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      I am a rotten person.

      Biting her lip, Cleo Alyssum painstakingly printed this fact into her journal. She thought the whole idea of a journal of emotions about as silly as it got, but if the counselor wanted honesty, that’s what he would get.

      She would do anything to transform herself into the kind of mother Matty needed. Anything.

      Of course, that’s how she’d got into this situation in the first place. Sitting back in her desk chair, she gazed out the sagging windowpanes of the old house she was restoring. She missed Matty so desperately, her teeth ached, but the court had set December as the deadline for his return—provided she danced to the steps the counselor called.

      Matty needed security and stability, they said, and her sister provided it.

      Cleo had tried suburban life with Maya, but she just couldn’t hack it. Trouble found her too easily in crowds. Out here on the island she could get her head together without too many people in her face. She was far less apt to jeopardize Matty’s return if she stayed away from people.

      These last few years she’d learned to restore old buildings in her sister’s small town, turning decrepit dumps into useful, viable businesses and homes. She loved the satisfaction of seeing the visible results of her hard work. Too bad the difference she was supposed to be making in herself wasn’t as obvious.

      The opportunity to buy a rural hardware store had opened up just as she’d run out of buildings to restore, and at the time, it had seemed ideal. She knew the business inside and out, loved the isolation of the South Carolina coast, and when she’d found this run-down island farmhouse for a steal, she’d known she’d found a home.

      The beach cottage down by the shore might be beyond hope, but she hadn’t given up on it yet. Maya and the kids might visit more often if she could fix it up. In the meantime, she was diligently turning the main house into the home she’d never known. She hoped.

      If she could only convince her federal supervisor she was a fine, upstanding citizen, she’d be free and clear soon, and almost in a normal world for the first time in her life.

      Having a job she could do without hassles from any boss, and a home where she could lock the doors against the world, she thought she finally had a chance of living a civilized life.

      At least now when Matty visited on weekends, she could give him her entire attention, and he seemed to be blossoming into a new kid with the change. Even Maya had noted how much happier he was.

      Cleo ran her fingers through her stubby hair and returned to staring at the almost empty page of the notebook. She didn’t think she was capable of verbalizing all her conflicting emotions about her sister. Maya could have written an entire essay on how Cleo felt about her. Cleo would rather hammer nails.

      If she compared her mothering skills to Perfect Maya’s, she was destined for failure.

      The muffled noise of a car engine diverted her attention. A fresh breeze off the ocean blew through the windows in the back of the house, but the only things coming through the floor-to-ceiling front windows were flies. Thickets of spindly pines, palmettos, and wax myrtle prevented her from seeing the driveway entrance or the rough shell road beyond.

      She didn’t encourage visitors. A lost tourist would turn around soon enough.

      She returned to the blank page of her journal and printed: People are pains in the a. . . She struck out the “a” and substituted “butt.”

      She crinkled her nose at the result. One word probably wasn’t any more polite than the other.

      The smooth hum of the car’s powerful engine hesitated, and Cleo waited for the music of it backing up and turning around. Someone took good care of their machine. She couldn’t hear a single piston out of sync.

      She rolled her eyes as the obtuse visitor gunned the engine and apparently roared past the four-foot blinking NO TRESPASSING sign. One would think a message that large would be taken seriously, but tourists determined to reach a secluded beach were nearly unstoppable.

      Nearly was the operative word here.

      Biting her bottom lip again, Cleo reread her two-line entry. She had to go into town and open the store. She didn’t have time for detailed expositions if that’s what the shrink wanted. It looked to her like a few good strong sentences ought to be sufficient.

      Adding Men are the root of all evil struck her as funny, but she supposed a male counselor wouldn’t appreciate it. She left it there anyway. The counselor had said he wanted honesty. Of course, she was probably sabotaging all her efforts. She’d had enough therapy to acknowledge her self-destructive tendencies. Now, if she’d only apply that knowledge. . .

      She lifted her pen and waited for the car engine to reach the next turn in the half-mile-long lane. The sound of waves crashing in the distance almost drowned out the wicked screech of her mechanical witch. Still, she heard the car tires squeal as they braked. The battery-operated strobe light was particularly effective at keeping teenagers from turning this into a lovers’ lane at night. During the day, well. . .

      She shrugged and capped the pen. That was enough introspection for one day. The counselor ought to know she was a mucked-up mess. She shouldn’t have to lay it out in terms a first grader could understand. Another thought occurred to her, and she grabbed the pen again.

      Baring my soul is not my style.

      There. That ought to be letting it out enough for one day.

      Her head shot up as the car engine drew closer, evidently bypassing the scowling witch. Stupid bastard. What was she supposed to do, dump a load of pig turds on him to get the message across that this was a private drive? That might work if they were in a convertible.

      They usually were.

      She despised the arrogant, self-confident yuppie asses who thought the whole world was their oyster. Didn’t Private Property mean anything to them?

      Apparently not. The car engine zoomed right past the pop-up sign she’d rigged in the middle of the lane. Forgetting to turn off the system before she’d left for work, she’d driven around the sign one too many times herself, and the dirt bypass was clearly visible. She’d plant a palmetto there tomorrow.

      Slamming the notebook into her desk drawer, she picked up her purse and donned her sunglasses. She hadn’t quite perfected the mechanism to shut the swinging post barrier on the access road. She hated the idea of erecting a fence across there. The moron would simply have to drown if he insisted on using her beach. A bad undertow past the jetty made this a dangerous strip for swimming, but she supposed the NO SWIMMING signs wouldn’t stop the nematode either.

      Maybe she could rig a siren to a motion detector. There wasn’t any law out here for it to summon, but tourists wouldn’t know that.

      Pulling out her truck keys, she almost didn’t hear the purr of the engine turning into her drive, but the shriek of a hidden peacock warned of the intrusion.

