


Chapter 1

Fifteen Years Later
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“I can’t believe someone is actually thinking of buying this house,” Mia Walters said. “How long has it been since we’ve even shown it?”

“You mean shown it to anyone who was interested, not just someone we dragged there on a tour of other houses?” Brooke Yeager shook her head, grinning. “At least six months. Certainly not since you started at Townsend Realty.”

Mia peered from Brooke’s car at the late-summer dusk falling on the South Hills section of Charleston, West Virginia. “I just wish we didn’t have to be showing the place at night. I had plans.”

“A date?”

“No. To color my hair. My dark roots are showing,” Mia giggled. “And I insist on keeping my hair the same color as yours. Do you realize how lucky you are to have naturally wheat blond hair?”

“It’s my German and Scandinavian heritage.” Brooke paused, forcing herself to say brightly, “Both my parents were blond. They looked like brother and sister.”

Mia, who knew Brooke’s father had died young and her mother had been murdered, clearly didn’t know what to say and began fiddling with the CD player. “You’re listening to a country music CD? I thought you hated country music.”

“Patsy Cline is in a class by herself. Besides, I do a rockin’ version of ‘Walking After Midnight.’ ”

“I’ve heard you singing at your desk, Brooke,” Mia said dryly. “Remind me never to go to a karaoke bar with you.”

Brooke burst into laughter. Mia was twenty-one and had been with Townsend Realty for only two months. The owner of the firm, Aaron Townsend, had assigned Mia to Brooke for training. The two had hit if off immediately. Brooke knew Mia looked up to her—she’d started dressing like Brooke and even bleached her light brown hair to blond—but Brooke liked the girl for her intelligence and sense of humor, not her blatant admiration. Brooke hoped that in a few more months Mia’s confidence would grow and she’d begin to develop her own style.

“Aaron really should be showing this house,” Brooke said of the boss she barely liked. “After all, it is night. Or it will be when we’re trying to tour the place.”

“That’s why he assigned us,” Mia said dismally. “He has plans. Real plans, not like coloring his hair. He and one of his snooty girlfriends are probably entertaining other snooty people, or going to the symphony, or eating snails or raw beef at some fancy restaurant.”

“If I know Aaron, he simply didn’t want to waste time showing this lost cause of a house tonight,” Brooke returned. “Most likely he’s home alone or with his sister watching television and drinking a bottle of those vintage wines he spends a fortune on. I don’t think his life is half as glamorous as he tries to make everyone believe.”

Mia smiled. “That makes me feel better. I hate to think of the rest of the world being out having a good time while I’m—”

“Stuck with me?” Brooke interrupted.

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” Brooke laughed. “I’m not stupid, Mia. I’m sure nothing could be more fun than spending your evening showing this nightmare of a house with me.” She slowed her car slightly, peering closely as they passed a lovely one-story stone house on Fitzgerald Lane. White numbers painted on a piece of dark wood jutted from a brick post near the street: 7313.

“That house isn’t up for sale, is it?” Mia asked.

“No, I just remember it fondly. I visited there several times when I was a kid. I thought the house was beautiful and the people who owned it were wonderful, and I wanted desperately to live there. I almost did.”

“You almost lived there? What happened?”

Brooke jerked her mind back to the present. “It was during the awful time after my mother’s death. I won’t bore you with all the details. I’m just glad to see that the house is as pretty as ever.”

They turned right on Sutton Street. Although they had only traveled a block, the area looked run-down and nearly deserted. Mia groaned. “Oh God, there’s our house hulking back in the woods. Who on earth designed that place, anyway?”

“I don’t know. I think the architect obliterated all mention of his name from the blueprints, then killed himself after it was built.”

“Really?” Mia asked innocently.

“No, but he should have.” Brooke turned into the long driveway. “I don’t see a car. Looks like we beat our prospective buyer to the spot.”

“Lucky us.”

Brooke pulled up to the house and they both got out of the car. We look like twins, Brooke thought. She wore a tailored periwinkle blue suit with her long hair pulled up in a French twist. Mia had selected an aqua suit cut the same as Brooke’s, and had pinned up her slightly shorter blond hair. The prospective buyer will think this is the Townsend Realty uniform, Brooke thought, amused. At least Mia wasn’t wearing pearl earrings and stood an inch shorter than Brooke’s five foot six.

“This house is really ugly,” Mia said, gazing at its long, low, tubelike gray lines and tiny windows. “It looks like a submarine. I wonder how the owner’s wife felt about it.”

“He wasn’t married. According to Aaron, he was extremely odd and a recluse. He bought two acres surrounding the house and some land across the street, too, so he could ensure his privacy. That’s why there are no houses near it. He wouldn’t sell the land.”

“I doubt if he had many bids on it, anyway. Who would want to live near the neighborhood submarine? You’d think you were in an amusement park.” Mia shook her head. “I guess there’s no way we can avoid going inside.”

“Not if we want to sell it. And please put a smile on that pretty face and emphasize all the good points to our customer.”

Mia looked glum. “This house doesn’t have any good points.”

“Okay. You just smile, Mia, and I’ll emphasize the good points. The last five years have turned me into an expert at making a disastrous house sound like a jewel.”

“If you can sell this place, Aaron owes you a very big bonus.”

When they entered the musty house, Brooke was glad they had arrived before the client. “Let’s open some of the windows and air out the place,” she told Mia.

“You mean those portholes masquerading as windows? Even on a breezy day not much air could creep through them.”

“Then we’ll open the front and back doors, too. And turn on the air conditioner. It must be eighty-five degrees in here. If Aaron hadn’t just dropped this in my lap, I would have come earlier to prepare the place.”

“It doesn’t matter. It won’t sell.” Mia forced open a small window. “This house is a lost cause.”

“Nonsense, young lady! Every piece of property is just waiting for the right buyer!” Brooke said with gusto.

Mia groaned. “Oh no. When you start quoting our esteemed leader Aaron Townsend, I know we’re in trouble.”

They prowled through the house, turning on lights, checking the cabinets and closets to make sure no vermin had gotten up the nerve to creep in and die. Decaying mice never made a good impression on a buyer, Brooke told Mia solemnly, making the girl giggle. When they’d inspected the entire house, they sat down in an ugly yellow booth in the kitchen.

“It’s still hot in here,” Mia complained.

“I know. We should have stopped for soft drinks on the way, but then we might have spilled them on the beautiful gravel gray carpet.” Brooke glanced at her watch. “The client said nine o’clock. It’s nine twenty.”

“He can’t blame traffic. There’s hardly any at this hour.”

“But he can blame the maze of Charleston’s one-way streets. Or his unfamiliarity with the South Hills region.”

“Or he might say he didn’t know the Kanawha River separates South Hills from the downtown section of Charleston.”

“There you go. He had trouble finding a bridge. We’ll allow him fifteen more minutes for that.”

