



“You’ve
been away from your world too long. When you get back to Seattle you’ll realize
you have better choices.” Reece folded Jordan’s hands and placed them on her
lap. “In the dark, everyone looks alike.” 


“In the dark, I can still
tell who I love.” 


“Jordan, please. Don’t
say that. We are worlds apart.” Reece started the truck. “We had a nice camping
trip, a couple dates. That’s all. You got your story.” 


“Look at me, Reece. Look
me in the eye and tell me you don’t feel the same.” Jordan turned Reece’s face
toward her and stared into her eyes. “Tell me you don’t care about me the same
as I care about you. Tell me you don’t love me the same as I love you.” 


Reece hesitated,
wrestling over her response. Her eyes studied Jordan for a long moment, ﬁrst
with adoration then cautious concern. Reece’s expression went from love to
pain in less than a second. She looked out the windshield and narrowed her eyes
as she thought. 


“I don’t,”
she said ﬁnally, then pulled onto the road. 
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Chapter 1 


Jordan Grifﬁn waited
impatiently in the rain for the pedestrian light to change. She was already
late for the Tuesday morning editorial staff meeting but a morning without a
cup of Starbucks to vault her senses into gear was unthinkable. Now she was
stuck in the gridlock of downtown Seattle rush hour. As the walk light changed
to green and the sea of umbrellas moved across the street, Jordan’s cell phone
began merrily playing “How Dry I Am.” She balanced her umbrella handle between
her shoulder and her chin as she ﬁshed the phone from her raincoat pocket. With
the skill of a circus juggler, she exchanged the telephone for the umbrella
while supporting a briefcase strap over her other shoulder and carrying a
double latte with a plastic bag hooked over her ﬁnger. 


“I’m two blocks away,
Susan,” she said, stepping up on the curb. 


“Did you get my
biscotti?” the woman on the other end asked. 


“Yes,” Jordan replied,
refraining from saying that was why she was late. 


“Come
to Mark’s ofﬁce as soon as you get here. We’ve already started.” Susan hung up
without waiting for a reply. 


Jordan hurried along the
sidewalk, dodging slower pedestrians and hoping to make it to the light at the
next corner before it changed again. She was sure New York City rush hour trafﬁc
and sidewalk congestion had nothing on Seattle. The added extra Seattle did
offer was the steep hills and chronic inclement weather that further snarled
the downtown commute. It took Jordan six months to be able to hike down Pine
Street to Starbucks and back up again to the ofﬁce building without stopping at
least once to catch her breath. She had been a ﬂatlander, a suburban lover, a
Colorado native from Fort Collins who wasn’t used to six months of nearly
constant rain and crowded inner city employment. Her ﬁrst job after graduating
with a master’s degree in journalism had been with the Boulder Gazette.
It was a small newspaper with a narrow readership and an even narrower
viewpoint. The job didn’t last long but it did teach her to appreciate a good
work environment. Her ﬁrst job with a periodical had been with the Mountain
States Cattlemen’s Journal as an assistant editor. She liked the job in spite
of the limited appeal and assignments. She had spent her four years with the
magazine driving the backcountry of Colorado and Wyoming, talking with ranchers
and taking pictures of cows and sheep. Glamorous, it wasn’t. Good experience,
maybe. When Northwest Living Magazine advertised for an assistant
editor, she literally jumped out of her mud boots at the chance to move to
Seattle and move toward a more sophisticated style of journalism. It didn’t
take her long to realize she had ﬁnally arrived at a job she enjoyed. She was
living the independent lifestyle in a big metropolitan city ﬁlled with
culture, ambiance, opportunities for travel and great dining and most of all, a
fairly well-paying career. Jordan dodged a spray of water sent up by a passing
car as it sped through a puddle. She trotted around a group of slow-moving
businessmen and rushed into a revolving door, collapsing her umbrella just as
the door spun closed. 


“Hold the elevator,
please,” she called as she hurried inside. She stepped to the back of the
elevator and leaned against the glass wall, shaking the water from her raincoat
and pushing some curl back into her blonde hair. It had been long and ﬂowing
from the time she was a third grader in Fort Collins to the time she moved to
Seattle. It didn’t take her long to see the wisdom of a shorter more manageable
style, one more popular with the trendsetters and busy career women in the
Northwest. 


“Good
morning, Lisa,” Jordan said to the young woman behind the reception desk as she
entered the double glass doors marked Northwest Living. The outline of
the Seattle Space Needle and Mount Rainier was the magazine’s logo and was
printed on the door, the wall behind the reception desk and in the carpet of
the lobby. 


“Morning, Ms. Grifﬁn,”
Lisa mumbled through a bite of donut. “You are supposed to go right in,” she
advised, pointing down the hall to the left. 


“Thank you,” Jordan
replied with an understanding smile, but she went down the hall to the right
and unlocked her ofﬁce. After hanging up her coat and checking her looks in the
mirror, she grabbed the biscotti bag, her coffee and a stack of folders then
went to the meeting. 


“Where is my biscotti?”
the woman at the far end of the table asked even before Jordan could get in the
door. Jordan slid the sack down the table and took her place. A balding man
with a dark goatee and a thick pair of glasses sat at the other end. He was
reading something and didn’t look up but waved at Jordan. 


