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      Where had her little girl gone? Eve Danaher pressed her face to the chapel window, her gaze straining through the cloudy surface of centuries-old glass to see the slender young woman mounting the stairs to the pulpit. Fourteen years had passed since Eve had last seen her daughter's face, but she still knew the lift of that rounded chin, the flush on cheekbones that had once been apple-bright, the fierce earnestness that glowed in eyes so like Eve's own. Victoria was still shy. Even as she prepared to begin her speech, the valedictorian of this select school for young women still held echoes of the four-year-old moppet Eve had cradled in her arms.

      How many times had Eve watched her baby girl march into situations that unnerved her, chin high, resolute, determined not to let anyone suspect she was afraid? She had faced down Santa Claus, a red giant on his throne in the mall, and the huge chicken offering samples outside a fast-food restaurant. More heartbreaking still, Victoria had braved the angry voices that had drifted all too often up the stairs of their apartment to her closet-sized bedroom years ago.

      Eve's eyes burned. Chad Tolliver had taken so much from her and Victoria the day his parents' bank account won him sole custody of their child. Chad and his powerful family had robbed them of fourteen Christmas mornings and hundreds of bedtime stories shared beneath the rosebud afghan Eve had crocheted.

      He'd stolen bath time when they'd painted beards and mustaches on their cheeks with handfuls of soapsuds. He'd taken away the future that was Eve's right as Victoria's mother, time with her daughter, the most precious thing Eve had ever possessed. But it seemed there was one thing neither Chad nor his dictator of a mother had managed to steal. They hadn't taken Victoria's courage.

      Eve swallowed hard, her heart jumping in her chest as Victoria leaned toward the microphone and spoke. The chirping voice that once reminded Eve of a little bird was gone, polished by the Susan B. Anthony Academy into cultured tones that might have been dull if they hadn't sparkled with passion and sensitivity. It was a beautiful voice. Eve knew if she lived to be a hundred she would never get her fill of hearing it.

      "They say our generation is lost," Victoria began. "Musicians tell us to rage at the machine, to care about no one but ourselves. There are no heroes anymore. We, the graduating class of the Susan B. Anthony Academy, know better. We've worked with heroes every day, teachers who taught us to strive for excellence, parents who sacrificed to give us the finest education possible. They want so much more for us than what the world seems to offer. Now it is up to us to show them whether or not their efforts were in vain. Every speech in every graduating class that ever was has probably ended with some promise to change the world. I don't deny that the world could use changing, but I challenge you to make your goal simpler. Make those who love you proud of you, those real heroes no one ever thinks of."

      Victoria paused, peered down into the front row, and for the first time, her voice quavered. "Whatever good I do, whatever I achieve, is because of you. Daddy. I love you."

      Eve's hands clenched.

      Victoria tossed back her gleaming bangs, the light striking her forehead, the golden tan marred by a pale, jagged line. Eve's chest tightened, her memory far too vivid, painting pictures of the bright red gash, the blood running down her baby girl's cheeks, Victoria's pitiful sobs. Hurts, Mama. Hurts! Make it better.

      If only Victoria knew Eve carried a far deeper scar because of that old wound. If only her little girl could know that Eve would never forgive herself for what had happened on that terrible night that had changed their lives so long ago.

      Eve's vision blurred. She barely saw the parade of young women march up to claim their diplomas to the sound of applause and the blinding explosions of camera flashes. Of course Victoria loved her father, Eve scolded herself. Chad was the only parent Victoria had known for fourteen years. Eve should be grateful for the love so evident in her daughter's face. Had she wanted Victoria to be neglected by Chad? Ignored? Disillusioned with him the way Eve had been so many years ago? Or had some secret, selfish part of her hoped Victoria would blame him for exiling her mother from her life? Wasn't it only justice that Chad should somehow pay for what he had done?

      Organ music swelled, thick and ostentatious, a girl with round glasses pounding out "Pomp and Circumstance" as if she were trying to make certain an aunt three states away could hear her. Eve's heart pounded even louder in her ears as the graduates began to file out of the chapel.

      It was time.

      Not yet! A voice cried in Eve's head. Let me just look at her a little while longer! Think what I should say to her.

      The plea was absurd even to Eve's own ears. Hadn't she been rehearsing speech after speech in her head for two weeks now? Searching for just the right words to say to Victoria? Hadn't she been so desperate for the moment to come when she could finally speak to her daughter that every hour standing between them had seemed torture? She just hadn't guessed she would suddenly be so afraid.

      Tori, I'm your mama. Remember peek-a-boo, and stargazing and Fly, the little stuffed horse I made you? Remember how I blew on your forehead at night to sweep the bad dreams away and how I promised I would never, ever go away? But they made me go away—your grandmother, your daddy and the judge. Even then, I never left you. I thought about you every day. Could you feel it, baby, even though I was far away? Do you know how much I love you?

      No. She couldn't charge at Victoria like that. It would be shock enough for Victoria to see her. There would be time later to explain more gently, make certain not to hurt her.

      The heavy double doors swung open, the precise lines of girls breaking into squealing clusters on the chapel lawn as they dashed over to hug each other and the throng of loved ones who poured out behind them.

      For an instant. Eve panicked. How would she even find Victoria in all this confusion? But then she glimpsed a banner of bright gold hair at the edge of the crowd, gray-green eyes searching the jumble of faces. She was searching for her father, Eve knew instinctively.

      Hands shaking, Eve hurried toward her daughter. At the moment when Eve would have spoken Victoria turned, flashing an expectant smile. She was too well bred to show her disappointment that the person approaching wasn't her father.

      "Y-Your speech. It was wonderful." Eve was babbling. She couldn't help it. She was close enough to touch Victoria's hand if she only dared, could smell her little girl's hair—that subtle fragrance all Victoria's own. How many nights after the custody battle had Eve clutched the child's abandoned pillow to her face, breathing in that scent until it was washed away by time and tears?

      "Thank you." Victoria gave a preoccupied smile, her gaze slipping past Eve's shoulder, still looking for Chad. She thought she was talking to one of the other girls' mothers, Eve realized with a jolt. She was nothing to Victoria but some stranger making small talk. The girl wouldn't even look at her.

      "Tori." One word, a plea.

      Victoria's gaze locked on Eve's face at the pet name Chad and the rest of his all-powerful family had hated. Cheeks rosy with excitement a moment before paled.

      "Please don't call me that. No one calls me that. My name is Victoria."

      "You used to like it when I called you Tori. It was my special name for you. Don't you remember?"

      The girl stumbled back a step. She hadn't forgotten, Eve thought numbly as recognition registered in Victoria's eyes.

      "Wh-What are you doing here?" Victoria demanded, trying to hide dismay behind the lift of her chin. "You're not supposed to come near me!"

      Eve's heart twisted. She struggled to keep her voice steady. "I wanted to see you graduate. You're eighteen, now. The courts can't keep me away from you any longer."

