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Chapter 1

 


She closed her eyes and
drifted off, dreaming of a perfect stranger. The man in her dream
was tall, handsome, and slender with blue-green eyes and dark, wavy
hair. He was a widower in his mid-thirties, wealthy, and able to
travel. When he reached out to touch her, his touch seared her; his
face grew distorted. Evelyn screamed. Sitting straight up in bed,
she stared into darkness. Reaching over to the brass lamp that sat
on the end table, she turned it on.

“Mommy, Mommy!” The door
flung open and Chrissie ran in and jumped on her bed. “Are you all
right? I thought I heard you scream.”

“I had a nightmare. I’m all
right, Chrissie. Go back to bed.”

“Can I sleep with you? I’ll
protect you, Mommy.”

Evelyn chuckled. “All right, dear.
We’ll go to breakfast in the morning. Would you like
that?”

“Yes. Let’s do that. Can I
order some of those pancakes I like, with the strawberries and
whipped cream?” she asked, snuggling under the covers.

“Of course. Now, go back to
sleep. I promise I won’t have any more nightmares.”

“Okay. But, Mommy, did you
dream of monsters?”

“Sort of.”

“That’s scary. We need a
doggie to protect us. Can we get one? Please?”

A light knock came at the door and
then it opened a crack.

“Mom?”

“Are you all right, Evelyn?
I thought I heard you scream.”

“Come in, Mom. Chrissie
heard me too. She crawled in bed with me to keep me
safe.”

“You’re a brave little
girl, Chrissie,” Katherine said.

“Mmm. Hmm. Grandma, could
we have a doggie?”

Katherine glanced at Evelyn. “We’ll
talk about that later, dear. We’ll need to ask Grandpa.”

“Oh goodie. I know he’ll
say yes.”

“If everything’s all right,
I think I’ll go back to bed,” Katherine said.

“Can I still stay here with
you, Mommy?”

The corners of Evelyn’s mouth turned
up in amusement. “Yes, dear. Just snuggle up under the covers and
go back to sleep.”

Evelyn reached up and turned off the
light. The dream still lingered within her mind. What could it have
meant? The stranger had been so handsome, nearly her ideal man
until his face transformed into a monster’s. She tried to shrug it
off and blame it on her favorite TV show and the chocolate ice
cream she’d eaten before she’d gone to bed.

Closing her eyes, her thoughts turned
to Thomas. She wished with all her heart that he hadn’t betrayed
her. Night after night, she slept in their bed alone. Since their
divorce, she had missed him terribly. Perhaps she should have given
him more of a chance to explain his side, but she’d been furious
about his obvious betrayal. His feeble explanations had fallen on
deaf ears.

Other than missing him, she was
perfectly happy. She loved her career, lived in a wonderful loving
home with her darling three-year-old daughter Chrissie and her
parents. Set on two and a half acres, the four-bedroom, four-bath
Spanish-style home in Paradise Valley, Arizona offered a large
Olympic-sized pool, a Jacuzzi, and tennis courts. They were not at
all crowded. The only thing in her life she lacked was a man who
loved her, someone that she could love and respect who would accept
Chrissie.

Thomas had not given up. He still
believed she would come back to him, that she would realize it had
just been gossip, that he had been faithful to her. She would never
believe it. The evidence was too obvious. She’d been humiliated in
public, and the pain of his betrayal still haunted her. Thomas was
famous, not only for his wonderful singing voice, but also for the
films he had recently starred in. It was said that he’d been having
an affair with his agent, one that had become scandalous. He was a
public figure after all…a superstar. If she lived to be a hundred
and one, she never wanted to be with anyone famous again. Not even
almost famous.


Chapter 2

 


James tossed and turned. In his dream,
he lived a nightmare of the past. He tried to block out the scene
that played on the canvas of his dream, but the images would not
disappear, nor would the voices.

“Go then
and good riddance.” Brakes screeched as a fire-engine-red Pontiac
raced over the bridge and struck Elaine. Her shrill scream cut
through the early evening hours. Thump!
Thump! She flew up onto the hood of the
car, bounced twice, and landed hard onto the pavement. Traffic on
Palmetto Park Road backed up for miles as she lay dying just across
the street from her favorite restaurant. Blood oozed from her head
and puddled onto the hot asphalt.

James sat straight up in bed.
Perspiration beaded on his forehead. Screams echoed in his mind
along with a vision of his wife dying just a few feet away from
him. He’d had this dream every night on the anniversary of Elaine’s
death for the past twelve years. Had he pushed her? He might have
wanted to, but in his right mind, he would never have killed
anyone. Even though he’d never been baptized, he’d been brought up
Christian. By the time he was six years old, he knew the Ten
Commandments.

Though the fatal accident had happened
years ago, the day still remained crystal clear in his mind. When
he’d awakened that morning, he’d gone for his usual morning beach
walk. It was hot and humid, unbearably so even for six-thirty in
the morning. That in itself was not unusual, not for Florida. The
heavy rain-laden clouds and warm waters of the Atlantic promised a
tropical storm was brewing. Lately, his mind had been as stormy as
the weather forecast. He’d been hearing voices again, voices that
drove him past the edge of sanity. When Elaine had been killed,
Bobby had only been three years old. After that day, he’d raised
his son alone. Perhaps Bobby had been better off without a mother,
like the voices had said.