Susan Mackey was the
senior editor and had been so since the magazine’s inception twelve years ago,
mainly because her father was on the board of directors of the consortium that
owned it and four other publications as well as a television station. The blind
consortium that managed the syndicate of publications agreed to hire Susan, at
Franklin Mackey’s urging, since she did have a degree in journalism. She didn’t
have the experience the board would have liked but that is where Mark Bergman
came in. He was the managing editor and the best there was. Mark’s long work
experience brought him kudos that couldn’t be ignored by the board. It also
allowed a blind eye to the nepotism of hiring Susan. Mark’s age was the only
factor that kept him from rising to the top of his ﬁeld. At sixty-ﬁve, many of
the top magazines considered him too old to handle the rigors of the publishing
game. But he had found a home with Northwest Living. Mark’s job was to
keep the train on the tracks and rolling along in spite of Susan’s accidental
attempts at derailing it. Susan had afﬁxed her job as managerial, something
her ego could easily live with. 


“Where
are the almonds?” Susan asked disgustedly, examining the pastry. 


“I have no idea,” Jordan
replied, hitching in her chair. “You asked for chocolate dipped almond. That’s
what you got.” 


“Where did you get it?
Starbucks?” Mark asked without looking up. “Truman’s Coffee Shop on Eighth is
better. Great biscotti.” 


“The coffee at Truman’s
is terrible. Tastes like IHOP leftovers,” Susan inserted, taking a bite. 


“IHOP reuses their coffee
grounds,” Mark advised. 


“No, they don’t,” Jordan
argued with a frown, sorting through her folders. 


“Gelfers,” Susan stated,
covering her mouth as she chewed. “Gelfers reuses their grounds. I saw the
manager pouring water back through the machine.” 


“Gelfers has good
pastry,” Mark added. “But don’t get the cannoli. They store the shells in the
refrigerator and they get soggy.” Mark had moved on to another page, still
reading intently. 


“If you want cannoli you
have got to go to DeLaurent’s at Pikes Place Market. They shave the chocolate
into little rolls,” Susan said, moaning at the thought. “They are so good.” 


“Where are Didi and
Helen?” Jordan asked, looking at the empty chairs. She was growing tired of
Susan and Mark’s discussion. Every Tuesday morning they spent twenty minutes
playing one-upmanship about some obscure topic. Last week it was where to buy
pet food. The week before that it was which recently released movie was worth
paying eight dollars to see. 


“Helen
is in Portland and Didi has the ﬂu. You can e-mail them a rundown of the
meeting,” Susan advised. 


“Swell,” Jordan muttered
under her breath, knowing something else just got added to her list of tasks
today. 


They ﬁnally got the
meeting going. Several story ideas were discussed for future issues and
problems were hashed out. Jordan helped decide which of their reporters and
contributing writers would be assigned which story. Jordan already had four
articles she was working on as well as editing stories from two interns. Mark
asked her to look over the cover story on Seattle’s microbreweries and the
second in a series of articles on junior colleges in the Puget Sound area. It
was a heavy load but Jordan knew it was all part of the job. Something else was
always added to the plate, even when it was ﬁlled to overﬂowing. 


“Did you see the
newspaper article on that tanker that went aground by Oak Harbor?” Susan asked,
sliding a photograph across the table toward Jordan. 


“No, I didn’t see it, but
I heard about it,” Jordan replied, looking through her folders. 


“Maybe we should send a
photographer out to get some shots and do a story on the danger to the
ecosystem and the wildlife.” 


“As I remember, the
tanker was empty. It was an old one and being towed out to sea where it would
be sunk and used as a ﬁsh reef,” Jordan said, still reading. “I don’t think it
was going to endanger the ecosystem.” 


“I have a great idea,
Jordan. We could cover the building of artiﬁcial reefs to help replace a
depleting habitat.” Susan made the declaration as if she expected some great
accolades over it. “Let’s get some shots of the rusty tanker. And call research
for some stock photos of underwater reefs.” Susan spoke eagerly and with
purpose. 


“We did that story,”
Jordan said, looking up. “Last November.” 


“Oh, right,” Susan
replied then smirked. “I forgot.” 


“We might take a look at
a story on ferry travel, though,” Mark said. “The economy is taking a bite out
of their business, big time. Oil prices and repair costs are driving the small
companies to merge or fold. Might be something there.” 


“Okay,
I’ll have Didi check it out, unless you want it, Jordan,” Susan said, looking
over at her. 


Jordan shook her head as
she kept reading the contents of a folder. 


“I’ve got one more I want
you to check on, Jordan,” Mark said, sliding a folder over to her. “Reece
McAllister.” 


“Who is Reece
McAllister?” she asked, opening the folder. 


“We did an article on her
a few years ago. I think it was the year before you were hired,” Susan said,
looking over at the folder. 


Mark opened a back issue
of the magazine and slid it over for Jordan to see as well. The article was
titled “The Northwest’s Ten Best Self-Made Success Stories.” The article
included two sports ﬁgures, a transplanted Japanese couple, three businessmen,
a woman who hit the lottery twice, a teenage music prodigy and a female
television journalist with dark sultry eyes and a radiant smile. The caption
under the photograph read: “Reece ‘Race’ McAllister embedded with the U.S. Army
troops as they roll into Baghdad.” She was standing next to an armored Humvee
and was wearing an army ﬂak vest and helmet as she interviewed a soldier. In
spite of her dusty clothes and the hair-raising environment, her striking
beauty was clearly apparent. Jordan studied the woman’s eyes and her conﬁdent
posture. There was a kind and gentle softness in her eyes that even the brutal
warfare couldn’t diminish. 


