

She thought about it a moment, then shook her head. “It doesn’t sound nearly as thrilling. Now, stalking around in the dead of night in a black suit with a flashlight, while people are sleeping right in the same room. That’s exciting.”

“And that’s how you get ten to twenty.”

“Risk adds to the excitement. Have you ever been to jail?”

“No. It’s one of the small pleasures in life I’ve never experienced.”

She nodded. It confirmed her opinion that he was good at what he did. “What was your biggest heist?”

Though the sweat was running freely down his back, he laughed. “Christ, where do you get your terminology? ‘Starsky and Hutch’ reruns?”

“Come on, Douglas, this is called passing the time.” If she didn’t pass the time, she’d collapse on the road in a puddle of dripping exhaustion. Once she’d thought she’d never be any more hot and uncomfortable than she’d been hiking over the highlands. She’d been wrong. “You must’ve had one big haul in your illustrious career.”

He said nothing for a moment as he looked down the straight, endless road. But he wasn’t seeing the dust, the ruts, the short shadows cast by the piercing noontime sun. “I had my hands on a diamond as big as your fist.”

“A diamond?” It so happened she had a weakness for them, the icy glitter, the hidden colors, the ostentation.

“Yeah, not just any rock; a big, glittery granddaddy. The prettiest piece of ice I’ve ever seen. The Sydney Diamond.”

“The Sydney?” She stopped, gaping. “God, it’s forty-eight and a half carats of perfection. I remember it was on exhibition in San Francisco about three, no four years ago. It was stolen …” She broke off, astonished and deeply impressed. “You?”

“That’s right, sugar.” He enjoyed the fascinated surprise on her face. “I had that sonofabitch in my hand.” In memory, he looked down at his empty palm. It was scratched now from the flight through the forest, but he could see the diamond in it, gloating up at him. “I swear, you could feel the heat from it, see a hundred different pictures by putting it up to the light. It was like holding a cool blonde while her blood ran hot.”

She could feel it, the arousal, the pure physical thrill. Since she’d received her first string of pearls, Whitney had often pinned and draped on diamonds and other glitters. It pleased her. But the pleasure of imagining holding the Sydney was much deeper, of plucking it out of its cold glass case and watching light and life gleam in your hand.

“How?”

“Melvin Feinstein. The Worm. The little bastard was my partner.”

Whitney saw from the set of his mouth that the story wasn’t going to have a happy-ever-after ending. “And?”

“The Worm earned his name in more ways than one. He was four-foot-six. I swear, he could slip under the crack of a door. He had the blueprints of the museum, but he didn’t have the brains to handle the security. That’s where I came in.”

“You handled the alarms.”

“Everybody’s got a specialty.” He looked back, back over the years in San Francisco where the days had been misty and the nights cool. “We cased that job for weeks, calculating every possible angle. The alarm system was a beauty, the best I’d ever come across.” That memory was pleasant, the challenge of it, and the logic by which he’d outwitted it. With a computer and figures, you could find more interesting answers than the balance of your checkbook.

“Alarms’re like women,” he mused. “They bait you, wink at you. With a little charm and the right skill, you figure out what makes them tick. Patience,” he murmured, nodding to himself. “The right touch, and you’ve got them just where you want them.”

“A fascinating analogy, I’m sure.” She watched him cooly from under the brim of her hat. “One might even say they have a habit of going off when provoked.”

“Yeah, but not if you keep a step ahead.”

“You’d better go on with your story before you get in any deeper, Douglas.”

His mind was back in San Francisco on a chilled night where the fog came in long fingers to sweep the ground. “We got in through the ducts, easier for the Worm than me. Had to shoot out a line and go hand over hand because the floors were wired. I lifted it; the Worm has clumsy hands and he wasn’t long enough to reach the display anyway. I had to hang down over the case. It took me six and a half minutes to cut through the glass. Then I had it.”

She could see it—Doug hanging by his feet over the display, dressed in black, while the diamond glinted up at him.

“The Sydney was never recovered.”

“That’s right, sugar. It’s one of the little entries in the book in my pack.” There was no way he could explain to her the pleasure and frustration he felt reading about it.

“If you had it, why aren’t you living in a villa in Martinique?”

“Good question.” With something between a smile and a sneer, he shook his head. “Yeah, that’s a damn good question. I had it,” he murmured, half to himself. He angled his hat forward but still squinted against the sun. “For a minute I was one rich sonofabitch.” He could still picture it, still feel the near-sexual pull of hanging over the display case, holding the glittering piece of ice in his hand, the world under his feet.

“What happened?”

The image and the feeling shattered, like a diamond split carelessly. “We started back out. Like I said, the Worm could squirm through the ducts like a slug. By the time I got through, he was gone. The little bastard’d lifted the rock right out of my bag and vanished. To top it off, he put an anonymous call through to the police. They were crawling all over my hotel when I got back. I hopped a freighter with the shirt on my back. That’s when I spent some time in Tokyo.”

“What about the Worm?”

“Last I heard he had himself a cozy yacht and was running a high-class floating casino. One of these days …” He relished the fantasy a moment, then shrugged. “Anyway, that was the last time I took a partner.”

“Until now,” she reminded him.

He looked down at her, his eyes narrowed. He was back in Madagascar and there was no chilling fog. There was only sweat, aching muscles, and Whitney. “Until now.”

“In case you have any notion of imitating your friend the Worm, Douglas, remember, there isn’t a hole deep enough for you to slide into.”

“Sugar—” He pinched her chin. “Trust me.”

“I’ll pass, thanks.”

For a time they walked in silence, Doug reliving every step of the Sydney Diamond job—the tension, the cool-headed concentration that kept the blood very still and the hands very steady, the thrill of holding the world in his hands, if only for a moment. He’d have it again. That much he promised himself.

It wouldn’t be the Sydney this time, but a box of jewels that would make the Sydney look like a prize in a Cracker Jack box. This time nobody’d take it from him, no bow-legged midget, and no classy blonde.

Too many times he’d had the rainbow in his hands and watched it vanish. It wasn’t so bad if you blew it yourself on foolishness and chances. But when you were stupid enough to trust someone … That had always been one of his big problems. He might steal, but he was honest. Somehow he figured other people were as well. Until he ended up with empty pockets.

The Sydney, Whitney mused. No second-class hood would’ve attempted to steal it, or have succeeded. The story confirmed for her what she’d thought all along. Doug Lord was a class act, in his own fashion. And there was one more thing—he’d be very possessive with the treasure when and if they found it. That was something she’d have to think about carefully.

Absently, she smiled at two children racing across the field to her left. Perhaps their parents were working on the plantation, perhaps they owned it. Still, their lives would be simple, she thought. It was interesting how appealing simplicity could be from time to time. She felt the cotton dress rub uncomfortably over her shoulder. Then again, there was something to be said for luxury. Lots of it.

They both jolted at the sound of an engine behind them. When they turned, the truck was practically on top of them. If they’d had to run, they wouldn’t have gotten ten yards. Doug cursed himself, then cursed again when the driver leaned out and called to them.

It wasn’t a new model like the truck that had passed them earlier, nor was it quite as rickety as the Merina jeep. The engine ran smoothly enough as it idled in the middle of the road. The back was loaded with wares, from pots and baskets to wooden chairs and tables.

A traveling salesman, Whitney decided, already eyeing what he had to offer. She wondered how much he wanted for the colorful clay pot. It would look rather nice on a table with a collection of cacti.

The driver would be a Betsimisaraka, Doug calculated, both from the region they were traveling in and the European touch of his derby. He grinned, showing a mouthful of healthy white teeth as he gestured for them to approach the truck.

“Well, what now?” Whitney asked under her breath.

“I think we’ve just hitched a ride, sugar, whether we want to or not. We’d better give your French and my charm another try.”

“Let’s simply use my French, shall we?” Forgetting to look humble, she walked to the truck. While she peered from under the brim of her hat, she gave the driver her best smile and made up a story as she went along.

She and her husband, though she had to swallow a bit on that one, were traveling from their farm in the hills to the coast where her family lived. Her mother, she decided on the spot, was ill. She noticed that his curious dark eyes roamed her face, pale and regal under the simple straw hat. Without breaking rhythm, Whitney rattled off an explanation. Apparently satisfied, the driver gestured to the door. He was traveling to the coast, they were welcome to a ride.

Stooping, Whitney gathered up the pig. “Come on, Douglas, we’ve got a new chauffeur.”

Doug secured the baskets in the back, then climbed in beside her. Luck could play either way, he knew that well enough. This time he was willing to believe it had played on his side.

Whitney laid the pig on her lap as though it were a small, weary child. “What’d you tell him?” he asked her as he nodded to the driver and grinned.

Whitney sighed, absorbing the luxury of being driven. “I told him we’re going to the coast. My mother’s ill.”

“Sorry to hear it.”

“It’s very likely a deathbed scene, so don’t look too happy.”

“Your mother never liked me.”

“That’s beside the point. Besides, it’s merely that she wanted me to marry Tad.”

He paused in the act of offering one of their few cigarettes to the driver. “Tad who?”

She enjoyed the scowl on his face and smoothed the skirt of her dress. “Tad Carlyse IV. Don’t be jealous, darling. After all, I chose you.”

“Lucky me,” he muttered. “How’d you get around the fact that we aren’t natives?”

“I’m French. My father was a sea captain who settled on the coast. You were a teacher on holiday. We fell madly in love, married against our family’s wishes, and now work a small farm in the hills. By the way, you’re British.”

Doug played back the story in his head and decided he couldn’t have done better. “Good thinking. How long’ve we been married?”

“I don’t know, why?”

“I just wondered if I should be affectionate or bored.”

Whitney narrowed her eyes. “Kiss ass.”

“Even if we’re newlyweds, I don’t think I should be that affectionate in front of company.”

Barely smothering a chuckle, Whitney closed her eyes and pretended she was in a plush limo. Within moments, her head was snuggled on Doug’s shoulder. The pig snored gently in her lap.

She dreamed she and Doug were in a small, elegant room washed with candlelight that wafted the scent of vanilla. She wore silk, white and thin enough to show the silhouette of her body. He was all in black.

She recognized the look in his eyes, the sudden darkening of that clear, clear green before his clever hands ran up her body and his mouth covered hers. She was weightless, floating, unable to touch the ground with her feet—yet she could feel every plane and line as his body pressed against hers.

Smiling he drew away from her and reached for a bottle of champagne. The dream was so clear that she could see the beads of water on the glass. He pried the cork. It opened with an ear-splintering blast. When she looked again, he held only a jagged bottle in his hand. At the door was the shadow of a man and the glint of a sun.

They were crawling through a small, dark hole. Sweat rolled from her. Somehow she knew they were winding through ducts, yet it was like the tunnel to the cave—dark, dank, suffocating.

“Just a little bit farther.”

She heard him speak and saw something glitter up ahead. It was light beaming off the facets of an enormous diamond. For a moment, it filled the darkness with a wild, almost religious light. Then it was gone, and she was standing alone on a barren hill. “Lord, you sonofabitch!”

“Rise and shine, sugar. This is our stop.”

“You worm,” she muttered.

“That’s no way to talk to your husband.”

Opening her eyes, she looked into his grinning face. “You sonofa—”

He cut the oath off, kissing her hard and long. With his lips only a breath from hers, he pinched her. “We’re supposed to be in love, sugar. Our friendly chauffeur might have a grasp of some of the cruder English expressions.”

Dazed, she squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. “I was dreaming.”

“Yeah. And it sounds like I didn’t come off very well.” Doug hopped out to retrieve the baskets in the back.

Whitney shook her head to clear it, then looked through the windshield. A town. It was small by any standard and the air had a scent that brought fish to mind rather sharply. But it was a town. As thrilled as if she’d woken in Paris on an April morning, Whitney jumped from the truck.

A town meant a hotel. A hotel meant a tub, hot water, a real bed.

“Douglas, you’re wonderful!” With the pig sandwiched and squealing between them, she hugged him.

“Jesus, Whitney, you’re getting pig all over me.”

“Absolutely wonderful,” she said again and gave him a loud, exuberant kiss.

“Well, yeah.” He found his hand could settle comfortably at her waist. “But a minute ago I was a worm.”

“A minute ago I didn’t know where we were.”

“You do now? Why don’t you fill me in?”

“In town.” Hugging the pig against her, she whirled away. “Hot and cold running water, box springs and mattresses. Where’s the hotel?” Shading her eyes, she began to scan.

“Look, I wasn’t planning on staying—”

“There!” she said triumphantly.

It was clean and without frills, more along the lines of an inn than a hotel. It was a town of seamen, fishermen, with the Indian Ocean close at its back. A seawall rose high as protection against the floods that came every season. Here and there, nets were spread over it to dry in the sun. There were palm trees and fat orange flowers growing in vines against clapboard. A gull nestled at the top of a telephone pole and slept. The straight lines of the coast prevented it from being a port, but the little seaside town obviously enjoyed a smatter of tourist trade now and then.

Whitney was already thanking the driver. Though it surprised him, Doug didn’t have the heart to tell her they couldn’t stay. He’d planned to replenish supplies and see about transportation up the coast before they went on. He watched her smile at their driver.

One night couldn’t hurt, he decided. They could start out fresh in the morning. If Dimitri was close, at least Doug would have a wall at his back for a few hours. A wall at his back and a few hours to plan the next step. He swung a basket over each shoulder. “Give him the pig and say good-bye.”

Whitney smiled at the driver a last time, then started across the street. There were shells crushed underfoot mixed with dirt and a stingy spread of gravel. “Abandon our first-born son to a traveling salesman? Really, Douglas, it’d be like selling him to the gypsies.”

“Cute, and I understand you might’ve formed a bit of an attachment.”

“So would you if you hadn’t been thinking with your stomach.”

“But what the hell are we going to do with it?”

“We’ll find him a decent home.”

“Whitney.” Just outside the inn, he took her arm. “That’s a slab of bacon, not a Pomeranian.”

“Ssh!” Cuddling the pig protectively, she walked inside.

It was marvelously cool. There were ceiling fans lazily circling that made her think of Rick’s Place in Casablanca. The walls were whitewashed, the floors dark wood, scarred but scrubbed. Someone had tacked bleached, woven mats to the walls, the only decoration. A few people sat at tables drinking a dark gold liquid in thick glasses. Whitney caught the scent of something unidentifiable and wonderful drifting through an open door in the back.

“Fish stew,” Doug murmured as his stomach yearned. “Something close to bouillabaisse with a touch of—rosemary,” he said, closing his eyes. “And a little garlic.”

Because her mouth watered, Whitney was forced to swallow. “It sounds like lunch to me.”

A woman came through the door, wiping her hands on a big white apron that was colored like a parade flag from her cooking. Though her face was creased deeply, and her hands showed work as well as age, she wore her hair in gay braided rings like a young girl. She scanned Whitney and Doug, looked at the pig for only a moment, then spoke in quick, heavily accented English. So much for Doug’s disguises.

“You wish a room?”

“Please.” Struggling to keep her eyes from drifting beyond the woman to the doorway where scents poured out, Whitney smiled.

“My wife and I would like a room for the night, a bath, and a meal.”

“For two?” the woman said, then looked again at the pig. “Or for three?”

“I found the little pig wandering on the side of the road,” Whitney improvised. “I didn’t like to leave it. Perhaps you know someone who’d care for it.”

The woman eyed the pig in a way that had Whitney hugging it tighter. Then she smiled. “My grandson will take care of it. He is six, but he is responsible.” The woman held out her arms, and reluctantly Whitney handed her erstwhile pet over. Hefting the pig under one arm, the woman reached in her pocket for keys. “This room is ready, up the stairs and two doors on the right. You are welcome.”

Whitney watched her go back into the kitchen with the pig under her arm.

“Now, now, sugar, every mother has to let her children go one day.”

She sniffed and started for the stairs. “He better not be on the menu tonight.”

The room was a great deal smaller than the cave they’d slept in. But it had a few cheerful seaside paintings on the wall and a bed covered in a flashy floral print that had been meticulously patched. The bath was no more than an alcove separated from the bedroom by a bamboo screen.

“Heaven,” Whitney decided after one look and flopped facedown on the bed. It smelled, only lightly, of fish.

“I don’t know how celestial it is”—he checked the lock on the door and found it sturdy—“but it’ll do until the real thing comes along.”

“I’m going to crawl into the tub and wallow for hours.”

“All right, you take the first shift.” Without ceremony, he dumped the baskets on the floor. “I’m going to do a little checking around and see what kind of transportation we can get heading up the coast.”

“I’d prefer a nice, stately Mercedes.” Sighing, she pillowed her head on her hands. “But I’d settle for a wagon and a three-legged pony.”

“Maybe I can find something in between.” Taking no chances, he pulled the envelope out of his pack and secured it under the back of his shirt. “Don’t use all the hot water, sugar. I’ll be back.”

“Be sure to check on room service, won’t you? I hate it when the canapés are late.” Whitney heard the door click shut and stretched luxuriously. As much as she’d like just to sleep, she decided, she wanted a bath more.

Rising, she stripped off the long cotton dress and let it fall in a heap. “My sympathies to your former owner,” she murmured, then threw the straw hat like a Frisbee across the room. Over her naked skin, her hair cascaded like sunlight. Cheerful, she turned the hot tap on full and searched through her pack for her cache of bath oil and bubbles. In ten minutes, she was steeped in steaming, fragrant, frothy water.

“Heaven,” she said again and shut her eyes.

Outside, Doug took in the town quickly. There were a few little shops with handicrafts arranged in the windows. Colorful hammocks hung on hooks from porch rails and a row of shark’s teeth were lined on a stoop. Obviously, the people were accustomed to tourists and their odd penchant for the useless. The scent of fish was strong as he wandered down toward the wharf. There, he admired the boats, the coils of rope, and the nets spread out to dry.

If he could figure out a way to keep some fish on ice, he’d bargain for it. Miracles could be accomplished with a fish over an open fire if one had the right touch. But first, there was a matter of the miles he had yet to travel up the coast, and how he was going to go about it.

He’d already decided that going by water would be the quickest and most practical way. From the map in the guidebook, he’d seen that the Canal des Pangalanes could take them all the way to Maroantsetra. From there, they’d have to travel through the rain forest.

He’d feel safer there, with the heat, the humidity, and the plentiful cover. The canal was the best route. All he needed was a boat, and someone with the skill to guide it.

Spotting a small shop, he wandered over. He hadn’t seen a paper in days and decided to buy one even if he had to depend on Whitney to translate. As he reached for the door, he felt a quick flash of disorientation. From within, he heard the unmistakable tough-rock sound of Pat Benatar.

“Hit me with your best shot!” she challenged as he pushed the door open.

Behind the counter stood a tall, lanky man whose dark skin gleamed with sweat as he moved to the beat pouring out of a small, expensive portable stereo. While his feet shuffled, he polished the glass in the windows to the side of the counter and belted out the lyrics with Benatar.

“Fire awaaay!” he shouted, then turned as the door slammed behind Doug. “Good afternoon.” The accent was decidedly French. The faded T-shirt he wore read City College of New York. The grin was youthful and appealing. On the shelves behind him were trinkets, linens, cans, and bottles. A general store in Nebraska wouldn’t have been better stocked.

“May I interest you in some souvenirs?”

“CCNY?” Doug questioned as he crossed the bare wood floor.

“American!” Reverently, the man turned Benatar down to a muffled roar before he held out his hand. “You are from the States?”

“Yeah. New York.”

The young man lit up like a firecracker. “New York! My brother”—he tugged on the T-shirt—“he goes to college there. Student exchange. Going to be a lawyer, yes sir. A hotshot.”

It was impossible not to grin. With his hand still caught in the man’s grasp, Doug shook lightly. “I’m Doug Lord.”

“Jacques Tsiranana. America.” Obviously reluctant, he released Doug’s hand. “I go there myself next year to visit. You know Soho?”

“Yeah.” And until that moment, he hadn’t realized just how much he missed it. “Yeah, I know Soho.”

“I have a picture.” Digging in behind the counter, he brought out a bent snapshot. It showed a tall, muscular man in jeans standing in front of Tower Records.

“My brother, he buys the records and puts them on the tapes for me. American music,” Jacques pronounced. “Rock and roll. How about that Benatar?”

“Great pipes,” Doug agreed, handing the snapshot back.

“So what are you doing here, when you could be in Soho?”

Doug shook his head. There had been times he’d asked himself the same question. “My, ah, lady and I are traveling up the coast.”

“Vacation?” He took a quick glimpse at Doug’s clothes. He was dressed like the humblest Malagasy peasant, but there was a look of sharp authority in his eye.

“Yeah, like a vacation.” If you didn’t count the guns and the running. “I thought it might give her a kick to go up the canal, you know, scenic.”

“Pretty country,” Jacques agreed. “How far?”

“To here.” Doug drew the map out of his pocket and ran a finger along the route. “All the way to Maroantsetra.”

“Some kick,” Jacques murmured. “Two days, two long days. In places the canal is hard to navigate.” His teeth shone. “Crocodiles.”

“She’s tough,” he claimed, thinking of that very sensitive, very soft skin. “You know the kind who digs camping out and open fires. What we need is a good guide and a strong boat.”

“You pay in American dollars?”

Doug narrowed his eyes. It looked like luck was indeed playing on his side. “It can be arranged.”

Jacques poked his thumb into the printing on his shirt. “Then I take you.”

“Got a boat?”

“The best boat in town. Built it myself. Got a hundred?”

Doug looked down at his hands. They appeared competent and strong. “Fifty up front. We’ll be ready to go in the morning. Eight o’clock.”

“Bring your lady here at eight o’clock. We’ll give her a kick.”

Unaware of the pleasures in store for her, Whitney half dozed in the tub. Each time the water had cooled a bit, she had let in another stream of hot. As far as she was concerned, she could spend the night there. Her head rested against the back lip, her hair fell behind, wet and shining.

“Trying for a world’s record?” Doug asked from behind her.

With a gasp, she jerked up so that water lapped dangerously near the edge. “You didn’t knock,” she accused. “And I locked the door.”

“I picked it,” he said easily. “Need to keep in practice. How’s the water?” Without waiting for an answer, he dipped in a finger. “Smells good.” His gaze skimmed over the surface. “Looks like your bubbles’re starting to give out.”

“They’ve got a few minutes left in them. Why don’t you get rid of that ridiculous outfit?”

Grinning, he began to unbutton his shirt. “Thought you’d never ask.”

“On the other side of the screen.” Smiling, she examined her toe just above the water’s surface. “I’ll get out so you can have your turn.”

“Shame to waste all that pretty hot water.” Putting a hand on either side of the tub, he leaned over her. “Since we’re partners, we should share.”

“You think so?” His mouth was very close, and she was very relaxed. Reaching up she trailed a damp finger down his cheek. “Just what did you have in mind?”

“A little”—gently, he brushed her lips with his—“unfinished business.”

“Business?” She laughed and let her hand roam over his neck. “Want to negotiate?” On impulse she pulled, and off-balance, he slid into the tub. Water heaved over the side. Giggling like a schoolgirl, she watched as he swiped bubbles from his face. “Douglas, you never looked better.”

Tangled with her, he struggled to keep from submerging. “She likes games.”

“Well, you looked so hot and sweaty.” Generous, she offered the soap, then laughed again when he rubbed it over the shirt that clung to him.

“Why don’t I give you a hand?” Before she could avoid it, he ran the soap down from her throat to her waist. “I seem to remember you owe me a back scrub.”

Aware, and still amused, she took the soap from him. “Why don’t you—”

Both of them tensed at the knock at the door.

“Don’t move,” Doug whispered.

“I wasn’t going to.”

Untangling himself, he climbed out of the tub. Water ran everywhere. It swished in his shoes as he went to his pack and dug out the gun he’d buried in it. He hadn’t had it in his hands since their flight from Washington. He didn’t like the feel of it any more now.

If Dimitri had found them, he couldn’t have cornered them more neatly. Doug glanced at the window behind him. He could be out and down in seconds. Then he glanced at the bamboo screen. In a tub of cooling water, Whitney sat naked and completely vulnerable. Doug gave a last regretful look at the window and escape.

“Shit.”

“Doug—”

“Quiet.” Holding it close, barrel up, he moved to the door. It was time to try his luck again. “Yeah?”

“Captain Sambirano, police. At your service.”

“Shit.” Looking around quickly, Doug stuck the gun in the back waistband of his pants. “Your badge, Captain?” Coiled to spring, Doug opened the door a crack and examined the badge, then the man. He could spot a cop ten miles away. Reluctantly, he opened the door. “What can I do for you?”

The captain, small, rotund, and very Western in dress, stepped inside. “I seem to have interrupted you.”

“Having a bath.” Doug saw the puddle forming at his feet and reached for a towel behind the screen.

“I beg your pardon, Mr.—”

“Wallace, Peter Wallace.”

“Mr. Wallace. It is my custom to greet anyone who passes through our town. We have a quiet community.” The captain gently tugged on the hem of his jacket. Doug noticed his nails were short and polished. “From time to time we entertain tourists who are not fully aware of the law or our customs.”

“Always happy to cooperate with the police,” Doug said with a wide smile. “As it happens, I’m moving on tomorrow.”

“A pity you can’t extend your stay. You are perhaps in a hurry?”

“Peter …” Whitney poked her head and one naked shoulder around the screen. “Excuse me.” She did her best to blush as she swept her lashes down, then up again.

Whether the blush worked or not, the captain took off his hat and bowed. “Madame.”

“My wife, Cathy. Cath, this is Captain Sambirano.”

“How do you do?”

“Charmed.”

“I’m sorry I can’t come out just now. You see I’m …” She trailed off and smiled.

“Of course. You must forgive the interruption, Mrs. Wallace. Mr. Wallace. If I can be of any help to you during your stay, please do not hesitate.”

“How sweet.”

Halfway out the door, the captain turned back. “And your destination, Mr. Wallace?”

“Oh, we’re following our noses,” Doug claimed. “Cathy and I are graduate students. Botany. So far we’ve found your country fascinating.”

“Peter, the water’s getting cold.”

Doug glanced over his shoulder, looked back, and grinned. “It’s our honeymoon, you understand.”

“Naturally. May I congratulate you on your taste? Good afternoon.”

“Yeah, see you.”

Doug closed the door, leaned back against it, and swore. “I don’t like it.”

Wrapped in a towel, Whitney came out from behind the screen. “What do you think that was all about?”

“I wish I knew. But one thing, when cops start nosing around, I look for other accommodations.”

Whitney took a long look at the gaily covered bed. “But, Doug.”

“Sorry, sugar. Get yourself dressed.” He began to strip off his own dripping clothes. “We’re catching a boat, a little ahead of schedule.”

“You have something new?” After fondling a glass chess piece, Dimitri moved bishop’s pawn.

“We think they headed toward the coast.”

“Think?” At the snap of Dimitri’s fingers a dark-suited man placed a crystal goblet in his hand.

“There was a little settlement in the hills.” Remo watched Dimitri drink and swallowed on his own dry throat. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in a week. “When we checked it out, the family was in an uproar. Somebody’d ripped them off while they were in the fields.”

“I see.” The wine was excellent, but, of course, he’d brought his own stock with him. Dimitri enjoyed traveling, but not inconvenience. “And what precisely was acquired from these people?”

“A couple hats, some clothes, baskets …” He hesitated.

“And?” Dimitri prompted, too gently for comfort.

“A pig.”

“A pig,” Dimitri repeated and chuckled. Remo nearly let his shoulders relax. “How ingenious. I begin to regret Lord must be disposed of. I could put a man like him to good use. Go on, Remo. The rest.”

“A couple kids saw a peddler in a truck pick up a man and woman—and a pig—late this morning. They headed east.”

There was a long silence. Remo wouldn’t have broken it if there’d been a knife in his back. Dimitri studied the wine in his goblet then sipped, drawing the moment out. He could hear Remo’s nerves stretching, stretching. His gaze came up.

“I suggest you also head east, Remo. I, in the meantime, will move on.” He ran his fingers over another chess piece, admiring the craftsmanship, the detail. “I’ve calculated the area our quarries are headed for. While you track them, I shall wait.” He brought the goblet to his lips again, breathing deeply of the bouquet of the wine. “I grow weary of hotels, though the service here is quite excellent. When I entertain our guest, I’d like to do so with more privacy.”

Setting down the wine, he picked up the white knight and its queen. “Yes, I do love to entertain.” In a quick move, he smashed the pieces together. The shards tinkled lightly as they fell onto the table.
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“We didn’t eat.”

“We’ll eat later.”

“You’re always saying that. And another thing,” Whitney said, “I still don’t understand why we have to check out this way.” She gave a quick grimace to the pile of “borrowed” clothes in a heap on the floor. Whitney wasn’t accustomed to seeing anyone move quite so fast as Doug had in the last five minutes.

“Ever heard of an ounce of prevention, sugar?”

“With a little salt, I’d eat an ounce of prevention at the moment.” Whitney scowled down at his fingertips on the window ledge. In a flash they were gone and she held her breath as she watched him drop to the ground below.

Doug felt his legs sing briefly. A quick glance around showed him that no one had seen his leap but a fat, battle-scarred cat dozing in a patch of sunshine. Looking up, he signaled to Whitney. “Toss down the packs.” She did, with an enthusiasm that nearly knocked him off his feet. “Take it easy,” he said between his teeth. Setting them aside, Doug braced himself beneath the window. “Okay, now you.”

“Me?”

“You’re all that’s left, lover. Come on, I’ll catch you.”

It wasn’t that she doubted him. After all, she’d taken the precaution of slipping her wallet out of her pack—and making certain he saw her—before he’d climbed through the window. In the same way, she remembered that he’d switched the envelope to the pocket of his jeans. Trust among thieves was obviously the same sort of myth as honor.

Whitney thought it rather strange that the drop looked so much longer now than it had when he’d hung by his fingers. She frowned down at him.

“A MacAllister always leaves a hotel by the front door.”

“We ain’t got time for family traditions. For Chrissake come on before we draw an audience.”

Setting her teeth, she swung a leg over. Agilely, but very slowly, she twisted herself around and lowered. It only took her an instant to discover she didn’t like the sensation of hanging from the window ledge of an inn in Madagascar one bit. “Doug …”

“Drop,” Doug ordered.

“I’m not sure I can.”

“You can, unless you want me to start throwing rocks.”

He might. Whitney closed her eyes, held her breath, and let go.

She fell free for hardly more than a heartbeat before his hands clamped around her hips, then slid up to her armpits. Even so, the abrupt stop took the breath from her.

“See?” he told her when he placed her lightly on the ground. “Nothing to it. You’ve got real potential as a cat burglar.”

“Goddamn it.” Turning, she examined her hands. “I broke a nail. Now what am I supposed to do?”

“Yeah, that’s tragic.” He bent to pick up the packs. “I guess I could shoot you and put you out of your misery.”

She snatched her pack out of his hands. “Very droll. I happen to think walking around with nine fingernails is extremely tacky.”

“Put your hands in your pockets,” he suggested and started to walk.

“Just where are you going now?”

“I’ve arranged for a little trip by water.” He slid his arms through the straps until the pack rested comfortably on his back. “All we have to do is get to the boat. Unobtrusively.”

Whitney followed as he wound his way around, keeping to the backs of houses, away from the street. “All this because some fat little policeman dropped by to say hello.”

“Fat little policemen make me nervous.”

“He was very polite.”

“Yeah, fat little polite policemen make me more nervous.”

“We’re being very rude to the nice lady who took our pig.”

“What’s the matter, sugar, never skip out on a bill before?”

“Certainly not.” She sniffed, racing along behind him as he crossed a narrow side street. “Nor do I intend to begin. I left her twenty.”

“Twenty!” Grabbing her, Doug stopped behind a tree beside Jacques’s store. “What the hell for? We didn’t even use the bed.”

“We used the bath,” she reminded him. “Both of us.”

“Christ, I didn’t even take my clothes off.” Resigned, he studied the little faded frame building beside them.

While she waited for Doug to move again, Whitney glanced back wistfully toward the hotel. Another complaint sprang to her mind before she saw a man in a white panama crossing the street. Idly she watched him until sweat began to pool at the base of her spine.

“Doug.” Her throat had gone dry with an anxiety she couldn’t explain. “Doug, that man. Look.” She grabbed his hand, turning only slightly. “I swear he’s the same one I saw at the zoma, then again on the train.”

“Jumping at shadows,” Doug muttered but glanced back.

“No.” Whitney gave his arm a quick tug. “I saw him. I saw him twice. Why should he turn up again? Why should he be here?”

“Whitney …” But he broke off as he watched the man stroll down to meet the captain. And he remembered with sudden clarity a man jolting out of his seat on the train in the middle of the confusion, dropping a newspaper onto the ground, and looking him straight in the eye. Coincidence? Doug pulled Whitney back behind the tree. He didn’t believe in them.

“Is it one of Dimitri’s men?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who else could he be?”

“Dammit, I don’t know.” Frustration tore through him. He felt he was being chased from all sides. Knew it, but couldn’t understand it. “Whoever he is, we’re getting out.” He looked back at Jacques’s shop. “Better go in the back way. He might have customers and the less people that see us, the better.”

The back door was locked. Crouching down, Doug took out his penknife and went to work. Within five seconds, the lock clicked open. Whitney counted.

Impressed, she watched him pocket the knife again. “I’d like you to teach me how to do that.”

“A woman like you doesn’t have to pick locks. People open doors for you.” While she thought this over, he slipped in the back.

It was part storage room, part bedroom, part kitchen. Beside the narrow, neatly made bunk was a collection of half a dozen cassette tapes. Upbeat Elton John music seemed to pour through the wallboards. Tacked to them was a full-color poster of a pouting, sexy Tina Turner. Beside her was an ad for Budweiser—the King of Beers, a New York Yankees pennant, and an evening shot of the Empire State Building.

“Why do I feel as though I’ve just walked into a room on Second Avenue?” And because she did, she felt ridiculously safe.

“His brother’s an exchange student at CCNY.”

“That explains everything. Whose brother?”

“Shh!” Padding silently on the balls of his feet like a cat, Doug moved to the door that connected with the shop. He opened it a crack and peered through.

Jacques leaned over the counter, in the midst of a transaction that involved what was obviously a detailed exchange of town gossip. The bony, dark-eyed girl had apparently come in to flirt more than she’d come in to buy. She poked among spools of colored thread and giggled.

“What’s going on?” Whitney maneuvered herself so that she could peek through the crack under Doug’s arm. “Ah, romance,” she proclaimed. “I wonder where she got that blouse. Just look at the embroidery work.”

“We’ll have a fashion show later.”

The girl bought two spools of thread, giggled for another moment or two, then left. Doug opened the door another inch and made a hissing sound through his teeth. It was no competition for Elton John. Jacques continued to swivel his hips as he picked up on the lyrics. With a glance to the window that opened onto the street, Doug eased the door open a bit more and called Jacques by name.

Jolting, Jacques nearly upset the display of spools he was rearranging. “Man, you gave me a scare.” Still cautious, Doug crooked a finger and waited for Jacques to saunter over. “What you doing hiding back here?”

“A change of schedule,” Doug told him. Taking Jacques’s hand, he jerked him inside. He realized Jacques smelled of English Leather. “We want to take off now.”

“Now?” Narrowing his eyes, Jacques studied Doug’s face. He might have lived in a small seaside village all of his life, but he wasn’t a fool. When a man was on the run, it showed in his eyes. “You got trouble?”

“Hello, Jacques.” Stepping forward, Whitney held out her hand. “I’m Whitney MacAllister. You must forgive Douglas for neglecting to introduce us. He’s often rude.”

Jacques took the slim white hand in his and was instantly in love. He’d never seen anything so beautiful. As far as he could tell, Whitney MacAllister outshone Turner, and Benatar, and the high priestess Ronstadt put together. His tongue quite simply tied itself in knots.

She’d seen the look before. In a slick, three-piece-suited professional on Fifth Avenue it bored her. In a trendy club on the West Side, it amused her. In Jacques, she found it sweet. “We have to apologize for barging in on you this way.”

“It’s …” He had to search for the Americanisms that were usually on the tip of his tongue. “Okay,” he managed.

Impatient, Doug laid a hand on Jacques’s shoulder. “We want to move.” His sense of fair play wouldn’t allow him to drag the young man blindly into the mess they were in. His sense of survival prevented him from telling all. “We had a little visit from the local police.”

Jacques managed to drag his gaze away from Whitney. “Sambirano?”

“That’s right.”

“Asshole,” Jacques proclaimed, rather proud of the way the word rolled off his tongue. “You don’t worry about him. He’s just nosey, like an old woman.”

“Yeah, maybe, but we’ve got some people who’d like to find us. We don’t want to be found.”

Jacques took a moment to look from one to the other. A jealous husband, he thought. He needed nothing more to trigger his sense of romance. “We Malagasy don’t worry about time. The sun rises, the sun sets. You want to leave now, we leave now.”

“Terrific. We’re a little low on supplies.”

“No problem. You wait here.”

“How’d you manage to find him?” Whitney asked when Jacques went through to the front again. “He’s wonderful.”

“Sure, just because he was making bug-eyes at you.”

“Bug-eyes?” She grinned and sat down on the edge of Jacques’s bed. “Really, Douglas, wherever do you dig up some of your quaint expressions?”

“His eyes nearly fell out of his head.”

“Yes.” She brushed a hand through her hair. “They did, didn’t they?”

“You really eat it up, don’t you?” Annoyed, he paced the small room and wished he could do something. Anything. He could smell trouble, and it wasn’t as far away as he’d have liked. “You just love it when men drool.”

“You weren’t exactly offended when little Marie all but kissed your feet. As I recall, you strutted around like a rooster with two tails.”

“She helped save our skins. That was simple gratitude.”

“With a touch of simple lust thrown in.”

“Lust?” He stopped directly in front of her. “She couldn’t’ve been more than sixteen.”

“Which made it all the more disgusting.”

“Yeah, well old Jacques here must be pushing twenty.”

“My, my.” Whitney pulled out her emery board and began to repair her chipped nail. “That sounds distinctly like jealousy.”

“Shit.” He paced from one door to the other. “This is one man who won’t drool over you, duchess. I’ve got better things to do.”

Giving him a half smile Whitney continued to file and hum along with Elton John.

A few moments later there was silence. When Jacques came back in, he was carrying a good-size sack in one hand and his portable stereo in the other. With a grin, he packed the rest of his tapes. “Now we’re ready. Rock and roll.”

“Won’t anyone wonder why you closed up early?” Doug opened the back door a crack and peered out.

“Close up then, close up now. Nobody cares.”

Nodding, Doug opened the door for him. “Then let’s go.”

His boat was docked less than a quarter mile away and Whitney had never seen anything like it. It was very long, perhaps fifteen feet, and no more than three feet wide. She thought of a canoe she’d once paddled at summer camp in upstate New York. This was along the same lines if one stretched it out. Light on his feet, Jacques hopped in and began to stow the gear.

The canoe was traditional Malagasy, his hat was a New York Yankees fielder’s cap, and his feet were bare. Whitney found him an odd and endearing combination of two worlds.

“Nice boat,” Doug murmured, wishing he saw an engine somewhere.

“I built her myself.” In a gesture she found very smooth and very courtly, he held out a hand for Whitney. “You can sit here,” he told her, indicating a spot in the center. “Very comfortable.”

“Thank you, Jacques.”

When he saw she was settled opposite where he would sit, he handed a long pole to Doug. “We pole out here when the water’s shallow.” Taking one himself, Jacques pushed off. The boat glided out like a swan on a lake. Relaxing, Whitney decided the boat trip had possibilities—the scent of the sea, feathery leaves dancing in the breeze, the gentle movement beneath her. Then, two feet away, she saw the ugly leathery head skim the surface.

“Ah …” It was all she could manage.

“Yes, indeed.” With a chuckle Jacques continued to pole. “Those crocks, they’re everywhere. You have to watch out for them.” He made a sound somewhere between a hiss and a roar. The round, sleepy eyes at the surface came no closer. Without a word, Doug reached in his pack, dug out the gun, and hitched it in his belt again. This time Whitney made no objection.

When the water deepened enough for them to use the paddles, Jacques switched on his stereo. Vintage Beatles blasted out. They were on their way.

Jacques paddled tirelessly, with a smooth energy and enthusiasm Whitney admired. Through the hour and a half Beatle extravaganza, he sang along in a clear tenor, grinning when Whitney joined in with him.

From the stores Jacques had brought aboard, they had a late impromptu lunch of coconut meat, berries, and cold fish. When he passed Whitney the canteen, she drank deeply, expecting plain water. Tilting the canteen down again, she swished the liquid around in her mouth. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it wasn’t plain water either.

“Rano vola,” Jacques told her. “Good for traveling.”

Doug’s paddle cut through the water smoothly. “They make it by adding water to rice that sticks to the bottom of the cooking pot.”

Whitney swallowed, trying to do it graciously. “I see.” Shifting a bit, she passed the canteen down to Doug.

“You come from New York, too?”

“Yes.” Whitney popped another berry into her mouth. “Doug tells me your brother goes to college there.”

“Law school.” The letters on his T-shirt nearly trembled with pride. “He’s going to be a hotshot. He’s been to Bloomingdale’s.”

“Whitney practically lives there,” Doug said under his breath.

Ignoring him, she spoke to Jacques. “Do you plan to go to America?”

“Next year,” he told her, resting his paddle across his lap. “I visit my brother. We’re going to do the town. Times Square, Macy’s, McDonald’s.”

“I want you to call me.” As if she were in a plush East-Side restaurant, Whitney drew a card out of her wallet and handed it to him. Like its owner, the card was smooth, classy, and slender. “We’ll have a party.”

“Party?” His eyes lit up. “A New York party?” Visions of glittering dance floors, wild colors, and wilder music raced in his head.

“Absolutely.”

“With all the ice cream you can eat.”

“Don’t be cranky, Douglas. You can come too.”

Jacques was quiet a moment while his imagination worked out all the fascinations of a party in New York. His brother had written about women with dresses that came high above the knee and cars as long as the canoe he rowed. There were buildings as high as the mountains to the west. Once his brother had eaten in the same restaurant as Billy Joel.

New York, Jacques thought, awed. Maybe his new friends knew Billy Joel and would invite him to the party. He fondled Whitney’s card before tucking it into his pocket.

“You two are …” He wasn’t quite sure of the American term for what he meant. Not a polite one anyway.

“Business partners,” Whitney provided, smiling.

“Yeah, we’re all business.” Scowling, Doug cut through the water with his pole.

Jacques might’ve been young, but he hadn’t been born yesterday. “You have business? What kind?”

“At the moment, we’re into travel and excavation.”

Whitney lifted a brow at Doug’s terminology. “In New York, I’m an interior designer. Doug’s a—”

“Freelancer,” he finished. “I work for myself.”

“Best way,” Jacques agreed while his feet tapped out the beat. “When I was a boy, I worked on a coffee plantation. Do this, do that.” He shook his head and smiled. “Now, I have my own shop. I say do this, do that. But I don’t have to listen.”

Chuckling, Whitney stretched her back while the music reminded her of home.

Later, the sunset reminded her of the Caribbean. The forest on either side of the canal had become denser, deeper, more junglelike. Reeds grew along the verge, thin and brown, before they gave way to dense foliage. At the sight of her first flamingo, all pink-feathered and fragile-legged, she was charmed. She saw the iridescent blue flash in the brush and heard the quick, repetitive song Jacques identified as the coucal’s. Once or twice she thought she’d caught sight of a fast, agile lemur. The water, becoming shallow enough now and then to require the poles, was washed with red and skimmed with insects. Through the trees to the west, the sky was lit up like a forest fire. She decided a ride in an outrigger canoe had a lot more allure than punting on the Thames, though it was just as relaxing—except for the occasional crocodile.

Over the quiet dusk and jungle silence, Jacques’s stereo poured out what any self-respecting DJ would have called hit after hit—commercial-free. She could’ve floated for hours.

“We’d better camp.”

Turning her eyes away from the sunset, she smiled at Doug. He’d long before stripped off his shirt. His chest gleamed in the dim light with a light sheen of sweat. “So soon?”

He bit back a retort. It wasn’t easy to admit that his arms felt like rubber and his palms burned. Not when young Jacques was still bopping with the beat, looking as though he could row until midnight without slackening pace.

“It’ll be dark soon,” was all he said.

“Okay.” Jacques’s lean, limber muscles rippled as he stroked. “We’ll find an A-Number-One campsite.” He turned his shy smile on Whitney. “You should rest,” he told her. “Long day on the water.”

Mumbling under his breath, Doug rowed toward shore.

Jacques wouldn’t allow her to carry a pack. Hefting hers and his sack, he entrusted her with his stereo. Single file, they walked into the forest where the light was rose-colored, touched with mauve. Birds they couldn’t see sang to the darkening sky. Leaves shimmered green, damp with the moisture that was always present. Now and then Jacques would stop and hack at vines and bamboo with a small sickle. The scent was rich: vegetation, water, flowers—flowers that climbed through vines and burst through bush. She’d never seen so many colors in one place, nor had she expected to. Insects hovered, humming and whining in the twilight. On a frantic rustle of leaves a heron rose out of the bush and glided toward the canal. The forest was hot, wet, and close and had all the tastes of the exotic.

They set up camp to the tunes of Springsteen’s Born in the USA.

By the time they had a fire started and coffee heating, Doug found something to be cheerful about. Out of Jacques’s sack came a few small containers of spice, two lemons, and the rest of the carefully wrapped fish. With them, he found two packs of Marlboros. At the moment, they meant nothing compared with the other loot.

“At last.” He held a container that smelled something like sweet basil up to his nose. “A meal with style.” He might have been sitting on the ground, surrounded by thick vines and insects just beginning to bite, but he liked the challenge. He’d eaten with the best of them, in the kitchens and under chandeliers. Tonight would be no different. Breaking out the cooking utensils, he prepared to enjoy himself.

“Doug’s quite the gourmand,” Whitney told Jacques. “I’m afraid we’ve had to make do with what’s been available so far. It hasn’t been easy for him.” Then she sniffed the air. Mouth watering, she turned to see him sautéing the fish over the fire. “Douglas.” His name came out on a sultry breath. “I think I’m in love.”

“Yeah.” Eyes intense, hands firm, he gave the fish an expert flick. “That’s what they all say, sugar.”

That night the three of them slept deeply, replete with rich food, plum wine, and rock and roll.

When the dark sedan pulled into the small seaside town an hour past dawn, it drew quite a crowd. In charge, impatient, and out of sorts, Remo stepped out and brushed through a huddle of children. Having the instinct of the young and the vulnerable, they made way for him. With a jerk of his head, he signaled the two other men to follow.

They didn’t deliberately try to look out of place. If they’d come into town on mules, dressed in lambas, they’d still have looked like hoods. The way they’d lived, the way they intended to live—badly—oozed through their pores.

The townspeople, though inherently wary of strangers, were also inherently hospitable. Still, no one approached the three men. The island term for taboo was fady. Remo and company, though trim in their crisp summer suits and glossy Italian shoes, were definitely fady.

Remo spotted the inn, and signaling his men to circle the sides of the building, approached the front.

The woman of the inn had on a fresh apron. Breakfast smells came from the rear though only two tables were occupied. She looked at Remo, sized him up, and decided she had no vacancies.

“Looking for some people,” he told her, though he didn’t expect anyone on that godforsaken island to speak English. He simply pulled out the glossies of Doug and Whitney and waved them under her nose.

Not by a flicker did she show any recognition. Perhaps they’d left abruptly, but there’d been twenty dollars American money on the dresser. Their smiles hadn’t reminded her of a lizard. She shook her head.

Remo peeled a ten-dollar bill from the wad he carried. The woman simply shrugged and handed him back the photos. Her grandson had spent an hour the evening before playing with his new pig. She preferred his smell to Remo’s cologne.

“Look, Grandma, we know they got off here. Why don’t you make this easy on everybody.” As incentive, he peeled back another ten.

The innkeeper gave him a blank look and another shrug. “They are not here,” she said, surprising him with her precise English.

“I’ll just take a look myself.” Remo started for the stairs.

“Good morning.”

Like Doug, Remo had no trouble recognizing a cop, in a one-horse town in Madagascar or in an alley in the lower Forties.

“I am Captain Sambirano.” Stiffly proper, he offered his hand. He admired Remo’s taste in clothes, noticed the still-puffy scar on his cheek and the cool grimness in his eye. Neither did he miss the healthy wad of bills in his hand. “Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”

He didn’t like dealing with cops. Remo considered them basically unstable. In a year, he could make approximately three times what the average police lieutenant pulled in, for doing the same thing. Backwards.

But more, he didn’t like the thought of going back to Dimitri with empty hands. “I’m looking for my sister.”

Doug had said he had brains. Remo put them to use.

“She ran off with this guy, nothing but a two-bit thief. The girl’s infatuated, if you know what I mean.”

The captain nodded politely. “Indeed.”

“Dad’s worried sick,” Remo improvised. He pulled out a thin Cuban cigar from a flat gold case. Offering one, he noticed the captain’s appreciation of the fragrance and the glint of classy metal. He knew which approach to take. “I’ve managed to track them this far, but …” He let the sentence trail off and tried to look like a concerned brother. “We’ll do anything to get her back, Captain. Anything.”

While he let that sink in, Remo pulled out the photos. The same photos, the captain noted silently, that the other man had shown him only the day before. His story had been that of a father seeking his daughter as well, and as well, he’d offered money.

“My father’s offering a reward to anyone who can help us. Understand that my sister’s my father’s only daughter. And the youngest,” he added for clout. He remembered, without much affection, how pampered his own kid sister had been. “He’s prepared to be generous.”

Sambirano looked down at the pictures of Whitney and Doug. The newlyweds who’d left town rather abruptly. He glanced over at the innkeeper who kept her lips folded in disapproval. Those eating breakfast understood the look and went back to their meal.

The captain wasn’t impressed by Remo’s story any more than he’d been impressed by Doug’s the day before. Whitney beamed up at him. She, however, had impressed him, then and now. “A lovely woman.”

“You can imagine how my father feels, Captain, knowing she’s with a man like him. Scum.”

There was enough passion in the word to let the captain know the animosity wasn’t feigned. If one man found the other, one would die. It mattered little to him, as long as neither died in his town. He saw no reason to mention the man in the panama with a similar set of pictures.

“A brother,” he said slowly as he drew the cigar under his nose, “is responsible for the welfare of his sister.”

“Yeah, I’m worried sick about her. God knows what he’ll do when her money runs out or when he just gets tired of her. If there’s anything you can do … I promise to be very grateful, Captain.”

The captain had chosen law enforcement in the quiet little town because he hadn’t much ambition. That is, he didn’t care to sweat in the fields or callous his hands on a fishing boat. But he did believe in making a tidy profit. He handed Remo the photographs. “I sympathize with your family. I have a daughter myself. If you’ll come with me to my office, we can discuss this further. I believe I can help you.”

Dark eyes met dark eyes. Each recognized the other for what he was. Each accepted that business was indeed business. “I’d appreciate that, Captain. I’d appreciate that very much.”

As he walked through the door, Remo touched the scar on his cheek. He could almost taste Doug’s blood. Dimitri, he thought with a flood of relief, was going to be very pleased. Very pleased.
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Over her breakfast coffee, Whitney added Jacques’s fifty-dollar advance and retotaled the list of Doug’s expenses. A treasure hunt, she decided, had quite an overhead.

While the others had slept during the night, Doug beside her in the tent, Jacques content under the stars, Whitney had lain awake for some time, going over the journey. In many ways it had been a lark, an exciting, somewhat twisted vacation complete with souvenirs and a few exotic meals. If they never found the treasure, she would’ve written it off just that way—except for the memory of a young waiter who’d died only because he’d been there.

Some people are born with a certain comfortable naiveté that never leaves them, mainly because their lives remain comfortable. Money can provoke cynicism or cushion it.

Perhaps her wealth had sheltered her to some extent, but Whitney had never been naive. She counted her change not because she had to worry about pennies, but because she expected value for value. She accepted compliments with grace, and a grain of salt. And she knew to some, life was cheap.

Death could be a means to an end, something accomplished for revenge, for amusement, or for a fee. The fee might vary—the life of a statesman was certainly worth more on the open market than the life of a ghetto drug dealer. One might be worth no more than the price of a syringe full of heroin, the other hundreds of thousands of cool, clean Swiss francs.

A business, some had taken the exchange of life for gain to the height and routine of a brokerage firm. She’d known it before, considered it the way one considered many of the daily social ills. Aloofly. But now she’d dealt with it personally. An innocent man had died, and she might very well have killed a man herself. There was no telling how many other lives had been lost, or bought and sold, in the quest for this particular pot of gold.

Dollars and cents, she mused as she looked down at her neat columns and totals on the notepad. But it had become much more than that. Perhaps like many of the carelessly wealthy, she’d often skimmed over the surface of life without seeing the eddies and currents the less fortunate had to pit themselves against. Perhaps she’d always taken such things as food and shelter for granted until the last few weeks. And perhaps Whitney’s own personal view of right and wrong often depended on circumstances and her own whims. But she had a strong sense of good and bad.

Doug Lord might be a thief, and in his life he might’ve done innumerable things that were wrong by society’s standards. She didn’t give a hang about society’s standards. He was, she’d come to believe, intrinsically good, just as she believed Dimitri was intrinsically bad. She believed it, not naively, but completely, with all the healthy intelligence and instinct she’d been born with.

She’d done something more while the others had slept. Restless, Whitney had finally decided to glance through the books Doug had taken from the Washington library. To pass the time, she’d told herself as she flicked on a flashlight and located the books. As she’d begun to read about the jewels, the gems lost over the centuries, she’d become caught up. The illustrations hadn’t particularly moved her. Diamonds and rubies meant more in three dimensions. But they’d made her think.

Reading through the history of this necklace, that diamond, she’d understood, personally, that what men and women craved for adornment, others had died for. Greed, desire, lust. They were things Whitney could understand, but passions she felt too shallow to die for.

But what of loyalty? Whitney had gone back over the words she’d read in Magdaline’s letter. She’d spoken of her husband’s grief over the queen’s death, but more, his obligation to her. How much had the man Gerald sacrificed for loyalty and what had he kept in a wooden box? The jewels. Had he kept his heritage in a wooden box and mourned a way of life that could never be his again?

Was it money, was it art, was it history? As she’d closed the book she had been left uncertain. Whitney had respected Lady Smythe-Wright, though she’d never quite comprehended her fervor. Now she was dead for little more than having a belief that history, whether it was written in dusty volumes or glittered and shone, belonged to everyone.

Marie had lost her life, along with hundreds of others, with rough justice on the guillotine. People had been driven from their homes, hunted, and slaughtered. Others had starved in the streets. For an ideal? No, Whitney doubted people often died for ideals any more than they truly fought for them. They’d died because they’d been caught up in something that had swept over them and carried them along whether they wanted to go or not. What would a handful of jewels have meant to a woman walking up the steps to the guillotine?

It made a treasure hunt seem foolish. Unless—unless it had a moral. Maybe it was time Whitney discovered her own.

Because of this, and because of a young waiter named Juan, Whitney was determined to find the treasure, and to kick dust in Dimitri’s face when she did.

She faced the morning confidently. No, she wasn’t naive. Still, Whitney held to the basic belief that good would ultimately outdo bad—especially if good was very clever.

“What the hell’re you going to do when the batteries on that thing run down?”

Whitney smiled up at Doug before she slipped the thin, hand-held calculator and her notepad back in her bag. She wondered what he would think if he knew she’d spent several hours during the night analyzing him and what they were doing. “Duracell,” she said sweetly. “Would you like some coffee?”

“Yeah.” He sat down, a bit leery of the way she poured and served so cheerfully.

She looked exquisite. He’d figured a few days on the road would leave her a bit haggard, a little rough around the edges. He scraped his palm over the stubble on his own chin. Instead, she looked radiant. Her pale, angel-blonde hair shone as it rippled down her back. The sun had warmed her skin, bringing up touches of rose that only accented its flawlessness and the classic line of bone. No, she looked anything but haggard at the moment.

Doug accepted the coffee and drank deeply.

“This is a lovely spot,” Whitney said, bringing up her knees and circling them with her arms.

He glanced around. Moisture dripped from leaves in quiet plip-plops. The ground was damp and spongy. He slapped at a mosquito and wondered how long the repellent would hold out. The mist rose off the ground in little fingers, like steam in a Turkish bath. “If you like saunas.”

Whitney cocked a brow. “Woke up on the wrong side of the bedroll, didn’t we?”

He only grunted. He’d woken up itchy as any healthy man would after spending the night next to a healthy woman without having the luxury of taking things to their natural conclusion.

“Look at it this way Douglas. If there were an acre of this in Manhattan, people would be scrambling for it, piling in on top of each other.” She lifted her hands, palms up. Birdsong burst out in an ecstacy of sound. A chamelion crawled onto a dull gray rock and slowly faded into it. Flowers seemed to pour out of the ground and the green, green of leaves and ferns still damp with dew gave everything a lushness. “We’ve got it all to ourselves.”

He poured a second cup of coffee. “I figured a woman like you would prefer crowds.”

“A time and place, Douglas,” she murmured. “A time and place.” Then she smiled, so simply, so exquisitely, he felt his heart stop. “I like being here, with you.”

The coffee had scalded his tongue, but he didn’t notice. He swallowed it, still staring at her. He’d never had any problem with women, pouring on the rough-edged, cocky charm that he’d learned very young they found appealing. Now, when he could’ve used a surplus of what came so handily to him, he couldn’t find any at all. “Oh yeah?” he managed.

Amused that he could be thrown off so easily, she nodded. “Yeah. I’ve given it some thought.” Leaning over, she kissed him very, very lightly. “Just what do you think of that?”

He might stumble, but years of experience had taught him how to land on his feet. Reaching out, he gathered her hair in his hand. “Well, maybe we should”—he nipped at her lip—“discuss it.”

She liked the way he kissed without quite kissing, the way he held her without really holding her. She remembered what it had been like when he’d done both, thoroughly. “Perhaps we should.”

Their lips did no more than tease each other’s. Eyes open, they nibbled, testing, tempting. They didn’t touch. Each was used to leading, to being in control. To lose the edge—that was the primary mistake, in matters of love and money, to both of them. As long as the reins were held, even loosely, then neither of them felt they would go where they didn’t lead.

Lips warmed. Thoughts clouded. Priorities shifted.

His hand tightened on her hair, hers gripped his shirt-front. In that rare instant that moves timelessly, they were caught close. Need became the leader, and desire, the map. Each surrendered without hesitation or regret.

Beyond the thick, moist leaves came a bright, bubbling blast of Cyndi Lauper.

Like children caught with their fingers deep in the cookie jar, Whitney and Doug sprang apart. Jacques’s clear tenor echoed with Cyndi’s cheery voice. Both of them cleared their throats.

“Company’s coming,” Doug commented and reached for a cigarette.

“Yes.” Rising, Whitney brushed at the seat of her thin, baggy slacks. They were a bit damp with dew, but the heat was already drying the ground. She watched sunbeams slash through the tops of cypress. “As I said, a spot like this seems to draw people. Well, I think I’ll …” She trailed off in surprise when his hand circled her ankle.

“Whitney.” His eyes were intense, as they became when least expected. His fingers were very firm. “One day, we’re going to finish this.”

She wasn’t used to being told what she’d do, and saw no reason to begin now. She sent him a long, neutral look. “Perhaps.”

“Absolutely.”

The neutral look became a hint of a smile. “Douglas, you’re going to find out I can be very contrary.”

“You’re going to find out I take what I want.” He said it softly, and her smile faded. “It’s my profession.”

“Man oh man, we got ourselves some coconuts.” Coming through the bush, Jacques shook the net bag he carried.

Whitney laughed when he pulled one out and tossed it to her. “Anyone got a corkscrew?”

“No problem.” Making use of a rock, Jacques slammed the coconut against it sharply. The chamelion scrambled away without a sound. With a grin, he broke the fruit apart and handed the two pieces to Whitney.

“How clever.”

“A little rum and you could have piña coladas.”

Brow arched, she handed a half to Doug. “Don’t be testy, darling. I’m sure you could’ve climbed up a palm tree too.”

Grinning, Jacques carved out a piece of the meat with a small knife. “It’s fady to eat anything white on Wednesdays,” he said with a simplicity that caused Whitney to study him more carefully. He popped the coconut into his mouth with a kind of guilty relish. “It’s worse not to eat at all.”

She looked at the fielder’s cap, the T-shirt, and the portable radio. It was difficult for her to remember that he was Malagasy, and part of an ancient tribe. With Louis of the Merina it had been easy. He’d looked the part. Jacques looked like someone she’d pass crossing Broadway and Forty-second.

“Are you superstitious, Jacques?”

He moved his shoulders. “I apologize to the gods and spirits. Keep them happy.” Reaching in his front pocket, he drew out what looked like a small shell on a chain.

“An ody,” Doug explained, both amused and tolerant. He didn’t believe in talismans, but in making your own luck. Or cashing in on someone else’s. “It’s like an amulet.”

Whitney studied it, intrigued by the contrasts between Jacques’s Americanized dress and speech and his deep-seated belief in taboos and spirits. “For luck?” she asked him.

“For safety. The gods have bad moods.” He rubbed the shell between his fingers, then offered it to Whitney. “You carry it today.”

“All right.” She slipped the chain over her neck. After all, she thought, it wasn’t so odd. Her father carried a rabbit’s foot that had been tinted baby blue. The amulet fell along the same lines—or perhaps more along the lines of a St. Christopher’s medal. “For safety.”

“You two can carry on the cultural exchange later. Let’s get moving.” As he rose, Doug tossed the fruit back to Jacques.

Whitney winked at Jacques. “I told you he was often rude.”

“No problem,” Jacques said again, then reached into his back pocket where he’d carefully secured the stem of a flower. Pulling it out, he offered it to Whitney.

“An orchid.” It was white, pure, spectacular white and so delicate it seemed as though it would dissolve in her palm. “Jacques, it’s exquisite.” She touched it to her cheek before she threaded the stem through the hair above her ear. “Thank you.” When she kissed him, she heard the audible click of his swallow.

“Looks nice.” He began to gather gear quickly. “Lots of flowers here in Madagascar. Any flower you want, you find it here.” Still chattering, he began to cart gear to the canoe.

“You wanted a flower,” Doug muttered, “all you had to do was bend over and yank one up.”

Whitney touched the petals above her ear. “Some men understand sweetness,” she commented, “and others don’t.” Picking up her pack, she followed Jacques.

“Sweetness,” Doug grumbled as he struggled with the rest of the gear. “I’ve got a pack of wolves after me and she wants sweetness.” Still muttering, he kicked out the campfire. “I could’ve picked her a damn flower. A dozen of them.” He glanced over his shoulder at the sound of Whitney’s laughter. “Oh Jacques, it’s exquisite,” he mimicked. With a snort of disgust, Doug checked the safety on his gun before he secured it in his belt. “And I can open a goddamn coconut too.” He gave the fire one last kick before hefting the remaining gear and starting toward the canoe.

When Remo nudged one expensively shod toe into the campfire, it was no more than a pile of cold ash. The sun was straight up and streaming; there was no relief from the heat in the shade. He’d removed his suit jacket and tie—something he’d never have done in front of Dimitri during working hours. His once-crisp Arrow shirt was limp with sweat. Tracking Lord was becoming a pain in the ass.

“Looks like they spent the night here.” Weis, a tall, bankerish-looking man who’d had his nose broken by a whiskey bottle swiped sweat from his forehead. He had a line of insect bites on his neck that constantly plagued him. “I guess we’re about four hours behind them.”

“What’re you, part Apache?” Giving the fire a last violent kick, Remo turned. His gaze rested on Barns, whose round moon face was creased in smiles. “What’re you grinning at, you little asshole?”

But Barns hadn’t stopped grinning since Remo had told him to take care of the Malagasy captain. He knew Barns had, but even a man of Remo’s experience didn’t want to hear the details. It was common knowledge that Dimitri had an affection for Barns, the way one had an affection for a half-witted dog who dropped mutilated chickens and small mangled rodents at your feet. He also knew that Dimitri often let Barns take care of employees on their way out. Dimitri didn’t believe in unemployment benefits.

“Let’s go,” he said briefly. “We’ll have them before sundown.”

Whitney had herself nestled comfortably between the packs. Lengthening shadows from cypress and eucalyptus fell on the dunes alongside the canal and on the thick brush on the opposing side. Thin brown reeds waved in the current. From time to time a startled egret folded in its legs and lifted off into the brush with a whoosh of wings and rush. Flowers poked out, profuse in places, red, orange, and melting yellow. Orchids grew as haphazardly as poppies in a meadow. Butterflies, sometimes alone, sometimes in troups, swooped and fluttered around the petals. Their color was a blaze against vegetation and the dung brown of the canal. Here and there crocodiles stretched on sloping banks and took in the sun. Most barely turned a head as the canoe rowed by. The fragrance lifting over the scent of the river was lazily rich.

With the brim of Jacques’s cap shielding her eyes, she lay crossways in the canoe, her feet resting on the edge. The long fishing pole Jacques had fashioned rested loosely in her hands as she half dozed.

She decided she’d discovered just what Huck Finn had found so appealing about floating down the Mississippi. A good deal of it was bone laziness and the rest was wide-eyed adventure. It was, Whitney reflected, a delightful combination.

“And just what do you plan to do if a fish reaches up and bites on that bent safety pin?”

Taking her time, Whitney stretched her shoulders. “Why I’d drop him right in your lap, Douglas. I’m sure you’d know exactly what to do with a fish.”

“You cook ’em up good.” Jacques paddled with the long steady strokes that would’ve made a Yale alumnus’s heart patter with pride. Tina Turner helped him keep the rhythm. “My cooking …” He shook his head. “Pretty bad. When I get married, I have to make sure my wife cooks good. Like my mama.”

Whitney made a snorting sound from under the cap. A fly landed on her knee but it was too much effort to brush it aside. “Another man whose heart’s in his stomach.”

“Look, the kid’s got a point. Eating’s important.”

“To you it’s more like a religion. Do it with the proper tradition and respect or not at all.” She shifted the brim of her cap so that she could see Jacques more clearly. Young, she thought, with a good-humored, good-looking face and well-muscled body. She didn’t think he’d have any trouble attracting the girls. “So, you’re putting your stomach on the same level with your heart. What happens if you fall for a girl who can’t cook?”

Jacques considered this. He was only twenty, and answers were as easy and basic as life. The smile he gave her was young, innocent, and cocky enough to make her chuckle. “I’d take her to my mother so she could learn.”

“Very sensible,” Doug agreed. He broke rhythm to pop a piece of coconut into his mouth.

“I don’t suppose you ever considered learning to cook.” Whitney watched Jacques mull this over while his lean, strong arms worked the paddles. Smiling at him, she ran a finger over the shell that nestled just above her breasts.

“A Malagasy wife cooks the meals.”

“In between the times she takes care of the house, the children, and tills the fields, I imagine,” Whitney put in.

Jacques nodded and grinned. “But she takes care of the money too.”

Whitney felt the lump of her wallet in her back pocket. “That’s very sensible,” she agreed, smiling at Doug.

He had the envelope secure in his own pocket. “I thought you’d like that.”

“Again, it’s a simple matter of people doing what they’re best suited for.” She started to settle back again when her line jerked. With her eyes wide, she sat straight up. “Oh God, I think I’ve got one.”

“One what?”

“A fish!” Gripping the pole fiercely, she watched the line bob. “A fish,” she said again. “A big goddamn fish.”

A grin split Doug’s face as he saw the improvised fishing line grow taut. “Sonofabitch. Now take it easy,” he advised as she scrambled to her knees and rocked the boat. “Don’t lose it, that’s tonight’s main course.”

“I’m not going to lose it,” she said between gritted teeth. And she wouldn’t, but she didn’t have any idea what to do next. After another moment of struggle, she turned to Jacques. “What now?”

“Pull him up easy. It’s a big bastard.” Drawing his paddle into the canoe, he went to her with light movements that kept the boat steady. “Yessirree, we eat tonight. He’s going to fight.” He rested a hand on her shoulder while he looked over the side. “He’s thinking about the frying pan.”

“Come on, sugar, you can do it.” Doug left the oars behind to creep to the center and root. “Just bring ’im up.” And he’d fillet him, sauté him, and serve him on a bed of fluffy rice.

Giddy, excited, determined, Whitney caught her tongue between her teeth. If either man had offered to take the pole from her, she’d have snarled. Using arm muscles she only remembered during an occasional brief set of tennis, she brought the fish out of the water.

Wiggling on the end of the line, he caught the glint of the late afternoon sun. It was only a simple trout, flopping frantically, but for a moment, he looked regal, a flash of silver caught against the deepening blue of the sky. Whitney gave out a war whoop and fell back on her rump.

“Don’t drop him now!”

“She won’t.” Reaching out, Jacques caught the line between his thumb and fingers, drawing it gently in. The fish waved back and forth like a flag in a breeze. “She’s caught herself one big, fat fish.” In a quick move, he drew out the hook and held up the catch. “How about that? Some luck.” He grinned, fish in hand, while Tina Turner gritted out a tune from the tape player behind him.

It happened so fast. Still, as long as she lived Whitney would remember the instant as though it had been captured frame by frame on film. One moment, Jacques was standing, glistening with healthy sweat and triumph. Her laughter was still hanging on the air. The next, he was tumbling into the water. The explosion never even registered in her mind.

“Jacques?” Dazed, she scrambled to her knees.

“Down.” Doug had her pinned beneath him so that her breath came in gasps. He held her down while the boat rocked and he prayed they wouldn’t capsize.

“Doug?”

“Lie still, understand?” But he wasn’t looking at her. Though his head was only inches above hers, he scanned the shore on either side of the canal. The brush was thick enough to hide an army. Where the hell were they? Keeping his movements slow, he reached for the gun in his belt.

When Whitney saw it, she shifted her head to look for Jacques. “Did he fall? I thought I heard a—” When she saw the answer in Doug’s eyes, she arched like a bow. “No!” She struggled, nearly knocking the gun from Doug’s hand as she tried to get up. “Jacques! Oh God.”

“Stay down.” He gave the order between his teeth as he locked his legs around hers. “There’s nothing you can do for him now.” When she continued to fight, he dug his fingers in hard enough to bruise her. “He’s dead, dammit. Dead before he hit the water.”

Her eyes were wide, swimming, as she stared up at him. Without a word she closed them and lay still.

If he felt guilt, if he felt grief, he’d deal with them later. Now it was back to the first priority. Staying alive.

He could hear nothing but the gentle lap of water as the boat drifted in the current. They could be on either side, that he knew. What he didn’t know was why they hadn’t simply riddled the canoe with bullets. The thin outer skin would be no protection.

They had orders to take them alive. Doug glanced down at Whitney. She remained still and passive, eyes shut. Or to take one of them alive, he realized.

Dimitri would be curious about a woman like Whitney MacAllister. He’d know everything there was to know about her by now. No, he wouldn’t want her dead. He’d want to entertain her for a time—be entertained by her—then ransom her back. They wouldn’t shoot at the canoe, but simply wait them out. The first order of business was to find out where they were waiting. Doug could already feel the sweat pooling between his shoulder blades.

“That you, Remo?” he shouted. “You’re still using too much of that fancy cologne. I can smell you out here.” He waited a moment, straining to hear any sound. “Dimitri know I’ve had you running around in circles?”

“You’re the one who’s running, Lord.”

On the left. He didn’t know how he was going to do it yet, but he knew they’d have to get to the opposite shore.

“Yeah, maybe I’m slowing down.” Checking off different angles, Doug kept talking. The birds that had fled skyward screaming at the sound of the shot were calm again. A few had resumed their lazy chatter. He saw that Whitney had opened her eyes again, but she wasn’t moving. “Maybe it’s time we talked deal. You and me, Remo. With what I got, you could fill a swimming pool with that French cologne. Ever think about branching out on your own, Remo? You got brains. Aren’t you getting tired of taking orders and doing somebody else’s dirty work?”

“You want to talk, Lord. Paddle over. We’ll have a nice little business meeting.”

“Paddle over and you’ll put a bullet in my brain, Remo. Come on, let’s not insult each other’s intelligence.” Maybe, just maybe, he could angle one of the poles in the water and guide the boat. If he could wait until dusk, they might have a chance.

“You’re the one who wants to deal, Lord. What do you have in mind?”

“I got the papers, Remo.” Gently he tugged open his pack. He also had a box of bullets. “And I got me a classy lady. They’re both worth a hell of a lot more money than you’ve ever seen.” He shot Whitney a look. She was staring at him, pale and dry-eyed. “Dimitri tell you I got me a heiress, Remo? MacAllister. You know, MacAllister’s ice cream? Best goddamn fudge ripple in the States. You know how many million they made off fudge ripple alone, Remo? You know how much her old man’d pay to get her back in one piece?”

He slid the box of bullets into his pocket while Whitney watched. “Play along with me, sugar,” he told her as he checked to see that his gun was fully loaded. “We both might get out breathing. I’m going to give him a list of your attributes. When I do, I want you to start swearing at me, rock the boat, kick up a scene. While you’re doing it, grab that pole. Okay?”

Expressionless, she nodded.

“There ain’t much meat on her but she really warms up the sheets, Remo. And she ain’t too particular about who she warms them up with. Know what I mean? I got no problem sharing the wealth.”

“You rotten sonofabitch.” With a screech that would’ve done a fishwife proud, Whitney reared up. He hadn’t meant for her to put herself in range and grabbed for her. Wound up, she swung at his hand and knocked it away. “You’ve absolutely no style,” she shouted, standing straight. “Absolutely no class. I’d as soon sleep with a slug as let you into my bed.”

In the lowering light she was magnificent, passionate, hair streaming behind her, eyes dark. He didn’t have any doubt that Remo’s attention was fixed on her.

“Grab the pole and don’t get so damn personal,” he muttered.

“You think you can talk to me that way, you worm?” Snatching up the pole, Whitney raised it over her head.

“Good, good now …” He trailed off when he saw the expression on her face. He’d seen vengeance in a woman’s eyes before. Automatically he lifted a hand. “Hey, wait a minute,” he began as the pole smashed down. He rolled aside in time to see Weis come tumbling into their boat from a small, dark raft. They’d have capsized then if Whitney hadn’t lost her balance and fallen half over the opposite end, righting their boat again. “Jesus, get down.” But the warning ended on a whoosh of air as he started to struggle with Weis.

Whitney’s blow had caught the big man on the shoulder, knocking his gun aside, but annoying him more than harming him. And he remembered the sensation of having his nose shatter. Whitney lifted the pole again and would have brought it down but Doug rolled on top of him. The boat swayed, taking in water. She saw Jacques’s body floating on the surface of the canal before she froze her heart to fight for her life.

“For God’s sake give me a clear shot,” she shouted, then tumbled backward when the boat rocked violently.

On shore, Remo pushed Barns aside. “Lord’s mine, you little bastard. Remember it.” Taking out his gun, he focused and waited.

It looked like a game, Whitney thought as she shook her head to clear it. Two overgrown boys wrestling in a boat. Any moment one might cry uncle, then they’d brush themselves off and go on to other amusements.

She tried to stand again, but nearly tipped over the side. She could see the gun still in Doug’s hand, but the other man outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. Balancing herself on her knees, she gripped the pole again. “Dammit, Doug, how can I smash him if you’re laying on top of him? Move!”

“Sure.” Panting, Doug managed to pry Weis’s hand from around his throat. “Just give me a minute.” Then his head jerked back as Weis caught him on the jaw. Doug tasted blood.

“You broke my fucking nose,” Weis said as he dragged Doug to his feet.

“Was that you?”

They stood, legs braced as Weis began slowly to turn Doug’s gun hand so that the barrel pointed at his face.

“Yeah. And I’m going to blow yours off.”

“Look, don’t take it so personally.” Planting his feet, Doug was certain he felt something rip inside his left shoulder. It was something to think about later when the barrel of a gun wasn’t staring him in the face.

Sweat ran from him as he fought to keep Weis’s finger from slipping over the trigger. He saw the smile and cursed that it was the last thing he’d ever see. Abruptly, Weis’s eyes widened and air whooshed out of his mouth as Whitney shoved the pole smartly into his stomach.

Gripping Doug for balance, Weis shifted. In the next instant his body jerked. He’d become Doug’s shield at the instant Remo had fired from shore. With a look of surprise, he fell like a stone against the side of the canoe. The next thing Whitney knew, she was swallowing water.

On the first panic, she surfaced, choking and thrashing.

“Grab the packs,” Doug shouted, shoving them at her as he treaded beside the overturned canoe. Two bullets struck the water inches from his head. “Holy shit.” He saw the jaws of the first crock open and close over Weis’s torso. And he heard the sickening sound of ripping flesh and breaking bone. Making one frantic grab, he locked his fingers over the strap of one pack. The other floated just out of range. “Go!” he shouted again. “Just go. Get to shore.”

She too saw what remained of Weis and struck out blindly. A dull red mist floated over the brown river water. What she didn’t see until it was nearly on top of them was the second crock.

“Doug!”

He turned in time to see jaws open. He fired five shots point blank before they closed again and sunk in a pool of red.

There were more. Doug fumbled for the box of bullets, knowing he’d never get them all. In a desperate move, he propelled himself between Whitney and an oncoming crock, lifting the gun butt first. He waited for the impact, the pain. He was braced, lips pulled back in a snarl. The top of the crock’s head exploded when he was less than an arm’s length away. Before Doug could react, three more crocks went under, tails swishing. Blood swirled around him.

The shots hadn’t come from Remo. Even as Doug turned toward shore he knew it. They’d come from farther south. Either they had a fairy godmother or someone else was on their trail. He caught a movement and a glimpse of a white panama. When he saw Whitney just behind him, he didn’t stop to think about it.

“Go, dammit.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the bank. Whitney didn’t look back but simply forced her legs to kick her through the water to shore.

Doug half dragged her over the wet reeds on the edge of the canal and into the bush. Panting, aching, he propped himself on the trunk of a tree.

“I’ve still got the papers, you sonofabitch!” he shouted across the canal. “I’ve still got them. Why don’t you take a little swim across the canal and try to take them from me?” For a moment, he closed his eyes and just worked on getting his breath back. He could hear Whitney heaving up canal water beside him. “You tell Dimitri I’ve got them and you tell him I owe him one.” He wiped the blood from his mouth, then spat. “You got that, Remo? You tell him I owe him. And by God, I’m not finished yet.” Wincing, he rubbed the shoulder he’d wrenched during the struggle with Weis. His clothes were plastered to him, wet, bloody, and stinking with mud. A few yards away in the canal, crocodiles were in a frenzy of feeding. The gun was still in his hand, empty. Deliberately, Doug took out the box of bullets and reloaded.

“Okay, Whitney, let’s …”

She was curled into a ball beside him, her head on her knees. Though she made absolutely no sound, he knew she was weeping. At a loss, he ran a hand through his dripping hair. “Hey, Whitney, don’t.”

She didn’t move, she didn’t speak. Doug looked down at the gun in his hand. Violently, he shoved it back in his belt. “Come on, honey. We’ve got to move.” He started to put his arms around her, but she jerked back. Though tears ran freely down her face, her eyes burned when she looked at him.

“Don’t touch me. You’ve got to move, Lord. That’s what you’re made for. Moving, running. Why don’t you just take that all-important envelope and get lost. Here.” Reaching in her pocket, she struggled to pull her wallet out of her clinging slacks. She threw it at him. “Take this too. It’s all you care about, all you think about. Money.” She didn’t bother to wipe at the tears, but watched him through them. “There’s not much cash in there, only a few hundred, but there’s plenty of plastic. Take it all.”

It was what he’d wanted all along, wasn’t it? The money, the treasure, and no partner. He was closer than ever, and alone, he’d get there faster and have the whole pot to himself. It was what he’d wanted all along.

Doug dropped the wallet back in her lap and took her hand. “Let’s move.”

“I’m not going with you. You go after your pot of gold alone, Douglas.” Nausea heaved in her stomach, rising in her throat. She swallowed it down. “See if you can live with it now.”

“I’m not leaving you here alone.”

“Why not?” she tossed back. “You left Jacques back there.” She looked over toward the river and the shaking started. “You left him. Leave me. What’s the difference?”

He grabbed her shoulders hard enough to make her wince. “He was dead. There was nothing we could do.”

“We killed him.”

That thought had already rammed into him. Perhaps because of it he gripped her harder. “No. I got enough baggage to carry around without that. Dimitri killed him the same way he’d swat a fly off the wall. Because it doesn’t mean any more to him than that. He killed him without even knowing his name, because killing doesn’t make him sweat, it doesn’t make him sick. It doesn’t even make him wonder when it’s going to be his turn.”

“Do you?”

He went very still a moment, while water dripped from his hair. “Yeah, dammit. I do.”

“He was so young.” Her breath hitched as she grabbed his shirt. “All he wanted was to go to New York. He’ll never get there.” More tears spilled over, but this time she began to sob with them. “He’ll never get anywhere. And all because of that envelope. How many people have died for it now?” She felt the shell, Jacques’s ody—for safety, for luck, for tradition. Whitney wept until she ached from it, but the pain didn’t cleanse. “He died because of those papers, and he didn’t even know they existed.”

“We’re going to follow this thing through,” Doug told her as he pulled her closer. “And we’re going to win.”

“Why the hell does it matter so much?”

“You want reasons?” He drew her back so that his face was inches from hers. His eyes were hard, his breath fast. “There’re plenty of them. Because people’ve died for it. Because Dimitri wants it. We’re going to win, Whitney, because we’re not going to let Dimitri beat us. Because that kid’s dead, and he’s not going to have died for nothing. It’s not just the money now. Shit, it’s never just the money, don’t you see? It’s the winning. It’s always the winning, and making Dimitri sweat because we did.”

She let Doug draw her into his arms, cradle her there. “The winning.”

“Once you don’t care about winning, you’re already dead.”

That she understood because the need was in her as well. “There’ll be no fadamihana for Jacques,” she murmured. “No festival for him.”

“We’ll give him one.” He stroked her hair, remembering the way Jacques had looked when he’d held the fish. “A real New York party.”

She nodded, turning her face into his throat a moment. “Dimitri isn’t going to get away with this, Doug. Not with this. We’re going to beat him.”

“Yeah, we’re going to beat him.” Drawing her away, he rose. They’d lost his pack in the canal so they’d lost the tent and cooking utensils. Hefting hers, Doug secured it to his back. They were wet, tired, and still grieving. He held out his hand. “Get your ass in gear, sugar.”

Wearily, she stood and tucked the wallet back in her pocket. She sniffed, inelegantly. “Up yours, Lord.”

They walked north in the lowering evening light.
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They had eluded Remo, but they knew he was hot on their heels, and so they did not stop. They walked as the sun set and the forest took on lights only artists and poets fully understand. In twilight when the air turned pearly gray with mist as the dew fell, they walked still. The sky darkened, went black before the moon rose, a majestic ball, white as bone. Stars glittered like jewels of another age.

Moonlight turned the forest into a fairy tale. Shadows lowered and shifted. Flowers closed their petals and slept as animals that knew only night stirred. There was a flutter of wings, a thrash of leaves, and something screamed in the bush. They walked.

When Whitney wanted to drop into a ball of mindless exhaustion, she thought of Jacques. Gritting her teeth, she went on.

“Tell me about Dimitri.”

Doug paused only long enough to pull the compass out of his pocket to check their direction. He saw her fingering the shell as she had off and on during the hike but he’d run dry of comforting words. “I already did.”

“Not enough. Tell me more.”

He recognized the tone of voice. She wanted revenge. And revenge, Doug knew, was a dangerous ambition. It could blind you to priorities—like staying healthy. “Just take my word for it, you don’t want a personal acquaintance.”

“But you’re wrong.” Though breathless, her voice was soft and firm. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Tell me about our Mr. Dimitri.”

He’d lost track of the miles they’d covered, even the hours. He was only sure of two things. They had put distance between themselves and Remo, and they needed to rest. “We’ll camp here. We should be deep enough in the haystack.”

“Haystack.” She sank down gratefully on the soft, springy ground. If it’d been possible, her legs would’ve wept with relief.

“We’re the needle, this is the haystack. Got anything in here we can use?”

Whitney pulled makeup out of her pack, lacy underwear, clothes already rent, filthy, or ruined, and what was left of the bag of fruit she’d bought in Antananarivo. “A couple of mangoes and a very ripe banana.”

“Think of it as a portable Waldorf salad,” Doug advised as he plucked up one of the mangoes.

“All right.” Whitney followed suit and stretched out her legs. “Dimitri, Douglas. Tell me.”

He’d hoped to set her mind on some other scene. He should’ve known better. “Jabba the Hutt in an Italian suit,” he said as he bit into the fruit. “Dimitri could make Nero look like a choirboy. He likes poetry and porno flicks.”

“Eclectic taste.”

“Yeah. He collects antiques—specializes in torture instruments. You know, thumbscrews.”

Whitney felt the little pulse in her right thumb throb. “Fascinating.”

“Sure, Dimitri’s a real fascination. He has an affection for soft, pretty things. Both of his wives were stunners.” He gave her a long, level look. “He’d like your style.”

She tried not to shudder. “So, he’s married.”

“Married twice,” Doug explained. “And tragically widowed twice, if you catch the drift.”

She did, and bit into the fruit thoughtfully. “What makes him so … successful,” she decided for lack of a better term.

“Brains and a streak of ice-cold mean. I’ve heard he can quote Chaucer while he’s sticking pins between your toes.”

She lost her appetite for the fruit. “Is that his style? Poetry and torture?”

“He doesn’t simply kill, he executes, and he executes with ceremony. He keeps a first-class studio where he tapes his victims before, during, and after.”

“Oh God.” She studied Doug’s face, wanting to believe he was weaving a tale. “You’re not making that up.”

“I ain’t got that much imagination. His mother was a schoolteacher, I hear, with a few wires crossed.” Juice dribbled down his chin and he wiped at it absently. “Story goes that when he couldn’t recite some poem, Byron or somebody, I think, she hacked off his pinky.”

“She—” Whitney choked, then forced herself to swallow. “His mother cut off his finger because he couldn’t recite?”

“That’s the story on the streets. Seems she was religious and got her poetry and theology a little mixed. Figured if the kid couldn’t quote Byron, he was being sacrilegious.”

For the moment she forgot the horror and death Dimitri had been responsible for. She thought of a young boy. “That’s horrible. She should’ve been taken away.”

He wanted her to shy away from revenge, but he didn’t want to replace it with pity. One was as dangerous as the other. “Dimitri saw to that, too. When he left home to start his own—business, he went out in a blaze. He torched the whole damn apartment building where his mother lived.”

“He killed his own mother?”

“He got her—and twenty or thirty other people. He didn’t have anything against them, you understand. They just happened to be there at the time.”

“Revenge, amusement, or gain,” she murmured, remembering her earlier thoughts on killing.

“That about sums it up. If there’s such a thing as a soul, Whitney, Dimitri’s is black with boils running on it.”

“If there’s such a thing as a soul,” she repeated, “we’re going to help his into hell.”

He didn’t laugh. She’d said it too quietly. He studied her face, pale and tired in the bright moonlight. She meant what she said. He was already indirectly responsible for the death of two innocents. In that moment, he took responsibility for Whitney. Another first for Doug Lord.

“Sugar.” He shifted so that he sat next to her. “The first thing we have to do is stay alive. The second is to get to the treasure. That’s all we have to do to make Dimitri pay.”

“It’s not enough.”

“You’re new at this. Listen, you get in a kick when you can, then you back off. That’s the way to stay in business.” She wasn’t listening. Uncomfortable, Doug came to a decision. “Maybe it’s time you got a look at the papers.” He didn’t have to see her face to know she was surprised. He could feel it in the way her shoulder moved against him.

“Well, well,” she said softly. “Break out the champagne.”

“Get smart and I might change my mind.” Relieved by her grin, he reached in his pocket. Reverently he held the envelope. “This is the key,” he said. “The goddamn key. And I’m using it to get through the lock I’ve never been able to pick.” Drawing out papers, one by one, Doug smoothed them.

“Mostly in French like the letter,” he murmured. “But someone already translated a good bit.” He hesitated another moment, then handed her a yellowed sheet enclosed in clear plastic. “Look at the signature.”

Whitney took it, skimming down the text. “My God.”

“Yeah. Let ’em eat cake. Looks like she sent this message a few days before she was taken prisoner. The translation’s here.”

But Whitney was already reading the leader written in the tragic queen’s own hand. “Leopold has failed me,” she murmured.

“Leopold II, Holy Roman emperor and Marie’s brother.”

She lifted her gaze to Doug’s. “You’ve done your homework.”

“I like to know the facts on any job. I’ve been boning up on the French Revolution. Marie was playing politics and struggling to secure her position. She didn’t pull it off. By the time she wrote that, she knew she was almost finished.”

With only a nod, Whitney went back to the letter. “He is more emperor than brother. Without his help, I have few to turn to. I cannot tell you, my dear valet, of the humiliation of our forced return from Varennes. My husband, the king, disguised as a common servant and myself—it is too shameful. To be arrested, arrested, and returned to Paris like criminals with armed soldiers. The silence was like death. Even though we breathed, it was a funeral procession. The Assembly has said that the king had been kidnapped and has already revised the constitution. This ploy was the beginning of the end.

“The king has believed that Leopold and the Prussian king would intervene. He communicated to his agent, Le Tonnelier, that things would be the better for it. A foreign war, Gerald, should have extinguished the fires of this civil unrest. The Girondist bourgeoisie has proved incapable, and they fear the people who follow Robespierre, the devil. You understand that though war was declared on Austria, our expectations were not met. The military defeats of the past spring have demonstrated the Girondins do not comprehend how it is to conduct a war.

“Now there is talk of a trial—your king on trial, and I fear for his life. I fear, my trusted Gerald, for all our lives.

“Now I must beg your help, depend on your loyalty and friendship. I am not able to flee, so I must wait and trust. I beg you, Gerald, to receive that which my messenger brings you. Guard it. Your love and loyalty I must depend upon now that everything is crumbling around me. I have been betrayed, time and time again, but it is sometimes possible to turn the betrayal into advantage.

“This small portion of what is mine as queen, I entrust to you. It perhaps will be needed to pay for the lives of my children. Even if the bourgeois are successful, they too will fall. Take what is mine, Gerald Lebrun, and guard it for my children, and theirs. The time will come when we again take our rightful place. You must wait for it.”

Whitney looked down at the words written by a stubborn woman who had plotted and maneuvered herself to her own death. But still, she’d been a woman, a mother, a queen. “She had only a few months to live,” Whitney murmured. “I wonder if she knew.” And it occurred to her that the letter itself belonged safely behind glass in some tidy corner of the Smithsonian. That’s what Lady Smythe-Wright would have felt. That’s why she’d been foolish enough to give it and the rest to Whitaker. Now they were both dead.

“Doug, do you have any idea just how valuable this is?”

“That’s just what we’re going to find out, sugar,” he muttered.

“Stop thinking in dollar signs. I mean culturally, historically.”

“Yeah, I’m going to buy a boatload of culture.”

“Contrary to popular belief, one can’t buy culture. Doug, this belongs in a museum.”

“After I’ve got the treasure, I’ll donate every sheet. I’m going to be needing some tax write-offs.”

Whitney shook her head and shrugged. First things first, she decided. “What else is there?”

“Pages from a journal, looks like it was written by this Gerald’s daughter.” He’d read the translated parts, and they were grim. Without a word he handed a page to Whitney. It was dated October 17, 1793 and in the young hand and simple words were a black fear and a confusion that was ageless. The writer had seen her queen executed.

“She appeared pale and plain, and so old. They brought her in a cart through the streets, like a drab. She revealed no fear as she mounted the steps. Maman has said she was a queen to the end. People crowded around and merchants sold wares as though at a fair. It smelled like animals and flies came in clouds. I have seen other people pulled in carts through the streets, like sheep. Mademoiselle Fontainebleu was among them. Last winter she ate cakes with Maman in the salon.

“When the blade descended on the queen’s neck, people cheered. Papa wept. Never have I seen him weep before and I could only stand, holding his hand. Seeing his tears I was afraid, more afraid than when I saw the carts or watched the queen. If Papa wept, what would happen to us? That same night we left Paris. I think perhaps I will never see it again, or my pretty room that looks over the garden. Maman’s beautiful necklace of gold and sapphire has been sold. Papa tells us we will go on a long journey and must be brave.”

Whitney turned to another sheet, dated three months later. “I have been sick unto death. The boat sways and rocks and stinks from the filth of the wretched below-decks. Papa also has been ill. For a time we feared he would die and we would be alone. Maman prays and sometimes, when he is feverish, I remain and hold his hand. It seems so long ago that we were happy. Maman grows thin and Papa’s beautiful hair more gray every day.

“While he lay in his bed, he had me bring to him a little wooden chest. It appeared plain, as one in which a peasant girl might hide her trinkets. He told us that the queen had sent it to him, enlisting his trust. One day, we would return to France and release the contents to the new king in her name. I was tired and ill and wished to lie down, but Papa made both Maman and me swear we would bide by his oath. When we had sworn, he opened the box.

“I have seen the queen wear such things, with her hair piled high and her face glowing with laughter. In the simple box, the emerald necklace I had seen once upon her breasts seemed to catch the light of the candles and throw it upon the other jewels. There was a ruby ring with diamonds like a starburst and a bracelet of emeralds to match the necklace. There were stones yet to be set.

“But as I looked, my eyes were dazzled. I saw a diamond necklace more beautiful than all the rest. It was set in tiers, but each stone, some bigger than I have ever seen, seemed alive of its own. I remembered Maman speaking of the scandal of Cardinal de Rohan and the necklace of diamonds. Papa had told me the cardinal had been tricked, the queen used, and that the necklace itself had disappeared. Still I wondered as I looked into the box if the queen had contrived to find it.”

Whitney set the paper down but her hands weren’t steady. “The diamond necklace was supposed to have been broken up and sold.”

“Supposed,” Doug repeated. “But the cardinal was banished, and the Comtesse de La Motte was caught, tried, and sentenced. She escaped to England, but I’ve never read anything that proved she had the necklace.”

“No.” Whitney studied the page of the journal. The paper itself would’ve made any museum curator worth his salt drool. As for the treasure, “That necklace was one of the catalysts for the Revolution.”

“It was worth a pretty penny then.” Doug handed her another page. “Care to estimate what it might be worth today?”

Priceless, Whitney thought, but knew he wouldn’t understand her meaning. The sheet he’d given her listed in detailed inventory what the queen had entrusted to Gerald. Jewels were described and valued. As with the pictures in the book, Whitney found them unexciting. Still, one shone out among the rest. A diamond necklace valued at more than a million lives. Doug would understand that, Whitney mused, then set the paper aside and took up the journal again.

More months had passed and Gerald and his family were settled on the northeast coast of Madagascar. The young girl wrote of long, harsh days.

“I yearn for France, for Paris, for my room and the gardens. Maman says we must not complain and sometimes goes with me for walks along the shore. Those are the best times, with the birds flying and shells to find. Maman looks happy then, but sometimes she looks out to sea and I know she too longs for Paris.

“Winds blow in from the sea and ships come. News from home is of death. The Terror rules. The merchants say that there are thousands of prisoners and many have faced the guillotine. Others have been hung, even burned. They talk of the Committee of Public Safety. Papa says that Paris is unsafe because of them. If one mentions the name of Robespierre, he will not speak at all. So while I long for France, I begin to understand that the home I knew is gone forever.

“Papa works hard. He has opened a store and trades with other settlers. Maman and I have a garden, but we grow only vegetables. Flies plague us. We have no servants and must fend for ourselves. I regard it as an adventure, but Maman tires easily now she is with child. I look forward to the baby coming and wonder when I will have my own. At night we sew, though we have few coins for extra candles. Papa is constructing a cradle. We do not speak of the little box hidden under the floor in the kitchen.”

Whitney set the page aside. “How old was she, I wonder.”

“Fifteen.” He touched another paper sealed in plastic. “Her record of birth, her parents’ marriage lines.” He handed it to Whitney. “And death certificates. She died when she was sixteen.” He picked up a last page. “This gives us the rest of it.”

“To my son,” Whitney began and glanced up at Doug. “You sleep in the cradle I made you, wearing the little blue gown your mother and sister sewed. They are departed now, your mother giving you life, your sister from a fever striking so quickly there was no time for a doctor. I have discovered your sister’s journal and read it, wept over it. One day, when you are older, it too will be yours. I have done what I thought I must, for my country, my queen, my family. I have saved them from the Terror only to lose them in this strange, foreign place.

“I have not the will to continue. The sisters will care for you as I cannot. I can give to you only these pieces of your family, the words of your sister, your mother’s love. With them, I add the responsibility I took for our queen. A letter will be left with the sisters, instructions for passing you this package when you are of age. You inherit my responsibility and my oath to the queen. Though it will be buried with me, you will again take it up and fight for the cause. When the time is right, come to where I rest and find Marie. I pray you do not fail as I have done.”

“He killed himself.” Whitney set the letter down with a sigh. “He’d lost his home, his family, and his heart.” She could see them, French aristocrats displaced by politics and social unrest, floundering in a strange country, struggling to adjust to a new life. And Gerald, living and dying by his promise to a queen. “What happened?”

“As best I can make out, the baby was taken into a convent.” He shifted through more papers. “He was adopted and immigrated with his family to England. It looks like the papers were stored away and just forgotten until Lady Smythe-Wright unearthed them.”

“And the queen’s box?”

“Buried,” Doug said with a faraway look in his eye. “In a cemetery in Diégo-Suarez. All we have to do is find it.”

“And then?”

“Then we take a stroll on easy street.”

Whitney looked down at the papers in her lap. There were lives scattered there, dreams, hopes, and loyalty. “Is that all?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

“This man made a promise to his queen.”

“And she’s dead,” Doug pointed out. “France is a democracy. I don’t think anyone would back us up if we decided to use the treasure to restore the crown.”

She started to speak, then found herself too tired to argue. She needed time to take it all in, evaluate her own standards. In any case, they’d yet to find it. Doug had said it was the winning. After he’d won, she’d talk to him about morals. “So you think you can find a cemetery, stroll in, and dig up a queen’s treasure.”

“Damn right.” He gave her a quick, dashing smile that made her believe him.

“It might already have been found.”

“Uh-uh.” He shook his head and shifted. “One of the pieces the girl described, the ruby ring. There was a whole section on it in the library book. That ring had been passed down through royal succession for a hundred years before it was lost—during the French Revolution. If that or any of the other pieces had turned up, underground or otherwise, I’d’ve heard about it. It’s all there, Whitney. Waiting for us.”

“It’s plausible.”

“The hell with plausible. I’ve got the papers.”

“We’ve got the papers,” Whitney corrected as she leaned back against a tree. “Now all we have to do is find a cemetery that’s been around for two centuries.” She closed her eyes and went instantly to sleep.

It was hunger that woke her, the deep, hollow kind she’d never experienced. On a moan, she rolled over and found herself nose to nose with Doug.

“Morning.”

She ran her tongue around her teeth. “I’d kill for a croissant.”

“A Mexican omelette.” He closed his eyes as he pictured it. “Cooked to a deep gold and just busting with peppers and onions.”

Whitney let that lie in her imagination, but it didn’t fill her stomach. “We have one brown banana.”

“Around here, it’s serve yourself.” Rubbing his hands over his face, Doug sat up. It was well past dawn. The sun had already burned off the mist. The forest was alive with sound and movement and the smells of morning. He glanced up to the treetops where birds hid and sang. “The place is loaded with fruit. I don’t know what lemur meat tastes like, but—”

“No.”

He grinned as he rose. “Just a thought. How about light fare? Fresh fruit salad.”

“Sounds delightful.” When she stretched, the lamba slipped off her shoulder. Fingering it, Whitney realized Doug must have spread it over her the night before. After all that had happened, all they’d seen, he could still manage to surprise her. As if it were the most elegant of silks, Whitney folded and repacked it.

“You get the fruit, I’ll get the coconuts.”

Whitney reached up into the branches. “These look like stunted bananas.”

“Pawpaws.”

Whitney picked three and grimaced at them. “What I wouldn’t give for one lowly apple, just as a change of pace.”

“Take her out to breakfast and she complains.”

“Least you could do is buy me a Bloody Mary,” she began, then turned to see him halfway up a palm tree. “Douglas,” she said, moving cautiously closer, “do you know what you’re doing?”

“I’m climbing a goddamn tree,” he managed as he shinnied up another foot.

“I hope you’re not planning on falling and breaking your neck. I hate to travel alone.”

“All heart,” he muttered under his breath. “It’s not so different from climbing into a third-story window.”

“A nice brick building isn’t likely to give you splinters in sensitive places.”

Reaching up, he yanked off a coconut. “Stand back, sugar, I might be tempted to aim for you.”

Lips curved, she did so. One, then two, then three coconuts landed at her feet. Taking one up, she smacked it against a tree trunk until it cracked. “Well done,” she told Doug when he dropped to the ground. “I believe I’d like a chance to watch you work.”

He accepted the coconut she offered and, sitting on the ground, pulled out his pocketknife to carve out the meat. It reminded her of Jacques. Whitney touched the shell she still wore, then pushed back the grief.

“You know, most people in your position wouldn’t be so—tolerant,” he decided, “of somebody in my line of work.”

“I’m a firm believer in free enterprise.” Whitney dropped down beside him. “It’s also a matter of checks and balances,” she concluded with her mouth full.

“Checks and balances?”

“Say you steal my emerald earrings.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Let’s keep this hypothetical.” She shook the hair back from her face and gave a fleeting thought to digging out her brush. Food came first. “Well, the insurance company’s stuck with shelling out the cash. I’ve been paying them outrageous premiums for years and I never wear the emeralds because they’re too gaudy. You hock the emeralds, someone else buys them who finds them attractive, and I have the cash to buy something entirely more suitable. In the long run, everyone’s happy. It could almost be considered a public service.”

He broke off a piece of coconut and chewed. “I guess I never thought about it that way.”

“Of course the insurance company’s not going to be happy,” she added. “And some people might not appreciate losing some particular piece of jewelry or the family silver, even if it was too ornate. You’re not always doing a good deed by breaking into their house, you know.”

“Guess not.”

“And I suppose I have more respect for straight, honest stealing than computer crimes and white-collar swindling. Like the crooked stockbrokers,” she continued as she sampled coconut. “Fooling around with some little old lady’s portfolio until they’ve pocketed the profits and she’s left with nothing. That’s not on the same level with picking someone’s pocket or lifting the Sydney Diamond.”

“I don’t want to talk about the Sydney,” he mumbled.

“In one way it does keep the cycle going, then again …” She paused to dig out more fruit. “I don’t think robbery has a very good occupation potential. An interesting hobby, certainly, but as a career, it has its limitations.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about retiring—when I can do it in style.”

“When you get back to the States, what’s the first thing you’re going to do?”

“Buy a silk shirt and have my initials monogrammed on the cuffs. I’m going to have an Italian suit to go over it and a sleek little Lamborghini to set it all off.” He sliced a mango in half, wiped the blade on his jeans, and offered her a piece. “What about you?”

“I’m going to stuff myself,” Whitney told him with her mouth full. “I’m going to make a career out of eating. I think I’ll start out with a hamburger, smothered with cheese and onions, and work my way up to lobster tails, lightly broiled and drowned in melted butter.”

“For somebody so preoccupied with eating, I don’t see how you’re so skinny.”

She swallowed mango. “It’s lack of occupation that leads to preoccupation,” she told him. “And I’m slender, not skinny. Mick Jagger’s skinny.”

Grinning, he popped another piece of fruit into his mouth. “You forget, sugar, I’ve had the privilege of seeing you naked. Yours ain’t exactly an hourglass figure.”

With a brow lifted, she licked juice from her fingers. “I’ve a very delicate build,” she said, and when he continued to grin, she moved her gaze up and down him. “And, you’ll remember, I also have had the fascination of seeing you stripped. It wouldn’t hurt you to pump a little iron, Douglas.”

“Obvious muscles get in the way. I’d rather be subtle.”

“You certainly are.”

He shot her a look as he tossed a coconut shell aside. “You like biceps and triceps bulging out of a sleeveless T-shirt?”

“Masculinity,” she said lightly, “is very arousing. A confident male doesn’t find it necessary to ogle an over-endowed woman who chooses to wear tight sweaters to disguise the fact she has a very small brain.”

“I guess you don’t like being ogled.”

“Certainly not. I prefer style to cleavage.”

“Good thing.”

“There’s no need to be insulting.”

“Just being agreeable.” He remembered too well the way she’d wept in his arms the day before and how helpless he’d felt. Now, he found he wanted to touch her again, watch her smile, feel the softness. “Anyway,” he said, working his way back from a long drop. “You might be skinny, but I like your face.”

Her lips curved in that cool, aloof smile he found maddeningly alluring. “Really? What about it?”

“Your skin.” Going with the impulse, he ran the back of his knuckles down her jawline. “I came across this alabaster cameo once. It wasn’t big,” he remembered as he traced a finger down her cheekbone. “Probably wasn’t worth more than a few hundred, but it was the classiest thing I’d ever picked up.” He grinned, then let his hands roam into her hair. “Until you.”

She didn’t move away, but kept her eyes on his as his breath feathered over her skin. “Is that what you did, Douglas? Pick me up?”

“You could look at it that way, couldn’t you?” He knew he was making a mistake. Even as his lips brushed over hers he knew he was making a very big mistake. He’d made them before. “Since I did,” he murmured, “I haven’t known exactly what to do with you.”

“I’m not an alabaster cameo,” she murmured as her arms wound around his neck. “Or the Sydney Diamond or a pot of gold.”

“I’m not a member of the country club and I don’t have a villa in Martinique.”

“It would seem …” She traced the outline of his mouth with her tongue. “We have very little in common.”

“Nothing in common,” he corrected as his hands slid up her back. “People like you and me can’t bring each other anything but trouble.”

“Yeah.” She smiled and the eyes beneath the fringe of long, luxurious lashes were dark and amused. “When do we start?”

“We already have.”

When their lips met, they were no longer a lady and a thief. Passion was a great equalizer. Together they rolled onto the soft forest floor.

She hadn’t meant for it to happen, but she had no regrets. Attraction that she’d felt from the moment he’d removed the sunglasses in her elevator and looked at her with his clear, direct eyes had been edging toward something deeper, broader, more unsettling. He’d begun to touch something in her, and now with passion, he released a great deal more.

Her mouth was as hot and hungry as his. That had happened before. Her pulse raced—no new experience. Her body stretched and arched at the touch of a man’s hands. She’d felt those sensations before. But this time, this first and only time, she let her mind go and experienced lovemaking as it was meant to be. Mindless, liberating pleasure.

Though the surrender of her best defense, her mind, was complete, she wasn’t passive. Her need was as great as his, as primitive, as overwhelming, as elemental. When they undressed each other in a frenzy, her hands were as quick as his.

Flesh against flesh, warm, firm, sleek. Mouth against mouth, open, hot, hungry. They rolled over the soft ground with no more inhibitions than children, but with passion full-grown and straining.

She couldn’t get enough of him and tasted, touched, as if she’d never known a man before. In that moment, she could remember no others. He filled her, heart, mind, threatening to stay so that there would never be room for another. She understood, and after the first fear, accepted.

He’d wanted women before, desperately. Or so he’d thought. Until now he hadn’t known the full meaning of desperation. Until now, he hadn’t known what it was to want. She was seeping into him, pore by pore. Women were allowed to pleasure and be pleasured, but they weren’t allowed intimacy. Intimacy meant complications a man on the run couldn’t afford. But there was no stopping her.

His hands might run along her skin, clever, skilled, strong, but it was she who led. He knew a man was at his most vulnerable when in a woman’s arms—mother, wife, or lover—yet he forgot anything but the need to be there. She melted into him, dangerously warm, dangerously soft, but he took and cursed the consequences.

Naked, agile, exquisite, she moved under him, wrapped around him. With his face buried in her hair, Doug heard the door lock behind him. He heard the bolt slide quietly into place. He didn’t give a damn.

Taking his time, he ran kisses down her face, forehead, nose, mouth, chin. He felt her smile answer his. Her elegant pampered fingers slid down to his hips. They both had their eyes open when he plunged into her.

He filled her and moaned at the exquisite heat and softness that encompassed him. Her face was dappled with sun and shade, her eyes half-closed as she matched him stroke for stroke, pulse for pulse.

Speed built, needs whirled. As his thoughts began to tumble and skid, his last rational flash was that perhaps he’d already found the end of the rainbow.

They lay in silence. Neither were children, neither were without experience. Both knew they’d never made love before. Both were wondering what the hell they were going to do about it.

Gently, she ran a hand up and down his back. He drew in the scent of her hair.

“I guess we knew this would happen,” she said after a moment.

“I guess we did.”

She looked up at the canopy of trees overhead and the pure blue beyond them. “What now?”

It wasn’t practical to think beyond the present. If her question dealt with the future, Doug thought it best to pretend otherwise. He kissed her shoulder. “We get to the nearest town, beg, borrow, or steal transportation, and head to Diégo-Suarez.”

Whitney closed her eyes briefly, then opened them again. She had, after all, walked into this with them open. She’d keep them that way. “The treasure.”

“We’re going to get it, Whitney. It’s only a matter of days now.”

“And then?”

The future again. Propping himself on his elbows, he looked down at her. “Anything you want,” he said because he couldn’t think of anything but how beautiful she was. “Martinique, Athens, Zanzibar. We’ll buy a farm in Ireland and raise sheep.”

She laughed because it seemed so simple just now. “We could plant wheat in Nebraska with about the same rate of success.”

“Right. What we should do is open an American restaurant right here in Madagascar. I’ll cook and you do the books.”

Abruptly, he sat up, gathering her with him. Somehow, he’d stopped being alone and hadn’t fully realized it until that moment. Stopped being alone when alone had always seemed the best angle. He wanted to share, to belong, to have someone there right beside him. It wasn’t smart, but it was.

“We’re going to get that treasure, Whitney. After we do, nothing can stop us. Anything we want, anytime we want. I can shower diamonds in your hair.” He ran a hand through it, forgetting for the moment that she could have her pick of diamonds now if she chose.

She felt a twinge of regret, and of something like grief. He could see no further than his pot of gold. Not now, perhaps not ever. Smiling, she ran a hand over his cheek. Yet she’d known that all along. “We’ll find it.”

“We’ll find it,” he agreed, drawing her closer. “And when we do, we’ll have it all.”

They walked through another day to dusk while Whitney’s stomach rumbled and her legs went to rubber. Like Doug, she fixed her mind on the goal of Diégo-Suarez. It helped keep her feet moving and her mind from questioning. They’d come this far for the treasure. Whatever happened before, after, or in between, they’d find it. The time for thinking, questioning, analyzing would come after.

She shook her head at the fruit Doug offered. “My system would punish me if I sent any more mango down.” As if to soothe it, she placed her hand over her stomach. “I thought McDonald’s had franchises everywhere. Do you realize how far we’ve walked without seeing one golden arch?”

“Forget the fast food. When we’re finished with this, I’ll fix you a five-course dinner that’ll make you think you’ve gone to heaven.”

“I’d settle for a hot dog with everything.”

“For somebody who thinks like a duchess, you’ve got the stomach of a peasant.”

“Even serfs had a leg of mutton now and again.”

“Look, we’ll—” Then he grabbed her and shoved her into the bush.

“What is it?”

“A light, up ahead. See it?”

Cautiously, she looked over his shoulder and angled her head. It was there, faint and white through the dim light and thick foliage. Automatically, she dropped her voice to a whisper. “Remo?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” He went silent as he thought of and rejected a half dozen ideas. “We’ll take it slow.”

It took them fifteen minutes to reach the tiny settlement. By then, it was fully dark. They could see the light through the window of what seemed to be a small store or trading post. Moths as big as the palm of her hand batted against the glass. Outside was a jeep.

“Ask and you shall receive,” Doug said under his breath. “Let’s have a look.” Crouching, he made his way over to the window. What he saw inside made him grin.

Remo, his tailored shirt stained and limp, sat at a table scowling into a glass of beer. Across from him was Barns, balding, molelike, and grinning at nothing in particular.

“Well, well,” Doug breathed. “Looks like our lucky day.”

“What’re they doing here?”

“Running in circles. Remo looks like he needs a shave and a husky Norwegian masseuse.” Doug counted three others in the bar, all giving the Americans a wide berth. He also saw two bowls of steaming soup, a sandwich, and what looked like a bag of potato chips. Saliva pooled in his mouth.

“A shame we can’t order something to go.”

Whitney’d seen the food as well. She barely stopped herself from pressing her nose up against the glass. “Can’t we wait until they leave and then go in and eat?”

“They leave, so does the jeep. Okay, sugar, you’re going to be lookout again. This time do a better job.”

“I told you I couldn’t whistle last time because I was busy staying alive.”

“We’re both going to stay alive, and we’re going to liberate ourselves a set of wheels. Come on.”

Moving quickly, he circled the hut. With whispers and hand signals, he positioned Whitney near the front window while he crept to the jeep and went to work.

She watched, gasping when Remo rose and began to pace. Eyes wide, she looked back at the jeep. Sprawled on the floor, Doug was hidden from view. She gritted her teeth and pressed her back to the wall as Remo passed the window.

“Make it fast,” she hissed to Doug. “He’s getting restless.”

“Don’t rush me,” he muttered as he freed wires. “These things take a delicate touch.”

She glanced inside in time to see Remo shove Barns to his feet. “You better get your delicate touch moving, Douglas. They’re coming.”

Swearing, he wiped sweat from his fingers. Another minute. All he needed was another minute. “Pile in, sugar, we’re almost there.” When she didn’t respond, he looked up to see the little front porch of the hut was empty. “Sonofabitch.” Struggling with the wires, he searched for her. “Whitney? Goddamn it, this is no time to take a walk.”

Still swearing, fingers working, he scanned the settlement. Nothing.

He jolted at the sound of squeals, barks, and confusion as the engine roared into life. As he started to leap out of the jeep, gun raised, Whitney raced around the side of the hut and jumped inside.

“Hit the gas, sugar,” she panted. “Or we’ll have company.”

The words weren’t out of her mouth before he had the jeep roaring down the narrow dirt road. A low-hanging branch swiped against the windshield and broke with a crack like a gunshot. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Remo running around the side of the hut. He pushed Whitney’s face into the seat and the gas pedal to the floor before the first of three shots rang out.

“Where’d you go?” Doug demanded as they left the light of the settlement behind. “A hell of a lookout you make when I nearly get myself shot looking for you.”

“That’s gratitude.” She shook back her hair as she sat up. “If I hadn’t created a diversion, you’d never have gotten the jeep hot-wired in time.”

He slowed down only enough to assure himself he wouldn’t smash the jeep against a tree. “What’re you talking about?”

“When I saw Remo was coming out, I figured you needed a diversion—like in the movies.”

“Terrific.” He negotiated a bend, bumped over a rock, and kept on going.

“So, I ran around back and let the dog into the pigsty.”

Whitney brushed the hair out of her eyes and revealed a very smug smile. “It was quite entertaining, but I couldn’t hang around to watch. It did, however, work perfectly.”

“Lucky you didn’t get your head shot off,” he mumbled.

“I continue to prevent you from having yours shot off and you resent it,” she returned. “Typical male ego. I don’t know why I …” She trailed off and sniffed the air.

“What’s that smell?”

“What smell?”

“That smell.” It wasn’t grass, damp, or animal, odors to which they had become accustomed. She sniffed again, then turned and kneeled on the seat. “It smells like …” She lowered so that when Doug turned his head he saw only her slim, well-shaped bottom. “Chicken!” Triumphant, Whitney leapt up again, holding a drumstick. “It’s chicken,” she said again, taking an enormous bite. “They have a whole cold chicken back here and a pile of cans—cans with food in them. Olives,” she announced, digging in the back again. “Big, fat Greek olives. Where’s the can opener?”

While she dug, head down, Doug plucked the drumstick from her hand. “Dimitri believes in eating well,” he said over a healthy bite. He could have sworn he felt it slide all the way down. “Remo’s smart enough to raid the larder when he’s going to be on the road.”

“I’ll say.” With a light in her eyes, she flopped back on the seat again. “Beluga.” She held the small tin between her thumb and finger. “And there’s a bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé, ’79.”

“Any salt?”

“Of course.”

Grinning, he handed her the half-eaten drumstick. “Looks like we’re traveling to Diégo-Suarez in style, sugar.”

Whitney retrieved the bottle of wine and drew out the cork. “Sugar,” she drawled. “I never travel any other way.”
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They made love in the jeep like giddy teenagers, high on exhaustion and wine. The moon was white, the night still. There was music from night birds, insects, and frogs. With the jeep pulled deep into the bush they feasted on caviar and one another while the forest sang around them. Whitney laughed as they struggled to have more of each other on the small, uncooperative front seat of the jeep.

With her clothes half on, half off, her mind light, and her hunger satisfied, Whitney rolled on top of him and grinned. “I haven’t had a date like this since I was sixteen.”

“Oh yeah?” He ran a hand up her thigh to her hip. Her eyes were dark, glazed with a combination of weariness, wine, and passion. Doug promised himself he’d see them like that again, when they were in some cozy hotel on the other side of the world. “So a guy could get you into the back seat with a little wine and caviar?”

“Actually it was crackers and beer.” She sucked beluga from her finger. “And I ended up punching him in the stomach.”

“You’re a fun date, Whitney.”

She tipped the last drops from the bottle into her mouth. Around them, the forest was full of insects rubbing their wings and singing. “I am, and have always been, selective.”

“Selective, huh?” He shifted so that she lay across him as he supported himself against the door of the jeep. “What the hell’re you doing here with me then?”

She’d asked herself the same question and the simplicity of the answer left her uneasy. She wanted to be. For a moment she was silent, nestling her head against his shoulder. It felt right there, and though it was foolish, safe. “I suppose I fell for your charm.”

“They all do.”

Whitney tilted her head, smiled, then sunk her teeth, not so gently, into his bottom lip.

“Hey!” While she laughed, he pinned her arms to her side. “So, she wants to play rough.”

“You don’t scare me, Lord.”

“No?” Enjoying himself, he gripped both her wrists in one hand and circled her neck with the other. Her eyes never flickered. “Maybe I’ve been too easy on you so far.”

“Go ahead,” she challenged. “Do your worst.”

She looked up at him with that cool half smile, her whiskey eyes dark and sleepy. Doug did what he’d avoided all his life, what he’d avoided more cleverly, more carefully than small-town sheriffs and big-city cops. He fell in love.

“Jesus, you’re beautiful.”

There was something in the tone of his voice. Before she could analyze it, or the look that had come into his eyes, his mouth was on hers. They both fell into passion.

It was as the first time. He hadn’t expected it to be. The feelings, the needs that swam through him were just as intense, just as overwhelming. He was just as helpless.

Under his hands, her skin flowed like water. Under his mouth, her lips were strong, more potent than sweet. The light-headed weariness passed into a light-headed power. With her, he could do and have anything.

The night was hot, the air moist and heavy with the scent of dozens of heat-soaked flowers. Night-feeding insects rubbed their wings and whined. He wanted candlelight for her, and a soft, cool feather bed with silk-covered pillows. He wanted to give, something new for a man who, while generous, always took first.

Her body was so delicate. It captivated him in a way all the others—the flamboyant, the obvious, the professional—never had. Her curves were subtle, her bones long and elegant. Her skin was soft in a way that spoke of daily pampering. He told himself there’d be a time when he’d have the luxury of exploring every inch of her, slowly, thoroughly, until he knew her like no other man ever had, like no other man ever would.

There was something different about him. He was no less passionate, but she knew there was something …

Her senses were tangled, layered one on top of the other so that she was caught in a delicious mass of sensation. She could feel, but what she felt came from him. The stroke of a fingertip, the brush of lips. She could taste, but it was his flavor which filled her, warm, male, exciting. She heard him murmur to her, and her own whispered answer floated on the air. His scent reached her, muskier, more intoxicating than the hothouse that surrounded them. Until now, she hadn’t understood what it meant to be steeped in someone. Until now, she hadn’t wanted to.

She opened. He filled. He gave. She absorbed.

From the beginning, they’d raced together. This was no different. Heart pounding against heart, bodies close, they crossed the line all lovers seek.

They slept lightly, only an hour, but it was a luxury they took greedily, curled together on the seat of the jeep. The moon was lower now. Doug watched its position through the trees before he nudged her.

“We’ve got to move.” Remo might still be scrambling for transportation; then again, he might already be on the road behind them. Either way, he wouldn’t be cheerful.

Whitney sighed and stretched. “How much farther?”

“I don’t know—another hundred, maybe hundred and twenty miles.”

“Okay.” Yawning, she began to dress. “I’ll drive.”

He snorted as he pulled on his jeans. “The hell you will. I’ve driven with you before, remember?”

“I certainly do.” After a brief inspection, Whitney decided the wrinkles in her clothes were permanent. She wondered if there was any chance of finding a dry cleaner. “Just as I remember I saved your life then, too.”

“Saved it?” Doug turned to see her rooting out her brush. “You nearly got us both killed.”

Whitney flicked the brush through her hair. “I beg your pardon. Through my superior skill and maneuvering, I not only saved your ass, but detained Remo and his band of merry men.”

Doug turned on the ignition. “I guess it’s all a matter of perspective. Anyway, I’ll drive. You’ve had too much to drink.”

Whitney cast him a long, withering look. “The MacAllisters never lose their wits.” She grabbed the door handle as they bumped through the brush and onto the road.

“All that ice cream,” Doug decided as he set a steady speed. “It coats the stomach so the booze neutralizes.”

“Very droll.” She released the door handle, propped her feet on the dash, and watched the night whiz by. “It occurs to me that you’re quite aware of my family history and background. What about yours?”

“Which story do you want?” he asked lightly. “I keep a variety, depending on the occasion.”

“Everything from the destitute orphan to the misplaced aristocrat, I’m sure.” Whitney studied his profile. Who was he? she wondered. And why did she care? She didn’t have the first answer, but the time had passed when she could pretend she didn’t have the second. “What about the real one, just for variety?”

He could have lied. It would have been a simple matter for him to have given her the story of a homeless little boy sleeping in alleys and running from a vicious stepfather. And he could have made her believe it. Settling back, Doug did what he did rarely. He told the unvarnished truth.

“I grew up in Brooklyn, a nice, quiet neighborhood. Blue-collar, plain, and settled. My mother kept house and my father fixed drains. Both my sisters were cheerleaders. We had a dog named Checkers.”

“It sounds very normal.”

“Yeah, it was.” And sometimes, rarely, he could bring it back in focus and enjoy it. “My father belonged to the Moose and my mom made the best blueberry pie you ever tasted. They both still do.”

“And what about young Douglas Lord?”

“Because I was, ah, clever with my hands, my father thought I’d make a good plumber. It just didn’t seem like my idea of a good time.”

“The hourly rate of a union plumber’s quite impressive.”

“Yeah, well I’ve never been into working by the hour.”

“So instead you decided to—how do you term it—freelance?”

“A vocation’s a vocation. I had this uncle, the family always kept kind of quiet about him.”

“A black sheep?” she asked, interested.

“I guess you wouldn’t have called him lily white. Seems he’d done some time. Anyway, to keep it short, he came to live with us for a while and worked for my dad.” He shot Whitney a quick, appealing grin. “He was good with his hands, too.”

“I see. So you came by your talent, dare I say, honestly.”

“Jack was good. He was real good except he had a weakness for the bottle. When he gave in to it he got sloppy. Get sloppy, you get caught. One of the first things he taught me was never to drink on the job.”

“I don’t imagine you’re referring to unstopping pipes.”

“No. Jack was a second-rate plumber, but he was a first-class thief. I was fourteen when he taught me to pick a lock. Never been real sure why he took to me. One thing was I liked to read and he liked to hear stories. He wasn’t much on sitting down with a book, but he’d sit there for hours if you’d tell him the story of The Man in the Iron Mask or Don Quixote.”

She’d been aware from the beginning of a sharp intellect and a varied kind of taste. “So young Douglas liked to read.”

“Yeah.” He moved his shoulders and negotiated a curve. “First thing I stole was a book. We weren’t poor, really, but we couldn’t afford to stock the kind of library I wanted.” Needed, he corrected. He needed the books, the escape from the everyday the same way he’d needed food. No one had understood.

“Anyway, Jack liked hearing stories. I remember what I read.”

“Authors hope readers do.”

“No, I mean I remember almost line for line. It’s just the way it is. Got me through school.”

She thought about the ease with which he’d spouted off facts and figures from the guidebook. “You mean you have a photographic memory?”

“I don’t see it in pictures, I just don’t forget, that’s all.” He grinned, thinking. “It got me a scholarship to Princeton.”

Whitney sat up straight. “You went to Princeton?”

His grin widened at her reaction. Until then, he’d never considered the truth more interesting than fiction. “No. I decided rather than college I wanted on-the-job training.”

“You’re telling me you turned down a Princeton scholarship?”

“Yeah. Pre-law seemed pretty cut and dried.”

“Pre-law,” she murmured and had to laugh. “So, you might’ve been a lawyer. Ivy League at that.”

“I’d’ve hated it just as much as I’d’ve hated unstopping johns. There was Uncle Jack. He always said he didn’t have any kids and wanted to pass on his trade.”

“Ah, a traditionalist.”

“Yeah, well, in his way, he was. I caught on quick. I had a hell of a lot more fun tripping a lock than I did conjugating verbs, but Jack had this thing about education. He wouldn’t take me on a real job until I had my high-school diploma. And a little math and science come in handy when you’re dealing with security systems.”

With his talent, she imagined Doug could’ve been one of the top engineers in the business. She let it pass. “Very sensible.”

“We went on the road. Did pretty well for ourselves for about five years. Small, clean jobs. Hotels mostly. One memorable night we picked up ten thousand at the Waldorf.” He smiled, reminiscently. “We went to Vegas and dropped most of it, but it was a hell of a time.”

“Easy come, easy go?”

“If you can’t have fun with it, there’s no use taking it.”

She had to smile at that. Her father was fond of saying if you couldn’t have fun with it, there was no use making it. She supposed he’d appreciate Doug’s slight variation on the theme.

“Jack had this idea about hitting this jewelry store. Would’ve set us up for years. We only had a few details to work out.”

“What happened?”

“Jack fell off the wagon. He tried to pull the job on his own, what you might call an ego thing. I was getting better, and he was slipping a bit. I guess it was hard to take. Anyway, he got sloppy. It wouldn’t have been so bad if he hadn’t broken the rules and taken a gun with him.” Doug swung his arm back on the seat and shook his head. “That little flourish cost him ten good years.”

“So Uncle Jack went up the river. And you?”

“Up the river,” he murmured, amused. “I hit the streets. I was twenty-three and a hell of a lot greener than I thought I was. But I learned fast enough.”

He’d given up a Princeton scholarship to climb in second-story windows. The education might have bought him some of the luxury he seemed to crave. And yet … And yet, Whitney couldn’t see him choosing the well-trod road.

“What about your parents?”

“They tell the neighbors I work for General Motors. My mother keeps hoping I’ll get married and settle down. Maybe become a locksmith. By the way,” he added as one thought led to another, “who’s Tad Carlyse IV?”

“Tad?” Whitney noticed that the sky in the east was beginning to lighten. She might’ve closed her eyes and slept if her eyelids hadn’t felt filled with grit. “We were sort of engaged for a time.”

He immediately and completely detested Tad Carlyse IV. “Sort of engaged?”

“Well, let’s say Tad and my father considered us engaged. I considered it a matter for debate. They were both rather annoyed when I opted out.”

“Tad.” Doug visualized a blond with a weak jaw in a blue blazer, white deck shoes, and no socks. “What does he do?”

“Do?” Whitney fluttered her lashes. “Why I suppose you’d say Tad delegates. He’s the heir to Carlyse and Fitz, they manufacture everything from aspirin to rocket fuel.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of them.” More megamillions, he thought and hit the next three ruts rather violently. The kind of people who stepped on an ordinary man without ever noticing the bump. “So why aren’t you Mrs. Tad Carlyse IV?”

“Probably for the same reason you didn’t become a plumber. It didn’t seem like a great deal of fun.” She crossed her feet at the ankles. “You might want to back up, Douglas. I believe you missed that last pothole.”

It was full morning when they stood on the rise of a mountain overlooking Diégo-Suarez. From that distance, the water in the bay was achingly blue. But the pirates who’d once roamed there wouldn’t have recognized it. The ships that dotted the water were gray and sturdy. There were no sleek sails billowing, no wooden hulls rolling.

The bay that had once been a pirate’s dream and an immigrant’s hope was now a major French naval base. The town that had once been the pride of buccaneers was a tidy modern city of some fifty thousand Malagasy, French, Indian, Oriental, British, and American. Where there had once been thatched huts stood steel and concrete buildings.

“Well, here we are.” Whitney linked her arm with his. “Why don’t we go down, book into a hotel, and have a hot bath?”

“We’re here,” he murmured. He thought he could feel the papers growing warm in his pocket. “First we find it.”

“Doug.” Whitney turned so that she faced him, her hands on his shoulders. “I understand this is important to you. I want to find it, too. But look at us.” She glanced down at herself. “We’re filthy. We’re exhausted. Even if it didn’t matter to us, people are bound to notice.”

“We aren’t going to socialize.” He looked over her head to the town below. To the end of the rainbow. “We’ll start with the churches.”

He went back to the jeep. Resigned, Whitney followed.

Fifty miles behind, jolting along the northern road in a ’68 Renault with a bad exhaust, were Remo and Barns. Because he needed to think, Remo let Barns drive. The little molelike man gripped the wheel with both hands and grinned straight ahead. He liked to drive, almost as much as he liked to run over whatever furry little thing might dash out on the road.

“When we catch ’em, I get the woman, right?”

Remo shot Barns a look of mild disgust. He considered himself a fastidious man. He considered Barns a slug. “You better remember Dimitri wants her. If you mess her up, you might just piss him off.”

“I won’t mess her up.” His eyes gleamed a moment as he remembered the photo. She was so pretty. He liked pretty things. Soft, pretty things. Then he thought of Dimitri.

Unlike the others, he didn’t fear Dimitri. He adored him. The adoration was simple, basic, in much the same way a small ugly dog might adore his master, even after a few good kickings. What few brains Barns had been blessed with had been rattled well over the years. If Dimitri wanted the woman, he’d bring the woman to him. He gave Remo an amiable smile because in his own fashion Barns liked Remo.

“Dimitri wants Lord’s ears,” he said with a giggle. “Want me to cut ’em off for you, Remo?”

“Just drive.”

Dimitri wanted Lord’s ears, but Remo was well aware he might settle for a substitute. If he’d had any hope that he would’ve gotten away with it, he’d have headed the car in the opposite direction. Dimitri would find him because Dimitri believed an employee remained an employee until death. Premature or otherwise. Remo could only pray he still had his own ears after he reported to Dimitri at his temporary headquarters in Diégo-Suarez.

Five churches in two hours, she thought, and they’d found nothing. Their luck had to come in soon, or run out. “What now?” she demanded as they pulled up in front of yet another church. This one was smaller than the others they’d been to. And the roof needed repair.

“We pay our respects.”

The town was built on a promontory, jutting out over the water. Though it was still morning, the air was hot and sticky. Overhead, palm fronds barely moved in the slight breeze. With a little imagination, Doug could picture the town as it had once been, rowdy, simple, protected by mountains on one side and the man-made wall on the other. As he strode away from the jeep, Whitney caught up with him.

“Care to guess how many churches, how many cemeteries there are around here? Better yet, how many there were that’ve been built over?”

“You don’t build over cemeteries. Makes people nervous.” He liked the layout here. The front door was hanging crooked on its hinges, making him think no one used the church with any regularity. Around the side, a bit overgrown and canopied by palms, were groups of headstones. He had to crouch down to read the inscriptions.

“Doug, don’t you feel a bit ghoulish.” Skin chilled, Whitney rubbed her arms and looked over her shoulder.

“No.” The answer was simple as he peered closely at headstone after headstone. “Dead’s dead, Whitney.”

“Don’t you have any thoughts on what happens after?”

He shot her a look. “Whatever I think, what’s buried six feet down doesn’t have any feelings at all. Come on, give me a hand.”

It was pride that had her crouching down with him and tugging vines from headstones. “The dates are good. See—1790, 1793.”

“And the names are French.” The tingle at the back of his neck told him he was closing in. “If we could just—”

“Bonjour.”

Whitney sprang to her feet, poised to run before she saw the old priest step through the trees. She fought to keep guilt off her face as she smiled and answered him in French. “Good morning, Father.” His black cassock was a stark contrast to his pale hair, pale eyes, pale face. His hands, when he folded them, were spotted with age. “I hope we’re not trespassing.”

“Everyone is welcome to God’s house.” He took in their bedraggled appearance. “You’re traveling?”

“Yes, Father.” Doug stood up beside her but said nothing. Whitney knew it was up to her to spin the tale, but she found she couldn’t tell a direct lie to a man in a white collar. “We’ve come a long way, looking for the graves of family who immigrated here during the French Revolution.”

“Many did. Are they your ancestors?”

She looked into the priest’s calm, pale eyes. She thought of the Merina who worshiped the dead. “No. But it’s important we find them.”

“To find what is gone?” His muscles, weary with age, trembled with the simple movement of linking his hands. “Many look, few find. You’ve come a long way?”

His mind, she thought as she struggled with impatience, was as old as his body. “Yes, Father, a long way. We think the family we’re looking for may be buried here.”

He thought, then accepted. “Perhaps I can help you. You have the names?”

“The Lebrun family. Gerald Lebrun.”

“Lebrun.” The priest’s withered face closed in as he thought. “There are no Lebrun in my parish.”

“What’s he talking about?” Doug muttered in her ear but Whitney merely shook her head.

“They immigrated here from France two hundred years ago. They died here.”

“We must all face death in order to have everlasting life.”

Whitney gritted her teeth and tried again. “Yes, Father, but we have an interest in the Lebruns. A historical interest,” she decided, thinking it wasn’t actually a lie.

“You’ve come a long way. You need refreshment. Madame Dubrock will fix tea.” He put his hand on Whitney’s arm as if to lead her down the path. She started to refuse, then felt his arm tremble.

“That would be lovely, Father.” She braced herself against his weight.

“What’s going on?”

“We’re having tea,” Whitney told Doug and smiled at the priest. “Try to remember where you are.”

“Jesus.”

“Exactly.” She helped the aging priest up the narrow path to the tiny rectory. Before she could reach for the door it was opened by a woman in a cotton housedress whose face sagged with wrinkles. The smell of age was like old paper, thin and dusty.

“Father.” Madame Dubrock took his other arm and helped him inside. “Did you have a pleasant walk?”

“I brought travelers. They must have tea.”

“Of course, of course.” The old woman led the priest down a dim little hall and into a cramped parlor. A black-bound Bible with yellowed pages was opened to the Book of David. Candles burned low were set on each table and on an old upright piano that looked as though it had been dropped more than once. There was a statue of the Virgin, chipped and faded and somehow lovely in its place by the window. Madame Dubrock murmured and fussed with the priest as she settled him in a chair.

Doug looked at the crucifix on the wall, pitted with age, stained with the blood of redemption. He dragged a hand through his hair. He always felt a bit uneasy in church, and this was worse. “Whitney, we haven’t got time for this.”

“Ssh! Madame Dubrock,” she began.

“Please sit, I will bring tea.”

Compassion and impatience warred as Whitney looked back at the priest. “Father—”

“You’re young.” He sighed and worried his rosary. “I have said Mass in the Church of Our Lord for more years than you have lived. But so few come.”

Again, Whitney was drawn to the pale eyes, the pale voice. “Numbers don’t matter, do they, Father?” She sat in the chair beside him. “One is enough.”

He smiled, closed his eyes, and dozed.

“Poor old man,” she murmured.

“And I’d like to live just as long,” Doug put in. “Sugar, while we’re waiting to have tea, Remo’s making his merry way into town. He’s probably a little annoyed that we stole his jeep.”

“What was I supposed to do? Tell him to back off, we have a hired gun at our backs?” He saw the look in her eyes when she flared at him, the look that meant her heart was attached.

“Okay, okay.” Twinges of pity had been working on him as well and he didn’t care for it. “We did our good deed and now he’s having a nap. Let’s do what we came for.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and felt like a ghoul. “Listen, maybe there are records, ledgers we could look through rather than …” She broke off and glanced toward the cemetery. “You know.”

He rubbed his knuckles over her cheek. “Why don’t you stay here and I’ll have a look?”

Wanting to agree made her feel like a coward. “No, we’re in this together. If Magdaline or Gerald Lebrun are out there, we’ll find them together.”

“There was a Magdaline Lebrun who died in childbirth, and her daughter, Danielle, who succumbed to fever.” Madame Dubrock shuffled back into the room with a tray of tea and hard biscuits.

“Yes.” Whitney turned to Doug and took his hand. “Yes.”

The old woman smiled as she saw Doug watch her suspiciously. “I have many hours in the evening to myself. It’s my hobby to read and study church records. The church itself is three centuries old. It’s withstood war and hurricane.”

“You remember reading of the Lebruns?”

“I’m old.” When Doug took the tray from her she gave a little sigh of relief. “But my memory is good.” She cast a look at the slumbering priest. “That too will go.” But she said it with a kind of pride. Or perhaps, Whitney thought, a kind of faith. “Many came here to escape the Revolution, many died. I remember reading of the Lebruns.”

“Thank you, Madame.” Whitney dug in her wallet and pulled out half of the bills she had left. “For your church.” She looked over at the priest and added more bills. “For his church, in the name of the Lebrun family.”

Madame Dubrock took the money with a quiet dignity. “If God wills it, you’ll find what you seek. If you need refreshment, come back to the rectory. You’ll be welcomed.”

“Thank you, Madame.” On impulse Whitney stepped forward. “There are men looking for us.”

She looked Whitney straight in the eye, patient. “Yes, my child?”

“They’re dangerous.”

The priest shifted in his chair and looked at Doug. So was this man dangerous, he thought, but he felt at peace. The priest nodded to Whitney. “God protects.” He closed his eyes again and slept.

“They never asked any questions,” Whitney murmured as they walked back outside.

Doug looked over his shoulder. “Some people have all the answers they need.” He wasn’t one of them. “Let’s find what we came for.”

Because of the undergrowth, the vines, and the age of the headstones, it took them an hour to work their way through half the cemetery. The sun rose high so that shadows were thin and short. Even with the distance, Whitney could smell the sea. Tired and discouraged, she sat on the ground and watched Doug work.

“We should come back tomorrow and do the rest. I can barely focus on the names at this point.”

“Today.” He spoke half to himself as he bent over another grave. “It has to be today, I can feel it.”

“All I can feel is a pain in the lower back.”

“We’re close. I know it. Your palms get damp. And there’s this feeling in your gut that everything’s just about to slide into place. It’s like cracking a safe. You don’t even have to hear the last click to know it. You just know it. The sonofabitch is here.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and stretched his back. “I’ll find it if it takes the next ten years.”

Whitney looked over at him and, with a sigh, shifted to stand. She propped one hand on a headstone for balance as her foot caught on a vine. Swearing, she bent over to free herself. Feeling her heart jolt, she looked down again and read the name on the stone. She heard the last tumbler click. “It’s not going to take that long.”

“What?”

“It’s not going to take that long.” She grinned and the sheer brilliance of it made him straighten. “We found Danielle.” She blinked back tears as she cleared the stone. “Danielle Lebrun,” she read. “1779–1795. Poor child, so far from home.”

“Her mother’s here.” Doug’s voice was soft, without the excited lilt. He slipped his hand into Whitney’s. “She died young.”

“She’d have worn her hair powdered, with feathers in it. And her dresses would have come low on the shoulders and swept the floor.” Whitney rested her head against his arm. “Then she learned to plant a garden and keep her husband’s secret.”

“But where is he?” Doug crouched down again. “Why isn’t he buried beside her?”

“He should—” A thought occurred to her then and she spun away, biting off an oath. “He killed himself. He wouldn’t have been buried here, this is consecrated ground. Doug, he’s not in the cemetery.”

He stared at her. “What?”

“Suicide.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “He died in sin, so he couldn’t be buried in the church grounds.” She glanced around, hopelessly. “I don’t even know where to look.”

“They had to bury him somewhere.” He began to pace between the gravestones. “What did they usually do with the ones they wouldn’t let in?”

She frowned a bit and tried to think. “It would depend, I suppose. If the priest was compassionate, I’d think he’d be buried close by.”

Doug looked down. “They’re here,” he muttered. “And my palms are still sweating.” Taking her hand, he walked over to the low fence that bordered the cemetery. “We start there.”

Another hour passed while they walked and searched through the brush. The first snake Whitney saw nearly sent her back to the jeep, but Doug handed her a stick and no sympathy. Straightening her spine, she stuck with it. When Doug tripped, stumbled, and cursed, she paid no attention to him.

“Holy shit!”

Whitney lifted her stick, ready to strike. “Snake!”

“Forget the snakes.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her down on the ground with him. “I found it.”

The marker was small and plain, nearly buried itself. It read simply GERALD LEBRUN. Whitney laid a hand on it, wondering if there’d been anyone to mourn for him.

“And bingo.” Doug tore a vine as thick as his thumb, riddled with trumpet-shaped flowers, from another stone. It read only MARIE.

“Marie,” she murmured. “It could be another suicide.”

“No.” He took Whitney’s shoulders so that they faced each other across the stones. “He’d guarded the treasure just as he’d promised. He died still guarding it. He must have buried it here before he wrote that last letter. He might have written down a request to be buried in this spot. They couldn’t bury him in there with his family, but there wasn’t any reason not to give him a last wish.”

“All right, it makes sense.” But her mouth was dry. “What now?”

“Now, I’m going to go steal a shovel.”

“Doug—”

“No time for sensibilities now.”

She swallowed again. “Okay, but make it fast.”

“You could hold your breath.” He gave her a quick kiss before he was up and gone.

Whitney sat between the two stones, her knees drawn up and her heart thudding. Were they really so close, so close to the finish at last? She looked down at the flat, neglected plot of ground beneath her hand. Had Gerald, queen’s confidant, kept the treasure at his side for two centuries?

And if they found it? Whitney plucked the grass with her fingers. For now she’d only remember that if they found it, Dimitri hadn’t. She’d be satisfied with that for the moment.

Doug came back without rustling the grass. Whitney heard him only when he murmured her name. She swore and scrambled forward on her knees. “Do you have to do that?”

“I’d rather not advertise our little afternoon job.” He held a dented, short-handled shovel in his hand. “Best I could do on short notice.”

For a moment, he just stared down at the dirt under his feet. He wanted to savor the sensation of standing over the gateway to easy street.

Whitney saw his thoughts in his eyes. Again she felt twin sensations of acceptance and disappointment. Then she put her hand over his on the shovel and gave him a long kiss. “Good luck.”

He began to dig. For minute after minute, there was no sound but the steady rhythm of metal cutting earth. No breeze blew in from the sea, so that sweat drained off his face like rain. The heat and quiet pressed down on them both. As the hole grew deeper, each remembered the stages of the journey that had brought them this close.

A mad chase through the streets of Manhattan, a frantic leg race in D.C. A leap from a moving train and an endless hike over barren, rolling hills. The Merina village. Cyndi Lauper along the Canal des Pangalanes. Passion and caviar in a stolen jeep. Death and love, both unexpected.

Doug felt the tip of the shovel hit something solid. The muffled sound echoed through the brush as his eyes met Whitney’s. On their hands and knees, they began to push the dirt aside with their fingers. Not daring to breathe, they lifted it out.

“Oh God,” she said in a whisper. “It’s real.”

It was no more than a foot long, and not quite as wide. The case itself was moldy with dirt and damp. It was as Danielle had described, very plain. Even so, Whitney knew that the small chest would be worth a small fortune to a collector or a museum. The centuries made gold out of brass.

“Don’t break the lock,” Whitney told him when Doug started to pry it.

Though impatient, he took the extra minute to open it as smoothly as if he’d held the key. When he drew back the lid, neither of them could do anything but stare.

She couldn’t have said what she’d been expecting. Half of the time, she’d looked on the entire venture as a whim. Even when she’d caught Doug’s enthusiasm, pieces of his dream, she’d never believed they’d find anything like this.

She saw the flash of diamonds, the glint of gold. Breathless, she dipped her hand into them.

The diamond necklace that dripped from her hand was as bright and cold and exquisite as moonlight in winter.

Could it have been the one? Whitney wondered. Was there any chance at all that what she held in her hand had been the necklace used in treachery against Marie Antoinette in the last days before the Revolution? Had she worn it, even once, in defiance, watching how the stones turned ice and fire against her skin? Had greed and power taken over the young woman who loved pretty things, or had she simply been oblivious to the suffering going on outside her palace walls?

Those were questions for historians, Whitney thought, though she could be certain that Marie had inspired loyalty. Gerald had indeed guarded the jewels for his queen and his country.

Doug held emeralds in his hands, five tiers of them in a necklace so heavy it might have strained the neck. He’d seen it in the book. The name—a woman’s. Maria, Louise, he wasn’t sure. But as Whitney had once thought, jewels meant more in three dimensions. What glinted in his hand hadn’t seen light for two centuries.

There was more. Enough for greed, for passion and lust. The little chest all but spilled over with gems. And history. Gingerly, Whitney reached down and picked up the small miniature.

She’d seen portraits of the queen consort many times. But she’d never held a masterpiece of art in her hand before. Marie Antoinette, frivolous, imprudent, and extravagant smiled back at her as though she were still in full reign. The miniature was no more than six inches, oval-shaped, and framed in gold. She couldn’t see the artist’s name, and the portrait was badly in need of treatment, but she knew its value. And the moral.

“Doug—”

“Holy Christ.” No matter how high he’d allowed his dreams to swing, he’d never believed there’d be such sweetness at the end. He had fortune at his fingertips, the ultimate success. He held a perfect teardrop diamond in one hand and a bracelet winking with rubies in the other. He’d just won the game. Hardly realizing he did so, he slipped the diamond into his pocket.

“Look at it. Whitney, we’ve got the whole world right here. The whole goddamn world. God bless the queen.” Laughing, he dropped a string of diamonds and emeralds over her head.

“Doug, look at this.”

“Yeah, what?” He was more interested in the glitters tumbling out of the box than a small dulled painting. “Frame’s worth a few bucks,” he said idly as he dug out a heavy, ornate necklace fashioned with sapphires as big as quarters.

“It’s a portrait of Marie.”

“It’s valuable.”

“It’s priceless.”

“Oh yeah?” Interested, he gave the portrait his attention.

“Doug, this miniature’s two hundred years old. No one alive’s seen it before. No one even knows it exists.”

“So, it’ll bring a good price.”

“Don’t you understand?” Impatient, she took it back from him. “It belongs in a museum. This isn’t something you take to a fence. It’s art. Doug—” She held up the diamond necklace. “Look at this. It’s not just a bunch of pretty stones that have a high market value. Look at the craftsmanship, the style. It’s art, it’s history. If it’s the necklace of the Diamond Affair, it could throw a whole new light on accepted theories.”

“It’s my way out,” he corrected and set the necklace back in the case.

“Doug, these jewels belonged to a woman who lived two centuries ago. Two hundred years. You can’t take her necklace, her bracelet to a pawnshop and have them cut it up. It’s immoral.”

“Let’s talk about morals later.”

“Doug—”

Annoyed, he closed the lid on the box and stood. “Look, you want to give the painting to a museum, maybe a couple of the glitters, okay. We’ll talk about it. I risked my life for this box, and dammit, yours too. I’m not giving up the one chance I have to pull myself out and be somebody so people can gawk at stones in a museum.”

She gave him a look he didn’t understand as she rose to stand in front of him. “You are somebody,” she said softly.

It moved something in him, but he shook his head. “Not good enough, sugar. People like me need what we weren’t born with. I’m tired of playing the game. This takes me over the finish line.”

“Doug—”

“Look, whatever happens to the stuff, first we’ve got to get it out of here.”

She started to argue further, then subsided. “All right, but we will discuss this.”

“All you want.” He gave her the charming smile she’d learned never to trust. “What do you say we take the baby home?”

With a shake of her head, Whitney returned the smile. “We’ve come this far. Maybe we’ll get away with it.”

They stood, but when he turned to push through the brush, she held back. Pulling blooms from vines, she laid them on Gerald’s grave. “You did all you could.” Turning, she followed Doug to the jeep. With another quick glance around, Doug settled the chest in the back and tossed a blanket over it.

“Okay, now we find a hotel.”

“That’s the best news I’ve had all day.”

When he found one that looked stylish and expensive enough for his taste, Doug pulled up at the curb. “Look, you go check in. I’m going to go see about getting us out of the country on the first plane in the morning.”

“What about our luggage in Antananarivo?”

“We’ll send for it. Where do you want to go?”

“Paris,” she said instantly. “I have a feeling I won’t be bored this time.”

“You got it. Now how about parting with a little of that cash so I can take care of things.”

“Of course.” As if she’d never denied him a cent, Whitney took out her wallet. “You’d better take some plastic instead,” she decided and pulled out a credit card. “First class, Douglas, if you please.”

“Nothing else. Get the best room in the house, sugar. Tonight we start living in style.”

She smiled, but leaned over the back seat and retrieved the blanket-covered chest along with her pack. “I’ll just take this along with me.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Exactly.” Hopping out, she blew him a kiss. In dirt-smeared slacks and a torn blouse, she walked into the hotel like a reigning princess.

Doug watched three men scramble to open the door for her. Class, he thought again. She reeked with it. He remembered she’d once asked him for a blue silk dress. With a grin, he pulled away from the curb. He was going to bring her back a few surprises.

She approved of the room and told the bellboy so with a generous tip. Alone, she uncovered the chest and opened it again.

She’d never considered herself a conservationist, an art buff, or a prude. Looking down at the gems, jewels, and coins of another age, she knew she’d never be able to turn them into something so ordinary as cash. People had died for what she held in her hand. Some had died for greed, some for principle, some for nothing more than timing. If they were only jewels, the deaths would mean nothing. She thought of Juan, and of Jacques. No, they were more, much more than jewels.

What was here, at her fingertips, wasn’t hers or Doug’s. The trick would be in convincing him of it.

Letting the lid close, she walked into the bath and turned the water on full. It brought back the memory of the little inn on the coast and Jacques.

He was dead, but perhaps when the miniature and the treasure were in their rightful place, he’d be remembered. A small plaque with his name on it in a museum in New York. Yes. It made her smile. Jacques would appreciate that.

She let the water run as she walked to the window to look at the view. She liked seeing the bay spreading out and the busy little town below her. She’d like to walk along the boulevard and absorb the texture of the seaport. Ships, men of ships. There would be shops crowded with goods, the sort a woman in her profession searched for. A pity she couldn’t go back to New York with a few crates of Malagasy wares.

As her mind wandered, a figure on the sidewalk caught her eye and made her strain forward. A white panama hat. But that was ridiculous, she told herself. Lots of men wore panamas in the tropics. It couldn’t be … Yet as she looked, she was almost certain it was the man she’d seen before. She waited, breathlessly, for the man to turn so that she could be sure. When the hat disappeared into a doorway, she let out a frustrated breath. She was just jumpy. How could anyone have followed the zigzagging trail they’d taken to Diégo-Suarez? Doug better get back soon, she thought. She wanted to bathe, change, eat, and hop a plane.

Paris, she thought and closed her eyes. A week of doing nothing but relaxing. Making love and drinking champagne. After what they’d been through, it was no less than what they both deserved. After Paris … She sighed and walked back to the bath. That was another question.

She turned off the taps, straightened, and reached down to unbutton her blouse. As she did, her eyes met Remo’s in the mirror over the sink.

“Ms. MacAllister.” He smiled, lightly touching the scar on his cheek. “It’s a pleasure.”
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She thought about screaming. Fear bubbled in the back of her throat, hot and bitter. It closed in the pit of her stomach, hard and cold. But there was a look in Remo’s eyes, a calm, waiting look, that warned her he’d be only too happy to silence her. She didn’t scream.

In the next instant, she thought about running—making a wild, heroic dash past him and out the door. There was always a possibility she’d make it. And a possibility she wouldn’t.

She backed up, her hand still poised at the top button of her blouse. In the small bathroom, her fast, uneven breathing echoed back over her. The sound of it made Remo smile. Seeing this, Whitney struggled for control. She’d come so far, worked so hard, and now she was cornered. Her fingers closed over the porcelain of the sink. She wouldn’t whine. That she promised herself. And she wouldn’t beg.

At the movement behind Remo, Whitney shifted her gaze and looked into Barns’s idiotic, amiable eyes. She learned fear could be primitive, mindless, like the terror a mouse feels when a cat begins to playfully bat it with its paws. Instinct told her there was a great deal more danger in him than in the tall, dark man who leveled a pistol at her. There was a time for heroics, a time for fear, and a time for rolling the dice. She forced her fingers to relax, and prayed.

“Remo, I presume. You work fast.” And so did her mind, beginning to rapidly tick off angles and escape routes. Doug had been gone no more than twenty minutes. She was on her own.

He’d hoped she’d scream or try to run so that he would have a reason to put a few bruises on her. His vanity still smarted from the scar on his cheek. Vanity aside, Remo feared Dimitri too much to put a mark on her without provocation. He knew Dimitri liked women brought to him unmarred, whatever condition they were in when he was done with them. Intimidation, however, was different. He put the barrel of the gun under her chin so that it pressed into the soft, vulnerable point of her throat. At her quiver, his smile spread.

“Lord,” he said briefly. “Where is he?”

She shrugged because she’d never been so frightened in her life. When she spoke her voice was deliberately even, deliberately cool. Every drop of moisture in her mouth had dried up. “I killed him.”

The lie came so easily, so swiftly, it nearly surprised her. Because it had, and easy lies carried the ring of truth, Whitney went with it. Lifting a finger, she nudged the barrel away from her throat.

Remo stared at her. His intellect rarely dipped below the surface to subtleties, so that he saw the insolence in her eyes without seeing the fear beneath. Grabbing her arm, he dragged her into the bedroom and shoved her roughly into a chair. “Where’s Lord?”

Whitney straightened in the chair, then brushed at the already tattered sleeve of her blouse. She couldn’t let him notice her fingers were shaking. It was going to take every ounce of guile at her disposal to pull it off. “Really, Remo, I expected a bit more style from you than from a second-rate thief.”

With a jerk of his head Remo signaled to Barns. Grinning still, he approached her with a small, ugly revolver. “Pretty,” he said and nearly drooled. “Soft and pretty.”

“He likes to shoot people in places like kneecaps,” Remo told her. “Now where’s Lord?”

Whitney forced herself to ignore the gun Barns aimed at her left knee. If she looked at it, if she even thought about it, she’d have collapsed in a puddle of pleading. “I killed him,” she repeated. “Do you have a cigarette? I haven’t had one for days.”

Her tone was so casually regal, Remo was reaching for them before he realized it. Frustrated, he aimed the gun at a point just between her eyes. Whitney felt the light, rapid pounding begin there and spread. “I’m only going to ask nice once more. Where’s Lord?”

She gave a sigh that was short and annoyed. “I’ve just told you. He’s dead.” She knew Barns was staring at her still, lightly humming. Her stomach rolled once before she glanced critically at her nails. “I don’t suppose you know where I can get a good manicure in this dump?”

“How’d you kill him?”

Her heartbeat accelerated. If he asked how, he was close to believing her. “I shot him, of course.” She smiled a bit vaguely and crossed her legs. She saw Remo jerk his head so that Barns lowered his gun. She didn’t allow herself a sigh of relief. “It seemed the most foolproof way.”

“Why?”

“Why?” She blinked. “Why what?”

“Why’d you kill him?”

“I didn’t need him anymore,” she said simply.

Barns stepped forward and ran one pudgy hand down her hair. He made a sound in his throat that might’ve been approval. She made the mistake of turning her head so that their eyes met. What she saw in his made her blood ice over. Keeping still, Whitney fought not to show the fear, only the revulsion. “Is this your pet rodent, Remo?” she said mildly. “I certainly hope you know how to control him.”

“Back off, Barns.”

He stroked her hair down to her shoulder. “I just wanna touch.”

“Back off!”

She saw the look in Barns’s eyes when he turned to Remo. The amiability was gone. The idiocy in them now was dark and vile. She swallowed, unsure whether he’d obey or simply shoot Remo where he stood. If she had to deal with one of them, she didn’t want it to be Barns.

“Gentlemen,” she said in a calm, clear voice that had them both looking back at her. “If we’re going to be at this for very long, I’d appreciate that cigarette. It’s been a very tiring morning.”

With his left hand, Remo reached in his pocket and offered her a cigarette. Whitney took it, then, holding it between her two fingers, looked at him expectantly. He’d have shot her through the brain without a moment’s hesitation. Then again, Remo appreciated old-fashioned manners. Taking out his lighter, he flicked it on for her.

With her gaze resting on his, Whitney smiled and blew out a stream of smoke. “Thank you.”

“Sure. Just how do you expect me to believe you wasted Lord? He’s not a fool.”

Whitney sat back, bringing the cigarette to her lips again. “There we have a difference of opinion, Remo. Lord was a first-class fool. It’s pitifully easy to take advantage of a man whose brains, shall we say, hang below the waist.” A bead of sweat ran down her shoulder blades. It took all her effort not to fidget in the chair.

Remo studied her. Her face was calm, her hands steady. Either she had more guts than he’d expected, or she was telling the truth. Normally, he’d have appreciated someone tidying up for him, but he’d wanted to kill Doug himself. “Look, babe, you’ve been with Lord willing. You helped him all along.”

“Naturally. He had something I wanted.” She puffed delicately, grateful that she didn’t choke. “I helped him get out of the country, even backed him financially.” She gave the cigarette a gentle tap in the ashtray beside her. Stalling wasn’t possible, she realized. If Doug came back while they were still there, it would be all over. For both of them. “I have to admit, it was a bit of a kick for awhile, even though Douglas lacked style. He’s the kind of man a woman tires of easily, if you know what I mean.” She smiled, looking Remo up and down through a mist of smoke. “In any case, I saw no reason why I should be stuck with him, or why I should share the treasure with him.”

“So you killed him.”

She noticed he didn’t say it with any shade of disgust or revulsion. It was speculation she heard. “Of course. He became foolishly cocky after we’d stolen your jeep. It was a simple matter to persuade him to stop—pull off the road a bit.” She fiddled idly with her top button and watched Remo’s eyes lower to it. “I had the papers and the jeep. I certainly didn’t need him anymore. I shot him, dumped him out in the bush, and drove into town.”

“Pretty careless of him to let you get the drop on him.”

“He was …” She trailed her fingertip down. “Occupied.” He wasn’t buying, she thought and jerked her shoulders. “You can waste your time looking for him if you like. However, you’re probably aware that I checked in alone. And, since you apparently knew Douglas, you might consider the fact that I have the treasure. Do you really think he’d have trusted me with that?”

She pointed one elegant finger toward the dresser.

Remo moved over and tossed back the lid. What he saw made his mouth water.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Whitney lightly tapped out her cigarette. “Much too impressive to share with someone of Lord’s caliber. However …” She trailed off until Remo’s gaze came back to her. “A man of a certain class and breeding would be quite different.”

It was tempting. Her eyes were dark and promising. He could almost feel the heat rise from the small treasure chest beneath his fingers. But he remembered Dimitri. “You’re going to change your accommodations.”

“All right.” As if it didn’t concern her in the least, Whitney rose. She had to get them out, and out quickly. Going with them was preferable to being shot in the kneecap, or anywhere else.

Remo picked up the treasure chest. Dimitri was going to be pleased, he thought. Very, very pleased. He gave Whitney a thin smile. “Barns is going to walk you out to the car. I wouldn’t try anything—unless you’d like to have all the bones in your right hand broken.”

A look at Barns’s grinning face brought on a shudder. “There’s no need to be crude, Remo.”

It didn’t take Doug long to arrange for the two one-way tickets to Paris, but the shopping expedition ate up more time. It gave him a great deal of pleasure to buy Whitney the filmy underwear—even if it was her credit-card number that was stamped on the receipt. He spent nearly an hour, much to the saleswoman’s delight, choosing a royal blue silk dress with a draping bodice and a sleek, narrow skirt.

Pleased, he treated himself to a casually elegant suit. It was precisely how he intended to live, at least for a time. Casually and elegantly.

By the time he got back to the hotel, he was loaded with boxes and whistling. They were on their way. By the next evening, they’d be drinking champagne in Maxim’s and making love in a room overlooking the Seine. No more six-packs and roadside motels for Doug Lord. First class, Whitney had said. He was going to learn to live with it.

It surprised him to find the door not quite latched. Didn’t Whitney realize by now he wouldn’t need a key for something as basic as a hotel lock?

“Hey, lover, ready to celebrate?” Dumping the boxes on the bed, he hefted the bottle of wine he’d spent the equivalent of seventy-five dollars on. As he walked across to the bath, he began loosening the cork in the bottle. “Water still hot?”

It was cold, and it was empty. For a moment, Doug stood in the center of the room staring at the still, clear water. Giving in to pressure, the cork blew out with a celebratory pop. He barely noticed the overflow of champagne dampening his fingers. His heart in his throat, he dashed back into the bedroom.

Her pack was there where she’d tossed it on the floor. But there was no small wooden box. With speed and precision he searched the room. The box and everything in it was gone. So was Whitney.

His first reaction was of fury. To be double-crossed by a woman with whiskey eyes and a cool smile was worse, a hundred times worse, than being double-crossed by a bowlegged midget. At least the midget had been in the business. Swearing, he slammed the bottle down on the table.

Women! They were and had been his biggest problem since puberty. When would he learn? They smiled, crooned, batted their lashes, and rolled you for every last dollar.

How could he have been such a jerk? He’d actually believed she had feelings for him. The way she’d looked when they’d made love, the way she’d stood by him, fought by him. He’d actually let himself fall for her, like a stone in a cool, deep lake. He’d even made some half-baked plans about the future, and she’d just walked out on him the first chance she got.

He looked down at her pack on the floor. She’d carried it on her back, hiking miles, laughing, bitching, teasing him. And then … Without thinking, Doug reached down and picked it up. Inside were pieces of her—the lacy underwear, a compact, a brush. He could smell her.

No. The denial rammed into him, sharp and abrupt. With it, he tossed the pack against the wall. She wouldn’t have run out on him. Even if he were wrong about her feelings, she just had too much class to renege on a bargain.

So if she hadn’t run, she’d been taken.

He stood there, holding her brush in his hand, as the fear poured into him. Taken. He realized he’d rather have believed the double-cross. He’d rather have believed she was already on a plane, heading to Tahiti, laughing at him.

Dimitri. The brush broke cleanly in two at the pressure of his hands. Dimitri had his woman. Doug threw the two pieces across the room. He wasn’t going to have her for long.

He left the room quickly, and he was no longer whistling.

The house was magnificent. But then, Whitney supposed she should have expected no less from a man of Dimitri’s reputation. On the outside, it was elegant, almost feminine, white and clean with wrought-iron balconies that would provide a lovely view of the bay. The grounds were spacious and well kept, rich with the ornate tropical flowers of the region and shaded with palms. She studied it with a sick, creeping dread.

Remo stopped the car at the end of the crushed white gravel drive. Her courage had begun to fail her, but Whitney fought to find it again. A man who could acquire a place like this had brains. Brains could be dealt with.

It was Barns, with his black, greedy eyes and eager grin who worried her.

“Well, I must say this is preferable to the hotel.” With the air of someone preparing to go to a dinner party, Whitney alighted from the car. She plucked a hibiscus and strolled to the front door twirling it under her nose.

At Remo’s knock, the door was opened by another dark-suited man. Dimitri insisted on a neat, businesslike appearance in his employees. Every one would wear a tie with their blunt-nose .45. When the man smiled, he showed a badly chipped front tooth. Whitney had no idea he’d acquired it when he’d smashed through the window of Godiva Chocolatiers.

“So you got her.” Unlike Remo, he looked at the chipped tooth as an occupational hazard. He had to admire a woman who could drive with such nerveless lunacy. But he didn’t feel the same tolerance toward Doug. “Where’s Lord?”

Remo didn’t even glance at him. He only answered to one man. “Keep an eye on her,” he ordered and went to report directly to Dimitri. Because he carried the treasure, he walked quickly, with the air of a man in charge. The last time he’d reported in, he’d nearly crawled.

“So what’s the story, Barns?” The dark-suited man cast a long look at Whitney. Nice-looking lady. He figured Dimitri had some interesting plans for her. “You forget Lord’s ears for the boss?”

Barns’s giggle brought a chill to Whitney’s skin. “She killed him,” he said cheerfully.

“Oh yeah?”

She caught the interested look, then brushed back her hair. “That’s right. Any way to get a drink in this place?”

Without waiting for an answer she walked down the wide white hall and into the first room.

It was obviously a formal parlor. Whoever had decorated it leaned toward the ornate. Whitney would have chosen something a great deal breezier.

The windows, twice as tall as she, were festooned in scarlet brocade. As she strolled across the room, she wondered if it would be possible for her to open them and escape. Doug would be back at the hotel by now, she calculated as she ran her fingertip along an intricately carved drum table. But she couldn’t count on him to come charging in like the Seventh Cavalry. Whatever move she made, she made on her own.

Knowing both men were watching her every step, she walked to a Waterford decanter and poured. Her fingers were numb and damp. A little shot of courage wouldn’t hurt, she decided. Especially since she didn’t yet know what she was up against. As if she had all the time in the world, she sat in a high-backed Queen Anne chair and began to sip some very smooth vermouth.

Her father had always said you could negotiate with a man who stocked a good bar. Whitney drank again and hoped he was right.

Minutes passed. She sat in the chair and drank, trying to ignore the terror that built inside of her. After all, she reasoned, if he was simply going to kill her, he’d have done so by now. Wouldn’t he? Wasn’t it more likely he’d hold her for ransom? It might not sit well with her to be exchanged for a few hundred thousand dollars, but it was a far better fate than a bullet.

Doug had spoken of torture as though it were Dimitri’s hobby. Thumbscrews and Chaucer. She swallowed more vermouth, knowing she’d never keep her wits if she thought too deeply about the man who now had her life in his hands.

Doug was safe. At least for the moment. Whitney concentrated on that.

When Remo came back she tensed all over, muscle by muscle. With deliberate care, she lifted the glass to her lips again.

“It’s terribly rude to keep a guest waiting more than ten minutes,” she said casually.

He touched the scar on his cheek. She didn’t miss the movement. “Mr. Dimitri would like you to join him for lunch. He thought you’d like to bathe and change first.”

A reprieve. “Very considerate.” Rising, she set her glass aside. “However, I’m afraid you rushed me away without my luggage. I simply haven’t a thing to wear.”

“Mr. Dimitri’s seen to that.” Taking her arm, a little too firmly for comfort, Remo led her into the hall and up the sweeping stairs to the second floor. It wasn’t just the hallway that smelled like a funeral parlor, she realized, but the entire house. He pushed open the door. “You got an hour. Be ready, he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Whitney stepped inside and heard the lock turn behind her.

She covered her face with her hands a moment because she couldn’t stop the shaking. A minute, she told herself as she began to breathe deeply. She only needed a minute. She was alive. That was the point to concentrate on. Slowly, she lowered her hands and looked around.

Dimitri wasn’t stingy, she decided. The suite he’d given her was as elegant as the outside of the house had promised. The sitting room was wide and long, with porcelain vases of fresh flowers in abundance. The colors were feminine, roses and pearly grays on the silk wallpaper, picking up the tones in the Oriental rug on the floor The daybed was a deeper, duskier hue, plumped with hand-worked pillows. All in all, she decided professionally, a neat, stylish job. Then she was at the windows, wrenching them open.

One look told her it was hopeless. The drop was nearly a hundred feet from the ornate little balcony. There’d be no nimble leaping out as there’d been in the coastal inn. Closing the windows again, Whitney began to explore the suite for other possibilities.

The bedroom was perfectly lovely, with a large, polished Chippendale bed and delicate china lamps. The rosewood armoire was already open, showing her a selection of clothes no red-blooded woman would turn her nose up at. She fingered the sheer ivory silk of a sleeve and turned away. It would appear Dimitri expected her to be in residence for some time. She could take it as a good sign, or she could worry about it.

Glancing over, Whitney caught a look at herself in a cheval mirror. She walked closer. Her face was pale, her clothes streaked and rent. Her eyes, she saw, were frightened again. Disgusted, she began to pull off her blouse.

Dimitri wasn’t going to see some tattered quivering female over lunch, she determined. If she could do nothing else at the moment, she could take care of that. Whitney MacAllister knew how to dress for any occasion.

She checked every door leading to her suite and found them all firmly locked from the outside. Every window she opened led her to the realization that she was well and truly trapped. For now.

Because it was the next logical step, Whitney gave herself to the luxury of a bath in the deep marble tub scented generously with the oils Dimitri had provided. On the vanity was makeup, from foundation to mascara, all in the brand and shades she preferred.

So, he was thorough, Whitney told herself as she made use of it. The perfect host. A bottle of amethyst crystal held her scent. She brushed her freshly shampooed hair, then drew it back from her face with two mother-of-pearl combs. Another gift from her host.

Going to the closet, she gave her choice of outfit all the care and deliberation a warrior might have given to his choice of armor. In her position, she considered it every bit as important. She chose a mint green sundress with yards of skirt and no back, giving it a bit of flare with a silk scarf wound and knotted at her waist.

This time when she looked in the full-length mirror, she gave a nod of satisfaction. She was ready for anything.

When the knock sounded on the door of the sitting room, she answered it boldly. She gave Remo the cool ice-princess look Doug admired.

“Mr. Dimitri’s waiting.”

Without a word she swept by him. Her palms were damp, but she resisted the urge to curl her hands into fists. Instead, she ran her fingers lightly over the banister as she descended the stairs. If she was walking toward her execution, she thought, at least she was walking toward it in style. Pressing her lips together only briefly, she followed Remo through the house and out onto a wide, flower-bordered terrace.

“Ms. MacAllister, at last.”

She wasn’t certain what she’d expected. Certainly after all the horror stories she’d lived through and heard, she expected someone fierce and cruel and larger than life. The man who rose from the smoked-glass and wicker table was pale and small and unimpressive. He had a round, mild face and a thinning thatch of dark hair swept back from it. His skin was pale, so pale it looked as though he never saw the sun. She had a quick, giddy flash that if she poked her finger into his cheek it would collapse like soft, warm dough. His eyes were nearly colorless, a light, watery blue under dark, inoffensive brows. She couldn’t decide if he were forty or sixty, or somewhere in between.

His mouth was thin, his nose small, and his round cheeks, unless she missed her guess, had been lightly tinted with blusher.

The white, rather dapper suit he wore didn’t quite disguise his paunch. It might’ve been tempting to pass him off as a foolish little man, but she noticed the nine thinly glossed nails and the stub of his pinky.

Against the chubby, glossy appearance, the deformity clashed and rattled. He held his hand, palm out, in greeting so that she could see where the skin had grown thick and tough over the ridge. The palm was as smooth as a young girl’s.

Whatever his appearance, it wouldn’t do to forget that Dimitri was as dangerous and shrewd as anything that slithered out from the swamp. The breadth of his power might not have been apparent on the surface, but he dismissed the lean, rangy Remo with no more than a look.

“I’m so pleased to have you join me, my dear. There’s nothing so depressing as lunching alone. I’ve some lovely Campari.” He lifted yet another piece of Waterford. “Can I persuade you to try some?”

She opened her mouth to speak and nothing came out. It was the glint of pleasure in his eyes that had her stepping forward. “I’d love it.” Whitney swept up to the table. The closer she came, the more the fear built. It was irrational, she thought. He looked like someone’s pompous little uncle. But the fear built. His eyes, she realized, never seemed to blink. He just stared and stared and stared. She had to concentrate on keeping her hand steady as she reached for the glass. “Your house, Mr. Dimitri, is quite a showpiece.”

“I take that as a high compliment from someone with your professional reputation. I was fortunate to find it on short notice.” He sipped, then dabbed at his mouth delicately with white linen. “The owners were—gracious enough to give it over to me for a few weeks. I’m rather fond of the gardens. A pleasant respite in this sticky heat.” In a courtly gesture he walked over to hold her chair. Whitney had to repress a surge of panic and revulsion. “I’m sure you must be hungry after your journey.”

She looked over her shoulder and forced herself to smile. “Actually I dined quite well last evening, again due to your hospitality.”

Mild curiosity crossed his face as he walked back to his own chair. “Indeed?”

“In the jeep Douglas and I acquired from your—employees?” At his nod, she continued. “There was a lovely bottle of wine and a very enjoyable meal. I’m rather fond of beluga.”

She saw the caviar, black and shiny, heaped on ice beside her. Whitney helped herself.

“I see.”

She wasn’t certain if she’d annoyed or amused him. Taking a bite, she smiled. “Again, I must say your pantry’s well stocked.”

“I hope you’ll continue to find my hospitality to your liking. You must try the lobster bisque, my dear. Let me serve you.” With a grace and an economy of movement she wouldn’t have expected, Dimitri dipped a silver ladle into the soup tureen. “Remo informs me you’ve disposed of our Mr. Lord.”

“Thank you. It smells marvelous.” Whitney took her time, sipping at the soup. “Douglas was becoming a bit of a bother.” It was a game, she told herself. And she’d just begun to play. The little shell she wore swung lightly on its chain as she reached for her glass. She was playing to win. “I’m sure you understand.”

“Indeed.” Dimitri ate slowly and with delicacy. “Mr. Lord’s been a bother to me for some time.”

“Stealing the papers from under your nose.” She saw the white, manicured fingers tighten on the soupspoon. A nerve, she thought. He wouldn’t take kindly to being made a fool of. She resisted the urge to swallow and smiled instead. “Douglas was clever, in his own fashion,” she said easily. “A pity he was so crude.”

“I suppose one must concede his cleverness to a point,” Dimitri agreed. “Unless I blame my own staff for ineptitude.”

“Perhaps both are true.”

He acknowledged this with the slightest of nods. “Then again, he had you, Whitney. I may call you Whitney?”

“Of course. I admit I did help him. I believe in watching how the cards fall.”

“Very wise.”

“There were several times when …” She trailed off, going back to her soup. “I don’t like speaking ill of the dead, Mr. Dimitri, but Douglas was often rash and illogical. However, he was easily led.”

He watched her eat, admiring the fine-boned hands, the glow of healthy young skin against the green dress. It would be a pity to mar it. Perhaps he could find certain uses for her. He thought of her installed in his house in Connecticut, dignified and elegant over meals, submissive and obedient in bed. “And young and roughly attractive, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Oh yes.” She managed another smile. “He was an intriguing diversion for a few weeks. On the long run, I prefer a man with style rather than physicality. Some caviar, Mr. Dimitri?”

“Yes.” As he accepted the dish from her, he let his skin rub hers and felt her stiffen at the brush of his deformed hand. The small show of weakness excited him. He remembered the pleasure it brought him to watch a praying mantis capture a moth—the way the lean, intelligent insect drew the frantic prey closer, waiting patiently while the struggles slowed, weakened, until at last it devoured the bright, fragile wings. Sooner or later, the young, the weak, and the delicate always submitted. Like the mantis, Dimitri had patience and style and cruelty.

“I must say I find it difficult to believe a woman of your sensitivity could shoot a man. The vegetables in this salad are quite fresh. I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” As he spoke he began to toss the lettuce in a large serving bowl.

“Perfect for a sultry afternoon,” she agreed. “Sensitivity,” Whitney continued, studying the liquid in her glass, “becomes secondary to necessity, don’t you think, Mr. Dimitri? After all, I am a businesswoman. And as I said, Douglas was becoming a bit of a bother. I believe in opportunities.” She lifted her glass, smiling over the rim. “I saw the opportunity to be rid of a nuisance and to have the papers. I merely took them. He was, after all, only a thief.”

“Precisely.” He was beginning to admire her. Though he wasn’t completely convinced her cool demeanor was fact, there was no denying breeding. Born the illegitimate son of a religious fanatic and an itinerant musician, Dimitri had a deep-rooted respect and envy of breeding. Over the years, he’d had to make do with the closest thing to it. Power.

“So you took the papers and found the treasure yourself?”

“It was simple enough. The papers made it clear. Have you seen them?”

“No.” Again she saw his fingers tighten. “Only a sample of them.”

“Oh well, they’ve done the job now in any case.” Whitney dipped into her salad.

“I still haven’t seen all of them,” he said mildly, his eyes on hers.

She thought fleetingly that they were tucked away again in the jeep with Doug. “I’m afraid you never will,” she told him, letting the satisfaction of the truth ease her nerves. “I destroyed them after I’d finished. I don’t care for loose ends.”

“Wise. And what did you plan to do with the treasure?”

“Do?” Whitney glanced up in surprise. “Why enjoy it, of course.”

“Exactly,” he agreed, pleased. “And now I have it. And you.”

She waited a beat, meeting his eyes directly. The salad nearly stuck in her throat. “When one plays, one must accept the prospect of losing, no matter how distasteful.”

“Well said.”

“Now I’m dependent on your hospitality.”

“You see things very clearly, Whitney. That pleases me. It also pleases me to have beauty within arm’s length.”

The food rolled uncomfortably in her stomach. She held out her glass, waiting until he’d filled it to within an inch of the rim. “I hope you won’t think me rude if I ask for how long you intend to extend me your hospitality?”

He topped off his own glass and toasted her. “Not at all. For as long as it pleases me.”

Knowing if she put anything else in her stomach, it might not stay down, she ran a fingertip around the rim of the glass. “It occurred to me that you might be considering demanding a ransom from my father.”

“Please, my dear.” He gave her a light smile, touched with disapproval. “I don’t consider such things proper luncheon conversation.”

“Just a thought.”

“I must ask you not to worry about such things. I’d much prefer you to simply relax and enjoy your stay. I trust your rooms are adequate?”

“Lovely.” She found she wanted to scream now much more than she’d wanted to when she’d turned and faced Barns. His pale eyes stayed steady and open, like a fish’s. Or a dead man’s. Briefly she lowered her lashes. “I haven’t thanked you for the wardrobe, which as it happens, I was in desperate need of.”

“Think nothing of it. Perhaps you’d like a stroll through the gardens.” He rose, coming over to draw back her chair. “Afterward, I imagine you’d like a siesta. The heat here in midafternoon is oppressive.”

“You’re very considerate.” She laid her hand on his arm, forcing her fingers not to curl.

“You’re my guest, my dear. A very welcome one.”

“A guest.” Her smile was cool again. Her voice, though she was amazed she accomplished it, was ironic. “Do you make it a habit to lock up your guests in their rooms, Mr. Dimitri?”

“I make it a habit,” he said, lifting her fingers to his lips, “to lock up a treasure. Shall we walk?”

Whitney tossed her hair back. She’d find the way out. Smiling at him, she promised herself she’d find the way out. If she didn’t—she still felt the cold brush of his lips on her skin—she’d be dead. “Of course.”
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So far so good. It wasn’t a very positive statement, but it was the best Whitney could do. She’d gotten through the first day as Dimitri’s “guest” without any problems. And without any bright ideas of how to check out—in one piece.

He’d been gracious, courteous. Her slightest whim had been at her fingertips. She’d tested it by expressing a mild craving for chocolate soufflé. It had been served to her at the end of a long, extraordinary, seven-course meal.

Though she’d wracked her brain during the three hours she’d been locked in her rooms that afternoon, Whitney had come up blank. There was no breaking through the doors, no jumping out the window, and the phone in her sitting room was only good for in-house calls.

She might have considered making a break for it during the afternoon stroll in the gardens. Even as she’d been working out the details, Dimitri had plucked her a blush pink rosebud and confided in her how distressing it was for him to have to arrange for armed guards around the perimeter of the grounds. Security, as he put it, was the burden of the successful.

As they’d reached the edge of the garden, he’d casually pointed out one of his staff. The wide-shouldered man had worn a trim, dark suit, sported a natty moustache, and carried a small, deadly Uzi.

Whitney had decided she’d prefer a more subtle means of escape than a wild dash across the wide-open grounds.

She tried to think of one during her afternoon confinement. Sooner or later her father would become concerned by her prolonged absence. But it might take another month before that came to pass.

Dimitri would want to leave the island at some point. Probably soon, since he had his hands on the treasure. Whether she went with him or not—and was afforded more opportunities for escape—was dependent on his whim. Whitney didn’t care for having her fate rest on the whim of a man who wore blusher and paid others to kill for him.

So she paced the suite through the afternoon, thinking up and rejecting plans as basic as tying the sheets together and climbing out the window, and as complicated as carving her way through the walls with a butter knife.

In the end, she dressed in the sheer ivory silk that clung to every subtle curve and glittered with tiny seed pearls.

For the better part of two hours, she faced Dimitri across a long, elegant mahogany table that gleamed dully under the light of two dozen candles. From the escargot to the soufflé and Dom Pérignon, the meal was exquisite in every detail. Chopin floated quietly in the background while they spoke of literature and art.

There was no denying that Dimitri was a connoisseur of such things, and that he would have fit into the most exclusive club without a ripple. Before it was over, they’d dissected a Tennessee Williams play, discussed the intricacies of the French impressionists, and debated the subtleties of the Mikado.

As the soufflé melted in her mouth, Whitney found herself yearning for the sticky rice and fruit she’d shared with Doug one night in a cave.

While her conversation with Dimitri ran smoothly, she remembered all the arguments and sniping she’d had with Doug. The silk lay cool on her shoulders. She’d have traded the five-hundred-dollar dress in a heartbeat for the stiff cotton sack she’d worn on the road to the coast.

Under the circumstances, with her life on the line, it might have been difficult to say she was bored. She was, miserably.

“You seem a bit distant this evening, my dear.”

“Oh?” Whitney brought herself back. “It’s an excellent meal, Mr. Dimitri.”

“But the entertainment is perhaps a bit lax. A young, vital woman demands something more exciting.” With a benevolent smile, he pressed a button at his side. Almost instantaneously, a white-suited Oriental entered. “Ms. MacAllister and I will have coffee in the library. It’s quite extensive,” he added as the Oriental backed out of the room. “I’m pleased you share my affection for the written word.”

She might have refused, but the idea of seeing more of the house could lead to finding some route of escape. It never hurt to have an edge, she decided. She smiled and nudged her dinner knife into the open evening bag she’d placed by her plate.

“It’s always a pleasure to spend the evening with a man who appreciates the finer things.” Whitney rose, clipping the bag shut. She accepted his arm and told herself she would, without compunction, stick the knife into his heart at the first opportunity.

“When a man travels as I do,” he began, “it’s often necessary to take certain things of import along. The right wine, the proper music, a few volumes of literature.” He walked smoothly through the house, smelling lightly of cologne. The formal white dinner jacket fit without a wrinkle.

He was feeling benevolent, tolerant. Too many weeks had passed since he’d had a young, beautiful woman to dine with. He opened the tall double doors of the library and ushered her inside. “Browse if you like, my dear,” he told her, indicating the two levels of books.

The room had terrace doors. That was something she made note of immediately. If there was any way to get out of her room during the night, this might be the method of escape. All she’d have to do then would be to get past the guards. And the guns.

One step at a time, Whitney reminded herself as she skimmed a fingertip over leather-bound volumes.

“My father has a library like this,” she commented. “I always found it a cozy place to spend the evening.”

“Cozier with coffee and brandy.” Dimitri poured the brandy himself while the Oriental entered with the silver service. “Do give Chan your knife, my dear. He’s very particular about the washing up.” Whitney turned to see Dimitri watching her with a small smile and eyes that reminded her of a reptile—flat, cold, and dangerously patient.

Without a word she took out the knife and handed it over to the servant. All the oaths that were on her tongue, the temper tantrum she barely held back, weren’t going to help her out of this one.

“Brandy?” Dimitri asked when Chan left them alone.

“Yes, thank you.” As cool as he, Whitney crossed the room and held out her hand.

“Did you think to kill me with your dinner knife, my dear?”

She shrugged, then downed brandy. It rolled in her stomach, then settled. “It was a thought.”

He laughed, a long, rumbling sound that was indescribably unpleasant. He was again thinking of the mantis, and the struggles of the moth. “I admire you, Whitney. I really do.” He touched his glass to hers, swirled brandy, and drank. “I imagine you’d like to get a good look at the treasure again. After all, you hadn’t much time for it today, had you?”

“No, Remo was in quite a hurry.”

“My fault, my dear, truly my fault.” He touched a hand lightly to her shoulder. “I was impatient to meet you. To make amends, I’ll give you all the time you’d like right now.”

He walked to the shelves along the east wall and drew back a section of books. Whitney saw the safe without surprise. It was a common enough camouflage. She wondered only a moment how he’d happened to learn of its presence from the owners. Then she tipped back her brandy again. She was certain there was no aspect of the house they hadn’t told him of before they’d … given it over to him.

He made no attempt to hide the combination from her as he spun the knob. Damn sure of himself, Whitney decided as she memorized the sequence. A man that sure of himself deserved a good kick in the ass.

“Ah.” The sound was like a sigh over the smell of rich food as he drew out the old box. He’d already had it cleaned so that the wood shone. “Quite a collector’s piece.”

“Yes.” Whitney swirled the brandy. It was as smooth and warm as any she’d ever tasted. She wondered what good it would do to toss it in his face. “I thought the same thing myself.”

He cradled it in his hands carefully, almost hesitantly, like a new father with an infant. “It’s difficult for me to imagine someone with such delicate hands digging in the ground, even for this.”

Whitney smiled, thinking what her delicate hands had been through over the last week. “I haven’t much aptitude for manual labor, but it was necessary.” She turned her hand over, studying it critically. “I will admit, I’d planned on a manicure before Remo issued your—invitation. This little venture’s been death on my hands.”

“We’ll arrange for one tomorrow. In the meantime”—he set the chest down on the wide library table—“enjoy.”

Taking him at his word, Whitney moved over to the box and tossed back the lid. The gems were no less impressive now than they’d been that morning. Reaching in, she drew out the necklace of diamonds and sapphires Doug had admired. No, gloated over, she recalled with a half smile. She’d take her cue from that.

“Fabulous,” she breathed. “Utterly fabulous. One can grow so weary of neat little strands of pearls.”

“You hold approximately a quarter of a million dollars in your hand.”

Her lips curved. “A pleasant thought.”

His heart beat a little faster as he watched her holding the jewels close, as the queen might have done, not too long before her humiliation and death. “Such gems belong against a woman’s skin.”

“Yes.” With a laugh she held them up against her. The sapphires glowed like dark, brilliant eyes. Diamonds shivered excitedly. “It’s lovely and undoubtedly expensive but this …” She dropped the strand back into the box and chose the many-tiered diamond necklace. “This makes a statement. How do you suppose Marie managed to get it from the comtesse?”

“So, you believe it’s the infamous necklace of the Diamond Affair?” She’d pleased him again.

“I prefer to.” Whitney let the necklace drip through her fingers and catch the light. It was, as Doug had once said of the Sydney, like holding heat and ice at the same time. “I like to believe she was clever enough to turn the tables on the people who’d tried to use her.” She tried a ruby bracelet on for size, considering it. “Gerald Lebrun lived like a pauper with a queen’s ransom under his floor. Odd, don’t you think?”

“Loyalty’s odd, unless it’s enhanced by fear.” He took the necklace from her, examining it. For the first time, she saw the greed without the polish. His eyes glowed, very much as Barns’s had when he’d pointed a gun at her kneecap. His tongue came out slowly to run over his lips. When he spoke again, his voice had the resonance, the fervor of an evangelist. “The Revolution itself, a fascinating time of upheaval, death, retribution. Can’t you feel it when you hold these in your hands? Blood, despair, lust, power. Peasants and politicians overthrowing a centuries-old monarchy. How?” He smiled at her with the diamonds gleaming in his hands, and the fever burning in his eyes. “Fear. What more appropriate name than the Reign of Terror? What more suitable spoils than a dead queen’s vanity?”

He relished it. Whitney could see it in his eyes. It wasn’t simply the jewels, but the blood on them he coveted. She felt her fear die under waves of revulsion. Doug had been right, she realized. It was the winning that counted. She hadn’t lost yet.

“A man like Lord would’ve fenced all this for a fraction of its value. Peasant.” She lifted her snifter again. “A man like you would have different plans.”

“Perceptive as well as beautiful.” He’d married his second wife because her skin had been as pure as fresh cream. He’d gotten rid of her because her brain had been about the same consistency. Whitney was becoming more intriguing. Calmer, he ran the necklace through his hands. “I plan to enjoy the treasure. The cash value means little. I’m a very rich man.” It wasn’t said offhandedly, but with relish. Being rich was as important as virility, as intellect. More, he thought, because money could cushion the lack of either.

“Collecting”—he skimmed a finger over the bracelet and onto her wrist—“things has become a hobby. At times, an obsessive one.”

He could call it a hobby, she thought. He’d killed time and time again for the box and its contents, yet it meant no more to him than a handful of brightly colored rocks to a young boy. She fought to keep the revulsion off her face and the accusation from her voice.

“Would you think me a poor sport if I told you I wish you hadn’t managed this particular hobby quite so well.” Sighing, she ran a hand over the glittering jewels. “I’d grown rather fond of the idea of owning all this.”

“On the contrary, I admire your honesty.” Leaving her beside the chest, Dimitri walked over to pour the coffee. “And I understand you worked very hard for Marie’s treasure.”

“Yes, I—” Whitney broke off. “I’m curious, Mr. Dimitri, just how did you learn of the treasure?”

“Business. Cream, my dear?”

“No, thank you. Black.” Fighting to hold back her impatience, Whitney crossed the room to the coffee service.

“Did Lord tell you about Whitaker?” asked her host.

Whitney accepted the coffee then forced herself to sit. “Only that he’d acquired the papers and then decided to put them on the market.”

“Whitaker was a bit of a fool, but at times he was clever enough. He’d been, at one time, a business partner with Harold R. Bennett. You recognize the name?”

“Of course.” She said it easily while her mind began to work frantically. Hadn’t Doug mentioned a general once? Yes, there’d been a general who’d been negotiating with Lady Smythe-Wright for the papers. “Bennett’s a retired five-star general and quite a businessman. He’s had some dealings with my father—professionally and on the golf course, which almost amounts to the same thing.”

“I’ve always preferred chess to golf,” Dimitri commented. In the ivory silk, she shimmered so much that she might have replaced the glass queen that was in shards now. He remembered how well it had fit his hand. “So you know of General Bennett’s reputation.”

“He’s well known as a patron of the arts, and a collector of the old and unique. A few years ago he led an expedition in the Caribbean and discovered a sunken Spanish galleon. He recovered somewhere around five and a half million in artifacts, coins, and jewels. What Whitaker pretended to do, Bennett did. And very successfully.”

“You’re well informed. I like that.” He added cream and two generous teaspoons of sugar to his own coffee. “Bennett enjoys the hunt, shall we say. Egypt, New Zealand, the Congo, he’s looked for and found the priceless. According to Whitaker he was in the first stages of working out a deal with Lady Smythe-Wright for the papers she’d inherited. Whitaker had his connections, and a certain amount of charm where women were concerned. He slipped the deal from under Bennett’s nose. But unfortunately, he was an amateur.”

With a weak heart, Whitney remembered. “So you learned from him where the papers were kept, and hired Douglas to steal them.”

“Acquire them,” Dimitri corrected delicately. “Whitaker refused, even under duress, to tell me the contents of all the documents, but he did inform me that Bennett’s interest stemmed primarily from the cultural value of the treasure, its history. Naturally, the idea of acquiring a treasure that had belonged to Marie Antoinette, whom I admired particularly for her opulence and ambition, was irresistible.”

“Naturally. If you don’t plan to sell the contents of the box, Mr. Dimitri, what do you plan to do with it?”

“Why, have it, Whitney.” He smiled at her. “Fondle it, gaze upon it. Own it.”

While Doug’s attitude had frustrated her, at least she understood it. He’d seen the treasure as a means to an end. Dimitri saw it as a personal possession. A dozen arguments sprang up in her mind. She repressed them. “I’m sure Marie would have approved.”

As he considered this, Dimitri gazed toward the ceiling. Royalty was another of his fascinations. “She would have, yes. Greed is looked on as one of the seven deadly sins, but so few understand its basic pleasure.” He dabbed his mouth with a linen napkin before he rose. “I hope you’ll forgive me, my dear, I’m accustomed to retiring early.” He pressed a small button that was worked cleverly into the carving on the mantel. “Perhaps you’d like to choose a book before you go up?”

“Please don’t think you have to entertain me, Mr. Dimitri. I’ll be quite happy on my own, just browsing.”

With another smile, he patted her hand. “Perhaps another time, Whitney. I’m sure you need your rest after your experiences of the last few weeks.” There was a quiet knock at the door. “Remo will show you to your room. Sleep well.”

“Thank you.” She set down her coffee cup and rose, but had taken no more than two steps when Dimitri’s hand clamped over her wrist. She looked down at the lightly polished nails, and the stub. “The bracelet, my dear.” His fingers pressed hard enough to rub against bone. She didn’t wince.

“Sorry,” she said easily, holding her hand out.

Dimitri unhooked the gold and rubies from her wrist. “You’ll join me for breakfast, I hope.”

“Of course.” Whitney swept toward the door, pausing as Dimitri opened it. She stood trapped between him and Remo. “Good night.”

“Good night, Whitney.”

She held to cool silence until the door of the sitting room locked behind her. “Sonofabitch.” Disgusted, she took off the delicate Italian slippers that had been provided for her and threw them at the wall.

Trapped, she thought. Locked up just as tidily as the treasure chest—to be gazed upon, fondled. Owned. “In a pig’s eye,” she said aloud. She wanted to weep and wail and beat her fists against the locked door. Instead, she stripped off the ivory silk and left it in a heap before she marched into the bedroom.

She’d find a way, Whitney promised herself. She’d find a way out, and when she did, Dimitri would pay for every minute she’d been his prisoner.

For a moment she rested her head against the armoire because the urge to weep was almost too strong to resist. After she’d controlled it, Whitney reached inside for a teal blue kimono. She needed to think, that was all. She just needed to think. The scent of flowers permeated the room. Air, she decided, and marched to the French doors that led to the tiny bedroom balcony.

With her teeth set, she yanked open the doors. It was going to rain, she thought. Good, the rain and wind might help clear her head. Resting her hands on the rail, she leaned out, looking toward the bay.

How had she gotten herself in this mess? she demanded. The answer was plain, two words. Doug Lord.

After all, she’d been minding her own business when he’d barged into her life and embroiled her in treasure hunts, killers, and thieves. At this moment, instead of being trapped like Rapunzel, she’d have been sitting in some nice smoke-choked club, watching people show off their clothes or their new hairstyles. Normal stuff, she thought grimly.

Now look at her, locked in a house in Madagascar with a smiling middle-aged killer and his entourage. In New York, she had an entourage, and no one would have dared turn a key on her.

“Doug Lord,” she muttered aloud, then looked down numbly as a hand clamped over hers on the rail. Whitney drew in her breath to scream when the head popped over.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Doug said between his teeth. “Now help me over, goddamn it.”

She forgot everything she’d just been thinking about him and bent over to cover his face with kisses. Who said there wasn’t any Seventh Cavalry?

“Look, sugar, I appreciate the welcome, but I’m losing my grip. Give me a hand.”

“How’d you find me?” she demanded as she reached down to help him over the rail. “I didn’t think you’d ever come. There are guards out there with these nasty little machine guns. My doors’re all locked from the outside, and—”

“Jesus, if I’d remembered you talked so much I wouldn’t have bothered.” He landed lightly on his feet.

“Douglas.” She wanted to cry again but held the tears back. “It’s so nice of you to drop in like this.”

“Yeah?” He strolled through the French doors into the opulent bedroom. “Well, I wasn’t sure you wanted any company—especially after that cozy little dinner you had with Dimitri.”

“Were you watching?”

“I’ve been around.” Turning, he fingered the rich silk of her lapel. “He gave you this?”

Her eyes narrowed at the tone, her chin tilted. “Just what are you implying?”

“Looks like a nice setup.” He wandered to her dresser and drew the top from a crystal decanter of scent. “All the comforts of home, right?”

“I hate to state the obvious, but you’re an ass.”

“And what’re you?” He pushed the stopper back into the bottle with a snap. “Walking around in fancy silk dresses he bought for you, drinking champagne with him, letting him put his hands on you?”

“His hands on me?” She said the words slowly, letting them sink in.

Doug gave her a look that skimmed from her bare legs to the milky skin of her throat. “You sure know how to smile at a man, don’t you, sugar? What’s your cut?”

Each step measured, Whitney walked over, reared back, and slapped him as hard as she could. For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing and the wind kicking up against the open windows.

“You’ll get away with that once,” Doug said softly as he ran the back of his hand over his cheek. “Don’t try it again. I’m not a gentleman like your Dimitri.”

“Just get out,” Whitney whispered. “Get the hell out. I don’t need you.”

There was an ache in him that far outdid the sting in his cheek. “Don’t you think I can see that?”

“You don’t see anything.”

“I’ll tell you what I saw, sugar. I saw an empty hotel suite. I saw that you and the box were gone. And I saw you here, nuzzling up to that bastard over a rack of lamb.”

“You’d have rather found me tied to the bedpost with bamboo shoots under my nails.” She turned away. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Well, why don’t you tell me what the hell’s going on then?”

“Why should I?” Furious, she brushed a tear away with the back of her hand. Damn, she hated to cry. Worse, she hated to cry for a man. “You’ve already made up your mind. Your very limited mind.”

Doug dragged a hand through his hair and wished he had a drink. “Look, I’ve been going crazy for hours. It took me the better part of the afternoon to find this place, then I had to get through the guards.” And one of them, he didn’t add, was lying in the bushes with a slit throat. “When I get here, I see you dressed like a princess, smiling across the table at Dimitri as though you were the best of friends.”

“What the hell was I supposed to do? Run around naked, spit in his eye? Dammit, my life’s on the line. If I have to play the game until I find a way out, then I’ll play. You can call me a coward if you like. But not a whore.” She turned back again, her eyes dark, wet, and angry. “Not a whore, do you understand?”

He felt as though he’d just struck something small and soft and defenseless. He hadn’t been sure he’d find her alive, then when he had, she’d looked so cool, so beautiful. And worse, so in control. But shouldn’t he know her by now?

“I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry.” Edgy, he began to pace. He plucked a rose from a vase and snapped the stem in half. “Christ, I don’t know half of what I’m saying. I’ve been going nuts ever since I walked into the hotel and you were gone. I imagined all kinds of things—and that I was going to be too late to stop any of them.”

He looked dispassionately at the tiny drop of blood on his finger where a thorn had pierced the skin. He had to take a deep breath, and he had to say it quietly. “Dammit, Whitney, I care, I really care about you. I didn’t know what I’d find when I got here.”

She wiped at another tear and sniffed. “You were worried about me?”

“Yeah.” He shrugged, then tossed the mangled rose onto the floor. There was no explaining to her, even to himself, the sick dread, the guilt, the grief he’d lived with during those endless hours. “I didn’t mean to jump all over you like that.”

“Is that an apology?”

“Yes, dammit.” He spun back, his face a study in frustration and fury. “You want me to crawl?”

“Maybe.” She smiled and walked toward him. “Maybe later.”

“Jesus.” His hands weren’t quite steady when they reached for her face, but his mouth was firm, and a little desperate. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

“I know.” She pressed against him, wild with relief. “Just hold me a minute.”

“After we’re out of here, I’ll hold you as long as you want.” Taking her shoulders, he drew her away. “You’ve got to tell me what happened, and what the setup is here.”

She nodded, then sank down on the edge of the bed. Why were her knees weak now when there was hope? “Remo and that Barns character came.” He saw the quick, nervous swallow and cursed himself again.

“They hurt you?”

“No. You hadn’t been gone very long. I’d just run a bath.”

“Why didn’t they hold you there until I got back?”

Whitney lifted a foot and examined her toes. “Because I told them I’d killed you.”

His face, for a brief instant, was a study of incredulity. “What?”

“Well, it wasn’t difficult to convince them that I was a great deal smarter than you, and that I’d put a bullet in your brain so I could have the treasure to myself. After all, they’d’ve done the same thing to each other at the first opportunity, and I was convincing.”

“Smarter than me?”

“Don’t be offended, darling.”

“They bought it?” Not particularly pleased, he dipped his hands in his pockets. “They believed that a skinny female got the drop on me. I’m a professional.”

“I hated to tarnish your reputation, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Dimitri bought it too?”

“Apparently. I opted to play the material-minded, heartless woman with an eye on opportunity. I believe he’s quite charmed with me.”

“I’ll bet.”

“I wanted to spit in his eye,” she said so fiercely Doug cocked a brow. “I still want the chance to. I don’t even think he’s human, he just slides from place to place leaving a slimy trail, spouting off his love for the finer things. He wants to hoard the treasure like a little boy hoarding chocolate bars. He wants to open the box, look, fondle, and think of the screams of people as the guillotine falls. He wants to relive the fear, see the blood. It means more to him that way. All the lives he took to get it mean nothing to him.” Her fingers closed over Jacques’s shell. “They mean absolutely nothing to him.”

Doug moved over to kneel in front of her. “We’re going to spit in his eye.” For the first time, he closed his fingers over hers on the shell. “I promise. Do you know where he’s stashed it?”

“The treasure?” A cold smile moved over her face. “Oh yes, he took great pleasure in showing it to me. He’s so damn sure of himself, so sure he’s got me pinned.”

Doug drew her to her feet. “Let’s go get it, sugar.”

It took him a little under two minutes to trip the lock. With the door open only a crack, he peered out to check for guards in the hall.

“Okay, now we move fast and quiet.”

Whitney slipped her hand in his and stepped into the hall.

The house was silent. Apparently when Dimitri retired, everyone retired. In darkness, they moved down the staircase to the first floor. The funeral-parlor smell, flowers and polish, hung thick. Whitney used a gesture of the hand to show Doug which way. Keeping close to the wall, they made their way slowly toward the library.

Dimitri hadn’t bothered to lock the door. Doug was a little disappointed, and a little wary that it was so easy. They slipped inside. Rain began to patter against the windows. Whitney went directly to the shelves on the east wall and drew back the section of books.

“It’s in here,” she whispered. “The combination’s fifty-two right, thirty-six left—”

“How do you know the combination?”

“I saw him open it.”

Uneasy, Doug reached for the knob. “Why the hell isn’t he covering his tracks?” he muttered as he began to turn. “Okay, what’s next?”

“Another five to the left, then twelve right.” She held her breath as Doug drew down the handle. The door of the safe opened without a sound.

“Come to Papa,” Doug murmured as he drew out the box. He checked its weight before he grinned at Whitney. He wanted to open it, to take just one more look. To gloat. There’d be other times. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Sounds like an excellent idea.” Tucking a hand through his arm she started toward the terrace doors. “Shall we use these so we don’t disturb our host?”

“It seems like the considerate thing to do.” As he reached for the knob, the doors swung open. Facing them were three men, guns glittering wet in the rain. In the center, Remo grinned. “Mr. Dimitri doesn’t want you to leave until he buys you a drink.”

“Yes, indeed.” The library doors opened. Still in his white dinner jacket, Dimitri strolled through. “I can’t have my guests going out in the rain. Do come back and sit down.” The amiable host, he went to the bar and poured brandy. “My dear, that color’s superb on you.”

Doug felt the barrel of Remo’s gun at the base of his spine. “I don’t like to impose.”

“Nonsense, nonsense.” He swirled the brandy as he turned. At his touch, the room flooded with light. Whitney would have sworn at that moment his eyes had no color at all. “Sit down.” The quiet order had all the charm of the hiss of a snake.

Pressed by the barrel of the gun, Doug came forward, the chest in one hand and Whitney’s palm in the other. “Nothing like a brandy on a rainy night.”

“Precisely.” Graciously, he passed two snifters to them. “Whitney …” Her name came out on a sigh as he gestured toward a chair. “You disappoint me.”

“I didn’t give her much choice.” Doug threw Dimitri an arrogant look. “A woman like her worries about her skin.”

“I admire chivalry, especially from so unlikely a source.” He tipped his glass at Doug before he drank. “I’m afraid I was aware of Whitney’s unfortunate attachment to you all along. My dear, did you really think I believed you’d shot our Mr. Lord?”

She shrugged, and though her hands were damp on the snifter, drank. “I suppose I have to work on my skill as a liar.”

“Indeed, you have very expressive eyes. ‘Even in the glasses of thine eyes I see thy grieved heart,’ ” he quoted from Richard II in his smooth, poet’s voice. “However, I did enjoy our evening together.”

Whitney brushed a hand over the short skirt of her robe. “I’m afraid I was a bit bored.”

His lips curled back. Everyone in the room knew it would take only a word from him, only a word, and she’d be dead. Instead, he chose to chuckle. “Women are such unstable creatures, would you agree, Mr. Lord?”

“Some show particularly good taste.”

“It amazes me that someone with Miss MacAllister’s inherent style would have an affection for someone of your class. But,” he moved his shoulders, “romance has always been a mystery to me. Remo, relieve Mr. Lord of the box, if you please. And his weapons. Just set them on the table for now.” While his orders were carried out, Dimitri sipped his brandy and seemed to ponder great thoughts. “I took the risk that you would want to retrieve both Miss MacAllister and the treasure. After all this time, after this very intriguing chess game we’ve been playing, I must say I’m disappointed to have you checkmated with such ease. I’d hoped for a little more flare at the end.”

“You want to send your boys away, you and I could probably come up with something.”

He laughed again, ice clinking on ice. “I’m afraid my days of physical combat are over, Mr. Lord. I prefer more subtle ways of settling disputes.”

“A knife in the back?”

Dimitri merely lifted a brow at Whitney’s question. “I’m forced to admit that one on one, you’d far outmatch me, Mr. Lord. After all, you’re young and physically agile. I’m afraid I require the handicap of my staff. Now …” He touched his finger to his lips. “What are we to do about this situation?”

Oh, he’s enjoying this, Whitney thought grimly. He’s like a spider, merrily spinning a web to catch flies so he can suck the blood from them. He wanted to see them sweat.

Because there was no way out, she slipped her hand into Doug’s and squeezed. They wouldn’t grovel. And by God, they wouldn’t sweat.

“As I see it, Mr. Lord, your fate is really quite elemental. In essence, you’ve been a dead man for weeks. It’s simply a matter of method.”

Doug gulped down brandy and grinned. “Don’t let me rush you.”

“No, no, I’ve been giving the matter a great deal of thought. A great deal. Unfortunately, I haven’t the facilities here to carry things out in the style I prefer. But I believe Remo has a strong desire to take care of the matter. Though he did fumble quite a bit on this project, I feel the ultimate success deserves a reward.” Dimitri drew out one of his rich black cigarettes. “I’ll give you Mr. Lord, Remo.” He lit the cigarette and looked out through the fine mist of smoke. “Kill him slowly.”

Doug felt the cool barrel of the gun below his left ear. “Mind if I finish my brandy first?”

“By all means.” With a gracious nod, Dimitri turned his attention to Whitney. “As to you, my dear, I might have preferred a few more days in your company. I’d thought perhaps we could share some mutual pleasures. However …” He tapped the cigarette in a clear crystal tray. “Under the circumstances, that would add complications. One of my staff has admired you since I showed him your picture. A case of love at first sight.” He smoothed the thinning hair back from his forehead. “Barns, take her with my blessing. But do be tidy this time.”

“No!” Doug leapt up from his chair. In an instant his arms were clamped behind him and a gun was lodged against his throat. Hearing Barns’s giggle, he struggled despite them. “She’s worth more than that,” he said desperately. “Her father’d pay you a million, two million, to get her back. Don’t be a fool, Dimitri. Give her to this little creep, she’s worth nothing to you.”

“Not all of us think in terms of money, Mr. Lord,” Dimitri said calmly. “There’s a matter of principle at stake, you see. I believe as strongly in reward as I do in discipline.” His gaze flicked down to his mutilated hand. “Yes, just as strongly. Take him along, Remo, he’s creating quite a fuss.”

“Keep your hands off me.” Springing up, Whitney dashed the contents of her snifter in Barns’s face. With fury carrying her, she doubled up her fist and planted it squarely on his nose. His squeak and the squirt of blood gave her momentary satisfaction.

Doug took his cue from her and, bracing himself against the man behind him, reared back and smashed his foot under the chin of the man across from him. They might’ve been mowed down in that instant if Dimitri hadn’t signaled. He enjoyed watching the doomed struggle. Calmly he took the derringer from his inside pocket and fired into the vaulted ceiling.

“That’ll do,” he told them, as if speaking to obstreperous adolescents. He watched tolerantly as Doug gathered Whitney to his side. He was particularly fond of Shakespeare’s tragedies that dealt with star-crossed lovers—not only because of the beauty of words, but because of their hopelessness. “I’m a reasonable man, and a romantic at heart. In order to give you a bit more time together, Miss MacAllister is welcome to go along while Remo proceeds with the execution.”

“Execution,” Whitney spat at him with all the venom a desperate woman can gather. “Murder, Dimitri, doesn’t have such a clean, cool ring to it. You delude yourself into believing you’re cultured and suave. Do you think a silk dinner jacket can hide what you are, and what you’ll never be? You’re nothing more than a crow, Dimitri, a crow picking at carrion. You don’t even kill for yourself.”

“Normally, no.” His voice had frozen. Those of his men who had heard the tone before tensed. “In this case, however, perhaps I should make an exception.” He lowered the derringer.

The terrace doors burst open, shattering glass. “Put up your arms.” The order was authoritative, delivered in English with a classy French accent. Doug didn’t wait for the outcome, but shoved Whitney behind a chair. He saw Barns grab for his gun. The grin was blown off his face.

“The house is surrounded.” Ten uniformed men trooped into the library, rifles at the ready. “Franco Dimitri, you are under arrest for murder, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping …”

“Holy shit,” Whitney murmured as the list lengthened. “It really is the cavalry.”

“Yeah.” Doug let out a breath of relief, holding her warm beside him. It was also the police, he reflected. He wouldn’t exactly come out smelling like a rose himself.

He saw, with a feeling of inevitability and disgust, the man with the panama walk through the doors. “I should’ve smelled cop,” he muttered. A man with a shock of white hair strode into the room with an air of impatience.

“All right, where is that girl!”

Doug saw Whitney’s eyes widen until they seemed to cover her whole face. Then with a bubbling giggle she sprang up from behind the chair. “Daddy!”
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It didn’t take long for the Malagasy police to clear out the room. Whitney watched the handcuffs being snapped onto Dimitri’s wrist below a fat emerald cuff link.

“Whitney, Mr. Lord.” Dimitri’s voice remained soft, cultured, calm. A man in his position understood temporary setbacks. But his eyes, as his gaze passed over them, were as flat as a goat’s. “I’m sure, yes, quite sure we’ll see each other again.”

“We’ll catch you on the eleven o’clock news,” Doug told him.

“I owe you,” Dimitri acknowledged with a nod. “I always pay my debts.”

Whitney’s gaze met his briefly, and she smiled. Once again, her fingers trailed down to the shell around her neck.

“For Jacques,” she said softly, “I hope they find a hole dark enough for you.” Then she buried her face against her father’s clean-smelling jacket. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Explanations.” But MacAllister held her fiercely for a moment. “Let’s have some, Whitney.”

She drew away, eyes laughing. “Explain what?”

He struggled with a grin and huffed instead. “Nothing changes.”

“How’s Mother? I hope you didn’t tell her you were trailing after me.”

“She’s fine. She thinks I’m in Rome working. If I’d told her I was chasing our only daughter all over Madagascar, she wouldn’t have been able to play bridge for days.”

“You’re so clever.” She kissed him, hard. “How did you know to chase me all over Madagascar?”

“I believe you’ve met General Bennett?”

Whitney turned and faced a tall, rangy man with stern, unsmiling eyes. “Of course.” She offered her hand as though they were at a well-mannered cocktail party. “At the Stevensons’ year before last. How are you, General? Oh, I don’t believe you’ve met Douglas. Doug …” Whitney signaled to him across the room where he was mumbling out a tangled statement to one of the Malagasy officials. Grateful for the respite, he went to her. “Daddy, General Bennett, this is Douglas Lord. Doug’s the one who stole the papers, General.”

The smile turned a little sickly on Doug’s face. “Nice to meet you.”

“You owe Douglas quite a bit,” she told the general and poked in her father’s jacket for a cigarette.

“Owe,” the general blustered. “This thief—”

“Secured the papers, keeping them out of the hands of Dimitri. At the risk of his own life,” she added, holding up the cigarette for a light. Doug obliged her, deciding he’d leave the explanations to her after all. She sent him a wink as she blew out smoke. “You see, it all started when Dimitri hired Doug to steal the papers. Of course, Doug knew right away that they were priceless and had to be kept out of the wrong hands.” She drew in smoke, then waved the cigarette expressively. “He virtually took his life in his hands to secure them. I can’t tell you how many times he told me if we found the treasure, what a priceless contribution to society it would be. Isn’t that so, Doug?”

“Well, I—”

“He’s so modest. You really must take credit where credit’s due, darling. After all, securing the treasure for General Bennett’s foundation nearly cost you your life.”

“It was nothing,” Doug muttered. He could see the rainbow beginning to fade.

“Nothing?” Whitney shook her head. “General, as a man of action, you’d appreciate just what Doug went through to prevent Dimitri from hoarding the treasure. Hoarding,” she repeated. “He intended to keep it to himself. To wallow in it,” she added with a slanted look at Doug. “When, as we all will agree, it belongs to society.”

“Yes, but—”

“Before you express your gratitude, General,” she interrupted, “I’d appreciate it if you’d explain to me just how you arrived here. We do owe you our lives.”

Flattered, and confused, the general began an explanation.

Whitaker’s nephew, terrified by his uncle’s fate, had gone to the general confessing everything he knew. Which was considerable. Once the general had been alerted, he hadn’t hesitated. The authorities had been on Dimitri’s trail before Whitney and Doug had climbed off the plane at Antananarivo.

Dimitri’s trail had led to Doug, and Doug’s, because of their escapades in New York and D.C., to Whitney. She had reason to be grateful to the ever-eager paparazzi for several grainy pictures in the tabloids her father’s secretary poured over.

After a brief session with Uncle Max in Washington, the general and MacAllister had hired a private detective. The man in the panama hat had picked up their trail, dogging them just as Dimitri had. When they’d jumped from the train heading toward Tamatave, both the general and MacAllister had been on a plane to Madagascar. The authorities there had been only too happy to cooperate in the capture of an international criminal.

“Fascinating,” Whitney said when it looked like the general’s monologue would go on until dawn. “Simply fascinating. I can see why you earned those five stars.” Hooking her arm through his, she smiled. “You saved my life, General. I hope you’ll give me the pleasure of showing you the treasure.”

With a cocky smile over her shoulder, she led him away.

MacAllister drew out a cigarette case and flipped it open, offering it to Doug. “Nobody bullshits like Whitney,” he said easily. “I don’t believe you’ve met Brick-man.” He gestured to the man in the panama. “He’s worked for me before, one of the best. He’s said the same of you.”

Doug eyed the man in the panama. Each man recognized the other for what he was. “You were at the canal, just behind Remo.”

Brickman remembered the crocks and smiled. “My pleasure.”

“Now.” MacAllister looked from one man to the other. He hadn’t succeeded in business without knowing what went on in men’s minds. “Why don’t we get a drink and you can tell me what really happened?”

Doug flipped his lighter and studied MacAllister’s face. It was tanned and smooth, a sure sign of wealth. His voice had the ring of authority. The eyes that looked back at him were dark as whiskey, as amused as Whitney’s. Doug’s lips tilted.

“Dimitri’s a pig, but he stocks a good bar. Scotch?”

It was nearly dawn when Doug looked down on Whitney. She was curled, naked, under the thin sheet. A slight smile touched her lips as though she were dreaming of the rush of lovemaking they’d shared after they’d returned to the hotel. But her breathing was slow and even as she slept the sleep of the exhausted.

He wanted to touch her, but he didn’t. He’d thought of leaving her a note. But he didn’t.

He was who he was, what he was. A thief, a nomad, a loner.

For the second time in his life, he’d held the world in his hands, and for the second time, it had vanished. It would be possible, after a time, to convince himself that he’d come across that big break again. The end of the rainbow. Just as it would be possible, after a very long time, to convince himself that he and Whitney had had a fling. Fun and games, nothing serious. He’d convince himself because those damn strings were tightening around him. It was break them now, or not at all.

He still had the ticket to Paris, and a check for five thousand the general had written to him after Whitney had had the retired soldier bubbling with gratitude.

But he’d seen the look in the eyes of the officials, of the private detective who recognized a con and a thief when he saw one. He’d earned a reprieve, but the next dark alley was just around the corner.

Doug glanced at the pack and thought of her notebook. He knew his tab came to more than the five thousand he had at his disposal. Going over, he rummaged through her pack until he found the pad and pencil.

After the final total, which caused him to lift a brow, he scribbled a brief message.

IOU, sugar.

Dropping both back in the pack, he took a last look at her while she slept. He slipped from the room like the thief he was, silently and swiftly.
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The moment she woke, Whitney knew he was gone. It wasn’t a matter of the bed being empty beside her. Another woman might have assumed he’d gone out for coffee or a walk. Another woman might have called his name in a husky sleepy voice.

She knew he was gone.

It was in her nature to face things directly when there wasn’t a choice. Whitney rose, pulled back the blinds, and began to pack. Because silence was unbearable, she switched on the radio without bothering to fiddle with the dial.

She noticed the boxes tumbled on the floor. Determined to keep occupied, she began to open them.

Her fingers slid over the flimsy lingerie Doug had picked out for her. She gave a quick, tilted smile at the receipt with her credit-card imprint. Because she’d decided that cynicism would be her best defense, Whitney slipped into the pale blue teddy. After all, she’d paid for it.

Tossing the box aside, she drew off the lid of the next. The dress was rich, rich blue, the color, she remembered, of the butterflies she’d seen and admired. Cynicism and all other defenses threatened to crumble. Swallowing tears, she bundled the dress back into the box. It wouldn’t travel well, she told herself, and yanked a pair of wrinkled slacks out of her pack.

In a few hours, she’d be back in New York, in her own milieu, surrounded by her own friends. Doug Lord would be a vague, and expensive, memory. That was all. Dressed, packed, and utterly calm, she went to check out and meet her father.

He was already in the lobby, pacing, impatient. Deals were cooking. The ice-cream business was dog-eat-dog. “Where’s your boyfriend?” he demanded.

“Daddy, really.” Whitney signed her bill with a flourish and a completely steady hand. “A woman doesn’t have boyfriends. She has lovers.” She smiled at the bellboy and followed him out to the car her father had waiting.

He huffed, not entirely pleased with her terminology. “So where is he?”

“Doug?” She gave her father an unconcerned look over her shoulder as she climbed into the back seat of the limo. “Why I have no idea. Paris perhaps—he had a ticket.”

Scowling, MacAllister plopped back against the seat. “What the hell’s going on, Whitney?”

“I think I might spend a few days on Long Island when we get back. I tell you, all this traveling’s exhausting.”

“Whitney.” He clamped a hand over hers, using the tone he’d used since she was two. It had never been overly successful. “Why did he leave?”

She reached in her father’s pocket, drew out his cigarette case, and chose one. Staring straight ahead, she tapped the cigarette on the dull gold lid. “Because that’s his style. Slipping out in the middle of the night without a sound, without a word. He’s a thief, you know.”

“So he told me last night while you were busy bullshitting Bennett. Dammit, Whitney, by the time he was finished, my hair was standing on end. It was worse than reading the report from the detective. The two of you nearly got yourselves killed half a dozen times.”

“It concerned us a bit at the time, too,” she murmured.

“You’d do my ulcer a world of good if you’d marry that empty-headed, weak-jawed Carlyse.”

“Sorry, then I’d have one.”

He studied the cigarette she’d yet to light. “I got the impression you were—attached to this young thief you’d picked up.”

“Attached.” The cigarette snapped in her fingers. “No, it was strictly business.” Tears welled up and spilled over but she continued to speak calmly. “I was bored and he provided entertainment.”

“Entertainment?”

“Expensive entertainment,” she added. “The bastard’s gone off owing me twelve thousand, three hundred and fifty-eight dollars and forty-seven cents.”

MacAllister took out his handkerchief and dried her cheeks. “Nothing like losing a few thousand to bring on the waterworks,” he murmured. “Often happens to me.”

“He didn’t even say good-bye,” she whispered. Curling into her father, she wept because there didn’t seem to be anything else she could do.

New York in August can be vicious. The heat can hang, shimmer, gloat, and roll. When a garbage strike coincided with a heat wave, tempers became as ripe as the air. Even the more fortunate who could summon an air-conditioned limo at the snap of a finger tended to turn surly after two weeks of ninety-degree-plus weather. It was a time when anyone who could arrange it fled the city for the islands, for the country, for Europe.

Whitney had had her fill of traveling.

She stuck it out in Manhattan when the majority of her friends and acquaintances jumped ship. She turned down offers for a cruise on the Aegean, a week on the Italian Riviera, and a month-long honeymoon in the country of her choice.

She worked because it was an interesting way to ignore the heat. She played because it was more productive than moping. She considered taking a trip to the Orient, but—just to be obstinate—in September, when everyone else trickled back to New York.

When she’d returned from Madagascar, she’d treated herself to a wild, indulgent shopping spree. Half of what she’d bought still hung, unworn, in her already-crowded closet. She’d hit the clubs every night for more than two weeks, hopping from one to the next and tumbling into bed after sunrise.

When she lost interest in that, she threw herself into her work with such vigor her friends began to mutter among themselves.

It was one thing for her to exhaust herself with rounds of parties, quite another to do so during working hours. Whitney did what she did best. She ignored them completely.

“Tad, don’t make a fool of yourself again. I simply can’t bear it.” Her voice was careless, but more sympathetic than cruel. Over the past few weeks, he’d nearly convinced her that he cared for her almost as much as his collection of silk ties.

“Whitney …” Blond, tailored, and a little drunk, he stood in the doorway of her apartment, trying to figure the best way to ease himself inside. She blocked him without effort. “We’d make a good team. It doesn’t matter that my mother thinks you’re flighty.”

Flighty. Whitney rolled her eyes at the term. “Listen to your mother, Tad. I’d make a perfectly dreadful wife. Now, go back down so your driver can take you home. You know you can’t drink more than two martinis without losing your grip.”

“Whitney.” He grabbed her, kissing her with passion if not with style. “Let me send Charles home. I’ll spend the night.”

“Your mother would send out the National Guard,” she reminded him, slipping out of his arms. “Now go home and sleep off that third martini. You’ll feel more like yourself tomorrow.”

“You don’t take me seriously.”

“I don’t take me seriously,” she corrected and patted his cheek. “Now run along and listen to your mother.” She closed the door in his face. “The old battle-ax.”

Letting out a long breath, she crossed to the bar. After an evening with Tad, she deserved a nightcap. If she hadn’t been so restless, so … whatever, she’d never have let him convince her that she needed an evening of opera and congenial company. Opera wasn’t high on her list of enjoyments, and Tad had never been the most congenial companion.

She splashed a healthy dose of cognac into a glass.

“Make it two, will you, sugar?”

Her fingers tightened on the glass, her heart lodged in her throat. But she didn’t flinch, she didn’t turn. Calmly, Whitney turned over a second glass and filled it. “Still slipping through keyholes, Douglas?”

She wore the dress he’d bought her in Diégo-Suarez. He’d pictured her in it a hundred times. He didn’t know this was the first time she’d put it on, and that she’d done so in defiance. Nor did he know that because of it, she’d thought of him all evening.

“Out pretty late, aren’t you?”

She told herself she was strong enough to handle it. After all, she’d had weeks to get over him. One brow cocked, she turned.

He was dressed in black, and it suited him. Plain black T-shirt, snug black jeans. The costume of his trade, she mused as she held out the glass. She thought his face looked leaner, his eyes more intense, then she tried not to think at all.

“How was Paris?”

“Okay.” He took the glass and restrained the urge to touch her hand. “How’ve you been?”

“How do I look?” It was a direct challenge. Look at me, she demanded. Take a good long look. He did.

Her hair flowed sleekly down one shoulder, held back with a crescent-shaped pin of diamonds. Her face was as he remembered: pale, cool, elegant. Her eyes were dark and arrogant as she watched him over the rim of her glass.

“You look terrific,” he muttered.

“Thank you. So, to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

He’d practiced what he was going to say, how he was going to say it, two dozen times in the last week. He’d been in New York that long, vacillating between going to her and staying away. “Just thought I’d see how you were,” he mumbled into his glass.

“How sweet.”

“Look, I know you must think I ran out on you—”

“To the tune of twelve thousand, three hundred and fifty-eight dollars and forty-seven cents.”

He made a sound that might’ve been a laugh. “Nothing changes.”

“Did you come to make good on the IOU you left me?”

“I came because I had to, dammit.”

“Oh?” Unmoved, she tossed back her drink. She restrained herself from tossing the glass against the wall as well. “Do you have another venture in mind that requires some ready capital?”

“You want to get a few shots in, go ahead.” With a snap, he set his glass down.

She stared at him a moment, then shook her head. Turning away, she set down her own glass and rested her palms against the table. For the first time since he’d known her, her shoulders slumped and her voice was weary. “No, I don’t want to get any shots in, Doug. I’m a bit tired. You’ve seen that I’m fine. Now why don’t you leave the same way you came in?”

“Whitney.”

“Don’t touch me,” she murmured before he’d taken two steps toward her. The quiet, even voice didn’t quite hide the trickle of desperation underneath.

He lifted his hands, palms out, then let them drop. “Okay.” He wandered the room a moment, trying to find his way back to his original plan of attack. “You know, I had pretty good luck in Paris. Cleaned out five rooms in the Hotel de Crillon.”

“Congratulations.”

“I was on a roll, probably could’ve spent the next six months picking off tourists.” He hooked his thumbs in his pockets.

“So why didn’t you?”

“Just wasn’t any fun. You got trouble when the fun goes out of your work, you know.”

She turned back, telling herself it was cowardly not to face him. “I suppose so. You came back to the States for a change of scene?”

“I came back because I couldn’t stay away from you anymore.”

Her expression didn’t change, but he saw her link her fingers together in the first outward show of nerves he’d ever observed in her. “Oh?” she said simply. “It seems an odd thing to say. I didn’t kick you out of the hotel room in Diégo-Suarez.”

“No.” His gaze traveled slowly over her face, as if he needed to find something. “You didn’t kick me out.”

“Then why did you leave?”

“Because if I’d stayed, I’d’ve done then what I guess I’m going to do now.”

“Steal my purse?” she asked with a flippant toss of her head.

“Ask you to marry me.”

It was the first time, perhaps the only time, he’d seen her mouth fall open and hang there. She looked as though someone had just stomped on her toes. He’d hoped for a bit more emotional reaction.

“I guess that charmed the shit out of you.” Helping himself, he took his glass back to the bar. “Pretty funny idea, a guy like me proposing to a woman like you. I don’t know, maybe it was the air or something, but I started getting some funny ideas in Paris about setting up housekeeping, settling in. Kids.”

Whitney managed to close her mouth. “You did?” Like Doug, she decided another drink was in order. “You’re talking marriage as in till death us do part and joint tax returns?”

“Yeah. I decided I’m traditional. Even down to this.” When he went for something, he went for it completely. The policy didn’t always work, but it was his policy. He reached in his pocket and drew out a ring.

The brilliance of the diamond caught the light and exploded with it. Whitney made a conscious effort to keep her mouth from dropping open again.

“Where did you—”

“I didn’t steal it,” he snapped. Feeling foolish, he tossed it up and clamped it in his palm. “Exactly,” he amended and managed a half smile. “The diamond came out of Marie’s treasure. I pocketed it—I guess you’d call it a reflex. I thought about fencing it, but—” Opening his hand, he stared down at it. “Had it set in Paris.”

“I see.”

“Look, I know you wanted the treasure to go to museums, and most of it did.” It still hurt. “There was a hell of a write-up in the Paris papers. Bennett Foundation recovers tragic queen’s booty, diamond necklace sparks new theories, and so on.”

He moved his shoulders, trying not to think of all those pretty, shiny stones. “I decided to settle for the one rock. Even though just a couple of those bangles could’ve set me up for life.” Shrugging again, he held the ring up by its thin gold band. “If it itches your conscience, I’ll take the damn rock out and ship it off to Bennett.”

“Don’t be insulting.” In a deft move, she snatched it out of his hand. “My engagement ring isn’t going in any museum. Besides …” And she smiled at him fully. “I also believe there are pieces of history that should belong to the individual. A hands-on sort of thing.” She gave him her cool, lifted-brow look. “Are you traditional enough to get down on one knee?”

“Not even for you, sugar.” He gripped her left wrist and, taking the ring from her, slipped it on the third finger. The look he gave her was long and steady. “Deal?”

“Deal,” she agreed, and laughing, launched herself into his arms. “Damn you, Douglas, I’ve been miserable for two months.”

“Oh yeah?” He found he liked the idea, almost as much as he liked kissing her again. “I see you like the dress I bought you.”

“You have excellent taste.” Behind his back she turned her hand so she could watch the light bounce from the ring. “Married,” she repeated, trying out the word. “You mentioned settling in. Does that mean you plan to retire?”

“I’ve been giving it some thought. You know …” He nuzzled into her neck so he could draw in the scent that had haunted him in Paris. “I’ve never seen your bedroom.”

“Really? I’ll have to give you the grand tour. You’re a bit young to retire,” she added, drawing away from him. “What do you plan to do with your spare time?”

“Well, when I’m not making love to you, I thought I might run a business.”

“A pawnshop.”

He nipped at her lip. “A restaurant,” he corrected. “Smartass.”

“Of course.” She nodded, liking the idea. “Here in New York?”

“A good place to start.” He let her go to pick up his glass. Maybe the end of the rainbow had been closer than he’d thought all along. “Start with one here, then maybe Chicago, San Francisco. Thing is, I’m going to need a backer.”

She ran her tongue around her teeth. “Naturally. Any ideas?”

He shot her the charming, untrustworthy grin. “I’d like to keep it in the family.”

“Uncle Jack.”

“Come on, Whitney, you know I can do it. Forty thousand, no, make it fifty, and I’ll set up the slickest little restaurant on the West Side.”

“Fifty thousand,” she mused, moving toward her desk.

“It’s a good investment. I’d write up the menu myself, supervise the kitchen. I’d … What’re you doing?”

“That would come to sixty-two thousand, three hundred and fifty-eight dollars and forty-seven cents, all told.” With a brisk nod, she double-underlined the total. “At twelve and a half percent interest.”

He scowled down at the figures. “Interest? Twelve and a half percent?”

“A more than reasonable rate, I know, but I’m a softie.”

“Look, we’re getting married, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“A wife doesn’t charge her husband interest, for Chrissake.”

“This one does,” she murmured as she continued jotting down numbers. “I can figure out the monthly payments in just a minute. Let’s see, over a period of fifteen years, say?”

He looked down at her elegant hands as she scrawled figures. The diamond winked up at him. “Sure, what the hell.”

“Now, about collateral.”

He bit back an oath, then smothered a laugh. “How about our firstborn son?”

“Interesting.” She tapped the pad against her palm. “Yes, I might agree to that—but we don’t have any children as yet.”

He walked over and snatched the notebook from her hand. After tossing it over his shoulder, he grabbed her. “Then let’s take care of it, sugar. I need the loan.”

Whitney noticed with satisfaction that the pad had fallen faceup. “Anything for free enterprise.”



T    O          B   R   U   C   E

for showing me that being in
love is the ultimate adventure





[image: ]




[image: ]




This edition contains the complete text
of the original hardcover edition.
NOT ONE WORD HAS BEEN OMITTED.

PUBLIC SECRETS
A Bantam Book

All rights reserved.
Copyright © 1990 by Nora Roberts.
Hand-lettering by Ron Zinn.
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 96-37313.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage
and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.
For information address: Bantam Books.

eISBN: 978-0-307-56811-3


Bantam Books are published by Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc. Its trademark, consisting of the words “Bantam Books” and the portrayal of a rooster, is Registered in U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and in other countries. Marca Registrada. Bantam Books, 1540 Broadway, New York, New York 10036.



v3.1




Contents

Master - Table of Contents



Public Secrets

Title Page

Copyright

Prologue



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45



Dedication



Prologue

[image: ]

Los Angeles, 1990



She slammed on the brakes, ramming hard into the curb. The radio continued to blare. She pressed both hands against her mouth to hold back hysterical laughter. A blast from the past, the disk jockey had called it. A blast from her past. Devastation was still rocking.

Somehow her brain functioned to take care of little matters: turn off the ignition, take out the key, pull open the door. She was shaking in the late evening heat. An earlier rain and rising temperatures caused mist to spiral up from the pavement. She ran through it, looking frantically right, left, back over her shoulder.

The dark. She’d nearly forgotten there were things that hid in the dark.

The noise level rose as she pushed open the doors. The fluorescent lights dazzled her eyes. She continued to run, knowing only that she was terrified and someone, anyone, had to listen.

She raced along the hallway, her heart beating a hard tattoo. A dozen or more phones were ringing; voices merged and mixed in complaints, shouts, questions. Someone cursed in a low, continual stream. She saw the doors marked Homicide and bit back a sob.

He was kicked back at his desk, one foot resting on a torn blotter, a phone tucked between his shoulder and ear. A Styrofoam cup of coffee was halfway to his lips.

“Please help me,” she said, collapsing into the chair facing him. “Someone’s trying to kill me.”




Chapter One
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London, 1967



The first time Emma met her father, she was nearly three years old. She knew what he looked like because her mother kept pictures of him, meticulously cut from newspapers and glossy magazines, on every surface in their cramped three-room flat. Jane Palmer had a habit of carrying her daughter, Emma, from picture to picture hanging on the water-stained walls and sitting on the dusty scarred furniture and telling her of the glorious love affair that had bloomed between herself and Brian McAvoy, lead singer for the hot rock group, Devastation. The more Jane drank, the greater that love became.

Emma understood only parts of what she was told. She knew that the man in the pictures was important, that he and his band had played for the queen. She had learned to recognize his voice when his songs came on the radio, or when her mother put one of the 45s she collected on the record player.

Emma liked his voice, and what she would learn later was called its faint Irish lilt.

Some of the neighbors tut-tutted about the poor little girl upstairs with a mother who had a fondness for the gin bottle and a vicious temper. There were times they heard Jane’s shrill curses and Emma’s sobbing wails. Their lips would firm and knowing looks would pass between the ladies as they shook out their rugs or hung up the weekly wash.

In the early days of the summer of 1967, the summer of love, they shook their heads when they heard the little girl’s cries through the open window of the Palmer flat. Most agreed that young Jane Palmer didn’t deserve such a sweet-faced child, but they murmured only among themselves. No one in that part of London would dream of reporting such a matter to the authorities.

Of course, Emma didn’t understand terms like alcoholism or emotional illness, but even though she was only three she was an expert on gauging her mother’s moods. She knew the days her mother would laugh and cuddle, the days she would scold and slap. When the atmosphere in the flat was particularly heavy, Emma would take her stuffed black dog, Charlie, crawl under the cabinet beneath the kitchen sink, and in the dark and damp, wait out her mother’s temper.

On some days, she wasn’t quick enough.

“Hold still, do, Emma.” Jane dragged the brush through Emma’s pale blond hair. With her teeth gritted, she resisted the urge to whack the back of it across her daughter’s rump. She wasn’t going to lose her temper today, not today. “I’m going to make you pretty. You want to be especially pretty today, don’t you?”

Emma didn’t care very much about looking pretty, not when her mother’s brush strokes were hurting her scalp and the new pink dress was scratchy with starch. She continued to wriggle on the stool as Jane tried to tie her flyaway curls back with a ribbon.

“I said hold still.” Emma squealed when Jane dug hard fingers into the nape of her neck. “Nobody loves a dirty, nasty girl.” After two long breaths, Jane relaxed her grip. She didn’t want to put bruises on the child. She loved her, really. And bruises would look bad, very bad, to Brian if he noticed them.

After dragging her from the stool, Jane kept a firm hand on Emma’s shoulder. “Take that sulky look off your face, my girl.” But she was pleased with the results. Emma, with her wispy blond curls and big blue eyes, looked like a pampered little princess. “Look here.” Jane’s hands were gentle again as she turned Emma to the mirror. “Don’t you look nice?”

Emma’s mouth moved stubbornly into a pout as she studied herself in the spotted glass. Her voice mirrored her mother’s cockney and had a trace of a childish lisp. “Itchy.”

“A lady has to be uncomfortable if she wants a man to think she’s beautiful.” Jane’s own slimming black corset was biting into her flesh.

“Why?”

“Because that’s part of a woman’s job.” She turned, examining first one side, then the other in the mirror. The dark blue dress was flattering to her full curves, making the most of her generous breasts. Brian had always liked her breasts, she thought, and felt a quick, sexual pull.

God, no one ever before or since had matched him in bed. There was a hunger in him, a wild hunger he hid so well under his cool and cocky exterior. She had known him since childhood, had been his on-again, off-again lover for more than ten years. No one knew better what Brian was capable of when fully aroused.

She allowed herself to fantasize, just for a moment, what it would be like when he peeled the dress away, when his eyes roamed over her, when his slender, musician’s fingers unhooked the frilly corset.

They’d been good together, she remembered as she felt herself go damp. They would be good together again.

Bringing herself back, she picked up the brush and smoothed her hair. She had spent the last of the grocery money at the hairdresser’s getting her shoulder-length straight hair colored to match Emma’s. Turning her head, she watched it sway from side to side. After today, she wouldn’t have to worry about money ever again.

Her lips were carefully painted a pale, pale pink—the same shade she had seen on supermodel Jane Asher’s recent Vogue cover. Nervous, she picked up her black liner and added more definition near the corner of each eye.

Fascinated, Emma watched her mother. Today she smelled of Tigress cologne instead of gin. Tentatively, Emma reached out for the lipstick tube. Her hand was slapped away.

“Keep your hands off my things.” She gave Emma’s finger an extra slap. “Haven’t I told you never to touch my things?”

Emma nodded. Her eyes had already filmed over.

“And don’t start that bawling. I don’t want him seeing you for the first time with your eyes all red and your face puffy. He should have been here already.” There was an edge to Jane’s voice now, one that had Emma moving cautiously out of range. “If he doesn’t come soon …” She trailed off, going over her options as she studied herself in the glass.

She had always been a big girl, but had never run to fat. True, the dress was a little snug, but she strained against it in interesting places. Skinny might be in fashion, but she knew men preferred round, curvy women when the lights went out. She’d been making her living off her body long enough to be sure of it.

Her confidence built as she looked herself over and she fancied she resembled the pale, sulky-faced models who were the rage in London. She wasn’t wise enough to note that the new color job was unflattering or that the arrow-straight hair made the angles of her face boxy and harsh. She wanted to be in tune. She always had.

“He probably didn’t believe me. Didn’t want to. Men never want their children.” She shrugged. Her father had never wanted her—not until her breasts had begun to develop. “You remember that, Emma girl.” She cast a considering eye over Emma. “Men don’t want babies. They only want a woman for one thing, and you’ll find out what that is soon enough. When they’re done, they’re done, and you’re left with a big stomach and a broken heart.”

She picked up a cigarette and began to smoke it in quick, jerky puffs as she paced. She wished it was grass, sweet, calming grass, but she’d spent her drug money on Emma’s new dress. The sacrifices a mother made.

“Well, he may not want you, but after one look he won’t be able to deny you’re his.” Eyes narrowed against the smoke, she studied her daughter. There was another tug, almost maternal. The little tyke was certainly pretty as a picture when she was cleaned up. “You’re the goddamn image of him, Emma luv. The papers say he’s going to marry that Wilson slut—old money and fancy manners—but we’ll see, we’ll just see about that. He’ll come back to me. I always knew he’d come back.” She stubbed the cigarette in a chipped ashtray and left it smoldering. She needed a drink—just one taste of gin to calm her nerves. “You sit on the bed,” she ordered. “Sit right there and keep quiet. Mess with any of my stuff, and you’ll be sorry.”

She had two drinks before she heard the knock on the door. Her heart began to pound. Like most drunks, she felt more attractive, more in control, once she’d had the liquor. She smoothed down her hair, fixed what she thought was a sultry smile on her face, and opened the door.

He was beautiful. For a moment in the streaming summer sunlight, she saw only him, tall and slender, his wavy blond hair and full, serious mouth giving him the look of a poet or an apostle. As nearly as she was able, she loved.

“Brian. So nice of you to drop by.” Her smile faded immediately when she saw the two men behind him. “Traveling in a pack these days, Bri?”

He wasn’t in the mood. He was carrying around a simmering rage at being trapped into seeing Jane again and put the bulk of the blame on his manager and his fiancée. Now that he was here, he intended to get out again as quickly as possible.

“You remember, Johnno.” Brian stepped inside. The smell, gin, sweat, and grease from yesterday’s dinner, reminded him uncomfortably of his own childhood.

“Sure.” Jane nodded briefly to the tall, gangly bass player. He was wearing a diamond on his pinky and sported a dark, fluffy beard. “Come up in the world, haven’t we, Johnno?”

He glanced around the dingy flat. “Some of us.”

“This is Pete Page, our manager.”

“Miss Palmer.” Smooth, thirtyish, Pete offered a white-toothed smile and a manicured hand.

“I’ve heard all about you.” She laid her hand in his, back up, an invitation to lift it to his lips. He released it. “You made our boys stars.”

“I opened a few doors.”

“Performing for the queen, playing on the telly. Got a new album on the charts and a big American tour coming up.” She looked back at Brian. His hair fell nearly to his shoulders. His face was thin and pale and sensitive. Reproductions of it were gracing teenagers’ walls on both sides of the Atlantic as his second album, Complete Devastation, bulleted up the charts. “Got everything you wanted.”

Damned if he’d let her make him feel guilty because he’d made something of himself. “That’s right.”

“Some of us get more than they want.” She tossed her long hair back. The paint on the swingy gold balls she wore at her ears was chipped and peeling. She smiled again, posing a moment. At twenty-four she was a year older than Brian, and considered herself much more savvy. “I’d offer tea, but I wasn’t expecting a party.”

“We didn’t come for tea.” Brian stuck his hands in the wide pockets of his low-riding jeans. The sulky look he’d worn throughout the drive over had hardened. True, he was young, but he’d grown up tough. He had no intention of letting this old, gin-soaked loner make trouble for him. “I didn’t call the law this time, Jane. That’s for old time’s sake. If you keep ringing, keep writing with all your threats and blackmail, believe me I will.”

Her heavily lined eyes narrowed. “You want to put the bobbies on me, you go right ahead, my lad. We’ll see how all your little fans and their stick-in-the-mud parents like reading about how you got me pregnant. About how you deserted me and your poor little baby girl while you’re rolling in money and living high. How would that go over, Mr. Page? Think you could get Bri and the boys another royal command performance?”

“Miss Palmer.” Pete’s voice was smooth and calm. He’d already spent hours considering the ins and outs of the situation. One glance told him he’d wasted his time. The answer here would be money. “I’m sure you don’t want to air your personal business in the press. Nor do I think you should imply desertion when there was none.”

“Ooh. Is he your manager, Brian, or your blinking solicitor?”

“You weren’t pregnant when I left you.”

“Didn’t know I was pregnant!” she shouted and gripped Brian’s black leather vest. “It was two months later when I found out for sure. You were gone by then. I didn’t know where to find you. I could have gotten rid of it.” She clung harder when Brian started to pry her hands off. “I knew people who could have fixed it for me, but I was scared, more scared of that than of having it.”

“So she had a kid.” Johnno sat on the arm of a chair and pulled out a Gauloise which he lit with a heavy gold lighter. In the past two years he’d gotten very comfortable with expensive habits. “That don’t mean it was yours, Bri.”

“It’s his, you freaking fag.”

“My, my.” Unperturbed, Johnno drew on the cigarette, then blew the smoke lightly but directly into her face. “Quite the lady, aren’t we?”

“Back off, Johnno.” Pete’s voice remained low and calm. “Miss Palmer, we’re here to settle this whole matter quietly.”

And that, she thought, was her ace in the hole. “I’ll just bet you’d like to keep it quiet. You know I wasn’t with anybody else back then, Brian.” She leaned into him, letting her breasts press and flatten against his chest. “You remember that Christmas, the last Christmas we were together. We got high and a little crazy. We never used anything. Emma, she’ll be three next September.”

He remembered, though he wished he didn’t. He’d been nineteen and full of music and rage. Someone had brought cocaine and after he’d snorted for the first time he’d felt like a thoroughbred stud. Quivering to fuck.

“So you had a baby and you think she’s mine. Why did you wait until now to tell me about her?”

“I told you I couldn’t find you at first.” Jane moistened her lips and wished she’d had just one more drink. She didn’t think it would be wise to tell him she’d enjoyed playing the martyr for a while, the poor, unwed mother, all alone. And there’d been a man or two along the way to ease the road.

“I went on this program, they have them for girls who get in trouble. I thought maybe I’d give her away, you know, for adoption. After I had her, I couldn’t, because she looked just like you. I thought if I gave her up, you’d find out about it and get mad at me. I was afraid you wouldn’t give me another chance.”

She started to cry, big fat tears that smeared her heavy makeup. They were uglier, and more disturbing, because they were sincere. “I always knew you’d come back, Brian. I started hearing your songs on the radio, seeing posters of you in the record store. You were on your way. I always knew you’d make it, but, Jesus, I never knew you’d be so big. I started thinking—”

“I’ll bet you did,” Johnno murmured.

“I started thinking,” she said between her teeth. “That you’d want to know about the kid. I went back to your old place, but you’d moved and nobody would tell me where. But I thought about you every day. Look.”

Taking his arm she pointed to the pictures she’d crowded on the walls of the flat. “I cut out everything I could find about you and saved it.”

He looked at himself reproduced a dozen times. His stomach turned. “Jesus.”

“I called your record company, and I even went there, but they treated me like I was nobody. I told them I was the mother of Brian McAvoy’s baby daughter, and they had me tossed out.” She didn’t add that she’d been drunk and had attacked the receptionist. “I started reading about you and Beverly Wilson, and I got desperate. I knew she couldn’t mean anything to you, not after what we had. But I had to talk to you somehow.”

“Calling Bev’s flat and raving like a maniac wasn’t the best way to go about it.”

“I had to talk to you, to make you listen. You don’t know what it’s like, Bri, worrying about how to pay the rent, whether you’ve got enough for food. I can’t buy pretty dresses anymore or go out at night.”

“Is money what you want?”

She hesitated just an instant too long. “I want you, Bri, I always have.”

Johnno tapped out his cigarette in the base of a plastic plant. “You know, Bri, there’s been a lot of talk about this kid, but I don’t see any sign of her.” He rose, and in a habitual gesture, shook back his gleaming mop of dark hair. “Ready to split?”

Jane sent him a vicious look. “Emma’s in the bedroom. And I’m not having all of your troop in there. This is between Brian and me.”

Johnno grinned at her. “You always did your best work in the bedroom, didn’t you, luv?” Their eyes held for a moment, the disgust they had always felt for each other clear. “Bri, she was a first-rate whore once upon a time, but she’s second-rate now. Can we get on?”

“You bloody queer.” Jane leaped at him before Brian caught her around the waist. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a real woman if she bit you on the dick.”

He continued to grin, but his eyes frosted over. “Care to give it a shot, dearie?”

“Always could count on you to keep things running smoothly, Johnno,” Brian muttered as he twisted Jane around in his arms. “You said this business was with me, then keep it with me. I’ll have a look at the girl.”

“Not them two.” She snarled at Johnno as he shrugged and pulled out another cigarette. “Just you. I want to keep it private.”

“Fine. Wait here.” He kept his hand on Jane’s arm as she walked to the bedroom. It was empty. “I’m tired of the game, Jane.”

“She’s hiding. All these people put her off, that’s all. Emma! Come here to your mam right now.” Jane dropped to her knees beside the bed, then scrambled up to search through the narrow closet. “She’s probably in the loo.” Rushing out, she pulled open a door off the hallway.

“Brian.” Johnno signaled from the kitchen doorway. “Something here you might want to see.” He held up a glass, toasting Jane. “You don’t mind if I have a drink, do you, luv? The bottle was open.” He jerked the thumb of his free hand toward the cabinet under the sink.

The stale scent was stronger there, old liquor, ripening garbage, molding rags. Brian’s shoes stuck to the linoleum as he crossed to the cupboard, then crouched. He pulled open the door and peered inside.

He couldn’t see the girl clearly, only that she was hunched back in the corner, her blond hair in her eyes and something black hugged in her arms. He felt his stomach turn over, but tried to smile.

“Hello there.”

Emma buried her face in the furry black bundle she held.

“Nasty little brat. I’ll teach you to hide from me.” Jane started to make a grab, but a look from Brian stopped her. He held out a hand and smiled again.

“I don’t think I can fit in there with you. Would you mind coming out a minute?” He saw her peep up over her folded arms. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

He had such a nice voice, Emma thought, soft and pretty like music. He was smiling at her. The light through the kitchen window was on his hair, making the deep, rich blond shine. Like an angel’s hair. She giggled, then crawled out.

Her new dress was smeared and spotted. Her wispy baby hair was damp from a leak under the sink. She smiled, showing little white teeth with a crooked inciser. Brian ran his tongue over a similar one in his own mouth. When her lips curved, a dimple winked at the left corner of her mouth, a twin of his. Eyes as deep and blue as his own stared back at him.

“I fixed her up real nice.” There was a whine in Jane’s voice now. The smell of the gin was making her mouth water, but she was afraid to pour a glass. “And I told her it was important to stay tidy. Didn’t I tell you to stay tidy, Emma? I’ll wash her up.” She grabbed Emma’s arm hard enough to make the girl jump.

“Let her be.”

“I was only going to—”

“Let her be,” Brian repeated, his voice flat and dull and threatening. If he hadn’t been staring at her still, Emma might have dashed under the sink again. His child. For a moment he could only continue to stare at her, his head light and his stomach fisted. “Hello, Emma.” There was a sweetness in his tone now, one women fell in love with. “What have you got there?”

“Charlie. My doggie.” She held the stuffed toy out for Brian to examine.

“And a very nice one.” He had an urge to touch her, to brush his hand over her skin, but held back. “Do you know who I am?”

“From the pictures.” Too young to resist impulses, she reached out to touch his face. “Pretty.”

Johnno laughed and swallowed some gin. “Leave it to a female.”

Ignoring him, Brian tugged on Emma’s damp curls. “You’re pretty, too.”

He talked nonsense to her, watching her closely. His knees were like jelly, and his stomach tightened and loosened like fingers snapping to a beat. Her dimple deepened as she laughed. It was like watching himself. It would have been easier to deny it, and a great deal more convenient, but impossible. Whether he had meant to or not, he had made her. But guidance didn’t come along with acceptance.

He rose and turned to Pete. “We’d better get to rehearsal.”

“You’re leaving?” Jane dashed forward to block his path. “Just like that? You only have to look at her to see.”

“I know what I see.” He felt a pang of guilt as Emma inched back toward the cupboard. “I need time to think.”

“No, no! You’ll walk out like before. You’re only thinking of yourself, like always. What’s best for Brian, what’s best for Brian’s career. I won’t be left back anymore.” He had nearly reached the door when she snatched up Emma and raced after him. “If you go, I’ll kill myself.”

He paused long enough to look back. It was a familiar refrain. He could have set it to music. “That stopped working a long time ago.”

“And her.” Desperate, she flung out the threat, then let it hang as they both considered it. The arm she had banded around Emma’s waist tightened until the girl began to scream.

He felt a bubble of panic as the child’s, his child’s screams bounced off the walls. “Let her go, Jane. You’re hurting her.”

“What do you care?” Jane was sobbing now, her voice rising higher and higher to drown out her daughter’s. “You’re walking out.

“No I’m not. I need a little time to think this through.”

“Time so your fancy manager can make up a story, you mean.” She was breathing fast, gripping the struggling Emma with both arms. “You’re going to do right by me, Brian.”

His hands had balled into fists at his sides. “Put her down.”

“I’ll kill her.” She said it more calmly this time, having centered on it. “I’ll slit her throat, I swear it, and then my own. Can you live with that, Brian?”

“She’s bluffing,” Johnno muttered, but his palms were sweating.

“I’ve got nothing to lose. Do you think I want to live like this? Raising a brat all on my own, having the neighbors gossip about me? Never being able to go out and have fun anymore. You think about it, Bri, think about what the papers will do when I call in the story. I’ll tell them everything right before I kill us both.”

“Miss Palmer.” Peter held up a soothing hand. “I give you my word we’ll come to an arrangement that suits everyone.”

“Let Johnno take Emma into the kitchen, Jane. We’ll talk.” Brian took a careful step toward her. “We’ll find a way to do what’s best for everyone.”

“I only want you to come back.”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Braced, he watched her grip relax. “We’ll talk.” He signaled Johnno with a slight nod of the head. “We’ll talk it all through. Why don’t we sit down?”

Reluctantly, Johnno pried the girl from her mother. A fastidious man, he wrinkled his nose a little at the grime she’d accumulated under the sink, but carried her into the kitchen. When she continued to cry, he sat down with Emma on his lap and patted her head.

“Come on now, cutie, give over. Johnno won’t let anything bad happen to you.” He jiggled her, trying to think what his mother might have done. “Want a biscuit?”

Damp-eyed, hiccuping, she nodded.

He jiggled some more. Under the tears and dirt, he decided she was a taking little thing. And a McAvoy, he admitted with a sigh. A McAvoy through and through. “Got any we can pinch?”

She smiled then, and pointed to a high cupboard.

Thirty minutes later, they were finishing up the plate of biscuits and the sweet tea he’d brewed. Brian watched them from the kitchen doorway as Johnno made faces so that Emma giggled. When the chips were down, Brian thought, you could always depend on Johnno.

Going in, Brian ran a hand down his daughter’s hair. “Emma, would you like to ride in my car?”

She licked crumbs from her lips. “With Johnno?”

“Yeah, with Johnno.”

“I’m a hit.” Johnno popped the last biscuit into his mouth.

“I’d like you to stay with me, Emma, in my new house.”

“Bri—”

He cut Johnno off, lifting a hand palm up. “It’s a nice house, and you could have your own room.”

“I have to?”

“I’m your da, Emma, and I’d like you to live with me. You could try it, and if you’re not happy, we’ll think of something else.”

Emma studied him, her full bottom lip pushed out in a pout. She was used to his face, but it was different somehow from the pictures. She didn’t know or care why. His voice made her feel good, safe.

“Is my mam coming?”

“No.”

Her eyes filled, but she picked up her battered black dog and hugged it close. “Is Charlie?”

“Sure.” Brian held out his arms, and lifted her.

“Hope you know what you’re doing, son.”

Brian sent him a look over Emma’s head. “So do I.”




Chapter Two
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Emma had her first look at the big stone house from the front seat of the silver Jag. She was sorry that Johnno, with his funny beard, was gone, but the man from the pictures let her push buttons on the dash. He wasn’t smiling anymore, but he didn’t scold. He smelled nice. The car smelled nice. She pushed Charlie’s nose into the seat and babbled to herself.

The house looked enormous to her with its arching windows and curvy turrets. It was stone, weathered gray, and all the windows were made up of diamond shapes. The lawn around it was thick and green, and there was a scent of flowers. She grinned, bouncing with excitement.

“Castle.”

He smiled now. “Yeah, I thought so, too. When I was little I wanted to live in a house like this. My da—your grandda—used to work in the garden here.” When he wasn’t passed out drunk, Brian added to himself.

“Is he here?”

“No, he’s in Ireland.” In a little cottage Brian had bought with money Pete had advanced him a year before. He stopped the car at the front entrance, realizing he would have to make some calls before the story hit the papers. “You’ll meet him someday, and your aunts and uncles, your cousins.” He gathered her up, amazed and baffled at how easily she cuddled against him. “You have a family now, Emma.”

When he walked inside, still carrying her, he heard Bev’s light, quick voice.

“I think the blue, the plain blue. I can’t live with all these flowers growing on the walls. And those beastly hangings have to go. It’s like a cave in here. I want white, white and blue.”

He turned into the parlor doorway and saw her sitting on the floor, dozens of sample books and swatches around her. Part of the wallpaper had already been stripped, part of the replastering was finished. Bev preferred tackling a single job from a dozen angles.

She looked so small and sweet sitting amid the rubble. Her dark cap of hair was cut short and straight to angle down toward her chin. Big gold hoops glinted at her ears. Her eyes were exotic, both in shape and color. They were long-lidded with gold lights flecked in pale sea-green. She was still tanned from the weekend they had spent in the Bahamas. He knew exactly how her skin would feel, how it would smell.

She had a small triangular-shaped face, and a small angular body. No one looking at her sitting cross-legged in snug checked pants and a tidy white shirt would suspect she was two months pregnant.

Brian shifted his daughter in his arms and wondered how his pregnant lover would react.

“Bev.”

“Brian, I didn’t hear you.” She turned, half rising, then went still. “Oh.” Her color drained as she stared at the child in his arms. Recovering quickly, she stood and signaled to two decorators who were bickering over samples. “Brian and I want to discuss our choices a little more. I’ll call you by the end of the week.”

She hurried them out, making promises, flattering. When she closed the door on them, she took a deep breath, holding a hand over the baby growing inside her.

“This is Emma.”

Bev forced a smile. “Hello, Emma.”

“ ’Lo.” Suddenly shy, she buried her face in Brian’s neck.

“Emma, would you like to watch the telly for a while?” Brian gave her bottom a reassuring pat. When she only shrugged, he went on, desperately cheerful. “There’s a nice big one in this room over here. You and Charlie can sit on the sofa.”

“I have to pee,” she whispered.

“Oh, well …”

Bev blew her bangs out of her eyes. If she hadn’t felt so much like crying, she might have laughed. “I’ll take her.”

But Emma clung tighter to Brian’s neck. “I guess I’m elected.” He took her to the powder room across the hall, sent Bev a helpless look, then closed the door. “Do you, ah …” He trailed off when Emma pulled down her panties and sat.

“I don’t wet my pants,” she said matter-of-factly. “Mam says only stupid, nasty girls do.”

“You’re a big girl,” he said, stifling a fresh flow of rage. “Very pretty and very smart.”

Finished, she struggled back into her panties. “Can you watch the telly?”

“In a little while. I need to talk to Bev. She’s a very nice lady,” he added as he lifted her up to the sink. “She lives with me, too.”

Emma played with the running water a moment. “Does she hit?”

“No.” He pulled her into his arms, holding tight. “No one’s going to hit you again. I promise.”

Torn, he carried her out, past Bev, to a sitting room with a cushy sofa and a big console television. He switched it on, settled on a loud comedy show, and said, “I’ll be back soon.”

Emma watched him walk out, relieved when he left the door open.

“Maybe we’d better go in here.” Bev gestured to the parlor. Inside, she sat on the floor again and began poking at samples. “It seems Jane wasn’t lying.”

“No. She’s mine.”

“I can see that, Bri. She looks so much like you it’s scary.” She felt tears well up and hated herself.

“Oh Christ, Bev.”

“No, don’t,” she said when he started to slip an arm around her. “I need a minute. It’s a shock.”

“It was one for me, too.” He lit a cigarette, drew hard. “You know why I broke things off with Jane.”

“You said it felt like she could eat you alive.”

“She wasn’t stable, Bev. Even when we were kids, she was never quite right.”

She couldn’t look at him, not yet. She reminded herself that it had been she who had pressured him into seeing Jane again, into finding out the truth about the child. Folding her hands in her lap, Bev stared into the dusty marble fireplace. “You’ve known her a long rime.”

“She was the first girl I ever slept with. I was barely thirteen.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes, wishing it wasn’t so easy to remember. “My father would get drunk, go on one of his famous rages before he passed out. I’d hide out in the cellar of the flat. One day Jane was there, like she was waiting. Before I knew it, she was on top of me.”

“You don’t have to go into all this, Bri.”

“I want you to know.” He took his time, drawing in smoke, letting it out. “We seemed a lot alike, Jane and I. Somebody was always fighting at her house, too. There was never enough money. Then when I started getting interested in music, I spent more time with that than her. She went crazy. She threatened me, threatened herself. I kept away from her.

“Then not long after the guys and I got together, when we were struggling so hard to get a break, she showed up again. We were playing in dives, barely making enough for food. I guess it was because she was someone I knew, someone who knew me. Mostly it was because I was an asshole.”

Bev sniffled, gave a watery laugh. “You’re still an asshole.”

“Yeah. We got back together, almost a year. Toward the end she was outrageous, trying to start trouble between me and the others. She’d break up rehearsals, make scenes. She even came to the club and went after one of the girls in the audience. Afterward, she’d cry and beg me to forgive her. It got to the point where it stopped being easier to say, sure, fine, forget it. She said she’d kill herself when I broke it off with her. We’d just hooked up with Pete and had a series of gigs in France and Germany. He was working on the first record deal. We got out of London, and I put her out of my mind. I didn’t know she was pregnant, Bev. I hadn’t even thought of her in over three years. If I could go back—” He broke off, thinking of the child in the next room with her crooked tooth and little dimple. “I don’t know what I’d do.”

Bev drew up her knees and leaned over them. She was a young, practical woman from a stable family. It was still difficult for her to understand poverty and pain, though those were the very things in Brian’s background that had drawn her to him.

“I guess it’s more to the point what you’re going to do now.”

“I’ve already done it.” He stubbed out the cigarette in a nineteenth-century porcelain bowl. Bev didn’t bother to mention it.

“What have you done, Bri?”

“I’ve taken Emma. She’s mine. She’s going to live with me.”

“I see.” She took a cigarette. She’d cut, out drinking and her dabbling with drugs since her pregnancy, but tobacco was a harder habit to break. “You didn’t think we should talk it over? The last I heard we were going to be married in a few days.”

