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Chapter 1

 


 


 


Survival is a part of life. How would
I know? I’ve survived things I’d never expected to in my
twenty-four years, the most recent being a broken heart. Many a
time I’d fallen down, picked myself up, and moved on. The severity
of this particular pain had taken me by complete surprise. How I’d
managed without Eric these past two years was a wonder in and of
itself, but that trial was nothing compared to the recent
revelation that he might not have died after all.

Let’s back up a minute,
and I’ll bring you up to date. My name is Christa Maitland. I’m an
artisan of sorts and co-owner of a gift shop called Gifted Basketry
in Providence, specializing in unique,
personal gift baskets. My partner, Emmy Ford, a frank and independent woman, was
currently away on vacation. We’d known each other from a time when
I’d previously lived in Rhode Island. That was before I met Eric
Hollander, a handsome, charismatic man who’d swept me off my feet.
After a whirlwind romance, he’d convinced me to give up my job as
an arts and crafts designer and move to the mountains of Colorado
with him.

The man, a true charmer, could make a
camel grin and a pig fly, and I’d been completely taken in by him.
I know, stupid, right? Life together was great, while it lasted.
Now I’m back in Rhode Island, living alone, getting over the loss
of the man of my dreams and making a new life for myself. The one
thing Eric did when he left me so abruptly was to leave me
well-off. More than well-off, I was instantly bathed in more money
than I considered healthy.

Sounds too good to be true, doesn't
it? It was. So how did it all happen? Hell, I’ll be sure to tell
you if I ever figure it out. The one thing I’m certain of is that
my returning to Rhode Island was the right thing to do.

 


* * *

 


Cabinet doors slammed shut.
Tools rattled noisily against the metal countertop. My help had
arrived for work. In a soft tone, Angie Pascucci yammered on about
what was bothering her as she searched high and low for snippers.
Plainly, she hadn’t looked in the drawer marked snippers.

“Angie, you’ll find them
in there.” I pointed to the labeled drawer and watched her cheeks
turn a bright shade of pink.

“Thanks, Christa. My mind
is elsewhere today.” She rolled her eyes. “You know Mr. Friedman?
He followed me all the way up the sidewalk, complaining because I
parked my scooter in a handicapped space on Angell
Street.”

“You know better than to
do that, don’t you?” I asked with a grin.

“I was only in the store
for a second. God almighty, it isn’t a sin.”

“No, but it’s against the
law,” I said and chuckled. “We both know that Mr. Friedman watches
the neighborhood like a hawk. He’s a stickler for law and
order.”

Her short, multicolored hair always
stood on end, her clothes ranged from second hand to being plucked
from the laundry basket, and, as adorable as Angie was, the young
woman had moxie. I could only imagine what her response to Mr.
Friedman had been, but then again, maybe I didn’t want to
know.

“More like the Gestapo, if
you ask me,” she muttered.

I snickered and focused on the
baskets, all lined up and ready to go. “Six orders are ready for
delivery. Once you get the ribbon on that one, I’ll help you load
them into the van. This enormous basket goes to Judge Margret
Allery. Make sure to deliver that basket first as she’ll be in
court later this afternoon. Her husband wanted to surprise her and
booked a spa day with all that goes with it. He’s so
romantic.”

A smile lurked around the corners of
Angie’s mouth. “He’s definitely a sweetie.”

I hauled a couple of large
shrink-wrapped baskets forward. Gifted Basketry, a business Emmy
and I opened after I’d returned from Colorado, catered to Rhode
Island’s well-to-do. Once I’d had to assemble a basket containing a
two-carat diamond, a plane ticket to Paris, and undergarments that
made me blush. I was no slouch when it came to slinky, sexy wear,
but these were something you definitely wouldn’t want your mother
to see.

Baskets filled the rear of the Ford
Transit delivery van. Angie studied the route I’d given her before
she backed the small vehicle out of the alley. I watched her drive
toward Waterman Street and take a right. According to my watch,
she’d make each delivery perfectly if she stayed focused. On
occasion, Angie made an unscheduled stop, then rushed to catch up.
I’d learned early on in our working relationship to add ten to
fifteen minutes extra to her schedule, just in case.