“She’s the one who got
the last interview with Yasser Arafat,” Jordan said, scanning the article. 


“Reece McAllister earned
a huge salary as a Global News Network reporter. She was at Ground Zero in
Manhattan interviewing the rescue workers. She was on that oil rig in the Gulf
of Mexico when Hurricane Katrina roared through the gulf coast. She was in
Afghanistan and Iraq several times, bringing live feeds from the battleﬁelds.
You name the big story, she was there,” Mark explained, cleaning his glasses on
his tie. 


“I remember her,” Jordan
said. “Why are we interested in doing another piece about her?” 


“Because
now she is doing this,” he replied, sliding a ﬂyer in her direction. 


“Photography?” Jordan
asked, reading the ﬂyer. 


“She has a showing at a
gallery over on Cherry Street. The opening is Thursday evening and runs for
several weeks. It seems she has retired from broadcast journalism and has taken
up photojournalism instead. She gave up her lucrative job at GNN three years
ago and now she travels around Washington taking pictures of mountains and
wildlife.” He shook his head as if disapproving of the woman’s choice. 


“And?” Jordan asked,
still not convinced this was a story worth her time. 


“No one gives up that
kind of money without a damn good reason,” he replied. 


“And we all know you
can’t make that kind of money taking pictures,” Susan offered. 


“Some photographers do pretty
well if they have built a name for themselves or are taking pictures of famous
people,” Jordan replied. 


“She only takes nature
shots. At least that is the kind of things that will be at her showing,” Mark
said, pointing to the ﬂyer. “There will be thirty-eight pieces on sale and
there isn’t a human in any of them.” 


“So you think something ﬁendish
is going on because she now uses a camera instead of a microphone?” Jordan
offered. 


“Don’t you?” he asked,
rocking back in his chair and clasping his hands behind his head. “She has
turned down an interview with the Seattle Herald and a local television
station. She was invited to be a keynote speaker at a conference last year in
Vancouver and another one in Tacoma just last month. She refused them both. The
Oregon Publisher’s Conference offered her ﬁve grand, but she blew it off. I
think it’s worth a look. Worse-case scenario, there is no story. Just a loser
with a drug addiction or some such thing.” 


“And best-case scenario?”
Jordan asked. 


“Best
case, maybe ﬁve thousand words with a comparative angle and a half-dozen
photos,” he replied. 


“We’ve heard she had some
kind of accident. We’re not sure, but it was about the time she and her
girlfriend broke up,” Susan said. 


“Girlfriend?” Jordan
asked, assuming this meant Reece McAllister was a lesbian. 


“Pella something or
other,” Susan said. “You know, the model.” 


“Reece McAllister’s
girlfriend was Pella Frann?” Jordan asked curiously. 


“Yes, Pella Frann.” 


“There’s a big name for
you,” Mark quipped. “Or at least was. She did the Sports Illustrated swimsuit
cover two years running.” His eyes ﬂashed with a testosterone gleam. Susan and
Jordan both had the same image of the voluptuous beauty but refrained from
drooling. 


“I wonder whatever
happened to her,” Susan said, her own lesbianism spurring her curiosity
onward. 


Mark and Jordan shrugged.



“Wasn’t she French or
Swiss or something?” Susan asked. 


“That’s something Jordan
can ask Reece when she interviews her,” Mark offered. 


“Assuming she’ll give her
an interview,” Susan scowled. 


“I have every conﬁdence
in Jordan’s ability to get the story,” Mark stated. “Turn on the charm, Jordan.
Give her that big smile of yours and she’ll be telling you anything you want to
know.” 


“You’re right. No one can
resist Jordan’s charm,” Susan said then winked at Jordan. 


“There may not be a story
here,” Jordan warned. 


“Bring me something
before the ﬁrst of the month and I’ll work it in the November issue,” Mark
said, gathering the folders and heading to his desk. This was the signal that
the meeting was over. Jordan collected the information about Reece McAllister
and followed Susan out the door. 



Chapter 2 


Jordan circled the block
twice before ﬁnding a parking spot. The Rose Hall Gallery was tucked in a
corner building. The windows were blocked on the inside by several elaborate
enameled Japanese screens. The doors were locked and a handmade sign with
artistic calligraphy lettering announced the upcoming opening of the Reece
McAllister Photography Collection. Jordan peeked between the screens, trying to
see inside, but she could only catch slivers of wall, a leg, a ladder and a
stack of frames. She found a spot at the corner of the window where, if she
stood on her tiptoes, she could see two women talking. One was a matronly looking
woman in her ﬁfties in high heels and a black-and-white checked jacket over a
black skirt. She was pointing to one of the walls then at the clipboard she was
carrying. The other woman was wearing jeans and a brown turtleneck with the
sleeves pushed up to the elbow. Jordan couldn’t be sure but the woman in jeans
had a proﬁle similar to the photograph she had seen of Reece McAllister. She had an attractive ﬁgure with a
well-proportioned body. Her brunette hair was cut just below her ears and was
full of restless curls. When she smiled at the other woman, tiny lines lit the
corner of her eye and mouth. Jordan wished she would turn around so she could
see her entire face so she could be sure if this tall attractive woman was
indeed the famous but mysterious television notable, Reece McAllister. Just as
Jordan was about to tap on the window to get the women’s attention they both
strode into the back room and closed the door. She considered waiting for them
to return but she was parked in a ﬁfteen-minute loading zone and didn’t want a ﬁfty-dollar
parking ticket. She waited another ﬁve minutes but when no one came out of the
closed door, Jordan reluctantly returned to her car. She would just have to
wait until Thursday to meet Reece and discover the secrets to her elusive
lifestyle. 


