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Chapter 1


West Village, Manhattan




Some things in life are better left alone.


Harriet P. Smith fingered the black and white surveillance photograph of Jake Porter emerging from a Sunset Strip club eight daysor to be more precise, nightsearlier. She studied the flash of a smile, the dark eyes she could paint in her sleep, the quirk in his nose caused by a basketball injury, the protective way he held his arm around the shoulders of the pint-size blonde who walked beside him. Not that the woman mattered one way or the other. For better or worse, it was Jake Porter who held her attention.


And darn it, that had always been true.


And that despite the almost sixteen years that had passed since the last time she had been within arms reach of Jake Porter.


It was funny how she always thought of him with both his first and last names. Harriet shoved the photo into the thick envelope supplied by Gotham Investigations, wishing she could discard her dilemma over the man as easily. To be honest, shed shoved the situation into the recesses of her brain for more years than she cared to count. It was time to quit hiding. She flipped the envelope over and stared at the logo of the firm shed hired to find Jake Porter.


We Specialize in Discretion proclaimed the script beneath the company name. Well, she sure as heck hoped so. Shed paid a premium for their services, and the last thing she wanted was either Jake Porter or the press finding out what Harriet P. Smith was up to until she had readied herself to come clean.


Harriet eyed the fat envelope. Shed pulled only the one photograph out so far. Shifting from foot to foot, she considered what she might find if she tugged the rest of the items out. The investigator had filled her in over the phone on the highlights. Jake Porter hadnt let any grass grow under his feet. Good college. Better graduate school. Hed turned his MBA to advantage, establishing himself as a rising star in managing creative clients. And hed founded his own record company. Way back when, at Doolittle High, Jake had been named Most Likely to Succeed and had tied with Harriet for Most Creative. Funny how none of her classmates had credited her with the potential to succeed. But if fame and fortune equaled success, avant-garde artist Harriet P. Smith of the West Village, at thirty-three going on thirty-four, had outstripped every kid in high school whod made fun of her geeky looks and her penchant for spending more time painting than worrying about boys and clothes. Shed also shed the pounds shed packed on courtesy of the dreary years shed spent hating her life in a small town in Arkansas.


Harriet shoved the envelope away from her. It bumped into her cold coffee cup, and dark liquid splashed onto the packet. She tugged one of her paint rags from the waistband of her yoga pants and dabbed at the spill. Staring at the pattern the moisture made spreading into the paper, she envisioned the shapes in a profusion of color and almost, almost forgot all about Jake Porter.


She needed to work. She needed to retreat into the sanctuary of her studio and commune with her canvas. At some point she would know what to do with the information shed gathered on Jake Porter. The way she knew when one of her massive creations was just right, the way she knew when the color had come to life the way she saw it within her soul, thats the way shed know when she was meant to contact Jake Porter.


Until that moment came, shed keep on keeping on. She had to trust shed know when the time was right to tell Jake Porter he had a son.












Chapter 2


In the City of Angels Accompanied by a Few Demons




No deal, Jake Porter said, his voice as cool and calm as always. The man on the other end of the phone had no way of knowing just how pissed Jake was, and just how unfortunate that would prove to be for future bookings at the mans Sunset Strip nightclub.


After a few more threats mixed with promises of riches if only Jake would give in and cut his price for the act, the man hung up. Jake glanced at his calendar on the notebook computer, the only object on his glass-topped desk. Two minutes until Delice arrived. He rose and walked to the wall of windows. The manicurist would finish in just under sixteen minutes. He had a noon lunch booked at his club with some Sony people. That event would take no longer than an hour and a half. Those in the know knew not to waste Jake Porters time.


Every minute of the day he had scheduled, from his early morning workouts to breakfast meetings, office appointments, luncheons, lawyers, accountants, marketing, publicity, and studio time. Many evenings he spent making the rounds of small clubs, the venues where the good yet unknown artists without a lot of business sense were to be found. Hed made several musicians bigger than big. He aimed to do it again and again.


The door to his office suite swung open. He turned, expecting Delice. Instead, his father stood there, commanding the space yet at the same time managing to look as awkward as hell.


As well he might. What right did he have to barge in without warning? But old habits died hard. Jake Porter, CEO of Philistine Music, could make or break a musicians career with a nod of his head, but no matter his accomplishments, hed never outrank the Colonel.


Jake snapped to attention. Sir!


At ease, son, his father, Colonel Theodore Porter, USAF-Ret., strode across the carpet, managing to inspect both Jake and the surroundings as he approached. He stopped and stretched out his right hand.


Jake shook hands, looking at his father for some clue to explain his unexpected appearance. Out of uniform now for a few years, the Colonel wore his khaki slacks and crisp white shirt with as sharp a crease and as stiff with starch as any air force uniform hed donned in his thirty-year career. He had more of a tan than Jake recalled from the last time theyd seen each other, but other than that, nothing had changed. Certainly there was nothing about his father that gave Jake any hint as to why hed decided to fly from Tampa, site of his last station and his home since then, to Los Angeles. Youre looking well, he said, at a loss for anything else to say.