At quarter to ten, Brooke looked at Mia. “Forty-five minutes late and no call on my cell phone. He’s a no-show.”

“So we’ve sat here all this time for nothing.”

“Nothing! Why, I’ve had an enchanting evening sweating in my good suit and scouring my brain for nice things to say about the house and wishing I could slap Aaron for pushing off this ordeal on us.” Brooke stood up. “I say it’s time to get out of here.”

“No argument from me,” Mia said, then asked almost meekly, “May I drive your car? I love the feel of a new car.”

“Certainly.” Brooke fished in her purse and came up with the keys. “Just don’t bang into anything or run us into the river. River water doesn’t do much for new-car smell.”

“So I’ve heard. I promise not to go over eighty miles an hour.”

“You’ll also pay for the speeding ticket,” Brooke laughed. “Come on, kid. Let’s abandon ship.”

The moist, heavy air of a night late in August descended on them as soon as they stepped from the slightly cooled house. Brooke locked the front door, then turned to see Mia hurrying to the driver’s side of the Buick Regal. Brooke would have preferred a sportier model, but the one she’d chosen was excellent for driving clients around, with its comfortable seats and plenty of legroom.

Brooke walked past the headlights a moment before Mia flashed them on bright. “Just trying to get my bearings in here,” Mia said distractedly. “I don’t want to flip on the windshield wipers when I mean to turn on the blinker.” Brooke climbed into the car and shut the door. “Okay,” Mia said gaily. “I think I’ve got everything located. I’ll be really careful—”

The blast came just as Brooke had bent down to squash a mosquito clinging tenaciously to her ankle. Glass rained on her head. Glass and big wet globs of something. She reached up and dabbed at one.

Why, it’s blood, Brooke thought calmly. Imagine that.

The second shot knocked Mia’s body back. From where she still crouched, Brooke could see Mia’s feet jerk above the car pedals. This isn’t happening, Brooke thought distantly. This just can’t be—

A third shot followed, slamming Mia down on top of her. Brooke’s head crashed on the console between the bucket seats. She remained conscious, but before she could get out a sound, Mia’s blood was pouring over her face, running into her hair, and dripping down the neck of her suit.

Brooke stayed crouched for what seemed an endless time, waiting for the fourth shot, that would finish her. But it didn’t come. And finally, unable to bear not knowing whether Mia was still alive, Brooke gently tried to lift Mia off her. Light tugging didn’t work, though. Finally, Brooke had to give the girl a hard shove that hurled her back against the door.

“I didn’t mean to push you so hard,” Brooke quavered, trying to loosen her leg and back muscles that seemed locked into place. “How bad are you hurt? Can you hear me?”

But now that Mia rested in an upright position, Brooke knew Mia could not hear her. Or see her. The beautiful, laughing girl who had just gotten into the car five minutes ago was now nothing but a lifeless husk, her left shoulder blown off, blood pouring from a wound in her neck, and the left side of her face gone. Gone. Just like Mommy’s, Brooke thought as the world began to spin. Her face is gone just like Mommy’s.

Brooke climbed out of the car, carefully closing the door behind her, walked to a line of shrubbery about thirty feet away, bent down, and threw up. She dropped to her knees and again threw up, this time so hard that the spinning world went dark for a little while. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before she awakened disoriented. She breathed deeply and touched her lips, which were moist with something the color of blood.

Absently, she wiped her hand across her mouth, tottered to her feet, and started back to the car as her mind began to clear a bit. My purse, my cell phone, she thought hazily. Then she stopped. She could not go near the car again. She tried to force her steps in that direction, but her body simply wouldn’t obey. Mia was in there. Poor, shattered Mia . . .

Brooke’s hands began to shake, and on legs that felt as substantial as water she managed to turn and began walking in the opposite direction. She knew she should do something more resourceful, but she couldn’t think of anything. No other houses sat anywhere near. She saw no one else, but that didn’t mean whoever had shot at the car wasn’t lurking close by. For a moment, she considered turning back and scuttling into the submarine house, but the keys to the house were in the carnage of her Buick. Besides, if someone really wanted to get in that house, they’d find a way. She decided she would probably be almost as vulnerable in there as she was outside.

Brooke’s body trembled. Her mind roiled, her thoughts a whirlpool of grotesque images. Only one clear phrase kept echoing in her head—Fitzgerald Lane. I need to get to Fitzgerald Lane.

And what was on Fitzgerald Lane? For a few moments, she couldn’t imagine why Fitzgerald Lane was important. Then she pictured the lovely stone house and somehow knew that inside lay safety.

But how could she get there without taking a chance on being shot out here in the open? Brooke thought, I can’t. There’s no other way than to walk.

Suddenly, she saw the movement in the bushes to her left. Time seemed to slow and almost stop. She sensed danger so near she could hardly breathe. She closed her eyes and touched a heart-shaped locket given to her long ago by her mother. She didn’t pray. She just waited.

Then a car drove by, headlights on bright, garishly illuminating the street, the shrubbery, Brooke. She was too surprised to move. The car slowed and Brooke stood still and tall, staring at the rough-faced male driver who stared back, then stopped the car and rolled down the window. “Give you a ride there, little lady?” he called.

Brooke shook her head, but he didn’t drive on. He just stared at her, then finally said, “Awful lonely here in this car.” He showed her what he must have thought was an enticing grin, with long, crooked teeth. “It’s nice and cool in here.” He leaned over and began opening the passenger door. “Pretty lady like you don’t need to be wanderin’ around in the dark.” He pushed his door open wider. The interior lights of the car shone on her and his smile abruptly disappeared. “Hey, is that blood on you?” His lips parted in surprise. “How’d you get blood all over you?”

“Someone is trying to kill me,” Brooke said stonily. “Someone with a gun is following me.”

“What the hell?” The man gaped at her. “You’re . . . you must be crazy!” he blustered. Then he looked again at the blood splattered all over her. He slammed the door and roared off so fast he left tire tracks on the street. Should I have said that? Brooke wondered. Should I have gone with him? Then deep inside she knew she was safer on the street with someone possibly following her than she would have been with that man.

She ambled to the corner of Sutton Street and Fitzgerald Lane and stood for a moment, her head pounding, her hair stiffening with Mia’s drying blood. Brooke felt alone and terrified, and she was certain death hovered near, just waiting for an opportunity to snatch her. Terrified but desperate, she closed her eyes, drew a deep breath, and started down Fitzgerald Lane toward a stone house where she remembered that warmth and security had lain a long time ago.
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With every step, Brooke’s head hurt more, and in the humid, almost starless night mosquitoes bit viciously at her face and hands. She realized she’d begun to stumble in her high heels when finally she saw the big white numbers on the dark wood: 7313. She’d found the house on Fitzgerald Lane.

