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Chapter One

Summer 1993


Mat glared at her image. It stared back with equal intensity. Framed in ornate scrolls awash in gilt paint, the mirror hung over a plain pine chest of drawers Mat had rescued from a yard sale years ago. 
She lowered her gaze and shook her head. It’s Saturday, Godammit! Seven thirty in the morning and I have a meeting at eight with a person I don’t know. A person I’ve never met, who’s my boss, she mumbled half aloud. The collar of her jacket hung awry on her shoulders and she tugged it into place while continuing to talk to the image. What a bitch of a time to be up after a hell of a night.
She raised her head to see her image still staring at her, accusing. And that newspaper article. What the hell is that all about? You spent half the night worrying that like a dog with a bone and drinking a whole bottle of wine doing it. Well, you’ve done it now. There is absolutely no cure for this headache, short of a total lobotomy.
She grimaced at the onslaught from the mirror.
You deserve every wince, it continued. That was sheer indulgence, and one you can ill afford, at least not this morning. You know what your problem is? Too much wine and too many memories and not enough willpower. Why can’t you just let go?
Because I just can’t.
Her thoughts returned to the scrap of newspaper she’d found the night before while unpacking. She had gone into the kitchen to find a trash can left from the renovation of the old Victorian she now called home. It was a large one, half-full of old newspapers that had been used to protect the hardwood floors while the room was painted. She dragged it into the dining room and pushed the newspapers down to make room for the debris of her unpacking. As she did, words from an article caught her eye. Kinross Associates. Her new company. Mat pulled the scrap out of the trash and laid it on the dining room table, smoothing out the creases to get a better look. It appeared to be from a section of the paper, like the ones found in Sunday supplements.
Kinross. . . . . . . . . and His Computer Byte the Dust  J…..
Chaos at Kinross Associates! . . . secretary found. . . .The police couldn’t understand why it was almost 10:00 a.m. before he was. . . .It was not unusual. . .forward his phone and work for several hours alone. . .it wasn’t until. . .that his secretary thought anything unusual was going on. . .a fanatic about.. In the months before. . .
She had turned the ragged piece of paper over trying to find a date, a byline—some way to identify the newspaper. But all traces had been wiped out by gobs of red and yellow paint. Her gaze lifted to the window across the room.
Oh, Good Lord, what am I walking into?
After turning her back on the mirror, Mat emerged into a glorious summer morning. The early sun was drying the dew from the grass and the birds chirped in delight. She ignored them all and backed the old Volvo out of its parking place beside the psychedelic VW before gunning it down the driveway. At King Street, she turned left, headed for the closest drive-through, and ordered a large coffee. Back in traffic, she sipped gratefully, wondering how anyone survived without this hot, bitter, kick-in-the-pants in the morning.
The sharp sun illuminated the unfamiliar landscape. She chose the long way and continued down King Street. As it meandered through Alexandria, Fairfax County, Falls Church, and back into Fairfax County, it changed names time and again. She understood why people referred to the major arteries by their numbers. Route 7 was a reassuring constant throughout the westward trip that revealed one subdivision and commercial area after another. For much of the trip, she drove against the traffic that converged like rats in a maze of ever-decreasing paths toward the District of Columbia. At Route 123 in Tysons Corner, she turned left and arrived at Kinross Associates with time to spare. She pulled into the first vacant spot, turned the engine off, and finished her coffee.
So far, so good, she thought. I like the house, the commute’s not bad, and with air conditioning I can stand the summer weather. Winter’s not supposed to be too bad. So what if the jury’s still out on my housemate, Zorah? She’s interesting at least. Hadn’t counted on Greg. Got to go slow there. And only one or two memories to keep locked up tight. She took a deep breath, got out of the car, and faced the building.
Kinross Associates occupied a three-story brick building set back from the street with parking on all four sides. Trees scattered throughout the lot provided shade and relieved the monotony of endless asphalt. On the first level, the brick was punctuated by large sections of glass that glittered in the sun. Mat crossed the short expanse of pavement and entered through glass doors.
A small lobby stretched out before her. Threadbare upholstery on two sofas sitting perpendicular to the entrance hinted at a former elegance. A tiny coffee table between them bore rings and nicks, all polished repeatedly, but not erased. What had once been bright red accents in the gray carpeting had faded to a mild pink. Pearl-gray walls showed the impact of numerous furniture moves and equipment deliveries. Behind the receptionist’s desk stood a set of wooden double doors.
“Good morning,” Mat said, approaching the desk. “I’m Mat Briscoe. Stan Reeves is expecting me.”
