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  There are good neighbours, indifferent neighbours, lousy neighbours. And then there are neighbours from hell. There are only two ways to escape from the last kind. You die, or
  you move house. Occasionally, you get lucky and they leave first. Mostly its you who has to go through all the upheaval and the expense, but its worth it, you figure. Almost
  anythings worth that moment when you wave goodbye and leave those sons-of-bitches behind.


  Unless, of course, they dont want you to go. Unless, of course, they know where youre going. Unless, of course, they follow you there. And every other place you ever try to move
  to.


  And then you really know what trouble is.
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  Shes dreaming the dream again.


  Same every night.


  She tries to fight sleep to evade it, but it always gets her in the end.


  Every night.


  He is drowning.


  Same as he does every time.


  Hes done what he always does: jumped into the forbidden water to save her from the pond weed thats tangling around her ankles, pulling her under, choking her, making her panic,
  making her scream. But Eric is there  she knows hes going to be there for her. Her big brothers always there for her, ready to get her out of trouble, ready to save her.


  Only this time, hes the one getting into trouble. Because shes pulling him down, shes still panicking, and hes all there is  all she has  to
  hold on to. And she cant breathe, she has to get her head clear, out into the air, and hes bigger and stronger than she is  he can hold on for longer than she can.
  Cant he?


  Cant he?


  Her face is clear of the water now and suddenly she can breathe again  oh, it feels so good to breathe. Her hands get a grip on the bank, her fingers claw crazily into the dirt,
  her arms  the muscles shrieking with pain  lever her up out of the water and onto the cool grass.


  She flops down for a moment, getting her breath back, then she sits up and turns around.


  Eric, Im okay.


  Eric, you can come up now.


  In the dream, he always comes up, one last time.


  Looking at her with his gentle, brown eyes.


  Not accusing, at all. Just sad and kind and patient.


  Tell them it was my fault, Holly, the way we always do.


  Hes speaking to her real breathless and fast, as if he knows these are going to be his final words to her.


  Let me be good old Eric-the-fall-guy one last time, the way you always want me to be, the way you love it. Tell them I jumped in first and you told me not to and I wouldnt listen and
  you came in after me and tried to help me. Itll be easier for you that way. You know Ive always tried to make things easier for you, Holly.


  And then he goes under again. First his face, then the top of his head, disappearing beneath the surface.


  Eric, you can come up now.


  Eric, dont leave me.


  Eric, I need you!


  And she hears the sounds again.


  The bubbles of air that come out of his mouth while hes struggling to breathe. The sound the water makes when it closes over his head that final time.


  The first clump of earth hitting his coffin.


  Her father weeping.


  Her mother screaming.


  And then the silence.
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  For every waking minute of the eight months after her big brother Eric was drowned in the pond in the woods behind Leyland Avenue, seven-year-old Holly Bourne was in the dark.
  In the silence.


  She went on with her daily life in Bethesda, Maryland, was compliant with her parents and her schoolteachers, but even on the hottest, most brilliant days that summer, neither the sunlight nor
  the cheerful outdoor sounds of other children playing ever seemed to penetrate Hollys heart.


  She knew what was going on. She noticed things. The way her daddy fretted about her, the way he looked at her, his grey eyes (so exactly like her own, everyone always said) watching her
  anxiously. The way he glanced sidelong at her mother, as if he were hoping that she, too, was feeling for their little girl. But Holly knew that her mother no longer felt anything much for her
  daughter, except perhaps hate. In front of other people  Hollys teachers, other parents, their friends  her mother often said that she was proud of Holly, but Holly knew she
  didnt really mean it. Mother never talked about Erics death, had never actually come right out and said that she blamed Holly for what had happened, but Holly knew that she
  did. Which was okay, as much as anything was okay now, because though shed done what Eric had told her to in her dream  though shed explained that it had all been his fault
   Holly knew the real truth.


  Everything important and good had been buried with Eric. All the laughter and the joy. All the scrapes theyd got into together. Big brother and little sister. Eric had
  always been so kind to her, so patient and giving  everything that a young girl could dream of in an older brother. Always stepping in to get her out of whichever jam shed managed to
  get herself into. Like the time shed thrown a stone through old Mrs Herbert-down-the-streets bedroom window, and Eric had taken the blame. Or the time shed slipped a packet of
  M&Ms into his coat pocket inside Van Zandts Drugstore, and Eric had accepted the tongue-lashing and the threats of prosecution, and had not given her away. Or the time Holly had slit
  holes into Mary Kennedys bicycle wheels with a penknife, and when Mary had accused her, Eric had sworn that shed been someplace with him.


  Or the time shed stolen a five-dollar bill from their mothers wallet. Eric had really been mad at her that time, had sat her down and given her a real talking-to, had sworn that if
  he ever caught her stealing again hed make sure she took the consequences. But then, after shed pleaded with him a little, he had covered for her as always, had told their
  mother that hed borrowed the cash to pay for a new pencil box because hed lost his, and he was going to pay her back as soon as he could make up the money from extra chores. And their
  mother had believed him and had hardly punished him at all, because Eric was her favourite, and Holly didnt blame her for that because she figured that Eric would be anyones favourite
  in any family.


  It was all over now. Eric was dead and so Holly was being good, because there was simply no point in being bad any more. There was no fun, no thrill to be had from breaking rules or taking risks
  without Eric there to share it with or to shock. Without Eric there to prove to Holly, over and over again, how much he loved her, by getting her out of trouble. So Holly was being good. Which, she
  thought, was probably much the same as being dead.


  Nobody talked about Eric any more. Nobody even mentioned his name if it could be avoided, but inside Hollys head it rolled around and around like a hot, smooth marble.
  For a long time it hurt, a heavy, burning ache, but then she got used to the pain, and at least it stopped her from thinking too much, stopped her from caring as much, which was welcome. Holly
  didnt care about anything much any more. She didnt seem to feel anything much at all either  except the time she got her finger trapped in the window in her bedroom,
  and that hurt pretty badly for a while. But then that got easier, too, and before long there was nothing left of the pain, and her finger grew as numb as her mind.


  Until September 22nd. It was a Wednesday, and it was afternoon. Three-twenty, to be exact. Holly remembered the time, because the instant she saw him, she realized it
  was a red-letter moment, and turned her head to look at the clock on her wall.


