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      JULY 1938

      Michael Cavanetti took the cardboard box to the side yard where he had set up a workbench. He had been cutting lumber all day, and his hair and clothes were covered with sawdust. He had stopped only long enough to greet the mailman and sign for the package, and ignored the disdainful look the postal carrier gave his shabby work clothes.

      After two months in the United States, Michael was accustomed to such looks. He was shabby. It couldn’t be helped. But he wouldn’t be shabby forever.

      As his strong olive fingers ripped open the carton and pulled away the packing, he grimaced. All these Americans, with their chewing gum and their rude impatience, thought he was a fool for buying the old house. But they didn't know about the plan.

      Soon there would be a vineyard—a beautiful vineyard on the south slope by the sea. He had the cuttings from the old stock in the outbuilding behind the house. The run-down mansion would be transformed into a spare but elegant Benedictine monastery, and a chapel would be built—a chapel that would ring with the powerful sweetness of Gregorian chants when the monks arrived to join him. With thirty hardworking men, he would transform the mansion and grounds in a year's time. Then he would see those disdainful looks fade. Ah, what a sight that would be!

      Michael pulled out the last of the packing and looked down at the contents of the carton in surprise. What was this? He lifted a black robe. A strand of rosary beads fell from the woolen folds and landed in the sawdust at his feet. Michael bent over and picked up the beads, blowing off the wood powder before exploring the rest of the items in the box. There was a hemp belt, a cowl, and an envelope.

      Michael frowned and grabbed the envelope. He opened the letter and scanned the message written in Italian, and for a moment he stared off into space, feeling his knees grow weak with shock. Niccolo was dead. His older brother and the rest of the Benedictine monks had perished at sea. Their ship had foundered off the coast of Italy and sunk, killing everyone aboard.

      Michael fell to his knees, heedless of the sawdust beneath him. Then he dropped his face into his hands and wept. His brother was dead. Strong, wise Niccolo was dead.

      Now no one would come. No one would join him in America.

      He crushed the letter in his hand and held his fist to his lips, knowing a sudden jolt of dread larger than his personal grief for his brother the priest. Without Niccolo, the secret was lost. Without Niccolo there would be no more St. Benedict Riesling. Sure, he had the cuttings safe and sound in the shed out back. And sure, he could till the soil better than any man. But without Niccolo's master hand in the winemaking process, there would be no sweet elixir, no highly sought after Riesling.

      More than the elixir was lost, too. Tradition would die with Niccolo—a tradition that had survived unbroken since the Middle Ages. With the death of Niccolo had come the end of the Cavanetti legacy.

      It was the end of the world for Michael Cavanetti.

      What could he do? How could the legacy die like this? Mother of Mary, what would happen? Michael bent his head and clutched the ball of paper. He knew only one thing to do at a time like this. Pray.

      He didn't know how long he prayed. Hours perhaps. He prayed until he had run out of strength and tears. Then, heaving a sigh, he crossed himself and looked up. With a gasp, he fell back on his haunches and stared up at the tall form looming above him just three feet away.

      A monk stood before him, hands hidden in the sleeves of his habit, face hidden by the edge of his cowl.

      "Brother Michael," the monk greeted him. His voice was deep, powerful.

      "Yes?" Michael felt his heart pounding in his chest as he scrambled to his feet. He was afraid of this dark figure, and he didn't know why.

      "You called for me."

      "I did?"

      The monk nodded solemnly. "I am the answer to your prayers, Brother Michael."

      "My prayers?"

      "Yes. I have come to help you."

      Michael slapped the sawdust from his knees. Was this some kind of miracle? He glanced again at the robed figure. "Who sent you?"

      "Who answers prayers, Brother Michael?" the monk countered.

      "Oh." Michael brushed the sawdust from his hair, wishing he looked more presentable. If this was a miracle, then this monk was surely an angel, and he didn't want to appear so unkempt to an angel.

      "But what can I do?" Michael asked. "The legacy can't go on. My brother is dead."

      "The legacy will survive. I am here in your brother's stead."

      "You know the secret of the wine?"

      "Of course." The monk chuckled. "It is I who first came upon the secret, Brother Michael."

      "Capperi!" Michael stepped backward and edged around the end of the worktable. He grabbed a chisel to arm himself, but the monk only chuckled again.

      "Why are you afraid?" the monk inquired.

      "Because I know who you are. I've heard of you. You're the sorcerer monk—Cosimo Cavanetti!"

      "I am no sorcerer."

      Then how did you get here? Explain that!"

      "I was sent to help you."

      "Sent by Satan—not by God—by Satan!" Michael crossed himself and stared at the monk, terrified of the blank shadow beneath the cowl.

      "I have come to help you, Brother Michael, not hurt you. I promise you that. Do not be afraid. And do not lose hope. You and I shall bring this vineyard to fruition, until a new priest is born to carry on the tradition."

      "But how can that happen? There have always been two Cavanettis—a priest to make the wine and a man to till the soil."

