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GEORGETTE HEYER, The Corinthian







    
CHAPTER ONE

The wild child of Parrish, Mississippi, had come back to the town shed left behind forever. Sugar Beth Carey gazed from the rain-slicked windshield to the horrible dog who lay beside her on the passenger seat.

I know what youre thinking, Gordon, so go ahead and say it. How the mighty have fallen, right? She gave a bitter laugh. Well, screw you. Just She blinked her eyes against a sting of tears. Justscrew you.

Gordon lifted his head and sneered at her. He thought she was trash.

Not me, pal. She turned up the heater on her ancient Volvo against the chill of the late February day. Griffin and Diddie Carey ruled this town, and I was their princess. The girl most likely to set the world on fire.

She heard an imaginary howl of basset hound laughter.

Like the row of tin-roofed houses shed just passed, Sugar Beth had grown a little shabby at the edges. The long blond hair that swirled to her shoulders didnt gleam as brightly as it once had, and the tiny gold hearts at her earlobes no longer skipped in a carefree dance. Her pouty lips had lost the urge to curl in flirtatious smiles, and her baby doll cheeks had given up their innocence three husbands ago.

Thick lashes still framed a pair of amazing clear blue eyes, but a delicate tracing of lines had begun to make tiny fishtails at the corners. Fifteen years earlier, shed been the best-dressed girl in Parrish, but now one of her calf-high stiletto-heeled boots had a small hole in the sole, and her scarlet body-hugging knit dress with its demure turtleneck and not-so-demure hemline had come from a discount store instead of a pricey boutique.

Parrish had begun its life in the 1820s as a northeastern Mississippi cotton town and later escaped the torches of the occupying Union army, thanks to the wiles of its female population, whod showered the boys in blue with such unrelenting charm and indefatigable Southern hospitality that none of them had the heart to strike the first match. Sugar Beth was a direct descendant of those women, but on days like this, she had a tough time remembering it.

She adjusted the windshield wipers as she approached Shorty Smith Road and gazed toward the two-story building, empty on this Sunday afternoon, that still sat at the end. Thanks to her fathers economic blackmail, Parrish High School stood as one of the Deep Souths few successful experiments with integrated public education. Once shed ruled those hallways. She alone had decided who sat at the best table in the cafeteria, which boys were acceptable to date, and whether an imitation Gucci purse was okay if your daddy wasnt Griffin Carey, and you couldnt afford the real thing. Blond and divine, shed reigned supreme.

She hadnt always been a benevolent dictator, but her power had seldom been challenged, not even by the teachers. One of them had tried, but Sugar Beth had made short work of that. As for Winnie DavisWhat chance did a clumsy, insecure geek have against the power and might of Sugar Beth Carey?

As she gazed through the February drizzle at the high school, the old music began to drum in her head: INXS, Miami Sound Machine, Prince. In those days, when Elton John sang Candle in the Wind, hed only been singing of Marilyn.

High school. The last time shed owned the world.

Gordon farted.

God, I hate you, you miserable dog.

Gordons scornful expression told her he didnt give a damn. These days, neither did she.

She checked the gas gauge. She was running on fumes, but she didnt want to waste money filling the tank until she had to. Looking on the bright side, who needed gas when shed reached the end of the road?

She turned the corner and saw the empty lot marking the place where Ryans house had once stood. Ryan Galantine had been Ken to her Barbie. The most popular boy; the most popular girl. Luv U 4-Ever. Shed broken his heart their freshman year at Ole Miss when shed screwed around on him with Darren Tharp, the star athlete whod become her first husband.

Sugar Beth remembered the way Winnie Davis used to look at Ryan when she didnt think anyone was watching. As if a clumsy outcast had a chance with a dazzler like Ryan Galantine. Sugar Beths group of friends, the Seawillows, had wet their pants laughing at her behind her back. The memory depressed her even further.

As she drove toward the center of town, she saw that Parrish had capitalized on its newfound fame as the setting and leading character of the nonfiction best-seller Last Whistle-stop on the Nowhere Line. The new Visitors Bureau had attracted a steady stream of tourists, and she could see the town had spruced itself up. The sidewalk in front of the Presbyterian church no longer buckled, and the ugly streetlights shed grown up with had been replaced with charming turn-of-the-century lampposts. Along Tyler Street, the historic Antebellum, Victorian, and Greek Revival homes sported fresh coats of paint, and a jaunty copper weathervane graced the cupola of Miss Eulie Bakers Italianate monstrosity. Sugar Beth and Ryan had made out in the alley behind that house the night before theyd gone all the way.

She turned onto Broadway, the towns four-block main street. The courthouse clock was no longer frozen at ten past ten, and the fountain in the park had shed its grime. The bank, along with a half dozen other businesses, sported maroon and green striped awnings, and the Confederate flag was nowhere in sight. She made a left on Valley and headed toward the old, abandoned train depot a block away. Until the early 1980s, the Mississippi Central had come through here once a day. Unlike the other buildings in the downtown area, the depot needed major repairs and a good cleaning.

Just like her.

She could postpone it no longer, and she headed toward Mockingbird Lane and the house known as Frenchmans Bride.

Although Frenchmans Bride wasnt one of Parrishs historic homes, it was the towns grandest, with its soaring columns, sweeping verandas, and graceful bay windows. A beautiful amalgam of Southern plantation house and Queen Anne architecture, the house sat on a gentle rise well back from the street surrounded by magnolia, redbud, azalea, and a cluster of dogwood. It was here that Sugar Beth had grown up.

Like the historic homes on Tyler Street, this one, too, was well cared for. The shutters bore a fresh coat of shiny black paint, and the fanlight over the double front door sparkled from the soft glow of the chandelier inside. Shed cut herself off from news of the town years ago except for the bits and pieces her Aunt Tallulah had condescended to pass on, so she didnt know whod bought the house. It was just as well. She already had enough people in her life to resent, with her own name at the top of the list.

Frenchmans Bride was one of only three houses on Mockingbird Lane. Shed already passed the first, a romantic two-story French Colonial. Unlike Frenchmans Bride, she knew who lived there. The third house, which had belonged to her Aunt Tallulah, was her destination.

Gordon stirred. The dog was evil, but her late husband Emmett had loved him, so Sugar Beth felt duty-bound to keep him until she could find a new owner. So far, she hadnt had any luck. It was hard to find a home for a basset with a major personality disorder.

