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  SWEET REVENGE


  Prologue


  Wisdom Beach, California


  “I love you,” he said.


  Georgia looked away from him and ran both hands through her hair, fighting the urge to pull on it in sheer frustration. She turned away because she didn’t want him to see the look of disgust on her face. That weak, whining tone in his voice drove her crazy. It set her teeth on edge, making her hands itch to reach out and slap him.


  “Please,” he said, grasping the steering wheel of the car. “Georgia, all I want is for you to treat me with the same consideration I’ve shown you. Is that so much to ask? A little consideration. Some common decency, for God’s sake.”


  They were parked high above the town, on an empty stretch of road most often used by kids in search of a place to be alone together. Georgia herself had been here a few times in years past, but not since she was a teenager, and she didn’t like being here now.


  He’d talked her into this, and that made her angry, too. In a moment of weakness she’d been persuaded to get in his car and go for a ride, and that had given him an advantage she didn’t like to concede even under the best of circumstances.


  She would have gotten out and walked home, but it was too far and too dark. Also, she was wearing high heels, and she knew that trying to cover any distance on this gravel road in these shoes would result in badly turned ankles.


  “Look, it’s getting late,” she said through clenched teeth. “Take me home, okay? Just take me home, and we’ll talk about this some other time. Tomorrow, if you want.”


  He looked at her with sad puppy eyes. “I don’t believe you, Georgia.”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she exploded. “I’ve had it with you, do you hear me? I’m not interested. If I were interested in settling down, it sure wouldn’t be with you. Take me home now or I’ll get out and walk.”


  He reached out for her, and Georgia thought he was going to try to put his arms around her again. She hated that. She hated it when they thought they called the shots.


  But instead his hands gripped her throat.


  When she realized what was happening, Georgia fought back with everything she had. She fought not only with fear for her life, but also with a deep rage at him for what he was doing to her.


  And rage at herself for letting this happen.


  She was supposed to be smart. Her ability to handle herself in any situation was something she’d always been proud of. Well, she didn’t feel smart now. She was in big trouble, and the only thing she could think of that might get her out of this jam was to keep talking.


  “Hey, you don’t have to do this,” she gasped, trying to push him away. Momentarily distracted, he released her throat and began tearing at her clothing. Her blouse was ripped down the front, and the buttons had popped. Now he stared at her as though unsure of his next move.


  “Everyone but me,” he muttered. “Why is that, Georgia? I would have loved you, not just used you like all the others, but you acted like I was invisible. Do you know what that does to a man?”


  Georgia kept her back to the passenger-side door. She could feel the handle, and just knowing it was there offered her a modicum of hope. If she could distract him again even for a minute, she might be able to get the door open.


  “It wasn’t like that at all,” she told him, her voice as smooth as silk now that she’d had a chance to catch her breath. “I knew you were special. It made me—afraid, I guess. I didn’t know if I could ever be worthy of you.” Georgia artfully brought tears to her eyes—it wasn’t difficult—and looked up at him in a way she hoped he would interpret as shy longing.


  If the sucker fell for this, she was heading for Hollywood on the first plane out.


  Then Georgia made her move. She put one hand behind her and popped up the handle. At the same time she brought her knees up and threw her shoulders back against the car door. It flew open and she fell backwards and out onto the ground.


  She was on her feet in an instant.


  The look of surprise on his face was almost comical. But he recovered quickly, and with a shout of betrayal was on her again.


  Georgia struck out, her fist connecting solidly with his nose. She felt a moment of triumph when his face twisted with pain and his hands flew up to cover his nose. Blood leaked from between his fingers.


  It was very dark. The thick growth of trees at this secluded spot blocked the moon and stars overhead. Only the car lights offered any illumination. But Georgia turned and ran, knowing she had to get away from the light and take refuge in the protection of the surrounding woods.


  Georgia could almost taste freedom, but at the last moment his hand encircled her ankle and she fell heavily on her stomach. Her breath exploded from her body as though she’d been punched. He pulled her back toward the car, dragging her through the fallen leaves and dirt. Her fingers reached out, but found nothing to grab hold of. She rolled over on her back and tried to kick him with the sharp heel of her shoe, but he avoided it, still pulling her back to the car, grinning at her now because he knew he had her.


  “You son of a bitch,” Georgia growled. “You’re not going to do this.”


  He laughed. It was an ugly sound, filled with scorn, and somewhere a startled animal squawked and scurried away from the struggling pair.


  His right hand stayed on her ankle. His left hand was on the hem of her skirt, pulling her closer to him. They fought. Georgia tried to scratch his eyes out, to grab his hair—anything to again tilt the scales in her favor. But he seemed to be growing stronger as he got his arm around her neck. He was behind her now. His blood stained her pale hair. His breath in her ear blocked out all other sound.