      "This is a new country, Brother Michael, and a new way of life. The old ways must change to suit the times. The next priest shall not be just a priest, but a man as well. Only one Cavanetti will be required in the future. And that Cavanetti will be the most powerful one of of all."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I am talking about the future, Brother Michael. One of your sons will be this man-priest."

      "But I am not even married."

      "You will be."

      "And I will have a son?"

      "You will have two sons."

      Michael slowly lowered the chisel to the workbench. "And the legacy will pass on then?"

      "Assuredly. When your son becomes a man, he will learn all. The chain will not be broken, Brother Michael."

      "Then I shall remain here in America?"

      "Yes. All will come to pass. And I will be here to help you. I will be the guardian. You will not always see me, but I will surely be here."
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      SEATTLE—DECEMBER 1991

      Jessica Ward squinted through the fog, trying to spot the turnoff to Moss Cliff Road. Never well marked, the road was hard to find, particularly since she hadn't visited the area for five years. She had passed the antiques shop a half mile back, and the huge madrona tree. The last landmark would be the pillars marking the entrance to Moss Cliff, a prestigious enclave of private estates belonging to the very rich and the very old families of Seattle. But in this fog, the gray stone pillars would be easy to miss.

      After driving a hundred feet, Jessica glimpsed the twin columns shrouded in mist. She passed between them and followed a circuitous route between stands of droopy cedars and tangles of rhododendron. Jessica drove carefully, creeping ever upward on the twisting road. Here and there narrow lanes branched off, leading to secluded estates with magnificent views of Puget Sound. But in the darkness and fog she could see no evidence of civilization, not even a single light.

      She had almost gained the top of the cliff when her headlights revealed an impressive sign bordered in gold. St. Benedict Winery was painted in large ornate letters over the image of a hooded monk. An arrow indicated the left fork in the road.

      "That's new," Jessica mumbled under her breath. She turned left and glanced again at the sign.

      When she looked back to the road ahead, she saw a figure standing in the lane, blinded by her headlights. "God!" she cried, slamming on the brakes. Tires screeched as her rental car fishtailed on the damp asphalt and skidded into a shallow ditch.

      Trembling, Jessica looked up, shocked that she could have hit someone. The headlights revealed a dark shape at the side of the road. At least the person was still on his feet. She hadn't hit him, but the near accident had shaken her considerably. Jessica scrambled out of the sedan.

      "Are you all right?" she called, her voice quavering. The figure turned in her direction. She pulled her coat around her while an eerie sensation crept down her back. What an odd outfit the person wore. In the darkness it looked like some sort of parka with the hood pulled up, but the parka was long and reached to the ground. Or maybe she just couldn't see because of the shadows from the brush on the side of the road.

      "Are you okay?" she repeated, stepping forward to see better. But she didn’t go far from the car door. She wasn't too eager to leave the security of her vehicle. There were enough incidents these days involving women on lonely roads to make her wary of strangers. In fact, she had read a newspaper article at the airport just that afternoon about a woman being murdered not too far from the winery. The prime suspect in the case was a convicted killer who had run away from a work-release program and was still at large. What if this peculiar pedestrian was the convict in disguise?

      The figure gave no answer but strode away, crossing through her headlights. Jessica gaped. Could her eyes be deceiving her? She would swear the figure was dressed as a monk, just like the one on the winery sign.

      "Wait!" she cried. "I'm sorry! I didn't see you!" She took a couple of steps after the figure, but it seemed heedless of her and disappeared into the darkness at the side of the road.

      "I'm sorry..." Her voice trailed off. She couldn't see a thing in the fog beyond the clumps of bracken. For a moment she stood at the side of her car, listening for the footsteps of the retreating figure. But the trees and road lay muffled under a silent blanket of mist.

      Perplexed, Jessica pushed back the black curls that had fallen over her brow. What should she do? Should she wait to see if he returned? Certainly not if he was the convict. The man hadn’t seemed hurt. And it wasn’t likely he’d come back.

      Jessica realized she was still shaking. The best thing she could do was continue to the bungalow and have a cup of tea to calm her nerves. She turned back toward her car, gravel crunching beneath her black leather boots, and collapsed into the driver's seat. Then, with trembling hands, she belted herself in and eased the car back onto the road.

      A few minutes later she made the final turn and gained the top of the cliff. At the higher altitude the fog was less thick, allowing the moon to filter through. Jessica saw some lights in the distance and felt considerable relief. She shifted into fourth gear and sped toward the lights, knowing her destination was only minutes away.

      The lights belonged to the Cavanetti house. Jessica could make out the long line of the roof and the humps of its dormers. Just beyond was the Wards' summer home, a bungalow designed with all the elegance of the twenties but quite plain in comparison to the Italianate mansion next door.

      The Cavanettis owned and operated St. Benedict Winery and had been neighbors for many years, but the disparity in houses had not always been in their favor. Michael Cavanetti had purchased the dilapidated mansion for next to nothing and had lived in the rotting shell until he had enough money and time to begin restoring it. Jessica could remember the way her father's relatives had stared out the bungalow windows at the run-down Cavanetti house, making snide comments about the Italians next door, and using terms no one would explain to a young girl of five.

