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Prologue




Hes dead. Angel Buchanan stared at the television mounted above the bar. Her whole body sagged, her high-heeled foot slid off the rung of her tall stool. Hes dead.

Huh? Angels intern-assistant paused in the act of wiggling her own stool closer to the marble-topped cocktail table where the pair were sitting and glanced up. Her gaze followed Angels over the heads of a Vas noisy postwork crowd to the news ticker creeping across the TV screen. Oh. That Artist of the Heart guy. So?

Angel didnt answer. Instead she gripped the solid table edge to anchor herself as the chatter of the restaurants upscale clientele, and even the presence of her curious intern, receded. Her eyes tracked the crawl.

Stephen Whitney, the self-dubbed Artist of the Heart, had been hit by a truck while walking in the predawn dark. Though it was clearly an accident, the famous painter was dead all the same. A memorial service was scheduled for the following week in Carmel, California, near the place where the artist had lived for the last twenty years.

Twenty-three years, Angel muttered, correcting the newscaster.

Already the holy and the holier-than-thou were weighing in on the loss of one of Americas great visionaries. One claimed that not only had Whitneys paintings celebrated home and family, but so had the way he lived his life. Both the National Choral Ensemble of the Baptist Church and the Harlem Boys Choir had promised to sing at the memorial service. A representative from the White House was planning to attend. The public was stunned and saddened.

Angel didnt know what to call the ball of emotion suddenly expanding inside of her.

Shes here, the intern hissed in her ear. Miss Marshalls coming this way.

Despite the warning, it still took a sharp elbow jab to jolt Angels attention back to the present. San Francisco. The popular a Va Restaurant. That she was here as a writer for West Coast magazine because her latest story needed Julie Marshalls reaction to the fact that her boss was a two-faced charlatan who had swindled investors in a classic Ponzi scheme.

The thin, fiftyish Miss Marshall was settling on the barstool across the table. She looked at Angel with anxious eyes. I know somethings wrong, Ms. Buchanan. Something about Paul. What is it?

Angels gaze flicked back to the TV, that unnameable emotion roiling again in her belly. Something was wrong, all right. The world was getting ready to beatify Stephen Whitney, the man who Angel knew was no saint.

Later, though. Shed have to think about that later.

She forced herself to refocus on Miss Marshall. Though Angel knew from a previous interview that the older woman was head-over-girdle in love with her boss, she wouldnt let anything as useless as a soft heart soft-pedal the bad news. In her experience, the baldest truth was always healthier than the most handsome lie.

It is about Mr. Roth, Angel began, slipping her hand inside her purse to bring out the wad of tissues shed stuffed there before leaving the office. You told me last week that you believe hes innocent and that your house is on the market to pay for his defense. But I found evidence during my investigation

Wh-what are you saying? The older ladys voice trembled.

I followed the paper trail. Angel placed the tissue wad on the tabletop and pushed it forward. He bilked all those investors, every one, including your mothers church circle. Dont sell your home for him.

The lady licked her pale lips. Perhapsperhaps youre mistaken?

God, why did women do something so foolishdangerous, evenas putting their faith in a man? Shaking her head, Angel gave the tissue wad another nudge across the table. He isnt the man you think he is.

Her hand closing around the tissues, Miss Marshall slowly, ever so slowly, rose to her feet.


Swallowing, Angel stood too. Here it comes, she thought, steeling herself for the sick panic she always felt when a woman cried.

The older lady sucked in a sharp breath. Then her eyes narrowed. That bastard! she spit out.

Angel stared.

That slimy, lying bastard! Instead of tears, Miss Marshalls pale eyes were filling with something else, something that looked a lot like that emotion coiling and writhing inside Angel herself.

Promise me it will all come out in your article, Miss Marshall demanded. Promise me that the whole world will know the kind of man Paul Roth is.

I always tell the whole story, Angel assured her.

Good. There were spots of color on the womans cheeks. I thought, we all thought, he could do no wrong. The world should know the truth about men like that!

Before Angel could say any more, a waiter paused at Miss Marshalls side, the small tray balanced on his palm crowded with martinis and highball glasses. Ladies, Ill be with you in just a moment.

The older woman rounded on him. Angel guessed it happened because the poor guy did bear a slight resemblance to Paul Roth, the rat-faced, smarmy-smiling, hell-bound seducer of hearts that had done Miss Marshall wrong. Whatever the reason, following that damning pronouncement, the betrayed woman threw down the tissues and lifted a martini glass off the waiters tray to dash the contents into the unsuspecting mans face.

Then she stormed away.


Not until Angel handed over that wad of tissues and a massive tip to the dripping waiter did she finally put a name to the emotion that had been radiating off the older woman. It was outrage. And Angel recognized it as the same feeling burning inside of her at the idea that Stephen Whitney would be remembered as a noble family man. A hero.

But she didnt devise a plan of action until later, after shed returned home to her apartment, her dry cleaning in one hand and a tiny bag of groceries in the other. Outside her door, she dropped them both when her neighbors oversized cat, Tom Jones, demanded his customary belly rub.

Of course, the instant another set of footsteps sounded on the stairs, the philanderer abandoned her.