A few small landscape lights led up a curved sidewalk to the home made of wood and natural stones, the wood painted yellow and the shutters slate blue. Pink impatiens lined the sidewalk and the lights inside glowed bright and warm.

She stood outside for a few minutes, waiting to see if anyone familiar passed the windows, but no one walked by them at all. Then she moved a bit closer to the house, abruptly afraid the people who’d once lived here had moved away.

Pain pierced her left temple and she reached up, feeling dried blood. For a moment she thought she was going to faint. She swayed just as the front door of the house opened. The form of a man stood in the doorway.

“Miss, can I help you?” Her throat had gone dry, her dizziness increased, and she couldn’t answer. The man flipped on the porch light and stepped outside, “Miss, are you all right?”

Brooke forced herself to swallow the little bit of saliva left in her mouth. “I need help,” she muttered. She came forward reluctantly, shakily. When the man saw her clothes, his smile morphed into a look of shock. “My God, what happened to you?”

She managed one more word. “Accident . . .”

He peered at her in the light. “You were in an accident? What kind of accident? A car wreck?”

“No. Shooting.”

“Shooting?”

“Someone shot at me, but they killed Mia instead.” Violent trembling overtook her and she began to sob.

Someone came up behind the man. It was another man, much older, with thick gray hair. Brooke could see them muttering. She gained control of the sobbing, lowering it almost into silence, and heard the older man saying, “If she’s hurt, she needs to be brought in.”

The young man looked shocked. “Bring her in! That’s ludicrous! We don’t know anything about her. She’s covered in blood. I’m going to call the police.”

“Come inside, young lady,” the older man said.

“No!” The young one looked both furious and wary. “Dammit, Dad, do you know how dangerous it could be to let her in?”

The older man, however, kept smiling, ignoring the younger one’s angry reluctance. “We want to help you, don’t we, Vincent?”

“We’ll call nine-one-one, but she is not coming in this house!”

The older one suddenly turned on the other. “This is my house, Vincent. You do not give orders here, especially to your father!” He looked at her again, squinting. “We’ll call for an ambulance, miss, but you must come inside. You look like you’re going to collapse.”

Brooke moved toward the older man’s gravelly yet amiable voice. A familiar voice. When she reached the brighter light of the porch, the older man stepped in front of the younger one named Vincent and peered at her from beneath shaggy brows. He frowned and she bit her lower lip, suddenly fearful of his deep scrutiny. She was on the verge of backing away from him, in spite of his kind voice. She didn’t really know him, except that something about him seemed familiar to her, but she stood still, too weak to walk. The man finally stood about two feet away from her, studying her closely, when surprise flashed in his slightly bloodshot blue eyes.

“Dear God,” he exclaimed. “Vincent, I’m almost sure this is Cinnamon Girl!”

“Cinnamon Girl?” the younger one repeated blankly, but Brooke didn’t hear him. She’d finally collapsed from terror and exhaustion into the sweet nothingness of unconsciousness.
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“Dad, who is this woman?”

“I told you. Cinnamon Girl.”

“That’s a nickname. What’s her real name?”

“It’s on the tip of my tongue. Damn, I hate this Alzheimer’s. I’m sundowning, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” the younger one said sternly, then more gently, “I don’t think you really know her, Dad. Maybe she looks like someone you once knew—”

“No! I’m telling you, this is Cinnamon Girl!”

“Okay. Don’t get upset. I’ll call Emergency Services. They’ll know what to do for her. I’ll go in and get a blanket to throw over her.”

“No. We’re taking her in the house.”

“Dad—”

“I do recall that there was trouble involving her . . .”

“All the more reason for not letting her in the house.”

“The trouble was not of her making—it was something she got caught up in.”

“I’ll call for an ambulance and get a blanket. You can watch over her out here.”

“I said no,” the older man commanded. “If you don’t help me carry this poor woman inside, Vincent, so help me I’ll shout and rave—”

The man called Vincent saw the older one’s face getting dangerously red as sweat popped out on his forehead, then began running down his face.

“Okay, Dad,” Vincent said in a softer voice. “I’ll help you carry her inside if you promise to calm down. Your heart—”

“I’m healthy as a horse! You get her legs and I’ll get her shoulders. Be gentle, Vincent, or I swear I’ll—”

“You told me.” The look on Vincent’s face changed from anger to worry. “I’ll be gentle. Just calm down. You know what the doctor said.”

“The doctor is a damned fool! I’m as strong as ever. Now pick up her legs, Vincent.”

“She’s so slender, I can carry her into the house myself. You open the screen door for me, all right?”

The older man gave Vincent a hard look, then grudgingly clambered to his feet and managed to steady himself. Vincent watched his father teeter to the house, then picked up Brooke Yeager in his strong, steady arms.





Chapter 10
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Eunice Dormer leaned back in her recliner, propping her swollen house-slippered feet on the battered ottoman, and listened to the supposedly heart-stirring music that introduced her favorite soap opera. She’d been a fan of the show for almost twenty years, but the last few months, her interest had begun to flag. Over half of the characters seemed to be under eighteen, and the show’s vixen was not only in the midst of ending her eighth marriage but also, even worse, showing her age everywhere except her forehead, lately frozen by Botox.

As the first scene opened, a fifteen-year-old couple sat on Astroturf edging an impossibly clear pond while they whined about their parents not understanding their undying love. Eunice sighed in annoyance and reached for one of her clove cigarettes. She smoked them partly because she craved their pungent, sweet taste and smell but also because she thought smoking them gave her an air of the exotic. Let other women puff away on their ordinary Vantages or Virginia Slims.

Long ago, Eunice’s beautiful mother with her many boyfriends and sexy clothes had smoked clove cigarettes. She’d gotten Eunice started on them when she was ten. Liz, as she insisted on being called instead of Mom, had thought a ten-year-old girl smoking clove cigarettes and sipping single malt scotch was hilarious. Her boyfriends had, too, before they shooed away Eunice so they could have some private time in the bedroom with Liz.

Liz had died long ago, but Eunice’s addiction to cigarettes and scotch lived on, although Harry had allowed her to continue buying clove cigarettes only if she compensated by drinking a cheaper scotch. A much cheaper scotch. Harry had been a disappointment to Eunice, but being uneducated, plain bordering on homely with her equine features, a diabetic, and an alcoholic, she’d had to take what she could get. Twenty years ago, Harry had been the only man even vaguely interested in marrying her, and that was because she was pregnant with his child. The child had lived only until age three, when it died of leukemia, but the marriage had drudged on for another seventeen mind-numbing years. They had nothing in common, but Eunice was an excellent cook and Harry was good at giving her the insulin injections she couldn’t bear to give herself. Also, both knew that other partners weren’t lining up for either of them.