      Jessica had always liked the mansion, even when it stood in disrepair, its glory faded by salty winds and incessant winter rain. The unusual architecture had caught her fancy. With its tall windows, curved moldings, and elaborate cornices, it looked more like an intricately decorated cake than a house. As a child she had made up all sorts of stories about the mansion and the millionaire who had built the house for his Italian wife. Her father had fueled her imagination with his own creative tales of the mansion's exotic history. But that had been years ago, when Robert Ward was still a vibrant, happy man, basking in his success on Broadway and content with his family. Life had changed drastically since then.

      Jessica reached over with a gloved hand and turned down the heater. She hadn't noticed until that moment that she was uncomfortably warm from the aftereffects of her adrenaline rush. As she drove, she listened to the announcer on the radio finish his news broadcast with a station identification and the time.

      "It's seven-thirty, Friday the thirteenth."

      Friday the thirteenth. That explained everything. The day had not gone well. The airport had been fogged in, she had gotten caught in rush-hour traffic, and she had nearly run over someone. She should have turned back at the first sign of trouble. She should have stuck to her guns this time and refused to help her father. She should have called and said, "Sorry, Dad. Not this time. I'm tired of rescuing you. I'm tired of bailing you out of trouble. I'm sick and tired, Dad."

      But she could never bring herself to say such things to her father. And she didn't know why she still helped him. Was it love, duty, or guilt? She couldn't tell anymore. She loved her dad, but she resented him almost as much, which made her feel guilty and selfish for needing a life of her own. More than anything she wanted a stable life, a predictable planned course that she could count on. Life with her father had been anything but stable.

      On the radio, Perry Como sang "There's no place like home for the—" Jessica snapped him off mid-croon.

      Home. Jessica's grim expression deepened with bitterness. She had never wanted to rush home for the holidays. She had never been able to relate to the greeting-card version of Christmas in which families gathered around their crackling fires and perfectly decorated Christmas trees. Except for the few years of her very early childhood, her home had never been like that. Was anyone's? She didn't think so. But deep inside she yearned for that image to be true and clung to the hope that somewhere a family could be whole and perfect, if only for one night out of the year.

      She didn't know where home was anymore, anyway. Her condominium in Stanford, California, certainly wasn't home. She ate and slept in the sparsely decorated apartment but spent most of her hours at the university, where she was an assistant professor in the astronomy department. Her father had sold the family home in Seattle five years ago when he could no longer afford to live there. Of course, the real reason for the sale of the Ward estate had never been revealed to the public; Jessica had made certain of that. She had told everyone that Robert Ward had decided to locate closer to his work on the New York stage. He planned to live in Connecticut, in a fashionable country farmhouse, like other successful playwrights.

      The farmhouse story was pure fabrication, although the Connecticut part was true enough. Jessica managed to check her father into an exclusive detox center in New Haven. Robert was dry for a few months, but soon he slipped back into his old habits, drinking away his days and nights while his typewriter gathered dust. Now he lived in the old summer home at Moss Cliff, the only property remaining to the once-wealthy Ward family.

      Things change, people change. Jessica knew that only too well. She drove past the mansion and eased down the driveway to the bungalow. The house was dark. Not even the porch light was lit. No one cared about her arrival. She felt a moment of disappointment but quickly snuffed out the feeling. She should have outgrown such childish expectations long ago. With a harder jerk than necessary, she set the brake.

      The first thing she noticed when she opened the bungalow door was the musty smell of whiskey and cigarettes. She grimaced and fumbled for the lights. The front room was still furnished in the style of the sixties, when Robert Ward's life had ground to an emotional halt. The room was neat and clean but looked uninhabited. A strange, incessant metallic clicking emanated from down the hall. Jessica hurried toward the sound.

      In the dim light of the family room she saw the source of the noise: a movie projector sending its blind beam through the smoky haze. The take-up reel turned around and around, flapping the end of film against the machine with a thwank, thwank, thwank. Who knew how long it had flung film against metal? Her father lay in his recliner, passed out beside the projector, unaware of the noise or her presence.

      Jessica leaned over and turned off the projector. She pulled off the reel and put it into a metal canister labeled Hell's for the Living, the title of her father's award-winning play. He watched it often, hoping for inspiration. But he found his true inspiration in whiskey and soda.

      She set down the canister and gazed at her father. His outstretched hand loosely clutched an empty tumbler. Jessica plucked it from his grasp and regarded his grizzled face. He hadn't shaved for days. He hadn't changed his clothes, either, by the look of his rumpled shirt and wrinkled pants. His once-handsome face was gaunt and lined, his once-thick brown hair now dull gray and hanging in lank strands around his skull. His socks had holes, and one big toe protruded like an eye, observing the stranger who had entered the house.

      Her father should be in bed, but she wasn't strong enough to move him when he was unconscious. There was nothing she could do but cover him against the chill. Jessica walked to his room and pulled a blanket off his bed. Then she returned to drape the blanket over his lean body, making sure she tucked it around his legs and feet. She noticed numerous cigarette burns in the blanket.