      Damn. Did the jerk think the house deserted? Admittedly, she hadn’t bothered painting the weathered gray boards and the sagging shutters, but she kind of thought them picturesque. And it wasn’t as if she’d not littered the place with warning signs.

      If the town council insisted on encouraging film crews to work here, she’d be prepared to keep them out. She hadn’t traveled an entire continent to have that California lifestyle follow her.

      She waited as the barking guard dog yapped through its entire routine. A real dog would scare the peacocks, but the tape recording was usually effective. Amazing how many people were frightened of barking dogs. The mailman had quit delivering to the door after he’d heard it.

      Cleo sighed as the driver shut off the car engine instead of turning around. Determined suckers. Only Maya and Axell ever got this far past her guardians. She could slip out the back way, but curiosity riveted her to the window. She knew she was far enough back not to be seen, but she had a partial view of the walk and porch. She couldn’t wait to see how her intrepid guest reacted to her burglar alert system.

      A pair of long-legged, crisply ironed khakis appeared beneath the porch overhang. A man. She should have known. Men had to prove themselves by showing no fear. It didn’t seem to matter if they showed no intelligence while they were at it.

      The lean torso decked in a tight black polo appeared next. She was sick of looking at fat slugs with pooching white bellies and hairy, sunken chests cluttering the view from the beach. At least this ape strode tall and straight and. . .

      My, my. She stopped chewing her fingernail to relish the loose-limbed swing of wide shoulders and a corded throat topped by a long, angular face with more character than prettiness. He was all length—arms, legs, nose, neck—but they all fit together in a casual sort of package. He had his hands in his pockets as he gazed up at her mildly eccentric porch, so she couldn’t see his fingers, but she’d bet they were a piano teacher’s dream.

      Tousled sable hair fell across a tanned brow, and she was almost sorry she’d left the security system on. If he was selling insurance, she wouldn’t mind listening to his pitch just to hear what came out of a package like that.

      The aviator sunglasses were a downright sexy trim for this parcel.

      “You are under alert!” The loudspeaker blared as soon as the intruder hit the first porch step. She’d used an army drill sergeant for that recording. It would scare the pants off any normal person. This one halted and removed his sunglasses now that he was in shade, but his gaze traced the bellowing voice with curiosity and not fear.

      “Turn back now. This is your only warning!”

      Cleo bit back a sigh of exasperation as the jerk bent over to examine the step for wires. Did he think her an idiot to put wires where someone could cut them?

      “Your location has been verified, and you are now under surveillance. Put up your hands, or we’ll shoot.”

      The man straightened and seemed to be whistling as he craned his neck and surveyed the underside of the covered porch from the step.

      Shaking her head, Cleo reached for the off switch, but she waited for his reaction to the final performance. Sure enough, her visitor disregarded the warning and fearlessly breached the porch gate. Sirens screamed, strobe lights flared, and a fedora-hatted skeleton dropped down between him and the front door.

      [image: ]

      Jared McCloud came eyeball to eye socket with a six-foot bag of bones baring a smirk through a cigar clamped between its teeth. He’d been given enough warning to expect it, but he couldn’t help grinning in appreciation of the coup de grace. At night, with the shrieking siren and strobes, it would have any potential thief shitting his pants.

      “Pleased to meecha, Burt,” he murmured, inspecting the wires which must have held the freak to the porch roof. He didn’t know anything about mechanics, but he knew an overactive imagination when he saw one. “Guess this means the old witch isn’t at home.”

      “Guess it means the old witch is on her way out.”

      Jared blinked at the apparition in the doorway. He hadn’t heard the door open. Shouldn’t the hinges of a place like this creak eerily?

      He smiled in satisfaction at the full impact of the skeleton’s creator as she emerged from shadows. Far from being an old witch, she was his newest dream of perfection. Not too tall or too short but sturdy, she packed a lot of punch into a compact, sexy bundle. Her knee length man’s checked flannel shirt effectively disguised the best of her curves, but he loved exploration and discovery even more than having it all laid out for him.

      Generally, women didn’t appreciate being ogled, so he respectfully raised his gaze to absorb the rest of the glorious sight. Rumpled short hair revealed roots of auburn beneath a mousy brown dye job. Tinted half glasses attempted to hide eyes of a spectacular green—not contacts, either. He could see specks of brown in them.

      He thought he was in love.

      Of course, he’d been in love last week and the week before, and mostly it was a major distraction he didn’t need right now. If he didn’t finish the piece of idiocy they called a screenplay by December first, he’d be in breach of contract.

      “Name’s Jared McCloud.” He smiled with as much charm as he could summon. Maybe this was a young relative of the old witch the kids had warned him about. “I’m looking for Cleo Alyssum.”

      “She’s not here.”

      She said that so promptly, Jared figured this had to be her. Well, well. Curiouser and curiouser.

      He produced a business card from his pocket with his hotel phone number scratched on the back. “I’ve been told Miss Alyssum is owner of the beach property back of here, and I’m interested in leasing it. I’m prepared to make a generous offer.” From the look of this rundown sprawling plantation-era farmhouse, she could use the cash.

      She took the card and dropped it into her shirt pocket. “She doesn’t like neighbors.” She stepped onto the porch, shut and locked the peeling white door, and did something that reeled the skeleton upward like a collapsing party favor.

      “Your car’s blocking my drive,” she said curtly as he moved aside to let her pass. “And you’re trespassing, in case you didn’t notice.”

      Not a smile, not a dimple, not a look of interest crossed her stoic features. Jared shrugged and ambled back toward his Jag. Women usually liked him, and he couldn’t see that he’d done anything to tick this one off. No Trespassing signs applied to salesmen, not legitimate visitors, as far as he could see. Surely she hadn’t really thought to scare him off?