Isnt that just like a male.

With a sigh, Angel walked into her apartment and immediately crossed to the TV, filling the silence with the voice of the evening anchor on the all-day, all-news channel. Now she learned that even more were mourning the upstanding Stephen Whitney, whose paintings captured so many precious moments of the American family experience.

The flames of that hot, angry emotion inside Angel leaped higher. Theyre wrong, all wrong!

The upstanding Stephen Whitney, who the world thought knew so much about family, was the same man whod fathered Angeland then forgotten her. It was then that Miss Marshalls exhortation blazed in Angels mind.

The world should know the truth about men like that.









    

Chapter 1




Inside Carmel, Californias largest church, the unseasonal early September heat opened the pores of the one-thousand-plus gathered for Stephen Whitneys memorial service. The mingled scents of deodorant, aftershave, hairspray, and perfume rose above the crowd to hang like a thick cloud over the pews, making each of Angels breaths a struggle.

Add to the cloying humidity yet another piercing Hallelujah!, followed by the droning voice of yet another moralistic muckety-muck at the podium, and Angel wondered if shed made the short drop to her own personal hell instead of the short drive from San Francisco. Her scalp itched beneath her broad-brimmed black straw hat. She pressed the fingertips of her black cotton gloves to her upper lip to blot the moisture gathering there.

She needed air.


She needed out.

But she could hardly retreat now.

Not after pitching the idea of an in-depth profile on Stephen Whitney in such winning tones to her editor, Jane Hurley. Not after following that up with an interoffice e-mail inquiring if Jane had any contacts that might be helpful.

Jane herself proved to be thatAngel had counted on it. While her editor was the woman who had turned West Coast magazine from a monthly filled with decorating tips and regional recipes into a nationally read and respected political and cultural journal, she was also Hearst-rich and maintained a second home on the famed Seventeen Mile Drive. So thanks to Jane, Angel had scored one of the scarce press passes to this memorial service, and her name was on the short list of guests for a much more private ceremony taking place later that day.

Nevertheless, Angel couldnt quash her serious second thoughts about digging into Stephen Whitneys life. In the past, shed made it her mission to ignore anything having to do with the Artist of the Heart, just as hed ignored her when shed so desperately needed him. Maybe she shouldnt

Oh, stop being such a sissy, the journalist inside her interrupted, theres good stuff here. A story worth telling.

But even as another choral ensemble trooped up to the front of the church, Angel continued to waffle. So she settled her latest dilemma the same way shed settled nearly all of them since she was a lonely twelve-year-old hooked on the video of All the Presidents Men.

WWWD? Angel asked herself. What Would Woodward Do?


And the answer was obvious, of course. Woodward would work the story.

Without delay.

Inhaling a deep breath, she glanced left and appraised the person nearest her in the second-to-the-last pew. Middle-aged lady, politely interested expression, quiet mauve suit. A likely source for some basic info.

Abandoning her niche at the outside corner of the pew, Angel slid closer. The filmy chiffon overlay of her sleeveless, little black dress floated up around her knees and she settled it back down before catching the ladys eye.

Excuse me, she murmured. One of the very few things Angel knew about the artist was that hed married. I wonder if you could point out the widow.

Ms. Mauve took her time giving a less-than-neighborly once-over, which made Angel sorry shed tucked her hair beneath her hat. She had yards of the curly blond stuff, and though it was a real pain to manage, it did take ten years off her age. That was a real blessing in the news-gathering biz, because people tended to trust those who looked more vulnerable than they.

It was another long moment before the woman finally spoke. Stephen Whitney, she said in a biting whisper, didnt believe in black.

Angel glanced down at her dark dress. Oh. That explained why she was the lone beetle among the throng of butterflies in the room. Shed thought it was the heat that had everyone wearing pastels. How, uhcolorful of him.

When her comment did nothing to endear her to Ms. Mauve, Angel gave up and slid back toward her corner. But instead of the outside of her right leg finding the inside edge of the wooden pew, it found the long, hard thigh of a man.

Oh! Angel exclaimed again, scooting away to stare at the person who had invaded her corner when she wasnt looking. Pardon me.

He glanced at her. Well, she supposed he did. It was hard to tell exactly what he was looking at when his eyes were hidden behind the dark lenses of Armani sunglasses.

Dont mention it, he said in a low voice, his attention returning forward.

For some odd reason, Angels attention stayed on him. He must have known Stephen Whitney better than she, because the man beside her was dressed in a butter-yellow linen shirt and a light olive suit. Both the suit and the shirt looked a little too big on him. He was very tanoh, like, for sure, the tan, the expensive suit, and those fancy shades just screamed Malibu Beachand his shiny dark hair untidily brushed his collar in an I-dont-give-a-damn sort of way.

As if sensing her continued regard, he turned his head her way again.

A sharp jolt of somethingsomething likelikeuh, recognition?straightened her in her seat and stirred a sexy little tickle low in her belly. Angel barely suppressed the sudden urge to squirm against the wooden bench as her hormones said, Hell-o! You gotta check this guy out!

But then, thank God, in dour, sensible tones, her head reminded the rest of her they were at a funeral. Stephen Whitneys funeral.