  He got to his feet, pulling her with him toward the trunk of the car.


  Georgia cursed, but though her lips moved no sound came out. Her hands pulled at the arm around her neck, but she couldn’t get free and she felt her strength fading as her oxygen supply was cut off. Purple spots danced before her eyes. Georgia’s head felt as though it was going to explode.


  Then, abruptly, he released her. Georgia fell to her knees, her stockings tearing and the palms of her hands scraping the dirt. The taillights of his car were only a foot from her head as she sat down in the dirt and fought to catch her breath.


  For a few seconds she thought she’d won a reprieve, that she might actually go on to pull herself out of the gutter into which she’d let her life slip. But then she looked up and saw him leaning close, saw him pull a long piece of twine from the pocket of his jacket, and when she tried to scramble away from him he looped the twine over her head and around her neck, twisting it beneath her chin as his strong hands choked the life from her.


  The last thing Georgia saw was the bright red of his hair as he leaned over her, his blood and his tears mingling to drip on her face.


  She made a final weak effort to fend him off, but only ended up with a handful of that red hair. Then her fingers loosened as her vision faded, and Georgia’s hands fell limp to the ground.


  She had lost this battle, but something in her, something so strong and vengeful that she was not ready yet to give up, continued to fight, even as her body fell to the dirt.


  He cried over her for a long time. He hadn’t wanted it to end this way, but she’d given him no choice. She’d broken his heart and laughed at his pain.


  But she wouldn’t laugh at him anymore, would she?


  One


  Mardie knew. As soon as she stepped through the front door of the house, as dusty and obviously neglected as it was, she knew this was the house for her, the one she’d been waiting for.


  “It’s not bad,” she said, feigning disinterest. She ran a finger along a windowsill, then examined the grime that stuck to her skin.


  Hannah snorted, hands on hips. “Not bad! You’re not fooling me one bit, Mardie Callahan. Why don’t you just admit you love it.” Hannah had let Mardie into the house after unlocking the door, and now she stood back and watched with satisfaction as her friend tried, unsuccessfully, to hide her excitement. “I know that look in your eyes,” Hannah continued, “and it’s the same one you had when you decided to finally leave Jack and nothing he said would change your mind. It’s the same look you had last August when that old geezer at Perry Construction told you he thought you were too young and inexperienced to handle the bookkeeping for his company, and you challenged him to a three-month trial period where you promised him that if he wasn’t satisfied with your work after that time you wouldn’t bill him for the work done. It’s the same look—“


  “All right, I get the message,” Mardie laughed, cutting Hannah off before she could go any further. Mardie drifted from room to room, taking in details with wide green eyes that missed nothing, and calculating with her keen mind how much it would cost to get the house back into the condition in which it deserved to be.


  Unmindful of her pastel slacks, Mardie knelt in front of the brick fireplace in the living room. Golden-brown hair with a touch of natural curl fell forward, and Mardie pushed it back impatiently. If she had any sense she’d cut it short and save herself hours of work a week, but it was a small vanity and one of her few, so harmless enough.


  She didn’t spend a lot of time on her appearance. She herself admitted that she tended to rush through her morning ritual, sometimes so distracted by what she had to do during the day that she wouldn’t realize until hours later that she was wearing only one earring or had forgotten her lipstick.


  Hannah, on the other hand, looked as immaculate as ever. Her short dark hair styled and glossy, her makeup perfect, she was dressed carefully in a suit that complemented her tall, slender figure. She stood back. Let Mardie poke around in the fireplace if she wanted; Hannah wasn’t about to do anything that might get her dirty.


  Mardie had been delighted to learn that the house had a fireplace. There was something so cozy and comforting about a fire on a cool night. Maybe it was all those movies she’d seen as a kid—people sitting in front of a fireplace, usually with a glass in their hand and never alone, always looking so happy. She’d never lived in a house with a fireplace, but it had been in the back of her mind as something she’d like to have someday. Ditto a red convertible. And a fur coat. No, scratch that—with all she’d been hearing lately about the cruelty of slaughtering animals for their fur, that was one dream she was willing to abandon. But a fireplace in her own home was a harmless acquisition.


  This fireplace looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years.


  Even the best house could suffer when rented for any length of time by indifferent tenants. People didn’t take care of property that wasn’t their own. They moved out and decided that the damage deposit wasn’t worth the cleaning and repairs needed, or they were in too big a hurry to relocate to take the time.


  This house had been rented for too long. It had a sad, abandoned feel to it, but Mardie knew it could be brought back with a little care and attention.


  They’d walked in the front door and entered a medium-sized living room, from which could be seen an open kitchen area and, best of all, a sliding glass door that led out to a small patio and gave a wonderful view of the ocean less than forty feet away.