      "I don't care about what the courts say! I don't want anything to do with you!" Panic tinged Victoria's voice. Something inside Eve's chest tore. What had she expected? Hoped? That her daughter would be counting off the days, the hours, the minutes as eagerly as she had, until they could legally be reunited? Victoria had been barely four years old when she'd been dragged from Eve's arms. Even now she was so young, confused, maybe even a little afraid. It wasn't surprising, was it, that she would react this way? Eve tried to battle back the wave of disappointment.

      She grappled for reason. "How can you be sure you don't want anything to do with me? You don't even know me, Victoria. But now we can change that."

      "I know everything I need to know every time I look in the mirror!" Her fingertips brushed her forehead, the thin white scar gleaming. "You disappeared from my life for fourteen years, never sent so much as a birthday card! Just... just disappear again!"

      Eve felt like she'd been kicked in the stomach. "But I did send them!" she started to explain. "Your father must have—" Thrown them away, kept them from you. He moved you from place to place in Europe where I couldn't reach you, couldn't challenge custody even when I had my life straightened out enough to fight him. Oh, God, if you only knew how sick I felt when I saw your picture in the paper, realized you had been in Boston for the past two years—close, so close—The words tumbled in a rush through her mind. Words that could only harm Victoria when all Eve wanted was to give her relationship with her daughter a chance to heal.

      "The court ordered me to stay away," she explained instead. "Claimed that if I honored their ruling, I could see you when you were eighteen. The lawyers almost managed to have me banished from your life forever. I did what I could to fight it, but I was terrified that if I disobeyed the ruling, we would never even have this chance. Please, Tori. I love you so much. Let me show you—"

      "You want to show me? Just go away before Daddy comes! He's been looking forward to this day forever, and you'll ruin it for him, too!"

      Eve winced. Ruin the day... know all I need to know... Victoria's words burned into her. Sick, desperate, she caught hold of her daughter's hand. The girl ripped her fingers away as if Eve had burned her. "Victoria, please! I know you are shocked right now, confused, but I'm begging you, give me a chance... just a little time."

      "Victoria!"

      Eve stiffened at the sound of that voice behind her, so familiar it made her turn ice cold. Once, it had made her pulses flutter. Now it made her want to retch. She could still hear its echo: I'm only thinking of what is best for Victoria. If only you would, too....

      "You were fantastic!" Chad raved. "Not a dry eye in the—What the hell?" Eve heard the confusion and—damn him—the concern in Chad's voice. She knew he'd glimpsed the emotions rampant on their daughter's face. "Sweetheart, what's wrong?" he asked, rushing up to the girl. "Are you sick? You look like you've seen a ghost."

      Victoria opened her mouth, closed it, and Eve could sense her struggling to find a way to explain. Eve could spare her daughter that much at least.

      "No ghost," Eve said, squaring her shoulders and turning to face Chad. "Only her mother."

      "Eve."

      She should have taken some small pleasure in the fact that he looked like she'd kicked him in the teeth. The last time Chad had seen her she'd been so young, so helpless, as the power of the mighty Tolliver family ran over her like a runaway train. The last time he'd seen her she'd been shattered, begging to be allowed scraps of Victoria's life. He'd left her desolate, more alone than he could ever imagine. She'd wanted to die. She chose to fight. For an education, for a place at the top of her profession. She'd made certain there were commas in her checkbook. What she'd really wanted was to make certain no one could ever hurt her that way again.

      But like most bullies, as soon as she was strong enough to fight back, hire herself a good lawyer instead of the dull-eyed, alcoholic public defender who had lost her the first case, Chad had run. He'd scooped up their daughter and taken her to Europe. Hidden her in schools in Switzerland and France—God only knew where—always keeping one step ahead, just beyond Eve's reach.

      "Hello, Chad."

      His throat convulsed, his cheeks livid. "What the hell are you doing here?"

      "I came to see my daughter graduate."

      "Daddy, I told her to go away. I didn't want to see her," Victoria broke in.

      "Tori, please. I never wanted to hurt you."

      "So after fourteen years you show up at her graduation and ambush her on one of the biggest days of her life?" Chad snapped.

      "You didn't leave me much choice! I rarely even knew what continent she was on! When I saw her picture in the paper I just—"

      She had thrown together a few mismatched clothes and raced to the airport, willing to pay any price to reach this chapel lawn. Hell, she would have walked the whole way from New York to Boston on bloody stumps if she'd had to. In all the years she'd hated Chad, tried to fight him, nothing had made her loathe him more than discovering he'd been arrogant enough to put Victoria where she was finally within reach, and Eve hadn't been able to find her.

      "Can't you see you're upsetting her?" Chad accused. "Eve, can't you ever think of anyone but yourself?"

      "Myself?" Eve winced, hating him for the shred of truth in his accusation. "Maybe I shouldn't have... have sprung this on Victoria this way, but I was afraid—" Afraid if she waited she would be too late. That Chad would whisk Victoria off to Italy or Spain, or wherever. Tolliver Enterprises had international business interests spread over half the globe. One call to gas up the family jet and Eve would have had to start all over trying to find her daughter. Even so, Eve's sudden appearance had to have been a shock to Victoria—

      For God's sake, Eve yanked herself up short, seething. The bastard had done it again! Made her start blaming herself for situations he had created! He was the one who had made it impossible for her to see her daughter. He obviously hadn't even given Tori the birthday gifts she'd made with so much love, or the letters she'd written.

      And he accused her of being selfish? In the years she had known him, Chad Tolliver had turned getting what he wanted into an art form, damn the price to anyone else. He'd charmed his way into the role of class president, football captain, but his hardest fought battle was to find a way beneath Eve Danaher's skirts. If she'd been a little older, a little wiser. Eve would have known it was the chase that mattered, the challenge. Charity student, trailer-park trash, with a mind sharper than any of those St. Benedict's wealthy patrons could buy for their own pampered offspring, she'd been something unique in his white-bread world. Another toy to be used, then thrown away once the newness wore off. Chad just hadn't counted on the baby.

      Yet even now, angry and hurting as she was, he had her trapped and he knew it. She could hardly say what she wanted to without hurting the wide-eyed, troubled stranger who was her daughter. And she had already unintentionally hurt Victoria enough.

      "Sweetheart, go on to the reception with your friends." Chad feathered his fingers with infuriating tenderness across Victoria's cheek. Hot envy ate deep inside Eve. "I'll settle this and join you in a few minutes."

      "But Daddy—"

      "Now, sweetheart."

      They were so natural together it broke Eve's heart. Victoria nodded with complete trust, then flashed Eve a quick, nervous glance from beneath thick lashes before she turned and rushed away.

      They both watched her in silence until she wound through the crowd to disappear into the festive entrance to another building, a silk "congratulations" banner fluttering overhead in the wind.

      Chad turned back to Eve, scowling. "I never thought I'd see you again."

