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      “Believe me, Phillippa, this hurts me as much as you.”

      Pippa heard Abigail’s voice through a fog of disbelief. She recognized her supervisor’s compassionate expression, but the words weren’t sinking in.

      “I fought against it every step of the way,” Abigail continued. “You’re a good worker; we have no complaints at all. We’ll give you excellent references, call other hospitals in the chain if you wish to relocate, anything you ask. It’s just that we’re downsizing like everyone else in the business today, keeping our margins intact, and the administrative staff is the first to go. We can’t cut back on essential care.”

      The words pounded against Pippa’s skull. Any time someone said it hurt them as much as it hurt her, she knew they lied. Nothing would ever hurt as much as the blows that always followed. She just couldn’t believe the blows came from this direction. She’d worked at the hospital for ten years. It had been her mainstay through her mother’s illness. Her friends were here. Her family. The support network she needed for survival. How could they strip away her life and call it something so inexplicable as “downsizing”?

      Especially now. They knew how her life had fallen apart this past year. How could they take away the one certainty she possessed? She had awards hanging on her office wall. She had letters of appreciation. Even those grim vultures in the administrative offices smiled at her when they passed her in the halls. She felt accepted here, wanted, needed. Her job was all she had left.

      Abigail fell silent and awaited Pippa’s response. What could she say? Quaking inside, Pippa stood up. To her horror, tears burned her eyes. She wouldn’t go out weeping and wailing. She wouldn’t. Her mother had taught her to keep a stiff upper lip. Chin up. Persevere. Don’t let anyone get you down.

      She wanted to throw up.

      Scraping the chair back, she avoided Abigail’s gaze as she nodded and mumbled something about finishing the Carlson case, then turned to make her escape.

      “Pippa, I’m sorry.” Abigail sounded as shaken as Pippa felt. “I know you’ve just lost your mother. If there had been any other way…”

      Pippa waved a careless hand, keeping her face averted. “I’ve needed to get away anyway. I’ll see you later.”

      Practically running, she fled the room. Despite all her efforts to contain them, tears streamed down her face, and she hurried into the closest ladies’ room, the public one where the staff wouldn’t go. She didn’t want anyone seeing her like this, not Pollyanna Pippa. She’d always had an uplifting phrase, a word of encouragement when things looked blackest. She’d always managed a smile no matter how much the stress piled up. People relied on her when the going got tough.

      She locked the stall door, yanked off a length of toilet paper, and rubbed at the tears, cursing the fact that her purse and Kleenex were back at her desk. Panic welled inside her; she wished she could think straight, but she could only wipe at her running nose. She had to get control, her mother would say. But her mother was dead.

      That returned the tears in cascades. She hadn’t cried like this since the doctor first diagnosed her mother’s inoperable cancer.

      She hadn’t cried like this at the funeral. After that initial burst of tears over the shock of the diagnosis, she’d cheerfully made her mother’s last years as peaceful as could be. She’d rejoiced that she’d worked at a hospital where she could learn the names of all the top physicians, knew the very best, most modern treatments. Her mother had lived comfortably for years, and Pippa had thrived on knowing she had helped.

      Her brother, Mitchell, hadn’t been able to contribute much. He lived too far away and had a family to support. He’d flown in occasionally for a weekend, but he really didn’t have the resources to do that often, or to help financially. And her sister, Barbara, was the same. She’d called frequently, sent cards, and wished she could get away to help, but she had small children at home. They’d both married and moved away to big cities long ago, leaving Pippa, the youngest, at home. Pippa hadn’t complained. She’d only felt grateful that she hadn’t been otherwise attached when the doctor diagnosed the cancer. Mitchell and Barbara had been grateful to her. She’d felt needed, important, a part of everyone’s lives.

      Then her mother had died.

      Now, she had no one who needed her, nothing to go home for. Mitchell and Barbara had their spouses and children and in-laws. They didn’t need Pippa’s help. She had denied the emptiness, the pain of loss, for months, and now that Abigail had ripped her open, she couldn’t stop crying. She sobbed at the nothingness her life had become as much as for the loss of her mother.

      She was thirty years old, with no job, no family, and no future. She was a useless piece of furniture ready for the garage sale. She didn’t understand it. She’d done everything right, done everything she was supposed to do. She’d been a dutiful daughter, a hardworking employee, a good, church-going, responsible citizen. What had gone wrong?

      She couldn’t even think about the worst of it. She wouldn’t think of Billy. She didn’t need terror on top of tears. She needed to get control, march back to her desk, finish up the case she was working on, pack up her things, and go, without looking back. She couldn’t handle the farewells and the tears and the pity. She wouldn’t tell anyone. She would just leave. She could do that. She could lift her chin, straighten her backbone, and do what had to be done. Her mother had taught her that. She wouldn’t lose a lifetime of lessons over a stupid job.

      Blowing her nose, Pippa unlocked the stall door.

      She could find another job. She was good. She knew she was good. She didn’t have a family to support, so she could look around and be choosy. The house was paid for. The insurance was paid up. She’d never drawn unemployment, but she supposed she was entitled now. That should take care of the utilities and groceries. Her mother’s illness had drained every last drop of savings, so she couldn’t fall back on any nest egg, but she would survive. She had set aside part of her checks these last months since the funeral, hoping to buy a new car, but she could get along with the old one for a while longer.

      She would just keep looking at the positive side of things. All clouds had silver linings.

      Washing her face, she dried it with a rough paper towel and glared at the mirror. The red-rimmed eyes didn’t help. Chubby cherub cheeks had given everyone the impression that she was as cheerful as her nickname, and she’d always done her best to live up to everyone’s expectations. But she didn’t feel like Pollyanna right now. Her mouse-brown hair escaped the clamp she’d yanked it into this morning. She really should get it cut, but Billy liked it long. It was a damned nuisance. She resolved to make a hair appointment tomorrow.

      The day had no end. The phone rang incessantly, making it impossible to finish the Carlson case. Word had apparently leaked, and she endured the well-meaning consolations of people she’d thought of as family these past years. The worry on the faces of others not yet informed if their positions would get the ax hurt more than anything. So many of them were the sole support for their families. Pippa congratulated herself on not having children. In this uncertain world, how could one take care of them?

      Clinging to that note of thanksgiving, she finally finished the Carlson case, closed the file, ignored the ringing phone, and grabbed her old high-school overcoat.

      Icy sleet hit her face as soon as she walked out the door. It was April, dammit! Would spring never get here? Did the whole world weep with her, then? Well, it could just stop right now. She wasn’t weeping anymore. She was getting angry. Furious. She’d worked her damned butt off for ten years, and for what? For a lousy note of gratitude and a polite reference?