“Ah, yes, Ms. Briscoe,” the young man replied. A cheap suit with the company logo on the breast pocket hung on his thin frame.
“Mr. Reeves told me to look out for you,” the young man continued. “They’re really glad you’re here. After all that business a couple of months ago, we need some new folks.” He smiled and pointed to a sign-in sheet for visitors, handing Mat a pen.
“We’ll have your badge on Monday, your official ‘first day’ here.” He smiled. “Today you get a visitor’s badge, and you’ll need an escort. I’ll call up to Mr. Reeves’s office and have someone come down to show you the way.”
He picked up the phone. A few minutes later, a short young woman with cropped blonde hair, a short skirt, and high heels stepped into the lobby. She was slim to the point of bony, with features both sharp and severe. Mat found her oddly attractive.
“Matilda Briscoe?” the young woman asked. The question accompanied a smile that involved her entire face, giving her a slightly surprised appearance.
“Mat, just Mat,” Mat replied, grasping long red nails in a firm handshake.
“Okay, sure. I’m Barb Mandellaria. Welcome to Kinross Associates. Just follow me, I’ll take you to Mr. Reeves.” She turned, teetered on five-inch heels, and walked back through the wooden doors behind the receptionist.
“I hope you didn’t have any trouble finding us.” Barb turned to speak while continuing her progress down the hall. “I tried to be real clear when you called for directions. By the way, I’m your secretary, or rather your administrative support staff. They just changed all the titles here, some sort of thing about us being professionals. Always thought I was. Anyway, I do secretarial work. I like it and I do a good job, you’ll see. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do for you. I’ll even get you coffee now and then if you’re in a rush, though some of the others get on me when I do. I don’t let it bother me. Pretty much I do what I want, far as that goes.”
Mat looked around, relieved of the need to make small talk by Barb’s non-stop chatter. Behind the wooden doors, a pair of elevators stood side by side. They walked by and through another set of doors into a corridor that led to the back of the building. As they rounded a corner, Mat caught the image of someone standing just inside an office doorway. When she turned to look, the image disappeared, and the door swung closed.
“Whose office is that?” she asked Barb.
“The one we just passed? That’s Ralph Korenson. He’s involved in most every big project we have going on. He’s real smart. Went to MIT and Stanford. Even has a PhD. Judd Kitchens, he’s our chief information officer, really likes him. They get along great. We were real lucky to get him a couple of years ago. Kind of a funny guy, though.”
“Oh? How so?”
“He thinks he’s some kind of cowboy, but I don’t think he’s ever been out west. You’d think he’d have gone there by now, dressing like he does, but he never has, says he probably never will. I couldn’t stop staring at those string ties and cowboy boots when he first got here. Now I don’t even notice. Guess you get used to most anything after a while.”
They arrived at a corner office on the opposite side of the building from where Mat had parked her car. Barb paused outside the door and spoke to its occupant.
“Good morning, Mr. Reeves. Ms. Briscoe is here. Shall I send her in?”
“Yeah. Sure.”
Barb stepped aside and motioned Mat forward.
“I’ll be over there at the second desk.” She pointed to an alcove across the hall. “Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll take you out.”
Mat thanked her, noted the desk Barb was headed for, and turned back to Mr. Reeves.
“Good morning.” She went into the office and held her hand out for a handshake.
A tall, broad man was standing beside the desk but turned back to his seat as she approached. Mat dropped her hand, noting the paisley shirt, khaki slacks, and white tennis shoes. Gray hair, thinning at the top, was gathered into a sparse bundle, held together by a rubber band, at the nape of his neck. Pieces of hair broken off, likely by repeated twists of rubber bands, drifted around his face, lending an unkempt air to his appearance. Mat noticed a small gold cross dangling from his left ear. His left cheek bulged. OMG, chewing tobacco.
The room was filled with furniture. File cabinets lined three of the walls, leaving enough space for a large desk and chair, a small computer table, and two bookshelves overfilled with technical manuals and volumes on the latest programming methods. A brass spittoon sat wedged between two of the bookcases across from Stan. A postcard-size picture of a young man in a cap and gown was the only personal item Mat could see in the room.
The window behind Stan was a perk, she thought, sought after and guarded as the next prize after one had earned the right to a single office. Stan edged his considerable bulk around the corner of a desk piled high with printouts and budget reports, and pointed toward the remaining chair.
“Sit,” he commanded. After turning in the appropriate direction, he plopped into the chair behind his desk and shot a wad of dirty brown spittle across the desk. It landed neatly in the spittoon. Mat fought back a wave of nausea and tried to smile at her new boss as she sank down in her chair, glad to have a notebook and pen to keep her hands occupied.