      Eve had to force her voice past the knot of anger and pain and loss lodged in her throat. "Did you think that I would just forget my own daughter? You had to know from the packages and the letters I kept sending that I hadn't given up. But you didn't let Victoria have any idea I was still thinking of her, loving her, did you Chad?"

      He flushed, irritation and stubbornness flashing in his eyes. "I hoped you would leave her in peace. Leave her happy, busy with the life she was born to."

      "I carried her for nine months under my heart when you and your family wanted to kill her!" Eve cried, outraged. "I loved her while you tried to deny you were her father! She was my whole life for four years until you changed your mind and demanded blood tests."

      "I'd grown up a little bit by then. Realized that if she was a Tolliver, I had a responsibility to see she wasn't raised in the sewer. I needed to know if she was my daughter."

      "So you could steal her from me? You knew I'd never been with anyone but you."

      "Dammit, Eve, keep your voice down!" Chad glanced uneasily around the crowded lawn. Several graduates and their parents were looking their way. "Do you want to embarrass Victoria even more than you already have?"

      "Embarrass her? No! All I ever wanted was to love her! She was born to be in my arms, Chad."

      "The judge didn't think so. Hell, she could have been killed because you were so damned careless!"

      "It was an accident and you know it."

      "It wouldn't have made her any less dead!" Chad raked his fingers through perfectly styled hair.

      "I lost Tori for fourteen years. Haven't I paid enough to satisfy even you? Just let me talk to her, Chad. I'm begging you. I'm her mother. Doesn't she deserve the chance to know I love her?"

      Chad sneered. "If you loved her you wouldn't have stormed into her life like this, destroyed what should have been one of the happiest days of her life!"

      "I didn't mean to—"

      "Did you see her face? Dammit, Eve! What did you expect? For her to run into your arms?"

      No. She'd wanted such little things. Just some hint that her baby remembered something good about her mother, just some tiny flicker of gladness in her eyes.

      Some slender thread to hope on. Damned if she'd confess that to Chad.

      But he'd always been able to read her too easily. Suave, handsome Chad, trained from the cradle to use his charm to manipulate everyone around him.

      "You haven't changed at all. Eve, have you? Still dreaming of fairy tale endings."

      The barb stung. "You can't keep me away from her any longer, Chad."

      "I won't have to." She wanted to scream at the smug expression on his face. "You heard her. She doesn't want anything to do with you. What are you going to do, Eve? Try to force your way into her life? She'll only hate you more than she already does."

      "I don't believe it. We loved each other so much before you and your parents—"

      "Did what? Committed the unforgivable sin of rescuing her from that rattrap of an apartment you were living in? Kept her from being dumped into the laps of babysitters who couldn't be trusted? Or dragged into that warehouse you worked in where she almost got killed? Look at her, Eve! She has everything any girl could ever want! The best schools, riding lessons at the finest stables!"

      "There was one thing you never gave her, Chad. Her mother."

      "You aren't her mother anymore. Face it. Eve. You're a stranger. Let her go."

      Eve knotted her hands in the skirt she had chosen to remind her of her daughter, the navy folds patterned with scenes of a foxhunt in full cry, the horses her daughter loved leaping stone fences, manes and tails flying free. She had dreamed so often of this moment, of being able to hold Tori in her arms again. It was all she had ever wanted. Was it possible Chad was right? Was it selfish and cruel to force her way into Tori's life again?

      No. Eve closed her eyes, remembering her own mother, so cold, always too busy for her daughter, making Eve feel as if she were an inconvenience, or worse still, her mother's cross to bear. Every child needed to know her mother loved her. And Eve did love Tori, desperately.

      "Eve, you have your own life now. I know you're working at a museum, just like you always wanted to—"

      "You would know that, wouldn't you? Did you keep track of me so you could know when to whisk Victoria off someplace new so I couldn't reach her, couldn't fight to get visitation?"

      "I did what I had to do to protect my daughter."

      "She's my daughter, too, dammit!"

      "Not anymore. Even you should be able to see that. Just forget about Victoria."

      "Never." Eve's chin bumped up a notch. "Maybe you're right in one way. I can't force her to listen to me. But she's not a little girl anymore, Chad. She's growing up more and more every day. Someday she'll want to know what happened. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But someday. And when that day comes, Chad, I'll be waiting."

      Heart breaking, Eve turned her back on Chad and walked away.
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      Eve curled up on the floor of her apartment, exhausted from her ordeal, her heart an aching hole from Victoria's rejection. She should have felt some sense of comfort, returning to familiar surroundings after the disaster at her daughter's graduation. Didn't wounded animals return to their dens to lick their wounds? And yet, there was nothing soothing in the presence of things she'd collected over the years, no sense of coming home. Despite fourteen years and all she had fought to accomplish during that time, Eve still might as well be shivering under the bare light bulb of the tiny efficiency apartment she and Tori had called home. Truth to tell, she would rather be in that cramped room. Maybe there were no vibrant Oriental carpets or pieces of original art by up-and-coming talent, but there had been crayon drawings scotch-taped on the cracked-plaster walls—yellow suns with smiling faces, stick-people with triangle skirts, careful printing labeling them as "Mommy and me."

      There had been pain and poverty, but there had been laughter, too, and Tori's soft little arms tight around Eve's neck to remind her there was a reason to go on.

      Tonight, here alone, it was hard to remember. She was tired. So tired.

      At least the phone had stopped ringing. Eve grimaced. Steffie Reklaw— pediatrician, best friend, and the terror of half the administrators of the hospital she worked at— could be about as subtle as a Mack truck.

      She'd been calling every fifteen minutes for the last four hours, anxious, no doubt, to find out what had happened, though heaven alone knew how she'd already discovered Eve was home. Of course, the woman had an army of miniature spies all over the city—kids who would march off a cliff for her à la Pied Piper. She'd probably deployed them around the building armed with secret decoder rings.

      In the end, it didn't matter how Steffie had pulled off this latest discovery. Steffie always found out, damn her. And, more infuriating still, she was almost always right. Steffie had certainly been right this time.

      Steff had predicted disaster, been jumpy as a cat on hot cement. She'd practically begged Eve not to go to the graduation. Just five more days, she had pleaded. By then I'll have browbeaten the hospital board into approving the new wing and I can come with you.

      In five days, Chad could take Tori anywhere! Remember last time I got close? When I learned they'd come back from Europe for Chad's mother's funeral? I just wanted to see Tori, look at her from across the road. Know she was all right. Chad's cousin saw me and they ducked out the back of the church, disappeared again. No, Steff. I can't risk it!

      I don't want you there alone! Steffie had argued in her best mama grizzly bear tone, her dark face so protective, creased with concern. Her eyes, behind the frames of signature bright red glasses filled with that odd blend of empathy and practicality, that understanding of other people's pain that had been the one warm corner in Eve's existence for the past ten years.