      The car door was stuck, of course. She’d run out of de-icer after that last storm and hadn’t bothered to restock, foolishly thinking spring was just around the corner. Curse and drat it. This was Kentucky, for heaven’s sake. Surely God knew they didn’t have winter here.

      She checked two of the other three doors. The back passenger door hadn’t worked in years, so there was no use in trying that. The original shiny brown of the aging Escort had faded until she could no longer distinguish dirt from paint. Rust corroded both rear fenders. She had often contemplated shoving the car into the river, but it took her to the hospital and back. She hadn’t needed more.

      Kicking the driver-side door and adding another dent, Pippa loosened some of the ice.

      The sleet slashed down heavier, obscuring much of the parking lot in the dusky grayness of late evening. She’d left early, so she didn’t hear any of the cheerful chatter of staff departing for the day.

      A shadow emerged from the murky veil, startling her. She yanked the door harder, this time in panic.

      The voice accompanying the shadow failed to provide reassurance.

      Billy.

      “I’ve got my car here, Phillippa. I’ll take you home.”

      Once, she had looked on that masculine reliability as reassuring. She had gratefully accepted his help all those times the car had broken down, the plumbing froze, or her mother took a turn for the worse. But the price she paid for that reassurance was way too high. Shivering, as much from fear as cold, Pippa jerked on the door again.

      “Go away, Billy, I’m fine. I’ll take my own car home.” She knew she taunted trouble speaking to him that way. He hated it when she did that. She knew what happened when she did things he hated. But right now, the anger and frustration inside her begged for the fight that would follow. Maybe somewhere in her subconscious, she thought she deserved it. She’d taken enough psychology classes to know the complexities of the human psyche.

      She wished she had a can of Mace in her purse.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, Phillippa. You’re off early. We need to talk. Let’s go over to Shoney’s and get something to eat.”

      He took her elbow, using his greater strength as a lever, forcing her away from the car. In his blue police uniform, he seemed taller and broader than most men. Wildly, Pippa imagined people thinking he was arresting her as he tugged her away like that.

      “Let me go, Billy, or I’ll scream.” She jammed her elbow backward, striking his midsection, but there was nothing soft about Billy. He grunted but didn’t loosen his grip.

      “Don’t, Phillippa. Don’t make me mad. I want to make things up to you. I didn’t mean to hurt you. You know that. I love you . I just want to take care of you and make you happy. We’ll talk, and you’ll see. Things will change. We can get married now. Everything will be all right.”

      Sometimes, Pippa wondered if he was in his right mind. Didn’t policemen undergo some kind of psychological exam before acceptance? She stamped on his toe as hard as she could, but he wore steel-reinforced boots and probably didn’t even notice.

      “Billy, I’ve told you, it just won’t work. I don’t love you. I don’t want to marry you. And I don’t want to go to dinner with you. I’ve had a really rotten day and I want to go home. Alone. Do you understand anything I’m saying at all?”

      Once, she’d believed his warm reassurances, his words of love and commitment. She’d planned their dream home, the number of children they would have, the loving partnership they would share. She’d longed for it with all her heart, given him everything he asked for and more, relying on him for everything. Stupid. Stupid, stupid. She would never let that happen again.

      “I hear you, Phillippa, but you’re not listening. I’m going to change. You’re the woman I love, and I’m not letting you go. You’re mine. We both know it. Now, come along and stop this foolishness. You can’t even get in your car.”

      She knew this was where it would start, just as soon as he started calling her “his.” Without bothering to reason any further, she screamed. She opened her mouth and let fly every frustration, every ounce of rage, every instance of self-pity, desperation, and destroyed trust she’d suffered today and every day before that. She screamed and kicked and pounded and bit until he hauled her like a howling whirlwind across the parking lot.

      She aimed for his testicles when he adjusted his grip.

      He let her go, then backhanded her so hard she stumbled and hit the pavement. Pain shot through Pippa’s elbow as it connected with the blacktop. Her hip slammed into a concrete separator. She tried scrambling away, knowing what would follow, but his steel-toed boot caught her leg.

      She kept screaming. She’d warned Billy she would report him. She’d threatened to get a court order and humiliate him in front of the entire force. He’d stayed away this past week. She’d thought herself safe.

      Even as he leaned over to grab her by her hair—the long hair that he’d ordered her not to cut—a voice shouted from somewhere beyond the veil of sleet and blood and panic.

      “Let her alone, you bastard! Let her alone, or I’ll shoot!”

      Henry. Thank God for Henry. Pippa whimpered with relief. As a night security guard, Henry looked harmless. She’d offered him plenty of cups of coffee those nights she’d stayed late. They’d exchanged pleasantries as she checked out in the evenings. He must be in his sixties, no bigger than herself, and hunched with arthritis, but he had a gun. She prayed Billy hadn’t gone beyond caring. Billy carried a gun, too.

      “Pippa, can you stand up? We’re here. Just back away from him. Henry’s got him covered.”

      Tears welled in her eyes once more. Quickly, Pippa backed away from Billy’s dangerous feet, pushing herself up with her hands, letting other hands grab her and heave her up. She didn’t know how many of them were there. She didn’t care. Shaking, she kept backing away, letting the people swarming out of the building surround her, protect her, separate her from Billy and his rage. Her friends had come to her rescue. She still had friends. Weeping at the knowledge, she allowed them to lead her away.

      [image: ]

      Her scrapes and bruises neatly cleaned and bandaged, her spirits temporarily mended by hugs and reassurances, Pippa finally arrived home, only to discover the front door unlocked.

      She never forgot to lock the door. Her chest tightened in the familiar sensation of fear. Mentally, she knew Billy couldn’t be here. She’d called the police this time. She had witnesses. Surely he was behind bars now.

      Emotionally, Pippa still felt Billy’s blows. Her hand shook as she pushed open the door.

      It took only one step inside before her knees crumpled under her. On the floor, she covered her mouth with her hands to hold back her cries.

      He’d shredded her cozy nest into straw. Family photographs lay in tatters, ripped from the walls, glass and frames shattered. As if a tornado had swept through, the old furniture had been overturned and flung against walls, damaging plaster and delicate bric-a-brac.

      Picking herself up, stumbling across the debris to the phone, Pippa nearly fell over the kitchen table before she looked down. In shock and horror, she stared at Clio Kitty lying in a pool of blood.

      It was one straw too many.

      Pippa threw up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The blaring rhythm of amplified rap pounded through the doorway and into the poorly lit street. Lost in their own alien world, the shadowy figures lounging on the curb as Seth Wyatt passed by showed no evidence of hearing the beat or watching his passage.