      She left her father and went down the hall to the kitchen. She set her purse on the counter and gaped in dismay at the disarray around her. The room was a jumble of dirty glasses and ashtrays and old food containers. A pile of newspapers three feet high leaned against an overflowing wastebasket. Jessica put her hand to her mouth. Disorder always bothered her. This disorder almost made her physically ill. She fled from the kitchen to unload the car.

      She brought in the groceries she had purchased in town, lugged her suitcases to the front bedroom, and left the heavy telescope in the hall. She made sure the car was locked for the night and closed the front door securely behind her. Then she tackled the kitchen.

      The refrigerator was practically empty, just as she had anticipated. A lone bottle of ketchup stood sentinel on the top shelf, guarding a few dubious leftovers. Jessica opened the freezer. It was frozen solid around a bag of peas. Disgusting. She would defrost it in the morning.

      Jessica was planning her attack on the garbage when the doorbell rang. She stiffened in alarm. Who could be calling at this time of night? And how could she keep them from smelling the booze and smoke? Frantically she threw open cupboard doors, searching for a can of air freshener. She found some near the pantry and sprayed her way to the front door, ditching the can in an empty vase on the side table.

      The doorbell rang again. Jessica smoothed back her hair and looked through the peephole. She could see the distorted image of a small, squat woman huddling in a black coat with a fur collar. Jessica snatched back the chain and pulled open the door.

      "Maria!" she exclaimed, beaming in happiness at the old woman.

      Maria held out her arms. "Jessica! Stellina mia!” The woman's pudgy arms surrounded Jessica in a warm embrace. Maria had always called her “her little star.” Sometimes Jessica wondered if that endearment had subconsciously steered her into astronomy.

      Jessica hugged the woman, closed her eyes, and took a deep, satisfying breath. Not everything had changed after all. Maria di Barbieri still smelled of garlic and flour and yeast. Jessica loved the aroma. It was a smell from her childhood, the smell of Maria's kitchen, a place where Jessica had known happiness.

      Maria stepped back. "Look at you!" she exclaimed. "You look so beautiful, so grown up."

      Jessica smiled. "I am grown up, Maria. I'm thirty years old."

      "Thirty." Maria clapped her chubby hands to her face. "No!"

      "Yes."

      "And so tall!"

      "I've been this tall for a long time, Maria."

      Maria shook her head in disbelief.

      "Come in, Maria. Come in."

      "Only for a moment." She hobbled into the hall, stopping to take off the scarf tied around her head. Her hair had gone completely white, in snowy contrast to her olive complexion. And, in the light, Jessica noticed the troubled look in Maria's eyes.

      "What's wrong, Maria?"

      "Ah"—she waved—"you would not believe the trouble, you would not believe. I saw you drive past and came over as soon as I could."

      "Why? What's the matter? "

      "You have not been here for years, stellina. You don't know what it's like at the big house. You don't know what's going on."

      "Tell me. Come and sit down."

      Maria sniffed and looked around, and Jessica worried that she could smell something other than lavender air freshener. But Maria quietly followed her to the front room, where she sat on the edge of a chair and refused to take off her coat.

      "I don't have much time," she explained. "That Mrs. Cavanetti will be home any minute."

      Jessica nodded, remembering how, for the longest time, she had assumed Maria was Mrs. Cavanetti. Every day she saw Maria go to the Cavanetti mailbox and then walk back to the house. She never saw any other woman at the mansion. Neither she nor her father ever talked with the Cavanettis. The Cavanettis spoke only Italian and kept strictly to themselves. Jessica's Aunt Edna had forbidden her to have anything to do with the family, saying they were the ruination of the neighborhood, that they pulled the heads off their chickens and let their goats eat grass on their front lawn. Their front lawn. Unthinkable!

      When Jessica saw the Cavanetti boy carrying lumber into the house one day and wondered out loud what his name was and how old did Aunt Edna think he was, her aunt shut the drapes and told her to quit spying on the neighbors. She didn't care who the boy was, and neither should Jessica.

      Not until Jessica's mother went away did Jessica find out that Maria was the housekeeper and cook at the Cavanetti place. Aunt Edna rarely visited after Jessica's mom left, and Robert was too distraught to pay any attention to the activities of his six-year-old daughter. So one afternoon when Jessica was hungry and lonely, she wandered past the Cavanetti mailbox just as Maria strolled down the walk to get the mail.

      Jessica stared at the woman, wondering what kind of person could pull the head off a chicken.

      Maria stared back. But her eyes were full of kindness and humor. She asked Jessica how everything was. Was her father feeding her enough? She looked a little skinny. Sometimes fathers were too busy for lunch. Jessica nodded, as her stomach growled. Her father hadn't even got out of bed that day. And there was very little food in the house. When Maria asked her if she liked cookies, she nodded eagerly. At the moment she would have liked cooked turnips.

      That day had been her first visit to Maria's kitchen, a sparkling white room full of good smells and laughter and plenty of home-cooked food. Jessica wolfed down a huge lunch of ravioli and grapes and finished it off with a handful of oatmeal cookies still warm from the oven. Then she had spilled out her troubles to Maria—how she missed her mother, how she didn't know what to do. And Maria had surrounded her with flour-dusted arms and comforted her with soothing Italian phrases that Jessica somehow understood in her heart.