  She was sitting on the window seat in her bedroom looking out of the window (the same window that had slammed down on her finger and made her see stars for a while) when the State-to-State
  removal truck came to a halt outside the house next door. The dark blue Chevrolet with two grown-ups in the front slid up smoothly behind the truck, and the boy got out from the back.


  He was tall and slim and his brown hair was tousled, and from her vantage point Holly could see his face as he gazed at the house that was about to become his home, and there was such a look of
  excitement in his expression that she could almost feel it herself. And it seemed to her the first thing  apart from her finger  that she had truly, actually felt, in a
  long, long time.


  Suddenly the boy looked up and saw her at the window up on the second floor of her house, and Holly didnt know what she looked like to him, wasnt even sure if she smiled down at
  him or not. But his mouth curved upwards at both ends, and his brown eyes seemed to spark at her, and no one had smiled at her that way since Eric had disappeared for the last time under the murky
  waters of the pond.


  That was the precise moment when the darkness went away, and when Holly realized that this boy had been sent to Bethesda, to that house, by a higher power.


  Had been sent to her  for her  to replace Eric.


  His name was Nick Miller, she would learn later that day, and he was just looking: at his new house and at the little girl at the window who he supposed was going to be his next-door-neighbour.
  But for Holly Bourne, not yet eight years old and dragged out of the darkness with all the suddenness and power of a Metroliner emerging from a black tunnel, everything was sealed for ever at that
  first moment.


  Nick Miller had come to change Hollys life.


  He belonged to her.
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  FEBRUARY


  



  Chapter One


  I heard from Eleanor Bourne the other week,  Kate Miller said to her son, Nick, seizing a moment alone with him in the kitchen of his and his wife
  Ninas San Francisco house  that Hollys doing so well at her law firm in New York, theyre pretty sure shes going to be offered a partnership.


  Good for Holly. Nicks brown eyes flickered, but his hands, carving a pineapple on a stone-topped counter, stayed completely steady. Even better for me.


  Why say that? Kate asked.


  Because success for Holly in New York means shes more likely to stay thousands of miles away from me.


  Oh, honey, come on. Kate laughed at him. Its been years.


  I know it has. Nick carved the final slice, set it with the mangos, strawberries and cherries on the big pottery fruit platter, and went to rinse his hands under the cold tap.


  You shouldnt hold grudges, Kate said.


  Why not? He felt his jaw clench, told himself to relax, reminded himself that having his and Ninas family under their roof was meant to be a joy in itself 
  particularly as they had all travelled to be with them today to celebrate the much greater joy of the end of the first trimester of Ninas first pregnancy.


  Its unhealthy, Kate said.


  Not as unhealthy as living in the same town as Holly Bourne.


  Whats the matter with Holly Bourne?


  Nina Ford Miller, Nicks British-born wife, entered the kitchen carrying a tray of empty glasses, followed by Phoebe, her sister, and their father, William Ford. Kates colour
  heightened a touch.


  Nothing much, Nick answered lightly. My mother was just telling me how well Hollys doing in New York, and I said that was good because I like knowing Hollys as
  far away as possible.


  Ethan Miller came slowly in from the living room, looking at a folded copy of the San Francisco Chronicle. What about Holly? he asked absently.


  Just what Eleanor told us last week, Kate said.


  Oh, that, Ethan said, sitting down at the big Mexican pine table and going on with his reading.


  Ice cream, everyone? Nina asked, slipping an arm around Nicks waist. We have at least eight flavours and cheesecake.


  One of the bonuses of pregnancy. Nick said.


  He kissed his wifes hair and felt his tension melting away. Ninas hair was long and honey-coloured and she thought it her best feature, though Nick thought her eyes, legs and nose
  came close.


  Whatever Nina craves, he explained, I get to share.


  Lucky for you its ice cream, not coal, Phoebe commented. What did Eleanor tell you last week, Kate?


  It wasnt important, Kate said.


  No, it wasnt, Nick agreed, opening the freezer and taking out an armful of Hagen Dazs tubs.


  Who is this Holly Bourne? William Ford asked, a touch irritably.

  
  Just a woman Nick used to know, Phoebe said.


  Is it absolutely necessary for us to be talking about Nicks old girlfriends when were here to celebrate Ninas pregnancy? Fords English voice, which
  still sometimes snapped of his years in the RAF, was only a few degrees warmer than the Cookies n Cream.


  Holly Bourne is not an old girlfriend, Nick said quietly.


  More of a bte noire from what Ive heard, Phoebe said. She grinned, reached up and ruffled what was left of her fathers reddish
  hair, so close to her own shade. Dont be so stuffy, Dad.


  Your fathers quite right, Kate said. It was my fault for mentioning her.


  Oh, pooh, Kate, Phoebe said. Nina doesnt mind, do you?


  Not in the least, Nina said, meaning it. Nick had told her all about Holly Bourne, all about the childhood girl-next-door who had turned into a grade-A troublemaker.


  Lets go eat dessert. Nick got out bowls and spoons. Someone bring the fruit?


  Ive got it. Nina picked up the platter.


  Isnt that dish too heavy for you, Nina? Ford shot Nick a look, but his son-in-law was already halfway through the door.


  Its not heavy at all, Dad. Stop fussing. Nina went after Nick, Kate following with a jug of cream.


  Ethan Miller put down the Chronicle and looked up at Ford. Something worrying you, William?


  Only my daughters health and happiness, Ford answered.


  Dad, why are you making such a big deal about nothing? Phoebe was mildly exasperated.


  I regard your sisters health and happiness as a very big deal.


  As we all do, Ethan told him easily, and left the kitchen, seeking a lighter atmosphere. Ethan hated tension.


  You have to stop this, Dad, Phoebe told her father quietly.


  Stop what exactly?


  You know perfectly well what. Trying to find fault with Nick when we both know that Nina hasnt been this happy in years.


  All the more reason to want to protect her, in my book. Ford was only fifty-two, but his face had grown craggy with years, and his green eyes, whenever he was angry or suspicious,
  came close to disappearing between furrows of creasing skin. Considering what shes been through.


  What shes been through is exactly why you shouldnt spoil today. Theyve both longed for this, Dad  Nick just as much as Nina.


  Its not Nicks longings I care about, Ford said harshly.


  Phoebes nose wrinkled with frustration. You can be so unreasonable.


  Ford glanced towards the door. Nick Miller has a past, Phoebe.


  Nina has a past, too, Dad, Phoebe pointed out. You dont catch Ethan and Kate making nasty remarks about her.


  Id like to see them try.