      His eyes scarcely needed the adjustment from the night outside to the gloom inside. Swaying tin lamps and blinking neon beer advertisements provided the interior’s only illumination. The bar’s patrons glared as he entered, but he was accustomed to hatred and let it roll off his back.

      Had he been in a questioning humor, he might have asked himself why he’d chosen to meet Dirk here. They’d been over this territory before. Nothing around him seemed familiar. Nothing jarred loose the lost memory of that night. Perhaps, if he had to think about it, he hoped someone would remember him instead of the other way around. But he’d lost anything resembling hope five years ago.

      Seth took a booth in the back with a view of the door and waited. He’d been waiting five years. He’d wait fifty more if he must. He would find the guilty party and have his revenge.

      His hired investigator didn’t keep him waiting long. Dirk wasn’t a small man, but he didn’t belong in this dive any more than Seth did.

      A six-foot-plus hulk shoved Dirk’s shoulder, and the wiry detective grabbed for his gun.

      “Leave him alone, Bingo. He’s with me,” Seth commanded calmly, without leaving his seat.

      As if by magic, the young hulk drifted back to the bar. Seth had come here often enough these last years. He knew the crowd now, even if he didn’t remember them from before. They steered clear of him, as people usually did. Isolation suited Seth. Maybe that was why he’d chosen the bar. Surrounded by people, he still sat alone. He didn’t bother looking up from his drink as Dirk ordered a beer.

      Seth sat at the only table in the room with a lamp, not that the tiny bulb did him any favors. He knew his craggy, brooding features could frighten the sun into hiding on a good day. In here, the flickering neon lights probably cast his expression into a dangerous glower. His open-collared white shirt emphasized his darkness, so he didn’t look too obvious. His hands wore no gold, but lighter lines about wrist and finger indicated where his watch and ring usually rested. He wasn’t so stupid as to wear gold on this side of the city.

      His expression remained impassive as Seth waited for the bartender to deliver Dirk’s drink.

      “Mr. Wyatt.” Dirk nodded respectfully in greeting.

      Seth regarded him stonily. “No names.”

      “I apologize. You’re right.” Dirk twisted in his seat, his back against the tavern wall, and one eye on the action.

      “You’ve found nothing new,” Wyatt said without prompting. He tightened his lips into icy disdain. He’d thought his new detective better than that.

      “I have questioned everyone I could find who was here that night. The incident is over five years old now. Three of your witnesses are dead from drug-and gang-related incidents. Half of the rest have disappeared from sight. The others remember only what they told the cops. I’m working on it, but it will cost you a bundle if I track down all those gone missing. And you’re not likely to get any more out of them than the cops did at the time. The memories of junkies are not particularly reliable.”

      “They’re not all junkies,” Wyatt responded automatically, his gaze shifting to the motley crowd at the bar.

      “No, the rest are murderers and thieves. If this is where you went that night, you should have had your head examined. Have you tried hypnosis to see if you can recall why in hell you chose this place?”

      “My shrink declares I’m not a good candidate for hypnosis,” Wyatt answered dryly. “I think that’s shrink talk for I’m too hardheaded.”

      Dirk bit back a smile, uncertain if Seth would appreciate a response to his humor. “It was just a suggestion.” Dirk shrugged. “I’ve gone over the police reports, talked with the garage personnel who handled the wreckage later. The accident smashed the car like an accordion. Any evidence of side-swiping or tampering disappeared with the impact. I’ve corroborated every line of the police report. They did their job well, although it was a little late by the time you demanded the investigation.”

      “I was unconscious until then,” Wyatt reminded him, again in that dry tone that gave nothing away.

      Dirk shrugged. “Are you certain this is the bar you were in before the accident?”

      “I’m not certain of anything. I have no memory of that night at all. The hospital didn’t test my blood alcohol until well after the fact. Apparently, they spent their time trying to save my life instead. But I’m not a drinking man. I do not stop in bars without good reason. I do not drink to excess. My wife was the one who leveled the drunkenness charge, and only after witnesses reported seeing me here before the accident.”

      “The junkies in this place would lie for the price of an upper.”

      Seth turned an icy glare back to him. “They’re not all junkies,” he repeated with hostility. “One of the witnesses was a friend of mine, you’ll recall.”

      Seth could practically hear his detective’s thoughts. He’d heard it all before. The drunken NFL player. Right. Like he’d stand up in court. He hadn’t, of course, which was why Seth’s wife had lost the case. But even if the court hadn’t believed Doug, Seth did.

      “All right. So Brown saw you here. Could you have come here to meet him? Why don’t you let me interview him? He’s the most logical reason for your presence here.”

      “Doug has blackouts. His memory isn’t clear on that night. I might have come here looking for him. I’ve dragged him out of places like this before. But he doesn’t remember calling me. All he remembers is that I sat here and had a drink and that he wasn’t with me. That I looked as if I were waiting for someone. And when no one arrived, I left without noticing him.”

      Dirk grimaced his disbelief and Seth became defensive. “I know it sounds suspicious, but Doug wouldn’t lie. He only mentioned the incident because he thought it would help if he told the police I had only one drink. And because I’d worried myself sick thinking I’d been as drunk as Natalie said. He swore I wasn’t.”

      “Generous of him.” Dirk’s sarcasm revealed his opinion of the truthfulness of alcoholic ex-NFL players reduced to playing chauffeur for wealthy men. “I can go after the rest of those witnesses, or I can start tracking your list of people who would have benefited from your demise. Do you have a preference?”

      Seth tossed back the rest of his drink and, pushing up from the booth, threw a bill on the table. “The list of my enemies is even longer and more complicated than your list of witnesses. Try the top five of both lists, then get back to me.” He walked out without so much as glancing back at the crowd of thugs and thieves behind him.

      Feeling a shift in the room’s tension, Dirk took a final chug of his beer, then left, uncomfortable with the crowd’s focus. He didn’t look like a rich white boy either. Aside from his Hispanic features, Dirk wore a battered Bengals hat he’d stolen from an airport seat, a leather bomber jacket with a rip in the pocket, and no gold. He’d even dug out his oldest pair of running shoes before driving down here. But he had the distinct feeling that the crowd behind him would put a knife through his back because of his looks as easily as for his possessions.

      The streetlight outside the door had been shot out and not replaced. Every store owner who valued his life had closed up at dark and gone home. Only the pounding music and flashing neon light behind him broke the silent gloom of the street. Grateful for the license allowing him to carry the shoulder holster beneath his jacket, Dirk cautiously approached his car.