The rain was coming down harder now, and if she hadnt known where she was going, she might have passed the overgrown drive that lay on the other side of the tall, privacy hedge that formed the eastern boundary of Frenchmans Bride. The gravel had washed away long ago, and the Volvos worn shocks protested the bumpy approach.

The carriage house looked shabbier than she remembered, but its mossy, whitewashed brick, twin gables, and steeply pitched roof still gave it a certain storybook charm. Built at the same time as Frenchmans Bride, it had never held anything resembling a carriage, but her grandmother had considered the word garage common. Late in the 1950s, the place had been converted into a residence for Sugar Beths Aunt Tallulah. Shed lived there for the rest of her life, and when shed died, the carriage house had been part of her legacy to Sugar Beth, truly a mark of the desperate, since Aunt Tallulah had never approved of her.

I know you dont mean to be vain and self-centered, Sugar Beth, bless your heart. Im sure someday youll grow out of it.

Tallulah believed she could insult her niece however she wanted as long as she blessed her heart while she was doing it.

Sugar Beth leaned across the seat and pushed open the door for Gordon. Run away, will you?

The dog disliked getting his paws wet, and the look he gave her indicated he expected to be carried inside.

Yeah, thats gonna happen.

He bared his teeth at her.

She grabbed her purse, what was left of the cheapest bag of dog food shed been able to find, and a six-pack of Coke. The stuff in the trunk could wait until the rain stopped. She emerged from the car, her short skirt hiking to the top of her thighs and her long, thoroughbred legs leading the way.

Gordon moved fast when he wanted to, and he shot ahead of her up the three steps onto the small porch. The green-and-gold wooden plaque Aunt Tallulahs handyman had hammered into the brick forty years earlier still held a place of honor next to the front door.

DURING THE SUMMER OF 1954,

THE GREAT AMERICAN ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONIST ARTIST
 LINCOLN ASH PAINTED HERE.

And left Tallulah a valuable work of art that now belonged to her niece, Sugar Beth Carey Tharp Zagurski Hooper. A painting that Sugar Beth needed to find as quickly as possible.

She selected a key from the ones Tallulahs lawyer had sent her, unlocked the door, and stepped inside. Immediately, the smells of her aunts world swept over her: Ben Gay, mildew, chicken salad, and disapproval. Gordon took one look, forgot that he didnt like getting his paws wet, and turned back outside. Sugar Beth set down her packages and looked around.

The living area was stuffed with a cozy horror of family pieces: dusty Sheraton-style chairs, tables with scarred claw and ball feet, a Queen Anne writing desk, and a bentwood hat rack festooned with cobwebs. The mahogany sideboard held a Seth Thomas mantel clock, along with a pair of ugly china pugs and a silver chest emblazoned with a tarnished plaque honoring Tallulah Carey for her many years of dedicated service to the Daughters of the Confederacy.

There was no organized decorating scheme. The rooms threadbare Oriental rug competed with the faded floral chintz sofa. A coral and yellow flame stitch on an armchair peeked out from beneath an assortment of crocheted cushions. The ottoman was worn green leather, the curtains yellowed lace. Still, the colors and patterns, muted by age and wear, had achieved a tired sort of harmony.

Sugar Beth walked over to the sideboard and brushed away a cobweb to open the silver chest. Inside were twelve place settings of Gorhams Chantilly sterling. Every other month for as long as Sugar Beth could remember, Tallulah had used the iced tea spoons for her Wednesday morning canasta group. Sugar Beth wondered how much twelve place settings of Chantilly sterling could bring on the open market.

Not nearly enough. She needed the painting.

She had to pee, and she was hungry, but she couldnt wait any longer to see the studio. The rain hadnt let up, so she grabbed a funky old beige sweater Tallulah had left by the door, draped it around her shoulders, and ducked back outside. Rainwater seeped through the hole in her boot as she followed the paving stones that led around the house to the garage. The old-fashioned wooden doors sagged on their hinges. She used one of the padlock keys shed been given and dragged them open.

The place looked exactly as Sugar Beth remembered. When the carriage house had been converted into a spinsters home, Tallulah had refused to let the carpenters destroy this part of the old garage where Lincoln Ash had once set up his studio. Instead, shed contented herself with a smaller living room and narrow kitchen, and left this as a shrine. The rough wooden shelves still held crusty cans of the paint Ash had dripped and flung from his brushes fifty years earlier to create the works that had become his masterpieces. Since the garages single pair of windows admitted only a minimum of light, hed worked with the garage doors open, laying his canvases out on the floor. Years ago, her aunt had covered the paint-splattered tarp with thick sheets of protective plastic, now so opaque from grime, dead bugs, and dust that the colors beneath were barely visible. A paint-speckled ladder, also draped in plastic, sat at one end near a workbench laid out with a toolbox, a collection of Ashs ancient brushes, knives, spatulas, all scattered about as though hed stopped work to have a cigarette. Sugar Beth hadnt expected her cantankerous aunt to leave the painting propped by the door waiting for her, but still, it would have been nice. She suppressed a sigh. First thing in the morning, shed start her search for real.

Gordon followed her back inside the house. As she flicked on a floor lamp with a fringed shade, the despair that had been nibbling at her for weeks took a bigger bite. Fifteen years ago shed left Parrish in perfect arrogance, a foolish, vindictive girl who couldnt conceive of a universe that didnt revolve around her. But the universe had gotten the last laugh.

She wandered over to the window and drew back the dusty curtain. Above the row of hedges, she saw the chimneys of Frenchmans Bride. The name had come from the original homestead. Her grandmother had planned the house, her grandfather had built it, her father had modernized it, and Diddie had lavished it with love. Someday Frenchmans Bride will be yours, Sugar Baby.

In the old days, she would have given in to tears at lifes unfairness. Now, she dropped the curtain and turned away to feed her disagreeable dog.

Colin Byrne stood at the window of the second-floor master bedroom of Frenchmans Bride. His appearance conveyed the brooding elegance of a man from another time period, the English Regency perhaps, or any era in which quizzing glasses, snuffboxes, and drawing rooms figured prominently. He had deep-set jade-colored eyes and a long, narrow face broken by sharp cheekbones with comma-shaped hollows beneath. The tails of those commas curled toward a thin, unsmiling mouth. He had the face of a dandy, vaguely effete, or it would have been were it not for his nose, which was hugelong and bony, aristocratic, and vastly ugly, yet perfectly at home on his face.