After her child’s death, Eunice had slipped into a deep depression that lasted for several years. Some men would have left her, but Harry rode it out, although she knew he’d turned to other women to “help him through the bad time.” So, she’d stayed with him, even though their marriage made her feel as if her own life had turned to gray, with no excitement, no closeness, no passion. Just tolerance. At first, Eunice had tried to add a bit of excitement to her life by taking an interest in the tenants of the apartment buildings at which Harry was superintendent. Her interest was casual for a while, but over the years living vicariously through the tenants had become more intense, and during the last two years it had become an obsession for Eunice.

In fact, that obsession was tightening its grip on her. Right now it was becoming intolerable. Eunice knew she was too nervous to sit quietly in her apartment one more minute. But she didn’t want to take a walk. The day was hot and humid. Even if it had been cooler, though, she wouldn’t have been tempted. People on the street weren’t interesting or diverting in the way she knew she needed to be diverted now. People in public knew they were on view, being observed. Only people who thought they had total privacy enthralled Eunice. Poking into people’s lives preoccupied her and, luckily, she had the perfect means to accomplish her goal—Harry’s set of master keys to the apartments. The set of keys represented the gateway to a dozen worlds full of people with captivating surprises and intriguing secrets.

Harry had caught her in an apartment one afternoon last winter and given her hell, telling her that if the couple came home and found her, he’d lose his job, like she didn’t already realize that possibility and hadn’t been careful to choose the apartment of a couple who’d gone to Pennsylvania to visit family for Christmas. She’d solemnly promised never to do such a stupid thing again. She’d laid low for a while, which had been pure misery, but Harry hadn’t remained vigilant for long. Since February, when he’d dropped his guard, she’d invaded apartments at least a dozen times, but she’d been more careful to do so only when she’d been certain Harry would be out of the building for at least a couple of hours. Fortunately, Harry wasn’t any more heedful about always taking his keys with him than he had been about keeping his eye on her.

Eunice stamped out her cigarette in the ashtray beside her recliner, got up, and moved in slow motion to the pantry, where Harry’s master keys hung on the pegboard. She hoped if she walked sluggishly enough, she could talk herself out of her desire for “exploration” by the time she reached the pantry, but her halfhearted try at self-control failed. Five minutes later she climbed the stairs to the third floor, clutching the key ring, forcing herself to maintain her usual leisurely gait, trying not to let her eyes dart around furtively. By the time she reached her goal, her heart pounded and her mouth had gone dry. But she’d made it to the apartment she’d always wanted to invade but never dared to enter—Stacy Corrigan’s.

Eunice had taken an instant dislike to Stacy the first time she saw her striding across the lobby with her tall, lithe body, big breasts, long curly hair, and air of ultimate confidence. Stacy wasn’t beautiful like Eunice’s mother, Liz, had been, but she had that same aura of self-pride and tremendous self-confidence. When Eunice had told Harry she thought Stacy was a bitch, he’d snapped at her that she was jumping to conclusions when she’d never even talked to the younger woman. Besides, didn’t Stacy always smile and say hello to Eunice when they ran into each other in the lobby and hadn’t she even asked how Eunice was feeling a couple of times, instead of ignoring Eunice like old Mrs. Kelso? And after all, Stacy was Brooke Yeager’s best friend, and Eunice liked Brooke. So why would Brooke be friends with a woman who was a jerk?

Harry had almost convinced Eunice she was wrong about Stacy until suddenly Eunice realized Harry’s defense of her had been a bit impassioned. And he stared at Stacy even more than he did at other pretty women in the building, like Brooke. Also, he’d been gone on mysterious fix-it jobs around the building more than usual lately. Eunice was certain Harry was having an affair, and she’d begun to think it was with Stacy. Maybe Stacy hadn’t actually given in and slept with him, but she was probably taking advantage of his interest. The more Eunice mulled it over in her mind, the more she became convinced this was a definite possibility. She just had to know for sure.

Eunice didn’t think Brooke had gone back to work, but she’d passed her in the lobby this morning and Brooke had said hello, asked about Eunice’s health, because she never forgot about Eunice’s diabetes, then said, “I’ll be back this afternoon. If any flower deliveries come for me, please see that they’re left in the lobby.” Flower deliveries? Harry had told her how upset Brooke had been about a note being in her apartment a few nights ago, but she didn’t know anything about a flower.

Brooke must have given Robert Eads a key to her place and he’d left the note, Eunice decided. Robert was great looking and polite, but Eunice had always gotten an odd feeling from him the few times she’d run into him with Brooke. Eunice had told Harry that Robert didn’t look at Brooke the way a man should look at a pretty woman. Harry had asked if she thought she was a psychic like those crazy people on television who claimed to know all about you by just hearing your voice on the phone.

One of the bulbs had burned out in an overhead light, making the hall dimmer than usual. Harry would have to replace it this evening, but right now Eunice was glad for the added concealment of shadows. She slipped the key in the apartment door lock. It turned easily; she opened the door about a foot, then slipped in and silently shut the door behind her. She took a deep, relieved breath and looked around.

As Eunice expected, the apartment was immaculate. Moss green and chocolate brown furniture sat on the tan carpet, and the few lamps and knick-knacks were arranged with precision on end tables. Eunice far preferred the splashy colors of Brooke’s apartment and the air of casual comfort with a few magazines tossed around, a couple of houseplants, some CDs and DVDs piled beside the entertainment center. Brooke’s apartment was full of life, Eunice thought. Stacy’s had a stillness, an air of waiting, that made Eunice jumpy. She wondered how the exuberant Jay felt in here. Stiff and uncomfortable in his own home, probably, but he’d put up with anything for Stacy. Eunice could tell he was wildly in love with her.

Eunice crept across the living room to the bedroom. Here she found the same tan carpet, a double bed covered with a moss green spread and pale green decorative pillows, a gleaming maple dresser and chest of drawers, and matching bedside tables. Both tables had lamps, but only one bore a book. Eunice hurried over and picked it up. It was a hardcover called Black Moon.

She flipped over the book again. Black Moon by Vincent Lockhart. Vincent, she thought. That was a nice name. Lockhart. Eunice Lockhart. “Mrs. Eunice Lockhart,” she said aloud like an adolescent girl trying out the name of a boy on whom she had a crush.

With a jolt, she thought of fingerprints. She’d left her fingerprints all over the book and Jay was a policeman! Then she relaxed. Certainly Jay didn’t check the room for fingerprints regularly. Of course, even if he did, he wouldn’t do it himself. He’d call in a crime scene investigation unit. Eunice knew about these things. She’d learned from watching television. And a CSI unit wouldn’t search the room unless there had been a crime here, and there hadn’t been. She let the trapped air of fright out of her lungs but quickly laid down the book, pulled up the bottom of her dress, and wiped it over both sides of the novel’s jacket, just to be safe.