      "Ah, that Mrs. Cavanetti! She will be so mad. I never should have meddled." Maria's wails snapped Jessica out of her memories. "Capperi!"

      "How did you meddle?"

      "I called Niccolo. I got on the phone and said, 'Nick, you come back. I don't care what your papa said to you, you come back. Your papa's lying sick in the hospital. Time for you to come back.'"

      "Mr. Cavanetti is in the hospital?"

      Maria nodded. "Stroke. Another one."

      "He's had more than one?"

      Maria rolled her eyes. "Ah, Jessica. Mr. Cavanetti is very sick. Very sick! He hasn't talked for five years. He just lays there sick. He can't move his leg or his arm on his left side."

      "I didn't know!"

      "Who does? That Mrs. Cavanetti just hides him away in his bedroom. Like he doesn't exist! When he went to the hospital again, I said to myself, 'That's it, Maria di Barbieri. You're gonna call Nick.' Nick was a good boy. He was always a good boy. I don't care what that Mrs. Cavanetti says about him. I know Niccolo would help his papa if he knew how that Mrs. Cavanetti was treating him."

      "So you called him?"

      "Yes. And he came as soon as he could. Ah, he's such a beautiful man, Jessica. I never would have dreamed⁠—"

      "So he's here?" Jessica's heart thudded painfully.

      "No, not now. He went to the hospital. But he left his bags in the house. I told Niccolo, 'Nick, don't leave your things!' But he said he could handle his step mama. But I'm afraid she'll be mad about it. She'll be mad at me, too, for calling him. I can't take her anger anymore, Jessica. It's bad for my heart, you know."

      "Why don't you bring his luggage over here, Maria? If Isabella won't let him stay at the house, he can come by and get his bags from me."

      "I was hoping you would help, Jessica." Maria stood up. "You're such a good girl. And not married? Let me see that hand!"

      Jessica held out her left hand. "Don't get any ideas, Maria."

      "A good girl like you should be married!" She waved the air as she hobbled toward the door.

      "Shall we take the car?" Jessica plucked her keys off the side table.

      "Yes, we'll need it. That Niccolo. Six bags. Six big bags!" She tied the scarf under her plump chin. "I should have so much clothes."
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      Niccolo Cavanetti did have a lot of luggage. Jessica heaved each piece out of the trunk of her car and maneuvered them into the bungalow. Once all the suitcases were safely in the house, she noticed that three of the cases were black and three were dark brown. Two sets. Had Niccolo arrived with another person? Maybe he was married now. She hadn't thought of that. Her heart flopped again, and she admonished herself for caring whether Niccolo Cavanetti was married or not.

      She hurried down the hall, determined not to be curious about Niccolo in any way. But she got only as far as the side table where she had left the air freshener can in the vase. There she pivoted, and before her conscience could remind her of her resolve, she went back to the luggage.

      She bent down and lifted one of the ID tags belonging to the black luggage. C. Nichols, 10 Burberry Avenue, St. Louis, Missouri. Who in the world was C. Nichols? She pursed her lips and reached for a brown ID tag. L. Girard, 1601 Linden Street, St. Louis, Missouri. This luggage didn't even belong to Niccolo. Was he aware that he had the wrong bags?

      What a mix-up. But there was nothing she could do about it now. She would have to wait until he arrived to tell him. She shrugged her shoulders and returned to her task in the kitchen, hoping she could make some progress before Niccolo returned. She didn't want anyone to see what slovenly conditions her father had been living in.

      By eleven o'clock, Jessica had brought order to chaos. She leaned against the sparkling counter, one sudsy hand on her hip, and surveyed her progress. The tile counters were clear and the dishes clean. The cupboards were spotless and filled with food. The garbage can stood scrubbed and refitted with a clean liner. The breakfast nook table and chairs had been wiped down and set to rights, curtains were tumbling in the dryer down the hall, and the floor shone like new.

      Jessica breathed in and smiled. Order and cleanliness were good for the soul. Now all she had to do was shower and change before Niccolo showed up. There was no way she would answer the door in her current state. She wore a pair of her old jeans and one of her father's plaid shirts. She had tied back her hair and stuffed her bangs under a Mariners baseball cap. If anyone saw her now, they'd think she was a bag lady.

      Jessica retrieved her robe and headed for the bathroom, only to find it a dirtier mess than the kitchen. She slumped against the doorjamb. She couldn't take a shower in that mildewed cubicle. The thought turned her stomach. She crossed her arms and sighed. Two more hours of cleaning and then maybe she could rest.

      She had just returned her robe to the front bedroom when the doorbell rang. Jessica froze. It must be Niccolo. He was here. And she still looked like a bag lady. The doorbell rang again. What if she pretended she was asleep and didn't hear it? That wouldn't work. He could see the front bedroom light from the door. He would know someone was up. Besides, she had to give him the bags, even if they weren't his. Jessica had no choice but to answer his summons.

