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  Chapter One


  Jeff Talbot swung open the front door and twelve thousand dollars flew out.


  He stared at the C.O.D. slip while he kneaded the tense muscles in the back of his neck. He’d known the parcel was on its way, so that wasn’t the problem. His wife, Sheila, had told him about her online purchase of the antique sketch from a dealer in Philadelphia a month earlier.


  The money wasn’t a problem either—Sheila had invested her inheritance wisely, and, just as wisely, had put Jeff’s name on her checking account. That was a bonus, since she was momentarily in no shape to conduct business.


  It was the timing. Timing was everything, he’d recently concluded, and the courier delivering the package couldn’t have arrived at a worse time.


  Jeff looked past the uniformed young man at nothing in particular, and listened to the distant, tinkly notes of “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” drifting from one of the shops a few blocks over.


  “Greedy vultures,” he muttered.


  “Sir?”


  Jeff shook his head, stepped aside for the courier to enter, then added, “I just wish the merchants would wait till after Thanksgiving to start playing Christmas music.”


  “I’m with you there. It’s gone too commercial.” He removed his cap and tucked it under one arm. “I wonder what it would be like if everyone boycotted giving gifts?”


  “You’d probably be without a job,” Jeff said, and the courier’s brows lifted as if that possibility had never crossed his mind.


  Jeff led the way to the library. Recent paranoia prevented his leaving the stranger alone in the foyer. He kept an eye on the guy, positioning himself so that he might quickly retrieve his old service revolver from the desk drawer if necessary. When he was an agent, he’d prided himself on his impeccable gut instinct for danger. Recently, however, his confidence had been shaken, and he wondered whether he’d ever again know who was trustworthy. Or, more importantly, who was not.


  He scratched out a check, ripped it from the pad, and handed it to the courier. After an uneventful exchange, he escorted the guy back to the front door and sent him out into the rain.


  Greer, the Talbots’ butler, normally would have answered the door—while keeping everything else in the household running smoothly—but nothing was normal anymore. The butler who hadn’t even broken a sweat in the half-dozen years with the couple now appeared wilted. Jeff didn’t doubt that everything would get done, but it wasn’t going to be easy. He and Greer were still ironing out the wrinkles in a new and stubborn bolt of cloth.


  He had practically collided with Greer moments earlier on the service stairs as the butler paused at the sound of the doorbell. He was hefting a crowded luncheon tray for Sheila, so Jeff told him to take it on up to the couple’s bedroom and that he would answer the door.


  For the time being, they had to operate as a team. It had obviously been difficult for Greer to throw over his strict training, but he had finally acquiesced.


  Greer was not given over to hysterics. The most one might notice was a rare state of flightiness when the young man was faced with a heavy workload. On days when that workload demanded the services of three employees, he busily flitted from room to room, tackling the chores alone. Not only did he complete all tasks, but it even seemed as if bright spurts of surplus energy shot from his body like the sparks of an electrical storm.


  But those almost imperceptible moments of excess adrenaline were altogether different from real stress. True stress burned up the energy, burned it from the inside out. Most people would not be able to detect the signs in Greer’s well-trained demeanor. But Jeff recognized them. Hell, who was he kidding? He was now living them. They matched his own, those he saw reflected back at him every morning as he shaved: the nervous tremors, which resulted in razor nicks as he hastily scraped away stubble, the vertical lines between the eyebrows, the bloodshot eyes.


  Jeff now rubbed his eyes, flinched as if all the sands of Alki Beach were in them, then retraced his steps to the library.


  His own routine, which had been altered as well after the recent trauma that had been visited upon their serene lives, wasn’t much better. He had a list of things that needed his attention—a written list, no less, something he’d never before stooped to making.


  He retrieved the package and started toward the stairs by way of the breakfast nook so that he might check on the work being done there. Although Greer had been keeping a keen eye on the decorator, it had become a habit of Jeff’s to watch over everything more closely.


  A few weeks earlier, Sheila had gone through the alcove in a panic-fed rage, ripping the pastel paper and sheer curtains from the walls and insisting that they be replaced with layers of dark velvet. It had taken an inordinate amount of time and energy on both his and Greer’s parts to find a decorator who could fill their unusual need; someone who would haul fabric and wallpaper samples back and forth, who could then hang the wallpaper and stitch the draperies from Sheila’s choices, and whom Sheila felt would not only be trustworthy but also discreet about her unusual illness and about their personal lives.


