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      Today was the day Olivia Dupree was going to meet the only man on the planet who saw life the way she did–as one long series of disappointments, a perilous journey best navigated alone–for the very first time, and she didn't have a thing to wear.

      Not that what she wore mattered. She wasn't that sort of fan. She didn’t think he would care what she looked like, and she would also be extremely disappointed if he did.

      And yet she'd given into the inner teenager she’d never been and stood on her bed, so she could gauge her appearance in the big mirror that was part of her dresser. She didn't own a full-length mirror. She'd never thought she needed one and still held that opinion. Her ordinary style was pretty basic. For work she wore skinny, knee-length pencil skirts with matching blazers when it was cool, and sensible pumps with two-inch heels. She kept her dark hair in a tight bun and applied her makeup in the same minimalist fashion every weekday. College English students didn't really care what their professor looked like, after all. And she wasn't out to capture the attention of anyone who might.

      On weekends, she traded the suits for jeans, the bun for a ponytail and the makeup for sunscreen.

      Now she needed something in between. Something relaxed, but attractive. Not seductive, just attractive. She was not a doe-eyed, adoring fan. But she'd never met Aaron Westhaven before, and she wanted to make a good impression. That was all.

      Freddy, her very best friend in the entire world–and the only male she trusted with her heart–tipped his massive head from one side to the other as he watched her standing somewhat unsteadily on the mattress. Standing was not what the bed was for, he seemed to be thinking.

      She glanced down at him. ''It's okay, boy. I'll get down momentarily. And standing on the bed is still verboten when it comes to you, okay?"

      He heaved a giant sigh and lowered his two-hundred-pound, brindle-patterned bulk to the floor. He was only average size for an adult male English mastiff, but even she had trouble believing how big he was, and she'd had him for three years.

      She hoped Mr. Westhaven didn't have an aversion to dogs. He hadn't written dogs into any of his novels, so she couldn't be sure, but she suspected he would love Freddy. Because anyone with a heart would love Freddy, and Westhaven certainly had a heart.

      She felt as if she knew him well enough to be sure of that. The reclusive author's heartbreakingly tragic novels lined her shelves and spoke to her soul. They were her own guilty secret. They so reflected the way she felt about life and love. You really couldn't depend on anyone but yourself. He seemed to understand that. God knew she did.

      And now she was about to meet him, right here in Shadow Falls, Vermont.

      She glanced at the outfit she wore, a pair of dressy black trousers and a lavender button-down blouse with a black blazer over it. Too stiff. She unbuttoned the blazer and thought she still looked too formal. Then she took it off and thought she looked too casual.

      Frustrated, she threw the blazer down by her feet. Big mistake. Freddy saw that as an invitation, sprang upright and bounded onto the bed with a giant "woof' that reverberated through her chest. The mattress sank as if it was a hammock, its box springs squeaking in protest.

      "Freddy, I’m only up here so I can see what I look like from the waist down," she explained, as she tried to keep her balance. “That doesn’t mean the bed is for–” He bounced in response to her words. The mattress tidal-waved beneath her. Laughing, she fell onto her butt among the rumpled covers, and Freddy moved over her, trying to lick her face with his washcloth-sized sized tongue as she laughed too hard to breathe. "You' re a lug. Get down!"

      He obeyed immediately, then stood there waiting for her to join him. She got down, hugged his gigantic head. Then she quickly traded the trousers for a skirt, slid her feet into a pair of sandals and looked at the clock on the nightstand, then at her wristwatch. "Gee, Freddy. Mr. Westhaven is late." She frowned as a little knot of worry tightened in her stomach.

      "He's really late."

      And she was concerned, because though she admired him, she didn't entirely trust him. He was male, after all. The fact that he'd agreed to be the surprise guest speaker at the English Department's summer fundraise had been a huge win for her. She'd invited him with every expectation that he would decline, if he replied at all. The man never made public appearances. She'd been shocked–and a little bit suspicious–when he'd accepted her invitation.

      But she'd chalked that up to her own man issues and tried to count on him to arrive as promised and not be a no-show.

      Maybe that had been a mistake.

      Time would tell, she supposed. She brushed the Freddy hairs off her lavender blouse and decided it would do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sam Overton wasn't supposed to be driving at all without his mom in the car, much less driving a big Ford Expedition that wasn't even theirs. But he was doing it anyway. He didn't really know how she expected him not to. It was the Funkmaster Flex Edition, not just any SUV.

      And it was freakin' sweet. Checkered flag design on the dashboard and console, custom black-and-red paint job, sound system to die for. Better yet, it had a 300 horsepower, 5.4-liter iron-block, 24-valve V-8 in it. It looked at new as if it had just rolled off the showroom floor. Hell, this thing was a dream vehicle.

      Besides, he didn't have any reason to think his mom would find out.

      Kyle Becker, Sam's best friend, cranked up the music, and Sam shoved his hand away from the dial and Turned it back down. "It's distracting."