The Colonel nodded, swung his head and shoulders around, surveying the room, and returned to stand, at ease, in front of Jake. This will just take a minute, he said. I know you run a tight ship. Naturally. Youre my son. He smiled.


Jake didnt. He did glance at his watch. His secretary would be chatting with Delice in the outer office. Delice didnt like to waste time any more than Jake did. Anyone can see were related, he said, almost thinking out loud with the phrase. He and his father had the same dark hair with a tendency to curl that drove them both crazy, same dark brown eyes, same nose except for the telltale signs of an old sports injury that marked Jakes. Aside from their looks, their mannerisms were enough alike to mark them as father and son, a truth that irritated and pleased both parent and child. Jake indicated a pair of chairs in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. Time to sit down?


His father nodded, sat down, and cleared his throat. Jake took the chair opposite. It occurred to him his father had come with bad news. Why else would he appear out of nowhere after an almost two-year absence?


I have something to tell you I didnt want to put in e-mail or say over the phone, his father said. He looked straight at Jake. I know marriage isnt your favorite topic


Jake laughed. As long as its not mine, I can handle it.


I hope so, his father said. Because I plan to marry a wonderful woman.


You do? Jake couldnt help the surprise that drove his voice upward. I mean, youre getting married again? After the horrible marriage his parents had endured, Jake wondered why his father would ever try it a second time.


His father nodded.


Does Ariel know? Jake doubted that his mother and father ever spoke but he figured hed ask the question.


No.


I see, Jake said. No, he would not be the one to tell his mother. If that was what his father had shown up to request, he could take a long walk off the Santa Monica Pier.


Im not asking you to break the news to her, his father said, almost impatiently. I havent even asked the woman if shell be my wife.


Jake raised his brows.


Id like you to meet her, the Colonel said, looking as awkward as he had when hed first entered Jakes office.


Im not sure what I have to do with it, Jake said.


You are my son, his father said. Ive learned a few things in life, though its been tough. He looked out the windows as if seeing something there that drew him from the room to someplace in the past, or perhaps to some spot in the future. Almost like having nails driven into my head. He grinned. I dont know if you can teach an old dog new tricks, but I aim to find out.


Jake had no idea what his father meant. Im not sure I follow you, sir.


His father waved a hand. Like that, for instance. No need for you to call me sir. Im not your commanding officer.


Jake almost fell off his chair. Or so it felt, but he knew he didnt budge a muscle or otherwise show any whit of reaction. No, sir, youre not, he said. Perhaps Im not an old enough dog. His entire life had been ruled by his fathers military career. His father would be away the majority of the time, but in the months and weeks his father spent at their home billet, Jake certainly had been the good soldier and his father the CO.


Anyway, Id like you to meet my prospective wife.


Jake glanced at the door and rose. Hed have to forgo the manicure and race to his lunch meeting. Is she in the outer office?


His father stood up. Office? No, of course not. Shes at her home. Ill be there for Christmas and Id like you to come visit.


Its the middle of December now, Jake said. And since when had Christmas become important to his father? He could count on one hand the number of times his father had been home for that holiday. Besides, only the day before hed had his assistant make reservations for a trip for two to the Greek Islands. On the other hand, taking Lilly anywhere right now might be a mistake. Shed been getting damned clingy. Shed also been hinting since the Emmys that she wanted a ring for Christmas. Maybe surprising her with a trip to Greece wasnt such a good idea after all. He could imagine the scene when she realized not only that thered be no ring for Christmas, but, as hed told her all along, that thered never be an engagement ring.


Jake Porter was not the marrying kind.


I know how last-minute this is, his father said. Thats one of the reasons I flew out here to ask you face-to-face. He paused and folded his arms across his chest. Please, Jake. Its important to me. To our family.


Jake stared at his size twelve Gucci loafers. He moved his gaze to his fathers size twelve Bostonians. Never once had his father asked him to do one single thing that meant something to him in terms of family. Oh, sure, he had chewed his ass if he didnt get good grades or if he stayed out past curfew. But the note in his fathers voice was something hed never, ever heard before.


He would put off Lilly, explain to her shed have to spend Christmas without him. Taking her to a family event was the last thing he needed to do. All right, he said. Ill do it. Tell me where and when and Ill be there.


His father stuck out his hand and they shook, both maintaining a comfortable reserve, but the relief in his fathers face was evident. Jake wished he didnt feel a clutch in his gut. He didnt know what to think about the evidence of touchy-feely emotions in his rock-solid, good-old-boy father.


Thank you, his father said, turning toward the door, his face away from Jake.


Details, Jake said. Where does the lady live?


Doolittle, the Colonel said.


Jake couldnt keep his jaw from dropping. So much for the pride he held in his ability to maintain a poker face. And talk about a reminder to get all the facts before agreeing to a deal! As in Arkansas? he managed to say.


His father nodded and smiled. Ironic, isnt it?


Several other adjectives jumped to Jakes mind, but he held his tongue.


Ill tell you more later, his father said. I know how you hate to be late, and Ive seen you glance at your watch at least once. Fly into Little Rock, Adam Field, the week before Christmas. Send me your travel details and Ill pick you up.