  They had settled upon an older woman named Dolores, who Sheila said reminded her of Andy Taylor’s Aunt Bee, and who seemed equally comfortable in either business suit or painter’s coveralls.


  After Sheila, who had been so well adjusted to her secluded life as an agoraphobic, was kidnapped by a so-called friend of Jeff’s, life as they knew it had gone to hell.


  It had happened a month earlier. Jeff had found her intact, with no physical injury, and had returned her to their home with what he hoped was a minimum of trauma.


  Ever since then, though, he had beaten himself up over what had happened. If he had stuck to antiques instead of reverting to his FBI training and dabbling in a murder investigation, his wife’s emotional well-being might have been spared. She would have disagreed, he knew, had he voiced this belief. Five years earlier, when he had announced his resignation from the bureau’s special unit that investigated museum thefts, she had seemed to understand even more than he did that the work was in his blood, that the transition might never be fully complete.


  But he couldn’t burden her with his nagging thoughts now, so he kept them to himself.


  Or, at least, he thought he was keeping them to himself, until the counselors and doctors who had been called in to treat Sheila suggested that a few sessions might do him some good as well. He’d waved them off with neither consideration for their suggestions nor comment on their reasons, and had managed the last few weeks on adrenaline and caffeine.


  Following the abduction, Jeff had brought in four psychiatrists with varying specialties, three herbalists and alternative-medicine experts, and two general practitioners. He wouldn’t have objected to a partridge in a pear tree if he had thought it would help restore his wife’s health—or what was her personally accepted level of health.


  Time, that’s what it boiled down to. She would need time to adjust to exchanging a once-quiet existence for the parade of medical professionals that tramped through the big old Victorian home like carolers through slush. And she would need time to recover.


  Meanwhile, Jeff and Greer lived with their quasi schedule—a malleable plan by which to make sure that someone was always with Sheila, that the household somehow got run, that the bills got paid, and that nobody starved.


  Jeff noted Dolores’s progress with the wallpaper, then headed up the service stairs. This time he ran into Polly and Lucy Wing, the spinster sister team that he employed as housekeepers. Although the pair had worked for him before he had known either Sheila or Greer, he had turned the supervision of them over to his butler as soon as he had hired him. To their credit, both were taking extra care around Sheila in order not to disturb her or make her uncomfortable.


  Greer had offered to take over the housekeeping duties after Sheila’s ordeal, so that the number of people entering the home could be reduced, but Jeff had nixed this idea, and Sheila had agreed. She assured both men that the women, who had been cleaning the massive house every Tuesday for years, didn’t pose a threat. Jeff was secretly relieved to hear it, and he was sure that Greer was, too, although the well-schooled butler never would have admitted as much. Greer had more than enough on his plate for the week. Thanksgiving was in two days, and, although Sheila wasn’t sure whether she could join in, she had insisted that their traditions continue.


  Polly and Lucy bowed slightly, and Jeff returned the gesture. Then he hoisted the package and, with a sigh, carried it toward the second-floor bedroom he shared with his wife—the room that had become her cocoon.


  Chapter Two


  Greer, luncheon tray in tow, met him on the landing.


  Jeff’s brows raised at the site of the empty plates, bowls, and saucers. He shook his head. “She’s going to regret all those extra calories she’s taking in when she gets a handle on her situation.”


  Greer nodded. “Most people go to one extreme or the other when faced with crisis.”


  Jeff pulled his to-do list from his shirt pocket. “I’ll pick up dinner,” he said as he jotted Pasta and Co. on the sheet of paper. “That should free up a little time for you.”


  “Thank you, sir. I do apologize for asking, sir, but . . .” Greer looked down, obviously uncomfortable with any request that might hint at either weakness or unprofessionalism.


  “Don’t apologize. Eventually, we’ll get back to our regular schedules but, for now, just waive the protocol so that we can all keep our heads above water. What do you need?”


