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			Chapter One

			Picking up the phone, Caroline dialed Maggie’s number. There would be no way for Maggie to wiggle out of a road trip this time. If Caroline had to travel to Raleigh and kidnap Maggie, she would. The two of them would be in New Orleans Friday night.

			“Hey, drinking buddy, ‘bout time you got home. Didn’t anybody ever tell you the boss isn’t supposed to work late?”

			“Caroline, how are you?” 

			“I’m fine, but you are taking this work thing way too seriously. It’s time for a road trip, and I have the perfect place!”

			“You know I can’t....”

			“Stop right there. I am not taking no for an answer. I have already checked with Dane. You don’t have anything planned for this weekend. He can do without you, Chris is away at school, and the business is fine on its own. You can’t get out of this one. Pack your bags. Dane will take you to the airport on Friday afternoon. We will watch the sunset from the hotel on Bourbon Street.”

			“New Orleans? I haven’t been there in years!”

			“Probably not since the last time I took you...and that was decades ago. Pack your bags, drinkin’ buddy. It’s time for an adventure.”

			“What’s going on in New Orleans?”

			“An adventure! I have a gallery opening in the French Quarter Saturday evening. Don’t try to make excuses, not this time. We haven’t had a road trip in a long time. It’s time to get crazy!”

			“It would be fun to get away for a few days.”

			“Great, then it’s settled. See you on Friday afternoon! And, Maggie, remember it’s our playtime, no husbands, no kids, and no work!” 

			Maggie giggled, “You win! I’ll see you Friday!” Hanging up the phone, Caroline snuggled in the chair. Lately, it had taken an act of congress to get Maggie out of the shop. As the owner of an exclusive home furnishing chain in Mississippi specializing in handcrafted case goods, Maggie was all work and no play these days. It had been that way for far too long now.

			~*~

			A Christmas gift of a hand painted bench from Dane had captured Maggie’s imagination. The bench, with its rich, soft, tropical color, was stunning, and the scene painted on it looked so real you could almost feel the gulf breeze in your hair, smell the salt air and hear the cry of the gulls. At first, it hadn’t fit anywhere in Maggie’s house. However, the bench had been so beautiful that it became a great quest to display it. Maggie enlisted Dane’s help in creating the perfect room for it. When they built their first house, it was with the bench in mind. She had insisted it was to be the center of the decor, so they built a special entry, complete with lighting, to accent the bench. Even after all these years, it was still an essential component that captured one’s attention. Surrounded by lush plants, a stone floor and peach walls, the bench stood magnificently, inviting all who entered to enjoy. For months after the house was complete, Maggie had fantasized of a store with her bench in it. One day as Dane and Maggie sat in the kitchen on a lazy Sunday morning, she had told Dane of her dream. He sat quietly, listening as Maggie described every detail of the store. From the bench to all the furnishings she could imagine. It was to become her mission. She aimed to discover exceptional artisans who could create spectacular pieces of furniture for the store. That’s how phase two of the girl’s friendship had begun. Moving past the pain and betrayal had been difficult, but the two friends had such a connection that nothing could keep them apart. It was as if they were connected at the heart. They needed each other. 

			Maggie called Caroline to ask if she would consider displaying her work in a store. It had been a difficult decision. Maggie knew that Caroline’s work was just what she was looking for, so for the sake of the dream, she swallowed her pride and called Caroline. Caroline hadn’t wanted any part of it. There was too much bad blood between them, but after careful consideration, Caroline had reluctantly agreed to meet Maggie and listen to her proposal.

			In a fancy downtown hotel, Maggie found her waiting. It was a tense moment for both of them. Nervously, the two hugged. Both wanted to settle things, but neither knew how to begin. Caroline was the first to break the ice. Plunging in with both feet, she began recalling happier times when the two of them were friends. “Well, D.B., it’s been a long time.” 

			Maggie tried to follow Caroline’s lead, but her response was stiff and cold. “Yes, it has.” 

			“Want to dive right into all of it, or do we stand here and talk around it all night? If we are going to get anywhere, we might as well get to it. I don’t know about you, but I am going to need a drink or two to get going. Wanna head for the bar?” 

			Maggie smiled and let out a sigh. This was not going to be easy. Part of her wanted to hug her old friend, get crazy, paint the town red like the old days, and part wanted to rip out Caroline’s heart and hand it to her, laughing. Maybe a drink would take the edge off. “Yeah, I could use a drink.” They walked to the bar. Finding a quiet corner, they settled in for the long haul. 

			“We are going to need a pitcher or two of margaritas to get through this.” Caroline joked. 

			A nervous smile crossed Maggie’s lips. Caroline was trying to ease the tension. It was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Maggie hated to see Caroline struggling without trying to help. She mustered up a little compassion and stepped in. “This is definitely going to be an adventure.” Maggie joked back. 

			~*~

			In happier times, the two of them had always looked at life as one great adventure. It was how they explained everything. This adventure was a long time coming. Many people were hurt. Many could still be. How much could Caroline tell her ol’ friend? So much needed to be said, and yet so much couldn’t be. She had never told anyone the whole story. Bits and pieces were all she could manage. What makes me think I could sit down and tell Maggie now? Would she understand? Would she run to Zack? What if she told him, and what would he do? How could she live through his anger and hatred? Tears filled Caroline’s eyes. How was she going to face Zack? Caroline’s mind was racing. Her thoughts jumbled together, just like in the past. She had never sorted the whole story out. Memories too painful to remember, buried deep inside, never dealt with, and then there were the nightmares. They had always been with her, never conquered. Her therapist had tried to get her to deal with them, but Caroline had never let go. She couldn’t risk the pain; how much could she admit without everything falling apart? She couldn’t risk the part about Zack. The whole thing between her and Maggie revolved around her betrayal. Just deal with one problem at a time, she reminded herself. If they could mend their relationship, maybe the truth about Zack would never have to unfold. 

			They ordered a couple of margaritas and sat in silence for a few minutes. Each consumed with rage, pain and many unanswered questions. Caroline watched Maggie as she sat tensely, waiting for her to begin. What was she thinking, calling her after all these years? Caroline knew her friend thought she was a snake and was surprised by this sudden meeting. Trying to control herself, she glanced in a nearby decorative mirror, then back at Maggie. She didn’t miss the smug smile of satisfaction. 

			 Maggie sat back and relaxed. She had the upper hand on this one. “So, Caroline, what have you been up to these past ten years? Are you still painting?” 