      He heard the first sounds of a scuffle as he reached the corner where he’d parked his Chevy. He contemplated just climbing behind the wheel and driving off, but the expensive Jag gleaming beneath a bare bulb at a nearby warehouse alerted him. With a sigh of resignation, Dirk pulled his gun and slipped along the shadows to the alley.

      He didn’t know why he bothered. With a grimace, Dirk shouldered the pistol, caught the man staggering backward in his direction, choked him with his arm, kidney-punched him, then let him drop as he surveyed the damage wreaked by the man felling his last opponent with a savage kick to the groin. The grace and swiftness with which Seth Wyatt moved spoke of years of combat training. Dirk grunted in sympathy for the assailant’s pain but kept a careful eye on the other three men curled up and moaning in the filth of the alley pavement.

      He hadn’t heard gunshots. He couldn’t see blood. Judging by the blow he’d seen, Wyatt had felled them all with his fists and feet. And his pent-up rage. Definitely a dangerous man.

      “Did they say what they wanted?” Dirk asked wryly as Seth calmly dusted off his trousers and stepped over one of the thugs.

      “I don’t think they were hired to talk.” Wearily, Seth walked out of the darkness, rolling his sleeves down. “Find out who hired them.”

      With that, he walked away.

      Shaking his head, Dirk watched Seth Wyatt climb into his fancy Jag and drive off. The man either had nerves of steel or no brains at all.

      Dialing his cellular, Dirk kicked the scum at his feet, and called the cops.

      Wyatt hadn’t gotten where he was today by having no brains.
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      Pippa crumpled the letter from Mary Margaret in her pocket for the thousandth time as she hurried down the plane ramp into the airport terminal. After leaving all she knew and loved behind, she needed the reassurance that someone she knew and loved waited ahead.

      Reluctant as she was to lose the security of her disguise, she headed for the rest room. The uncomfortable padding around her middle had to go. As an amateur in the local theater group, she knew all about padding and makeup. She didn’t think Billy would figure out that the red-haired, middle-aged, plump woman who left the hairdresser and bought a ticket for the bus to Memphis was her. She’d kept the disguise when she reached the airport and bought a plane ticket to California. Now that she was here, surely she was safe.

      Her hometown police force—the same police who had let Billy out on bond—hadn’t arrested Billy for the damage to her house. They’d looked at the mess and blamed vandals, advised her to buy stronger locks or move to a better neighborhood.

      For a while, she’d contemplated buying a gun and shooting Billy herself. Fortunately, her temper cooled quickly. The terror engendered by the viciousness of Clio’s injuries did not. She’d hung around only long enough to see if Clio would live and to find her kitty a home.

      She didn’t linger to see what would happen once Billy came looking for her again. She knew better than to expect a restraining order to stop him. She’d seen enough abuse victims in the emergency room on a Friday night, seen some of them sent to the morgue. Half of them had restraining orders.

      Locking the stall and stripping off her blouse to reach the padding, Pippa sighed in relief as her own trim figure emerged. She probably shouldn’t have panicked and run, but what she’d told Abigail hadn’t been entirely wrong. She needed this escape. She needed new scenery so she could put her head together again. And she needed a job.

      Wryly contemplating her nearly empty savings account, Pippa left the stall, washed off the theater makeup, applied cover-up to the bruises, and examined the results in the mirror. Cosmetics barely hid the green and purple over her cheekbones, but she liked the effect of the henna on her mousy brown hair, and the way the reddish glint enhanced the green of her eyes. And she definitely approved of the sassy short cut. Running her fingers through the layered thickness, she plumped it out nicely without need of a comb. Even if she had lost everything, knowing she looked better than she ever had cheered her considerably.

      To make her escape without Billy knowing where she’d gone, she’d left everything behind, all her clothes, her house, everything. She’d left keys with friends, but they didn’t dare go near the house or Billy would know she’d talked to them.

      She’d arranged for a friend at the clothes drive to take a box of her clothes before she’d left so no one would report to Billy that she was packing up and moving out. The box would arrive at the Greyhound station eventually. She hadn’t wanted to give anyone Mary Margaret’s address—not until she was sure she was safe.

      Until she had an address, she had only what she carried in her shoulder bag. Her wallet was severely depleted after buying the bus and plane tickets. She’d used cash, not credit cards, in hopes of curtailing any trace Billy might put on her. Right now, the only positive thought she could summon was her improved appearance.

      Taking a deep breath, Pippa plunged into the heavy people traffic on the concourse. She’d told Mary Margaret to meet her at baggage claim. She had no baggage, but she needed the brief walk to become herself again. Billy wasn’t that good a detective. He couldn’t find her once she walked out of the airport in California. No one would connect the plump older woman on the plane with the slim young woman walking out now. She was free.

      She had thought about running to Mitchell or Barbara, but Billy would have checked with her brother and sister first thing. So she’d called and told them she was taking an extended vacation and that she would keep in touch.

      Then Pippa had taken out Mary Margaret’s last letter and carried it like an Olympic torch to the airport, where she’d made her phone calls so Billy couldn’t trace them. Despite all of Mary Margaret’s problems, she’d sounded excited about Pippa’s visit. The other calls left her a trifle uncertain, but she could face only one ordeal at a time.

      Meg’s beaming face finally appeared through the crowd, and Pippa shouted in the genuine relief of homecoming.

      “Pippa Cochran! I can’t believe it! I just can’t believe it! Look at you! My word, you’re stunning. You look like a fashion model. And look at me, a frumpy old housewife. Oh, my, it’s so good to see you. Where are your bags? George has the car parked outside and security will run him off any minute.”

      Meg’s maternal plumpness enveloped Pippa in a welcoming hug. Tears of joy sprang to Pippa’s eyes as she returned the hug. Except for a few extra pounds, Meg hadn’t changed from the exuberant, loving teenager Pippa remembered.

      “When was the last time you saw a five-foot-five fashion model with chipmunk cheeks?” Pippa scoffed. “You’ve been reading too many romances again.” Stepping back, she held Meg by the shoulders and surveyed the changes made in the last twelve years. “Having kids agrees with you. You don’t look a day older than when I saw you last.”

      Meg blushed and grinned. “Thank you for the lie. You’re going to be good for me, kid. Things have been a little dismal at home of late. We need a Pollyanna to remind us of how much we have.”

      Shifting her bulging shoulder bag, Pippa marched toward the door. “Then let’s not keep George waiting. Is he still as handsome as ever?”

      Meg hurried to catch up, glancing over her shoulder at the baggage carousel. “Your suitcase, Pippa? You are staying awhile, aren’t you?”