Jake nodded. Yes, sir, he said, his voice only two shades above a whisper. The last place in the world he wanted to spend Christmas, or any day of the year, for that matter, was Doolittle, Arkansas. But hed never gone back on his word, and he wouldnt start now.


His father sketched a salute and then where hed stood remained only empty space.


Jake stared longer than he cared to admit at the space his father had occupied, and then he walked to the wall of windows behind his desk. He dug his hands deeper into his pockets and blinked once, then again. Silky dark hair and soft skin surrounding the prettiest green eyes hed ever known filled his mind.


He forced himself to gaze at the view outside rather than the image within his brain.


The air was clear, a gift of a rainstorm that had passed through during the morning commute. A few clouds capped the peaks of the Santa Monica Mountains. Jakes offices took up the top floor of one of L.A.s older high-rises. From where he stood at that moment, the city spread out below glistened like the jewels in Harry Winstons swank Rodeo Drive establishment.


On a day like today, it was easy to love his adopted hometown. Adopted? Hell, it was the only place hed ever lived for longer than three years at a stretch.


As a career military officer, the Colonel had spent his years in postings around the world, stashing his son and Jakes mother in various towns and cities, with friends or relatives, or other military families willing to give them a home. Rarely had he taken his family to any of the locations where hed been assigned.


Theyd been parked, like baggage, in more boring places than Jake cared to remember while his dad went off and fought wars. One day his mother had had enough and shed walked out.



Ariel Porter had not been cut out to be a military wife. Or a mother, either. She certainly hadnt been the kind of mom who greeted you with milk and cookies after school or knew how to bandage skinned knees.


Jake crossed to his desk and dropped into his leather chair, swiveled his head back, and kicked his feet up on his glass-topped desk. He gazed out the window at the beautiful view, but instead of blue sky and mountain peaks, his eyes filled with an image of a girl with eyes bigger than her face, a girl who was all hands and feet like a puppy not grown into its body. When he thought of Arkansas, he thought of that face. And surely as thunder followed lightning, the next thought that came was the kick to the gut and the voice that reminded him never hand your heart out to be ground into the dirt.


What were the odds of his father meeting a woman he wanted to marry who lived in the backwater of Doolittle? The one time his father had been there, hed swept into town to collect Jake after learning that Ariel had left their son with a distant relative while she ran off to perform at a folk music tour and lied to him about it. Hed given Jake time to pack his clothes and books and dragged him off to where he was stationed near Berlin, with no chance to let anyone in Jakes world know he was leaving. No, the Colonel couldnt have met anyone on that trip whom he maintained fond memories of and went back in search of. Jake didnt buy that possibility for one minute.


Hed spent that summer in Germany with his father, and then gone to college in the States.


Jake dropped his feet to the floor with a satisfying thud, a sound loud enough to switch off thoughts there was no good reason to revisit.


Time to hustle some business. Time to make more money. Time to take his mind off memories that would do him no good. His voice mail light glowed brightly. Someone needed him. Hell, half the music world wanted to talk to him. So why had he just agreed to spend even one day in Arkansas? He reached for his phone.


Hed given his word, so hed do his duty. Hed tell Lilly something had come up, and hed spend a week with his father, and if necessary to keep the peace, hed pronounce his blessing on his fathers intended. Hell, he might even really like her. Any woman capable of helping his father get over the marriage that had been more war than matrimony had to have something good going for her.


But when it was time for their next familial reunion, Jake would make sure he beat his father to the punch. Hed send him tickets to Vail or Acapulco or San Francisco, and they could meet where there was at least something to do other than stare into the distance and not talk in the way Jake and his dad always did. He used to want to break through that barrier, but eventually Jake realized he never would. Maybe grown men and their dads never really talked except in the movies.











Chapter 3


Meanwhile, Back in Doolittle




Martha Wilson grunted under the weight of the box of Christmas decorations her sister handed down from the attic stairs. She lowered the box to the floor of the upstairs hallway and checked her watch once again. Is that it?


One more, Abbie said, and disappeared upward.


She took her sweet time about it. Martha itched to get to her computer. A morning without an e-mail from Ted was as bad as a gray winter day without a hope of sunshine. Her sister had insisted they get the rest of their holiday decorating done first thing. While Martha knew that last year and the year before that and the year before that, going back in an unbroken string, she would have been the one fussing to pull the boxes down, this time she had other things on her mind.


Not just any other old thing. She had Ted on her mind. And in her heart, too, though she almost feared putting that thought into the voice that ran inside her head. With her mouth shed be talking to her sister same as she always had, yet inside her head these conversations with Ted kept going on and on, louder and more interesting and much more enjoyable than didnt she agree with Abbie that the preachers wife was looking a trifle peaked? and had Martha heard that Dr. Mike and that young wife of his, the second one, not the ex, were expecting again?


Hello! Abbie teetered on the attic staircase, the giant wreath waving in sync with her movements. Is it too much to ask for you to keep your mind on what were doing?


Martha held out her arms. Drop it, she said.