      "It's Gorilla Riot. You don't turn down Gorilla Riot."

      "Then turn it off."

      "No way. It’s good practice to get used to distractions," Kyle said, with the wisdom that came from being a licensed sixteen-year-old and a month-and-a-half older than Sam. "And while you're at it, you might want to go faster than thirty-five. "

      Sam pressed on the gas pedal, picked up speed and sent a cloud of dust up behind them. They'd taken a back road where there would be little traffic, so he could practice driving a car that had a little more guts than his mother's crossover.

      He felt a little ping and knew he was throwing up pebbles in addition to the dust cloud. Shaking his head, he hit the brakes and pulled over. "This is stupid. This dirt road's no good for a ride like this."

      "I told you, we'll wash it before we take it back," Kyle insisted. "No one will ever know."

      "Right, unless I end up dinging it or something. Professor Mallory will notice that when he comes back from Europe, even if Mom doesn't." Sam sighed, frustrated with himself as he slowly realized there was almost zero chance he was going to get away with this. His mom always found out. "I must have been a moron to have let you talk me into this."

      "No, you weren't. You've got to practice on something, right? How are you going to pass your test next week if you don't? And you can't take your mother's when she has it parked outside the damn hospital all day every day."

      "Yeah, well, I can't keep taking Mallory's dream machine out, either. I mean, I shouldn't. He left it with Mom for safekeeping while he's away. I doubt this is what he had in mind."

      "Why not? You're not hurting it any. And he did ask your mom to drive it once in a while to keep it loose, right? You're helping him out."

      “You wouldn't be saying that if it was your dream car I was driving over a cow path," Sam said. "If Mom finds out, she'll have a freakin' meltdown."

      "She's not gonna find out." Kyle said it as if he were offering his personal guarantee that it was true.

      The dust was clearing and Sam sighed. "Let's just go. We still have to gas it up, wash it, and hope to hell nobody sees us driving it back."

      "Yeah," Kyle said. "We probably better get on that. But we can take it straight back to your mom's garage, bring the gas in a can and wash it there, so we don't draw notice. You want me to drive it back?"

      Sam nodded. "Yeah, just in case we meet a cop or something," he said. "Mom would be even more pissed if I got a ticket for driving on a learner's permit without a license driver over-eighteen driver along." He opened his door, getting out of the SUV to go around to the passenger side.

      Kyle got out his own side, but then he just stood there, staring toward the side of the road a dozen or so yards ahead of them.

      And then he went really tense all of a sudden, and his mouth opened.

      "What?" Sam asked, trying to see what he was looking at.

      Kyle lifted a finger and pointed. "Is that a…body?"

      "No way!" Sam turned and spotted the lump that had caught his friend's attention. Something that looked like a person lay in the deep grass at the bottom of a slope. “It’s just clothes or something.”

      “Yeah, with a body inside,” Kyle said.

      The two boys headed for the human-shaped lump of clothing. When they got as close as they could without leaving the road, Kyle said, "Sure as shit, Sam, there's a guy down there. And he isn't moving."

      Elbowing his friend, Sam said, "Go see if he's alive." Then he tugged his cell phone out of his shirt pocket.

      "Screw you, you go see if he's alive!"

      "Fine." Sam held out the phone. "You can call 911... and my mom at the hospital."

      Sighing, Kyle shook his head. "Your mom? Nevermind. I'll go see if he's alive."
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        * * *

      

      When her telephone finally rang, Olivia had all but given up on her special guest. Aaron Westhaven was known to be rabid about his privacy. She should have trusted the instinct not to put too much stock in his promise to appear. But at the time, she'd been convinced that the director of special events would never agree to Aaron Westhaven's terms anyway. No press, no announcement, no photographs, no hotel. But the director had conceded to all of it. Westhaven had even accepted Olivia's offer to let him stay in her guestroom, allowing him to forego any of the far more public local inns or B and Bs. The fundraiser was by invitation only, so the invited guests had been told only that it would feature a "secret guest speaker" guaranteed to be worth their donations. The tickets had sold out in record time.

      And now it looked as if he wasn't even going to show up.

      She never should have believed he would keep his word. People seldom did. Especially men.

      When the phone rang, her hopes climbed in spite of her doom-and-gloom realism, though she scolded them back into place even as she snatched the receiver up so fast that she didn't even look at the caller ID first.

      "Professor Dupree," she answered.

      A female voice came from the other end. "Olivia. It's Carrie Overton. How are you?"

      "Carrie?" It took her a moment to process the name, since she had been expecting her errant guest speaker to be calling with a fake apology and a fistful of excuses. Frowning, she held the phone away and loo ked at the ID screen. Shadow Falls General. She lifted her brows and brought the phone back to her ear. "I'm fine. A little frustrated right now, but… Is everything all right?"

      Carrie was one of the few women she'd built something of a friendship with over the past sixteen years, and even then, only a casual one. Olivia knew it didn't pay to let too many people get too close when you had as many secrets in your past as she did.