Jordan returned to the ofﬁce.
She spent the afternoon ﬁnishing an article then researched Ms. McAllister’s
background so she would be well prepared for an interview. 


“You’re working late,”
Susan said, sticking her head in Jordan’s open ofﬁce door. 


Jordan checked her watch.
It was a quarter past six. She was working late for a reason. She had a date at
seven and it was easier to stay in town than to drive to her apartment in
Kirkland then turn around and come back. She was meeting Mia Eisley for dinner
at Christopher’s Restaurant, an upscale downtown eatery two miles from Jordan’s
ofﬁce. But Jordan knew better than to tell Susan who she was meeting. The last
time she admitted she was on her way to meet someone she had to endure a long
litany of questions about who it was, how long she had been seeing the woman
and what she did for a living. It was easier to keep Susan guessing than to
have her questioning who she chose to date. 


Jordan hit the save key
and shut down her computer. 


“The piece on Port
Orchard is ﬁnished. As soon as Jackie e-mails me the photos I’ll crop and send
them on to you.” Jordan leaned back in her chair, the long hours hunched over
the computer stiffening her back. “I have to send Rene back out tomorrow. I can’t
use one of those photographs she took for the Botanical Society.” Jordan stood
up and stretched. 


“Why
not? They looked ﬁne to me.” 


“Didn’t you look closely
at the background?” Jordan said, slipping her laptop into its case. 


“I guess not. What was in
the background?” Susan asked indifferently. 


Jordan pressed the start
button on her computer and went to put on her jacket while it rebooted. Susan
sat down in her desk chair and waited. 


“Where are the photos?”
she asked as the screen came up. 


“Look in Picasa,
Botanical Society August shots,” Jordan said as she sorted through some folders
to take home. 


“It won’t open,” Susan
said, tapping the keys. “It wants a password.” 


“Applesauce.” 


“I beg your pardon,” she said curiously.



“Applesauce,” Jordan repeated
quietly. 


“Oh, okay.” Susan typed
it in and waited. A screen of photographs opened. They showed two women
shaking hands and exchanging a ceremonially large check for the camera. “I
don’t see anything wrong with them. She got the presentation, didn’t cut off
their heads and it’s in focus. What’s the problem?” 


Jordan came around behind
Susan and reached in over her shoulder. She zoomed in on one of the shots then
stood back, waiting for Susan to examine it. 


“What do you see?” Jordan
asked. 


“I don’t see anything,
unless you mean the incredibly bad taste in clothes those women have. No one
wears that color anymore.” Susan squinted at the screen. 


“Look between them, right
under the handshake.” 


“Oh, my God,” Susan said
at last. She chuckled then leaned in to get a better look. “Is that what I
think it is? Are those two dogs?” 


“Yes, they certainly are.
And I don’t intend on printing a photograph of two stray mutts humping in the
park while the Seattle Women’s Botanical Society presents the park board with a
tenthousand-dollar check for park beautiﬁcation.” 


Susan
continued to stare at the screen and laugh. 


“We could say it’s
fertilizer,” she said, looking up at Jordan. 


Jordan didn’t answer.
Instead, she gave Susan a disapproving glare. 


“Can’t the photography
department do something with the shots? You know, edit it out somehow,” Susan
offered. 


“There would be a hole in
the shot. If it were just grass or pavement it could be done, but there is a
section of the mosaic path right there,” Jordan said, pointing to the screen. 


“Oh, Jordan. For heaven’s
sake, get over it. Have the photo touched up. Don’t worry about the mosaic. No
one will notice.” Susan gave one more look then closed the ﬁle. “You could have
them paste a small shot over that, you know, stack something over it.” 


Jordan rolled her eyes,
not happy with Susan’s decision but aware she had the ﬁnal say. 


“Suit yourself,” Jordan
said, turning out the light and heading down the hall. Susan followed, grabbing
her jacket as they passed her ofﬁce. Jordan pushed the elevator button. She
knew Susan was going to follow her all the way to her car in the basement
parking garage. When the elevator door opened, Jordan was relieved to see
several other passengers. Susan waved Jordan in then stepped in and pressed the
button to the garage. Jordan found a place by the back glass wall of the
elevator, one that offered a spectacular view of Puget Sound with the ferry
heading for Bainbridge Island. It wasn’t greed over the best view that made her
stand at the glass facing the skyline. It was more. It was the only place she
felt safe from the conﬁnes of the elevator walls. Jordan’s claustrophobia
engaged as soon as she placed one foot in the elevator and could only be
appeased by an unrestricted view out over the city. She had been known to allow
half-full elevators go without her if she couldn’t conveniently get to the back
wall. She found it difﬁcult to carry on a conversation while on the elevator as
her mind dealt with the six-foot-square space. She was aware Susan was saying
something to her but it wasn’t registering. The last two ﬂoors of the ride were
below ground level and pure torture for her. She clutched the chrome handrail
and didn’t release her grip until the elevator door opened. She learned to
manage her fear for the last two ﬂoors of the ride by picturing a double-layer
chocolate cake in her mind and counting the calories in French. It was better
than grabbing the handrail, closing her eyes and screaming all the way down.
She occasionally walked down the twelve ﬂoors but the stairwell was no roomier
than the elevator and it didn’t offer a window to the outside. 