Humph, Abbie said, coming down a few more steps before lowering the wreath. She acted as if it were made of crystal.


I thought you said there was one more box, Martha said as she backed the wreath to a spot on the hall floor a few feet from the stairs. There, that would show her sister she was paying attention.


Abbie descended the stairs, her spare frame barely making a wiggle on the ladder. Someone must have thrown out the wreath box. She dusted her hands and then turned and heaved the ladder back into its ceiling hideaway. Though I cant imagine why. It was perfectly good. Remember we only bought it when we opened the Inn.


Of course I remember that box, Martha said. It was such a sturdy one. I remember saying it would be perfect for a playhouse.



For mice maybe, Abbie said. Then she eyed Martha in a way that made every ounce of her guilty conscience start to quake. What did you use it for?


Martha studied her hands. I gave it to Evelyn across the street when she figured out that cat shed taken in was a she and not a he and there were five little reasons she was eating so much.


Abbie snorted. Its a wonder we have time or money to run a business.


Speaking of which, Martha said, I think Ill just pop into my room and check the computer to see if we have any new reservations.


And leave me to decorate, I suppose.


Ill be back to help in a flash, Martha said. I wouldnt leave it all for you to do. That wouldnt be right.


Abbie sniffed. She pulled a hanky out of the pocket of her old wool slacks. After wiping her nose, she said, You leave me alone readily enough these days that it wouldnt surprise me. Look at the way youre always running off to Little Rock. You were never that close to Mrs. Halifax, but nowadays anyone would think she means more to you than your own family.


Automatic words of apology and reassurance died inside Marthas throat, no doubt choked out by her burden of guilt. It wasnt Mrs. Halifax she went to Little Rock to see. She lifted a hand toward her sisters shoulder, and then let it drop to her side. Ill just take a minute, she said, edging toward the door to her bedroom.


Abbie narrowed her eyes. Since youve been going to Little Rock youve changed. I declare, six months ago you were the sister Ive always known. First it was that computer you brought into the house and that fancy reservation system. She sniffed. We operated this place just fine for going on twelve years with writing down our guests names with a pen and paper.


Different doesnt have to be bad, Martha said, and before Abbie could read her any more lectures she turned and hurried to her room.


She counted to a hundred waiting for the dial-up modem to connect. While she waited, she paced from the wobbly table shed squeezed in between the chest of drawers shed inherited from her grandmother and the matching armoire, to the foot of her bed, and back. Abbie called her a fool for stuffing so much furniture into one room, but Martha liked having her things all around her. And after what had happened when shed ventured online and there met Ted, she thanked her lucky stars every day that shed crammed the computer right in along with the antiques. Why, reading Teds e-mails in the corner of the kitchen that served as reservations office would have been next to impossible!


Casting an ear toward the hall, she logged onto the e-mail, and at last she saw Teds screen name lighting up her inbox. Her heart did that funny thump-thump that she never would have thought it would know. His face filled her mind; the dark brown eyes set off by crinkly lines at the corners when he smiled seemed to reach across the miles.


She clicked open his message.





Dear Martha,


I awoke this morning wondering what was wrong with the world when only yesterday it seemed so perfect, and as I cleared the sleep from my eyes, and made my way to the kitchen for a cup of coffee, I knew that what was missing was you.


I look forward to coming to Doolittle for Christmas.



Yours, Ted




Martha clasped her hands to her chest. Yours, Ted, she whispered.


Any new ones? Abbie poked her head into the doorway.


Martha jumped. She couldnt believe she hadnt remembered to shut the door when shed walked in. But shed been so anxious to get to the computer. Just a minute, she said, clearing the screen and switching to her Schoolhouse Inn e-mail.


I still think we did just fine without having to check that pesky box every day, Abbie said. She pushed the kerchief shed wound around her gray hair back a bit from her lined forehead.


Martha kept silent. Shed started a spreadsheet to track their reservations and knew darned well their business had grown since shed put them onto the Internet. But Abbie wasnt going to hear anything she didnt want to believe. Two new reservation messages had come in, along with the usual string of spam.


She read the first one and found herself clutching her chest for the second time that morning. She beckoned her sister over, forgetting in her excitement that Abbie had sworn never to look at what she called that pesky little screen. Youll never guess whos coming to Doolittle!


To Doolittle or to the Inn? Abbie peered over Marthas shoulder.



Its Harriet Smith, asking for two rooms for a week. Martha did a quick calculation. I hope we have the same two open for that many days.


Abbie crossed her arms over her bony chest. I have to say Im surprised that shes going to show up, but it does her credit. Olivia must have told her shes having that knee replacement surgery so she cant go to New York for Christmas. Abbie sniffed. Harriet Smith hasnt been back to town since Donnie died. Youd think she could visit here just once because she wanted to, not out of obligation.


Martha stared at the screen, marveling how Abbie always knew what was going on and wishing yet again her sister wouldnt be quite so judgmental. It seems odd that shes not staying with family. Her mother and father have that big old house all to themselves. And its not as if Donnies mama wouldnt offer them a place to stay. Harriets son has spent several summers with her on the farm.