  “Would you pick up something for tomorrow, too? As I recall, Miss Gray has no skills whatsoever in the kitchen, and I will be hard-pressed to get everything ready for Thanksgiving dinner.”


  Jeff glanced at his list. The last chore listed under “Tuesday” was to be at Sea-Tac at nine that night to pick up Sheila’s sister, Karen Gray. “Tell you what, Greer. Pasta and Company can cover all of tomorrow’s meals. Jot a list and leave it on the kitchen counter. I’ll grab it on my way out.”


  Greer looked relieved. “Yes, sir.” He turned and descended the service stairs.


  Jeff peeked around the bedroom door. Sheila was curled up on the chaise in the darkest corner of their bedroom, sleeping. She was wearing a gray sweat suit, which Jeff noticed was tighter than it had been a week ago. He was concerned about how much she slept, and had even brought it up with one of her doctors. But the doc had assured him that it was okay for now, as they were trying different medications and methods, and it would take awhile to arrive at the proper balance.


  After she had been returned home, Sheila had abruptly stopped just about everything—exercising, cooking, painting, surfing the net. The only activity she’d engaged in since the ordeal was an almost constant lifting of fork to mouth. So, here was the chef of the house—a trained chef, no less—not cooking, yet eating a lot more. And Jeff and Greer were hard-pressed to put good meals on the table. Or the tray, as it were, since Sheila would no longer eat in the dining room. To give both Greer and himself a break from the kitchen, he was steadily filling the Christmas coffers of every one of the Queen Anne neighborhood’s eateries—but none more than Pasta and Company, which was best-known for its gourmet-on-the-run offerings.


  He quietly propped the package against the chest of drawers, then gently covered Sheila with a chenille throw. He went through a side door and into his dressing room to write her a note:


  My Dear Sleeping Beauty,


  At last, your farm has arrived. I hope it gives you happy memories of your time spent there as a child. Perhaps you’ll want to reminisce with Karen when she arrives. May I join you for dinner before heading to the airport to pick her up?


  I’ll be back by seven.


  Love you,


  J--


  Jeff secured a piece of tape to the top of the note, then returned to the bedroom and attached it to the package before kissing Sheila lightly on the cheek.


  He took extra care not to make any noise as he pulled the door closed behind him, then stood in the hallway for several minutes and thought about the road ahead.


  As much as he hated to entertain the notion, he had to accept the fact that Sheila might never be the same. He fought against the vise squeezing his chest, the wall he had built so that he wouldn’t break down every time he pictured the worst-case scenario that might be his future. Her future. The rest of their lives together.


  He shook his head as if he could physically dislodge the negative thoughts that crowded his brain, then headed downstairs.


  Greer set a plate of food on the kitchen table. “I hope this meets with your satisfaction, sir. I’m afraid I can offer little variety until I go grocery shopping.”


  “I’m really not hungry, Greer.”


  “With all due respect, sir, we cannot afford for you to take ill.”


  “Have you had lunch?”


  “No, sir.”


  “We’ll be in a lot more trouble if you get sick. Now, fix yourself a plate and join me. And don’t even think about arguing.” Jeff sat down and took an unenthusiastic bite of the hot ham and cheese sandwich.


  Greer quickly made another sandwich, then brought it to the table with a cup of tea, two cookbooks, and a grocery list as long as Yesler Way. After jotting a few more items on the sheet, he said, “Mr. Talbot, a technician from the alarm company will be here this afternoon to double-check the system.”


  “They’d better do more than just check it, after last night’s false alarm. It’s such a nerve-jangler that I’m starting to wonder whether Sheila would feel safer without it.” The installation of an alarm system was another change that had been implemented since Sheila’s ordeal. It had gone against Jeff’s grain to have the structure of the historical home compromised by installing keypads on every floor, and having wires and sensors secured to every exterior door and window. It was so sensitive that it reacted to every element in the mail carrier’s motto. Or, at least, the two that were currently plaguing Seattle: wind and rain.


  Jeff exhaled. “I hate to saddle you with the alarm company, Greer, but I have to stop by Blanche’s and the warehouse this afternoon before I go up to the Rose property. Those antiques are the only thing that’s going to keep us liquid over the next several months.”