  “Look over here, Mardie,” Hannah said, seven years’ worth of real estate experience kicking in. “A built-in dishwasher, and I know how you hate to wash dishes.”


  Mardie straightened up and went to the small kitchen to admire the oak cabinets and the window over the sink that looked out on a bird feeder. Even as she watched, a tiny bird perched on the feeder and looked back at her with black eyes. Leaning forward over the sink, Mardie tapped lightly on the window glass with the tip of one finger. The bird didn’t fly off. Instead, it cocked its head, ruffled its feathers, and opened its mouth wide in that universally recognized signal, asking to be fed.


  “Oh, it’s just a baby,” Mardie exclaimed, her breath fogging the glass so that she had to wipe it clean with the sleeve of her blouse.


  Hannah came over and stood behind her to see what she was talking about. “It’s just a sparrow,” she said, dismissing it with a wave of her hand.


  “Back home we used to call those cat food. Get yourself a big old tomcat and he’ll take care of the sparrow problem for you. Better yet, get rid of that feeder.”


  “No way,” Mardie said. “I like birds.”


  “Sparrows aren’t birds. They’re mice with feathers. Their droppings will be all over the place, almost as bad as pigeons.”


  “Hannah, I think you’re heartless,” Mardie said. She caught sight of her reflection in the glass. What she saw in her face on this day was exactly what Hannah had been talking about—that stubbornly determined look she got when she decided she wanted something, and nothing was going to prevent her from having it.


  She wanted this house. It felt right, somehow. The rooms welcomed her, and even the sunlight streaming in through the windows seemed a positive sign.


  “Tell me the price again?” she asked Hannah as she opened a cupboard and saw that the previous occupants of the house had left a few chipped dishes and some cartoon-character glasses behind.


  Hannah quoted a price that made Mardie wince only a little.


  “But you have to remember that the price is always negotiable,” Hannah added. “Of course beachfront properties are in very great demand. There are other advantages, though.”


  “Such as?” Mardie closed the cupboard and opened a door to find the broom closet.


  “Well, the owner is elderly. He’s been renting out this house for the past several years, like I told you, but he’s reached the age now where he no longer wants to be bothered with tenants and leases and maintenance costs. That’s going to motivate him to accept a reasonable offer. Also, as you can see, the last tenants didn’t bother to clean the place up when they moved out, and since Mr. Weston doesn’t feel up to doing the job himself he might take a little off the asking price to make up for the work the new owners will have to do.”


  Mardie closed the door to the broom closet when she saw signs of mice on the floor next to a dented dustpan. Mice didn’t bother her much. She knew that once the house was thoroughly scrubbed from top to bottom and a few traps laid out, that problem would quickly be eliminated. But as much as she wanted to see only the positive aspects to this house, she had to force herself to face up to a few realities.


  “There are only two bedrooms,” she pointed out.


  “So?” Hannah countered. “You’re a single woman living on your own. How much room do you need?”


  “Hopefully I won’t be alone forever.”


  “The lot is big. You can add on.” Hannah cocked one eyebrow and challenged Mardie to come up with any problem she couldn’t find a solution to.


  “That furnace looks ancient,” Mardie said.


  “This is California. How often are you going to use the furnace? And you can always buy a new one.”


  “They’re expensive.”


  “Have you priced beach houses forty miles south of here?” Hannah asked. “Even twenty miles south? It’s only a matter of time before those prices start to show up here, as well. This is absolutely the best time to buy in this area, Mardie. I’d hate to have you pass up an opportunity like this and blame me for it a year from now. For the sake of our friendship, I think you should buy this house.”


  Mardie burst out laughing. This was a new angle to the real estate version of the hard sell, and she couldn’t help but be amused by it.


  “I’m quite serious,” Hannah said, looking slightly offended. “I’m not just thinking of my commission. As an accountant, you of all people should know the advantages of owning a home rather than renting, and I hate to see you give all your hard-earned money to Uncle Sam when you could be putting that money into having something of lasting value.”


  “You’re right, of course,” Mardie said, still smiling. “I wasn’t laughing at you, Hannah. I’m just a little nervous about the whole thing and it comes out in strange ways. It sounds like so much money and the thought of paying on it for the next thirty years is enough to send me screaming into the night.”


  “But you’re going to make an offer, aren’t you?” Hannah asked. Her eyes glittered.


  Mardie sighed. “Yeah, I guess I am.”


  “Good. Let’s go back to my office now and work out the details.”


  But instead of following Hannah to the front door, Mardie went into the larger of the two bedrooms—the one that would be hers if all went well—and pulled back a dusty white curtain to look out at the house just to the north of this one. The bedroom was still sparsely furnished with a rocking chair that had seen better days and a trunk with a broken lid that yawned open at an angle to reveal an empty interior.


  Since the rocking chair was right beside the window, Mardie sat down carefully on it and noticed how it creaked under her weight.