Feeling an embarrassed flush rising up her neck, she tried glossing over the awkward moment with a warm smile. It rarely failed to disarm men, because to go along with that curly mess of hair she had one of those skinny, frail-looking bodies too. Despite nature, despite nurture, the whole package just oozed take-care-of-me innocence.

Did you want something? he asked.

Uhwell Why not? She always figured that if she had to go through life looking like a creature who needed a knight in shining armor, she might as well get something out of it. Perhaps you could help me out, she said softly, inching closer.

He edged away.

Hmmm. Angel turned down the wattage this time, but gave him another of her unsullied smiles. Dont worry, its just a little thing.

The Vice President is about to speak. Sunglasses Man had a husky whisper that set her scalp prickling again.

Ignoring the sensation, Angel gave a tiny shrug.

The Vice President of the United States, he clarified, nodding toward the front of the church.

Though she kept her bottom glued to the pew in order not to spook Sunglasses, she leaned confidingly close. I havent listened to him since he ordered plastic pasties and weatherproof fig leaves for the nude statuary in the White House garden.

When she saw Sunglasses lips twitch, she knew she had him. She smiled again. I just wondered if you could point out Mrs. Whitney.


Excuse me?

Uh-oh, Angel thought, her smile dying. His wasnt one of those innocuous I-didnt-quite-hear-you excuse mes. Instead, it smacked of the protective, guard-going-up, excuse-me-why-the-hell-do-you-want-to-know sort. Worse, Angel had taken a crash course in smelling trouble when she was five years old and all at once her nose was twitching at the scent.

Making a quick, dismissive gesture with one hand, she slid as far away from the mystery man as the crowded pew would allow. The move accidentally jostled Ms. Mauves elbow and the lady took the opportunity to slice Angel with a glare, adding a hissing Shh! for good measure.

She had to force herself not to cringe. With hostility on her right and suspicion on her left, those second thoughts from before swiftly returned for a third, fourth, and fifth round.

Youre a journalist, she reminded herself. And so, accustomed to being the unwanted guest. It was no big deal. All she had to do was stay neutral. Dispassionate. Detached.

But Angel didnt bother scouting the church for the Whitney widow, or even attempt another mental pep talk. As the virtues of the artist continued to be extolled from the podium, she found herself hugging her elbows against her ribs, trying to become as small as possible in the hot, suffocating atmosphere.

Eventually, though, the final sanctimonious speaker wound down. There was more singing, an orgasmic organ chord or two, and then, without warning, the church went dark. In the next instant, a close-up photograph flashed onto a huge screen. A mans face, framed by gray-blond, lionine hair, took over the room.

Stephen Whitney.

It was as if a hand had found Angels throat and squeezed. Erupting from her seat, she didnt think of anything but getting that air. Of getting out. Somehow she scuttled over Sunglasses knees and then bounded toward a narrow side door. As she pulled it open, another body joined hers and they burst into the sunlight shoulder to shoulder.

As the door swung silently shut behind them, Angel sucked in several long breaths of fresh air. Then she glanced over at her fellow escapee. It was a teenager, her dark hair in one of those ballerina-buns that young girls favored. She had on a light blue cotton sweater set and a matching teensy-weensy skirt that high schoolers always wore with chunky shoes.

Stuffy in there, huh? Angel said, feeling a thousand times stronger now that she was outside, more than strong enough to feel sorry for the kid someone had dragged to such an event. Not just the air, but all those old white men talking at the podium. I wish I had an M&M for every time I heard the phrase American values.

The girls eyes widened. A single note of laughter bubbled out of her, then she clapped her hand over her mouth.

Angel felt sorry for the kid all over again. To her mind, a little irreverence was as necessary to survival as venti lattes, juicy half-pound hamburgers, and quest-for-justice movie marathons on the Lifetime channel.


She gave a wondering shake of her head. And what do you think about that boys choir? I know they say their voices will change with puberty, but have you ever met even a little boy with a voice that high? Im thinking there are girls under those coats and ties.

The teenager choked off another laugh. You dont really believe that.

Angels spirits lifted higher with the simple task of lifting someone elses. Smiling, she shrugged. Its possible.

She should know.

The girl released another half-laugh, then looked around guiltily.

Poor thing, Angel thought, her folks should have left her at home. Go ahead, hon, its all right. Youre not dead.

The teens eyes focused over Angels shoulder, then widened. Angel felt a sharp kick of awareness, then her nose twitched, itching at that unmistakable sense of trouble. She didnt turn aroundor move, for that matter.

She didnt need to, because she already knew who was behind her. His voice confirmed it. Even though he wasnt whispering now, she recognized the voice of Sunglasses Man.

Your mothers looking for you, Katie, he said. We have to get going.

The teenagerKatiebobbed her head. All right.

The girl brushed past. It was then that Angel finally turned, steeling herself to meet the mans suspicious gaze, eyeballs to eyeglasses. But he was looking down at Katie instead, easy-to-read love on his face.

Angel breathed easier. Then Katie looked over. This is my uncle, Cooper Jones, the girl offered. And Im Katie. Stephen Whitneys daughter, Caitlyn.