The
door ﬁnally opened and she stepped out, striding purposefully toward her car
as her heart returned to a normal rate. Susan followed her, seemingly unaware
of Jordan’s fear. 


“Have you tried that cute
little nacho bar on Pine? I heard it was nice.” Susan hooked her arm through
Jordan’s and walked along with her in lock-step. 


“No, I haven’t,” Jordan
said, ﬁshing in her pocket for her car keys. 


“Tonight is margarita
night. How about you and I giving them the Northwest Living once over?
Maybe we could do a piece on downtown ethnic eateries. My treat. I can write it
off on my expense account,” Susan said with a wink. “I hear the nacho supreme is
enough for two or three people. What do you say? We can share a pitcher of
margaritas and watch the yuppies.” 


“Thanks, Susan, but I
don’t think so. Nachos aren’t my favorite food.” She tried to be polite in her
refusal. 


“They’ve got lots of
other things on the menu, I’m sure. I heard they have a cheese fondue that is
out of this world. It comes with lots of goodies to dip. And I’m sure they have
a great wine list,” she added, squeezing Jordan’s arm. “How about sharing a
bottle of cabernet with me,” she said with a sultry voice. “Or two.” 


“Thanks
but I can’t,” Jordan replied, glad she had reached her car. She popped the
locks and reached for the door handle but Susan blocked the door. 


“Come on, Jordan. Just
one drink.” Susan had a devilish grin on her face. She stepped closer, pinning
Jordan to the side of her car. “One drink,” she repeated in a soft suggestive
voice. 


“Susan,” Jordan began but
before she could ﬁnish Susan kissed her, trying desperately to push her tongue
in Jordan’s mouth. Jordan pushed her away and reached for the door handle,
frantic to escape her relentless advances. 


“Wait, Jordan,” she said,
grabbing for her. “Don’t go. Come have a drink with me. If you don’t want to go
there, we could go to my place. What do you say?” she persisted. 


“No, Susan. Stop it.”
Jordan again pushed her away, this time holding her at arm’s length. “I’ve told
you. I don’t date at work. Now let go of my ass and stop that.” Jordan gave her
a stern glare. 


“I could ﬁre you then you
could go out with me,” Susan teased, one of her hands gliding down Jordan’s
thigh. “Then I’d hire you back tomorrow.” 


Jordan grabbed Susan’s
hand before it slid back up her thigh and into her crotch. 


“Goodnight, Susan,”
Jordan said with a scowl. She opened her car door and climbed inside, tugging
against Susan’s hold on it. She ﬁnally got it closed and drove off, Susan’s
stare following her as she exited the parking garage. 


It had been six weeks
since Susan’s last advances. Jordan wasn’t interested in Susan. It had nothing
to do with working for her although that was a convenient excuse. Whether it
was her overstimulated ego or her manipulative personality, Susan just wasn’t
Jordan’s type. 


The ﬁrst time Susan
pressed herself against Jordan and suggested they share a quiet date had been
only three weeks after she was hired. But Jordan wasn’t discouraged by Susan’s
persistence. She liked her job and she needed the money. She learned to stand
up to Susan, say no in a ﬁrm but friendly way. Jordan told herself Susan was
like a rash. She was a small inconvenience that only grew into a real nuisance
when Jordan forgot to ignore her. Telling Susan she didn’t date anyone at work
was the salve Jordan applied to the rash to bring it under control until the next
ﬂare-up. 


Jordan
pulled into the parking lot at Christopher’s Restaurant, searching for Mia’s
Lexus SUV. When it wasn’t there, she knew she had time to repair her makeup and
comb her hair before going inside. Just as she ﬁnished, Mia pulled in next to
her and tooted her horn. Jordan waved and climbed out of her Civic, dwarfed by
Mia’s sleek gas-guzzler, something Mia loved to rub in. 


“Hi, you sexy thing,” Mia
said, kissing Jordan on the cheek before walking her inside the restaurant. “I
love that sweater on you,” she whispered as they waited for a table. She eyed
the way it clung to Jordan’s body. “It really makes you look good.” 


“Thank you.” Jordan
couldn’t stop a blush. 


“You look really hot
tonight, babe. Really hot.” Mia’s hand slipped down Jordan’s back and hesitated
at her tight buns. 


“This way, ladies,” the
hostess said, leading them to a table. 


“I could use a drink. It
has been a tough day,” Mia said, waiting for Jordan to choose where she wanted
to sit. 


“I’m sorry you had a hard
day, honey. Tell me what happened,” Jordan said. 


Mia spent twenty minutes
explaining her hectic day, with attention to every detail. Jordan smiled
sympathetically and listened intently. Mia sounded like she needed that, she
thought. Jordan and Mia were introduced by a mutual friend, one who thought
they were the most perfect match she had ever seen. Their relationship started
slowly with an occasional drink or coffee meeting. After only two weeks, Mia
invited her to go to Victoria, British Columbia with her to a conference at the
elegant Empress Hotel. Jordan expected to tour the city while Mia was at the
conference, but it became clear as soon as they registered at the front desk
that Mia had something else in mind. They spent the entire weekend naked and
sweaty. Room service delivery was the only time they spent out of bed. 