The bell over the front door tinkled
as a customer entered. I scooted from the workroom into the store
in time to see a tall, well-dressed, strikingly handsome man stride
to the counter.

His gorgeous smile was as perfect as
the rest of him. “I’d like to place an order for a basket, if I
could?” he asked in a well-modulated and cultured tone.

“What is it you’d like in
the basket, sir?” I asked and drew the order pad
forward.

His eyes slid over my body and then
back up to my face. I found him hard to read, so I hadn’t a clue as
to his thoughts.

“If you’d fit into it, I’d
like that just fine,” he said with a wide grin.

“Very funny,” I said
softly. I’d been bowled over by a handsome man before, only to be
left heartsick. Nope, not happening again. “Let me ask the question
a different way. Who is the basket for?”

His grin, filled with mischief,
brought on one of my own. Gray eyes, tinged with blue, twinkled as
he browsed the basket samples displayed around the room.

“It’s for a friend who’s
briefly visiting the city on business. She’s a huge fan of
chocolate.” He lifted a hand toward the array of chocolate morsels,
made by locals and divinely wrapped, that were stacked in clear
covered boxes on the shelves. “Nuts, too. She likes
nuts.”

“Where is your friend
staying?” I asked.

“She’s at the Westin
Hotel.” He gave me the suite number.

We discussed basket fillings while he
taste-tested each type of chocolate I recommended. All the while, I
wondered if he was fresh to all the women he met. I confess my
pulse did hike a notch when he boldly stared at me. It had been a
long time since that had happened.

“Your name?”

He smiled. “Kendall Dragonwood. Would
you like my phone number?”

Weighing the full implication of his
offer, I hesitated for a fraction of a second. “If that wouldn’t be
too personal, yes, this way I can reach you if there’s an
issue.”

“I see. Then you won’t be
calling me for a date?”

“Uh, no,” I answered
quickly.

“A shame, that,” he
replied.

He went on to say he was also staying
in a suite at the Westin and offered his room number.

“That’s not necessary,” I
said in a businesslike tone. “Your phone number is
enough.”

“Mmm, well, what time does
the shop close?”

I glanced up from the order pad and
said, “Five o’clock.”

“Would you care to go for
a drink after work, then?”

“No, thanks.”

His accent was so slight I nearly
missed it, but as he continued to speak, I heard it plain as day.
“Where in England are you from, Mr. Dragonwood?”

His surprise showed as his face
sobered. “I’m from Wales, actually. How did you know?”

“I heard the slight nuance
in your voice,” I admitted.

“I thought . . . uh, never
mind,” he murmured and retrieved his wallet. He slid a credit card
across the smoky glass counter.

It was rare that I’d ask if a person
had a specific gift budget they wished to stay within, and I didn’t
bother to this time since he could apparently pay for the goods.
His choices centered on the best stock in the shop, our prices were
steep, but fair. He must have agreed because he never even blinked
when I handed him the receipt.

“Do you have a business
card?” Dragonwood asked.

I handed him one. He took the pen from
my fingers and asked, “Your name?”

I pointed and said, “It’s there, on
the card.”

He read it and then looked at me.
“You’re Christa Maitland?”

“One and the same.” New
customers usually thought I was the hired help instead of the
owner. It tickled me to see their expressions when they found out
who I was. So what if I looked sixteen instead of
twenty-four?

“Thank you for your
assistance. I’m sure Madam will be quite happy.” He turned to leave
and then glanced back. “You can deliver this today?”

I nodded.

“Perfect. Thanks
again.

With a slight grin, he winked and
walked out the door. Even Eric couldn’t have competed with him in
the looks department. Eric. Guilt settled over me like a cloak as I
thought of Eric and how I’d forgotten him in the presence of this
man.

I needed to move on and get a life,
one outside of Gifted Basketry. Dang, surviving could be difficult
at the best of times. I’d grown comfortable using the shop as my
social crutch. I didn’t date, didn’t have friends, and most of the
time I worked.