Whitney. Stephen Whitneys daughter. His other daughter.

Stunned, it was autopilot that had Angel shaking the slender hand that was proffered. Damn, damn, damn, damn, she scolded herself. If she hadnt been such an ostrich about the artist, she would have known that as well as being married, hed fathered another daughter.

Im Angels mind whirled through all the names shed used in her lifetime. The identity shed inexplicably chosen for herself when she was fourteen years old didnt immediately present itself.

Lets hurry, Katie, the girls unclehe must be the brother of Katies motherurged. The family limousine is out front.

With a farewell nod to Angel, the girl hurried away. The man turned to follow, but then he paused to cast one dark-lensed, enigmatic look over his shoulder.

Angel couldnt miss it, because she couldnt take her eyes off the both of them. The uncle. The girl, especially the girl. Katie Whitney. Stephens daughter, going to take her place in the family limousine.

After a few more minutes absorbing her surprise, Angel took off toward her own car. There was no turning back now. She had to find outfind out everything about the man who hadnt bothered with her since she was four years old.

The world should know the truth about men like that.







    

Chapter 2




Angel knew Cooper JonesKatie Whitneys unclewas stalking her.

Not physicallyshe stood apart from him and the fifty or so others waiting quietly on the oceanside bluff where the private farewell ceremony was to take place. But behind his dark lenses she felt his gaze following her, the sensation of being closely watched as tangible as the Pacific-cooled breeze tugging at her hat.

Pulling the hats brim lower on her forehead, Angel kept tabs on the dark-haired figure from the corner of her eye. He was standing by himself on the other side of the small crowd, his arms crossed over his chest, bodyguard-style. When a gust of wind flapped the hem of his suit jacket and whipped his too-long hair over his face, he shook it back with a single toss of his head.

Obviously a guy who didnt waste movement. In general, she liked that in a person, just as she, in general, wasnt averse to intense scrutiny from attractive men. But it was vibes of distrust, not desire, she was picking up from this one, so she figured it best to stay out of his way.

Hello, there, a voice from behind her said, its friendly tone loud enough to be heard over the unceasing rush of the ocean. Are you a friend of Stephens, or a relative?

Angel froze. Its just a casual question, she assured herself. Nothing to feel jumpy about. Her name was even on the guest listher legal name, although it wasnt the one shed been born with. Lifting her lips in a polite smile, she turned to face the

Priest? Friar? What did you call a man wearing an ankle-length brown robe and heavy silver crucifix with Berkenstock sandals?

The stranger smiled gently back. Friend or relative? he asked again.

And should you, could you lie to such a man? Angel swallowed. Neither, I suppose. Im an, uh, observer.

It was true enough. Biology aside, nothing had connected her to Stephen Whitney in well over twenty years, not since hed dumped her and her mother for his muse and free rent in an artists colony in Big Sur.

Im Angel Buchanan, she added, holding out her hand.

The robed stranger shook it. And Im Brother Charles, from the monastery over the hill.

She blinked. I had no idea there was a monastery nearby. Though her intern at the magazine, Cara, had gathered a copious amount of information on the artist as well as the area where hed lived, Angel had stashed the files in the trunk of her car without glancing through them.

Ah, well, the Sur holds several surprises.

Angel could only nod in agreement to that.

Much of the land is under federal protection, Brother Charles went on, but there are also private residences scattered around, as well as our monastery. Even a fancy inn or two like that one. Brother Charles gestured up the zigzagged flights of steps theyd taken to reach the bluff. At the top was the elegant, Victorian-style Crosscreek Hotel.

Angels gaze lingered on the place. Cara had booked her at an inn farther south on Highway 1, closer to the Whitney compound. Angel hoped her accommodations would be on par with the well-appointed luxury the Crosscreek Hotel promised. Even now she could almost taste steaming breakfast muffins, thick grilled steaks, luscious pillow chocolates.

Shed reward herself each day with a bit of pampering, she decided, because surely Cara had selected an inn that would offer the most up-to-date spa services. Floating off on daydreams of herbal wraps and aromatherapy sessions, it took her a moment to register that the man in the robe had half-turned and was beckoning someone closer.

Brother Charles, what are you doing? her voice croaked out.

The man glanced over. I want to say hello to Cooper. Cooper Jones, he explained. Stephens brother-in-law.

She was already shuffling backward, trying to look casual as the soles of her black pumps slid along the gritty sandstone.

Dont run away. Brother Charles reached out, looping his elbow through hers to lasso her back. Ill introduce you.

Weve already met, she demurred. And perhaps this isnt the best time to further our acquaintance. Not to mention that she was planning on avoiding Mr. Cooper Jones and his patent mistrust for the rest of her life.

Well Brother Charles looked back toward the other man, then dropped her arm. Never mind. Lainey, the widow, is coming down the stairs. Shell need Cooper now. You can see that theyre a very close-knit family.

Angel squinted to study the small group descending the final flight of steps from the hotel. There was the girlKatieclose beside a dark-haired woman in her thirties.

Angel frowned. Wait. There are two women. Twins.

Mmm-hmm. Brother Charles nodded. Elaine and Elizabeth. Lainey was Stephens wife and Beth was Stephens business manager.