      For years Eve had alternately envied and admired how fearlessly the woman took hold of life, her enthusiastic embracing of everything, her ability to laugh off mistakes, forgive other people, and most of all, forgive herself.

      Steff delighted in all the crazy messiness and unpredictability about living that Eve fought so hard to wall out. Being alone at a time like this was unthinkable to Steff. Tears were only put there for someone who loved you to wipe away. What Steffie, with her gregarious, brawling, unconditionally loving family didn't know was that Eve had always been alone except for those four precious years she'd had her little daughter.

      A knock at the door made Eve wince. So that was why the phone had finally shut up! But she hadn't even thought that Steff was crazy enough to go plowing through New York City alone at this hour of the night! Eve had just wanted some time alone. Was that too much to ask? She scowled as a low voice came through the door.

      "Girl, this knock is just a formality," Steffie warned, with gruff affection. "I've got a key and I'm coming in whether you like it or not."

      Where the hell had Steffie gotten a key? Eve moaned as the key rattled in the lock. No time even to throw on the safety chain. Maybe she could just lie on the floor and play dead. No, she couldn't even do that. With her luck Steff would call in the paramedics. She'd been looking for an excuse to set Eve up with that earnest, cute blond medic.

      Eve made some effort to slam shut one of the scrap-books that littered the floor. But there were fourteen years' worth of magazine clippings, catalogue pages, and travel brochures scattered about. Victoria grinning up at her ribbon-bedecked horse when she was ten and had won her first junior championship—a picture published the month after the event when the girl was already beyond Eve's reach. Victoria's picture cut from among a magazine's glossy pages: Tomorrow's leaders—top 100 teens in this year's graduating class. And the ragged-edged newspaper clipping that had sent Eve racing off to Boston.

      The door swung open with a bang that doubtless woke people three blocks away. Garbed in a lab coat spotted with dozens of purple dinosaurs, a stethoscope with bobbly eyes glued on it still looped around her neck, Steffie marched in like Patton chasing down Rommel. Eve felt a twinge of guilt at the dark circles under her best friend's eyes. Somehow, Eve sensed it wasn't a late-night kiddie emergency that had been keeping Steff awake this time. It was worrying about Eve.

      "You think not answering the phone was going to keep me away?" Steff asked with a wry smile.

      Eve glared, bleary-eyed, the sight of Steff's familiar face making her throat constrict even tighter in an effort not to break down. She couldn't start crying. If she did, she might never stop. She tried to fend it off by resorting to irritation. "Couldn't I have you arrested for breaking and entering? I damn well know I didn't give you that key."

      "Your super did. You know, that sweet Mr. Brown who took in the kitten I found in the park last February."

      Eve grimaced, feeling strangely even more sad and empty. Of course Steff knew everyone in this building far better than Eve did. Even though Steff lived a twenty-minute subway ride across town, she chatted with everyone she met while Eve seldom even made eye contact with her nextdoor neighbors. As for the kitten, Steff had begged Eve to take the scrawny little mite, said it would be company for her. If only Steffie had guessed how terrifying that tiny kitten was to Eve—something to take care of, something to care about, a living thing she could fail. Not to mention a poignant reminder of the night that had cost Eve her little girl.

      Eve groaned. "I should've taken the first flight to Outer Mongolia."

      "Yeah, well, it would've taken a little while for my leave of absence to go through, but then, I'd be chasing your butt so fast you'd think your pants were on fire," Steff said, striding into the adjoining powder room. Eve heard her rummaging around, water running. Steff marched out again, a damp washcloth in her hand. She handed the cool cloth to Eve. "Come on, honey, put it on your face," she urged. "You'll feel a little better if you do."

      Eve didn't have the energy to argue—not when she knew how stubborn Steff could be about stuff like this. Surrendering, she gave her face a cursory swipe with the cool cloth. It did feel good. Not that it changed anything. When she was done, Steff took the cloth again, gave it a toss through the powder room doorway. Eve heard the splat of it hitting the sink—another "swish" from Steff's high school basketball days.

      Eve winced as her friend turned back, hurt clouding her face. "Dammit, Eve, you promised me you'd call as soon as you got back."

      "What kind of cynic are you?" Eve said, trying to brush it off. "You didn't trust your supposed best friend?"

      Steffie forced a smile. "I have a very suspicious mind. Besides, I know you too well to believe half the stuff you say." The smile wobbled, broke, chocolate eyes flooding with sympathy as she scanned the floor with its telltale mess.

      "Honey, I'm so sorry."

      "Yeah. Well." Eve shrugged, unfolding cramped legs and trying to get to her feet. The navy skirt was so crumpled it looked as if someone had jammed it into a horse stall.

      "Did you get to see her?"

      "She was... ah... well, let's just say I got the same reaction as the bad fairy when she showed up at Sleeping Beauty's birthday bash." Desperate for something to do. Eve started gathering up the scrapbooks and trying to shove them onto their shelf. She might as well throw them out the sixth-story window. Tori didn't want to see them. Hard as it was for Eve to face, she might never want to see them. Pictures kept so carefully for her daughter, cutouts labeled: "Christmas when you were 10 years old." A picture of the Christmas tree Eve had put up, still decorated with the makeshift ornaments she and Tori had made years ago. Faded tissue paper and construction paper chains, tin foil stars and white paper snowflakes sprinkled with glitter. She'd wanted Tori to know someday that she'd never forgotten her.

      "Evie, you know she's still just a baby. Eighteen is a hell of an age. I'd take a leap from the Empire State Building before I'd ever be eighteen again and I bet you would, too."

      "No. If I could turn back time, I'd be eighteen again in a heartbeat. But instead of staying where the Tollivers could reach me, I'd take my baby and run. Instead of trying to think of what was best for Tori and deciding to let Chad come into her life, I would lie like hell. Why should I have cared if Tori never got to know her father? I never knew mine! Besides, Chad didn't want her anyway until it was convenient for him! When he demanded to know if she was his, I should have just laughed in his face and told him he wasn't the only boy I'd ever had sex with. There were dozens of boys, so many that I couldn't possibly guess who might have been my baby's father. Then, when Tori stood in that pulpit, smiling that amazing, loving smile, I would have been the one smiling back at her." Eve's voice cracked.

      Steffie started toward her, arms outstretched, ready to offer a hug, but Eve knew that if anyone touched her she would shatter into a million pieces. She held up one hand in a silent plea, and hard as it was for Steffie, she respected it. One more compromise they'd reached in their friendship. Somehow, that consideration touched Eve more than any other. Reaching out was as natural to Steff as breathing. Giving someone space to hurt alone was far, far harder.

      Steffie bent down to pick up one of the scrapbooks, her long brown fingers tucking bits of paper deeper inside it. "Well, then, things didn't turn out the way you wanted them to. Now what?"

      "What do you mean?"