			A sigh escaped Caroline’s lips. “Yes, I still paint. Not as much as I would like, but I still manage to keep a brush wet.”

			“Are you married? Do you have kids?”

			“Not married anymore. And no, I never had kids.”

			“What a pity. I know how much you wanted children.”

			“Yeah, well, some things just don’t work out like you want them to.”

			“And some things do. As I told you on the phone, Dane and I are still together. We have a wonderful son named Chris. He is seven and a handful. Just like his dad.”

			“Good for you. I am glad to hear you and Dane made it. I didn’t think you could survive Dane’s adventure. After all, I remember how much fidelity meant to you.”

			“Yes, well, one mistake doesn’t mean the end of a strong relationship. Guess you never had a relationship built on trust, understanding and true love.”

			Her words cut to the bone. She meant that statement as an insult, and Caroline knew it. Although it hurt, Maggie didn’t know the half of it. She might have referred to the pain of losing Zack, but what she didn’t know was that their separation was by choice, not by default; and that she could fight. It was just what Caroline needed to fight back. Anger and hatred had sustained her all these years. This she could do! 

			Caroline smiled sweetly, then fired back with both barrels, “Don’t be so sure about that. I am quite comfortable with how things have turned out. I answer to no one. I do what I please when I please and with whom I please. And at night, I sleep very well, thank you.” Okay, the sleep thing was a lie, but what the hell. Maggie would get the point. 

			Whatever Maggie thought about her was not half as bad as what she had gone through to get to this point. “So, Maggie, why did you call? It wasn’t to shoot the shit, was it? Aren’t we a little too old to play this silly little game? We can sit here, get drunk, and shoot innuendoes at each other all night long, or we can find out if we can still be friends. Speaking about a strong relationship, we did have one at one time. Want to find out if it is still there, or do we just sit here and see who can hurt the other the most? It might be fun, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything.” Caroline was not going to let this meeting be in vain. They would settle the matters of the past. “Do you want to know the whole story or not?”

			“I know the whole story. You were a selfish bitch who seduced my husband and threw it in my face.”

			“That’s part of it. Don’t you want to know why?”

			“Why is easy. You’re a conniving bitch!” Maggie spat.

			“You’re right. I am a bitch, and beautiful, intelligent, talented, charming and horny! However, that’s beside the point. What would make me turn on you like that?”

			“Because you don’t give a damn about anyone else except Caroline Morgan!”

			“Right again, I don’t give a damn about anyone else but me. But it was me I was trying to hold onto. If I could have done it any other way, don’t you think I would have?”

			“No.” 

			“Come on, Maggie. You knew me better than anyone did. What would drive me to such extremes?”

			“I don’t care what would drive you to do that. The fact is you did it, and it tore us apart,”

			“That it did, but why?”

			“What is so damn important about why? The fact is you did it!”

			“Yes, I did. I never said I didn’t. Did you ever stop to think that maybe, just maybe, I didn’t have any other choice?”

			“What? You’re telling me the only option was to rip my heart out and destroy everything I had. What did I do to you to deserve that?”

			“It wasn’t what you did. You know you didn’t do anything wrong. It really wasn’t about you at all; it was about me. What I did to you, I had to do. It was the only option available to me at the time, and I took it!” 

			Maggie shook her head in disgust. They had been here before. Caroline watched as her friend processed her words. If Maggie was to get Caroline’s work for the store, she had to overcome this drama. Her friend needed to hear the truth, even if she didn’t believe it. The two of them might still be friends in the end. It was at least worth a shot. The war of emotions ended, and Maggie composed herself. She gestured with a forward motion of her hand. 

			Caroline continued. “Think back to our college days. Remember when I took off?” 

			Maggie nodded. 

			“Something terrible happened. It was eating me alive, and try as I might, I couldn’t stop it. Every time I looked at you, I felt more and more of me slip away. I don’t know exactly how to explain it. You were my closest friend, the one I could trust with all my secrets, but after the two years spent in New Orleans, there were many secrets I could not share. I hope that by the end of this, you will understand that I had no choice but to sever all ties with you. Anything short of that, and you would have kept coming at me until I crumbled. I couldn’t let that happen. Too many people could have been hurt, so I did the one thing I knew you could never accept. I knew you would hate me and would walk away, but my secrets would be safe. Think, Maggie! Was I acting like myself? You yourself kept bugging me with the questions. Where were you for the past two years? What happened? What has gotten into you? Why are you so out of control?” 

			Maggie sat back in the booth. Caroline could almost see the memories playing through her mind. She imagined Maggie had thought it had something to do with cousin Zack, but deep down, her friend knew there was much more to it than that. She had become someone Maggie did not know. 

			The connection between Maggie’s cousin Zack and Caroline had been too strong to end in a blink of an eye. One minute they were together, and the next, they were not. Caroline knew in that moment that Zack had never explained their break up to Maggie. 

			Without waiting for a reply, she plowed on. “Think about it, Maggie. What was going on? What was different when I returned? Why didn’t I tell you where I had been? Why was I so angry? What happened in Louisiana? It had to be pretty ugly to make me change that much. Wouldn’t it?”

			“Yeah, but I asked. You wouldn’t tell me.”

			“Did you ever stop and think I couldn’t tell you? It was so terrible that I couldn’t share it with you. You were the one person who knew me better than anyone, and I couldn’t share it with you.”

			“Nothing is that terrible.”

			“Oh, yes, it is. What if what happened was so weird that you couldn’t explain it? Remember when we were in college, and an adventure would get crazy? We used to joke that it was a chapter out of someone else’s book of life thrown into our book of life?”

			“Yeah, I remember. So what was so weird about this one?”

			Caroline took a deep breath. How was she going to explain this to Maggie? In all these years, she had never figured out exactly what or why it happened, and now she was going to attempt to tell the story? All she could hope for was that somehow Maggie would figure it out. Back in their days together, they had always figured things out. Caroline was hoping Maggie could do it this time. Hell, in the ten years since college, Caroline had been running from it, hoping that it would somehow just fade away. It hadn’t. So now, it was up to Maggie to put the pieces together.

			“I don’t know if I can explain it to you, but if you will hear me out, maybe, just maybe, together we can put the pieces together and make sense of it all.”

			“So why did you try to take everything from me?” 

			“I didn’t want what you had. I just wanted it to stop. I didn’t see any other way out except to cut all ties with my past. I did what I had to do just to survive.”