      "I' m calling from– "

      "The hospital, I know," Olivia said, a tiny kernel of concern beginning to form in her chest. Carrie had no earthly reason to be calling her today, especially not from work, which she took very seriously. "What's going on?"

      Carrie drew a breath. "I have a patient here. Male, mid-thirties maybe. Dark hair and eyes. Six feet or so, pretty buff. No ID."

      "Sounds like you're looking for a home for a stray, Carrie."

      "Sort of. He had your business card in his pocket, so I thought you might be able to help us identify him."

      Olivia closed her eyes slowly as her mind fit Tab A into Slot B. God, was it Aaron Westhaven? Was that why he was so late? "Is there anything written on the back of the card?" she asked.

      '"Yeah. Your home phone number. Address, too. Do you know who he is?"

      "I think so," Olivia said. It was him. It had to be. She didn't give anyone her home address. Ever. But she'd made an exception for the semi-famous recluse with the direct line into her brain. "Is he all right? I mean how bad–"

      "I really can't discuss that–"

      "Right, right." Rules, regs, confidentiality. Carrie wasn't going to breech protocol and risk her medical license. Not over the phone, anyway.

      "Can you come over here?" Carrie asked.

      Olivia nodded hard as if Carrie could see the motion. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes," she said, then hung up the phone without another word. She headed for the door, the issue of what to wear entirely forgotten, and grabbed her handbag on the way.

      Freddy ran ahead of her and waited by the door, tail wagging.

      She bent, but only a little, and cupped his great big, flappy-jowled face between her palms. "You have to stay here, Fred. I'm going to the hospital, and they don't allow dogs there, so you have to stay here. But I promise I won't be long."

      He sighed heavily and lowered his big head, just as if he understood every word, which, she was convinced he did.

      She kept hold of him, though, and kissed him right on the snout. "Don't be sad. I'll be back."

      He got up and plodded away, sinking onto his supersize doggy bed, which was actually a futon mattress, as if his heart was breaking.

      Olivia took pity on her best friend and snapped on the TV, tuning it to Animal Planet. Freddy seemed marginally placated. Then she tossed the remote onto the highest shelf in the room to keep him from eating it and headed for her hybrid.

      Fifteen minutes later she was standing in front of the nurses' desk at Shadow Falls General, asking for Dr. Carrie Overton. A hand on her shoulder made her stop in midquestion, and she turned to see a face she knew, though not the one she'd been expecting. She stared up at the tall, handsome cop. "Bryan. I almost didn't recognize you in your uniform. Must seem good to have it back."

      "Better than you'd believe," Bryan Kendall said."How have you been?"

      "Good. Good."

      "And that horse you call a dog?"

      "Moping that he didn't get to ride along, but otherwise good. You and Dawn should stop by and visit him." Then she frowned and asked, "What are you doing here?"

      "Same thing you are," he said.

      That reply made her brows go up. "The police are involved in this?"

      Bryan nodded, his face serious. "Yeah. I’ll explain what I can while we wait for Dr. Overton. Right now she's busy reaming out her kid for taking the car without permission." He nodded to the left, and Olivia saw the stunning redhead wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope, apparently in mid-lecture. Her audience consisted of two gangly teenage boys who dwarfed her, even with their heads hanging.

      Carrie glanced up and Bryan beckoned her over. She pointed sternly, directing the boys to a pair of chairs, then called over her shoulder as she came through the glass door. "Do not leave that spot until I come back."

      Then she took a breath, smoothed her fiery curls and approached them. "Thanks for coming, Olivia. Did you fill her in yet, Officer Kendall?"

      Olivia shook her head as Bryan said, "No, not yet." Then, with a sympathetic look at the boys in the other room, he added, "You know Sam and Kyle probably saved the guy's life by finding him, right?"

      “That's no excuse," Carrie said. She looked at Olivia again. "The mystery patient is this way. Will you take a look at him for me?''

      "I don't know what good it will do," Olivia began, following as Carrie walked briskly down the hall, stopping outside a door with the number 206 on it.

      "Why not?" Carrie asked.

      There was a window beside the door, the blind open just enough to reveal the man in the bed. He lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, his head swathed in bandages. "Because I've never actually seen Aaron Westhave… Oh." Olivia lost her words somehow, and her breath with them, as her gaze slid from the white bandages on the man's head to his face. God, he was beautiful. She hadn't expected that.

      "Do you know him?" Bryan asked.

      "Not by sight," Olivia replied. She thought she ought to face Bryan while speaking to him, but she couldn't take her eyes off the man in the bed. His were open, and they were soft eyes. Green, or maybe brown. She couldn't tell from this distance. But they were dark and striking, as was the way they turned down slightly at the outside corners, giving him an inherently sad expression. And while his age surprised her, as did her instant reaction to his good looks, the pain and stoic, steadfast endurance expressed by those eyes didn't shock her in the least. She'd expected him to be strong and wounded, she realized.