      Steff shrugged. "What are you going to do now? You took time off from the museum, didn't you? Decided to make the rookies' day and actually let them touch some of those priceless doodads you restore?"

      "Not the priceless ones," Eve said with a wan smile. "I took care of those before I left."

      Steff chuckled softly. "Yeah, well, most of them are centuries old, painted by dead people. I doubt they'll hassle you if you're a few weeks late spiffing them up." Steff's eyes got that pleading, "look for the sunshine" kind of light in them that Eve knew so well. "Come on, Eve. 'Fess up. You must've saved a mountain of vacation time over the years."

      "I was hoping—" Eve stopped, swallowed hard.

      "I know," Steff said with that tenderness so dangerous to Eve's strangle hold on her emotions. "You were hoping you could spend it with your baby. Why don't you spend it on yourself?"

      "What?"

      "Take the time off. Go somewhere. One of those places you were always dreaming about." Steffie touched the slick edge of a travel folder. "You've been saving these brochures forever, but you haven't gone anywhere just for the fun of it in all the years I've known you."

      "I wanted to take Victoria with me," Eve said in small, tight voice.

      "That's not going to happen. At least for now."

      Anger flared in Eve, ten years of friendship making it safe to let feelings out, at least the sharp-edged ones carving Eve up inside. "Tough love" Steff had always called it when she pushed Eve headfirst into the pain and wouldn't let her back away from it. Can't heal it unless you feel it, she'd said more times than Eve could count. There were times Eve could almost hate her for that little quote, and herself for knowing that, underneath it all, Steff was right. But it was too painful, too dangerous, too scary to let those feelings out. It had been too hard to pull herself together in those terrible months after Victoria had been taken away from her. She'd done what she could to protect herself since then, afraid she'd never have the strength to go through that kind of agony again.

      "You think I don't know I can't share time with my daughter right now?" she demanded, grabbing on to the safe, clean burn of anger.

      "You're always pretty sure you know everything, to tell the truth. But this—somehow you got this all wrong."

      Eve could see Steff square her shoulders, bracing for one of her giant-sized emotional shoves.

      "I know this sounds hard, honey, but someone has to say it. You want a life with your daughter? No one—not you or I—knows for sure if you'll ever get that. But this much I can tell you, Eve Danaher. If your Victoria came into your life right now, she'd find you damned boring."

      Eve gasped, the words cutting deep. "What the—?"

      "Maybe instead of dreaming about the life you and Victoria might have someday, you could concentrate on the life you've got here and now. Or do you want your baby to find you shriveled up, dried up, and half-dead if she ever comes looking for her mama?"

      "You have no right—"

      "That's true. I don't," Steff admitted. "I'm just your best friend. Someone who's loved you for years. And someone you actually care about, even though I'd bet right about now you're wishing you'd never let me past those giant walls you've built inside you. Someone has to tell you the truth, Eve. At least give you a chance to fix what's broken inside you. Maybe I'm making a mess of it, but there's no one else who can say this to you and live to tell. Now here it is in black and white. If you want to dry up and let Chad Tolliver and his family suck all the life out of you, that's your decision to make."

      "Dammit, he took my daughter!"

      "Yeah, he did. But he didn't take your spirit," Steff said softly, her face a reflection of Eve's own pain. "You gave that away."

      Eve reeled as if she'd been slapped.

      Steff's dark eyes filled with compassion, sadness, pleading. "Look what you've done. Picked yourself up off the floor, put yourself through school. Became one of the finest art restorers in the country. And you did it alone, without a lick of help, no family to support you as you went through it. Girl, do you know how many people would have curled up and died if they'd faced what you have? I've been waiting forever, hoping you'd make that last step—take on your private life the way you did your schooling and your career. Get in there with both hands and clean up the stink Chad left there. Sometimes I catch glimpses of what you might have been like if you'd ever found the courage to take your life into your own two hands again and live. But then, it's back to scrapbooks and memories and blaming Chad Tolliver."

      "Don't!"

      "Honey, I just want you to stop and think. If your baby ever does come to you, wanting to know her mama, Eve, what kind of woman do you want her to find?"

      Eve wanted to argue, but Steff was already crossing back to the front door.

      "Don't you dare start a fight like this and leave!" Eve cried. "I'm not finished!"

      Steffie smiled, wise as Buddha. "As a matter of fact, I think you're just getting started, girl."

      Then in a whirl of dinosaur-print lab coat, her stethoscope dragon's eyes bobbling, Steff was gone.

      Eve wanted to rage at her, wanted to throw something. Who did Steffie think she was? The great brilliant doctor flying in on her broomstick to stir everything up! Make her even angrier and then just walk out the door! Hadn't things been bad enough before? Tori—no, Victoria—had made it clear she didn't want anything to do with her mother. Had no interest in the woman she hadn't seen for fourteen years.

      But what if she had reached out to Eve? Steffie's challenge taunted her. What would her daughter have found?

      Eve looked around the nondescript apartment. Except for the scrapbooks, it could have been a suite in a posh hotel, expensive but with all the personality of a model in a face cream ad. There was nothing of Eve in these rooms. The apartment had only been someplace to crash when-she couldn't be at work, locked in the restorer's lab at the museum. When she couldn't distract herself with the painstaking work of brushing away centuries of dust or repairing paint that was slowly disintegrating after generations of neglect. Success, yes, it was evident whoever lived here had money now, the furnishings tasteful enough not to shame her art background. But where was the woman Eve had wanted so desperately for her daughter to be able to know? Maybe that woman didn't even exist anymore.

      He took your daughter away, but you gave him your spirit.

      Had she? Her spirit hadn't seemed worth much without the baby she loved.

      But Tori wasn't a baby any longer. She was a young woman, full of intelligence and eagerness, enthusiasm and hope despite the hurt dealt her so long ago. What could she possibly have in common with Eve? Thirty-six years old? A woman who had spent her life making sure she had commas in her bank account and was respected in the art world. She was as much a stranger to life as she was to her daughter, just as Steff had said. Consumed by work and with imagining the life bound up in those scrapbooks, a life that was supposed to be hers, a life that never would be.

      She'd cursed and kicked and fought, no matter what, to hold on to the life she and Victoria should have shared, but that tenacity hadn't changed a thing. It wasn't fair, what Chad and his family had done to her. It wasn't right. Somewhere deep inside she'd always believed someone would come to their senses and realize that one day, sweep it all away, give her back all the things that should have been hers.

      Fourteen years of little-girl smiles, skinned knees, jelly-smeared kisses. First heartaches and prom dresses and unsteady adolescent hands applying lipstick for the first time.

      No power on earth could give that back to her now, Eve realized with a sick thud in her stomach. That time was gone forever. She had to stop holding her breath, hoping for the impossible.

      She winced, seeing in her memory Tori's face, the rejection, hearing the alarm in her daughter's voice. Something woke inside her, stirred by Steff's words and the stark reality Eve had faced at Victoria's graduation. It swept away forever the fantasies she'd nursed for years. The ones that had paralyzed her with fear that she'd ruin things, make them worse. How could she? Things were as bad as they could get.