He wore a purple velvet smoking jacket as casually as another man would have worn a sweatshirt. A pair of black silk drawstring pajama bottoms completed his outfit, along with slippers that had scarlet Chinese symbols across the toes. His clothing had been perfectly tailored to fit his exceptionally tall, wide-shouldered body, but his big workmans handsbroad across the palm and thick fingeredserved notice that everything about Colin Byrne might not be exactly as it seemed.

As he stood at the window watching the lights go on in the carriage house, the line of his already stern mouth grew even harder. SoThe rumors were true. Sugar Beth Carey had returned.

Fifteen years had passed since hed last seen her. Hed been little more than a boy then. Twenty-two, full of himself, an exotic foreign bird whod landed in a small Southern town to write his first novel andah, yesteach school in his spare time. There was something satisfying about letting a grudge ferment for so long. Like a great French wine, it grew in complexity, developing subtleties and nuances that a speedier resolution wouldnt have allowed.

The corner of his mouth lifted in anticipation. Fifteen years ago hed been powerless against her. Now he wasnt.

Hed arrived in Parrish from England to teach at the local high school, although hed had no passion for the profession and even less talent for it. But Parrish, like other small Mississippi towns, had desperately needed teachers. With a view toward exposing their youth to a larger world, a committee of the states leading citizens had contacted universities in the U.K., offering jobs complete with work visas to exceptional graduates.

Colin, whod long been fascinated with the writers of the American South, had jumped at the chance. What better place to write his own great novel than in the fertile literary landscape of Mississippi, home of Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Tennessee Williams, Richard Wright? Hed dashed off an eloquent essay that vastly exaggerated his interest in teaching, gathered up glowing references from several of his professors, and attached the first twenty pages of the novel hed barely started, figuringrightly so, as it turned outthat a state with such an impressive literary heritage would favor a writer. A month later hed received word that hed been accepted, and not long after that, he was on his way to Mississippi.

Hed fallen in love with the bloody place the first dayits hospitality and traditions, its small-town charm. Not so, however, with his teaching position, which had gone from being difficult to becoming impossible, thanks to Sugar Beth Carey.

Colin had no specific plan in place for his revenge. No Machiavellian scheme hed spent a decade mulling overhe would never have given her that much power over him. Which didnt mean he intended to set aside his long-held grudge. Instead, hed bide his time and see where his writers imagination would take him.

The telephone rang, and he left the window to pick it up, answering in the clipped British accent that his years in the American South hadnt softened. Byrne here.

Colin, its Winnie. I tried to get you earlier today.

Hed been working on the third chapter of his new book. Sorry, love. I havent gotten around to checking my voice mail. Anything important? He carried the phone back to the window and gazed out. Another light had gone on in the carriage house, this time on the second floor.

Were all together for potluck. The guys are watching Daytona highlights right now, and no ones seen you in forever. Why dont you come over? We miss you, Mr. Byrne.

Winnie enjoyed teasing him with reminders of their early relationship as teacher and student. She and her husband were his closest friends in Parrish, and for a moment he was tempted. But the Seawillows and their significant others would be with her. Generally the women amused him, but tonight he wasnt in the mood for their chatter. I need to work a bit longer. Invite me next time, will you?

Of course.

He gazed across the lawn, wishing he werent the one who had to break the news. WinnieThe lights are on in the carriage house.

Several beats of silence stretched between them before she replied in a voice that was soft, almost toneless. Shes back.

It seems that way.

Winnie wasnt an insecure teenager any longer, and an edge of steel undercut her soft Southern vowels. Well, then. Let the games begin.

Winnie returned to her kitchen in time to see Leeann Perkins flip her cell phone closed, her eyes dancing with excitement. Yall arent going to believe this.

Winnie suspected shed believe it.

The four other women in the kitchen stopped what they were doing. Leeanns voice had a tendency to squeak when she was excited, making her sound like a Southern Minnie Mouse. That was Renee. Remember how shes related to Larry Carter, whos been working at the Quik Mart since he got out of rehab? Youll never guess who stepped up to the register a couple of hours ago.

As Leeann paused for dramatic effect, Winnie picked up a knife and forced herself to concentrate on cutting Heidi Pettibones Coca-Cola cake. Her hand barely trembled.

Leeann shoved her cell in her purse without taking her eyes off them. Sugar Beths back!

The slotted spoon Merylinn Jasper had been rinsing off dropped in the sink. I dont believe it.

We knew she was coming back. Heidis forehead puckered in indignation. But, still, how could she have the nerve?

Sugar Beth always had plenty of nerve, Leeann reminded them.

This is going to cause all kinds of trouble. Amy Graham fingered the gold cross at her neck. In high school, shed been the biggest Christian in the senior class and president of the Bible Club. She still had a tendency to proselytize, but she was so decent the rest of them overlooked it. Now she set her hand on Winnies arm. Are you all right?

Im fine.

Leeann was immediately contrite. I shouldnt have blurted it out like that. Im being insensitive again, arent I?

Always, Amy said. But we love you anyway.

And so does Jesus, Merylinn interjected, before Amy could get around to it.

Heidi tugged on one of the tiny silver teddy bear earrings she was wearing with her red and blue teddy bear sweater. She collected bears, and sometimes she got a little carried away. How long do you think shell stay?

Leeann slipped her hand inside her dipping neckline to tug at her bra strap. Of all the Seawillows, she had the best breasts, and she liked to show them off. Not for long, Ill bet. God, we were such little bitches.

Silence fell over the kitchen. Amy broke it by saying what all of them were thinking. Winnie wasnt.

Because Winnie hadnt been one of them. She alone hadnt been a Seawillow. Ironic, since she was now their leader.

Sugar Beth had come up with the idea for the Seawillows when she was eleven. Shed chosen the name from a dream shed had, although none of them could remember what it was about. The Seawillows would be a private club, shed announced, the funnest club ever, for the most popular girls in school, all chosen by her, of course. For the most part, shed done a good job, and more than twenty years later, the Seawillows were still the funnest club in town.