      “My bags will follow,” Pippa replied airily, suddenly desperate to escape the airport and enter the real world again. She hadn’t just run from Billy. She’d run toward a whole new life. She couldn’t wait to get started.

      Without questioning, Meg led her outside to the battered minivan.

      “I figured they’d tow me off and make me strand you here,” George admonished as they climbed in. “Hi, Pippa, how’s tricks?”

      It was an old joke between them, and Pippa grinned in appreciation of the memory. “Well, your mind hasn’t changed any, George, even if it does have more room to grow than before.”

      Starting the engine, George ruefully rubbed the bald spot at the back of his head. “All those hair roots get in the way. There’s just that much less for the kids to turn gray.”

      They laughed and joked and caught up on old acquaintances as George navigated L.A.’s freeways. Pippa exclaimed over the multilaned bumper-to-bumper traffic, and her hosts laughed at her Kentucky naiveté.

      The space-age highways gradually reduced to four lanes along the scenic coastline. Pippa gasped at the views, at the flowers—in April, roses! She opened the windows and breathed in the sunshine, shutting out all memory of Kentucky sleet and terror.

      Pippa exclaimed again as they turned from Highway 101 into the charming town of San Luis Obispo. She wanted to explore the sun-drenched mission, the art galleries, the cafes—everything.

      Meg laughed. “If you stay here any length of time, you’ll have your fill of tourists soon enough. You’ll like Garden Grove. It’s much quieter.”

      As they reached the narrow rural road surrounded by flat fields and framed by mountains, Pippa finally calmed down and began to talk of the present and the future.

      “Meg said in her letter that they closed down the printing plant. Is there any talk of reopening?”

      Both faces in the front seat turned grim. George answered first. “Wyatt tore down the plant last month.”

      “The town will die, and it’s all Seth Wyatt’s fault,” Meg finished bitterly. “The plant used to employ two hundred people. Now they’re moving away, looking for work elsewhere, and business has already dropped off. The people left have no money. It’s the beginning of the end.”

      “My father and grandfather kept that pharmacy running, even through the Depression. I hate being the one who loses it,” George said mournfully. “I wish the damned man would come out of hiding long enough so we could talk to him.”

      “Talk to the Grim Reaper?” Meg scoffed. “Since when can we reason with Death?”

      Worriedly, Pippa listened to the exchange. “The Grim Reaper? Is that what they’re calling this Seth Wyatt? Isn’t he the man you said advertised for an assistant and a nurse’s aide?”

      Meg made an impolite noise. “Even starving, no one will take him up on the offer. The town has despised the Wyatts forever, but Seth has brought the name to new lows. He crippled his son with his recklessness, then sued his ex-wife with every big lawyer in the state until she finally let him have the boy. Now he’s destroyed the industry that was the one good thing the Wyatts did for the town.”

      “They say his wife walked away with a large chunk of his fortune,” George reminded her. “We don’t know the whole story.”

      “We can see our future plowed under by bulldozers,” Meg replied angrily. “What will happen to Mikey if you close the store and we move elsewhere?”

      The mention of their youngest child, crippled by muscular dystrophy, brought the subject to an abrupt close. With a forced attempt at cheerfulness, Pippa inquired after all three Kelly children, diverting the conversation to happier topics.

      The knowledge that her new employer held the sobriquet of Grim Reaper did nothing to reassure Pippa’s sagging confidence.

      [image: ]

      “You don’t really mean you took the job without an interview?” Horror written across her expressive face, Meg stared at Pippa over her cup of morning coffee.

      Pippa shrugged with more nonchalance than she felt. “I have to support myself somehow. Your letter saying Wyatt couldn’t hire anyone for a million dollars inspired me. I doubt if I’ll make a million dollars, but just think about that little boy out there. I called Mr. Wyatt from the airport, faxed my resume, and he faxed his acceptance. We’ve not discussed all the terms and so forth, but I’ll not be a burden to you, Meg. I can’t put Candy out of her room forever. You have enough problems without taking on mine.”

      “You’re still afraid of that psycho boyfriend, aren’t you?” Meg demanded, setting her cup down with a thump. Outside, a bird sang in the California version of lilacs.

      Looking at the bright sunshine pouring in the double kitchen windows, Pippa decided Southern California weather was as predictable as Kentucky’s was unpredictable. So far, she loved it. She was determined to stay here, one way or another.

      “Billy is not my boyfriend,” she pronounced carefully. “He’s a mistake I made when Mama was ill. A mistake I’ll not make again. I can take care of myself. If this job doesn’t work out, I’ll find another. I just want to start someplace where I have friends.”

      “You’ll need friends if you work for Seth,” Meg warned. “He’s lucky he still has his father’s housekeeper. She’s too old to go anywhere else. I don’t know where he found his secretary, but it wasn’t from around here. None of them come to town. They have their groceries shipped out to that mausoleum of a house. What will you use for transportation? That gothic horror is way out in the hills.”

      “He’s sending a car for me,” Pippa admitted. “Will everyone despise you for having a friend who works for him?”

      Meg grinned. “No, they’ll pump me for every detail. Stand up and let me have a look at you. If you insist on doing this, then let’s do it right.”

      Pippa stood and pirouetted in the dress she’d bought with some of her last few dollars. She didn’t exactly look a fashion plate, but the soft green shirtwaist was businesslike and practical, and the wide belt made her feel feminine. She had contemplated continuing the disguise of a middle-aged woman, but the idea of wearing that stifling padding every day quenched the notion quickly enough. The only part of the disguise she kept was the hair. And the cover-up cream on the bruises.

      “You look like a prim schoolteacher,” Meg informed her, avoiding any mention of the bruises. “I hope when your clothes arrive, they have a little more style, or I’ll make you spend your first paycheck on something a little classier.”

      Pippa grimaced. “Fashion critic. This is how we dress for work in Kentucky. What do you wear out here, halter tops?”

      They launched into the old argument with zeal and laughter, until a car horn blew outside. The time had come and the insistent horn was an inauspicious beginning.
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      “Chad, I know you’re not happy about this, but we have to allow Miss MacGregor out of the house once in a while. Unless you like sitting here by yourself or listening to Nana complain, you’ll need someone else with you. I’m certain Miss Cochran will be fine. She’ll just be here in case you need her. The rest of the time, she’ll help me with my work.”

      Six-year-old Chad Wyatt made a sour face and swung his wheelchair away from his father so he could look out the window. This room had one of the best views in the house, offering an untouched vista of towering evergreens and craggy rocks overlooking the valley below. From the other wall, a glimpse of distant purple mountains looked like a picture postcard. Chad scarcely acknowledged it. “She’s just coming so she can smile at you and hope she’ll get lucky,” he replied scornfully. “That’s what Nana says. Why couldn’t you hire a man?”