Thats what you get, Angel thought, annoyed with herself again. If shed prepared like she would have for any other story, she would have known about the twins. About the daughter. But no, for all those years shed resisted even submitting her fathers name to an internet search engine, which forced her to play catch-up now.

As a matter of fact, Angel had never walked into one of the Whitney Galleriesas common in American malls as Starbucks and multiplex theaters. The only thing about Stephen Whitney she hadnt been able to evade was the knowledge of his mass popularity and his goody-goody reputation.

But all that was going to change.

Studying the women walking toward the crowd, Angel noted their similar-but-not-matching knee-length suits, one in a soft yellow, the other in green. Their hair was styled differently as well, a layered style for the twin in yellow, a sleek bob for her sister.

The widow, Lainey, is the one in the green, I assume, Angel said. Even from this distance, she could tell the woman had been crying.

No, thats Beth. Brother Charless voice filled with concern. I hope Judd is keeping a close eye on her.

Angel didnt look away from the small group. Is Judd another brother?

A family friend. Judd Sterling is the gray-haired man just now putting his arm around Beths waist.

The family friend was forty-something and prematurely gray, with handsome, chiseled features. He continued to support the widows sister, while the worrisome Cooper character wrapped one arm around Katie and the other around Lainey Whitney.

So thats what it looks like when a man comes through for a woman in a time of need.

Startled by the stabbing thought, Angel took a hasty step back. There was no call for bitterness, she reminded herself. She only desired the truth.

It looks as if the service is ready to begin, her companion said. Were being signaled forward.


I think Ill stay right where I am. As she saw the others drawing together, her throat was tightening, just as it had in the church. Im only here as an observer, she said again.

Not as a mourner. Not as a daughter. The fact was, she didnt even have one simple memory of the man whod fathered her.

Brother Charles sent her a compassionate look. I understand. Some people find it difficult to face death.

Angels spine snapped straight. I dont find it difficult to face anything, she protested, but Brother Charles was already moving away. Her avoidance of Stephen Whitney had nothing to do with fear.

So to prove that to them both, she wiped her palms on the skirt of her dress and without further hesitation made for the circle the others were assembling near the edge of the bluff. Though she quickly found a place, she suffered another pang ofof something, when her eye happened to catch Katies. Edging back again, Angel created a gap between herself and the person next to her.

Of course, she paid for it. Thats what weakness gets you, she told herself grimly as Mr. Sunglasses-and-Suspiciousness instantly stepped in beside her.

She pretended not to notice his presence, though, as a sudden gust of wind yanked at her hat, forcing her to quickly clap her palm against the straw crown.

You might want to take that offhis murmur was a mere notch above the low thunder of the ocean belowor the wind will do it for you.

And give him a chance to look at her naked face? She thought not. Now was not the time to throw cautionor her hat, for that matterto the wind. Without answering, she tugged it farther down her forehead and blessed its elastic band, hidden beneath the hair coiled at her nape.

At the farthest point in the circle from Angel, another berobed man began to speak. It was difficult to hear him over the sound of the waves below, but now and then the wind tossed a word her way. Nature, beauty, reunion.

Family.

Family. Ducking her head, Angel sucked in a sharp breath. The air tasted salty on her tongue. Like tears.

A large hand closed strongly over hers.

Angel jumped, her chin jerking up. From beneath her wide-brimmed hat, she shot a glance at the dark lenses of Cooper Joness sunglasses.

We were asked to join hands, he explained.

She wrenched free of him anyway, then her gaze took a turn around the circle. Everyone was linked, except for her. Everyone was staring at her too.

Embarrassed, she instantly thrust her palm toward the woman on her left. She made a gesture toward Cooper with her right hand as well, but only allowed the lightest brush of their knuckles, just enough to make it look as if they were holding hands.

When the man in the robe started reciting some sort of benediction, Cooper leaned toward her again. Whats the matter? Its just a little thing.

Its just a little thing. Exactly what shed said to him in the church, right before asking him about the Whitney widow. Oh, he had suspicions about her, all right. It wasnt likely that she allayed them any either, by jumping about two feet when his fingers happened to brush hers once more. But she didnt want their hands touching again. Once was enough. His palm had felt too warm, too big, too solid.

That was the problem with men. They made you want to hang on to them.

That unpleasant thought caused her to miss the final amen. The next thing she knew, the leader of the service was directing the group into a single line, placing Angel at its head, with Cooper her faithful shadow.

Once the ceremony was over, she vowed, easing another cautious inch away from him, shed make sure they were never in the same place at the same time again.

The robed leader was now approaching her, an elaborately carved box in his arms. One last request to fulfill Stephens wishes, the man said, his voice carrying clearly this time. Then well return to the hotel for refreshments.

When he stopped at Angel, she turned her back on the ocean to face him. His smile was brotherly as he flipped open the wooden lid. Take some in each hand, he instructed, and toss them into the sea.

Angel peered into the depths of the box. Then her stomach cramped. Ashes? Ashes. She was supposed to take some in each hand and toss them into the sea.

Her fathers ashes.

Her stomach cramped again.