Mia
had been in several relationships, all of them with gorgeous and intelligent
women but none of them serious enough to take her out of commission. Jordan
didn’t plan on doing that either. They were friends, close friends. They
enjoyed each other’s company but they both knew it wasn’t a forever kind of
relationship. It was a for-now relationship. 


Mia ordered them an
expensive bottle of wine and a lavish dinner. After dinner, Mia followed Jordan
to her apartment in Kirkland, something Jordan knew meant she planned on
spending the night with her. Mia was predictable. She always drank two and a
half glasses of wine, ate only half of whatever she ordered, left too much tip
even if the service was lousy and she always wanted sex when she followed
Jordan home, usually without being invited. 



Chapter 3 


Jordan folded her arms
behind her head and stared at the ceiling fan that lazily stirred the late
summer air around the bedroom. Even in the dim light of the muted television
she could see how dirty the blades had become. She would have to dust them some
day, some day when she didn’t have to be at work before seven in the morning
and stay well after six in the evening. She needed to catch up on laundry, too.
Maybe she would remember to start a load before she left in the morning. No,
she couldn’t start a load until she stopped at the store for detergent. She
scolded herself for forgetting to do that. She had been out since Sunday. She
needed milk, peanut butter and apples, too. She wished she had made a list.
Life would be easier if she remembered to make a grocery list. 


“Are you with me here,
Jordy?” Mia asked with a scowl, looking up at her from where she was cradling
Jordan’s hips in her arms. “I seem to be doing all the work here.” 


Jordan quickly looked
down at her and smiled apologetically. 


“I’m
sorry, sweetheart. I’m right here.” She reached down and stroked Mia’s face
fondly. “It’s wonderful, really. I’m just taking a bit longer to get going
tonight. Please, don’t stop.” Jordan smiled at her, winking and wiggling her
butt. She didn’t like to fake it but she also didn’t want to disappoint Mia. 


When Mia started jingling
her keys at the restaurant Jordan knew she wanted sex. Mia always wanted sex.
They had a polite glass of wine when they got to Jordan’s apartment then Mia
stepped out of her shoes, kissed the back of Jordan’s neck as they sat on the
couch before leading Jordan to the bedroom. It took Mia only a few minutes
kissing Jordan’s naked body before she moved down to her usual position, half
on the bed, half off. It usually took somewhere between eight and twelve
minutes for Jordan to arrive at an orgasm, depending on the weather, her mood
and how tired she was. This evening was no different, at least the foreplay
was. Jordan couldn’t ﬁnd the interest this evening. She didn’t know why, but
her heart and her body weren’t into it, not yet. Perhaps it was the long week
at work, she told herself. She tried to concentrate on the spot Mia was massaging
feverishly with her tongue. 


Mia wasn’t the only woman
Jordan occasionally entertained. J.J., an old college friend who traveled to
Seattle on business every other month, had sent Jordan ﬂowers and when J.J.
sent two dozen red roses Jordan knew they would be wrinkling the sheets as soon
as she came to town. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t or couldn’t commit to just one
woman in a monogamous relationship. But Mia and J.J. were just that, women to
date. Jordan had told herself she was being too picky. After all, she was a
thirty-ﬁve-year-old, available, gainfully-employed lesbian. Surely she could ﬁnd
one person who met all her needs. Surely there was one woman in the greater
Seattle area who was a good conversationalist, kind, intelligent, attentive
and loyal. Someone who didn’t use sex as the prime indicator of a quality
evening together. Someone who didn’t predicate a partnership on how someone
looked. Jordan got used to hearing how hot she looked when she wore something
low-cut or tight-ﬁtting. She longed for someone to tell her she was hot because
she could speak French or because she could paint in watercolors or because she
knew all the works of Mary Cassatt. 


But
Mia was trying. Jordan could feel her hot breath and frantic tongue action
feverishly trying to stimulate her womanhood into throbbing ecstasy. Jordan
closed her eyes and concentrated. She didn’t want Mia to think she couldn’t
please her. Usually she did. Jordan willed her mind to that spot between her
thighs and gave a silent prayer for something to happen and quickly. Like
clockwork, Jordan felt the tiny wave roll through her, the wave that meant she
was near her peak. It was a small peak but a peak nonetheless. She groaned and
allowed it to linger as long as possible. She reached down and grabbed a
handful of Mia’s thick head of hair, pulling her closer, hoping for the rapture
to increase before it drifted away all together. Dutifully, Mia kept up her
pace as if she were delivering the orgasm to end all orgasms. Jordan arched her
back, reaching for more of the dwindling pleasure. When the last faint throbs
subsided, she fell back and opened her eyes. Mia had stopped and crawled up
next to her, rubbing her neck and cackling victoriously. 


“Now that’s how it is
done, huh, Jordy?” Mia said triumphantly. She leaned down and kissed one of
Jordan’s hard nipples then gave it a suck. 


“Mmmm,” Jordan moaned
happily and snuggled against her. Mia pulled the sheet and blanket over them.
Within three minutes she was snoring soundly at Jordan’s side. 