“Are going to be.” He took her by the shoulders then, shaking her, afraid that she, like so many others, would turn away from him. “Goddammit, Bev, I wanted to talk to you. I couldn’t.” He released her to spring up and kick at the sample books. “I walked into that filthy, stinking flat intending to do no more than threaten Jane if she didn’t stop harassing us. She was exactly the same, screaming one minute, pleading the next. She said Emma was in the bedroom, but she wasn’t there. She was hiding.” He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. “Jesus, Bev, I found the kid hiding under the sink like a frightened animal.”

“Oh God.” Bev dropped her head on her knees.

“Jane was going to beat her—she was going to beat that tiny little girl because she was frightened. When I saw her … Bev, look at me. Please. When I saw her, I saw myself. Can you understand?”

“I want to.” She shook her head, still fighting tears. “No, I don’t. I want things to be the way they were when you left this morning.”

“Do you think I should have walked out on her?”

“No. Yes.” She pressed her fisted hands on each side of her head. “I don’t know. We should have talked. We could have arranged some sum of settlement.”

He knelt beside her to take her hands. “I was going to leave, drive around a little and think before I came home to talk to you. Jane said she’d kill herself.”

“Oh, Bri.”

“I might have handled that. I think I was furious enough to egg her on. But then, she said she’d kill Emma, too.”

Bev pressed a hand against her stomach, over the child that was growing inside her, a child that was already beautifully real to her. “No. Oh no, she couldn’t have meant it.”

“She did.” He tightened his grip on her hands. “Whether she would have followed through, I don’t know. But at that moment, she meant it. I couldn’t leave Emma there, Bev. I couldn’t have left a stranger’s child there.”

“No.” She took her hands from his to lift them to his face. Her Brian, she thought. Her sweet, caring Brian. “You couldn’t have. How did you get her away from Jane?”

“She agreed,” Brian said shortly. “Pete’s having documents drawn up so it will all be legal.”

“Bri.” Her hands firmed on his cheeks. She was in love, but she wasn’t blind. “How?”

“I wrote her a check for a hundred thousand pounds. In the agreement she’ll get twenty-five thousand a year every year until Emma reaches twenty-one.”

Bev let her hands drop away. “Christ, Brian. You bought that baby?”

“You can’t buy what’s already yours.” He bit off the words because it made him feel dirty. “I gave Jane enough to be sure she would stay away from Emma, from us.” He laid a hand on her stomach. “From ours. Listen to me. There’s going to be press, some of it will be ugly. I’m asking you to stick with me, ride it out. And to give Emma a chance.”

“Where would I go?”

“Bev—”

She shook her head. She would stick with him, but she needed a little time yet. “I’ve been reading a lot of books lately. I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t leave a toddler alone for this long.”

“Right. I’ll go take a look.”

“We’ll take a look.”

She was still on the sofa, her arms curled tight around Charlie. The blare of the television didn’t disturb her as she slept. There were tears drying on her cheeks. Seeing them, Bev’s heart broke a little.

“I guess we’d better get the decorators busy on a bedroom upstairs.”
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Emma lay in the bed between fresh soft sheets and kept her eyes tightly closed. She knew if she opened them, it would be dark. There were things that hid in the dark.

She kept a hammerlock on Charlie’s neck and listened. Sometimes the things made swishing noises.

She couldn’t hear them now, but she knew they were waiting. Waiting for her to open her eyes. A whimper escaped and she bit her lip. Mam always got mad if she cried at night. Mam would come in and shake her hard, tell her she was stupid and a baby. The things would slink under the bed or into the corners while her mam was there.

Emma buried her face in Charlie’s familiar, stale-smelling fur.

She remembered that she was in a different place. The place where the man from the pictures lived. Some of the fear vanished in curiosity. He said she could call him Da. That was a funny name. Keeping her eyes closed, she tried it, murmuring it into the dark like a chant.

They had eaten fish and chips in the kitchen with the dark-haired lady. There had been music. It seemed music played in the house all the time. Whenever the Da man spoke, it sounded like music.

The lady had seemed unhappy even when she had smiled. Emma wondered if the lady was going to wait until they were alone before she hit.

He’d given her a bath. Emma remembered that he’d had a funny look on his face, but his hands hadn’t pinched and he hadn’t gotten much soap in her eyes. He asked about her bruises, and she had told him what her mam had warned her to say if anyone asked. She was clumsy. She fell down.

Emma had seen the angry look come into his eyes, but he hadn’t smacked her.

He’d given her a shirt to wear, and she had giggled because it had come all the way to her toes.

The lady had come with him when he had put her in bed. She’d sat on the edge and smiled when he had told a story about castles and princesses.

But they had been gone when she’d awakened. They’d been gone and the room was dark. She was afraid. Afraid the things would get her, snap their big teeth, eat her. She was afraid her mam would come and slap her because she wasn’t home in her own bed.

What was that? She was sure she had heard a whispering noise in the corner. Breathing through her teeth, she opened one eye. The shadows shifted, towering, reaching. Muffling her sobs against Charlie, Emma tried to make herself smaller, so small she couldn’t be seen, couldn’t be eaten by all the ugly, squishy things that hid in the dark. Her mam had sent them because she’d gone with the man in the pictures.

The terror built so that she was shuddering, sweating. It burst out of her in one high wail as she scrambled out of bed and stumbled into the hallway. Something crashed.

She lay sprawled, clutching the dog and waiting for the worst.

Lights came on. They made her blink. The old fear dissolved in a new one as she heard voices. Emma scooted back against the wall and sat frozen, staring at the shards of china from the vase she’d broken.

They would beat her. Send her away. Shut her up in a dark room to be eaten.

“Emma?” Still dazed with sleep, floating a bit on the joint he’d smoked before he and Bev had made love, Brian walked toward her. She curled into herself, bracing for the blow. “Are you all right?”

“They broke it,” she told him, hoping to save herself.

“They?”

“The dark things. Mam sent them to get me.”

“Oh, Emma.” He dropped his cheek to the top of her head.

“Brian, what—” Still belting her robe, Bev rushed out. She saw what was left of her Dresden vase, gave a little sigh, then crossed to them, avoiding the shards. “Is she hurt?”

“I don’t think so. She’s terrified.”

“Let’s have a look.” She took Emma’s hand. It was fisted, her arm taut as a wire. “Emma.” Her voice had firmed, but there was no meanness in it. Cautious, Emma lifted her head. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Still wary, Emma pointed to her knee. There were a few drops of blood on the white T-shirt. Bev lifted the hem. It was a long scratch, but shallow. Still, she imagined most children would have wailed over it. Perhaps Emma didn’t because it was nothing compared to the bruises Brian had found on the girl when he’d bathed her. In a gesture more automatic than maternal, Bev lowered her head to kiss the hurt. When she saw Emma’s mouth drop open in shock, her heart was lost.

“All right, sweetie, we’ll take care of it.” She picked Emma up and nuzzled her neck.

“There are things in the dark,” Emma whispered.

“Your daddy will chase them away. Won’t you, Bri?”

The Irish in him, or perhaps the drug, made him weepy when he looked at the woman he loved holding his child. “Sure. I’ll chop them up and toss them out.”

“After you do, you’d better sweep this up,” Bev told him.

Emma spent the night, the first of her new life, snuggled with her family in a big brass bed.




Chapter Three
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As she had every day for nine days, Emma sat on the big window seat in the front parlor and looked through the mullioned glass. She stared beyond the edges of the garden with its nodding foxglove and bushy columbine to the long graveled drive. And waited.

Her bruises were fading, but she hadn’t noticed. No one in the big new house had hit her. Yet. She’d been given tea every day, and presents of sugar plums and china dolls from the friends who came and went so casually in her father’s house.

It was all very confusing for Emma. She was given a bath every day, even if she hadn’t been playing in the dirt, and clean-smelling clothes to wear. No one called her a stupid baby because she was frightened of the dark. The lamp with the pink shade was turned on in her room every night, and there were little rosebuds on the walls. The monsters hardly ever came into her new room.

She was afraid to like it, because she was sure her mam would be coming soon to take her away again.

Bev had driven her in the pretty car to go shopping in a big store with bright clothes and beautiful smells. She had bought bags and boxes of things for Emma. Emma liked a pink organdy dress with a frilly skirt the best. She’d felt like a princess when she’d worn it the day her da and Bev had been married. She’d had shiny black shoes with little straps as well, and white tights. No one had scolded when she’d smudged the knees.

The wedding had seemed very strange and solemn to Emma, with everyone standing out in the garden and the sun fighting off clouds. One of the men everyone called Stevie had worn a long white shirt and baggy white pants. He’d sung in a husky voice while strumming a glossy white guitar. Emma had thought he was an angel, but when she’d asked Johnno, he’d only laughed.

Bev had worn a circle of flowers in her hair and a flowing multicolored dress that had swept her ankles. To Emma, she was the most beautiful woman in the world. For the first time in her young life, she had been struck by true envy. To be beautiful, and grown-up, and standing beside Da. She’d never be afraid again, or hungry again. And like the girls in the fairy tales Brian was so fond of, she would be happy ever after.

When the rain had started, they had gone inside to have cake and champagne in a room with fabric books and flowers and fresh paint. More guitars had been played and people had sung along and laughed. Beautiful women, in slim short skirts or flowing cotton dresses, had roamed the house. Some of them had cooed over her or patted her head, but for the most part she’d been left to herself.

No one noticed that she’d had three pieces of cake and smeared icing on the collar of her new dress. There had been no other little girls to play with, and Emma was too young to be dazzled by the names and faces of the luminaries of the music business who had wandered through the house. Bored, a little queasy from cake, she’d gone off to bed, lulled by the sounds from the party.

Later, she’d woken. Restless, she had dragged Charlie out of bed to go downstairs. But the heavy scent of pot smoke had stopped her. She was familiar with it, too familiar. Like the stink of gin, the sweet scent of marijuana was firmly linked in her mind with her mother, and the shakings and beatings that had come whenever Jane had crashed from her highs.

Miserable, she had huddled on the steps, cooing reassurances to Charlie. If her mam was here now, she would take her away. Emma had known she would never again wear the pretty pink dress, or hear her da’s voice, or go into the big, bright stores with Bev.

She’d cringed when she heard the footsteps on the stairs, and waited for the worst.

“Hello there, Emma luv.” Soaring, at peace with the world, Brian had dropped down beside her. “What’re you doing?”

“Nothing.” She’d curled tighter over the stuffed dog. She made herself small, very small. If they couldn’t see you, they couldn’t hurt you.

“It’s quite the party.” Leaning back on his elbows, he’d grinned at the ceiling. Never in his wildest fantasies had he believed he would one day entertain giants like McCartney, Jagger, Daltrey, in his own house. And his wedding, too. Good Christ, he was married. A married man with a gold ring on his finger.

Tapping his bare foot to the beat of the music that crashed its way up the stairs, he’d studied the ring. No going back, he’d thought comfortably. He was Catholic enough, and idealistic enough to believe that now that the deed was done, it was forever.

It was one of the biggest days of his life, he’d thought as he’d fumbled in his shin pocket for the pack of cigarettes he’d left downstairs. One of the biggest, he’d thought again with a sigh. And if his father had been too drunk or too lazy to pick up the bloody tickets he’d sent to Ireland, what did it matter? Brian had all the family he needed right here.

He’d pushed thoughts of yesterdays out of his mind. From now on there would only be tomorrows. A lifetime of them.

“How about it, Emma? Want to go down and dance at your da’s wedding?”

She’d kept her shoulders rounded and barely shook her head. The smoke twining mystically in the air had made her temples throb.

“Want some cake?” He had reached out to give her hair a gentle tug, but she’d cringed away. “What’s this?” Baffled, he’d patted her shoulder.

Already queasy, Emma’s stomach had rolled with a combination of terror and too many sweets. After one hiccup, she’d lost her cake and tea all over her father’s lap. Wretched, she managed a single moan before curling back over Charlie. As she lay too sick to defend herself from the beating she was certain was coming, he’d begun to laugh.

“Well, I imagine you’re feeling a good bit better.” Too high to be disgusted, he’d staggered to his feet then held out a hand. “Let’s get cleaned up.”

To Emma’s amazement there had been no beating, no cruel pinches or sudden smacks. Instead he had stripped them both down to the skin in the bathroom, then hauled her into the shower. He’d even sung as the water had poured over them, something about drunken sailors that had made her forget to be sick.

When they were both bundled in towels, he had woven his way to her room to slip her into bed. His hair had been wet and sleek around his face as he’d fallen over the foot of the bed. Within seconds, he’d been snoring.

Cautious, Emma had crawled out from under the covers to sit beside him. Gathering her courage, she’d leaned over and pressed a damp kiss to his cheek. In love for the first time, she had tucked Charlie under Brian’s limp arm, and gone quietly to sleep.

Then he had gone away. Only days after the wedding the big car had come, and two men had carried out luggage. He had kissed her and had promised to bring her a present. Emma had only been able to watch wordlessly as he’d ridden away, and out of her life. She hadn’t believed he was coming back, even when she heard his voice over the phone. Bev said he was in America where girls screamed every time they saw him, and people bought his records almost as fast as they were made.

But while he was gone, there wasn’t as much music in the house, and sometimes Bev cried.

Emma remembered Jane crying, and the smacks and shoves that had usually accompanied the tears. So she waited, but Bev never hit her, not even at night when the workmen were gone and they were all alone in the big house.

Day after day, Emma would cuddle up on the window seat with Charlie and watch. She liked to pretend that the long, black car was cruising down the drive, and when it stopped and the door opened, her da came out.

Each day when it didn’t come, she became more certain it never would. He had left because he didn’t like her, didn’t want her. Because she was a nuisance and bloody stupid. She waited for Bev to go away too, and leave her alone in the big house. Then her mam would come.
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What went on in the girl’s mind? Bev wondered. From the doorway she watched as Emma sat in her now habitual position on the window seat. The child could sit for hours, patient as an old woman. It was rare for her to play with anything except the ratty old stuffed dog she’d brought with her. It was rarer still for her to ask for anything.

She’d been in their lives now for almost a month, and Bev was a long way from resolving her feelings.

Only a few weeks before, her plans had been perfectly laid. She wanted Brian to succeed, certainly. But more, she wanted to make a home and family with him.

She’d been raised in the Church of England, in a calm, upper-middle-class family. Morals, responsibilities, and image had been important parts of her upbringing. She’d been given a good, solid education with the idea that she would make a sensible marriage and raise solid, sensible children.

She had never rebelled, mostly because it had never occurred to her to rebel. Until Brian.

She knew that although her parents had come to the wedding, they would never completely forgive her for moving in with Brian and living with him before marriage. Nor would they ever comprehend why she had chosen to marry an Irish musician who not only questioned authority but wrote songs defying it.

There had been no doubt that they had been appalled and baffled by Brian’s illegitimate child, and their daughter’s acceptance of her. Yet, what could she do? The child existed.

Bev loved her parents. A part of her would always desperately want their approval. But she loved Brian more, so much more that it was sometimes terrifying. And the child was his. Whatever she had wanted, whatever her plans had been, that meant the child was now hers as well.

It was difficult to look at Emma and not feel something. She wasn’t a child who faded into the woodwork no matter how quiet and unobtrusive she tried to be. It was her looks, certainly. Those same elegantly angelic looks of her father. More, it was that sense of innocence, an innocence that was in itself a miracle considering how the child had lived the first three years of her life. An innocence, and an acceptance, Bev thought. She knew if she walked into the room right now, shouting, slapping, Emma would tolerate the abuse with barely a whimper. That struck Bev as more tragic than the miserable poverty she’d been saved from.

Brian’s child. Instinctively Bev laid a hand over the life she carried. She’d wanted so desperately to give Brian his first child. That wasn’t to be. Yet every time she felt resentment, she had only to look at Emma for it to fade. How could she resent someone so utterly vulnerable? Still she couldn’t bring herself to love, not as unquestioningly, as automatically, as Brian loved.

She didn’t want to love, Bev admitted. This was another woman’s child, a link that would forever remind her of Brian’s intimacy with someone else. Five years ago or ten, it didn’t matter. As long as there was Emma, Jane would be a part of their lives.

Brian had been the first man she’d slept with, and though she had known when they’d become involved that there had been others for him, it had been easy to block it out, to tell herself that their coming together had been an initiation for them both.

Dammit, why had he had to leave now, when everything was in upheaval? There was this child slipping around the house like a shadow. There were workmen hammering and sawing hour after hour. And there was the press. It was as ugly as Brian had warned her it would be, with headlines screaming his name, and hers, and Jane’s. How she hated, how she detested, seeing her picture and Jane’s on the same page of a paper. How she loathed those nasty, gloating little stories about new wives and old lovers.

It didn’t fade quickly, as she had prayed it would. There was speculation and questions about the most personal areas of her life. She was Mrs. Brian McAvoy now, and public property. She had told herself countless times that because marrying Brian was what she wanted most, she would be able to tolerate the public dissections, the lack of freedom, the smirking headlines.

And she would. Somehow. But when he was away like this, thousands of miles away, she wondered how she could bear a lifetime of being photographed and hounded, of running away from microphones, of wearing wigs and sunglasses to do something as ordinary as buy shoes. She wondered if Brian would ever understand how humiliating it was for her to see something as intimate as her pregnancy splashed in headlines for strangers to read over their morning tea.

She couldn’t laugh at the stories when he wasn’t with her, and she couldn’t ignore them. So she rarely left the house when he was gone. In less than two weeks, the home she had envisioned for them with its cozy rooms and sunny windows had become a prison. One she shared with Brian’s child.

But she was enough her parents’ daughter to know her duty, and to execute it unwaveringly.

“Emma.” Bev fixed a bright smile on her face as Emma turned. “I thought you might be ready for your tea.”

There was nothing Emma recognized quicker or distrusted more than a fake smile. “I’m not hungry,” she said and gripped Charlie tighter.

“I guess I’m not, either.” If they were stuck there together, Bev decided, at least they could talk to each other. “It’s hard to have a nice tea with all the hammering going on.” Taking the step, she sat on the window seat beside Emma. “This is a nice spot. I think I should plant more roses, though. Don’t you?”

Emma’s lip poked out a little as she moved her shoulders.

“We had a lovely garden when I was a girl,” Bev continued desperately. “I used to love to go out in the summer with a book and listen to the bees hum. Sometimes I wouldn’t read at all, but just dream. It’s funny, the first time I heard Brian’s voice, I was in the garden.”

“Did he live with you?”

She had Emma’s attention now, Bev thought. It only took a mention of Brian’s name. “No. It was over the radio. It was their first single—‘Shadowland.’ It went … ‘At night, midnight, when shadows hug the moon.’ ” Bev started the tune in her soft lilt, then stopped when Emma picked it up in a clear, surprisingly strong alto.

“ ‘And the land is hot and still, breathless I wait for you.’ ”

“Yes, that’s the one.” Without realizing it, Bev reached out to stroke Emma’s hair. “I felt he was singing it just for me. I’m sure every girl did.”

Emma said nothing for a moment, remembering how her mother had played it over and over on the record player, drinking and weeping while the words had echoed around the flat. “Did you like him because he sang the song?”

“Yes. But after I met him, I liked him much more.”

“Why did he go away?”

“His music, his work.” Bev glanced down to see Emma’s big eyes shiny with tears. Here was kinship, where she hadn’t wanted or expected it. “Oh, Emma, I miss him too, but he’ll be home in a few weeks.”

“What if he doesn’t come back?”

It was foolish, but Bev sometimes woke with that same awful fear in the middle of the night. “Of course he will. A man like Brian needs people to listen to his music, and he needs to be there while they do. He’ll often go away, but he’ll always come back. He loves you, and he loves me.” As much for comfort as to comfort, she took Emma’s hand. “And there’s one more thing. Do you know where babies come from?”

“Men stick them in ladies, but then they don’t want them.”

Bev broke off an oath. She could cheerfully have throttled Jane at that moment. Although Bev’s own mother had always been reserved, unable to speak of intimacy in more than a vague fashion, Bev firmly believed in openness. “Men and women who love each other make babies together, and most of the time they both want them very much. I have a baby right here.” She pressed Emma’s hand against her stomach. “Your father’s baby. When it’s born, it will be your brother or sister.”

After a moment’s hesitation, Emma slid her hand over Bev’s stomach. She didn’t see how there could be a baby in there. Mrs. Perkins across the alley had had a big bloated belly before little Donald had come.

“Where is it?”

“Inside. It’s very, very small now. It has almost six months more to grow before it’s time for it to come out.”

“Will it like me?”

“I think so. Brian will be its da just like he’s your da.”

Enchanted, Emma began to stroke Bev’s stomach as she sometimes stroked Charlie. “I’ll take good care of the baby. No one will hurt it.”

“No, no one will hurt it.” With a sigh, Bev slipped an arm around Emma’s shoulders and looked out toward the hedgerow. This time Emma didn’t inch away, but sat still, fascinated, one hand over Bev’s stomach.

“I’m a little afraid of being a mum, Emma. Maybe you can let me practice on you.”

After a deep breath, Bev stood up, bringing Emma with her. “We’re going to start right now. Let’s go up and put on your pretty pink dress. We’re going out to tea.” The hell with reporters, the hell with starers and gawkers. “We’re going to make ourselves into the two prettiest ladies in London and have our tea at the Ritz.”
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For Emma it was the beginning of her first relationship with another female that wasn’t based on fear or intimidation. Over the following days, they shopped at Harrods, walked in Green Park, and lunched at the Savoy. Bev ignored the photographers who snapped them. When she discovered Emma’s love of beautiful materials and bright colors, she indulged them shamelessly. Within two weeks, the little girl who had come to her with only the shirt on her back had a closet bulging with clothes.

But at night the loneliness crept back, when each lay in bed pining for the same man.

Emma’s longings were more direct. She wanted Brian to come back because he made her feel good. Love wasn’t something she’d learned to define or agonize over.

But Bev agonized. She worried that he would grow tired of her, that he would find someone more in step with the world he lived in. She missed the good, strong sex they shared. It was so easy to believe he would always love her, always be with her during that calm drugging time after love and before sleep. But now, alone in the big brass bed, she would wonder if he filled up his loneliness with women as well as music.

The sky was just beginning to lighten when the phone rang. Bev groped for it on the third ring. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Hello.”

“Bev.” Brian’s voice was urgent.

Instantly awake, she shot up in bed. “Bri. What is it? What’s happened?”

“Nothing. Everything. We’re a smash, Bev.” There was a dazed and dashing edge to his laughter. “Every night the crowds get bigger. They’ve had to double security to keep the girls from flinging themselves on stage. It’s wild, Bev. Insane. Tonight one of them grabbed Stevie’s sleeve as we were making the dash for the limo. Ripped his coat clean off. The press is calling us vanguards of the second wave of the British invasion. Vanguards.”

Sinking back onto the pillows, Bev struggled to drum up enthusiasm. “That’s wonderful, Brian. There’ve been some snippets on the telly here, but not much to go by.”

“It’s like being a gladiator, standing there onstage and listening to the roars.” He didn’t think he could explain, even to her, the thrill and the terror. “I think even Pete was impressed.”

Bev smiled thinking of his pragmatic, business-first-and-last manager. “Then you must be something.”

“Yeah.” He drew on the joint he had lit to extend the high. “I wish you were here.”

She heard the background noises, loud music, male and female laughter mixed with it. “So do I.”

“Then come.” He pushed away a blonde, half naked and glazed-eyed, who tried to crawl into his lap. “Pack a bag and fly over.”

“What?”

“I mean it. It’s not half as good as it would be if you were here.” Across the room a brunette, nearly six feet tall, slowly stripped. Stevie, the lead guitarist, popped a Quaalude like rock candy. “Look, I know we talked about it and decided it was best for you to stay home, but we were wrong. You need to be here, with me.”

She felt tears well in her eyes even as laughter bubbled. “You want me to come to America?”

“As soon as you can. You can meet us in New York in—shit. Johnno, when are we in New York?”

Sprawled on a couch, Johnno poured the last of the Jim Beam. “Where the fuck are we now?”

“Never mind.” Brian rubbed his tired eyes and tried to concentrate. His mind was bloaty with booze and smoke. “I’ll get Pete to work out the details. Just pack.”

She was already out of bed. “What should I do with Emma?”

“Bring her, too.” On a burst of family feeling, Brian grinned at the blonde. “Pete will figure out how to get her a passport. Someone will call you this afternoon and tell you what to do. Christ, I miss you, Bev.”

“I miss you, too. We’ll be there as soon as we can. I love you, Bri, more than anything.”

“I love you. Talk to you soon.”

Moody and restless, Brian reached for the brandy bottle the moment he’d hung up. He wanted her with him now, not a day from now, not an hour from now. Just listening to her voice had him hard and hurting.

She had sounded just as she had on the night he’d met her, shy, a little hesitant. She’d been so sweetly out of place in the smoky pub where his band had been playing. Yet even with the shyness, there had been something so solid, so true about her. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind, not that night, not any night since.

He lifted the brandy and drank deeply. It seemed as though the brunette and Stevie weren’t going to bother to move to the privacy of one of the bedrooms to have sex. The blonde had given up on Johnno and was rubbing her long, limber body against P.M., their drummer.

Half amused, half envious, Brian drank again. P.M. was barely twenty-one, his face still round and youthful with its sprinkle of acne on the chin. He looked both appalled and delighted as the blonde slid down to bury her face in his lap.

Brian closed his eyes, and with music filling his head, fell asleep.

He dreamed of Bev, and the first night they had spent together. Sitting cross-legged on the floor of his flat, talking earnestly, about music, about poetry. Yeats and Byron and Browning. Dreamily passing a joint back and forth. He’d had no idea it had been her first encounter with drugs. Just as he’d had no idea, until he had slipped into her, there on the floor with the candles guttering in their own wax, that it was her first encounter with sex.

She’d wept a little. Instead of making him feel guilty, her tears had brought out feelings of protectiveness. He’d fallen completely, and somehow poetically, in love. That had been more than a year ago, but he had never been with another woman during that time. Whenever the temptation came strongly, he would see Bev’s face.

The marriage had been for her, and the child, his child, she carried. He didn’t believe in marriage, the foolishness of a contract on love, but he didn’t feel trapped. For the first time since his miserable childhood, he had something more than music to comfort and excite him.

I love you more than anything.

No, he couldn’t say that to her with the ease and honesty she could say it to him. He probably would never be able to say that to her. But he did love, and where he loved, he was loyal.

“Come on, my lad.” Barely rousing him, Johnno dragged Brian to his feet. “It’s bed for you.”

“Bev’s coming, Johnno.”

Brow lifted, Johnno glanced over his shoulder at the tangle of bodies. “So’s everyone else.”

“She’ll meet us in New York.” With a half-laugh, Brian slung a rubbery arm around Johnno’s neck. “We’re going to New York, Johnno. New fucking York. Because we’re the best.”

“That’s dandy, isn’t it?” Grunting only a little, Johnno dumped Brian on the bed. “Sleep it off, Bri. We’ve got to go through the whole bloody business again tomorrow.”

“Got to wake Pete,” Brian mumbled as Johnno pulled off his shoes. “Passport for Emma. Tickets. I have to do the right thing by her.”

“You will.” Weaving a little, courtesy of the Jim Beam, Johnno studied his newly purchased Swiss watch. He didn’t imagine Pete was going to appreciate being awakened, but he staggered off to do the deed.




Chapter Four
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On her first transatlantic flight, Emma traveled first class. And was miserably sick. She could not, as Bev periodically urged her, look out at the pretty clouds or page through any of the colorful picture books Bev had stuffed into her carry-on bag. Even empty, Emma’s stomach pitched and rolled. She was vaguely aware of Bev’s helpless little hand pats and the stewardess’s soothing voice.

It didn’t matter that she had a new outfit with a short, bright red skirt and a flowered fussy blouse. It didn’t matter that she’d been promised a ride to the top of the Empire State Building. The nausea was so unrelenting that it no longer mattered that she was going to see her father.

By the time the plane banked over JFK airport, she was too weak to stand. Frazzled, Bev carried her through the gate. After clearing customs, she nearly gave way to tears when she spotted Pete.

In his impeccable Savile Row suit, he took a long look at the pasty-faced child and the edgy woman. “Rough trip?”

Instead of tears, Bev found laughter bursting through. “Oh no. It was a delight from start to finish. Where’s Brian?”

“He wanted to come, but I had to veto it.” He took Bev’s carry-on bag, then her arm. “The lads can’t even open a window for a breath of air without causing mass hysteria.”

“And you love it.”

He grinned, steering her toward the exit of the terminal. “Optimist that I am, I never expected this. Brian’s going to be a very rich man, Bev. We’re all going to be rich.”

“Money doesn’t come first with Bri.”

“No, but I can’t see him kicking it out of his way as it comes pouring in. Come on, I’ve got a car waiting.”

She shifted Emma, but the girl only moaned and hung limply in Bev’s arms. “The bags.”

“They’ll be delivered to the hotel.” He shuffled her out of the terminal. “There are plenty of pictures of you in the fan mags, too.”

It was a white Mercedes limo, as big as a boat. At Bev’s puzzled look, Pete grinned again.

“As long as you’re married to a king, luv, you might as well travel in style.”

Saying nothing, Bev settled back and lit a cigarette. She hoped it was the long, miserable flight that made her feel so out of place and hollow. Between her and Pete, Emma curled on the seat and sweatily slept through her first limo ride.

Pete didn’t pause in the lobby at the Waldorf but rushed them through and onto an elevator. He wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed that their luck had held. A mob scene at the airport or on the street in front of the hotel would have been inconvenient, but it would have made great copy. And copy sold records.

“I’ve got you a two-bedroom suite.” The extra expense bothered his practical soul, but he justified it by knowing that Bev’s presence would make Brian more cooperative, and more creative. And it wouldn’t hurt for the press to know that Brian’s family was traveling with him. If he couldn’t promote Brian as a sexy single man, he could promote him as a loving husband and father. Whatever worked.

“We’re all on the same floor,” he went on. “And security’s very tight. In Washington, D.C., two teenage girls managed to get into Stevie’s room in a maid’s cart.”

“Sounds like a laugh a minute.”

He only shrugged, remembering that Stevie had been drunk enough to appreciate the girls’ offers. The guitarist had rationalized that two sixteen-year-olds equaled one thirty-two-year-old. That had made them into one older woman.

“The lads have some interviews scheduled today, then the Sullivan show tomorrow.”

“Brian didn’t say where we were going next.”

“Philadelphia, then Detroit, Chicago, St. Louis—”

“Never mind.” Bev heaved a long, grateful sigh as the elevator doors opened. The hell with where they were going. She was here now. It didn’t matter a damn that she was enormously tired or that her arms ached from carrying the sleeping Emma. She was here, and could all but feel Brian’s energy in the air.

“Just as well,” Pete said as he pulled out a key. “You’ve a couple of hours before the boys’ interview. It’s with some new mag that’ll publish its first issue later this year. Rolling Stone.”

She took the key, pleased that he was sensitive enough not to intrude on the two hours he’d given her with Brian. “Thanks, Pete. I’ll make sure he’s ready for it.”

The moment she opened the door, Brian came racing out of the adjoining bedroom to sweep both her and Emma into his arms. “Thank Christ,” he murmured, raining kisses over Bev’s face. He took the limp, drowsy Emma. “What’s wrong here?”

“Nothing now.” Bev dragged her free hands through her hair. “She was dreadfully sick on the plane. Hardly slept. I think she’ll do fine once she’s tucked up.”

“Right then. Don’t move.” He carried Emma into the second bedroom. She stirred only once as he slipped her between the sheets.

“Da?”

“Yes.” It still rocked him. “You sleep now awhile. Everything’s fine.”

Comforted by the sound of his voice, she took it on faith, and drifted to sleep again.

He automatically left the door ajar, then just stood and looked at Bev. She was pale with fatigue, the shadows under her 
making them huge and dark. Love welled up in him, stronger, needier than any he’d ever known. Saying nothing, he crossed to her, picked her up in his arms and carried her to his bed.

He didn’t have words, though he was a man always filled with them. Words to poetry, poetry to lyrics. Later he would be filled with them, reams of words, flowing through him, all stemming from this, what might have been his most precious hour with her.

She was, in that hour, so completely his.

The radio beside the bed was on, as was the television at the foot of it. He’d chased away the silence of his rooms with voices. When he touched her, she was all the music he needed.

So he savored. He undressed her slowly, watching her, absorbing her. The shudder of traffic outside the window—later he would remember it in bases and trebles. The small, yielding sounds she made were pitched low in countermelody. He could even hear the whispering song of his hands gliding over her skin.

There was sunlight pouring through the window, and the big, soft bed yielding under them.

Her body was already changing, subtly, with the life growing in it. He spread his hand over her rounded stomach, amazed, dazzled, humbled. Reverently he lowered his lips to her flesh.

It was foolish, he thought, but he felt like a soldier returning from war, covered with scars and medals. Perhaps not so foolish. The arena in which he’d fought and won wasn’t one he could take her to. She would always wait for him. It was in her eyes, in her arms as they tenderly enfolded him. That promise and patience was on her lips as they opened for his. Her passion was always steadier than his, less selfish, balancing his edgier and more dangerous urges. With her he felt more of a man, less of a symbol in a world that seemed so hungry for symbols.

When he slipped inside of her, he spoke at last, saying her name on a long, fluid sigh of gratitude and hope.

Later, when she lay half dozing under the tangled sheets, Brian sat at the foot of the bed in his underwear. She was sated with sex, but his mind was in overdrive. Everything he’d ever wanted, ever dreamed of, was at his fingertips.

“Pete had film taken of the Atlanta concert. Jesus, it was wild, Bev. Not just the fans screaming, though there was plenty of that. Sometimes you could hardly hear yourself sing for the noise. It was like, I don’t know, being on the runway of an airport with planes taking off all around, but mixed with the noisy ones were people who were really into it, just listening, you know. Sometimes you could see through the lights and the pot smoke, and there’d be a face. You could sing just for that one face. Then Stevie would go into a riff, like in ‘Undercover,’ and they’d go wild again. It was like, I don’t know, like great sex.”

“Sorry I didn’t applaud.”

Laughing, he tugged on her ankle. “I’m so glad you’re here. This summer is special. You can feel it in the air, see it in people’s faces. And we’re part of it. We’re never going back, Bev.”

She tensed, watching him. “To London?”

“No.” He was half impatient, half amused by her literal mind. “To the way things were. Begging to play in some grimy pub, grateful if we got free beer and chips for pay. Christ, Bev, we’re in New York, and after tomorrow millions of people will have heard us. And it’s going to matter. We’re going to matter. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

She sat up to take his hands. “You’ve always mattered, Bri.”

“No. I was just one more scruffy singer. Not anymore, Bev. And never again. People listen. The money’s going to make it possible for us to experiment a bit—do more than the boy-girl rock. There’s a war going on, Bev. A whole generation’s in upheaval. We can be their voices.”

She didn’t understand big, sweeping dreams, but it had been his idealism that had attracted her from the beginning. “Just don’t leave me behind.”

“I couldn’t.” He meant it sincerely, completely. “I’m going to give you the best, Bev. You and the baby. I swear it. I’ve got to get dressed.” He kissed both her hands, then shook back his tousled hair. “Pete’s really high about us being in the first issue of this new mag that’ll come but in November.” He tossed her a tie-dyed T-shirt. “Come on.”

“I thought I’d stay in here.”

“Bev …” They’d been through all this before. “You’re my wife. People want to know about you, about us.” He bit back annoyance when she simply sat, running the shirt through her hands. “If we give them a little, they won’t hound us for so much.” When he said it, he believed it. “It’s especially important because of Emma. I want everyone to see that we’ve made ourselves into a family.”

“A family should be a private thing.”

“Maybe. But the stories about Emma are already out there.” He’d seen them, dozens of them, labeling Emma as a love child. There could be worse things, he mused, since Emma hadn’t been made out of anything remotely resembling love. It was his other child, he thought as he laid a gentle hand on Bev’s stomach again, who had been made of love. “I need you with me on this.”

Hating it, she climbed out of bed and began to dress.

Twenty minutes later, she answered a knock on the door.

“Johnno.”

He gave Bev a quick grin. “I knew you couldn’t stay away from me.” Swooping her into an exaggerated dip, he kissed her. As she laughed, he looked over her head to where Brian was coming through the doorway. “Ah well, he’s found us out. We’d better come clean.”

“Where’d you get that ridiculous hat?” was all Brian said.

After setting Bev back on her feet, Johnno straightened the floppy white fedora. “Like it? It’s a happening.”

“Makes you look like a pimp,” Brian commented before he walked to the bar.

“There. I knew I’d made the right choice. Nearly cost me my life, but I managed to break out of here and do some shopping on Fifth Avenue. I’ll have one of those, luv.” He nodded to the whiskey Brian was pouring.

“You went out?” Brian stood with the bottle in one hand and a glass in the other.

“Sunglasses, a flowered tunic …” He wrinkled his nose. “And love beads. Worked nicely as far as disguises go, until I tried to get back in. Lost the love beads.” He helped himself to the glass Brian held. With a pleased sigh, he flopped on the couch. “This is the place for me, Brian, my lad. I am New York.”

“Pete will have your head if he finds you went out on your own.”

“Bugger Pete,” Johnno said cheerfully. “Though he’s not precisely my style.” Grinning, he downed the whiskey. “So, where’s the little brat?”

“She’s sleeping.” Bev picked up a cigarette.

Brian answered the next knock. Stevie strolled in, and after an absent nod to Bev headed straight to the bar. P.M. followed, and looking a little pale, dropped into a chair.

“Word from Pete is we’ll do the interview here,” he said. “He’ll be bringing the reporter along. Where’d you get the hat?” he asked Johnno.

“It’s a long, sad story, son.” Glancing over, he spotted Emma standing at the crack in her bedroom door. “Don’t look now, but we’ve company. Hello there, prune face.”

She giggled a little, but didn’t come in. At the moment, her eyes were all for Brian.

He crossed over and, picking her up, patted her bottom. “Emma. How does it feel to be an international traveler?”

She thought she’d dreamed it, that one moment where he’d tucked her in bed and kissed her cheek. But it wasn’t a dream, because he was there, smiling at her, his voice making all the nastiness in her stomach disappear.

“I’m hungry,” she said and offered him a huge grin.

“I’m not surprised.” He kissed the dimple at the corner of her mouth. “How about some chocolate cake?”

“Soup,” Bev put in.

“Cake and soup,” he amended. “And some nice tea.”

He set her down to go to the phone and ring room service.

“Come over here, Emma. I have something for you.” Johnno patted the cushion beside him. She hesitated. Her mother had often said just that. And the something had been a smack. But Johnno was smiling a true smile. When she settled beside him, he took a small, clear plastic egg from his pocket. Inside was a toy ring with a gaudy red stone.

Emma gave a little gasp as he put it in her hand. Speechless, she turned the egg this way and that, watching the ring slide from side to side.

It had been a careless thing, Johnno thought. A machine that took American quarters, and he’d had change left after his speedy shopping spree. More touched than he wanted the others to see, he opened the egg for her, then slipped the ring on her finger.

“There. We’re engaged.”

Emma beamed at the ring, then at him. “Can I sit on your lap?”

“All right then.” He leaned close to her ear. “But if you wet your pants, the engagement’s off.”

She laughed, settled on his lap, and began to play with her ring.

“First my wife, then my daughter,” Brian commented.

“You’d only have to worry if you had a son.” Stevie tossed off the words as easily as he tossed off the drink. Then wished he’d cut off his tongue. “Sorry,” he muttered as the room fell silent. “Hangover. Puts me in a filthy mood.”

At the knock on the door, Johnno gave a lazy shrug. “Better put on that famous smile, son. It’s show time.”

Johnno was angry, but hid it well as the young, bearded reporter sat down with them. They had no idea what it was like, he thought. None of them, save Brian who had gone to school with him, had befriended him. The names he’d been called—fag, pussy, queer. They had hurt a great deal more than the occasional beatings he’d taken. Johnno knew he would have had his face smashed into a pulp more than once if it hadn’t been for Brian’s ready fists and loyalty.

They had been drawn together, two ten-year-old boys with drunken fathers. Poverty wasn’t uncommon in London’s east end, and there were always toughs ready to break an arm for pence. There were ways of escaping. For both him and Brian, the escape had been music.

Elvis, Chuck Berry, Muddy Waters. They would pool whatever money they could earn or steal to buy those precious 45s. At twelve, they’d collaborated on their first song—a really poor one, Johnno remembered now, lots of moon/June rhymes set to a three-chord rhythm they’d pounded out on their battered guitar. They’d traded a pint of Brian’s father’s gin for that guitar, and Brian had taken an ugly beating. But they’d made music, such as it was.

Johnno had been nearly sixteen before he realized what he was. He’d sweated over it, wept over it, pounded himself into any girl who would have him to turn his fate around. But sweat, tears, and sex hadn’t changed him.

Finally it had been Brian who had helped him to accept. They’d been drinking, late at night, in the basement of Brian’s flat. This time, Johnno had pinched whiskey from his father. The stench of garbage had been rank as they sat with a candle between them, passing the bottle back and forth. On the dented portable record player, Roy Orbison had been soaring with “Only the Lonely.” Johnno’s confession had come out with drunken weeping and wild threats of suicide.

“I’m nothing, and I’ll never be nothing else. Living like a bleeding pig.” He’d guzzled whiskey. “My old man stinking up the room and Mum whining and nagging and never doing nothing to make it change. My sister’s working the streets and my little brother’s been arrested twice this month.”

“It’s up to us to get out of it,” Brian said with boozy philosophy. With his eyes half closed he listened to Orbison. He wanted to sing like that, with that otherworldly melancholy. “We’ve got to make a difference for ourselves, Johnno. And we will.”

“Difference. I can’t make it any different. Not unless I kill myself. Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll just do it and be done with it.”

“What the bloody hell are you talking about?” Brian searched in their crumpled pack of Pall Malls and found one.

“I’m queer.” Johnno dropped his head on his folded arms and wept.

“Queer?” Brian paused with the match an inch from the tip of the cigarette. “Come on, Johnno. Don’t be daft.”

“I said I’m queer.” His voice rose as he lifted his tear-stained, desperate face to Brian. “I like boys. I’m a freaking, flaming fag.”

Though he was shaken, the drink was enough of a cushion to make him open-minded. “You sure?”

“Why the bloody hell would I say it if I wasn’t sure? The only reason I could make it with Alice Ridgeway was because I was thinking of her brother.”

Now that was disgusting, Brian thought, but kept his feelings to himself. They’d been friends for more than six years, had stood up for each other, lied for each other, had shared dreams and secrets. Brian struck another match, lit the cigarette, and pondered.

“Well, I suppose if you’re made that way, then you’re made that way. Nothing to slit your wrists over.”

“You’re not queer.”

“No.” He fervently hoped not—and vowed to spend the next few weeks proving it to himself with every girl he could charm into spreading her legs. No, he wasn’t queer, he assured himself. The sexual acrobatics he’d experienced with Jane Palmer should have been a good indication of his preferences. Thinking of her, he hardened and shifted his legs. It wasn’t the time to get horny, but to think of Johnno’s problem.

“Lots of people are queer,” he said. “Like literary people and artists and such. We’re musicians, so you could think of it as part of your creative soul.”

“That’s shit,” Johnno mumbled, but wiped his dripping nose.

“Maybe, but it’s better than slitting your wrists. I’d have to find a new partner.”

With a ghost of a smile, Johnno picked up the bottle again. “Are we still partners, then?”

“Sure.” Brian passed the cigarette. “As long as I don’t start making you hot and bothered.”

And that had been the end of it.

When Johnno took a lover, he took him discreetly, and never discussed it. His sexual preference was common knowledge within the band, but for his own privacy, and at Pete’s insistence, he cultivated an image of a heterosexual stud. For the most part, it amused him.

There were regrets, though he hated to acknowledge them. It came to him now, as he bounced Emma on his lap, that he would never have a child of his own.

And with frustration, he was forced to admit, as he watched Brian slip an arm around Bev, that the one man he truly loved would never be his lover.




Chapter Five
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Emma was dazzled by New York. After a late breakfast where Brian indulged her with strawberry jam and sugary pastries, she was left in Bev’s hands. It didn’t worry her, not this time. Her da was going to be on the telly that night, and he’d promised that she could go to the place where the telly pictures were made and watch.

In the meantime, she and Bev drove around the city in the big white car. She giggled at the blond wig and big round sunglasses Bev wore. Though Bev didn’t smile much at first, Emma’s excitement soon distracted her. Emma liked watching the people rush along the sidewalks, jostling each other, streaming across intersections while horns blared. There were women in short skirts and high heels, their bouffant hairdos as steady as carved stones. There were others in denim and sandals, with their manes of hair hanging straight as rain down their backs. On the corners there were vendors selling hot dogs and soft drinks and ice cream which the pedestrians snapped up as the temperature soared outside the cool cocoon of the limo. There was a nervy aggression to the traffic that Emma didn’t understand but enjoyed.

Unruffled, and proper in his tan uniform and stiff-brimmed hat, the driver pulled to the curb. He didn’t think much of music himself, unless it was Frank Sinatra or Rosemary Clooney, but he was sure his two teenagers would go wild when he brought them home autographs at the end of his two-day job.

“Here we are, ma’am.”

“Oh.” A little dazed, Bev stared out the window.

“The Empire State Building,” he explained with a gesture toward the doors. “Would you like me to pick you up in an hour?”

“An hour, yes.” Bev took Emma’s hand firmly in hers when the driver opened the door. “Come on, Emma. Devastation’s not going to the top alone.”

There was a long, winding line, with wailing babies and whining children. They started at the end, two bodyguards silently falling in behind, and were soon swallowed up. A group of French students filed in seconds later, all carrying Macy’s shopping bags and talking in their fast, flowing language. Amid the mix of perfume, sweat, and wet diapers, Emma caught the dreamy aroma of pot. No one else seemed to notice or care. They were shuffled onto an elevator.

Long, stuffy minutes later, they were led off to wait again. She didn’t mind. As long as her hand was firmly caught in Bev’s, she could crane her neck and look at all the people. Bald heads, floppy hats, scraggly beards. When her neck got tired, she switched to shoes. Rope sandals, shiny wing tips, snowy white sneakers, and black pumps. Some people shuffled their feet, others tapped, a few shifted from side to side, but hardly a one was still.

When she grew tired of that, she just listened to the voices. She heard a group of girls arguing nearby. As teenagers, they had Emma’s immediate envy.

“Stevie Nimmons is the cutest,” one of the girls insisted. “He’s got big brown eyes and that groovy moustache.”

“Brian McAvoy,” another corrected. “He’s really fab.” To prove her point, she took a photo, cut from a fan magazine, out of her madras purse. A communal sigh went up as the girls crowded around it. “Every time I look at it, I just about die.”

They squealed, were glared at, then muffled giggles with their hands.

Both pleased and baffled, Emma looked up at Bev. “Those girls are talking about Da.”

“Ssh.” Bev was amused enough to want to relay the story to Brian, but she was also aware that she was wearing the wig and sunglasses for a reason. “I know they are, but we have to keep who we are a secret.”

“Why?”

“I’ll explain later,” she said, relieved when their turn at the elevators arrived.

Emma’s eyes widened when her ears popped as they had on the airplane. For a moment she was terrified that she would be sick again. She bit her lip, closed her eyes, and wished desperately for her da.

She wished she hadn’t come. She wished she’d brought Charlie for comfort. And she prayed, as fervently as a three-year-old could, that she wouldn’t lose her wonderful breakfast all over her shiny new shoes.

Then the doors opened, and the dreadful swaying motion stopped. Everyone was laughing and talking and crowding out. Obeying Bev’s tug on her hand, she kept close to her while still fighting the nausea.

There was a big stand with shelves of bright souvenirs, and wide, wide windows where she could see the sky and the spread of buildings that was Manhattan. Dumbfounded, she stood still while people swarmed around them. Sickness passed into wonder.

“It’s something to see, isn’t it, Emma?”

“Is it the world?”

Though she was as amazed as Emma, she laughed. “No. Only a small part of it. Come on then, let’s go out.”

The wind barreled over them, sending Emma’s skirts flying up as she staggered back. But the sensation excited rather than frightened as Bev, laughing again, plucked her up.

“We’re on top of the world, Emma.”

As they looked over the high wall, Emma felt her stomach do playful little leaps and bounces. It was all spread out below, the crisscross of streets in the canyons made by the buildings, the tiny cars and buses that looked like toys. Everything ran so straight and true.

When Bev put a coin in a box, she looked through the telescope, but she preferred her own view, through her own eyes.

“Can we live here?”

Bev fiddled with the telescope until she focused on the Statue of Liberty. “Here, in New York?”

“Here. On top.”

“No one lives here, Emma.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a tourist attraction,” she answered absently. “And one of the wonders of the world, I think. You can’t live in a wonder.”

But Emma looked out over the high wall and thought that she could.
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The television studio didn’t impress Emma. It didn’t look as pretty or as big as it did onscreen. The people were ordinary. She did like the cameras, though. They were big and bulky, and the people behind them seemed important. She wondered if looking through one of the cameras was like looking through the telescope on the Empire Sute Building.

Before she could ask Bev, a skinny man began talking in a loud voice. It was the oddest American accent she’d heard yet. She couldn’t understand half of what he said, but she caught the word “Devastation.” Then came the explosion of screams.

After the first shock, Emma stopped cringing into Bev’s skirts and leaned out. Though she didn’t understand the screaming, she realized it wasn’t a bad sound. It was a good, young noise that bulleted off the walls and slammed off the ceilings. It made her grin, though Bev’s hand trembled lightly in hers.

She liked the way her father moved across the stage, prancing and strutting as his voice, strong and clear, merged with Johnno’s, then Stevie’s. His hair glowed gold under the bright lights. She was a child, and easily recognized magic.

As long as she lived she would hold this picture in her mind, and her heart, of four young men standing onstage, drenched in light, in luck, and in music.
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Three thousand miles away, Jane sat in her new flat. There was a pint of Gilbey’s and an ounce of Colombian Gold on the table beside her. She’d lit candles, dozens of them, using those and the drugs to mellow her mood. Brian’s clear tenor played on her stereo.

She’d moved into Chelsea with the money she’d taken from Brian. There were young people there, musicians and poets and artists, and the ones who followed them. She thought she would find another Brian in Chelsea. An idealist with a beautiful face and clever hands.

She could pop off to the pubs whenever she liked, listen to the music, pick out a likely companion for the night.

She had a six-room flat with shiny new furniture in every room. Her closets bulged with clothes from fashionable boutiques. On her finger was a fat diamond ring she’d bought the week before when she’d been feeling blue. She was already bored with it.

She had thought that one hundred thousand pounds was all the money in the world. She ran one hand down the silk robe she wore, pleased, very pleased with its sinuous feel. She’d soon discovered that large amounts were as easily spent as small ones. She still had enough to last her awhile, but it hadn’t taken long for her to realize she’d sold Emma cheap.

He’d have paid twice as much, she thought as she nursed her gin. More than twice, no matter how much the bastard Pete had frowned and muttered. Brian had wanted Emma. He had a soft spot for children. She’d known it, but, she thought in disgust, hadn’t been clever enough to exploit it.

A lousy twenty-five thousand a year. How was she supposed to live on that, she wondered.

A little bleary with gin, she rolled a sloppy joint.

She still took in a John now and then, but that was as much for the company as the extra cash. She’d had no idea she would miss Emma. As the weeks passed the concept of motherhood took on new, emotional meanings.

She’d given birth. She’d changed nasty nappies. She’d spent her hard-earned money on food and clothes. Now the little brat probably didn’t remember she existed.

She’d hire a solicitor. She’d hire the best with Brian’s money. There was justice in that. There wasn’t a court in the country that wouldn’t see that a child belonged with her mother. She’d get Emma back. Or better, she’d get twice as much money.

Once she’d bled them a bit, Brian and his snotty new wife wouldn’t forget her. No one would forget her, not the stinking press, not the stupid public, or her own little brat.

With this thought dangling in her mind, she brought out her cache of Methedrine and prepared to go flying.




Chapter Six
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Emma couldn’t wait much longer. There was a nasty sleet falling outside, but she continued to press her face against the window to try to sec through it.

They would be coming soon. Johnno had said so. She was wise enough to know that if she asked him how soon again he’d snarl at her. But she couldn’t wait. After her nose grew cold, she stepped back to dance from one foot to another. Her da was coming home, with Bev, and her new baby brother. Darren. Her brother’s name was Darren. She tried the name out to herself in a whisper. Just the sound of it made her smile.

Nothing in her life had ever been so huge, so important as having a brother. He would be her own, and he would need her to tend to him, to look out for him. She’d been practicing for weeks and weeks on the dolls that now filled her room.

She knew you had to hold their heads ever so carefully, or they fell way back and broke off. Sometimes babies woke in the middle of the night, crying for milk. She wouldn’t mind, Emma thought. She rubbed her own flat chest and wondered if Darren would find milk there.

They hadn’t let her go to the hospital to see him. That had upset her so that for the first time since she had come to her new home, Emma had hidden in a closet. She was still angry about it, but she knew it mattered very little to adults if children were angry.

Weary of standing, she sat on the window seat to pet Charlie and wait.

She tried to think of other things. Her time in America. Humming to herself, Emma let herself picture all the things she’d seen. There had been the big silver arch in St. Louis. There had been the lake in Chicago that had seemed as big as the ocean to her. And Hollywood. She’d liked the big white sign, and remembering it, tried to picture all the letters.

Her father had played at a huge theater there right outside. They had called it a bowl. She had thought that strange, but it had been run to listen to the cheers and screams rising on the open air.

She’d celebrated her birthday, her third birthday, in Hollywood. Everyone had come to eat the white cake with the little silver balls on top.

They had gotten into a plane almost every day. And every day it had scared her, but she’d been able to battle back the sickness. There had been a lot of people with them. Roadies her father called them. Which seemed silly since they were so often in the air, and not on any road at all.

She’d liked the hotels best, with room service and new beds almost every night. She’d liked looking out the window at new places and new people every morning.

With a yawn, she settled back with the dog snuggled under her arm.

When they went to a hotel again, Darren could go with them. Everyone would love him.

Watching the sleet made her sleepy. And she thought of Christmas. It had been the first she’d ever had with a stocking hanging from the mantel with her name on it. Under the tree they had decorated had been stacks and stacks of presents. Toys and games and dolls in pretty dresses. They’d all played Snakes and Ladders in the afternoon. Even Stevie. He’d pretended to cheat to make her laugh, then had taken her on a screaming piggyback ride through the house.

Afterward her father had carved a big Christmas goose. When gluttony had made her sleepy, she had curled up in front of the fire and had listened to the music.

It had been the best day of her life. The very best. Until this one. The sound of a car roused her. Pressing her face against the window again she peered out. With a screech, she leaped off the seat.

“Johnno! Johnno! They’re here.” She went flying down the hallway, her shoes clattering on the wood floor that had been painstakingly refinished and polished.

“Hold on.” Johnno stopped scribbling the lyrics that had been playing in his head to catch her on the run. “Who’s here?”

“My da and Bev and my baby.”

“Your baby, is it?” He tugged on her nose, then turned to Stevie who was experimenting with chords at the piano. “Shall we go welcome the newest McAvoy?”

“Be right along.”

“I’m coming.” P.M. stuffed the last of a tea cake into his mouth before he rose from the floor. “Wonder if they managed to get out of the hospital without being mobbed.”

“The precautions Pete took makes James Bond look like a piker. Two decoy limos, twenty burly guards, and the final escape in a florist truck.” With a laugh, he started down the hall with Emma in tow. “Fame makes beggars of us, Emma luv, and don’t you forget.”

She didn’t care about fame or beggars or anything else. She only wanted to see her brother. The moment the door opened, she pulled her sweaty hand from Johnno’s and shot down the hall.

“Let me see him,” she demanded.

Brian bent over, shifting the blanket from the bundle in his arms. For Emma, the first sight of her brother was love. Unconditional, all-encompassing. It was so much more than anything she’d expected.

He wasn’t a doll. Even as he slept she could see the gentle flutter of his dark lashes. His mouth was small and moist, his skin thin and delicately pale. He wore a little blue cap over his head, but her father had told her that he had hair as dark as Bev’s. His hand was curled in a fist, and she touched it, gently, with her fingertips. Warmth, and the faintest of movements.

Love burst through her like light.

“What do you think?” Brian asked her.

“Darren.” She said the name softly, savoring it. “He’s the most beautiful baby in the world.”

“Got that pretty McAvoy face,” Johnno murmured, feeling foolishly sentimental. “Nice job, Bev.”

“Thanks.” And she was glad it was done. None of the books she had read had prepared her for the exquisite, draining pain of childbirth. She was proud to have brought her son into the world naturally, though it had been touch and go during those last hours. Now she wanted nothing more than to settle down and be a mother.

“The doctor doesn’t want Bev on her feet much for the next few days,” Brian began. “Do you want to go up and rest?”

“The last thing I want is to get into another bed.”

“Come on in and sit then, and Uncle Johnno will fix you a nice cup.”

“Beautiful.”

“I’ll go up and put the baby down.” Brian grinned at the way P.M. stood back and gawked. “He doesn’t bite, old man. He doesn’t have teeth.”

P.M. grinned and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Just don’t ask me to touch him for a while.”

“Entertain Bev. She really had a rough go of it. We’ve got a nurse coming in this afternoon, but I don’t want her doing anything strenuous in the meantime.”

“That I can handle.” He wandered back toward the parlor.

“We’ll put the baby to sleep,” Emma announced and kept one hand on the edge of the blanket. “I can show you how.”

They started up the stairs with Emma leading the way.

The nursery had been finished with frilly white curtains and rainbows painted on the pale blue walls. The bassinet had a skirt of snowy Irish lace dotted with satin ribbons of pink and blue. An old-fashioned pram stood in the corner guarded by a six-foot teddy bear. An antique rocker waited by the window.

Emma stood beside the bassinet as her father laid Darren down. Once the little cap was removed, she reached in to carefully stroke his downy black hair.

“Will he wake up soon?”

“I don’t know. I get the feeling babies are pretty unpredictable.” Brian crouched down beside her. “We have to be very careful with him, Emma. He’s so helpless, you see.”

“I won’t let anything happen to him, not ever.” She put her hand on her father’s shoulder and watched the baby sleep.
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Emma wasn’t sure she liked Miss Wallingsford. The young nurse had pretty red hair and nice gray eyes, but she rarely allowed Emma to touch baby Darren. Bev had interviewed dozens of applicants, and was well satisfied with Alice Wallingsford. She was twenty-five, of good family, and had excellent references and a pleasing manner.

In the first months after Darren’s birth, Bev was so tired and moody Alice’s services became invaluable. More, she was another woman to talk with about things like teething, breast-feeding, and diets. Bev was as determined to gain back her willowy figure as she was to be a good mother. With Brian closed up writing songs with Johnno, or in meetings with Pete about the next recording, she struggled to make the home she wanted so badly for them.

She listened when he spoke of things like war in Asia, race riots in America, but her world centered on whether the sun would shine warm enough to take Darren for a stroll. She taught herself how to bake bread and tried her hand at knitting, while Brian wrote songs, and spoke out against war and bigotry.

As her body returned to normal, her mind eased. For Bev, this was the sweetest time of her life. Her son was chubbily healthy, and her husband treated her like a princess in bed.

With Darren at her breast and Emma at her feet, she rocked in the chair by the nursery window. There had been rain that morning, but the sun was out now, and bright. She thought that by afternoon she could take the baby and Emma for a walk in the park.

“I’m going to put him down now, Emma.” Bev shifted her blouse to cover her breast. “He’s fast asleep.”

“Can I hold him when he wakes up?”

“Yes, but only when I’m with you.”

“Miss Wallingsford never lets me hold him.”

“She’s just being cautious.” Bev smoothed the blanket over Darren before she stepped back. He was nearly five months old now, she thought. Already she couldn’t imagine her life without him. “Let’s go down and see about baking a nice cake. Your da loves chocolate cake.”

Knowing she had to be satisfied with that, Emma followed her out. Alice paused in the hallway, holding fresh linens for the nursery.

“He should sleep awhile, Alice,” Bev told her. “His tummy’s full.”

Yes, ma’am.

“Emma and I will be in the kitchen.”

An hour later, when they’d taken the cake out to cool, the front door slammed. “Your da must be home early.” Bev automatically fluffed her hair before she hurried out of the kitchen to greet him. “Bri, I didn’t expect you until … what’s wrong?”

He was dead pale, his eyes red-rimmed and bleary. He shook his head as if to clear it as Bev held out her hands to him. “They’ve shot him.”

“What?” Her fingers clamped down hard on his. “Who? Shot who?”

“Kennedy. Robert Kennedy. They’ve killed him.”

“Oh my God. Oh sweet God.” She could only stand and stare, horrified. She remembered when the American president had been killed, and the shocked world had mourned. Now his brother, his bright, young brother.

“We were rehearsing for the album,” Brian began. “Pete came in. He’d heard it on the radio. None of us believed it, not until we’d heard it ourselves. Goddammit, Bev, just a few months ago it was King, and now this. What’s happening to the world?”

“Mr. McAvoy …” Alice started down the stairs, her face as white as her apron. “Is it true? Are you certain?”

“Yes. It should be just a nightmare, but it’s true.”

“Oh, that poor family.” Alice wrung her apron in her hands. “That poor mother.”

“He was a good man,” Brian managed. “He would have been their next president. He would have stopped that bloody war, I know it.”

It disturbed Emma to see tears in her father’s eyes. The adults were much too involved with their own grief to notice her. She didn’t know anyone named Kennedy, but she was sorry he was dead. She wondered if he had been a friend of her da’s. Maybe he’d been a soldier in the war her father always talked about.

“Alice, fix some tea. Please,” Bev murmured as she led Brian toward the parlor.

“What kind of a world have we brought our children into? When will they understand, Bev? When will they finally understand?”

Emma went upstairs to sit with Darren and leave the adults to their tears and tea.

They found her there, in the nursery, an hour later. She was singing one of the lullabies Bev often sang at bedtime while she rocked Darren.

Panicked, Bev started in, only to have Brian catch her arm. “No, they’re fine. Can’t you see?” It eased some of the rawness inside him to watch them. Emma rocked with her feet dangling far from the floor, and the baby carefully supported in her arms.

Emma looked up and smiled beautifully. “He was crying, but he’s happy now. He smiled at me.” She leaned over to kiss his cheek as he gurgled. “He loves me, don’t you, Darren?”

“Yes, he loves you.” Brian moved over to kneel in front of the rocker and wrap his arms around both of them. “Thank God for all of you,” he said as he held out a hand for Bev. “I think I’d go mad without you.”
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Brian kept his family closer during the next weeks. Whenever possible, he worked at home, and even toyed with the idea of adding a recording studio onto the house. The war in Southeast Asia preyed on his mind. The horrible and useless fighting in his homeland of Ireland tore at him. His records soared up the chart, but the satisfaction that had rushed through him in the early days paled. He used his music both as a projection of his feelings and a buffer against the worst of them. His need for family kept him level.

They were sanity, he was certain.

It was Bev who gave him the idea to take Emma to the recording studio. They were about to lay the first tracks for their third album. An album Brian considered even more important than their debut. This time, he had to prove that Devastation wasn’t a fluke, nor a pale imitation that was clinging to the coattails of groups like the Beatles and Rolling Stones. He had to prove to himself that the magic, which had dimmed so during that last year, would still be there.

He wanted something unique, a sound distinctively their own. He’d shuffled aside a dozen solid rock numbers he and Johnno had written. They could wait. Despite Pete’s objections, the rest of the group was behind him in his decision to pepper the cuts with political statements, down-and-dirty rebel rock, and Irish folk songs. Electric guitars and penny whistles.

When Emma walked into the studio, she had no notion she was being allowed to witness the making of music history. To her, she was spending the day with her da and his mates. It seemed like an enormous game to her, the equipment, the instruments, the tall glass room. She sat in a big swivel chair, sipping a Coke straight from the bottle.

“Don’t you think the tyke’s going to get a bit bored?” Johnno asked as he fiddled with the electric organ. He wore two rings now, the diamond on one pinky and a fat sapphire on the other.

“If we can’t entertain one little girl, we’d best pack it in.” Brian adjusted the strap of his guitar. “Anyway, I want to keep her close awhile. Jane’s making noise again.”

“Bitch,” Johnno said mildly, then picked up a glass of Coke liberally laced with rum.

“She won’t get anywhere this time either, but it’s a nuisance.” He cast a quick look at Emma and saw she was occupied with talking to Charlie. “She’s trying to say she was tricked into signing the papers. Pete’s handling it.”

“She just wants more money.”

With a grim smile, Brian nodded. “She won’t get more out of Pete. Or out of me. Let’s have a sound check here.”

“Hello there, Emmy luv.” Stevie stopped beside her to poke a finger into her belly. “You auditioning for the band?”

“I’m going to watch.” She stared up at him, fascinated by the gold hoop he now wore in his ear.

“That’s fine, then. We always do better with an audience. Tell me something, Emmy.” He bent down close, whispering. “Truth and nothing but. Who’s the best of this lot here?”

It had become a standard game by this time. Knowing the rules, Emma looked up, then down, then side to side. Hunching her shoulders, she bellowed, “Da!”

It earned her a snort of disgust and a lot of tickled ribs. Struggling not to wet her pants, she squirmed to the back of the chair.

“It’s illegal in this country to brainwash children,” Stevie said as he joined Brian.

“The kid has taste.”

“Right, all bad.” He took his Martin out of its case and ran loving fingers down the neck. “What’s on first?”

“We’ll lay down the instrumentals on ‘Outcry.’ ”

“Saving the best for first.” With a nod, Stevie sped through some experimental chords. “Let’s get to work, mates.”

Of the four, Stevie was the only one who had grown up with real money, in a true house with a garden and two live-in servants. He was used to the finer things, expected them and was easily bored with them. He’d fallen in love with the guitar, and had made his proper parents rue the day they had given it to him.

At fifteen, he’d formed his own band. Stevie and the Rousers. It had lasted six months before bitter infighting had broken it up. Undaunted, he’d formed another, then another. His natural, flashy talent with the guitar had drawn many hopefuls to him. But then they’d looked to him for leadership that he’d been innately incapable of providing.

He’d come across Brian and Johnno at a party in Soho, one of those candlelit, smoke-and-incense-choked gatherings his parents were terrified of. He’d been attracted immediately to Brian’s intensity about music, and Johnno’s caustic, careless wit. For the first time in his life, Stevie had joined instead of formed. He’d followed Brian’s lead with relief.

There had been lean days, grubbing in pubs begging for a chance to play. There had been heady days spent writing songs and creating music. There had been women, gloriously sweaty acres of them ready to fall on their backs for a fair-haired man with a guitar in his hand.

There had been Sylvie, the girl he had met on their first gig in Amsterdam. Pretty, round-cheeked Sylvie with her broken English and guileless eyes. They’d made love like maniacs in a filthy little room where the roof leaked and the windows were coated with grime. He’d fallen in love, as much as he believed himself capable. He’d even entertained ideas about bringing her back to London with him, setting up house in some cramped cold-water flat.

But Sylvie had gotten pregnant.

He remembered when she’d told him, her face pale and her eyes full of hope and fear. He hadn’t wanted children. Good Christ, he’d only been twenty. His music had come first, had had to. And if his parents had discovered he’d fathered a child with a Dutch cocktail waitress … It had been lowering to realize that no matter how far he’d run, how much he’d protested, what his parents thought had still mattered so much.

Pete had arranged for an abortion, discreetly, expensively. Sylvie, with the tears flowing down her cheeks, had done what he’d asked. Once she had, she had walked out of his life. Until she had gone, Stevie hadn’t realized he’d loved her even more than he’d believed himself capable.

He didn’t want to think of it, hated to remember it, and her. But just lately it had begun preying on his mind. It probably had to do with Emma, he thought as he glanced over and saw her sitting flushed and delighted in her swivel chair. His child, whatever it had been, would have been about her age now.

The day in the studio was fun for Emma. So much fun her only regret was that Darren wasn’t there to share it. Watching her father and his friends play now was different from seeing them in the theaters and auditoriums across America. There was a different energy here. She didn’t understand it, but she felt it.

On tour, Emma had begun to see them as a unit, like a body with four heads. The picture that made in her mind made her laugh to herself, but it seemed a true one. Today, they argued, and swore, joked or just sat silently during playbacks. She didn’t know the meaning of the technical terms being tossed back and forth—didn’t need to. She amused herself when they huddled together, or was amused by them when they took a moment to tease her. She ate gobs of greasy chips and bloated her belly with Cokes.

During a break she sat on P.M.’s lap and bashed away at the drums. She said her name into one of the mikes and heard her voice echo through the room. With a spare drumstick in her hand, she dozed in the swivel chair, her head pillowed on the faithful Charlie. And she awoke to her father’s voice, soaring in a ballad of tragic love.

Spellbound she watched, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and yawning into Charlie’s fur. Her heart was too young to be touched by the lyrics. But the sound reached her. She would never hear the song again without remembering the moment when she’d awakened to hear his voice filling her head. Filling the world.

When he had finished, she forgot that she was supposed to be quiet. Bouncing on the chair, she clapped her hands together. “Da!”

In the engineering booth, Pete swore, but Brian held up a hand. “Leave that on.” With a laugh, he turned to Emma. “Leave it on,” he repeated as he held out his arms to her. When she reached them, he tossed her into the air. “What do you think, Emma? I’ve just made you a star.”




Chapter Seven
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If Brian’s faith in man had been shaken in 1968 with the assassination of Martin Luther King, then Robert Kennedy, it was expanded during the summer of 1969 with Woodstock. It was a celebration for him of youth and music, of love and brotherhood. It symbolized the chance to turn around the year of bloodshed and war, of riots and discontent. He knew, as he stood onstage and looked out at the sea of bodies, that he would never do anything so huge or so memorable again.

Even as it thrilled him to be there, to leave his mark, it left him by turns depressed and terrified that the decade, and its spirit, were ending.

He rushed through his three days in upstate New York at a fever pitch of emotional and creative energy, fueled by the atmosphere, heightened by the drugs that were as handy as popcorn at a Saturday matinee, and pushed by his own fears about where success had taken him. He spent an entire night alone in the trailer the band used, composing for a marathon fourteen-hour stint while cocaine stormed through his system. On one illuminating afternoon he sat in the woods with Stevie, listening to the music and the cheers of four hundred thousand. With the help of LSD he saw whole universes created in a maple leaf.

Brian embraced Woodstock, the concept of it, the reality of it. His only regret was that nothing he had said had persuaded Bev to come with them. She was, once again, waiting for him. This time she waited in the house they had bought in the Hollywood hills. Brian’s love affair with America was just beginning, and his second American tour felt like a homecoming. It was the year of the rock festival, a phenomenon Brian saw as demonstrating the strength of rock culture.

He wanted, needed, to recapture that towering high of excitement when success had been new, when the band, the unit of them, had been like one electric force smashing through the world of music and public recognition. Over the past year, he had sensed that electricity, that unity, slipping away like the sixties themselves. He’d felt it forge again at Woodstock.

When they boarded the plane, leaving the faithful at Woodstock behind, Brian fell into an exhausted sleep. Beside him, Stevie carelessly popped a couple of barbiturates and zoned out. Johnno settled back to play poker with some of the road crew. Only P.M. sat restlessly by the window.

He wanted to remember everything. It annoyed him that unlike Brian, he saw beneath the symbolism and statement of the festival to the miserable conditions. The mud, the garbage, the lack of proper sanitary facilities. The music, good Christ, the music had been wonderful, almost unbearably so, but often, too often, he’d felt the audience had been too blissed out to notice.

Still, even someone as pragmatic and simple as P.M. had felt the sense of commitment and unity. Of peace—a peaceful trio of days with four hundred thousand living as family. But there had also been dirt, prolific and heedless sex, and a careless abundance of drugs.

Drugs frightened him. He couldn’t admit it, not even to the men he considered his brothers. Drugs made him sick or silly or put him to sleep. He took them only when he saw no graceful way not to. He was in turn amazed and appalled at the cheerfulness with which Brian and Stevie experimented with whatever came their way. And he was more than a little frightened by the ease with which Stevie was quietly, and consistently, shooting smack into his veins.

Johnno was more particular about what he pumped into his system, but Johnno’s personality was so strong no one would laugh at him for refusing to indulge in acid or speed or snow.

P.M. knew personality wasn’t his strong point. He wasn’t even a musician, not like the others. Oh, he knew he could hold his own with any drummer out there. He was good, damn good. But he couldn’t write music, couldn’t read it. His mind didn’t run to poetry or political statements.

He wasn’t handsome. Even now, at twenty-three, he was plagued by occasional outbreaks of pimples.

Despite what he considered his many disadvantages, he was part of one of the biggest, most successful rock groups in the world. He had friends, good and true ones, who would stand for him. In two years, he had earned more money than he had ever expected to make in the whole of his life.

And he was careful with it. P.M.’s father ran a small repair shop in London. He knew about business and books. Of the four he was the only one who ever asked Pete questions about expenses and profits. He was certainly the only one who bothered to read any of the forms or contracts they signed.

Having money pleased him, not only because he could send checks home—a kind of tangible proof to his doubting parents that he could succeed. It pleased him to have it jingling in his pocket.

He hadn’t grown up as poor as Johnno and Brian, but he’d been a long way from knowing the comforts of Stevie’s childhood.

Now they were on their way to Texas. Another festival in a year crammed with them. He didn’t mind really. After that, it would be another performance in another city. They were all blurring together, the months, the stages. Yet he didn’t want it to stop. When it did, he was desperately afraid he would sink back to obscurity.

He knew that when the summer was well and truly over, they would head to California, to Hollywood. For a few weeks, they would live among the movie stars. And for a few weeks, he thought with twinges of guilt and pleasure, he would be close to Bev. The only person P.M. loved more than Brian was Brian’s wife.
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Emma set up the lettered blocks. She was very proud of the fact that she was learning to read and spell, and was determined to teach Darren. “E-M-M-A,” she said, tapping each block in turn. “Emma. Say ‘Emma.’ ”

“Ma!” Laughing, Darren pushed the blocks into a jumbled pile. “Ma Ma.”

“Em-ma.” But she leaned over to kiss him. “Here’s an easy one.” She set up two blocks. “D-A. Da.”

“Da. Da, Da, Da!” Delighted with himself, Darren climbed onto his sturdy legs to race to the doorway and look for Brian.

“No, Da’s not there now, but Mum’s in the kitchen. We’re having a big party tonight, to celebrate the new album being finished. We’ll be going home to England soon.”

She was looking forward to it, though she liked the house in America just as much as the castle outside of London. For more than a year she and her family had flown back and forth over the ocean as casually as other families drove across town.

She had turned six in the autumn of 1970, and had a proper British tutor, at Bev’s insistence. When they settled back in England again, she knew she would go to school with others her age. The idea was both frightening and wonderful.

“When we get back home, I’m going to learn lots more, and teach you everything.” As she spoke, she piled the blocks into a neat tower. “Look, here’s your name. The best name. Darren.”

On a cry of glee, he pranced back to crouch and study the letters. “D, A, Z, L, M, N, O, P.” After sending Emma a wicked smile, he swooped his arm through it. Blocks crashed and tumbled. “Darren!” he shouted. “Darren McAvoy.”

“You can say that well enough, can’t you, boy-o?” In three years, the flow and cadence of her voice had come to mirror Brian’s. She smiled as she began to build something a little more intricate for him to demolish.

He was the light of her life, her little brother with his dark thick hair and laughing sea-green eyes. At two, he had the face of a Botticelli cherub and the energy of a demon. He’d done everything early, crawling weeks before the baby books had warned Bev to expect it.

His face had been on the cover of Newsweek, Photoplay, and Rolling Stone. The world had an ongoing love affair with Darren McAvoy. He had the blood of Irish peasants and staunch British conservatives in his veins, but he was a prince. No matter how careful Bev was, the paparazzi managed to snap new pictures of him on a weekly basis. And the fans clamored for more.

They sent him truckloads of toys which Bev meticulously shipped off to hospitals and orphanages. Offers poured in for endorsements. Baby food, a line of children’s clothing, a chain of toy stores. They were unilaterally refused. Through all the attention and adulation, Darren remained a happy, healthy toddler, who was currently enjoying, with relish, his terrible twos. If he had known about the attention, no doubt he would have cheerfully agreed he deserved it.

“This is the castle,” Emma told him as she arranged blocks. “And you’re the king.”

“I’m the king.” He plopped down to bounce on his padded bottom.

“Yes. King Darren the First.”

“First,” he repeated. He knew very well the meaning of that word, and enjoyed being put there. “Darren’s first.”

“You’re a very good king and kind to all the animals.” She pulled the ever faithful Charlie closer. Dutifully, Darren bent to give him a wet kiss. “And here are all your good and courageous knights.” Meticulously she set up dolls and stuffed toys. “There’s Da and Johnno, Stevie and P.M. And here’s Pete. He’s, ah … prime minister. This is the beautiful Lady Beverly.” Pleased, Emma posed her favored ballerina doll.

“Mum.” Darren kissed the doll in turn. “Mum’s pretty.”

“She’s the prettiest lady in the world. There’s a horrible witch after her, who locked her in a tower.” Emma had a vague image of her own mother, but it passed quickly. “All the knights go out to save her.” Making galloping noises, she pushed the toys toward the doll. “But only Sir Da can break the spell.”

“Sir Da.” The combination of words struck Darren as so funny he rolled and smashed the castle.

“Well, if you’re going to go around knocking down your own castle, I give up.”

“Ma.” Darren wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. “My Ma Ma. Let’s play farm.”

“All right, but we have to pick up the blocks or prissy Miss Wallingsford will come in and say we’re noisy, messy children.”

“Pissy. Pissy. Pissy.”

“Darren.” Emma clapped both hands over her mouth and giggled. “Don’t say that.”

Because it made her laugh, he said it again, at the top of his voice.

“What a word to come out of a nursery.” Not sure if she should be amused or stern, Bev stopped in the doorway.

“He means prissy,” Emma explained.

“I see.” Bev held out her arms as Darren ran to her. “That’s a very important r, my lad. And what are you two up to?”

“We were playing castle, but Darren liked knocking it down better.”

“Darren the Destructor.” Bev nuzzled against his neck until he squealed with laughter. His little legs locked around her so that she could hold him in his favorite position. Upside down.

She hadn’t known it was possible to love so much. Even the passion she felt for Brian paled beside the love she felt for her son. He gave back without even knowing he was giving. It was simply there, a hug, a kiss, or a smile. Always at the right time. He was the best and brightest part of her life.

“Here now, go help your sister tidy up the blocks.”

“I can do it.”

After setting Darren down, Bev smiled at Emma. “He has to learn to pick up his own messes, Emma. However much you and I would like to do for him always.”

She watched them together, the delicate, fair-headed girl and the dark, sturdy boy. Emma was a neat, well-mannered child who no longer hid in closets. Brian had made a difference for her. And Bev hoped she herself had had a hand in forming Emma into the bright, cheerful child she was today. But it was Darren, she knew, who had truly tipped the scales. In her devotion to him, Emma forgot to be frightened, she forgot to be shy. In turn, Darren loved her completely.

Even as a baby, he had stopped crying more quickly if Emma soothed him. Each day the bond between them only strengthened.

Bev had been pleased the day a few months before when Emma had begun to call her Mum. It was a rare thing for her to look at Emma and think of her as Jane’s child now. She didn’t, couldn’t, feel for Emma the fierce almost desperate love she felt for Darren, but the love she did feel was warm and steady.

Because he liked the clattering they made, Darren dropped the blocks back in their box. “D,” he said, holding his favorite letter over the opening. “Dog, drum, Darren!” He let it fly, satisfied when his letter made the most noise. Certain he’d done his duty, he hopped on his red and white rocking horse and headed west.

“We were going to play farm.” Emma took the big Fisher-Price barn and silo off the shelf. It only took the word “farm” to have Darren leaping off his horse. He dragged off the top to shake the animals and round-faced people out of the silo.

“Let’s go, let’s go,” he chanted while his still clumsy fingers struggled to set the white plastic fence pieces straight.

Emma steadied his hand before she glanced up at Bev. “Can you play, too?”

She had a million things to do, Bev thought, with all the people Brian had asked over that evening. In a few hours, the house would be full. It always seemed to be full, as if Brian were afraid to spend a few hours in his own company. What he was running from, she didn’t know, and doubted that he did.

When we get back to London, she thought. Everything would click into place again when they got home.

She looked down at the children, her children. And laughed.

“I’d love to play.”

An hour later Brian found them as the turkey rug which stood in for the cornfield was plowed under by a fleet of Tonka trucks. Before he could speak, Emma was scrambling up.

“Da’s home.” She rushed forward, ending on a bound, sure that his arms would be there to catch her.

He scooped her up, planting a noisy kiss on her cheek before sweeping his free arm around Darren. “Give us a big one,” he told Darren, then staggered as the boy pressed a hard, wet kiss on his chin. Hefting them both, Brian stepped around the white plastic fences and stubby figures spread around the floor.

“Farming again?”

“It’s Darren’s favorite.” Bev waited for him to sit, then grinned. Brian was always at his best in the circle of his family. “I’m afraid you’ve just plopped down smack in the manure pile.”

“Oh?” He leaned over to pull her against him. “Wouldn’t be the first time I’ve sat in shit.”

“Shit,” Darren repeated, his diction perfect.

“Good going,” Bev murmured.

Brian only grinned and tickled his son’s ribs. “So what’s the plan?”

She settled back as Darren wiggled out of Brian’s hold to sit in her lap. “We’re plowing under the corn since we’ve decided to plant soybeans.”

“Very wise. Quite the gentleman farmer, aren’t you, old man?” He poked a finger into Darren’s pudgy stomach. “We’ll have to take that trip to Ireland. Then you can ride on a real tractor.”

“Let’s go. Let’s go.” Darren bounced on Bev’s lap, chanting his favorite phrase.

“Darren can’t ride on a tractor until he’s bigger,” Emma said, sedately folding her hands over her knee.

“Quite right.” With a smile, Bev nodded toward Brian. “Just like he can’t use the cricket bat or the bicycle someone bought him.”

“Women,” Brian said to Darren. “They don’t understand macho stuff.”

“Pissy,” Darren recited, pleased with his new word.

“I beg your pardon?” Brian managed over a laugh.

“Don’t ask.” After a quick hug, Bev set Darren aside. “Let’s clean up this business so we can go have our tea.”

“Excellent idea.” Brian sprung up and grabbed Bev’s hand. “Emma, you’re in charge, luv. Mum and I have something to do before tea.”

“Brian—”

“Miss Wallingsford’s just downstairs.” He continued to pull Bev from the room. “Don’t forget to wash up.”

“Brian, the nursery’s in a shambles.”

“Emma’ll take care of it. She’s tidy as a pin.” He pulled Bev into the bedroom. “Besides, she likes to.”

“Even so, I—” She caught his hands as he started to tug off her T-shirt. “Bri, we can’t do this now. I’ve a million things to see to.”

“And this is top of the list.” He closed his mouth over hers, pleased when her halfhearted struggles ceased.

“It was top of the list last night,” she murmured, running her hands down to his hips. “And again this morning.”

“It’s always top of the list.” He unhooked her jeans.

It amazed him how small, how firm she was. After two children. No, one child, he reminded himself. He often forgot, perhaps deliberately, that she hadn’t given birth to Emma. No matter how familiar her body became, touching her like this took him back to their first nights together.

They’d come a long way from a two-room flat with a single creaky bed. They owned a pair of homes now, in two countries, but the sex was as strong and sweet as it had been when he had had nothing in his pockets but desperate hopes and shiny dreams.

They rolled over the bed, limbs tangled, mouths growing hungrier. As she rose over him, he watched her aching pleasure reflected on her face.

She’d changed so little. Her hair swung to her shoulders now, sleek and straight. Her skin was milk pale, delicately flushed from the passion that heated it. Pushing up, he circled her breasts with slow, whispery kisses. When her head fell back, he sucked greedily, excited by the small, helpless sounds she made.

With Bev, he wanted the beauty. With Bev, he found it.

Gripping her hips, he lifted her up and onto him, letting her set the pace. Letting her take him exactly where he wanted to go.
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Naked, she stretched, then curled up against him. With her eyes half closed she could see the sun pouring through the windows. She wanted to pretend it was morning, some lazy morning, when they could stay just as they were for hours.

“I didn’t think I’d like staying here this time, for all these months while you recorded. But it’s been wonderful.”

“We can stay a bit longer.” His energy was beginning to build, as it always did after making love with her. “We could take a few weeks, lie around, go to Disneyland again.”

“Darren already thinks it’s his own personal amusement park.”

“Then we’ll have to build him one.” He rolled over, propping himself on his elbow. “Bev, I had a quick meeting with Pete before I came home. ‘Outcry’ has gone platinum.”

“Oh, Bri. That’s marvelous.”

“It’s more than marvelous. I was right.” He pulled her by the shoulders until she sat beside him. “People are listening, really listening. ‘Outcry’ has become like an anthem for the antiwar movement. It’s making a difference.” He didn’t hear the faint desperation in his voice, the desperation of a man trying to convince himself. “We’re going to release another single from the album. ‘Love Lost,’ I think, though Pete’s muttering about it not being commercial enough.”

“It’s so sad.”

“That’s the point.” The words snapped out, and he bit off the impatient rest to continue more calmly. “I’d like to pipe it into Parliament and the Pentagon and the U.N., all those places where the smug, fat bastards make decisions. We need to do something, Bev. If people listen to me because I have hit records, then I have to make sure I have something important to say.”
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In the penthouse he’d rented in the heart of LA, Pete Page sat at his desk and considered the possibilities. Like Brian, he was delighted with “Outcry’s” success. With him it was a matter of sales generated more than social conscience. But that’s what they paid him for.

As he had predicted only three years before, Brian and the others were very rich. He was going to see to it that they all became a great deal richer.

Their music was sterling. He had known that since he’d listened to their first demo six years before. It had been a little rough, a little raw, and exactly the right sound for its time. He had already managed two other groups to solid record contracts, but Devastation had been his chance for glory.

He had needed them. They had needed him. He’d gone on the road with them, sat in dives, hustled record producers, called in all of his markers. It had paid off far beyond his initial expectations. But his expectations were flexible. He wanted more for them. He wanted more for himself.

The band, individually and as a group, was beginning to worry him. They wandered off on their own too much these days, Johnno with his frequent trips to New York, Stevie spending weeks at a time God knew where. P.M. was always within arm’s reach, but he was taken up in an affair with some ambitious starlet. Pete no longer believed it was a fling. There was Brian, of course, spouting antiwar politics at the drop of a hat.

They were a band, dammit, a rock-and-roll band, and what they did separately affected what they did as a group. What they did as a group affected their sales. Already they were backing off planning a tour after the new album was released.

He wasn’t going to see them cracked down the middle as the Beatles had been.

After a deep breath, he settled back to think about them, as they had been, and as they were.

It pleased him to see Johnno’s collection of cars. The Bent-ley, the Rolls, the Ferrari. There was one thing about Johnno, Pete thought with a small smile. The man knew how to enjoy money. He’d nearly stopped worrying that Johnno’s sexual preferences would leak. Over the years Pete had gained a strong respect for Johnno’s intelligence, common sense, and talent.

No, he didn’t have to worry about Johnno, Pete decided as he glanced over the papers on his desk. He was one who could keep his private affairs private. And the public loved him for his outlandish outfits and glib tongue.

Then there was Stevie. The drugs were a bit of a problem. It wasn’t affecting his performance, yet, but he had noticed that Stevie’s mood swings were wider and more frequent. He’d been stoned during the last two recording sessions, and even Brian, no slouch in the drug department himself, had been annoyed.

Yes, he’d have to keep his eye on Stevie.

P.M. was as dependable as a sunrise. It was true that Pete was by turns amused and irked that the drummer pored over every word in a contract. But the boy was investing his money well, and earned Pete’s respect there. It had also been a surprise, a pleasant and profitable one, when the girls took so giddily to his homely face. Where Pete had once worried that P.M. would prove the weak link, he had turned out to be one of the strongest.

Brian. Pete poured himself two fingers of Chivas Regal, sat back in his overstuffed leather chair and considered. Brian was, without doubt, the heart and soul of the group. He was the creative drive, the conscience.

It had been fortunate that the business with Emma hadn’t set them back. Pete had worried about it, then had been delighted when the whole affair had generated sympathy, and record sales. True, Pete still had to cross swords with Jane Palmer from time to time, but the mess had never put a dent in the group’s popularity. Nor had Brian’s marriage. It had frustrated Pete that he hadn’t been able to portray the group as four young, single men. But Brian’s family life had turned into a bounty of press.

The pity was the peace rallies, the speeches. Brian’s affection for the Students for a Democratic Society, his outspoken support of American draft dodgers. They’d nearly had the cover of Time before Brian had popped off with a few ill-chosen criticisms of the Chicago Seven trial.

Pete understood the power of the press, how one careless statement could have the masses, the record-buying masses, turning against you. John Lennon had opened his own can of worms a few years earlier with an offhand, sarcastic comment about the Beatles being bigger than Jesus. Brian had come close, too close, to making the same mistake.

He was entitled to his politics, of course, Pete thought as he sipped his whiskey. But there was a point where personal beliefs and public success parted ways. Between Stevie’s enchantment with drugs and Brian’s idealism, there was bound to be a disaster.

There were ways to avoid it, of course, and he had already begun to consider a few. He needed the public to see Stevie not just as a drugged-out rocker, but as an extraordinary musician. He needed them to see Brian as not only a peacenik but a devoted father.

With the right balance of images, not only the youth would be buying records and magazines but their parents as well.




Chapter Eight
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They stayed in California another two weeks, basking in long, lazy days, making love in the afternoon, giving all-night parties. There were midweek trips to Disneyland in careful disguises. The photographers Pete hired to record the outings were so discreet Bev never noticed them.

She decided to throw out her birth control pills, and Brian wrote love songs.

As the time to go back to England drew near, the group made peace within themselves, and set up an informal headquarters in Brian’s hillside home.

“We should all go.” Johnno carelessly passed his turn on the bong. “Hair was the first important musical for our generation. A rock musical.” He liked the phrase, the grandeur of it. Already he was turning over ideas for one. He hoped, when they returned to London, he and Brian could put together a musical that would outdo Hair, and the Who’s current success, Tommy.

“We can lay over in New York a couple of days,” he continued, “see the play, raise some hell, then head back to London.”

“Do they really strip naked?” Stevie wanted to know.

“Right down to the buff, son. That should be worth the price of a ticket.”

“We should go.” Mellowed from the company and smoke, Brian rested his head on Bev’s knee. He’d already stayed in one place longer than he liked, and the idea of New York appealed. “For the music and the statement.”

“You go for the statement.” Stevie grinned. “I’ll go for the naked birds.”

“We’ll get Pete to fix it up. What do you say, Bev?”

She didn’t like New York, but she could see Brian’s mind was set. And she didn’t want to spoil the easy, peaceful mood of the last weeks. “It’ll be fun. Maybe we can take Darren and Emma to the zoo and through Central Park before we fly home.”
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Emma was thrilled. She remembered her first trip to New York well, the big bed in the hotel room, the soaring thrill of standing on top of the world, the glorious rides on the carousel in Central Park. She wanted to share all of that with Darren.

She tried to explain all the wonders of it to him as they prepared for the trip. As Alice Wallingsford packed up the nursery, she kept Darren out of mischief with his favored farm.

“Moo cow,” he said, holding up the black spotted white piece from the set. “Want to see a moo cow.”

“I don’t think we’ll see a moo cow, but we’ll see lions at the zoo.” She made a roar that had him squealing.

“You’re getting him too excited, Emma,” Alice said automatically. “And it’s nearly bedtime.”

Emma just rolled her eyes as Darren danced around her. He was wearing his Oshkosh overalls and little red Keds. For Emma’s approval, he struggled to do a sloppy somersault.

“All that energy.” Alice clucked her tongue, though in truth she was charmed by the boy. “I don’t see how we’ll get him to sleep tonight.”

“Don’t pack Charlie,” Emma put in before Alice could drop the stuffed dog into a packing box. “He has to ride on the plane with me.”

With a sigh, Alice set the worn dog aside. “He needs a good washing. I don’t want you sneaking him into the baby’s crib anymore, Emma.”

“I love Charlie,” Darren announced and tried another somersault. He landed heavily on his Playskool tool bench, but instead of crying, picked up the wooden hammer to play a tattoo on the colored pegs. “I love Charlie,” he sang to his own rhythm.

“Be that as it may, sweet thing, he’s getting a bit smelly. I don’t want germs in the bed with my baby.”

Darren sent her a sunny smile. “I love germs.”

“It’s a heartbreaker you are.” Alice picked him up to bounce him on her hip. “Now Alice is going to give you a nice bath before bed, with bubbles. Emma, don’t leave, those pieces spread about,” she added as she paused in the doorway. “You can have your bath as soon as Darren’s finished. Then you can go down and say good night to your parents.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She waited until Alice was out of sight before she got up to get Charlie. He did not smell, she thought as she buried her face in his fur. And she would put him in Darren’s crib, because Charlie watched over him when she was sleeping.
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“I really wish you hadn’t asked all those people over tonight.” Bev fluffed the pillows on the couch, though she knew such niceties were a waste of time.

“We have to say goodbye, don’t we?” He put on a Jimi Hendrix album because it reminded him that though the artist was dead, the music lived on. “Besides, once we’re back in London, we’re back to work in a big way. I want to relax while I can.”

“How can we relax with a hundred people milling about the house?”

“Bev. It’s our last night.”

She opened her mouth again, then closed it when Alice ushered the children in. “There’s my boy.” She scooped Darren up on the fly before she winked at Emma. “Is Charlie ready for his trip?” She knew and sympathized with Emma’s unease with planes and smoothed a hand over the girl’s hair.

“He’s just a little nervous. He’ll be all right with me.”

“Of course he will.” She pressed a kiss on the delicate area between Darren’s ear and throat. “Already bathed?” She’d wanted to take care of that evening chore herself. There was nothing Bev liked better than to play with Darren in the tub, smoothing the soapy cloth over his pale, shiny skin.

“All washed and ready for bed,” Alice put in. “They’ve just come to say good night before I tuck them up.”

“I’ll do that, Alice. With all the confusion today, I’ve hardly seen the children.”

“All right, ma’am. I’ll finish the packing.”

“Da.” Emma gave Brian her shy little smile. “Can we have a story? Please.”

What he’d planned to do was roll a joint of good grass and listen to music. But he had a hard time resisting that smile, or his son’s bright, bubbly laughter.

He went upstairs with his family, leaving Hendrix wailing.

It took two stories before Darren’s eyes began to droop. He fought sleep as he fought all sedentary activities. He wanted to be doing, to be running or laughing or turning somersaults. Most of all, he wanted to be the brave young knight his father spoke of. He wanted to take up the shining magic sword and slay dragons.

He yawned and, cozied between his mother’s breasts, began to doze. He could smell Emma, and went off to sleep happy that she was nearby.

He didn’t wake when Bev lifted him into his crib. Darren slept the way he did everything. With a full heart. She tucked the satin-bordered blue blanket around his shoulders and tried not to think that he would soon be too big for a crib.

“He’s so beautiful.” Unable to resist, Bev stroked her fingers across his warm cheek.

With Emma’s head resting on his shoulder, Brian looked down at his son. “When he’s like this, it’s hard to believe he can tear a room apart single-handed.”

With a soft laugh, Bev slipped an arm around Brian’s waist. “He uses both hands.”

“And his feet.”

“I’ve never known anyone who loves life as much. When I look at him, I realize I have everything I’ve ever wanted. I can see him a year from now, five years from now. It makes the idea of growing older pleasant somehow.”

“Rock stars don’t get old.” He frowned, and for the first time Bev heard a trace of sarcasm, or was it disillusionment, in his voice. “They OD or start playing Vegas in white suits.”

“Not you, Bri.” She tightened her arm around his waist. “Ten years from now, you’ll still be on top.”

“Yeah. Well, if I ever buy a white suit with sequins, kick me in the ass.”

“With the greatest pleasure.” She kissed him, lifting a hand to his cheek to soothe as she might with one of the children. “Let’s put Emma down.”

“I want to do right by them, Bev.” Shifting Emma, he started down the hall to her room. “By them, and you.”

“You are doing right.”

“The world’s so fucked up. I used to think if we made it, really made it, people would listen to what we had to say. That it would make a difference. Now I don’t know.”

“What’s wrong, Bri?”

“I don’t know.” He laid Emma down, wishing he could put his finger on the reason for the restless dissatisfaction he’d begun to feel. “A couple of years ago, when things really started to break for us, I thought it was fab. All those girls screaming, our pictures in all the mags, our music on every radio.”

“It’s what you wanted.”

“It was, is. I don’t know. How can they hear what we’re trying to say, what difference does it make how good we are, if they scream through every bloody concert? We’re just a commodity, an image Pete’s polished up to sell records. I hate that.” He stuffed his frustrated fists in his pockets. “Sometimes I think we should go back to where we started—the pubs where people listened or danced when we played. When we could reach them. I don’t know.” He passed a hand through his hair. “I guess I didn’t realize how much fun we were having then. But you can’t go back.”

“I didn’t know you felt this way. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know myself really. It’s just that I don’t feel like Brian McAvoy anymore.” How could he explain that the feeling he’d revived at Woodstock had stubbornly faded in the year following it? “I didn’t know how frustrating it would be not to be able to go out and have a drink with the lads, or sit on the beach without people swarming around, wanting a piece.”

“You could stop. You could pull back and write.”

“I can’t stop.” He looked down at Emma, sleeping peacefully. “I have to record, I have to perform. Every time I’m onstage or in the studio, I know, deep down, that this is what I want to do. Need to do. But the rest of it … The rest of it sucks, and I didn’t know it would. Maybe it’s Hendrix and Joplin dying the way they did. Such a waste. Then the Beatles breaking up. It’s like the end of something, and I haven’t finished.”

“Not the end.” She laid a hand on his shoulder, automatically kneading the tense muscles. “Just a change.”

“If we’re not moving forward, we’re moving back, don’t you see?” But he knew she couldn’t, and tried to put his feelings into more understandable words. “Maybe it’s Pete pressuring us to tour again, or talking Stevie into sitting in with other groups in studio sessions, and doing that movie score. All I know is, it’s not just the four of us getting together and playing from the heart anymore. It’s image and bloody marketing, it’s brokers and tax shelters.”

Emma rolled over, murmuring.

“And I guess it’s worrying about Emma going to school, and Darren going off one day. What’s it going to be like for them? Will people start picking at them, wanting pieces of them because of what I am? I don’t want them to have the filthy childhood I did, but am I doing any better by them, making them a part of something that’s gotten bigger than all of us? And hungrier”

“You think too much.” She turned to take his face in her hands. “That’s what I love most about you. The children are fine. You’ve only got to look at them to see. Maybe their childhood isn’t normal, but they’re happy. We’re going to keep them happy, and safe. Whatever you are, whoever you are, you’re their da. We’ll work out the rest.”

“I love you, Bev. I must be daft, worrying about all this. We’ve got everything.” He brought her closer, to rest his head on her hair. He wished he could understand why everything had turned out to be too much.
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Brian’s discontent vanished after a couple of joints. The house was full of people Brian felt understood him, what he wanted to do, where he wanted to go. The music was loud, the drugs were plentiful and varied. Snow, grass, Turkish hash, speed, bennies. The grinding, soul-wrenching rock of Janis Joplin poured out as his guests took their pick. He wanted to listen to her, again and again, to hear her belt out “Ball and Chain.” Somehow it helped him grab onto the fact that he was alive, he still had a chance to make it matter.

He watched Stevie dance with a redhead in a purple miniskirt. Stevie didn’t worry about being a figurehead or turning into a poster for some girl’s wall, Brian mused as he washed down pretzels with smooth Irish whiskey. Stevie gleefully jumped from woman to woman without a care in his head. Of course, he was stoned most of the time. With a half-laugh, Brian picked another joint out of the bowl and decided it was time to get stoned himself.

From across the room, Johnno watched Brian settle back. Distancing himself, Johnno reflected as he chose a Gauloise over grass. It had been happening more and more recently. Perhaps because Johnno was closest to Brian, he had been the only one to notice. He thought now that the only time Brian seemed truly in tune was when the two of them sat down to write. Melody, countermelody, phrases, bridges.

He knew Brian had been upset by the deaths of Hendrix and Joplin. So had he. In its way, it had been as devastating as the Kennedy assassinations. People were supposed to grow old and decrepit before they died. But though he’d been shaken, he hadn’t mourned as Brian was mourning. Then, Brian always cared more, needed more.

Like Brian, he glanced over at Stevie. He didn’t like what he saw. It didn’t matter a damn if Stevie screwed every woman on the continent, though he felt it lacked a certain finesse. It was the drugs, and the fact that Stevie was rapidly losing control over them, that concerned Johnno. He didn’t care for the image they were beginning to project. The stoned-out rockers.

Shifting his gaze, he looked at P.M. There was a bit of a problem there as well. Oh, not with drugs. Poor old P.M. could barely function after one toke. It was the busty blond bimbo that had attached herself to the drummer two months before. P.M. didn’t appear to be making any attempt to shake her off.

Johnno watched her now, the long-faced, sloe-eyed blonde—all legs and tits in a tight red dress. She wasn’t as softheaded as she made out to be, Johnno mused. She was sharp as a tack, and knew how to play the tune P.M. wanted to hear. If they didn’t watch themselves, she’d get him to marry her. And she wouldn’t stay quietly in the background like Bev. No, not this one.

The three of them, in their separate ways, were on the verge of destroying the group. And nothing mattered more to Johnno.
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When Emma woke, the floor was vibrating with the bass from the stereo. She lay quietly a moment listening, trying as she did from time to time to recognize the song from the beat alone.

She’d gotten used to the parties. Her da liked to have people around. Lots of music, lots of laughing. When she was older, she would go to parties, too.

Bev always made sure the house was very clean before the guests arrived. That was silly, really, Emma thought. In the morning, the house was a terrible mess with smelly glasses and overflowing ashtrays. More often than not a few of the guests would be sprawled over the sofas and chairs amid the clutter.

Emma wondered what it would be like to sit up all night, talking, laughing, listening to music. When you were grown-up, no one told you when you had to go to bed, or have a bath.

With a sigh, she rolled over on her back. The music was faster now. She could feel the driving bass pulse in the walls. And something else. Footsteps, coming down the hall. Emma thought. Miss Wallingsford. She prepared to close her eyes and feign sleep when another thought occurred to her. Perhaps it was Da or Mum passing through to check on her and Darren. If it was, she could pretend to have just woken, then she could persuade them to tell her about the party.

But the footsteps passed by. She sat up clutching Charlie. She’d wanted company, even if only for a moment or two. She wanted to talk about the party, or the trip to New York. She wanted to know what song was playing. She sat a moment, a small, sleepy child in a pink nightgown, bathed by the cheerful glow of a Mickey Mouse night-light.

She thought she heard Darren crying. Straightening, she strained to listen. She was certain she heard Darren’s cranky tears over the pulse of the music. Automatically she climbed out of bed, tucking Charlie under one arm. She would sit with Darren until he quieted, and leave Charlie to watch over him through the rest of the night.

The hallway was dark, which surprised her. A light always burned there in case Emma had to use the bathroom during the night. She had a bad moment at the doorway, imagining the things that lurked in the shadowy corners. She wanted to stay in her room with the grinning Mickey.

Then Darren let out a yowling cry.

There was nothing in the corners, Emma told herself as she started down the dark hallway. There was nothing there at all. No monsters, no ghosts, no squishy or slithering things.

It was the Beatles playing now.

Emma wet her lips. Just the dark, just the dark, she told herself. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark by the time she’d reached Darren’s door. It was closed. That was wrong, too. His door was always left open so he could be heard easily when awakened.

She reached out, then jumped as she thought she heard something move behind her. Heart pumping, she turned to scan the dark hallway. Shirting shadows towered into nameless monsters, making sweat break out on her brow and back.

Nothing there, nothing there, she told herself, and Darren was crying his lungs out.

She turned the knob and pushed the door open.

“Come together,” Lennon sang. “Over me.”

There were two men in the room. One was holding Darren, struggling to keep him still while the baby screamed in fear and anger. The other had something in his hand, something that the light from the giraffe lamp on the dresser caused to glint.

“What are you doing?”

The man whirled at her voice. He wasn’t a doctor, Emma thought as she made out the needle in his hand. She recognized him, and knew he wasn’t a doctor. And Darren wasn’t sick.

The other man swore, a short spurt of ugly words, while he fought to keep Darren from wriggling out of his arms.

“Emma,” the man she knew said in a calm, friendly voice. He smiled. It was a false smile, an angry smile. She noted it, and that he still held the needle as he stepped toward her. She turned and ran.

Behind her she heard Darren call out. “Ma!”

Sobbing, she raced down the hall. There were monsters, her panicked mind taunted. There were monsters and things with snappy teeth in the shadows. They were coming after her now.

He nearly caught the trailing edge of her nightgown. Swearing, he dove for her. His hand skimmed over her ankle, slid off. She yelped as though she’d been scalded. As she reached the top of the stairs, she screamed for her father, shrieking his name over and over again.

Then her legs tangled. She tumbled down the flight of stairs.

In the kitchen, someone sat on the counter and ordered fifty pizzas. Shaking her head, Bev checked the freezer for ice. No one used more ice than Americans. As an afterthought, she dropped a cube in her warming wine. When in Rome, she decided, then turned toward the door.

She met Brian on the threshold.

Grinning, he hooked an arm around her waist and gave her a long, lazy kiss. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Still holding the wine, she linked her hands behind his neck. “Bri.”

“Hmm?”

“Who are all these people?”

He laughed, nuzzling into her neck. “You’ve got me.” The scent of her had him hardening. Moving to the sinuous beat of the Lennon/McCartney number, he brought her against him. “What do you say we take a trip upstairs and leave them the rest of the house.”

“That’s rude.” But she moved against him. “Wicked, rude, and the best idea I’ve heard in hours.”

“Well, then …” He made a halfhearted attempt to pick her up, sent them both teetering. Wine spilled cool down his back as Bev giggled. “Maybe you can carry me,” he said, then heard Emma scream.

He rammed into a small table as he turned. Dizzy from drugs and booze, he stumbled, righted himself, and rushed into the foyer. There were people already gathered. Pushing through them, he saw her crumpled at the foot of the steps.

“Emma. My God.” He was terrified to touch her. There was blood at the corner of her mouth. With one trembling finger, he wiped it away. He looked up into a sea of faces, a blur of color, all unrecognizable. His stomach clenched, then tried to heave itself into his throat.

“Call an ambulance,” he managed, then bent over her again.

“Don’t move her.” Bev’s face was chalk-white as she knelt beside him. “I don’t think you’re supposed to move her. We need a blanket.” Some quick-witted soul was already thrusting a daisy afghan into her hands. “She’ll be all right, Bri.” Carefully, Bev smoothed the blanket over her. “She’ll be just fine.”

He closed his eyes, shook his head to clear it. But when he opened them again, Emma was still lying, dead-white, on the floor. There was too much noise. The music echoing off the ceilings, the voices murmuring, muttering all around. He felt a hand on his shoulder. A quick, reassuring squeeze.

“Ambulance is on the way,” P.M. told him. “Hold on, Bri.”

“Get them out,” he whispered. He looked up and into Johnno’s shocked, pale face. “Get them out of here.”

With a nod, Johnno began to urge people along. The door was open, the night bright with floodlights and headlights when they heard the wail of the sirens.

“I’m going to go up,” Bev said calmly. “Tell Alice what’s happened, check on Darren. We’ll go to the hospital with her. She’s going to be fine, Brian. I know it.”

He could only nod and stare down at Emma’s still, pale face. He couldn’t leave her. If he had dared, he would have gone into the bathroom, stuck a finger down his throat, and tried to rid his body of some of the chemicals he’d pumped into it that night.

It was all like a dream, he thought, a floaty, unhappy dream. Until he looked at Emma’s face. Then it was real, much too real.

The Abbey Road album was still playing, the sly cut about murder. Maxwell’s silver hammer was coming down.

“Bri.” Johnno put a hand on his arm. “Move back now, so they can tend to her.”

“What?”

“Move back.” Gently Johnno eased him to his feet. “They need to have a look at her.”

Dazed, Brian watched the ambulance attendants move in and crouch over his daughter. “She must have fallen all the way down the stairs.”

“She’ll be all right.” Johnno sent a helpless look toward P.M. as they flanked Brian. “Little girls are tougher than they look.”

“That’s right.” A bit unsteady on his feet, Stevie stood behind Brian with both hands on his shoulders. “Our Emma won’t let a tumble down the stairs hold her up for long.”

“We’ll go to the hospital with you.” Pete moved over to join them. Together they watched as Emma was carefully lifted onto a stretcher.

Upstairs, Bev screamed … and screamed and screamed, until the sound filled every corner of the house.




Chapter Nine
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Lou Kesselring snored like a wounded elephant. If he indulged in a beer before bed, he snored like two wounded elephants. His wife of seventeen years coped with the nightly event by wearing earplugs. Lou knew Marge loved him in her own steady, no-nonsense way, and he considered himself fortunate and smart for not sleeping with her before marriage. He was honest, but had kept this one little secret. By the time she’d discovered it, he’d had his ring on her finger.

He was really rattling the shingles tonight. It had been nearly thirty-six hours since he’d slept in his own bed. Now that the Calarmi case was closed, he was going to enjoy not only a good night’s sleep but a whole weekend of sloth.

He actually dreamed about puttering around the yard, pruning roses, playing a bit of catch with his son. They’d barbecue some burgers on the grill and Marge would make her potato salad.

He’d had to kill a man twelve hours before. It wasn’t the first time, though, thank God, it was still a rare occurrence. Whenever his work took him that far, he needed, badly, the ordinary, the everyday. Potato salad and charred burgers, the feel of his wife’s firm body against his during the night. His son’s laughter.

He was a cop. A good one. In the six years he’d been with Homicide, this was only the second time he’d had to discharge his weapon. Like most of his colleagues he knew that law enforcement consisted of days of monotony—legwork, paperwork, phone calls. And moments, split seconds, of terror.

He also knew, as a cop, that he would see things, touch things, experience things that most of the world was unaware of—murder, ghetto wars, back-alley knifings, blood, gore, waste.

Lou was aware, but he didn’t dream of his work. He was forty, and had never, since picking up his badge at the age of twenty-four, brought his work home.

But sometimes it followed him.

He rolled over, breaking off in mid-snore as the phone rang. Instinctively he reached out, and with his eyes still closed, rattled the receiver off the hook.

“Yeah. Kesselring.”

“Lieutenant. It’s Bester.”

“What the fuck do you want?” He knew he was safe using what Marge called the F word since his wife had her earplugs in.

“Sorry to wake you up, but we’ve got an incident. You know McAvoy, Brian McAvoy, the singer?”

“McAvoy?” He scrubbed his hand over his face, fighting to wake up.

“Devastation. The rock group.”

“Yeah, yeah. Right.” He wasn’t much on rock himself—unless it was Presley or the Everly Brothers. “What happened? Some kids turn up the music too loud and cook their brains?”

“Somebody killed his little boy. Looks like it might have been a bungled kidnapping.”

“Ah, shit.” Awake now, Lou switched on the light. “Give me the address.”

The light woke Marge. She glanced over, saw Lou sitting naked on the side of the bed and scrawling on a pad. Without complaint, she got up, tucked her arms into her cotton robe, and went down to make him coffee.

[image: ]

Lou found Brian at the hospital. He wasn’t certain what he’d been expecting. He’d seen Brian a few times, in newspapers, or television, when the singer had spoken out against the war. A peacenik they called him. Lou didn’t think too much of the bunch that went around getting stoned and growing their hair ass-long and passing out flowers on street corners. But he wasn’t sure he thought much of the war, either. He’d lost a brother in Korea, and his sister’s boy had left for Vietnam three months before.

But it wasn’t McAvoy’s politics, or his hairstyle, that concerned Lou now.

He paused, studying Brian, who was sprawled on a flower-patterned chair. Looked younger in person, Lou decided. Young, a little too thin, and oddly pretty for a man. Brian had that dazed, dream-struck look that came with shock. There were others in the room, and smoke billowed up from a number of ashtrays.

Mechanically Brian put a cigarette to his lips, drew in, set it down again, blew out.

“Mr. McAvoy.”

Repeating the routine with the cigarette, Brian glanced up. He saw a tall, leanly built man with dark hair carefully combed back from a long, sleepy face. He wore a suit, a gray one, and a conservative tie of nearly the same shade against a crisp white shirt. His black shoes were glossy, his nails neatly trimmed, and there was a slight nick on his chin where he’d cut himself shaving.

Odd the things you notice, Brian thought as he pulled on the cigarette again.

“Yes.”

“I’m Lieutenant Kesselring.” He took out his shield, but Brian continued to look at his face, not the ID. “I need to ask you some questions.”

“Can’t this wait, Lieutenant?” Pete Page took a long, hard look at the identification. “Mr. McAvoy’s not in any shape to deal with this now.”

“It would help us all if we got the preliminaries over with.” Lou sat. After replacing his badge, he spread his hands on his knees. “I’m sorry, Mr. McAvoy. I don’t want to add to your grief. I want to find out who’s responsible for this.”

Brian lit a cigarette from the butt of another and said nothing.

“What can you tell me about what happened tonight?”

“They killed Darren. My little boy. The took him out of his crib, and left him on the floor.”

Sick at heart, Johnno snatched up his Styrofoam cup of coffee and turned away. Lou reached in his pocket for his pad and freshly sharpened pencil.

“Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm the boy?”

“No. Everyone loves Darren. He’s so bright and funny.” Brian’s throat locked up, and he looked around blindly for his own cup.

“I know this is difficult. Can you tell me about tonight?”

“We had a party. We were all going to New York tomorrow, and we had a party.”

“I’d like a list of the guests.”

“I don’t know. Bev might …” He trailed off, remembering that Bev was in a room down the hall, heavily sedated.

“We should be able to put together a fairly accurate list between us,” Pete put in. He tried to drink more coffee, but it was burning a hole in his gut. “But you can be sure that no one Brian invited to his home would have done this.”

Lou intended to find out. “Did you know everyone at the party, Mr. McAvoy?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.” He rested his elbows on his knees a moment to rub the heels of his hands hard against his eyes. The pain was the closest he could get to comfort. “Friends and friends of friends, and like that. You open the door and people come. It just happens.”

Lou nodded as if he understood. He remembered the parties Marge planned. The careful guest lists, RSVPs, the detailed checks and rechecks of food. Their fifteenth-anniversary party had been planned as meticulously as a state dinner.

“We’ll work on the list,” Lou decided. “Your daughter, Emma, is it?”

“Yes, Emma.”

“She was upstairs during the party.”

“Yes. Asleep.” His babies, tucked away, safe and sound. “They were both asleep.”

“In the same room?”

“No, they have separate rooms. Alice Wallingsford, our nanny, was upstairs with them.”

“Yes.” He’d already had the report that the nanny had been found bound, gagged, and terrified in her own bed. “And the little girl fell down the steps?”

Brian’s hand jerked spasmodically on his cup, his fingers pushing through the Styrofoam. Coffee spilled out the holes and onto the floor. “I heard her call me. I was coming out of the kitchen with Bev.” He remembered, clear as a bell, that quick, horny kiss they’d shared before the scream. “We ran in, and she was on the floor at the foot of the steps.”

“I saw her fall.” P.M. blinked his red-rimmed eyes. “I looked up and she was tumbling down. It all happened so fast.”

“You said she screamed.” Lou looked back at P.M. “Did she scream before she fell, or after?”

“I … before. Yes, that was why I happened to look up. She called out, then seemed to lose her balance.”

Lou noted it down. He’d have to talk to the little girl. “I hope she wasn’t badly hurt.”

“The doctors.” Brian’s cigarette had burned down to the filter. Dropping it in the ashtray, he switched to the inch of cold, bitter coffee that was left in the mangled cup. “They haven’t come out again. They haven’t told me. I can’t lose her, too.” The coffee spilled as his hand began to shake. Johnno sat beside him.

“Emma’s tough. Kids take tumbles all the time.” He sent Lou a vicious look. “Can’t you leave him alone?”

“Just a few more questions.” He was used to vicious looks. “Your wife, Mr. McAvoy, she found your son?”

“Yes. She went upstairs after we heard the ambulance. She wanted to check on … She wanted to be sure, you see, that he hadn’t woke up. I heard her screaming, screaming, screaming. And I ran. When I got into Darren’s room, she was sitting on the floor with him, holding him. And screaming. They had to give her something to put her out.”

“Mr. McAvoy, have there been any threats against you, your wife, or your children?”

“No.”

“Nothing?”

“No. Well, there’s some hate mail from time to time. Political stuff mostly. Pete has it screened.”

“We’d like to see everything that’s come in for the last six months.”

“That’s quite a bundle of mail, Lieutenant,” Pete told him.

“We’ll manage.”

Brian ignored them both and rose as the doctor came in. “Emma,” was all he said. All he could say.

“She’s sleeping. She has a concussion, a broken arm, and some bruised ribs, but no internal injuries.”

“She’s going to be all right.”

“She’ll need to be watched carefully for the next few days, but yes, the outlook is very good.”

He cried then, as he hadn’t been able to when he’d seen his son’s lifeless body, as he’d been incapable of doing when they’d taken his family from him and left him in the green-walled waiting room. Hot tears poured through his fingers as he covered his face.

Quietly, Lou closed his notebook and, motioning to the doctor, stepped into the hall. “I’m Lieutenant Kesselring. Homicide.” Again, Lou flashed his ID. “When will I be able to talk to the little girl?”

“Not for a day, perhaps two.”

“I need to question her as soon as possible.” He took out a card and handed it to the doctor. “If you’d call me as soon as she’s able to talk. The wife, Beverly McAvoy?”

“Sedated. Ten or twelve hours before she should come around. Even then I won’t guarantee she’ll be able to talk, or that I’ll be willing to allow it.”

“Just call.” He glanced back toward the waiting room. “I’ve got a son of my own, Doctor.”
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Emma had terrible dreams. She wanted to call out for her da, for her mum, but it was as though a hand were closed over her mouth, over her eyes. Great weights seemed to press her down and down.

The baby was crying. The sound echoed in the room, in her head, until it seemed as though Darren were inside her mind screaming to get out. She wanted to go to him, had to—but there were two-headed snakes and snarling, snapping things with black, dripping fangs all around her bed. Each time she tried to climb out they lunged at her, hissing, spitting, grinning.

If she stayed in bed, she’d be safe. But Darren was calling for her.

She had to be brave, brave enough to run to the door. When she did, the snakes disappeared. Beneath her feet the floor felt alive, moving, pulsing. She looked back over her shoulder. It was just her room, with toys and dolls tidily on the shelves, with Mickey Mouse smiling cheerfully. As she watched the smile turned into a leer.

She raced into the hall, into the dark.

There was music. The shadows seemed to dance to it. There were sounds. Breathing, heavy, wet breathing, snarls and the movement of something dry and slithering on the wood. As she ran toward the sounds of Darren’s cries, she felt the hot breath on her arms, the quick nasty nips at her ankles.

It was locked. She pulled and pounded on the door as her brother’s screams rose higher, only to be drowned out by the music. Under her small fists, the door dissolved. She saw the man, but there was no face. She saw only the glint of his eyes, the gleam of his teeth.

He started toward her, and she was more afraid of him than of the snakes and monsters, the teeth and the claws. Blind with fear, she ran, with Darren’s screams rising behind her.

Then she was falling, falling into a dark pit. She heard a sound, like a twig snapping, and tried to scream out at the agony. But she could only fall silently, endlessly, helplessly, with the music and her brother’s cries echoing in her head.

When she awoke, it was bright. There were no dolls on the shelves. No shelves at all, just blank walls. At first she wondered if she was in a hotel. She tried to remember, but as she did, the aching began—the hot, dull aching that seemed to throb everywhere at once. Moaning against it, she turned her head.

Her father was sleeping in a chair. His head was back, turned a bit to the side. Beneath the stubble of his beard his face was pale. In his lap, his hands were clenched into fists.

“Da.”

Already on the edge of sleep, he woke quickly. He saw her lying against the white hospital sheets, her eyes wide and a little afraid. The tears welled up again, clogging his throat, burning his eyes. He fought them with what little strength he had left.

“Emma.” He went to her, sitting on the edge of the bed and pressing his exhausted face against her throat.

She started to put her arm around him, but it was weighed down with the white plaster cast. That had the fear bubbling quick again. She could hear in her mind the sound of that dry snap, the screaming pain that had followed.

It hadn’t been a dream—and if it had been real, then the rest …

“Where’s Darren?”

She would ask that first, Brian thought as he squeezed his eyes tightly shut. How could he tell her? How could he tell her what he had yet to understand or believe himself? She was only a child. His only child.

“Emma.” He kissed her cheek, her temple, her forehead, as if somehow that would ease the pain, for both of them. He took her hand. “Do you remember when I told you a story about angels, about how they live in heaven?”

“They fly and play music and never hurt each other.”

Oh, he was clever, Brian thought bitterly, so clever to have woven such a pretty tale. “Yes, that’s right. Sometimes special people become angels.” He reached far back for his Catholic faith and found it weighed heavily on his shoulders. “Sometimes God loves these people so much he wants them with him up in heaven. That’s where Darren is now. He’s an angel in heaven.”

“No.” For the first time since she had crawled out from beneath the dirty sink over three years before, she pushed away from her father. “I don’t want him to be an angel.”

“Neither do I.”

“Tell God to send him back,” she said furiously. “Right now.”

“I can’t.” The tears were coming again; he couldn’t stop them. “He’s gone, Emma.”

“Then I’ll go to heaven too, and take care of him.”

“No.” Fear clutched in his gut, drying his tears. His fingers dug into her shoulders, putting bruises on her for the first time. “You can’t. I need you, Emma. I can’t get Darren back, but I won’t lose you.”

“I hate God,” she said, dry-eyed and fierce.

So do I, Brian thought as he gathered her close. So do I.
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There had been over a hundred people in and out of the McAvoy house on the night of the murder. Lou’s pad was overflowing with names, notes, and impressions. But he was no closer to an answer. Both the window and the door of the boy’s room had been found open, though the nanny was adamant that she had closed the window after putting the boy to bed. She also insisted the window had been locked. But there had been no signs of a forced entry.

There had been footprints beneath the window. Size 11, Lou mused. But there had been no impressions in the ground a ladder would have made, and no traces of rope on the windowsill.

The nanny was little help. She’d awakened when a hand had clamped over her mouth. She’d been blindfolded, bound, and gagged. In the two interviews Lou had had with her, she’d changed her estimate of the time she’d been bound from thirty minutes to two hours. She was low on his lists of suspects, but he was waiting for the background check he’d ordered.

It was Beverly McAvoy that Lou had to see now. He’d postponed the questioning as long as possible. Longer, after he’d scanned the police photos of little Darren McAvoy.

“Keep this as brief as possible.” The doctor stood with Lou outside the door. “She’s been given a mild sedative, but her mind is clear. Maybe too clear.”

“I don’t want to make this any harder on her than it already is.” What could, he wondered as the image of the young boy fixed itself in his mind. “I need to question the girl as well. Is she up to it?”

“She’s conscious. I don’t know if she’ll talk to you. She hasn’t spoken more than two words to anyone but her father.”

With a nod, Lou stepped into the room. The woman was sitting up in bed. Though her eyes were open, they didn’t focus on him. She looked very small and hardly old enough to have had a child, and to have lost one. She wore a pale blue bed jacket, and the hands lying on the white sheets were absolutely still.

Beside her Brian sat in a chair, his unshaven face an unhealthy shade of gray. His eyes looked old, red and puffy from tears and lack of sleep, clouded with grief. When he looked up, Lou saw something else in them. Fury.

“I’m sorry to disturb you.”

“The doctor told us you’d be coming.” Brian didn’t rise or gesture to a chair. He simply continued to stare. “Do you know who did this?”

“Not yet. I’d like to talk with your wife.”

“Bev.” Brian laid a hand over hers, but there was no response. “This is the policeman who’s trying to find … to find out what happened. I’m sorry,” he said, looking back at Lou. “I don’t remember your name.”

“Kesselring. Lieutenant Kesselring.”

“The lieutenant needs to ask you some questions.” She made no move. She barely breathed. “Bev, please.”

Perhaps it was the despair in his voice that reached down deep to where she had tried to hide herself. Her hand moved restlessly in his. For a moment she closed her eyes, held them closed, wishing with all her heart that she was dead. Then she opened them again and looked straight at Lou.

“What do you want to know?”

“Everything you can tell me about that night.”

“My son was dead,” she said flatly. “What else matters?”

“Something you tell me could help me find who killed your son, Mrs. McAvoy.”

“Will that bring Darren back to me?”

“No.”

“I don’t feel anything anymore.” She stared at him with huge, tired eyes. “I don’t feel my legs or my arms or my head. When I try to feel it hurts. So it’s best not to try, isn’t it?”

“Maybe, for a while.” He drew up a chair beside the bed. “But if you could tell me what you remember from that night?”

She let her head fall back and stared up at the ceiling. Her monotone description of the party was similar to her husband’s, and to those of the others Lou had interviewed. Familiar faces, strange faces, people coming in, going out. Someone on the kitchen phone ordering pizza.

That was a new one, and Lou noted it down.

Talking with Brian, then hearing Emma scream—finding her at the foot of the steps.

“People crowded around,” she murmured. “Someone, I don’t know who, called an ambulance. We didn’t move her—we were afraid to move her. We heard the sirens coming. I wanted to go to the hospital with her, her and Brian, but I needed to check on Darren first, and to wake Alice and let her know what had happened.

“I stopped to get Emma’s robe. I don’t know why really, I just thought she might need it. I started down the hall. I was annoyed because the lights were out. We always leave the hall light on for Emma. She’s afraid of the dark. Not Darren,” she said with a half-smile. “He’s never been afraid of a thing. We only keep a night-light in his room because it’s easier for us if he wakes in the night. He often does still. He likes company.” She brought a hand to her face as her voice began to shake. “He doesn’t like to be alone.”

“I know this is hard, Mrs. McAvoy.” But she had been the first on the scene, had found, and had moved the body. “I need to know what you found when you went into his room.”

“I found my baby.” She shook off Brian’s hand. She couldn’t bear to be touched. “He was lying on the floor, by the crib. I thought, I thought, Oh God, he’s climbed up and fallen out. He was lying so still on the little blue rug. I couldn’t see his face. I picked him up. But he wouldn’t wake up. I shook him, and I screamed, but he wouldn’t wake up.”

“Did you see anyone upstairs, Mrs. McAvoy?”

“No. There was no one upstairs. Just the baby, my baby. They took him away, and they won’t let me have him. Brian, for God’s sake, why won’t you let me have him?”

“Mrs. McAvoy.” Lou rose. “I’m going to do everything I can to find out who did this. I promise you that.”

“What difference does it make?” She began to cry, huge, silent tears. “What possible difference does it make?”

It made a difference, Lou thought as he stepped into the corridor again. It had to.
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Emma studied Lou with a straightforward intensity that made him feel awkward. It was the first time he could remember a child making him want to check his shirt for stains.

“I’ve seen policemen on the telly,” she said when he introduced himself. “They shoot people.”

“Sometimes.” He groped for something to say. “Do you like television?”

“Yes. We like Sesame Street the best, Darren and I.”

“Who do you like best, Big Bird or Kermit?”

She smiled a little. “I like Oscar because he’s so rude.”

Because of the smile, he took a chance and lowered the bed guard. Emma didn’t object when he sat on the edge of the bed. “I haven’t seen Sesame Street in a little while. Does Oscar still live in a garbage can?”

“Yes. And he yells at everyone.”

“I guess yelling can make you feel better sometimes. Do you know why I’m here, Emma?” She said nothing, but gathered an old black stuffed dog to her chest. “I need to talk to you about Darren.”

“Da says he’s an angel now, in heaven.”

“I’m sure he is.”

“It’s not fair that he went away. He didn’t even say goodbye.”

“He couldn’t.”

She knew that because she knew, deep in her heart, what you had to do to become an angel. “Da said that God wanted him, but I think it was a mistake and God should send him back.”

Lou brushed a hand over her hair, moved as much by her stubborn logic as he had been by the mother’s grief. “It was a mistake, Emma, a terrible one, but God can’t send him back.”

Her lip poked out, but it was more defiance than a pout. “God can do anything He wants.”

Lou stepped uneasily onto shaky ground. “Not always. Sometimes men do things and God doesn’t fix it. We have to. I think you might be able to help me find out how this mistake happened. Will you tell me about that night, the night you fell down the steps?”

She shifted her eyes to Charlie and plucked at his fur. “I broke my arm.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I have a little boy. He’s older than you, almost eleven. He broke his arm trying to roller-skate on the roof”

Impressed, she looked up again, eyes wide. “Really?”

“Yes. He broke his nose, too. He skated right off the roof and landed in the azalea bushes.”

“What’s his name?”

“Michael.”

Emma wanted to meet him and ask him what it had felt like to fly off a rooftop. It sounded very brave. Like something Darren would have wanted to try. Then she began to pluck at Charlie’s fur again. “Darren would have been three in February.”

“I know.” He took her hand. After a moment she curled her fingers around his.

“I loved him best of all,” she said simply. “Is he dead?”

“Yes, Emma.”

“And he can’t come back, even though it was a mistake?”

“No. I’m very sorry.”

She had to ask him, ask him what she hadn’t dared ask her father. Her father would cry, and might not tell her the truth. This man with his pale eyes and quiet voice wouldn’t cry.

“Is it my fault?” Her eyes were desperate as they shifted up to his.

“Why would you think so?”

“I ran away. I didn’t take care of him. I promised I always would, but I didn’t.”

“What did you run away from?”

“Snakes,” she said without hesitation, remembering only the nightmare. “There were snakes and things with big teeth.”

“Where?”

“Around the bed. They hide in the dark and like to eat bad girls.”

“I see.” He took out his notepad. “Who told you that?”

“My mam—my mam before Bev. Bev says there aren’t any snakes at all, but she just doesn’t see them.”

“And you saw the snakes the night you fell?”

“They tried to stop me from going to Darren when he cried.”

“Darren was crying?”

Pleased that he hadn’t corrected her about the snakes, Emma nodded. “I heard him. Sometimes he wakes up at night, but he goes back to sleep again after I talk to him and take him Charlie.”

“Who’s Charlie?”

“My dog.” She held him out for Lou’s inspection.

“He’s very handsome,” Lou said as he patted Charlie’s dusty head. “Did you take Charlie to Darren that night?”

“I was going to.” Her face clouded as she struggled to remember. “I kept him with me to scare the snakes and the other things away. It was dark in the hall. It’s never dark in the hall. They were there.”

His fingers tightened on his pencil. “Who was there?”

“The monsters. I could hear them squishing and hissing. Darren was crying so loud. He needed me.”

“Did you go into his room, Emma?”

She shook her head. She could see herself, clearly, standing in the shadowed hallway with the sounds of hissing and snapping all around. “At the door, there was light under the door. The monsters had him.”

“Did you see the monsters?”

“There were two monsters in Darren’s room.”

“Did you see their faces?”

“They don’t have faces. One was holding him, holding him too tight and making him cry hard. He called for me, but I ran. I ran away and left Darren with the monsters. And they killed him. They killed him because I ran away.”

“No.” He gathered her close, letting her weep against his chest as he stroked her hair. “No, you ran to get help, didn’t you, Emma?”

“I wanted my da to come.”

“That was the right thing to do. They weren’t monsters, Emma. They were men, bad men. And you couldn’t have stopped them.”

“I promised I would take care of Darren, that I wouldn’t ever let anything happen to him.”

“You tried to keep that promise. No one blames you, baby.”

But he was wrong, Emma thought. She blamed herself. And always would.
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It was nearing midnight when Lou got home. He’d spent hours at his desk going over each note, every scrap of information. He’d been a cop for too long not to know that objectivity was his best tool. But Darren McAvoy’s murder had become personal. He couldn’t forget the black-and-white photo of the boy, barely out of babyhood. The image had imprinted itself into his brain.

He had an image of the child’s bedroom as well. The blue and white walls, the scatter of toys as yet unpacked, the little overalls neatly folded on a rocking chair, the scuffed sneakers beneath them.

And the hypodermic, still full of phenobarbitol, a few feet away from the crib.

They’d never had a chance to use it, Lou thought grimly. They hadn’t been able to stick it into a vein and put him soundly to sleep. Had they been going to carry him out the window? Would Brian McAvoy have gotten a call a few hours later demanding money for the boy’s safe return?

There would be no call now, no ransom.

Rubbing his gritty eyes, Lou started up the steps. Amateurs, he thought. Bunglers. Murderers. Where the hell were they? Who the hell were they?

What difference does it make?

It made a difference, he told himself as his hands clenched into fists. Justice always made a difference.

The door to Michael’s room was open. The soft sound of his son’s breathing drew him. He could see in the faint moonlight the wreckage of toys and clothes strewn over the floor, heaped on the bed, mounded on the dresser. Usually it would have made him sigh. Michael’s cheerful sloppiness was a mystery to Lou. Both he and his wife were tidy and organized by nature. Michael was a tornado, a rushing wind that hopped from spot to spot and left destruction and chaos behind.

Yes, usually he would have sighed and planned his lecture for the morning. But tonight, the wild disarray brought tears of gratitude to his eyes. His boy was safe.

Picking his way through the rubble, he crept toward the bed. He had to push the traffic jam of Matchbox cars aside to find a place to sit. Michael slept on his stomach, the right side of his face squashed into the pillow, his arms flung out and the sheets in a messy tangle at his feet.

For a moment, then five, then ten, Lou simply sat, studying the child he and Marge had made. The thick dark hair he’d inherited from his mother was tousled around his face. His skin was tanned, but still had the dewy softness of first youth. His nose was crooked, giving character to what might have been a face too pretty for a boy. He had a firm, compact little body that was already beginning to sprout. Bruises and scrapes colored it.

Six years and two miscarriages, Lou thought now. Then finally he and Marge had been able to unite sperm and egg into strong, vital life. And he was the best and brightest of both of them.

Lou remembered Brian McAvoy’s face. The stunned grief, the fury, the helplessness. Yes, he understood.

Michael stirred when Lou stroked a hand over his cheek. “Dad?”

“Yes. I just wanted to say good night. Go back to sleep.”

Yawning, Michael shifted and sent cars clattering to the floor. “I didn’t mean to break it,” he murmured.

With a half-laugh, Lou pressed his hands to his eyes. He didn’t know what it was, and didn’t care. “Okay. I love you, Michael.”

But his son was fully back to sleep.




Chapter Ten
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It was bright, almost balmy. The breeze from the Atlantic ruffled the tall green grass. Emma listened to the secret songs it whispered. Over its music was the low, solemn voice of the priest.

He was tall and ruddy-faced with his white, white hair a shocking contrast to his black robes. Though his voice carried a lilt very similar to her father’s, Emma didn’t understand much of what he was saying. And didn’t want to. She preferred listening to the humming grass and the monotonous lowing of the cattle on the hill beyond the gravesite.

Darren was to have his farm at last, in Ireland, though he would never ride a tractor or chase the lazy spotted cows.

It was a lovely place, with the grass so green it looked like a painting. She would remember the emerald grass and the fresh, vital scent of earth newly turned. She would remember the feel of the air against her face, air so moist from the sea it might have been tears.

There was a church nearby, a small stone structure with a white steeple and little windows of stained glass. They had gone inside to pray before the little glossy casket had been carried out. Inside it had smelled strongly, and too sweetly, of flowers and incense. Candles had been burning even though the sun ran through the stained glass in colorful streams.

There had been painted statues of people in robes, and one of a man bleeding on a cross. Brian had told her it was Jesus who was looking after Darren in heaven. Emma didn’t think anyone who looked so sad and tired could take care of Darren and make him laugh.

Bev had said nothing at all, only stood, her face pale as glass. Stevie had played the guitar again, as he had at the wedding, but this time he was dressed in black and the tune was sad and quiet.

Emma didn’t like it inside the church, and was glad when they stood outside in the sunlight. Johnno and P.M., whose eyes had been red from weeping, had carried the casket, along with four other men who were supposed to be her cousins. She wondered why it had taken so many to carry Darren, who hadn’t been heavy at all. But she was afraid to ask.

It helped to look at the cows, and the tall grass and the birds that glided overhead.

Darren would have liked his farm, she thought. But it didn’t seem right, it didn’t seem fair that he couldn’t be standing beside her, ready to race and run and laugh.

He shouldn’t be in that box, she thought. He shouldn’t be an angel, even if it meant he had wings and music. If she had been strong and brave, if she had kept her promise, he wouldn’t be. She should be in the box, she realized as tears began to fall. She had let bad things happen to Darren. She hadn’t saved him from the monsters.

Johnno picked her up when she began to cry. He swayed a little, and the movement was comforting. She laid her head on his shoulder and listened to the words he spoke along with the priest.

“ ‘The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want …’ ”

But she did want. She wanted Darren. Blinking tears from her eyes, she tried to watch the grass move with the wind. She heard her father’s voice, thick with grief.

“ ‘… walk through the valley of the shadow of death I will fear no evil …’ ”

But there was evil, she wanted to shout. There was evil, and it had killed Darren. Evil had no face.

She watched a bird swoop overhead, and followed its path. On the hilltop nearby she saw a man. He stood, overlooking the small grave and the grief, silently taking pictures.
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He would never be the same, Brian thought as he drank steadily, a bottle of Irish whiskey on the table near his elbow. Nothing would ever be the same. The drink didn’t ease the pain as he had hoped it would. It only made it sink its roots deeper.

He couldn’t even comfort Bev. God knew he’d tried. He’d wanted to. He’d wanted to comfort her, to be comforted by her. But she was buried so deep inside the pale, silent woman who had stood beside him as their child had been put in the ground that he couldn’t reach her.

He needed her, dammit. He needed someone to tell him there were reasons for what had happened, that there was hope, even now, in these the darkest days of his life. That was why he’d brought Darren here, to Ireland, why he’d insisted on the mass and the prayers and the ceremony. You were never more Catholic than you were at times of death, Brian thought. But even the familiar words, and scents, even the hope the priest had handed out as righteously as communion wafers hadn’t eased the pain.

He would never see Darren again, never hold him, never watch him grow. All that talk about everlasting life meant nothing when he couldn’t take his boy up in his arms.

He wanted to be angry, but he was far too tired for that, or any kind of passion. So if there was no comfort, he thought as he poured another glass, he would learn to live with the grief.

The kitchen smelled of spice cakes and good roasted meat. The scents hung on though his relatives had been gone for several hours. They had come—he wanted to be grateful for that. They had come to stand beside him, to cook the food that was somehow supposed to feed the soul. They had grieved for the loss of the boy most of them had never met.

He had pulled away from his family, Brian admitted. Because he had had his own, had made his own. Now what was left of the family he’d made was sleeping upstairs. Darren was sleeping a few miles away, beneath the shadow of a hill, beside the grandmother he had never known.

Brian drained his glass, and with oblivion on his mind, poured another.

“Son?”

Looking up, Brian saw his father hesitating in the doorway. He wanted to laugh. It was such a complete and ironic role reversal. He could remember, clear as a bell, creeping into the kitchen as a boy, while his father sat at the table getting unsteadily drunk.

“Yeah.” Lifting the glass, Brian watched him over the rim.

“You should try for sleep.”

He saw his father’s eyes dart and linger on the bottle. Without a word, Brian pushed it toward him. He entered then, Liam McAvoy, an old man at fifty. His face was round and ruddy from the cross-stitches of broken capillaries under his skin. He had the blue, dreamy eyes that had been passed on to his son, and the pale blond hair now wiry with gray. He was gaunt, brittle-boned, no longer the big, powerful man he had seemed in Brian’s youth. When he reached for the bottle, Brian felt a jolt. His father’s hands might have been his own, long-fingered, graceful. Why had he never noticed before?

“It was a fine funeral,” Liam said, groping. “Your mother’d be pleased you brought him here to lie with her.” He poured, then thirstily downed three fingers.

Outside the soft rain of Ireland began.

They’d never drunk together before, Brian realized. He poured more whiskey into both glasses. Perhaps, at last, they would find some common ground. With a bottle between them.

“Here’s a farmer’s rain,” Liam said, soothed by the sound and the whiskey. “A nice soft soaker.”

A farmer’s rain. His little boy had dreamed of being a farmer. Had he passed that much of Liam McAvoy into Darren?

“I didn’t want him to be alone. I thought he should be back in Ireland, with family.”

“It’s right. You done right.”

Brian lit a cigarette, then pushed the pack toward his father. Had they ever talked before, the two of them? If they had Brian couldn’t remember. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

“There’s a lot that happens in this world shouldn’t.” Liam lit the cigarette, then picked up his glass. “They’ll catch the bastards who did this, boy. They’ll catch them.”

“It’s been a week.” It already seemed like years. “They’ve got nothing.”

“They’ll catch them,” Liam insisted. “And the bloody bastards will rot in hell. Then the poor little lad’ll rest easy.”

He didn’t want to think of vengeance now. He didn’t want to think of his sweet little boy resting easy in the ground. Time had passed, and was lost. There had to be reasons for it.

“Why didn’t you ever come?” Brian leaned forward. “I sent you tickets, for the wedding, when Darren was born, for Emma’s birthday, for his. For God’s sake, you never saw him until his wake. Why didn’t you come?”

“Running a farm’s busy work,” he said between swallows. Liam was a man filled with regrets so that one easily melded into another. “Can’t go larking off anytime you please.”

“Not even once.” Suddenly, it seemed vital that he have an answer, a true one. “You could have sent Ma. Before she died, you could’ve let her come.”

“A woman’s place is with her husband.” Liam tilted his glass toward Brian. “You’d do well to remember that, boy.”

“You always were a selfish bastard.”

Liam’s hand, surprisingly strong, clamped down on Brian’s. “Mind your tongue.”

“I won’t run and hide this time, Da.” His eyes, his voice were steady. In both was an eagerness. He would have relished a battle, here, now.

Slowly, Liam removed his hand, then picked up his glass. “I won’t butt heads with you today. Not the day my grandson’s been laid to rest.”

“He was never yours. You never even saw him until he was dead,” Brian tossed back. “You never bothered, just cashed in the tickets I sent to buy more whiskey.”

“And where were you these last years? Where were you when your mother died? Off somewhere playing your bloody music.”

“That bloody music put a roof over your head.”

“Da.” With the stuffed dog clutched in her arms, Emma stood in the doorway, her eyes wide and frightened, her lower lip trembling. She had heard the angry voices, smelled the hot odor of liquor before she stepped into the room.

“Emma.” A bit unsteady, Brian walked over to pick her up, careful not to jar her arm with the cast. “What are you doing down here?”

“I had a bad dream.” The snakes had come back, and the monsters. She could still hear the echo of Darren’s cries.

“Hard to sleep in a strange bed.” Liam got to his feet. His hand was awkward, but it was gentle as he patted her head. “Your grandda will fix you some warm milk.”

She sniffled as he took out an old, dented pan. “Can I stay with you?” she asked her father.

“Sure.” He carried her to a chair and sat with her on his lap.

“I woke up, and I couldn’t find you.”

“I’m right here, Emma.” He stroked her hair, studying his father over her head. “I’ll always be here for you.”
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Even there, Lou thought. Even at such a time. He studied the grainy tabloid pictures of Darren McAvoy’s funeral. He’d seen the paper at the checkout of the supermarket when he’d picked up the whole wheat bread Marge had sent him out for. Like anything that had to do with the McAvoys, it had caught his interest, and his sympathy. He’d been more than a little embarrassed to have bought it, in public, from Sally the checker.

In the privacy of his own home, he felt even more like a voyeur. For a few pieces of loose change he, and thousands of others, could witness the intimacy of grief. It was there on all the faces, though they were blurred. He could see the little girl, her arm in a cast and sling.

He wondered how much she had seen, how much she would remember. The doctors he had consulted had all claimed that if she had witnessed anything, she had blocked it. She could remember tomorrow, five years from tomorrow, or never.

DEVASTATION AT GRAVESITE

There had been other headlines, dozens of others. Lou already had a drawerful.


DID EMMA MCAVOY WITNESS HER BROTHER’S
HORRIBLE DEATH?

SON’S DEATH ROCKS DEVASTATION

CHILD MURDERED DURING PARENTS’ ORGY

RITUAL KILLING OF ROCKER’S BABY:
ARE MANSON FOLLOWERS RESPONSIBLE?



Garbage, Lou thought. It was all garbage. He wondered if Pete Page managed to shield the McAvoys from the worst of it. Frustrated, he rested his head in his hands and continued to stare at the picture.

He couldn’t pull himself away from the case. He was bringing his work home with him now, and bringing it home with a vengeance. Files, photos, notes littered his desk in the corner of Marge’s tidy living room. Though he had good men assigned with him, he double-checked all their work. He had personally interviewed everyone on the guest list he’d been given. He’d pored over the forensic reports, then had gone back again and again to comb through Darren’s room.

More than two weeks after the murder, and Lou had absolutely nothing.

For amateurs, they certainly covered their tracks, he thought. And they had been amateurs, he was certain. Professionals didn’t end up smothering a child that might have been worth a million in ransom, nor would they made such a poor attempt to give the illusion of a break-in.

They had been in the house. They had walked right through the front door. That was something else Lou was sure of. That didn’t mean their names were on the list Page had managed to compile. Half of Southern California could have walked into the house that night—and been given a drink or a joint or whatever party drugs had been available.

There hadn’t been any fingerprints in the boy’s room, not even on the hypodermic needle. There were only fingerprints of the McAvoys and their nanny. It seemed that Beverly McAvoy was an excellent housekeeper. The first floor had shown the disorder expected in the aftermath of a party, but the second floor, the family floor, had been clean and ordered. Marge would have approved, he thought as he imagined the rooms. No fingerprints, no dust, no signs of struggle.

But there had been a struggle, a life-and-death struggle. Sometime during it a hand had clamped over Darren McAvoy’s mouth and, perhaps inadvertently, his nose.

That struggle had occurred sometime between the time Emma had heard her brother cry—if indeed she had—and when Beverly McAvoy had gone up to check on her son.

How long had it taken? Five minutes, ten. Certainly no longer. According to the coroner, Darren McAvoy had died between two and two-thirty A.M. The ambulance call for Emma had been logged in at two-seventeen.

It didn’t help, Lou thought now. It didn’t help to have the times correlated, to have reams of notes and neatly labeled file folders. He needed to find just one thing out of place, one name that didn’t fit, one story that didn’t jibe.

He needed to find Darren McAvoy’s killers. If he didn’t, he knew he would forever be haunted by the boy’s face, and his young sister’s tearful question.

Was it my fault?

“Dad?”

Lou jolted, then turned to see his son standing behind him, tossing a football from hand to hand.

“Michael, don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“I didn’t.” Michael rolled his eyes when his father turned around again. If he slammed doors and walked through the house like a normal person, he was being too noisy. If he tried to be quiet, he was sneaking. A guy couldn’t win.

“Dad,” he said again.

“Hmmm?”

“You said you’d pass me a few this afternoon.”

“When I’m finished, Michael.”

Michael shifted from foot to foot in his scruffy black sneakers. In the past few weeks “When I’m finished” had been his father’s standard answer. “When will you be finished?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll be finished faster if you don’t bother me.”

Hell, Michael thought, wisely keeping the oath in his mind. Nobody had time for anything anymore. His best friend was at his stupid grandmother’s, and his second best friend was sick with the dumb flu or something. What good was a Saturday if you didn’t get to fool around?

He tried, really, to take his father’s advice. There was the Christmas tree to look at, and all the presents stacked beneath it. Michael picked up one with his name on it, the one wrapped in the paper with goofy elves dancing all over it. He shook it, carefully. The rattle was only slight but brought tremendous satisfaction.

He wanted a remote-controlled plane. It had been first on his Christmas list and written in capital letters, then underlined three times. Just so his mom and dad knew he was serious. He was sure, dead sure, it was inside that box.

He set it down again. It would be days before he could unwrap it, days before he could take it outside and make it do loops and dives.

He needed something to do now,

There were baking smells in the kitchen, which pleased him. But he knew if he wandered in there, his mother would rope him into rolling out cookie dough or decorating gingerbread men. Girl stuff.

How was he ever supposed to play wide receiver for the L.A. Rams if nobody passed him the stupid football, for crying out loud?

And what was so interesting about a bunch of dopey papers and pictures anyway? Wandering back toward the desk, he ran his tongue over the tooth he’d chipped the week before while practicing wheelies on his three-speed. He liked the fact that his dad was a cop, and bragged about it all the time. Of course, when he bragged he had his dad shooting from the hip and locking up crazies like Charlie Manson for life. It would be a sad state of affairs if he had to tell the gang that his father typed out forms and studied files. Might as well be a librarian.

Tucking the football under his arm, he leaned over his father’s shoulder. He had an idea that if he made a pest of himself, his father would push the papers aside and come outside. Then his gaze fell on the picture of Darren McAvoy.

“Jeez. Is that a dead kid?”

“Michael!” Lou turned, but the lecture dried on his tongue as he looked into his son’s shocked and fascinated eyes. Going with instinct, he put a hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Yes.”

“Wow. What happened? “Did he get sick or something?”

“No.” He wondered if he should feel guilty for using the tragedy of one child as a lesson to another. “He was murdered.”

“He’s just a little kid. People aren’t supposed to murder little kids.”

“No. But sometimes they do.”

Staring at the police photo, Michael faced his own mortality for the first time in his whirlwind eleven years. “Why?”

Lou remembered telling Emma that there were no monsters. The longer he looked at what had been done to Darren, the more certain he was that there were. “I don’t know. I’m trying to find out. That’s my job, to find out.”

Having a cop for a father had never stopped Michael from embracing the television image of justice at work.

“How do you find out?”

“By talking to people, studying the evidence. Thinking a lot.”

“Sounds boring.” But he couldn’t take his eyes off the picture.

“It is, mostly.”’

Michael was glad he’d decided to be an astronaut. He looked away from the picture and spotted the tabloid his father had just brought home. He had a sharp mind, and put it together quickly. “That’s Brian McAvoy’s little boy. Somebody tried to kidnap him or something but he died instead. All the kids’re talking about it.”

“That’s right.” Lou slipped the picture of Darren back into a folder.

“Wow. Wow! You’re working on that case. Did you get to meet Brian McAvoy and everything?”

“I met him.”

His father had met Brian McAvoy. Michael could only stare in a kind of dazed awe. “That’s boss, really boss. Did you meet the rest of the group? Did you talk to them?”

Lou shook his head as he began to tidy his papers. How simple life was when you were eleven. And how simple it should be, he added as he ruffled Michael’s dark, untidy hair. “Yes, I talked to them. They seem very nice.”

“Nice?” Michael goggled. “They’re the best. The very best. Wait until I tell the guys.”

“I don’t want you to tell anyone about this.”

“Not tell?” Michael pushed a hand through his tousled hair. “How come? The guys’ll just about fall over dead. I’ve got to tell them.”

“No. No, you don’t. I want you to keep this to yourself, Michael.”

“But why?”

“Because some things are personal.” He glanced back at the glaring headlines. “Or should be personal. This is one of them. Come on.” He took the football, fitted it to his hand. “Let’s see if you can catch my bomb.”




Chapter Eleven
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P.M. watched the sea roll up on the sand. Even after a month, it still surprised him that this house was his. The Malibu beach house, his Malibu beach house, had everything the real estate broker had promised. High, soaring ceilings, a giant stone fireplace, acres of glass. In the bedroom upstairs where his lover still slept were twin skylights, another fireplace, and a balcony that roped around the second story.

Even Stevie had been impressed when he’d passed through. It had given P.M. a wonderful sense of accomplishment to show off the rooms, the tasteful furniture, the up-to-the-minute stereo unit he’d had built in. But now Stevie was in Paris. Johnno was in New York. Brian was in London. And P.M. felt very much alone.

There was still talk about a tour when the new album was released that spring, but P.M. wasn’t sure Brian would be up to it. It was nearly two months since that horrible night, and Brian was still in seclusion. He wondered if Brian knew that “Love Lost” was topping the singles charts and had gone gold. He wondered if it would matter to him.

P.M. knew the police were no closer to finding out who had killed Darren. He made it a point to stay in touch with Kesselring. It was the least he could do for Brian, and for Bev.

He thought of Bev, how pale and stricken she had looked on the day of the funeral. She hadn’t spoken a word, not to anyone. He’d wanted so badly to comfort her. He hadn’t known how, and the fantasy he’d had about taking her to bed, tenderly loving her until her grief passed, had shocked him so much he’d been unable to do more than pat her cold, rigid hand.

Angie Parks came down the circular stairs in a pink T-shirt that barely covered her hips. She’d taken the time to add a bit of makeup—a little mascara, a touch of lip gloss. She’d brushed out the knots sleep and sex had tied in her long blond hair, then had carefully arranged it to give it a tousled, bedroom look.

The best way to get what you wanted from a man was with sex. And she wanted quite a bit from P.M.

She glanced around the big, glass-walled living room. It was a nice start, she decided. A very nice start. She’d like to keep it as a weekend place once she’d talked P.M. into Beverly Hills. That was where stars lived, and she had every intention of being a star.

P.M. was her stepping-stone. Her romantic liaison with him had already led to a handful of commercials and a nice supporting role in a TV movie. She wanted better things, bigger things, and was willing to keep P.M. happy to get them.

She was grateful to him. Without the interest that had come her way since the press had picked up on their affair, she might have had to take a turn doing some porno flicks. A girl had to pay the rent. Angie flexed her wrist so that the light caught the diamonds and sapphires in the bracelet P.M. had given her. She wouldn’t have to worry about rent any longer.

She turned toward the glass doors and saw him standing on the deck. As he stood in the early sunlight she thought he looked almost handsome. And lonely. Even a heart as naturally ambitious as Angie’s could feel some pity. He hadn’t been the same since the little boy had died. She was sorry about it, really, but the tragedy had made P.M. even more dependent on her. And the press was worth its weight in gold. A smart woman took whatever opportunities came her way and made the most of them.

She ran a hand over her breasts, pleased that they were firm enough to stand without a bra. She walked up behind him, pressed them against his back as she wound her arms around his neck.

“I missed you, honey.”

He lifted a hand to hers, embarrassed that his first thought had been of Bev. “I didn’t want to wake you up.”

“You know I love it when you wake me up.” She slipped around him, her arms like long, soft ropes. With a little catchy sigh, she closed her mouth over his. “I hate to see you looking so sad.”

“I was just thinking about Bri. I’m worried about him.”

“You’re a good friend, honey.” She played light, quick kisses over his face. “That’s one of the things I love most about you.”

He drew her closer, as always stunned and delighted to hear her say she loved him. She was so beautiful with her big brown eyes and kewpie-doll mouth. Her breathy voice was like music she played only for him.

She only pressed closer when he ran his hands up her legs to knead the firm flesh of her buttocks. Her body was like a dream, long and lush and tanned as golden as a peach. When she shuddered, he felt like a king.

“I need you, Angie.”

“Then take me.”

She let her head fall back, looking at him from under carefully darkened lashes. Slowly, keeping her eyes on him, she reached down, and taking the hem of her shirt, pulled it up and over her head. In the sunlight, she stood erotically naked, her breasts rosily tipped and as golden as the rest of her. He kept his senses long enough to pull her inside the doors before he lowered her to the floor.

She let him do whatever he liked, enjoying most of it, adding a few calculated groans and cries when she thought it appropriate. It wasn’t that he didn’t excite her. He did, in a mild sort of way. She would have preferred it if he’d been a bit more forceful, put a few bruises on her.

But P.M.’s chunky drummer’s hands were almost reverent as they skimmed over her. Even when his breath began to chug and the sweat began to roll, he treated her like fine glass, too considerate to put his full weight on her, too polite, even in passion, to ram himself into her and make her cries sincere.

He took her gently, with a steady rhythm that brought her just inches from full satisfaction. He lay on her only a moment, while he collected himself and she studied the glossy wood of the ceiling. Ever mindful of his weight, he rolled aside and cushioned her head with his arm.

“Oh, that was wonderful.” She stroked his damp, pale chest. Always practical, she knew she could finish herself off when she went upstairs. “You’re the best, honey. The very best.”

“I love you, Angie.” He let his hand linger in her hair. This was what he wanted, he realized. All that crazed, nameless sex had never been for him. He wanted to know, when he went on the road, that there was someone waiting for him, at home, or in those miserable hotel rooms. He wanted what Brian had.

Not Bev, P.M. assured himself on a painful twinge of disloyalty. But a wife, a family, a home. With Angie, he could have it all.

“Angie. Will you marry me?”

She went very still. It was everything she’d hoped for, and it was happening. She could already see the casting agents scrambling for her—and the huge white house in Beverly Hills. The smile lit her face. She nearly laughed with it. Then, taking a deep breath, she shifted. There were tears in her eyes when she looked down at him.

“Do you mean it? Do you really want me?”

“I’ll make you happy, Angie. Look, I know it can’t be easy being married to someone who’s part of what I’m part of. The tours and the fans and the press. But we can make something for ourselves, just the two of us, that’s ours, only ours.”

“I love what you are,” she told him with complete honesty.

“Then will you? Will you marry me, and start a family?”

“I’ll marry you.” She threw her arms around him. A family was a different matter altogether, she thought as he lowered her to the floor again. But as the wife of P. M. Ferguson, her career had no place to go but up.
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Brian didn’t know how much more he could take, kicking around the big house day after day, sleeping night after night beside a woman who cringed away from his slightest touch.

He was on the phone nearly every day, hoping Kesselring could give him something, anything. He needed a name, a face that he could vent his helpless fury on.

He had nothing but an empty nursery, and a wife who drifted through the house like the ghost of the woman he loved.

And Emma. Thank God for Emma.

Rubbing his hands over his face, he pushed back from the table where he’d been trying to compose. He knew if it hadn’t been for Emma over the past weeks, he’d have gone insane.

She was grieving too, silently, sadly. Often he sat up with her long past her bedtime, telling her stories, singing, or just listening. They could make each other smile, and when they did the pain eased.

He was terrified every moment she was out of the house. Even the bodyguards he’d hired to see her to school and back again didn’t take away the gut-knotting fear he felt when she walked out the door.

And how would he feel when it was time for him to walk out the door? No matter how much he missed his son, the day would come when he needed to go back to the stage, back to the studio, back to the music. He could hardly tie a six-year-old girl around his waist and haul her with him.

And there was no leaving her with Bev. Not now, and not, as Brian saw it, in the near future.

“Mr. McAvoy, excuse me.”

“Yes, Alice.” They had kept her on, though there was no child to nurse. She nursed Bev now, Brian thought and dug a cigarette from the pack he’d tossed on the table.

“Mr. Page is here to see you.”

Brian glanced back at the table, the scatter of paper, the jumble of lyrics and half-phrases. “Bring him on in here.”

“ ’Lo, Bri.” With one look Pete took in the evidence of a man struggling to work without much success. Balls of paper, a cigarette smoldering in an overflowing ashtray, the faint scent of liquor, though it was barely noon. “Hope you don’t mind me popping ’round. I have some business and I didn’t think you’d care to come in to the office.”

“No.” He reached for the bottle that was never far from his hand. “Have a drink?”

“I’ll hold off a bit, thanks.” He sat, trying for an easy smile. The mood between them was stiff and uncharacteristically formal. No one seemed to know how to behave around Brian, what questions to ask, what questions to avoid. “How’s Bev?” he ventured.

“I don’t know.” Remembering his cigarette, Brian plucked it out from among the butts. “She won’t say very much, won’t go out at all.” He let out smoke with a long, uneven sigh. When he looked at Pete there was both a plea and defiance in his eyes. The same, Pete thought, as there had been years before when Brian had come to him, asking for management. “Pete, she sits in Darren’s room for hours at a time. Even at night, sometimes I’ll wake up and find her in there, just sitting in that bloody rocking chair.” He took a swallow from his glass, then another, deeper. “I don’t know what the hell to do.”

“Have you thought of therapy?”

“You mean a psychiatrist?” Brian pushed away from the table. The ash from his cigarette crumbled onto the rug. He was a simple man, from simple people. Problems, private problems, were handled privately. “What good would it do for her to talk about her sex life and how she hated her father or some bloody thing?”

“It’s just an idea, Bri.” Pete reached out a hand, then dropped it to the arm of his chair. “Something to think about.”

“Even if I thought it might help, I don’t know if I could get her to agree.”

“Maybe she just needs a bit more time. It’s only been a couple of months.”

“He’d have been three last week. Oh, Jesus.”

Saying nothing, Pete rose to pour more whiskey into Brian’s glass. He handed it over, then eased Brian into a chair. “Do you hear anything from the police?”

“I talk to Kesselring. They’re no closer. That makes it worse somehow. Not knowing who.”

Pete sat again. They needed to get past this thing, all of them, and move ahead. “What about Emma?”

“The nightmares have stopped, and the cast comes off in a few weeks. She has school to keep it off her mind, but it’s always there. You can see it in her eyes.”

“She hasn’t remembered any more?”

Brian shook his head. “Christ, Pete, I don’t know if she saw anything or just had a bad dream. It’s all monsters with Emma. I want it behind her. Somehow we’ve got to put it behind all of us.”

Pete paused a moment, considering. “That’s one of the reasons I’m here. I don’t want to push you, Bri, but the record company would very much like a tour to commence with the release of the new album. I’ve put them off, but I wonder if it might not be good for you.”

“A tour would mean leaving Bev, and Emma.”

“I realize that. Don’t give me an answer now. Think about it.” He took out a cigarette, lighted it. “We can go through Europe, America, Japan, if you and the lads are willing. The work might be just what you need to help you through.”

“And it would sell plenty of records.”

Pete gave a thin smile. “There’s that. No pushing an album over the top these days without touring. Speaking of records, I signed that new boy on. Robert Blackpool. I think I mentioned him.”

“Yes. You said you had high hopes.”

“And so I do. You’d like his style, Bri, which is why I want you to let him record ‘On the Wing.’ ”

Simple surprise had Brian pausing before he drank again. “We always record our own music.”

“So you have, thus far. But it’s good business all around to expand a bit.” Pete waited a moment, gauging Brian’s mood. Because he sensed it was more responsive than he’d expected, he pressed on. “You pulled that particular piece from the last album, and it suits Blackpool to the ground. It wouldn’t hurt to have a new artist record a ditty you and Johnno turned out. In fact in this case it’ll only enhance your reputations as songwriters.”

“I don’t know.” He rubbed his hands over his eyes. It didn’t seem to matter. “I’ll run it by Johnno.”

“I already have.” Pete smiled. “He’s agreeable if you are.”
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Brian found Bev in Darren’s room. Though it cost him, he went inside, trying not to look at the empty crib, at the toys neatly sucked on the shelves, at the huge teddy bear he and Bev had bought before Darren had been born.

“Bev.” He laid a hand on hers and waited, fruitlessly, for her to look at him.

She was too thin. The bones in her face were too prominent for elegance now. The luster in her eyes her hair, her skin was gone. He found himself gritting his teeth to keep from grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her until life bloomed in her again.

“Bev, I was hoping you’d come down and have some tea.”

She could smell the liquor. It turned her stomach. How could he sit and drink and scribble his music? She took her hand from his and laid it in her lap. “I don’t want any tea.”

“I have some news. P.M.’s gotten himself married.”

She looked at him then, a flick of a disinterested glance.

“He was hoping we’d come out for a short while. He’d like to show off his house at the beach and his chesty new wife.”

“I’ll never go back there.” There was such quick, angry violence in her voice, he nearly stepped back. But it wasn’t emotion that stunned him nearly so much as the look in her eyes when they met his. Loathing.

“What do you want from me?” he demanded. He bent close, gripping both arms of the rocker. “What the hell do you want?”

“Just leave me alone.”

“I have left you alone. I’ve left you alone to sit in here hour after hour. I’ve left you alone when I’ve needed so badly just to hold on to you. And at night, I’ve left you alone when I’ve waited for you to turn to me. Just once to turn to me. Goddamn you, Bev, he was mine, too.”

She said nothing, but the tears began. When he reached for her, she jerked away. “Don’t touch me. I can’t bear it.” When he backed off, she slipped out of the chair to go to the crib.

“You can’t bear me to touch you,” he began as his fury built. “You can’t stand me to look at you, or speak to you. Hour after hour, day after day, you sit in here as if you’re the only one who hurts. It’s time to stop, Bev.”

“It’s easy for you, isn’t it?” She snatched a blanket from the crib to press it to her breasts. “You can sit and drink and write your music as if nothing happened. It is so bloody easy for you.”

“No.” Weary, he pressed his fingers to his eyes. “But I can’t just stop living. He’s gone, and I can’t change it.”

“No, you can’t change it.” The helpless grief welled up to rub the wound raw. “You had to have the party that night. All those people in our home. Your family was never enough for you, and now he’s gone. You had to have more, more people, more music. Always more. And one of those people you let into our home killed my baby.”

He couldn’t speak. If she had taken a knife and slashed him from heart to gut there might have been less pain. Certainly less shock. They stood, with the empty crib between them.

“He didn’t let the monsters in.” Emma stood in the doorway, her books dangling from their strap, her eyes dark against her white skin. “Da didn’t let the monsters in.” Before Brian could speak, she was rushing down the hall, her sobs trailing behind her.

“Good job,” Brian managed to say while his jaw clenched and unclenched. “Since you want to be alone, I’ll take Emma and go.”

She wanted to call after him, but couldn’t. Tired, much too tired, she sank into the rocker again.

[image: ]

It took him an hour to calm Emma. When her tears had put her to sleep, he began his calls. His decision made, he ended with Pete.

“We’re leaving for New York tomorrow,” he said shortly. “Emma and I. We’ll hook up with Johnno, take a few days. I need to find her a good school and arrange security. Once she’s settled, and safe, we’ll go to California and begin rehearsals. Fix up the tour, Pete, and make it a long one.” He took a hard pull of whiskey. “We’re ready to rock.”




Chapter Twelve
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“She doesn’t want to go back.” Brian watched Emma wander around the rehearsal hall with her new camera. He’d given it to her during their tearful goodbye at Saint Catherine’s Academy for Girls in upstate New York.

“She’d barely been there a month before this spring-break thing,” Johnno reminded him. But he felt a twinge for the little girl as she snapped a picture of Stevie’s Martin on its stand in the corner. “Give her a bit of time to adjust.”

“It seems all we do is adjust.” It had been eight weeks since he’d walked out on Bev, and he still ached for her. The women he’d taken since were like a drug, the drugs like women. Both only eased the pain for moments at a time.

“You could call her,” Johnno suggested, reading his partner’s thoughts with the ease of a long relationship.

“No.” He’d considered it, more than once. But the papers had been full of their separation, and his appetite since. He doubted if he and Bev would have anything to say to each other that wouldn’t make things worse. “My concern now’s for Emma. And the tour.”

“Both’ll be smashing.” Johnno glanced over, giving a pointed look toward Angie. “With a few exceptions.”

Brian merely shrugged and began to noodle on the piano. “If she clinches that movie deal, she’ll be out of our hair.”

“Smarmy little bitch. Did you see that rock she had P.M. spring for?” Johnno tilted his head and affected an upper-class accent. “Too, too tacky, dearie.”

“Draw the claws. As long as P.M.’s bonkers over her, we’re stuck. And we’ve more to worry about than our little Angie.” He watched Stevie come back into the hall.

He was spending more and more time in the bathroom, Brian noted. And it didn’t have anything to do with his bladder. Whatever Stevie had jabbed or swallowed or snorted this time had him flying. He stopped by Emma to give her a quick swing, then picked up his guitar. As the amp was off, his frantic riff was soundless.

“Best to wait until he’s down to talk to him about it,” Johnno suggested. “If you can catch him when he is.” He started to add something, then decided that Brian had enough on his mind. It would hardly do any good to tell him what he’d heard before they’d left New York.

Imagine Jane Palmer writing a book. Of course someone else would do the work, like putting sentences together. Still, he imagined Jane would get a princely sum for it. And whatever she said in her little public diary wasn’t likely to please Brian. Best to let Pete handle it, he decided, and not hit Brian with what was already going on until after the tour.

Emma paid little attention to the rehearsal when it got back into swing. She’d heard all the songs before, dozens of times. Most of them were from the album her da and the others had made when they’d been in California before. She’d been allowed to go to the studio a few times. Once Bev had brought Darren.

She didn’t want to think of Darren because it hurt too much. Then she was struck with a miserable wave of guilt because she tried to block him out.

She missed Charlie, too. She’d left him behind in London in Darren’s crib. She hoped Bev would take care of him. And maybe one day, when they went back home, Bev would talk to her again, and laugh, as she once had.

She didn’t understand very much about penance, but she thought leaving Charlie behind was only right.

Then there was school. She was certain that having to go to that place, so far away from everyone she loved best, was her punishment for not taking care of Darren as she’d promised.

She remembered being punished before, the slaps and shouts. It seemed easier, she thought now, because once the slaps were over, so was the punishment. There seemed no end to her current banishment.

Da didn’t call it a punishment, she mused. He said she was going to a good school where she would learn to be smart. Where she would be safe. There were men there to watch her. Emma hated that. They were big, silent men with bored eyes. Not like Johnno and the others. She wanted to go from city to city with them, even if it meant going on airplanes. She wanted to stay in hotels and bounce on the beds and order tea from room service. But she was going back to school, back to the sisters with the kind eyes and firm hands, back to morning prayers and grammar lessons.

She glanced back as her father peeled into “Soldier Blues.” It was another song about the war, its hard-edged lyrics set to a harder-edged beat. She didn’t know why it appealed to her. Perhaps it was P.M.’s cymbal-crashing style or Stevie’s frantic, blood-pumping guitar. But when Johnno’s voice merged with Brian’s, she lifted her camera.

She liked to take pictures. It never occurred to her that the camera was too expensive and difficult to master for a child of her age. Just as it had never occurred to her that giving it had been a sop to Brian’s guilt for tucking her away in an obscure school.

“Emma.”

She turned to study a tall, dark man. He wasn’t one of the bodyguards, she realized, but there was something familiar about his face. Then she remembered. She smiled a little because he had been kind when he’d come to see her in the hospital, and he hadn’t embarrassed her when she’d cried on his shoulder.

“Do you remember me?” Lou asked her.

“Yes. You’re the policeman.”

“That’s right.” He put a hand on the boy beside him, trying to draw his son’s attention away from the group rehearsing. “This is Michael. I told you about him.”

She brightened even more, but was too shy to ask him about roller-skating off rooftops. “Hello.”

“Hi.” He gave her a quick glance, a fleeting smile. It was all he could spare before his eyes were riveted to the four men in the center of the hall.

“We need the horns,” Brian began when he signaled a halt. “Can’t get the full sound without them.” His heart stopped when he spotted the man beside Emma, then slowly, thickly began beating again. “Lieutenant.”

“Mr. McAvoy.” After a quick warning glance at his son, Lou crossed the hall. “I’m sorry to interrupt your rehearsal, but I wanted to speak to you again, and your daughter, if possible.”

“Do you—”

“No. I have very little to add to what you already know. But if I could have a few minutes of your time?”

“Sure. You chaps want to go for lunch? I’ll catch up with you.”

“I could hang around,” Johnno offered.

“No.” Brian gave his shoulder a quick squeeze. “Thanks.”

Emma caught the look in Michael’s eyes. She’d seen the same expression in those of the girls at school when they’d discovered who her father was. Her lips curved a little. She liked his face, the slightly crooked nose, the dear gray eyes.

“Would you like to meet them?”

Michael had to wipe his sweaty palms on his jeans. “Yeah. That’d be boss.”

“I hope you don’t mind,” Lou said to Brian as he noted that Emma had spared him from asking. “I brought my son along. Not strictly procedure, but—”

“I understand.” Brian took a long, envious look at the boy as Michael beamed up at Johnno. Would Darren have been so bright, so sturdy at eleven? “Why don’t I send him an album? The new one won’t be released for a couple of weeks yet. He’ll be the hit of the schoolyard.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“It’s nothing. I’ve a strong feeling that you’ve put more time in on what happened to Darren than you’re required to.”

“Neither one of us has nine-to-five jobs, Mr. McAvoy.”

“Right. I always hated cops.” He gave a thin smile. “I guess you do until you really need one. I’ve hired a private-detective firm, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, I know.”

It was strange, but Brian felt the easiness of his own laugh. “Yes, I suppose you do. They reported to me that you’ve covered more ground than five cops might in the last months. That’s the only thing they’ve been able to tell me that you haven’t. One would almost think you want them as much as I do.”

“He was a beautiful boy, Mr. McAvoy.”

“Yes, by Jesus he was.” He looked down at the guitar still in his hands. Because he wanted to fling it, he set it with exaggerated care on its stand. “What would you like to talk to me about?”

“Just a few details I’d like to go over again. I know it’s repetitious.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“I’d also like to talk to Emma again.”

The easiness passed as quickly as it had come. “She can’t tell you anything.”

“Maybe I haven’t asked the right questions yet.”

Brian ran a hand through his hair. He’d had several inches cut off and was still surprised when his hand ran through it and into air. “Darren’s gone, and I can’t risk Emma’s state of mind. She’s delicate at the moment. She’s only six, and for the second time in her life, she’s been uprooted. I’m sure you’ve read that my wife and I are separated.”

I’m sorry.

“It’s hardest on Emma. I don’t want her upset again.”

“I won’t push.” He tabled his idea of suggesting hypnosis.

Enjoying her role as hostess, such as it was, Emma brought Michael over to her father. “Da, this is Michael.”

“Hello, Michael.”

“Hello.” Finding his tongue tied in knots, Michael could only grin foolishly.

“Do you like music?”

“Oh yeah. I’ve got lots of your records.” He wanted desperately to ask for an autograph, but was afraid he’d seem like a jerk. “It was great hearing you play, and all. Just about the greatest.”

“Thanks.”

Emma took a picture. “My da can send you a copy,” she said, admiring Michael’s chipped front tooth.
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When Lou left, leading his reluctant son out of the rehearsal hall, he had the beginnings of a headache and a nasty case of frustration. He’d kept his promise and hadn’t pushed Emma. He hadn’t been able to. The moment he had mentioned the night her brother had died her eyes had gone blank and her body had stiffened. Instinct told him she had seen or heard something, but her memory of that night was already blurred. It was peopled with monsters and snarling shadows.

He didn’t care to admit that breaking the case depended on a terrified six-year-old whose memory of that night, according to the psychologists he’d interviewed, might never return.

There was still the pizza man, Lou thought grimly. It had taken him two days to locate the right shop and the clerk who’d been working the graveyard shift. He’d remembered the order for fifty pizzas, and had considered it a joke. But he’d also remembered the name of the person who’d placed the order.

Tom Fletcher, a session musician who played both alto and tenor sax, had had a yen for pizza that night. It had taken weeks to track him down, and weeks more to put through the paperwork to bring the musician back from his gig in Jamaica.

Lou preferred pinning his hopes there. Whoever had been in Darren’s room hadn’t come back down the main stairs or climbed out of the window. That left the kitchen stairs where Tom Fletcher had been trying to convince the night clerk to deliver fifty pizzas with everything.

“Hey, Dad, that was the best.” Michael dragged his feet on the sidewalk to give himself a few more moments. He pulled open the door of his father’s ’68 Chevelle, craning his neck to look at the upper windows of the building at his back. “The guys are going to go nuts when I tell them. It’s okay to tell them now, right? Everybody knows you’ve got the case.”

“Yeah.” Lou pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He wasn’t sure if the headache had been brought on by tension or the furious pulse of music. “Everybody knows.” He’d burrowed his way through a trio of press conferences.

“How come they got all those security guards?” Michael wanted to know.

“What guards?”

“Those.” As his father settled into the driver’s seat, Michael pointed to the four dark-suited, broad-shouldered men near the entrance of the building.

“How do you know they’re guards?”

“Come on.” Michael rolled his eyes. “You can always tell cops. Even rent-a-cops.”

Lou wasn’t sure if he should wince or laugh. He wondered how his captain would feel if he knew the average eleven-year-old could make an undercover cop. “To keep people from hassling them, maybe hurting them. And the little girl,” Lou added. “Someone might try to kidnap her.”

“Jeez. You mean they’ve got to have guards all the time?”

“Yes.”

“Bummer,” Michael murmured sincerely, no longer sure he wanted to pursue the idea of becoming a rock star. “I’d hate to have people watching me all the time. I mean, how could you have any secrets?”

“It’s tough.”

As his father pulled away from the curb, Michael cast one last look over his shoulder. “Can we go to McDonald’s?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

“I guess she doesn’t get to do that much.”

“What?”

“The little kid. Emma. I guess she doesn’t get to go to McDonald’s.”

“No.” Lou ruffled his boy’s hair. “I guess not.”

It took only a few minutes to get Michael settled in with a cheeseburger, fries, and a shake. Lou left his son in the booth to call in. From the phone outside the window he could see Michael dousing more ketchup on the burger. “Kesselring,” he said. “I’ll be in the station in an hour.”

“I got some bad news for you, Lou.”

“What else is new?”

“It’s Fletcher, your pizza man.”

“Didn’t he make it into L.A.?”

“Yeah, he made it in. Sent a couple of uniforms to pick him up this morning for questioning. Seems they were about six hours too late. He’d been dead that long.”

“Shit.”

“Looks like a standard OD. He had the works and some top-grade heroin. We’re waiting on the coroner’s report.”

“That’s great. That’s fucking great.” He slammed a hand against the wall of the booth, hard enough to make a mother hurry her three children by. “Have the lab boys been over his hotel room?”

“Top to bottom.”

“Give me the address.” He fumbled for his notebook. “I have to drop my kid at home, after that I’ll have a look.”

Lou noted it down, swore again, and banged the receiver. He opened the door, then to give himself a moment, leaned against it. Through the window he could see his son cheerfully plowing through the cheeseburger.




Chapter Thirteen
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Saint Catherine’s Academy, 1977



Two more weeks, Emma thought. Two more long, boring, rotten weeks, and she’d be out for the summer. She’d be able to see her father, and Johnno and the rest. She’d be able to breathe without being told she was breathing for God. She’d be able to think without being warned about impure thoughts.

As far as she could see, the nuns must be full of impure thoughts or else they wouldn’t be so sure everyone else had them.

She would be going back to the real world for a few precious weeks. New York. Emma closed her eyes a moment, trying to bring its noise, its smells, its life into her quiet room. With a sigh, she propped her elbows on her desk, slouching in a way that would have made Sister Mary Alice crack her ruler. She didn’t bend over the French verbs she was supposed to conjugate, but looked out over the green lawns to the high stone walls that closed the school off from the sinful world.

Not all the sinful world, she thought. She was full of sin, and was grateful her roommate, Marianne Carter, was equally blighted. Her days at Saint Catherine’s would have been torture without Marianne.

She grinned as she thought of her funny, freckled, redheaded roomie and best friend. Marianne was sinful, all right, and was even now doing penance for her latest transgression. The caricature Marianne had sketched of Mother Superior was worth a couple of hours scrubbing bathrooms.

If it hadn’t been for Marianne, she might have run away. Though where she would have run, she hadn’t a clue.

There was really only one place she wanted to go, and that was to her father. And he would have shipped her right back.

It wasn’t fair. She was nearly thirteen, nearly a real teenager, and she was stuck in this antiquated school conjugating verbs, reciting catechism, and dissecting frogs. Gross.

It wasn’t that she hated the nuns. Well, she admitted, perhaps she did hate Sister Immaculata. The Warden. But who wouldn’t hate someone with a pruny mouth, a wart on her nose, and a fondness for giving young girls extra chores for the teeniest infractions?

But Da had only been amused when she’d told him about Sister Immaculata.

She missed him; she missed all of them.

She wanted to go home. But she wasn’t sure where home would be. Often she thought about the house in London, the castle where she had been so happy for such a short time. She thought about Bev and hated it that her father never spoke of her. Even though they had never divorced, Emma thought. Some of the girls at school had parents that were divorced, but you weren’t supposed to talk about it.

She still thought of Darren, her sweet little brother. Sometimes she could barely remember how he had looked, how he had sounded. But when she dreamed of him, his face, his voice, were as clear as life.

She remembered almost nothing about the night he had died. Nuns tended to drum such pagan nonsense as monsters out of young girls’ heads. But again, if she dreamed of that night, as she did when she was ill or upset, she remembered the terror of walking down the dark hall, the sounds all around, the dark monsters holding Darren as he cried and struggled. She remembered falling.

And when she awoke, she would remember nothing at all.

Marianne came through the door in an exaggerated stagger. She held out her hands. “Ruined.” She dropped backward onto her bed. “What French count would want to kiss them now?”

“Rough going?” Emma asked, struggling not to grin.

“Five bathrooms. Dis-gus-ting. Ugh. When I get out of this joint, I’m going to have a housekeeper for my housekeeper.” She rolled over on her stomach, crossing her ankles in the air. Emma only smiled, enjoying the sound of Marianne’s brisk American voice. “I heard Mary Jane Witherspoon talking to Teresa O’Malley. She’s going to do it with her boyfriend when she goes home this summer.”

“Who?”

“I dunno. His name’s Chuck or Huck or something.”

“No, I mean Mary Jane or Teresa?”

“Mary Jane, you dork. She’s sixteen and built.”

Emma frowned down at her own flat chest. She wondered if she’d have boobs to speak of when she hit sixteen. And if she’d have a boyfriend to do it with.

“What if she gets pregnant like Susan did last spring?”

“Oh, Mary Jane’s folks would fix it up. They’ve got piles of money. Anyway, she’s got something. A diaphragm.”

“Everyone has a diaphragm.”

“Not that kind, dummy. It’s birth control.”

“Oh.” As always, Emma was ready to defer to Marianne’s greater knowledge.

“You put it in, you know, inside the sacred vault, with jelly and it kills off the sperm. You can’t get knocked up with dead sperm.” Marianne rolled over to yawn at the ceiling. “I wonder if Sister Immaculata ever did it.”

The thought was enough to bring Emma completely out of the dumps. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure she bathes in her habit.”

“Holy hell, I nearly forgot.” Marianne rolled again, and digging into the pocket of her rumpled uniform, pulled out i half-pack of Marlboros. “I struck gold in the second-floor John.” She scrambled up to search through her underwear drawer for a pack of matches. “Somebody had them taped to the back of the tank.”

“And you took them.”

“The Lord helps those who help themselves. I helped myself. Lock the door, Emma.”

They shared one, blowing little puffs of smoke out the open window. Neither enjoyed the taste particularly, but gamely dragged on. It was adult and sinful, two things both of them craved.

“Two more weeks,” Emma said dreamily.

“You’re going to New York. They’re sending me to camp again.”

“It won’t be so bad. Sister Immaculata won’t be there.”

“That’s something.” Marianne tried to adopt a sophisticated pose with the cigarette. “I’m going to try to talk them into letting me stay with my grandmother for a couple of weeks. She’s pretty cool.”

“I’ll take lots of pictures.”

Marianne nodded, thinking further ahead. “When we get out of this place, we’re going to get an apartment, like in Greenwich Village or L.A. Someplace cool. I’ll be an artist and you’ll be a photojournalist.”

“We’ll have parties.”

“The biggest. And we’ll wear all kinds of gorgeous clothes.” She held out the hem of her uniform. “No plaids.”

“I’d rather die.”

“It’s only four more years.”

Emma turned to gaze out the window. It was hard to think in terms of years when she wasn’t sure how to get through the next two weeks.
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A continent away, Michael Kesselring studied himself in cap and gown. He couldn’t believe it. It was finally over. High school was behind him and life was just around the next bend. There was college, of course, but that was a summer away.

He was eighteen, old enough to drink, to vote, and thanks to President Carter, had no military draft to interrupt his plans.

Whatever they were, he thought.

He hadn’t a clue what he wanted to do with the life that was ahead of him. His part-time job at Buzzard’s Tee Shirt Shop was mainly for gas and date money. He had no intention of spending his life screen-printing T-shirts. But just what he would do was still a cloudy mystery.

It was a little scary taking off the cap and gown. Like shedding his youth. He held them both in his hands as he scanned his room. It was cluttered with clothes, mementos, record albums, and since his mother had long since given up on cleaning it herself, his cache of Playboys. There were the letters he’d earned in track and baseball. The letters, he remembered, that had convinced Rose Anne Markowitz to climb into the backseat of his secondhand Pinto and do it to the tune of Joe Cocker’s Feeling Alright.

He’d been blessed with a tough athletic body, long legs, and quick reflexes. Like his father, his mother was fond of saying. He supposed in some way he took after the old man, though their relationship had had its share of battles. Over hair length, wardrobe, politics, curfews. Captain Kesselring was a stickler.

Came from being a cop, Michael supposed. He remembered being careless enough once to bring a single joint into the house. He’d been grounded for a month. And a few lousy speeding tickets had cost him just as dearly.

The law was the law, old Lou was fond of saying, Michael thought now. Thank God he himself had no intention of being a cop.

He took the tassel from the cap before tossing it and the gown onto his unmade bed. Maybe it was sentimental to keep it, but nobody had to know. He routed through his dresser drawers for the old cigar box that held some of his most valued possessions. The love letter Lori Spiker had written him in his junior year—before she’d dumped him for a biker with a Harley and tattoos. The ticket stub from the Rolling Stones’ concert he had, after a lot of blood and sweat, convinced his parents to let him attend. The pop top from his first illegal beer. He grinned and, pushing it aside, found the snapshot of himself and Brian McAvoy.

The little girl had kept her word, Michael thought. The picture had arrived in the mail only two weeks after the incredible day his dad had taken him to meet Devastation. The new album had come with it, the hot-off-the-presses copy. He had been the envy of his contemporaries for weeks.

Michael thought back to that day, the almost unendurable excitement he’d felt, the sweaty armpits. He hadn’t thought about that day in a long time. Now, perhaps because of his newly acquired adult status, it occurred to him that it had been a terrific thing for his father to do. And uncharacteristic. Not that the old man couldn’t come up with terrific things, but he had gone to the rehearsal hall on police business. Captain Lou Kesselring never mixed police business and personal pleasures.

But he had that day, Michael thought.

It was strange, but now that he was remembering it all, he could picture his father dragging home files, night after night. As far as Michael could recollect, his father had never brought home work that way before, or since.

The little boy, Brian McAvoy’s little boy, had been murdered. It had been in all the papers, and still cropped up from time to time, perhaps because the police had never solved the case.

His father’s case, Michael recalled.

That had been the year Michael had been named MVP on his Little League team. And his father had missed most of the games. And a lot of dinners.

It had been a long time ago, Michael mused, but he wondered if his father ever thought about Brian McAvoy and his dead son. Or the little girl who had taken the picture. Some people said that she’d seen what had happened to her brother and had gone crazy. But she hadn’t looked crazy when Michael had met her. He remembered her only vaguely as a slight girl with pale hair and big sad eyes. And a soft, prettily accented voice, he recalled now. A voice a lot like her father’s.

Poor kid, he thought as he placed the tassel over the snapshot. He wondered what had ever happened to her.




Chapter Fourteen
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Emma couldn’t believe her time was almost up. In less than a week she would head back to New York and Saint Catherine’s. True, she missed Marianne. It would take weeks for them to talk through all the things that had happened over the summer. The best summer of her life, even though they’d only spent two weeks of it in New York.

They’d flown to London to film part of a recording session for a new documentary, and had had tea at the Ritz just as she and Bev had so many years before. She’d been able to spend time with Johnno and Stevie and P.M., listening to them play, eating fish and chips in the kitchen while they discussed their next album.

She’d taken rolls of pictures and could hardly wait to store them in her photo album where she could look at them over and over and relive the memories.

Her father had treated her to her first grown-up salon session as an early birthday gift. Now her shoulder-length hair was permed in corkscrew curls that made her feel very grown-up.

And she was starting to develop.

Emma took a quick, surreptitious look down at her bikini top. They weren’t much as breasts went, but at least she wouldn’t be as easily mistaken for a boy. And she was tanned. Emma hadn’t been too certain she would enjoy spending her last weeks in California, but the tan made it worthwhile.

And there was the surfing. She’d had to launch a major campaign before Brian had agreed to let her try her hand at shooting the waves. Emma knew she had Johnno to thank for the bright red board. If he hadn’t joked and teased Brian into it, she would still be whiling away her hours on the beach watching everyone else skim the water.

Maybe she couldn’t do much more than paddle out and fall in, but at least the process took her farther away from the bodyguards who sweated under nearby beach umbrellas. It was ridiculous, she thought as she carried her board toward the water. No one even knew who she was.

Each year she was sure her father would let them go, and each year they remained with their solemn faces and big shoulders. At least they couldn’t follow her out here, she thought as she stretched out on her board and began to paddle through the cool water. Though she knew they watched her through binoculars, she pretended she was alone, or, better, with one of the groups of teenagers who haunted the beaches.

She crested over a wave, enjoying the swells and the way her stomach seemed to dip with the motion. The roar of the sea was in her ears, mixed with the riot of music from dozens of portable radios. She watched a tall boy in navy trunks catch a curl and ride it smoothly to shore—and envied him both his skill and his freedom.

If she couldn’t have the second, Emma decided, she would work on developing the first.

She waited with the edgy patience of a surfer watching for the right wave. Sucking in her breath, she brought herself up to a crouch on the board, then stood, and with the faith of the young let the roll take her. She was up for nearly ten seconds before she overbalanced. When she surfaced, she saw the boy in the navy trunks glance her way, tossing his wet, dark hair out of his face with a careless hand. Pride had her struggling back onto the board.

She tried again, and again, each time lasting only seconds before the wave snatched the board from under her feet and sent her flying. Each time she dragged herself back on the board, and with muscles aching, paddled and waited.

She imagined the bodyguards sipping their warming drinks and discussing how clumsy she was. Each failure became a public humiliation and made her only more determined to succeed, just once. Just once to ride the wave all the way to shore.

Her leg muscles trembled as she pushed herself up. She could see the wave curling toward her, the glassy blue-green tunnel, the dancing white froth. She wanted it. Needed it. Just one ride—one success completely and totally her own.

She caught it. Her heart slammed into her throat as she skimmed along the pipe. She could see the beach rushing toward her, the glint of the binocular lens. The drum of water was like music in her head, in her heart. For an instant she tasted it. Freedom.

The tower of water closed in behind her, shoving her off the board, tossing it and her up. One moment she was in the sun, the next she was tumbling in the wall of water. It slammed her, knocking away her breath, sending her wheeling, arms and legs flailing like rubber.

Lungs burning, she struggled to break the surface. She could see it shimmering above her, but the power of the water dragged her deeper, viciously pitching her. She clawed at the water, then was plunged down, gyrating helplessly until the surface was below her and just as out of reach.

As her strength failed she wondered giddily if she should pray. The Act of Contrition floated dreamily through her brain.

Oh my God I am heartily sorry for having offended thee.

As she was sucked back, sucked down, the prayer faded and music seemed to fill her head.

Come together. Right now. Over me.

Panic stabbed through her. It was dark. Dark, and the monsters were back. Her efforts to reach the surface were only wild flailings now. She opened her mouth to scream and gagged.

There were hands on her, and in her terror she fought them, beat at them as the water beat at her. It was the monster, the one who had smiled at her, the one who wanted to kill her as it had killed Darren. As an arm hooked around her throat, red balls danced in front of her eyes. They faded to gray as she broke the surface.

“Just relax,” someone was telling her. “I’ll get you in. Just hang on and relax.”

She was choking. Emma started to drag at the arm around her throat before she realized it wasn’t cutting off her air. She could see the sun, and when she dragged in a painful breath it was air that burned her throat, not water. She was still alive. The tears started as much in shame as in gratitude.

“You’re going to be okay.”

She laid a hand on the arm around her. “I wiped out,” she managed.

There was a chuckle, quick and a little breathless. “Big time. But, man, you had a hell of a ride first.”

Yes, she had, she realized, and concentrated on not humiliating herself further by being sick. Then there was sand, hot and rough on her skin. She let her rescuer lay her down, but the first faces she saw were of her bodyguards. Too weak to speak, she sent them a furious look. It didn’t make them back off, but it kept them from coming closer.

“Don’t try to stand up for a few minutes.”

Emma turned her head, coughed up some seawater. There was music—the Eagles, she thought groggily. “Hotel California.” There had been music before, in the dark, but she couldn’t remember the words now, or the melody. She coughed again, blinked against the dazzle of sunlight then focused on her savior.

The boy in the navy trunks, she thought and managed a weak smile. Water was dripping from his dark hair. His eyes were dark too, rich deep gray, as clear as lake water.

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” He settled down beside her, feeling awkward in the role of white knight. The guys would razz him for weeks. But he couldn’t bring himself to just leave her there. She was only a kid, after all. A great-looking kid, he thought—then felt still more awkward. He gave her shoulder a brotherly pat and thought she had the biggest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen.

“I guess I lost my board.”

He shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand as he looked out to sea. “No. Fred’s bringing it in. It’s a nice board.”

“I know. I’ve only had it for a couple of weeks.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen you around.” He glanced back down at her. She’d risen up on her elbows and her wet curls tumbled down her back. Her voice was pretty, he thought, sort of soothing and musical. “You English or something?”

“Irish. For the most part. We’ll be here only a few more days.” She sighed as the boy named Fred dragged in her board. “Thanks.” Not knowing what else to say, she concentrated on rubbing the wet sand from her knee.

The boy in the navy trunks gave Fred and the others who had gathered around a friendly wave that sent them about their business.

“When my father hears about this, he’ll never let me surf again.”

“Why does he have to hear about it?”

“He always does.” She made a concentrated effort not to look at her bodyguards.

“Everybody wipes out.” Beautiful eyes, he thought again, then looked deliberately out to sea. “You were doing pretty good.”

“Really.” She colored a bit. “You’re wonderful. I’ve watched you.”

“Thanks.” He grinned and showed a chipped tooth.

Emma stared at him as memory came flooding back. “You’re Michael.”

“Yeah.” His grin widened. “How’d you know?”

“You don’t remember me.” She pushed herself up to sit. “I met you, well, it was a long time ago. I’m Emma. Emma McAvoy. Your father brought you to the rehearsal hall one afternoon.”

“McAvoy?” Michael dragged a hand through his dripping hair. “Brian McAvoy?” As he said the name he saw Emma take a quick look round to see if anyone had heard him. “I remember you. You sent me a picture. I’ve still got it.” His eyes narrowed as he glanced over his shoulder. “So that’s what they’re doing here,” he murmured, studying the guards. “I thought they were narcs or something.”

“Bodyguards,” she said dully, then shrugged it off. “My father worries.”

“Yeah, I bet.” He remembered, clearly, the police photograph of a little boy. It left him with nothing else to say.

“I remember your father.” She began to draw idle circles in the sand. “He came to the hospital to see me after we lost my brother.”

“He’s a captain now,” Michael said for lack of anything else.

“That’s nice.” She’d been raised to be polite under any circumstances. “You’ll tell him I said hello, won’t you?”

“Sure.” They ran out of things to say so that the whoosh of the waves filled the gaps. “Ah, listen, do you want a Coke or something?”

She looked up, dazzled to be asked. It was the first time in her life she had had more than a five-minute conversation with a boy. Men, certainly. Her life had been full of men. But being asked to have a Coke with a boy only a few years her senior was a wonderful, and heady, experience. She nearly agreed before she remembered the guards. She couldn’t bear them watching.

“Thanks, but I’d better go. Da was going to pick me up in a couple of hours, but I don’t think I’m up to any more surfing today. I’ll have to call him.”

“I could take you.” He made a restless movement with his shoulders. It was stupid to feel so tongue-tied with a kid. But he couldn’t remember being more nervous since he’d asked Nancy Brimmer to the ninth-grade Valentine’s Dance. “Give you a ride home,” he continued as Emma stared at him. “If you want.”

“You probably have something you want to do.”

“No. Not really.”

He wanted to meet her father again, Emma decided after one ecstatic moment. A boy like him—why, he must have been at least eighteen—wouldn’t be interested in her. But the daughter of Brian McAvoy was different. She drummed up another smile as she got to her feet. He had saved her life. If seeing her father was the only payment she could make, then she would make it.

“I’d like a ride, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“No big deal.” He caught himself before he shifted his feet in the sand. She probably thought he was a jerk.

“I’ll just be a minute.” She rushed off in the direction of the guards, snatching up her beach wrap and bag on the way. “My friend is giving me a ride home,” she said in her most dismissive tone.

“Miss McAvoy.” The guard named Masters cleared his throat. “It would be better if you called your father.”

“There’s no need to bother him.”

The second guard, Sweeney, mopped his sweaty forehead. “Your father wouldn’t like you taking rides from strangers.”

“Michael’s not a stranger.” The haughty tone made her feel nasty inside, but she would not, could not, be humiliated in front of Michael. “I know him, and so does my father. Michael’s father is a captain on the police force here.” She pulled the long, rainbow-colored T-shirt over her suit. “You’ll be following behind us, so what does it matter?” She turned, and keeping her head up, walked back to where Michael waited with their boards.

“Hold it.” Sweeney put a hand on Masters’s shoulder. “Let’s give the kid a break. She don’t get many.”

Michael’s gas gauge was hovering dangerously close to empty when he pulled up at the high iron gates in Beverly Hills. He saw the faint surprise on the guard’s face before the switch was thrown and the gates swung inward. He was sorry as he drove down the tree-lined drive that he had nothing but scruffy sandals and his old track jersey to wear with his bathing trunks.

The house was all pink stone and white marble, four towering stories of it that took up more than an acre of the trim green lawn. Double arched doors of etched glass stood at the entrance. He wasn’t sure if he should be amused or impressed by the peacock that strutted across the grass.

“Nice place.”

“It’s P.M.’s really. Or P.M.’s wife’s.” Emma found herself faintly embarrassed by the life-sized marble lions that flanked the entrance. “It used to belong to someone in the cinema—I can never remember who—but Angie did it all over. Anyway, she’s in Europe filming so we’re staying a few weeks. Have you got time to come in?”

“Ah, yeah, I got time.” He frowned down at the sand clinging to his feet. “If you’re sure it’s okay.”

“Of course it is.” She stepped out of the car, the same ’68 Chevelle that Lou had once driven to the rehearsal hall. She waited for Michael to unstrap her board from the roof, then started up the steps. “I’ll have to tell Da what happened. The guards will anyhow. I hope you don’t mind if I, well, make it sound minor. You know?”

“Sure.” He grinned at her again, making her young heart flutter. “Parents always overreact. I guess they can’t help it.”

He heard the music the moment she opened the door. A piano, a series of thunderous chords, then an experimental noodling of notes, and the chords again. Emma took her board from him to prop it against the wall.

“They’re back here.” After a moment’s hesitation, she took Michael’s hand and led him down the wide white hallway.

He’d never seen a house like it, though he was too embarrassed to say so. Arched doorways opened on room after room where abstract paintings were slashes of frantic color against white walls. Even the floors were white so that Michael was unable to shake the feeling he was walking through some kind of temple.

Then he saw the goddess, the portrait of the goddess above a fireplace of white stone. She was blond and sulky-mouthed, wearing a white sequined dress that skimmed dangerously over the globes of her lush breasts.

“Wow.”

“That’s Angie,” Emma told him. Her nose wrinkled quickly, automatically. “She’s married to P.M.”

“Yeah.” He had the oddest feeling that the portrait’s eyes were alive and fixed on him hungrily. “I, ah, saw her last movie.” He didn’t add that after he had, he’d experienced fascinating and uncomfortably erotic dreams. “Man, she’s something.”

“Yes, she is.” And even at not-quite thirteen, Emma was aware what that something was. She gave Michael’s hand an impatient tug, then continued on.

It was the only room Emma felt at ease in—the only room in the mausoleum of a house where she imagined P.M. had been given a chance to express his own taste. There was color here, a mix-match of blues and reds and sunny yellows. Music awards lined the mantel; gold records dotted the wails. There were a couple of thriving plants near the window. A pair of lemon trees that Emma knew P.M. had started from seed.

Her father was seated at a beautiful old baby grand that had been in a movie whose tide always escaped Emma. Johnno sat beside him, smoking his habitual French cigarettes. There was a litter of papers on the floor, a big pitcher of lemonade sprinkled with condensation on the coffee table. The glasses, ice melting lazily inside them, were already leaving a duo of rings on the wood.

“We’ll keep it moving through the bridge,” Brian was saying as he pounded out chords. “Keep it fast, overlap the strings and horns, but keep the guitar the dominant force.”

“Fine, but it’s still the wrong beat.” Johnno brushed Brian’s hands aside. His diamonds winked on each pinky as he moved them over the keys.

Brian took out a cigarette, flipping it through his fingers. “I hate you when you’re right.”

“Da.”

He looked up. The smile came first, then faded as he focused on Michael. “Emma. You were supposed to ring if you wanted to come back early.”

“I know, but I met Michael.” Her lips curved, charmingly, so that her dimple flashed. “I wiped out, and he helped me get my board.” Because she wanted to leave it at that, she hurried on. “And I thought you’d like to meet him again.”

There was something enormously disturbing about seeing his girl, his little girl, standing with her hand in the hand of a boy who was nearly a man. “Again?”

“Don’t you remember? His father brought him to a rehearsal. His father, the policeman.”

“Kesselring.” The muscles in Brian’s stomach clenched. “You’re Michael Kesselring?”

“Yes, sir.” He wasn’t sure if it was proper to extend his hand for a shake with a music giant, so stood, rubbing his palms on his sandy trunks. “I was like eleven when I met you before. It was great.”

He was too used to being onstage, under the lights, to let the ache show. He looked at Michael, tall, dark, sturdy, and saw not Lou Kesselring’s son, but the potential of his own lost little boy. But he smiled as he stood up from the piano.

“It’s nice to see you again. You remember Michael, Johnno?”

“Sure. Ever talk your old man into that electric guitar?”

“Yeah.” Michael grinned, flattered to be remembered. “I took lessons awhile, but they gave me up as hopeless. I play the harmonica some, though.”

“Why don’t you get Michael a Coke, Emma?” Brian dropped to the arm of a chair, gesturing to the couch. The glint of his wedding ring caught a sliver of light. “Have a seat.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your work.”

“We live to be interrupted,” Johnno told him, mellowing the sarcasm with a smile. “What’d you think of the song?”

“It was great. Everything you do is great.”

Johnno’s brow lifted not so much in sarcasm now as amusement. “Here’s a smart boy, Bri. Maybe we should keep him.”

Michael grinned, unsure if he should be embarrassed. “No, really. I like all your stuff.”

“Not into disco?”

“Disco sucks.”

“A very smart boy,” Johnno decided. “So how’d you come to meet our Emma on the beach?” He continued talking, knowing Brian needed another moment to adjust.

“She had a little trouble with a wave and I helped her out.” He breezed over the incident with the skill of a teenager used to outwitting adults. “She’s got pretty good form, Mr. McAvoy. Just needs more practice.”

Brian managed another smile and toyed with his warm lemonade. “You surf a lot?”

“Every chance I get.”

“How’s your father?”

“He’s cool. He’s a captain now.”

“I’d heard. You must be out of high school by now.”

“Yes, sir. I graduated in June.”

“Going on?”

“Well, yeah. I thought I’d give college a shot. My father’s counting on it.”

Johnno pulled out his cigarettes, carelessly offering one to Michael. He took it, and the first pull of the strong, exotic smoke had his stomach bouncing. “So,” Johnno asked, mildly amused, “do you plan to follow in your father’s flat feet? Isn’t that what they call cops?” he continued. “Flat foots?”

“Oh.” Michael tried another small, experimental puff on the Gauloise. “I don’t think I’m cut out to be a cop. Dad, he’s great at it. Patient, you know. Like with your son’s case. He worked on that for years, even after the department closed the files.” He caught himself, appalled that he’d brought it up. “He’s like, dedicated,” he finished weakly.

“Yes, he is.” More at ease, Brian smiled the charming, heartwarming smile that made his fans love him. He wished he’d added rum to the lemonade. “You’ll give him my best, won’t you?”

“Sure.” It was with great relief that Michael saw Emma bringing in cold drinks on a tray.

An hour later, Emma walked him back to his car. “I want to thank you for not telling Da how stupid I was today.”

“No big deal.”

“Yes, it was. He gets … upset.” She gazed out to the high stone walls that surrounded the estate. Wherever she went there were walls. “I think he’d put me in a bubble if he could.”

The urge to touch her hair was so strong, so unexpected, that he’d lifted his hand before he caught himself and brushed it through his own. “It must be tough, with what happened to your brother and everything.”

“He’s always afraid, afraid someone will try to take me, too.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No. I don’t think so. The guards are always there, so I’ve never had a chance to be, really.”

He hesitated, one hand on the door handle. It wasn’t like he was stuck on her or anything, he told himself. She was just a kid. “Maybe I’ll see you at the beach tomorrow.”

A woman’s heart fluttered in her young chest. “Maybe.”

“I could give you some pointers on the board—you know, help you with your form.”

“That would be great.”

He got in, fiddling with the keys before starting the engine. “Thanks for the Coke and everything. It was really far out getting to meet your dad again and all.”

“Any time. Goodbye, Michael.”

“Yeah, See you.” He drove down the tree-lined drive, nearly steering onto the lawn because he was watching her in the rear-view mirror.
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He went back to the beach every day, but he never saw her there again that summer.




Chapter Fifteen
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They had an hour before bed check. An hour before Sister Immaculata shuffled her way down the halls in her black, sensible shoes to poke her disapproving, warty nose in each of the rooms to make sure all music was off and clothes were neatly hung in closets.

They had an hour, and Emma was afraid it was going to be enough time.

“Are they numb yet?”

“I don’t think so.”

Marianne narrowed her eyes as she tapped her foot along with her latest Billy Joel album. She was convinced he was right. Catholic girls did start much too late.

“Emma, you’ve had that ice on your ears for twenty minutes. You should have frostbite by now.”

Ice was melting cold down her wrists, but she kept it firmly against her ears. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Of course I do.” Marianne’s hips swayed in her prim cotton nightgown as she walked to the mirror. There, she admired the little gold balls in her newly pierced ears. “I watched every move my cousin made when she did mine.” She switched to an exaggerated German accent. “Und ve have all de instruments. Ice, needle.” Gleefully she held it up so it glinted in the lamplight. “The potato we ripped off from the kitchen. Two quick jabs and your dull, dreary ears become sophisticated.”

Emma kept her eye on the needle. She was searching for a way out, ears and pride intact. “I never asked Da if it was all right.”

“Jesus, Emma, ear piercing’s a personal choice. You’ve got your period, you’ve got your boobs—such as they are,” she added with a grin. “That makes you a woman.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to be a woman if it meant having her best friend stick a needle in her earlobe. “I don’t have any earrings.”

“I told you, you can borrow some of mine. I’ve got scads. Come on, let’s see that British stiff upper lip.”

“Right.” Having a deep breath, Emma took the ice from one ear. “Don’t screw up.”

“Me?” Marianne knelt by the chair to draw a tiny x on Emma’s earlobe with a purple felt-tip pen. “Listen, just in case I miss and drive this into your brain, can I have your record collection?” Then she giggled, held the potato behind Emma’s ear, and plunged.

It was a toss-up as to who was more queasy.

“God.” Marianne tucked her head between her knees. “At least my parents don’t have to worry about me becoming a drug addict. Shooting up must be disgusting.”

Emma slid bonelessly out of the chair. “You didn’t say I’d feel it.” As her stomach roiled, she concentrated on keeping very still and breathing. “Oh gross. You didn’t say I’d hear it.”

“I didn’t. But then Marcia and I had swiped a bottle of bourbon from Daddy’s bar. I guess we weren’t feeling or hearing anything.” She lifted her head, focused. There was blood, just a drop of it on Emma’s earlobe, but it made her think of the slasher movie she and her cousin had seen over the summer.

“We’ve got to do the other one.”

Emma just closed her eyes. “Oh Christ.”

“You can’t go around with one ear pierced. We’ve come this far, Emma.” Her hands were clammy as she clipped the needle free of the thread and prepared it for round two. “I’ve got the hard part. Just lie there.”

Gritting her teeth, Marianne aimed and fired. Emma only groaned and slid the rest of the way to the floor.

“It’s over. Now you have to clean them with peroxide so they don’t get infected. And keep your hair over them so none of the sisters notice for a while.”

When the door opened, both girls struggled up. But it wasn’t Sister Immaculata. Teresa Louise Alcott, the bright and annoying girl from across the hall, popped in wearing her pink cotton robe and feather mules.

“What’s going on?”

“We’re having an orgy.” Marianne flopped down again. “Don’t you ever knock?”

Teresa only grinned. She was one of the feverishly pert girls who volunteered for everything, always completed her assignments, and wept at the Stations of the Cross. Marianne detested her on principle. Being thick-skinned as well as pert, Teresa considered the insults signs of friendship.

“Wow. You’re getting your ears pierced.” She knelt down to study the strings dangling from Emma’s lobes. “Mother Superior’ll have a cat.”

“Why don’t you have a cat, Teresa?” Marianne suggested. “In your own room.”

But Teresa only grinned and sat back on her heels. “Did it hurt?”

Emma opened her eyes and wished Teresa to everlasting hell. “No. It felt great. Marianne’s going to do my nose next. You can watch.”

Teresa ignored the sarcasm and studied her newly manicured fingernails. “I’d love to have mine done. Maybe after Sister Immaculata comes through you could do it.”

“I don’t know, Teresa.” Marianne pushed herself up to change the record to Bruce Springsteen. “I haven’t finished my report on Silas Marner. I was going to work on it tonight.”

“Mine’s done.” Teresa smiled her pert smile. “If you do my ears, I’ll give you my notes.”

Marianne moved her shoulders as if debating. “Well, okay then.”

“Great. Wow, I almost forgot why I came over.” She dug into the deep pocket of her frilly pink robe and pulled out a magazine article. “My sister sent this to me because she knows I go to school with you, Emma. She cut it out of People. Have you ever seen that magazine? It’s just great. It has pictures of everybody. They have like Robert Redford on the cover and Burt Reynolds. All the hunks.”

“I’ve seen it,” Emma said, because she knew it was the only way to shut Teresa up.

“Sure you have, because your dad’s been in there lots of times. Anyway, I knew you’d just be dying to see it, so I brought it over.”

Because her stomach had settled, Emma propped herself up, then took the article. The nausea came back with a vengeance.

ETERNAL TRIANGLE

There was Bev rolling on the floor with another woman. And Da, with a look of stunned fury on his face, reaching down for her. Bev’s dress was ripped, and there was a kind of wild anger in her eyes. The same kind, Emma remembered, as had been there the last time she’d seen her.

“I knew you’d want it,” Teresa was saying cheerfully. “So I brought it over. That’s your mother, isn’t it?”

“My mother,” Emma murmured, staring at Bev’s picture.

“The blond lady in the glittery dress. Wow, I’d just die to have a dress like that. Jane Palmer. She’s your mother, right?”

“Jane.” She focused on the other woman now. The old fear came back, just as real, just as ripe as it had been ten years before. Just as stunning as it had been when another girl had shown her a smuggled-in copy of Devastated with Jane’s picture on the back cover.

It was Jane. Bev was fighting with her, and Da was there. What could they have been fighting about? Hope flashed through the fear. Perhaps Da and Bev were together. Perhaps they would all be together again.

She shook her head to clear it and focused on the text.


Those of the British upper crust who paid two hundred pounds a head for salmon mousse and champagne at a charity dinner at the Mayfair in London got more than their money’s worth. Beverly Wilson, successful decorator and estranged wife of Brian McAvoy of Devastation, went head to head with Jane Palmer, McAvoy’s former lover and author of the best-selling roman à clef, Devastated.

What prompted the hair-pulling match is up for speculation, but sources say the old rivalry has never cooled down. Jane Palmer is the mother of McAvoy’s daughter, Emma, age thirteen. Emma McAvoy, who inherited her father’s poetic looks, attends a private school somewhere in the States.

Beverly Wilson, who has been estranged from McAvoy for several years, was the mother of McAvoy’s only son, Darren. The child was tragically murdered seven years ago in a case that still baffles police.

McAvoy did not attend the function with either Miss Palmer or Miss Wilson, but with his current flame, singer Dory Cates. Though McAvoy separated the wrestlers personally, few words were exchanged between Wilson and McAvoy before she left with date P. M. Ferguson, drummer for the veteran rock group. Neither McAvoy nor Wilson were available for comment on the incident, but Palmer claims she will include the scene in her new book.

To borrow McAvoy’s own lyrics, it seems “old fires run hot and run long.”



There was more, talk about others who had attended and the comments they made about the incident. There was a description of the clothes and a tongue-in-cheek remark about, what both Jane and Bev had worn, and torn off each other. But she didn’t read any further. Didn’t need to.

“It’s neat, isn’t it, the way they were ripping each other’s dresses, right out in public?” Teresa’s eyes shone with excitement. “Do you think they were fighting over your father? He’s so dreamy, I bet they were. It’s just like in the movies.”

“Yeah.” Since strangling Teresa would only get her suspended, Marianne vetoed it. There were other, subtler ways to deal with idiots. She picked up the needle. She’d pierce Teresa’s flappy ears all right. And if she forgot the ice, it was an honest mistake. “You’d better get going, Teresa. Sister Immaculata’s going to be coming through any minute.”

With a little squeal, Teresa sprang up. She didn’t want to spoil her perfect record with a demerit. “Come over at ten, and I’ll give you the notes. Then you can do it.”

“Fine.”

Teresa put her hands on her earlobes. “I can’t wait.”

“Neither can I.” She waited until the door closed. “Little shit,” she muttered, then moved over to drape an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “You okay?”

“It never goes away.” She stared at the picture. It was a good one, she thought dispassionately, well focused, well lit. The faces weren’t blurred, the expressions quite clear. It was easy, all too easy to see the hate in her mother’s eyes. “Do you think I could be like her?”

“Like who?”

“My mother.”

“Come on, Emma. You haven’t even seen her since you were a baby.”

“There’s genes, heredity and all that.”

“All that’s bull.”

“Sometimes I’m mean. Sometimes I want to be mean, the way she was.”

“So what?” She rose to take Springsteen off. Sister Immaculata might come along any minute and confiscate it. “Everybody’s mean sometimes. That’s because our flesh is weak and we’re loaded with sin.”

“I hate her.” It was a relief to say it, a terrible, terrible relief. “I hate her. And I hate Bev for not wanting me, and Da for putting me here. I hate the men who killed Darren. I hate them all. She hates everyone, too. You can see it in her eyes.”

“It’s okay. Sometimes I hate everyone. And I don’t even know your mother.”

That made her laugh. She couldn’t say why, but it made her laugh. “Neither do I, I guess.” She sniffled, sighed. “I hardly remember her.”

“There, you see.” Satisfied, Marianne plopped down again. “If you don’t remember her, you can’t be like her.”

It sounded logical, and she needed to believe it. “I don’t look like her.”

Wanting to judge fairly, Marianne took up the article and studied the pictures. “Not a bit. You’ve got your father’s bone structure and coloring. Take it from an artist.”

Emma lifted a hand to her tender lobes. “Are you really going to pierce Teresa’s ears?”

“You bet—with the dullest needle I can find. Want to do one?”

Emma grinned.




Chapter Sixteen
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Stevie had never been so scared. There were bars all around and the steady drip, drip, drip, of a faucet somewhere down the hall. Voices were raised occasionally and echoed. There was the shuffling of feet, then the godawful silence.

He needed a fix. His body was trembling, sweating. His stomach was knotted, refusing to let him release the nausea in the scarred porcelain John in the corner. His nose and eyes were running. It was the flu, he told himself. He had the freaking flu and they’d locked him up. He needed a bloody doctor, and they’d shut him up and left him to rot. Sitting on the cot, he brought his knees up to his chest, pushing his back into the wall.

He was Stevie Nimmons. He was the greatest guitarist of his generation. He was somebody. But they had put him in a cage like an animal. They had locked him up and walked away. Didn’t they know who he was? What he’d made himself?

He needed a fix. Oh Jesus, just one sweet fix. Then he’d be able to laugh this off.

It was cold. It was so goddamn cold. He yanked the blanket from the cot and huddled under it. And he was thirsty. His mouth was so dry he couldn’t even work up enough spit to swallow.

Someone would come, he thought as his eyes began to fill. Someone would come and make it all right again. Someone would fix it. Oh God, he needed a fix. His mother would come and tell him everything had been taken care of.

It hurt. He began to weep against his knees as the pain wracked through him. Every breath he took seemed to hold tiny slivers of glass. His muscles were on fire, his skin like ice.

Just one. Just one toke, one hit, one line, and he’d be all right again.

Didn’t they know who the fuck he was?

“Stevie.”

He heard his name. With eyes bleary with tears, he looked toward the cell door. Dragging the back of his hand over his mouth, he struggled to focus. He tried to laugh, but the sound came out in a whooping sob as he struggled up. Pete. Pete could fix it.

He tripped over the blanket, and lay sprawled on the floor a moment as Pete watched him. Stevie’s body was stick-thin. His legs angled awkwardly out from it and ended in five-hundred-pound snakeskin boots. His face as he pushed himself up was gray and pasty with lines dug deep and dug hard. The whites of his eyes were streaked fiery red. There was a trickle of blood from his lip where he had hit the floor. And he stank.

“Man, I’m sick.” He began to pull himself up, hand over sweaty hand on the bars. “I got the flu.”

The junkie flu, Pete thought dispassionately.

“You got to get me out.” Stevie wrapped his trembling fingers around the bars. Though his breath was stale, Pete didn’t back away. “It’s fucking crazy. They came into my house. Into my goddamn house like a bunch of bloody Nazis. They waved some kind of paper in front of my face and started pulling out drawers. Jesus, Pete, they dragged me in here like I was some kind of freaking murderer. They put handcuffs on me.” He began to cry again and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. “People were watching when they took me out of my own house with handcuffs on me. They were taking pictures. It ain’t fucking right, Pete. It ain’t fucking right. You got to get me out.”

During the outburst Pete had stayed very still. His voice was low and calm. He’d handled crises before, and knew how to turn them in his favor. “They found heroin, Stevie, and what’s politely called drug paraphernalia. They’re going to charge you with possession.”

“Just get me the fuck out.”

“Are you listening to me?” The question whipped out, cool and quiet. “They found enough in your place to put you away.”

“It was planted. Somebody set me up. Somebody—”

“Don’t bullshit me.” His eyes hardened, but whatever disgust he felt he kept carefully inside. “You have two choices. You can go to jail, or you can go into a clinic.”

“I’ve got a right—”

“You’ve got no rights here. You’re messed up, Stevie. If you want me to help you, you’re going to do exactly what I tell you.”

“Just get me out.” Stevie sank to the floor and folded into himself. “Just get me out.”
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“How long will he have to stay in?” Bev poured the chilled Pouilly Fumé into glasses.

“Three months.” Johnno watched her, pleased that the old Bev wasn’t buried too deeply in the newer, sleeker model. “I’m not sure how Pete pulled it off, nor do I think I want to know, but if Stevie spends his time in the Whitehurst Clinic, he won’t stand trial.”

“I’m glad. He needs help, not a jail sentence.” She settled on the sofa beside him, feeling foolishly nervous. “The news is all over the radio. I was just wondering what to do, what I could do, when you knocked at the door. Perhaps, in a few weeks, I could go to see him.”

“I’m not sure he’ll be such a pretty sight.”

“He’ll need his friends,” she said, and set her wine down untasted.

“And are you still?”

She looked up. Her face softened before she lifted a hand to his cheek. “You look good, Johnno. I always wondered what you were hiding under that beard.”

“The sixties are over. More’s the pity. I actually wore a tie last week.”

“Please.”

“Well, it was white leather, but a tie nonetheless.” He leaned over and kissed her. Time, he thought, was only time after all. “I’ve missed you, Bev.”

“The years went by so quickly.”

“For some of us. I hear you and P.M. are an item.”

She picked up her wine, sipping, stalling. “Did you come to gossip, Johnno?”

“You know how I adore gossip, luv. Shall I pretend I didn’t see the pictures of you and P.M.?” The familiar sarcasm was back, faint, but sharp as a blade. “Of course my favorite is of you and Jane, right after you bloodied her lip.” He grabbed Bev’s hand before she could rise, and kissed it. “My hero.”

The laughter bubbled up, and though she took her hand away, she relaxed again. “I had no intention of fighting with her, and no regret that I did.”

“That’s the spirit. You Amazon.”

“She made a comment about Darren,” Bev murmured.

“I’m sorry.” His smile faded. When he took her hand again, she let hers lie comfortably in it.

“I just saw red. I know that’s a cliché, but you do when you’re viciously angry. The next thing I knew I was plowing into her, for Darren, for myself. And for Emma. A lot of nerve I have defending Emma after what I did to her.”

“Bev.”

“No, we won’t get into all that,” she interrupted. “It’s done now. I imagine Jane will say some filthy things about me in her next book, and my business will boom as a result.” Push it aside, she told herself, and go on. “P.M. tells me that you’re about to form your own label.”

“It should be official in a couple of weeks. Just where is our boy?”

“He had to fly to California a couple of days ago. The divorce business. Actually, he’s expected back anytime now.”

“Expected back here?”

She drank again, but met his eyes levelly. “Yes, here. Is that a problem, Johnno?”

“I don’t know. Is it?”

A trace of the old fire came into her eyes—stubborn, defensive. “He’s a very sweet man, a kind man.”

“I know. I’m rather fond of him myself.”

“I know you are.” She sighed, and let the fire die. “Don’t let’s make it complicated, Johnno. We’re just looking for a little happiness, a little peace of mind.”

“That’s bullshit. P.M.’s been in love with you for years.”

“So what if he is?” she demanded. “Don’t I deserve someone who loves me? Someone who puts me first?”

“Yes. And doesn’t he deserve the same?”

She shoved away from the sofa to pace to the window and back. The rain slicked down the glass like bars. “I’m not going to hurt him. He needs someone right now. So do I. What’s so wrong about that?”

“Brian,” he said simply.

“What does he have to do with this? That was over long ago.

He got up slowly. “I won’t insult you by calling you a liar, or by calling you a fool. I will say that I care about you, and P.M. And Bri. And I care about the band, what we are, what we’ve done, what we still can do.”

“I’m hardly a Yoko Ono,” she said stiffly. “I won’t come between your precious band. Have I ever? Could I ever?”

“You never have. Maybe you’ve never known how easily you could. Brian’s never loved anyone like he loved you, Bev. Believe me, I know.”

“Don’t say that to me.”

He started to speak again, but they both heard the door open, and the rush of footsteps down the hallway. “Bev! Bev!” P.M. turned into the room, his coat wet from the rain and flapping open. “Johnno, thank God. I just heard about Stevie on the radio. What the hell’s going on?”

“Have a seat, son.” Johnno settled back on the sofa himself. “And I’ll tell you.”
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He loved her so sweetly. He touched her so gently. The candles flickered, flames dancing with the dark as Bev stroked a hand down P.M.’s back. His whispers were soft, the words lovely. It was easy, so easy to give herself to him, to let the strength of his feelings carry her along.

She would never have to ask herself if he needed her, if she would be, could always be, enough for him. With him, she would never have to spend nights wondering, worrying, aching. And she would never, never, feel that thrill of unity, of Tightness, of belonging.

She gave him all she could, arching up to him, opening for him, accepting, even welcoming him into her. Her body didn’t shudder as his did, her heart didn’t threaten to burst through the wall of her chest. But after a good, clean climax came the peace. And she was grateful.

But she should have known such simple things don’t last.

The candles still flickered as he drew her close, to hold her warmth to him. He loved the serenity that always cloaked her after sex, the complete and somehow elegant stillness of her body.

Her eyes were half closed, her lips soft and just parted. Her limbs were pliant. If he rested his head, as he often did, on her breast, he would hear the strong, steady beat of her heart.

Sometimes they talked like this—as he had never talked with his wife of seven years. They talked of what had happened to them during the day, or what had happened to the world. Or they lay and listened to the radio that had played during their lovemaking. They would drift to sleep like that, quiet and content. And in the morning he would wake, dazzled and delighted that she was beside him.

He shifted her so that he could brush his hand through her hair. “The divorce is going through.”

Roused out of a half-doze, she opened her eyes and watched the pattern of light and shadow on the wall. “I’m glad.”

“Are you?”

“Of course. I know how hard it’s been on you the last few weeks. You want it behind you.”

“I do. I married Angie for the wrong reasons, Bev. I wanted to settle down so badly, to have a wife, a home, a family. Of course that monster in Beverly Hills was never a home, and she always had an excellent excuse for putting off starting a family. Just as well. I was as poor a choice for her as she was for me.”

She linked her fingers with his. “You’re too hard on yourself.”

“No, it’s true. I was a career choice for Angie. The pity is, she didn’t realize I was fond enough of her once to have helped her there without marriage. But we jumped in and were both too lazy or too cautious to jump out again when it went bad.” He studied her fingers, long and slender, tangled with his chunky ones. “Looking back, I can see every mistake so clearly. I won’t make them again, Bev—if you give me a chance.”

“P.M.” She moved then, flustered and frightened. His hands came to her shoulders, surprisingly firm, holding her face-to-face.

“I want you to marry me, Bev, for all the right reasons.”

She hesitated, surprising herself. The answer didn’t come through her lips as quickly, as surely, as it had jumped into her head. It was her heart that stopped it, she realized. Her heart that wanted to give him what he wanted. She lifted her hands to cover his.

“I can’t. I’m so sorry I can’t.”

He stared at her, watching her eyes, the regret in them—and the trace of pity that made him want to scream. “Because of Brian.”

She started to agree, then found that answer unclear as well. “No, because of me.” She drew away, and pulling on a robe, got out of bed. “I can’t let go, you see. I thought I had, I’ve wanted to, but I can’t.” She turned back, her face in shadows, her voice clear and filled with regrets. “Being with you is the best thing to happen to me in a long, long time. It’s made me feel happy again. And it’s made me see things clearly for the first time in years.”

“You’re still in love with him.”

“Yes. I think I could live with that, I think I could accept that somehow and go on, with you, with someone. But I’m the one who drove him away, you see.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Didn’t he ever tell you?” She smiled a little as she sat on the edge of the bed. It was easy to talk to him like this, to think of him as friend now, rather than lover. “No, I suppose he wouldn’t speak of it. Not even to you. After Darren was killed, I cut Brian out of my life. I punished him, P.M., and Emma. I hurt Brian when he needed me most, blaming him because I was too afraid to blame myself.”

“For God’s sake, Bev, neither of you was to blame.”

“I’ve never been sure of that. I wouldn’t let him grieve with me. And when he was suffering, when we both were suffering, I turned him away. He didn’t leave me, P.M. I left him. And poor little Emma. In our way, I suppose we both abandoned her. Seeing you again, being with you, has made me realize just what I did. To all of us. You deserve better than a woman who didn’t love enough, and who’ll always regret it.”

“I could make you happy, Bev.”

“Yes, I think you could.” She cupped his face in her hands. “But I wouldn’t make you happy, not for long. You’d always know I loved him first, and in a way I’ll never love anyone else.”

Yes, he had known, he had known that and her answer before he had asked the question. It would have helped if he could have hated her for it, and hated Brian. But he loved. “Why don’t you go back to him, talk to him?”

“Darren would be almost ten years old now. It’s too far to go back, P.M.”
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Emma hurried across the grounds. If she looked as though she had a purpose, none of the sisters would stop and question her. She had an excuse prepared—a botany report for a science project.

She only wanted to be alone. She was ready to scream and wail with the need to be alone. She didn’t even want Marianne’s company. Emma was sorry she’d had to lie to her closest friend, and would confess the sin to Father Prelenski in the afternoon. But she needed an hour, an hour alone, to think.

She cast one quick look over her shoulder, then skirted around a row of hedges. Tucking the notebook she carried more securely under her arm, she dove into a small grove of trees.

Since it was Saturday, she was allowed her jeans and sneakers. It was cool enough in the shade of the greening trees to make her glad she’d worn the sweater. Once she was certain she was out of view from any of the windows of the academy, she dropped to the ground. Inside the notebook were more than a dozen clippings, most of which had been passed on to her by Teresa and other equally curious classmates.

The first was of herself, and Michael, from the summer before. She smoothed it carefully, battled embarrassed delight as she studied her face and form, depicted so clearly in newsprint. She looked wet and disheveled, and unfortunately for her ego, didn’t fill out the bikini very interestingly.

But Michael looked wonderful.

Michael Kesselring, she thought. Of course the paper hadn’t printed his name, hadn’t bothered to find it out. It had been her the press had been interested in. But all the girls had squealed over Michael and demanded to know who he was and if Emma had had a summer romance.

It had made her feel very grown-up to talk about him. Of course, she’d embellished the tale more than a little, about how he’d carried her in his arms, given her mouth-to-mouth, pledged his undying love. She didn’t think Michael would mind—especially since he’d never know about it.

With a sigh, she replaced the clipping and took out another. It was the one Teresa had brought over the night Emma had had her ears pierced. She couldn’t count the number of times she had taken it out, stared at it, studied it, tried to dissect it. Her eyes were constantly drawn to her mother’s face, frightened as they searched and searched for some resemblance. But not all heredity could be seen, she knew. She was a very good student, and had taken a special interest in biology when discussions of heredity and genes had come up.

That was her mother, and there was no denying it. She had grown inside that woman, had been born from her. No matter how many years had passed, Emma could still smell the stink of gin, she could still feel the pinches and slaps and hear the curses.

It terrified her—terrified her so that just looking at the picture had her digging bitten-down nails into her palms, had the palms themselves sweating.

On a choked cry, she tore her gaze from Jane’s picture and looked at her father’s. She prayed every night she was like him—kind, gentle, funny, fair. He had saved her. She had read the story often enough, and even without the printed words, she remembered. The way he had looked when she’d climbed out from under the sink, the kindness in his voice when he had spoken to her. He’d given her a home, and a life without fear. Even though he had sent her away, she would never forget the years he had given her. That he and Bev had given her.

It was hardest to look at Bev somehow. She was so beautiful, so perfect. Emma had never loved another woman more, never needed one more. And to look at her made it impossible not to think of Darren. Darren who had had the same rich dark hair and soft green eyes. Darren whom she had sworn to protect. Darren who had died.

Her fault, Emma thought now. She was never to be forgiven for it. Bev had sent her away. Her father had sent her away. She would never have a family again.

She put it away, and spent some time going through older clippings. Pictures of herself as a child, pictures of Darren, the wide, stark headlines about the murder. These she kept hidden deep in her drawer, knowing if the nuns found them and told her father, he would get that sad, hurt look in his eyes. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she couldn’t forget.

She read the stories through, though she could have recited them by heart by this time. Looking, she was always looking for something new, something that would tell her why it had happened, how she might have stopped it.

There was nothing. There never was.

There were new clippings now—pictures and stories about Bev and P.M. Some said Bev would at last get a divorce and marry P.M. Others played up the juicy angle of two men who had been like brothers torn apart by a woman. There was the announcement of Devastation’s new label, Prism, and pictures of the party in London on the day it had become official. There was her father with another new woman, and again with Johnno and P.M. and Pete. But not Stevie. With a sigh, Emma took out another clipping.

Stevie was in a clinic where they put drug abusers. They called him an addict. Others called him a criminal. Emma remembered she’d once thought he was an angel. Emma thought he looked tired in the picture, tired and thin and afraid. The papers said it was a tragedy; they said it was an outrage. Some of the girls snickered about it.

But no one would talk to her. When she had questioned her father, he had told her only that Stevie had lost control and was getting help. She wasn’t to worry.

But she did worry. They were her family, the only family she had left. She had lost Darren. She had to make sure she didn’t lose the rest.

Carefully, in her best penmanship, she began to compose letters.




Chapter Seventeen
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Stevie read his in the sunlight, as he sat on a stone bench in the garden during his morning walk. It was a lovely spot, filled with tea roses and hollyhocks and bird songs. Little brick paths wound through it, under arbors of wisteria and morning glories. Both the staff and the patients at Whitehurst were given free rein there. Until the sturdy stone walls rose up.

He detested the clinic, the doctors, the other patients. He despised the therapy sessions, the scheduling, the determined smiles of the staff. But he did what he was told, and he told them what they wanted to hear.

He was an addict. He wanted help. He would take one day at a time.

He would take their methadone and dream of heroin.

He learned to be calm, and he learned to be cunning. In four weeks and three days, he would walk out a free man. This time he would be more careful. This time he would control the drugs. He would smile at the doctors and reporters, he would lecture on the evils of drugs, and he would lie through his teeth. When he was out, he would live his life as he chose.

No one had the right to tell him he was sick, no one had the right to tell him he needed help. If he wanted to get high, he’d get high. What did they understand about the pressures he lived with day after day? The demands to excel, to be that much better than the rest?

Maybe he’d gone too far before. Maybe. So he’d keep it a social thing. The frigging doctors swilled their bourbon. He’d do a line if he felt like a line. He’d smoke some hash if he had a yen for it.

And fuck them. Fuck them all.

He tore open the envelope. He was pleased that Emma had written him. He could think of no other female he’d had such pure and honest feelings for. Taking out a cigarette, he leaned back on the bench and drew in the scent of smoke and roses.


Dear Stevie,

I know You’re in a kind of hospital and I’m sorry I can’t visit you. Da says he and the others have been there, and that You’re looking better. I wanted you to know that I was thinking about you. Maybe when you’re well we can go on vacation together, all of us, like we did in California last summer. I miss you a lot and I still hate school. But it’s only three and a half more years. Remember when I was little and you always asked me who was the best? I’d always say Da and you’d pretend to get mad. Well, I never told you that you play the guitar better. Don’t tell Da I said so. Here’s a picture of you and me in New York a couple of years ago. Da took it, remember? That’s why it’s out of focus. I thought you’d like to have it. You can write me back if you feel like it. But if you don’t that’s okay. I know I’m supposed to have paragraphs and stuff in this letter, but I forgot. I love you, Stevie. Get well soon.

Love,
Emma



He let the letter lie on his lap. He sat on the bench and smoked his cigarette. And wept.
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P.M. opened his letter as he sat in the empty house he’d just bought on the outskirts of London. He was on the floor with the ceilings towering over him, a bottle of ale by his knee and the cool blues of Ray Charles coming from his only piece of furniture, the stereo.

It hadn’t been easy to leave Bev, but it had been harder to stay. She had helped him find the house, as she’d promised. She would decorate it. She would, now and then, make love with him in it. But she would never be his wife.

He blamed Brian for it. No matter what Bev had told him, P.M. eased his pain by placing the blame squarely on Brian. He hadn’t been man enough to stay with her through the bad times. He hadn’t been man enough to let her go. Right from the beginning Brian had treated Bev badly. Bringing her a child from another woman, asking her to raise it as her own. Leaving her for weeks at a time while he toured. Pushing her, he thought viciously, pushing her into a lifestyle she never wanted. Drugs, groupies, and gossip.

And what would Brian say, what would they all say, if he announced he was leaving the group? That would make them sit up and take notice, P.M. thought as he swallowed some ale. Brian McAvoy could go to hell and take Devastation with him.

More out of habit than curiosity, he opened Emma’s letter. She wrote him every couple of months. Cute, chatty letters that he answered with a postcard or a little gift. It wasn’t the girl’s fault that her father was a bastard, P.M. thought, and began to read.


Dear P.M.,

I guess I’m supposed to say I’m sorry about your divorce, but I’m not. I didn’t like Angie. The sisters say that divorce is a sin, but I think it’s a bigger one to pretend you love someone when you don’t. I hope you’re happy again because when I saw you last summer you were sad.

There are lots of things in the paper about you and Bev. Maybe I’m not supposed to talk about something like that, but I can’t help it. If you and Bev get married, I won’t be mad. She’s so beautiful and good you can’t help it if you love her. Maybe if she’s happy with you, she won’t hate me anymore. I know you’re not fighting with Da like it says in some of the papers. It would be stupid to blame him for loving Bev if you love her, too.

I found this picture I took of you and Da a long time ago. I know you’re going to start the new album soon, so you can show it to him. I hope you’re happy, because I love you. Maybe I’ll see you in London this summer.

Love,
Emma



P.M. studied the picture for a long time, then slipped it inside the folded letter, and the letter inside the envelope. Divorcing his wife had been one thing, he realized. Divorcing his family was something else again.
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Johnno spent his first day back in New York sleeping, and his second composing. He was living alone at the moment, and gratefully so. His last lover had driven him to distraction with obsessive cleanliness. Johnno was fastidious himself, but when it had come to washing all the bottles and cans that had come into the house from the market, even he had been baffled.

He appreciated the silence—after the housekeeper had left. He thought idly about spending the evening out, but decided he was too lazy. It wasn’t jet lag as much as it was the strain of the last few weeks. The legalities and hassles of the new label, the difficult visit with Stevie at the clinic, and worse somehow, the time he had spent with Brian, watching his oldest friend snuggle down deeper into a bottle.

Yet the music Brian was writing was better than ever. Stinging, lyrical, sharp-edged, dreamy. He wouldn’t speak of his feelings, of his hurt or anger over P.M.’s relationship with Bev. But it was there in his music.

That was enough to keep Pete happy, Johnno thought as he stripped off his shirt. As long as Devastation kept rocking, all was right with the world.

He took out the shrimp salad his housekeeper had made up, uncorked a bottle of wine, and pushed idly through the mail which had accumulated during his absence. When Emma’s handwriting caught his eye, he grinned.


Dear Johnno,

I’ve snuck away from the nuns for a little while. I guess I’ll do penance for it later, but I felt I might scream if I didn’t have a few minutes alone. Most of the sisters are cranky today. Three seniors were expelled yesterday. There’s a rule about smoking in uniform so Karen Jones, Mary Alice Plessinger, and Tomisina Gibralti stripped dawn to their slips in the locker room and lit up. Most of the girls think it was cool, but Mother Superior doesn’t have much of a sense of humor.



With a laugh, Johnno pushed aside the salad, lifted his wine, and settled into the letter.


I’ve been thinking a lot lately about Da, and you and the others. I’ve seen the stories about Stevie, and I hate the things everyone’s saying about him. Have you seen him? Is he all right? The picture I have came from the London Times and makes him look so old and sick. I don’t want to believe that he’s a drug addict, but I’m not a child. Da won’t talk to me about it, so I’m asking you. You always tell me the truth. Some of the girls say that all rock singers are drug addicts. Some of the girls are complete asses.

Gossip manages to get through the walls here, too. I have the article and the pictures of Bev and Da and P.M. from People. Jane was in the picture, too. I don’t want to call her my mother. Please don’t tell Da that I wrote you about it. He gets so upset and it doesn’t change anything. I was upset at first, but I thought about it for a long time. It’s okay if Bev loves P.M., isn’t it? It almost makes it like she’s family again.

I guess I’m really writing to ask you to look after Da. I know he pretends he doesn’t think about Bev anymore, that he doesn’t love her. But he does. I can tell. When I get out of school, I’ll be able to take care of him myself I’m going to have a base in New York with Marianne, and I can travel all over with him, taking pictures.

The one enclosed is a self portrait. I took it last week. Note the earrings. Marianne pierced my ears, and I nearly fainted. I haven’t broken the news to Da yet, so keep mum, will you? Spring break’s just nine days off, and that should be soon enough for him to see the damage himself. Da says we’ll spend Easter on Martinique. Please come, Johnno. Please.

I love you,
Emma



And what was he supposed to do about Emma? Johnno wondered. He could show the letter to Brian and say “Look, read this and straighten your ass up. Your daughter needs you.” And if he did, neither Brian nor Emma would forgive him.

She was growing up, and growing up fast. Pierced ears, training bras, and philosophy. Brian wouldn’t be able to keep her in a bubble much longer.

Well, he would try to be there when the blow came, for both of them. Tilting back his glass, he drained the wine. And it looked as though he’d be spending a few days in Martinique.
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With the white sand heating under him, and his rum growing warm, Brian watched his daughter cut through the surf. What was she racing against? he wondered. Why did she always seem to be in a hurry to get from one point to the next? He could have told her that once she reached the finish line the glory was only momentary. But she wouldn’t have listened.

A teenager. Sweet Jesus, how had she come to be a teenager? And how had he come to be a thirty-three-year-old icon?

At thirteen it had all seemed very simple to him. His goals had been perfectly defined. To get out of the slums, to play his music, to be someone. He’d accomplished all of that. So where was the thrill? He picked up his glass and drank deeply. Where the hell was the thrill?

He watched Emma dive under a wave, then come up, sleek as an otter, on the other side. He wished she wouldn’t swim out so far. It was so much easier to worry when he could see her. The months when she was tucked away in school, he never worried. She was a good student, well mannered, quietly obedient. Then the holidays would come, and she would pop back into his life. That much more grown-up, that much more beautiful. He would see that look in her eyes, that dark, determined look he recognized as his own. It frightened him.

“God, what energy.” Johnno dropped down beside him. “She doesn’t slow down much, does she?”

“No. We getting old, Johnno?”

“Shit.” Johnno adjusted his panama and tried a sip of Brian’s rum. “Rock stars don’t get old, son. They play Vegas.” Grimacing, he screwed the glass back into the sand. “We ain’t there yet.” He settled back on his elbows. “Of course, we ain’t Shaun Cassidy, either.”

“Thank Christ.”

“Keep that up and you’ll never get your picture in Tiger Beat.” They sat in silence a moment, listening to the whoosh of the waves. Johnno was glad he’d come. The quiet of the private villa and beach was the perfect contrast to the crowded rush of New York, or the rainy spring in London. The villa behind them was three stories, with terraces jutting out over the sea—high walls and hedges on three sides and the white curve of beach on the fourth. The pretty pastel stones glinted in the sunlight, and there was the scent of water and hot flowers everywhere.

Yes, he was glad he’d come, not just because of the sunshine, but because of the time it had given him, the quiet time, with Brian and with Emma. The time he knew would come all too quickly to an end.

“Pete rang up a little while ago.”

Brian watched Emma stand in thigh-high water, lift her face to the sun. Her skin had warmed—not tanned, he thought, not browned, but warmed. The color of apricots. He worried about how soon some hungry young boy would want a taste. “And?”

“Things are set for next month. We can start recording.”

“And Stevie?”

“They’re going to put him on some kind of outpatient program. He’s a registered junkie now.” Johnno shrugged. “Methadone program. If you can’t get drugs from the street, you get them from the government. Anyhow, he’ll be ready. Will you?”

Brian picked up his glass, drained it. The rum had been heated by the sun and ran mellow down his throat. “I’ve been ready.”

“Glad to hear it. You don’t intend to take a punch at P.M., do you?”

“Give me a break, Johnno.”

“I’d rather see you smash his nose than spend the next months freezing him out, or working up to killing him in his sleep.”

“I’ve got no problem with P.M.,” Brian said carefully. “It’s his life.”

“And your wife.”

Brian shot Johnno a vicious look, but he managed, barely, to control the ugly words that sprang to mind. “Bev hasn’t been my wife for a long time.”

Johnno glanced over to be certain Emma was still out of earshot. “That line’s all right for anyone else. Not for me, Bri.” He put a hand on Brian’s wrist, squeezed, then released. “I know it’s going to be hard for you. I just want to make sure you’re ready.”

He lifted his glass, remembered it was empty, and set it down again. Despite the breeze off the water, he was finding the heat oppressive. “You can’t go back, Johnno. And you can’t stand still. So you keep going forward whether you’re ready or not.”

“Oh, that was great!” Emma dropped to her knees between her father and Johnno, her hair streaming. “You should come out.”

“In the water?” Johnno said, tilting down his blue-lensed sunglasses. “Emma, luv, there are things in the water. Slimy things.”

Laughing, she leaned over to kiss his cheek, then her father’s. She caught the sharp scent of rum and fought to keep her smile in place. “Old people sit on the beach,” she said lightly. “Middle-aged people sit on the beach.”

“Middle-aged?” Brian caught a hank of her hair and tugged. “Just who’re you calling middle-aged?”

“Oh, just people who sit on the beach all morning with umbrellas at their backs.” She grinned. “Why don’t you two sit right here, rest yourselves. I’ll fetch you a cold drink. And I’ll get my camera. I can take pictures so you can look back and remember your nice, restful vacation.”

“She’s got a mouth on her, Bri.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Shall we let her get by with it?”

He glanced at his friend. “Not a chance.”

She squealed when they lunged. She could have been quicker, if she’d wanted to, but put up a good wriggling fight as her father grabbed her legs and Johnno hooked his hands under her arms.

“Into the brink, I’d say.” Johnno tossed back his head so that his hat landed in the sand. Then keeping pace with Brian raced to the water. Emma held her breath, and took them under with her.

[image: ]

She’d never been happier in her life. It had all been perfect, completely, wonderfully perfect. Days in the sun, nights listening to Johnno and her father play. Cheating with Johnno at cards. Walks along the beach with her father. She had rolls of film to develop, pockets of memory to store.

So how could she sleep? Emma wondered. It was her last night on Martinique, her last night with her father. Her last night of freedom. Tomorrow she would be on a plane, headed back to school, where there were rules for everything. What time to get up, what time to sleep, what to wear, what to think.

With a sigh, she shook her head. It would be summer soon, she reminded herself. And she would go to London. She would see Stevie and P.M. then as well. She could watch while they recorded.

She’d get through the next few weeks somehow. She had to. It was so important to Da, she thought, that she get her education, that she be safe and well looked after. Well, the nuns did that, she decided. There was hardly a moment in the day when you weren’t looked after.

She could hear the water. Smell it. Going with instinct, she dragged on a pair of shorts. It was late. Even the guards would be asleep. She would go to the beach alone for her last night. Alone. She could sit and watch the water, and no one would watch her.

She hurried out, down the hall of the rented villa, down the stairs. Holding her breath, she slipped out of the tall glass doors and ran.

She gave herself only an hour. When she tiptoed back to the villa, she was soaking wet. It hadn’t been enough to watch the water after all. She came in quietly, with the idea to make a dash to her room. When she heard her father’s voice, she sunk into the shadows.

“Just keep it down, luv. Everyone’s asleep.”

There was a feminine giggle, then a whisper, thickly French. “I’m quiet as a mouse.”

Brian came into the room with a curvy little brunette wrapped around him. She was wearing a hot-pink sarong and carrying gold high heels. “I’m so glad you came in tonight, chéri.” She ran her hands up his sides, then hooking them tightly around his neck, brought his mouth to hers.

Embarrassed and confused, Emma shut her eyes. But she could hear the quick, wet moans.

“Mmm. You’re in a hurry.” The French woman laughed, working her way under Brian’s shirt. “I’ll give you your money’s worth, chéri, don’t you worry. But you promised me a party first.”

“Right.” And that would help, he thought. Her hair was dark and sleek, but her eyes were brown instead of green. After a couple of lines it wouldn’t matter. Nothing would. He went to a table and, unlocking a drawer, took out a small white vial. “Party time.”

The brunette clapped her hands. Hips swinging, she walked to the glass coffee table and knelt.

Appalled, Emma watched her father set up the cocaine. Straws, mirrors, the razor blade. His movements were competent, practiced. His head bent close to the brunette’s.

“Ah.” The French woman leaned back, eyes brilliant. She dipped a fingertip into the dust on the mirror then rubbed it over her gums. “Delicious.”

Brian hooked a finger in her sarong, drew her to him. He felt incredible. Young, powerful, invincible. He was hard and ready and full of needs. He bent her back, intending to take her quickly the first time. After all, he’d paid for all night.

“Da.”

His head whipped up. He focused, but it seemed like a dream. His daughter, with shadows at her back, her face pale, her eyes dark and wet, her hair streaming over her shoulders. “Emma?”

“Emma?” The French woman purred the name. “Who is this Emma?” Annoyed that Brian’s attention had shifted, she twisted around. There was speculation, then interest. “So, you like children, too. Ça va. Come then, pretty one. Join the party.”

“Shut up, goddamn you. She’s my daughter.” He struggled up. “Emma … I thought you were in bed.”

“Yes.” Her voice was flat. “I know.”

“You shouldn’t be down here.” He stepped forward to take her arm. “You’re cold. And wet,” he said, fighting the sharp-edged buzz of the coke. “Where have you been?”

“I went down to the beach.” Avoiding his eyes she tried to turn toward the stairs.

“Alone? You went down to the beach alone? At night?”

“Yes.” She whirled back to him, gritting her teeth at the scent of the French woman’s perfume. “I went down to the beach alone. Now I’m going to bed.”

“You know better.” He took both her arms now, shaking her. “You know you’re not to go anywhere without the guards. For Christ’s sake you’ve been swimming. What if you’d had a cramp?”

“Then I’d have drowned.”

“Come, chéri, let the child go to bed.” The brunette prepared another line. “This is a party.”

“Shut the fuck up,” he shouted at her. She only shrugged and snorted. “Don’t you ever do this again,” he demanded, turning back to Emma. “Do you understand?”

“Oh yes. I understand.” She jerked away from him, eyes dark and dry. “I wish to God I didn’t, but I understand.”

“We’ll talk about this later.”

“About my walk on the beach, or about this?” She gestured toward the woman still kneeling at the table.

“This is none of your business.”

“No.” Her lips curved, but her voice was flat and dull. “No, you’re quite right about that. I’ll just go to bed then and leave you with your whore and your drugs.”

He slapped her. His arm swung up before he knew it would. His hand whipped across her face before he could stop it. He saw the mark of it on her cheek, the red flag of violence he so detested. Stunned, he looked down at his own hand … and saw his father’s.

“Emma—”

She stepped back in a quick, jerky motion, shaking her head. Rarely had he ever raised his voice to her, and now, the first time she questioned him, the first time she criticized, he struck her. Turning, she bolted up the stairs.

Johnno let her pass. He stood, halfway down, shirtless, cotton sweatpants low on his hips. His hair was disheveled, his eyes tired. “Let me talk to her,” he said before Brian could rush by. He took a strong grip on his friend’s arm. “She won’t hear you now, Bri. Let me hold her hand for a while.”

He nodded. His palm stung where it had connected with her face. His baby’s face. “Johnno—I’ll make it up to her.”

“Sure.” Johnno squeezed his shoulder, then gestured. “You’d best tidy up your mess down here.”

Her eyes were dry. Emma sat, heedless of her wet clothes, on the edge of her bed. But she didn’t cry. The world, the beautiful world she had built around her father had crumbled. She was lost again.

She bolted up when the door opened, then sank back to the bed when she saw Johnno. “I’m all right,” she told him. “I don’t need anyone to kiss it and make it better.”

“Okay.” He came in nonetheless, and sat beside her. “Want to yell at me awhile?”

“No.”

“That’s a relief. Why don’t you get out of those wet things?” He put his hands over his eyes, then spread his fingers and grinned. “No peeking.”

Because it was something to do, she rose and went to her closet for a robe. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“That your father liked women? Yes. I guess I first suspected it when we were twelve.”

“I’m not joking, Johnno.”

So, she wouldn’t give him an easy way out. “Okay. Listen, Emmy luv, a man’s entitled to sex. It just isn’t something he likes to flaunt in front of his daughter.”

“He paid her. She was a whore.”

“What do you want me to say?” When she stopped in front of him, wearing a white terry-cloth robe, he took her hands. She looked pitifully young now, her hair wet and sleek around her head and shoulders, her eyes dark and disillusioned. “Should I tell you the nuns are right, and it’s a sin? They probably are. But this is real life, Emma, and people sin in real life. Brian was lonely.”

“Then it’s all right to have sex with a stranger if you’re lonely.”

“This is why God saw to it that I wouldn’t be a father,” Johnno murmured. He tried again, the best way he knew. With the truth. “Sex is easy, and it’s empty, no matter how exciting it is at the moment. Making love with someone is a whole different experience. You’ll find that out for yourself. When feelings are involved, I guess you could practically say it’s holy.”

“I don’t understand. I don’t think I want to. He went out, found that woman and paid for her. He had cocaine. I saw it. I know Stevie … but I never believed Da. I never believed it.”

“There are all kinds of loneliness, Emma.”

“Do you do it, too?” She set her jaw.

“I have.” He hated admitting a weakness to her. Strange, but until that moment when he had to confess his own flaws, he hadn’t realized how much he loved her. “I probably haven’t missed much. The sixties, Emma. You had to be there.” He laughed a little, and drew her down beside him. “I stopped because I didn’t like it. I didn’t like giving up my control for a quick buzz. That doesn’t make me a hero. It’s easier for me. I don’t have the pressure Brian does. He takes everything to heart, I take everything as it comes. The group’s what’s important to me, you see. With Bri, it’s the world. It always has been.”

She could still see him, her father, with his head bent over the line of white powder. “That doesn’t make it right.”

“No.” He leaned his head on hers. “I guess not.”

The tears came now, hot and fast. “I didn’t want to see him like that. I didn’t want to know. I still love him.”

“I know. He loves you, too. We all do.”

“If I hadn’t gone out, if I hadn’t wanted to be alone, none of this would have happened.”

“You wouldn’t have seen it, but it would still have been there.” He kissed her hair. “Now you just have to accept that he’s not perfect.”

“It’s not going to be the same, is it, Johnno?” On a sigh, she leaned against him. “It’s not going to be quite the same ever again.”




Chapter Eighteen
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New York, 1982



“What do you think he’s going to say?” Marianne hauled her suitcase out of the cab while Emma paid off the driver.

“I imagine he’ll say hello.”

“Come on, Emma.”

Emma pushed back her hair as the late evening wind tugged at it. “He’ll ask what the hell we’re doing here, and I’ll tell him.”

“Then he’ll call your father and we’ll be dragged off to the gallows.”

“They don’t hang in this sute anymore.” Emma picked up her own suitcase, then drew a deep breath. New York City. It was good to be back. This time, she intended to stay.

“Gas chamber, firing squad, it’s all the same. Your father’s going to kill us both.”

Emma paused with her hand on the knob of the lobby door. “Want to back out?”

“Not on your life.” Marianne grinned, then scooped a hand through her cap of red hair. “Let’s do it.”

Emma strolled in, pausing on her way across the lobby to smile at the security guard. “Hello, Carl.”

“Miss—why, Miss McAvoy.” He set down his late-evening pastrami sandwich and beamed at her. “It’s been over a year now, hasn’t it? You’re all grown-up.”

“A college woman.” She laughed. “This is my friend Miss Carter.”

“Nice meeting you, Miss Carter.” Carl brushed crumbs from the sleeve of his uniform. “Does Mr. Donovan know you’re coming?”

“Of course.” She lied sweetly, with a smile. “Didn’t he tell you? Well, that’s Johnno. We’ll only be staying for a couple of days.” She moved to the elevators as she spoke. It would be best if he didn’t buzz upstairs and let the cat out of the bag. “I’m going to school here now.”

“I thought you were going to some fancy university in London.”

“I transferred.” She winked at him. “You know my heart’s in New York.”

As the doors closed in front of them, Marianne rolled her eyes. “Very smooth, McAvoy, very smooth.”

“Most of it was true.” She laughed, then let out a nervous breath. “I’ve been eighteen for two months. It’s time I tried my independence.”

“I’ve been eighteen for seven months and my father still pitched a fit when I transferred to NYCC. Well, it’s done. Tomorrow we’re going to start looking for an apartment. Then we’re going to live just the way we always planned it.”

“Yeah. Well, over the first hurdle.” They stepped out of the elevator and walked down the wide, quiet hall to Johnno’s condo. “Let me do the talking,” Emma warned. At Marianne’s bland look, she sighed. “I mean it. The last time you did the talking we ended up polishing pews for three Saturdays running.”

“I’m an artist, not a lawyer,” she muttered, then put on her best smile when the door opened.

“Johnno!” Emma launched herself into his arms. “Surprise,” she said, then kissed him.

“Hold up.” He was only half dressed, and groggy with after-dinner wine and sleep. With his hands on her shoulders, he held Emma back. She’d grown tall. In the last eighteen months she’d sprung up like a willow, slim, graceful, with hints of elegance. Her pale blond hair was scooped back with combs, so that it fell full and straight to brush her shoulders. She wore snug faded jeans with a skinny ribbed shirt tucked into them. Wide gold hoops swung at her ears. “For Christ’s sake, you look like an off-duty model.” He shifted his gaze to Marianne. “And here’s my favorite redhead. What have you done to your hair?” He rubbed a hand over Marianne’s short spiked do.

“It’s what’s happening now,” she told him, then leaned her cheek in for a kiss. “Did we get you up?”

“Yes. I suppose I should let you in before I ask what the hell you’re doing here.” He glanced down. “With suitcases.”

“Oh, Johnno, it’s so good to be here. The minute I got in the cab at the airport, I felt at home.” She dropped her suitcase, then took a quick spin around the room. She plopped onto the couch, rubbed a hand over the oyster-colored cushions, then popped up again. “How are you?”

“Uh-uh.” He knew her well enough to recognize the restless energy as nerves. “I’ll ask the questions. Drink?”

“Yes, please.”

He walked over to a circular glass bar and rooted out two soft drinks. “Is there a school holiday I don’t know about?”

“Liberation Day. Marianne and I have both transferred to NYCC.”

“Have you now?” He poured Diet Pepsi into two glasses. “Strange Brian didn’t mention it.”

“He doesn’t know.” Emma took the two glasses and passed one to Marianne along with a warning look. “Before you say anything, I’d like you to listen.”

In response, he gave her ear a quick tug. “How did you slip by Sweeney and the other one?”

“A brown wig, horn-rimmed glasses, and a limp.”

“Very clever.” Johnno took her glass and sipped, not certain he was comfortable in the role of avuncular confidant. “Do you have any idea how worried Brian’s going to be?”

There was a flash of regret in her eyes, then it hardened into determination. “I intend to call him, and explain everything. My mind’s made up, Johnno. Nothing you or he or anyone says can change it.”

“I haven’t tried to change it yet.” He frowned at Marianne. “You’re awfully quiet.”

“I’ve been warned. I’ve already been through all this with my parents,” she added quickly. “They don’t particularly like it, but we’re set. Emma and I are both eighteen now. We know what we want.”

He felt suddenly, uncomfortably old. “And being eighteen means you can do as you please?”

“We’re not kids anymore,” Marianne began before Emma put a hand over her mouth.

“Sit down, Marianne, and be quiet.”

Emma took her glass back from Johnno. “I know how much I owe my father, and you. Since I was three years old, I’ve done everything he’s asked of me. Not just out of gratitude, Johnno, you know that, but because I love him more than anyone in the world. I can’t go on being a child for him, being content in whatever safe little box he’s picked out for me. You wanted something, and so did he. You went for it. Well, I want something, too.”

She walked over to her suitcase, popped it, then took out a portfolio. The nerves had faded. The energy hadn’t. “These are my pictures. I’m going to try my hand at making a living from them, and I’m going to go to school here, to learn how. I’m going to share an apartment with Marianne. I’m going to make friends, and go out to clubs and walk in the park. I’m going to be a part of the world for a change instead of standing right on the edge looking in. Please understand.”

“How unhappy were you?”

She smiled a little. “I couldn’t begin to explain.”

“Maybe you should have.”

“I tried.” She turned away a moment. “He didn’t understand. He couldn’t. I only wanted to be with him, with you. Because that wasn’t possible I tried to be what he wanted. That night in Martinique.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. Even Marianne didn’t know what she had seen. “Things changed for me, and for Da. I finished out what I’d started, Johnno. I owed him that—so much more than that. But this is for me.”

“I’ll talk to him for you.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. He’s liable to take one leap over the Atlantic and lop off my head.” Idly, he opened the portfolio. “You always were clever,” he murmured. “Both of you.” He nodded to a sketch of Devastation that hung on the east walk “Told you I was going to frame it.”

With a cry of pleasure Marianne leaped up. She had drawn it on the evening of their graduation celebration. The house Brian had rented on Long Island had been full of people. Never one to be shy, Marianne had ordered all four men to pose. “I didn’t think you meant it. Thanks.”

“I suppose you’re going to make your way drawing pictures while Emma snaps them.”

“That’s right. It’ll be a bit hard to be starving artists with the inheritance my grandmother left me, but we’re going to give it a shot.”

“Speaking of starving, have you eaten?”

“I had a hot dog at the airport while I was waiting for Emma’s flight to get in.” Marianne grinned. “It wasn’t enough.”

“I suppose we should eat then, before I call Brian.” Johnno came from around the bar. “It may be our last meal.”

“Hey, Johnno. Couldn’t you sleep?” Both girls turned at the sound of another male voice. They watched the man, the truly gorgeous man, come down the curving stairs in nothing but a pair of jogging shorts. “I wondered where you’d gone off to. Oh.” He paused, combed his fingers through dark, tousled hair, and smiled at the girls. “Hello. I didn’t know we had company.”

“Luke Caruthers, Emma McAvoy and Marianne Carter.” Johnno stuck his hands in the pockets of his sweats. “Luke writes for New York magazine.” He hesitated, then shrugged. “He lives here.”

“Oh,” was all Emma could think of to say. She’d seen enough of intimacy, envied it enough, to recognize it. “Hello.”

“So you’re Emma. I’ve heard so much about you.” He smiled, holding out his hand. “Somehow I expected a little girl.”

“Not anymore,” she managed.

“And you’re the artist.” He offered his dazzling smile to Marianne. “Nice work.”

“Thanks.” She tilted her head, smiled back, and hoped she looked sophisticated.

“I was just offering the ladies a meal. They’ve been traveling.”

“A midnight snack sounds good to me. But let me whip it up. Johnno’s cooking is poison.”

Marianne stood a moment, torn between fascination and middle-class shock. “I’ll—ah—I’ll give you a hand.” She cast a quick look at Emma and fled behind Luke to the kitchen.

“I guess we came at a bad time,” Emma began. “I didn’t realize you had a … roommate.” Blowing out a breath, she sat on the arm of a chair. “I had no idea, Johnno. I really had no idea.”

“Rock and roll’s best-kept secret,” he said lightly, but his hands were clenched in his pockets. “So would you like me to help you make an excuse, and reservations at the Waldorf?”