  They wouldnt, Phoebe said, still keeping her voice low. They love Nina. We all love Nina. Especially Nick.


  So why did he say he wants this Holly person as far away as possible? William Ford returned to that subject like a dog to a smell. Man feels like that about a woman, she has
  to mean something to him.


  From what Ive heard, Phoebe said, all Holly Bourne ever meant to Nick was aggravation. She linked her left arm through her fathers, and pushed him
  towards the door. Now come on, Dad, I want to go and celebrate my niece-nephew-to-be.


  My younger daughters telling me to mind my own business, Ford announced loudly as they entered the living room.


  It might be about time, Dad. Phoebe grinned.


  Both my daughters are my business, Phoebe Ford, William said, clearly. And you and everyone else had better remember that.


  Nina, sitting on the linen-covered sofa beside Nick and licking chocolate ice cream off the end of a spoon, turned to her husband and saw her own strain mirrored in his eyes.


  Take no notice, baby, she said, softly, intimately, blocking out the rest of the family. It was a small gift they shared, a quiet, easy ability to soothe one another, to tune out
  of external disunity and tune in to each other instead. Dads just being Dad.


  Its okay, Nick said.


  No, its not. She lowered her voice even further. Its very wrong of him, but were okay, and thats what matters to me.


  Nick looked back into her eyes, loving her more than ever.


  Me, too, he said.


  Across the room, Phoebe took a cherry from the fruit platter and smiled at them both.


  William Ford frowned.


  



  Chapter Two


  I feel such guilt sometimes when I look into my wifes eyes.


  If only, I wish, more often than I can count, I had told her everything about Holly and me. If only.


  Nina trusts me. She believes she knows all there is to know about me. She told me everything about herself, every fragment of joy and all the many boulders of pain that might so easily have
  crushed her.


  I told myself that because she had already been through so much, it would be unfair to burden her with my own troubles. I told her what I wanted her to know. But maybe if I had shared
  the whole story, the whole truth, I wouldnt have my bad dreams now. Maybe I wouldnt wake up in Ninas arms and feel so afraid.


  I have so much more now than I ever imagined I could have. I have my wife and our child on the way. I have Phoebe, her sister. I have our splendid Edwardian house in Pacific Heights, with its
  pale primrose-and-white painted clapboard walls and its generous light-bringing windows and high ceilings. Room to breathe, room to paint. I paint the portraits I always have  and these days
  I make decent money out of doing so  and more remarkable still, thanks to Nina and Phoebe, I even have my whole new fantasy career, complete with Hollywood movie contract.


  Most of all, I am free of Holly Bourne.


  So why am I still so afraid, in the midst of all this new-found happiness? I guess because Im just so scared of losing it. Not the career part, nor the home. Im scared of losing
  Nina, or the baby.


  Didnt some Greek writer say something about the fear of pain being worse than pain itself? I dont agree with him. Nothing could ever be worse than losing Nina.


  I often grow impatient with myself. Its been six years. Its over. That part of my life  the Holly part  is finished. Gone. Theres no sense in dwelling on it,
  no reason to share the darkness with Nina.


  Yet I still feel shame when I see the trust in her eyes.


  And I still feel afraid.


  



  MARCH


  



  Chapter Three


  Holly Bourne sits on the banquette beside her lunch date in Le Cirque on East Sixty-fifth Street in New York City, looks into his eyes and smiles at him. Her warmest, sweetest
  smile. Holly has rich brown hair which she wears tied back or pinned sleekly up when she is at the office or in court. Today is a Thursday, but she has taken the afternoon off and her hair, this
  lunchtime, cut sharp and blunt, hangs one inch above her shoulders.


  Jack Taylor, successful, thirty-eight-year-old LA lawyer  more than accustomed to dealing with gorgeous women in his everyday life  is feeling the onslaught of another of those
  composure meltdowns hes been experiencing regularly since meeting Charlotte Bourne last fall on another trip to New York.


  Youve shaken me, Charlotte, he tells her now. I hardly know what to say.


  Say yes.


  Though the first name on her birth certificate and passport is Charlotte, until she graduated from law school, passed the New York State bar exam and went to work for Nussbaum, Koch, Morgan on
  Wall Street, everyone in her world always called her Holly. Her parents named her Charlotte after her maternal grandmother, but almost from the moment of her Christmas Day birth onward, Holly
   her middle name  was what they called her, what seemed to suit her, what stuck. She always liked the name well enough  Lord knew she thought of herself as Holly
   but on the day of her first interview with Nussbaum, Koch, Morgan, she made the decision that Holly wasnt the right name for a sharp, ambitious lawyer heading for the top. Charlotte
  was more sober, more appropriate; a name to be trusted, relied on.


  Jack Taylor agrees. Jack Taylor  whom Holly knows to be the farthest thing imaginable from a pushover in his professional life  has agreed with most things she has said since their
  first meeting six months ago.


  I may hate myself for asking you this question? Jack says, but have you really thought this through?


  Of course I have, she answers in her lowest, calmest voice. I think everything through, Jack, always. As Im sure you do.


  I guess I just find it hard to believe my luck, Jack says candidly. I mean, here you are, this stunning, brilliant, warm, sexy lawyer with a great job and hot prospects
  right here in Manhattan, and you tell me youre willing to give it all up to move to LA for me.


  Thats right, Holly confirms. I am.


  But how can you be sure? Weve had so little time to be together.


  Ive had months to think about it, Holly says simply. And Im sure that Im in love with you. She frowns  just a tiny furrowing of her fine,
  arched, dark brows. That certainly cant be such a hard concept for you to take in. You must be used to women falling in love with you.


  Not especially.


  You should be. Youre a very attractive man.


  Something gloriously like joy is stirring inside Jacks heart. She is such a galvanizingly, touchingly driven young woman, and the fact is that one look from her grey, cool eyes drives him
  almost as crazy as her wondrous mouth and her gifted, instinctively skilful fingers.


  You must know you are, Holly says.


  She reaches for his hand, places it, for just a moment, on her warm thigh, then moves it back onto the banquette and looks him over appraisingly. Jack Taylor may not be George Clooney, but he is
  a very nice-looking man, with beautifully kempt wavy fair hair, blue eyes, a straight, clean nose and a good mouth. He looks like many of the successful, polished attorneys in New York City, except
  that Jack, hailing from California, has a suntan. Holly has not yet made up her mind whether she is going to establish a tan when she moves to Los Angeles. It isnt the thing any more, of course,
  with all the melanoma awareness, but Holly likes herself with a touch of colour. Jack has already told her that he loves her pallor. Shell make her own decision when she gets there. The
  really important decisions, after all, have already been made, so for as she is concerned.