This is nothing to me, she assured herself, embarrassed by her hesitation. I dont even remember Stephen Whitney, so its nothing. The ashes would feel weightless, meaningless, more nothing in her palms. But she couldnt force her locked arms from her sides.

To the sea, the man with the box urged. Stephen wanted the ashes of his last paintings to ride free on the waves.

His paintings.

His paintings. Her muscles released, and, near giddy in relief, Angel quickly scooped her hands into the box. Then she spun and took a step toward the bluffs edge.

Pausing, she glanced down at her lightly clenched fists, feeling the slick, soft ash inside them clinging to her skin. The giddiness evaporated and her stomach spasmed again.

Now desperate to free herself from the ashes, from the moment, from him, she took a hasty, giant step forward and flung open her hands. As the ashes swirled up, into the air, she felt the ground shift beneath her feet.

Her heart lurched. She twisted, her pumps scrambling for purchase against the crumbling edge of the cliff.

A big hand appeared in front of her. A mans hand.

Instinct and experience warred. But when her heels ran off of solid ground, she ran out of options. To save herself, she was forced to reach for, grasp, depend upon Cooper Jones.



If his brother-in-law hadnt already been dead, Cooper Jones thought, he would have done the job himself. Stalking through Crosscreek Hotels terrace restaurant, he ran his gaze over the small group who had attended the ceremony, the one that had just ended in that ridiculous throwing of ashes. It had almost been like tossing handfuls of cash off the damn cliff.

Jesus, it was exactly like tossing handfuls of cash off the damn cliff. Feeling a sharp cinch of his neck muscles, a sure sign of his stress level climbing, Cooper slowed down to take a few deep breaths. Funerals topped his personal To Avoid list and he wished hed done just that.

Then he could have sat at home worrying about what financial stupidity had caused Stephen to sink every penny into a risky marketing venture while leaving the stipulation in his will that any unreleased paintings be burned. A years worth of the prolific artists work had been destroyed. Paintings that would have made a hell of a hedge against Stephens potentially bad investment.

If Cooper had been the Whitney attorney he would have insisted on striking that clause from the will, but since his specialty was criminal defense and not probate law, he hadnt known a thing about it until it was too late. Now his sisters and his nieces long-term security was rocking on the fulcrum of the artists popularity.

Perhaps that underlying anxiety was to blame for the way his hackles had risen when he was near the black-hatted female whod been beside him at the church and then again on the bluff. Something told him she was trouble.

He scrutinized the subdued crowd on the patio again, relieved when there was no further sign of her. Shed made herself scarce after hed hauled her from the edge of the cliff, and with luck she was gone for good. Damn, but he hoped he wouldnt regret rescuing her.

Uncle Cooper.

At the sound of Katies voice he swung around. She wore the blank mask shed rarely let slip since being told of her fathers death. More disquiet slicing through him, he reached out and pulled her against his chest.

How are you doing, honey? he asked, holding her tight. I wasnt much older than you when my father died. I remember how hard it is. And in the last year, the memories had only sharpened.

Katie leaned into him for a moment, her shoulders sagging in a soft sigh, but then she moved back again, her expression carefully empty.

Cooper scrubbed a hand over his face. The only occasion shed shown any natural animation in the past week was outside the church today, when shed spoken with that womana fact that had his hackles rising all over again. He made another quick scan of the patio. Did you need me for something, sweetheart?

Mom wants Aunt Beth. I thought she might be here.

I think I saw her head inside. Cooper looked back down at his niece and chucked her on the chin. Go tell your mom Ill round up Beth. Then why dont you get us both a Perrier and stake out the perfect spot for sunset-viewing. During the past year, hed been learning to count a day a success if he was there at its end to share the sunset with his niece.

As Katie turned to obey, he headed for the hotels back door. He pulled it open, then strode down the hall, glancing into doorways right and left. Three down, in a small room that also contained a desk and two pay phones, he found Beth sitting on a couch, crying in the arms of the black-hatted woman.

Please dont, the woman was saying to his sister, her voice laced with panic. Please dont cry.

Suspicion once again leaping along with the hairs on the back of his neck, Cooper vaulted into the room. Beth! Are you all right?

His sisters face stayed hidden behind handfuls of tissues, but the other woman started, then jumped to her feet.

The movement looked guilty as sin. What the hell is going on here? he demanded.

Am I glad to see you! the woman declared.

Yeah, right. After their brief conversation in the church, shed given him the distinct impression they shared a mutual wariness. Crossing his arms over his chest, he lifted an eyebrow. Do tell.

I dont know what happened. She glanced down at Beth and patted her shoulder, the gesture awkward-looking, perhaps due to the mammoth snowball of Kleenex in her grip. I found her like this when I came in to use the phoneI cant get a signal on my cell.

Damn. Apparently Beth had finally fallen off that emotional edge shed been balancing on all week. Hed seen her struggling to keep calm, and he supposed shed been hiding her sadness from Lainey, who as Stephens widow was entitled to the majority of the tears. But now Beth needed Coopers comfort.


Which hed supplyright after confronting the black-hatted woman.

Maybe she read the intention on his face, because she suddenly went into action. A shuffle, a sidestep, a murmured Ill be going now, and shed ducked around his bigger body to give herself a clear shot at the door.