“Guess Barb got you here okay.” He accepted her nod and continued, “She’s pretty good, I guess. Wants to be an artist and hangs around a weirdo group in that old warehouse. Candlewick something or other. We got some of her stuff on the walls. Huge things. Amoebas, plant cells. Tell you the truth, my boy could have done better when he was six.” He chuckled. “Hey, don’t tell her I said that.” His eyes sought assurance that she would keep their little secret. Satisfied with Mat’s imperceptible nod, he continued, “Might as well get to the point. You need more background on this position, and there wasn’t anyone I could spare to tell you about it when you interviewed.” He picked up a pencil and began twirling it around his fingers like a baton.
“As you know, you’re the new manager of product quality.” He paused and smiled as if to congratulate her. “There are a couple of projects that are right important, and they’ll be needing your attention. That’s why a few of us are here today.” He smiled again. “We don’t pressure anyone to work extra, mind you. But they all know the deadlines, so here we are.” He rocked back in his chair, its back scraping the wall in a well-worn spot.
“As I was saying, you’re gettin’ a couple of projects. One of them is the online order process. We should be getting better performance on the new hardware. Kitchens, he’s our CIO, is spitting nails over that one. And one thing you’ll learn right away”—Stan locked eyes with Mat and stopped rocking—“is not to get Kitchens after you. Stay out of his way, you’ll be fine.” He leaned back once again and resumed the steady scraping of the wall behind him. “Anyway, that’s for you to track down. The other’s a conversion of our accounting system to new hardware and software. It needs to be operational in six weeks. We just finished some of the tests to be sure it’s working right. Those two should keep your hands full for the time being.”
“No doubt.” Mat considered the implications for a moment, then cleared her throat. “By the way, before we get into the technical stuff too much, I’m curious about one thing I forgot to ask in the interview.”
“Ask away.”
“Was this position available because of a promotion?”
The chair became unbalanced momentarily.
“Uh, not exactly.” Stan regained his position and looked at his fingernails, the pencil suspended in mid-air. A moment later the pencil resumed its twirling pattern. “You know, sometimes people need a change of pace. Gene started taking his job a little too seriously. Really, it worked out for the best. He needed to be replaced anyway. It was bound to happen one way or the other, I kept telling him, but he wasn’t one to listen real good.”
“So, this Gene, where did he go?” Mat pressed. “Did he get a ‘change of pace’ within the company? I mean, how can I get ahold of him to ask about these projects? After all, he was the last to work on them from the perspective I’ll be taking. I might want to talk to him about things, like how you’ve put together the electronic trading process.”
The pencil stopped again. There was a moment’s silence. Then Stan leaned forward, his beefy arms coming to rest on the edge of his desk.
“Don’t you worry about where he is, ‘less you want to join him, of course.” Stan chuckled as if enjoying an inside joke, showing teeth stained by chewing tobacco.
“If you really need something, you come ask me. I’ll find the answer or find you someone who can. Take that trading process. We borrowed a guy from one of the other projects, name’s George Wayne. Knows that stuff like the back of his hand. You don’t need Gene for that. You got questions, he can answer them. Don’t worry ’bout Gene.” He leaned back again, the chair nudging its familiar place on the wall.
“Now, let’s see, where was I? Oh, yeah, the projects. Well, we really need someone with lots of energy and what they call ‘people skills.’ That’s you. Your references said you’re good with all sorts of people. It takes smart people to get these systems running. But sometimes those smart people don’t see eye to eye, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m not sure I do. Perhaps you could explain. What exactly don’t these smart people of yours see eye to eye on?” Mat needed to get some control of the conversation, which, so far, had served only to confuse and unnerve her.
Stan gazed at her for a moment, then replied, “Well, some of these folks want to do a lot of checking and testing, and then some think we do a real good job around here and a whole lot of checking won’t help. You don’t really learn that much and, well, we’ve had a few things get behind schedule and all that testing takes time, you know.”
He paused and gazed at Mat again. When she didn’t comment, he straightened up in his chair, sent another dollop of tobacco juice over his desk, and leaned forward as if having made a decision.
“You know how it goes. We have some youngsters who are sharp but need guidance. We also have experienced guys. Ralph’s one of those. He’s a great guy, been around awhile, knows the system like the back of his hand.” He paused, then added, “Like I said, I hear you’re good with difficult people.”