      “Do you have some idea when Miss Alyssum might return?” He played along with her gag and cast her a sideways look to see if anything registered in her expression. She had a short, finely honed aquiline nose with a sprinkle of freckles across it, and a mouth drawn too tight to reveal any trace of humor. He could cut timbers with the sharp edge of her voice.

      “She won’t be interested. As I said, you’re trespassing. I’d advise you to turn around before the police arrive.” She headed for a beat-up black Chevy pickup, opened the door, then waited for him to move his car.

      She didn’t even show an interest in his antique Jag. Damn. That car drew more comments than honeysuckle drew bees. Was she blind?

      There had to be some way around her. He’d never accepted no as an answer in his life. Not that many people told him no in the first place. He wasn’t an unreasonable man. She had a rundown beach shack going to waste. He wanted to put it to good use. He couldn’t see the problem.

      “I can afford whatever price Miss Alyssum thinks the property is worth. I’ll buy it if she’d rather not lease it. Just pass the message along, will you?” He leaned against his car door and watched her climb into her truck without replying. Well, damn.

      Maybe she was a witch, but she had all his incorrigible pheromones humming. He sighed as she cranked the truck to life without looking back. He got the message. He’d better move the Jag or she’d drive over it.

      Spinning his tires in the soft sand, he edged out of her way and let her fly off down the lane. He wondered if signs would pop out of the road and witches fly from the trees as she left, or if they were rigged only to greet incoming visitors.

      He sure did like the way her mind worked. Wonder if she could rig up some of those spooks for him once he figured out how to obtain the beach house?

      Bumping the Jag over a timber barrier, he drove down toward the beach to inspect the house he’d only seen from a distance. The real-estate agents had said there was nothing available out here in the middle of nowhere, but a friend of a friend in L.A. had told him about this island. The film business was a small world.

      This place should be ideal. He could feel it in his bones. None of his friends or family would go out of their way to reach this remote spot. Surely, once he cleared his head, he would be able to think again. Surrounded by all this peace and quiet, he’d cruise right past the roadblock in his mind that had prevented his coming up with any fresh ideas lately.

      A witchy landlady would be a distraction, but one distraction against the many his places in New York and Miami offered seemed a fair trade. His fingers itched for the computer keys already, just thinking about the sand and the waves and the peace.

      Driving with one hand, he idly swatted at something tickling his ankle. He’d have to remember insect repellant. Beaches were notorious for bugs.

      The house ought to be just beyond that curve in the road ahead, if he’d calculated correctly. He didn’t know the name of the scrub brush blocking his view, but it grew in heavy thickets neither man nor beast would dare enter. He’d have plenty of privacy.

      Especially with the witch’s mechanical guardians blocking the way.

      Before he could grin at the thought, an eerie high-pitched shriek shattered his eardrums, and an object the size of his mother’s frozen Thanksgiving turkeys smashed into his windshield, scattering brilliant blue-green plumage across the glass, obstructing his view with an iridescent psychedelic hallucination.

      Frantically swiping at the irritating tickle crawling up his leg, cursing the Technicolor windshield, he slammed the brakes. The car’s rear end resisted stopping and the tires swerved wildly in the soft sand.

      Crawling. Up his leg.

      Clinging desperately to the wheel for control, Jared glanced downward.

      A shiny black snake’s tail whipped his leather moccasins. The head had disappeared up the leg of his khakis.

      Clutching the spinning steering wheel while cursing frantically, Jared lost control as the car veered sideways on the soft shoulder.

      The low-slung chassis hit the ditch at the side of the road, sailed upward, and landed, roof down, in the wax myrtle thicket.
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      “Cleo, you can’t stand in the path of progress,” Marta exclaimed in exasperation. “Just look at the money a Hollywood film crew could pour into this town.”

      “And the drugs and alcohol that would flow from that generous pitcher,” Cleo scoffed, scribbling up an invoice. “I lived in L.A., remember. Film crews are people, just like everyone else. They bring their problems with them.” She ran an adding machine tape on the total and stapled it to the top sheet.

      “And their money.” Marta stalked off toward the storeroom. “And glamor,” she threw over her shoulder.

      “You’ve been listening to Katy,” Cleo shouted back. “This town was a sand bar, not a pirate hideout!”

      Marta didn’t answer. Cleo blamed the owner of the local B&B for the pirate hideout theory that had attracted the director of the pirate film. She didn’t place much faith in anything coming of his interest. Once these Hollywood types realized the town’s claim to fame was one B&B and a Holiday Inn, they’d skedaddle fast enough.

      She heard the bell ring over the door but didn’t look up. Customers knew where to find her if they needed her.

      “Cleo!” a small voice interrupted her thought processes.

      “Gene?” Cleo angled her head to see down the aisle between the shelves of hammers and the bins of nails to verify the identity of the whisperer. She recognized the tight brown curls instantly. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      They’d been around this subject a few times, so Eugene generally didn’t put in an appearance during the school day. She’d argued with him and berated him for his truancy, but she wasn’t his mother and had no authority to do more. And she had no intention of turning the kid in. He had enough trouble in his life, and she had long since lost respect for officialdom of any sort. Eight months behind bars had solidified her dim view of the tight asses and narrow minds of authority.

      Gene eased closer to the counter, keeping a sharp eye on the front door. Short for his thirteen years but sturdy enough to predict muscles for his future, he hid easily behind the hardware store’s tall racks. “There’s somethin’ bad happened.”

      Cleo’s stomach froze. She could think of any of a dozen bad things involving Gene alone. Her own life was such a disaster that she’d quit worrying about any pending catastrophe there as long as Matty was safe. Gene could have no knowledge of her son’s problems. “Are you going to tell me what it is or just stand there looking like a whipped dog?”

      He scowled at her blunt tone, but he knew better than to come to her for pampering. She provided a listening post and a helping hand, and on the whole, he respected that.