At its peak, thered been twelve members, but some had moved away, and Dreama Shephard had died. Now, only the four women standing with Winnie in the kitchen were left. Theyd become her dearest friends.

Heidis husband, Phil, poked his head in the kitchen. He handed over the empty Crock-Pot that held the Rotel dip the men insisted on having at every gathering, a spicy tomato and Velveeta concoction for dunking their Tostitos. Clints making us watch golf. When are we eating?

Soon. And youll never guess what we just heard. Heidis teddy bear earrings bobbled. Sugar Beths back.

No kidding. When?

This afternoon. Leeann just got the news.

Phil stared at them for a moment, then shook his head and disappeared to pass the word to the other men.

The women set to work, and for a few minutes silence reigned as each fell victim to her own thoughts. Winnies were bitter. When they were growing up, Sugar Beth Carey had possessed everything Winnie wanted: beauty, popularity, self-confidence, and Ryan Galantine. Winnie, on the other hand, had only one thing Sugar Beth wanted. Still, it was a big thing, and in the end, it had been all that mattered.

Amy pulled a ham from one oven, along with a dish of her mothers famous Drambuie yams. From the other oven, Leeann removed garlic cheese grits and a spinach-artichoke casserole. Winnies roomy kitchen, with its warm cherry cabinets and vast center island, made her house the most convenient place to gather for their potlucks. Tonight theyd parked the kids with Amys niece. Winnie had asked her own daughter to baby-sit, but shed turned difficult lately and refused.

As born and bred Southerners, the Seawillows dressed up for one another, which meant they spent the first part of every get-together discussing what they were wearing. This was the heritage passed on to them by mothers whod donned nylons and high heels to walk to the mailbox. But Winnie wasnt a Seawillow, and despite her mothers nagging, it had taken her longer than the rest to figure out how to pull herself together.

Leeann licked a dab of cheese grits from her index finger. I wonder if Colin knows.

Did you get hold of him, Winnie? Amy asked. We got so distracted by the news, nobody asked.

Winnie nodded. Yes, but hes working.

Hes always working. Merylinn reached for a paper towel. Youd think he was a Yankee.

Remember how scared we used to be of him in high school, Leeann said.

Except for Sugar Beth, Amy pointed out. And Winnie, of course, because she was teachers pet. They grinned at her.

God, I wanted him, Heidi said. He might have been weird, but he sure was hot. Not as hot as he is now, though.

This was a familiar topic. Five years had passed since Colin had come back to Parrish, and theyd only just gotten used to having a man whod once been the teacher they most feared as part of their adult peer group.

We all wanted him. Except for Winnie.

I wanted him a little, Winnie said, to redeem herself. But it wasnt really true. She might have sighed over Colins brooding romantic aloofness, but shed never really fantasized about him like the other girls. For her, it had always been Ryan. Ryan Galantine, the boy whod loved Sugar Beth Carey with all his heart.

What did I do with the oven mitts?

Winnie handed them over. Colin knows shes back. He saw lights at the carriage house.

I wonder what hell do?

Amy stuck a serving fork on the ham platter. Well, I for one dont intend to speak to her.

If you get the chance, you know you will, Leeann retorted. We all will because were dying of curiosity. I wonder how she looks.

Blond and perfect, Winnie thought. She fought the urge to run to the mirror so she could remind herself that she was no longer lumpy, awkward Winnie Davis. Although her cheeks would never lose their roundness, and she couldnt do anything about the small stature shed inherited from her father, she was slim and toned by five grueling sessions a week at Workouts. Like the other womens, her makeup was skillfully applied and her jewelry tasteful, although more expensive than theirs. Her dark hair shone in a short, fashionable bob, the work of the best stylist in Memphis. Tonight she wore a beaded T, a pair of periwinkle pants, and matching slides. Everything she owned was fashionable, so different from her high school days when shed plodded down the hallway in baggy clothes, terrified someone would speak to her.

Colin, whod been such a misfit himself, had understood. Hed been kind to her from the beginning, kinder than hed been to her classmates, who were frequently the target of his sharp, cynical tongue. Still, the girls had daydreamed about him. Heidi, with her passion for historical romances, was the one whod come up with his nickname.

He reminds me of this tortured young English duke who wears a big black cape that snaps in the wind, and every time theres a thunderstorm, he paces the ramparts of his castle because hes still mourning the death of his beautiful young bride.

Colin had become the Duke, although not to his face. He wasnt the kind of teacher who inspired that sort of familiarity.

The men began to wander in, drawn by the smell of food and a desire to hear their wives reactions to the news of Sugar Beths return.

Merylinn flapped her arms at them. Yall are in the way.

The men ignored her, just as they always did when it was time to eat, and the women began their familiar dance around them, carrying the food from the kitchen to the late-eighteenth-century sideboard that occupied one wall of Winnies graceful formal dining room.

Does Colin know Sugar Beths back? Merylinns husband, Deke, asked.

Hes the one who told Winnie. Merylinn shoved a salad bowl in his hands.

And you sweet thangs complain because nothing ever happens in Parrish. Amys husband, Clint, had grown up in Meridian, but he knew the old stories so well they sometimes forgot he wasnt one of them.

Brad Simmons, who sold home appliances, chuckled. He was Leeanns date for the evening. Leeann didnt really like him, but since her divorce, shed been working her way through every eligible bachelor in Parrish, along with a few who werent eligible, but none of them talked about that because Leeann had it hard. With two kids, one of them handicapped, and an ex-husband who was always behind on child support, she deserved whatever diversion she could find.

Winnies husband was the last to appear. He was the tallest of the men, lean and fine featured, with wheat-colored hair, caramel eyes, and one of those perfectly symmetrical male faces that had, on several occasions, prompted Merylinn to tell him he needed to fulfill his God-given mission and sign up to be a regular sperm donor. The Seawillows were too polite to stop what they were doing and cross-examine him the way they wanted to, but they watched from the corners of their eyes as he picked up the corkscrew and began to open the wine Winnie had set out.

Winnie felt the old ache in her chest. Theyd been married a little over thirteen years. They had a beautiful child, a lovely house, a life that was almost perfect. Almostbecause no matter how hard Winnie tried, she would always be second best in Ryan Galantines heart.