Her cheeks heated as she looked down at her hands. “No, of course not. Does Da know—of course he does,” she said quickly. “Stupid question. I don’t know what to say. He, ah, Luke’s very attractive.”

A trace of amusement lit Johnno’s eyes. “Yes, I think so.”

Her blush deepened, but she managed to look at him again. “You’re making fun of me now.”

“No, luv.” His voice was soft. “Never you.”

She studied him, carefully, trying to see if he looked different somehow—if she could find something odd or wrong with the face she knew so well. There was nothing, only Johnno. Her lips curved a little. “Well, I guess my plans do have to change.”

He felt the twist—harder, sharper than the fists of the boys from his youth. “I’m sorry, Emma.”

“Not half as sorry as I am,” she told him. “I have to give up my fantasy about seducing you.” For the first time in her life she saw his face go totally blank.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, I always thought, when I grew up, when you saw me as a woman.” She stood up, spreading her arms out, then down her sides. “I’d come to visit you here, fix you a meal by candlelight, put on the music, then seduce you.” She pulled a chain from under her blouse. On it hung a little plastic ring with a gaudy red stone. “I always thought you’d be my first.”

Speechless, he stared at the ring, then looked up and into her eyes. There was love there, the kind that lasted lifetimes. And there was understanding without blame. Stepping forward, he took her hands. His voice was thick when he found it. “Very rarely have I regretted being gay.” He brought her hands to his lips to kiss them. “This is one of those very rare times.”

“I love you, Johnno.”

He held her against him. “I love you, Emma. God knows why, since you’re such an ugly bitch.” When she laughed, he drew her back for a kiss. “Come on then, not only is Luke good to look at, but he’s a hell of a cook.”
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Emma awoke early and followed the scent of coffee and the muted sounds of the television to the kitchen. It wasn’t jet lag she felt now, but the restless disorientation of waking up in a strange bed after only snatches of sleep. There was an awkward moment as she stood in the kitchen doorway watching Luke butter toast across from the television set where David Hartman interviewed Harrison Ford.

She’d almost been able to relax around Luke the night before as they’d all eaten soup and hot sandwiches in the kitchen.

He was well mannered, witty, intelligent, and mouthwateringly attractive. And gay. So was Johnno, Emma reminded herself and tried a smile.

“Good morning.”

Luke turned. He looked different this morning with his hair styled, his face shaven. He wore gray pleated slacks and a trim blue shirt set off with a thin tie of a darker shade. He looked alert and hiply professional. The upwardly mobile young executive, she thought, and such a complete contrast to Johnno.

“Hi. Didn’t think you’d surface till this afternoon. Coffee?”

“Thanks. I couldn’t sleep. Marianne and I are going apartment hunting this afternoon. And I guess I’m worried about how my father reacted when Johnno called him.”

“Johnno’s very persuasive.” He slid the coffee in front of her. “Why don’t I put you out of your misery? Toast?”

“No.” She pressed a hand to her stomach. “Do you know what happened?”

“They argued, a lot.” Luke checked his watch, then sat beside her. “Johnno called him a few names I’m not sure he’d like me to repeat to you.”

She dropped her head into her cupped hands. “Terrific.”

“He also vowed, and I think a blood oath was mentioned, to keep an eye on you.”

“Bless him.”

“In the end, and it was a long time coming, Brian agreed to your attending college here, but—” he added before Emma could leap up and dance. “You have to keep the guards.”

“Dammit, I will not have those two hulking bastards dogging my every move. I might as well be back in Saint Catherine’s. When is he going to realize that there isn’t a kidnapper behind every bush? People don’t even know who I am, and they don’t care.”

“He cares.” He put a hand over hers. “Emma, sometimes we have to take what we can get. I know.”

“I only want to live a normal life,” she began.

“Most of us want that.” He smiled again when she looked up and flushed. “Look, we both care about Johnno, so I figure that makes us friends. Right?”

“All right.”

“Then this is my first friendly advice. Think of it this way. You want to be in New York, right?”

“Yes.”

“You want to go to NYCC.”

“Yes.”

“You want your own place.”

She blew out a frustrated breath. “Yes.”

“Well, you’ve got it.”

“You’re right,” she said after a moment. “You’re absolutely right. And I can ditch the guards when I want to.”

“I didn’t hear that.” He checked his watch again. “Listen, I’ve got to run. Tell Johnno I’ll pick up Chinese.” He grabbed a briefcase, then stopped. “I forgot. Are these yours?” He pointed to the portfolio open on the kitchen counter.

“Yes.”

“Good work. Mind if I take them with me, show them around?”

“You don’t have to do that. Just because I’m friends with Johnno doesn’t mean—”

“Hold on. Look, I happened to see them sitting out in the other room. I took a closer look and liked what I saw. Johnno didn’t ask me to pump up your ego. He wouldn’t.”

She rubbed her palms on her thighs. “Do you really like them?”

“Yes. I know some people. I could get you some input if you want.”

“I would, very much. I know I have a lot to learn—that’s why I’m here. I’ve entered some competitions and shows, but …” She trailed off, knowing she was babbling. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

“Sure. See you later.” He tucked the portfolio under his arm and headed out.

She sat alone, taking very careful breaths. She was on her way, Emma thought. Finally, she was on her way.




Chapter Nineteen
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“It’s ours.”

Emma and Marianne stood, their arms tossed around each others shoulders, looking out the windows of their newly purchased loft in SoHo. Emma’s voice was both dazed and exhilarated as she made the statement.

“I still can’t believe it,” Marianne murmured.

“Believe it. It’s ours—twenty-foot ceilings, bad plumbing, and interest rates from hell.” On a quick laugh, Emma did three spins. “We’re property owners, Marianne. You, me, and Chase Manhattan.”

“We bought it.” Marianne sat down on the scarred wide-planked floor. The rattle and hum of downtown traffic echoed up from three stories below. Something crashed outside, and even through the closed windows they heard the shouts and swearing. It was like music.

The loft was a huge square of space, banked by a band of windows in the front and a towering panel of glass on the right.

A sound investment, Marianne’s father had grudgingly called it.

Complete insanity, had been Johnno’s verdict.

Investment or insanity, it was theirs. Still dressed in the tidy suits they’d worn to the settlement, they each studied their new home, the fruit of weeks of search, endless calls to realtors, and numerous bank interviews. It might have been a huge, empty space with spotted ceilings and grimy glass, but for them, it was the dream they had shared throughout childhood.

Then they studied each other, their faces mirrors of giddy terror. It was the laughter that broke the last strain. It bubbled up from Emma first, then echoed off the high plaster walls. Grabbing each other, they did an impromptu polka up and down the length of their new home.

“Ours,” Emma panted out when they teetered to a stop.

“Ours.” They shook hands formally, then laughed again.

“Okay, co-owner,” Marianne began. “Let’s make some decisions.”

They sat on the floor with Marianne’s sketches, warming Pepsis, and an overflowing tin ashtray between them. They needed a wall here, the staircase there. Studio space above, darkroom space below.

They arranged, rearranged, constructed, destructed. At length Marianne waved her cigarette. “This is it. Perfect.”

“It’s inspired.” Emma took the cigarette out of self-defense and rewarded herself with a puff. “You’re a genius.”

“Yes, I am.” She shook her spiky hair as she leaned back on her elbows. “You helped.”

“Right. We’re both geniuses. A space for everything and everything in its space. I can’t wait until we—oh, shit.”

“Shit? What do you mean, shit?”

“There’s no bathroom. We forgot the bathroom.”

After a brief study, Marianne shrugged. “Screw the bathroom. We’ll use the Y.”

Emma simply put a hand on Marianne’s face and shoved.
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Perched on a stepladder, Marianne painted full-length portraits of herself and Emma between two windows. Emma had taken on the more pedestrian chore of marketing and was storing food inside their reconditioned Frigidaire.

“That’s our buzzer,” Marianne called out over the boom of the radio.

“I know.” Emma balanced two grapefruits, a six-pack of Pepsi, and a jar of strawberry preserves. When the buzzer sounded again, she dumped all of them on a shelf. Beside the elevator, which opened up into their living area, she pushed the intercom. “Yes?”

“McAvoy and Carter?”

“That’s right.”

“Delivery from Beds, Beds, Beds.”

Emma released the entrance door, let out a war whoop.

“What?” Marianne demanded, sitting back far enough to frown at her work.

“Beds!” Emma shouted. “We’ve got beds.”

“Don’t joke about something like that, Emma. Not while I’m painting, or I’ll give you a wart.”

“I’m not joking. They’re on their way up.”

Marianne paused, dripping brush in hand. “Real beds?”

“Mattresses, Marianne.” Emma leaned a hand on the ladder. “Box springs.”

“Jesus.” Marianne shut her eyes, then gave a dramatic shudder. “I think I had an orgasm.”

At the elevator’s ding, Emma was across the room like a shot. When the doors opened, all she could see was a queen-sized mattress covered in plastic. “Where do you want it?” was the muffled question.

“Oh. You can take that one right up those stairs in the far corner.” The man with “Buddy” stitched across his cap rolled his eyes, hefted the mattress over his head, and started for the stairs. “We could only fit one at a time in the elevator. My partner’s waiting downstairs.”

“Oh, right.” She pushed the release button again. “Real beds,” she said as Marianne joined her.

“Please, not while we have company. Damn, there’s the phone. I’ll get it.”

The elevator dinged. Emma directed the second man—Riko according to his cap—then smiled at Buddy as he went out to get box springs. When the elevator opened, she grinned at the box springs that filled the car. “One goes up, one goes down. Want a cold drink?”

Brian eased his way from behind the springs. “Yeah.”

“Da!”

“Mr. McAvoy,” Marianne shouted over the radio. She stopped in midstream, wiped her painty hands on her overalls. “Hi.”

“You want to move?” Buddy complained, then maneuvered the box springs toward the stairs.

“Da,” Emma managed again. “We didn’t know you were here.”

“Obviously. Christ, Emma, anyone could ride up in that elevator. Do you always leave the entrance unlatched?”

“They’re delivering. Beds.” She gestured as Riko struggled in with his load. She drummed up a smile and kissed her father. “I thought you were in London.”

“I was. I decided it was time I got a look at where my daughter was living.” He stepped farther into the room to take a long, frowning study. Drop cloths covered most of the floor. The packing crate from the stove served as both a table and a stool and was now covered with old newspapers, a lamp, a half-filled glass, and a paint can. The radio sat on a windowsill, blasting away as Casey Kasem ran down the top forty. The stepladder, the card table, and a single folding chair composed the rest of the furniture.

“Jesus,” was all Brian could think of to say.

“We’re a construction zone,” Emma told him with forced cheerfulness. “It doesn’t look like it, but we’re nearly done. The carpenters just have a bit of finish work here and there and mister—I mean the tile man is coming Monday to finish the bath.”

“It looks like a warehouse.”

“Actually, it was a factory,” Marianne chimed in. “We’ve sectioned it off here and there with glass brick. That was Emma’s idea. It’s great, isn’t it?” She pointed to the waist-high wall that separated the living area from the kitchen. “We got some terrific old appliances,” she continued, and taking his arm, gave him the tour.

“Emma’s bedroom’s going to be here. The glass makes it private, but still lets in the light. I’m upstairs—a sort of combination studio and bedroom. Emma’s darkroom’s already set up through there, and come Monday the bath should be not only functional but attractive.”

He hated the fact that he could see the potential. Hated it because it made Emma seem less like his little girl than a woman, and a stranger.

“Have you decided to do without furniture?”

“We wanted to wait until it was finished.” Emma knew her voice was stiff, but couldn’t prevent it. “We aren’t in any hurry.”

“Wanna sign here?” Buddy pushed a clipboard under her nose. “You’re all set.” He blew his nose into a red bandana, then eyed Brian. “Hey. Hey, aren’t you—well, sure you are. I’ll be damned. McAvoy. You’re Brian McAvoy. Hey, Riko, this here’s Brian McAvoy. Devastation.”

“No shit?”

Automatically Brian’s lips curved into a charming smile. “Nice to meet you.”

“This is great, just great,” Buddy went on. “My wife’s never going to believe it. We had our first date at your concert here in ’75. Can I get your autograph?”

Sure.

“Jesus, she’s never going to believe this.” While he searched in his pockets for a snatch of paper, Emma picked up a notepad and handed it to her father.

“What’s your wife’s name?” Brian asked Buddy.

“It’s Doreen. Man, she’s going to drop dead.”

“I hope not.” Still smiling, Brian handed over the autograph.

It took another ten minutes, and an autograph for Riko, before they were alone again. Taking her cue, Marianne disappeared up the curving wrought-iron stairs.

“Got a beer?” Brian asked.

“No. Just some soft drinks.”

With a restless move of his shoulders, Brian wandered to the front windows. She was so exposed here. Couldn’t she see it? The big windows, the city itself. The fact that he’d bought the first-floor unit and installed Sweeny and another man inside didn’t seem to matter now that he was here to gauge the situation himself. She was vulnerable. Every time she walked out on the street.

“I was hoping you’d choose something uptown, with security.

“Like the Dakota?” she said, then cursed herself. “I’m sorry, Da. I know Lennon was a friend.”

“Yes, he was.” He turned back. “What happened to him should make you understand how I feel. He was shot down on the street—not for robbery, not for passion. Just because of who and what he was. You’re mine, Emma. That makes you every bit as vulnerable.”

“What about you?” she countered. “Every time you step out onstage, you’re exposed. It only takes one sick person among the thousands with the price of a ticket. Do you think that never goes through my mind?”

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t think it went through your mind. You never said.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

He was silent as he sat on the windowsill and took out a cigarette. “No. You can’t stop being what you are, Emma, even if you’d like to. But I’ve lost one child.” He struck a match, watched it flare. “I couldn’t survive losing another.”

“I don’t want to talk about Darren.” The old grief welled up, thickening her voice.

“We’re talking about you.”

“All right then. I can’t live for you anymore, or I’ll hate you. I gave you Saint Catherine’s, Da, and a year at a college I detested. I have to start living for myself. That’s what I’m doing here.”

He drew in smoke and wished for a drink. “I almost think I’d rather you hated me. You’ve all I’ve got.”

“That’s not true.” She went to him then. Resentments and disillusionments were crowded aside by love. “I’ve never been all, and I never will be.” She took his hand as she sat beside him. He was beautiful to look at. Even without a daughter’s prejudiced eye. The years, the strains, the life, hadn’t scarred him. Not on the outside. Perhaps he was a bit too thin, but time hadn’t lined his poetic face or grayed his pale blond hair. What magic was it, she wondered, that had caused her to grow up while he hadn’t grown older? She kept her hand over his and chose her words carefully.

“But the trouble is, for most of my life, you’re all I’ve had.” Her fingers tightened on his. “And just about all I’ve needed. I need more now, Da. All I want is a chance to find it.”

He glanced around the room. “Here?”

“To start.”

It was impossible to argue with something he understood so perfectly. “Let me put in a security system.”

“Da—”

“Emma,” he interrupted, squeezing her hand. “I need my sleep.”

She laughed a little and relaxed. “All right. I’ll look at it as a housewarming present.” She kissed him. “Want to stay for dinner?

He took another look around. It reminded him of his first place, though that had only been a fraction of this space. Still it brought back the memories, lugging in old furniture, slopping paint on stained walls. Making love with Bev on the floor.

“No.” Suddenly he didn’t want to be there, to feel the youth and the hope and the innocence. “Why don’t I take you and Marianne out?”

Marianne leaned dangerously over the stair rail. “Where?”

Brian grinned up at her. “Your choice.”
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Once he was forced to accept Emma’s decision, Brian played the indulgent father. He bought her a Warhol lithograph, an exquisite Tiffany lamp with signs of the Zodiac, and an Aubusson rug in shades of powder blue and pink. For the week he stayed in town, he dropped in daily with a new present. She couldn’t stop him, and after seeing the pleasure it gave him, stopped trying.

They gave their first party on the night before he left for London. Packing crates stood on the priceless rug. The Tiffany graced the card table. There was food both in plastic bowls and in the fragile Limoges Marianne’s mother had shipped to them. The radio had been replaced, thanks to Johnno, by a wall-trembling stereo unit.

A handful of college students mingled with musicians and Broadway stars. Dress ranged from denim to silks and sequins. There were arguments and laughter, all drowned out by the music blasting against the windows.

It made Emma nostalgic for the parties she remembered from her youth, the people sprawled on the floor, on pillows, the bright and beautiful discussing their an. She sipped mineral water and, as she had always done, watched.

“An interesting soirée,” Johnno stated, swinging an arm around her shoulders. “Got any beer left?”

“Let’s see.”

She steered him into the kitchen. There wasn’t much left in the fridge but a bottle of jug wine and part of a six-pack of Beck’s. Emma opened a bottle and handed it to him.

“Just like old times,” she said.

“More or less.” He sniffed the glass in her hand. “What a good girl you are.”

“I’m not much of a drinker.”

“That doesn’t require an apology. Bri’s enjoying himself.” He nodded over the wall to where Brian was sitting on the floor and, like a traveling minstrel, plucking an acoustic guitar.

When she looked at him, strumming, singing for himself as much as for the group surrounding him, the love poured through her. “He enjoys playing like this as much as in any stadium or studio.”

“More,” Johnno said before he tipped back the beer. “Though I don’t think he knows it.”

“I think he’s feeling better about all of this now.” She glanced around at the mix of people crowded into her home. Her Home. “After all, he’d had a security system put in that would make the queen’s guards at Buckingham Palace look like pikers.”

“Annoying?”

“No. No, really it’s not. Of course, I don’t remember the code numbers most of the time.” She sipped, content to stand in the kitchen a half-wall away from the crowd and the laughter. “Did Luke tell you that he sent my portfolio over to Timothy Runyun?”

“He mentioned it.” Johnno cocked his head. “Problem?”

“I don’t know. He’s offered me a part-time job, as an assistant.”

He took a little tug on the hair she’d pulled back in a ponytail. “There are pitiful few who start at the top, Emmy luv.”

“It’s not that. It’s not that at all. Runyun is one of the top ten photographers in the country. Starting out with him as a janitor would be a dream come true.”

“So?”

She turned away from the party to look at him, to watch his eyes. “So why did he offer me a job, Johnno? Because of my pictures, or because of you and my father?”

“Maybe you should ask Runyun.”

“I intend to.” She set her glass down, then picked it up again. “I know that American Photographer printed my shot because Luke suggested it.”

“Do you?” Johnno said mildly. “I suppose the shot wasn’t worthy of that honor?”

“It was a damn good shot, but—”

Johnno leaned back against the refrigerator and drank. “Lighten up, Emma. You can’t go through life second-guessing everything that happens to you, good or bad.”

“It’s not that I’m ungrateful to Luke. He’s been great, right from the start. But this isn’t like giving Marianne and me cooking lessons.”

“Nothing could be,” Johnno said dryly.

“I want this job with Runyun to be mine.” She swung back her hair. Thin gold columns danced at her ears. “You have your music, Johnno. I feel the same way about my photography.”

“Are you good?”

Her chin came up. “I’m very good.”

“Well, then.” He considered the subject closed and glanced back at the party. “Quite a group.”

She started to continue, then dragging a hand through her hair, let it go. “I’m sorry P.M. and Stevie aren’t here.”

“Maybe next time. Still, we have some old faces among the new. I see you dug up Blackpool.”

“Actually, Da ran into him yesterday. He’s doing Madison Square Garden next weekend. There isn’t a ticket left in the city. Are you going to catch it?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He cocked a brow. “I’m hardly a fan.”

“But he’s recorded three McAvoy/Donovan songs.”

“That’s business,” Johnno said, and dismissed it.

“Why don’t you like him?”

Johnno shrugged and drank again. “I’ve never been sure. Something about that smug smile.”

Turning, Emma reached in the cupboard for more chips. “I suppose he’s entitled to be smug. Four gold albums, a couple of Grammys, and a stunning wife.”

“Stunning estranged wife, I’m told. He’s certainly coming on to our favorite redhead.”

“Marianne?” Tossing the bags of chips aside, Emma shifted, scanned, then spotted her roommate cuddled on the shadowy window seat with Blackpool. She felt a surge of emotion that was tangled jealousy and alarm. “Let me have a cigarette,” she murmured as she struggled to shrug it off.

“She’s a big girl, Emma.”

“Of course she is.” She drew in the strong French smoke and winced. “He’s old enough to …” She trailed off, remembering that Johnno was four or five years Blackpool’s senior.

“Atta girl,” he said with a chuckle. “Bite your tongue.”

But she didn’t smile. “It’s just that she’s been so sheltered.”

“Of course, Mother Superior.”

“Cram it, Johnno.” She picked up her drink again, and kept her eye on Blackpool. The name suited him, she thought. He had dark, lush hair and favored black clothes. Leathers, suedes, silks. He had one of those moody, sensual faces. Heathcliff, as Emma had always imagined him. And she’d always thought Bronte’s character more self-destructive than heroic. Beside him, Marianne looked like a bright, slender candle ready to be lit.

“I’m only saying that she’s spent most of her life in that damn school.”

“In the bed next to yours,” Johnno pointed out.

She wasn’t in the mood to laugh. “All right, that’s true. But I also had all that time with all of you, seeing things, being a part of things. Marianne went from school, to camp, to her father’s estate. I know she puts on a front, but she’s very naïve.”

“I’d give odds on our favorite redhead. Blackpool’s slick, dear, but he’s not a monster.”

“Of course not.” But she was going to keep her eye on Marianne nonetheless. She lifted the cigarette again, then froze.

Someone had put on a new album. The Beatles. Abbey Road. The first cut on the A side.

“Emma.” Alarmed, Johnno gripped her wrist. Her pulse was scrambling, her skin was ice. “What the hell? Emma, look here.”

“He say one and one and one is three.”

“Switch the record,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Switch the record.” She could feel the breath backing up in her lungs. Clogging there. “Johnno, please. Turn it off”

“All right. Stay here.”

He skimmed his way through the crowd, moving quickly, smoothly enough to prevent himself from being detained.

Emma gripped the edge of the wall until her fingers went numb. She wasn’t seeing the party any longer, the pretty people mixing together, laughing over plastic glasses of white wine or chilled bottles of imported beer. She could only see the shadows of a hallway, hear the hissing and snapping of monsters. And her little brother’s cries.

“Emma.” It was Brian now, standing in the tiny kitchen alcove, Johnno at his side. “What is it, baby? Are you sick?”

“No.” It was Da, she thought. Da would make it all go away. “No, it’s Darren. I heard Darren crying.”

“Oh Christ.” He took her shoulders and shook. “Emma, look at me.”

“What?” Her head snapped up. The glaze seemed to melt away from her eyes into tears. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I ran away.”

“It’s all right.” He gathered her close. His eyes, anguished, met Johnno’s over her head. “We should get her out of here.”

“In her bedroom,” Johnno suggested, then casually began to clear a path. He slid the frosted-glass doors closed behind them, muffling the sounds of the party.

“Let’s lie down, Emma.” Brian kept his voice soothing as he set her on the bed. “I’ll stay right here.”

“I’m okay.” Her worlds had separated again. She didn’t know whether to feel grief or embarrassment. “I don’t know what set that off. Something just clicked and I was six years old again. I’m sorry, Da.”

“Ssh.” He pressed his lips to her temple. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It was the music,” Johnno said, then settled beside her. “The music upset you.”

“Yes.” She moistened her dry lips. “Yes, it was the music. It was playing that night. When I woke up and heard Darren. It was playing when I started down the hall. I’d forgotten. I’ve never been able to listen to that cut, but I didn’t know why. Tonight, I guess with the party, it all rushed back.”

“Why don’t I start clearing people out?”

“No.” She took Johnno’s hand before he could rise. “I don’t want to spoil it for Marianne. I’m all right now, really. It was so strange. Almost as if I were there again. I wonder if I’d gotten to the door, if I’d have seen—”

“No.” Brian’s hand clamped down on hers. “It’s over and done with. Behind us. I don’t want you to think about it, Emma.”

She was too weary to argue. “I think I’ll just rest awhile. No one’s going to miss me.”

“I’ll stay with you,” Brian told her.

“No. I’m fine now. I’m just going to sleep. Christmas is only a few weeks away. I’ll come to London, like I promised. We’ll have a whole week.”

“I’ll stay until you sleep,” Brian insisted.
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He was gone when she woke from the nightmare. It had been so real, so horribly clear. Just as the reality had been over twelve years before. Her skin was clammy with sweat as she reached for the light. She needed the light. There was so much that could hide in the dark.

It was quiet now. Five A.M. and calm, quiet. The party was over and she was alone, behind the glass walls of her room. Painfully, like an old woman, she rose out of bed to strip off her clothes and pull on a robe. She slid the door back, hit another light.

The room was a jumble. There were scents—beer going stale, smoke trapped near the ceiling, the lingering breath of perfumes and sweat. She glanced up the stairs to where Marianne slept. She didn’t want to disturb her by tidying up now, though her ingrained neatness rubbed at her. She would wait until sunrise.

There was something else she had to do, and she wanted to do it quickly before cowardice could take over. Sitting by the phone, she dialed information.

“Yes. I’d like the numbers for American, TWA, and Pan Am.”




Chapter Twenty
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She wasn’t going to feel guilty. In fact, at the moment, Emma didn’t want to feel much of anything. She knew if her father discovered she’d flown to California, without her guards, he’d be furious. She could only hope he didn’t find out. With luck, she would have her two days in California, catch the redeye Sunday night and be in New York again, attending class, Monday morning, with no one but Marianne the wiser.

Bless Marianne, Emma thought as the plane touched down. She hadn’t asked any questions once she had seen that the answers would be painful. Instead, she had roused herself barely past dawn, tossed on a blond wig, sunglasses, and Emma’s overcoat and had cabbed it to early mass at Saint Pat’s. With the guards trailing behind her.

That had given Emma enough time to dash to the airport and catch her plane to the Coast. As far as Sweeney and his partner would be concerned, Emma McAvoy would be spending a quiet weekend at home. Marianne would have to do some fast talking if Brian or Johnno called, but then Marianne was nothing if not a fast talker.

In any case, Emma decided while she deplaned, the die was cast. She was here, and she would do what she had come to do.

She had to see the house again. It had been sold all those years ago, so it was doubtful she could wangle her way inside. But she had to see it.

“The Beverly Wilshire,” she told the cab driver.

Exhausted, she let her head fall back, let her eyes close behind her dark glasses. It was too warm for her winter coat now, but she couldn’t find the energy to shrug out of it. She needed to rent a car, she realized, and let out an annoyed breath. She should have taken care of that already. With a shake of her head, she promised herself she would arrange it through the concierge as soon as she had unpacked the few things she’d tossed into her bag.

There were ghosts here, she thought. Along Hollywood Boulevard, in Beverly Hills, on the beaches at Malibu and throughout the hills looking over the L.A. basin. Ghosts of herself as a young girl on her first trip to America, of her young, heroic father hoisting her on his shoulders in Disneyland. Of Bev, smiling, a hand laid protectively over the child she carried in her womb. And always of Darren as he giggled and ran his tractor over the turkey rug.

“Miss?”

Emma blinked and focused on the uniformed doorman who stood waiting to help her from the cab.

“Checking in?”

“Yes, thank you.” Mechanically, she paid off the driver, walked into the lobby to registration. She took her key, forgetting for the moment that this was the first time she had stayed alone.

In her room she opened the discreet Gucci carry-on, by habit neatly folding her lingerie, hanging her clothes, setting out her toiletries. Once done, she picked up the phone.

“This is Miss McAvoy in 312. I’d like to arrange for a rental car. Two days. Yes, as soon as possible. That’ll be fine. I’ll be down.”

There was something else that had to be done, though she was afraid. Picking up the phone book, she opened it, skimmed through to the Ks. Kesselring, L.

Emma noted down the address in her neat hand. He was still here.
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“Are you going to eat all morning, Michael, or are you going to cut the lawn?”

Michael grinned at his father and shoveled in more pancakes. “It’s a big lawn. I need my strength. Right, Mom?”

“The boy doesn’t eat right since he moved out.” Pleased to have both men at her table, Marge filled the coffee cups. “You’re skin and bones, Michael. I’ve got the best part of a nice ham I cooked earlier in the week. You take it home with you.”

“Don’t give this deadbeat my ham,” Lou objected.

Michael lifted a brow, then doused the remaining pancakes with Aunt Jemima. “Who you calling a deadbeat?”

“You lost the bet, but I don’t see my grass getting mowed.”

“I’ll get to it,” Michael grumbled and snatched another sausage. “I think that game was fixed.”

“The Orioles won, fair and square. And they won over a month ago. Pay up.”

Michael gestured with the sausage. It was a conversation they’d had every weekend since the World Series, and one they would undoubtedly continue to have until the first of the year when the bet would be paid in full.

“As a police captain you should be aware that gambling’s illegal.”

“As a rookie, assigned to my precinct, you should have better sense than to make a sucker bet. Mower’s in the shed.”

“I know where it is.” He rose, swung an arm over his mother’s shoulder. “How do you live with this guy?”

“It isn’t easy.” Marge smiled and patted Michael’s cheek. “Be sure to be careful with that weed whacker around the rosebushes, dear.”

She watched him go out, slamming the screen door as he had always done. For a moment she wished he could be ten again, but that feeling passed quickly, leaving a quiet pride. “We did a good job, Lou.”

“Yeah.” He took both his and Michael’s dishes to the sink. He’d aged well, putting on less than ten pounds over the last twenty years. His hair was fully gray now, but he’d kept most of it. Though he occasionally realized he was uncomfortably close to sixty, he felt better than he had in his life. Due, he thought as he put his arm around Marge, to his wife’s diligent watch on things like cholesterol and sugar.

As for herself, Marge had settled contentedly into middle age. She was as trim as she’d been the day they’d been married. Nothing kept her from her twice-weekly aerobic classes. Her hair was colored a flattering ash-brown.

Five years before, she’d gotten what Lou had thought was a bee in her bonnet about starting her own business. He’d considered himself indulgent when he’d stood back and let his “little woman” open a small bookstore. He’d been kind and considerate, like an adult patting a child on the head. Then she had astonished him by showing a keen and often ruthless head for business. Her little shop had expanded. Now she had three doing brisk business in Hollywood, Bel Air, and Beverly Hills.

Life was full of surprises, he thought as he heard the mower gun. His wife, who had seemed content for years dusting furniture and baking pies was a businesswoman with her own accountant. His son, who had breezed carelessly through college, then had spent nearly eighteen months drifting, had enrolled in the police academy, without saying a word. As for himself, Lou was giving serious thought to something that had always seemed years off. Retirement.

It was a good life, Lou thought, drawing in scents of sausage and roses. On impulse, he spun his wife around and planted a long hard kiss on her mouth.

“The kid’s going to be busy for at least an hour,” he murmured as he cupped her breasts. “Let’s go upstairs.”

Marge tilted her head back, then grinned.

Michael turned the mower, enjoying the physical release and the light sweat that was working over his skin. Not that he liked losing the bet, he thought. He hated to lose anything.

But he missed a lawn, the look of it, the smell of it. His apartment suited him with its postage-stamp pool and noisy neighbors. But the suburbs, he mused, with their big, leafy trees and tidy yards, their backyard barbecues and station wagons, were home. You always felt like a kid again there. Saturday-morning bike rides. Ricky Jones down the street trying out his skateboard. Pretty girls walking by in thin cotton dresses while you traded baseball cards on the curb and pretended not to notice.

The old neighborhood hadn’t changed much since his youth. It was still a place where paperboys rode bikes on delivery and tossed today’s news into bushes. Neighbors still competed with each other over the best lawn, the best garden. They borrowed tools and forgot to return them.

Being there gave him a sense of continuity. Something he hadn’t known he wanted until he’d moved away from it.

A movement caught his eye, and he glanced up in time to see the shade of his parents’ bedroom window go down. He stopped, openmouthed, the grip of the mower vibrating under his hands. He might not have had his gold shield, but it didn’t take a detective to figure out what was going on behind the shade. At nine o’clock in the morning. He continued to stare a moment, unsure if he should be amused, embarrassed, or delighted. He decided it was best not to think about it at all. There was something spooky about imagining your parents having sex.

He steered the mower one-handed, unbuttoning his shirt as he went. Christmas lights might have been strung along the eaves of the houses, but it would be eighty degrees before noon. Michael sent a casual wave to Mrs. Baxter who had come out to weed her gladiolas. She merely frowned at him, so he went back to singing along with the Bruce Springsteen number that played through his headphone. He’d sent a long fly ball through Mrs. Baxter’s picture window more than ten years before, and she had yet to forgive him.

He had the backyard trimmed, and half of the front when he began to wonder why his father had never invested in a riding mower. A trim Mercedes convertible pulled up at the curb. Michael wouldn’t have given it more than a glance, except there was a blonde behind the wheel. He had a weakness for blondes. She merely sat, dark glasses hiding her eyes, as a minute stretched into five.

At length she slowly got out of the car. She was as trim and sleek as the Mercedes, long, elegant legs beneath a thin cotton skin. He noticed her hands as well, delicate, tea-serving hands that clutched tight on a gray leather purse.

Beautiful, nervous, and from out of town, Michael deduced. Rich, too, he thought. Both her bag and her shoes were leather and expensive. And there was the dull glint of real gold at her wrist and ears. There was the way she moved that whispered of wealth and privilege. Her hands might have given away her nerves, but her movements were smooth as a dancer’s.

She didn’t hesitate on the walk. Obviously she had made up her mind in the car to approach him. He caught her scent, light, quietly seductive, over the fragrance of fresh-cut grass.

When she smiled, his heart nearly stopped. Shutting off the motor with one hand and dragging off his headphones with the other, he stared at her. In the sudden quiet Springsteen and the E Street Band could be heard jamming metallically.

“Hello. I’m sorry to interrupt your work.”

His mouth went dry. It was foolish. It was ridiculous. But he couldn’t stop it. That voice—it had played through his head for years. Sneaking up on him in sleep, in front of the television, in conversations with other women. When he saw her bite her lip, he snapped himself together. Taking off his sunglasses, he smiled at her.

“Hi, Emma. Catch any good waves lately?”

Her lips parted in surprise, then recognition and pleasure curved them. “Michael.” She wanted to throw her arms around him. The idea made color flutter in her cheeks, but she only held out a hand for his. “It’s so good to see you again.”

His hand was hard against hers, hard and damp. He released hers almost immediately to wipe his palm against his worn jeans. “You—never made it back to the beach.”

“No.” She continued to smile, but the dimple faded away from the corner of her mouth. “I never learned to surf. I didn’t know if you’d still be living at home.”

“Actually, I’m not. I lost a bet with my old man, so he gets free gardening service for a few weeks.” He didn’t have a clue what to say to her. She looked so beautiful, so fragile somehow, standing on the freshly shorn grass in her expensive Italian pumps, her pale hair stirring slightly in the light breeze. “How’ve you been?” he managed at last.

“Fine. And you?”

“All right. I’ve seen your picture now and again. Once you were in one of those ski places.”

“Saint Moritz.”

“I guess.” Her eyes were the same, he thought. Big, blue, and haunted. Looking into them made his stomach dance. “Are you—visiting around here?”

“No. Well, yes. Actually—”

“Michael.” He turned at his mother’s voice. She stood in the doorway, neat as a pin. “Aren’t you going to ask your friend in for a cold drink?”

“Sure. Got a few minutes?” he asked Emma.

“Yes. I was hoping to speak to your father.”

He felt his hopes deflate like a used party balloon. Where had he gotten the idea that she had come to see him? “Dad’s inside.” He managed to smile. “Gloating.”

Emma followed him to the door Marge had left open. She had a death grip on her purse now, and no amount of mental effort could relax her fingers.

They had their tree up. Emma glimpsed it, standing full of tinsel and shiny balls near the front window. There were presents under it, neatly wrapped and bowed, and sprigs of pine here and there that scented the house.

The furniture was old, not shabby but established. A family had shared these pieces, she thought. Had shared them so long, they hardly saw them now, but settled into the couch or a chair comfortably day after day, evening after evening. Curtains were pulled back to let in the light. A trio of African violets bloomed lavishly on a stand by the east window.

She had taken off her sunglasses and was folding and unfolding the earpieces as she studied the room.

“Want to sit down?”

“Yes, thank you. I won’t stay long. I know I’m disrupting your weekend.”

“Yeah, I’ve been looking forward to cutting the grass all week.” He grinned, relaxed again, and gestured to a chair. “I’ll get my father.”

Before he could, Marge walked in carrying a tray crowded with a pitcher of fresh iced tea and glasses and a plate of her homemade sugar cookies. “Here we are. Michael, button your shirt,” she said casually, then set the tray on the coffee table. “It’s nice to have one of Michael’s friends drop by.”

“Emma, this is my mother. Mom, Emma McAvoy.”

Recognition came swiftly. Marge worked hard to keep both sympathy and fascination out of her eyes. “Oh yes, of course.” She poured the tea. “I still have the clipping from the paper—where you and Michael met on the beach.”

“Mom—”

“A mother’s allowed,” she said mildly. “It’s nice to meet you at last, Emma.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry to just drop in this way.”

“Nonsense. Michael’s friends are always welcome here.”

“Emma came to see Dad.”

“Oh.” The frown in her eyes came and went quickly. “Well, he’s out in the back making sure Michael didn’t run down any of his rosebushes. I’ll get him.”

“One rosebush—when I was twelve,” Michael said as he snatched up a cookie. “And I’ll never be trusted again. Try a cookie, Mom makes the best on the block.”

She took one out of politeness, terrified to put anything in her stomach. “You have a lovely home.”

He remembered his brief tour through the Beverly Hills mansion where she’d spent that summer. “I’ve always liked it.” He leaned over, laid a hand on hers. “What’s wrong, Emma?”

She couldn’t have said why that quiet question, that gentle hand almost snapped the last of her control. It would be so easy to lean on him, to pour out her heart and be comforted. But that would just be running again. “I’m not really sure.”

She rose when Lou came in. Her smile was hesitant, vulnerable, and for Michael, devastatingly appealing. “Captain.”

“Emma.” Obviously pleased, he crossed to her to take both of her hands. “All grown-up.”

She nearly broke down then, almost laid her head on his chest and wept as she once had so long ago. Instead she gripped his hands tightly, searching his face. “You’ve hardly changed at all.”

“That’s exactly the kind of flattery a man needs from a beautiful woman.”

She smiled, easily this time. “No, really. I’m studying to be a photographer so I try to observe and remember faces. It’s kind of you to see me again.”

“Don’t be silly. Sit, sit.” He spied the iced tea and chose a glass, wanting to give her time to be comfortable. “Is your father in town?”

“No.” She ran her fingers up and down her own glass, but didn’t drink. “He’s in London—or on his way. I’m living in New York now, going to college there.”

“I haven’t been to New York for years.” He settled back in a striped wing chair that suited him so perfectly Emma imagined he rarely sat elsewhere in that room. “Photography, you say. I remember, last time I saw you, you had a camera.”

“I still have it. Da often says he created a monster when he gave me that Nikon.”

“How is Brian?”

“He’s fine.” Though she was far from sure of that. “Busy.” Of that she was sure. Then she took a deep breath and plunged into the truth. “He doesn’t know I’m here. I don’t want him to.”

“Why?”

She lifted her hand, then helplessly let it fall again. “He’d only be upset, and miserably unhappy if he knew I’d come to see you, to talk about Darren.”

“Michael, will you give me a hand with something?” Marge started to rise, but Emma shook her head.

“No, please. There’s no need for you to go. It’s certainly not private. I suppose it never has been.” Agitated, she set down her glass. “It’s only that I wondered if there was something, something you might know, something the press didn’t get their hands on, and that I was considered too young to be told at the time. I’ve been able to put it aside, for long stretches of time anyway. But it never really goes away. And last night I remembered …”

“What?” Lou leaned forward.

“Just a song,” she murmured. “A song that was playing that night. I remembered hearing it coming from downstairs as I walked toward Darren’s room. It was all so clear, for a moment, so clear. The song, the lyrics, Darren crying. But I can’t get to the door, you see. In my head, when I try to remember, I can only see myself standing in the hall.”

“Maybe that’s all you did.” Lou frowned into his glass. Like Emma, he’d been able to put the case aside for long stretches. But it always came back. He knew the face of that little boy would always haunt him. “Emma, we were never sure you went into the room, or saw anything. At the time, you thought you did, but you were very confused. It was just as likely that you heard something that frightened you, ran to the stairs to call your father, and fell. You were only six, and afraid of the dark.”

Was, and am, she thought. “I’ve never been able to sort it out, you see. And I hate not knowing, not being sure I couldn’t have stopped it. Saved him.”

“I can put your mind at rest there.” He put the glass aside. He wanted her to see him as a cop now, an official. “There were two men in your brother’s room that night. The nanny claimed that she heard two people whispering as she was being bound. The forensic evidence corroborated it. The syringe found on the floor of your brother’s room contained a sedative, a child’s dose. From what we were able to piece together, the time that elapsed between the nanny being bound and your fall was less than twenty minutes. It was a bungled attempt, Emma, with tragic results, but it was well thought out. Something happened to confuse their plans, to confuse them. We may never know what it was. But if you had gone into that room, had tried to fight them off yourself, you wouldn’t have been able to save Darren, and in all likelihood would have been killed as well.”

She hoped he was right. She prayed he was right. But it did little to soothe her. When she left an hour later she promised herself she would try to believe it.

“You have wonderful parents,” she told Michael as he walked her to her car.

“Yeah. I’ve almost broken them in.” He put his hand on the door handle. There was no way he was going to let her walk out of his life so quickly again. He remembered how she had looked on the beach that day—had it been five years before? She’d looked sad—sad and beautiful. Something about her had struck a chord in him then. She struck the same one now.

“Are you staying in town long?”

She gazed down the street. Such a pretty neighborhood. She could hear children playing a few doors down, and the low hum of another mower trimming green suburban grass. She wondered, wistfully, what it might be like to live in such a place. “I leave tomorrow.”

He wanted to swear. “Quick trip.”

“I have classes Monday.” She looked up, feeling as awkward as he. He was more attractive than she remembered—the chipped tooth, the slightly crooked nose. “I wish I had more time.”

“What are you doing now?”

“I—I was going to go for a drive. Up in the hills.”

He understood, and wasn’t sure he cared for the idea. “Want some company?”

She started to refuse, politely, as she’d been taught. “Yes, very much,” she heard herself say.

“Give me a minute.” He was off, before she could change her mind. The screen slammed behind him as he went into the house, then slammed again when he came out. He grinned at her as he settled in the passenger seat. “You saved me from another hour’s mowing. Dad’ll never be able to let it sit like that until I get back. Too organized.”

“Glad I could help.”

She drove aimlessly for a while, content to let the wind move through her hair, listen to the music on the radio, pass idle conversation. When she heard her father’s voice come clear and strong through the speakers, her lips curved.

“Does it ever feel weird?”

“Hearing him?” Her smile widened. “No, not really. I knew his voice before I knew him. It’s hard to think of Da without thinking of his music. It must be the same for you. I mean he’s your father, but he’s a cop. I’m sure it’s natural for you to think of him wearing a gun or a badge or whatever.”

“Whatever. Still, it was pretty strange when I first started working for him.”

“Working for him?”

“Yeah. I caved in.” He sent her a breezy grin. “As Johnno once said, I’m following in the old man’s flat feet.”




Chapter Twenty-One
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“You’re a cop?” Emma braked at a stop sign and took the opportunity to turn and study him.

“What my father’s fond of calling a rookie.” He grinned again. “What? Have I grown a snout?”

“No.” She sat a moment, then drove on. It was silly, she supposed, to have her idea of police focused by her impression of Lou, and at the other end of the spectrum, shows like Starsky and Hutch. “It’s just odd thinking of you that way.”

“Well, that’s something. I never figured you thought of me at all.”

She laughed. “Of course I did. When our picture hit the paper, I was the most popular girl at school for weeks. Of course, I exaggerated the whole business for my own benefit.”

“So did I.” He tossed his arm over the seat to play with the ends of her hair. “I got a date with Sue Ellen Cody on the strength of that clipping alone.”

“Really?” She shot him a quick, slanted look.

“It was my fifteen minutes of fame. I kept hoping you’d come back.”

“Sweeney spilled it to Da.” She shrugged. “And that was the end of that. Do you like being a cop?”

“Yeah. Right up to the time I walked into the academy I was sure I’d hate it. But there you go. Some things are just meant, and no matter how many times you walk away, you end up where you belonged all along. You take this road here if you want to go up to the house.”

She stopped again, staring straight ahead. “How do you know?”

“My father used to drive up there. I’d go with him sometimes. He’d just sit and look. I thought you might like to know that he’s never forgotten what happened, and he’s never really accepted that he couldn’t find them.”

“I think I knew,” she said slowly. “That’s why I wanted to see him, talk with him again.” She let out a sigh. “You knew what I intended when I said I was going for a drive.”

“I had a pretty good idea.”

“Why did you come?”

“I didn’t want you to go alone.”

She stiffened. It was only a barely perceptible movement, but he sensed her shoulders straightening, her chin firming. “I’m not fragile, Michael.”

“Okay. I wanted to be with you.”

She turned. His eyes were kind, like his father’s, but in them she could still see the boy who had driven her home from the beach. Degree by degree her body relaxed. “Thanks.”

She turned the car and followed his directions. The roads didn’t seem familiar. She’d thought they would. It occurred to her, and made her feel foolish, that she would never have found the house on her own. They didn’t talk now, except for Michael’s occasional “turn right,” “bear left,” but listened to the soft, soothing sounds of Crosby, Stills, and Nash through the car speakers.

He didn’t have to tell her to stop. She recognized the house. It was like a picture, developed and stored in her mind. It was very much the same as it had been, secluded by trees, hedges, the winter bloomers of the hills. It was rustic, as only the wealthy could afford. Redwood and sheets of glass, terraced lawn falling into woods and stream.

She saw, as Michael did, the sign speared into the ground that proclaimed the house up for sale.

“We could call it fate,” he said, and touched her arm. “Do you want to go in?”

Her hands were linked hard in her lap. She could see her window, her bedroom window where she had once stood with Darren and gleefully watched a fox dart through the trees.

“I can’t.”

“Okay. We can sit as long as you like.”

She could see herself, wading in the stream, Bev laughing as Darren splashed madly in his bare feet and rolled-up overalls. She remembered a picnic the four of them had shared, a blanket spread under a tree, her father quietly strumming his guitar, Bev reading a book while Darren dozed in her lap.

She’d forgotten that day. How could she have forgotten it? It had been such a beautiful day, such a perfect day. The grass had been cool, the sun warm and lazily yellow where it pushed through the leaves, the shade soft and gray where it hadn’t. She could hear her father’s voice, and the words he’d been singing.

Never too late to look for love / Never too soon to find it.

They had been happy, Emma thought. They had been a family. Then, the next day they had given a party and everything had changed.

“Yes,” she said abruptly. “I want to go in.”

“Okay. Look, it might be better if they didn’t know who you are, about the connection, I mean.”

She nodded, and drove through the open gates.

Michael closed a hand over hers as they stood in front of the door. Hers was like ice, but steady. He put on his best smile as the door opened. “Hi. We were driving by and saw your sign. We’ve been house hunting for weeks. We’ve got an appointment to see another place in about an hour, but we just couldn’t resist this. It isn’t sold yet, is it?”

The woman, fortyish, dressed in countrywear of Bass loafers and Calvin Kleins, took a long, cautious look. She took in Michael’s work shirt, worn Levi’s, and scuffed high tops. But she was also sharp enough to note Emma’s discreetly expensive pumps and the casual Ralph Lauren skirt and blouse. As well as the Mercedes convertible parked in the drive. She smiled. The house had been on the market for five months without a firm offer.

“Well, actually we do have a prospective buyer, but the contract won’t be signed until Monday.” Her gaze swooped down to the small but elegant diamond and sapphire ring on Emma’s hand. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to show you through.”

She opened the door further, lifting a brow as Emma hesitated before stepping inside. “I’m Gloria Steinbrenner.”

“Nice to meet you.” Michael extended a hand and took hers. “Michael Kesselring. This is Emma.”

Ms. Steinbrenner gave them both a dazzling smile. The hell with the real estate broker, she thought. She’d opened the door to her own hot prospect, and intended to make the most of it.

“The place is in beautiful condition. I adore it.” She detested every board and brick. “It’s breaking my heart to sell, but—to be frank—my husband and I are divorcing, so we’re liquidating.”

“Oh.” Michael put what he hoped was an appropriately sympathetic, but interested, look on his face. “I’m sorry.”

“No need.” She waved a hand. “Are you from the area?”

“No, actually, we’re … from the Valley,” he said, inspired. “We’re just dying to get out, crowds, smog. Isn’t that right, Emma?”

“Yes.” She forced a smile. “It’s a beautiful house.”

“Thank you. The living area, as you can see, is magnificent. High ceilings, genuine oak beams, lots of glass and open space. It’s a working fireplace, of course.”

Of course, Emma thought. Hadn’t she sat in front of it? The furniture was new, and she hated it on sight. Pretentious modern sculptures and glossy enameled tables. Where were all the cushions, the funny baskets filled with balls of yarn and ribbon that Bev had arranged?

“The dining area’s through here, but this spot in front of the terrace windows is just perfect for cozy little suppers.”

No, that wasn’t right, she thought as she mechanically followed. Bev had put plants in front of those windows. A jungle of plants in old pottery bowls and urns. Stevie and Johnno had brought her a tree once, grunting and panting as they’d hauled it in. They’d done it as a joke, but Bev had left it there, and bought a silly plaster robin to sit on one of the branches.

“Emma?”

“What?” She jolted, dragging herself back. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, that’s quite all right.” The woman was delighted that Emma seemed to be mesmerized. “I was just asking if you cooked?”

“No, not very well.”

“The kitchen is up-to-the-minute. I had it remodeled just two years ago.” She pushed open the swinging doors and gestured. “All built-ins. Microwave, Jenn-Air range, a convection oven, naturally. Acres of counter space. A pantry, of course.”

Emma stared at the streamlined, soulless kitchen. It was all white and stainless steel. Gone were the copper pots Bev had kept shiny and hung from hooks. There were no more little pots of herbs on the windowsill. No high chair for Darren, no clutter of cookbooks or colorful apothecary jars.

The woman droned on, obviously considering the kitchen her pièce de résistance, while Emma stood, grieving.

When the phone rang, she closed a slick white cabinet door. “Excuse me, just a moment.”

“Are you all right?” Michael murmured.

“Yes.” She wanted to be. “I’d like to go upstairs.”

“Listen, Jack.” Ms. Steinbrenner’s voice had lost its cooing flow. “I’m not interested in your complaints or your lawyer’s threats. Got it?”

Michael cleared his throat. “Excuse me.” He offered the woman an easy smile. “Would it be all right if we wandered through?”

She waved them away and snarled into the phone. “Listen, asshole.”

“Sounds like she’ll be tied up awhile,” he said lightly. “You sure you want to go up?”

No, she wasn’t sure. She was anything but sure. “I can’t come this far and not finish.”

“Right.” Whatever her claims against fragility, he put an arm around her shoulders as they started up.

The doors were open—the bedroom door where her father and Bev had once slept. Where Emma had sometimes heard them laughing late at night. Alice’s room, which had always been so bland and neat, had become a sitting room with walls of books and a console television. Her room. She stopped, gazing in.

The dolls were gone, the Mickey Mouse night-light, the frilly pinks and whites that Bev had indulged her in. No little girl had slept there, dreamt there, in a very long time. It was obviously a guest room now. Silk flowers, a Hollywood bed plumped with vivid cushions, reading material carefully arranged. Roman shades had replaced the priscillas she remembered, and wall-to-wall carpeting the pretty, frivolous shag rug.

“This was my room,” she said dully. “There was wallpaper with little roses and violets, frilly pink curtains at the windows and a big white quilt for the bed. I had dolls on the shelves, and music boxes. I guess it was the kind of room all little girls want, at least for a while. Bev understood that. I don’t know why I thought it would be the same.”

He remembered a quote he’d read in college, one that had stuck. “ ‘All things change; nothing perishes.’ ” He shrugged self-consciously. He wasn’t the type of man who quoted. “It is the same, in your head. That’s what counts.”

She said nothing, but turned and looked down the hall to Darren’s room. The door was open too, as it should have been that night.

“I was in bed,” she said flatly. “Something woke me up. The music. I thought it was the music. I couldn’t really hear it, but I could feel it. The bass vibrating. I tried to guess what the song was, and what people were doing. I couldn’t wait until I was old enough to stay up for the parties. I heard something. Something,” she murmured, rubbing an annoyed hand on the headache that was building behind her temple. “I don’t know what. But I—footsteps,” she remembered abruptly, and her heart began to thud against her ribs. “I heard someone coming down the hall. I wanted it to be Da or Bev. I wanted them to talk to me for a while. Maybe I could con them into letting me go downstairs. But it wasn’t Da or Bev.”

“Easy.” He could see the sweat beading on her brow, and rubbed her hand between both of his. “Just take it slow.”

“Darren was crying. I heard him crying. I know it. It wasn’t a dream. I heard him crying. I got up. Alice had told me not to take Charlie in, but Darren liked to sleep with Charlie, and he was crying. I was going to take Charlie into Darren and talk to him for a while until he slept again. But the hall was dark.”

She looked around now, with the sunlight creeping into it from the bedroom windows. “It was dark, but it wasn’t supposed to be. They always left a light on for me. I’m so afraid of the dark. There are things in the dark.”

“Things?” he repeated, his brows drawing together.

“I didn’t want to go out in the hall, in the dark. But he kept crying. I could hear the music now, as I stepped into the hall, into the dark. It was loud, and I was frightened.”

She started to walk then, dreamlike, toward the door. “I could hear them, hissing in the corners, scraping along the walls, swishing on the rugs.”

“Hear what?” he said quietly. “What did you hear?”

“The monsters.” She turned and looked at him. “I heard the monsters. And … I don’t remember. I don’t remember if I went to the door. It was closed, I know it was closed, but I don’t know if I opened it.”

She stood on the threshold. For an instant she saw the room as she remembered it—cluttered with Darren’s toys, painted in bright, primary colors. His crib, his rocker, his shiny new tricycle. Then the picture dissolved into what was there.

An oak desk and leather chair. Framed pictures, glass shelves crowded with bric-a-brac.

An office. They had turned her brother’s room into an office.

“I ran,” she said at length. “I don’t remember anything except running, and falling.”

“You said you’d gone to the door. You told my father, when he saw you in the hospital right after it happened, that you’d opened the door.”

“It was like a dream. And now, I don’t really remember at all. It all faded away.”

“Maybe it was supposed to.”

“He was beautiful.” It hurt too much to face the room. “He was absolutely beautiful. I loved him more than anything or anyone. Everyone did.” Tears were blurring her vision. “I need to get out of here.”

“Come on.” He led her down the hall, down the stairs where she had tumbled that night years before. He sent a quick, apologetic glance to Gloria Steinbrenner as she hurried in from the kitchen. “I’m sorry, my wife’s not feeling well.”

“Oh.” Annoyance and disappointment came first. Then hope. “Make sure she gets some rest. As you can see, this house was just made for children. You wouldn’t want to raise a baby in the Valley.”

“No.” He didn’t bother to correct her, and steered Emma out. “We’ll be in touch,” he called, and took the driver’s seat himself. If he hadn’t been concerned with Emma’s pale face, and the prospect of driving a thirty-thousand-dollar car, he would have noticed the dark blue sedan that trailed after them.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured after they started down the winding roads.

“Don’t be stupid.”

“No, I am. I didn’t handle that well.”

“You did fine.” He reached over to give her hand an awkward pat. “Look, I’ve never lost anybody close to me, but you only have to be human to imagine what it would be like. Don’t beat yourself up, Emma.”

“Put it behind me?” She drummed up a weak smile. “I hope I can. I thought if I could stand there, right there, and think about what had happened, it would all come back to me. Since it didn’t …” She shrugged, then pushed her sunglasses back on. “You’ve been a good friend.”

“That’s me,” he muttered. “Always a pal. Hungry?”

She started to shake her head, then stopped. “Yes,” she realized. “I’m starved.”

“I can spring for a burger. I think,” he added, struggling to remember just what was in his wallet.

“I’d love a burger. And since you’ve been a pal, my treat.”

He pulled into a McDonald’s, and since he discovered the contents of his wallet included three singles and the phone number of a redhead he barely remembered, he put aside what he told himself was dumb macho pride. Emma didn’t argue with his suggestion that they make it to go, or with his casual assumption that he would continue in the driver’s seat.

“Thought we’d take it to the beach.”

“I’d like that.” She shut her eyes again and leaned back. She was glad she’d come. Glad she had climbed those stairs. Glad she was here, with the warm wind in her hair and Michael beside her. “It was sleeting in New York when I left.”

“There are colleges in sunny California, too.”

She smiled, enjoying the breeze on her face. “I like New York,” she said absently. “I always have. My roommate and I bought a loft. It’s nearly livable now.”

“Roommate?”

“Yes. Marianne and I went to Saint Catherine’s together.” Since her eyes were still closed, she didn’t notice his look of pleased relief. “We always swore we’d live in New York one day. Now we do. She’s taking art classes.”

He decided he was kindly disposed toward Marianne. “She any good?”

“Yes, very. One day galleries are going to be cutting their throats to get her paintings. She used to do the most incredible caricatures of the nuns.” She glanced over, noting his frown.

“What is it?”

“Probably just rookie-cop instincts on overtime. See that sedan, just behind us?”

She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes. So?”

“It’s been behind us since we picked up the burgers.” He switched lanes. The sedan followed suit. “I’d say he was tailing us, if he wasn’t so stupid about it.”

She let out a long, tired sigh. “It’s probably Sweeney.”

“Sweeney?”

“Bodyguard. He always finds me. Sometimes I think Da planted a homing device under my skin.”

“Yeah, it could be. I guess it makes sense.” But he didn’t care to be shadowed, so amaturely shadowed, on what he considered his first date with a longtime crush. “I could lose him.”

Emma tilted down her glasses. Behind them her eyes glinted with the first real laughter he’d seen in her. “Really?”

“I could give it my best shot. This little baby’s bound to leave him in the dust.”

“Do it,” she said, and grinned.

Delighted, Michael punched the gas, cut off a station wagon, and peeled up to eighty. “We used to race on the freeway—in my callow and misspent youth.” He swerved again, dodging between a pickup and a BMW, then with a twist of the wrist shot in front of a Caddy and let the Mercedes cruise at ninety.

“You’re good.” Laughing, Emma twisted in her seat and peered at the traffic. “I can’t see him.”

“He’s back there, trying to get around the Caddy. I pissed the Caddy off so he’s hogging the road. Hang on.” He swerved, spun, and jockeyed, then raced off an exit. One illegal U-turn, and the Mercedes’s powerful engine, and he was back on the freeway, heading in the opposite direction. They whizzed by the sedan, slowed to a decorous speed and sailed calmly down another ramp.

“Really good at it,” Emma said again. “Did they teach you that at the police academy?”

“Some skills you’re born with.” He stopped, then stroked the steering wheel. “What a honey.”

Emma leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Thanks. Again.” Before he could respond, she had snatched up the bag of burgers and was racing toward the sand.

“I love this!” Still laughing, she spun in a circle. “I really love the water, the smell of it, the sound of it. If they could just plop an ocean down next to Broadway I’d be in heaven.”

He wanted to take hold of her then, to grab her in mid-spin and find out if she tasted nearly as good as she looked. Then she dropped down on the sand and dug into the bag.

“These smell great, too.” She held one up before she realized he was staring at her. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” But his mouth was dry again. “I was, ah, remembering that I once wondered whether you ever got to go to McDonald’s. The first time I met you, at the rehearsal? Dad took me for a burger after and I wondered, with all the guards, if you ever got to go.”

“No, not really, but Da or Johnno or someone would sometimes bring takeout. Don’t feel sorry for me.” She groped in the bag again. “Not today.”

“Okay. Hand over the fries.”

They ate hungrily, leaving not even a crumb for the gulls. The breeze was up, carrying a mist of the sea. There were other people, a few families, young girls showing off tans and slender figures, the inevitable radios pumping out music, but for Emma it was one of the most peaceful and secluded interludes of her life.

“I could get used to this.” She sighed, stretched her arms up. “Sitting on the beach, listening to the water.” She shook her head so that her hair rained like gold dust down her back. “I wish I had more time.”

“So do I.” He had to touch her. He couldn’t remember not wanting to. When he stroked a finger down her cheek, she turned her head and smiled. What she saw in his eyes had her heart pounding in her throat, had her lips parting, not so much in surprise as in question.

She didn’t resist as he touched his mouth to hers. On a quiet moan she shifted toward him, inviting something she didn’t completely understand. A gentle nip of his teeth had her lips heating. When he entered her mouth, she heard the low sound of pleasure in his throat, felt his hands tense on her arms.

Without hesitation, she pressed her body to his and absorbed the sensation.

Would he have believed that it was the first time she’d been kissed, like this? The first time she felt like this? Warm, liquid, achingly sweet desire swam into her. Had she been waiting for this? Even as she wondered, her lashes lowered to help her seal the memory.

“You do,” he murmured, and kissed her again, gently, because it seemed the right way.

“Do what?”

“Taste as good as you look. I’ve wondered for a long time.”

She had to swallow, had to draw back. There were feelings growing inside her she didn’t know what to do with. They were too big, and came too fast. “It’s the salt.” Confused, she rose and stepped closer to the sea.

It was easy for a man to mistake confusion for casualness. He sat where he was, giving himself time. He had no casual feelings for her. Stupid as it might have sounded, he was in love. She was beautiful, elegant, and certainly accustomed to being wanted by men. Rich and important men. And he was a rookie cop from a middle-class family. He let out a long breath, rose, and tried to be as offhand as she.

“It’s getting late.”

“Yes.” Was she crazy? Emma wondered. She wanted to cry and laugh and dance and mourn all at once. She wanted to turn to him, but tomorrow she would be three thousand miles away. He was only being kind. She was the poor little rich girl, a tide she detested, and he—he was doing something with his life.

“I should be getting back.” She turned, smiled. “I’m really glad you went with me today, that we had some time.”

“I’ll be around.” He took her hand—a friendly gesture, he told himself. The hell with friendly. “I want to see you again, Emma. I need to.”

“I don’t know—”

“You can give me a call when you come back.”

The way he was looking at her had her skin going hot then cold. “I will. I’d like to—I don’t know when I’ll make it out here again.”

“I thought you might be coming out for the movie.”

“Movie?”

They had started walking to the car, but now he stopped. “Yeah. They’re going to start filming in a couple weeks in London, I think, then here. They’re putting on extra security. The movie,” he continued when she just looked blank. “Devastated, you know, based on your mother’s book. Angie’s starring in it. Angie Parks.” He could see by her face that he’d made a very large and a very stupid mistake. “I’m sorry, Emma, I thought you knew.”

“No,” she said, suddenly tired beyond belief. “I didn’t.”
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He snatched the phone up before it had completed its first ring. He’d been waiting, and sweating, for hours. “yes?”

“I found her.” the voice, and he knew that voice very well, trembled.

“And?”

“She went to see the cop, Kesselring. She was with him for over an hour. Then she went to the house, she went to the goddamn house where it happened. We’ve got to do something, and do it fast. I told you then, and i’m telling you now, i won’t take the fall for this.”

“Pull yourself together.” the tone was brisk, but his hand shook slightly as he reached for a cigarette. “she went to the house. She went inside?”

“The fucking place is for sale. She and the guy she was with strolled right in.”

“What guy? Who was she with?”

“Some guy. The cop’s son, i think.”

“All right.” he noted it down on the pad beside the phone. “where did they go when they left the house?”

“They went to a goddamn hamburger joint.”

The tip of the pencil snapped off. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said they went for burgers, then joyriding on the freeway. I lost them. I know where she’s staying tonight. I can get somebody to take care of it, quick, easy.”

“Don’t be an idiot. There’s no need.”

“I told you she saw the cop, she went to the house.”

“Yes, I understood you.” his hand was rock-steady again. He poured a drink, but not for his nerves. For his pleasure. “Think, for christ’s sake. If she had remembered something, anything, would she have calmly ridden off to buy a hamburger?”

“I don’t think—”

“That’s your problem, and has been from the beginning. She didn’t remember then, she doesn’t remember now. Perhaps this impulsive little trip of hers was a last-ditch effort to bring it all back, or more likely, it was just a sentimental journey. There’s no need to do Emma any harm, any harm at all.”

“And if she does remember?”

“It’s unlikely. Listen to me now, and listen carefully. The first time was an accident, a tragic and unforeseen accident. One that you committed.”

“It was your idea, the whole thing was your idea.”

“Exactly, since of the two of us I’m the only one who’s capable of an original thought. But it was an accident. I have no intention of committing premeditated murder.” he thought of a session musician who’d wanted pizza, but didn’t remember his name. “unless it’s unavoidable. Understood?”

“You’re a cold sonofabitch.”

“Yes.” he smiled. “I’d advise you to remember that.”




Chapter Twenty-Two
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It was snowing in London, wet, thick flakes that slid down collars and melted cold on the skin. It was pretty, postcard snow, unless one was fighting the clogged traffic along King’s Road.

Emma preferred to walk. She imagined Sweeney was annoyed with her choice, but she couldn’t worry about him now. She had the address on a slip of paper in the pocket of her thick, quilted coat. But she didn’t need that for a reminder. She’d memorized it.

It was odd to be in Chelsea, as an adult, free to walk where she chose. She didn’t remember it. Indeed, she felt a tourist in London, and Chelsea, the grand stage for punks and Sloane Rangers, was as foreign to her as a Venetian canal.

The streets were dotted with boutiques and antique shops where last-minute shoppers hurried in their fashionable coats and boots to search out that perfect gift among the horde of offerings. Young girls laughing, their pearls and sweatshirts tucked under their jackets. Young boys trying to look tough and bored and worldly.

Despite the snow, there had been a flower seller in Sloane Square. Even in December spring could be bought for a reasonable price. She’d been tempted by the color and the scent, but had walked on without digging in her purse for pounds and shillings. How odd it would have been to have walked up to the door, and offered a bouquet to her mother.

Her mother. She could neither deny nor accept Jane Palmer as her mother. Even the name seemed distant to her—like something she had read in a book. But the face lingered, the face that came in odd, sporadic flashes in dreams, the face that flushed dark with annoyance before a slap or a shove was administered. The face from articles in People and the Enquirer and the Post.

A face from the past, Emma thought. And what did the past have to do with today?

Then why had she come? The question drummed in her head as she walked along the narrow, well-kept street. To resolve something that should have been resolved years before.

Emma wondered if Jane thought it a fine joke to have moved into the posh and prosperous area where Oscar Wilde, Whistler, and Turner had lived. Writers and artists had always flocked to Chelsea. And musicians, Emma mused. Mick Jagger had a home here. Or he’d had one. It hardly mattered to Emma whether he and the Stones were still in residence. There was only one person she’d come to see.

Perhaps it was the contrasts that appealed to Jane. Chelsea was punk, and domestic. It was relaxed and frenetic. And it cost the earth to live in one of the stylish homes. Or perhaps Jane’s reason had something to do with the fact that Bev had established herself in the same district.

That too hardly mattered.

She stopped, clenching and unclenching her hand on the strap of her bag while the snow drifted and clung to her hair and shoulders. The house was a long way from the tiny walk-up flat where she had lived with Jane. It pretended to be old, but the fussy copy of a Victorian row house missed the mark by inches. Someone had decided to add cupolas and tall, narrow windows. It might have been charming, in its way, but curtains were drawn tight and the walk had yet to be shoveled or swept. No one had bothered to hang a wreath or a string of lights.

It made her think wistfully of the Kesselring home. There had been no seasonal snow in California, but the house had offered the warmth and cheer that meant Christmas. Then again, Emma thought, she wasn’t coming home for Christmas. She wasn’t coming home at all.

Taking a deep breath, Emma pushed through the gate and waded through the snow to the front door. There was a knocker against the ornately carved wood. She stared at it, half expecting the brass lion’s head to dissolve and re-form into the battered countenance of Jacob Marley. Perhaps it was the season, or the ghosts of her childhood that made her fanciful.

With hands icy inside her fur-lined gloves, she lifted it, just an old brass lion’s head, and let it fall against the wood.

When there was no response, she knocked again, hoping there was no one to hear. If no one answered, could she tell herself she’d done her best to erase Jane and the need to see her from her mind and her heart? She desperately wanted to run away, from the house that pretended to be something it wasn’t, from the brass lion’s head, from the woman who never seemed to be completely out of her life. As she stood, ready to turn away in relief, the door swung open.

She couldn’t speak, could only stare at the woman in the red silk robe that dipped carelessly over one shoulder, strained over hips that had spread beyond lush. Her hair was a blond tangle around a wide, doughy face. A stranger’s face. It was the eyes Emma recognized and remembered. The narrowed, angry eyes, reddened now from drink or drugs or lack of sleep.

“Well?” In deference to the cold air, Jane hitched the robe up. There was the glitter of diamonds on her fingers, and to Emma’s horror, the stink of stale gin. “Look, lovey, I got better things to do on a Saturday afternoon than stand in the doorway.”

“Who the hell is it?” The annoyed male roar came from the second floor. Jane cast a bored glance over her shoulder.

“Hang on, will you?” she shouted back. “Well?” She turned back to Emma. “You can see I’m busy.”

Go, she thought frantically. Just turn around and walk away. “I’d like to speak with you.” Emma heard her own voice, but it sounded like a stranger’s. “I’m Emma.”

Jane didn’t move, but her eyes changed, narrowing further, struggling to focus. She saw a young woman, tall, slender, with a pale, delicate face and flowing blond hair. She saw Brian—then her daughter. For an instant she felt something almost like regret. Then her lips curved.

“Well, well, well. Little Emma come home to her mam. Want to talk to me?” She gave a quick, high laugh that caused Emma to jolt and brace for a slap. But Jane merely stepped back from the doorway. “Come right on in, dear. We’ll have ourselves a chat.”

Jane was already calculating as she led the way down the hall into a cluttered parlor made dim by the thick curtains. There was a scent there—old liquor, stale smoke that wasn’t tobacco. It seemed they hadn’t come so far from the old flat after all.

Her annual check from Brian would soon stop, and no amount of threatening or wheedling would pry another pence from him. But there was the girl. Her own little Emma. A woman had to think ahead, Jane decided. When she had expensive tastes, and an expensive habit.

“How about a drink? To celebrate our reunion.”

“No, thank you.”

With a shrug, Jane poured a glass for herself. When she turned back, the red silk shifted over her plump hips. “To family ties?” she offered, raising her glass. Then she laughed when Emma looked down at her hands. “Imagine finding you at my door after all these years.” She drank deeply, then topped off the glass before sitting on a sofa of purple velvet. “Sit down, Emma luv, and tell me all about yourself.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” Stiffly, Emma sat on the edge of a chair. “I’m only in London for the holidays.”

“Holidays? Ah, Christmas.” She grinned, tapping a chipped nail against the glass. “Did you bring your mam a present?”

Emma shook her head. She felt like a child again. Terrified and lonely.

“The least you could have done after all these years was bring your mother a little gift.” With a wave of her hand, Jane settled back. “Never mind. You never were a considerate child. All grown-up now, aren’t you?” She eyed the quiet diamond studs in Emma’s ears. “And done well for yourself, too. Fancy schools, fancy clothes.”

“I’m in college now,” Emma said helplessly. “I have a job.”

“A job? What the hell do you want with a job? Your old man’s got nothing but money.”

“I like it.” She hated the fact that she couldn’t control the stutter. “I want to work.”

“You never was a bright kid.” Frowning, Jane tossed back more gin. “When I think of all the years I scrimped and saved and did without to put dresses on your back and food in your belly. Never a bit of gratitude from you.” She reached for the gin bottle and slopped more into her glass. “Just sniveling and crying, then going off with your father without a backward glance. Been living high, haven’t you, my girl? Daddy’s little princess. Not a thought for me in all these years.”

“I’ve thought of you,” Emma murmured.

Jane tapped her fingers against the glass again. She wanted to get her stash, take a quick fix, but was afraid if she left the room Emma would disappear and her chance would be lost. “He poisoned you against me.” Self-pitying tears began to fall. “He wanted you all to himself when I was the one who went through the misery of childbirth, the misery of raising a kid on my own. I could’ve gotten rid of you, you know. Even then it was simple enough if you knew the right people.”

Emma lifted her eyes then. Dark and intense, they fixed on her mother’s face. “Why didn’t you?”

Jane gripped her hands on the glass. They were beginning to shake. She hadn’t had a hit in hours and gin was a poor substitute. But she was shrewd, too shrewd to admit that she’d been more frightened at the prospect of a back-alley abortion than of childbirth in a clean hospital ward.

“I loved him.” And because she believed it, it sounded true. “I always loved him. We grew up together, you know. And he loved me, was devoted to me. If it hadn’t been for his music, his stinking career, we would have been together. But he tossed me aside like it was nothing. He never cared about anyone or anything but his music. Do you think he cared about you?” She rose, lumbering a bit under the gin. “He never gave a damn. It was just his image. Wouldn’t want the bloody public to think Brian McAvoy was the kind of man to abandon his own child.”

The old doubts, the old fears sprang up so quickly, she had to force the words out. “He loves me. He’s done everything for me.

“He loves Brian.” Jane braced her hands on the arms of Emma’s chair and leaned close. There was a glitter in her eyes. Pure pleasure. She could do very little to hurt Brian now—God knew she’d tried whatever had come to mind to cause him pain. But she could hurt Emma, and that was the next-best thing.

“He would’ve walked right out on the pair of us if it hadn’t been for the scandal. That’s just what he started to do until I threatened to go to the papers.”

She didn’t mention the threat to kill herself, and Emma. In truth it had been so unimportant, she’d forgotten it.

“He knew, and that worthless piss of a manager knew, what would have happened if the press had started whining about rock’s hottest flame leaving his bastard child in the slums. He knew, so he took you and he paid me a handsome sum to keep out of your life.”

She felt sick, sick from the words, sick from the smell that struck out at her when Jane spoke them. “He paid you?”

“I earned it.” Jane took Emma’s chin in her fingers and squeezed. “I earned every pound and more. He bought you, and his peace of mind. The price was cheap enough for him, but he never got it, did he? Never could buy that peace of mind.”

“Let go of me.” Emma gripped Jane’s wrist and shoved it away. “Don’t touch me again.”

“You’re as much mine as his.”

“No.” She pushed herself out of the chair, praying her legs would hold her. “No, you sold me, and any claims to motherhood you might have had. He may have bought me, Jane, but he doesn’t own me, either.” She fought back the tears. She wouldn’t cry here, not in front of this woman. “I came here today to ask you to stop the movie, the one they’re making from your book. I’d hoped that you might have some feelings for me, enough that you’d respect my wishes in this one thing. But I’ve wasted my time.”

From up the the stairs Jane’s current lover began to bellow curses.

“I’m still your mother!” Jane shouted. “You can’t change that.”

“No, I can’t. I just have to learn to live with it.” She turned, walking quickly to the door.

“You want me to stop the movie?” Jane snatched at Emma’s arm. “How badly do you want it stopped?”

Deadly calm, Emma turned back. She took one long last look. “Do you think I’d pay you? You’ve miscalculated this time, Jane. You’ll never get a penny out of me.”

“Bitch.” Jane’s hand cracked across her cheek. Emma didn’t bother to dodge it. She simply opened the door, and walked away.
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She wandered for a long time, dodging shoppers and dog walkers, ignoring the laughter, the gunning motors, and the frantic Christmas cheer around her. The tears never fell. It amazed her how easily they were controlled now. Perhaps the cold helped, or the noise. It made it so easy not to think at all. So when she found herself standing in front of Bev’s door, she wasn’t completely aware of having walked there, or having intended to.

She knocked quickly. It wasn’t the time to think. It wasn’t the time to feel. It was, she told herself, the time to tie up all the loose ends and get on with her life.

The door opened. Warm air and Christmas carols. The scent of pine and welcome. With the snow swirling at her back, Emma stared down at Alice. How odd it was, she thought, to look down at her old nanny. Time had made her taller, and Alice older. She saw recognition flicker in Alice’s eyes, and the nanny’s lips quiver.

“Hello, Alice.” Her own lips were stiff as she forced them into a smile. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Alice stood where she was as tears began to spurt out of her eyes.

“Alice, don’t forget to give Terry that package if he makes it by.” Bev came hurrying down the hall, a dark mink over her arm. “I’ll be home by—” She stopped, the little black bag she held slipping out of her nerveless hands. “Emma,” she whispered.

They stood four feet apart with the weeping Alice between them. Bev felt the pleasure first, the need to rush forward and grab Emma close. Then she felt the shame.

“I should have called,” Emma began. “I was in town, so I thought I’d—”

“I’m so glad you did.” Recovered, Bev smiled and stepped forward. “Alice.” Her voice was gentle as she placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “We’ll need some tea.”

“You’re on your way out,” Emma said quickly. “I don’t want to disrupt your plans.”

“It doesn’t matter. Alice,” she repeated. The woman nodded and hurried down the hall. “You’re so grown-up,” Bev murmured. She gripped her hands together to keep herself from reaching out to touch. “It’s hard to believe—but you must be freezing.” Steadying, she took Emma’s gloved hand in hers. “Come in, please.”

“You have plans.”

“A client’s party. It’s not important. I’d really like you to stay.” Her fingers tightened on Emma’s while her eyes searched almost hungrily over the girl’s face. “Please.”

“Of course. For a few minutes.”

“I’ll take your coat.”

They settled, like two polite strangers, in Bev’s bright, spacious parlor.

“This is beautiful.” Emma pasted on a practiced smile. “I’d heard you were making a splash with decorating. I can see why.”

“Thank you.” Oh God, what should she say? What should she not say?

“My roommate and I bought a loft in New York. We’re still having it done.” She cleared her throat, glancing toward the fire smoldering in the stone hearth. “I had no idea it was so complicated. You always made it look so easy.”

“New York,” Bev said, folding and unfolding her hands in her lap. “You’re living there now?”

“Yes. I’m going to NYCC. Photography.”

“Oh. Do you like it?”

“Very much.”

“Will you be in London long?”

“Until just after the first.”

The next pause was long and awkward. Both women glanced over in relief as Alice wheeled in the tea caddy. “Thank you, Alice. I’ll pour the tea.” Bev put a hand over Alice’s briefly, and squeezed.

“She stayed with you,” Emma commented when they were alone again.

“Yes. Or I suppose it’s more that we stayed with each other.” It helped to have the tea, the pot, the cups, the pretty little biscuits arranged on a Sèvres platter. She had no thirst, no appetite, but the mechanics, the simple, civilized mechanics of serving the tea relaxed her. “Do you still take too much cream and sugar in your tea?”

“No, I’ve been Americanized.” There were fresh flowers in a blue vase. Tulips. Emma wondered if Bev had bought them from the flower seller in the square, or if she’d forced them herself. “Now it’s just too much sugar.”

“Brian and I were always afraid you’d be fat and toothless with your penchant for sweets,” Bev began, then winced and struggled to find an easy topic of conversation. “So, tell me about your photography. What sort of pictures do you like to take?”

“I prefer shots of people. Character portraits, I suppose, more than abstracts or still lifes. I’m hoping to make a career of it.”

“That’s wonderful. I’d love to see some of your work.” She cut herself off again. “Perhaps the next time I’m in New York.”

Emma studied the Christmas tree in front of the window. It was covered with hundreds of tiny handpainted ornaments and lacy white bows. She hadn’t bought a present for Bev, no shiny wrapped box that could sit under the tree. But perhaps there was something she could give.

“Why don’t you ask how he is, Bev?” Emma said gently. “It would be easier for both of us.”

Bev shifted her gaze to meet Emma’s eyes. Those beautiful dark blue eyes so like her father’s. “How is he?”

“I wish I knew. His music’s going better than ever. The last concert tour … well, you probably know about all of that.”

“Yes.”

“He’s scoring a film and talking about doing a conceptual album. Then the videos. You could almost believe music videos were made with Da in mind. Everything comes across, just as it does in concert.” She paused, then blundered on. “He’s drinking too much.”

“I’ve heard that, too,” Bev said quietly. “P.M.’s worried about him. But they—for the last few years their relationship’s been strained.”

“I want to talk him into a clinic.” Emma gave a quick, restless shrug. “But he won’t listen. He can see it in Stevie—but then it’s so hard to miss there. It’s difficult to reason with him about it because it hasn’t affected his work, his creativity, or even his health to this point. But—”

“You’re worried.”

“Yes. Yes, I am.”

Bev’s smile was softer, easier, a ghost of the one Emma remembered. “Is that why you came?”

“Partly, I suppose. There seem to be a lot of parts to why I came.”

“Emma, I swear to you, if I thought I could help, if I thought there was anything I could do, anything at all, I would.”

“Why?”

She picked up her cup to give herself time to choose her words. “Brian and I shared a great deal. No matter how long it’s been, no matter how much hurt, you don’t forget all those feelings.”

“Do you hate him?”

“No. No, of course I don’t.”

“And me?”

“Oh, Emma.”

With a quick shake of her head, Emma rose. “I didn’t mean to ask you that. I didn’t mean to bring all of this back. It’s just that all at once I’ve felt … unfinished somehow. I don’t know what I thought I would accomplish today.” She stared down at the fire that crackled sedately in the hearth. “I went to see Jane.”

Bev’s cup clattered against her saucer before she managed to still her hands. “Oh.”

With a laugh, Emma dragged at her hair. “Yes. ‘Oh.’ I felt that I had to, that seeing her would help clear up my feelings. And foolishly, that I might influence her to put a stop to the film they’re making from her book.” She turned back. “You can’t know what it’s like to look at her, to see her for what she is and know she’s my mother.”

“I don’t know what to say to you, Emma, but the truth.” She studied Emma a moment. Perhaps there was something she could do, some small thing to redeem the mistake she had made all those years ago. She set down her cup, folded her hands. When she spoke, her voice was very calm and very sure.

“You’re nothing like her. Nothing. You were nothing like her when you came to us, nothing like her now.”

“She sold me to Da.”

“Oh God.” Bev pressed both hands to her face, then let them drop. “It wasn’t like that, Emma.”

“He gave her money. She took it. I was like some piece of merchandise they passed between them, and foisted off on you.”

“No!” She sprang up, clattering china. “That’s a cruel thing to say, and a stupid one. Yes, he paid her. He’d have paid her whatever it took to keep you safe.”

“She said he did it to preserve his image.”

“She’s a liar.” She walked over, took both of Emma’s hands. “You listen to me. I remember the day he brought you home, the way you looked. The way he looked. He was nervous, maybe even frightened, but he was determined to do what was right for you. Not because of some bloody public image, but because you were his.”

“And every time he looked at me, every time you looked, you must have seen her.”

“Not Brian. Never Brian.” She sighed, and putting an arm around Emma’s shoulders, lowered to the sofa. “Maybe I did at first. I was young. Christ, the same age you are now. We were wildly in love, planning to be married. I was pregnant with Darren. And then suddenly there you were—a part of Brian I’d had nothing to do with. I was terrified of you. Maybe I even resented you. The truth was, I didn’t want to feel anything for you. Oh maybe a little pity.” When Emma pulled away, Bev took her by the shoulders. “I didn’t want to love you, Emma. Then suddenly, I just did. I didn’t plan it, I didn’t stop one day and tell myself that you deserved a chance. I just fell in love with you.”

Emma broke down then, dropping her head onto Bev’s shoulder and weeping, weeping brokenly, shamelessly, as the fire crackled and Bev stroked her hair.

“I’m so sorry, luv. So sorry I haven’t been there for you. Now you’ve grown up, and I’ve missed my chance.”

“I thought you hated me—because of Darren.”

“No, oh no.”

“You blamed me—”

“No.” Bev drew back, stunned. “Good God, Emma. You were a child. I blamed Brian, and I was wrong. I blamed myself, and I pray I was wrong. But whatever unforgivable things I did, or thought, I never blamed you.”

“I heard him crying—”

“Ssh.” She gripped Emma’s hands, bringing them up to her cheek. She’d had no idea Emma had suffered this way. If she had … Bev closed her eyes for a moment. If she had, she hoped she would have been strong enough to have put her own pain aside for the child’s sake. “Listen to me. It was the most horrible thing that’s ever happened in my life, the most destructive, the most painful. I lashed out at the people I should have been holding close. The first few years after Darren’s death, I was … I hardly knew what or where I was. In and out of therapy, contemplating suicide, wishing I could find the courage to end it. There was something about him, Emma, something special, something almost magical. Sometimes I couldn’t believe he’d come from me. And when he was gone, like that, so quickly, so cruelly, so needlessly, it was as if someone had taken out my heart. There was nothing I could do. I had lost my child. And then, in my grief, I turned away from my other child. And I lost her.”

“I loved him, too. So much.”

“I know.” She smiled, gently. “Oh, I know.”

“And you. I’ve missed you.”

“I never thought I would see you again. Or that you’d be able to forgive me.”

It amazed her. Forgiveness? For years Emma had thought she was the one who would never be forgiven. Now, with a few words, the rawness she had carried with her all day eased, and she was able to smile.

“When I was little, I used to think you were the most beautiful woman in the world.” Emma leaned forward, rested her cheek against Bev’s. “I still do. Would you mind if I called you Mum again?”

Emma felt the shaky sigh as Bev gripped her tightly. “Wait here a minute. I have something for you.”

Alone, Emma groped in her bag for a tissue. Resting against the cushions, she dried her eyes. Her mother had always been, and would always be, Bev. Perhaps at last this was one quest she could put behind her.

“I’ve saved him for you,” Bev said as she came back into the room. “Or maybe I saved him for myself. He helped me through some very lonely nights.”

With a cry of pleasure, Emma sprang up. “Charlie!”




Chapter Twenty-Three
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Twenty-two orchestra players, including violins, cellos, flutes, bassoons, and a harpist, crowded into the recording studio. A couple of assistants had taken considerable time and trouble to decorate. There were shiny red balls hanging from the ceiling, boughs of pine draped on the walls, and an aluminum tree, just tacky enough to be amusing, revolving on a stand in the corner.

Johnno had mixed together what he grandly termed a wassail. After he’d drunk two cups and survived, others were lured into sampling. No one was drunk, yet, but there was plenty of cheer being passed about.

They’d been working on a single song for over four hours, and Brian was nearly satisfied with the cut. Through his headphones, he listened to the last take. It still amazed him that a song, once only a vague melody in his mind, could take on such a clear and powerful life of its own. There were still times when he listened to what he had helped create that he felt an echo of the thrill he’d experienced in writing his first song.

He could see Pete standing in the engineering booth, annoyed and impatient as always with Brian’s nit-picking perfectionism. Brian didn’t give him a second thought, and let the music wash over him.

Johnno was playing poker with one of the flutists and the stunning, slender-fingered harpist. Johnno had unearthed a green visor from somewhere and livened up the game with straightforward cheating and wild betting.

P.M. was reading what appeared to be a paperback mystery. A lurid one if one could tell a book by its cover. He seemed to prefer his own company and a couple of grisly murders at the moment.

Stevie was in the bathroom again. His last attempt at coming clean had lasted less than a week after he’d checked himself out of the newest clinic.

They were satisfied, Brian thought, and more than ready to call it a day. He listened to the final sustained note.

“I want to do the vocals again.”

Johnno pulled in the pot. Who said you couldn’t draw to an inside straight? He sent the harpist a lusty wink. With a laugh, she handed over a five-pound note.

“How did you know he’d want another take?”

“I know my boy,” Johnno told her. He rose and lifted a fist toward the engineering booth. Like Brian he noted Pete’s irritated scowl and ignored it. “Once more into the breech.”

“You can’t want another one, son.” Stevie lurched into the studio. He was flying high now, pumped full of top-grade cocaine with a heroin chaser. “Don’t you know what day it is? It’s Christmas fucking Eve.”

“Not for a couple of hours yet.” Brian buried his irritation. Sad as it was, they’d get a good twenty minutes out of Stevie before he crashed. “Let’s get it done so you can go home and hang up your stocking.”

“Well, look who’s here,” Stevie announced as Emma slipped into the studio. “It’s our little girl.” He swung an arm around her shoulder. “Okay, Emma luv, who’s the best?”

She managed to smile and kiss his thin, bony cheek. “Da.”

“Nothing but coal in your stocking, pet.”

“I thought you’d still be here.” Because Stevie’s arm was still around her, she walked with him to the mike. She could feel him vibrate like a tightly strung wire. “Is it all right if I listen for a while?”

“Tickets are five pence and two.” Noting her distress, Johnno gently disengaged Stevie. “But seeing it’s Christmas, we’ll forget the shillings.”

“We won’t be much longer,” Brian stated.

“He said the same thing two hours ago.” Johnno gave her a quick, reassuring squeeze. “The man’s a maniac. We’re turning him in right after the audition.”

Brian put out his cigarette then cleared his throat with plain water. “Just the vocals on Lost the Sun.”

“The twentieth take of the vocals,” P.M. put in. He was pleased when Emma brushed her lips over his cheek.

“Sorry to take you away from your dip into literature,” Brian snapped.

Automatically, Emma shifted to stand between them as she shrugged out of her coat. “ ‘Lost the Sun’?” she repeated. “I’m in luck then, that’s my favorite of this lot.”

“Good. You can sing backup.”

She laughed at Johnno, then started to take her seat.

“No, wait.” Brian grabbed her arm, grinning. “That’s it. That’s what we need.” He was already signaling for another set of headphones. “You come in on the second verse.”

“Da, I couldn’t.”

“Of course you could. You know the lyrics, the melody.”

“Yes, but—”

“It’s perfect. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. This song needs a feminine touch. Keep it light, just a little sad.”

“No use arguing,” Johnno said as he fit the headphones over her ears. “He’s on a roll.”

Emma let out a sigh. It wouldn’t hurt to humor him. “What’s my percentage? Do I get a mention in the liner notes? What about artistic control?”

Brian twisted her nose, hard.

It was enough to see him happy, she thought. There was nothing like a new idea to send her father off. He was calling out instructions, deferring to Johnno now and again, keeping what seemed like an eagle eye on Stevie, and subtly staying aloof from P.M.

She heard the music in her head, the sad and moody strings and flutes. It was a full, almost classical sound. Like rain, she realized—not a storm, but a gray, unrelenting rain.

Her father’s voice flowed into her ears, clear and somehow sweet despite the melancholy lyrics.

“I looked for your face / I called your name / You were the light / But shadows covered me / I lost the sun.”

She listened, struck as she had always been by the close, almost eerie harmony he achieved with Johnno. Her father’s voice soared up, hanging on notes, caressing them. The sad, hopeless lyrics went straight to her heart.

Why it’s Bev, she realized all at once. He was singing about Bev. To Bev. Emma’s eyes widened as her gaze fixed on Brian. Why hadn’t she seen it before? Why hadn’t she understood?

He was still in love. Not resentful or angry, but miserably in love.

She didn’t think, but only felt, as she did what he had asked and added her voice to his.

She didn’t realize that Johnno had backed off, leaving her and her father alone. It wasn’t a planned gesture when she reached out to take his hand. She wasn’t aware that tears had spilled over to cling to her lashes. Her voice melded with his as her heart did.

“My life is shadows without you / Without you / Dreaming of the light I wake to darkness / I lost the sun.”

As the music swelled and faded, she lifted his hand to her cheek. “I love you, Da.”

He brushed his lips over hers, fighting the need to let his own tears go. “Let’s hear the playback,” he called out.

It was nearly one before the session musicians began to file out. The best part of another hour passed before Brian was satisfied with the overdubbing. Emma watched her father pour a tumbler full of Chivas Regal and drink it like water over a technical discussion with an engineer. She didn’t want to be upset by it, not now, not when she was beginning to understand some of his pain. But neither could she sit calmly and watch while he doused that pain with whiskey.

She wandered out, then detoured to the bathroom to freshen her makeup. There had been some talk about winding down at a local club. Tired or not, she was going to go along, and keep an eye on her father.

When she opened the door, she could only stand in speechless shock. The pristine white tiles were streaked with blood. The smell of it, cold and metallic, mixed with the raw stink of vomit, had her throat slamming shut so that she reached up with her hand, pressing and squeezing to dear it. She backstepped quickly, nearly tripping before she managed to turn and race back into the studio.

“Da!”

He was finishing up his drink with one hand while struggling into his coat. The flush of success was on his face, but the laughter at something Johnno had said died when he saw Emma.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“In the loo. Quick.” She grabbed his hand to drag him with her. “It’s all over the walls. I don’t—I can’t go in.”

She stood back, gripping Johnno’s arm as Brian pushed open the door.

“Goddammit.” After one quick glance, he slammed the door again. “Get somebody to clean this up,” he snapped to Pete. Taking Emma’s arm, he started to haul her back into the studio.

“Clean it up?” She pulled away from him. “Da, for God’s sake, there’s blood all over the walls. Someone’s been hurt. We have to—”

“Get your coat, and let’s go.”

“Go? We have to call the police, or a doctor, or—”

“Ease down, Emma,” Pete murmured. “There’s no need to call the police.”

“No need?” She spun on him, then her father. “We have to call them.”

“We’re not calling anyone, and you’re to forget it.”

“But—”

“It’s Stevie.” Furious, Brian took her by the shoulders, and turned her to where Stevie had nodded out in a corner. “He’s using heavy again. You can’t jam a needle into any available vein and not lose some blood.”

“My God.” A horrible afterimage of the red-streaked walls flashed into her mind. “He’s doing that to himself? He’s killing himself.”

“Very likely.”

“Why aren’t you doing something about it?”

“What the hell am I supposed to do?” Snatching up her coat, he dragged it over her arms. “It’s his life.”

“That’s a despicable thing to say,” she whispered.

Stepping in as peacemaker, Pete touched her shoulder. “You can’t blame Brian, Emma. He’s tried, I promise you. We’ve all tried. As soon as the album is finished, we’ll convince him to go into detox again.”

“As soon as the album’s finished,” she repeated. “The bloody album.” Revolted, she swung back to her father. “He’s your friend.”

“Yes, he’s my friend.” He didn’t bother to tell her of the times he’d begged Stevie to get help, of the times he’d covered up the problem by disposing of needles and mopping up blood. “You don’t understand, Emma.”

“No, I don’t.” After one last look, she turned away. “I’m going home.”

“Emma—” Torn, he turned back to stare helplessly at Stevie.

“Go on along,” P.M. told him and half lifted Stevie to his feet. “I’ll get him to bed.”

“Right.” Brian caught up with Emma outside. The snow had stopped, and the moon had come out to shine blue light. Automatically he clamped his coat together to shut out the keen wind. “Emma.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. It was enough to stop her, but she didn’t turn. “I don’t blame you for being upset. I know it’s a shock to see something like that, to know that someone you care about is into that sort of thing.”

“Yes.” She took a deep breath before she turned to face him. Her eyes were very clear. “Yes, it is.”

“I don’t use needles, Emma. I never have.”

There was a quick wave of relief, but she shook it away. “And everything else is all right?”

He dragged a frustrated hand through his hair. “I’m not saying it’s right or wrong. I’m just saying it’s reality.”

“Not my kind of reality.”

“I know, and I’m glad of it.” He cupped her face in his hand. “Emma, if I could, I’d shield you from everything that hurts or upsets you.”

“I don’t want to be shielded. I don’t need to be.” They both turned as P.M. and Johnno carried Stevie out to a waiting car. “Is that the kind of life you want? Is that what you’ve worked for, what you’ve dreamed of?”

She made him ashamed by asking. Made him furious because he wasn’t sure of the answer. “I can’t explain it, Emma. But I know you don’t get everything you want, and you sure as hell don’t get everything you dream of.”

She turned away again, but didn’t leave. Gently he pressed a kiss to her hair. They didn’t speak as they walked to the car. Like a shadow, Sweeney fell in behind them.
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Living near Hollywood all his life hadn’t spoiled the fantasy and glamour for Michael. He appreciated star-watching as much as the next guy. Nor did he mind spending a few days in February working crowd control and security for the filming of Devastated, It had been a disappointment that Angie Parks hadn’t been involved in the early location shots. Still he enjoyed watching the twin girls who were playing Emma.

Casting had done a remarkable job of finding a pair of kids who resembled Emma. Of course, Emma had been prettier, he thought. Was prettier. Her eyes were bluer, bigger. And her mouth … It didn’t do him a hell of a lot of good to think about her mouth.

It was a better idea to concentrate on his job—which was not, as some of the vets had sneeringly called it, pansy duty. Fans turned out day after day. The hard-core Devastation fans weren’t pleased with Jane Palmer’s book, or the fact that it was to be a movie. Some carried banners or placards, others just booed. There were a few, wearing leather and sporting mohawks and dog collars, who looked as though they would have enjoyed knocking heads with the cops.

Added to them were clutches of young girls who shrieked and giggled every time Matt Holden came in view. The young actor who played Brian McAvoy was the current teen dream. Michael had had his ankle kicked, his shoulder bruised, and his uniform wept on by adoring fans.

Glamour, my ass, he thought as he stood on the studio lot. The sun was high and hazy. The air-quality index was in the disgusting range, even for L.A., Michael thought. The producers had decided it would make good press to invite some of the fans to observe a few days’ shooting, play extras, fill in the background. Security had enough trouble keeping the mobs back behind a police line. Now, with people free to mill around what stood in for a London cross street, every muscle had to stay on alert.

Then there she was. Angie Parks. The lusty, busty movie queen who redefined the term hot sex. The press had already fallen gleefully on the irony of P.M. Ferguson’s ex-wife playing the role of Brian McAvoy’s ex-lover.

Men broke into sweats as she walked by in her snug skin and cotton blouse. Her hair was brushed smooth, puffed at the crown, tipped up at the ends in the fashion of the early sixties. She smiled at the fans—a friendly gesture, but more aloof than a wave. After a huddle with her director and her co-star, they were set for the first run-through.

It was simple enough. Jane and Brian were walking down the dingy street, arms tight around each other’s waist. There was a sense of romance as well as intimacy. As the morning wore on, they repeated that stroll for different camera angles, for close-ups when Jane’s face was tipped adoringly toward her lover’s.

It wasn’t until the lunch break that Michael noticed Angie staring at him. Abrupdy his collar seemed too tight and his brow, under the shade of his cap, pearled with sweat.

He watched her murmur something to one of the assistants that hovered, then stroll off on the arm of her director.

They ran the dialogue later in the day. The same walk, the same movements. For the life of him Michael couldn’t remember what was being said. Something about undying love, promises of devotion, plans for the future. He only knew that between every take, Angie sent him one long, level look. Each time she did, his stomach muscles jolted.

She was coming on to him, Michael thought with a dull, throbbing excitement that bordered on raw fear. And she wasn’t being subtle about it. Despite his fascination with her, he hadn’t missed the envious glances and rude remarks of the other officers on security duty.

Still, it was a shock when the scene was wrapped and she signaled him by crooking one long finger. “My trailer’s over there.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“My trailer?” She smiled, the slow, seductive smile he’d seen a half-dozen times on the screen. Her mouth was painted a bright pink for the scene. Watching him, she flicked out her tongue and ran it over her top lip. “I have to change and get out of makeup. You can wait outside.”

“But—”

“You’re taking me home,” she said and began to walk.

“Miss Parks. I’m, ah, on duty.”

“Yes. You’re assigned to me now.” She smiled again, enjoying that particular phrase. “I’ve been getting some threatening letters—about this role. I feel so much safer having a strong man around.” She paused, flashing that smile as she signed a few autographs. “The producers arranged it with your superiors this afternoon.” She slanted a look at him under her lashes, then strolled off to her trailer where she was immediately surrounded by a bevy of assistants.

Michael stood where he was.

“Kesselring.”

Michael blinked, then focused on the wide, red face of Sergeant Cohen. “Sergeant?”

“You’re to escort Miss Parks home. Until your orders change, you’re to pick her up every morning, drive her to the studio, then accompany her back to her residence.” Cohen didn’t like the arrangement. It was obvious from the way he bit off the words. Michael thought if the man hadn’t been in uniform, he would have spat on the street.

“Yes, sir.”

“I expect you to conduct yourself in an appropriate manner.”

“Yes, sir.” Michael was careful to keep the grin off his face until Cohen turned away.

She came out of the trailer thirty minutes later wearing a loose red jumpsuit cinched at the waist with a studded leather belt. Her scent flowed with her—a hot, heady fragrance designed to make a man’s mouth water. Her hair was attractively tousled, her eyes hidden behind oversized sunglasses. She tipped them down to take another long look at Michael, then waited beside the patrol car until he opened the door for her.

She gave him the address, then closed her eyes and remained chillingly silent along the drive. Long before they had reached the gates to her estate, Michael had decided he’d mistaken her intentions. He felt both relieved and foolish. Hadn’t he heard that she was having a screaming affair with her co-star? Of course, a lot of that gossip was just speculation and publicity, but it certainly made more sense for her to be attracted to an up-and-comer like Matt Holden than a lowly uniformed cop.

She signaled the guard at the gate so that the ornately worked wrought-iron swung majestically open. Michael remembered driving to the house before, Emma beside him in the old Chevelle, their surfboards strapped to the roof. It made him smile a little. And regret. She wasn’t going to be a part of his life except in his own fantasies.

Conscious of his duty, he got out, rounded the hood, and opened the passenger door.

“Come in, Officer.”

“Ma’am, I—”

“Come in,” she repeated, then moved up the steps in her patented style.

She left the door wide for him to close, then walked through the foyer without a backward glance. Angie didn’t doubt he would follow. Men always followed. After tossing her sunglasses aside she turned into what she liked to call the drawing room. She opened a Louis Quinze cabinet and removed two glasses.

“Scotch or bourbon?” She knew he was in the doorway, hesitating.

“I’m on duty,” he murmured. His eyes were drawn, and she had known they would be, to the full-length portrait over the fireplace. He’d seen it before, standing in the same spot, with Emma beside him.

“Of course. It’s comforting to know you take your duty seriously.” She turned to the bar, chose a soft drink, and poured it into a glass. “You do take your duty seriously, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

Smiling, Angie held the glass up. “You’re allowed a Coke, right? I’d like to talk with you for a few minutes. Get to know you.” She took a sip from her own drink, her eyes steady over the rim. “Since you’re going to be taking care of me for a while. Come on.” She ran her tongue over her top lip. Angie considered each word, each move another strand in the web she enjoyed weaving. There was nothing more satisfying than catching a man in the soft, sticky web of sex. “I won’t bite.”

She waited until He’d accepted the glass before she spread herself on the sofa. It couldn’t be called sitting. She arched her back into the corner plumped with cushions, stretched her arm lazily over the back. The silk of her jumpsuit rustled quietly as she crossed her legs.

“Sit down.” She sipped her drink again. Beneath the practiced seductive smile an excitement was building. He was so young, and lean. His body would be hard as rock. And he’d be eager. Once she eased him over his initial shyness—that itself an attraction—he’d be beautiful. She decided he was just into his middle twenties, and able to fuck for hours. Angie wagged her fingers at the neighboring cushion. “Tell me about yourself.”

He sat, because he felt like an idiot standing in the middle of the room with a glass of Coke in his hand. He wasn’t stupid. His initial impression of her intentions had been right on the mark. The problem was, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do about it.

“Second-generation cop,” he began. “Native Californian.” He drank, telling himself he was relaxed. For Christ’s sake, he was twenty-four. If the amazing Ms. Parks wanted to flirt, he could oblige her. “And a fan.” He smiled. Angie nearly purred.

“Really?”

“I’ve seen all your movies.” Once again, his gaze was drawn to the portrait.

“Do you like it?”

“Yeah. It’s stunning.”

Her movements slow and fluid, she reached over to pluck a cigarette from a Lalique holder. She held it up, watching him until he remembered himself and reached for the matching table lighter. “Help yourself,” she told him, indicating the cigarettes.

He was already planning on what he would tell the guys in the locker room. They’d drool with envy at the thought of him sitting on Angie Parks’s sofa. “I’ve seen it before.”

“What’s that?”

“The portrait.” He drew smoke in and nearly relaxed. “It’s funny when you think of it. I was here, seven or eight years ago, I guess. With Emma.”

Angie’s gaze sharpened. “McAvoy?”

“Yeah. I ran into her on the beach one summer. We’d met a few years before that. I gave her a lift home. Well, here. I think you were in Europe filming.”

“Mmmm.” She considered the idea a moment, then smiled. It made it all the more interesting somehow. Here she was on the verge of seducing one of little Emma McAvoy’s friends—and playing Emma’s mama in what was sure to be the hottest movie of the year. And it would be all the more interesting to think of herself as Jane while they made love. “Small world.” She set her glass aside to lean forward and toy with the buttons of his shirt. “Do you see much of Emma?”

“No. Well, actually I saw her last month when she was in town.”

“Isn’t that sweet.” The first button popped open. “Are you two … involved?”

“No. That is … No. Miss Parks.”

“Angie.” She blew a light stream of smoke in his face, then crushed out her cigarette. “And what is your name, darling?”

“Michael. Michael Kesselring. I don’t—”

Her movements stopped. “Kesselring? Any relation to the investigating officer on the McAvoy murder?”

“He’s my father. Miss—”

She laughed then, long and loud and delighted. “Better and better. Let’s call it fate, Michael.” Her hand slid up his thigh. “Relax.”

He wasn’t stupid. And he wasn’t dead. When she closed her hands over him, the pleasure speared through him like a heated blade. And so did the guilt. It was ridiculous, he told himself. She was gorgeous, dangerous—every man’s darkest fantasy. He’d had his share of women, starting with Caroline Fitzgerald on the night before his seventeenth birthday. They’d lost their virginity together, sweatily and clumsily. He’d learned a lot since good old Caroline.

Angie slipped the cigarette from his fingers, leaving it to smolder in the ashtray as he hardened against her palm. He was going to be sweet, she thought. So very sweet. And the irony—the irony was beautiful.

“I’ve never had a cop,” she murmured as she nipped at his lip. “You’ll be the first.”

He felt the breath back up in his lungs, thick and hot. He shook his head to clear it. He had one flash, achingly lucid, of sitting with Emma on the winter beach. Then Angie stood up. With a flick of her hands, she unsnapped her belt. She had only to shrug her shoulders to have the red silk slithering to the floor. Beneath it her body was white and lush and naked. She ran her hands over it, lingering, caressing as adoringly as a lover. Before he could find the strength to stand, she was straddling him. On a groan of pleasure, she pressed his mouth against one perfect, polished breast.

“Do things to me,” she murmured. “Do anything you like.”




Chapter Twenty-Four
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The supermarket tabloids had a field day.

ANGIE PARKS’S ROOKIE LOVER

The Inside Story

TRIANGLE OF PASSION AND MURDER IN HOLLYWOOD

They leaped on the connection with the McAvoys and played it like a brass band. In New York, Emma tried to ignore the gossip and prayed it wasn’t based in fact.

It was none of her business, she reassured herself as she spent hours in her darkroom. Michael was no more than a friend—an acquaintance, really. They had no actual ties, and certainly no relationship. Except for the kiss they had shared.

She was romanticizing. One kiss meant nothing. She hadn’t let it, couldn’t let it. Even if she had felt—she wasn’t sure what she had felt. It hardly mattered. If Michael had indeed been drawn into Angie’s web, she could only feel sorry for him. The idea of feeling betrayed was ludicrous.

They each had their own life. He on one coast, she on the other. And she was at last, at long last, doing something with hers.

She was working for Runyun. She might be a lowly assistant, but she was Runyun’s lowly assistant. In the past ten weeks, she’d learned more from him than she had learned in years of classes, stacks of books. Working by the glow of her red light, she gently moved a print in the developing fixer. She was getting better. And she intended to be better yet.

One day, she thought, she would give Runyun a run for his money.

Professionally, she was going exactly where she wanted to go. Personally … her life was in upheaval.

Her mother. How could she explain what it felt like to know that the woman she had faced in the dim room in London had given birth to her? Would she ever be able to separate and understand her feelings? And her fears? No matter what reassurances Bev had given her, she’d never be able to shake the greatest fear of all. Could she be like Jane? Deep down, were there seeds that would sprout one day, changing her from what she wanted to be into what she had been born to be?

A drunk. A cheap, bitter drunk.

How could she escape a fate that rushed at her from all sides? Her mother, her grandfather. Her father. No matter how she blinded herself to it, she had to accept that the man she loved most was as much a slave to drink as the woman she wanted to hate.

It terrified her.

She didn’t want to believe it. She was afraid not to.

No good. It did no good to dwell on it, she told herself and hung the rinsed print to dry. Emma studied it, critically, before moving back to her enlarger.

Since she was sick of worrying about herself, she decided to worry about Marianne. Emma knew her friend had taken to cutting classes, meeting Robert Blackpool for lunch or drinks in whatever spot was currently trendy. From there they would often crawl the clubs—Elaine’s, Studio 54, Danceteria—where Blackpool could be seen.

There were nights Marianne came in at dawn, shadow-eyed and bubbling with stones. Worse were the nights Blackpool stayed in the apartment, in Marianne’s studio. In Marianne’s bed.

With all her heart she wanted to wish for Marianne’s happiness. Marianne was happy. She was wildly in love for the first time with a man who by all appearances adored her. She was living the exciting, glittery, and decadent life they had both pined for while trapped within Saint Catherine’s prim walls.

It annoyed Emma to find herself jealous and critical. She resented not having Marianne to talk to, and called herself petty. It irritated her to see the glow of lovemaking on Marianne’s face. And she called herself spiteful.

But with all that aside, Emma couldn’t make herself comfortable with Marianne’s romance. He was a gorgeous, exciting, and talented man. There was no denying that, especially as she studied the drying prints. She had agreed, with Marianne’s urging, to photograph Blackpool. He had been a perfect gentleman, Emma remembered. At ease, amusing, flattering—in the platonic manner suited to her roommate’s lover.

Lover. With a wistful little sigh, Emma frowned at the prints. Perhaps that was the crux of it. She and Marianne had shared everything—every thought, every deed, every dream, for over ten years. This was something they couldn’t share, and Marianne’s bubbling happiness was a rub—a constant reminder of something Emma had never experienced.

That was something to be ashamed of, she thought. She could justify her feelings day in and day out. Blackpool was too smooth, he was too experienced, he was too fond of clubs and women. His eyes were too dark when they rested on her—and too cocky when they rested on Marianne. But the truth was, she was desperately envious of Marianne.

It didn’t matter that she didn’t like him, Emma told herself. It didn’t matter that Johnno didn’t like him and continually made snide comments about Blackpool’s penchant for leather pants and silver chains. What mattered was that Marianne was in love.

She switched on the light, arching her back. Spending the best part of the day developing had given her a ravenous appetite. She hoped Runyun and the contact she’d made at Rolling Stone would approve of the shots she’d taken of Devastation in the recording studio.

She was scrounging in the refrigerator for something more interesting than molding bologna when she heard the elevator open. “I hope you bought supplies,” she called out. “We’re getting down to science projects in here.”

“Sorry.”

Emma whipped around at Blackpool’s voice. “I thought you were Marianne.”

“No. She gave me a key.” He smiled easily, holding it up before tucking it into his jeans. “I’d have stopped by the deli if I’d known I’d find a hungry woman.”

“Marianne’s at class.” Emma checked her watch. “She should be back soon.”

“I’ve got time.” He swung into the kitchen to peer over her shoulder. Emma shifted away automatically. “Pathetic,” he decided, but helped himself to the imported beer Marianne kept stocked for him. There was a brass opener screwed into the wall. He popped the top, then studied her.

She’d scooped her hair on top of her head to keep it out of the way while she worked. At his scrutiny, she became aware that her jeans were too tight and her T-shirt too big. She dragged at it as it slipped off one shoulder.

“I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything else.”

He merely lifted a brow, smiled, then drank. “Don’t worry about it. Just think of me as one of the family.”

She didn’t care to be backed into the tiny kitchen with him. When she started through the doorway he shifted just enough to have their bodies brush. It was deliberately suggestive, and shocking because he’d been nothing but the polite friend of a friend to that point. When she jerked away, he laughed.

“Do I make you nervous, Emma?”

“No.” It was a lie, and not a very good one. She had tried not to think of him as a man, not the way a woman thought of a man. But his thighs had been long and hard when hers had knocked against them. “Are you and Marianne going out?”

“That’s the plan.” He had a habit of running his tongue over the top of his teeth before he smiled, like a man about to enjoy a long, succulent meal. “Want to join us?”

“I don’t think so.” On the one occasion Marianne had talked her into going with them, Emma had found herself dragged from club to club, dodging paparazzi.

“You don’t get out enough, sweetheart.”

She jerked her head back when he reached out to toy with her hair. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Speaking of which, did you ever print those shots you took of me?”

“Yes. They’re drying.”

“Mind if I have a look?”

With a restless move of her shoulders, she started toward her darkroom. She wasn’t afraid of him, she assured herself. If he was testing the waters to see if she wanted to make it a threesome, she would set him straight quickly enough.

“I think you’ll be pleased,” she began.

“Ah, but I have very high standards, Emmy luv.”

She stiffened at the sound of the pet name, but continued on. “I tried for moody, with a touch of arrogant.”

His breath was warm on the back of her neck. “Sexy?”

Her shiver was quick and uncontrollable. “Some women think arrogant is sexy.”

“And you?”

“No.” She gestured toward the prints that hung drying. “If there’s one that suits you, I can blow it up.”

He was distracted enough by his own image to abandon the flirtation. They’d held the shoot informally, right in the loft. He’d gone along with the idea because Marianne had been so set on it, and because he’d wanted a chance to ply a little of his charm on Emma. He preferred younger women—fresh off the farm, so to speak—particularly after the ugly breakup with his wife. She’d been thirty, sharp as a scalpel, and prone to bitchiness whenever she’d suspected him, rightly enough, of being unfaithful.

He enjoyed Marianne’s quick enthusiasm, dry wit, and her uninhibited responses in bed. But Emma, young, quiet Emma, was a different matter. He’d wondered what it would be like to peel away that cool reserve. Certain that he could. It would make her father crazy—a fact that added to the intrigue. Blackpool had entertained more than one fantasy about luring both women into bed. Two slick, lithe bodies, two agile young students. His suspicion that Emma was as virginal as Marianne had been only heightened the appeal.

But he put that thought aside a moment and studied the shadowy black-and-white prints.

“Marianne said you were good, but I thought that was because you’re her friend.”

“No.” Even in the small room, Emma managed to keep at arm’s length. “I am good.”

He laughed at that, a low rumble that rushed along her skin. When she felt her muscles tighten, she shifted farther away. Dammit, he was sexy. But beneath the primitive appeal was something that repelled her.

“So you are, sweet thing.” When he turned she caught the light scent he carried with him—leather from his jacket, sweat, and the faint whisper of beer. “So, still waters run deep.”

“I know my work.”

“It’s more than work.” Casually he braced a hand against the wall and effectively trapped her. There was an element of danger here he couldn’t resist. “Photography’s an art, isn’t it? An artist is born with things other people lack.” He reached out and plucked a pin from her hair. She stood still, as jumpy and dazed as a rabbit caught in the beams of a truck. “I know. Artists recognize each other.” Slowly, he drew out another pin. “Do you recognize me, Emma?”

She couldn’t speak or move. For an instant she couldn’t even think. As she started to shake her head, he swooped, dragging his hand through her hair, scattering pins, crushing his warm and ready mouth on hers.

She didn’t struggle, not at first, and would always hate herself for that stunned moment of torrid pleasure. He invaded, delighted most of all by her perfect innocence. His tongue stabbed through her parted lips. As she moaned, the beginnings of a protest, his hands raced up and under her shirt and caught her breasts, squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing, while she fought to catch her breath.

“No. Don’t.”

He only laughed again. Her trembles had ignited what had only been a passing interest into real fire. He ground himself against her until her reluctant passion turned to real fear.

“Let go of me.”

She fought him now, nails scraping down the leather of his jacket, body bucking. When he slammed her back against the wall, bottles clattered from the shelf. Now there was terror, like an animal inside her, clawing until she couldn’t find the courage to scream. His hands were on her zipper, dragging at her jeans. She didn’t know she was weeping, or that it excited him.

He released her to tug at his own jeans. Freed, she looked wildly for a means of escape. With terror still pumping through her, she snatched up a pair of scissors and gripped them in both hands.

“Stay away from me.” Her voice was low and raw, as shaky as the hands that held the scissors.

“What’s this?” He was clever enough to know that the wild look in her eyes meant she would strike first and be sorry for it later. He’d been right about the virginal part, he thought while his breath heaved. And he wanted to be the one to relieve her of the obstacle. “Defending your honor? You were ready to cast it aside a minute ago.”

She only shook her head, jabbing with the blades as he took a cautious step forward. “Get out. I want you to get out. Don’t come near me again, or Marianne. When I tell her—”

“You won’t tell her a thing.” Through his fury, he smiled. “If you do, you’ll only lose a friend. She’s in love with me, and she’ll believe exactly what I tell her. Imagine, coming on to your best friend’s lover.”

“You’re a bastard, and a liar.”

“Quite true, Emmy luv. But then you’re a frigid tease.” Calmer, he picked up his discarded beer and swigged. “And here I was, trying to do you a favor. You’ve got problems, sweetheart, big ones, but nothing a good fuck wouldn’t cure.” Still smiling, he rubbed himself. “And believe me, I’m a very good fuck. Just ask your best friend.”

“Get out.”

“But you wouldn’t know about that, would you? Sweet little Catholic girl, all hung up in sins and those sweaty dreams you have when you listen to me upstairs with Marianne. Your kind likes it to be rape, so they can pretend they’re innocent all the time they’re screaming for more.”

Setting her teeth, Emma looked deliberately down to where he continued to caress himself. “If I use these,” she said quietly, “I’m going straight for your balls.”

She had the satisfaction of seeing him pale at that, from rage and, she was sure, from fear. He stepped back, and the sneer that had women screaming for him sent sweat dripping down her back.

“Bitch.”

“Better a bitch than a eunuch,” she said calmly enough, though she was afraid the scissors would slip any moment from her nerveless fingers.

They both heard the elevator open. They both braced.

“Emma!” Marianne’s cheerful voice sang through the loft. “Emma, are you home?”

Blackpool sent Emma a quick cocky look. “Right here, lover. Emma’s been showing me the prints.”

“Oh, she’s finished them.”

He turned and strolled out, leaving Emma to stay or to follow. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she heard him say in a voice like cool silk.

“I didn’t know you’d be here.” The breathlessness in Marianne’s answer told Emma she was being kissed. Prying one hand from the scissors, she rubbed it hard against her mouth. “Let’s have a look at the prints.”

“Why look at pictures when you’ve got the real thing?”

“Robert—” Marianne’s protest ended on a muffled groan. “But Emma’s—”

“Don’t worry about her. She’s busy. I’ve been waiting to get my hands on you all day.”

Emma stood where she was as their murmurs and whispers trailed up the stairs. Very quietly, she closed the door to the darkroom. She didn’t want to hear. She didn’t want to imagine. Her legs nearly gave out before she made it to her stool. Once there, she let the scissors drop with a ringing clatter to the floor, then curled her legs up and hugged them to her chest.

He had touched her, she thought in disgust. He had touched her, and God help her, for a moment she’d wanted him to go on touching her. She’d wanted him to take the choice out of her hands, just as he’d accused her of. She hated him for that. And she hated herself.

The phone beside her rang three times before she drummed up the energy to answer. “Yes.”

“Emma—Emma is that you?”

“Yes.”

There was a crackle on the line, a hesitation. “It’s Michael. Michael Kesselring.”

She stared dully at the prints drying above her work table. “Yes, Michael.”

“I … are you all right? Is something wrong?”

She found she wanted to laugh then, long and loud. “No, why should anything be wrong?”

“Well, you sound … I guess you’ve read some of the tabloids.”

“I’ve seen them.”

He let out a long breath. The speech he’d prepared so carefully had vanished from his mind. “I wanted to call and explain—”

“Why? It’s none of my business what you do, or whom you do it with.” The anger she hadn’t been able to feel through fear came bubbling to the surface. “I can’t think of any reason I should care who you’re screwing. Can you?”

“Yes. No, dammit. Emma, I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea.”

She was trembling now, but mistook grief and nerves for rage. “Are you going to tell me you haven’t slept with her?”

“No, I’m not going to tell you that.”

“Then we really have nothing more to discuss.”

“Emma. Shit, I don’t know how all of this got so out of hand. I want to talk to you about it, but I can’t do it over the frigging phone. I can try to trade some duty, fly out for a couple of days.”

“I won’t see you.”

“For Christ’s sake, Emma.”

“I won’t. There’s no reason to, Michael. As I said, you’re free to be with whomever you choose, and my blessing if you want it. I’m going to put all of that part of my life behind me. All of it. So seeing you again wouldn’t suit my plans. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” There was a long, long pause. “Yes, I guess I do. Good luck, Emma.”

“Thank you, Michael. Goodbye.”

She was crying again, but didn’t bother to brush the tears away. Reaction, she told herself. Reaction was setting in from that horrible scene with Blackpool. She wished Michael well, she really did. Damn him and all men.

She locked her door, turned the radio up loud, sat on the floor and wept.




Chapter Twenty-Five
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New York, 1986



The loft looked as though it had been struck by a hurricane. But then, Emma supposed, Marianne had always been a strong wind. There was a scatter of papers and magazines, three empty handbags, two of which were Chinese red, a single sling-back pump of the same bold color, and a pile of records that were spread out on the floor like a deck of cards. Choosing one, Emma set it on the turntable and was met with a blast of Aretha Franklin.

She smiled, remembering that Marianne had played it the night before while she’d finished her furious packing. It was hard to believe that both Emma and the loft would have to do without Marianne for the better part of a year.

Emma picked up a purple silk blouse and a red Converse hightop. Two more items that had somehow escaped Marianne’s maniacal search for the essentials. The chance to study for a year in Paris, at the Ecole des Beaux Arts, was an opportunity Marianne hadn’t been able to turn down. Emma was thrilled for her—but it was hard, very hard, to stand in the middle of the loft alone.

She remained for a moment, listening. Over the sound of Aretha was the rumble of traffic from the street below. Through the open windows she could hear the high, strong soprano of a neighboring opera student practicing an aria from The Marriage of Figaro, Maybe it was ridiculous to consider herself alone in New York, but that was precisely what she was.

Not for long, she reminded herself and set the blouse and shoe on the bottom step. She had her own packing to do. In two days she would be in London. She was going to tour with Devastation again, but this time, she had a title. Official photographer. It was a tide she’d earned, Emma thought as she hauled the first suitcase onto her bed. She’d been given her shot when her father had asked her to photograph the group for the album cover. The Lost the Sun cover, Emma remembered. The stark black-and-white portrait had earned enough acclaim that even Pete had stopped mumbling about nepotism. And he hadn’t said a word when she’d been asked to shoot the cover for their current album.

It gave her a good deal of satisfaction that it had been he, as the group’s manager, who had called to invite her on the tour. Salary and expenses included. Runyun had muttered, but only briefly. Something about the commercialization of art.

London, Dublin, Paris—a quick visit with Marianne—Rome, Barcelona, Berlin. Not to mention all the cities in between. The European tour was slated to take ten weeks. When it was done, she would do something she’d been promising herself for almost two years. She would open her own studio.

Unable to find her black cashmere suit, Emma headed out and up the stairs, pausing to pick up the blouse and shoe. There was a fascinating mix of scents. Turpentine and Opium. Marianne had left her studio exactly as she preferred it. In chaos. Brushes and pallet knives and broken pieces of charcoal were stuffed into everything from mayonnaise jars to a Dresden vase. Canvases were stacked drunkenly against the walls. Three paint smocks, their bright colors splattered with even brighter paint, were tossed over tables and chairs.

An easel still stood by the window, along with a cup of something Emma wasn’t sure she wanted to investigate. With a shake of her head Emma moved over to the bedroom area. It was hardly more than an alcove. As the years had passed, Marianne’s art had taken over. The big bed with its ornate rattan headboard was squeezed between two tables. A lamp with a shade fashioned like a lady’s straw bonnet sat on one, and half a dozen candles of various lengths stood on the other.

The bed was unmade. Marianne had refused to make her bed on principle since they’d left Saint Catherine’s. In the closet Emma found three items, all hers. The black cashmere suit hung between a red leather skirt she’d forgotten she owned, and an “I Love New York” sweatshirt torn at the sleeve.

Emma gathered them up, then sat on Marianne’s rumpled sheets.

Good God, she was going to miss her. They had shared everything—jokes, crises, arguments, tears. There were no secrets between them. Except one, Emma remembered. Even now it made her shudder.

She’d never told Marianne about Blackpool. She’d never told anyone. She had meant to, especially the night Marianne had come home drunk with the certainty that he was going to ask her to marry him.

“Look, he gave this to me.” Marianne had showed off the diamond heart that hung on a gold chain around her neck. “He said he didn’t want me to forget him while he was in Los Angeles working on his new album.” She had all but cartwheeled around the loft.

“It’s beautiful,” Emma had forced herself to say. “When does he leave?”

“Tonight. I took him to the airport.”

The relief had come in waves.

“I sat in the parking lot and cried like a baby for a half hour after his plane took off. Stupid. He’ll be back.” She had whirled then to throw her arms around Emma. “Emma, he’s going to ask me to marry him. I know it.”

“Marry him?” Relief had skidded into panic. She had remembered the feel of his hands on her, bruising her breasts. “But, Marianne, he’s—how—”

“It was the way he said goodbye, the way he looked at me when he gave me the necklace. Christ, Emma, it took everything not to beg him to take me with him. But I want him to send for me. I know he will. I know he will.”

Of course, he hadn’t.

Marianne had sat by the phone every night, had rushed home from classes day after day to check for messages. There hadn’t been a word from him.

Three weeks later, the first inkling of why had come in via the airwaves. There had been Blackpool, in his trademark black leather, escorting a young, sultry brunette backup singer to some Hollywood bash. The first clips ran on television. Then the tabloids dug in.

Marianne’s first reaction had been to laugh it off. Her next had been to try to reach him. He had never returned her calls. People ran a feature on him and his hot new love. Marianne was told that Mr. Blackpool was vacationing in Crete. He’d taken the brunette with him.

Emma rose and walked to the studio window. Before or since she’d never seen Marianne so devastated. It had been a relief, a great one, when Marianne had finally broken out of her weepy depression, had cursed Blackpool with an expertise that had warmed Emma’s heart. Then, ceremonially, she had tossed the diamond heart out of the window. Emma had always hoped some sharp-eyed bag lady had happened across it.

She’d gotten over it, Emma mused. She’d bounced back into her work with a crack that she’d owed Blackpool. No artist could be worth her salt if she hadn’t suffered.

Emma could only wish she herself had been able to forget it as easily. She would remember, always, everything he’d said to her, every name he’d called her. Her only revenge-had been to burn his prints and negatives.

That was the past, she thought briskly and rose. Her problem was she remembered things too clearly. It was both a blessing and a curse that she could see things that had happened a year before, twenty years before, as easily as she could see her own face in the mirror.

Except for one night in her life, she thought. And that only came in misty dreams.

With her recovered clothes over her arm, she started downstairs. The buzzer sounded, making her frown. Everyone knew Marianne was gone, and that she herself was practically out the door.

The intercom squawked a bit when she pushed the button. “Yes?”

“Emma? It’s Luke.”

“Luke?” Delighted, she released the outside door. “Come on up.”

She dashed to the bedroom to toss the clothes on her bed, then raced back in time to greet him when the elevator doors opened.

“Hello.” She hugged him, tight, a little surprised that he hesitated before he returned the embrace. “I had no idea you were in town.”

She pulled back to study him, and had to force her smile in place. He looked dreadful, pale, shadow-eyed, too thin. The last time she’d seen him he’d been on his way to Miami. A new job, a new life.

“I got in a couple days ago.” His lips curved, but there was no answering smile in his eyes. “Prettier than ever, Emma.”

“Thanks.” Because his hand seemed so cold in hers, she chafed it automatically. “Come in, sit. I’ll get you a drink. We might have some wine.”

“Got any bourbon?”

Her brows lifted. In all the years she’d known him, he’d never indulged in anything stronger than Chardonnay. “I don’t know. I’ll check.”

She waited until he’d lowered himself onto the sprawling L-shaped sectional before she darted into the kitchen.

Miami didn’t agree with him, she thought, pulling open cupboards and searching through their meager liquor supply. Or perhaps it was the breakup with Johnno that didn’t agree with him. He looked dead on his feet. Haggard. Like some survivor of a catastrophe. The Luke she remembered, the Luke she had kissed goodbye eighteen months before, had been a gorgeous, muscular, sleek specimen of humanity.

“Cognac,” she called out. Someone had given them a bottle of Courvoisier for Christmas.

“Fine. Thanks.”

There wasn’t a brandy snifter in the house, so she chose a wine glass, then poured a glass of Perrier for herself.

His smile seemed easier when she sat on the ottoman across from him. “I’ve always liked this place.” He pointed to the mural Marianne had painted on the plaster. “Where is she?”

“In Paris.” She glanced at her watch. “Or nearly. She’s going to spend a year studying there.”

He shifted his gaze to the photographs that lined a nearby wall. “I saw your photo study of Baryshnikov.”

“The greatest thrill of my life. I was stunned when Runyun let me have the assignment.”

“And the album cover.” He drank, and felt every drop of the brandy slide down his throat.

“Wait until you see the new one.” She kept her voice light and easy, but there was concern in her eyes as they skimmed over Luke. “It should hit the stands by the end of the week. Of course, the music’s not bad, either.”

Emma saw his fingers whiten on the stem of the glass. “How is Johnno?”

“He’s fine. I think they’ve talked him into doing a cameo on Miami Vice … I’m sure he’ll get in touch if he comes down your way.”

“Yeah.” He drank again. “He’s not in town.”

“No, he’s in London.” The opera singer began soaring over scales. “They’re prepping for the tour. I’m going along. In fact, I’m flying out day after tomorrow.”

“You’re going to see him?”

“Yes, in a couple of days. There’s an enormous amount of work to be done before we start. Luke, what is it?”

He shook his head. Carefully, he set the cognac aside, then reached inside his jacket. Taking out a plain white envelope, he handed it to Emma. “Would you give this to him for me?”

“Of course.”

“As soon as you see him.”

“Yes, if you like.” She started to set it on the table, but caught the look in his eye. “I’ll just put it in my suitcase.” She left him sitting there, looking dully out of the windows. He was standing when she returned, holding the empty wine glass in both hands. She started to speak, then he swayed. The glass shattered on the floor before she caught him. She had braced for his weight. The brittle fragility of his body shocked her more than the pallor.

“Sit. Come on, sit down. You’re ill.” She knelt on the cushion beside him, stroking his hair as he wearily closed his eyes. “I think you’ve got a fever. Let me take you to a doctor.”

“No.” He let his head fall back. His eyes were bright with fury when they met hers. “I’ve been to a doctor. A whole fucking fleet of doctors.”

“You need to eat,” she said firmly. “You look as though you haven’t eaten in a week. Let me fix—”

“Emma.” He caught her hand. She knew. He could see by her face that she already knew, but refused to believe. He’d spent quite a while refusing to believe himself. “I’m dying.” It sounded easy, almost peaceful. “It’s AIDS.”

“No.” Her fingers bit into his. “Oh God, no.”

“I’ve been sick for weeks. Months really,” he admitted on a sigh. “I thought it was a cold, the flu, vitamin deficiency. I didn’t want to face going to the doctor. Then, well, I had to. I didn’t accept the first diagnosis, or the second, or the third.” He laughed, letting his eyes close again. “There are some things you can’t run away from.”

“There are treatments.” Frantic, she pressed his hand to her cheek and rocked. “I’ve read about treatments, drugs.”

“I’m pumped full of drugs. Some days I feel pretty good.”

“There are clinics.”

“I’m not spending whatever time I’ve got in a clinic. I sold my house so I’ve got some money. I’m going to rent a suite at the Plaza. See plays, go to movies, museums, the ballet. All the things I haven’t had time to do in the last few years.” He smiled again, touching a finger to her cheek. “Sorry about the glass.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“It looked like Waterford,” he murmured. “You’ve always had class, Emma. Don’t cry.” His voice tightened as he turned away from the tears in her eyes.

“I’ll clean up the glass.”

“Don’t.” He took her hand again. He so badly needed someone to hold his hand. “Just sit for a minute.”

“All right. Luke, you can’t give up. Every day they’re, oh, I know it sounds trite,” she said desperately, “but every day they’re coming closer. There’s so much research being done, and the media is making the public more aware.” She brought his hand back to her cheek. “They’re bound to find a cure. They have to.”

He said nothing. She wanted a solace he couldn’t give. How could he explain how he had felt when the results had come in? Would she understand, could she, that fear and anger were only two components? There had been humiliation too, and despair. When pneumonia had set in weeks before, the ambulance attendants wouldn’t touch him. He’d been isolated from human contact, from compassion, from hope.

She was the first one to touch him, to weep for him. And he couldn’t explain.

“When you see Johnno, don’t tell him how I looked.” I won’t.

That seemed to comfort him. His hand relaxed again. “Remember when I tried to teach you to cook?”

“I remember that you said I was hopeless, but that Marianne took ineptitude to new heights.”

“You finally caught on to the spaghetti.”

“I still make it once a week whether I want it or not.” He was crying, slow, silent tears that slipped between his closed lashes.

“Why don’t you put off the Plaza awhile and stay here?” When he shook his head, she went on. “Tonight then. Just for tonight. It’s so lonely without Marianne, and I’ll show you the improvements I’ve made in your spaghetti sauce.”

She sat with him, holding on, when he buried his face in his hands and wept.
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It was raining when she touched down at Heathrow. A soft spring rain that made her think of daffodils. With her camera case slung over her arm, she walked through the gate. Johnno met her and gave her a smacking kiss. Then kept his arm around her to steer her through the terminal. “Pete’s having your luggage sent over.” He turned her away from baggage claim and toward the exit doors.

“Remind me to kiss his feet.”

When he opened the door of a limo, Emma lifted her brow.

“I hate airport traffic,” Johnno claimed. When he’d settled in, he poured two glasses of Pepsi and offered her a bag of chips. “Besides, this way we can eat. How’d you handle the flight?”

“With Dramamine and prayer.” She dove into the chips. Eating on a plane was a luxury her stomach couldn’t afford. “Don’t worry. I stocked up on both for the tour.”

“Glad to have you aboard.”

She stalled, asking questions, keeping it light. He said nothing when she reached up and closed the privacy glass between the backseat and the driver.

“I appreciate your coming to pick me up.”

“I figured you had a reason.”

“Yes. Can I have a cigarette?”

He took two out, lighted them both. “Serious?”

“Very.” She took two long pulls on the Gauloise. “Luke came to see me a couple of days ago.”

“He’s in New York?”

“Yes … We had dinner.”

“That’s nice. So how is he?”

Keeping her eyes lowered, Emma took the envelope out of her purse. “He wanted me to give you this.”

She turned to study the dreamy rain while he opened the envelope. He read in silence. There was only the quiet hum of the motor, the gentle lap of rain, the muted music of a Chopin prelude from the speakers. She waited, a minute, then five, before she looked at Johnno again.

He was staring straight ahead, his eyes blank. The letter lay in his lap where he had dropped it. When he turned to look at her, her heart wrenched.

“You know?”

“Yes, he told me.” Not knowing what else to do, she took Johnno’s hand in both of hers. “I’m sorry, Johnno. So sorry.”

“He’s worried about me.” Johnno’s voice was dull as he stared back down at the letter. “He wants to make sure I go in for tests. And he—he wanted to reassure me that he’d keep quiet about our relationship. Jesus.” His head fell back on a hollow laugh. “Jesus Christ. He’s dying and he wants me to know my reputation’s safe.”

“It matters to him.”

His throat was raw. There were tears in it, he realized and took another rough drag on his cigarette. “He was important to me, dammit. Now he’s dying, and what am I supposed to say? Thanks, old man. Damn sporting of you to take my secret to the grave.”

“Don’t, Johnno. It’s important to him to do this his way. He’s—Luke’s trying to tie up his loose ends. He needs to tie up his loose ends.”

“Oh fuck. Oh bloody fucking hell.” The grief and the fury raged inside him. There was nothing he could vent it on. It did no more good for him to curse the disease than it had done for him to curse fate for making him what he was. He took out another cigarette, fingers shaking as he fought with the lighter. “I arranged for some very discreet, very expensive testing about six months ago. I’m clean.” He dragged in smoke while he crumpled the letter in his fist. “No nasty problems with my immune system. Nope. No problem here.”

Because she understood, her voice was brisk. “It’s incredibly stupid to feel guilty because you’re well.”

“Where’s the justice, Emma?” He smoothed out the letter, then carefully folded it and slipped it into his pocket. “Where’s the frigging justice?”

“I don’t know.” She laid her head on his shoulder. “When Darren was murdered I was too young to ask myself that question. But I’ve asked it, Johnno, hundreds of times since. Why is it the people we love die, and we don’t? The nuns say it’s God’s will.”

“It’s not enough.”

“No, it’s not enough.” She searched her conscience. She supposed she’d known all along that she would tell him. “Luke’s in New York. He’s staying at the Plaza for a few weeks. He didn’t want me to tell you.”

He tightened his arm around her. “Thanks.”

When the limo pulled up in front of Brian’s London home, Johnno kissed her. “Tell Brian … tell him the truth. I’ll be back in a couple of days.”

“All right.” She watched the limo disappear in the misty rain.




Chapter Twenty-Six
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Emma switched to a wide-angle lens and crouched at the foot of the stage in the London Palladium. There was no denying that Devastation was as dynamic in rehearsals as they were in concert. She was delighted with the shots she’d taken so far, and was already readjusting her schedule to work in darkroom time.

But now she was shooting the empty stage, the instruments, amps, and cables left behind while the group took an hour’s break. There were electric keyboards, horns, even a grand piano. What interested her now, what she wanted to immortalize in her way, were the underpinnings of music-making.

The scarred and sacred Martin made her think of the man who played it. Stevie was as battle-worn and as brilliant as the instrument he had favored for almost twenty years. Its strap, a bold, eye-popping mix of colors, had been her last Christmas gift to him.

There was Johnno’s Fender bass, painted a slick turquoise. On its stand next to the Martin, it looked frivolous and funky. Like the man, it was a competent, clever instrument under a coat of fancy varnish.

P.M.’s drum set had the band’s logo splashed across the front. From one angle it looked so ordinary. Then, on closer inspection, you could see the complicated arrangement of bass and snare and cymbals. The cautious addition of three sets of drumsticks, the gleam of chrome trim that P.M. still insisted on polishing himself.

Then there was her father’s custom-made Gibson. The absolutely plain, working man’s guitar with its simple black strap. Not a frill, not a flash. But the wood gleamed, pale gold. And when the strings were plucked it had a tone that brought tears to your eyes.

Lowering her camera, Emma stroked a gentle hand down the neck. She snatched it back quickly when she heard the music. For an instant, she’d thought her touch had brought the guitar to life. Feeling foolish, she glanced stage left. There was music, and it did indeed sound like magic.

Quietly, she crossed the stage, and followed it.

She saw him sitting cross-legged on the floor outside a dressing room. The music echoed, haunted the hallway. His long elegant fingers caressed the strings, slid over them like a lover while he sang softly, for himself.

“While you slept I lay awake / Moonlight streamed across your face, played in your angel hair / While I watched you sighed my name and wishes did I make / That I could creep into your dreams, stay forever with you there.”

His voice was warm and soft. As he bent over his guitar, his dark blond hair dipped to hide most of his face. She didn’t speak, afraid to disturb him, but she crouched and lifted her camera. When he glanced up at the click of the shutter, she lowered it.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

His eyes were gold, like his hair. They met hers, and held. His face suited his voice. It was poetically pale, smooth, the gold eyes longly lashed. His full, sculpted lips curved, shyly, she thought.

“No man’s going to think of you as an interruption.” He continued to strum the guitar as he studied her. An absent caress. He’d seen her before, of course, but this was the first chance he’d had for a good, close look. She’d pulled her hair back into a careless ponytail, leaving her face unframed so that the delicate features stood on their own. “Hi. I’m Drew Larimer.”

“Hello—oh, of course, I should have recognized you.” And would have, Emma realized, if she hadn’t been so dazed and breathless. She stood to move over and offer a hand. “Lead singer for Birdcage Walk. I like your music.”

“Thanks.” He took her hand, kept it until she knelt beside him. “Are pictures a hobby or a profession?”

“Both.” Her pulse began to scramble as he continued to stare at her. “I hope you don’t mind that I took yours. I heard you playing and wandered back.”

“I’m glad you did.” More than he wanted to say. “Why don’t you have dinner with me tonight and take a few hundred more?”

She laughed. “Even I don’t take that many while I’m eating.”

“Then leave the camera behind.”

She waited until she was sure she wouldn’t stutter. “I have work.”

“Breakfast then? Lunch? A candy bar.”

With a chuckle she rose. “I happen to know you’ve got time for little but a candy bar. You’re opening for Devastation tomorrow night.”

He didn’t release her hand, had no intention of allowing her to slip quietly away. “How about I get you into the show and you have a drink with me after?”

“I’m already coming to the show.”

“Okay, who do I have to kill?” He held the guitar in one hand, and her fingers in the other. His denim shirt was nearly unbuttoned and revealed pale, smooth skin one lithe move he was standing beside her. “You’re not going to walk away from me on the eve of my big break, are you? I need moral support.”

“You’ll do fine.”

He tightened his grip when she started to draw away. “My God, no matter how trite it sounds, it’s the truth. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

Flattered and flustered, she tugged on her hand. “You need to get out more.”

His smile was slow, devastating. “Okay. Where do you want to go?”

She tugged again, torn between panic and laughter. She could hear voices and movement from the stage where the musicians were wandering back. “I really have to get back.”

“At least tell me your name.” He ran a thumb over her knuckles until her knees turned to water. “A man’s entitled to know who broke his heart.”

“I’m Emma. Emma McAvoy.”

“Oh Christ.” He winced as he dropped her hand. “I’m sorry, I had no idea. Jesus, I feel like a complete jerk.”

“Why?”

After dragging his fingers through his hair, he let them fall. “Brian McAvoy’s daughter, and here I am making a fumbling pass.”

“I didn’t think it was fumbling,” she murmured, then cleared her throat when his eyes met hers again. “I do have to get back. It was … nice meeting you.”

“Emma.” He paused, enjoying the way she hesitated and turned back. “Maybe sometime over the next ten weeks, you can find time for that candy bar.”

“All right.” She let out a long breath as she walked back to the stage.

He sent her a Milky Way tied with a pink ribbon, and her first love letter. Emma stood in the doorway long after the messenger had left, staring down at the note.


Emma,

I’ll do better when we get to Paris. But for now, this is just a reminder of our first meeting. When I play “In Your Dreams” tonight, I’ll be thinking of you.

Drew



She looked down at the candy bar. If it had been a basket of diamonds, she would have been no more enchanted. With no one to see her, she spun a trio of pirouettes in the wide foyer, then, on impulse, grabbed her jacket and raced from the house.

Alice answered the door again, but this time she didn’t cry. Her lips curved, just slightly, as she looked at Emma. “You came back.”

“Yes. Hello, Alice.” She could hardly keep her feet from dancing. She leaned over and surprised her old nanny by kissing her cheek. “I came back. I was hoping to see Bev. Is she home?”

“She’s upstairs, in the office she keeps here. I’ll tell her.”

“Thank you.” She not only wanted to dance, she wanted to sing. Never in her life had she felt like this. Giddy, nervous, and absolutely beautiful. If this was infatuation, she had waited much too long to experience it. There was a bouquet of daffodils and hyacinths in a vase by the door. Bending over them, she knew she’d never smelled anything sweeter.

“Emma.” With a pencil tucked behind her ear and big black-framed glasses perched on her nose, Bev hurried down the stairs. “I’m so glad to see you.” She wrapped her arms around Emma and hugged. “I know you mentioned when I saw you in New York last winter that you’d be coming over, but I didn’t think you’d have time to visit.”

“I have all the time in the world.” With a laugh, Emma hugged her again. “Oh, Mum, isn’t it a beautiful day?”

“I haven’t had a chance to so much as sniff the air, but I’ll take your word for it.” Bev held her at arm’s length, her eyes narrowed behind her reading glasses. “You look as though you’ve lapped up the cream and the saucer as well. What is it?”

“Do I?” Emma pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Do I really?” Laughing again, she tucked an arm through Bev’s. “Oh, I had to talk to someone. I couldn’t stand it. Da’s off somewhere meeting with Pete and the new road manager. He wouldn’t have done me any good anyway.”

“No?” Bev slipped her glasses off, setting them on a table as they walked toward the parlor. “What couldn’t he have helped you with?”

“I met someone yesterday.”

“Someone?” Bev gestured to a chair, then sat on the arm of it herself as Emma continued to move around the room. “A male someone, I take it.”

“A wonderful male someone. Oh, I know I sound like an idiot—the type of idiot I’ve always promised myself I’d never be, but he’s absolutely gorgeous, and sweet and funny.”

“Does this gorgeous, sweet, and funny man have a name?”

“Drew, Drew Latimer.”

“Birdcage Walk.”

With a chuckle, Emma gave Bev a hug before she began her nervous pacing again. “You keep up.”

“Of course.” She frowned a moment, then called herself a prissy fool for worrying about Emma having a romance with a musician. Pot calling the kettle, she reminded herself and smiled. “So is he as wonderful to look at in person as he is in pictures?”

“Better.” She remembered the way he had smiled at her, the way his eyes had warmed. “We just sort of ran into each other backstage. He was sitting there on the floor, playing the guitar and singing, like Da does sometimes. Then we were talking, and he was flirting with me. I suppose I babbled a bit.” She shrugged. Babbling or not, she wanted to remember every word of the meeting. “The best part, the very best part is, he didn’t know me.” She swirled back to grab Bev’s hands. “He didn’t have any idea who I was.”

“Does that make a difference?”

“Yes. Oh yes. He was attracted to me, you see. Me, not Brian McAvoy’s daughter.” She did sit then, for an instant, then was up again. “It seems everyone I’ve dated has wanted to know about Da, or what it’s like to be Brian McAvoy’s daughter. But he asked me to dinner before he knew. It didn’t make a difference to him. Then when I told him, he was, well, embarrassed. There was something so charming about the way he reacted.”

“Did you go out with him?”

“No. I was too flustered, and maybe a little afraid to say yes. Then today, he sent me a note. And—oh, Mum, I’m dying to see him again. I wish you’d come tonight so you could just be there.”

“You know I can’t, Emma.”

“I know, I know.” She let out a long breath. “You see, I’ve never felt this way before. Sort of …”

“Light-headed, short of breath.”

“Yes.” Emma laughed. “Yes, exactly.”

She had felt the same way once. Only once. “You have plenty of time to get to know him. Go slow.”

“I’ve always gone slow,” she muttered. “Did you go slow with Da?”

It hurt. More than fifteen years had passed, and it still hurt. “No. I wouldn’t listen to anyone.”

“You listened to yourself. Mum—”

“Let’s not talk about Brian.”

“All right. Just one thing more. Da goes to Ireland—to Darren—twice every year. Once on Darren’s birthday, and once on … once in December. I thought you should know.”

“Thank you.” She gave Emma’s hand a squeeze. “You didn’t come here to talk about sad things.”

“No. No, I didn’t.” Emma knelt, rested her hands on Bev’s thigh. “I came to ask you something vitally important. I need something absolutely wonderful to wear tonight. Go shopping with me and help me find it.”

With a delighted laugh, Bev sprang up. “I’ll get a jacket.”
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Emma had nearly convinced herself she’d been foolish to worry about her attire. She was there to photograph, not to flirt with the lead singer of the opening act. There was so much to do, equipment and lighting to check, stagehands and smoke machines to dodge, that she soon forgot it had taken her over an hour to dress.

The audience was already filing in, though there were more than thirty minutes to the opening. There were stands of merchandise to be plucked through. Sweatshirts, T-shirts, posters, key chains. In the eighties rock and roll was no longer just music for young, rebellious kids. It was big business, umbrellaed by conglomerates.

Anonymous enough in her black jumpsuit, she prowled the stands, snapping pictures of fans as they forked over pound after pound for memorabilia of the big concert. She heard her father discussed, dissected, and cooed over. It made her smile and remember the day so long ago when she had stood in line for the elevator to the top of the Empire State Building. She hadn’t been quite three then, and now, nineteen years later, Brian McAvoy was still making giddy teenagers’ hearts throb.

She switched cameras, wanting color now to show the screaming streaks of red, blue, green, of the shirts with their boldly emblazoned lettering.

DEVASTATION 1986

The fans themselves were a rainbow. Spiked hair, razor cuts, flowing manes. The style now was no style at all. Dress ranged from torn jeans to three-piece suits. A good number of the people jostling for space were her father’s age and older. Doctors, dentists, executives who had grown up on rock and roll and shared the legacy with their children. There were schoolchildren, toddlers carried on shoulders, women wearing pearls with their daughters clutching newly purchased screen-printed T-shirts. And, like an echo of the sixties, there was the faint but unmistakable aroma of pot to mix with the fragrance of Chanel or Brut.

She wandered away, moving slowly through the crowd. The pass clamped to the second button of her jumpsuit had security giving her the nod to go backstage.

If it was a madhouse out front, it was only madder back here. A faulty amp, another coil of cable, a frantic roadie rushing in and out, desperate to fix the last of the inevitable glitches. She took her shots, then leaving the technicians and grips to do their job, she headed toward the dressing rooms to do hers.

She wanted pictures, like the ones she remembered so well in her mind. Da and the others sprawled around a dressing room, chain-smoking, joking, popping gumdrops or sugared almonds. She was just beginning to smile at the thought when she all but ran into Drew. It was almost as if he’d been waiting for her.

“Hello again.”

“Hi.” She smiled, nervously adjusting the strap of her camera. “I wanted to thank you for the present.”

“I thought of roses, but it was too late.” He stood back. “You look incredible.”

“Thanks.” Struggling to steady her breath, she took her own survey. He was dressed for the stage in snug white leather studded with silver. Boots of the same style and color came halfway to his knees. With his hair tousled and the half-smile on his face, he made Emma think of a smartly dressed cowboy.

“So do you,” she managed when she realized how long she’d been staring. “Look incredible.”

“We want to make a splash.” He rubbed his palms on the thigh of his pants. “All of us are half sick with nerves. Don—the bass player—he’s all the way sick. Got his head in the John next door.”

“Da always says you perform better when you’re nervous.”

“Then we ought to be a hell of a smash.” Tentatively, he took her hand. “Listen, have you thought about maybe going out after, having a drink?”

She had thought of nothing else. “Actually, I—”

“I’m pushing.” Drew let out a long breath. “I can’t help it. As soon as I saw you—it was like, wow, there she is.” He dragged a hand through his carefully mussed and moussed hair. “I’m not doing this very well.”

“Aren’t you?” She wondered that he couldn’t hear her heart thudding against her ribs.

“No.” He took her hand. “Let me put it this way. Emma, save my life. Spend an hour with me.”

Her lip curved slowly until the dimple winked at the corner of her mouth. “I’d love to.”
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She hardly heard the cheers. Her brain barely registered the music. When it was over, and her father, dripping sweat, came off the stage for the last time, she knew that if a fraction of the dozens of pictures she’d taken turned out to be worth anything, it would be a miracle.

“Christ, I’m starving.” Mopping his face and hair, he headed for the dressing room, cheers and screams still ringing in his ears. “What do you say, Emma? Let’s drag the rest of these rock relics out for a pizza.”

“Oh, well, I’d love to but—” She hesitated, not sure why she felt uncomfortable. “I’ve got some things to do.” Quickly, she reached up to kiss him. “You were wonderful.”

“What did you expect?” Johnno asked as he elbowed his way down the crowded hall. He dropped his voice to a creaky whisper. “We’re legends.”

His red face streaming, P.M. stopped beside them. “That Lady Annabelle—with the hair.” He held his hands out to the side of his own head to demonstrate.

“The one in the red suede and diamonds?” Emma offered.

“I suppose. She wangled a spot backstage.” P.M. swiped a hand over his brow. Though his voice was aggrieved, laughter sparkled in his eyes. “When I went by, she—she—” He cleared his throat, shaking his head as if he could hardly go on. “She tried to molest me.”

“Good God, call the law.” Johnno swung a comforting arm around his shoulder. “Women like that should be locked up. I know you must feel used and dirty, dearie, but don’t you worry. Come tell Uncle Johnno all about it.” He started to lead P.M. off. “Just what did she touch, and how? Don’t be afraid to be specific.”

Chuckling, Brian watched them go. “P.M. always attracts the blatant sort. Hard to figure.”

There was affection in his tone. Emma caught it, wondering if her father knew he’d forgiven his old friend. Then she saw the smile fade. Stevie stood a few feet away, resting a shoulder against the wall. His face was pale, both it and his hair running with sweat. Emma thought he looked ten years older than his contemporaries.

“Come on, son.” In a casual move, Brian slipped an arm around his waist, steadying, taking the weight. “What we need’s a shower and some red meat.”

“Da, can I help?”

With a brisk shake of his head, Brian turned toward Stevie’s dressing room. This wasn’t something he would turn over to his daughter or anyone else. “No, I’ll take care of it.”

“I’ll—see you at home,” she murmured, but he had already closed the door. Feeling a little lost, she went to find Drew.
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She expected him to pick a loud, crowded club with hot rock music—Tramp or Taboo. Instead, she found herself sitting in the dim corner booth of a smoky jazz club in Soho. There was a trio spotlighted in dreamy blue on the stage, a pianist, a bass player, and a vocalist. They kept the music low and moody, like the lighting.

“I hope you don’t mind coming here.”

“No.” Deliberately, Emma unlaced her hands and relaxed her shoulders. She was grateful for the low lighting so that Drew couldn’t see her nerves—or Sweeney, smoking lazily a few tables over. “I’ve never been here before. I like it.”

“Well, it can’t be what you’re used to, but most of the other places, it’s hard to talk or to be alone. I wanted to do both with you.”

Her fingers knotted together again. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you how good you were tonight. You’ll be looking for your own opening act soon.”

“Thanks. That means a lot.” He laid a hand on hers, gently stroking his thumb over her knuckles. “We were a little stiff on the opening set, but we’ll loosen up.”

“How long have you been playing?”

“Since I was ten. I guess I can thank your father.”

“Oh? Why?”

“I had a cousin, he did some road work for Devastation when I was a kid and snuck me into a concert. Brian McAvoy. He just blew me away. As soon as I could save up, I bought a secondhand guitar.” He grinned. Her hand was firmly lodged in his now. “The rest is history.”

“I’ve never heard that story.”

“I guess I’ve never told anyone else.” He shrugged restlessly. “It’s a little embarrassing.”

“No.” Enchanted, she moved closer to him. “It’s touching. That’s just the kind of story that endears someone like you to fans.”

He looked at her, his eyes dark gold in the dim light. “I’m not thinking about fans right now. Emma—”

“Would you like a drink?”

Emma tore her gaze away from Drew’s to blink at the cocktail waitress. “Oh, a mineral water.”

Drew’s brow lifted, but he didn’t comment. “Guinness.” He continued to look at Emma, continued to toy with her fingers. “You must have heard your fill about musicians,” he murmured. “I’d rather hear about you.”

“There’s not that much to tell.”

“I think you’re wrong. I want to know everything there is to know about Emma McAvoy.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “Everything.”

She spent the evening in a haze, with the sultry music the perfect backdrop. He seemed to hang on her every word. And touching, always touching her—his hand on hers, or brushing through her hair, skimming along her arm. They never moved from their shadowy corner, never glanced at the other couples huddled at tables.

They left the club to walk along the Thames in the breezy moonlight. It was late, much too late, but it didn’t seem to matter what time it was. She could smell the river, and the cool spring flowers. Emma thought of gallant knights when Drew stripped off his jacket and spread it over her shoulders.

“Are you cold?”

“No.” She drew in a deep breath and shook her head. “It feels wonderful. I never remember, until I come back, how much I love London.”

“I’ve lived here all my life.” Walking slowly, he watched the starlight play on the dark surface of the river. He wanted to see other rivers, other cities, and knew his time was coming. “Have you ever thought of moving back here, to live?”

“No, I haven’t. Not really.”

“Maybe you will.” He stopped her, gentle hands on her shoulders. “I keep wondering if you’re real. Every time I look at you, it’s as if you’re something I dreamed up.” His fingers tensed as he pulled her closer. The quick, unexpected strength, the sudden intensity of his eyes, his voice, made her mouth go dry. “I don’t want you to vanish.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she murmured.

Her heart scrambled as he lowered his head toward hers. She felt the warmth of his mouth, light, and so tender. He drew away, an inch only, then slowly, watching her eyes, pressed his mouth to hers again.

Sweet, so sweet, she thought. So kind. Accepting, she skimmed her hands up his back and let him lead her. With a master’s touch he stroked his lips over her face, then brought them back to hers for one long, last caress.

“I’d better get you home.” His voice was thick, unsteady. “Emma.” As if he couldn’t keep from touching her, he ran his hands up and down her arms. “I want to see you again, like this. Is that all right?”

She laid her head on his shoulder. “That’s absolutely all right.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven
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She spent all her free time with Drew over the next weeks. Midnight suppers for two, long walks in the starlight, a stolen hour in the afternoon. There was something more exciting, more intimate, more desperate about the hours they spent together, because they were so few.

In Paris she introduced him to Marianne. They met at a little café on Boulevard St.-Germain where both tourists and locals would sit over red wine or café au lait and watch the world strut by.

Marianne looked more like a native in her lacy white tights and slim short skirt. Gone was the spiky hairdo. The bright red hair was worn sleek and short, and very French. But her voice was pure American as she squealed Emma’s name and jumped up to embrace her.

“You’re here, I can’t believe you’re here. It seems like years. Let me look at you. Christ, you’re beautiful. I hate you.”

With a laugh, Emma swung her hair behind her shoulders. “You look precisely the way a French art student should look. Très chic et sensual.”

“Over here that’s as important as eating. You must be Drew.” Marianne kept an arm around Emma’s waist and extended her hand to him.

“It’s nice to meet you. Emma’s told me all about you.”

“Uh-oh. Well, sit down anyway. You know, Picasso used to drink here. I come all the time, and try a different table. I know if I ever find his chair I’ll go into a trance.” She picked up her glass. “Would you like wine?” she asked Drew. At his nod she signaled the waiter. “Un vin rouge et un café, s’il vous plaît.” She sent a wink to Emma. “Who’d have thought Sister Magdelina’s boring French lessons would have come in handy?”

“Your accent’s still a C minus.”

“I know. I’m working on it. So how’s the tour?”

“Devastation’s never been better.” Emma smiled at Drew. “And their opening act’s creating quite a sensation.”

He laid a hand over hers. “The response has been great.” He shifted his gaze from Marianne to Emma. “Everything’s been great.”

Marianne sipped her wine, measuring him. If she had been into religious art, she would have painted him as John the Apostle. He had that dreamy, dedicated look. Or skipping a few centuries, Hamlet. The young prince shadowed by tragedy. She smiled as the waiter served the fresh drinks. Then again, she could have dipped back only a few years and used him as a model for the young Brian McAvoy. She wondered if Emma saw the resemblance.

“Where to from here?” she asked.

“Nice.” Drew stretched out his legs. “But I’m not in any hurry to leave Paris.” He glanced toward the street where cars and bicycles whizzed by with careless disregard for life and limb. “What’s it like to live here?”

“Noisy. Exciting.” She laughed. “Wonderful. I have this little apartment right over a bakery. There is nothing, believe me nothing, that smells like a French bakery first thing in the morning.”

They spent an hour loitering over their drinks before Drew leaned over to kiss Emma. “Look, I’ve got to get to rehearsal and I know you want to talk. I’ll see you tonight. You too, Marianne.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” She, along with half the women around the café, watched him walk away. “I believe he’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”

“He is, isn’t he?” She leaned over to grip Marianne’s hands. “You do like him, don’t you?”

“What’s hot to like? He’s gorgeous, talented, smart, funny.” She grinned. “Maybe he’ll dump you for me.”

“I’d really hate to have to murder my best friend, but …”

“I figure I’m safe. He doesn’t look at anyone but you. Why, I don’t know; just because you’ve got those incredible cheekbones and big blue eyes a yard of blond hair and no hips. Some guys have no taste.” She leaned back. “You look ridiculously happy.”

“I am.” She took a deep breath, drawing in the scents of wine and flowers. Of Paris. “I think I’m in love with him.”

“No kidding? I’d never have guessed.” With a laugh she patted Emma’s cheeks. “Pal, it’s all over your face. If I were to paint you right now, I’d call it Infatuated. What does your dad think of him?”

Emma picked up her cold coffee and sipped. “He has a lot of respect for Drew’s talent both as a musician and as a songwriter.”

“I meant what does he think of Drew as the man his daughter’s in love with.”

“I don’t know. We haven’t talked about it.”

Marianne’s brows disappeared under her sharply cut bangs. “You mean you haven’t told him that you’re involved?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know exactly.” Emma shoved the coffee aside. “I guess I just want to keep it to myself. I want it to belong to me for a while. He still thinks of me as a child.”

“All fathers think of their daughters that way. Mine calls me twice a week to make sure I haven’t succumbed to some lecherous French comte. I only wish.” When Emma didn’t smile, she tilted her head. “You think he’ll disapprove?”

“I don’t know.” Restless, she moved her shoulders.

“Emma, if it’s serious between you and Drew, he’s going to find out sooner or later.”

“I know. I’m just hoping it’ll be later.”
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It wasn’t much later.

Emma enjoyed the morning sun on the terrace of her room in Rome. Though it was late for breakfast, she was still in her robe, her coffee growing cold, as she checked over her current batch of prints. In the back of her mind she was assessing them not only for Pete but for her own idea for a book.

Smiling, she took out her favorite of Drew. She’d taken it in the leafy shade of the Bois de Boulogne. Only moments after she’d taken the picture, he’d kissed her. And told her he loved her.

He loved her. Closing her eyes, she reached her arms up to the sky. She had hoped, and she had wished, but she’d had no idea how happy she could be until he’d said the words. Now that he had, she could begin to dream what it would be like to be with him always, to make love with him, to be married to him, to make a home and raise a family.

She hadn’t realized how badly she wanted that. A man who loved her, a home of her own, children. They could be happy, so happy. Who understood the life and problems of a musician more than a woman who had been raised by one? She could comfort and support him in his work. And he would do the same for her.

After the tour, she thought. After the tour they could begin to make plans.

The knock on the door broke into her thoughts. She hoped it would be Drew, come to share breakfast with her as he had once or twice. Her smile of welcome faltered only slightly when she saw her father.

“Da. I’m surprised to see you out of your room before noon.”

“Maybe I’m too predictable.” With a newspaper folded in his hand, he stepped into the room. He glanced first at the bed, then at his daughter. “Are you alone?”

“Yes.” She studied him with a puzzled frown. “Why? Is something wrong?”

“You tell me.” He slapped the paper into her hand. She had to unfold it, then turn it right side up. But the picture was clear enough. The picture of her and Drew. It wasn’t necessary to read Italian to get the drift. They were locked in each other’s arms, her face tilted up to his, her eyes slumberous and dreamy as a woman’s became when she’d been kissed by her lover.

She couldn’t tell where it had been taken. It didn’t matter where. What mattered was that someone had intruded on a very private moment, then had splashed that intimacy in newsprint.

Emma tossed the paper across the room, then stalked to the balcony. She needed air. “Damn them,” she muttered, knocking her fist lightly against the rail. “Why can’t they leave us alone?”

“How long have you been seeing him, Emma?”

She looked over her shoulder. The wind blew strands of pale hair over her eyes. “Since the start of the tour.”

Brian jammed his hands into his pockets. “For weeks, then. For weeks, and you didn’t bother to tell me.”

She tossed her head back as she turned. “I’m over twenty-one, Da. I don’t have to ask my father’s permission to go on a date.”

“You were hiding it from me. Dammit—come inside.” He bit the order off. “The bloody press has their telescopic lenses trained on this place.”

“What difference does it make?” she demanded, holding her ground. “Everything we do ends up as public fodder eventually. That’s part of the price.” She gestured to the piles of prints on the table. “Hell, I do it myself.”

“It’s not the same, and you know it.” He stopped himself, dragging a furious hand through his hair. “It hardly matters at this point. I want to know what’s going on between you and Drew.”

“You mean am I sleeping with him? No, not yet.” She braced her hands on the rail. “But it’s none of your business, Da. Just as you told me, years ago, that your sex life was none of mine.”

“I’m your father, dammit.” He heard himself. He was her father. Somehow he’d become the father of a grown woman. And he didn’t have a clue what to do about it. He waited until he was sure his voice would be calm. “Emma, I love you, and I worry about you.”

“There’s no need to worry. I know what I’m doing. I’m in love with Drew, and he’s in love with me.”

Now he couldn’t speak. In defense, he picked up her cold coffee and downed it. A dove flew by the terrace, soft gray wings flapping. “You’ve only known him for a few weeks, that means you don’t know enough about him.”

“He plays a guitar for a living,” she pointed out. “You’d sound ridiculous criticizing that.”

“The last thing I want for you is to see you involved with someone in the business. For Christ’s sake, Emma, you know what it can do to people. The demands, the pressures, the egos. I don’t know any more about this kid than that he’s ambitious and talented.”

“I know all I need to know.”

“Listen to yourself. You sound like some bubble-brain. Like it or not, you’re not in a position to trust a man just because he has a pretty face and says he loves you. You’ve got too much money, and too much power.”

“Power?”

“There’s no one who knows me who would doubt I’d do anything for you. Anything you’d ask me.”

It took her a minute, but the words slowly sank in. Angry tears blurred her vision as she stepped toward him. “So that’s it? You think Drew is interested in me because I have money, because he thinks I could sway you to help him in his career? It’s impossible, isn’t it, that he or any man might be attracted to me, might fall in love with me? Just me.”

“Of course not, but—”

“No, that’s just what you think. After all, how could anyone look at me and not see you?” She spun around, pressed her palms against the rail. The sun glinted off a lens in the garden below. She didn’t give a damn. Let them take their pictures.

“Oh, it’s happened before. Yes, it has. Emma, how about dinner Friday—and by the way, can you get my cousin tickets and a backstage pass to your father’s concert in Chicago?”

“Emma, I’m sorry.” He reached out, but she jerked away.

“What for? You really can’t help it, can you? And I learned to live with that, even to be amused by it. But this, this time I’ve found someone who cares about me, who’s interested in my feelings and my thoughts. Who hasn’t asked me for anything but to be with him, and you want to spoil it.”

“I don’t want to spoil it. I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“You’ve already hurt me.” Her eyes were dry when she looked at him. “Leave me alone, Da. And leave Drew alone. If you interfere with this, I’ll never forgive you. I swear it.”

“I’m not going to interfere. I only want to help you. I don’t want to see you make a mistake.”

“It’ll be my mistake. You’ve made your own, God knows. For years I’ve watched you do whatever you wanted, with whomever you wanted. You ran away from your happiness, Da. I won’t run away from mine.”

“You know how to twist the knife,” he said quietly. “I hadn’t realized.” He walked out of the sunlight and left her alone.
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Drew slipped an arm over Emma’s shoulders. They were standing on another terrace, in another city. The old-world graciousness of the Ritz Madrid was lost on Emma. She could hear the tinkle of the fountains, smell the lush garden below, but she might have been anywhere. Still, she found Drew’s arm comforting and rubbed her cheek against it.

“I hate to see you sad, Emma.”

“I’m not. Maybe a little tired, but not sad.”

“You’ve been upset for weeks, ever since you and Brian argued. Over me.” He removed his arm and moved aside. “The last thing I wanted to do was cause you trouble.”

“It has nothing to do with you.” He turned, and in the moonlight his eyes gleamed dark. “It doesn’t really. He would have had the same reaction no matter whom I was seeing. Da’s always been overprotective. A lot of it comes … because of what happened to my brother.”

He kissed her, gently, on the temple. “I know it must have been rough for you, and for him, but it happened a long time ago.”

“Some things you don’t ever forget.” She shivered, suddenly cold in the warm summer night. “It’s because I understand how he feels that it’s so difficult for me. He’s done everything for me, not just materially, but in every way.”

“He adores you. You can see it every time he looks at you.” Smiling again, he brushed a hand over her cheek. “I know just how he feels.”

“I love him, too. Still, I know that I can’t go on living my life to please him. I’ve known that for a long time.”

“He doesn’t trust me.” His lighter flared, followed by the sharp sting of tobacco. “I don’t blame him. From where he stands I’m on the first rung of the ladder, still fighting my way up.”

“You don’t need me to reach the top.”

He blew out a stream of smoke. “Still, I see where he’s coming from. It’s easy since we’re both crazy about you.”

She moved to him then to press a kiss against his shoulder. “He’ll come around, Drew. He’s just not ready to admit that I’m grown-up. And in love.”

“If anyone can soften him up, it’s you.” He flicked his cigarette away, then turned her into his arms. “I’m glad you didn’t want to go out tonight.”

“I’m not big on clubs and parties.”

“Just an old-fashioned girl, aren’t you?” His lips were curved as they touched hers.

“Do you mind?”

“Spending the evening alone with you?” His hands moved up and down her rib cage as he toyed with her mouth. “Do I look crazy?”

“You look wonderful.” Her breath caught as he skimmed his fingers over her breasts. She was small and firm. He felt himself harden as she trembled against him.

“Sweet,” he murmured. “Always so sweet.” His mouth grew hungrier on hers, more demanding, less patient as he circled her off the balcony and toward the bed. “The tour’s nearly over.”

“Yes.” She let her head fall back when his lips raced down her throat.

“Will you come back to London when it’s done, Emma?”

She shuddered again. It was the first hint he’d given her that he meant what they had to last. “Yes. I’ll come to London.”

“We’ll have nights like this.” He lowered her to the bed, keeping his voice soothing, his hands easy, not wanting to break the mood. “Night after night together.” Smoothly, his clever hands tugged her blouse from the waistband of her slacks. “I’ll be able to show you, over and over, how I feel about you. How much I want you. Let me show you, Emma.”

“Drew.” She moaned his name as his mouth roamed lower, as his tongue stroked over and under the slope of her breast. The pleasure and the passion streaked into her. This time, she told herself as his long, callused fingers glided over her skin. This time.

She could feel the tension in his shoulders where her own hands gripped. He had strong shoulders, strong arms for such a slim, delicate-looking man. She loved feeling the bunch and flow of his muscles.

Then his hand roamed down to the waist of her slacks. Those clever fingers fumbled impatiently with hooks.

“No.” She hated herself as the word burst out, but she couldn’t stop it. When he continued to tug, his mouth coming back to close over hers, she struggled. “No, Drew, please.” She was on the verge of tears when she managed to pull away. “I’m sorry,” she began. “I’m so sorry. I’m just not ready.”

He didn’t speak. She couldn’t see his face. In the dark, she huddled on the bed until her system leveled.

“I know I’m not being fair.” Annoyed with herself, she dashed a tear from her cheek. “I don’t know whether the nuns did a better job than they could ever imagine or if it’s because of Da, but I need more time. You’ve every right to be angry, but I just can’t do this. Not yet.”

“You don’t want me?” His voice was quiet and oddly flat.

“You know I do.” She groped for his hand and tried to soothe his rigid fingers in hers. “I guess I’m a little frightened, and a little unsure.” Ashamed, she brought his hand to her lips. “I don’t want to lose you, Drew. Please, give me a little more time.”

Her sigh shuddered out when she felt his hand relax in hers. “You couldn’t lose me, Emma. Take all the time you need. I can wait.” He brought her close, stroking with one hand. The other curled into a tight fist in the dark.




Chapter Twenty-Eight
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It felt odd spending the summer in London again. During her childhood at least a few weeks of Emma’s vacation had been spent there each year. But it was different now. She was no longer a child. She was no longer staying in her father’s home. And she was in love.

She knew Drew was hurt that she had refused to move in with him. It wasn’t morals—or perhaps only a small part of it was morals. She wanted the romance to go on a little longer—those lush bouquets he sent to her, the funny notes that arrived in the mail or were slipped under the door. She wanted time to enjoy it—the thrill of falling in love. The terror of being in love. The glassy-eyed, light-headed exhilaration that every woman has the right to experience at least once.

And most of all, she wanted time to be sure she had at last stepped out from her father’s shadow.

She didn’t love Brian any less. Emma doubted she could. But she’d discovered that she wanted more than her photographs to stand on their own. Then there was Bev.

For most of her life Emma had been cheated out of a mother. In the weeks as summer drifted into fall, she made up for a longing of a lifetime by moving into one of Bev’s guest rooms.

If Drew was impatient with her, she had to put him off. She needed this time with Bev, not to feel like a child again, but to reforge a bond. How could her new relationship work if she left older ones unresolved?

She had her work. The city where her father had spent his childhood caught her imagination. Emma could spend hours scouring the streets and parks, finding subjects. An old woman who came day after day to feed pigeons in Green Park. The ultratrendy set who walked Labradors or pushed prams along King’s Road. The tough-faced punks who haunted the clubs.

So she stayed on, a month, then two months longer. She celebrated with Drew when Birdcage Walk’s album settled into Billboard’s number twelve slot. She watched in amusement as Lady Annabelle ruthlessly pursued a baffled P.M. She cut asters and mums from Bev’s garden. And at last, she took a step forward and submitted prints and a book proposal to a publisher.

“I’m meeting Drew at seven,” Emma called out as she tugged on a short suede jacket. “We’re going to dinner and a film.”

“Have fun.” Bev gathered up an armful of samples. “Where are you off to now?”

“Stevie’s.”

“I thought he was under the weather.”

“Apparently he’s on the mend.” She took time for a quick glimpse in the hallway mirror. The deep, bold blue of the suede picked up the color of her eyes. “I have the last lot of prints from the tour. Da’s meeting me there so we can all argue about which ones are best.”

“I’ve got a meeting with Lady Annabelle.” Bev rolled her eyes. Behind Emma, she glanced in the mirror, pausing to tighten her left earring. “I’m not sure if she wants me to decorate her parlor, or just pump me for information about how P.M. is in bed.”

Emma tucked her portfolio under her arm. “You don’t think she already knows?”

Bev considered, then grinned. “I’ll certainly find out soon enough.” She gave Emma a quick kiss on the cheek, then dashed.

Moments later, Emma popped into her Aston Martin. She tried to imagine sweet, self-effacing P.M. with the brash, overdressed Lady Annabelle. She couldn’t. Then again, she’d never been able to see him with Angie Parks.

She fought the traffic in grim, British style. She was glad that Drew and his band had signed with Pete Page. If anyone could help push Birdcage Walk to the top, it was Pete. Look what he’d done for Blackpool, she thought with a sneer. The man was making a bloody fortune doing commercials. She was well aware how furious Pete had been when Brian had refused to endorse products or lend his music to television ads—tossing away worldwide exposure and millions of pounds. But she was proud of him. Leave it to Blackpool, she thought nastily, then pulled into Stevie’s estate.

She’d been pleased when he’d bought the old Victorian home and rolling grounds. He’d even taken up gardening and had appeared on Bev’s doorstep with book after book on roses, soil, and rock gardens. It was no longer a secret that his health was poor, but Pete, being Pete, had managed to keep the cause of it out of the press.

Emma had been afraid the tour would exhaust Stevie, but he’d made it through. Now he was writing again, and gearing up to join Brian at some of the benefits her father could never say no to.

Emma thought Brian was truly in his element now. Rock had embraced causes to its gritty bosom. In Europe and America, musicians were organizing to do something new with their talents. Benefits to aid causes from drought-ridden Ethiopia to the struggling farmers in America were as much a part of the eighties scene as political rallies and love-ins had been in the sixties. The glory, and arguably self-indulgent days, of Woodstock were over. Rockers had taken up the cause of humanity and were clasping it to their sweaty bosoms. She was proud to be a part of it, to record the changes, and her view of them.

At the end of the walk a barrel of violas drooped in the full sun. With a shake of her head, Emma shifted them under the slanted shade of the eaves. Apparently, Stevie hadn’t read his garden books carefully enough.

She pressed the doorbell. Since her father’s car was nowhere in sight, she hoped Stevie might feel up to taking her for a tour of his gardens.

The housekeeper opened the door and eyed Emma with both impatience and distrust.

“Good morning, Mrs. Freemont.”

Mrs. Freemont’s dusty brown hair was secured in a no-nonsense bun. She might have been anywhere from forty to sixty and kept her sturdy, bullet-shaped body primly attired in good black wool. She had done day work for Stevie for over five years, mopped up his blood and vomit, carted out his empty bottles, and looked the other way when her housekeeping duties brought her in contact with suspicious-looking vials.

Some might have been duped into believing she was devoted to her employer. The staunch Mrs. Freemont was only devoted to the hefty salary Stevie paid her in return for minding her own business.

She sniffed as she opened the door for Emma. “He’s around somewhere. Probably bed. I ain’t got to the upstairs yet.”

Old bat, Emma thought, but smiled politely. “That’s all right. He’s expecting me.”

“None of my concern,” Mrs. Freemont said righteously and went off to attack some defenseless table with her dustcloth.

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Emma said to the empty hall. “I’ll just find my own way up.”

She started up the old oak stairs, unbuttoning her jacket as she went. “Stevie! Make yourself decent. I haven’t all day.”

It was a huge barn of a house, which was one of the reasons it appealed to Emma. The paneling along the wide second-floor corridor was mahogany; the gleaming brass fixtures and glass globes bolted to it had once burned gas. It made her think of the old Ingrid Bergman movie in which Boyer, playing against type, had plotted to drive his innocent wife mad. The comparison might have been apt, but for the fact that Stevie had amused himself by hanging Warhol and Dalí lithographs between the lights.

She could hear the music, and with a sigh, Emma knocked, shook her stinging knuckles, and knocked again.

“Come on, Stevie. Rise and shine.”

When he didn’t answer, she sent up one quick but fervent prayer that he was alone, then pushed open the door.

“Stevie?”

The room was empty—the shades drawn and the air stale. She frowned at the rumpled bed, and at the half bottle of Jack Daniel’s on the eighteenth-century table beside it. Swearing, she marched over and lifted it, but she was too late to save the glossy old cherry from the white ring. Still, she set the bottle on a crumpled copy of Billboard before she put her hands on her hips.

All the progress he’d made, she thought, and now he’d pumped whiskey into his belly. Why couldn’t he understand that he’d already damaged himself so badly that the booze was just as much a killer to him as the drugs.

So he’d gotten drunk last night, she thought as she sent the shades flapping up and pushed windows open. Then he’d probably crawled off to be sick. Asleep on the bathroom floor, she decided. And if he’d caught his death of cold, it would be well deserved. She’d be damned if she’d feel sorry for him.

She pushed open the adjoining door.

Blood. And sickness. And urine. The stench had her stumbling back, gagging. She felt the bile rush up her throat, stared at the red and gray spots that danced in front of her eyes. She fell against the stereo, sending the needle raking across the vinyl. The sudden silence hit her like a slap. On a cry of alarm, she rushed forward to bend over the body sprawled on the floor.

He was naked, and so cold. Terrified, she heaved until she turned him onto his back. She saw the syringe, and the revolver.

“No. Oh God, no.” Panicked, she searched for a wound, then for a pulse. She found the first, but it was only the tragic marks of the needle. The sob burst out of her when she found the second, faint and delicate, at his throat.

“Stevie, oh God, Stevie, what have you done?”

She raced to the doorway, to the top of the stairs. “Call an ambulance!” she screamed. “Call a bloody ambulance, and hurry!”

As she ran back, she tore the quilt from the bed to cover him. His face was the color of paste made from water and ashes. The sight of it, of his skin still smeared with blood from the needle, terrified her more than his deathlike stillness. On his forehead, just above his eyebrows, was a nasty gash. Snatching a washcloth, she pressed it against the wound.

When he was covered, she began to slap her open palm over his face.

“Wake up, goddamn you, Stevie. Wake up. I’m not going to let you die this way.” She shook him, slapped him, then broke down and wept against his chest. Her stomach pitched and she bit down furiously on nausea. “Please, please, please,” she repeated, like a chant. She remembered how Darren had been found, lying alone, a syringe on the turkey rug. “No. No. You’re not going to die on me.” She stroked his hair, then pressed her fingers against his throat again. This time there was nothing.

“Bastard!” She shouted at him, then tossed the quilt aside and began pumping on his frail chest. “You’re not going to do this to me, to Da, to all of us.” She pulled his mouth open to breathe into it, then shifted back to push with the heels of her hands. “You hear me? Stevie,” she panted. “You come back.”

She pushed the air from her lungs to his, pumped the thin and frail area between his breasts. Threatening, pleading, cursing, she fought to pull him back. The tile bit into her knees, but she didn’t notice. So intent was she on his face, on praying for one flicker of life, that she forgot where she was. Memories scrambled through her head—of Stevie in white, singing in the garden. Of him standing onstage, colored lights and smoke, dragging feverish music from a six-string guitar. Board games in front of the fire. An arm around her shoulders, and a teasing question.

Who’s the best, Emmy luv?

Only one dear thought ran over and over in her mind. She would not lose someone else she loved this way, this useless way.

The sweat was rolling off her when she heard the footsteps running up the stairs.

“In here. Hurry. Oh God, Da!”

“Oh sweet Jesus.” He was down beside her in an instant.

“I found him—he was alive. Then he stopped breathing.” The muscles in her arms screamed as she continued to pump. “The ambulance. Did she call the ambulance?”

“She called Pete. Got us on his car phone.”

“Goddammit. I told her to call an ambulance. He needs an ambulance.” Her head flashed up, her eyes met Pete’s. “Damn you, can’t you see he’s going to die if he doesn’t get help? Call.”

He nodded. He had no intention of calling an ambulance. A public ambulance. But instead, walked quickly to phone a discreet and very private clinic.

“Stop, Emma. Stop, he’s breathing.”

“I can’t—”

Brian took her arms, felt the muscles tremble. “You’ve done it, baby. He’s breathing.”

Dazed, she stared down at the shallow but steady rise and fall of Stevie’s chest.
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Sometimes he screamed. Sometimes he cried. While Stevie’s body detoxed, new pains snuck in. Little imps of torment, pulsing in the abscesses along his arms, in the tender flesh he’d abused—between his toes, in his groin. They capered along his skin, first hot, then cold. He could see them, sometimes he could actually see them, with their tiny red eyes and hungry mouths, tap-dancing over his body before they plunged their teeth into him.

Hysteria would follow, with a manic strength that forced the staff to restrain him to the bed. Then he would become quiet, descend into an almost trancelike state where he would stare for hours on end at a single spot on the wall.

When he lapsed into those long silences, he would remember drifting, peacefully, painlessly. Then Emma’s voice, angry, hurt, frightened, demanding that he come back. And he had. Then there had been pain again, and no peace at all.

He begged whoever was in the room with him to let him go, to score for him. He promised outrageous amounts of money then swore viciously when his demands went unanswered. He didn’t want to come back to the world of the living. When he refused to eat, they fed him through a tube.

They used an antihypertensive medication to trick his brain into believing he wasn’t going cold turkey. With that they mixed naltrexone, a nonaddicting opiate antagonist to make his body believe he wasn’t getting high. Stevie craved the seductive hazy escape of heroin and the quick buzz of cocaine.

He was rarely alone, but detested and feared even a ten-minute span of solitude. In those moments, it would be only him and the machines that hummed and grumbled in response to his vital signs.

After two weeks he quieted. But he also became sly. He would wait them out—the tight-lipped bastards that had put him here. He would eat his fruit and vegetables, he would smile and answer all their questions. He would lie to the pretty, cool-eyed psychiatrist. Then he would get out.

He dreamed of scoring again, of filling his veins with that glorious combination of Chinese white and top-grade snow. All that beautiful white powder. He fantasized about it—huge, mountainous piles of beautiful white powder heaped on silver platters. He would scoop it up with both hands, fill himself with it.

He dreamed of killing them, the doctors, the nurses. He dreamed of killing himself Then he would weep again.

They said he’d damaged his heart, and his liver. They said he was anemic and were ruthlessly dealing with that, and his cross-addiction to heroin and coke. No one called him a junkie. They said he had an addictive personality.

It had been hard not to laugh at that. So he had an addictive personality. No shit, Sherlock. All he wanted was for them to leave him and his personality alone. He was the best fucking guitarist in the world, and had been for twenty years. He was forty-five and twenty-year-old girls still wanted the honor of a few hours in his bed. He was rich, filthy rich. He had a Lamborghini, a Rolls. He bought motorcycles like potato chips. He had a twenty-acre estate in London, a villa in Paris, and a hilltop hideaway in San Francisco. He’d like to see any of the smart-mouthed nurses or holier-than-thou doctors top that.

Had they ever stood onstage and had ten thousand people scream for them? No. But he had. They were jealous, all of them jealous. That’s why they kept him here, away from his fans, away from his music, away from his drugs.

Wallowing in self-pity, he stared at the room. The walls were papered in a soft blue and gray floral. A thick gray carpet covered the floor, and the windows faced south. The matching drapes tried to disguise the fact that the windows were barred. There was a color-coordinated sitting area across the room, two cushioned sofas, and a spoon-back chair. Festive fall flowers sat in a wicker basket on the coffee table. A tasteful reproduction of a nineteenth-century wardrobe held a television, VCR, and stereo system. An entertainment center, Stevie thought bitterly. He wasn’t entertained.

Why had they left him alone so long? Why was he alone?

He felt his breath back up, then release slowly as the door opened.

Visit after visit, Brian tried not to be shocked by his friend’s appearance. He didn’t want to dwell on the limp, graying hair, the lines sunk deep around Stevie’s eyes and mouth. He didn’t want to look at the thin, brittle body—a body that had shrunken with misuse as a man’s shrinks with age.

Most of all, he didn’t want to look at Stevie and see his own future. A rich, pampered, and helpless old man.

“How’s it going?”

Because he was grateful for the company, Stevie’s smile was genuine. “Oh, it’s a barrel of laughs in here. You ought to join me.”

The idea sent a slice of fear up Brian’s spine. “Then you’d have competition for all these long-legged nurses.” He offered a five-pound box of Godiva, a fix for the junkie’s notorious sweet tooth. “You’re looking almost human, son.”

“Yeah. I think Dr. Matthews’s real name is Frankenstein. So what’s going on in the real world?”

They talked uneasily, and much too politely, while Stevie worked his way steadily through the chocolate-coated creams and nuts in the box.

“Pete hasn’t been by in a while,” Stevie said at length.

“He’s pretty tied up.” There was no use mentioning that Pete had his hands full dealing with the press, and the promoters. Devastation’s American leg of the tour had been canceled.

“You mean he’s pissed.”

“Some.” Brian smiled and wished desperately for a cigarette. And a drink. “When has that ever bothered you?”

“It doesn’t.” But it did. Every slight hurt like a seeping wound. “I don’t know what he’s being so tight-assed about. He got out the press release. Viral pneumonia complicated by exhaustion, right?”

“It seemed the best way,” Brian began.

“Sure, sure, no problem. No fucking problem. Wouldn’t want the public to know old Stevie mixed one speedball too many and thought about blowing his brains out.”

“Come on, Stevie.”

“Hey, it’s cool.” He blinked back tears of self-pity. “Only it burns me, Bri, really burns me. He doesn’t want to come see the junkie. He doled out the smack when he was afraid I couldn’t perform without it, but now he doesn’t want to see me.”

“You never told me Pete scored drugs for you.”

Stevie dropped his eyes. That had been a little secret. There was always one more little secret. “Now and then, when things got tight and my sources dried up. The show must go on, right? The fucking show always goes on. So he’d score a little H for me, all very disapproving, then when the show was over, he’d put me back in one of these places.”

“None of us knew it was going to get this bad.”

“No, none of us knew.” He began to drum his fingers on the top of the candy box. “Remember Woodstock, Bri? Christ, what a time. You and me sitting in the woods, dropping acid, tripping out, listening to the music. Jesus, what music. How’d we get here?”

“I wish I knew.” Brian dug his hands out of his pockets, then pushed them in again. “Look, Stevie, you’re going to pull out of this. Hell, you’re right in fashion now. Everybody’s drying out, cleaning out.” He worked up another smile. “It’s the eighties thing to do.”

“That’s me, always on the cutting edge.” He grabbed Brian’s hand. “Listen, it’s hard, you know. Man, it’s really hard.”

“I know.”

“Man, you can’t know ’cause you’re not here.” He swallowed the anger and resentment. He couldn’t afford to show either now. “Maybe I’ll do it this time, Bri, but I need help.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

“Okay, okay, so I’m here.” Goddammit, he was sick of platitudes and good wishes. “But it’s not enough. I need something, Bri, just a taste of something. You could slip in a couple grams of coke—just to get me through.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d asked. With a sinking heart, Brian knew it wouldn’t be the last. “I can’t do it, Stevie.”

“Christ, Bri, just a couple grams. Nothing major. All they give me in here’s Tinkertoy drugs. It’s like going cold turkey with aspirin.”

Brian pulled his hand away and turned around. He couldn’t bear to look at those dark, haunted eyes. Pleading eyes. “I’m not going to score coke for you, Stevie. The doctors say it’d be like putting a gun to your head.”

“I already tried that.” Fighting tears, Stevie pressed both hands to his face. “All right, no coke. You could get me something else. Some Dolophine. It’s a good drug, Bri. If it was good enough for the Nazis, it’s good enough for me.” He began to whine, staring at Brian’s back. “It’s just a substitute, man. You’ve done it for me before so what’s the big fucking deal? It’ll keep me straight.”

Brian sighed. When he turned, opening his mouth to refuse yet again, he saw Emma in the doorway. She stood like a statue, her lush hair caught back in a braid, baggy blue pants hitched with white suspenders lying on a crimson shirt. There were big gold hoops at her ears, and she carried a game of Scrabble. Brian thought she looked sixteen, until he saw her eyes.

They were cold. A woman’s cold, accusing eyes.

“Am I interrupting?”

“No.” Brian stuck his hands in his pockets. “I’ve got to get on.”

“I’d like to talk with you.” She didn’t look at him as she spoke, but moved to the opposite side of Stevie’s bed. “Maybe you could wait outside for me. I won’t be long. The doctor said Stevie needed rest.”

“All right.” It was ridiculous, Brian thought, but he felt like a child about to be scolded. “I’ll see you in a day or two, Stevie.”

“Right.” He said nothing else, but his eyes begged as Brian left the room.

“I bought you this.” Emma laid the board game over Stevie’s bony knees. “I figured you could practice up so you could try to beat me.”

“I always beat you.”

“When I was a kid, and because you cheated.” She lowered the bedguard to sit beside him. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

He couldn’t keep his hands still. His fingers played a nervous tattoo on the box. “I guess not.”

“So you want some drugs.” She said it so matter-of-factly, it took a moment for it to register. His fingers picked up the rhythm against the box as he looked at her.

“What was the name of it again? I’ll write it down. I imagine I can get my hands on some in a few hours.”

“No.”

“You said you wanted it. What was the name?” She’d taken out a pad and held a pencil poised over it.

There was hope, and a desperate greed, before shame flushed his skin. For a moment, he looked almost healthy. “I don’t want you involved.”

She laughed at that, a low, amused sound that made the sweat break out on the back of his neck. “Don’t be soft, Stevie. I’ve been involved since I was three. Do you really believe I had no idea what went on at the parties, on the tours? Give me some credit.”

He had believed it, because he’d needed to. She was, and had always been, the quiet light of innocence in all the noise and madness. “I—I’m tired, Emma.”

“Tired? Need a lift? A little buzz to take the edge off reality? Give me the name, Stevie. After all, I saved your life. It seems only just that I should help you lose it.”

“I didn’t ask you to save my life, goddamn you.” He lifted a hand as if to push her away, then let it fall limply on the sheet. “Why didn’t you leave me the hell alone, Emma? Why didn’t you just leave me alone?”

“My mistake,” she said briskly. “But we can do our best to fix it right up.” She leaned closer, bringing him a whiff of soft scent as her voice and eyes hardened. “I’ll get the fucking drug for you, Stevie. I’ll get it. I’ll feed it to you. I’ll push the needle in whatever vein you might have left. Hell, maybe I’ll even try it myself.”

“No!”

“Why not?” She lifted a brow as if amused. “You said it was a good drug. Isn’t that what you said to Da? It’s a good drug. If it’s good enough for you, it’s good enough for me.”

“No. Goddammit. Look what I’ve done to myself.” He held out his scarred and scabbed arms.

“I see what you’ve done to yourself.” She threw the pad and pencil across the room. “I see exactly what you’ve done to yourself. You’re weak and pitiful and sad.”

“Miss!” A nurse came through the door. “You’ll have to—”

“Get out of here.” Emma whirled on her, fists clenched, eyes blazing. “Get the hell out. I’m not finished yet.”

She left. The hurried sound of her retreating feet echoed.

“Leave me alone,” Stevie murmured. The tears were spilling out of his eyes, seeping through the fingers he pressed to his face.

“Oh, I’ll leave you alone, all right. When I’m done. I found you lying on the floor, in your own blood and vomit, beside the gun and the needle. Couldn’t you make up your mind which way you wanted to kill yourself, Stevie? It was just too damn bad, wasn’t it, that I didn’t want you to die. I pumped life back into you, right there on the floor. I cried because I was afraid I wouldn’t be quick enough or good enough or smart enough to save you. But you were breathing when they took you away, and I thought it mattered.”

“What do you want!” he shouted. “What the hell do you want?”

“I want you to think—think about someone else for a change. How do you think I would have felt if I’d found you dead? Or Da—what would it have been like for him? You have everything, but you’re so hell-bent to self-destruct you could have twice as much and it wouldn’t matter.”

“I can’t help it.”

“Oh, that’s a poor excuse, poor and pitiful and sad and completely suitable to what you’ve made yourself.” She was near tears now herself, but she fought them back, letting the bubbling anger pour out instead. “I’ve loved you ever since I can remember. I’ve watched you play and year after year been astonished by what you’re capable of creating. Now you’re going to sit there and tell me that you just can’t help killing yourself. That’s fine then, but don’t expect the people who love you to stand and watch.”

She started out, only to be stopped in the doorway by a petite brunette. “Miss McAvoy? I’m Dr. Haynes, Mr. Nimmons’s psychiatrist.”

Emma’s body braced, like a boxer readying for a new match. “I’m on my way out, Doctor.”

“Yes, I can see that.” The woman smiled and offered a hand. “Nice show, dear. I recommend a brisk walk, then a hot bath.” She moved by Emma to go to Stevie’s bed. “Ah, Scrabble. One of my favorites. Care for a game, Mr. Nimmons?”

Emma heard the tiles hit the wall, but kept on walking.

She found Brian outside, leaning against the hood of his newest Jaguar. When he spotted her, he took one last drag on his cigarette, then flicked the butt away.

“I thought you might stay a bit longer.”

“No, I said all I had to say.” As she spoke, she fastened the bottom snap on her dark blue bomber’s jacket, then pulled up the zipper. “I wanted to ask you if I’d heard correctly. Did you buy drugs for Stevie?”

“Not the way you mean it. I’m not a dealer, Emma.”

“Word games then,” she agreed with a nod. “Did you provide him with drugs?”

“I provided him with an opiate substitute—to help get him through the tour and keep him from going out to some alley and trying to score heroin.”

“To get him through the tour,” she repeated. “I thought Pete was bad, lying to the press, helping Stevie lie to himself.”

“Pete’s not at fault here.”

“Yes he is. You’re all at fault here.”

“Are we supposed to take out an ad in Billboard saying that Stevie’s a junkie?”

“It would be better than this. How is Stevie ever supposed to face up to this if he can’t admit what he is? And how is he supposed to stop being what he is if his friends, his very dear friends, keep handing him drugs so he can get through one more show, one more city.”

“It isn’t like that—”

“Isn’t it? Or are you deluding yourself into thinking you’re doing it out of friendship?”

Too weary for anger, he leaned against the car again. The breeze that ruffled his hair was brisk with autumn and smelled of rain. Peace, he thought as he studied his daughter’s furious face. He only wanted peace.

“You don’t know anything about it, Emma. And I don’t appreciate being lectured by my own daughter.”

“I won’t lecture you.” She turned and walked to her own car. With her hand on the door, she looked back at him. “You know, I never told you, but I went to see Jane a couple of years ago. She’s pathetic, wrapped up in her own needs and her own ego. Until now, I hadn’t realized how much you’re like her.”

She slammed the door, gunned the motor. If there was pain on his face, she didn’t look back to see it.




Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Emma married Drew in a quiet civil ceremony. There were no guests, no advance press. She had told no one, not even Marianne. After all, she was over twenty-one and needed no one’s permission or approval.

It wasn’t the wedding she had dreamed of. No misty tulle and glowing white silk. No flowers except the single pink rose Drew had given her. No music, and no tears.

She told herself it didn’t matter. She was doing exactly what she wanted. It was selfish, perhaps, but she felt justified in committing one purely selfish act. How could she have told Marianne or Bev without telling her father? She hadn’t wanted him there, standing beside her, giving her away.

She would give herself away.

She’d done her best to cheer the dull, mechanical ceremony by wearing a fussy silk dress, shades deeper than the rose she carried. Lacy at the bodice and at the drifting, tea-length hem.

She thought of her father’s wedding. The first wedding she had ever seen. Bev looking gloriously happy. Brian smiling. Stevie, all in white, singing like an angel. The memory brought tears to her eyes, but she held them back as Drew took her hand.

He was smiling at her. Smiling as he slipped the simple diamond band on her finger. His hand was so warm and steady. His voice was clear and lovely as he promised to love, honor, and cherish. She so desperately wanted to be cherished. When he kissed her, she believed it.

Then they were man and wife. She was no longer Emma McAvoy, but Emma McAvoy Latimer. A new person. And, in vowing her love and her life to Drew, she was beginning a new life.

It didn’t matter that he had to race off directly after the ceremony to the recording studio. She understood the demands and the need for premium session time better than anyone. It had been her idea to be married quickly, quietly, and in the middle of the making of his new album. It gave her time to prepare the hotel suite where they would spend their wedding night. She wanted it to be perfect.

There were flowers now, banks of hothouse roses, orchids, narcissus. For her own pleasure, she arranged them personally, setting tubs and vases throughout the rooms, down to a basket of flowering hibiscus she set in the bath.

A dozen candles waited to be lit, all white and scented with jasmine. Champagne chilled in a crystal bucket. The radio was on low, to enhance the mood.

She indulged in a long bath, fragrant with oils. She creamed and powdered her body, and enjoying the female ritual, dabbed more scent at every pulse point. Like the room, like the night, she wanted her body to be perfect for him. She brushed her hair until her arm went numb. Then slowly, drawing out the pleasure of it, dressed in the white silk and lace peignoir.

When she studied her reflection in the cheval mirror she knew she looked like a bride. Closing her eyes, she felt like a bride. Her wedding night. The most beautiful night of her life. Now she would know what it was like. Drew would come in. He would look at her, those tawny eyes going dark. He would be gentle, sweet, patient. She could almost feel his long, clever fingers skimming over her skin. He would tell her how much he loved her, how much he wanted her. Then he would carry her into the bedroom, and show her.

Patiently. Tenderly. Passionately.

By ten o’clock she was anxious. By eleven, uneasy. By midnight, she was frantic. Her calls to the studio only told her that he had left hours before.

She imagined a terrible accident. He would have been in a hurry to get back to her, as anxious as she to begin their life together in the big soft bed. He might have been careless, and his car … They wouldn’t know where to reach her—the doctors, the police. Even now Drew could be lying in some hospital bed, bleeding, calling for her.

She was working her way down the lists of hospitals when she heard the key in the lock. Before he could open the door, she was there, swinging it open and falling into his arms.

“Oh, Drew, I was terrified.”

“Easy, easy does it.” He gave her buttocks a quick squeeze. “Anxious, are we?”

Drunk. Part of her mind tried to deny it, but it was there in the slurred words, the sway of his body, the smell. She stepped back to stare at him. “You’ve been drinking.”

“Just a little celebration with the lads. Not every day a man gets married, is it?”

“But you … You said you’d be here by ten.”

“Christ, Emma, you’re not going to start nagging me already?”

“No, but—I was worried, Drew.”

“Well, I’m here now, aren’t I?” He struggled out of his jacket and let it fall to the floor. It wasn’t often he got drunk, but tonight it had been so easy to let one drink fellow another. Tonight, he’d climbed one more rung to the top. “And look at you. The perfect picture of the blushing bride. Beautiful, beautiful Emma, all in white.”

She did blush. There was desire in his eyes now. The kind she’d seen before, the kind she’d imagined seeing in them tonight. “I wanted to look beautiful for you.” She went easily into his arms, lifted her mouth to his in innocent trust.

He hurt her. His mouth was fierce and hot. He nipped hard at her bottom lip as he pushed himself against her. “Drew.” She tried to struggle back, alarmed by the memory flash of Blackpool in her darkroom. “Drew, please.”

“Don’t play that game with me tonight.” He caught her hair in his hand and dragged her head back. “You’ve made me wait long enough, Emma. No excuses tonight.”

“I’m not. I just—Drew, can’t we—”

“You’re my wife now. We do it my way.”

He pulled her to the floor, ignoring her pleas and struggles. His hands were rough, tearing the filmy lace as he bared her breasts to suckle and squeeze. The speed and urgency frightened her. It wasn’t right, she thought frantically. It wasn’t right lying on the floor, the lights glaring, her gown in tatters.

His fingers dug into her hips as his mouth clamped down on hers. Choking on the smell of whiskey, she tried to say his name. When she began to fight in earnest, he locked her hands in one of his, and took her virginity in one hard swift thrust.

She cried out both in shock and pain. Then he was plunging and pumping into her, panting, groaning. She was weeping when he collapsed, when he rolled aside and fell instantly to sleep.
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He was full of contrition and shame and tenderness in the morning. With shadowed eyes and trembling voice he cursed himself and begged her forgiveness. He’d been drunk, a poor excuse, but his only reason for behaving like a monster. When he held her, gently stroking her hair and murmuring promises, she believed him. It was as though another man had come to her on her wedding night to show her how cruel and heartless sex could be. Her husband showed her only sweetness. When her first day as a new bride ended, she lay in his arms, content, dreaming only rosy dreams of the future.
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Michael staggered into the kitchen. He’d meant to get to the dishes. In fact, his intentions had been so firm, he was shocked to find the sink full and the counter cluttered. He gave them a bleary, accusing stare. He’d been working double shifts all week and wondered why things like dishes couldn’t just take care of themselves.

In the spirit of self-sacrifice, he decided to deal with them before he settled in with breakfast and the morning paper. He began to stack plates, bowls, cups, forks. Dragging over a five-gallon Rubbermaid kitchen can, he shoved the whole business inside. They were all paper and plastic, a system that appalled his mother, but which suited Michael just fine. Although his modest kitchen boasted a Whirlpool dishwasher, he’d never owned a plate that required its services.

Satisfied, he poked through the cupboards, knocking over a bottle of El Paso salsa and a jar of Skippy peanut butter. Shoving them aside, he grabbed the box of shredded wheat. He shook some into a Chinet bowl, then lifted the coffeepot and poured the steaming brew over the cereal.

He’d discovered this delicacy purely by accident on another groggy morning. He’d nearly eaten his way through his breakfast when he’d realized the coffee was on the cereal and the milk in the Styrofoam cup. Since then, Michael had dispensed with the milk altogether. Before he could sit and enjoy, he was interrupted by a banging on the back screen door.

At first glance it appeared to be a five-foot gray mat. But mats didn’t have wagging tails or lolling pink tongues. Michael pushed open the screen and was greeted exuberantly by the scruffy, oversized dog.

“Don’t try to make up.” Michael shoved the huge paws off his bare chest. The paws hit the floor, but most of the mud on them remained on Michael.

Conroy, pedigree unknown, sat on the linoleum and grinned. He smelled almost as bad as a dog could possibly smell, but was apparently unoffended by his own aroma. His hair was matted and full of burrs. Michael found it hard to believe that he’d picked Conroy out of a litter of cute, gamboling pups less than two years before. As an adult, Conroy had turned out ugly—not homely but down-to-the-ground ugly. This little trick of nature didn’t bother the dog, either.

Conroy continued to grin as he lifted a paw in what both he and Michael knew had nothing to do with subservience.

“I’m not going to shake that paw. I don’t know where it’s been. You went back to that slut again, didn’t you?”

Conroy slid his eyes to the left. If he could have whistled between his teeth, he would have.

“Don’t try to deny it. You’ve spent all weekend rolling in the dirt and slobbering over that half-breed beagle tramp. Never a thought to the consequences or my feelings.” Turning away, Michael rooted in the refrigerator. “If you knock her up again, you’re on your own. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times. Safe sex. It’s the eighties, bucko.”

He tossed over a slice of bologna, which Conroy caught nimbly and swallowed in one gulp. Softening, Michael tossed him two more before he settled down with his coffee-soaked shredded wheat.

He liked his life. Moving to the burbs had been the right decision for him. It had exactly what he wanted: A nice patch of lawn he could grumble about mowing, a few leafy trees, and what remained of the previous owner’s flower bed.

He’d given gardening a shot, but when he’d proven inept, had abandoned it. That suited Conroy as well. No one got antsy when he dug up the snapdragons.

He’d bought the small brick rancher on impulse, right after the end of his brief and ill-advised affair with Angie Parks. He’d learned something from her, other than kinky sex. And that was that Michael Kesselring was and always would be middle class.

It had been strange to watch her on the screen after he’d been replaced with a twenty-year-old hockey player. It had given him an eerie, almost creepy feeling to see her depiction of Jane Palmer, and to realize that she’d played that part with him all during the three frenzied months they’d been lovers.

He’d gone alone to the theater. A kind of test to make certain he’d gotten rid of any residual, and unhealthy, attraction for her. When she’d bared those beautiful breasts, he’d felt nothing but discomfort. Though it had been by proxy, he knew he had been to bed with Emma’s mother.

And he had wondered, sitting under the dark cloak of the theater, if Emma would see the movie.

But he didn’t like to think of Emma.

There had been other women. No one serious, but other women. He had his work. It no longer amazed him that he had both a talent and an affection for law enforcement. Perhaps he didn’t have his father’s patience and skill with paperwork, but he thought well on his feet, accepted the long, often monotonous hours of legwork and stakeouts, and had a healthy enough respect for his life not to be trigger-happy.

“I got shot at yesterday,” he said conversationally to Conroy. The dog began, disinterestedly, to scratch for fleas. “If that pervert had gotten lucky, you’d be out in the cold, pal. Don’t delude yourself into thinking that slut would take you in.”

Conroy glanced over, burped, and went back to his fleas.

“One trip to the vet,” Michael muttered as he spooned up cereal. “Just one trip and a couple of snips, and your letching days are over.” Pleased that he’d had the last word, Michael opened the paper.

There was the usual business about the Middle East, the latest in terrorism. Some routine bitching about the economy. Beneath the fold in section B was an article about the capture and arrest of one Nick Axelrod, a small-time second-story man who had hopped himself up on PCP and axed his lover.

“Here’s the guy,” Michael said, holding out the paper for Conroy’s perusal. “Found him in an apartment downtown, shooting up the walls and screaming for Jesus. See, here’s my name. Detective Michael Kettlerung. Yeah, I know, I know, but it’s supposed to be my name. If you’re not interested in current events, why don’t you do something useful, like getting my cigarettes. Go on, fetch.”

Moaning, Conroy started off. He tried a limp, but Michael had gone back to the paper and wasn’t paying attention. Scratching his bare chest, Michael turned to the Entertainment section.

His fingers curled in, fisted, and held against his heart as he stared at the picture.

It was Emma. She looked—God, he thought, she looked outrageous. That shy little smile, those huge, quiet eyes. She was wearing some skimpy strapless dress, and her hair was down, raining over her shoulders in thick, wild waves.

There was an arm over her shoulders as well, and the arm was attached to a man. Michael tore his eyes from Emma’s face long enough to stare at the man.

Drew Larimer. His brain connected face and name. He was smiling, too. Positively fucking beaming, Michael thought. He shifted back to Emma, studying every inch, every angle of her face for a long time. Conroy came in and dumped a slobbery pack of Winstons on his lap. But he didn’t move.

Very slowly, as if it were a foreign language, he read the headline.

ROCK PRINCESS EMMA MCAVOY
MARRIES HER PRINCE


In a secret ceremony two days ago, Emma McAvoy, daughter of Devastation’s Brian McAvoy and author Jane Palmer, married Drew Larimer, twenty-six, lead singer and guitarist for the rising rock group, Birdcage Walk. The newlyweds met on Devastation’s recent European tour.



Michael didn’t read any more. Couldn’t. “Jesus, Emma.” He closed his eyes and let the paper fall back to the table. “Oh, Jesus.”
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Emma was thrilled to be back in New York. She could hardly wait to show off the city to Drew, and to spend their first Christmas together in the loft.

It hadn’t mattered to her that their plane had been late, or that a fine icy sleet had been falling. They would have four weeks for the honeymoon that had been delayed by the completion of Drew’s new album. She wanted to spend that time in New York, in her home, as she made the transition from bride to wife.

She had the limo driver take them through midtown so she could show Drew the lights, the people, the majestic tree in Rockefeller Center, the carnival of Times Square.

It delighted her to arrive at the loft knowing she was alone. Finally alone, with no Sweeney in residence downstairs.

“It feels like years since I’ve been here.” She knew Marianne’s father had complained bitterly over their refusal to sublet, but she was glad, so glad to know that no one had lived there in her absence.

“Well?” She combed her fingers through her damp hair. “What do you think?”

“It’s quite a space.” He skimmed over the plaster walls, the bare floors, the kitschy china owl Emma had discovered in a neighborhood thrift shop. “A bit … spartan.”

“Wait until I start decorating for Christmas. Marianne and I collected some truly awful decorations.” She fumbled in her bag for a tip when the driver deposited their luggage with a discreet cough. “Thank you.”

He pocketed the twenty. “Thank you, ma’am. Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas.” She tossed off her coat and raced to the windows. “Drew, come look at the view. It’s better from Marianne’s studio, but I get dizzy.”

“Very nice.” He saw a dirty street and a maddening crush of traffic. “Emma, I wonder why you never moved into something more upscale.”

“I never wanted to.”

“Well, this is certainly charming, and I’m sure it was fine for two college girls. But we’ll have to do some rethinking.” When she turned, he reached out to brush a hand over her hair. “After all, we don’t want to share our living quarters with Marianne, however delightful she is.”

“I hadn’t thought … She won’t be back for a couple of months yet.”

“You’d better start thinking.” He took the sting out of the words by kissing her brow. Pretty face and slow wits, he thought, and patted her cheek. “From what I’ve heard it takes a great deal of time, money, and energy to find a place in New York. Since you want to divide our time between here and London, we’ll need the right kind of accommodations. Jesus Christ, it’s cold in here.”

“I had the agent keep the heat back while we were gone.” She hurried over to turn it up.

“Always practical, aren’t you, love?” There was a sneer in his voice, but he was smiling when he turned back to her. “I’m sure we’ll enjoy ourselves here for a couple of weeks. After all, a honeymoon, even a delayed one, doesn’t require much more than a bed.” He laughed when she blushed, then walked over to sweep her up in a long, lusty kiss. “We do have a bed, don’t we, Emma?”

“Yes.” She held him close. “Right through there. It needs fresh linens.”

“We’ll worry about the linens later.” He pulled her through the doorway, tugging at her sweater.

She knew it would be quick, not fierce and painful as it had been on her wedding night, but speedy and soon over. She didn’t know how to ask for more. Though she felt, somewhere in her heart, that there should be more than the rapid groping in the dark. The mattress was cold on her back. But his body, as it entered hers long before she was ready, was hot. She wrapped her arms around him, clinging to the warmth and waiting for the starburst she had only read about.

She shivered when he was done. From the cold, she told herself. Moments later, Drew echoed her thoughts.

“Christ Almighty, it’s like an ice box in here.”

“It won’t take much longer to heat up. I’ve got some blankets in the chest.”

She reached for her sweater, but he closed a hand over hers. “I like looking at your body, Emma. Such a sweet little body, just this side of ripe. There’s no need to be shy in front of me anymore, is there?”

“No.” Awkward, she rose to lift the top of the chest. He fumbled in the pocket of the jacket that was tangled on the floor and found his cigarettes.

“I don’t suppose there’s any food in this place, or a bottle of something to ward off pneumonia.”

“There’s some cognac in the kitchen.” She remembered the bottle she’d opened for Luke. Luke, who was back in Miami, fighting to hang on to life. She laid the pile of sheets and blankets on the foot of the bed. Already she’d shared nearly all her secrets with Drew—except about Johnno, and Luke.

“I didn’t even think about food.” She saw him frown as he brought the cigarette to his lips. “Why don’t I run around the corner to the market? Pick up some things. You can have some cognac and a hot bath. I’ll fix us some dinner.”

“Fine.” It didn’t occur to him to offer to go with her. “Pick me up some cigs too, will you?”

“Sure.” He didn’t stop her when she reached for her sweater again. “It won’t take me long.”

He got up when she left, tugging on his jeans more for comfort than modesty. He poured the cognac first, and though he was annoyed there wasn’t a proper glass for it, he approved the brand.

It amazed him that she’d expected him to applaud the silly barn of a room. A downtown loft, he thought and drank more cognac. He had no intention of living downtown. He’d been waiting to move up all of his life. It was laughable to think that now that he was on his way he would settle for anything less than the best.

He’d grown up in worse, certainly. Sipping, he studied the mural of Emma on the plaster wall and thought of where he’d come from, and where he was going. He couldn’t claim a life in the slums, digging in poverty. But he’d been only shades above it.

A rented house, a muddy yard, mended jeans. He detested coming from the working class, and the father who had kept them there because he’d never had an ounce of ambition. Stoop-shouldered old man, he thought. No spine or balls. Why else would his wife have walked out on him and her three children?

So she’d wanted something better than just eking out a living, Drew mused. How could he blame her? He detested her.

He was going his own way, and that way was straight to the top. Lifting the glass, he toasted Emma’s portrait. If his eager and naïve little wife could give him a couple of boosts, they’d all live happy.

But he would run the show.

He’d indulge her for a week or two here. And then they’d move uptown. One of those big glitzy and expensive flats off Central Park. That would do for a beginning. He didn’t mind living part of the year in New York. In fact, he thought New York would suit him just fine. Especially with the contacts Emma had there.

Crossing to the stereo, he flipped through albums until he found one that suited him. Complete Devastation. It seemed only right, Drew mused, that he give a nod to the old man. After all, if it hadn’t been for the tour, he wouldn’t have been able to lure Emma backstage, pour on the charm. Imagine her being stupid enough to believe he hadn’t known who she was, or what she could do for him.

With a shake of his head, he put the record on, and let the music rock the room.

No, he wouldn’t find it difficult to indulge her. Even though she was lousy in bed—a severe disappointment—she was overeager to please. He’d played her as cleverly as he played his six-string, from the moment he’d set eyes on her. He intended for his ingenuity to pay off. In spades.

Before long, she would have mended fences with her father. The old man had taken their marriage well enough, and had been generous in his wedding gift of fifty thousand pounds. Made out in Emma’s name, but already deposited in a joint account.

There was still restraint between father and daughter. That would ease up soon enough. Drew was sure of it. Being Brian McAvoy’s favored son-in-law was bound to have its rewards. In the meantime, he had a very, very rich wife. A rich naïve wife.

With a laugh, he strolled over to the window. What better mate for an ambitious man? He only had to control his temper and impatience, keep her happy, and then everything he wanted would fall in his lap.




Chapter Thirty
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They moved into an elegant two-story condo on the Upper West Side. Because it seemed so important to Drew, she tried to ignore the fact that they were living on the eleventh floor. She only really got dizzy when she stood at the window and looked straight down. The phobia was an annoyance to her. She had stood at the top of the Empire State Building and felt exhilarated. Yet if she stood at a fourth-floor window, her head spun and her stomach heaved.

Drew was right, she thought, when he told her she’d have to learn to live with it.

In any case, Emma liked the high, coffered ceilings in the master bedroom, the ornate Deco balustrade that ran along the curving stairs, the niches cut into the walls, and the maroon and white checkerboard tiles in the foyer.

Emma called on Bev to decorate it, hoping her touch, and a few weeks of her company, would make the move from the loft less painful. Emma had to admit the condo was lovely, with its aerielike view of Central Park and its wide, winding staircase. She satisfied her yen for antiques and oddities by furnishing it with a mix of prissy Queen Anne and funky pop art.

She liked its lofty windows, the little glassed-in balcony where she could pot herbs, and the fact that it was only a brisk walk to Johnno’s.

She saw him almost every day. He went along with her on her hunts through antique stores, something that bored Drew. It was habitual for Johnno to drop by once or twice a week for dinner, or to join them on an evening out. If she couldn’t have her father’s approval, it soothed to have Johnno’s, to hear him talking music with Drew. Emma was pleased when he and Drew began to write a song together.

She threw herself into domesticity, making a home for herself, for Drew, and for the children she couldn’t seem to conceive.

It had surprised and pleased Emma that Drew wanted to start a family right away. Whatever else they disagreed on, whatever differences she had discovered in their tastes and viewpoints, in this they shared the same dream.

She imagined what it would be like to carry a child, to feel Drew’s child growing inside of her. Often she daydreamed about how she and Drew would push a pram through the park. Would they wear those smug smiles she noticed on new parents?

As the months passed, she told herself to be patient, that the time would come. It was stress, it was trying too hard. Once she had learned to relax during lovemaking, it would happen.

As spring breezed in, she took dozens of pictures of pregnant women, of babies and toddlers in the park. She watched them enjoying the fine warming afternoons. And envied.

Plans to open her own studio and work on her book were postponed, but she continued to sell her pictures. She was content to pour herself into a new domestic life, to spend her free hours expanding her portfolio. She began to collect cookbooks, and to watch cooking shows on public television. It flattered her when Drew praised her attempts to re-create a meal. Since he became easily bored with her photography, she stopped showing him her prints or discussing her works in progress.

He seemed more content to see her as a housewife. In the first year of their marriage, she was more than happy to oblige him.

Deliberately, she kept busy, trying to mask her disappointment when her body informed her, with regularity, that she wasn’t pregnant. Trying not to feel the guilt when Drew sulked each time-she failed.

It was Runyun who shook her out of her complacent routine.
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With a bottle of champagne in one hand and a clutch of tulips in the other, Emma burst into the apartment. “Drew? Drew, are you home?”

Setting the bottle down, she switched on the radio.

“Jesus, would you shut that thing off?” Drew appeared at the top of the stairs. He wore only a pair of sweats. Never at his best in the morning, his hair was tumbled, his eyes bleary, his face scruffy with a night’s growth of beard. “You know I worked late last night. I don’t think it’s too much to ask for a little quiet in the morning.”

“I’m sorry.” Quickly, she pushed the off switch and lowered her voice. A few months of marriage had taught her that Drew’s temper was a lit fuse before coffee. “I didn’t realize you were still in bed. I thought you were out.”

“Some people don’t have to get up at dawn to be productive.”

She gripped the flowers a little tighter. She didn’t want to spoil the moment with an argument. “Shall I fix you some coffee?”

“You might as well. There’ll be no getting any sleep here.”

Emma took the flowers and wine into the kitchen. It was a narrow room made spacious by the glassed-in breakfast nook. She had chosen blues and white—gleaming navy countertop, white appliances, pale blue and white tiles for the floor. There was an old kitchen hutch in the corner she’d painted white herself. It displayed a collection of cobalt glass.

Emma added fresh water to the trio of cacti she’d started in blue bowls, then began fixing breakfast. They had help three days a week, but she enjoyed cooking a few meals as much as she enjoyed developing a good print. She set Drew’s favorite sausage on to grill before she ground beans for coffee.

When he entered a few moments later, still bare-chested and unshaven, the scents were enough to mellow his mood. Besides, he liked seeing her at the stove, cooking for him. It reminded him that no matter who she was, no matter how fat her bank account, she belonged to him.

He strolled over to kiss the side of her throat. “Morning.” Her answering smile faded as he slid his hands up to rub her breasts.

“It’ll be ready in a minute.”

“Good. I’m starved.” He gave her nipples a quick, ungentle pinch.

She hated when he did that, but said nothing as she moved over to pour his coffee. When she’d told him she didn’t care to be pinched, he’d only begun to do it more often. Just teasing her, he claimed.

You’re too sensitive, Emma. You have no sense of humor.

“I have news.” She handed him the cup. “Oh Drew, it’s wonderful news.”

His eyes sharpened. Was she pregnant? He badly wanted to present Brian with a grandchild. “You’ve been to the doctor?”

“No—oh, no, I’m not pregnant, Drew. I’m sorry.” She felt the familiar sense of guilt and inadequacy. Disappointment marred his face before he went to sit at the table.

“It’s just going to take a little more time,” she murmured and cracked two eggs into the pan. “I’m keeping my temperature chart carefully.”

“Sure.” He took out a cigarette, lit it, and studied her through the smoke. “You’re doing your best.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. It wasn’t the time to remind him that it took two people to make a baby. The last time they had discussed it, he had smashed a lamp then had stormed out to leave her frazzled and guilty until morning.

“I went to see Runyun. You know, I told you I was going?”

“Hmmm? Oh, right. The snotty old boy of the shutterbugs.”

“He’s not snotty.” It didn’t do any good to get her back up over the term “shutterbug.” “Cranky,” she said with a smile. “Often obnoxious, but not snotty.” She carried his plate to the table. She’d forgotten her own coffee, but sat, almost ready to burst. “He’s arranging for me to have a showing. My own showing.”

“Showing?” Drew said over a bite of sausage. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“For my work, Drew. I told you I thought he was going to offer me a job again, but it wasn’t that at all.”

“You don’t need a job in any case. I told you how I feel about your working with some grabby old fart.”

“No, but—well, it doesn’t matter now. He thinks I’m good. It was hard for him to admit, but he really thinks I’m good. He’s going to sponsor a show.”

“You mean one of those precious little gatherings where people pie wander around staring at pictures and saying things like ‘What depth, what vision’?”

She stiffened. Slowly, she rose to unwrap the tulips until her temper cooled. He didn’t mean to hurt her, she assured herself. “It’s an important step in my career. I’ve wanted this since I was a child. I’d think you’d understand.”

Behind her back he rolled his eyes. He supposed he’d have to pet and soothe now. “Of course I do. Good for you, luv. When’s the big day?”

“In September. He wants to give me plenty of time to get my best work together.”

“I hope you’re going to include a few shots of me.”

She made herself smile as she set the tulips in a slant of sunlight on the table. “Of course. You’re my favorite subject.”
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She was certain he wasn’t trying to make things difficult, but Drew’s demands on her time made it next to impossible for Emma to get any work done. It was time they took advantage of New York, he said, and insisted on haunting the clubs. He needed a break, so they flew off for a week in the Virgin Islands. It was natural for him to make friends among the young and rich of New York. The apartment was almost never empty now. If they weren’t entertaining, there was a party somewhere else. As one of the bright new couples, they were hounded by the paparazzi. The opening of a new Broadway play, an evening at a new night spot, a concert in Central Park. Everything they did was recorded. Their names and faces adorned papers at every supermarket checkout. They were on the cover of Rolling Stone, and People and Newsweek. Barbara Walters wanted an interview.

Each time she became frantic under the pressure, Emma reminded herself this was precisely the kind of life she’d dreamed of while trapped in Saint Catherine’s. But the reality of it was much more wearing, and much more boring, than she would have believed.

Everyone said the first year of marriage was the hardest, she continually reminded herself. It took effort, it took patience. If marriage, and life in general, was more difficult and less exciting than she’d imagined, it only meant that she wasn’t trying hard enough.

“Come on, luv, it’s a party.” Drew swung her around. Her mineral water sloshed over her glass as he caught her close to dance. “Loosen up, Emma.”

“I’m tired, Drew.”

“You’re always tired.”

His fingers dug into her back when she tried to draw away. She’d been up three nights running working in her darkroom. Her showing was only six weeks away, and she was nervous as a cat. And angry, she admitted. Angry because her husband showed no interest in her work. Angry because he’d announced two hours before that he’d invited a few friends over.

A hundred and fifty people crowded the rooms. The music blasted. Over the past month there had been more and more of these little get-togethers. Her liquor bill had soared to five hundred dollars a week. She didn’t resent the money. No, it wasn’t the money. It wasn’t even the time, not when it involved friends. But friends had swelled to hangers-on, groupies. Last week, the apartment had been a wreck after everyone had cleared out. The sofa had been stained with brandy. Someone had put out a cigarette on her Oriental rug. But worse than that, worse than the broken Baccarat vase or the missing Limoges candy dish, were the drugs.

She’d found a group, people she’d never met, cheerfully snorting coke in the guest room she hoped would soon be a nursery.

Drew had promised it would never happen again.

“You’re just pissed because Marianne didn’t come.”

Hadn’t been invited, Emma corrected silently. “It’s not that at all.”

“Since she got back in town you’ve been spending more time with her over at that loft than here, with me.”

“Drew, I haven’t even seen her for nearly two weeks. Between my work and our social life I haven’t had time.”

“You’ve always got time to bitch, though.”

She jerked back. Furious, she shoved his hand aside before he could grab her again. “I’m going up to bed.”

She pushed her way through the crowd, ignoring the calls and laughter. He caught her on the stairs. The bite of his fingers told her he was every bit as angry as she.

“Let go of me,” she said under her breath. “I don’t think you want a fight here, in front of your friends.”

“Then we’ll take it upstairs.” He squeezed until she yelped, then dragged her the rest of the way.

She was prepared for an argument. Indeed, she relished the thought of a good screaming match. When she walked into the bedroom, she snapped.

They were using her antique mirror to cut the coke. Four of them bent over her vanity table, giggling and snorting in the white powder. The old perfume bottles she’d collected had been pushed aside. One lay shattered on the floor.

“Get out.”

Four heads popped up, and she was eyed with owlish grins.

“I said out. Get the hell out of my room, get the hell out of my house.”

Before Drew could stop her, she had grabbed the closest person, a man about twice her weight, and had dragged him up.

“Hey, look, we’ll share.”

“Get out,” she repeated, shoving him toward the door.

They moved quickly enough then, filing out. One of the women stopped long enough to pat Drew’s cheek. Emma slammed the door behind them and rounded on her husband.

“I’ve had enough. I’ve had all I’m going to take, Drew. I want those people out of here, and I won’t have them coming back.”

“Won’t you?” he said quietly.

“Doesn’t it matter to you? Doesn’t it matter at all? This is our bedroom. Christ, Drew, look at my things. They’ve been in my closet.” Enraged, she picked up a heap of silk and linen. “God knows what they’ve stolen or broken this time, but that’s not the worst. I don’t even know those people and they’re in my bedroom doing drugs. I won’t have drugs in my house.”

She saw him swing back, but the movement didn’t register. The back of his hand connected hard enough with her face to send her sprawling. She tasted blood. Dazed, she lifted a hand to her split lip.

“Your house?” He dragged her to her feet. Her shirt tore as he heaved her away. She landed hard against the bedside table. Her beloved Tiffany lamp crashed to the floor. “Spoiled little bitch. It’s your house?”

Too stunned to fight back, she cringed when he advanced on her. The roar of the music drowned out her scream as he picked her up again and threw her on the bed.

“Our house. You bloody well remember that. It’s as much mine as yours. It’s all as much mine as yours. Don’t you ever think you can tell me what to do. Do you think you can humiliate me that way and get away with it?”

“I wasn’t—” She broke off, drawing her shoulders up as he lifted his hand.

“That’s better. I’ll let you know when I want to hear you whine. Always get your way, don’t you, Emma? Well, we won’t let tonight be any exception. You want to sit up here all alone. That’s fine.” He picked up the phone and ripped it out of the wall. “You just sit up here.” He threw the phone up against the wall before he strode out, slamming and locking the door behind him.

She sat curled on the bed, breathing hard, too numb to ache from the cuts and bruises. It was a nightmare, she thought. She’d had other nightmares. Painfully, she remembered the slaps and shouts she’d lived with for the first three years of her life.

Spoiled little bitch.

Was that Jane’s voice, or Drew’s?

Shivering, she reached out. The little black dog from her childhood sat on the pillow. Curling her arm around him, she cried herself to sleep.
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When he unlocked the door the next morning, she was asleep. Standing in the doorway, Drew studied her dispassionately. The side of her face was swollen. He’d have to make sure she didn’t go out in public for a couple of days.

Stupid to have lost his temper, he thought, rubbing his palms on his thighs. Satisfying, but stupid. But then, she was always pushing him. He was doing his best, wasn’t he? And it wasn’t easy. A man might as well take a dead fish to bed as sleep with her. And she was always talking about her goddamn show, sneaking off for hours in the darkroom instead of taking care of him.

It was his work, his needs, that came first. It was time she understood that.

A wife was supposed to take care of her husband. That’s why he’d married her. She was supposed to take care of him, to help him get where he wanted to go.

Maybe knocking her around had been a good thing. She’d sure as hell think twice before defying him again.

But, now that he’d shown her who was running things, he could afford to be generous. Sweet little Emma, he thought. It only took a little effort to manage her.

“Emma.” Carefully, avoiding the shards of the broken lamp, Drew crossed to the bed. He watched her eyes open. Saw the fear. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry.” She winced when he stroked her hair. “I don’t know what happened. I just lost it. I deserve to be locked up.”

She didn’t speak. Like an echo, her mother’s thick apologies came back to her.

“You have to forgive me, Emma. I love you so much. It was just the way you were screaming at me, blaming me. It wasn’t my fault.” He took her rigid fingers and pressed them to his lips. “I know those scum had no right to be in here, in our room. But it wasn’t my fault. I tossed them out myself,” he improvised. “It was just a rage,” he continued. “When I saw them in here, I was so furious. Then you turned on me.”

She began to cry again, slow, silent tears that squeezed between her tightly shut lashes.

“I’ll never hurt you again, Emma. I swear it. I’ll go away if you want. You can divorce me. God knows what I’d do without you, but I won’t ask you to let me stay. It’s just—Christ, it’s just that everything’s piling up. The album isn’t selling as well as we expected. The Grammy passed right over us. And … I think about us having a baby all the time.”

He began to weep then, holding his head in his hands. Tentatively, she reached out to touch his arm. He nearly laughed, then gripped her fingers in his, falling on his knees beside the bed. “Please, Emma. I know the fact that you were hounding me, that you turned on me, is no excuse for what I did. Forgive me. Give me another chance. I’ll do anything to make it up to you.”

“We’ll work it out,” she murmured.

With his face pressed against the coverlet, he smiled.




Chapter Thirty-One
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The parties stopped. Oh, there were a few gatherings now and again with people Emma was comfortable with. But there were no more throngs of strangers in her home. Drew was attentive and sweet, the way she remembered him from their courtship. She convinced herself that the rage and the violence had been one isolated incident.

She had pushed him. He reminded her of that often enough to make her believe it. She had blamed him for something that wasn’t his doing. She had turned on him, viciously, instead of supporting and believing in him.

And if he lost his temper occasionally, if she saw a flare of violence in his eyes, watched his fists clench or his mouth tighten, he could always give solid, even logical reasons why she had set him off.

Bruises healed. Pain faded. He made an effort to take an interest in her photography, though he pointed out in dozens of subtle ways that her hobby, as he called it, took time away from their marriage and her support of him and his career.

It was a nice print, he might say, if one cared to look at old ladies feeding pigeons. So why had it taken her so many hours away from him to come up with a few black-and-white snaps of people loitering in the park?

He supposed he could eat a cold sandwich, even though he’d been composing for six hours. Apparently it was up to him to drag the laundry to the cleaners, despite the fact that he’d been tied up in a meeting all afternoon.

She wasn’t to worry a bit. If her work was so bloody important, he could entertain himself for another evening.

Whatever criticisms he handed out were tempered with compliments. She looked so inviting standing in front of the stove making a meal. It made him feel good to come home and find her waiting for him.

Perhaps he was too forceful about how she should dress, what clothes she bought, how she styled her hair. After all, her image, as his wife, was as important as his own.

He was particularly concerned about what she should wear to the showing. But as he said, he only wanted her to look her best. And, as he told her, she had a rather drab taste in clothes.

It was true that she preferred the column of black silk and hammered-gold jacket to the short, snug concoction of feathers and sequins he’d chosen. But, as he said, she was an artist now and should look the part. Because it touched her that he’d called her an artist, she wore it to please him. He gave her a pair of chunky gold earrings set with multicolored stones. If they were a bit gaudy, it hardly mattered. He had fastened them on her himself.

When they pulled up in front of the small, uptown gallery, her stomach began doing calisthenics. Drew patted her hand.

“Come on, Emma, it’s not as though you’re going onstage in front of ten thousand screaming fans. It’s just a little picture show.” With a laugh, he helped her out of the limo. “Loosen up. People are going to buy Brian McAvoy’s little girl’s snapshots whether they like them or not.”

She stopped on the curb, incredibly hurt. “Drew, that’s not what I need to hear right now. I want to do this on my own.”

“Never satisfied.” He snatched her arm hard enough to make her wince. “Here I am, trying to be a good sport about all this, trying to support you in what you’re hell-bent on doing no matter what the inconvenience to me, and you bite my head off.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“You never do. Since you want to be on your own so badly, perhaps you’d like to go on in alone.”

“No, of course I don’t.” Nerves and frustration intensified the pounding behind her eyes. She could never seem to find the right thing to say, she thought. And tonight of all nights she didn’t want to alienate him. “I’m sorry, Drew. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m just nervous.”

“All right then.” Satisfied with the apology, he patted her hand and drew her inside.

They had come late—as Runyun had ordered. He’d wanted the crowd there, and already intrigued, when his star arrived. He had his eagle eye on the door, and pounced the moment Emma walked through.

He was a small, bulky man who invariably wore a black turtleneck and black jeans. Emma had once thought he was affecting an artistic image, but the simple fact was he was vain and thought black made him look slimmer. He had a big, bald head, made more prominent by the high necklines, and thick black brows flecked with gray over his surprisingly pale green eyes.

His nose was hooked, his mouth thin. He compensated by sporting a Clark Gable moustache. It did nothing to improve his looks, which had always been poor at best. Yet his three wives hadn’t left him because he was ugly, but because he paid more attention to his art than his marriages.

He greeted Emma not with a smile or a kiss but with a scowl. “Good God, you look like a starlet out to lay a director. Never mind,” he added before Emma could speak. “Just mingle for a bit.” Emma looked at the crowd, the glitter of jewels and silk, the gleam of leather, with a kind of dull horror.

“You’re not going to disgrace me by fainting,” Runyun said. No one could have called it a question.

“No.” She drew a deep breath. “No, I won’t.”

“Good.” He had yet to speak to or acknowledge Drew, whom he had detested on sight. “The press is here. They’ve already eaten half the canapés. I believe your father’s been cornered by someone.”

“Da? He’s here.”

“Over there.” Runyun gestured vaguely. “Now mingle, and look confident.”

“I didn’t think he’d come,” Emma murmured to Drew.

“Of course he came.” Drew had counted on it. He put an affectionate arm around her shoulders. “He loves you, Emma. He’d never miss an important night like this. Let’s find him.”

“I don’t—”

The affectionate arm squeezed, startling a gasp out of her. “Emma, he’s your father. Don’t be snotty.”

She moved through the crowd beside him, smiling automatically, stopping now and then to chat. It helped a great deal to hear Drew brag about her. His approval, which had been so long in coming, brought a glow inside her. She’d been stupid, she thought now, to think he resented her work. Accepting his kiss of congratulations, she vowed to spend more time with him, give more time to his needs.

She’d always wanted to be needed. Smiling at Drew as he enthusiastically discussed her prints with other guests, she was content that she was.

At his insistence, she accepted a glass of champagne, but barely touched it as they worked the room.

She saw Brian, surrounded by people, in front of a portrait of himself and Johnno. Her face hurt from keeping the smile in place as she crossed to him. “Da.”

“Emma.” He hesitated, then reached out for her hand. She looked so … remote, he thought.

“It was nice of you to come.”

“I’m proud of you.” His fingers tightened on hers as if he were searching for the connection he felt was lost. “Very, very proud.”

She started to speak, then there was a volley of flashes from the surrounding cameras. Was that another flash, she wondered, a flash of annoyance on his face before the easy smile settled in?

“Brian, how does it feel to have your daughter taking the spotlight?”

He didn’t glance up at the reporter, but continued to look at Emma. “I couldn’t be more pleased.” Making the effort, he offered his hand to Drew. “Drew.”

“Brian. She’s great, isn’t she?” He pressed a gentle kiss to her temple. “I don’t know who’s been more nervous about tonight, Emma or myself. I hope you’ll stick around for a few days, come by and see our place. Have dinner.”

It infuriated Brian that the invitation had come from Drew and not his own daughter. “I’m afraid I leave for LA. in the morning.”

“Emma.”

She turned, and her strained smile vanished in surprise. “Stevie.” On a laugh, she threw her arms around him. “I’m so glad to see you.” Moving back to arm’s length, she studied him. “You look good.” And it was true. He would never be the smoothly handsome man she had known in childhood, but he had put on weight, and the heavy shadows no longer haunted his eyes. “I didn’t know you’d … no one told me …” That he was out, she thought.

Understanding, he grinned. “Time off for good behavior,” he told her, then gathered her close for another hug. “I even brought my own doctor.” He released Emma to put a hand on the shoulder of the woman beside him. After a moment’s confusion, Emma recognized the petite brunette as Stevie’s psychiatrist.

“Hello again.”

“Hello.” Katherine Haynes smiled. “And congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

“I was your first sale,” Katherine went on. “The portrait of Stevie and his guitar. It looked as though he were making love to it. I couldn’t resist.”

“She’ll analyze it for hours.” He caught the scent of Scotch and had to check an old and deep craving. “P.M.’s around, you know.” Stevie leaned close and lowered his voice to a wicked whisper. “He brought Lady Annabelle.”

“No, really?”

“I think they’re engaged. But he’s being coy about it.” With a wink, he took Katherine’s arm and wandered off.

Emma was laughing as she slipped her arm through Drew’s. “I think I’ll take a look for P.M.” She cast a questioning glance at her father.

What could he say? She’d greeted Stevie with more affection and comfort than she had greeted him. He wanted to have it out with her, but now was hardly the time or place. “Go ahead. I’ll see you before I go.”

“Yes, go ahead, Emma.” Drew kissed her cheek. “I’ll just hang around with your da. That way we can both brag about you. Incredible, isn’t she?” Drew began as Emma turned away.

She very nearly felt incredible. She’d never expected so many people, or much interest in her work. There was a little voice that asked her if she really thought they’d come to see her work, or her father and his mates. She did her best to ignore it.

She did see P.M. It was obvious he was no longer running away from Lady Annabelle. In fact, he seemed to be having the time of his life. She was dressed in emerald-green leather and snakes kin boots dyed canary-yellow. Her frizzy red hair shot out like shock waves. And after a ten-minute conversation, Emma realized the woman was completely and totally in love.

It was nice, Emma decided. P.M. deserved that kind of devotion. That kind of, well, fun.

People came and went, but more came to linger. Runyun was very cleverly playing a Devastation retrospective through the speakers. She saw, with some astonishment, the discreet blue sticker beneath more than a dozen of her prints. Sold, she thought.

Trapped in a corner by a pretentious little man who wanted to discuss form and texture, she spotted Marianne. “Excuse me,” she began. But before she could make her escape, her old roommate was bearing down on her.

“Here’s the star of the evening.” She gave Emma a big, whopping kiss. “You,” she said and pulled Emma toward her and into a cloud of Chanel, “have done it. A long way from Saint Catherine’s, pal.”

“Yeah.” Emma squeezed her eyes tight. It had taken only that to make it all seem real at last.

“Look who I found.”

“Bev!” Emma moved out of Marianne’s arms, and into Bev’s. “I didn’t think you’d be able to make it.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.”

“We walked in together and I recognized her,” Marianne explained. “We’ve been having a marvelous time complimenting you while we shoved through the crowd. This is wild.” She snatched one of the few remaining canapés from the table. “You know that shot of me in the loft, wearing a paint smock and rugby socks? Some gorgeous man just bought it. I’m going to go see if he’d like a chance at the real thing.”

“It’s no trouble seeing why you love her,” Bev commented as Marianne maneuvered through the groups of people. “So, how does it feel?”

“Incredible. Terrifying.” She pressed a hand to her jumpy stomach, but it wasn’t nerves as much as excitement now. “I’ve been trying to get back to the ladies’ room for an hour to have a good cry. I’m so glad you’re here.” Then she saw Brian, standing a few feet away. “Da’s here. Will you speak to him?”

Bev had to turn her head only inches to see him. She twisted her evening bag over and over in her hand. After all these years, she thought, it was still there. Everything she’d felt was still there.

“Of course.” She said it lightly. It was safe here, in a crowd. On Emma’s night. At least they could share their pleasure for Emma.

He walked toward them. Could it be as difficult for him, Bev wondered, as it was for her? Would his palms be wet with nerves? Would his heart be trembling?

He didn’t touch her. Didn’t dare. But he struggled to find a voice as casual as his smile. “It’s good to see you.”

“And you.” She fought to relax her death grip on her bag.

“You look …” Beautiful, wonderful. “Well.”

“Thank you. I am. This is all marvelous for Emma, isn’t it?” She glanced over, but Emma had slipped away. Walls of people had closed in around them. “You must be very proud of her.”

“Yes.” He took a long swallow of the whiskey he held. “Can I get you a drink?”

So polite, Bev thought. So bloody civil. “No, thanks. I’m going to wander around a bit and look. I may just buy something myself.” But first she was going to find that ladies’ room and have a cry of her own. “It was nice seeing you again, Bri.”

“Bev—” It was foolish to think that she could still care for him. “Goodbye.”

Emma watched them from across the room and wanted to scream at both of them. Couldn’t they see? It wasn’t just her imagination, or wishful thinking. She was much too good at studying people, and seeing what they felt. In the eyes, in a gesture, in the set of the body. They were still in love. And still afraid. She drew a deep breath and started toward her father. Perhaps if she talked to him …

“Emmy luv.” Johnno caught her around the waist. “I’m about to make my escape.”

“You can’t go yet.” She straightened his lapels. He was into retro clothing these days, and they were almost as wide as the palm of her hand. “Bev’s here.”

“Is she? Well, I’ll have to go see if she’s ready to run away with me yet. But in the meantime, I’ve run into someone from your past.”

“My past.” She laughed. “I don’t have a past.”

“Ah, but you do. A sultry summer day on the beach. A hunk in blue trunks. “Like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat, he swept his arm aside.

“Michael?”

How odd to see him there, she thought, looking handsome and uncomfortable in a suit and tie. His dark hair was thick, and still unstyled. His face had fined down, was lean and bony with the slightly crooked nose an appealing flaw. He had his hands in his pockets, and looked as though he’d rather be anywhere else on earth.

“I—ah—was in town, so—”

She was laughing when she threw her arms around him. He thought his heart stopped. He knew his brain did. Slowly, carefully, he pulled his hands free and pressed them lightly to her back. She felt as he’d remembered, as he’d always imagined she would feel. Slender and firm and fragile.

“This is wonderful. I can’t believe you’re really here.” Everything rushed through her so quickly. An afternoon on the beach. Two afternoons. What she’d felt as a child, then as a woman, slammed into her so fast, so unexpectedly, that she held him close, and held him too long. Her eyes were damp when she drew back. “It’s been a long time.”

“Yeah. About four years, give or take.” He could have given her years, months, and days. “You look great.”

“So do you. I’ve never seen you dressed up before.”

“Well—”

“Are you in New York on business?”

“Yeah.” It was a bald lie, but he was less concerned with veracity than with looking like a fool. “I read about your show.” That was the truth. Only he’d read about it at his breakfast table in California. Then he’d taken three days’ personal leave.

“So what do you think?”

“About what?”

“The show.” She took his hand and began to walk.

“It’s great. Really. I don’t know anything about photography, but I like your stuff. In fact—”

“In fact?” she prompted.

“I didn’t know you could do something like this. Like this one.” He stopped in front of a print. It was of two men, woolen caps over their ears, ragged coats pulled tight. One of them was lying on a sheet of cardboard, apparently asleep. The other looked directly into the camera, his eyes surly and tired. “It’s very powerful and very disturbing.”

“Not all of New York is Madison Avenue.”

“It takes a lot of talent, and sensitivity, to be able to show all the sides equally.”

She looked at him with some surprise. That was exactly what she had tried to do, with her studies of the city, of Devastation, of people. “You certainly say the right things for someone who doesn’t know much about photography. When are you going back?”

“In the morning, first thing.”

“Oh.” She walked with him again, surprised at the depth of her disappointment. “I was hoping you’d be able to stay for a few days.”

“I wasn’t even sure you’d talk to me.”

“That was a long time ago, Michael. And I wasn’t reacting so much to what was going on with you as to something that had just happened to me. It’s not important now.” She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Forgive me?”

“That was my question.”

Still smiling, she touched a hand to his face.

“Emma.”

She jolted when Drew spoke from behind her. Guilt. It spread through her sharply, as if he had found her and Michael in bed rather than in a room crowded with people. “Oh, Drew, you gave me a start. This is Michael Kesselring, an old friend of mine. Michael, Drew, my husband.”

Drew hooked one arm fïrmly around Emma’s waist. He didn’t offer Michael a hand, but a brisk nod. “There are people who want to meet you, Emma. You’ve been ignoring your duties.”

“My fault,” Michael said quickly, concerned with how quickly the glow fled from Emma’s eyes. “We haven’t seen each other in a while. Congratulations, Emma.”

“Thank you. Give my best to your parents.”

“I will.” It was jealousy, he told himself, plain and simple jealousy that made him want to grab her away from her husband.

“Michael,” she said as Drew began to pull her aside. “Keep in touch.”

“Sure.” He grabbed a glass off a passing tray as he watched them move away. If it was only jealousy, he wondered why every instinct had him itching to bash Drew Latimer’s pretty face in.

Because he’s got her, Michael told himself ruthlessly. And you don’t.
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Drew wasn’t drunk. He’d nursed two glasses of champagne during the long, and excruciatingly boring evening. He wanted to be clearheaded and in control. He prided himself that kissing up to Brian McAvoy would reap rewards. Any fool could have seen that Drew Latimer was devoted to and besotted with his wife. He should have won a fucking Oscar for the performance.

And all the while he’d been playing the doting husband, she’d been flaunting her success, her snotty boarding-school education, and her society friends.

He’d wanted to slap her around right there in front of all the cameras. Then the world would have seen who was really on top.

But her daddy wouldn’t have liked it. Not him, or any of the producers, promoters, and buttoned-down executives who fawned over the great Brian McAvoy. They’d be fawning over Drew Latimer before long, he promised himself. Then she’d pay.

He’d almost decided to let her have her glory. Then she’d had the nerve to hang all over that “friend.” She needed to be taught a lesson for that. And he was just the man to do it.

He was silent on the ride home. It didn’t seem to bother Emma. She was half asleep beside him. Pretending to be asleep, Drew decided. She’d probably already made plans to meet that creep Kesselring.

He imagined them together—in some fancy hotel suite, groping around in bed. It almost made him laugh. Kesselring would be in for a disappointment when he discovered pretty little Emma was a dud between the sheets. But Kesselring wasn’t going to have the chance to find out. No one cheated on Drew Latimer. He was going to drive that point home very shortly.

She was half dreaming when the limo stopped. With a sigh, she settled her head on Drew’s shoulder as he led her into the lobby.

“I feel as though I’ve been up all night.” On a sleepy laugh, she snuggled against him. “And the whole night seems like a dream. I don’t think I can manage to wait up for the reviews.”

It was as though she were floating, Emma thought. And it felt wonderful. She slipped out of her wrap the moment they were in the door. “I think I’ll—”

He hit her. A resounding blow that sent her tumbling down the two tiled stairs into the living room. Moaning, she touched a hand to the side of her face. “Drew?”

“Bitch. You sneaky, conniving bitch.”

Dazed, she watched him advance on her. Instinct had her trying to slide away. “Drew, don’t. Please. What did I do?”

He yanked her up by the hair, slapping her again before she could scream. “You know what you did. You whore.” When he punched a fist into her breast, she sank bonelessly to the floor. “All night, all fucking night I had to stand around, smiling, pretending to care about your stupid pictures. Do you think anybody came to see them?” He hauled her up by the shoulders, leaving reddening trails where his fingers bit in. “Do you think anybody cares about you? They came to see Brian McAvoy’s little girl. They came to see Drew Latimer’s wife. You’re nothing.” He tossed her down.

“Oh God, please, don’t hit me again. Please.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” To emphasize his point, he kicked her, missing her ribs but connecting hard against her hip. “You think you’re so smart, so special. I’m the one they want to see. And I’m the one who runs things around here. You remember that.”

“Yes.” She tried to curl up, praying he would leave her there until the pain went away. “Yes, I remember.”

“Did Michael come to see you?” He grabbed her hair again, dragging her over onto her back.

“Michael?” Dazed, she shook her head. The pain rolled inside it. “No. No.”

“Don’t lie to me.” He struck her over and over, open-palmed, the back of the hand, until she didn’t feel anything. “You had it all planned, didn’t you? ‘Oh, I’m so tired, Drew. I’m going right to sleep.’ Then you were going to sneak out and sleep with him. Weren’t you?”

She shook her head, but he hit her again.

“Admit it, you wanted to fuck him. Admit it.”

“Yes.”

“That’s why you wore this dress, you wanted to show off your legs and those useless little tits of yours.”

Dimly, she remembered that Drew had chosen the dress. Hadn’t he chosen it? She couldn’t be sure.

“And you had your hands all over him. Letting him paw you right there in front of everybody. You wanted him, didn’t you?”

She nodded. She had hugged Michael. And for a moment, when he’d been warm and solid against her, she had felt something. She couldn’t remember what. She couldn’t remember anything.

“You’re not going to see him again, are you?”

“No.”

“Not ever.”

“No, I won’t see him.”

“And you won’t wear this whore’s dress again.” He hooked a hand in the bodice and ripped it down the center. “You deserve to be punished, Emma, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Her mind was floating in and out. She’d spilled her mam’s perfume. She wasn’t supposed to touch Mam’s things. She was a bad, nasty girl and needed to be punished.

“It’s for your own good.”

She didn’t scream again until he pushed her onto her stomach and began to beat her with his belt. She had stopped screaming long before he finished.




Chapter Thirty-Two
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He didn’t apologize this time. There was no need to. It took her ten days in bed to recover, and all the while he told her she had brought it on herself. There was a part of her mind that knew he was wrong, knew he was crazy. But he was persistent, and in an odd way loving, as he explained, over and over, that he was only acting in her best interest.

She’d only been thinking of herself, hadn’t she, when she’d spent all those weeks preparing for her show? She’d sent her husband to bed alone, night after night, then had flouted her marriage in public by flirting with another man.

She’d pushed him to it. She’d deserved it. She’d brought it on herself.

Though the phone rang constantly for several days following the showing, she didn’t answer any of her calls. At first her mouth was too swollen and sore to allow her to speak. Drew brought her ice packs and fed her soup. He gave her pills that took the edge off the worst of the pain and helped her sleep through it.

Then he told her that people were only calling her to get to him. They needed to be alone, to work out their marriage, to make a baby.

She wanted a family, didn’t she? She wanted to be happy and be taken care of? If she hadn’t put so much time and effort into her work, she would be pregnant by now. Isn’t that what she wanted?

And when he asked her, drilling her with the questions one after another as she lay recovering, she agreed. But agreement was never enough.

She awoke alone to dark and music. A dream, she told her-self, gripping the sheets, fighting to wake. But even when her eyes were open, she could hear it, those odd words sung by a man who was dead. Her fingers shook as she groped for the switch on the lamp at the bedside. She turned and turned and turned it, but the light didn’t shine, didn’t fill the room and chase the shadows.

As the music grew louder, she put her hands over her ears. But she could still hear it, throbbing, pulsing until her screams drowned it out.

“There, Emma. There now.” Drew was beside her, stroking her hair. “Another nightmare? You should have outgrown them by now, shouldn’t you?”

“The music.” She could only gasp and cling. He was her lifeline, the only solid line that could pull her out of the sea of fear and madness. “It wasn’t a dream, I heard it. The song—I told you—the song that was playing when Darren was killed.”

“There isn’t any music.” Quietly, he set the remote for the stereo aside. It was a good lesson, he thought, as she trembled against him. A good way to keep her dependent and manageable.

“I heard it.” She was sobbing now between chattering teeth. “And the light, the lights won’t go on.”

“You’re too old to be afraid of the dark,” he said gently. Reaching down, he plugged in the lamp and turned the switch. “Better?”

She nodded, her face buried against his shoulder. “Thank you.” Gratitude rushed through and overwhelmed her. With the light she went limp in his arms. “Don’t leave me alone, Drew. Please, don’t leave me alone.”

“I told you I’d take care of you.” He smiled and continued to stroke her hair. “I won’t leave you alone, Emma. You don’t have to worry about that.”

By Christmas, she thought she was happy again. Drew took all the details of day-to-day living out of her hands. He chose her clothes, monitored her calls, took away all the business of handling her money.

All she had to do was tend the house, and him. Decisions were no longer there to trouble her, to make her anxious. Her darkroom equipment and camera were shut away. They no longer held any interest for her. When she thought of her work, it brought on depression.

He bought her a diamond pendant in the shape of a huge teardrop for Christmas. She didn’t know why it made her want to cry.

She had a battery of fertility tests. When her most intimate troubles were leaked to the press, she suffered her humiliations in silence, then stopped reading the papers altogether. It hardly mattered to Emma what went on in the outside world. Her world consisted of the seven rooms overlooking Central Park.

When the doctors confirmed that there was no physical reason for her not to conceive, she hesitantly suggested that Drew have some tests of his own.

He knocked her unconscious and locked her in the bedroom for two days.

The nightmares continued, once, sometimes twice a week. Sometimes he would be there to soothe and stroke until she calmed again. Other times he would call her a fool, complain that she was disturbing his sleep, and leave her to tremble in the dark.

When he was careless enough to leave the remote by the bedside and the Abbey Road album on the stereo, she was too tired to care.

Dimly, almost dispassionately, she began to realize what he was doing to her. What he was making of her. The whirlwind ten weeks of the tour, and the man she had fallen in love with, were like a fantasy she’d created. There was no portion of him left in the man who kept her a virtual prisoner in the apartment.

She thought of running away. He rarely left her alone for more than a few hours, and was always with her when she went out. But sometimes, when she lay in bed in the middle of the night, she thought of escape. She would call Marianne, or Bev, or her father. They would help her.

Then the shame would take over, blistered by the doubts he’d so deeply embedded in her mind.

He didn’t use the belt on her again until the night of the American Music Awards when he and his group were passed over for record of the year.

She didn’t resist. She didn’t object. As he pounded her with his fists, she crawled inside herself, as she had once crawled under the kitchen sink. And disappeared.

In his rage, he made a drastic error in judgment. He told her why he had married her.

“What the hell good are you?” As she lay on the floor, fighting to hide from the pain, he rushed around the room, smashing whatever came to hand. “Do you think I wanted to get stuck with a spoiled, stupid, sexless bitch?”

He vented his frustration at having to sit, smiling, while someone else mounted the stage and accepted the award, his award, by hurling a Waterford cracker barrel. The exquisite glass shattered, raining down like ice.

“Have you done one thing, one bloody thing to help me? Everything I’ve done for you, making you feel important, making you believe that I wanted you. Putting romance into your dull, prim little life.”

Tired of breaking glass, he swooped down to pull her up by what was left of her dress. “Did you really believe that I didn’t know who you were that first day?” He shook her, but she remained limp, hardly focusing on his face. She was beyond fear now. Beyond hope. She watched his eyes, tawny and dark, narrow into slits. And there was hate in them.

“You were such a fool, Emma, stuttering and blushing. I nearly laughed out loud. Then I married you, for Christ’s sake. And all I expected was that you’d help me move up. But have you once asked your father to push a few buttons for me? No.”

She didn’t answer. Silence was the only weapon she had left.

Disgusted, he dropped her to the floor again. Though her vision was blurred, she watched him pace through the chaos of the room she’d tried to make a home.

“You’d better start thinking. You’d better start to figure out a way to make all this time I’ve spent on you pay off.”

Emma let her eyes close again. She didn’t weep. It was too late for weeping. But she did begin to plan.

Her first real hope of escape came when she heard that Luke had died.

“He was my friend, Drew.”

“He was a fucking queer.” He was trying out chords on the grand piano he had bought with his wife’s money.

“He was a friend,” she repeated, struggling to keep her voice from trembling. “I have to go to the funeral.”

“You don’t have to go anywhere.” He glanced up, smiled at her. “You belong right here with me, not at some fag’s death march.”

She hated him then. It amazed her that she could feel it. It had been so long since she’d felt anything. Strange, that a tragedy would make her finally accept what a waste her marriage was. She would divorce him. She opened her mouth, then saw his long, slim fingers run over the keys. Slim they were, but strong as steel. She’d begged for a divorce once before, and he’d nearly choked her.

It would do no good to make him angry. But she did have a weapon.

“Drew, it’s public knowledge that he was my friend. He was a friend of Johnno’s and Da’s and everyone. If I don’t go, the press is going to start by saying that I ignored him because he died of AIDS. It won’t look good for you, especially now that you’re doing that benefit with Da.”

He pounded on the chords. If the bitch didn’t stop nagging, he was going to have to shut her up. “I don’t give a flying fuck what the press says. I’m not going to a funeral for a freak.”

She held on to her temper. It was vital. She kept her voice soft and soothing. “I understand how you feel, Drew. A man like you, so virile.” She almost choked on the word. “But the benefit is going to be televised here, and in Europe. It’s the biggest thing since Live Aid. The money’s going to research a cure for exactly what Luke died of.” She paused, letting it sink in. “I can go with Johnno. Representing you,” she said quickly.

He looked up from the keys again, his eyes flat. Her heart began to pound. It was a look she knew, and feared. “Anxious to get away, are you, dear?”

“No.” She forced herself to move to him, to touch a hand to his hair. “I’d much rather you go with me.” She gritted her teeth. “We could go on down to the Keys afterward.”

“Dammit, Emma, you know I’m working. Typical of you to think only of yourself.”

“Of course. I’m sorry.” She backed off in a submission that was only partly an act. “It’s just that I’d love it if we could get away for a few days. Just the two of us. I’ll call Johnno and tell him I can’t make it.”

Drew considered a moment. The benefit was the break he needed. He intended to dump Birdcage Walk and strike out solo. He was the star, after all, and the rest of the group was holding him back.

He needed big exposure, and lots of interested press. If a funeral could help him along, that was fine. In any case, he wanted nothing more than to get rid of Emma for a day or two.

“I think you should go.”

Her heart nearly stopped. Be careful, she warned herself. Don’t make a mistake. “Then you’ll come?”

“No. But I think you can manage one day on your own. Especially if Johnno takes care of you. Make sure to weep copiously and say all the right things about the tragedy of AIDS.”
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She wore a simple black suit. Since Drew watched her every move, she couldn’t take anything else. She’d hardly need fancy duds for a spot of mourning, would she? he asked. She was allowed a pair of black pumps and an oversized purse that would double as a carry-on. He even checked through her cosmetics bag while she sat on the bed.

Since he’d locked her passport up, and taken her credit cards away—you really are careless about such matters, Emma—she was totally dependent upon him. He made her flight arrangements. A round-trip. He’d given her fourteen hours of freedom. Her flight left LaGuardia at nine-fifteen, and she was due back at ten twenty-five the same evening. He’d generously allotted her forty dollars in cash. She’d stolen fifteen more, feeling like a thief, from the housekeeping money. She’d tucked it in her shoe. Now and again she wiggled her toes, felt it, and was struck with excitement and shame.

She was lying to him.

Don’t ever lie to me, Emma. I’ll always find out the truth and punish you.

She was never coming back.

Don’t ever try to leave me, Emma. I’ll find you. I’ll always find you and you’ll be sorry.

She was running away.

You’ll never run fast enough to get away from me, Emma. You belong to me. You need me to take care of you because you make so many stupid mistakes.

“Emma. Dammit, Emma, pay attention.”

She jerked when he tugged hard on her hair. “I’m sorry.” Her fingers gripped together, twisting, wringing.

“You’re such a damn fool. God knows where you’d be without me.”

“I was … thinking about Luke.”

“Well, save the long face until you’re gone. It makes me sick. Johnno’s going to be here any minute to get you.” He leaned close so that his face was all she could see. “What are you going to tell him if he asks how things are?”

“That they’re fine. They’re wonderful. You’re sorry you can’t come, but you felt since you didn’t know Luke, you’d be intruding.” She recited the instructions he gave her like a parrot. “I’ve got to come back straight from the service because you’ve got a touch of the flu and I want to take care of you.”

“Just like a devoted wife.”

“Yes. A devoted wife.”

“Good.” It was disgusting really, how cowed she was. She hadn’t even uttered a peep when he’d knocked her around the night before. He’d wanted her to leave with his dominance fresh in her mind. Of course, he’d been careful not to hit her in the face, or anywhere it might show. He intended to give her a proper beating when she got back. Just to remind her that a woman’s place was in the home.

His mother’s place had been in the home, Drew thought viciously. But she’d left soon enough, like the whore she was, leaving him with his wreck of a father. If the stupid old man had given her a few licks now and again, she wouldn’t have taken off.

He smiled at Emma. No, like Emma his mother would have sat with her hands folded in her lap and done just what she was told. All a woman needed was a man to set the rules, and enforce them.

“Maybe it’s not such a good idea for you to go.”

He enjoyed seeing her eyes widen. It was a great game to dangle the funeral in front of her nose like a carrot on a stick.

Her hands sprang wet with sweat, but she fought to keep them steady in her lap. “I won’t go if you don’t want me to, Drew.”