Nobody wrapped me in their arms, or
put me before all else, for that matter. Feeling a pity party
coming on, I gave myself a mental head slap and started to assemble
Madam’s basket. The way Dragonwood had said her name gave me a
chuckle. Was she an elderly matriarch? It sounded that
way.

Fresh yellow tulips, gathered into
green tissue and wrapped in clear paper, were tucked into each side
of the enormous woven metal basket. Remaining items, wrapped in
luminous handmade gift paper and tied with ribbons, were stowed
against one another as though vying for space. A tall octagonal box
of the very best chocolates we carried was the focal point of the
entire gift. The surface of the box shimmered as I wrapped the
basket and tied it with a huge bow.

Customers came and went throughout the
day to purchase fresh flowers, order baskets, or pick up a box of
sweets. Five o’clock neared and, ready to close up the shop, I
checked Angie’s scheduled stops. It took a moment before I realized
she wouldn’t be back in time to deliver Madam’s basket. I locked
the front door, turned the closed sign outward, and left a soft
light glowing in the storefront window.

From the workroom, I headed for my car
and put the basket and gift card on the front seat along with the
slip of paper that included Madam’s name and hotel suite number. I
drove through downtown Providence, and even though there was crazy
traffic, thankfully it didn’t take much time to reach the
Westin.

I parked in the circular drive outside
the hotel and assured the parking attendant I’d only be a minute.
Harry Fromm, an old gent with a shock of white hair and a trim
figure, smiled. “Certainly, Christa, I won’t let anyone tag or tow
the car.”

I thanked him and marched into the
Westin with Madam’s basket. Harry gave me that same line every time
I delivered to the hotel. At the desk, I explained who the basket
was for and was told I could deliver it since the night staff
hadn’t arrived yet. Curious about Madam, I rode the elevator to the
fifth floor.

The basket was bulky, and I’d begun to
wish I’d left it at the front desk instead of delivering it myself.
I knocked on the door. When no one answered, I knocked again,
harder this time.

From within, I heard a voice grumble,
“Yes, yes, I’m coming. Hold on a minute, will you?”

The door swung open. I gawked at the
woman before me and thought she certainly looked like a Madam—a
real madam. A madam of the night, so to speak.

Madam’s head was swathed in a red
satin turban that tilted haphazardly to the left. Her eye makeup
had been penciled on in dramatic fashion, dark and thick around her
eyelids. She was dressed in a slinky, heavily embroidered red silk
dressing gown that flowed to the floor and revealed heavy breasts.
If I had to guess, Madam had not a stitch of underwear on under the
gown.

I cleared my throat and murmured, “I
have a delivery for Madam.”

Her raucous cackling left me certain
that she was indeed Madam and that she knew what I’d been thinking.
My cheeks warmed, and I knew I had blushed over my
mistake.

Madam read the card attached to the
ribbon while I gripped the basket tightly. It grew heavier and
heavier by the moment.

She waved me inside and gestured to a
coffee table. “Set it over there before you fall down. Good God,
that basket is bigger than you are.” Madam laughed again as she
waved the card Dragonwood had filled out and sealed in a petite
envelope.

“Did Kendall order this or
did one of his lackeys?”

“He came into the shop and
personally chose each and every item for you,” I told
her.

“What a dear.” She tore
the wrapping open and latched onto the center box of chocolates,
which she immediately opened. Between oohs, aahs, and mmms she
indulged in the rich treats. Eventually, she thanked me and offered
me a tip.

I waved her money away. “No, no,
that’s not necessary. Mr. Dragonwood took care of everything. Enjoy
your basket.” I glanced over my shoulder at her as I quickly walked
away and opened the door. In my haste, I ran smack into
Dragonwood’s chest.

I stumbled back, tripped over my own
feet, and was caught before I landed on my butt. A hint of laughter
filled his eyes as he held my arms and set me straight.

“That was a fast delivery.
You’re as good as your word,” he said with a smile.

“Thank you.” Embarrassed,
I stepped around him.