      "Olivia?" Bryan prompted.

      She blinked and cleared her throat. " I've never actually met him before. But I' m fairly certain I know who he is, and that he was on his way to see me."

      Bryan tensed a little. He was one of the very few people who knew Olivia's secrets. And inviting a stranger to her home wasn't something he would expect her to do.

      "It's a long story," she began.

      "Just give us the digest version for now," he said.

      She nodded. "He's an author as well-known for being reclusive as for his work, which is, to put it mildly, brilliant. His name is Aaron Westhaven, although as closely as he guards his privacy, it's probably a pseudonym. He doesn't do public appearances, doesn't even allow himself to be photographed, and doesn't want anyone to know he's in town."

      "Why was he coming to see you?" Bryan asked.

      "I invited him to speak at a fundraiser at the university."

      "And he agreed?" Looking more coplike than ever, Bryan was frowning now.

      "Yes, he did," Olivia said. "I was stunned, really. But there were strict stipulations. We were doing this as a secret-guest, by-invitation-only thing. He insisted on no press, no publicity. Just a private lecture, with wine and cheese and him as the guest speaker.  He was supposed to stay at my place, more private than a motel or  an inn."

      “And you agreed to that?"

      She met Bryan's eyes, saw the disbelief in them. "It was my idea. And the university agreed to every condition. Getting him at all was a real coup, Bryan. He's special. His work...it's meant a lot to me. I even used to write to him. Not often. I mean, I'm not a drooling groupie or anything."

      "I would never mistake you for a drooling groupie," he said dryly.

      She acknowledged that with a nod. "He never wrote back, probably never even saw my letters. But still, I felt–" She turned her gaze back to the man  in the bed. "I felt as if I knew him in some small way, through his work. We share common ground about some things."

      "Uh-huh," Bryan said, the way you say it when pretending you understand something you actually don't.

      Olivia read his face, then frowned, turning to Carrie as what should have been an obvious question occurred to her. "He's conscious. Why aren't you asking him all these questions?"

      Carrie lowered her head. "We have asked him. But he can't give us any answers. He, um... well, he says he doesn't remember."

      Olivia felt her eyes widen. "You' re saying he has amnesia?"

      Carrie nodded.

      "You think it's for real?" Bryan asked. "I thought that kind of thing only happened in movies."

      "I don't have any reason not to believe him," Carrie said. "I' m sure it's temporary. I hope so, at least. Amnesia is rare, and permanent amnesia, really unusual. Then again, with a head injury like this, it's impossible to tell."

      Olivia looked at him with his head all wrapped, and a more obvious question came to her. "What happened to him? Car accident?"

      Bryan said, "He was shot."

      Her head snapped to the side fast and she searched Bryan's face.

      "Bullet hit him in the back of the head from fairly close range."

      "Like... an execution?" Olivia whispered.

      "If he didn't have a steel plate in the back of his skull, he'd be a dead man," Carrie explained. "As it is, there was remarkably little damage. It's amazing, really, how lucky he was."

      "You can say that again," Bryan agreed. "And if your son hadn't been practicing his driving skills on that deserted back road, we might not have found him in time."

      He was, Olivia thought, still trying to help Sam out. Not knowing Carrie Overton as well as she did, he wouldn't know how much she adored her son. He probably feared she would be too hard on him, which was, to Olivia, kind of funny. Or would have been under other circumstances. If anything, Carrie tended to let Sam off too easily. She was an incredibly devoted mother.

      Carrie rolled her blue, blue eyes. "He insists Kyle was driving."

      "Well, he's not stupid, and he doesn't want a ticket," Bryan said. "Being that he's taking his driving test in, what did you tell me, a week? Yeah, I'm sure he was trying to get some practice in. But since I can't prove it, I'm not going to ticket him."

      "That's quite all right, Officer," Carrie said. "Because I intend to murder him."

      Or at least ground him for a weekend, Olivia thought.

      ''The question remains," Bryan said. "Is this man the reclusive author Olivia believes he is?"

      "May I see the card you found on him? " Olivia asked.

      Carrie pulled the business card from her breast pocket and handed it over. It was smudged with black.

      "What's all over it?" Olivia asked, wrinkling her nose.

      "I had to dust it," Bryan said. "No usable prints. It's useless to us."

      Olivia flipped the smudged card over, saw her own handwriting on the back and nodded. "This is the card I sent to Aaron Westhaven. No doubt about that." She looked into the room again, and this time found the man staring back at her, his expression curious now that he'd noticed the three of them looking at him as if he were a specimen in a zoo.

      "Maybe he knew this could happen," Olivia said, very softly, almost speaking to herself. "Maybe that's why he's always been so private, because he knew someone might come after him if he were out in the open."