Eunice turned away from the bedside table, her gaze falling on Stacy’s jewelry box—a large, square maple piece holding about ten drawers with gold handles. The box was obviously a nice piece, which had probably cost nearly a hundred dollars. Eunice thought of her old, skinned pink box—not even half the size of Stacy’s—and felt furious. Of course, she didn’t have much to put in her box. Harry wasn’t one to give jewelry for presents. At least to her. Maybe Stacy was a different matter.

I swear, if he said I couldn’t have a new microwave oven because he spent money on jewelry for that silicone-enhanced floozy, I’ll kill him, Eunice thought in a rage. She marched over to the jewelry box and jerked a drawer so hard it flew out of the box and the contents fell on the floor. Eunice crawled to pick up each piece and place it neatly in the drawer just like she thought it had been originally. As she did, she looked at everything and saw that it was all delicate and sophisticated. The very few times Harry had given Eunice jewelry, it was large and gaudy, which he thought was beautiful. No, Harry definitely hadn’t picked any of this tasteful stuff, Eunice thought, half-glad, half-disappointed. So far she had no evidence of an affair between Stacy and Harry.

Eunice moved on to the double closets. Jay’s held three suits of fairly good quality, two pairs of khaki pants, four pairs of jeans, dress shirts and T-shirts, and four pair of shoes, the running shoes looking in desperate need of replacement, as did his jogging suit. Stacy’s closet was more interesting. For one thing, not one piece of clothing was out of place. The sweaters all hung together, the blouses together, the dresses together, the slacks together, the jeans together. And clearly Stacy had a penchant for shoes. Eunice counted twenty-one pairs, all placed in a large shoe organizer.

Eunice knew Jay couldn’t afford so many fine clothes, but Stacy got a discount at Chantal’s, where she worked. It must be wonderful to be around such finery all the time, Eunice thought. She stroked a soft cashmere sweater, then couldn’t resist taking it out of the closet and holding it against her flat chest. She’d never had a cashmere sweater in her life and it felt like heaven, even if she didn’t have to glance in the mirror to know it wouldn’t look as good on her as it did on Stacy. Eunice had a sudden urge to steal it, which she quickly quelled. Somehow, Stacy would know who’d taken her sweater and all hell would break loose. Harry might even leave Eunice, and then what would she do? She hadn’t even finished high school. She could try working at a fast-food restaurant, but her legs always swelled and gave out after two hours of standing. No, she had to hang on to Harry. He wasn’t much, but she wouldn’t let Stacy or anyone else take him away from her.

A framed eight-by-ten color photo sat on the dresser. Jay and Stacy posed against a background of heavily wooded mountains. He was sitting on a large rock, wearing a pale blue shirt under a red sweater. His sandy hair was mussed and his cheeks ruddy. Behind him stood Stacy, her curly hair long and wild, her arms crossed over Jay’s chest. They both beamed, looking like the happiest couple in the world. Of course, people could fake smiles, Eunice reasoned, but their smiles seemed real.

She sighed. She would have been frantic if she’d found any sign that Harry was involved with Stacy. At the same time, she couldn’t stifle her disappointment that she’d been wrong. Of course, just because Harry hadn’t dared to pursue his infatuation with Stacy in this apartment—the apartment of a woman whose husband was a police detective—didn’t mean there was nothing going on between them. But Eunice couldn’t imagine Harry springing for a motel room or Stacy meeting him at one for a passionate afternoon tryst. Actually, now that Eunice had satisfied her curiosity about Stacy’s apartment and seen the photo of her with Jay, she felt silly for even thinking that young, shapely, pristine Stacy would have anything to do with overweight, sloppy Harry.

Eunice glanced at her cheap watch and saw that she’d spent more time in the apartment than she’d intended. Harry would be back in half an hour, maybe sooner. If he caught her up here . . .

Eunice hurried across the living room and had her hand on the doorknob when she heard a footstep in the hall. Oh God, she thought, her eyes darting around the room. Where could she hide? The pantry in the kitchen? The closet in the bedroom? She nearly fainted when someone banged on a door. Then, slowly, she realized the banging was on Brooke’s door, not Stacy’s. After a moment, someone pounded again, this time even harder. “Brooke, I know you’re in there!” Robert Eads, Eunice thought. He was just a notch below shouting.

If I was in there, I sure wouldn’t open the door, Eunice mused. But she wasn’t in there, thank goodness, and neither was Brooke. It wasn’t usual for Eunice to feel protective of anyone besides herself, but Brooke had taken time to inquire about the seriousness of Eunice’s diabetes, to offer to do anything she could to help, and to inquire after her health at least once a week. That made Brooke okay in Eunice’s mind. Even Harry didn’t show that much concern, although he was good about giving her insulin injections, even if he grouched about it sometimes.

Robert pounded on the door again and then let out a full-fledged yell: “Brooke! Dammit, open the door!”

Eunice cringed. Robert was a big man—at least six foot two—and muscular. Could he actually beat down the door? He wouldn’t find Brooke, but God only knew what damage he might do to her apartment. And that sweet little dog was probably in there. Eunice liked Elise, who was gentle and always licked her hand. Plus, the longer Robert stood out in the hall, the longer Eunice stayed trapped in Stacy’s apartment, and Harry would be coming home soon.

The phone on an end table rang and Eunice literally jumped at least two inches off the floor. Apparently Robert heard the ringing, too, because he stopped shouting and pounding. Another ring. A third ring. Then the answering machine flipped on. Stacy’s slightly husky voice cooed, “Hello there. This is five-five-five one-two-two-two. We’re not in right now, but if you’ll leave your name and number, we’ll get back to you just as soon as we can. Have a simply fabulous day.”

Robert remained silent, although Eunice knew he must have realized he wasn’t listening to Brooke’s machine. “Lila?” a man’s voice asked. “Lila, you know who this is.” Lila? Oh great, Eunice moaned inwardly, a wrong number. A violent wave of frustration washed over her. Now she’d be trapped in here even longer because of a stupid wrong number. “What you’re doing is wrong.” The male voice took on a plaintive note. “You’re doing it out of pain.” Eunice frowned. Was the man crying? “Lila, I do love you. I didn’t realize how much because I was a fool. But I’ve learned things, had time to think . . .” He trailed off pathetically and Eunice thought with relief he was going to hang up. Then he said in an incredibly strong voice, “But my love for you doesn’t mean I’m just going to leave you alone like you want.” The line went dead.

Robert was still quiet outside. Eunice knew the voice had been loud and he’d been just as riveted by the words as she. No wonder, Eunice thought. The guy on the phone sounded as frantic as Robert. He was obviously another spurned lover, just like the man beating on Brooke’s door. God, why hadn’t she ever met any of these crazy-in-love guys? Because I don’t look like Brooke or Stacy, she thought, or probably the unknown Lila, either. And probably neither one of them appreciated what it was like to be desired. They took it for granted, not knowing what it was like to be plain and unwanted like Eunice was. The thought made her mad, but only a little. Over the years, the hurt of being what she was had dulled for her. Still, Eunice wondered if Lila, whoever she was, would be moved by the words of the man who loved her. I’ll never know, Eunice reflected, because I have no idea who Lila is, and Lila will never get that message, anyway.