  I find you extraordinarily sexy. She returns to ego-stroking, keeping her voice soft, because the tables at Le Cirque are placed close enough for effortless eavesdropping, and this
  is private.


  And you, Jack says, his heart in his words, are far and away the very finest thing ever to happen to me. He shifts a little closer to her on the banquette, then
  smiles at the waiter pouring more wine into their glasses.


  Ive already told you  Holly lowers her voice still further  how long its been since I felt this way about any man.


  She can see from his eyes, their pupils dilated, that he has a hard-on. She debates, for an instant, checking it out under cover of a napkin, but decides against. He knows he has an
  erection, knows that just talking to her can get him hard. Thats what counts.


  I dont want to lie to you, Jack, she goes on, softly. Your success  your standing as a lawyer  is very attractive to me, too.


  Youre an honest woman. Jack squeezes her hand. Thats one of the things I love most about you, Charlotte.


  Ive never seen much point being anything but honest. Its such a waste of time.


  Surreptitiously, she checks his pupils again. Maybe he doesnt have a hard-on, after all. Or maybe he really does love her even more than he wants her. That knowledge excites her. It bodes
  well.


  Jack shifts again.


  What about the partnership offer? He forces himself back to practicalities. Christ knows the last thing he wants is to talk Charlotte out of leaving New York, but he screwed up
  with his wife less than five years ago, and that was more than enough heartache to last him the rest of his life. NKM is a fine firm  and if you stay in New York, you wont have
  to worry about sitting for the California State Bar.


  Ive already taken the bar exam.


  Jack is startled. When? Why?


  I sat it in February, because I knew there was a chance I might want to relocate someday. I should know by the end of May if Ive passed.


  Jack looks at her for a long moment. Youll pass.


  I hope so.


  You never even mentioned you were studying for the exam.


  No, Holly agrees, steadily.


  Youre full of surprises, arent you?


  I like to think so.


  Have you found a job in Los Angeles?


  Not yet.


  He takes another moment, treading carefully. If you have no objections, I could talk to a few people


  I do object, she says. A touch of feisty independence never does any harm with a man like Jack Taylor.


  Okay. Sure. I didnt mean to


  I know you didnt, Jack. Holly remains firm. And I am grateful. Its just that I dont want your help. Not in that way. I may need it, but I really
  dont want it. You do understand, dont you?


  Of course I do. Youve made your own success.


  Everyone needs help sometimes. Holly says, soft again.


  But not mine, now.


  As I said, not in that way.


  They play with their food for a while, Holly with her turbot, Jack with his roast pigeon. Neither of them have eaten much. That bodes well, too, Holly thinks. Fresh energy pulses through her in
  welcoming waves. She knows now that, at long last, she has picked the right man. Right man, right situation, right time. Its been so long, but here Jack Taylor is, right beside her and ripe
  for picking. Oh, life can be so good sometimesor at least it can be when it isnt being a bitch.


  Jack puts down his fork. I need a little help myself, Charlotte.


  What with?


  He takes a moment. Nick Miller.


  The hurt is in Hollys eyes, but she keeps her gaze steady. What about him?


  I know you said youve told me everything about him. About the way you felt about him.


  I have told you everything. Holly searches his face. You do believe its over, dont you, Jack?


  I want to.


  Its been over for years. Her voice is clear and steady. And it was never really going anywhere. If Id only recognized that fact long before I did  if
  Id only listened to my parents  especially my mother, who never trusted Nick  Id have been much better off.


  But you loved him, Jack says.


  Holly nods frankly. Yes, I did. But he never loved me. She raises her chin a little. Unrequited love.


  Jack shakes his head. Thats hard to believe.


  It happened. She keeps her eyes on his.


  But why did he keep on coming back to you? It makes no sense.


  None at all. Holly gives a little shrug. He kept coming back to make trouble, I guess. She manages a smile. He was good at that.


  He hurt you very badly, didnt he? The question is tender.


  Yes, he did.


  Jack shakes his head again and stares into his wine glass. You know, a part of me wants to find Nick Miller and break his legs for the way he treated you, but another part just wants to
  shake him by the hand.


  Why? Holly asks, startled.


  Because though I cant stand to think of anyone hurting you, Charlotte He breaks off. You know, I still cant seem to think of you as
  Holly


  You dont have to. Holly touches his arm. I was Holly to Nick. Im Charlotte to you. She pauses. Why did you say that, about wanting to shake
  Nicks hand?


  Jack is unsmiling. Because if he wasnt such a loser, and if he hadnt done all those terrible things to you, you might not be here with me now.


  Holly waits a moment. So what do you need help with, Jack?


  He picks up his glass. I guess I just have to know if youre over him. I mean, really over him.


  The energy hits Holly again, the excitement. She knew, before they sat down at their table one hour and ten minutes earlier, exactly what she hoped to achieve today. Its coming now. As
  sure as an orgasm. Just a touch more foreplay, a little more stroking, a few more strong, bold touches


  Nick Miller is in my past, Jack, she says, taking her time. I wont deny I may have been a fool in those bad old days, but no more.


  Im sorry, Charlotte. Dont feel you have to


  No, Jack. She loves seeing his guilt. Let me. Please.


  He falls silent. Holly knows hes thinking.


  I havent heard from Nick in six years, she goes on, building up slowly. Im in love now for only the second time in my life. But this time, its real.
  Its grown-up, mature love. Her voice strengthens and warms. And I need you to know, Jack Taylor, that when I fall in love, thats it for me. No game playing. Im in
  it for the long haul, and its vital you understand that, because I dont think I could bear to be hurt again.


  Jack cant remember the last time he wept. Hes an almost forty, hard-assed, hot-shot attorney with a double corner office on Avenue of the Stars, for Christs sake! (When his
  mother died  that was the last time.) But looking at Charlotte now  listening to the remarkable openness with which shes pouring her heart out to him  he can feel his
  throat tightening.


  Ill never hurt you, Charlotte, he says.


  I think you mean that.


  I do, believe me.


  Nearly there.


  If were going to go on, Jack, she says, our relationship has to be honest, and it has to be all the way. Thats the kind of person I am, Jack.


  Jack takes the napkin off his lap and dumps it on the table. His heart is beating fast, the way it usually only does when hes nearing closure on a big settlement, or when hes on
  the treadmill at his gym.