Mat didn’t reply. What was it Curt had said? Ah, yes—a person who gets along with everyone has no morals. At the time, she’d been trying to justify her reputation, but he’d only been amused. Pleasing others had never been a high priority with him—how well she knew. As well as she knew that it was one thing she loved him for. Had loved him for.
The clocks on Stan’s screen saver ticked loudly in the silence. Mat watched the winged Baby Bens floating by behind him.
She shifted in her chair. “Well, uh, if you spend enough time with people, you find they really aren’t as difficult as you expected.” Lame, but all she could come up with on the spur of the moment.
“Just watch how much time you spend talkin’ because there’s not much of that left.” Stan’s tone bordered on harshness, the twirling of the pencil a constant, relentless aside. He took a deep breath, as if remembering a decision he’d made, and relaxed into the back of his chair.
“Oh, well, you’ll like everyone here. It’s just that Ralph’s put so much time into the project and he’s so valuable technically, but the management side just isn’t what it needs to be.”
“Is that what he’s doing, managing those projects?”
“Sort of. I let him step in after Gene, uh, moved on.”
Mat was relieved. She’d had a lot of practice smoothing ruffled feathers on technical peacocks.
“I’ll make sure Ralph feels I can’t manage without him,” she reassured Stan. “If he feels like a partner, rather than having been bumped to a subordinate, he may even prefer the new arrangement.”
“Well, you see, he doesn’t know you’re here to manage the projects,” Stan began. “We thought it might be better to go about it a little differently. . .” Stan trailed off, noticing Mat’s look of surprise.
“What do you mean, he doesn’t know I’m here to manage the projects?” she asked, barely managing an even tone. The hangover and headache were threatening to reassert themselves. Staying clear-headed in this conversation was more of a challenge than she’d expected.
“Oh, just a temporary thing,” he added hastily. “Just get familiar with the staff and start suggesting some changes. Everyone will see how much better the project is doing and Ralph will be glad to have some good ideas. We can make it a formal change after you’ve taken control.”
Mat continued to stare, unable to think of a thing to say.
A knock on the door interrupted the awkward silence.
“Come in,” Stan yelled.
The door opened a crack to reveal the face of a young woman with short, dark hair in a boyish cut and wire-rim glasses.
“The new drive’s here—UPS!” she announced. “You wanted to know.” While passing on this information, the girl’s eyes had locked on Mat. The once-over was thorough and unabashed. Mat sensed that the interruption was calculated. Either that or all the phones were out of order.
“Oh, right! Thanks, Susan.” Stan rose from his seat and sidestepped his way around the desk. He edged past Mat on his way to the door. Once there, he turned as if remembering her.
“Uh, I’m sure you can find your way out,” he said. “Get someone from the secretarial bay. Maybe Barb. See you Monday.” He was gone.
Mat sat, considering the last few minutes. To hell with the politics and corporate-empire building, simply dealing with the people here promised interesting times, just as the Chinese adage said. She got up and stepped into the hall. Barb looked up from under a large unframed painting on the wall behind her. A huge one-celled green object took up most of the space on the canvas. Bright red dots were scattered about on the surface. A stagnant pond with measles.
“Stan suggested you escort me out,” she explained as she paused in front of Barb’s desk.
“Sure thing,” answered Barb. “It’s just until Monday. By then they’ll have your badge.” She steadied herself on her heels and started off down the hall, Mat close behind.
“Barb,” Mat asked, “Stan says Gene was taking his job too seriously before he left. What did he mean by that?”
Barb turned, put a hand out like a skater negotiating a curve, and steadied herself. “Well, I guess he meant stuff like Gene kept suggesting extra testing that wasn’t needed and getting mad when he got told not to do it. Got so you couldn’t talk to him without him getting all riled up.”
“Who said those tests weren’t needed?” asked Mat, trying to keep her mind off Barb’s precarious balancing act.
“Oh, I guess it was Ralph, mostly. But he knows what he’s doing. At least Stan, the guy you just talked to, thinks so. He’s pretty smart with all those degrees, don’t you think?”
“Hmm. By the way, what happened to Gene? Stan never said.”
Barb halted and grabbed the wall to counter the forward momentum of her walk. Once steadied, she turned to face Mat.
“You don’t know what happened to Gene?”
“No, I don’t know what happened to Gene. Like I said, Stan never told me.” Mat fought to keep the irritation from her voice. Barb might have a heart of gold, but she seemed to have a brain of lead.
“I just can’t believe no one told you.”
“Believe it,” Mat snapped, then bit her tongue.
In a flash, Barb’s brows knitted together, drawing her features into a tight clump around her nose. The rest of her body drew up, and she shrank into herself before Mat’s eyes.