			“You’re telling me there was no other way? Sorry, Caroline, I don’t buy that explanation. Remember whom you are talking to...I know you.” 

			“I know it sounds crazy, but think back, Maggie. I was not in the best shape, was I? I was at the end of my rope, and you know that to be true. Will you at least listen to my story before you judge me? Maybe by the end, you will understand.”

			“Okay, I’m here...I might as well listen. I doubt there is anything you can say that will explain what you did, but I will listen.”

			Caroline took a deep breath and began.

			~*~

			It all started when I left Mississippi. I went to New Orleans. I met a man named Gator. It was then that everything went crazy. I hoped by returning to Mississippi, the nightmare would end, but it didn’t. I was scared, confused, and unable to deal with all that had happened. There were no words to describe it; no one would have understood it. I just didn’t see any way out. I had nowhere left to run. It got worse and worse until the only thing I could do was keep running. That’s when I...I did what I did. It was the only thing left to do. If I had not done what I did, I would have gone crazy. It had to stop.

			I went to New Orleans. I was very upset about Zack. I thought if I got away from all the things that reminded me of him, I could get over the pain of him being gone. I found a little apartment in the French Quarter. It was a real dive. When I think about it now, I can’t imagine living there. It was so tiny, not much more than a hole in the wall. Things were going along fine. I was getting over Zack. I even met a man. Then things went crazy. That’s when I learned about Voodoo.

			As best I can remember, it all started when I met this man. I was setting up my paintings on the square one day when I got an eerie feeling; kinda like someone was watching me from the inside, like someone was inside of me. 

			I could hear his thoughts. He was talking to me. It was real scary. There was a guy leaning against the wall across the street. He was dressed in jeans, a white T-shirt, a cowboy hat, and boots. He wasn’t anything special to look at, just a guy, but when I looked at him, I knew it was him in my head. He just stared. His voice came to me from inside. What sounded like ‘We, Mona Me’ was all I could make out. The rest was French.

			I was scared, and I wanted to run, but where? He watched for a long time. My skin crawled as he continued his attack. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I marched over and confronted him. It was all I could think of to get him to go away. In a fit of anger, I asked him what the hell he wanted. He just stood there for a moment as if I had caught him off guard. I mean, I could feel his surprise. He pulled away. I was really confused. I wondered if I imagined the conversation in my head. 

			Finally, he spoke in English, “I was just admiring your work.”

			“No, you weren’t,” I told him. “You were scaring the hell out of me.”

			He laughed at me and moved away from the wall. “What do you mean? I was just standing here.”

			I felt stupid. I mumbled something and moved away. Thinking I was going crazy, all I wanted was to get back to work and shake off that eerie feeling. He came toward me again, staring with those big black eyes. 

			His voice came again from inside my head, “Don’t run, you are special...within you lies an old soul with great power.”

			I was speechless.

			He took off his hat in a grand gesture, bowed, and introduced himself. “My name is Gaston Gautier, and I am at your service.”

			“I don’t need your service,” I told him. “Now, leave me alone.”

			“Ah, Mon Ami, don’t be that way. You know you feel it. You always have.”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“It’s like magic,” He teased. I was ready to run. Then he stopped me dead in my tracks, “I see it in your paintings. You feel this place. Just like me, it is part of you. Don’t fight it. All your life, you have felt this thing. It is powerful. Don’t you want to understand it?”

			“Nope, I just want it to go away, just like you! Now please leave me alone!” His thoughts slipped inside me again. I could feel the river as it moved toward the gulf, feel the gentle breeze of a spring morning, and the beat of the city filled every inch of my being. My knees buckled. He caught me as I fell. 

			“It is a rush, isn’t it? To be so connected to a place. That is just a little taste of what lies within you. Don’t be afraid, for there is much we can do for each other. I won’t hurt you. I just want to get to know you and be a friend. After all, it isn’t every day you find someone who has the same kind of connection as you.”

			I didn’t want anything to do with him. I practically ran home. Day after day, he met me in the square. Eventually, we began to talk. He was actually very nice. We had many great conversations. He taught me a little French and showed me the city. It was a great spring and summer. This is where it all gets fuzzy. I really can’t explain how we ended up in the country. I had gotten sick, that part I remember, the next thing I knew, we were in the bayou. Gator must have brought me there, but honestly, I don’t remember. He left me with his grandmother, a kind and gentle woman with many strange beliefs. She spoke very little English. We spent weeks together. Gator would pop in and out, but mainly it was just the two of us. I learned a lot more French. By the beginning of winter, I spoke French pretty well. Gator took me out, and I painted the bayou with a passion I had never felt before.

			One night, as I sat on the porch watching the sunset, I felt something strange come over me. I got up quickly and went inside to the safety of the house. There, I found Momma T and Gator deep in conversation. 

			“Come, child,” Momma T said, motioning me toward them. She put her arm around me, drawing me into their circle. 

			Gator whispered to Momma T, “I told you she could feel it. Now let’s see how strong she really is.” 

			I don’t know how long I was out or if I was out at all. I just remember intense feelings. I could feel the bayou, Gator and Momma T. I fought to stay somewhat conscious. Maybe conscious isn’t the right word. I fought to stay with them. It was so difficult not to sink into the darkness; it was just like my nightmares, only I was awake with lots of images I didn’t understand. I could see things, feel things, taste, and even smell them, but nothing made sense. The next thing I remember, I was tucked safe in bed. Gator was smiling down at me. Momma T was in the kitchen cooking. 

			“What happened?” I asked. “What was all that?” 

			He mumbled something about it just being one of those things that happened in the bayou. I do remember him telling me I did very well. Well, at what, I wasn’t sure. 

			All I knew was that my head was pounding and I was dead tired. He joked about me being Cajun. 

			Momma T came over with a bowl of gumbo. “Here, child, eat,” she said. “You need to be stronger if you two are to survive.” 

			“Survive? What is going on?” I asked. 

			I tried to sit up, but my head pounded, and I sank back to the bed. I wanted to run. It was all too spooky. Gator tried to explain, but it made no sense. He started talking in English but kept slipping into French. English had no words for what he was telling me. I tried to keep up, but my French wasn’t that good. I missed half of what he said. By the time he finished, I was really scared. What I had managed to understand, I didn’t like; things like demons, souls, other lives, and death.

			~*~

			Caroline’s hands began to shake. Maggie watched as a shiver ran down her friend’s back. Caroline sat there for a few minutes in silence, trying to calm her nerves. Even after all this time had passed, it still shook her up. “The next few months were, at best, extremely strange.” 