  Hannah entered the room. “There you are. I was halfway to my car before I realized you weren’t behind me. What are you doing in that old chair? It looks like it’s going to collapse out from under you.”


  “Who lives in that house over there?” Mardie asked, ignoring Hannah’s comment about the chair.


  “Where?” Hannah leaned down to look out over Mardie’s shoulder. “Oh, that. Let’s see—I believe Mr. Weston told me the name of the fellow who owns that house, but I don’t know if I can remember it. Something Tucker. No—Tucker was the first name. Tucker Hartman, that’s it. Mr. Weston told me the name because he wanted me to be sure and mention to any potential buyers that Mr. Hartman has lived in that house for almost ten years and he’s a very quiet type. No big parties or anything that would disturb the peace of the area. No kids, either, so you wouldn’t have to worry about the noise they make.”


  Mardie let the curtain drop back into place and got up from the rocking chair. Hannah was right, the chair didn’t seem capable of holding her much longer. “He’s not married?” she asked.


  “Apparently not. Mr. Weston says he’s an artist. I’ve never heard of him, but I guess that’s not really saying much, since I don’t know a thing about art anyway. He must make a living from it, though, because Mr. Weston says that’s all he does is paint in the loft in his house and have shows once a year or so, usually in one of the cities.”


  This time Mardie let Hannah lead her from the house, although Hannah’s chatter fell on deaf ears as Mardie mentally calculated how much work the house was going to need before she could even think about moving in. It needed a coat of paint inside and out for starters, and all the remaining furniture would have to be hauled out and disposed of. She’d seen nothing she wanted, so she would have to find out if that was going to be her responsibility or if Mr. Weston would see to it.


  Then there was the matter of that furnace. No matter what Hannah said, Mardie knew the nights in California could get cool and she would need a furnace she felt safe with. Having a new one installed would be no minor expense, but maybe she could make it work to her advantage when discussing price.


  Mardie sat beside Hannah in the front seat of Hannah’s car. She didn’t pull her legs in right away. She wanted to take another look at the house from this angle, and she knew that as soon as she was all the way in the car Hannah would take off, eager to get back to her office and to the paperwork ahead.


  Despite its obvious flaws, she liked the look of the house. She knew she could fix it up with some elbow grease and money. The first was no problem. The second would require dipping into her savings, but the final product would be worth it.


  “Are we going, or not?” Hannah asked, racing the motor impatiently.


  “We’re going,” Mardie said and pulled her legs in. As predicted, she no sooner had the door closed than Hannah’s little car was kicking up gravel and they were speeding away.


  Tucker let the curtain fall back into place, a small frown creasing the skin between his eyebrows. Something had caught his attention—he wasn’t sure what—and he’d looked out the loft window to see the profile of a young woman in the bedroom of the house next door.


  It had startled him at first, that glimpse of soft brown hair falling down a gently bowed neck. It had been a long time since such an appealing picture had greeted him from that house. The previous tenants had been a husband and wife with their two school-age children, and the wife, though a pleasant enough person, had had the look of someone whose nerves were always on the raw side.


  He hadn’t been sorry to see the family move out, although they had been preferable to the tenants before them—three college boys who’d destroyed the tranquility of Tucker’s beach with a steady barrage of loud music and night-long parties.


  So now the house was vacant again, and Tucker found himself hoping that the woman in the window would be moving in.


  Something brushed against his legs, and he looked down to see large yellow eyes looking up at him expectantly.


  Stooping to pick up the cat, Tucker made small, welcoming noises.


  “Finally found your way back home, I see,” he said, holding the animal against his chest. “I was beginning to think you’d gotten flattened on the highway or just plain seduced away from me by some long-haired female.”


  The cat purred loudly, its gray fur vibrating against Tucker’s chest. One of the animal’s ears had a smear of wet green paint on the tip, a constant hazard for a cat who lived with an artist. Tucker wiped at the paint with one hand, but only succeeded in making it worse.


  “And now I suppose you’re hungry.” He put the cat back down on the floor. It rubbed against his legs, picking up more wet paint from a spot on the bottom of Tucker’s jeans, but happy to be home again where he could count on regular meals and lazy afternoons in the sun.


  Tucker moved away from the window. He made it halfway across the room, then turned and went to the closet in the far wall, ignoring his pet’s impatient yowls to be fed. Opening the closet door, he pulled out a painting he hadn’t looked at or even thought about in a long time. He propped the painting up on an empty easel and stood back to look at it.


  It was small, on a canvas that measured only fourteen by sixteen inches. It showed the house next door, from almost the exact angle he’d looked at it a moment ago. The curtain was pulled back in the bedroom window in the painting, but there were no signs of life anywhere.