Jordan slipped out of bed
and went to take a shower. After her shower, she pulled on a robe and stepped
out onto her small balcony that overlooked the valley and Puget Sound. She
closed her eyes and enjoyed the soft breeze that stirred her hair and brushed
against her face. Jordan leaned against the railing and stared into the
bedroom. Mia was spread eagle across the bed, one arm dragging the ﬂoor, the
gentle sound of snoring wafting through the open door. It was amazing how
quickly Mia could fall asleep once the lovemaking was over. Jordan could almost
set her watch by it. Jordan was still breathing heavy and her ears were still
red when Mia began to saw logs. A snuggler, Mia was not. 


Mia was another of
Jordan’s friends who liked to experience how the other half lived. She never
ate at a restaurant that didn’t serve water in a stemmed glass or required less
than ﬁve minutes to prepare a meal. She considered it totally classless to eat
at a place that gave a prize with a meal. In fact, Mia loved to make reservations.
Whether it was a busy Saturday night or just an afternoon luncheon, Mia liked
the importance a reservation suggested. She was a corporate attorney with a
large shipping company so she never looked at the prices. Her best friend was
her American Express business card. If she misplaced it, her blood pressure
rose uncontrollably, her hands cramped and her upper lip beaded with sweat
until she once again located it. Jordan knew Mia would never be a committed
partner. She already had one and her name was plastic. Jordan found Mia’s
obsession with materialistic things a bit much. She was a pleasant
conversationalist, at least when she was leading the conversation, she was. 


Jordan closed her eyes
and breathed deeply. The night air mixed with pine trees, diesel fumes from
Highway 5 and the vanilla musk incense Mia had lit on the nightstand. Jordan
was chilled by the hollowness of the moment. She suddenly felt the need to wrap
her arms around herself as a security blanket against the emptiness that
consumed her. She didn’t know why. She liked Mia. She liked being with her. She
wasn’t mean to her or abusive. But there was a wanting in Jordan’s heart she
couldn’t explain. 


She turned back to the
railing and stared out over the valley, her eyes searching the lights for
comfort. She would love for someone to be standing next to her and hold her in
their arms. Someone to kiss her and tell her everything would be all right. She
gripped the railing until her knuckles turned white. It was several moments
before she could let go and move away. She went inside and gently pulled her
pillow from under Mia’s arm. 


“Goodnight, Mia,” she
whispered as she quietly pulled the bedroom door shut and went to sleep on the
couch. The night was long and lonely for Jordan but she had learned to accept
it. 


“I’ve
got to go, Jordy,” Mia said, leaning down to kiss Jordan awake. 


“What time is it?” she
asked through a yawn. 


“Quarter til seven. I’d
stay for breakfast but I’m meeting some of the girls at the gym to work out.
I’ll call you in a couple days. Maybe we can get together to watch the Mariners
ballgame this Sunday.” She winked and slid her hand under the blanket and down
Jordan’s abdomen. “Later, cutie.” Mia gave her a playful pinch then hurried out
the door. 


Jordan tossed the blanket
over the back of the couch. She climbed to her feet, stiff from sleeping on a
too short bed. She dressed and checked her e-mail before heading to work. 



Chapter 4 


The gallery opened
punctually at seven o’clock on Thursday evening to a large and eager crowd. By
the time Jordan arrived, the showing was well attended with several dozen
admirers, some for the generous reception table covered with wine, cheese and
various tidbits that traveled well as the people roamed the rooms. Jordan took
a glass of wine and melded into the ﬂow. She noticed a familiar reporter from
the Seattle newspaper making notes in a pad. He had a frown on his face. She
assumed he was either unhappy with the interview or the event. 


“Hi, Grant,” Jordan said,
striding over to him. “You becoming an art lover?” 


“Hell, no,” he replied,
closing his pad. “I hate this artsy-fartsy shit.” Grant rearranged the wad of
chew he had tucked inside his lower lip. “And the bitch won’t even give me a
statement,” he grumbled. He nodded back over his shoulder. “You can have her,
Jordan. She gives me the creeps.” He shivered deliberately. Before Jordan could
ask him why Reece McAllister could give this tall, strapping man the creeps, he
had downed a glass of wine in one gulp and headed out the door. Jordan sipped
her wine and waited for the crowd around the woman she assumed was Ms.
McAllister to dissipate. She could hear congratulations and praise for the
photo collection. The group of people blocked Jordan’s view but the voice from
the center of the circle was crisp, articulate and even cordial as she replied
to the well-wishers. The crowd seemed to be transient, the people eagerly
moving in and offering a remark then walking away after only a moment. Jordan
used this time to stroll the room and examine Ms. McAllister’s work. Each photograph
was mounted and displayed in a simple but striking black frame. Several were of
Seattle’s skyline taken from various vantage points around King County. One of
a rainstorm caught Jordan’s eye. The low-hanging clouds had settled among the
tall buildings in the business district, muting the tops of the skyscrapers in
a gray mist. Most of the pictures were done in black and white with interesting
shadings and asymmetric centering. A group of ﬁve shots of the Olympic
Mountains showed the harsh contrast between the mountain peaks and the fragile
beauty in the mountain valleys. A particular photograph grabbed Jordan so
completely she almost dropped her wineglass. It was of a tiny lavender-colored
alpine ﬂower growing in the shelter of a huge boulder just above the timberline.
The ﬂower was the only color in the photograph. The rest of the setting was
black and white, something Jordan found curious. The simple beauty and
conquest against adversity touched Jordan deeply. She stood staring at it,
frozen by the emotion and strength it portrayed. When she ﬁnally looked away,
she could see a woman’s proﬁle, the same proﬁle she had seen through the
window. She was receiving a handshake from an elderly man with white hair who
leaned heavily on his cane. This woman had to be Reece McAllister. This was the
woman she had come to meet and rob of her life’s secrets. The woman was dressed
in a pair of black slacks and a black mandarin-style jacket with a gold dragon
encircling the sleeve. Jordan noticed she was barefoot. Even with no shoes on,
she guessed her to be nearly six feet tall. Jordan watched and read the woman’s
body language as she shook the man’s hand and listened to his compliments. She
leaned in to him and smiled with a caring and sensitive posture. She patted his
shoulder kindly, thanking him for coming. When he ﬁnally turned and walked
away, Jordan took the opportunity to meet Reece and shake her hand, something
she had been waiting thirty minutes to do. 