He stroked her face then, gently, so that she could almost remember what it had been like in the beginning. It made it worse somehow, to remember. “No, you go ahead, Emma. You look so good in black. You’re sure that bitch Marianne isn’t going?”

“No. Johnno said she couldn’t make it.”

Another lie, and one she prayed Johnno wouldn’t reveal. Drew had done all he could to separate her from Marianne. And done it well enough, Emma thought wearily, that her old friend no longer called or bothered to drop by.

“That’s fine, then. If I found out she was going, you’d have to skip this little jaunt. She’s a bad influence on you, Emma. She’s a slut. Only pretended to be your friend so that she could get closer to your father. And then to me. I told you that she came on to me. Remember?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, that’s Johnno. Come on now, put on that sad sweet smile we all know and love.” Her lips curved automatically. “That’s a good girl. Now don’t forget to mention the benefit to any reporters,” he instructed as they walked downstairs. “Make sure you tell them how committed I am to raising money to research a cure for this horrible disease.”

“I will, Drew. I won’t forget.” She was terrified her knees would buckle. Maybe it was best if she didn’t go. Drew had told her again and again how helpless she was without him. “Drew, I—” But he was opening the door, and Johnno was standing there.

“Hello, baby.” He put his arms around her, as much to comfort as for comfort. “I’m so glad you’re going.”

“Yes.” She looked dully over his shoulder at Drew’s face. “I want to go.”

She fought demons during the flight. He was going to come after her. He had found out she’d taken the fifteen dollars and would come to punish her. He’d read her mind. He knew she wasn’t going back.

So great was her fear that she clung to Johnno’s arm as they deplaned and searched the crowd at the gate for Drew. She was sweating by the time they reached the limo, and shaking, and struggling just to breathe.

“Emma, are you sick?”

“No.” She moistened her dry lips. There was a man by the curb, lean, blond. What was left of her color drained. But he turned and it wasn’t Drew. “I’m just upset. Can I—can I have a cigarette?”

Drew wouldn’t let her smoke. He’d dislocated her finger the last time he’d caught her. But he wasn’t here now, she reminded herself as she pulled on the cigarette. She was alone in the limo with Johnno.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have come. I had no idea it would upset you this badly.” He was dealing with his own grief, great, stunning waves of it, and could only wrap an arm around her shoulders.

“I’ll be all right,” she told him. Then repeated the words over and over in her head like a prayer.

She hardly noticed the service—what words were said, what tears were shed in the warm, moist heat of noontime. In her heart she hoped Luke would forgive her for caring so little that he was being mourned. She felt dead herself, emotionally dead.

As people walked away from the quiet gravesite, away from the white and pink marble stones and lush flowers, she wondered if she would have the strength to follow through.

“Johnno.” Marianne stopped him, a gentle hand on his arm. Then instead of condolences, she kissed him. “I wish he could have taught me to cook,” she said, and made Johnno smile.

“You were his only complete failure.” He turned to Emma. “The driver will take you back to the airport. I need to go over to Luke’s apartment. Take care of a few things.” He ran a finger down her cheek. “You’ll be all right?”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t expect to see you here.” Though she hated herself, Marianne couldn’t make her tone friendly.

“I … wanted to come.”

“Really?” Marianne opened her purse and tossed a balled-up tissue inside. Her anger with Emma was like that, she thought. Balled up and frayed. “I didn’t think you had time for old friends anymore.”

“Marianne—” She couldn’t break down right here. There were still reporters close enough, watching her, snapping pictures. Drew was going to see the pictures, of her and Marianne together. Then he would know she lied. She cast desperate looks over her shoulder. “Can I … I need …”

“Are you all right?” Marianne tipped down her sunglasses and studied Emma’s face. “Christ, you look terrible.”

“I’d like to talk with you, if you have a few minutes.”

“I’ve always had a few minutes,” Marianne retorted. She dug in her purse for a cigarette. “I thought you were going straight back.”

“No.” She took a deep breath, and stepped over the line. “I’m not going back at all.”

Through the haze of smoke, Marianne’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“I’m not going back,” Emma repeated, and was terrified when her voice began to hitch. “Can we go somewhere. Please. I have to go somewhere.”

“Sure.” Marianne stuck a hand under Emma’s elbow. “We’ll take your limo. We’ll go anywhere you like.”

It took only a short time to reach Marianne’s hotel, which, when Emma began to shake, was the best place Marianne could think of to take her. They went straight up to the suite, a beautiful pastel set of rooms overlooking the crowded white sand and blue water. Marianne had already made the space hers by tossing articles of clothing over every available chair. She scooped up the sweatshirt and slacks she had traveled in, gestured for Emma to sit, then went to the phone.

“I want a bottle of Grand Marnier, two cheeseburgers, medium, a basket of fries, and a liter of Pepsi in a bucket of ice. I got twenty bucks for the guy who gets up here in fifteen minutes.” Satisfied, she swept her running shoes off another chair and sat. “Okay, Emma, what the hell’s going on?”

“I’ve left Drew.”

Not quite ready to forgive, she stretched out her legs. “Yes, I think I picked up on that, but why? I thought you were deliriously happy.”

“Yes, I’m very happy. He’s wonderful. He takes such good care …” She heard her own voice and trailed off with a kind of panicked disgust. “Oh God, sometimes I actually believe it.”

“Believe what?”

“What he’s trained me to say. Marianne, I don’t know who else I can talk to. And I think if I don’t say it right here and right now I never will. I wanted to tell Johnno. I started to, but I just couldn’t.”

“All right.” Because Emma looked much too pale, Marianne rose and opened the balcony doors. Sea air fluttered in. “Take your time. Is it another woman?” Marianne said nothing, just watched as Emma began to rock back and forth and laugh.

“Oh Christ, sweet Christ.” Before she could stop, the laughter had turned to sobs, great wrenching sobs. Moving quickly, Marianne knelt beside her to take her hands.

“Easy, Emma. You’re going to make yourself sick. Hey, hey. We all know most men are bastards. If Drew’s been unfaithful, you just kick him out.”

“It’s not another woman,” Emma managed.

“Another man?”

She struggled, sucking in the tears. Afraid if she let them fall too freely she’d never be able to stop. “No. I have no idea if Drew’s been unfaithful, and I don’t care.”

“If it’s not another woman, what did you fight about?”

“We didn’t fight,” Emma said wearily. “I didn’t fight.” She hadn’t known it would be so hard to say, so hard to admit. The words were like a fist lodged in her throat, heated with shame. Taking deep breaths, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hands. “Sitting here, I can almost believe I imagined it all, that it wasn’t as bad as I thought while it all happened. He could be so sweet, Marianne, so considerate. I remember how he’d bring me a rose in the morning sometimes. How he’d sing—when it was just the two of us—how he’d sing as though I were the only woman in the world. He said he loved me, that all he wanted was to make me happy, to take care of me. And then I would do something—I hardly know what—but something, and then he would … He beats me.”

“What?” If Emma had said that Drew sprouted wings and flew off the terrace every afternoon, it would have been easier to believe. “He hits you?”

The disbelief didn’t register; she was too deep inside herself. “Sometimes I can’t even walk for days after. It’s been worse lately.” She stared at a pretty pastel print on the wall. “I think he might want to kill me.”

“Back up, Emma. Emma, look at me.” When she caught her friend’s face in her hands, Marianne spoke slowly. “Are you telling me that Drew physically abuses you?”

“Yes.”

Slowly, carefully, Marianne let out a breath. Watching Emma’s face, trying to make sense of it all, she sat back on her heels. “Does he get drunk, do drugs?”

“No. I’ve only seen him drunk once—on our wedding night. He doesn’t do drugs at all. He likes to be in control. Drew has to be in control. I always seem to do something, something stupid to set him off.”

“Stop it.” Enraged, Marianne sprang up. Her eyes were flooded as she paced the room. “You’ve never done a stupid thing in your life. How long has this been going on, Emma?”

“The first time was a couple of months after we moved uptown. It wasn’t so bad, he only hit me once that time. And he was so sorry after. He cried.”

“My heart breaks for him,” Marianne muttered. She stalked to the door to admit room service. “Here, don’t worry about setting it up.” She signed the check, handed over the twenty, and got rid of him. First things first, she decided, and ignoring the food, poured the Grand Marnier.

“Drink,” Marianne ordered. “I know you hate the stuff, but we both need it.”

Emma took two small sips and let the warmth course through her. “I don’t know what to do. I don’t seem to be able to think for myself anymore.”

“I’ll think for you for a couple of minutes. I vote we castrate the sonofabitch.”

“I can’t go back. Marianne, I think I’d do something, something really horrible if I went back.”

“You seem to be thinking just fine. Can you eat?”

“No, not yet.” She had to sit, just sit for a moment and take in the enormity of what she’d done. She’d left Drew. She’d gotten away, and now she had her friend, her oldest and closest friend with her. Closing her eyes, she felt a fresh wave of shame.

“Marianne, I’m sorry, so sorry. I know I haven’t returned your calls, I haven’t been a friend to you these past months. He wouldn’t let me.”

Marianne lighted two cigarettes, and passed one to Emma. “Don’t worry about that now.”

“He even told me that you had—that you had tried to take him away from me.”

“In his dreams.” She nearly laughed at that, but Emma’s face stopped her. “You didn’t believe it.”

“No, not really. But … There were times I believed anything he’d tell me. It was easier.” She shut her eyes again. “The worst is, it wouldn’t have mattered to me.”

“If you’d just called me.”

“I couldn’t talk to you about it, and I couldn’t bear to be around you because I was afraid you’d find out.”

“I’d have helped you.”

Emma could only shake her head as her hands clasped and unclasped in her lap. “I’m so ashamed.”

“What the hell for?”

“I let him do it to me, didn’t I? He didn’t hold a gun to my head. That’s the one thing he never did to me. He didn’t have to.”

“I don’t have the answers, Emma. Or I do have one. You should call the police.”

“No. Good God, no. I couldn’t bear to … to see it spread all over the papers. And they wouldn’t believe me. He’d just deny it.” Fear came sprinting back, on her face, in her voice. “I can tell you, Marianne, he could make you believe anything.”

“All right, we’ll hold on the cops and get you a lawyer.”

“I—need a few days. I just can’t talk to anyone else about this. All I really want is to get as far away from him as I can.”

“Okay. We’ll plot. Now we’re going to eat. I think better on a full stomach.”

She bullied Emma into taking a few bites, then pushed the Pepsi on her, hoping the sugar and caffeine would put color back in her friend’s cheeks.

“We’ll hang around Miami for a few days.”

“No.” Emma was thinking clearer now, though the nerves were still jangling inside her head. Of all the wild plots and plans that had rushed into her mind over the last two days, only one seemed right. “I can’t even stay tonight. It’s the first place he’d come looking for me.”

“London then, to Bev. She’d want to help you.”

“No passport. Drew locked it in a safe-deposit box. I don’t even have a driver’s license. He tore it up.” She sat back because even the few bites of food had made her queasy. “Marianne, I have fifty-five dollars in my purse—I stole fifteen of that from the housekeeping money. I don’t have any credit cards. He took them months ago. I have the clothes on my back and that’s it.”

Because she wanted to break something, Marianne rose and poured another Grand Marnier. All this time, she thought. All this time she’d been sulking in the loft, nursing hurt feelings while Emma had been going through hell.

“You don’t have to worry about money. Your credit’s good with me. I’ll get a cash advance on my credit card, then call and authorize them to accept your signature. You can have your pick. Visa, MasterCard, or American Express.”

“You must think I’m pathetic.”

“No, I think you’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” Tears burned the back of her eyes. Marianne let them fall. “If I could, I’d kill him for you.”

“You won’t say anything, to anyone. Not yet.”

“Not if that’s what you want. But I think your father should know.”

“No. Things are bad enough between me and Da without adding this. I think what I need most of all now is a little time. I thought about going into the mountains somewhere, a cabin in the woods, but I don’t think I could stand the quiet. I want to lose myself in a big, noisy city. I keep thinking of LA. Every time I thought about running, I imagined running there. And I’ve been dreaming about it again, a lot.”

“About Darren?”

“Yes. The nightmares started a few months ago, and they won’t let up. I feel like I need to be there, and I hope it’s the last place Drew would expect me to go.”

“I’ll go with you.”

Emma reached over to take her hand. “I was hoping you would. For a little while.”




Chapter Thirty-Three
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It was dark in the bedroom. And filthy. Jane’s last day maid had quit the week before, nipping a couple of silver candlesticks on her way out the door. Jane wasn’t aware of the theft. She rarely left the bedroom these days. She made occasional runs to the kitchen for food, wheezing and panting on the stairs. Like a hermit, she horded the drugs and bottles and food in her room.

It had once been ornately decorated. She’d had a fancy for red velvet. It still hung at the windows, heavy creases caked with dust. But in a rage she’d torn down the curtains that had draped the plump, round bed. Now, because she was so often cold, she huddled under them.

The red and silver flocked wallpaper was stained. Jane had a habit of throwing things at her lovers—lamps, bric-a-brac, and bottles. Which was why she had such a difficult time keeping anyone in her bed for more than two nights running.

The last one, a tall, muscular dealer named Hitch, had tolerated her temper fits longer than most, then, philosophically, had knocked her unconscious, stolen the diamond off her finger, and had gone off to look for sunnier climes and more sympathetic company.

But he’d left her the drugs. Hitch, in his way, was a humanitarian.

Jane hadn’t had sex in over two months. It didn’t particularly bother her. If she wanted an orgasm, she only had to pop the needle under her skin and cruise. She didn’t care that no one came to see her, no one called. Except during that brief time after the drug started to wear off and before she craved another fix. Then she would become weepy and full of self-pity. And anger. Most of what she felt was anger.

The movie hadn’t done nearly as well as predicted. It had jumped, with almost rude haste, from theater to video. She had been in such a hurry to see the movie made, she had all but signed over the video rights. Her agent had been unhappy with the deal, but Jane had fired him and gone her own way.

The movie hadn’t made her rich. A lousy hundred thousand pounds didn’t last long with someone of her taste—and appetites. Her new book was being rewritten, again. She wouldn’t see the bulk of her advance until the stupid ghost writer had completed the job.

Her oldest source had dried up. There were no more checks from Brian. She’d depended on them. Not only for the money, Jane thought, but because she’d known that as long as he’d been paying, he’d been thinking of her.

She was glad he’d never found real happiness. She was proud that she’d had some part in seeing him denied. If she couldn’t have him, she at least had the pleasure of knowing no other woman had held him for very long.

There were still times when she fantasized about him coming to his senses, coming back to her and begging her forgiveness. In those fantasies she saw them making love in the red velvet bed, the hot, frantic sex they had shared so many years before. Her body was curvy and smooth, a young girl’s. Jane always imagined herself that way.

She’d grown grotesquely fat. Her breasts, like soggy balloons, hung down to what had been her waist. Fish-white, her belly drooped low and was ringed with row after row of loose flesh. Her arms and thighs were massive and shook like jelly with flab whenever she stirred herself to move them. It had become so difficult to find a vein through the layers of fat that she had taken up freebasing. She could still skin pop, slide the needle under the skin, but mainlining was rare.

She missed it, mourned it like a mother mourns a lost child.

Rising, she turned on the bedside lamp. She didn’t like the light, but she needed it to get to her pipe. Her hair hung limply and was blond only on the last few inches. She had wanted to bleach it with Clairol’s Bombshell Beige, but had lost the box somewhere in her cluttered bedroom. She wore a black lace nightie the size of a two-man pup tent. When she lit the torch, she looked like some mad, pornographic welder.

The smoke calmed her. She’d been lying in bed planning. She was shrewd enough to know she needed money, a great deal of money if she wanted to pay her supplier. And she wanted pretty clothes again, pretty clothes and pretty boys to come and sink into her. She wanted to go to parties. To have people pay attention.

She smoked, and smiled.

She knew how to get the money, but she’d have to be clever, very clever. The drug made her feel smart. It was time to pull out her ace in the hole.

Scrounging through her dresser, she found a box of stationery. It was pretty, rainbow-colored paper with her name across the top. She admired it for a time, then took another hit from the pipe before searching for a pen, muttering to herself. A little insurance, she thought as she began to write. Of course, she’d have to tear her name off the top. She wasn’t a fool.

She wrote like a child, slowly, her tongue caught between her teeth as she formed the letters. When she’d finished she was so pleased with her neatness, she forgot about the letterhead. There were stamps inside the box. She hummed as she attached three of them. They looked so pretty, she added another, then studied her craftsmanship. For a time she puzzled over the address, then began to write again.


Kesselring, Police Detective

Los Angeles, California

U.S.A.



After some thought, she added “Urgent!” in the corner and underlined it.

She took it downstairs with her, thinking she would find some clever hiding place. On a detour into the kitchen, she ate an entire carton of ice cream, shoveling it into her mouth with a serving spoon. Spotting the envelope, she began to mutter.

“Stupid girl,” she mumbled, thinking of her last maid. “Can’t even post a damn letter. Going to sack her.” Indignant, she waddled out, and with considerable effort, bent to push the envelope under the front door. She went back upstairs and smoked herself into oblivion.

It was a week before she remembered her plan. In her mind she remembered writing the letter. The insurance. She’d hidden it. Though she couldn’t quite remember where, that didn’t worry her. What worried her was that she was nearly out of food, and drugs. Her last bottle of gin had been drained. Jane picked up the phone. After a few hours, she thought, she’d never have to worry about money again.

It was answered on the third ring. “Hello, dear. It’s Jane.”

“What do you want?”

“Ooh, that’s a nice way to speak to an old friend.”

There was a sigh, bitten off. “I said, what do you want?”

“Just a chat, luv, just a chat.” She giggled. Blackmail was so much fun. “I’m running a bit low on funds.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“Oh, I think it is. You see, when I run low on funds, my conscience starts acting up. Just lately, I’ve been feeling bad about what happened to Brian’s poor little boy. I’ve been feeling real bad about it.”

“You never gave a damn about that boy.”

“That’s a hard thing to say, dear. After all, I’m a mother. Thinking of my own sweet Emma, a grown-up married lady now, makes me think about that boy. Why, he’d be grown-up himself, if he’d lived.”

“I don’t have time for this.”

“Better make time.” Her voice changed, roughened. “I’ve been thinking that I should drop that detective in the U.S. a note. You remember him, don’t you, dearie? Kesselring was his name. Imagine me remembering his name all these years.” She smiled to herself. Everyone thought she was stupid. They wouldn’t think it for long.

He hesitated too long, and cursed himself. “There’s nothing you can tell him.”

“No? Well, we’ll have to see, won’t we? I thought I might write him a letter. They might reopen the case if they had a couple of names to go by. Your name, for instance, and—”

“You stir this up, it’s going to come back on you.” His voice was still calm, but he was sweating. “You were every bit as involved as I.”

“Oh no. I wasn’t there, was I? I never laid a finger on that boy.” What the hell had the boy been named? Donald or Dennis, she thought. It hardly mattered. “No, I didn’t lay a hand on him. But you did. It’s murder. Even after all these years, it’s murder.”

“They’ve never proven anything. They never will.”

“With a little help they might. Want to chance it, dear?”

No, he didn’t. She would know that he couldn’t chance it. He was exactly where he wanted to be, and intended to stay there. Whatever it took. “How much?”

She smiled. “I think a million pounds would do it.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“It was my plan,” she screeched into the phone. “It was my idea and I never got a frigging penny. It’s time to settle accounts, dearie. You’re a rich man. You can spare it.”

“There was never any ransom to collect,” he reminded her.

“Because you screwed up. I haven’t got a penny out of Brian in two years. Now that Emma’s grown up, he’s cut me out cold. We can just think of your payment to me as a retirement account. That much money will keep me for a long time, and I won’t have to bother you again. You bring it here tomorrow night, and I won’t have to mail my little note.”

Hours later she couldn’t remember if she made the call or dreamed it. And the letter. Where had she hidden the letter? She went back to the pipe, hoping it would help her think. It seemed the best thing to do was write the letter again. And if he didn’t come soon, if he didn’t come very soon, she would make another call.

Jane sat down to write, and soon fell asleep.

It was the doorbell that woke her. Ringing and ringing and ringing. She wondered why that damn, stupid girl didn’t answer it. It seemed to Jane that nothing got done if she didn’t do it herself. Huffing and puffing, she groped her way down the stairs.

She remembered when she saw him. He was standing at the door, his eyes grim, a briefcase in his hand. And she remembered. Yes indeed, you had to do things yourself. “Come on in, ducks. It’s been a while.”

“I didn’t come to visit.” He could only think she looked like a pig, fat, dirty, all of her chins quivering as she laughed.

“Come on, old friends like us. We’ll have a drink. The liquor’s up in my room. I conduct all my business in my boudoir.”

In a coy invitation, she put a hand on his lapel. He tolerated it, knowing he would burn the suit. “We’ll conduct business anywhere you like. But let’s get it done.”

“You always were in a hurry.” She started up, mammoth hips swaying. He watched her, seeing the way her hand gripped tight to the banister, hearing her breath puffing. One push, he considered, and she’d go tumbling down. No one would question it as anything but an accident. He nearly reached out, nearly touched her. Then he steadied himself. He had a better way. A surer way.

“Here we are, dear.” Red-faced and wheezing, she dropped on the bed. “Name your poison.”

The stench almost gagged him. The room was lit by a single lamp, and in the shadows he could see tangles of dirty clothes and dishes, empty cartons and cans and bottles. A fetid odor hung in the room, like the cobwebs in the corners. He could almost see it as he breathed slowly, between his teeth.

“I’ll pass on the drink.” He was careful not to touch anything. Not just because, of fingerprints now, but from fear of soiling himself.

“Suit yourself. What have you brought me?”

He set the briefcase beside her. He would burn that as well. He spun the combination, then flipped the lid. “It’s part of the money.”

“I told you—”

“It’s impossible to raise a million in cash overnight. You’ll have to be patient.” He turned the case toward her. “But I brought you something else, to tide you over. A sign of good faith.”

She saw the bag, plump with white powder on the neat stack of bills. Her heart began to race unsteadily, her mouth filled with saliva. “That’s a pretty sight.”

Before she could snatch it up, he moved the case out of reach. “Now who’s in a hurry?” He enjoyed taunting her. He could see the fine sweat popping out on her face, dribbling down her jowls. He’d dealt with junkies before, and knew just how to handle them. “It’s top-grade heroin, the best money can buy. One shot of this and you’ll go straight to heaven.” Or hell, he thought, if one believed in such things. “You can have it, Jane. All of it. But you’ve got to give me something back.”

Her heart was a trip-hammer in her breast, making her short of breath and giddy. “What do you want?”

“The letter. You give me the letter, and another few days to raise the rest of the money, and the smack is all yours.”

“The letter?” She had forgotten about it. All she could do was stare at the bag of white powder and imagine what it would be like to have it swimming in her veins. “There isn’t any letter. I didn’t write a letter.” Insurance, she remembered, and sent him a sly glance. “Yet. I didn’t write it yet. But I will. Let me have a hit, then we’ll talk.”

“Talk first.” Oh, it would be a pleasure to kill her, he thought as he studied the flecks of spittle on her mouth. The boy had been an accident, a tragic one, and one he sincerely regretted. He wasn’t a violent man, never had been. But it would have given him enormous satisfaction to have choked the life from Jane Palmer with his own hands.

“I started to write it.” Confused and anxious, Jane glanced toward the desk. “I started to, but I was waiting for you. I won’t finish it, if we have a deal.”

She wouldn’t lie, he thought as he studied her face. She wasn’t clever enough. “We have a deal.” He turned the case around again. “Go ahead. Take it.”

She grabbed the bag in both hands. For a moment he thought she might tear it apart with her teeth and gobble it like candy. Instead, she moved as fast as her bulk would carry her and began to search through drawers for her works.

He waited, both appalled and fascinated by the procedure she went through. She paid no attention to him now, but mumbled to herself. Her hands shook, so that she spilled a little. Her breath came loud and harsh as she cooked the first spoon. She didn’t want to skin-pop it; she didn’t want to smoke it. This she would mainline.

Squat on the floor, licking her lips as though she were about to dine, she filled the syringe. There were tears in her eyes as she searched for a vein. Then she closed them, leaning back against the dresser as she waited for the kick.

It did, swelling, speeding, bursting through her. Her eyes popped wide, her body convulsed. She screamed once, riding the enormous crest.

He watched her die, but found he didn’t enjoy it after all. It was an ugly process. Jane Palmer had no more dignity in death than she had in life. Turning his back on her, he took the surgical gloves out of his pocket and snapped them on. He picked up the half-written letter first and placed it in the briefcase. Fighting revulsion, he began to search, picking over her things to make certain she’d left nothing else in the house that might incriminate him.
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Brian groaned when the phone woke him. He tried to sit up, but the hangover screamed through his head like a chain saw. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he groped for the phone.

“What?”

“Bri. I’m P.M.”

“Call me back when I’m not dying.”

“Bri—I guess you haven’t read the morning paper.”

“Right the first time. I’ll read tomorrow morning’s paper. That’s when I plan to wake up.”

“Jane’s dead, Brian.”

“Jane?” His mind stayed blank for ten full seconds. “Dead? She’s dead? How?”

“OD’d. Somebody found her last night, an ex-lover or a dealer or something. She’d been dead a couple of days.”

With the heels of his hands he tried to rid his eyes of grit. “Jesus.”

“I thought you should pull it together before the press starts on you. And I figured you’d want to be the one to tell Emma.”

“Emma.” Brian pushed himself up against the headboard. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll call her. Thanks for letting me know.”

“Sure. Bri …” He trailed off. He’d started to tell Brian he was sorry, but he doubted anyone really was. “See you around.”

“Right.”

Brian lay in bed a moment trying to imagine it. He had known Jane longer than anyone but Johnno. He had loved her once, and he had hated her. But he couldn’t imagine her dead.

Rising, he walked to the window. The sunlight hurt his eyes and churned the hangover up to blinding. Without thought, he poured out two fingers of whiskey and downed it. He was almost sorry that he couldn’t feel anything but the pain in his head, dulling now under the coat of whiskey.

She’d been the first woman he’d lain with.

Turning his head, he looked at the brunette sleeping under the rumpled satin sheets of his bed. He didn’t have any feelings for her, either. He was always careful to choose women who wouldn’t want an attachment, who would be as satisfied as he by a few nights of sex. The dark, dangerous, careless sex that had nothing to do with affection.

He’d made the mistake of choosing a woman who wanted more once. Jane had never let him get on with his life, let him fully enjoy what he had.

Then he’d found Bev. She’d wanted more too, but with her, so had he. My God, so had he. She had never let him get on with his life, either. Not once in seventeen years had a day gone by when he hadn’t thought of her. And wanted her.

Jane had shadowed his life by refusing to get out of it. Bev had ruined it by refusing to share it.

So he had his music, and more money than he had ever dreamed of. And he had a succession of women who meant absolutely nothing to him.

Now Jane was dead.

He wished that he could stir his heart, feel some regret for the girl he had known once. The desperate, eager girl who had claimed to love him above all else. But there was nothing to feel. The girl, and the boy he had been, had been dead a long time.

So he would call Emma. It was best that she hear it from him, though he doubted she would feel any true grief. When he had called her, and made certain she didn’t need him, he would go to Ireland. To Darren. And spend some quiet days sitting in the tall green grass.




Chapter Thirty-Four
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“Are you sure you’re going to be all right?”

“Yes.” Emma gave Marianne’s hand a squeeze as they walked toward the gate at LAX. “I’m going to be fine. I’m just going to take a few more days to, well, let myself settle.”

“You know I’d stay.”

“I know.” This time the squeeze of a hand wasn’t enough. Emma turned and hugged her. “I wouldn’t have been able to go through with this on my own.”

“Yes, you would have. You’re stronger than you think. Didn’t you cancel the credit cards, close the bank accounts, and have the accountant play hide the money?”

“Your ideas.”

“That’s only because you weren’t thinking of practical matters. I wasn’t going to see that bastard get a penny. I still think you should talk to the police.”

Emma only shook her head. She was just beginning to believe she might get her pride back. Involving the police, the press, the public, would only heap humiliation on top of humiliation.

“All right, not yet,” Marianne said, though she had no intention of seeing Drew waltz away unscathed. “You’re sure the accountant will keep his mouth shut, about where you are?”

“Yes. He’s my accountant after all. When I told him I was getting divorced, he went into action.” It was almost funny, if such things could be funny. “I suppose after dealing with boring trusts and such all these years, he was excited by a fat, complicated divorce.”

Divorce, she thought. It was such a huge word. Such a final one.

Marianne kept silent a moment while they walked. “He’s going to find out where you are sooner or later.”

“I know.” Instantly nerves replaced regret. “I just want it to be later, when I’m sure nothing he can say or do will make me go back with him.”

“See the lawyer,” Marianne urged. “Get it started.”

“As soon as your plane takes off.”

Marianne shuffled restlessly, then popped a Lifesaver in her mouth. It was getting so there was no place you could smoke in an airport. “Listen, Emma, it’s only been a couple weeks since—since we came out here. Are you sure you don’t want me to stay a few more days?”

“I want you to get back to your painting. I mean it,” she added before her friend could object. “When a Kennedy commissions your work, your reputation’s made. Go finish the painting before Caroline changes her mind.”

“You’ll call me.” Marianne heard the announcement for her flight. “Every day.”

“I will.” She clung for one last minute. “When this is behind me, I’m going to want my half of the loft back.”

“It’s yours. Unless I decide to marry that dentist and move to Long Island.”

“What dentist?”

“The one who wants me to have my roots planed.”

Her lips curved. It was becoming almost easy to smile. “That’s certainly a novel, and disgusting, approach.”

It was good, Marianne thought, to see Emma really smile again. “Yeah, maybe, but he’s got these big brown eyes. Hairy knuckles, though. I don’t know if I could fall in love with hairy knuckles.”

“Especially since he’d always be sticking them in your mouth. That’s your last boarding call.”

“You call me.”

“Absolutely.” She wasn’t going to cry. Emma promised herself she wasn’t going to. But they both were. With one final hug, Marianne raced off.

Emma waited by the gate, watching through the windows as the plane taxied back. She was alone now. On her own. Decisions, mistakes, opinions, were hers to make again. And it terrified her. It wasn’t so long ago, she thought, she had been on her own in London. That had been such an exciting, such a freeing, feeling. And she’d been in love.

She wasn’t in love now. That was one small blessing.

As she started back toward the terminal, she scanned the crowd, watchful, jittery. Moments before, she felt anonymous in the noise and hurry of the airport. Now, now that she was alone, she only felt vulnerable.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that Drew might be hidden somewhere in the crowd—there behind the family on their way to Phoenix, or there, among the businessmen waiting to board for Chicago. She kept her head lowered, nerves jumping as she passed a gift shop. He could be in there, idling by the magazine rack, biding his time. He would step out, smiling, saying her name, just before he put a hand on her shoulder in that way he had, fingers digging in, grinding against the bone. She had to force herself to keep moving forward, not to run back to the gate and beg them to stop the plane so Marianne could get off again.

“Emma.”

Her breath pushed out of her lungs, her knees buckled as a hand dropped to her shoulder.

“Emma? It is you.”

Dead white and dizzy with panic, she stared up at Michael. He was saying something, she could see his lips move, but couldn’t hear over the roaring in her head.

The pleasure died out of his face. Eyes narrowed, he pulled her to a chair. It seemed he could almost pour her into it, so boneless were her limbs. He waited until her rapid breathing slowed.

“Better?”

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine.”

“Do you always faint when you run into friends at airports?”

She managed what passed for a smile. “Bad habit of mine. You did startle me.”

“I could see that.”

“Startled” wasn’t the word, he thought. The word was “terrified.” She’d looked the same way when he’d dragged her to the surface of a wave over ten years before. “Will you wait here a minute? I’d better go let my parents know why I ran off on them.” When she only nodded, he repeated, “Wait.”

“Yes, I’ll wait.” It was an easy enough promise since she was sure her legs wouldn’t support her yet. Alone, she took long and careful breaths. She was already embarrassed enough and didn’t want to be a gibbering idiot when he returned. He was gone only moments, but she was confident she was in control again.

“So, where are you going?” she asked.

“Me? Nowhere. My mother’s got some kind of convention and Dad’s tagging along. I dropped them off because he doesn’t like to leave his car at the airport. Did you just get into town?”

“No, I’ve been here about two weeks. I was just seeing off a friend.”

“Here on business?”

“No. Well, yes and no.”

A flight had just deplaned. Streams of people marched by. She had to fight down fresh panic as she scanned for Drew.

“I’ve really got to go.”

“I’ll walk with you.” He didn’t offer his hand because he sensed her shying away from being touched. “So, you’re here with your husband?”

“No.” Her eyes shifted from side to side, ever watchful. “He’s in New York. We’ve …” She had to get used to saying it, to meaning it. “We’ve separated.”

“Oh.” He didn’t grin, at least not on the outside. “I’m sorry.” But he remembered her reaction when he’d come up behind her in the airport. “Amicably?”

“I hope so.” She shuddered. “Lord, they keep it cold in here.”

He opened his mouth to question. It wasn’t his place to pry, he reminded himself. Not into her marriage, or the ending of it. “How long do you plan to be in town?”

“I’m really not sure.”

“How about some lunch, or a drink?”

“I can’t. I have an appointment in an hour.”

“Have dinner with me, then.”

Her lips curved a little. She would have liked to have had dinner with a friend. “I’m trying to keep a low profile while I’m here. I haven’t been going to restaurants.”

“How about a backyard barbecue at my place?”

“Well, I—”

“Look, here’s my address.” Because he didn’t want to give her time to say no, he took out a card and scribbled on the back. “You can come by around seven and we’ll throw a couple of steaks on. Very low profile.”

She hadn’t realized how much she’d been dreading sitting in her room, picking at a room service meal, flipping channels on the television for company. “All right.”

He started to offer her a lift, but caught sight of a big white limo at the curb.

“Seven o’clock,” he repeated.

She sent him a last smile before they went their separate ways. Michael wondered if he could find a cleaning service at two o’clock on a Friday afternoon. Emma walked past the limo and took her place on line for cabs. Idly, she turned the card over.

DETECTIVE M. KESSELRING
HOMICIDE

With a shiver, she slipped it into her bag. Odd, she’d forgotten he was a cop. Like his father.
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Michael stuffed two weeks’ worth of newspapers in the bedroom closet. His two twenty-gallon trash cans were already bulging. It was hard for him to believe that one man and one dog could accumulate so much garbage. And he was appalled that in a city like Los Angeles there wasn’t a single cleaning service to be had on a Friday afternoon.

He tackled the kitchen first with the bottle of Top Job he’d borrowed from a neighbor. The house smelled like a pine forest, but it couldn’t be helped. Then Michael lured Conroy into the bathroom with a slice of bologna. When he stepped naked into the tub and dangled it, the dog hesitated. They both knew bologna was a weakness. The moment the dog leaped into the tub, Michael slid the glass doors closed.

“Grin and bear it, pal,” Michael suggested as Conroy bristled with indignation.

It took a half bottle of shampoo, but Conroy bore up like a soldier. He did howl occasionally, but that could have been in response to Michael’s singing. When they were both wrapped in towels, Michael searched through the linen closet for his hair dryer. He found it, and a frying pan he’d given up for lost.

He dried Conroy first, though the dog had yet to forgive him. “You ought to thank me for this,” Michael told him. “One whiff of you and slut dog’s going to crumble like an oatmeal cookie. She won’t even look at that stuck-up German shepherd.”

It took Michael thirty minutes to mop up the flood of water and dog hair. He was about to try his hand at salad making when he heard a car pull up. He hadn’t expected her to take a cab. He’d imagined her arriving in a limo, or some spiffy rental car. As he watched, she passed bills to the driver.

There was a breeze to ruffle her hair and the boxy cotton shirt she wore. Its size and mannish style made her appear smaller and only more feminine. He watched her draw a hand through her hair, brush it out of her face as she looked toward the house. She’d lost weight. He’d noticed that at the airport. Too much weight, Michael thought now. She’d gone from looking slender to almost unbearably fragile.

There was a hesitation in her he’d never noticed before, in the way she walked, in the nervous glances she sent over her shoulder. He’d been a cop long enough to have seen that same kind of controlled panic many times. In suspects. And in victims. Because she looked as though she might bolt, he opened the door.

“So you found it.”

She stopped dead, then shielding her eyes from the sun, saw him in the doorway. “Yes.” Her stomach muscles slowly unknotted. “You’ve bought a house,” she said and felt foolish immediately. “It’s a pretty neighborhood.”

Before she could step inside, Conroy raced to the door. He intended to bolt, to roll around in the din and grass until he’d rid himself of the undignified and all too human scent of shampoo.

“Hold it!” Michael snapped.

That wouldn’t have stopped him, but Emma’s soft purr did. “Oh, you have a dog.” She crouched to rub his head. “You’re a nice dog, aren’t you?” Since Conroy was disposed to agree, he sat down and let her scratch his ears. “Yes, such a nice dog. Such a pretty dog.”

No one had ever accused him of being pretty. Conroy mooned at her with the one eye that showed beneath his hair, then turned his head to sneer at Michael.

“Now you’ve done it.” Michael took her hand to help her to her feet. “He’ll expect to be complimented on a regular basis now.”

“I always wanted a dog.” Conroy leaned against her slacks, the picture of devotion.

“I’ll give you fifty bucks to take this one.” When she laughed, Michael drew her inside.

“This is nice.” She turned around the room, comforted by the sound of the dog’s nails on the floor behind her.

A big gray chair looked cushy enough to sleep in. The couch was long and low, inviting afternoon naps. He’d tossed an Indian blanket in gray and red stripes on the floor as a throw rug—and as a sop to Conroy. Vertical blinds let in slashes of sunlight.

“I’d imagined you in one of those slick condos near the beach. Oh, Marianne’s Legs” Delighted, she walked over to the print he’d hung over the couch.

“I picked that up the night of your show.”

Emma glanced over her shoulder, one brow lifted. “Why?”

“Why did I buy it?” Thoughtful, Michael tucked his thumbs in his pockets. “I liked it. If you want me to start talking shadows and texture, forget it. The fact is, it’s a great pair of legs, shot with a great deal of wit.”

“I like your opinion a lot more than a discussion on texture.” She turned back, smiling. It had taken them hours to set this shot. Not that it had been so difficult really. They just hadn’t been able to agree on the shoes.

It showed Marianne’s legs, crossed elegantly at the knee, with a ladylike flounce of hem sliding across them. They’d finally decided on plain black Chucks for her feet.

“You didn’t have to buy this. I know the outrageous price Runyun set. I owed you at least a print.”

“You gave me one once already.”

She remembered the picture she’d taken of him with her father. “But I wasn’t a professional then.”

“I imagine an early McAvoy would be worth a tidy sum if I ever wanted to sell it.” He felt her quick, instinctive jerk when he touched her arm. Gun-shy, he thought automatically. It was natural enough for a woman to be gun-shy right after the breakup of a marriage. “Let’s go into the kitchen. I was just getting started on dinner.”

The dog followed them in, resting his head adoringly on Emma’s foot when she sat at the table. Michael poured wine in glasses he’d borrowed from his neighbor. He turned on the radio, low. Emma recognized Nat King Cole’s creamy voice as she idly scratched Conroy’s head with her other foot.

“How long have you lived here?”

“Nearly four years.” He was glad to have company in the kitchen, a rarity for him unless he counted Conroy. He had fresh vegetables lined up on the counter. Puzzling over them, Michael wished he’d asked his neighbor for a recipe for tossed salad. He remembered to wash the lettuce, then taking up the neighbor’s carving knife, prepared to chop it up.

“What are you doing?” Emma asked.

“Making salad.” Because of the way she was looking at him, he paused with the knife over the head of romaine. “Maybe you don’t like salad.”

“I’d rather eat a hot-fudge sundae, but I like it well enough.” She rose to inspect the vegetables. She counted four fat tomatoes, slightly underripe, a half-dozen peppers of every color and description, leeks, mushrooms, a gourd of some kind, a full head of cauliflower, and a bunch of carrots. “There’s certainly enough of everything,” she decided.

“I always make a lot,” he improvised. “Conroy’s a fiend for salad.”

“I see.” Emma smiled, then took the knife from him and set it aside. “Why don’t you let me do this, while you deal with the steaks?”

“You cook?”

“Yes.” Laughing, she began to tear the lettuce leaves. “Do you?”

“No.” She smelled like wildflowers, fresh and delicate. He had to fight back an urge to press his lips to her throat. When he smoothed her hair behind her back, she lifted her head, eyes wary. “I never imagined you cooking.”

“I like to.”

He was standing close, but not so close that she felt afraid. As she scrubbed a green pepper she realized she wasn’t afraid around him. Uneasy perhaps, but not afraid.

“You’re good at this.”

“I took top honors in vegetable chopping five years running.” She brushed him away. “Go start the grill.”

Later, she carried the salad out to a round wooden table beside a pathetic bed of petunias. A critical glance told her he was handling the steaks well enough, so she went back in. Emma wasn’t sure what to make of the giant package of paper plates in the cupboard. A further search unearthed a trio of empty beer bottles, a drawer full of ketchup and mustard packets, and a mother lode of Chef Boyardee pasta meals in a can. She checked the dishwasher, discovered that was where he stored his laundry, and wondered if he had a clothes hamper somewhere full of dishes and flatware.

She found them in the microwave—two pretty china plates with baby roses painted around the edges, matching bowls, and a pair of steak knives and forks.

By the time he’d grilled the steaks, she had the table set as best she could.

“I couldn’t find any salad dressing,” she told him.

“Salad dressing. Right.” He set the steaks down. Now that she was here, looking so right, so simply right smiling at him with one hand resting on the dog’s head, he thought it was foolish to try to pretend he knew what he was doing with the meal.

If they were to get to know each other, really get to know each other this time around, she might as well see what she was getting into from the first.

“Make sure Conroy doesn’t get any idea about these,” he said, then walked to the chain-link fence and swung over. He was back in a few moments with a bottle of Wishbone and a fat blue candle. “Mrs. Petrowski says hello.”

With a laugh, Emma glanced over and saw a woman leaning out of the back door of the house next door. Because it seemed natural, she waved before she turned back to Michael.

“Her dishes?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re very nice.”

“I wanted to do better than a burger on the beach this time around.”

Cautious, she passed him the salad. “I’m glad you asked me to come. We didn’t have much of a chance to talk when you came to New York. I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to show you around.”

“Next time,” he said and cut into his steak.

They lingered over the meal until twilight. She’d forgotten what it was like to talk about unimportant things, to laugh over dinner with music in the background and a candle flickering. The dog, sated with half of Emma’s steak, snored by her feet. Nerves, strung tight for months, smoothed out.

He could see the change. It was a gradual, almost a muscle-by-muscle relaxation. She never spoke of her marriage, or the separation. He found it odd. He had friends, both male and female, who had gone through divorces. During the process, and long afterward, it had been their favorite topic of conversation.

When Rosemary Clooney’s seductive voice drifted from the radio, he rose and pulled Emma to her feet. “The old ones are the best to dance to,” he said when she took a step in retreat.

“I really don’t—”

“And it’d give Mrs. Petrowski such a thrill.” Gently, drew her closer, forcing himself to keep the embrace friendly and undemanding.

Emma moved with him automatically as Clooney crooned out “Tenderly.” Closing her eyes, she concentrated on staying relaxed, on ignoring the emotions that were creeping into her. She didn’t want to feel anything, unless it was peace.

There was only a flutter of a breeze now as they danced across the grass. The shadows were long. When she opened her eyes on a long, careful breath, she could see the sky in the west glowing in sunset.

“When I was waiting for you to come, I figured out that we’ve known each other about eighteen years.” He brushed a finger over the back of her hand. She didn’t jerk away this time, but there was a moment of stillness. “Eighteen years,” he repeated. “Even though I can count the days I’ve spent with you on one hand.”

“You didn’t pay any attention to me the first time we met.” She forgot to be nervous when she smiled up at him. “You were too busy being dazzled by Devastation.”

“Eleven-year-old boys can’t notice girls. Those particular optic nerves don’t develop until the age of thirteen, twelve in some precocious cases.”

Chuckling, she didn’t object when he brought her a few inches closer. “I read that somewhere. It’s fully developed when the young male anticipates the arrival of Sports Illustrated’s swimsuit issue as much as he anticipates the football preview.” When Michael grinned, she lifted a brow. “It was your loss. I had quite a crush on you.”

“Did you?” He skimmed his fingers up her back to toy with the ends of her hair.

“Absolutely. Your father had told me about how you’d roller-skated off the roof. I wanted to ask you how it felt.”

“Before or after I regained consciousness?”

“In flight.”

“I guess I was up for about three seconds. It was the best three seconds of my life.”

It was exactly what she’d hoped he’d say. “Do your parents still live in that same house?”

“Yeah. You couldn’t get them out with a howitzer.”

“It’s nice,” she mused. “To have a place like that, a place that’s always home. I felt that way about the loft.”

“Is that where you’re going to live when you go back?”

“I don’t know.” The haunted look came back into her eyes, and lingered. “I may not go back.”

He thought she must have loved her husband very much to be so hurt the marriage was over. “There are some nice places along the beach. I remember you like the water.”

“Yes, I do.”

He wanted to see her smile again. “Do you still want to learn how to surf?”

She did smile, but it was wistful. “I haven’t thought about it in years.”

“I have Sunday off. I’ll give you a lesson.”

She glanced up. There was a challenge in his eyes, just enough of one to hook her. “All right.”

He brushed a kiss at her temple in a gesture so easy, she was hardly aware of it. “You know, Emma, when I told you I was sorry about you and your husband …” He brought her hand to his lips. “I lied.”

She retreated instantly. Turning, she began to gather the dishes. “I’ll help you wash up.”

He stepped back to the table, putting a hand over both of hers. “It doesn’t come as that much of a surprise, does it?”

She made herself look at him. The light was pearly with dusk. Behind him, the eastern sky was deep, deep blue. His eyes were on hers, very direct, a little impatient. “No.” She turned and took the dishes inside.

Though it cost him, he didn’t press. She was vulnerable, he reminded himself. A person was bound to be just after the breakup of a marriage. So he’d give her time, as much as he could stand.

She didn’t relax again. Couldn’t. What kind of a woman was she to be drawn to one man so soon after she’d left another? She didn’t want to think about it. Her mind was made up. She would never become involved again. She would never allow herself to be trapped by love, by marriage. Now she only wanted to go back to her hotel, to lock the doors and feel safe for a few hours.

“It’s getting late. I really should get back. Can I call a cab?”

“I’ll take you back.”

“You don’t have to. I can—”

“Emma. I said I’d take you.”

Stop it. Stop it, she ordered herself and pulled her nervous fingers apart. “Thanks.”

“Relax. If you’re not ready for the incredibly romantic affair we’re going to have, I can wait. It’s only been eighteen years so far.”

She wasn’t sure whether to be amused or annoyed. “An affair takes two people,” she said lightly. “I’m afraid I’ve sworn off.”

“Like I said, I can wait.” He scooped up his keys. At the jingle of them, Conroy leaped into the air, barking.

“He likes to ride in the car,” Michael explained. “Shut up, Conroy.”

Knowing a true ally, the dog shuffled over to Emma, head low. “Can he come?” she asked as he rested his head against her thigh.

“I’ve got an MG.”

“I don’t mind being crowded.”

“He’ll shed all over you.”

“It’s all right.”

Conroy followed the conversation, one ear pricked. Michael would have sworn the dog snickered. “You win, Conroy.” Michael pointed toward the front door. Sensing victory, Conroy bolted. His waving tail struck Emma’s purse and knocked it from table to floor.

When Michael bent to retrieve it, the clasp gave and the contents spilled out. Before he could apologize, he saw the .38. Emma said nothing as he lifted it, turning it over in his hand. It was top grade, the best automatic of that caliber that Smith and Wesson had to offer. It was glossy as silk and heavy in his hand. No elegant ladies’ gun, this one was mean and for business only. He pulled out the clip, found it full, then snapped it back into place.

“What are you doing with this?”

“I have a license.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

She crouched down to pick up her wallet and compact and brush. “I live in New York, remember?” She said it lightly, while her stomach churned as it always did when she lied. “A lot of women carry guns in Manhattan. For protection.”

He studied the top of her head. “So you’ve had it awhile.”

“Years.”

“That’s interesting, seeing as this model came out about six months ago. From the looks of it, this gun hasn’t been knocking around in your purse more than a couple of days.”

When she stood her whole body was shaking. “If you’re going to interrogate me, shouldn’t you read me my rights?”

“Cut the crap, Emma. You didn’t buy this to scare off a mugger.”

She could feel the skitter of panic, up her back. It made her throat dry and her stomach roil. He was angry, really angry. She could see it in the way his eyes darkened, in the way he moved when he stepped toward her. “It’s my business. If you’re going to take me to the hotel—”

“First I want to know why you’re carrying this around, why you lied to me, and why you looked so damn scared at the airport this afternoon.”

She didn’t say a word, but watched him, just watched him with dull, resigned eyes. He’d had a dog look at him like that once, Michael remembered. It had crawled onto the grass at the edge of their lawn one afternoon when he’d been about eight. His mother had been afraid it was rabid, but when they’d taken it to the vet, it had turned out the dog had been beaten. Badly enough, often enough, that the vet had had to put it to sleep.

A sick rage worked inside of him as he stepped toward her. She stumbled back.

“What did he do to you?” He wanted to scream it, but his voice hissed out through his teeth.

She only shook her head. Conroy stopped scratching at the door and sat quivering.

“Emma. What the hell did he do to you?”

“I—I have to go.”

“Goddammit, Emma.” When he reached for her arm, she rammed back into the wall. Her eyes weren’t dull now, but glassy with terror.

“Don’t. Please.”

“I won’t touch you. All right?” It was training that kept his voice calm and quiet. He never took his eyes from hers. His expression was controlled now, carefully blank. “I’m not going to hurt you.” Still watching her, he slipped the gun back in her purse and set it aside. “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”

“I’m not.” But she couldn’t stop trembling.

“You’re afraid of him, of Latimer?”

“I don’t want to talk about him.”

“I can help you, Emma.”

She shook her head again. “No, you can’t.”

“I can. Did he threaten you?” When she didn’t answer, he eased a step closer. “Did he hit you?”

“I’m divorcing him. What difference does it make?”

“It makes a hell of a difference. We can get a warrant.”

“No, I don’t want to do that. I want it over. Michael, I can’t talk to you about this.”

He said nothing for a moment. He could all but feel the terror draining out of her and didn’t want to frighten her again. “All right. I know places where you can go and talk to someone else, to other people who know what it’s like.”

Did he really believe there was anyone who knew what it was like? “I don’t need to talk to anyone. I’m not going to have strangers reading about—about all of this over their morning coffee. This isn’t your concern.”

“Do you think that?” he said quietly. “Do you really think that?”

She felt wretchedly ashamed now. In his eyes was something she needed, needed badly if she only had the courage to ask for it. He was only asking for her trust. But she had trusted once before.”

“I know it’s not. This is my problem, and I’m handling it.”

He could see that one nudge too many would cause her to shatter. So he backed off. “All right. I’d just like you to think about it. You don’t have to do this alone.”

“He took all of my self-respect,” she said quietly. “If I don’t do this alone, I’ll never get it back. Please just take me to the hotel. I’m very tired.”




Chapter Thirty-Five
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So the bitch figured she could just walk away, Drew thought. She thought she could walk out the door and keep going. He was going to fix her good when he found her. And find her he would. He bitterly regretted that he hadn’t beat her more vigorously before she’d gone to Florida.

He shouldn’t have let her out of his sight, should have known he couldn’t trust her. The only women a man could trust were hookers. They did their job, took the money, and that was that. There was a world of difference between an honest hooker and a whore. And his sweet, delicate-faced wife was a whore, just as his mother had been.

He was going to give her a beating she’d never forget.

Imagine her having the nerve to take off. The fucking gall to transfer her money and cancel the credit. He’d been humiliated at Bijan when the clerk had taken back the cashmere duster Drew had decided to purchase, with the cool comment that his credit card had been canceled.

She was going to pay for that.

Then to have that snotty lawyer serve him with papers. So she wanted a divorce. He’d see her dead first.

The New York lawyer hadn’t been any help. Some bullshit about a professional courtesy to another firm. Mrs. Latimer didn’t want her whereabouts known. Well, he was going to find her whereabouts all right, and he was going to kick ass.

At first he’d been afraid she’d gone to her father. With the benefit coming up and all Drew’s plans to go solo about to bear fruit, he didn’t want someone as influential as Brian McAvoy coming down on him. But then Brian had called about Emma’s old lady dying. Drew was pleased that he’d been able to cover himself so quickly. He’d told Brian that Emma was out for the evening with a couple of her girlfriends. And he was certain he’d had just the right tone of sympathy and concern in his voice when he’d promised to tell Emma the news.

If McAvoy didn’t know where his bitch of a daughter was, then Drew figured none of the other band members knew, either. They were all as thick as bloody thieves. He’d thought of Bev, but he was nearly sure that if Emma had gone to London, her old man would’ve gotten wind of it.

Or maybe they were all playing with him, laughing at him behind his back. If that was the case, then he’d pay her back, with interest.

She’d been gone for over two weeks. He hoped she’d had herself a high flying time because she was going to pay for every hour.

He hunched his shoulders against the brisk wind as he walked. The leather jacket kept out the worst of the early spring chill, but his ears were ringing from the wind. Or maybe it was fury. He liked that idea better and grinned a little as he crossed the street to the loft.

He’d taken the subway, something he found degrading but safer than a cab under the circumstances. He would more than likely have to do something … unpleasant to Marianne. Unpleasant for her, anyway, Drew thought with a laugh. It would be a great pleasure for him.

Emma had lied to him. Marianne had been at the funeral. He’d seen the pictures of them together in the paper. As sure as God made hell, Marianne had been in on the whole thing. She’d know where Emma was hiding. And when he got through with her, she’d be damn delighted to tell him.

He used the key he’d gotten from Emma months before. Inside, he punched in the security code to unlock the elevator. As the doors closed him in, he rubbed the knuckles of one hand against the other. He hoped she was still in bed.

The loft was silent. He moved quietly across the floor and up the stairs with his heart pounding happily. There was disappointment when he saw the empty bed. The sheets were tangled, but cool. The disappointment was so great, he compensated by trashing the loft. It took him nearly an hour to vent his frustration, ripping clothes, breaking glassware, hacking cushion after cushion in the sectional with a knife he’d taken from the kitchen.

He thought of the paintings, stacked up in the studio. Knife in hand, he started up when the phone rang. He stopped, jumping at the sound. He was breathing hard, sweat rolling into his eyes. There was a trickle of blood from his lip where he’d gnawed through while slashing the sofa.

On the fourth ring, the machine picked up.

“Marianne.”

Drew bolted down the steps at the sound of Emma’s voice. He’d nearly yanked up the receiver before he caught himself. “You’re probably still in bed, or up to your elbows in paint, so call me later. Try to make it this morning. I’m going to the beach later to practice my surfing. I can stay up for more than ten seconds. Don’t be jealous, but it’s going to hit ninety in LA. today. Call soon.”

L.A., Drew thought. Turning, he stared at the mural of Emma on the plaster wall.
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When Marianne phoned an hour later, Emma was on her way out the door. She closed it, locked it again before she answered.

“Hi there.” Marianne’s voice was drowsy and content.

“Hi, yourself. You just getting up? It must be nearly noon in New York.”

“I’m not up yet.” She snuggled back against the pillows. “I’m in bed. The dentist’s bed.”

“Having a tooth capped?”

“Let’s just say that he’s got talents that extend beyond dental hygiene. I called my machine for messages and got yours. So, how are you?”

“I’m doing okay. Really.”

“Glad to hear it. Is Michael going to the beach with you?”

“No, he’s working.”

Marianne wrinkled her nose. If she couldn’t be around to look after Emma, she counted on the cop to do so. She could hear the shower in the next room and wished lazily that her new lover would come back to bed instead of heading off to fight plaque. “Tooth decay or bad guys, I guess a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Look, I’m thinking of coming out in a couple of weeks.”

“To check up on me?”

“Right. And to finally meet this Michael you’ve been keeping to yourself all these years. Have a good time hanging ten, Emma. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
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Michael liked being out in the field. He didn’t have any real gripe with paperwork, or the hours it sometimes took talking on the phone, going on door-to-doors. But he liked the action on the streets.

He’d had to ignore a good deal of ribbing in the early years. The captain’s son. Some of it had been good-natured, some of it hadn’t, but he’d weathered it. He’d worked hard for his gold shield.

In the station now he stole a doughnut from a nearby desk, eating it standing up, while paging through the paper an associate had left next to the coffee maker.

He went straight for the comics. After a night like he’d put in, he needed all the laughs he could get. From there, he went looking for sports, turning the page with one hand and pouring coffee with the other.

JANE PALMER DIES OF OVERDOSE


Jane Palmer, forty-six, ex-lover of Devastation’s Brian McAvoy, and mother of his daughter, Emma, was found dead in her London home, apparently a victim of a drug overdose. The body was discovered by Stanley Hitchman late Sunday afternoon.



Michael read through the rest of the article. It contained only the bare facts, but suicide was hinted at. Swearing, he tossed the paper aside. He grabbed a jacket and signaled McCarthy.

“I need an hour. There’s something I have to take care of.”

McCarthy put a hand over the phone receiver he held at his ear. “We got three punks in holding.”

“Yeah, and they’ll hold. An hour,” he repeated and strode out.

He found her at the beach. It had only been a few days since she had come back into his life, but he knew her habits. She came there every day, to the same spot. Not to surf. That was just an excuse. She came to sit in the sun and watch the water, or to read in the shade of a little blue and white cabana. Most of all she came to heal.

Always she set herself apart from the others who sunned or walked along the beach. She wasn’t seeking company but was comforted by the fact that she wasn’t alone. She wore a simple blue tank suit, no flighty bikini or spandex one-piece cut provocatively at the thigh. Its very modesty drew eyes toward her. More than one man had considered an approach, but one look from her had them passing by.

To Michael it was as if she had a glass wall surrounding her, thin, ice-cold, and impenetrable. He wondered if within it she could smell the coconut oil or hear the jangle from the portable radios.

He went to her. Her trust in him allowed him to get closer than most. But she’d built a second line of defense that held even friends at their distance.

“Emma.”

He hated to see her jolt, that quick, involuntary movement of panic. She dropped the book she’d been reading. Behind her sunglasses fear darted into her eyes, then subsided. Her lips curved, her body relaxed. He saw it all, the change from serenity to panic to calm again, in a matter of seconds. It made him think that she was becoming much too used to living in fear.

“Michael, I didn’t expect to see you today. Are you playing hooky?”

“No. I’ve only got a few minutes.”

He sat beside her, in the partial shade. The breeze off the water fluttered his jacket so that she caught a glimpse of his shoulder holster. It was always a shock to remember what he did for a living. He never looked like her image of a detective. Even now when she could see the weapon snug against his USC T-shirt, she couldn’t quite believe he would ever use it.

“You look tired, Michael.”

“Rough night.” She smiled a little. He could see that she thought he was speaking of a heavy date. There was no use telling her he’d spent most of it dealing with four young bodies. “Emma, have you read the paper today?”

“No.” She had deliberately avoided newspapers and television. The troubles of the world, like the people in it, were on the other side of her glass wall. But she knew he was going to tell her something she didn’t want to hear. “What is it?” When he took her hand, the anxiety quickened. “Is it Da?”

“No.” He cursed himself for not coming straight out with it. Her hand had turned to ice in his. “It’s Jane Palmer. She’s dead, Emma.”

She stared at him as though he were speaking in a language she had to translate. “Dead? How?”

“It looks like she overdosed.”

“I see.” She withdrew her hand from his, then stared out to sea. The water was pale green near the shore, deepening and changing as it stretched toward the horizon. There it gleamed a deep, gemlike blue. She wondered what it would be like to be that far from everything. To float, completely alone.

“Am I supposed to feel anything?” she murmured.

He knew she wasn’t asking him so much as herself. Still he answered. “You can’t feel what isn’t there.”

“No, you can’t. I never loved her, not even as a child. I used to be ashamed of that. I’m sorry she’d dead, but it’s a vague, impersonal kind of sorrow, the kind you feel when you read in the paper that someone’s died in a car wreck or a fire.”

“Then that’s enough.” He took her braid, a habit he’d developed, and ran his hand up and down it. “Listen, I’ve got to get back, but I should have things wrapped by around seven. Why don’t we take a drive up the coast? You and me and Conroy.”

“I’d like that.” When he stood she reached out a hand for his. The contact was fleeting. Then she turned and looked back out to sea.
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Drew arrived at the Beverly Wilshire just after three. It was the first hotel he checked. It both pleased and disgusted him that Emma was so predictable. It was the Connaught in London, the Ritz in Paris, Little Dix Bay in the Virgin Islands, and always the Wilshire in L.A.

He strolled in, an easy, personable smile on his face. He knew his luck was in when the desk clerk was young, female, and attractive. “Hi.” He flashed the smile at her and watched her polite expression turn to recognition, then delight.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Latimer.”

He put a hand over hers, and lifted the other to place a finger to his lips. “Let’s keep that between us, shall we? I’m joining my wife here, but I’m afraid I’ve been careless and forgotten what room she’s taken.”

“Mrs. Latimer’s staying with us?” The clerk lifted a brow.

“Yes, I had some business to take care of before I joined her. You’ll find her for me, won’t you?”

“Of course.” Her fingers skipped over the keyboard. “I have no Latimer registered.”

“No? Perhaps she checked in under McAvoy.” He held back his impatience while the computer clicked.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Latimer, we have no McAvoys.”

He wanted to grab the clerk by her slender throat and squeeze. With an effort, he fixed a puzzled frown on his face. “That’s odd. I’m almost sure I haven’t mixed the hotels. Emma wouldn’t stay anywhere but the Wilshire.” His mind jumped from possibility to possibility. Then he smiled. “Ah, of course. I don’t know how I could be so addle-brained. She stayed here with a friend for a bit, probably kept the room in her name. You know how it is when you’re trying to slip away for a few days. Try Marianne Carter. It’s more than likely on the third floor. Emma’s twitchy about heights.”

“Yes, here it is. Suite 305.”

“That’s a relief.” Behind his smile, his teeth ground together. “I’d hate to think I’d lose my wife.” He waited for the key, struggling to keep his breathing calm and steady. “You’ve been a big help, luv.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Latimer.”

Oh no, he thought as he headed for the elevators, it was going to be his pleasure. His great pleasure.

He wasn’t disappointed that the suite was empty. In fact, he decided it was that much better. From his bag, he took a small tape recorder and a belt of rich, supple leather. He drew the drapes snug at the windows, then lighting a cigarette, settled down to wait.
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“Kesselring.” A young detective opened the door of the interrogation room where Michael and McCarthy were working in tandem to wear down a suspect. “You got a call.”

“I’m a little busy here, Drummond. Take a message.”

“Tried. She says it’s an emergency.”

He started to swear, then thought it might be Emma. “Try not to miss me,” he said to Swan as he started out. He sat on the edge of his desk and picked up the phone. “Kesselring.”

“Michael? This is Marianne Carter. I’m a friend of Emma’s.”

“Sure.” Annoyed by the interruption, he shoved a hand in his pocket for a cigarette. “You in town?”

“No. No, I’m in New York. I just got into the loft. I—somebody, somebody wrecked it.”

He pressed his fingers to his tired eyes. “I think you might be smarter to call the local police. I can’t get there for a few hours.”

She wasn’t in the mood for sarcasm. “I don’t give a damn about the loft. It’s Emma I’m worried about.”

“What does she have to do with it?”

“This place has been torn apart. Everything’s slashed, cut up, broken. It was Drew. I’m sure it was Drew. He probably has Emma’s key. I don’t know how much she’s told you, but he’s violent. Really violent. And I—”

“Okay. Calm down. The first thing you do is get out, go to a neighbor’s or a public place and call the police.”

“He’s not here.” She hated herself for being so scattered she was unable to make herself clear. “I think he knows where she is, Michael. She left a message on the machine this morning. If he was here when she called, or he played it back, then he knows. I tried to call her, but she didn’t answer.”

“I’ll take care of it. Get out of the loft and call the cops.” He hung up before she could respond.

“Kesselring, if you’ve finished talking to your sweetheart—”

“Let’s move.” Michael interrupted his partner’s complaint and started for the door at a run.

“What the—”

“Move,” Michael repeated. He was already peeling out when McCarthy jumped in the car.




Chapter Thirty-Six

[image: ]

When Emma walked into the lobby of the Beverly Wilshire, it was nearly four. During her long afternoon on the beach, she’d made one decision. She was going to call her father. He would have heard about Jane’s death, and Emma had no doubt he would have tried to contact her.

It wouldn’t be an easy conversation, but a necessary one. It was time she told him that she had left Drew. Perhaps it was also time to take advantage of the press that was always so eager for gossip. Once the separation was made public, she might break out of her perpetual daze. Maybe she’d stop being afraid.

As she walked down the hall toward her room, she dug in her bag for her key. Her fingers brushed the warm metal of the gun. She was going to stop carrying it, she told herself. She was going to stop looking over her shoulder.

She opened the door of the suite, and frowned. The drapes shut out all but the faintest light. She hated the dark, and silently cursed the maid. Pushing herself forward, she let the door close behind her as she went toward the lamp.

Then the music started. Her fingers froze on the switch. That eerie, unmistakable intro that haunted her dreams. The murdered Lennon began to sing in a crisp staccato.

Across the room the light flashed on. She could only whimper and stumble back. For a moment a face floated into her mind, blurred, but almost, almost recognizable. Then she saw Drew.

“Hello, Emmy luv. Have you missed me?”

She broke out of her trance and raced for the door. He was quick. He’d always been quick. One sweep of his hand knocked her aside and sent her bag flying. Still smiling, he turned the security lock and fixed the chain.

“We want our privacy, don’t we?”

His voice, pleasant, quietly loving, sent ice skidding up and down her back. “How did you find me?”

“Oh, we have our ways, Emma. Let’s say there’s a bond between you and me. Didn’t I tell you I’d always find you?”

Behind her the music kept playing. It was a nightmare. She wanted to believe it. She had them often, the music, the dark. She would wake up, sweating cold as she was sweating now. And it would be over.

“Guess what I received, Emma? A petition for divorce. Now, that wasn’t very nice, was it? Here I’ve been worried sick about you for two weeks. Why, you might have been kidnapped.” He grinned. “You might have been murdered like your poor little brother.”

“Don’t.”

“Ah, it upsets you to talk about him, doesn’t it? The music upsets you, too. Shall I turn it off?”

“Yes.” She’d be able to think if he turned the music off. She’d know what to do.

“All right, then.” He took a step toward the recorder, then stopped. “No, I think we’ll leave it on. You have to learn to face things, Emma. I’ve told you that before, haven’t I?”

Her teeth had begun to chatter. “I am facing them.”

“Good. That’s good. Now, the first thing you’re going to do is call that fancy lawyer of yours and tell him you’ve changed your mind.”

“No.” Fear was storming through her system so that she could only whisper. “I’m not going back with you.”

“Of course you are. You belong with me. You’ve had your little snit, Emma, don’t make it harder on yourself.” When she shook her head, he let out a long, gusty sigh. Then his hand snaked out, quick as a whip, and smashed across her face. Blood filled her mouth as she slammed into a table, sending a lamp crashing to the floor.

Through a haze of pain she saw him coming toward her. And she began to scream. He kicked her full in the stomach, cutting off the screams and her air. When she tried to curl up, he began to hit her, slowly, methodically.

This time, she fought back. Her first blow glanced off his chin, but surprised him enough to give her time to crawl away. She heard pounding on the door, a demand to open it. She managed to struggle to her feet and take a watery step toward the sound, when he caught her again.

“So you want to play rough, Emma?” He began to tear at her clothes, raking his nails down her skin. Her struggles only drove him on. She would be punished this time, in a way she would never forget.

Emma heard someone pleading, begging, promising. She wasn’t aware it was her own voice. She hardly felt the blows as he continued to beat her. This time he used his fists, forgetting everything but the need to pay her back.

“Did you think you could walk out on me, bitch? Did you think I’d let you ruin everything I worked for? I’ll kill you first.”

Her body was a jelly of pain. Even the effort to breathe cut through her like dozens of dull-edged knives. It had never been this bad before. Even at its worst, it had never been this bad. Groggy, she grabbed a chair leg and tried to haul herself up. Wet with her own blood, her fingers slipped off.

She stopped fighting. There was no strength left to hold him off. She felt him lift her, then send her flying. Something snapped in her chest and she screamed again against the sickening pain. Half conscious, she lay sprawled.

“Bitch. Whore bitch.” He was panting as he started for her again. Dimly she saw that blood was running from his nose. His eyes were glazed and wild. She knew, looking at his face, that he had crossed some line. This time a beating wouldn’t be enough. He would pound on her until she was dead. Weeping, she tried to crawl.

The snap of his belt made her flinch. Her sobs rose up into wails as she pulled herself across the rug. He continued to snap the belt, snap it to the beat of the music as he stalked her. She collapsed. The jolt screamed through her ribs until her vision wavered.

She heard someone calling for her, shouting her name. Splintering wood. Was that the sound of splintering wood or was her body just breaking in two? The first slash of the belt across her back had her arm flinging out. Her fingers brushed metal. Blindly, she closed her hand around the gun. Choking on sobs, she pushed herself over. She saw his face as he raised the belt again.

She felt the gun jerk up in her hand.

Michael broke in the door in time to see Drew stagger back, a look of puzzlement on his face. Weaving, he lifted the belt again. Michael’s weapon was drawn, but before he could use it, Emma fired again, and again. She continued to press the trigger long after it clicked uselessly, long after he was sprawled at her feet. She held the trigger down, aiming at empty air.

“Good Jesus,” McCarthy said.

“Keep those people out.” Michael moved toward her. Peeling off his jacket, he wrapped it around her. Her clothes were torn to bits and soaked with blood. She didn’t move, only continued to fire the empty gun. When he tried to take it, he found her hand convulsed on it.

“Emma. Baby. It’s all right now. It’s over now.” Gently he brushed at her hair. He had to fight to keep his rage buried. Her face was a mass of blood. One eye was already swollen shut. The other was glassy with shock. “Give me the gun now, baby. You don’t need it anymore. You’re okay.” He shifted so that she could see his face. Taking a scrap of what had been her blouse, he dabbed at the blood. “It’s Michael. Can you hear me, Emma? It’s Michael. It’s going to be okay.”

Her breath began to hitch violently. Shudders wracked her. He gathered her close, rocking while her body shook. Her hand was limp when he slipped the gun from it. She didn’t cry. Michael knew the sound she made as he held her couldn’t be called grieving. She moaned, low animal moans that died into whimpering.

“Ambulance is on its way.” After a cursory check of Drew’s body, McCarthy crouched beside Michael. “Messed her up pretty good, didn’t he?”

Michael continued to rock her, but he turned his head and studied Drew Latimer for a long time. “Too bad you can only die once.”

“Yeah.” McCarthy shook his head as he rose. “The sonofabitch is still holding the belt.”
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Brian watched the clouds race across the sky as he sat beside Darren’s grave. Each time he came to sit in the high, sweet grass, he hoped he would find peace. He never had. But he always came back.

He’d let the wildflowers grow where his son was buried. He preferred them to the small marble marker that carried only a name and two dates. The years were pitifully close.

His parents were buried nearby. Though he had known them for decades, he remembered his son with more clarity.

From the cemetery he could see plowed fields, spaces of rich brown cutting through the rich green. And the spotted cows grazing. It was early in the day. Mornings in Ireland were the best for sitting, dreaming. The light was soft and pearly, as he’d never seen it anywhere but Ireland. Dew was glittering on the grass. The only sounds he could hear were the bark of a dog and the distant hum of a tractor.

When Bev saw him, she stopped. She hadn’t known he would be there. Through the years she’d been careful to come only when she knew Brian was elsewhere. She hadn’t wanted to see him there, beside the grave where they had both stood so many years before.

She nearly turned away. But there was something in the way he sat, his hands resting lightly on his knees, his eyes looking out over the green hills. He looked too much alone.

They were both too much alone.

She walked quietly. He never heard her, but when her shadow fell over him, he turned his head. She said nothing, but laid the spray of lilacs she carried beneath the marble marker. On a sigh, she knelt.

In silence they listened to the wind in the high grass, and the distant purr of the tractor.

“Do you want me to leave?” he asked her.

“No.” Gently, she brushed a hand over the soft grass that covered their son. “He was beautiful, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.” He felt the tears well up and fought them back. It had been a long time since he’d wept here. “He looked so much like you.

“He had the best of each of us.” Her voice quiet, she sat back on her heels. Like Brian, she looked toward the hills. They had changed so little in all these years. Life continued. That was the hardest lesson she had learned. “He was so bright, so full of life. He had your smile, Bri. Yours and Emma’s.”

“He was always happy. Whenever I think of him I remember that.”

“My biggest fear was that I would forget somehow, that his face, and his memory, would fade with time. But it hasn’t. I remember how he laughed, how it would just roll out of him. I’ve never heard a prettier sound. I loved him too much, Bri.”

“You can’t love too much.”

“Yes, you can.” She fell silent for a time. A cow began to low. Oddly, the sound made her smile. “Do you think it’s just lost? That everything he was and might have been just vanished, just went away when he died?”

“No.” He looked at her then. “No, I don’t.”

His answer made all the difference. “I did at first. Perhaps that’s why I lost myself for so long. It hurt so much to think that all that beauty and joy had been here for such a short time. But then I knew that wasn’t true. He’s still alive in my heart. And in yours.”

He looked away, toward the distant, shadowed hills. “There are times I want to forget. Times I do whatever I can to forget. It’s the worst kind of hell to outlive your own child.”

“When you do, you know nothing that happens to you will ever be as painful. We had him for two years, Bri. That’s what I like to remember. You were a wonderful father.” She reached out for him, took his hands. When his fingers tightened on hers, she held on. “I’m sorry I wouldn’t share that pain with you the way I shared the joy. I was selfish with it, as if holding it to myself would make it only mine. But it’s ours, the way he was ours.”

He said nothing. Tears were clogging his throat. Understanding, she turned to him. Holding each other, they sat in silence as the sun rose higher and dried the dew on the tall grass.

“I should never have left you,” he murmured.

“We left each other.”

“Why?” He tightened his grip. “Why?”

“I’ve thought about it so many times. I think we couldn’t bear to be happy. That we felt, or I did, that if we could be happy after he was gone, it would be like dishonoring him. It was wrong.”

“Bev.” He turned his face into her hair. “Don’t go. Please don’t go.”

“No,” she said quietly. “I won’t.”

They walked, hands linked, back to the farmhouse. The sun shone bright through the windows as they went upstairs. They undressed each other, stopping only for long, quiet kisses, gentle caresses.

He wasn’t the young man who had once loved her. Nor was she the same woman. They were more patient now. They didn’t tumble onto the bed, but lowered slowly, knowing each moment was precious when so many had been lost.

And yet, though they had changed, their bodies moved easily together. When she reached for him the years seemed to vanish. With his mouth pressed against her throat, he drew in the familiar scent, the familiar taste.

Even as passion built, they glided along its edges, unwilling to be ruled by it as they once had been. Her lips curved as she ran a hand through his hair. As her body heated she sighed as much in contentment as desire. With her eyes half closed, she let her hands run over him, remembering every angle, every plane of his body. Passion, released, flowed into them like a fine wine.

She welcomed him, opening and arching. When they joined, she wept. Bringing his mouth to her, she tasted his tears mixed with her own.

Later, they lay quiet, her head tucked in the curve of his shoulder. She wondered that it should be so easy, and feel so right. It had been nearly twenty years. Half of her life had been spent apart from him. Yet they were here, bodies damp from loving. She could feel his heart thud under the palm of her hand.

“It’s so much like it used to be,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “And yet it’s so different.”

“I didn’t want this to happen. All this time I’ve worked so hard to stay away from you.” She lifted her head, looked in his eyes. “I never wanted to love this much again.”

“It’s only ever been right with you. Don’t ask me to let you go again. I wouldn’t make it this time.”

She brushed his hair, with its first few sprinkles of gray, away from his brow. “I was always afraid that you didn’t really need me, certainly not the way I needed you.”

“You were wrong.”

“Yes, I know I was.” She lowered her head to kiss him. “We’ve wasted a lot of time, Bri. I’d like you to come home.”

They stayed the night there, in the old bed, talking, making love. It was late when the phone rang. Brian answered it only because there was no other way to end the interruption.

“Hello.”

“Brian McAvoy?”

“Yes, speaking.”

“This is Michael Kesselring. I’ve been trying to track you down.”

“Kesselring.” He regretted saying the name the moment Bev stiffened beside him. “What is it?”

“It’s Emma.”

“Emma?” He sat up quickly, mouth dry as dust. Bev’s hand was on his shoulder, squeezing. “Has something happened to her?”

Michael knew from experience it was best to say it all quickly, but he had a difficult time forming the words. “She’s in the hospital, here in L.A. She’s—”

“An accident? Has she had an accident?”

“No, she was beaten pretty badly. I’ll explain when you get here.”

“Beaten? Emma’s been beaten? I don’t understand.”

“The doctors are working on her. They tell me she’s going to be okay, but she’s going to need you.”

“We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Bev was already up and pulling on her clothes. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. She’s in the hospital in L.A.” He swore, fumbling with the buttons of his shin.

“Here.” Quickly, Bev did them up. “She’s going to be all right, Bri. Emma’s tougher than she looks.”

He could only nod and take a moment to hold her against him.




Chapter Thirty-Seven
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It was dark. There was pain, a dreamy, distant pain that drifted sluggishly through her body. Like a warm red ocean it seemed to cover her, weigh her down, so that she was trapped away from air and light. Emma tried to rise above it, to sink below it, but couldn’t seem to outmaneuver the dull ache. She found she could accept that. But not the dark, not the quiet.

She struggled to move. There was panic when she realized she didn’t know if she was standing or sitting or lying down. She couldn’t feel her arms or legs, just that nagging, somehow fluid ache. She tried to speak, to call out to someone, anyone. In her mind she screamed, but no one answered.

She knew she had been hurt. All too well she could remember the way Drew had looked at her. He’d been waiting for her. He might still be there, watching her, waiting in the dark. This time he would …

But maybe she was already dead.

She felt more than pain now. She felt anger. She didn’t want to die. Moaning in frustration she strained, using all her strength and will, just to open her eyes. They might have been sewn closed for all the control she had over them.

A hand brushed her hair. She sensed it, just the whisper of a touch that rammed screaming panic against the pain.

“Rest, Emma. It’s all right now. You have to rest.”

Not Drew. Neither the voice nor the touch was Drew’s.

“You’re safe now. I promise.”

Michael. She wanted to say his name, grateful not to be alone in the dark. To be alive. Then a dark red wave rolled in and covered her.

She drifted in and out for most of the night. Michael knew the doctors had said she would sleep straight through. But it was fear that had her fighting off the sedatives. He could feel it pumping out of her each time she surfaced.

He talked to her, repeating the same assurances hour after hour. His voice, or the words, seemed to calm her. So he sat, and watched, and held her hand.

He wanted to do something more. None of his training or his years on the force had taught him this kind of patience. To sit helplessly by while the woman he loved waged her own silent battle. Her lovely, elegant face was broken and bandaged. Her slim, soft body, bruised and battered.

They said she wouldn’t die. There would be pain, physical and emotional, but she would live. The extent of the trauma could only be judged later. And he could only wait. And regret.

He should have pushed her. Michael cursed himself over and over as he listened to her deep, drugged breathing. If he had applied the right pressure at the right time, he could have convinced her to tell him just how bad things had been for her. He was a cop, for God’s sake. He knew how to get information.

But he had backed away. Wanting to give her time, and privacy. Christ. Privacy. He rubbed his hands over his face. He’d given her privacy when she’d belonged in protective custody. He’d given her time when he should have had the New York cops issue a warrant.

Because he hadn’t done his job, because he’d let his feelings get in the way, she was lying in the hospital.

He left her only once, when Marianne and Johnno arrived from New York.

“Michael.” Johnno gave him a quick nod of recognition and kept a hand on Marianne’s shoulder. “What happened?”

Michael rubbed the heels of his hands over his eyes. The lights in the corridor blinded him. “Larimer. Looks like he got into her room at the hotel.”

“Oh God.” Marianne clutched the little stuffed dog. “How bad?”

“Bad enough.” An afterimage of Emma sprawled on the hotel carpet flashed into his brain. “He broke three of her ribs, dislocated her shoulder. She’s got some bruised internal organs, I don’t know how many contusions and lacerations. And her face … They don’t think she’s going to need any extensive surgery.”

Jaw clenched, Johnno stared at the closed door. “Where is the bastard?”

“Dead.”

“Good. We want to see her.”

Michael knew that the doctors were annoyed enough with him, but he’d used his badge to persuade them to let him sit in her room. “You two go ahead. I’ll clear it with the nurse and wait for you in the lounge.” Like Johnno, he stared at the closed door. “They’ve got her sedated.”

He gave them time, loitering over a cup of coffee in the visitor’s lounge, going over every movement of his day to try to see if there was one thing he could have done differently. It was always timing, he thought wearily. If he had broken in the door five minutes earlier it might have changed everything.

He stood again when he saw them come in. Marianne’s eyes were red, but he didn’t think she would fall apart. She took the chair Michael vacated. “I shouldn’t have left her here by herself.”

“It’s not your fault,” Johnno told her.

“No, it’s not my fault. But I shouldn’t have left her alone.”

Ignoring the signs, Johnno pulled out a cigarette. Once it was lighted, he handed it to Marianne. “Marianne filled me in on what’s been going on during the flight over. I assume you’re aware that Latimer’s been abusing Emma for more than a year.”

Michael crushed the empty Styrofoam cup with his fingers. “I don’t know the details. I’ll take Emma’s statement as soon as she’s up to it.”

“Statement.” Marianne looked up. “Why does she have to make a statement?”

“It’s procedure.” He glanced back toward Emma’s door. “Just routine.”

“But you’ll do it,” Johnno put in. “I wouldn’t want her to have to talk to a stranger.”

“I’ll take the statement.”

With the ash growing long on her cigarette, Marianne studied him. He’d more than lived up to the promise in the newspaper picture of ten years before. At the moment, he looked tense and exhausted, dark shadows under his eyes lines of strain beside them. Despite them, she judged him as a man to be depended upon. Whatever Emma had said to the contrary, Michael Kessel-ring looked precisely like Marianne’s image of a cop.

“Did you kill Drew?”

He shifted his gaze and met her eyes. More than anything he could remember, he wished he could have said yes. “No. I was too late.”

“Who did?”

“Emma.”

“Oh Jesus,” was all Johnno said.

“Look, I don’t like leaving her alone,” Michael said. “I’m going in to sit with her. You might want to check into a hotel, get some rest.”

“We’ll stay.” Marianne reached up to take Johnno’s hand. “We can take turns sitting with her.”

With a nod, Michael went back into Emma’s room.
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She surfaced at dawn. The light, dim as it was, relieved her. There had been so many dreams, so many strange dreams through the night. Most of them vanished, midnight mirages that slipped away in the sunlight. But she knew she’d had the nightmare again. Almost, she could hear the echo of music and the swish of shadows.

She struggled to throw off sleep, annoyed at first by the heaviness in her limbs. It was frustrating that she could only open one eye. She lifted a hand, found the bandage, and remembered.

Panic. It filled her lungs like smoke, almost choking her. She turned her head, and saw Michael. He was slumped in the chair beside her bed, his chin on his chest. One of his hands covered one of hers. She had only to move her fingers to have him jerking awake.

“Hey.” He smiled, tightening his fingers around hers and bringing them to his lips. His voice was rough with fatigue. “Good morning.”

“How …” She closed her eye again, impatient with the thin whisper. “How long?”

“You just slept through the night, that’s all. Any pain?”

She had pain, and plenty of it. But she shook her head. It made her believe she was alive. “It happened, didn’t it? All of it?”

“It’s over.” Wanting the comfort almost as much as he needed to give it, he kept her hand against his cheek. “I’m going to go get the nurse. They wanted to know when you woke up.”

“Michael. Did I kill him?”

He took a moment. Her face was bruised and bandaged. He’d seen worse, but not often. Yet her hand held steady on his. She’d been battered, but she wasn’t defeated. “Yes. For the rest of my life I’ll regret that you beat me to it.”

Her eye closed, but she kept her hand firm around his. There had to be something inside her, something besides the thin rivers of pain and drugged fatigue. “I don’t know what to feel. There doesn’t seem to be anything, no grief, no relief, no regret. I only feel hollowed out.”

He knew what it was to hold a weapon in your hand, to aim, to fire at another human being. In the line of duty. In self-defense. Yet no matter how urgent, how vital the cause, it haunted you.

“You did the only thing you could do. That’s all you have to remember. Don’t worry about the rest now.”

“He had such a lovely voice. I fell in love with it. I wish I knew why it had to be this way.”

He had no comfort, and no answers.

Michael left her to the nurse and went to the lounge where Marianne was drowsing against Johnno’s shoulder. The room was done in nice pastels, designed, he supposed, to cheer and relax the friends and family who could only sit and wait. There was a color television bracketed to the wall. It was chattering discreetly. A table was set up with pots of water on hot plates and baskets of instant coffee packets and tea bags. There were two telephones at either end of the room and a generous supply of magazines.

“She’s awake.”

“Awake?” Marianne shot up instantly. “How is she?”

“She’s okay.” Michael poured another cup of coffee, stirring the instant powder without interest. “She remembers what happened, and she’s dealing with it. The nurse is with her, and they’re paging the doctor. You should be able to see her pretty soon.”

They all fell silent when Emma’s picture flashed on the television screen. The report was brisk and brutally concise, interspersed with shots of both Emma and Drew. There was a quick stand-up with the desk clerk of the hotel, and with two of the witnesses who had heard the disturbance and called security.

A middle-aged man, balding and flushed with excitement, spoke into the mike. Michael remembered shoving him aside before he had broken in the door.

“I only know there was a lot of crashing around. And she was screaming, begging him to stop. It sounded pretty bad so I beat on the door myself. I had the room next door. Then the cops came. One of them broke in the door. It was only for a second, but I could see a woman sprawled on the rug, bleeding. She had a gun and she fired it. She kept right on shooting until she ran out of bullets.”

Michael was swearing as he strode over to the phone.

On the screen, the news switched to a live remote outside the hospital. The reporter, solemn-faced, announced that Emma McAvoy Latimer was in guarded condition.

“Look,” Michael snapped into the phone. “I don’t give a damn. You hold them off awhile. I want a uniform outside her door twenty-four hours, to keep out any reporters who try to get in to see her. I’ll make a statement myself this afternoon.”

“You won’t be able to stop it,” Johnno said when Michael slammed the phone down.

“I can hold them off for a while.”

Johnno rose. There was no use telling Michael that Emma knew the price of celebrity. She’d been paying it all of her life. “Marianne, you go see Emma. I’m going to buy this copper some breakfast.”

“I don’t want—”

“Sure you do.” Johnno cut Michael off. “It isn’t every day you get to share scrambled eggs with a legend. Go on, Marianne. Tell Emma I’ll be in soon.” He waited until Marianne had started down the hall. “The first time I saw Emma she was about three. She was hiding under the kitchen sink in Jane’s filthy flat. She’d been kicked around quite a bit already. She pulled out of it. She’ll pull out of it this time, as well.”

“I should have gotten a warrant,” Michael said. “I should have pushed her and gotten a warrant.”

“How long have you been in love with her?”

He didn’t speak, then let out a long breath. “Most of my life.” He walked to the window, jerking it up to let the air hit his face. With his palms braced on the sill he leaned out. “Five minutes. If he’d been five minutes later, or I’d been five minutes faster, I’d have killed him. I had my gun in my hand when I went through the door. I should have killed him for her. That’s the way it should have been.”

“Ah, the male ego.” Johnno kept the same small sarcastic smile on his face when Michael whirled on him. “I have an idea how you feel, but I disagree. I’m glad Emma wasted the sonofabitch herself. There’s justice in that. I only wish she’d had the chance before he did this to her. Come on, son.” Johnno patted his shoulder. “You need food.”

Because he was too tired to argue, Michael went along. They were nearly to the elevators when the doors opened. Brian and Bev rushed out.

“Where is she?” Brian demanded.

“She’s right through there. Hold on.” Johnno took his arm. “Marianne’s with her. You need to calm down before you go busting in there. She’d had enough excitement for a while.”

“Johnno’s right, Bri.” Bev battled back her own nerves to soothe his. “We don’t want to upset her. And we need to know what—how she got hurt. Can you tell us what happened?” she asked Michael. “We’ve been traveling ever since we got the call.”

“Yesterday, Drew Latimer found Emma here, in her hotel.”

“Found her?” Brian interrupted. “What do you mean? Weren’t they together?”

“She’s been hiding from him while she set the divorce in motion.”

“Divorce?” Because he knew he was punchy from lack of sleep and worry, Brian took a long breath and tried to clear his head. “I talked with Emma only a few weeks ago, she said nothing about wanting a divorce.”

“She couldn’t say anything about it,” Michael told him. “Because she was afraid. Latimer’s been abusing her for most of the marriage.”

“That’s crazy.” Brian dragged a hand through his hair. “He dotes on her. I’ve seen it.”

“Yeah.” The fury Michael had been holding off bubbled to the surface. “He’s been a real loving husband. A fucking prince. That’s why she’s been terrified. That’s why she’s lying in there right now, with her face smashed and her ribs broken. The man damn near loved her to death.”

Brian’s lips trembled open. His hand tightened on Bev’s until he rubbed bone against bone. “He beat her? Are you telling me that he’s the one who put Emma here?”

“That’s right.”

Rage flew into him as he grabbed Michael by the shirt front. “Where is he?”

“He’s dead.”

“Easy, Bri.” Johnno rubbed his shoulder, debating the wisdom of stepping between two furious men. “It won’t help Emma if you go off.”

“I want to see her.” He pulled Bev against him. “We want to see her now.” He walked to the door as Marianne came out. He didn’t speak, only stared for a moment at his daughter lying in the bed.

“Baby.” He held tight to Bev as he crossed the room.

Emma looked at them. One hand fluttered to her bruised cheek. Then she lifted both to cover her face. She hadn’t wanted him to see her like this. Gently, he drew her hand away.

“Emma.” He lowered his head to press a kiss to her forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

She let the tears come then, stumbling over her own apologies and explanations. When she was exhausted, she lay with her hand in his. “I don’t even know how it all happened, not really. Or why. I wanted to have someone love me, just me. I wanted a family, and I thought …” She let out a long sigh. “I thought he was like you.”

He wanted to cry then. It was almost impossible to keep his head from lowering to her breast to weep. But he only brought her hand to his lips again. “You’re not to worry about it. You’re not to even think about it. No one’s ever going to hurt you again. I swear it.”

“All that matters is that you’re safe now.” Gently, Bev brushed the hair back from Emma’s bandaged forehead. “That’s all that matters to any of us.”

“I killed him,” Emma murmured. “Did they tell you I killed him?”

Over his daughter’s head, Brian’s shocked eyes met Bev’s. “It’s—it’s over now.” He rumbled for Emma’s hand again.

“I wouldn’t listen to you. Didn’t want to.” Curling her fingers into his, she held on. “I was angry and hurt because you thought he only wanted me to get to you.”

“Don’t.” He pressed his lips to her fingers.

“You were right.” The words came out on a long, weary sigh. “He never wanted me, or loved me. Not me. And when having me wasn’t enough to get him what he wanted, he began to hate me.”

“I don’t want you to think about it now,” Brian insisted. “All I want you to do is rest, and concentrate on getting well.”

He was right, Emma thought. She was much too tired to think. “I’m glad you’re here. Da, I’m so sorry for pulling away from you all this time. For shutting you out.”

“We were both wrong, and it’s done.” He smiled at her then. “We’ve all the time in the world now.”

“We’d like you to come home when you’re better.” Bev reached across the bed to touch Brian’s cheek. “With us.”

“Both of you?”

“Yes.” Brian lifted a hand, linked it with Bev’s. “We have a lot of time to make up for. All of us.”

“When I woke up this morning I didn’t think I’d ever have a reason to feel happy again,” Emma said. “But I’m happy for you. I need to think about the rest.”

“There’s no hurry.” Bev leaned over to kiss her cheek. “We’ll let you get some sleep.”
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“Kesselring.” It was noon when McCarthy found Michael in the hospital lounge. “Jesus, did you move in here?”

“Coffee?”

“Not if it’ll make me look like you.” He tossed Michael a bag. “Fresh clothes and shaving stuff. I fed your dog.”

“Thanks.”

McCarthy changed his mind about the coffee, grumbling about the packaged cream. For the most part, he enjoyed giving his partner grief. At the moment, he thought old Mike had all he could handle. “How’s she doing?”

“She’s in a lot of pain.”

“Dwier wants a statement.” McCarthy referred to the acting captain with a sneer in his voice.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“He knows you’re … friends with the victim. He wants me to get it.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Michael repeated, dumping sugar in the coffee for energy more than taste. He’d stopped tasting it hours before. “Did you bring a stenographer?”

“Yeah. He’s waiting.”

“I’ll see if Emma’s ready.” He chugged the coffee like medicine, then tossed the cup away. “How about the press?”

“They want something by two.”

Michael checked his watch, then went to change. Fifteen minutes later, he went into her room. P.M. was with her now. Like the rest of them he looked a little worse for wear. Shocked, travel rumpled, and heavy eyed. But he’d made Emma smile.

“P.M.’s going to be a daddy,” Emma said.

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” It was awkward, standing beside the bed, trying to think of the right things to say. The things not to say. Stevie had flown over from London with him, and they’d seen the paper at an airport newsstand. They’d barely known what to say to each other, much less what to say to Emma. “I’ll be on my way.” He kissed her, then paused and kissed her again. “We’ll be back around tonight.”

“Thanks for the flowers.” She lifted a hand to the violas on her tray. “They’re lovely.”

“Well …” Heartsick, he stood for a moment, then left them alone.

“It’s uncomfortable for him,” Emma murmured. “For all of them.” Her fingers worked restlessly at the bedsheets, then moved to brush at Charlie. “It’s hard to see their eyes when they first walk in. I suppose I look pretty bad.”

“That’s the first time I’ve heard you fish for a compliment.” He sat beside her. “People have been going in and out of here most of the day. You haven’t gotten much rest.”

“I don’t really want to be alone. You stayed with me all night.” She held out a hand. “I heard you talking to me and I knew I was still alive. I wanted to thank you for that.”

“I love you, Emma.” He dropped his forehead on their joined hands. There was no response from her as he fought to pull his raw emotions back in line. “Wrong time, wrong place.” With a sigh, he rose and paced the room. “I guess you’re going to have to think about it since I said it. Anyway, if you’re feeling up to it, we’d like to get your statement.”

She watched him roam restlessly around the room. There was nothing she could say, not now when she could barely feel. If things had been different … She wondered, if things had been different, if she would have reached out, if she could have trusted enough. But things weren’t different.

“Who do I have to talk to?”

“You can talk to me.” The control was back when he turned to her. “Or I can get a female officer if you’d be more comfortable.”

“No.” Her restless fingers began to pluck at the violas. “No, I can talk to you.”

“There’s a stenographer waiting.”

“All right. We can do it now. I’d like to get it over with.”

It wasn’t easy. Somehow she’d thought it would be, with her emotions so deadened. But there were enough left, just enough to bring on the shame. She didn’t look at him as she spoke. As time dragged on she told him everything. She hoped that by talking about all the fears, the shames and humiliations, she would be purged of them. But when it was done, she only felt tired.

Michael dismissed the steno with a nod. He couldn’t speak, didn’t dare.

“Is that all you need?” Emma asked.

He nodded again. He needed to get out. “We’ll have it typed up. You can read it over when you’re feeling up to it, and sign it. I’ll check back later.”

He swung out of the room and started for the elevators. McCarthy stopped him. “Dwier wants you back at the station ASAP. The press is foaming at the mouth.”

“Fuck the press. I need to walk.”
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Back in London, Robert Blackpool read the newspaper report. It amused the hell out of him. The Fleet Street stories were the best. All that murder-of-passion and death-of-a-dream nonsense. They’d gotten hold of a couple of pictures as well. They were grainy, a bit out of focus, but immensely satisfying. Emma being wheeled into an ambulance. Her face was a mess, and that pleased Blackpool very much.

He’d never forgotten the way she’d turned on him.

He thought it was a pity that Latimer hadn’t beaten her to death. But then, there were other ways to pay back.

Picking up the phone, he called the London Times.

Pete was livid when he read the article the next day. Robert Blackpool, expressing deep sorrow at the death of a talented young artist like Latimer, related an incident that involved himself and Emma. From his slant, she had shown vicious jealousy over his relationship with her roommate. When her attempts at seduction had failed, she had tried to attack him with a pair of scissors.

The headlines were bold.

THIRST FOR LOVE DRIVES EMMA TO VIOLENCE

It didn’t take long for people to gobble up the reports. Opinions were now torn as to whether she had acted in self-defense or in a jealous rage when she had shot her husband.

Grabbing the phone, Pete dialed.

“You fucking lunatic.”

“Ah, and good morning to you.” Blackpool chuckled. He’d been expecting the call.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, spreading a story like that? I’ve got enough of a mess to clean up.”

“It’s not my mess, mate. If you ask me, little Emma got just what she deserved.”

“I’m not asking you. And I’m telling you to back off.”

“Why should I do that? I can use the publicity. You’re the first one to say press sells records, aren’t you?”

“I’m telling you to back off.”

“Or?”

“I don’t care to make threats, Robert. Just take me at my word when I tell you that scrounging up nasty secrets isn’t healthy for anyone.”

There was a long, humming pause. “I owed her this one.”

“Perhaps. That isn’t my concern. Your numbers have been slipping the last couple of years, Robert. Record companies are notoriously fickle. You wouldn’t want to have to go digging about for a new manager at this stage, would you?”

“We go back, Pete. I doubt either of us wants to break up an old friendship.”

“Remember it. Keep stirring things up and I’ll drop you like a dirty sock.”

“You need me as much as I need you.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” Pete smiled into the phone. “I doubt that very much.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Michael paced the corridor, stabbed out his cigarette, then paced again. “I don’t like it.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” Emma took her breathing carefully. After three weeks, her ribs still tended to twinge if she moved the wrong way. “It’s what I want to do, and what I feel is best.”

“Holding a press conference the same day you’re being released from the hospital is just stupid. And stubborn.”

“I’m better off making a formal statement than trying to dodge them.” She spoke lightly, but her arms were ice-cold under her linen jacket. “Believe me, I know more about this than you.”

“If you’re talking about that bullshit Blackpool started, it’s already blown over. He did himself more damage than you.”

“I don’t care about Blackpool, but I do care about my family and what these last few weeks have put them through. And I want to have my say.” She started to walk into the conference room, then stopped and turned back. “The police investigation ruled it self-defense. I’ve spent the last three weeks convincing myself of the same thing. I want my record clear, Michael.”

It was useless to argue. He’d come to know her well enough to understand that. But he tried anyway. “The press has been behind you ninety-nine percent.”

“And that one percent makes an ugly stain.”

He relented enough to cross to her and brush a thumb over her cheek. “Have you ever wondered why life gets so screwed up?

“Yes.” She smiled. “I’ve begun to believe that God really is a man. Are you coming in with me?”

Sure.

The press was waiting. Cameras, lights, microphones at alert. Flashes went off the moment she stepped up to the podium. Murmurs accompanied them. She was very pale so that the healing bruises showed in vivid contrast on her skin. Though no longer swollen, her left eye was a mass of ugly fading colors that spread to cheekbone and hairline.

When she began to speak, they quieted.

She gave them only the facts, and not her feelings. She had learned that much. What she felt inside was hers alone. It was a brief statement, just over eight minutes. As she read, she was grateful that Pete had helped her refine it. She ignored the cameras and the faces that studied her. When she was done, she stepped back from the mike. It had already been established that she would not take questions, but the questions came.

She had turned away, her hand on Michael’s arm when one penetrated.

“If he had abused you all those months, why did you stay?”

She didn’t intend to answer, but she looked back. They were still hurling questions. Only that one lodged in her mind.

“Why did I stay?” she repeated. The room fell silent again. It had been easy to read the statement. She almost knew it by heart. It was just words printed on paper, and they hadn’t touched her. But this, this one simple question drove straight into her heart.

“Why did I stay?” she said again. “I don’t know.” She fumbled, forgetting not to look at the faces, not to see them. It seemed vital that she answer the question. “I don’t know,” she said again. “If, two years ago, anyone had told me that I would allow myself to be brutalized, I would have been furious. I don’t want to believe that I chose to be a victim.” She sent Michael a quick, desperate look. “And yet I stayed. He beat me and humiliated me, but I didn’t leave. There were times when I could see myself walking away. Getting in the elevator, going out to the street and walking away. But I didn’t. I stayed because I was afraid, and I left for the same reason. So it makes no sense. It makes no sense,” she repeated, and turned away. This time she ignored the questions.

“You did fine,” Michael told her. “We’re going to get you out the side here. McCarthy’s got the car waiting.”

They drove to Malibu, to the house on the beach that her father had rented. Emma rode in silence, with that one question echoing over and over in her head.

Why did you stay?
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She liked to sit on the redwood terrace in the morning, watching the water and listening to the gulls. If she tired of sitting, she could take long walks along the shore. The outward side of abuse had healed. Her ribs still troubled her occasionally and there was a thin scar just under her jawline. It could have been repaired easily enough. But she discarded the idea of a plastic surgeon. It was barely noticeable. And it reminded her.

The nightmares were another legacy. They came with daunting regularity and were a montage of old and new. Sometimes she walked the darkened hallway as a child. Others as an adult. The music always came, but it was cloudy, as if it played underwater. At rimes she heard Darren’s voice clear as a bell, but then Drew’s would layer over it. She would freeze, child or woman, in front of the door. Terrified to open it.

Then as her hand closed over the knob, turned it, pushed, she would wake, sweating.

But the days were calm. There was a breeze off the water, the scent of flowers Bev had planted in tubs and window boxes. And always music.

She’d been given the chance to see her father and Bev start again. That soothed the most raw of her wounds. There was laughter. Bev experimenting in the kitchen, Brian in the shade playing guitar. At night she often lay in bed, thinking of them together. It was as if they had never been apart. How easy it had been once the step had been taken, for them to bridge the gap of twenty years.

And she wanted to weep, for she could never be a child again and fix the mistakes that had been made.

They waited six months, though Emma knew they were both anxious to get back to London. That was their home. She had yet to find hers.

She didn’t miss New York, though she did miss Marianne. The months she had lived there with Drew had spoiled the city for her. She would go back, that she promised herself. But she would never live there again.

She preferred to watch the water, to feel the sun on her face. She’d been alone in New York. She was rarely alone here.

Johnno had visited twice, staying two weeks each time. For her birthday he’d given her a pin, a gold Phoenix rising out of a ruby flame. She wore it often, wishing for the courage to spread her wings again.

P.M. married Lady Annabelle, detouring to L.A. on their way to a honeymoon in the Mexican Caribbean. Watching the way the new Mrs. Ferguson doted on her husband nearly restored Emma’s faith in the possibilities of marriage. Though plump and pregnant, Annabelle had worn a white leather mini to her wedding. P.M. was obviously delighted with her.

Even now they had company. Stevie and Katherine Haynes had arrived the night before. Long after she’d gone to bed, Emma had heard her father and Stevie playing. Like old times, she’d thought. The music had made her wistful for the days during her early childhood, when, as though she had been Cinderella, Brian had come to take her to a never-ending ball.

“Good morning.”

She turned and saw Katherine holding two cups of coffee. “Hello.”

“I saw you out here and thought you might like a cup.”

“Thanks. It’s a beautiful morning.”

“Mmmm. I couldn’t sleep through it.” She chose a chair beside Emma. “Are we the only ones up?”

“Yes.” She sipped at the coffee.

“Traveling makes me restless. I imagine you find a lot here to photograph.”

Emma hadn’t picked up a camera in more than a year, and was sure Katherine was aware of it. “It’s a beautiful spot.”

“A change from New York.”

“Yes.”

“Would you rather I went away?”

“No, I’m sorry.” Emma’s fingers began to tap against her mug. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“But I make you uncomfortable.”

“Your profession does.”

Katherine stretched out her legs to rest her ankles against the bottom rail. “I’m here as a friend, not as a doctor.” She waited, watching a gull soar out to the water. “But I wouldn’t be a good friend, or a good doctor, if I didn’t try to help.”

“I’m fine.”

“You look fine. Not all wounds show though, do they?”

Emma looked at her then, calm and passionless. “Perhaps not, but they say time takes care of that.”

“If that were true, I’d be out of business. Your parents are concerned, Emma.”

“They needn’t be. I don’t want them to be.”

“They love you.”

“Drew’s dead,” Emma said. “He can’t hurt me anymore.”

“He can’t beat you anymore,” Katherine agreed. “But he can still hurt you.” She lapsed into silence, sipping her coffee and watching the waves. “You’re too polite to tell me to go to hell.”

“I’m thinking about it.”

With a light laugh, Katherine turned her head. “One day I’ll tell you about all the rude and revolting things Stevie pulled on me. You might come close, but I doubt you could match him.”

“Do you love him?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to marry him?”

Thrown a bit off stride, Katherine lifted one shoulder. “Ask me again in six months. Bev tells me you’re seeing someone named Michael.”

“He’s a friend.”

I love you, Emma.

“A friend,” she repeated as she set the coffee aside.

“A detective, isn’t he? The son of the man who investigated your brother’s murdér.” Taking Emma’s silence in stride, Katherine continued. “It’s strange how life runs in circles, isn’t it? Makes us feel a bit like a puppy chasing his own tail. I’d just finished a miserable divorce when I met Stevie. My ego was belly-down, and my opinion of men … Well, let’s just say I found certain varieties of slugs more attractive. I detested Stevie on sight. That was personal. Professionally I was determined to help him, and get him out of my hair. Now here we are.”

Though she no longer wanted it, Emma picked up the mug again and sipped the cooling coffee. “Did you feel as though you’d failed?”

“With my marriage?” Katherine kept her tone easy. It was a question she’d wondered if Emma would ask. “Yes. And I had. But then people fail all the time. The hard part isn’t even admitting it, it’s accepting it.”

“I failed with Drew, I accept that. Is that what you want me to say?”

“No. I don’t want you to say anything unless you need to.”

“I failed myself.” She sprang up, slamming her mug on the little redwood table. “All those months, I failed myself. Is that the right answer?”

“Is it?”

On an oath, Emma turned to the rail. “I don’t want to do this. If I’d wanted a psychiatrist, I could have had a dozen by now.”

“You know, you made quite an impression on me the first time I saw you. You were about to storm out of Stevie’s hospital room after giving him the dressing-down I’d been dying to give him. He didn’t want help, either.”

“I’m not Stevie.”

“No, you’re not.” Katherine rose then. She wasn’t as tall as Emma, but when her voice grew crisp, she projected total authority. “Would you like me to quote you statistics on how many women are abused every year? I believe it runs about one every eighteen seconds in this country. Surprised?” she asked when Emma stared at her. “Did you want to feel as if you were the only member of an exclusive club? How about how many of them stay with their abusers? It isn’t always because they don’t have friends or family who would help them. It isn’t always because they’re poor or uneducated. They’re afraid, their self-respect has been shattered. They’re ashamed, they’re confused. For every one who finds help, there are a dozen more who don’t. You’re alive, Emma, but you haven’t survived it. Not yet.”

“No, I haven’t.” Emma spun around. Her eyes were damp, but there was fury behind them. “I have to live with it every day. Do you think talking about it helps, finding excuses, choosing reasons? What difference does it make why it happened? It happened. I’m going for a walk.” She raced down the steps and headed toward the surf.
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Katherine was a patient woman. For two days she said nothing, made no reference to the talk she and Emma had had. She waited, while Emma kept a polite distance.

The days were anything but uneventful. Because it was her first trip to the States, Stevie wanted to show Katherine everything. They spent hours sightseeing, taking in all the tourist spots from the walk of the stars to Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm. There were clubs in the evening. Sometimes they went alone, sometimes as a group. She liked best the nights they spent at home, with Stevie sitting for hours making love to his guitar.

But she thought incessantly about Emma. Stevie understood—perhaps that was why Katherine had fallen in love with him—that she had to help, even when help was rejected.

She took her chances when she heard Emma go downstairs before dawn one morning. Following her down, Katherine found all the lights shining. Emma was in the kitchen, sitting at the breakfast bar and staring out the dark window.

“I wanted some tea,” Katherine said easily and walked to the stove. “I always find it comforting when I wake this early.” She didn’t comment on the tears drying on Emma’s cheeks, but busied herself with cups and saucers. “I admire your mother. The way she adds a few touches and makes the kitchen the coziest room in the house. With mine, I always feel as though I’m standing in someone else’s closet.”

She measured out tea in a painted pot shaped like a cow.

“Stevie took me through the Universal Studios tour yesterday afternoon. Have you ever been?” She waited only a beat for Emma’s response, then continued. “I got a close-up look at Jaws and wondered why the film had terrified me. But then it’s all image and illusion.” She poured the boiling water into the pot and let the tea steep. “The little tram rode by Norman Bates’s house—you know, from Psycho. It looks exactly the same, just what you’d expect, but without the terror. It seems when you lift something out of context, even something frightening, it loses power. It becomes just an odd little house or a mechanical fish.”

“Life isn’t the same as films.”

“No, but I’ve always thought there were interesting parallels. Would you like cream?”

“No. No, thank you.” She was silent while Katherine poured the tea. Then the words came out before she could stop them. “Sometimes it’s as though the time I spent with Drew was a film. Something I can look at, detached. And then, on mornings like this when I wake up before the light, I think I’m back in New York, in the apartment, and he’s sleeping beside me. I can almost hear him breathing in the dark. Then the rest, these last months, are the film. Docs that make me crazy?”

“No. It makes you a woman who lived through a terrible ordeal.”

“But he’s gone. I know he’s gone. Why should I still be afraid?”

“Are you?”

She couldn’t keep her hands still. She poked and pushed at items on the counter. A wine glass that hadn’t been put away from the night before, a bowl of fresh fruit, the sugar bowl that matched the bovine teapot.

“He used to play tricks. After I’d told him about Darren, everything I remembered, everything I felt. He would get out of bed after I was asleep.” It was all rushing out now, unstoppable. “He’d put on that song, the one that was playing the night Darren was killed. Then he’d call me, whispering my name over and over so that I’d wake in the dark hearing it. I’d always try to turn on the light, but he would have pulled out the plug so I would just sit there in bed, begging it to stop. Once I started screaming, he would come back. He would tell me it was all a dream. Now when I have the nightmares, I lie there in bed, frozen, terrified he’s going to open the door and tell me it was all a dream.”

“You had a nightmare tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me about it?”

“They’re always basically the same. It’s the night Darren was killed. I wake up just as I did. The hallway’s dark, the music playing, and I’m afraid. I can hear him crying. Sometimes I get to the door, and Drew’s there. Sometimes it’s someone else, but I don’t know who.”

“Do you want to know?”

“Now I do, when I’m awake and I feel safe. But during the dream I don’t. I feel as though I’ll die if I do, if he touches me.”

“You feel threatened by this man?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know it’s a man?”

“I …” She hesitated. The dark was lightening to gray. Because the window was open she could hear the early gulls, like children crying. “I don’t know, but I’m sure it is.”

“Are you threatened by men, Emma, because of what Drew did to you?”

“I’m not afraid of Da, or Stevie. I’ve never been afraid of Johnno or P.M. I couldn’t be.”

“And Michael?”

She picked up her tea for the first time, drinking it cold. “I’m not afraid he’d hurt me.”

“But you are afraid?”

“That I wouldn’t be able to—” She broke off, shaking her head. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Michael. It’s me.”

“It’s natural to be wary of a physical relationship, Emma, when your last experience brought only pain and humiliation. Intellectually you know that those aren’t the purposes, or the usual result, of intimacy, but intellect and emotion run on different tracks.”

Emma nearly smiled. “Are you saying the nightmares are a result of sexual repression?”

“I’m sure Freud would,” Katherine said mildly. “But then I’m half convinced the man was a lunatic. I’m just exploring possibilities.”

“I think we can rule Michael out. He’s never asked me to have sex with him.”

Not make love with, Katherine noted, but have sex with. She would file that for later. “Do you want him to?”

Now she did smile. Dawn had come, and with it, the safety of morning. “I’ve often wondered if psychiatrists are just gossips.”

“Okay, we’ll pass on that one. Can I make a suggestion?”

“All right.”

“Get your camera, go out and take pictures today. Drew took a number of things from you. Why don’t you prove to yourself that he didn’t take everything?”
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Emma wasn’t sure why she took Katherine’s advice. She could think of nothing she wanted to photograph. People had always been her favorite subject, but she’d shied away from them for so long. Still she had to admit it felt good to have the camera in her hand, to toy with lenses, to plan a particular shot.

She spent the morning focusing on palm trees and buildings. The shots wouldn’t win any prizes, she knew, but the mechanics of photography were relaxing. By noon she’d used up two rolls and wondered why she’d waited so long to enjoy something she loved.

She wasn’t sure why she pointed the car in the direction of Michael’s house. It was a beautiful Sunday afternoon, too pretty to spend alone. She hadn’t taken a picture of him since that first one years before. Conroy would make an interesting subject. Those were all easy excuses. She settled on them as she pulled up in front of his house.

Though his car was there, he didn’t answer for so long she thought she’d missed him. The dog had begun to bark on her first knock and now could be heard howling and scratching on the other side of the door. She heard Michael swear at him and grinned.

The moment he opened the door she knew she’d awakened him. It was past noon, but his eyes were heavy and unfocused. He wore only a pair of jeans, obviously tugged on hastily and still half zipped. He dragged a hand over his face and back into his hair.

“Emma?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, Michael. I should have called.”

He blinked against the sunlight. “Is something wrong?”

“No. Listen, I’ll go on. I was just out riding around.”

“No, come on in.” He reached for her hand as he glanced over his shoulder. “Shit.”

“Michael, really, it’s a bad time. I can just—” She’d stepped over the threshold. The dim light had her narrowing her eyes, “Oh my.” She couldn’t think of anything else. The living room looked as though it had been run over by a group of particularly vicious elves. “Have you been robbed?”

“No.” He was too groggy to worry about appearances and took her arm to drag her back to the kitchen. The dog continued to bark and leap in circles around them.

“You must have had a party,” she decided and felt a bit miffed that he hadn’t asked her to come.

“No. Please God, let there be coffee,” he muttered, pushing through the cupboards.

“Here.” She found the can of Maxwell House in the sink with a bag of potato chips. “Would you like me to—”

“No.” He brushed her aside. “I can make the damn coffee. Conroy, if you don’t shut up I’m going to tie your tongue around your neck.” In defense, he took the chips and set the bag on the floor for the dog to enjoy. “What time is it?”

Emma cleared her throat. She decided it would be unwise to point out that there was a clock on the coffee maker. “About twelve-thirty.”

He was scowling at the coffee scoop in his hand. Obviously, he’d lost track. As he began to add more, Emma lifted her camera and shot. “I’m sorry,” she said when he glared at her. “It’s reflex.”

He said nothing, but turned to root through the cupboards again. His mouth felt as though he’d dined on chalk. There was a jazz combo jamming gleefully in his head. He was sure his eyes had swollen to the size of golf balls, and, he discovered, he was out of fucking cereal.

“Michael …” Emma trod carefully, not because she was intimidated, but because she was deathly afraid she would laugh. “Would you like me to fix you some breakfast?”

“I can’t find any.”

“Sit down.” She had to clear her throat again as she pushed him to a chair. “We’ll start with coffee. Where are your cups?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Okay.” After a search, she found a package of Styrofoam cups, jumbo size. She poured the coffee. It looked as thick as mud and just as appetizing, but he guzzled it. As the caffeine kicked in, he saw her with her head in his refrigerator.

She looked great, absolutely great, with a little cropped blouse and breezy summer pants in pale blue. Her hair was loose. He liked it best loose so he could imagine running his hands through it. But what was she doing with her head in his refrigerator?

“What are you doing?”

“Fixing you breakfast. You have one egg. How would you like it?”

“Cooked.” He drained the cup and hobbled back for another dose.

“Your bologna’s green, and there’s something in here that might be alive.” She took out the egg, a hunk of cheese, and a heel of bread. “I’ve never seen things move in a refrigerator before. Got a skillet?”

“I think so. Why?”

“Never mind.” She found it eventually and with a little invention managed to fix him an open-face egg-and-cheese sandwich. She settled on a flat ginger ale and sat across from him as he ate. “Michael, not to intrude, but could I ask how long you’ve been living this way?”

“I bought the place about four years ago.”

“And you’re still alive. You’re a strong man, Michael.”

“I’ve been thinking about getting it cleaned.”

“Think bulldozers.”

“It’s hard to get insulted when I’m eating.” He watched her take a picture of Conroy, who had gone back to sleep with his paws crossed over the bag of chips. “He’ll never sign a release form.”

She smiled at him. “Feeling better?”

“Almost human.”

“I was out—decided it was time to start working again. I thought you might like to tag along for a few hours.” She felt shy suddenly. It was different now that he was fully awake, watching her over the remains of the breakfast she’d fixed him. “I know you’ve been busy the last few weeks.”

“Tackling crime single-handed. Conroy, you lazy mutt, go fetch.” The dog opened one eye and grumbled. “Go on.” He gave what sounded like a very human sigh as he dragged himself up and out. “You’ve been avoiding me, Emma.”

She started to deny it. “Yes. I’m sorry. You’ve been a good friend, and I—”

“If you start on that friendship-and-gratitude business again, you’re only going to piss me off.” He took the pack of cigarettes Conroy dropped in his lap, then rose to let the dog out.

“I won’t mention it again.”

“Good.” He turned back. Six months he’d waited, hoping she’d come knocking on his door. Now that she had, he couldn’t kick the anger. “Why did you come here?”

“I told you.”

“You wanted company while you took some pictures, and you thought about good old Michael.”

She set the bottle of ginger ale down and rose stiffly. “Obviously I should have thought again. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

“Walk in and walk out,” he murmured. “That’s a bad habit of yours, Emma.”

“I didn’t come here to fight with you.”

“That’s too damn bad. It’s long past time we had this out.”

He took a step toward her. She retreated. Nothing she could have done would have infuriated him more.

“I’m not Latimer, goddammit. I’m sick to death of you thinking of him every time I get close. If we’re going to fight, it’s going to be you and me and nobody else.”

“I don’t want to fight.” Before she’d realized she’d done it, she picked up the bottle and threw it. Glass and ginger ale exploded in the sink. She stood, stunned, as the fizzing died away.

“Want another?”

“I have to go.” She reached for her camera, but he moved and laid a hand over hers.

“Not this time.” His voice wasn’t calm. When she looked up at him, she braced, waiting. “You’re not going to walk out on me again, Emma. Not until I’ve said what I need to say.”

“Michael—”

“Just shut up. I’ve wanted you for as long as I can remember. That day all those years ago, that day on the beach when I took you home, I had such a crush on you I could hardly see. I was barely seventeen and I couldn’t think of anyone but you for weeks after. I haunted that beach, waiting for you to come back.”

“I couldn’t.” She turned away, but made no attempt to leave.

“I got over it.” Michael shook a cigarette out of the pack, then slammed through the kitchen drawers looking for a match. “I thought I’d gotten over it, and then you came back. There I am minding my own business, cutting the lawn, and you’re standing in front of me. I could hardly breathe. Dammit, I wasn’t a boy anymore and it wasn’t a crush.”

She had to struggle to find her voice. It was a different kind of fear now. Dozens of nerves jumping to tangle over each other. “You hardly knew me.”

He shifted his gaze to meet hers. “You know better, Emma. There was something there, when we sat on the beach. The first time I kissed you. The only time. I’ve never forgotten it. I haven’t been able to. Then you walked away.”

“I had to.”

“Maybe you did.” He pitched his cigarette out the door and let the screen slam shut. “The time wasn’t right, that’s what I told myself. Christ, I’ve been telling myself that for years.” He crossed to her. He could feel her tremble when he took her arms, but he didn’t let go. Not this time. “When is the time going to be right, Emma?”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“That’s bullshit. You know just what I want you to say.”

“I can’t.”

“Won’t,” he corrected. “Because of him. Dammit, you broke my heart when you married him, and I had to live with that. It seems like I’ve spent half my life trying to get over you. Maybe I could have done it, but you came back again.”

“I—” She moistened her dry lips. “I couldn’t help that, either.”

Something came into his eyes that had her holding her breath. “I told myself this time it would be different. I was going to make it different. And then … When I found out what he’d done to you I almost went crazy. I’ve been afraid to touch you, all these months. Give her time, that’s what I kept telling myself. Give her time to get over it. The hell with it.”

He pulled her close and covered her mouth with his.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

[image: ]

It wasn’t what she expected. She was trapped. There was no denying that she was trapped against him, his body strong and hard and tense, his mouth like a fire on hers. She’d thought she would be revolted, or terrified to find herself held tight by a man again. But those weren’t her feelings. What emotions rushed into her came so quickly her head spun. Warmth and pleasure and an ice-edged spear of desire.

She didn’t want to give herself to them, or to him. How could she when it meant handing her control over to someone else again? But before she could fight, he was drawing away.

He didn’t speak, just looked at her. Wide-eyed, breath quickened, she stood absolutely still. Yes, she was trapped, Emma realized. But it didn’t seem to matter. Because she was feeling again, really feeling, in a way she’d long ago accepted she was incapable of.

The anger had drained out of him so that only his needs remained. “I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”

It would be her choice. She could see that in his eyes. If she was trapped, it was her own longings, her own dreams, that held her prisoner. “I’m not.”

His hands had gentled on her shoulders. She didn’t protest when he slid them up to frame her face. Nor did she try to pull away when his lips touched hers again. Gently now, and soft. Her muscles went lax even as her pulse scrambled. Her choice, she thought again, and one she’d taken much too long to make. Then her mind filled up with him so completely there was room for nothing else.

He felt the change, the slow, hesitant response as her lips parted beneath his, as her body seemed to melt against him. He was trembling himself as he skimmed kisses over her face. Then her arms came around him and she found his lips with her own.

He lifted her up. It seemed the only way to love her this first time. He continued to kiss her, light and promising, deep and drugging, as he carried her into the bedroom.

The shades were drawn so that the sun beat against them in yellow waves. He wished it could have been candlelight.

Emma tried not to stiffen when he laid her on the bed. She knew it would go quickly now. She wanted him to go on kissing her, holding her. But she knew better. She thought she knew better.

He was beside her. He didn’t roll on top of her and tug at her clothes. His mouth sought hers again, to seduce as much as to reassure. Though her body was taut as wire, she seemed so fragile. Her skin, her mouth, the scent that he could wallow in when he buried his face in her hair. Her fingers brushed hesitantly over his bare chest, nearly driving him mad.

With a little moan of pleasure, he began to tease her tongue with his. Her taste ran through him like a warm river. He moved slowly, confusing her. Seducing her. She waited for him to take, but he continued to give.

His hands ran over her, making her shudder. But there was no fear in it. Here, at last, was generosity. Here, at last, was compassion. A pleasure so deep and dark coursed through her that she moved against him, hands clutching. Greed poured into her. She hadn’t known she could feel it, not for a man. Her hands were in his hair, dragging his mouth back to hers so that she could sink into those hot, wet kisses.

When he drew back, she moaned in protest and reached for him.

“I want to look at you,” he told her. “I’ve waited a long time to look at you here.”

She could only stare, bewildered and aching as he brushed his hands through her hair, watching the way it fell from his fingers onto the pillow. He continued to watch her face as he slowly unbuttoned her blouse. He could see the confusion in her eyes, and the cloudy haze of desire. It made it easy to be tender.

When she lifted a hand to cover herself, he took it, pressed her fingers to his lips. With her hand still in his, he lowered his mouth to her breast. A groan escaped him. She was small and firm. Sweet. Unbearable.

Her skin fired with the slightest touch. He filled himself with her, the taste, the smooth silky texture. He could hear her breath, as fast and shallow as his own. Her body arched as he peeled the blouse from her.

His mouth was everywhere. She shivered from the heat as he ranged quick, openmouthed kisses over her face, her shoulders, then gently, torturously, down her rib cage. She jolted when he used his teeth, but there was no pain. Only delirium. He drew down her slacks, inch by maddening inch, following the path with his lips.

She wanted. She had never wanted before. Only dreamed. Her body was slick with sweat, writhing with need, but he continued to kiss and caress, making her claw at the sheets as he nibbled on the back of her knee.

The heat was unbearable, yet she wanted more. As his fingers skimmed up her thighs, her body convulsed. She couldn’t draw air. A roaring filled her head, bolted through her system, terrifying her. With a wild mixture of pleasure and fear, she reared up. The climax slammed into her, a velvet fist, which had her falling back, gasping.

“My God, you’re sweet.” He could barely breathe himself as he brought his mouth back to sear hers. Before her shudders had stopped, he was driving her up again. She wanted to scream out his name, but could only whisper it as her hands slid over his damp skin.

“Please.” Her breath was sobbing out now. Sensation after sensation poured into her body until it was a mass of fevered pleasure. Yet it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. “I want …” She cried out again, flinging out a hand and sending something crashing.

“Tell me.” He was crazed to hear it. The pressure had built to a pitch he’d never experienced. Yet he held back. “Look at me, and tell me.”

She opened her eyes. His face was all she could see, and in his eyes, she saw herself. “I want you.” Reaching up, she dragged his mouth to hers. She cried out again when he filled her.
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She slept for an hour, exhausted, across his bed. He’d sat beside her for a long time, stroking her hair and wondering how to keep her in his life. Even being in love with her all that time hadn’t prepared him for what it would be like to be her lover. He’d imagined it. Countless times. But whenever he had, he’d had only women as comparisons.

There was no one like Emma.

If he had to beg, he’d beg. If he had to fight, he’d fight. But he wasn’t going to lose her again.

When she woke, he was gone. She lay, stomach down, across the bed, trying to adjust her mind to what had happened to her body. It seemed impossible that she had felt all those things, done all those things, without a moment of regret or hesitation. Even hours before, she had been certain she would never want to be touched again. And yet, perhaps today was the first time she truly had been touched. Smiling, she rolled over and thought idly about getting dressed and finding him.

Then she saw his gun. It was still holstered, the strap slung across the back of a chair a few feet from the bed. She had used a gun, Emma remembered. Though much of that last horror with Drew came only in vague patches, she could clearly see those final moments. She could remember how it had felt to wrap her hands around the gun, to pull the trigger. To kill.

To know she was capable of that made her stomach coil into knots. She had loved and married and killed in a little less than two years. Now, she had the rest of her life to wonder how she could have done any one of the three.

When the bedroom door swung open, she groped automatically for the sheet.

“Good. You’re up.” Michael strolled in carrying a bucket of chicken and a six-pack of Cokes. “I thought you might get hungry”

He’d pulled an LAPD T-shirt on with his jeans. But he was still barefoot. To Emma he looked more like a beachcomber than a man who would fire a gun. Before she could answer, he leaned down and kissed her in a way that had her mind clouding again.

“Figured we could have a picnic.”

“A picnic,” she echoed. “Where?”

“Right here.” He dropped the bucket of chicken on the bed. “That way the neighbors won’t be shocked because you’re naked.”

She laughed. “I could get dressed.”

He sat on the bed across from her and took a long look. “I really wish you wouldn’t.” Grinning, he twisted the top off a Coke. “Want some music?” He leaned over and punched a button on his clock radio. Linda Ronstadt soared over “Blue Bayou.” Getting down to business, he peeled the top off the bucket and dug in. “Aren’t you hungry?”

The scent of the chicken was glorious. Emma watched him take a bite and dragged a hand through her tousled hair. “I can’t eat naked.”

“Sure you can.” He held out the drumstick. She shifted, took a bite, then laughed again.

“Really, I can’t.”

Michael dropped the chicken back in the bucket, then dragged his shirt off. He pulled it over her head. “Better?”

Emma worked her arms through. “Lots.” The shirt smelled of him. It amazed her that it made her every bit as hungry as the chicken did. “I’ve never had a picnic in bed before.”

“Same principle as a blanket on the beach. We eat, listen to music, and then I make love with you. This way we avoid the sand.”

She took the bottle he offered and drank to ease a dry throat. “I don’t know how all this happened.”

“That’s okay. I’ll be glad to run through it all again for you.”

“Was it—” She broke off, annoyed with herself.

“You weren’t going to ask if it was good for me, were you?”

“No.” He was grinning at her. “Sort of.” She took another bite of chicken. “Never mind.”

Delighted with her, with himself, with everything, he ran a fingertip down her bare arm. “You want like a scale of one to ten?”

“Shut up, Michael.”

“Just as well, because you went right off the scale.”

He only flustered her. “It’s never been like that for me before,” she murmured. “I’ve never … I didn’t think I could—” She broke off again, then taking a deep breath got the rest out of her system. “I thought I was frigid.”

He nearly laughed, but he could see by her face that it wasn’t a joke. Latimer again, Michael thought and had to take several seconds to control his voice. “You thought wrong.”

His careless response was exactly the right one. Looking up again, she smiled. “If I had followed my instincts that day on the beach when I kissed you, I’d have known differently a long time ago.”

“Why don’t you follow them now?”

She hesitated. Rising up to her knees, she linked her arms around his neck and kissed him. Michael tossed the half-eaten drumstick over his shoulder. She was laughing when they rolled over the bed.

[image: ]

“Stay tonight.”

The sun was going down as she started to dress. “Not tonight. I need to think.”

“I was afraid you’d start thinking again.” He reached for her, holding her against him. “I love you, Emma. Why don’t you think about that?”

Her only response was to close her eyes.

“I need you to believe me.”

“I want to believe you,” she told him. “I don’t trust my own judgment right now. Not so long ago I thought Drew loved me, and that I loved him. I was wrong on both counts.”

“Goddammit, Emma.” Biting off the words, he moved away to pull up the shade. Twilight crept in.

“I’m not comparing you.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No.” She knew he couldn’t understand how far she had come already to be able to go to him and rest her cheek against his back. “It’s me I’m not sure of. My problems didn’t start with Drew. It would be difficult enough if they had. I have to be sure I know what I want before I ask for it again.”

“I’m not going to settle for one day with you.”

She sighed and kissed his shoulder. “Da and Bev will be going back to England soon.”

He turned at that. She could see the glint of fury in his eyes in the dying light. “If you’re thinking about going back with them, think again.”

“You can’t bully me, Michael. I’m past that.” Until she’d said the words, she hadn’t realized they were true. “I’m thinking of staying on at the beach house. They need to get on with their lives and I need to decide what I want to do with the rest of mine.”

“And you want me to back off?”

“Not too far.” She put her arms around him again. “I don’t want to lose you, I’m sure of that. I just don’t know what to do about it yet. Can we leave things as they are for now, for a little while longer?”

“All right. But understand this. I’m not going to wait forever.”

“Neither am I.”




Chapter Forty
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Straining for patience, Michael propped his feet on his desk and studied the ceiling. The high, excited voice in the phone receiver rambled on and on. They would haul the little weasel in as a material witness sooner or later, he knew. He just wanted it to be sooner.

“Listen, pal,” he interrupted at length. “I got the impression Springer was your friend. Yeah, well, talk’s cheap. He may have been a worthless two-bit bagman, but once we get the stiff, we take a personal interest.” He paused, listened to another moment of babbling. No one was more uncooperative than a jumpy witness with a fistful of priors.

“That’s fine. You don’t want to come in, we’ll find you.” He glanced up as the sergeant dropped a load of files and mail on his desk. “Take your chances on the street. We’ve always got room for one more at the morgue.” He listened as he pushed through the files. “Good choice. Ask for Detective Kesselring.”

Michael hung up and scowled at the paperwork. He’d hoped for five minutes to call Emma, but the odds were against it. Resigned, he tuned out the noise of the squad room and went for the mail first.

“Hey, Kesselring, we need your ten bucks for the Christmas party.”

Michael decided if he heard the word “Christmas” again, he’d shoot somebody. Preferably Santa himself. “McCarthy owes me twenty. Get it from him.”

“Hey.” Hearing his name, McCarthy wandered over. “Where’s your holiday spirit?”

“In your wallet,” Michael told him.

“Still sulking ’cause his lady’s going to spend Christmas in London? Lighten up, Kesselring, the world’s full of blondes.”

“Kiss off”

McCarthy put a hand over his heart. “Must be love.”

Ignoring him, Michael studied the manila envelope. It was odd when he was thinking such dark thoughts about London that he would get a letter from that city. A law firm, he mused, skimming the return address. What would a London law firm want with him? When he opened it, he found a cover letter and an envelope in shades of pink and blue. Turning the envelope over, he saw another return address in fancy script. Jane Palmer.

Though he wasn’t a superstitious man, he stared at the envelope for several minutes, thinking about messages from the dead. He slit it open and studied the cramped handwriting. Within five minutes, he was standing in his father’s office watching Lou read the letter.


Dear Detective Kesselring,

You investigated the death of Brian McAvoy’s son. I’m sure you remember the case. I remember it also. If you’re still interested, you should come to London and talk to me. I know all about it. It was my idea, but they made a mess of it. If you will pay for information, we can work out a deal.

Yours truly,

Jane Palmer



“What do you think?” Michael demanded.

“I think she might have known something.” Lou adjusted his glasses and read the letter through again. “She was six thousand miles away when it went down, and we could never tie her to it. But …” He had always wondered.

“The first postmark’s just a few days before her body was found. According to the lawyers the letter bounced around because of the incomplete address, then ended up with the rest of her papers. Over eight months,” Michael said in disgust.

“I’m not sure it would have made a difference if it had been eight days. She’d still have been dead.”

“If she was telling the truth and knew who killed the kid, someone could have gotten to her. Someone who didn’t know she’d send off a letter. I want to see the report, talk to the investigating officer.”

Lou turned the letter over in his hand. There wasn’t any purpose in reminding Michael that the letter had been addressed to the investigating officer on the case. “It’s possible. It’s the first lead we’ve had on this in nearly twenty years.” He remembered the police photograph of a little boy, and looked up at his son. “I guess you’re going to London.”
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Emma rolled out cookie dough and tried to put her heart into it. She’d always loved Christmas. This year, for the first time since childhood, she would be spending it with her family. The kitchen smelled of cinnamon and brown sugar, carols were playing through the speakers, and Bev was measuring out ingredients for plum pudding. Outside, a light snow was falling.

But her heart wasn’t in it. She was afraid it was six thousand miles away, with Michael.

As Emma pressed the cutters into the dough, Bev slipped an arm around her. “I’m so glad you’re here, Emma. It means everything to me, and your father.”

“And to me.” She scooped up a cookie in the shape of a snowflake and laid it on the baking sheet. “You used to let me do this when I was little. If Johnno was around, he’d come in and pinch a few before they were even cooked.”

“Why do you think I sent him off with Bri?” She watched Emma sprinkle colored sugar over the tops. “You miss Michael, don’t you?”

“I didn’t know I would. Not this much.” She carried the tray to the oven. “It’s silly. It’s only two weeks.” After setting the timer, she walked back to ball the dough together and roll it again. It felt good to do something with her hands, to feel competent. In charge. “It’s probably good for me to get away. I don’t want to get too involved too quickly.”

“Katherine says you’re making wonderful progress.”

“I think I am. I’m grateful to her for staying on with me in L.A. for the last couple of months. I wasn’t always,” she added with a smile. “But talking things out helped.”

“You’re still having nightmares.”

“Not as often. And I’m getting back to work, finally pushing through with the book.” She paused with a cookie cutter in her hand. “A year ago, Christmas was a nightmare. This year, it’s almost perfect.” She glanced over as the kitchen door swung open. The cookie cutter clattered to the floor. “Michael?”

“The housekeeper said I should just come back.”

She didn’t think. She didn’t need to. With a cry of pleasure, she raced into his arms. Before he could speak again, her mouth was on his.

“I can’t believe you’re here.” She pulled back, laughed, and began to dust him off. “I’ve got flour all over you.”

“I’m sure I can find a dozen things to do.” Bev wiped her hands on a cloth and slipped out the door.

“You said you couldn’t come,” Emma began.

“I had a change in schedule.” He drew her close again, wanting another taste. Desire rippled through him as her mouth moved warm under his. “Merry Christmas.”

“How long can you stay?”

“A couple of days.” He glanced over toward the stove. “What’s that noise?”

“Oh, my cookies.” She dashed over to turn off the timer and rescue them. “I was thinking of you when I made these. And wishing you weren’t so far away.” Turning, tray in hand, she looked at him. “I’ll go back with you if you want.”

“You know I want.” He ran a hand down her braid. “I also know that you need time with your family. I’ll be waiting for you when you get home.”

“I love you.” The words went through her heart to her mind so quickly it stunned her. The tray clattered as she dropped it on the rangetop.

“Say it again.”

His eyes were so dark and intense she lifted a hand to his cheek to soothe. “I love you, Michael. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get it out.”

Saying nothing, he pulled her close and held her. For a moment, everything he’d ever wanted was within the circle of his arms.

“I knew when I saw you in New York, at my showing. As soon as I saw you, I knew.” With a combination of relief and pleasure she turned her face into his throat. “It scared me. It seems I’ve been scared for years. Then when you walked in the door just now, it all fell into place.”

“You won’t be able to shake me off now.”

“Good.” She tilted her head up to his. “How about a cookie?”
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He made excuses. Michael didn’t enjoy lying to Emma, but he felt it best that the business that had brought him to London remain his for a while longer. He found his British counterparts polite and tidy. He also discovered that British red tape was every bit as convoluted as American.

It took him two hours to be told he would have to come back the next day for a look at the files.

It was time well spent. Emma was thrilled at the opportunity to show him London, steering him from the Tower to Piccadilly, to the changing of the guards to Westminster Abbey. Though he’d been easily persuaded to stay in the McAvoys’ home, he’d kept his hotel room. After the frantic tour, they spent hours in bed.

The files were little help to him. A standard investigation had ultimately ruled death by misadventure. Forensics had turned up no prints other than Jane’s, her former maid’s, and those of the dealer who had found the body. Both his and the maid’s alibis were airtight. The neighbors had nothing good to say about the deceased, but they hadn’t seen anything or anyone on the night of her death.

Michael skimmed through the police photographs. And people called him a slob, he mused as he studied the filth in which Jane had lived and died. Frustrated that the scene had long since been cleaned out, he went over the pictures again with a magnifying glass.

Inspector Carlson, who had been in charge of the Palmer investigation, looked on patiently.

“It was a bit of a sty,” he pointed out. “To be frank, I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Or smelled anything like it. The old girl had cooked for a couple of days.”

“No prints but hers on the syringe?”

“No. She did the job herself.” Carlson removed his horn-rims to polish the lenses. “We debated suicide, but it simply didn’t fit. As it says in the report, it appears that she obtained the heroin, was too strung out to remember to cut it down, and took a quick last ride.”

“Where’d she get the horse? This guy Hitch?”

The inspector pursed his lips. “He’s small-time. Doesn’t have the connections to deal anything that pure.”

“If not him, then who?”

“We’ve never been able to ascertain. We assumed she’d made the buy herself. She was a bit of a celebrity in her day and had a number of connections.”

“You’ve seen the letter she sent to my department.”

“That’s why we’re willing to reopen the case, Detective. If indeed we’ve had a murder here that connects with a murder in your country, you’ll have our complete cooperation.” He settled the horn-rims comfortably on his hooked nose. “It’s been nearly twenty years, but none of us has forgotten what happened to Darren McAvoy.”

No, no one had forgotten, Michael thought as he sat in Brian’s oak-paneled office and watched the man read his ex-lover’s letter.

There was a fire crackling cheerfully in the hearth across the room. Easy chairs were placed cozily in front of it. Awards and plaques and photographs lined the shelves and walls. There were a few cardboard boxes, a testament to the fact he’d only moved in weeks before. His desk looked more like an executive’s than a rock star’s. Glossy and piled with files and papers. Against the wall was a Yamaha keyboard and synthesizer, along with a huge reel-to-reel tape recorder. There was only mineral water and soft drinks in the bar. Michael waited until Brian looked up.

“My father and I discussed it. We thought you should know.”

Shaken, Brian groped for a cigarette. “You think it’s genuine.”

“Yes.”

He rumbled with his lighter. There was a bottle of Irish whiskey in the bottom drawer of his desk—still sealed. It was a test to himself. In the six weeks and three days since he’d tipped a bottle, he’d never wanted a drink more.

“Sweet Jesus, I thought I knew what she was capable of. I can’t understand this.” He dragged in smoke like a drowning man sucks air. “If she was—why would she have wanted to hurt him?” He buried his face in his hands. “Me. She wanted to hurt me.”

“We’re still of the opinion that the death was an accident.” Hardly words of comfort, Michael thought. “Logically, kidnapping and the ransom you would have paid were the motives.”

“I was already paying her for Emma.” He scrubbed his face with his hands, then dropped them on the desk. “She would have killed Emma, snapped her neck right before my eyes. She was capable of that in a rage. But to plan something like this.” Lifting his face again, he shook his head. “I can’t believe she could do it.”

“She had help.”

He rose then, all but lunged from the chair to roam the room. It was full of the tangible proof of his success. Gold records, platinum records, Grammys, American Music Awards. Signs that the music he had created was important.

Jockeying for space with them were dozens of photographs. Devastation, yesterday and today, Brian with other singers, musicians, politicians he’d supported, celebrities. There was a framed snapshot among them, of Emma and his lost son, sitting on the banks of a little creek and smiling into the sunlight. He had created them as well.

Twenty years dissolved in an instant, and he was back on the sun-dappled grass, listening to the laughter of his children. “I thought I’d put this behind me.” He rubbed his fingers over his eyes and turned away from the picture. “I don’t want Bev to know, not yet. I’ll tell her when I think the time’s right.”

“That’s up to you. I wanted you to know I’m going to reopen the case.”

“Are you as dedicated as your father?”

“I’d like to think so.”

With a nod, Brian accepted that. Whatever bond had been forged on that horrible night two decades before had yet to be broken. But he had another child to consider. “What about Emma? Are you going to put her through all the questioning again?”

“I’ll do everything I can to keep Emma from being hurt.”

He opened a bottle of ginger ale. A poor substitute for whiskey. “Bev seems to think you’re in love with her.”

“I am.” Michael shook his head at the offer of a drink. “I’m going to marry her as soon as she’s ready.”

Brian stood where he was and drank. The thirst was unbearable. “I didn’t want her involved with Drew. For all the wrong reasons. I’ve had the opportunity to ask myself, If I hadn’t pushed her, if I hadn’t objected so strongly, would she have waited?”

“Larimer wanted you and what you could do for him. I only want Emma. I always have.”

With a sigh, Brian sat again. “She has always been the most constant and beautiful part of my life. Something I made thoughtlessly that turned out perfectly right.” With a ghost of a smile, so much like his daughter’s, he looked at Michael. “You made me nervous the day Emma brought you to that miserable house of P.M.’s in Beverly Hills. I looked at you and thought, This boy is going to take Emma away from me. Must be the Irish,” he said as he drank again. “It seems the lot of us are drunks or poets or seers. I’ve had a chance to be all three.”

“I can make her happy.”

“I’ll hold you to it.” He picked up the letter again. “As important as it is to me for you to find who killed my son, it’s more important that you make Emma happy.”

“Da, P.M. and Annabelle have brought the baby. Oh, I’m sorry.” Emma stopped with her hand on the knob. “I didn’t know you were here, Michael.”

“You were shopping when I got back.” He stood, casually taking the letter from Brian and slipping it into his pocket.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Brian came around the desk to kiss her. “I’ve been grilling Michael. It seems he has ideas about my daughter.”

She smiled, on the verge of believing it before she saw her father’s eyes. “What is it?”

“I’ve just told you.” He put an arm around her shoulders and would have led her out, but she turned to Michael.

“I won’t be lied to.”

“I do have ideas about his daughter,” Michael countered.

She shrugged off the arm around her shoulder and stood firm. “Will you let me see the envelope that’s in your pocket?”

“Yes, but I’d rather do it later.”

“Da, would you leave us alone a moment.”

“Emma—”

“Please.”

Reluctantly he closed the door behind him and left them alone.

“I trust you, Michael,” she began. “If you tell me that the only thing you and Da talked about in this room was our relationship, I’ll believe you.”

He started to. He wanted to. “No, it’s not all we talked about. Will you sit?”

It was going to be bad. She found herself gripping her hands together in her lap as she had done since her school days when she was afraid to hear what she had to hear. Instead of speaking, Michael took the envelope out of his pocket and handed it to her.

Ice prickled along her skin as she saw the name on the back of the envelope. A message from the dead, she thought, and wished she could have laughed at the phrase. She opened the letter and sat in silence reading it.

She was so much like her father, Michael noted. Her expressions, the way grief came into her eyes, the quiet way she held herself as she coped with it. Before she spoke, she folded the letter again and gave it back to him.

“This is why you’re here?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes were dark and wretched when they met his. “I wanted to think you couldn’t stay away from me.”

“I can’t.”

She lowered her head again. It was so difficult to think when the ache came this way, marching hard. “Do you believe this letter?”

“It’s not up to me to believe,” he said carefully. “I’m following it up.”

“I believe it.” Emma had a flash of her last dear image of Jane, standing in the doorway of the dirty house, her face shadowed with bitterness. “She only wanted to hurt Da. She wanted to make him suffer. I still remember the way she looked at him the day he took me away. I was only a baby really, but I remember.”

She took a ragged breath. Tears were useless now. “How is it possible to love and hate a person as she did? How is it possible to take those feelings and distort them so completely that you could play a part in taking a little boy’s life? It’s been almost twenty years, but she still wants him to suffer.”

He crouched beside her and took the envelope that lay in her lap. “Maybe that’s true, but she may have started something that will help us find out who killed him, and why.”

“I know.” She closed her eyes tight. “It’s buried somewhere deep inside me, but I know. This time I’m going to dig it out.”
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When the music started she was standing in the dark doorway in her favorite nightgown, clutching Charlie. Darren was crying. She wanted to go back to bed, back to her own bed and the glow of the night-light. But she’d promised to take care of him, and he was crying.

She stepped out, but her foot didn’t touch the floor. It seemed to float on a dark gray cloud. She could hear the hissing, the dry skittering of the things that liked the dark. The things that ate bad little girls, like her mam had told her.

She didn’t know which way to go. It was too dark and there were sounds everywhere, under and over the music that wouldn’t stop. She walked toward her crying brother, trying to be small, so small no one could see. She could feel the sweat running down her back.

She had her hand on the knob. Turned it slowly. Pushed the door. Open.

Hands gripped her arms, twisting.

“I told you not to run away from me, Emma.” Drew slipped a hand around her throat and squeezed. “I told you I’d find you.”

“Emma!” Michael caught her flailing arms and pulled her close. “Wake up. Emma, wake up. It’s just a dream.”

She couldn’t get her breath. Even when she realized where she was and who was holding her, it seemed that Drew still had his hands locked around her throat.

“The light.” She dragged the words out. “Please, turn on the light.”

“All right. Hang on.” He shifted, dragging her with him as he hit the switch. “There. Now look at me. Emma, look at me.” He put a hand firmly under her chin and held it. She was still shuddering, and in the gleam of the lamp her face was marble-white, sheened with sweat. “It was a dream,” he said quietly. “You’re with me.”

“I’m all right.”

He pulled the sheet up around her shivering shoulders. “I’m going to get you some water.” When she nodded he slipped out of bed into the adjoining bath. Emma brought her knees close to her chest, listening to the sound of water hitting glass. She knew where she was. In the hotel room with Michael. She’d wanted one night alone with him before he went back to the States. Though she knew it had only been a dream, she lifted a hand to her throat. She could still feel the grip of Drew’s fingers.

“Drink a little.”

She sipped. It didn’t burn as she’d feared. “I’m sorry, Michael.”

He wasn’t interested in apologies. Nor did he want her to know he was as shaken as she. She’d sounded as though she had been choking in sleep, trying to gasp for air that was trapped in her throat.

“How often do you have these?”

“Too often.”

“Is this why you wouldn’t ever spend the night with me before?”

She moved her shoulders and looked miserably into the glass.

“You’re too beautiful to be a jerk, Emma.” He shoved the pillows into place and pulled her back beside him. “Tell me about it.”

When she’d finished, he continued to stare into middle distance. She was calm now. He could feel it in each easy breath she took. He was wired tight.

“The letter probably set it off,” she murmured. “I used to pray that the nightmares would stop. Now I don’t want them to. I want to see. I want to get through the door and see.”

He turned his head to press his lips to her hair. “Do you trust me?”

His arm was firm around her, not holding her down. Just holding her. “Yes.”

“I’m going to do everything I can to find out who’s responsible for your brother’s death.”

“It was so long ago.”

“I’ve got some ideas. Let me see if I can put them together.”

She rested against him, wishing she could go on forever beside him, her head cushioned on his shoulder. “I know I said I’d go back with you if you wanted. But I need to stay. I have to talk to Katherine. I need a few weeks.”

He said nothing for a moment, adjusting himself to the idea of being without her. “While you’re here, think about whether you could handle being married to a cop.” He turned her face up to his. “Think about it hard, will you?”

“Yes.” She slid her arms around him. “Make love with me, Michael.”
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The club was noisy, filled with young bodies stuffed into tight jeans. Snug, short skirts barely covered the hips of long-legged girls. The music was hard and loud, the liquor watered. But the club was packed, the dance floor jammed. Colored lights whirled, distorting faces. Couples standing hip to hip had to shout to communicate. Drugs and money exchanged hands as casually as phone numbers.

It wasn’t what he was used to. It certainly wasn’t what he preferred. But he had come. He squeezed into a small corner table and ordered a Scotch.

“If you’d wanted to talk, you could have picked a better spot.”

His companion grinned and downed a whiskey. “What better place for secrets than in public?” He lit a cigarette with a monogrammed gold lighter. “The grapevine has it that Jane slipped something by you.”

“I know about the letter.”

“You know, and didn’t think it was worth mentioning?”

“That’s right.”

“It won’t do to forget that what concerns you concerns me.”

“The letter only implicates Jane, not you, or me. Since she’s dead, it hardly matters.” He paused, waiting until the waitress had set down his drink. “There’s something else that may be more pressing. Emma’s having troubling dreams.”

The man laughed and blew smoke between his teeth. “Emma’s dreams don’t bother me.”

“They should. Since they concern us both. She’s in therapy, with the psychiatrist who treated Stevie Nimmons.” After sampling the Scotch, he decided it wasn’t good enough to water a plant with. “It looks as though she may be starting to remember.”

His expression changed. There was a trace of fear, then a flood of anger. “You should have let me kill her years ago.”

“It wasn’t necessary then.” The other man shrugged and sipped his Scotch. “It may be necessary now.”

“I don’t intend to get my hands dirty at this stage, old man. You take care of her.”

“I dealt with Jane.” His voice was cool and level. “At the moment, I think Emma only bears watching. If it goes further, it will be up to you.”

“All right. Not because you order it, but because I owe her.”

“Mr. Blackpool, can I have your autograph?” He set down his lighter and smiled at the curvy young redhead. “Of course, dear. It would be a pleasure.”




Chapter Forty-One
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Through the parlor window, Emma could see the last of the New Year’s snow melting from the hedgerow.

“Michael wants me to marry him.”

Katherine barely lifted a brow. “How do you feel about that?”

Emma nearly laughed. It was such a standard response, therapist to patient. “I feel a lot of things about that. Surprise isn’t one of them. I’ve known for some time he’s only been waiting to ask me. When I’m with him, I start to believe that it could work. A home, a family. It’s what I’ve always wanted.”

“Do you love him?”

“Oh yes.” That part, it seemed, was quite simple. “I do.”

There was no hesitation there, Katherine noticed. “But you’re not sure of marriage.”

“It works for some people. We could hardly say it worked for me.”

“How does Michael compare with Drew?”

“In what way?”

Katherine merely lifted her hands palms up, fingers spread.

“They’re both men. Attractive, determined men.”

“Anything else?”

Emma wandered the room. The house was empty and quiet. It was understood that at three each afternoon she would be left alone to talk to Katherine. She hadn’t meant to speak of Michael today, but of the nightmares. But her thoughts had focused on him.

“No, nothing. Even before I realized Drew was violent, I couldn’t have compared them. He was careless with people, only able to focus on one at a time. There was no real sense of loyalty. He could be very clever and very romantic, but it was never done out of simple generosity. He always required payment.”

“And Michael?”

“He cares. About people, his job, his family. Loyalty is like, well, the color of his eyes Just part of him. I never thought I’d want to be with a man again. To have sex. When we made love for the first time, I felt things I’d always wanted to feel and hadn’t been able to.”

“You call it having sex when you refer to Drew. Making love with Michael.”

“Do I?” Emma paused and gave Katherine one of her rare smiles. A memory drifted back—Johnno sitting on her bed in her room in Martinique. When it’s with someone you care about, it’s almost holy. “I don’t suppose a degree is required to puzzle that out.”

“No.” Pleased, Katherine leaned back against the cushions. “Are you comfortable, physically, with Michael?”

“No. But it’s a wonderful kind of discomfort.”

“Exciting?”

“Yes. But I haven’t been able to … initiate.”

“Do you want to?”

“I don’t know. I think—I’d like to show him. I suppose I’m afraid of doing something wrong.”

“In what way?”

Baffled, Emma lifted her hands and let them fall. “I’m not sure, just that I might do something to annoy him, or …” Impatient with herself, she turned back to the window. “I can’t shake Drew, and the things he said to me about how stupid, how useless I was in bed.” She hated that, knowing she was still allowing him to control some part of her life.

“Have you considered that if you were inadequate in bed, it was due to your partner and the circumstances?”

“Yes. Up here.” Emma touched a finger to her temple. “I know I’m not cold and unresponsive. I can feel passion, desire. But I’m afraid to move toward Michael, afraid I might spoil something.” Pausing, she picked up a crystal pyramid and watched the colors run through it. “And it’s the nightmares. I’m almost as afraid of him now as I was when he was alive. Somehow I think if I could pull him out of my dreams, erase his face and his voice from my subconscious, I’d be able to take that next step with Michael.”

“Is that what you want?”

“Of course that’s what I want. Do you think I want to go on being punished?”

“For what?”

“For not doing what he wanted quickly enough, or in the wrong way.” Agitated, she set the crystal down to wrap her arms around her breasts. “For not wearing the right dress. For being in love with Michael. He knew, he knew I felt something for Michael.” She began to pace again, twisting her fingers together. “When he saw us together at the showing, he knew it. So he beat me. He made me promise I’d never see Michael again, and he still beat me. He knew I wouldn’t keep the promise.”

“A promise made under duress isn’t a promise at all.”

Dismissing logic, Emma shook her head. “The point is, I tried to keep it, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. So he punished me.”

She dropped into a chair. “I lied,” she continued, half to herself. “I lied to Drew, and to myself.”

Katherine leaned forward, but she kept her voice very low and mild. “Why do you suppose Drew is there in your dream, your dream of the night Darren died?”

“I lied then, too,” Emma murmured. “I didn’t keep my promise. I didn’t take care of Darren. We lost him. Da and Bev lost each other. I’d sworn to them that I would always look after him. That I’d keep him safe. But I broke my promise. No one ever punished me. No one ever blamed me.”

“But you did. Haven’t you blamed yourself? Punished yourself?”

“If I hadn’t run away—he called to me.” For an instant it flashed into her mind. The way his voice had raced after her as she’d fled down the dark hall. “He was so scared, but I didn’t go back to him. I knew they were going to hurt him, but I ran. And he died. I should have stayed. I was supposed to stay.”

“Could you have helped him?”

“I ran because I was afraid for myself.”

“You were a child, Emma.”

“What difference does that make? I made a promise. You don’t break promises to people you love, no matter how difficult they are to keep. I made one to Drew, and I stayed because …”

“Because?”

“Because I deserved to be punished.” She dosed her eyes on a dull, dreary horror. “Oh God. Did I stay all those months because I wanted to be punished for losing Darren?”

Katherine allowed herself only the briefest moment of satisfaction. This was exactly what she’d been hoping for. “I think that’s part of it. You’ve said before that Drew reminded you of Brian. You’ve blamed yourself for Darren’s death, and in a child’s mind, punishment follows guilt.”

“I didn’t know Drew was violent when I married him.”

“No. You were attracted to what you saw on the surface. A beautiful young man with a beautiful voice. Romantic, charming. You chose someone you thought was gentle and affectionate.”

“I was wrong.”

“Yes, you were wrong about Drew. He deceived you and many others. Because he was so attractive, so loving on the outside, you became convinced that you deserved what he did to you. He used your vulnerability, exploited it and compounded it. You didn’t ask to be battered, Emma. And you weren’t to blame for his sickness. Just as you weren’t to blame for your brother’s death.” She took Emma’s hand. “I believe when you accept that, completely, you’ll remember the rest. Once you remember, the nightmares will pass.”

“I will remember,” Emma murmured. “And I won’t run this time.”
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The loft had hardly changed. Marianne had added a few of her own bizarre touches. A full-sized blowup of Godzilla, an enormous plastic palm tree that was still decorated for Christmas though the January white sales were in full swing, and a stuffed minah bird that swung on a perch in front of the window. Her paintings dominated the walls, landscapes, seascapes, portraits, and still-lifes. The studio smelled of paint, turpentine, and Calvin Klein’s Obsession.

Emma sat on a stool in a slash of sunlight wearing a sweatshirt that drooped off one shoulder and the sapphire and diamond earrings her father had given her for Christmas.

“You’re not relaxed,” Marianne complained as she stroked a pencil over her pad.

“You always say that when you sketch me.”

“No, you’re really not relaxed.” Marianne stuck the pencil in her hair. It was a mass of curls now that just skimmed her shoulders. She sat back to drum her fingers on the pad and study Emma. “Is it being here, in New York?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” But she’d been tense the last couple of days in London as well, unable to shake the feeling she was being watched, followed. Stalked.

Stupid. She took three deliberate breaths. In all likelihood the tension stemmed from finally acknowledging her guilt and shame, and her anger, which revolved around Darren and Drew. And yet, once she had, she felt relief.

“You want to quit?” Even as she asked, Marianne took out the pencil and began to sketch again. She’d always wanted to capture that quiet, haunted look in Emma’s eyes. “We could run uptown, go to Bloomies, or go to Elizabeth Arden’s for the works. I haven’t had a facial in weeks.”

“I’ve been meaning to mention how haggard you look.” She smiled so that the dimple winked at the corner of her mouth. “What is it, vitamins, macrobiotics, sex? You look wonderful.”

“I think it might be love.”

“The dentist?”

“Who? Oh, no. Talk of root canals destroyed our relationship. His name’s Ross. I met him about six months ago.”

“Six months ago.” Emma arched a brow. “And you never mentioned him.”

“I thought I might jinx it.” With a shrug, Marianne turned the pad and started a new sketch. “Shift a little, would you? Turn your head. Yeah.”

“Serious.” Emma glanced out the window. Her stomach did a little loop so that she had to inhale slowly. People were hurrying along below, chased by a chill wind that threatened rain or sleet. There was a man standing in the doorway of the deli, smoking. She would have sworn he looked right at her. “What?” she said when she heard Marianne’s voice.

“I said it could be. I’d like it to be. The problem is, he’s a senator.”

“As in U.S.?”

“The gentleman from Virginia. Can you see me as one of those classy Washington wives?”

“Yes,” Emma said and smiled. “I can.”

“Teas and protocol.” Marianne wrinkled her nose. “I can’t imagine actually having to sit through a speech on the defense budget. What are you staring at?”

“Oh. Nothing.” With a quick shake of her head, Emma shifted her gaze. “There’s just a man standing down on the street.”

“Imagine that. In downtown New York. You’re tensing up again.”

“Sorry.” Deliberately she looked away and tried to relax. “Paranoia,” she said, hoping for a light touch. “So, do I get to meet the politician?”

“He’s in D.C.” In two strokes Marianne penciled in Emma’s brow. “If you weren’t in such a hurry to get back to L.A., you could go down with me next weekend.”

“It is serious then.”

“Semi. Emma, what is so fascinating out there?”

“It’s just this man. It’s almost as if he’s looking right at me.”

“Sounds more like vanity than paranoia.” Pushing herself up, Marianne walked to the window. “Probably waiting to make a drug deal,” she decided. She moved away again to pick up her long-neglected coffee cup. “In the serious vein, what about Michael? Are you going to give the man and his dog a break?”

“I want to take my time.”

“You’ve been taking your time with Michael since you were thirteen,” Marianne pointed out. “What’s it like to have a man carry a torch for you for over ten years?”

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s exactly like that. In fact, I’m surprised he managed to stay on the Coast when you told him you were going to visit here for a couple of days before flying back.”

“He wants to get married.”

“Well, you could knock me over with a twenty-foot crane. Who’d have guessed it?”

“I suppose I haven’t wanted to think about what happens next.”

“That’s only because you’ve blocked the M word out of your vocabulary for a while. So what are you going to do about it?”

“It?”

“The two Ms. Marriage and Michael.”

“I don’t know.” She looked out the window again. He was still there, standing patiently. “I’m going to wait until I see him again. We both may feel differently now that things have settled down, and our lives are getting back to normal. Dammit.”

“What?”

“I don’t know why I didn’t realize it before. Da’s hired a bodyguard again.” She turned her head quickly, eyes narrowed. “Did you know about this?”

“No.” Marianne stirred herself to go to the window and look out again. “Brian never said a word to me. Look, the guy’s just standing around. Why automatically assume he’s there for you?”

“When you’ve lived with it most of your life, you know when you’re being watched.” Annoyed, she moved away from the window. On an oath, she whirled back and yanked the window open. “Hey!” Her sudden shout surprised her as much as the man on the street. “Go call your boss and tell him I can take care of myself. If I see you down there in five minutes, I’m calling the cops.”

“Feel better?” Marianne murmured at her shoulder.

“Lots.”

“I’m not sure he could hear you all the way down there.”

“He heard enough,” Emma said with a satisfied nod. “He’s leaving.” A little dizzy, she pulled her head in. “Let’s go get a facial.”
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Michael pored over the printout. It had taken him days to correlate lists and cross-check. In the past weeks he’d found himself just as caught up in Darren McAvoy’s murder as his father had been twenty years before. He had read every inch of every file, studied every photograph, checked and rechecked every interview that had been compiled during the original investigation. From his own memory he pulled out the visit to the house in the hills with Emma, making his own notes from her descriptions and recollections.

From his father’s meticulous investigation and Emma’s recollections, he was able to re-create, in his mind, the night of Darren’s death.

Music. He imagined Beatles, Stones, Joplin, the Doors.

Drugs. Everything from grass to LSD cheerfully shared.

Shop talk, party talk, gossip. Laughter and intense political discussions. Vietnam, Nixon, women’s liberation.

People coming and going. Some invited, some just showing up. No one questioning unfamiliar faces. Formal invitations had been for the establishment. Peace, love, and communal living the order of the day. It sounded nice enough, but for a cop in the first year of the nineties, it was frustrating.

He had the guest list his father had compiled. It was, of course, woefully inadequate, but a place to start. Playing a hunch, he. Spent days verifying the whereabouts on the night of Jane Palmer’s death of every name on the list. He’d turned up sixteen people who had been in London, including all four members of Devastation, their manager, and Bev McAvoy. Michael ignored his tendency to cross them off, and spent several more days checking alibis,

His printout now had twelve names. He liked to think if there was indeed a connection between two murders, twenty years apart, it was on that list.

“It gives us something to work with,” Michael said. He leaned over his father’s shoulder so that they could both study the printout. “I want to dig a little deeper, find any and all of the connections between these twelve people and Jane Palmer.”

“You’ve got the McAvoys on the list. You don’t think they killed their own son?”

“No. It’s the connection.” He pulled over a file and opened it. He had a list of names connected with broken lines. It resembled a family tree, headed by Bev, Brian, and Jane. Below were Emma’s and Darren’s names. “I’ve been hooking them up, using interviews and file information. Take Johnno.” Michael slid his finger down. “He’s Brian’s oldest friend, his writing partner. They formed the group together. He remained friends with Bev during her long estrangement from Brian. He also knew Jane the longest.”

“Motive?”

“Money or revenge is all we’ve got,” Michael went on. “We can easily apply both of those to Jane Palmer, but it’s a stretch for anyone else on the list. Blackpool.” Michael moved his finger down. “He was more of a hanger-on at the time Darren was killed. His big break came several months later when he recorded a song Brian and Johnno had written. And Pete Page became his manager.” He ran his finger over the lines connecting Blackpool with Brian, Johnno, Pete, and Emma.

“No connection with Palmer?” Lou asked.

“I haven’t found one yet.”

With a nod, Lou leaned back. “There are several names on your list that even I recognize.”

“A rock-and-roll countdown.” Sitting on the edge of the desk, Michael lit a cigarette. “I know when you figure the main motive for kidnapping is money, most of these names don’t fit. That’s where Jane comes in. If she planted the idea, she could have used blackmail, sex, drugs, or any other kind of hook to pressure someone into getting to Brian through Darren. She tried to get to him once through Emma, and all she got out of it was money. She wanted more. What better way than through his son?”

He pushed away from the desk to pace the office and try to figure it out. “If she could have gotten into the house, she would have done it herself. But she was the one person who wouldn’t have been welcome that night. So she found someone else, used whatever lever worked best, and got what she wanted.”

“You sound like you understand her very well.”

Michael thought of his brief, destructive affair with Angie Parks. “I think I do. If we take her at her word that the kidnapping was her idea, then we have to find the connection. She used someone on this list.”

“There were two people in the nursery that night.”

“And one of them had to know their way around the house. He had to know the layout of the rooms upstairs, the McAvoys’ private space. He had to know the kids, the routine. So we look for someone connected to both Jane and Brian.”

“You’re forgetting something, Michael.” Lou leaned back to study his son. “If you penciled your name on this page, how many lines would connect you? Nothing clouds an investigation quicker than personal involvement.”

“And nothing motivates more.” Michael tapped out his cigarette. “I’m not sure I would be a cop today if it hadn’t been for Emma. She came to the house that time. You remember, it was around Christmas. She came to see you.”

“I remember.”

“She was looking for help. There wasn’t a lot anyone could give her, but she came to you. It started me thinking. It wasn’t all filling out forms, making lists. It wasn’t all shoot-outs and collars. It was having people come to you because they knew you’d know what to do. We went to the house in the hills, and I walked through it with her. I understood that there have to be people who know what to do. Who care enough about one small boy they’ve never met to keep trying.”

Touched, Lou looked down at the papers on his desk. “It’s going on twenty years, and I haven’t figured out what to do about this one.”

“What color were Darren McAvoy’s eyes?”

“Green,” Lou answered. “Like his mother’s.”

Smiling a little, Michael rose. “You’ve never stopped trying. I’ve got to pick Emma up at the airport. Can I leave this stuff with you? I don’t want her to see it.”

“Yeah.” He fully intended to go over every word in his son’s report. “Michael.” He glanced up as Michael paused at the door. “You’ve turned out to be a pretty good cop.”

“So have you.”




Chapter Forty-Two
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Emma had convinced herself to ease back. Her relationship with Michael was moving too quickly. She would gently pull their relationship back a few notches. Her book was about to be published. It was time to open her own studio, perhaps have another showing.

How did she know her own feelings in any case? Her life had been in too much upheaval. It was easy to mistake love for gratitude and friendship. And she was grateful to him. Always would be. He had been her friend, a constant if distant one for most of her life. Her decision to back off was best for both of them.

She took a firm grip on her camera case as she walked through the gate.

There he was. He saw her the same instant she saw him. All of the practical decisions she’d made over the last three thousand miles vanished. Before she could say his name, he had swooped her off her feet. To the amusement and annoyance of other passengers, he greeted her in silence, blocking most of the gateway.

When she could breathe again, she touched a hand to his cheek. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He kissed her again. “It’s good to see you.”

“I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“I think it’s over eleven years now.” He turned and started toward the terminal.

“Aren’t you going to put me down?”

“I don’t think so. How was your flight?”

“Smooth.” With a laugh, she pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Michael, you can’t carry me through the airport.”

“There’s no law against it. I checked. I guess you’ve got luggage.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You want to pick it up now?”

She answered his grin, then settled back to enjoy the ride. “Not particularly.”
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Two hours later they were in her bed, sharing a bowl of ice cream.

“I’d never developed the habit of eating in bed before I met you.” Emma scooped out a spoonful and offered it. “Marianne and I used to hoard Hershey bars in our room at school. Sometimes we’d sneak them into bed after lights out, but that was as decadent as it got.”

“I always figured girls snuck guys into their room after lights out.”

“No. Just chocolate.” She slid thé ice cream into her mouth and closed her eyes. “We only dreamed about boys. We talked about sex all the time, looking up with envy to any of the girls who claimed to have lived through the experience.” She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “It’s better than I imagined it would be.” She offered him another spoonful and the strap of the tank top she wore slithered off her shoulder.

Reaching out, Michael toyed with it. “If you let me move in, we could practice a lot more.”

He was looking at her, waiting. Wanting an answer, Emma thought. And she didn’t know which one to give him. “I haven’t decided whether I’m going to keep this house or look for another one.” That was true enough, but they both knew it was an evasion rather than an answer. “I need studio space, and a darkroom. I think I’d like to find a place where I could have it all.”

“Here, in L.A.?”

“Yes.” She thought of New York. It would never be her home again. “I’d like to try to start here.”

“Good.”

She set the bowl aside, certain he didn’t know what she meant by starting. “I need to concentrate on getting ready for another show. I have a number of contacts out here, and I think if we could tie it in with the book—”

“What book?”

She smoothed the sheets and took a deep breath. “Mine. I sold it about eighteen months ago. On Devastation. Early photographs from when I was a child up to the last tour I went on with Da. It’s been delayed a couple of times because … because of what happened. But it’s due to come out in about six months.” She glanced toward the window. The wind had picked up from the sea and brought with it a rush of rain. “I have an idea for another one. The publisher seems to be interested.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Before she could make an excuse, he cupped her face in his hands and kissed her, long and hard. “All we have is a bottle of mineral water to celebrate with. Uh-oh.”

She’d nearly relaxed, and now braced again. “What?”

“My mother’s going to kill me if you don’t give her first dibs on autographing sessions.”

And that was it? she thought, staring at him. No demands, no questions, no criticisms. “I … the publisher wants me to tour. It’s going to mean a lot of traveling for a few weeks.”

“Do I get to watch you on Donahue?”

“I—I don’t know. They’re setting stuff up. I told them I’d be available for anything they wanted during the month of publication.”

It was her tone that had him lifting a brow. “Is this a test, Emma? Are you waiting for me to grow fangs because you’re telling me you’ve got a life?”

“Maybe.”

“Sorry to disappoint you.” He started to rise, but she laid a hand on his arm.

“Don’t. If it’s not fair, I’m sorry. It’s not always easy to be fair.” She dragged both hands through her hair. “I know better than to make comparisons, but I can’t help making them.”

“Work on it,” he suggested flatly, then reached over for his cigarettes.

“Dammit, Michael, he’s all I have to compare. I never lived with another man, I never slept with another man. You want me to pretend that that part of my life never happened. That I never let myself be used or hurt. I’m supposed to forget and pick up and go on so that you can take care of me. Every man who’s ever been important to me has wanted to take over because I’m too weak or stupid or defenseless to make the right choices.”

“Hold on.”

But she was scrambling out of bed to pace the room. “All of my life I’ve been tucked into corners, all for my own good. My father wanted me to forget about Darren, not to dwell on it, not to think of it. I wasn’t supposed to worry about what he was doing to his own life, either. Then Drew was going to take care of it all. I was too naïve to handle my finances, my friends, my work. And I was so bloody used to being pointed in a direction, I just went. Now I’m supposed to forget all of that, just forget it, and let you click into place so I’m protected again.”

“Is that why you think I’m here?”

She turned back. “Isn’t it?”

“Maybe that’s part of it.” He blew out smoke, then deliberately crushed out his cigarette. “It’s hard to be in love with someone and not want to protect them. But let’s just back up, okay? I don’t want you to forget about what happened between you and Latimer. I want you to be able to live with it, but I hope to Christ you never forget it.”

“I won’t.”

“Neither will I.” He stood then to cross to her. Outside the rain was whipped by the wind, battering windows. “I’ll remember everything he did to you. And there’ll be times when I’ll wish he was still alive so I could kill him myself. But I’ll also remember that you pulled yourself out of it. You took a stand, and you survived. Weak?” He lifted a fingertip to trace the faint scar under her jawline. “Do you really believe I think you’re weak? I saw what he did to you that day. I’ll always be able to see it. You didn’t let him plow you under, Emma.”

“No, and I won’t let anyone take control of my life again.”

“I’m not your father.” He spit out the words as he gripped her shoulders. “And I’m not Latimer. I don’t want to control your life, I just want to be part of it.”

“I don’t know what I want.” She lifted her hands to cover his. “I keep coming back to you, and it’s frightening because I can’t stop. I don’t want to need you this way.”

“Dammit, Emma—” When the phone rang, he swore again.

“It’s for you,” she said, holding out the receiver.

“Yeah?” He picked up his cigarettes, then paused. “Where? Twenty minutes,” he said and hung up. “I’ve got to go.” He was already pulling on his jeans.

She only nodded. Someone was dead. She could see it on his face.

“We’re not finished here, Emma.”

“No.”

He shouldered on his gun. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Michael.” She didn’t know what she wanted to say. Instead, she went with instinct and put her arms around him. “Goodbye.”

She couldn’t settle once he’d gone. The rain was coming in sheets now. She could barely see the ocean through it, but she could hear the waves crashing. She found it soothing, the gray light, the sound of water. It was cool enough to start a fire from the stack of split oak in the woodbox. Once it was blazing, she called the airport to arrange for her luggage to be delivered.

It occurred to her that it was the first time she was completely alone in the house, a house she was considering making her own. After brewing tea, she wandered through it, sipping. If she did buy it, remodeling would be essential. There was a room off the kitchen that could be enlarged for a studio. The light was good. Or was, she thought, when there was sun.

There were three bedrooms upstairs, all large and lofty. An impractical amount of space perhaps, but she liked having it. She could make it her own. Thoughtful, she glanced at her watch. It would be worth a call to the real estate agent. Before she could pick up the phone, it rang.

“Emma?”

“Da.” She sat on the arm of the sofa.

“I just wanted to see if you’d gotten there.”

“Everything’s fine. How are you?”

“A little crazed at the moment. We’re recording. We’ll be breaking off to come out to the Coast.”

“Da, I told you, I’m fine. It really isn’t necessary for you to come all this way.”

“I’d like to see you for myself, plus we’re up for three Grammys.”

She broke off her objections. “Of course. Congratulations.”

“We figured we’d show up in force. You’ll come along, won’t you?”

“I’d love to.”

“I thought you might like to ask Michael. Pete’s arranging the tickets.”

“I will.” She remembered the way he’d looked when he’d strapped on his gun. “He may be busy.”

“Check it out. We’ll be coming in at the end of the week for rehearsals. Pete got a request for you to be one of the presenters. He asked me to pass it along.”

“I don’t know.”

“It would mean a lot to me, Emma, having you make the announcement if Johnno and I cop song of the year.”

She smiled. “And if you don’t, I can read your names anyway.”

“That’s the way. You’ll take care of yourself, won’t you?”

“Yes, and that’s something I wanted to speak to you about.” She shifted the phone to her other ear. “Da, I don’t want the bodyguard. I fully intend to take care of myself, so call him off.”

“What bodyguard?”

“The one you hired before I left London.”

“I didn’t hire anyone, Emma.”

“Look I—” She broke off. He often hid things from her, but he never lied. “You didn’t arrange for someone to follow me, look out for me?”

“No. It didn’t occur to me that you’d need it. Has someone been bothering you? I can break off earlier and come out—”

“No.” Sighing, she pressed her fingers to her eyes. “No one’s been bothering me. Marianne was right, it’s just paranoia. I guess I haven’t gotten used to coming and going as I choose, but I intend to.” To prove it, she made her decision quickly. “Tell Pete I’d be delighted to be a presenter at the Grammys. In fact, I’ll start hunting up a dress tomorrow.”

“Someone will contact you about the rehearsals. Keep a night free. Bev and I would like to take you and Michael out to dinner.”

“I’ll ask him. He’s … Da,” she said on impulse. “What is it that makes you so comfortable with Michael?”

“He’s steady as a rock. And he loves you as much as I do. He’ll make you happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“I know. I love you, Da. I’ll see you soon.”

Maybe it was just that easy, she thought as she hung up the phone. She had a man who loved her, and who could make her happy. She’d never doubted Michael’s feelings, or her own. The doubts came from whether she would be able to give anything back.

Bundling into a slicker, she raced into the rain. The least she could give Michael when he returned was a hot meal.

She enjoyed pushing the cart up and down the aisles of the market, choosing this, selecting that. By the time she checked out, she had three bags loaded. Drenched, she settled back into the car. It was only three, but she had to turn on her lights to cut the gloom. Jet lag had set in, but the fatigue was almost pleasant, and suited to the rain.

The road was all but deserted. Other shoppers had planned more carefully, or were waiting for the storm to pass. Perhaps that was why she noticed the car behind her, turning where she turned, always keeping two lengths behind. Turning up the radio, she struggled to ignore it.

Paranoia, she told herself.

But her eyes kept flicking to the rearview mirror, and she could see the twin headlights glowing steadily behind her. Emma increased her speed, a little more than safety allowed on the slick roads. The headlights paced her. She eased off the gas. The trailing car slowed. Catching her lip between her teeth, she swerved into an abrupt left turn. Her car físhtailed, skidded. Behind her, the car swung left, then slid across the road.

Fighting for control, Emma punched the gas and managed to pull her car out of the skid. On a burst of speed, she turned toward home, praying the few moments’ lead was all she would need.

She had her fingers around the door handle before she hit the brakes. She wanted to get inside, to safety. Whether it was her imagination or not, she didn’t want to be caught outside and defenseless if the other car cruised up. Leaving the groceries, she sprinted out of the car. Then screamed when a hand clamped on her arm.

“Lady!” The young driver jumped back and nearly overbalanced into a puddle. “Jeeze, get a grip.”

“What do you want?”

The rain was dripping off a cap onto a blunt, freckled nose. She couldn’t see his eyes. “This your house?”

She had her keys, balled in her hand. Emma wondered if she could use them as a weapon. “Why?”

“I got three pieces of luggage, American flight number 457 from New York, for Emma McAvoy.”

Her luggage. Emma nearly laughed as she ran a hand over her face. “I’m sorry. You startled me. You were behind me when I left the market, and I guess I got spooked.”

“I’ve been waiting here for the last ten minutes,” he corrected and shoved a clipboard at her. “Want to sign, please?”

“But—” She looked over in time to see a car drive slowly toward the house. The figure behind the wheel was lost in the sheeting rain and shadows as it cruised down the street. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “Would you mind waiting until I get the groceries in?”

“Look, lady, I’ve got other stops to make.”

She pulled a twenty out of her purse. “Please.” Without waiting for his agreement, she went back to her car to unload.

Inside she double-checked all the locks. With the fire, the lights, the warmth, she’d all but convinced herself that she’d made a mistake. When she didn’t see the car reappear during the next twenty minutes, she was almost sure of it.

Cooking relaxed her. She liked the scents she created, the low murmur of music. As the hour grew later, the gray simply deepened. There was no twilight, just the steady fall of rain. At ease again, she decided to go upstairs and unpack.

The sound of a car swishing through the rain outside had panic streaking up her spine again. She stood frozen at the base of the stairs, staring out the wide, dark window. It hadn’t occurred to her until that moment how exposed she was, with all the lights burning. She could hear a brake set, a door slam.

She was on tie way to the phone when she heard the footsteps in front of the door. Without hesitating, she ran to the fireplace and grabbed the brass poker. The knock had her grip tightening.

She was alone. He knew she was alone, Emma thought frantically, because she’d been foolish enough to wander through the house with the lights burning and the shades drawn up. She inched her way toward the phone. She would call for help. If it didn’t get there in time, she would help herself.

Her heart tattooed against her chest as she lifted the receiver.

“Emma! I’m drowning out here.”

“Michael?” The phone slipped out of her fingers and fell to the floor. She let the poker drop as well as she rushed to the door. Her fingers weren’t steady as she fumbled with locks. She could hear him swearing. By the time she pulled open the door and threw her arms around him, she was laughing.

“Sorry, I don’t get the joke.”

“No, I’m sorry. It was just that I—” But when she drew back, she saw something in his eyes she hadn’t seen before. Despair. “Here, let me help you. You’re soaked through.” She helped him peel off his jacket. “I’ve got some tea. I wish I’d thought of brandy, but there’s probably a bottle of whiskey somewhere.” She nudged him over by the fire, then went into the kitchen. Moments later, she returned with a cup. He hadn’t moved, she noted. He just stood there, looking down at the flames.

“It’s a nice Irish tea, heavy on the Irish.” She handed it to him.

“Thanks.” He sipped, grimaced, then downed it.

“You should get out of those wet clothes.”

“In a minute.”

She started to speak again, then changed her mind and went quietly upstairs. When she came back, she simply took his hand. “Come on. I’m running you a bath.”

He couldn’t find the energy to argue. “Do I get bubbles?”

“All you want. Go ahead.” She gestured toward the door. “Relax. I’ll get you some more tea.”

He pulled off his shirt and let it fall with a wet splat to the floor. “Make it straight Irish this time. Two fingers, no ice.”

She hesitated while he unsnapped his pants. She had to stop looking for ghosts in bottles, as well. Not everyone who wanted a drink wanted to get drunk. “All right.”

When she came back, the water had stopped running. She paused at the door, then feeling foolish, set the glass on the table by the bed. Though they were lovers, she couldn’t see herself waltzing in while he was bathing. Whether it was a matter of intimacy or privacy, she couldn’t cross the line. She sat on the window seat, watched the rain and waited.

With a towel slung low on his hips, he stepped out. The light was behind him and she could clearly see the tension and withdrawal in his face.

“I started dinner.”

He nodded, but only picked up the glass. He thought he could hold the whiskey down. Food was another matter. “Why don’t you go ahead?”

“I can wait.” She wanted to go to him, take his hand, smooth the lines away from his brow. But he was brooding into the glass as if she weren’t even there. Rising, she walked into the bath to tidy the wet clothes and towels.

“You don’t have to pick up after me.” He was standing in the doorway now. An anger, deep and raw, came through in both his voice and his eyes. “I don’t need a mother.”

“I just—”

“Latimer wanted to be waited on, Emma. It’s not my style.”

“Fine.” Her own temper rose up to meet his. She let his shirt fall to the floor again. “Pick it up yourself then, not everyone likes to live in a sty.”

He snatched up the shirt and hurled it into the tub. Emma retreated two steps before she could stop herself. “Don’t look at me like that.” He whirled on her, furious with her, himself, with everything. “Don’t ever look at me like that. I can get pissed off at you without throwing a punch.”

She started to check the venom that burned her tongue, but it poured out. “I’m not afraid you’ll hit me. No one will ever hit me again and walk away. I’m through being victimized by anyone. That includes you. If you want to sulk, then go ahead and sulk. If you want to fight, fine. I’ll fight, but I’m going to know what I’m fighting about. If you’re acting like this because I won’t do what you want, be what you want, and say what you want, then tough. Shouting isn’t going to change my mind.”

He held up a hand before she could storm by. Not to block her, but to ask her to wait. The subtle difference was enough to make her hold back the next burst of temper.

“It has nothing to do with you,” he said quietly. “Nothing at all. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come back here tonight.” He looked down at his wet clothes. “Look, can we throw these in the dryer or something so I can get them back on and get the hell out of here?”

It was there again, she noted. Not just anger, but a deep, dark despair. “What is it, Michael?”

“I told you it has nothing to do with you.”

“Let’s sit down.”

“Back off, Emma.”

He turned away and walked back into the bedroom. He’d been wrong, he decided as he put the whiskey aside. He couldn’t keep that down, either.

“Oh, I see. You want to be a part of my life, but I’m not to be a part of yours.”

“Not this part.”

“You can’t section off pieces of yourself and tuck them away. I know.” She moved to him, touched a hand to his arm. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how much she loved him. With a kind of wonder it came to her that the need wasn’t all hers after all. “Talk to me, Michael. Please.”

“It was kids,” he murmured. “Jesus, babies. He just walked over to the playground at recess and let loose.” Michael had to sit. Groping his way to the bed, he sat on the edge, pushing the heels of his hands into his eyes. He could still see it. What terrified him was that he knew he always would.

Bewildered, Emma sat beside him, rubbing a hand over his shoulder to try to ease the tension from the muscles bunched there. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I. We found out who he was. He’d had a history of mental illness. Been in and out of institutions all his life. Turns out he went to that school, that same school, through first and second grades before they put him away the first time. We’ll find out more, for what it’s worth.”

“Who? Who are you talking about?”

“Just a loser. Some sick, pitiful loser who got his hands on a forty-five automatic.”

And she began to see. A sickness welled up to her throat. “Oh my God.”

“He drove to the school. Walked right up to the playground. Kids were playing ball and jumping rope. It hadn’t started to rain yet. So he opened up. Six kids are dead. Twenty more are hospitalized. They won’t all make it.”

“Oh, Michael.” She put her arms around him, rested her cheek against his.

“Then he just walked away. By the time the black and whites got there, he was gone. When McCarthy and I drove up—” But he couldn’t describe it, not to her. Not even to himself. “We got a make on the car and found it a couple of blocks away. He was right there, eating lunch in the park. Just sitting on a bench in the fucking park eating a sandwich in the rain. He didn’t even bother to run when we moved in. He picked up the gun and stuck the barrel in his mouth. So we’ll never know why. We’ll never even know why.”

“I’m sorry.” She could think of nothing else to say. “I’m so sorry.”

“We’re supposed to make a difference. Goddammit, we’re supposed to make a difference. Six kids dead, and there’s nothing you can do. You couldn’t stop it, and you couldn’t fix it. All you can do is walk away and try to convince yourself that there was nothing you could do.”

“But you don’t walk away,” she murmured. “That’s why you make a difference. Michael.” She drew away, to study his face. “You couldn’t have stopped this. I won’t tell you you shouldn’t grieve over something you couldn’t prevent, because that makes you who you are.”

“You never get used to it.” He dropped his brow on hers. “I used to wonder why my father would come home sometimes and close himself off. When he did, I’d hear him and my mother talking after I went to bed. For hours.”

“You can talk to me.”

He pulled her close. She was so warm, so soft. “I need you, Emma. I wasn’t going to come back here with this. I needed to hold on to something.”

“This time, you hold on to me.” She lifted her mouth to his. His response was so strong, almost desperate, that she no longer tried to soothe. If he needed to burn out despair in passion, she was there for him.

She took control as she hadn’t known she could, pulling him down with her, letting her hands excite, her mouth demand. He had always loved her before, gently, patiently. There was no room for that now, and no need. If his passion was dark, hers could equal it. If his desire was urgent, she would match it.

This time she would chase away his demons.

She rolled with him, over him, dragging the towel aside, giving herself the pleasure of driving him, feeling his body tremble and heat and tense as she raced over it. No hesitation, no fears, no doubts. To pleasure herself as much as him, she stroked with fingertips, slow circles, teasing lines.

The lamplight glowed over his skin, tempting her to taste with quick flicks of her tongue, with long strokes of her lips.

Power, just discovered, rocked through her like thunder.

He felt himself pulse, wherever she touched him. Though his hands weren’t idle, she shifted away. Wait, she seemed to tell him. Let me show you. Let me love you. Linking her hands with his, she slithered down his body, her mouth burning frantic arrows of pleasure into his flesh.

He could hear the patter of rain on the glass, feel the sheet heat under his back. In the slanted light he saw her, long, pale hair streaming down her shoulders. Her eyes dark, depthless as they met his.

Rearing up, he dragged her close until they were thigh to thigh. With the need pumping through him, he tugged at buttons, wanting to see her, desperate to feel her.

Her teeth nipped into his shoulder as he ripped her blouse. Here was a violence she could understand, and relish. Savage without brutality. And the turbulence in him was a storm within her. Equal. Interchangeable. She found that love and lust could tangle gloriously.

As he tore at her clothes, her low-throated moan had nothing to do with surrender. How could she have known that all of her life she had waited to be wanted this way? Desperately, exclusively, heedlessly. Nor had she known that she had waited to feel this same wild recklessness.

He wasn’t gentle now, and she reveled in the furor. He wasn’t controlled, and she pushed him further to the edge. When his fingers dug into her hips, she knew he wasn’t thinking of her as frail and fragile and in need of defending. When her name tore from between his lips, the need was there, for her. And only for her.

She rolled over him, arching her back with both triumph and release as she took him into her. The first stunning climax ripped through her, but didn’t weaken. It was his hands that slid from her, that groped blindly for hers. With their fingers linked, she set the pace, fast and frantic.

Even after she felt him explode inside her, she rode him, driving him, demanding more. She brought her mouth back to his, insatiable, until his lips grew hungry and his breathing shallow. Her tongue slid along his throat where his pulse began to throb. He murmured something, dazed and incoherent. But she could only moan as she felt him harden inside of her again.

Half mad, he reared up, gripping her arms in tense fingers, covering her mouth with hot, crushing kisses. Then she was beneath him and his body was like a furnace, pumping and plunging into hers.

Long and limber, her limbs linked around him. Her eyes were open and on his. He could see them begin to glaze. Watch her lips begin to tremble. Pleasure rippled through him as he felt her body shudder over a new peak. Then he saw her lips curve, slowly, beautifully.

It was the last thing he saw before passion dragged him under.




Chapter Forty-Three
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It infuriated Emma that she kept looking over her shoulder. Almost a week had passed since she’d settled back into the house on the beach—since Michael and Conroy had unofficially settled in with her. A rehearsal, she sometimes thought, for the future she was beginning to believe in. Living with Michael, sharing her bed and her time with him, didn’t make her feel trapped. It made her feel, at long last, normal … and happy.

Yet no matter how content she was, Emma couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched. Most of the time she ignored it, or tried to, telling herself it was just another reporter looking for a new angle. Another photographer with a long lens looking for an exclusive picture.

They couldn’t touch her, or what she was building with Michael.

But she kept the doors locked and Conroy close whenever she was alone.

No matter how often she told herself there was no one there but her own ghosts, she kept watching, waiting. Even walking down Rodeo Drive in bright sunshine she felt the tension in the back of her neck.

She was more embarrassed than afraid, and wished she had called a limo rather than driving herself.

She’d thought she would enjoy looking for just the right outfit, trying on both the outrageous and the classic, being pampered and cooed over by the clerks. But it was only a relief to have it over, to tuck the dress box into her car and drive off.

It was pitiful, she told herself, this persecution complex. Emma thought Katherine would lift her psychiatrist’s brow and make interested noises if she told her. Poor Emma’s gone off the bend again. Thinks she’s being followed. Wonders if someone’s been in the house when she goes out. What about those odd noises on the phone? Must be tapped.

Christ. She rubbed a finger against her temple and tried to laugh. The next thing she’d start doing was checking under the bed at night. Then she’d be in therapy for life.

Well, she’d chosen L.A., hadn’t she? Before long she’d have a personal trainer as well as a therapist. She’d be worried about her polarity or she’d start channeling for a three-hundred-year-old Buddist monk.

And then she did laugh.

After she stopped at the auditorium, she picked up her camera. Buddhist monks would have to hold off, at least until she’d dealt with the business at hand. Acts and presenters for the awards show would already be inside. It would be like the old days, she mused. Watching rehearsals, taking pictures.

It was a satisfying feeling to know that her past and her future had found a way to meld.

When she stepped from the car, Blackpool stood blocking her path.

“Well, well. Hello again, Emmy luv.”

It infuriated her that he could still make her cringe. Without speaking, she started to skirt around him. He simply shifted, trapping her against the car as easily as he had once trapped her in her darkroom.

Smiling, he stroked a fingertip down the back of her neck “Is this any way to treat an old friend?”

“Get out of my way.”

“We’ll have to work on those manners.” He gripped her braid and tugged hard enough to make her gasp. “Little girls who grow up with money always end up spoiled. I’d have thought your husband would have taught you better—before you killed him.”

It wasn’t fear, she realized as she began to shake. It was fury. Hot, glittering fury. “You bastard. Let go of me.”

“I thought we might have a chat, just the two of us. Let’s take a ride.” He kept his hand on her hair, pulling her along.

She swung back, bringing her camera case hard into his midsection.

When he doubled over, she stepped back, and into someone else. Without thinking, she whirled and nearly caught Stevie in the face.

“Hang on.” He threw up a hand before her fist could connect with his nose. “Don’t hit me. I’m just a poor recovering addict who’s come to play guitar.” He put a hand on her shoulder, gave it a quick squeeze. “Is there a problem here?”

Almost carelessly, Emma glanced back at Blackpool. He’d recovered his wind, and was standing, fists clenched. Emma felt a quick surge of pleasure. She had taken care of herself, and very well. “No, there’s no problem.” Turning, she walked toward the theater with Stevie.

“What was all that about?”

There was still a smile on her face. Pure satisfaction. “He’s just a bully.”

“And you’re a regular Amazon. Here I was loping across the lot, trying to play white knight. You stole my thunder.”

She laughed and kissed his cheek. “You’d have flattened him.”

“I don’t know. He’s a lot bigger than I am. Better all around that you punched him yourself. I’d hate to have gone on the telly with a black eye.”

“You’d have looked dashing, and rakish.” She slipped an arm around his waist. “Let’s not say anything about this to Da.”

“Bri’s very handy with his fists. I’d fancy seeing Blackpool with a shiner.”

“I’d fancy it myself,” she murmured. “At least wait until after the awards.”

“I never could resist a pretty face.”

“No, you couldn’t. Have you convinced Katherine to marry you yet?”

“She’s weakening.” They could hear one of the rehearsing acts playing before they entered the theater. Rough, unapologetic rock blasted through the walls. “She stayed in London. Said she had too many patients to take the time for this. But she also stayed behind to see if I could deal with this business on my own.”

He stopped near the rear of the theater, just to listen.

“And can you?”

“It’s runny, all those years I took drugs because I wanted to feel good. There were some things I wanted to forget.” He thought of Sylvie, and sighed. “But mostly because I wanted to feel good. They never made me feel good, but I kept right on taking them. In the past couple of years, I’ve started to realize what life can be like when you face it straight.” He laughed, his shoulders moving restlessly. “I sound like a bloody public service announcement.”

“No. You sound like someone who’s happy.”

He grinned. It was true, he was happy. More, he’d begun to believe he deserved to be. “I’m still the best,” he told her as they walked toward the stage. “Only now I can enjoy it.”

She saw her father being interviewed offstage. He was happy too, she thought. Johnno was stage right harassing P.M., who was trying to show off baby pictures to any technician he could collar.

The group onstage had broken off rehearsing. They were young, Emma noted. Six smooth young faces, under masses of hair, who were up for Best New Group. She could feel the nerves from them, and she could see, with a sense of pride, the way they glanced toward her father from time to time.

Would they last so long? she imagined them asking themselves. Would they make so deep a mark? Would another generation be touched, and moved by their music?

“You’re right,” she said to Stevie. “You are the best. All of you.

She didn’t think of Blackpool again. She didn’t look over her shoulder. For hours she indulged herself, taking pictures, talking music, laughing at old stories. It didn’t even bother her to make an entrance, and stand at the podium reciting her lines to a near-empty theater. She sat, sipping a lukewarm Coke, as some of the musicians jammed centerstage on old Chuck Berry tunes.

Only P.M. left early, anxious to get back to his wife and baby.

“He’s getting old,” Johnno decided, plopping down beside her to play some blues on a harmonica. He glanced back to study the seventeen-year-old vocalist who was already an established star. “Christ, we’re all getting old. Before long, you’ll commit the ultimate insult and make us grandfathers.”

“We’ll just push your rocking chair up to a mike.” She tipped up the bottle.

“You’re a nasty one, Emma.”

“I learned from the best.” Chuckling, she draped an arm around his shoulders. “Look at it this way, there hasn’t been anyone else onstage today who’s lived through two decades of rock-and-roll hell. You’re practically a monument.”

“Truly nasty,” he decided and cupped the harmonica. “All this talk about lifetime achievement awards,” he muttered between chords. “Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.”

“They have their nerve, don’t they?” She laughed and hugged him. “Johnno, you’re not really worried about age.”

He scowled and began to blow more blues. Behind him, someone picked up the rhythm on bass. “See how you like it when you’re cruising toward fucking fifty.”

“Jagger’s older.”

He shrugged. The drums had fallen in, a brush on the snare. “Not good enough,” he told her and continued to play.

“You’re better looking.”

He considered that. “True.”

“And I’ve never had a crush on him.”

He grinned. “Never got over me, did you?”

“Never.” Then she spoiled the solemn look with a chuckle. She began to sing, improvising lyrics as she went. “I’ve got those rock-and-roll blues. Those old, old, rocking blues. When my hair is gray, and you ask me to play, I say don’t bug me, Momma, my bones they’re aching today. I got them rock-and-roll blues. Them old man rocking blues.”

She grinned at him. “Did I pass the audition?”

“Pretty bloody clever, aren’t you?”

“Like I said, I learned from the best.”

While he continued to play, she slid off the edge of the stage and framed him in. “One last shot before I go.” She snapped, changed the angle, and snapped again. “I’ll call it Rock Icon” She laughed when he called her a nasty name, then packed the camera in her case. “Shall I tell you what rock and roll is, Johnno, from someone who doesn’t perform, but observes?”

He gestured with the harmonica, then cupped it again to play softly as he watched her.

“It’s restless and rude.” Walking back, she laid a hand on his knee. “It’s daring and defiant. It’s a fist shaken at age. It’s a voice that often screams out questions because the answers are always changing.”

She glanced up to see her father standing behind Johnno, listening. Her smile swept over him. “The very young play it because they’re searching for some way to express their anger or joy, their confusion and their dreams. Once in a while, and only once in a while, someone comes along who truly understands, who has the gift to transfer all those needs and emotions into music.

“When I was three years old, I watched you”—she looked back up at Brian—“all of you, go out onstage. I didn’t know about things like harmony or rhythms or riffs. All I saw was magic. I still see it, Johnno, every time I watch the four of you step onstage.”

He toyed with the copper column at her ear, then sent it spinning. “I knew there was a reason we kept you around. Give us a kiss.”

Her lips were curved as they touched his. “See you tomorrow. You’re going to knock them dead.”

It was dusk when she walked to her car. Sometime during the afternoon it had rained again. The streets were shiny, and the air was cool and misty. She didn’t want to go home to an empty house. Michael was working late, again.

When she started the car, she turned the radio up loud, as she liked it best on aimless drives. She would entertain herself for a couple of hours, look at houses in the glow of street lights, try to decide if she wanted the beach, the hills, or the canyons.

Relaxed, she set the car at a moderate pace and let the music wash over her. She didn’t check her rearview mirror, or notice the car that fell in behind her.

[image: ]

Michael stood in front of the pegboard in the conference room and studied his lists. He’d made another connection. It was slow work, frustrating, but each link brought him closer to the end of the chain.

Jane Palmer had had many men. Finding them all could be a life’s work, Michael thought. But it was particularly satisfying when he turned one up whose name was on the list.

She had used Brian’s money to move out of her dingy little flat and into bigger, more comfortable quarters in Chelsea, where she’d lived from 1968 to 1971, until she’d bought the house on King’s Road. For the better part of ’70, she’d had a flatmate, a struggling pub singer named Blackpool.

Wasn’t it interesting, Michael thought as he rubbed eyes dead-dry with strain, that while the McAvoys had been living in the hills of Hollywood, Jane Palmer had been playing house with Blackpool? Blackpool who had been at the McAvoys’ party that night in early December?

And odd, wasn’t it just a bit odd, that Jane hadn’t mentioned the connection in her book? She’d dropped every name that could have made the slightest ring, but Blackpool, an established star by the mid-seventies, didn’t rate a footnote. Because, Michael concluded, neither of them wanted the connection remembered.

McCarthy stuck his head in the door. “Christ, Kesselring, you still playing with that thing? I want some dinner.”

“Robert Blackpool was Palmer’s live-in lover from June of ’70 to February of ’71.”

“Well, call out the wrath of God.”

Michael slapped a file in McCarthy’s hand. “I need everything there is to know about Blackpool.”

“I need red meat.”

“I’ll buy you a steer,” Michael said as he walked back into the squad room.

“You know, partner, this whole business has ruined your sense of humor. And my appetite. Blackpool’s a big star. He does beer commercials, for Christ’s sake. You’re not going to tie him to a twenty-year-old case.”

“Maybe not, but I’m down to eight names.” He sat at his desk and pulled out a cigarette. “Somebody stole my damn Pepsi.”

“I’ll call a cop.” McCarthy leaned over. “Mike, no fooling around, you’re pushing this too hard.”

“Looking out for me, Mac?”

“I’m your goddamn partner. Yeah, I’m looking out for you, and I’m looking out for myself. If we have to go out on the streets while you’re strung out like this, you’re not going to back me up.”

Through a veil of smoke, Michael studied his partner. His voice, when he spoke, was dangerously soft. “I know how to do my job.”

It was a tender area. McCarthy was well aware of the razzing Michael had taken his first years on the force. “I’m also your friend, and I’m telling you, if you don’t ease off for a few hours, you’re not going to do anybody any good. Including your lady.”

Slowly, Michael unclenched his fists. “I’m getting close. I know it. It’s not like it was twenty years ago. It’s like it was yesterday, and I was there, right there going over every step.”

“Like your old man.”

“Yeah.” He braced his elbows on the desk to scrub his hands over his face. “I’m going crazy.”

“You’re just overcharged, kid. Take a couple hours. Ease off.”

Michael stared down at the papers on his desk. “I’ll buy you a steak. You help me run the make on Blackpool.”

“Deal.” He waited while Michael shrugged into his jacket. “Why don’t you give me a couple other names? Marilyn’s on a new kick and we’re getting nothing but fish this week anyway.”

“Thanks.”
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Emma stopped the car and looked at the house through the rising mists. She hadn’t consciously decided to drive to it. Years before she had sat in the car with Michael and studied the house. It had been sunny then, she remembered.

There were lights in the windows. Though she could see no movement, she wondered who lived there now. Did a child sleep in the room where she had once slept, or where Darren’s crib had stood? She hoped so. She wanted to think that more than tragedy lived on. There had been laughter in the house as well, a great deal of it. She hoped there was again.

She supposed Johnno had made her think of it, when he had talked of growing older. Most of the time she still saw them as they had been in her own childhood, not as men who had lived for nearly a quarter of a century with fame and ambition, with success and failure.

They had all changed. Perhaps herself most of all. She no longer felt like a shadow of the men who had so dominated her life. If she was stronger, it was because of the effort it had taken to finally see herself as whole, rather than as parts of the people she’d loved the best.

She looked through the gloom to the house nestled on the hill, and hoped with all her heart she would dream of it that night. When she did, she would open that door. She would stand, and look, and she would see.

Releasing the brake, she started down the narrow road. Six months before, she knew, she wouldn’t have had the courage to come alone, to open herself to all those feelings. It was good, so good not to be afraid.

The headlights flashed into her rearview mirror so close, so fast, they blinded her. Instinctively she threw a hand up to block the glare.

Drunk and stupid, she thought and glanced for a place to pull over and let the car pass.

When it rammed her from behind, her hands clamped automatically on the wheel. Still, the few seconds of shock cost her, and had her veering dangerously close to the guardrail. Dragging the wheel back, she heard her tires squeal on the wet pavement. Her heart jackhammered to her throat as she slid sideways around the next turn.

“Asshole!” With a trembling hand she wiped a smear of blood from her lip where she’d bitten it. Then the lights were blinding her again, and the impact of the next hit had her seat belt snapping against her breastbone.

There was no time to think, no room for panic. Her rear fender slapped against the metal guard as her car shimmied. The car behind backed off as she fought her own out of a skid. She saw the tree, a big leafy oak, and used every ounce of strength to jerk the wheel to the right. Panting, she concentrated on maneuvering around an S turn, pumping her brakes to slow her speed.

He came again. She caught a glimpse of the car, burned the image into her brain before the lights glared against her mirror again. Though braced for the impact, she cried out.

He wasn’t drunk. And he wasn’t stupid. In one part of her mind the terror screamed out. Someone was trying to kill her. It wasn’t her imagination. It wasn’t leftover fears. It was happening. She could see the lights, hear the crunch of metal against metal, feel her tires skid as they fought for traction.

The car came up on her left, punching hers toward the drop. She was screaming; she could hear herself as she laid on the gas and tore around the next turn.

She wouldn’t outrun him. Emma blinked the glaze out of her eyes and tried to think. His car was bigger, and faster. And the hunter always had the advantage over the hunted. The road cut through the hills gave her no room to maneuver, and there was no place to go but down.

He pulled up again. She could see the dark shape of the car, creeping closer, and closer, like a spider toward a victim in the web. She shook her head, knowing at any moment he would ram her and send her crashing over the edge.

In desperation, she jerked her car to the left, surprising him by taking the offensive. It gave her an instant, hardly more. But even as he approached again, she saw the headlights gleam from the other direction.

On a prayer, she took her last chance and poured on the speed. The oncoming car swerved, brakes high and shrill, horn blasting. She caught a glimpse of the car behind her veering back to the right at a dangerous speed.

For a second, she was alone, around the next turn. Then she heard the crash. It echoed with her own screams as she hurtled down the winding road toward the lights of L.A.
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McCarthy had been right. Not only did Michael feel better after a meal and an hour’s break, but he thought more clearly. As a second-generation cop, he had not only his contacts to call on, but his father’s. He made a call to Lou’s poker buddy who worked in Immigration, to his own contact in the Motor Vehicle Administration, used his father’s name with the FBI and his own with Inspector Carlson in London.

No one was particularly pleased to be called on after hours, but the meal had made it easier for him to use charm.

“I know it’s irregular, Inspector, and I’m sorry to bother—oh, Lord, I totally forgot the time difference. I am really sorry. Yes, well, I need some information, background stuff. Robert Blackpool. Yeah, that Blackpool. I want to know who he was before 1970, Inspector. I should be able to connect the dots after that.” He made a note to himself to contact Pete Page. “Everything you can find. I don’t know if I’ve got anything, but you’ll be the first—”

He broke off when he saw Emma running in, glassy-eyed, with a trickle of blood on her temple.

“Please.” She collapsed into the chair in front of his desk. “Someone’s trying to kill me.”

He cut Inspector Carlson off without a word. “What happened?” He was beside her, taking her face in his hands.

“On a road up in the hills … a car … tried to run me down.”

“Were you hit?” He began to search frantically for broken bones.

She heard other voices. They were crowding around her. A phone was ringing, ringing, ringing. She saw the lights revolve. The room followed it before she slid out of the chair.

There was a cloth against her head. Cool. She moaned, reaching a hand to it as she opened her eyes.

“You’re okay,” Michael told her. “You just passed out for a minute. Drink a little of this. It’s only water.”

She sipped, letting her head rest against his supporting arm. She could smell him—her soap, his sweat. She was safe again. Somehow she was safe again. “I want to sit up.”

“Okay. Take it easy.”

She stared around, waiting to settle. She was in an office. His father’s office, she thought. She’d seen it when she’d stopped by earlier in the week, wanting to see where Michael worked. It was very plain. Brown carpet, glass walls. The blinds were closed now. His desk was ordered. There was a picture of his wife on it. Michael’s mother. Looking beyond, she saw another man, thin, balding.

“I’m sorry. You’re Michael’s partner.”

“McCarthy.”

“I met you a few days ago.”

He nodded. She might have been concussed, but she was lucid.

“Emma.” Michael touched her cheek to make her look at him. “Tell us what happened.”

“I thought I was imagining it.”

“What?”

“That someone was after me. Could I have that water?”

“Sure.” Because her hands were shaking, he closed his over them on the cup. “Who was after you?”

“I don’t know. Before I left London, I … maybe it was my imagination.”

“Tell me.”

“I thought someone was following me.” She glanced over at McCarthy, waiting to see the doubt, or the amusement. He only sat on the edge of the captain’s desk and listened. “I was almost sure of it. After so many years with bodyguards, you just know. I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to,” Michael told her. “Go on.”

She looked at him and wanted to weep because he meant it. She would never have to explain to him. “While I was in New York, I saw someone watching the loft. I was sure Da had hired someone to look out for me. But when I asked him, he said he hadn’t, so I decided I’d been wrong. The first night I was back, a car followed me home from the market.”

“You never mentioned it.”

“I was going to, but …” She trailed off again. “You were upset when you got back. And then I more or less forgot about it. I didn’t like thinking I was going crazy. I would think someone had been in the house when I’d go out, that the phone was making noises. Like it was tapped.” She closed her eyes. “Typical paranoid behavior.”

“Don’t be stupid, Emma.”

She nearly smiled. He never let her feel sorry for herself for long. “I can’t prove it had anything to do with tonight, but I feel it.”

“Can you talk about it now?” He’d given her time. Now her hands were steadier and the glassy look had faded.

“Yeah.” Taking a deep breath, she related everything that she could remember about the incident on the road. “I just kept going,” she finished. “I don’t know if anyone was hurt. That other car. I didn’t even think about it until I was nearly here. I just kept going.”

“You did the right thing. Check out her car,” he asked McCarthy. “Emma, did you get a look at the driver?”

“No.”

“At the car?”

“Yes.” Calm again, she nodded. “I made a point of looking, of trying to pick out whatever details I could. It was dark—blue or black—I can’t be sure. I don’t know much about makes and models but it was good-sized. Not a small car like mine. It could have been a … Cadillac, I think, or a Lincoln. It had L.A. plates. MBE. I think those were the letters, but in the mist I couldn’t catch the last numbers.”

“You did great.” He kissed her. “I’m going to have someone drive you to the hospital.”

“I don’t need the hospital.”

He traced a fingertip over her temple. “You’ve got a major-league bump on your head.”

“I didn’t even feel it.” Though she could now, with more clarity than was comfortable, she stood firm. “I won’t go, Michael. I’ve had enough of hospitals to last me a lifetime.”

“All right. We’ll get someone to take you home and stay with you.

“Can’t you?”

“I’ve got to check this out,” he began, then glanced up when McCarthy came back in.

“You must be a hell of a driver, Miss McAvoy.”

“Emma,” she said. “I was too scared to be a bad one.”

“Mike, I need you a minute.”

“Just sit. I won’t be long,” he told Emma as he rose. Recognizing the look on his partner’s face, he shut the door behind him. “Well?”

“I don’t know how the hell she managed to get through it in one piece. Car looks like she took third place in the Demolition Derby.” Casually, he laid a hand on Michael’s arm. He didn’t think his partner was quite ready to take a look at it himself. “I had one of the guys check the hospitals before I took a look at her car. They just got an admission, car wreck up in the hills. Cut the guy out of a brand-new Cadillac. Blackpool,” he said and watched Michael’s eyes narrow. “He’s in a coma.”




Chapter Forty-Four
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“Are you sure you’re up to this?” Johnno took a careful study of Emma as she came to the bottom of the stairs.

“Don’t I look up to it?” She did a slow model’s pivot. The deep blue dress left her shoulders bare and dipped low at the back before it slid down her body, sparkling with hundreds of bugle beads.

Her hair was scooped up in intricate tiny waves and clipped with two glittery combs. On the lapel of the silver jacket she carried was pinned the phoenix he had given her.

“I’d best not comment what you look up to.” Still, he crossed to her to stroke a thumb over the bruise on her temple which she’d camouflaged with makeup. “You had a rough time a couple days ago.”

“But it’s over.” She walked to the table to pour him a glass of wine. After a moment’s hesitation, she poured another for herself. “Blackpool can’t harm me from a hospital bed.” She offered Johnno a glass. “I know Michael believes he was involved with Darren’s murder, and I certainly won’t rule him out, but until he comes out of the coma—if he comes out—we won’t be sure. I’ve tried to picture him in Darren’s room that night, but I just can’t remember.”

“There was someone else there,” he reminded her.

“Isn’t that why I have the hottest escort in town for the awards tonight?”

He grinned over the rim of his glass. “I doubt if I make up for Michael.”

She set down the glass, barely touched, and picked up her evening bag. “You don’t have to make up for anyone. And he’ll get there if he can. Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” He offered his arm, formally, and led her outside to the waiting limo.

“Don’t try that shy, retiring stuff on me. I happen to know that no one loves the spotlight better.”

It was true enough. He settled back against the cushy seat, enjoying the scent of leather and fresh flowers. But he worried. “I thought I knew the bastard,” he said half to himself. “I didn’t like him particularly, but I figured I knew him. One of the biggest pissers is I helped write his first hit.”

“It’s a bit foolish to beat yourself up over that now.”

“If he had anything to do with Darren …” With a shake of his head he pulled out a cigarette. “That should keep the tabloids going for years.”

“We’ll deal with it.” She laid a hand over his. “It’s all going to come out anyway. Jane’s part in it, and Blackpool’s. We’ll just have to learn to live with it.”

“It’s rough on Bri. Like going through it a second time.”

“He’s stronger now.” She fingered the pin on her jacket. “I guess we all are.”

He brought her hand to his lips. “You know, if you threw Michael over, I might just might consider changing my … style.”

She laughed, then picked up the phone as it began to ring. “Hello. Michael.”

Johnno sat back and watched her smile spread.

“Yes, I’m sitting here thinking over a proposal from an incredibly attractive man. No, Johnno.” She put a hand over the receiver. “Michael wants you to know he’s got an in with the Department of Motor Vehicles and can make your life a living hell.”

“I’ll take the bus,” Johnno decided.

“Yes. We’re due at the theater at four. The early award ceremonies should have already started.”

“I’m sorry I can’t be there,” Michael told her. He glanced down the hospital corridor toward ICU. “If things change here, I’ll meet you.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Easy for you to say. I miss my chance to ride in a limo and rub elbows with the rich and famous. If you married me, I could do it once a week.”

“All right.”

He caught a glimpse of a doctor coming down the corridor. “All right what?”

“I’ll marry you.”

He ran a hand through his hair and shifted the phone. “Excuse me?”

She grinned foolishly at Johnno and squeezed his hand. “Have we got a bad connection?”

“No, I … Shit, hold on.” He put a hand over the speaker to listen to the doctor. “I’ve got to go, Emma. He’s coming out of it. Listen, don’t forget where we left off. Okay?”

“No, I won’t.” She hung up just as Johnno popped the cork on the champagne.

“Do I get invited this time?”

“Hmmm? Oh, yes. Yes.” A little dazed herself, she stared at the glass he handed her. “It was so easy.”

“It’s supposed to be when it’s right.” Feeling a bit misty, he touched his rim to hers. “He’s the luckiest man I know.”

“We can make it work.” She sipped, letting the wine explode on her tongue. “We will make it work.” Dreamily she settled back and didn’t give a thought to Blackpool.
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Michael thought of him. He stood at the foot of the bed and studied the man who had tried to kill Emma. He hadn’t come out of it well. His face was ruined. If he made it, he would need a series of operations to reconstruct it. His survival didn’t look promising with the internal damage he’d suffered in the crash.

Michael didn’t give a damn whether he lived or died. He only wanted five minutes.

He had the background report on Blackpool. It was still sketchy, but it told him enough. The man swimming toward consciousness in ICU had been born Terrance Peters. As a juvenile he’d racked up a record of petty theft, vandalism, possession. He’d graduated to assault, usually on women, dealing, and larceny before he’d changed his name and tried his hand at singing in clubs. He’d let London swallow him, and though he’d been under suspicion for a handful of robberies, he’d always slid his way out.

His luck had turned when he’d hooked up with Jane Palmer.

For the worse as it turned out, Michael thought. It’s taken twenty years, you sonofabitch, but we’ve got you.

“He won’t be in any shape to talk,” the doctor pointed out. “He needs to stabilize.”

“I’ll keep it brief.”

“I can’t leave you alone with him.”

“Fine. We can always use a witness.” He stepped to the side of the bed. “Blackpool.” He watched the eyes flutter, still, then flutter again. “Blackpool, I want to talk to you about Darren McAvoy.”

Blackpool dragged his eyes open again. His vision wavered and pain ice-picked into his head. “You a cop?”

“That’s right.”

“Fuck off. I’m in pain.”

“I’ll bring you a get-well card. You took a bad ride, pal. It’s touch and go.”

“I want a doctor.”

“I’m Dr. West, Mr. Blackpool. You’re—”

“Get this bastard out of my face.”

Ignoring him, Michael leaned closer. “It’s a good time to clean out your conscience.”

“I haven’t got one.” He tried to laugh and ended up gasping.

“Then maybe you’d like to stick it to someone else. We know about you, how you screwed up the boy’s kidnapping.”

“She remembered.” When Michael didn’t respond, he shut his eyes. Even through the pain, he could feel hate and fury. “It figures the bitch would remember me and not him. Supposed to be a nice smooth job, he told me. Take the kid, pick up the ransom. He didn’t even want the money. Then when it was all fucked, he just walked away. Told me to clean it up. Like that guy in the kitchen who was ordering pizzas. All I had to do was whack him and keep cool and I’d have everything I wanted.”

“Who?” Michael demanded. “Who was with you?”

“Gave me ten thousand pounds anyway. Nowhere close to the million we were going to ask for the kid, but a nice tidy sum. Just had to keep cool and let him handle it. The kid was dead, and the girl didn’t remember. Traumatized, he called it. Little Emma was too traumatized to remember. Nobody would ever know and he was going to see I made it to the top. On McAvoy’s coattails.”

He laughed again and fought for breath.

“You’ll have to leave now, Detective.”

Michael shook the doctor off. “A name, goddammit. Give me a name. Who set it up?”

Blackpool opened his eyes again. They were red and watery and still malicious. “Go to hell.”

“You’re going to die for this,” Michael said between his teeth. “Either here in this bed, or breathing in a lungful of poison gas, nice and legal. But you’re going to die. You can go alone, or you can’ take him with you.”

“You’ll take him down?”

“Personally.”

With a smile, Blackpool closed his eyes again. “It was Page. Pete Page. Tell him I’ll see him in hell.”
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Emma watched grips raise and lower the sliding doors at the rear of the stage. In a few hours, she realized, she would walk through the one on the right and go to the microphone. “I’m nervous,” she told Bev. “It’s silly. All I have to do is stand there and read the cue cards and hand out the awards.”

“Hopefully to your father and Johnno. Let’s go into the dressing room. They’re too busy to use it.”

“Don’t you want to go out front?” Emma glanced at her watch. “They’ll be starting in ten minutes.”

“Not yet. Whoops, sorry, Annabelle.”

Emma cursed herself for not having brought her camera. It was quite a sight, Lady Annabelle tucked into hot pink silk that dripped with sequins, changing a diaper.

“Don’t worry. He’s nearly decent.” She picked young Samuel Ferguson up to cuddle. “We just nipped in here for a quick feed and change. I couldn’t leave him with the nanny. It didn’t seem fair that he should miss his papa’s big night.”

Emma looked at the baby’s sleepy eyes. “I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

“Just needs a little nap.” She nuzzled again, then laid him on the sofa. “Would you mind standing guard for a few minutes? I need to find P.M.”

“You could twist our arms,” Bev murmured, bending down to stroke the baby’s head.

“I won’t be more than ten minutes.” Annabelle hesitated at the door. “Are you sure? If he wakes up—”

“We’ll entertain him,” Bev promised.

After one last look, Annabelle shut the door quietly behind her.

“Who would have imagined the ditsy Lady Annabelle as a devoted mother?” Emma mused.

“Babies change you.” Bev sat on the arm of the sofa watching Samuel sleep. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you alone.”

Automatically Emma lifted a hand to the bruise on her temple. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

Noting the gesture, Bev nodded. “I wanted to touch on that as well, but there’s something else. I’m not sure how you’ll feel about it.” One deep breath, and she plunged. “Brian and I are going to have another baby.”

Emma stared, lips parted in surprise. “A baby?”

“I know. It surprised us too, though we have been trying.” She lifted a hand to her hair. “After all this time—I suppose it’s crazy. I’m almost forty-two.”

“A baby,” Emma repeated.

“Not to replace Darren,” Bev said quickly. “Nothing could. And it isn’t that we don’t love you as much as it’s possible to love a daughter, but—”

“A baby.” With a laugh, Emma dragged Bev up and hugged her. “Oh, I’m so glad. I’m so happy for you. For me. For all of us. When?”

“Near the end of summer.” She pulled back to study Emma’s face. What she saw had tears rushing to her eyes. “We were afraid you might be upset.”

“Upset?” Emma brushed the back of her hand over her own cheeks. “Why would I be upset?”

“It brings back memories. Brian and I have had to deal with ours. I didn’t think I would want another child, but, Emma, I want this one so badly. I want it so much, for me, for Bri, but—I know how much you loved Darren.”

“We all loved him.” As she had more than twenty years ago, she laid a hand on Bev’s stomach. “I already love this one. He’s going to be beautiful, and strong, and safe.”

As she finished speaking, the lights went out. The instant fear clicked in, making her grope for Bev’s hand.

“It’s all right,” Bev said. They’ll have it fixed in a minute. I’m right here.”

“I’m okay.” She was going to beat this too, she told herself. This hideous, hateful fear of the dark. “Maybe it’s just the backstage lights. I’ll go see what’s going on.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“No.” She took a step toward the door. She could barely see the outline of it. Only a shadow in the dark. A rustling noise had her jolting. The baby was stirring, she told herself as her mouth went dry. There were no monsters, and she wasn’t afraid of the dark.

She found the knob, but instead of relief, she was struck by a wild, unreasonable fear. She could see herself opening it. Opening it and looking in. The baby was crying. Dizzy, she tried to understand if it was the baby behind her, or the one in her mind.

Instinctively she snatched her hand away. She wasn’t to open it. She didn’t want to see. Inside her head the echo of her heart pounded like a musical rhythm. An old song—one she couldn’t forget.

Not a dream, Emma reminded herself. She was wide awake. And she had waited most of her life to see what was behind the door.

With rigid fingers, she opened the door, in reality and in her mind. And she knew.

“Oh my God.”

“Emma.” Bev, soothing the baby on her shoulder, reached out. “What is it?”

“It was Pete.”

“What? Is Pete in the hall?”

“He was in Darren’s room.”

Bev’s fingers closed over Emma’s arm. “What are you saying?”

“He was in Darren’s room that night. When I opened the door, he turned and looked at me. Someone else was holding Darren, making him cry. I didn’t know him. Pete smiled at me, but he was angry. I ran away. The baby was crying.”

“It’s Samuel,” Bev murmured. “It’s not Darren, Emma. Come sit down.”

“It was Pete.” On a moan, she pressed her hands to her face. “I saw him.”

“I’d hoped you wouldn’t remember.”

When she lowered her hands she saw him standing in the doorway. He held a flashlight in. One hand. And in the other a gun.

Clutching the baby, Bev stared at the shadow of the man in the doorway. “I don’t understand this. What’s going on?”

“Emma’s overwrought.” Pete spoke quietly, his eyes on Emma’s. “You’d better come with me.”

Not again, Emma told herself. It wouldn’t happen again. Before she could think, she hurled herself at him. The flashlight popped out of his hand, sending the beam in crazy arches over the walls and ceiling.

“Run!” She screamed to Bev as she struggled to get up and away. “Take the baby and run. Get someone. He’ll kill him.” She shouted, kicking out as Pete grabbed for her. “Don’t let him kill another baby. Get Da.”

With the baby wailing, Bev fled toward the confusion onstage.

“It’s too late,” Emma said when Pete hauled her to her feet. “They’ll catch you. They’ll be here any second.”

Already spotlights were glowing onstage. Shouts and running feet closed in. Desperate, he dragged her onward. Emma stopped struggling when she felt the barrel of the gun under her jaw.

“They know it’s you.”

“She didn’t see me,” he muttered. “It was dark. She can’t be sure.” He had to believe that—had to. Or it was all over.

“She knows.” Emma winced when he dragged her up a flight of stairs. “Everyone knows now. They’re coming, Pete. It’s finished.”

No, it couldn’t be. He’d worked too hard, planned too carefully. “I say when it’s finished. I know what to do. I can fix it.”

They were above and behind the stage now. Far below she could see the lights and confusion. Taking her hair, he wrapped it tight around his wrist. “If you scream, I’ll shoot you.”

He needed to think. Confused, he continued to drag her along. She stumbled, and as he pulled her up, she yanked the pin from her jacket and let it drop. Seizing a chance, he shoved her into a freight elevator. It was time, time that he needed.

It was supposed to have been so easy. In the dark, while everyone was confused, he should have been able to get to her. He still had the pills in his pocket he had planned to force her to take. It would have been easy, smooth, quiet.

But nothing had gone easily.

Just like the first time.

“Why?” Sick with vertigo, Emma sunk to the floor. “Why did you do that to Darren?”

Sweat was running off him, drenching his crisp linen shirt. “He wasn’t supposed to be hurt. No one was. It was just a publicity stunt.”

She shook her head to clear it. “What?”

“Your mother gave me the idea.” He looked down at her. He doubted she’d give him much trouble. She was white as a sheet. She’d always had trouble on planes, elevators. With heights. He glanced at the buttons on the panel. Why hadn’t he thought of it before?

The opening act would be starting. The show must go on, he thought. Illusion was the first order of the day. While millions of people around the country were watching the record industry pat itself on the back, a few confused guards were looking for Emma backstage. Up here he had time to think. And to plan.

She felt the elevator shudder and bump to a halt. “What are you talking about?”

“Jane—she was always pressuring for more money, threatening to go to the press with this story, or that story. She worried me at first until I began to see that the publicity about you equaled a boom in record sales.” He pulled her up. She was limp with nausea and clammy with icy sweat. So much the better. With his arm around her neck, he dragged her up another flight of stairs.

She had to keep him talking. Emma bit back the sickness and the fear. Bev had gotten away, and the baby. Someone would come looking for her.

He didn’t worry about her screaming now. She could yell her lungs out and no one would hear. Shoving open a door, he pushed her out on the roof. The wind slapped across her face, tore at her hair. And cleared her head.

“We were talking about Darren.” She kept her eyes on his as she backed away. The sun was still bright. One part of her mind wondered how it could be day when she’d been in the dark for so long. “I need to know why—” She backed into the low wall, then swayed at the dizzying view below. Clenching her teeth, she looked back at him. “Tell me why you were in Darren’s room.”

He could afford to indulge her. And himself. He’d nearly lost control for a moment, but he could feel himself leveling now. He’d find a way out. “Everything was fine for a while. Then it started to flatten out. We were having some internal troubles with the group, as well. They needed something to shake them up. Jane came to me with Blackpool. She wanted me to make him a star, a bigger star than Brian. And she wanted a cut. She got drunk.” He waved his hand. “In any case, she offered me a solution. We planned to kidnap Darren. The press would eat it up. A lot of sympathy, a lot of sales. The band would pull together. Blackpool and Jane could keep the money and everyone would be happy.”

She wasn’t worried about the height any longer, or about the gun. With the wind in her hair and the sun dropping lower at her back, she stared at him. “You’re telling me my brother was killed to sell records?”

“It was an accident. Blackpool was clumsy. You came in. It was a poor set of circumstances.”

“A poor set …” She did scream then, loud and long as she struck out at him.




Chapter Forty-Five
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Backstage of the auditorium was in chaos when Michael rushed in. In the audience a cheer rose up as another winner was announced.

“Where is she?”

“He took her.” Bev was clinging to Brian’s arm. She was still out of breath from her race down the hall with the baby. “He had a gun. She held him off so I could get the baby away and find help. Pete,” she said, still dazed. “It was Pete.”

“It hasn’t been more than a couple minutes,” Brian told him. “Security’s already after him.”

“Get this building blocked off,” Michael shouted to McCarthy. “Call for more backup. We need a floor-by-floor search. Which way?”

Drawing his weapon, he headed down the corridor. He flashed his badge to a uniformed guard.

“This floor secured. He didn’t come out onstage with or without her. We figure he took her up.”

“I want two men.” Back to the wall, Michael started up the stairs. He could hear the music pumping from behind him. As he climbed, it took on a hollow, echoing tone. His palms were wet. Making the first turn, he checked his grip, then swept the area with his weapon. At the clatter on the stairs, he whirled and swore when he saw the four men grouped together. “Get back downstairs.”

“She’s ours, too,” Brian said.

“I haven’t got time to argue.” Bending, Michael retrieved the phoenix pin, a swatch of silvery material caught in the clasp. “Is this Emma’s?”

“She was wearing it tonight,” Johnno told him. “I gave it to her.”

Michael stared at the elevator, then slipped the pin into his pocket. “She’s using her head,” he murmured. “Seal off this area,” he shouted to the security guards. “And keep up the floor-by-floor.” He punched the button on the elevator and watched the numbers light up above the door. “Tell McCarthy he took her all the way up.” Listening to the rumble of the elevator, he began to pray.

“We’re going with you,” Brian said.

“This is police business.”

“It’s personal,” Brian corrected. “It’s always been personal. If he hurts her, I’m going to kill him myself.”

Michael shot a grim look at the four men behind him. “You’ll have to get in line.”
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Pete shoved Emma back, sending her sprawling while he tried to catch his breath. “That’s not going to do any good. I don’t want to hurt you any more than I must, Emma.”

“He was a baby.” She pushed herself up. “You bought him a silver cup after he was born, with his name on it. For his first birthday you rented a pony for his party.”

“I was fond of him.”

“You murdered him.”

“I never laid a hand on him. Blackpool got too rough, panicked. I never wanted to hurt that boy.”

She dragged her wind-tossed hair out of her face. “You just wanted to use him, to use him and my father’s fear and pain for some bloody publicity. Oh, I can see it,” she added. ‘Brian McAvoy’s son stolen from his crib. Rock star pays a king’s ransom for safe return of beloved child.’ That’s what you had in mind, didn’t you? Lots of print, lots of film at eleven. Reporters crammed on the front yard waiting for a statement from the terrified parents. Then more of the same when the baby was returned to loving arms. But he was never returned, was he?”

“What happened was tragic—”

“Don’t talk to me about tragedy.” Too anguished to be afraid, she turned away. The gun was trained on her, she knew it. It didn’t seem to matter. After all these years, she remembered and it left her hollow. But worse, much worse, was to know it had. Been for nothing. “You were there at his funeral with the rest of us, your eyes down, your face solemn. All the while, you were getting just what you wanted. A boy had to die, unfortunately, but you got your press, didn’t you?” She turned back. “You sold your bloody records.”

“I’ve devoted nearly half my life to them.” Pete took a long, calming breath. “I shaped and I molded, I made deals, listened to their problems. Solved them. Who do you think made sure they got everything that was coming to them? Who made certain that the record company didn’t play any games with royalties? Who fought so that they would reach the top?”

She took a step toward him. There was enough of a need to survive to stop her when he motioned with the gun. “Do you think they needed you?” she spat out. “Do you really believe that you mattered?”

“I made them.”

“No. They made you.”

Saying nothing, he reached in his pocket. “Be that as it may, even what happens tonight will add to the legend. Brian and Johnno are odds-on favorites for Song of the Year. With a bit of luck, the group will pick up a couple more for Best Performance, Rock, and Best Album. I’d thought it a nice touch for you to hand out the award. Brian’s daughter, and the tragic widow of Drew Larimer. Tragedies sell,” he said with a shrug. “We’ll have one more tonight.” He held out two pills. “Take these. They’re very strong. It’ll make it easier.”

She looked down at them, then back into his face. “I won’t make it easier.”

“Very well.” He put them back in his pocket. “It’s a very long fall, Emma.” He grabbed her, holding her against him at the edge. “By the time you hit, I’ll be on my way down.” He had it worked out now, calm and precise. “I came to see if you were all right when the lights went out, but you went wild. I chased you up here, concerned. You were hysterical, and I was too late to save you. All these years, and you still blamed yourself for your brother’s death. You finally couldn’t live with it anymore.” He forced her around to face the fall. One of her combs came loose and spun off into empty space. “No one knows but you. And no one but you will ever know.”

She clawed at him, fighting her way back from the edge. Her strength threw him off balance, and for an instant, she was free. Then he clamped an arm around her waist and began to heave.

She lost her footing, teetered, then threw her weight back against him. Screaming, she saw the sky and ground revolve.

Michael broke through the door at a run. He shouted, but neither of the two locked in a life-and-death struggle heard. He saw Pete raise his gun, and fired his own.

The wall caught Emma at the waist, stealing her breath. Hands grabbed at her, dragged at her until half her body tilted over the edge. Dazed, she saw Pete’s face below her, his eyes wide and terrified. The fingers on her wrist slipped, and released. Then he was falling, falling. Momentum had her sliding toward him.

Hands were dragging her back, pulling her away from the wall. Her feet left the floor again, but there were arms around her, squeezing, holding her safe and close. Through the ringing in her ears, she heard her name repeated over and over.

“Michael.” She didn’t have to look, but let her head drop on his shoulder. “Michael, don’t let go.”

“I won’t.”

“I remembered.” She began to sob then. Through the tears, she saw her father standing beside her. “Da. I remembered.” She reached out for him.
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Emma watched the flames from the fire Stevie had built in the hearth. He stood beside it, hands in his pockets, saying nothing. They had all come home with her, her father, P.M. and his family, Johnno. Bev made endless pots of tea.

Though no one spoke, she sensed the shock was wearing off into bewilderment. There were questions that could never be answered, mistakes that could never be rectified. Regrets that would never completely disappear.

But they had survived, Emma thought. The odds had been against them, individually and as a group, but they had survived. Even triumphed.

Rising, she walked out to the terrace where Brian was alone, watching the sea. He would suffer, Emma thought. It was his nature to pull problems into his heart and mourn, whether they were his or the world’s. Then somehow, he would turn them into something to be played on guitar or keyboard, with flute and violin. Moving to him, she rested her head on his shoulder.

“He was one of us,” Brian said after a moment. “He’d been with us since the beginning.”

“I know.”

“When I saw him with his hands on you, I wanted to kill him myself. And now …” He watched the play of the early moon on the water. “I can hardly believe it all happened. Why?” He turned, taking her into his arms. “For God’s sake, why did he do it?”

She pressed hard against him, listening to the ebb and flow of the sea. How could she tell him? If he knew the reasons, he would never be able to make music again. “I don’t know. We could ask ourselves forever, but it wouldn’t change.” She drew back. “Da. We have to set it aside. Not forget, but set it aside.”

“A new beginning?”

“God no.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t want to begin again. Not for anything. Finally I know where I am and where I want to go. I don’t have to be afraid anymore. I don’t have to wonder. And I can stop blaming myself, because I didn’t run this time.”

“You were never to blame, Emma.”

“None of us were. Come inside.” She drew him into the light and the warmth. In the silence, she walked to the television and switched it on. “I want to hear them say your name.”

As she watched the set, P.M. touched her arm. “Emma.” Unable to find the words, he brought her hand to his cheek.

“Here we go, mates.” Johnno laid a hand on Brian’s shoulder as the nominees for Song of the Year were announced.

Emma held her breath, then let it out on a laugh when she heard Brian McAvoy and Johnno Donovan. “Congratulations.” She swung her arms around both of them. “Oh, I wish I could have handed it to you.”

“Next year,” Johnno said, giving her a quick, hard kiss.

“It’s a promise. It’s important,” she said, squeezing Brian’s hand. “It means something. Don’t let what happened spoil this for you, or for me.”

“No.” He relaxed, and when he smiled she watched it reach his eyes. He threw an arm around Johnno’s shoulder. “Not bad for a couple of aging rockers.”

“Mind your adjectives, Bri.” Johnno winked at Emma. “Jagger’s older.” He lifted a brow when he heard the knock on the door. “Ah, the call of the gray-eyed, infatuated copper.”

“Shut up, Johnno,” Emma said pleasantly as she hurried to answer with Conroy at her heels. “Michael.”

“Sorry it took so long.” He dragged on the dog’s collar to keep him from leaping. “Okay?”

“Sure.” She leaned down, the beads of her evening dress glinting, to rub between Conroy’s ears. “We were just passing out congratulations. Da and Johnno won Song of the Year.”

“No, we were just leaving.” Bev was already picking up her wrap. If ever she’d seen a man who wanted to be alone with a woman, it was Michael. “There’s a pot of tea in the kitchen,” she added, flicking a glance over her shoulder to get the others moving. Before Emma could protest, she pulled her close. “Time’s too precious to waste,” she murmured. “Michael.” She put her arms around him. “Thank you,” she said quietly. And pulling back, smiled. “Welcome to chaos.”

They made their way out, one at a time, while a disinterested Conroy sniffed around, then went to sleep in the corner.

“They’re quite a group,” Michael stated when the door finally closed. “No pun intended.”

“Yes, they are. You’re not going to mind having dinner with the lot of them tomorrow, are you?”

“No.” He didn’t give a hang about tomorrow. Only tonight. The way she looked, the way she smelled, the way she smiled at him. “Come here.” He held out his arms. When she was in them, he found he couldn’t let go. In the hours that had passed, he’d thought he’d calmed himself. But now, holding her, it all crashed down on him.

He’d almost lost her.

She could feel his rage building, degree by degree. “Don’t,” she murmured. “It’s over. It’s really over this time.”

“Just shut up a minute.” He brought his mouth to hers, hard, as if to convince himself she was whole, and safe, and his. “If he had—”

“He didn’t.” She lifted both hands to his face. “You saved my life.”

“Yeah.” He backed away, digging his hands into his pockets. “If you have to be grateful, could you get it over with fast?”

She tilted her head. “We haven’t had much of a chance to talk.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come back with you.”

“I understand. Maybe it worked out for the best, gave us both a chance to settle.”

“I haven’t been able to pull that off yet.” He could still see her, teetering on the edge of the roof. Wanting to block the image, he turned to pace the room. “So, how was your day?”

She grinned. It was going to be all right. It was going to be just fine. “Dandy. Yours?”

He shrugged, kept moving, picking up little odds and ends and setting them down again. “Emma, I know you’re probably tired.”

“No, I’m not.”

“And the timing sucks.”

“No.” She smiled again. “It doesn’t.”

He turned back. She looked so beautiful, the dress shimmering down, the light from the fire catching in her hair, glowing on her skin. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. We haven’t had a lot of time to let things just happen. I’d like to say that I’m ready to give you that time.” He picked up a crystal butterfly, then set it down. “I’m not.”

“Michael, if I wanted time, I’d take it.” She stepped toward him. “What I want is you.”

After a long breath he took a small box out of his pocket. “I bought this months ago. I’d wanted to give it to you for Christmas, but I didn’t think you’d take it then. I’d figured on being traditional, having a candlelight dinner, music, the works.” With a half-laugh, he turned the box over in his hand. “I guess it’s a little late to start being traditional now.”

“Are you going to give it to me?”

With a nod, he held it out.

“I’d like to say something before I open it.” Carefully, she studied his face, every inch, every angle. “If this had happened five or six years ago, I wouldn’t have appreciated it, or you, the way I can tonight.”

Her hands weren’t steady. She let out a frustrated breath as she fumbled with the lid. “Oh, Michael, it’s lovely.” She looked up from the ring. “Absolutely lovely.”

“Be damn sure,” he told her. “You take it, and that’s it.”

She strangled on a laugh. “That’s the most romantic proposal a woman could possibly dream of.”

“I’ve already asked you too many times.” He cupped the back of her head in his hand. “How’s this?” The kiss was soft, gentle, and promising. “No one’s ever going to love you more than I do. I only want a lifetime to prove it.”

“That’s good.” She blinked back a film of tears. “That’s very good.” Taking the ring from the box, she studied it. “Why three circles?” she asked, running a fingertip around the trio of linked diamond spheres.

“One’s your life, one’s mine.” He took it from her and slipped it onto her finger. “And one’s the life we’ll make together. We’ve been connected for a long time.”

She nodded, then looking up, reached out to him. “I want to start on that third circle, Michael. Right away.”





For my first hero, my father
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Chapter 1

August fifteenth. It was a day following other days of sweat and hazy skies. There were no puffy white clouds or balmy breezes, only a wall of humidity nearly thick enough to swim in.

Reports on the six and eleven o’clock news glumly promised more to come. In the long, lazy last days of summer, the heat wave moving into its second, pitiless week was the biggest story in Washington, D.C.

The Senate was adjourned until September, so Capitol Hill moved sluggishly. Relaxing before a much touted European trip, the President cooled off at Camp David. Without the day-to-day shuffle of politics, Washington was a city of tourists and street vendors. Across from the Smithsonian, a mime performed for a sticky crowd that had stopped more to catch its collective breath than in appreciation of art. Pretty summer dresses wilted, and children whined for ice cream.

The young and the old flocked to Rock Creek Park, using the shade and water as a defense against the heat. Soft drinks and lemonade were consumed by the gallon, beer and wine downed in the same quantity, but less conspicuously. Bottles had a way of disappearing when park police cruised by. During picnics and cookouts people mopped sweat, charred hot dogs, and watched babies in diapers toddle on the grass. Mothers shouted at children to stay away from the water, not to run near the road, to put down a stick or a stone. The music from portable radios was, as usual, loud and defiant; hot tracks, the deejays called them, and reported temperatures in the high nineties.

Small groups of students drew together, some sitting on the rocks above the creek to discuss the fate of the world, others sprawled on the grass, more interested in the fate of their tans. Those who could spare the time and the gas had fled to the beach or the mountains. A few college students found the energy to throw Frisbees, the men stripping down to shorts to show off torsos uniformly bronzed.

A pretty young artist sat under a tree and sketched idly. After several attempts to draw her attention to the biceps he’d been working on for six months, one of the players took a more obvious route. The Frisbee landed on her pad with a plop. When she looked up in annoyance, he jogged over. His grin was apologetic, and calculated, he hoped, to dazzle.

“Sorry. Got away from me.”

After pushing a fall of dark hair over her shoulder, the artist handed the Frisbee back to him. “It’s all right.” She went back to her sketching without sparing him a glance.

Youth is nothing if not tenacious. Hunkering down beside her, he studied her drawing. What he knew about art wouldn’t have filled a shot glass, but a pitch was a pitch. “Hey, that’s really good. Where’re you studying?”

Recognizing the ploy, she started to brush him off, then looked up long enough to catch his smile. Maybe he was obvious, but he was cute. “Georgetown.”

“No kidding? Me too. Pre-law.”

Impatient, his partner called across the grass. “Rod! We going for a brew or not?”

“You come here often?” Rod asked, ignoring his friend. The artist had the biggest brown eyes he’d ever seen.

“Now and again.”

“Why don’t we—”

“Rod, come on. Let’s get that beer.”

Rod looked at his sweaty, slightly overweight friend, then back into the cool brown eyes of the artist. No contest. “I’ll catch you later, Pete,” he called out, then let the Frisbee go in a high, negligent arch.

“Finished playing?” the artist asked, watching the flight of the Frisbee.

He grinned, then touched the ends of her hair. “Depends.”

Swearing, Pete started off in pursuit of the disk. He’d just paid six bucks for it. After nearly tripping over a dog, he scrambled down a slope, hoping the Frisbee wouldn’t land in the creek. He’d paid a lot more for his leather sandals. It circled toward the water, making him curse out loud, then hit a tree and careened off into some bushes. Dripping sweat and thinking about the cold Moosehead waiting for him, Pete shoved at branches and cleared his way.

His heart stopped, then sent the blood beating in his head. Before he could draw breath to yell, his lunch of Fritos and two hot dogs came up, violently.

The Frisbee had landed two feet from the edge of the creek. It lay new and red and cheerful on a cold white hand that seemed to offer it back.

She had been Carla Johnson, a twenty-three-year-old drama student and part-time waitress. Twelve to fifteen hours before, she had been strangled with a priest’s amice. White, edged in gold.
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Detective Ben Paris slumped at his desk after finishing his written report on the Johnson homicide. He’d typed the facts, using two fingers in a machine gun style. But now they played back to him. No sexual assault, no apparent robbery. Her purse had been under her, with twenty-three dollars and seventy-six cents and a MasterCard in it. An opal ring that would have hocked for about fifty had still been on her finger. No motive, no suspects. Nothing.

Ben and his partner had spent the afternoon interviewing the victim’s family. An ugly business, he thought. Necessary, but ugly. They had unearthed the same answers at every turn. Carla had wanted to be an actress. Her life had been her studies. She had dated, but not seriously—she’d been too devoted to an ambition she would never achieve.

Ben skimmed the report again and lingered over the murder weapon. The priest’s scarf. There had been a note pinned next to it. He’d knelt beside her himself hours before to read it.

Her sins are forgiven her.

“Amen,” Ben murmured, and let out a long breath.

[image: ]

It was after one A.M. on the second week of September when Barbara Clayton cut across the lawn of the Washington Cathedral. The air was warm, the stars brilliant, but she wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it. As she walked she muttered bad-temperedly. She’d give that ferret-faced mechanic an earful in the morning. Fixed the transmission good as new. What a crock. Damn good thing she only had a couple more blocks to walk. Now she’d have to take the bus to work. The ugly, grease-smeared sonofabitch was going to pay. A shooting star exploded and trailed across the sky in a brilliant arch. She never even noticed.

Nor did the man who watched her. He’d known she’d come. Hadn’t he been told to keep watch? Wasn’t his head, even now, almost bursting from the pressure of the Voice? He’d been chosen, given the burden and the glory.

“Dominus vobiscum,” he murmured, then gripped the smooth material of the amice tightly in his hands.

And when his task was complete, he felt the hot rush of power. His loins exploded. His blood sang. He was clean. And so, now, was she. Slowly, gently, he ran his thumb over her forehead, her lips, her heart, in the sign of the cross. He gave her absolution, but quickly. The Voice had warned him there were many who wouldn’t understand the purity of the work he did.

Leaving her body in the shadows, he walked on, eyes bright with the tears of joy and madness.
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“The media’s crawling up our backs with this one.” Captain Harris slammed a fist on the newspaper spread over his desk. “The whole goddamn city’s in a panic. When I find out who leaked this priest business to the press …”

He trailed off, drawing himself in. It wasn’t often he came that close to losing control. He might sit behind a desk, but he was a cop, he told himself, a damn good one. A good cop didn’t lose control. To give himself time, he folded the paper, letting his gaze drift over the other cops in the room. Damn good ones, Harris admitted. He wouldn’t have tolerated less.

Ben Paris sat on the corner of the desk, toying with a Lucite paperweight. Harris knew him well enough to understand that Ben liked something in his hands when he was thinking. Young, Harris reflected, but seasoned with ten years on the force. A solid cop, if a bit loose on procedure. The two citations for bravery had been well earned. When things were less tense, it even amused Harris that Ben looked like the Hollywood screenwriter’s version of an undercover cop—lean-faced, strong-boned, dark, and wiry. His hair was full and too long to be conventional, but it was cut in one of those fancy little shops in Georgetown. He had pale green eyes that didn’t miss what was important.

In a chair, three feet of leg spread out before him, sat Ed Jackson, Ben’s partner. At six-five and two hundred fifty pounds, he could usually intimidate a suspect on sight. Whether by whim or design, he wore a full beard that was as red as the curly mane of hair on his head. His eyes were blue and friendly. At fifty yards he could put a hole in the eagle of a quarter with his Police Special.

Harris set the paper aside, but didn’t sit. “What’ve you got?”

Ben tossed the paperweight from hand to hand before he set it down. “Other than build and coloring, there’s no connection between the two victims. No mutual friends, no mutual hangouts. You’ve got the rundown on Carla Johnson. Barbara Clayton worked in a dress shop, divorced, no kids. Family lives in Maryland, blue collar. She’d been seeing someone pretty heavily up to three months ago. Things fizzled, he moved to L.A. We’re checking on him, but he looks clean.”

He reached in his pocket for a cigarette and caught his partner’s eye.

“That’s six,” Ed said easily. “Ben’s trying to get under a pack a day,” he explained, then took up the report himself.

“Clayton spent the evening in a bar on Wisconsin. Kind of a girls’ night out with a friend who works with her. Friend says Clayton left about one. Her car was found broken down a couple blocks from the hit. Seems she’s been having transmission problems. Apparently, she decided to walk from there. Her apartment’s only about half a mile away.”

“The only things the victims had in common were that they were both blond, white, and female.” Ben drew in smoke hard, let it fill up his lungs, then released it. “Now they’re dead.”

In his territory, Harris thought, and took it personally. “The murder weapon, the priest’s scarf.”

“Amice,” Ben supplied. “Didn’t seem too hard to trace. Our guy uses the best—silk.”

“He didn’t get it in the city,” Ed continued. “Not in the past year anyway. We’ve checked every religious store, every church. Got a line on three outlets in New England that carry that type.”

“The notes were written on paper available at any dime store,” Ben added. “There’s no tracing them.”

“In other words, you’ve got nothing.”

“In any words,” Ben drew smoke again, “we’ve got nothing.”

Harris studied each man in silence. He might have wished Ben would wear a tie or that Ed would trim down his beard, but that was personal. They were his best. Paris, with his easygoing charm and surface carelessness, had the instincts of a fox and a mind as sharp as a stiletto. Jackson was as thorough and efficient as a maiden aunt. A case was a jigsaw puzzle to him, and he never tired of shifting through the pieces.

Harris sniffed the smoke from Ben’s cigarette, then reminded himself that he’d given up smoking for his own good. “Go back and talk to everyone again. Get me the report on Clayton’s old boyfriend and the customer lists from the religious outlets.” He glanced toward the paper again. “I want to take this guy down.”

“The Priest,” Ben murmured as he skimmed the headline. “The press always likes to give psychos a title.”

“And lots of coverage,” Harris added. “Let’s get him out of the headlines and behind bars.”
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Hazy after a long night of paperwork, Dr. Teresa Court sipped coffee and skimmed the Post. A full week after the second murder and the Priest, as the press termed him, was still at large. She didn’t find reading about him the best way to begin her day, but professionally he interested her. She wasn’t immune to the death of two young women, but she’d been trained to look at facts and diagnose. Her life had been dedicated to it.

Professionally, her life was besieged by problems, pain, frustrations. To compensate, she kept her private world organized and simple. Because she’d grown up with the cushion of wealth and education, she took the Matisse print on her wall and the Baccarat crystal on the table as a matter of course. She preferred clean lines and pastels, but now and again found herself drawn to something jarring, like the abstract oil in vivid strokes and arrogant colors over her table. She understood her need for the harsh as well as the soft, and was content. One of her top priorities was to remain content.

Because the coffee was already cold, she pushed it aside. After a moment she pushed the paper away as well. She wished she knew more about the killer and the victims, had all the details. Then she remembered the old saying about being careful what you wished for because you just might get it. With a quick check of her watch, she rose from the table. She didn’t have time to brood over a story in the paper. She had patients to see.
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Eastern cities are at their most splendid in the fall. Summer bakes them, winter leaves them stalled and dingy, but autumn gives them a blast of color and dignity.

At two A.M. on a cool October morning Ben Paris found himself suddenly and completely awake. There was no use wondering what had disturbed his sleep and the interesting dream involving three blonds. Rising, he padded naked to his dresser and groped for his cigarettes. Twenty-two, he counted silently.

He lit one, letting the familiar bitter taste fill his mouth before he went to the kitchen to make coffee. Turning on only the fluorescent light on the stove, he kept a sharp eye out for roaches. Nothing skidded into cracks. Ben set the flame under the pot and thought the last extermination was still holding. As he reached for a cup he pushed away two days’ worth of mail he’d yet to open.

In the harsh kitchen light his face looked hard, even dangerous. But then, he was thinking about murder. His naked body was loose and rangy, with a leanness that would have been gaunt without the subtle ridges of muscle.

The coffee wouldn’t keep him awake. When his mind was ready, his body would just follow suit. He’d trained himself through endless stakeouts.

A scrawny dust-colored cat leaped on the table and stared at him as he sipped and smoked. Noting he was distracted, the cat readjusted her idea about a late-night saucer of milk and sat down to wash.

They were no closer to finding the killer than they had been the afternoon the first body was discovered. If they’d come upon something remotely resembling a lead, it had fizzled after the first miles of legwork. Dead end, Ben reflected. Zero. Zilch.

Of course, there had been five confessions in one month alone. All from the disturbed minds that craved attention. Twenty-six days after the second murder and they were nowhere. And every day that went by, he knew, the trail grew colder. As the press petered out, people began to relax. He didn’t like it. Lighting one cigarette from the butt of another, Ben thought of calm before storms. He looked out into the cool night lit by a half-moon and wondered.
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Doug’s was only five miles from Ben’s apartment. The little club was dark now. The musicians were gone and the spilled booze mopped up. Francie Bowers stepped out the back entrance and drew on her sweater. Her feet hurt. After six hours on four-inch heels, her toes were cramping inside her sneakers. Still, the tips had been worth it. Working as a cocktail waitress might keep you on your feet, but if your legs were good—and hers were—the tips rolled in.

A few more nights like this one, she mused, and she might just be able to put a down payment on that little VW. No more hassling with the bus. That was her idea of heaven.

The arch of her foot gave out a sweet sliver of pain. Wincing at it, Francie glanced at the alley. It would save her a quarter mile. But it was dark. She took another two steps toward the streetlight and gave up. Dark or not, she wasn’t walking one step more than she had to.

He’d been waiting a long time. But he’d known. The Voice had said one of the lost ones was being sent. She was coming quickly, as if eager to reach salvation. For days he had prayed for her, for the cleansing of her soul. Now the time of forgiveness was almost at hand. He was only an instrument.

The turmoil began in his head and spiraled down. Power rolled into him. In the shadows he prayed until she passed by.

He moved swiftly, as was merciful. When the amice was looped around her neck, she had only an instant to gasp before he pulled it taut. She let out a small liquid sound as her air was cut off. As terror rammed into her, she dropped her canvas bag and grabbed for the restriction with both hands.

Sometimes, when his power was great, he could let them go quickly. But the evil in her was strong, challenging him. Her fingers pulled at the silk, then dug heavily into the gloves he wore. When she kicked back, he lifted her from her feet, but she continued to lash out. One of her feet connected with a can and sent it clattering. The noise echoed in his head until he nearly screamed with it.

Then she was limp, and the tears on his face dried in the autumn air. He laid her gently on the concrete and absolved her in the old tongue. After pinning the note to her sweater, he blessed her.

She was at peace. And for now, so was he.
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“There’s no reason to kill us getting there.” Ed’s tone of voice was serene as Ben took the Mustang around a corner at fifty. “She’s already dead.”

Ben downshifted and took the next right. “You’re the one who totaled the last car. My last car,” he added without too much malice. “Only had seventy-five thousand miles on it.”

“High-speed pursuit,” Ed mumbled.

The Mustang shimmied over a bump, reminding Ben that he’d been meaning to check the shocks.

“And I didn’t kill you.”

“Contusions and lacerations.” Sliding through an amber light, Ben drove it into third. “Multiple contusions and lacerations.”

Reminiscently, Ed smiled. “We got them, didn’t we?”

“They were unconscious.” Ben squealed to a halt at the curb and pocketed the keys. “And I needed five stitches in my arm.”

“Bitch, bitch, bitch.” With a yawn Ed unfolded himself from the car and stood on the sidewalk.

It was barely dawn, and cool enough so you could see your breath, but a crowd was already forming. Hunched in his jacket and wishing for coffee, Ben worked his way through the curious onlookers to the roped-off alley.

“Sly.” With a nod to the police photographer, Ben looked down on victim number three.

He would put her age at twenty-six to twenty-eight. The sweater was a cheap polyester, and the soles of her sneakers were worn almost smooth. She wore dangling, gold-plated earrings. Her face was a mask of heavy makeup that didn’t suit the department-store sweater and corduroys.

Cupping his hands around his second cigarette of the day, he listened to the report of the uniformed cop beside him.

“Vagrant found her. We got him in a squad car sobering up. Seems he was picking through the trash when he came across her. Put the fear of God into him, so he ran out of the alley and nearly into my cruiser.”

Ben nodded, looking down at the neatly lettered note pinned to her sweater. Frustration and fury moved through him so swiftly that when acceptance settled in, they were hardly noticed. Bending down, Ed picked up the oversized canvas bag she’d dropped. A handful of bus tokens spilled out.

It was going to be a long day.
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Six hours later they walked into the precinct. Homicide didn’t have the seamy glamor of Vice, but it was hardly as neat and tidy as the stations in the suburbs. Two years before, the walls had been painted in what Ben referred to as apartment-house beige. The floor tiles sweat in the summer and held the cold in the winter. No matter how diligent the janitorial service was with pine cleaner and dust rags, the rooms forever smelled of stale smoke, wet coffee grounds, and fresh sweat. True, they’d taken up a pool in the spring and delegated one of the detectives to buy some plants to put on the windowsills. They weren’t dying, but they weren’t flourishing either.

Ben passed a desk and nodded to Lou Roderick as the detective typed up a report. This was a cop who took his caseload steadily, the way an accountant takes corporate taxes.

“Harris wants to see you,” Lou told him, and without looking up, managed to convey a touch of sympathy. “Just got in from a meeting with the mayor. And I think Lowenstein took a message for you.”

“Thanks.” Ben eyed the Snickers bar on Roderick’s desk. “Hey, Lou—”

“Forget it.” Roderick continued to type his report without breaking rhythm.

“So much for brotherhood,” Ben muttered, and sauntered over to Lowenstein.

She was a different type from Roderick altogether, Ben mused. She worked in surges, stop and go, and was more comfortable on the street than at a typewriter. Ben respected Lou’s preciseness, but as a backup he’d have chosen Lowenstein, whose proper suits and trim dresses didn’t hide the fact that she had the best legs in the department. Ben took a quick look at them before he sat on the corner of her desk. Too bad she was married, he thought.

Poking idly through her papers, he waited for her to finish her call. “How’s it going, Lowenstein?”

“My garbage disposal’s throwing up and the plumber wants three hundred, but that’s all right because my husband’s going to fix it.” She spun a form into her typewriter. “It’ll only cost us twice as much that way. How about you?” She smacked his hand away from the Pepsi on her desk. “Got anything new on our priest?”

“Just a corpse.” If there was bitterness, it was hard to detect. “Ever been to Doug’s, down by the Canal?”

“I don’t have your social life, Paris.”

He gave a quick snort then picked up the fat mug that held her pencils. “She was a cocktail waitress there. Twenty-seven.”

“No use letting it get to you,” she murmured, then seeing his face, passed him the Pepsi. It always got to you. “Harris wants to see you and Ed.”

“Yeah, I know.” He took a long swallow, letting the sugar and caffeine pour into his system. “Got a message for me?”

“Oh, yeah.” With a smirk, she pushed through her papers until she found it. “Bunny called.” When the high, breathy voice didn’t get a rise out of him, she sent him an arch look and handed him the paper. “She wants to know what time you’re picking her up. She sounded real cute, Paris.”

He pocketed the slip and grinned. “She is real cute, Lowenstein, but I’d dump her in a minute if you wanted to cheat on your husband.”

When he walked off without returning her drink, she laughed and went back to typing out the form.

“They’re turning my apartment into condos.” Ed hung up the phone and went with Ben toward Harris’s office. “Fifty thousand. Jesus.”

“It’s got bad plumbing.” Ben drained the rest of the Pepsi and tossed it into a can.

“Yeah. Got any vacancies over at your place?”

“Nobody leaves there unless they die.”

Through the wide glass window of Harris’s office they could see the captain standing by his desk as he talked on the phone. He’d kept himself in good shape for a man of fifty-seven who’d spent the last ten years behind a desk. He had too much willpower to run to fat. His first marriage had gone under because of the job, his second because of the bottle. Harris had given up booze and marriage, and now the job took the place of both. The cops in his department didn’t necessarily like him, but they respected him. Harris preferred things that way. Glancing up, he signaled for both men to enter.

“I want the lab reports before five. If there was a piece of lint on her sweater, I want to know where it came from. Do your job. Give me something to work with so I can do mine.” When he hung up, he went over to his hot plate and poured coffee. After five years he still wished it were scotch. “Tell me about Francie Bowers.”

“She’s been working tables at Doug’s for almost a year. Moved to D.C. from Virginia last November. Lived alone in an apartment in North West.” Ed shifted his weight and checked his notebook. “Married twice, neither lasted over a year. We’re checking out both exes. She worked nights and slept days, so her neighbors don’t know much about her. She got off work at one. Apparently she cut through the alley to get to the bus stop. She didn’t own a car.”

“Nobody heard anything,” Ben added. “Or saw anything.”

“Ask again,” Harris said simply. “And find someone who did. Anything more on number one?”

Ben didn’t like victims by numbers, and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Carla Johnson’s boyfriend’s in L.A., got a bit part on a soap. He’s clean. It appeared she’d had an argument with another student the day before she was killed. Witnesses said it got pretty hot.”

“He admitted it,” Ed continued. “Seems they’d dated a couple of times and she wasn’t interested.”

“Alibi?”

“Claims he got drunk and picked up a freshman.” With a shrug, Ben sat on the arm of a chair. “They’re engaged. We can bring him in again, but neither of us believes he had anything to do with it. He’s got no connection with Clayton or Bowers. When we checked him over, we found out that the kid’s the all-American boy from an upper-middle-class family. Lettered in track. It’s more likely Ed’s a psychotic than that college boy.”

“Thanks, partner.”

“Well, check him out again anyway. What’s his name?”

“Robert Lawrence Dors. He drives a Honda Civic and wears polo shirts.” Ben drew out a cigarette. “White loafers and no socks.”

“Roderick’ll bring him in.”

“Wait a minute—”

“I’m assigning a task force to this business,” Harris said, cutting Ben off. He poured a second cup of coffee. “Roderick, Lowenstein, and Bigsby’ll be working with you. I want this guy before he kills the next woman who happens to be out walking alone.” His voice remained mild, reasonable, and final. “You have a problem with that?”

Ben strode to the window and stared out. It was personal, and he knew better. “No, we all want him.”