			“What has all of this got to do with you and me?”

			“I know this all sounds crazy, but this is what started it all. Had it not been for Louisiana, the thing with Dane would not have happened. Let me finish.”

			Maggie nodded. 

			~*~

			Gator told me a story about many things I didn’t understand. Things about being a seventh son of a seventh son and the power that came with being the seventh son. How we were connected. We had to become one force if he was to control it. It made absolutely no sense to me. I told him he was full of shit. All I wanted to do was go back to New Orleans, to my painting and my life. The more he tried to explain, the angrier I became. 

			Finally, Momma T stepped in. “Child, he will take you back to New Orleans. There will be no more talk of this. As the time grows closer, all that he has tried to explain to you will become clear. You will do what you have to do.” 

			She turned to Gator, patted him on the shoulder, and said, “It is okay, boy, we wait. What will be, will be, and there is nothing more we can do. Take her back to the city.”

			The next morning, we left the bayou and drove back to New Orleans. Gator had this old house in the quarter. He had talked about renovating it while we were in the bayou. On the trip home, he asked if I would like to do it. I was surprised after all that had happened that he wanted anything to do with me, but I needed a place to stay, and, well, I was just crazy enough to want to see what was going to happen. 

			All winter, I worked on his house. He came and went. Around Mardi Gras, things heated up again. I don’t know if it was the alcohol, Mardi Gras, or that thing between us, but on Fat Tuesday, the world exploded. It was well after midnight, most of the noise of Mardi Gras had faded. It was the beginning of Lent. I remember how hot that night was. I had wakened from an uneasy sleep. The house was strangely quiet. I thought I was the only one there. I slipped out of bed, grabbed a robe and went downstairs to check out the place. Nothing was out of the ordinary except for this strange feeling inside of me. I stepped out into the courtyard. Usually, the courtyard calmed my nerves. This night was different. It was heat and humidity. I could feel the air as it wrapped its hot, sultry arms around me. It was going to be one of those nights where I would not be able to sleep.

			I went into the kitchen and opened a bottle of wine, thinking that the alcohol might force me to sleep. Taking it outside into the courtyard, I tried to relax. I really did love the quietness of the courtyard. It was like having my own private garden. The walls were high, and there was no worry of an intruder. The sultry night and the alcohol began to take its toll on me. I untied my robe and let it drop onto the brick below my feet. My body slowly relaxed. I could feel the night as I danced in the courtyard. Out of the shadows of the courtyard came his voice.

			“Do you always dance to the moon goddess in the courtyard?” 

			I froze in mid-step. I should have run back into the house, but I didn’t. Maybe it was the alcohol or the night. I am not sure. However, I do know that what happened next changed everything. Gator stepped from the shadows. He was wearing a pair of jeans; his hair was loose, moonlight dancing off the strands. His movements held me spellbound as he moved closer to me. His voice, the alcohol, the night, I am not sure what made me stay. I could feel his thoughts and the passion that stirred within his soul. It was as if time stood still.

			~*~

			Caroline paused, coming back to the present. Her eyes closed, and a soft smile crossed her lips as she remembered. “I know we shouldn’t have. Hell, we both knew better. The sex was incredible, dark like the night, and more intense than with Zack. To this day, I can still feel it as if it were yesterday. In the morning, still reeling from the night’s magic, we swore to each other it would never happen again. We were still snuggled up on the couch that overlooked the courtyard, trying to shake off the night, when Cruz found us. There was an ugly scene; Cruz was angry at Gator for betraying his marital vows. He dashed out of the house with Gator close behind. In the end, Cruz persuaded Gator to return to the bayou. We said our goodbyes.”

			“What happened then,” Maggie asked.

			“That should have been the end of it. I should have packed my bags and headed home, but once again, logic escaped me. I decided to stay in New Orleans and paint. I thought everything was over between us. A month or so went by, and I never heard from Gator or Cruz. Then the dreams started again, just like when we were in college. Only this time, they were darker and more frightening than ever. I could hear the lady scream, Maggie. It was a cry of such pain; I could feel her flesh burn, and, hell, I could even smell it. I would wake gasping for air, and it would take hours to shake off the fear. I kept telling myself it was just an overactive imagination until that night. I was having trouble sleeping. I knew the dreams would come, and the thought of the pain kept me from sleep. Nothing I did seemed to calm my nerves. About ten-thirty, Cruz almost broke down the door. He grabbed me and shoved me toward the door. ‘There is no time to explain, he had bellowed. ‘You have to come with me now.’” 

			Caroline leaned back in the booth. She could still hear Cruz’s words. She repeated them to Maggie with a slight cajun accent. 

			“Tonight, he faces his demon; he might not survive. All of us who love him are useless tonight, but you might be able to help him. He said you two shared the same magic. He said you could walk with him. You’re all we have. Believe me, I wouldn’t be here if I could have thought of another way to save him. I don’t approve of you two. You are an outsider. I hope this night will be so crazy that you will never understand what you are about to see. His demon will come tonight, and if he isn’t strong enough to fight it, he will die. You may be the only one to keep him in touch with reality.” 

			Maggie, mouth hanging open, gripped the table and sat on the edge of the booth. 

			“Now it gets crazy.”

			“Now it gets crazy?” Maggie’s tone dripped with sarcasm.

			Caroline nodded but kept her expression grim. “We weren’t in the truck long before he came to a screeching halt. He grabbed my arm and pulled me out. I almost fell on the ground. I guess I wasn’t fast enough, so he picked me up, threw me over his shoulder, and ran toward the water. I remember looking back at the truck parked on the bank of the river. Engine still running, lights on, and the door wide open.

			“I can’t tell you where he took me. I had never been in this part of the bayou before. All I know is while we were speeding into the dark toward Gator, I could see lights flashing, and there was a throbbing rhythm beating in my head, and the river flowed through my veins. All these sensations rushed through me. The smell of the river was so strong it stung my nostrils. 

			“Everything became a blur except for the constant rhythm of the bayou. Vaguely, I remember Cruz carrying me through a group of people. Gator was there. I couldn’t see him, but I felt him. He was like a raging bull. The anger was so intense. Gator stood tied to a pole, arms over his head. His eyes were wild. He pulled against the ropes. The heat of the night was almost unbearable. Sweat poured from him. There were torches all around, drums beating. As I stood there frozen, a wild woman approached him. Dressed in a long white gown, her hair tied up in a scarf, she danced toward him. She moved to the rhythm of the drums. Holding a chalice up to the night sky, she offered it to the moon, then lowered it and drank from it. Speaking in broken French, she said something I didn’t understand and then spewed the liquid into the fire at the center of the circle. Out of the smoke rose a single flame that moved like a snake across the ground toward Gator, slithering to the beat of the drums.”