“How
do you do, Ms. McAllister?” Jordan said, striding up to her. 


The woman heard her name
and instantly turned around. When she did, Jordan gasped and took a step back.
The woman’s right side proﬁle was all Jordan had seen. The side of Reece’s face
she hadn’t seen was covered with a gruesome, jagged scar that ran from near her
temple down her cheek and across her neck, disappearing under the collar of
her jacket. It was an angry, nasty scar, raised and pinkish-red ridge. Jordan
couldn’t take her eyes off the wicked mark even though she willed herself to do
so. 


Reece watched Jordan’s
expression as she studied the scar, taking in every inch and crag of it. Reece
chuckled sarcastically and unbuttoned the top toggle of her jacket. 


“Does this make it easier
for you to see?” she asked, pulling the collar open and exposing more of the
scar. Her eyes captured Jordan’s and held her in a hard gaze. They were soft
eyes in spite of the vicious scar, full of emotion and sensitivity. 


Jordan stood staring at
her, unable to speak or move. As a woman who usually found no difﬁculty in
asking questions and saying the right thing, Jordan found herself speechless
for the ﬁrst time in her life. The disparity between the woman’s shocking looks
and her sensitive stare caught Jordan completely off-guard. 


“My, God. Do you want me
to take off my clothes so you can see the rest of it?” Reece asked grufﬂy. 


“No,” Jordan replied, ﬁnally
coming to her senses. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stare.” 


“That’s lie number one,”
Reece muttered. 


“I was admiring your jacket. It’s
lovely.” 


“Lie
number two. Do you want to go for number three? It’s usually something like I
wasn’t staring, I just thought you were someone else.” Reece re-buttoned her
jacket and pulled the collar up against her neck. 


“You’re Reece McAllister,” Jordan said,
extending her hand. 


“And you are?” Reece
asked reticently before accepting her hand. 


“Jordan Grifﬁn.” 


“Ah, yes, assistant
editor for Northwest Living Magazine.” Reece didn’t shake her hand. “And before
you ask, no, I won’t give you an interview.” 


“I beg your pardon,”
Jordan said through a frown. “I’m here to see your work. Is that a crime?” 


“Lie number three, Miss
Grifﬁn. Mark Bergman sent you to wangle a story out of me, didn’t he?” 


“Well—” Jordan stammered. 


“Did he tell you I turned
him down when he called last week? I bet he didn’t mention that.” 


“No, he didn’t,” Jordan
replied, feeling only slightly less than foolish. 


“I bet Susan Mackey didn’t mention she
tried as well.” 


“You seem to have me at a
disadvantage. You are one step ahead of me. I presume you also know what
questions I’m supposed to ask.” Jordan took a sip of wine, her eyes still
watching Reece over the rim of the glass. 


“Very good. Get me to
offer some nugget of hope,” Reece replied. 


“May I ask why you
wouldn’t give Mark or Susan an interview?” 


“I don’t give interviews,
Miss Grifﬁn. I used to get interviews but I don’t grant them. It is my
experience that the truth is seldom as important as the need for the story.” 


“If the truth is that
important to you why not insure it by granting an interview? That would be one
way to make sure we tell the story you want told,” Jordan suggested
diplomatically. 


Reece
laughed robustly at Jordan’s remark. 


“I remember using that
old line. Very good. But no thanks. The more ammunition you give a reporter the
more chances they have to shoot someone in the foot with it. And most of the
time, it is you.” 


“You didn’t like your job
as a reporter, did you?” Jordan asked, hoping to sneak in a question. 


Reece just smiled at her,
her eyes narrowed. 


“Don’t forget to see the
group of photos hanging in the back corner. You’d probably like them,” she
said, completely ignoring the question. “Try the white wine. It is better than
the red.” 


“Can I get you one, Ms.
McAllister,” Jordan asked, hoping to extend her conversation. 


“No. I don’t drink when
there are reporters present. Especially when I’m barefoot. I wouldn’t want to
get shot in the foot.” Reece turned and walked away, leaving Jordan to her
curiosity. She had to admit, even though she didn’t get an interview, she did
get an insight into Reece McAllister’s personality. She didn’t know any of the
hows and whys of her sudden metamorphosis from popular and highly touted
television reporter to viciously scarred photojournalist. She did know,
whatever the reasons, Reece McAllister was an interesting and mysterious woman.
What started as an indifferent assignment was now a compelling challenge for
Jordan. 


“You may have walked away
from me tonight, Ms. McAllister,” Jordan muttered to herself. “But I guarantee
you haven’t seen
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