  Marry me, Charlotte.


  Holly hears it, but remains still. She feels her triumph, physically feels it, down inside her pelvis, writhing and surging.


  I want all those things, too, he goes on. The honesty, the permanence, the trust. Thats why I realize now that I dont just want you to come to LA to live with
  me  to be with me part-time. I want you  I need you  with me all the time.


  The eavesdroppers to left and right of them are growing ever more interested. The moment is entirely perfect. Holly shifts in her seat, feels her wetness, wonders if shes en route to a
  public orgasm. In Le Cirque, of all places.


  All the way? she asks, very softly.


  She watches Jacks throat work for a moment with emotion.


  Every last inch, he says.


  



  APRIL


  



  Chapter Four


  Nick had made the move to California six years ago, at around the time Holly had been about to start law school in New York. The West Coast had never figured in his plans till
  then; as an aspiring painter, hed set his sights on settling in SoHo or the Village. But right then, in the middle of the summer of 1990, going West suddenly seemed the only sanity-saving
  thing for him to do  his best chance of putting the past behind him and moving forward.


  Fantasies of living right by the Pacific drew him to Venice Beach. He got lucky, found a second floor walk-up one bedroom apartment in a pink-painted house right on the boardwalk near Sunset
  Avenue, and beat some hot competition from much cuter Hollywood wannabees to get himself regular lunch and dinner shifts waiting on tables at Figtrees and the On the Waterfront Caf. The rest of the time he spent going to the movies and painting: clever, instant portraits for tourists right there on the boardwalk and more serious stuff up in his apartment, some of which he
  managed to sell to a couple of the local galleries, steadily carving a small niche for himself as a talented  and cheap  landscape and portrait painter.


  After what he had been through in New York, Nicks new way of life felt soothing and easy. He seldom ventured much farther afield than Santa Monica, avoided downtown Los Angeles like the
  plague, grew his hair and a beard, the way he had for a while in college, and melted into the Venice scene. New friends passed gently through his days and nights, and pretty, amiable, spirited
  girlfriends came and went without fuss or storms. Periodically, Kates and Ethans letters from Bethesda tried to nudge him towards reality and permanence (Kates invariably more
  sharp and pointed than Ethans) but Nick never much resented his parents proddings because he was well aware that Venice Beach could only be a temporary bolthole for him.


  He knew that his escape from the real world was an indulgence, but he figured he was due some drop-out time, and the new life seemed to be bringing him luck as well as respite.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
  When LA rioted and when Malibu and Topanga Canyon burned in wildfires, Nick stayed home, unscathed; when El Nio turned the weather nuts and the Los Angeles River into a raging torrent, he
  stayed dry, painting the surf; when movie moguls joined their neighbours to shore up hillsides and stop their homes from sliding into the ocean, he watched them on TV. And even in January of
  94 when the big quake sent all of his books tumbling off the shelves in his own living room, Nick was out of town  in San Francisco of all places  checking out fresh
  pastures.


  Almost four years  four decent, sane years  had passed before he finally stopped waiting for the other shoe to drop; before he felt confident enough to believe that he
  really had left his past behind him on the East Coast and that the time had come for him to put down new roots.


  San Francisco seemed, to him, the perfect choice.


  You cant move to San Francisco, Kate Miller said on the telephone when he broke the news.


  Why not? Its a wonderful city. Nick had visited four times before making his final decision.


  Earthquakes. That one word seemed enough to Kate.


  Mom, Ive been living in LA for four years and it hasnt worried you that much.


  Its scared hell out of me and your dad, Kate enlightened him, but at least you kept saying it was temporary so we just crossed our fingers and tried not to think
  about it more than we could help.


  What about when I was at NYU? There are fault lines under Manhattan.


  Dont try snowing me with science, Nick, his mother said drily. In New York, we figured you were more likely to be mugged or murdered.


  Not to mention arrested, Nick thought.


  So why not focus on how much more civilized San Francisco is? he asked.


  Kate was silent for a moment.


  Youve made up your mind, she said.


  Come and visit, Mom. Youll love it, too.


  I dont doubt Ill love the city, Kate said. Its the San Andreas fault Im never going to feel comfortable with.


  He made the move in the spring of 1994. He packed all his belongings into his red Toyota Land Cruiser and drove up the Pacific coast on State Highway 1, taking his time heading
  north, spending a day around Big Sur, wanting to experience the wild, precarious sensation friends had tried to describe to him of being right on the western edge of America with nothing but ocean
  between him and Japan. He hung out for a few hours in Carmel (a place, together with Big Sur, that he would always  stemming from his NYU days of movie passion  associate with
  Play Misty for Me), then a few hours more in Monterey (Cannery Row, of course  the movie and the novel). And then, with a sudden, strong urge to reach his final
  destination, he got back in the Toyota and drove non-stop all the rest of the way to San Francisco.


  He staged his arrival the way hed promised himself he would  the way hed planned it for the last several months  driving the car up to Twin Peaks, parking and
  climbing the steep footpath to the summit and gazing for a good long while at the panorama laid out far below. It was sunset, the most perfect time he could have picked, and it was all there
   all the places hed thought about and readied himself for were right there. He had binoculars with him and a map, and he could identify a whole host of movie locations:
  Russian Hill from the car chase in Bullitt; the Presidio from the movie of the same name; the big Hyatt hotel on Market Street that the Mel Brooks shrink had been phobic about in High
  Anxiety.


  And, of course, the bridges. Golden Gate Bridge, rust red and delicate from this distance, glowing in the warmth of the sunset, then softly starting to sparkle as its lights came on. All there
  for him. His new city.


  Home.


  Nina Ford was the realtor who helped him find his new apartment. He had been staying at a small bed and breakfast inn close to Union Street. Once a Victorian farmhouse, it had
  a library and a garden and was charm itself, but Nick wanted his own space as soon as possible. He had chosen Ford Realty because of a piece about the company in the Real Estate section of the
  Sunday Examiner. Personally run by two British sisters, the article made it sound a cosy, caring set-up. It carried no picture, but when Nick had finished reading he had an image of two
  middle-aged, tweedy English types with a mission to make their clients as snug and content as they were.


  How wrong could a man be?


  They had arranged to meet outside a property on Fillmore Street (just a few blocks, Nick had noted, from the supposed site of the Victorian house where Keaton, Modine and
  Griffiths had slugged it out in Pacific Heights) that Nina Ford said she had thought of as soon as Nick had told her that he was an artist.