  Blanche Appleby, who owned a huge antiques mall named All Things Old, had rented one of her vacant warehouses to Jeff for storage of the merchandise he’d recently purchased from the sole benefactor of Verena Rose.


  “No problem, sir. I’ll do the grocery shopping for Thanksgiving dinner tomorrow morning.”


  “I’d tell you to have the stuff delivered, but you probably need the break from the house.”


  “Yes, sir. A change of scenery would be nice.”


  Jeff could use a break, too. Not the harried jaunts to conduct business or to run errands but a real break. He needed some time with his old bud, Sam Carver, an hour or two to shoot the breeze and down a beer. It would do Sam some good, too, he knew. Sam had been working extra hours since his partner at the furniture restoration business—who was also his daughter—was in countdown mode for her December 21 wedding.


  Jeff pulled the list from his shirt pocket, checked it for an open slot, then glanced at his watch. It didn’t look promising. By the time he did the shopping, returned home with the food, drove down to the waterfront and conducted some antiquing business with Blanche, checked the warehouse (and rearranged the inventory so that more could be brought in), drove up to Lake Stevens, loaded his woodie with boxes from the Rose property, and drove back to the warehouse, he’d be lucky if he had enough time for a lousy cup of coffee.


  Sirens blared and whooped, eating up the silence, along with what little shred of nerves he had left. The big house filled with a sense of panic.


  Greer dashed to the keypad located by the back door and punched numbers. The blaring, undulating horns of the faulty alarm system choked off.


  A walkie-talkie squawked. Greer, who had begun carrying the thing so that Sheila could quickly summon him, now whipped the transistor radio from his trouser pocket like a gunslinger drawing his weapon and pushed the side button. “Mrs. Talbot?”


  The phone rang then, masking Sheila’s response.


  “That’ll be the alarm company,” Jeff said. “You go up and assure Sheila everything’s okay. I’m going to give this dispatcher a piece of my mind.”


  The butler shot up the service stairs as Jeff grabbed the phone. Expecting the alarm company’s dispatcher to be on the other line, he barked a hello into the receiver and, in return, was informed by a nasally voice that the caller was Mrs. Henrietta Gardner of the neighborhood’s holiday committee.


  “My apologies, Mrs. Gardner, but this is not a good time.”


  She continued unthwarted. “Mr. Talbot, I realize you have turned us down every year when we’ve asked if we might include your lovely home in the Queen Anne holiday tour. But don’t you see? Yours is truly the grandest Queen Anne structure in the community, and the tour just never seems complete without it. Can we count on you this year?”


  Jeff gripped the phone so tightly that his knuckles turned white.


  This last entry in his morning’s parade was almost more than he could take.


  Chapter Three


  Opinions about Seattle’s rainy climate have filled enough columns, pages, and books to level the surrounding forests. Those not familiar with the area take it down to its simplest equation: Seattle = rain. They fail to acknowledge the fact that several other U.S. cities receive more annual rainfall than the Emerald City; they also seem not to care about changing their tune.


  Most Seattleites preferred it that way, Jeff concluded, as it kept down the population and prevented even more congestion on the thoroughfares.


  If one wanted to convince them otherwise, he knew, there wasn’t a chance of it during the holidays. In spite of the fact that Jeff was a true Seattleite who rarely used windshield wipers and never carried an umbrella, this was the Rainy Season. And this year’s Rainy Season was in fine form, seemingly making up for the previous winter’s drought. The jet stream was wrapped around the region as tight as Santa’s belt. They would all be lucky if they didn’t drown.


  After declining the holiday committee’s request (for the fifteenth year in a row), Jeff darted into the mud room and grabbed a tattered old raincoat. He shoved his arms into its sleeves and snugged a cap on his head before jogging through the downpour to the carriage house. Usually, he dressed better, but today he didn’t care. The dreary weather and the unkempt clothes echoed his mood. It crossed his mind that, for the first time, he would actually look like a picker when he visited Blanche’s shop. The thought of her inevitable surprise made him smile. It would be good to startle her just a little, keep her on her toes.


  He needed to expedite his time, so he climbed into the black Jimmy instead of his woodie, shot over to the gourmet grocery store, quickly filled Greer’s shopping list, then returned home in order to exchange the SUV for the 1948 Chevy.