      She strode to the door. Who cared what she looked like anyway? She wasn't trying to make an impression on Niccolo Cavanetti. She was above such nonsense now. Jessica put her eye to the peephole just to make sure it was Niccolo and not some stranger. Sure enough, she saw his tall form filling the fish-eye lens as it had filled her dreams so many times. Her heart lurched. Then she opened the door.

      For a moment she gaped at the man standing on the welcome mat. The figure had looked familiar through the peephole, but the man standing before her was hardly recognizable as Niccolo. He had the same dark brown hair, the same coal black eyes, and the same broad shoulders she remembered from years ago, but there the similarity ended. This Niccolo was a polished, gorgeous man, much more cosmopolitan looking than she ever would have guessed Niccolo could be. The porch light gleamed on his glossy hair, glinted off his wire-framed glasses, dissipated over the dark folds of his cashmere overcoat, and lost itself entirely in his dark corduroy pants and cordovan shoes.

      "Jessica?' he inquired.

      Jessica's glance vaulted from his shoes back up to his face. Embarrassment immobilized her tongue. She had been staring at him without a thought to her own appearance. What a sight she must make. Self-consciously she raised a hand to the ball cap.

      "Hey, how about those Mariners!" he chuckled.

      "Nick?"

      "Cole."

      "Pardon?"

      "Cole. It's Cole Nichols." He held out his hand, a tanned, powerful slice of a hand that could easily engulf her own. Confused and blushing, she raised her hand to meet his and noticed that a scum of soap bubbles had dried on her wrist. She whipped back her hand and dragged it across the tail of her overlarge shirt.

      "Cleaning," she explained with a sheepish grin. Then she shook his hand, wondering at the name change. Cole was the nickname she had given him when they were both younger. But why the strange last name?

      "How've you been, Jessica?"

      "Fine. How about you?"

      "Fine." He smiled and stood in the doorway as if waiting for her to make a move.

      She felt awkward, as if she should have hugged him, as if the handshake wasn't enough. "Come on in, Cole," she said, motioning toward the bags in the hallway. "I saw the name C. Nichols on those bags and thought you had the wrong luggage."

      "Didn't you know I was Cole Nichols, Jess?"

      "No. Should I?"

      "And you don't know who Cole Nichols is?" He crossed his arms over his chest and grinned at her.

      "Well... the name sounds vaguely familiar." She looked back up at his smiling face. He had a crease in his forehead that slashed between his brows, right in the center of his glasses, which gave him an attractive expression of constant concentration. Where had she seen that face? On television? In the newspaper? She shrugged and shook her head, stumped.

      Cole laughed outright then, a belly laugh that rumbled out of his chest and bubbled up into his eyes. "You've never heard of Cole Nichols?" He made a motion with his left hand, as if throwing something. Jessica raised an eyebrow. "Football?" he added.

      Jessica shrugged again, seriously ignorant.

      "St. Louis Bulls? The team most favored to win the Super Bowl this year?" He seemed so certain that she should recognize him that she felt a twinge of guilt.

      "I don't follow sports, Cole. Especially football."

      "Unbelievable," he chuckled. "Someone who doesn't know Cole Nichols."

      Jessica bristled at his laugh. Did he think he was so famous that everyone should recognize him? What an ego. He hadn't changed a bit in thirteen years. She scowled. She disliked being toyed with, especially by a man, especially by Cole. And to be laughed at made her even angrier.

      "Is this some sort of joke?" she asked in a constricted voice.

      "No." Cole's smile faded immediately. "Hell, no."

      "You seem to think it's pretty amusing!"

      "Wait a minute!" He held up his hands in protest. "I didn't mean to make you⁠—"

      "You might have introduced yourself as Niccolo."

      "I thought it was obvious⁠—"

      "Maybe to you and your football fans. But how was I supposed to know? The luggage tags don't say anything about Niccolo Cavanetti."

      'That's because I changed my name."

      "Why?"

      The smile completely faded from his mouth and his eyes. "I think you can guess, Jessica."

      "Guess?" She crossed her arms and glared at him. "What is this—a game show?" She was still angry, and when she was angry or nervous she had a bad habit of making sarcastic remarks that she sometimes regretted. "What do I win for getting the right answer? A refrigerator?"

      His eyes glittered, and she felt a stab of guilt. She could certainly guess the reason for his name change and knew it wasn't a subject for sarcasm. Yet he had no right to make fun of her like that. She wasn't a skinny teenager trailing after him anymore. She was a grown woman. Jessica opened her mouth to tell him what she thought of his ego just as someone honked a car horn outside.

      Cole turned in the doorway. Jessica looked around him and saw a sleek black Jaguar parked next to her rental sedan. Cole waved off the person who had honked.

      "L. Girard?" Jessica questioned.

      Cole turned back to her. His manner was considerably cooler. "Yes. L. Girard. A very tired, very cranky L. Girard." He strode over to the bags and picked up four of them as if they were no heavier than pillows. Jessica grabbed the remaining smaller ones and followed him out the door.

      "Nice car," she commented as he opened the trunk.

      "Thanks." He stowed away the bags. When he closed the trunk, Jessica caught a glimpse of a blonde in the passenger seat.