      Bryan met her eyes, and they shared a silent exchange. He knew that was how she felt. He knew there was some­one who would probably kill her if he ever discovered she was still alive. He knew she wasn't even using her own name, and hadn't been for the past sixteen years. And he probably thought she was projecting.

      "So what do I do? I  convince him to come out into the open, and the minute he does, he gets shot. God, I feel terrible."

      "You didn't convince him. You invited him,” Bryan said. “You didn't even think he’d accept. And he was free to say no."

      Carrie nodded her agreement. "He's completely in the dark, and none too friendly–though I don't blame him, given his situation. Even if you've never met him, you know more about him than any of the rest of us do. Will you talk to him, Olivia?"

      "Of course I will." Olivia held the man's steady gaze through the glass. "I've been waiting years for the chance to talk to him." His eyes were fixed on hers, and they were intense. A little chill whispered up her spine. She should have known he would be beautiful. Anyone who could write the way he did had to be beautiful inside and out.

      "All right, you go talk to him, then," Bryan said. "Call me if anything comes up. Meanwhile, I'm going back to the station to make some calls, figure out who his publisher is, or his editor, or his whatever. There must be someone, somewhere, who knows this guy."

      Olivia spoke as Bryan turned to go. "Am I right in assuming you didn't catch the person who did this to him?"

      Looking back at her, he said, "We don't have a clue. Not even a bullet casing. The shooter took it with him."

      Olivia was worried by that. "Mr. Westhaven doesn't want publicity about his visit here. And I can't help but think it's pretty obvious now that he has good reason for that. Can we keep this quiet?"

      Bryan nodded. "I think that's probably best. I'll talk to the chief, but I expect he'll agree. Dr. Overton?"

      "Confidentiality is what we do best around here, Officer Kendall. As far as I'm concerned, he's still Patient John Doe."

      "Can I keep this?" Olivia asked, holding up the business card.

      "Yeah. Go on in. I'll call you later," Bryan said.

      "I'd like a word with you, Olivia, on your way out," Carrie said.

      Olivia nodded and turned to the patient-room door. Her heart was lodged in her throat, because how was she supposed to anticipate her first conversation with someone she'd admired so much for so long, would happen under these conditions? She was nervous, not wanting to make things worse for him. But she supposed any information would be welcome, so she opened the door and walked into his room, then crossed to his bedside.

      "Hi," she said. "My name is Olivia. And I'm pretty sure yours is Aaron Westhaven.”
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      Aaron.

      He'd expected a rush of memory to flood into his brain once he knew his name. But it didn't. There wasn't even a mild sense of recognition. Not of the name she spoke. Not of the woman, either. And he didn't see how any conscious, breathing male could forget a woman who looked like she did. Dark brown eyes and thick black lashes, sun-kissed skin, and sable hair, even if it was all bundled up. And best of all, she didn't even seem aware of her looks. She didn't dress to show them off, that was for sure.

      Beyond that, though, she was the first person who'd walked into this room that he’d felt glad to see. He was actually interested in talking to her. The others had been boring. Not one of them had any useful information to share, but they'd all been full of questions he couldn't answer. Doctors, nurses, cops.

      He hated cops.

      He didn't know how he knew that, or why he hated them, but he knew it was true. It had to be true, as uncomfortable as he'd been with the one who'd been in here grilling him.

      Someone had shot him. Shot him. He closed his eyes and thought that sort of thing would tend to make people ask a lot of questions. Personally, it made him feel sick.

      And now there was this... Olivia. She wasn’t a medical professional, unless she was a shrink. And she wasn't a cop. He knew that for sure, though again, how he knew was a mystery.

      "Olivia," he said, repeating her name and waiting to see how it felt on his tongue. Familiar? Sadly, no. "Are we...lovers?" he asked.

      Her eyes widened, and “No!” burst from her lips before she could give it any thought. Her cheeks turned pink she couldn’t meet his eyes.

      He lowered his head as if disappointed, and said, "So we're just friends, then?"

      She frowned at him, tipping her head to one side and searching his face as she finally caught on. “Are you teasing me? A man in your condition?"

      "My condition isn't all that bad. Doc Red out there tells me I'm fine. Aside from the fact that the only thing in my head right now is a massive ache, I actually feel pretty good for a guy who just took a bullet. And no, I wasn't teasing. Not entirely.”

      “No?”

      “No. I was hoping they finally found someone who knows me. Intimately." He sighed heavily, told himself to quit with the self-pity and get on with this. "So how do you know me, Olivia?"

      "I don't," she said. "I'm sorry, but we've never actually met."

      Nodding, and trying not to literally deflate in disappointment, he said, "Figures. It's just about in keeping with the way my day's been going, I guess."

      He pursed his lips and reminded himself that this poor woman wasn't the one who'd shot him. Then again, how could he even be sure of that much?

      He looked at her again and thought no, she wasn't the kind to put a bullet in a man. Not like that–not in the back of his head. She was stiff, kind of wary, maybe a little repressed, but not mean. Not a killer.