      She couldn't do anything about what she'd lost with Tori. But maybe, just maybe, there was something she could do for herself—make herself into the kind of woman Tori would be proud to find, if she ever did decide to let Eve into her life.

      Steff was right. Eve thought, her chin lifting with new determination. Chad couldn't take her life unless she let him.

      But how to begin? Go somewhere, anyplace quiet where she could think. It didn't matter where. Maybe she should let fate decide. She looked down at the papers scattered across the floor, then closed her eyes and picked one, knowing by touch the thick, glossy folder had to be a travel brochure. She opened her eyes, looked down at the folder she held in her hands. Bridey McGarrity's.... Come find rest. Eve read the print beneath a beautiful picture of seacoast and waves and fields so green she could almost feel them beneath her feet. Rest. Peace. She needed that so badly—a place where she could decide what to do with the rest of her life. What better place to do that than in a little bed and breakfast in Ireland?

      Does it really matter where you go? A voice of doubt whispered inside her. You don't have your daughter.

      "It does matter," Eve said aloud, squaring her shoulders. "It's past time to find out what kind of a woman I want to be when I grow up."

      Rubbing away salty grit left by tears, she crossed to the phone and punched in the numbers before she could change her mind. A cheery little voice greeted her. "Bridey McGarrity, cead mile failte. "

      "Hello. My name is Eve Danaher. I wanted to know if... if you have a room available for the next six weeks," Eve asked.

      There was a moment of silence, and Eve almost thought she'd lost the connection. "I'm sorry to be telling you this, my dear, but I'll be off to hospital before the month is out. Won't be able t' tend to a soul."

      So much for throwing herself to the winds of fate, Eve thought grimly. "I'm so sorry."

      "Ach, it's a lot of bother over nothing. They've been expecting my heart to give out for the last six years and it's still ticking along steady as Big Ben. I'll be fit again before you know it, though there are them that thinks I'm going to give the undertaker business. But I've robbed the sour old goat before, an' I'll do so again, so I will."

      After the upheaval she'd been through the past few days, Eve could hardly believe it when a smile curved her lips.

      "But truth to tell, I haven't taken in boarders for years. What moved you to call me?"

      "A brochure I picked up—it must have been from years ago. When I found it I thought it was fate." What was she thinking? Eve shook herself. She had a hard enough time confiding vulnerabilities to her best friend, let alone some woman she'd never met!

      "Fate, was it?" Bridey McGarrity's voice perked up. Eve could almost see the sudden sparkle of excitement in this total stranger. "So ye were meant to come to us?"

      "I know it sounds silly. I just wanted to sit in one place. Stay quiet. Have time to think."

      "Smooth out all the ripples in your soul, eh?"

      "Something like that," Eve said. "I'm sure I can find someplace else."

      "And be defying fate, then? I think ye'd be wiser not to. Never a good idea. Fate can have a temper tantrum worse than any you can ever imagine, treasure. Besides, there is no place like Kilrain in all the world, and if it's calling to you, who am I to turn you away?"

      "But you said you were sick." Eve started to protest.

      "I don't say I'm sick. It's those pesky doctors who keep insisting I am, and what do they know? The whole bunch of them look like babies to me, young enough they should still have their mams running after them wiping their noses."

      Eve chuckled, liking this woman already, refreshed by Bridey McGarrity's attitude. It was no wonder. Eve's own mother had played out the death scene from Camille every time she'd had a hangnail. She'd convinced herself she was dying so many times that when she really did get sick Eve hadn't been able to make herself believe it was real until she'd heard the final thud of the casket closing. The thought sobered her, saddened her. She'd wanted so much more for her own baby girl, promised herself she'd be the best mother in the world. That every time Tori stumbled she would be there to break her fall, protect her, comfort her, make her feel safe the way only a mother could.

      "There, now, don't be thinkin' sad thoughts, Eve Danaher," Bridey said with a tenderness that surprised Eve. "I can feel your aching from clear across the ocean."

      Eve's neck prickled in alarm. She'd made a science of hiding her emotions, and this woman God knew how many miles away in Ireland had unearthed her vulnerabilities somehow. "You... how did you know—?"

      "Why, by magic, of course. Don't you believe in sorcery and such?"

      "I think I—maybe this wasn't such a good idea—"

      Bridey's laugh rang out. "It was a joke, treasure. A joke! Don't be scared off now, just because an old woman had a bit of fun with you. Didn't take a mind reader to realize you must be sorrowing, dearie. Said you needed quiet time, to think. When that happens, most often a body needs healing. And if you need healing, it only stands to reason there must be hurting. Don't you agree?"

      "I suppose," Eve said. But it didn't matter if Eve agreed. Her favorite movie as a child had been The Wizard of Oz. And like the wizard, she'd always been damned uncomfortable when someone peeked behind her curtain to find her small and shivering and all too vulnerable. Not at all as self-assured as she seemed.

      "I've a proposition that might be the answer for both of us," Bridey continued. "My place needs tending while I'm gone—not much, mind you, but I'd rest easier knowing it wasn't empty. And you, you seem t' need a place t' light. Would ye think of stayin' at Kilrain on yer own?"

      Disappointment shifted, and Eve felt a bubble of something like excitement. Alone in a tiny, tidy white cottage in that beautiful green field? It wasn't what she'd expected. What did she know about living in a foreign country anyway? The whole arrangement sounded a little crazy, and yet.... Maybe she should believe it had been fate after all. It was perfect. Too perfect! A voice inside her whispered. And she'd learned long ago not to trust in too great a helping of good fortune.

      "It's a very generous offer Mrs. er, McGarrity, but there must be some—" Some catch, some trap, some snare. In her experience, there always was.

      "I swear by the Rock of Cashel it's an honest bargain I'm offering you," Bridey McGarrity said, humor breaking through. "I'm not a tinker trying t' swindle ye. I just hate t' have the place sitting empty while I'm gone. There will be no one else about and ye said ye wanted peace and quiet and time t' rest."

      Eve hesitated. It really did seem like an ideal setup. One even better than she'd hoped for. She remembered her favorite art history professor, glowing when he'd come in with the news he was going to "house swap" with a family in Italy over the summer. Surely this was no different. She could still remember Professor Hansen's delight when school opened the next fall and he'd displayed the snapshots he'd taken of his family in front of a charming little villa in Milan.

      In spite of it all, the old Eve would have excused herself politely and gotten off the phone. It was too risky, and she never took chances. But wasn't she trying to make a new beginning? Change? What better place to begin than to take this chance?

      Heart hammering, she sucked in a deep breath. "All right, I'll do it." Her whole body buzzed as if she'd just bungee jumped off a perfectly good cliff. "Would you like me to send references?"