“Including the mayor,” Harris added with only the slightest trace of bitterness. “He wants to be able to give the press something positive by the end of the week. We’re calling in a psychiatrist to give us a profile.”

“A shrink?” With a half laugh, Ben turned around. “Come on, Captain.”

Because he didn’t like it either, Harris’s voice chilled. “Dr. Court has agreed to cooperate with us, at the mayor’s request. We don’t know what he looks like, maybe it’s time we found out how he thinks. At this point,” he added with a level glance at both men, “I’m willing to look into a crystal ball if we’d get a lead out of it. Be here at four.”

Ben started to open his mouth then caught Ed’s warning glance. Without a word they strode out. “Maybe we should call in a psychic,” Ben muttered.

“Close-minded.”

“Realistic.”

“The human psyche is a fascinating mystery.”

“You’ve been reading again.”

“And those trained to understand it can open doors laymen only knock against.”

Ben sighed and flicked his cigarette into the parking lot as they stepped outside. “Shit.”
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“Shit,” Tess muttered as she glanced out her office window. There were two things she had no desire to do at that moment. The first was battling traffic in the cold, nasty rain that had begun to fall. The second was to become involved with the homicides plaguing the city. She was going to have to do the first because the mayor, and her grandfather, had pressured her to do the second.

Her caseload was already too heavy. She might have refused the mayor, politely, even apologetically. Her grandfather was a different matter. She never felt like Dr. Teresa Court when she dealt with him. After five minutes she wasn’t five feet four with a woman’s body and a black-framed degree behind her. She was again a skinny twelve-year-old, overpowered by the personality of the man she loved most in the world.

He’d seen to it that she’d gotten that black-framed degree, hadn’t he? With his confidence, she thought, his support, his unstinting belief in her. How could she say no when he asked her to use her skill? Because handling her current caseload took her ten hours a day. Perhaps it was time she stopped being stubborn and took on a partner.

Tess looked around her pastel office with its carefully selected antiques and watercolors. Hers, she thought. Every bit of it. And she glanced at the tall, oak file cabinet, circa 1920. It was loaded with case files. Those were hers too. No, she wouldn’t be taking on a partner. In a year she’d be thirty. She had her own practice, her own office, her own problems. That’s just the way she wanted to keep it.

Taking the mink-lined raincoat from the closet, she shrugged into it. And maybe, just maybe, she could help the police find the man who was splashed across the headlines day after day. She could help them find him, stop him, so that he in turn could get the help he needed.

She picked up her purse and the briefcase, which was fat with files to be sorted through that evening. “Kate.” Stepping into her outer office, Tess turned up her collar. “I’m on my way to Captain Harris’s office. Don’t pass anything through unless it’s urgent.”

“You should have a hat,” the receptionist answered.

“I’ve got one in the car. See you tomorrow.”

“Drive carefully.”

Already thinking ahead, she walked through the door while digging for her car keys. Maybe she could grab some take-out Chinese on the way home and have a quiet dinner before—

“Tess!”

One more step and she would have been in the elevator. Swearing under her breath, Tess turned and managed a smile. “Frank.” And she’d been so successful at avoiding him for nearly ten days.

“You’re a hard lady to pin down.”

He strode toward her. Impeccable. That was the word that always leaped to Tess’s mind when she saw Dr. F. R. Fuller. Right before boring. His suit was pearl-gray Brooks Brothers, and his striped tie had hints of that shade and the baby pink in his Arrow shirt. His hair was perfectly and conservatively groomed. She tried hard to keep her smile from fading. It wasn’t Frank’s fault she couldn’t warm to perfection.

“I’ve been busy.”

“You know what they say about all work, Tess.”

She gritted her teeth to keep herself from saying no, what did they say? He’d simply laugh and give her the rest of the cliché. “I’ll just have to risk it.” She pressed the button for down and hoped the car came quickly.

“But you’re leaving early today.”

“Outside appointment.” Deliberately she checked her watch. She had time to spare. “Running a bit late,” she lied without qualm.

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.” Pressing his palm against the wall, he leaned over her. Another of his habits Tess found herself detesting. “You’d think it wouldn’t be a problem since our offices are right next door.”

Where the hell was an elevator when you needed it? “You know what schedules are like, Frank.”

“Indeed I do.” He flashed his toothpaste smile and she wondered if he thought his cologne was driving her wild. “But we all need to relax now and again, right, Doctor?”

“In our own way.”

“I have tickets to the Noel Coward play at the Kennedy Center tomorrow night. Why don’t we relax together?”

The last time, the only time, she’d agreed to relax with him, she’d barely escaped with the clothes on her back. Worse, before the tug-of-war, she’d been bored to death for three hours. “It’s nice of you to think of me, Frank.” Again she lied without hesitation. “I’m afraid I’m already booked for tomorrow.”

“Why don’t we—”

The doors opened. “Oops, I’m late.” Sending him a cheery smile, she stepped inside. “Don’t work too hard, Frank. You know what they say.”

Due to the pounding rain and traffic, she ate up nearly all of her extra time driving to the station house. Strangely enough, the half-hour battle left her rather cheerful. Perhaps, she thought, because she had escaped so neatly from Frank. If she’d had the heart, and she didn’t, she would simply have told him he was a jerk and that would be the end of it. Until he pushed her into enough corners, she’d use tact and excuses.

Reaching beside her, she picked up a felt hat and bundled her hair under it. She glanced in the rearview mirror and wrinkled her nose. No use doing any repairs now. The rain would make it a waste of time. Still, there was bound to be a ladies room inside where she could dig into her bag of tricks and come out looking dignified and professional. For now she was just going to look wet.

Pushing open the door of the car, Tess grabbed her hat with one hand and made a dash for the building.

“Check this out.” Ben halted his partner on the steps leading to headquarters. They watched, heedless of the rain, as Tess jumped over puddles.

“Nice legs,” Ed commented.

“Damn. They’re better than Lowenstein’s.”

“Maybe.” Ed gave it a moment’s thought. “Hard to tell in the rain.”

Still running, head down, Tess dashed up the steps and collided with Ben. He heard her swear before he took her shoulders, pulling her back just far enough to get a look at her face.

It was worth getting wet for.

Elegant. Even with rain washing over it, Ben thought of elegance. The slash of cheekbones was strong, high enough to make him think of Viking maidens. Her mouth was soft and moist, making him think of other things. Her skin was pale, with just a touch of rose. But it was her eyes that made him lose track of the glib remark he’d thought to make. They were big, cool, and just a bit annoyed. And violet. He’d thought the color had been reserved for Elizabeth Taylor and wildflowers.

“Sorry,” Tess managed when she got her breath back. “I didn’t see you.”

“No.” He wanted to go on staring, but managed to bring himself around. He had a reputation with women that was mythical. Exaggerated, but based on fact. “At the rate you were traveling, I’m not surprised.” It felt good to hold her, to watch the rain cling to her lashes. “I could run you in for assaulting an officer.”

“The lady’s getting wet,” Ed murmured.

Until then Tess had only been aware of the man who held her, staring at her as though she’d appeared in a puff of smoke. Now she made herself look away and over, then up. She saw a wet giant with laughing blue eyes and a mass of dripping red hair. Was this a police station, she thought, or a fairy tale?

Ben kept one hand on her arm as he pushed open the door. He’d let her inside, but he wasn’t going to let her slip away. Not yet.

Once in, Tess gave Ed another look, decided he was real, and turned to Ben. So was he. And he was still holding her arm. Amused, she lifted a brow. “Officer, I warn you, if you arrest me for assault, I’ll file charges of police brutality.” When he smiled, she felt something click. So he wasn’t as harmless as she’d thought. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

“Forget the charges.” Ben kept his hand on her arm. “If you need a ticket fixed—”

“Sergeant—”

“Detective,” he corrected. “Ben.”

“Detective, I might take you up on that another time, but at the moment I’m running late. If you want to be helpful—”

“I’m a public servant.”

“Then you can let go of my arm and tell me where to find Captain Harris.”

“Captain Harris? Homicide?”

She saw the surprise, the distrust, and felt her arm released. Intrigued, she tilted her head and removed her hat. Pale blond hair tumbled to her shoulders. “That’s right.”

Ben’s gaze skimmed the fall of hair before he looked back at her face. It didn’t fit, he thought. He suspected things that didn’t fit. “Dr. Court?”

It always took an effort to meet rudeness and cynicism with grace. Tess didn’t bother to make it. “Right again—Detective.”

“You’re a shrink?”

She gave him back look for look. “You’re a cop?”

Each might have added something less than complimentary if Ed hadn’t burst out laughing. “That’s the bell for round one,” he said easily. “Harris’s office is a neutral corner.” He took Tess’s arm himself and showed her the way.


Chapter 2

Flanked on either side, Tess walked down the corridors. Now and then a voice barked or a door opened and closed hollowly. The sound of phones ringing came from everywhere at once; they never seemed to be answered. Rain beat against the windows to add a touch of gloom. A man in his shirtsleeves and overalls was mopping up a puddle of something. The corridor smelled strongly of Lysol and damp.

It wasn’t the first time she’d been in a police station, but it was the first time she’d come so close to being intimidated. Ignoring Ben, she concentrated on his partner.

“You two always travel as a pair?”

Genial, Ed grinned. He liked her voice because it was pitched low and was as cool as sherbet on a hot Sunday afternoon. “The captain likes me to keep an eye on him.”

“I’ll bet.”

Ben made a sharp left turn. “This way—Doctor.”

Tess slanted him a look and moved past him. He smelled of rain and soap. As she stepped into the squad room, she watched two men drag out a teenage boy in handcuffs. A woman sat in a corner with a cup in both hands and wept silently. The sounds of arguing poured in from out in the hall.

“Welcome to reality,” Ben offered as someone began to swear.

Tess gave him a long steady look and summed him up as a fool. Did he think she’d expected tea and cookies? Compared to the clinic where she gave her time once a week, this was a garden party. “Thank you, Detective …”

“Paris.” He wondered why he felt she was laughing at him. “Ben Paris, Dr. Court. This is my partner, Ed Jackson.” Taking out a cigarette, he lit it as he watched her. She looked as out of place in the dingy squad room as a rose on a trash heap. But that was her problem. “We’ll be working with you.”

“How nice.” With the smile she reserved for annoying shop clerks, she breezed by him. Before she could knock on Harris’s door, Ben was opening it.

“Captain.” Ben waited as Harris pushed aside papers and rose. “This is Dr. Court.”

He hadn’t been expecting a woman, or anyone so young. But Harris had commanded too many women officers, too many rookies, to feel anything but momentary surprise. The mayor had recommended her. Insisted on her, Harris corrected himself. And the mayor, no matter how annoying, was a sharp man who made few missteps.

“Dr. Court.” He held out his hand and found hers soft and small, but firm enough. “I appreciate you coming.”

No, she wasn’t quite convinced he did, but she had worked around such things before. “I hope I can help.”

“Please, sit down.”

She started to shrug out of her coat, and felt hands on her arms. Taking a quick look over her shoulder, she saw Ben behind her. “Nice coat, Doctor.” His fingers brushed over the lining as he slipped it from her. “Fifty-minute hours must be profitable.”

“Nothing’s more fun than soaking patients,” she said in the same undertone, then turned away from him. Arrogant jerk, she thought, and took her seat.

“Dr. Court might like some coffee,” Ed put in. Always easily amused, he grinned over at his partner. “She got kind of wet coming in.”

Seeing the gleam in Ed’s eyes, Tess couldn’t help but grin back. “I’d love some coffee. Black.”

Harris glanced over at the dregs in the pot on his hot plate, then reached for his phone. “Roderick, get some coffee in here. Four—no three,” he corrected as he glanced at Ed.

“If there’s any hot water …” Ed reached in his pocket and drew out an herbal tea bag.

“And a cup of hot water,” Harris said, his lips twisting into something like a smile. “Yeah, for Jackson. Dr. Court …” Harris didn’t know what had amused her, but had a feeling it had something to do with his two men. They had better get down to business. “We’ll be grateful for any help you can give us. And you’ll have our full cooperation.” This was said with a glance, a telling one, at Ben. “You’ve been briefed on what we need?”

Tess thought of her two-hour meeting with the mayor, and the stacks of paperwork she’d taken home from his office. Brief, she mused, had nothing to do with it.

“Yes. You need a psychological profile on the killer known as the Priest. You’ll want an educated, expert opinion as to why he kills, and to his style of killing. You want me to tell you who he is, emotionally. How he thinks, how he feels. With the facts I have, and those you’ll give me, it’s possible to give an opinion … an opinion,” she stressed, “on how and why and who he is, psychologically. With that you may be a step closer to stopping him.”

So she didn’t promise miracles. It helped Harris to relax. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Ben watching her steadily, one finger idly stroking down her raincoat. “Sit down, Paris,” he said mildly. “The mayor gave you some data?” he asked the psychiatrist.

“A bit. I started on it last night.”

“You’ll want to take a look at these reports as well.” Taking a folder from his desk, Harris passed it to her.

“Thank you.” Tess pulled out a pair of tortoiseshell glasses from her bag and opened the folder.

A shrink, Ben thought again as he studied her profile. She looked like she should be leading cheers at a varsity game. Or sipping cognac at the Mayflower. He wasn’t certain why both images seemed to suit her, but they did. It was the image of mind doctor that didn’t. Psychiatrists were tall and thin and pale, with calm eyes, calm voices, calm hands.

He remembered the psychiatrist his brother had seen for three years after returning from ’Nam. Josh had gone away a young, fresh-faced idealist. He’d come back haunted and belligerent. The psychiatrist had helped. Or so it had seemed, so everyone had said, Josh included. Until he’d taken his service revolver and ended whatever chances he’d had.

The psychiatrist had called it Delayed Stress Syndrome. Until then Ben hadn’t known just how much he hated labels.

Roderick brought in the coffee and managed not to look annoyed at being delegated gofer.

“You bring in the Dors kids?” Harris asked him.

“I was on my way.”

“Paris and Jackson’ll brief you and Lowenstein and Bigsby in the morning after roll call.” He dismissed him with a nod as he dumped three teaspoons of sugar in his cup. Across the room Ed winced.

Tess accepted her cup with a murmur and never looked up. “Should I assume that the murderer has more than average strength?”

Ben took out a cigarette and studied it. “Why?”

Tess pushed her glasses down on her nose in a trick she remembered from a professor in college. It was meant to demoralize. “Other than the marks of strangulation, there weren’t any bruises, any signs of violence, no torn clothing or signs of struggle.”

Ignoring his coffee, Ben drew on the cigarette. “None of the victims were particularly hefty. Barbara Clayton was the biggest at five-four and a hundred and twenty.”

“Terror and adrenaline bring on surges of strength,” she countered. “Your assumption from the reports is that he takes them by surprise, from behind.”

“We assume that from the angle and location of the bruises.”

“I think I follow that,” she said briskly, and pushed her glasses up again. It wasn’t easy to demoralize a clod. “None of the victims was able to scratch his face or there’d have been cells of flesh under their nails. Have I got that right?” Before he could answer, she turned pointedly to Ed. “So, he’s smart enough to want to avoid questionable marks. It doesn’t appear he kills sporadically, but plans in an orderly, even logical fashion. Their clothing,” she went on. “Was it disturbed, buttons undone, seams torn, shoes kicked off?”

Ed shook his head, admiring the way she dove into details. “No, ma’am. All three were neat as a pin.”

“And the murder weapon, the amice?”

“Folded across the chest.”

“A tidy psychotic,” Ben put in.

Tess merely lifted a brow. “You’re quick to diagnose, Detective Paris. But rather than tidy, I’d use the word reverent.”

By holding up a single finger, Harris stopped Ben’s retort. “Could you explain that, Doctor?”

“I can’t give you a thorough profile without some more study, Captain, but I think I can give you a general outline. The killer’s obviously deeply religious, and I’d guess trained traditionally.”

“So you’re going for the priest angle?”

Again she turned to Ben. “The man may have been in a religious order at one time, or simply have a fascination, even a fear of the authority of the Church. His use of the amice is a symbol, to himself, to us, even to his victims. It might be used in a rebellious way, but I’d rule that out by the notes. Since all three victims were of the same age group, it tends to indicate that they represent some important female figure in his life. A mother, a wife, lover, sister. Someone who was or is intimate on an emotional level. My feeling is this figure failed him in some way, through the Church.”

“A sin?” Ben blew out a stream of smoke.

He might’ve been a clod, she mused, but he wasn’t stupid. “The definition of a sin varies,” she said coolly. “But yes, a sin in his eyes, probably a sexual one.”

He hated the calm, impersonal analysis. “So he’s punishing her through other women?”

She heard the derision in his voice, and closed the folder. “No, he’s saving them.”

Ben opened his mouth again, then shut it. It made a horrible kind of sense.

“That’s the one aspect I find absolutely clear,” Tess said as she turned back to Harris. “It’s in the notes, all of them. The man’s put himself in the role of savior. From the lack of violence, I’d say he has no wish to punish. If it were revenge, he’d be brutal, cruel, and he’d want them to be aware of what was going to happen to them. Instead, he kills them as quickly as possible, then tidies their clothes, crosses the amice in a gesture of reverence, and leaves a note stating that they’re saved.”

Taking off her glasses, she twirled them by the eyepiece. “He doesn’t rape them. More than likely he’s impotent with women, but more important, a sexual assault would be a sin. Possibly, probably, he derives some sort of sexual release from the killing, but more a spiritual one.”

“A religious fanatic,” Harris mused.

“Inwardly,” Tess told him. “Outwardly he probably functions normally for long periods of times. The murders are spaced weeks apart, so it would appear he has a level of control. He could very well hold down a normal job, socialize, attend church.”

“Church.” Ben rose and paced to the window.

“Regularly, I’d think. It’s his focal point. If this man isn’t a priest, he takes on the aspects of one during the murders. In his mind, he’s ministering.”

“Absolution,” Ben murmured. “The last rites.”

Intrigued, Tess narrowed her eyes. “Exactly.”

Not knowing much about the Church, Ed turned to another topic. “A schizophrenic?”

Tess frowned down at her glasses as she shook her head. “Schizophrenia, manic depression, split personality. Labels are too easily applied and tend to generalize.”

She didn’t notice that Ben turned back and stared at her. She pushed her glasses back in their case and dropped them in her purse. “Every psychiatric disorder is a highly individual problem, and each problem can only be understood and dealt with by uncovering its dynamic sources.”

“I’d rather work with specifics myself,” Harris told her. “But there’s a premium on them in this case. Are we dealing with a psychopath?”

Her expression changed subtly. Impatience, Ben thought, noting the slight line between her brows and a quick movement of her mouth. Then she was professional again. “If you want a general term, psychopathy will do. It means mental disorder.”

Ed stroked his beard. “So he’s insane.”

“Insanity is a legal term, Detective.” This was said almost primly as Tess picked up the folder and rose. “Once he’s stopped and taken to trial, that’ll become an issue. I’ll have a profile for you as soon as possible, Captain. It might help if I could see the notes that were left on the bodies, and the murder weapons.”

Dissatisfied, Harris rose. He wanted more. Though he knew better, he wanted A, B, and C, and the lines connecting each. “Detective Paris’ll show you whatever you need to see. Thank you, Dr. Court.”

She took his hand. “You’ve little to thank me for at this point. Detective Paris?”

“Right this way.” With a cursory nod he led her out.

He said nothing as he took her through the corridors again and to the checkpoint where they signed in to examine the evidence. Tess was silent as well as she studied the notes and the neat, precise printing. They didn’t vary, and were exact to the point that they seemed almost like photostats. The man who’d written them, she mused, hadn’t been in a rage or in despair. If anything, he’d been at peace. It was peace he sought, and peace, in his twisted way, he sought to give.

“White for purity,” she murmured after she’d looked at the amices. A symbol perhaps, she mused. But for whom? She turned away from the notes. More than the murder weapons, they chilled her. “It appears he’s a man with a mission.”

Ben remembered the sick frustration he’d felt after each murder, but his voice was cool and flat. “You sound sure of yourself, Doctor.”

“Do I?” Turning back, she gave him a brief survey, mulled things over, then went on impulse. “What time are you off duty, Detective?”

He tilted his head, not quite certain of his moves. “Ten minutes ago.”

“Good.” She pulled on her coat. “You can buy me a drink and tell me why you dislike my profession, or just me personally. I give you my word, no tabletop analysis.”

Something about her challenged him. The cool, elegant looks, the strong, sophisticated voice. Maybe it was the big, soft eyes. He’d think about it later. “No fee?”

She laughed and stuck her hat in her pocket. “We might have hit the root of the problem.”

“I need my coat.” As they walked back to the squad room, each of them wondered why they were about to spend part of their evening with someone who so obviously disapproved of who and what they were. But then each of them was determined to come out on top before the evening was over. Ben grabbed his coat and scrawled something in a ledger.

“Charlie, tell Ed I’m engaged in further consultation with Dr. Court.”

“You file that requisition?”

Ben shifted Tess almost like a shield and headed for the door. “File?”

“Damn it, Ben—”

“Tomorrow, in triplicate.” He had himself and Tess out of earshot and nearly to the outer door.

“Don’t care much for paperwork?” she said.

He pushed the door open and saw the rain had turned to a damp drizzle. “It’s not the most rewarding part of the job.”

“What is?”

He gave her an enigmatic look as he steered her toward his car. “Catching bad guys.”

Oddly enough, she believed him.

Ten minutes later they walked into a dimly lit bar where the music came from a jukebox and the drinks weren’t watered. It wasn’t one of Washington’s most distinguished night spots, nor one of its seamiest. It seemed to Tess a place where the regulars knew each other by name and newcomers were accepted gradually.

Ben sent the bartender a careless wave, exchanged a muffled word with one of the cocktail waitresses, and found a table in the back. Here the music was muted and the lights even dimmer. The table rocked a bit on one shortened leg.

The minute he sat down, he relaxed. This was his turf, and he knew his moves. “What’ll you have?” He waited for her to ask for some pretty white wine with a French name.

“Scotch, straight up.”

“Stolichnaya,” he told the waitress as he continued to watch Tess. “Rocks.” He waited until the silence stretched out, ten seconds, then twenty. An interesting silence, he thought, full of questions and veiled animosity. Maybe he’d throw her a curve. “You have incredible eyes.”

She smiled, and leaned back comfortably. “I would have thought you’d come up with something more original.”

“Ed liked your legs.”

“I’m surprised he could see them from his height. He’s not like you,” she observed. “I imagine you make an impressive team. Leaving that aside, Detective Paris, I’m interested in why you distrust my profession.”

“Why?”

When her drink was served, she sipped it slowly. It warmed in places the coffee hadn’t touched. “Curiosity. It comes with the territory. After all, we’re both in the business of looking for answers, solving puzzles.”

“You see our jobs as similar?” The thought made him grin. “Cops and shrinks.”

“Perhaps I find your job as unpleasant as you find mine,” she said mildly. “But they’re both necessary as long as people don’t behave in what society terms normal patterns.”

“I don’t like terms.” He tipped back his drink. “I don’t have much confidence in someone who sits behind a desk probing people’s brains, then putting their personalities into slots.”

“Well.” She sipped her drink again and heard the music turn to something dreamy by Lionel Richie. “That’s how you term psychiatrists?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded. “I suppose you have to tolerate a great deal of bigotry in your profession as well.”

Something dangerous flashed in his eyes, then it was gone, just as quickly. “Your point, Doctor.”

She tapped a finger on the table, the only outward sign of emotion. He had an admirable capacity for stillness. She had already noticed that in Harris’s office. Yet she sensed a restlessness in him. It was difficult not to appreciate the way he held it in check.

“All right, Detective Paris, why don’t you make your point?”

After swirling his vodka, he set it down without drinking. “Okay. Maybe I see you as someone raking in bucks off frustrated housewives and bored executives. Everything harks back to sex or mother hating. You answer questions with questions and never raise a sweat. Fifty minutes goes by and you click over to the next file. When someone really needs help, when someone’s desperate, it gets passed over. You label it, file it, and go on to the next hour.”

For a moment she said nothing because under the anger, she heard grief. “It must’ve been a very bad experience,” she murmured. “I’m sorry.”

Uncomfortable, he shifted. “No tabletop analysis,” he reminded her.

A very bad experience, she thought again. But he wasn’t a man who wanted sympathy. “All right, let’s try a different angle. You’re a homicide detective. I guess all you do all day is two-wheel it down dark alleys with guns blazing. You dodge a few bullets in the morning, slap the cuffs on in the afternoon, then read the suspect his rights and haul him in for interrogation. Is that general enough for you?”

A reluctant smile touched his mouth. “Pretty clever, aren’t you?”

“So I’ve been told.”

It wasn’t like him to make absolute judgments of someone he didn’t know. His innate sense of fair play struggled with a long, ingrained prejudice. He signaled for another drink. “What’s your first name. I’m tired of calling you Dr. Court.”

“Yours is Ben.” She gave him a smile that made him focus on her mouth again. “Teresa.”

“No.” He shook his head. “That’s not what you’re called. Teresa’s too ordinary. Terry doesn’t have enough class.”

She leaned forward and dropped her chin on her folded hands. “You might be a good detective after all. It’s Tess.”

“Tess.” He tried it out slowly, then nodded. “Very nice. Tell me, Tess, why psychiatry?”

She watched him a moment, admiring the easy way he sprawled in his seat. Not indolent, she thought, not sloppy, just relaxed. She envied that. “Curiosity,” she said again. “The human mind is full of unanswered questions. I wanted to find the answers. If you can find the answers, you can help, sometimes. Heal the mind, ease the heart.”

It touched him. The simplicity. “Ease the heart,” he repeated, and thought of his brother. No one had been able to ease his. “You think if you heal one, you can ease the other?”

“It’s the same thing.” Tess looked beyond him to a couple who huddled laughing over a pitcher of beer.

“I thought all you got paid to do was look in heads.”
Her lips curved a little, but her eyes still focused beyond him. “The mind, the heart, and the soul. ‘Canst thou not minister to a mind diseased. Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow. Raze out the written troubles of the brain, and with some sweet oblivious antidote cleanse the stuff’d bosom of that perilous stuff which weighs upon the heart.’ ”

He’d lifted his gaze from his drink as she’d spoken. Her voice remained quiet, but he’d stopped hearing the juke, the clatter, the laughter.

“Macbeth.” When she smiled at him, he shrugged. “Cops read too.”

Tess lifted her glass in what might have been a toast. “Maybe we should both reevaluate.”
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It was still drizzling when they turned back into the parking lot at headquarters. The gloom had brought the dark quickly, so that puddles shone beneath streetlights and the sidewalks were wet and deserted. Washington kept early hours. She’d waited until now to ask him what she’d wondered all evening.

“Ben, why did you become a cop?”

“I told you, I like catching bad guys.”

The seed of truth was there, she thought, but not the whole. “So you grew up playing cops and robbers, and decided to keep right on playing?”

“I always played doctor.” He pulled up beside her car and set the brake. “It was educational.”

“I’m sure. Then why the switch to public service?”

He could’ve been glib, he could’ve evaded. Part of his charm for women was his ability to do both with an easy smile. Somehow, for once, he wanted to tell the simple truth. “All right, now I’ve a quote for you. ‘The law is but words and paper without the hands and swords of men.’ ” With a half smile he turned to see her studying him calmly. “Words and paper aren’t my way of handling things.”

“And the sword is?”

“That’s right.” He leaned over to open her door. Their bodies brushed but neither acknowledged the physical tug. “I believe in justice, Tess. It’s a hell of a lot more than words on paper.”

She sat a moment, digesting. There was violence in him, ordered and controlled. Perhaps the word was trained, but it was violence nonetheless. He’d certainly killed, something her education and personality completely rejected. He’d taken lives, risked his own. And he believed in law and order and justice. Just as he believed in the sword.

He wasn’t the simple man she’d first pegged him to be. It was a lot to learn in one evening. More than enough, she thought, and slid aside.

“Well, thanks for the drink, Detective.”

As she pushed out of the car, Ben was out on the other side. “Don’t you have an umbrella?”

She sent him an easy smile as she dug for her keys. “I never carry it when it rains.”

Hands in his back pockets, he sauntered over to her. For reasons he couln’t pinpoint, he was reluctant to let her go. “Wonder what a head doctor would make of that?”

“You don’t have one either. Good night, Ben.”

He knew she wasn’t the shallow, overeducated sophisticate he’d labeled her. He found himself holding her door open after she’d slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ve got this friend who works at the Kennedy Center. He passed me a couple of tickets for the Noel Coward play tomorrow night. Interested?”

It was on the tip of her tongue to refuse, politely. Oil and water didn’t mix. Neither did business and pleasure. “Yes, I’m interested.”

Because he wasn’t sure how he felt about her agreement, he just nodded. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”

When he slammed her door shut, she rolled down the window. “Don’t you want my address?”

He sent her a cocky smile she should’ve detested. “I’m a detective.”

When he strolled back to his car, Tess found herself laughing.
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By ten the rain had stopped. Absorbed in the profile she was compiling, Tess didn’t notice the quiet, or the dull light from the moon. The take-out Chinese had slipped her mind, and her dinner of a roast beef sandwich was half eaten and forgotten.

Fascinating. She read over the reports again. Fascinating and chilling. How did he choose his victims? she wondered. All blond, all late twenties, all small to medium builds. Who did they symbolize to him, and why?

Did he watch them, follow them? Did he choose them arbitrarily? Maybe the hair color and build were simply coincidence. Any woman alone at night could end up being saved.

No. It was a pattern, she was sure of it. Somehow he selected each victim because of general physical appearance. Then he managed to peg her routine. Three killings, and he hadn’t made one mistake. He was ill, but he was methodical.

Blond, late twenties, small to medium build. She found herself staring at her own vague reflection in the window. Hadn’t she just described herself?

The knock at the door jolted her, then she cursed her foolishness. She checked her watch for the first time since she’d sat down, and saw she’d worked for three hours straight. Another two and she might have something to give Captain Harris. Whoever was at the door was going to have to make it quick.

Letting her glasses drop on the pile of papers, she went to answer. “Grandpa.” Annoyance evaporated as she rose on her toes to kiss him with the gusto he’d helped instill in her life. He smelled of peppermint and Old Spice and carried himself like a general. “You’re out late.”

“Late?” His voice boomed. It always had. Off the walls of the kitchen where he fried up fresh fish, at a ball game where he cheered for whatever team suited his whim, on the floor of the Senate where he’d served for twenty-five years. “It’s barely ten. I’m not ready for a lap robe and warm milk yet, little girl. Fix me a drink.”

He was already in and shrugging his six-foot line-man’s frame out of his coat. He was seventy-two, Tess thought as she glanced at the wild mane of white hair and leathered face. Seventy-two and he had more energy than the men she dated. And certainly more interest. Maybe the reason she was still single and content to be so was because she had such high standards in men. She poured him three fingers of scotch.

He looked over at the desk piled with papers and folders and notes. That was his Tess, he thought as he took the glass from her. Always one to dig in her heels and get the job done. He didn’t miss the half-eaten sandwich either. That was also his Tess. “So.” He tossed back scotch. “What do you know about this maniac we’ve got on our hands?”

“Senator.” Tess used her most professional voice as she sat on the arm of a chair. “You know I can’t discuss this with you.”

“Bullshit. I got you the job.”

“For which I’m not going to thank you.”

He gave her one of his steely looks. Veteran politicians had been known to cringe from it. “I’ll get it from the mayor anyway.”

Instead of cringing, Tess offered her sweetest smile. “From the mayor, then.”

“Damn ethics,” he muttered.

“You taught them to me.”

He grunted, pleased with her. “What about Captain Harris? An opinion.”

She sat a moment, brooding as she did when gathering her thoughts. “Competent, controlled. He’s angry and frustrated and under a great deal of pressure, but he manages to keep it all on a leash.”

“What about the detectives in charge of the case?”

“Paris and Jackson.” She ran the tip of her tongue along her teeth. “They struck me as an unusual pair, yet very much a pair. Jackson looks like a mountain man. He asked typical questions, but he listens very well. He strikes me as the methodical type. Paris …” She hesitated, not as sure of her ground. “He’s restless, and I think more volatile. Intelligent, but more instinctive than methodical. Or maybe more emotional.” She thought of justice, and a sword.

“Are they competent?”

“I don’t know how to judge that, Grandpa. If I went on impression, I’d say they’re dedicated. But even that’s only an impression.”

“The mayor has a great deal of faith in them.” He downed the rest of his scotch. “And in you.”

She focused on him again, eyes grave. “I don’t know if it’s warranted. This man’s very disturbed, Grandpa. Dangerous. I may be able to give them a sketch of his mind, his emotional pattern, but that isn’t going to stop him. Guessing games.” Rising, she stuck her hands in her pockets. “It’s all just a guessing game.”

“It’s always just a guessing game, Tess. You know there are no guarantees, no absolutes.”

She knew, but she didn’t like it. She never had. “He needs help, Grandpa. He’s screaming for it, but no one can hear him.”

He put a hand under his chin. “He’s not your patient, Tess.”

“No, but I’m involved.” When she saw the frown crease his brow, she changed her tone. “Don’t start worrying, I’m not going to go overboard.”

“You told me that once about a box full of kittens. They ended up costing me more than a good suit.”

She kissed his cheek again, then picked up his coat. “And you loved every one of them. Now I’ve got work to do.”

“Kicking me out?”

“Just helping you with your coat,” she corrected. “Good night, Grandpa.”

“Behave yourself, little girl.”

She closed the door on him, remembering he’d been telling her the same thing since she was five.
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The church was dark and empty, but it hadn’t been difficult for him to deal with the lock. Nor did he feel he’d sinned in doing so. Churches weren’t meant to be locked. God’s house was meant to be open for the needy, for the troubled, for the reverent.

He lit the candles, four of them—one for each of the women he’d saved, and the last for the woman he hadn’t been able to save.

Dropping to his knees, he prayed, and his prayers were desperate. Sometimes, only sometimes, when he thought of the mission, he doubted. A life was sacred. He’d taken three and knew the world looked on him as a monster. If those he worked with knew, they’d scorn him, put him in prison, detest him. Pity him.

But flesh was transient. A life was only sacred because of the soul. It was the soul he saved. The soul he must continue to save until he’d balanced the scales. Doubting, he knew, was a sin in itself.

If only he had someone to talk to. If only there were someone to understand, to give him comfort. A wave of despair washed over him, hot and thick. Giving in would have been a relief. There was no one, no one he could trust. No one to share this burden. When the Voice was silent, he was so alone.

He’d lost Laura. Laura had lost herself and taken pieces of him with her. The best pieces. Sometimes, when it was dark, when it was quiet, he could see her. She never laughed anymore. Her face was so pale, so full of pain. Lighting candles in empty churches would never wipe away the pain. Or the sin.

She was in the dark, waiting. When his mission was complete, only then would she be free.

The smell of votive candles burning, the hushed silence of church, and the silhouettes of statues soothed him. Here he might find hope and a place. He’d always found such comfort in the symbols of religion, and the boundaries.

Lowering his head to the rail, he prayed more fervently. As he’d been taught, he prayed for the grace to accept whatever trials were ahead of him.

When he rose, the candlelight flickered over the white collar at his throat. He blew them out, and it was dark again.


Chapter 3

Washington traffic could tear at the nerves—especially when you’d woken up sluggish, primed yourself with coffee, then handled back-to-back appointments. Tess inched along behind a Pinto with a faulty exhaust, and simmered through another red light. Beside her a man in a big blue GMC revved his engine. It disappointed him when she didn’t bother to glance over.

She was worried about Joey Higgins. Two months of therapy and she wasn’t any closer to the real problem, or more accurately, the real answer. A fourteen-year-old boy shouldn’t be clinically depressed, but out playing third base. Today she’d felt he’d been on the verge of really opening up to her. On the verge, Tess thought with a sigh. But he hadn’t yet crossed the line. Building his confidence, his self-esteem, was like building the pyramids. Step by agonizing step. If she could just get to the point where she had his full trust …

She fought her way across town while concern for a sullen young boy with bitterness in his eyes weighed on her. There were so many other things. Too many other things.

Tess knew she didn’t have to sacrifice her lunch hour and hand deliver the profile to Captain Harris. She had been under no obligation to work on it until two A.M. either, but found it impossible not to.

Something pushed at her—instinct, hunch, superstition, she couldn’t have said which. All she knew was that she was involved with the faceless killer as deeply as with any of her patients. The police needed whatever assistance she could give to help them understand him, and needed to understand him in order to catch him. He had to be caught so he could be helped.

As she pulled into the station’s lot she took a quick scan. No Mustang. But then, she reminded herself as she stepped out of her car, that wasn’t why she’d come. Then again, she wasn’t sure why she’d agreed to go out with Ben Paris, since she considered him arrogant and difficult, and her workload was jamming up with the extra time she was taking on the homicides. She knew if she put in a couple of hours that evening, she could have things running fairly smoothly again. Several times that day she had thought about phoning him and begging off.

What’s more, dating wasn’t something Tess approached with much enthusiasm. The singles’ scene was a tough, nasty circle that usually left everyone involved frustrated or frazzled. She was automatically put off by the slick here-I-am, aren’t-you-lucky type. Frank. Nor did she have any illusions about the fanatically casual, let’s-not-talk-commitment sort. Like the public defender she’d seen occasionally last spring.

It wasn’t that men didn’t interest her, it was simply that most of the men she’d met couldn’t hold her interest. When your expectations were high, disappointment came easily. All in all it was easier to stay home with an old movie or a fat briefcase.

But she wasn’t going to beg off. Tess told herself it would be rude to break a date on such short notice—even a date she knew had been made on impulse by both parties. She’d go, enjoy the play, then say good night. She’d work over the weekend.

When she walked into Homicide she took a quick look at who was sitting at a desk, who was walking from place to place. Someone had his head stuck in a small, scarred refrigerator, but when he straightened, he was a stranger.

Ben wasn’t there, but she saw a variety of styles in the cops who were. Suits and ties, jeans and sweaters, boots and sneakers. The one thing that seemed universal was the shoulder holster. It seemed to her to fall far short of the glamor of the sword.

A glance at Harris’s office showed her it was empty.

“Dr. Court?”

She stopped and looked over at a man just rising from a typewriter. “Yes.”

“I’m Detective Roderick. If you’re looking for Captain Harris, he’s in a meeting with the chief.”

“I see.” He was the suit-and-tie sort, she observed. Though his jacket was slung over the back of his chair, his tie was neat and straight. She decided Ben would never wear one. “Is he expected back?”

“Yes. If you’d like to wait, he shouldn’t be too much longer.” He grinned, remembering the day before. “I can get you some coffee.”

“Ah …” She looked at her watch. Her next patient was due in forty minutes. It would take her half of that to get back to her office. “No, thanks. I don’t have much time myself. I have a report for the captain.”

“The profile. You can give it to me.” When he saw her hesitation, he went on, “I’m assigned to the case, Dr. Court.”

“Sorry. I’d appreciate it if you could see Captain Harris gets this as soon as he comes in.” Unzipping her briefcase, Tess drew out the file. “If he has any questions, he can reach me in my office until five, then at home until seven. I don’t suppose you can tell me if there’s been any progress?”

“I wish I could. At this point we’re going back over the same ground, hoping we missed something the first half-a-dozen times.”

Tess glanced at the file and wondered if he could really understand the man she’d written about. Could anyone? Dissatisfied, she nodded and handed over the file. It looked harmless, but so did a bomb at rest.

“Thank you.”

A lady, he thought. You began to miss seeing the real thing in this line of work. “Sure. You have a message for the captain?”

“No. Everything’s in the file. Thanks again, Detective.”

Lowenstein waited until Tess was out of earshot. “That the psychiatrist?”

Roderick ran the folder through his fingers before he set it on his desk. “Yeah. Brought in the profile for Harris.”

“Looks like Harper’s Bazaar,” Lowenstein murmured. “Classy, though I heard she left with Paris last night.” With a chuckle she gave Roderick a pat on the arm. “She raise your blood pressure, Lou?”

Embarrassed, he shrugged. “I was thinking of something else.”

Lowenstein stuck her tongue in her cheek. “Sure. Well, I hope she knows her stuff. Better than a Ouija board, I guess.” She flung her bag over her shoulder. “Bigsby and I are going to interview some of the regulars at Doug’s. Keep the home fires burning.”

“Bring back a lead, Maggie.” Roderick dropped back in his chair. “Or we might just have to haul out the Ouija board.”

Tess had turned the second corner when she heard someone cursing. When she looked back, she saw Ben giving a vending machine a hefty kick.

“Sonofabitch.”

“Ben.” Ed put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s stuff’s poison to your system. Forget it. Your body’ll thank you.”

“I’ve got fifty cents in there.” Putting his hands on either side of the machine, Ben shook it and swore again. “Fifty fucking cents is robbery in the first place for a skinny piece of chocolate and a few nuts.”

“You oughta try raisins,” Ed suggested. “Natural sugar. Full of iron.”

Ben gritted his teeth. “I hate raisins, nothing but dried grapes.”

“Detective Paris.” Unable to resist, Tess had backtracked down the corridor. “Do you always have fights with inanimate objects?”

He turned his head but didn’t loosen his grip on the machine. “When they hassle me.” He gave the machine another violent shake, but he looked at her.

She wasn’t wet today, he noticed. And she’d pinned her hair up and back in a cool, sleek style that made him think of elegant pastries under crystal. Maybe she thought it was professional, but it made his mouth water.

“You look good, Doc.”

“Thank you. Hello, Detective Jackson.”

“Ma’am.” He put a hand back on Ben’s shoulder. “I can’t tell you how embarrassed I am for my partner.”

“That’s perfectly all right. I’m used to behavioral problems.”

“Shit.” Ben gave the machine one last shove, then turned away from it. The first chance he got he was going to pick the lock. “Were you looking for me?”

Tess thought of her scan of the parking lot, then the squad room. She decided on tact rather than truth. “No, I brought in the profile for Captain Harris.”

“You work fast.”

“If I’d had more to work with, it would’ve taken longer.” With a movement of her shoulders, she expressed both acceptance and dissatisfaction. “I don’t know how much help I’ve been. I’d like to do more.”

“Our job,” Ben reminded her.

“Hi, guys.” Lowenstein passed by and stuck change in the vending machine. In fact she wanted a closer look at the psychiatrist more than she wanted candy. She would have bet a week’s pay the rose-colored suit was silk.

“That sucker’s defective,” Ben told her, but when she pulled the handle, two candy bars dropped into the tray.

“Two for one,” Lowenstein said, plopping both in her bag. “See you later.”

“Wait a minute—”

“You don’t want to make a scene in front of Dr. Court,” Ed reminded him.

“Lowenstein’s got my property.”

“You’re better off. Sugar’ll kill you.”

“This is all fascinating,” Tess said dryly as she watched Ben glare at Lowenstein’s back. “But I’m pressed for time. I want you to know that I had a suggestion. It’s included in my report to the captain.”

Ben stuck his hands in his pockets and looked back at her. “Which is?”

“You need a priest.”

“We’ve gone that route, Doctor. Ed and I’ve interviewed a dozen of them.”

“With experience in psychiatry,” Tess finished. “I’ve given you what I can, but I’m not qualified to probe deeply into the religious angle. And that, in my judgment, is the key.” Her glance skimmed over Ed, but she knew whose opinion she had to sway. “I could research Catholicism, but it would take time. I don’t think any of us wants to waste that. I know of a doctor at Catholic University, Monsignor Logan. He has an excellent reputation in the Church and in psychiatric medicine. I want to consult with him.”

“The more people we consult with,” Ben put in, “the more chance there is of a leak. We can’t let the specifics get to the press.”

“And if you don’t try something else, your investigation’s going to stay right where it is. Stagnant.” She saw the annoyance and rolled over it. “I could go to the mayor, put on the pressure, but that’s not the way I want to handle it. I want you to back me on this, Ben.”

He rocked back on his heels. Another shrink, he thought. And a priest at that. But as much as he hated to admit it, the investigation was stagnant. If she wanted to pull a rabbit out of her hat, they might as well look it over. “I’ll talk to the captain.”

The smile came easily after victory. “Thanks.” She pulled out her wallet and dropped change into the machine behind him. After brief consideration, she pulled a handle. With a quiet plop a Hershey bar dropped into the tray. “Here you go.” Solemn-eyed, she handed it to Ben. “You really broke my heart. Nice to see you again, Detective Jackson.”

“My pleasure, ma’am.” A grin split his face as he watched her walk away. “Handles herself real well, doesn’t she?”

Scowling, Ben tossed the candy bar from hand to hand. “Oh, yeah,” he murmured. “Like a pro.”
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It wasn’t like her to fuss about clothes. The truth was, her wardrobe had been meticulously chosen, down to the last cashmere sweater and linen blazer, for the specific reason that Tess didn’t have the patience to debate each morning about what to wear. For the most part she stuck with classic styles and blendable colors because they looked best on her and it made it simple to put her hand in her closet and draw out the next thing in line on harried mornings.

But she wasn’t dressing for the office. As Tess shoved the third dress back on the hanger, she reminded herself she wasn’t dressing for Prince Charming either. At twenty-nine she knew there were no princes, nor did a rational woman want an ivory tower. An uncomplicated date with an attractive man who made you think on your feet was a different matter, and Ben Paris certainly made her think.

A glance at her watch warned her she was doing so much thinking she was going to be late. Standing in a brief flesh-colored teddy, she took out a black silk dress and gave it a critical study. Simple but elegant. A wise choice, she decided, and she didn’t have time to fool around anymore. She slipped it on and did up the range of buttons that ran from waist to neck.

Another long survey in the cheval glass brought a nod of approval. Yes, she thought, this was better than the ice blue she’d started with or the raspberry georgette she’d just rejected. She settled on her mother’s diamond studs and the thin gold bracelet her grandfather had given her when she’d earned her degree. She debated about sweeping her hair up, but the knock on the door decided for her. It had to stay down.

She hadn’t expected he could look elegant. But when she opened the door, his steel-gray suit and salmon-colored shirt proved her wrong. Still, she’d been right about the tie. His collar was open. She started to smile at him, then saw the clutch of violets in his hand. It wasn’t like her to be tossed so off balance, but when she looked back up at him, she felt like a teenager with her first handful of wilted flowers.

“Peace offering,” Ben told her, feeling every bit as unsettled and out of character as Tess. He shouldn’t have been, he told himself, since he was used to making grandiose or impulsive gestures with the women he dated. It was his way. Tracking down a nosegay of violets in October hadn’t seemed a foolish thing to do until he’d stood there, offering them.

“They’re lovely. Thank you.” Regaining her balance, she smiled at him, accepting the flowers as she stood back to let him in. The scent reminded her of the spring that was so far on the other side of winter. “I’ll get a vase.”

As she walked into the kitchen, Ben looked around. He saw the Matisse print, the Turkish rugs, the neat petit point pillows. Soft, pretty colors, and old distinguished wood. It was a room that spoke of quiet, generational wealth.

What the hell are you doing here? he asked himself. Her grandfather’s a senator. Yours was a butcher. She grew up with servants, and your mother still scrubs her own john. She graduated with honors from Smith, and you crammed your way through two years of college before the Academy.

Oh, he’d researched her all right. That was also his way. And he was dead sure they’d run out of conversation after fifteen minutes.

When she came back in, she carried the violets in a small Wedgwood vase. “I’ll offer you a drink, but I don’t have any Stolichnaya.”

“It’s all right.” He made the decision without weighing pros and cons. He’d learned to trust his instincts. While she set the violets in the center of a table, he walked to her and took her hair in his hand.

She turned slowly, no jerking, no surprise, and met the long silent look with one of her own.

She smelled of Paris. He remembered the five days he’d spent there in his twenties, going on a shoestring and optimism. He’d fallen in love with it—the look, the smells, the air. Every year he promised himself he’d go back and find whatever it was he’d been looking for.

“I like it better down,” he said at length, and let his fingers linger a moment longer. “When you had it up this afternoon, you looked remote, inaccessible.”

Tension snapped into her, the ripe man-woman tension she hadn’t felt with anyone in years—hadn’t wanted to. She still didn’t want to. “Professional,” she corrected, and took an easy step back. “Would you like that drink?”

He thought about making a long, thin slice through her control. What would it be like? But if he did, he might find his aim off and slice his own. “We’ll get one at the theater. There’s enough time before the curtain.”

“I’ll get my coat.”

[image: ]

He seemed as familiar with the staff at the Roof Terrace as he’d been with those in the smoky little bar the night before. Tess watched the way he spoke to this one, greeted that one, the ease, the casual intimacy. So he wasn’t a loner, she concluded, except when he chose to be.

She admired someone who could be at ease with people, without worrying about impressions, opinions. To be that way you first had to be at ease with yourself. Somehow, as content as she was with her life-style, she’d never quite gotten there.

Ben picked up his glass, stretched out his legs, and stared back at her. “Got me figured out yet?”

“Not completely.” She picked up an almond from the bowl on the table and chewed it thoughtfully. “But I think you do. If more people understood themselves the way you do, I’d have to look for a different line of work.”

“And you’re very good at what you do.” He watched her choose another almond with long, slim fingers. An antique pearl gleamed dully on her right hand. “Class valedictorian,” he began, and watched her hand stop. “A private practice that’s growing too fast for you to keep up with it. You just turned down an offer to join the psychiatric staff at Bethesda Naval, but you work once a week in the Donnerly Clinic in South East for no fee.”

His mild rundown annoyed her. Tess was accustomed to knowing more about the people she associated with than they knew of her. “Do you always do background checks on a date, Detective?”

“Habit,” he said easily. “You spoke about curiosity yourself last night. Senator Jonathan Writemore’s your maternal grandfather, a little left of center, outspoken, charismatic, and tough as nails.”

“He’ll be pleased you said so.”

“You lost your parents when you were fourteen. I’m sorry.” He lifted his drink again. “It’s always hard to lose family.”

She caught the tone, the empathy that told her he’d lost someone too. “My grandfather made a difference. I may not have recovered without him. How did you find out so much?”

“Cops don’t reveal a source. I read your profile.”

She stiffened a bit, expecting criticism. “And?”

“You feel our man’s intelligent.”

“Yes. Cunning. He leaves what he chooses behind, but no trail.”

After a moment Ben nodded. “What you said made sense. I’m interested in how you came to the conclusions.”

Tess took a sip of her drink before answering. She wouldn’t ask herself why it was important she make him understand. It simply was. “I take facts, the pattern he leaves behind. You can see it’s almost identical each time, he doesn’t vary. I suppose in your business you call it an M.O.”

He smiled a little as he nodded. “Yeah.”

“The pattern forms a picture, a psychological picture. You’re trained to look for clues, evidence, motives, and apprehend. I’m trained to look for reasons, causes, then to treat. To treat, Ben,” she repeated, meeting his eyes. “Not to judge.”

He lifted a brow. “And you think that’s what I’m doing?”

“You want him,” she said simply.

“Yeah, I want him. Off the streets and in a cage.”

He crushed out a cigarette, slowly, methodically. It was a measure of control. But his hands were strong.

“You want him punished. I understand that, even if I don’t agree.”

“You’d rather open his head and make him all better. Christ.” He tossed back his drink. “You don’t want to let your heart bleed over a man like this.”

“Compassion’s part of my business,” she said tightly. “He’s ill, desperately ill. If you read my profile, and understood it, you’d know what he does, he does in pain.”

“He strangles women. If it hurts him to tie a knot around their necks, it doesn’t make them any less dead. I’ve got compassion, Tess, for the families of those women I’ve had to talk to. I have to look at their faces when they ask me why. I don’t have an answer.”

“I’m sorry.” She reached for his hand without thinking. Her fingers closed over his. “It’s a hideous job. One that wakes you up at night. I’ve had to talk to families—the ones left stunned and bitter after a suicide.” She felt his hand tense, and soothed automatically. “When you lie awake at three A.M., you still see the questions in their eyes, and the grief. Ben …” She leaned toward him, needing to draw him closer. “I have to think like a doctor on this. I could give you clinical terms—impulse disorder, functional psychoses. Whatever label we use, it equals illness. This man isn’t killing for revenge or for profit, but in despair.”

“And I have to think like a cop. It’s my job to stop him. That’s the bottom line.” He was silent a moment, then pushed his drink aside. “We talked about your Monsignor Logan. Harris is checking it out.”

“That’s good. Thank you.”

“Don’t. I haven’t a lot of faith in the idea.”

She drew back with a little sigh. “We don’t have any common ground, do we?”

“Maybe not.” But he remembered how small and warm her hand had been on his. “Maybe we just haven’t found it yet.”

“What do you like to do on a Saturday afternoon?” she asked abruptly.

“Sit down with a beer and watch the ball game.”

She wrinkled her nose. “That won’t work. What about music?”

He grinned. “What about it?”

“What do you like?”

“Depends. I like rock when I’m driving, jazz when I’m drinking, and Mozart on Sunday mornings.”

“We’re getting closer. How about Jelly Roll Morton?”

Surprised, he grinned again. “Yeah.”

“And Springsteen?”

“He caught me with The River.”

“Marvin Gaye?”

Ben sat back and took another long look. “Maybe we’ve got a start.” His leg brushed hers under the table. “Wanna go back to my place and listen to my record collection?”

“Detective Paris …” Tess chose one last almond. “Trained psychiatrists don’t fall for shopworn lines.”

“How about fresh ones?”

“Such as?”

“Have a late supper with me after the theater and we’ll see who can remember more old Beatle lyrics.”

She flashed him a grin, quick, impulsive, and totally unlike the careful smiles she’d given him before. “You’ll lose, and you’re on.”

“Do you know a guy with two thousand dollars worth of caps on his teeth and a Brooks Brothers suit?”

Her brows drew together. “Is this a quiz?”

“Too late, he’s coming over.”

“Who … oh, hello, Frank.”

“Tess, didn’t expect to see you here.” He patted the hand of the pencil-slim, exotic woman at his side. “Lorraine, this is Dr. Teresa Court, an associate of mine.”

Obviously bored, and earning Tess’s sympathy, the woman held out a hand. “So happy to meet you.” Her gaze slid easily over Tess and latched on to Ben. “Hello.”

His smile was slow, and though his eyes never left her face, he took in every detail. “Hello, I’m Ben.”

“Tess, you should’ve told me you were coming. We’d have made a party of it,” Frank said.

Lorraine tilted her head as she looked at Ben. Maybe the night could be salvaged after all, she thought. “There’s always after the play,” Lorraine said.

“There certainly is,” Ben murmured, and earned a swift kick from Tess under the table. His smile never wavered. “But Tess and I have to make an early night of it. Business.”

“Sorry, Frank, we’ll have to do it another time.” Knowing escape was always in doubt, Tess was already up. “See you around the office. Bye, Lorraine.”

“Here’s your hat, what’s your hurry?” Ben mumbled as he followed her out.

“If you knew what I knew, you’d thank me.”

“Your, ah, colleague has better taste in women than he does in ties.”

“Really?” Tess made a business of brushing her coat smooth as they walked. “I thought she was rather obvious.”

“Yeah.” Ben cast a look over his shoulder. “Uh-huh. Obvious.”

“Some men like cleavage and mink eyelashes, I suppose.”

“Some men are animals.”

“She was his second choice,” Tess heard herself saying. “I turned him down first.”

“Is that so?” Intrigued, Ben slowed her down by swinging an arm over her shoulders. “He asked you to the Coward thing and you turned him down?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m flattered.”

She shot him a look. His ego didn’t need any help from her. “I only said yes to you because you’re not perfect.”

“Hmm. When did he ask you?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“It didn’t seem to put his nose out of joint that you turned him down and were here with me.”

Uncomfortable, Tess shifted under his arm. “I told him I had a date.”

“Oh. You lied.”

He said it with such pleasure, she laughed. “I’m not perfect either.”

“That makes things easier.”
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The early night Ben had spoken of ended at two A.M., when they walked down the corridor to Tess’s apartment.

“I’m going to hate myself in the morning,” Tess said over a yawn.

“I haven’t even asked you to go to bed yet.”

The yawn ended on a muffled laugh. “I was thinking about drinking a half bottle of wine and five hours’ sleep.” She stopped at her door and turned to lean against it. “I didn’t expect to have such a good time.”

Neither had he. “Why don’t we try it again? Maybe we won’t.”

She thought about it for three full seconds. “All right, when?”

“There’s a Bogart festival tomorrow night across town.”

“The Maltese Falcon?”

“And The Big Sleep.”

She smiled, comfortably sleepy. “Okay.” When he stepped closer, she waited for him to kiss her. If the idea warmed her, she thought it only natural. The desire to be held and touched was a human one. Her eyes half closed and her heart beat just a little faster.

“You’ve got to replace this Mickey Mouse lock.”

Her lashes fluttered up again. “What?”

“Your door lock, Tess, is a joke.” He traced a finger down her nose, pleased to see confusion. “If you’re going to live in a building without security, you’d better make sure you’ve got a dead bolt on your door.”

“Dead bolt.” With a half laugh she straightened and reached for her keys. “I can’t argue with a cop.”

“Glad to hear it.” He put his hands over hers and kissed her before she’d prepared herself again. Later, when she could think straight, she’d wonder if he’d planned it that way.

It was silly to believe that a kiss as gentle, as easy as this one could send shock waves through the body. Blood didn’t really heat and the mind didn’t really swim.

She knew better, but felt it anyway. Touching nothing but her hands, he took her under.

His mouth was clever, but she’d suspected as much. His lips were warm, soft, and he used his teeth to add a nip of excitement. They scraped over her lip before his tongue slid over hers. She told herself it was the late hour, the wine, the relaxation, but she gave herself to the moment without any of the caution she was prone to.

She was supposed to be cool, a little aloof. He’d expected it. He hadn’t expected the heat, the passion, or the sweetness that poured from her into him. He hadn’t expected the immediate intimacy of longtime lovers. He knew women well—or thought he did. Tess was a mystery to him that demanded solving.

Desire was familiar to him, something else he’d thought he understood well. But he couldn’t remember ever having it ram into him and take his breath away. He wanted her now, instantly, desperately. Ordinarily he’d have followed through. It was natural. For reasons he couldn’t begin to understand, he backed away from her.

For a moment they just stared at each other.

“This could be a problem,” he managed to say after a few seconds.

“Yeah.” She swallowed and concentrated on the cool metal of the keys in her hand.

“Put on the security chain, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She missed the keyhole by a quarter inch on the first try and swore as she stuck it in on the second. “Good night, Ben.”

“Good night.”

He waited until he heard the click of the lock and the rattle of chain before he turned and walked down the hall. A problem, he thought again. One hell of a problem.
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He’d been walking for hours. When he let himself into his apartment he was almost too tired to stand. In the past few months he found he slept dreamlessly only if he exhausted himself first.

It wasn’t necessary to turn on a light; he knew the way. Ignoring the need to rest, he went past his bedroom. Sleep would come only after he’d completed this last duty. The room beyond was always locked. When he opened it he drew in the faint, feminine scent of the fresh flowers he put there daily. The priest’s robe hung by the closet door. Draped over it, the amice was a slash of white.

Striking a match, he lit the first candle, then another and another, until the shadows waved on the pristine surface of the altar cloth.

There was a picture there in a silver frame of a young woman, blond and smiling. Forever she’d been captured, young, innocent, and happy. Pink roses had been her favorite, and it was their scent that mixed with the burning candles.

In smaller frames were the carefully clipped newspaper prints of three other women. Carla Johnson, Barbara Clayton, Francie Bowers. Folding his hands, he knelt before them.

There were so many others, he thought. So many. He’d only just begun.


Chapter 4

The boy sat across from Tess, quiet and sullen. He didn’t fidget or look out of the window. He rarely did. Instead, he sat in the chair and looked down at his own knees. His hands lay spread on his thighs, the fingers slender, the knuckles a bit enlarged from nervous cracking. The nails were bitten down below the quick. Signs of nerves, yet people often go through life well enough while cracking and snapping and chewing on themselves.

It was rare for him to look at the person he was speaking with, or more accurately in his case, the person speaking to him. Every time she managed to get him to make eye contact, she felt both a small victory and a small pang. There was so little she could see in his eyes, for he’d learned at a young age how to shield and conceal. What she did see—when she was given even that rare, quick chance to look—was not resentment, not fear, only a trace of boredom.

Life had not played fair with Joseph Higgins, Jr., and he wasn’t taking any chances on being slipped another shot below the belt. At his age, when adults called the plays, he chose isolation and noncommunication as defense against a lack of choice. Tess knew the symptoms. Lack of outward emotion, lack of motivation, lack of interest. A lack.

Somehow, some way, she had to find the trigger that would push him back to caring first about himself, then the world around him.

He was too old for her to play games with, too young for her to meet on the level of adult to adult. She had tried both, and he’d accepted neither. Joey Higgins had placed himself firmly in an in-between space. Adolescence wasn’t simply awkward for him, it was miserable.

He was wearing jeans, good, solid jeans, with the button fly raved about in the slick commercials, and a gray sweatshirt with the Maryland terrapin grinning across his chest. His leather high-top Nike’s were trendy and new. Light brown hair was cut into moderate spikes around a too thin face. Outwardly he looked like an average fourteen-year-old boy. All the trappings were there. Inside he was a maze of confusion, self-hate, and bitterness that Tess knew she hadn’t even begun to touch.

It was unfortunate that instead of being a confidante, a wailing wall, or even a blank sheet of paper to him, she was only one more authority figure in his life. If just once he’d broken out and shouted or argued with her, she would have felt the sessions were progressing. Through them all, he remained polite and unresponsive.

“How are you feeling about school, Joey?”

He didn’t shrug. It was as if even that movement might give away some of the feelings he kept locked so tightly inside. “Okay.”

“Okay? I’d guess it’s always kind of tough to switch schools.” She’d fought against that, done everything in her power to persuade his parents not to make such a dramatic move at this point in his therapy. Bad companions, they had said. They were going to get him away from the people influencing him, those who’d drawn him toward alcohol, a brief flirtation with drugs, and an equally quick but more uneasy courtship with the occult. His parents had only succeeded in alienating him, and hacking away a little more at his self-esteem.

It hadn’t been companions, bad or otherwise, who had taken Joey on any of those journeys. It was his own spiraling depression and search for an answer, one he might believe was completely and uniquely his own.

Because they no longer found joints in his dresser drawers or smelled liquor on his breath, his parents were confident he was beginning to recover. They couldn’t see, or wouldn’t, that he was still spiraling down quickly. He’d simply learned how to internalize it.

“New schools can be an adventure,” Tess went on when she received no response. “But it’s tough being the new kid.”

“It’s no big deal,” he murmured, and continued to look at his knees.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said, though she knew it was a lie. “I had to switch schools when I was about your age and I was scared to death.”

He glanced up then, not believing, but interested. He had dark brown eyes that should have been eloquently expressive. Instead they were guarded and wary. “Nothing to be scared of, it’s just a school.”

“Why don’t you tell me about it?”

“It’s just a school.”

“How about the other kids? Anyone interesting?”

“They’re mostly jerks.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

“They sort of stand around together. There’s nobody I want to know.”

No one he did know, Tess corrected. The last thing he’d needed at this point was to feel rejected by the school after losing the classmates he’d been used to. “It takes time to make friends, friends who count. It’s harder to be alone, Joey, than it is to try to find them.”

“I didn’t want to transfer.”

“I know.” She was with him there. Someone had to be. “And I know it’s hard to feel as though you can be yanked around whenever the people who make the rules feel like changing them. It’s not all that way, Joey. Your parents chose the school because they wanted the best for you.”

“You didn’t want them to pull me out.” He glanced up again, but so quickly, she hardly caught the color of his eyes. “I heard Mom talking.”

“As your doctor I felt you might be more comfortable in your old school. Your mother loves you, Joey. Transferring you wasn’t a punishment, but her way of trying to make things better for you.”

“She didn’t want me to be with my friends.” But it wasn’t said with bitterness, simply flat acceptance. No choice.

“How do you feel about that?”

“She was afraid if I was around them, I’d start drinking again. I’m not drinking.” It was said not resentfully, again not bitterly, but wearily.

“I know,” Tess said, and laid a hand on his arm. “You can be proud of yourself for pulling out, for making the right choice. I know how hard you have to work every day not to.”

“Mom’s always blaming things that happen on somebody else.”

“What things?”

“Just things.”

“Like the divorce?” As usual, a mention of it brought no response at all. Tess backtracked. “How do you feel about not riding the bus anymore?”

“Buses stink.”

“Your mother’s taking you to school now.”

“Yeah.”

“Have you talked to your father?”

“He’s busy.” He looked at Tess with a touch of resentment mixed with a plea. “He’s got a new job with this computer place, but I’m going to be spending the weekend with him probably next month. For Thanksgiving.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“It’s going to be good.” The little boy was there briefly, shining with hope. “We’re going to go to the Redskins game. He’s going to get tickets on the fifty-yard line. It’s going to be like it used to be.”

“Like it used to be, Joey?”

He looked down at his knees again, but his brows had drawn together in anger.

“It’s important to understand that things won’t be like they used to. Different doesn’t have to be bad. Sometimes change, even when it’s hard, can be the best for everyone. I know you love your father. You don’t have to stop because you’re not living with him.”

“He doesn’t have a house anymore. Just a room. He said if he didn’t have to pay child support, he could have a house.”

She could have damned Joseph Higgins, Sr., to hell, but kept her voice firm and soft. “You understand that your father has a problem, Joey. You are not the problem. Alcohol is.”

“We have a house,” he muttered.

“If you didn’t, do you think your father would be happier?”

No response. He was staring at his shoes now.

“I’m glad you’re going to spend some time with your father. I know you’ve missed him.”

“He’s been busy.”

“Yes.” Too busy to see his son, too busy to return the calls of the psychiatrist who was trying to heal the hurts. “Sometimes adults can get pretty wrapped up in their lives. You must know how difficult things are for your father now, in a new job, because you’re in a new school.”

“I’m going to spend a weekend with him next month. Mom says not to depend on it, but I’m going to.”

“Your mother doesn’t want you to be disappointed if something comes up.”

“He’s going to come get me.”

“I hope so, Joey. But if he doesn’t … Joey …” She touched his arm again and through sheer force of will drew his gaze to hers. “If he doesn’t, you have to know that it isn’t because of you, but because of his illness.”

“Yeah.”

He agreed because agreeing was the quickest way to avoid a hassle. Tess knew it, and wished not for the first time that she could convince his parents he needed more intensive therapy.

“Did your mother bring you today?”

He continued to look down, but the anger, at least outwardly, was gone. “My stepfather.”

“Are you still getting along with him?”

“He’s okay.”

“You know, caring for him doesn’t mean you care less for your father.”

“I said he’s okay.”

“Any pretty girls at your new school?” She wanted a smile from him, any size, any kind.

“I guess.”

“Guess?” Maybe it was the smile in Tess’s voice that had him looking up again. “You look like you have good eyes to me.”

“Maybe there’s a couple.” And his lips did curve a little. “I don’t pay much attention.”

“Well, there’s time for that. Will you come back and see me next week?”

“I guess.”

“Will you do me a favor in the meantime? I said you had good eyes. Look at your mother and your step-father.” He turned his head, but she took his hand and held it. “Joey …” She waited until those dark, unreadable eyes were on hers again. “Look at them. They’re trying to help. They may make mistakes, but they’re trying because they care about you. A lot of people do. You still have my number, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess I do.”

“You know you can call me if you want to talk before next week.”

She walked to the door of her office with him and watched as his stepfather rose and gave Joey a big, bluff smile. He was a businessman, successful, easygoing, and well mannered. He was the antithesis of Joey’s father. “All done, huh?” He glanced at Tess, and there was no smile, only tension in his expression. “How’d we do today, Dr. Court?”

“Just fine, Mr. Monroe.”

“That’s good, that’s good. Why don’t we pick up some Chinese, Joey, surprise your mom.”

“Okay.” He bundled into his school jacket, the school he no longer attended. Leaving it unsnapped, he turned back and looked at a point beyond Tess’s right shoulder. “Bye, Dr. Court.”

“Good-bye, Joey, I’ll see you next week.”

They were feeding him, she thought as she shut her office door. And he was starving. They were clothing him, but he was still cold. She had the key, but she had yet to be able to turn it so that it opened the lock.

With a sigh, she walked back to her desk. “Dr. Court?” Tess answered her intercom as she slipped the Joey Higgins file into the briefcase beside her desk.

“Yes, Kate.”

“You had three calls while you were in session. One from the Post, one from the Sun, and one from WTTG.”

“Three reporters?” Tess slipped her earring off to gently rub her lobe.

“All three wanted confirmation of your assignment to the Priest homicides.”

“Damn.” She dropped the earring on her blotter. “Not available for comment, Kate.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Slowly, she fastened the earring again. She’d been promised anonymity. That had been part of her deal with the mayor’s office. No media, no hype, no comment. The mayor had given her his personal guarantee that she would be able to work without pressure from the press. No use blaming the mayor, Tess reminded herself as she rose to pace to the window. It had leaked, and she would have to deal with it.

She didn’t care for notoriety. That was her problem. She liked her life simple and private. That, too, was her problem. Common sense had told her the whole business would come out before it was over, but she’d still taken the job. If she’d been advising one of her patients, she would have told him to face the reality and deal with it one step at a time.

Outside, rush hour traffic was starting to heat up. A few horns blasted, but the sound was muffled by the window and distance. Joey Higgins was out there, riding for Chinese takeout with the stepfather he refused to allow himself to trust or love. Bars were ready to serve the let’s-have-a-quick-one-before-dinner crowd. Day care centers were emptying, and throngs of working mothers, single parents, and frazzled daddies were packing up preschoolers and threading their Volvos and BMW’s through packs of other Volvos and BMW’s with one thought in mind: to get home, to be safe and warm behind the doors and windows and walls of the familiar. It was unlikely that any one of them gave any real thought to someone else who was out there. Someone with a small, deadly bomb ticking away inside his head.

For a moment she wished she could join them in that easy nightly routine, thinking only about a warm supper or the dentist bill. But the Priest file was already in her briefcase.

Tess went back and picked up her briefcase. The first step was to go home and make sure all her calls were screened by her answering service.
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“Who leaked it?” Ben demanded, and blew out a stream of smoke.

“We’re still working on it.” Harris stood behind his desk, studying the officers assigned to the task force. Ed slouched in a chair, passing a bag of sunflower seeds from hand to hand. Bigsby, with his large red face and burly hands, tapped his foot. Lowenstein stood beside Ben with her hands in her pockets. Roderick sat straight in his chair with his hands folded in his lap. Ben looked as though he would bare his teeth and snarl at the first wrong word.

“What we have to do now is work with the situation. The press knows Dr. Court is involved. Instead of blocking them, we use them.”

“We’ve been getting hammered in the press for weeks, Captain,” Lowenstein put in. “Things were just starting to ease off.”

“I read the papers, Detective.” He said it mildly. Bigsby shifted, Roderick cleared his throat, and Lowenstein shut her mouth tight.

“We’ll set up a press conference for tomorrow morning. The mayor’s office is getting in touch with Dr. Court. Paris, Jackson—as heads of the team, I want you there. You know what information we’ve cleared for the press.”

“We don’t have anything new for them, Captain,” Ed pointed out.

“Make it sound new. Dr. Court should be enough to satisfy them. Set up the meeting with this Monsignor Logan,” he added, shifting his gaze back to Ben. “And keep this one under wraps.”

“More shrinks.” Ben ground his cigarette out. “The first one hasn’t told us anything we didn’t know.”

“She told us he’s on a mission,” Lowenstein said quietly. “That even though things have been quiet for a while, he isn’t likely to be finished with it.”

“She’s told us he’s killing young, blond women,” Ben snapped back. “We’d already figured that out.”

“Give it a break, Ben,” Ed murmured, knowing the temper would be deflected on to him.

“You give it a break.” The hands in Ben’s pockets balled into fists. “That sonofabitch is just waiting to strangle the next woman who’s in the wrong place at the wrong time, and we sit around talking to psychiatrists and priests. I don’t give a damn about his soul or his psyche.”

“Maybe we should.” Roderick looked to the captain first, then to Ben. “Look, I know how you feel, how I guess we all feel. We just want him. But we’ve all read Dr. Court’s profile. We aren’t dealing with somebody who’s just out for blood, for kicks. If we’re going to do our job, I think we’d better understand who he is.”

“You get a good look at the morgue photos, Lou? We know who they are. Who they were.”

“All right, Paris. You want to let off any more steam, you go down to the gym.” Harris waited a moment, drawing the room together with his sense of authority alone. He’d been a good street cop. He was a better desk cop. Knowing it only depressed him occasionally.

“Press conference is being set up for eight A.M., mayor’s office. I want a report on the meeting with Monsignor Logan on my desk tomorrow. Bigsby, you keep working on where those damn scarfs came from. Lowenstein, Roderick, go back and work on the family and friends of the victims. Now get out of here, go get something to eat.”

Ed waited until they’d signed out, covered the corridors, and were crossing the parking lot.

“It’s not doing you any good to take out what happened to your brother on Dr. Court.”

“Josh has nothing to do with this.” But the pain was still there. He couldn’t say his brother’s name without it hurting his throat.

“That’s right. And Dr. Court’s just doing a job, like the rest of us.”

“That’s fine. I don’t happen to think that her job has any connection with ours.”

“Criminal psychiatry has become a viable working tool in the—”

“Ed, for Christ’s sake, you’ve got to stop reading those magazines.”

“Stop reading, stop learning. Want to go get drunk?”

“This from a man carrying sunflower seeds.” There was still tension along the back of his neck. He’d lost one brother, but Ed had come along and nearly filled the void. “Not tonight. Anyway, it embarrasses me when you have them pour all that fruit juice in with the vodka.”

“A man’s got to think of his health.”

“He’s also got to think of his reputation.” Ben opened his car door, then stood jingling his keys.

It was a cool night, cool enough so that you could just see your breath. If it rained before morning, as the starless skies indicated, it would come down in sleet. In their tidy, high-ceilinged row houses, Georgetown’s affluent would be setting logs in the fireplace, sipping Irish coffees, and enjoying the flames. The street people were in for a long unpleasant night.

“She bothers me,” Ben said abruptly.

“A woman looks like that, she’s bound to bother a man.”

“Not that simple.” Ben slid into his car and wished he could put his finger on it. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow. Seven-thirty.”

“Ben.” Ed leaned over, holding the door open. “Tell her I said hi.”

Ben shut the door the rest of the way then gunned the engine. Partners got to know each other too well.
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Tess hung up the phone, and with her elbows on the desk, pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. Joe Higgins, Sr., needed therapy as much as his son, but he was too involved with destroying his life to see it. The phone call had resolved nothing. But then, conversations with alcoholics on a binge rarely did. He’d just wept at the mention of his son and slurred a promise to phone tomorrow.

He wouldn’t, Tess thought. Odds were he wouldn’t even remember the conversation in the morning. Her treatment of Joey hinged on the father, and the father was glued to the bottle—the same bottle that had destroyed his marriage, lost him countless jobs, and left him alone and miserable.

If she could get him to an AA meeting, get him to take the first step … Tess let out a long breath as she dropped her hands. Hadn’t Joey’s mother explained how many times she’d tried, how many years she’d devoted to prying Joseph Higgins, Sr., away from the bottle?

Tess understood the woman’s bitterness, respected her determination to resume her own life and bury the past. But Joey couldn’t. All through his childhood his mother had protected him, shielded him from his father’s illness. She’d made excuses for the late nights and the lost jobs, believing the truth should be hidden from the boy.

As a child Joey had seen too much, heard more, then had taken his mother’s explanations and excuses and built a wall of lies around his father. Lies he was determined to believe. If his father drank, then drinking was okay. Okay enough that at fourteen Joey was already being treated for alcohol addiction. If his father lost his job, it was because his boss was jealous. Meanwhile Joey’s grades in school slid down and down as his respect for authority and himself diminished.

When Joey’s mother had no longer been able to tolerate the drinking and the break had come, the lies, broken promises, and years of resentment had poured out. She’d heaped the father’s faults on the son in a desperate attempt to make him see the mistakes and not to blame her. Joey hadn’t, of course, nor had he blamed his father. There was only one person Joey could blame, and that was himself.

His family had broken apart, he’d been taken out of the home he’d grown up in, and his mother had gone to work. He’d floundered. When Mrs. Higgins had married again, it was Joey’s stepfather who had pressed for counseling. By the time Tess had begun to see Joey, he’d had thirteen-and-a-half years of guilt, bitterness, and pain to wade through. In two months she’d barely made a dent in the armor he wore—in their private sessions or the family counseling twice a month with his mother and stepfather.

The rage swept through her so quickly, she had to sit for several minutes and fight it off. It wasn’t her function to rage, but to listen, to question, and to offer options. Compassion—she was allowed to feel compassion, but not anger. So she sat with the anger backing up in her, fighting against the control she’d been born with then honed to a professional tool. She wanted to kick something, hit something, strike out somehow at this hateful sense of hopelessness.

Instead she picked up Joey’s file and began to make further notes on their afternoon session.

Sleet had begun to fall. She picked up her glasses, but didn’t look out of the window, didn’t see the man across the street standing on the curb and watching the light in her apartment. If she had looked, had seen, she would have thought nothing of it.

Just as when the knock came she thought of nothing but the annoyance of being interrupted. Her phone had rung incessantly, but she’d been able to ignore that and leave it to her answering service. If one of the calls had been a patient, the beeper beside her would have sounded. The calls, Tess had guessed, had all been connected with the article in the evening’s paper, linking her to the homicide investigation.

Leaving the file open, Tess walked to the door. “Who is it?”

“Paris.”

A lot could be gleaned from the tone of a voice, even in one word. Tess opened the door, knowing she opened it to a confrontation. “Detective. Isn’t it a little late for an official call?”

“Just in time for the eleven o’clock news.” He walked over and switched on her set.

She hadn’t moved from the door. “Haven’t you got a TV at home?”

“It’s more fun to watch a circus with company.”

She shut the door, peevish enough to let it slam. “Look, I’m working. Why don’t you say what you have to say and let me get back to it?”

He glanced over at her desk, at the files open and her big-framed reading glasses tossed on them. “This won’t take long.” He didn’t sit, but stood with his hands in his pockets, watching the news team’s intro. It was the pretty, heart-shaped-face brunette who read the evening’s top story.

“The mayor’s office confirmed today that Dr. Teresa Court, noted Washington psychiatrist, has been assigned to the investigation team of the Priest homicides. Dr. Court, granddaughter of veteran Senator Jonathan Writemore, could not be reached for comment. The murders of at least three women are suspected to be linked to the killer termed the Priest because of his use of an amice, a scarf used in ceremony by Roman Catholic priests, to strangle his victims. The police continue an investigation begun last August, now with the assistance of Dr. Court.”

“Not bad,” Ben murmured. “Got your name mentioned three times.” He didn’t even blink when Tess strode over and slammed the button to off.

“I’ll repeat, say what you have to say.”

Her voice was cool. He drew out a cigarette, determined to match her. “We have a press conference at eight tomorrow in the mayor’s office.”

“I was notified.”

“You’re to keep your comments general, stay as far away from the specifics of the case as possible. The press knows about the murder weapon, but we’ve managed to keep the notes and the contents of them from leaking.”

“I’m not a fool, Ben. I can handle an interview.”

“I’m sure you can. This one happens to be on departmental business, not personal glory.”

Her mouth opened, but all that came out was a hiss of breath. She knew it was both undignified and useless to lose her temper. She knew that such a ridiculous and bitter statement deserved no answer. She knew that he, standing there in judgment, deserved nothing but the coolest, most controlled dismissal.

“You bigoted, small-brained, insensitive ass.” Her phone rang again, but they both ignored it. “Who the hell do you think you are, barging in here and tossing out your little gems of idiocy?”

He glanced around for an ashtray and settled on a small hand-painted dish. There was a vase of fresh, autumnal mums beside it. “Which gem was that?”

She stood straight as a soldier, while he stood at ease and flicked ashes into the dish. “Let’s just get something straight. I didn’t leak this business to the press.”

“Nobody said you did.”

“Didn’t they?” She stuffed her hands in the pockets of the skirt she’d worked in for fourteen hours. Her back hurt, her stomach was empty, and she wanted what she struggled so hard to give her patients—peace of mind. “Well, I interpret this little scene differently. As a matter of fact, I was promised my name would never be linked with this investigation.”

“Got a problem letting people know you’re cooperating with the police?”

“Oh, you’re clever, aren’t you?”

“As hell,” he returned, fascinated by the complete annihilation of her control. She paced as she spoke, and her eyes had deepened to purple. Temper in her was rigid, and icy, unlike the venom-spitting, plate-throwing sort he was more accustomed to. It was all the more interesting.

“Either way I go, you’ve got an answer. Did it ever occur to you, Detective, that I might not care to have my patients, my colleagues, my friends question me about this case? Did it ever occur to you that I didn’t want to take the case in the first place?”

“Then why did you? The pay’s lousy.”

“Because I was persuaded to believe I could help. If I didn’t still think so, I’d tell you to take your case and choke on it. Do you think I want to waste my time arguing with some narrow-minded, self-appointed judge about the morality of my profession? I have enough problems in my life without you adding to them.”

“Problems, Doc?” He took a slow sweep of the room, the flowers, the crystal, the soft pastels. “Things look pretty tidy around here to me.”

“You don’t know anything about me, my life, or my work.” She walked over to her desk, leaning her palms on it, but still didn’t regain control. “Do you see these files, these papers, these tapes? There’s a fourteen-year-old boy’s life there. A boy who’s already an alcoholic, a boy who needs someone who can open him up enough to see his own worth, his own place.” She whirled back again, eyes dark and impassioned. “You know what it is to try to save a life, don’t you, Detective? You know how it hurts, how it frightens? Maybe I don’t use a gun, but that’s just what I’m trying to do. I’ve spent ten years of my life trying to learn how. Maybe, with enough time, enough skill, enough luck, I’ll be able to help him. Damn.” She stopped, realizing how far she’d allowed herself to be pushed by a few words. “I don’t have to justify anything to you.”

“No, you don’t.” As he spoke, he crushed out his cigarette in the little china dish. “I’m sorry. I was out of line.”

Her breath came out with two hitches as she struggled to bring herself back. “What is it about what I do that makes you so bitter?”

He wasn’t ready to tell her, to bring that old, fleshed-over scar out in the open for inspection and analysis. Instead he pressed his fingers to his own tired eyes. “It’s not you. It’s the whole business. Makes me feel like I’m walking a very thin wire over a very long drop.”

“I guess I can accept that.” Though it wasn’t the whole answer, or the one she’d wanted. “It’s hard to stay objective right now.”

“Let’s take a step back for a minute. I don’t think much of what you do, and I guess you don’t think much of what I do.”

She waited a minute, then nodded. “Agreed.”

“We’re stuck with it.” He walked over to her desk and picked up her half cup of coffee. “Got any of this hot?”

“No. I could make some.”

“Never mind.” He brought his hand up to knead at the tension just above his eyebrows. “Look, I am sorry. It seems like we’ve been running on this treadmill, and the only progress we’ve made is a leak to the press.”

“I know. You might not be able to understand, but I’m as involved as you are now, and I feel as responsible.” She paused again, but this time she felt an affinity, an empathy. “That’s the hard part, isn’t it? Feeling responsible.”

She was too damn good at her job, Ben thought as he leaned back against her desk. “I’ve got this feeling I can’t shake that he’s about through waiting to hit again. We’re no closer to finding him, Doc. We can bullshit the press some tomorrow, but what we have to swallow is that we’re no closer. You telling me why he’s killing isn’t going to help the next woman he homes in on.”

“I can only tell you what he looks like inside, Ben.”
“And I have to tell you I don’t give a damn.” He turned away from her desk to face her. She was calm again. He could see it just by looking at her eyes. “When we get him, and we will, they’re going to take this psychiatric profile of yours. They’re going to get other ones done, then they’re going to put you or some other psychiatrist on the stand, and he’s going to get off.”

“He’ll be confined to a mental hospital. That’s not a picnic, Ben.”

“Until a team of doctors diagnose him cured.”

“It’s not as simple as that. You know the law better.” She dragged a hand through her hair. He was right, and so was she. That only made things more difficult. “You don’t lock someone up because he has cancer, because he can’t control the disintegration of his own body. How can you punish someone without taking into consideration the disintegration of his mind? Ben, schizophrenia alone disables more people for a longer time than cancer. Hundreds of thousands of people are confined to hospitals. We can’t turn our backs on them or burn them as witches because of a chemical imbalance in the brain.”

He wasn’t interested in statistics, in reasons, only in results. “You said it once, Doc—insanity’s a legal term. Crazy or not, he’s got his civil rights and he’ll be entitled to a lawyer, and his lawyer will use that legal term. I’d like to see you sit down with those three families after it’s done and talk about chemical imbalances. See if you can convince them they’ve gotten justice.”

She had counseled victims’ families before, knew too well the sense of betrayal and bitter helplessness. It was a helplessness that without control could spill over to the healer. “You’re the one with the sword, Ben, not me. I only have words.”

“Yeah.” He’d had them, too, and he’d used them in a way he wasn’t proud of. He had to get out, get home. He wished he had a brandy and a woman waiting for him. “I’m setting up an appointment with Monsignor Logan tomorrow. You’ll want to be there.”

“Yes.” She crossed her arms and wondered why a bout of temper always left her so depressed. “I have appointments all day, but I can cancel my four o’clock.”

“Not too crazy?”

Because he’d made the effort, so did she, and smiled. “We’ll let that pass.”

“I’ll see if I can schedule for four-thirty. Somebody will call you and set it up.”

“Fine.” There seemed to be nothing left to say, and perhaps more to say than either of them could deal with. “Are you sure you don’t want that coffee?”

He did, and more than that, wanted to sit with her and talk about anything other than what was bringing them together. “No, I’ve got to go. The streets are a mess already.”

“Oh?” She glanced toward the window and noticed the sleet.

“Working too hard, Doc, when you don’t see what’s out your own window.” He walked to the door. “You haven’t gotten that dead bolt.”

“No, I haven’t.”

He turned with his hand on the knob. He wanted to stay with her more than he wanted that brandy and imaginary woman. “Bogart was okay the other night?”

“Yes, Bogart was fine.”

“Maybe we should do it again sometime.”

“Maybe.”

“See you, Doc. Put on the chain.”

He pulled the door closed, but waited until he heard the rattle of the chain lock being fastened.


Chapter 5

Ed tooled down Sixteenth Street at a sedate pace. He enjoyed cruising as much—well, nearly as much—as he enjoyed sending the tires screaming. For a simple, relatively easygoing man, racing the streets in hot pursuit was a small vice.

Beside him, Ben sat in silence. Normally Ben would have had a few smart remarks to make about Ed’s driving, which was a departmental joke. The fact that Ben said nothing about it, or the Tanya Tucker tape Ed was playing, were signs that his thoughts were elsewhere. It didn’t take a mind as methodical as Ed’s to figure out where.

“Got papered on the Borelli case.” Ed listened to Tanya wail about lying and cheating, and was content.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah, got mine too.”

“Looks like a couple of days in court next month. D.A. ought to nail him pretty quick.”

“He’d better. We worked our asses off to get the evidence.”

Silence trickled back like thin rain. Ed hummed along with Tanya, sang a few bars of the chorus, then hummed again. “Hear about Lowenstein’s kitchen? Her husband flooded it. Disposal went out again.”

“That’s what happens when you let an accountant go around with a wrench in his hand.” Ben took the window down an inch so the smoke would trail out when he lit a cigarette.

“That’s fifteen,” Ed said mildly. “You ain’t gonna get anywhere if you keep stewing about that press conference.”

“I’m not stewing about anything. I like to smoke.” As proof he drew deep, but resisted blowing the smoke in Ed’s direction. “It’s one of the few great pleasures of mankind.”

“Right up there with getting drunk and throwing up on your own shoes.”

“My shoes are clean, Jackson. I remember someone toppling like a goddamn redwood when he downed half a gallon of vodka and carrot juice.”

“I was just going to take a nap.”

“Yeah, right on your face. If I hadn’t caught you—and nearly given myself a hernia in the process—you’d have broken that big nose of yours. What the hell are you smiling at?”

“If you’re bitching, you’re not feeling sorry for yourself. You know, Ben, she handled herself real good.”

“Who said she didn’t?” Ben’s teeth ground into the filter as he took another drag. “And who said I was thinking about her anyway?”

“Who?”

“Tess.”

“I never mentioned her name.” Ed gunned the engine as a light turned amber, and blinked through it as it switched to red.

“Don’t play games with me, and that light was red.”

“Yellow.”

“It was red, you color-blind sonofabitch, and someone should take your license away. I take my life in my hands every time I get in the same car with you. I ought to have a suitcase full of commendations.”

“She looked good too,” Ed commented. “Great legs.”

“You’re in a rut.” He turned the heater up as the air coming in through the crack of the window cut like a knife. “Anyway, she looked as though she could freeze a man at twenty paces.”

“Clothes send out signals. Authority, indecision, composure. Looked like she was shooting for aloof authority. Seems to me she had those reporters in hand before she opened her mouth.”

“Somebody should cancel your subscription to Reader’s Digest,” Ben muttered. The big, old trees dotting the sides of the road were at their peak of color. Leaves were soft to the touch and vibrant in reds, yellows, and oranges. In another week they would be dry, littering the sidewalks and gutters, making scratching, empty sounds as they trailed along the asphalt. Ben pushed the cigarette through the crack, then closed it tight.

“Okay, so she handled herself. Problem is, the press is going to have this meat to chew over for days. Media has a way of bringing out the loonies.” He looked at the old sedate buildings behind the old sedate trees. They were the kind of buildings she belonged in. The kind he was used to seeing from the outside. “And damn it, she does have great legs.”

“Smart too. A man sure can admire a woman’s mind.”

“What do you know about a woman’s mind? The last one you dated had the IQ of a soft-boiled egg. And what is this crap we’re listening to?”

Ed smiled, pleased to have his partner back on track. “Tanya Tucker.”

“Jesus.” Ben slid down in the seat and closed his eyes.

“YOU seem to feel much better today, Mrs. Halderman.”

“Oh, I do. I really do.” The dark, pretty woman didn’t lie on the couch or sit in a chair, but almost danced around Tess’s office. She tossed a sable coat over the arm of a chair and posed. “What do you think of my new dress?”

“It’s very becoming.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Mrs. Halderman ran a hand over the thin, silk-lined wool. “Red is so eye-catching. I do love to be noticed.”

“You’ve been shopping again, Mrs. Halderman?”

“Yes.” She beamed, then her pretty, china-doll face drew into a pout. “Oh, don’t be annoyed, Dr. Court. I know you said maybe I should stay away from the stores for a little while. And I did really. I hadn’t been to Neiman’s for almost a week.”

“I’m not annoyed, Mrs. Halderman,” she said, and watched the pout transform into another beaming smile. “You have wonderful taste in clothes.” Which was fortunate, as Ellen Halderman was obsessive. She saw, she liked, she bought, often tossing it aside and forgetting it after one wearing. But that was a small problem. Mrs. Halderman also had the same routine with men.

“Thank you, Doctor.” Like a little girl, she twirled in a circle to show off the flare of the skirt. “I did have the most marvelous time shopping. And you’d have been proud of me. I only bought two outfits. Well, three,” she amended with a giggle. “But lingerie shouldn’t count, should it? Then I went down to have some coffee. You know that marvelous restaurant in the Mazza Gallerie where you can look up at all the people and the shops?”

“Yes.” Tess was sitting on the corner of her desk. Mrs. Halderman looked at her, caught her bottom lip between her teeth, not in shame or anxiety, but in suppressed delight. Then she walked to a chair and sat primly.

“I was having coffee. I’d thought about having a roll, but if I didn’t watch my figure, clothes wouldn’t be so much fun. A man was sitting at the table beside mine. Oh, Dr. Court, I knew as soon as I saw him. Why, my heart just started to pound.” She put a hand to it, as though even now its rhythm couldn’t be trusted. “He was so handsome. Just a little gray right here.” She touched her forefingers to her temples as her eyes took on the soft, dreamy light Tess had seen too often to count. “He was tanned, as though he’d been skiing. Saint Moritz, I thought, because it’s really too early for Vermont. He had a leather briefcase with his little initials monogrammed. I kept trying to guess what they stood for. M.W.” She sighed over them, and Tess knew she was already changing the monogram on her bath towels. “I can’t tell you how many names I’d conjured up to fit those initials.”

“What did they stand for?”

“Maxwell Witherspoon. Isn’t that a wonderful name?”

“Very distinguished.”

“Why, that’s just what I told him.”

“So, you spoke with him.”

“Well, my purse slid off the table.” She put her fingers to her lips as if to hide a grin. “A girl’s got to have a trick or two if she wants to meet the right man.”

“You knocked your purse off the table.”

“It landed right by his foot. It was my pretty black-and-white snakeskin. Maxwell leaned over to pick it up. As he handed it to me, he smiled. My heart just about stopped. It was like a dream. I didn’t hear the clatter of the other tables, I didn’t see the shoppers on the floors above us. Our fingers touched, and—oh, promise you won’t laugh, Doctor.”

“Of course I won’t.”

“It was as if he’d touched my soul.”

That’s what she’d been afraid of. Tess moved away from the desk to sit in the chair opposite her patient. “Mrs. Halderman, do you remember Asanti?”

“Him?” With a sniff Mrs. Halderman dismissed her fourth husband.

“When you met him at the art gallery, under his painting of Venice, you thought he touched your soul.”

“That was different. Asanti was Italian. You know how clever Italian men are with women. Maxwell’s from Boston.”

Tess fought back a sigh. It was going to be a very long fifty minutes.
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When Ben entered Tess’s outer office, he found exactly what he’d expected. It was as cool and classy as her apartment. Calming colors, deep roses, smoky grays that would put her patients at ease. The potted ferns by the windows had moist leaves, as though they’d just been spritzed with water. Fresh flowers and a collection of figurines in a display cabinet lent the air of a parlor rather than a reception room. From the copy of Vogue left open on a low coffee table, he gathered her current patient was a woman.

It didn’t remind him of another doctor’s office, one with white walls and the scent of leather. He didn’t feel the hitch in his gut or the sweat on the back of his neck as the door closed behind him. He wouldn’t be waiting for his brother here, because Josh was gone.

Tess’s secretary sat at a neat enameled desk, working with a single-station computer. She stopped typing as Ben and Ed entered, and looked as calm and easy as the room. “Can I help you?”

“Detectives Paris and Jackson.”

“Oh, yes. Dr. Court’s expecting you. She’s with a patient at the moment. If you won’t mind waiting, I could get you some coffee.”

“Just hot water.” Ed drew a tea bag out of his pocket.
The secretary didn’t show even a flicker of reaction. “Of course.”

“You’re a constant embarrassment to me,” Ben muttered as she slipped into a small side room.

“I’m not pumping caffeine into my system just to be socially acceptable.” With his bag of herbs dangling from his hand, he looked around the room. “How about this place? Classy.”

“Yeah.” Ben took another look around. “Fits her.”

“I don’t know why that gives you such a problem,” Ed said mildly as he studied a Monet print, sunrise on the water, all softly blurred colors with a touch of fire. He liked it as he liked most art, because someone had had the imagination and skill to create it. His views on the human race were pretty much the same. “A good-looking, classy woman with a sharp mind shouldn’t intimidate a man who has a strong sense of his own worth.”

“Christ, you should be writing a column.”

Just then the door to Tess’s office opened. Mrs. Halderman came out, her sable tossed over one arm. Seeing the men, she stopped, smiled, then touched her tongue to her top lip the way a young girl might when she spotted a bowl of chocolate ice cream. “Hello.”

Ben hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “Hello.”

“Are you waiting to see Dr. Court?”

“That’s right.”

She stayed where she was a moment, then let her eyes widen as she studied Ed. “My, my, you’re a big one, aren’t you?”

Ed swallowed a small obstruction in his throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m just fascinated by … big men.” She crossed to him, letting her eyes sweep up and flutter. “They always make me feel so helpless and feminine. Just how tall are you, Mister …?”

Grinning, with his thumbs still hooked in his pockets, Ben walked to Tess’s door and left Ed to sink or swim.

She was sitting behind her desk, head back, eyes closed. Her hair was up again, but she didn’t look unapproachable. Tired, he thought, and not just physically. As he watched, she lifted a hand to her temple and pressed at the beginnings of a headache.

“Looks like you could use an aspirin, Doc.”

She opened her eyes. Her head came up again, as though she didn’t find it acceptable to rest except in private. Though she was small, the desk didn’t dwarf her. She looked completely suited to it, and to the black-framed degree at her back.

“I don’t like to take pills.”

“Just prescribe them?”

Her back angled a little straighter. “You weren’t waiting long, were you? I need my briefcase.”

As she started to rise, he walked over to the desk. “We’ve got a few minutes. Rough day?”

“A little. You?”

“Hardly shot anybody at all.” He picked up a chunk of amethyst from her desk and passed it from hand to hand. “I meant to tell you, you did good this morning.”

She picked up a pencil, ran it through her fingers, then set it down again. Apparently the next confrontation would be postponed. “Thanks. So did you.”

He hitched himself onto the corner of her desk, discovering he could relax in her office, psychiatrist or not. There were no ghosts here, no regrets. “How do you feel about Saturday matinees?”

“Open minded.”

He had to grin. “Figured you would be. They’re playing a couple of classic Vincent Price films.”

“House of Wax?”

“And The Fly. Interested?”

“I might be.” Now she did rise. The headache was only a dull, easily ignored throb in one temple. “If it included popcorn.”

“It even includes pizza after.”

“I’m sold.”

“Tess.” He put a hand on her arm, though he still found the trim gray suit she wore intimidating. “About last night …”

“I thought we both already apologized for that.”

“Yeah.” She didn’t look weary or vulnerable now, but in control. Untouched, untouchable. He backed off, still holding the chunk of amethyst in his hand. It matched her eyes. “Ever make love in here?”

Tess lifted a brow. She knew he wanted to shock, or at the very least, annoy her. “Privileged information.” She plucked her briefcase up from beside her desk and headed for the door. “Coming?”

He had an urge to slip the amethyst in his pocket. Annoyed, he set it down carefully and followed her out.

Ed stood beside the secretary’s desk, sipping tea. His face was nearly as red as his hair.

“Mrs. Halderman,” she said to Tess, sending Ed a sympathetic look. “I managed to nudge her along before she devoured him.”

“I’m terribly sorry, Ed.” But Tess’s eyes glistened. “Would you like to sit down a minute?”

“No.” He sent his partner a warning look. “One word, Paris.”

“Not me.” All innocence, Ben walked to the door and held it open. As Ed walked by, Ben fell into step beside him. “You are a big one, though, aren’t you?”

“Keep it up.”
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Monsignor Timothy Logan didn’t look like Ben’s childhood conception of a priest. Instead of a cassock, he wore a tweed jacket over a pale yellow turtleneck. He had the big, broad face of an Irishman, and dark red hair just beginning to go wiry with gray. His office wasn’t like the hushed quiet of a rectory with its somehow sanctified fragrances and old dark woods. Instead it smelled of pipe tobacco and dust, like the den of an ordinary man.

There were no pictures of the saints or the Savior on the walls, no ceramic statues of the Virgin with her sad, understanding face. There were books, dozens and dozens of them, some on theology, some on psychiatry, and several more on fishing. Instead of a crucifix there was a mounted silver bass.

On a stand rested an old Bible with a carved cover; a newer, though more well-used one was open on the desk. A rosary with fat wooden beads lay beside it.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Monsignor Logan.” Tess held out her hand in a colleague-to-colleague manner that made Ben uncomfortable. The man was a priest, tweed or not, and priests were to be revered, even feared a little, and respected. God’s proxies, he remembered his mother saying. They handled the sacraments, forgave sins, and absolved the dying.

One had come to Josh after he was already dead. There had been words of comfort, sympathy, and kindness for the family, but no absolution. Suicide. The most mortal of the mortal sins.

“And you, Dr. Court.” Logan had a clear, booming voice that could easily have filled a cathedral. Yet there was an edge to it, a toughness that made Ben think of an umpire calling strike three. “I attended the lecture you gave on dementia. I wasn’t able to speak to you afterward and tell you I thought you were brilliant.”

“Thank you. Monsignor, Detectives Paris and Jackson—they’re heading the investigation team.”

“Detectives.”

Ben accepted the handshake and felt foolish for expecting, even for an instant, something more than flesh and blood.

“Please be comfortable.” He gestured to chairs. “I have your profile and report on my desk, Dr. Court.” He swung around it with the free, easy strides of a man on a golf course. “I read them this morning, and found them both disturbing and intuitive.”

“You agree?”

“Yes, with the information from the investigator’s report, I would have drawn up a reflecting profile. The religious aspects are undeniable. Of course, religious allusions and delusions are common in schizophrenia.”

“Joan of Arc heard voices,” Ben murmured.

Logan smiled and folded his broad, capable hands. “As did any number of the saints and martyrs. Some might say fasting for forty days might have anyone hearing voices. Others might say they were chosen. In this case we can all agree we’re not dealing with a saint, but a very disturbed mind.”

“No argument there,” Ed murmured, his notebook in hand. He remembered feeling a little … well, spiritual, after a three-day fast.

“As a doctor, and a priest, I look on the act of murder as a sin against God, and as an act of extreme mental aberration. However, we have to deal with the mental aberration first in order to prevent the sin from being committed again.”

Logan opened Tess’s file and tapped his finger on it. “It would appear that the religious aspects, and delusions, are rooted in Catholicism. I have to concur with your opinion that the use of the amice as a murder weapon could be construed as a strike against the Church, or devotion to it.”

Tess leaned forward. “Do you think he might be a priest, or have been one? Perhaps wanted to be one?”

“I believe it’s more than possible he had training.” The frown came slowly, and seemed to lodge between his eyes. “There are other articles of a priest’s habit that would be as effective for strangulation. The amice is neckware, and therefore, grimly accurate.”

“And the use of white?”

“Symbolizing absolution, salvation.” Unconsciously he spread his hands, palms facing, in the age-old gesture.

Tess nodded agreement. “Absolving a sin. Against himself?”

“Perhaps. But a sin that may have resulted in the death or spiritual loss of the woman he continues to save.”

“He’s putting himself in the role of Christ? As Savior?” Ben demanded. “And casting the first stone?”

Because he was a man who took his time, watched his footing, Logan leaned back and rubbed his earlobe. “He doesn’t perceive himself as Christ, at least not yet. He’s a laborer of God in his mind, Detective, and one who knows himself to be mortal. He takes precautions, protects himself. He would realize that society would not accept his mission, but he follows a higher authority.”

“Voices again.” Ben lit a cigarette.

“Voices, visions. To a schizophrenic they are as real, often more so, than the real world. This is not split personality, Detective, but a disease, a biological dysfunction. It’s possible that he’s had the illness for years.”

“The murders started in August,” Ben pointed out. “We’ve checked with homicide divisions all over the country. There haven’t been any murders with this M.O. It started here.”

Detailed police work interested Logan but didn’t sway him. “Perhaps he was in a period of recovery and some kind of stress brought the symptoms back, resulting in violence. At the moment he’s torn between what is and what seems to be. He agonizes, and he prays.”

“And he kills,” Ben said flatly.

“I don’t expect compassion.” Logan, with his dark, priest’s eyes and capable hands, spoke quietly. “That’s my territory, and Dr. Court’s, and can’t be yours with your dealings in this case. None of us wants to see him kill again, Detective Paris.”

“You don’t think he has a Christ delusion,” Ed interrupted as he continued to make methodical notes. “Is that just because he takes precautions? Christ was destroyed physically.”

“An excellent point.” The clear voice took on a richness. There was nothing he liked better than to have one of his students question his theories. Logan looked from one detective to the other and decided they made a good pair. “Still, I don’t see him as perceiving himself as anything but a tool. Religion, the structure, the barriers, the traditions of it, loom more predominantly than theology. He kills as a priest, whether he is one or not. He absolves and forgives as God’s proxy,” he continued, and saw Ben wince. “Not as the Son of God. I developed an interesting theory you missed, Dr. Court.”

She came to attention instantly. “Oh?”

He smiled again, recognizing professional pride. “Understandable enough. You’re not Catholic, are you?”

“No.”

“The investigation team overlooked it as well.”

“I’m Methodist,” Ed put in, still writing. “I’m not trying for a conversion.” Taking up his pipe, he began to fill it. His fingers were blunt and wide, with the nails neatly trimmed. A few flakes of tobacco fell on and clung to his yellow turtleneck. “The date of the first murder, August fifteenth, is a Church holy day.”

“The Assumption,” Ben murmured before he realized it.

“Yes.” Logan continued to fill his pipe and smiled. Ben was reminded of answering correctly in catechism.

“I used to be Catholic.”

“A common problem,” Logan said, and lit his pipe.

No lecture, no pontifical frown. Ben felt his shoulders relaxing. His mind started ticking. “I didn’t put the dates together. You think it’s significant?”

Meticulously, Logan removed tobacco from his sweater. “It could be.”

“I’m sorry, Monsignor.” Tess lifted her hands. “You’ll have to explain.”

“August fifteenth is the day the Church recognizes the Virgin’s assumption into heaven. The Mother of God was a mortal, but she carried the Savior in her womb. We revere her as the most blessed and pure among women.”

“Pure,” Tess murmured.

“Of itself, I might not have paid too much attention to the date,” Logan continued. “However, it jogged my imagination enough to check the Church calendar. The second murder occurred on the day we celebrate Mary’s birth.”

“He’s picking the days she’s—excuse me—Mary’s honored by the Church?” Ed stopped writing long enough to look up for an acknowledgment.

“The third murder falls on the feast of Our Lady of the Rosary. I’ve added a Church calendar to your file, Dr. Court. I don’t think the odds for three out of three rate a coincidence.”

“No, I agree.” Tess rose, anxious to see for herself. She picked up the calender and studied the dates Logan had circled. Dusk was falling. Logan switched on the light and the beam shot over the paper in her hands.

“The next one you have here isn’t until December eighth.”

“The Immaculate Conception.” Logan puffed on his pipe.

“That would put eight weeks between the murders,” Ed calculated. “He’s never gone more than four.”

“And we can’t be sure he’s emotionally capable of waiting that long,” Tess added in a murmur. “He could change his pattern. Some incident could set him off. He might pick a date personally important to him.”

“The date of birth or death of someone important to him.” Ben lit another cigarette.

“A female figure.” Tess folded the calendar. “The female figure.”

“I agree that the stress he’s under is building.” Logan put his pipe down and leaned forward. “The need for release could be enough to make him strike sooner.”

“He’s probably dealing with some sort of physical pain.” Tess slipped the calendar into her briefcase. “Headache, nausea. If it becomes too great for him to carry on his normal life …”

“Exactly.” Logan folded his hands again. “I wish I could be more helpful. I would like to discuss this with you again, Dr. Court.”

“In the meantime, we have a pattern.” Ben crushed out his cigarette as he rose. “We concentrate on December eighth.”

[image: ]

“It’s only a crumb,” Ben said as they stepped out into a chilled dusk. “But I’m ready to take it.”

“I didn’t realize you were Catholic.” Tess buttoned her coat against the wind that was whipping up. “Maybe that’ll be an advantage.”

“Used to be Catholic. And speaking of crumbs, are you hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Good.” He slipped an arm around her. “Then we can outvote Ed. You’re not in the mood for yogurt and alfalfa sprouts, are you?”

“Ah …”

“Ben’ll want to stop and get a greasy hamburger. What the man puts in his system is revolting.”

“How about Chinese?” It was the best compromise she could come up with as she slipped into the car. “There’s a great little place around the corner from my office.”

“Told you she was classy,” Ed said as he took the driver’s seat. He fastened his safety belt and waited with the patience of the wise and determined for Ben to follow suit. “The Chinese have the proper respect for the digestive system.”

“Sure, they keep it stuffed with rice.” Ben glanced over his shoulder and saw Tess already spread out on the backseat, her file open. “Come on, Doc, take a break.”

“I just want to check over a couple of things.”

“Ever treated a workaholic?”

She glanced over the file, then back again. “I may decide I have a craving for yogurt after all.”

“Not Tanya Tucker!” Ben pushed the reject button before the first bar of the song was out. “You had her this afternoon.”

“I wish.”

“Degenerate. I’m putting on some—ah, shit, look at that. The liquor store.”

Ed slowed down. “Looks like a five-oh-nine in progress.”

“A what?” Tess straightened up in the back and tried to see.

“Robbery in progress.” Ben was already unhooking his belt. “Go back to work.”

“A robbery? Where?”

“Where’s a black and white?” Ben muttered as he reached for the radio. “Dammit, all I want’s some sweet and sour pork.”

“Pork’s poison.” Ed unlatched his own belt.

Ben snapped into the radio. “Unit six-oh. We have a five-oh-nine in progress on Third and Douglas. Any available units. We have a civilian in the car. Ah, damn, he’s coming out. Requesting backup. Perpetrator’s heading south. White male, five-ten, a hundred eighty. Black jacket, jeans.” The radio squawked back at him. “Yeah, we’re on him.”

Ed revved the engine and rounded the corner. From the backseat, Tess stared, fascinated.

She saw the husky man in the black jacket come out of the liquor store and head up the street at a jog. The minute he turned his head and saw the Mustang, he broke into a run.

“Shit, he made us.” Ben pulled out the Kojak light. “Just sit tight, Doc.”

“Making for the alley,” Ed said mildly. He brought the car to a halt, fishtailing it. Before Tess could open her mouth, both men were out of opposite sides and running.

“Stay in the car!” Ben shouted at her.

She listened to him for about ten seconds. Slamming the door behind her, she raced to the mouth of the alley herself.

Ed was bigger, but Ben was faster. As she watched, the man they were chasing reached into his jacket. She saw the gun and only had an instant to freeze before Ben caught him at the knees and sent him sprawling into a line of garbage cans. There was a shot over the clatter of metal. She was halfway down the alley when Ben dragged the man to his feet. There was blood, and the scent of rotting food from the metal cans which were emptied regularly but rarely cleaned. The man didn’t struggle, probably because he saw Ed and the police issue in his hand. He spat a stream of blood-tinged saliva.

It wasn’t like television, Tess thought as she looked at the man who would have shot Ben in the face if the timing had been a little different. Nor was it like a novel. It wasn’t even like the eleven o’clock news, where all the details were neatly tied up and delivered with rapid-fire detachment. Life was full of smelly alleys and spittle. Her training and work had taken her there before, but only emotionally.

She took a deep breath, relieved that she wasn’t frightened, only curious. And maybe a little fascinated.

With two snaps Ben had the robber’s hands cuffed behind his back. “Haven’t you got more brains than to shoot at a police officer?”

“Got grease on your pants,” Ed pointed out as he secured his gun.

Ben looked down and saw the long skid mark running from ankle to knee. “Goddammit. I’m with Homicide, jerk,” he announced in his prisoner’s face. “I don’t like getting grease on my pants. In fact, getting grease on my pants really pisses me off.” Disgusted, Ben passed him to Ed as he brought out his badge. “You’re under arrest, sucker. You have the right to remain silent. You have—Tess, dammit, didn’t I tell you to stay in the car?”

“He had a gun.”

“The bad guys always have guns.” As he looked at her, wrapped in a powder-blue cashmere coat, he could smell the sweat from the petty thief. She looked as though she were on her way to have cocktails on Embassy Row. “Go back to the car, you don’t belong here.”

Ignoring him, she studied the thief. He had a good-sized scrape on his forehead where he’d connected with concrete. That explained the slightly glazed expression. Minor concussion. His skin and the whites of his eyes had a yellow tinge. There was sweat on his face, though the wind cutting through the alley billowed his jacket. “Looks like he might have hepatitis.”

“He’ll have plenty of time to recover.” He heard the sirens and looked over her shoulder. “Here comes the cavalry. We’ll let the uniforms read him his rights.”

When Ben took her arm, Tess shook her head. “You were running after him, and he had a gun.”

“So did I,” Ben pointed out as he pulled her back up the alley. He flashed his badge at the uniforms before continuing on to the car.

“You didn’t have it out. He was going to shoot you.”

“That’s what the bad guys do. They do the crime, we go after them, and they try to get away.”

“Don’t act like it was a game.”

“It’s all a game.”

“He was going to kill you, and you were mad because you got your pants dirty.”

Reminded, Ben glanced down again. “Department’s going to get the bill too. Grease never comes out.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Is that a professional opinion?”

There had to be a good reason why she wanted to laugh. Tess decided to analyze it later. “I’m working one up.”

“Take your time.” The adrenaline from the collar was still pumping Ben up. As he reached the car, he saw they had a three-unit backup for one two-bit hood with hepatitis. Maybe they were all crazy. “Come on, sit down in here while I fill in the uniforms.”

“Your mouth is bleeding.”

“Yeah?” He wiped the back of his hand over it and looked at the smear. “Yeah. Maybe I need a doctor.”

She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed at the cut. “Maybe you do.”

Behind them the man they had arrested began to swear, and a crowd had gathered.


Chapter 6

Over the next few days Tess bent under her caseload. Eight- and ten-hour days stretched to twelve and fourteen. She postponed her usual Friday-night dinner with her grandfather, something she would never have done for a date, only for a patient.

The press hounded her, along with a few of her less sensitive associates, such as Frank Fuller. The fact that she was working with the police added just enough mystique to have him hanging around her office at five. Tess began to stay at her desk until six.

She had no new information, only a nagging sense of worry. It wouldn’t be long before there was another victim. The more she felt she understood the mind of the killer, the surer she was of that.

But it was Joey Higgins who kept her awake and restless into early Saturday morning, when the streets outside were dark and empty and her eyes were burning from overuse. She slipped off her glasses, sat back and rubbed them.

Why couldn’t she get through to him? Why wasn’t she making a dent? The session that evening with Joey, his mother, and stepfather had been a disaster. There had been no temper tantrums, no shouting, no accusations. She would have preferred that. There would have been emotion in that.

The boy simply sat there, giving his monosyllabic nonanswers. His father hadn’t called. Tess had seen the fury in the mother’s eyes, but only blank acceptance in the son’s. Joey continued to insist, in his low-key, unshakable way, that he was spending a weekend—Thanksgiving weekend—with his father.

He was going to be let down. Tess pressed her fingers against her eyes until the burning subsided to a dull ache. And when he was let down this time, it could be one time too many.

Joey Higgins was a prime candidate for drink, drugs, or destruction. The Monroes would only see so much, only allow her to go so far. At the mention of hospital care, Tess had been cut off. Joey just needed time, he just needed family structure, he just needed … Help, Tess thought. Desperately. She was no longer convinced that a weekly session with her was going to lead to any kind of a breakthrough.

The stepfather, she thought—she might make him see. She might be able to make him understand the necessity of protecting Joey against himself. The next step, she decided, was to get Monroe into her office privately.

Nothing more could be done tonight. She leaned forward to close the file, glancing out the window as she did. On the empty streets a single figure caught her eye. This part of Georgetown, with its tidy edgings of flowers along the sidewalks in front of aging brown-stones, didn’t lend itself to street people or vagrants. But the man looked as though he had stood there a long time. In the cold, alone. Looking up … Looking up at her window, Tess realized, and drew back automatically.

Silly, she told herself, but reached over to switch off her desk lamp. No one would have a reason to stand on a street corner and stare at her window. Still, with the lights off she got up and went to the edge of the window, drawing the curtain slightly.

He was there, just there. Not moving, but looking. She shuddered with the foolish idea that he was looking right at her, though she was three stories up in a dark room.

One of her patients? she wondered. But she was always so careful to keep her home address private. A reporter. Some of the fear eased with the thought. It was probably a reporter hoping for a new angle on the story. At two A.M.? she asked herself, and let the curtain drop.

It was nothing, she assured herself. She’d imagined he was looking at her window. It was dark, and she was tired. It was just someone waiting for a ride or—

Not in this neighborhood. She started to reach for the curtain again, but couldn’t quite bring herself to draw it aside.

He was going to strike again soon. Hadn’t that been the thought haunting her? Frightening her? He had pain, pressure, and a mission. Blondes, in their late twenties, small to medium build.

She put a hand to her own throat.

Stop it. Dropping it again, she touched the hem of the curtain. A bit of paranoia was easy to deal with. No one was after her except a sex-crazed psychoanalyst and a few hungry reporters. She wasn’t out on the street, but locked in her own home. She was tired, overworked, and imagining things. It was time to call it a night, time to pour a glass of cool white wine, turn on the stereo, and sink into a hot tub filled with bubbles.

But her hand shook a little as she drew the curtain aside.

The street was empty.

As Tess let the curtain fall, she wondered why that didn’t ease her mind.
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She’d looked out at him. He’d known, somehow; he’d known the moment her eyes had focused on him as he stood on the street below. What had she seen? Her salvation?

Almost sobbing against the headache, he let himself into his apartment. The corridor was dark. No one ever watched him come or go. Neither was he worried that she’d seen his face. It had been too dark and too distant for that. But had she seen the pain?

Why had he gone there? He stripped off his coat and let it lie in a heap. The next day he would hang it neatly and tidy the rest of the apartment, as was his habit, but tonight he could hardly think over the pain.

God always tested the righteous.

He found a bottle of Excedrin and chewed two pills, welcoming the dry, bitter taste. His stomach was rolling with a nausea that came every night now and lingered through the mornings. He was dousing himself with over-the-counter drugs just to keep functioning.

Why had he gone there?

Perhaps he was going mad. Perhaps it was all madness. He held out his hand and watched the tremor. If he didn’t control himself, they would all know. In the aluminum range hood that he kept clean of grease and grime, as he’d been taught, he saw his distorted reflection. The priest’s collar was white beneath his haggard face. If they saw him now, they would all know. Perhaps that would be best. Then he could rest, rest and forget.

Pain sliced through the base of his skull.

No, he couldn’t rest, he couldn’t forget. Laura needed him to complete his mission so that she could finally find the light. Hadn’t she asked, begged for him to ask God for forgiveness?

Judgment had been quick and harsh for Laura. He’d cursed God, lost his faith, but he’d never forgotten. Now, all these years later, the Voice had come, showing him the way to her salvation. Perhaps she had to die again and again through another lost one, but it was quick, and each time there was absolution. Soon it would be over, for all of them.

Going into the bedroom, he lit the candles. The light flickered on the framed picture of the woman he’d lost, and the women he’d killed. Clipped neatly and lying beneath a black rosary was the newspaper picture of Dr. Teresa Court.

He prayed in Latin, as he’d been taught.
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Ben bought her an all-day sucker, swirled with red and yellow. Tess accepted it at the door, gave it a thorough study, then shook her head.

“You know how to keep a woman off balance, Detective. Most men go for chocolate.”

“Too ordinary. Besides, I figured you’d probably be used to the Swiss kind, and I—” He broke off, aware that he was going to start rambling if she kept smiling at him over the round hunk of candy. “You look different.”

“I do? How?”

“Your hair’s down.” He wanted to touch it but knew he wasn’t ready. “And you’re not wearing a suit.”

Tess looked down at her wool slacks and oversized sweater. “I don’t usually wear suits to a horror-movie double feature.”

“You don’t look like a psychiatrist anymore.”

“Yes, I do. I just don’t look like your conception of one.” Now he did touch her hair, just a little. She liked the way he did it, in a gesture that was both friendly and cautious.

“You’ve never looked like my conception of one.”

Wanting a moment to align her own thoughts, she set the sucker down on the table beside a Dresden platter, then went to the closet for a jacket. “And what is your conception?”

“Someone pale, thin, and bald.”

“Hmmm.”

The jacket was suede, and soft as butter. He held it for her as she slipped her arms in. “You don’t smell like a psychiatrist either.”

She smiled over her shoulder. “What does a psychiatrist smell like? Or do I want to know?”

“Like peppermint, and English Leather aftershave.”
She turned to face him. “That’s very specific.”

“Yeah. Your hair’s caught.”

He dipped his hand under the collar of her jacket and freed it. He took a step forward, almost without thinking, and had her against the closet door. Her face tilted up, and there was a wariness in her eyes he’d noticed before. She wore little makeup, the sleek, polished look that was so much a part of her image replaced by a warm accessibility a smart man would recognize as dangerous. He knew what he wanted, and was comfortable with the swift rush of desire. The degree of it was another matter. When you wanted too much, too quickly, he thought, it was best to take things slow.

His mouth was close to hers. His hand was still on her hair. “You like butter on your popcorn?”

Tess didn’t know whether to laugh or curse. Deciding to do neither, she told herself she was relaxed. “Tons of it.”

“Good. Then I don’t have to spring for two boxes. It’s cold outside,” he added, leaning away from her. “You’ll need gloves.”

He drew out his own scarred black leather ones before he opened the door.
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“I’d forgotten just how frightening those movies were.”

It was dark when Tess settled back in his car, sated with pizza and cheap red wine. The air was biting, stinging her cheeks with the first brush of winter before she slid into Ben’s car. Neither the cold nor the media was keeping Washington indoors. The Saturday-night stream of traffic rolled by, on its way to clubs, supper, and parties.

“I’ve always appreciated the way the cop gets the girl in the House of Wax.”

“All Vincent needed was a good analyst,” she said mildly as Ben adjusted the radio.

“Sure, and he’d have dumped you in the vat, coated you with wax, and turned you into …” He turned his head for a narrowed-eyed study. “Helen of Troy, I think.”

“Not bad.” She pursed her lips. “Of course, some psychiatrists might say you chose that, subconsciously linking yourself with Paris.”

“As a cop, I wouldn’t romanticize kidnapping.”
“Pity.” She let her eyes half close, not even aware of how easy it was for her to relax with him. The heater hummed in accompaniment to the moody music from the car radio. She remembered the lyrics and sang them in her head.

“Tired?”

“No, comfortable.” As soon as the words were out, she straightened. “I’ll probably have a few nightmares. Horror movies are a wonderful escape valve for real tensions. I guarantee no one in that theater was thinking about their next insurance payment or acid rain.”

He let out a breezy chuckle as he drove out of the parking lot. “You know, Doc, some people might look at it as simple entertainment. It didn’t seem like you were thinking escape valve when you dug holes in my arm when our heroine was running through the fog.”

“It must have been the woman on the other side of you.”

“I was sitting on the aisle.”

“She had a long reach. You missed the turn to my apartment.”

“I didn’t miss it. I didn’t take it. You said you weren’t tired.”

“I’m not.” She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt more awake, more alive. The song seemed to be playing just under her skin, promising romance and exquisite heartache. She’d always thought the first was somehow imcomplete without the second. “Are we going somewhere?”

“A little place I know where the music’s good and they don’t water down the liquor.”

She ran her tongue over her teeth. “I’d like that.” She was in the mood for music, something bluesy maybe, with the ache of a tenor sax. “I suppose in a professional capacity you’re well acquainted with the local bars.”

“I’ve got a working knowledge.” He punched in his car lighter. “You’re not the bar type.”

Interested, she faced him. His profile was in shadows, struck intermittently by streetlights. It was funny how sometimes he looked safe, solid, the kind of man a woman might run to if it were dark. Then the light struck his face another way, and the planes and angles were highlighted. A woman might run from him. She shook off the thought. She’d made a policy not to analyze men she dated. Too often you learned more than you wanted to know.

“Is there a type?”

“Yeah.” And he knew them all. “You’re not it. Hotel lounge. Champagne cocktails at the Mayflower or the Hotel Washington.”

“Now who’s doing psychological profiles, Detective?”

“You’ve got to be able to type people in my business, Doc.” He pulled up and maneuvered into a space between a Honda three-wheeler and a Chevette hatchback. Before he turned off the key, he wondered if he was making a mistake.

“What’s this?”

“This.” He pulled out the keys but left them jingling in his hand. “Is where I live.”

She looked out the window at a four-story apartment building with faded red brick and green awnings. “Oh.”

“I don’t have any champagne.”

Her decision. She understood him well enough to understand that. But she understood little else about him. The car was warm and quiet. Safe. Inside, she didn’t know what to expect. She knew herself well enough to understand how seldom she took risks. Maybe it was time.

“You have scotch?” She turned back to see his smile.

“Yeah.”

“That’ll do.”

The air snapped cold the moment she stepped from the car. Winter wasn’t going to wait for the calendar, she thought, then shuddered, thinking of another calendar, one with the Madonna and Child on the cover. The little twist of fear had her looking up and down the street. A block away a truck let out a blast of exhaust.

“Come on.” Ben stood in a pool of light from a streetlamp; the light bounced from the planes of his face. “You’re cold.”

“Yes.” She shivered again when his arm went around her shoulders.

He led her inside. There were about a dozen mail slots against one wall. The pale green carpet was clean but almost threadbare. There was no lobby, no security guard at a desk, only a dim set of stairs.

“It’s certainly a quiet building,” she said as they climbed to the second floor.

“Everybody here pretty much minds their own business.”

There was a faint scent of cooking in the hall when he stopped to unlock his door. The light overhead winked weakly.

His apartment was tidier than she’d expected. It was more than just a general preconception of a man living alone, Tess realized. Ben seemed too relaxed and casual in other areas to bother clearing dust or old magazines. Then she decided she was wrong. The room might be clean, but it did reflect his style.

The sofa was the dominant piece of furniture. Low and far from new, it was plumped with throw pillows. A Dagwood couch, Tess thought. One that simply begged you to relax and take a nap. There were posters rather than paintings. Toulouse-Lautrec’s cancan dancers, a single woman’s leg standing in a four inch heel, skimmed at the thigh with white lace. There was a Dieffenbachia thriving away in a plastic margarine bowl. And books. One wall was nearly filled with them. Delighted, she pulled out a worn hardbacked copy of East of Eden. As Ben’s hands went to her shoulders, she opened the flyleaf.

“To Ben.” She read the spiky, feminine handwriting. “Kiss, kiss. Bambi.” Putting her tongue in her cheek, she closed it. “Bambi?”

“Used bookstore.” He removed her jacket. “Fascinating places. Never can tell what you’ll pick up.”

“Did you pick up the book or Bambi?”

“Never mind.” He took the copy from her and stuck it back on the shelf.

“Do you know, one gets an immediate mental image from certain names?”

“Yeah. Scotch, straight up, right?”

“Right.” A streak of gray whizzed by and landed on a red pillow. “A cat too?” Amused, Tess strolled over to stroke it. “What’s his name?”

“Her. She proved that by having kittens in the bathtub last year.” The cat rolled over so Tess could scratch her belly. “I call her D.C.”

“As in Washington?”

“As in Dumb Cat.”

“It’s a wonder she doesn’t have a complex.” Running her hands over the rounded belly again, Tess wondered if she should warn him he’d be getting another litter of gifts in a month or so.

“She runs into walls. On purpose.”

“I could refer you to an excellent pet psychologist.”
He laughed, but wasn’t entirely sure she was joking. “I’d better get those drinks.”

When he went into the kitchen, she rose to look at his view from the window. The streets weren’t as quiet as her neighborhood. Traffic moved by at a steady clip, droning and grunting along. He wouldn’t take himself far from the action, she thought, and remembered she hadn’t paid any attention to what direction he’d taken. She could be anywhere in the city. She expected un-ease, and instead felt a sense of freedom.

“I promised you music.”

She turned and looked at him. The simple dun-colored sweater and faded jeans he wore suited him. She’d thought once that he understood himself very well. Now it would be foolish to deny that she wanted to understand him.

“Yes, you did.”

He handed her a glass and thought about how different she was, and how different she looked from any other woman he’d brought here. That quiet class of hers demanded that a man swallow his lust and take the whole person. Wondering if he was ready to, he set down his own glass and flipped through his records.

When he set one on the turntable, Tess heard the brassy heat of jazz. “Leon Redbone,” she said.

He shook his head as he turned toward her. “You keep surprising me.”

“My grandfather’s one of his biggest fans.” Sipping her drink, she walked over to pick up the album cover. “It seems the two of you have quite a lot in common.”

“Me and the senator?” Ben laughed before he sipped his vodka. “I’ll bet.”

“I’m serious. You’ll have to meet him.”

Meeting a woman’s family was something he associated with wedding rings and orange blossoms. He’d always avoided it. “Why don’t we—” The phone rang and he swore, setting down his glass. “I’d ignore it, but I’m on call.”

“You don’t have to explain those things to a doctor.”

“Yeah.” He picked up the phone beside the couch. “Paris. Oh, yeah. Hi.”

It didn’t take a trained psychiatrist to understand there was a woman on the other end. Tess smiled into her drink and went back to the view.

“No, I’ve been tied up. Look, sugar—” The minute the word was out, he winced. Tess kept her back to him. “I’m on a case, you know? No, I didn’t forget about … I didn’t forget. Listen, I’ll have to get back to you when things lighten up. I don’t know, weeks, maybe months. You really ought to try that marine. Sure. See ya.” He hung up, cleared his throat, and reached for his drink again. “Wrong number.”

It was so easy to laugh. She turned, leaned against the windowsill, and gave in to it. “Oh, really?”

“Enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

“Immensely.”

“If I’d known you’d get such a kick out of it, I’d have invited her up.”

“Ah, the male ego.” With one hand crossed over her body, she lifted the drink again. She was still laughing at him. The humor didn’t fade when he walked over and took the drink from her hand. The warm, approachable look was back. He felt the pull of it, the danger of it, the need for it.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“So am I.”

“You know, Doc …” He let his fingers play through her hair. The gesture was as friendly as before, but not as cautious. “There’s one thing we haven’t done together.”

She withdrew at that. He sensed it though she hadn’t moved away. He continued to toy with her hair as he drew her closer. His breath brushed over her lips.

“Dance,” he murmured, and laid his cheek against hers. Whether her sigh was of pleasure or relief, he didn’t know, but she was nearly relaxed against him. “There’s something I’ve noticed about you.”

“What?”

“You feel good.” His lips moved over her ear as they swayed, hardly moving from one spot. “Real good.”

“Ben—”

“Relax.” He made long slow strokes up her back and down again. “Another thing I’ve noticed is that you don’t relax much.”

His body was hard against hers, his lips warm against her temple. “At the moment, it isn’t easy.”

“Good.” He liked the way her hair smelled, fresh and rich without the overlay of scented shampoos, gels, and sprays. From the easy way her body blended with his, he knew she wore nothing but skin under the sweater. He imagined away the layer of material and let the heat rise.

“You know, Doc, I haven’t been sleeping well.”

Her eyes were nearly closed, but it wasn’t because of relaxation. “You’ve got a lot on your mind with this case.”

“Yeah. But there’s something else that’s been on my mind.”

“What?”

“You.” He drew her back a little. Eyes open and on hers, he teased her mouth. “I can’t stop thinking about you. I think I have a problem.”

“I … my caseload’s pretty heavy right now.”
“Private sessions.” As he’d wanted to all evening, he slipped his hands under her sweater and let her skin warm him. “Starting tonight.”

She felt the ridge of callus below his fingers rub up her spine. “I don’t think—” But he stopped her with a kiss, a long, slow melding of lips that had his own heart racing. There was a hesitation in her that licked at his desire. She’d been a challenge from the beginning, and maybe a mistake. He was beyond caring.

“Stay with me, Tess.”

“Ben.” She drew out of his arms, wanting the distance, and the control. “I think we’re rushing this.”

“I’ve wanted you from the start.” It wasn’t his style to admit it, but this wasn’t the usual game.

She dragged a hand through her hair. She thought of the inscription in the book, the phone call. “I don’t take sex lightly, I can’t.”

“I’m not taking you lightly. I wish I could. It’s probably a mistake.” He looked at her again, fragile, delicate, elegant. It would be, could be, no fling, no easy romp in the sack with no morning repercussions. “I don’t give a damn, Tess.” Determined, but somehow less sure of himself, he took a step closer to frame her face in his hands. “I don’t want to go another night without you.” He bent to kiss her. “Stay.”

He lit candles in the bedroom. The music had stopped, and it was so quiet she thought she could almost hear the echo of it. She was trembling, and no amount of lecturing herself on being an adult and making her own choices would stop it. Nerves shivered through her. Needs twisted with them until they were one and the same. He came to her and gathered her close.

“You’re shaking.”

“I feel like a schoolgirl.”

“It helps.” He buried his face in her hair. “I’m scared to death.”

“Are you?” There was a smile on her lips as she put her hands to his face and drew him back.

“I feel, I don’t know, like some kid in the backseat of his father’s Chevy about to tackle his first bra snaps.” He put his hands to her wrists a moment, to hold himself back from touching her. “There’s never been anyone like you. I keep worrying that I’ll make the wrong move.”

Nothing he could have said would have reassured her more. She drew his face down to hers. Their lips met, just a nibble, just a test that threatened to grow to a hungry bite. “So far so good,” she murmured. “Make love with me, Ben. I’ve always wanted you to.”

He kept his eyes on hers as he drew up the bulky sweater. Then her hair was pooled over naked shoulders. There was moonlight and candlelight on her skin. He traced his own shadows over it.

She was never sure of herself on this level with a man. There was hesitation as she began to draw his sweater off. Beneath it his torso was lean and firm. A St. Christopher’s medal dangled above his breastbone. Tess ran her finger over it and smiled.

“It’s just for luck,” he told her.

Saying nothing, she pressed her lips to his shoulder. “You’ve a scar here.”

“It’s old.” He unfastened the snap of her slacks.

Her thumb moved over it. “A bullet,” she realized. There was a dull horror in her voice.

“It’s old,” he repeated, and drew her onto the bed. She lay beneath him, her hair flared out on the dark spread, her eyes heavy, lips parted. “I’ve wanted you here. I can’t tell you how much or how often.”

She reached up and touched her fingertips to his face. Along his jawline was the beginnings of his beard. Beneath, just above where his pulse beat, the skin was smooth. “You can show me.”

When he grinned, she discovered she was relaxed and waiting for him.

His experience might have been greater, but his need wasn’t. Hers had been under tight control and was ripe and hungry now that it was set free. They rolled over the bed, damp and naked, forgetting the civilized, the ordinary.

The spread rumpled and tangled beneath them. He swore at it, then pulled her free and on top of him. Her breasts were small and pale. He cupped one then both in his hands. He heard her murmur of pleasure as he watched her eyes close with it. Then she was pulling him to her, and her mouth was like a fever.

His intention to treat her as a lady, with care and gentleness, was abandoned when her arms and legs wrapped around him. Here, she wasn’t the cool and classy Dr. Court, but a woman as passionate and demanding as any man could want. Her skin was soft, fragile to the touch, but slicked with desire. He skimmed his tongue over it, thirsting for her.

She arched against him, letting needs, fantasies, passions have their way. Here and now were all that mattered. What was outside was removed, distant. He was real, and vital, and important. The rest of the world could wait.

Candlelight flickered, gutted, and went out.

Hours later, he awoke, cold. The spread was bundled at the foot of the bed. Tess was curled in a ball beside him, naked, her hair curtaining her face. He rose and pulled the covers over her. Even the moonlight was gone now. For a while he just stood over the bed, looking down at her as she slept. The cat padded into the room as Ben walked quietly out.


Chapter 7

Doctors and cops. Those in either profession know they will rarely have a day that begins at nine and ends at five. They understand that they’ve chosen a career where the divorce and burn-out rates are high, the demands many, and the emotional toll extreme. Phone calls spoil dinner parties, sex, and sleep. It’s part of the job description.

When the phone rang, Tess reached over automatically. And picked up a candlestick. On the other side of the bed Ben swore, knocked over an ashtray, and found the phone.

“Yeah, Paris.” In the dark he ran a hand over his face as if to wipe away sleep. “Where?” Instantly awake, he switched on the lamp. The cat curled on Tess’s stomach growled a complaint then leaped aside as she braced herself on her elbows. “Keep him there. I’m on my way.” Ben hung up the phone and stared at the light sheen of frost on the window.

“He didn’t wait, did he?”

The light fell harshly over his face as he turned to look at her. She gave a quick, involuntary shudder. His eyes were hard—not weary, not regretful, but hard. “No, he didn’t wait.”

“Do they have him?”

“No, but it looks like we’ve got a witness.” As he rolled out of bed he grabbed his jeans. “I don’t know how long I’ll be but you can wait here, get some more sleep. I’ll fill you in when … What are you doing?”

She stood on the opposite side of the bed, dragging on her sweater. “Going with you.”

“Forget it.” His legs disappeared into the jeans, but he left the pants unsnapped as he pulled open a drawer for a sweater. “There’s nothing you can do at a murder scene but get in the way.” In the mirror above his dresser he saw her head snap up. “It’s still shy of five, for Christ’s sake. Go back to bed.”

“Ben, I’m involved in this case.”

He turned. She wore only the sweater that skimmed her thighs. He remembered the material had been thick and soft when he’d drawn it off her. Her slacks were balled in her hands and her hair was rumpled from the pillow, but it was the psychiatrist facing him, not the woman. Something inside of him curdled. He yanked his own sweater on, then walked to the closet for his shoulder holster. “This is a homicide. It’s not like going to look at somebody’s who’s been painted up nice to lie in a casket.”

“I’m a doctor.”

“I know what you are.” He checked his gun, then hitched the holster on.

“Ben, it’s possible I could see something, some detail that would give me a clue to his mind.”

“Fuck his mind.”

Saying nothing, she shook out her slacks, stepped into them, then fastened them in place. “I understand how you feel, and I’m sorry.”

“Yeah?” He sat down to pull on his boots but continued to watch her. “You think you know how I feel? Well, let me tell you anyway. There’s a dead woman a few miles from here. Somebody put a scarf around her neck and pulled until she couldn’t breathe anymore. She’d have kicked and pulled at the scarf with her hands and tried to scream, but she wouldn’t have been able to. So she’s dead, but she’s not a name on a list yet. She’s still a person. For a little while longer she’s still a person.”

She would have reached out to him if she’d thought there was a chance he’d accept it. Instead she fastened her belt and kept her voice neutral. “Don’t you think I understand that?”

“I’m not sure you do.”

They studied each other a moment longer, each dedicated, each frustrated, each coming from different backgrounds and beliefs. It was Tess who accepted it first. “I either go with you now or I call the mayor and end up five minutes behind you. Sooner or later you’ve got to start working with me.”

He’d just spent the night with her. He’d poured himself into her three times during the night. He’d felt her body rock and buck and shudder. Now they were talking murder and politics. The femininity, the softness, even the shyness he’d taken to bed were still there, but beneath was a core of toughness, a self-possession he’d recognized from the first. Studying her, he saw she would go no matter what he said, what he did.

“All right. You go with me and get an up-close look. Maybe after you see her, you’ll stop letting your heart bleed for the man who did her.”

She bent for her shoes. The bed was between them, but it was as if they’d never shared it. “I suppose it’s no use reminding you I’m on your side.” He was reaching for his wallet and shield, and said nothing. Tess saw her earrings on his nightstand, a little thing of great intimacy. She scooped them up and dropped them in her pocket. “Where are we going?”

“An alley near Twenty-third and M.”

“Twenty-third and M? That’s only a couple of blocks from my place.”

He didn’t bother to look at her. “I know.”
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The streets were deserted. The bars would have closed at one. Most private parties would have waned by three. Washington was a political town, and though its night spots ranged from the elite to the sleazy, it didn’t have the energy of a New York or Chicago. Drug deals around Fourteenth and U were a life-style away. Even the hookers would have called it a night.

Now and then the leaves that had fallen rushed along the sidewalk then stopped, victims of the sporadic wind. They drove past blank storefronts and boutiques with neon sweaters in the windows. Ben lit a cigarette and let the familiar taste of Virginia tobacco ease some of the tension.

He didn’t want her there. Doctor or no doctor, he didn’t want her to be a part of the hopeless ugliness of this part of his job. She could share in the paperwork, the fitting together of the puzzle, the step-by-step logic of an investigation, but she shouldn’t be here.

She had to be here, Tess thought. It was time to face the results, and maybe, just maybe, get a better understanding of the motivation. She was a doctor. It was irrelevant that she wasn’t the kind of doctor who prodded fingers in the human body. She was trained, she was capable, and she understood death.

Tess saw the blue and red lights of the first police car and began to school her breathing to long inhales, slow exhales.

The alley and several feet on all sides were roped off, though there was no one on the predawn streets. Cruisers sat with their lights blinking and their radios on. A community of workers was already inside the official area.

Ben pulled up to the curb. “You stay with me,” he told Tess, but still didn’t look at her. “We have a policy against civilians wandering around homicide scenes.”

“I don’t intend to get in your way. I intend to do my job. You’ll find I’m as good at it as you are at yours.” She pushed open her door and nearly collided with Ed.

“Sorry, Dr. Court.” Her hands were icy. He patted them without thinking. “You’re going to want your gloves.” He stuck his own in his pockets as he looked at Ben.

“What have we got?”

“Lab boys are in there now. Sly’s getting pictures. Coroner’s en route.” His breath came out in a white puffy steam. The tips of his ears were already red from the cold, but he’d forgotten to button his coat. “Some kid stumbled across her about four-thirty. Uniforms haven’t got much out of him yet. He’s been pretty busy whooshing up about a half case of beer.” He glanced at Tess again. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” Ben said briefly. “She’ll remind you she’s a doctor.”

“Captain’s coming in on this.”

“Terrific.” Ben shot the butt of his cigarette into the street. “Let’s get to work.”

They started toward the alley, passed a cruiser where someone sat in the backseat sobbing. Tess glanced over, pulled toward the sound of despair. Then her arm brushed Ben’s and she continued toward the alley. A small man with horn-rimmed glasses and a camera stepped out. He took out a blue bandanna and rubbed it over his nose.

“It’s all yours. Get him, for Christ’s sake. I don’t want to photograph any more dead blondes. A man’s got to have a little variety in his work.”

“You’re a riot, Sly.” Ben brushed by him, leaving the photographer sneezing into the bandanna.

They’d taken only a few steps into the alley when the scent of death rose up. They all recognized it, that bitter, fetid stench which was both offensive and eerily compelling to the living.

Her body had emptied itself. Her blood had settled. Her arms had been folded neatly across her body, but she didn’t look at peace. Sightless, her eyes were locked open. There was a smear of dried blood on her chin. Her own, Tess thought. Sometime during the struggle to live, she had sawed her teeth through her bottom lip.

She’d worn a long, serviceable wool coat in olive drab. The white silk amice stood out starkly against it. It had been taken from around her neck, where bruises had already formed, and smoothed over her breasts.

The note was pinned there, the message the same.

Her sins are forgiven her.

But this time the letters weren’t printed neatly. They were wavery, and the paper was crumpled a bit, as though his hands had mashed it. The word sins was printed larger than the rest, the markings darker, almost going through the paper. Tess crouched down beside the body for a closer look.

A cry for help? she wondered. Was it a plea for someone to stop him from sinning again? The shaky handwriting was a deviation, however slight, from his routine. It meant, to Tess, that he was losing his hold, perhaps doubting himself even as he fulfilled his mission.

He hadn’t been so sure this time, she decided. His mind was becoming a logjam of thoughts, memories, and voices. He must be terrified, she thought, and almost certainly physically ill by now.

Her coat had been left open rather than neatly arranged. There wasn’t enough of a breeze in the alley to have flapped it open. So he hadn’t tidied it as he had the clothing of the others. Perhaps he hadn’t been able to.

Then she saw the lapel pin against the green wool, a gold heart with the name Anne scrolled inside. She had been Anne. A wave of pity washed over her, for Anne, and for the man who had been driven to kill her.

Ben saw the way she studied the body, clinically, dispassionately, without revulsion. He’d wanted to shield her from the reality of death, but also wanted to press her face into it until she’d wept and run the other way.

“If you’ve gotten yourself a good look, Dr. Court, why don’t you back off and let us do our job?”

She looked up at Ben, then rose slowly to her feet. “He’s nearly finished. I don’t think he’s going to be able to take much more.”

“Tell that to her.”

“Kid puked all over the place,” Ed said lightly, and breathed through his mouth to try to combat the stench. With a pencil he flipped open the woman’s wallet, which had spilled out of her purse. “Anne Reasoner,” he said, reading her driver’s license. “Twenty-seven. Lives about a block up on M.”

A block up, Tess thought. A block closer to her own apartment. She pressed her lips together and looked out of the alley until the fear passed. “It’s a ritual,” she said clearly enough. “From everything I’ve read, ritual, rites, traditions, are an intricate part of the Catholic Church. He’s performing his own ritual here, saving them then absolving them and leaving them with this.” She indicated the amice. “The symbol of that salvation and absolution. He folds the amice exactly the same way each time. He positions their bodies exactly the same way. But this time he didn’t tidy her clothes.”

“Playing detective?”

Tess balled her hands in her pockets, fighting to overlook Ben’s sarcasm. “This is devotion, blind devotion to the Church, obsession with ritual. But the handwriting shows that he’s beginning to question what he’s doing, what he’s driven to do.”

“That’s fine.” Unreasonable anger rushed into him at her lack of emotional response. Ben turned his back to her and bent over the body. “Why don’t you go out to the car and write that up? We’ll be sure to pass on your professional opinion to her family.”

He didn’t see her face, the quick hurt then the slow anger that came into her eyes. But he heard her walk away.

“Little rough on her, weren’t you?”

Ben didn’t look at his partner either, but at the woman who had been Anne. She stared back at him. Serve and protect. No one had protected Anne Reasoner.

“She doesn’t belong here,” he murmured, and thought as much of Anne Reasoner as of Tess. He shook his head, still studying the almost saintlike pose of the body. “What was she doing in an alley in the middle of the night?” An alley that was close, too damn close, to Tess’s apartment.

“Maybe she wasn’t.”

Drawing his brows together, Ben lifted up one of her feet. She’d worn loafers. The kind that last through college, your first marriage and divorce. The leather fit her feet like gloves and was well polished. The back of the heel was freshly scraped and scarred.

“So he killed her on the street and dragged her in.” Ben looked over at Ed as his partner crouched and examined the other shoe. “He strangled her out on the fucking street. We got streetlights about every ten god-damn feet in this neighborhood. We got black and whites cruising every thirty minutes, and he kills her on the street.” He looked at her hands. Her nails were medium length and well shaped. Only three of them were broken. The coral-colored polish was unchipped. “Doesn’t look like she put up much of a fight.”
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The light was turning gray, a washed-out, milky gray that promised overcast skies and cold autumn rain. Dawn floated over the city without any beauty. Sunday morning. People were sleeping in. Hangovers were brewing. The first church services would begin soon with raw-eyed, weekend-dazed congregations.

Tess leaned against the hood of Ben’s car. The suede jacket wasn’t warm enough in the chilled dawn, but she was too restless to get inside the car. She watched a round man with a medical bag and blue-paisley pajama bottoms under a flapping overcoat go into the alley. The coroner’s day had started early.

From somewhere blocks away came the grinding metallic sound of a truck changing gears. A single cab rode by without slowing down. One of the uniformed cops brought a big Styrofoam cup with steam and the scent of coffee rising off the top, and handed it to the figure in back of the cruiser.

Tess looked toward the alley again. She’d held up, she told herself, though her stomach was roiling now in reaction. She’d been professional, as she’d promised herself she would be. But she wouldn’t forget Anne Reasoner for a long time. Death wasn’t a neatly printed statistic when you looked it in the face.

She would have kicked and pulled at the scarf with her hands and tried to scream.

Tess took a long gulp of air that hurt her throat, raw from swallowing nausea. She was a doctor. She repeated it over and over until the cramp in her stomach eased. She’d been trained to deal with death. And she had dealt with it.

Turning away from the alley, she faced the empty street. Who was she trying to fool? She dealt with despair, with phobias, neuroses, even violence, but she’d never been face-to-face with the victim of a murder. Her life was ordered, protected because she’d made certain of it. Pastel walls and questions and answers. Even her hours at the clinic were tame compared to the day-to-day violence on the streets of the city where she lived.

She knew about ugliness, violence, and perversion, but she’d always been neatly separated from all of it by her own background. The senator’s granddaughter, the bright young student, the cool-headed doctor. She had her degree, her successful practice, and three published papers. She’d treated the helpless, the hopeless, and the pitiful, but she’d never knelt down beside murder.

“Dr. Court?”

She turned back and saw Ed. Instinctively she looked past him and spotted Ben talking to the coroner.

“I wrangled you some coffee.”

“Thanks.” She took the cup and sipped slowly.

“Want a bagel?”

“No.” She laid a hand on her stomach. “No.”

“You did okay in there.”

The coffee settled and seemed content to stay down. Looking over the cup, she met his eyes. He understood, she realized, and neither condemned nor pitied. “I hope I never have to do it again.”

A black plastic bag was carried out of the alley. Tess found herself able to watch as it was loaded into the morgue van.

“It never gets any easier,” Ed murmured. “I used to wish it would.”

“Not anymore?”

“No. I figure if it gets easier, it means you’ve lost the edge that makes you want to find out why.”

She nodded. Common sense and common compassion in his quiet voice were soothing. “How long have you and Ben been partners?”

“Five, almost six years.”

“You suit each other.”

“Funny, I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

She gave a low, humorless laugh. “There’s a difference between attraction and suitability.”

“Maybe. There’s also a difference between stubbornness and stupidity.” His look remained bland as her head came around. “Anyway, Dr. Court,” he went on before she had a chance to react. “I was hoping you might talk to the witness for a couple of minutes. He’s pretty shook up, and we’re not getting anywhere.”

“All right.” She nodded at the cruiser. “That’s him in the car, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Name’s Gil Norton.”

Tess walked to the car and crouched at the open door. He was hardly more than a boy, she thought. Twenty, maybe twenty-two. While he shivered and gulped coffee, his face was pale, with a high flush of color over the cheekbones. His eyes were puffed and red from weeping, and his teeth clattered. He’d put dents with his thumbs in the sides of the Styrofoam cup. He smelt of beer and vomit and terror.

“Gil?”

After a jolt, he turned his head. She hadn’t any doubt he was stone sober now, but she could see a bit too much white around his irises. His pupils were dilated.

“I’m Dr. Court. How are you feeling?”

“I want to go home. I’ve been sick. My stomach hurts.” There was a trace of the whining self-pity of a drunk who’d had cold water dumped in his face. Under it was plain fear.

“Finding her must have been pretty dreadful.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” His mouth contracted into a thin white line. “I want to go home.”

“I’ll call someone for you if you like. Your mother?”

Tears began to squeeze out of his eyes again. His hands trembled until the coffee sloshed in his cup.

“Gil, why don’t you step out of the car? You might feel better if you stood up in the fresh air.”

“I want a cigarette. I smoked all of mine.”

“We’ll get some.” She held out a hand. After a moment’s hesitation, he took it. His fingers closed over hers like a vise. “I don’t want to talk to the cops.”

“Why?”

“I should have a lawyer. Shouldn’t I have a lawyer?”

“I’m sure you can if you like, but you’re not in trouble, Gil.”

“I found her.”

“Yes. Here, let me take that for you.” Gently she took the half-empty cup before he could spill the remaining coffee over his pants. “Gil, we need you to tell us whatever you know so we can find out who killed her.”

He looked around and saw the blue uniforms and impassive faces. “They’re going to dump it on me.”

“No.” She spoke calmly, having anticipated him. Keeping close to his side, she began to lead him toward Ben. “They don’t think you killed her.”

“I got a record.” He said it in a shaky whisper. “Drug bust last year. Just petty shit, a little grass, but the cops’ll figure I got a record, I found her, I killed her.”

“It’s natural to be scared. That’s not going to go away until you talk about what happened. Try to be logical, Gil. Has anyone arrested you?”

“No.”

“Has anyone asked you if you killed that woman?”

“No. But I was there.” He focused on the alley with blank, fascinated horror. “And she was …”

“That’s what you need to get out. Gil, this is Detective Paris.” She stopped in front of Ben but kept her hand on Gil’s arm. “He’s with Homicide, and too smart to think you killed anyone.”

Beneath the words the message was clear. Go easy. Ben’s resentment communicated itself just as lucidly. He didn’t have to be told how to handle a witness.

“Ben, Gil could use a cigarette.”

“Sure.” Ben reached for his pack and shook one out. “Rough morning,” he commented as he struck a match.

Gil’s hands still shook, but he drew greedily on the cigarette. “Yeah.” His eyes darted over and up as Ed approached.

“This is Detective Jackson,” Tess continued in a soothing, introductory voice. “They need you to tell them what you saw.”

“Will I have to go in?”

“We’ll need you to sign a statement.” Ben shook out a cigarette of his own.

“Man, I just want to go home.”

“We’ll get you home.” Ben looked at Tess through the haze of his smoke. “Just take it easy and tell it from the beginning.”

“I was at a party.” He stopped dead and looked at Tess. She gave him an encouraging nod. “You can check, it was over on Twenty-sixth. Some friends of mine just got the apartment, see, and it was like a moving-in party. I can give you names.”

“That’s fine.” Ed had his notebook out. “We’ll get them from you later. When did you leave the party?”

“I don’t know. I had too much to drink and got into it with my girl. She doesn’t like it when I party too hard. We had words, you know.” He swallowed, drew in smoke again, then let it out on a shuddering breath. “She got pissed and left, that was about one-thirty. Took the car, so I couldn’t drive.”

“Sounds like she was looking out for you,” Ed put in.
“Yeah, well, I was too wasted to see it that way.” The rumblings of a heroic hangover were already beginning. Gil preferred it to the nausea.

“What happened after she left?” Ed prompted.

“I hung around. I think I crashed for a while. The party was winding down when I woke up. Lee—it was his apartment, Lee Grimes—he says I can sleep on the couch, but I … well, I needed air, you know? I was going to walk home. I guess I was already feeling pretty sick, so I stopped, just across the street there.” He turned and pointed. “My head was spinning, and I knew I was going to toss up some beer. I just rested there a minute and got it under control. And I see this guy come out of the alley—”

“You saw him come out,” Ben interrupted. “You didn’t hear anything? See him go in?”

“No, I swear. I don’t know how long I’d been standing there. Not too long, I think, ’cause it was cold as hell. Even drunk I was thinking I had to move to keep warm. I saw him come out, then he leaned up against the lamppost for a minute, like he was sick too. I thought it was kind of funny, two drunks weaving across the street from each other, like something out of a cartoon. And one of the drunks is a priest.”

“How do you know that?” Ben paused in the act of offering Gil another cigarette.

“He’s wearing this priest’s suit—the black dress with the white collar. I was laughing to myself. You know, looks like he’s been hitting the communion wine. Anyway, I’m standing there wondering if I’m going to piss in my pants or barf, and he straightens himself up and walks away.”

“Which way?”

“Toward M. Yeah, toward M Street. He went around the corner.”

“Did you see what he looked like?”

“Man, I saw he was a priest.” Gil pounced on the fresh cigarette. “He was white.” He pressed his fingers to his eyes. “Yeah, he was a white dude. I think he had dark hair. Look, I was wasted, and he was standing with his face against the lamppost.”

“Okay. You’re doing good.” Ed flipped a page in his notebook. “How about build? Could you tell if he was short, tall?”

Gil screwed his face up in concentration. Though he still consumed the cigarette in great gulps, Tess saw he was calming. “I guess he was pretty tall, not a little guy anyhow. He wasn’t fat. Shit, it’s like average, you know. About like you, I guess,” he said to Ben.

“How about age?” Ben put in.

“I don’t know. He wasn’t old and feeble. His hair was dark.” He said it quickly as it flashed into his memory. “Yeah, I’m sure it was dark, not gray or blond. He had his hands in it like this.” He demonstrated, pressing his hands against the side of his head. “Like his head was hurting him pretty bad. His hands were black, but his face was white. Like he had gloves on, you know. It was cold.”

He stopped again as the full implication hit him. He’d seen a murderer. Fear doubled back, a personal thing. If he’d seen, he was involved. The muscles in his face began to tremble. “He’s the one who’s been doing all these women. He’s the one. He’s a priest.”

“Let’s finish this up,” Ben said easily. “How’d you find the body?”

“Oh, Christ.” He closed his eyes, and Tess moved toward him.

“Gil, try to remember it’s over. What you’re feeling is going to fade. It’ll start to fade a little bit after you say it all out loud. Once you say it out loud, it’ll be easier.”

“Okay.” He reached for her hand and held on. “After the guy left I was feeling a little better, like maybe I was going to keep everything down after all. But I’d had a lot of beer and I had to get rid of some, you know. I still had myself together enough to know I couldn’t just piss all over the sidewalk. So I walked over to the alley. I almost tripped over her.” He ran the back of his hand under his nose as it started to leak. “I had my hand in my pants and I almost tripped over her. Jesus. There was enough light coming in from the street so that I saw her face, real good. I never saw anyone dead before. Not ever. It’s not like the movies, man. It ain’t nothing like the movies.”

He took a minute, sucking on the cigarette and crushing Tess’s fingers. “I gagged. I took a couple of steps trying to get out, and I just started throwing up. I thought my sides would bust before I stopped. My head was going around again, but I got out somehow. I think I fell down on the sidewalk. There were cops. A couple of them stopped their car. I told them … I just told them to go in the alley.”

“You did good, Gil.” Ben took his pack of cigarettes and stuffed it in the boy’s pocket. “We’re going to have one of the officers take you home, let you get cleaned up and eat something. Then we need you at the station.”

“Can I call my girl?”

“Sure.”

“If she hadn’t taken the car, she’d have been walking home. She might’ve walked past here.”

“Call your girl,” Ben told him. “And ease off the beer. Whittaker.” Ben signaled to the driver of the first cruiser. “Take Gil home, will you? And give him some time to clean up and pull it together before you bring him in.”

“He could use some sleep, Ben,” Tess murmured.

He started to snap at her, then cut himself off. The kid looked ready to drop. “Right. Drop him off, Whittaker. We’ll send a car for you about noon. Okay?”

“Yeah.” He looked at Tess then. “Thanks. I do feel better.”

“If what happens gives you some trouble and you want to talk about it, call the station. They’ll give you my number.”

Before Gil was in the car, Ben had Tess by the arm, leading her away. “The department doesn’t approve of soliciting for patients at the scene.”

Tess shook off his arm. “Yes, you’re welcome, Detective. I’m glad I could help you get a coherent story out of your only witness.”

“We’d have gotten it out of him.” Ben cupped his hands around a match and lit a fresh cigarette. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Harris arrive on the scene.

“You really hate it that I helped, don’t you? Because I’m a psychiatrist, I wonder, or because I’m a woman?”

“Don’t psychoanalyze me,” he warned, tossed his cigarette into the street, and immediately wished it back.

“I don’t have to psychoanalyze to see resentment, prejudice, and anger.” She broke off, realizing how close she was to losing control in public and creating a scene. “Ben, I know you didn’t want me to come, but I didn’t get in the way.”

“Get in the way?” He laughed and studied her face. “No, you’re a real pro, lady.”

“That’s it, isn’t it?” she murmured. She wanted to shout, to sit down, to just walk away. It took the rest of her control not to do any of those things. Whatever you begin, you finish. That, too, was part of her training. “I walked into that alley with you and stayed on the same level. I didn’t fall apart, get sick, run away. I didn’t get hysterical at the sight of a body, and that really bothers you.”

“Doctors are objective, right?”

“That’s right,” she said calmly, though Anne Reasoner’s face flashed into her mind. “But maybe it’ll soothe your ego to know that it wasn’t easy for me. I wanted to turn around and walk out of there.”

Something inside him jerked, but he ignored it. “You held up pretty good.”

“And that strips me of my femininity, maybe even my sexuality. You would have been happier if you’d had to carry me out of that alley. Never mind the interference or inconvenience. That would have been more comfortable for you.”

“That’s bullshit.” He pulled out another cigarette, cursing himself because he realized it was true. “I work with plenty of women cops.”

“But you don’t sleep with them, do you, Ben?” She said it quietly, knowing she’d hit a button.

Eyes narrowed, he drew in smoke, long and deep. “Watch your step.”

“Yes, that’s just what I intend to do.” She pulled her gloves out of her pockets, realizing for the first time that her hands were freezing. The sun was up now, but the light was still murky. She didn’t think she’d ever been so cold. “Tell your captain that he’ll have an updated report by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Fine. I’ll get someone to drive you home.”

“I want to walk.”

“No.” He took her arm before she could turn away.

“You’ve mentioned that I’m a civilian enough times to know you can’t order me.”

“Press charges of harassment if you want, but you’re getting an escort home.”

“It’s two blocks,” she began, and his grip tightened.

“That’s right. Two blocks. Two blocks, and your name and picture have been in the paper.” With his free hand he gathered up her hair. It was nearly the same shade as Anne Reasoner’s. They both knew it. “Use some of those brains you’re so proud of, and think.”

“I’m not going to let you frighten me.”

“Fine, but you’re getting an escort home.” He kept his hand on her arm as he walked her to a cruiser.


Chapter 8

The five detectives assigned to the Priest homicides logged better than two hundred sixty hours in legwork and paperwork in the week following Anne Reasoner’s murder. One of them had a spouse who threatened divorce, another worked through a nasty bout of the flu, and another around a chronic case of insomnia.

The fourth in the series of murders was the top story on both the six and eleven o’clock news, beating out such items as the President’s return from West Germany. For the moment Washington was more interested in murder than politics. NBC planned a four-part special.

Incredibly, manuscripts were being peddled to major publishers. More incredibly, offers were being made. Paramount was thinking miniseries. Anne Reasoner—in fact, none of the victims—had ever earned such attention alive.

Anne had lived alone. She had been a CPA attached to one of the city’s law firms. Her apartment had shown a taste for the avant garde, with neon, free-form enameled sculptures and DayGlo flamingos. Her wardrobe had reflected her employer, running to softly tailored suits and silk blouses. She’d been able to afford Saks. She’d owned two Jane Fonda workout tapes, an IBM personal computer, and a Cuisinart. There was a man’s picture in a frame beside her bed, a quarter ounce of Colombian in her bureau drawer, and fresh flowers—white zinnias—on top of it.

She’d been a good employee. Only three days out sick since the first of the year. But her coworkers knew nothing about her social life. Her neighbors described her as friendly and described the man in the bedside picture as a frequent guest.

Her address book had been neatly ordered and nearly full. Many of the names were passing acquaintances and distant family, along with insurance brokers, an oral surgeon, and an aerobics instructor.

Then they located Suzanne Hudson, a graphic artist who had been Anne’s friend and confidante since college. Ben and Ed found her at home, in an apartment above a boutique. She was wearing a terry-cloth robe and carrying a cup of coffee. Her eyes were red and swollen, with bruising shadows down to the cheekbones.

The sound on the television was off, but the Wheel of Fortune played on screen. Someone had just solved the puzzle: WHEN IT RAINS IT POURS.

After she let them in, she went to the couch and curled up her feet. “There’s coffee in the kitchen if you want it. I’m having a hard time making the effort to be sociable.”

“Thanks, anyway.” Ben took the opposite end of the couch and left the chair for Ed. “You knew Anne Reasoner pretty well.”

“Did you ever have a best friend? I don’t mean someone you just called the best, but someone who was?” Her short red hair hadn’t been tended to. She combed a hand through it and sent it into spikes. “I really loved her, you know? I still can’t quite grip the fact that she’s …” She bit down on the inside of her lip, then soothed the hurt with coffee. “The funeral’s tomorrow.”

“I know. Ms. Hudson, it’s a hell of a time to bother you, but we need to ask you some questions.”

“John Carroll.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“John Carroll.” Suzanne repeated the name, then spelled it meticulously when Ed produced his notebook. “You wanted to know why Anne would have been out walking alone in the middle of the night, didn’t you?”

The grief and anger were there as she leaned forward and picked up an address book. With the coffee still in her hand, she used her thumb to page through it. “Here’s his address.” She passed the book to Ed.

“We have a John Carroll, a lawyer who was on staff at the firm Ms. Reasoner worked for.” Ed flipped back in his notes and coordinated the addresses.

“That’s right. That’s him.”

“He hasn’t come into the office for a couple of days.”

“Hiding,” she snapped. “He wouldn’t have the courage to come out and face what he’s done. If he comes tomorrow, if he dares to show his face tomorrow, I’ll spit in it.” Then she covered her eyes with her hand and shook her head. “No, no, it’s not right.” Fatigue came through now as she lowered her hand again. “She loved him. She really loved him. They’ve been seeing each other for almost two years, ever since he joined the firm. Kept it quiet—his idea.” She took a big gulp of coffee and managed to keep her emotions in check. “He didn’t want office gossip. She went along with it. She went along with everything. You can’t imagine how much she swallowed for that man. Anne was the original Miss Independence—I’ve made it on my own and like it, single is an alternative life-style. She wasn’t militant, if you know what I mean, just content to carve out her own space. Until John.”

“They had a relationship,” Ben prompted.

“If you can call it that. She didn’t even tell her parents about him. No one knew but me.” She rubbed her eyes. Mascara had been clumped on her lashes and came off in flakes. “She was so happy at first. I guess I was happy for her, but I didn’t like the fact that she was … well, so controlled by him. Little things, you know. If he liked Italian food, she did. If he was into French movies, so was she.”

Suzanne struggled against the bitterness and grief for a moment. Her free hand began to clamp and un-clamp over the lapel of her robe. “She wanted to get married. She needed to marry him. All she could think of was bringing their relationship out and registering at Bloomingdale’s. He kept putting her off, not saying no, just not yet. Not yet. Anyway, she was sinking pretty low emotionally. She made some demands on him, and he dumped her. Just like that. He didn’t even have the guts to say it to her face. He called her.”

“When did this happen?”

Suzanne didn’t answer Ben for several seconds. She stared blankly at the television screen. A woman spun the wheel and hit Bankrupt. Tough break.

“The night she was killed. She called me that same night, saying she didn’t know what she was going to do, how she was going to handle it. It hit her hard. He wasn’t just another guy, he was it for Anne. I asked her if she wanted me to come over, but she said she wanted to be alone. I should have gone.” She screwed her eyes closed. “I should have gotten in my car and gone over. We could’ve gotten drunk or high or ordered pizza. Instead she went out walking alone.”

Ben said nothing as she wept quietly. Tess would know what to say. The thought came from nowhere and infuriated him. “Ms. Hudson.” Ben gave her a moment, then continued. “Do you know if anyone had been bothering her? Had she noticed anyone around the apartment, around the office? Anyone who made her uneasy?”

“She didn’t notice anyone but John. She’d have told me.” She let out a long breath and rubbed the back of her hand under her eyes. “We’d even talked about this maniac a couple of times, talked about being extra careful until he was caught. She went out because she wasn’t thinking. Or maybe because she had too much to think about. She’d have pulled herself out—Anne was tough. She just never had the chance.”

They left her on the couch staring at the Wheel and went to see John Carroll.

He had a duplex in a part of town that catered to young professionals. There was a gourmet market around the corner, a liquor store that would carry obscure brands, and a shop specializing in athletic wear, all tucked within reasonable walking distance of the residential area. A dark blue Mercedes sedan was parked in his driveway.

He answered the door after the third knock. He was wearing an undershirt and jogging pants and carrying a fifth of Chevas Regal. There was little resemblance to the young, successful lawyer on his way up. Three days’ worth of beard shadowed his chin. His eyes were swollen and the skin had folded into pockets that drooped beneath. He smelled like a vagrant who had crawled into an alley on Fourteenth to sleep it off. He took a cursory look at the badges, hefted the bottle for another swig, and turned away, leaving the door open. Ed closed it.

The duplex had wide-planked oak floors partially covered with a couple of Aubussons. In the living area the sofa was long and low; the upholstery on it and the chairs ran to masculine colors, grays and blues. State-of-the-art electronic equipment was displayed on one wall. Along another was a collection of toys—antique slots, banks, trains.

Carroll collapsed on the sofa in the center of the room. Two empty bottles and an overflowing ashtray were on the floor. A blanket was tossed over the cushions. Ben calculated he hadn’t moved much beyond that spot since he’d been notified.

“I can come up with a couple of clean glasses.” His voice was husky but not slurred, as though the liquor had quit doing its job some time before. “But you can’t drink, can you? On duty.” He lifted the bottle again and sucked. “I’m not on duty.”

“We’d like to ask you some questions about Anne Reasoner, Mr. Carroll.” There was a chair behind him, but Ben didn’t sit.

“Yeah, I figured you’d get around to it. I told myself if I didn’t pass out, I’d talk to you.” He looked at the bottle that was barely three-quarters full. “Can’t seem to pass out.”

Ed took the bottle from his fingers and set it aside. “Doesn’t help, really, does it?”

“Something’s got to.” He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, then began to search the littered smoked-glass coffee table for a cigarette. Ben lit one for him. “Thanks.” He drew hard and kept most of the smoke in his lungs. “I quit two years ago,” he said, and drew again. “Didn’t gain any weight, though, because I cut out starch.”

“You and Miss Reasoner had a relationship,” Ben began. “You were one of the last people to talk to her.”

“Yes. Saturday night. We were supposed to go to the National. Sunday in the Park with George. Anne’s fond of musicals. I prefer straight drama myself, but—”

“You didn’t go to the theater?” Ben interrupted.

“I was feeling pressured. I called her to break the date and told her I wanted to let the relationship cool for a while. That’s how I said it.” He looked up, over the cigarette, and met Ben’s eyes. “It should cool for a while. It sounded reasonable.”

“Did you have fight?”

“A fight?” He laughed at that and choked on smoke. “No, we didn’t fight. We never fought. I don’t believe in it. There’s always a logical and reasonable solution to any problem. This was a reasonable solution, and it was for her own good.”

“Did you see her that night, Mr. Carroll?”

“No.” He looked around absently for the bottle, but Ed had put it out of reach. “She asked me to come over, to talk it out. She was crying. I didn’t want to have one of those tearful scenes, so I said no. I told her I thought it best if we gave it a little time. In a week or two we could have drinks after work and talk about it calmly. In a week or two.” He stared straight ahead. The ash from his cigarette fell on his knee. “She called me later.”

“She phoned you again?” Ed balanced his notepad on his palm. “What time was that?”

“It was 3:35. My clock radio’s right beside the bed. I was annoyed with her. I shouldn’t have been, but I was. She was high. I can always tell when she’s had a joint. She didn’t have an outrageous habit, just burned a joint now and then to ease tension, but I didn’t like it. It’s so childish, you know,” he added. “I figured she’d done it to irritate me. She told me she’d come to some decisions. She wanted me to know that she didn’t blame me. She was going to take responsibility for her own emotions, and not to worry about her causing any scenes at the office.”

When he sat back and closed his eyes, his dark blond hair fell over his forehead. “I was relieved at that, because I worried a bit about it. She said she had a lot of thinking to do, a lot of reevaluating before we talked again. I said that was fine and I’d see her Monday. When I hung up it was 3:42. That’s seven minutes.”

Gil Norton had seen the murderer come out of the alley sometime between four and four-thirty. Ed noted the times on his pad, then put it in his pocket.

“You’re probably not in the mood for advice, Mr. Carroll, but you’d be better off if you went up to bed and got some sleep.”

He focused on Ed, then looked at the litter of bottles at his feet. “I loved her. How come I didn’t know it until now?”
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Ben stepped outside and hunched his shoulders against the cold. “Christ.”

“I don’t think Suzanne Hudson would feel like spitting in his face now.”

“So what have we got?” Ben walked to the car and took the driver’s seat. “A selfish, self-indulgent lawyer, who doesn’t fit Norton’s description. A woman trying to pull back from a bad affair, who goes for a walk. And a psychopath who just happens to be there when she does.”

“A psychopath who wears a cassock.”

Ben stuck the key in the ignition but didn’t turn it. “You think he’s a priest?”

Instead of answering, Ed sat back and stared at the sky through the windshield. “How many sort of tall, dark-haired priests you figure there are in the city?” Ed took out a plastic bag of trail mix.

“Enough to keep us busy for six months. We haven’t got six months.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to talk to Logan again.”

“Yeah.” He dipped his fingers into the plastic bag Ed offered without thinking. “How about this? A former priest, one who dropped out because of some Church-oriented tragedy. Logan might be able to get us a few names.”

“Another crumb. In her report, Dr. Court says he’s cracking, that this last murder probably left him disabled for a couple of days.”

“I read it. What the hell is this? Bark and twigs?” Ben twisted the key and pulled out from the curb.

“Raisins, almonds, some granola. You ought to call her, Ben.”

“I’ll handle my personal life, partner.” He turned the corner and went a block before he swore. “Sorry.”

“No problem. You know, I saw this special. It pointed out that in current society, men really have it made. Women have taken the pressure off them to be the sole support—the Mr. Macho who has to handle all the problems and bring home the bacon. Women are generally waiting longer to look for marriage if they look for marriage at all, which leaves men with more choices. Today’s woman isn’t looking for Prince Charming on a white charger. The funny thing is, a lot of men are still threatened by strength and independence.” He plucked out a raisin. “Pretty amazing.”

“Kiss ass.”

“Dr. Court strikes me as being pretty independent.”

“Good for her. Who wants a woman who hangs all over you?”

“Bunny didn’t hang exactly,” Ed remembered. “She sort of draped.”

“Bunny was comic relief,” Ben muttered. And Bunny had been one of his standard three-month affairs where you meet, share a few dinners, have a few laughs, bounce around in the sheets, and call it quits before anyone gets any ideas. He thought of Tess leaning back against his windowsill and laughing. “Look, when you’re in our business you need a woman who doesn’t make you think all the time. Who doesn’t make you think about her all the time.”

“You’re making a mistake.” Ed leaned back. “But I figure you’re smart enough to see it for yourself.”

Ben made the turn toward Catholic University. “Let’s hit Logan before we go back in.”
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At five P.M. all the detectives assigned to the Priest homicides but Bigsby were spread out in the conference room. Harris had a copy of all the reports in front of him, but went over each point by point. They traced Anne Reasoner’s movements on the final night of her life.

At 5:05 P.M. she had left her regular beauty salon, where she’d had a trim, color touch-up, blow-dry, and manicure. She’d been in excellent spirits and had tipped her operator ten dollars. At five-fifteen she had picked up her dry cleaning. One gray suit, with vest, two linen blouses, and a pair of gabardine slacks. At approximately five-thirty she had arrived home. Her next-door neighbor had spoken to her in the hall. Anne had mentioned going to the theater that evening. She’d carried fresh flowers.

At seven-fifteen John Carroll had called her and broken their date and their relationship. They had spoken for roughly fifteen minutes.

At eight-thirty Anne Reasoner had called Suzanne Hudson. She’d been upset, tearful. They had talked for nearly an hour.

Around midnight the next-door neighbor had heard Reasoner’s television. She’d noticed it because she was coming in for the evening herself and hadn’t expected Reasoner to be home.

At 3:35 Reasoner had phoned Carroll. Two roaches of marijauna had been found beside the phone. They had talked until 3:42. None of the neighbors heard Reasoner leave the building.

Sometime between four and four-thirty A.M. Gil Norton had seen a man dressed as a priest exit the alley two blocks from Reasoner’s apartment. At 4:36 Norton attracted the attention of two patrolmen and reported the body.

“Those are the facts,” Harris said. Behind him was a map of the city with the murder sights flagged with blue pins. “From the map we can see that he’s confined himself to an area less than seven square miles. All the murders have occurred between one and five A.M. There is no sexual assault, no robbery. From the pattern Monsignor Logan established, we expect him to hit again on December eighth. Street patrols will be working double shifts from now until then.

“We know that he is a man of average or above average height, that he has dark hair and dresses as a priest. From Dr. Court’s psychiatric profile and reports, we know that he is psychopathic, possibly schizophrenic, with religious delusions. He kills only young, blond women, who apparently symbolize an actual person who is or was in his life.

“Dr. Court feels that due to the break in pattern of the murder, and the disorder of the printing on the note left on the body, that he is nearing a crisis in his psychosis. The last murder may have cost him more than he can afford.”

He dropped the file on the table, thinking it was more than any of them could afford. “It’s her opinion that he would have had a physical reaction, headaches, nausea, that would have debilitated him. If he is still able to function on a normal level for periods of time, it’s placing an enormous strain on him. She believes it would show in fatigue, loss of appetite, inattention.”

He paused a moment, to make certain everyone in the room was taking it in. The room was separated from the squad room by windows and venetian blinds that were yellowing with age. Beyond them could be heard the steady hum of activity, phones, footsteps, voices.

There was a coffee machine in the corner and a jumbo-sized plastic cup for cops with a conscience to drop in twenty-five cents a shot. Harris walked over to it, poured a cup, and added a spoonful of the powdered cream he detested. He drank and looked at his staff.

They were restless, overworked, and frustrated. If they didn’t start cutting down to an eight-hour day, he was going to lose some of them to the flu. Lowenstein and Roderick were already popping decongestants. He couldn’t afford to have them off sick, and he couldn’t afford to pamper them. “We have in this room over sixty years of police experience. It’s time we put those sixty-odd years on the line and catch one sick religious fanatic who probably can’t keep his breakfast down in the morning anymore.”

“Ed and I talked to Logan again.” Ben pushed aside his plastic cup of coffee. “Since the guy dresses like a priest, we thought we’d start treating him like one. As a psychiatrist, Logan talks to and treats fellow priests who are having any kind of emotional problems. He’s not going to give us a list of his patients, but he’s going through his files, checking for anything—anyone who might fit. Then there’s a matter of the confessional.”

He stopped for a moment. Confession was part of the Catholic ritual that had always given him a problem. He could remember well kneeling in that dark little room with the screened panel, confessing, repenting, atoning. Go and sin no more. But, of course, he had.

“A priest has to confess to somebody, and it has to be another priest. If Dr. Court’s right, and he’s beginning to think of what he’s done as a sin, he’s going to have to confess.”

“So we start interviewing priests,” Lowenstein put in. “Look, obviously I don’t know a lot about Catholics, but isn’t there something about the sanctity of the confessional?”

“We probably wouldn’t get a priest to finger anyone who came to him in the confessional,” Ben agreed. “But maybe we’d get another location. Chances are he’d stick with his own parish. Tess—Dr. Court—said he probably attended church regularly. We might be able to find out what church. If he’s a priest, or was one, he’d probably be drawn to his own church.” He rose and went to the map. “This area,” he said, circling the blue flags, “includes two parishes. I’m betting he’s been to one or both of these churches, maybe standing on the altar.”

“You figure he’s going to show up on Sunday,” Roderick put in. He clamped his thumb and forefinger on the bridge of his nose to relieve some pressure. “Especially if Dr. Court was right and he was too sick to make it last week. He’ll need the support of the ceremony.”

“I think so. Masses run Saturday evening too.”

“I thought that was our province,” Lowenstein commented.

“Catholics are flexible.” Ben dipped his hands in his pockets. “And they like to sleep late on Sunday like everybody else. The thing is, I’m betting this guy is a traditionalist. Sunday morning is for mass, the mass should still be said in Latin, and you don’t eat meat on Friday. Church rules. I think Court’s got something when she says the guy’s obsessed with Church rules.”

“So we cover the two churches on Sunday. In the meantime, we’ve got a couple of days to interview priests.” Harris looked at each of his detectives. “Lowenstein, you and Roderick take one parish, Jackson and Paris the other. Bigsby will—where the hell is Bigsby?”

“He said he had a lead on the amices, Captain.” Roderick rose and poured a cup of ice water, knowing there was too much coffee in his system already. “Look, I don’t want to throw a wrench in the works, but suppose he does show up during one of the masses on Sunday. What makes any of us think we can pick him out of the congregation? The guy isn’t a freak, he isn’t going to come in speaking in tongues or frothing at the mouth. Dr. Court points out that he’s just like anyone else except for the fact that he’s troubled.”

“It’s all we’ve got,” Ben stated, annoyed at having his own doubts stated by someone else. “We’ve got to go with whatever advantage we have; at the moment it’s location. We check out the men who come alone. Court also thinks he’s a loner, so he’s not going to come in with the wife and kids. Logan takes it one step further and sees him as devout. A lot of people come to mass and nod off or at least space out. He wouldn’t do either.”

“Spending the day in church gives us the opportunity to try something else.” Ed finished a note then looked up. “Pray.”

“It couldn’t hurt,” Lowenstein said under her breath as Bigsby swung into the room.

“I’ve got something.” He held a yellow pad in his hand, and his red and watery eyes were bulging. He’d been spending his nights with Nyquil and a hot-water bottle. “One dozen white silk amices, invoice number 52346-A, ordered on June fifteenth from O’Donnely’s Religious Suppliers, Boston, Massachusetts. Delivery July thirty-first, Reverend Francis Moore. The address is a post office in Georgetown.”

“How’d he pay for it?” Harris’s voice was calm as he worked through the next steps.

“Money order.”

“Track it down. I want a copy of the invoice.”

“It’s on its way.”

“Lowenstein, get to the post office.” He checked his watch and nearly swore in frustration. “Be there when it opens in the morning. Find out if he still has the box. Get a description.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want to know if there’s a priest in the city whose name is Francis Moore.”

“There’d be a list of all the priests in the Archdiocese. We should be able to get it from their main office.”

Harris nodded at Ben. “Check it out. Then check out the rest of the Francis Moores.”

He couldn’t argue with basic police work, but Ben’s instincts told him to concentrate on the area of the murders. He was there. Ben was sure of it. And now maybe they had his name.

Back in the squad room the detectives hit the phones.

An hour later Ben hung up and looked at Ed over the rubble on top of his desk. “We got one Father Francis Moore in the Archdiocese. Been here two-and-a-half years. He’s thirty-seven.”

“And?”

“He’s black.” Ben reached for his cigarettes and found the pack empty. “We check him out anyway. What have you got?”

“I’ve got seven.” Ed looked down at his neatly detailed list. Someone sneezed behind him and he winced. The flu was going through the station like brushfire. “A high school teacher, a lawyer, a clerk at Sears, a currently unemployed, a bartender, a flight attendant, and a maintenance worker. He’s an ex-con. Attempted rape.”

Ben checked his watch. He’d been on duty just over ten hours. “Let’s go.”
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The rectory made him uncomfortable. The scent of fresh flowers competed with the scent of polished wood. They waited in a parlor with an old, comfortable sofa, two wing chairs, and a statue of a blue-robed Jesus with one hand raised in benediction. There were two copies of Catholic Digest on the coffee table.

“Makes me feel like I should’ve polished my shoes,” Ed murmured.

Both men were conscious of the guns under their jackets, and didn’t sit. From somewhere down the hall a door opened long enough to let out a few strains of Strauss. The door closed again and the waltz was replaced by footsteps. The detectives looked over as Reverend Francis Moore walked in.

He was tall and built like a fullback. His skin was the color of glossy mahogany and his hair was clipped close around a round face. Against the black of his priest’s robe was a white sling. His right arm was in a plaster cast riddled with signatures.

“Good evening.” He smiled, apparently more curious than pleased to have visitors. “I apologize for not shaking hands.”

“Looks like you’ve had some trouble.” Ed could almost feel his partner’s disappointment. Even if Gil Norton had been off on the description, there was no getting around that cast.

“Football a couple of weeks ago. I should have known better. Won’t you sit down?”

“We need to ask you a few questions, Father.” Ben drew out his badge. “About the strangulation of four women.”

“The serial killings.” Moore bowed his head a moment, as if in prayer. “What can I do?”

“Did you place an order with O’Donnely’s Religious Supplies in Boston last summer?”

“Boston?” Moore’s free hand toyed with the rosary at his belt. “No. Father Jessup is in charge of supplies. He orders what we need from a firm here in Washington.”

“Do you keep a post office box, Father?”

“Why, no. All our mail is delivered to the rectory. Excuse me, Detective …”

“Paris.”

“Detective Paris. What is this all about?”

Ben hesitated a moment, then decided to push whatever buttons were available. “Your name was used to order the murder weapons.”

He saw the fingers on the rosary tighten. Moore’s mouth opened then closed. He reached out and gripped the left wing of a chair. “I—you suspect me?”

“There’s a possibility you know or have been in contact with the murderer.”

“I can’t believe it.”

“Why don’t you sit down, Father?” Ed touched him gently on the shoulder and eased him into the chair.

“My name,” Moore murmured. “It’s hard to take it in.” Then he laughed shakily. “The name was given to me in a Catholic orphanage in Virginia. It’s not even the one I was born with. I can’t tell you that one because I don’t know it.”

“Father Moore, you’re not a suspect,” Ben told him. “We have a witness who says the murderer is white, and you’ve got your arm in a cast.”

Moore wriggled his dark fingers, which disappeared into plaster. “A couple of lucky breaks. Sorry.” He drew a breath and tried to pull himself together. “I’ll be honest with you, these murders have more than once been a topic of conversation here. The press calls him a priest.”

“The police have yet to determine that,” Ed put in.

“In any case, we’ve all searched our souls and strained our minds trying to find some answers. I wish we had some.”

“Are you close to your parishioners, Father?”

Moore turned to Ben again. “I wish I could say yes. There are some, of course. We have a church supper once a month, then there’s the youth group. Right now we’re planning a Thanksgiving dance for the Teen Club. I’m afraid we don’t pack them in.”

“Is there anyone who concerns you, someone you might consider emotionally unstable?”

“Detective, I’m in the business of comforting the troubled. We’ve had some drug and alcohol abuse, and an unfortunate case of wife beating a few months ago. Still, there’s no one I would even consider capable of these murders.”

“Your name might have been pulled out of a hat, or it might have been used because the killer identified with you, as a priest.” Ben paused, knowing he was stepping onto the hard-packed unmovable ground of the sanctified. “Father, has anyone come to you in the confessional and indicated in any way that he knew something about the murders?”

“Again I can be honest and say no. Detective, are you certain it was my name?”

Ed took out his notepad and read from it. “Reverend Francis Moore.”

“Not Francis X. Moore?”

“No.”

Moore passed his hand over his eyes. “I hope relief isn’t a sin. When I was given my name and was old enough to learn to write it, I always used the X for Xavier. I thought having a middle name that began with X was exotic and unique. I never got out of the habit. Detectives, every piece of identification I have uses my middle initial. Everything I sign includes it. Everyone who knows me, knows me as Reverend Francis X. Moore.”

Ed noted it down. If he’d gone with instinct, he would have said good night and gone on to the next address on the list. Procedure was more demanding and infinitely more boring than instinct. They interviewed the three other priests in the rectory.

“Well, it only took us an hour to come up with nothing,” Ben commented as they walked back to the car.

“We gave those guys something to talk about tonight.”
“We put in yet another hour of overtime this week. Accounting’s going to hit the roof.”

“Yeah.” Ed smiled a little as he eased into the passenger’s seat. “Lousy bastards.”

“We could give them a break, or we can go see the ex-con.”

Ed considered a moment, then pulled out the rest of his trail mix. It should hold him until he could get a meal. “I’ve got another hour.”
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There were no fresh flowers in the one-room apartment in South East. The furniture, what there was of it, hadn’t been polished since it had been bought from the Salvation Army. A Murphy bed no one had bothered to tuck back into the wall took up most of the room. The sheets weren’t clean. The unpleasant odors of sweat, stale sex, and onions hung in the room.

The blonde had an inch of brown root showing in her frizzed mop of hair. She opened the door with the slow, wary stare of the knowing when Ben and Ed showed their badges. She wore snug jeans over a well-shaped rear, and a pink sweater that was cut low enough to show breasts that were starting to sag.

Ben gauged her to be about twenty-five, though there were lines already dug deep at the sides of her mouth. Her eyes were brown, and the left one was set off by a bruise that had rainbowed into mauve, yellow, and gray. He judged she’d taken the hit three or four days earlier.

“Mrs. Moore?”

“No, we ain’t married.” The blonde dug a cigarette out of a pack of Virginia Slims. You’ve come a long way, baby. “Frank went out for beer. He’ll be back in a minute. Is he in trouble?”

“We just need to talk to him.” Ed gave her an easy smile, and decided she needed more protein in her diet.

“Sure. Well, I can tell you he’s been keeping out of trouble. I’ve seen to that.” She found a pack of matches, lit her cigarette, then used the pack to squash a small roach. “Maybe he drinks a little too much, but I make sure he does it here, where he can’t get in trouble.” She looked around the pitiful room and drew deep on the cigarette. “It don’t look like much, but I’m putting money aside. Frank’s got a good job now, and he’s dependable. You can ask his super.”

“We’re not here to hassle Frank.” Ben decided against sitting. You couldn’t be sure what might be crawling under the cushions. “Sounds like you’ve got him pretty much in line.”

She touched her bruised eye. “I give as good as I get.”

“I bet. What happened?”

“Frank wanted another five for beer on Saturday. I’ve got a budget.”

“Saturday?” Ben came to attention. The night of the last murder. The woman facing him was a blonde, of sorts. “I guess you two got into it, then he stomped out so he could go down to the bar and bitch with the boys.”

“He didn’t go anywhere.” She grinned and tapped her ash into a plastic dish that invited you to PUT YOUR BUTT HERE. “He got a shot in, and the neighbors downstairs were beating with that damn broomstick on the ceiling. I got a shot right back.” She let the smoke trail lightly out of her mouth and up her nose. “Frank respects that sort of thing in a woman. He likes it, you know. So we … made up. He didn’t think about beer anymore Saturday night.”

The door opened. Frank Moore had arms like cinder blocks, legs like tree trunks, and stood maybe five feet five. He was wearing a black trench coat that had moth holes in the shoulder, and was carrying a six-pack of the King of Beers.

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded. His free arm was already flexed.

Ben pulled out his badge. “Homicide.”

Frank dropped his arm. Ben noticed the inch-long scratch on his cheek as he leaned over to read the badge. It was scabbed over and looked every bit as nasty as the blonde’s bruise.

“The system eats shit,” Frank announced, and slammed the six-pack onto the counter. “That slut tells the judge I tried to rape her, I end up doing three years, then when I get out I got cops hanging around. I told you the system eats shit, Maureen.”

“Yeah.” The blonde helped herself to a beer. “You told me.”

“Why don’t you just tell us where you were last Sunday morning, Frank,” Ben began. “About four A.M.”

“Four in the morning. Jesus, I was in bed like everybody else. And I wasn’t alone neither.” He jerked a thumb at Maureen before he popped the top on a Bud. Beer fizzled through the opening and added one more smell to the room.

“You Catholic, Frank?”

Frank wiped the back of his hand over his mouth, belched, and drank again. “Do I look Catholic?”

“Frank’s daddy was Baptist,” Maureen supplied.
“Shut your face,” Frank told her.

“Kiss ass.” She only smiled when he lifted an arm. Ed had taken only one step forward when Frank dropped it again.

“You want to tell the cops everything, fine. My old man was Baptist. No cards, no drinking, no-fucking-around Baptist. He kicked my ass plenty, and I kicked his once before I left home. That was fifteen years ago. A two-bit whore railroaded me into prison. I did three years, and if I ever saw her again, I’d kick her ass too.” He pulled a pack of Camels out of his shirt pocket and lit it with a battered Zippo. “I got a job washing floors and cleaning toilets. I come home every night so this bitch can tell me I only got five dollars for beer. I ain’t done nothing illegal. Maureen’ll tell you.” He swung a loving arm around the woman he’d just called a bitch.

“That’s right.” She took a swig from her beer.

He didn’t fit the description, not the physical one, nor the psychiatric one. Still Ben persisted. “Where were you August fifteenth?”

“Jesus, how am I supposed to remember?” Frank chugged the rest of the beer down and crushed the can. “You guys got a warrant to be in here?”

“We were in Atlantic City.” Maureen didn’t blink when Frank tossed the can and missed the trash bag by inches. “Remember, Frank? My sister works up there, you know. She got us a good deal at the hotel where she does housekeeping. The Ocean View Inn. It ain’t on the strip or nothing, but it’s close. We drove up on August fourteenth and spent three days. It’s in my diary.”

“Yeah, I remember.” He dropped his arm and turned on her. “I was playing craps and you came down and started bitching at me.”

“You’d lost twenty-five bucks.”

“I’d’ve won it back, and twice that much, if you’d left me be.”

“You stole the money out of my purse.”

“Borrowed it, you cunt. Borrowed it.”

Ben jerked his head toward the door as the argument heated up. “Let’s get out of here.”

As the door closed behind him they heard a crash over the screaming.

“Think we should break it up?”

Ben looked back at the door. “What, and spoil their fun?” Something solid and breakable hit the door and shattered. “Let’s go get a drink.”


Chapter 9

“Mr. Monroe, I appreciate you coming by to talk with me.” Tess greeted Joey Higgins’s step-father at the door to her office. “My secretary’s gone for the day, but I can fix us some coffee if you like.”

“Not for me.” He stood, uncomfortable as always in her presence, and waited for her to make the first move.

“I realize you’ve already put in a full day,” she began, not adding she’d put in one of her own.

“I don’t mind the extra time if it helps Joey.”
“I know.” She smiled, gesturing him to a chair. “I haven’t had many opportunities to speak to you privately, Mr. Monroe, but I want to tell you that I can see how hard you’re trying with Joey.”

“It isn’t easy.” He folded his overcoat on his lap. He was a tidy man, organized by nature. His fingers were neatly manicured, his hair combed into place, his suit dark and conservative. Tess thought she understood how inscrutable he would find a boy like Joey.

“It’s harder on Lois, of course.”

“Is it?” Tess sat behind her desk, knowing the distance and the impersonal position would make it easier for him. “Mr. Monroe, coming into a family after a divorce and trying to be a father figure to a teenage boy is difficult under any circumstances. When the boy is as troubled as Joey, the difficulties are vastly multiplied.”

“I’d hoped by now, well …” He lifted his hands, then laid them flat again. “I’d hoped we could do things together, ball games. I even bought a tent, though I have to admit I don’t know the first thing about camping. But he’s not interested.”

“Doesn’t feel he can allow himself to be interested,” Tess corrected. “Mr. Monroe, Joey has linked himself with his father to a very unhealthy degree. His father’s failures are his failures, his father’s problems his problems.”

“The bastard doesn’t even—” He cut himself off. “I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t apologize. I know it appears that Joey’s father doesn’t care, or can’t be bothered. It stems from his illness, but that isn’t what I wanted to speak with you about. Mr. Monroe, you know I’ve tried to discuss intensifying Joey’s treatment. The clinic I mentioned in Alexandria specializes in emotional illness in adolescents.”

“Lois won’t hear of it.” As far as Monroe was concerned, it ended there. “She feels, and I have to agree, that Joey would think we’d abandoned him.”

“The transition would be difficult, there’s no denying that. It would have to be handled by all of us in such a way that Joey understands he isn’t being punished or sent away, but offered another chance. Mr. Monroe, I have to be candid with you. Joey is not responding to treatment.”

“He’s not drinking?”

“No, he’s not drinking.” How could she convince him that the alleviation of one symptom was far from a cure? She’d already seen in their family therapy sessions that Monroe was a man who saw results much more clearly than he saw causes. “Mr. Monroe, Joey is an alcoholic, will always be an alcoholic whether he drinks or not. He’s one of twenty-eight million children of alcoholics in this country. One third of them become alcoholics themselves, as Joey has.”

“But he’s not drinking,” Monroe persisted.

“No, he’s not.” She linked her fingers, laid them on the blotter, and tried again. “He is not consuming alcohol, he’s not altering his reality with alcohol, but he has yet to deal with his dependency, and more importantly, the reasons for it. He is not getting drunk, Mr. Monroe, but the alcohol was a cover-up and an offshoot of other problems. He can’t control or blanket those problems with liquor anymore, and now they’re overwhelming him. He shows no anger, Mr. Monroe, no rage, and very little grief, though it’s all bottled inside of him. Children of alcoholics often take on the responsibility for their parent’s illness.”

Uncomfortable and impatient, Monroe shifted in his chair. “You’ve explained that before.”

“Yes, I have. Joey resents his father, and to a great extent he resents his mother because both of them let him down. His father with his drinking, his mother with her preoccupation with his father’s drinking. Because he loves them, he’s turned this resentment onto himself.”

“Lois did her best.”

“Yes, I’m sure she did. She’s a remarkably strong woman. Unfortunately, Joey doesn’t have her strength. Joey’s depression has reached a dangerous stage, a critical stage. I can’t tell even you what was discussed or what was said in our recent sessions, but I can tell you I’m more concerned than ever over his emotional state. He’s in such pain. At this point I’m doing little more than soothing the pain so that he can get through the week until I can soothe it again. Joey feels his life is worthless, that he’s failed as a son, as a friend, as a person.”

“The divorce—”

“Divorce batters the children involved. The extent of which depends on the state of mind the children are in at the time, the way the divorce is handled, the emotional strength of the individual child. For some it can be as devastating as a death. There’s usually a period of grief, of bitterness, even of denial. Self-blame is common. Mr. Monroe, it’s been nearly three years since your wife separated from Joey’s father. His obsession with the divorce and his part in it isn’t normal. It’s become a springboard for all of his problems.”

She paused a moment, and linked her hands together again. “His alcoholism is painful. Joey feels he deserves the pain. In fact, he appreciates it in the way a small child appreciates being disciplined for breaking the rules. The discipline, the pain, makes him feel a part of society, while at the same time, the alcoholism itself makes Joey feel isolated from society. He’s learned to depend on this isolation, on seeing himself as different, not quite as good as everyone else. Particularly you.”

“Me? I don’t understand.”

“Joey identifies with his father, a drunk, a failure both in business and in family life. You are everything his father, and therefore Joey, is not. Part of him wants to cut himself off from his father and model himself on you. The rest of him simply doesn’t feel worthy, and he’s afraid to risk another failure. It’s gone beyond that even, Mr. Monroe. Joey is fast reaching a point where he’s too tired to bother at all with life.”

His fingers were clenching and unclenching. When he spoke, it was his calm, board of director’s voice. “I don’t follow you.”

“Suicide is the third highest cause of death among teenagers, Mr. Monroe. Joey has definite suicidal tendencies. He’s already playing with the idea, circling around it with his fascination with the occult. It would take very little at this point in his life to push him over the line—an argument that leaves him feeling rebellious, a test in school that makes him feel inadequate. His father’s ambivalent behavior.”

Though her voice was calm, the underlying urgency was communicating to him. Tess leaned forward, hoping to take it to the next step. “Mr. Monroe, I can’t stress how vital it is that Joey begin structured, intensified treatment. You trusted me enough to bring him here, to allow me to treat him. You have to trust me enough to believe me when I say I’m not enough for him. I have information here on the clinic.” She pushed a folder across the desk. “Please discuss this with your wife, ask her to come in and talk it over with me. I’ll rearrange my schedule so that we can meet any time it’s convenient. But, please, make it soon. Joey needs this, and he needs it now, before something pushes him over.”

He took the folder, but didn’t open it. “You want us to send Joey to a place like this, but you didn’t want us to have him change schools.”

“No, I didn’t.” She wanted to pull the pins out of her hair, run her hands through it until the pressure at her temples was gone. “At that time I felt, I hoped, I could still reach him. Since September Joey’s been pulling away more and more.”

“He saw the change in schools as another failure, didn’t he?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“I knew it was a mistake.” He let out a long breath. “When Lois was making the arrangements to transfer him, he looked at me. It was as if he was saying, please, give me a chance. I could almost hear him. But I backed her up.”

“There’s no blame here, Mr. Monroe. You and your wife are dealing with a situation where there are no easy answers. There is no absolute right or wrong.”

“I’ll take the papers home.” He rose then, slowly, as though the folder in his hand were weighty and leaden. “Dr. Court, Lois is pregnant. We haven’t told Joey.”

“Congratulations.” She offered her hand while her mind weighed how this news might affect her patient. “I think it would be nice if you told him together, making it a family affair. The three of you are expecting a baby. It would be very important to Joey to be made to feel included rather than replaced. A baby, the anticipation of a baby, can bring a great deal of love into a family.”

“We’ve been afraid he might resent it—us.”

“He might.” Timing, she thought—emotional survival could so often depend on timing. “The more he’s brought into the process, into the planning, the more he’ll feel a part of it. Do you have a nursery?”

“We have a spare bedroom we thought we might re-decorate.”

“I imagine Joey would be pretty good with a paint-brush, given the chance. Please call me after you’ve discussed the clinic. I’d like to go over it with Joey myself, perhaps take him there so that he can see it.”

“All right. Thank you, Doctor.”

Tess closed the door behind him, then pulled out the pins in her hair. The band of tension eased, leaving only a dull ache. She wasn’t sure she could rest easy until Joey was being treated in the clinic. At least they were turning in the right direction, she told herself. Monroe hadn’t been enthusiastic about her suggestion, but she believed he would push for it.

Tess locked away Joey’s file and his tapes, holding on to the cassette from their last session a moment longer. He’d spoken of death twice during the session, both times in a matter-of-fact way. He hadn’t termed it as dying but as opting out. Death as a choice. She kept the last tape out, and decided to phone the director of the clinic in the morning.

When her phone rang she nearly groaned. She could leave it. Her answering service would pick it up after the fourth ring and contact her if it was important. Then she changed her mind, holding Joey’s tape in her hand as she crossed over and picked it up.

“Hello, Dr. Court.”

In the silence that followed she heard labored breathing and the sounds of traffic. Automatically she pulled a pad over and picked up a pencil.

“This is Dr. Court. Can I help you?”

“Can you?”

The voice was only a whisper. She heard not the panic she was half expecting, but despair. “I can try. Would you like me to?”

“You weren’t there. If you’d been there, it might have been different.”

“I’m here now. Would you like to see me?”

“Can’t.” She heard the deep, gulping sob. “You’d know.”

“I can come to you. Why don’t you tell me your name and where you are?” She heard the click.

Less than a block away, the man in the dark coat leaned against the pay phone and wept in pain and confusion.

“Damn.” Tess glanced down at the notes she’d made of the conversation. If he’d been a patient, she hadn’t recognized his voice. On the off chance that the phone would ring again, she stayed another fifteen minutes, then gathered up her work and left the office.

Frank Fuller was waiting in the hall.

“Well, there she is.” He slipped his breath spray back into his pocket. “I was beginning to think you’d moved out of the building.”

Tess glanced back at her door. Her name and profession were neatly printed on it. “No, not yet. Working a bit late tonight, Frank?”

“Oh, you know how it goes.” Actually, he’d spent the last hour trying to drum up a date. He hadn’t been successful. “Apparently this police-consultant business has kept you pretty tied up.”

“Apparently.” Even for someone whose manners were as ingrained as Tess’s, small talk after the day she’d put in was stretching things. Her thoughts drifted back to the phone call as she waited for the elevator.

“You know, Tess …” He used his old trick of resting his hand against the wall and surrounding her. “You might find it beneficial, professionally speaking, to consult with a colleague on this. I’d be glad to make some room on my calendar.”

“I appreciate that, Frank, but I know how busy you are.” When the elevator doors slid open, she stepped inside. She pressed the button for the ground floor and shifted her briefcase as he stepped in beside her.

“Never too busy for you, Tess, professionally or otherwise. Why don’t we discuss it over drinks?”

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to discuss it at all.”

“We can find something else to discuss then. I have this bottle of wine, a cocky little Zinfandel I’ve been saving for the right occasion. Why don’t we go back to my place, pop the cork, and put up our feet?”

So he could start nibbling her toes, Tess thought, and sent up a quiet prayer of thanksgiving when the doors opened again. “No thanks, Frank.”

She made tracks across the lobby, but didn’t shake him.

“Why don’t we stop in at the Mayflower, then, a quiet drink, a little music, and no shop talk?”

Champagne cocktails at the Mayflower. Ben had told her that was her style. Perhaps it was time to prove to him, and Frank Fuller, that it wasn’t. “The Mayflower’s a bit staid for my taste, Frank.” She flipped up her collar as they stepped into the chilly darkness of the parking lot. “But in any case, I haven’t the time for socializing. You should try that new club around the corner, Zeedo’s. From what I hear, it’s almost impossible not to score if you dig in for the evening.” She pulled out her keys and slipped one into the lock of her car door.

“How do you know about—”

“Frank.” She clucked her tongue then patted his cheek. “Grow up.” Delighted with herself and his astounded expression, she slid into the car. She glanced over her shoulder as she reversed, but barely spared a glance at the man standing in the shadows at the edge of the lot.

She’d hardly gotten through the door and shed her coat and shoes, when someone knocked. If it was Frank, she’d stop being polite, Tess promised herself, and give it to him right between the eyes.

Senator Jonathan Writemore stood in his Saville Row overcoat, holding a red cardboard box of chicken and a slim paper bag.

“Grandpa.” Most of the tension Tess hadn’t been aware of having slipped away. She drew a deep breath and all but tasted the spices. “I hope you’re not on your way to a hot date.”

“I’m on my way right here.” He dropped the box of chicken into her hands. “It’s still hot, little girl. I got extra spicy.”

“My hero. I was about to fix myself a cheese sandwich.”

“Figures. Get the plates, and plenty of napkins.”

She slipped into the kitchen, setting the chicken on the table as she went by. “Does this mean I’m not invited to dinner tomorrow?”

“This means you eat two decent meals this week. Don’t forget the corkscrew. I have a bottle of wine here.”

“As long as it’s not Zinfandel.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Tess returned carrying plates, linen napkins, two of her best wineglasses, and a corkscrew. She set the table, lit the candles, then turned to give her grandfather a bear hug. “I’m so glad to see you. How did you know I needed a boost tonight?”

“Grandfathers are born knowing.” He kissed both her cheeks, then scowled at her. “You’re not getting enough rest.”

“I’m the doctor.”

He gave her a swat on the rear. “Just sit down, little girl.” He turned his attention to the wine bottle when she obeyed. Tess lifted the lid while he dealt with the cork. “Give me one of those chicken tits.”

She giggled like a girl, and placed the fast food on her mother’s best English bone china. “Think how shocked your constituents would be if they heard you talking about chicken tits.” She chose a drumstick and was delighted to discover a box of fries. “How’s the Senate business?”

“It takes a lot of shit to grow flowers, Tess.” He drew the cork. “I’m still lobbying to get the Medicaid Reform bill passed. I don’t know if I can pull off enough support before we adjourn for the holidays.”

“It’s a good bill. It makes me proud of you.”

“Flatterer.” He poured her wine, then his own. “Where’s the ketchup? Can’t eat fries without ketchup. No, don’t get up, I’ll get it. When’s the last time you’ve been to the store?” he asked the minute he opened the refrigerator.

“Don’t start,” she said, and took a bite of chicken. “Besides, you know I’m the expert on takeout and eat-ins.”

“I don’t like to think of my only granddaughter forever eating out of a carton.” He came back in with a bottle of ketchup, easily ignoring the fact that they were both eating out of a carton. “If I wasn’t here, you’d be over at that desk with a cheese sandwich and a stack of files.”

“Did I say I was glad to see you?” Tess lifted her wineglass and smiled at him.

“You’re overworking.”

“Maybe.”

“How about I buy two tickets for Saint Croix and we take off the day after Christmas? Have ourselves a week of fun in the sun.”

“You know I’d love to, but the holidays are the roughest on some of my patients. I have to be here for them.”

“I’ve been having second thoughts.”

“You?” Bypassing the ketchup, she began to nibble on fries and wondered if she had room for a second piece of chicken. “About what?”

“Getting you involved with these homicides. You’re looking worn out.”

“It’s only partly that.”

“Having a problem with your sex life?”

“Privileged information.”

“Seriously, Tess, I’ve spoken with the mayor. He’s told me how involved you are with the police investigation. All I had in mind was the profile, maybe showing off my smart granddaughter a bit.”

“Vicarious thrills, huh?”

“The thrill takes on a different complexion after the fourth murder. Only two blocks from here.”

“Grandpa, that would have happened whether I was involved with the investigation or not. The point now is, I want to be involved.” She thought of Ben, his accusations, his resentment. She thought of her own well-ordered life and the sudden small twinges of dissatisfaction. “Maybe I need to be involved. Things have been pretty cut and dried for me up to now in my life, and my career. My part in this has shown me a different aspect of myself, and of the system.”

She took up her napkin, but only kneaded it in her hands. “The police aren’t interested in the workings of his mind, in his emotional motivation, yet they’ll use the knowledge to try to catch him, and to punish him. I’m not interested in seeing him punished, yet I’ll use what I can learn of his mind, his motivation, to try to have him stopped and helped. Which of us is right, Grandpa? Is justice punishment or is it treatment?”

“You’re talking to a lawyer of the old school, Tess. Every man, woman, and child in this country is entitled to representation and a fair trial. The lawyer might not believe in the client, but he has to believe in the law. The law says that this man has the right to be judged by the system. And usually the system works.”

“But does the system, the law, understand the diseased mind?” Shaking her head, she set the napkin down again, recognizing her kneading as nerves. “Not guilty by reason of insanity. Shouldn’t it be not responsible? Grandpa, he is guilty of murdering those women. But responsible, no.”

“He’s not one of your patients, Tess.”

“Yes, he is. He has been all along, but I didn’t understand that until last week—the last murder. He hasn’t asked me for help yet, but he will be asking for it. Grandpa, do you remember what you said to me the day I opened my office?”

He studied her, seeing that even with her intense and troubled eyes, the candlelight made her beautiful. She was his little girl. “Probably said too many things. I’ve been alive a long time.”

“You said that I’d chosen a profession that would allow me into people’s minds, and that I could never forget their hearts. I haven’t forgotten.”

“I was proud of you that day. I still am.”

She smiled and picked up her napkin. “You’ve got ketchup on your chin, Senator,” she murmured, and wiped it off.
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Three and a half miles away Ben and Ed had had more than one drink. The club was decorated with wine bottles, had its fair share of regulars and a blind piano player who sang low-key rock. His tip jar was only half full, but the evening was young. Their table was roughly the size of a place mat squeezed in among a line of others. Ed worked his way through a pasta salad. Ben settled on the beer nuts.

“You eat enough of those,” Ben commented with a nod at Ed’s plate. “You turn into a yuppie.”

“Can’t be a yuppie if you don’t drink white wine.”

“Sure?”

“Absolutely.”

Taking him at his word, Ben plucked up a rotini noodle.

“What was the word when you called in?”

Ben picked up his glass and watched a woman in a short leather skirt slide past their table. “Bigsby went by the drugstore where he bought the money order. Nothing. Who’s going to remember a guy buying a money order three months ago? Aren’t you going to put any salt on that?”

“Are you kidding?” Ed signaled for another round. Neither of them were drunk yet, but not for lack of trying.

“You going over to Kinikee’s Saturday to watch the game?”

“I’ve got to look at apartments. I’ve got to be out by the first of December.”

“You should forget an apartment,” Ben said as he switched to his fresh drink. “Rent money’s money down the tube. You ought to be thinking about buying your own place, investing your money.”

“Buying?” Ed picked up a spoon and stirred his drink. “You mean a house?”

“Sure. You’ve got to be crazy to toss money out the window every month on rent.”

“Buy? You thinking of buying a house?”

“On my salary?” Ben laughed and tipped the chair back the full inch he had.

“Last I looked, I was bringing home the same as you.”

“I tell you what you need to do, partner. You need to get married.” Ed said nothing, but drained half his drink. “I’m serious. You find a woman, make sure she has a good job—I mean, like a career, so she won’t be thinking about dumping it after. It would help if you found one you didn’t mind looking at for long periods of time. Then you combine your salaries, you buy a house, and you stop throwing away rent money.”

“They’re turning my apartment building into condos, so I have to get married?”

“That’s the system. Let’s ask an unbiased party.” Ben leaned over to the woman beside him. “Excuse me, but do you believe with today’s social and economic climate that two can live as cheaply as one? In fact, considering the buying power of a two-income family, that two can almost always live more cheaply than one?”

The woman set down her spritzer and gave Ben a considering look. “Is this a pickup?”

“No, this is a random poll. They’re turning my partner’s apartment into a condo.”

“The dirty bastards did the same thing to me. Now it takes me twenty minutes on the Metro to get to work.”

“You have a job?”

“Sure. I manage Women’s Better Dresses at Woodies.”

“Manage?”

“That’s right.”

“Here you go, Ed.” Ben leaned toward him. “Your future bride.”

“Have another drink, Ben.”

“You’re blowing a perfect opportunity. Why don’t we switch places so you can …” He trailed off as he spotted the man approaching their table. Instinctively he straightened in his chair. “Evening, Monsignor.”

Ed turned and saw Logan just behind him, wearing a gray sweater and slacks. “Nice to see you again, Monsignor. Want to squeeze in?”

“Yes, if I’m not interrupting.” Logan managed to draw a chair up to the corner of the table. “I called the station and they told me you’d be here. I hope you don’t mind.”

Ben ran a finger up and down the side of his glass. “What can we do for you, Monsignor?”

“You can call me Tim.” Logan signaled to the waitress. “I think that would make us all more comfortable. Bring me a St. Pauli Girl, and bring another round for my associates.” Logan glanced over as the piano player went into one of Billy Joel’s ballads. “I don’t have to ask if you two have had a hard day. I’ve been in contact with Dr. Court, and I had a brief discussion with your captain a couple of hours ago. You’re trying to pin down a Francis Moore.”

“Trying’s the word.” Ed pushed aside his empty plate so the waitress would clear it when she served the drinks.

“I knew a Frank Moore. Used to teach in seminary down here. Old school. Unshakable faith. The kind of priest I imagine you’re more accustomed to, Ben.”

“Where is he?”

“Oh, in God’s light, I’m sure.” He picked up a handful of nuts. “He died a couple of years ago. Bless you, child,” Logan said when his beer was in front of him. “Now old Frank wasn’t a raving fanatic, he simply wasn’t flexible. Today we have a lot of young priests who question and search, who debate such horny—you should forgive the pun—issues as celibacy and a woman’s right to give the sacraments. It was easier for Frank Moore, who saw things in black and white. A man of the cloth doesn’t lust for wine, women, or silk underwear. Cheers.” He lifted his glass and drained what was left of the beer. “I’m telling you this because I thought I might tug on a few connections, talk to some people who would remember Frank and some of the students under him. I did some counseling at the seminary myself, but that was nearly ten years ago.”

“We’ll take what we can get.”

“Good. Now that that’s settled, I think I’ll have another beer.” He caught the waitress’s eye, then turned back to smile at Ben. “How many years of Catholic school?”

Ben dug for his cigarettes. “Twelve.”

“The whole route. I’m sure the good sisters gave you an admirable foundation.”

“And a few good shots across the knuckles.”

“Yes, bless them. They aren’t all Ingrid Bergmans.”

“No.”

“I don’t have much in common with Pat O’Brien myself.” Logan hefted his fresh beer. “Of course, we’re both Irish. Lecheim.”

“Father Logan—Tim,” Ed quickly corrected. “Can I ask you a religious question?”

“If you must.”

“If this guy, any guy, came to you in the confessional and told you he’d done someone, murdered someone, would you turn him in?”

“That’s a question I can answer equally as a psychiatrist and as a priest. There aren’t many.” He studied his beer a moment. There were times when Logan’s superiors considered him too flexible, but his faith in God and in his fellow man was unwavering. “If someone who had committed a crime came to me in the confessional, or sought my professional help, I would do my best to persuade him to turn himself in.”

“But you wouldn’t push the button?” Ben persisted.

“If someone came to me as a doctor, or seeking absolution, they’d be looking for help. I’d see that they got it. Psychiatry and religion don’t always see eye to eye. In this case they do.”

There was nothing Ed liked better than a problem with more than one solution. “If they don’t see eye to eye, how can you do both?”

“By struggling to understand the soul and the mind—in many ways, seeing them as one and the same. You know, as a priest I could argue the subject of creation for hours, I could give you viable reasons why Genesis stands solid as a rock. As a scientist I could do precisely the same thing with evolution and explain why Genesis is a beautiful fairy tale. As a man I could sit here and say, what the hell difference does it make, we’re here.”

“Which do you believe?” Ben asked him. He preferred one solution, one answer. The right answer.

“That depends, in a matter of speaking, on what suit I’m wearing.” He took a long drink and realized if he had a third beer, he’d be pleasantly buzzed. While enjoying the second, he began to look forward to the third. “Unlike what old Francis Moore used to teach, there are no blacks and whites, Ben, not in Catholicism, not in psychiatry, and certainly not in life. Did God create us out of his goodness and generosity, and perhaps a sense of the ridiculous? Or did we invent God because we have a desperate, innate need to believe in something larger, more powerful, than ourselves? I argue with myself often.” He signaled for another round.

“None of the priests I knew ever questioned the order of things.” Ben swallowed the rest of his vodka. “It was right or it was wrong. Usually it was wrong and you had to pay for it.”

“Sin in its infinite variety. The Ten Commandments were very clear. Thou shalt not kill. Yet we’ve been warriors since before we could speak. The Church doesn’t condemn the soldier who defends his country.”

Ben thought of Josh. Josh had condemned himself. “To kill one-to-one is a sin. To drop a bomb, with an American flag on it, on a village, is patriotic.”

“We are ridiculous creatures, aren’t we?” Logan said comfortably. “Let me use a more simplistic example of interpretation. I had a young student a couple of years ago, a bright young woman who, I’m embarrassed to say, knew her Bible better than I could ever hope to. She came to me one day on the question of masturbation.” He turned a little in his chair and jogged the waitress’s elbow. “Excuse me, dear.” He turned back. “She had a quote, I’m sure I won’t get it quite right, but it had to do with it being better that a man cast his seed into the belly of a whore than to spill it onto the ground. A pretty strong stand, one might say, against, ah, self-servicing.”

“Mary Magdalene was a whore,” Ed mumbled as the booze began to catch up with him.

“So she was.” Logan beamed at him. “In any case, my student’s point was that the female has no seed to cast anywhere or to spill on the ground. Therefore, it must only be a sin to masturbate if you’re a male.”

Ben remembered a couple of sweaty, terrifying sessions during puberty. “I had to say the whole damn rosary,” he muttered.

“I had to say it twice,” Logan put in, and for the first time saw Ben relax with a grin.

“What did you tell her?” Ed wanted to know.

“I told her the Bible often speaks in generalities, that she should search her conscience. Then I looked up the quote myself.” He took a comfortable drink. “Damned if I didn’t think she had a point.”


Chapter 10

The Greenbriar Art Gallery was a small, fussy pair of rooms near the Potomac that stayed in business because people always buy the ridiculous if the price tag is high enough.

It was run by a crafty little man who rented the ramshackle building for a song and promoted his eccentric reputation by painting the outside puce. He favored long, unstructured jackets in rainbow hues, with half boots to match, and he smoked pastel cigarettes. He had an odd, moon-shaped face and pale eyes that tended to flutter when he spoke of the freedom and expression of art. He tucked his profits tidily away in municipal bonds.

Magda P. Carlyse was an artist who became trendy when a former first lady had purchased one of her sculptures as a wedding present for the daughter of a friend. A few art critics had suggested that the first lady must not be too fond of the newlyweds, but Magda’s career had been launched.

Her showing at the Greenbriar Gallery was a huge success. People crammed into the room dressed in furs, denim, spandex, and silks. Cappuccino was served in thimble-sized cups, along with mushroom quiches the size of quarters. A seven-foot black man wrapped in a purple cloak stood mesmerized by a sculpture of sheet metal and feathers.

Tess took a long look at it herself. It made her think of the hood of a truck that had passed through a migration of unfortunate geese.

“A fascinating combination of mediums, isn’t it?”

Tess rubbed a finger over her bottom lip before she glanced up at her date. “Oh, absolutely.”

“Powerfully symbolic.”

“Frightening,” she agreed, and lifted her cup to disguise a giggle. She’d heard of Greenbriar, of course, but had never found the time or the energy to explore this trendy little gallery. Tonight she was grateful for the distraction this gathering provided. “You know, Dean, I’m really delighted you thought of this. I’m afraid I’ve been neglecting my interest in popular, ah, art.”

“Your grandfather tells me you’ve been working too hard.”

“Grandpa worries too much.” She turned away to study a two-foot phallic tube that strained toward the ceiling. “But an evening here certainly takes your mind off everything else.”

“Such emotion, such insight,” a man in yellow silk bubbled to a woman in sable. “As you can see, the use of the broken light bulb symbolizes the destruction of ideas in a society that is driven toward a desert of uniformity.” Tess shifted away as the man gestured dramatically with his cigarette then glanced at the sculpture he raved about.

It had a G.E. seventy-five-watt bulb with a jagged hole just off center. The bulb was screwed into a plain wooden base of white pine. That was it, except for the fact that the little blue sticker indicated it had been sold. The price had been twelve hundred seventy-five dollars.

“Amazing,” Tess murmured, and was rewarded by a generous beam from Mr. Yellow Silk.

“It is quite innovative, isn’t it?” Dean smiled down at the bulb as if he’d created it himself. “And daringly pessimistic.”

“Words escape me.”

“I know just what you mean. The first time I saw it, I was struck dumb.”

Deciding against making the obvious comment, Tess merely smiled and moved on. She could do a paper, she thought, on the psychological implications—mass hysteria—that prompted people to actually pay for esoteric junk. She stopped by a glass square that had been filled with various size and color buttons. Square, round, enameled, and cloth covered, they huddled and bumped together in the sealed box. The artist had called it “Population, 2010.” Tess figured a Girl Scout could have put it together in about three and a half hours. The price tag read a whopping seventeen hundred fifty.

With a shake of her head she started to turn back to her date, when she saw Ben. He was standing by another display, his hands in his back pockets and a look of unconcealed amusement on his face. His jacket was open. Under it he wore a plain gray sweatshirt and jeans. A woman in five-thousand-dollars worth of diamonds swept up beside him to study the same piece of sculpture. Tess saw him mumble something under his breath just before he glanced up and saw her.

They stared as people passed between them. The woman in diamonds blocked the way for a moment, but when she walked on, neither of them had moved. Tess felt something loosen inside her, then grow tight and uncomfortable again before she made herself smile at him and nod in a friendly, casual greeting.

“… don’t you agree?”

“What?” She jerked herself back to Dean. “I’m sorry, my mind was wandering.”

A man who lectured hundreds of college students a year was used to being ignored. “I said, don’t you think this particular sculpture shows the true conflict and eternal cycle of the man-woman relationship?”

“Hmmm.” What she saw was a jangle of copper and tin that may or may not have been welded into metallic copulation.

“I’m thinking of buying it for my office.”

“Oh.” He was a sweet and absolutely harmless English professor whose uncle played an occasional game of poker with her grandfather. Tess felt an obligation to lead him away from the sculpture, as a mother might lead a child whose allowance was hot in his hand away from a shelf of plastic, overpriced model cars. “Don’t you think you should look around a bit, consider some of the other …” What did one call them? “Pieces first?”

“The stuff’s selling like hotcakes. I don’t want to miss out.” He glanced around the sardine-packed room then began to edge toward the owner. Greenbriar was hard to miss in an electric-blue suit with headband to match. “Excuse me, just a minute.”

“Hello, Tess.”

Cautious, calm, she looked up at Ben. The fingers around the minuscule handle of her cup dampened. Tess told herself it was the body heat in the overcrowded room.

“Hello, Ben. How are you?”

“Terrific.” He was lousy, had been lousy for exactly one week. She stood in the midst of what he considered the pomp and the pompous and looked as cool and virginal as a vase of violets among a forest of orchids. “Interesting gathering.”

“At least.” Then her gaze slid over to the woman at his side.

“Dr. Court, Trixie Lawrence.”

Trixie was an Amazon in red leather. In heeled boots, she stood an inch over Ben, with a mane of improbable red hair that exploded around her head in spikes, corkscrews, and kinks. The army of bracelets on her arm jingled as she shifted. On her left breast was a tattoo of a rose that peeked out from the low V of her vest.

“Hello.” Tess smiled and offered her hand.

“Hi. So you’re a doctor?” For all her size, Trixie’s voice was only a breathless squeak.

“I’m a psychiatrist.”

“No shit?”

“No shit,” Tess agreed as Ben made a business of clearing his throat.

Trixie took one of the quarter-sized quiches and swallowed it like an aspirin. “I had a cousin in the loony bin once. Ken Launderman. Maybe you know him.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, I guess you see a lot of people with their batteries low.”

“More or less,” Tess murmured, and glanced over at Ben. No trace of embarrassment there, she noted. He was grinning like a fool. Her own lips twitched before she lifted her cup. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

Ben rocked back on the heels of worn tennis shoes. “Just impulse. I busted Greenbriar about seven years ago. Little artistic business with checks. When he sent me the invitation, I thought I’d drop in and find out how he was doing.” He glanced over to see his host embrace the woman in diamonds. “Seems to be doing just fine.”

Tess tasted her cooling cappuccino and wondered if Ben kept on such friendly relations with everyone he’d arrested. “So, what do you think of the show?”

Ben looked over at the case of buttons. “Such blatant mediocrity, in a society that has singles’ night at the supermarket, is bound to be rewarded with tremendous financial gain.” He watched the light bloom in her eyes, wishing he could touch her. Just once. Just for a moment.

“That’s what makes America great.”

“You look terrific, Doc.” He yearned. It was the first time he believed he understood the true meaning of the word.

“Thanks.” With the clear-minded intensity she hadn’t felt since childhood, she wished she looked terrific.

“I’ve never been to singles’ night at the supermarket,” Trixie put in as she inhaled a plateful of quiches.

“You’ll love it.” Ben’s smile faded a bit when he looked over Tess’s shoulder and saw the man she’d been standing with before. “Friend of yours?”

Tess turned her head, then waited until Dean worked his way through the crowd. Her neck was long, slender, circled by pearls that made her skin seem only more delicate. Ben could smell her cool, quietly sexual scent over everything else.

“Dean, I’d like you to meet Ben Paris and Trixie Lawrence. Ben’s a detective with the local police.”

“Ah, one of the city’s finest.” Dean gave him a hearty handshake.

The guy looked like a cover of Gentlemen’s Quarterly and smelled like a Brut commercial. Ben had an irrational urge to grip his hand Indian-wrestle style and go a round. “You one of Tess’s colleagues?”

“No, actually I’m on the staff at American University.”

College professor. It figured. Ben stuck his hands in his pockets again and took a small, telling step away from Tess. “Well, Trix and I just walked in. We haven’t had a chance to absorb yet.”

“It’s almost too much to take in in one evening.” Dean cast a proprietary eye at the mangle of copper beside him. “I’ve just bought this piece. It’s a bit risqué for my office, but I couldn’t resist.”

“Yeah?” Ben looked at it, then stuck his tongue in his cheek. “You must be thrilled. I’m going to stroll around and see if I can pick up something for my den. Nice meeting you.” He slipped an arm around Trixie’s sturdy waist. “See you, Doc.”

“Good night, Ben.”
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It was still shy of eleven when Tess stepped into her apartment alone. The headache she’d used as an excuse to cut the evening short had only been half a lie. Normally she enjoyed her occasional dates with Dean. He was an undemanding, uncomplicated man, the kind of man she deliberately dated in order to keep her personal life equally undemanding and uncomplicated. But tonight she just hadn’t been able to face a late supper and discussion of nineteenth-century literature. Not after the art gallery.

Not after seeing Ben, she made herself admit, and slipped out of her shoes two feet inside the door. Whatever progress she’d made in soothing her ego and alleviating the tension since that last morning she’d seen him had been blown, quite simply, to smithereens.

So she’d start from scratch. A hot cup of tea. She took off her fur jacket and hung it in the hall closet. She’d spend the evening in bed with Kurt Vonnegut, camomile, and Beethoven. The combination would take anyone’s mind off their problems.

What problems? she asked herself as she stood listening to the quiet of the apartment she came home to night after night. She had no real problems because she’d made certain she wouldn’t. A nice apartment in a good neighborhood, a dependable car, a light and consistently casual social life. That was precisely how she’d planned things.

She’d taken step A, and made certain it led to step B, and so on until she’d reached the plateau that satisfied her. She was satisfied.

She took off her earrings and dropped them on the dining room table. The sound of stone hitting wood echoed dully in the empty room. The mums she’d bought earlier in the week were beginning to go. Bronzed petals lay fading against the polished mahogany. Absently Tess picked them up. Their scent, sharp and spicy, went with her to the bedroom.

She wouldn’t look at the files on her desk tonight, she told herself as she pulled down the zipper of her ivory wool dress. If she had a problem, it was that she didn’t allow herself enough time. Tonight she would pamper herself, forget about the patients who would come to her office on Monday morning, forget about the clinic where she would have to face the anger and resentment of drug withdrawal two afternoons next week. She’d forget about the murder of four women. And she’d forget about Ben.

In the full-length mirror inside the closet, her reflection leaped out at her. She saw a woman of average height, slim build, in an expensive and conservatively cut ivory wool dress. A choker of three strands of pearls and a fat amethyst lay against her throat. Her hair was caught back at the temples with pearl-trimmed ivory combs. The set had been her mother’s, and as quietly elegant as the senator’s daughter had been.

Her mother had worn the choker as a bride. Tess had pictures in the leather-bound album she kept in her bottom dresser drawer. When the senator had given the pearls to his granddaughter on her eighteenth birthday, they had both wept. Every time Tess wore them, she felt both a pang and pride. They were a symbol of who she was, where she had come from, and in some ways, what was expected of her.

But tonight they seemed too tight around her throat. She slipped them off, and the pearls lay cool in her hand.

Even without them the image changed little. Studying herself, she wondered why she had chosen such a simple, such a suitable outfit. Her closet was full of them. She turned to the side and tried to imagine how she would look in something daring or outrageous. Like red leather.

She caught herself. Shaking her head, she slipped out of the dress and reached for a padded hanger. Here she was—a grown woman, a practical, even sensible woman, a trained psychiatrist—standing in front of a mirror and imagining herself in red leather. Pitiful. What would Frank Fuller say if she went to him for analysis?

Grateful she could still laugh at herself, she reached for her warm, floor-length chenille robe. On impulse she bypassed it and took out a flowered silk kimono. A gift, rarely worn. Tonight she was going to pamper herself, silk against her skin, classical music, and it would be wine not tea she took to bed with her.

Tess put the choker on her dresser then pulled out the combs and lay them beside it. She turned down the bed and fluffed the pillows in anticipation. Another impulse had her lighting the scented candles beside her bed. She drew in a whiff of vanilla before she headed toward the kitchen.

The phone stopped her. Tess sent it an accusing glance, but went to her desk and picked it up on the third ring.

“Hello.”

“You weren’t home. I’ve waited such a long time, and you weren’t home.”

She recognized the voice. He’d called her before, at her office on Thursday. The thought of a self-indulgent evening at home slipped away as she picked up a pencil. “You wanted to talk to me. We didn’t finish talking before, did we?”

“It’s wrong for me to talk.” She heard him draw in a painful breath. “But I need …”

“It’s never wrong to talk,” she said soothingly. “I can try to help you.”

“You weren’t there. That night you never came, you never came home. I waited. I watched for you.”

Her head jerked up so that her gaze was frozen to the dark window beyond her desk. Watched. She shivered, but deliberately moved closer to look out at the empty street. “You watched for me?”

“I shouldn’t go there. Shouldn’t go.” His voice trailed off, as if he were talking to himself. Or someone else. “But I need. You’re supposed to understand,” he blurted out quickly, accusingly.

“And I’ll try to. Would you like to come to my office and talk to me?”

“Not there. They’d know. It’s not time for them to know. I haven’t finished.”

“What haven’t you finished?” There was only silence as he dragged his breath in and dredged it out again. “I could help you more if you’d meet with me.”

“I can’t, don’t you see? Even talking to you is … Oh, God.” He began to mumble. Tess couldn’t understand. She strained her ears. Perhaps Latin, she thought, and put a question mark on the pad, circling it.

“You’re in pain. I’d like to help you deal with the pain.”

“Laura was in pain. Terrible pain. She was bleeding. I couldn’t help her. She died in sin, before absolution.”

The hand on the pencil faltered. Tess found it necessary to ease herself into the chair. When she found herself staring blindly at the window, she forced herself to look down at her pad again, and her notes. Training clicked into place, and she schooled herself to breathe deeply and keep her voice calm. “Who was Laura?”

“Beautiful, beautiful Laura. I was too late to save her. I hadn’t the right then. Now I’ve been given the power, and the duty. The will of God is hard, so hard.” He almost whispered here, then his voice became strong. “But just. The lambs are sacrificed and the clean blood washes sin away. God demands sacrifices. Demands them.”

Tess moistened her lips. “What kind of sacrifices?”

“A life. He gave us life and he takes it. ‘Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in the house of their eldest brother, when suddenly a great wind came across the desert and smote the four corners of the house. It fell upon the young people and then smote them; and I alone have escaped to tell you.’ I alone,” he repeated in the same terrible blank voice he had used to quote. “But after the sacrifices, after the trials, God rewards those who remain innocent.”

As if she would be graded on them, Tess concentrated on making her notes clear and even. Her heart hammered away in her throat. “Does God tell you to sacrifice the women?”

“Save and absolve. I have the power now. I lost faith after Laura, turned my back on God. It was a blind, terrible time of selfishness and ignorance. But then He showed me that if I were strong, if I sacrificed, we would all be saved. My soul is tied to hers,” he said quietly. “We’re bound together. You didn’t come home that night.” His mind was swinging back and forth. Tess could hear it in the shifts of his voice as much as in the content of his words. “I waited, I wanted to talk to you, to explain, but you spent the night in sin.”

“Tell me about that night. The night you waited for me.”

“I waited, I watched for the light in your window. It never came. I walked. I don’t know how long, where. I thought it was you coming toward me, or Laura. No, I thought it was you, but it wasn’t. Then I—I knew she must be the one.… I put her in the alley, out of the wind. So cold. It was so cold. Put her out of sight,” he said in a terrible hiss. “Put her out of sight before they could come and take me away. They are ignorant and defy the ways of the Lord.” His breath came in jagged gasps now. “Pain. Sick. My head. Such enormous pain.”

“I can help the pain. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come.”

“Can you?” A frightened child being offered a night-light during a storm. “No!” His voice boomed out, suddenly powerful. “Do you think you can tempt me to question God’s will? I am His instrument. Laura’s soul is waiting for the remaining sacrifices. Only two more. Then we’ll all be free, Dr. Court. It isn’t death that’s to be feared, but damnation. I’ll watch for you,” he promised, almost humbly. “I’ll pray for you.”

Tess didn’t move when the phone clicked in her ear, but sat perfectly still. Outside the stars were clear and close and bright. Cars moved by on the street at a sedate pace. Streetlights pooled onto the sidewalk. She saw no one, but wondered, as she sat near the window, if she was seen.

There was sweat on her forehead, cold and sticky. She took a tissue from the corner of the desk and carefully dried it.

He’d been warning her. She wasn’t sure if even he was fully aware of it, but he’d called to warn her as much as to ask for help. She would be next. Her fingers trembled as they lifted to where the pearl choker had lain. She couldn’t swallow.

Slowly, and with infinite care, she drew the chair back and eased out of it, and out of the sight of the window. She’d put a hand to the curtain to draw it closed when the knock on her door made her slam back against the wall in an animal panic she’d never before experienced. Terror swam into her as she looked around for a means of defense, a place to hide, a way to escape. She fought it back as she reached for the phone—911. She had only to dial it, give her name and address.

But when the knock came again, she looked at the door and saw she’d forgotten to put on the chain.

She was across the room in seconds, heaving her weight against the door and fumbling with the chain, which suddenly seemed too big and unwieldly to fit into the slot. Half sobbing, she threw it home.

“Tess?” The knock came again, louder, more demanding. “Tess, what’s going on?”

“Ben. Ben, oh, God.” Her fingers were even clumsier as she pulled to release the chain. Her hand slipped on the knob once, then she yanked open the door and threw herself against him.

“What is it?” He felt her fingers dig into his coat as he tried to draw her back. “Are you alone?” Instinct had him reaching for his weapon, closing a hand over it as he looked around for someone, anyone who might have tried to hurt her. “What happened?”

“Close the door. Please.”

Keeping one arm around her, he closed it and dealt with the chain. “It’s closed. You’d better sit down, you’re shaking. Let me get you a drink.”

“No. Just hold me a minute. I thought, when you knocked, I thought …”

“Come on, you need some brandy. You’re like ice.” Trying to soothe, to stroke, he started to steer her toward the sofa.

“He called me.”

The fingers on her arm tightened as he turned her around to face him. Her cheeks were white, her eyes enormous. Her right hand still gripped his coat. He didn’t have to ask who. “When?”

“Just now. He called me at the office before, but I didn’t realize it was him. Not then. He’s been outside. I saw him one night, on the corner, just standing on the corner. I thought I was being paranoid. A good psychiatrist knows the symptoms.” She laughed, then covered her face with her hands. “Oh, God, I have to stop this.”

“Sit down, Tess.” He relaxed his fingers on her arm and kept his voice calm; the same tone he’d use to interrogate a shaky witness. “You got some brandy around here?”

“What? Oh, it’s in the buffet there, the right door.”

When she was sitting, he went to the buffet, what his mother would have called a server, and found a bottle of Rémy Martin. He poured a double into a snifter and brought it to her. “Drink some of this before you start over.”

“Okay.” She was already pulling herself back, but drank to help things along. The brandy shot into her system and dulled the remaining fear. Fear had no place in her life, Tess reminded herself. Only clear thought and careful analysis. When she spoke again, her voice was level, without the bubble of hysteria. She gave herself only a moment to be ashamed of it.

“Thursday night I had a late appointment at the office. When it was over and I was packing up for the day, I got a call. He sounded very troubled, and though I didn’t think it was a current patient, I tried to draw him out a bit. I didn’t get anywhere, he just hung up.” Brandy sloshed gently as she moved the bowl of the snifter around and around in her hands. “I waited a few minutes, but when he didn’t call back, I filed it away and went home. He called back tonight.”

“You’re sure it was the same man?”

“Yes, I’m sure. The same man who called before. The same man you’ve been looking for since August.” She sipped the brandy again, then set the snifter down. “He’s falling apart, rapidly.”

“What did he say to you, Tess? Tell me everything you remember.”

“I wrote it down.”

“You—” He stopped and made a quick movement with his head. “Of course you did. Let’s have a look.”

She rose, steady again, and went to the desk. Tess brought the yellow pad over and handed it to Ben. Here was something positive, something constructive. As long as she could think of it as a case, she wouldn’t fall apart again.

“I may have skimmed on a few words when he was talking quickly, but I got most of it.”

“It’s in shorthand.”

“Yes. Oh, I’ll read it to you.” She started at the beginning, making sure her voice was detached. Words were there to give the psychiatrist a clue to the mind. She remembered that and pushed back the horror of knowing they’d been directed at her. After the biblical quote, she stopped. “It sounds like the Old Testament. I imagine Monsignor Logan could place it.”

“Job.”

“What?”

“It’s out of Job.” His gaze was on the far wall as he lit a cigarette. Twice he’d read the Bible through, when Josh had been sick. Looking for answers, Ben remembered, to questions he hadn’t even formed. “You know, the guy who had everything going for him.”

“And then God tested him?”

“Yeah.” He thought of Josh again, then shook his head. Josh had everything going for him, before ’Nam. “Too happy, Job? How about some boils?”

“I see.” Though it was painfully obvious she didn’t know the Bible as well as he, she saw the parallel. “Yes, it makes sense. His life was well set, he was content, in all likelihood a good Catholic.”

“Never had his faith tested,” Ben murmured.

“Yes, then it was tested in some way, and he failed.”
“The ‘some way’ would have to do with this Laura.” He glanced down at the pad again, frustrated not to be able to read it himself. “Let’s have the rest.”

As he listened to her read, Ben fought to think like a cop and not a man caught between infatuation and something deeper. A killer had been watching her. Ben’s stomach tightened into a maze of tiny knots. He’d been waiting for her the night Anne Reasoner was killed, the night Tess had spent in his own bed. The cop recognized the warning as quickly as the doctor had.

“He’s focused on you.”

“Yes, that seems to be the situation.” Abruptly cold, she tucked her legs up under her before she set the yellow tablet aside. It was a case. Tess knew it was vital to think of it, to analyze it as a case. “He’s drawn to me because I’m a psychiatrist and part of him knows how desperately he needs help. And he’s drawn to me because I fit the physical description of Laura.”

It had been the voice, she remembered, that had been the most frightening. The way it had swung from pitiful to powerful, in quietly determined madness. She folded her hands together, tight. “Ben, what I want you to understand is that it was like talking to two people. One of them was weepy, desperate, almost pleading. The other—the other was aloof, fanatical, and determined.”

“He’s only one person when he strangles women.” He rose and walked toward the phone. “I’m calling in. We’ll want to put a tap on your phone, here and at your office.”

“At the office? Ben, I often talk to patients over the phone. I can’t jeopardize their right to confidentiality.”

“Don’t give me grief on this, Tess.”

“You have to understand—”

“No!” He whirled to face her. “You have to understand. There’s a maniac out there killing women, and he decided to call you. Your phones get wired, with your permission or with a court order, but they get wired. Four other women didn’t have the chance. Captain? This is Paris. We got a break.”
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It took less than an hour. Two cops in suits and ties came in, did what seemed to be a few minor adjustments to her phone, and politely refused the offer of coffee. One of them picked up the receiver, punched a few numbers, and tested the tap. They took Tess’s spare key to her office and went out again.

“That’s it?” she asked when she and Ben were alone again.

“These are the days of the microchip. I’ll take some of that coffee.”

“Oh, sure.” With a last glance at the phone, she went into the kitchen. “It makes me feel exposed, knowing that whenever the phone rings, someone with a set of headphones is listening to everything I say.”

“It’s supposed to make you feel protected.”

When she came back in with the coffee, Ben was standing by the window, looking out. She saw him deliberately close the curtain when he heard her behind him.

“I can’t be sure he’ll call back. I was frightened, I’m sure he sensed it, and dammit, I didn’t handle it very well.”

“I guess you lose your standing as supershrink.” He took the coffee, and her hand. “Aren’t you having any?”

“No. I’m already too wired up.”

“You’re tired.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. She looked so fragile all at once, so pale and beautiful. “Look, why don’t you go in, get some rest? I’ll bunk out on the couch.”

“Police protection?”

“Just part of our campaign to improve community relations.”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

“So am I.” He released her hand to run a fingertip down the closure of her silk kimono. “Nice.”

“I’ve missed seeing you.”

The movement of his finger stopped. He looked at her again and remembered that earlier in the evening she’d worn earrings, and a stone at her throat that had matched her eyes. And he’d wanted to touch her so badly that it had hurt, bone deep. Now, as he had before, Ben backed off.

“Got an extra blanket?”

She knew withdrawal when it smacked her in the face. As he had, she took a step back. “Yes, I’ll get it.”

When she’d gone, he swore at himself and stood straining against his own contradictions. He wanted her. He didn’t want to get involved with anyone like her. She pulled at him. He pushed back. She was cool and lovely, in the way of pink-and-white delicacies behind bakery store windows. He’d already had a taste of her, and knew certain delicacies could be habit-forming. Even if he had room for her in his life, which he didn’t, she would never fit. But he remembered again how she’d leaned against his windowsill, laughing.

She carried a blanket and pillow back in and began to make up the sofa.

“You don’t act like you want an apology.”

“For what?”

“For last week.”

Though she’d been determined not to mention it herself, Tess had wondered if he’d bring it up. “Why would I want an apology?”

He watched her tuck the ends of the blanket neatly under the cushion. “We had a pretty fair argument going. Most of the women I—most women I know want to hear the old ‘I’m sorry I was a jerk.’ ”

“Were you?”

“Was I what?”

“A jerk.”

He had to admit she’d maneuvered him very nicely. “No.”

“Then it would be foolish for you to say you were, just to hold up tradition. There, that should do,” she added as she gave the pillow a final fluff.

“All right, dammit, I feel like an idiot about the way I acted the last time.”

“You were an idiot.” Tess turned from the sofa to smile at him. “But it’s all right.”

“I meant a lot that I said.”

“I know you did. So did I.”

Opposite sides, Ben thought. Opposite ends. “So where does that leave us?”

If she’d known, she wasn’t sure she could have told him. Instead she kept her voice friendly. “Why don’t we just leave it that I’m glad you’re here, with all this …” Her gaze drifted to the phone.

“Don’t dwell on that now. Let me take it from here.”

“You’re right.” She linked her hands together, then pulled them apart. “If you think about something like this too much, you go—”

“Crazy?” he suggested.

“To use a loose, inaccurate term.” She moved away then, tidying the desk to keep her hands busy. “I was surprised to see you tonight, at the gallery. I know it’s a small town, but—” It struck her then; the confusion and panic had obscured it before. “What are you doing here tonight? I thought you had a date.”

“I did. I told her I had an emergency. I wasn’t far off. What about yours?”

“My what?”

“Your date.”

“Oh, Dean. I, ah, told him I had a headache. I almost did. But you didn’t tell me why you came by.”

He shrugged that off and picked up her paperweight, a crystal pyramid that ran with colors as he turned it. “Looked like a real upstanding citizen. College professor, huh?”

“Yes.” Something began to settle inside of her. It took Tess a moment to recognize it as pleasure. “Your Trixie. Her name was Trixie, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

“She looked charming. Loved her tattoo.”

“Which one?”

Tess only lifted a brow. “Did you enjoy the show?”

“I’m fond of pretentious bullshit. Apparently, so’s your professor. Great suit. And that natty little tie bar with the little gold chain was so distinguished.” He set the paperweight down hard enough to make her pencils jump. “I wanted to push his nose into his forehead.”

She beamed at him. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.” After a gulp of coffee, he set the cup on the desk. It would leave a ring, but she said nothing. “I haven’t been able to think of anything but you for days. Got a name for that?”

She met his angry look with a smile. “I like obsession. Such a nice ring.” She walked closer. There was no need for nerves any longer, or for pretenses. When his hands came up and took her shoulders, she continued to smile.

“I guess you think this is pretty damn funny.”

“I guess I do. And I guess I could take a calculated risk and tell you I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you a great deal. Would you like to tell me why you’re angry?”

“No.” He pulled her against him, felt her lips curve then soften, then yield against his. The silk of her kimono rustled as his arms went around her. If he could have walked away then, he would have, without a backward glance. But he’d known when he found himself at her door that it was already too late.

“I don’t want to sleep on that frigging couch. And I’m not leaving you alone.”

She made the effort to open her eyes, but for the first time in memory she would have been willing to be swept away. “I’ll share the bed with you on one condition.”

“Which is?”

“That you make love with me.”

He drew her against him so that he could smell her hair, feel the way it brushed over his skin. “You drive a hard bargain, Doc.”


Chapter 11

The scent of coffee woke her. Tess turned from her side to her back and lay dozing with the homey, comforting smell. How many years had it been since she’d woken to the scent of coffee already brewing? When she’d lived in her grandfather’s house with its high ceilings and tiled foyer, she would come down the arching staircase in the mornings to find her grandfather already behind a huge plate of eggs or hotcakes, the newpaper open, and the coffee already poured.

Miss Bette, the housekeeper, would have set the table with the everyday dishes, the ones with the little violets around the edges. Flowers would have depended on the season, but they would always be there, jonquils or roses or mums in the blue porcelain vase that had been her great-grandmother’s.

There would have been the quiet whoosh of Trooper’s tail, her grandfather’s old golden retriever, as he sat beneath the table hoping for a windfall.

Those had been the mornings of her youth—steady, secure, and familiar—of her young womanhood, just as her grandfather had been the strong central figure in her life.

Then she had grown up, moved into her own apartment, into her own practice. She brewed her own coffee.

With a sigh, she turned lazily, hoping for another dream. Then she remembered, and sat up straight in bed. It was empty, but for her. Pushing her hair out of her eyes, she touched the sheet beside her.

He’d stayed with her and kept the bargain. They had rolled and tossed and loved each other into the night until exhausted sleep had been the only alternative. No questions, no words, and the only answer had been what they had both needed. Each other and oblivion. He’d needed that too. She’d understood that he’d needed a few hours without tension, without puzzles, without responsibilities.

Now it was morning, and each had a job to face.

Tess rose, then slipped into the kimono that had been discarded onto the floor. She wanted a shower, a long, hot one, but she wanted the coffee more.

She found Ben in the little el of her dining room, with a map of the city, a tangle of notes, and her own yellow tablet spread over the table. “Good morning.”

“Hi.” He said it absently, then glanced up and focused. Though he smiled, she saw that his eyes were shadowed and intense as they studied her face. “Hi,” he repeated. “I was hoping you’d sleep longer.”

“It’s after seven.”

“It’s Sunday,” he reminded her, then rose as if to separate her from what he was doing at the table. “Hungry?”

“Are you cooking?”

“Are you squeamish?”

“Not particularly.”

“Then you can probably stomach one of my omelettes. Game?”

“Yeah, I’m game.” She went with him into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. From the look of the pot, he’d already had several. “Have you been up long?”

“Little while. How often do you shop for food?”

She glanced behind him, into the now open refrigerator. “When my back’s to the wall.”

“Consider it there.” He pulled out a carton of eggs that was less than half full and a miserly chunk of cheddar. “We can still manage the omelettes. Just.”

“I’ve got an omelette pan. Second shelf in the cabinet to your right.”

He sent her a mild, pitying glance. “All you need’s a hot skillet and a light hand.”

“I stand corrected.”

She sipped coffee while he cooked. Impressive, she thought, and certainly better than she could do with gourmet utensils and a detailed recipe in front of her. Interested, she leaned over his shoulder and earned a silent stare. Tess split an English muffin, popped it in the toaster, and left the rest up to him.

“It’s good,” she decided when they sat at the table and she’d swallowed the first bite. “I’m pretty pathetic in the kitchen, which is why I don’t keep a lot of food around that obliges me to deal with it.”

He shoveled into his own with the easy enthusiasm of a man who considered food one of life’s top physical pleasures. “Living alone’s supposed to make you self-sufficient.”

“But it doesn’t perform miracles.” He cooked, kept a tidy apartment, was obviously proficient at his job, and apparently had little trouble with women. Tess topped off her coffee and wondered why she was more tense now than when she’d gone to bed with him.

Because she wasn’t as handy with men as he was with women. And because, she thought, she wasn’t in the habit of sharing a casual breakfast after a frantic night of sex. Her first affair had been in college. A disaster. Now she was nearly thirty and had kept her relationships with men carefully in the safe zone. The occasional side trip had been pleasant but unimportant. Until now.

“Apparently you’re self-sufficient.”

“You like to eat, you learn how to cook.” He moved his shoulders. “I like to eat.”

“You’ve never married?”

“What? No.” He swallowed hard, then reached for his half of the muffin. “It tends to get in the way of—”

“Philandering?”

“Among other things.” He grinned at her. “You butter a great muffin.”

“Yes, that’s true. I’d say another reason you’ve never … let’s say, settled is that your work comes first.” She glanced at the papers he’d pushed to the end of the table. “Police work would be demanding, time-consuming, and dangerous.”

“The first two anyway. Homicide’s sort of the executive end. Desk work, puzzle work.”

“Executive,” she murmured, remembering very clearly the ease with which he had once strapped on his gun.

“Most of the guys wear suits.” He’d nearly polished off his omelette and was already wondering if he could talk Tess out of some of hers. “Generally, you come in after the deed’s been done and then put pieces together. You talk to people, make phone calls, push paper.”

“Is that how you got that scar?” Tess scooted the rest of her omelette around her plate. “Pushing paper?”

“I told you before, that’s old news.”

Her mind was too analytical to let it go at that. “But you have been shot, and probably shot at more than once.”

“Sometimes you go into the field and people aren’t too happy to see you.”

“All in a day’s work?”

When he realized she wasn’t going to let it drop, he set down his fork. “Tess, it isn’t like the flicks.”

“No, but it isn’t like selling shoes either.”

“Okay. I’m not saying you never run into a situation where things might get hot, but basically this kind of police work is on paper. Reports, interviews, head work. There are weeks, months, even years of incredible drudge work, even boredom as opposed to moments of actual physical jeopardy. A rookie in a uniform is likely to deal with more heat in a year than I am.”

“I see. Then you aren’t likely to encounter a situation, in the normal scheme of things, where you use your gun.”

He didn’t answer for a moment, not liking where the conversation was going. “What are you getting at?”

“I’m trying to understand you. We’ve spent two nights together. I like to know who I’m sleeping with.”

He’d been avoiding that. Sex was easier if it wore blinders. “Benjamin James Matthew Paris, thirty-five in August, single, six feet one-half inch, a hundred seventy-two pounds.”

She rested her elbows on the table, setting her chin on her linked hands as she studied him. “You don’t like to talk about your work.”

“What’s there to talk about? It’s a job.”

“No, not with you. A job is where you clock in every morning, Monday through Friday. You don’t carry your gun like a briefcase.”

“Most briefcases aren’t loaded.”

“You have had to use it.”

Ben drained his coffee. His system was already primed. “I doubt many cops get around to collecting their pensions without drawing their weapons at least once.”

“Yes, I understand that. On the other hand, as a doctor I’d deal more with the results afterward. The grief of the family, the shock and trauma of the victim.”

“I’ve never shot a victim.”

There was an edge to his voice that interested her. Perhaps he liked to pretend to her, even to himself, that the violent aspects of his job were occasional, an expected side effect. He’d consider anyone he shot in the line of duty, as he’d put it, the bad guy. And yet she was sure there was a part of him that thought of the human, the flesh and blood. That part of him would lose sleep over it.

“When you shoot someone in self-defense,” she said slowly, “is it like in a war, where you see the enemy as a symbol more than a man?”

“You don’t think about it.”

“I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Take my word for it.”

“But when you’re in a situation that calls for that kind of extreme defensive action, you aim to wound.”

“No.” On the flat answer, he rose and picked up his plate. “Listen, you draw your weapon, you’re not the Lone Ranger. There’s no grazing your silver bullet over the bad guy’s gun hand. Your life, your partner’s life, some civilian’s life is on the line. It’s black and white.”

He took the plates away. She didn’t ask if he’d killed. He’d already told her.

She glanced at the papers he’d been working on. Black and white. He wouldn’t see the shades of gray she saw there. The man they sought was a killer. The state of his mind, his emotions, perhaps even his soul, didn’t matter to Ben. Maybe they couldn’t.

“These papers,” she began when he came back. “Is there something I can help with?”

“Just drudge work.”

“I’m an expert drudge.”

“Maybe. We can talk about it later. Right now I’ve got to get moving if I’m going to make nine o’clock Mass.”

“Mass?”

He grinned at her expression. “I haven’t gone back to the fold. We think our man might show up at one of two churches this morning. We’ve been covering the masses at both of them since six-thirty. I got a break and drew the nine, ten, and eleven-thirty services.”

“I’ll go with you. No, don’t,” she said even as he opened his mouth. “I really could help. I know the signs, the symptoms.”

There was no point in telling her he’d wanted her to come. Let her think she’d talked him into it. “Don’t blame me if your knees give out.”

She touched a hand to his cheek, but didn’t kiss him. “Give me ten minutes.”
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The church smelled of candle wax and perfume. The pews, worn smooth by the sliding and shifting of hundreds of cloth-covered haunches, were less than half full for the nine o’clock service. It was quiet, with the occasional cough or sniffle echoing hollowly. A pleasant, religious light came through the stained-glass windows on the east wall. The altar stood at the head of the church, draped with its cloth and flanked by candles. White for purity. Above it hung the Son of God, dying on the Cross.

Ben sat with Tess in the back pew and scanned the congregation. A few older women were scattered among the families toward the front. A young couple sat in the pew across from them, choosing the rear, Ben thought, because of the sleeping infant the woman carried. An elderly man who had come in with the help of a cane sat alone, two private feet away from a family of six. Two young girls in their Sunday best sat and whispered together, and a boy of about three knelt backward on the pew and ran a plastic car quietly over the wood.

Ben knew he was making the sounds of the engine and screeching tires in his head.

There were three men sitting alone who fit the general description. One was already kneeling, his thin, dark coat still buttoned, though the church was warm. Another sat, passing idly through the hymnal. The third was in the front of the church, and sat unmoving. Ben knew Roderick had the front, and the rookie, Pilomento, was situated in the middle.

A movement beside Tess had Ben stiffening. Logan slid in beside her, patted her hand, and smiled at Ben. “Thought I’d join you.” His voice was a bit wheezy. He coughed quietly into his hand to clear it.

“Nice to see you, Monsignor,” Tess murmured.

“Thank you, my dear. I’ve been a little under the weather lately and wasn’t sure I’d make it. I was hoping you’d be along. You’d have a sharp eye.” His gaze traveled around the half-empty church. Mostly the old and young, he thought. Those in the middle of their lives rarely thought God needed an hour of their time. After digging a Sucret out of his pocket, he looked at Ben again. “I hope you don’t mind my volunteering. If you happen to get lucky, I might be of help. After all, I have what we might call house advantage.”

For the first time since Ben had met him, Logan wore the white clerical collar. Seeing it, Ben only nodded.

The priest entered, the congregation rose. The service began.

Entrance Rite. The Celebrant in green vestments, stole, alb, the amice worn harmlessly under the flowing robes, the gangly altar boy in black and white, ready to serve.

Lord have mercy.

A baby five pews up began to cry lustily. The congregation murmured the responses in unison.

Christ have mercy.

The old man with the cane was working his way through the rosary. The young girls giggled and tried desperately to stop. The little boy with the plastic car was shushed by his mother.

A man with a white silk amice next to his skin felt the drumming in his head ease with the familiar flow of Celebrant and congregation. His palms were sweaty, but he kept them clasped in front of him.

The Lord be with you.

And with your spirit.

It was the Latin he heard, the Latin of his childhood, of his priesthood. It soothed, and the world stayed steady.

The Liturgy. The congregation sat with shuffles, murmurs, and creaks. Ben watched, not really hearing the priest’s words. He’d heard them all so many times before. One of his earliest memories was of sitting on a hard pew, his hands between his knees, the starched collar of his best shirt rubbing against his neck. He’d been five, or perhaps six. Josh had been an altar boy.

The man in the thin black coat was slumped back in his seat as if exhausted. Someone cheerfully blew his nose.

“For the wages of sin is death,” the priest intoned, “but God’s gift is eternal life in Christ Jesus, our Lord.”

The amice was cool against his skin, against his heart, as he murmured the response. “Thanks be to God.”

They rose for the Gospel. Matthew 7:15–21. “Be on your guard against false prophets.”

Isn’t that what the Voice had told him? His head began to ring with the power of it as he sat very still. Excitement, fresh and clean, sang through his tired body. Yes, be on your guard. They wouldn’t understand, they wouldn’t let you finish. She pretended to understand. Dr. Court. But she only wanted to have him put in a place where he couldn’t finish.

He knew the kind of place—white walls, all those white walls and white nurses with their bored and wary looks. A place like his mother had been those last terrible years.

“Take care of Laura. She breeds sin in her heart and listens to the devil.” His mother’s skin had been pasty, her cheeks flaccid. But her eyes had been so dark and bright. Bright with madness and knowledge. “You’re twins. If her soul’s damned, so is yours. Take care of Laura.”

But Laura had already been dead.

He heard the last of the gospel. It spoke to him. “Lord, Lord, who will enter into the kingdom of heaven, but he who does my heavenly Father’s will?”

He bowed his head, accepting. “Praise to you, O Christ.”

They sat for the sermon.

Ben felt Tess’s hand slip over his. He linked fingers, aware that she knew he was uncomfortable. He’d resigned himself to sitting through Mass again, but it was a different story when a priest sat a foot away. It reminded him, clearly, of the few times he’d gone to church as a boy and discovered, to his embarrassment, Sister Mary Angelina sitting in the pew ahead of his family. Nuns weren’t as tolerant as mothers when little boys played with their fingers and hummed to themselves during Mass.

“You were daydreaming during Mass again, Benjamin.” He remembered the trick Sister Mary Angelina had had of slipping her white hands into the black sleeves of her habit so that she looked like one of those egg-shaped, bottom-heavy toys you couldn’t knock down. “You should try to be more like your brother, Joshua.”

“Ben?”

“Hmmm?”

“The man there.” Tess’s voice was light as a feather near his ear. “The one in the black coat.”

“Yeah, I saw him before.”

“He’s crying.”

The congregation stood for the Creed. The man in the black coat continued to sit, weeping silently over his rosary. Before the prayer was finished, he rose un-steadily then hurried out of the church.

“Stay here,” Ben ordered, and slipped out to follow. When she made a move to go with him, Logan pressed her hand.

“Relax, Tess. He knows his job.”

He didn’t come back through the Offertory prayers or the washing of hands. Tess sat with her hands clasped in her lap and her spine trembling. Ben knew his job, she agreed silently, but he didn’t know hers. If they’d found the man, she should be out with him. He’d need to talk. She stayed where she was, acknowledging fully for the first time that she was afraid.

Ben returned, his expression grim as he leaned over the back of the pew and touched Logan’s shoulder. “Could you come out here a minute?”

Logan went without question. Tess found herself taking a deep breath before she followed them into the vestibule.

“The guy’s sitting out there on the steps. His wife died last week. Leukemia. I’d say it’s been a pretty rough time. I’m going to check him out anyway, but—”

“Yes, I understand.” Logan glanced toward the closed doors of the church. “I’ll take care of him. Let me know if anything changes.” He smiled at Tess and patted her hand. “It was lovely seeing you again.”

“Good-bye, Monsignor.”

They watched him walk outside into the crisp bite of the November morning. In silence, they went back into the church. On the altar was the Consecration. Fascinated, Tess sat to watch the ritual of the bread and wine.

For this is My body.

Heads bowed, accepting the symbol and the gift. She found it beautiful. The priest, his vestments making him large and wide at the altar, held the round white wafer up. Then the gleaming silver chalice was consecrated and lifted as offering.

As sacrifice, Tess thought. He had spoken at length of sacrifice. The ceremony she found beautiful, even a little pompous, would only mean sacrifice to him. His God was the Old Testament God, righteous, harsh, and thirsty for the blood of submission. The God of the Flood, of Sodom and Gomorrah. He wouldn’t see the lovely ceremony as a bond between the congregation and a God of mercy and kindness, but as a sacrifice to the demanding.

She reached for Ben’s hand. “I think he’d feel … full here.”

“What?”

She shook her head, not sure how to explain.

From the altar came the solemn words, “… as you were pleased to accept the offering of holy Abel and the sacrifice of our father Abraham, and that of your high priest Melchisedec, a holy sacrifice, a spotless victim.”

“A spotless victim,” Tess repeated. “White for purity.” She looked at Ben with a dull horror. “Not saving. Not saving so much as sacrificing. And when he’s here, he twists all this so that it reinforces what he’s doing. He wouldn’t fall apart here, not here. He feeds off this in the most unhealthy way.”