“You don’t have to get all riled up,” she said in a tight, high voice. “It’s all anyone talked about for a good long time. Doesn’t seem possible they wouldn’t tell you first thing.”
Mat saw the red nails curved around clenched fists at the end of tense arms slightly bent at the elbow. Whew, this one’s got a temper.
“Sorry. I mean, what did he do? Steal the company’s five-year plan and sell it to the competition? Is he in jail somewhere or the nuthouse?” Does everyone speak in riddles around here?
“I don’t think he stole anything,” Barb replied. “Leastways, we’ll never know if he did.” She lowered her voice and moved closer, all hostility forgotten. “He was shot. Here, in the middle of the night.”
“Shot?” Mat said in astonishment. “Here? But why? Who did it?”
“Don’t know. Whatever he did, someone was sure mad at him. I mean, whoever it was sure wanted him dead.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “It was horrible, and I liked him a lot. Gene was a nice guy, always said something to me, not like lots of folks who treat you like a doormat or something.” She sniffled and wiped her face on her sleeve, leaving a trail of mascara on the side of her face.
Mat stepped back. “Are you all right?”
“Sure,” Barb replied, shrugging her shoulders. She looked up at Mat. “Are you?”
Mat, who realized her jaw had dropped open, shut it. “Yeah, sure.”
Why not? Ditzy secretary with a temper behind the tears, a dense boss who manipulates his staff, a mysterious smart-ass for a coworker, and a dead predecessor.
“Yeah, sure, I’m okay.” Mat took a deep breath and walked on. Barb hurried to catch up. They reached the wooden doors that led into the outer lobby.
Barb held it open for her to step through. “Well, see you Monday. I think we’ll get along pretty good.”
“Yes, I’m sure of it.” Mat smiled over the white lie as Barb turned and disappeared back down the corridor. Nodding at the cheap-suited guard, she handed her badge over and walked through the glass doors. She shook her head in an attempt to jostle the feeling of unease and confusion. No need to panic, she told herself. First impressions don’t tell the whole story. I just met the strange ones right away, the rest will probably be boring, run-of-the-mill workaholics. One could only hope.
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Chapter Two


The next afternoon, the misgivings were parked neatly in the back of her mind as Mat stood under a massive oak in front of the restored Victorian house that was now her home. Sunlight flashed and glittered through the leaves of the big oak, intensifying the cool depths of the shadows beneath its branches. Like diamonds, she thought, as she watched the landscape ebb and flow under leaves pushed around by the breeze. She felt the sun crinkling her gray eyes behind her oversized sunglasses, warming her sleeveless arms and sandaled feet. It sparkled over the grass, danced along the black wrought-iron gate, and lit the colorful array of flowers bordering the walk. If I’m not careful, I’ll start purring with contentment.
“Well, Ms. Briscoe,” the man at her side said, “what do you think?”
“Prrrrrr,” she replied, then laughed at his quizzical expression, amused by the unaccustomed formality in his voice. “Mr. McCawley, it really is magnificent.”
Greg McCawley smiled. “The minute I saw it, I knew it could be grand again.” He leaned on the gate as he spoke, clad in an unbuttoned shirt over a graphic T-shirt and khakis. “The original owner built it after a trip to Cape May where he saw all those Victorian homes. Fell in love with them and just had to have one.”
Mat studied the proud Victorian house. In style, it resembled others on the tree-lined street, leftover remnants of a century past. But this one was indefinably set apart by more than the fresh coat of paint. The decorative gable shingles, porch fretwork, and steeply pitched rooflines of the Queen Anne style had been faithfully restored. The exterior was painted a soft lemon with gray trim on the elaborate spindle work and ornate porch posts.
She knew the inside by heart. The foyer opened to a two-story living room with floor-to-ceiling glass at the rear. A bay window framed the family room and French doors opened to the covered porch. Upstairs, a balcony walkway led to a fourth bedroom. In the kitchen, modern appliances hid behind period cabinetry. Outside, a three-foot wrought-iron fence surrounded the property, giving it greater definition and a sense, albeit false, of security. On the street, cobblestones peeked through the worn pavement and oaks bent over the curb.
“The builder’s son lived in it until he died about fifteen years ago,” Greg continued. “It was vacant while the relatives fought over who got what. They finally settled it, put the house up for sale, and I didn’t hesitate.”