Wait just a minute, he said, grabbing for her. He wasnt going to lose sight of her again, not until hed satisfied his niggling uneasiness by finding out exactly who she was and why she was here. His hand latched on to her shoulder.

Beneath his palm, her bare shoulder stiffened. But that didnt register nearly as much as the satiny feel of her pale skin. It seemed to warm in response to him, and because he hadnt touched female flesh in such a long, long while, his fingers instinctively flexed.

She made a little sound of distress, then twirled on her high heels to face him. What? she demanded.

Though his hand still gripped her shoulder, he was too tall, or she was too short, for him to get a good view of her features beneath that wide black brim. Fair skin, rosy lips, some sort of nose. He didnt have a clue about her hair; it was either very short or tucked under that overlarge hat.

His gaze wandered down to the sleeveless black dress she was wearing. It modestly skimmed over breasts and waist, hinting rather than revealing, but ended at a point that barely cleared her midthighs. A knee-skimming filmy overskirt-thing was probably intended to make the hemline appear modest too, but it only served to draw Coopers attention to her pale, naked legs.


Stockingless, you idiot. Not naked.

But all the same, the naked notion started a surge of half-forgotten pleasure in his blood. His heart made an odd ka-thud against his breastbone.

And just like that, fear poked its icy fingers against the back of his neck.

Yet somehow he ignored them, his focus concentrated on the sensation of his skin touching hers. The curve of her shoulder molded his hand into a cup, and it was so reminscent of cupping a breast that he automatically caressed the crown of the curve with the heart of his palm. He thought she shivered.

The small reaction made his blood pump faster, and his gaze roamed along her bare legs as he imagined his palms sliding up her inner thighs to open them for his eyes, his touch, his body. His heart lost its rhythm again, only to play catch-up with another ominous ka-thud, redoubling the alarm gathering at his nape. When his heart skipped again, it tumbled down his spine in an icy rush.

And still he couldnt make himself let her go.

Thats what finally scared the shit out of him.

His release was so abrupt that she stumbled back. He shoved the offending hand in his pocket. It was his left hand, and he squeezed his fingers into a fist, making sure it hadnt gone numb.

Are you all right? she asked, taking another step back.

He wanted to laugh, but it wouldnt have been a pleasant sound. Im dandy, just dandy, he muttered. Now go.


He probably imagined her slight hesitation. Because in half a breath she was out the door, leaving only a lingering note of her perfume. He sniffed, surprised that after more than a year away from the city he still recognized a city girls sophisticated scentJoy.

Dragging his attention from the woman gone to the woman at hand, he turned toward his sister. Beth, he said, dropping to the couch beside her. Whats the matter? What can I do for you?

She shook her head. She wasnt crying any longer, but she shuddered with each indrawn breath.

Something. Despite all the opportunities life had thrown at him lately, he still had miles to go toward accepting any kind of helplessness. I must be able to do something, say something.

Im sorry, I know this isnt helping. Her head lifted and she swiped at her cheeks. I keep wondering, thinking, replaying everything.

Replaying the accident that killed Stephen, Cooper guessed. Lainey had talked to him about it too, wondering aloud if Stephen had felt any pain. Well, yeah, Cooper figured it probably hurt like hell to be hit by a truck going fifty-five miles an hour. And he was entirely certain that in Stephens last moments it only gave him more pain to realize he was leaving behind ones who loved him. But there was no point in telling either of his sisters that.

Weve just gotta give it time, he said, for want of anything better. He let a beat go by, then spoke again. Laineys been looking for you.

Lainey. She swiped at her cheeks some more, even as fresh tears filled her eyes. Oh God, Lainey. IIm not doing right by her again.

A man paused in the doorway, catching Coopers eye. Judd, he said with relief. If anyone could soothe his sister, he could.

Without a sound, Judd approached Beth, flowing to her in a smooth motion that looked like one of those tai chi movements he practiced. They all had poetic names like Cloud Hand or Wind Rolls the Lotus Leaves, and as Judd knelt at Beths feet and linked his fingers with hers, Cooper titled this one Tiger Finding Flower.

Something unspoken yet palpable passed between them. Judd would probably say it was their chithe life energy that moves through all living things. Hed earned the right to call it whatever he wanted, Cooper thought, because with just that simple touch, Beth relaxed. Her tears dried, her color evened out, the next breath she took was long and deep. Oh yeah, Judds yin was definitely balancing Beths yang.

Feeling unnecessaryand gratefulCooper rose off the couch.

Ill be all right, Beth said softly. Thanks.

He didnt bother determining if she was talking to him or to Judd, instead leaving the room to them. There was that date he had with Katie and a Perrier. Even on a day like today, surely the sunset would bring him some measure of peace.

But when he threw open the door to the terrace, he knew there wasnt going to be any sunset to enjoy after all. The fog had moved in, and the wet mist was swirling around the tables like the cold, gray breath of ghosts. Several gas patio heaters had been lit against the dampness, and knots of people were gathered beneath each one.

His gaze wandered, then skidded to a halt.