Madam chuckled, a hideous sound that
was as bad as her high-pitched laughter. “Dragonwood darling, you
are such a pet,” she said in a sultry tone.

I couldn’t get away fast enough. I
stepped past Kendall Dragonwood and looked back from the doorway. I
nearly gagged as I watched chocolate dribble from the corner of
Madam’s mouth. Yikes. What Dragonwood saw in this woman was way
beyond me. Surely they weren’t romantically involved?
Gak.

I left the two of them behind, raced
back to the shop and found Angie leaning against the van parked in
the alley. Apologizing for locking her out, I explained my
delivery. Her amusement joined my own as I described the
scene.

“You get all the good
ones, Christa. Honest to God, you do. First, there was the naked
man with a Santa belly who tried to lure you inside when you
delivered his basket,” Angie said and gasped for air as she
laughed. “Then you had the old geezer who asked, ‘Want some candy
little girl?’ You get ’em all.” Angie wiped the tears from her eyes
and sucked in a huge breath.

“Go ahead, laugh,” I
moaned and then grinned. “You’re right, I get all the winners. It’s
as though the delivery gods are egging each other on. But,
honestly, when Mr. Dragonwood walked into the shop, I was stunned
by his good looks and astonished by Madam.”

I opened the alley door and we entered
the workroom. Orders for the following day were clipped in a neat
pile, while baskets in various stages of assembly sat lined up like
soldiers on countertops that ran along the four walls. Business was
good, I couldn’t complain. The economy sucked, but not for me and
Emmy.

“Let’s finish filling
these baskets and I’ll wrap them first thing tomorrow. Are you free
to deliver?” I asked. Angie, a Rhode Island School of Design post
grad student, worked for me when she could. Mostly she stuck to the
schedule she set for herself, and a young man named Frankie Tooth
helped deliver the rest.

“Yeah, I can work in the
morning, but I have class in the afternoon. My projects are due
soon and I’ll need to stay in the studio tomorrow night. Is Frankie
coming in?”

Frankie Tooth was a sweet kid working
his way through college. He was most often broke, in need of a
meal, and tired as all hell. With all he had to manage, I wondered
how he stayed focused on studies. His deliveries were perfect and
my customers adored him, which resulted in great tips, so I fed him
when he came to work.

When Angie first recommended him to
me, she said he got the name Frankie Tooth back in his days as an
illegal underground fighter who’d managed to lose a tooth every
time he fought. After he’d lost his four front teeth, he’d called
it quits. His purse money had paid for the dental implants he now
sported.

“Give him a call for me,
will you? I’ll go next door and get sandwiches before Jerry closes
for the night. You want the usual?” I asked and grinned when Angie
nodded. As I left the alley, I heard her say, “Frankie, it’s
me.”

 


 



Chapter 2



Early in the morning, I found Frankie
Tooth on the step when I arrived to open the shop. He smiled in
greeting. His boy-next-door looks always turned heads, and I
figured he had no problem finding a date. I grinned at him and we
entered the store.

“You’re bright and early.
I thought Angie was coming in.”

“She is. I, uh, wanted to
talk to her about something. You don’t mind that we’ll be talking
on your time, do you, Christa? I can come back later if you
do.”

“Would this conversation
be about the upcoming RISD ball? You’re going with her, aren’t
you?” I asked.

He couldn’t face me.

“What’s the problem, or is
it none of my business?” I asked gently.

“I can’t afford to take
her,” Frankie muttered as he stared at the floor.

“How much money do you
need?”

Frankie’s hands flew up in protest and
his eyes widened. He said, “I can’t take your money. Please don’t
try to give it to me. I’ve paid all my bills this month, but
there’s nothing left for our date. I feel rotten about it, but I
know Angie will understand.” He glanced at me and then asked, “She
will, won’t she?”

“I have no idea. She’ll be
terribly disappointed, I know that much. I’m not offering money as
a gift, Frankie. If you take on additional deliveries, I can pay
you extra, and then you’ll be able to go. If you want to, that
is.”

“I want to take her, I
just can’t afford it right now,” Frankie said with a
sigh.