  She was right about the proportions and light being ideal for his needs. But, as it turned out, the apartment was the least of it.


  Nick Miller? was all she said, holding out her hand, and he was blown away. Instantly. Crazily. Just like that.


  It wasnt just the looks. Honey hair. Great legs. Long, fine nose. Wide mouth. (All paintable, all gorgeous.) Grace.


  He thought, maybe, it was the smile. That smile set off something behind the eyes (a shade between hazel and amber  tough to capture on canvas) that reached out and touched Nick in a
  place no one had ever reached before.


  Things have happened to this woman, he thought. Bad things.


  He knew that, suddenly, without question. And that was when he realized exactly what it was about her.


  That look in her eyes reminded him of his own.


  They ate lunch together at Aliotos on Fishermans Wharf, one week after Nick had moved into the apartment.


  Im an alcoholic, Nina told him, right after shed ordered a bottle of Calistoga water. Im not exactly sure yet why I feel I have to tell you that, but
  somehow it seems important that I should. She took a breath. Ive been sober for more than five years now, and my lifes been in pretty good shape for the last three
  years, thanks to Ford Realty  thanks mostly, I think, to Phoebe, my sister. But whichever way you cut it, I am still a recovering alcoholic.


  A surge of admiration for her courage hit Nick at around the same instant as one of overwhelming pity, but, sensing that Nina would probably welcome neither, he took his time before
  responding.


  Im glad you told me, he said.


  Her eyes flicked away from his, escaped for just a moment, then returned, steady again. Ill understand if you find it too much of a problem.


  Why should I find it a problem? Nicks question came naturally.


  Many men do, Nina answered.


  Nick looked at his glass of Chardonnay. Does this bother you?


  She shook her head. Not anymore. Not much, anyway. Im used to it. Im a working woman in a major American city  I have to be used to it.


  The power of suggestion hit Nick with a sudden, intense urge to take a long sip of the wine, and it took a ludicrous effort to tear his attention away from the glass.


  What made you start drinking? I mean He broke off.


  What made me a drunk? Nina smiled a gentle, sad smile. My mother was an alcoholic for most of her adult life. She killed herself in 1987. On her fortieth birthday. I was
  nineteen, Phoebe was seventeen. We handled it very differently. Nina paused. Phoebes the kindest person I know, but she has a lot of straightforward common sense which seems to
  help her cope with bad things. It never occurred to Phoebe to think she might take after our mother.


  But it did to you. Nick no longer wanted his wine.


  Not consciously. Until our mother died, Id always enjoyed a degree of social drinking, but afterwards, I simply seemed to blunder right on where shed left off. She
  grimaced. A bottle of vodka in a session. Very ugly.


  Very painful, Nick said.


  Oh, yes. Nina paused. Maybe my becoming a drunk was genetic, or maybe it was more to do with learned behaviour patterns  or maybe it was just some kind of
  self-destructive fear or guilt  but for four years I did do my level best to follow her. She looked away from him, out at the bay. Id almost managed to go all the way
  when my father and Phoebe stopped me.


  Their chowder arrived and they both picked up their spoons and made an effort to eat, to be normal.


  You dont look especially like an artist, you know, Nina said.


  Nick smiled. What do I look like?


  Hard to say. She made a little show of studying him. The thick, slightly wavy dark hair. The keen, gentle, toast-brown eyes. The straight mouth and slightly angular nose.


  You could be many things, she said. Doctor, architect. Her eyes danced just a little. Streetfighter?


  You mean the nose. Nick lifted his left hand to touch it. It got a little bent out of shape one night in New York.


  A mugging?


  Not exactly. He offered no more details, and Nina didnt pursue it. My fathers an architect, he said.


  In New York?


  He shook his head. Bethesda, Maryland.


  Washington clients?


  Mostly. Nick paused. Does your father live in San Francisco? He wanted the rest of the picture.


  He lives in Scottsdale, Arizona, Nina answered. His names William, and my mothers was Joanna.


  Both British?


  Nina nodded. My fathers a pilot. He was a flier in the RAF, but he gave that up because my mother hated the long separations. He compromised by starting up a small civil freight
  aviation company outside London, but it was always a financial struggle  so when this amazing American came along offering Dad a partnership in his own company, my father couldnt
  resist.


  Did your mother hate moving to the States?


  I think my mother hated everything by then. She was a very unhappy person. Oh, she loved her family, but I dont think we were enough for her. Nina shrugged. She
  wanted more. She claimed she wanted our father on the ground like most normal husbands, but Dad knew that if he gave up flying altogether hed be miserable, too. She paused.
  Phoebe doesnt think it would have made any real difference to our mother  she says that her unhappiness went right through to her core.


  Their entres arrived, cold Dungeness crab for Nick and cioppino  a Sicilian shellfish stew  for Nina.


  I dont think you do take after her, he said, abruptly.


  No, I dont think I do either. Not entirely, anyway.


  Maybe Im being presumptuous, he went on, trying to choose his words carefully, but you dont seem an unhappy person to me. What happened to your mother was
  tragic enough to mess anyone up. But from what little Ive seen of you, Id guess you have quite a capacity for joy.


  Nina smiled. I think maybe I do.


  Nothing had become automatically easier, she confided in Nick, when shed stopped drinking. There was a string of failed relationships with men  business types,
  professionals and academics who all seemed to expect, from her outer image, things that Nina could not and had no desire to deliver. Mostly, of course, what they did not want, Nina said,
  was a drunk on their hands, neither for the risk of a blemish on their own reputations nor for the constant, ongoing battle against the ugliness, the repulsiveness of relapse. And so Nina had made
  a decision to toughen up by building a wall around herself and allowing no one to enter her heart. At the time she met Nick, she had not accepted a date with a man for more than two years.


  What made me different? Nick asked. My fighters nose?


  You really want to know?


  If you want to tell me.


  It was your eyes.


  Nick laughed. My eyes are plain, ordinary brown.


  Nina didnt laugh back. Theyre not ordinary at all. Theyre kind. And theyre honest. And they seem to see a lot that other people dont.


  Im an artist. I need to see.


  But none of those things were what made me agree to have lunch with you today, Nina said.


  Nick kept silent. He remembered his own thoughts about Ninas eyes the day theyd met at the apartment. He knew, suddenly, what was coming.


  Theres pain in your eyes, Nina said. The kind Ive seen over the years in my own mirror.