      “That Jag was at your house?” he asked diffidently, drawing out the drama while looking for a means of diminishing his involvement.

      Cleo leaned her shoulders against the shelves, crossed her arms, and waited.

      The boy scuffled a torn tennis shoe. “It turned over out on the beach road.”

      Uh-oh. Years of disaster had taught her to hide fear well, but Cleo had a bad feeling about this one. Gene wasn’t looking at her. The boy was playing truant and didn’t want to get caught. He usually hung out down by the deserted beach house. . .

      Which the guy in the Jag wanted to rent. “How bad?” she asked gruffly. She wasn’t responsible for Gene or the yuppie in the Jag, but that was her property out there. Visions of liability suits rose right along with specters of smashed aviator glasses and blood marring a long nose. That’s how her life usually happened.

      “It turned upside down.” Gene grimaced and used the flapping toe of his shoe to scratch his ankle. “He’s out cold. I had to use your phone to call 911.”

      Cleo uttered a few mental curse words. She was trying to break the habit of saying them aloud for Matty’s sake. How the devil had the jerk managed to flip a car on a road where the highest possible speed was fifteen miles per hour?

      “Where’d they take him? The clinic?” Should she call and see if he was all right? Or would that be acknowledging responsibility? For all that mattered— “How did you get back here? Hitch a ride?”

      Gene shrugged off the last question. She’d warned him enough times not to take rides with strangers, but the beach was a long bike ride from town. “He’s over to the clinic. I heard the sheriff gripin’ ‘cause he warn’t carryin’ no ID. And the plates were out of state.”

      “At the clinic. Wasn’t carrying any ID,” she corrected absently. She had the stranger’s card in her pocket. She hadn’t even looked at it. Why would he not carry ID or a car registration? Because he was a lamebrained yuppie who thought he was above the rules.

      “He’s still out cold,” Gene said worriedly. “Reckon he’ll die?”

      She narrowed her eyes and pinned him in place. “What did you do to him?”

      Gene shrugged nervously. His T-shirt had a tear in the armhole seam where he’d stretched too far and burst open the worn threads. “I didn’ do nothin’,” he said belligerently.

      “Eugene Watkins, there’s no sense lying to me because I’ll find out anyway.” She had Gene and his sister half convinced she was a witch, but only because she knew how to find out things, and their mother had too many problems to try.

      “Well, Blackie mighta got into the car with him.” He hung his head. “And the peacocks, well, they got kinda stirred.”

      Blackie, the black snake—one of Gene’s and Matty’s many exotic pets. Cleo rolled her eyes and tried not to imagine what the friendly snake would have done in a Jag. There weren’t many places a snake could wrap around in a car. And the peacocks! She winced and nailed Gene with a glare. “If you hurt those birds, I’ll pull every kinky curl out of your head, do you understand?”

      “Yes’m. But they ain’t hurt. Just riled a little.”

      Shoot fire, heck, and darn. She’d taken anger management classes. She knew better than to take the boy’s head off. She even understood why the brat had done what he had done—had she been thirteen, she would have protected her privacy the same way.

      “The guy’s unconscious and the sheriff doesn’t know who he is?” she asked to distract herself from Gene’s depredations. How would anyone notify the yuppie’s next of kin? What if he needed surgery? A man driving a Jag was bound to have anxious, wealthy family somewhere. Damn.

      “Yes’m. I’m real sorry, Cleo. I won’t do it again. I didn’t mean for nothin’ bad to happen. I was just playin’.”

      “I know, kid, but you’re getting too old to play those kinds of games. You know better. He would have gone away and left us alone when he got bored. Go get Marta out of the back. I’d better go over to the clinic.”

      She sure the heck wasn’t going to the sheriff, but the clinic, she might handle. As Gene took his guilty expression to the storeroom to fetch her clerk, Cleo removed her carpenter’s apron and stashed it beneath the counter. She hated getting involved. Maybe the guy had regained consciousness by now and could tell them who he was. Or the sheriff had traced his license tag.

      Her visitor had been an arrogant jerk, but he hadn’t deserved Gene’s dirty trick. The counselor had said she had to learn to accept responsibility. The counselor was a dipshit, but she knew he was right about this one.

      Cleo checked her pocket to make certain the card was still there, told Marta where she was going, and headed down the bucolic town street shaded from the September sun by live oaks and Spanish moss.

      Glancing up at the antique four-sided clock in the courthouse steeple, she saw she’d missed lunch again. The clock chimes hadn’t rung since World War II, from all reports. The town citizens weren’t particularly concerned, but the clock’s gradual slowing of time had caused a number of jokes.

      Maybe now that the weather was cooler, she and Ed could climb back up there and take another look, provided he wasn’t down at the bar talking about the German U-boat he’d seen from the tower during the war. Ed had a little drinking problem.

      She adored this town. It was as far from the filthy city apartments of her adolescence as she could get. L.A. to rural South Carolina, quite a leap, but the right one for her. She was comfortable here.

      All she had to do was stay clean and responsible, keep the feds off her case until her parole expired, and she would become a model citizen. Sort of.

      For Matty to grow up here, she had to fit in, and that wouldn’t happen if anyone learned of her background. Keeping a low profile and avoiding gossip was a tough act to maintain in a small town. She didn’t go near the Chamber of Commerce’s chatty little get-togethers, but she dealt with customers, paid her dues, contributed to charity, and did whatever else money could do. She figured that ought to be enough to encourage a business that had no competition.

      What if the stranger wanted to file a complaint? How would she keep him away from Gene? The thought of taking the blame on herself caused a brief spurt of panic. The sheriff would trace her prior record, call the feds, and before she knew what hit her, Social Services would be carting Matty off, and everyone would shun the store in horror, and she’d be out on the street again. No way.