The wry tone in his voice was relaxed but not unguarded. His tanned, lean features had a hard edge softened by a full head of wavy black hair. Mat had figured out that trust was a virtue he rarely expected or relied on, an inheritance, perhaps, from his hardworking Scots ancestors who’d taught him to play the bagpipes, as well as approach life conservatively. The wariness was hidden beneath a sophisticated polish and carefree air. A business suit fit him as casually as the painter’s jeans he’d worn when they met. Maybe that was it. She could get past the pinstripes and neutral tones because he didn’t hide behind them. She smiled, remembering how she’d turned up on the front porch as he came out with a bucket of paint and bundle of newspapers to finish work on the gable around the porch. They’d stopped talking at midnight. That was four weeks ago. Four long, short weeks ago.
“You know,” teased Mat, “it’s really stunning. I would never have expected it from a guy.” A smile betrayed the serious tone in her voice.
“That so?” replied Greg. “Got me all figured out, do you?”
“Well, maybe the basics,” Mat replied.
“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” he answered, a smile playing around his eyes.
Mat shook her head at the feeling of unease his words generated. She gestured at the rambling structure in the center of the grassy plot and changed the subject.
“I love old places, they’re full of character. I’ve been told I should be into chrome and glass. But that’s just not me. I need a change of pace at home.”
“You’ll get it here,” said Greg. “At first, thought I’d live here. But it’s too much, can’t see one person with all that space.”
Mat’s reply was interrupted by the sound of squealing tires. They turned to watch a battered Volkswagen lurch around the corner and head for the driveway. The car wore a multicolored coat of myriad patterns and hues, distracting the viewer from rusted fenders and missing hubcaps. Several unpainted canvases lay strapped on the roof. Rolled-up posters and other items, more long than wide, stuck out of every window. The trunk, lid tied down and stuffed with suitcases and folded blankets, threatened to disgorge the lot at any moment. The driver, a young woman with long, wavy brown hair under a floppy straw hat, stretched a bare arm out the window and waved as she careened up to the garage. Dozens of thin bangle bracelets jingled with the motion and got lost in the colorful tattoos that swept up her arm.
“Hi! I’m here! Believe it or not, the rest of my things all fit. I had the most awful time with the canvases. But I figured they’d be safe just coming from my old apartment. After all, it’s such a beautiful day.” She killed the engine when the car halted in front of the garage, but the monologue continued.
“They’re not finished. The canvases, I mean. Actually, they’re not even started yet. I have a couple of shows to hang first, so even if they do get a little messed up from this trip it’s not like I need them right away.” She opened the door, smiled at Greg, and began extracting herself from the stuffed interior.
“Hi, handsome! I saw you working on this place once or twice. It’s a miracle.” She barely acknowledged his nod as she turned back to unload the car.
“I know I’ll get all kinds of inspiration from this place. Do you know if anything exciting happened here? Any ghosts to watch out for?”
She paused for breath and searched the front seat for a small article that would fit on top of the bundle in her arms.
“Uh, not off the top of my head,” Greg replied.
“Zorah,” Mat interjected, “go ahead and take your things inside. We can pump Greg for the history of this place over dinner some evening.”
“Great!” Zorah beamed as she straightened up and fought to balance the load in her arms. “You know, I can already feel the mood of this place. I wonder if I’m on the verge of a Victorian period?” She paused, a pensive look on her angular, expressive face.
“You know, like Picasso had a blue period. I’d hate to think I couldn’t transfer all these vibes into my art.” She kicked the car door shut and headed toward the house.
“I’ve already told the others at the studio to be prepared for angst and tortured souls trying to emerge from the straitjackets of sexual repression. After all, when you hook up those English Victorian attitudes with our Puritan ethic, well, no wonder people ran around doing the most insane things. I’ve always wondered about that anyway, I mean, Queen Victoria had nine children, didn’t she? She must have enjoyed sex a little, wouldn’t you think?”
She disappeared into the house without waiting for an answer. Mat glanced at Greg. Zorah had seemed such fun when they met; now she wondered about a solid diet of her exuberance.
“I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to tear up the lease on the spot, but I did tell you about her.”
“So you did,” Greg replied. “As I recall, it was something about arrangements you made with Zorah, ‘a struggling artist with a good heart and empty pockets who’s willing to trade bed, bath, and an occasional meal for housekeeping duties.’” Mat was surprised to see a wry grin on his face. He shifted his attention from the front door. “I hope you weren’t thinking she would disappear into her art. Seems to me you’ll always know when she’s around.”
Mat felt uncomfortable as his gaze settled on her and his grin relaxed into amusement.
“Anyway, from what I know about you logical, analytical, computer types, Zorah seems the perfect sort to goad that free spirit of yours into life.” The grin spread to his eyes as he teased her. “I’m looking forward to that dinner. After all, I should check to see that you’re taking care of my handiwork.”