After two days living on Coke and stale Krispy Kremes, Sugar Beth couldnt put off buying groceries any longer. She waited until dinnertime Tuesday evening, hoping the Big Star would have emptied out by then, and drove into town. Luck was with her, and she was able to pick up what she needed without having to speak with anyone except Peg Drucker at the register, who got so rattled she double-scanned the grape jelly, and Cubby Bowmar, who caught up with her while Peg was bagging and revealed a gaping hole where his right canine tooth had once been.

Hey, Sugar Beth, you are even mo gorgeous than I remember, doll baby. His eyes trailed from her breasts to the crotch of her low-rise pegged pants. I got my own business now. Bowmars Carpet Clean. Doin real good, too. Whats say me and you go toss back a few beers at Dudleys and catch up on old times?

Sorry, Cubby, but I swore off gorgeous men the day I decided to become a nun.

Dang, Sugar Beth, you aint even Catholic.

Now that sure is gonna surprise my good friend the pope.

You aint Catholic, Sugar Beth. Youre just bein stuck up like always.

Youre still a smart un, Cubby. Tell your mama hi for me.

As she walked out of the Big Star, she refused to look at the poster that had stopped her dead on the way in:

The Winnie & Ryan Galantine Concert Series

Sunday, March 7, 2:00 P.M.

Second Baptist Church

Donation of $5.00 benefits local charities

The night felt as if it were closing in on her, so she headed toward the lake, only to realize she couldnt afford the gas. She made a U-turn on Spring Road, not far from the entrance to the Carey Window Factory, the business her grandfather had founded, except it was called CWF now. She found it hard to imagine Winnie and Ryan hosting a concert series. Theyd been married for more than a dozen years now. The thought shouldnt be painful, since Sugar Beth was the one whod dumped him. With her typical bad judgment, shed taken one look at Darren Tharp and forgotten all about Luv U 4-Ever. Now, Winnie was the driving force behind the towns revitalization, and she sat on the boards of most of its civic organizations.

Cubby Bowmars carpet cleaning van passed her going the other direction. In high school, Cubby and his cronies used to show up on the front lawn at Frenchmans Bride in the middle of the night, howling at the moon and calling out her name.

SugarSugarSugar

Her father generally slept through it, but Diddie climbed out of bed and sat by Sugar Beths window, smoking her Tareytons and watching them. Youre going to be a woman for the ages, Sugar Baby, shed whisper. A woman for the ages.

SugarSugarSugar

The woman for the ages turned her battered Volvo into Mockingbird Lane and glanced at the French Colonial that had once been the home of the towns most successful dentist but now belonged to Ryan and Winnie. The past two days couldnt have been more dismal. Sugar Beth had cleaned up the carriage house so it was habitable, but she hadnt uncovered a trace of the Lincoln Ash painting, and tomorrow she faced the unpleasant task of searching that wreck of a depot for it. Why couldnt Tallulah have bequeathed her blue chip stocks instead of a shabby carriage house and a train stop that should have been torn down years ago?

She came to the end of Mockingbird Lane, then braked as the Volvos headlights picked out something that hadnt been there when shed lefta heavy chain stretching across her bumpy gravel driveway. Shed barely been gone two hours. Someone had worked fast.

She got out of the car to investigate. The quick-set cement had done its job, and a couple of hard kicks didnt budge either of the posts holding the chain. Apparently the new owners of Frenchmans Bride didnt understand her driveway wasnt part of their property.

Her spirits sank lower, and she tried to convince herself to wait until morning to confront them, but shed learned the hard way not to postpone trouble, so she headed for the long walk that led to the entrance of the house where shed grown up. Even blindfolded, she would have recognized the familiar pattern of the bricks beneath her feet, the point where the walk dipped, the spot where it curved to avoid the roots of an oak that had come down in a storm when shed been sixteen. She approached the front veranda with its four graceful columns. If she ran her finger around the base of the closest one, shed come to the place where shed gouged her initials with the key to Diddies El Dorado.

Lights shone from inside the house. Sugar Beth tried to tell herself the uneasiness in her stomach came from lack of a decent meal, but she knew better. Before shed gone into town, shed tried to boost her confidence with a tight candy pink T-shirt showing a few inches of belly, a pair of low-riding, straight-legged jeans that hugged her long-stemmed legs, and black stilettos that took her nearly to six feet. Shed topped the outfit with a copycat black motorcycle jacket and the pea-size fake diamond studs shed bought to replace the ones shed hocked. But the outfit wasnt doing a thing to boost her morale now, and as she crossed the porch of her old home, her heels tapped out a dismal reminder of what shed lost. Sugar Beth Careydoesnt live hereanymore.

She set her shoulders, lifted her chin, and punched the bell, but instead of the familiar seven-note chime, she heard a jarring, two-tone gong. What right did anyone have to replace the chimes at Frenchmans Bride?

The door opened. A man stood there. Tall. Imperious. It had been fifteen years, but she knew who he was even before he spoke.

Hello, Sugar Beth.

Shaking, eh? said that hateful voice. I shant beat you if you behave yourself.
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CHAPTER TWO

She swallowed hard and spoke around a croak. Mr. Byrne?

His thin, unsmiling lips barely moved. Thats right. Its Mr. Byrne.

She tried to catch her breath. Tallulah hadnt told her he was the one whod bought Frenchmans Bride, but shed only passed on the news shed wanted Sugar Beth to hear. The years fell away. Twenty-two. Thats how old hed been when shed destroyed his career, barely more than a kid.

Hed looked so odd in those days with his Ichabod Crane bodytoo tall, too thin, his hair too long, nose too big, everything about him too eccentric for a small Southern townappearance, accent, attitude. Naturally, the girls had been dazzled. Hed always dressed in black, most of it threadbare, with silk scarves looping his neck, some fringed, one a muted paisley, another so long it came to his hips. Hed used phrases like bloody awful and dont muck about, and, just once, feeling a bit dicky, are we?

The first week of school theyd spotted him using a tortoiseshell cigarette holder. When hed overheard some of the boys whispering that he looked like a queer, hed gazed down his long nose at them and said he regarded that as a compliment, since so many of the worlds great men had been homosexual. Alas, hed told them, Ive been sentenced to a life of mundane heterosexuality. I can only hope a few of you will be more fortunate.

That had brought em out for the old parent-teacher conference.