She watched the priest consume the wafer, then after the sign of the cross, drink the wine. Symbols, she thought. But how far had one man taken them beyond symbols to flesh and blood?

The priest held up the host and spoke in a clear voice. “Behold the Lamb of God, behold Him who takes away the sins of the world. Lord, I am not worthy that You should come under my roof. Speak but the word and my soul will be healed.”

Members of the congregation began to shift out of pews and shuffle down the aisle to receive communion.

“Do you think he’d take communion?” Ben murmured, watching the slow-moving line.

“I don’t know.” She suddenly felt cold, cold and unsure. “I think he’d need to. It’s renewing, isn’t it?”

The body of Christ.

“Yeah, that’s the idea.”

The man who’d been paging through the hymnal rose to go to the altar. The other man Ben had watched kept his seat, with his head bent either in prayer or a light doze.

There was another who felt the need and the longing rise up urgently inside him. His hands nearly trembled with it. He wanted the offering, the flesh of his Lord to fill him and wash away all stain of sin.

He sat as the church filled with voices.

“You’re born in sin,” his mother had told him. “You’re born sinful and unworthy. It’s a punishment, a righteous one. All of your life you’ll fall into sin. If you die in sin, your soul is damned.”

“Restitution,” Father Moore had warned him. “You must make restitution for sin before it can be forgiven and absolved. Restitution. God demands restitution.”

Yes, yes, he understood. He’d begun restitution. He’d brought four souls to the Lord. Four lost, seeking souls to pay for the one Laura had lost. The Voice demanded two more for full payment.

“I don’t want to die.” Laura, in delirium, had gripped his hands. “I don’t want to go to hell. Do something. Oh, please, God, do something.”

He wanted to clasp his hands over his ears, to fall on his knees at the altar and take the host into himself. But he wasn’t worthy. Until his mission was finished, he wouldn’t be worthy.

“The Lord be with you,” the priest said clearly.

“Et cum spiritu tuo,” he murmured.
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Tess let the freshening breeze outside play on her face and revive her after over three hours of services. The frustration was back as she watched the stragglers from late Mass stroll to their cars; frustration and a vague, nagging feeling that he’d been close all along.

She linked her arm with Ben’s. “What now?”

“I’m going into the station, make a few calls. Here’s Roderick.”

Roderick came down the steps, nodded to Tess, then sneezed three times into his handkerchief. “Sorry.”

“You look terrible,” Ben commented, and lit a cigarette.

“Thanks. Pilomento’s checking out a license plate. Said a guy across from him mumbled to himself through the last service.” He tucked the handkerchief away and shivered a bit in the wind. “I didn’t know you’d be here, Dr. Court.”

“I thought I might be able to help.” She looked at his reddened eyes, sympathizing when he was wracked with a fit of coughing. “That sounds bad. Have you seen a doctor?”

“No time.”

“Half the department’s down with flu,” Ben put in. “Ed’s threatened to wear a face mask.” Thinking of his partner, he looked back at the church. “Maybe they had better luck.”

“Maybe,” Roderick agreed, wheezing. “You going in?”

“Yeah, I’ve got some calls to make. Do me a favor.

Go home and take something for that. Your desk’s up-wind from mine.”

“I’ve got a report.”

“Screw the report,” Ben said, then shifted as he remembered he stood a couple of yards from the church. “Keep your germs home for a couple of days, Lou.”

“Yeah, maybe. Give me a call if Ed came up with anything.”

“Sure. Take it easy.”

“And see a doctor,” Tess added.

He managed a weak smile and headed off.

“Sounds to me like it’s heading into his lungs,” she murmured, but when she turned back to Ben, she saw his mind was already on other things. “Look, I know you’re anxious to make calls. I’ll take a cab home.”

“What?”

“I said I’ll take a cab home.”

“Why? Tired of me?”

“No.” To prove it, she brushed her lips over his. “I know you’ve got work you want to do.”

“So come with me.” He wasn’t ready to let her go yet, or give up whatever private, uncomplicated time might be left of the weekend. “After I tie things up, we can go back to your place and …” He bent down and nipped her earlobe.

“Ben, we can’t make love all the time.”

With his arm around her, he walked to the car. “Sure we can. I’ll show you.”

“No, really. There are biological reasons. Trust me, I’m a doctor.”

He stopped by the car door. “What biological reasons?”

“I’m starving.”

“Oh.” He opened the door for her then went around to the driver’s side. “Okay, so we’ll make a quick stop at the market on the way. You can fix lunch.”

“I can?”

“I fixed breakfast.”

“Oh, so you did.” She settled back, finding the idea of a cozy Sunday afternoon appealing. “All right, I’ll fix lunch. I hope you like cheese sandwiches.”

He leaned close, so that his breath feathered over her lips. “Then I’ll show you what people are supposed to do on Sunday afternoons.”

Tess let her eyes flutter half closed. “And what’s that?”

“Drink beer and watch football.” He kissed her hard, and started the car as she laughed.

He watched them huddled together in the car. He’d seen her in church. His church. It was a sign, of course, that she should come to pray in his church. At first it had upset him a little, then he’d realized she’d been guided there.

She would be the last one. The last, before himself.

He watched the car pull out, caught a glimpse of her hair through the side window. A bird landed in the branch of the denuded tree beside him and looked down with bright black eyes, his mother’s eyes. He went home to rest.


Chapter 12

“I think I found a place.”

Ed sat solidly at his desk, hammering away two finger-style at his typewriter.

“Oh, yeah?” Ben sat at his own, the map of the city in front of him again. Patiently, he drew lines with a pencil to connect the murder scenes. “A place for what?”

“To live.”

“Umm-hmm.”

Someone opened the refrigerator and complained loudly that their A & W had been stolen. No one paid any attention. The staff had been whittled down by the flu and a double homicide near Georgetown University. Someone had taped a cardboard turkey onto one of the windows, but it was the only outward sign of holiday cheer. Ben put a light circle around Tess’s apartment building before he glanced over at Ed.

“So when are you moving?”

“Depends.” Ed frowned at the keys, hesitated, then found his rhythm again. “Have to see if the contract goes through.”

“You having someone killed so you can rent their apartment?”

“Contract of sale. Shit, this typewriter’s defective.”

“Sale?” Ben dropped his pencil and stared. “You’re buying a place? Buying?”

“That’s right.” Ed patiently applied Liquid Paper to his last mistake, blew on it, then typed the correction. He kept a can of Lysol spray at his elbow. If anyone who looked contagious walked by, he sprayed the area. “You suggested it.”

“Yeah, but I was only—Buying?” To cover his tracks, Ben pushed some excess paper into his trash basket on top of the empty can of A & W. “What kind of dump can you afford on a detective’s pay?”

“Some of us know how to save. I’m using my capital.”

“Capital?” Ben rolled his eyes before folding the map. He wasn’t getting anywhere. “The man has capital,” he said to the station at large. “Next thing you know, you’ll be telling me you play the market.”

“I’ve made a few small, conservative investments. Utilities mostly.”

“Utilities. The only utilities you know about is the gas bill.” But he studied Ed with an uncertain eye. “Where is this place?”

“Got a few minutes?”

“I’ve got some personal time coming.”

Ed pulled his report out of the typewriter, cast a wary glance over it, then set it aside. “Let’s take a drive.”

It didn’t take long. The neighborhood was on the outer and rougher edges of Georgetown. The row houses looked more tired than distinguished. The fall flowers had simply given up for lack of interest, and stood faded among tangles of unraked leaves. Someone had chained a bike to a post. It had been stripped down of everything portable. Ed pulled up to the curb.

“There it is.”

Cautious, Ben turned his head. To his credit, he didn’t groan.

The house was three stories high, and narrow, with its front door hardly five paces from the sidewalk. Two of the windows had been boarded up, and the shutters that hadn’t fallen off tilted drunkenly. The brick was old and softly faded, except for where someone had spray painted an obscenity. Ben got out of the car, leaned on the hood, and tried not to believe what he was seeing.

“Something, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, something. Ed, there aren’t any gutters.”

“I know.”

“Half the windows are broken.”

“I thought I might replace a couple of them with stained glass.”

“I don’t think the roof’s been reshingled since the Depression. The real one.”

“I’m looking into skylights.”

“While you’re at it you ought to try a crystal ball.” Ben stuck his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “Let’s have a look inside.”

“I don’t have a key yet.”

“Jesus.” With a mutter, Ben walked up three broken concrete steps, pulled out his wallet, and found a credit card. The pitiful lock gave without complaint. “I feel like I should carry you over the threshold.”

“Get your own house.”

The hall was full of cobwebs and droppings from assorted rodents. The wallpaper had faded to gray. A fat, hard-backed beetle crawled lazily across it. “When does Vincent Price come down the steps?”

Ed glanced around and saw a castle in the rough. “It just needs a good cleaning.”

“And an exterminator. Are there rats?”

“In the basement, I imagine,” Ed said carelessly, and walked into what had once been a charming parlor.

It was narrow and high ceilinged, with the openings of what would be two five-foot windows boarded up.

The stone of the fireplace was intact, but someone had ripped out the mantel. The floors, under a coating of dust and grime, might very well have been oak.

“Ed, this place—”

“Terrific potential. The kitchen has a brick oven built into the wall. You know what bread tastes like out of a brick oven?”

“You don’t buy a house to bake bread.” Ben walked back into the hall, watching the floor for any signs of life. “Christ, there’s a hole in the ceiling back here. It’s fucking four feet wide.”

“That’s first on my list,” Ed commented as he came to join him. They stood for a moment in silence, looking up at the hole.

“You’re not talking about a list. You’re talking about a lifetime commitment.” As they watched, a spider the size of a man’s thumb dropped down and landed at their feet with a noticeable plop. More than a little disgusted, Ben kicked it aside. “You can’t be serious about this place.”

“Sure I am. A man gets to a point he wants to settle down.”

“You didn’t take me seriously about getting married too?”

“A place of his own,” Ed continued placidly. “A work-room, maybe a little garden. There’s a good spot for herbs in the back. A place like this would give me a goal. I figure on fixing up one room at a time.”

“It’ll take you fifty years.”

“I got nothing better to do. Want to see upstairs?”

Ben took another look at the hole. “No, I want to live. How much?” he asked flatly.

“Seventy-five.”

“Seventy-five? Seventy-five thousand? Dollars?”

“Real estate’s at a premium in Georgetown.”

“Georgetown? Christ on a raft, this isn’t Georgetown.” Something bigger than the spider skuddled in the corner. He reached for his weapon. “The first rat I see is going to eat this.”

“Just a field mouse.” Ed put a soothing hand on Ben’s shoulder. “Rats stick to the basement or the attic.”

“What, do they have a lease?” But he left his weapon secured. “Listen, Ed, the realtors and developers push back the borders so they can call this Georgetown and take idiots like you for seventy-five-thousand dollars.”

“I only offered seventy.”

“Oh, that’s different. You only offered seventy.” He started to pace but ran into a magnificent cobweb. Swearing, he fought himself free. “Ed, it’s those sunflower seeds. You need red meat.”

“You feel responsible.” Ed smiled, terrifically pleased before he strolled into the kitchen.

“No, I don’t.” Ben jammed his hands into his pockets. “Yes, dammit, I do.”

“That’s the yard. My yard,” Ed pointed out when Ben trailed after him. “I figure I can grow basil, some rosemary, maybe some lavender in that little spot right outside the window.”

Ben saw a patch of knee-high grass nearly wide enough for two swipes of a lawn mower. “You’ve been working too hard. This case is making us all loony. Ed, listen carefully to these words, see if they ring a bell. Dry rot. Termites. Vermin.”

“I’m going to be thirty-six.”

“So?”

“I’ve never owned a house.”

“Hell, everybody’s going to be thirty-six once, but not everybody has to own a house.”

“Shit, I never even lived in one. We always had apartments.”

The kitchen smelled of decades of grease, but this time Ben said nothing.

“There’s an attic. The kind you see in shows where there’re trunks and old furniture and funny hats. I like that. I’m going to do the kitchen first.”

Ben stared out at the pitiful clump of grass. “Steam,” he said. “That’s the best way to strip this old wallpaper.”

“Steam?”

“Yeah.” Ben pulled out a cigarette and grinned. “You’re going to need plenty of it. I dated this woman who worked at a paint store. Marli … yeah, I think her name was Marli. She’d probably still give me a discount.”

“Date anyone who works at a lumberyard?”

“I’ll check. Come on, I have to make a call.”

They stopped at a phone booth a few miles away. Ben found a quarter and dialed Tess’s office number while Ed went into the 7-Eleven.

“Dr. Court’s office.”

“Detective Paris.”

“Yes, Detective, just a moment.”

There was a click, then silence, then another click. “Ben?”

“How are you, Doc?”

“I’m fine.” As she spoke she was clearing her desk. “Just on my way out to the clinic.”

“What time do you finish there?”

“Usually five-thirty, maybe six.”

He glanced at his watch and shifted the rest of his schedule. “Fine. I’ll pick you up.”

“But you don’t need—”

“Yes, I do. Who’s on you today?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Who’s watching you at the office?” Ben explained, and tried to find a corner in the phone booth where the wind wouldn’t reach.

“Oh, Sergeant Billings.”

“Good.” He cupped his hands around a match as he lit a cigarette, and wished like hell he’d remembered his gloves. “Have Billings drive you to the clinic.”

There was silence. In it he heard her temper, and was tempted to smile at it. “I don’t see any reason why I can’t drive myself to the clinic as I’ve done every week for the last several years.”

“I’m not asking you to see a reason, Tess. I’ve got plenty of them. See you at six.”

He hung up, knowing she’d hold the phone, and her temper, until she could replace it quietly. She wouldn’t want to do something as childish, and typical, as slamming it down.
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He was right. Tess counted backward from five, slowly, then quietly replaced the receiver. She’d hardly set it down when Kate buzzed her again.

“Yes?” It took effort not to bite the word off.

“You have another call on line two. He won’t give his name.”

“All right, I—” The nerves in her stomach tangled, and she knew. “I’ll take it, Kate.”

She stared at the slowly blinking button. Her finger was steady when she pushed it. “This is Dr. Court.”

“I saw you in church. You came.”

“Yes.” The instructions she’d been given raced through her head. Try to keep him on the line. Keep him calm and on the line. “I was hoping to see you there so we could talk again. How are you feeling?”

“You were there. Now you understand.”

“What do I understand?”

“You understand the greatness.” His voice was calm. A decision reached, faith confirmed. “The sacrifices we’re asked to make are so small compared to the rewards of obedience. I’m glad you were there, so that you understand. I had doubts.”

“What kind of doubts?”

“About the mission.” His voice dropped, as if even whispering of doubt was a sin. “But not anymore.”

Tess took a chance. “Where is Laura?”

“Laura.” She could hear the tears. “Laura waits in purgatory, suffering, until I atone for her sins. She’s my responsibility. She has no one but me and the Blessed Mother to intercede for her.”

So Laura was dead. Now she could be sure of it. “You must have loved her very much.”

“She was the best part of me. We were joined before birth. Now I must make restitution for her before we can be joined after death. You understand now. You came. Your soul will join the others. I will absolve you in the name of the Lord.”

“You can’t kill again. Laura wouldn’t want you to kill again.”

There was silence … three, four, five seconds. “I thought you understood.”

Tess recognized the tone, the accusation, the betrayal. She was going to lose him. “I think I do. If I don’t, I need you to explain things to me. I want to understand, I want you to help me understand. That’s why I want to come talk to you.”

“No, it’s lies. You’re full of sin and lies.” She heard him begin to mumble the Lord’s Prayer before the connection was broken.
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When Ben walked back into the squad room, Lowenstein was standing by her desk. She signaled to him, cradling the phone against her ear so her hands would be free.

“She can’t keep away from me,” Ben told Ed. He started to slip an arm around her, not aiming for her waist, but for the bag of chocolate-covered raisins on her desk.

“He called Court again,” Lowenstein told him. His hand froze.

“When?”

“Call came through at 11:21.”

“The trace?”

“Yeah.” She lifted a pad from her desk and handed it to him. “They pinned it to that area. Had to be within those four blocks. Goldman said she did real good.”

“Christ, we were just there.” He tossed the pad back on her desk. “We might have driven right past him.”

“The captain’s sent out Bigsby, Mullendore, and some uniforms to comb the area and look for witnesses.”

“We’ll give them a hand.”

“Ben. Ben, wait.” He stopped, turning back with impatience. Lowenstein pressed the mouthpiece of the phone against her shoulder. “They’re sending up a transcript of the call for the captain. I think you’ll want to see it.”

“Fine, I’ll read it when I get back.”

“I think you’ll want to see it now, Ben.”
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A few hours’ work at the Donnerly Clinic was enough to take Tess’s mind off her own nerves. The patients there ranged from manic-depressive businessmen to street junkies who were withdrawing. Once a week, twice if her schedule permitted, she came to the clinic to work with the staff doctors. Some of the patients she would only see once or twice, others she would see week after week, month after month.

She gave her time there, when she could, because it wasn’t an elite hospital where the rich came when their problems or addictions became too much to cope with. Neither was it a street-side clinic run by idealists on a shoestring. It was a struggling and capable institution which took in the emotionally and mentally ill from all walks of life.

There was a woman on the second floor with Alzheimer’s disease who sewed dolls for her grandchildren, then played with them herself when she forgot she had grandchildren. There was a man who thought he was John Kennedy and spent most of his day harmlessly writing speeches. The more violent patients were kept on the third floor, where security was tighter. Thick glass doors were locked and windows were barred.

Tess spent most of the afternoon there. By five she was nearly wrung dry. For the better part of an hour she’d been in session with a paranoid schizophrenic who had hurled obscenities then his lunch tray at her, before he’d ultimately been restrained by two orderlies. Tess had given him an injection of Thorazine herself, but not without regret. He’d be on medication for the rest of his life.

When he was quiet again, Tess left him to catch a few moments of quiet in the staff lounge. She still had one more patient to see: Lydia Woods, a thirty-seven-year-old woman who had run a household with three children, held down a full-time job as a stock broker, and worked as president of the PTA. She had cooked gourmet meals, attended every school function, and had been named Businesswoman of the Year. The new woman, who could have and handle it all.

Two months before, she had fallen violently apart at a school play. There had been convulsions, and a seizure many of the horrified parents had taken for epilepsy.

When she’d been taken to the hospital it was discovered she’d been in a withdrawal as serious as one from heroin addiction.

Lydia Woods had held together her perfect world with Valium and alcohol until her husband had threatened divorce. To prove her strength, she’d gone cold turkey and had ignored her physical reactions in a desperate attempt to keep her life as she had structured it.

Now, though the physical illness was well under control, she was being forced to deal with the causes, and the results.

Tess took the elevator down to the first floor, where she requested Lydia’s file. After studying it, Tess tucked it under her arm. Her room was at the end of the hall. Lydia had left the door open, but Tess knocked before going in.

The curtains were drawn, the room dim. There were flowers beside the bed, pink carnations. Their scent was light and sweet and hopeful. Lydia herself was on the bed, curled up to face the blank wall. She didn’t acknowledge Tess’s presence.

“Hello, Lydia.” Tess set the file on a small table and glanced around the room. The clothes Lydia had worn the day before were heaped in a corner. “It’s dark in here,” she said, and moved to the curtain.

“I like it dark.”

Tess glanced at the figure on the bed. It was time to push. “I don’t,” she said simply, then drew the curtain open. When light spilled in, Lydia rolled over and glared. She hadn’t bothered with her hair and makeup. There was a drawn, bitter look around her mouth.

“It’s my room.”

“Yes, it is. From what I hear you’ve been spending too much time alone in it.”

“And what the hell are you supposed to do around this place? Weave baskets with the fruits and nuts?”

“You might try going for a walk on the grounds.” Tess sat, but didn’t touch the file.

“I don’t belong here. I don’t want to be here.”

“You’re free to go any time.” Tess watched her sit up and light a cigarette. “This isn’t a prison, Lydia.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“You signed yourself in. When you feel you’re ready, you can sign yourself out.”

Lydia said nothing, smoking in brooding silence.

“I see your husband was in to see you yesterday.”

Lydia glanced at the flowers, then away. “So?”

“How did you feel about seeing him?”

“Oh, I loved it,” she snapped. “I loved having him come in here to see me looking like this.” She grabbed a handful of her unwashed hair. “I told him he should bring the kids so they can see what a pitiful hag their mother is.”

“Did you know he was coming?”

“I knew.”

“You have a shower in there. Shampoo, makeup.”

“Aren’t you the one who said I was hiding behind things?”

“Using prescription drugs and alcohol as a crutch isn’t the same as making the effort to look nice for your husband. You wanted him to see you this way, Lydia. Why, so he’d go away feeling sorry for you? Guilty?”

The arrow hit home and started the blaze, as she’d hoped. “Just shut up. It’s none of your business.”

“Did your husband bring you those flowers? They’re lovely.”

Lydia looked at them again. They made her want to cry, lose the edge of bitterness and failure that was her defense now. Picking up the vase, she hurled it and the flowers against the wall.

From out in the hall where he’d been told to wait, Ben heard the crash. He was out of his chair and heading toward the open door when a nurse stopped him.

“I’m sorry, sir, you really can’t go in. Dr. Court’s with a patient.” Blocking his way, she went to the door herself.

“Oh, Mrs. Rydel.” Ben heard Tess’s voice, cool and unruffled. “Would you bring a dustpan and a mop so Mrs. Woods can clean this up?”

“I won’t!” Lydia shouted at her. “It’s my room and I won’t clean it up.”

“Then I’d be careful where I walked, so I didn’t cut my feet on the glass.”

“I hate you.” When Tess didn’t even wince, Lydia shouted it more loudly. “I hate you! Did you hear me?”

“Yes, I hear you very well. But I wonder if you’re shouting at me, Lydia, or yourself.”

“Who the hell do you think you are?” Her hand worked up and down like a jack hammer to crush out her cigarette. “You come in here week after week with your smug self-righteous looks and your pretty, upscale suits and wait for me to strip my soul. Well, I won’t. Do you think I want to talk to some ice maiden who has her life all worked out? Miss Perfect Society who treats basket cases as a hobby then goes to her just-so home and forgets about them.”

“I don’t forget about them, Lydia.”

Tess’s voice was quiet, a direct contrast, but in the hall, Ben heard it.

“You make me sick.” Lydia heaved herself off the bed for the first time that day. “I can’t stand the sight of you with your Italian shoes and little gold pins and that ‘I never sweat’ perfection.”

“I’m not perfect, Lydia, none of us is. None of us has to be to earn love and respect.”

The tears started, but Tess didn’t rise to offer comfort. It wasn’t time. “What do you know about mistakes? What the hell do you know about how I lived? Dammit, I made things work. I did.”

“Yes, you did. But nothing works forever if you refuse to allow for flaws.”

“I was as good as you. I was better. I had clothes like yours, and a home. I hate you for coming in here and reminding me. Get out. Just get out and leave me alone.”

“All right.” Tess rose, taking the file with her. “I’ll be back next week. Sooner, if you ask for me.” She walked to the door and turned. “You still have a home, Lydia.” The nurse stood in the doorway, holding the dustpan and mop. Tess took them and set them against the inside wall. “I’ll have them send down a fresh vase for those flowers.”

Tess walked out the door and shut her eyes a moment. That kind of violent dislike, even when it came from illness and not from the heart, was never easy to take.

“Doc?”

Tess shook herself back and opened her eyes. Ben was there, a few steps away. “You’re early.”

“Yeah.” He came to her and wrapped a hand around her arm. “What the hell are you doing in a place like this?”

“My job. You’ll have to wait a minute. I have to enter some things in this file.” She walked down to the nurses’ station, checked her watch, and began to write.

Ben watched her. Right now she seemed totally unaffected by the nasty little scene he’d overheard. Her face was calm as she wrote in what he was sure was a very professional hand. But he’d seen that one quick unguarded moment when she’d stepped into the hall. Not unaffected, but impossibly controlled. He didn’t like it, just as he didn’t like this place with its clean white walls and blank, miserable faces.

She handed the file back to the nurse, in an under-tone said a few things he assumed referred to the woman who’d just berated her, then glanced at her watch again.

“I’m sorry you had to wait,” Tess said when she came back. “I have to get my coat. Why don’t you meet me outside?”

When she came out, he was standing at the edge of the grass, smoking steadily. “You never gave me a chance on the phone to tell you I didn’t want you to bother with all this. I’ve been getting myself to and from the clinic for a long time.”

He dropped the cigarette and carefully crushed it. “Why did you take all that crap from her?”

Tess drew a long breath before she linked her arm with his. “Where are you parked?”

“That’s psychiatrist shit, answering questions with questions.”

“Yes. Yes, it is. Look, if she didn’t attack me, I wouldn’t be doing my job. It’s the first time we’ve really gotten anywhere since I’ve started seeing her. Now, where are you parked? It’s cold.”

“Over here.” More than happy to leave the clinic behind, he began to walk with her. “He called you again.”

“Yes, right after you did.” She wanted badly to treat that with the same professional ease she had the patients in the clinic. “Were they able to trace it?”

“Narrowed it down to a couple blocks. No one saw anything. We’re still working on it.”

“His Laura is dead.”

“I figured that much out.” He put his hand on the car door, then released it again. “The same way I figured out you’re his next target.”

She didn’t grow pale or shudder. He hadn’t expected her to. She simply nodded, accepting, then put her hand on his arm. “Would you do me a favor?”

“I can give it a shot.”

“Let’s not talk about it tonight. At all.”

“Tess—”

“Please. I have to go to the station with you tomorrow and meet with Captain Harris. Isn’t that soon enough to hash all this over?”

He put cold, ungloved hands on her face. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I don’t care what I have to do.”

She smiled, lifting her hands to his wrist. “Then I don’t have anything to worry about, do I?”

“I care about you,” he said carefully. It was as close to a declaration as he’d ever come with a woman. “I want you to know that.”

“Then take me home, Ben.” She turned her lips into his palm. “And show me.”


Chapter 13

The maintenance man was glumly mopping up a mud-colored puddle in the hallway outside the squad room. Under the heavy scent of pine cleaner hung trails of more human odors. The machine that dispensed coffee black, coffee light, and when its mood was generous, hot chocolate, leaned like a wounded soldier against its companion which handled Hershey bars and Baby Ruths. A platoon of Styrofoam cups littered the tile. Ben steered Tess around the worst of it.

“Coffee machine blow up again?”

The man with dusty gray overalls and dusty gray hair looked over the handle of his mop. “You guys gotta quit kicking these machines. Look at that dent.” He slopped more coffee and Lysol as he gestured. “Criminal.”

“Yeah.” Ben sent a look of dislike at the candy machine. He’d added a fresh dent there himself after he’d lost another fifty cents the day before. “Somebody ought to investigate. Watch your shoes, Doc.” He led her into the squad room, where at eight o’clock phones were already shrilling.

“Paris.” Lowenstein chucked a paper cup toward her trash basket where it caught the rim and flipped in. “Captain’s daughter had her baby last night.”

“Last night?” He stopped by his desk to look for messages. The one from his mother reminded him that it had been nearly a month since he’d checked in.

“At 10:35 P.M.”

“Shit, couldn’t she have waited a couple of days? I had the fifteenth in the pool.” There was still a chance, he figured, if she’d cooperated and had a boy. “What’d she have?”

“Girl, seven pounds, seven ounces. Jackson hit it on the nose.”

“Figures.”

She rose, giving Tess a quick professional sweep. Lowenstein judged the price of the snakeskin bag in the ballpark of a hundred fifty and felt a small, harmless tug of envy. “Good morning, Dr. Court.”

“Good morning.”

“Ah, if you’d like coffee or anything, we’re getting it out of the conference room until things are cleared up. We’ll be meeting in there in a few minutes.” The perfume was French, the real stuff, Lowenstein deduced as she took a quick, discreet sniff.

“Thanks, I’ll wait.”

“Why don’t you have a seat until the captain’s ready?” Ben suggested, glancing around for a clean chair. “I’ve got to return a couple of these calls.”

There was a sudden spurt of obscenities from the hall, then a metallic crash. Tess turned to see the dirty water from the bucket stream down the hall. Then all hell broke loose.

A stringy black man with his hands cuffed behind him got as far as the doorway when a man in an overcoat caught him in a headlock.

“Look at my floor!” Almost dancing with fury, the maintenance man jumped into view. He swung his mop, spraying everything. “I’m going to the union. See if I don’t.”

The prisoner bucked and squirmed like a landed trout while the officer in charge tried to hang on. “Get that wet mop out of my face.” Panting and a bit red-faced, he tried to avoid the next shower while the black man sent up a high, keening wail.

“Shit, Mullendore, can’t you control your prisoners?” Without hurry Ben walked over to assist when the black man managed to sink his teeth into Mullendore’s hand. There was a low growl of a curse before the prisoner burst free and ran headlong into Ben. “Jesus, give me a hand, will you? This guy’s an animal.” Mullendore made a grab, sandwiching the prisoner between them. For a moment they looked as though they were ready to rhumba. Then all three men lost their footing on the damp floor and went down in a heap.

Beside Tess, Lowenstein watched with her hands comfortably on her hips.

“Shouldn’t you break it up?” Tess wondered aloud.

“The guy’s cuffed and weighs maybe a hundred pounds. They’ll just be a minute.”

“You ain’t putting me in a cell!” The black man rolled and squirmed and screamed, and managed to bring his knee solidly into Ben’s groin. In reflex, Ben jerked his elbow and caught him under the chin. As his body went limp, Ben collapsed on it, with Mullendore panting beside them.

“Thanks, Paris.” Mullendore held up his wounded hand to study the teeth marks. “Christ, I’m probably going to need a shot. The guy went crazy when we walked into the building.”

Ben managed to rise to his hands and knees. His breath whistled as he sucked it in, and left a hole burning in his gut. He tried to speak, dragged in another whistling breath, and tried again. “Sonofabitch put my balls into my stomach.”

“I’m real sorry about that, Ben.” Mullendore took out a handkerchief and wrapped it around the bite. “He looks real peaceful now, though.”

With a grunt Ben pushed himself off to sit on the floor, braced by the wall. “For Christ’s sake get him into holding before he comes to.”

He sat there as Mullendore hefted the unconscious prisoner. The cold, coffee-stained wash water had soaked through the knees and thighs of his jeans and splattered his shirt. Even when it soaked through the seat, he continued to sit, wondering why the knee that had connected with his pride had been so bony.

As he headed down the hall for a fresh batch of soapy water, the maintenance man rattled his mop in his bucket. “I’m talking to the shop steward. I had that floor almost finished.”

“Tough break.” Ben spared him a look as the pain between his legs sang its way up to his head.

“Don’t worry about it, Paris.” Lowenstein leaned on the doorway, carefully avoiding the small river. “Chances are you’re still a stallion.”

“Kiss my ass.”

“Honey, you know my husband’s a jealous man.”

Tess crouched down beside him, giving him a sympathetic tut-tut. Her hand was gentle as she patted his cheek, but her eyes were lit with laughter. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, I’m terrific. I like absorbing my coffee through my skin.”

“Executive branch, right?”

“Yeah, right.”

“Want to get up?”

“No.” He resisted reaching a hand between his legs to make certain everything was in place.

The laugh wasn’t quite muffled as she pressed a hand to her mouth. The long, narrowed look he gave her only made it worse. Her voice hitched and bubbled. “You can’t sit here all day. You’re sitting in a puddle, and you smell like the floor of a café that hasn’t been washed over the weekend.”

“Great bedside manner, Doc.” He took her arm as she fought a losing war against laughter. “One good tug and you’re down here with me.”

“Then you’d have all those guilt ramifications to deal with. Not to mention the cleaning bills.”

Ed walked down the hall, still bundled in his outdoor gear. As he avoided the worst of the wet, he dug the rest of his breakfast yogurt out of the carton. Licking the spoon, he stopped in front of his partner. “Morning, Dr. Court.”

“Good morning.” She rose, still swallowing laughter.

“Nice day.”

“Yes, a little cold though.”

“Weatherman said it should hit fifty this afternoon.”

“Oh, you two are a riot,” Ben told them. “A real riot.”

Tess cleared her throat. “Ben … Ben had a little accident.”

Ed’s bushy brows lifted as he looked at the stream running down the hall.

“Just keep your sophomoric humor to yourself,” Ben warned.

“Sophomoric.” Ed rolled the word around on his tongue, impressed. He handed his empty carton to Tess, then hooking his hands under Ben’s armpits, hauled his partner effortlessly to his feet. “Your pants are wet.”

“I was restraining a prisoner.”

“Yeah? Well, things like this happen in the midst of all that tension and excitement.”

“I’m going to my locker,” he muttered. “Make sure the doctor hasn’t hurt herself laughing.” He sloshed, a little spread-legged, down the hall.

Ed took the empty carton and plastic spoon from Tess. “Want some coffee?”

“No,” she managed, strangling a bit on the word. “No, I think I’ve had enough.”

“Give me just a minute, and I’ll take you in to Captain Harris.”
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They met in the conference room. Though the heater sent out a hopeful mechanical buzz, the floors remained chilly. Harris had lost his annual campaign for carpet. The blinds were closed in a fruitless attempt to insulate the windows. Someone had tacked up a poster urging America to conserve energy.

Tess sat at a table, with Ed lounging beside her. The light scent of jasmine steamed out of his tea. Lowenstein balanced on the edge of a small desk, idly swinging one leg. Bigsby hunched in a chair, an economy-sized box of Kleenex on his lap. Every few minutes he blew his already red nose. Roderick’s flu had him in bed.

Harris stood beside a green chalkboard on which the names and other pertinent information on the victims had been aligned in neat columns. A map of the city stretched over the wall, pierced with four blue flags. There was a corkboard beside that. Black-and-white glossies of the murdered women were tacked to it.

“We all have transcripts of the phone calls Dr. Court received.”

It sounded so cold, so businesslike, she thought. Transcripts. They couldn’t hear the pain or the sickness in transcripts. “Captain Harris.” Tess shifted her own notes in front of her. “I’ve brought you an updated report, with my own opinions and diagnosis. But I feel it might be helpful if I explained these phone calls to you and your officers.”

Harris, with his hands linked behind his back, only nodded. The mayor, the media, and the commissioner were snapping at his ankles. He wanted it over, long over, so he could spend some time doting on his new granddaughter. Seeing her behind the nursery window had almost made him believe that life had its points.

“The man who contacted me called because he was frightened, of himself. He is no longer controlling his life, but is being controlled by his illness. The last …” Her gaze was drawn to the photograph of Anne Reasoner. “The last murder was not part of the plan.” She moistened her lips, glancing over only briefly as Ben walked in. “He was waiting for me—me specifically. We can’t be certain how he focused in on the other victims. In the case of Barbara Clayton we can be all but certain it was coincidence. Her car broke down. He was there. In my case it’s much more fine-tuned. He’s seen my name and picture in the paper.”

She paused a moment, expecting Ben to slip into the chair beside her. Instead he stayed back, leaning against the closed door, separated from her by the table.

“The rational part of his mind, the part that keeps him functioning on a daily basis, was drawn. Here was help, someone who hasn’t condemned him out of hand. Someone who claims to understand at least some of the pain. Someone who looks enough like his Laura to trigger feelings of love and complete despair.

“I think it’s accurate to say that he waited for me the night of Anne Reasoner’s murder because he wanted to talk to me, to explain why before he … before he did what he’s being driven to do. From your own investigations I think it’s also accurate to say that he didn’t feel this need to explain with any of the others. In your transcripts you’ll see that time and time again he asks me to understand. I’m a hinge at this point. His door is swinging both ways.” She put her palms together, moving them back and forth to demonstrate. “He’s asking for help, then his illness takes over and he only wants to finish what he’s started. Two more victims,” she said calmly. “Or in his mind, two more souls to be saved. Me, then himself.”

Ed made small, neat notes in the margin of his transcripts. “What’s to stop him from going off, taking someone else down because he can’t get to you?”

“He needs me. At this point he’s contacted me three times. He’s seen me in church. He deals in signs and symbols. I was in church—his church. I resemble his Laura. I’ve told him I want to help. The closer he feels to me, the more necessary it would be for him to complete his mission with me.”

“You still think he’ll target for December eighth?” Lowenstein had the transcript in her hands, but she wasn’t looking at it.

“Yes. I don’t think he could break pattern again. Anne Reasoner took too much out of him. The wrong woman, the wrong night.” Tess’s stomach shuddered once before she drew herself straight and controlled it.

“Isn’t it possible,” Ed began, “that because he’s homed in on you this way, that he could go for you sooner?”

“It’s always possible. Mental illness has few absolutes.”

“We’ll be continuing our twenty-four-hour protection,” Harris put in. “You’ll have the wire on your phone and the guards until he’s caught. In the meantime, we want you to continue your office and personal routine. He’s been watching you, so he’ll know what they are. If you look accessible, we might draw him out.”

“Why don’t you give her the bottom line?” From the door Ben spoke quietly. His hands were in his pockets, his voice relaxed. Tess only had to look in his eyes to see what was going on inside. “You want her for bait.”

Harris stared back. His voice didn’t change in volume or tone when he spoke again. “Dr. Court has been singled out. What I want doesn’t matter as much as what the killer wants. That’s why she’s going to have people on her at home, in her office, and at the damn grocery store.”

“She should be in the safe house for the next two weeks.”

“That’s been considered and rejected.”

“Rejected?” Ben pushed himself away from the door. “Who rejected it?”

“I did.” Tess folded her hands on her file, then sat very still.

Ben barely glanced at her before he poured his rage on Harris. “Since when do we use civilians? As long as she’s in the open, she’s in jeopardy.”

“She’s being guarded.”

“Yeah. And we all know how easily something can go wrong. One misstep and you’ll be tacking her picture up there.”

“Ben.” Lowenstein reached out for his arm, but he shook her off.

“We’ve got no business taking chances with her when we know he’s going to go for her. She goes in the safe house.”

“No.” Tess gripped her hands together so tight the knuckles whitened. “I can’t treat my patients unless I go to my office and the clinic.”

“You can’t treat them if you’re dead either.” He spun to her, slamming both palms flat on the table. “So take a vacation. Buy yourself a ticket to Martinique or Cancún. I want you out of this.”

“I can’t, Ben. Even if I could walk away from my patients for a few weeks, I can’t walk away from the rest.”

“Paris—Ben,” Harris amended in a quieter tone. “Dr. Court is aware of her options. As long as she’s here, she’ll be protected. It’s Dr. Court’s own opinion that he’ll seek her out. Since she’s decided to cooperate with the department, we’ll be able to keep her under tight surveillance and cut him off when he makes his move.”

“We get her out, and we plant a policewoman in her place.”

“No.” This time Tess rose, slowly. “I’m not going to have someone die in my place again. Not again.”

“And I’m not going to find you in some alley with a scarf around your neck.” He turned his back on her. “You’re using her because the investigation’s stalled, because we’ve got one jerky witness, a religious outlet in Boston, and a ream of psychiatric guesswork.”

“I’m accepting Dr. Court’s cooperation because we’ve got four dead women.” It was the burning in his own stomach that kept Harris from raising his voice. “And I need every one of my officers at top level. Pull yourself together, Ben, or you’ll be the one out of it.”

Tess gathered up her papers and quietly slipped out. Ed was less than ten seconds behind her. “Want some air?” he asked when he found her standing miserably in the hall.

“Yes. Thanks.”

He took her elbow in a way that would normally have made her smile. As he pushed open the door, the blast of November wind buffeted them. The sky was a hard, cold blue, without a cloud to soften it. Both of them remembered it had been August, hot steamy August, when it had begun. Ed waited while Tess buttoned her coat.

“I think we might get some snow by Thanksgiving,” he said conversationally.

“I suppose.” She dipped into her pocket and found her gloves, but only stood running them through her hands.

“I always feel sorry for the turkeys.”

“What?”

“The turkeys,” Ed repeated. “You know, Thanksgiving. I don’t guess they’re very grateful to be a tradition.”

“No.” She found she could smile after all. “No, I guess not.”

“He’s never been tangled up with a woman before. Not like this. Not like you.”

Tess let out a long breath, wishing she could find the answer. She’d always been able to find the answer. “It just gets more complicated.”

“I’ve known Ben a long time.” Ed pulled a peanut out of his pocket, cracked it, and offered the meat to Tess. When she shook her head, he popped it into his mouth. “He’s pretty easy to read, if you know how to look. Right now he’s scared. He’s scared of you and he’s scared for you.”

Tess looked out over the parking lot. One of the cops wasn’t going to be happy when he came out and found his right-front tire flat. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t run away from this, though part of me, deep down, is terrified.”

“Of the phone calls or Ben?”

“I’m beginning to think you should be in my business,” she murmured.

“If you’re a cop long enough, you learn a little bit of everything.”

“I’m in love with him.” It came out slowly, like a test. Once it was said, she took a shaky breath. “That would be hard enough under normal circumstances, but now … I can’t do what he wants.”

“He knows that. That’s why he’s scared. He’s a good cop. As long as he’s looking out for you, you’re going to be okay.”

“I’m counting on it. He’s got a problem with what I do for a living.” She turned to face him. “You know about that. You know why.”

“Let’s say I know enough to say he’s got his reasons, and when he’s ready, he’ll let you know about them.”

She studied his wide, wind-reddened face. “He’s lucky to have you.”

“I’m always telling him.”

“Bend down a minute.” When he did, she brushed her lips over his cheek. “Thanks.”

His color rose a little higher. “Don’t mention it.”

Ben watched them through the glass door a moment before he pushed it open. He’d used up most of his temper on Harris. All that was left was a dull ache in the center of his gut. He knew enough of fear to recognize it.

“Moving in on my time?” he asked mildly.

“If you’re stupid enough to make room.” Ed smiled down at Tess and handed her some peanuts. “Take care of yourself.”

Tess jiggled the nuts in her hand and said nothing as Ed disappeared inside.

His jacket unzipped, Ben stood beside her, looking, as she did, out over the parking lot. The wind sent a small brown bag racing across the asphalt. “I’ve got a neighbor who’ll look after my cat for a while.” When Tess remained silent, he shifted. “I want to move in with you.”

She stared hard at the flat tire. “More police protection?”

“That’s right.” And more, a whole lot more. He wanted to be with her, day and night. He couldn’t explain, not yet, that he wanted to live with her, when he’d never lived with another woman. That kind of commitment had been dangerously close to a permanency he didn’t consider himself ready for.

Tess studied the peanuts in her hand before slipping them into her pocket. As Ed had said, he was easy enough to read if you knew how to look. “I’ll give you a key, but I won’t cook breakfast.”

“How about dinner?”

“Now and then.”

“Sounds reasonable. Tess?”

“Yes?”

“If I told you I wanted you to go because …” He hesitated, then put his hands on her shoulders. “Because I don’t think I could handle it if anything happened to you, would you go?”

“Would you come with me?”

“I can’t. You know I have to—” He broke off, struggling with frustration as she looked up at him. “All right. I should know better than to argue with someone who plays Ping-Pong with brain cells. You’ll do what you’re told, though, right down the line.”

“I have a vested interest in making this case easier for you, Ben. Until it’s over, I’ll do what I’m told.”

“That has to do.” He backed off just enough for her to realize it was the cop now, much more than the man, who stood with her. “Two uniforms are following you to your office. We’ve arranged for the guard in the lobby to take a vacation, and have already replaced him with one of ours. We’ll have three men taking turns in your waiting room. Whenever it can be arranged, I’ll pick you up and take you home. When it can’t, the uniforms will follow you. We’re using an empty apartment on the third floor as a base, but when you get in, your door stays locked. If you have to go out for any reason, you call in and wait until it’s cleared.”

“It sounds thorough.”

He thought about the four glossies on the corkboard.

“Yeah. If anything, I mean anything, happens—a guy cuts you off at a light, somebody stops you on the street for directions—I want to know about it.”

“Ben, it’s no one’s fault that things have taken this turn. Not yours, not Harris’s, not mine. We just have to see it through.”

“That’s what I intend to do. There’re the uniforms. You’d better get going.”

“All right.” She went down the first step, then stopped and turned back. “I guess it would be improper conduct for you to kiss me here, while you’re on duty.”

“Yeah.” He bent down, and in the way that never failed to make her limbs weak, cupped her face in his hands. Eyes open and on hers, he lowered his mouth. Her lips were chilled, but soft, generous. Her free hand gripped the front of his coat for balance, or to keep him there an extra moment. He watched in fascination as her lashes fluttered, then lowered slowly to shadow her cheeks.

“Can you remember just where you were for about eight hours?” Tess murmured.

“I’ll make a point of it.” He drew away, but kept her hand in his. “Drive carefully. We wouldn’t want the uniforms to be tempted to give you a ticket.”

“I’d just have it fixed.” She smiled. “See you tonight.”

He let her go. “I like my steak medium-well.”

“I like mine rare.”

He watched her get into her car then pull competently out of the lot. The uniforms stayed a car length behind.
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Tess knew she was dreaming, just as she knew there were solid and logical reasons for the dream. But it didn’t stop her from knowing fear.

She was running. The muscles in her right calf were knotted with the effort. In sleep she whimpered quietly in pain. Corridors sprang up everywhere, confusing her. As much as she was able, she kept to a straight route, knowing there was a doorway somewhere. She had only to find it. In the maze her breathing bounced back heavily. The walls were mirrored now, and threw dozens of her reflections at her.

She was carrying a briefcase. She looked down at it stupidly, but didn’t set it aside. When it became too heavy for one hand, she dragged it with both and continued to run. As she lost her balance, she thrust out a hand and connected with a mirror. Panting, she looked up. Anne Reasoner stared back at her. Then the mirror melted away into another corridor.

So she ran on, taking the straight path. The weight of the briefcase hurt her arms, but she pulled it with her. Muscles strained and burned. Then she saw the door. Almost sobbing with relief, she dragged herself to it. Locked. She looked desperately for the key. There was always a key. But the knob turned slowly from the other side.

“Ben.” Weak with relief, she reached out a hand for him to help her over that final step to safety. But the figure was black and white.

The black cassock, the white collar. The white silk of the amice. She saw it come up, knotted like pearls, and reach for her throat. Then she started to scream.

“Tess. Tess, come on, baby, wake up.”

She was gasping, reaching up for her throat as she dragged herself out of the dream.

“Relax.” His voice came calm and soothing out of the dark. “Just breathe deep and relax. I’m right here.”

She clung hard, with her face pressed into Ben’s shoulder. As his hands moved up and down her back, she fought to focus on them and let the dream fade.

“I’m sorry,” she managed when she caught her breath. “It was just a dream. I’m sorry.”

“Must have been a beaut.” Gently, he brushed the hair from her face. Her skin was clammy. Ben pulled the covers up and wrapped them around her. “Want to tell me about it?”

“Just overworked.” She drew her knees up to rest her elbows on them.

“Want some water?”

“Yes, thanks.”

She rubbed her hands over her face as she listened to the tap run in the bathroom. He left the light on so that it slanted through the door. “Here you go. You have nightmares often?”

“No.” She sipped to ease her dry throat. “I had some after my parents died. My grandfather would come in and sit with me, and fall asleep in the chair.”

“Well, I’ll sit with you.” After he got into bed again, he put an arm around her. “Better?”

“A lot. I guess I feel stupid.”

“Wouldn’t you say, psychiatrically speaking, that under certain circumstances it’s healthy to be scared?”

“I suppose I would.” She let her head rest on his shoulder. “Thanks.”

“What else is bothering you?”

She took a last sip of water before setting the glass aside. “I was making an effort not to let it show.”

“Didn’t work. What is it?”

Tess sighed and stared at the slant of light on the bedroom floor. “I have a patient. Or I had one, anyway. This young boy, fourteen, alcoholic, severe depression, suicidal tendencies. I wanted his parents to put him into a clinic in Virginia.”

“They won’t go for it.”

“Not only that, but he missed his session today. I called, got the mother. She tells me that she feels Joey’s progressing just fine. She didn’t want to discuss the clinic, and she’s going to let him take a breather from his sessions. There’s nothing I can do. Nothing.” It was that, most of all, that had slapped her down. “She won’t face the fact that he isn’t progressing. She loves him, but she’s put blinders on so she doesn’t have to see anything that isn’t in straight focus. I’ve been slapping a Band-Aid on him every week, but the wound’s not healing.”

“You can’t make her bring the boy in. Maybe a breather will help. Let the wound get some air.”

“I wish I could believe that.”

It was the tone of her voice that made him shift, and bring her closer. When he’d woken to her screams, his blood had run cold. Now it was pumping warm again. “Look, Doc, both of us are in the business where we can lose people. It’s the kind of thing that wakes you up at three in the morning, has you staring at walls or out windows. Sometimes you’ve just got to turn it off. Just turn the switch.”

“I know. Rule number one is professional detachment.” His hair brushed her cheek as she turned her face to his. “What turns the switch best for you?”

In the shadowed light she saw him grin. “You really want to know?”

“Yes.” She ran a hand down his side until it rested comfortably at his hip. “Right now I especially want to know.”

“This usually works.” In one easy move he rolled her on top of him. He felt the give of firm breasts pressing against him, smelled the fragrance of her hair as it curtained his face. He took a handful and brought her mouth down to his.

How well she seemed to fit. The thought ran through his head. The brush of her fingertips on his skin was like a blessing. There was something about her hesitancy that had his own excitement drumming. If he ran his own fingers along her inner thigh, she shivered, just enough to let him know she wanted him but was still unsure.

He didn’t know why or how it should seem so fresh with her. Each time he found himself holding her in the dark, in the quiet, it was like the first time. She was bringing something to him he hadn’t known he’d missed and was no longer certain he could do without.

Her mouth moved lightly over his face. He wanted to roll her over on her back, pump himself into her until they both exploded. With most women it had always been that last, split second of insanity that had washed everything else away. With Tess it was a touch, a murmur, a quiet brush of lips. So he pushed back that first rage of desire and let them both drift.

He could be so gentle, she thought hazily. At times when they made love, it was all speed, all urgency. And then … When she least expected it, he would be tender, almost lazy, until her heart was ready to break from the sweetness of it. Now he let her touch the body she had come to know as well as her own.

There were sighs. Sighs of contentment. There were murmurs. Murmurs of promises. He buried his hands in her hair as she tasted, almost shyly at first, then with growing confidence. There were muscles to be discovered. She found them taut, and delighted in the knowledge that she caused the tension.

There were bones in his hips, long and narrow. When her tongue glided over them, he arched like a bow. The trail of her finger along the crease of his thigh had his long body shuddering. She sighed as her lips followed the path. There was no more thought of nightmares.

He’d had women touch him. Maybe too many women.

But none of them had made his blood hammer like this. He wanted to lie there for hours and absorb each separate sensation. He wanted to make her sweat and shake as he was.

He sat up, grabbing her hands at the wrist. For a moment, a long moment, they stared at each other in the narrow beam of light. His breath came in pants. His eyes were dark, glazed with passion. The scent of desire hung heavy in the room.

He lowered her slowly, until she lay on her back. With his hands still gripping her wrists, he used his mouth to drive her to the edge. Narrow, delicate, her hands strained against his hold. Her body twisted, arched, not in protest, but in a delirium of pleasure. His tongue slid over her, into her, until she thought her lungs would balloon and explode from the pressure. He felt her go rigid and call out as she came. Her scent spilled into the room. She was limp, boneless, when he filled her.

“I’m going to watch you go up again.”

He braced himself over her, and though each muscle trembled with the effort, went slowly, exquisitely slowly. She moaned, then opened her eyes as the sensations and pleasure began to build again. Her lips trembled open as she started to say his name. Then her fingers dug into the rumpled sheets.

Ben buried his face in her hair and cut himself loose.


Chapter 14

“I appreciate your making time to see me, Monsignor.” Tess took a seat in the front of Logan’s desk and had a quick, not entirely comfortable flash of how her patients must feel during their initial consultation.

“It’s my pleasure.” He was settled comfortably, his tweed jacket draped over the back of his chair, his shirt-sleeves rolled up to reveal sturdy forearms sprinkled with hair just beginning to gray. She thought again that he seemed to be a man more accustomed to the rugby field or racquetball court than vespers and incense. “Would you like some tea?”

“No. Nothing, thank you, Monsignor.”

“Since we’re colleagues, why don’t you call me Tim?”

“Yes.” She smiled, ordering herself to relax, starting with her toes. “That would make things easier. My call to you today was on impulse, but—”

“When a priest is troubled, he seeks out another priest. When an analyst is troubled …” As he trailed off, Tess found her conscious effort to relax was working.

“Exactly.” The fingers on her purse loosened their grip. “I guess that means you get hit from both ends.”

“It also means I have two roads to choose from when I have problems of my own. That’s a matter which has its pros and cons, but you didn’t come to discuss Christ versus Freud. Why don’t you tell me what’s troubling you?”

“At this point, a number of things. I don’t feel like I’ve found the key to the mind of … of the man the police are looking for.”

“And you think you should have?”

“I think being as involved as I am now, I should have more.” She lifted one hand in a gesture that spoke of frustration and uncertainty. “I’ve talked to him three times. It bothers me that I can’t get through my own fear, maybe my own self-interest, to push the right buttons.”

“Do you think you know those buttons?”

“It’s my job to know them.”

“Tess, we both know the psychotic mind is a maze, and the routes leading to the core can shift and shift again. Even if we had him under intensive therapy in ideal conditions, it might take years to find the answers.”

“Oh, I know. Logically, medically, I know that.”

“But emotionally is a different story.”

Emotionally. She dealt with other people’s emotions on a daily basis. It was different, and much more difficult, she discovered, to open her own to someone else. “I know it’s unprofessional, and that worries me, but I’m past the point where I can be objective. Monsignor Logan—Tim—that last woman who was killed was meant to be me. I saw her in that alley. I can’t forget.”

His eyes were kind, but she saw no pity in them. “Transferring guilt won’t change what happened.”

“I know that too.” She rose and went to the window. Below, a group of students rushed across the grass to make their next class.

“May I ask you a question?”

“Naturally. I’m in the answer business.”

“Does it bother you that this man may be, or may have been, a priest?”

“On a personal level, you mean, because I’m a priest?” To consider it, he sat back with his hands steepled. As a young man he’d boxed both in and out of the ring. His knuckles were fat and spread. “I can’t deny a certain discomfort. Certainly the idea of the man being a priest rather than, say, a computer programmer, makes the entire business more sensational. But the simple truth is that priests are not saints, but as human as a plumber, a right fielder, or a psychiatrist.”

“When he’s found, will you want to treat him?”

“If I were asked,” Logan said slowly. “If I believed I could be of use, then perhaps. I wouldn’t feel obliged or responsible, as I believe you do.”

“You know, the more afraid I am, the more essential it becomes to me to help him.” She turned to the window again. “I had a dream last night. A rather dreadful one. I was lost in these corridors, this maze, and I was running. Even though I knew I was dreaming I was still terrified. The walls became mirrors and I could see myself over and over again.” Unconsciously she put a hand to the glass of the window, as she had to the mirror in the dream. “I was carrying my briefcase, dragging it really, because it was so heavy. I looked in one of the mirrors and it wasn’t my reflection, but Anne Reasoner’s. Then she was gone and I was running again. There was a door. I just had to get on the other side of that door. When I got there, it was locked. I looked frantically for the key, but I didn’t have it. Then the door opened on its own. I thought I was safe. I thought—then I saw the priest’s frock and the amice.”

She turned back, but couldn’t bring herself to sit. “Oh, I could sit down and write a very detailed and comprehensive analysis of that dream. My fear of being out of control in this situation, overwork, and my refusal to cut down on that workload. Guilt over Anne Reasoner. My frustration at not finding the key to this case and my ultimate, my very ultimate failure.”

She hadn’t mentioned fear for her life. Logan considered it a very interesting and telling omission. Either she had not yet brought herself to face it, or she linked the possibility with her dread of failing.

“You’re so sure you’re going to fail?”

“Yes, and I detest the idea.” The admission brought a self-deprecating smile. Tess ran her fingers over the cover of the antique Bible and found the carving deep and smooth. “There’s something in here about pride going before a fall.”

“I tend to think that depends on the pride. You’ve given the police everything a trained psychiatrist could, Tess. You haven’t failed.”

“I never have, you know. Not really. Not on a personal level. I did well in school, played hostess very properly for my grandfather until my practice cut back on my free time. As far as men were concerned, after one minor disaster in college I always made sure I called the shots. Things have been very safe and tidy until … well, until a few months ago.”

“Tess, as far as this case is concerned, you were brought in as a consultant. It’s the police department’s responsibility to find this man.”

“Maybe I could have left it at that. Maybe,” she murmured, running a hand through her hair. “I’m not totally sure. But now, how can I? He’s turned to me. When he spoke to me, there was a desperation, a plea. How could I, how could any doctor try not to answer that?”

“Treating him at some later date isn’t the same thing as feeling responsible for the results of his illness.” A frown of concern entered his eyes as he linked his fingers and rested them on the desk. “If I had to speculate out of hand, before a thorough reading of this report, I would say he’s drawn to you because he senses compassion, and a certain vulnerability. You have to be careful not to give so much of the first that you fall victim to the second.”

“It’s difficult for me to follow the rules on this one. Ben—Detective Paris—wanted me to go out of town. When he suggested it, for a minute I thought, I’ll go. I’ll get on a plane and go down to, I don’t know, Mazatlán, and when I come back this will all be over and my life will be as neat and tidy as it used to be.” She paused and met Logan’s quiet, patient gaze. “I really detest myself for that.”

“Don’t you consider it a normal reaction to the stress of the situation?”

“For a patient,” she said, and smiled. “Not for me.”

“There is such a thing as overachievement, Tess.”

“I don’t smoke. I’m a very light drinker.” She came back to sit. “I figure I’m entitled to a vice.”

“I don’t have sex,” Logan said contemplatively. “I suppose that’s why I feel entitled to smoke and drink.” He looked back, pleased that she seemed more at ease. Confession, he knew well, was good for the soul. “So you’re staying in Georgetown and cooperating with the police. How do you feel about that?”

“Nervous,” she told him immediately. “It’s an uneasy feeling to know someone’s watching you all the time. I don’t mean just—” Shaking her head, she broke off. “I have such a difficult time knowing what to call him.”

“Most people would call him a killer.”

“Yes, but he’s also a victim. In any case, it’s not just knowing he might be watching that unnerves me. It’s knowing the police are. At the same time I feel satisfied that it’s the right thing. I didn’t cut and run. I want to help this man. It’s become very important to me to help him. In the dream, when I was faced with him I fell apart. Therefore I failed him and myself. I’m not going to let that happen.”

“No, I don’t think you will.” Logan picked up his letter opener, running the hilt through his hands. It was old and a bit tacky, a souvenir from a trip to Ireland during his youth. He was fond of it, as he was of many foolish things. Though he didn’t consider Tess foolish, he was becoming fond of her as well. “Tess, I hope you don’t take offense if I suggest that after all this is over, you do get away for a while. Stress and overwork can break even the strongest of us.”

“I won’t take offense, but I might take it as doctor’s orders.”

“Good girl. Tell me, how is Ben?” When she gave him a blank stare, he smiled. “Oh, come, even a priest can smell romance in the air.”

“I suppose you could say Ben is another problem.”

“Romance is supposed to be a problem.” He put the letter opener down. “Are you calling the shots this time, Tess?”

“It doesn’t seem as though either of us is. We’re just fumbling around. He—I think we care for each other a great deal. We just haven’t gotten around to trusting each other yet.”

“Trust takes time if it’s going to be solid. I’ve had a couple of professional discussions with him, and one rather drunken meeting at a little bar downtown.”

“Oh, really? He didn’t mention it.”

“My dear, a man doesn’t like to mention he got drunk with a priest. In any case, would you like my opinion of Detective Paris?”

“Yes, I think I would.”

“I’d say he’s a very good man, dependable. The kind of man who probably calls his mother once a month even when he’d rather not. Men like Ben bend rules but very rarely break them, because they appreciate structure, they understand the concept of law. There’s an anger in him he keeps well buried. He didn’t give up the Church because of laziness, but because he found too many flaws. He gave up the Church, Tess, my dear, but he’s Catholic right down to his toes.” Tim sat back, pleased with himself. “Sixty-second analysis is my speciality.”

“I believe it.” She pulled a file out of her briefcase. “I hope you have as much luck with this. I cleared it with Captain Harris. This is my updated report. You’ll also find the transcripts of my phone calls. I’d appreciate a miracle.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks for listening.”

“Any time.” He rose to go to the door with her. “Tess, if you have any more nightmares, give me a call. It never hurts to ask for a little help.”

“Where have I heard that before?”

Logan watched her go through the outer office before he closed the door.
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He watched her exit the building. It was dangerous to follow her, but he knew the time for caution was almost over. She paused by her car, looking for her keys. Her head was bent, as if in prayer. The need billowed up inside him until his head rang. Groping, he found the white silk in his coat pocket. Cool, soft. It steadied him. Tess pushed the key into the lock.

If he was quick enough, sure enough, it could be over in minutes. His fingers clutched and unclutched on the amice while his heart thudded in his throat. A few forgotten leaves, dry as dust, rustled around her ankles. He saw the wind blow wisps of hair around her face. She looked troubled. Soon, very soon, she would be at peace. They would all be at peace.

He watched her get into her car, heard the door close, then the sound of the engine. A puff of smoke spurted out of the tailpipe. The car made a gentle sweep of the parking area, then turned onto the road.

He waited until the police car made the turn before he went to his own car. She would go to her office now, and he would continue the vigil. The moment hadn’t arrived. There was still time to pray for her. And himself.
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Tess hung up the phone, leaned back in her chair, and shut her eyes. She was batting about .500. In her game, that wasn’t nearly good enough.

Joey Higgins. How could she treat the boy if she couldn’t talk to him? His mother had taken a stand. Joey was no longer drinking, therefore, Joey was fine and no longer needed the embarrassment of a psychiatrist. It had been a painful and ultimately fruitless conversation. She had one more shot. She had to make it good.

Leaning forward, Tess buzzed her secretary. “Kate, how much time do I have before the next appointment?”

“Ten minutes.”

“All right. Please get Donald Monroe on the line for me.”

“Right away.”

While she waited, Tess looked over Joey’s file. Their last session remained very clear in her mind.

“Dying’s not such a big deal.”

“Why do you say that, Joey?”

“ ’Cause it’s not. People are always dying. You’re supposed to.”

“Death’s inevitable, but that doesn’t make it an answer. Even very old people, very sick people, cling to life because it’s precious.”

“People say when someone dies, they’re at peace.”

“Yes, and most of us believe there is something after life. But each of us is here for a reason. Our life is a gift, not always easy, certainly not always perfect. Making it better for ourselves and for the people around us takes some effort. What’s your favorite thing to eat?”

He gave her a blank look. “Spaghetti, I guess.”

“Meat balls or meat sauce?”

The smile was quick, but it was there. “Meat balls.”

“Suppose you’d never tasted spaghetti and meat balls. The sky would probably still be blue, Christmas would still come once a year, but you’d be missing something pretty terrific. And if you weren’t here, say you’d never been born, we’d still have the sky and Christmas, but something pretty terrific would be missing.”

Her buzzer brought her back to the present. “Mr. Monroe on one.”

“Thank you, Kate. Mr. Monroe.”

“Dr. Court. Is there a problem?”

“Yes, Mr. Monroe, I feel there’s a big problem. I’m strongly opposed to Joey withdrawing from treatment.”

“Withdrawing? What do you mean?”

“Mr. Monroe, are you aware that Joey missed his last session?”

There was a pause before she caught just a whisper of a weary sigh. “No. I suppose he decided to take off on his own. I’ll discuss it with Lois.”

“Mr. Monroe, I’ve already spoken to your wife. She’s decided to take Joey out of therapy. I take it you weren’t informed.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Another pause, then he drew a long breath. “Dr. Court, Lois wants Joey to resume a normal life, and he does seem a great deal better. We told him about the baby, and his reaction was encouraging. He’s going to help me paint the nursery.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Monroe. My feeling is, however, that he’s far from ready to pull out of therapy. In fact, I still believe he would be helped a great deal by some time in the clinic we discussed.”

“Lois is completely opposed to the clinic. I’m sorry, Dr. Court, and I do appreciate your concern, but I have to back her on this.”

Anger surged, barely controlled. Couldn’t he see it was the boy he had to back up? That they both had to back up? “I understand that you feel you should show Joey a united front. But, Mr. Monroe, I can’t stress enough how vital it is for Joey to continue to receive consistent professional help.”

“And, Dr. Court, there’s also the risk of overanalyzing. Joey isn’t drinking, he isn’t hanging around with the same crowd he was when he was drinking. He hasn’t even mentioned his father in two weeks.”

The last statement had alarm bells ringing in her head. “The fact that he hasn’t mentioned his father only means he’s repressing his feelings. His emotional state at this point is very tenuous. Can you understand, when there is little self-esteem, suicide becomes almost easy? I’m afraid—no, I’m terrified of what he might do.”

“Dr. Court, I can’t help but think you’re overreacting.”

“I promise you, I’m not. Mr. Monroe, I don’t want to see Joey become a statistic. What I want, more than anything, is for his therapy to stop, when he’s ready. It’s both my professional opinion and my gut instinct that he’s not.”

“I’ll see if I can convince Lois to bring him back for another session.” But even as he said it, Tess recognized the dismissal. Some other boy might slash his wrists or swallow a bottle of pills, but not Joey.

“Mr. Monroe, has anyone asked Joey if he wants to continue seeing me?”

“Dr. Court, I can only promise to look into this.” Impatience came through now, with a trace of annoyance. “I’ll use whatever influence I have to see that Joey comes back for at least one more session. I think you’ll see for yourself how much better he is. You’ve been very helpful, Doctor, but if we feel Joey is well, then the sessions should be stopped.”

“Please, before you do anything, would you get a second opinion? Perhaps you’re right not to take my word for it. I can recommend several excellent psychiatrists in the area.”

“I’ll talk to Lois. We’ll consider it. Thank you, Dr. Court, I know you’ve helped Joey a great deal.”

Not enough, she thought as the connection broke. Not nearly enough.

“Dr. Court. Mr. Grossman is here.”

“All right, Kate. Send him in.” She took Joey’s file, but didn’t put it away. Instead she set it aside on her desk, within easy reach.
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It was nearly five when the last patient left for the day. Kate stuck her head in the door. “Dr. Court, Mr. Scott didn’t schedule his next appointment.”

“He doesn’t need one.”

“Really?” Kate relaxed against the door. “You did good work there, Dr. Court.”

“I like to think so. You can take his file out of current patients.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

“Do it tomorrow, Kate. If you hurry you can get out of here exactly one minute early.”

“Watch me. Good night, Dr. Court.”

“Good night, Kate.” When the phone rang she reached for it herself. “I’ve got it. Go on home, Kate.” With her hand on the receiver, she took a long breath. “Dr. Court.”

“Hi, Doc.”

“Ben.” A layer of tension dissolved. She heard background noises of phones, voices, and typewriters. “Still at work?”

“Yeah. I wanted you to know I’d be a while yet.”

“You sound tired. Did something happen?”

He thought of the day he’d put in and the stench he wasn’t sure would ever wash off his skin. “It’s been a long one. Look, why don’t I pick up some pizza or something? Things should be wrapped up here in another hour or so.”

“Okay. Ben, I’m a good listener.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Go straight home and lock the door.”

“Yes, sir.”

“See you later, smartass.”

It wasn’t until she hung up that Tess realized how quiet the office was. Normally she would have appreciated an hour in the evening to herself. Her desk could be put in order, paperwork could be finished up. Now the quiet seemed too close and too thick. Calling herself a fool, she picked up the Scott file to close it out. Success was satisfying.

She took the files and tapes from her late-afternoon patients and locked them away. Joey Higgins’s file remained on her desk. Knowing she was spinning her wheels, Tess put it in her briefcase to take home.

Three times she caught herself looking toward her door with her pulse throbbing.

Ridiculous. Determined not to be a fool, she checked the next day’s appointments. There were two policemen outside, she reminded herself, and one in the lobby. She was perfectly safe.

But each time she heard the elevator hum in the hall outside, she felt a jolt.

If she went home now, the apartment would be empty. She didn’t want to face solitude there now, not now that she was sharing the apartment with Ben.

What was she getting into? Sighing, she began to gather the rest of her things. She was over her head with Ben Paris. Just how did the eminent Dr. Court deal with falling in love? Very poorly, she decided as she went to the closet for her coat.

If it were spring, she’d have an excuse for daydreaming and smiling at nothing in particular. Smart people fell in love in spring, she thought, when everything was fresh and seemed as though it would stay that way.

She stopped at the window. The trees that marched along the street in front of the buildings were dark and naked. What patches of grass could be seen were already yellowed and tired. People huddled inside their coats, heads bowed against the wind. It wasn’t spring, she thought, feeling foolish. And everyone’s hurrying home.

Then she saw him. He stood very still in his black coat, just in back of a group of young trees. Her breath caught. Her knees trembled. Watching—he was waiting and watching. Instinctively, she swung around for the phone, grabbing it from her desk. She’d call downstairs, she thought as she began to punch buttons. She’d call and tell the police that he was outside, watching. Then she’d go down too. She’d go because she’d promised herself that much.

But when she turned back to look, he was gone.

She stood there a moment, the phone in her hand, the number half dialed. He was gone.

Just someone on his way home, Tess told herself. A doctor or lawyer or bank executive walking home to keep fit. She forced herself to walk back to her desk and calmly replace the phone. She was jumping at shadows. Because her legs were still unsteady, she sat on the edge of the desk. Layer by layer she rebuilt control.

Diagnosis, acute paranoia.

Prescription, hot bath and quiet evening with Ben Paris.

Feeling better, she drew on her cashmere coat, hefted her briefcase, and tossed her purse strap over her shoulder. After locking her office, she turned and saw the knob on the reception-area door turn.

The keys in her hand slipped out of nerveless fingers. She took a step back into the door she’d just locked. The door opened an inch. The scream backed up in her throat, bubbling hot. Frozen, she stared as the door opened a bit more. There was no maze to run through, no place to go. She took a deep breath, knowing she was on her own.

“Anybody home?”

“Oh, Jesus, Frank.” Her knees felt like butter as she braced herself against her office door. “What are you doing sneaking around the halls?”

“I was walking down to the elevator and saw the light under your door.” He smiled, delighted to find her alone. “Don’t tell me you’re taking work home again, Tess.” He stepped inside, strategically closing the outer door at his back.

“No, I keep my laundry in here.” She bent to retrieve her keys, furious enough with herself to let him feel the backlash. “Look, Frank, I’ve had a long day. I’m not in the mood for your fumbling attempts at seduction.”

“Why, Tess.” His eyes widened, and so did his smile. “I had no idea you could be so … so aggressive.”

“If you don’t get out of my way, you’re going to get a close-up view of the nap of this carpet.”

“How about a drink?”

“Oh, for God’s sake.” She pushed past him, took hold of the freshly pressed sleeve of his jacket, and yanked him into the hall.

“Dinner at my place?”

Setting her teeth, Tess switched off the light, closed the door, and locked it. “Frank, why don’t you take your sexual delusions and write a book? It might keep you out of trouble.” She whipped past him and punched the button for the elevator.

“You could be chapter one.”

She took a long breath, counted backward from ten, and discovered, to her amazement, that it did nothing to calm her. When the doors slid open she stepped inside, turned, and blocked the opening. “If you like the shape of your nose, Frank, don’t try to get on this elevator with me.”

“How about dinner and a hot tub?” he said as the doors started to close. “I know a great place for Chicken Kiev.”

“Stuff it,” she muttered, then leaned against the back wall.

She was nearly home before she started to laugh. It was possible, if she put her mind to it, to forget about the police car behind her, to block out the fact that on the third floor of her building cops were drinking coffee and watching the early news. A two-car accident on Twenty-third held her up an extra fifteen minutes but didn’t spoil the mood she was building.

She was humming when she unlocked the door to her apartment. After wishing briefly that she’d thought to pick up fresh flowers, she went straight to the bedroom and stripped. She chose the silk kimono again, then dumped a double shot of bubble bath under the stream of water pulsing into the tub. She took the time to put an album on the stereo. Phil Collins bounced out, happy to be alive and in love.

So was she, Tess thought as she lowered herself into the steaming water. And tonight she was going to enjoy every minute of it.

When Ben used his key to get in, he felt he was home. The furniture wasn’t his, and he hadn’t picked out the paintings, but he was home. The cardboard box was warm on the bottom, where he held it. He set it on the dining room table, on top of the linen placement he imagined had taken some little French nun the better part of a week to embroider, and wished he could crawl into bed and sleep around the clock.

He put the paper bag he carried next to the pizza before he stripped out of his coat and let it fall over the back of a chair. Peeling off his shoulder holster, he dropped it on the seat.

He could smell her. Even here, barely three steps inside the door, he could smell her. Soft, subtle, elegant. Drawing her in, he found fatigue warring against a need he’d yet to find a way to curb.

“Tess?”

“Back here. I’m in the tub. I’ll be out in a minute.”

He followed her scent and the sound of water. “Hi.” When she glanced up at him, he believed he saw her color rise a bit. Funny lady, he thought as he moved over to sit on the edge of the tub. She could make a man pant in bed, but she blushed when he caught her in a bubble bath.

“I didn’t know how long you’d be.” She stopped herself from sinking farther under the cover of bubbles.

“Just had to tie up a few things.”

Embarrassment faded as quickly as it had come. “It was a rough one, wasn’t it? You look exhausted.”

“Let’s just say it was one of the less pleasant days on the job.”

“Want to talk about it?”

He thought of the blood. Even in his business you didn’t often see that much. “No, not now.”

She sat up to reach over and touch his face. “There’s room in here for two, if you’re friendly. Why don’t you take Dr. Court’s reliable prescription for overwork?”

“The pizza’ll get cold.”

“I love cold pizza.” She began to unbutton his shirt. “You know, I had a rather strange day myself, ending with an invitation for Chicken Kiev and a hot tub.”

“Oh?” He rose to unsnap his pants. The feeling that went through him was ugly, and unrecognizable to a man who’d never experienced basic jealousy before. “Doesn’t seem too smart to turn that down for cold pizza and bubbles.”

“More fool me for refusing an evening with the handsome, successful, and excruciatingly boring Dr. Fuller.”

“More your type,” Ben muttered, sitting on the john to pull off his shoes.

“Boring’s more my type?” Tess lifted a brow as she leaned back. “Thank you very much.”

“I mean the doctor, the three-piece suits, the Gold American Express Card.”

“I see.” Amused, she began to soap her leg. “You don’t have a gold card?”

“I’m lucky Sears still lets me charge my underwear.”

“Well, in that case, I don’t know if I should invite you into my tub.”

He stood, naked but for the jeans riding low at his hips. “I’m serious, Tess.”

“I can see that.” She took a handful of bubbles and studied them. “I guess that means you see me as a shallow, materialistic, status-minded woman who’s willing to slum it occasionally for good sex.”

“I don’t mean anything like that.” Frustrated, he sat on the lip of the tub again. “Look, I’ve got a job that means I deal with slime almost on a daily basis.”

Her hand was wet and very gentle when she set it on his. “It was a filthy day, wasn’t it?”

“That has nothing to do with it.” He took her hand in his a moment, studying it. It was rather small and narrow, delicate at the wrist. “My father sold used cars in a dealership that was barely on the right side of the tracks in the suburbs. He owned three sport coats and drove a DeSoto. My mother baked cookies. If a cookie could be baked, she did it. Their idea of a night on the town was the Knights of Columbus hall. I punched my way through high school, crammed my way through college for a couple of years then the Academy, and I’ve spent the rest of my life looking at dead bodies.”

“Are you trying to convince me that you’re not good enough for me because of cultural, educational, and genealogical differences?”

“Don’t start that shit with me.”

“All right. Let’s try another approach.” She pulled him into the tub.

“What the hell are you doing?” He spit out bubbles. “I’m still dressed.”

“I can’t help it if you’re slow.” Before he could regain his balance, she slid her arms around him and closed her mouth over his. Often, even a psychiatrist knows it’s action rather than words that gets to the core. She felt the tension ebb and flow before he reached for her. “Ben?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think it’s relevant, at the moment, that your father sold used cars and mine didn’t?”

“No.”

“Good.” She drew back, and laughing, brushed bubbles from his chin. “Now, how are we going to manage to get your pants off?”
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The pizza was stone cold, but they didn’t leave a crumb. Ben waited until she’d dumped the carton.

“I bought you a present.”

“You did?” Surprised, and foolishly pleased, she looked at the paper bag he offered. “Why?”

“Questions, always questions.” Then he drew it back as she reached for it. “You really want to know?”

“Yes.”

He moved closer, close enough to slip an arm around her waist. The scent of the bath was on both of them. Her hair was pinned up and damp. “Well, I think I’m going out of my head. Yes, I think I’m going out of my head, over you.”

She let her eyes close slowly for the kiss. “Little Anthony,” she murmured, playing the tune over in her head. “Was it 1961, ’62?”

“I figured you being a shrink, you’d fall for that approach.”

“You’re right.”

“Don’t you want your present?”

“Umm-hmm. But I think you have to let me go so I can open the bag.”

“Then don’t take too long.” He gave it to her, watching her expression as she looked inside. It couldn’t have been better—the blank frown, the surprise, then the amusement.

“A dead bolt. God, Ben, you know how to sweep a woman off her feet.”

“Yeah, it’s a real talent.”

Her lips curved as she pressed them against his. “I’ll always treasure it. If it was a little less bulky, I’d wear it next to my heart.”

“It’s going to be in your door in less than an hour. I put my tools in the kitchen closet the other day.”

“Handy too.”

“Why don’t you see if there’s something you can do for a while. Otherwise, I’ll make you watch.”

“I’ll come up with something,” she promised, and left him to it.

While he worked, Tess edited a lecture she was to give at George Washington University the following month. The buzz of the drill and clank of metal against wood didn’t disturb her. She began to wonder how she had ever tolerated the total silence of her life before him.

When her lecture was in order and the files she’d brought home dealt with, she turned to see him just finishing up. The lock looked bright and secure.

“That should do it.”

“My hero.”

He shut the door, held up a pair of keys, then set them on the table. “Just use it. I’ll put my tools away and wash up. You can sweep the floor.”

“Sounds fair.” As she walked toward the door, she paused to turn on the television for the news.

Though there seemed to be more mess than the small lock warranted, Tess swept the sawdust into the pan without complaint. She was straightening up, the pan and broom still in her hands, when the top story came on.

“Police discovered the bodies of three people in an apartment in North West. Responding to the concern of a neighbor, police broke into the apartment late this afternoon. The victims had been stabbed repeatedly while bound with clothesline. Identified were Jonas Leery, Kathleen Leery, his wife, and Paulette Leery, their teenaged daughter. Robbery is thought to be the motive. We’ll switch to Bob Burroughs on the scene for more details.”

A husky, athletic-looking reporter appeared on the screen, holding a microphone and gesturing at the brick building behind him. Tess turned and saw Ben just outside the kitchen doorway. She knew immediately that he’d seen the inside of the building himself.

“Oh, Ben, it must have been dreadful.”

“They’d been dead ten, maybe twelve hours. The kid couldn’t have been more than sixteen.” The memory of it had the acid burning in his stomach. “They’d carved her up like a piece of meat.”

“I’m sorry.” She set everything aside and went to him. “Let’s sit down.”

“You get to a point,” he said, still watching the screen, “you get to a point where it’s almost, almost routine. Then you walk into something like that apartment today. You walk in and your stomach turns over. You think, God, it’s not real. It can’t be real because people can’t do that kind of thing to each other. But you know, deep down, you know they can.”

“Sit down, Ben,” she murmured, easing them both onto the couch. “Do you want me to turn it off?”

“No.” But he rested his head in his hands for a minute, then dragged them through his hair before he straightened. The on-the-scene reporter was talking to a weeping neighbor.

“Paulette used to baby-sit my little boy. She was a sweet girl. I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe it.”

“Those bastards’ll go down,” Ben said half to himself. “There was a coin collection. A fucking coin collection worth eight hundred, maybe a thousand. Fenced, it might bring half that. They butchered those people for a bunch of old coins.”

She glanced back at the lock, now firmly in her door, and understood why he’d brought it to her tonight. She drew him close, and in the way women have of offering comfort, rested his head against her breast.

“They’ll pawn the coins, then you’ll trace them.”

“We’ve got a couple other leads. We’ll have them tomorrow, the day after at the latest. But those people, Tess … sweet Christ, as long as I’ve been in this, I still can’t believe anything human could do that.”

“I can’t tell you not to think about it, but I can tell you I’m here for you.”

Knowing it, knowing it was just that simple, dulled the horror of the day. She was there for him, and for tonight, for a few hours, he could make that all that mattered.

“I need you.” He shifted, bringing her over into his lap so that he could nuzzle at her throat. “It scares the hell out of me.”

“I know.”


Chapter 15

“Tess, I don’t know. I’m not at my best with senators.” Ben sent Lowenstein a snarl as she grinned over at him, then turned his back, cradling the phone between shoulder and jaw.

“He’s my grandfather, Ben, and really rather sweet.”

“I’ve never heard anyone call Senator Jonathan Writemore a sweetheart.”

Pilomento called him from across the room, so Ben nodded and gestured with a finger to hold him off.

“That’s because I’m not doing his P.R. In any case, it’s Thanksgiving, and I don’t want to disappoint him. And you did tell me your parents live in Florida.”

“They’re over sixty-five. Parents are supposed to move to Florida when they hit sixty-five.”

“So you don’t have any family to have Thanksgiving dinner with. I’m sure Grandpa would like to meet you.”

“Yeah.” He tugged at the neck of his sweater. “Look, I’ve always had this policy about going to meet family.”

“Which is?”

“I don’t do it.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“Questions,” he muttered under his breath. “When I was younger my mother always wanted me to bring the girl I was seeing home. Then my mother and the girl would get ideas.”

“I see.” He could hear the smile in her voice.

“Anyway, I made a policy—I don’t take women to see my mother, and I don’t go to see theirs. That way nobody gets the idea to start picking out silver patterns.”

“I’m sure you have a point. I can promise that neither my grandfather nor I will discuss silver patterns if you join us for dinner. Miss Bette makes a terrific pumpkin pie.”

“Fresh?”

“Absolutely.” A smart woman knew when to back off. “You’ve got some time to think about it. I wouldn’t have bothered you with it now, but with everything that’s been going on, I’d forgotten the whole thing myself until Grandpa called a few minutes ago.”

“Yeah, I’ll give it some thought.”

“And don’t worry. If you decide against it, I’ll still bring you a piece of pie. I’ve got a patient waiting.”

“Tess—”

“Yes?”

“Nothing. Nothing,” he repeated. “See you later.”

“Paris.”

“Sorry.” He hung up the phone and turned. “What you got?”

Pilomento handed him a sheet of paper. “We finally tracked down that name the neighbor gave us.”

“The guy who was hanging around the Leery girl?”

“Right. Amos Reeder. Not much of a description because the neighbor only saw him come by once. Creepy looking was about the upshot, but she admitted she only saw him go to the Leerys’ once, and there wasn’t any trouble.”

Ben was already picking up his jacket. “We always check out creepy looking.”

“I got an address and rap sheet.”

Before he stuffed his pack of cigarettes into his pocket, he noted with some disgust that he only had two left. “What’d he do time for?”

“When he was seventeen he carved another kid up for pocket money. Reeder had a nickle bag of pot in his pocket and a line of needle marks on his arm. Other kid pulled through, Reeder was tried as a minor, got drug rehab. Harris said you and Jackson should have a talk with him.”

“Thanks.” Taking the papers, he headed to the conference room, where Ed had his head together with Bigsby on the Priest homicide. “Saddle up,” Ben said briefly, and started toward the door.

Ed lumbered beside him, already bundling into his coat. “What’s up?”

“Got a lead on the Leery case. Young punk who likes knives was hanging around the girl. Thought we might chat awhile.”

“Sounds good.” Ed settled comfortably in the car. “How about Tammy Wynette?”

“Kiss ass.” Ben punched in a cassette of Goat’s Head Soup. “Tess called a few minutes ago.”

Ed opened one eye. He considered it best to handle the Rolling Stones blind. “Problem?”

“No. Well, yeah, I guess. She wants me to have Thanksgiving dinner with her grandfather.”

“Whoa, turkey with Senator Writemore. Think he needs a caucus to decide whether it’s going to be oyster or chestnut dressing?”

“I knew I was going to get grief on this.” More for spite than out of desire, Ben pulled out a cigarette.

“It’s okay, I got it out of my system. So you’re going to have Thanksgiving dinner with Tess and her grand-daddy. What’s the problem?”

“First it’s Thanksgiving, then before you know it, it’s Sunday brunch. Then Aunt Mabel’s coming over to check you out.”

Ed dug in his pocket, decided to save the yogurt-covered raisins for later, and settled for sugarless gum. “Does Tess have an Aunt Mabel?”

“Try to follow the trend here, Ed.” He downshifted and brought the car to a halt at a stop sign. “You turn around twice and you’re invited to her cousin Laurie’s wedding and her Uncle Joe is punching you in the ribs with his elbow and asking when you’re going to take the plunge.”

“All that because of mashed potatoes and gravy.” Ed shook his head. “Amazing.”

“I’ve seen it happen. I tell you, it’s scary.”

“Ben, you’ve got bigger things to worry about than if Tess has an Aunt Mabel. Scarier things.”

“Oh, yeah, like what?”

“Do you know how much undigested red meat is clogging up your intestines?”

“Jesus, that’s disgusting.”

“You’re telling me. My point here, Ben, is that you can worry about nuclear waste, acid rain, and your own cholesterol intake. Keep these things in the front of your mind and join the senator for dinner. If he starts looking like he’s ready to welcome you into the family, do something to throw him off.”

“Such as?”

“Eat your cranberry sauce with your fingers. Here’s the place.”

Ben pulled up at the curb then tossed his cigarette through the crack of his window. “You’ve been a big help, Ed. Thanks.”

“Any time. How do you want to handle this?”

From the car Ben studied the building. It had seen better days. Much better days. There were a couple of broken windows with newspapers clogging the holes.

Graffiti was splashed lavishly on the east wall. Cans and broken bottles were in more profusion than grass.

“He’s in 303. Fire escape’s on the third floor. If he bolts, I don’t want to chase him all over his own territory.”

Ed dug a dime out of his pocket. “We flip to see who goes in and who covers the back.”

“Fine. Heads I go in, tails I climb up the fire escape and cover the window. Oh, no, not in here.” Ben put a hand on Ed’s arm before his partner could flip the coin. “Last time you flipped in here I ended up having bean sprouts for lunch. We do it outside, where we’ve got some room.”

In agreement, they got out and stood on the sidewalk. Ed took off his gloves, pocketing them before he flipped the coin.

“Heads,” he announced, showing the coin. “Give me time to get in position.”

“Let’s go.” Ben kicked the glass neck of a beer bottle out of his way and started into the building. Inside it smelled like baby puke and old whiskey. Ben unzipped his jacket as he climbed to the third floor. He took a long, slow look up and down the hall before he knocked on 303.

The door was opened a crack by a teenager with matted hair and a missing front tooth. Even before he got the first whiff of pot, Ben saw by his eyes that he was high. “Amos Reeder?”

“Who wants him?”

Ben flipped open his badge.

“Amos ain’t here. He’s out looking for work.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to you.”

“Man, you got a warrant or something?”

“We can talk in the hall, inside, or downtown. You got a name?”

“I don’t have to tell you nothing. I’m in here minding my own business.”

“Yeah, and I smell enough grass coming through this door to show probable cause. Want me to come in and take a look around? Vice is having a special this week. For every ounce of pot I turn in, I get a free T-shirt.”

“Kevin Danneville.” Ben saw sweat begin to pearl on the kid’s forehead. “Look, I got rights. I don’t have to talk to no cops.”

“You look nervous, Kevin.” Ben pressed a hand to the door to keep the crack open. “How old are you?”

“I’m eighteen, if it’s any of your fucking business.” “Eighteen? You look more like sixteen to me, and you’re not in school. I might have to take you down to juvie. Why don’t you tell me about a little girl whose daddy had a coin collection?”

It was the shifting of Kevin’s eyes that saved Ben’s life. He saw the change of expression, and on instinct whirled. The knife came down, but instead of severing his jugular, made a long slice through his arm as he fell against the door and crashed into the apartment.

“Christ, Amos, he’s a cop. You can’t kill a cop.” Kevin, rushing to get out of the way, crashed into a table and sent a lamp shattering to the floor.

Reeder, flying on the PCP he’d just scored, only grinned. “I’m going to cut the motherfucker’s heart out.”

Ben had time enough to see that his assailant was barely old enough to be out of high school before the knife swung toward him again. He dodged, fighting to free his weapon with his left hand as blood poured out of the right. Kevin scooted over the floor like a crab and whimpered. Behind them the window crashed in.

“Police.” Ed stood outside the window, legs spread, revolver level. “Drop the knife or I’ll shoot.”

Spittle ran out of the side of Amos’s mouth as he focused on Ben. Incredibly, he giggled. “Gonna slice you up. Slice you into little pieces, man.” Hefting the knife over his head, he made a leap. The.38 caliber, blunt-nosed wadcutter caught him in the chest and jerked his body back. For a moment he stood, eyes wide, blood pumping out of the hole in his chest. Ed kept his finger wrapped around the trigger guard. Then Reeder went down, taking a folding table with him. The knife slipped out of his hand with a quiet clatter. He died without a sound.

Ben stumbled and went down to his knees. By the time Ed climbed through the broken window, he’d managed to free his gun. “Flinch,” Ben said between gritted teeth as he aimed his service revolver at Kevin. “Just one good flinch is considered resisting arrest.”

“Amos did it. Amos did all of them,” Kevin said as he began to blubber. “I just watched. I swear, I just watched, that’s all.”

“Just one good flinch, you little sonofabitch, and I’ll blow your balls off before you learn how to use them.”

Ed made a routine and unnecessary check of Amos before he crouched beside Ben. “How bad’s the arm?”

The pain was incredibly hot and had already made a trip into his stomach to trigger nausea. “I had to pick heads. Next time I toss.”

“Fine. Let’s have a look.”

“Just call someone in to clean up this mess, and get me to the hospital.”

“Didn’t hit an artery or you’d be gushing out A Positive.”

“Oh, that’s okay then.” He sucked in his breath as Ed revealed the wound. “How about a round of golf?”

“Just keep this on it, hold the pressure steady.”

Ed took Ben’s gun then clamped his hand onto the bandanna he’d put on the gash. The smell of his own blood drifted up to him. Where he sat, his feet were only inches from Amos’s. “Thanks.”

“It’s okay, it’s an old bandanna.”

“Ed.” Ben spared a glance at Kevin, who’d curled into the fetal position with his hands over his ears. “He’s got a picture of Charles Manson over the bed.”

“I saw it.”
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Ben sat on the edge of the table in Emergency and counted nurses to keep his mind off the needle going in and out of his flesh. The doctor who stitched him up chatted amiably about the Redskins’ chances against the Cowboys on Sunday. In the curtained enclosure beside them a doctor and two nurses worked on a nineteen-year-old girl fighting off a crack overdose. Ben listened to her sobbing and wished for a cigarette.

“I hate hospitals,” he muttered.

“Most people do.” The doctor sewed as neatly as a maiden aunt. “The defensive line’s like a brick wall. If we keep it on the ground, Dallas is going to be standing around sucking their thumbs by the third quarter.”

“Not a pretty sight.” Ben’s concentration wavered long enough for him to feel the pull and tug on his flesh. He focused his attention on the sounds behind the curtain. The kid was hyperventilating. A sharp, authoritative voice was ordering her to breathe into a paper bag. “You get many like her in here?”

“More every day.” The doctor knotted off another suture. “We put them back on their feet, if they’re lucky, so they can go to the first street corner and buy another vial. There, that’s a very nice seam, if I say so myself. What do you think?”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Tess rushed through the automatic glass doors of Emergency. After a quick glance around the waiting area, she headed toward the examining rooms. She stopped, staring blankly as an orderly wheeled away a gurney with a shrouded figure on top. Her blood drained down to her feet. A nurse came out of a curtained area and took her by the arm.

“I’m sorry, miss, you don’t belong back here.”

“Detective Paris. Stabbing.”

“He’s getting his arm stitched up back there.” The nurse kept her grip firm. “Now, why don’t you go back to the waiting room and—”

“I’m his doctor,” Tess managed, and tore her arm away. She didn’t run. There was enough control left so that she walked steadily enough past a broken arm, a second-degree burn, and a mild concussion. An old woman lay on a gurney in the hall, trying miserably to sleep. Tess passed the last curtained area and found him.

“Why, Tess.” The doctor looked over, pleased and surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh. John. Hello.”

“Hello yourself. It’s not often I get beautiful women to visit me at the office,” he began, then saw the way she looked at his patient. “Oh, I see.” His considerable ego took only a slight bruise. “I take it you two know each other.”

Ben shifted on the table and would have stood if the doctor hadn’t held him still. “What are you doing in here?”

“Ed called me at the clinic.”

“He shouldn’t have.”

Now that her images of him bleeding to death were put to rest, her knees went weak. “He thought I might be concerned, and didn’t want me to hear about it on a news bulletin. John, how bad is it?”

“It’s no big deal,” Ben answered.

“Ten stitches,” the doctor added as he secured the bandage. “No apparent muscle damage, some blood loss but nothing major. To quote the Duke, it’s just a scratch.”

“The guy had a goddamn butcher knife,” Ben muttered, annoyed at having someone else downplay his injury.

“Fortunately,” John went on as he turned to the tray beside him, “the detective’s jacket and fancy footwork prevented the wound from being any deeper. Without it, we’d have been stitching up both sides of his arm. This will sting a bit.”

“What will?” Automatically Ben shot out a hand to grab the doctor’s wrist.

“Just a little tetanus shot,” John said soothingly. “After all, we don’t know where that knife has been. Come on now, bite the bullet.”

He started to protest again, but Tess took his hand. The sting in his arm came, then dulled.

“There now.” John left the tray for a nurse to deal with. “That ties things up. Forgive the pun. No tennis or sumo wrestling for a couple of weeks, Detective. Keep the area dry and come back for a return visit the end of next week. I’ll yank those stitches out for you.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Your good health and medical insurance are thanks enough. Nice seeing you, Tess. Give me a call the next time you’re in the mood for saki and sea urchin.”

“Bye, John.”

“John, huh?” Ben eased himself off the table. “Did you ever date anyone but doctors?”

“Whatever for?” A light answer seemed best when she’d spotted the blood-soaked linen on the tray. “Here’s your shirt. Let me help you.”

“I can do it.” But his arm was stiff and painful. He managed one sleeve.

“It’s all right. You’re entitled to be cranky after ten stitches.”

“Cranky?” He shut his eyes as she eased his shirt on. “Jesus Christ. Four-year-olds are cranky if they don’t have a nap.”

“Yes, I know. Here, I’ll button it.” She intended to. She told herself she would button his shirt, keep the conversation brisk. She’d nearly done two before she dropped her forehead on his chest.

“Tess?” He brought his hand to her hair. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” She drew herself away and with her head bent finished buttoning his shirt.

“Tess.” With a hand under her chin, he lifted her face. Tears swam in her eyes. He brushed one from her lashes with his thumb. “Don’t.”

“I’m not going to.” But her breath hitched before she pressed her cheek to his. “Just a minute, okay?”

“Yeah.” He put his good arm around her and absorbed the basic pleasure of being cared about. Some women had been turned on by his job, others repulsed by it, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever had anyone who just cared.

“I was scared,” she admitted, her voice muffled against him.

“Me too.”

“Later, will you tell me about it?”

“If I have to. A guy hates to admit to his woman that he was a jerk.”

“Were you?”

“I was sure the little sonofabitch was inside. Ed had the window, I had the door. Very simple.” When he drew away, he saw her gaze go to his ripped and bloodstained shirt. “You think this is bad, you should see my jacket. I just bought it two months ago.”

In control again, she took his arm and led him down the hall. “Well, maybe Santa will bring you a new one for Christmas. Do you want me to drive you home?”

“No, thanks. I’ve got a report to file. And if the other kid hasn’t spilled his guts by now, I want to be in on the interrogation.”

“So there were two.”

“There’s only one now.”

She thought of the shrouded figure on the gurney. Because she could smell the dried blood on Ben’s shirt, Tess said nothing. “There’s Ed.”

“Oh, God, he’s reading.”

Ed glanced up, gave his partner a quick but very thorough study, then smiled at Tess. “Hi, Dr. Court. I must have missed you when you came in.” He didn’t mention the fact that when she’d arrived, he’d been donating a pint of blood. Both he and Ben were A Positive. Setting the magazine aside, he gave Ben his jacket and holster. “Too bad about the coat. It should only take the department till April to process the papers and replace it.”

“Ain’t it the truth?” With Ed’s help Ben managed to heft on his holster and the damaged jacket.

“You know, I just read this fascinating article about kidneys.”

“Save it,” Ben advised, and turned to Tess. “You going back to the clinic?”

“Yes, I left in the middle of a session.” It wasn’t until that moment that Tess fully realized she had put him ahead of a patient. “Speaking as a doctor, I’d advise you to go home and rest after you’ve filed your report. I’ll be home around six-thirty, and could probably be persuaded to pamper you.”

“Define pamper.”

Ignoring him, she turned to Ed. “Why don’t you come to dinner, Ed?”

Initially he looked perplexed by the invitation, then pleased. “Well, I—Thanks.”

“Ed’s not used to articulating to women. Come on over, Ed. Tess’ll fix you bean curds.” He stepped outside, grateful for the rush of cold air. His arm was no longer numb, but beginning to throb like a toothache. “Where are you parked?” He was already scanning the lot for the black and white.

“Just over there.”

“Walk the lady to her car, will you, Ed?” Taking her by the front of her coat, he kissed her hard. “Thanks for coming by.”

“You’re welcome.”

She waited until he’d started toward the Mustang before she turned with Ed. “You’ll look out for him?”

“Sure.”

Digging her keys out of her pocket, she nodded. “The man who stabbed Ben is dead?”

“Yeah.” He took the keys from her, and in a gesture she found sweet, unlocked the car himself. Tess looked at his face and saw, as clearly as if he’d spoken, who had fired the shot. Her values, the code she lived by, warred briefly with a new awareness. Putting a hand on his collar, she drew him down and kissed him. “Thanks for keeping him alive.” She got in the car, smiling up at him before she shut the door. “See you at dinner.”

Half in love with her himself, Ed walked back to his partner. “You don’t go to Thanksgiving dinner, you’re one dumb sonofabitch.”

Ben shook off grogginess as Ed slammed the car door. “What?”

“And you shouldn’t need her Uncle Joe to punch you in the ribs.” Ed started the engine with a roar.

“Ed, did you get a bad piece of granola?”

“You better start looking at what’s in front of your face, partner, before you end up tripping over the saw.”

“Saw? What saw?”

“Farmer’s sawing wood,” Ed began as he drove off the lot. “City slicker’s watching him. Dinner bell rings and the farmer starts moving but he trips over the saw. He just picks himself up and starts cutting wood again. Slicker asks him why he doesn’t go in to dinner and the farmer says, since he tripped over the saw, it’s no use going in. There won’t be anything left.”

Ben sat in silence for a full ten seconds. “That explains it. Why don’t you turn back around, we’ll go into the hospital and have them take a look at you?”

“The point is, if you fuck around when opportunity is staring you in the face, you miss it. You got a hell of a woman, Ben.”

“I think I know that.”

“Then you better be damn careful you don’t trip over the saw.”


Chapter 16

It was just beginning to snow when Joey walked out of the back door. Knowing the storm door rattled, he pulled it carefully closed until it latched. He’d remembered to take his gloves, and had even pulled his blue ski cap over his head. Rather than changing to boots, he kept on his high tops. They were his favorite.

No one saw him leave.

His mother was in the den with his stepfather. He knew they’d been arguing about him, because their voices had been pitched low and had carried that thin, nervous tone their voices carried whenever they argued about him.

They didn’t think he knew.

His mother had roasted a turkey with all the trimmings. Throughout the meal she had chatted brightly, too brightly, about it being nice to have Thanksgiving with just the family. Donald had joked about leftovers and bragged about the pumpkin pie he’d baked himself. There’d been cranberry sauce and real butter and the little crescent rolls that popped up fluffy in the oven.

It had been the most miserable meal of Joey’s life.

His mother didn’t want him to have any problems.

She wanted him to be happy, do well in school, and go out for basketball. Normal. That was the word Joey had heard her use in an urgent undertone to his stepfather. I just want him to be normal.

But he wasn’t. Joey guessed his stepfather sort of understood that, and that’s why they argued. He wasn’t normal. He was an alcoholic, just like his father.

His mother said his father was NO GOOD.

Joey understood that alcoholism was a disease. He understood addiction and that there was no cure, only a continuing period of recovery. He also understood that there were millions of alcoholics, and that it was possible to be one and live the normal life his mother wanted so badly for him. It took acceptance and effort and change. Sometimes he got tired of making the effort. If he told his mother he was tired, she would get upset.

He knew, too, that alcoholism could often be inherited. He’d inherited his from his father, the same way he’d inherited the NO GOOD.

The streets were quiet as he headed out of the nice, tidy neighborhood. Snowflakes fluttered in the beam of streetlights like the fairy dancers in storybooks he remembered his mother reading him years before. He could see the illumination in windows where people were eating their Thanksgiving meal or resting after the effort in front of the TV.

His father hadn’t come for him.

He hadn’t called.

Joey thought he understood why his father didn’t love him anymore. He didn’t like to be reminded about the drinking and the fighting and the bad times.

Dr. Court said his father’s disease hadn’t been Joey’s fault. But Joey figured if he’d gotten the sickness from his father, then maybe, somehow, his father had gotten the sickness from him.

He remembered lying in bed, knowing it was late, and hearing his father shout in that thick nasty voice he used when he’d been drinking a lot.

“All you think about is that kid. You never think about me. Everything changed after we had him.”

Then later he had heard his father cry, big, wet sobs which were somehow even worse than the temper.

“I’m sorry, Lois. I love you, I love you so much. It’s the pressure that makes me like this. Those bastards at work are always on my back. I’d tell them all to get fucked tomorrow, but Joey needs a new pair of shoes every time I turn around.”

Joey waited for a car to rumble past, then crossed the street and headed for the park. Snow was falling thickly now, a white curtain buffeted by the wind. The air whipped healthy pink into his cheeks.

Once he’d thought if he hadn’t needed new shoes, his father wouldn’t need to get drunk. Then he’d realized things would be easier on everyone if he just wasn’t there. So he’d run away when he’d been nine. It had been scary because he’d gotten lost and it had been dark and there’d been noises. The police had found him in a few hours, but to Joey it had seemed like days.

His mother had cried and his father had held him so tight. Everyone had made promises they had meant to keep. For a while things had been better. His father had gone to AA and his mother had laughed more. That was the Christmas Joey had gotten his two-wheeler and his father had spent hours running beside the bike with his hand hooked under the seat. He hadn’t let Joey fall, not even once.

But just before Easter his father had started coming home late again. Joey’s mother’s eyes had stayed red, and the laughter had stopped. One night Joey’s father had taken the turn into the driveway too wide and hadn’t seen the two-wheeler. His father had come in the house shouting. Joey had woken up to the swearing, the accusations. His father had wanted to get Joey out of bed and take him outside to show him what his negligence had done. His mother had blocked the way.

That was the first night he’d heard his father strike his mother.

If he’d put the bike away instead of leaving it on the lawn beside the driveway, his father wouldn’t have hit it. Then his father wouldn’t have gotten so angry. His father wouldn’t have hit his mother and given her a bruise on her cheek she tried to hide with makeup.

That was the first night Joey tried alcohol.

He hadn’t liked the taste. It had hurt his mouth and made his stomach rise up uncomfortably. But when he’d sipped from the bottle three or four times, he felt strangely as if he’d slipped on a thin plastic shield. He didn’t feel like crying anymore. There had been a nice, quiet buzz in his head as he climbed back into his bed. He’d fallen dreamlessly to sleep.

From that night Joey had used alcohol as an anesthetic whenever his parents fought.

Then the divorce had come in a horrible culmination of arguments, shouting, and name calling. One day his mother had picked him up at school to drive him to a small apartment. There she explained to him as gently as possible why they wouldn’t be living with his father any longer.

He’d been ashamed, horribly ashamed, because he’d been glad.

They’d started their new life. His mother had gone back to work. She cut her hair and no longer wore her wedding ring. But Joey noticed from time to time the thin circle of white skin the band had covered for over a decade.

He could still remember how anxious, how pleading her eyes had been when she’d explained to him about the divorce. She’d been so afraid he would blame her, so she’d justified a move that left her riddled with guilt and uncertainty by telling him what he already knew. But hearing it from her had shattered whatever thin defenses he’d had left.

He could remember, too, how hard she’d cried the first time she came home from work to find her eleven-year-old son drunk.

The park was quiet. On the ground a thin, pretty layer of white had already formed. In another hour no one would notice his footprints. Joey thought that was the way it should be. Snow was falling now in big, soft flakes which clung to the branches of trees and lay glistening and fresh on bushes. Flakes melted on his face, making his skin damp, but he didn’t mind. He wondered, only briefly, if his mother had gone up to his room yet and discovered him gone. He was sorry she was going to be upset, but he knew what he was doing would make things easier for everyone. Especially himself.

He wasn’t nine years old this time. And he wasn’t afraid.

He’d gone to Alateen and Alanon meetings with his mother. They didn’t reach him. He didn’t let them reach him because he didn’t want to admit he was ashamed to be like his father.

Then Donald Monroe had come along. Joey wanted to be glad his mother was happy again, then felt guilty because he was so close to accepting a replacement for his father. His mother was happy again, and Joey was glad because he loved her so much. His father grew more and more bitter, and Joey resented the change because he loved his father so much.

His mother married and her name changed. It was no longer the same as Joey’s. They moved into a house in a quietly affluent neighborhood. Joey’s room overlooked the backyard. His father complained about the child-support payments.

When Joey had begun to see Tess, he was finding a way to get drunk every day, and he’d already begun to contemplate suicide.

He hadn’t liked going to see her at first. But she hadn’t pulled at him or pressured or claimed to understand. She’d just talked. When he stopped drinking, she gave him a calendar, what she had called a perpetual calendar that he could use forever.

“You have something to be proud of today, Joey. And every day when you get up in the morning, you’ll have something to be proud of.”

Sometimes, he’d believed her.

She never gave him that quick, sharp look when he walked into the room. His mother still did. Dr. Court had given him the calendar and believed in him. His mother still waited for him to disappoint her. That’s why she’d taken him out of his school. That’s why she wouldn’t let him hang around with his friends.

You’ll make new friends, Joey. I only want the best for you.

She only wanted him not to be like his father.

But he was.

And when he grew up he might have a son, and his son would be like him. It would never stop. It was like a curse. He’d read about curses. They could be passed from generation to generation. Sometimes they could be exorcised. One of the books he kept under his mattress explained the ceremony for exorcizing evil. He’d followed it point by point one night when his mother and stepfather had been at a business dinner. When he was finished, he didn’t feel any different. It proved to him that the evil, the no good inside of him, was stronger than the good.

That’s when he’d begun to dream of the bridge.

Dr. Court wanted to send him to a place where people understood dreams about death. He’d found the brochures his mother had thrown away. It looked like a nice place, quiet. Joey had saved the brochures, thinking it might be a better place than the school he hated. He’d nearly worked up the nerve to talk to Dr. Court about it when his mother said he didn’t need to see the doctor anymore.

He’d wanted to see Dr. Court, but his mother had that bright, nervous smile on.

Now they were home arguing about it, about him. It was always about him.

His mother was going to have a new baby. She was already picking out colors for the nursery and talking about names. Joey thought it might be nice to have a new baby in the house. He’d been glad when Donald asked him to help paint the nursery.

Then one night he’d dreamed that the baby had been dead.

He wanted to talk to Dr. Court about it, but his mother said he didn’t need to see her anymore.

The surface of the bridge was slippery with its coating of snow. Joey’s footprints were long, sliding marks. He could hear the rush of traffic below, but walked on the side that overlooked the creek and the trees. It was a high, exhilarating feeling to walk up here, above the tops of the trees, with the sky so dark above his head. The wind was frigid, but the walk had kept his muscles warm.

He wondered about his father. The night, this last Thanksgiving night, had been a test. If his father had come, if he’d been sober and had come to take Joey with him for dinner, Joey would have tried one more time. But he hadn’t come because it was too late for both of them.

Besides, he was tired of trying, tired of seeing those sharp, uncertain looks on his mother’s face, of seeing the anxious concern on Donald’s. He couldn’t stand being to blame anymore, for any of it. When he was finished, there wouldn’t be any reason for Donald and his mother to fight about him. He wouldn’t have any reason to worry that Donald would leave his mother and the new baby because he couldn’t tolerate Joey any longer.

His father wouldn’t have to make child-support payments.

The rail of the Calvert Street Bridge was slick, but he got a good purchase with his gloves.

All he wanted was peace. Dying was peaceful. He’d read all about reincarnation, about the chance of coming back to something better, as someone better. He was looking forward to it.

He could feel the wind tossing snow, cold, almost sharp snow, against his face. He could see his breath puff out slow and steady in the dark. Below him now were the white-tipped trees and the icy flow of Rock Creek.

He’d decided quite calmly against other forms of suicide. If he slashed his wrists, the sight of his own blood might make him too weak to finish. He’d read where people who tried to overdose on pills often vomited them up and just got sick.

Besides, the bridge was right. It was clean. For a moment, for one long moment, it would feel like flying.

He balanced himself a moment and prayed. He wanted God to understand. He knew that God didn’t like people to make a choice to die. He wanted them to wait until He was ready.

Well, Joey couldn’t wait, and he hoped God and everyone else would understand.

He thought of Dr. Court and was sorry that she was going to be disappointed. Joey knew his mother would be upset, but she had Donald and the new baby. It wouldn’t take her long to see that it was all for the best. And his father. His father would just get drunk again.

Joey kept his eyes open. He wanted to see the trees rush up at him. He took a long breath, held it, and dove.
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“Miss Bette has outdone herself again.” Tess sampled the rich dark meat her grandfather had carved. “Everything’s spectacular, as always.”

“Nothing the woman likes better than to fuss with a meal.” The senator added steaming gravy to a mound of creamy white potatoes. “I’ve been barred from my own kitchen for two days.”

“Did she catch you sneaking in for samples again?”

“Threatened to make me peel potatoes.” He swallowed a healthy forkful, then grinned. “Miss Bette has never subscribed to the notion that a man’s home is his castle. Have some more dressing, Detective. It’s not every day a man gets to indulge himself.”

“Thanks.” Because the senator held the bowl over his plate, Ben had little choice but to take it. He’d already had two helpings, but it was difficult to resist the senator’s cheerful insistence. After an hour in the company of Senator Writemore, Ben had discovered the old man was vibrant, both in looks and speech. His opinions were hard as granite, his patience slim, and his heart undeniably lay in his granddaughter’s hands.

What relieved Ben was that after that hour he wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as he’d been prepared to be.

Initially the house had made him uneasy. From the outside it had merely been quietly elegant, distinguished. Inside it had been like a trip around the world in a first-class cabin. Turkish rugs faded just enough to show their age and durability, were spread over black-and-white checkerboard tile on the hall floor. An ebony cabinet, high as a man’s shoulders and magnificently painted with peacocks, stood under a long curve of stairs.

In the parlor, where a silent Oriental had served before-dinner drinks, two Louis Quinze chairs flanked a long rococo table. A cabinet fronted with etched glass held a treasure trove. Venetian glass almost thin enough to read through was stained with color. A glass bird caught and reflected the light from the fire. Guarding the white marble hearth was a porcelain elephant the size of a terrier.

It was a room that reflected the senator’s background and, Ben realized, Tess’s. Comfortable wealth, a knowledge of art and style. She’d sat on the dark green brocade of the sofa in a pale lavender dress that had made her skin glow. The pearl choker lay against her throat, its glinting center stone pulsing with light and the heat from her body.

To Ben she’d never looked more beautiful.

There was a fire in the dining room as well. This one had been banked to simmer and pop through the meal. Light came from the prisms of the tiered chandelier above the table. Wedgwood plates, delicately tinted, Georgian silver, heavy and gleaming, Baccarat crystal waiting to be filled with cool white wine and sparkling water, Irish linen soft enough to sleep on. Bowls and platters were heaped. Oysters Rockefeller, roast turkey, buttered asparagus, fresh crescent rolls, and more; their scents mixed into a delightful potpourri with candles and flowers.

As the senator carved the turkey, Ben had thought back on the Thanksgivings he’d experienced as a child.

Because they had always eaten at midday rather than evening, he’d woken to the enticing smells of roasting fowl, sage, cinnamon, and the sausage his mother had browned and crumbled into the stuffing. The television had stayed on through the Macy’s parade and football. It was one of the few days of the year when he or his brother hadn’t been drafted to set the table. That was his mother’s pleasure.

She’d take out her best dishes, the ones used only when his Aunt Jo visited from Chicago or his father’s boss came to dinner. The flatware hadn’t been sterling, but a more ornate stainless. She’d always taken pride in arranging the napkins into triangles. Then his father’s sister would arrive with her husband and brood of three in tow. The house would be full of noise, arguments, and the scent of his mother’s honey bread.

Grace would be said while Ben ignored his cousin Marcie, who became more disagreeable every year, and who, for reasons of her own, his mother would insist on seating next to him.

Bless us O Lord with these Thy gifts which we are about to receive from Thy bounty through Christour-lordamen.

The last of the prayer always ran together as greed became overwhelming. The minute the Sign of the Cross was completed, hands began to reach out for whatever was closest.

There had never been a silent Oriental seeing the glasses were full of Pouilly-Fuissé.

“I’m glad you could join us tonight, Detective.” Writemore helped himself to another serving of asparagus. “I often feel guilty about keeping Tess all to myself over the holidays.”

“I appreciate the invitation. Otherwise I’d probably be eating a taco in front of the television.”

“A profession like yours doesn’t leave time for many quiet meals, I’d imagine. I’m told you’re a rare breed, Detective, being dedicated.” When Ben only lifted a brow, the senator gave him a bland smile and gestured with his wineglass. “The mayor’s been keeping me informed on the ins and outs of your case, as my grand-daughter’s involved.”

“What Grandpa means is that he gossips with the mayor.”

“That too,” Writemore agreed easily. “Apparently you didn’t approve of Tess being brought in to consult.”

Blunt, Ben decided, is best met with blunt. “I still don’t.”

“Try some of these pear preserves on that roll.” Genially, the senator passed the dish. “Miss Bette puts them up herself. Do you mind if I ask if you disapproved of consulting with a psychiatrist or of consulting with Tess.”

“Grandpa, I don’t think Thanksgiving dinner is an appropriate place for a grilling.”

“Nonsense, I’m not grilling the boy, just trying to see where he stands.”

Taking his time, Ben spread the preserves on the bread. “I didn’t see the point in a psychiatric profile that involved more time and paperwork. I prefer basic police work, interviews, legwork, logic.” He glanced over at Tess, and saw her studying her wine. “As far as law enforcement is concerned, it doesn’t matter to me if he’s psychotic or just mean. This dressing’s incredible.”

“Yes, Miss Bette has quite a hand.” As if to corroborate, Writemore took another forkful. “I’m inclined to see your opinion, Detective, without wholly agreeing. That’s what we in politics call diplomatic bullshit.”

“We call it the same thing in law enforcement.”

“Then we understand each other. You see, I’m of the opinion that it’s always wise to understand your opponent’s mind.”

“Insofar as it helps you stay a step ahead of him.” Ben turned his attention to Writemore. The senator sat at the table’s head in a black suit and stiff white shirt. The dark tie was held in place by a single unadorned diamond. His hands were big and rough looking against the elegant crystal. It surprised Ben to note that his own grandfather’s hands, the old butcher’s hands, had been much the same—worked, thick at the knuckle, wide backed. He wore a plain gold band on his left hand, the sign of a commitment to the wife who had died more than thirty years before.

“Then you don’t feel Tess’s work as a psychiatrist has helped you in this particular case?”

As if she were sublimely unconcerned, Tess continued to eat.

“I’d like to say that,” Ben answered after a moment. “Because if I did it might be easier to convince her, or to convince you to convince her to stay out of it from here on. But the fact is, she’s helped us establish a pattern and a motive.”

“Would you pass me the salt?” Tess smiled as Ben lifted the lead crystal dish. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, but grudgingly. “That doesn’t mean I approve of her being involved.”

“Then I take it you’ve come to realize that my granddaughter is both a dedicated and stubborn woman.”

“I’ve gotten the picture.”

“I consider it an inheritance,” Tess said, and covered the senator’s big hand with hers. “From my grandfather.”

Ben saw the hands link and hold. “Thank God you didn’t get my looks.” Then, in the same genial tone, “I’m told you’ve moved in with my granddaughter, Detective.”

“That’s right.” Preparing for the inquisition he’d been expecting all evening, Ben fell back on the pear preserves.

“I wonder if you’re charging the city overtime.”

Tess laughed and sat back in her chair. “Grandpa’s trying to see if he can make you sweat. Here, darling.” She passed the senator more turkey. “Indulge yourself. The next time you gossip with the mayor, tell him that I’m receiving the very best in police protection.”

“What else should I tell him you’re receiving?”

“Whatever else I’m receiving is none of the mayor’s business.”

Writemore dropped another slab of turkey on his plate before he reached for the gravy. “And I suppose you’re going to tell me it’s none of mine either.”

“I don’t have to.” Tess spooned cranberry sauce onto his plate. “You’ve just said so yourself.”

At five feet and a hundred forty pounds, Miss Bette shuffled into the room and cast an approving eye on the dent made in the feast she’d prepared. She wiped small, pudgy hands on her apron. “Dr. Court, there’s a call for you.”

“Oh, thank you, Miss Bette. I’ll take it in the library.” After she rose, she leaned down to kiss the senator’s cheek. “Don’t be a nuisance, Grandpa. And make sure I get a piece of that pie.”

Writemore waited until Tess was out of the room. “A beautiful woman.”

“Yes, she is.”

“You know, when she was younger, people often underestimated her because of her looks, her size, her sex. After you’ve lived more than half a century, you don’t take much on face value. She was just a bit of a thing when she moved in here with me. We only had each other. People would assume that I got her through the rough times. The truth was, Ben, she got me through. I think I would have crumbled up and died without Tess.

“I’m closing in on three quarters of a century.” Writemore smiled as if the thought pleased him. “When you do that, you start to look at each day in sharp focus. You start to appreciate little things.”

“Like feeling your feet on the ground in the morning,” Ben murmured, then catching the senator’s look, shifted uncomfortably. “Something my grandfather said.”

“Obviously an astute man. Yes, like feeling your feet on the ground in the morning.” Holding his wineglass, he leaned back, studying Ben. It relieved him that he liked what he saw. “Human nature forces a man to appreciate those things, even after he’s lost his wife and his only child. Tess is all I have left besides those small pleasures, Ben.”

Ben discovered he was no longer uncomfortable, no longer waiting to be backed into a corner. “I’m not going to let anything happen to her. Not just because I’m a cop and it’s my duty to shield and protect, but because she matters.”

When he leaned away from the table, the diamond in Writemore’s tie glinted from the light. “You follow football?”

“Some.”

“When neither of us have to worry about Tess, you come to a game with me. I’ve got season tickets. We’ll have a few beers and you can tell me about yourself, things I didn’t learn from copies of your departmental record.” He grinned, showing a white set of teeth which were almost all his own. “She’s all I’ve got, Detective. I could tell you what your score was last week at target practice.”

Amused, Ben polished off his wine. “How’d I do?”

“Good enough,” Writemore told him. “Damn good enough.”

Surprisingly in tune, both men turned as Tess entered the room again. Ben only had to see her face to be out of his chair. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was calm, without a tremor, but her cheeks were very pale. She stretched out a hand as she walked to her grandfather. “I’ve got to go, Grandpa. I have an emergency at the hospital. I don’t know if I’ll make it back.”

Because her hand was cold, her grandfather covered it with both of his. Better than anyone, he understood how much emotion she kept locked inside. “A patient?”

“Yes. Attempted suicide. He’s been taken to Georgetown, but it doesn’t look good.” Her voice was cool and flat, a doctor’s voice. Ben studied her carefully, but other than the lack of color, he could see no emotion. “I’m sorry to leave you like this.”

“Don’t you worry about me.” The senator had already risen. His arm was draped around her as he walked her from the room. “You give me a call tomorrow, let me know how you are.”

Something inside her trembled and shook, but she held steady. She pressed her cheek to his, wanting to draw a bit of his strength. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, little girl.”

As they walked into the snow-swathed night, Ben took her arm to keep her from slipping on the stairs. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“A fourteen-year-old boy decided life was too much to handle. He jumped off the Calvert Street Bridge.”


Chapter 17

The surgical floor smelled of antiseptic and fresh paint. With the staff halved for the holiday, the halls were almost empty. Someone had covered a mincemeat pie in Saran Wrap and left it at the nurse’s station. It looked cheerful and miserably out of place. Tess stopped there as the nurse on duty filled out a report.

“I’m Dr. Teresa Court. Joseph Higgins, Jr., was admitted a short time ago.”

“Yes, Doctor. He’s in surgery.”

“What’s his condition?”

“Massive trauma, hemorrhaging. He was comatose when they took him up. Dr. Bitterman’s operating.”

“Joey’s parents?”

“Down the end of the hall and to the left, in the waiting area, Doctor.”

“Thank you.” Steeling herself, Tess turned to Ben. “I don’t know how long this might take, and it won’t be pleasant. I’m sure I can arrange for you to wait in the doctor’s lounge. You’d be more comfortable.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“All right.” Unbuttoning her coat as she went, Tess started down the hall. Their footsteps sounded like gunfire in the tiled silence of the corridor. As she approached the door to the waiting area, she heard the muffled sobs.

Lois Monroe was huddled close against her husband. Though it was overwarm in the room, neither of them had taken off their coats. She cried quietly, with her eyes open and unfocused. A Thanksgiving special danced soundlessly from the television mounted high on the wall. Tess motioned for Ben to stay back.

“Mr. Monroe.”

At the sound of her voice his eyes shifted from the wall to the door. For a moment he stared at her as if he didn’t know who she was, then a seizure of pain ran through him, reflecting briefly, poignantly, in his eyes. She could almost hear the thoughts.

I didn’t believe you. I didn’t understand. I didn’t know.

Responding to that even more than to the weeping, Tess went to them to sit beside Lois Monroe.

“She went up to see if he wanted some more pie,” Monroe began. “He—he was gone. There was a note.”

Because she understood need, Tess reached out and held his free hand. He gripped it tight, swallowed, then went on.

“It said he was sorry. That he—he wished he could be different. It said everything would be better now, and that he was going to come back in another life. Someone saw him …” Monroe’s fingers vised on hers while he closed his eyes and fought for control. “Someone saw him jump and called the police. They came—they came to the house just after we realized he was gone. I didn’t know what to do, so I called you.”

“Joey’s going to be just fine.” With her hands kneading together, Lois shifted farther away from Tess. “I’ve always taken care of him. He’s going to be fine, then we’re going to go home together.” Maintaining the distance, she turned her head enough to look at Tess. “I told you he didn’t need you anymore. Joey doesn’t need you or any clinic or more treatment. He just needs to be left alone for a little while. He’s going to be fine. He knows I love him.”

“Yes, he knows you love him,” Tess murmured as she took Lois’s hand. The pulse was rapid and thready. “Joey knows how hard you’ve tried to make things good for him.”

“I have. Everything I’ve done has been to try to protect him, to try to make things better. All I’ve ever wanted was for Joey to be happy.”

“I know that.”

“Then why? You tell me why this happened.” Tears dried up. Her voice went from wavery to venomous. Lois struggled away from her husband to grab Tess by the shoulders. “You were supposed to heal, you were supposed to make him well. You tell me why my boy’s bleeding on that table. You tell me why.”

“Lois, Lois, don’t.” Already grieving, Monroe tried to gather her close, but she sprang up, dragging Tess with her. Instinctively Ben started forward, but was stopped by a furious shake of Tess’s head.

“I want an answer. Damn you, I want you to give me an answer!”

Rather than block the fury, Tess accepted it. “He was hurting, Mrs. Monroe. And the hurt was deep, deeper than I could reach.”

“I did everything I could.” Though her voice was quiet, almost level, Lois’s fingers dug deep into Tess’s flesh. Bruises would show the next day. “I did everything. He wasn’t drinking,” she said with a hitch in her voice. “He hadn’t had a drink in months.”

“No, he wasn’t drinking. You should sit down, Lois.” Tess tried to ease her back on the sofa.

“I don’t want to sit.” Fury that was fear spewed out until each word was like a bullet. “I want my son. I want my boy. All you did was talk and talk, week after week just talk. Why didn’t you do something? You were supposed to make him better, make him happy. Why didn’t you?”

“I couldn’t.” In a wave, the grief washed over her. “I couldn’t.”

“Lois, sit down.” Strengthened by her need, Monroe took her by the shoulders and brought her to the sofa. As his arm went around her again, he looked at Tess. “You told us this could happen. We didn’t believe you. We didn’t want to. If it’s not too late, we can try again. We can—”

Then the door swung open, and they all knew it was too late.

Dr. Bitterman still wore his surgical scrubs. He’d pulled down his mask so that it hung by its strings. The sweat on it hadn’t dried. Though his time in the operating room had been relatively brief, there were lines of strain and fatigue around his eyes and mouth. Before he spoke, before he moved over to the Monroes, Tess knew they had both lost a patient.

“Mrs. Monroe, I’m sorry. There was nothing we could do.”

“Joey?” She looked blankly from the doctor to her husband. One hand was already clawing at Monroe’s shoulder.

“Joey’s gone, Mrs. Monroe.” Because the hour he’d spent trying to sew the boy back together had left him sick and defeated, Bitterman sat beside her. “He never regained consciousness. He had a massive head injury. There was nothing that could be done.”

“Joey? Joey’s dead?”

“I’m sorry.”

The sobbing started, harsh, guttural sounds that poured out of her into the room. She cried with her mouth open, her head back, in an agony of grief that twisted Tess’s stomach. No one could truly understand the measure of joy a mother received from giving birth to a child. No one could truly understand the devastation a mother experienced upon losing one.

An error in judgment, a desire to keep her family whole with her own strength, had cost her her son. There was nothing Tess could do for her now. There was no longer anything she could do for Joey. With her own grief clogging her lungs, she turned and walked from the room.

“Tess.” Ben caught her arm as she started down the hall. “You aren’t staying?”

“No.” Her voice was strong and icy as she continued to walk. “Seeing me now only makes it more painful for her, if possible.” She pushed the button for the elevator then jammed her hands into her pockets, where they curled and uncurled.

“That’s it?” Dull and centered in his gut, the anger began to spread. “You just cross it off?”

“There’s nothing more I can do here.” She stepped into the elevator, fighting to breathe calmly.

It was snowing hard on the way home. Tess didn’t speak. Tasting bitterness in his own throat, Ben remained as coldly silent as she. Though the car heater poured out warmth, she had to struggle not to shiver. Failure, grief, and anger were so twined together that it made one hard knot of emotion that wedged in her throat; she could taste it. Control was often hard won, but never so vital as it seemed to her at that moment.

By the time they stepped into her apartment, the pressure in her chest was so strong she had to consciously school every breath. “I’m sorry you got dragged into this,” she said carefully. She needed to get away, away from him, from everyone until she’d pulled herself back together. The throbbing in her head was building to a roar. “I know it was difficult.”

“You seem to be handling it just fine.” After yanking off his jacket, he tossed it into a chair. “You don’t have to apologize to me. I’m in the business, remember?”

“Yes, of course. Listen.” She had to swallow the bubbling heat in her throat. “I’m going to have a bath.”

“Sure, go ahead.” He walked to the liquor cabinet and reached for the vodka he’d stored. “I’m going to have a drink.”

She didn’t bother to go into the bedroom to change. When the door was closed quietly behind her, Ben heard the sound of water rushing against porcelain.

He hadn’t even known the kid, Ben told himself as he splashed vodka into a glass. There was no reason for him to feel this ugly squeeze of resentment. It was one thing to feel sorrow, pity, even anger at the useless loss of a life, a young life, but there was no reason for this helpless, shaking rage.

She’d been so detached. So goddamned untouched.

Just like Josh’s doctor.

The bitterness lodged deep for years swirled into his throat. Ben lifted the vodka to wash the taste away, then slammed it, untouched, onto the cabinet. Not sure what he was going to do, he went down the hall and pushed the bathroom door open.

She wasn’t in the tub.

Like thunder, the water hit the porcelain full force, then whirled down the drain she hadn’t bothered to close. Steam was rising, already sweating on the mirror. Fully dressed, using the sink for support, Tess wept violently into her hands.

For a moment Ben stood silently in the open doorway, too stunned to go in, too shocked to close the door and leave her the privacy she’d sought.

He’d never seen her as the helpless victim of her own emotions. In bed there were times she seemed utterly guided by her own passion. Occasionally he’d seen her temper flare, teetering briefly on full blossoming. Then she snapped it back, always. Now it was grief, and the grief was total.

She hadn’t heard him open the door. Slowly, her body rocked back and forth in a rhythm of mourning. Self-comfort. Ben’s throat tightened, driving back the bitterness. He started to touch her, then hesitated. It was harder, he discovered, unbelievably harder to comfort someone who really mattered.

“Tess.” When he did touch her, she jolted. When his arms went around her, she went board stiff. He could feel her fighting to block off the tears, and him. “Come on, you should sit down.”

“No.” Humiliation washed through her already weakened system. She’d been caught in her lowest and most private moment, stripped naked, without the strength to cover herself. She wanted only solitude, and the time to rebuild. “Please just leave me alone for a while.”

It hurt—her resistance, her rejection of the comfort he needed to give. It hurt enough that he started to draw away. Then he felt the shudder pass through her, a shudder more poignant, more pitiful than even the tears. In silence he moved over and shut off the tap.

She’d uncovered her face to wrap her fingers around the lip of the sink. Her back was ramrod straight, as if she were braced to ward off a blow or a helping hand. Drenched, her eyes met his. Her skin was already streaked and reddened from tears. He didn’t say a word, didn’t think of the angles as he lifted her into his arms and carried her from the room.

He expected a struggle, some fierce and furious words. Instead her body went limp as she turned her face into his throat and let herself cry.

“He was just a child.”

Ben sat on the edge of the bed and gathered her closer. The tears were hot on his skin, as if they had burned behind her eyes for too long. “I know.”

“I couldn’t reach him. I should have been able to. All the education, all the training, the self-analysis, the books and lectures, and I couldn’t reach him.”

“You tried.”

“That’s not good enough.” The anger sprang out, full-blown and vicious, but it didn’t surprise him. He’d been waiting for it, hoping for it. “I’m supposed to heal. I’m supposed to help, not just talk of helping. I didn’t just fail to complete his treatment, I failed to keep him alive.”

“Are psychiatrists required to have godlike egos?”

Like a slap in the face, his words jarred her away from him. In an instant she was on her feet. The tears were still drying on her face, her body still trembling, but she didn’t look as though she would collapse. “How dare you say that to me? A young boy is dead. He’ll never have a chance to drive a car, to fall in love, to start a family. He’s dead, and the fact that I’m responsible hasn’t anything to do with ego.”

“Doesn’t it?” Ben rose as well, and before she could turn away, took her shoulders. “You’re supposed to be perfect, always in control, always having the answers, the solutions? This time you didn’t have them and you weren’t quite indestructible. You tell me, could you have stopped him from going to that bridge?”

“I should’ve been able to.” The sob was dry and shaky as she pressed the heel of her hand between her brows. “No. No, I couldn’t give him enough.”

With his arm around her again, he drew her back to the bed. For the first time in their relationship he felt needed, leaned on. In the normal course of events it would have been his cue to make for the door. Instead he sat with her, taking her hand as her head rested on his shoulder. Complete. It was odd and a little frightening to feel complete.

“Tess, this is the boy you told me about before, isn’t it?”

She remembered the night of her dream, the night she’d woken to find Ben warm, and willing to listen. “Yes. I’ve been worried about what he might do for weeks.”

“And you told his parents?”

“Yes, I told them, but—”

“They didn’t want to hear it.”

“It shouldn’t have made any difference. I should have been able to—” She broke off when he turned her face to his. “No,” she said on a long breath, “they didn’t want to hear it. His mother pulled him out of therapy.”

“And cut the strings.”

“It might have pushed him a bit further inward, but I don’t think it was the final factor that drove him to suicide.” The grief was still there, cold and hard in her stomach, but her mind was clearing enough for her to see past her own involvement. “I think something else happened tonight.”

“And you think you know what it was?”

“Maybe.” She rose again, unable to sit. “I’ve been trying to contact Joey’s father for weeks. His phone’s disconnected. I even went by his apartment a few days ago, but he’d moved without leaving a forwarding address. He was supposed to spend this weekend with Joey.” Tess rubbed tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “Joey had been counting on it, too heavily. When his father didn’t come for him, it was another brick on his back. Maybe the last one he could carry. He was a beautiful boy, a young man really.” Fresh tears started, but this time the grief loosened and came clean. “He’d had such a tough time, and yet there was this warmth just under the surface, this great need to be loved. He just didn’t believe he deserved to have anyone really care about him.”

“And you cared.”

“Yes. Maybe too much.”

It was strange, but the small, hard ball of resentment coated with a thin layer of bitterness that he’d carried in his gut since his brother’s death began to break apart. He looked at her—the aloof, the objective psychiatrist, the poker and prodder of minds—and saw the real and human scars of grief, not just for the patient, but for the boy.

“Tess, what his mother said back at the hospital …”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes, it does. She was wrong.”

Tess turned away, and in the dim light from the hallway saw her own reflection in the mirror above her dresser. “Only partly. You see, I’ll never know if I’d pushed in a different direction, tried another angle, whether it would have made a difference.”

“She was wrong,” Ben repeated. “A few years ago I said some of those same things. Maybe I was wrong too.”

In the glass her gaze shifted and met his. He was still sitting on the bed, in the shadows. He looked alone. It was strange, because she had considered him a man constantly surrounded by friends, good feelings, his own self-confidence. She turned, but not certain he wanted her to reach out, remained where she was.

“I’ve never told you about Josh, my brother.”

“No. You’ve never told me much about your family. I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“He was almost four years older than me.” It didn’t take the use of the past tense to tell her Josh was dead. She’d known it as soon as Ben had said the name. “He was one of those people who have gold on the ends of their fingers. No matter what he did, he did it better than anyone else. When we were kids we had this set of Tinker Toys. I’d built a little car, Josh would build a sixteen-wheeler. In school I’d maybe pull a B if I studied until my eyes dropped out. Josh would ace a test without opening a book. He just absorbed. My mother used to say he was blessed. She kept hoping he’d be a priest, because once he was ordained, he’d probably be able to perform miracles.”

It wasn’t said with the resentment many siblings might have felt, but with a trace of humor, and more than a little admiration.

“You must have loved him very much.”

“Sometimes I hated him.” It was said with a shrug, from a man who understood that hate was often the heat that tempered real love. “But mostly yes, I thought he was terrific. He never bullied me, not that he couldn’t have. He was a hell of a lot bigger, but he just didn’t have that kind of temperament. Not that he was holy or anything. He was good, just basically, deep down good.

“We shared a room when we were growing up. Once Mom found my stash of Playboy s. She was prepared to whale the lust as well as the tar out of me. Josh told her they were his, that he was doing a report on pornography and its sociological effects on teenagers.”

Unable to resist, Tess laughed. “And she bought it?”

“Yeah, she bought it.” Even now, remembering made him grin. “Josh never lied to cover his own ass, only when he thought it was the best thing to do. In high school he was quarterback on the football team. The girls all but threw themselves on the ground in front of him. He was healthy enough to get some pleasure out of that, but he fell hard for one girl. It was like him to focus in on one instead of, well, picking the tree dry. Still, she was the one big mistake I ever thought he made. She was gorgeous, smart, and from one of the better families. She was also shallow. But he was crazy in love, and in his senior year he took his savings and bought her a diamond. Not just a little chip, but a real rock. She used to go around flashing it to make the other girls drool.

“They fought about something. He never would say what it was, but it was a real fallout. Josh had an academic scholarship to Notre Dame, but the day after graduation he enlisted in the Army. Kids were protesting ’Nam, smoking pot, and wearing peace signs, but Josh decided to give his country a few years of his time.”

For the first time since he’d begun, Ben reached for and lit a cigarette. The tip glowed red in the shadowed light that fell over him. “My mother cried buckets, but my father was bust-button proud. His son wasn’t a draft dodger or a pot-headed college student, but a real American. My father’s a simple man, that’s the way he thought. For myself, I leaned more toward the left. I’d be starting high school myself in the fall, so I figured I already knew about everything I needed to know. I spent an all-night session with Josh trying to talk him out of it. Of course, the papers were signed and it was too late, but I figured there must be a way out. I told him he was stupid to toss three years of his life away because of a girl. The trouble was, it had gone beyond that. As soon as Josh had enlisted, he’d decided he was going to be the best soldier in the United States Army. They’d already talked to him about Officer’s Training. The way Johnson was escalating things over there, we needed smart, capable officers leading the troops. That’s how Josh saw himself.”

She heard it then, the splinter of pain that worked its way into his voice. Leaving the light for the shadows, Tess went to him. He hadn’t realized he’d needed it, but when her hand touched his, Ben held on.

“So he went.” He drew deep on his cigarette and let smoke out with a sigh. “He got on the bus, young, I guess you could say beautiful, idealistic, confident. From his letters it seemed he was thriving in Basic. It was the discipline, the challenge, the camaraderie. He made friends easily, and it wasn’t any different there. He got his orders for ’Nam less than a year later. I was in high school bluffing my way through Algebra and finding out how many cheerleaders I could rack up. Josh shipped out a Second Lieutenant.”

He lapsed into silence. Tess sat beside him, his hand in hers, waiting for him to go on.

“My mother went to church every day he was over there. She used to go in and light a candle then pray to the Blessed Virgin to intercede to her Son for Josh’s safety. Every time she got a letter, she’d read it until she knew every word. But it didn’t take long for the letters to change. They got shorter, the tone was different. He stopped mentioning his friends. We didn’t know until later that two of his best buddies had been splattered all over the jungle. We didn’t know that until he’d come back and started having nightmares. He didn’t get killed over there. My mother must have lit enough candles for that, but he died. The part of him that made him what he was died. I need a drink.”

Before he could rise, Tess put a hand to his arm. “I’ll get it.” She left him, and wanting to give him the time he needed, poured two warming brandies. When she went back in, he’d lit another cigarette, but hadn’t moved.

“Thanks.” He drank, and found that while the brandy didn’t fill the hole grief had left, it no longer had to bypass that ball of bitterness. “Nobody was giving hero’s welcomes back then. The war had turned sour. Josh came back with medals, commendations, and a time bomb in his head. It seemed okay for a while. He was quiet, withdrawn, but we figured nobody could come through that without some change. He moved back into the house, got a job. He didn’t want to talk about going back to school. We all figured, well, he just needs some time.

“It took almost a year before the nightmares started. He’d wake up screaming and sweating. He lost his job. He told us he’d quit, but Dad found out he’d picked a fight and gotten himself fired. It took about another year before things really deteriorated. He couldn’t keep a job for more than a few weeks. He started coming home drunk, or not coming home at all. The nightmares got violent. One night I tried to bring him out of one and he knocked me across the room. He started shouting about ambush and snipers. When I stood up and tried to calm him down, he came at me. When my father came in, Josh was strangling me.”

“Oh, God, Ben.”

“Dad managed to bring him out, and when he realized what he’d done, what he’d almost done, Josh just sat down on the floor and cried. I’ve never seen anyone cry like that. He couldn’t stop. We took him to the V.A. They assigned him a psychiatrist.”

The ash on his cigarette had grown long. Crushing it out, Ben went back to the brandy. “I was in college by then, so I’d drive him sometimes when I had a light afternoon schedule. I hated that office; it always made me think of a tomb. Josh would go in. Sometimes you could hear him crying. Other times you couldn’t hear anything at all. Fifty minutes later he’d come out. I kept waiting for him to walk out that door one day and be the way I remembered.”

“Sometimes it’s as hard, even harder on the family, than it is on the one who’s ill,” Tess said, keeping her hand near his, letting him take or reject the contact. “You feel helpless when you want so badly to help … confused when you need so badly to think clearly.”

“My mother broke down one day. It was a Sunday. She’d been fixing a pot roast. All of a sudden she just dumped it all in the sink. If it was cancer, she said, they’d find a way to cut it out of him. Can’t they see what’s inside him is eating him up? Why don’t they find a way to cut it out of him?”

He stared down into his brandy, the image of his mother standing over the sink, sobbing, as clear as if it had happened yesterday.

“For a while he really seemed to get better. Because he was under psychiatric care and his job record was shaky, it was hard for him to find work. Our pastor applied a little pressure, some good old-fashioned Catholic guilt, and got him a job at a local gas station as a mechanic. He’d had a scholarship to Notre Dame five years before, and now he was changing spark plugs. Still, it was something. The nightmares slowed down. None of us knew he was eating barbiturates to keep them that way. Then it was heroin. That got by us too. Maybe if I’d been home more, but I was in college, and for the first time in my life serious about making it work. My parents were totally naive about drugs. It got by the doctor too. He was a major, regular Army, had done a tour of Korea and ’Nam, but he didn’t see that Josh was pumping himself full of smack to get through the night.”

Ben dragged a hand through his hair before he finished off the brandy. “I don’t know, maybe the guy was overworked, or maybe he burned out. Anyway, the upshot was, after two years of therapy, after thousands of candles and prayers to the Blessed Virgin, Josh went up to his room, put on his combat fatigues and his medals, and instead of picking up his syringe, loaded his service revolver and ended it.”

“Ben, saying I’m sorry isn’t enough, isn’t nearly enough, but there’s nothing else I can say.”

“He was only twenty-four.”

And you’d have been only twenty, she thought, but rather than say it, put her arm around him.

“I thought about blaming the whole U.S. Army—better yet, the entire military system. I figured it made more sense to focus on the doctor who was supposed to be helping him. I remember sitting there when the police were upstairs, in the room I’d shared with Josh, and thinking that the bastard was supposed to do something. He was supposed to make him better. I even thought about killing him for a while, then the priest came and distracted me. He wouldn’t give Josh last rites.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It wasn’t our pastor, but this young, straight-out-of-the-seminary rookie who turned green at the thought of going upstairs to Josh. He said Josh had willingly and knowingly taken his life, dying in mortal sin. He wouldn’t give him absolution.”

“That’s wrong. Worse, it’s cruel.”

“I threw him out. My mother stood there, tight-lipped, dry-eyed, then she went up to the room where her son’s brains were splattered on the wall and she prayed for his absolution herself.”

“Your mother’s strong. She must have tremendous faith.”

“All she’d ever done was cook.” He drew Tess closer, needing the soft, feminine scent. “I don’t know if I could have walked up those stairs a second time, but she did. When I watched her do that, I realized that no matter how much she hurt, no matter how much she’d grieve, she believed and would always believe that what happened to Josh was God’s will.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No. It had to be someone’s fault. Josh had never hurt anyone in his life, not until ’Nam. Then what he’d done there was supposed to be right because he was fighting for his country. But it wasn’t right, and he couldn’t live with it anymore. The psychiatrist was supposed to show him that no matter what he’d done over there, he was still decent, still worthwhile.”

As she had been supposed to show Joey Higgins he was worthwhile. “Did you ever talk to Josh’s doctor afterward?”

“Once. I think I still had it in my head I should kill him. He sat there behind his desk, with his hands folded.” Ben looked down at his own, watching them curl into fists. “He didn’t feel anything. He said he was sorry, explained how extreme Delayed Stress Syndrome could be. Then he told me, while he kept his hands folded on the desk and his voice just two shades away from being involved, that Josh hadn’t been able to cope with what had happened in ’Nam, that coming home and trying to live up to what he’d been before had created more and more pressure, until finally the lid had blown off.”

“I’m sorry, Ben. Probably a great deal of what he told you was true, but he could have done it in a different way.”

“It could have meant a damn to him.”

“Ben, I’m not defending him, but a lot of doctors, medical or psychiatric, hold themselves back, don’t let themselves in too close, because when you lose someone, when you aren’t able to save them, it hurts too much.”

“The way losing Joey hurt you.”

“That kind of grief and guilt rips at you, and if it rips at you too often, there’s nothing left, not for you or for the next patient.”

Maybe he understood that, or was beginning to. But he couldn’t see Josh’s regular Army shrink closing himself in the bathroom and sobbing. “Why do you do it?”

“I guess I have to look for answers, the same way you do.” Turning, she touched his face. “It does hurt when it’s too little, or too late.” She remembered how he’d looked when he’d told her about three strangers who’d been murdered for a handful of coins. “We’re not as different as I once thought.”

He turned his lips into her palm, comforted by it. “Maybe not. When I saw you tonight, I felt the same way I did when I saw you looking at Anne Reasoner in that alley. You seemed so detached from the tragedy of it, so completely in control. Just the way that major had been, with his hands folded on the desk, telling me why my brother was dead.”

“Being in control isn’t the same as being detached. You’re a cop, you have to know the difference.”

“I wanted to know you felt something.” Sliding his hand down to her wrist, he held it firm while he looked into her eyes. “I guess what I really wanted was for you to need me.” And that was perhaps one of the most difficult confessions of his life. “Then, when I walked into the bathroom and saw you crying, I knew you did, and it scared the hell out of me.”

“I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t trust you enough.”

He dropped his gaze long enough to study his hand over her slender, impossibly delicate wrist. “I’ve never told anyone but Ed about Josh. Until now, he’s the only one I’ve trusted enough.” He brought her fingers to his lips, brushing them lightly. “So what happens now?”

“What do you want to happen?”

A laugh, even when quiet and reluctant, can be cleansing. “Psychiatrist’s cop-out.” Thoughtfully, he fingered the pearls around her neck. He unhooked them. Her throat was fragrant and silky. “Tess, when this is over, if I asked you to take off for a few days, a week, and go somewhere with me, would you?”

“Yes.”

Amused, and more than a little surprised, he looked at her. “Just like that?”

“I might ask where when the time comes, so I’d know whether to pack a fur coat or a bikini.” She took the pearls from him to set them on the bedside table.

“They should be in a safe.”

“I’m sleeping with a cop.” Her voice was light, but she saw him brooding and thought she understood where his thoughts had taken him. “Ben, it will be over soon.”

“Yeah.” But when he brought her close, when he began to fill himself with her, he was afraid.

It was November twenty-eighth.


Chapter 18

“You don’t step foot out of the apartment until I give you the okay.”

“Absolutely not,” Tess agreed while Ben watched her pin up her hair. “I have enough work at home to keep me chained to my desk all day.”

“You don’t even take out the garbage.”

“Not even if the neighbors write up a petition.”

“Tess, I want you to take this seriously.”

“I am taking it seriously.” She chose ribbed gold triangles and clipped them to her ears. “I’m not going to be alone for a minute today. Officer Pilomento will be here at eight.”

Ben looked at the dove-gray slacks and soft, cowl-necked sweater she wore. “Is that who you’re getting all dressed up for?”

“Of course.” When he came to stand behind her, she smiled at their twin reflections. “I’ve developed a penchant for the police lately. It has all the earmarks of becoming an obsession.”

“Is that right?” He bent to brush his lips over the back of her neck.

“I’m afraid so.”

He dropped his hands to her shoulders, wanting to remain close, touching. “Worried about it?”

“No.” Still smiling, she turned into his arms. “I’m not worried a bit. Not about that or anything else.” Because there was a frown between his brows, Tess lifted a finger to smooth it away. “I wish you weren’t.”

“It’s my job to worry.” For a moment he just held her, knowing it was going to be hard, unreasonably hard, to walk out the door that morning and trust her to someone else’s care. “Pilomento’s a good man,” he told her, as much to appease himself as her. “He’s young but he’s by-the-book. Nobody’s going to get in the door while he’s here.”

“I know. Come on, let’s have some coffee. You’ve only got a few more minutes.”

“Lowenstein relieves him at four.” As they walked into the kitchen, he ran over the schedule, though they both knew every move. “She’s the best. She might look like a nice suburban wife, but there’s nobody I’d rather have backing me up in a hairy situation.”

“I won’t be alone at all.” Tess took down two mugs. “Cops will still be taking shifts on the third floor, the phone’s wired, there’ll be a unit parked across the street at all times.”

“It won’t be a black and white. If he makes his move, we don’t want to scare him off. Bigsby, Roderick, and Mullendore will switch off with Ed and me on surveillance.”

“Ben, I’m not worried.” After handing him his coffee, she took his arm to walk to the dining room table. “I’ve thought this through. Believe me, I’ve thought this through. Nothing can happen to me as long as I’m inside and inaccessible.”

“He won’t know you’re being guarded. When I return at midnight, I’ll come in the back and use the stairs.”

“He has to make his move tonight, that I’m sure of. When he does, you’ll be there.”

“I appreciate the confidence, but I tell you I’d feel a little less edgy if you were a little more so. Look, no grandstanding.” He took her arm for emphasis, before she could lift the coffee. “When we’ve got him, he goes back to the station for interrogation, you don’t.”

“Ben, you know how important it is to me to talk to him, to try to get through.”

“No.”

“You can only block me on this so long.”

“As long as it takes.”

Tess backed off and tried another tack, one that had woken her in the early hours and kept her awake. “Ben, I think you understand this man better than you know. You know what it is to lose someone who’s an intricate part of your life. You lost Josh, he lost his Laura. We don’t know who she was, but we can be sure that she mattered a great deal to him. You told me that when you lost Josh, you considered killing his doctor. Wait,” she said before he could speak. “You wanted to blame someone, to hurt someone. If you hadn’t been a strong man emotionally, you might very well have done so. Still, the resentment and the pain stayed with you.”

The words, and the truth behind them, made him uncomfortable. “Maybe they did, but I didn’t start killing people.”

“No, you became a cop. Maybe part of the reason you did was because of Josh, because you needed to find answers, to make things right. You’re healthy, self-confident, and were able to turn what might have been the biggest tragedy in your life into something constructive. But if you weren’t healthy, Ben, if you didn’t have a strong self-image, a strong sense of right and wrong, something might have cracked inside you. When Josh died you lost your faith. I think he lost his over Laura.

We don’t know how long ago it might have been—a year, five years, twenty—but he’s picked up the pieces of his faith and put them back together. Only the pieces aren’t fitting true; the edges are jagged. He kills, sacrifices to save Laura. Laura’s soul. What you told me last night made me wonder. Perhaps she died in what the Church considers mortal sin and was refused absolution. He’s been taught all of his life to believe that without absolution, the soul is lost. In his psychosis he murders, sacrifices women who remind him of Laura. But he still saves their souls.”

“Everything you say may be right. None of it changes the fact that he’s killed four women and is aiming for you.”

“Black and white, Ben?”

“Sometimes that’s all there is.” It frustrated him more because he was beginning to understand, even to feel some of what she was saying. He wanted to continue to look at it straight-on, without any angles. “Don’t you believe that some people are just born evil? Does a man tell his wife he’s going out to hunt humans then drive to the local McDonald’s and shoot kids because his mother beat him when he was six? Does a man use a college campus for target practice because his father cheated on his mother?”

“No, but this man isn’t the kind of mass murderer you’re talking about.” She was on her own ground here and knew her steps. “He isn’t killing randomly and motivelessly. An abused child is as likely to become a bank president as a psychotic. And neither do I believe in the bad seed. We’re talking about an illness, Ben, something more and more doctors are coming to believe is caused by a chemical reaction in the brain that destroys rational thought. We’ve come a long way since the days of demon possession, but even sixty years ago schizophrenia was treated by tooth extraction. Then it was injections of horse serum, enemas. And in the last quarter of the twentieth century, we’re still groping. Whatever triggered his psychosis, he needs help. The way Josh did. The way Joey did.”

“Not for the first twenty-four hours,” he said flatly. “And not until the paperwork clears. He might not want to see you.”

“I’ve thought of that, but I believe he will.”

“None of this matters until we get him.”

When the knock came, Ben’s hand reached slowly for his weapon. His arm was still stiff, but usable. He’d have no problem holding his Police Special. He moved toward the door, but stood beside it. “You ask who it is.” As she started to move forward, he held up a hand. “No, ask from over there. You don’t stand in front of the door.” Though he doubted the means would change from amice to bullet, he wasn’t taking chances.

“Who is it?”

“Detective Pilomento, ma’am.”

Recognizing the voice, Ben turned and pulled the door open.

“Paris.” Pilomento knocked snow from his shoes before he stepped inside. “The roads are still a mess. We got about six inches. Morning, Dr. Court.”

“Good morning. Let me take your coat.”

“Thanks. Freezing out there,” he said to Ben. “Mullendore’s in position out front. Hope he wore his long underwear.”

“Don’t get too comfortable watching game shows.” Ben reached for his own coat as he took a last look around the room. There was only one entrance, and Pilomento would never be more than about twenty-five feet from her. Still, even as he bundled into his coat, he didn’t feel warm. “I’ll be in periodic contact with the surveillance teams. Now, why don’t you go into the kitchen and pour yourself some coffee?”

“Thanks. I just had one in the car on the way over.”

“Have another.”

“Oh.” He looked from Ben to Tess. “Yeah, sure.” Whistling between his teeth, he walked off.

“That was rude, but I don’t mind.” With a low laugh Tess slipped her arms around Ben’s waist. “Be careful.”

“I make a habit of it. See that you do.”

He drew her close, and the kiss was long and lingering. “You going to wait up for me, Doc?”

“Count on it. You’ll call if … well, if anything happens?”

“Count on it.” Taking her face in his hands, he held it a moment, then pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You’re so lovely.” It was the quick surprise in her eyes that made him realize that he hadn’t made use of all his clever and slick compliments with her as he had with other women. The realization caught him off balance. To cover it, he tucked her hair behind her ear, then backed away. “Lock the door.”

He pulled it shut behind him, wishing he could shake the uneasy feeling that things weren’t going to go as neatly as planned.
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Hours later he was huddled inside the Mustang, watching Tess’s building. Two kids were putting the finishing touches on an elaborate snowman. Ben wondered if their father knew they’d copped his fedora. The day had gone even slower than he’d imagined.

“Days’re getting shorter,” Ed commented. Sprawled in the passenger’s seat, he was warm as a bear in a union suit, corduroys, flannel shirt, sweater, and an L.L. Bean parka. The cold had long since numbed its way through Ben’s boots.

“There’s Pilomento.”

The detective came out of the building, paused only a heartbeat on the sidewalk, and flipped up the collar of his coat. It was the signal that Lowenstein was inside and things were tight. Ben’s muscles relaxed only fractionally.

“She’s fine, you know.” Ed stretched a bit and began isometric exercises to keep his legs from cramping. “Lowenstein’s mean enough to hold off an army.”

“He isn’t going to move until dark.” Because his face froze if he cracked the window for too long, Ben substituted a Milky Way for the cigarette he wanted.

“You know what that sugar’s doing to the enamel of your teeth?” Never one to give up the battle, Ed drew out a small plastic container. Inside was a homemade snack of raisins, dates, unsalted nuts, and wheat germ. He’d made enough for two. “You gotta start reeducating your appetite.”

Ben took a large, deliberate bite of his candy bar. “When Roderick relieves us, we’re stopping by the Burger King on the way in. I’m getting a Whopper.”

“Please, not while I’m eating. If Roderick, Bigsby, and half the station had a proper diet, they wouldn’t have been down with the flu.”

“I didn’t get sick,” Ben said over a mouthful of chocolate.

“Blind luck. By the time you hit forty, your system’s going to revolt. It won’t be pretty. What’s this?” Ed sat up straight as he watched the man across the street. His long black coat was buttoned high. He walked slowly. Too slowly, too cautiously.

Both detectives had one hand on their weapons and one on the door handles when the man suddenly broke into a run. Ben had already pushed the car door open when the man scooped up one of the little girls playing in the snow and tossed her high. She let out a quick, ringing laugh, and called out, “Daddy!”

As the breath pushed out of his body, Ben sat back down. Feeling foolish, he turned to Ed. “You’re as jumpy as I am.”

“I like her. I’m glad you decided to risk eating turkey with her granddaddy.”

“I told her about Josh.”

Ed’s brows lifted, disappearing into the seaman’s cap he’d pulled over his head. That, he knew, was more of a commitment than even he’d believed Ben could make. “And?”

“And I guess I’m glad I did. She’s the best thing that’s happened in my life. God, that sounds corny.”

“Yeah.” Content, Ed began to munch a date. “People in love tend to be corny.”

“I didn’t say I was in love.” That came out quickly, the reflex action on the trap door. “I just mean she’s special.”

“Certain people have difficulty admitting to emotional commitment because they fear failing in the long haul. The word love becomes a stumbling block that once uttered is like a lock, blocking off their privacy, their singleness, and obliging them to perceive themselves as one half of a couple.”

Ben tossed the candy wrapper on the floor. “Redbook?”

“No, I made it up. Maybe I should write an article.”

“Look, if I was in love with Tess, with anybody, I wouldn’t have any trouble saying it.”

“So? Are you?”

“I care about her. A lot.”

“Euphemism.”

“She’s important to me.”

“Evasions.”

“Okay, I’m crazy about her.”

“Not quite there, Paris.”

This time he did crack the window and pull out a cigarette. “All right, so I’m in love with her. Happy now?”

“Have a date. You’ll feel better.”

He swore, then heard himself laugh. Tossing out the cigarette, he bit into the date Ed handed him. “You’re worse than my mother.”

“That’s what partners are for.”
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Inside Tess’s apartment time went just as slowly. At seven she and Lowenstein shared a supper of canned soup and roast beef sandwiches. For all her talk about not being worried, Tess managed to do little more than stir the chunks of beef and vegetables around in her bowl. It was a cold, miserable night. No one who didn’t have to would want to be out in it. But the fact that she couldn’t move beyond her own door left her with a feeling of being caged.

“You play canasta?” Lowenstein asked.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Canasta.” Lowenstein glanced at her own watch and figured her husband would be giving their youngest a bath. Roderick would be in position out front, Ben and Ed would be sweeping the area before they returned to the station, and her oldest daughter would be complaining about being stuck with the dishes.

“I’m being lousy company.”

Lowenstein set half a sandwich back on the pale green glass plate she’d admired. “You’re not supposed to entertain me, Dr. Court.”

But Tess pushed her plate aside and made the effort. “You have a family, don’t you?”

“A mob, actually.”

“It’s not easy, is it, managing a demanding career and taking care of a family?”

“I’ve always thrived on complications.”

“I admire that. I’ve always avoided them. Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Okay, if I can ask you one afterward.”

“Fair enough.” With her elbows on the table, Tess leaned forward. “Does your husband find it difficult being married to someone whose job is not only demanding, but potentially dangerous?”

“I guess it’s not easy. I know it’s not,” Lowenstein corrected. She took a pull from the Diet Pepsi Tess had served in thin, scrolled glasses Lowenstein would have kept on display. “We’ve had to work through a lot of it. A couple of years ago we had a trial separation. It lasted thirty-four-and-a-half hours. The bottom line is, we’re nuts about each other. That usually cuts through everything else.”

“You’re lucky.”

“I know. Even when I feel like pushing his head in the toilet, I know. My turn.”

“All right.”

Lowenstein gave her a long, measuring look. “Where do you get your clothes?”

She was only too surprised to laugh for a few seconds. For the first time all day, Tess relaxed.
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Outside, Roderick and a stocky black detective known as Pudge shared a thermos of coffee. A bit cranky with a head cold, Pudge shifted every few minutes and complained.

“I don’t think we’re going to see a sign of this dude. Mullendore’s got the late shift. If anyone makes the collar, it’ll be him. We’ll just sit here freezing our asses off.”

“It has to be tonight.” Roderick poured Pudge another cup of coffee before going back to study Tess’s windows.

“Why?” Pudge let out a huge yawn and cursed the antihistamines that left his nose and his mind clogged.

“Because it was meant to be tonight.”

“Christ, Roderick, no matter what shit-shoveling duty you pull, you never complain.” On another yawn, Pudge slumped against the door. “God, I can hardly keep my eyes open. Goddamn medication whips you.”

Roderick took another sweep of the street, up, then down. No one stirred. “Why don’t you sleep awhile? I’ll watch.”

“ ’Preciate it.” Already half there, Pudge closed his eyes. “Just give me ten, Lou. Mullendore takes it in an hour anyway.”

With his partner snoring lightly, Roderick kept watch.
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Tess was learning the fine points of canasta from Lowenstein when the phone rang. The relaxed girl talk ended with a snap. “Okay, you answer it. If it’s him, keep calm. Stall if you can, agree to meet him if you have to. See if you can pin him down to a location.”

“All right.” Though her throat dried up, Tess picked up the receiver and spoke naturally. “Dr. Court.”

“Doctor, this is Detective Roderick.”

“Oh, Detective.” Her muscles went limp as she turned and shook her head at Lowenstein. “Yes? Is there any news?”

“We’ve got him, Dr. Court. Ben picked him up less than two blocks from your building.”

“Ben? Is he all right?”

“Yes, don’t worry. It’s nothing serious. He wrenched his shoulder some during the arrest. He asked me to call you and let you know you can relax. Ed’s taking him to the hospital.”

“Hospital.” She remembered the tray with the blood-soaked bandages. “Which one? I want to go.”

“He’s being taken to Georgetown, Doctor, but he didn’t want you to bother.”

“No, it’s no bother. I’ll leave right away.” Remembering the woman breathing down her neck, Tess turned to Lowenstein. “You should talk to Detective Lowenstein. I appreciate you calling.”

“We’re all just glad it’s over.”

“Yes.” She squeezed her eyes shut a moment, then handed the phone to Lowenstein. “He’s been caught.” Then she dashed into the bedroom for her purse and car keys. When she hurried back in for her coat, Lowenstein was still pulling details out of Roderick. Impatient, Tess tossed her coat over her arm and waited.

“Sounds like a clean collar,” Lowenstein said when she hung up. “Ben and Ed decided to do a few more sweeps of the area and saw this guy come out of an alley and head toward your building. He had his coat open. They could see he was wearing a cassock. He didn’t protest when they stopped him, but when Ben found the amice in his pocket, he apparently lost it, started fighting and calling for you.”

“Oh, God.” She wanted to see him, talk to him. But Ben was on his way to the hospital, and Ben came first.

“Lou said Ben got a little banged up, doesn’t sound serious.”

“I’ll feel better when I see for myself.”

“I know what you mean. Do you want me to take you to the hospital?”

“No, I’m sure you want to get back to the station and tie up the loose ends. It doesn’t look as though I need police protection any longer.”

“No, but I’ll walk you down to your car anyway. Tell Ben I said good work.”
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As Ben crossed the parking lot to the station house, Logan pulled in behind him and hurried out of his car.

“Ben.” Hatless, gloveless, dressed as he rarely was in a cassock, he caught up with them on the steps. “I was hoping I’d find you here.”

“Not a good night for priests to go walking around, Tim. We got a lot of nervous cops out tonight. You could find yourself cuffed.”

“I was saying late Mass for the sisters and didn’t have time to change. I think I have something.”

“Inside,” Ed said, pushing open the door. “Your fingers are going to fall off.”

“I was in such a hurry.” Absently, Logan began to rub his fingers together for warmth. “For days I’ve been going over everything. I knew you were fixed on the use of the name Reverend Francis Moore and were checking it out, but I couldn’t get my mind off the Frank Moore I’d known at the seminary.”

“We’re still digging there.” Impatient, Ben looked at his watch.

“I know, but I was with him, you see, I knew that he bordered between being a saint and a fanatic. Then I remembered a seminarian who’d been under him and had left after a celebrated row with Moore. I remembered him because the young man had gone on to become a well-known writer. Stephen Mathias.”

“I’ve heard of him.” As excitement began to drum, Ben edged closer. “You think Mathias—”

“No, no.” Frustrated by his inability to speak quickly or coherently enough, Logan took a deep breath. “I didn’t even know Mathias personally, since I was already established in the university when all that went on. But I remembered the gossip that there was nothing, and no one, Mathias didn’t know about in the seminary. In fact, he used plenty of inside stuff for his first couple of books. The more I thought about that, the more things clicked. And I remembered reading one novel in particular that mentioned a young student who had suffered a breakdown and had left the seminary after his sister—his twin sister—had died as the result of an illegal abortion. Apparently there was a tremendous scandal. It was discovered that the boy’s mother was confined to an institution and that he had been treated himself for schizophrenia.”

“Let’s track down Mathias.” Ben was already heading down the hall when Logan stopped him.

“I’ve already done that. It only took me a few calls to locate him. He’s living in Connecticut, and he remembered the incident perfectly. The seminarian had been unusually devout, as devout to Moore as he was to the Church. In fact, he served as his secretary. Mathias said his name was Louis Roderick.”

It was possible for the blood to freeze, for the heart to stop pumping, and for the body to remain alive. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, Mathias was positive, but when I asked, he went back through his old notes and checked on it. He’s willing to come down and give you a description. With that and a name, you should be able to find him.”

“I know where he is.” Ben spun around into the squad room and grabbed the first phone he reached.

“You know him?” Logan grabbed on to Ed before he lost him as well.

“He’s a cop. He’s one of us, and right now he’s heading up the outside surveillance on Tess’s building.”

“Sweet God.” As the room in front of him humped into action, Logan began to pray.

Units were dispatched to Roderick’s address, others to back up Tess’s apartment. Logan was on Ben’s heels as they headed to the door. “I want to go with you.”

“This is police business.”

“Seeing a priest might calm him.”

“Don’t get in the way.” They hit the glass door and nearly ran over Lowenstein.

“What the hell’s going on here?”

Half wild with fear, Ben caught her by the collar of her coat. “Why aren’t you with her? Why did you leave her alone?”

“What’s wrong with you? Once Lou called to verify it had gone down, there was no reason for me to hang around.”

“When did he call?”

“Twenty minutes ago. But he said you were on your way—” Though her mind rejected it, the expression on Ben’s face told her everything. “Oh, God, not Lou? But he’s—” A cop. A friend. Lowenstein kicked herself back. “He called twenty minutes ago, telling me there had been a clean arrest and to pull off the guard and come in. I never questioned it. God, Ben, I never thought to verify with headquarters. It was Lou.”

“We’ve got to find him.”

She grabbed Ben’s arm before he could push past her. “Georgetown Hospital. He told her you’d been taken to Emergency.”

Nothing else was needed to have him streaking down the steps to his car.
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Tess pulled up in the parking lot after a frustrating twenty-minute drive. The roads were all but clear, but that hadn’t stopped the fender benders. She told herself the good part was that Ben was already fixed up and waiting. And it was over.

Slamming her door, she dropped her keys into her pocket. On the way home they were going to pick up a bottle of champagne. Two bottles, she corrected. Then they were going to spend the rest of the weekend in bed drinking them.

The idea was so pleasant, she didn’t notice the figure melt out of the shadows and into the light.

“Dr. Court.”

Alarm came first, with her hand flying up to her throat. Then, with a laugh, she lowered it and started forward. “Detective Roderick, I didn’t know you’d—”

The light glinted on the white clerical collar at his throat. It was like the dream, she thought in a moment of blank panic, when she’d thought herself only a step away from safety only to find her worst fears confirmed. She knew she could turn and run, but he was only an arm’s span away and would catch her. She knew she could scream, but she had no doubt he’d silence her. Completely. There was only one choice. To face him.

“You wanted to talk to me.” No, it wouldn’t work, she thought desperately. Not if her voice was shaking, not when her head was filled with the rushing echo of her own fear. “I’ve wanted to talk to you too. I’ve wanted to help you.”

“Once I thought you could. You had kind eyes. When I read your reports, I knew you understood I wasn’t a murderer. Then I knew you’d been sent to me. You’d be the last one, the most important one. You were the only one the Voice said by name.”

“Tell me about the voice, Lou.” She wanted to back up, just edge back one foot, but saw by his eyes that even that small movement would trigger the violence. “When did you first hear it?”

“When I was a boy. They said I was crazy, like my mother. I was afraid, so I blocked it out. Later I realized it was a call from God, calling me to the priesthood. I was happy to be chosen. Father Moore said only a few are chosen to carry out the Lord’s work, to celebrate the sacraments. But even the chosen are tempted to sin. Even the chosen are weak, so we sacrifice, we do penance. He taught me how to train my body to fight off temptation. Flagellation, fasting.”

And one more piece to the puzzle fell into place. An emotionally disturbed boy enters the seminary, to be trained by an emotionally disturbed man. He would kill her. Following the path he saw laid out for him, he would kill her. The parking lot was all but empty, the doors of the Emergency Room two hundred yards away. “How did you feel about becoming a priest, Lou?”

“It was everything. My whole life was formed, do you understand? Formed. For that purpose.”

“But you left it.”

“No.” He lifted his head as if scenting the air, as if listening to something only for his ears. “That was like a blank spot in my life. I didn’t really exist then. A man can’t exist without faith. A priest can’t exist without purpose.”

She saw him reach in his pocket, saw the snatch of white in his hand. Her eyes were almost as wild as his when they met again. “Tell me about Laura.”

He’d come a step closer, but the name stopped him. “Laura. Did you know Laura?”

“No, I didn’t know her.” He had the amice in both hands now, but seemed to have forgotten it. Treat, she told herself to hold back a scream. Treat, talk, listen. “Tell me about her.”

“She was beautiful. Beautiful in that fragile way that makes you worry if such things can last. My mother worried because Laura enjoyed looking at herself in the mirror, brushing her hair, wearing pretty clothes. Mother could sense the Devil drawing, always drawing Laura into sin and bad thoughts. But Laura only laughed and said she didn’t care for sackcloth and ashes. Laura laughed a lot.”

“You loved her very much.”

“We were twins. We shared life before life. That’s what my mother said. We were bound together by God. It was for me to keep Laura from spurning the Church and everything we’d been taught. It was for me, but I failed her.”

“How did you fail Laura?”

“She was only eighteen. Beautiful, delicate, but there wasn’t any laughter.” The tears began, sobless, to glisten on his cheeks. “She’d been weak. I hadn’t been there for her, and she’d been weak. Back-street abortion. God’s judgment. But why did God’s judgment have to be so harsh?” His breathing quickened and became painfully loud as he pressed a hand to his forehead. “A life for a life. It’s fair and just. A life for a life. She begged me not to let her die, not to let her die in such sin that would send her to Hell. I had no power to absolve her. Even as she lay dying in my arms, I had no power. The power came later, after the despair, the dark, blank time. I can show you. I have to show you.”

He stepped forward, and even as Tess’s instincts had her pull back, he slipped the scarf around her. “Lou, you’re a police officer. It’s your job, your function to protect.”

“Protect.” His fingers trembled on the scarf. A policeman. He’d had to drug Pudge’s coffee. It would have been wrong to do more, to hurt another officer. Protect. The shepherd protects his flock. “I didn’t protect Laura.”

“No, it was a terrible loss, a tragedy. But now you’ve tried to give something back, haven’t you? Isn’t that why you became a police officer? To give something back? To protect others?”

“I had to lie, but after Laura it didn’t seem to matter. Maybe with the police I could find what I’d been looking for in the seminary. That sense of purpose. Vocation. Man’s law, not God’s law.”

“Yes, you swore to uphold the law.”

“The Voice came back, so many years later. It was real.”

“Yes, to you it was real.”

“It isn’t always inside my head. Sometimes it’s a whisper in the other room, or it comes like thunder from the ceiling over my bed. It told me how to save Laura, and myself. We’re bound together. We’ve always been bound together.”

Her hands clenched over the keys in her pocket. She knew if the scarf tightened, she would use them to gouge his eyes. For survival. The need to live surged through her.

“I will absolve you from sin,” he murmured. “And you will see God.”

“Taking a life is a sin.”

He hesitated. “A life for a life. A holy sacrifice.” The pain rushed through his voice.

“Taking a life is a sin,” she repeated as the blood pounded in her ears. “To kill breaks God’s law, and man’s. You understand both laws as a police officer, as a priest.” When she heard the siren, her first thought was that it was an ambulance coming into Emergency. She wouldn’t be alone. She didn’t take her eyes from his. “I can help you.”

“Help me.” It was only a whisper, part question, part plea.

“Yes.” Though it trembled, she lifted her hand and placed it on his. Her fingers brushed over the silk.

Doors slammed behind them, but neither of them moved.

“Get your hands off her, Roderick. Take your hands off her and move aside.”

Keeping her fingers around Roderick’s, Tess turned to see Ben no more than ten feet behind them, spread-legged, his gun held in both hands. Beside him and to the left, Ed mirrored his position. Sirens still screamed and lights flashed as cars poured into the lot.

“Ben, I’m not hurt.”

But he didn’t look at her. His eyes never left Roderick, and in them she saw that core of violence he strapped down. She knew if she stepped aside now, he’d cut it loose.

“Ben, I said I’m not hurt. He wants help.”

“Move out of the way.” If he’d been certain Roderick wasn’t armed, he would have rushed forward. But Tess turned her body and used it as a shield.

“It’s over, Ben.”

After a quick hand signal, Ed walked forward. “I have to search you, Lou. Then I have to cuff you and take you in.”

“Yes.” Dazed and docile, he lifted his arms to make it simpler. “That’s the law. Doctor?”

“Yes. No one’s going to hurt you.”

“You have the right to remain silent,” Ed began when he’d removed Roderick’s police issue from under his coat.

“That’s all right, I understand.” As Ed snapped on the handcuffs, Roderick’s attention focused on Logan.

“Father, did you come to hear my confession?”

“Yes. Would you like me to go with you?” As he spoke, Logan put his hand over Tess’s and squeezed.

“Yes. I’m so tired.”

“You can rest soon. Come with us now, and I’ll stay with you.”

With his head bowed, he began to walk between Ed and Logan. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”

Ben waited until they’d passed him. Tess stood where she was, watching him, not certain her legs would carry her if she moved forward. She saw him holster his gun before he was across the pavement to her in three strides.

“I’m all right, I’m all right,” she repeated over and over as he crushed her against him. “He wasn’t going to go through with it. He couldn’t.”

Ben only drew her away to yank the scarf from around her and toss it in a mound of snow. He ran his own hands over her throat to make certain it was unmarked. “I could have lost you.”

“No.” She pressed herself against him again. “He knew. I think he knew all along I could stop him.” As tears of relief began, she tightened her arms around him. “The trouble was, I didn’t. Ben, I’ve never been so frightened.”

“You stood between us and blocked me.”

Sniffling, she drew away only far enough to find his lips with hers. “Protecting a patient.”

“He’s not your patient.”

She had to take the chance that her legs would hold her a few minutes longer. Stepping back, she faced him. “Yes, he is. And as soon as the paperwork clears, I’ll start tests.”

He grabbed her by the front of her coat, but when she touched a hand to his face, he could only drop his forehead on hers. “Damn you, I’m shaking.”

“Me too.”

“Let’s go home.”

“Oh, yeah.”

With arms hooked tight around waists, they walked to the car. She noticed, but didn’t comment, that he’d run over the curb. Inside the car she huddled against him again. No one had ever been so solid or so warm.

“He was a cop.”

“He’s ill.” Tess linked her fingers with his.

“He’s been one step ahead of us all along.”

“He’s been suffering.” She closed her eyes a moment. She was alive. This time she hadn’t failed. “I’m going to be able to help him.”

For a moment he said nothing. He would have to live with this, her need to give herself to people. Maybe someday he’d come to believe that both the sword and words could bring about justice.

“Hey, Doc?”

“Mmmm?”

“Do you remember talking about us getting away for a few days?”

“Yes.” Sighing, she imagined an island with palm trees and fat orange flowers. “Oh, yes.”

“I’ve got some time coming.”

“How soon do you want me packed?”

He laughed, but continued to jiggle the keys nervously in his hand. “I was thinking we could go down to Florida for a while. I want you to meet my mother.”

Slowly, not wanting to take a leap when a step was indicated, she lifted her head from his shoulder to look at him. Then he smiled, and his smile told her everything she needed to know.

“I’d love to meet your mother.”



For my mother,
with thanks for the encouragement to tell this story
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Part One
THE BITTER


Women are your fields.
Go, then, into your fields as you please.

—THE KORAN

He was her man, but he done her wrong.

—“FRANKIE AND JOHNNY”




Chapter One

New York, 1989

Stuart Spencer hated his hotel room excessively. The only advantage to being in New York was that his wife was in London and couldn’t hound him about sticking to his diet. He’d ordered up a club sandwich from room service and was savoring each bite.

He was a portly, balding man without the jolly disposition expected from one with his looks. A blister on his heel plagued him, as did a persistent head cold. After he’d gulped half a cup of tea, he decided with cranky British chauvinism that Americans simply couldn’t brew decent tea no matter how much they tried.

He wanted a hot bath, a cup of good Earl Grey, and an hour of quiet, but, he feared, the restless man standing by the window was going to force him to postpone all of that … perhaps indefinitely.

“Well, I’m here, dammit.” Scowling, he watched Philip Chamberlain twitch back the curtain.

“Lovely view.” Philip gazed out at the wall of another building. “Gives such a cozy feel to this place.”

“Philip, I feel compelled to remind you that I dislike flying across the Atlantic in winter. Moreover, I have a backlog of paperwork waiting for me in London, and the bulk of it is on account of you and your irregular procedures. So, if you’ve information for me, please pass it on. At once, if that’s not too much to ask.”

Philip continued to look out the window. He was edgy about the outcome of the informal meeting he’d demanded, but nothing in his cool manner so much as hinted at the tension he felt.

“I really must take you to a show while you’re here, Stuart. A musical. You’re getting dour in your old age.”

“Get on with it.”

Philip let the curtain fall back into place and moved smoothly toward the man to whom he’d reported these last few years. His occupation demanded confident, athletic grace. He was thirty-five, but had a quarter of a century of professional experience behind him. He had been born in London’s slums, yet even when young he’d been able to finesse invitations to society’s best parties, no small accomplishment in the days before Britain’s rigid class consciousness had broken down under the onslaught of the Mods and the Rockers. He knew what it was to be hungry, just as he knew what it was to have his fill of beluga. Because he preferred caviar, he had made certain he lived a life that included it. He was good, very good, at what he did, but success hadn’t come easily.

“I have a hypothetical proposition for you, Stuart.” Taking a seat, Philip helped himself to tea. “Let me ask you if over the last few years I’ve been some help to you.”

Spencer took a bite of his sandwich and hoped it, and Philip, wouldn’t give him indigestion. “Are you looking for a salary increase?”

“A thought, but not precisely what I have in mind.” He was capable of producing a particularly charming smile which he could use to great effect when he chose. And he chose to do so now. “The question is, has having a thief on Interpol’s payroll been worthwhile?”

Spencer sniffed, pulled out a handkerchief, then blew. “From time to time.”

Philip noted, wondering if Stuart had, too, that this time he had not used the qualifier “retired” before “thief,” and that Stuart had not corrected the omission. “You’ve gotten positively miserly with your compliments.”

“I’m not here to flatter you, Philip, merely to learn why the devil you thought anything was important enough to demand I fly to New York in the middle of the damn winter.”

“Would you care for two?”

“Two what?”

“Thieves, Stuart.” He held out a triangle of the club sandwich. “You really should try this on whole wheat.”

“What are you getting at?”

There was a great deal riding on the next few moments, but Philip had lived most of his life with his future, with his very neck, riding on his actions in a matter of moments. He’d been a thief, and an excellent one, leading Captain Stuart Spencer and men like him down blind alleys and dead ends from London to Paris, from Paris to Morocco, from Morocco to wherever the next prize waited. Then he’d done a complete about-face and begun to work for Spencer and Interpol instead of against them.

That had been a business decision, Philip reminded himself. It had been a matter of figuring the odds and the profit. What he was about to propose was personal.

“Let’s say, hypothetically, that I knew of a particularly clever thief, one who’s managed to keep Interpol jumping for a decade, one who’s decided to retire from active duty, and would offer services in exchange for clemency.”

“You’re speaking of The Shadow.”

Philip meticulously brushed crumbs from his fingertips. He was a neat man, by habit and by necessity. “Hypothetically.”

The Shadow. Spencer forgot his aching heel and jet lag. Millions of dollars in jewels had been stolen by the faceless figure of the thief known only as The Shadow. For ten years Spencer had tracked him, dogged him, missed him. For the past eighteen months Interpol had intensified its investigations, going so far as to set a thief to catch a thief—Philip Chamberlain, the only man Spencer knew whose exploits exceeded those of The Shadow. The man, Spencer thought on a sudden wave of fury, he had trusted.

“You know who he is, dammit. You have known who he is and where we can find him.” Stuart braced his hands on the table. “Ten years. Ten years we’ve been after this man. And, damn you, for months you’ve been paid to find him while stringing us along. You’ve known his identity and whereabouts all the time!”

“Perhaps I have.” Philip spread his long, artistic fingers. “Perhaps I haven’t.”

“I feel like putting you in a cage and dropping the key in the Thames.”

“But you won’t, because I’m like the son you never had.”

“I have a son, blast you.”

“Not like me.” Tipping back in his chair, Philip continued. “What I’m proposing is the same deal you and I made five years ago. You had the vision then to see that hiring the best had distinct advantages over pursuing the best.”

“You were assigned to catch this man, not negotiate for him. If you have a name, I want a name. If you have a description, I want it. Facts, Philip, not hypothetical propositions.”

“You have nothing,” Philip said abruptly. “Absolutely nothing after ten years. If I walk out of this room, you’ll still have nothing.”

“I’ll have you.” Spencer’s voice was flat, and final enough to have Philip narrowing his eyes. “A man with your taste would find prison very disagreeable.”

“Threats?” A chill, brief but very real, ran over Philip’s skin. He folded his hands and kept his eyes level, holding onto the certainty that Spencer was bluffing. Philip wasn’t. “I have clemency, remember? That was the deal.”

“It’s you who’s changed the rules. Give me the name, Philip, and let me do my job.”

“You think small, Stuart. That’s why you recovered only some diamonds while I took many. You put The Shadow in jail, you have only a thief in jail. Do you really think you’ll recover a fraction of what was taken over the last decade?”

“It’s a matter of justice.”

“Yes.”

Philip’s tone had changed, Spencer realized, and for the first time in this conversation, he lowered his eyes. But not from shame. Spencer knew Philip too well to believe for a moment that the man was the least abashed.

“It is a matter of justice, and we’ll come to that.” Philip rose again, too restless to sit. “When you assigned me to the case, I took it because this particular thief interested me. That hasn’t changed. In fact, you could say my interest has peaked considerably.” It wouldn’t do to push Spencer too far. True, they’d developed a grudging admiration for each other over the years, but Spencer had always and would always stick to the straight and narrow. “Say, hypothetically still of course, that I do know the identity of The Shadow. Say we’ve had conversations that lead me to believe you could use this individual’s talents and that they would be given for the small consideration of a clean slate.”

“Small consideration? The bastard’s stolen more than you did.”

Philip’s brows shot up. With a slight frown he brushed a crumb from his sleeve. “I hardly think it’s necessary to insult me. No one has stolen jewels with a greater total value than I did in my career.”

“Proud of yourself, are you?” Color swept alarmingly into Spencer’s face. “Living the life of a thief isn’t something I’d boast about.”

“Therein lies the difference between us.”

“Crawling into windows, making deals in back alleys—”

“Please, you’ll make me sentimental. No, better count to ten, Stuart. I don’t want to be responsible for an alarming rise in your blood pressure.” He picked up the teapot again. “Perhaps this is a good time to tell you that while I was lifting locks, I developed a strong respect for you. I imagine I’d still be in second-story work if it hadn’t been for you edging closer with every job I pulled. I don’t regret the way I lived any more than I regret changing sides.”

Stuart calmed enough to gulp down the tea Philip had poured for him. “That’s neither here nor there.” But he could acknowledge that Philip’s admission pleased him. “Fact is, you are working for me now.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” He turned his head to gaze at the window. It was an icy, clear day that made him long for spring. “To continue then,” he said, snapping around to level an intense gaze at Stuart, “as a loyal employee I feel it my obligation to recruit for you when I come upon a worthy prospect.”

“Thief.”

“Yes, and an excellent one.” His smile bloomed once more. “Further, I’d be willing to wager that neither yours nor any other law enforcement agency is going to get a glimmer of this thief’s real identity.” Sobering a bit, he leaned forward. “Not now, not ever, Stuart, I promise you.”

“He’ll move again.”

“There’ll be no more moves.”

“How can you be sure?”

Philip folded his hands. His wedding ring glinted dully. “I’ll see to it, personally.”

“What is he to you?”

“Difficult to explain. Listen to me, Stuart. For five years I’ve worked for you, worked beside you. More than a few of the jobs have been dirty, even more have been dirty and dangerous. I’ve never asked you for anything, but I’m asking for this: Clemency for my hypothetical thief.”

“I can hardly guarantee—”

“Your word is guarantee enough,” Philip said, and silenced him. “In return, I’ll even retrieve the Rubens for you. And, better still, I believe I can assure you a prize that will provide political weight to cool down a particularly hot situation.”

Spencer had little trouble adding two and two. “In the Middle East?”

Topping off his cup, Philip shrugged. “Hypothetically.” Whatever the answer, he intended to lead Stuart to the Rubens and to Abdu. Still, he never showed his hand before the final call. “You could say that with the information I give you, England could bring pressure to bear where it might be most useful.”

Spencer looked hard at Philip. They had gone so unexpectedly far beyond discussing diamonds and rubies, crime and punishment. “You’re over your head, Philip.”

“I appreciate the concern.” He sat back again because he sensed the tide was changing. “I promise you, I know exactly what I’m doing.”

“It’s a delicate game you’re playing.”

The most delicate, Philip thought. The most important. “One we can both win, Stuart.”

Wheezing a bit, Spencer rose to open a bottle of scotch. He poured a generous amount in a tumbler, hesitated, then poured a second. “Tell me what you’ve got, Philip. I’ll do what I can.”

He waited a moment, measuring. “I’m putting the only thing that matters to me into your hands. You must remember that, Stuart.” He pushed his tea aside and accepted the tumbler. “I saw the Rubens when I was inside the treasure room of King Abdu of Jaquir.”

Spencer’s normally bland eyes widened. “And what the hell were you doing in the king’s vault?”

“It’s a long story.” Philip saluted Stuart with his glass, then drank deeply. “It’s best to start at the beginning, with Phoebe Spring.”


Chapter Two

Jaquir, 1968

Curled on her side and sleepless with excitement, Adrianne watched the clock tick to midnight. Her birthday. She would be five years old. Turning on her back, she hugged her delight to herself. All around her the palace slept, but in a few hours the sun would rise and the muezzin would climb the steps of the mosque to call the faithful to prayer. The day, the most wonderful day of her life, would truly begin.

In the afternoon there would be music and presents and trays of chocolate. All of the women would wear their prettiest clothes, and there would be dancing. Everyone would come: Grandmother to tell her stories; Aunt Latifa, who always smiled and never scolded, would bring Duja; Favel, with her jolly laugh, would lead her brood. Adrianne grinned. The women’s quarters would ring with laughter, and everyone would tell her how pretty she was.

Mama had promised it would be a very special day. Her special day. With her father’s permission there would be a trip to the beach in the afternoon. She had a new dress, a beautiful one, of striped silk in all the colors of the rainbow. Catching her lip between her teeth, Adrianne turned her head to look at her mother.

Phoebe slept, her face like marble in the moonlight and, for once, peaceful. Adrianne loved these times when her mother allowed her to climb into the huge soft bed to sleep. It was a very special treat. She would bundle up close with Phoebe’s arms around her and listen to the stories her mother told her of places like New York and Paris. Sometimes they would giggle together.

Carefully, not wanting to wake her, Adrianne reached out to stroke her mother’s hair. It fascinated her. It looked like fire against the pillow, a gorgeous, hot fire. At five, Adrianne was already woman enough to envy her mother her hair. Her own was thick and black like that of the other women in Jaquir. Only Phoebe had red hair and white skin. Only Phoebe was American. Adrianne was half American, but Phoebe reminded her of it only when they were alone.

Such things made her father angry.

Adrianne was well tutored in avoiding subjects that might anger her father, though she couldn’t understand why being reminded that Phoebe was American made his eyes harden and his mouth thin. She had been a movie star. That description confused Adrianne, but she liked the way it sounded. Movie star. The words made her think of pretty lights in a dark sky.

Her mother had been a star, now she was a queen, the first wife of Abdu ibn Faisal Rahman al-Jaquir, ruler of Jaquir, sheikh of sheikhs. Her mother was the most beautiful of women with her large blue eyes and full, soft mouth. She towered over the other women in the harem, making them seem like tiny, fussy birds, Adrianne wished only that her mother would be happy. Now that she was five, Adrianne fiercely hoped she would begin to understand why her mother so often looked sad and wept when she thought herself alone.

Women were protected in Jaquir. Those of the House of Jaquir were not supposed to work or to worry. They were given everything they needed—fine rooms, the sweetest of perfumes. Her mother had beautiful clothes and jewelry. She had The Sun and the Moon.

Adrianne closed her eyes, better to recall the dazzling vision of the necklace on her mother’s neck. How the great diamond, The Sun, flashed and the priceless pearl, the Moon, gleamed. Someday, Phoebe had promised, Adrianne would wear it.

When she was grown. Comfortably, content with the sound of her mother’s even breathing and the thoughts of tomorrow, Adrianne imagined. When she was grown, a woman an instead of a girl, she would put on her veil. One day a husband would be chosen for her, and she would be married. On her wedding day she would wear The Sun and the Moon and become a good and fruitful wife.

She would give parties for the other women and serve them frosted cakes while servants passed trays of chocolate. Her husband would be handsome and powerful, like her father. Perhaps he would be a king, too, and he would value her above all things.

As she drifted toward sleep, Adrianne curled the ends of a lock of her long hair around her index finger. He would love her the way she wanted her father to love her. She would give him fine sons, many fine sons, so that the other women would look at her with envy and respect. Not with pity. Not with the pity they showed to her mother.

The light from the hallway roused her. It slanted in as the door opened, then fell in a harsh line across the floor. Through the gauzy netting that surrounded the bed like a cocoon, she saw the shadow.

The love came first, in a frustrated burst she recognized but was too young to understand. Then came the fear, the fear that always followed closely on the love she felt whenever she saw her father.

He would be angry to find her here, in her mother’s bed. She knew, because the talk in the harem was frank, that he rarely visited here, not since the doctors had said Phoebe would bear no more children. Adrianne thought perhaps he wanted only to look at Phoebe because she was so beautiful. But when he stepped closer, fear rose up in her throat. Quickly, silently, she slid out of the bed and crouched in the shadows beside it.

Abdu, his eyes on Phoebe, pulled back the netting. He hadn’t bothered to shut the door. No one would dare to disturb him.

There was moonlight over her hair, over her face. She looked like a goddess, as she had the first time he had seen her. Her face had filled the screen with its stunning beauty, its sharp sexuality. Phoebe Spring, the American actress, the woman men both desired and feared for her lush body and innocent eyes. Abdu was a man accustomed to having the best, the biggest, the costliest. He had wanted her then in a way he’d never wanted another woman. He had found her, courted her in the manner a Western woman preferred. He had made her his queen.

She had bewitched him. Because of her he had betrayed his heritage, defied tradition. He had taken for his wife a Western woman, an actress, a Christian. He had been punished. In her his seed had produced only one child, a girl child.

Still, she made him want. Her womb was barren but her beauty taunted him. Even when his fascination turned to disgust, he wanted. She shamed him, defiled his sharaf, his honor, with her ignorance of Islam, but his body never stopped craving her.

When he buried his manhood deep in another woman, it was Phoebe he made love to, Phoebe whose skin he smelled, Phoebe whose cries he heard. That was his secret shame. He might have hated her for that alone. But it was the public shame, the one daughter only that she had given him that caused him to despise her.

He wanted her to suffer, to pay, just as he had suffered, just as he had paid. Taking the sheet, he ripped it aside.

Phoebe awoke, confused, with her heart already pounding. She saw him standing over her in the shadowed light. At first she thought it was her dream in which he had come back to her to love her as he once had loved her. Then she saw his eyes and knew there was no dream, and no love.

“Abdu.” She thought of the child and looked around quickly. The bed was empty. Adrianne was gone. Phoebe thanked God for it. “It’s late,” she began, but her throat was so dry the words could barely be heard. In defense, she was already sliding backward, the satin sheets whispering beneath her as she curled into herself. He said nothing, but stripped off his white throbe. “Please.” Though she knew they were useless, the tears started. “Don’t do this.”

“A woman has no right to refuse her husband what he wishes.” Just looking at her, at the way her ripe body quivered against the pillows, he felt powerful, in charge of his own destiny again. Whatever else she was, she was his property—as much as the jewels on his fingers, the horses in his stables. He grabbed her by the bodice of her nightgown and dragged her back.

In the shadows by the bed, Adrianne began to tremble.

Her mother was crying. They were fighting, shouting words she couldn’t understand at each other. Her father stood naked in the moonlight, his dark skin gleaming with a film of sweat that sprang from lust rather than the sultry heat. She had never seen a man’s body before, but wasn’t upset by the sight. She knew about sex, and that her father’s manhood, which looked so hard and threatening, could be used to dig into her mother and make a child. She knew there was pleasure in this, that the act was something a woman desired above all else. Indeed, she had heard this a thousand times in her young life, for the talk about sex in the harem was incessant.

But her mother could have no more children, and if there was pleasure here, why was she crying and begging him to leave her?

A woman was to welcome her husband into the marriage bed, Adrianne thought as her own eyes filled. She was to offer him whatever he desired. She was to rejoice to be desired, to be the vessel for children.

She heard the word whore. It wasn’t a word she knew, but it sounded ugly on her father’s lips, and she wouldn’t forget it.

“How can you call me that?” Phoebe’s voice hitched with sobs as she fought to free herself. Once she had welcomed the feel of his arms around her, delighted in the way his skin would gleam in moonlight. Now she felt only fear. “I’ve never been with another man. Only you. It’s you who’ve taken another wife even after we had a child.”

“You gave me nothing.” He wrapped her hair around his hand, fascinated by it yet detesting its fire. “A girl. Less than nothing. I have only to look at her and feel my disgrace.”

She struck him then with enough force to snap his head back. Even if she’d been faster, there would have been nowhere to run. The back of his hand smashed across her face, sending her reeling. Driven by lust and fury, he ripped the nightgown from her.

She was built like a goddess, every man’s fantasy. Her lush breasts heaved as terror sent her heart racing. In the moonlight her pale skin glowed, already showing the shadow of bruises from his hands. Her hips were rounded. When passion filled her they could move like lightning, meeting a man thrust for thrust. Shameless. Desire was like a pain in him, like a devil clawing. A lamp crashed onto the table as they struggled, showering the floor with glass.

Frozen in horror, Adrianne watched as he dug his fingers into Phoebe’s full white breasts. Her mother was pleading, struggling. A man had a right to beat his wife. She could not refuse him in the marital bed. That was the way. And yet … Adrianne pushed her hands hard against her ears to block out Phoebe’s screams as he rose over her, as he plunged into her violently, again and again.

With her face wet with her own tears, Adrianne crawled under the bed. She pressed her hands against her ears until they hurt but still she could hear her father’s grunts, her mother’s desperate weeping. Above her the bed shook. She curled into a ball, trying to make herself small, so small she wouldn’t hear, wouldn’t even be.

She had never heard the word rape, but after this night she would never have to have it defined for her.

“You’re so quiet, Addy.” Phoebe brushed her daughter’s waist-length hair with long, slow strokes. Addy. Abdu despised the nickname and only tolerated the more formal Adrianne because his first born was a female of mixed blood. Even so, out of Muslim pride, he had decreed that his daughter be given a proper Arabic name. Therefore, on all official documents “Adrianne” was recorded as Ad Riyahd An, followed by a slew of Abdu’s family names. Phoebe repeated the nickname now and asked, “Don’t you like your presents?”

“I like them very much.” Adrianne was wearing her new dress, but it no longer pleased her. In the mirror she could see her mother’s face behind her own. Phoebe had carefully covered the bruise with makeup, but Adrianne saw the shadow of it.

“You look beautiful.” Phoebe turned her around to hold her. On another day Adrianne might not have noticed how tightly she was held, might not have recognized the notes of desperation in her mother’s voice. “My own little princess. I love you so much, Addy. More than anything in the world.”

She smelled like flowers, like the warm, rich flowers in the garden just outside. Adrianne drew in her mother’s scent as she pressed her face to her breasts. She kissed them, remembering how cruelly her father had handled them the night before.

“You won’t go away? You won’t leave me?”

“Where would you get such an idea?” With a half laugh Phoebe pushed her an arm’s length away to look at her. When she saw the tears, her laughter stopped. “Oh, baby, what’s all this?”

Miserably, Adrianne dropped her head on Phoebe’s shoulder. “I dreamed he sent you away. That you left and I never saw you again.”

Phoebe’s hand hesitated, then continued to stroke. “Just a dream, baby. I’ll never leave you.”

Adrianne crawled onto her mother’s lap, content to be rocked and soothed. Through the latticework at the windows, fingers of scented sunlight pushed across the room and into the pattern on the rug. “If I had been a boy, he would love us.”

Anger filled her so quickly, Phoebe could taste it on her tongue. Almost immediately, it turned to despair. But she was still an actress. If she could use her talent for nothing else, she could use it to protect what was hers. “What silly talk, and on your birthday. What fun is a little boy? They don’t wear pretty dresses.”

Adrianne giggled at that and snuggled closer. “If I put a dress on Fahid, he would look like a doll.”

Phoebe pressed her lips together and tried to ignore the flash of pain. Fahid. The son Abdu’s second wife had borne after she had failed. Not failed, she told herself. She was beginning to think like a Muslim woman. How could she have failed when she had a beautiful child in her arms?

You gave me nothing. A girl. Less than nothing.

Everything, Phoebe thought savagely. I gave you everything.

“Mama?”

“I was thinking.” Phoebe smiled as she slid Adrianne from her lap. “I was thinking that you need one more present. A secret one.”

“A secret?” Adrianne clapped her hands together, tears forgotten.

“Sit, and close your eyes.”

Delighted, Adrianne obeyed, squirming in the chair as she tried to be patient. Phoebe had hidden the little glass ball between layers of clothing. It hadn’t been easy to smuggle it into the country, but she was learning to be inventive. The pills had been difficult as well, the small pink pills that made it possible for her to get through each day. They numbed the pain and eased the heart. Woman’s best friend. God knew, in this country a woman needed any friend she could make. If the pills were found, she could face public execution. If she didn’t have them, she wasn’t sure she could survive.

A vicious cycle. The only thing pulling her around it was Adrianne.

“Here you are.” Phoebe knelt by the chair. The child wore a chain of sapphires around her neck and glittering studs in her ears. Phoebe thought, hoped, the small gift she gave Adrianne now would mean more. “Open your eyes.”

It was a simple thing, almost ridiculously simple. For a few dollars it could be bought in thousands of stores in the States during the holidays. Adrianne’s eyes widened as if she were holding magic in her hands.

“It’s snow.” Phoebe turned the ball again, sending the white flakes dancing. “In America it snows in the winter. Well, in most places. At Christmastime, we decorate trees with pretty lights and colored balls. Pine trees, like the one you see in here. I rode with my grandfather on a sled like this one once.” Resting her head against Adrianne’s, she looked at the miniature horse and sleigh inside the glass ball. “One day, Addy, I’m going to take you there.”

“Does it hurt?”

“Snow?” Phoebe laughed again and shook the ball. The scene came to life once more with snow swirling around the decorated pine and the little man riding in the red sleigh behind a neat brown horse. It was an illusion. All she had left were her illusions and a small child to protect. “No. It’s cold and it’s wet. You can build things with it. Snowmen, snowballs, forts. It looks so pretty on the trees. See? Just like in here.”

Adrianne tilted the ball herself. The little brown horse had one leg lifted as the tiny white flakes danced around his head. “It is pretty, more than my new dress. I want to show Duja.”

“No.” Phoebe knew what would happen if Abdu learned of it. The ball was a symbol of a Christian holiday. Since Adrianne’s birth, he had become a fanatic about religion and tradition. “It’s our secret, remember? When we’re alone, you can look at it, but never, ever when anyone is about.” She took the ball away and hid it in the drawer. “Now it’s time for the party.”

It was hot in the harem though the fans were whirling and the lattices were closed against the power of the sun. The light coming from the shaded filigree lamps was soft and flattering. The women had dressed in their brightest and finest clothes. Leaving their black abaayas and veils at the door, they transformed themselves from crows to peacocks in the flash of an eye.

With their veils the women also had shed their silence and begun to chatter about children, sex, fashion, and fertility. Within moments the harem with its shaded lamps and opulent cushions was filled with the heavy scent of women and incense.

Because of her rank, Adrianne greeted the guests with a kiss on each cheek as green tea and spiced coffee were served in tiny, fragile cups without handles. There were aunts and cousins and a score of minor princesses, who, like the other women, showed off with equal pride both their jewelry and their babies, the two major symbols of success in their world.

Adrianne thought them beautiful in their long, whispery dresses, color competing with color. From behind her Phoebe saw a costume parade that would have suited the eighteenth century. She accepted the pitying glances cast her way with the same stoic expression that she accepted smug ones. She recognized full well that she was the intruder here, the woman from the West who had failed to give the king an heir. It didn’t matter, she told herself, whether or not they accepted her. As long as they were kind to Adrianne.

She could find no fault there. Adrianne was one of them in a way she could never be.

They fell hungrily on the buffet, sampling everything, using their fingers as often as she used the little silver spoons. If they grew too plump for their dresses, they would buy new ones. It was shopping, Phoebe thought, that got the Arab woman through the day, just as it was the pink pill that got her through. No man except husband, father, or brother would see their ridiculous dresses. When they left the harem, they would cloak themselves again, veil their faces, hide their hair. Outside the walls there was aurat, things that cannot be shown, to remember.

What games they played! Phoebe thought wearily. With their henna and perfumes and glittering rings. Could they believe themselves happy when even she, who no longer cared, could see the boredom on their faces. She prayed to God that she would never see it on Adrianne’s.

Even at the young age of five Adrianne had enough poise to see that her guests were entertained and comfortable. She was speaking Arabic now, smoothly, musically. Adrianne had never been able to tell her mother that the language came more easily to her than English. She thought in Arabic, even felt in Arabic, and both thoughts and emotions often had to be translated into English before she could communicate them to her mother.

She was happy here, in this room filled with women’s voices, women’s scents. The world her mother told her of from time to time was nothing more than a fairy tale to her. Snow was just something that danced inside a little glass ball.

“Duja.” Adrianne raced across the room to kiss her favorite cousin’s cheek. Duja was nearly ten and, to Adrianne’s envy and admiration, almost a woman.

Duja returned the embrace. “Your dress is beautiful.”

“I know.” But Adrianne couldn’t resist running a hand down the sleeve of her cousin’s.

“It’s velvet,” Duja told her importantly. That the heavy fabric was unbearably hot was nothing compared to the reflection she had seen in her mirror. “My father bought it for me in Paris.” She turned full circle, a slim, dark girl with a fine-boned face and large eyes. “When he goes next, he has promised to take me with him.”

“Truly?” Adrianne stifled the envy that welled within her. It was no secret that Duja was a favorite with her father, the brother of the king. “My mother has been there.”

Because she had a kind heart, and was pleased with her velvet, Duja stroked Adrianne’s hair. “You will go also one day. Perhaps when we are grown, we will go together.”

Adrianne felt a tug on her skirt. Glancing down, she saw her half brother, Fahid. She scooped him up to plant kisses over his face and make him squeal with laughter. “You are the most handsome baby in Jaquir.” He was heavy, although only two years her junior, so that she had to brace against his weight. Staggering a bit, she carried him to the table to find him a rich dessert.

Other babies were being cooed over and coddled. Girls Adrianne’s age and younger were fussing over the boys, stroking them, spoiling them. From birth, females were taught to devote their time and energies to pleasing men. Adrianne knew only that she adored her little brother and wanted to make him smile.

Phoebe couldn’t bear it. She watched as her daughter served the child of the woman who had taken her place in her husband’s bed and in his heart. What difference did it make if the law here said that a man could take four wives? It wasn’t her law, it wasn’t her world. She had lived in it for six years, and could live in it for sixty more, but it would never be her world. She hated the smells here, the thick, cloying smells that had to be tolerated day after listless day. Phoebe rubbed a hand over her temple where a headache was beginning to throb. The incense, the flowers, perfume layered over perfume.

She hated the heat, the unrelenting heat.

She wanted a drink, not the coffee or tea that was always served, but wine. Just one cool glass of wine. But there was no wine permitted in Jaquir. Rape was permitted, she thought as she touched a finger to her sore cheek. Rape, but no wine. Camel whippings and veils, prayer calls and polygamy, but not a drop of crisp Chablis or a dram of dry Sancerre.

How could she have thought the country beautiful when she had first arrived as a bride? She had looked at the desert, at the sea, at the high white walls of the palace, and she had thought it the most mysterious, the most exotic spot in the world.

She had been in love then. God help her, she was still in love.

In those early days Abdu had made her see the beauty of his country and the richness of his culture. She had given up her own land and customs to try to be what he wanted. What he wanted, it turned out, was the woman he had seen on the screen, the symbol of sex and innocence she had learned to portray. Phoebe was all too human.

Abdu had wanted a son. She had given him a daughter. He had wanted her to become a child of Allah, but she was and would always be a product of her own upbringing.

She didn’t want to think of it, of him, of her life, or the pain. She needed to escape for a little while. She would take only one more pill, she told herself, just to help her get through the rest of the day.


Chapter Three

By the time he was ready to turn thirteen, Philip Chamberlain was a very accomplished thief. At the age of ten, he had graduated from picking the plump pockets of well-to-do businessmen on the way to their banks and brokers and solicitors, or nipping wallets from careless tourists bumping along in Trafalgar Square. He was a second-story man, though any looking at him would see only a handsome, neat, somewhat thin boy.

He had clever hands, shrewd eyes, and the instincts of a born cat burglar. With cunning and guile and ready fists he’d avoided being sucked into any of the street gangs that roamed London during the waning days of the sixties. Nor did he feel the urge to pass out flowers and wear love beads. Fourteen-year-old Philip was neither Mod nor Rocker. He worked for himself now and saw no reason to wear a badge of allegiance. He was a thief, not a bully, and had nothing but contempt for delinquents who terrorized old women and stole their market money. He was a businessman, and looked with amusement on those of his generation who talked of communal living or tuned second-hand guitars while their heads were stuffed with dreams of grandeur.

He had plans for himself, big plans.

At the center of them was his mother. He intended to put his hand-to-mouth existence behind him and dreamed of a big house in the country, an expensive car, elegant clothes, and parties. Over the past year he’d begun to fantasize about equally elegant women. But for now, the only woman in his life was Mary Chamberlain, the woman who had borne him, raised him single-handedly. More than anything, he wanted to give her the best life had to offer, to replace the glittery paste jewelry she wore with the real thing, to take her out of the tiny flat on the edge of what was rapidly becoming fashionable Chelsea.

It was cold in London. The wind whipped wet snow into Philip’s face as he jogged toward Faraday’s Cinema, where Mary worked. He dressed well. A street-corner cop rarely looked twice at a tidy boy with a clean collar. In any case, he detested mended pants and frayed cuffs. Ambitious, self-sufficient, and always with an eye to the future, Philip had found a way to have what he wanted.

He’d been born poor and fatherless. At fourteen, he wasn’t mature enough to think of this as an advantage, as grit that strengthened backbones. He resented poverty—but he resented even more than he’d ever been able to express the man who had passed in and out of his mother’s life and fathered him. As far as he was concerned, Mary had deserved better. And so, by God, had he. At an early age he’d begun to use his clever fingers, and his wits, to see that they both got better.

He had a pearl and diamond bracelet in his pocket, along with matching ear clips. He’d been a bit disappointed after examining them with his hand loupe. The diamonds weren’t of the first water, and the biggest of them was less than half a carat. Still, the pearls had a nice sheen and he thought his fence on Broad Street would give him a fair price. Philip was every bit as good at negotiating as he was at lifting locks. He knew exactly how much he wanted for the baubles in his pocket. Enough for him to buy his mother a new coat with a fur collar for Christmas, and still have a chunk to set aside in what he called his future fund.

There was a snaking line outside the ticket booth at Faraday’s. The marquee touted the holiday special as Walt Disney’s Cinderella, so there were plenty of whiny, overexcited children and their exhausted nannies and mothers. Philip smiled as he went through the doors. He’d wager his mother had seen the movie a dozen times already. Nothing made her day more than a happy-ever-after.

“Mum.” He slipped in the back of the booth to kiss her cheek. It was hardly warmer in the glass box than it was out in the wind. Philip thought of the red wool coat he’d seen in the window at Harrods. His mum would look smashing in red.

“Phil.” As always, pleasure lit Mary’s eyes when she looked at him. Such a handsome boy with his narrow, scholarly face and golden hair. She didn’t, as many women might have, feel a pang as she saw the man she’d loved so fiercely, and so briefly, reflected in the boy’s face. Philip was hers. All hers. He’d never given her a moment’s trouble, not even as a baby. Not once had she ever regretted her decision to have him, though she’d been alone, without a husband, without family. Indeed, it had never occurred to Mary to seek out one of those tiny, flesh-colored rooms where a woman could rid herself of a problem before it became one.

Philip was a joy to her, and had been from the moment of conception. If she had a regret, it was that she knew he resented the father he’d never known and looked for him in the face of every man he saw.

“Your hands are cold,” he told her. “You should be wearing your gloves.”

“Can’t make change with gloves.” Mary smiled at the young woman who had a boy by the nape of the neck. She’d never had to corral her Phil that way. “There you are, dear. Enjoy the show.”

She worked too hard, Philip thought. Too hard and too long for too little. Though she was coy about her age, he knew she was barely thirty. And pretty. His mother’s smooth, youthful looks were a source of pride to him. Perhaps she couldn’t afford Mary Quant, but she chose what little she had with care and an eye for bold colors. She loved to look through fashion and movie magazines and copy hairstyles. She might mend her stockings, but Mary Chamberlain was anything but a frump.

He kept waiting for another man to waltz into her life and change things for her. He looked around the tiny booth that smelled forever of the exhaust from the street beyond. He was going to change things first.

“You should tell Faraday to put more than that rickety old heater in here.”

“Don’t fuss, Phil.” Mary counted out change for two giggling teenage girls who were desperately trying to flirt with her son. Mary passed the coins through the chute and muffled a laugh. She couldn’t blame them, really. Why, she’d even caught her neighbor’s niece—twenty-five if she was a day—making over Phil. Offering him cups of tea. Asking him to come in and fix her squeaky door. Squeaky door indeed. Mary slapped change down hard enough to make a round-faced nanny grumble.

Well, she’d put a stop to that right enough. She knew her Phil would leave her one day and it would be a woman he left her for. But it wouldn’t be some fat-breasted cow a dozen years his senior. Not as long as Mary Chamberlain drew breath.

“Something wrong, Mum?”

“What?” Catching herself, Mary nearly blushed. “No, nothing, luv. Would you like to go in and watch the movie? Mr. Faraday wouldn’t mind a bit.”

As long as he doesn’t see me, Philip thought with a grin. He thanked God he’d long ago eliminated Faraday from his list of possible fathers. “No, thanks. I just came by to tell you I have some errands to run. Want me to pick up anything at the market?”

“We could use a nice chicken.” Mary blew absently on her hands as she sat back. It was cold in the booth, and would get colder yet as winter set in. In the summer it was like one of those Turkish baths she’d read about. But it was a job. When a woman had a boy to raise and not much schooling, she had to take what she could get. She started to reach for her imitation leather purse. It would never have crossed her mind to nip a pound note or two from the till.

“I’ve got some money yet.”

“All right, then. Be sure the chicken’s fresh.” She passed four tickets to a harassed woman herding two squabbling boys and a young girl with big teary eyes.

The show would start in five minutes. She’d have to stay in the booth another twenty in case there were any stragglers. “Be sure to take the price of the chicken out of the tin when you get home,” she told him, knowing he wouldn’t. Bless him, the boy was always putting money in instead of taking it out. “But shouldn’t you be in school?”

“It’s Saturday, Mum.”

“Saturday. Yes, of course, it’s Saturday.” Trying not to sigh as she arched her back, she picked up one of her glossy magazines, already well thumbed. “Mr. Faraday’s going to have a Gary Grant festival next month. He even asked me to help him choose the films.”

“That’s nice.” The little leather bag was beginning to weigh heavy in Philip’s pocket, and he was itching to be off.

“We’re going to start off with my very favorite. To Catch a Thief. You’d love it.”

“Maybe,” he said, looking into his mother’s guileless eyes. How much did she know, he wondered. She never asked, certainly never questioned the little extras he brought into the house. She wasn’t stupid. Just optimistic, he thought, and kissed her cheek again. “Why don’t I take you on your night off?”

“That would be lovely.” She resisted the urge to stroke his hair, knowing it would embarrass him. “Grace Kelly’s in it. Imagine, a real-life princess. I was thinking about it this very morning when I opened up this magazine to an article about Phoebe Spring.”

“Who?”

“Oh, Philip.” She clucked her tongue and folded the page out. “Phoebe Spring. The most beautiful woman in the world.”

“My mother’s the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said because he knew it would make her laugh and blush.

“You’ve a way with you, boy.” She did laugh, hugely, robustly, as he loved to hear her laugh. “But just look at her. She was an actress, a wonderful actress, then she married a king. Now she’s living with the man of her dreams in his fabulous palace in Jaquir. It’s all right out of a movie. That’s their daughter. The princess. Not quite five years old but a regular little beauty, isn’t she?”

Philip gave the picture a disinterested glance. “She’s just a baby.”

“I wonder. The poor mite has the saddest eyes.”

“You’re making up a story again.” His hand closed over the pouch in his pocket. He’d leave his mother to her fantasies, her dreams of Hollywood and royalty and white limousines. But he’d see she rode in one. Hell, he’d buy her one. Maybe she could only read about queens now, but some fine day soon, he’d see she lived like one. “I’m off.”

“Have a good time, dear.” Mary was already engrossed in her magazine again. Such a pretty little girl, she thought again, and felt a maternal tug.


Chapter Four

Adrianne loved the suqs. By the time she was eight, she had learned to appreciate the difference between diamonds and sparkling glass, Burmese rubies and stones of lesser color and quality. From Jiddah, her grandmother, she learned to judge, as shrewdly as a master jeweler, cut, clarity, and color. With Jiddah she would wander for hours, admiring the best stones the suqs had to offer.

Jewels were the security a woman could wear, Jiddah told her. What good to a woman were gold bars and paper money stored in a bank? Diamonds, emeralds, sapphires, could be pinned on, clipped on, strung on so she could show her worth to the world.

Nothing pleased Adrianne more than watching her grandmother bargain in the suqs while the heat rose in waves to make the very air shimmer. They went often, clutches of women cloaked in black like a band of blackbirds to finger ropes of gold and silver, to push polished stones onto their fingers or simply to study the gleam of gems through dusty glass while the smells of animals and spice hung in the still air and the matawain roamed in their straggly henna-tipped beards ready to punish any infraction of religious law. Adrianne never feared the matawain when she was with Jiddah. The former queen was revered in Jaquir. She had borne twelve children. When they shopped, the air would be crowded with sound, the squawks of bargaining, the bray of a donkey, the slap of sandals on the hard ground.

When prayer call sounded, the suqs would close. Then the women would wait while men lowered their faces to the earth. Adrianne would listen to the click of prayer beads, her head bowed like those of the other women. She was not yet veiled, but no longer a child. In those last days of the Mediterranean summer, she waited, poised at the edge of change.

So did Jaquir. Though the country struggled against poverty, the House of Jaquir was wealthy. As the first daughter of the king, she was entitled to the symbols and signs of her rank. But Abdu’s heart had never opened to her.

His second wife had given him two daughters after Fahid. It had been murmured in the harem that Abdu had flown into a rage after the second girl and nearly divorced Leiha. But the crown prince was strong and handsome. Speculation ran that Leiha would soon be pregnant again. To insure his line, Abdu took a third wife and planted his seed quickly.

Phoebe began to take a pill each morning. She escaped now into dreams, sleeping or waking.

In the harem, with her head comfortably nestled on her mother’s knee, her eyes lazily narrowed against the smoke of the incense, Adrianne watched her cousins dance. The long, hot afternoon stretched out ahead. She had hoped to go shopping, perhaps to buy some new silk or a gold bracelet like the one Duja had shown her the day before, but her mother had seemed so listless that morning.

They would shop tomorrow. Today the fans stirred the incense-laden air while the drums beat out a slow rhythm. Latifa had smuggled in a catalog from Frederick’s of Hollywood. The women were pawing over it and giggling. They talked as they always did, and the talk was of sex. Adrianne was too accustomed to the frank words and excited descriptions to be interested. She liked to watch the dancing, the long, sinuous movements, the flow of dark hair, the twists and turns of bodies.

She glanced over at Meri, the third wife of her father who, smugly content with her swollen belly, sat nearby discussing childbirth. Leiha, her face pinched as she nursed her youngest daughter, surreptitiously eyed Meri. Fahid, a sturdy five, trotted over and demanded attention and without hesitation Leiha passed the baby away. Her smile held triumph as she took her son to her breast.

“Is it any wonder they grow to abuse us?” Phoebe murmured.

“Mama?”

“Nothing.” Absently, she stroked Adrianne’s hair. The beat of the drum pounded in her head, monotonous, relentless, like the days she spent in the harem. “In America babies are loved whether they are boys or girls. Women aren’t expected to spend their lives bearing children.”

“How does a tribe stay strong?”

Phoebe sighed. There were days she no longer thought clearly. She had the pills to blame, and to thank, for that. The latest supply had cost her an emerald ring, but she’d gotten the bonus of a pint of Russian vodka. She hoarded it in the most miserly fashion, allowing herself one small glass after each time Abdu came to her room. She no longer fought him, no longer cared to; she endured by focusing her thoughts on the solace to be enjoyed from the drink she would have when he was done with her.

She could leave. If she only had the courage she could take Adrianne and run away, run back to the real world, where women weren’t forced to cover their bodies in shame and submit themselves to the cruel whims of men. She could go back to America, where she was loved, where people crowded into theaters to watch her. She could still act. Wasn’t she acting every day? In America she could give Adrianne a good life.

She couldn’t leave. Phoebe shut her eyes and tried to block out the sound of drums. To leave Jaquir a woman needed written permission from a man of her family. Abdu would never give it to her, for as much as he hated her, he wanted her.

She had already begged him to let her go, but he had refused. To escape would take thousands of dollars, and a risk she was nearly ready to take. But she would never make it out of the country with Adrianne. No bribe was large enough to tempt a smuggler to give illegal passage to the daughter of the king.

And she was afraid. Afraid of what he might do to Adrianne. He would take her away, Phoebe thought. There would be nothing she could do to stop him, no court to plead to but his court, no police to go to but his police. She would never risk Adrianne.

More than once she had thought of suicide. The ultimate escape. She thought of it the way she had once thought of lovemaking, as something to be desired, treasured, lingered over. Sometimes on hot, endless afternoons she stared at the bottle of pills and wondered how it would feel to take all of them, to drift finally, completely, into the fuzzy world of dreams. Glorious. She had even gone so far as to pour them into her hand, to count them, to fondle them.

But there was Adrianne. Always Adrianne.

So she would stay. She would drug herself until reality was bearable, and she would stay. But she would give Adrianne something of herself.

“I want the sun,” Phoebe said abruptly. “Let’s walk in the gardens.”

Adrianne wanted to stay where she was, lulled by the scents and the sounds, but she rose dutifully and went with her mother.

The dry heat surrounded them. As always, it hurt Phoebe’s eyes and made her long for a Pacific breeze. Once she’d owned a house in Malibu and had loved sitting by the big, wide window and watching the water swell with waves.

Here there were flowers, lush, exotic, and dripping with perfume. The walls rose high, to prevent a woman who walked there from tempting any passing man. Such was the way of Islam. A woman was a weak sexual creature without the strength or intellect to guard her virtue. Men guarded it for her.

The air in the garden oasis was alive with birdsong. The first time Phoebe had seen this garden, with its tangle of rich blossoms and heady scents, she had thought it straight out of a movie. All around the desert sands shifted, but here there were jasmine, oleander, hibiscus. Miniature orange and lemon trees thrived. She knew their fruit, like her husband’s eyes, was bitter.

Irresistibly, she was drawn to the fountain. It had been Abdu’s gift to her when he had brought her to his country as his queen. A symbol of the constant flow of his love. The love had long since dried up, but the fountain continued to play.

She was still his wife, the first of the four his laws entitled him to. But in Jaquir her marriage had become her prison. Twisting the diamond circle on her finger, she watched the water tumble into the little pond. Adrianne began to toss in pebbles to make the bright carp swim.

“I do not like Meri,” Adrianne began. In a world as restricted as a harem, there was little to talk about except the other women and children. “She pokes out her belly and smiles like this.” She screwed up her face and made Phoebe laugh.

“Oh, you’re good for me.” She kissed the top of her head. “My little actress.” She had her father’s eyes, Phoebe thought as she brushed the hair back from Adrianne’s face. They helped her remember the time when he had looked at her with love and warmth. “In America they’d line up for miles to see you.”

Pleased with the idea, Adrianne smiled. “The way they did for you?”

“Yes.” She looked back at the water. It was sometimes hard to remember the other person she had been. “They did. I always wanted to make people happy, Addy.”

“When the reporter came, she said you were missed.”

“Reporter?” That had been two or three years before. No, longer ago than that. Perhaps four years. Strange how time was blurring. Abdu had agreed to the interview to silence any gossip about their marriage. She hadn’t expected the child to remember it. Why, Addy couldn’t have been more than four or five then. “What did you think of her?”

“Her talk was strange and sometimes too fast. Her hair was cut very short, like a little boy’s, and it was the color of straw. She was angry because her camera was allowed only for a few pictures, then taken away from her.” When Phoebe sat on a marble bench, Adrianne continued to throw pebbles. “She said you were the most beautiful and most envied woman in the world. She asked if you wore a veil.”

“You don’t forget anything, do you?” Phoebe remembered as well, and remembered spinning a tale about the heat and dust and using the veil to protect her complexion.

“I liked when she talked about you.” Adrianne remembered, too, that her mother had cried after the reporter had gone. “Will she come back?”

“Maybe, someday.” But Phoebe knew that people forgot. There were new faces, new names in Hollywood, and she even knew a few of them for Abdu allowed some letters to be delivered to her. Faye Dunaway, Jane Fonda, Ann-Margret. Beautiful young actresses making their marks, taking the place that had once been hers.

She touched her own face, knowing there were lines around her eyes now. Once it had been on every magazine cover. Women had dyed their hair to match hers. She had been compared to Monroe, to Gardner, to Loren. Later she had not been compared to anyone; she had set a standard.

“Once I almost won an Oscar. That’s the very biggest prize for an actress. Even though I didn’t, there was a wonderful party. Everyone was laughing and talking and making plans. It was all so different from Nebraska. That’s where I lived when I was the age you are now, darling.”

“Where there was snow?”

“Yes.” Phoebe smiled and held out her arms. “Where there was snow. I lived there with my grandparents because my mother and father had died. I was very happy, but I didn’t always know it. I wanted to be an actress, to wear beautiful clothes, and to have lots of people love me.”

“So you became a movie star.”

“I did.” Phoebe rubbed her cheek against Adrianne’s hair. “It seems like hundreds of years ago. It didn’t snow in California, but I had the ocean. To me it was a fairy tale, and I was the princess I’d read of in all the storybooks. It was very hard work, but I loved being there, being a part of it. I had a house on the water all to myself.”

“You would be lonely.”

“No, I had friends and people to talk to. I went places I’d never imagined going—Paris, New York, London … I met your father in London.”

“Where is London?”

“England, Europe. You’re forgetting your lessons.”

“I don’t like lessons. I like stories.” But she thought hard because she knew the lessons were important to Phoebe, and another secret between them. “A queen lives in London whose husband is only a prince.” Adrianne waited, certain her mother would correct her this time. It was such a ridiculous idea—a woman ruling a country. But Phoebe merely smiled and nodded. “It gets cold in London, and it rains. In Jaquir the sun always shines.”

“London’s beautiful.” One of her greatest skills was the ability to put herself in a place, real or imagined, and see it clearly. “I thought it was the most beautiful place I’d ever seen. We were filming there and people would line up at the barricades to watch. They would call for me, and sometimes I would sign autographs or pose for pictures. Then I met your father. He was so handsome. So elegant.”

“Elegant?”

A dreamy smile on her face, Phoebe closed her eyes. “Never mind. I was very nervous because he was a king, and there was protocol to remember and photographers everywhere. But then, after we talked, it didn’t seem to matter. He took me to dinner, he took me dancing.”

“You danced for him?”

“With him.” Phoebe set Adrianne on the bench beside her. Nearby a bee droned lazily, drunk on nectar. The sound buzzed pleasantly in Phoebe’s ears, made musical by the drug. “In Europe and America men and women dance together.”

Adrianne’s eyes narrowed. “This is permitted?”

“Yes, it’s permitted to dance with a man, to talk to a man, to take drives or go to the theater. So many things. People go on dates together.”

“Go on?” Adrianne struggled with her English. “Dates are to eat.”

Phoebe laughed again, sleepy in the sun. She could remember dancing in Abdu’s arms, and his smiling down at her. How strong his face had been. How gentle his hands. “These dates are different. A man invites a woman out. He comes to her house to pick her up. Sometimes he’ll bring her flowers.” Roses, she remembered dreamily. Abdu had sent her dozens of white roses. “Then they might go to dinner, or to a show and a late supper. They might go dancing in some crowded little club.”

“You danced with my father because you were married?”

“No. We danced, we fell in love, then we were married. It’s different, Adrianne, and so hard to explain. Most parts of the world aren’t like Jaquir.”

The niggling fear she had lived with since the night she had witnessed her mother’s rape took hold. “You want to go back.”

Phoebe didn’t hear the fear, only her own regrets. “It’s a long way back, Addy. Too far. When I married Abdu I left it all behind. More than I understood then. I loved him, and he wanted me. The day we were married was the happiest day of my life. He gave me The Sun and the Moon.” She touched a hand to her bodice, almost feeling the weight and the power of the necklace. “When I wore it, I felt like a queen, and it seemed that all those dreams I’d had as a young girl in Nebraska were coming true. He gave me part of himself then, part of his country. It meant everything to me when he fastened the gems around my neck.”

“That is the most precious treasure in Jaquir. It showed that he valued you above all else.”

“Yes, he did once. He doesn’t love me anymore, Addy.”

She knew it, had known it, but wanted to deny it. “You are his wife.”

She looked down at her wedding ring, a symbol that had once meant so much. “One of three.”

“No, he takes others only because he needs sons. A man must have sons.”

Phoebe cupped Adrianne’s face in her hands. She saw the tears, and the pain. Perhaps she had said too much, but it was too late to take the words back. “I know he ignores you, and it hurts you. Try to understand that it isn’t you, but me.”

“He hates me.”

“No.” But he did hate his daughter, Phoebe thought as she gathered her close. And it frightened her, the cold hate she saw in Abdu’s eyes whenever he looked at Adrianne. “No, he doesn’t hate you. He resents me, what I am, what I’m not. You’re mine. He sees only that when he looks at you; he does not see the part of himself, maybe the best part of himself, that is in you.”

“I hate him.”

The fear grew sharper as she looked quickly around. They were alone in the garden, but voices carried and there were always ears to listen. “You mustn’t say that. You mustn’t even think that. You can’t understand what’s between Abdu and me, Addy. You aren’t meant to.”

“He strikes you.” She drew back, and now her eyes were dry and suddenly old. “For that I hate him. He looks at me and doesn’t see. For that I hate him.”

“Shh.” Not knowing what else to do, Phoebe pulled Adrianne back in her arms and rocked.

She said nothing else. It had never been her intention to upset her mother. Until the words had been spoken, she hadn’t even been aware she’d held them in her heart. Now that they had been voiced, she accepted them. The hate had been rooted even before the night she had seen her father abuse her mother. Since then it had grown, nurtured by his neglect and disinterest in her, the subtle insults that set her apart from his other children.

She hated, but the hate shamed her. A child was meant to revere her parents. So she no longer spoke of it.

Over the next weeks she spent more time than ever with her mother, walking in the garden, listening to the stories of other worlds. They continued to seem unreal to her, but she enjoyed them in much the same way she enjoyed her grandmother’s tales of pirates and dragons.

When Meri gave birth to a girl and was summarily divorced, Adrianne was glad.

“I’m happy she’s gone.” Adrianne played a game of jacks with Duja. The toy had been allowed in the harem after much discussion and debate.

“Where will they send her?” Though Duja was older, it was understood that Adrianne had a way of ferreting out information.

“She is to have a house in the city. A small one.” Adrianne chuckled and scooped up three jacks with nimble fingers. She might have pitied Meri her fate, but the ex-wife of the king had made herself disliked among the women.

“I’m glad she won’t live here.” Duja flipped back her hair as she waited her turn. “Now we won’t have to listen to her brag about how often the king visited her and how many ways he plants his seed.”

Adrianne missed the ball. She glanced quickly around for her mother, but since they were speaking Arabic, she decided Phoebe wouldn’t have understood. “Do you want sex?”

“Of course.” Duja let the jacks fall, then studied the outcome. “When I marry, my husband will visit me every night. I will give him so much pleasure he will never need another wife. I will keep my skin soft, my breasts firm. And my legs open.” She laughed and plucked up jacks.

Adrianne noticed one of the jacks shivered, but let the infraction pass. Her hands were quicker and more clever than Duja’s, and it was her cousin’s turn to win. “I don’t want sex.”

“Don’t be stupid. All women want sex. The law keeps us separate from men because we’re too weak to resist it. We stop only when we are as old as Grandmother.”

“Then I am as old as Grandmother.”

They both laughed at that and went back to the game.

Duja wouldn’t understand, Adrianne thought as they continued to play. Mama didn’t want sex, and she was young and beautiful. Leiha was afraid of it because it had given her two daughters. Adrianne didn’t want it because she had seen that it was cruel and ugly.

Still, there was no other way to get babies, and she liked babies very much. Perhaps she would get a kind husband who already had wives and children. Then he wouldn’t want sex from her and she could care for the babies of the house.

When they tired of the game, Adrianne found her grandmother and climbed into her lap. Jiddah was a widow, and had been a queen. Her love of sweets was costing her her teeth, but her eyes were dark and clear.

“Here’s my pretty Adrianne.” Jiddah opened her hand and offered the foil-wrapped chocolate. With a giggle Adrianne took it. Because she loved the pretty paper as much as the candy, she worked slowly. In a habit that never failed to soothe, Jiddah picked up a brush and began to draw it through Adrianne’s hair.

“Will you visit the new baby, Grandmother?”

“Of course. I love all my grandchildren. Even ones who steal my chocolate. Why does my Adrianne look so sad?”

“Do you think the king will divorce my mother?”

Jiddah had noticed, and worried, that Adrianne no longer called Abdu her father. “I cannot say. He has not in nine years.”

“If he divorced her, we would go away. I would miss you very much.”

“And I would miss you.” The child was not a child in too many ways, Jiddah thought as she set the brush aside. “This is not for you to worry about, Adrianne. You are growing up. One day soon I will watch you marry. Then I will have great-grandchildren.”

“And you will give them chocolate and tell them stories.”

“Yes. Inshallah.” She pressed a kiss to Adrianne’s hair. It was lightly scented and dark as night. “And I will love them as I love you.”

Turning, Adrianne circled Jiddah’s neck with her arms. The fragrance of poppies and spice on her skin was as comforting as the press of her thin body. “I will always love you, Grandmother.”

“Adrianne. Yellah.” Fahid tugged at her skirt. His mouth was already smeared from an earlier visit to his grandmother. The silk throbe his mother had had designed for him was streaked with dirt. “Come on,” he repeated in Arabic, tugging again.

“Come where?” Because she was always ready to entertain him, Adrianne slid down and tickled his ribs.

“I want the top.” He squealed and squirmed, then gave her a smacking kiss. “I want to see the top.”

She pocketed another handful of chocolate before she let him drag her along. They were laughing as they raced down the corridors with Adrianne making exaggerated moans and pants as Fahid pulled on her hand. Her room was smaller than most of the others, one of the subtle insults dealt by her father. Its single window faced the very edge of the garden. Still, it was beautiful, decorated in the pink and white she had chosen herself. In one corner were shelves. On them were toys, many of which had been sent from America by a woman named Celeste, her mother’s best friend.

The top had come years before. It was a simple toy, but very brightly colored. When the handle was pumped, it made a satisfying whirling sound as it spun fast, blurring the red and blue and green. It had quickly become Fahid’s favorite—such a favorite that Adrianne had recently taken it from the shelves and hidden it.

“I want the top.”

“I know. The last time you wanted it you bumped your head trying to climb up and get it when I wasn’t here.” And when the king had heard of it, Adrianne had been confined to her room for a week. “Close your eyes.”

He grinned, and shook his head.

Grinning right back at him, Adrianne bent down until they were nose to nose. “Close your eyes, my brother, or no top.” His eyes snapped shut. “If you are very good, I will let you keep it all day.” As she spoke she backed away from him, then she wiggled under the bed, where she kept the best of her treasures. Even as she reached for the top, Fahid wiggled under beside her. “Fahid!” With the exasperation mothers show to their favored children, she pinched his cheek. “You are very bad.”

“I love Adrianne.”

As always, her heart softened. She stroked his untidy hair back from his face and nuzzled his cheek. “I love Fahid. Even when he is bad.” She took the top and started back out, but his sharp eyes had landed on the Christmas ball.

“Pretty.” Delighted, he grabbed it with hands that were sticky with candy. “Mine.”

“It’s not yours.” She took his ankles to pull him out from under the bed. “And it’s a secret.” As they snuggled together on the rug, Adrianne put her hands on either side of Fahid’s and shook. The top was forgotten as they watched the snow fall. “It’s my most precious treasure.” She held it up so that the light shot through the glass. “A magic ball.”

“Magic.” His mouth hung slack as Adrianne tilted it again. “Let me, let me!” Taking it from her, he scrambled to his feet. “Magic. I want to show Mother.”

“No. Fahid, no.” Adrianne was up and after him as he raced to the door.

Thrilled by the new game, he set his short, husky legs pumping. His laughter rang off the walls as he raced, brandishing the glass ball like a trophy. To keep the game alive, he swerved into the tunnel that connected the women’s quarters with the king’s apartments.

Adrianne felt her first true concern then, and it made her hesitate. As a daughter of the house, the tunnel was forbidden to her. She stepped forward with the idea of luring Fahid back with a promise of some new treat. But when his laughter shut off abruptly, she hurried inside. He was sprawled, lips quivering, at Abdu’s feet.

Abdu looked so tall and so powerful as he stood, legs spread, staring down at his son. His white throbe skimmed the floor where Fahid had fallen. The lights in the tunnel were dim, but Adrianne could see the glint of anger in his eyes.

“Where is your mother?”

“Please, sir.” Adrianne rushed forward. She kept her head bowed in submission while her heartbeat thundered. “I was caring for my brother.”

He looked at her, the tumbled hair, the dust on her dress, her damp, nervous hands. He could have knocked her aside with one sweep of his arm. His pride told him she was worth not even that. “You do a poor job of caring for the prince.”

She said nothing, knowing no response was expected. She kept her head lowered so that he couldn’t see the flash of fury in her eyes.

“Tears are not for men, and never for kings,” he said, but he bent with some gentleness to set Fahid on his feet. It was then he noticed the ball his son still gripped tightly. “Where did you get this?” The anger was back, slicing like a sword. “This is forbidden.” He snatched the ball from Fahid and made him wail. “Would you disgrace me, disgrace our house?”

Because she knew her fathers hand could strike quickly and with force, Adrianne stepped between him and her brother. “It belongs to me. I gave it to him.”

She braced for the blow, but it never came. Rather than fury, she confronted ice. Adrianne learned that cold disinterest could be the most painful of punishments. Her eyes had filled, but facing her father, she fought back the tears. He wanted her to cry, she felt it. If dry eyes were her only defense, then hers would remain dry.

“So you would corrupt my son? Give him Christian symbols in the guise of a toy? I should have expected treachery from such as you.” He flung the ball against the wall, shattering it. Terrified, Fahid clung to Adrianne’s legs. “Go back to the women, where you belong. From this moment you are forbidden to care for Fahid.”

He snatched up his son and turned away. Fahid, his face wet and swollen, reached out for her and called her name.


Chapter Five

Disgrace made her strong. It made her silent. It made her proud. Over the months that followed, Phoebe worried about Adrianne. For years Phoebe had lived with her own unhappiness, using it like a crutch because she saw no choice. Her American way of life had ended when she had stepped onto the soil of her husband’s country. From the beginning, the laws and traditions of Jaquir had been against her. She was a woman, and as such, despite her own beliefs, despite her own desires, she was forced to conform.

Over the years Phoebe had found one comfort to ease her imprisonment. In her eyes Adrianne had been content, even suited to the life in Jaquir. She had a heritage, a title, a position even the king’s disfavor couldn’t take from her. She had family, playmates. She had security.

Phoebe knew that Westerners were beginning to come in droves to Jaquir and the Middle East, lured by oil. And because of this new state of affairs she saw reporters again and played the role of the fairy-tale desert queen. Abdu wanted the money and technology the West would bring, even while he detested Westerners for providing them. With Westerners pouring into Jaquir, there would be progress. In time there even might be liberation. She was clinging to that—not for herself any longer, but for Adrianne. As the months went by, she began to see that if new freedoms did come to Jaquir, they would arrive too late to benefit her daughter.

Adrianne was quietly obedient but no longer happy. She played games with the other girls and listened to her grandmother’s stories, but she was no longer young. Phoebe began to long for home more fiercely than ever before. She began to dream of going back, taking Adrianne, of showing her daughter a world beyond the laws and limitations of Jaquir.

But even as she dreamed, she didn’t believe it possible. So she took her escape where she could find it, in tranquilizers and forbidden liquor.

She was not a sophisticated woman. In spite of her rise in the glittery world of entertainment, she had remained very much the naive girl from the small farm in Nebraska. In her days in movie making, she had seen drinking and drug use. But in a way that was innate to her, she passed over what was unpleasant and believed in illusions.

In Jaquir she became an addict, though she was ignorant of it. Drugs made the days bearable and blurred the nights. She had lived in the Middle East almost as long as she had lived in California, but with drugs she blissfully lost track of time and of the fact that she had become as much of an illusion here as the women she had played on the screen.

To be called to Abdu’s apartments filled Phoebe with fear. They never spoke privately now. In public, when he wished it, they portrayed themselves as a couple from a romance. The breathtaking movie star and the elegant king. Though Abdu detested cameras, he allowed the press to photograph them together. He trod a delicate line between the traditional leader of his culture and the symbol of progress. But dollars, deutsche marks, and yen were flowing into his country as oil flowed out.

He was a man who had been educated in the West and who could dine with presidents and prime ministers, leaving them with the impression of a brilliant and open mind. He had been raised in Jaquir, bred on Islam. In his youth he had believed there could be a merging. Now he saw the West only as a threat, even an abomination to Allah. Those beliefs had crystallized because of Phoebe. She was his symbol of the corruption and the dishonor.

He looked at her now as she stood before him in a black dress that covered her from neck to ankle. Her hair was bound in a scarf so that not a hint of fire showed. Her skin was pale, not as creamy as it once had been, and her eyes were dull.

Drugs, Abdu thought with disgust. He knew about them but chose to ignore them.

He tapped a finger on the edge of his ebony desk, knowing every moment he made her wait her fear increased. “You have been invited to Paris to participate in a charity ball:”

“Paris?”

“It appears that there has been a revival of your films. Perhaps people find it amusing to watch the wife of the King of Jaquir expose herself.”

Her head snapped up. He was smiling at her, waiting for her to protest so that he could crush even that small defiance. But she spoke quietly. “There was a time the King of Jaquir was also pleased to watch Phoebe Spring.”

His smile faded. He remembered with self-loathing the hours he had spent watching her, desiring her. “It is thought that your presence would be of interest to those who attend this charity affair.”

Phoebe fought to keep calm, to keep her voice level. “You will permit me to go to Paris?”

“I have business there. It will be convenient for my American wife to accompany me and show Jaquir’s link with the West. You understand what is expected of you.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” It wouldn’t do to appear too pleased, but she couldn’t prevent a smile. “A ball. In Paris?”

“A dress is being designed. You will wear The Sun and the Moon and present yourself as expected of the wife of the King of Jaquir. If you cause me shame, you will ‘develop an indisposition’ and be sent back at once.”

“I understand perfectly.” The idea of Paris, just the idea, made her stronger. “Adrianne—”

“Arrangements have been made for her,” Abdu interrupted.

“Arrangements?” She felt the lick of fear at the base of her neck. She should have remembered that whenever Abdu gave with one hand, he took with the other. “What kind of arrangements?”

“They do not concern you.”

“Please.” She had to be careful, very careful. “I only want to prepare her, to be certain she is an asset to the House of Jaquir.” Phoebe bowed her head but couldn’t stop her fingers from twisting and knotting together. “I am only a woman, and she is my one child.”

Abdu lowered himself into the chair behind his desk but didn’t gesture for Phoebe to sit. “She is to go to Germany, to school. We have found this a good arrangement for females of rank before their marriages.”

“No! Dear God, Abdu, don’t send her to school so far away.” Forgetting pride, forgetting caution, she charged around the desk to drop at his feet. “You can’t take her. She’s all I have. You don’t care what happens to her. It can’t matter to you if she stays with me.”

He took her hands at the wrists and removed them from where she clutched at his throbe. “She is a member of the House of Jaquir. The fact that your blood runs through her veins is only more reason for her to be separated and properly trained before her betrothal to Kadeem al-Misha.”

“Betrothal?” Wild with fear, Phoebe clutched at him again. “She’s only a child. Even in Jaquir you don’t marry off children.”

“She will be married on her fifteenth birthday. The arrangements are nearly complete. Then she will at last be of some use to me as the wife of an ally.” He took Phoebe’s hands again, but this time hauled her against him. “Be grateful that I do not give her to an enemy.”

She was breathing heavily, her face close to his. For one blinding instant she wanted to kill him with her bare hands, to drag her fingers down his face and watch the blood run. If it would have saved Adrianne, she would have done it. Force would never work, nor would reason. She still had guile.

“Forgive me.” She let herself go limp. She let her eyes fill now, let them shimmer. “I’m weak and selfish. I was thinking only of losing my child, not of how generous you are to make a good marriage for her.” She dropped back down to a kneeling position, careful to keep her pose subservient in the extreme, then she wiped her eyes as if coming to her senses. “I am a foolish woman, Abdu, but not so foolish that I cannot be grateful. She will learn to be a proper wife in Germany. I hope you will be proud of her.”

“I will do my duty by her.” He gestured impatiently for her to stand.

“Perhaps you would consider allowing her to accompany us to Paris.” Her heart was pounding against her ribs as she folded her hands. “Many men prefer a wife who has traveled, who is able to accompany them on business or pleasure trips and be a help rather than a hindrance. Because of her rank, a great deal will be expected of Adrianne. I wouldn’t want her to cause you embarrassment. The education you received in Europe and the experiences you had there have certainly given you a better understanding of the world and Jaquir’s place in it.”

His first thought had been to dismiss the idea out of hand, but her last words hit home. He believed strongly that his time in cities like Paris, London, and New York had made him a better king and a more pure child of Allah.

“I will consider it.”

She bit back the urge to beg and bowed her head. “Thank you.”

Phoebe’s heart was still pounding when she returned to her room. She wanted a drink, a pill, oblivion. Instead, she lay on the bed and forced herself to think.

All the years wasted, waiting for Abdu to return to the man he had once been, for her life to return. She had remained in Jaquir because he had demanded it, because even if she had somehow managed to escape, he would have taken Adrianne.

Because she’d been weak, confused, afraid, she had lived almost ten years of her life in bondage. Not Adrianne. Never Adrianne. No matter what she had to do, she wasn’t going to see Adrianne taken away, given to some stranger to live her life out as a virtual prisoner.

The first step was Paris, she told herself as she wiped a film of sweat from her brow. She would get Adrianne to Paris, and they would never come back.

“When I go to Paris, I will buy trunkfuls of beautiful clothes.” Duja watched Adrianne slip on a gold bracelet and tried not to be jealous. “My father says we will eat at a place called Maxim’s and that I will have anything I want.”

Adrianne turned. Her palms were continually damp from nerves, but she was afraid to wipe them on her dress. “I will bring you a present.”

Jealousy forgotten, Duja grinned. “Only one?”

“A special one. We are going to go to the top of the Eiffel Tower and to a place where they have thousands of paintings. And then—” She pressed a hand to her stomach. “I am sick.”

“If you are sick, you will not go, so you will not be sick. Leiha is sulking.” She said it only in hopes to make Adrianne feel better. Servants had already taken the bags, so Duja put her arm around Adrianne’s shoulder to lead her out. “She wants to go, but the king takes only you and your mother. Leiha has to be content that she is pregnant again.”

“If I can buy presents for Fahid and my sisters, you will give them?”

“I will.” She kissed Adrianne’s cheek. “I will miss you.”

“We will be back soon.”

“But you have never gone away before.”

The harem was filled with women and the excitement of the journey only two would take. There were embraces to be exchanged, and laughter. Phoebe stood in her veil and abaaya, her hands knotted together at her waist, her face impassive. The scents, the dark, smoky scents of the harem weighed down on her until she thought she could almost see them. If there were a God, she would never see these people or this place again. For once she was grateful for the scarves and the veil. It meant she had to control only her eyes.

The wave of regret surprised her as she kissed her sisters-in-law, her mother-in-law, the cousins by marriage. All the women she had lived with for almost a decade.

“Adrianne must sit by the window,” Jiddah told Phoebe as she kissed and embraced them both. “So she can look down at Jaquir as the plane rises.” She smiled, pleased that her son was at last showing an interest in the child who was secretly her favorite. “Do not eat too much French cream, my sweet girl.”

Adrianne grinned and rose on her toes to kiss Jiddah one last time. “I will eat so much that I will get fat. You will not know me when I return.”

Jiddah laughed, patting Adrianne’s cheek with a hand lavishly decorated with henna. “I will always know you. Go, go now. Come back safe. Inshallah.”

They walked out of the harem, through the garden and beyond the wall, where a car was waiting. Adrianne’s nerves were too tightly strung for her to notice her mother’s silence. She chattered about the plane ride, Paris, what they would see, what they would buy. She asked a question, then hurried on to another without expecting an answer.

By the time they reached the airport, Adrianne was sick with excitement. Phoebe was sick with fear.

Thus far, the coming of Western businessmen had only complicated airport procedure. Planes landed and departed more often, and ground transportation was limited to a smattering of cabs whose drivers spoke no English. The small terminal was already packed; women shuffled to one end, men to the other. Confused Americans and Europeans fought to guard their luggage from overenthusiastic porters while searching desperately for connections often delayed for days. Those czars of capitalism more often than not were stalled, victims of a culture gap that had widened to a chasm over the centuries.

The air roared with the noise of planes, the cacophony of voices in different languages that rose and fell often without understanding. Adrianne saw a woman sitting by a pile of baggage, her face wet with tears and pale with exhaustion. Another rode herd on three young children who stared and pointed at the Arabic women in their black cloaks and veils.

“There are so many of them,” Adrianne murmured as they were led through the crowd by their bodyguards. “Why do they come?”

“Money.” Phoebe shifted her eyes right and left. It was hot, so hot she feared she might faint. But her hands were like ice. “Hurry.”

Taking Adrianne’s hand, she pulled her outside again. Abdu’s gleaming new private plane, recently purchased with oil money, waited.

Adrianne’s mouth dried up at the sight of it. “It’s very small.”

“Don’t worry. I’m with you.”

Inside, the cabin was very plush despite its size. The seats were upholstered in a rich fabric the color of pewter; the carpet was bloodred. The tiny lights bolted near each seat had crystal shades. Wonderfully cool, the air smelted of sandalwood, the king’s preferred scent. Servants, bowing silently, waited to serve from the store of food and drink.

Abdu was already on board, bent with his secretary over a file of papers. His throbe had been discarded for a suit tailored in London, but he wore it with the headdress of the East. He never glanced up as they climbed in and took their seats. Instead, he gave a careless signal to one of his men. Within moments the engine caught. Adrianne’s stomach did a quick flip when the nose rose into the air.

“Mama.”

“We’ll be over the clouds soon.” Phoebe kept her voice low, grateful that Abdu ignored them. “Just like birds, Addy. Watch.” She rested her cheek against Adrianne’s. “Jaquir is going away.”

Adrianne wanted to be sick, but was afraid to because her father was with them. Determined, she clenched her teeth, swallowed hard, and watched the world drop away. After a while the churning in her stomach eased. It was Phoebe’s turn to chatter. She did so in a low voice that ultimately lulled Adrianne to sleep. While her daughter dozed on her shoulder, Phoebe stared down at the blue waters of the Mediterranean and prayed.

Paris was a feast for the senses. Adrianne clung to her mother’s hand and stared at everything as they hurried through the airport. She had always believed that her mother’s stories about other places were no more than fairy tales. She had loved them as such, dreamed of them as such. Now she had stepped through a door into a world that had existed only in her imagination.

Even her mother was different. She had shed the abaaya and veil. Beneath she wore a trim Western suit the same shade as her eyes. Her hair was loose and free, gloriously red over her shoulders. She had even spoken to a man, a stranger, when they had passed through customs. Adrianne had glanced fearfully up at her father, waiting for punishment. But he had done nothing.

Women walked here, sometimes alone, sometimes arm in arm with men. They wore skirts and tight pants that showed their legs. They walked with their heads up, their hips swinging, but no one stared at them. To her astonishment, she saw a couple embrace and kiss while others elbowed around them. There were no matawain, with their camel whips and henna-tipped beards, to arrest them.

The sun was setting when they exited the terminal. Adrianne waited to hear the prayer call sound, but there was nothing. There was confusion here, but it was faster and somehow more organized than the confusion at the airport in Jaquir. People bundled into cabs, men and women together without shame or secrecy. Phoebe had to pull her into the limo as she craned to see more.

To see Paris at sunset for the first time. Whenever Adrianne thought of the city again, she would remember the magic of that first view, when the light was caught between day and night. The old buildings rose, fussy, somehow feminine, glowing pink and gold and soft white in the dying sun. The big car swooped down the boulevard, driving fast into the heart of the city. But it wasn’t the speed that made her giddy and breathless.

She thought there would be music. In such a place there had to be music. But she didn’t risk asking permission to lower the window. Instead, she let it play inside her head, grandly, gloriously, as they cruised along the Seine.

There were couples walking, hand in hand, their hair and the little short skirts of the women fluttering in a breeze that smelted of water and flowers. That smelted of Paris. She saw cafes where people huddled around small round tables and drank from glasses that glinted red and gold like the sunlight.

If she had been told that the plane had taken them to another planet and another time, she would have believed it.

When the car stopped at the hotel, Adrianne waited until her father had stepped out. “Can we see more later?”

“Tomorrow.” Phoebe squeezed her hand so tightly she winced. “Tomorrow.” She fought not to shiver in the balmy evening air. The hotel looked like a palace, and she was through with palaces.

With the entourage of servants and bodyguards and secretaries, they took an entire floor of the Crillion. To Adrianne’s disappointment, she and her mother were ushered to their suite and left alone.

“Can’t we go and have dinner at this place called Maxim’s?”

“Not tonight, darling.” Phoebe peered out through the peephole in the door. A guard was already in place outside the door. There was to be a harem even in Paris. Her face was pale when she turned back, but she smiled and struggled to keep her voice light. “We’ll have something sent up. Anything you want.”

“Being here is no different from being in Jaquir.” She looked around the elegant suite. Like the women’s quarters, it was plush and secluded. Unlike them, there were windows open to the evening. She crossed the room and looked out at Paris. Lights had twinkled on, giving the city a festive, fairy-tale look. She was in Paris but was not permitted to be a part of it. It was as if she’d been given the most glorious jewel in the world and allowed to look at it for a few moments before it was snatched back and locked away in a vault.

“Addy, you must be patient.” Like her daughter, Phoebe was drawn to the window, to the lights, to the life in the streets. Her yearnings were only the stronger because she had once been free. “Tomorrow … tomorrow is going to be the most exciting day in your life.” She gathered Adrianne close to kiss her. “You trust me, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“I’m going to do what’s best for you, I swear it.” Her grip tightened, then abruptly she released Adrianne and laughed. “Now, you enjoy the view. I’ll be back in a moment.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just into the next room. I promise.” She smiled, hoping to reassure them both. “Look out the window, baby. Paris is beautiful this time of day.”

Phoebe closed the door between the parlor and her bedroom. It was risky to use the phone. For days she had tried to think of a better, of a safer way. Though she had needed relief, she hadn’t touched a tranquilizer or a drink since Abdu had announced the trip. Her mind was clearer than it had been in years. So clear it hurt. Still, she could think of no way except the phone. Her only hope was that Abdu wouldn’t suspect betrayal from a woman who had tolerated his abuse for so long.

She picked up the receiver. It felt foreign in her hand, like something from another century. She nearly laughed. She was a grown woman, living in the twentieth century, yet it had been almost a decade since she had touched a telephone. Her fingers shook as she dialed. The voice spoke in quick French.

“Do you speak English?”

“Yes, madame. May I help you?”

There was a God, she thought as she lowered herself to sit on the bed. “I want to send a cablegram. An urgent one. To the United States. To New York.”

Adrianne stood at the windows, her hands pressed against the glass as if by will alone she could dissolve it and become a part of the world that hurried by outside. Something was wrong with her mother. Her deepest fear was that Phoebe was ill and they would both be sent back to Jaquir. She knew if they were taken back now, she would never see a place such as Paris again. She would not see the women with their bare legs and painted faces or the high buildings with their hundreds of lights. She thought her father would be glad, glad that she had seen but not touched, smelled but not tasted. It would be another way to punish her for being female and of mixed blood.

As if her thoughts had conjured him, he strode through the door and into the suite. Adrianne turned. She was small for her age, as delicate as a doll. Already there were hints of the dark, sultry beauty from her bedouin blood. Abdu saw only a thin girl with wide eyes and a stubborn mouth. As always, his eyes frosted over when he looked at her.

“Where is your mother?”

“She is through there.” When he started for the door, Adrianne took a quick step forward. “May we go out tonight?”

He spared her a brief, disinterested glance. “You will remain here.”

Because she was young, she persisted when others would have bowed away. “It is not late. The sun has only just set. Grandmother told me there was much to do in Paris at night.”

He stopped fully now. It was rare for her to dare to speak to him, rarer still for him to bother to listen. “You will remain inside. You are here only because I permitted it.”

“Why did you?”

That she had the temerity to ask had his eyes narrowing. “My reasons are of no concern to you. Be warned that if you remind me of your presence too often, I will rid myself of it.”

Adrianne’s eyes glistened with a combination of grief and anger she couldn’t understand. “I am blood of your blood,” she said softly. “What reason is there for you to hate me?”

“You are blood of her blood.” And he turned to open the door. Phoebe stepped out quickly. Her color was high, her eyes round and wide, like a doe’s when she scents the hunter.

“Abdu. Did you want to see me? I needed to wash after the trip.”

He saw the nerves. He smelled the fear. It pleased him that she did not consider herself secure even outside the walls of the harem. “An interview has been arranged. We will have breakfast here at nine o’clock with the reporter. You will dress accordingly, and see that she is prepared.”

Phoebe glanced toward Adrianne. “Of course. After the interview I’d like to do some shopping, perhaps take Adrianne to a museum.”

“You will do what you wish between ten o’clock and four. Then I will require you.”

“Thank you. We’re grateful for the chance to visit Paris.”

“See that the girl holds her tongue, or she will see Paris only through that window.”

When he left, Phoebe let her shaking legs buckle. “Addy, please, don’t anger him.”

“I have only to be to anger him.”

When she saw the first tears, Phoebe opened her arms. “You’re so young,” she said as she rocked Adrianne in her lap. “Too young for all of this. I promise I’ll make it up to you.” Over Adrianne’s head her eyes focused and hardened. “I swear I’ll make it all up to you.”

She had never taken a meal with her father. Because she had the resilience of an eight-year-old, Adrianne found it easy to skip over the words that had been spoken the night before and look forward to her first day in Paris.

If she was disappointed that they would take their meal in the suite, she said nothing. She liked her new blue dress and matching coat too well to complain. In an hour she would truly begin her week in Paris.

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this interview, Your Highness.” The reporter, already charmed by Abdu, took her seat at the table. Adrianne kept her hands folded in her lap and tried not to stare.

The reporter had very long, very straight hair the color of ripe peaches. Her fingernails were painted red, as was her mouth. Her dress was of the same shade, cut snug, and its skirt skimmed her thighs as she crossed her legs. She spoke English with a rolling French accent. To Adrianne, she was as exotic as a jungle bird and just as fascinating.

“It is our pleasure, Mademoiselle Grandeau.” Abdu signaled for coffee. A servant jumped to obey.

“I hope you enjoy your stay in Paris.”

“I always enjoy Paris.” Abdu smiled in a way Adrianne had never seen. He suddenly looked approachable. Then his eyes passed over her as though her chair were empty. “My wife and I are looking forward to participating in the ball this evening.”

“Parisian society is looking forward to greeting you and your beautiful wife.” Mademoiselle Grandeau turned to Phoebe. “Your fans are thrilled, Your Highness. They’ve felt you deserted them for love.”

The coffee burned bitter in Phoebe’s throat as she smiled. She would have traded every jewel she owned for a whiskey. “Anyone who has ever been in love would understand that there is no sacrifice and no risk too great.”

“Might I ask you if you have any regrets about giving up your thriving career in films?”

Phoebe looked at Adrianne and her eyes softened. “How can I have regrets when I have so much?”

“It is like a fairy tale, is it not? The beautiful woman swept off by the desert sheikh to a mysterious and exotic land. A land,” Mademoiselle Grandeau added, “which becomes wealthier every day because of oil. How do you feel,” she asked Abdu, “about the Westerners pouring into your country?”

“Jaquir is a small country which welcomes the advances that oil brings. However, as king, it is my responsibility to preserve our culture while opening doors for progress.”

“Obviously you have an affection for the West, as you fell in love and married an American. Is it true, Your Highness, that you have another wife?”

He lifted a crystal glass of juice. His expression seemed blandly amused, but his fingers gripped tightly. He despised being questioned by a woman. “In my religion, a man is permitted four wives as long as he can treat each of them equally.”

“With the women’s movement growing stronger in the United States and Europe, do you believe this clash of cultures will cause problems for the countries which come to the Middle East to build?”

“We are different, mademoiselle, in dress, in beliefs. The people of Jaquir would be equally shocked that a woman in your country is permitted to become intimate with a man before marriage. This difference will not deter financial interest on either side.”

“No.” Mademoiselle Grandeau wasn’t there to argue politics. Her readers wanted to know if Phoebe Spring was still beautiful. If her marriage was still romantic. She cut into her crepe and smiled at Adrianne. The child was striking, with the king’s sultry black eyes and Phoebe’s full, sculpted mouth. Though the coloring spoke of her bedouin ancestors, she had the stamp of her mother. The features were smaller, finer, than those of the woman who had once been called the Amazon queen of films. The purity of bone structure, the stunning profile, and the clear-eyed vulnerability were there.

“Princess Adrianne, how do you feel knowing your mother was considered the most beautiful woman to grace the screen?”

She fumbled. The hard, brief glance from her father had her straightening. “I am proud of her. My mother is the most beautiful woman in the world.”

Mademoiselle Grandeau laughed and took another bite of crepe. “It would be hard to find anyone to disagree with you. Perhaps one day you’ll follow her footsteps to Hollywood. Is there any chance that you’ll make another movie, Your Highness?”

Phoebe swallowed more coffee and prayed that it would stay down. “My priority is my family.” She touched Adrianne’s hand under the table. “Of course I’m thrilled to have been asked to come here, to see old friends. But the choice I made, as you said, was made for love.” Over the table her eyes met Abdu’s and held. “Where there is love, there is very little a woman won’t do.”

“Hollywood’s loss is obviously Jaquir’s gain. There is a great deal of speculation that you’ll wear The Sun and the Moon tonight. It’s considered one of the world’s greatest treasures. Like all the great jewels, The Sun and the Moon has legends and mystery and romance attached to it and people are eager to see the fabled necklace. Will you wear it?”

“The Sun and the Moon was a gift from my husband on our marriage. In Jaquir this is considered the bride price, a kind of reverse dowry. It is, second only to Adrianne, the most precious gift Abdu has given me.” She looked at him again with a hint of challenge. “I’m proud to wear it.”

“There won’t be a woman in the world who won’t envy you tonight, Your Highness.”

With Adrianne’s hand still caught in hers, Phoebe smiled. “I can say only that I look forward to this evening more than any other in years. It will be glorious.” Her eyes met Abdu’s again. “Inshattah.”

As Phoebe had suspected, they were joined by two guards and a driver when they left the hotel. She was ecstatic over her first victory. She had stopped at the desk and requested her passport on which Adrianne traveled as her minor child. The guards were chattering, apparently believing she was inquiring about the performance of some trivial service, and never even noticed when the clerk returned from the rear office and slipped the leather-encased document into her hand. She could have wept with joy … and the first glow of pride she’d felt in years, but she disciplined herself to betray nothing. Now she had no real plan, only a fierce and edgy determination. Beside her in the limo, Adrianne all but bounced with excitement. They were truly in Paris now, with hours to spare before she would have to go back to the hotel. She wanted to ride to the top of the Eiffel Tower, to sit in a café, to walk and walk and walk and hear the music of the city she had only imagined.