“Of course,” she answered, already regretting the hasty invitation.
“Great. I’ll go so you can unpack. Can’t wait to see what you do with it. Tell Zorah there are one or two stories I think she’ll enjoy hearing. I’ll bring my bagpipes and we’ll see if any of my ancestors show up.” He turned and was gone.
Mat watched him disappear down the street, wanting to chase him and assure him she wouldn’t expect him to come for at least six months. Wait a minute, she chastised herself, dinner with you and your roommate isn’t moving in. He’d probably be horrified that the idea even occurred to you. You’re doing it again. She pushed Greg and his bagpipes from her mind. If things soured with him and the arrangement with the house got sticky, she’d just move. But not out of town.
Alexandria. Even the name was appealing. A perfect mixture of quaint old houses, tree-lined streets, sweet-smelling bakeries, and signs pointing to the recycling center. She absorbed every detail, none escaped her attention. She noticed the great and the small, like the Christmas lights that peeked from the leaves of summer or marched along the eaves of buildings, evoking a visual contrast to the shimmering heat that radiated off the sidewalks and enveloped every nook and cranny of her body. She even noticed, during her casual inspection, whether bulbs were missing.
Boy, I can hear Curt now—Why bother with details? Well, as much as you didn’t like it, I’m good at details and that’s one reason I got this job. Curt . . . God, I actually managed to forget you for twenty minutes. Well, make it thirty. She turned and went up the steps.

      ***Just before ten o’clock, Mat found herself alone in the dining room with a glass of wine and the last few boxes to unpack. Deciding it was time to take a break, she picked up her glass and passed through the hall on the way to the back door. Before stepping outside, she paused at the screen door, enjoying the still night air and crickets that sang around her. Then, settled on the porch swing, she began to rock. The wine was sweet and strong, the rhythm hypnotic. Swinging had always been a release, first cradling her, secure in someone’s arms, then hanging on to the thrill of a wild sky, tossed back and forth in a seat under a tree, pushing all her fears away with each move. She let her thoughts wander. Back to the time before Alexandria. How long had it been? She ached at the memory.
“But you can’t go, not now! What for? Where are you going anyway?” she had demanded. He was standing in front of her, backpack at his feet, tall, sandy-haired, handsome. God, how handsome he was in his uniform of old khaki camouflage pants and combat boots. Such a child in so many ways. So full of outrageous, unrealistic ideas. Unrealistic because they didn’t include her. She had thought him vulnerable, at first, and innocent. She’d caught him in the middle of one phase or another she’d figured. Not the body piercing and wild dye jobs of the very young or very gifted, but his own version of recording his comings and goings in colorful ink across his skin. So unique she’d thought, so brave, so committed. But he wasn’t.
“Don’t know, babe.” His blue eyes sparkled with mischief as he adjusted the strap for his hunting knife. “Could be Africa, could be the Amazon. But I’ll be back.” He caressed her chin with his fingers, his gaze charming her. “I’ll miss those gray eyes, how you laugh when you’re excited and pout when those programs of yours won’t run.” He gave her one kiss, his hand tracing the outline of her jaw. “I’ll find you, don’t worry.”
“But, Curt, you can’t just leave, not when things are starting to work out, when we finally have enough money to be able to plan ahead a little, to really go after our dreams.”
“Oh, Mat, baby,” he continued, casual, flirting, light-hearted. The fun he was having. It hurt more than the words. “Dreams are for fun! They don’t last. I’ll have others when I get back. We’ll chase those for a while until it’s time for more.”
He lifted his backpack onto one shoulder and walked away, turning to blow her a kiss before getting on his motorcycle. Then he disappeared around the corner of the brownstone they had shared for three years. She had watched him go in stunned silence.
He’d walked away once before and that time she’d waited, spending too many days either frantic with worry or nearly exploding with rage. When he returned, she’d melted as quickly as the first time she saw him, convinced it would never happen again.
Then the phone calls began. Somehow she knew the person who hung up when she answered was the same person who stayed on the line when Curt picked up the phone. When she asked, he joked, of course, that old pals from his “spook” days were planning a reunion. Why wouldn’t they speak to her? “Can’t teach old dogs new tricks,” he said; they couldn’t talk before, they wouldn’t now. But the reunion was never held, and the phone calls never stopped. Once, she’d overheard more than he intended, overheard the urgent “You owe me, that’s why,” his voice dropping to an angry hiss as he hunched over the telephone. When she lost her grip on the plate she was drying and it shattered on the floor, he’d hung up and walked past her without a word.