“Think about my offer and
let me know when you come to work later. Angie’s finals are coming
up and her projects must be finished. She’ll be living in her
studio, just like the other kids will be living in theirs, until
her work is completed. I’ll have no one for deliveries, so you’d be
helping me out.”

His face brightened at the prospect of
earning extra money and taking Angie to the ball. At least, I
thought that’s what made him look so happy. Frankie said he’d see
me later and left just before Angie arrived.

“Was that Frankie heading
across the street?” Angie asked curiously when she walked into the
workroom.

I fastened a ribbon around the top of
a basket handle while considering my answer. “It was. He stopped in
before his class started,” I said, turning toward her.

“Oh, I thought he might be
here to call off our date for the ball. He’s nervous about
going.”

“Has he said that?” I
asked as I began to wrap and seal another basket.

“Not specifically. He gets
a funny look on his face when I talk about it.” Angie shrugged,
pulled a basket forward, and slid it into a bag wrapper.

“Why don’t you make and
attach the bows. I think it’ll go faster if I wrap and you tie,” I
suggested.

“All right.” Angie reached
for the rack of ribbon spools and got started. The girl was a
better and faster bow maker than I would ever be.

Wrapping finished, Angie attached bows
to the baskets and I printed sets of the delivery schedule from the
computer. She’d have one while I kept one on file. We’d hefted the
baskets into the van parked in the alley beside the shop, and I’d
closed the hatch when I heard someone say, “Deliveries so early,
Ms. Maitland?”

The sound of his voice sent a thrill
skittering over me. I turned and stared into his gray eyes,
thinking how beautiful they were.

“That’s how we do it, Mr.
Dragonwood.”

“Could I speak with you
privately for a moment?” Dragonwood asked.

“If you’ll wait inside
until I get the deliveries underway, I’d be happy to talk to you,”
I answered.

He gave me a nod and
headed toward the front of the shop. I waited until he was out of
sight and turned to Angie, who gawked openly with her mouth shaped
in an O.

“Close your mouth,” I
whispered.

“That’s the guy who placed
the order yesterday? He’s gorgeous,” she said with a short laugh.
“Man, I’d be hauling him into bed in a second flat if he looked at
me the way he just looked at you.”

With my hands on my hips, I gave her a
look. “Don’t be silly. He could care less about taking me anywhere,
never mind to bed,” I said in a low tone. “Now, get going or you
won’t be back in time for your class.”

The sound of her laughter followed me
into the workroom. I glanced over my shoulder and waved as Angie
started the van.

She backed from the alley while I
headed for the front of the shop. I stepped to the doorway and
hesitated. Kendall Dragonwood was speaking into his cell phone, his
words clipped and his anger evident. I backed up a bit and stepped
out of sight.

“You’d better rethink
that. I’m telling you, this will work, but not without finesse.”
Dragonwood ground out the words.

Silent for a few seconds, he then
continued, “I’m well aware we’ve had substantial issues. Why do you
think I’m here in the States, for Chrissake? She’s got what I want
and I won’t leave until I get it, so back off.”

I moved further away from the door and
then called, “I’ll be with you in just a second, Mr.
Dragonwood.”

A few minutes later, I entered the
front room, I found him lounging near the door, his eyes steady.
His anger seemed under control, and I was left to wonder who’d
gotten on his bad side.

“Ms. Maitland, it would
appear we have a friend in common. I wasn’t aware of it until I
spoke with an acquaintance of yours last evening.”

“Oh?” I asked as my
curiosity reached the top rung of the ladder.

“A couple of years ago, I
had a business dealing with a man who has since disappeared. He has
something of mine, and I need it back. You, Ms. Maitland, are just
the person who might know where it is or how I might find
it.”

“I have no idea what
you’re talking about,” I said while my curiosity jumped from the
ladder’s top rung to swing from the ceiling.

“Maybe you don’t realize
you know. But I think you do, and I’d like the item
back.”

“If you tell me what this
is about, I’d gladly help you,” I countered. Uneasy, I stared into
eyes now the color of cold steel. What had changed from our
encounter in the alley to now?