      Seth looked at his son and bit back a growl. He’d spoiled the boy, but what other choice did he have? Chad could never lead a normal life—because of him. Cooped up inside all day with only a grouchy old woman for companion as the boy was, what else could Seth do but offer him all the time and attention he could provide?

      “I would have hired a man if one had applied,” Seth soothed him. “But Miss Cochran is the only person who wants the job. Miss MacGregor wants to visit her family. Her father’s ill. I need someone here to help. We’ll try her out, and if you don’t like her, we’ll find someone else. How’s that?”

      The boy nodded curtly. “I won’t like her,” he warned. “Especially if she’s pretty.”

      That was definitely too adult for a six-year-old. Making a mental note to have a good talk with his querulous housekeeper, Seth spun around and stalked toward his office. He already had a dozen phone calls to return, and the day had scarcely begun. He wondered why he’d ever thought he could balance two careers at once.

      Older than Seth’s mother and a fixture in the house since his childhood, Nana stopped him in the hall. Seth halted and waited impatiently for the housekeeper to speak. Sometimes, that took a little while. Right now, she was busy glaring at him from beneath an incongruous wig of blue curls. Idly, he wondered what her hair really looked like these days. Once, it had been thick and blond, not the only trait of her German ancestry. She would have nearly matched him in height had age not stooped her shoulders and worn away her flesh. But her eyes were as sharp and blue as ever.

      “I sent Dumbwood for the woman,” she informed him.

      Seth considered howling his fury at her for sending the demented gardener but decided she would play deaf if he did. He’d taught himself how to deal with the rude and obnoxious, including his employees. Unfortunately, Nana thought of herself as family.

      “Durwood is the gardener,” he reminded her curtly. “Why didn’t you send Doug?”

      “Because he’s sleeping it off in the garage, as usual.” She glared at Seth as if it were his fault. “You fired him again yesterday.”

      His generally thin patience stretched to the breaking point at the thought of the mentally challenged gardener driving the BMW into town to pick up a new employee, Seth gritted his teeth, spun on his heel, and headed for his office again. Whatever Nana had really wanted would wait. He couldn’t handle one more domestic crisis today.

      He could deal with Hong Kong and New York. He could deal with publishers, printers, the IRS, and any of a dozen recalcitrant agencies, all at the same time. Why the devil couldn’t he deal with his own damned household?

      The private line rang as he entered. Staring out the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the peaceful hills and valley in the distance, Seth grabbed the receiver. “Yes?” he demanded curtly.

      “Is that any way to talk to your own mother?” the voice over the wire whined.

      Collapsing into his desk chair, Seth propped his head on his hand and held the receiver from his ear as his mother droned on without waiting for a reply. At times, he felt sorry for her. She’d lived a miserable life with his father. The old man had treated her like so much trash cluttering the floors. More than once the old goat had claimed he’d married beneath him, though she’d been the one with money. Maxim Wyatt had taken the money and created an empire, then scorned the source. Lillian had retaliated by turning her life into one giant shopping spree.

      But now that his mother was free from the old man’s thumb, Seth couldn’t help but feel a certain amount of sympathy for his late father. The woman had raised complaining to an art form. She probably complained in her sleep, too, but fortunately, Seth didn’t have to listen to that.

      When he’d bought her the outrageously expensive condo in the senior citizen’s community in L.A., she’d declared herself happy. No one there had ever heard of Maxim Wyatt. No one there cared if her husband had systematically demolished anyone crossing his path and turned an entire town into a feudal fiefdom.

      “Mother, I can’t visit you this week. Miss MacGregor is leaving for an extended absence and I’m trying to find someone to take her place. And I have a deadline on this latest manuscript, which I can’t meet unless I get off the phone.”

      He heard the expensive whine of the BMW racing up the drive at a speed too fast for that last turn. Confound Nana, anyway. She should have told him Doug was sleeping off another binge. If Durwood ran that car into the oak…

      The unmistakable crash of speeding metal striking an immovable object shattered the peaceful cry of a mourning dove on the lawn.

      As soon as Seth slammed down the receiver, the phone rang again.
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      Pippa grabbed the door handle as the car swerved around another oak-lined hairpin turn at a death-defying speed. The Grim Reaper had sent her a maniac for a driver.

      In a moment of carelessness, she opened her eyes and glanced out the windshield, praying for some sight of their destination. Ahead, stone towers rose from the serenity of an evergreen forest, and she gawked at the fantasy. Unfortunately, the breakneck pace crystallized details much too quickly—the Disney image warped into a gawdawful gothic castle lacking only a moat and a woman screaming from the turret.

      In the front seat, the crazed driver muttered an ominous “Uh-oh,” and the car swerved with a squeal of brakes.

      The crash jerked her head backward into the headrest as the car ground to a halt. Thinking motionlessness a good thing, Pippa closed her eyes and assessed the internal damage. Whiplash, possibly. No broken bones. No flying glass. Her legs appeared capable of moving. And moving them immediately seemed the wisest thing under the circumstances.

      Without further internal consultation, she popped open the rear door and dove for safety.

      “Durwood!” a voice thundered from somewhere beyond her. “You’re fired! If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you ten thousand times, you can’t drive the car! So help me, I’ll put both you and Nana in a box and shove you over the cliff! What in hell did you think you were doing?”

      Pleasant chap, Pippa decided, examining her scraped knees where she’d hit the pavement in her haste to escape the car. Other than a dirty hem, her dress seemed in good shape. She couldn’t say the same for her panty hose. Luckily, she carried a spare pair. Now, if she only dared go back in the car for her shoulder bag…

      Scrambling to her feet, she warily glanced around. Firmly wedged against the oak, the car appeared in no imminent danger of tumbling off the cliff. If there was any danger at all, it was from the furious man descending the mansion’s pretentious front steps two at a time. Had he worn a black cloak and carried a scythe, she wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow.

      Pippa expected steam to pour from his ears. Not that she could see his ears amid the thick, curly black hair, uncut and uncombed by any self-respecting hairdresser. It waved and curled in layers that would have made her faint with joy had they been on her own head. Instead, they framed a distinctly masculine, long-boned face that made “harsh” seem a mild word.

      Scarcely heeding the furious tornado headed his way, the gnarled driver examined the car’s steaming engine with detached interest. He appeared only mildly surprised when the dark man jerked him from the roadway by his shirt collar.

      “You’re fired, Durwood! Do you hear me? Now get back to the garden, where you belong.”