If she stayed at Olivias, shed have to play nurse. How do you think that would sit with a woman used to being catered to hand and foot? Besides, if she wants to spend the money, its more business for us, Abbie said.


She must be awfully rich, Martha said, visions of the fancy stores she and Ted had strolled past in Little Rock coming to mind. Charlene doesnt talk about her daughter much, but whenever I go into the shop, I cant help but notice she keeps that book of news clippings up-to-date.


Rich is nice, but going off and acting like you were hatched and not born into a family is something else altogether, Abbie said. We all know money cant buy happiness.


True, Martha said, pretty much stifling the sigh that escaped along with the word.



Dont tell me youd change places with a woman like Harriet Smith. Abbies glare took in the computer and Marthas whole body, almost as if she suspected the machine of having infected Martha.


No, of course not, Martha said. Only wouldnt it be interesting to be able to jet to Paris and London and Capetown?


All those places are in that clipping book?


Martha nodded. Shes famous all over the world.


Abbie shrugged. Her husbands dead, her little boy has probably been raised by a nanny, and she ignores her family, not to mention her hometown. If shes so rich, why doesnt she come see her family more or help out in Doolittle? Not that we need any charity, mind you.


Maybe well get to know her while shes staying here, Martha said.


Dont count on it, Abbie said, turning away and heading to the door. If she even sits down to tea with the likes of us Ill eat my apron.


Just because shes famous doesnt mean shell be rude, Martha said. I remember her as a shy little thing. There never was any harm about her.


Abbie snorted. That stuff she does that she calls art comes out of someplace inside her, and wherever that spot is, its not shy and its not pretty. I dont know what makes you remember her like that, because when she was in my biology class at Doolittle High she always had something to say about everything. And every other student managed to do the lab reports the way I told them to, but not Harriet. She always had to do it her way.


Well, artists are different, Martha said, unwilling to disagree head-on with her sister. Let me check the other reservation and Ill come help decorate.



Maybe its Santa Claus, Abbie said, pausing in the doorway. Keep this up and were not going to have any rooms left at the Inn for Christmas.


Martha smiled and opened the next e-mail. As she read, her smile faded.


Dont tell me someone else famous is coming, Abbie said, moving back into the room.


Oh, I wouldnt know about that, Martha said, the name Jake Porter ringing in her head. Was she blushing? Most definitely shed started to perspire. The name sounds familiar.


Abbie peered at the screen. Jake Porter? Now where have I heard that name?


Oh, I dont think you have, Martha said. I mean, its completely unfamiliar to me. Not a common name, either. Abbie was staring at her as if she wasnt making any sense. Well, she wasnt. She was too surprised. It couldnt be a coincidence. Jake Porter had to be Teds son. He had only one child, who lived in Los Angeles. Why hadnt Ted told her that his son was coming to stay at the Schoolhouse Inn? Or did he not know? Was it meant to be a surprise? She picked up a notebook and fanned at her face.


You should have stayed on your estrogen, Abbie said, studying Martha a bit too closely for her comfort. Do we have a room left for him?


I think so, Martha said.


Jake Porter, Abbie said, her voice lingering over each syllable. She tapped her chin with a long finger and stared at the ceiling. Wait a minute, I stand corrected. Long time ago, there were some Porters who lived around here. As a matter of fact, one was in my biology class.


Really? Martha fiddled with the keyboard and tried not to seem too interested. Was his name Jake? Surely Ted would have mentioned to her if he had ever lived in or around Doolittle. And surely she would have noticed him, any day, any year, any place.


Abbie tightened the scarf around her hair. Yes, it was. He wasnt here long. Maybe half a year, at the end of his senior year. I remember thinking what a shame his family had to transfer him at that time in his life. She rapped her fingers against the edge of Marthas chair. There are parents out there who just are not responsible. Imagine dumping your child on someone else.


Is that what happened? Martha made herself ask that question, but what she wanted to do was to defend Ted. If indeed this whole story had any basis in reality. An air force officer would have to be gone for long stretches at a time.


Abbie shrugged. Best as I recall. But I do remember the young Porter boy. Mr. Popularity. Good-looking. All the cheerleaders were after him.


Martha could easily believe that, if he were indeed Teds son. Shed taught in the grade school down the road from the high school so she wouldnt have crossed paths with him.


What happened to him? I mean, wed know if hed stayed in town.


Funny thing, Abbie said, gazing across the room and narrowing her eyes. He and Harriet, who of course wasnt a Smith then because that was before Donnie got her pregnantAbbie sniffed, as if the very idea were too much for her to reflect uponwere in Biology Lab together. Harriet was always causing a ruckus, wanting to do things any way other than what I told them to, but Jake Porter did as he was told.



A nice young man, then, Martha said, feeling pride in a funny sort of way, perhaps on Teds behalf.


Abbie placed her hands on her hips. Who can tell with men?


There wasnt much Martha could say in response to that comment. Nothing she said on the positive side would hold water, and at this point in her life, she wanted to believe in possibilities. Well, its all conjecture anyway, she said, pushing her chair back and rising. This Jake Porter may be a completely different person.