Eunice hoped after the phone call Robert would leave and she could escape. Instead, she heard more footsteps coming up the hall toward Brooke’s apartment. “Damn!” Eunice whispered. She didn’t want Brooke coming face-to-face with Robert. On the other hand, Brooke might let Robert inside and then Eunice could make her getaway.

Her hope of imminent freedom died when she heard another man’s voice. “Robert, what are you doing?”

He sounded older than Robert Eads, Eunice noted. Older and angry.

“What’s it look like?” Robert snapped. “I’m trying to talk to Brooke, but she won’t open her door.”

“Did you happen to notice her rental car isn’t in her parking space? Or were you so hell-bent on seeing her that you didn’t notice anything else?”

“She could have parked the car somewhere else. She didn’t come to work today, did she?”

“No, but I gave her the week off. I told you that.”

I gave her the week off? Eunice frowned. The man talking to Robert must be Aaron Townsend, who owned Townsend Realty, where Brooke worked.

“I have to talk to her,” Robert said, pain edging his voice.

“You already tried that. She doesn’t have anything else to say to you. I’m telling you, Robert, leave her alone. Quit harassing her before there’s trouble.”

Mr. Townsend sounded really hot, Eunice noticed. He wasn’t giving advice. He was making a threat. What was the deal? Was Aaron Townsend in love with Brooke?

“Before there’s trouble?” Robert repeated. “There’s already been trouble. She saw us. Then you got that call and that letter about you and me. They were from Brooke. She’s heartbroken. I know it. But if I could just reason with her, then maybe . . .”

“Then maybe what? She’ll suddenly understand how you deceived her? Women aren’t made that way, Robert. If you keep up this behavior, you’ll just make her more furious.” Mr. Townsend’s voice had softened. He was cajoling Robert, trying to work him into a better mood. “Come on, Bobby. Let’s go get a nice lunch. I promise you’ll feel better after a glass or two of wine. Forget Brooke Yeager. She’s not worth all this uproar, darling.”

Darling? Eunice almost repeated the word aloud. Had Aaron Townsend just called Robert darling?

“Okay.” Abruptly Robert sounded like a little boy.

“Excellent!” Footsteps sounded as the two men retreated down the hall. “We must go somewhere with a good wine list!”

As she heard them headed for the elevator, Eunice could have gotten down on her knees and thanked God if she’d had time. She waited two minutes, counting out the seconds, opened Stacy’s door a crack, and saw that the hall was empty, then flew out of the apartment, making sure the door locked behind her.

Just as she reached the lobby, Stacy Corrigan walked in. Sweat popped out on Eunice’s forehead and her heart felt like it was going to explode through her ribs. Stacy glanced at her, then strode in her direction. Eunice thought she was going to faint until Stacy asked nicely, “Are you all right, Eunice?” Eunice was so surprised at Stacy’s tone, she just stared. “You’re white as a ghost and you’re sweating. Did you eat lunch?”

“I . . . I don’t know. No. I guess I forgot.”

“You could pass out if you let your blood sugar level drop too much.”

“Yeah, I know.” Eunice wished she could get her breath. “I’ll go eat something right now.”

“Do you need help back to your room?”

“No!” Eunice nearly shouted. “I’ll be fine.”

Eunice almost shrieked when Harry walked in the front door. Two close calls in less than five minutes had nearly unhinged her. She fled to her apartment, feeling as if guilt and terror followed her like two little loud, laughing demons.
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Robert had drunk too much wine at lunch. After he’d parted company with Aaron and headed home, he’d had another glass just because it seemed to relax him even more. He’d dozed for a while until the phone awakened him. The caller was his father. His father the minister. Oh God, Robert thought. Why today of all days was Dad calling?

“Hello, Robert,” Reverend Eads said in the strong, mellifluous voice that rang out over his congregation each Sunday morning. “I haven’t seen you for almost a month. I was beginning to worry.”

“I called you a couple of weeks ago.”

“Hearing your voice over the phone isn’t the same as seeing you, Bobby.”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been to church, but—”

“You’re busy. I know. And I’ve accepted that during this time in your life, religion isn’t one of your priorities.” There was no rebuke, no sarcasm, in Rev. Eads’s voice. Only kindness. “I wondered if I could talk you into coming to Sunday dinner. Your mother is planning a special meal.”

“Would it be just the three of us?”

“Well, I might invite another parishioner. Or two. No more.” One of the parishioners will be a young female Dad hopes I’ll fall in love with and marry, Robert thought. They’d been through this dance a hundred times. “I’m not sure, Dad. I have some work I was going to catch up on . . .”

“You can’t spare us just a couple of hours? It would mean so much to your mother and me, Bobby.”

Robert had always thought if there were really angels who walked the earth, they would be like his father. The man was never demanding, manipulative, or selfish. Even now there was no note of pleading or whining in his voice, and Robert knew if he declined his father’s invitation, the man would not be resentful or angry—just disappointed. And disappointing his father was something “Bobby” Eads could not bear. “I’ll be there, Dad. What time?”

“Wonderful! One o’clock, in case some parishioners linger to talk.”

“Do you want me to bring anything? Maybe a cake or . . . a bottle of tequila?”

“Tequila only if it has a worm in the bottom. I’ve always thought a dead worm lying in a drink looked so delectable.” Rev. Eads laughed. “No, Bobby, you don’t have to bring a thing except your charming self.” He paused. “Oh, by the way, Brooke dropped by this week.”

Brooke! Robert felt as if a car had landed on his chest. Stabbing pain. Then numbness. He could only get enough air in his lungs to gasp out a breathy, “Oh?”

“Yes. She came by to bring back those books I loaned her the last time you two came to dinner.”

“Books?” Robert croaked.

“Yes. The biography of George Herbert and the one on Chinese porcelain. The book about porcelain is so big, I guess it would have cost her a fortune to mail it. Of course, when I loaned the books to her, I’d hoped she’d return them the next time you two came to dinner.” Robert went blank and his father asked quietly, “Bobby, why didn’t you tell me you two had broken up?”

“I . . . I don’t know.” Robert could feel the pulse pounding like a jackhammer in his abdomen. “I guess I didn’t think you’d be that interested.”

“You didn’t think I’d be interested? My word, Son, I was quite impressed with Brooke. I’d hoped . . . well, you know what I’d hoped. You’ve always been elusive where girls are concerned, but—”

“Elusive!” Robert burst out. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Robert, your language! My goodness, I only meant you’ve never seemed to have a serious girlfriend.”

“But I have. Lots of them!”

“Well, I guess you’ve been keeping them a secret, then.”