  Picking up a nearby brush, Tucker went to the palette on his work table, the palette he’d been using earlier, and dipped the brush into the paint. He quickly outlined a rough sketch of a figure in the window—the same figure he’d seen but a moment earlier. Then, standing back, he smiled with satisfaction.


  The cat meowed several times over the next few minutes, then gave up and went downstairs by itself.


  Tucker worked, first filling in the shadowy figure in the window, then adding details as well as he could remember them. An hour slipped away, but he didn’t notice. The work captured all his attention, so that all else was forgotten.


  Finally he stood back to examine his work.


  The house no longer looked so desolate. He nodded with a sense of accomplishment. The painting had been in the closet all this time because something hadn’t quite seemed right to him, but he hadn’t known exactly what it needed. He sometimes had to do that with a painting—put it away for a while until he could look at it again with a fresh eye. More often than not, when he was ready to work on it again, the inspiration would come from some unexpected source.


  This time it had been a glimpse of a pretty woman in a window, and Tucker at last did the one thing he never did to any of his paintings until he was completely satisfied with the results.


  He signed it.


  “Don’t go getting cold feet on me now,” Hannah admonished as Mardie hesitated over signing the earnest-money check she was required to provide in order to make an offer on the house.


  “I’m not,” Mardie lied. It was so much money, though. More money than she’d ever spent on any one thing other than a car, and this wasn’t even the down payment—that was going to take most of her savings, providing her offer was accepted and the financing went through. There was so much more to buying a house than she’d ever expected, and her head was swimming with all the details.


  Hannah was trying to be patient. She’d explained everything to Mardie slowly and carefully, never minding when Mardie asked to have something repeated—and this had occurred several times.


  Hannah leaned forward over the desk. Her tone was soothing. “I know this is a big step for you,” she said. “If you’re really not sure … well, I guess it won’t hurt to wait a little while longer to think it over. The house has only been on the market for a couple of days, and you’re the first person I’ve shown it to. It’s not going to disappear overnight.”


  Mardie looked up at her friend. She managed a nervous smile. “It’s just that I’ve wanted a house of my own for so long. Now that I’m really getting close to having one I can’t help but think of all the responsibilities that go along with it.” She lowered her voice so that the secretary sitting at her desk a few feet away couldn’t overhear the conversation. “When I was married to Jack we got so far into debt—and that was without even owning any property—that I thought I’d never be free of all those bills. It’s taken me almost five years to build my credit rating up again. I even had to pay off a lot of his bills because it was the only way I could clear my name.”


  “I know, honey,” Hannah said.


  Mardie looked down at the check she had filled out but not yet signed. “Now I’m thinking of taking on a debt that equals more than three years wages for me.”


  “But made in convenient monthly installments,” Hannah said in her best sales-pitch voice. “And as you well know, there are tax advantages to owning a home that you don’t get from renting.”


  Mardie laughed, some of the tension eased. “You’re right. I know you are. And I do love that house.” Taking a deep breath, she signed the check and pushed it across the desk to Hannah before she could change her mind.


  Hannah took the check and slipped it into the top drawer of her desk. She reached into her purse for a cigarette. “I’ll call Mr. Weston first thing tomorrow morning with your offer. Feel like a drink? I could probably get out of here in a half hour or so and meet you someplace, if you’d like.”


  “I’d like,” Mardie said. She felt like she’d just run a marathon. Picking up her purse, she stood. “But don’t keep me out too late. I want to get a good night’s sleep.”


  Hannah held up one hand. “I promise.”


  Two


  Wisdom Beach sat nestled in a little pocket of land just sixty miles north of San Francisco, close enough to be convenient for shopping and the draw of big-city entertainment, but far enough away to be largely ignored by tourists. The town itself, with less than fifteen thousand people, had a close-knit feel to it that Mardie had immediately liked when she’d moved there eight years earlier with her new husband to indulge his desire to get away from the hectic pace of the city.


  The people in town were friendly and watched out for each other. The citizens of Wisdom Beach were proud of their community. It wasn’t completely free of crime—what place was?—but it had a smaller-than-usual police force because troublemakers were quickly encouraged to move on.


  But though Mardie had felt immediately at home in Wisdom Beach and had made friends quickly, Jack had grown bored after only a couple of years. That, along with the fact that the job he’d had hadn’t worked out, had put an added strain on their already shaky marriage. Still, they’d stuck it out for another year before Mardie finally decided that divorce was the only answer. And she’d stayed on in Wisdom Beach after Jack headed back south to be closer to his family.


  It hadn’t been easy for her. Jack’s expensive tastes had left them on the verge of bankruptcy, and his unwillingness to contribute to the stack of bills had almost been too much for Mardie to handle. More than once she’d thought of just taking off, of leaving all the problems behind and relocating somewhere where she could make a fresh start. That’s what Jack had done—why shouldn’t it work for her?