      There had to be a more reasonable method of settling this, although trying to imagine settling a wrecked antique Jag was a large hurdle to handle. And if the yuppie moron really was seriously injured. . . She wouldn’t consider that. Maybe she could bribe him with the rental of the beach house.

      Like, she really needed that turkey cluttering up her life.

      But better than being sued for everything she owned, or both she and Gene going to jail.

      Cursing over impossible choices, she shoved open the clinic door. A blast of air-conditioning smacked her in the face. The nearest hospital was over an hour away, so the town furnished this hole in the wall with a few beds, a nurse, and some paramedics as a stopgap. The place was scrupulously clean, but small. The instant she walked in, she could hear voices rising from the back.

      “I tell you, a snake! The monster could have swallowed Texas, and it was crawling up my leg! And then, feathers—splash—everywhere! After the witch and the skeleton, I swear to you. . .”

      Uh-oh. Sounded as if the yuppie moron was recovering. They didn’t need her. She’d just mosey along out of here—

      “Hallucinating,” a stage whisper carried over the descriptive yelling. “We’d better send him on to Charleston.”

      “Well, we’ve had reports of other pranks out there. If he ain’t been drinking, might orter look into it. His car was pretty much totaled.”

      The sheriff. Shit. Shoot. Double-d bad word as Maya always said. She didn’t need the sheriff snooping around. There was no telling what kind of ordinances or laws or who knows what she’d broken, and if he found out how Gene and his sister were living. . . She wouldn’t let that happen, upon penalty of death. Those kids did not deserve the fate the sheriff would unthinkingly assign them.

      Straightening her shoulders beneath the checked flannel shirt, fighting an unreasonable panic bubbling up from the murky depths of her past, Cleo shoved her half glasses up her nose and tried to look respectable as she invaded the back room.

      She didn’t know why all southern sheriffs seemed to be massive men with big bellies, but the town’s man with a badge didn’t disappoint. He sported a bristly straight mustache to make up for his receding hairline, and turned an unfriendly gaze to Cleo. But then, she’d never seen a law official with a friendly gaze.

      The dark-haired, dark-eyed man lying in the bed with a bandage taped to his high brow was still shouting about witches and skeletons and feathers, but the instant he spotted her, his long-lashed eyes narrowed. “There she is. Tell him I’m not crazy,” he demanded.

      He was even cuter in one of those horrid blue hospital gowns. Cleo had a weakness for the lean, hungry Cassius types, although this one didn’t look as if he’d starved anytime in the near past. His shoulders bulged interestingly as he lifted his nearly six-foot frame up on one elbow. She didn’t want to do this. She really didn’t. Her only hope was that he’d take one look at the run-down shack and flee in the opposite direction. She’d concentrate on the power of positive thinking.

      She quit looking at sin and turned to the nurse instead. Recognizing the petite redhead as a customer, Cleo marginally relaxed and pulled the business card from her pocket.

      “He is crazy,” she said with all solemnity, “but that’s his natural disposition and not a result of the accident. He’s considering renting my beach house, which proves my point. If he’s all right, I can take him there.” Maybe that would keep The Jerk from getting ideas about lawsuits.

      The patient in the bed cast her a disbelieving glance. Well, at least she’d shut him up.

      The nurse passed the card on to the sheriff. “There’s some possibility of concussion, and he’s been raving since he woke. I don’t know. . .”

      “I’m not raving! I tell you, there was a snake three feet long—” he shouted furiously.

      “Jared McCloud?” The sheriff read the card aloud. “Cartoonist?” He lifted his balding head and stared. “The Jared McCloud? The guy who does Scapegrace?”

      The man in the bed waved his hand impatiently and glared at Cleo. “Tell him. Tell him there was a witch and a skeleton. Then maybe he’ll believe the snake.”

      “A witch, a skeleton, three clowns, and a Prince Charming,” she agreed soberly. “It was a very grand affair.”

      Scapegrace? This jerk wrote the comic strip about the teenage nerd? She couldn’t believe he’d ever been a nerd in his life. She crossed her arms and raised her eyebrows at his glower.

      “Hell, I’d be honored to take you wherever you like, Mr. McCloud.” The sheriff intruded on their staring match. “My kids fight to see who gets to your strip first. He ready to travel, Dixie?”

      Cleo cursed a mental blue streak. Now look what the rat had done. He’d have the sheriff out there inspecting her premises, and she sure as hell didn’t need that. She’d just sacrificed her privacy to spring him out of here—for nothing.

      Eyes widening as if he’d read her mind, The Jared McCloud suddenly grinned like a devil about to claim a soul. His eyes practically danced as he inspected her as if she were some kind of alien from outer space. She ought to walk out of here and burn the beach house before he got anywhere near it. Any man in his right senses would be so mad at her right now, he could spit.

      Boy, Gene was going to pay for this.

      The Jerk wrapped the bed sheet around him and swung his legs over the side of the cot. His thick sable hair fell forward over the bandage, and his bare toes stuck out from beneath the sheet. He had strong, slender feet and toes, adorned with a dusting of silky hair.

      Cleo couldn’t believe she was staring at his feet. Had it been that long since she’d seen a man’s feet? She jerked her head up again.

      “I need to check out of my hotel, Sheriff. Miss Alyssum and I haven’t had time to make the final arrangements on the house, so maybe I’d best go with her.”

      Cleo tried not to exhale too sharply or look too closely to see how the law officer took that. Experience had taught her to keep a large canyon between herself and the authorities.

      “Well, if I can be of any assistance while you’re here, son, you just call on me. Maybe you can come out to the school sometime, talk to the kids. They’d get a real kick out of that.” The sheriff turned and nodded politely to Cleo. “Miss Alyssum, it’s a pleasure to see you. Take good care of the boy.”