      "L. Girard didn't like my stepmother."

      "Oh?"

      "Especially when the witch wouldn't let us in the house."

      "She wouldn't?"

      Cole shook his head. "That's okay. I've made reservations at a hotel near the hospital. I'll be closer to Pop that way." He held out his hand. "Hey, thanks, Jessica, for helping out."

      "Sure." She marveled at the warmth of his skin as he took her hand. She felt cold and stiff in comparison—her usual uptight self. This meeting had ended in the same manner as their last meeting thirteen years ago—awkward and disappointing.

      "Sorry about the mix-up, Jess."

      "Sure. Bye." She hugged her chest as he sank into the driver's seat of the Jaguar, and waited in the dark as he started the engine. Then, with a wave and a flash of lights on the bushes, Cole Nichols roared off into the night.

      She watched him drive down the lane.

      So he called himself Cole now. The whole world knew him by the nickname she had given him years ago. Cole. It was flattering in a way, his use of the name. And oddly fitting. Nick was appropriate for a rebellious, shaggy-haired young man. But the man who had just touched her was definitely no longer a Nick.

      Jessica walked back to the bungalow and switched off the porch light. Then she tackled the dirty bathroom, scrubbing mildew with an intensity that matched her racing thoughts. All the while she cleaned she thought about Cole and how he had changed.

      He had always been tall, and the hours he had spent working in the vineyard had laid a fine foundation of muscle over his olive shoulders and arms. He had grown taller and more powerful than she would have thought possible, coming from the short Italian stock of his father and mother. Neither Michael nor Theophilia Cavanetti had grown over five and a half feet tall. Cole must be six foot three.

      Jessica sprayed down the shower. She could remember Cole's old-fashioned clothes, his conservative haircuts and courtly mannerisms. He certainly dressed differently now. His clothes bore the unmistakable stamp of hand-tailored elegance. But it wasn't just his clothes that were different. He had changed everything—even his name—to separate himself from the family, business, and heritage that had burdened him with far more responsibilities and restrictions than a young man should have to bear.

      She wondered what Maria thought of all this. And what would Michael Cavanetti say when he found out his son had forsaken the family name? Maybe he wouldn't be surprised. Michael Cavanetti had disowned Cole years ago. Perhaps he would think it natural that Cole had turned his back on his Italian heritage and cut himself off from a father who had been a harsh and unforgiving taskmaster.

      The situation made Jessica sad. She had known the Cavanettis in happier days, when father and son loved each other. She found it difficult to believe that Michael Cavanetti could have been so hard on Cole, blaming him for things Cole had not done, and punishing him for trouble Cole had tried to avert. But Isabella, the new wife, had come between father and son, and had poisoned Michael against his own boy.

      Jessica bit her lip and sprayed cleaner on the mirror. She polished the surface until every speck was wiped away. It was as if Niccolo Cavanetti had vanished, as if he had died, and in his place a stranger had returned. She grimaced at herself in the glass. What was so bad about that? She had wished Niccolo Cavanetti dead at one time and had vowed never to think about him again. And here she was, brooding over him as if she were a mooning adolescent all over again.

      Jessica turned off her thoughts and finished cleaning the bathroom. When she was done she looked around. The fixtures gleamed, the porcelain gleamed, and the ceramic tile gleamed. She could take a shower at last.

      She closed her eyes in luxurious fatigue when she got into the shower. She raised her face, to let the glorious jets of hot water spray away the grime of the day. She pushed her hair back with both hands and shampooed it, while thoughts of Cole and the past rushed back unbidden.

      
      Jessica had spent each summer vacation at the bungalow, happy to escape to its solitude. At Moss Cliff she didn't have to make up excuses to explain to her friends why they couldn't drop by after school. At Moss Cliff there were no boyfriends expecting to come in and meet her father. She would have been devastated if any of her friends had seen her father drunk. They all thought he was a successful playwright who was too busy in New York to attend his daughter's school functions. Jessica had duped everyone, even her teachers and the school officials.

      At Moss Cliff, she didn't have to pretend quite so much. She and her father spent their days quietly—he drinking and reading and she writing, playing her guitar, and taking care of the house. Every summer she looked forward to seeing Maria and Cole and Mr. Cavanetti and sharing evening dinners with them on the piazza of the mansion. But she noticed that as she became older, it seemed harder each year to break the ice with Cole. He was five years her senior, and he thought of her as a silly girl most of the time.

      Then, when she was thirteen, Cole went off to college. He and his father had heated arguments about which university he should attend. Cole wanted to go to Notre Dame. His father wanted him to go to the University of Washington so he could live at home and help with the vineyard and winery. Cole wanted more than anything to leave the slave labor and his stepmother behind. Isabella wanted Cole to be as far away as possible as well. So Cole went to Notre Dame and came back only for the summers.

      Jessica remembered those three summers with a smile. She was gradually becoming a young woman, and each succeeding summer she thought for sure that Cole would take notice of her. But he seemed indifferent to her nascent charms, and his father kept him busy from sunrise to sundown anyway. Most of the time Cole turned in early after a grueling day in the fields.