      Feeling like Alice tumbling through the looking glass, Pippa backed away from the rising fracas. The man in the long-sleeved black turtleneck was twice the driver’s size, and in her present state of mind, looked like some dangerous combination of Frankenstein’s monster and Heathcliff. His biceps bulged beneath tight shirtsleeves as he lifted Durwood off his feet. She preferred not to look at the nearly triangular shape of his back. The broad shoulders she’d seen from the front had scared her enough, thank you very much. As reaction set in, she edged away from the stone castle with its towering turrets and moved toward the driveway.

      This cyclone couldn’t be Mr. Wyatt. She didn’t think wealthy eccentrics dressed like athletic thugs. A man with Seth Wyatt’s reputation would have cold eyes, a sharp weasely face, and wear double-breasted Italian suits. She’d never actually seen a man wearing an Italian suit, but she imagined she could spot one easily enough. Perhaps Frankenstein was Wyatt’s bodyguard.

      An ear-piercing shriek cut the air, followed by the crash of breaking glass. The thug cursed. Pippa swung instinctively toward the house. There was supposed to be a crippled boy in this household, and that had sounded like a child’s scream.

      The still cursing long-haired man hurtled past her with unprecedented rudeness.

      Pippa hurried up the stairs after him, nearly stumbling as she fell through the rabbit hole into the most incredible house she’d ever seen. Impressions of stone and timber walls and soaring cathedral ceilings blurred as she raced in the direction of the screams. She followed the man across a mahogany foyer, up flagstone stairs, and down an immense, winding corridor, toward the back of the house.

      Abruptly, her leader halted in the doorway of what appeared to be a solarium. Pippa skidded, nearly crashing into his broad back. He propped his hands on his hips, blocking any view except the one between the crooks of his arms. From that angle, she could see the spectacular view from the windows but no sign of an occupant.

      “Chad!” the man bellowed. “That’s enough!”

      The man did indeed have odd reactions to trauma. Tired of her apparent invisibility, Pippa shoved her way past him, trying to locate the boy. She finally discovered him in a wheelchair.

      If the smashed glass door was any evidence, he’d attempted to wheel his chair onto the balcony beyond. But remembering the scream preceding the breaking glass, Pippa accepted the possibility that an escalating temper tantrum could be the culprit. She saw no signs of blood or physical trauma. The behavior of the man behind her corroborated her instincts.

      As the youngest of three children, she didn’t have a lot of experience in caring for siblings. She had, however, spent a good deal of time in the hospital’s pediatric ward. She’d seen anger and frustration before, but never a tantrum like this one. The boy’s pale face had nearly turned purple with rage. Something in the similarity of the dark curls and long face warned of the relation to the man behind her, but she’d about had enough of the screaming and didn’t heed the warning.

      Not one for vacillating, Pippa took the first workable solution available. Screaming at the boy obviously presented no solution. She couldn’t squeeze the chair past the two-hundred pound immovable object in the doorway, or close the door on him and let the kid exhaust himself. Now that he had the attention he wanted, the boy wouldn’t stop soon, and not knowing the particulars of his condition, she feared for his health. With tight-lipped decision, she grabbed the wheelchair handles and steered him through the doorway, over the broken glass, onto the balcony.

      The boy applied his brakes, but she kicked them loose with an expertise that surprised him—for about two-seconds. Then he screamed louder, twisting and turning and attempting to fling himself from the chair.

      Pippa reached for a nearby watering can. Apologizing to the colorful plants decorating the railing, she dumped the can’s contents over the boy’s curly head.

      Howls instantly turned to sputters and pitiful wails. The man behind her roared and stormed into the room.

      Calmly, Pippa held up the half-full can as if it were a shotgun and threatened him with it.

      “He’s unharmed and doesn’t have a scratch on him,” she informed him patiently. “Which is more than I can say for myself,” she added, finally feeling the ache in her neck and the scrapes on her knees.

      The long-haired monster pushed her aside, strode across the stone balcony, and jerked his sobbing son from the chair. Hugging the soaked boy, wetting his shirt in the process, the Grim Reaper glared at her. “You’re fired.”

      That seemed reasonable. She didn’t want to work in a madhouse anyway, particularly now that she realized this was her employer and he was as lethal as promised. His stony glare would have put Medusa to shame. But Pippa’s protective nature couldn’t help pointing out the obvious. “Pardon me if I’m in error, but I believe you’ve just given him exactly what he wanted. Who’s running this household, him or you?”

      Cuddling his shivering, sobbing son against his chest, Seth couldn’t fling the irritating female over the railing as he would like. He doubted if she reached his shoulder or possessed half his weight, but she stood there calmly defying him. He didn’t know how else to get rid of her if he couldn’t throw her off the balcony. As usual when forced to words instead of action, he cursed. Chad imitated him, and the language spilling from the boy’s tongue turned his attention away from his new employee.

      Seth stared down at his son in disbelief. “What did you say?”

      The boy glared back at him with the same ferocious expression Seth had seen in his own mirror. “Make the silly bitch go away.”

      Seth could hear himself in those precise words. In horror, he glanced at the interfering female, daring her to comment.

      Instead of looking properly outraged, she grinned like a damned Cheshire cat. Only then did Seth notice she appeared more female leprechaun than qualified nurse. That absurd cap of obviously tinted red hair bounced with her suppressed laughter. Green eyes danced in a ridiculously cherubic face. She needed only a green stocking cap and leotards to complete the image. The totally out-of-fashion shirtdress didn’t suit her at all. She appeared everything but tailored, in his opinion. Flighty, uncontrollable… He would need a thesaurus.

      “He will be a joy as a teenager,” the cheerful leprechaun observed. “I don’t suppose you have another car and driver to take me back to town? I’d rather walk than ride with that maniac again.”

      “It’s twelve miles,” he said gruffly, ignoring her predicament. Wiping his son’s tears, he looked past the woman to Nana, who had quietly watched the entire scene without offering a word or hand. Efficient as usual when called upon, she stepped forward to take the boy from Seth’s arms.

      At Chad’s vehement protests, Nana dropped him into his wheelchair and lifted the watering can over his head.

      The annoying female snickered. Frustrated, irritated beyond all redemption at his inability to control any portion of his household, Seth caught his new employee’s elbow and steered her toward the door. “We’ll discuss this in my office.”

      To his surprise, she jerked her arm from his grasp and stalked out the door ahead of him. “We will discuss this on the front steps while we wait for my ride, which you will summon now,” she informed him coldly.