  But Mardie had a stubborn streak in her. She knew this because Jack had reminded her of it often enough, and she took two jobs rather than face the embarrassment of having bill collectors knocking on her door.


  One of those jobs had been as the bookkeeper for a small beauty salon. The salon hadn’t needed a full-time bookkeeper, and Mardie found that she had a natural ability with numbers that enabled her to breeze through the work in half the time the previous bookkeeper had taken.


  That job had led to another, and then another. Her reputation as a fast and reliable worker grew until she’d had as much as she could handle. Gradually all her bills had been paid, and she’d proudly begun to put something away in savings every month.


  By hard work and sheer determination she’d dragged herself out of the pit in which Jack had abandoned her.


  Now she handled the books for a dozen small local establishments. It was a lot of work, but by keeping the books for businesses that were too small to hire a full-time accountant, she had the flexibility to do a lot of the work on her computer in her own home and the freedom of being her own boss.


  It seemed only natural that the next step would be to enjoy the financial security her years of hard work had brought, by investing in a home of her own. However scary that idea was, Mardie knew it was the final victory, her announcement to the world that she had persevered.


  Hannah presented Mardie’s offer to Mr. Weston, who accepted it under the condition that Mardie take the house as it was and not ask him to clean out any of the leftover furniture or make any other repairs he didn’t have the time or energy to undertake.


  Mardie would have preferred that he at least empty the house for her, but she was so happy to know that it was really going to be hers that she wasn’t going to quibble over minor details.


  It became official. Mardie was a property owner.


  “What are you going to do with a house?” Alice Callahan asked. She was standing at her kitchen sink, her hands filled with fresh carrots and lettuce, her graying hair damp around her forehead.


  Mardie had gone to her mother’s home in Alameda for the weekend, partly to share her news with her family and partly to help celebrate her brother Owen’s birthday.


  “It’s just something I wanted,” Mardie said, annoyed at her mother’s reaction. Her enthusiasm was dampened as effectively as if her mother had dumped a bucket of cold water on her head, but she hid her disappointment. She should have known. Years of experience should have told Mardie that her mother would have found something negative to say. Alice couldn’t help it. It was her nature to predict gloom and doom, her way of staving off disappointment.


  “What I mean,” Alice continued, “is that you’ve never even been able to keep your bedroom clean. How will you manage with a whole house?”


  “Come on, Mom,” Owen spoke up. He was leaning against the kitchen table, shirtsleeves rolled up and his arms folded across his chest. “Mardie hasn’t lived at home for ten years, so how would you know how she keeps her room?”


  “I’m talking about the eighteen years she did live under this roof. You remember, don’t you, what a time I had getting her to so much as make a bed?” Alice turned her back to them as she washed the vegetables in the sink. Her slightly stooped shoulders conveyed the disapproval that couldn’t be seen on her face.


  Owen was tall and muscular, with hair the same golden brown as Mardie’s but beginning to recede. He looked at Mardie and winked. He was on her side, but didn’t want to say too much and risk making the situation worse.


  “What I did as a teenager has nothing to do with my ability to take care of a house,” Mardie said.


  “I agree with you,” Owen told her. He shrugged, giving up the neutral territory he’d hoped to maintain.


  Mardie was grateful to Owen for his loyalty, but not surprised. All her life he had been the one person she could always count on to stick up for her. Even as kids he had never acted as so many big brothers did, but instead had always made her feel welcome, even when he was with his friends. That was a rare quality in a big brother, she knew, and she valued him as an ally.


  “How will you keep up the payments?” Alice asked, still facing the sink. “I’m in no position to help you if you fall behind.”


  “The payments aren’t much more than the rent I’m paying now,” Mardie said.


  “If something breaks down it won’t be a matter of calling the landlord to fix it. You’ll have to do it yourself.”


  “I’ll manage.”


  Alice turned to look at her daughter. Her eyes, magnified behind the thick lenses of her glasses, were worried, and Mardie felt guilty for her uncharitable thoughts. The woman was old, after all. She was in her late sixties and it was difficult for her to admit that the daughter she’d had when she was nearly forty was an adult in her own right.


  “I want you to come see my house, Mom,” Mardie said softly. “There’s an extra bedroom if you want to stay, and you’ve always liked the ocean air. Remember that time when I was seven and we went to Pismo Beach for two weeks? I spent almost every hour of every day out on the sand or in the water. I got such a sunburn that I had to wear shirts with long sleeves and that big floppy straw hat of yours.”


  Alice’s features softened. “You remember that? It was such a long time ago.”


  “I remember every bit of it. Owen was trying to learn to surf. And you tried to keep us out of the water for two hours after every meal because you said we’d get a cramp.”


  “But we just went farther down the beach to where you couldn’t see us and we’d go in the water anyway,” Owen said, smiling at the memory.