      "We'll not be needing those if Kilrain has bèckoned ye," Bridey scoffed.

      Eve stiffened, appalled. Did the woman have any idea how dangerous it could be, inviting a perfect stranger into her home? For all Bridey McGarrity knew, Eve could be an ax murderer! If Eve hadn't already accepted Bridey's offer, she would have felt compelled to now. Who knew what kind of looney-toon might call the sweet, trusting woman next?

      "So when do ye think ye can come? Take yer time—it'll give me an excuse to stay in my own comfy bed a while longer."

      "By Friday if I can get a ticket. But I don't want you to put off going to the hospital if things get tangled—"

      "Sure and you won't have a bit of trouble, I'm certain of it. Look how perfect things have worked out so far for the both of us!"

      The woman was far more optimistic than Eve could ever be.

      "I'll have a man t' meet ye at Shannon airport whenever ye say, treasure," Bridey said. "We can have a beautiful chat and get ye settled in quite cozy before I have to leave. There is a trick or two about living in my darling wee place, just like in any old house." Bridey chuckled. "I wonder what Michael will have to say to this! I told him you would come. Kilrain always takes care of itself."

      "Who is Michael?"

      "He's a plague of worry dropped down on my head. But now he can leave an old woman in peace, can't he... em, what did you say your name is?"

      "Eve Danaher."

      "Safe journey. Eve."

      Safe journey. Eve hung up the phone, but it wasn't Ireland and plane trips that filled her mind. She was setting out on a journey of a far different kind, and Bridey McGarrity had no idea how far Eve had to travel.
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      Victoria kicked off white dress shoes that seemed to have shrunk three sizes during this endless evening, glad to be back at the house Daddy had leased to be close to her when she'd come to school in Boston. But even the throb of pain as blood rushed back into her feet couldn't numb the misery of this day. She flung herself onto the vast canopy bed and drew her knees up tight against her chest, as if to ward off a blow. But the blow had already come, and it had ruined what was supposed to be one of the most important days of her life.

      The cut-crystal clock on the mantel chimed twelve—far too early to be calling it a night. Dozens of graduation parties still celebrated on, silver trays full of hors d'oeuvres in the process of being devoured, mountainous cakes with white icing decimated. People laughed and danced to hired bands in all the posh restaurants within driving distance of the academy. But if Victoria had been forced to keep a smile plastered on for another minute, she was sure her face would crack into a million pieces.

      Forget about what happened, Daddy had urged her with a bracing hug on the way to the party. Don't let her ruin this night for you. She's just a stranger, sweetheart. She doesn't matter.

      He'd looked shaken himself, in spite of the way he tried to hide his reaction. And she wanted to protect him. But it did matter that her mother had shown up after so many years. It had changed everything.

      Worst of all, how could she tell him that it might have been something she'd done or thought that made this terrible thing happen?

      Victoria swallowed hard. Was it her own fault? Had she somehow... somehow summoned Eve Danaher up like a genie from a bottle in one of those old fairy tales?

      Almost never in the weeks preparing for graduation had she let herself admit she had felt left out watching her friends going off with their mothers, picking out the perfect graduation dress, getting their hair done, and giggling over makeovers at the nearest cosmetics counter. Daddy had gone with her to get her dress, but he'd had a business meeting to rush off to and the cell phone hadn't stopped ringing. Patient as he'd been, Victoria had known he was glad when the shopping trip was checked off his list of a jillion and one things to do.

      Once the dress had been bought, she had just settled back into the school routine, assuring herself she was glad she didn't have the constant pressure her classmates did, the ringing of the phone as menus were discussed and discarded, guest lists refined, and plans for parties made. It was understood her father's caterers would do a flawless job.

      She would never have hurt her father's feelings by telling him that she would have liked a little fussing this time, would like to have had someone lingering over the plans with her, getting teary-eyed, wanting everything to be perfect. She could never tell him about the sinking sensation in her stomach when she answered the phone in her dorm room and heard her roommate's mother laugh. Melissa is going to want to murder me for calling her again, but I can't decide what color icing to put on her cake. Purple used to be her favorite color, but you girls have grown up so much, changed so much these past few years, I thought maybe she'd choose something different. What color are you having on your cake, Victoria?

      Whatever color Alphonse thinks will go best with the color scheme he's chosen. It turned out to be black. Everything black and white, sophisticated, with not a single gooey baby picture in sight.

      She'd told Melissa's mom she just didn't care much about that sort of thing. She hadn't even realized she did until that moment.

      It wasn't Daddy's fault she felt so... so weird. He was wonderful. She'd always felt so lucky to have him. But she couldn't help feeling things would have been different if she'd had a mother.

      Victoria sucked in a sharp breath. How could she even think such a thing? What a miserable, disloyal little brat she was being! She clambered off the bed, and crossed over to glare at herself in the mirror.

      She'd been Daddy's whole life forever. Besides, it didn't matter what the other girls' mothers did. Her mother wasn't like them anyway. Four years of taking care of a little girl had been too much for the woman. Her mother had just thrown her away, disappeared and not come back for fourteen years.

      Daddy had tried to excuse her leaving way back in the beginning. Even then, Victoria had known he wanted her not to hurt so much. Your mother decided she needed a fresh start after what happened the night of the accident. The judges, your mommy, and I knew she couldn't take care of you properly, and I wanted a chance to love you so very much.

      She'd pictured her mother gobbling up life like a birthday cake, partying and traveling and doing all those things it was impossible to do with a kid hanging around your neck. It hurt a lot at first to think her mother was glad to be rid of her. She hadn't even believed it for a long time. But days passed, weeks, years, and still her mother never came back. What reason could there be for that except that she didn't want to be bothered with her daughter?

      For a long time Victoria hadn't even thought of her, blocked her from her mind, until all the graduation craziness opened up the lost, empty place in the middle of her chest again.

      Still, nothing in her imagination had prepared her for seeing the woman again. She hadn't been anything like Victoria had imagined. Her face wasn't hard. Her eyes weren't the careless, selfish ones of a woman who had forgotten her little girl. They were painful with emotion, her mouth soft and trembling, voice unsteady. And when she'd reached out to touch her—

      Victoria hugged herself tight. She wasn't about to feel sorry for the woman. After fourteen years you couldn't just—just walk back into someone's life as if nothing had happened! She hadn't even bothered sending a single letter, not one birthday or Christmas gift. Apparently putting a stamp on an envelope was one of those things about child-raising that had been too demanding for her to bother with.

      And yet, the woman had looked so stunned when Victoria had accused her of it. As if she really had been surprised. Was it possible Daddy had—no! That was crazy. She crushed the tiny spark of suspicion. What was she thinking? Eve Danaher had deserted her years ago while Daddy had always been there, Victoria reminded herself. She should forget all about her. She might even have been able to do it if only she wasn't still so troubled by the look that had been on the woman's face.