And I might be a circus clown, Abbie said. I say things happen for a reason.


Martha smiled. Maybe hes coming in search of Harriet. You know, tracking down his high school sweetheart.


Youre a silly romantic, her sister said. If theres one thing Jake Porter and Harriet Rogers were not, it was sweethearts. The two of them acted as if they couldnt bear to stand next to the same Bunsen burner.


Ooh, Martha said, thats a sure sign. That always happens in romance stories. First they detest each other and then they cant keep their eyes or hands off each other.


That might work in books, Abbie said, but I wouldnt put up with a man who acted out to me.


Martha looked at her sister. Do you ever wish youd gotten married?


Abbie threw her hands up in the air. Dont be ridiculous. I declare I dont know whats gotten into you lately. What kind of question is that to ask your sister? Youve known me all your life, and have you ever once known me to want a man underfoot, interfering with my freedom?


Martha tipped her head to one side. If it were the right man, you might not describe it that way.



Thatll be the day, she said.


Oh, come on, Martha said, amazed at her nerve in teasing her sister on such a subject. About time she got some backbone, especially as shed yet to break the news that a man shed met over that pesky machine was headed their way for Christmas. Youre not such a sourpuss as you let on. You have a romantic heart under that armadillo act you put on.


Harrumph! Abbie turned toward the door. I leave all that to other people. The ones who have more time than sense.











Chapter 4


A March Down Memory Lane




Harriet paced her studio. Ever since shed taken Olivias phone call right after Zach left for school, shed been unable to concentrate. Naturally she was concerned that Zachs grandmother had to undergo surgery and couldnt come to New York for Christmas as theyd planned. And yes, of course, the two of them would come to Doolittle instead.


She didnt know how those words had come out of her mouth, but once spoken, they couldnt be crammed back in. Harriet would rather have offered to pay for Olivia to have the knee replacement in Manhattan than to return to Doolittle.


Harriet paused in front of a bank of windows. Twelve stories below, the streets teemed with cars and pedestrians and the constant presence of yellow cabs. The energy pulsed its way upward and onto the ledges and in through the windows.


She tipped her head back and breathed it in.


Harriet P. Smith loved New York.


She liked to pretend shed been born there, in any of one of the several hospitals she passed by on the East Side. She should choose one and get its name someday. Yeah, right, she thought, pushing away from the window. Invent a little more of her life. Pretend to an even greater degree. Make believe she belonged in the fast lane.


Well, if she belonged anywhere, it was New York. Shed shaken the dust of Doolittle off her feet the year after shed graduated from high school. The year Zach had been born.


Donnies father hadnt liked the idea of his son and Harriet and the baby moving so far away. But the first time Donnies father had ever truly been pleased with his son was when he learned that Donnie and Harriet had to get married. Hed been so proud of his son for producing a grandson, he told him to name what he wanted as a present, and no matter what it was he could have it.


What Donnie and Harriet both wanted was a life far away from their hometown. Donnie wanted to play music and Harriet wanted to paint. So Donnie had taken his dad at his word and asked for a place to live in NYC and money to live on while they pursued their dreams. In turn, hed offered to bring baby Zach home at least twice a year, and welcome his parents whenever they wanted to visit.


So Donnies father bought them an old warehouse in an as-yet-to-be-gentrified area on the edge of the West Village. Hed made a fortune in real estate by keeping an eye on what people would want in the future. Everyone in Doolittle knew that Donnies family had more money than anyone else, something you wouldnt think from the way Donnie wore the same red flannel shirt and faded jeans and worn-through Converse basketball shoes every day, seven days a week.


Harriet and Donnie had been friends since grade school. Nobody in town thought their friendship went beyond exactly that, but when Harriet turned up pregnant, more than one neighbor said it just went to prove you couldnt tell. Love struck. And babies got made and born.


Harriet crossed her studio to the canvas she hadnt been working on that day. She believed that her art came to her as a gift, and when the spirit flowed through her, the art created itself. Sure, she had technical training, but other than that, she relied on the gift.


Today, ever since that phone call from Olivia, thered been no space in her mind or heart open to receiving inspiration. She kept thinking of two things: how to break the news to her son that theyd be spending Christmas in a town with a population less than Zachs high school, and second, but not necessarily taking the backseat to the first issue, were all the reasons she didnt want to go. And those reasons could be summed up in two wordsJake Porter.


After shed left Doolittle and then refused to visit, shed become an outcast, willingly enough. But there were still times when Harriet wished Thomas Wolfe hadnt been right. But going home again for Harriet caused way too much guilt and confusion in her mind to make such a trip possible, except for the most extreme of situations.


The last time had been for the funeral, five years past.


And now she faced Donnies mothers surgery. Why, oh, why hadnt she offered to send flowers and engage a twenty-four-hour nurse?


Nightmare didnt begin to describe that last trip to Doolittle. Not only had it been her husbands funeral, but her father-in-laws as well. Donnie had given in at long last to his dads entreaties to take a hunting trip together. Theyd gone off to the Rockies, both intent on not discussing politics or any of the other topics that divided them, intent on getting along despite neither one knowing how to accomplish that feat.