      The boy winked at her behind the sheriff’s back, then returned to the immediate subject. “What about my car, Sheriff?”

      “Looks like it’s a goner, son. When you get your billfold from your hotel room, stop by the office so I can file a report for your insurance. Shame, a car like that.”

      An antique Jag. Cleo shuddered. The thing probably cost seven fortunes. And Gene had destroyed it, nearly taking its owner out with it. She supposed she owed The Jerk, but she didn’t have to like it. Gene was in for a lot of window washing.

      The Jared McCloud grimaced, then looked at the nurse expectantly. “May I have my clothes, please? It looks as if I’ll be relying on Miss Alyssum’s hospitality a great deal more than I expected.”

      Like, her car, her house, her life. . . Cleo understood blackmail when she heard it. Not deigning to acknowledge his implied threat, she backed toward the door. “Sheriff, why don’t you take him to the hotel while I check in at the store. Drop him off there when you’re done with him.” The very best defense was a strong offense her daddy had told her long ago.

      And she could be amazingly offensive when the notion took her.
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      Jared glanced at the stone-faced example of the fairer sex in the driver’s seat. Every once in a while, when he was exceptionally lucky, he ran across a truly clever, creative female mind like this one, a puzzle meant for solving, and his anticipation soared.

      His new landlady’s small, pointed chin practically strained over her clamped teeth. He didn’t know what she was angry about, but she’d get over it. In his business, it never paid to take life seriously, and the wrath of women was a fleeting thing, he’d learned.

      It wasn’t as if he considered himself exceedingly clever or handsome or any of those things he assumed women wanted. His two brothers had pointed out often enough that he was the runt of the litter, the shallow ne’er-do-well with no driving ambition to improve the world. They’d left him with few illusions of ego. But even his brothers admitted that women liked him. Even as the class freak, he’d escorted the valedictorian to the prom, because he was persistent, and he listened to her.

      That’s all he’d ever done was listen, because he had been, after all, a skinny freak who drew cartoon characters for amusement. Besides, Regina had been a stuck-up bit of rudeness most of the time. He’d just liked the way her mind worked, and they’d agreed that going to the prom together made sense. He must have shined up pretty good because he’d ended up taking both Regina and the football captain’s date home that night, and what Regina hadn’t offered, the cheerleader had.

      Not that any of that had any relevance to the fascinating creature sitting next to him, doing her best to pretend he didn’t exist. He’d put on his cowboy boots for her, and she didn’t even notice when he propped them on the dashboard. But she was aware of him all right, and she was madder than a wet cat about it. Hell of a reaction to the electricity bouncing around in here.

      “I never got a chance to look at the place. Is it in good repair?” he asked, trying to divert her attention from her mad-on. He loved Spanish moss, and admired the way it drooped over the crushed shell highway they roared down. He trusted the truck had four-wheel drive or they’d be headed for a skid shortly. He wasn’t too eager for a repeat of the day’s earlier catastrophe. Broken hands or head would not bode well for his currently flagging career.

      Good thing he’d sent in that last batch of strips before setting out on this adventure. One more black mark against his name and his agent was likely to can him. A cartoonist without a career was a pretty sad affair.

      “The cottage needs a new roof,” she answered curtly. “No one lives there, so I don’t pay much attention to what shape it’s in.”

      “Why haven’t you sold it then? Beachfront property has to be worth a mint.”

      “This isn’t California, and I like my privacy. Keep that in mind, and we’ll get along fine.”

      Jared hummed a country song he’d heard on the drive down and tried to imagine why a creative woman like this would be hiding in the outback of a swamp, but his mind wouldn’t settle on any one reason. Maybe she was an inventor afraid of someone stealing her ideas before she patented them. If she wasn’t, she ought to be. That cackling witch sweeping across the road on her broom was enough to cause heart failure. He particularly liked the witch’s stringy hair and red shoes.

      “Fine with me,” he agreed easily. “I was feeling burned out and needed to get away from distraction to finish this project.” Finish, his foot and eye. All he’d written so far was cow manure. He had to raise it to bullshit, at the very least. He’d manage. He always had.

      Except for that last project. He hid his grimace at the unfamiliar sensation of the ground cracking under him. Failure wasn’t in the McCloud family credo.

      He’d rather think about the current object of his interest. “I’ve always found the pounding of surf relaxing.”

      “Swell for you,” she mocked. “It’s hurricane season. Maybe you’ll hear some real surf.”

      “I live in Miami. I know hurricanes,” he said comfortably, not about to be scared off, if that was her intention.

      “Surf is about all you’ll hear out there. I don’t think the place is wired for much more than a light and a stove and the well pump.”

      “Mind if I upgrade the wiring if I need it? Computers are finicky about electricity.” He hadn’t counted on rewiring, but if there was electricity, it shouldn’t take much to run in a line or two for his stuff.

      She shrugged. “Your money.”

      She didn’t even ask him how long he would stay. Entertaining.

      In the interest of seeing just how far she could ignore him, he hunted for a more telling question. That didn’t take much thought. “Why’d you change your mind?”

      For a moment, he thought she wouldn’t answer, she stared out the windshield so fiercely.

      “I like my privacy,” she repeated.

      “That doesn’t answer the question.” Jared tried not to smile as she struggled to find an answer that wasn’t an answer. His older brother, Tim, had once warned him that he would someday run into a nutcase who would blow him away for his annoying persistence, but Jared figured he’d take his chances. Risk nothing, gain nothing, was his motto.

      He wondered if she’d forgotten the question or simply refused to answer further, but she finally gritted her teeth and shot him a glare.

      “I prefer you to the sheriff.”

      Remembering the paunchy, balding man of the law, Jared crossed his arms and lifted his eyebrows. “Gee, gosh. I’m overwhelmed.”