      "Why don't you sit down, Olivia, and tell me what you do know."

      ''I'll try." She moved to the chair beside the bed and adjusted it to a position she liked, a little closer, angled toward him so she could see his face. Then she sat down, her lithe frame folding itself into the chair in a smooth, easy motion. She crossed her legs at the ankles, leaned her knees to one side. "I didn't expect you to be so…"

      "What? Grouchy? Sarcastic? Getting shot in the head will do that to a guy. Sorry I'm not pouring on the charm."

      "I understand that," she said. "It's just that your books are so–"

      "My books?"

      She bit her lip, then nodded and shifted in the chair. "Maybe I'd better start at the beginning."

      "Maybe you'd better." He sat up in the bed, though he'd been told not to. It made his head ache more.

      "Okay." Smoothing her skirt over her thighs, she seemed to organize her thoughts. "Okay," she said again. "I'm Professor Olivia Dupree. I teach English over at the State University of Vermont's Shadow Falls campus. Shadow Falls–that's where you are now. I've been here for sixteen years, and I've been helping to plan this year's summer fundraiser series for– "

      "Excuse me." He held up a hand, and she stopped speaking. "I really do want to know all about you at some point, Olivia, but right now, could you get to me?"

      She held his gaze, and hers went stony. "Not if you keep interrupting."

      So, she had a bit of a temper. Good. He liked that. She wasn't as timid as she appeared. Sighing, he felt around in the covers for the remote, then pressed a button to raise the bed so he could lean back without being entirely prone. His head immediately felt loads better than when he'd been sitting upright and he made a mental note that the doc had been right about that.

      "Where was I?"

      "Summer fundraiser for something or other," he said.

      "Short-term memory is all right, then?"

      He met her eyes, saw the sarcasm, figured he had it coming. "I'll try not to interrupt again."

      She nodded. "It's all relevant, I promise." He nodded at her to continue. "I've been reading Aaron Westhaven for years. He's known to be very reclusive, very private. Still, I used to write to him once a year or so at a P.O. box that was listed in the back of his first novel."

      "And you think I'm him?" he asked.

      She lowered her head and lifted her brows at the same time, sending him a look that told him he'd interrupted her again. She was like a rabid librarian, wasn’t she?

      "Sorry," he said. "Continue."

      ''I never heard back, and the address was missing from all the future books. But I kept writing. Every time a new book came out, I would read it and send a letter. I liked to think of him–you–getting my letters personally, not along with the piles that probably get forwarded through the publisher. I liked to think of you reading them with the same eagerness I felt whenever I got the newest novel."

      He was frowning as he watched her go on. Her eyes actually lit up as she talked about a man she'd never even met. Until now. Maybe.

      "I guess I should say thank you," he said. "And, uh, maybe apologize for never writing back."

      She shrugged. "Don't be silly. What celebrity answers his own fan mail?"

      He shrugged. "A recluse can't, by definition, be a celebrity, can he?"

      "Of course he can."

      "Well, celebrity or not, it seems rude as hell to me."

      She smiled a little. "If you are him, you can apologize to me later."

      He was beginning to hope he was, so her doubt jabbed at him a little. "You're not sure I'm him, then?"

      "I'm fairly certain," she said. "It's just that Westhaven is so reclusive. No public appearances, no known photographs, even."

      " Damn," he muttered, shaking his head.

      "What?"

      "Aaron Westhaven is an asshole, that's what."

      Her eyes widened, and she' d risen from her chair before he'd stopped speaking. "He is not!”

      "Yeah, he is. And if I'm him, I am. I mean, who do I think I am? Shakespeare? Where do I get off, anyway?"

      "You are not an... an asshole," she said, stumbling a bit over a word he was certain she'd never uttered in her life. "If you'll let me finish my story, you'll see that."

      "Fine. Finish the story."

      She smoothed her hands over the seat of her skirt, forcing his eyes to follow, and sat down the way he imagined royalty would.

      "All right. So, despite...your...understandable reluctance to answer what must have seemed like fan mail, I decided to write again, asking you to come and speak at the annual summer fundraiser lecture series for the English department. To my surprise, I received a response this time. An acceptance."

      "I said yes?" Then he rolled his eyes at his own question. "I guess I must have. I'm here." Then he thought about it a bit further, because her explanation didn't make a lot of sense. He wondered what reason she might have to lie to him, then wondered what reason anyone would have to shoot him. And then he wondered if the two things were related.

      He looked her up and down slowly. No. She really wasn't the type.

      "So, if I'm famous and I agreed to come to town to speak, why didn't anyone know who I was?"

      "Your terms were explicit and a little extreme," she said, averting her eyes. "We were only allowed to advertise a secret special guest speaker and had to promise not to tell anyone it was you. We had to make the event by invitation only, and we were told to invite only the top one hundred most generous contributors among our alumni. No more. So there's been no press announcement or publicity around this at all. With it being limited to invited guests only, advertising wasn't necessary."