But the young schoolteacher she remembered was a pale harbinger of the imposing man who stood before her. Byrne was still odd, but in a far more unsettling way. His ungainly body had become hard-muscled and athletic. Although he was lean, he was no longer skinny, and hed finally grown into his face, even that honker of a nose, while the cheekbones that had once looked gaunt now seemed patrician.

Sugar Beth knew the smell of money, and it clung to him like smoke. When shed last seen him, his hair had fallen to his shoulders. Now it was just as thick, but cut in a movie stars short, dramatic rumple. Whether an expensive salon product or good health had produced its dark sheen was hard to tell, but one thing was certain. He hadnt gotten a haircut like that in Parrish, Mississippi.

He wore a ribbed turtleneck with Armani written all over it and black wool trousers that had a thin gold pinstripe. Not only had Ichabod Crane grown up, but hed also gone to grooming school, then bought out the place and turned it into an international franchise.

She hardly ever had to look up at any man, especially not when she was wearing dominatrix heels, but she was looking up now. Into the same haughty jade eyes she remembered. All her old resentment came rushing back. Nobody told me you were here.

Indeed? How amusing. He hadnt lost his British accent, although she knew accents could be manipulated. Her own, for example, could go North or South, depending on circumstances. Do come in. He stepped back and invited her into her own home.

She wanted to give him the finger and tell him to go to hell. But running was another of lifes luxuries she could no longer afford, right along with throwing hissy fits and maxing out her credit cards. The contempt that tightened the corners of his thin lips told her he understood exactly how much his invitation stung. Knowing he expected her to stomp off gave her the determination to set her shoulders and step over the thresholdinto Frenchmans Bride.

Hed ruined it. She saw that right away. Another beautiful Southern home ravished by a foreign marauder.

The rounded shape of the entrance hall and its sweeping curl of staircase remained the same, but hed destroyed Diddies romantic pastels by painting the curved walls a dark espresso brown and the old oak moldings chalk white. A jarring abstract hung in place of the painting that had once dominated the space, which had been a life-size portrait of herself at age five, exquisitely dressed in white lace and pink ribbons as she curled at her beautiful mothers fashionably shod feet. Diddie had insisted the artist add a white toy poodle to the painting, even though they didnt have a poodle, or any dog, despite Sugar Beths pleas. But her mother said she wouldnt have anything in the house that licked its private parts, or licked anybody elses for that matter.

White marble inset with bands of taupe had replaced the worn hardwood floors. The antique chests were gone, along with a gilded Marie Antoinette mirror and a pair of gold brocade chairs. Now, a gleaming black baby grand piano dominated the space. A baby grand in the entrance hall of Frenchmans BrideSugar Beths grandmother with her avant-garde tastes might have enjoyed the oddity, but Diddie was surely doing belly flips in her grave.

My, my Sugar Beths accent headed deeper south, the way it did when shed been put at a disadvantage. And havent you just put your own stamp on things?

I do what amuses me. He regarded her with the arrogance of a nobleman forced to speak to the scullery maid, but she deserved his hostility, and no matter how much he still raised her hackles, it was time to face the music. Long past time.

I wrote you a letter of apology, she said.

Did you now? He couldnt have looked more disinterested.

It came back. Return to sender.

You dont say.

He intended to keep her cooling her heels in the entrance hall. She didnt deserve any better, but she wouldnt grovel, so she struck a compromise between what she owed him and what she owed herself. Too little, too late, I realize that. But what the hell? Repentance is repentance.

I wouldnt know. I dont have much to repent.

Then pay attention to one whos been there and done that. Sometimes, Mr. Byrne, a simple Im sorry is the best a person can do.

And sometimes the best isnt good enough, is it?

He didnt intend to offer his forgiveness, no surprise there. At the same time, her apology hadnt exactly sounded heartfelt, and since he deserved heartfelt, her integrity demanded that she do better. But not here, not standing in the foyer like a servant.

Would you mind if I look around? She didnt wait for permission but swept past him into the living room.

By all means. His drawl dripped with sarcasm.

The taupe walls matched the marble inlays in the floor, while the deep-seated leather chairs and streamlined sofa repeated the dark brown of the foyer. A symmetrically arranged group of four sepia photographs of marble busts hung over the fireplace, which wasnt the fireplace she remembered. The old oak mantel with its assorted scorch marks from the times Diddie had forgotten to open the flue had been replaced by a massive neoclassic mantel with a heavy cornice and carved pediment reminiscent of a Greek temple. In another home, she would have loved the bold juxtaposition of classic and modern, but not at Frenchmans Bride.

She turned to see him framed in the doorway, his posture reflecting the perfect arrogance of a man accustomed to being in control. He was only four years older than she, which would make him thirty-seven. When hed been her teacher, those four years had formed an unbridgeable chasm, but now they were nothing. She remembered how romantic the Seawillows used to think he was, but Sugar Beth had refused to have a crush on someone who so stubbornly resisted her flirtatious overtures.

She needed to get to that apology again, and this time she had to do it right, but the derision in his inspection of her, combined with the desecration of her home, got in the way. Maybe I did you a favor. A teachers salary could never have bought all this. Congratulations on your book, by the way.

Youve read Whistle-stop?

The skeptical arch of that elegant eyebrow got her hackles up. Gosh, I tried to. But there were all those big words.

Thats right. You never liked to tax your brain with anything more challenging than a fashion magazine, did you?

Hey, if somebody doesnt read them, therell be a whole shitload of women walking around in plaid polyester, and then think how sorry everybodyll be. She widened her eyes. OopsNow youre goin to give me a detention for vulgarity.

Time hadnt done a thing to improve his sense of humor. Detentions never worked with you, did they, Sugar Beth? Your mother wouldnt permit them.

Diddie sure did have opinions about what was right and wrong for me. She tilted her head just enough so her hair fell away from her fake diamond studs. Did you know she refused to let me compete for Miss Mississippi? She said I was sure to win, and she wouldnt allow any daughter of hers within spitting distance of that tacky Atlantic City. We had a big fuss about it, but you know how Diddie was, once she made up her mind about something.

Oh, yes, I remember.

Of course he did. Diddie was the one whod gotten him fired. Which made it time to drop the bull and take another stab at those long overdue amends.

I am sorry. Really. What I did was inexcusable. Meeting his eyes was a lot tougher than she wanted it to be, but this time she didnt falter. I told her Id lied, but the damage was done by then, and youd already left town.