      He wanted to cackle like her witch at her glare, but then her lip twitched, and she almost smiled.

      “Well, Vern is a pretty impressive sight, you have to admit.”

      “I’m honored. Now, if I could just figure out what hit my windshield and why a snake crawled up my leg. . .”

      The dawning smile slipped away. “You were trespassing.”

      She didn’t admit guilt or look guilty. Maybe his freaking imagination had finally fried his brain. “I thought these beaches were public property,” he insisted.

      “Not when you cross private property to get to them.” No witch sailed across the road on her mechanical broom as she shifted gears, popped the clutch, and took the beach road at an illegal rate of speed. “There’s a bad undertow out here. I suppose you ignore No Swimming signs, too.”

      Jared was too absorbed in the sight of a peacock feather caught in a prickly shrub to comment. Peacock feather. Did peacocks fly?

      Snakes didn’t. He couldn’t imagine one crawling over the Jag’s shiny hood either. He grimaced at the glitter of the Southern sun on red and chrome as they roared past the place he’d gone off the road.

      He couldn’t see enough of the car to verify the full extent of the damage, but Jags were temperamental creatures at the best of times. Sand and palmettos wouldn’t improve its condition. If the evil genie beside him hadn’t wrecked the car, he’d damned sure find out who had. The Jag had been a childhood dream that had cost him the cash advance on a script he hadn’t written yet.

      His head began to throb in earnest. “Guess I’d better find some transportation next.” He figured he was talking to himself, but to his surprise, she actually responded.

      “You’d better have one of those expensive varieties of Triple A. I doubt you’ll find a Jag dealer closer than Charleston to tow you. The dealer might have something to rent.”

      He slumped back to rest his pounding head against the seat. “Nah. A Jeep’s probably best out here. I can see right now that Jags shouldn’t leave Miami.” He winced as the truck hit a rut.

      She eased up on the accelerator. “Sorry. Head hurt?”

      He hadn’t expected sympathy. Maybe she was just testing the extent of damage for liability purposes, as his younger brother, Doubting Thomas, would say.

      His life was too cluttered and disorganized for Clay’s cynicism. Maybe he’d adopt brother Tim’s narrow focus and pretend the world didn’t exist outside his head. Painful thought. He grimaced and rubbed the ache. “Nothing a few aspirin won’t cure. Am I taking you from your job to drag you out here?”

      “I’ve got someone covering for me. I figure you’ll take one look at the shack and back off.”

      Even with his head pounding and his Jag no more than a gasoline spot in the sand, he knew the answer to that one. He was staying. She’d have to deal with it.

      [image: ]

      Cleo watched in growing agony as The Jared McCloud wandered aimlessly from the tattered screened porch, past the worn vinyl, down the squeaking-board hall, and up to the overheated half attic. Standing below, she held her breath as he leaned his lanky frame against the splintered wood rail of the balcony overlooking the beach and stared in absorption at the rising tide. That was her favorite spot up there. From that vantage point, the uncontrollable freedom of the waves both terrified and elated her.

      Right now, she feared he’d fall through the rail.

      She knew what he would say before he returned to the porch to say it. The leaky old house should have fallen to pieces long ago, but it exuded love and warmth and the tenacity of lifetimes of vacationing families. More likely, it just symbolized the childhood she’d never had. Whatever, she hadn’t had the heart to tear it down, or the stupidity to restore something that the next strong wind or tide could rip away.

      “How much?” he asked the instant he hit the sagging front step.

      Cleo could read the gleam in his eye through the pain etched on his forehead, and she set her jaw stubbornly. “I’m not selling.” She definitely didn’t need his restless, sexy carcass in her back yard.

      He shrugged and shoved his hands in his pockets and studied the bird nests in the eaves. “Fine. I’m not much good at fixing things. What’s it worth to you to put it into habitable condition?”

      Damn him. Well, she’d give him credit for not being an airhead. He knew it was unlivable. “It would cost three fortunes, and the insurance out here is astronomical. Beach houses come with a high price for a reason.”

      “Pare it down to one fortune, and I’ll do it. You hire the help, I’ll pay for it.”

      Cleo gaped at the inverted triangle presented by Jared McCloud’s back as he walked away. She shouldn’t be seeing muscular shoulders narrowing to trim waist. She ought to be seeing dollar signs, or an invasion of privacy. She never looked at men that way. Never.

      She hurried after him as he captured a sand dune. She knew his sort—patrician good looks, easy life, and wealth to throw around. He’d rub her the wrong way one too many times, and she’d have to kill him. Or maim him badly. Either way, she’d be back in prison and Matty would be lost to her forever. No way. She knew her limits.

      Of course, her usual reactions to stress were self-destructive rather than violent, and she couldn’t afford that either.

      “That’s ridiculous,” she practically spluttered upon reaching the top of the dune. She hadn’t thought spluttering a possibility until she did it. Drat the man. Drawing up straight and forming her words carefully, she continued in her more forthright manner. “The place is falling apart. I won’t sell. What’s the point of your repairing it for the few months or however long you want to use it?”

      The ocean wind blew his hair back, revealing a long, straight nose and firm jaw that could have been carved out of marble and placed in a museum of Roman artifacts. He shrugged with much more fluidity than marble. “What’s the point of having money if you can’t spend it on what you want?”

      Sighing, Cleo stared at the sun sparkling off the water. Maybe it wouldn’t be too terribly bad to have one lone guy living back here, pounding on his computer. Her store was on the mainland, so she wasn’t here all day. What would she see of him at night?

      And it would be kind of nice to have the beach house fixed up—at someone else’s expense—when family visited.

      “How long you staying?” she demanded, not giving in immediately.

      “Until the project is finished. A few months, probably. I can’t see staying in this place at Christmas. You’ll have a great beach house and I’ll have my privacy. Fair trade, don’t you think?”