“Secret? I don’t have any secrets!”

“Son, what’s gotten into you?” Reverend Eads asked, his voice sounding genuinely concerned as well as baffled. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine. I’m perfectly fine!”

“You’re sure? You sound overwrought. Is it grief over your break-up with Brooke?”

Grief? Terror was more like it. And she’d gone to his parents’ house? Spoken to his father? Had she implied something about their break-up?

Robert closed his eyes and forced himself to say casually, “Did Brooke say why we’d broken up?”

“She said something rather evasive and seemed a tad embarrassed. I thought that must be because you had broken off the relationship. But it was kind of her to make sure I got back the books.”

“Yeah, kind.”

“She only stayed for a few minutes. Didn’t even come in the house. She said our house was on her way to another house she was showing. It was clear she hadn’t come here to talk to me about you, if that’s what you’re worrying about. I’m quite sure Brooke isn’t the type who would enlist me and your mother to help her win you back.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” Robert said weakly.

“So you just show up for dinner and after you’ve had a fine meal, we’ll have a good, long talk. If you’re upset over Brooke, perhaps I can help.”

“Oh, I doubt it.”

“We’ll see. In any case, I’m looking forward to Sunday dinner. I’ve missed seeing my son’s handsome face.”

“Yeah, well, bye, Dad.”

Robert hung up slowly, depression pressing down on him until he felt as if he were going to hit the floor. He’d been in his early twenties when he’d finally admitted to himself that he was homosexual, but he’d vowed that his father would never know, not because he would turn his back on Robert, but because Reverend Eads would find homosexuality wrong, deeply wrong, and he’d be crushed. He also would be desolate that his only child would never produce the traditional family. The reverend would pray for compassion and acceptance, but he would be ashamed, especially knowing how many of his parishioners felt about the subject. Robert would shame his father, the man he’d looked up to, almost idolized, all his life, and that Robert could not bear.

He thought back to just a few weeks ago, when life had seemed smooth and good, at least as good as his life could be considering the amount of guilt that had taken root and bloomed within him for the past ten years. He’d been working at Townsend Realty, where he’d met Aaron and their affair had begun shortly afterward. Worried that others in the office might catch a stray, revealing glance between them or an irresistible caress of hands, Robert had decided he must start seeing a female. He also wanted to make sure everyone knew he was involved with this woman, which to him meant not just talking about a woman he was dating but actually having people see him with her, particularly the people at work. After all, hadn’t Aaron done the same thing with Judith Lambert until their heated break-up last year? It was a good plan, sans break-up.

Aaron didn’t often make mistakes, but picking Judith as his “beard” had been a blunder. Robert intended to be a bit savvier and choose a woman neither so possessive nor as unrefined as Judith. He had known Brooke Yeager since before her mother was killed, and Brooke’s family had attended his father’s church. Robert had always liked Brooke, even when she was just a kid, and she’d grown into a fine woman—the kind of woman his father would be thrilled Robert was seeing. She was young, attractive, and classy. He’d even recommended Townsend Realty to her when she was looking for a job. She’d seemed the perfect choice for a “girlfriend.” They’d dated for three months and gotten along well, even if their relationship had remained on the passionless side. Brooke didn’t seem to mind.

And then she’d returned to the office late one night to pick up some papers she’d forgotten and found Robert and Aaron half-naked on the leather couch in Aaron’s office. Everyone had simply frozen, eyes wide, mouths open, stunned into complete silence and immobility. Finally, Brooke had said in a tinny voice, “Sorry. I didn’t know anyone was here,” and vanished out the office door. Robert had tried to call her later that evening, but she hadn’t answered.

She appeared at work the next morning, looking as calm and put-together as usual. She’d made no sign that there was trouble between them, thanking him politely when he brought her coffee and a doughnut, managing stiff little smiles for him throughout the day. No one who didn’t know them well would have guessed anything was wrong. And later, when he’d attempted to talk to her, to explain his situation, to apologize for hurting her, she’d simply said mildly, “Robert, there’s no need to say a word. I understand, now, from the beginning of our relationship until that night I saw you with Aaron. I don’t appreciate being used, but maybe everyone uses someone occasionally. At least we had some good times together. Let’s just remember those and let the matter drop for now.”

Let the matter drop for now? That phrase had frightened Robert to the core. What did she mean? Did she intend to do something later? That’s what it must mean, because he’d been certain she was in love with him. She must be crushed. Heartbroken. Furious. He would have understood if she had screamed and cursed at him. It was her silence that scared him, that made him certain she was planning some kind of revenge. And then Aaron had gotten a weird call last week. He claimed the voice was unfamiliar, but Robert was sure the call had come from Brooke, disguising her voice as she asked, “Been seeing anyone new lately?” The words terrified Robert because he thought Brooke meant not only to blackmail Aaron but also to tell everything about Robert, especially to his father. Next Aaron had received a letter—a letter taunting Aaron about his relationship with Robert and “wondering” what Mrs. Townsend and Reverend Eads would think.

And now Brooke had “dropped by” to see Rev. Eads. “Oh God,” Robert moaned. She couldn’t just have been returning books. He knew it. There was a deeper reason. Her plan, whatever it was, had begun. She was trying to torture him.

And she was doing a good job of it.





Chapter 11
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“So where would you like to have lunch?” Vincent asked as they walked out the nursing-home front doors.

“Oh, anywhere.”

“You must have a favorite restaurant.”

“I have several, but you don’t have to take me anywhere nice, Vincent. Fast food will be fine.”

“Absolutely not. Name a restaurant. I insist.” He tilted his head, a glint in his dark green eyes. “I will not stop harping on you until you give me the name of a real restaurant, and I assure you, Miss Yeager, I can be even more relentless than Stacy Corrigan.”

“Dear lord, that’s a frightening thought!” Brooke laughed. “Okay. Tidewater Grill. It’s in the Town Center Mall.”

“I ate there the last time I visited Dad. Great choice,” Vincent said as he took her elbow and guided her to the left. “Let’s just take one car. We’ll cut down on air pollution, do our part for the preservation of the ozone layer, and not clog up the highways. I’ll bring you back here afterward to pick up your car.”

“Well, I can hardly argue with those good reasons for taking one vehicle.” Vincent stopped her at a silver Mercedes convertible. “Wow!” Brooke exclaimed. “The book business must be doing well.”

“I splurged. I’d always wanted a convertible. Dad had a fit when he saw it. First he told me I’d flip it and turn my head to mush. Then he kicked all four tires. Then he asked how much it cost. I’ll admit only to you—I lied about the cost.”

“Lying was probably your best option,” Brooke giggled. “I happen to know approximately how much a car like this does cost. Your father would have had a heart attack.” She ran her hand along the silver side. “I, on the other hand, have never even been in a convertible and I don’t give a damn how much it cost.” Vincent’s laugh rang out in the clear midday air. Brooke opened the passenger’s door. “Dark red leather seats. How racy.” She slipped into the car, leaned back her head, and let out a sigh of pleasure. “Ohhh, I’m in love.”