      He didn’t deal with women much anymore. Natalie had effectively killed any illusions he’d once possessed about the female gender. But he’d never lacked confidence in the effect his looks and wealth had on women. He didn’t expect this female to fawn all over him immediately, but a respectful “Yes, sir; no, sir,” accompanied by a lingering smile would have sufficed. That’s why he endured the battle-ax, MacGregor. Sixty and carved from granite, she couldn’t flirt if she tried. But this leprechaun…

      It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t suit. He couldn’t have an appealing female prancing around the house day and night. Even if Chad wouldn’t throw a tantrum every time she crossed the threshold, Seth didn’t have the patience for withstanding temptation of this sort. He definitely didn’t need one more uncontrollable force in his life.

      Sometimes, Seth believed this monstrous fortress of his childhood was built to keep the inmates in, instead of keeping the world out.

      He followed her past the hall leading to his office and out the front door before pulling his thoughts up short. This particular female didn’t want to stay. She’d laughed in his face and walked out the door without a single backward look. And she’d shut Chad up within minutes, instead of the usual hours. Furthermore, he had absolutely nobody to fill MacGregor’s shoes.

      The possibility of enduring the anarchy he’d just suffered for weeks, maybe months, drove Seth to run after her.

      “We got off on the wrong foot,” Seth apologized as he nearly fell over her in his haste. He grabbed the post and regained his balance while searching for the best means of intimidating her.

      Scanning the magnificent view from the porch, Pippa paid her host little heed. The isolation out here appealed strongly to her need for escape. The locked gate at the bottom of the drive offered badly needed security. This fortress would be protection beyond her wildest dreams. She liked this place. The towering cliff she had seen beyond the balcony appealed to her sense of the dramatic. She could push Billy off it if she liked.

      “I’m certain we can come to terms, Miss Cochran,” the terrifying man beside her said. “I’ll send my regular driver in for you every day. If you can give me eight hours a day, I might survive. I’m prepared to pay you well.”

      He certainly would if her job entailed taming that spoiled wildcat inside. The kid would have been a stubborn handful if healthy. Caged by his useless legs, the child had become a volcano of raw energy ready to explode at any excuse. She didn’t relish finding an outlet for that energy. And she didn’t relish working for a man who bullied his employees.

      “We discussed a thousand a week,” she replied absently, still debating the wisdom of this move. Actually, they’d discussed nothing of the sort. His original offer had been considerably lower. That had been before the maniac driver and volcanic kid.

      “Of course, but I’ll need you seven days a week,” he countered.

      “Even God took a day off.” Shocked by his easy acceptance of her outrageous proposal, Pippa turned to him with a wry look. The expression on those dark, brooding features should terrify her. She couldn’t find an ounce of kindness in the grim set of his mouth, or compassion in the forbidding stance of muscular arms crossed over powerful chest. He’d grabbed her arm and tried physically hauling her around. Experience screamed for her to run like crazy.

      That he still stood there discussing her ridiculous demands showed his desperation. She could understand his point. Trapped in that madhouse all day, she’d want some form of comic relief, too.

      “Fine, Sundays off, then.” He waved his hand impatiently. “How soon can you start?”

      She liked the feeling of having a bully under her thumb for a change. The man truly was desperate. No matter how he tried hiding it, she could see it in the way he avoided her gaze.

      With a sudden sense of mischief, she stared over his immaculately landscaped lawn and replied in her best Kentucky accent. “Way-el-l-l, Ah guess Ah could start oncet I get muh trailer up here. Cain’t see makin’ that drive ever’ day.”

      Shock glazed his eyes, and Pippa noted that they were shades of gray and not shards of stone. He recovered rapidly, and frost froze his features and coated his words. “A trailer is completely out of the question. It’s against building codes.”

      Liar, she murmured spitefully to herself. According to everything she’d heard, he determined the building code around here. If he wanted an entire trailer park on this mountain, not a soul would object. Aloud.

      “Way-el-l-l, that’s a pity. Don’t cotton to sharin’ a room with a kid lahk Ah’m doin’ now. Don’t much cotton to ridin’ with none of yer crazy drivers either. Looks like we reached an impasse, Mr. Wyatt.”

      A hint of something resembling humor momentarily warmed his expression before he schooled his harsh features into coldness again. “I don’t much cotton to my son talking like a hick either, Miss Cochran. If this is your strategy to get out of an unpalatable job, you didn’t reckon on my determination.”

      Unpalatable. She liked a man who could throw words like that around. She grinned at his bad mimicry. “I don’t suppose you cotton to teaching your son manners either, Mr. Wyatt. Not that you have many to teach him. Let me introduce myself.” She held out her hand. “I’m Phillippa Cochran. Nice place you have here.”

      He glanced suspiciously at her hand, back to her cheerful grin, and very, very reluctantly unbent sufficiently to shake her fingers. “Miss Cochran, I’m Seth Wyatt. I apologize for your rude reception.”

      “Very good, Mr. Wyatt. Your mother did teach you a thing or two, then.” She waited patiently, still smiling.

      He hesitated. Gradually, his gaze drifted from her implacable smile to the smashed auto in the drive, then back to the sprawling house behind them.

      “If it would not be an imposition, you might take one of the rooms in the guest wing,” he suggested stiffly.

      “One at least a mile away from you and your son,” she agreed. Meg would kill her. Pippa thought she had possibly breathed in too much California air and lost her mind. She had the distinct feeling she was selling her soul to the devil.

      Still, this hell of his was damned attractive from her perspective, considering what she’d left behind.
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      “You know, it’s always those men who live alone, the ones neighbors describe as loners, who end up blowing away their families or bombing buildings. Look at the Unabomber, and the guy who blew up the federal building in Oklahoma.”

      Sitting at a table in the local cafe after a shopping expedition that had probably maxed out Meg’s credit cards, Pippa listened as the local banker speculated about Garden Grove’s favorite subject—the Wyatt family. She supposed that if Seth Wyatt closed the town’s main industry, the bank would be left with any number of uncollectible loans.

      “I think it’s only poor loners who blow up buildings,” Pippa offered magnanimously in her new employer’s defense. “Rich ones buy armies and blow up countries.”

      Taylor Morgan shifted his California-bronzed, golden-haired head in her direction. Until now, he’d concentrated on Meg and his wife, who were apparently good country club buddies. His glance wasn’t particularly friendly, and Pippa gave him her best Pollyanna smile. She might not much like men right now, but she knew how to charm them. The man seemed to defrost slightly.

      “I don’t think you fully understand the relationship between the Wyatts and this town, Miss Cochran. Maxim Wyatt came here during the Depression, bought up every acre of land he could lay hands on, and successfully prevented any meaningful economic development for decades.”

      “He wouldn’t use Taylor’s bank,” Meg whispered in explanation from behind her fingers.
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