			“Holy crap, Caroline. This is creepy.”

			Caroline didn’t acknowledge her friend’s comment. She was deep into her recounting of the story. 

			“The lady seemed to call it by name. It responded to her voice. Gator screamed. The serpent grew larger and larger. As it grew, Gator twisted harder and harder against the ropes. They cut into his wrists, and blood trickled from the wounds. The thing moved closer to him as if to consume him. I moved in between Gator and the snake. It raised its head, looking into my eyes. It was an evil look with eyes jet black, cold, and unforgiving, reflecting the image of fire. I was terrified, thinking it was the fire of my dreams. Then, with a vengeance, it struck, sinking its fangs into my shoulder.”

			Caroline pulled her shirt open and showed Maggie the marks. 

			Her friend sucked in a breath. “My God.”

			“The pain was incredible,” Caroline continued. “I felt Gator’s scream. His voice bellowed above the pain. All of a sudden, his arms, bound at the wrist, slipped over my head, around me, and he was lifting me off the ground. I could feel his muscles strain against the ropes, still binding his wrists together. He held me in a bear hug. I could barely breathe. Then his mouth was on the bite. I think I lost consciousness because the next thing I remember, Gator and I were on the ground, locked together, there was the taste of blood in my mouth, and Gator was crying out in agony.

			“The drums were pounding, and the night heat was all around us. I don’t remember much after that, just bits and pieces, and that both of us were caught up in the rage. When I came to, it was daylight, and we were in a strange room. At first, I wasn’t sure if I had dreamed it or not. Then the pain hit. I tried to move, but every inch of my body screamed. Gator groaned. Someone lifted me up so that I was almost sitting. Gator lay in a bed next to mine. His wrists were bandaged. He had been cleaned up, so had I. If it hadn’t been for the intense pain, I would have believed I had dreamed the whole thing.”

			Maggie interrupted. “This really is crazy. I’ve never heard anything like this.” 

			Caroline continued. “Cruz sat on the edge of the bed. He asked how I felt. Gator woke more slowly as if he knew what was going on. I stiffened. Cruz’s voice was soft and low as he tried to reassure me we were safe. My head pounded. My body ached. Gator motioned for Cruz to bring me to him. Cruz lifted me up and carried me over to Gator, who was now sitting up in bed. He told me the pain would pass. That I would be okay.

			“He lowered his head to my shoulder and kissed the bite. A warm sensation washed over me. He pulled me toward him. He said, ‘Here, this will make you feel better.’ 

			“On his shoulder was a bite mark. My lips brushed against it. When I touched his wound, he moaned, not in pain but more like pleasure. I put my mouth over it, and he groaned, then he lowered his head to my shoulder and gently sucked the bite. A wave of warmth flowed over me. As I tasted him, the feelings grew more intense. It was like a drug.”

			“Okay,” Maggie said. “Now it’s getting gross.”

			Caroline offered a weak smile, but the memories where overtaking her. She went on with her story. 

			~*~

			He told me not to stop and moaned as he lowered his head back to my shoulder. We continued for a while until the pounding in our heads stopped. He gazed into my eyes and said, ‘When you are stronger, I will try to explain.’

			“Days must have gone by. The next thing I remember was waking to find myself alone. I stumbled from the bedroom, looking for Gator. He was sitting in the kitchen talking with Cruz. He looked tired and drained. Dressed in a pair of faded jeans, no shoes or shirt, and his hair pulled back in a ponytail, he leaned back in the chair for support. The wound on his shoulder looked terrible. He motioned me closer. Gator took my hand and gently pulled me onto his lap. I sat facing him, my head against his shoulder. He moved so that his shoulder was accessible to me. I shook my head. “It’s okay. You need it. You will feel better.” The thought of touching his wound made me sick. He gently lowered his head and kissed my shoulder. As he kissed the marks left by the snake, his eyes glazed over. “Trust me. You will feel stronger.” I closed my eyes and put my lips against his bite. When I tasted his blood, the pounding in my head stopped. I felt a warm sensation spread over me. Gator’s body did the same. “It will pass; don’t be afraid,” he whispered. When the pounding in my head stopped, I curled up in his arms. Gator began to talk with Cruz again but held me close. It was strange. I was sitting half naked in a strange place, and the only thing I could think about was Gator and the storm that raged between us. Gator and Cruz continued their conversation. I really don’t remember too much about that day. I kept drifting in and out. I remember feeling cold and moving toward his bite. The conversation ended abruptly as Gator carried me to the bedroom. Sensing...I mean, feeling Gator’s thoughts was incredible. We must have carried on for a long time because when we came out of the bedroom, Cruz chuckled at us. “Feel better?” he teased. Gator grinned, “We will live.”

			“That evening, as we sat in the kitchen, Cruz and Gator tried to explain what had happened. “What you witnessed was an old ritual. It hasn’t been done successfully in over a hundred years. Most of the time, there is only one person in the circle, and the events of the evening usually drive them mad. If you hadn’t stepped in when you did, I would have suffered the fate of my father and grandfather. You took the bite meant for me.” I remember asking Gator to tell me exactly what happened. “Maybe it’s best if you don’t know all of it. To an outsider, it would be too brutal and ugly to comprehend. It wasn’t pretty.” I looked into Gator’s eyes, “Please tell me. I have the right to know.” He shook his head, unable to continue.