“We’ll shop a little.” Phoebe’s mouth was so dry she had to force her tongue from the roof of her mouth. “There’s Chanel, Dior. Wait until you see all the beautiful clothes, Addy. The colors, the materials. But you have to stay close to me, very close. I don’t want to lose you. Don’t wander. Promise.”

“I won’t.” Adrianne felt her own nerves begin to rise. At the times when her mother talked like this—very fast, with the words jumping out on top of each other—she soon and always fell into depression. Then she would grow so quiet, so removed, so closed in upon herself and unmindful of others that it terrified Adrianne. Frightened about what she knew was about to happen, Adrianne kept up her own chatter, staying glued to Phoebe’s side as they were escorted into the most exclusive shops in Europe.

It was like another dream, different from the vision of Paris at dusk. The salons were bright with gilt tables and velvet chairs. In each one they were ushered in with a deference Adrianne had never received in her own country. She was cooed over by women with glossy faces, served lemonade or tea and tiny sweet cookies while models with thin limbs and frail-looking bodies glided out draped in the latest fashions.

Phoebe ordered with abandon, dozens of cocktail dresses with skinny straps and layers of beads, slim suits in raw silk and linen. If her plan succeeded, she would never wear a stitch of what she recklessly purchased. It seemed a kind of justice to her, the smallest and sweetest of revenges. She swept from salon to salon, ladening the silent guards with boxes and bags.

“We’ll go to the Louvre before lunch,” she told Adrianne as they settled in the limo again. She checked her watch, then sat back and shut her eyes.

“Can we eat in a cafe?”

“We’ll see.” She groped for Adrianne’s hand. “I want you to be happy, darling. Happy and safe. That’s all that matters.”

“I like being here with you.” Despite all the cookies and tea and lemonade at the couturier’s she was hungry, but she didn’t want to say so. “There is so much to see. When you told me about places like this, I thought you were making up stories. It’s better than a story.”

Phoebe opened her eyes to stare out the window. They were driving along the river in the most romantic city in the world. Recklessly, she lowered the glass and drew in a deep breath. “There, Addy, do you smell it?”

Laughing, Adrianne leaned closer, like a puppy, to let the breeze race against her face. “The water?”

“The freedom,” Phoebe murmured. “I want you to remember this moment.”

When the car stopped, Phoebe alighted slowly, regally, not sparing a glance at the guards. With Adrianne’s hand in hers, she entered the Louvre. There were throngs of people-students, tourists, lovers. Adrianne found them as fascinating as the art her mother pointed out as they strolled through the galleries. Voices echoed off the high ceilings, a variety of tones and accents. She saw a man with hair as long as a woman’s, wearing jeans torn off at the knee and carrying a battered knapsack. When he caught her staring, he grinned and winked, then held up two fingers in a V. Embarrassed, Adrianne looked down at her shoes.

“So much has changed,” Phoebe said. “It seems like a different world. The way people dress, the way they talk. I feel like Rip Van Winkle.”

“Who?”

With a sound perilously close to a sob, Phoebe bent to hug her. “It’s just a story.” As she straightened, she glanced toward the guards. They were a few paces behind, bored. “I want you to do exactly what I say,” Phoebe whispered. “Don’t ask questions. Hold tight to me.” Before Adrianne could agree, Phoebe pulled her into a group of students. Moving fast, elbowing and shoving when necessary, she worked her way through, then sprinted down a long corridor.

There were shouts behind her. Without breaking rhythm, she scooped Adrianne up and raced down a (light of stairs. She needed a door, any door that led to the outside. If she could get to the street, somehow get out and into a cab, she had a chance. Whenever a corridor snaked off, she took it, barreling her way past visitors and staff. It didn’t matter whether she was heading out of the building or deeper into it. She had to lose the guards. She heard footsteps pounding behind her and ran blindly, like a hare trying desperately to outrun a fox.

Paintings flashed by as she ran. Her labored breathing grew loud as she streaked by the most treasured art in the world. People stared. Her hair had fallen from its neat twist to tumble wild and red around her shoulders. She saw the door and nearly stumbled. Gripping Adrianne, her heart about to burst, she broke free of the building. But she did not stop running.

She could smell the river again, and the freedom. She stopped, gasping for breath, a beautiful, terrified woman clinging to a child. She had only to lift a hand and a cab swerved to the curb. “Orly airport,” she managed to say, looking right and left as she bundled Adrianne inside. “Hurry, please, hurry.”

“Oui, madame.” The driver tipped his cap, then pushed down the accelerator.

“Mama. What is it? Why did we run? Where are we going?”

Phoebe covered her face with her hands. There was no going back now. “Trust me, Addy. I can’t explain yet.”

When Phoebe began to shake, Adrianne cuddled close. Clinging to each other, they drove out of Paris.

Adrianne’s lip trembled as she heard the roar of planes. “Are we going back to Jaquir?”

Phoebe fumbled with her wallet, recklessly giving the driver double his fare. The fear was still with her, a metallic, ugly taste on her tongue. He would kill her if he caught her now. Kill her, then wreak the rest of his vengeance on Adrianne.

“No.” She crouched down on the sidewalk so that her face was even with Adrianne’s. “We’re never going back to Jaquir.” She looked over her shoulder, certain Abdu would leap out of the next car and make her words a lie. “I’m taking you to America, to New York. Believe me, Addy, it’s because I love you. Now, hurry.”

She pulled Adrianne inside. For a moment the noise and rush confused her. It had been years since she had gone anywhere alone. Even before her marriage she had traveled with an entourage of publicists, secretaries, and dressers. The panic nearly overwhelmed her until she felt Adrianne’s small, tense fingers link with hers.

Pan American. She had asked for Celeste to have the tickets waiting at the Pan American counter. As she hurried across the terminal, Phoebe prayed that her friend had come through. At the ticket counter she pulled her passport out of her bag and offered it and her most brilliant smile to the clerk.

“Good afternoon. I have two tickets, prepaid, for New York.”

The smile dazzled him so that he blinked. “Oui, madame.” Star struck, he lingered over the paperwork. “I have seen your movies. You are magnificent.”

“Thank you.” She felt some of her courage return. She hadn’t been forgotten. “Are the tickets in order?”

“Pardon? Oh, yes, yes.” He stamped and scribbled. “Your flight number,” he said, pointing at the ticket jacket. “Your gate. You have forty-five minutes.”

Her palms were clammy with sweat when she took the tickets and slipped them into her purse. “Thank you.”

“Wait, please.”

She froze, poised to run as her hand locked on Adrianne’s.

“You would give your autograph?”

She pressed her fingers to her eyes, giving way enough for one quick laugh. “Of course. I’d be delighted. What’s your name?”

“It is Henri, madame.” He handed her a scrap of paper. “I will never forget you.”

She signed, as she had always, in a generous, looping hand. “Believe me, Henri. I will never forget you.” She gave him the autograph and a smile. “Come along, Adrianne. We don’t want to miss our plane. God bless Celeste,” she said as they walked. “She’s going to meet us in New York, Addy. She’s my closest friend.”

“Like Duja?”

“Yes.” Fighting for calm, she looked down and managed another smile. “Yes, like Duja is to you. She’s going to help us.”

The terminal no longer interested Adrianne. She was afraid because her mother’s face was very white and her hand shook. “He is going to be angry.”

“He’s not going to hurt you.” Phoebe stopped again and took Adrianne by the shoulders. “I promise you that no matter what I have to do, he’ll never hurt you.” Then the tension of all the days and nights she had waited broke. With one hand pressed to her heaving stomach, she raced with Adrianne into the ladies’ room and was violently sick.

“Mama, please.” Terrified, Adrianne clung to Phoebe’s waist as she bent over the bowl. “We must go back before he knows. We will say we were lost, separated. He will be only a little angry. It will be my fault. I will say it was my fault.”

“Can’t.” Phoebe leaned against the stall door and waited for the nausea to pass. “We can’t ever go back. He was going to send you away, baby.”

“Away?”

“To Germany.” With an unsteady hand Phoebe found a handkerchief and dried her damp face. “I won’t let him send you away, to marry you off to a man who could be like him.” Steadier, Phoebe knelt and wrapped her arms around her daughter. “I won’t see you live your life the way I’ve had to live mine. It would kill me.”

Slowly, the fear in Adrianne’s eyes faded. In the narrow stall that still reeked of sickness, they crossed a new threshold in their lives. Gently, Adrianne helped Phoebe to her feet. “You are better? Lean on me.”

Phoebe was only more pale when they boarded, when at last they sat on the plane with their seat belts in place and listened to the whine of engines. Her heart had stopped beating too fast. Now it was only a drumming in her head, one that reminded her of the harem and the oppressive heat. The taste of sickness was still in her mouth as she closed her eyes.

“Madame? May I serve you and the mademoiselle a drink after we have taken off?”

“Yes.” She didn’t bother to open her eyes. “Bring my daughter something cool and sweet.”

“And for you?”

“Scotch,” she said dully. “A double.”


Chapter Six

Celeste Michaels loved a good drama. As a young child she had made up her mind to be an actress—not just an actress, but a star. She had begged, wheedled, sulked, and cajoled acting lessons out of her parents, who indulgently believed their little girl was going through a phase. They continued to think so even when they drove Celeste to auditions, rehearsals, and performances in community theater. Andrew Michaels was an accountant who preferred to look at life as a balance sheet of profit and loss. Nancy Michaels was a pretty housewife who enjoyed making fancy desserts for church socials. Both of them believed, even after theater began to dictate their lives, that little Celeste would outgrow her love of greasepaint and curtain calls.

At fifteen Celeste decided she was born to be blond and had tinted her tame brown hair to a golden halo that would become her trademark. Her mother had shrieked, her father had lectured. Celeste’s hair had stayed blond. And she had won the part of Marion in her high school’s production of The Music Man.

Once Nancy had complained to Andrew that she might have been able to handle it better if Celeste had been involved with boys and liquor rather than Shakespeare and Tennessee Williams.

The day after she received her high school diploma, Celeste moved from the cozy New Jersey suburb of her childhood to Manhattan. Her parents saw her off on the train with a mixture of relief and bafflement.

She auditioned, scrounging up enough to pay for her acting lessons and the rent on her fourth-floor walkup by flipping hamburgers and frying eggs at a greasy spoon. She married at twenty, a relationship that began with a bang and ended with a whimper a year later. By then Celeste had stopped looking back.

Just over ten years later she was the reigning lady of theater with a trail of hits behind her, a trio of Tonys, and a penthouse on Central Park West. She’d sent her parents a Lincoln for their last anniversary, but they still believed she’d come back to New Jersey when acting was out of her system and settle down with some nice Methodist boy.

Just now, pacing the airport lounge, she welcomed the relative anonymity of the theater actress. If people noticed her, they saw an attractive blonde, sturdily built and of average height. They didn’t see the sultry Maggie the Cat or the ambitious Lady Macbeth. Not unless Celeste wanted them to.

She checked her watch and wondered again if Phoebe would be on the plane.

Nearly ten years, she thought as she took a seat and searched through her bag for a cigarette. They had become close friends quickly when Phoebe had come to New York to film on location for her first movie. Celeste had just ended her marriage and had been feeling a bit rough around the edges. Phoebe had been like a breath of fresh air, so funny and sweet. Each had become the sister to the other that neither had been born with, visiting coast to coast when possible, piling up huge long distance phone bills when it wasn’t.

No one had been more thrilled when Phoebe had been nominated for an Oscar. No one had cheered more loudly when Celeste had won her first Tony.

They were opposites in many ways. Celeste was tough and driven, Phoebe malleable and trusting. Without realizing it, they had given each other a balance, and a friendship each would always cherish.

Then Phoebe had married and flown off to her desert kingdom. Correspondence had become sporadic after the first year, then almost nonexistent. It had hurt. Celeste would never have admitted it to anyone, but Phoebe’s gradual termination of their friendship had hurt very much. On the surface she’d taken it philosophically. Her life was full and rich and progressing along the route she had mapped out as a girl in New Jersey. But there was a place in her heart that had grieved. Over the years Celeste had continued to send gifts to the girl she considered her godchild, and had been amused by the quaint and formal notes of acknowledgment Adrianne had sent back to her.

She was ready to love the child. In part because she was married to the theater, and that love affair would never produce children. And in part because Adrianne was Phoebe’s.

Celeste tapped out her cigarette before reaching into a shopping bag and taking out a red-haired china doll. It was dressed in blue velvet trimmed in white. Celeste had chosen it because she thought the little girl would enjoy having a doll with the same color hair as her mother. And she didn’t have any idea of what to say to the child, or to Phoebe.

When she heard the flight announced, she was up and pacing again. It wouldn’t be long now. The deplaning, the trip through customs. There was no reason for the nagging worry at the base of her skull.

Except that the cablegram had said so little.

Celeste remembered each word, and, like a good actress, put her own inflection on them.


CELESTE. I NEED YOUR HELP. PLEASE HAVE TWO TICKETS FOR NEW YORK AT THE PAN AMERICAN COUNTER AT ORLY. THE TWO O’CLOCK FLIGHT TOMORROW. MEET ME IF YOU CAN. I HAVE NO ONE ELSE. PHOEBE.



She saw them the moment they passed through the doors, the tall, striking redhead and the doll-like girl. They huddled close together, hands joined, bodies brushing. Celeste found it odd that for a moment she couldn’t be certain who was reassuring whom.

Then Phoebe looked up. A range of emotions raced across her face, relief dominant. Before the relief, Celeste had recognized terror. Moving quickly, Celeste crossed to her.

“Phoebe.” Putting everything but friendship on hold, Celeste hugged her close. “It’s so good to see you again.”

“Celeste, thank God. Oh, thank God you’re here.”

The desperation concerned her much more than the fact that the words were slurred from drinking. Careful to keep her smile in place, she looked down at Adrianne.

“So this is your Addy.” Celeste touched a hand lightly to the child’s hair, noting the shadowed eyes and signs of exhaustion. She was reminded of pictures of survivors of disasters, the same flat, vulnerable look of shock. “You’ve had a long trip, but it’s nearly over now. I have a car right outside.”

“I’ll never be able to repay you,” Phoebe began.

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She gave Phoebe a last quick squeeze, then handed the shopping bag to Adrianne. “I brought you a present to celebrate your visit to America.”

Adrianne looked at the doll, stirring enough energy to trace a finger down the sleeve of the gown. The velvet reminded her of Duja, but she was too tired to cry. “She is pretty. Thank you.”

Celeste lifted a brow in surprise. The child sounded as exotic and as foreign as she looked. “Let’s get your bags and go home, where you can relax.”

“We don’t have any bags.” Phoebe nearly swayed, then steadied herself with a hand on Celeste’s shoulder. “We don’t have anything.”

“All right.” Questions could wait, Celeste decided as she slipped an arm around Phoebe’s waist. A look told her the child could stand on her own. “Let’s go home.”

Unlike her experience in Paris, Adrianne noticed little of her drive from the airport into Manhattan. The limo was quiet and warm, but she couldn’t relax. As she had during the long flight across the Atlantic, she carefully watched her mother. She tucked the doll Celeste had given her under her arm and kept Phoebe’s hand firmly in her own. She was too weary to ask questions, but was ready to run.

“It’s been so long.” Phoebe looked around as if coming out of a trance. A little pulse beside her mouth kept jumping as her eyes darted from window to window. “It’s changed. But it hasn’t changed.”

“You can always count on New York.” Celeste blew out a stream of smoke, noting that Adrianne watched her cigarette with dark, fascinated eyes. “Maybe tomorrow Addy would like to walk in the park or do some shopping. Have you ever ridden on a merry-go-round, Adrianne?”

“What is it?”

“It’s wooden horses you can ride around in a circle to music. There’s one in the park across from where I live.” She smiled at Adrianne, noting that Phoebe jumped every time the car stopped. If the mother was a mass of nerves, the child seemed a tower of control. What in God’s name was she going to say to a kid who didn’t know what a merry-go-round was? “You couldn’t have picked a better time to come to New York. All the shops are decorated for Christmas.”

Adrianne thought of the little glass ball and her brother. All at once she wanted to lay her head in her mother’s lap and weep. She wanted to go home, to see her grandmother and her aunts, to smell the smells of the harem. But there was no going back.

“Will it snow?” she asked.

“Sooner or later.” The urge to gather the child up and comfort her surprised Celeste. She’d never considered herself particularly maternal. There was something so sad yet strong about the way Adrianne stroked Phoebe’s hand. “We’ve been having a warm spell. I doubt if it’ll last much longer.” Good Lord, she was talking about the weather. With some relief she leaned forward as the car slowed. “Here we are,” Celeste said briskly when the limo cruised to the curb. “I moved here about five years ago, Phoebe. It suits me so well, they’ll have to blast me out.”

She led them past the security guard into the lobby of the elegant old building on Central Park West. She moved quickly, sweeping both Phoebe and Adrianne into the paneled elevator. To Adrianne it was like a slow ride to nowhere as fatigue weighed down her limbs. On the plane she’d fought off sleep, dragging herself out of fitful dozes to be certain no one separated her from Phoebe. Now, enervated, she walked mechanically between the two women into Celeste’s penthouse.

“I’ll give you the grand tour when you’re not so exhausted.” Celeste tossed her coat over the back of a chair and wondered what in the hell to do next. “You must be starving. Shall I send out or whip up an omelette?”

“I couldn’t.” With care Phoebe sat on a sofa. She felt as if every bone in her body would break if she moved too quickly. “Addy, are you hungry?”

“No.” Even the thought of food had her stomach roiling.

“Poor thing’s dead on her feet.” Celeste moved over to wrap an arm around Adrianne’s shoulders. “How about a nap?”

“Go with Celeste,” Phoebe said before Adrianne could protest. “She’ll take care of you.”

“You won’t go away?”

“No, I’ll be right here when you wake up.” Phoebe kissed both of her cheeks. “I promise.”

“Come along, love.” Celeste half carried the exhausted child up a long sweep of stairs. Talking nonsense, she stripped off Adrianne’s coat and shoes and tucked her into bed. “You’ve had a long day.”

“If he comes, you will wake me up so I can take care of Mama?”

Celeste’s hand hesitated as she started to stroke Adrianne’s hair. The skin beneath her eyes was bruised with fatigue, but the eyes themselves were awake and demanding.

“Yes, don’t worry.” Not knowing what else to do, she kissed Adrianne’s brow. “I love her too, honey. We’ll take care of her.”

Content with that, Adrianne closed her eyes.

Celeste drew the drapes and left the door ajar. By the time she left the room, Adrianne was already asleep, as was Phoebe when Celeste came quietly downstairs.

The nightmare woke Adrianne. She had had the same dream sporadically since her fifth birthday: the dream of her father coming into her mother’s room, of the crying, the shouting, of glass shattering. Of herself crawling under the bed with her hands over her ears.

She woke with her face wet with tears, biting back a cry because she was afraid to disturb the other women in the harem. But she wasn’t in the harem. Her sense of time and place was so jumbled that she had to sit very still for several minutes before events fell into an ordered progression in her mind.

They had gone to Paris on the little plane and she had been frightened. The city had looked like a storybook with its oddly dressed people and its banks of flowers. Then there had been the shops, all the colors, the silks, the satins. Mama had bought her a pink dress with a white collar. But they had left it behind. They hadn’t gone to the top of the Eiffel Tower. But they had gone to the Louvre. And they had run. Mama had been frightened, and sick.

Now they were in New York with the blond lady who had the beautiful voice.

She didn’t want to be in New York. She wanted to be in Jaquir with Jiddah and Aunt Latifa and her cousins. Sniffling, Adrianne rubbed at her eyes as she crawled out of bed. She wanted to go home, where the smells were smells she recognized, where the voices spoke in a language she understood. Taking the doll Celeste had given her for comfort, she went to find her mother.

She heard the voices as she reached the top of the curving stairs. Adrianne walked down halfway to where she could see her mother and Celeste sitting in a big white room with black windows. Hugging the doll, she sat and listened.

“I’ll never be able to repay you.”

“Don’t be silly.” With one theatrical gesture Celeste dismissed everything. “We’re friends.”

“You can’t imagine how much I’ve needed a friend these past years.” Too wired up to sit, Phoebe rose, drink in hand, to circle the room.

“No, I can’t,” Celeste said slowly, concerned with the nerves she saw in every jerky movement. “But I’d like to.”

“I don’t know where to begin.”

“The last time I saw you, you were looking radiant, in miles of white silk and tulle, wearing a necklace straight out of the Arabian Nights.”

“The Sun and the Moon.” Phoebe closed her eyes, then took a long drink. “It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I thought it was a gift—the most exquisite symbol of love any woman could ever dream of. What I didn’t know was that he’d bought me with it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I could never make you understand life in Jaquir.” She turned. Her brilliant blue eyes were bloodshot. Though she’d been drinking since she’d woken from her restless sleep, the liquor wasn’t relaxing her.

“Try.”

“At first it was really lovely. At least I wanted to believe it was. Abdu was kind, attentive. And there I was, the kid from Nebraska, queen. Because it seemed important to Abdu, I tried to live by the local customs—dress, attitude, that land of thing. The first time I put on a veil I felt, well, sexy and exotic.”

“Like I Dream of Jeannie?” Celeste asked with a smile, but Phoebe only sent her a blank look. “Never mind. Bad joke.”

“I didn’t mind the veil, really. It seemed like such a little thing, and Abdu insisted on it only when we were in Jaquir. We traveled a lot that first year, so it all seemed like an adventure. While I was pregnant, I was treated like some kind of precious jewel. There were complications and Abdu couldn’t have been more loving and concerned. Then I had Adrianne.” She looked down at her glass. “I need another drink.”

“Help yourself.”

Phoebe walked to the bar and filled the short glass to within a millimeter of the rim. “I was surprised when Abdu was upset. She was such a pretty, healthy baby, and like a miracle because I’d nearly miscarried twice. I know he’d talked incessantly about a son, but I had never expected him to be actually angry to have a daughter. I was hurt. I’d had a very long and difficult labor and his feelings about the baby set me off. We had a terrible fight right there in the hospital. Then it got worse; it got so much worse when the doctors told us I couldn’t have any more children.”

Phoebe took another drink, shuddering as the liquor punched into her system. “He changed, Celeste. He blamed me, not just for giving him a daughter he didn’t want, but for somehow seducing him away from his duty and tradition.”

“Seducing him? What a crock.” Celeste kicked off her shoes. “The man never gave you a chance, sweeping you off your feet with hundreds of white roses, buying out restaurants so you could have intimate dinners. He wanted you, and he made damn sure he got you.”

“None of that mattered. He saw me as a test, some kind of test that he failed, and he hated me for it. He saw Adrianne as a punishment instead of a gift, a punishment for his marrying a Western woman, a Christian, an actress. He wouldn’t have anything to do with her, and as little as possible to do with me. I was shuffled off into the harem and supposed to be grateful he didn’t divorce me.”

“Harem? You mean like women only? Veils and pomegranates?”

Phoebe sat again, cupping the glass in both hands. “There’s nothing romantic about it. The women’s quarters. You sit endlessly day after day while they talk about sex and childbirth and fashion. Your status depends on how many male children you’ve given birth to. A woman who’s unable to have children is set apart to be pitied.”

“Obviously none of them have read Gloria Steinem,” Celeste interjected.

“Women don’t read at all. They don’t work, they don’t drive. There’s nothing to do but sit and drink tea and wait for the day to be over. Or you go out in groups to shop, covered from head to foot in black so you won’t tempt a man.”

“Give me a break, Phoebe.”

“It’s true. There are religious police everywhere. You can be whipped for saying the wrong thing, doing the wrong thing, wearing the wrong thing. You can’t even speak to a man who isn’t a member of your family. Not a word.”

“Phoebe, this is 1971.”

“Not in Jaquir.” With a half laugh she pressed a hand to her eyes. “There’s no time in Jaquir. Celeste, I tell you, I lost nearly ten years of my life. Sometimes it seems like a hundred, other times it seems like months. That’s the way it is there. When I couldn’t have any more children, Abdu took a second wife. The law allows it. The man’s law.”

Celeste plucked a cigarette out of the porcelain holder on the low table. She studied it as she tried to understand what Phoebe was describing. “I’ve read some articles. There’ve been a number of them in the last couple of years about you and Abdu. You never spoke of any of this.”

“I couldn’t. I was permitted to speak to the press only because he wanted publicity for the oil boom in the Middle East.”

“I’ve heard,” Celeste said dryly.

“You’d have to be there to understand it. Even the press isn’t allowed to tell the full story. If they tried, the connection would be broken. Billions of dollars are at stake. Abdu’s an ambitious man, and a smart one. As long as I was of some use, I was kept.”

Celeste lit the cigarette, then let out smoke slowly. She wasn’t convinced that half of what Phoebe was saying wasn’t a product of her friend’s abundant imagination. If any of it were true, even part of it, there was one point that couldn’t be resolved.

“Why did you stay? If you were treated like that, if you were so unhappy, why the hell didn’t you pack your bags and leave?”

“I threatened to leave. At that point, right after Addy was born, I still believed I could salvage something if I stood my ground. He beat me up.”

“My God, Phoebe.” Shaken, Celeste went to her.

“In all my nightmares, nothing was as horrible. I screamed and screamed, but no one helped.” She shook her head, rubbing away the tears as quickly as they fell. “No one dared help. He kept hitting me and hitting me, until I didn’t even feel it anymore. Then he raped me.”

“That’s insane.” With her arms around Phoebe, Celeste led her to the couch. “There must have been something you could have done to protect yourself. Did you go to the police?”

With a humorless laugh, Phoebe sipped at her drink. “It’s legal for a man to beat his wife in Jaquir. If he has cause. The women took care of me. They were really very kind.”

“Phoebe, why didn’t you write me, let me know what was happening? I might have been able to help. I would have helped.”

“Even if I could have smuggled a letter out, there would have been nothing you could have done. Abdu is absolute power in Jaquir, religiously, politically, legally. You have never experienced anything like it. I know it must be almost impossible for you to imagine my way of life there. I started to dream of getting out. I would have needed Abdu’s permission to leave legally, but I fantasized about escaping. But there was Adrianne. I couldn’t have gotten out with her, I couldn’t leave without her. She’s the most precious thing in my life, Celeste. I think I would have ended it a dozen times if it hadn’t been for Addy.”

“How much does she know?”

“I can’t be sure. Very little, I hope. She knows her father’s feelings for her, but I’ve tried to explain that they’re just a reflection of his feelings for me. The women loved her, and I think she was happy enough the way things were. After all, she’d never known anything else. He was going to send her away.”

“Away? Where?”

“To school, in Germany. That’s when I knew I had to make a move. He was making arrangements to have her married on her fifteenth birthday.”

“Jesus. Poor little girl.”

“I couldn’t bear it, couldn’t bear to think that she would go through what I was going through. The trip to Paris was like a sign. Now or never. Without you it would have been never.”

“I only wish I could do more. I’d like to find the bastard and castrate him with a butter knife.”

“I can’t ever go back, Celeste.”

Celeste glanced up in some surprise. “Of course not.”

“No, I mean never.” Phoebe poured another drink, spilling liquor over the sides of the glass. “If he comes, I’ll kill myself before I go back.”

“Don’t talk like that. You’re in New York, you’re safe.”

“But there’s Addy.”

“She’s safe too.” Celeste thought of the dark, intense eyes with the bruises of fatigue beneath. “He’ll have to get through me. First thing we do is go to the press, maybe the State Department.”

“No, no, I don’t want the publicity. I don’t dare risk it, for Addy’s sake. She already knows more than she should.”

Celeste opened her mouth to protest, then shut it again. “You have a point.”

“I need to put it behind me, behind both of us. I want to go back to work, start living again.”

“Why don’t you start the living first? When you’re a little steadier on your feet, you can think about going back to work.”

“I’ve got to get Addy a place to live, school, clothes.”

“There’s time for all that. Right now you can stay here, catch your breath, give both yourself and Addy time to adjust.”

Phoebe nodded as the tears began to fall. “You know the worst of it, Celeste? I still love him.”

Silently, Adrianne climbed back up the stairs.


Chapter Seven

The sun was streaming through the chink of the drapes when Adrianne woke again. Her eyes were gritty from crying, her head light. Still, she was eight, and her first thought was of food. She shrugged back into the dress she had worn in Paris and started downstairs.

The apartment was much bigger than it had seemed to her the night before. Arching doorways led off the hallway. She was too hungry to explore, so went quietly downstairs, hoping to find fruit and bread.

She heard people talking. A man and a woman. Then there was laughter, a great deal of it. The people were talking again, arguing, the woman in a high-pitched, nagging voice, the man in a strange sort of English. The more they talked, the more laughter Adrianne heard. Cautious, she crept toward the sound and found herself in Celeste’s kitchen.

The room was empty, but there were still voices. Adrianne saw they were coming from a small box and in the box were little people. Enchanted, she walked over to touch the box. The people didn’t notice her, but went on arguing.

Not people, Adrianne realized with a grin. Pictures of people, moving, talking pictures. That meant the people in the box were movie stars, like her mother. Forgetting food, she put her elbows on the counter and stared.

“Just put everything over there. Oh, Adrianne, you’re up.”

Adrianne straightened quickly, waiting to be scolded.

“Good.” Celeste waited until the delivery boy set the bags on the counter. “Now I’ll have more company than I Love Lucy” She handed the boy some bills. “Thanks.”

“Thank you, Miss Michaels.” He sent Adrianne a wink, and left.

“Your mother’s still asleep, but I thought your stomach might wake you up. I’m afraid I had no idea what kind of things little girls like to eat, so I left it up to the grocer.” She pulled out a box of Rice Krispies. “Looks like a good start.”

The television switched to a commercial with a blast of sound and color. Adrianne’s mouth fell open. The White Tornado whirled in to save a housewife from waxy yellow buildup.

“Pretty amazing, huh?” Celeste dropped a hand on Adrianne’s shoulder. “You don’t have television in Jaquir?”

Too impressed to speak, Adrianne merely shook her head.

“Well, you can watch all you want for the next few days. There’s a bigger television in the other room. I keep this one in here to make my housekeeper happy. How about some breakfast?”

“Please.”

“Rice Krispies?”

Adrianne eyed the box. There were funny little people on it in big white hats. “I like rice.”

“This is a little different. I’ll show you.” At Celeste’s gesture Adrianne took a chair. From the table she could watch the television and Celeste at the same time. “First you pour it into a bowl. Then …” Enjoying herself, Celeste made a business out of pouring milk. “Now listen to it.” She wiggled her fingers at Adrianne. “Go ahead, put your ear down close.”

“It hisses.”

“Snaps, crackles, and pops,” Celeste corrected the child as she sprinkled on some sugar. “Hissing cereal wouldn’t go over very well. Give it a try.”

Hesitantly, Adrianne dipped the spoon in. She couldn’t understand why anyone would want to eat food that made noise, but she was too well bred to be rude. She took a bite, then two, then rewarded Celeste with her first genuine smile. “It is good. Thank you. I like American rice.”

“Rice Krispies.” Celeste ruffled her hair. “I think I might just have a bowl myself.”

Of all her memories of her first days in America, that hour she spent with Celeste remained a favorite. It wasn’t so different from the harem. Celeste was a woman, and they spoke of women’s things. Shopping, the food she helped Celeste put away. There were things like butter made from peanuts and soup made out of letters. To her relief, there was also chocolate.

Celeste was different, with her short golden hair and the pants she wore. Adrianne liked the way her voice rose and fell so gracefully, the way she used her hands and arms, and even her body, with the words.

When Phoebe joined them, Adrianne was sitting primly on Celeste’s couch watching her first soap opera.

“Lord, I don’t know when I’ve slept so long. Hello, baby.”

“Mama.” Adrianne sprang up immediately to wrap her arms around Phoebe.

Despite a pounding hangover, Phoebe gathered Adrianne close for a hug. “The best way to start a day.” Smiling, she drew back. “How did you start yours?”

“I had Rice Krispies and watched television.”

Celeste breezed in, trailing cigarette smoke behind her. “As you can see, Addy’s becoming Americanized already. How’s the head?”

“It’s been worse.”

“If anyone had a right to tie one on, you did.” She glanced at the TV, wondering if the program was suitable for an eight-year-old. Then again, from what Phoebe had told her, Adrianne would be more shocked by Sesame Street than the passions of General Hospital. “Well, now that you’re up, I’d suggest a cup of coffee and some breakfast before we go out.”

The light through the window hurt Phoebe’s eyes, so she turned her back to it. “We’re going out?”

“Darling, you know I’d share anything in my closet with you, but nothing I have is going to fit you anymore than it’s going to fit Adrianne. I know you have a lot to deal with, so I thought we’d take up first things first.”

Phoebe pressed her fingers to her eyes and fought the urge to run back to bed and toss the covers over her head. “You’re right. Addy, why don’t you go up and brush your hair, tidy up? Then we’ll go see New York.”

“You would like to?”

“Yes.” Phoebe kissed the tip of her nose. “Go on. I’ll call you when we’re ready to go.”

Celeste waited until Adrianne started upstairs. “The kid adores you.”

“I know.” Giving into her throbbing head, Phoebe sat. “Sometimes I’d think she was the reward for everything I went through.”

“Honey, if you don’t feel like going out—”

“No.” Phoebe cut Celeste off with a shake of her head. “No, you’re right, we’ve got to start with the basics. Besides, I don’t want to keep Addy cooped up in here. She’s been cooped up all her life. It’s money.”

“Oh, if that’s all.”

“Celeste, I’ve already taken enough from you. I don’t have much pride left, so I need to hang on to what I have.”

“Okay. I’ll make you a loan.”

“When I left, you and I were pretty much on equal terms.” On a sigh she looked around the penthouse. “You’ve gone up, and I’ve gone nowhere.”

Celeste sat on the arm of the sofa. “Phoebe, you took a wrong turn. People do.”

“Yeah.” She found she wanted a drink badly. To fight it off, she thought of Adrianne and the life she wanted to give her. “I have some jewelry. I had to leave most of it behind, but I did get some out. I’m going to sell it, then after I begin divorce proceedings, the settlement Abdu makes on me and on Addy will keep us well enough. Of course, I’m going back to work, so money won’t be a problem for long.” She turned to the window again to stare at the blank sky. “I’m going to give her everything, the best of everything. I have to.”

“Let’s worry about that later. Right now I think Addy could use a couple of pairs of jeans and some sneakers.”

Adrianne stood on the corner of Fifth and Fifty-second with one hand gripping her mother’s and the other fiddling restlessly with the buttons of her new fur-collared coat. If her brief glimpse of Paris had made that city seem like another world, then New York was another universe. And she was part of it.

There were people everywhere, millions of them, it seemed to her, and none of them looked the same. There was no unity of dress here as there was in Jaquir. At a glance it was often difficult to tell men from women. Both sexes tended to wear their hair long. Some of the women chose to wear pants. New York had no law against it, nor against the other costume women wore—the tiny skirts that rose high above the knee. She saw men in beads and headbands, men in business suits and overcoats. There were women wrapped in mink and women in tight denim.

No matter what they wore, they moved fast. Adrianne crossed the street between her mother and Celeste and tried to see it all at once. They filled the city, every inch, every corner, and the noise of their existence rose off the pavement like a celebration. They traveled in packs, or they traveled alone. They dressed like beggars and like kings. Thousands of words in thousands of voices rang in her ears.

Then there were the buildings. They rose right into the sky, taller than any mosque, grander than any palace. She wondered if they had been built to honor Allah, but she had yet to hear a prayer call. People hurried into them, and out of them, yet she saw none that were restricted to women.

Some shopkeepers spread their goods on the pavement, but when Adrianne stopped to look at the wares, her mother pulled her away.

She went patiently into the shops, but for once buying didn’t interest her. She wanted to be outside, absorbing. There were smells to remember. The stink of exhaust from the hundreds of cars, trucks, and buses that crept along the streets, horns blaring. There was the smoky tang she learned was roasting chestnuts. And there was the rich fleshy scent of so much humanity.

It was a dirty, often unforgiving city, but Adrianne didn’t see the layers of grime or the jagged edges. She saw life, in a variety and with an excitement she’d never known existed. And she wanted more.

“Sneakers.” Pleasantly exhausted, Celeste dropped into a chair in the shoe department of Lord & Taylor. She grinned at Adrianne. The child’s face, she thought, told a thousand stories. All of wonder. She was glad they’d dismissed the driver and opted to walk, even though her feet were killing her. “What do you think of our big, bad city so far, Addy?”

“We can see more?”

“Yes.” Already in love, Celeste tucked Adrianne’s hair behind her ear. “We can see all you like. How are you holding up, Phoebe?”

“Fine.” Phoebe forced a smile and unbuttoned her coat. Her nerves were raw. All the noise, the people, after so many years of silence and solitude. The decisions. There seemed to be hundreds of decisions to make when for so long she had none. She wanted a drink. God, she would kill for just one drink. Or a pill.

“Phoebe?”

“Yes, what?” On a long breath she brought herself back and smiled calmly at Celeste. “I’m sorry. My mind was wandering.”

“I was saying you look tired. Do you want to call it a day?”

She started to agree, gratefully, then caught the quick look of disappointment on Adrianne’s face. “No. I just need to catch my second wind.” She bent down to kiss Adrianne’s cheek. “Are you having fun?”

“It is better than a party.”

Celeste laughed and flexed her toes. “Honey, New York’s the biggest party this country has got.” Then she crossed her legs and smiled flirtatiously up at the salesman. “We want to see some sneakers suitable for a little girl. I noticed those pink ones over there, with the flowers? And maybe a pair in plain white.”

“Of course.” He crouched down to smile in Adrianne’s face. He smelled like the peppermint cream Jiddah sometimes ate, and had only a thin fringe of gray hair. “What size do you wear, young lady?”

He was speaking to her. Directly to her. Adrianne stared at him without the least idea what to do. He was not a member of her family. She looked helplessly toward her mother, but Phoebe was staring off at nothing.

“Why don’t you measure her?” Celeste suggested, reaching over to give Adrianne’s hand a quick squeeze. She saw, with a combination of amusement and distress, the way Adrianne’s eyes widened when he took her foot in his hand to remove her shoe. “He’s going to measure your foot to see what size you wear.”

“That’s right.” Cheerful, he slid Adrianne’s foot onto the measuring board. “Stand up, sweetheart.”

Swallowing, Adrianne did so, looking straight over his head as her face filled with color. She wondered if the shoe person was like a doctor.

“Uh-huh. Well, I’ll go see what I have in stock.”

“Why don’t you take off your other shoe, Addy? Then you can walk around in the new ones and see if you like them.”

Adrianne bent to unfasten the buckle. “It is permitted for the shoe person to touch?”

Celeste bit her lip to prevent a smile. “Yes. It’s his job to sell you shoes that fit well. To make sure, he has to measure your foot. As part of the service, he takes off your old shoes and puts on the new ones.”

“A ritual?”

At a loss, Celeste sat back. “In a way.”

Satisfied, Adrianne folded her hands and sat meekly when the clerk returned with boxes. She watched solemnly as he laced up the pink flowered sneakers and slipped them on her feet, tying them in a bow.

“There you go, sweetheart.” The clerk patted her foot. “Try them out.”

At Celeste’s gesture, Adrianne stood and took a few steps. “They are different.”

“Different good,” Celeste asked, “or different bad?”

“Different good.” She grinned at the idea of wearing flowers on her feet. She didn’t mind when the clerk pressed his thumb against her toe.

“It’s a good fit.”

Adrianne took a deep breath and smiled at him. “I like them very much. Thank you.” She let the breath out on a giggle. For the first time in her life, she had spoken to a man not of her family.

The three weeks Adrianne spent in New York were some of the happiest and the saddest days of her life. There was so much to learn, so much to see. Part of her, the part that had been raised with the strict, unwavering rules of behavior, disapproved of the brashness of the city. Another part, the part that was opening, was thrilled by it. New York was America to Adrianne. It would remain America always, at its best and at its worst.

The rules had changed. She had a room of her own, but it was bigger and brighter than the room she had been given in her father’s palace. She wasn’t a princess here, but she was cherished. Still, she often slipped into her mother’s bed at night to comfort if Phoebe wept, to lay awake if Phoebe slept. She understood there were demons inside her mother, and it frightened her. Some days Phoebe seemed full of life and energy, of joy and optimism. There would be talk about past glories, and the glories of the future. Plans and promises were made in a whirl of laughing words. Then a day or two later the animation would be gone. Phoebe would complain of headaches or fatigue and spend hours alone in her room.

On those days Celeste would take Adrianne out to walk in the park or to go to the theater.

Even the food was different, and she was allowed to take what she wanted when she wanted. She became addicted quickly to the sharp, sparkling taste of Pepsi straight out of a cold bottle. She ate her first hot dog without any idea it was made of pork, forbidden to Muslims.

Television became both teacher and entertainment. She was both embarrassed and fascinated when she saw women embrace men—openly, even aggressively. The stories often had fairy-tale endings about falling in love or losing your heart. In the stories women chose what man they wanted to marry, and sometimes chose not to marry at all. She watched, silent and astonished. Bette Davis in Jezebel, Katharine Hepburn’s Philadelphia Story, and, wonderingly, Phoebe Spring in Nights of Passion. From that point grew an admiration for strong women who could win in a man’s world.

Yet it was the commercials, where the people dressed oddly and solved their problems in seconds, that delighted her more than the comedies and drama. Through them her American-style English was refined, fleshed out.

In those three weeks she learned more than she might have in three years of school. Her mind was like a willing sponge eager to absorb.

It was her spirit, so in tune with Phoebe’s, that suffered the highs and lows.

Then the letter came. Adrianne knew about the divorce. It was still her habit to creep down the stairs at night and listen to her mother and Celeste talk of the things neither would tell her. So she understood that her mother was going to divorce Abdu. And she was glad. If there was divorce, there would be no more beatings, no more rapes.

When the letter had come, the letter from Jaquir, Phoebe had gone to her room. She had stayed there all day, not coming out to eat, asking to be left alone whenever Celeste knocked on the door.

Now, as it neared midnight, Adrianne was awakened from a restless sleep by her mother’s laughter. Moving quickly, she climbed out of bed and ran on tiptoe to Phoebe’s door.

“I’ve been worried sick about you.” Celeste paced the room, her silk lounging pajamas whispering around her.

“I’m sorry, darling, really. I needed some time.” Adrianne pressed against the crack in the door. She could see Phoebe sprawled in a chair, her hair tumbled, her eyes bright, and her fingers drumming to some rapid inner tune. “Hearing from Abdu hit me hard. I knew it was going to happen, but I still wasn’t ready. Congratulate me, Celeste, I’m a free woman.”

“What are you talking about?”

Her movements jerky, Phoebe rose to refill her glass from a decanter. She smiled, toasted, then drank deeply. “Abdu has divorced me.”

“In three weeks?”

“He could do it in three seconds, and he has. Of course, I’m still going to go through the formalities on this end, but it’s as good as done.”

Celeste noted the level of whiskey in the decanter. “Why don’t we go down and have some coffee?”

“This is a celebration.” She pressed the glass against her brow and began to weep. “The bastard didn’t even give me the chance to end it in my own way. Not once in all these years have I had a choice, not even in this.”

“Let’s sit down.” Celeste reached out for her, but Phoebe shook her head and went back to the decanter.

“No, I’m all right. I needed to get drunk. The coward’s way.”

“No one who’s done what you’ve done could ever be called a coward, Phoebe.” Celeste took the glass from her hand, then drew Phoebe to the bed to sit. “I know it’s rough. Divorce makes you feel as though you’ve put your foot down, knowing just where you’re going only to find out there’s nothing there. Sooner or later you come to solid ground again, believe me.”

“There’s no one else for me.”

“That’s foolish. You’re young, you’re beautiful. This divorce is a beginning for you, not an ending.”

“He took something from me, Celeste. I can’t seem to get it back.” She covered her face with her hands. “It doesn’t matter. Only Addy matters now.”

“Addy’s fine.”

“She needs things, she deserves things.” Phoebe fumbled for a tissue. “I need to know she’s well taken care of.”

“She will be.”

Phoebe wiped her eyes and drew a deep breath. “There’s not going to be a settlement.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s not going to make any financial arrangements for Addy. Nothing. No trust fund, no child support, nothing. All she has is a worthless title that even he can’t strip her of. He’s keeping it all, what I had when we married, what he gave me. Even The Sun and the Moon, the necklace he bought me with.”

“He can’t. Phoebe, you have a good lawyer. It might take some time and effort, but Abdu has a responsibility to you and to Adrianne.”

“No, his terms were very clear. If I try to fight him on this, he’ll take Adrianne.” The whiskey had thickened her tongue. She drank more to loosen it. “He can do it, Celeste, believe me. He doesn’t want her, and God knows what he would put her through if he got her, but he would take her away from me. Nothing’s worth that, not The Sun and the Moon, not anything.”

For the second time Celeste took Phoebe’s glass and set it aside. “All right, I agree with you that Addy’s welfare comes first. What are you going to do?”

“I’ve already done it.” She was up, pacing, her long white robe billowing. “I got drunk, then I got sick, then I called Larry Curtis.”

“Your agent?”

“That’s right.” She swung around. Her face was alive again, still pale, but gorgeous. “He’s flying right out.”

Gorgeous, Celeste thought—the way a fire was when it burned too brightly. “Darling, are you sure you’re ready?”

“I’ve got to be ready.”

“Okay.” Celeste held up a hand. “But Larry Curtis? There’s talk about him, not very nice talk.”

“There’s always talk in Hollywood.”

“I know, but … listen, he’s a good-looking bastard and very slick, but I remember you were toying with dropping him before you retired.”

“That’s behind me.” Phoebe picked up her glass again. She felt on top of the world. And sick to the bone. “Larry was good for me once; he’s going to be good for me again. I’m making a comeback, Celeste. I’m going to be somebody again.”

Adrianne couldn’t say why her first glimpse of Larry Curtis made her uneasy any more than she could say why he reminded her of her father. There was certainly no physical resemblance. Curtis was stocky and a fraction shorter than Phoebe’s five ten. He had a mass of curling blond hair that reached his collar and framed a smooth, boxy, tanned face. And he had smiled constantly, showing big white teeth, uniformly straight.

Adrianne had liked his costume. She still thought of Western clothing as costumes. He’d worn a lavender shirt with big sleeves, the collar opened low to show off a thick gold chain. His pants with a tiny checked pattern flared at the ankle and were cinched at the waist with a wide black belt.

Her mother had been glad to see him, embracing him openly when he walked in. Adrianne squirmed and looked away when Larry casually patted Phoebe’s bottom.

“Welcome back, sweetheart.”

“Oh, Larry, I’m so glad to see you.” She laughed and kept her tone light, but he was sharp enough to recognize the desperation beneath. And to play on it.

“Good to see you too, baby. Let’s have a look.” He held her at arm’s length, scanning her up and down in a way that made Adrianne’s cheeks warm. “Looking pretty good. Lost a little weight, but thins in fashion now.” He thought it was too bad about the lines around her eyes and mouth, but figured a tuck here and there and some soft focus would take care of them.

Phoebe Spring had been a gold mine when she’d left Hollywood. With a little effort and a lot of savvy she would be one again.

“So, Celeste.” With his arm still around Phoebe’s shoulders, he swung around. “Nice place.”

“Thanks.” Celeste reminded herself that Phoebe wanted him, perhaps needed him. He did have a reputation for making the right moves. And gossip, particularly the sleazy kind, was often just gossip. “How was your flight?”

“Smooth as silk.” He grinned, moving his fingers up and down Phoebe’s arm. “But I could use a drink.”

“I’ll get it.” Phoebe jumped to serve in a way that made Celeste wince. “It’s bourbon, right, Larry?”

“That’s right, sweetheart.” He made himself at home on Celeste’s long white sofa. “Now, who’s this pretty little thing?” He flashed a smile at Adrianne as she sat stiffly in a chair by the window.

“That’s my daughter.” Phoebe offered the glass, then sat beside him. “Adrianne, come meet Mr. Curtis. He’s a very dear, old friend of mine.”

Reluctant, and unconsciously regal, Adrianne rose and crossed to him. “I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Curtis.”

He laughed and took her hand before she could avoid it. “None of that Mr. Curtis stuff, honeybunch. We’re practically family. I’m just Uncle Larry.”

Adrianne’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t like his touch. It wasn’t like the shoe person, but hot and grasping. “You are the brother of my mother?”

Larry sat back and roared as if she’d executed a clever trick. “She’s a pistol.”

“Addy’s very literal minded,” Phoebe explained, sending Adrianne a nervous smile.

“We’re going to get along fine.” He sipped, sizing Adrianne up over the rim of the glass as he might a new car or an expensive suit. Potential, he decided. A few more years, a few curves, and it might be a very interesting arrangement.

“Adrianne and I thought we’d finish up our Christmas shopping.” Celeste held out a hand. Adrianne clasped it gratefully. “We’ll leave you two alone to talk business.”

“Thank you, Celeste. Have a good time, baby.”

“Bundle up, honeybunch.” Larry winked at Adrianne. “It’s cold out there.” He waited until the door shut behind them, then leaned back against the cushions. “Like I said, sweetheart, it’s good to have you back, but you’re on the wrong coast.”

“I needed some time.” Phoebe twisted her fingers together. “Celeste has been wonderful to us. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

“That’s what friends are for.” He patted her thigh, satisfied that she didn’t object when his hand lingered. Generally, he preferred the less voluptuous type, but there was nothing like sex to put a man in the driver’s seat. “So tell me, baby, how long are you staying?”

“I’m here for good.” The moment he finished his last swallow of bourbon, Phoebe was up to refill his glass. This time she poured a glass for herself. Larry only lifted a brow. The Phoebe he remembered had never sipped at anything harder than wine.

“What about the sheikh?”

“I’ve filed for divorce.” She wet her lips, glancing around as though someone might strike her down for the statement. “I can’t live with him anymore.” She drank, afraid she wouldn’t be able to live without him either. “He changed, Larry. I can’t begin to tell you how much. If he comes after me—”

“You’re in the U. S. of A. now, sweetheart.” He drew her close, once more skimming his glance down her body. She was well into her thirties, he calculated. Older than his usual choice. But she was vulnerable. He preferred his women, and his clients, vulnerable. “Haven’t I always taken care of you?”

“Yes.” She held on, ready to weep with relief. She knew her looks had begun to fade. It didn’t matter, she told herself as Larry stroked her back. He was going to take care of her. “I want a part, Larry. Anything to start. I have Adrianne to think of. She needs things, deserves things.”

“Leave it all to me. We’ll start off with an interview before you go to the West Coast. ‘The queen’ is back, that kind of thing.” He gave her breast a quick, casual squeeze before reaching for his drink. “Make sure they get a picture of you with the little princess. Kids make great copy. I’ll start paving the way, do some talking, some dealing. Trust me. We’ll have them in the palm of our hand inside of six weeks.”

“I hope so.” She squeezed her eyes tight. “I’ve been away for so long, so much has changed.”

“Pack your bags and head out by the end of the week. I’ll take it from there.” Her name alone would make the deals, he decided. If she bombed, he’d still make a bundle. Then, there was the kid. He had a feeling the kid was going to come in handy.

“I don’t have a lot of money.” She set her jaw, determined to brazen out the shame. “I’ve sold some jewelry, and it’s enough to keep us for a while, but I need most of it to pay for a good school for Adrianne. I know how expensive it is to live in L.A.”

Yeah, the kid was going to come in handy. As long as she was in the picture, Phoebe would be willing to do anything. “Didn’t I say I’d take care of you?” He drew down the zipper at the back of her dress.

“Larry—”

“Come on, sweetheart. Show me you trust me. I’ll get you a part, a house, a nice school for the kid. The best. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I want Addy to have the best.”

“And you too. I’ll put you right back in the spotlight. As long as you cooperate.”

What difference did it make, she asked herself as he stripped her. Abdu had taken her body whenever he had liked and given nothing back, not to her, not to Adrianne. With Larry there was a promise of protection, and maybe a little affection.

“You’ve still got great tits, honey.”

Phoebe closed her eyes and let him do what he wanted.


Chapter Eight

Philip Chamberlain listened to the swish and thud of tennis balls and sipped his long gin and tonic. He looked especially good in tennis whites since he’d developed a smooth tan in the three weeks he’d been in California. Crossing his ankles, he looked onto the courts through mirrored sunglasses.

Making friends with Eddie Treewalter, III, hadn’t been all that pleasant for Philip, but it had paid off with invitations to Eddie’s country club. Philip had come to Beverly Hills on business, but it never hurt to enjoy a little sun. Because he had let Eddie trounce him in the last two games of their match, the young American was in a very expansive mood.

“Sure you won’t have lunch, old man?”

To Philip’s credit, he didn’t wince at the “old man,” which clearly Eddie believed to be the height of camaraderie among the English.

“Wish I could. But I’m going to have to run in a moment if I’m to make my appointment.”

“Hell of a day to think of business.” Eddie pushed up his amber-tinted sunglasses, a thick gold watch glinting on his wrist. Teeth that had given up their braces only two years before flashed as he smiled. He had a nickel bag of prime Colombian pot in his monogrammed leather tennis bag.

As the son of one of the most successful plastic surgeons in California, he hadn’t had to work a day in his life. Treewalter, II, nipped and tucked the stars while his son yawned his way through college, dealt drugs as a hobby, and scored at the country club.

“You’ll be at the party tonight at Stoneway’s?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

Eddie downed his vodka on the rocks and signaled for another. “The man makes lousy pictures but knows how to throw a party. There’ll be enough snow and grass for an army.” He grinned. “I forgot. You don’t indulge, do you?”

“I prefer to indulge in other things.”

“Suit yourself, but Stoneway serves coke on silver platters. Very chic.” His glance passed over a thin blonde in tight tennis shorts. “You could always indulge in that. Give little Marci some nose candy and she’ll fuck anything.”

“She’s a teenager.” Philip used the gin to wash the taste of disgust at Eddie’s youthful arrogance and stupidity out of his mouth.

“No one in this town’s a teenager. And speaking of easy lays.” He nodded toward a lush redhead in a sundress. “Old reliable Phoebe.” He snickered. “The name’s not Spring for nothing. I think even my old man’s bounced on her. A little shopworn, but great tits.”

Perhaps, Philip thought, exploiting Eddie’s companionship wasn’t worth the price. “I’d better be off.”

“Sure. Hey, she’s got her daughter with her.” Eddie ran his tongue over his lips. “Now, there’s a kid who’s going to be a prime piece of ass, old man. Pure and sweet. She’ll be ready for plowing soon. Mama won’t let her come to the party tonight, but she can’t keep her locked up forever.”

Concealing annoyance, Philip glanced over. And felt the punch. He caught only a glimpse of the young, fine-boned face. But there was a mass of straight, glorious black hair. And legs. Despite himself, Philip stared at them. Truly gorgeous legs. He snorted in self-disgust. The girl was so young, she made Marci look middle-aged. He stood abruptly and turned his back.

“A bit young for my taste … old man. See you tonight.”

Bastard, Philip thought of Eddie as he moved away from the tables. In a day or two he wouldn’t have to be his “pal” any longer and could go home. Back to London. It would be cool and green in London, and he could wash the smog of Los Angeles out of his eyes. He’d have to pick up some souvenirs for his mother. He knew Mary would adore a map of the stars’ homes.

Let her have her romance with Hollywood. There was no need to tell her that under the glitter was an ugly layer of scum. Drugs, sex, and betrayal. Not all of it, certainly, but enough to make him glad his mother had never pursued her dream of being an actress. Still, he should bring her here one day. Take her to lunch at Grauman’s Chinese Theater, let her slip her feet into Marilyn Monroe’s, footprints. He’d get a bang out of the town if his mother were along to be awed and excited.

A tennis ball rolled in front of him and he bent down to retrieve it. The girl with great legs had put on huge concealing sunglasses. She smiled beneath them and he felt the same punch as he tossed the ball back to her.

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” Dipping his hands in his pockets, Philip relegated Phoebe Spring’s very young daughter to the back of his mind. He had a job to do.

Twenty minutes later he was cruising into Bel Air in a white paneled van. The legend on the side boasted KARPETS KLEANED. Eddie’s mother was going to be very unhappy when she discovered her jewelry was going to be cleaned as well. For free.

A brown wig covering his now sunstreaked hair, a natty mustache above his thin lips, Philip hopped out of the van. He still wore white, but it was overalls now, padded a bit to give the illusion of bulk. It had taken him two weeks to case the Treewalters’ house and learn the routines of family and servants. He had twenty-five minutes to get in and out before the housekeeper returned from her weekly trip to the market.

It was almost too easy. A week before, he’d taken an impression of Eddie’s keys when Eddie had been too stoned to walk through his own front door. Once in, Philip turned off the alarm, then broke a window in the patio door to give the job the look of forced entry.

Moving quickly, he went up to the master bedroom to go to work on the safe. It pleased him that it was the same model as the Mezzenis’ in Venice. It had taken him only twelve minutes to crack that and relieve the amorous Italian matron of one of the hottest suites of emeralds in Europe. But that had been six months before. Philip wasn’t a man to rest on his laurels.

Concentration was everything. Though Philip was just shy of twenty-one, he knew how to concentrate fully, on a safe, on an alarm, on a woman. Each held its own fascination for cracking.

He heard the first tumblers fall into place.

He was as smooth here as he was over cocktails or between the sheets. He’d taught himself well. How to dress, how to speak, how to seduce a woman. His talents had opened doors for him, society’s as well as vaults’. He’d managed to move his mother into a spacious flat. She spent her afternoons now shopping or playing bridge rather than shivering or sweating in the ticket booth at Faraday’s. He was going to see that she continued to do so. There were other women in his life, but she was still his first love.

He heard the tumblers fall into place through the stethoscope.

He’d done just as well for himself, and intended to do even better. He had a small, elegant town house in London. Soon, very soon, he was going to start scouting the outlying districts for that home in the country. With a garden. He had a weakness for small, beautiful things that needed to be nurtured.

He stood, one hand moving delicately on the dial, eyes half closed, like a man listening to soothing music, or appreciating the touch of a clever woman.

The safe opened, smooth as butter.

He unrolled the velvet pouch he found inside and took the time to examine the gems with his loupe. All that glittered, he knew, was not gold. Or diamonds. These were the real thing. Grade D, undoubtedly Russian. He studied the largest sapphire. Its center drop was slightly flawed as expected in a gem that size. It was a pretty, and valuable, cornflower blue. Like a patient doctor giving an exam, he studied each bracelet, each ring and bauble. He found the ruby earrings particularly ugly—and as a man who considered himself an artist, he judged it a crime to create something so aesthetically displeasing out of such a passionate stone. Judging the jewels to be worth about thirty-five thousand American, he took them out. Artist or not, he was a businessman first.

Satisfied, he set everything in the center of the Aubusson carpet and rolled up the rug.

Twenty minutes after entering, Philip shouldered the rug into the van. Whistling between his teeth, he got behind the wheel and cruised off, passing the Treewalters’ housekeeper as she rounded the corner.

Eddie was right, Phil thought as he turned up the radio. It was a hell of a day for business.

Nothing was exactly as it seemed in Hollywood. Adrianne’s first impression had been of wonder. This America was far different from the America of New York. The people were sleeker, in less of a hurry, and everyone seemed to know everyone else. Adrianne thought it was like a small village, yet the natives weren’t as friendly as they pretended to be.

By the time she was fourteen she had learned that attitudes were often as false as the storefronts on a movie lot. She also knew that Phoebe’s comeback was a failure.

They had a house, she had school, but Phoebe’s career had moved steadily in reverse. More than her looks had begun to fade in Jaquir; her talent had eroded as rapidly as her self-esteem.

“Aren’t you ready yet?” Phoebe hurried into Adrianne’s room. The overbright eyes and overexcited voice told Adrianne that her mother had gotten a new supply of amphetamines. She struggled to subdue a feeling of helplessness and managed to smile. She couldn’t bear another fight tonight, or her mother’s tears and useless promises.

“Nearly.” Adrianne fastened the cummerbund on her tuxedo-style suit. She wanted to tell her mother that she looked beautiful, but Phoebe’s evening dress made her cringe. It was cut embarrassingly low and fit like a skin of gold sequins. Larry’s doing, Adrianne thought. Larry Curtis was still her mother’s agent, her sometime lover, and constant manipulator.

“We still have plenty of time,” she said instead.

“Oh, I know.” Phoebe moved around the room, glittering, fueled by the manic energy of the pills and her own unpredictable mood swings. “But premieres are so exciting. The people, the cameras.” She stopped by Adrianne’s mirror and saw herself as she once had been, without the marks of her illness and her disappointments. “Everyone’s going to be there. It’ll be just like the old days.”

Faced with her reflection, she fell to dreaming, as she too often did. She saw herself in the center spotlight, surrounded by admiring fans and associates. They all loved her, all wanted to be near her, to talk to her, to listen, to touch.

“Mama.” Uneasy with Phoebe’s abrupt silence, Adrianne laid a hand on her shoulder. There were days when she lost touch like this and didn’t come out again for hours. “Mama,” she repeated, tightening her grip, afraid that Phoebe was traveling down that long tunnel into her own fantasies.

“What?” Phoebe surfaced, blinking, then smiled as she focused on Adrianne’s face. “My own little princess. You’re so grown-up.”

“I love you, Mama.” Fighting back tears, Adrianne wrapped her arms tight around her mother. In the past year Phoebe’s moods had become more and more like the roller coaster they had once ridden in Disneyland. A confusion of streaking highs and bottomless lows. She could never be sure whether Phoebe would be full of laughter and wild promises or tears and regrets.

“I love you, Addy.” She stroked her daughter’s hair, wishing the color and texture didn’t remind her of Abdu. “We’re making something of ourselves, aren’t we?” She drew away and began circling the room, pacing, prowling, but never making progress. “In a few months we’ll be going to my premiere. Oh, I know it’s not as big a movie as this one, but these low-budget films are very popular. It’s like Larry says, I have to keep myself available. And with the publicity he’s planning …” She thought of the nude layout she’d posed for the week before. It wasn’t the time to tell Adrianne about it. It was business, she reminded herself as she twisted her fingers together. Just business.

“I’m sure it’s going to be a wonderful movie.” But the others hadn’t been, Adrianne reflected. The reviews had been insulting. She’d hated watching her mother embarrass herself on the screen, using her body instead of talent. Even now, after five years in California, Adrianne was aware that Phoebe had traded one kind of bondage for another.

“When the picture is a success, a big success, we’ll have that house on the beach I promised you.”

“We have a nice house.”

“This little place …” Phoebe glanced out the window at the struggling garden separating them from the street. There was no grand stone wall, no pretty gates, no lush lawn. They were on the fringes of Beverly Hills, on the fringes of success. Phoebe’s name had dropped to the B list of Hollywood’s important hostesses. Major producers no longer sent her scripts.

She thought of the palace she had whisked Adrianne away from and all its luxuries. It became easier as time went by to forget the limitations of Jaquir and remember the opulence.

“It’s not what I want for you, not nearly what you deserve, but rebuilding a career takes time.”

“I know.” They’d had this talk too many times before. “School’s out in a couple of weeks. I thought we might go to New York to visit Celeste. You could relax.”

“Hmm? Oh, we’ll have to see. Larry’s negotiating for a part for me.”

Adrianne felt her spirits sink. She didn’t have to be told that the part would be mediocre, or that her mother would spend hours away from home being manipulated by the men who’d chosen to exploit her body. The harder Phoebe tried to prove she could climb back on top, the faster she slipped toward the very bottom.

Phoebe wanted her house on the ocean and her name up in lights. Adrianne could have resented Phoebe’s ambition, maybe even have fought it if the motives had been selfish. But what she did, she did out of love and a need to give. There was no way for Adrianne to make her see that she was building a cage as strong as the one she had escaped from.

“Mama, you haven’t had any real time off in months. We could see Celeste’s new play, visit some museums. It would do you good.”

“It’ll do me more good to watch everyone fuss over Princess Adrianne tonight. You look beautiful, sweetheart.” She put an arm around Adrianne’s shoulders as the two started for the door. “I bet the boys just break their hearts over you.”

Adrianne shrugged. She wasn’t interested in boys or their hearts.

“Well, tonight’s our night. It’s a shame Larry’s out of town so we don’t have a handsome man to escort us.”

“We don’t need anyone but each other.”

*  *  *

Adrianne was used to the crowds, the flash of lights, and the cameras. Phoebe often worried that her daughter was too serious, but she never had cause to worry about Adrianne’s poise. Young as she was, she handled the press like royalty, smiling when a smile was required, answering questions without ever giving too much away, and fading into the background when she had reached the limit of her tolerance. As a result, the press adored her. It was common knowledge that the columns were kinder to Phoebe Spring than they had to be because they had a love affair going with her daughter. Adrianne knew it, and with the skill of someone twice her age, used it.

She made certain that Phoebe stepped out of the car they had hired first, and that they stood arm in arm when the lights flashed. Any picture printed would be of both of them.

Phoebe came alive. Adrianne had seen it happen before. Whenever it did, the fervor of her wish that her mother would divorce herself from the movie business diminished. There was happiness on Phoebe’s face, the kind of simple joy Adrianne saw there so rarely. She didn’t need pills now, or a bottle, or her daydreams.

The crowd roared around her, the lights and music swelled. For an instant she was a star again.

Pressed against the barricades, onlookers waited for a glimpse of their favorite celebrities and settled for lesser lights. Good-humored, they cheered for everyone while a few pockets were picked and a large number of packets of drugs casually changed hands.

Seeing only the smiles, Phoebe stopped to wave, then bask in the sound of applause as she glided toward the theater. Unobtrusively, Adrianne guided her inside to the lobby that was already sprinkled with men and women of the film world. There was plenty of sparkle, plenty of cleavage, and plenty of gossip.

“Darling, how delightful to see you.” Althea Gray, a streamlined actress who had made her mark in series television, strolled over to kiss the air an inch from Phoebe’s cheek. She gave Adrianne a neutral smile and an annoying pat on the head. “Just as pretty as ever, aren’t you? A tuxedo—what a cute idea.” She wondered how quickly she could have one designed for herself.

Phoebe blinked at the friendly greeting. The last time she had seen the actress, Althea had given her the most pointed of snubs. “You look wonderful, Althea.”

“Why, thank you, dear.” She waited until one of the cameramen who’d been allowed inside focused, then gave Phoebe’s cheek a chummy pat. “I’m so glad to see a couple of friendly faces at this circus.” She flicked a lighter at the end of a long cigarette so that the emerald on her finger glinted in the overhead lights. “I was going to skip tonight, but my publicist had a fit. What are you doing these days, sweetheart? I haven’t seen you for ages.”

“I’ve just finished a movie.” Grateful for the interest, Phoebe smiled and ignored the smoke burning her eyes. “A thriller,” she said, elevating the low-budget slash and gash. “It should be released this winter.”

“Wonderful. I’m about to make a film, now that I’m free of the mire of television. It’s a Dan Bitterman screenplay. You might have heard about it. Torment?” She gave Phoebe a lazy, knowing look. “I just signed to play Melanie.” Pausing only long enough to be sure she’d hit home, Althea smiled again. “I must go back to my date before he gets restless. Wonderful seeing you, darling. Let’s have lunch soon.”

“Mama, what’s wrong?” Adrianne asked.

“Nothing.” Phoebe fixed a smile to her face as someone called her name. Melanie. Larry had promised the part was hers. It had been only a matter of tying up a few loose ends in the negotiations, he’d said, promising that the movie would finally bring her back to where she had been.

“Do you want to go home?”

“Home?” Phoebe turned up the voltage of her smile until it crackled. “Of course not, but I’d love a drink before we go in. Oh, there’s Michael.”

She waved and caught the attention of the actor who’d been her first leading man, Michael Adams. There was a little gray at his temples that he didn’t bother to touch up, a few lines in his face he didn’t choose to have pulled taut or plumped up. He’d often thought his success had come as much from knowing who he was as from any acting skill. He was still playing leading men even as he cruised toward fifty with an expanded waistline.

“Phoebe.” With affection, and a trace of pity, he bent down to kiss her. “And who is this beautiful young lady?” He smiled at Adrianne, apparently without recognition.

“Hello, Michael.” Adrianne rose to her toes to kiss his cheek, a gesture she usually performed with reluctance. With Michael, it was done with pleasure. He was the only man she knew with whom she felt truly comfortable.

“This can’t be our little Addy. You put all our fledgling starlets to shame.” Then he laughed and pinched her chin, making her smile again. “The best work you ever did is right here, Phoebe.”

“I know.” She caught her lip between her teeth before it trembled, and managed another smile.

Problems, he thought, sharp enough to interpret Phoebe’s overbright eyes. Then again, there were always problems with Phoebe. “Don’t tell me you two are unescorted.”

“Larry’s out of town.”

“Uh-huh.” It wasn’t the time to lecture Phoebe again about Larry Curtis. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into keeping a lonely man company through this.”

“You’re never lonely,” Adrianne said. “I read just last week where you were romancing Ginger Frye in Aspen.”

“Precocious child. Actually, it was a skiing weekend and I was lucky to get away without broken bones. Ginger was along in case I needed medical attention.”

Adrianne grinned. “Did you?”

“Here.” Michael pulled a bill from his money clip. “Go buy yourself a soda like a good girl.”

Chuckling, she wandered off.

Michael watched her, admiring the way she maneuvered through the crowd. In a year or two she would have the men of this town, of any town, falling at her feet. “She’s a treasure, Phoebe. My daughter Marjorie’s seventeen. I haven’t seen her in anything but ripped blue jeans in three years, and she does whatever she can to make my life miserable. I envy you.”

“Addy’s never given me a moment’s trouble. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without her.”

“She’s devoted to you.” He lowered his voice. “Have you thought any more about seeing the doctor I suggested?”

“I haven’t had time,” she hedged, wishing he’d leave her alone long enough for her to slip into the ladies’ room and swallow another pill. “And to tell you the truth, I’ve been feeling a lot better. Analysis is overrated, Michael. At times I think the movie industry was formed to support psychiatrists and plastic surgeons.”

He bit back a sigh. She was high on something and falling fast. “It never hurts to talk to someone.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Adrianne took her time, knowing that if he had the opportunity, Michael would speak to her mother about therapy. He’d already discussed it with Adrianne when he had found her nearly hysterical at not being able to get Phoebe to respond one afternoon after school. Phoebe had simply sat there, mute, staring out the window of her room.

There had been excuses when she had come around. Fatigue, overwork, tranquilizers. Michael had talked to them both about getting help, but Phoebe was dragging her feet. It was for that reason Adrianne desperately wanted to get her mother back to New York, away from Larry Curtis and his abundantly supplied drugs.

She didn’t have to be an adult to know it was snowing in southern California. Cocaine had become the drug of choice in the movie industry. Too often it was served as casually as a catered lunch on the sets. So far Phoebe had refused it, preferring the hell of her pills to the hell of the powder, but Adrianne knew sooner or later the day would come. She had to get Phoebe away before that last line was crossed.

Adrianne sipped her Pepsi and took a slow circle around the room. She couldn’t say she disliked all the people in the world her mother had chosen. Many of them were like Michael Adams, genuinely talented, loyal to friends, dedicated to a business that often called for grinding schedules with only flickers of glamour.

And she enjoyed the glamour, the meals in elegant restaurants, the wonderful clothes. She understood herself well enough to know she would find it hard to be satisfied with the ordinary. But she didn’t want the extraordinary at the cost of her mother’s sanity.

“God, did you see the dress?” Althea Gray took a drag on a cigarette and nodded in Phoebe’s direction. Adrianne stopped behind her. “You’d think she needed to let everyone know she still has those breasts.”

“After her last couple of movies,” her companion commented, “no one should have any doubt. They should have gotten twin billing.”

Althea laughed. “Looks like an Amazon beyond her prime. You know, she actually believed she was going to be offered the part of Melanie. Everyone knows she’ll never get a decent part again. If it wasn’t so pathetic, it might be funny.”

“She had something once,” the man beside Althea said softly. “There’s never been anyone quite like her.”

“Really, darling.” Althea crushed out her cigarette. “Cruises down memory lane are so frigging boring.”

“Not as boring as hearing a second-rate actress whine.” Adrianne spoke clearly, and didn’t flinch when heads turned in her direction.

“Oh, dear.” Althea tapped her bottom lip with a fingertip. “Little pitchers have big ears.”

Adrianne faced her, woman to woman. “Small talents have large egos.”

When her companion chuckled, Althea sent him a fulminating look, then tossed back her hair. “Run along, dear. This is an adult conversation.”

“Really?” Adrianne controlled the urge to toss her soda in Althea’s face, and sipped from it instead. “It sounded remarkably immature to me. Dear.”

“Rude little brat.” Althea shrugged off her companion’s restraining arm and took a step forward. “Someone ought to teach you some manners.”

“I don’t need lessons in manners from a woman like you.” She flicked her glance over Althea, then scanned the group surrounding her. It was a long, steady look, cold enough and adult enough to make them squirm. “I don’t see anyone here who can teach me anything except hypocrisy.”

“Little bitch,” Althea muttered when Adrianne turned and left them.

“Shut up, Althea,” her escort advised. “You’ve been outclassed.”

*  *  *

“Baby, I wish you’d tell me if something’s wrong.”

Adrianne pushed open the side door that led to their tiny garden. There was very little that had endeared her to California, but she’d learned to appreciate the sun. “Nothing’s wrong. I’ve had a lot of homework.” It was the best way to keep to herself and think through the things she had heard since the night of the premiere. She’d already dealt with the rumor that Phoebe had posed for a nude layout for a men’s magazine. Two hundred thousand dollars had been the price tag on her mother’s self-respect.

It was hard, so very hard to justify the shame through love. Adrianne had spent years struggling to learn a new way of life. She had come to embrace wholeheartedly a woman’s equality, her freedom to choose, her right to be her own person rather than a mere symbol of fragility or desire. She wanted to believe, needed to believe. Yet her mother had stripped, selling her body so that any man could open the pages of a magazine and own her.

The school was too expensive. Adrianne watched the overblown roses drop their petals and thought of the tuition her mother paid to keep her in the exclusive private school. Phoebe was selling her pride for her daughter’s education.

Then there were the clothes, the clothes her mother insisted Adrianne needed. And the driver—the combination driver and bodyguard Phoebe felt was necessary to keep her daughter safe from terrorism … and Abdu. The Middle East was perpetually plagued now by ugly violence, and whether Abdu acknowledged her or not, Adrianne was still the daughter of Jaquir’s king.

“Mama, I was wondering about going to a public high school next year.”

“Public school?” Phoebe checked her purse to be certain she’d included her credit card. Until Larry came back, she was a little short of cash. “Don’t be ridiculous, Addy. I want you to have the best education.” She paused, at a loss for a moment. What had she been looking for in her purse? She stared at the plastic credit card, shook her head, then slipped it back into her wallet. “Aren’t you happy there? Your instructors are always telling me how bright you are, but if the other girls are a problem, we can look for another school.”

“No, the other girls aren’t a problem.” Adrianne privately thought most of them snotty and self-absorbed, but harmless. “It just seems like a waste of money when I could learn the same things somewhere else.”

“Is that all?” Laughing, Phoebe crossed the room to kiss her. “Money’s the last thing you have to worry about. It’s important to me, so important, Addy, that I give you the best. Without that … well, it doesn’t matter.” She kissed her again. “You are going to have the best, and next year you’re going to be looking out the window at the ocean.”

“I already have the best,” Adrianne told her. “I have you.”

“You’re good for me. Now, are you sure you don’t want to come with me, get a manicure?”

“No, I have a Spanish test on Monday. I need to study.”

“You work too hard.”

This time Adrianne smiled. “So does my mother.”

“Then we both deserve a treat.” Phoebe opened her bag again. Did she have her credit card? “We’ll go to the Italian place you like so much and eat spaghetti until they have to roll us out the door.”

“With extra garlic?”

“Enough so no one will come near us. We’ll go to the movies after. See that Star Wars everyone’s talking about. I’ll be back around five.”

“I’ll be ready.”

It was going to be all right, Adrianne decided when she was alone. Phoebe was fine—they were both fine as long as they had each other. She turned on the radio, fiddling with the dial until she found a rock station. American music. Adrianne grinned and sang a few lines along with Linda Ronstadt.

She liked American music, American cars, American clothes. Phoebe had seen to it that Adrianne was given citizenship, but Adrianne couldn’t see herself as an American teenager.

She was wary of boys, while the girls her age pursued them relentlessly. They giggled and talked about open-mouth kissing and petting. It was doubtful any one of those girls had ever seen her mother raped. Even her closest friends seemed to make rebellion their highest priority. How could Adrianne rebel against the woman who had risked her life to keep her safe?

Some of them smuggled pot into school, smoking it in the bathroom. They accepted drugs so casually while she was terrified of them.

There was the title that separated her from her companions. More than a word, it was in her blood, a tie with the world she had lived in for the first eight years of her life. A world none of the privileged American girls would understand.

She shared their culture with them, grateful for many things they took for granted. But there were still moments, private moments, when she missed the harem and the comfort of family.

She thought of Duja, who had married a rich American oilman, but was as far removed from her life as Jiddah or Fahid or the brother and sister who had been born since she had left Jaquir.

Then she pushed the past behind and opened her books at a table near the garden window.

She passed the afternoon pleasantly enough, with the music louder than Phoebe liked, and the bag of barbecued potato chips for lunch. School was a joy to her, another thing that baffled her friends. But they thought of education as a right, even a boring necessity, not a privilege. Nine years of Adrianne’s life had passed before she had learned to read, but she had made up for lost time, pleasing and astonishing Phoebe by becoming an honor student. Learning was as much a fascination to Adrianne as the bouncy rock and roll pouring out of the radio.

She had dreams. At fourteen they focused on becoming an engineer. Math was like a language to her, and she was already fluent in algebra. With the help of an interested teacher, she was tackling calculus. She was also intrigued by computers and by electronics.

Adrianne was trying to solve a difficult equation when she heard the door open.

“You’re back early.” Her smile of greeting faded when she looked up at Larry Curtis.

“Did you miss me, honeybunch?” He tossed his flight bag aside and grinned at her. He’d done a line of coke in the lavatory of the plane just before touchdown. He was feeling fine. “How about a kiss for Uncle Larry?”

“My mother isn’t here.” Adrianne stopped swinging her legs and straightened in her seat. He made her conscious of her brief shorts and the small breasts under her T-shirt. With him, she wished for the protection of the abaaya and veil.

“She leave you all alone?” It was a rare thing for him to come across Adrianne unattended. Making himself at home, he went to a cabinet and took out a bottle of bourbon. Adrianne watched in disapproving silence.

“She wasn’t expecting you.”

“Tied things up early.” He drank, then turned to study her slim brown legs under the table. He’d wanted to get his hands between those pretty thighs for months. “Congratulate me, sweetie. I just made a deal that’s going to keep me on top for the next five years.”

“Congratulations,” she said politely, then began to stack her books. She would escape to her room, locking the door behind her.

“Is this what you do on a great Saturday afternoon?” Larry put a hand over hers on her Spanish book. Adrianne went still, waiting for the hammering at the base of her skull to slow. She knew when a man wanted. She’d been raised on it. Her stomach turned sour as she looked up at him.

He had changed little since the first time she’d seen him. His hair was trimmed a bit shorter, and the pastel shirts and chains had given way to Izod sportswear and jogging shoes. But underneath he was exactly what he had always been. Celeste had once called him slick. As she looked at him, the word made Adrianne think of slime.

“I want to put my books away.” She kept her eyes steady, but nerves jumped in her voice. Hearing them, Larry smiled.

“You look pretty with all your books stacked around. Studious.” He finished off his drink but kept his hand over hers. She was excited, he thought as he felt her pulse bounce under his fingers. Scared and excited. Just the way he liked them. “You’ve grown up on me, honeybunch.” Definitely, he thought. Her hair fell to her waist, black and straight as an arrow. Her skin was fresh, dewy, the color of gold dust, and her eyes, as dark as her hair, were wide with fear. She knew just what he was thinking. It aroused him, the same way her firm, underripe body aroused him.

“I’ve been keeping my eye on you over the years, baby. You and I could make quite a team.” He wet his lips, then deliberately rubbed his free hand over his crotch. “I could teach you more than you’ll find in these books.”

“You have sex with my mother.”

His teeth flashed. He liked the way she called a spade a spade. “That’s right. We’ll just keep it in the family.”

“You’re disgusting.” She yanked her hand away and lifted the books like a shield. “When I tell my mother—”

“You won’t tell your old lady a thing.” He kept smiling. The drug made him feel tall and strong and sexy; the alcohol made him feel confident and tough and determined. “I’m the meal ticket, remember.”

“You work for my mother; she doesn’t work for you.”

“Get real. Without me Phoebe Spring couldn’t get a job peddling garbage bags in a thirty-second commercial. She’s washed up, and you and I both know it. I put a roof over your head, honeybunch. Get her a job now and again and keep the fact that she’s a pill junkie and a booze hound out of the press. You should show a little gratitude.”

He lunged, so quickly that Adrianne’s scream caught in her throat. The books flew as he dragged her across the table. She bucked, kicking out, raking with her hands, but managed only a glancing scrape down his face before he pinned her arms.

“You’re going to thank me for this,” he told her before he closed his mouth over hers.

She felt the sickness rise up, hot and bitter in her throat. It clogged there so that she had to gasp to draw in even a breath of air. He bent over her on the table. When she kept her lips locked, he moved on, sucking at her breast through her shirt. There was pain, sharp pain, but deeper was the shame.

She began to scream, over and over, squirming, twisting, desperate to free herself. The glass he’d set on the table went shattering to the floor. The sound of it tossed her back to Jaquir, her mother’s room.

Through her terrified eyes she saw her father looming over her, felt his hands violate her as they ripped at her shirt. Her screams turned to sobs as his hand slid up her leg and under her shorts to probe and penetrate.

Her struggles were driving him into a sexual frenzy. To him she was like young fruit, firm, smooth, moist. Her body was as slim as a boy’s but soft as butter. He felt hard and heavy as stone. There was nothing like a virgin, he thought as he dragged her to the floor. Nothing quite like a virgin. Panting, he squeezed her small breasts in his hands and watched the tears stream down her face. The fight was going out of her. He pulled her back under him easily as she tried to crawl away.

She hardly felt him now. Body and mind had separated. She heard weeping, but it seemed to come from someone else. There was pain, but it was dull, cushioned by shock.

A woman was weaker than a man, bound to a man, made to be guided by a man.

Then he was gone. She heard screaming, crashing. It didn’t concern her. Rolling to her side, Adrianne curled into a ball.

“You bastard.” Phoebe had him by the throat. Eyes wild, teeth bared, she squeezed the breath out of him. Caught off guard, Larry stumbled back. He managed to pry her off and draw in air just before her freshly manicured nails sliced down his face.

“Crazy fucking bitch.” On a howl of pain he knocked her back. “She asked for it. She wanted it.”

Phoebe was on him like a tiger, fists pounding, sinking in teeth and nails. She ripped at him, tearing clothes and flesh. They were nearly even when it came to height and weight, but she was driven by a rage so hot, so deep, only murder would quench it.

“I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you for putting your filthy hands on my baby.” She bit deep into his shoulder and tasted his blood.

Cursing, he struck out and through more luck than skill caught her on the jaw hard enough to stun her. “Useless cunt.” He was crying himself, deep, gulping sobs, amazed that a woman could have hurt him. His face was bleeding and his chest and arms felt like putty. A shooting pain ran up his leg as he struggled to his feet. “Jealous ’cause I wanted a little taste of the kid.” He swiped a hand under his nose, then fumbled for a handkerchief to staunch the blood. “You broke my fucking nose.”

Panting, Phoebe stumbled to her feet. She saw the bourbon open on the counter. Taking the bottle, she smashed it down, then held out the broken shard. Her glorious face was twisted with fury, and a smear of blood, his blood, was on her lip. “Get out. Get out before I cut you into little pieces.”

“I’m going.” He limped to the door, holding the dripping handkerchief to his face. “We’re through, baby. And if you think another agent’s going to take you on, you’re in for a surprise. You’re washed up, sweetheart. You’re nothing but a fucking joke in this town.” He pulled open the door when Phoebe advanced. “Don’t call me when you run out of pills and money.”

When the door slammed, she heaved the bottle against it. She wanted to scream, to stand in the middle of the room, lift up her face, and scream. But there was Adrianne. Phoebe crouched beside her and gently gathered her close.

“There, baby, don’t be afraid. Mama’s here.” Shivering, Adrianne curled against her. “I’m right here, Addy, right here. He’s gone. He’s gone and he’s never coming back. Nobody’s going to hurt you again.”

Her shirt was in tatters. Phoebe wrapped her arms tightly around her daughter and rocked. There was no blood. She held on to that. He hadn’t raped her. God knew what he’d done to Adrianne before she found them, but he hadn’t raped her little girl.

When Adrianne began to cry, Phoebe closed her eyes and continued to rock. The tears would help. No one knew better. “Everything’s going to be all right, Addy. I promise. I’m going to do what’s best for you.”


Chapter Nine

She was eighteen years old. Adrianne stood in the quiet, pastel-toned office of Dr. Horace Schroeder, one of the leading authorities on abnormal behavior in the country. It was her birthday, but she didn’t feel any sweep of joy, any tingle of excitement.

Outside the window was a long blanket of lawn, crisscrossed by bricked paths where people walked or were wheeled by white-coated orderlies and nurses. There was a weeping cherry in full bloom and an ornamental hedge of azaleas. She could see honeybees hovering over the blossoms, then streaking off, plump with nectar. Sun struck the water in a marble birdbath, but the robins and swallows that nested in the nearby grove of oak weren’t tempted today.

Through the window she could see beyond the lawn and the trees to the shadows of the Catskills to the north. They gave the view a sense of openness, of freedom. Adrianne wondered if it was the same when the window was barred.

“Oh, Mama.” She rested her forehead against the glass a moment, letting her eyes close and her shoulders droop. “How did we come to this?”

When she heard the door open, she straightened quickly. Dr. Schroeder walked in to see a calm young woman, slightly too thin, in a pale blue suit. She’d pinned her hair up to add height and maturity.

“Princess Adrianne.” He crossed to her, accepting the hand she offered. “Forgive me for keeping you waiting.”

“It wasn’t long.” For Adrianne, five minutes in this place was too long. “You wanted to see me before I take my mother home.”

“Yes. Please sit down.” He offered one of the wing chairs that helped his office look like a cozy parlor. There was an antique piecrust table beside it. On it was a discreet box of white tissues. Adrianne remembered having had need of them on her first visit two years before. Now she folded her hands in her lap and gave Dr. Schroeder a small smile. With his long-jawed face and sagging brown eyes, he made her think of a big, sad dog. “Can I get you some coffee or tea?”

“No, thank you. I want you to know how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for my mother—and for me.” When he started to brush this aside, she held up a hand. “No, I mean it. She feels very comfortable with you, and that means a great deal to me. I also know that you’ve done more than you had to do to keep details of her illness out of the press.”

“All my patients have a right to their privacy.” He took a seat, choosing the chair beside her rather than the one behind his desk. “My dear, I know how much your mother means to you, and how concerned you are about her well-being. I’d like you to reconsider taking her home.”

Adrianne braced herself. Though her eyes never wavered, her fingers tightened in her lap. “Are you telling me she’s had a relapse?”

“No, no, not at all. Phoebe’s progress is satisfactory. The medication and treatment have done a great deal to stabilize her condition.” He paused, then let out a long breath. “I don’t want to crowd this conversation with technical terms. You’ve heard them all before. Neither do I want to downplay her condition or the prognosis.”

“I understand that.” She resisted the urge to pull herself out of the chair and pace. “Dr. Schroeder, I know what’s wrong with my mother, I know why and I know what needs to be done for her.”

“My dear, manic depression is a very difficult and heartbreaking illness—for the patient and the patient’s family. You’re well aware by now that the depressions and the hyperactivity can have abrupt onsets and recoveries. Phoebe’s response over the last two months has been good, but it has been only two months.”

“This time,” Adrianne reminded him. “In the past two years she’s been in this sanitarium as much as she’s been home. There’s been nothing I could do to change that until now. I turned eighteen today, Doctor. In the eyes of the law, I’m an adult. I can take responsibility for my mother, and I intend to.”

“We both know that you took responsibility for your mother a long time ago. I admire you for it more than I can say.”

“There’s nothing to admire.” This time she did rise. She needed to see the sun, the mountains. The freedom. “She’s my mother. Nothing and no one means more to me. No one knows as much about her life and mine as you do. Tell me, Dr. Schroeder, in my place could you do less?”

He studied her when she faced him. Her eyes were very dark, very adult, very determined. “I would hope not. You’re quite young, Princess Adrianne. The fact is, your mother may need constant and intense care for the rest of her life.”

“She’ll get it. I hired a nurse from the list of candidates you gave me. I’ve arranged my schedule to be certain my mother is never left alone. Our apartment is in a very quiet neighborhood near my mother’s oldest and closest friend.”

“Love and friendship will certainly play an important part in your mother’s emotional and mental health.”

Adrianne smiled. “That’s the easy part.”

“She’ll have to be brought in for therapy weekly at this point.”

“I’ll arrange it.”

“I can’t insist that you leave Phoebe with us for another month or two. But I am going to recommend it strongly. As much for your sake as hers.”

“I can’t.” Because she respected him, she wanted him to understand. “I promised her. When I brought her in this time, I swore to her that I’d take her home again by spring.”

“My dear, I needn’t remind you that Phoebe was comatose when she arrived. She won’t remember that promise.”

“I remember it.” She crossed to him, offering her hand again. “Thank you for all you’ve done, and all that I’m sure you’ll continue to do. I’m going to take Mama home now.”

He’d known he’d been wasting his time. Dr. Schroeder held her hand a moment longer. “Call, even if you need only to talk.”

“I will.” She was afraid she would cry again, as she had the first time she’d met him. “I’m going to take very good care of her.”

Who’s going to take care of you, he wondered, but led her out into the corridor.

She walked beside him in silence. It was too easy to remember other visits, other walks down the wide hallways. It wasn’t always quiet. Sometimes there had been weeping. Or worse, much worse, laughing. The first time her mother had been hospitalized she had been brought in looking like a broken doll with eyes opened and fixed, body limp. Adrianne had been sixteen, but had managed to rent a room at a motel twenty miles away so that she could visit daily. It had been three weeks before her mother had spoken a word.

Panic. Adrianne felt a little bubble of it skip through her body, echoing the panic she’d felt the first time. She’d been so certain that Phoebe had been going to die in that narrow white bed in chronic care, surrounded by strangers. Then she had spoken. Just one word. Adrianne.

From that point their life had entered a new phase. Adrianne had done everything she could to see that Phoebe would receive the best treatment. Everything, including writing Abdu and begging for help. When he’d refused, she’d found another way. She drew a deep breath as they turned a corner. She was still finding another way.

At the Richardson Institute, nonviolent patients were given spacious rooms furnished as elegantly as a suite in a five-star hotel. Security was unobtrusive, unlike the east wing with its bars and locks and reinforced glass, where Phoebe had spent two miserable weeks the year before.

Adrianne found her now, sitting by the window of her room, her red hair freshly washed and pinned back from her face. She was wearing a bright blue dress with a gold butterfly pinned to the collar.

“Mama.”

Phoebe turned her head quickly. The face she’d carefully composed in case a nurse should look brightened. She managed, with what acting skill she had left, to hide the desperation she felt as she rose, arms open wide. “Addy.”

“You look wonderful.” Adrianne held on tight, drawing in the scent Phoebe wore. For a moment she wanted to wallow in her mother’s embrace, be a child again. She pulled back, smiling to disguise her careful study of her mother’s face. “Rested,” she said with some relief.

“I feel wonderful, especially now that you’re here. I’m all packed.” It was hard to keep the edge out of her voice. “We are going home, aren’t we?”

“Yes.” It was the right decision, Adrianne thought as she stroked her mother’s cheek. It had to be. “Do you want to see anyone before we go?”

“No, I’ve said good-bye.” She held out a hand. She wanted out, and quickly. But she knew a good actress made her exit as beautifully as she timed her entrance. “Dr. Schroeder, it’s good of you to come. I want to thank you for everything.”

“Take care of yourself, and that’s thanks enough.” He cupped her hand between his. “You’re a very special woman, Phoebe. And you have a very special daughter. I’ll see you next week.”

“Next week?” Phoebe tightened her arm around Adrianne.

“You’re going to come in for therapy,” Adrianne explained, soothing. “On an outpatient basis.”

“But I’ll live at home, with you.”

“Yes. I’ll drive up with you for your sessions. It’s a lovely drive. Then you’ll talk with Dr. Schroeder about anything you like.”

“All right.” She relaxed enough to smile. “Are we ready?”

“Just let me get your bag.” Adrianne lifted the small case, then because she felt Phoebe needed it, took her hand once more. “Thank you again, Doctor. It’s a beautiful day,” she began when they started down the corridor again. “It was wonderful to see all the trees in bud on the way up, and the flowers.” They walked outside into the sunshine and delicately scented air. “Every time I drive upstate I think how nice it might be to have a house in the country. Thank you, Robert,” she said to the driver as he took the bag. She slid into the back of the limousine with her mother. “Then I get back to New York, and I don’t see how anyone lives anywhere else.”

“You’re happy there.” Phoebe swallowed hard as the car pulled away from the institute. Escape. They were escaping again.

“I’ve always liked it, since the first time. Remember the first afternoon, when you and Celeste and I walked all over midtown? I thought it was the most fabulous place on earth.”

“Will Celeste be there?” Celeste had had the tickets waiting. She’d met them at the airport.

“She said she’d come over later today. She’s about to start a new play.”

Phoebe blinked as she focused on Adrianne’s face. Her little girl was grown-up. They were only driving home, not running away from Abdu. No one was going to hurt Adrianne ever again. “I’m so glad you’ve had her while—while I haven’t been well.” She glanced out the window. Adrianne had been right. It was a beautiful day. Perhaps the most beautiful day she’d ever seen. “But I’m better now.” She gave Adrianne a quick, laughing kiss. “In fact, I’ve never felt better in my life. I can’t wait to go back to work.”

“Mama—”

She felt the adrenaline rise like champagne bubbles, fast and frothy. “Now, don’t start telling me I should rest. I’ve rested enough. I just need a good script.” She linked her hands together, certain there was one waiting. “It’s time I got back to taking care of my little girl. As soon as word gets out that I’m available, the offers will come in. Don’t worry.”

She seemed unable to stem the flow of optimistic words about the parts awaiting her, the producers she should lunch with, the trips she and Adrianne should take together. Adrianne said little. She knew the excitement, the utterly unrealistic planning was as symptomatic of her mother’s illness as the deep depressions. But after seeing Phoebe’s misery, it was impossible to even try to crush her illusions.

“I’ve hated to think of you living here on your own,” Phoebe began as they walked into the apartment.

“I’ve hardly been alone.” After setting down the bag, Adrianne peeled off the jacket of her suit. “Celeste has been staying here more than she stayed at home. She took the fact that you made her my guardian very seriously.”

Worry flicked back into Phoebe’s eyes. Without the suit jacket, Adrianne looked like a child again. Vulnerable. “I knew she would. I counted on it.”

“Well, we don’t have to worry about it anymore. Celeste can go back to just being my friend. Oh, Mama.” Adrianne hugged her, swaying with the embrace. “It’s so good to have you home.”

“Baby.” Cupping her face, Phoebe drew away. “Not a baby anymore. You’re eighteen today. I hadn’t forgotten. I haven’t been able to get you anything yet but—”

“Yes, you did, and I love it. Would you like to see it?”

Pleased by the laughter in Adrianne’s eyes, Phoebe said lightly, “Oh, dear, I hope it was in good taste.”

“The very best.” She pulled Phoebe through the foyer and into the living area. Over a small fireplace was a portrait.

Phoebe had been twenty-two when the photograph it was painted from had been taken. She’d been at the zenith of her beauty, with a face that made men quiver, eyes that made them believe. She was a goddess wearing the jewels of a queen. Around her neck The Sun and the Moon glinted. Fire and ice.

“Oh, Addy.”

“Lieberitz painted it. He’s the best, a little eccentric and definitely on the dramatic side, but a master. He didn’t want to give it up once it was done.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s my present,” Adrianne reminded her teasingly. “The only thing I wanted more was to have the real thing back with me.”

“The necklace.” She ran a hand over her neck, down her breasts. “I still remember what it was like to wear it, to feel the weight of it. It had magic, Addy.”

“It still belongs to you.” Adrianne looked up at the portrait and remembered. Everything. “One day you’ll have it back.”

“One day.” She smiled, enjoying the moment. “I’m going to do better this time. I promise. No drinking, no pills, no dwelling on past mistakes.”

“That’s what I want to hear.” She stepped aside to answer the phone. “Hello. Yes. Please send her up.” Adrianne replaced the receiver and kept her smile in place. “That’s the nurse. I explained to you that Dr. Schroeder recommended having her, at least temporarily.”

“Yes.” Phoebe turned her back on the portrait and sat.

“Mama, please, don’t feel that way.”

“Don’t feel what way?” Phoebe hunched her shoulders. “I don’t want her to wear one of those damn white uniforms.”

“All right. I’ll arrange it.”

“And she isn’t to stare at me when I sleep.”

“No one’s going to stare at you, Mama.”

“Might as well be back at the sanitarium.”

“No.” Adrianne reached out, but Phoebe yanked her hand out of reach. “This is a step forward, not a step back. She’s a very nice woman, and I think you’ll like her. Please don’t—don’t pull away,” she ended helplessly.

“I’ll try.”

She did. Over the next two and a half years Phoebe struggled against an illness that seemed constantly to outpace her. She wanted to be well and strong, but it was easier, so much easier, to close her eyes and drift back to the way things had been. Or more, into the illusion of the way things could have been.

When she let the reins slip, she imagined she was between jobs, a movie being edited, a new script being considered. She could float for days on the euphoria of the reality she created within her own mind. She liked to think of Adrianne as a blissful young socialite without a care in the world, gliding through life on the wealth and prestige she’d been born to.

Then the world would turn upside down, dance fitfully over the middle ground until she was mired in a depression so deep, so dark, she lost days at a time. She would imagine herself back in the harem with the same smells, the same dim light, the same endless hours of heat and frustration. Trapped, she would hear Adrianne call to her, plead with her, but she couldn’t find the energy to answer.

Again and again she fought her way back, and each time it was more difficult, more painful.

“Merry Christmas Eve.” Celeste glided in, a Russian lynx over her shoulders and her arms full of boxes wrapped in silver paper.

Adrianne sprang up to take the boxes while eyeing the coat with a mixture of envy and amusement. “Did Santa come early this year?”

“Just a little gift to myself for a successful eight-month run in Windows.” She touched the collar before taking off the coat and tossing it over a chair. “Phoebe, you look wonderful.” It was a lie, but a kind one. Still, Celeste thought her friend looked better than she had a few weeks before. The sallowness was less pronounced. Adrianne had brought in a hairdresser just that afternoon to color and style Phoebe’s hair. It looked nearly as rich and full as it once had.

“It’s so sweet of you to come. I know you must have been invited to a dozen parties.”

“Ranging from obnoxious to boring.” On a sigh Celeste dropped down on the sofa and stretched out her firm, still shapely legs. “You know very well there’s no one I’d rather spend Christmas Eve with than you and Addy.”

“Not even Kenneth Twee?” Phoebe asked, managing a smile.

“Old news, darling.” Grinning, she tossed both arms over the back of the couch. “I decided Kenneth was entirely too staid.” Sensing Adrianne behind her, she lifted a hand. “You’ve outdone yourself with the tree this year.”

“I wanted something special.” She took the offered hand. Celeste felt the nerves like thin little wires.

“You’ve succeeded.” Celeste scanned the spruce. On each branch was a different hand-painted ornament. Elves danced on the limbs, reindeer flew, angels glittered. “Those are the decorations you had commissioned for the battered children fund drive?”

“Yes. I think they came out really well.”

“It looks like you bought them all up yourself.”

“Not quite.” Laughing, Adrianne walked over to fuss with the positioning of a teardrop ball. “The project exceeded the goals. In fact, it did so well I’m thinking of making it an annual event.” Satisfied, she turned back. Behind her the tree tossed out glittering light. “Well, how about some eggnog?”

“My dear, you read my mind.” Celeste slipped off her shoes. “I don’t suppose your Mrs. Grange has any of those holiday cookies left?”

“Baked a fresh batch this morning.”

“Bring them on.” Celeste patted her flat stomach. “I renewed my membership at the gym.”

“I’ll be just a minute.” She cast one worried look at her mother, then hurried off.

“Adrianne’s hoping for snow.” Phoebe stared at the window, letting the colored lights Adrianne had strung around the frame blur in her vision. “Do you remember that first Christmas, right before we left for Hollywood? I’ll never forget Adrianne’s face when we lit the tree.”

“Neither will I.”

“I gave her a ball once, one of those little glass balls that you turn over to make a snowfall. I wonder what became of it.” Absently, she rubbed at a headache behind her eyes. She seemed to get them constantly. “I wanted her to go out tonight, be with young people.”

“Christmas is best when you spend it with family.”

“You’re right.” Phoebe shook her hair back and determined to be gay. “She’s so busy these days, with all her charity work and socializing. Then she spends hours with her computer. I have no idea what she does with it, but it makes her happy.”

“Now if we could only put our heads together and match her up with some wonderful, wildly handsome man.”

With a laugh Phoebe stretched out both hands. “That would be great, wouldn’t it? Before you know it, we’d be grandmothers.”

“Speak for yourself.” Celeste lifted a brow as she patted the back of her hand under her chin. “I’m years too young to be a grandmother.”

“Christmas cheer, anyone?” Adrianne carried in a large tray. “What are you two giggling about?”

“Giggling’s undignified,” Celeste pointed out. “Your mother and I were sharing a sophisticated chuckle. Oh, God, are those snickerdoodles?”

“Just the cookie for the sophisticated palate.” Adrianne handed her one, then poured the eggnog. It was spiced with nothing more than nutmeg. “To another Christmas with my two favorite people.”

“And to dozens more,” Celeste added before she sipped.

Dozens more. The words screamed in Phoebe’s mind, taunting. She forced a smile and held the cup to her lips. How could she celebrate the thought of years when each day was a torment to live through? But Adrianne wasn’t to know. Shifting her eyes, Phoebe saw that her daughter was watching her, the beginnings of worry on her face. She managed to make her smile brighter, but her hand shook a little as she set down her cup.

“We should have some music.” Phoebe linked her trembling fingers. Even when Adrianne rose to turn on the stereo she didn’t relax. It felt as if there were hundreds of eyes watching her, waiting for her to make a mistake. If she had a drink, just one, then the pounding in her head would stop and she could think clearly.

“Phoebe?”

“What?” She jolted, terrified Celeste had read her thoughts. Celeste always saw too much, wanted too much. Why did everyone want so much?

“I asked what you thought of Adrianne’s plans for the New Year’s Eve charity ball.” Concerned, she reached over to squeeze her friend’s hand. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it, the reputation Addy’s building as an organizer?”

“Yes.” “Silent Night”? Wasn’t that “Silent Night” on the radio? Phoebe remembered teaching the carol to Adrianne long ago in the hot, silent rooms in Jaquir. It had been a secret between them. They’d had so many secrets. Just as she had secrets now.

All is calm, all is bright. She had to be calm because everyone was watching.

“I’m sure it’s going to be a terrific success.” Celeste glanced over at Adrianne, and the message passed silently between them.

“I’m counting on it.” In an old habit she sat close to Phoebe and took her hand. On a good day that small contact was all her mother needed. “We hope to raise about two hundred thousand for the homeless. I’ve worried that a gala dinner dance with champagne and truffles isn’t really appropriate for a benefit for New York’s homeless.”

“Anything that raises money for a good cause is appropriate,” Celeste corrected her.

Adrianne sent her a quick, humorless smile, then looked at Phoebe. “Yes, I believe that. I believe that very strongly. When the end’s important enough, it more than justifies the means.”

“I’m tired.” If her voice sounded petulant, Phoebe didn’t care. She wanted to get away from the watchful eyes, the unspoken expectations. “I think I’ll go up to bed.”

“I’ll take you up.”

“Don’t be silly.” Phoebe fought off annoyance. It faded completely when she looked at Adrianne’s face. “You stay down here with Celeste and enjoy the tree.” She wrapped her arms tight around her daughter. “I’ll see you in the morning, baby. We’ll get up early and open presents just like we did when you were a little girl.”

“All right.” Adrianne turned her face up for a kiss and tried to ignore the fact that Phoebe’s once sturdy body seemed so brittle. “I love you, Mama.”

“I love you, Addy. Merry Christmas.” She turned, holding out both hands for Celeste. “Merry Christmas, Celeste.”

“Merry Christmas, Phoebe.” Celeste brushed her lips over both of Phoebe’s cheeks, then on a sudden impulse hugged her. “Sleep well.”

Phoebe walked to the stairs, pausing once to look back. Adrianne was standing beneath the portrait, the portrait of Phoebe Spring in the prime of her youth and beauty, beneath the power and glamour of The Sun and the Moon. With a last smile Phoebe turned and walked up alone.

“How about some more eggnog?” Adrianne asked quickly. Celeste caught her hand before she reached the punch bowl.

“Sit down, honey. You don’t have to be strong for me.”

It was heartbreaking to watch. Layer by layer, degree by degree, Adrianne’s control crumbled. At first it was a trembling of the lips, a blurring of the eyes. Strength melted into hopelessness until she sat, weeping into her hands.

Saying nothing, Celeste sat beside her. The child didn’t cry enough, she thought. There were times tears helped more than bolstering words or comforting arms.

“I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

“Because it’s better than screaming.” There wasn’t a drop of liquor in the house, not even a dram of medicinal brandy. “Let me make you some tea.”

Adrianne dragged her fingers over her eyes. “No, I’m all right. Really.” She sat back, deliberately relaxing. She’d taught herself how to ease the tension out of her limbs, her mind, her heart. It was a matter of survival. “I guess I’m not feeling very festive.”

“Feel like talking to a friend?”

With her eyes closed Adrianne reached out and found Celeste’s hand. “What would we do without you?”

“I haven’t been too much help lately. The last few months the play’s taken most of my time and energy. But I’m here now.”

“It’s just so hard to watch.” Adrianne kept her head back. The tears had been an indulgence she hadn’t realized she’d needed. It felt good, so good to be empty. “I know the signs. She’s drifting away again. She tries. It almost makes it worse to know how much effort she makes. For weeks now she’s been fighting the depression, and losing.”

“Is she still seeing Dr. Schroeder?”

“He wants to hospitalize her again.” Impatient, Adrianne pushed herself off the couch. She’d had enough self-pity. “We agreed to wait until after the first of the year because the holidays have always been so important to Mama. But this time …” Trailing off, she looked up at the portrait. “I’m going to drive her up the day after tomorrow.”

“I’m so sorry, Addy.”

“She’s been talking about him.” By the way Adrianne’s voice tightened, Celeste understood she was referring to her father. “Twice last week I found her sitting and crying. Over him. The day nurse told me Mama had asked her when he was coming. She’d wanted her hair fixed so she’d look nice for him.”

Celeste bit back an oath. “She’s so confused.”

With a laugh Adrianne looked over her shoulder. “Confused? Yes, she’s confused. For years she’s been given drugs to keep her emotions from falling too low or reaching too high. She’s been strapped down and fed through tubes. She’s been through stages when she can’t even dress herself and others when she’s ready to dance on the ceiling. Why? Why is she confused, Celeste? Because of him. All because of him. One day, I swear it, he’ll pay for what he did to her.”

The cold hate in Adrianne’s eyes had Celeste rising. “I know how you feel. Yes, I do,” she said when Adrianne shook her head. “I love her too, and I hate what she’s been through. But concentrating on Abdu, and on some kind of revenge, isn’t good for you. And it won’t help her.”

“When the end is important enough,” Adrianne repeated, “it more than justifies the means.”

“Honey, you worry me when you talk that way.” Though she detested taking Abdu’s side, Celeste felt it best for all of them. “I know he’s the cause of many of Phoebe’s problems, but he has given back something over the past few years, making sure there was enough money for her treatment and her living expenses.”

Silent, Adrianne turned back to the portrait. It wasn’t yet the time to tell Celeste that was all a lie. Her lie. There had never been a cent from Abdu. Sooner or later she’d have to tell her, but for now she wasn’t certain if Celeste could handle the truth about where the money had come from.

“There’s only one payment he can make that will satisfy me.” Adrianne folded her arms to ward off a sudden chill. “I promised her that one day she’d have it back. When I have The Sun and the Moon, when he knows how much I detest him, I may wipe the slate clean.”


Part Two
THE SHADOW


Himself a shadow, hunting shadows.

—HOMER

Always set a thief to catch a thief.

—THOMAS FULLER




Chapter Ten

New York, October 1988

Black gloves clung to the knotted rope, going hand over hand, supple wrists taut but flexible. The rope itself was thin, yet strong as steel. It had to be. The streets of Manhattan were fifty stories below, shiny from the early morning rain.

It was all a matter of timing. The security system was good, very good, but not impenetrable. Nothing was impenetrable. The preliminary work had already been done in a few hours at a drawing board at a computer with a set of calculations. The alarm had been disengaged, really the most elementary part of the job. It had been the cameras scanning the hallways that had determined the method of break-in. Entrance from inside would be inconvenient at best. But there were other ways, always other ways.

There was only a drizzle now, and the chill that went with it, but the wind had died. If it had still kicked, the figure hanging on to the rope would have been bashed into the brick face of the building. Streetlamps made greasy rainbows in the puddles so very far below; the clouds masked the stars overhead. But the black-clad figure looked neither up nor down. There was a light film of sweat on the brow below a snug stocking cap; it sprang not from fear, but concentration. The figure slipped down another foot, focusing on the rope while strong legs bent and pressed against the bricks for support and balance. Even ankles had to be well tuned, flexible like a runners or a dancer’s.

The body and mind of a thief were as important, often more so, than the bag of tools required to open a lock or foil an alarm.

There was little activity on the streets, an occasional gypsy cab scouting for a fare, a lone drunk who had wandered over from a less affluent neighborhood. Even New York could be subtle at four A.M. If there had been a parade with marching bands and floats, it would have made no difference. For the figure in black there was only the reality of the rope. A missed grip, an instant of carelessness, would have meant a nasty death.

But success would mean … everything.

Inch by cautious inch, the narrow terrace with its abundance of potted plants and sturdy railings came closer. The pores and cracks of the bricks, the tiny flaws in the mortar, could be seen clearly. If the drunk had looked up and been able to focus, the black figure would have appeared tiny, an insect crawling along the face of the building.

No one would have believed him. In the fuzzy-headed morning after, he wouldn’t have believed himself.

It was tempting to hurry, to give in to cramping shoulders and aching arms and just take the last few feet in a leap. Steady, patient, the figure hung in the air, letting instinct guide the final descent.

Black sneakers skimmed the railing, swung back, and found purchase, stood poised there, slim and dramatic. No one heard the laugh, but it came, quick and satisfied.

There was time, now that feet were firmly planted on the terrace floor, to look out at New York, and the odds that had been beaten. It was a great city, a favored city, almost a home for one who had never really found a home. It had grit and glitter, and what it lacked in compassion, it made up for in possibilities.

Central Park was a patchwork of color, majestically rural from this height and in this season. Trees were gold and bronze and scarlet, triumphant in their final burst of color before the cold and the wind swirled down from Canada to sweep the leaves aside.

This stretch of Central Park West was quiet. It was a street for doormen and dog walkers, for doctors and old money. Though it was part of the city, the true frenzy, the rush of reality, was a cab ride, and a world, away.

Beyond the trees, beyond the reservoir, buildings sprang up, taller and sleeker than this elegant old apartment house. They were the future, perhaps. They were certainly the present. In the dark they were shadows looming, or perhaps promising. Anything that could be bought, sold, traded, or desired could be found within those buildings or, a bit grimier, on the streets. There was a price to any facet of luxury or lust. New York understood that and wasn’t coy about it.

The city was dozing now, resting up for the day only a few hours away, but its energy was still in the air, pulsing. There could be great victory here, or miserable failure, or every sensation in between. Some, like the thief, had experienced it all.

Turning from the rail, the figure walked quietly across the terrace and knelt by the doors. There was only the lock to deal with now, and locks were only an illusion of safety. From a dark leather bag came a small tool kit.

It was a very good lock, one the thief approved of. It took just under two minutes to pick it. There were some who could have done it in less, but they were few.

As the latch clicked open, the tools were carefully replaced. Organization, control, and caution were what kept thieves out of jail. This one had no intention of going behind bars. There was still too much to be done.

But tonight the future would have to wait. Tonight there were ice cold diamonds and red hot rubies for the taking. Jewels were the only booty worth stealing. They had life and magic and history. They had, perhaps most important, a kind of honor. Even in the dark a gem would flirt and flash and tease, like a lover. A painting, however beautiful, could only be stared at, admired from a distance. Cash was cold, lifeless, and practical. Jewels were personal.

For this thief every heist was personal.

The sneakers were silent on the gleaming floor. There was a light, homey scent of paste wax that lingered from the morning’s polishing and competed against some spicy autumnal bouquet. Because it appealed, the thief smiled and took a moment to draw it in. But only a moment. In the generous shoulder bag was a high-powered flashlight, but it wasn’t necessary here. Every inch of the room had been memorized. Three steps, then a turn to the right. Seven steps, then left. A staircase wound there up to the second floor with a balustrade hand-fashioned with brass leaves and cherubs. In the alcove below was a high marble pedestal. There was a sculpture on it, pre-Columbian and priceless. The thief ignored it and moved silently into the library.

The safe was behind the collected works of Shakespeare. The thief laid a finger on Othello, tipped it back, then spun around as the lights flooded on.

“As they say,” came a calm, beautifully modulated voice, “you’re busted.”

The woman in the doorway was dressed in a glimmering pink negligee, her pale, angular face gleaming with night creams and her silvery-blond hair swept back from her brow. At first glance she would have been taken for a youthful forty. She admitted to forty-five, which was still five years shy of the mark.

She was small, and unarmed, unless the banana in her hand counted. With her head thrown back dramatically, she pointed the banana at the thief. “Bang.”

The thief let out a sound of disgust and dropped into a deep leather chair. “Dammit, Celeste, what are you doing up?”

“Eating.” To prove a point, she nipped off a bite of banana. “What are you doing skulking around the library?”

“Practicing.” The voice was husky, low, but definitely feminine. She began to peel off her gloves. “I nearly robbed you blind.”

“Thank goodness I raided the refrigerator.” Celeste swept across the room as she had swept across so many stages. Pieces of her roles remained with her, from Lady Macbeth to Blanche DuBois. It was the toughness of her own character, the one-time New Jersey native who had stormed her way to Broadway, that allowed Celeste Michaels to dominate the sum of her strongest parts.

“Adrianne dear, not that I like to criticize, but it isn’t really cricket to burgle when you have a key.”

“I didn’t use it.” Pouting, Adrianne pulled off the cap. Her hair, nearly as black, fell past her shoulders. “I came down from the roof.”

“You—” Celeste took a deep breath, knowing it would do no good to shout. Instead, she sat in the chair facing Adrianne. “Are you crazy?”

She merely shrugged. It was, after all, a question she’d heard before. “It nearly worked. If you had any willpower, it would have worked.”

“So it’s my fault.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now, Celeste.” Adrianne leaned forward, gripping the older woman’s hands which were studded with a sapphire on the left ring finger and a diamond on the right. Adrianne’s were bare. Any rings she owned had been sold long before she’d begun her career. “You wouldn’t believe how it feels, to hang over the city that way. It’s so quiet, so solitary.”

“So birdbrained.”

“Darling, you know I can take care of myself.” Adrianne touched her tongue to her top lip. Her mouth was wide and generous, as her mother’s had been. “Aren’t you wondering why your alarm didn’t sound?”

Celeste adjusted the hem of her negligee. “I’m sure I don’t want to know.”

“Celeste.”

“All right, why?”

“I turned it off this afternoon when we had lunch.”

“Thank you very much. You left me unprotected against the underworld.”

“I knew I’d be back.” Because the energy was still flowing, Adrianne rose to pace the room. She was a small, delicately built woman who moved like a dancer, or like a thief. Her hair skimmed down her shoulder blades, straight as an arrow, lifting and falling as she turned. “It was so easy once I thought it through. I doctored the alarm, so that when you turned it on, it short-circuited the terrace doors. I waltzed in a couple of hours ago and chatted with the security guard. His wife’s arthritis is acting up again.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“So I told him you weren’t feeling terribly well and left some flowers for you. When he got involved with answering a tenant’s summons, I sneaked up the staircase.”

Celeste raised one pale blond brow, a handy little gesture she’d cultivated decades before. “I was feeling quite well until a few minutes ago.”

“I took the elevator from the fifth floor up to the roof,” Adrianne continued. “I had the rope in my bag. Then it was over and down and through.”

“Fifty stories, Adrianne.” It wasn’t easy to block out the fear, but Celeste used anger to smother it. “Dammit, how would I have explained that Princess Adrianne was just practicing when she fell off the roof of my building and smashed herself on Central Park West?”

“I didn’t fall off,” Adrianne pointed out. “And if you hadn’t been foraging in the kitchen, I would have cleaned out the safe, gone back up to the roof, and made my getaway.”

“Most inconsiderate of me.”

“Never mind, Celeste.” Adrianne patted her hand before she sat on the arm of the chair. “Though I did want to see your face when I dumped your ruby necklace into your lap. I’ll have to settle for this.” Adrianne drew a chamois pouch from her shoulder bag, opened it, and poured out diamonds.

“Oh my God.”

“Gorgeous, aren’t they?” Adrianne held the necklace up to the light. It was a single tier of brilliant cuts dipping down to a huge center stone that would nest cozily in a woman’s cleavage. The gems seemed to drip with cold, arrogant life. Experimentally, Adrianne turned it in her hands.

“About sixty carats all told, just a touch of pink in the color. Excellent workmanship, well balanced. It even managed to make the old crow’s neck interesting.”

Celeste told herself she should be used to it by now, but had the sudden urge for a drink. Rising, she walked over to a French rococo cabinet and chose a decanter of brandy. “Which old crow was that, Addy?”

“Dorothea Barnsworth.” Dipping into her bag again, Adrianne plucked out matching earrings. “Now, these are nice, don’t you think?”

Celeste merely glanced over at several thousand dollars worth of ice. “Dorothea, yes. I thought it looked familiar.” Celeste offered a snifter of brandy. “She lives in a fortress on Long Island.”

“Her security system has some major flaws.” Adrianne sipped. After her cold trip down from the roof, the brandy slipped into her system like a warm hug. “Would you like to see the bracelet?”

“I’ve already seen it, last week at the Autumn Ball.”

“That was a pleasant evening.” Adrianne jingled the earrings in her free hand. She judged them to be about ten carats apiece. There was a jeweler’s loupe in her bag as well, which she had made use of in the Barnsworths’ study. Just to make certain she didn’t leave Long Island with a bagful of pretty paste. “Once they’re fenced, these little baubles should bring about two hundred thousand.”

“She has dogs,” Celeste said into her brandy. “Dobermans. Five of them.”

“Three,” Adrianne corrected Celeste before she checked her watch. “They should be awake by now. Celeste dear, I’m starving. Have you got another banana?”

“We have to talk.”

“You talk, I’ll eat,” Celeste managed only a frustrated oath when Adrianne started out of the library toward the kitchen. “Must have something to do with all the fresh air I’ve had tonight. Christ, it was cold out on Long Island. The wind cut right through me. Oh, by the way, don’t let me forget that I left my mink on your roof.”

Covering her face with her hands, Celeste sank into the ice cream parlor chair by the kitchen window while Adrianne rummaged through the refrigerator. “Addy, how long is this going to go on?”

“What’s that? Ah, pâté forestier. This should hit the spot.” She heard the drawn-out sigh behind her and fought back a smile. “I love you, Celeste.”

“And I you. Darling, I’m getting older. Think of my heart.”

Adrianne balanced a plate filled with pâté, green grapes, and thin butter crackers. “You’ve got the strongest and biggest heart of anyone I know.” She brushed a kiss on Celeste’s cheek and caught the comforting scent of her night cream. “Don’t worry about me, Celeste. I’m very good at what I do.”

“I know.” Who would have believed it? Celeste took a deep breath as she studied the woman who sat across from her. The Princess Adrianne of Jaquir—daughter of King Abdu ibn Faisal Rahman al-Jaquir and Phoebe Spring, movie star—at twenty-five years of age was a socialite, benefactress of numerous charities, the darling of gossip columnists … and a cat burglar.

Who would suspect? Celeste had comforted herself with that thought over the years, though there was something of the Gypsy in Adrianne’s looks. The stunning little girl had become a stunning woman. She had the golden skin and dark eyes and hair of her father’s heritage, and her mother’s strong bone structure, refined to suit her small stature. She was a combination of the delicate and the exotic with her slim, almost waiflike build and strong features. The mouth was Phoebe’s and always gave Celeste a pang when she looked at it. The eyes, the eyes, no matter how Adrianne might have wished to have nothing of her father’s, were Abdu’s. Black, almond-shaped, and shrewd.

From her mother she’d inherited her heart, her warmth, and generous spirit. From her father she’d taken a thirst for power and a taste for revenge.

“Adrianne, there’s no need for you to continue this way.”

“There’s every need.” Adrianne popped a cracker into her mouth.

“Phoebe’s gone, dear. We can’t bring her back.”

For a moment, just a moment, Adrianne’s expression was young and achingly vulnerable. Then her eyes hardened. Deliberately, she spread pâté on another cracker. “I know that, Celeste. No one knows better.”

“My love.” Gently, Celeste laid a hand on hers. “She was my closest and dearest friend, as you are now. I know how you suffered with her, for her, and how hard you tried to help her. But there’s no need for you to take these risks now. There was no need before. I’ve always been there.”

“Yes.” Adrianne turned her hand over so that their palms met. “You have. And I know that if I’d allowed it, you would have taken care of everything—the bills, the doctors, the medicine. I’ll never forget what you tried to do for Mama, and for me. Without you she wouldn’t have held on so long.”

“She held on for you.”

“Yes, that’s true. And what I did, what I do, and what I plan to do, I do for her.”

“Addy …” The fear came, not from the words, but from the cold, matter-of-fact way they were spoken. “Addy, it’s been more than sixteen years since you left Jaquir. And it’s been five since Phoebe died.”

“And with each day the debt increases. Celeste, don’t look like that.” Adrianne grinned, trying to lighten the mood. “What would I be without this … this hobby of mine? I’d be exactly what the press makes me out to be, a rich, titled social butterfly who dabbles in charitable causes and floats from party to party.”

Adrianne made a face at the description and went back to her paté. “According to the gossip columns, I’m just another bored jet-setter with too little to do and too much money to do it with. Let them think it here, and in Jaquir. Let him think it.” Celeste needed no more than the look in Adrianne’s eyes to know she spoke of her father. “It only makes it easier to relieve the genuinely frivolous of their baubles.”

“You don’t need the money now, Addy.”

“No.” She looked down into the brandy. “I’ve invested well and could live off what I have quite comfortably. But it’s not the money, Celeste. Maybe it never was.” She lifted her gaze again. It was there, the heat, the chilling almost frightening heat of the diamonds she stole. “I was eight when we landed in America. And I knew even then I’d go back one day and take what was hers. What was mine.”

“He might regret; by now he might regret.”

“Did he come to her funeral?” The question ripped out as she sprang up to pace. “Did he even acknowledge that she was gone? All those years, those terrible years, he didn’t so much as acknowledge that she was alive.” Struggling for control, she leaned against the counter. When she spoke again, her voice was calm and certain. “In a very real sense she wasn’t. He killed her, Celeste, all those years ago, when I was too young to stop him. Soon, very soon, he’s going to pay for it.”

Celeste felt the shiver run down her back. She remembered Adrianne at eight. The eyes had already been dark and haunted and much too old. “Do you think Phoebe would want this?”

“I think she’d appreciate the irony of it. I’m going to take The Sun and the Moon, Celeste. Just as I promised her, as I promised myself. And he’ll pay dearly to get them back.” Turning around, she smiled and lifted her snifter to salute her friend. “In the meantime I can’t afford to get rusty. Did you know Lady Fume is having a gala next month in London?”

“Addy—”

“Lord Fume, the old goat, paid over a quarter of a million for her emeralds. Lady Fume really shouldn’t wear emeralds. They make her look pallid.” With a laugh Adrianne leaned over and kissed Celeste’s cheek. “Go get some more beauty sleep, darling. I’ll just let myself out.”

“The front door?”

“Naturally. Don’t forget we have brunch at the Palm Court on Sunday. My treat.”

Adrianne swept out, reminding herself to make a quick stop on the roof to get her mink.

It had been at her mother’s knee that Adrianne had learned the art of makeup. Phoebe had always been fascinated that a few dabs of paint, a few strokes with a grease pencil, could add beauty or years or take both away.

Being in the theater, Celeste had taught her even more. After a quarter of a century on the boards, Celeste still did her own makeup and knew every trick. Adrianne combined the arts of her two teachers as she transformed herself into Rose Sparrow, girlfriend of The Shadow.

The process took forty-five minutes, but Adrianne was pleased with the results. Contacts turned her eyes into a muddy gray, and a little plumping added sleepy sacks under them. She added a half inch to her nose and filled out her cheeks. Heavy Pan-Cake turned her golden complexion sallow. The red wig was handmade and expensive and teased high. Cheap glass balls dangled at her ears. She slipped a wad of strawberry-flavored Bubble Yum into her mouth as she stood back from the full-length mirror to look for flaws.

Too tawdry, she thought with a quick grin. Couldn’t be better. Black spandex molded the hips she’d padded, and skinny spiked heels added three inches. A cheap fake fur was slung over her shoulders. Satisfied, Adrianne slipped on rhinestone-studded cat’s-eye sunglasses and headed out.

She took the service elevator. A small precaution; no one looking at her would see Princess Adrianne. Just as no one looking at Princess Adrianne would see The Shadow. Still, she didn’t want Rose to be seen leaving Princess Adrianne’s penthouse apartment.

On the street she ignored the cab she would have preferred and strode off toward the subway. She had a fistful of diamonds in her imitation leather bag. She smelled as though she’d bathed in dime-store perfume. Which indeed she had.

She enjoyed these subway rides as Rose. No one who knew her would walk beneath the streets. Here she was just a body among other bodies. Anonymous, as she had never been from the day she had been born. Her heels clicked on the concrete steps as she descended, and she remembered the first time she had left the streets to go underground. She’d been sixteen and desperate. Desperately afraid, desperately excited.

Then, she’d been certain a hand would fall on her shoulder, and a voice, the cold, deep voice of the police, would demand she open her bag. It had been pearls then, a single twenty-one-inch strand of milky Japanese pearls. The five thousand dollars she’d exchanged them for had paid for medicine and a month’s therapy at the Richardson Institute.

Now she walked through the turnstile with the ease of long practice. No one looked at her. Adrianne had come to understand that people rarely really looked at one another down here. In New York, people went about their business while keeping up the stubborn hope, or defense, that everyone else would do the same.

There was a rush of sound and wind from an incoming train. There was a smell, faint but somehow comforting, of old liquor and damp. Adrianne avoided a wad of gum stuck to the ground and joined the smattering of people waiting for the train that would take them downtown.

Beside her, two women hunched against the chill and complained about their husbands.

“So I says to him, you got a wife, not a goddamn maid, Harry. I promised to love, honor, and cherish, but I didn’t say nothing about picking up your slop. I tell him the next time I find your smelly socks on the rug, I’m stuffing them in your big mouth.”

“Good for you, Lorraine.”

Adrianne wanted to second that. Good for you, Lorraine. Let the bastard pick up his own socks. That’s what she loved about American women. They didn’t cower and cringe when the almighty man walked through the door. They handed him a bag of garbage and told him to dump it.

The train rumbled to a halt in front of them. People filed off, people filed on. She stepped on behind the two women. One quick glance had Adrianne crossing the car and taking a seat near a man wearing chains on his leather jacket. She always felt it wiser to choose a seatmate who looked as though he might be carrying a concealed weapon.

The train swayed, then picked up speed. Adrianne skimmed the graffiti and the ads, then the people. A man in a suit and tie with a briefcase tucked under his arm read the latest Ludlum novel. A young woman in a suede skirt looked dreamily out the black window while she listened to music through earphones. Down the car a man lay stretched along three seats with his coat over his head and slept like the dead. The two women were still discussing Harry. Beside her, the man shifted, rattling his chains.

At the next station the briefcase got off and three young girls who should have been in school piled on, giggling. Adrianne listened to them argue about what movie they would see, and envied them. She’d never been that young, or that free.

At her station she rose, shifted her bag more securely, then stepped out. It was foolish to regret what she’d never been.

Outside, the wind was brisk, cutting through the thin spandex of her pants and making a joke out of her fake fur. But this was the diamond district. There was enough heat radiating through the display glass to warm the coldest blood.

Princess Adrianne might stroll here now and then, window-shopping, making the merchants’ hearts patter with the hope that she would take a few baubles off their hands. But Rose came to do business.

A great deal of business was done on the streets from Forty-eighth to Forty-sixth between Fifth and Sixth avenues. The swifts, trying to look nonchalant, hawked last night’s takes. Stones, hot enough to burn their pockets, were waiting to be sold, popped from their settings and sold again. Groups of Hasidic Jews in their hats and long black coats scurried from shop to shop with attaché cases full of gems. Fortunes were carried along the narrow sidewalk by men who took care against even a casual brush with a pedestrian.

Adrianne took the same care; she had never, even at sixteen, dealt on the street. She preferred to take her business indoors.

Every window beckoned for attention. Tiffany’s or Cartier would dress them with more subtlety and class, but without the carnival flair that could draw in every man. Shiny stones against black velvet, armies of rings, legions of necklaces. Earrings, brooches, bracelets by the armful were all polished and positioned to catch the sun and the eye, Twenty-five percent off. What a deal.

She turned down Forty-eighth and slipped into a shop.

The lights were always a little dim, the ambiance a little seedy. At first glance it looked as if it were a business on the edge of bankruptcy. At second glance it looked the same. Jack Cohen had always believed it a waste to put money into appearances. If the customer didn’t like a little dust, let him go to Tiffany’s. But Tiffany’s wouldn’t take twenty down and twenty a month. A clerk glanced over as Adrianne entered but continued his spiel to the stoop-shouldered customer with a trace of acne on his chin.

“A ring like this’ll bowl her over, and it won’t put you in hock for the next ten years. It’s tasteful, you know, but flashy enough so she’ll want to show it off to her girlfriends.”

As he spoke, his eyes shifted to the door at the rear of the shop. With barely a nod of acknowledgment, Adrianne crossed to it. The low buzz told her that the salesman had released the lock. On the other side of the door was what passed as an office. Files were piled high on a metal army surplus desk. Crates and boxes lined the walls and the scent of garlic and pastrami hung in the air.

Jack Cohen was a short, barrel-chested man who wore a thick mustache as defense against the thinning hair on the top of his head. He’d come into the jewelry trade through the front door of a business his father had built up. His father had also taught him how to handle backroom negotiations. He prided himself on being able to spot a cop posing as a client as easily as he spotted a cubic zircon posing as a diamond. He knew what businesses were feeling the pinch, what dealers would be interested in a quick deal, and how to cool a handful of hot rocks.

When Adrianne stepped in, he was holding a briefke, a paper folded to form pockets for carrying loose stones. He nodded at her, then poured perhaps a dozen small, polished diamonds on the desk. With tweezers he began to separate and examine them.

“Russian,” he said. “Good quality. D to F.” Taking out a hand loupe, he studied each one in turn. “Ah, beautiful, just beautiful. V.S.I.,” he said, meaning very slight imperfections. “Such scintillation.” Then he mumbled, clucked his tongue and brushed two stones aside. “Well, well, an interesting package all in all.” Satisfied, he scooped the diamonds back into the briefke and slipped it into his pocket as casually as an Avon lady might pack up her samples. “What can I do for you today, Rose?”

For an answer, she reached in her bag and drew out a large chamois sack. Turning it over, she emptied the glistening contents onto his desk. Cohen’s little blue eyes lit up like sapphires.

“Rose, Rose, Rose, the day is always brighter when you’re in it.”

She grinned, pulled off her sunglasses, and inched a hip onto the corner of the desk. “Real pretty, huh?” The flavor of the Bronx was in her voice now. “I nearly died when I saw them. I said, ‘Honey, those are the prettiest things I ever saw.’ ” Her full mouth moved into a pout. “I wish he’d let me keep them.”

“I imagine they’re hot enough to burn your skin, Rose.” Making use of the loupe again, he began examining the necklace stone by stone. “How long has he had them?”

“You know he don’t tell me stuff like that. But not long. They’re real, ain’t they, Mr. Cohen? I swear, those rocks are so big they don’t look real.”

“They’re real, Rose.” He might have tried to play games with her, but not with the man who fed him a steady amount of merchandise. “V.V.S.I., fancy stones with just a touch of pink. Excellent workmanship in this.” Gently, he set the necklace down and picked up the bracelet. “Of course, that’s neither here nor there. It’s only the diamonds that interest us.”

She poked at the necklace with the tip of a hot pink press-on nail. “I like pretty things.”

“Don’t we all? That’s what keeps us both in business.” Breathing through his teeth, Cohen studied the earrings. “A magnificent set.” He turned aside to push at a file and unearth his adding machine. Mumbling figures to himself, he clicked buttons. “A hundred and twenty-five, Rose.”

She pushed her chin forward. “He said I should get two fifty.”

“Rose.” Cohen folded his hands on his chest. With his calm blue eyes and thinning hair, he looked like a patient uncle. There was a .38 automatic under his rumpled jacket. “We both know I have to sit on these, warehouse them, so to speak, before I pass them along.”

“He said two fifty.” There was a whine in her voice now. “If I go home with half that, he’s going to be real unhappy.”

Cohen shifted back to the adding machine. He could pay two hundred and still make the standard commission, but he liked playing with Rose. If it hadn’t been for the reputation of the man she represented, he would have liked making the play more personal. “Every time you come in here, I lose money. I don’t know what it is about you, Rose, but I like you.”

She brightened instantly. It was an old game. “I like you too, Mr. Cohen.”

“How about a hundred and seventy-five, and a couple of those pretty little stones I was looking at when you came in? It’d be our secret.”

She allowed herself to look tempted, then regretful. “He’d find out. He always finds out, and he don’t like it when I take presents from other guys.”

“All right, Rose, I’m cutting my own throat, but we’ll make it two hundred. You tell him a set like that brings extra heat, and extra heat costs. I’ll have the cash in a couple of hours.”

“Okay.” She stood and tugged at her coat. “I can calm him down if he gets mad. He won’t stay mad for long. Can I leave the stuff here with you, Mr. Cohen? I don’t like carrying it around on the street.”

“Naturally.” They both knew he wouldn’t have the bad sense to steal from his best supplier. In his careful handwriting he wrote out a memo and passed it to her. This would serve as a receipt in any deal, legal or otherwise. “Go do a little shopping, Rose. I’ll take care of everything.”

*  *  *

Three hours later Adrianne dumped her bag, her coat, and her wig on the huge brass bed in her room. The contacts came out first, were cleaned and stored before she pried off the fake nails. Dragging her hand through her freed hair, she picked up the phone.

“Kendal and Kendal.”

“George, Jr., please. Princess Adrianne calling.”

“Yes, Your Highness, right away.”

With a sigh of relief, Adrianne kicked off Rose’s shoes before she sat on the bed.

“Addy, nice to hear from you.”

“Hello, George, I won’t keep you, I know how busy you lawyers are.”

“Never too busy for you.”

“That’s sweet.”

“And true. In fact, I was hoping we could have lunch one day this week. Social for a change.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Since he was a nice man and only half in love with her, she meant it.

“I read where you were getting engaged to some German baroness. Von Weisburg.”

“Really? Well, I believe we had a five-minute conversation at a political fund-raiser last month. I don’t recall marriage coming up.”

Dipping into her bag, she drew out a wrapped wad of hundreds. They weren’t new, nor were the serial numbers consecutive. The bills had the soft feel and sweaty scent of well-used money.

“George, I want to make a little contribution to Women in Need.”

“The women’s shelter?”

“That’s right. I’ll want the contribution to be made anonymously, of course, through your office. I’m going to transfer a hundred and seventy-five thousand into my special account today. You’ll take care of it?”

“Of course, Addy. You’re very generous.”

Adrianne riffled a finger over the edge of the bills. She remembered other women in need. “It’s the least I can do.”


Chapter Eleven

Behind him a lion roared more out of boredom than ferocity. Philip bit into a peanut and didn’t glance back. It always depressed him a little to see cats in captivity. He had an empathy for them, and more, for anything that found itself caged. Still, he enjoyed strolling through the London zoo. Perhaps it did him good to see the bars and cages and remind himself that he’d avoided looking through them from the inside throughout his career.

He didn’t particularly miss stealing. At least not very much. It had been a good, steady profession while it had lasted, and had certainly provided him with the means to live well. That had always been Philip’s main ambition. Comfort was always preferable to discomfort, but it was luxury that soothed a man’s soul.

From time to time he considered writing a thriller based on one of his more elegant heists. The Trafalgi sapphires perhaps. He had such fond memories of that particular job. It would be taken as fiction, of course. Truth was most often odder and more harrowing than make-believe. The pity was he didn’t think his present employer would see the humor or the irony of it. It was a project he could save for his retirement, when he was snuggled nicely in Oxfordshire raising hounds and hunting pheasant.

He could see himself as a country squire with muddy boots and a faithful staff—as long as it was a couple of decades off.

Popping another peanut into his mouth, he walked over to look at the panthers. Restless, angry, they stalked back and forth over the length of their enclosure, never quite able to take their captivity as philosophically as other cats. He sympathized. He was fond of their sleek lines and dangerous eyes. He’d been compared to one, by associates, by police, by women. In build and moves only, he supposed, because he was fair in coloring.

He continued to nibble on peanuts and told himself that when a man was nearing thirty-five he had to think about his health. Cigarettes were a filthy habit and one he had done well to give up. He felt positively self-righteous about it. It was a shame he was so fond of tobacco.

Taking a bench, he watched people walk by. Since it was remarkably warm for October, nannies and prams were in full attendance. He caught the eye of a young, pretty brunette strolling with a short-coated toddler. She smiled, gave him a quick flirtatious sweep of her lashes, and was more than a little disappointed when he didn’t follow her.

As he might have, Philip thought, if he didn’t have a meeting. Women had always been of interest to him, not only because they wore, and owned, the bulk of the baubles, but because they were—women. They were one more of life’s luxuries with their soft skin and fragrant hair. He glanced at his watch just as the second hand swept up to the twelve. It was one exactly. Philip wasn’t surprised when a portly, balding man dropped onto the bench beside him.

“Don’t see why we couldn’t meet at Whites.”

Philip offered the bag of peanuts. “Too stuffy. You could use the fresh air, old man. You’re looking pale.”

Captain Stuart Spencer grumbled, but took a nut. The diet his wife had him on was murder. If the truth were known, he was glad to be away from the office, from the paperwork, from the phone. There were days he missed fieldwork, though fortunately they were few and far between. It was more true, though he would never admit it, that the captain had an affection for the trim man beside him. Regardless of, or perhaps due to the fact that Spencer had tried for almost a decade to put Philip behind bars. There was something unceasingly annoying, and therefore satisfying, in working with a man who had skillfully eluded justice.

When Philip had made the decision to work with rather than against the law, Spencer hadn’t been fooled into thinking that the thief had suddenly repented his crimes. With Philip it was business, first and last. It was hard not to admire a man who made his decisions with such exquisite timing and with personal advancement uppermost.

Despite the warmth of the afternoon sun, Spencer huddled inside his overcoat. He had a blister on his left heel, the beginnings of a head cold, and was approaching his fifty-sixth birthday. It was difficult not to envy Philip Chamberlain his youth, health, and smooth good looks.

“Damned silly place to meet,” Spencer muttered only because it made him feel better to complain.

“Have another peanut, Captain.” Philip was too used to Spencer’s black moods to be bothered. “You can look around and think of all the hardened criminals you put behind bars.”

“We’ve more important things to do than eat peanuts and look at monkeys.” He dipped into the bag again anyway. The taste, and the scent of animals reminded him of Sunday trips to the zoo as a child. He harrumphed away the sentimentality. “There was another robbery last week.”

Intrigued, Philip leaned back and imagined smoking a leisurely cigarette. “Our same friend?”

“From the looks of it. An estate on Long Island in New York. Barnsworth—wealthy, upper crust. Owns department stores or some such thing.”

“If you’re speaking of Frederick and Dorothea Barnsworth, they do have a rather pricey chain of department stores in the States. What did they get taken for?”

“Diamonds.”

“Always my first choice,” Philip said, reminiscing.

“Necklace, bracelet. Insured for half a million.”

Philip crossed his ankles. “Well done.”

“It’s damned annoying.” Spencer sucked another nut into his mouth, then slapped his worn leather gloves against his palm. “If I didn’t know for certain where you were last week, you’d have some questions of your own to answer.”

“Flattery, Stuart, after all these years.”

Spencer drew out a pipe, more because he knew Philip had quit smoking than because he desired it. Taking his time, and puffing clouds of smoke, he settled back. “The fellow’s slick. In and out without a trace, drugged the dogs. Dobermans—nasty, vicious beasts. Brother had one once—detested it. Security system’s top-notch, but he slipped right through. Took only the set of diamonds. Left bonds, securities, a ruby brooch, and a particularly ugly ruby necklace.”

“He’s not greedy,” Philip mused. He knew how tempting it was, and how foolhardy, to be a greedy thief. Over the past six months he’d developed a fine and very personal admiration for this particular thief. Class, he thought. Class, style, and brains. He grinned. They had a great deal in common. “He wouldn’t interest me so much if he were greedy. How long have you fellows at Interpol been after him now?”

“Almost ten years.” He didn’t like to admit it. Though it wasn’t true he always got his man, his record was excellent. “The man doesn’t have any pattern. Five hits one month, then nothing for half a year. But we’ll get him. One mistake, he’ll make one mistake, and then we’ll have him.”

Philip brushed some dust from the lapel of his coat. “Is that what you used to say about me?”

Spencer deliberately puffed smoke in Philip’s direction, “You’d have made one—we both know it.”

“Perhaps.” Which was precisely why he’d quit while he’d been ahead. “So, do you think he’s in America?” Philip thought he’d enjoy a trip to the States.

“I think not. I’m inclined to think he’ll put some distance between himself and the heat. We’ve got a man in New York, in any case.”

Pity. “What do you want from me?”

“He seems to prefer hitting the very rich, and doesn’t mind lifting well-known pieces. In fact, if there’s any pattern at all, it’s that he prefers to take well-publicized jewelry. The Stradford pearls, the Lady Caroline sapphire.”

“The Lady Caroline,” Philip said with a sigh. “I have to envy him that.”

“We’re keeping an eye on the more posh parties and dos around Europe. Having an agent who’s accepted as part of the inner circle is helpful.”

Philip only smiled and examined his manicure.

“It appears Lady Fume is planning a gala.”

“Yes, I’ve been invited.”

“And accepted?”

“Not yet. I didn’t know if I’d be in town.”

“You’ll be here,” Spencer told him, sucking on his pipe. “Place will be full of baubles. We’d like to have you inside, keeping your eyes on and your hands off.”

“Captain, you know you can trust me.” He grinned. It was a particularly engaging grin that caused women to think reckless thoughts. “How is that sweet daughter of yours?”

“There’s something else you’re to keep your hands off.”

“A purely platonic question, I promise you.”

“You’ve never had a platonic thought about a female in your life.”

“Caught.” Philip balled up the empty bag and tossed it in a trash can. “I’d like the report on this last incident.”

Rogue, Spencer thought, sticking his pipe in his mouth to hide a smile. “You’ll have it tomorrow.”

“Good. You know, I begin to see how you might have felt a few years back. It’s like an itch.…” His eyes, smoke-gray, looked out over the bars. “I find myself thinking about him at the oddest time, his next move, where he lives, what he eats, when he makes love. I’ve been where he is, and yet … well.” With a shake of his head, Philip rose. “I’m looking forward to the day we meet.”

“It may not be a meeting of the minds, Philip.” Favoring his heel, Spencer rose as well. “He could be a very dangerous man.”

“So could we all, under the right circumstances. Good afternoon, Captain.”

Adrianne checked into the Ritz in London several days before Lady Fume’s gala. She preferred the Ritz because it was unashamedly grandiose and because it had been her mother’s choice during the one happy trip they’d taken there. The Connaught was more distinguished, the Savoy more grand, but there was something wonderfully extravagant about gilt angels climbing the walls.

The staff members knew her well, and because she tipped generously and treated them with warmth, they didn’t have to pretend a pleasure in serving her. She took a suite overlooking Green Park and spoke casually to the bellman about spending a few days shopping and relaxing.

The minute she was alone she did not saunter to the plush bath to soak in salts and bubbles. Nor did she change to see and be seen at tea. All she unpacked was a silver Valentino gown with a plunging neckline. Folded with the tissue paper protecting it were blueprints, floor plans, and the specs for a security system. They’d cost her more than the gown. Taking them into the sitting room, Adrianne spread them on the table and prepared to see if she’d spent her money as well as she believed she had.

The Fumes’ town house was elegant and Edwardian, tucked quietly in Grosvenor Square with a pretty view of the green. Adrianne thought it was a pity the Fumes weren’t having their gala in their country house in Kent, but beggars, and thieves, couldn’t be choosers. She’d spent a particularly boring weekend in Kent with the Fumes and could have drawn detailed floor plans herself. The house in London was relatively unknown, and therefore she would have to depend on the information she’d purchased and her own observations on the evening of the gala.

Lady Fume’s emeralds would bring in a pretty penny, she mused. The stingy and snobbish Fumes would, indirectly, contribute to widows’ and orphans’ funds in several cities. And the emeralds really were wasted against Lady Fume’s sallow skin.

The beauty was the Fumes were so tightfisted they had spent only the minimum on security. They had nothing more than a standard wire system running on the doors and windows. Scanning the specs, Adrianne decided even an average thief could bypass the alarm and gain entrance. And she was much better than average.

The first order of business was the neighborhood, the proximity of other houses, and the habits of the residents. Adrianne replaced her papers in the tissue, unearthed a black cape, and went out to take a first-hand look at the layout.

She knew London well, the streets, the traffic, the clubs. If she’d chosen to dip into Annabel’s or the clandestine La Cage, she would have been recognized and welcomed. Another night she would have enjoyed it—the music, the gossip. But this trip to London was business. It would be necessary to put in a few appearances before she left the city. Such things were expected of Princess Adrianne. Just as it was expected that she cause enough of a stir to be talked about. But tonight she had a job to case.

She drove by first, noting the traffic, both pedestrian and automobile, the proximity of the house to its neighbors, and to the street, which lights were on. Since only the foyer was lit, she imagined they were out—at the theater probably. It took her only one trip around to decide her best approach would be across the lawn. After parking her car on Bond Street, she began to walk.

The warm snap London had been enjoying was at an end. It was chill and damp, as Adrianne liked it best. Most Londoners were settled in their homes or crowded in clubs so that the walk was lonely, with the sound of leaves skimming across the ground and the evening wind moving through the rapidly molting trees.

There were fingers of fog at her feet, thin and gray. If she was lucky, it would be thicker and more concealing when she took this trip again. Now it was clear enough to show her the gates and gardens of the houses, and the pretty paned windows she might climb through. The leisurely walk had taken her three and a half minutes. In a dash she could make it in less than two. Moving closer, she checked for annoyances such as dogs or nosy neighbors. It was then she noticed the man loitering on the street watching her.

It had been impulse as much as instinct that had brought Philip out. There was no guarantee that the Fume house would be a target. But if it were, and if he were targeting it himself, he would certainly have wanted to stroll around the neighborhood, familiarize himself with its habits before the hit.

In any case, he’d been restless, unwilling to go out in company, and dissatisfied with his own. There were times like these when he missed the excitement, the anticipation of planning a job. The work itself was tense and concentrated and left no room for nervy pleasure. But before, and after, brought the thrill. He envied the man he was seeking to catch those thrills.

And yet, he’d made the decision to retire from second-story work coolheadedly, practically. He couldn’t regret it. Except on a damp, cool night when he could almost feel the heat from jewels nestled in velvet boxes in airless vaults.

Then he saw the woman. She was small, and draped in black so that he couldn’t see her face or figure. Still, he sensed youth in the easy swing of her gait, confidence in the casual way her hands disappeared into the folds of the cape. She made an intriguing picture with the fog winding around her feet and leaves racing toward the gutters at her back. But his senses sharpened because he saw that her head was turned toward the house in Grosvenor Square. The same house he’d been watching.

When she saw him, her hesitation was brief, so brief that he wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been waiting for it. He stood where he was, his thumbs tucked into the pockets of a leather bomber jacket, curious to see what she would do. She continued toward him, no faster, no slower. As she drew nearer, her face turned up to his.

Her features were exotic, and faintly familiar. Not British, Philip thought.

“Good evening,” he said, wanting to hear her voice return his greeting.

Her eyes, as dark as her cape, met his levelly. Stunning eyes, he thought, almond-shaped, thickly lashed and shadowed by the night. She only nodded and continued on.

Adrianne didn’t glance back, though it worried her that she wanted to. He could have been standing there for a dozen plausible reasons, but she didn’t discount the tension at the back of her neck. His eyes had been like the fog, gray and secretive. His stance, though casual, had seemed too alert to her, too ready.

Silly, Adrianne told herself as she drew the cloak closer at her throat. He was just a man taking in the night or waiting for a woman. British from the accent, extremely attractive with gray eyes and fair hair. There was no reason that the encounter should unnerve her. Except … except that it had.

Blaming it on jet lag, she decided to make it an early evening.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to go to bed with only a glass of wine on her stomach. It might have been better if she’d gone to Annabel’s and socialized, eaten, worn herself out before she tried to sleep. She could have filled her mind with other memories, with old faces and with new, with idle conversation, flirtations, and simple laughter. She might not have dreamed then, but once the dream began, it was too late.

Scents stay with us the longest, a whiff of fragrance bringing back memories long buried, feelings long forgotten. This scent was of coffee laced with cardamom, competing with the heavy, opulent scents of perfume. The scent, even the dream scent, took her unerringly back to that night on the eve of her fifth birthday.

Her own sobbing woke her. Sitting up, Adrianne pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes and tried to break out of the dream. When it came strongly, as it had tonight, it tended to linger. While her breathing was shallow, and sweat pooled at the base of her spine, she fought to regain awareness of who she was now.

She wasn’t a child anymore, curled under the bed praying for her father to stop and leave her mother in peace. That had been a lifetime ago.

She rose, fumbling for the light and then her robe. She was never able to bear the dark after one of her dreams. In the bathroom she splashed cold water on her face, knowing that the trembling had to run its course. It was a blessing that this time the nausea didn’t accompany it.

She had hung from a rope fifty stories above Manhattan, had sprinted down alleyways in Paris, and had waded through a swamp in Louisiana. Nothing, nothing frightened her more than the memories that came back in dreams.

As long as her hands continued to shake, she leaned against the sink. Once they were steady, she lifted her head to study her own face. She was still pale, but the fear was no longer in her eyes. That was the first thing that had to be controlled.

The streets of London were quiet. In the sitting room she leaned her forehead against the window, grateful that it was cool. The time was coming, Adrianne thought, and the knowledge both thrilled and terrified her. The date had been chosen, though she hadn’t even confided in Celeste. She would be going back to Jaquir soon, to get revenge on the man who had abused and humiliated her mother. She would take what was hers. The Sun and the Moon.


Chapter Twelve

“Darling.” Adrianne brushed the baby soft cheek of Helen Fume. “So sorry to be late.”

“Nonsense. You’re not late at all.” Lady Fume wore green silk cut low and snug to show off not only her emeralds but the ten-pounds-lighter figure she’d acquired in the last month in a spa in Switzerland. “But I do have a bone to pick with you.”

“Oh?” Adrianne unhooked the clasp of her cape.

“I’ve heard you’ve been in London for days and you haven’t rung me once.”

“I’ve been hiding out.” Adrianne smiled as she swirled off her cape and handed it to a waiting servant. “Not fit company.”

“Oh, dear, a tiff with Roger?”

“Roger?” Adrianne linked arms with her hostess and started down the wide checkerboard-tiled hallway. Like most women, Helen would assume that a woman’s moods depended on a man. “You’re behind, Helen. That’s been dead for weeks. I’m a free agent these days.”

“We should be able to fix that. Tony Fitzwalter has separated from his wife.”

“Spare me. There’s nothing worse than a man newly released from holy wedlock.”

The ballroom, with its polished floors and ivory-papered walls, was already filled with people and music. There was the glint of wine in crystal, the scents of perfume, male and female, and the shimmer of jewels. Millions of pounds, Adrianne thought, in stones and metal. She was going to take only the tiniest percentage.

Most of the faces were familiar. That was one of the problems with these parties. The same people, the same conversations, the same underlying boredom.

She spotted an earl whom she’d relieved of a diamond and ruby ring six months earlier, and Madeline Moreau, the French ex-wife of a film star she hoped to hit next spring. With a smile for both, she slipped a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter.

“Everything looks lovely, as always, Helen.”

“Such a dreadful amount of work for such a short time,” she complained, though she’d done nothing more strenuous than try on the dress she was wearing. “But I do so love to entertain.”

“One should enjoy what one does well,” Adrianne said before she sipped. “By the way, you’re looking smashing. What have you done to yourself?”

“A little trip to Switzerland.” Helen ran a hand over one whittled-down hip. “There’s the most marvelous spa there, if you ever feel the need. They starve you to death, then exhaust you until you’re grateful for the few leaves and berries they toss your way. Then, when you’re about to chuck it all, they pamper you with facials and massages and the most exquisite Roman bath. An experience, my dear, I’ll never forget. And I’ll kill myself if I ever have to go back.”

Adrianne had to laugh. Helen’s light, nonsensical conversation was always delightful. It was a pity she and her husband worshiped the British pound above all else. “I’ll do my best to avoid your spa.”

“While you’re here, you must get a glimpse of the Countess Tegari’s bracelet. It’s from the Duchess of Windsor’s collection. She outbid me.”

The glint of avarice in Helen’s eyes helped soothe away a twinge of guilt Adrianne had felt. “Really?”

“She’s much too old for it, of course, but that’s neither here nor there. You know almost everyone, darling, so do mingle and perk things up while I play hostess.”

“Of course.” She’d need only fifteen minutes to scout out the safe in the master bedroom. Thinking ahead, Adrianne moved toward Madeline Moreau. It wouldn’t hurt to find out if she had any plans for spring trips.

Philip saw her the moment she walked in. She was the kind of woman a man was compelled to notice. She fit well into a room filled with the beautiful and the glamourous. Yet, as a man trained through necessity and desire to observe, she seemed just a few degrees too detached and aloof.

She wore a black tunic with a high, jeweled neck. It fit low and snug over her hips before it flared out in a gold-flecked illusion skirt that showed off her sheerly clad legs. Only the best legs could risk it. As Philip sipped from his glass, he decided hers did nicely.

Her hair was held back from her face by diamond pins that matched the starbursts at her ears. Even as he approved he recognized her, and wondered.

Why had this beauty been walking alone on a damp London night, away from the clubs and restaurants and night spots? And where had he seen her face before?

At least one puzzle could be solved easily. Philip tapped the arm of the man beside him and nodded in Adrianne’s direction. “The small woman with the gorgeous legs. Who is she?”

The man whose biggest claim to fame was being a cousin twice removed of the Princess of Wales zeroed in. “Princess Adrianne of Jaquir. Gorgeous from head to foot and a heart-breaker. She doesn’t give a man more than the time of day until he’s groveled for several years.”

Of course. The tabloids, which his mother read religiously, always carried some juicy little bit about Adrianne of Jaquir. She was the daughter of an Arab tyrant and an American film star of some note. Had the mother committed suicide? There was some scandal there, but Philip couldn’t pin it down. Now that he knew who she was, he found it even odder that he’d seen her walking late at night near the house of their hostess.

Philip’s informant picked at a brochette from the banquet of tidbits that had already been ravaged. “Want an introduction?” He made the offer without enthusiasm. He’d made a play for the elusive Adrianne himself, and had been brushed away like a mosquito.

“No, I’ll handle it.”

Philip watched her awhile longer, his suspicion growing that she wasn’t truly a part of this scene, but, like he, an observer. Intrigued, he wound his way through the crowd until he was at her side.

“Hello again.”

Adrianne turned. The recognition was instant. His weren’t eyes she would forget. In a matter of seconds she calculated, then smiled. Better to acknowledge, her instincts told her, than to rebuff with a blank stare.

“Hello.” She drained her champagne, then handed him the empty glass with just enough of an imperial quality to the gesture to distance him. “Do you often walk at night?”

“Not often enough or I would have seen you.” Smoothly, Philip signaled a waiter. He replaced the empty glass and selected two fresh ones. “Were you visiting here?”

She considered the lie, then rejected it in the same instant. If he chose, though God knew why he should, he could find her out. “No, just walking. I wasn’t looking for company that evening.”

Nor had he been, but he’d found her. “You made a picture that stayed with me—all wrapped in black with fog at your feet. Very mysterious and romantic.”

She should have been amused, but she wasn’t. It was the way he looked at her, as though she could have all the secrets she wanted, but he would find them out, one by one. “Nothing romantic about jet lag. I’m often restless the first night after a long flight.”

“From?”

She studied him over the rim of her glass. “New York.”

“How long will you be in London?”

It was small talk, nothing more, nothing less. Adrianne wished she knew why it made her uneasy. “Another few days.”

“Good. Then we can start out with a dance and work our way up to dinner.”

When he took the glass out of her hand, she didn’t protest. She knew how to handle men. With a neutral smile she pushed her hair behind her back. “We can dance.”

She allowed him to lead her through the fringes of the crowd in front of the orchestra. His hand surprised her. He looked to be a man who was well suited to formal dinner jackets and cummerbunds, yet the palm of his hand was hard with a ridge of callus running under the fingers and along the tips.

Workingman’s hands, an aristocratic face, and a suave manner. It added up to a dangerous combination. Adrianne forced herself not to stiffen when he drew her into his arms. Something had clicked when their bodies brushed, something she didn’t want to feel or acknowledge. Sexuality was part of her image, but the image was only skin deep. No man had had her, and she had decided years before that no man would.

She felt his hand firm at her back, felt the slope of muscle in his shoulder where she rested her palm. She had felt muscle before, and the hard line of a man, but she hadn’t been disturbed by it. Until now. The band was playing a low and intense tune. Despite the champagne, her mouth was dry. Because it was, she lifted her lace and kept her eyes on his.

“Are you good friends with Lord and Lady Fume?”

“Acquainted,” Philip told her. She had a unique scent. Something that brought pictures of dimly lit, hushed rooms redolent with incense and female secrets. “We were introduced through a mutual friend. Carlotta Bundy.”

“Yes, Carlotta.” Adrianne matched her steps to his. He danced as he spoke, smoothly, without a ripple. Another time, another place, she would have enjoyed it. But like everything else about him, his way of moving made her uneasy. “I don’t believe I’ve seen her here tonight.”

“No, she’s in the Caribbean, I think. On her newest honeymoon.” Testing only, he moved her an inch closer. She complied, but he didn’t miss the wariness in her eyes. “Are you free tomorrow?”

“I make it a habit to be free.”

“Have dinner with me.”

“Why?”

It wasn’t a coy question, but a direct one. He found himself drawing her closer this time for no reason other than to enjoy her scent. “Because I prefer having dinner with a beautiful woman, particularly one who takes lonely walks.”

She felt his fingers tangle lightly with the tips of her hair. She could have ended that subtle flirtation with a look. But she let it pass. “Are you a romantic?” He had the face for it, she thought, poetic, lean, with eyes that could be quiet or intense.

“Yes, I suppose I am. You?”

“No. And I don’t have dinner with men I don’t know.”

“Chamberlain, Philip Chamberlain. Shall I arrange for Helen to give us a more formal introduction?”

The name meant something, stirred some memory that nagged, then slipped away. She decided to dig it out later, but for now it might be more interesting to play the game. The slow song blended into one with a quicker tempo. He ignored it and continued to move in the same slow rhythm. Why that should have made her pulse throb she didn’t know. Intrigued, she continued to sway with him.

“What would she tell me about you?”

“That I’m unmarried and discreet about my affairs, business and otherwise. That I travel extensively and have a mysterious past. That I live most of the year in London and have a country home in Oxfordshire. I like to gamble, and prefer winning to losing. That when I’m attracted to a woman, I like to let her know immediately.” He brought their joined hands to his lips, brushing her knuckles.

It wasn’t easy to ignore the heat that raced up her arm. “Is that because you’re honest or in a hurry?”

He smiled, and nearly coaxed her lips to curve in response. “I’d say that would depend on the woman.”

It was a challenge. A challenge from a man had always been difficult for Adrianne to refuse. She made the decision on impulse, knowing she’d regret it.

“I’m at the Ritz,” she told him as she drew away. “I’ll be ready at eight.”

Philip found himself reaching for a nonexistent cigarette as she walked away. If she jangled his nerves after one dance, it would be more than interesting to see what she did to him during an entire evening. He signaled the waiter for another glass of champagne.

It took Adrianne over an hour to slip away. She’d been in the Fumes’ London house only once before, but she had a very good memory, which had been refreshed by the floor plans she’d bought. The first problem was to avoid Lady Fume, the ever-anxious hostess, and the staff of efficient servants. In the end, she decided on the bold tack. Experience had taught her that often subterfuge was effective under a mask of brazen action. She took the main stairs as though she had every right to wander the second floor.

The music was muted here and the hallways smelled more of lemon oil than the mums and hothouse roses that crowded the tables in the rooms below. All the doors were painted Wedgwood blue against the white walls, and all were closed. Adrianne counted down four on the right, then as a precaution, knocked. If anyone answered, she had the ready excuse of a raging headache and the search for an aspirin. When no one answered, she took a quick look left, then right, before pushing the door open. Once it was closed again, she took a slim flashlight out of her evening bag and scanned the room by its narrow beam.

She wanted to know the placement of every stick of furniture. If she entered the room while her host and hostess were sleeping, it wouldn’t do to bash into a Louis Quinze table or a Queen Anne chair.

Carefully, she made mental notes of the layout while privately deciding that Lady Fume could use a more creative decorator. Fortunately, the security was no more imaginative. The safe was hidden behind a rather bland seascape on the wall opposite the bed. The safe itself was a simple combination affair that she estimated would take no more than twenty minutes to crack.

Moving quietly, she checked the windows. They were the same style as those on the main floor, and could be jimmied easily enough if it became necessary. There was a trace of dust on the sill. Adrianne clucked her tongue. Lady Fume’s housekeeper should be more conscientious.

Satisfied, she took a step back just as she heard the doorknob tam behind her. Swearing under her breath, Adrianne took a dive into the closet and found herself surrounded by Lord Fume’s peer-of-the-realm suits.

She held her breath. Her eyes, accustomed to the dark, made out the movement of the door through the louvers of the closet. As it opened, some of the dim light from the hallway spilled in. Enough light, as it happened, to allow her to see Philip clearly.

Adrianne set her teeth and cursed him even as she racked her brain for some reason for his being there. He simply stood in the doorway while his gaze moved from one end of the room to the other. Alert, she thought again. Too alert, and too ready. And he looked dangerous. It must have been the way the light behind his back haloed his head while condemning his face to the shadows.

A dangerous man, Adrianne thought as she peered through the slats. No matter how sophisticated his manners or cultured his speech, he would handle himself well on the street.

Adrianne damned him to hell and back as he stared at the closet door. The fact that he didn’t belong in there any more than she did wouldn’t offset being discovered in Lord Fume’s closet. She damned him again and held her breath. A chance encounter on a deserted street, a one-in-a-million coincidence, and he’d ruined a job she’d planned for weeks.

Then he smiled, and the smile worried her even more. It was as though he smiled at her directly, personally, through the panel of wood that separated them. She almost expected him to speak, and felt as if she should be searching for some plausible response when he turned and left the room, closing the door firmly behind him.

She waited a full two minutes before stepping out of the closet. Always cautious, she fluffed out her skirts and smoothed her hair. Perhaps she’d been right to agree to have dinner with him. Something told her she’d be better off keeping an eye on him rather than trying to avoid him.

Philip Chamberlain was forcing her to change her plans. She took a last glance around the darkened bedroom. Lady Fume was going to keep her emeralds, at least for a while. But she’d be damned if the trip and her time would be wasted. She cast one regretful look at the seascape.

She would keep Philip Chamberlain occupied for a few hours at dinner, return to her suite, and change into her working clothes. Madeline Moreau was going to lose her sapphire pendant a little ahead of schedule.


Chapter Thirteen

Refocusing her plans on Madeline Moreau kept Adrianne up late, and had her up and on the job early. Figuring in the factor of Philip Chamberlain might have tilted the odds on the Fume job, but it didn’t mean The Shadow had to leave London empty handed.

As a thief, Adrianne was very successful. Part of the reason was caution. Another part, perhaps a larger part, was flexibility. The blueprints and specs she’d carried over from New York would wait. The Widows’ and Orphans’ Fund wouldn’t.

At eight forty-five, Madeline’s day maid, Lucille, opened the door to an attractive, bearded young man in gray overalls.

“May I help you?”

“Pest control.” Adrianne grinned through a sandy-colored beard and sent Lucille a broad wink. Under a battered cap she wore a straggly blond wig, a bit on the dirty side, that skimmed over her ears. “Got six flats to do this morning, luv, and you’re number one.”

“Pests?” Lucille hesitated, blushing as the exterminator gave her a long, interested study. “The mademoiselle said nothing about pests.”

“Building superintendent ordered it.” Adrianne held out a pink sheet. She wore workingman’s gloves, frayed, that reached past her wrists. “Got some complaints. Mice.”

“Mice?” On a muffled squeal, Lucille snatched her hand back. “But my mistress is asleep.”

“No skin off my nose. You don’t want Jimmy to kill the little buggers, I’ll just toddle along to the next on my list.” She offered the sheet again. “You want to sign this? It just says you didn’t want the service. Gets the super off the hook if any rodents crawl up your leg.”

“But no.” Lucille lifted a hand to her mouth and chewed on her nails. Mice. Even the thought of them made her shudder. “You will wait here. I will wake up the mistress.”

“Take your time, luv. I get paid by the hour.”

Adrianne watched Lucille scurry off. Setting down her tank, she moved quickly around the room, lifting paintings, shifting books. She smiled a little when she heard Madeline’s voice rise from a room down the hallway, apparently unhappy to have her beauty sleep interrupted. When Lucille came back out, Adrianne was leaning aginst the door, whistling between her teeth.

“Please, you will start in the kitchen. Mademoiselle wishes to leave before you go through the bedrooms.”

“At your service, luv.” Adrianne hefted the tank. “Want to keep me company?”

Lucille swept up her lashes. He was small, and skinny, she thought. But very pretty in the face. “Perhaps. After mademoiselle is gone.”

“I’ll be around.” Whistling again, Adrianne followed Lucille’s direction into the kitchen. Working fast, she slipped into the utility room. The alarm system was hardly more than a toy, making her sigh at the lack of challenge. Quickly, one ear turned for noise, she unscrewed the plate. From the deep pockets of her coveralls she took a pocket computer the size of a credit card and two spring clamps. Forcing herself not to hurry, she clamped the wires, cutting off the power.

She heard the click of heels, and dashed back through the door to pump a fog of organic rose dust into the air.

“Better give me another minute, luv,” she advised when Lucille poked a head into the kitchen. “This stuff needs to settle. Wouldn’t want to make those pretty eyes red.”

Coughing, Lucille waved a hand in front of her face. “Mademoiselle wants to know how long you will be.”

“An hour, tops.” She pumped more, hastening Lucille’s retreat. Counting five, Adrianne slipped back into the utility room and pulled out her wire cutters. It took under two minutes to feed the wires into her computer and change the security code. Getting in would be no problem, she thought as she replaced the face plate. Now all she had to do was find the safe. With the tank on her shoulder, Adrianne strolled back out to Lucille.

“Where next?”

“The guest room.” Lucille indicated the way, then was interrupted by a stream of French curses.

“Lucille. Goddammit, where did you put my red bag? Do I have to do everything myself?”

“Sounds like a real sweetheart,” Adrianne commented. Lucille only rolled her eyes and hurried off. If she threw a temper tantrum over a bag, Adrianne imagined Madeline would have apoplexy over the loss of her sapphire. Never pays to be greedy, she thought, then went off to search the guest room.

Twenty minutes later she heard the front door slam. It took her less than ten more to locate the safe in Madeline’s fussy red and black bedroom. It stood behind a false front in a vanity covered with pots and jars.

Standard combination, Adrianne mused with a cluck of her tongue. One would have thought Madeline would have spent as much on her security as she had on her wardrobe. Hefting the tank once more, Adrianne went out to find Lucille waiting for her.

The maid had spritzed herself with her best perfume.

“You have finished?”

“Any mouse that tries to sneak in here is dead meat.” This was going to take some delicate footwork, Adrianne decided as Lucille smiled at her. “The mademoiselle is gone?”

“She won’t be back for at least an hour.” The invitation was obvious as Lucille took a step closer. Adrianne felt a giggle well up and had to remind herself this was no laughing matter.

“Wish I had a little free time now. But I’ve got some later. What time does she let you off?”

“She has moods.” Pouting, Lucille toyed with the collar of Adrianne’s coveralls. She’d never been kissed by a man with a beard. “Sometimes she keeps me all evening.”

“She’s got to go to bed sometime.” Since Adrianne had plans for Madeline that evening, she thought it best to make some for Lucille as well. “Can you get out, say, midnight? You could meet me at Bester’s in Soho. We’ll have a drink.”

“Only a drink?”

“That depends.” Adrianne grinned. “I live right around the corner from the club. You could come by and give me … a French lesson. Midnight.” She ran a quick finger down Lucille’s cheek, then headed for the door.

“Maybe.”

Adrianne turned and winked.

An hour later, in a blond wig and pink sweater set, Adrianne paid cash for two dozen red roses and an elegant champagne dinner for two in a private dining room of a country inn an hour’s drive from London.

“My boss wants only the best,” Adrianne explained in a stern British accent as she handed a fistful of five-pound notes to the manager. “And, of course, discretion.”

“Of course.” The manager bowed, careful not to show too much enthusiasm. “And the name?”

Adrianne lifted a brow, a la Celeste. “Mr. Smythe. You will see that the champagne is properly chilled by midnight.” As she spoke, she added a twenty-pound note.

“Personally.”

Stiff-backed, head erect, Adrianne walked out to the car she’d rented for the trip out of London. She couldn’t prevent the briefest of smiles. By now Madeline would have received the first delivery of roses, and the romantic, mysterious invitation to a midnight supper in the country with a secret admirer.

Human nature was as important a tool as limber fingers. Madeline Moreau was very French, and very vain. Adrianne didn’t doubt for a minute that the Frenchwoman would step out of her flat and into the limousine Adrianne had arranged, leaving her flat empty. Madeline would be disappointed, naturally, when her anonymous admirer proved a no-show. But the Dom Pérignon and her own curiosity should occupy her for a while. Adrianne doubted if Madeline would return to London before two. By then Adrianne would have the sapphire, and Madeline a brilliant French temper tantrum.

It took her very little time once she was back in her rooms to go over notes and recheck her timing. The second delivery of roses, with a foolish, lovesick poem and another plea for an intimate evening would be arriving on Madeline’s doorstep within the hour.

She’d never resist it. Adrianne lit a match to her notes and watched the paper catch flame. Her instincts were right about this, she assured herself. Philip Chamberlain’s intrusion might have been simple coincidence, but The Shadow preferred tidy calculations. She smiled to herself. At this point Philip was giving her the best possible cover. She’d be seen going to dinner with him, then coming home again. She would make certain no one saw her leave her suite at midnight.

Adrianne was in the best of moods when she dressed for dinner. The basic black she chose was very slim, interest added by an explosion of multicolored mosaic beading along one shoulder. She clipped on royal blue glass earrings trimmed in gold that would be taken for sapphires by anyone but an expert. She stole the best, the most precious of jewels, but rarely bought them for herself. Only The Sun and the Moon interested her.

Standing back, she took a long hard look at herself. This image, like the image of Rose Sparrow, was important to her. She decided she was pleased she’d gone with the impulse to have her hair crimped, but changed her mind about her lipstick and applied a darker shade. Yes, she thought, that added just a hint more power. Philip Chamberlain might be a dangerous man, but he wouldn’t find her easy prey.

When the desk clerk phoned, she was ready, even looking forward to the evening. She insisted on coming down to the lobby to meet Philip.

He wasn’t dressed so formally tonight. The gray suit was Italian casual and only shades lighter than his eyes. Rather than a shirt and tie, he wore a black turtleneck, which set off his hair well. Too well, Adrianne thought. Her smile was very cool.

“You’re prompt.”

“You’re lovely.” He offered her a single red rose.

She knew men too well to be seduced by a flower, but couldn’t prevent her smile from softening.

She had a sable over her arm. He took it. As he slid the coat slowly over her shoulders, he let his fingers linger to free her hair from the collar. It was as rich and thick as the fur.

The warmth spread unexpectedly. Determined to ignore it, Adrianne looked over her shoulder. Her face was teasingly close to his. She let her lips curve as their gazes held.

She knew how to unnerve a man with a look, with a movement, he realized. He wondered how she’d earned a reputation as unattainable with eyes like that.

“There’s an inn about forty kilometers east of London. It’s quiet, atmospheric, and the food’s delightful.”

She’d expected a slick, sophisticated restaurant in the heart of the city. Could it be they would dine in the very spot where Madeline would be waiting for her mystery lover at midnight? Philip caught the sudden humor in her eyes, and wondered at it.

“You are a romantic.” Carefully, she stepped out of his arms. “But I’d like a drive. On the way you can tell me all about Philip Chamberlain.”

With a smile he took her arm. “We’ll need more than forty kilometers for that.”

When Adrianne settled in the Rolls, she let her fur slide down her shoulders. The brisk autumn air couldn’t compete with the warmth. The moment the driver pulled away from the curb, Philip took a bottle of Dom Pérignon from an ice bucket.

It was too perfect, she thought, and battled back another smile. Red roses, champagne, the plush car, and an evening at a country inn. Poor Madeline, she thought, greatly amused as she studied Philip’s profile.

“Have you been enjoying your time in London?” The cork came out with a muffled pop. In the quiet interior she could hear the excited fizz of air and wine rise in the neck of the bottle.

“Yes, I always enjoy it here.”

“Doing?”

“Doing?” She accepted the glass he offered. “Shopping, seeing friends. Walking.” She allowed him to spoon caviar onto a cracker for her. “What do you do?”

He watched her nip into the caviar before he sipped. “About what?”

Crossing her legs, she settled comfortably in the corner. It was the image she chose to project, lush furs, silk-clad legs, glittering jewels. “Work, pleasure, whatever.”

“What appeals most at the moment.”

She found it odd he didn’t elaborate. Most of the men she knew needed only the slightest opening to expound on their businesses, their hobbies, and their egos. “You mentioned gambling.”

“Did I?”

He was watching her, in the steady, disconcerting way he had before. It was as if he knew the Rolls was a stage and they were only playing parts. “Yes. What sort do you prefer?”

He smiled. It was the same smile she’d seen through the louvers in the Fumes’ closet door. “Long shots. More caviar?”

“Thank you.” They were playing a game, Adrianne thought. She wasn’t sure what the rules were, or what form the prize at the end would take, but a game was on. She took the caviar, beluga, the best, as was the wine and the car that was driving smoothly out of London. She trailed a finger along the swatch of upholstery that separated them. “Your long shots must pay off.”

“Usually.” With her he was counting on it. “What do you do when you’re not walking in London?”

“I walk someplace else, shop someplace else. When one city becomes tedious, there’s always another.”

He might have believed it if he hadn’t seen those flickers of passion in her eyes. This was no bored former debutante with too much money and too much time. “Are you going back to New York when you’re done with London?”

“I haven’t decided.” How dreary life would be, she thought, if she lived as she pretended. “I thought I might try somewhere hot for the holidays.”

There was a joke here, he thought. It was just behind her eyes, just edging the tone of her voice. Philip wondered if he’d find it amusing when he heard the punch line.

“Jaquir is hot.”

It wasn’t a joke he saw in her eyes now, but the passion, swift, vital, and quickly concealed. “Yes.” Her voice was flat and disinterested. “But I prefer the tropics to the desert.”

He knew he could prod, and had decided to when the phone interrupted him. “Sorry,” he said, then lifted the receiver. “Chamberlain.” There was only the briefest sigh. “Hello, Mum.”

Adrianne lifted a brow. If it hadn’t been for the slightly sheepish expression in the word, she wouldn’t have believed he had a mother, much less one who would call him on his car phone. Amused, she topped off his glass, then her own.

“No, I haven’t forgotten. It’s on for tomorrow. Anything at all, I’m sure you’ll look wonderful. Of course I’m not annoyed. On my way to dinner.” He glanced at Adrianne. “Yes, I do. No, you haven’t. Mum …” The sigh came again. “I really don’t think it’s—yes, of course.” He lowered the receiver to his knee. “My mother. She’d like to say hello to you.”

“Oh.” Nonplussed, Adrianne stared at the phone.

“She’s harmless.”

Feeling foolish, she took the receiver. “Hello.”

“Hello, dearie. That’s a lovely car, isn’t it?”

The voice had none of Philip’s smoothness, and the accent veered toward cockney. Adrianne automatically glanced around the Rolls and smiled. “Yes, it is.”

“Always makes me feel like a queen. What’s your name, dear?”

“Adrianne, Adrianne Spring.” She didn’t notice that she’d dropped her title and used her mother’s maiden name as she did with those she felt comfortable with. But Philip did.

“Pretty name. You have a lovely time now. He’s a good boy, my Phil. Handsome, too, isn’t he?”

Eyes bright with humor, Adrianne grinned at Philip. It was the first time the full warmth of her was offered to him. “Yes, he is. Very.”

“Don’t let him charm you too quick, dearie. He can be a rogue.”

“Really?” Adrianne eyed Philip over the rim of her glass. “I’ll remember that. It was nice talking to you, Mrs. Chamberlain.”

“You just call me Mary. Everyone does. Have Phil bring you by anytime. We’ll have some tea and a nice chat.”

“Thank you. Good night.” Still grinning, she handed the phone back to Philip.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Mum. No, she’s not pretty. Her eyes are crossed, she has a harelip, and warts. Go watch the telly. I love you too.” He hung up, then took a long sip of wine. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” The phone call had changed her feelings for him. It would be difficult for her to be cool to a man who had both love and affection for his mother. “She sounds delightful.”

“She is. She’s the love of my life.”

She paused a moment, studying. “I believe you mean it.”

“I do.”

“And your father? Is he as delightful?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

If she understood anything, it was the need to draw a shade over private family business. “Why did you tell her my eyes were crossed?”

With a laugh he took her hand and brought it to his lips. “For your own good, Adrianne.” His lips lingered there while his gaze held hers. “She’s desperate for a daughter-in-law.”

“I see.”

“And grandchildren.”

“I see,” she repeated, and drew her hand away.

The inn was all he had promised. But then, she’d chosen it for Madeline because it was quiet, out of the way, and unabashedly romantic. The manager she’d met just that afternoon greeted her with a bow and not a flicker of recognition.

There was a huge, ox-roasting fireplace where logs as thick as a man’s trunk blazed behind a gilt-edged screen. They kept up a hot, humming roar. Mullioned windows held out the blast of autumn wind that came from the sea. Huge Victorian furniture, the sideboards groaning with silver and crystal, seemed cozy in the enormous room.

They dined on the house specialty of beef Wellington while candles in heavy pewter holders flickered around them and music came from an old man and his gleaming violin.

She’d never expected to be relaxed with Philip. Not like this, not so she could laugh and listen and linger over brandy. He knew old movies, which were still her passion, though for now he skirted around her mother and her tragedy. They skipped back another generation to Hepburn, Bacall, Cable, and Tracy.

It disarmed her that he could remember dialogue, and could mimic it amazingly well. Both her English and her talent for accents had come from the screen, small and large. Since her love of fantasy had come naturally enough through Phoebe, she couldn’t help feeling kindred with him.

She discovered he had an interest in gardening, which he indulged both at his country home and in the greenhouse attached to his home in London.

“It’s difficult to imagine you puttering around and scouting out weeds. But it explains the calluses.”

“Calluses?”

“On your hands,” she said, and immediately regretted her slip. What should have been a casual observation seemed too personal, too intimate with candlelight and violins. “They don’t suit the rest of you.”

“Better than you think,” he murmured. “We all have our images and illusions, don’t we?”

She thought she felt the sting of a double entendre and neatly sidestepped with a comment about the gardens of Buckingham Palace.

They’d traveled to many of the same places. Over brandy they learned they both had stayed at the Excelsior in Rome during the same week five years before. What wasn’t mentioned was that Adrianne had been there to relieve a contessa of a suite of diamonds and rubies. Philip had been on one of his last jobs, acquiring a pouch of unset gems from a movie mogul. Both of them smiled reminiscently at their separate memories.

“I had a particularly lovely time in Rome that summer,” Adrianne remembered as they started back out to the car. A lovely time that had amounted to roughly three hundred and fifty million lire.

“And I.” Philip’s take had been nearly half again that amount when he’d bartered the stones in Zurich. “It’s a pity we didn’t run into each other.”

Adrianne slid across the plush seat. “Yes.” She would have enjoyed drinking heavy red wine and walking down the steamy streets of Rome with him. But she was glad she hadn’t met him then. He would have distracted her as, unfortunately, he was distracting her now. His leg brushed casually against hers as the car began to roll. It was a good thing her work at Madeline’s would be so straightforward.

“There’s a café there with the most incredible ice cream.”

“San Filippo,” Adrianne said with a laugh. “I gain five pounds whenever I sit down at that cafe.”

“Perhaps one day we’ll find ourselves there together.”

His finger grazed her cheek, just enough to remind her of the game to be played, and it wouldn’t pay to enjoy it too much. With some regret she drew back. “Perhaps.”

She’d moved only slightly, but he’d felt the distance grow. A strange woman, he mused. The exotic looks, that come-hither mouth, the quick flashes of passion he saw from time to time in her eyes. All real enough, but deceiving. She wasn’t the kind of woman to settle comfortably, pliably, in a man’s arms, but one who would freeze that man with a word or a look. He’d always preferred a woman who enjoyed an open physicality, an easy sexual relationship. And yet he found himself not only intrigued but drawn to the contrasts in Adrianne.

Philip knew as well as she the value of timing. He waited until they drove into London.

“What were you doing in the Fumes’ bedroom last night?”

She nearly jumped, nearly swore. The evening, the company, the warmth of brandy, had relaxed her enough to take her off guard. It was only the years of self-training that enabled her to look at him with vague curiosity. “I beg your pardon?”

“I asked what you were doing in the Fumes’ bedroom during the party.” Idly, he curled the tips of her hair around his finger. A man could get lost in hair like that, he thought. Drown in it.

“What makes you think I was?”

“Not think, know. Your scent’s very individual, Adrianne. Unmistakable. I smelled you the moment I opened the door.”

“Really?” She shifted the sable back on her shoulders while her mind scrambled for the right answer. “One might ask what you were doing poking about.”

“One might.”

As the silence grew, she decided it would only make it more of a mystery if she did not answer. “As it happens, I’d gone up to fix a loose hem. Should I be flattered that I impressed you enough that you recognized my perfume?”

“You should be flattered that I don’t call you a liar,” he said lightly. “But then, beautiful women are apt to lie about most anything.”

He touched her face, not teasingly, not flirtatiously as he had before, but possessively. His palm curved over her chin, his fingers spread over her cheek so that between them and his thumb her mouth was framed. Incredibly soft, incredibly desirable was his first thought. Then he saw what surprised him. It wasn’t anger in her eyes, nor was it humor or aloofness. It was fear, just a flicker, just an instant, but very clear.

“I choose my lies more discriminatory, Philip.” God, a touch shouldn’t make her feel this way, shaky, unsure, needy. Her back went rigid against the seat. She couldn’t control that. She barely managed to force her lips to curve into a cool smile. “It seems we’ve arrived.”

“Why should you be afraid for me to kiss you, Adrianne?”

Why should he see so clearly what she’d managed to hide from dozens of others? “You’re mistaken,” she said evenly. “I simply don’t want you to.”

“Now I will call you a liar.”

She let out her breath very slowly, very carefully. No one knew better than she how destructive her temper could be. “As you like. It was a lovely evening, Philip. Good night.”

“I’ll see you to your suite.”

“Don’t bother.”

The driver was already holding her door open. Without glancing back, she slid out, then hurried into the hotel, the fur swirling around her.

Adrianne waited until the stroke of midnight before she sneaked out of the service entrance of the hotel. She was still dressed in black, but now it was a wool turtleneck and snug leggings under a leather jacket. The stocking cap was pulled low, with her hair tucked beneath it. On her feet were soft-soled leather boots, and slung over her arm was an oversize shoulder bag.

A half mile from the hotel she hailed a cab. She took three of them, by winding routes, to within a mile of Madeline’s flat. She was grateful for the fog, knee-high now. It was like wading through a shallow river so that even as the mist parted and swirled at her steps, it dampened her boots. Her steps were silent on the pavement. As she approached the building, she could see the streetlights beam down, then disappear as the fog swallowed them.

The street was silent; the houses dark.

With one quick look Adrianne scaled the low wall at the back of the building and crossed the postage-stamp lawn to the side feeing west. There was ivy here, dark and smelling of damp. Melting against it, she scanned right, then left.

She could be seen if a neighbor with insomnia happened to glance her way, but she’d be hidden from any cars passing on the street. Competently, even mechanically, she uncoiled her rope.

It took only a few minutes to scale the wall to the second level, and Madeline’s bedroom window. There was a low light burning on the dresser, allowing Adrianne to see the room clearly. From the mess, it appeared that Madeline had had trouble deciding on the proper dress for the evening.

Poor Lucille, she thought as she took out her glass cutter. There was little doubt that the maid would bear the brunt of her mistress’s temper in the morning.

She needed only a small hole. Her hand was narrow. She used the adhesive to draw the circle of glass out. With her gloves as protection, she reached inside to trip the lock. Eight minutes after her arrival, Adrianne was crawling through the window.

She waited, listening. Around her the building settled, murmuring and creaking as old buildings do in the night. Her feet were silent over the antique Persian carpet at the foot of the bed.

She crossed to the vanity and pushed the spring that controlled the false front. Making herself comfortable, Adrianne took out her stethoscope and went to work.

It could be tedious work, and like most aspects of the job, it couldn’t be rushed. The first time she’d burgled a house it had been occupied, and her palms had grown sweaty, her hands had shaken so badly that it had taken her twice as long as it should have to crack the safe. Now her hands were dry and steady.

The first tumbler clicked into place.

She stopped, patient, cautious, when a car passed on the street below. She let out a slow breath, checked her watch. Five seconds, ten, then she focused her concentration on the safe.

She thought of the prime sapphire in the necklace. In its present setting it was a bit overdone. A stone of that caliber was wasted in the outrageously extravagant filigree work. Just as it was wasted on someone as selfish and self-serving as Madeline Moreau. Popped, it would he a different story. She’d already estimated that the stone along with its companion sapphires were worth at least two hundred thousand pounds, perhaps two fifty. She’d be pleaded to take half that on delivery.

The second tumbler clicked.

Adrianne didn’t look at her watch, but she thought, felt, she was well within schedule—just as the tingling in her fingers told her she was very close to finishing. In the jacket she was overly warm, but she ignored the discomfort. In moments she would be holding a cool quarter of a million pounds in sapphires.

The third and final tumbler clicked.

She was too skilled to rush. The stethoscope was replaced before Adrianne eased the safe door outward. Making use of her flashlight, she scanned the contents. Papers and manila envelopes were ignored, as were the first three jewelry cases she opened. The amethysts were rather sweet, and the pearl and diamond earrings elegant, but it was the sapphire she’d come for. It glinted out at her from a blanket of buff-colored velvet, intensely blue, as the best Siamese stones were. The main stone was perhaps twenty carats, circled by smaller stars of diamonds and sapphires.

It wasn’t the time or the place to use her loupe. That would have to wait until she was back in her room. Lucille’s patience might have worn thin by now. Adrianne would prefer to be out of the flat before the maid returned. If it was paste, she’d have wasted her time. Again, Adrianne held the pendant up to the fight. She didn’t think so.

After sliding the box in her pouch, she closed the safe and spinned the dial. She didn’t want Madeline to have a shock before she’d drunk her morning coffee.

Moving through the dark of the flat, she went back into the utility room. With care she disengaged the wires from her computer, and left them dangling.

As silently as she’d entered, she exited.

Outside, she drew deep breaths of cold, damp air but forced herself not to laugh. It felt good, so damn good. The accomplishment was everything. She’d never been able to explain to Celeste the thrill, part sexual, part intellectual, that came the moment a job was successfully completed. It was then that tensed muscles could relax, that the heart could be allowed to beat recklessly. For those few seconds, a minute at the most, she felt invulnerable. Nothing else in her life had ever compared.

Adrianne allowed herself thirty seconds of self-indulgence, then cut across the lawn, scaled the wall, and moved through the shifting fog.

Philip didn’t know why he’d come out. A hunch, an itch. Unable to sleep, he’d wandered toward the place where he’d first seen Adrianne. Not because of her, he assured himself, but because he had a feeling about the Fumes. And it was a good night to steal.

That was true, but it wasn’t accurate. He’d also come because of Adrianne. Alone in his house, restless, dissatisfied, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. A walk in the cool night through the streets he knew so well would clear his head. So he thought.

He was what he supposed his mother would call smitten. It wasn’t that unusual. She was elusive, exotic, and mysterious. She was also a liar. Such qualities in a woman were hard to resist, he thought, and wished desperately for a cigarette.

Perhaps that was why he’d found himself walking toward her hotel. As he rounded the corner he saw her. She stepped off the curb and walked across the deserted street. She wore black again, not the romance of the cape, but slim pants and a leather jacket with her hair hidden by a cap. Still, he had only to see her move to know it was Adrianne. He nearly called out to her, but some instinct held him back. Even as he watched, she slipped into the service doors and out of sight.

Philip found himself staring up at her windows. It was ridiculous, he thought. Absurd. Yet he stood for a long time, rocking back on his heels, speculating.


Chapter Fourteen

Adrianne had a leisurely breakfast in her room. While she scanned the headlines, she nibbled at a poached egg and enjoyed a second cup of coffee. The only problem Adrianne had with her double life was that it wasn’t possible to share the best of it with anyone. There was no one to talk to, to brainstorm with when she was working out a complicated heist, no one who could understand the excitement, the rush of adrenaline that came from rappeling down a building or outwitting a sophisticated alarm. No one in her circle of friends would have felt that sharp-edged concentration that came from thinking on your feet when a security guard changed his pattern. There was no one to celebrate with, no one to share that whippy, exhilarating high that came from holding a fortune in your hands and knowing you’d succeeded.

Instead, there were solitary meals in endless hotel rooms.

She saw the irony of it, even the humor. She could hardly announce at lunch while her companions spoke of their latest hobbies or lovers that she’d spent an enjoyable weekend in London stealing a sapphire as big as a robin’s egg.

It was like being Clark Kent, she’d once told Celeste. Adrianne imagined the dogged reporter had felt more than a little frustration trapped behind horn rims and a mild manner.

Too little sleep, Adrianne decided. When she started comparing herself to comic book characters, it was time to get a grip on herself. She might be lonely, but she was accomplished.

It was time to dress, in any case. She wondered if Madeline was up, or if anyone had noticed the damaged window. Adrianne had carefully replaced the circle of glass to prevent a draft. If Lucille neglected to dust the windowsills, it might go unnoticed for days.

Either way, it didn’t matter. Rose Sparrow had work to do this morning, and Princess Adrianne had a plane to catch at six this evening.

When Adrianne, in her red wig, leather miniskirt, and pink tights walked out of the Ritz, Philip walked in. They passed through the double doors shoulder to shoulder. Philip even murmured an apology for the slight brush as Adrianne’s mouth fell open. If he’d looked at her, really looked, she would never have pulled it off. Stifling a giggle, she managed a “No problem, guv,” in a broad cockney.

The doorman gave her a sniff of disapproval. Undoubtedly, he took her for a working girl who’d spent the night entertaining some wealthy and totally tasteless businessman. Pleased with herself, Adrianne let her hips roll as she strode off to the Underground. She’d take the tube to the West End, where a man named Freddie ran a discreet passageway for the hottest rocks.

By two she was back in her suite with a thick stack of twenty-pound notes. Freddie had been generous, which told Adrianne he probably had a client with an affection for sapphires. All that was left was to deposit the funds in her Swiss account and have her London solicitors make an anonymous donation to the Widows’ and Orphans’ Fund.

Minus her commission, Adrianne thought as she tossed Rose’s wig in her suitcase. Ten thousand pounds seemed fair. She was standing in her underwear, removing the last traces of Rose from her face, when her buzzer sounded. She tugged the belt of her robe secure before she answered.

“Philip.” She was astonished.

“I was hoping I’d catch you in.” He stepped through the doorway because he didn’t want her to have the chance to close the door in his face. “I dropped by earlier, but you were out.”

“I had business to attend to. Was there something you wanted?”

He stared at her. It was a ridiculous question for a woman to ask a man when she was dressed only in thin ivory silk. “I thought you might be free for lunch.”

“Oh. That’s sweet of you, but I’m leaving in a few hours.”

“Back to New York?”

“Briefly. I’m chairing a charity ball and have dozens of details to tie up.”

“I see.” She wasn’t wearing any makeup. The lack of it made her seem younger but no less alluring. “And then?”

“Then?”

“You said briefly.”

“I’m booked to Mexico, Cozumel. A charity fashion show for Christmas.” The moment she’d told him, she regretted it. She didn’t like telling anyone of her plans. “I’m sorry, Philip, but you caught me in the middle of packing.”

“Go ahead. Mind if I have a drink?”

“Help yourself.” She bit the words off, then turned to stride into the bedroom. The wig was already hidden in a bag at the bottom of her suitcase. The money was tucked safely in her oversize shoulder bag. When a quick glance showed her nothing incriminating, Adrianne continued to pack.

“It’s a pity you’re leaving so soon,” Philip said from the doorway. “You’ll miss all the excitement.”

“Oh?” She folded a sweater with quick, competent movements that told him she was used to doing such things for herself and doing them often.

“Perhaps you haven’t heard, there was a burglary last night.”

She picked up another sweater without missing a beat. “No, really? Where?”

“Madeline Moreau.”

“Oh, God.” Properly shocked, Adrianne turned around. He was leaning against the doorjamb, a glass of what she assumed was whiskey in his hand. And he was watching her just a bit too closely. “Poor Madeline. What was taken?”

“Her sapphire pendant,” he murmured. “Just the pendant.”

“Just?” As if weak at the knees, she sank onto the bed. “Why, this is dreadful. To think we were all there at the Fumes’ a couple of days ago. And she was wearing it, too, wasn’t she?”

“Yes.” He sipped again. She was good, he thought. She was damn good. “She was.”

“She must be devastated. Should I call her, I wonder. Perhaps not. She may not want to speak to anyone.”

“It’s kind of you to be concerned.”

“Well, we have to stick together at times like this. I’m sure they were insured, but a woman’s jewelry is personal. I think I’ll get a drink myself, then you can tell me what you know.”

When she moved by him into the sitting room, he took her seat on the bed. He wrinkled his nose as he sipped. The maid must have appalling taste in cologne, he thought as he caught a whiff of Rose. He noticed the leather miniskirt waiting to be packed. Not exactly Adrianne’s style, he mused, and wondered why he thought he’d seen it before.

“Have the police any clues?” Adrianne asked as she came back in with a glass of iced vermouth.

“I couldn’t say. Apparently, someone came in through the second-story window and cracked the safe in the master bedroom. It seems Madeline was off in the country. Coincidentally, at the same inn where we dined last night.”

“You’re joking. Odd we didn’t see her.”

“She’d come out later. On a wild goose chase, you might say. It seems the thief was clever enough to lure her out of the house with the promise of a romantic midnight supper with a secret admirer.”

“Now I know you’re joking.” She smiled, then let her eyes sober when he didn’t respond. “How dreadful for her.”

“And her ego.”

“That too.” She shuddered delicately. “At least she wasn’t there when he broke in. She might have been murdered.”

Philip sipped at his whiskey. It was smooth. Every bit as smooth as The Shadow. He couldn’t help admiring both. “I don’t think so.”

She didn’t care for the way he said it, or the way he looked at her as he did. Adrianne set down her glass to continue her packing. “Did you say he took only one necklace? That’s strange, don’t you think? Certainly there’d be many valuables in Madeline’s safe.”

“One has to assume the pendant was the only thing of interest.”

“An eccentric thief?” She smiled and moved to the closet. “Well, I’m terribly sorry for Madeline, but I’m sure the police will have him in a matter of days.”

“Sooner or later, in any case.” He drained the whiskey. “They’re looking for a young man with a beard. It seems he talked his way into the flat with some business about exterminating mice. The Yard thinks he cased the place from inside, probably tampered with the alarm system so that either he or his accomplice could break in later.”

“Complicated.” Adrianne tilted her head. “You seem to know a great deal about it.”

“Connections.” He passed his empty glass from hand to hand. “One has to admire him.”

“A thief? Why?”

“Skill. Style. The ruse to get Madeline out of London showed creativity. Flair. I admire both.” He set the glass aside. “Did you sleep well last night, Adrianne?”

She glanced over her shoulder. There was something in the question—rather, something under it. “Shouldn’t I have?”

He held up the miniskirt, studying it with a frown. “I didn’t. Oddly enough, I took a walk, ended up strolling along near here, as a matter of fact. It must have been about one, one-fifteen.”

She felt a need for the vermouth again. “Did you? Too much champagne perhaps. Personally, it makes me sleep like the dead.”

His eyes met hers, and held. “I’d wondered. This isn’t your usual style, is it?”

She took the leather skirt from him and laid it in her suitcase. “A whim. It was nice of you to bring me the news.”

“Just part of the service.”

“I hate to rush you along, Philip, but I really must organize myself. My plane leaves at six.”

“I’ll see you again.”

She lifted a brow in a gesture she’d learned from Celeste. “It’s hard to tell about these things.”

“I’ll see you again,” he repeated as he rose. He knew how to move quickly and without warning. She had time to toss her chin up when his hand slid around her neck. But she didn’t have time to brace before his mouth came down to hers.

It might have made a difference. She needed to believe it would have made a difference. If she had had even an instant to prepare, she wouldn’t have responded. Still, she wouldn’t have known his mouth would be so warm or so clever.

His fingers tightened at the back of her neck. It should have been enough to have her pulling away. Instead, she leaned toward him. It was only a hint of acceptance, but more than she’d ever given anyone else.

It had been impulse, unplanned, with the consequences uncalculated. He’d simply wanted to taste her, to leave her with something of him. Other women would have responded easily or pulled back in refusal. Adrianne merely stood, as if stunned by the most basic contact of man to woman. The hesitation, the confusion he sensed in her, contrasted sharply with the heat of her mouth. Her lips were soft, smooth, and open, and a low, reluctant moan of passion slipped through them and into him. He was rocked more by that than by any sexual experience he’d ever encountered.

She’d paled, and he saw that glimmer of fear in her eyes again when she stepped back. The urge to take her then, to roll madly with her over the clothes neatly folded on the bed, was banked. Her secrets were still secrets, and his desire to unravel them was stronger than ever.

“I want you to go.”

“All right.” To satisfy himself, he took her hand. It trembled lightly in his. No act this, he thought. No game or pretense. “But we haven’t finished.” Though her fingers were stiff, he brought them to his lips. “No, we haven’t finished. I think we both know it. Have a pleasant flight, Adrianne.”

She waited until she was alone before she sat again. She didn’t want to feel this way, to need this way. Not now, not ever.

“You’re not telling me everything, Adrianne. I can feel it.”

“Everything about what?” Adrianne scanned the ballroom at the Plaza. The orchestra was tuning up, the flowers were fresh and abundant. Along one wall the staff was lined up, uniforms sharply pressed, shoulders back as if they were marines receiving a final inspection by the manager.

In a few moments the doors would be opened to the cream of society. They would come to dance, to drink, and to be photographed. That was fine with Adrianne. The cool thousand a head they paid for the privilege would go a long way toward paying for a new pediatric wing she was sponsoring in an upstate hospital.

“Perhaps I should have gone with poinsettias,” she mused. “They’re so festive, and Christmas is only a few weeks off.”

“Adrianne.”

The impatience in Celeste’s voice had her smiling as she turned. “Yes, darling?”

“What exactly went on in London?”

“I told you.” She glided around the tables. No, she’d been right to go with the asters. The lavender shade was striking against the pastel green cloths. And festive or not, poinsettias were everywhere this time of year.

“What did you leave out, Addy?”

“Celeste, really, you’re distracting me and I don’t have much time.”

“Everything’s perfect, as usual.” Taking matters into her own hands, Celeste gripped Adrianne’s arm and drew her farther away from the tuxedoed band members. “Did something go wrong?”

“No, nothing.”

“You’ve been edgy since you’ve been back.”

“I’ve been busy since I’ve been back,” Adrianne retorted, brushing Celeste’s cheek with her lips. “You know how important this function is to me.”

“I know.” Relenting, Celeste took her hand. “No one does it better, and I’d swear no one cares more. You know, Addy, if you concentrated on this kind of work, gave it all the energy and talent you do the other, there wouldn’t be a need—”

“Not tonight.” The easiest way to end the conversation was to signal for the doors to be opened. “Curtain up, darling.”

“Addy. You’d tell me if you were in trouble.”

“You’d be the first.” With a brilliant smile Adrianne swept forward to greet the early arrivals.

It wasn’t difficult to keep the partygoers happy. It required only seeing that the food was first class, the music loud, and the wine free-flowing. As the evening progressed, Adrianne drifted from table to table and group to group. She wound her way through the silks and taffetas and velvets, the Saint Laurents, the Diors, and de la Rentas.

Though she didn’t settle long enough to eat, she danced when pressed, and she flirted and flattered. She noticed Lauren St. John, the deplorable second wife of a hotel tycoon, wearing a new suite of diamonds and rubies. Adrianne waited her chance. When Lauren walked toward the ladies’ lounge, Adrianne followed her.

Inside, two actresses were having a low-toned and bitter fight. Over a man, Adrianne realized as she chose a stall. Typical. They were lucky People had sent a male reporter who couldn’t be privy to women’s room gossip. Of course if the lounge attendant had a good memory, she could make herself an extra fifty by passing the story along. Adrianne heard Lauren swear in the next stall and guessed she was struggling to pull the snug skirt over her hips. On cue, Adrianne walked to the sinks to wait. When Lauren joined her, the actresses slammed out, one then the other.

“Were they haggling over who I think they were haggling over?” Lauren asked as she washed her hands.

“Sounded like it.”

“He is a sexy son of a bitch. Do you think he’s going to divorce her?” She picked up a bottle of scent, sniffed it, then sprayed with abandon.

“Odds are.” Adrianne crossed to the lighted vanity and took out her compact. “The question is, why does she want to hold on to him?”

“Because he’s the best fuck around … I hear.” Lauren sat on one of the cushy white stools and fussed with her lipstick. “We got to see a great deal of his—talent—in his last movie. I wouldn’t mind a trial run myself.” She took out a monogrammed silver brush and smoothed her sleekly cut blond hair.

“A woman can get sex without humiliation.” Adrianne spoke with casual conviction, though it was something she’d never been quite sure of.

“Of course, but with some a little humiliation is worth it.” Lauren leaned forward to peer into her own eyes, satisfying herself that the need for a lift was still years off. “Whose heart are you breaking this week, darling?”

“I’m taking a rest.” Adrianne used her fingers to fluff out the hair around her face before she took a vial of perfume out of her bag. “Lauren, that necklace is simply stunning. Is it new?” She already knew when it had been bought and for how much. She’d almost finished calculating just how long Lauren would own it.

“Yes.” She turned, right then left, so the stones caught the light and shimmered. “Charlie gave it to me for our anniversary. One year last week.”

“And they said it wouldn’t last,” Adrianne murmured, shifting to admire it. “Exquisite, really.”

“Seventy carats in diamonds, fifty-eight in rubies. Burmese.”

“Of course.” That was how Lauren’s mind worked. Adrianne both disdained and appreciated it.

“Not counting the earrings.” Lauren turned her head to be certain they showed to the best advantage. “Luckily, I’m tall enough to carry them. Nothing tackier than seeing some of these little women so loaded down with jewelry they can hardly totter about. The older they get, the more they pile it on—so you don’t notice how many chins they have. Now, you …” Lauren glanced over at Adrianne’s filigree necklace studded with brilliant-cut sapphires and diamonds. “You always know exactly what to wear and how to wear it. That’s a very sweet necklace.”

Adrianne only smiled. If the stones had been real, it would have been worth a cool hundred thousand. As it was, the pretty colored stones could be had for less than one percent of that. “Thanks.” Rising, Adrianne brushed at her skirt. The full silver skirt contrasted nicely with the snug bustier of royal blue velvet. “I must go out and do my duty. We’ll have to have lunch soon, Lauren, and discuss the fashion show.”

“Love to.” Lauren glanced at the dollar Adrianne had left for the attendant. It was enough to cover both of them, she decided, then tucked the bottle of scent into her bag.

Charles and Lauren St. John, Adrianne mused. The gala star-studded fashion show would take place in their new hotel in Cozumel. Wasn’t that handy? Everyone who was anyone would be there. Even handier. It was always an advantage to steal in a crowd. Smiling, she thought about Lauren’s anniversary gift. She’d have to arrange that lunch very soon.

“Is that smile for me?”

When Adrianne found herself caught in Philip’s arms, the smile not only disappeared, her mouth fell open. Before she could react, he was kissing her, just a bit too hard and too long for a casual greeting. Then he drew back, but kept her hands firmly in his.

“Miss me?”

“No.”

“Lucky I know you’re a habitual liar.” He let his gaze skim over her bare shoulders, the blue stones at her throat, then back to her face. “You look gorgeous.”

She had to do something, and quickly. It was bad enough that people were watching them, but it was worse, much worse, that her heart was hammering. “I’m sorry, Philip, but this isn’t an open party. I’m quite sure you didn’t buy a ticket.”

“But I’m a gate crasher bearing gifts.” He took a check out of the inside pocket of his dinner jacket. “For your very worthy cause, Adrianne.”

It was twice the price of a ticket. Even if she hated him for disrupting her routine, she had to admire his generosity. “Thank you.” She dropped the folded check into her bag.

He was glad she’d left her hair down so that he could let his fingers loose in it. “Dance with me.”

“No.”

“Afraid to let me get my hands on you again?”

Her eyes narrowed as temper spit out of them. He was laughing at her. That was something she took from no one. “Again?” But her voice wasn’t as icy as she’d hoped.

This time he did laugh, out loud. “Adrianne, you’re delightful. Do you know I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind?”

“Obviously, you haven’t enough to occupy your time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I do.”

“Addy.” With the instinctive timing of a veteran, Celeste glided to her side. “You haven’t introduced me to your friend.”

“Philip Chamberlain,” she said between her teeth. “Celeste Michaels.”

“I’ve seen Ms. Michaels dozens of times.” Taking Celeste’s hand, Philip kissed it. “She’s been breaking my heart for years.”

“A pity I didn’t know it until now.” A quick study, Celeste summed up both Philip and the situation. If ever there was a man to make a woman edgy, this was he. “Did you meet Addy in London?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, she couldn’t stay.” In a smooth move he ran a hand along Adrianne’s shoulder and the back of her neck. “She also refuses to dance with me. Perhaps you will.”

“Certainly.” Taking Philip’s arm, Celeste sent one quick and mischievous grin over her shoulder. “You’ve infuriated her.”

“I certainly hope so.”

Celeste settled a hand on his shoulder. “Addy’s not easily rattled.”

“So I gather. You’re fond of her.”

“I love her above all others. Which is why I intend to keep a very close eye on you, Mr. Chamberlain.”

“Philip.” He turned Celeste so that he could watch Adrianne lean over a prune-faced grande dame. “She’s a fascinating woman, both less and more than what she seems.”

Celeste heard the jingle of warning bells as she studied his face. “You’re very astute. The point is, Adrianne is a woman, a very sensitive, very vulnerable one. If I were to find out that someone hurt her, I’d be very unhappy. And I’m not sensitive at all, Philip. Just mean.”

He smiled down at her. “Have you ever considered having an affair with a younger man?”

She laughed, taking the compliment as it was meant. “You’re a charmer. Since you amuse me, I’ll give you a little advice. Charm doesn’t work on Addy. Patience might.”

“I appreciate it,” Philip said. He was watching Adrianne when she lifted a hand to her throat and found it bare. He saw her instant of surprise and confusion, then the tightly controlled temper as she zeroed in on him. With a smile he sent her a nod of acknowledgment. Her necklace of faux diamonds and sapphires was resting comfortably in his pocket.

The bastard. The low, slimy bastard. He’d stolen from her. He’d lifted the necklace right off her throat without her feeling a thing but the pumping of her pulse. Then he’d taunted her. He’d looked right at her and grinned.

He was going to pay for it, Adrianne thought as she tossed her gloves into her shoulder bag. And he was going to pay for it tonight.

She knew it was reckless. There hadn’t been time to work out a plan coolheadedly. All she knew was that he’d taken from her, laughed at her, challenged her. Celeste, innocently enough, had passed on the information that Philip was staying at the Carlyle. That was all Adrianne needed.

She’d had an hour to change out of her gown and into her working clothes. She’d rejected the notion of bribing the night clerk. The staff at the Carlyle was well known for their honesty. She’d simply break into his room.

Adrianne walked into the lobby. There was only one clerk at the desk, male and young. Blessing her luck, Adrianne staggered over.

“Please,” she began, choosing a shaky French accent. “Two men, outside. They tried to …” With a hand to her head she shuddered and swayed. “I must call a cab, so foolish to think I could walk. Water, s’il vous plaît. May I have some water?”

He was already rounding the desk to lead her to a chair. “Were you hurt?”

She turned her face up to his, making certain her eyes were liquid and helpless. “No, just frightened. They tried to get me into a car, and there was no one, no one to …”

“It’s all right. You’re safe now.”

He was so young, Adrianne thought as she leaned against him. And playing on his sympathy was too easy. “Thank you. You’re so kind, so good. If you would please call me a cab. But first the water, or perhaps some brandy.”

“Of course. Just try to relax. I’ll be only a minute.”

And a minute was all she needed. As soon as he was out of sight, she leapt up, vaulted the counter, and hit the computer. He was on the twentieth floor, she saw with a grim smile. Smugly asleep, she was sure, and waiting for her next move. She doubted he expected one so quickly.

When the clerk returned with a snifter of brandy, she was sprawled in the chair, her eyes closed and a hand to her heart.

“So kind of you.” She made sure her hand shook ever so slightly as she drank. “I must get home.” She brushed a tear from her lashes. “I’ll feel so much better behind my own doors.”

“Should I call the police?”

“No,” she said with a brave smile. “I didn’t see them. It was dark. Thank God I was able to get away and run in here.” After handing the snifter back to him, she managed to stand, “I’ll never forget how kind you’ve been.”

“It was nothing.” Pleased, he puffed out with masculine pride.

“It was everything to me.” Adrianne leaned against him as they walked outside. The cab she’d already paid to be waiting a half a block away glided to the curb. “Merci bien” Adrianne kissed him on the cheek before she slid inside. The moment they were out of sight, she straightened in her seat. “Let me off around the corner.”

“Want me to wait again?”

“No.” She handed him a twenty. “Thanks.”

“Anytime, lady.”

Fifteen minutes later Adrianne was standing outside Philip’s door. The entry through the service entrance and elevator had been routine. Now it was just a matter of getting through the lock and security chain. She blamed her own impatience and temper for the amount of time it took her.

Inside, the suite was silent. Because he hadn’t drawn the drapes in the sitting room, there was enough light to guide her. It took her less than five minutes to determine that he’d left nothing of value in there.

The bedroom was dark. She opted for her penlight and kept the beam away from the bed, though she would have enjoyed shining it in his face and scaring the life out of him. There would be satisfaction enough in retrieving her necklace, and the diamond cuff links he’d worn that evening.

Adrianne began a silent and thorough search of the room. It would be a damn shame if he’d put everything in the hotel safe. Somehow she didn’t think he had. It would have been late, nearly three, by the time he’d gotten in. Odds were that he’d been suffering from jet lag. As Adrianne saw it, he’d probably come in, dumped everything in a drawer, then crawled into bed.

Underneath his neatly folded shirts from Turnbull, she discovered she’d been right. The light shone on her necklace. Beside it was a man’s jewel case in monogrammed alligator. More than the diamond cuff links rested inside. She found other links in heavy gold, a stick pin with a particularly fine topaz, and other assorted pieces of man’s vanity, all tasteful and expensive.

Delighted, Adrianne slipped the case and her necklace into her bag. She thought it was a pity she wouldn’t see his face in the morning. Then she turned and collided with him.

She barely had time to suck in her breath before he tossed her over his shoulder. Even as she kicked out, she found herself tumbling through the air. This time the breath was knocked out of her as she hit the mattress. Adrianne could only swear as her arms were pinned to her sides and Philip’s body spread over hers.

“Good morning, darling,” he said, then pressed his mouth to hers. He felt her arms strain against him, her body arch and buck even as her mouth softened, heated, opened. Aroused by the contrast, he took the kiss deeper than he’d intended.

Pulling himself back, he braceleted her wrists with one hand and reached for the light. The moment it came on, he decided he liked the way she looked in his bed.

She was well aware of her position. Her own fault, Adrianne thought in disgust as she struggled between temper and bitterness. For nearly ten years she’d stolen the best, and she’d stolen with a cool head and logic. Now, because of a worthless necklace—and her own pride—she was caught. The only choice left was to brazen it out.

“Let go of me.”

“Not a chance.” Holding her arms above her head, he used his free hand to brush the hair from her cheek. “You must admit it was a clever way to get you into bed.”

“I came for my necklace, not to go to bed with you.”

“You could do both.” He grinned. Because he was unprepared for the sudden violence of her struggle, he lost his grip. The next thirty seconds were a heated and silent bid for supremacy. She was agile, and one hell of a lot stronger than she looked. Philip discovered that when she landed a solid blow in his solar plexus. This time he pinned her hands between their bodies and kept his face an inch from hers. “All right, we’ll discuss it later.”

It wasn’t the cool Princess Adrianne who glared up at him, but the woman he’d suspected lay beneath, passionate, volatile … and involved. “You set me up, you bastard.”

“Guilty on both counts. I’m surprised you’d risk so much to get the necklace back. It’s worth only a few hundred pounds. Sentimental value, Addy?”

Panting, she pulled her thoughts together. He either had an excellent eye or a jeweler’s loupe. “Why did you take it?”

“Curiosity. Why does Princess Adrianne wear colored glass?”

“I’ve better things to spend my money on.” His chest was bare. She could feel each beat of his heart against her fingers. “If you let me go, I’ll take it back and we can forget this happened. I won’t turn you over to the police.”

“Do better.”

She had her wind back and, she hoped, her control. “What do you want?”

His brow lifted at that, and he took a long, leisurely study of her face. “I’ll let that pass,” he decided. “It’s too easy.”

“I won’t apologize for breaking into your room to take back my own property.”

“What about my jewelry case?”

“That was revenge.” The flash of passion, quick and intense, came into her eyes. “I believe strongly in revenge.”

“Fair enough. Would you like a drink?”

“Yes.”

He smiled at her again. “Then I’ll have your word that you’ll stay where you are.” He could almost see her thoughts shifting and taking shape. “You could run, Adrianne, and as I’m hardly dressed to chase you, you’d get away. Today. There’d still be tomorrow.”

“My word,” she agreed. “I could use a drink.”

He rose, giving her a chance to slip off the bed and into a chair. He was bare-chested and the drawstring pants hung precariously low on his hips. Steadying herself, Adrianne drew off her gloves as she listened to the sound of liquid hitting glass.

“Scotch all right?”

“Fine.” She took the glass, then sipped calmly as he sat on the edge of the bed.

“I’m hoping for an explanation.”

“Then you’ll be disappointed. I don’t owe you one.”

“You’ve prodded my curiosity.” He reached beside the bed for a pack of cigarettes. “You know, I’d given these up until I met you.”

“Sorry.” She smiled. “It’s just a matter of willpower, after all.”

“Oh, I have it.” His gaze skimmed down her, then up. “I’m using it up elsewhere. Now, my question is, why does a woman like you steal?”

“It’s not stealing to take back what belongs to you.”

“Madeline Moreau’s pendant didn’t belong to you.”

If her control hadn’t been so well tuned, she’d have choked on the scotch. “What does one have to do with the other?”

He blew smoke out thoughtfully as he watched her. She was no amateur, he thought, and a long way from being a novice. “Oh, you took them, Addy. Or you know who did. Does the name Rose Sparrow ring a bell?”

She continued to sip, though her palms had broken into a sweat. “Should it?”

“It was the skirt,” Philip mused. “It took me quite a while to put it together. You’re a distraction. But when I visited our mutual friend, Freddie, he mentioned Rose, described her. And I remembered that little blue leather skirt you were packing. The one that was so unlike your usual style.”

“If you’re going to talk in circles, I really have to go. I haven’t had any sleep.”

“Sit down.”

She wouldn’t have obeyed, but the sharp snap of his voice warned her it would be less complicated if she did. “If I read you correctly, you’ve somehow gotten it into your head that I had something to do with Madeline’s burglary.” Setting the scotch aside, she ordered her shoulders to relax. “I can only ask you, why would I? I hardly need the money.”

“It’s not a matter of need, but of motive.”

The pulse in her throat was beating uncomfortably. She ignored it and kept her eyes steadily in contact with his. “What are you, a Scotland Yard man?”

With a laugh he tapped his cigarette out. “Not precisely. You’ve heard the adage it takes a thief to catch a thief?”

When the bell rang, it rang loud and clear. She’d heard talk of the legendary thief known only as P.C. He was reputed to be charming, ruthless, and the master of second-story work. He specialized in jewels. Some said he’d stolen the Wellingford diamond, a seventy-five-carat stone of the first water. Then he’d retired. Adrianne had always pictured an older man, a cunning veteran. She picked up the scotch again.

It was ironic that she was at last in the company of one of her own, and the best, yet she wasn’t free to talk shop.

“Is that your way of telling me you’re a thief?”

“Was.”

“Fascinating. Then I suppose you might have taken Madeline’s pendant.”

“A few years ago I would have. The point is, you had a hand in it, Addy, and I want to know why.”

She rose, swirling the inch of scotch left in the glass. “Philip, if for some insane reason I had a part in taking it, it wouldn’t be any of your business.”

“Your title doesn’t mean a damn here, between the two of us, nor do social graces. Either you tell me, or you tell my superiors.”

“Who are?”

“I work for Interpol.” He watched her lift the scotch to her lips and drain it. “They’ve tied several burglaries during almost a decade to one man, one very elusive man. The Moreau sapphire is just the last of a very long list.”

“Interesting. But what does it have to do with me?”

“We can set up a meeting. I might be able to work a deal and keep you out of it.”

“That’s very gallant,” she said as she set the glass aside. “Or would be if you were right.” Though she knew how close the edge was, still she smiled confidently. “Can you imagine how amused my friends would be if I told them I’d been accused of being involved with a thief? I could dine off it for weeks.”

“Dammit, can’t you see I’m trying to help you?” He was up quickly, his hands on her arms, shaking her. “There’s no reason for the act with me. There’s no one else here, no need for pretense. I saw you outside of your hotel on the night of the robbery, dressed all in black, sneaking in the service entrance. I know you had something to do with seeing the jewels were fenced. You’re involved in this, Addy. I was in the business, for Christ’s sake. I know how it works.”

“You have nothing solid to take to your superiors.”

“Not yet. It’s only a matter of time. No one knows better how high the odds become after a few years. If you’re in trouble, if you’ve had to sell a few baubles to save face, I’ve got no reason to embarrass you by making it public. Talk to me, Addy. I want to help you.”

It was ridiculous, but he sounded as though he meant it. A part of her she’d strapped down for years wanted to believe him. “Why?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” he muttered, and brought his lips to hers.

Her initial struggle died on a moan. The passion she tasted was no less volatile than the passion she felt. His hands were in her hair, rough, possessive, as he dragged her head back for more freedom. For the first time she let her hands roam, search, linger over a man’s flesh. The need started out as a warmth in her stomach, then spread to a heat, then an ache, then a fire.

He knew it was madness to want her this way, to forget his priorities and sink into her. But she was all softness and strength, all trembles and demands. The scent radiating from the skin of her neck made his head spin as they tumbled onto the bed.

He forgot finesse and style in an explosion of desire. Whoever she was, whatever her secrets, he wanted her now more than he’d ever wanted before. He’d coveted diamonds for their inner fire, rubies for their arrogant flame, sapphires for their flash of blue heat. In Adrianne he found all the qualities he’d found before only in the gems he’d stolen.

She was small, agile. Her hair wound around him as they rolled on the bed, wrapping him in scent and texture. The taste of scotch lingered on her tongue, intoxicating. There was a desperation in her response that stripped his control layer by layer.

When he slipped his hand under her sweater to find her breast, full and soft, he felt her heart thundering under his palm.

It had never been like this. Year after year, time after time, she’d convinced herself it could never be like this. Not for her. For the first time she wanted completely, as a woman. To use and be used. As her body responded, struggling toward pleasure, arching toward release, the fear stabbed through.

She could see her mother’s face, wet with tears. And she could hear, muffled through her childish hands, her father’s groans of satisfaction.

“No!” The word ripped out of her as she shoved Philip away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t.”

In reflex he grabbed her wrists as she swung out at him. “Goddammit, Adrianne.” Fury had him dragging her against him, bitter accusations on his tongue. They died before they could be spoken. The tears trembling in her eyes were real, as was the terror behind them.

“All right, steady.” He gentled his grip and fought to keep his voice low. She was a roller coaster he still wasn’t certain he wanted to ride. “Stop,” he ordered when she continued to fight him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Just let me go.” Her throat was so tight even the whisper hurt. “Keep your hands off me.”

Temper rose again and had to be battled back. “I don’t attack women,” he said evenly. “I’d apologize if I’d read you wrong, but we both know I didn’t.”

“I’ve already told you I didn’t come here to sleep with you.” She jerked one hand free, then the other. “If you expect me to fall on my back just because you want to be entertained, you’re going to be disappointed.”

He drew away from her slowly. That was a measure of his own control. “Someone’s given you a bad time.”

“The simple fact is I’m not interested.” Before he could touch her again, she pushed herself off the bed and grabbed her bag.

“The simple fact is you’re afraid.” He, too, rose from the bed. He wouldn’t know until later that the sheets would smell of her and she would haunt him for the rest of the night. “Of me, I wonder, or yourself.”

Her hands weren’t steady when she lifted the strap to her shoulder. “A man’s ego is an unending fascination. Goodbye, Philip.”

“One more question, Adrianne.” She was at the door, but she stopped, tilting her head. “We’re alone here, no recorders. I’d like the truth for once, for myself. Personally. Are you involved in all this because of a man?”

She should have ignored him. She should have given him her coolest smile and walked out, leaving his question unanswered. She would ask herself a dozen times why she didn’t. “Yes.” She saw her father as he’d looked striding down the wide, sunwashed halls, ignoring her mother’s tears and her own silent cries. “Yes, because of a man.”

The disappointment was deep and as ripe as his anger. “Is he threatening you? Blackmailing you?”

“That’s a total of three questions.” She found the strength to smile. “But I’ll tell you this, which is nothing but the truth. I’ve done what I’ve done by choice.” Remembering, she reached into her bag and drew out his jewelry case. On impulse she tossed it to him. “Honor among thieves, Philip. At least for today.”


Chapter Fifteen

“Darling, isn’t this glorious?” Lauren St. John swirled around the edge of the pool to kiss Adrianne’s cheek. She made certain the cameraman got her best side and used Adrianne’s body to block the fact that she’d put on five pounds since Thanksgiving. “Everything’s going so well, isn’t it?”

Adrianne lifted her iced margarita. “Right on schedule.” There were a hundred people, by invitation only, mingling on the pool terrace. Inside the ballroom were another fifty, who preferred air-conditioning to sea-swept breezes. She allowed herself one quick, wistful look at the beach before smiling back at Lauren. “It’s a lovely hotel, Lauren, and I’m sure this fashion show is going to be a huge success.”

“It already is. Why, the press alone’s worth a million. People’s here, of course. We’re getting a three-page spread. We have a good shot at the cover. Of course you know I did Good Morning America last week.”

“You looked wonderful.”

“So sweet of you.” Lauren pivoted toward a camera crew. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have champagne, dear? We’re serving the margaritas mostly for atmosphere.”

She imagined Laurens five-thousand-dollar Mexican peasant outfit was equally atmospheric. “This is fine.”

She scanned the crowd. There were dozens of people she knew, dozens more she recognized. The rich, the powerful, the famous. Members of the press were circling, documenting every pair of designer sunglasses. Guests had donned their best resort wear, from skimpy bikinis with gorgeous coverups to billowing silk skirts. No one had left her gems at home. Diamonds flashed, gold gleamed in the tropical sun. For two days the little island of Cozumel had become a thief’s paradise. If she’d been looking for the big score, Adrianne could have moved among them, plucking stones.

Not quite like picking wildflowers in a meadow, she mused. But close, close enough when one was an accepted member of their very exclusive club. Interpol undoubtedly had agents on the island. But she hadn’t spotted Philip. Thank God.

“I’ve heard the clothes are marvelous.” Playing her role, Adrianne tilted her head and smiled for a photographer.

“You shouldn’t have heard anything. The clothes are under tighter security than the crown jewels. The bigger the secret, the bigger the anticipation. What do you think of the idea of putting the runway right over the pool?”

“Marvelous.”

“Wait until you see the finale.” She leaned closer, whispering. “The swimsuit models are going to dive in.”

“I can’t wait.”

“I’d wanted to fill the pool with champagne, but Charlie wouldn’t hear of it. I did get a champagne fountain in the ballroom, though. And you must try the piñata later. Such a quaint custom. You.” She turned on a waitress. The charming smile flattened into a hard line. “You’re supposed to serve the drinks, not just stroll around with them.” Lauren turned back, smoothing her features into a smile. “Where was I? Oh, the piñata. When Charlie and I were down here last year, we went to a fiesta. All these sticky-fingered little brats were swinging a bat at a papier-máché donkey. After it breaks—”

“I know the game, Lauren.”

“Oh, well then. I thought I’d adapt the custom more to our tastes. I had this gorgeous parrot designed. It’s filled with some charming little pieces of faux jewelry. Should make a marvelous feature on Entertainment Tonight.”

Adrianne had to bite her lip at the image of the attending luminaries scrambling on the ground to scoop up glass baubles and beads. “Sounds like great fun.”

“That’s what we’re here for. I’m determined everyone remembers this benefit. I can recommend the buffet, though I’ve had nothing but trouble with the staff.” She waved cheerily to a group on the other side of the pool. “But, of course, they’re Mexican.”

Adrianne drank slowly and cooled her temper. “We’re in Mexico.”

“Yes, well, I can’t understand why they can’t make more of an effort to learn the language. Always muttering among themselves. Lazy too. You’ve no idea how difficult it is to keep them in line. But they will work cheap. Do let me know if you have any problem at all with the service. Christie darling, you look heavenly.” She sniffed as the leggy blonde strolled past. “What I could tell you about her.” Lauren added.

“I’m sure you must have a lot on your mind at the moment.” And if I don’t get away from you, Adrianne decided, I’m going to scream.

“Oh, you’ve no idea. No idea at all. How I envy you your quiet life. Still, I’m certain this is going to be the biggest and splashiest hotel opening of the year.”

Well aware that Lauren wouldn’t have understood her own pun, Adrianne nearly smiled.

“I hope I didn’t make a mistake by planning this as an afternoon event rather than an evening. Afternoons are so … casual.”

“Island life is casual.”

“Mmmm.” Lauren watched a hot young film star stroll past, wearing brief trunks and a sheen of suntan oil. “There’s something to be said for casual wear. I’ve heard he’s got tremendous endurance.”

“How’s Charlie?”

“What?” Lauren kept her eye on the young stud, “Fine, just fine. I confess, I’m nervous as a cat. It’s so important that this event be a smash.”

“It will be. You’re going to raise thousands of dollars for leukemia.”

“Hmm? Oh, that too.” Lauren shrugged one slim bare shoulder. “But naturally people aren’t here to think about some nasty disease. Too damn depressing. The important thing is just being here. Did I mention that the Duchess of York sent her personal regrets?”

“No.”

“It was a pity she couldn’t make it, but we have you for royalty.” She gave Adrianne’s arm an intimate squeeze. “Oh, I see Elizabeth. I must say hello. Enjoy, darling.”

“I will,” Adrianne murmured. “More than you know.”

People like the St. Johns didn’t change. Adrianne wandered behind a trumpet vine to sit in the sun and enjoy the music. A resort like El Grande certainly brought jobs to a troubled Mexican economy, just as the star-studded fashion show would earn funds for charity. For Lauren, and others like her, those benefits were accidental. Or worse, a springboard for their own ambitions.

The St Johns were concerned first with the St. Johns—money, status, fame. Adrianne sipped her drink and watched Lauren flutter around poolside.

She’d get her press, all right. More than she bargained for. Adrianne imagined the theft of Lauren’s diamond and ruby jewelry would make excellent copy.

“Are you playing Greta Garbo, or would you like some company?”

“Marjorie!” Flooded with genuine pleasure, Adrianne sprang up. The daughter of actor Michael Adams who’d been such a friend to her and Phoebe in Hollywood, Marjorie had become her friend after they had both broken away from the film world. “I had no idea you were coming.”

“Impulse.” The slender California-style blonde returned Adrianne’s embrace.

“Did Michael come with you? I haven’t seen him in over a year.”

“I’m sorry. Daddy couldn’t make it. He’s on location in Ontario of all places.” She glanced around and grinned. “Give me palm trees any day.”

“He never stops, does he? Give him my love when you see him.”

“Day after tomorrow I’m going up to spend Christmas with him.” Marjorie shook her hair back as she settled onto a chaise. “Fruit juice,” she told a passing waiter. “A double.” She let out a long sigh. “Quite a zoo, isn’t it?”

“Don’t start.” But Adrianne grinned too. “So what are you doing here? You’ve never been one for haute couture.”

“A yen for the tropics—and for Keith Dixon.”

“Keith Dixon?”

“I know he’s an actor.” Marjorie lifted a hand. “That’s why I’ve been dragging my feet, but …”

“Is it serious?”

She turned the hand over to reveal a marquise-cut diamond. “You could say so.”

“Engaged.” When Marjorie put a finger to her lips, Adrianne lifted a brow but lowered her voice. “A secret? Does Michael know?”

“Knows and approves. The two of them get along so well, they hardly need me. It’s weird.”

“Weird that they get along?”

“Weird when I spent most of my life looking for friends and lovers Daddy wouldn’t approve of.”

Adrianne settled back. “Must have been exhausting.”

“It was. With Keith it’s been the easiest thing I’ve ever done.”

“So why the secret?”

“To avoid the gossip columns for a while. Anyway, it’s a secret for only a few more days. We’re going to be married on Christmas. I’d love it if you could be there. But I know how you feel about the holidays. Can you have dinner with us tonight, in the village?”

“I’d like that. He must make you happy,” she added. “You look wonderful, Marjorie.”

“I am better.” She pulled a cigarette out of the pocket of her linen skirt. They were the one vice she still allowed herself. “Sometimes I look back and I can’t believe what I put Daddy through, what I put myself through. I weigh a hundred twenty these days.”

“I’m happy for you.”

“I’ve kept a picture of myself, one of the newspaper shots from when I got out of the hospital three years ago. Eighty-two pounds. I looked like a ghoul.” She crossed long, shapely legs. “It reminds me I’m lucky to be alive.”

“I know Michael’s proud of you. The last time I saw him you were all he could talk about.”

“I wouldn’t have made it without him—once I got it through my head he wasn’t the enemy.” She took the glass of juice and passed the waiter an American five. “You helped too. To second generation Hollywood brats.” She tapped her glass against Adrianne’s. “Your coming to the hospital to see me that time, talking to me even when I didn’t want to listen, telling me how difficult it had been to watch your mother lose herself. Addy, I’ve never been able to tell you, really tell you what that did for me.”

“You don’t have to. Michael was one of the few people who really cared about my mother. He wasn’t able to help her, but he tried.”

“I always thought he was a little in love with her. With both of you. I really hated you when we were kids.” Marjorie laughed and tapped her cigarette out. “Daddy used to talk about you all the time, what a model student you were, how well-bred and polite.”

“How revolting,” Adrianne added, and made Marjorie laugh again.

“So I inhaled, smoked, swallowed any drug I could get my hands on, married a creep I knew would abuse me, made a spectacle of myself in public whenever possible. In general, I did everything I could to make Daddy’s life miserable—and it nearly killed me. The anorexia was the last.”

“The key word is last.”

“Yes.” Marjorie smiled, the same quick, self-deprecating smile that had made her father famous. “Well, enough of all that. Did you know Althea was here?”

“Althea Gray? No.”

“Yes, indeed. Right—” Marjorie scanned the crowd, then honed in. “There.”

Deliberately, Adrianne tipped on her sunglasses before she looked. The actress was indeed present, wearing a snug tank and mini in hot pink.

“That outfit might be suitable for her teenage daughter, if she had one.”

“Althea always liked to show her talent,” Adrianne said.

“Her last two movies were bombs—I mean nuclear.”

“So I heard.” It didn’t interest her. She’d had her revenge on Althea years before. A particularly fine set of opals with diamond baguettes had translated into an anonymous contribution to the Retired Actors’ Fund.

“She had her thighs sucked a few months ago.”

“Meow.” But she couldn’t help taking a harder look at Althea’s legs.

“I gave up drinking and drugs and studs, Addy, let me have something. Oh, I heard another tidbit from tinsel town—about your mother’s former agent. Larry Curtis.”

Adrianne’s smile froze.

“It seems the rumors about his preference for young girls were fact. He was caught last week auditioning a new client. She was fifteen.”

Nausea churned in her stomach. With deliberate care she set her drink aside. She heard her own voice, glassy, distant. “You said he was caught?”

“In the act and by the kid’s father. The scumbag came out of it with a broken jaw. Too bad somebody didn’t tie those balls he’s so proud of around his neck, but it doesn’t look like he’ll be working again. Hey.” Alarmed, Marjorie sat up. “You’re white as a sheet.”

She wasn’t going to remember. Adrianne swallowed, battling the hard knot in her stomach. “Too much sun.”

“Let’s get you into the shade before this production starts. Can you stand up? I hate to use a cliché, but you look as if you’d seen a ghost.”

“I’m fine, really.” She had to be. Larry Curtis was in the past. All of that was. She rose and walked with Marjorie to the chairs set under a bright red canopy. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

“It promises to be quite a show.”

It did indeed. She watched as Lauren went up to a podium decked with tropical flowers. Tomorrow, she had a production of her own.

Adrianne’s suite at the El Grande was decorated in pastels with wraparound windows that opened up onto a flower-strewn balcony. It had a fully stocked refrigerator and wet bar, a mirrored bath with a whirlpool tub, and its own key-lock safe. It had its points, but she preferred the rooms she’d engaged at the El Presidente under the name of Lara O’Conner.

With some regret Adrianne had retired Rose Sparrow.

In her second suite of rooms, Adrianne kept her supplies. A few hours after the fashion show she was seated at the small table near the window, nibbling on kiwi as she studied the blueprints of the El Grande. She wasn’t yet certain which of the two methods of entry she would use. A perfectionist, she worked out the finer details of both.

The phone beside her rang. “Hola. Sí.” Adrianne tipped back in her chair. Her contact was anxious. In her experience, messengers tried to sound their toughest when they were nervous. “I’ll be there, exactly as agreed. If you don’t trust me, amigo, now’s the time to pull out. There’s always another buyer.” She waited, sipping from her warming glass of Perrier. “You know his reputation. When The Shadow makes a deal, he delivers. You wouldn’t want me to tell him you doubt his ability to complete this transaction? I thought not. Mañana.”

She replaced the receiver and stood, working out the kinks in her back and neck. Nerves. Annoyed, she closed her eyes, rolling her head slowly from side to side. She couldn’t remember having nerves like this in years.

The job was routine—almost too simple. And yet …

Philip, she thought. He’d thrown her a curve and she hadn’t quite fielded it. It worried her that he wasn’t on the island. It would have infuriated her if he had been.

He could prove nothing, she assured herself as she pushed the balcony doors open. And soon, very soon, she’d be finished with what she’d set out to do.

The sun hung in the western sky, brilliantly gold over the water. In a few hours the moon would rise, cool and white.

The Sun and the Moon. Adrianne rested her palms on the rail and leaned out. Symbols of night and day, of continuity, of eternity. I’ll take it back soon, Mama, she vowed silently. Once I do, maybe we both can have some peace.

The breeze fluttered over her face, warm fingers, caressing. There was a scent, hot, floral, that rose everywhere, inescapable. She could hear the waves hitting the sand, then sucking back. Over that was the sound of people laughing; shouting as they walked along the beach or snorkeled among the reefs.

Loneliness. Adrianne squeezed her eyes tight but couldn’t ward it off. The season—she could blame it on the holiday season and the memories it brought back. She could even blame it on seeing Marjorie, and envying her hold on life after so many years of floundering. But it was more, so much more than that. She wasn’t just a woman standing alone on a balcony. No matter how many people she knew, or how involved she kept herself, she was alone everywhere.

No one knew her. Not even Celeste fully understood the wars and questions that raced inside her. She was a princess from a land that was no longer her own. She was a visitor in a country that remained foreign. She was a woman who was afraid to be a woman. A thief who wanted justice.

Just now, with the late afternoon breeze on her face and the smell of the sea and the flowers surrounding her, she wanted someone to hold on to.

Turning, she went back inside. She might not have had someone, but she had something. Revenge.


Chapter Sixteen

Business wasn’t on the agenda this morning. Adrianne wanted to bake in the tropical sun, snorkel along the reef in the diamond-pure waters. She wanted to sleep under a palm tree and do as little thinking as possible.

It was Christmas Eve. Some of the guests had already returned home—Chicago, Los Angeles, Paris, New York, London. Most remained at El Grande to celebrate the holidays with piña coladas instead of hot rum punch, with palm trees rather than pines.

Adrianne never spent the holidays in New York. She couldn’t bear the sight of snow or the view through the windows at Macy’s or Saks. Christmas was an event in New York, one that had thrilled her as a child.

She could still remember her first sight of the elegant Victorian dolls twirling and spinning in Lord & Taylor’s window display while the bitter wind had blown through her fur-collared coat and the smell of hot chestnuts had drifted around her. In New York there would be bells ringing on every corner, music piped into every store. Carrier would be wrapped in its bright bow. Along Fifth Avenue the sea of people would be so thick that you could get caught in the current and be swept along for blocks.

Exhilarating. There was no other place in the world that was more exhilarating than New York at Christmas. And for Adrianne, there was no place more depressing.

Christmas had been forbidden in Jaquir, even public celebrations for the tourists and Western workers. There could be no ornaments, no carols, not even a branch of pine. No little glass balls with snow dancing inside. The law forbade it.

There were memories of Christmas, some happy, some sad. She knew they had to be faced, but not in New York, where she had decorated her last tree, trying desperately to involve her mother in the festivities. It was in New York that she had wrapped her last bright packages, boxes Phoebe had never opened.

It was in New York five years before that she had found her mother dead on the bathroom floor in the predawn hours of Christmas morning. That last Christmas, where she and Phoebe and Celeste had sat together, drinking eggnog and listening to carols on the stereo. And her mother had gone to bed early.

Where Phoebe had gotten the scotch or the bright blue pills Adrianne had never learned. Wherever they had come from, they had done their work.

So she ran at Christmas, though she knew it was weak. Monte Carlo, Aruba, Maui—wherever the sun was hot. Sometimes she worked when she ran, sometimes she did nothing. On this trip she would do both, and tomorrow morning, when the bells rang for Christmas, she would have completed the job.

It hadn’t been nerves that had made her decide to spend the day away from the St. Johns’ resort. She’d simply wanted to be alone, anonymous. After two days she’d had enough of cocktail parties and chummy chats by the pool. She chose the beach bordering the El Presidente, not as Princess Adrianne or as Lara O’Conner, but as Adrianne Spring.

Thirsty, with her legs beginning to ache, she paddled toward the beach. Carrying her mask and flippers, she crossed the sand to the thatched umbrellalike hut that shaded the rest of her gear. Easily, she ignored two men who lay sunning nearby, sipping Dos Equis and hoping for a score.

“Adrianne.”

Still rubbing her hair dry, Adrianne turned toward a woman approaching her. Her body was lush and golden, set off by two narrow strings that made Adrianne’s bikini look like a suit of armor. Her hair was dark, cut short and swingy at the chin. For a moment there was only annoyance at being disturbed. Then there was recognition.

“Duja?” With a laugh Adrianne dropped the towel and opened her arms to her cousin. “It is you.” They exchanged kisses on both cheeks then drew back, one to study the other.

“This is wonderful.” Duja’s low musical voice brought back memories both sweet and sad. Long, stifling afternoons in the harem, a cool arbor in the garden where two young girls had listened to stories told by an old woman. “How long has it been?”

“Seven years, eight. What are you doing here?”

“Pouting, until now. We were in Cancún, and J.T. decided to sail over because he thinks the diving’s best here. I can’t believe I nearly stayed back at the hotel pool. Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll buy you a drink and we’ll catch up.” She linked her arm through Adrianne’s and started toward the bar. “I read about you all the time, Princess Adrianne attending the opening of the ballet, Princess Adrianne arriving at the Spring Ball. I suppose that you’ve been too busy to come to Houston for a visit.”

“I couldn’t. While Mama was alive it wasn’t easy to travel. After …” She watched as Duja lit up a slim brown cigarette. “I didn’t think I could bear seeing you, or anyone from Jaquir.”

“I grieved for you.” Duja touched on the subject of Phoebe’s death as lightly as she touched Adrianne’s hand. “Your mother was always kind to me. I have warm memories. Dos margaritas, por favor” she told the bartender, then glanced at Adrianne. “All right?”

“Yes, thanks. So much time gone. It doesn’t seem real.”

She blew out a stream of smoke. “A long way from the harem.”

Not long enough, Adrianne thought. “Are you happy?”

“Yes.” Duja crossed long brown legs and flirted automatically with a man across the circular bar. She was thirty, lushly built, and secure in her own power. “I’m liberated.” Laughing, she lifted her glass. “J.T. is a wonderful man, very kind, very American. I have my own credit cards.”

“Is that all it takes?”

“It helps. He also loves me, and I love him. I know how frightened I was when my father agreed to give me to him. Everything we’d heard or been taught about Americans.” She sighed and turned on the stool so that she could watch the sunbathers at the edge of the pool. “When I think I could be sitting in the harem, pregnant with my sixth or seventh child and wondering if my husband would be pleased or displeased with me.” She licked salt from the rim of her glass. “Yes, I’m happy. The world’s different from the one we knew as children. American men don’t expect their women to sit quietly in the corner and have baby after baby. I love my son, but I’m also content to have only him.”

“Where is he?”

“With his father. Johnny is as much a fanatic about diving as J.T. He’s also very much the American. Baseball, pizza, arcade games. Sometimes I look back and wonder what my life would have been like if oil hadn’t brought J.T. to Jaquir … and me to J.T.” She shrugged it off as she blew out fragrant smoke that reminded Adrianne of afternoons in the harem and the sound of drums. “But I don’t look back often.”

“I’m happy for you. When we were children I used to look up to you. You were always so poised and well-behaved, so beautiful. I thought it was because you were a few years older and that I’d be like you when I caught up.”

“Things were more difficult for you. You wanted to please your father, but your loyalties were always with your mother. I realize now how miserable she must have been when the king took a second wife.”

“It was the beginning of the end for her.” The bitterness came through. She sipped to wash it away. “Do you ever go back?”

“I go once a year to see my mother. I sneak her movies for her VCR and red silk underwear. It hasn’t changed,” she said, answering Adrianne’s unspoken question. “When I go back, I’m a proper, obedient daughter, with my hair bound and my face veiled. I wear my abaaya and sit in the harem drinking green tea. Strange, while I’m there it doesn’t feel odd, it feels right.”

“How?”

“It’s hard to explain. When I go to Jaquir, when I put on the veil, I begin to think like a woman of Jaquir, feel like a woman of Jaquir. What seems right, even natural in America becomes totally foreign. When I leave, the veil comes off and so do all those feelings, along with the restrictions.”

“I don’t understand that. It’s like being two people.”

“Aren’t we? The way we were raised and the way we live. Have you never been back?”

“No. But I am considering it.”

“We won’t go this year. J.T. is uneasy about the trouble in the Persian Gulf. Jaquir has been successful in avoiding a confrontation, but it can’t last.”

“Abdu knows how to pick his fights, and his friends.”

Duja lifted a brow. Even after all these years she would never have called the king by his first name. “J.T. said the same just a little while ago.” Unsure of her ground, Duja skirted the edge. “You know your father has divorced Risa? She was barren.”

“I heard.” She felt a faint tug of pity for her father’s latest wife.

“He’s taken another, only a few months ago.”

“So soon?” Adrianne drank again, more deeply. “I didn’t know. Leiha gave him seven healthy children.”

“Five of which were girls.” Duja shrugged again. It seemed Adrianne was cool enough discussing her half siblings. “The two oldest have already been married.”

“Yes, I know. I get news.”

“The king bartered wisely with each, sending one to Iran and one to Iraq. The next is only fourteen. It’s said she’ll go to Egypt or perhaps Saudi Arabia.”

“He shows more affection to his horses than his daughters.”

“In Jaquir, horses are of more use.” Duja signaled for another round.

From his window five flights up, Philip had an excellent view of the pool, the gardens, and the sea. He’d been watching Adrianne since she’d come out of the water. With his field glasses he’d been able to see the drops of water glistening as they clung to her skin.

He could only speculate about the woman she was with. Not a contact; of that he was all but sure. There had been too much surprise, then pleasure on Adrianne’s face when they’d met.

An old friend or perhaps a relative. Adrianne hadn’t come to the beach to meet her. Unless Philip missed his guess, she’d come to be alone, as she had once or twice before when he’d followed her from the El Grande.

He thought it a pity he’d had to miss the festivities there over the last couple of days. But it had been wiser all around to keep a low profile.

He blew out a lazy stream of smoke and waited for Spencer to come on the line.

“Spencer here.”

“Hello, Captain.”

“All right, Chamberlain, what the devil’s going on?”

“You got the report I gave to the contact in New York?”

“And a fat lot it tells me.”

“These things take time.” He studied the way Adrianne’s damp hair fell down her back. “Often more than we’d like.”

“I don’t need any bloody philosophy, I need information.”

“Of course.” Lifting his binoculars, Philip focused on Adrianne’s face. She was laughing. There was nothing cool or aloof about the way her lips curved now. With reluctance he shifted the glasses to her companion. A relative, he decided now. Slightly older, very Americanized. He caught the glint of the diamond circle on her finger. And married.

“Well.” The impatience in Spencer’s voice was as clear as the sound of him sucking on his pipe.

“There isn’t much to add to my earlier report.” For his own pleasure, he tilted the glasses back to Adrianne. She had the most incredible skin—like the color of gold in an old painting. It was foolish, but for now Philip was going to take a few steps to save it for her. “If our man was in New York, he slipped out again. The only lead I scrounged up pointed to Paris. You might want to put your men there on alert.” Sorry old fellow, he added silently, but I need to buy some time.

“Why Paris?”

“The Countess Tegari. She’s spending the holidays there with her daughter. The old dear plucked a few prized pieces from the Duchess of Windsor collection. If I were still in the business, I’d find them very appealing.”

“Is that the best you can do?”

“At the moment.”

“Where the hell are you and when will you be back?”

“I’m taking the holidays off, Stuart. Expect me in the new year. My best to your family,” he said over the first bluster of protest. “Happy Christmas.”

Yes, she did have incredible skin, Philip thought again. Everywhere a man was lucky enough to see it.

Because Adrianne could find no gracious way to refuse her cousin’s invitation for dinner aboard the yacht, she pushed up her plans. Part of her looked forward to the evening, to the chance to sit back and observe, to see if the mix of culture and tradition could indeed work. It would also be an iron-clad alibi, if indeed an alibi were ever required.

Adrianne used her rooms at the El Presidente to change. It was a small precaution, but one she had decided worthwhile, timing was everything now. A glance at her watch assured her that the St. Johns would be busy in the Fiesta Boom, entertaining the press with early cocktails. That would give her over an hour before Lauren would be expected back in the Presidential Suite to change for the gala Christmas Eve dinner party.

Adrianne would put in a late appearance, after her dinner with her cousin. If Lauren chose to wear her rubies that night, it should make an interesting diversion.

It was a short drive north, and the evening was balmy with sunset still an hour or two away. When Adrianne pulled up in the El Grande’s parking lot, she was wearing oversize sunglasses and a floppy hat as well as a long-sleeved, concealing muumuu. She would be taken, as she intended, for an American tourist of dubious taste.

Swinging the straw bag over her shoulder, she walked in the main entrance. Looking neither right nor left, she strode to the elevators. Once inside, she stopped the car between floors, stripped off the muumuu, and stuffed it and the hat and glasses into the bag. All of these were pushed into a laundry bag she’d folded and pushed down the bodice of the maid’s uniform she wore.

It took less than thirty seconds before the car was gliding smoothly again toward the top floor. She wore a wig, black flecked with gray and bundled under a hairnet. She’d added a long thin scar down her cheek. If she was seen, and anyone asked questions, they would remember a middle-aged maid with a scar.

Linens were kept in a storage closet at the end of each hallway. She could have picked the lock with a hairpin if it had been necessary. Instead, she slipped a tool out of the cinch she wore around her thigh. Adrianne tossed the laundry bag into an empty cart, then took an armful of towels. She was backing the cart out of the closet when she heard the elevator sound.

With her head lowered she began to push the cart slowly up the hallway.

“Buenos tardes” she murmured as a couple passed her, smelling of chlorine and suntan oil. She’d shared breakfast with them only that morning. They didn’t bother to answer the greeting, but continued to argue over where to go skiing the following week.

At the door to the Presidential Suite, Adrianne knocked, then called out in broken English. “Housekeeping. Fresh towels.” She waited, counting carefully to ten.

Using the same tool, Adrianne dealt with the lock. It was pitiful, she thought, how much faith the average person put in a key. Perhaps one day, after she’d retired, she’d write a series of articles on the subject. For now she pulled the maid’s cart inside, blocking the door with it.

If something went wrong, the obstacle would give her a few precious moments.

Sumptuous, she thought as she gazed around the suite. The St. Johns had spared no expense for comfort. They had chosen peach and cream tones offset by glossy black, with deep carpets and a sprawling sofa. The flowers were fresh, showing Adrianne that the maid had already tidied, though Lauren’s clothes were tossed over chairs and tables.

Adrianne preferred the bright orange and gold furnishing of the El Presidente. Someone should tell Charlie that people come to the island not only to relax, but to feel as though they were roughing it a bit.

She’d learned enough about the new hotel from the blueprints and her two-day stay. Lunch with Lauren at the Russian Tea Room had added the few missing details. Adrianne had picked up the tab, figuring it was the least she could do.

As a precaution, she took a quick tour of the rooms. The bath was identical to her own, as her information had promised. A heap of damp towels on the floor, and the lingering scent of Norell told her that Lauren had bathed before meeting the press.

Assured she was alone, she moved unerringly to the closet in the dressing room. The safe, that extra amenity Charlie provided in all of his hotels, was there.

Rather than a combination, it worked with a key the guest was to keep in a purse or pocket. Not only was there no alarm, but a child with determination and a screwdriver could open it in less than half an hour. Adrianne lifted her skirt up and unsnapped a key from a small pocket. It was the key from the safe in her own room one floor down.

It slid in, but didn’t turn. After choosing a file, she began to make adjustments. It took patience. She could file off only a fraction at a time, replace the key, and try it again. Crouched like a catcher behind home plate, she worked second by second, minute by minute. Now and then she heard a door close or the elevator sound. She would wait, holding her breath until footsteps moved passed the suite.

As always, she felt the thud of satisfaction when the lock gave. Setting the key on top of the safe, she took out a jewelry case. Pearls, very nice, opera length. She replaced the case, then took out another. These were diamonds, rather small but fine and worked into a chain. She supposed Lauren would consider them casual wear. Adrianne replaced those as well, then found the diamond and ruby suite.

Using her loupe, she examined three of the stones in the necklace. Burmese, as Lauren had said, masculine stones of deep color with a lovely satiny texture and a minimum of silk, or flaws. The diamond accents were excellent, V.S.I, with just a trace of yellow. Stones of the second water, but well cut. She slid them and the matching bracelet and earrings into her pocket, replaced the case, then relocked the safe. A glance at her watch showed she had adequate time to return to her own hotel and change for dinner with her cousin.

It was then she heard a key turn in the lock.

“Goddammit, get this thing out of the way.”

Cursing under her breath, Adrianne leapt to obey. “Excuse, señora. Fresh towels, por favor.”

“Give me one then. Shit.” Lauren snatched a towel off the pile on the cart and began dabbing at a stain the size of a dinner plate on her skirt. “Clumsy son of a bitch spilled rum punch all over me.”

Adrianne battled back a chuckle. The rubies hung heavy in her pocket. “Señora. Agua … ah, water? Cold water?”

“This is silk, you idiot.” Tossing her head up, Lauren gave Adrianne a furious glare. She saw only a servant, an old and obviously stupid one. “What would you know about silk? God! There’s not a decent dry cleaners on this ridiculous island. Why Charlie didn’t build in Cancún, I don’t know.” She held the de la Renta skirt out. “Two thousand fucking dollars, and I might as well toss it out the window.” Snarling, she tugged viciously at the zipper. “Haven’t you got anything to do? We pay you by the hour. Get the hell out of here and earn your pesos.”

“Sí, Señora St. John. Gracias. Buenas tardes.”

“And speak English.” Lauren gave Adrianne a shove through the door, then slammed it.

Like Adrianne, Philip had a large supply of patience. He had pulled into the El Grande’s parking lot and situated himself in a position where he could watch not only her Jeep, but the entrance as well. It was hot. The sweat rolled down the back of his cotton shirt and dampened it against the seat. He swigged from a bottle of Pepsi and promised himself he wouldn’t have another cigarette until Adrianne walked back out. He’d keep his distance for a while longer. Sooner or later she would lead him to the man Philip admired for his skill and envied for Adrianne’s loyalty.

He’d have to be good, damn good, Philip thought, if he was going to lift something from the hotel in broad daylight. But then, Philip already knew The Shadow was more than good. The Moreau heist had been the last of a long list of perfect robberies.

As yet, he hadn’t quite figured out what part Adrianne was playing. A diversion? An informer? From her position, she would be perfect as a supplier of inside information. But why?

She was laughing when she came out again. Quietly, at some private joke. He’d find out the why, he promised himself, and everything else there was to know about her. For now he followed at a distance.

At the El Presidente, Philip waited for her to come out again. He estimated that she’d have to push it if she was going to make it back to the El Grande in time for the St. Johns’ party. Whether she took the elevator or the rampway, he would be able to see her from his position in the lobby. It was sundown when she came down, looking cool and self-possessed in a billowy, backless sundress. She didn’t head for the parking lot, but for the beach. From a distance he watched her walk down a pier and onto a sleek white yacht that bore the name The Alamo.

The woman she’d had drinks with earlier greeted her, along with a balding, ruddy-faced man and a slim young boy. He watched Adrianne offer a hand to the boy, then laugh and toss her arms around him while the setting sun shot spears of fire into her hair.

If it was a business meeting, Philip mused, then he didn’t know infrared from a heat sensor. Readjusting his plans, he went up to her room.

He hadn’t picked a lock in a number of years. Like riding a bike or making love, it was something that came back—and once reaccomplished, gave enormous satisfaction.

She was tidy, Philip mused as he walked through her suite. He’d wondered about that, about how she lived when she was alone. There were no clothes carelessly tossed over a chair, no shoes left in the middle of the floor. On the vanity counter her bottles and tubes were capped and aligned. In the closet her clothes were neatly hung. She’d chosen the casual and roomy, he thought, as suited the hot days and warm nights. Her scent was there, lingering.

When he caught himself daydreaming, he shook himself and began to search.

Why the second set of rooms, he wondered. Why the assumed name? Now that he was in, he didn’t intend to leave until he had an answer.

The makeup case wouldn’t have interested him, but he’d never seen Adrianne wear more than a few smudges of eye shadow and brushes of lipstick. In the three days she’d been in Mexico, she’d bothered to add the minimum only for evenings. So what would a woman who was very confident in her looks, and who rarely bothered to enhance them, need with a full makeup case?

There were enough grease pencils and foundations to accommodate the chorus in a Broadway show. Intrigued, he lifted off the top layer and found putty, false lashes, and adhesive beneath. It appeared Adrianne liked to play at disguises. Beneath that layer he found Lauren St. John’s jewelry.

Good? Had he thought The Shadow was good? The man was a genius. Somehow, in hardly more time than it took to tell about it, he had gained entrance to the St. Johns’ rooms, lifted the stones, then transferred them to Adrianne, without ever showing his face.

She’d hidden them in a hollowed-out case that had once held an array of eye shadows. Holding them now, Philip felt the old temptation, that siren’s call of stones. Wars had been fought for them, lives lost, and hearts broken. They were dug out of the ground, chipped from rock, cut and polished and sold to adorn the necks, the wrists, the fingers. There were cultures that still believed they could ward off evil spirits or death.

He understood why as the blood-red rocks and the diamonds glittered in his hands and whispered to him.

He could have had them, slipped them into his pocket and walked away. He still had the contacts who could exchange them for cash and let him walk away richer and still free. It would be sweet, wonderfully sweet. And he was tempted, not so much because of the money, but because of the stones themselves. They lay hot in his hand, somehow feminine and taunting.

With a sigh he put them back. It was unfortunate that he’d developed a certain loyalty to Spencer. Still, his decision came more because of Adrianne. He would wait and watch to see what she did with them, and with whom.

He shut the case, then replaced it on the shelf at the top of the closet. After deciding it best to forgo dinner himself, he took a pillow from the sitting room, tucked it into the back of the spare closet there, then settled down to wait.

He’d dozed off, but since he habitually slept lightly, a trait of thieves as well as of heros, he roused when he heard her key turn in the lock. He stood to watch her through the thin crack between the closet doors.

She seemed relaxed. That was something else he’d begun to watch for, the shifting of her moods. The light she’d switched on fell over her back as she moved into the bedroom. He heard the rustle of her dress and imagined, though it did him more harm than good, the way she would look stepping out of it. The hangers slid metallically over the closet rail as she hung it up. When she moved past the door she’d left open between the two rooms, she was wearing a short robe, not yet belted. He could see the slender line of flesh from the well of her breasts and down.

She was moving briskly; not at all like a woman who was preparing to end an evening. Philip cursed the wall between them as he heard her rattle bottles on the counter of the vanity.

There were long silences, then the click of a jar being opened or closed, the splash of water running. Then he heard the sound of her door opening slowly, and the quick click that followed.

He waited, five seconds, ten, before he slipped out of the closet. At the rampway he had to hold himself back from hurrying after her. When he reached the bottom, he thought he’d lost her. The only woman he saw was broad-shouldered, wide-hipped, with frizzed blond hair. Philip continued to look for Adrianne. Then abruptly he swiveled his gaze back to the blonde. It all had to do with the way she moved, he thought, and nearly smiled as he watched her cross the parking lot.

It was Adrianne, but he doubted she was on her way to a masquerade.

As she drove toward San Miguel he kept a quarter of a mile back. The traffic was sparse, with an occasional cab barreling from town to the hotel district. On the left the sea was dark and calm, the bright, colorful lights of a cruise ship draped across the sky like jewels. Soon midnight would bring the first breath of Christmas. Children were already sleeping, wishing for morning. Tourists were prolonging their parties. Though the shops were closed, there was still music from the bars and restaurants.

Adrianne parked across from the square. Her business should be over quickly enough. She wanted it over. Tonight, sitting on her cousin’s yacht, watching Duja with her family, sharing memories of life in Jaquir, she’d decided the rubies were her last job. Once she’d transferred the money and the dust had settled, she would be on her way east to the home of their childhood. And to The Sun and the Moon.

There had been a festival in the square. The colored paper and wrappers had yet to be swept away along with a few plastic toys that had burst from a piñata and had been lost in the cracks. The town smelled of the water that hemmed it. The moon was clear and white, the stars holding enough fire within to shimmer red at the edges. Above her the palms whispered in the warm, moist air so typical of islands.

She went through an alleyway, and the music that echoed in the square was muffled. Another turn and she was in the stalls where by day the merchants hawked and haggled for the tourists. There were bargains to be had here, if one had a good eye and a quick wit. When the stalls were open there would be leather fashioned into belts, bags, sandals. Trinket boxes with little birds carved for handles could be had for a few thousand pesos or a pair of crisp American singles. The black coral the island was famed for could be seen in row after row of display cases. There would be hammered silver, abalone, cotton dresses festooned with embroidery.

Now it was empty, the merchandise swept back from the narrow aisles and locked away behind garage doors. There would be no bargaining on Christmas. At least not for the tourists.

Adrianne stopped, and waited.

“You’re on time, señorita.”