  “And don’t think you fooled me for one minute,” Alice told them both. “I knew exactly what you two were up to, no matter how clever you thought you were.” There was no anger in her voice now. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and added, “I even knew about the cigarettes you used to keep hidden under your bed when you were in high school, young man.”


  Owen ducked his head as he cleared his throat loudly and picked up an olive from the plate on the table. He caught Mardie’s eye briefly, and she understood fully the message there. He was clearing his throat to cover the laughter that threatened to come out. He had experimented with a lot more than just cigarettes in his teens, but if their mother wanted to believe that was the worst he’d done, it was okay with him.


  “We had such a good time that summer,” Mardie said. “Why didn’t we ever do it again?”


  Alice put down the towel she’d been holding and slapped Owen’s hand when he reached for another olive. “Circumstances change,” she said to Mardie. “The opportunity just never came up again.”


  “But it’s not that far, and—”


  Mardie’s words were cut short when her sister-in-law, Debra, walked into the kitchen. “Oh, here you all are. Has anyone seen Jessica? She disappeared an hour ago and I haven’t seen her since.”


  “She’ll show up,” Owen said. He took another olive when his mother turned her back to open the refrigerator.


  “I’ll find her,” Mardie volunteered. “I want to tell her about the house anyway.”


  Debra turned to Owen. “What’s this about a house?”


  Jess was crouched in the grass, oblivious to the stains being made on the knees of her jeans as she watched the small patch of ground before her. There was a lizard there in the grass, as still as she was, almost blending in with its surroundings. Jess had been there for fifteen minutes, barely breathing. The lizard, if it sensed her presence, gave no indication. It might have been a toy, it was so still.


  Every couple of minutes Jess would lean a little closer, trying to see just how near she could get. Once she thought the lizard was going to dart away. It actually seemed to look at her with one beady black eye, but eventually its tiny head turned away and Jess knew her complete lack of movement had again put it at ease and that she would be able to watch it a while longer.


  She knew she was too old to be doing this, but Jess couldn’t resist. She was fifteen, for God’s sake, old enough to have a learner’s permit and only a few months away from getting her real driver’s license. But sometimes she couldn’t stop herself from doing these very things she knew in her heart she should have outgrown a long time ago.


  Looking at a harmless little reptile didn’t hurt anything, and there was no one around to see her doing it, so she didn’t need to feel embarrassed. As long as her mother didn’t know about it.


  Cautiously, she brought one hand closer to the spot where the lizard lay. The sun came out from behind a cloud, creating a patch of sunlight where there had previously been uniform shade, and she saw the lizard flinch. Holding her breath, Jess waited to see what would happen.


  Nothing happened. Tiny movement on the side of the lizard’s neck was the only indication that it lived. Again Jess inched her hand closer.


  “Jessica, you come inside now.”


  Jess winced at the sound of her mother’s voice. Why couldn’t she have waited a few minutes longer?


  “Jessica, did you hear me?”


  She sighed. “Yes, Mom, I’m coming,” she called, and watched the lizard disappear in a flurry of sudden panic.


  Reluctantly she pushed herself to her feet. Her knees creaked like her grandmother’s did when she got up from her favorite chair. Jess brushed herself off and looked around. Her grandmother’s back yard was a haven for all sorts of tiny creatures because the grass was long and weed-choked and there were plenty of trees. Just a few feet away, over the chain-link fence, the neighbor’s yard was immaculately groomed, but her grandmother tended to neglect her own yard. She was too old to keep it up, and Jess’s father could only get around to tend to it when he had the spare time, which wasn’t that often.


  Sometimes Jess herself came over and mowed and weeded for her grandmother, but she could only do that if her mother or father drove her over, so even that didn’t happen often enough.


  She didn’t mind. She thought it was nice that this yard was a comparatively safe place for the lizards, snakes, and even rabbits that might otherwise find no place to hide. When she did mow she always felt guilty; she wondered how many little creatures she was terrorizing with the big, noisy lawnmower.


  Jess made her way to the back door of the house. When she opened the door and stepped into the kitchen, the aroma of cooking food greeted her, and she knew why she had been called in.


  “Jessica, set the table,” Debra said.


  “Okay.” Jess went to the cupboard, took out five plates, and carried them toward the dining room.


  “What were you doing out there all that time?” her mother asked before she could get out of the kitchen. “You knew I wanted you to help in here.”


  “Nothing.” Jess stopped at the doorway. “I was just thinking about stuff.”


  “I hope you don’t plan to disappear on me again after supper, because you’re going to help with the dishes.”


  “Great,” Jess mumbled.


  Her mother looked up from the salad she’d been tossing. “What did you say?”


  “I said okay,” Jess told her, smiling brightly.


  Debra looked at her suspiciously, then apparently decided it wasn’t worth arguing about and went back to her tossing.