			“Cruz stepped forward and continued the story, “It was supposed to happen that way, just part of the ritual. I don’t know if I can explain it in a way that you will understand. Long ago, there lived a woman of great power. She ruled over our people, protecting them from harm. When our people were exiled, she was taken away from us. On the eve of St. John, a celebratory day of ritual, a day of rite of passage into the mysterious ways of the werewolf, voodoo, magic, and honor, she summoned all the strength she had left and sent to the faithful a message. On the eve of St. John, we gather, seeking her power, awaiting her return. In all these years, the power she holds dances for the night, safe within the circle. Each generation after her, a prophet is chosen, one who takes care of the faithful and prepares the way for her return. Until tonight, the chosen one has never come out of the circle whole. Most end up mute, trembling in fear, and unable to fend for themself. Their families take them back to the bayou, where they live out the rest of their days in a kind of madness. The people keep their distance, protecting him from the world, taking care of his family since he is no longer able to do so, as it was with Gator’s grandfather. Momma T spent most of her life raising her children alone in the bayou. Taking care of the people as best she could with magic she learned from her husband. In his time, Gator’s father entered the circle. It was hoped that, as a seventh son, he would be protected from the madness. However, it was not to be. At the time of his madness, Gator was not yet born. Momma T delivered him a few days later, a seventh son of a seventh son. His mother died in childbirth. As the story goes, she gave up her will to live without her beloved husband. His grandmother raised him. She protected him, taught him the old ways and kept him safe within the bayou, but the old ways began to die out.” Cruz continued. “City folks began to move onto our land. The people were tired of this hard life and slowly adapted to the ways of the city. Even Momma T embraced the new ways, hoping that somehow, it might protect Gator from the circle and in many ways, it did. He learned much about the Americans, learned to walk in their world as well as ours. Gator’s father died just after the Eve of St. Johns last year. It was Gator’s time to feel her power. That’s what happened the other night; the lady came, and the power raged, not in him, but in you. I still don’t understand how or why you were able to intercede on his behalf, but you did.” He motioned to the wound on Gator’s shoulder. “This is not from the demon but from you. The lady released the animal that lives in all of us into you. I suppose Gator took some of her power or as much as he dared from you. Perhaps it took two people to contain her power, but for whatever reason, you both came through the circle of fire that night. In the end, the power you two shared kept both of you human. Now it is over. It will take time for both of you to come to terms with this. Given time, the passion will die, and you will be able to live a normal life.” 

			“Gator sighed and asked if I was okay with this so far. I laughed. “Now you ask,” I said, “a wee bit late don’t you think?” Cruz, well, he was there to keep us safe. He had always been at Gator’s side and would continue to do so, protecting him from the lady as best he could. We spent the next few days dealing with the pounding headaches. Cruz kept the people away from us, giving us time to regain strength. He made sure we ate and got plenty of rest. During the next few days, we took long rides in the bayou and left the outside world far behind. In time, we came back to the land of the living.” Caroline chuckled. “Sometimes Momma T would stop by, and we would all go into town, first Breaux Bridge, then Lafayette, and eventually back to New Orleans. There were always whispers around us. No matter how quietly we tried to move about in the city, the people whispered ugly lies about us. Momma T and Cruz tried their best to keep the people away from us, but our senses were keen after the night in the circle; we could hear the whispers. In the beginning, it caused such a rage within Gator. He lashed out at them with a vengeance. After all, it was not something he had taken; it was something passed to him from them. How dare they question his actions now? I watched as his hatred toward them grew. With each passing day, his hatred calmed the rage inside of him until, finally, he learned to control it. For me, it was different. I couldn’t lash out at anyone. I was here by mistake, I thought, just an unlucky roll of the dice. I was called a whore so many times I lost count. It cut to the bone. I didn’t choose this; I was just sucked into it. My body screamed with pain most of the time. Getting out of bed was a sheer test of will every day. Gator learned to control it, and I just learned to deal with it.”

			A sigh of painful nostalgia escaped Caroline’s lips. “You know, Maggie, it was kinda like the nightmares I grew up with. I just learned to deal with them in much the same way that I learned to deal with the dreams. I felt like I was going crazy. The feelings were so intense.” Caroline shook her head once again. “I can’t explain it. It all came to a head one evening deep in the bayou. It was ugly and more painful than the beginning. In the morning, I rode out of the bayou and never looked back. I was in so much pain, both emotionally and physically, I ran, hoping somewhere out there I could find peace. I thought school would save me. I could throw myself into my art, and the pain would stop. There was no escape. The pounding in my head was unbearable. I tried everything, drugs, alcohol, and sex, anything that might stop the pain. Nothing helped. It continued until I couldn’t take it anymore. 

			“By the time you and I hooked up, I was a mess. I hurt so badly, I wanted to run to you and tell you everything, but I couldn’t. The story was far too bizarre. I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me. Hell, I didn’t believe it myself. The only thing that seemed to help was rage and hatred. When I let go, finally allowing myself to hate Gator for what he had done to me, the pain stopped. The only thing left was to hate. I can’t really explain it, but somehow when I was around you, the pain was more intense. Maybe it was because I was keeping this terrible secret from you, or maybe it was the compassion in your eyes. You wanted so much to be a part of my life again, and I couldn’t let you in. You were my weak link. I had to break the chain. How could I learn to hate you? You were my dearest friend; you would never do anything to hurt me, so I had to do something to make you hate me. If I could feel your hate, maybe I could survive. The one thing I knew you could never forgive me for was Dane. 

			“If I had tried to explain it to you, you would have kept asking questions that I could not answer. There would have been that compassion thing again, so I did what I needed to survive. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do until that night. The night you and Dane had that ugly fight, he came to see me...looking for you. I was in a terrible mood. Every inch of me was racked with pain. I had been drinking most of the day, but nothing I did seemed to ease it. I was in rare form that evening, not a pretty sight at all. I lashed out at Dane so badly that he really didn’t have a chance. I fed him drinks, roused his anger, and then took him when he was close to passing out. There was no seduction. It was ugly. When it was over, I practically threw him out of my house. The thought of what I had done and what I was going to do to you made me sick. For the next couple of days, I battled with my emotions. The situation I had put into motion was ugly and hurtful. I knew it would tear us apart. I prayed it didn’t tear you and Dane apart, but I feared it would. 

			“If there had been any other way out, I would have taken it, Maggie, I swear! The betrayal eased the storm raging inside of me. I don’t know why, but maybe it was the guilt I felt for betraying you...whatever it was, it kept me alive. When you finally arrived at my door, the compassion I saw in your eyes when you saw the state I was in almost made me crumble. I wanted to tell you the whole story and beg your forgiveness, but I knew if I did, the pain would begin again. I couldn’t take it anymore. With my last bit of strength, I finished the act. I flaunted what had happened in your face. It was wrong and mean, and I hated myself for what I was doing to you, but I had to. I made it sound as if Dane and I had been lovers all along and that you were just a dumb broad that he kept around to play with. I knew how much it hurt you. The pain and betrayal in your eyes were almost more than I could bear, but with each wave of pain that poured out of you...I became stronger and stronger. In the end, I made up so much crap about Dane that even I didn’t believe it, but you did, and most of it never happened.” 