  Is there? Nick said.


  For three months, they spent every spare moment together, falling more in love with every passing week. Six months later, they had first pick via Ford Realty of a pretty,
  detached clapboard Edwardian house on Antonia Street between Pacific and Faber Avenues in Pacific Heights.


  It was perfect for them both. Near the summit of a north-facing hill, close to Lafayette Park and the relaxed buzz of Upper Fillmore shopping, the house had big, high-ceilinged rooms,
  log-burning fireplaces, hardwood floors, a pretty back garden with a stone barbecue and weeping willow, a garage for Ninas Lexus (the Toyota could rough it on the street) and great views
  from the third floor. Nick had problems about accepting that, for the moment at least, the lions share of the financing would be Ninas, but Phoebe Ford  physically dissimilar
  to Nina, with Williams red hair, pale, almost pure white skin and a more fragile build  told him that since Nina had fallen so hard for the house, it would be little more than macho
  selfishness to ask her to settle for less.


  Besides, Phoebe said, youre a terrific painter, and we all know youre going to be famous some day and hang in MoMA and get paid megabucks and be able to buy
  all the houses you want.


  Nick liked Phoebe a lot.


  In April of 1995, five weeks after they moved to Antonia Street, they were married in their own garden under the willow tree. Kate and Ethan Miller came from Bethesda, William
  Ford from Arizona, and the Millers pleasure at their sons and new daughter-in-laws happiness was transparent. But the mistrust in Nick that Ford had displayed, equally openly,
  from their first encounter, continued right through the simple marriage service and beyond  though Phoebes patent joy for both Nina and Nick went a long way towards making up for her
  fathers grudging behaviour.


  Places in and around San Francisco ceased to remind Nick of old movie locations, and became landmarks and lodestars of another kind. Maiden Lane, off Union Square, was where he
  and Nina had first walked hand in hand; California Street was where theyd shared their first Vietnamese dinner; Golden Gate Park was where theyd played their first game of tennis;
  Sausalitos waterfront at night was where theyd had their first kiss.


  Life with Nina was all Nick had ever hoped for. She was warm and considerate, sexy and humorous, gentle and intuitive. Even in her down-times, when her mood swung low and she became darker and
  went to more AA meetings  sometimes with Nick, sometimes alone  and when only Bill Regan, her AA sponsor, seemed wholly to understand her needs, Nick still knew that he loved her more
  than hed ever loved anyone.


  He came across Firefly when he was searching for glue in the bottom drawer of an oak dresser that Nina had brought to their kitchen from her former home on Telegraph
  Hill.


  What is this? He held up what seemed to be a manuscript, and looked at his wife, who was making garlic bread to accompany the fresh pasta they were having for dinner.
  Nina?


  She glanced over. Its nothing.


  Doesnt look like nothing.


  Its just something Phoebe and I wrote a couple of years ago.


  Nick was looking at the front page. Is it a novel?


  She shook her head. A childrens story. About a girl whos haunted by a strange spirit creature who glows in the dark. Its a little bizarre in places. Its
  nothing.


  May I read it?


  Sure. Nina laid a cloth over the warm, fragrant bread. If you really want to.


  Nick began to remove the elastic band that held the pages together.


  After dinner, Nina said.


  This is not nothing, Nick said, a little before midnight.


  What do you mean? Nina, beside him in bed, closed her new Patricia Cornwell mystery and turned to look at him. The light in the bedroom was soft and flickering with flame from the
  fireplace. Nicks face, tough enough in daylight, seemed almost delicate in the firelight, his bone structure more clearly delineated. He looked, Nina thought with a pang, vulnerable.


  Nick put the manuscript carefully down on the quilt. This is a truly wonderful childrens story.


  Really? Nina was startled.


  Nick sat up. He felt intensely excited and stirred. Really, he said. Its dark and its warm and its just dangerous enough to get them scared and
  intrigued and longing for more.


  I dont know. Nina lay back against her pillows. Phoebe and I both agreed when we finished it that it was more of a cathartic exercise than anything else. It seemed
  like a harmless way of expressing our old childhood nightmares. We certainly never thought it would interest anyone else.


  Handling it gently, Nick pulled the elastic band back around the manuscript. Id like to try my hand at illustrating it.


  Nina stared at him. Youre kidding.


  I never kid about my work. Not when something really triggers me.


  She was silent for a moment, then shrugged.


  Go for it, she said. If you really want to.


  Do you think Phoebe would mind?


  On the contrary, Nina said.


  The results of their collaboration were, Clare Hawkins  a literary agent who operated out of her home in the Russian Hill district  told them, fascinating:
  beyond-Rackham, sensuous and fragile, but deliciously close enough to nightmare realms to attract even the most precocious, horrorwise youngsters of the nineties. Looking at Firefly again
  alongside Nicks illustrations, Phoebe became ecstatic and even Nina  who still had reservations about the story being too much the product of the post-traumatic phase of their lives
   began to admit that the package might have some potential.


  It turned out to have considerably more than potential, attracting not only publishers and readers, but also the brains behind Meganimity, a fast-growing animation production company in Los
  Angeles.


  We want you to work with us, Steve Cohn of Meganimity told Nick in the late fall of 1995, with the book about to hit the stores all over the country. I mean, we really want
  you on board with us for this one.


  When are things going to start to happen? Nick asked Cohn.


  Soon, Cohn replied. Spring of next year. Be prepared to spend quite a bit of time with us here in LA.


  Thats fine for me, Nick told him. But Nina and Phoebe have a real estate company to run in San Francisco.


  No problem, Cohn said. Theyre just the writers  youre the artist. He paused. Though you might like to make sure theyre ready to
  cook up a new story in their spare time.


  My wife, Nick pointed out, amiably enough, would probably want me to tell you what you could do with that last remark. My sister-in-law would simply come out and tell you
  that youre a sexist pig.


  Cohn grinned. And my wife would agree with them both.


  To the young artist and movie fan, accustomed to the small peaks and troughs of alternating creative triumph and gloom, all the attention that followed the publication of
  Firefly was a revelation. Suddenly, people of substance and influence were sitting up, taking notice and wanting more. Nick loved it, though not quite as much as he had loved the period of
  collaboration with Nina and Phoebe.