Odd. I dont recall Mummy trying to track me down. Its strange an intelligent woman never figured out how to ring me up and say that all was forgiven, that I hadnthow did she put it that day?betrayed my position of authority by compromising her innocent daughters virtue?

The way he lingered over those last three words told her he knew exactly what she and Ryan Galantine had been doing in the backseat of her red Camaro. No, she didnt. And I didnt have the guts to tell my father the truth.

Griffin had found out, though, when hed dug through her mothers papers a few months after she died, and discovered the letter of confession Sugar Beth had written. Youve got to admit, Daddy did all right by you. He practically took out an ad in the paper telling everybody I lied.

Nearly a year had passed by then, hadnt it? A bit late. Id already been forced back to England.

She started to point out that hed managed to return to the Stateshis book jacket said he was now an American citizenbut shed only sound as though she was trying to defend herself. He uncoiled from the doorway and wandered over to a wall unit that held a wet bar. A wet bar in Diddie Careys living room

Would you like a drink? It wasnt the invitation of a good host but the softly spoken gambit in a cat-and-mouse game.

I dont drink anymore.

Reformed?

Hell, no. I just dont drink. She was on a roll, peggin the old laugh-meter. She was killing herself here.

He poured out a few inches of what looked like a very expensive single malt scotch. Shed forgotten how large his hands were. She used to tell everybody whod listen that he was the biggest sissy in town, but even then, those meat-hook hands had made her look like a liar. They still didnt seem to belong to someone whod recited sonnets from memory and occasionally tied back his hair with a piece of black velvet ribbon.

One night a bunch of them had left school late and spotted him on the intramural field with a soccer ball. Soccer hadnt caught on in Parrish, and theyd never seen anything like it. Hed bounced the ball from one knee to another, off a calf, a thigh, keeping it in the air until they lost count. Then hed begun dribbling it down the field, running at full speed, the ball right between his feet. After that, the boys opinions of him had changed, and it wasnt long before theyd invited him to join them at the basketball hoop.

Three husbands, Sugar Beth? He curled those workingmans fingers around a cut-glass tumbler. Even for you, that seems a bit extreme.

One thing never changes about Parrish. Gossips still this towns favorite pastime. Cool air brushed her belly as she slipped her hands into the pockets of her black leather jacket and pushed it back. Her cropped candy pink T-shirt had the word Beast written in glitter script over her breasts. It was a little flashy, but it had been marked down to $5.99, and she could make just about anything look trendy. Id appreciate it if youd get that chain off my driveway.

Would you now? He sank into one of the leather chairs without inviting her to do the same. You have a wretched track record with husbands.

You think?

Word travels, he drawled. I believe I heard that husband number one was someone you met in college.

Darren Tharp, all-American shortstop. He played for the Braves for a while. She executed a nifty tomahawk chop.

Impressive. He took a sip from his drink, the tumbler nearly swallowed by his palm, and regarded her over the rim of the glass. I also heard he left you for another woman. Pity.

Her name was Samantha. Unlike me, she managed to graduate from college, but it wasnt her degree that attracted Darren. Turns out, she had a natural-born gift for fellatio.

The tumbler came to a stop halfway to his lips.

She gave him her best Southern belle smile, the one that went from here to there without coming anyplace close to sincerity. With a few adjustmentsand if Diddie hadnt possessed such a hang-up about Atlantic Citythat smile could have put something more impressive than a homecoming crown on her head. I guess brains can only get a girl so far.

Byrne had no intention of letting her sidetrack him. Apparently you took off to Hollywood with your settlement money.

I earned every dollar of it.

But you werent flooded with movie offers.

And arent you just the sweetest thang, taking such an interest in me.

Surely I heard this wrong. Your second husband was some kind of Hells Angel?

That would have been more exciting, but Im afraid Cy was just a stuntman for the movies. Extremely talentedright up to the day he killed himself trying to jump his bike from the Santa Monica pier onto the deck of a luxury yacht. It was a film about the evils of drug smuggling, so I tell myself he died for a good cause, not that I wasnt smoking the occasional joint myself back then.

And more than a few in high school, as I recall.

A mistake, Your Honor. I thought they were just funny-smelling cigarettes.

He didnt smile, but she hadnt expected it from that granite-jawed face.

Shed left Cy a few months before that fatal stunt. No girl on earth had a bigger talent for marrying cheating losers than she did. Emmett had been the exception, but then, hed been seventy on their wedding day, and age begot wisdom.

After that, people seemed to lose track of you for a while, he said.

I worked in the restaurant business. Very exclusive.

Shed started off as a hostess at a decent L.A. restaurant but had gotten fired for mouthing off to a customer. Next shed worked as a cocktail waitress. When shed lost that job, shed served up lasagna at a cheap Italian restaurant, then gone on to an even cheaper burger joint. Shed bottomed out the day shed found herself studying a help-wanted ad for an escort service. More than anything else, that had made her realize it was long past time for her to grow up and take responsibility for her life.

Then you snagged Emmett Hooper.

And you didnt even need the Parrish grapevine to hear about that. Her smile hid every drop of pain.

The newspapers were quite informative. And entertaining. A twenty-eight-year-old waitress becomes the trophy wife of a filthy rich seventy-year-old retired Texas oilman.

An oilman whose investments had gone belly-up even before hed gotten sick. Emmett had been her dearest friend, her lover, and the person whod helped her finish the job of growing up.

Byrne tipped his drink toward her, looking like a bored, but very masculine, Gucci model. My condolences on your loss.

The lump in her throat made it hard to come up with a smart-ass response, but she managed. I appreciate your sympathy, but when you marry someone that old, you kind of know whats coming.

She welcomed the contempt in those jade eyes. Contempt trumped pity any damn day. She watched him cross his legs, the movement an unsettling combination of feline grace and male strength. We used to call you the Duke behind your back, she said. Did you know that?

Of course.

We all thought you were a pansy.

Did you now?

And stuck-up.

I was. Still am, for that matter. I take pride in it.

She wondered if he was married. If not, the single women of Parrish must be lining up at the door with coconut cakes and casseroles. She moved toward the fireplace and tried to look assertive. Im sure its just entertaining the knickers off you to block my driveway, but the funs gone on long enough.

As it happens, Im still enjoying myself.