  As he pulled into the driveway, he beeped the Jimmy’s horn and brought the vehicle to a stop at the back steps.


  Greer dashed out and began unloading the packages while Jeff loped to the carriage house garage and climbed into the woodie. He pulled out of the building and gave Greer a quick wave as he drove past, eager to complete his next errand so he could get over to the Rose property. He had planned on being there right after lunch, but, as with every day in the last month, his plans had been altered. Still, he admitted grudgingly, having a written list helped. At least he’d been able to carve out a two-hour wedge for tackling the work.


  The Rose property consisted of two dilapidated Victorian homes so cluttered with junk and hidden treasures that one could barely walk through either of them. The movers who had been helping Jeff had hauled several loads of furniture and boxes from the “storage building,” as the old woman had called the house nearest the quaint tree-lined street when he had met her years earlier.


  Today would be the first time that he would spend any significant amount of time in the home located at the back of the large lot. That one, which was almost completely hidden by overgrown shrubbery, was the one Verena Rose had actually lived in.


  Jeff felt some angst over today’s late start. He wished he could steer the woodie north and get to work on his recent purchases. But he had promised Blanche that he would drop by her antiques shop near the downtown waterfront with a more detailed list of the Vaseline glass collection he had recently unpacked at the warehouse, and she was itching to add the stuff to her inventory for her holiday shoppers.


  The yellow-green glass hadn’t impressed him much when Blanche first introduced him to it, back when he started picking full-time. That collection, which she had artfully displayed in a large mahogany china cabinet at her mall, seemed okay enough, if you were into the lime-colored stuff. But when she turned on the black lights strategically located throughout the cabinet, the glass glowed like Kryptonite, and he had been drawn to it ever since.


  Blanche enlightened him, explaining that uranium had been used in the making, thus giving the phosphorescent glow to the transparent Vaseline glass and its creamy cousin, custard glass.


  As he drove down Elliott, he coached himself not to be persuaded by Blanche to stay for tea or to look in on her latest acquisitions.


  He had considered driving the SUV thus sparing the car’s wooden trim from exposure to the inclement weather, but he needed the extra room the car offered to haul back some footlockers and vintage luggage he recalled seeing in the old houses. With the backseat of the woodie removed, he could fit in more than twice as much as the Jimmy would hold.


  The only good luck he had been blessed with lately—and he hesitated to think of it as good luck, since it was bad luck for someone else—was that he’d inadvertently gained some extra time to move his treasures.


  He had been given the opportunity less than two months before to purchase the jam-packed contents of two buildings from a man who had inherited the property in the town of Lake Stevens, about thirty miles north of Seattle.


  As it turned out, the man—a guy around thirty years old by the name of Nathan Rose—was the great-nephew, and the sole surviving relative, of Verena Rose.


  Jeff had met the Rose woman. Sort of. A few years earlier, she had neither given her name nor encouraged him when he had stopped by her place to see if she had any stuff she wanted to get rid of. He left a business card with her at the time, suspecting that she only accepted it so he would leave. After her death, her nephew called to say he had found the card and wanted to cut a quick deal with Jeff for all the contents.


  Nathan Rose went on to tell Jeff that he planned to have the structures razed and a modular home erected on the property in time for Christmas.


  Jeff had worked fast, arranged a barter with Blanche for storage space, and had begun moving the buildings’ contents.


  Recently, though, Nathan Rose had called to say that he had had to change his plans. One of his children had been hospitalized, and he wouldn’t be financially able to move as quickly as he had hoped. What this meant to Jeff was that he could slow down a bit on moving the contents to the warehouse. He wouldn’t waste time, because he still needed to secure a steady income. But to say that the breathing space was welcome would be an understatement. It had given him more time with Sheila during those first few crucial weeks after her abduction.


  He recalled the package that had been delivered that morning. The charcoal sketch of a Pennsylvania farm, exquisitely rendered by an itinerant artist, had cost a bundle. And, although he had no doubt about its value, he wondered whether it was worth it in the scheme of things—particularly as compared with a child’s need for medical care. Of course, he hoped the art would somehow aid in Sheila’s recovery. The traveling artist had perfectly captured
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