He stepped close to the counter, the
only thing that lay between us, and smiled. It wasn’t a smile that
reached his eyes, but it was one that made my nerves
jitter.

“Our mutual friend was
Eric Hollander.”

A slap in the face wouldn’t have
jarred me like those words did. What the hell had this man had to
do with Eric? My stomach quaked and rolled like upset
Jell-O.

“Wh-what did you and Eric
have in common?” I stammered.

“He and I searched for
something of intrinsic value, which I badly needed to find. We
found it, I fell ill, and Eric took it with him when he left me
behind. He was supposed to meet me in Wales when I recovered. He
never did. I’ve searched everywhere for him, gone to some of the
worst and best places on Earth looking for him, only to find he
disappeared in Colorado. What can you tell me about
that?”

I shrugged, immediately relived the
horrible day when a complete stranger told me that Eric was dead.
Reluctantly, I asked, “What would you like to know?”

His gaze measured me before he said,
“Everything from the time you two met until he
vanished.”

“Come into the workroom. I
have things I need to do and I can fill you in while I work.” I
turned away from him, my throat thick with emotion and a sense of
panic that came on whenever I remembered those dreadful days. I’d
never had anxiety attacks before Eric’s death. They’d lessened as
time had gone on to the point that I’d grown confident that I’d no
longer suffer from them. It sucks to be wrong. I took a deep breath
and let it out slowly. After two or three such breaths, I could
once again manage a conversation.

I worked, talked, and he listened. It
was that plain and simple, no offers of assistance or smiles filled
with charm, nothing. Dragonwood simply sat across from me at the
counter and watched my every move.

“A policeman arrived to
tell me the propeller plane Eric had rented had crashed. He’d died
instantly and was incinerated in the flames from the fuselage. The
police were only able to identify the plane as his through the
numbers left on its tail, which had scattered nearby. I guess the
authorities collected all the debris from the crash and reassembled
the numbers for identification.”

“You’re certain he
died?”

I nodded.

“What did you do
afterwards?”

Unwilling to tell him of the dark days
that had followed and my overwhelming move from Colorado to Rhode
Island, or of my life for a year after that, I shrugged. “I packed
up and moved here. End of story.”

His eyes narrowed. “You never heard
from anyone concerning Eric?”

I shook my head and asked, “What is it
you think I know?”

“Eric never mentioned
me?”

“Not ever.”

“Did he tell you stories
about his life before you two met?”

“All he ever said was that
he attended college in England, worked abroad for a while, and then
decided to settle in America.” I’d had enough of Dragonwood’s
questions. I had a few of my own.

“What are you looking for?
Just spit it out, will you? Quit acting like James Bond, for God’s
sake.”

He smirked, and then smiled. “You’re
right, of course, I’ve been demanding. I’m sorry. Eric and I
searched for a rare gold orb encrusted with valuable stones. It is
a piece from my ancestral history that’s important to my family.
After we retrieved the orb from the man who had stolen it from my
estate, I became deathly ill and was hospitalized. We agreed that
Eric would leave the mountains in the Ukraine where we found it and
meet in Wales as soon as I could manage to get out of bed and fly
home. I was four weeks behind him, and still sick when I reached
the estate. I waited for him to show up, had a relapse, and then
when I’d recuperated, I realized he’d disappeared and began to hunt
for him. Now I find myself sitting here with you. Do you have the
orb?”

“No, I don’t. I’ve never
seen or heard of it,” I said and stuffed a package of cream-filled
cookies into the basket before me. I’d get behind on orders if this
man stayed much longer.

“My contacts are sure
you’re the one who knows its whereabouts. Think about the time you
spent with Eric, the things he spoke of, and call me.” His brows
hiked and he gave me a brief smile. “You still have my number,
don’t you?”

“It’s in the
file.”

“Good. If I don’t hear
from you within a day or so, I’ll be back, Ms.
Maitland.”

Dragonwood left, with me staring after
him. I heard the front-door bell jingle and slumped
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