He didnt look as though he knew how to enjoy anything, except maybe conquering India. As she gazed at his immaculately tailored clothes, she wondered whod done the dirty work of setting the posts in concrete on such short notice. Dont you think it might be embarrassing when I call the police?

Not at all. Its my land.

And I thought you were such an authority on Parrish. My father deeded the carriage house to my aunt in the 1950s.

The house, yes. But not the driveway. Thats still part of Frenchmans Bride.

She snapped upright. Thats not true.

I have an exceptionally fine lawyer, and he pays attention to things like property boundaries. He rose from the chair. Youre more than welcome to look at the survey yourself. Ill send over a copy.

Could her father have been that stupid? Of course he could have. Griffin Carey had been meticulous when it came to matters involving his window factory but notoriously lax regarding home and family. How careful could a man be who kept his wife and his mistress in the same town?

What do you want, Mr. Byrne? Obviously not my apology, so you might as well spell it out.

Why, retribution, of course. What did you think I wanted?

His softly spoken words sent a shiver down her spine. She resisted a longing glance toward the glass of scotch hed just set down, but she hadnt had a drink in nearly five years, and she wasnt starting up again tonight. Well, now, isnt this going to be all kinds of entertaining. Exactly where do you expect me to park?

I couldnt care less. Maybe one of your old friends will help you out.

This was the perfect moment to throw a temper tantrum, but shed forgotten how. Instead, she sauntered toward him, putting a little sway in her hips even though her bones felt a hundred years old. See now, heres where youre not thinking straight. Ive already lost three husbands and one set of parents, so if you want real retribution, youll have to dig deeper than a measly driveway.

Playing the pity card, are we?

Thats exactly what it had sounded like, and she wanted to bite her tongue. Instead, she flipped up the collar of her jacket and headed for the door. Fuck you, Mr. Byrne. And fuck your pity.

Shed barely taken three steps before she caught a whiff of expensive cologne. Her heart bumped against her ribs as he caught her arm and spun her around.

How about this for retribution, then?

The cold, hard expression on his face reminded her of Darren Tharps right before hed smacked her to kingdom come, but Colin Byrne had another kind of violence in mind. Before she could react, his dark head swooped, and he covered her mouth in a brutal, punishing kiss.

KissesSo many of them. Her adoring mothers cheek-smooches. Aunt Tallulahs pursed dry-lipped ones. Those sex-drenched teenage kisses with Ryan. Darren had been a main-event man and a lousy kisser. Then thered been Cys sloppy drunken kisses and her own gin-soaked ones in response. After that, the kisses of a string of men she barely remembered, except that all of them had tasted like despair. Salvation had arrived in the form of Emmetts kisses, ones of kindness, need, fear, and, at the end, resignation.

The last kiss shed received had come from his daughter, Delilah, whod thrown her arms around Sugar Beths neck and left a wet track on her cheek. I love you more than anybody in the whole world, my Sugar Beth.

All those kisses, and she couldnt remember a single one that had felt like this. Cold. Calculated. Designed to humiliate.

Byrne took his time administering justice. He cradled her jaw, not hurting, but forcing her mouth open just enough so he could attack with his tongue. She didnt respond, didnt fight him.

He didnt care.

She wasnt surprised when his hand went to her breast. She even expected it.

Another clinical exploration, as if no real person lived under her skin, merely flesh and bone without a soul.

He held her breast in one of his big hands and rubbed the slope with his thumb. As he brushed her nipple, a pang of longing pierced her. Not desireshe was too empty for that, and this was about revenge, not sex. Instead, she experienced a bone-deep longing for simple kindness, an ironic wish for someone whod doled it out so sparingly herself.

Shed learned a lot about street fighting during her marriage to a stuntman, and she thought about biting him or bringing her knee up, but that wouldnt be fair. He deserved his retribution.

He finally drew back, and the scent of the scotch hed been drinking fell softly across her cheek. You said I stuck my tongue in your mouth and felt your breast. His jade eyes cut through her. Isnt that the lie you told your mother, Sugar Beth? Isnt that how you chopped me up and sent me packing?

Exactly that way, she said quietly.

He ran his thumb over her bottom lip. Coming from another man, it would have been a gesture of tenderness, but this was the mark of a conqueror. She owed him contrition, but all she had left these days was a little dignity, and shed die before she let a single tear fall.

He lowered his arm. Not a lie now.

She reached deep down into the reservoir of strength that had almost, but not quite, run dry and somehow managed to dig up what she needed to lift her hand and touch his cheek. All this time Ive hated feeling like a liar. Thanks, Mr. Byrne. Youve cleansed my soul.

Colin felt her palm cool against his skin and realized she was getting the last word. The knowledge stunned him. This should have been his victory. Both of them knew it. Yet she was trying to snatch it away.

He gazed at the mouth hed just crushed. She hadnt tasted anything like hed expectednot that hed expected anything, since he hadnt planned his attack. Still, hed subconsciously braced himself for the slyness, the pettiness, the monstrous ego that had defined her. Whos the fairest in the land? Me! Me! Me! Instead, hed discovered something elsesomething gritty, determined, and insolent. At least the last was familiar.

She dropped her hand and pointed her index finger at him, a pistol straight through his self-respect. Just before she pulled the trigger, she flashed a wisdom-of-the-courtesans smile. See you around, Mr. Byrne.

Bang. And she was gone.

He stood there without moving. The scent of herspice, sex, obstinacylingered in the air even after the front door shut. That ugly kiss should have put an end to it. Instead, it had started things up all over again.

At eighteen, she was the most beautiful creature anyone in Parrish had ever seen. Watching her saunter up the sidewalk to the front doors of Parrish High was watching sexual artistry in motion: those endless legs, the sway of her hips, bounce of her breasts, dazzle of her long blond hair.

The boys stumbled over themselves watching her while the music from their boom boxes played the sound track to her life. Billy Ocean pleading with her to get out of his dreams and into his car. Bon Jovi taking one look, then living on a prayer. Cutting Crew more than eager just to die in her arms tonight. Guns n Roses, Poison, Whitesnakeall the great hair bandssomehow shed brought them to their knees and made them beg for the crumbs of her affection.

Sugar Beth was still beautiful. Those man-killer light blue eyes and perfectly symmetrical features would follow her to the grave, and that cloud of blond hair should be
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