He melted out of the shadows, a short, spare man with deep marks in his face from acne or chicken pox. His lighter, with its inlay of turquoise, flared as he lit a cigarette and she saw the pucker of an old scar on the back of his hand.

“I’m always on time for business.” There was a twang of Texas to her voice now. “You have the amount we agreed on?”

“You have the merchandise?”

She knew the kind of man she was dealing with. “I’ll see the money first.”

“As you wish.” With a key he unlocked one of the stall doors. It lifted along its runners with bumps and rattles. Inside, it was crammed with cheap silver jewelry that hung on the walls and lay behind dusty glass. It smelled of overripe fruit and stale tobacco. He drew a satchel from behind him. “One hundred and fifty thousand American dollars. My backer wished to pay only one hundred, but I persuaded him.”

“Fortunate for both of us.” Adrianne pulled on a surgical glove, then drew a pouch from her bag. “You’ll want to examine the stones, though I can assure you they’re genuine.”

“Naturally. You’ll want to count the money, though I can assure you it’s all there.”

“Naturally.” Cautious, eyes locked, they exchanged bags. Adrianne flipped through the bills before taking out a small device and running the face of a fifty over it. “These are also genuine. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”

“The pleasure’s been mine.” He slipped the loupe and the pouch into his pocket. The knife he brought out glittered in the shadows. “I’ll take the money back, señorita.”

She looked at the knife, then raised her eyes to his. It was always best to watch the eyes. “Is this the way your backer does business?”

“It’s the way I do business. He gets the necklace, I get the money, and you, pretty lady, get to keep your life.”

“And if I don’t want you to keep the money?”

“Then you lose your life, and I still keep the money.” He took a step forward with the knife between them. “It would be a pity to die alone in the dark on Christmas Eve.”

Perhaps it was simple reflex, her own instinct for survival. Or perhaps it had been his words, bringing back the horror of her mother’s death. But when he reached for the satchel, Adrianne ignored the knife and brought her foot up hard between his legs. The knife clattered to the ground only seconds before he did.

“Bastard,” she muttered as she sent the knife careening into the dark. “Now your pride’s as small as your brain and just as useless.”

“Well put,” Philip said as he came up behind her. He held up a hand as Adrianne whirled. In his other was a snub-nosed .38. He doubted he would need it, as the courier was currently retching onto the concrete. “Remind me to wear reinforced shorts around you, darling. Now pick up the pouch and let’s be on our way.”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“I was about to save your life, but you took care of that. The jewels, Addy. I’d prefer not to spend Christmas in a Mexican jail.”

She snatched up the pouch and strode past him. “And I’d prefer that you’d go to hell.”

Philip engaged the safety before dropping the pistol back into his pocket. “At this rate I’m sure we’ll meet there eventually. Personally, I’d like to put that moment off.” Giving in, he grabbed her arm and whirled her around. “Are you out of your mind coming here alone, dealing with a man like that?”

“I know precisely what I’m doing and how to do it. You can attempt to arrest me here and now, but I’ll make you look like a fool.”

He considered her a moment. Even with the makeup he could see the woman he knew beneath. “I believe you could. We’ll take my car.”

“I’ll drive myself.”

“Don’t push it.”

“Where are we going?”

“First we’re going back to the hotel so that you can get rid of that ridiculous wig. It makes you look like a tramp.”

“Thanks so much.”

“Then we’re going to put those pretty rocks back where they came from.”

They were halfway across the square when she stopped, jerked out of his hold, and stared. “Now you’re out of your mind.”

“We’ll discuss it. If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to be several kilometers away before your friend recovers.”

As he gave her a shove toward his car, the clock in the square struck midnight.


Chapter Seventeen

The drive back to the El Presidente hadn’t calmed her. If possible, Adrianne was only more furious when she slammed into her room. Losing her temper was a rare treat for a woman who was used to strapping down any sign of her true feelings. But there were times, and there were people, who rated exceptions.

“Goddamn you, Philip. You’ve given me nothing but trouble since the first time I saw you. Poking around, interfering, following me.” She jerked off the wig and hurled it in the vicinity of the sofa. It fell, gaudy as a stripper’s G-string, to the carpet.

“And this is the thanks I get.”

“If you were trying in your own limited way to play hero, I can tell you I detest heros.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” He closed the door gently at his back. He’d always thought there was little more fascinating to watch than a woman in a temper.

After unclipping cheap gold loops from her ears, she hurled them against the wall. “I hate men!”

“All right.”

Seething, she began to pull off fake fingernails, letting them fall, in dime store grandeur, to the floor. “And you in particular.”

“I always prefer being singled out by beautiful women.”

“Can’t you find something more interesting to do than screw up my work?”

“Not at the moment.” He watched as she shook her hair loose. The beauty mark she’d painted at the corner of her mouth didn’t suit her any more than the lavender eye shadow she’d troweled on. “Adrianne darling, what have you done to your face?”

With a sound of frustration, she wheeled away into the bedroom. “Go away, will you?” she demanded as he strolled along behind her. “I’ve had a long day.”

“So I’ve noticed.” He sniffed at her. The perfume, Rose’s—or now Lara’s—perfume, definitely had to go. He only smiled when she swatted him back like an annoying fly. “Was that a cousin you had drinks with this afternoon?”

Setting her teeth, she began to rip off face putty. “You’ve been spying on me. I can’t think of anything lower.”

“Then your imagination needs work. I favor the red bikini, but there’s a lot to be said for the blue one with all those tiny little stars.”

“You’re disgusting.” Dabbing her fingers in cold cream, she removed traces of putty and spirit gum. “But that’s not surprising. What did you do, sit at your window with binoculars?” When he only grinned, she began to pull out tissues, one by one. “You must love your work.”

“It’s had its moments lately. You’re very good at that,” he commented when she’d removed the last traces of Lara from her face.

“So glad you think so.” Expertly, she popped out electric-blue contacts. He was surprised that the fury behind them hadn’t caused them to melt. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to change.”

“Darling, as long as the St. John jewelry is in question, you’re not getting out of my sight.” He chose the arm of a chair and made himself comfortable. “I’d suggest something in black. Replacing jewels requires the same precautions as taking them.”

“I’m not putting them back.”

“No, you’re not,” he agreed. “I’m putting them back, and you’re coming with me.”

She plopped down on a chair. She was very close to sulking, a luxury she rarely indulged in. “Why should I?”

“Two reasons.” There was a clutch of orange and scarlet blossoms, a little droopy, on a table. Philip drew one out and waved it under his nose. He preferred it to whatever dime-store cologne she’d doused herself with. “The first is that I could make things very uncomfortable for you if you refused to cooperate.”

With an inelegant short she scooted farther down in the chair. “Terrifying.”

He gave her a cool look that made her want to straighten again. Defiantly, she stretched out her legs. “Second,” he continued. “If there’s a major theft here, of this style, not only will I be unable to protect you from the consequences, but it will foul up the path I’ve set up that leads away from you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Just this afternoon I sent my superiors on a wild goose chase to Paris.”

Now she did straighten. “Why?”

He was tired of her asking that question, just as he was tired of asking it of himself. “I wanted to give you the chance to explain—to me.”

She stared at him longer than either was comfortable with, then she looked down at her hands. “I don’t understand you.”

Small wonder. He didn’t understand himself. Impatient, he tossed the blossom aside. “There’s time for that later. Now, I’d appreciate it if you’d get moving. I want to finish this business.”

She sat a moment longer. It would have been easier if he’d shouted back at her, hurled insults and accusations. Instead, he was calmly, logically, outlining what needed to be done. And dammit, for some reason he’d managed to put her under obligation to him.

“I didn’t know you were on the island.”

“You don’t know me very well. Yet. I know you better than you might think. This hotel is your usual choice when you’re down this way.” He ignored the quick flash in her eyes. “People in our business are very good at research, Addy.” Watching her, he plucked another flower to tap it against his palm. “I thought it best, under the circumstances, that I skip the festivities at the St. Johns’ and keep an eye on you from a distance. Imagine my delight when I discovered you were keeping rooms here as well.”

He’d discovered a great deal more than that. She could learn to detest him for it. “I’ve always considered spies a lower life form. Like snakes and grubs.”

“What a way to talk—after my attempt at playing Sir Galahad.”

“I didn’t ask you to do me any favors.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I’m certainly not going to thank you for it.”

“I’m crushed.”

Deliberately, she crossed her legs. “It’s you who’s been poking your nose in where it isn’t wanted, needed, or appreciated. I’ve been plodding along just fine without you.”

“When you’re right, Your Highness, you’re right. The common man deserves to have dust kicked in his face.”

“This has nothing to do with rank, and dammit, you won’t make me feel guilty.”

But oh, he thought, he already had—and only smiled at her.

She drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. “I suppose if they weren’t put back, things would get sticky for you.”

“Now, why would you think that? Just because I was a thief for nearly fifteen years and I sent Interpol scurrying off to Paris while a half a million dollars in stones was stolen while I was here?”

“I get the point.” Rising, she pulled a black shirt and slacks from the dresser, then stared at him.

Philip drew out a cigarette. “If you’re shy, change in the closet.”

“A gentleman to the end,” she muttered as she strode away.

“While you’re at it, you can give me the layout.”

Hangers rattled as she struggled out of Lara’s padding. “I don’t have to give you a bloody thing.”

“Perhaps I should come in and give you a hand with that while we discuss it.”

She snapped a plastic hanger in two. “They have a suite on the top floor. Four rooms, two baths. There’s a safe in the dressing room closet. Opens with a key.”

“Which you have?”

“Of course.”

“Handy. And the way in?”

In the closet Adrianne flipped her hair out of the collar of her shirt. It wasn’t the jewels that mattered, she reminded herself. It was the money. Since she already had that, she could afford to be cooperative.

“I used Plan B this evening because I wanted to have dinner with my cousin and her family. Maid’s uniform, linen cart. The St. Johns were entertaining the press at a cocktail party.”

She’d stolen them herself. Intrigued, Philip tossed the blossom aside and rose to pace. “Any problems?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle. Lauren did pop in just as I was finishing up, but she never looks twice at a servant.”

“You’re a cool one.”

“Is that a compliment?” She pushed out of the closet.

“An observation. Since maids don’t tidy up at this time of night, your Plan B would be a bit awkward. What’s Plan A?”

With a couple of quick flicks of her wrists she had her hair bound back in a band. “Through the vents. They’re narrow but adequate. There are openings in the ceilings of the bathroom.” She made a brisk, disinterested study of his build. “Tight squeeze for you.”

“I’ve always preferred them.” He took out his pistol.

“What are you doing?”

He noted there wasn’t any fear in her voice, though he considered the pistol a particularly nasty snub-nosed .38. Nor was there any of the revulsion that so many women felt on seeing a weapon fashioned primarily to kill. Instead, he was reminded clearly of how perfect her aim had been, and how stunning the blow, when her “business associate” had attempted to change the rules.

“I don’t carry weight on a job.” He opened the drawer to a table and set the gun inside.

“Smart,” she said with a shrug. “Armed robbery carries a stiffer term.”

“Stiffer than what? I’ve never had any intention of going to jail. I simply don’t care to have any blood on my stones.”

She studied him again, with more interest. It wasn’t arrogance, she decided. He meant what he said. “If we’re going to do this, I’d like to do it quickly. It goes against the grain.”

He knew exactly how she felt. He took out the necklace and let the stones glimmer and bleed over his hands. “Pretty, aren’t they? I always leaned toward diamonds, but there’s something elegant about colored stones. You checked these, I suppose.”

“Naturally.” She hesitated, then went on impulse. She knew what it was to hold pretty fortunes, and pretty desires, in her hands. “Would you like to see? I have my loupe.”

It was tempting. Too tempting. “Not really worthwhile in this case.” With something like regret he replaced them and got down to business. “We’ll need a flashlight, extra gloves, and the key, of course.”

Adrianne gathered up gear. “This isn’t the way I intended to spend the night.”

“Think of it as a Christmas present to the St. Johns.”

“They don’t deserve it. He’s a fool and she’s a mercenary opportunist.”

Philip slipped the key into the deep pocket of his slacks. “People who live in glass houses.”

Taking her arm, he led her out.

There was a doorway at the side of the El Grande. Down a short flight of concrete steps, it was built into the wall more for serviceability than for style. Paying guests would have no use for it. In this way, the housekeeping and maintenance crews could enter the hotel without passing through the elegant lobby.

The Dumpster for garbage was a few feet away. The lid was closed, but couldn’t contain the smell the heat had intensified. It carried on the breeze strongly enough to make the eyes water.

“Almost as seductive as Rose’s perfume,” Philip commented. “You have a room here. Why not follow the vents from there?”

“I chose this time because there are a lot of pockets to be picked at the El Grande. It’s entirely possible there’ll be more thefts. If and when there’s an investigation, I’d rather they start from here than from inside.”

“An ounce of prevention?” he asked, then examined Adrianne’s tools when she drew them out. “Very nice. Surgical steel?”

“Of course.”

“Allow me.”

He chose a pick and dealt handily with the lock. Adrianne saw just how handily from her view over his shoulder. He all but felt the lock open, ear tilted toward it, fingers moving as delicately as a virtuoso’s on a violin. She’d always considered herself an excellent locksmith, but had to admit, at least to herself, that he was better.

“How long have you been out of the business?”

“Five years. Nearly.” He replaced her pick before pushing the door open.

“You haven’t lost your touch.”

“Thanks.”

Together they entered the bowels of the hotel. It was damp and smelled it, but it was a reprieve from the garbage. Adrianne played her light along the plain concrete floor and walls. Someone had tacked up a poster of what she assumed was a Mexican pop star. There were a few chairs scattered here and there, but they didn’t look as though they offered much comfort. The overhead bulbs were bare.

“You’d think he could funnel a bit of his profits into dragging the working conditions into the twentieth century.” She watched a lizard sidle up the wall and blink.

“We’ll discuss the St. Johns’ debt to society later. Which way?” When she gestured, he moved through the room into an alcove that opened up into a large utility area. Here the water heater hummed along, doing its job. The huge air conditioner whirled, making him think of the frost on the windowpanes in his home in Oxfordshire, where Christmas would feel like Christmas. Frowning, he studied the ductwork. She’d been right when she’d spoken of a tight squeeze.

“All right, give me a boost up, then I’ll pull you along.” He held out his hand for the light.

Adrianne was thinking about the less than grand conditions in the room beyond. The Mexican economy was a mess, and its people were struggling. She could resell the St. John jewels and funnel the profits through Catholic Charities.

“I don’t suppose you’d reconsider. I could put those stones to much better use than adorning Lauren’s neck. We’d split sixty-forty.”

“Sixty-forty?”

“I’ve done all the work,” she pointed out. “It’s a more than fair split.”

He wished she hadn’t suggested it—he really did. It made it even more difficult for a man who’d been born to take to give back. It wasn’t the money, but the principle. Unfortunately, he’d developed other principles over the last few years. A lowering admission. He thought of Spencer sitting behind his desk puffing on his pipe.

“The light,” he repeated.

With a shrug she passed it to him. “It’s a much better deal than this one, but have it your way.”

“You said the top floor, which room?”

“It’s the last on the west side; it takes the corner of the building.”

“You have a compass?”

“No.” She grinned. “Don’t you know which way west is?”

There was something to be said for British dignity. “I always used a compass.”

Still grinning, she made a basket out of her hands. “Alley-oop, darling. I’ll get you there.”

He ignored the taunt and put his foot in her hands. Almost before she felt the weight, he was up, wriggling agilely into the vent. After a few oaths he was able to shift and hold down his hands for her. She gripped them. Their fingers curled and held fast. For a moment their eyes locked just as truly. Then her feet were off the ground.

On his hands and knees, Philip swung the light back and forth. It was like being inside a metal coffin. “From the looks of it, it’s fortunate I missed my Christmas pie.”

“It’s narrow on the turns,” she told him with some pleasure. “Perhaps we should have brought some lard for you.”

There wasn’t room to turn and scowl at her. “With a little time, I could come up with a much more sophisticated plan.”

“I’ve all the time in the world.”

Philip merely sucked in his breath. “Stay close, we’ve a long way to go.”

It was a long trip, and an uncomfortable one. More than once the sheet-metal tunnel narrowed so that Philip had to wiggle and squirm his way through like a snake burrowing under a rock. Foot by foot they slid, belly down, distributing weight. The journey had to be made in near silence. When they passed over openings, they heard voices, laughter, or occasionally water running out of a tap or shower.

Once Adrianne had no choice but to lay prone as the guest on the fourth floor came into the bathroom to gargle. If Number 422 had opened his eyes when he’d tilted his head back and swished peppermint mouthwash, he’d have gotten quite a surprise.

She stifled giggles as they bellied their way to the next floor. Whenever the ducts forked or spread out, she tugged on Philip’s foot to give him direction. In her mind she’d made the trip a dozen times. Thirty exhausting minutes later they were over the vent, looking down at the St. Johns’ pastel pink john.

“You’re sure?” Philip hissed.

“Of course I’m sure.”

“It would be very unprofessional to put the jewelry into someone else’s safe.”

“I said I’m sure,” she whispered back. “Do you see that hideous peacock print robe on the back of the door?”

He had to bend his knees into his chest to get a look. “So?”

“I gave it to Lauren for her birthday.”

Philip studied the robe. “You don’t like her at all, do you?”

“She browbeats her servants, fires them whenever the whim strikes, and in the three years I’ve known her, she’s never left a tip in a restaurant.” She passed him a small screwdriver. “Do you want to do this?”

For a moment he simply sat. Then, as if in afterthought, he brushed some of the dust they’d accumulated on the trip off her cheek. “Why don’t you go ahead?”

With a shrug she dealt quickly and quietly with the screws. Once they and the tool were safely in her pocket, he lifted off the grate. He was still mulling over her words. What difference could it make to Adrianne how Lauren St. John treated her servants? Now wasn’t the time to think of it, he decided as he set the grate aside.

“Wait here,” he said.

“Oh, no, I’m coming with you.”

“There’s no need.”

Adrianne put a hand on his arm. “How do I know you’re really going to put the stuff back?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Disgusted, he slid through the opening. Seconds later Adrianne followed, just as silently. He’d reached up automatically to nip her at the waist for the final drop. As his hands closed over her, he had a moment to think that there were other ways he’d have preferred spending the evening.

They’d both taken a step forward when a sound had them jerking back. It took a minute for it to register. All Adrianne could do was cover her face with her hands and pray she wouldn’t laugh.

Apparently, the St. Johns were spending the first hours of Christmas morning in passion. The bedsprings creaked. Lauren groaned. Charlie panted.

“Let’s not disturb them,” Philip mumbled as he melted like a shadow into the hallway.

The sounds in the adjoining room rose and fell as they crouched beside the safe. From the intensity of it, Philip thought they could have stormed into the suite like marines, blown the safe with plastique, and stormed out again without breaking the St. Johns’ rhythm. It was difficult not to admire Charlie’s stamina as he heard some of Lauren’s keening demands.

Inside thin surgical gloves, Philip’s palms began to sweat, not from nerves, but from envy as Lauren cried out and the moaning and thrashing continued. He snatched the flashlight away as the beam bobbed and jerked from Adrianne’s shaking laughter.

“Get a grip on yourself,” he grated out.

“Sorry. I was just imagining Charlie naked.”

“Please, not on an empty stomach.” He found the jewel case Adrianne had left behind and laid the glitter of rubies and diamonds inside. It hurt, he realized, more than just a little to give them back. Then it was all he could do not to groan himself as Lauren’s moan lifted to a wail and Adrianne’s thigh pressed snugly to his.

Rising, he pulled her through the hall and into the bath. “Up.” His voice was curt enough to make her chin rise.

“You certainly know how to take the fun out of it.” She stood on the seat of the commode and hauled herself through. Philip was half in and half out of the hole when footsteps padded outside the door. Jackknifing, he dove through just as the door opened.

“Good God.” It was Charlie’s voice, exhausted, as he leaned against the sink and dragged his thinning hair from his eyes. From their perch above, Adrianne and Philip could do no more than sit like stones. He poured water, then gulped it down like a dying man. Philip watched as he braced one hand on the wall and emptied his bladder. The scents of sex and urine rose up through the vents. From the bedroom, Lauren’s voice came plaintively.

“Charlie, come back to bed. I’ve got another present for you.”

Naked, paunchy, past his prime, he shook his head. “Name of God, woman. I’m not a rabbit.” But he said it quietly, before he turned off the light and went back to do his best.

With her arms wrapped tight around her waist, Adrianne rocked back and forth. It was worth the loss of the jewels … almost.

“Try for some dignity, Your Highness,” Philip told her as he replaced the grate. “Lets get out of here.”

It wasn’t the same exhilaration that came from taking something out of a safe, but it was close. For the first time, she’d used the moves, the thoughts, and the skills with a partner. The laughter she’d been forced to bottle up during their long trip back through the ducts bubbled out during the drive to the El Presidente. It hadn’t stopped even when Philip followed her into her suite.

“Incredible, simply incredible.” She dropped into a chair, sprawled out, relaxed, her face glowing. This was a side of her Philip hadn’t seen. After toeing off her shoes, she smiled at him. “It was so incredible that I’m almost not mad at you anymore.”

“Well then, I can sleep tonight.”

“Are you always cranky after a job?”

What he was, was wired. It had been a mistake to let her lead the way out of the ducts. He’d had to crawl along, tantalized and teased by the view of her pretty, tightly clad bottom. Unable to sit, he paced to the window and back.

“I missed dinner waiting for you to move.”

“Aw.” There was little sympathy in the sound. “No room service at this hour, I’m afraid. I do have a chocolate bar.”

“Hand it over.”

Because she was feeling too good to be ungracious, Adrianne routed it out from the depths of one of her bags, then tossed it to him. “There’s some wine left.”

Philip ripped at the wrapper of the plain, inadequately thin Hershey bar. “No almonds.”

“I don’t care for nuts.”

“You proved that when you slammed your foot between the legs of your friend this evening.”

“Crude.” She poured wine into two glasses and took one to him. “I suppose I shouldn’t really be angry. I do still have the money.”

He took her wrist before she could go back to her seat. “Is the money so important?”

She thought of the abuse center she’d earmarked. “Yes, it is.”

He let her go to resume his pacing. “What do you get out of this, Addy? Does he toss you a few thousand now and again? Are you indebted to him, in love with him? Either the debt or the love must go a long way, because as far as I’ve been able to see, he takes none of the risks and you put yourself on the line over and over again.”

She sipped the warm wine as she watched Philip move around the room. Like a panther, she thought. Restlessly pacing off the length and breadth of his cage. “Who,” she asked slowly, “is he?”

“You tell me.” He whirled back to her. Neither of them had realized how close both his patience and control had been to snapping. Jealousy, bare and ugly, was too easy to recognize in himself. And he’d be damned if he waited another hour to learn whom he was jealous of. “I want to know who he is, why you fell in with him, why you help him steal.”

She watched him intently as he found his cigarettes and pulled one out before he tossed the pack on a table, then said softly, “I don’t help anyone steal.”

“I’ve had enough games for one evening.”

“I told you before, I do what I do of my own choice.”

“You also told me you do it because of a man.”

“Yes, but not in the way you seem to think. There is no man blackmailing me, paying me, or sleeping with me.” She sat again, lounging back. “I work alone, for myself. I have no partner and no debt to pay.”

Slowly, he blew out smoke. He seemed to shrug impatience off like an annoying hand on his shoulder. In its place came interest and intensity. “Are you trying to make me believe that you and you alone are responsible for the theft of millions of pounds in gems over the last nine to ten years?”

“I’m not trying to make you believe anything. You asked for the truth, and I decided to give it to you.” She frowned consideringly into her wine. “It doesn’t really matter, you see, because you’ve no evidence you can take in. Your superiors would think you were crazy, and in any case, I had already decided that this particular job was the last in this phase of my career.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’d have been a child when this began.”

“Sixteen when I started. Very green,” she continued when he stared at her. “But a fast learner.”

“Why did you start?”

The faint smile disappeared, and she set her wine aside so that the glass clicked against the table. “That’s none of your business.”

“We’re past that, Adrianne.”

“That’s my private life.”

“You don’t have one any longer that doesn’t include me.”

“A very large assumption, Philip.” She rose, looking across at him. She could, when necessary, be as royal as her title. “Not that it hasn’t been an entertaining evening, but I really must say good night. I’m exhausted.”

“Sleep late tomorrow; we haven’t finished.” He glanced at his watch. “I need to make a call before we go on. I have a friend in Paris who can make enough of a show to keep Interpol amused for a day or so.” Without asking permission he walked through the doorway to use the phone in the bedroom.

When he came back she was asleep.

He looked at her as she lay curled on the sofa, one hand pillowing her head, the other loose at her side. Her hair curtained her face, and when he brushed it back, her breathing remained slow and even. She didn’t look cool or regal now, but young and vulnerable. He knew he should wake her, knew he should question her now, while her defenses were down. Instead, he switched off the light and let her sleep.

It was almost dawn when he heard her. The light was a soft, quiet gray that would, with the strength of the sun, soon turn white and brilliant. Philip was stretched out on her bed with his shoes and shirt tossed carelessly on the floor. He woke quickly, immediately oriented, but had sat up in bed before he realized it hadn’t been the light that had woken him, but the sobbing.

He went into the adjoining room to see her balled tight, as if in defense against an attack or in great pain. It was only when he crouched beside her, lifting a hand to her wet cheek, that he realized she was still asleep.

“Addy.” He shook her, gently at first, then harder when she fought him. “Addy, wake up.”

She flinched violently, as if he’d slapped her, bundling herself back against the cushions with her eyes wide and terrified. He continued to murmur to her though some instinct kept him from gathering her close. Gradually, the glazed look faded and he saw the grief.

“A bad dream,” he said quietly as he took her hand. Hers trembled, but for a moment, just a moment, she gripped his fingers hard and held on. “I’ll get you some water.”

There was a bottle still unopened on the counter. He watched her as he pried off the top and poured. Soundlessly, she drew her knees in close to her chest and dropped her forehead on them. Nausea ground in her stomach while she took long, deep breaths and struggled for equilibrium.

“Thank you.” She took the glass, steadying it with both hands. Humiliation grew sharper as grief dulled. She said nothing, only prayed he would leave and let her gather up the tatters of her pride.

But when he sat beside her she had to fight back the urge to turn into him, to rest her head on his shoulder and be comforted.

“Talk to me.”

“It was just a dream, as you said.”

“You’re hurting.” He touched her cheek. This time she didn’t jerk away, only closed her eyes. “You talk, I’ll listen.”

“I don’t need anyone.”

“I’m not going away until you talk to me.”

She stared down at the water in her glass. It was warm and tasteless and no comfort against the raw feeling in her stomach. “My mother died on Christmas. Now, please leave me alone.”

Saying nothing, he took her glass and set it aside. Just as quietly he drew her into his arms. She stiffened, pulled back, but he ignored her reaction. Rather than giving the words of sympathy she would have hated, he stroked her hair. Her breath came out in a half sob, half sigh as she went limp against him.

“Why are you doing this?”

“My good deed for the day. Tell me about it.”

She never spoke of it. It was too hard. But now, with her eyes closed and his shoulder cushioning her head, the words came. “I found her just before sunrise. She hadn’t fallen. It was as though she’d been too weak to stand and had simply laid down. It looked as though she might have been trying to crawl out for help. She may have called to me, but I never heard.” Unconsciously, she worked her hand on his shoulder. The fingers opened and closed, opened and closed. “You would have heard the stories. Suicide.” There was a raw edge to the word, as though it hurt her mouth to say it. “But I know it wasn’t. She’d been ill for so long, so much pain. She was only looking for a little peace, an easy night. She would never have killed herself that way, knowing that I … knowing that I would find her.”

He continued to stroke her hair. He knew the stories, the scandal. It still surfaced from time to time, weaving itself into a mystique. “You’d have known her best.”

She drew back to look at him then, to search his face before she let her head drop back to his shoulder. Nothing that had ever been said to her had eased more. “Yes, I did know her. She was kind and loving. And simple. No one really understood that the glamour belonged to the actress but not to the woman. She trusted people, the wrong people. That’s what killed her in the end.”

“Your father?”

He cut cleanly to the bone, so cleanly, Adrianne didn’t feel the pain until after the cut bled. “He broke her.” She rose then, to wrap her arms tight around her body and pace. “Bit by bit, day by day. And he enjoyed it.” There was no weakness now. Her voice rang as clear as the bells in the square that had heralded Christmas, but without the joy. “He married the woman who was considered the most beautiful of her time, A Western woman. An actress men thought of as a goddess. She fell in love with him and gave up her career, her country, her culture, then he proceeded to destroy her because she was everything he wanted, and everything he despised.”

She walked to the window. The sun was strengthening, shooting diamonds onto the clear water. The sweep of beach was empty.

“She didn’t understand cruelty. She had none. There was so much I didn’t know until years later, when it all began to pour out of her in her despair and confusion. In Jaquir she would talk to me because there was no one else she could talk to.”

“Why didn’t she leave him sooner?”

“You’d have to understand Jaquir, and my mother. She loved him. Even after he took another wife because she’d displeased him by giving him a female child, she loved him. He insulted and humiliated her, but she hung on. She spent her days trapped in the harem while his second wife swelled with his son, and she loved him still. He beat her, and she accepted it. She couldn’t have more children, and she blamed herself. For nearly ten years she stayed, veiled and abused while he destroyed her confidence, her ego, her self-respect. The damage was great, but she held on. For me. She might have been able to get out, to escape, but she thought first of me.”

She took a long breath, looking out blindly at the sun-washed sand. “Everything she did, everything she didn’t do, was for my welfare.”

“She loved you.”

“Perhaps more than she should have, more than was good for her. She stayed with him year after year because she wouldn’t leave me. He beat her. He humiliated her. He raped her. God knows how many times he raped her. But once I was there, curled under the bed, with my hands over my ears trying to block it out. And hating him.”

His eyes sharpened at that. The sympathy he’d been feeling changed to a dull, throbbing anger. She’d have been only a child. He started to speak, then held his tongue. There was nothing he could say to gloss over that kind of pain.

“I don’t know if she ever would have found the courage to leave. Then one day when I was eight, Abdu told her he was sending me away to school. I was to be betrothed to the son of an ally.”

“At eight?”

“The marriage would have waited until I turned fifteen, but the betrothal was a good political move. There must have been some of the actress in her yet. She accepted his decision, even seemed pleased by it. And she talked him into taking me along to Paris with them to teach me a little of the world. If I was to be a good wife, I should know how to behave outside of Jaquir. She convinced him that she was delighted with his interest in my welfare, that she approved of the coming marriage. It’s not uncommon for a woman of my country to marry at fifteen.”

“Whether they want to or not?”

She had to smile. He sounded so British. “Marriages are still arranged in Jaquir, from the farmer’s daughter to the king’s. Its purpose is to strengthen the tribe and legitimize sex. Love and choice have nothing to do with it.”

The light was changing. She saw a young man, covered with sand, walk groggily along the edge of the beach. “When we were in Paris, she managed to contact Celeste. Celeste arranged for tickets to New York. Abdu cultivated a progressive image outside of Jaquir, so we were allowed to shop and go to museums. My mother was permitted to have her hair unbound and her face unveiled. We lost the bodyguards in the Louvre, and ran.”

She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. They were swollen and gritty. The bright beam of sun made them ache. “She was never well again, and she never stopped loving him.” She dropped her hands to her sides before she turned. “It taught me that when a woman lets herself love, she loses. It taught me that to survive, you rely on yourself, first and last.”

“It should also have taught you that sometimes love has no threshold.”

She felt a sudden chill race up her arms. His eyes were calm, steady. There was something in them she didn’t want to see, just as she didn’t want to analyze why she had told him more than she’d ever told anyone. “I want a shower,” she said briskly. She moved past him to the connecting door. Something made her hesitate before she shut it firmly between them.


Chapter Eighteen

She thought he had gone. She lingered in the shower, letting the hot spray beat over her skin. The spearing headache she’d developed lessened to a dull throb she knew could be erased by a couple of aspirin. Because it soothed her, she slathered on scented cream and slipped into a loose robe with the idea of stretching out on the terrace lounge and letting her hair dry in the sun.

The beach would wait. This morning it would be better to be alone, without the roving cocktail waiters to see to her thirst, or vacationers splashing, shouting, or baking nearby. She always spent Christmas morning alone, avoiding well-meaning friends and social obligations. Memories of her mother’s last Christmas weren’t as sharp or as painful as they once had been, but she couldn’t bear the sight of holly or shiny colored balls.

Phoebe had always put a white angel on top of the tree. Every year from the first they’d spent in America. Except for the last, when she had been caught so deep in that dark tunnel she had been sucked into.

Adrianne looked at her mother’s illness that way, like a tunnel, dark, deep, with hundreds of blind corners and dead ends. It was better to have that tangible vision than the cold comfort of all the technical terms in the dozens of books on abnormal behavior Adrianne had pored over. Better still than all the diagnoses and prognoses she’d received in quiet leather-scented rooms from respected doctors.

It had been the tunnel that had pulled her mother deeper as time went by. Somehow over the years, Phoebe had been able to find her way out again. Until she’d been too tired, or until the dark seemed easier than the light.

Perhaps time did heal, but it didn’t make you forget.

She felt better for having put her feelings into words, though she was already regretting having given Philip so much. She told herself it didn’t matter, that soon they would be going their separate ways and whatever she’d said, whatever she’d shared, would mean little as time went on. If he’d been kind where kindness hadn’t been expected, it couldn’t matter. If she’d wanted where desire could never exist, she could overcome it. She’d taken care of herself too long, guarded her emotions too carefully, to let him make a difference.

From now on every thought, every feeling, had to be focused on Jaquir—and revenge.

But when she opened the door between the rooms he was still there, shirtless, barefoot, talking in surprisingly fluid Spanish to a white-suited smooth-faced waiter. She watched Philip pass bills over—enough, apparently, to make the young man glad he was working, holiday or not.

“Buenas dios, señora. Merry Christmas.”

She didn’t bother to correct his assumption of her relationship with Philip, or the fact that Christmas hadn’t been merry for her in quite a long time. Instead, she smiled, pleasing him almost as much as the pesos already in his pocket.

“Buenos dios. Felices Navidad.” Adrianne folded her hands and waited for the sound of the door closing. “Why are you still here?” she asked when they were alone.

“Because I’m hungry.” He walked outside onto the terrace and sat. Obviously settled and comfortable, he poured coffee. There were ways and ways to gain trust, he thought. With a bird with a broken wing, it took patience, care, and a gentle touch. With a high-strung horse that had been whipped, it took diligence and the risk of being kicked. With a woman, it took a certain amount of charm. He was willing to combine all three.

She came out, frowning. “I might not have wanted breakfast.”

“Fine. I can eat yours too.”

“Or company.”

“You can always go down to the beach. Cream?”

She might have resisted the smell of coffee, or the golden light of the sun. She told herself she could certainly have resisted him. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t, resist the scent of hot food.

“Yes.” She took her seat as if granting an audience. Philip’s mouth twitched.

“Sugar? Your Highness.”

Her eyes narrowed, heated. A storm brewing. Then just as quickly they cleared with her smile. “I use my title only on formal occasions, or with idiots.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Don’t be. I’m still debating whether you’re an idiot or not.”

“I’d like to give you the day to make up your mind.” He cut into his omelette. Spicy odors steamed out. He had an idea Adrianne was like that, smooth and elegant outside, and, once opened up, full of heat and surprises. “Since I’ve been busy watching you, I haven’t had much time to take advantage of the water or the sun.”

“Pity!”

“Exactly. The least you could do is take advantage of it with me.” He spread strawberry jam on a piece of toast and handed it to her. “Unless you’re afraid to spend time with me.”

“Why should I be?”

“Because you know I want to make love with you and you’re worried that you’d enjoy it.”

She bit into the toast, making the effort to keep her eyes steady. “I’ve already told you, I’ve no intention of sleeping with you.”

“Then a few hours in the sun won’t make any difference.” As if it were settled, he continued to eat. “Did you mean what you said last night?”

The omelette was taking the edge off. As the sun baked away the last of the aches, she glanced over. “About what?”

“About this being your last job.”

She poked at her eggs with her fork. Rarely did she have a problem with lying, and didn’t care to discover it was difficult with him. “I said it was the last job of this phase of my career.”

“Meaning?”

“Just that.”

“Adrianne.” This was a time, he thought, for patience and a firm hand. “I have an obligation to my superiors. I also have a need to help you.” He saw the wariness in her eyes, but she didn’t pull away when he laid a hand over hers. “If you’re honest with me, there might be a way I could accomplish both. If you’re not, I could be in as much trouble as you.”

“You won’t be in trouble if you leave me to it. I can tell you it’s a private matter, Philip, and nothing to concern Interpol or you.”

“It has to concern me.”

“Why?”

“Because I care for you.” He tightened his grip when her hand moved restlessly under his. “Very much.”

She’d have preferred it if he’d used a line, one of the standard and easily ignored lines men doled out to women they were attracted to. This was too simple, too direct, and too sincere. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“So do I, but we’re both stuck with it.” He let her hand go, then went back, as calmly as he could, to his meal. “I’ll make it easy for you. Start by telling me why you got into second-story work.”

“You won’t give me any peace until I do?”

“No. More coffee?”

She nodded. It hardly mattered now, she decided. Besides, they had this in common, they knew the same sensations, the same emotions, the same triumphs. “I told you my mother had been ill for some time.”

“Yes.”

“There were doctors and medicines and treatments, Often she had to be hospitalized for long periods.”

He knew that, of course. Anyone who had read a magazine in the last decade knew the tragedy of Phoebe Spring. Still, he thought it best if he heard it in Adrianne’s words, and with her feelings. “What was wrong with her?”

This was the hardest, she knew. If she said it quickly, it would be done. “She was diagnosed as a manic-depressive. There were times she would talk and talk and make outrageous plans. She wouldn’t be able to sit or sleep or eat because the energy, it was almost like a poison, was burning through her system. Then she’d swing down so low that she couldn’t talk at all. She’d just sit and stare. She wouldn’t know anyone, not even me.”

She cleared her throat and deliberately took a sip of coffee. That was the most difficult memory of all—thinking back to the way it had felt to sit, holding her mother’s hand, talking to her, even pleading, and receiving only a blank stare. At those times Phoebe had been lost in the tunnel and tempted by the dark and the silence.

“That must have been hell for you.”

She didn’t look at him, couldn’t. Instead, she looked out to the water, calm and impossibly blue under a mirror sky. “It was hell for her. Over the years she developed a problem with alcohol and with drugs. That had begun in Jaquir—though God knows how she managed it—and had spiraled out of control when she tried to pick up the pieces in Hollywood. I don’t honestly know whether the mental illness fed the alcoholism or if the alcoholism fed the illness. I know only that she fought both for as long as she could, but when we got to California, the scripts weren’t there with the parts she’d been used to playing, and she couldn’t handle the failure. She had bad advice which she swallowed like a starving woman. Her agent was slime.”

Her voice tightened there, stretched but didn’t waver. There was enough of a change, however subtle, to make him narrow his eyes and focus on hers. “What did he do? To you?”

Her head jerked up at that. For an instant her eyes were clear as glass. Just as quickly, the shutter lowered.

“How old were you?” he asked very carefully while his fingers bit into the metal of his fork.

“Fourteen. It wasn’t as bad as you think. Mama came in before he could—while I was fighting him. I’d never seen her like that. She was incredible, like the cliché about the tigress defending her cub.” Because it made her uncomfortable, she set the matter, and the memory, aside. “What matters is that he dragged her down, used her, exploited her, and she was too battered from those years in Jaquir to pull herself back up.”

He let it pass, only because when you needed to win trust, you could only push so much so fast. “You didn’t stay in California?”

“We came back to New York right after the incident with her agent. She seemed better, really better. She was talking about trying theater work again. Stage. She was thrilled, talking about all the offers she was getting. There weren’t any, or no important ones, but I didn’t know it then, because I believed, wanted to believe, everything was all right. Then one day, just after I turned sixteen, I came home from school to find her sitting in the dark. She didn’t answer me when I spoke to her. I shook her and shouted. Nothing. I can’t tell you what that was like—it was as if she were dead inside.”

He said nothing, just linked his fingers with hers. Adrianne stared down at their joined hands. Such a simple thing, she thought, one of the most basic forms of human contact. She’d never known it could be so comforting.

“I had to put her into a sanitarium. That was the first time. A month there, and there was no money left. But she pulled out of it for a while. I quit school and got a job. She never knew.”

She should have been in school, leading cheers and dating skinny young boys. “Wasn’t there anyone, any family you could have gone to?”

“Her parents were dead. She’d been raised by her grandparents, and they both died while I was a baby. There’d been a little insurance money, but that had been sent to Jaquir and it remained there.” She brushed that off as if it hardly mattered. “I didn’t mind working, in fact I enjoyed it a great deal more than school. But the little I could earn wasn’t enough for the rent and food, much less medicine and nursing care. So I began to steal. I was good at it.”

“Didn’t she wonder where the money came from?”

“No. Those last years she was in a dream half the time. She often thought she was still making films.” A smile began to form. She watched a gull swoop down over the sound and wheel, screaming, out to sea. “Eventually, I told Celeste; she went wild. She would have paid for everything, but I couldn’t let her. My mother was my responsibility. In any case, I never stole from anyone who didn’t deserve it.”

“How do you figure?”

“I’ve always been selective about my targets. I’ve always stolen from the very rich.”

“That’s always wise,” Philip said ironically.

“And very close-fisted. Take Lady Caroline.”

“Yes, the diamond.” Tilting his chair back, Philip took out a cigarette. “Twenty-two carats, nearly flawless. I’ve always envied you that one.”

“It was a fabulous job.” She braced her elbows on the table, resting her chin on her open hands. “She kept it in a vault, top-notch security. Heat sensors. Motion detectors. Infrared. It took me six months to plan it out.”

“How did you?”

“I was invited for the weekend. That way I didn’t have to worry about the outside security. I used magnets and a minicomputer. They had sensor beams on the first floor, but it was simple enough to crawl under them. The vault itself was a time lock, but I fooled the computer into thinking it was six hours later. I’d rigged a device out of an alarm clock and some microchips. Once inside the vault, I had to bypass two backup alarms and jam the cameras, then I was home free. Once I was snug in my room, I tripped the alarms with a remote control.”

“You tripped the alarms while you were still in the house?”

“What better way?” Her appetite came back, so she spread more jam on toast. “I’d pushed the diamond into my face cream, though, of course, they never searched my belongings.”

“Of course.”

“I was there to be awakened at four A.M. by the alarms, and to be horrified with Lady Caroline.”

Philip watched her nip into the bread and jam. “One might call that cold.”

“She didn’t rate my sympathy. She has forty million pounds in real assets, and gives less than one half of one percent to charity.”

He tilted his head to study her. “Is that your gauge for a deserving mark?”

“Yes. I know what it is to be poor, to need, to hate being in need. I promised myself that I wouldn’t forget.” She moved her shoulders as if soothing an old ache. “When my mother died, I continued to steal.”

“Why?”

“Two reasons. The first is that it gave me the opportunity to spread the wealth of people who would have kept it locked in both hands, or buried in dark vaults. Madeline Moreau’s sapphire was liquidated into a hefty contribution to the Widows’ and Orphans’ Fund.”

Philip pitched his cigarette over the terrace, then took a long drink of cooling coffee. “Are you trying to tell me you’ve been playing Robin Hood?”

Adrianne thought that one out. It was an interesting and appealing comparison. “In a manner of speaking, but it’s more honest to say it’s a business. I do take a commission. Not only is stealing expensive when you consider the overhead in equipment and time, but it pays to keep up appearances. Besides, I don’t like being poor.”

“I never had much use for it myself.” He plucked a flower out of the centerpiece and twirled it. “How much commission?”

“That would vary, generally between fifteen and twenty percent, depending on the initial outlay for the job. For example, the St. Johns’ jewelry.” She ticked off on her fingers. “I had my airfare, my hotel bill—this one. I wouldn’t count the bill at the El Grande.”

“Naturally not.”

“Then there’s food, the maid’s uniform and wig—oh, and a few long distance calls. Any shopping or excursions are, of course, my own expense.”

“Of course.”

She met his eyes with a level look. “You’re in a difficult position to judge, Philip, since you spent a great deal of your life being a thief.”

“I’m not judging, I’m amazed. First you’re telling me that you did all of these jobs, all of these years, on your own.”

“That’s right. Didn’t you?”

“Yes, but …” He held up a hand. “All right. Now you’re telling me that for the past few years you’ve been giving away all except a fifteen to twenty percent commission?”

“More or less.”

“An eighty percent contribution to charity.”

“In my way, I’m a philanthropist.” Then she grinned. “And I do enjoy my work. You know how it feels to hold millions in your hands. To watch diamonds glitter in your palms and know they’re yours because you’re clever.”

“Yes.” He understood all too well. “I know how it feels.”

“And when the night’s cold and the wind’s in your face as you scale a building. Your hands are steady as rocks and your mind is so sharp it’s like the edge of a knife. The anticipation is so great—it’s like the instant before you open a bottle of Dom Pérignon, just that instant before the cork flies off and all the excitement bubbles out.”

He drew another cigarette out of the pack. It was more than that, he thought. It was a bit like the instant before your seed and the passion with it burst out of you and into a woman. “I know how addictive it can be. I also know there comes a time to quit while you’re on top.”

“Like you did?”

“That’s right. A smart gambler knows when the odds are stacking up too high and when it comes time to change games.” He blew out smoke. “You’ve given me one reason, Addy. What’s the other?”

She didn’t answer immediately, but instead rose and moved to the railing overlooking the beach. She couldn’t say she trusted him. Indeed, why should she? But like recognized like. He’d been a thief, and perhaps was enough of one still to appreciate what she planned to do without understanding her great need to do it.

“I’ll need some assurance first.” She turned so that the warm breeze caught at her hair to blow it, rich, black, and fragrant, away from her face.

“Of what sort?” Though even as he asked he saw something in her eyes, something in the way she stood that made him realize he would have promised her anything. A realization like that numbed a man.

“That what I tell you stays between us. That it won’t be something you take back to your superiors.”

His eyes were hooded against the sun, but he watched her. “Haven’t we gone beyond that?”

“I don’t know.” She fenced a moment longer, trying to measure him. She could give him a lie, or could try to, but wondered if the truth would be safer. As long as he was dogging her heels, she would never get to Jaquir to take back what was hers. “I know what you were, Philip, and haven’t asked your reasons.”

“Would you like them?”

The surprise came clearly before she turned her head. She hadn’t expected to find him so willing to give them. “Someday perhaps. I told you more this morning than anyone else knows. Even Celeste has heard only bits and pieces. I don’t like anyone involved in my private life.”

“It’s too late to take back what was said, and a waste of time to regret it.”

“Yes.” She turned back. “I like that about you. Romantic or not, you’re a practical man. The best thieves are a combination of the practical and the visionary. How much vision have you?”

He rose as well, and though he stood at the rail, the width of the table remained between them. “Enough to see our paths crossing again and again—no matter how uncomfortable it might be for both of us.”

Even under the strong sun she shivered. Destiny was the one thing she knew couldn’t be stolen. “That may be, but it isn’t the issue. You asked why I continued to work, and I’ll tell you. It was practice, training you could say, for the biggest job of my life. Perhaps of anyone’s.”

He felt the muscles of his stomach tighten. In fear, he realized, in simple, sharp-edged fear. For her. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve heard of The Sun and the Moon?”

Now the fear raced out of his stomach and into his throat like something vile. “Jesus Christ. You must be out of your mind.”

She only smiled. “Then you have heard of it.”

“There’s no one in the business who hasn’t heard of that necklace, or of what happened in 1935 when someone had the bad sense to try to steal it. The thief’s throat was slit after both of his hands were severed.”

“And his blood washed over The Sun and the Moon.” She moved her shoulders. “Such things legends are made of.”

“It’s not a game.” He moved on her, grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked so quickly that she nearly lost her balance. “They don’t lock thieves nicely in jail in that country. For God’s sake, Adrianne, you should know better than anyone how rough your father’s justice would be.”

“It’s justice I want, and I’ll have.” She jerked out of his grasp. “Since the first time I stole to keep my mother out of a ward, I swore I’d have justice. The necklace was hers, given to her as a marriage gift. The bride price. In the laws of Jaquir what a woman is given in marriage she keeps after death or divorce. Whatever a woman possesses becomes her husband’s, whatever she is, is his to do with precisely as he chooses. But the bride price remains the bride’s, so The Sun and the Moon was my mother’s. He refused to give her what was hers, so I’ll take it.”

“What good will it do her now?” He knew he was rough, too rough, but could find no other way. “No matter how much it hurts, she’s gone.”

“You think I don’t know she’s gone?” It wasn’t grief that came into her eyes, but anger driven by passion. “A fraction of the necklace’s worth would have kept her for years, the best doctors, the finest treatment. He knew how desperate we were. He knew because I buried my pride and wrote, begging him for help. He wrote back, telling me that the marriage was ended, and with it, his responsibility. Because she was ill, and I was a child, there was no way to go back to Jaquir and demand, through the law, that the necklace be returned.”

“Whatever he did to you, to your mother, is over now. It’s too late for the necklace to make any difference now.”

“Oh, no, Philip.” Her voice changed. The passion hadn’t gone, but it had iced over and was all the more deadly. “For revenge, it’s never too late. When I take it, the pride of Jaquir, my father will suffer. Not as she did, never as she did, but enough. And when he knows who has it, who took it from him, it will be only sweeter.”

He didn’t understand true hate. Not once had he stolen for any purpose other than to survive, or to survive in more comfort. But he recognized true hate, and believed it was the most volatile of human fuels. “Do you have any idea what will happen to you if you’re caught?”

Her eyes were steady and very dark as they met his. “Better than you. I know my title and my American citizenship won’t protect me. If I pay, then I pay. Some gambles are worth the risk.”

He looked at her, at the way her skin glowed gold in the sunlight. “Yes,” he agreed. “Some are.”

“I know how to do it, Philip. I’ve had ten years to plan.”

And he had weeks, perhaps only days, to change her mind. “I’d like to hear about it.”

“Maybe. Some other time.”

In an abrupt change of mood, he smiled. “We’ll make it soon, but I’d say that’s enough shop talk for now. How about that swim?”

No, she didn’t trust him, Adrianne thought again. There was something a bit too charming about that smile. It might be best all around if, while he was watching her, she was watching him. “I’d love it. I’ll meet you on the beach in fifteen minutes.”

Adrianne had traveled alone for so long she’d forgotten what it was like to have someone to share small pleasures with. The water was cool and clear, liquid glass through which she could skim and watch the life around her. Like a forest in autumn, coral glowed gold, orange, scarlet, with wispy fans of lacy purple that waved in the current. Velvet-tailed fish darted, their lavish colors gleaming as they nibbled on sponges.

Hampered only with a mask and snorkel, she could dive down to be nipped at by a tiny and pugnacious damselfish or to be watched by the sergeant majors who loitered, waiting for a handout. They swam out where the depth changed, sliding from the reef to fifty mirror-clear feet. Signals between them were a touch of the hand on the arm and gestures. It seemed to be enough that they understood each other, and that the afternoon was theirs.

Adrianne didn’t want to question why she felt so at ease with him—relaxed as she had been on the evening they’d spent at a country inn outside London. She wasn’t a woman who had legions of friends, but, rather, acquaintances, people who came and went in her life. Where she gave friendship, she gave herself with it completely, with no limitations, and therefore she gave it carefully. Though trust wasn’t fully in place, she felt friendship for him, and despite her reservations was pleased to have him with her.

She wasn’t a princess now, or a master thief, but a woman enjoying the sun and the magic of the sea.

She surfaced, laughing, and balanced one flipper precariously on a stump of coral. Water poured off her hair and skin, gleaming jewellike. She pushed her mask back on her head as Philip rose with her.

“What’s funny?” He shook his hair back before pushing back his own mask.

“That fish with the big bulging eye. All I could think of was Lord Fume.”

He lifted a brow and steadied himself. “Do you always make fun of your victims?”

“Only when it’s apt. Oh, the sun’s wonderful.” With her eyes closed she lifted her face to it and made him think of mermaids and sirens. “But you shouldn’t stay out in it long with that pale British skin.”

“Worried about me?”

When she opened her eyes there was amusement in them rather than caution. Progress, he thought. However small. “I’d hate to be responsible for you being sunburned.”

“I imagine it’s snowing in London now, and families are sitting down to the Christmas goose.”

“And in New York the goose isn’t cooked yet.” She cupped a handful of water, then let it pour through her fingers. “We always had turkey. Mama loved the smell of it roasting.” She shook off the feeling and managed a smile. “One year she decided to cook it herself, the way her grandmother had in Nebraska. She pushed so much stuffing in the bird that when it expanded with the heat, it burst. The poor turkey was a mess.” Shielding her eyes, she looked toward the horizon. “Look, a ship’s coming in.”

She shifted for better purchase and slid off the rock into his arms. Water lapped over her shoulders, then to her breasts as he lifted her up and to him. She drew back, but was held firm with her feet unable to reach the sandy floor and her hands gripping his shoulders for support.

She saw his eyes darken, like the fog when the moon slipped behind a cloud. His breath feathered over her lips as his hands slid through the water and over her skin. When he leaned toward her, she turned her head so that his mouth brushed her cheek gently, patiently. Need rolled inside of her, with a pang that came as much from fear as from desire.

“You taste of the sea,” he said. “Cool and unconquered.” He skimmed his lips to her ear and her fingers dug into his muscles; he heard her breath catch and felt her body shudder. “Adrianne.”

She made herself look at him. Facing what couldn’t be escaped had always been her way. The sun was bright on his hair, almost blinding as it hit the water and refracted. From somewhere behind them a woman was scolding a child. But the sound came dimly as her heart hammered in her ears.

And he smiled. “Relax,” he told her as his fingers moved up her spine. “I won’t let you go under.”

But he did. As his lips took hers she went down, farther and faster than safety allowed. Though her head remained in the air and the sun, she fell fathoms deep, heart racing, breath trapped. She could taste sun and salt as his lips coaxed hers open. Coaxed. There should have been a comfort in that, in the lack of demand, in the absence of pressure. Instead, she trembled from the pressure cooker of needs inside her own body.

He strapped his needs down. If there were chains around his passions now, he promised himself there would come a time when he would unshackle them. She needed something more than desire. He needed to give something more. Testing, he nipped into her full lower lip and heard her moan of response. Knowing control could be stretched only so far, he drew her away. Her eyes were clouded, heavy. Her lips were ripe. And his nerves were scraped raw.

“How about a drink?”

She blinked at him. “What?”

He kissed the tip of her nose and struggled to keep his hands light. “I said let’s have a drink so I can get my pale British skin out of the sun.”

“Oh.” It was like being released from the effect of a drug, she thought. An addictive one. “Yes.”

“Good. Last one to the bar buys.” With this he let her go. Unprepared, Adrianne sank under the water. When she’d surfaced, he was halfway to shore. Even as she pulled down her mask to barrel after him, she was laughing.

They drank tart, icy margaritas and listened to the trio of marimba players chime out Christmas carols. With appetites sharpened by sun and water, they dug into enchiladas smothered in cheese and spicy sauce. Later, with the afternoon winding lazily ahead of them, they drove around the island, taking a narrow dirt road on a whim. They passed small stone monuments that made Adrianne think of old worship and older gods.

He was determined to fill her day, to make her forget the grief that had come with dawn. He no longer questioned the need to protect and comfort. When a man had spent most of his life with women, he recognized the right one.

Deliberately, he took the Jeep over a pothole so that it bucked and shimmied. Adrianne only laughed and pointed out another one. The road took them to the north point and a lighthouse. There was a family living at the base with pens holding scruffy hens. A bony cat stretched out on the dirt by a cooler which the enterprising family stocked with cold drinks to sell to tourists for twice what they would pay in the village. Armed with two bottles, they sat on humps of dried sea grass and watched the spray spume. The water was very rough here so that the waves slapped the shore and geysered where time and tide had cut channels.

“Tell me about your home.”

“In London?”

“No.” Adrianne slipped off her sandals. “The one in the country.”

“You’d say it was very British.” It was another measure of their progress that she didn’t shift away when he touched her hair. “The house is Edwardian, brick, very tidy with three floors. There’s a portrait gallery, but as I’m not acquainted with my ancestors, I’ve borrowed some.”

“From where?”

“Antique shops. There’s Uncle Sylvester—a very dour Victorian type and his wife, Aunt Agatha. Pudding-faced.”

“Pudding-faced.” Giggling, Adrianne settled back. “That is British.”

“We are what we are. There are assorted cousins, of course, some of them very grand, and a few sinister types. Then, there’s Great-Grandmama; she was a bit of a strumpet who married into the family despite heated objections, then proceeded to rule with an iron hand.”

“You missed having a big family.”

“Perhaps I did. In any case, they fill out the gallery nicely. The parlor opens up into the garden. Since it suited the house, I went with very formal, very neat arrangements. Roses, rhododendron, lilacs, lilies. There are hedges of yews and a grove of ash to the west, where a little stream rims. There’s wild thyme there, and wood violets that get as big around as my thumb.”

She could almost smell it. “Why did you buy it? You don’t seem like the sort of man to go in for quiet evenings by the fire or walks through the woods.”

“There’s a time for everything. I bought it so I’d be ready when I decided to settle down and become a pillar of the community.”

“Is that your goal?”

“My goal’s always been comfort.” He shrugged and drained his bottle. “I learned young that to find comfort on the streets of London, you had to take what you could take, and be quicker about it than the next.” He settled the bottle on the sand beside him. “I was quicker.”

“You were a legend. No, don’t grin at me, you were. Every time something spectacular was stolen, the rumors started that it was a P.C. job. The de Marco collection, for instance.”

He grinned, watching the spray rise up at her back. “Are you fishing?”

“Did you take it?” She straightened when he only smiled and reached for a cigarette. “Well, did you?”

“The de Marco collection,” he mused. “One of the finest examples of diamonds and precious stones in Milan, or anywhere, for that matter.”

“I know what it was! Did you take it?”

He settled back as a storyteller might in front of a roaring fire. “The museum had the best security available on that exhibit. Light sensors, heat sensors, a weight-sensitive alarm. The floor was wired for twenty feet around the exhibit. The exhibit itself was in a glass dome that was considered virtually impenetrable.”

“I know all that.” Spray flew up and dashed her hair. “How did you do it? I heard dozens of conflicting reports.”

“Did you ever see Royal Wedding, the one where Astaire dances on the ceiling?”

“Yes, but that was movie magic through trick camera work. I’ll concede that you’re clever, but not that clever.”

“Getting in was just a matter of having the right uniform and forging the right identification. Once in, I had two hours before the guard made rounds. It took me a quarter of that just to crawl up the wall and over the ceiling.”

“If you don’t want to tell me how you did it, just say so.”

“I am telling you. You finished with that?” He took the bottle from her and drank. “Suction cups. Not quite the hardware store variety, but the same concept. It gives you insight into how a fly feels.”

“You stuck yourself to the ceiling?”

“More or less. They wouldn’t hold, of course, for the whole job. I rigged a trapeze into the ceiling with toggle bolts. I remember hanging by my knees over all those shiny rocks. I couldn’t even afford to sweat. I had a carbide bit drill packed in Styrofoam to muffle the noise. When I got through the glass, the real work started. I had stones in my pouch the exact weight of the various pieces in the collection. Piece by piece, I switched. You had to be fast and very sure. More than a fraction of a second without the right weight, and the alarm would go. It took almost an hour, with the blood rushing to my head and my fingers going numb. Then I swung out on the trapeze and landed outside the alarm field. I remember that it felt as though someone were shooting arrows into my legs when I landed. I could barely crawl. That was the worst part and one I’d failed to calculate.” He could laugh now, looking back. “I sat there in a heap, beating on my legs to get the circulation going again and visualizing myself caught, not because I wasn’t good enough, but because my bloody legs had gone to sleep.”

With her head pillowed on sea grass, Adrianne laughed with him. “What did you do?”

“I pictured myself in a cell, then made a very fast and very inelegant exit, mostly on my hands and knees. By the time the alarm was given, I was soaking in the tub at my hotel.”

When he brought himself back and glanced at her, she was smiling. “You miss it.”

“Only in rare moments.” He flipped his cigarette into the spray. “I’m a businessman first, Addy. It was time to get out of the business. Spencer, he’s my superior, had come too close too often.”

“They knew about you, yet they let you in.”

“Better a wolf in the fold than loose, I suppose. Sooner or later you get sloppy. It takes only one mistake.”

She looked back at the sea with its turbulent water. “I have only one more job, and I’ve no intention of being sloppy.”

He said nothing. With a little time, a little care, he was certain he could persuade her to let it go. If talk didn’t work, there were roadblocks he could construct. “What do you say to a siesta, then Christmas dinner?”

“All right.” She rose, carrying her sandals by the straps. “But I get to drive back.”

Perhaps it was foolish to fuss, but she couldn’t resist. It felt good to linger in a scented bath and dust on clouds of fragrant powder. These were peculiarly women’s habits, a seed of which had been sown in her in the harem. She enjoyed taking a long, leisurely time preparing, though her evening with Philip could hardly be called a date. She knew that a good part of the reason he was making himself so available as an escort was to watch her. She might have told him she had no other business on the island, but there was no reason he should believe her. In any case, being with him served her purpose. Or so she told herself as she chose a thin white dress with yards of skirt and no back. She would be as free with her time with him as he was with her. In that way, he wouldn’t be on guard when she slipped out of the country … tomorrow.

There were plans to be finalized, plans she’d begun to make a decade ago. Soon after the new year she would go back to Jaquir. She clipped stones on her ears that were as cold as her thoughts and as false as the image she would present to her father.

But for tonight she would enjoy the lingering light of a tropical sunset and the whisper of calm seas.

When Philip knocked on her door she was ready. He, too, wore white, with his shirt a splash of blue against his jacket.

“There’s something to be said for spending winters in hot climates.” He ran his hands down her bare shoulders. “Did you rest?”

“Yes.” She didn’t tell him she’d made a quick trip to the El Grande to pack her things there and check out. At his touch she felt the frustrated confusion of a horse who’s spurred and curbed at the same time. “And like a tourist, my thoughts rarely go beyond the next meal.”

“Good. Before we go I have something for you.” He drew a small velvet box from his pocket. This time she did step back as though she’d been pinched.

“No.” Her voice was cooler than she wanted it to be, but he took her hand and placed the box in it.

“It’s not only rude to refuse a Christmas gift, it’s bad luck.” He didn’t add that he’d had to pave his way with bribes and tips until he’d found a jeweler who would open his shop on the holiday.

“It wasn’t necessary.”

“Should it have been?” he countered. “Come now, Adrianne, a woman like you should know how to accept a present graciously.”

He was right, of course, and she was being a fool. She flipped open the box and studied the pin resting on white satin. Not resting, she thought, stalking, like the panther it was, richly black, sharply carved with its ruby eyes on fire.

“It’s beautiful.”

“It made me think of you. Something we have in common.” He pinned it on her dress with the ease of a man accustomed to doing such things.

She needed to take it lightly, and smiled. “From one cat burglar to another?” But her fingers strayed up to stroke it.

“From one restless soul to another,” he corrected her, and slipping the box back into his pocket, took her hand.

They dined on delicately grilled lobster and sharp, fruity wine while mariachis strolled singing songs of love and longing. From their table by the window they could watch people walk along the seawall and small boys, always eager for a coin, loiter by the row of cabs waiting to open a door.

While they ate, the sun went down in a blaze of color, and the moon, less rushed, rose majestically.

She asked him about his childhood and was surprised when he didn’t evade or pass it off with a joke.

“My mother sold tickets at the cinema. That came as a plus for me, as I could always go in and watch whatever was showing, sometimes for a whole afternoon. Other than that, it didn’t go much further than paying the rent on a miserable two-room flat in Chelsea. My father had breezed into her life long enough to make me, then breezed out again when he learned I was on the way.”

She felt a pang, and would have reached for his hand, but he lifted his wine. The moment passed. “It must have been difficult for her. Being alone.”

“I’m sure it was hell, but you’d never know it. She’s a born optimist, the kind of woman who can be content with whatever she has no matter how little or how much. She’s a great fan of your mother’s, by the way. When she found out I’d taken Phoebe Spring’s daughter to dinner, she lectured me for an hour for not bringing you to see her.”

“Mama had a way of endearing herself to people.”

“Didn’t you ever think of following in her footsteps as an actress?”

It was easy to smile as she lifted her glass. “Didn’t I?”

“How much is an act, I wonder.”

“An act?” She gestured with her hands. “Whatever’s necessary. Does your mother know about your—vocation?”

“You mean sex?”

He hadn’t been sure she would laugh, but she did, then leaned forward so that the candlelight caught in her eyes. “Not avocation, Philip, vocation.”

“Ah. Well, it’s nothing we discuss. Suffice it to say that Mum’s no fool. More wine?”

“Just a little. Philip, do you ever think about going back, about one last, incredible job? Something that would keep you warm in your old age.”

“The Sun and the Moon?”

“That’s mine,” she said rather primly.

“The Sun and the Moon,” he repeated, amused as he watched her. “Two fascinating jewels in one necklace. The Sun, a two-hundred-eighty-carat diamond of the first water, absolutely pure, brilliantly white, and according to legend a stone with a checkered past. It was found in the Deccan region of India in the sixteenth century, the rough cut being over eight hundred carats. The stone was found by two brothers, and like Cain and Abel, one murdered the other to have it. Rather than being banished to the Land of Nod, the surviving brother found misery in his homeland. His wife and children drowned, leaving him with the rather cold comfort of the stone.”

Philip sipped, and when Adrianne made no comment, topped off his wine, then hers. “Legend has it he went mad, and offered the stone to the devil. Whether he was taken up on it or not, he was murdered and the stone began its travels. Istanbul, Siam, Crete, and dozens of other exotic places, always leaving a trail of betrayal and murder in its wake. Until, having satisfied the gods, it found a home in Jaquir around 1876.”

“My great-great-grandfather bought it for his favorite wife.” She ran a finger around and around the rim of her wineglass. “For the equivalent of one and a half million American dollars. It would have cost him more, but the stone had developed a nasty reputation.” Her finger stilled. “There were people starving in Jaquir at that time.”

“He wouldn’t be the first ruler to ignore such things, or the last.” He waited, watching her as the waiter cleared their plates. “It was cut by a Venetian, who either from nerves or lack of skill lost more of the rough stone than he should have. His hands were severed and hung around his neck before he was left in the desert. But the stone survived to be paired with a pearl, just as ancient, that had been plucked out of the Persian Gulf, perfectly spherical, with an orient that defies description. Lustrous, glowing, like two hundred fifty carats of moonlight. While the diamond flashes, the pearl glows, and legend has it the pearl’s magic fights against the diamond’s. Together they’re like peace and war, snow and fire.” He lifted his glass. “Or sun and moon.”

Adrianne took a sip of wine to ease her throat. Talk of the necklace excited as much as it upset. She knew just how it had looked, draped around her mother’s neck, and she could imagine, only imagine the way it would feel in her hands. Magic or not, legend or not, she would take it.

“You’ve done your homework.”

“I know about The Sun and the Moon the same way I know about the Kohinoor or the Pitt, as stones I may admire, even lust after, but not as stones to risk my life for.”

“When the motive is only money or acquisition, even diamonds can be resisted.” She started to rise, but he caught her hand. His grip was firmer than it should have been, and his eyes were no longer amused.

“When the motive is revenge, it should be resisted.” Her hand flexed once in his, then lay passive. Control, he thought, could be both blessing and curse. “Revenge clouds the mind so that you can’t think coolly. Passions of any kind lead to mistakes.”

“I have only one passion.” The candlelight flickered over her face, deepening the hollows of her cheeks. “I’ve had twenty years to cultivate it, channel it. Not all passions are hot and dangerous, Philip. Some are ice cold.”

When she rose he said nothing, but promised himself he would prove her wrong before the evening was over.


Chapter Nineteen

He was a difficult man to measure, Adrianne thought. He could be intense one moment and frivolous the next. As they drove to the hotel, he spoke lightly, amusingly, of mutual acquaintances. That moment might not have passed in the restaurant when he’d taken her hand, looking into her eyes as if he could bend her to his will by the look alone. Now it was all tropical breezes and moonlight. Talk of the necklace and the blood that had been spilled for it were blown away.

It was easy to see how he had slipped into the circle of the rich and the pampered. You didn’t see a fatherless street thief from Chelsea when you looked at him. Nor did you see a calculating, sure-footed cat burglar. Instead, you saw the cultured, the faintly bored, and the charmingly aimless. While he was none of those things.

Even knowing it, she relaxed. Part of his power was the way he had of making a woman tremble one moment and laugh and put up her feet the next. She found herself regretting when the car was parked and the evening had whittled down to the walk to her door.

“I was annoyed to find you here,” she told him as she dipped into her bag for her key.

“You were furious to find me here.” Taking the key from her, he slid it into the lock himself.

“All right.” She was amused and relaxed. Both showed in her smile. “I don’t often change my mind, but it’s been nice having your company today.”

“I’m glad to hear that, as I intend to stay with you.” As he spoke, he cupped her elbow and moved through the door with her.

“If you think I might nip back to take the St. Johns’ jewels, you needn’t worry.”

He tossed the key on her dresser, then took her evening bag and sent it in the same direction. “My being here at the moment has nothing to do with jewels.” Before she could step back, he laid his hands on her shoulders, then ran them with terrifying gentleness down her arms. Quite naturally, his fingers linked with hers.

“No.”

He lifted one hand, kissed it, then lifted the other. “No what?”

Like a rocket the heat tore down her fingertips. It was one thing to ignore what you’d never needed, and another to resist what you suddenly did. “I want you to go.”

Keeping one of her hands caught in his, he brushed her hair back from her shoulder, his fingertips just skimming her bare flesh. He felt the jolt of reaction, but wasn’t certain if it was hers or his. “I would, if I believed you. Do you know they call you unattainable?”

She knew it very well. “Is that why you want me? Because I’m unattainable?”

“It might have been enough.” He toyed with her hair. “Once.”

“I’m not interested, Philip. I thought I’d made that clear.”

“Your talent for lying is one of the things I most admire about you.”

He was closer, already closer than he should have been. “I’m not sure what else I can do to convince you you’re wasting your time.”

“It doesn’t take much, when it’s true. You have a way of looking at a man, Addy, that turns the hottest blood to ice. You aren’t looking at me that way now.” He cupped the back of her neck. Even as she went rigid he watched her mouth, ripe, full, soft, tremble open. If a man were sated, he’d still hunger for it.

She felt her heart spring up to her throat to beat wildly when his lips whispered over hers. She started to lift a hand to push him away. That was self-preservation. But she curled her fingers into his shirt and held on. That was need.

Then with need, surprisingly, came regret.

“I can’t give you what you want. I’m not like other women.”

“No, you’re not.” Instinctively, he ran his fingers along her neck, soothing, reassuring even while his lips played havoc with her nerves. “And I don’t want any more than you’re able to give.”

When he deepened the kiss, she moaned. There was something both of despair and of wonder in the sound. For an instant, only an instant, she gave in to it. Her body pressed against his, her lips parted, her heart opened. He had a glimpse of beauty, of generosity so overwhelming it left him shaken.

Then she was drawing back, turning away. “Philip, I know what my image is, but it’s only an image. This kind of thing isn’t for me.” She clasped her hands together to hold them steady.

“Maybe it hasn’t been.” Again, he put his hands on her shoulders. “Until now.”

She had pride. It had gotten her through the unstable and confusing years. Because it was strong, she was able to speak without shame. “I’ve never been with a man. Never wanted to.”

“I know.” She turned back, as he’d hoped she would. “I understood that this morning when you told me about your father, what you’d seen happen between him and your mother. There’s nothing I can say to erase that or ease your feelings about it—except that it doesn’t have to be that way, should never be that way.”

He touched her again, a hand to her cheek. It was as much a test for himself as for her. She closed her eyes, allowing herself to absorb the feel of his fingers on her skin and the jangle of nerves and needs it brought to her. She’d always been a woman who’d known her own mind, and her own destiny. Tonight, it seemed, he would become a part of both.

“I’m afraid.”

He slipped the twin ivory combs out of her hair. “So am I.”

She opened her eyes at that. “I don’t believe you. Why should you be?”

“Because you’re important.” He set the combs aside to let his fingers tunnel through her hair. “Because this is important.” He drew her close again, struggling to remain gentle, to remember her fragility rather than her strength. Both were there, both had snagged him from the first instant. “We can analyze this all night, Addy. Or you can let me love you.”

There wasn’t a choice, nor had there ever been. Adrianne believed in fate. She’d been destined to leave Jaquir, as she was destined to return. And she was destined to spend this night, if only this one night, with Philip, and learn what it was that made women give their hearts, and their freedom, to men.

She expected passion. She understood it. That was the wild frenzy that made men search for a form of release. She knew of sex from the frank talk of the harem to the wistful romantic chatter at tea parties. Women were as hungry as men, if not always as able to sate the hunger. The impression of sex that had remained with her since childhood was a tangle of limbs, a torrent of sound and movement best done in the dark.

When his lips came to hers again, she was prepared to give herself over to it.

But it was only a whisper of a kiss, the brush, retreat, brush of mouth against mouth. Her eyes blinked open in surprise to find him watching her.

He saw the confusion, and the desire growing moment by moment as he toyed with her mouth. There was no urge to devour or possess. Not this time. Not with her. Whatever skill he had, whatever patience he’d developed, he would use tonight. He let his hands lose themselves in her hair, giving them both time to adjust to the unexpected.

So when he touched her, she didn’t stiffen. Her body seemed ready to be stroked and discovered. He shrugged out of his jacket and she no longer hesitated to run her hands over his shoulders, down his back. Impatient to know the same freedom he was experiencing, she tugged at his shirt until it was free and she could feel the flesh beneath.

She heard him suck in his breath at her touch. His mouth became more urgent on hers, his heartbeat less steady. She heard him murmur, but didn’t understand his request to go slowly. She couldn’t know how much it cost him to undress her carefully, to keep his hands easy when he wanted to grasp greedily. Naked, she shivered once. The sound of her dress falling to a pool at her feet echoed like thunder in his head.

Her skin glowed in the vague moonlight that silvered the ends of her hair as it fell over her breasts. He’d known what it was to want, but he hadn’t known that the edge of desire could be so jagged—so jagged his hands shook as he tugged off his shirt, so jagged his throat ached as he lay her on the bed.

She, too, had known want. But her desires had always had a clear route and a definite end. Security, reputation, restitution. Now she learned that some desires had a morass of paths leading to many destinations. She was still afraid, but no longer of him. She feared herself now, and what price she might be willing to pay to go on feeling as she felt tonight.

He showed her what it was to burn, slowly, while still craving the heat. She heard her own shuddering sigh as her body, so long restricted from this one pleasure, strained, shivered, and accepted. Here was passion that liquefied, tenderness that excited, and knowledge that broke down long-held beliefs.

He took, as she had known he would, but there was giving as well. And no pain. She’d been so certain there would be pain. Yet his hands moved over her like water. Even when his mouth fit over her breast and her body arched in reaction, there was only pleasure. Waves of it.

She smelled of smoke and silk and secrets. Enough to drive a man mad. She touched, but cautiously. Though her response was everything a man could wish for, he sensed a knot of tension remaining. She was building to a peak he knew she couldn’t understand. Part of her mind was holding back, perhaps wary of the price. Where there was intense pleasure, there was intense vulnerability. Murmuring, he covered her mouth with his. Hers opened, so that her tongue moved in an experimental dance with his.

The tastes were new to her, and yet … familiar. The feel of his body moving against, fitting itself to, sliding over hers wasn’t foreign or frightening as she’d expected. She didn’t experience the violation she’d been prepared for when he touched what no man had touched.

Then there was more, more than pleasant sensations, more than easy discovery. Her breath grew shallow and she struggled for air. Her skin, so sensitized by each stroke, heated until even the breeze flitting through the open windows couldn’t relieve it. Helplessness. It was something she’d sworn never to feel, not at the hands of a man. She struggled against it, against him, as the heat gathered, knotted, then expanded in her center.

Here was the pain, but nothing like any pain she’d known. She fought against it while she fought for it. She clawed at the sheets in a desperate attempt to find her balance.

Slowly, he skimmed his hand up her thigh, feeling the tremor of each separate muscle. And he found her, hot and moist. There was an instant of resistance, a strangle of breath as sensation intensified. Her body contracted, then on a moan of astonished release went lax.

From that moment she was trapped, greedy for whatever she could feel, desperate for all he could teach. Her blood pumped hot, fast, and close to the surface as she wrapped herself around him. There was a freedom here she embraced, as she embraced him. There was trust. She opened herself to it as she opened to him.

When he slid into her there was shock, there was pleasure, one for the other. He couldn’t have told her that at that moment, with her body cupped around him, he was more vulnerable than he’d ever been and more willing to risk.

Later, she lay quiet beside him. It shouldn’t have meant so much. It couldn’t change anything. She knew it was foolish to feel differently. In her country a woman of her age would have been long married, and if God were kind, would have borne children. What had happened tonight was simply a natural function. A woman was born to give a man pleasure and sons.

She was thinking like a woman of Jaquir! The shock of realization left a bitter taste in her mouth, one that overpowered the lingering flavor of the man beside her. She started to shift away, perhaps to run. Then his arm draped over her.

Braced on his elbow, he studied her face. There were still secrets there, and, beneath the glow of quenched passions, reservations he couldn’t guess at.

“Did I hurt you?” It wasn’t his first thought, but he was no more ready to share his secrets than she.

“No, of course not.”

He touched her face. Though she didn’t shift away, neither did she return the touch. Because her skin had cooled, he drew the sheet up, waiting for her to say something, to give him any sign of how she felt, or what she needed. The silence stretched out and drew into knots.

“You won’t forget me, you know,” he murmured. “One never forgets the first lover.”

There was just enough bite in the words to let her see he was holding his temper, but not enough for her to recognize hurt. “No, I won’t forget you.”

He rolled her until she lay across him, her hair curtaining both of them. Their eyes met. There was a challenge, acknowledged and accepted. “Let’s make sure of it,” he told her before he brought her mouth to his.

The sun was high and white when she woke. There was an ache, dull and somehow sweet, through her body to remind her of the night. She wanted to smile, to snuggle back in bed and hug it to herself like an accomplishment, like a bag full of the finest diamonds. But there was still a part of her, a part dug deep, that believed a woman’s submission in bed meant submission everywhere.

He was sleeping beside her. She hadn’t thought he would stay the night, or hold her throughout it. Nor had she known how comforting it could be to lie awake in the dark and listen to his steady breathing. She knew now how good it felt to study his face in the morning sunlight.

Tenderness. She felt it, fought against it. Her fingers itched to run along his cheek, to comb through his hair. It would be so satisfying to touch him now, as if what had happened in the night had been real and important.

Cautious, she uncurled her fingers from her palm and started to reach out. Her fingertips just brushed his skin when his eyes blinked open. Adrianne snatched her hand away.

Even in sleep his reflexes were quick. Philip wrapped his fingers around her wrist and brought her hand to his lips. “Morning.”

“Good morning.” Awkward. She felt foolishly, miserably awkward. “We slept later than I intended.”

“That’s what vacations are for.” In one smooth move he rolled on top of her to nuzzle at her neck. “And other things.”

She closed her eyes. It was harder, much harder than she ever had believed to fight the need to give. If possible, she wanted him more now than she had during the night. Love, like any indulgence, was craved more after the first taste.

“Like breakfast?” she said, willing her voice to be light.

After nibbling on her lips, he drew back. “Hungry?”

“Starved.”

“Shall I ring up room service?”

“Yes—no,” she said, and already hated herself for the deception. “I’d really like to shower and change, then I’d been toying with the idea of diving, going out to Palancar.”

“Have you hired a boat?”

“Not yet.”

When he sat up she shifted, just slightly, so their bodies no longer touched. “Why don’t I see to it? I’ll go have a shower myself, then meet you in the dining room in an hour. We can take off after we eat.”

“Perfect.” She managed a smile. “I might be a bit longer than that; I need to call Celeste.”

“Not too much longer.” He kissed her, and because she was already regretting, she poured herself into it. With a murmur of approval he drew her closer. “A person can go for days without food.”

Her laugh was only a little strained. “Not this person.”

She waited until she was alone to bring her knees up and drop her head on them. It shouldn’t hurt. Doing what was necessary shouldn’t hurt. Oh, but it did. Tossing the sheets aside, she rose quickly and began to move.

He gave her an extra quarter of an hour as he sat by the window in the dining room and watched the sun worshipers oil up. He knew there were women who did not value time. But, finally, he reminded himself that Adrianne wasn’t one of them. Holding back impatience, he lingered over a second cup of coffee. A man was in bad shape when he started counting the minutes. Philip picked up the rose he’d set beside her plate. He was in very bad shape.

More had happened to him the night before than passion and release. Things had clicked inside him, and settled unalterably into place. He hadn’t been looking, hadn’t even wanted to look for someone who fit him so perfectly. But there was no going back. For her either, he thought as he lit a cigarette. She might think she could pick up her life where she’d left it off before him, but he was going to prove her wrong.

He’d made his decision, perhaps the first in his life that hadn’t been self-serving or with an eye to profit, but he’d made it. And dammit, he wasn’t going to waste the rest of the morning waiting to start convincing her it was the right one.

He crushed his cigarette, leaving it smoldering and his coffee cooling as he strode out of the dining room. He was feeling uneasy by the time he got to her door. Lovesick fool, he called himself, with not a little disgust. He rapped, harder than was necessary, then tried the door when she didn’t answer. It was locked, but he had his door key in his pocket, along with a credit card and a thin coin. He didn’t bother to glance around as he went to work.

When he opened the door, he knew. He was already swearing when he went to the closet to pull it open. It was empty, but for her scent. There was a trace of powder on the vanity counter, but the bottles and tubes were gone.

He let the closet door slam, then jammed his hands into his pockets. For a moment there was only rage and impotence. Never a violent man, he knew then what it was to anticipate murder with relish. Subduing his emotion, he walked to the phone and dialed the front desk.

“How long ago did Lara O’Conner check out?” He waited, fantasizing violence and retribution. “Forty minutes? Thank you.”

She could run, he thought as he replaced the receiver. But she’d never run fast enough.

*  *  *

As Philip vowed his own revenge, Adrianne buckled her seat belt. Her eyes were hidden behind dark glasses. They weren’t red-rimmed. She hadn’t allowed herself tears. But there was regret in them. He would be angry, she thought. Then he would go on—as she would, as she had to. Emotions, the kind he could pull out of her, had no place in her life. Until The Sun and the Moon was in her hands, there was no room for anything but revenge.


Chapter Twenty

It had snowed in London. The streets were gray with slush. Along the curbside it was piled high, blackened like coal and every bit as ugly. But on the rooftops it lay as pristine as in an untouched meadow and glittered even in the sluggish sun. A stiff wind tore at the coats and hats of pedestrians who hurried along, hunched over, hanging on to whatever threatened to whip away. It was the kind of cold that penetrated bone and begged for spiced ale. Hours before, Philip had been under the streaming Mexican sun.

“Here’s the tea, dear.” Moving quickly from the long habit of trying to catch up, Mary Chamberlain came in to her own cozy parlor. Turning from the window, Philip took the loaded tray from her. All of his boyhood favorites were on it. As dark as his mood was he had to smile. Mary had always tried to spoil him when she’d had the means, and when she hadn’t.

“You’ve made enough for an army.”

“You should offer your guest something when he comes.” She took a seat by the tea table, then lifted the pot to pour. It was a fine Meissen tea set, with pale pink roses and gold leaf. She always felt very grand using it. “Before he does, I thought we could have a cup together and a little chat.”

She added a dollop of cream to his tea and remembered he hadn’t used sugar since he’d been twelve. The fact that he was past thirty still amazed her. She hardly felt more than that herself. Like any mother, she considered her son too thin and set two white frosted cakes on a plate for him.

“There now.” Pleased, she stirred a healthy dose of sugar in her own cup. There was nothing quite like hot sweet tea on a winter afternoon. “Isn’t this cozy?”

“Hmmm?”

“Drink your tea, dear. It’s always a shock to the system to travel from one climate to another.” And whatever was really troubling him would come out sooner or later.

He obeyed automatically, studying her over the rim. She’d put on weight in the last few years. Flattering weight, Philip thought. She’d always been too thin when he’d been a child. Her face was comfortably round, and if her skin lacked the dewiness of a girl’s, it had the glow of a mature woman’s. A few lines, certainly, but they came as much from laughing as from age. Mary had always been one for laughing. Her eyes were a clear, blameless blue.

He’d inherited his looks not from her, but from the man who had swung in, then out of her life. As a child it had bothered him a great deal, so much so that he’d watched every man, from the postman to the prince regent, looking for a resemblance. To this day he wasn’t sure what he’d intended to do if he’d found one.

“You’ve changed your hair.”

Mary fluffed it. The gesture was flirtatious and totally innate. “Yes. What do you think?”

“That you’re beautiful.”

She laughed, full and rich and delighted. “I’ve a new hairdresser. His name’s Mr. Mark. Mr. Mark, can you imagine?” She rolled her eyes and licked a dab of frosting from her finger. “He flirts so nicely, you just have to give him an extra tip. All the girls are wild about him, but I think he might be of another persuasion.”

“Episcopalian?”

Humor danced in her eyes. Her Phil had always been a devil. “Yes. Now …” Settling back with her tea, she smiled. “Tell me all about your vacation. I hope you didn’t drink the water. You hear such foul things about it. Did you have a good time?”

He thought of crawling through ducts, hiding in closets, and of making love, leisurely love with Adrianne. “It had its moments.”

“Nothing quite like a winter vacation in the tropics. I still remember when you flew me down to Jamaica in the middle of February. I felt decadent.”

That had been a side benefit of the de Marco heist, “And kept the natives restless.”

“I thought I behaved like a very proper British matron.” Then she giggled. If there was one thing Mary would never be, it was matronly. “I’m thinking of taking a cruise myself. Perhaps the Bahamas.” She spotted Chauncy, the fat slug of a cat she’d adopted years before. Before he could leap on the tray she poured cream into a saucer for him. “That lovely Mr. Paddington’s invited me.”

“What?” Brought back with a thud, Philip stared at her. Beside them, the cat lapped greedily. “Run that through again?”

“I said I was thinking of going to the Bahamas with Mr. Paddington. Chauncy, you’re such a pig.” Soft-hearted, she dropped half a cake on the saucer. He took it in one pounce.

“Go on a cruise with that oily old lecher? That’s ridiculous.”

Mary debated having another cake herself. “Mr. Paddington’s a very respected member of the community. Don’t be a noodle, Phil.”

“I’ve no intention of seeing my mother ravished on the high seas.”

“Oh, my—what a lovely thought.” Laughing, she leaned over and patted his hand. “In any case, dear, you wouldn’t see. Now, why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you? I hope it’s a woman.”

He rose, impatient with tea and cakes, to stalk the room. As always, Mary had loaded a Christmas tree with whatever ornaments struck her fancy. There was no theme to it, no harmony of color. She had everything from plastic reindeer to porcelain angels. Philip pulled off a bit of tinsel to run it through his hands.

“It’s just business.”

“I’ve never seen you walk the floor over business. Could it be that sweet girl I spoke with on the phone? Phoebe Spring’s daughter?” When he snapped the string of tinsel in two, Mary all but rubbed her hands together. “Oh, that’s wonderful.”

“There’s nothing wonderful about it, so you can stop smelling orange blossoms.” He came back to slump in the chair. “What are you smiling at?”

“I think you’re in love. Finally. How does it feel?”

He scowled down at his feet, more than a little tempted to kick the cat. “Rotten.”

“Good, good. That’s just how it should feel.”

Unable to do otherwise, he laughed. “You’re always a comfort to me, Mum.”

“When can I meet her?”

“I don’t know. There’s a problem.”

“Of course there is. So there should be. Real love requires problems.”

He doubted if love of any kind had a two-hundred-and-eighty-carat diamond and a pearl beyond price to deal with. “Tell me what you know about Phoebe Spring.”

“Oh. She was glorious. There’s no one today who can compare with her, the glamour, the—presence.” Just remembering made her sigh. She’d had dreams of her own about being an actress, a star. Then there’d been Philip, and she’d settled for selling tickets to films rather than being in them. It never occurred to her to regret. “You know, most cinema stars now look like ordinary people—a bit prettier perhaps, a bit sleeker, but so could anyone with a bit of fuss. Phoebe Spring was never ordinary. Wait, I’ll show you.”

She was up and moving quickly into another room. Philip heard her rummaging, shifting boxes. Something thudded. He only shook his head. His mother was an obsessive collector, a saver. There had always been bits of colored glass, old swatches of material, shelves of salt shakers, a drawer of old movie stubs.

In Chelsea the windowsills had been lined with little plaster animals. Pets hadn’t been allowed, so in her usual way Mary had compensated. He could still remember her laboriously clipping and pasting pictures of everyone from the royal family to the latest film god. They’d replaced the traditional family album for a woman who had had no one but herself and a small boy.

She came back blowing dust from a large red scrapbook. “You know how I kept books on my favorite celebrities.”

“Your star books.”

“Yes.” Unashamed, Mary sat down and opened it. When Chauncy jumped on it, she tut-tutted and patiently set him back on the floor. “This is Phoebe Spring. Look here, this picture would have been taken at the premiere of her first movie. She couldn’t have been more than twenty.”

He moved over to sit on the arm of her chair. The woman in the picture had her hand on the arm of a man, but you didn’t notice him. Only her. Her dress was some fantasy of sequins and sparkles with her hair dark and full around the shoulders. Even in black and white her luster shone through. Her eyes were all innocent excitement, her body all promise.

“It made her a star,” Mary mused, flipping through the pages. There were other pictures, some studio-posed, others candid. She was never less than beautiful. Through the pictures, some curling at the edges with age, she exuded sex. Taped with them were snippets of gossip Mary had clipped from movie magazines and tabloids. Rumors of Phoebe’s affairs with her leading men, with producers, directors, politicians.

“Here, this one was at the Oscars when she was nominated for Tomorrow’s Child. Pity she didn’t win, but she was escorted by Cary Grant, and that counts for something.”

“I saw that movie. She fell in love with the wrong man, bore his child, then had to fight against him and his wealthy parents for custody.”

“I cried buckets—every time I watched it. She was so valiant and mistreated.” Mary sighed again and turned the page.

There was a picture of Phoebe in some stiff, pale satin, curtsying gracefully to the queen, then one of her dancing with a dark, sharp-featured man in a tuxedo. Philip didn’t have to be told it was Adrianne’s father. The eyes, the bone structure, the coloring, said everything.

“This?”

“That’s her husband. King Abdu something or other. She married only once, you know. Oh, the papers and magazines were full of it. How they met right here in London while she was filming White Roses. How they fell in love the minute they clapped eyes on each other. He sent her two dozen white roses every day until her hotel suite was like a greenhouse. He booked a whole restaurant so they could have dinner alone. Him being a king and all made it ever so romantic.”

From her position as an onlooker, even after more than a quarter century, Mary’s eyes still misted. “People started remembering Grace Kelly and Rita Hayworth, and sure enough she ended up leaving the movies and marrying him. Going off to that tiny little country over there.” She indicated it with a wave of her hand.

“Jaquir.”

“Yes, that’s it. Like a fairy tale it was. Here’s a picture of her on her wedding day. Looks like a queen.”

The dress was breathtaking with layers of lace and miles of silk. Even under the tulle, Phoebe’s hair had shone like a beacon. She’d looked radiantly happy, achingly young. In her arms she had carried white roses, dozens of them. And around her neck, glittering, glowing, all but burning through the photograph was The Sun and the Moon.

Both diamond and pearl dropped, one resting tight beneath the other, from a heavy double-braided chain of gold. The settings were like starbursts, ornate, old-fashioned, and glorious.

He may have been retired, but the tips of his fingers itched, and his pulse increased. To hold that, to own that for even a moment, would be like owning the world.

“After they were married there wasn’t much news, and hardly ever pictures. There’s some custom over there against pictures. You heard she was having a baby, then that she’d had a little girl. That would be your Adrianne.”

“Yes.”

“People talked for a while, then you read less and less until she showed up in New York with her daughter a few years later. It seems the marriage wasn’t a happy one, and she ended up leaving him to go back home and pick up her career. There’s an interview here soon after, but she didn’t say much other than she’d missed acting.”

She turned the page and there was another picture. This Phoebe was still beautiful, but the lushness, the glory, was gone. In its place were strain and nerves. Beside her was Adrianne. She couldn’t have been more than eight, and small for her age. She stood straight, staring at the camera, but her eyes were carefully guarded. She clung to her mothers hand—or Phoebe clung to hers.

“Such a sad thing. Phoebe never made another really good film. Just ones where she took her clothes off and such.” She turned the pages to a different Phoebe, one with lines around the eyes and dresses cut to show off still-smooth breasts. There was a vacant look to her face and a desperation to her smile. Replacing innocence was a hard edge. “She did one of those layouts for a men’s magazine.” Mary wrinkled her nose. She was anything but a prude, but there were limits. “Had an affair with her agent, among others. There were hints, though, that he had an eye for her daughter. Filthy stuff for a man of his age.”

Something curled in the pit of Philip’s stomach. “What was his name?”

“Oh, Lord, I don’t remember, if I ever knew. It might be in here somewhere.”

“Can I take this along with me?”

“Of course. Does it matter, Phil?” She laid a hand on his as he closed the book. “Whoever her parents were, whatever they were, doesn’t change who she is.”

“I know that.” He touched his lips to her cheek. “She needs to.”

“She’s lucky to have you.”

“Yes.” He grinned and kissed her again. “I know.”

When the buzzer sounded, Philip checked his watch. “That’ll be Stuart, prompt as always.”

“Shall I heat up the tea?”

“It’s warm enough,” he told her as he walked to the door. “Stuart.”

With his nose and cheeks reddened by the wind, Spencer stepped inside. “Miserably cold. We’ll have snow again after nightfall. Mrs. Chamberlain.” He took her offered hand and patted it. “Good to see you.”

“You’ll warm up with a nice cup of tea, Mr. Spencer. Phil will pour. I’m afraid I have a few errands to run.” She slipped into the black mink her son had given her for Christmas. “More cakes in the pantry if you want them.”

“Thanks, Mum.” He drew her collar together. “You look like a movie star.”

Nothing could have pleased her more. After giving his cheek a pinch she went out.

“Lovely woman, your mother.”

“Yes. She’s thinking of going on a cruise with some greengrocer named Paddington.”

“Greengrocer? Well.” Spencer folded his coat, laying it neatly over a chair before turning toward the tea tray. “Sure she’ll be sensible about it.” He helped himself to the tea. “I thought you were taking the holidays off.”

“I am.”

Spencer lifted a brow. It rose a fraction higher when Philip drew out a cigarette. “I thought you’d given those up.”

“I did.”

Spencer added a squirt of lemon. “Seemed time that I filled you in on Paris.”

Though he already knew precisely what had happened, he took a seat and prepared to listen.

“As you suspected, the countess was marked. We had an agent inside undercover as kitchen help, and two more in the field. Our man must have sensed it, because he moved a little too fast. Set off an alarm. That’s a first for him.”

Philip poured a second cup of tea, then sent Chauncy a warning look. “Indeed.”

“The outside men caught a glimpse of him, another first, though the description’s vague at best. Both of them claim he must be as native to Paris as a sewer rat, but that may be because they lost him.”

“The countess’ jewels?”

“Safe.” Spencer heaved a pleased sigh. “We fouled up the works for him there.”

“Perhaps more than that.” Philip offered the cakes. Spencer resisted a moment, then broke off a bite. “I’ve heard some rumors.”

“Such as?”

“They might be nothing more than that, but I’ve had my ear to the ground. Did you know our man has a woman accomplice?”

“A woman?” Spencer forgot the cake and reached for his notebook. “We’ve had nothing on a woman.”

Philip flicked the ash of his cigarette. “That’s why you need me, Captain. I don’t have a name, but she’s a redhead, a bit of a tart, and only bright enough to carry out his orders.” He had to smile at that, thinking how furious the description would make Adrianne. “In any case, she talked to a contact of mine.” He held up a hand, anticipating. “You know I can’t tell you, Stuart. That’s been part of the deal from the beginning.”

“One I regret making. When I think of all the lowlifes and petty thieves I could brush off the streets … never mind. What did she have to say?”

“That The Shadow, you know they call him The Shadow?”

“They will romanticize.”

“The Shadow’s getting along in years apparently, and has a touch of arthritis.” Philip flexed his fingers. “That’s one of the greatest fears of artists of all kinds. Musicians, painters, thieves. Dexterity is an invaluable tool.”

“I have a difficult time sympathizing.”

“Have another cake, Captain. Rumor is, The Shadow’s going into retirement.”

Spencer paused with the cake halfway to his lips. His eyes widened and glazed. Philip was reminded of a bulldog who’d just discovered the juicy bone he’d been about to sink his teeth into was nothing but plastic. “What do you mean, retire? I’m damned if he can retire. We almost had our hands on him in Paris two days ago.”

“It’s only a rumor.”

“Bloody hell.” Spencer let the cake drop and sucked on his fingers.

“Maybe he’ll only take a vacation.”

“And you suggest?”

“Until he moves again, if he does, we wait.”

Spencer worried the information like a bit between his teeth. “It may pay to focus on the woman.”

“It may.” With a shrug Philip discounted it. “If you’ve time to corral all the redheaded tarts on two continents.” Leaning forward, he picked up his cup. “I know it’s frustrating, Stuart, but the close call in Paris might have been the last straw for him.” He’d have to remember to send a check, a generous one, to his old friend Andre, who’d made certain the Paris agents had had something to report. “I have some business, personal business, to see to over the next few weeks. If I hear anything that can be of use to you, I’ll pass it along.”

“I want this man, Philip.”

A ghost of a smile touched Philip’s mouth. “No more than I, I promise you.”

It was after two A.M. when Adrianne let herself into her apartment. The New Year’s Eve party she’d slipped out of would probably last until dawn. She’d left Celeste flirting with an old flame and bottles of champagne unopened. Adrianne’s escort had certainly noticed her absence by now, but she was sure he could find something, or someone, to entertain him.

It had been difficult not to look at the jewelry with an eye toward a job. For so many years she’d admired a necklace, studied a bracelet while calculating its return in dollars and cents. That was a habit she was trying to break. There was only one more job for her, and those jewels she could envision anytime of the day or night. She could see them in the portrait she’d had painted of her mother from an old photograph. She could feel them, ice and fire, in her hands.

When she returned from Jaquir, she would be the woman everyone already believed she was. Her life would be parties, and benefits and trips to the spots a woman of her means was supposed to frequent. She would learn to enjoy it the way a woman enjoyed success when her life’s work was done. And she would enjoy it alone.

She wouldn’t regret that. Success had a price; no matter how steep, it had to be paid. She’d burned her bridges when she’d boarded that plane out of Cozumel. Perhaps she’d lit the match years before.

He’d forget her. In all likelihood he’d already begun to. She was just another woman, after all. She hadn’t been his first, nor did she have any illusions that she would be his last. He was both for her, and that she accepted.

She draped her coat over her arm as she climbed the stairs that curved to the second floor. She couldn’t afford to think about Philip. She certainly couldn’t afford to regret having loved him, or having closed the door on what that love might have led to. Dead ends, she thought. When a woman loved a man, it always led to a dead end.

What she wanted now was sleep, a long, deep sleep. She would need all her energy, all her skill and wit over the days to come. Her flight to Jaquir was already booked.

She didn’t turn on the light in the bedroom, but tossed her coat over a chair, then began to unbraid her hair in the dark. Outside, the noise of traffic rose in waves, reminding her of the sea. She could almost smell it—that and the edge of tobacco, the tang of soap that brought Philip so clearly to mind.

She froze, her arms lifted, her hands caught in her hair when the light by the bed flashed on.

She looked like something carved out of alabaster and amber, with her skin glowing gold against a white beaded gown. It fell like a tube down her body, straight and snug and glittering. But as Philip lifted a glass to his lips, he watched her eyes. It pleased him to see shock, pleasure, then control flash in them.

“Happy New Year, darling.” He toasted her with his champagne glass, then put it down and lifted the bottle to pour the wine into the second glass he had waiting.

He was all in black, a turtleneck, snug jeans, supple leather boots. While he’d waited for her to return, he’d made himself at home, propped against the heaps of pillows Adrianne grouped on her bed.

She felt everything at once—need, annoyance, delight, and guilt. Because of it, her voice was as cool as the wine he offered. Slowly, she let her arms fall back to her sides.

“I didn’t expect to see you again.”

“You should have. No toast to the new year, Addy?”

To prove her disinterest to herself, and to him, she walked over to take the glass. Her gown shivered like water. “To beginnings then, and the payment of old debts.” Crystal rang against crystal. “You’ve come a long way for a drink.”

Her scent clung, to her skin, to the air, to his senses. He could have strangled her for it. “But you stock an excellent vintage.”

It tasted like sand. “If you like, I’ll apologize for leaving so abruptly.”

“Don’t bother.” He checked himself. Anger was closer to the surface than he’d intended. “I should have understood you were a coward.”

“I’m not a coward.” She set her drink, almost untasted, beside his.

“You are,” he began slowly, “a pitiful, quivering, self-serving coward.”

She slapped him before she’d realized she intended to, before he’d read the intent on her face. The sound of flesh meeting flesh cracked, then echoed. Philip’s eyes went dark with answering violence before he calmly lifted his glass again. But his knuckles went white on the stem.

“That doesn’t change anything.”

“You’ve no right to judge me, no right to insult me. I left because I chose to leave, because I thought it best and because I won’t be an amusement to you.”

“I can assure you, there’s very little about you that amuses me, Adrianne.” After setting his glass aside again, he steepled his fingers and watched her over them. “Did you think all I was interested in was a few tropical fucks?”

Her color faded at that, then came back fast and hot enough to sting her cheeks. “It’s more to the point that I’m not interested in an affair.”

“Use whatever term you like. You’re the one who lowered what happened between us to a cheap one-night stand.”

“What does it matter?” The fury leapt in her voice chased by the shame of hearing the truth. “One night, two, or a dozen?”

“Damn you.” He caught her wrist and yanked her to the bed. Even as she fought back, he covered her body with his and pinned her arms. Flames licked. “It was more than that and you know it. It wasn’t just sex, it wasn’t rape, and I’m not your father.” She went still at that. The angry color drained out of her face, leaving it bone-white. “That’s it, isn’t it? Every time a man got close, every time you were tempted, you’d think of him. Not with me, Adrianne. Never with me.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” His face was only inches from hers. He could almost see the life pump back into it, the color, the anger, the denial. “Hate him if you like, you have the right, but I’ll be damned if you’ll measure me by him or anyone else.”

His mouth came down on hers not with the tenderness he’d shown her before, not with care or coaxing, but with an angry demand edged with hunger. She didn’t struggle, but the hands he pinned curled into fists even as her blood began to heat and swim.

“What happened between us happened because you wanted as much as I did, you needed as much as I did. Look at me,” he demanded when she kept her eyes shut. He waited until she opened them, and the light beside them slanted across her face. “Can you deny it?”

She wanted to. The lie formed on her lips, then died into the truth. “No. But what happened is over.”

“A long way from over. Do you think it’s just temper that has your pulse pounding? Do you think two people can come together the way we did, then walk away and forget?” He released her hands, only to drag his own through her hair. “I showed you one way that night. Now, by God, I’ll show you another.”

His mouth was hot and hard and hungry. When it closed over hers, she lay limp, determined to give him nothing, and take nothing for herself. But her breath began to quicken, and her lips warmed and opened. He invaded, letting his tongue tempt and his teeth excite.

This was seduction, more so than soft words and soft light. This was challenge, a gauntlet thrown. This was the answer to questions she’d never dared ask.

All at once she was clinging, giving back, but nothing seemed to satisfy him.

He moved down her body, raced, dragging her gown to her waist to free more flesh. No exploration now, but exploitation. He filled his hands with her breasts, then tugged and sucked and teased until her nipples were hard and hot and aching, until her body writhed and arched and shuddered. Reaching for him, she accepted.

She called to him, mindless, with incoherent words that sent the blood racing to his loins to throb with every beat of his heart. So the seducer was seduced.

This was a lock he would open, once and for all. He had the skill, the experience, and the need. The treasures here were richer and more tempting than any he’d ever taken from the deepest vaults, the darkest safes. With his hands and mouth alone he drove her up, dragging her over the edge.

There was a darkness here, like velvet, and the air was as thick and heavy. She fought to pull it into her lungs only to have it catch and lose it again in moans. She should have understood from the hints he’d given her before that pleasure could rack the body, turn it into a mass of sensations and needs. The choice to give and take, to offer and receive, was out of her hands.

She tore at his clothes, all sense of denial and self-preservation winked out like the tip of a candle. There had been pleasure before, with its twin face of pain. But not like this. To want like this was to forget all other wants. Never had she been so aware of her body so that she could feel every pulse beat, hundreds of them pounding wherever he touched, wherever she wanted to be touched.

Sweat sprang out on her skin. And his. She could taste the salt as they rolled over the bed. The scent of passion rose, sharp, pungent, arousing. She could hear his breath come ragged and strained as he pinned her beneath him again. Their eyes locked. His head pounded as air tore in and out of his chest. He could feel the bite of her nails in his back, and the give of her breasts beneath him.

“I’m going to watch you go up,” he told her, and the words hurt his throat. “You’re going to know I’m the only one who can take you there.”

He plunged into her, pounding, thrusting so that her eyes went wide and glazed. The gasp of pleasure strangled in her throat.

He could feel each separate muscle in his body bunching, straining. Then her hips were moving like lightning, meeting him thrust for thrust. Sensations sharpened. He could see the light falling over her face, hear the rustle of sheets, almost feel the pores of his body open. Her scent, like her arms, like her legs, like her hair, wrapped around him. Reality focused to the point of a pin. He thought it must be like dying. Then even his vision dimmed. Her cry of release was like an echo as he poured into her.

She waited for the shame to come, and the self-disgust. But there was only the soft, lingering glow of pleasure. He’d done things to her that she’d never known she could enjoy. And she had welcomed them. Wallowed in them. Even now, with passion spent, she knew she would welcome them again. She kept her eyes closed, knowing he watched her.

She couldn’t know how she looked, Philip thought. Naked, her long, lean legs still spread in abandon, her skin warmed with that afterglow of good sex, her hair spread wildly over white lace pillows. She wore nothing but diamond drops at her ears. They winked erotically in the light of the lamp.

“These are real,” he said as he toyed with them.

“Yes.”

“Who gave them to you?”

“Celeste. For my eighteenth birthday.”

“That’s good. If they’d come from a man, I’d have had to be jealous. I don’t have much energy for it at the moment.”

She opened her eyes and nearly smiled. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.”

“You could say something about this being an excellent way to start the new year.”

She wanted to touch his hair. It was almost gold in the light and mussed around his face. Her hands had done that in passion, but she kept them lowered now. “Philip, you have to understand this can’t change anything. It would be best for you to go back to London.”

“Umm-hmm. Do you know you have a mole just here.” He skimmed his fingers down her hip. “I could find it in the dark.”

“I have to be practical.” Even as she said it, meant it, she moved against him. “I need you to be practical.”

“An excellent idea. Let’s drink to it.” Reaching over her, he picked up their glasses.

“Philip, I want you to listen to me. It may have been wrong of me to leave the way I did in Mexico, but I thought it would be easier. I wanted to avoid saying things that have to be said.”

“The problem with you, Addy, is that you try to think more than feel. But go ahead, say what’s on your mind.”

“I can’t afford to be involved with you, with anyone. What I have to do requires all my concentration. You know as well as I how vital it is not to let outside problems interfere with work.”

“Is that what I am?” He was sated enough to be amused rather than angry. “An outside problem?”

She was silent for a moment. “You have no part in my plans in Jaquir. Even after I’ve finished, I intend to stay alone. I won’t ever allow myself to build my life around a man, to make decisions based on my feelings for one. If that sounds selfish, I’m sorry. But I know how easy it is to lose who and what you are.”

He listened to her, his eyes very clear, his mouth very sober. “That would be all well and good except for one slight problem. I love you, Adrianne.”

Her lips parted. In shock, he realized wryly. Then she pushed herself up and was nearly out of bed before he caught her.

“No, you won’t turn away from me.” He pulled her back, ignoring the glass she’d dropped over the side of the bed and the wine that was soaking into the carpet. “And I won’t let you turn away from yourself.”

“Don’t do this.”

“Already done.”

“Philip, you’re just letting your imagination run away with you. You’ve romanticized what’s been happening between us, added violins and moonlight.”

“Does it make you feel safer to think so?”

“It’s not a matter of being safe, it’s a matter of common sense.” But that wasn’t true, not when she could feel the fear dancing inside her stomach. “Let’s not complicate this any more than it already is.”

“Fine. We’ll keep it simple.” He took her face in his hands, gently this time. “I’m in love with you, Addy. You’ll have to get used to it because you won’t shake me loose. Now relax.” He skimmed a hand down to cup her breast. “And I’ll show you what I mean.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Adrianne snuggled into the pillow, blinked against the intrusion of light, then stretched. Philip’s arm rose with hers. Metal rang. In speechless shock she stared at the handcuffs that bound her wrist to his while he grumbled.

“You bastard.”

“We’ve already established that.” With one jerk he had her tumbling against his chest. She was smoothly, warmly naked. “Morning, darling.”

She pushed off, then fell against him again. “What the hell is this?” Adrianne yanked her arm hard enough to make him wince.

“A simple precaution—to keep you from slipping under the door.” Using his free hand, he caught her hair to pull her face down to his. He was already hard, just remembering. “I love you, Addy, but I don’t trust you.”

“Take these off immediately.”

He tolled so that his legs tangled with hers. “I was hoping you’d let me prove that I can make love to you with one hand tied behind my back. So to speak.”

She swallowed a chuckle. “Some other time.”

“Suit yourself.” He settled back on the pillow and closed his eyes.

“Philip, I said to take these off.”

“I will, when it’s time to get up.”

She gave their joined arms another jerk. “I refuse to be shackled like some sort of body slave—”

“Lovely idea.”

“And I am getting up.”

He opened one eye. “At this hour?”

“It’s after noon.” Disgusted, she lifted the cuffs so that she could study the lock. She supposed she could drag him to her tools. “I was an early riser before I met you.”

That made him open both eyes. “Whatever for?”

On a hiss of frustration she climbed over him. “Where’s the damn key?”

“All right, don’t get testy.”

Planting her feet, Adrianne pulled. She had to drop to her knees, but it was satisfying enough to watch Philip hit the floor.

“Christ.” Forgetting dignity, he rubbed the part that hit the floor first. “What’s the hurry?”

Fighting back laughter, she scooped her hair out of her eyes. “If you must know I want—no, I need the loo.”

“Oh. Why didn’t you say so?”

Air whistled out between her teeth as she clamped them together. “I didn’t realize I’d need to announce it until I found myself shackled to you.”

“Nice feeling, isn’t it?” he said as he bent over to kiss her.

“Philip.”

“Yes, the key.” He glanced around, then spotted his jeans heaped at the foot of the bed. “Come along.” With Adrianne in tow and swearing at him, he reached his jeans. “It’s in the pocket.” He dipped into one, found nothing, then tried another. “I don’t suppose you want company.”

“Philip!” She wouldn’t laugh. At this moment laughter could be a disaster.

“No? Well then.” He tossed the jeans back into a heap. “Got a hairpin?”

When he started downstairs a short while later, he was hoping for coffee. The last thing he’d expected was to find Adrianne, dressed in baggy sweats, grilling bacon. The scent was enough to make him fall in love.

“What are you doing?”

“Fixing breakfast. Coffee’s hot.”

He walked to the stove to stare at the meat grilling in the skillet. “You cook?”

“Of course I cook.” She lifted bacon out and set it to drain. “Mama and I spent a lot of years without servants. I still prefer to see to myself.”

“And you’re fixing me breakfast.”

Embarrassed, she snatched up a carton of eggs. “For heaven’s sake, it’s not as though I’m laying down my life.”

“You’re fixing me breakfast,” he said again, and brushed the hair from the nape of her neck so he could kiss it. “You do love me, Addy. You just don’t realize it yet.”

He bided his time through the meal, letting her relax. What he didn’t know was that she was doing precisely the same thing. Lounging by her window that opened up to a view of Central Park, they lingered over coffee. They were there, looking out, when the first flakes of snow began to fall.

“The city’s lovely in the snow. The first time I saw it I cried because I thought it wouldn’t stop until we were all buried in it. Then Mama took me out and showed me how to build a snowman.” She pushed away her coffee, knowing the caffeine would make her jumpy if she indulged in any more. “I wish I could take the next few days and show you around New York, but I have a lot of business to see to.”

“I don’t mind tagging along.”

She cleared her throat and tried again. “If you could come back in a few weeks, I’d be free to take you to some museums, a few shows, a gallery or two.”

He tapped his cigarette on the table before lighting it. “I didn’t come here to be entertained, Addy, but to be with you.”

“Philip, I leave for Jaquir at the end of the week.”

He took a long, soothing drag. “That’s something we need to discuss.”

“No, that’s something I’m going to do. I’m sorry you don’t understand or approve, but it doesn’t—it can’t—make any difference.”

He continued to look out at the snow. A young boy was heading into the park walking a fleet of dogs. A pretty scene, he thought. He could be content spending a portion of his life on this continent, in this city, in this room. When he spoke, it wasn’t in anger, it wasn’t meant as a threat. It was said with the calm simplicity of fact.

“There are things I can do, Addy, that would make it difficult if not impossible for you to leave the country, much less go to an area as unstable as the Middle East.”

Her head came up just a fraction, but it was enough to lend her the air of royalty. “I am Princess Adrianne of Jaquir. If I choose to visit the country of my birth, neither you nor anyone can stop me.”

“You do that well,” he said. Well enough that the picture of her fathers face flashed in his mind. “And if it were only a visit you planned, you’d have a point. As it is, I can stop you, Adrianne, and I will.”

“This isn’t something for you to decide.”

“Keeping you alive has become a matter of some interest to me.”

“Then you should understand that if I don’t go and do what I have to do, I may as well be dead.”

“You’re dramatizing.” Leaning over the table, he grabbed her hands, forcing her to look at him. “I know a bit more now. I’ve spent a great deal of time over the last few days reading about your mother, digging up what scraps I could about your father, your early life.”

“You had no right—”

“It has nothing to do with rights. I know it was difficult, even horrible in many ways, but it’s over.” He tightened his grip. “You’re clinging to something you should have let go a long time ago.”

“I’m taking back what’s mine by right, by the law, and by my birth. I’m taking back what dignity was stolen from my mother and from me.”

“We both know that stones don’t bring dignity to anyone.”

“You don’t understand. You can’t.” Her fingers tightened on his a moment, then relaxed. “Come with me a minute.”

She led him out of the breakfast nook, through the hall, into a sitting room. She’d decorated it in white on white with a few passionate slashes of red and royal blue. Over a marble fireplace scrubbed clean as glass was the portrait.

More than the clipped photographs, more than any film he’d ever seen, it showed Phoebe Spring in her glory. Her hair, that furious trademark red, fell wave upon wave to her shoulders. Her skin was like new milk against an emerald gown that dipped to her breasts and left her arms and shoulders bare. She was smiling, on the edge of a laugh, so that her wide, luxurious mouth seemed all the fuller. Her eyes, a striking Viking blue, were lit with promise and unmistakable innocence. A man couldn’t look at it and not be drawn, not want, not wonder.

Around her neck, as he’d seen before, was The Sun and the Moon.

“She was magnificent, Addy. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

“Yes. But she was more than her looks. She was kind, Philip. Truly kind. Her heart would break over a stranger’s trouble. She was easily hurt, a sharp word, an angry look. All she ever wanted to do was make people happy. She didn’t look like this when she died.”

“Addy—”

“No, I want you to see. I had this painted from a picture that was taken of her just before she married. She was so young, younger than I am now. And so much in love. You can see just by looking that at that moment she was a woman secure in herself, happy with life.”

“Yes, I can see that. Time passes, Addy, things change.”

“It wasn’t a matter of time for her, or of natural change. That necklace—she told me once how she’d felt the first time she’d put that necklace on. She’d felt a queen. It hadn’t mattered to her that she’d be giving up everything she’d known, going to another country to live under different rules. She’d been in love and she’d felt like a queen.”

He touched a hand to her cheek. “She was.”

“No.” She lifted her hand and laid it on his wrist. “She was only a woman, naive, big-hearted, afraid of the dark side of life. She’d made something of herself, become something. Then she let it go because he asked. The necklace was a symbol, a promise that he was as committed to her as she was to him. When he took it back, he was making a statement that he renounced her, and me. He took it back because divorce wasn’t enough. He wiped away the marriage, as if it had never been. When he did that, he took the last of her dignity, and he stole my birthright.”

“Addy, sit down a minute. Please.” He lowered to the sofa with her, keeping her hands in his. “I understand how it feels. There was a time I looked for my father in every stranger’s face. In every teacher I ever had, every cop I avoided, even in the marks I chose. I spent my childhood hating him for turning his back on my mother and refusing to acknowledge me. But I still looked. I don’t know what I would have done if I’d found him, but I do know that there comes a time when you have to be enough for yourself.”

“You have your mother, Philip. What happened didn’t destroy her. You didn’t have to watch her die bit by bit. I loved her so much. I owe her so much.”

“What’s between a parent and child doesn’t require payment.”

“She risked her life for me. It was no less than that. It was for me she left Jaquir much more than for herself. If she’d been caught, taken back, her life would have been over. No, he wouldn’t have killed her,” she said when Philip’s eyes narrowed. “He wouldn’t have dared, but she would have wished herself dead. She’d have been better off dead.”

“Addy, however much you loved her, whatever you feel you owe her isn’t worth risking your life. Ask yourself if she’d want you to.”

She shook her head. “It’s down to what I want. The necklace is mine.”

“Even if you managed to get out of Jaquir with the necklace, you’d never be able to claim it publicly, you’d never be able to wear it.”

“But I don’t take it to own it, to wear it.” A fire came back into her eyes, a dangerous one. “I take it so he knows, he finally knows how much I detest him.”

“Do you think it would matter to him?”

“That his daughter hates him? No. A daughter means less than nothing to a man like him. A commodity to be traded, as he’s already traded his others for political security.” She looked back at the portrait. “But The Sun and the Moon means everything. There’s nothing worth more in Jaquir, not for its monetary value. It’s beyond price. It’s a matter of pride and of strength. If it passes out of the hands of the royal family, there’ll be revolution and bloodshed and the crumbling of power. The unrest that borders Jaquir will cross over and sweep it away.”

“Do you want revenge on your father or on Jaquir?”

She brought herself back. Her eyes were blurred as if she’d been dreaming. “I could have both, but that’s up to him. Abdu will never risk Jaquir or his position. His pride. In the end it will be his pride that makes restitution.”

“His pride could as easily strike back at you.”

“Yes. It’s a risk I’m willing to take.” She stood then, her back toward the portrait, her hand offered to him. “Don’t say anything more yet. There’s something else I want to show you. Will you come with me?”

“Where?”

“You’ll need your coat. I’ll take you.”

The snow fell in sheets, whipped by the wind that tunneled through the buildings. With her mink tossed over her sweats, Adrianne tried to relax in the warmth of the limo. She hadn’t told anyone so much, not even Celeste. She hadn’t shown anyone what she intended to show Philip.

It mattered. Though she’d tried hard to deny it, it mattered what he thought. For the first time in more years than she could count, she needed someone else’s support and approval.

The east side neighborhood was far less affluent than her Central Park address. The covering of snow helped, but the crude graffiti spray-painted on the sides of buildings stood out. Here and there windows were boarded up, and more than one car parked along the curb was as hot as a five-dollar watch. A knock on the right door could get you a nickel bag of heroin, first class stereo components that still sizzled, or a knife in the back. Philip hadn’t been there before, but he recognized it.

“An odd place to pay New Year’s calls.”

She tucked her hair under a mink hat. “We won’t be long,” she told the driver. He nodded and fervently hoped so.

There were a few choice pieces of garbage in the gutter. An empty crack vial, a used condom, broken glass. Philip steered her around it as his anger grew.

“What in the hell are we doing in a place like this? You can get your throat slit for your shoes alone, and you wear mink.”

“It’s warm.” She reached in her bag for keys. “Don’t worry, I know most of the people who live on this block.”

“There’s good news.” He took her arm as she started up a set of crumbling, slippery steps. “Let’s hope they don’t have any cousins visiting from out of town. What the hell is this place?”

She opened three locks. When she pushed in the door, her voice flowed in, then back to him. “It’s mine.”

He shut the door behind him, but it did nothing to keep out the cold. “You never mentioned you were a slumlord.”

“I don’t rent it.” They walked into a huge empty room. The floor gapped in places, making him think uncomfortably of rats. Two of the windows were boarded, and the others were covered with a thick scum of grime and dust. What light fought through was weak and as dirty as the walls. A few boxes and rickety tables were pushed into corners. Some local artist had drawn pictures of couples in various sexual positions, then had added unnecessary captions.

“This used to be a rather seedy hotel.” Her footsteps echoed as she moved around the room. “I’d take you upstairs and show you the rooms, but the staircase fell in a couple of months ago.”

“Just my luck.”

“There are twelve rooms on each floor. The plumbing is, well, unreliable at best, and the wiring has to be completely updated. Naturally, a new furnace is in order.”

“In order for what? Shit.” He tugged spiderwebs out of his face. “Addy, if you’re thinking about going into the hotel business, think again. This place would take close to a million just to shovel out the dirt and kill the vermin.”

“I estimate one and a half million to renovate, another million to adequately stock and staff. I want the best.”

“The best is several miles away at the Waldorf.” Something began to gnaw cozily behind the wall. “I hate mice.”

“Probably rats, anyway.”

“That’s all right, then. Addy, I love you.” He dragged more cobwebs out of his hair. “And if you’ve got some notion about retiring and giving the St. Johns a run for their money in the hotel trade, fine. But I think we can do a bit better than this.”

“It’s not going to be a hotel. It’s going to be a clinic, The Phoebe Spring Abuse Clinic, staffed with the best therapists I can draw in. When it’s finished, it will be able to house thirty women and children who have no place else to go.”

“Addy—”

She shook her head to hold him off. Her eyes were lit now with a new kind of passion. “Can you understand what it’s like to have no place to go? To stay with someone because you don’t know what else to do, because over the years you’ve grown almost used to the beatings, the humiliation? So used to it that you’ve started to feel as if you deserve it?”

He had no glib remark for her now, no soothing comment. “No, I can’t.”

“I’ve seen women like that, and children. Battered, more than bruises, Philip, scars on the mind, on the heart. They’re not always poor, not always uneducated, but they have something in common. The hopelessness, the helplessness.” She turned away for a moment. Her emotions always took over here, but she wanted him to see the practical side. “We should be able to handle at least thirty more on an outpatient basis. Double that if and when we expand. The staff will be made up of both professionals and volunteers. Fees will be on a sliding scale, based on ability to pay. No one will be turned away.”

Wind whistled through cracks in the windows and crept through the floorboards. It was a miserable place in a miserable neighborhood. He wished he could leave it at that, but like Adrianne, he had vision. “How long have you been planning this?”

“I bought the building about six months ago, but I’ve had the idea for quite a bit longer.” Her footsteps echoed again as she crossed the floor. Above her head the ceiling was sagging and waterstained. “Taking the necklace is something I have to do, for myself. The motive is completely selfish.”

“Is it?”

“Oh, yes.” She turned back. “Don’t attach any nobility to it, Philip, or to me. It’s revenge, pure and simple. But after it’s done, it’s done. I don’t want it, I have no need for it. Abdu can have it back—for a price.” In the dull light, her eyes were very dark. Swathed in dark mink, she looked every bit the princess. “Five million American dollars. It’s only a fraction of what the necklace is worth, both monetarily and emotionally, but it’s enough. Enough to set this place up, to give my mother back her dignity, and to allow me to retire a very wealthy woman. I need to do all three of those things. I’ve spent the last ten years of my life preparing for it. There’s nothing you can say, nothing you can do to stop me.”

He dug his hands into his pockets. “What makes you think he’ll pay? Even if you get it, and manage to get out of Jaquir alive, he has only to notify the authorities.”

“And admit publicly that he broke the law by keeping it from my mother?” Her lips curved. “Admit publicly that he was bested by a woman and bring shame on the House of Jaquir? He’ll want me shamed, he may even want me dead, but he’ll want his pride, and The Sun and the Moon even more.”

“There’s a chance he’ll find a way to have all three.”

Under the fur she shivered. “It’s cold. Let’s go back.”

He said nothing as they drove. He could still see the way she looked surrounded by those filthy walls. It was easy enough to understand why she’d taken him there, why she’d told him of her plans. She’d made it clear in the way words never could that she was committed. He couldn’t stop her. But there was something else he could do. Every decision he’d made in the past had been with an eye toward his own gain. He didn’t regret it, and never would. He could only hope that this decision, one made selflessly, wouldn’t bring regret.

The moment he closed the door of her apartment, he became businesslike. “You have blueprints of the palace?”

“Of course.”

“Specs of security, timetables, alternate routes?”

She shrugged out of the mink. Her sweatshirt bagged at her hips. “I know my job.”

“Show them to me.”

After removing the hat, she shook out her hair. “What for? I don’t need a consultant.”

“I don’t go into a job until I know all there is to know. We’ll use the dining room table.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That should be obvious.” He brushed melting snow from his coat. “I’m going with you.”

“No.” She grabbed his arm before he could walk into the next room. Her fingers, long and delicate, dug in like spokes. “No, you’re not.”

“I assure you, you can afford my fee.”

“This isn’t a joke. I work alone. I always work alone.”

He removed her hand from his arm and brushed it with his lips. “Your ego’s showing, darling.”

“Stop it.” Swinging away, she hurtled up the steps. When he reached her, she was pacing the bedroom. “I’ve spent half of my life planning this. I know the country, the culture, and the risks. This is my vision, Philip, my life on the line. I won’t have you there, I won’t have your blood on my hands.”

He stretched out on the bed, much as he had the night before. “My dear girl, I was picking locks while you were still playing with dolls. I’d stolen my first million before you were out of a training bra. You may be good, Addy, you may be very good, but you’ll never be half the thief I am.”

“You conceited, self-centered son of a bitch.” She whirled on him, to his delight. “I’m as good as you ever were, and probably better. And I haven’t spent the last five years on my duff pruning roses.”

He only smiled. “I was never caught.”

“Neither was I.” When his smile widened, she swore and swung away again. “That was entirely different. You only suspected until I decided to tell you.”

“You were sloppy when you broke into my room to get your necklace back—because you were angry. Because you let your emotions take over. Revenge might be your purpose now, but revenge is among the strongest of emotions. You’re not going to Jaquir alone.”

“You’re retired.”

He picked up a small jar of hand cream from her nightstand, unscrewed the lid, and sniffed. “I’m temporarily back in the game. You asked me once if I didn’t long to do one last job, one last, incredible job.” After replacing the jar, he tucked his hands behind his head. “I’ve decided this is it.”

“This is my job. Find your own.”

“You go to Jaquir with me or not at all. I have only to pick up the phone. There’s a man in London who’d be very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“You’d do that?” Torn between fury and betrayal, she sat at the foot of the bed. “After everything I’ve told you?”

“I’ll do whatever I have to do.” He was quick. She’d almost forgotten how quick. His arms snaked out and pulled her against him. “I’m in love with you. That’s a first for me. I have no intention of losing you. I’ve got a home in the country that might have been built with you in mind. Whatever it takes, you’ll be there with me in the spring.”

“Then I’ll come in the spring.” Too desperate to think clearly, she grabbed his sweater. “I’ll give you my word, but I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.”

His eyes narrowed. His grip tightened. “Why?”

She shook her head and started to move away.

He started to demand, then forced himself to settle back. “All right, that can wait. Just listen. I’m not giving you a choice, not in this. With me or not at all. I’m trying to understand why this is so important to you, why you can’t turn away from it. You’ll have to understand why that makes it just as important to me.”

When he released her, she sat back. He looked so much as he had that first night she’d seen him in the fog—dressed in black, his hair dragged back from his face, his eyes intense. She reached out, for the first time without his urging, to touch his face.

“You are a romantic, Philip.”

“Apparently.”

“I’ll get the plans.”

They spread all of Adrianne’s research on the dining room table. She’d chosen the traditional here, Chippendale, Waterford, Irish linen. On one salmon-colored wall was a Maxfield Parrish sea nymph. Noting it, Philip had affirmed that Adrianne was more of a romantic than she wanted to admit.

Philip questioned her, point by point, moving forward, backtracking, overlapping while the snow fell steadily outside. When dusk came early, they switched on the lights and reheated coffee. The files and ledgers, the occasional click of a calculator gave their plotting the atmosphere of a business meeting. He made his own notes while they picked at an evening meal of cold sandwiches.

“How can you be sure the security system hasn’t been updated?”

“I still have contacts inside.” Adrianne wrinkled her nose. The dregs of the coffee were bitter “Cousins, aunts. When Abdu’s son—”

“Your brother?”

“Abdu’s son,” she repeated. She wanted no emotion there. It would hurt too much to think of the little boy and how terribly she had loved him. “When he attended college in California, we spent a little time together. I was able to finesse some information. Like most members of the House of Jaquir who travel abroad, Fahid considered himself very Americanized, very progressive. At least while he was wearing Levis and driving a Porsche. He wanted to see Abdu make some changes politically and culturally. One of his complaints was that the palace remains much the same as it has for centuries. The guards still carry arms, when a modern electronic security system would make it unnecessary.”

“That’s outside.”

“Yes. The guards and the palace’s position are enough to insure security. Particularly since no one in Jaquir would consider challenging it. There are ramparts and battlements on this side, the sea on that, making a clandestine approach from the outside difficult. Which is why I will exercise my right to be housed inside.”

“Give me the rundown on the vault one more time.” He touched a finger to the blueprints.

“The vault is more than a hundred years old. It’s twenty feet square, airtight, soundproof. Shortly after the turn of the century, an adulterous wife was locked inside so that she could die slowly, and alone, among a mountain of jewels. It was once called the treasure room, but since then has been known as Berina’s Tomb.” She rubbed eyes gritty with strain. “Sometime after World War Two the door of the vault was modernized. It has three locks, two combinations, and one key. The key is traditional. The ruler of Jaquir carries it on his person as a symbol of his power to open, or to close.”

“And the alarms?”

She sighed and pushed her empty cup aside. “Installed in the seventies, when the oil boom brought so many infidels to Jaquir and the Middle East.”

“Infidels?”

She ignored the amusement in his tone. “American businessmen in particular. As in most Arab countries, they were both used and despised. Their technology was needed, and needed desperately to allow Jaquir to profit from its oil. Money flowed, progress in certain areas was made. Electricity, modern roads, an upswing in education and health care. But foreigners were never trusted. In order to insure that none of them entered the palace without supervision, or that no one in the palace left to fraternize, the alarms were installed. Again, they are mainly to guard against break-in. There was, however, a system installed on the vault.” She pushed the specs toward him. “Very basic, really. The wires can be clamped and deactivated, here and here at the source.” She indicated the points. “I prefer that to cutting in this case, as it may be some time after the theft before I can leave the country.”

“That takes care of the alarm when you unlock the door, not when it’s opened.”

“I’ve had to rig a remote control for the secondary alarm. It’s very similar to the device used to control stereo components or a television from across the room. It’s taken me nearly a year to perfect it.”

“And you’re quite sure you’ve succeeded?”

“I used it on the Barnsworth job last fall.” She gave him a bland smile. “Electronics are rather a speciality of mine.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“With it, I’ll be able to shut off the alarm from a distance of one hundred and twenty feet. The tricky part comes from a more human element. Guards patrol the palace inside as well. Until I’m in, I won’t be able to learn the timetable.”

“Security cameras?”

“None. Abdu abhors cameras.”

“What’s this?”

“The old tunnel into the harem from the king’s rooms. A woman could be sent for and leave the harem without risking showing herself.”

“Is it still used?”

“Possibly. Probably, why?”

“Just looking for escape routes. What’s the drop from this window?”

“Sixty, perhaps seventy feet. Into the rocks and the sea.”

“I prefer the harem.”

“Yes, you’d only be castrated for being caught in there.” She said it briskly as she handed him a book. “This is an excellent work on the customs and the country. You’d do well to read up before you find yourself in a dark cell for touching a woman’s arm in the marketplace or asking the wrong question.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“It isn’t a place you’ll understand, Philip. You’ll be on your own while I’m inside. I still have no idea how I’ll be able to contact you and let you know it’s done.”

“If you have the idea that I’ll be kicking my heels in some hot, miserable hotel while you play princess in the palace, you’re mistaken. I’m going in with you.”

Sitting back, she waved a finger at the book. “You really are going to have to read that. Once I’m in Jaquir, you won’t even be able to speak to me, much less go into the palace with me. That’s a matter of law. As a woman, I’ll be forbidden contact with any man outside of my family. If I were married, I could also see men in my husband’s family.”

“We’ll have to find a way around that.” He flipped through the book. “And you’ll have to wrangle me an invitation to the palace.”

“I’m hardly in the position to ask Abdu any favors. He has to let me come back or shame himself, but he doesn’t have to grant me any requests.”

“Then you’ll have to marry me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She was up and grabbing the coffeepot, striding into the kitchen.

“We could postpone that, I suppose.” He followed her into the kitchen, then began to rout in the refrigerator for something more interesting than sandwiches. “I would like you to meet my mother first.”

“I’m never getting married.” She dumped grounds into the trash.

“All right, we’ll live in sin until the first child comes along, but back to the business at hand.” He found a pint of ice cream in the freezer and, locating a spoon, ate out of the carton. “What if we were engaged—as far as Abdu was concerned,” he finished before she could object again.

“We’re not getting engaged as far as anyone’s concerned.”

“Think about it a minute. It makes sense. After all these years you’re going back to Jaquir to make peace with your father before you marry. Just to fit in a bit better, the trip could have been at my insistence. I’m happy to play the arrogant chauvinist.”

“You’d do it well.” But she was thinking. Taking the carton from him, she sampled. “I suppose it could work. It might even be an advantage. He’d want you to stay at the palace so that he could look you over. He’d expect his approval to carry weight. If you’re going to be there in any case, you might as well be of some use.”

“Thank you very much.” He pushed her nose into the carton. “Now, why don’t you practice playing the quiet, subservient wife-to-be while I make some calls?”

“I’d rather swallow a roach.”

“Be that as it may, it wouldn’t hurt you to brush up on how to nod agreeably and walk two paces behind.”

“I don’t intend to be there more than two weeks.” She wiped ice cream from her nose. “So don’t get used to it.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Who are you calling?”

“I have to pull a few strings to get a visa for Jaquir. And then I’m going to insure that news of our engagement spreads quickly. All the better for cover, Your Highness.”

“I’m not going to marry you, Philip.”

“Right.” He started out, then turned back. “One question. If I’m caught making love with you in Jaquir, what can I expect?”

“Being camel-whipped, at the very least. A beheading’s more likely—for both of us.”

“Hmmm. Gives a man something to think about.”

Adrianne shook her head when the door swung shut behind him. Glancing down at the coffeepot, she set it aside. What she wanted now was a drink. A stiff one.


Part Three
THE SWEET


Soon or late love is his own avenger.

—LORD BYRON

The bitter past, more welcome is the sweet.

—SHAKESPEARE




Chapter Twenty-Two

Seventeen years was a long time to wonder. It was a long time to plan. It was a long time to hate. The deep sapphire blue of the Mediterranean spread like a carpet below, disturbed by a few wispy clouds and a dot of land that was Cyprus. Jaquir was almost in reach. The waiting was over.

Adrianne settled back. Beside her in the cushy seat of the private jet, Philip dozed. His suit jacket, his tie, even his shoes were on the seat behind them so that he could stretch out unencumbered and take advantage of the last stage of their journey. Adrianne was fully dressed, fully awake, and fully aware of each minute that passed.

They’d made desperate love after their takeoff from Paris. Or perhaps it had been only she who had been desperate. She’d needed that wild, mindless intimacy of flesh against flesh as much as she’d needed the comfort and serenity that followed.

Most of her life had been devoted to this homecoming. Now the years had whittled down to minutes, and she was afraid. It wasn’t a fear she could explain to herself or to Philip. The emotion didn’t make the hands clammy or leave a taste of copper in the mouth. It rolled unsteadily in the stomach and beat, a dull ache, behind the eyes.

She still had the image of her father that had formed in a child’s mind, with the intense love and fear that accompanied it. She could see him as he had been then, an athletically trim man with an unsmiling mouth and strong, beautiful hands.

For two decades she had lived under Western law, Western tradition, Western beliefs. Never once had she allowed herself to doubt that she was, in every way, a Western woman. But the truth, long buried, was that she had bedouin blood, and that blood might respond in a way no American woman would understand.

Who would she become once she was back in Jaquir, living in her father’s house, bound by the laws of the Koran and the traditions decreed and enforced by men? Much sharper than the fear of being caught, of being imprisoned or executed, was the fear of losing the woman she had worked so hard to become.

That fear kept her from making promises to Philip. It kept her from saying the words that came so easily to the lips of other women. She did love him, but love wasn’t the soft, silky words the poets spoke of. Love, with its twin edges, was the one factor that weakened so many women, that pushed them to compromise their own wants, their own needs for the needs and wants of another.

The plane dipped. The sea seemed to rise up toward them. Nerves taut, Adrianne laid a hand on Philip’s shoulder. “I have to get ready. We’ll be landing soon.”

He came awake instantly, recognizing the tension in her voice. “You can still change your mind.”

“No. I can’t.” Rising, she moved across the aisle to open a flight bag. “Remember, after we deplane we’ll be taken to the terminal in separate cars. There’s customs to deal with.” While she spoke, she bound her hair in a black scarf until no wisp showed. “That can be a humiliating process, but Abdu’s influence should take the edge off. I won’t see you again until we’re inside the palace, and I can’t say when that will be allowed. Outside, there can be no contact at all. Inside, because I am not full-blooded, and am believed to be marrying a Westerner, the rules will be somewhat more relaxed. Don’t come to me under any circumstances. If and when possible, I will come to you.”

“Forty-eight hours.” While he knotted his tie he watched her cloak herself in the black abaaya. It covered her from neck to foot, as drab as sackcloth. More than her eyes or the color of her skin, it made her a woman of Islam. “If you haven’t found a way to contact me by then, I’ll find you.”

“And be deported at the very least.” It was the veil that bothered her the most. Rather than attach it, Adrianne let it dangle from her fingers. With his suit jacket smoothed over his shoulders, Philip looked very British and suddenly foreign. She ignored the ache in her throat where her heart had begun to pound. The gulf was widening. “You have to trust my judgment in this, Philip. I intend to spend no more than two weeks in Jaquir, and I intend to leave with the necklace.”

“I’d rather you made that we.”

“We, then.” With a hint of a smile she waited until he’d stepped into his shoes. “Just make sure you convince Abdu that you’ll make me a proper husband. Oh, and haggle over the bride price.”

He stepped closer to take both of her hands. They were steady against his, but cold. “How much do you figure you’re worth?”

“A million would be a good starting point.”

“A million what?”

It was a relief that she could still laugh as she took her seat and strapped in. “Pounds sterling. Anything less, with the background you’ve invented for yourself, would be an insult.”

“In that case we’d better start with this.” He took a box out of his pocket. The ring inside it made Adrianne pull her hand back. Philip merely took it in his and slipped the diamond on her third finger. Her reaction was precisely the reason he’d waited until the last minute. This way she’d have little chance to argue. “You can consider it part of the cover if you like.”

It was more than five carats, and from its icy white fire, Adrianne thought it would be Russian, of the finest water. Like the best diamonds, it was both passionate and aloof. Against the stark black of her abaaya it shot flame—and made her want more than she should have. “A costly deception.”

“The jeweler assured me he’d be more than happy to buy it back.”

She looked up quickly at that, and saw his grin just before his mouth covered hers. There was fire here, too, climbing higher even as the plane bumped to earth. For a moment she wanted to forget everything but this, the promise on her finger, the seduction of the kiss.

“I’ll go first.” After taking a long breath, she unhooked her belt. “Be careful, Philip. I don’t want your blood on The Sun and the Moon.”

“In two weeks we have a date in Paris with a bottle of champagne.”

“Make it a magnum,” she told him, then veiled her face.

It had changed. Even knowing that the oil boom had swept through Jaquir in the seventies, knowing that the West had pushed its way through hadn’t prepared her for the huddle of buildings, some shiny with steel and glass, or the roads smoothly paved to accommodate the now heavy traffic. When she had left, the tallest building in Karfia, the capital of Jaquir, had been the water tower. Now it was dwarfed by office buildings and hotels. Still, despite the modern highways and glittering glass, it seemed as though the city could, if Allah decreed, slip back into the desert.

There were huge Mercedes trucks barreling down the highway. Freighters crammed the port while shipments waiting for clearance lined the docks. She knew that Jaquir straddled the political fence, managing through skill, guile, and money to placate its neighbors in the East and its nervous backers in the West. War raged close by the borders, but Jaquir, at least on the surface, clung to neutrality.

It had stayed so much the same. As they drove into town, Adrianne saw that in spite of the buildings, the modern roads, and the stubborn struggle of Western expatriates, Jaquir was as Jaquir wished to be. She had seen that at the airport, as women, loaded down with baggage, bedding, and strollers were herded into separate buses and ushered through a door marked WOMEN AND FAMILIES, always policed by men barking orders. She saw it now as the minarets on the mosque pierced through the pristine blue sky.

Noon prayer call was over, so the shops and markets were open. Though she kept her window up, she could almost hear the hum of activity, the cadence of Arabic, the click of prayer beads. Women wandered the stalls, in groups or accompanied by a male relation. Policing the streets, jealously guarding the religious laws were the matawain with their straggly henna-tipped beards and camel whips. Through the tinted window of her limo Adrianne watched one advance on a Western woman who’d had the bad sense to push up her sleeves and reveal her arms.

No, it may have been the last years of the twentieth century, but Jaquir had changed little.

Date palms lined the road. So did Mercedes, Rolls Royces, and limos. The House of Dior boasted two doors, one for males, one for females. She caught the glint of precious stones beaming in the midday sun in a shop window. There was a donkey, laden with dust, being led by a man in a white throbe and broken sandals.

Here much of the housing was made of mud, and no more permanent than the desert sand. Yet flowers climbed the walls. Windows were latticed, always latticed, to hide the women within—not because they were prized and revered, Adrianne thought, but because they were considered foolish creatures, victims of their own uncontrollable sexual drive.

Men, robed and turbaned, sat on red carpets eating sandwiches. Shwarma. Odd that the taste of the spiced lamb on flat bread came back to her, she mused.

The limo passed through the market and climbed. Here the houses were more elegant, shaded by trees. One or two even boasted the luxury of grass. She thought she remembered visiting in one of them, drinking green tea in a dim parlor with the sound of silk rustling and the smell of incense clogging the air.

They drove through the gates to the palace, past the dark, blank eyes of the guards. This, too, had changed little, though her child’s mind had lent it more grandeur than it deserved. In the harsh afternoon sun its stucco walls were brilliantly white. The green tile roof was an arrogant slash of color. Its windows, most curtained against the glare, glinted. Its minarets rose, but in deference to Allah rose no higher than those of the mosque. Parapets circled so that in times of civil strife or foreign attack it could be defended. The sea hammered at its back. Its gardens were lush, shielding it from prying eyes, and, more, shielding the women of the house from temptation when they chose to wander through them.

Though there was a door for women as well as one for men, it was to the garden rather than the main entrance the limo drove. Adrianne’s brow rose only slightly. So, she was to be delivered to the harem before seeing Abdu. That was perhaps for the best.

She waited until the driver opened her door. Though she was certain he must have been a relation, however distant, he didn’t offer a hand to assist her out. His eyes remained carefully averted. Gathering up her skirts, she stepped out into the blast of heat and scent. Without a backward glance she let herself in through the garden gate.

There was a trickle of water from the fountain, the fountain she knew her father had had built for her mother during their first year of marriage. It fed a small pond where carp grew as long as a man’s arm. Around it flowers bent, drawn to the moisture.

Before she reached the hidden door, it was opened. Adrianne stepped through, beyond the black-clad servant, and smelled the women’s scents that brought her back to childhood. As the door shut, closing her in, she did what she had longed to do throughout the long drive from the airport. She pulled off her veil.

“Adrianne.” A woman stepped into the shadowed light. She smelled strongly of musk and wore a red-sequined gown suited to a nineteenth-century ball. “Welcome home.” As she spoke, the woman gave the traditional greeting, a kiss on both cheeks. “You were only a child when I last saw you. I am your aunt, Latifa, wife of Fahir, brother of your father.”

Adrianne returned the greeting. “I remember you, Aunt Latifa. I’ve seen Duja. She’s well and happy. She sends love to you and honor to her father.”

Latifa nodded. Though Adrianne outranked her, she had given birth to five strong sons and held a place of honor and envy in the harem. “Come, there is refreshment. The others want to welcome you.”

Here, too, little had changed. There was the scent of spiced coffee and the heavy seduction of perfume mingling with the bite of incense. A long table had been spread with a white cloth edged in gold and was laden with food no less colorful than the gowns of the women. There were silks and satins, and even though the temperature soared, the sheen of velvet. Beads and spangles glistened. There was the warmth of gold, the ice of silver, and always the sparkle of jewels. Bracelets clanged and lace whispered as traditional greetings were exchanged.

She brushed her lips over the cheeks of Abdu’s second wife, the woman who so many years before had caused Phoebe such unhappiness. Adrianne could find no resentment. A woman did as a woman was bid. That was confirmed as Leiha, already the mother of seven, and more than forty, was obviously pregnant again.

There were cousins she remembered and a score of minor princesses. Some had cropped or crimped their hair. This was, like the vivid gowns, something they did for their own pleasure, and like children with a new toy, to show off among themselves.

There was Sara, Abdu’s latest wife, a small, big-eyed girl of about sixteen who was already swollen with child. From the looks of it, both she and Leiha had conceived at about the same time. Adrianne noticed that the stones on her fingers and at her ears were no less brilliant than those worn by Leiha. Such was the law. A man could take four wives, but only if he could treat each equally.

Phoebe had never been an equal here, but Adrianne couldn’t find it in her heart to despise a young girl because of it. “You are welcome here,” Sara said in a whispery, musical voice that stumbled over the English phrase.

“This is Princess Yasmin.” Adrianne’s aunt put a hand on the shoulder of a girl of about twelve with dusky cheeks and thick gold hoops through her ears. “Your sister.”

She hadn’t expected this. She’d known she would meet Abdu’s other children, but she hadn’t expected to look into eyes the same shape and color as her own. She wasn’t prepared for the spark of kinship or recognition. Because of it, her greeting was stilted when she bent to kiss Yasmin’s cheeks.

“Welcome to my father’s house.”

“Your English is good.”

Yasmin lifted her brows in a gesture that told Adrianne though she was months away from the veil, she was a woman. “I attend school so that I will not be ignorant when I go to my husband.”

“I see.” The acknowledgment was equal to equal as Adrianne removed her abaaya. Gesturing a servant aside, she folded it herself, and carefully. Sewn into the lining were the tools of her trade. “You’ll have to tell me what you’ve learned.”

Yasmin studied Adrianne’s simple white skirt and blouse with the eyes of a fashion critic. Once Duja had smuggled in newspaper pictures of Adrianne, so Yasmin knew her sister was beautiful. She thought it a pity Adrianne hadn’t worn something red that glittered.

“First I will take you to my grandmother.”

Behind them women were already dipping into the buffet. Food, the richer the better, was a favored recreation. Talk was already centering around babies and shopping.

The old woman seated in a brocade chair was resplendent in emerald green. The wrinkles and folds of her face had fallen into jowls, but her hair was stubbornly hennaed. Fingers, curled a bit with arthritis, were studded with rings that flashed as she cuddled a boy of two or three on her lap. Two servants flanked her, waving fans so that the smoke from a brass incense jar would scent her hair.

It had been nearly twenty years, and Adrianne had been only eight when she’d left, but she remembered. The tears started so abruptly, so stunningly, she could do nothing to stop them. Instead of the greeting expected, she went to her knees and laid her head in her grandmother’s lap. The mother of her father.

Her bones were thin and brittle. Adrianne could feel them beneath the stiff satin. Her scent was the same, incredibly the same, a mixture of poppies and spice. As she felt the hand stroke her hair, she leaned into it. The sweetest, the kindest memories she had of Jaquir were of this woman brushing her hair and telling her stories of pirates and princes.

“I knew I would see you again.” Jiddah, a frail seventy, the mother of twelve, the only wife King Ahmend had ever taken, sat stroking the hair of her much-loved grandchild and cuddling her newest against her breast. “I wept when you left us, and weep when you come back.”

Like a child, Adrianne dried her cheeks with the backs of her hands. She rose up for the kiss. “Grandmother. You’re more beautiful than I remembered. I’ve missed you.”

“You come back to me a grown woman, with the look of your father.”

She stiffened, but managed to smile. “Perhaps I have the look of my grandmother.”

Jiddah smiled back, showing teeth too white and straight to be her own. The dentures were new, and she was as proud of them as she was of the emerald collar at her throat. “Perhaps.” She accepted tea from a servant. “Chocolate for my granddaughter. You still have a taste for it?”

“Yes.” Adrianne settled on a cushion by Jiddah’s feet. “I remember that you used to give me a handful all wrapped in red and silver paper. I’d take so much time unwrapping them that they’d melt. But you never scolded me.” She noticed then that Yasmin was still standing beside her, her young face impassive but for a glint in her eyes that might have been jealousy. Without thinking, Adrianne lifted a hand and drew her down to the cushion. “Does Grandmother still tell stories?”

“Yes.” After a brief hesitation, Yasmin unbent. “Will you tell me about America and the man you will marry?”

With her head against her grandmothers knee, and a cup of green tea in her hand, Adrianne began. It wasn’t until later that she realized she’d been speaking in Arabic.

As far as palaces went, Philip decided he preferred the European style. Something in stone with mullioned windows and old, dark wood. This one was dim, as blinds and shades and lattices closed out the power of the sun. It was rich, certainly, with wall hangings spun from silk, and Ming vases tucked into wall niches. It was modern. The bath in the suite he’d been given had water that steamed hot out of gold faucets. He supposed he was too British to appreciate the Eastern flavor of prayer rugs and gauzy mosquito netting.

His rooms overlooked the garden, which he could approve of. In spite of the sun, he threw open a window and let the hot scent of jasmine blow in.

Where was Adrianne?

Her brother, Crown Prince Fahid, had met him at the airport. The young man, barely into his twenties, had worn a burnoose over an impeccably tailored suit. Philip had found him a perfect example of East meets West with his excellent English and his inscrutable manners. His only reference to Adrianne had been to tell Philip that she would be taken to the women’s quarters.

Closing his eyes, he imagined the blueprints. She would be two floors down and in the east wing. The vault was in the opposite end of the palace. Tonight he would take a tour on his own. But for now—he flipped open his suitcase—he would play the perfect guest and prospective bridegroom.

He’d taken advantage of the huge sunken tub and had finished his unpacking when he heard the prayer call. The deep throated voice of the muezzin came through the open window. Allahu Akbar. God is great.

With a glance at his watch Philip calculated that this would be the third call of the day. There would be another at sundown, then the last at an hour past.

The markets and suqs would close, and men would kneel to touch their faces to the ground. Inside the palace, as everywhere else, all business would stop in submission to the will of Allah.

Moving quietly, Philip opened his door. It was as good a time as any to take stock.

He thought it best to check out his neighbors first. The room next to his was empty, the drapes drawn, the bed made with military precision. The room across was the same. He edged down the hall and pushed open another door. Here there was a man, no, a boy, bent in supplication, his body facing south toward Mecca. His prayer rug was threaded with gold and the hangings over the bed were royal blue. Philip pulled the door to before making his way to the second floor.

Abdu’s offices would be there, along with the council rooms. There was time enough to look if warranted. He walked down to the main floor, where the rooms were quiet as a tomb. Conscious of the time elapsing, he made his way through the winding corridors to the vault room.

The door was locked. He had only to take a nail file out of his pocket to open it. With a quick glance right, then left, he slipped inside and shut the door behind him.

Where other rooms had been dim, this was dark. There were no windows here. Wishing he’d risked bringing a flashlight, he groped his way in the direction of the vault. Its door was smooth steel and cool to the touch. Using his fingertips as his eyes, Philip measured its length, its width, the position of the locks.

As Adrianne had told him, there were two combinations. He was careful not to touch the dials. He used his nail file to measure and found the keyhole oversize and old-fashioned. The picks he carried wouldn’t work on a lock that old, but there were always other ways. Satisfied, he stepped back. He’d need to come back with a light, but that was for later.

His hand was nearly on the doorknob when he heard footsteps outside. There wasn’t time to swear as he plastered himself against the wall behind the door.

There were two men speaking Arabic. One of them, if tone was any indication, was angry, the other tense. Philip willed them to pass by. Then he heard Adrianne’s name. He could only curse the fact that he didn’t speak Arabic.

They were arguing about her. He was sure of it. There was enough venom in one of the voices to have his muscles tense and his hands ball into fists. There was a sharp command answered by silence, then the impatient click of heels on tile as one man strode off. With his ear at the door Philip heard the one remaining mutter a curse in plain English. Prince Fahid, Philip mused. Then it was certain the angry voice had come from Abdu. Why were Adrianne’s father and brother arguing about her? Over her?

He waited until Fahid walked away, then let himself out. The hall was deserted again, the door locked. With his hands in his pockets Philip strolled in the direction of the gardens. If found there, he could make a plausible enough excuse about his interest in flora. The truth was, he wanted out, and he wanted to think.

Adrianne hadn’t realized it would be so hard to do what she had come to do. Not technically—she was confident in her skill, and in Philip’s. What she hadn’t known was that there would be so many memories. Like ghosts, they whispered to her, brushed against her. There was something comforting about the harem with its women’s talk, its women’s scents, its women’s secrets. It was possible to forget its confines for a short time and bask in its security. No matter what happened now, she’d never be able to fully turn her back again.

Talk went on, still focusing on sex and shopping and fertility, but there were new things. A cousin who’d become a doctor, another who’d earned her teaching degree. There was a young aunt who worked in construction as an administrator, though all contact with the men she worked with was done by letter or phone. Education had opened up to women, and they were taking it with both hands. Male instructors taught over closed circuit television, but they taught. And the women learned.

If there was a way to juggle the old with the new, they were going to find it.

She didn’t notice the servant slip in and lean close to her grandmother’s ear. When Jiddah touched a hand to her hair, Adrianne turned and smiled.

“Your father wishes to see you.”

Adrianne felt her pleasure dry up as if it had been a pool struck by the desert sun. She rose. Though she slipped the abaaya over her shoulders, she refused the veil. He would see her face, and he would remember.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Like Jaquir, its ruler had changed yet had remained, essentially, the same. He’d aged. It was the first thing that struck Adrianne when she saw him. Her memory, enhanced by the old newspaper prints her mother had hoarded, was of a man hardly older than she herself was now, with a hawklike, unlined face and rich black hair. The hawk was still there in features carved sharp and hard, but there were lines that time and sun had dug deeply. They were chiseled beside a mouth that smiled rarely, etched around eyes that watched and measured. His hair was still rich, still brushed back like a mane, as full as in his youth and part of his vanity. Silver glinted in it. Over the years he’d put on very little flesh so that his body remained one of a soldier.

His white throbe was embroidered with gold, his sandals studded with jewels. If possible, age had made him only more handsome in the way it does with men. It was a face women would be drawn to even though, or perhaps because, there was so little compassion in it.

Adrianne’s stomach clenched as she approached. She moved slowly, not from uncertainty, not even from respect, but from the desire to bring this moment, so long awaited, so long imagined, into clear focus. Nothing had been forgotten. Nothing would be forgotten.

As with that one stunning moment of memory in the harem, there were scents here—polish, flowers, a trace of incense. She continued, moving closer to a past she had never fully released. She had walked toward him before, or cowered away. Until that moment she hadn’t realized she couldn’t recall one instance when he had come to her.

He hadn’t brought her to one of his private rooms, but to the large, brightly lit area where he would give his weekly majlis, or audiences. The drapes on the windows were heavy, the royal blue he had always preferred. The rug was old, one his father, his grandfather, and the kings before them had all walked over. It had a dense pattern of blue and black worked through with gold in a sinuous design, like a snake. There were urns as tall as a man on either side of the door. Legend had it that they had been brought from Persia to another Abdu two centuries before. Inside each had been a virgin.

A lion fashioned from gold with sapphire eyes guarded the chair of blue silk, where Abdu would sit and grant his time to his people.

Though this room was closed to women on such occasions, it showed Adrianne that he still thought of her as a subject, not as a daughter. Like the virgins of Persia, she would be expected to submit to the will of the king.

She stopped in front of him. Though he wasn’t a tall man, she had to tilt her chin to keep her eyes directly on his. Whatever he felt, if he felt, was carefully masked. He bent and gave her the traditional greeting. He barely touched his lips to her cheeks, and with less emotion than he might have given a stranger. It hurt. She hadn’t expected it, hadn’t been prepared for it, and it hurt.

“You are welcome here.”

“I’m grateful for your permission to return.”

He sat, and after a long, silent moment, gestured to a chair. “Are you a child of Allah?”

This she had expected. Religion was breath in Jaquir. “I am not a Muslim,” she said steadily, “but God is One.”

Apparently it satisfied him, because he signaled for a servant to pour tea. It was a concession of sorts that two cups were waiting. “It pleases me that you will marry. A woman requires a man’s protection, his guidance.”

“I’m not marrying Philip for his protection or his guidance.” She sipped at the tea. “Nor does he marry me to increase his tribe.”

She had spoken flatly, as a man might speak to another man, not as a woman to a king. He could have struck her; it was his right. Instead, he sat back, cupping the tea in both hands. The cup was delicate, of fragile French porcelain. His hands were broad and studded with rings, “You’ve become a woman of the West.”

“My life is there, as my mother’s was.”

“We will not speak of your mother.” He set his cup down, then held up a hand as a servant sprang forward to refill it.

“She spoke of you. Often.”

Something came into his eyes. Adrianne couldn’t prevent a part of her from hoping it would be regret. But it was anger. “As my daughter you are welcome here, and with the honor that is your right as a member of the House of Jaquir. While you are here, you will abide by the rules and traditions. You will cover your hair and cast down your eyes. Your dress and speech will be modest. If you bring me shame, you will be punished as I would punish any woman of my family.”

Because her fingers weren’t steady, she dug them into the teacup. After all these years, she thought, so many years, and he could speak only in orders and threats. Her plan to be the woman he would expect was overrun with her need to be what she was.

“I bring you no shame, but I feel shame. My mother suffered and died miserably while you did nothing to help.” When he rose, she stood as well, so quickly that the cup fell from her hand and shattered on the tiles. “How could you do nothing?”

“She was nothing to me.”

“Nothing but your wife,” Adrianne tossed back. “It would have taken so little, but you gave nothing. You abandoned her, and me. The shame is yours.”

He struck her then, with a backhanded blow that snapped her head back and made her eyes water. It wasn’t the careless slap an angry parent might give an ill-mannered child, but the deliberate, full-fledged hit a man deals an enemy. If she hadn’t crashed into the heavy chair and gripped for support, she would have fallen. Though she staggered, she managed to stay on her feet.

Her breath came quickly as she fought for control, fought to keep the stinging tears back. Slowly, she lifted a hand to wipe at the blood where a jewel from his ring had nicked her. Their eyes held, so similar in shape, so alike in expression. It hadn’t been her he had struck, and they both knew it. It had been Phoebe. It was still Phoebe.

“Years ago,” she managed, “I might have been grateful for that much attention from you.”

“I will say this, then it will not be spoken of again.” Carelessly, he signaled for the broken china to be cleared. The rage she incited in him was rage unbecoming a king. “Your mother left Jaquir and forfeited all rights, all loyalty, and all honor. By doing so, she also forfeited yours. She was weak, as women are, but she was also sly and corrupt.”

“Corrupt?” Though it might have earned her another blow, Adrianne couldn’t bite back the words. “How can you speak of her so? She was the kindest, most pure-hearted woman I’ve ever known.”

“She was an actress.” He said it as though a word could taste vile. “She flaunted herself before men. My only shame is that I allowed myself to be blinded by her, to bring her to my country, to lie with her as a man lies with any whore.”

“You called her that before.” This time Adrianne’s voice shook. “How does a man speak so about the woman he married, about the woman he shared a child with?”

“A man can marry a woman, can plant his seed within her, but cannot change her nature. She would not embrace Islam. When I brought her here and my eyes were cleared, she would not accept her place, her duties.”

“She was ill and unhappy.”

“She was weak and sinful.” He held up his hand, a man used to doing no more to be obeyed. “You are the result of my early blindness and are here only because my blood runs through you and because Fahid interceded on your behalf. This is a matter of honor, my honor. You remain only so long as you respect that.”

She wanted to toss it back in his face, to shout, to scream that he had no honor. The part of her that had still yearned for love closed off. Not even the most clever of thieves could have broken the lock now. Adrianne folded her hands. She lowered her eyes. Gestures of submission. He could have struck her again, and she would have accepted it. He could have maligned her mother, insulted her, and she would have accepted it. Such was the power of revenge.

“I’m in my father’s house and respect my father’s wishes.”

He nodded, expecting no less from a woman of his family. His kingship sat on him comfortably. When he had returned to Jaquir so many years before with a queen, a Western queen, he had been bewitched. He had forgotten his roots, his duties, his laws because of a woman.

His punishment had been that his first child had been a female, and his queen unable to give him more children. Now the daughter of that shameful marriage stood before him, her head bowed, her hands folded. Since Allah had willed that she would spring from his first seed, he would give her her due, but no more.

With one sharp word and a gesture a servant hurried over to give him a box. “A gift, for your betrothal.”

Her control was back, making it easy for her to reach out. Adrianne lifted the lid. The rich purple of amethyst glinted up at her, set in heavy, intricately worked gold. The center stone was square cut, as wide as her thumb. A necklace suitable for a princess. The price of it, had it come from him years before, might have changed both their destinies.

Now it was just a colored rock. She’d always stolen better ones.

“You’re very generous. I’ll think of my father whenever I wear it.” That was a promise.

He signaled again before he spoke. “I will meet your betrothed. Then, while we discuss the terms of the marriage, you will go back to your quarters or walk in the garden.”

She tucked the box into the folds of her abaaya so that he wouldn’t see her fingers tighten on it. “As you wish.”

When Philip followed the servant into the room, he wasn’t expecting to see Adrianne at all, much less to see her still dressed in black with her head bowed and her shoulders braced as if for a blow. Beside her, Abdu’s white throbe was a striking contrast. They stood close, so close the materials nearly touched, but there was no sense of reunion or kinship. Abdu looked over her head as if she didn’t exist.

“With your permission,” she murmured.

“Yes.” Abdu gave it without glancing at her.

“King Abdu ibn Faisal Rahman al-Jaquir, head of the House of Jaquir, sheikh of sheikhs, may I present Philip Chamberlain, the man, if you consent, I will marry.”

“Mr. Chamberlain.” With a hand extended, Abdu stepped forward. He could behave in Western fashion when it suited him. “Welcome to Jaquir, and to my house.”

“Thank you.” Philip clasped hands. Abdu’s was smooth and strong.

“Your rooms are suitable?”

“More than. I’m in your debt.”

“You are my guest.” He flicked a glance toward Adrianne. “You may go.”

It was the tone one used to dismiss a servant. Philip caught it, resented it, had nearly decided to be amused by it. Then she lifted her face. The look was brief, but long enough for Philip to see the mark along her cheekbone that was already darkening to a bruise. She bowed her head again, and with her long skirts whispering around her, she left them.

He had to take a breath, a long, slow breath. For her sake, he wouldn’t do or say anything rash. Perhaps he’d been mistaken. Surely at their first meeting Abdu couldn’t have struck the daughter he hadn’t seen in almost twenty years.

“Will you sit?”

Pulling himself back, Philip turned to Abdu. The eyes that met his were very sharp, very measuring. “Thank you.” The moment he had, fresh cups were hurried over and tea was poured.

“You are British.”

“Yes, I was born in England and have spent most of my life there, though I travel frequently.”

“In your business.” Ignoring the tea, Abdu folded his many-ringed hands. “You deal in the buying and selling of gems.”

He’d worked with that cover for years. With Interpol’s assistance, it was solid. “Yes. It requires a good eye and a flair for bargaining. I enjoy handling stones.”

“Arabs are natural bargainers, and we have always understood the value of stones.”

“Of course. The ruby on your third finger. May I?”

With a lift of brow, Abdu held out his hand.

“Seven to eight carats, Burmese at a guess—excellent color, what they call a pigeon-blood red with the vitreous luster you expect from a quality stone.” Sitting back, Philip picked up his cup. “I recognize, and respect, gems of great value, Your Highness. Which is why I want your daughter.”

“You’re frank, but there is more involved in a marriage of this nature than your wants.” Abdu said nothing more for a moment. He’d given Adrianne’s marriage some thought, as he would any minor social or political matter. If she had been of pure blood, he would never have sanctioned her marriage to a European, and certainly not some pale-skinned British gem merchant. However, her blood was tainted. She was of much less value to him than a good horse. In a small way, she could be a link between Jaquir and Europe. More important, he had no desire to have her in Jaquir.

“I’ve had little time to explore your background, Mr. Chamberlain, but what I have learned is satisfying enough.” And perhaps unlike her mother she would bear sons. Grandsons in England could be of some use in the future. “If Adrianne had remained in my house, a different marriage would have been arranged for her, one that suited her position. However, since that is not the case, I’m inclined to approve—if terms can be agreed upon.”

“I don’t claim to be an expert on your culture, but I understand that a settlement is customary.”

“The bride price, a gift which you will offer to my daughter. This gift will be hers, and remain hers.” He didn’t think of The Sun and the Moon, but Philip did. “It is also expected that you will make a gift to her family, in recompense for our loss of her.”

“I see. And what gift would recompense you for Adrianne?”

He considered toying with Philip. The reports had indicated the Englishman was wealthy, but there were things more important to Abdu than money. The first of these was pride. “Six camels.”

Though his brow shot up, Philip managed, barely, to conceal amusement. Thoughtfully, he tapped a finger on the arm of his chair. “Two.”

Abdu was more pleased than he would have been with an easy agreement. “Four.”

Though he wasn’t sure where he was going to get his hands on one camel, much less four, Philip nodded. “Agreed.”

“So it shall be written.” Still watching Philip, Abdu barked an order to a servant. “My secretary will draft the contracts, in both Arabic and English. This is satisfactory?”

“I’m in your country, Your Highness. We’ll do things your way.” He set aside his cup and longed for a cigarette. The tea was laced with some spice his British palate found mildly objectionable. “As Adrianne’s father you would be concerned that she will be well provided for.”

Abdu’s face remained impassive. There may have been a trace of sarcasm in Philip’s voice, or it may have been the British accent. “Of course.”

“Of course. I had a million pounds in mind for her settlement.”

It was rare for Abdu to be taken by surprise, rarer still for that surprise to show on his face. The Englishman was either mad or besotted. Perhaps Adrianne, like her mother, had the power to blind a man. But the Englishman’s fate was no more concern to him than that of the daughter who reminded him, just by existing, of a mistake. He wouldn’t give her the honor of bargaining.

“It shall be written. We will have a meal this evening to introduce you to my family, and to announce the betrothal.” He rose in dismissal.

“It will be my pleasure.” He’d been prepared to find Abdu cold, but the reality was more rigid, more dispassionate than any speculation. “Will you attend the wedding in the spring?”

“The spring?” Abdu’s lips curved for the first time in what might have been a smile. “If you wish to have a ceremony in your own country, it is no concern of mine. However, the marriage will take place here, next week, as is fitting under the laws and traditions of Jaquir. You will wish to rest until this evening. A servant will show you the way.”

Philip stood where he was as Abdu left him. He might have laughed, but he doubted Adrianne would find the news amusing.

The evening was to be a mixture of the old ways and the new. Adrianne bound her hair but ignored the veil. She dressed modestly, adhering to aurat, things that cannot be shown, by choosing a gown with long sleeves and skirt and a high neck. But the label was Saint Laurent. Word had spread through the women’s quarters that Philip would be introduced. That alone told her that he had pulled it off. Now that Philip and the engagement had been accepted, the first stage of the plan was behind her.

It was too late to turn back. It had always been too late.

The diamond on her finger winked in the mirror as she concealed the bruise on her cheek with makeup. Symbols, she thought, of the two men who had changed her life.

Stepping back, she took a last inventory. She’d chosen black deliberately, knowing the other women would be arrayed in peacock colors. In black she would appear only more modest and obedient. Reluctantly, she fastened the amethyst around her neck. Abdu would expect it. Until she left Jaquir she intended to go on giving him what he expected.

Philip had been right about one thing. When she allowed her emotions to surface, she became reckless. However true her words to Abdu had been that afternoon, they had been rashly said. She had the bruise to remind her that he was not now, nor had he ever been, a man to listen to a woman’s heart.

She touched a finger to it again. She wasn’t angry about the blow, or even resentful. The pain had been brief, and the mark itself served to remind her that no matter how many new buildings, new roads, new freedoms existed in Jaquir, men still ruled however they saw fit. She was less of a daughter to Abdu than she was a thing to be married off and shuttled out of the country, where whatever mistakes she made wouldn’t reflect on his honor.

She wasn’t sorry for that, but she was sorry that she had harbored a place in her heart for the hope that there might have been love and regret and reunion.

Hope was dead. Adrianne turned at the knock on the door. Now there was only purpose.

“Yellah” Yasmin, dressed in bright striped satin, grabbed her hand. “Come on. Hurry,” she repeated in English. “My father has sent for us. Why do you wear black when red would be more flattering?” Even as Adrianne’s lips twitched, Yasmin was pulling her toward the other women.

The men were already in the salon. Abdu, three of his brothers, his two sons, a smattering of cousins. Adrianne flicked a glance at the boy who was her younger brother. He’d only be fourteen, but he was already ranged with the men. In a matter of seconds they studied one another. She saw a mirror of the curiosity she was feeling, the same grudging kinship. This time she didn’t try to prevent the smile, and was rewarded by the brief curving of his lips. In his smile she saw her grandmother.

Then there was Philip, looking wonderfully, coolly European. Like an oasis, she thought, refreshing and comforting. She wanted to reach out, if only for a moment, and link hands. Make a connection. Instead, she kept her hands folded in front of her.

He wanted five minutes alone with her. There had been no opportunity for a single word since they’d stepped off the jet. He’d have preferred to tell Adrianne about the monkey wrench Abdu had tossed in the works. Five minutes, he thought, fretting against the customs that were both cover and restraint. There was a volcano in her. He’d seen it flare briefly in her eyes that afternoon. There was no telling if Abdu’s announcement would cause it to erupt.

One by one, with a formality suited to Buckingham Palace, the women were introduced to him. In their opulent party wear they were a rainbow of dark women with dark eyes and soft voices. Some gowns were elegant, some gaudy, some chic, some foolish, but the women were all identical in attitude. Heads were lowered, eyes downcast, pretty ringed hands were folded at the ends of concealing sleeves.

He watched Adrianne step forward, at her father’s gesture, to greet her brothers. Fahid kissed her cheeks, then gave her arms a quick squeeze. “I’m happy for you, Adrianne. Welcome home.”

He meant it, she realized. While it was impossible for Jaquir to be home she felt a comfort. I love Adrianne. He had often said it to her, simply, honestly, in the way of children. Those children were gone, but there was something of them left in the way their eyes met, held. How could she have known, after doing without for so long, that family would mean something?

“I’m glad to see you again.” And she, too, meant it.

“Our brother Rahman.”

She waited, as was proper, for him to kiss her. It wasn’t restraint she felt from him when his lips brushed her cheeks, but shyness.

“Welcome, sister. We praise Allah for bringing you back to us.”

Rahman. He had the eyes of a poet and the name of their great-grandfather, the warrior. Adrianne wanted to speak with him, forge some link. But Abdu was looking at her.

Philip continued to watch as she was presented to the rest of her family. Her younger brother he recognized as the boy who had been praying in the room close to his own. How would it feel, he wondered, to face a brother you’d never seen before? Strange, but until now he’d never considered the fact that he might have siblings. He thought of the gulf between Adrianne and the other children of her father. Perhaps it was best never to know.

She was speaking Arabic smoothly, musically. That more than anything made the entire scene like a dream. Though he willed her to, she didn’t even glance in his direction, but moved, as directed, to Abdu’s side.

“Tonight we rejoice.” In deference to Philip, Abdu spoke in clear, precise English. “I give this woman of my family to this man. Under the will of Allah, and for His honor, they shall be married.” Taking Adrianne’s hand, he placed it in Philip’s. “May she be a fruitful and modest wife.”

Adrianne might have smiled at that, but she saw her grandmother, supported by younger women, wipe a tear from her eye.

“The documents have been signed,” Abdu continued. “The price set. The ceremony will take place one week from today. Inshallah”

Philip felt her fingers jerk in his. Her head came up, and for two heartbeats the volcano was there, smoldering. Then she was lowering her eyes again and accepting wishes for happiness and children.

They still had exchanged no words when she, along with the other women, filed out to where they could celebrate out of sight of the men.

Adrianne’s dreams were disturbing enough to make her toss in bed. They weren’t clear. One bled formlessly into the next, leaving her with a feeling of unease and grief. She’d hoped to exhaust herself, then escape into sleep. After all the chattering about wedding dresses and wedding nights, she had been exhausted. But a sleep chased by dreams wasn’t escape.

When a hand covered her mouth, she shot up in bed, one hand grabbing a wrist, the other groping for purchase.

“Easy.” Philip said the word in a whisper directly into her ear. “You start yelling and your relatives are going to cut vital little pieces off my body.”

“Philip.” The first wave of relief was so intense, she threw her arms around him. He slid easily to the bed with her, then cut off even her murmur with his mouth. That was it, the taste he’d needed, craved, all evening. He hadn’t known need could build so high in a matter of hours, or that worry could press like an anvil’s weight on the back of the neck.

“I’ve been going crazy,” he muttered against her throat. “Wondering when I could talk to you, touch you. I want you, Addy.” He nipped lightly at her ear. “Now.”

On a murmured agreement she combed her fingers through his hair. The next instant she was shoving him aside and sitting up. “Goddammit, what are you doing in here? Do you know what will happen if they find you?”

“I missed you too.”

“This isn’t a joke. They still have public beheadings near the suqs.”

“I don’t intend to lose my head over you.” He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “Any more than I already have.”

“You’re a fool.” And her pulse was thready.

“A romantic.”

“Same thing.” Tossing the sheet aside, she scrambled out of bed. “We have to get you out of here, and quickly.”

“Not until we talk. Adrianne, it’s three in the morning. Everyone’s in bed loaded down with lamb and pomegranates.”

She dropped back on the bed. Five minutes longer wouldn’t hurt, she told herself. And it was so good to have him there. “How did you get into the women’s quarters?”

“The tunnel.” He’d been right. He could find a mole in the dark.

“Good God, Philip, if you’d been seen—”

“Wasn’t.”

“Will you listen to me?”

“I’m all ears.”

“And hands.” She batted them away. “It’s a foolish enough risk for you to be out of your own wing, but here …” She paused long enough to pull his light and clever fingers away from the buttons on her nightshirt. “How did you find my room?”

“I have my ways.”

“Philip.”

“A little tracking device on your makeup case.”

With a sound of disgust she rose to pace. “You’ve been with Interpol too long. If you keep treating this like something out of a spy novel, you are going to lose your head.”

“I needed to see you. I needed to see that you were all right.”

“I appreciate that, but you were supposed to wait until I contacted you.”

“I didn’t. Would you like to waste time arguing about it?”

“No.” She didn’t think it was wise to risk the lamp, but lighted two candles instead. “I suppose it’s best if we do talk after Abdu’s little bombshell.”

“I’m sorry it was sprung on you that way. It was impossible to warn you.”

“More to the point, what are we going to do about it?”

“What can we do?” The trace of smugness in his voice wasn’t lost on her. “I’ve signed on the dotted line. I seriously doubt if we can manage to steal the necklace and work out an alternate way of leaving the country in less than a week.”

“No.” She sat again, trying as she had all evening to think it through. “I’ve wondered if he suspects something, and that’s why he’s rushing the marriage.”

“Suspects that his daughter’s one of the top thieves of the decade?”

She lifted a brow. “One of?”

“I’m still around, darling.” He picked up her veil and ran it through his hands. “I find it difficult to imagine that Abdu suspects your intent when you’ve had Interpol chasing down blind alleys all these years. Isn’t it more likely that he wants to have a hand in the arrangements?”

“Out of fatherly sentimentality? Hardly.”

“You’re not thinking, Addy.” He said it quietly because the edge to her voice worried him. “I suspect it’s more a matter of pride and image.”

She sat a moment, fighting past the bitterness. “Yes, that rings true. Both are enormously important to him.” She twisted the diamond around on her finger. “How do we handle it?”

“You tell me.” He tossed the veil aside.

“It’s your game.”

“It’s going to put you in a very awkward position, Philip.”

“A position I’d already decided to put myself in, if you recall. I intend to marry you anyway. Here or in London hardly matters.”

In all her career she’d never felt more neatly cornered. “You know how I feel about that.”

“I know very well. So?”

She continued to sit on the bed, worrying the ring, working through the stages. “It’s only a ceremony, after all. Neither of us is Muslim, so we don’t have to take it seriously.”

“A wedding’s a wedding.”

She’d said the same thing to herself. “All right, then, we can go through with it. A Muslim wedding can be ended by Muslim customs. Once we’re home again you can divorce me.”

Amused, Philip sat beside her. “On what grounds?”

“You’re a man, you don’t need any to speak of. All you have to do is say ‘I divorce you’ three times and it’s over.”

“Handy.” He reached for a cigarette, then stopped himself. “And I’ll only be out the price of four camels.”

“Is that what he asked for me? Four camels?” With what might have been a laugh, she wrapped her arms around her chest.

“I haggled, as you suggested, but I didn’t know if I was being taken or not.”

“Oh, no, it’s quite a bargain. You’d pay more for a lame third wife.”

“Adrianne—”

“The insult is to me, not to you.” She shrugged off his hand. “It doesn’t matter, or it won’t once I have The Sun and the Moon. Four camels or four hundred, I’m still being bought and sold.”

“We have to play by his rules only while we’re here.” Gently, he tucked her hair behind her ear. “In a couple of weeks we’ll—” The candlelight flickered over her face so that the bruise stood out. “How did you come by this?”

“Honesty.” She started to smile when she saw his expression. The look in his eyes had her mouth drying up. “Philip—”

“He did this to you?” He spoke as if each word might break if not handled with care. “He struck you?”

“It’s nothing.” Panic had her grabbing for him as he rose from the bed. “Philip, it is nothing. He has the right—”

“No.” He pulled away from her hands. “No, by God, he doesn’t.”

“Here he does.” She was speaking quickly, blocking his way to the door. Passion threaded through the voice she didn’t dare raise. “His rules, remember? It’s just as you said yourself.”

“Not when they include putting marks on you.”

“Bruises fade, Philip, but if you walk out that door and do what I see in your eyes you intend to do, it’s over for both of us. There are better ways to avenge your honor, and mine. Please.” She lifted a hand to touch his face, but he turned away.

“Give me a minute.” She was right. He knew she was right. He’d always been able to think of the game logically, but he’d never experienced this surge of violence. He hadn’t known until this moment that he had the capacity to kill. Or that he might enjoy it.

He turned to see her standing in a pool of candlelight, her hands clenched together, her eyes wide and dark. “He won’t hurt you again.”

The air she’d been holding tumbled out between her lips. He was Philip again. “He can’t. Not where it matters.”

He crossed to her to run a thumb lightly over the bruise. “Not in any way.” He brushed a kiss over her forehead, then one on her lips. “I love you, Addy.”

“Philip.” She held on to him, her cheek pressed against his shoulder. “You mean more to me than anyone ever has.”

He ran a hand down her hair and tried to take it lightly. It was the closest she’d come to giving him the three small words he’d discovered he needed. “I’ve been into the vault room.” When she started to pull back, he just held her tighter. “Don’t harangue me, Addy. It’s boring. The setup’s precisely as we discussed, but I think we’d be better off if we both could take a close look. As to the key—”

“The dummy key I had made up will have to do. It can be filed and adjusted once we need it.”

“I’d feel better if we took care of that ahead of time.” He stepped back, knowing that with Adrianne, this would be tricky ground. “If you’ll let me have it, I can take it in, say tomorrow night, and deal with that end.”

She thought about it. “We’ll go in tomorrow night and deal with that end.”

“There’s no need for both of us to be there.”

“Fine. I’ll take care of it.”

“You’re being hardheaded, Addy.”

“Yes. There’s no part of this job I intend to be excluded from. Adjusting the key ahead of time makes sense. At least the preliminary adjustments. We do it together, or I do it alone.”

“Your way, then.” He touched a fingertip to the mark on her cheek again. “There’ll come a time when you won’t always have things your way.”

“Maybe. In the meantime, I’ve given some thought to our wedding night.”

“Have you?” With a grin he hooked a finger in the top of her nightshirt and pulled her to him.

“There’s that, too, but I have my priorities.”

“Which are?”

“As it works out, there couldn’t be a more perfect night to take the necklace.”

“Business before pleasure? You trample my ego, Addy.”

“You have no idea how long, how tiring, or how boring wedding ceremonies are here. It’ll take hours, and everyone will eat themselves into a stupor. Then we’ll be given total privacy. No one would think of disturbing us. Within a day, two at the most, we can leave without anyone being offended.”

“I’d say it’s a pity you’re not more romantic, but it makes sense. And I suppose it’s fitting that two thieves spend their first night of marriage stealing.”

“Not just stealing, Philip. Stealing a legend.” She kissed him quickly, then started for the door. “Now, you’ve got to go. It’s dangerous for you here. If everything goes well, I’ll meet you in the vault room at three-thirty tomorrow morning.”

“Shall we synchronize our watches?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“This is.” Before she could open the door to check the hallways, he swept her into his arms. “If I’m going to risk my head, it’s going to be for more than talk.” He carried her back to the bed.


Chapter Twenty-Four

“You will be a beautiful bride,” Dagmar, the couturiere who had been flown in from Paris, draped white satin over Adrianne’s shoulders. “Few women can wear pure white well. More lace here.” She pinned, hunching down, as she was a half foot taller than Adrianne. Her hands were ugly, but quick and clever. She smelled of the fragrance that bore her name and which she had just begun to market. “So that it flows down the throat to the bodice.”

Adrianne stared at the reflection in the mirror. Her father worked quickly. It would cost a great deal to have a dress by one of Paris’ top designers put together in a week. Again a matter of honor, she thought. King Abdu could hardly send his daughter to her husband in less than the best.

Her fingers began to ache. Slowly, deliberately, she relaxed them. “I prefer it simple.”

Dagmar tightened the long sleeves. “Trust me. It will be simple but not plain, elegant but not opulent. Too much this, too much that makes people notice only the gown and not the woman.” She glanced up as two assistants entered carrying more dresses. “For the bridal party. We were given a list.” She pulled a pin out of the pincushion at her wrist and tucked in the waist.

“I see. And how many will there be in the bridal party?”

Dagmar glanced up for only a moment, surprised the bride-to-be would have to ask. “Twelve. The teal is an excellent color. Very rich.” She gestured for an assistant to hold up a gown. It had a festive off-the-shoulder neckline and a full tea-length skirt overlaid with lace. “The choice was left to me. I hope you approve.”

“I’m sure all the dresses will be fine.”

“Turn, please.” It was rare to meet a bride so solemn, or so indifferent. Dagmar knew of Princess Adrianne, had hoped to have an opportunity to dress her, but she’d never expected to do so in Jaquir for a wedding so hastily put together. If the bride was pregnant, Adrianne’s narrow waist and flat stomach gave no sign. In any case, Dagmar was too discreet to gossip about her clients—particularly when a job could lead to others. She was French; she was practical.

“The train will be attached here.” She indicated a spot beneath Adrianne’s shoulders. “It will pour out of the dress like a river. Sweep down.” With her narrow, ugly hands she gestured. “Very royal. N’est-ce pas?”

For the first time, Adrianne smiled. The woman was doing her best. “It sounds lovely.”

Encouraged, Dagmar walked back around to fuss with the line. Over the years she had dressed the wealthy and the celebrated, cleverly camouflaging flaws and bulges. The princess had a lovely body, small and beautifully formed. Whatever she designed for a body like this would be noticed and envied. She thought it was a pity a trousseau hadn’t been commissioned.

“Your hair. How do you wear it? Up, down?”

“I don’t know. I hadn’t thought.”

“You must think. It must flatter my dress.” After patting Adrianne’s hair she stepped back. She was a stringy woman with thin, homely features and beautiful green eyes. “In a braid I think. Very French, very subtle, like the dress. But not severe. Soft here.” Satisfied, she turned her critical eye on the dress. “You will wear jewelry, something special?”

She thought of The Sun and the Moon gleaming against her mother’s wedding gown. “No, nothing on the dress.” They both heard the laughter and noise outside the door.

“The wedding party.” Dagmar rolled her beautiful eyes. “We will be crazy in a week, but everything will be perfect.”

“Madame, how much do you charge for this dress?”

“Your Highness—”

“I prefer to know the price of what’s mine.”

Dagmar shrugged and twitched at the skirt of the dress. “Perhaps two hundred and fifty thousand francs.”

With a nod Adrianne touched the lace at her throat. She’d earned more than that on her commission from the St. John job. It seemed fitting, if ironic, that it be put to use here. “You will bill me, not the king.”

“But, Your Highness—”

“You will bill me,” Adrianne repeated. She wouldn’t wear something he had paid for.

“As you wish.”

“The wedding’s in Jaquir, Madame.” Adrianne smiled again. “But I’m an American. Old habits are hard to break.” In dismissal she turned as the door opened. There was more than the wedding party, but at least another dozen women who had come to watch, to drink tea, to talk of weddings and fashion. Adrianne estimated that Dagmar would have commissions for at least another six gowns before the afternoon fittings were done.

Women stripped down to their underwear. Since lingerie was as much a passion for them as jewelry, it ranged from the gorgeous to the embarrassing. Red garter belts and black lace, white satin and transparent silk. Over the babble of voices gowns were tried on and exclaimed over. There were questions about flowers, about gifts, about the honeymoon. It might have been amusing, even touching, Adrianne thought, except for the headache that was drumming behind her eyes. Perhaps the wedding would be a farce, a temporary measure, even a convenience, but the preparation was very real.

She watched her young sister being basted into a dress suitable for a woman twice her age. “No.” Adrianne waved a hand at the woman who was pinning the hem. “That won’t do for her.”

Yasmin took a handful of the wide skirt. “I like it. Keri and the others are wearing it.”

“It makes you look like a child playing grown-up.” At Yasmin’s rebellious expression, Adrianne gestured to Dagmar. “I want something special for my sister, something more suitable.”

“Your father instructed that the wedding party have identical dresses.”

Adrianne’s eyes met the dressmaker’s in the long mirror. “I’m telling you that my sister won’t wear this. I want something softer, more—” She caught herself before she said youthful. “More contemporary. In rose perhaps, so she’ll stand out among the others.”

Yasmin’s eyes lit up. “In red.”

“Rose,” Adrianne repeated.

Because she agreed, and because she was more likely to receive further business from Adrianne than from the king, Dagmar decided to cooperate. “There is perhaps something in the salon I could send for.”

“Then do so. Bill this to me as well.” She touched a hand to Yasmin’s cheek. “You’ll look beautiful. Special. Like a rose among ferns.”

“I look beautiful in this.”

Adrianne turned so that they both faced the mirrors. “More beautiful. It’s a tradition for one member of the wedding party, the maid of honor, to wear a gown of a different style or a different color than the rest, so she’ll be noticed.”

Yasmin considered and approved. She would accept the veil happily when the time came, but whenever possible, she preferred to be noticed. “In silk?”

She had once been a young girl who had yearned for a silk dress. “In silk, then.”

Satisfied, Yasmin studied their reflections. “When I marry I will wear a dress like yours.”

“You may wear this one if you like.”

Yasmin’s brows shot up. “Wear a dress already worn?”

“It’s another tradition to wear the wedding dress of your mother, or your sister or your friend.”

While she considered, Yasmin ran a finger down the satin of Adrianne’s skirt. It was an odd custom, she thought, but one—if the dress was right—worth thinking about. “I wouldn’t wear my mother’s dress. It could not be as beautiful as this. She was a second wife. Why don’t you wear your mother’s dress?”

“I don’t have it. I have a picture. Sometime you will visit me in America and I’ll show you.”

“Visit you?” She waved away impatiently, and imperiously, Adrianne thought, a cup of tea offered by a servant. “When?”

“When it’s permitted.”

“We will eat in a restaurant?”

“If you like.”

For a moment Yasmin looked like any young girl being offered a treat. “Some women in Jaquir eat in restaurants, but my father does not permit it for the family.”

Adrianne took her hand. “We’ll eat in restaurants every night.”

Philip saw little of the king, but he was treated well. Like a visiting diplomat, he thought, after his thorough guided tour of the palace. He was taken into every room, excluding the women’s quarters, while the crown prince gave him a long, often tedious history of Jaquir. While he listened, Philip took mental notes on windows, doorways, entrances, and exits. He watched guards and servants come and go with an eye to the timing and routine.

He asked questions. The book Adrianne had given him had briefed him well enough to know what comments or inquiries would be taken as criticism. So he didn’t ask about the women hidden behind garden walls and latticed windows—for their own good. He didn’t ask about the slave markets that were still in effect, though conducted in secret. Or the beheadings, which were not.

They lunched on caviar and quail eggs in a room that boasted its own rippling pool. Bright-feathered birds trilled in cages hung from the ceiling. Art and literature were discussed. The camel whippings in the suqs were not. Rahman joined them briefly. Once he’d battled back his shyness, he bombarded Philip with questions about London. His mind was like a sponge.

“There is a large Muslim population in London.”

Philip sipped the coffee and longed for good British tea. “I believe so.”

“I would like to see it, the buildings and museums, but in the winter when there is snow. I should like to see snow.”

He remembered how Adrianne had spoken of her first glimpse of snow. “Then you should come next year and stay with Adrianne and me.”

Rahman thought it would be wonderful, to see the great city, to spend time with his sister with the lovely eyes and smile. There would be so much to learn in London, and he wanted badly to learn. He shot a quick look at his brother. They both knew their father’s mind.

“You are very kind. One day I will come to London, if Allah wills. You will excuse me, I must go back to my studies.”

Later, in an air-conditioned limo, they drove through the city. Fahid pointed out the ships in port as he talked of the excellent trade agreements between Jaquir and Western countries.

There was great beauty here; Philip saw it in the dark distant hills, in the harsh blue of the sea. Despite the traffic and mad rush of taxis there was a sense of antiquity, and, more, of a stubborn resistance to change.

They passed a courtyard where less than five years before a minor princess and her lover had been executed for adultery. In the distance Philip could see the silver column of an office building topped with a satellite dish.

“We are a country of contrasts.” Fahid watched a member of the Committee for the Protection of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice grab an unescorted woman by the arm. “There has been much change in Jaquir in the last twenty-five years, yet we are, and will always be, a country of Islam.”

Since the opening had been given, Philip pried it a bit further. “Is it awkward for you, having been educated in the West?”

Fahid studied the matawain who shouted at the lone woman and shoved her roughly out of the suqs. He disapproved of such things, but he was not yet king. “It is sometimes difficult to find the balance between what is best in your world and what is best in my own. If Jaquir is to survive more progress, more compromise will be necessary. The laws of Islam cannot change, the traditions of men must.”

Philip, too, had seen the exchange in the suq. “Traditions such as manhandling women?”

Fahid gave brief instructions to the driver, then settled back. “The religious police are dedicated, and it is religion which governs in Jaquir.”

“I’m not one to criticize another’s religion, Fahid. But it’s difficult for a man to sit by and watch a woman mistreated.” He was thinking beyond the woman in the suq to Adrianne, and to Phoebe. Fahid had no trouble following the trail.

“On some points you and I will never agree.”

“What will you change when you rule?”

“It is not so much what I will change, but what the people will allow to be changed. Like many Europeans, you believe it is the government that makes the people what they are. That oppresses or that frees. In many ways, perhaps in most, it is the people themselves who hold off change. They struggle against progress even as they rush to embrace it.” Fahid smiled. There was a jug of chilled juice which he poured into crystal goblets for both of them. “Would it surprise you that many women enjoy their veils? It is not the law. They became popularized by the elite many centuries ago. What became fashionable during Mohammed’s time has become tradition.”

When Philip drew out a cigarette, Fahid took a gold lighter and flicked on the flame. “You see that no woman is permitted to drive in Jaquir. This is not a law, but a tradition. It is not written that it is unseemly for a woman to operate a car, but it is … discouraged, because if she were to have a flat, no man could assist her. If she were to drive recklessly, the police could not detain her. So it is tradition that becomes more solid than the law itself.”

“Are your women content?”

“Who knows the mind of a woman?”

Philip grinned. “On that East and West can agree.”

“This is what I wanted to show you.” As the limo stopped, Fahid gestured out the window “Ahmand Memorial University. The woman’s college.”

The single building was constructed out of good American brick. The windows were latticed as much for protection against the sun as to discourage prying eyes. Philip saw three women dressed in traditional garb hurry up the steps and through the door. He also noted that beneath the abaaya the women wore Nikes and Reeboks.

“Families are encouraged to have their women educated here in Jaquir. Traditions can be flexible, you see. Jaquir needs women doctors, women teachers, women bankers. For now, this is to make it less complicated for our women to receive medical treatment, to be educated, and to handle their money. It will not always be so.”

Philip turned back from his study of the building. “You understand that.”

“Very well. I work closely with the Minister of Labor. It is an ambition of mine to see the people of my country, men and women, strengthen Jaquir with knowledge and skill. With education comes knowledge, but discontent comes as well, and a need to know more, to see more, to have more. Jaquir will be forced to adjust—and yet blood does not change. Women will wear the veil because they choose to wear it. They will cling to the harem because they find comfort there.”

“You believe that?”

“I know that.” After signaling to the driver, he folded his hands on his lap. He was a poised, erudite man not yet twenty-three. He would be king. Not from the moment of birth had he been allowed to forget it. “I was educated in America, loved an American woman, enjoyed many American things. But I have bedouin blood. Adrianne had an American mother and was raised in the West. But she has bedouin blood. It will course through her veins until the day she dies.”

“That makes her what she is. It doesn’t change her.”

“Adrianne’s life has not been a simple one. How much does she hate my father?”

“Hate’s a strong word.”

“But apt.” Fahid lifted a hand, palm up. It was an important question, and the main reason he’d insisted on having this private time with Philip. “Passions of love and hate are never simple. If you love her, take her away after the marriage. While my father lives, keep her out of Jaquir. He, too, does not forgive.”

The prayer call sounded, a deep-throated song. With little confusion and no questions doors closed and men knelt to lower their faces to the cracked ground. Fahid stepped out of the car. His robes were silk, but he blended with the other men who submitted themselves to Allah.

Restless, Philip stepped out into the afternoon heat. He could see the muezzin on the steps to the mosque calling the faithful. It was a strong scene, almost humbling, with the baking sun and the hot smells of sweat and spice from the suqs, the robed men with foreheads lowered to the ground. Women stood back huddled in what shade could be found. They might pray in silence, but were not permitted to answer the call. A few Western businessmen waited with the patience of the resigned.

As he watched, Philip began to understand Fahid. The people didn’t merely adhere or submit to tradition. They embraced it, they perpetuated it. This way of life revolved around religion and male honor. Buildings could spring up, education could be offered, but nothing would change the blood.

He turned away from Mecca and looked toward the palace. Its gardens were a mist of color in the distance. Its green-tiled roofs shone in the sun. Somewhere within its walls was Adrianne. Would the prayer call draw her to the window?

The device Adrianne carried was very sensitive. For this brief rendezvous she left the rest of her tools hidden in her room and took only the small amplifier, the brass key, and a file. For caution’s sake her black slacks and shirt were also left behind. If she were stopped tonight, it would be best if she were found in long skirts.

She used the tunnel, making her way as women had for generations from their quarters to the main palace. Some would have gone gladly, others resignedly. Always with purpose, Adrianne thought, as she did tonight. Her sandals were silent on the worn floor. The way, as it had been from the beginning, was lit with torches rather than with electric light. Their low, sputtering flames added shadows, and romance.

A man might pass there, a king or a prince. But at this hour the palace slept and she walked alone.

She worried about Philip. It was always possible his rooms were watched. If he were caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, he would be deported before they could exchange a word. She might be beaten or confined to the women’s quarters, but that was a small price to pay for the ultimate goal.

She came out of the tunnel into the king’s apartment. He would be asleep in the bedroom beyond. Alone—whichever wife he had chosen for the night sent back to her own bed after her duty was done.

She could smell him here faintly, in the sandalwood incense he preferred. And she wondered how many times her mother had been summoned to these rooms like a bitch singled out for breeding.

For a moment, just a moment, she was tempted to fling open the door to his bedroom, to wake him out of smug sleep and tell him everything she felt, everything that had sprouted and grown out of those early bitter seeds. But that satisfaction would last only as long as the words did. She wanted more than that, much more.

The guards didn’t change until an hour before dawn. Adrianne glanced at the luminous dial of her watch and gauged the time she had. Enough, she thought. More than enough.

The hallway was deserted, dark, silent. From the blueprint in her mind she turned down it and made her way to the adjoining wing. She moved to the door of the vault room and, crouching, began to pick the lock. Her hands were steady enough, but they were sweating. Annoyed, she wiped them on her skirt before she finished the job. With a quick look right and left she slipped inside, then shut and locked the door behind her.

When a hand clamped over her mouth, her heart stopped. When it started again, she swore at Philip. Jerking away, she switched the narrow beam of her flashlight in his face.

“You do that again, you’re going to lose that hand.”

“Glad to see you too.” He bent to kiss her. “Had a little trouble with the lock, did you?”

“No.” She started to brush by him, then turned and threw her arms around his neck. “Philip, I didn’t know I’d miss you so much.”

He nuzzled into her hair, into the scent, into the texture. “Well. It gets better and better. What were you doing all day while I was getting a tour of the city?”

“Drinking endless cups of tea, listening to a recital on fertility and childbirth, and being fitted for my wedding dress.”

“You don’t sound as if you enjoyed any of it.”

“It’s difficult, I didn’t know how difficult to deceive my grandmother. And I don’t like being pinned into white satin for a wedding that’s only a show.”

“Then we’ll make it more.”

He said it lightly, but she couldn’t find any amusement in his eyes. “You know how I feel about that, and this isn’t the time to discuss it. Have you looked at the vault?”

“Top to bottom.” He shone his light on the steel door. “From the specs, there’s an alarm wired to each lock. Time-consuming, but fairly straightforward. We’ll clamp those as you suggested. I’ve a good feel for combinations, so it shouldn’t take long.”

“This should help.” She handed him a dial as thick as his thumb and half again as wide as a quarter. “It’s an amplifier. I’ve been working on it for a while. Put it against the door there and it should pick up a sneeze three rooms away.”

Thoughtful, Philip played his light over it. “You designed this?”

“Redesigned, really. I wanted something compact as well as sensitive.”

“For someone who didn’t finish school, you do have an amazing knack for electronics.”

“Natural talent. I estimate an hour to open the vault.”

“Forty minutes, fifty on the outside.”

“Let’s give it sixty.” She smiled and touched his cheek. “No reflection on your talent, darling.”

“A thousand pounds says I do it in forty.”

“Done. Now then, you won’t be able to start safely until three. At two-thirty I’ll start on the alarms. It’ll work more smoothly if you come directly here. Don’t touch anything until three. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

“I don’t like the idea of your handling that part alone.”

“I’d be handling the entire job alone if I had my way. Start with the top dial and work down.”

“We’ve been over this, Addy. I know how to open a vault.”

She walked past him, drawing out the key. “Don’t let your ego get in the way.”

“I won’t, I’m too busy dodging yours. How can I be sure you’ve cut the alarms?”

“Faith.” At his expression she lifted her chin. “I’ve worked too hard, planned too carefully to make a mistake now. Trust me, or leave me to it.”

He watched her run the file delicately over the key. “I’m not used to working with a partner.”

“Neither am I.”

“Then it’s fortunate that we’re both retiring after this. Addy, I’d feel better if you weren’t so tense.”

“I’d feel better if you were in London.” She held up a hand before he could speak. “We may not have a chance to talk this through again. If anything goes wrong, if it looks like something’s going wrong, I want you to bail out. Promise me.”

“You won’t.”

“Can’t. There’s a difference.”

“You still don’t understand, do you?” He caught her chin in his hand, fingers tense. “It still isn’t getting through. You can make noises all you want about not believing in love, not being able to feel it or accept it, but that doesn’t change the way I feel about you. There’s going to come a time, Addy, when this is behind us and it’ll be just you and me. You’re going to have to deal with that.”

“This is a job, it has nothing to do with love.”

“Doesn’t it? You’re in this as much because you loved your mother as because you hate your father. Maybe more. I’m here because everything you are and feel is important to me.”

“Philip.” She put a hand lightly to his wrist. “I never know what to say to you.”

“It’ll come to you.” Always one to take advantage of the moment, he drew her closer. “Are you going to invite me back to your room?”

“I’d like to.” She closed her eyes and enjoyed the kiss. “But I can’t. How about a raincheck?”

“As long as it’s soon.”

She turned away to fit the key into the lock again. Her ears were tuned to hear the slight grate of metal on metal where it didn’t slide true. “I can’t risk unlocking it now. The more detailed filing has to wait until the alarms are off. But I think …” She slipped the key in, then out again. “It’s going to be close.” She stopped, and with the key still warm in her hand stared at the door. “It’s just beyond there, only a few feet away. I’m surprised we can’t feel the heat.”

“Have you ever considered keeping it?”

“When I was young. I’d imagine it—imagine putting it around my mother’s neck and watching the life come back into her face. I imagined putting it around my own and feeling …”

“Feeling what?”

She smiled a little. “Like a princess.” She dropped the key back into its pouch. “No, it’s not for me, but for all the tragedy that’s followed it over the years, this time there’ll be some good.” She shrugged, feeling foolish. “I suppose that sounds idealistic and stupid.”

“Yes.” He brought her hand to his lips. “But you see I only lusted after you before I knew you were idealistic and stupid.” He kept her hand in his as they walked to the door. “Addy, be careful. I mean with your father.”

“I rarely make the same mistake twice, Philip.” She put the listening device against the door and waited until she was greeted with only silence. “Don’t worry about me, I’ve been playing princess for years.”

He caught her before she could slip out of the door. “Adrianne, you don’t have to play at what you are.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

She wasn’t convinced he was right. Over the next few days Adrianne had to call on all her poise, all her control. Part of the ability may have been a matter of her royal blood. As far as Adrianne was concerned, the bulk of the talent had been inherited from a Nebraska girl who had once taken Hollywood by storm.

She attended parties—countless luncheons and buffets hosted by various female relatives, where the talk was invariably the same. She listened to advice and answered questions any bride-to-be might expect. She saw Philip in snatches, and never alone. Hours were spent in fittings, more still shopping with aunts and cousins.

Gifts were already pouring in from all over the world. That was one aspect of the deception she hadn’t anticipated, but which she’d turned to her own advantage. Gold plates, silver urns, Sung vases from heads of state and royal allies. Revenge that had once been intensely personal had spread to encompass friends as well as strangers. Though they were unaware, princes and presidents had become part of the game.

As was expected, she acknowledged the gifts herself. Time was eaten up writing letters and receiving guests who were flown in for the ceremony.

But there was one, one very important gift that had been sent from New York. It had been Philip’s job to call Celeste and request it. Now it sat among the others, a beautifully lacquered Chinese box. A puzzle box with a delightfully complex pattern of sliding doors and springs. In a matter of days, Adrianne would nest The Sun and the Moon in the secret drawer and ship it, as she would ship the vases and platters, home.

The brazen and potentially dangerous plan of smuggling the necklace out on her person could be rejected. Abdu, through his own pride, had given her the perfect route to revenge.

She saw him only once more before her wedding day, and then it was she who was obliged to approach him. Written permission from a male relation was still necessary for a woman’s outing, princess or not.

Adrianne stood, hands folded at the ends of her long sleeves. She wore only the diamond Philip had given her, and the earrings which had been a gift from Celeste. The amethyst was already put away. It would be liquidated for the plumbing in the clinic.

“Thank you for seeing me.”

Her father’s offices were a symphony of royal red and blue. A sword with a jeweled hilt hung on the wall at his back. He sat behind an ebony desk with his ringed fingers drumming impatiently on the surface.

“I have only a short time to give you. You should be preparing for tomorrow.”

The pride she’d inherited from him flared. The skill she’d inherited from her mother banked it so that her voice was quiet. “Everything’s ready.”

“Then your time should be spent contemplating marriage and your duties.”

Before she spoke, she forced her hands to relax. “I’ve thought of little else. I must thank you for arranging everything.” They both knew that the cost of a daughter’s wedding was another way a man was judged.

“Is that all?”

“I’ve also come to ask your permission to take Yasmin and my other sisters to the beach for a few hours today. I’ve had very little time to get to know them.”

“The time was there; you chose to live it elsewhere.”

“They are still my sisters.”

“They are women of Jaquir, daughters of Allah; you are not and have never been.”

Keeping her head lowered and her voice quiet was one of the most difficult things she’d ever done. “Neither you nor I can deny blood, however much we might wish to.”

“I can deny my daughters the corruption of your influence.” He spread his hands on the desk. “Tomorrow you will be married in a ceremony as is fitting your rank. Then you will leave Jaquir and I will no longer think of you. Inshallah. To me you have been dead since you left Jaquir. There is no need to deny what doesn’t exist.”

She stepped forward not caring whether she was struck for it, or worse. “There will come a time,” she said softly, “when you will think of me. I swear it.”

That night, alone in her room, she didn’t dream. But she wept.

The prayer call woke her on her wedding day. Adrianne pushed the windows open, welcoming the heat and the light. This day would be the longest and perhaps the most difficult of her life. She had only a little time before women and servants would invade her privacy and begin the ordeal of dressing her.

Letting her mind go blank, she filled the huge sunken tub with hot water and laced it with bath oil.

If the wedding were real, real in her heart, would there be excitement, joy, anxiety? All she felt now was the dull throb of grief for what couldn’t be. The ceremony would be a lie, as the promises made in such ceremonies from one end of the world to another were so often lies.

What was marriage but bondage for a woman? She took a man’s name and forfeited her own, and with it her rights to be other than a wife. His will, his desires, his honor, never hers.

In Jaquir it was called sharaf, the personal honor of men. Laws were built around it, traditions grew from it. If it was lost, it could never be recovered. So women of the family were guarded fanatically—or their chastity was, for a man was responsible for his daughter’s behavior as long as she lived. In place of freedom they were given servants, an absence of physical labor, and empty lives. This gilt-edged slavery went on and on as women allowed themselves to be sold into marriage, just as she, for the price of revenge, was allowing herself to be.

But what her father had said had been true. She wasn’t a woman of Jaquir, and Philip had no bedouin blood. It was all pretense, all masquerade. On this, the most important day of her life, the day she had waited for since childhood, she had to remember that. She might have had the blood of Abdu in her veins, but she was not his daughter.

When it was over, when the long fanfare of celebration had ended, she would do what she had come to do. What she had sworn to do. Revenge, still hot after so many years, would be both wild and sweet.

When it was done, all ties to family would be irrevocably severed. She would suffer for that, ache for that. Adrianne knew it already. There was a price for everything.

The women of the house joined her while she was still damp from her bath. They came to scent her skin, to scent her hair, to darken her eyes with kohl, and redden her lips. It became like a dream, the incessant music of the drums, the feel of fingertips on her skin, the sound of women’s voices murmuring. Her grandmother sat in a gilded chair instructing, approving, dabbing her eyes.

“Do you remember your wedding day, Grandmother?”

The sigh came, as thin and fragile as her bones. “A woman does not forget the day she truly became a woman.”

They slipped silk over Adrianne’s body, sheer, embroidered white on white. “How did you feel?”

Jiddah smiled, remembering. She was old for a woman of her culture, but she remembered being a girl. “He was handsome and straight, and so young. You have the look of him, as does your father. We were cousins, but he was much older, as is fitting. I was honored to be chosen for him, afraid I would not please him.” Then she laughed, and her sexuality, undimmed, flashed in her eyes. “But that night I was no longer afraid.”

Jokes were made about the wedding night to come, some with amusement, some with envy. Hands were in Adrianne’s hair, braiding, crimping, curling while smoke from incense was fanned into it. Adrianne couldn’t find it in her heart to object.

Most of the women were shooed out when the couturiere arrived with the wedding gown. With tongue clicking and muttered instructions, Dagmar helped Adrianne into the dress. She had had enough of paradise and wanted Paris, where the worst a woman could expect on an afternoon stroll were a few whistles and propositions. There were oohs and aahs as she fastened an array of two dozen covered buttons.

“You make a magnificent bride, Your Highness. Wait.” Dagmar gestured impatiently for the headdress. “I want you to see the full effect when you look.”

Filmy tulle was draped in front of her eyes. A veil, even now. Only more of a dream, Adrianne thought as she looked out in the misty light. The mirror was turned and she saw herself draped in icy white satin and stiff lace with a luxurious train that gleamed in the light as it poured to the far end of the room. Seamstresses had worked more than a hundred combined hours sewing on the pearls that adorned it. The headdress glittered, a small crown of pearls and diamonds circling before it fell into yards of thin tulle.

“You look stunning. The dress is everything I promised.”

“Yes, and more. Thank you.”

“It’s been a pleasure.” And a relief to be done with it. “I’d like to wish you happiness, Your Highness. May today be everything you want.”

She thought of The Sun and the Moon. “It will be.”

She accepted the bouquet of orchids and white roses.

She was a bride, but there would be no wedding march, no shoes tied to a bumper, no rice thrown. It made it easier somehow to pretend it was only a show, one more part of the game.

With her hands cool and steady, her heartbeat easy, she followed her attendants into the room where she would be presented to her husband and the men of her family.

She took his breath away. There was no other way for him to describe it. One moment he was breathing, thinking like any man, and the next, the moment he saw her, everything stopped. Even his fingers went numb. The nerves he thought he didn’t have reached up and grabbed him by the throat.

She was kissed by each male relative in turn, sometimes solemnly, sometimes joyfully. Then stiffly by her father. Abdu took her hand and placed it in Philip’s. And he was finished with her.

They were blessed. Words from the Koran were read, but in Arabic, so Philip understood nothing except her hand was cold in his and just beginning to tremble.

She hadn’t known he would wear the white throbe and headdress of Islam. It should have made it only more unreal, but somehow it struck her that no matter how much she pretended or denied, the marriage was fact. It would be temporary and easily dissolved, but today it was real.

It was more than an hour before the procession began. It was heralded by a shout, then the traditional clicking of tongues of the bedouin women waiting in the wedding hall. He could hear the drums and the music as they began the long walk.

Tonight they would walk through these halls again, in secret.

“Is that it?”

She nearly jolted at Philip’s whisper, then told herself it was time to see the humor of it. “Not by a long chalk. The wedding guests need to be entertained. Musicians and dancers go down first. You aren’t allowed to see them.” She gave him a quick smile. “It shouldn’t take more than twenty minutes.”

“And then?”

“The bridal party. We’ll walk down between the chairs. There’ll be a podium of some kind set up. Lots of flowers. We’ll sit up there for the ceremony, then to receive congratulations for the next two hours.”

“Two—lovely,” he muttered. “Do they feed us?”

She wanted to kiss him for that, if only that. Instead, she laughed. “After, at the wedding feast. Why are you dressed like that?”

Because her father had requested it, but he thought it best not to say so. “When in Rome,” he said easily. Then there was no more time for talk.

She hadn’t exaggerated about the flowers. There were walls of them reaching from floor to ceiling. The only thing more stunning were the jewels draped over the women privileged to have been invited. Nor had she exaggerated about the time. They sat under a bower and shook hands and exchanged kisses and good wishes for more than two hours while the scent of roses and heavy perfume had a headache pounding behind his eyes.

But there was still more to come. They were ushered, herded, Philip thought, into a huge room with one narrow doorway. In it were table after table loaded with food, sugared fruits, glossy desserts, spiced meats. In the center was a cake that towered twenty layers high.

Someone had smuggled in a Polaroid camera, and women were gleefully posing then secreting away the pictures. Philip begged one of himself and Adrianne, then tucked it away.

Eight hours after she had put on her wedding gown, she and Philip were ushered to the rooms where they would spend their first night as husband and wife.

“Well,” she managed when the door was closed and the last giggle had died away. “That was quite a show.”

“It was missing only one thing.”

“Mud wrestlers?”

“Such a cynic.” He took her hands before she could remove her headdress. “I haven’t kissed the bride.”

She relaxed enough to smile. “There’s still time.”

She leaned to him, leaned on him. Just this once. That’s what she told herself. Just this once she’d let herself believe in happily ever after. The scent of flowers still lingered. Her dress rustled as he wrapped his arms around her. His kiss was warm, solid, and more than anything what she needed.

“You’re so beautiful, Addy. I almost swallowed my tongue when you walked into that room.”

“I wasn’t nervous until I saw you.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “I’ll never be able to pay you back for what you’re doing for me.”

“When things are done for selfish purposes, there’s no reason to pay back. We’re leaving tomorrow.”

“But—”

“I’ve already told your father.” After unpinning her headdress, he set it aside. His fingers were already itching to work their way into her hair. “He has no problem with me wanting to take my wife on a honeymoon right away. I made sure he understood we would be in Paris for two weeks, then in New York.”

“You’re right, it’s best. The less I see of my brothers and sisters, the easier it will be not to see them again.”

“You can’t be sure that will happen.”

“He won’t permit them to contact me after this. I know that, and I accept it. I just didn’t know it would be difficult to give up something I’ve had for such a short time.” She reached her hands to the back of her neck to begin undoing buttons. “We should rest, Philip. It’s going to be a long night.”

He replaced her hands with his. “Some things come before rest.” He brushed kisses over her face as he worked his way down the buttons. “I’ve missed you, Addy. I’ve missed the taste of you.”

She pushed the robe from his shoulders. “Just this once, you can taste all you want.”

The dedicated French seamstresses would have winced when the satin slid to a heap on the floor.

He awoke in the dark and lay still, feeling the weight of Adrianne’s body pressed against his. She was sleeping, but lightly, so that he knew if he moved, or spoke her name in a whisper, she would come alert. There was time for that yet.

It was rare for him to sleep at all before a job. The problem with some professions was that they never became routine or ordinary or boring enough to be taken for granted.

The Sun and the Moon. There would have been a time, in the not so distant past, when the idea of holding it, of taking it, would have satisfied him for weeks. Now he wished the damn thing were over, that he had Adrianne tucked up in Oxfordshire before a cozy fire with a couple of wolfhounds at his feet.

Must be getting old.

Must be, God forbid, becoming conventional.

The truth was he was in love, and it still wasn’t easy to swallow.

He ran a fingertip over the ring she wore, the diamond circle he’d slipped onto her finger during the circus that had passed for a wedding. It meant something, more than he’d ever expected, or wanted, such an ordinary symbol to mean. She was his wife, the woman he wanted to take home, to show off to his mother, to plan the future with.

Plan the future. He lifted his free hand to drag his hair back from his eyes. He’d taken a big leap in a short time from planning the next evening’s entertainment to thinking of children and family dinners. But he’d taken leaps before and always, until now, had landed on the balls of his feet. A good cat burglar needed balance as well as dexterity. He’d need both tonight.

A pity it couldn’t have been a simple wedding night. Champagne, music, and madness until dawn. Though he’d had to admit there’d been madness enough before they’d slept. She’d been like a volcano, smoking, dangerous, and the ultimate eruption had left him trembling like a teenager in the backseat of a car. The hesitations and fears she’d brought to their first bed had been swallowed up by the passions he’d seen smoldering in her eyes. The tensions they’d both lived with since coming to Jaquir had been forgotten, if only for a few hours.

They were partners in bed, and now, for better or worse, they’d be partners in revenge. He touched a hand to her cheek, murmured her name. She woke instantly.

“What’s the time?”

“Just after one.”

With a nod she was up and dressing.

They’d worn white that afternoon. Tonight it would be black. There was no need for words as they checked tools, secured belts. Adrianne slung a thin pouch crossways over her breasts. In it were wire clamps, a remote control, a padded box, her files, and a brass key.

“Give me thirty minutes.” She checked her watch, then punched in the stopwatch mode. “Don’t leave the suite before two-thirty or you’ll risk running into the guard in the east wing.”

“We wouldn’t have to separate if we moved quickly enough.”

Like him, she snapped on surgical gloves. “Philip, we’ve been over and over this. You know I’m right.”

“That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Just concentrate on the combinations.” She rose on her toes to kiss him. “Luck.”

Yanking her back, he kissed her harder. “Only the best.”

Like a shadow, she was out of the room and gone.

She had to think of it as she did any job, coolly. She’d planned it that way. She’d waited that way. Now that the night she’d waited for all her life was here, she was jittery as a first-time shoplifter at Macy’s on a slow day. She moved fast, keeping close to the walls and listening, listening, listening.

Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dark, and here and there were patches of moonlight where a window hadn’t been latticed. There were fortunes in the hallways and small parlors—Indian ivory, Chinese jade, French porcelain. They interested her no more than trinkets at a flea market. The guards interested her. Adrianne hurried down the staircase to the first floor.

Here was silence. She listened to her own pulse. Flowers that had been shipped in from Europe for her wedding added a sweet scent. A pair of white doves slept in a gold cage in the midst of a thousand petals. Adrianne slipped past them, past the salons, the great hall, the offices. The door to the security room was built unobtrusively into a corner. Guests should be protected without being bothered with mundane matters such as alarms and weapons. Holding her breath, Adrianne slid the hidden door aside.

She waited five beats, ten—but the darkness and silence remained constant. Her rubber-soled shoes were noiseless as she stepped inside and closed the door at her back. Here the stairway was steep and open. If her timing was off and she was caught, there would be no place to hide and no excuses to be made. Without a light, with no banister to guide her, she couldn’t go quickly and risk a fall. Cautious, too slow for her peace of mind, she descended.

Because her heart was hammering when she reached the bottom, she forced herself to take long, deep breaths. A glance at her watch showed her she had twenty minutes to deal with the alarms before Philip touched the first dial. Time enough. Taking out a small, wide-beamed flashlight, she scanned the room.

There were packing crates stacked as high as two men. The layer of dust told her they weren’t new. Taking up one wall was a glass cabinet, double locked. In it rifles were stacked like soldiers. Oil gleamed on the barrels. On the opposite wall was the alarm. Trying to ignore the guns at her back, Adrianne went to work.

The system for outside security she left alone. It took her five sweaty minutes to unscrew the plate on the alarm and identify and clamp the first wire. There would be twelve in all, four for each lock. Precisely, with the specs of the alarm focused in her mind, she wove through, going through the color codes in order. First white, then blue, then black, then red.

She glanced up at the ceiling, wondering if Philip was in position yet. Two alarms were disengaged, but the tension remained a solid knot at the base of her skull. The slightest error now, and a lifetime of planning would be dust.

She’d located the last wire and was reaching for a clamp when she heard the footsteps. With no time to panic, she pressed the shield back into place and finger-turned a single screw to hold it before she dove behind the crates.

There were two of them, each armed with a pistol snug in a shoulder holster worn over a throbe. Their voices, pitched at a normal range, sounded like gunshots in her head. Adrianne rolled herself into a ball and held her breath.

One was complaining about the extra night work required because of the wedding and guests. The other was more philosophical and bragged about a recent trip to Turkey where he had sampled the whores brought in from Budapest. His wife now had the syphilis he’d passed on to her.

The lights came on before they stopped less than a foot away from where Adrianne tried to meld with the crates. With a laugh the second man drew out a magazine from under his robes. On the cover was a woman, naked, legs spread, with her hand at work between them. Palace guards or not, if the matawain had discovered the book, they could lose a hand or an eye. Sweat dripped down Adrianne’s neck as the minutes ticked away from her.

A Turkish cigarette was produced and lit while both men pored over the pictures. The smoke drifted over Adrianne and made her head spin with whatever it was laced with. One man reached down to stroke himself before passing the cigarette back to his companion.

She listened to the grunts and the remarks that might have made a long-time prostitute blush. One man shifted so that the hem of his throbe almost brushed her foot. She could smell the sweat on him. Bargaining ensued, good-natured at first, then more intense. She didn’t dare shift, even enough to look at her watch. Philip would be overhead now, perhaps with his fingers on the first dial. At any moment the alarm could scream. Everything would be lost.

Money changed hands. The magazine disappeared. The cigarette was extinguished and the butt secreted away. Through the pounding in her ears she heard their laughter. They moved on and she waited in torment for the light to go out.

The moment it did, she was up. There was no time for caution now. The dial on her watch showed her she had only ninety seconds to clamp the last wire.

Her mouth was dry. Both that and the nausea were a new experience. When she pulled off the shield it nearly slid through her numb fingers. Forty-five seconds. She braced the shield between her knees and picked through for the wire. Her hand was steady, so steady it seemed to belong to someone else, not the woman whose skin was soaked with sweat. With the delicacy of a surgeon she looped it. Twenty seconds. She slid the clamp over the loop, turned, fastened.

Adrianne rubbed the back of her hand over her mouth before she looked at her watch again. Two seconds. She waited, counting them off. Then she stood, patient, counting off another full minute. No alarm broke the silence. She stopped praying long enough to reattach the shield.

Philip’s fingers were nimble, and his ear was keen. He worked with the patience of a master jewel cutter. Or thief. Part of his brain asked the same question over and over as he listened for the click of tumblers. Where was she?

It was fifteen minutes beyond the optimum time they’d calculated for her passage through the halls to the vault room.

Through her amplifier he heard the satisfying clatter that meant the first lock was freed. She’d dealt with the alarm. It was some small comfort. He caressed the second dial, tilted his head, and kept his eye on the door. Five minutes more, he promised himself. If she didn’t show in five minutes, he’d go find her and the hell with the necklace. He flexed his fingers like a pianist about to arpeggio. The first tumbler fell just before he heard the doorknob turn. He was behind the door and pressed flat when Adrianne stepped in.

“You’re late.”

The giggle escaped and told her how close her nerves were to snapping. “Sorry, I couldn’t get a cab.” She reached for him, held on, and that was enough to steady her.

“Trouble?”

“No, not really. Just a couple of guards with a dirty magazine and some Turkish dope. It was quite a party.”

He tilted her head up to his. Her eyes were clear and steady but she was pale. “I’ll have to remind you you’re a married woman now. Next time you don’t go to a party unless I’m invited.”

“It’s a deal.” She pulled back, amazed at how quickly the fear had drained. “Any luck?”

“What a thing to ask. Better start working on the key, darling. I’m almost through.”

“My hero.”

“Keep that in mind.”

They worked side by side, Philip on the last combination, Adrianne on the unwieldy key. Twice he stopped her because her filing distracted him.

“That’s that.” He stepped back. “I’d almost forgotten what a delightful sound tumblers make.” With a quick check of his watch, he grinned. “Thirty-nine minutes, forty seconds.”

“Congratulations.”

“You owe me a thousand pounds, darling.”

She swiped sweat from her brow as she glanced up. “Put it on my tab.”

“Should have known you’d welch.” Sighing, he bent over her shoulder. “Nearly done?”

“I gave you the easy part,” she muttered. “It’s a very complicated design. If I take too much off at once, I won’t be able to make it work.”

“I could try my hand at picking it. Might eat up an hour.”

“No, I’m getting closer.” She put the key in, turned it gently left, then right. She could feel the resistance in her fingertips. With her eyes closed she could almost see the brass rubbing against the fittings. Pulling it out again, she filed a fraction here, a fraction there, adding drops of oil, then switching to sandpaper for the more intricate work. Her fingers cramped like a surgeon’s during a long, tedious operation.

It took thirty more long minutes. At last she slid the key in, turned, and felt the lock give. For a moment she could only kneel where she was, the key still in her hand. All of her life she’d been driven toward this moment. Now that it was here, she couldn’t move.

“Addy?”

“It’s a little like dying, you know? To finally accomplish the most important goal in your life. To know that when it’s done, it’s done, and nothing else you ever do will have the same impact.” She drew the key out, then placed it back in her pouch. “Still, it’s not done yet.” Taking out the remote control, she punched in the code. The light blinked red. The diamond on her finger flashed as she set the bypass. The red light winked out and its mate lit in a steady green.

“That should do it.”

“Should?”

She turned to smile at Philip. “It didn’t come with a warranty.”

Because he understood, he stepped back and let her pull open the vault door herself. There was a rush of hot air. Adrianne could almost hear it. Perhaps it was the long-dead queen weeping. She swept her light into the vault, where it glinted on gold and silver and precious stones.

“Aladdin’s cave,” Philip said. “Every thief’s ultimate fantasy. My God. I thought I’d seen everything.”

Gold bars were stacked in a waist-high pyramid, silver ingots beside them. There were cups and urns and platters made out of the same precious metals, some crusted with jewels. A woman’s headdress with rubies dripping like blood was set beside a crown starred with diamonds. In a chest which Adrianne opened were uncut stones deep enough so that a man could reach in and bury his arm to the elbow.

There was art as well, works by Rubens, Monet, Picasso. The kind of paintings Abdu would never display in the palace but that he would be wise enough to invest in. They caught Philip’s eye, taking his attention away from the flash of jewels. He stooped, playing his light over canvases and thinking.

“The king’s treasure.” Adrianne’s voice echoed dully. “Some bought with oil, some with blood, some with love, some with treachery. All this, and my mother died with nothing but what I could steal for her.” He straightened and turned to her. “And the worst, the worst is that she died still loving him.”

Gently, Philip ran his thumbs over her cheeks to dry the tears. “He isn’t worth it, Addy.”

“No.” With a sigh she rid herself of the rest of the grief. “I’ll take what’s mine.”

She turned her light on the opposite wall, skimming slowly. When she found it, The Sun and the Moon seemed to explode with life.

“There.”

She moved toward it. Or perhaps it pulled her. Now her hands did tremble, but not from fear, not from grief. From excitement. It was enclosed in glass, but the glass couldn’t dim the fire. Love and hate. Peace and war. Promise and betrayal. One had only to look at it to feel the passions and the pleasures.

All jewels were personal, but none would ever be so personal as these.

Philip played his light over the necklace, crossing and merging the beam of his with hers. “God, it’s more than I imagined. Nothing I’ve ever fantasized about taking compares to it. It’s yours.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “Take it.”

She lifted it out and held it. It was heavy. Somehow the weight surprised her. It looked like an illusion, as if it might pass through the hands of anyone who tried to claim it. But it hung heavy in hers, pulsing with life, glowing with promise. As the light ran over it, she could almost see the flow of blood that had washed it so many years before.

“It might have been made for her.”

“Perhaps it was.”

That made her smile because she knew he understood. “I always wondered what it would be like to hold my destiny in my hands.”

“And?”

She turned to him, the necklace draped over her hands like a promise. “I can only remember how it sounded when she laughed. My one regret is that I can’t give it back to her.”

“You’re doing more than that.” He thought of the rat-infested building in Manhattan that Adrianne was going to turn into an abuse clinic. “She’d be proud of you, Addy.”

With a nod she took the roll of velvet out of her pouch and laid the necklace inside. “He’ll come for it.” She covered the diamond, covered the pearl. Her eyes were as passionate as the necklace. “You understand that.”

“I understand that life with you won’t be boring.”

She took a last sweep with her light. Some carving on the wall behind the empty case caught her eye. Moving over, she studied it. It was old but still clear enough. It might have been carved into the wall with a diamond.

“What does it say?”

“It’s a message from Berina. It says ‘I die for love not shame. Allahu Akbar’ ” She reached for Philip’s hand. “Maybe now she can rest in peace as well.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

It was going to hurt. Adrianne continued to pack as Yasmin wandered the room, stopping here to sniff at a bottle of perfume, pausing there to toy with the petals of a wilting flower. The sunlight streamed through the window and fell over the bright stripes on Yasmin’s dress, glinted on the gold she wore on her wrists, her fingers, and at her ears. Adrianne wished it had been the sun that made her eyes ache and tend to water. It had hurt when she’d left Jaquir before, but she’d survived it.

This time she was taking the necklace with her. But she was leaving more behind than she’d ever thought possible.

“You could stay longer, another day.” Yasmin watched Adrianne fold a long skirt into a suitcase. It didn’t seem fair that she should be given such a beautiful and fascinating sister only to lose her again so quickly. Her other sisters were boring, if for no other reason than she’d known them all of her life.

“I’m sorry. I can’t.” It would have been easier if she hadn’t discovered how simple it could be to love. She tucked away a box that held a wide double bracelet of hammered gold, a gift from Rahman. He wanted to be an engineer—for the glory of Allah. Was it odd, or was it fate, that he shared the goal of her childhood? Adrianne took the box out again, then slipped the bracelet onto her arm. On the lapel of her suit she fastened the jeweled panther. “Philip has business. He’s already stayed away too long.” And so had she if she had time to regret. She closed the top of the case. It would have given her great pleasure to throw it and its contents of long, concealing skirts and high-necked blouses out of the plane and into the sea. “When you’re allowed to come to America, you will stay with me.”

“To see the place you told me of—Radio City?”

Adrianne had to laugh even as she cloaked herself in the abaaya. “That and more.”

“Bloomerdale’s.”

“Bloomingdale’s.” Adrianne covered her hair with the scarf.

“It’s truly bigger than the suq?”

It hadn’t taken much time to know where Yasmin’s heart lay. “All the clothes you can imagine in one place, under one roof. Counters and counters of perfumes and creams.”

“And I can have whatever I like if I have the plastic card.”

With a shake of her head Adrianne picked up her veil. “The salesforce is going to love you.” It would happen one day. She needed to believe it.

“I want very much to come and see these places like the subway and the Trump Tower.”

“The Trumps will be delighted to see you too.”

“It’s good to have it to think about while you are gone. But you’ll come back to Jaquir.”

She could have lied. She’d learned to smoothly enough. Turning, she looked at her sister sitting among the mounded cushions on a chaise. “No, Yasmin, I won’t come back to Jacquir.”

“Your husband will not permit it?”

“Philip would, if it was what I wanted.”

Yasmin pushed away from the cushions. “You don’t wish to see me again.”

Weary, Adrianne sat, drawing Yasmin down beside her. “When I came to Jaquir, I didn’t know you, or Rahman; Fahid was still a little boy in my memories. I didn’t think it would matter that I could stay only a short time. Now it breaks my heart to leave you.”

“Then why don’t you stay? I’ve heard America is an evil place, with godless men and women without honor.” She conveniently forgot Bloomingdale’s and Radio City. “Better that you stay here, where my father is wise and generous.”

May he always be with you, Adrianne thought. “America is no more evil and perhaps no more good than other places. The people there are like people everywhere, some good, some bad. But it’s my home, as Jaquir is yours. My heart’s there, Yasmin, but I leave a little piece of it here with you.” She took off a ring, a simple aquamarine, square cut and set in thin gold. “This belonged to my mother’s mother. Now it’s a gift to you, so you’ll remember me.”

Yasmin turned the stone so that it caught the light. Her experienced eye told her it had little real value. But she found it pretty and was woman enough to be sentimental. On impulse she pulled off the thick gold hoops in her ears. “So you’ll remember me. You will write?”

“Yes.” The letters might be seized, but she thought she could count on her grandmother to get them through. To please them both, Adrianne took out her pearl studs and replaced them with the hoops. “One day I’ll show you all the places I’ll write to you about.”

Yasmin accepted the embrace. She was still a child and “one days” were only as far away as her imagination. “You were right about the dress,” she said. “It made me look special.”

Adrianne kissed her again. She wondered if Yasmin’s life would always be as simple as the right dress. Chances were she wouldn’t see her sister again until Yasmin was a grown woman with daughters of her own. “I’ll remember how you looked in it. Come, I must say good-bye to Jiddah.”

She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to feel this wrenching sense of loss. But as she knelt at her grandmother’s feet, the tears came. This was a part of her childhood that had been returned to her briefly, and after today would be gone forever.

“A new bride should shed no tears.”

“I shall miss you, Grandmother, but I shall never forget you.”

Jiddah curled her fingers into Adrianne’s palms as she kissed her cheeks. She knew her son as well as she knew herself. His heart would never open wide enough to include Adrianne. “I love you as I love all the children of my children. I will see you again. Not in this life, but there is another.”

“If I have children, I will tell them all the stories you told me.”

“You will have children. Inshallah. Go to your husband.”

There were other good-byes to be said before she stepped through the garden door. More than one woman envied her the freedom to go. More than one woman pitied her for losing the protection of the harem. She kissed Leiha, then Sara. Both of them carried lives that tied her to Jaquir. She would never see them again, nor the children they would bear. As Adrianne turned her back on them, she wondered if she would ever feel that fierce kind of unity again.

Then the harem, with all its scents, all its symbols, was behind her. She heard the waters of the fountains ringing as she walked through the garden and beyond. The palace, and the memories it held, were behind her.

The car was already waiting. Beside it she saw Philip, and both of her brothers.

“I wish you happiness.” Fahid kissed her cheeks. “And a long, fruitful life. I have always loved you.”

“I know.” She laid a palm against his face. “If you come to America, my home is open to you. To both of you.” She stepped quickly into the car.

She didn’t speak on the way to the airport. Philip left her to her thoughts, knowing they weren’t on the necklace in the box strapped in the cargo hold of a plane already heading west, but of the people she was leaving behind. She looked neither right nor left as they drove through the city, nor did she turn even once to look back at the palace as it shrunk with distance.

“Are you all right?”

She continued to stare straight ahead, but laid a hand on his. “I will be.”

At the airport he managed to discourage the wild-tongued Turkish porters who grabbed at bags to carry them to cabs or gates whether the owners wished it or not. With threats and gestures he held them back so that between himself and the driver they carried the bags to the waiting plane. The pilot stood ready, his hand out to assist Adrianne up the ramp.

“Afternoon, sir, ma’am. Hope you had a nice trip.” Philip had an urge to kiss the pilot hard on the mouth for no other reason than his cheerful British voice. “How’s the weather in London, Harry?”

“Miserable, sir, plain miserable.”

“Thank God.”

“Your room’s booked in Paris, sir. And may I congratulate you on your marriage.”

“Thanks.” He took a last look over his shoulder at Jaquir. “Get us out of here, will you?”

Adrianne had already shed her abaaya when Philip boarded. Under it she wore a tailored suit the color of raspberries. Her hair, uncovered now, was in a sleek French twist. He wondered if she knew the style made her seem more exotic than ever.

“Feel better now?”

She glanced as he did at the symbols she’d shed, the abaaya, the scarf, and the veil. “Some. How soon before we takeoff?”

“As soon as we get clearance. Would you like a drink?”

Because she’d already seen the bucket of champagne, she managed to smile. “I’d love one.” She started to sit, then knowing she was too restless, paced the small cabin. “Why should I be more nervous now than when we arrived?”

“Natural enough, Addy.”

“Is it?” She fiddled with the pin on her lapel. “You’re not.”

“I’m not leaving anything behind.”

She dropped her hand, then linked her fingers. It was difficult to say whether she appreciated or resented the feet that he read her so well. “We’ve got a lot to work out, Philip, not the least of which is what we’re going to do with those truckloads of wedding gifts.”

If she didn’t want to think about the real reason for her emotional turmoil, he could wait. He eased the cork out with a muffled pop. Champagne raced toward the lip, then retreated. “I thought they were being shipped to New York as camouflage for the necklace.”

“They are. We can’t keep them.”

He sent her a mild look as he poured the wine. “For a thief, you have an unusual conscience.”

“Stealing’s entirely different from accepting gifts under false pretenses.” She took the glass. He touched his rim to hers, watching her carefully.

“Wasn’t the ceremony legal?”

“Yes, I suppose it would be considered so, but it’s more a matter of intent, isn’t it?”

He knew exactly what his intent was, so he smiled. “I’d say we’d do better to concentrate on The Sun and the Moon than on a few sets of sheets and towels.” He watched her brows lift at his dismissal of a small fortune in gifts. “One step at a time, Addy.”

“All right. The secret drawer in the puzzle box will hold the necklace safely enough.”

“Particularly since it’s lined with lead.”

“Not as satisfying as strolling out with it around my neck, but more practical.” She managed a smile. “It’s highly unlikely customs will dig too deeply into Princess Adrianne’s wedding gifts. Since I put the alarm back in operating order, it might be weeks before Abdu notes the loss.”

“Does that bother you?”

“What?” She fought to shake off the past. “No. No, I might have preferred having a showdown with him then and there, but it would be remarkably stupid to incite an altercation on his ground.” The focus now was on the future. “He’ll come to me.”

“Then we’ll worry about that when it happens.”

The intercom clicked. “We’ve been cleared for takeoff, sir. Please be seated and fasten your safety belts.”

The little plane sped down the runway. Adrianne felt the moment the wheels left ground. Left Jaquir. The tilt of the plane pushed her back in the seat where she closed her eyes. She thought of her mother and another time.

“The last time I left Jaquir it was for Paris too. I was so excited, so nervous. It was the first time I’d been out of the country. I kept thinking of the new dresses my mother promised I’d have and being allowed to eat in a restaurant.” Because that made her think of Yasmin, she shook her head. “Mama had already decided to escape and must have been terrified. But she laughed as we flew over the sea and showed me a book with pictures of the Eiffel Tower and Notre Dame. We never got to the top of the Eiffel Tower.”

“We’ll go if you like.”

“Yes, I would.” Weary, she rubbed her hands over her eyes. With them closed she could see the necklace as it had looked when she had secreted it away at dawn. Sunlight had struck it. Ice had warred with fire in a combat that had never, would never be resolved. “She left it behind. She left everything behind but me. It wasn’t until we were safe in New York that I realized she’d risked her life to get me away.”

“Then I’m in her debt as much as you are.” He took both her hands and brought them to his lips. He felt the pulse and the power that stirred inside her. “She was an extraordinary woman,” he said. “As extraordinary as her daughter and the necklace you’ve taken back for her. I won’t forget the way you looked when you held it in your hands. You were wrong, you know. It is for you.”

She remembered the weight. She remembered the glory. And she felt the grief. “Make love with me, Philip.”

He unhooked his belt, then hers. Taking her hand, he drew her to her feet. As they stood in the narrow aisle he slipped her jacket from her shoulders and let it fall. When he lowered his mouth to hers he felt the nerves she’d been steadily battling back. Her lips were soft, and parted, and vulnerable. Her fingers, always so sure, fumbled with the buttons of his shirt.

“Silly,” she said, and let her hands fall away. “It feels like the first time.”

“In a way it is. There are all kinds of turning points in life, Addy.” He slipped the blouse from her, then let her skirt slide from her hips. She wore only a filmy chemise and the rings he’d given her.

Slowly, needing to prolong the moment, he unpinned her hair so that it flowed over her breasts. She stepped closer, fitting her body against his.

He took his time, as much for himself as for her. Slow kisses, soft caresses. A murmur. A sigh. As the plane cruised over the sea they lowered to the narrow sofa, wrapped around each other.

There was such strength in him, a strength she had discovered layer by layer. He was much more than a man who offered a woman roses and sparkling wine in the moonlight. More than a thief who climbed through windows in the dark. He was a man who would keep his word, who would stand by her if only she allowed it. A man who would offer both surprises and, oddly, stability.

She couldn’t have said when she’d gone beyond her own borders and fallen in love with him. She couldn’t have said why it had happened despite her determination to prevent it. Perhaps it had been that very first night when they’d been strangers passing in the fog. But she did know the moment when she finally admitted it to herself. Now.

He felt the change but couldn’t describe it. Her body seemed warmer, softer, so that her skin flowed like wine under his hands. Her heart beat like thunder. She pulled him closer, her mouth open on his. The flavor of passion was there, but spiked with something darker, deeper. Her skin was damp, heating degree by degree as he stroked a hand down her—breast, waist, thigh. Yet she trembled. When he lifted his head, he saw her eyes, too, were damp.

“Addy—”

“No.” She touched her fingers to his lips. “Just love me. I need you.”

His eyes darkened at that, went to smoke in a warning of either temper or desire. But his mouth came to hers gently as he restrained the urge to savage what was offered. “Tell me again.”

Before she could speak, he drove her up so that her fingers clutched at his shoulders, then slid off, damp flesh against damp flesh. Her passion poured, a flood into his hand, leaving her gasping but far from empty. He watched her eyes widen and glaze over as her body contracted then went lax under his. Her breath caught as she began the next rise. Now her thoughts were only of him, and her body was like water, flowing, undulating, cresting. Light washed the cabin and beat against her closed lids in a red haze.

She shifted, desperate to give him the same mindless pleasures. His body was a delight, hard and lean, his skin shades and shades paler than her own. She cruised over it now, leaving moist kisses and lines of heat. Through her lips she felt the beat of his heart; with fingertips she sent it racing faster. Some was instinct, some he had taught her. Combined, her knowledge was everything he could have asked for.

She felt his fingers trail down her arms, glide. Their palms met. Opening her eyes, she saw he was watching her. Their fingers laced, gripped firm, like a promise.

She shuddered when he filled her. Then moved to him, moved with him, beat to beat.

The plane rocked through clouds. Locked together, they felt only the turbulence of one to one. Paris was a haze in the distance. It was his name she called out, telling him everything he wanted to know.

“We’re leaving for New York tomorrow.” Philip carried the phone to the window and looked out at Paris. The city was slick with sleet, the sky gray as pewter. Not for the first time he wished that Adrianne weren’t out alone.

“It’s big of you to check in.”

Philip let Spencer’s sarcasm roll over him. “A man’s entitled to privacy during his honeymoon.”

“As to that …” Spencer grumbled and bit down on the stem of his pipe. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“You might have let me know.”

“It was—ah—a whirlwind romance. That doesn’t mean you can slip out of sending a present, old boy. Something tastefully expensive.”

“Not putting a reprimand in your file’s present enough. Bypassing channels for clearance then sneaking off behind my back to some godforsaken country while we’re hip-deep in a case.”

“Love does strange things to a man, Stuart, I’m sure you remember. As to the case,” he added while Spencer harrumphed. “I haven’t neglected it completely. Word from my former associates is that our man has retired. Dropped off the continent for the moment.”

“Bloody hell.”

“Yes, exactly. I may be able to make it up to you.”

“How?”

“You recall a Rubens that was stolen from the Van Wyes collection about four years ago.”

“Three and a half—there was a Rubens along with two Corots, a Wyeth, and a Beardsley pen and ink.”

“Phenomenal memory you have, Captain. It’s the Rubens I may help you with.”

“In what way?”

“I’ve a lead on it.” He smiled a little, remembering the way his light had passed over it inside Abdu’s vault. Yes, there were all sorts of paths to revenge. “It’s possible that the Rubens could lead you to the others.”

“I want you in London tomorrow, Philip, for a full report.”

“I’m afraid I have a previous commitment. But,” he continued before Spencer could shout at him. “I’ll be more than willing to tell you everything I know, which is considerable, in a few days. Providing we can come to an agreement.”

“What kind of a bloody agreement? If you have information on a stolen painting, it’s your duty to tell me.”

Philip heard the door open. His smile widened as Adrianne stepped in. Her hair was damp with sleet. At the moment he felt enormous pleasure from watching her do no more than peel off her gloves.

“Captain, I know exactly where my duty lies. Exactly.” He wrapped an arm around Adrianne’s waist and kissed the top of her head. “We’ll have a nice long chat. See if you can get to New York. I’d like you to meet my wife.”

He hung up so that he could kiss Adrianne more satisfactorily. “You’re cold.” He rubbed his hands over hers.

“That was your Captain Spencer?”

“He sends his congratulations.”

“I’ll bet.” She set aside a shopping bag. “How annoyed is he?”

“Very. But I have something that should perk him up. Buy me anything?”

“Actually, I did. I picked up a Hermes scarf for Celeste, and I saw this.” She pulled out a cashmere sweater the same color as his eyes. “You didn’t pack for winter in Paris. I imagine you have dozens at home.”

Perhaps it was foolish to be moved, but he was. “I don’t have one from you. Is this why you wouldn’t let me come with you?”

“No.” She fussed with the hem of the sweater when he pulled it over his head. “I needed to be alone for a while, to think. I checked in with Celeste. Everything’s been delivered to my apartment. She unpacked the Chinese box.”

“And the necklace?”

“Is exactly where I put it. I told her to leave it there. I prefer to handle it myself when we get back.”

“You seem to have it all under control.” He tilted up her chin with a finger. “Now, why don’t you tell me what’s really on your mind?”

She drew a long breath. “Philip, I sent a letter to my father. I told him I have The Sun and the Moon.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“I have to tell you I’m terribly hurt you got married without me.”

“Celeste, I’ve already explained to you that it was only a ruse.”

“Ruse or not, I should have been there.” Celeste arranged the new scarf around her neck and studied the results in the mirror. “Besides the fact that if I’m any judge, you’ll have to run long and hard to get away from a man like Philip Chamberlain.” She grinned, running her fingers down the scarf. “Twenty years ago I’d have raced you for him.”

“Be that as it may, as soon as this is over, we’ll be going our separate ways.”

“My dear.” She turned away from the mirror to face Adrianne. “You’re not nearly the actress your mother was.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re in love with him, terminally I’d guess. And I’m thrilled for you.”

“Feelings don’t change facts.” She worried the ring on her finger. “Philip and I have an agreement.”

“My darling.” She kissed Adrianne’s cheek. “Feelings change everything. Would you like to talk about it?”

“No.” She signed, annoyed that the sound was plaintive. “Actually, I don’t even want to think about it quite yet. I’ve enough on my mind.”

It took only that for Celeste’s smile to fade. “I’m worried about you, worried about what he’ll do now that he knows you have it.”

“What can he do?” In dismissal, Adrianne picked up her coat. “He might want to murder me, but that wouldn’t get him back the necklace.” She faced herself in the mirror again as she secured the hooks. “Believe me, I know how much he’ll want it, how much he’ll compromise to get it.”

“How can you talk about all of this so calmly?”

“Because I’m bedouin enough to accept my own destiny. This is what I’ve been waiting for all my life. Don’t worry, Celeste, he won’t kill me, and he’ll pay.” In the glass she saw her own eyes harden. “Once he does, maybe I’ll be able to see the rest of my life more clearly.”

“Addy.” Celeste took her hand, holding her back. “Has it been worth it?”

She thought of the roads she’d taken, all of which had led her to an airless vault in an ancient palace. Involuntarily, she reached up to touch the hoops in her ears. “It has to be. It will be.”

She left, deciding to walk the few blocks to her own apartment rather than take a cab. The street was quiet. It was almost February now and too cold for casual strolls. There would be a few diehards jogging their frigid way around the park, breath pumping out in clouds. Doormen stood wrapped in wool, ears tingling. With her hands deep in her pockets, Adrianne walked without hurry.

She knew she was being followed. She’d spotted the tail the day before. Her father’s handiwork, she was certain, though she hadn’t mentioned it to Philip. The necklace was her insurance.

Philip would be at his meeting with Spencer by now. There was some secret there, she mused. He’d been distracted when they’d gone their separate ways that afternoon. Actually, he’d been distracted from the moment Spencer had called to say he’d arrived.

Not her business, she reminded herself. Hadn’t she just finished telling Celeste that she and Philip had an agreement? If he had secrets, or problems with his superior, he was entitled to his privacy. But she wished—couldn’t help but wish—that he had confided in her.

She saw the long black limo outside her building. It wasn’t an unusual sight, but her heart began to hammer. Somehow she knew even before the door opened who would step out.

Abdu had exchanged his throbe for a business suit, his sandals for good Italian leather, but he still wore the headdress of his country. They stood watching each other in silence.

“Come with me.”

She eyed the man beside him, knowing he would be armed, knowing he would obey without question any command from his king. Fury might make Abdu want to have her shot on the street, but he wasn’t a fool.

“I think it best you come with me.” She turned her back on him and held her breath as she walked into the building. “Leave your man outside,” she said as she felt him behind her. “This is between the two of us.”

They stepped onto the elevator. If anyone had looked, they would have seen a handsome, distinguished man in a dark chesterfield and a young woman, obviously his daughter, in mink. Some might have noted what a stunning picture they made before the elevator doors closed them in.

She was hot. It had nothing to do with the heat of the building or the warmth of her fur. It wasn’t fear, though she was well aware his hands were strong enough to choke her before they’d reached the top floor. It wasn’t even triumph, not yet, but merely anticipation of the moment she’d waited for so long.

“You got my letter.” Though he didn’t answer, she tilted her head to look at him. “I sent you another years ago. You didn’t come then. Apparently the necklace is worth more than my mother’s life.”

“I could have you taken back to Jaquir. You would be grateful to have only your hands severed.”

“You have no hold over me.” She stepped out as the doors opened. “Not anymore. I loved you once, and feared you more. Now even the fear’s gone.”

She opened the door of her apartment and saw that his men had already been there. Cushions were slashed, tables upturned, drawers tossed out. It was more than a search, more personal, more vindictive. Fury leapt out and into her eyes.

“Did you think I would keep it here?” She moved into the room, skirting the rubble. “I’ve waited much too long to make it simple for you.” She was expecting the blow and managed to step back enough so that it glanced off her cheek. “Touch me again,” she said evenly, “and you’ll never see it. I swear to you.”

He clenched his hands at his sides. “You will return what belongs to me.”

She took off her coat to toss it aside. The Chinese box lay broken at her feet, but it had done its work. The necklace was once more in a vault. This time in a New York bank. “I have nothing that belongs to you. What I have belonged to my mother, and now to me. That is the law of Islam, the law of Jaquir, the law of the king.” Her eyes were a mirror of his. “Do you defy the law?”

“I am the law. The Sun and the Moon belongs to Jaquir and to me, not to the daughter of a whore.”

Adrianne walked over to the portrait of her mother that had been ripped from the wall and thrown aside. Carefully, she righted it so that the glorious face was turned toward him. She waited until he looked, and saw, and remembered.

“It belonged to the wife of a king, before God and before the law.” She crossed back to him. “It was you who stole—her necklace, her honor, and in the end, her life. I swore I would take it back, and I have. I swore you would pay, and you will.”

“It is like a woman to lust after stones.” He gripped her arm, fingers digging. “You have no knowledge of their true value, their true meaning.”

“As well as you,” she said, and managed to pry free. “Perhaps better than you. Do you think I care about the diamond, about the pearl?” With a sound of disgust she whirled away from him. “It was the gift of it that mattered to her, and the betrayal when you took it away and usurped her. She didn’t care about the necklace, about the cut, the color, the carats. It mattered only that you’d given it in love and taken it in hate.”

He hated having the portrait there, staring at him, reminding him. “I was mad when I gave it, sane when I took it back. If you want to live, you will bring it to me.”

“Another death on your hands?” She moved her shoulders as if it mattered no more to her than to him. “If I die, it dies with me.” She waited until she was certain he believed her. “Yes, you see I mean what I say. I’ve been prepared to die for this. If I do, I’ll still have revenge. But I’d prefer to avoid that. You can take it back to Jaquir, but not without a price.”

“I will take it back, and the price will be yours to pay.”

She turned to him. This was her father, yet she felt nothing. Thank God this time she felt nothing. “I’ve spent most of my life hating you.” She said it calmly, flatly, her voice a mirror of her emotions. “You know how she suffered, how she died.” She waited, watching his eyes. “Yes, you would know. Pain, torment, grief, confusion. I watched her die a little year by year. Knowing that you should understand there’s nothing you can do to me that could matter.”

“Perhaps not, but you are not alone.”

She went pale, pleasing him. “If you harm Philip, I’ll see you dead. I swear it, and The Sun and the Moon’s only home will be in the bottom of the sea.”

“So he matters to you.”

“More than you’re capable of understanding.” With her throat tight, she played her final card. “But even he doesn’t know where the necklace is. Only I know. You deal with me, and only me, Abdu. I promise you the value I put on your honor will be far below the value of my mother’s life.”

He raised his fist this time. Adrianne braced just as the door slammed shut. “You lay a hand on her again, and I’ll kill you.” Even as Adrianne stumbled back, Philip had Abdu by the lapels.

“No, don’t.” Panicked, she grabbed Philip’s arm and pulled. “Don’t. He didn’t hit me.”

He spared her a brief glance. “There’s blood on your lip.”

“It’s nothing. I—”

“Not this time, Addy.” He said it very calmly an instant before he rammed his fist into Abdu’s jaw. The king went down, taking a Queen Anne table with him. The sting in Philip’s knuckles gave him more satisfaction than holding a hundred rare stones. “That was for the bruise you put on her face.” He waited until Abdu had pulled himself onto the torn couch. “For the rest you owe her, I’d have to kill you, but she doesn’t want you dead. So I’ll say this, there are ways to maim a man. I’m sure you’re aware. Think of them and think of them carefully before you raise your hand to her again.”

Abdu wiped the blood from his mouth. He was breathing heavily, not from pain but from humiliation. Not since the day he’d become king had he been struck, or touched unless he had granted permission. “You are a dead man.”

“I think not. Your two goons outside are already answering a few questions of my associate as to why they’re carrying concealed weapons. That’s Captain Stuart Spencer of Interpol. I neglected to mention I worked for Interpol, didn’t I?” He glanced around. “We’d better fire that housekeeper, Adrianne. I could do with a brandy. Would you mind hunting some up?”

She’d never seen him look like this. She’d never heard his voice carry this edge. She hadn’t been afraid of Abdu, but she was afraid of Philip at this moment. And afraid for him. “Philip—”

“Please.” He touched a hand to her cheek. “Do this for me.”

“All right. I’ll just be a minute.”

He waited until she was out of the room, then sat on the arm of a chair.

“In Jaquir you would not live to see the sun set, and you would praise God when you died.”

“You’re a bastard, Abdu. The fact that your blood’s blue doesn’t make you less of one.” He let out a long breath. “Now that the pleasantries are over, I want to start off saying that I don’t give a damn about your ways, not here. What I feel for or about you at the moment doesn’t matter either. This is business. Before we get down to it, I’d like to explain the rules to you.”

“I have no business with you, Chamberlain.”

“Whatever else you are, you’re not a stupid man. I don’t have to detail the reasons for Addy taking the necklace. You should know that the plan was hers. I came in on it only during the last stages, and though it bruises the pride to admit it, she could have carried it off alone. She slipped it out from under your nose, and it’s to her you’ll make payment.” He paused a moment. “But it’s to me you’ll answer if any harm comes to her. I should add that if you’ve any thought of making a deal, then having our throats quietly slit, Interpol already has the details of the entire transaction. Our deaths, accidental or otherwise, will trigger an investigation of you and your country which I believe you’d prefer to avoid. She’s bested you, Abdu. My advice is to take it like a man.”

“What would you know of being a man? You’re nothing but a woman’s lapdog.”

Philip only smiled, but even the amusement was deadly. “Would you prefer to go outside and settle this in an alley? I assure you I’m agreeable.” He glanced over as Adrianne walked back into the room. “Thank you, darling.” After accepting the brandy he gestured to Abdu. “I think we’d better get on with business. Abdu’s a busy man.”

Her hands were steady again. She deliberately chose a chair between Philip and Abdu. “As I said, the necklace is my property. This is the law, one which would be held up even in Jaquir if the situation were made public. I’d prefer to avoid publicity, but will go to the press here, in Europe, and in the East if it becomes necessary. The scandal would be of little consequence to me.”

“The story of the theft and your treachery would ruin you.”

“On the contrary.” Now she smiled. “I could dine off the story for the rest of my life. But that’s hardly the issue. I’ll return the necklace to you and forfeit all claim to it. I’ll keep silent about your treatment of my mother, and of your dishonor. You can return to Jaquir with The Sun and the Moon and your secrets—for five million dollars.”

“You put a high price on your honor.”

Hard, unwavering, her eyes met his again. “Not on mine, on my mother’s.”

He could have them dead. Abdu weighed the satisfaction of seeing them blown apart by a car bomb, assassinated by a silenced bullet, poisoned at some decadent American party. He had the means and the power to arrange it. The satisfaction would be great. But so would the consequences.

If their deaths were traced back to him, he could not hold off the outcries. If it became known that The Sun and the Moon had been taken from him, his people might riot and he would be shamed. He wanted the necklace back and couldn’t, as yet, afford to avenge himself.

His ties with the West were hateful but necessary. Money was pumped out of the desert every day. Five million dollars would scarcely lighten his purse.

“You will have your money if money is what you require.”

“It’s all I require from you.” Rising, she opened her purse and took out a business card. “My attorneys,” she said as she handed it to Abdu. “The transaction will be made through them. The moment I’m assured the deposit has been made in my Swiss account, I’ll give The Sun and the Moon to you or your representative.”

“You will not return to Jaquir or have contact with any members of my family.”

Her price, and it was heavier than she’d ever imagined. “I will not, as long as you live.”

He spoke to her in Arabic softly, so that she paled. Then he turned away and left her standing in the rubble of her home.

“What did he say to you?”

Because it was important not to care, even now, she shrugged. “He said that he would live a very long time, but that to him, and to all members of the House of Jaquir, I was already dead. He will pray to Allah that I will die in pain and despair, like my mother.”

Philip rose and tilted her chin up with his hand. “You could hardly expect a blessing.”

She forced a smile. “No. It’s done, and I expected to feel a fabulous wave of joy, if not satisfaction.”

“What do you feel?”

“Nothing. After all this, after everything, I can’t seem to feel anything at all.”

“Then maybe we should go down and look at your building.”

Now the smile came easily. Then she laughed and dragged her hands through her hair. “That might do it. I need to know it was right.” When she looked over at her mother’s portrait her stomach muscles unclenched. “The money meant nothing to him, but I want to be sure he understood, and he remembers.”

“He understood, Addy. And he’ll remember.”

“Philip.” She touched his hand, then drew back. “We have to talk.”

“Am I going to need more brandy?”

“I want you to know how grateful I am for everything you’ve done.”

“Mmm-hmm.” He decided it best to sit again.

“Don’t take it lightly. You helped me turn the most important corner in my life. Without you I might have accomplished it, but it wouldn’t have meant the same thing.”

“Oh, I doubt it. Doubt that you could have pulled it off without me,” he explained. “But if it makes you feel better to think so, go ahead.”

“I knew exactly what—” She caught herself. “Never mind. The point is that I want to thank you for everything.”

“Before you walk me to the door?”

“Before we each get back to our own lives,” she corrected him. “Are you trying to annoy me?”

“Not at all. I’m only trying to be certain I know exactly what you want. Have you finished thanking me yet?”

“Yes.” She turned to kick at a broken vase. “Quite finished.”

“Well, you might have gushed a bit more, but I’ll have to settle. Now, if I have this right, you’d like me to stroll out the door and out of your life.”

“I’d like you to do what’s best for both of us.”

“In that case.” When his hands came to her shoulders she pulled away.

“It’s over, Philip, I’ve got plans I’ve got to start in motion. The clinic, my retirement, my—social life.”

He decided he could wait a day or two to tell her she would be working for Interpol. When the time was right, he’d add the fact that Abdu was going to have to answer some tricky questions about possession of a stolen painting. But they had other business, personal business, first.

“And you don’t have room for a husband.”

“The wedding was part of the act.” She turned back. This was supposed to be easy, she thought. Something they should have been able to laugh over before they went their separate ways. “It may be a bit awkward dealing with the press and well-meaning friends, but between us, the entire thing can be dissolved very simply. There’s no reason why either of us should be bound by a—”

“Promise?” he finished. “There were a few promises tossed about in there, I believe.”

“Don’t make this difficult.”

“All right, then. We’ve played it your way until now. We’ll finish it your way. How do I go about it again?”

Her mouth was dry. Adrianne picked up his brandy and took a gulp. “It’s easy. You only have to say ‘I divorce you’ three times.”

“Just like that? I don’t have to stand on one foot and say it under the light of a full moon?”

She set the snifter down with a click. “That’s not funny.”

“No, it’s ridiculous.” He took her hand, curling his fingers tight around hers when she would have pulled away. He knew how to figure the odds, had always known. This time he couldn’t be sure they were in his favor. “I divorce you,” he said, then leaned down to touch his mouth to hers. Her lips trembled. Her own fingers tightened. “I divorce you.” With his free arm he pulled her closer and deepened the lass. “I—”

“No.” Swearing, Adrianne threw her arms around him and clung. “No, dammit.”

Relief made his knees weak. For a moment, just a moment, he buried his face in her hair. “You’ve interrupted me, Addy. Now I’ll have to start all over again. In about fifty years.”

“Philip—”

“My way now.” He drew her back so that he could look at her face. She was pale again. Good. He hoped he’d scared the life out of her. “We’re married, for better or worse. If necessary we’ll have another ceremony here or in London. The kind that requires solicitors, a great deal of money, and a great deal of trouble to dissolve.”

“I never said I’d—”

“Too late.” He nipped at her lower lip. “You blew your chance.”

She closed her eyes. “I don’t know why.”

“Yes, you do. Say it out loud, Addy. Your tongue won’t fall out.” When she pulled back he tightened his grip. “Come now, darling, you’ve never been a coward.”

That had her eyes opening. He watched them spit at him and grinned. “Maybe I love you.”

“Maybe?”

She let out a huff of breath. “I think I love you.”

“Try one more time. You’ll get it right.”

“I love you.” Now her breath came out in a rush. “There. Satisfied?”

“No, but I intend to be.” He dragged her down to the ruined couch.
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