Vincent shuffled his feet and ducked his head. “Oh, Brooke, I know I’m irresistible, but this is so sudden—”

“With the car, Mr. Ego. I’m in love with the car.” Brooke wondered why Vincent was being so nice to her. He was acting, well, not only human but also flirtatious. He was looking at her questioningly, clearly aware of her puzzlement, which she covered by nodding at the police cruiser not far away. “We have to let them know where we’re going. I know having surveillance trailing you everywhere is a drag.”

Vincent shook his head. “In the writing business, mine is a household name. I can never go anywhere without a full phalanx of security,” he said with mock seriousness. “I’m used to it.”

“You mean you’re full of it,” Brooke shot back, making Vincent laugh again.

Five minutes later the gleaming Mercedes, followed by the police cruiser, pulled away from White Willows. Brooke let out a sigh. “You know, as nursing homes go, White Willows is wonderful. The building is lovely, the staff is great, they bring in entertainment regularly, always trying to keep the residents happy and stimulated, and yet—”

“It’s still a nursing home,” Vincent finished for her. “I’m sure at least half of the residents would rather be in their own houses following their own routines.”

“Yes. My grandmother didn’t protest when I told her the doctor said she should be in a place where she could get round-the-clock care. Even a full-time caregiver has to sleep, and that’s when a lot of people get up and wander—you know, go outside, fall, and get hurt. Sometimes they get lost.”

“Hence the locking of the nursing-home doors at eight o’clock,” Vincent said. “I heard about that on my tour, along with the alarm system in case there’s an escapee. In some ways it’s like a prison. Yet you didn’t have any choice except to put your grandmother in there. And I’ll have to put Dad either there or a place like it. He can’t go on by himself anymore, and he wouldn’t want me living with him. I know he loves me, but I get on his nerves with my odd working hours—sometimes I write all night and sleep most of the day—and he cannot stand taking orders from me, even when it comes to taking his medication. If I tell him it’s time for a certain pill, he refuses it out of pure stubbornness. He will not be bossed around by his son.” Vincent shook his head. “My moving back to West Virginia and into the house with him is definitely not the answer to our problem. Maybe a place like White Willows will be.”

The day was dazzling, the sun a stunning daffodil yellow in a soft blue sky. Brooke put on her sunglasses, then leaned back her head, letting the wind blow her long hair as they sped toward downtown Charleston. Vincent looked over at her. “Thank God you’re not one of those women who wrap a scarf over their heads and clutch at their hair, trying to hold some complicated, gelled-up style in place.”

Brooke laughed. “I’m afraid my hair has never been touched by hair gel. At work I usually wear it up so I’ll look more businesslike, but I really like to leave it loose. And I love the feel of wind blowing through it.”

“That’s because you know you look so good with wind blowing through your golden tendrils.”

“Golden tendrils?” Brooke asked dryly. “I hope you’re not going to start talking like some nineteenth-century poet.”

“Why, sweet maiden? Don’t you care to hear about your rosebud mouth and eyes as blue-violet as wisteria drenched with beads of the sweet morning dew?”

“Oh, good grief,” Brooke moaned. “That visit to the nursing home knocked you for a loop, didn’t it? Or did you sustain a blow to the head you didn’t tell me about?”

“Actually, I’m just hungry. I always go off on poetic tangents when I’m hungry.”

“Then let’s get to the restaurant,” Brooke said, grinning. “And hurry.”

They found a spot on the third level of the parking building, then walked into the large, bright mall. “It always seems so cheerful in here,” Brooke said. “Sometimes when I feel down, I like to come and just window-shop and people-watch.”

“You’re a Peeping Tom?”

“I don’t peek in the windows of homes, Vincent,” Brooke said with dignity. “I sit on a bench and watch people in a public place.”

“Oh. You’re just a voyeur.”

“And you’re impossible. No wonder you get on your father’s nerves. We need to get some food in you so you start acting normal again.”

Brooke had always enjoyed the casual ambience of the Tidewater Grill with all its wood, tile, hanging plants, dim lighting, and length of mirror behind the bar. The waiter seated them beside the expanse of windows looking out on Quarrier Street. Beyond the windows, which were decorated with heavy wooden blinds, hung an awning over more tables in a street café setting. Brooke often opted to eat there, but today the breeze had grown brisk and they agreed they’d be more comfortable inside.

When the waiter appeared, Brooke impulsively ordered a piña colada and Vincent requested the same. “I usually have scotch and soda, but today I’m in the mood for something frivolous,” he told her.

She nodded. “Something to get our minds off ailing loved ones and nursing homes. But I’m only drinking one, Vincent.”

“Did I say you had to have more?”

“No, but you probably expected it after my beer-drinking display at your house the other day.”

“Well, I did wonder if that was normal behavior for you,” he said solemnly. “I just wondered how you got away with it at work. Oh, I know it’s easy to down a quick beer in the restroom, but that burping afterward!”

She tossed a toothpick at him, her cheeks growing pink. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

“Never,” he said. Then they both looked at the table. Never? That sounded like they’d be seeing each other for quite some time, when clearly whatever they were enjoying today—friendship?—would be short-lived.

“I think I’ll just have a salad.”

“I’m having a full meal.”

They’d spoken at once in a moment of discomfort. Brooke grabbed for her drink and sipped with gusto. “A salad?” Vincent asked. “Surely you’re too hungry for just a salad.”

“They have a Salad Nicole with chicken that I love. Coleslaw comes with it and fresh rolls. That’s what I want.”

“Okay,” Vincent said. “The lady shall have what she wants, even if she’ll be hungry in a couple of hours.”

“I won’t.”

“Bet you will.”

“You’re as bossy as Stacy.”

Vincent rolled his eyes. “I don’t think anyone is that bossy. You two seem so different. How did you get to be such good friends?”

“Living next door to each other was the initial step. I moved in first. She and Jay came about a month later. I helped them unpack—Harry tried to help, too, but you can imagine how efficient he is. Stacy and I kept giggling about how he was crashing around and ogling us. After Jay came home and Harry left, we all had a big pizza and ended up spending another couple of hours talking.” Brooke lifted her shoulders. “I’ve never had a lot of friends, but I just felt I knew Stacy almost right away.”

“That seems strange.”

Brooke smiled. “I know on the outside Stacy and I seem different. She’s extroverted, even brash, and I’m self-contained. At least most of the time. But underneath, we’re remarkably alike—stubborn, even tough.”

“You’re not as bossy and pushy.”

“Maybe I’m just more subtle about it than Stacy is,” Brooke laughed. “And Jay is a sweetheart. Not a pushover by any means, the way he sometimes seems around Stacy
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