Harriet often thought Donnies father doted on Zach so much because with his grandson he had a chance to do things better.


Harriet and Zach had stayed home in New York. Harriet was adamant that Zach not go hunting, no matter how many times his grandfather brought up the subject. The idea of her husband raising a rifle or a bow and arrow at a beautiful deer was bad enough. She refused to let her son learn such things. Donnie didnt care one way or another, but he remained profoundly grateful to his father for his early financial support and for accepting him after so many years of animosity.


He also remained about as angry as a twenty-something could be toward his father. If only hed been more understanding, Donnie could have and would have told him years ago that he was gay.


But his father refused to deal in any such possibility, even though the only girl Donnie had ever befriended was Harriet Rogers, and everyone in Doolittle knew that no boy in his right mind would be interested in the pudgy, geeky girl whod just as soon start some stupid debate with you as say good morning. But when it turned out that Donnie and Harriet had a thing for each other and had gone and started a baby before making their way through the church doors, Donnies dad forgave all.


He wanted a son and a sons son to carry on his real estate dynasty. If there wasnt a Smith at the helm of Lake Doolittle and his other array of properties, what would his life have meant?


So about the time Zach turned ten, Donnie and his dad went off hunting.


And neither one of them came back alive.


No one was quite sure what had happened. Their rented SUV had been found at the bottom of a ravine, high above the hunting area where theyd planned to spend the week. Two deer were strapped to the top, or so the authorities discovered when they managed to right the upside-down vehicle. Both Donnie and his dad died on impact.


Harriet and Zach had caught the first flight to Little Rock. Her father picked them up at the airport. All the way back, all one hour and thirty minutes of the drive, he kept saying, The Lord works in mysterious ways, but some days its sure-as-shit hard to know what hes up to.


Harriet had never heard her dad say shit. She shivered and began her own litany of things would be okay, they would get through this loss, and inside she kept wondering if Donnie had at long last tried to tell his father the truth about the life the three of them had made. Both of them were excellent drivers. Thered been no sign of another vehicle involved, no evidence of alcohol, no vehicle failure.


The night before the funeral, Harriet sat at Doolittles only funeral parlor with a red cashmere shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her mother fussed over every visitor who signed the book and came inside to pay his respects to the two closed caskets. Harriet had refused to have their bodies displayed. For better or for worse, she wanted everyone to remember her husband as hed been while alive, not the battered remnant of a man shed been asked to view upon his and his fathers bodies being shipped back to Doolittle.


Olivia, Donnies mother, was coping thanks to some help from her doctor and the pharmacist. Harriet had laced her own coffee with whiskey shed spotted in the back of her parents highboy. She wasnt much of a drinker, but getting through the evenings visitation and the funeral the following morning was a feat she had no idea how to accomplish.


She ached for Donnie. Hed been such a dear, sweet man, and clever and funny. Zach looked like hed never smile again. Harriet held on more for her son than for anyone else, assuring him repeatedly how much Donnie loved him and how much Donnie would be guarding him from heaven. Not that she knew that she believed in heaven one way or another. But she wanted, with a fierce desire, for her son to believe in such a miracle.


Olivia swayed into the main parlor, gazed toward the caskets of her husband and son, and dabbed at her eyes with an embroidered handkerchief. Harriet rose and went to her side.


We should have left them open, Olivia said.


Harriet kept silent.


Everyone should see Zachs daddy and grandpa, she said, her mouth quivering. Ive always said he had the Smith eyes and ears. Your mama insists little Zach doesnt look a thing like Donnie but I know better. Why, just last week, before Donnie left with his dad, I was telling him how much Zachs last school picture looked just like my brother Elmer.



Harriet scuffed the toe of her Manolo Blahnik pump against the dreary beige of the funeral home carpet and bit the inside of her lip. After a long battle with herself, she managed to say, Im sure you were.


And if people could only see, they would know, Olivia said, beginning to cry softly. No one would ever wonder.


Know what? Harriets blood chilled. She glanced around. Clusters of visitors stood about the room, with only one or two anywhere near the casket, surrounded by flowers and photographs of the father and son in happier times.


Harriet sensed Zachs presence. She looked over her shoulder. Her son, shoulders squared back and chin held high, watched her and his grandmother from halfway across the room. Harriet forced herself to put an arm around Olivia. She whispered, Dont worry that Zach doesnt look like Donnie. My mother says he favors the Rogerses. Looks dont matter. Harriet tried to calm the fear rising inside her that Olivia knew the truth and was about to spill it in front of everyone. Donnie loved Zach. All that matters is love.


Love! Olivia broke away. Eyes on fire, she stared wildly around, and pointing a finger at Harriet, she cried, You pretended to love my son and stole him away from us. She caught a hand over her mouth, sobbed, and dropped to a chair. Im so sorry, she said.


Harriet leaned over her. Influenced no doubt by the spiked coffee and her own guilt, she said in a voice that only Olivia could hear, Will you please shut up about Zachs ears and eyes and nose.


Olivia cried harder and shook her head. Its not right, she said, then again, Its just not right. 