  In the dining room, Jess found Mardie spreading a tablecloth over the big oak table that was Alice Callahan’s pride and joy.


  “Hi,” Mardie said when she saw her. “I was looking for you a little while ago. Where’d you go off to?”


  Arranging the plates around the table, Jess said, “I was out back trying to catch a lizard. I almost made it, too.” It was okay to tell Mardie.


  Mardie wrinkled her nose.


  Jess saw this. “It was just a little one. It would have fit in the palm of my hand. I used to have a lizard as a pet a long time ago, when I was ten, but Mom made me let it go as soon as she found out I was keeping it in my room.”


  Laughing, Mardie disappeared into the kitchen, then came back a minute later with some silverware and a pitcher of water. She handed the silverware to Jess. “I’ll bet you kept a lot more than just a pet lizard in your room.”


  Jess glanced around to make sure no one was near enough to overhear, then admitted, “Yeah, I used to have a real collection. But I guess that couldn’t have been much of a life for them, so I’m not really sorry I had to let them all go. It’s nicer to know that they got to go live someplace they’d rather be.”


  “I’ll go for that,” Mardie said.


  “I never hurt any of them—not even the bugs. I was always careful that they had plenty to eat and lots of room in their boxes.”


  “I’m sure you did.”


  “Except for my lizard, Zip. Once he got out of his box, and when I tried to catch him I grabbed his tail and it came right off in my hand. I felt bad about that, until I read up on the subject and found out that they can lose a tail as a way to escape and grow a new one in practically no time at all.”


  “Did he grow a new tail?” Mardie asked.


  “I don’t know,” Jess admitted. “It was only a few days later that Mom found out about him and made me get rid of him. I took him to an empty lot and set him free there.”


  “I’m sure he has a nice long tail by now,” Mardie said.


  “He’s probably dead by now.” Jess arranged the last fork. “Lizards don’t have a terribly long life expectancy. Too many predators in the world.”


  Jess stood beside Mardie and together they looked at the table. She was almost as tall as Mardie, with long, slender legs that indicated she still had a few more inches to grow before the rest of her would catch up with them. Her light-brown hair fell past her shoulders to the middle of her back, and she had it twisted into a single braid. Wide blue eyes swept over their work. “What else do we need?” she asked.


  “Glasses. And the salt and pepper shakers. You get those—I’ll grab whatever else I can think of.”


  Between the two of them they had the table ready within a matter of minutes, and Mardie stood back to watch as Jess put on the finishing touches. She thought—not for the first time—that her niece was growing into an exceptionally pretty young woman. She was proud of Jess, proud to be the girl’s godmother as well as friend, and took an almost maternal pride in Jess’s looks and intelligence.


  She couldn’t help wondering, though, when Jess would begin to mature socially. While she possessed the body of a young woman, Jess seemed determined to cling to the ways of childhood. Despite Mardie’s occasional gentle hints, Jess would not even begin to experiment with makeup. She had lovely eyes that would be enhanced by a touch of mascara, but whenever Mardie brought up the subject Jess would scrunch up her face and declare that she would never be like the other girls in her class, who made fools of themselves over boys.


  “You don’t have to be a fool to use a little lipstick—just a pale shade, and some eyeliner or mascara,” Mardie had said on one occasion a couple of months earlier.


  Jess had only rolled her eyes and refused to join in the fun of experimentation. “Now you’re starting to sound like my mother,” she complained. ‘“Wear a dress for a change; show off your legs. Put on some makeup. Get those silly posters off your bedroom wall. That’s all she can say to me.”


  “Debra’s just eager to see you grow up,” Mardie had tried to explain.


  “So she can get rid of me.”


  Mardie had been shocked by this statement, but had done her best to hide it. “Oh, I don’t think that’s true. She’s very proud of you.”


  “Oh, yeah? Then why is she always so eager to talk to me about colleges that are halfway across the country? I’ve got three years to go, but she’s practically pushing me out the door already.”


  “Don’t you want to go to college?”


  “Sure. But I thought I’d find one close enough that I could still live at home. She keeps bringing home literature from schools clear out East.”


  “Maybe she considers those the best, and that’s what she wants for you—the best.”


  Jess had pursed her lips at this and hadn’t said any more about it until Mardie pressed.


  “She figures that if she can’t make me into a carbon copy of herself she might as well get me far enough away that I won’t be an embarrassment to her,” Jess had finally said, her eyes growing dark with misery.


  At that point Mardie had let the subject drop, because she’d sensed that it wasn’t the best time to discuss it, but the conversation had stayed on her mind for a long time afterwards.


  Now, standing slightly behind Jess as they looked at the table to see if they’d forgotten anything, she decided that Jess was going through the usual adolescent confusion, and what she needed more than anything else was for the grownups in her life to back off
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