      He was watching her, and it occurred to him that he was looking for signs she was lying and not finding any. And that was an odd thing to catch himself doing, wasn't it? As if he was accustomed to being lied to, as if he knew what it looked like. "So I'm famous enough to get away with those kinds of bullshit demands?"

      She shrugged. "The university agreed to all of it."

      "So that's a yes, then."

      "I sent you my business card with my unlisted number and home address handwritten on the back," she said, pulling the card from her pocket and handing it to him.

      "So you have my home address?" he asked quickly, a gusher of hope rising in his chest.

      "No, I sent it to the P.O. box. That was the only return address on your reply to me. Sorry."

      He felt the disappointment but tried not to let it show by focusing on the card she'd handed him, turning it over as he checked it out. "Did they find any prints on it?"

      "How did you know that was fingerprint dust?"

      He shrugged, handing the card back to her. "Isn't it?"

      "Well, yes, but I didn't know that. Neither did Dr. Overton."

      "The redhead? "

      "Yes, the redhead," she said, rolling her eyes.

      She sounded a little exasperated with him. She was so staid and tucked in, he found he enjoyed ruffling her a little bit. But she was staring at him, awaiting an answer. He sighed. "I don't know how I knew. I don't know anything. Remember?"

      She nodded, taking the card from him and setting it on the table beside his bed. Then she snatched a few tissues from the box there and used them to wipe the black smudges from her fingertips.

      "So you're sure that's the card you sent me."

      "I certainly haven't sent anyone else that information," she replied.

      That caught his attention, because it was such an adamant reply. As if it were ludicrous to think she might have given her personal info to anyone.

      Maybe it was. There was more to this woman than had been apparent at first, he thought.

      She seemed to pull her focus back to the matter at hand. "To get back to the subject, Mr. Westhaven was due to arrive today."

      ''Arrive where?" he asked.

      "My house. He–you–were going to use my guest room. But he never arrived. And my card, the one I sent to him, was on you when two local teenage boys found you."

      "Along with the pocket watch and key ring they found on me, that's the sum total of my worldly possessions at the moment."

      "Still, that's why it's fairly obvious that you're him."

      He nodded. "If I am him, I still say I sound like a pompous prima donna. Making you people jump through all those hoops just to get me to visit for an afternoon."

      She shrugged, but her puzzled frown was genuine, he thought. "It seems clear that you have reasons to guard your privacy. Big reasons. Reasons that go way beyond just being a prima donna, Aaron."

      It was odd, being called by a name that didn't feel like his own. It felt odder still, that her point sounded right on target.

      She went on. “Most people who've heard of it probably think your reclusiveness is about privacy or shyness, or that it's just a publicity stunt, a big-time author being eccentric and arrogant and getting away with it."

      She'd given this a lot of thought, he mused. She'd probably been justifying this egomaniac’s behavior ever since she'd decided to worship him from afar. "Uh-huh. And what do you think?"

      She shrugged. "The first time you stuck your head out in the open, someone tried to blow it off. I'd say you knew that could happen, and that's why you play the recluse. To keep yourself alive."

      He nodded slowly. "You know, I think you just might have a point there. Now, would you do me a favor and grab my clothes from the closet?" As he spoke, he shoved his covers back.

      She frowned at him. "Why? What are you going to do?"

      "Leave."

      She got up again. "You can't just leave," she said.

      "No, what I can't do is just stay here. Hand me my stuff, will you?"

      She nodded uncertainly, and turned to open the closet. She pulled out a suit and held it out, looking it over. "Too bad," she said.

      "What?" He was reaching for the hanger, but she shook her head and put it back in the closet. "It's an Armani, but it's completely ruined. Blood, dirt. There's no saving it." Then she bent down. "Shoes look all right, though."

      He let his head hit the pillow and sighed. "I can't stay here. It's not defensible."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, someone just tried to take me out. I was shot in the back of the head, all my ID was taken and my body was dumped in the middle of nowhere. The boy-cop said they didn’t even pick up a bullet casing. That was a professional hit."

      She stood very still for a long moment, and he watched her absorb that piece of information. Her only reaction was to close her eyes slowly, leave them that way for a few ticks and then open them just as slowly. "Some professional," she said, moving again to close the closet door. "Seeing as you're still alive."

      "Yeah, clearly he wasn't Einstein, but a steel plate in the skull isn't something most people would think of. Still, even an amateur would know enough to verify the kill." He smiled grimly.

      "That was a mistake, but he won't make another." He looked at her, saw her looking at him as if for the first time. "What?" he asked. "Are you not getting it? The minute this guy figures out I'm in the hospital, he'll be coming by to finish the job."

      "I thought of that already."

      She had? He went stone silent.

      "I asked Bryan–Officer  Kendall–to  keep this out of the press for now and he agreed it was for the best. No word of a gunshot victim being found and taken to the hospital will appear in the local newspapers for a little while, anyway. I guarantee it. The hospital staff are cooperating, too."