Of course its not right that theyre dead, Harriet said, trying to change the direction of Olivias thoughts.


Olivia lifted her head and looked Harriet in the eyes. Through her tears, she said, Please dont ruin my memories. Zach is all I have left now.


Harriet pulled away. What did that mean? Dont let me know what I suspect is true? She ran a hand over her hair, feeling more like tearing it out. A wave of guilt slapped her, followed by a raging anger. Guilt for being the one left alive, and anger at not knowing what to do. Guilt for being free nowfree to move on with her life without the trauma and speculation that a separation and divorce from Donnie would have brought. Anger at herself mostly, and for the boy long gone whod disappeared and left her to deal with being eighteen and pregnant. Shed done the best she knew how.


She looked back at Olivia. Her heart softened. None of this pain was Olivias fault. She was such a sweet-natured woman. Im so sorry, she said, her voice breaking.


Olivia reached out a hand and squeezed Harriets arm. She patted her shoulder and said, Im not in my right mind. Just leave me sit here a few minutes, she said, dabbing at her eyes.


Harriet turned. Zach continued to watch them, his eyes dark and wide. He started toward them and then paused. Harriet beckoned him. He came up to Olivia. Putting his arms around her, he said, Dont worry, Gran-O, everything will be okay.


Harriets heart caught when she heard Zach using his favorite name for Olivia. Her eyes blurred. She wasnt one to cry. Shed yet to break out in tears; not once since shed gotten the phone call from Colorado had she cried.


Yet now, as she watched her son with Olivia, a sob rose up within her and threatened to choke its way up and out of her throat. She clapped a hand over her mouth, then breathed deeply through her nose. Turning away, she walked outside, past her mother calling to her to come see Mrs. Gridley whod come to pay her respects, past the curious eyes of so many, many people she had nothing in common with and never would.


She left first thing the next morning. Only because he begged to do so, she let Zach stay another two days with Olivia. She picked him up at LaGuardia, and as it did after any death, no matter how personal or tragic, life moved on.


As it would move on now, Harriet consoled herself. Zach would adapt to Christmas in Doolittle, no doubt far more easily than she would. Olivia had never said another word about Zachs non-Smith-like appearance since the night of the wake. She hadnt missed a Christmas visit to New York, either, so all in all, Harriet had to reconcile herself to making the trip to Arkansas.


Harriet let herself out of her studio, closed and locked the door behind her, and trekked down the hall that led back to their spacious apartment. She owed Donnie more than she could ever repay. Hed rescued her, given her opportunities shed never have had without him as her husband, and the least she could do was to help meet, in some small way, his mothers needs.


Later that day, Harriet sat in the sunroom, waiting for Zach. In the distance, echoing across the expanse of the converted warehouse apartment, a door opened and shut. Steps steady and sure advanced on the plank flooring.


Harriet forced herself to turn the page of a six-month-old issue of ArtWorld. Shed maintain a casual, cheerful air, and Zach would follow her example. If she buried her feelings about going to Doolittle, perhaps her son would even enjoy the trip. He loved both his grandmothers, though Harriet saw clearly that Donnies mother was his favorite. Not that she could blame him for that. For years, shed felt the same way.


Zach stopped, as usual, in the kitchen. The sunroom was at the back of the apartment. On the days when she wasnt lost in her current creation and remembered to check a clock, she settled there so Zach could share how his day at school had gone. It had been quite a tradition with them, but in the past year, Zach had sought her out less and less.


As it should be, Harriet consoled herself. Fifteen was such an awkward age. The longing for adulthood and the glimpses back into childhood clashed in the most painful ways. God only knew how miserable Harriet had been at the same age.


Today she hoped that Zach would stick his head into the room. If not, shed wait till dinner to break the news. She turned another page in the magazine and strained her ears for an indication of Zachs direction.


She forced herself to look down. A male model, all dark hair and eyes and muscular build, gazed up at her from an ad for sable brushes. She stared at the image of the man.


Another dark-haired man stepped from the page, into the room in front of her.


So, hows our son? the image asked, his eyes fixed on her face.


Hes fine, Harriet whispered. Hes a good kid. Smart, athletic, creative.


The image shrugged and spread out his hands as if to say, Of course.


He stepped closer, filling the space between the page and Harriets face. When were you going to tell me about Zach? Another fifteen years from now? Whats the kid think about you, hiding the truth from him? Think he wont hate you when he finds out?


No, Harriet said. He wont. He cant hate me. I did it all for the best.


Right, the image said, and disappeared.


Harriet blinked. She gazed across the room and back down to the magazine.


Mom?


She swung around toward the door to the sunroom. Jake!


Zach stepped into the room, holding a peanut butter and jelly sandwich wrapped neatly in a napkin in one hand and his book bag in the other. Its me, Zach. He dropped his bag, draped his body into and across an armchair, and took a bite out of the sandwich. As he chewed, he studied her.


Thats what I said, Harriet said.


He finished his bite, took another one that ate up half the sandwich, and shrugged. From around the























































































OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/MSRCover.png
# HarperCollins ebooks

Not The Marrying

Kind