      Victoria's eyes stung, and she was angry that she could still hurt after such a long time. She had so many questions, and only one person could answer them right now. Swiping away the tears, she glanced at herself in the mirror, then pushed open the door and headed down the hall to her father's wing. Outside his door she hesitated, then knocked softly.

      "Daddy?"

      She wondered if he was already asleep, but then a voice answered. "Come on in, sweetheart."

      She pushed open the door, surprised at what she saw. His covers weren't even pulled back, and he hadn't changed into pajamas. He stood in his tuxedo, jacket and all, staring out the window, a crystal glass of his favorite whiskey in his hand. She couldn't ever remember seeing him so still.

      Then he turned and smiled, but it was that smile he'd worn all night, achy and uncomfortable, straining tight about the lips. "How's my little valedictorian?"

      "I don't know." She shrugged. "Fine, I guess. Daddy, can I ask you something?"

      He looked worried. The smile grew even more brittle. "Sure, sweetheart."

      "I thought she'd forgotten all about me. Why would she come to see me after all this time?" There was no need to explain who she was. Her father's mouth got even tighter.

      "It doesn't matter. You don't want to see the woman. She'll respect that, dammit. I'll make her."

      She'd never seen his eyes so fierce. It made her stomach twist. She walked over to his cherry-wood dresser and fiddled with the silver lid of the cologne bottle she'd given him three Christmases ago. "I told her to leave me alone." She hesitated, couldn't keep from probing. "Said she'd never even bothered to send me a birthday card. She said she did."

      "And you believed her?" Daddy demanded in a voice she'd never heard before. Tight. Almost a little scared, but she knew that was impossible. "Victoria, the woman neglected you. Abandoned you. The fact that she would tell you a lie shouldn't surprise either one of us."

      He was right. Why did that hurt?

      "She didn't look the way I... I imagined at all," Victoria said. "She looked..." Overjoyed, scared, uncertain, and hurting. "Like me."

      "She's nothing like you, Victoria. That much I can tell you. You're brave and beautiful and intelligent, so many amazing things Eve Danaher could never be. Maybe your hair is the same color. Your eyes and the shape of your mouth are similar. But that doesn't matter. You're completely different in here where it counts." He tapped his chest. "Don't let this upset you. By next week, all this will seem like some crazy dream. You'll be riding with the best coach Europe has to offer and, if I know you, you won't be thinking of anything but horses. It will be just you and me and a stable full of horses, just as we planned."

      Victoria tried to smile, hugged him to hide it when she failed. He was right, of course. It would be just as they had planned. That was what she wanted, wasn't it? But could anything ever really be the same again? She'd pretended her mother away for fourteen years. Imagined her, selfish, beautiful, taking what she wanted, not caring who she hurt. Forgetting her baby girl even existed because it wasn't convenient to have her around.

      But now, those familiar images were gone, and other, more disturbing ones took their place. Was it possible things weren't the way she'd always imagined? That there might be some way to explain—explain deserting your daughter for fourteen years? No. Whatever Eve Danaher had to say didn't matter, she told herself firmly. There was too much hurt, too many questions that could never have reasonable answers. It was too late. She reached up, touched the thin ridge of scar on her forehead, one more reminder of how her mother had failed her. But even that familiar gesture didn't quiet the whisper someplace deep inside her.

      She came back.
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      Cead mile failte—A hundred thousand welcomes—the sign proclaimed in huge green letters above the baggage claim in Shannon airport. Eve thought they'd do better to show diagrams of how to haul ten-ton suitcases off the baggage carousel without ending up in traction. But, then, most of her fellow travelers had probably packed their own bags. Eve had had help.

      The two giant-sized suitcases she dragged off the conveyer belt were so heavy they felt like solid concrete thanks to Steffie's insistence she pack everything except the washer and dryer. Appliances Eve was sure her friend would have found a way to shove in if it hadn't been for the difference in electrical voltage from one country to the other. Eve shook her head as she started toward a huge papier-mâché castle that stood across the room advertising a medieval-style banquet at a castle in County Cork, complete with mannequins in traditional Irish dress.

      Bridey had insisted her friend, Fingall, would feel more at home picking her up at that display than anywhere else in Shannon airport. All the lights and crowds and such made him jittery as a cat, the old woman had confided.

      Frankly, Eve wasn't so comfy herself. A sea of faces swarmed around her, the Irish easy to pick out from the rest—complexions like cream, pale, yet cheeks touched with a rosy color she could hardly believe was real. Freckles sprinkled Puckish noses, kids looking like they should be sleeping in buttercups, the spitting image of illustrations of fairies she'd loved in vintage children's books.

      There was every shade of hair from black to silver blond, but it was that bright, coppery color so rare anyplace else that amazed her, flashing in banners here and there, while the gorgeous, melting lilt of Irish accents floated around her.

      She watched, entranced, as a little girl in braids and her gap-toothed brother played hide-and-seek behind the legs of people who were obviously complete strangers, a dapper-looking old gentleman propping his battered suitcase on its end to give the little ones a better place to hide. He had such a kind, apple-cheeked face. Could he be Fingall? Eve wondered. Any friend of Bridey's must be the same kind of person. But the man didn't seem to be looking for anyone.

      The whole trip felt so strange. Eve moved toward the castle, feeling as if she should wake up any minute in her own bed to discover she'd just had another really weird dream.

      The past days seemed unreal, a flurry of preparation, a mad rush of stopping her mail, getting her tickets, fending off Steff, who had delighted in the whole process with the glee of a woman who was sending a kid off to summer camp for the first time. She'd brought over thick sweaters and a rain poncho to ward off unpredictable Irish weather, travel guides with sticky notes marking tourist attractions Eve might find of interest. She'd tucked a copy of Yeats's poetry into Eve's flight bag along with the latest motion sickness drug in grape-flavored chews, highly recommended, Steff insisted, by the Kool-aid crowd. A gorgeous boxed set of paper came next, tied up with blue satin ribbon—in case Eve felt like writing letters, or keeping some kind of a journal about what she saw.

      But when Steff bounced in with a mammoth-sized box of condoms "just in case," Eve had tried to draw the line.

      You 're getting a little too optimistic here. I haven't had sex in years and I'm not about to start now.

      Hope springs eternal, Steff had laughed. Think about those Irish actors we see in movies, girl. If they grow 'em like Liam Neeson and Gabriel Byrne over there even you might not be able to resist. What kind of friend would I be if I didn't send you off prepared? Besides, someone told me once to pack all this kind of stuff when you go to Ireland. She'd tossed five boxes of tampons onto the pile. They can be tough to find over there.

      One thing Steff's enthusiasm had managed to accomplish was to wipe out any doubts Eve had about leaving New York. She would have been happy to spend her vacation hiding behind a vending machine in Central Park just to get away from all that exuberance.

      But her last bit of preparation had been hardest of all. Picking up the phone. Dialing the Tolliver mansion in upstate New York on the
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