      He wanted privacy, too. That could work. Maybe she wouldn’t even see him. Other than letting Maya and her family visit more often, she had no idea what she would do with a beach house, but she could think of something.

      “Who pays for the insurance?” She’d learned to be practical. It took a lot of scrabbling to get where she was today, and she wasn’t letting loose of a penny without earning two pennies in return.

      He slanted her a satisfied look. “I’ll pay for six months of insurance and all the repairs in lieu of rent. How’s that?”

      “You have no idea how much that will cost,” she warned. “The roof alone will set you back thousands.” And she’d have to pay the insurance after he was gone. She’d have to rent the place at least part of the year to cover the cost. If the town persuaded the film director to use the harbor, they might even list her as having available housing. Curses. It would be much simpler if he’d just go away.

      “A place like this in Miami would rent for thousands a month. It’s no big deal, provided you know who to call.” He shot her a challenging look. “You do know someone who can get right on it, don’t you?”

      She owned the only hardware store within fifty miles. She knew everyone. “You want the best, or the most cost effective?” she countered with a hint of defiance. She didn’t like people underestimating her.

      “The best and most efficient. If I’m working out here, I don’t want to waste time chatting with carpenters while they drink their coffee.”

      Had he been anyone else, she might have smiled at the recognition that he’d had some experience with Southern construction crews. She still didn’t like the light in his eyes when he looked at her. She bit off the smile, nodded curtly, and started sliding down the dune in the direction of the truck.

      “I’ll take you into town, call my attorney to draw up an agreement, and call a few workmen. One of the car lots should have some kind of four-wheel-drive vehicle available. You can call around.”

      She didn’t even know if the clown was who he said he was, although the Jag and the way he carried himself surely showed he could afford to put his money where his mouth was. Still, she wanted this right and tight.

      The idea of this desk jockey occupying her personal space for months still ticked her bomb. She’d have to remember Gene and the sheriff. The boy didn’t deserve a rougher life than he already had, and if The Jerk ever figured out who put the snake in his car. . .

      Window washing wasn’t enough. She’d have Gene scrubbing floors—with his nose—for getting them both into this.
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      “Hug your mommy, and we’ll be off, sugar,” Maya called from the driveway.

      Sitting cross-legged on the porch, Cleo opened her arms to hug her seven-year-old son. Weekends simply weren’t long enough. For Matty’s sake, she was getting better at hiding her tears with each of these departures. One of these days, she might even figure out how to hide them and still be as sloppy sentimental as her sister. Then she could whisper foolish love words in Matty’s ear as he slobbered sloppy kisses across her cheek.

      Probably not, though. Squeezing the boy tight, she kissed his forehead, then set him away from her as she always did. She despised tears and sentimentality. They were a weakness she couldn’t afford. Matty needed to be happy and comfortable going off with his aunt.

      “Iggy really liked that lettuce you brought him, so grow some more, okay?” She brushed the hair out of his eyes and smiled at his earnest expression.

      Matty loved taking care of animals, and he was good at it. Maya had taught her to encourage him in the things he excelled at instead of dwelling on the things he couldn’t do well—like reading and writing. She supposed his father must have had dyslexia as well, and maybe if someone had taken the time to teach her late ex-husband, the bastard wouldn’t be dead right now. But that was an old story beyond her control.

      “I’ll draw a picture of Petey, too,” her son declared stoutly.

      Matty wasn’t quite so good at drawing, especially peacocks, but Cleo grinned in appreciation of his offer. “You do that, kiddo. Now hurry and get in the car before Alexa crawls out of her seat.”

      She bit her lip as Matty ran to entertain his baby cousin, then finally faced her sister who stood waiting for her turn.

      “Come December, he’ll be all yours again,” Maya reminded her, as she always did.

      “I don’t want anything less than the best for Matty, and you’re the best.” Cleo had been over this a dozen times a day and always reached the same conclusion. She could have had Matty placed closer to home, but she wanted him where he was happy, even if the distance made her miserable.

      Maya looked skeptical, but Maya never argued. “What happened to the new tenant you told me about? Is he really the guy who does Scapegrace?”

      “Says he is. As long as he’s paying the bills, I’ll take his word for it.” Cleo read the look of interest on her sister’s face, but she sure as hell wasn’t supplying her with more ammunition. Now that she was happily married and settled, Maya meddled.

      “I read about him. The article said he’s a real playboy. What’s a playboy doing out here?”

      Cleo shrugged. “Working on some project, if you can call drawing cartoons working.”

      “Those animated things he does for TV have to be work, but they’re a bit too childishly snide for me. I bet he was a sociopathic teenager.” Maya gathered up Matty’s collection of backpacks and sneakers. “Maybe you could introduce us next time I’m down.”

      Cleo couldn’t picture the happy-go-lucky idiot currently occupying her beach house as a sociopathic anything, but Maya’s assessments tended to be right on when it came to people. She hadn’t even realized he worked in TV. If she had time to be suspicious. . . She didn’t.

      She stood and helped with the assortment of kid litter. “Bring Axell and the kids, have a cook-out, and introduce yourselves.”

      “That sounds like a great idea.” Blithely ignoring the sarcasm behind Cleo’s suggestion, Maya heaved the baggage into the back of the SUV. “Now that Axell has a manager who’s on top of things, we can get about more. If you don’t mind all the kids invading your territory. . .”

      Cleo tossed Matty’s jacket, hamster cage, and bag of books into the car. Maya knew every one of Cleo’s buttons, but she never pressed them. She just discreetly buzzed around them. “The kids are fine. Bring sleeping bags and they can camp in Matty’s room. I just don’t think Axell will appreciate roughing it.”

      “It’ll be good for him, and he’d love to meet Jared McCloud. Call and give us a date.”

      With a blizzard of last-minute admonitions, questions
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