The black-hatted woman. Again. Still. She was standing to the right, chatting with Brother Charles. That odd uneasiness she awakened in him set off another clanging round of warning bells.

So, no sunset tonight, and no peace either. At least not yet. Not until he discovered who she was and exactly how to get rid of her.

With a measured stride, he headed toward that big black hat. Hed been a pretty canny attorney not long ago, so he began concocting a strategy, outlining his cross-examination on a mental legal notepad. But the pages blew from his mind as he watched her lift her hands and remove her hat.

His feet stuttered as she shook out her hair, using one hand to fluff out miles of the stuff that had been confined all afternoon. Under the comb of her fingers, the miles descended, then sprang back up into a shoulder-blade-length mass of blond spirals.

Jesus, he heard himself say loudly, as he regained the use of his legs and started moving again. Whowhat the hell are you?

She spun to face him. It was as if shed fluttered out of one of his brother-in-laws more fanciful paintings. Outside of his customary depictions of hearth and home, Stephen had occasionally painted fairies sleeping in the stamens of flowers, elves hiding among the leaves of a tree, pixies peeking from beneath four-leaf clovers. There was something about her appearance that reminded him of magic creatures like those.


He knew he was staring at her, but the womans looks were nothing short of arresting. Her small size and wealth of blond hair was paired with a heart-shapedheart-shaped!face and eyes of a pure, blameless baby blue.

He swallowed. Youyoure

Those remarkable eyes rolled and she released a resigned sigh. Im twenty-seven years old.

He wanted to laugh. Apparently the world usually took all that blond fragility for youth. But as a damn good criminal attorney, hed honed his ability to size up people quickly, and he sensed that beneath all the marshmallow fluff was something much more substantial. No wonder his instincts had been tipped off. This woman looked lethal.

Yes indeed, her sinless appearance couldnt fool him.

So he stepped up to her, the warmth of the patio heater washing over his head and shoulders but doing nothing to dispel his cool sense of purpose. Who are you? he asked again.

Lifting her chin, she matched him stare for assessing stare. Im Angel. Angel Buchanan.

Shit. A magical creature, all right. An angel.

For a weird instant he wondered if hed actually died this time. But then he sucked in a breath of air, inhaling a heady shot of her perfume with it. The sophisticated fragrance sparked the memory of her skin beneath his handhis palm actually tingledand he decided it was a safe bet that his first thought in heaven wouldnt be about stripping naked one of its winged residents.

Then she smiled at him, and it was so sweet that he thought angel again until he caught the amused glitter in her eyes.

And, she added, all moonbeams and sugary whipped cream innocence, Im also the woman whos going to be living with you for the next few weeks.







    

Chapter 3




Angel thought Cooper Jones was about to have a heart attack. For a moment he stood stock-still, the wind blowing his hair and clothes around him. But then he blinkedwithout his sunglasses she could see his eyes were greenish brownand he seemed to recover from his surprise. Youre staying? he began.

At your inn, Angel finished for him. Brother Charles was an easy man to pump for data, and it had taken her all of three seconds to find out that the Jones siblings had grown up in the area and that Cooper ran the place where shed be staying. It hadnt been a good omen, but Angel refused to let omens, or any men, for that matter, get in the way of her plans.

My inn, Cooper said slowly.

Yeah, she said. Tranquility House.

A pretty corny name if you asked her, but it didnt burst her happy daydreams of salt scrub pedicures and herbal oil massages unlessOh, God. Unless Cooper Jones gave them, that is.

At the thought, she instinctively scooted a more cautious distance away. When hed touched her shoulder before, shed nearly jumped out of her skin.

So youre staying at Tranquility, he repeated. The wind shifted, blowing his hair back from his face. Exactly why is that?

Without the disguise of sunglasses or disordered hair, Angel saw that his face was lean like the rest of him. With his slashing dark brows, high cheekbones, and patrician nose, he looked like an Italian nobleman. An arrogant, suspicious, andsomehow familiar nobleman.

Angel?

Why, she remembered. He wanted to know why she was staying. Distracted by that odd feeling of recognition, Angel fumbled for a good answer, couldnt quite think of one, had to stall. She gave him one of her best smiles. Why, uh, why not?

His eyes narrowed, turning even more watchful.

Oh, sheesh. Her smiles didnt work on him, she had to remember that. So then how was she supposed to play this guy? Men never distrusted her. Usually her hair, a sweet smile, certainly a combination of the two did the job. Her baby face and mop top seemed to make men feel studly, or at the very least it rendered them unsuspecting.

But not this one.

Angel glanced toward Brother Charles, hoping for rescue, but the man of the robe had inconveniently wandered off. Her attention was forced back to Cooper, who was still eyeing her expectantly.


Look, she said, frustrated. She hadnt planned on getting into this here and now, but she was fresh out of tricks. Im a writer, okay? For a magazine.

A reporter? His voiced lowered. No wonder you give me the heebie-jeebies, she thought she heard him mutter.

The heebie-jeebies? Well, that wasnt a good sign either. In general, people were fascinated by the pressunless they had something to hide, of course. But what would an inn manager want to conceal?

Then a likely answer struck. Oh, hey, dont worry, she said, waving away any concerns he
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