  They all counted their blessings regularly. The book, already in its eighth printing, was so hot that six months after publication parents, aunts and uncles still couldnt get enough
  copies. Nick, Nina and Phoebe were in demand for signings and bookstore readings. Nick was flying to and from Los Angeles for meetings with Meganimitys Hollywood-based producers, and there
  was talk of spin-offs in the electronic games and multimedia markets  though Clare Hawkins was advising them to take much of this LA-speak with a handsome pinch of salt.


  What you guys should be thinking about is your next book, Hawkins, a tall, slim, handsome woman in her late forties, told Nick, Nina and Phoebe when she came to 1315 Antonia Street
  for dinner in late April. Do you have any ideas?


  No, Phoebe said.


  Nor do we plan to have any, Nina added.


  I told you, Nick said, with a wry smile.


  Clare shrugged. I thought you might have persuaded them.


  Nina and Phoebe Ford are not easy women to persuade.


  Were realtors, Nina said, gently, not writers.


  Tell that to your readers, Clare said.


  They were eating Ninas homemade ravioli stuffed with crabmeat at the round oak table in their dining room, an austere space softened by a warm Persian rug snared at a Jackson Square
  auction and by three glowing candelabra from an antique shop on Fillmore Street.


  I dont need convincing, Nick told Clare. Id love nothing more than to illustrate another Ford book.


  Except that you understand, Nina said, that Firefly was a once-only piece of therapy turned good fortune.


  Maybe not, Clare said. Have you tried?


  We dont really want to try, Phoebe answered for them both. Weve had such a great time with this one  its been the experience of a lifetime.


  And its done wonders for Nicks career, Nina added.


  And theres nothing to stop him going on in the same vein, Phoebe said. Youve said yourself that youve had approaches from other writers wanting Nick to
  illustrate for them.


  Nothing thats inspired him, Clare said.


  Because theres been nothing to touch Firefly, Nick explained simply. Nothings even come close. Which is why Im planning to paint some
  portraits, work on some of those good bread-and-butter magazine commissions youve got for me, and hold on for the right book deal.


  Meganimity will be disappointed, Clare said. Knowing you had another one on the way might make them even keener to promote Firefly.


  There is another creation on the way, Phoebe said, reaching out and touching her sisters still flat stomach.


  Youre beaten, Clare, Nick said. Face it.


  He was too content to care. If Nina and Phoebe ever changed their minds and wrote another story, no one would be happier than him, but there was always the possibility that
  they were right and that Firefly had been a one-off feat. Besides, they did have a business they loved, and Nina and he would, before too long, be pretty much occupied with their child.
  And though all the attention and royalty cheques and talk of advances were more than welcome, and it was good to have been able to take over the mortgage repayments from Nina, he was a painter
   an artist, for heavens sake  not some big-league commodity.


  Critics, publishers, movie producers and even agents would come and go. Love, warmth, sharing and, above all, sanity, were something else entirely. It had taken Nick most of his life to find
  them. He would not give them up without a fight.


  



  Chapter Five


  Holly Bourne is in her final week at Nussbaum, Koch, Morgan. There will be a party for her at official close of business tomorrow evening, though almost everyone who attends
   associates, partners, even secretaries  will be returning to their offices after a drink or two. Holly remembers her mother complaining sometimes about her fathers long
  working hours. Eleanor Bourne has always taken great pride in her senior administrative job with the State Department, but Richard Bournes regular fifteen-hour days in his DC law practice
  have often given her cause for grievance. Holly  along with some of the other ambitious associates at NKM  has already grown used to working eighteen-hour stretches, six or seven days
  a week. Hollys never been afraid of hard work, never been afraid of anything much thats necessary to get her where she wants to be.


  From the end of next month  if shes passed the bar exam  which she will  shell be working in Los Angeles for Zadok, Giulini & OConnell in Century
  City offices just two blocks away from her fiancs own law firm. Shell be taking a small salary cut to achieve that move, but her prospects are high. Michael Giulini and Alan
  Zadok, the partners who conducted her interview, were both aware at that time of her impending marriage to Jack Taylor, of Anderson, Taylor, and are prepared to wait for her until after the wedding
  (at the Hotel Bel-Air in LA, despite her parents hopes of hosting her big day in Washington DC), and the Grand Cayman honeymoon. Holly knows that Giulini and Zadok are set to do far more for
  her in time if she meets their expectations. She intends to do that and more. Holly intends to work her small, exercise-tightened butt off to achieve her goals.


  She has just emerged from Bergdorf Goodman with three shopping bags  the rest to be delivered  and is walking along Fifth past the Doubleday bookstore, when she
  sees the notice in the window.


  Her throat tightens. Her pulse rate quickens.


  She steps inside. The security guard at the door looks at her shopping bags, and Holly opens them to be checked and stapled shut to stop her from slipping unpaid-for merchandise into them.
  As if.


  The book-signing is on the second floor. Theres quite a queue. Mothers, aunts, a few small children, a couple of fathers.


  The two women authors are sitting side by side behind a table, taking their time over each signing. Though seated, one of them seems petite, with carrot-coloured hair, white skin and green eyes,
  the other taller, an elegant honey-blonde with a long nose and unusual, not-quite-hazel, eyes. As each successive customer passes them a book, both women smile and chat for a few moments, then the
  blonde signs before the redhead, and the book is handed back. They make a good team.


  He is not there.


  Holly walks over to a table where the books have been stacked in an intricate pyramid-like edifice. She has already bought the book, did so last November soon after
  publication, when she read it carefully, studied each illustration at length, and then threw it away.


  She takes another copy now and gets in line.


  Wonderful book, the woman ahead of her turns around and says to Holly. She is holding three copies. My daughter loved it so much I thought it would be nice to get her an
  autographed copy. She beams. The other two are for my friends children.


  Hollys smile is warm. Mine is for my niece. She has no niece, but it sounds apt.


  Boys seem to love it just as much as girls, you know.


  Really, Holly says.


  The woman turns away as she reaches the table and hands over her copies with pride. The blonde is speaking to her, some comment about her buying three, but another woman in the line is coughing
  loudly, so Holly cant hear exactly what is being said.


  Now its her turn.


  Thank you very much, the redhead says.


  Youre welcome. Holly places her copy of Firefly on the table. Im glad to meet you both.


  The pleasures ours. The blondes British accent is more pronounced than her sisters. Is this for someone in particular?


  Its for myself, Holly says. I collect childrens books. Another invention.


  The redhead smiles. Thats nice.


  Anything special youd like us tp write? the blonde asks.


  Holly takes an instant, still making up her mind.


  Theres a Wordsworth quotation I particularly like, she says. Some find
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