			For a moment, Maggie just sat there stunned, “It never happened?” Caroline shook her head. 

			“No, not the way I said it did. Yes, I took Dane. Whether we actually did anything is still open for debate.” Caroline took a long drink and tried to calm her nerves. “Come on, Maggie, Do you honestly believe that if you were Dane, you could have done anything? I mean, he was upset and drained from the fight you two had. I fed him a bottle or two of tequila and practically raped him. He was dead from the waist down. I doubt he knew what was going on. I made up the rest. When he came to, I made it sound like we had a hell of a night. I ripped my clothes, showed him staged pictures and made up a hell of a kinky story. Dane knew me well enough to know how much the darker side of sex excited me. Hell, I had great pictures of us together. He sat there looking at the pictures; I honestly thought he was going to be sick looking at them. He had no choice but to believe me. He had heard you and I talk about my dark side, and he had seen it with cousin Zack. I laughed in his face, told him he was a sorry lover and that I didn’t see what you saw in him. He left humiliated and begged me not to say anything. I threw him out of my house, laughing in his face. The rest, you know.” 

			Maggie shook her head and sighed. “That’s the same story Dane told me years ago. He said you were brutal, like a wild animal, that night. He said in the morning, you laughed in his face and threw him out of your house, half-naked. It took a lot of therapy to finally trust him and accept what had happened. So, that’s it, you recovered, moved to Oregon, and lived happily ever after?”

			“Oh, yeah, right! By the time I hit Oregon, I was a real piece of shit! I hated everyone and everything. I went home to my folks, a real bitch. We went through hell for the next couple of years. They couldn’t understand why I was out to destroy everything in my path. They put me in therapy. What a joke. I couldn’t trust anyone with my secret.” Caroline chuckled, “A few years and thousands of dollars later, I did learn to control my rage. Eventually, I became somewhat normal again. When I was stronger, I really wanted to get better. I thought if I could build a normal life with a husband, kids, etc., things would be okay. I met Bill in Oregon. He was a wonderful man, kind and gentle, with a wonderful sense of humor. In a way, I guess I fell in love with him. He was safe. He never questioned me about my past. For years, we were very happy until the dreams started again. I couldn’t stop them; I spent a year trying. In the end, I knew only one thing to do. It was time to run again...I hooked up with Cousin Zack,” Caroline continued, “Back to my old tricks; sex, drugs and rock-n-roll. It was the end of my life in Oregon. Bill and I divorced, and I moved to Mississippi. I’m sure you heard Zack and I were together for a few months. It was another one of my great mistakes. It didn’t last long. Too much had happened, and I couldn’t explain the distance I kept between us. The anger subsided, and I drifted away again. I started painting, and now, here I am...standing on my own two feet again. It feels pretty damn good. I don’t answer to anyone, keep my distance, and am relatively sane. I’m not so sure of the future, but it is looking better than it has in a long time. I can’t expect you to forgive me, but at least you know what was going on.”

			Maggie’s rage softened. “It must have been awful.”

			“That’s an understatement,” 

			“Are you okay?”

			“For now, don’t know about tomorrow,” Caroline said with a pained laugh. 

			“Well, D.B.,” Maggie said, “For now, let’s concentrate on things we can control. How about working for me? You could show your work in my store. If it works, we could make some money.”

			“Aren’t you afraid I’ll turn on you again? I mean, I seem to go crazy every couple of years.”

			“Yes, you do, but now that I know, maybe I can help.” Remembering how Cruz was always so strong for her, she turned to Maggie.

			“Ah, my Cruz....” 

			“If that’s what you need. Dane and I worked through this years ago. We are as solid as a rock. Knowing what really happened will make it impossible for it to happen again. The only thing we have to worry about now is keeping you from hurting yourself anymore. It’s time to heal.” Maggie flashed Caroline a big grin. “I’ve missed you, Caroline. We are the same, too. We were a great team in college. We could be one again. Remember, there was nothing we couldn’t do when we were together. We were unstoppable. With you and Dane in my corner, this business can’t fail. What do you say? Isn’t it time for another ‘adventure’?” 

			Caroline sat there a moment, thinking of all the possibilities. It would be fun to work with Maggie again. She does have a good head on her shoulders, she thought, and she would make a good partner. They did work well together. Now that Maggie knows the truth, she would be able to see through Caroline’s act. It might just be what she needed, “Okay, D.B., let’s give it a whirl. I can’t promise a whole hell of a lot, but I can paint, so...we can start with what I can do. What kind of product are you looking for? Talk to me and let me see what pops up.” Maggie began to tell her about the bench. Caroline smiled, “so you liked my bench?”

			“Your bench?” Maggie said.

			“Yeppers, my bench; it was one of the first things I sold after the divorce. It is amazing that it ended up with you. Funny how that worked out, huh? Guess we were meant to meet again.” They both chuckled. “We seem to always wind up together,” The margaritas flowed, the women talked and by the end of the evening, Caroline had twenty napkins with sketches on them. “Okay, looks like I have a lot of work to do. When and where do you want these delivered?”

			“You have six weeks. Here’s the address of the store. Deliver them, and we are in business.”

			“Okay, done deal. Now let’s get really drunk and celebrate. You can tell me all about what’s been going on in your life. I really could use some good news.” They drank well into the morning. Maggie was incredible, she thought. She and Dane had a fine life, and Caroline was pleased that everything had worked out so well between them. They’d talked through until sunrise, and then it was all over. The two of them strolled arm and arm to breakfast...just like old times.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			 

			Six weeks to the day, Caroline pulled up in a rental truck and honked loudly, waiting for Maggie to come out fussing. She stepped out into the parking lot, ready to fight, but calmed when she saw Caroline behind the wheel. “You weren’t expecting me today, were you?” Caroline said. 

			Maggie chuckled. “Actually, no, you are never on time. I wasn’t expecting you until next week.” They both laughed. 

			“Well, D.B., that was the old Caroline; this one likes to eat, so she always keeps her deadlines. Now, where do you want all this stuff?”

			“How much stuff are we talkin’ about? You couldn’t have gotten all those ideas we tossed around done yet.” 

			Caroline chuckled as she swung out of the cab of the truck. “I really need to introduce you to the new me. She is worth keeping...I swear. “Remember all those nights she never slept? Well, she finally figured out what to do when she couldn’t sleep.” With that, Caroline lifted the door of the truck, “Ta-da!” 