How much she wanted to believe him. Wanted to believe that “sister” was a code word for a former partner, that the jungle was a field exercise, that wretched, exploited children were none of her business. In the end, she’d decided his world—the cloak-and-dagger games filled with mercenaries he called friends—was his, and she could share and be satisfied with the one he brought home to her. She had been so sure he needed her, would never leave her again.
Well, this time she made sure he wouldn’t. She held a massive yard sale and began the job hunt that brought her to Alexandria. But the tears wouldn’t stop just the same—the tears or the overwhelming emptiness that made her crazy with homesickness and longing, or the anger that she could still need him so much.
“God damn you, Curt Bailin!” The wineglass flew across the porch and shattered against the railing. The stem skittered the rest of the way and fell with a plop into the flowerbed. The wine spread across the porch and dripped over the edge. She rose, exhausted. The swing swayed crazily back and forth behind her. Her bed had never seemed so welcoming.
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Chapter Three


The sparkling early morning air gave no hint of the heat that would soon envelop all. Khaki-colored desert stretched as far as the horizon, now and then giving way to rugged rock formations and spots of cactus and tumbleweed. Mat wore her familiar weathered jeans and Curt’s soft flannel shirt. The Harley floated through the air, whipping the wind around the curved black helmets wrapped around the red and gold of their hair. Eyes closed, head resting against his shoulder, Mat began kneading the small of Curt’s back. The rhythm moved down as she felt the muscles and tension along the small of his back. Her hands slipped through the pockets and rested on the warmth of his thighs. The seat pulsed, releasing a soothing warmth that worked its way into her skin. The leather rose in a caress; the motion moving from the front of the seat until both sides met in a crescendo of intensity beneath her. Picking up the rhythm, she began massaging his thighs; the pattern increasing in urgency and intensity until he slowed to look for the sweet spot in the sand to lay a blanket. Driven by the same urgency, they searched the horizon, the road ahead, and the sand that whipped past in ever-faster patterns of dark and light. 
Mat woke gasping, bathed in sweat. Her heart raced and a gripping intensity in her groin drove toward a climax that stopped short and subsided slowly. Lying still, she willed the feeling to come back, to continue as long as possible. But it ebbed away, echoing the slow creep of the sun into the room and leaving an ache behind.
God damn you, Curt! She screamed wordlessly, angrily fighting back the tears. What does the jungle have to give you that I can’t? Nothing but bugs, leeches, and sweltering heat. Wasn’t this much more exciting? Well, wasn’t it? Damn you, Damn you!
When there was nothing to stay for, she sat up on the edge of the bed. The groggy, aroused feeling teased her, like the hangover of Saturday. Which was worse? She couldn’t say for sure this morning.
A hot shower dissipated the anger in swirls of steam. After dressing in a navy suit, pale-yellow silk shirt, and navy pumps, Mat looked over her image in the ornate mirror. It spoke to her again in the familiar voice. That’s right, just you take a good long look. How are you going to get rid of those circles and puffy eyes? What are they going to think if you keep showing up looking like the remains of a domestic quarrel?
“Well,” she retorted aloud, grabbing the suit jacket and heading for the door, “if it makes me the mystery lady of the day, so much the better. Seems to me it suits their style.”
“Boy, you look like something the cat dragged in!” Zorah’s voice halted her progress down the stairs.
“Thanks, Zorah. You know how to get a girl off to a good start.”
“Sorry.” Zorah, who had appeared at the bottom of the stairs, continued on to the kitchen, her voice trailing behind her. “I just got in and I had the most glorious night! Just wait ’til you hear. You’ve got time for a cup of tea, don’t you? I’ll even make coffee if you prefer. Please say yes. I’m so pumped and there’s no one else to talk to.” Zorah’s enthusiastic monologue followed her as she maneuvered her canvas and bags down the hall.
Mat closed her eyes and took a deep breath. May the patience of God find me soon. Well, at least she doesn’t come into my room singing ‘Rise and Shine’ every morning like my college roommate. Makes my head ache just thinking about it. Mat followed Zorah into the kitchen and dropped her briefcase on a chair.
“Did you say coffee? It won’t take a second. You won’t be late, I promise. Oh, Mat, I had the most inspirational moments last night. Salee came in, you know Salee the spiritualist? I told you about her. She came in and formed a challenge circle with all of us.”
“A what?”
“A challenge circle.” Zorah beamed at Mat while she worked. “We had all been complaining about how uninspired we were and how were we going to get all our work done and why didn’t someone figure out how to
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