      Then came Cole's college graduation. Michael Cavanetti threw a party for him, complete with barrels of wine and a hired orchestra. People from all over the area came to celebrate.

      Cole looked so handsome and mature in his rented tuxedo that Jessica couldn't take her eyes off him. Her girlfriends would laugh if they knew how she worshipped him. They would say he was just an Italian boy with little money and a dim future. But Cole had always fascinated her. He was so different from the boys who went to her high school. Her boyfriends were glib and reckless and insincere. Cole was quiet and confident and serious. All her friends drove cars their parents had bought for them. Cole drove an old truck he had restored in a shed behind the winery. All her boyfriends wanted to do was drive out to the beach and neck. Cole never looked at her twice.

      Maria fussed over Cole at the party, beaming and crying. She was so proud of him. He had graduated summa cum laude from Notre Dame, as well as quarterbacking the football team, and breaking records right and left. Maria kept weeping and lamenting the fact that his mother had missed this moment. Jessica knew that Cole barely remembered his mother, who had been an invalid for most of his young life and had died when Cole was five. For both Jessica and Cole, Maria had been a maternal substitute, showering them with love, good food and plenty of laughter, and doing her best to make up for the loss of their mothers at such a young age.

      Jessica and her father were invited to the party. Jessica wore a new dress with a dangerously low neckline in hopes that Cole would see how womanly she had become at seventeen. She knew it was her last chance. Soon she would leave for college herself, and Cole would go his own way. They might not see each other again. That may not have bothered Cole, but Jessica was desperate to make her feelings known to him. She asked him to meet her at the bungalow after the party so she could give him a special graduation present.

      The present she had planned to give Cole was her well-guarded virginity. She had not given herself to any of the silly boys at school. None of them would have taken the event seriously. But she knew Cole would appreciate her sacrifice. Besides, it really wouldn't be much of a sacrifice. She wanted to give herself to him. She had gazed at Cole's bare torso on many occasions and wondered what it would be like to touch him, to embrace him, to feel his skin against her own. She had watched him stack crates upon crates of wine in the warehouse, throw bales of straw off the backs of trucks, and dump mountains of grapes into the crusher-stemmer for hours on end. She knew the texture of his skin by heart, every powerful posture of his back, every ripple of muscle beneath the taut skin of his chest and stomach. She had adored his body as a sculptor might adore a finely polished bronze.

      Looking back, she was certain Cole had guessed the nature of her present. He came to the bungalow long past the designated hour, as if avoiding her. By the time he knocked on the door, Jessica was furious. She had spent two hours waiting for him, fussing over her hair, reapplying her lipstick, and making certain that her new diaphragm was inserted properly, all the while afraid to sit down because her dress would get wrinkled. When the doorbell rang, she glared at the door, her feet aching in her high-heeled shoes, her back sore from standing all that time, and her feelings absolutely crushed.

      Instead of answering the door immediately, Jessica ran to her bedroom around the corner, threw on her old robe, kicked off her shoes, and mussed up her hair. Then she went to the door and yawned in his face. His present? Oh, she had forgotten he was even coming by! She'd drop the gift off in the morning. Would that be all right? He had accepted her memory lapse with calm equanimity and a damnable slow smile. She remembered shaking his hand. The bastard.

      She had been petrified that Cole might have seen through the sham. She would rather die than let him know how much his rebuff had hurt her. Why should she be interested in him anyway? She was destined for college, for fraternity boys and a life spent doing charity work. She was wasting her time dreaming of Niccolo Cavanetti.

      After her anger cooled, she cried herself to sleep. She was a fraud, a complete fraud. Her entire life was based on ever-increasing lies and deceptions, all interwoven to protect her father and hide the emptiness of her own existence. She could never confide in anyone, never share her fears or dreams. Niccolo had been the one person she had longed to confide in. But she could never let down her guard for fear of being caught in a lie. What if he discovered what her family was truly like? Her loneliness and shame burned in her constantly, an ache that wouldn't go away.

      
      Jessica turned down the comforter in the front bedroom. At least the linen was clean. She turned off the lamp, and then went to the window to take one last look at the night.

      She loved the night.

      She loved the stars. When she observed the heavens, she no longer had to pretend to be Jessica Ward, the little rich girl who was not quite as rich as everyone thought. She was nameless, ageless, and bodiless—just an eye behind a lens. The stars and heavens made her feel tiny and insignificant and her problems infinitesimal. She thought of the heavens as a piece of velvet sprinkled with diamonds, each star and moon a gem waiting for her discovery, and she pursued each one with quiet exuberance.

      Jessica drew back the curtain and gazed out, letting her eyes grow accustomed to the dark. She pulled her robe around her, struck by a sudden feeling of unease. Something was not right. She focused on the foreground, allowing her expert eye to scan for the slightest change in the environment. There by the monkey-puzzle tree was a dark shape that did not belong to the familiar landscape. Jessica narrowed her eyes as a pricking sensation crept across her scalp.

      Someone was in the yard, looking at the house. With a rush of fear, Jessica realized the figure was staring at her window. She stumbled backward, fumbling for the drapery pull, her heart banging
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