			Maggie stood there in shock; the twenty-eight foot truck was stacked top to bottom and front to back with furniture and boxes. “Damn, woman! You have been busy. Did you ever sleep?” 

			Caroline just grinned. “I cat napped. Now please tell me you have some big, strong men in the building that can unload this crap. You know I hate to sweat!” 

			Maggie blushed, “Honestly, I didn’t expect you until next week, so no, and it’s just you and me.” 

			Caroline shook her head, trying to act upset, but that impish grin gave her away. “Well then, buddy, looks like you are going to owe me big time.” She pulled down the ramp, jumped up in the truck, and started attacking the boxes. “These weren’t on the list, but I thought you might want some small stuff as well.”

			“What’s in the boxes?” Maggie questioned. 

			“Not going to tell you till it’s all unloaded. No peaking either.” She handed Maggie a box. “Oh, and by the way, they are kind of heavy.” 

			Maggie almost dropped it. “Now, you tell me!” They worked for three hours in the hot sun, unloading the truck. Caroline was a slave driver. Every time Maggie slowed down or started to open a box, Caroline bellowed, “No stopping, we have work to do!” Finally, the last piece came off the truck. Maggie plopped down on the closest thing that would hold her. “Damn, girl, you were busy!” 

			Caroline grabbed an invoice off the truck seat and handed it to Maggie. “Here you go, boss. The twenty pieces we agreed upon; ten pieces I threw in for luck, and ten boxes of little stuff to fill shelves with.” 

			Maggie looked at the invoice. “I may need a bigger place to house all this,” she laughed. 

			“Aren’t you going to check this stuff in? Who knows, I may have short-changed you.” Caroline grinned. 

			Maggie looked around at all the furniture piled in the parking lot. “No way, you probably gave me the kitchen sink as well!” 

			“Shit!” Caroline exclaimed, “I knew I forgot something, the damn sink. Next time, boss, I swear!” They both laughed as Maggie got up to see what Caroline had brought. They had been so busy unloading that Maggie hadn’t had time to see a thing. “Okay, you call off the item from the invoice, and I’ll point out the piece to you,” Caroline said emphatically. “If they meet your approval, they’ll go in the shop. Sound like a plan?” 

			Maggie chuckled, “You telling me we have to move this stuff again?”

			“Well, I guess we could leave it all here in the parking lot. You have good insurance?” Caroline teased. They both laughed. 

			“Not that good. Tell you what, hold that thought and let me make a call.” Maggie dashed inside to make the call. She came out a few minutes later with two soft drinks. “Okay new plan, I’ll call off the items on the invoice, and you show them to me. We’ll tag them with these tickets, and when Dane and his buddies arrive, they can move them inside.”

			Caroline took the soda and laughed. “Tired, are we?”

			“Hell, yes, After all, I’m the owner, not the receiving clerk.” Maggie picked up the invoice and began, “End table, black, faux leather, marble inlay, quantity two.” 

			Caroline giggled, “You’re sitting on one of them.” She stood up and looked at the piece. “Wow, Caroline, faux leather, are you sure; it looks and feels real?”

			“Yes, I’m sure, Maggie, it has no smell. It’s fake; trust me. It’s amazing what a little brown paper bag, some varnish, and paint can do, huh?” 

			Maggie ran her hand across the piece. “This is amazing, truly amazing. I am impressed, D.B.,” Maggie snapped to attention. “Next item on the list is; credenza, black, faux leather, marble inlay, quantity one.”

			“It’s over here,” Caroline hollered. 

			Maggie walked around the piece, tagged it, and smiled, “Great work.” They continued until they had tagged all the large pieces. 

			As the last piece was tagged, the cavalry showed up, “Woo hoo! The men have arrived,” Caroline shouted. Maggie stopped long enough to hug Dane as Caroline walked up and shook his hand. “Good to see you again, Dane.” 

			“You too. It has been a long time.” 

			“Yes, it has,” she smiled. It was an awkward moment for all of them, but Dane fixed that. 

			“So, after all these years, all I get is a handshake? Sheesh, I at least deserve a hug,” he held out his arms and grinned. “After all, I bought the damn bench that got you two back together.” They all laughed, and Caroline hugged Dane. 

			“I have been meaning to ask you about that. How did you know it was mine?” 

			Dane grinned, “Easy, it was the signature. No matter what name you use, your signature gives you away.” He turned over the end table and pointed to the signature, “C.K. Morgan...or C.K. Anderson; they all have that C.K. thing going on.” 

			“Damn, I am gonna have to fix that the next time I go, M.I.A.,” she grinned. 

			Maggie interrupted them, “Okay ya’ll, enough chit-chat. All this stuff needs to be hauled inside, and you, Miss Caroline, need to show me the stuff in the boxes. I have waited long enough!” 

			“Grab your invoice, Maggie, and let’s get going.” 

			“Box 112, candle sticks, assorted.” 

			Caroline brought the box to her. Inside were twelve pairs of candlesticks, assorted colors and designs. “Funny how they all match the furniture, isn’t it, Maggie?” 

			Even the little things blew Maggie’s mind. They were so unique and so well made. No one would ever have anything like this in Raleigh. She handed the box to one of the guys, “Inside with this.” she said. The two continued on, “Box 113, bookends, assorted, quantity 12 pair.” 

			Caroline popped up with another box. “Here you go, boss,” she said, chuckling. On and on, it went until the last box went inside the store. “Oh, I almost forgot,” Caroline said as she jogged to the truck. She pulled out one last box. 

			“Everything on the invoice is accounted for.” 

			“Yes, it is, Maggie, but this one is not for sale. It’s for you and Dane.” Maggie called Dane over, and together they opened the box. Inside was a handmade quilt that matched the bench perfectly. 

			Maggie gasped, “After all these years, you remember the colors of the bench?” 

			“Of course I do, silly. The pieces I make are like my children. I never forget them. I made this one specifically for that bench. The buyer didn’t take it. When I found out you owned the bench, I knew the quilt had finally found its way home; I have waited all these years to see it back where it belongs.” 

			Maggie hugged the quilt and then reached for Caroline and Dane. “This is going to be the best thing yet. I can feel it. All of us back together again. It’s like magic!” 

			Everyone smiled; no one noticed the flicker of sadness that crossed Caroline’s face. Well, almost all of us back together again, she thought. Here’s to you, Zack, wherever you are.
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