      He blinked at her, surprised she would have come up with that strategy on her own. "Thank you for that," he said.

      She nodded. "You're welcome."

      "Even so," he continued, "it won't stay a secret for long. People talk. The kids who found me will say something to their friends. Wives will tell their husbands. Husbands will tell their best pals and so on."

      "It'll only have to hold for a day or two," she said.

      The odd way she'd been looking at him before–like a wary doe eyeing an armed hunter–had faded. “Bryan's going to contact your publisher to see if someone there can identify you, or if they know of someone who can. From there, we should be able to find out where you live, who your relatives are, all the things you must be so eager to learn. As frustrating as I know this must be, it won't take long to fill in the gaps. In the meantime, there's no reason to let the killer know he didn't succeed."

      Did she know how much better she was making him feel? he wondered. To think he would have all the answers in a day or two… Then he thought of a snag.

      "The shooter probably expects to see something in the papers about a body being found. That would be big news in a town this size, wouldn't it?"

      She frowned at him. "How did you know Shadow Falls was a small town, not a city?"

      He stopped short and wondered about that. "I don't know. Bits of conversations pinned together, combined with the view outside my window, I guess."

      "Or because it's something you knew before and the knowledge is still there in your memory, right where you left it. I think it's a good sign, Aaron."

      He felt his worry lighten a little more. "I hope you're right."

      She nodded. "I'm sure I am. But to answer your question, you were found along a back road that leads through a state forest. It's dirt, not pavement, not even gravel. Just dirt, and hardly ever traveled. It's near one of the spots where the high school kids go to party and underage couples go to have sex, when they aren't out at the old abandoned Campbell farm or the vacant cheese factory. It's perfectly believable that a body dumped out there might not be found for a few days."

      He frowned and looked her up and down yet again, taking in her pencil skirt, silky blouse and tightly wound hair. "They told me you're an English teacher?"

      "Why do you say it like that?"

      "Because you think like a cop. Or a criminal."

      She looked away so quickly that he knew she had something to hide. Some deep, dark secrets of her own. And all of the sudden he was almost as curious about her past as he was about his own.

      There was something fascinating about Professor Olivia Dupree, but the shadows in her eyes told him it wouldn't be easy finding out what it was. He didn't really believe she was a criminal, much less in league with a hit man. But there was definitely something hiding behind those intelligent brown eyes.

      She met his curious gaze and stared right back. The tension, the attraction–oh, yeah, there was big time chemistry between them–built. Finally, she looked away. " There's a policeman guarding your room," she told him. "That should reassure you."

      "Yeah, I just love cops," he said, and he made his words as sarcastic as possible. "But having one outside the door is only going to make the gossip mill grind a little faster, isn't it?"

      She nodded and licked her lips, the motion of her tongue, quick and slight though it was, grabbing him by the testosterone and not letting go.

      "I'll phone Bryan," she said. " I can ask him to send a plainclothes officer instead. You' re right, the uniform raises too many questions."

      "A plainclothes cop will be just as obvious."

      "To you and me, maybe. But not to anyone else." She moved closer to the bed, leaned over him just a little, and her face softened." You really do need to spend the night, Aaron. Dr. Overton wants to be sure she hasn't missed anything, and you know how tricky head injuries can be. Your brain could swell later on and you could be dead–" she snapped her fingers "–just like that."

      "Did you just come in, or did you somehow miss that I already could have been dead–" he snapped his fingers "–just like that? I don't like being in this hospital. I'm a sitting duck here."

      "I don't think you have a choice."

      "Then you don't know me very well."

      She thinned her lips, looked at him steadily. "I think it would be a bad idea for you to leave, but you're an adult. You do what you want. I'm going to leave that card here." She bent over it, picked up the nearby pen and scribbled something. "I put Bryan's numbers on it, too. But I'm closer–only fifteen minutes away. If you need anything, feel free to call me, okay?"

      "You're going, then?" He almost tried to snatch the words back and wondered if he could have managed to sound any more like a disappointed four-year-old.

      Her chocolate eyes melted. ''I'm going out to talk to Dr. Overton. But I'll come in and say goodbye before I leave."

      "No need. You've told me all you know."

      She moved close to the bed again and for a second he thought she was going to touch him, put a hand on his shoulder or brow or some sappy thing like that. And while he didn't think he would mind her putting her hands on him in the right circumstances, he definitely didn't want it like that.

      She didn't, though. She said, "Aaron, your work has seen me through some... difficult times. It's probably been more important to me than you can imagine. And if I can return the favor by helping you now, then that's what I want to do. So, if you need anything, call me. Okay?"

      He frowned at her, finding this whole thing very strange. She was a fan. He had a fan. Images from the film version of Stephen King's Misery ran through his mind, along with a surge of frustration that he could recall old movies but not a damn thing about his old life.

      Still, he replied, "Okay," and let it go. He didn't want to need this woman's help
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