Elaine
had been unfaithful to him for as long as he could remember. Steve
had told him he’d seen Elaine in restaurants with men when he’d
been out of town. Since Steve had been a friend of his mother’s for
most of her life, he had no reason to doubt him. When he’d accused
Elaine, she’d denied it. She’d wanted a divorce, full custody of
their son, alimony, child support, and their home. He’d desperately
wanted her out of the way. Maybe he had pushed her. Was this Elaine’s
way of punishing him if he had? By haunting him?

His grandmother had once told him
about earthbound spirits who could not or did not want to move on.
Most were unfortunate souls who were lost or had been killed
suddenly. Others were addicts, still craving their addictions,
feeding off the living, particularly those who were alcoholics. She
told him how lost spirits hovered over drinking establishments,
waiting to possess an inebriated warm body. He didn’t believe it.
He didn’t want to. He shuddered and tried to remember what had
happened that evening, just like he did every year on the
anniversary of Elaine’s death.

He’d been drinking heavily during the
week before her accident, trying his best to mask the voices he
heard inside his mind, voices insisting Elaine was fooling around.
He raked his fingers through his hair. He couldn’t remember
clearly, but he recalled they’d had a fight. After that, he’d
blacked out.

What did it matter? She was dead. He
was alive. He needed a wife. He was tired of rotating girlfriends
who wanted money, fancy cars, and a big house. He needed someone to
love, someone who would love him unconditionally.

He rose and moved into the
bathroom, shrugged out of his black silk pajamas, and stepped into
the oversized marble shower of the villa he was staying in. He
turned the water on and adjusted it until it was steaming hot.
Standing under the hot water, he thought about the villas and how
to solve their sales problems. He and his partners had built
eighteen luxury villas in Paradise Valley thinking they’d sell
quickly. They’d kept one for themselves for their frequent visits
to Arizona. They’d miscalculated the market. They hadn’t sold well.
This morning, after he’d had breakfast, he planned to have a talk
with the sales person on duty.

After he showered and dressed, he set
out for a popular nearby coffee shop. A petite woman with
highlighted blonde hair caught his eye. Stepping out of a silver
Jaguar, she walked around to the other side of the car and helped a
little girl with long, curly, chestnut brown hair out. As they
moved toward the restaurant, the child clung to the woman’s shapely
leg while she walked. The woman stopped, bent down to speak with
the child, then took her hand and entered the
restaurant.

When he entered the restaurant, he saw
that there was a wait. She and the child were sitting on a long
sofa near the front door. He left his name with the hostess and
moved to sit near the woman. Maybe God had answered his
prayers.

“Do you mind if I take this
seat? There’s a wait.”

She turned and flashed him a wide
smile, her dimples showing. Her hazel eyes twinkled as though she
had a tempting secret she’d like to share. “No, of course not.
Please sit down.”

“Wonderful day, isn’t
it?”

She nodded. “Yes, except it’s
stifling. August in Phoenix isn’t the most desirable place to
be.”

He chuckled. “No. But
neither is south Florida, where I’m from. At least Arizona doesn’t
have hurricanes.”

“Thank God. So, you’re from
Florida. Where?”

He
glanced down at her left hand. No ring. More than likely, she’s single.

“Boca Raton. I have a home
on the Atlantic,” James said.

She nodded. “My aunt lives up the
coast from you.”

“Where?”

“Vero Beach.”

“Do you visit often?” James
asked.

“Occasionally.”

“Mama,” the little girl
said. “Daddy said not to talk to strangers. He might be an ass
murderer!”

“Axe murderer, darling,”
the woman said, correcting her daughter. “I don’t think so,
dear.”

“Mama, Daddy said you can’t
always tell by a person’s looks,” the little girl said with a
worried expression on her face.

James laughed. “That’s true. My name
is James McMann. My partners and I built Sunset Villas about four
blocks from here.”

“It’s nice to meet you,
James. I’m Evelyn Valentino, and this is my daughter,
Chrissie.”

Chrissie tightened her mouth and
turned her back on him.

“Where are your manners,
Chrissie?” Evelyn asked.

“Just because he told you
his name doesn’t make him a friend,” Chrissie said. “He’s still a
stranger and I’m not talking to Mr. Stranger Danger. I’m going to
tell Daddy,” she said, crossing her arms and tilting her chin
up.

“I’m sorry, Mr. McMann,”
Evelyn said with an apologetic note in her voice.

“Actually, Mr. Valentino
has a point. He’s trained his daughter well,” James said,
withdrawing two business cards from his suit pocket. “My card, Mrs.
Valentino, and one for you too, Chrissie.”

“It’s Ms. Valentino, and I
just happen to be in the market for a villa,” Evelyn said with a
bright smile.

Am I in
luck or what? “In that case, perhaps you
would like to stop by the villas after
breakfast?”

“I’m sorry. I have an
appointment this morning.”

“Then why not meet me for
breakfast tomorrow morning, same time, same place. I’ll bring a
brochure of the villas. If they are something that might interest
you, we can ride over after breakfast,” James said, hoping her
schedule was free.

“I’d like that,” Evelyn
said.

“Great!” James said with a
wide grin.

“Mama, they’re calling our
name. Our table’s ready,” Chrissie said. She stood and took her
mother’s hand.

“Excuse me, Mr. McMann.
It’s been nice talking to you,” Evelyn said, rising.

“I’ll look forward to
seeing you tomorrow morning. Call me at the number on my card if
something comes up and you can’t make it.”

“I will. Oh! I almost
forgot.” She took a business card from her handbag. “You don’t have
my number. Just in case you need to reschedule, you may want my
card.”

“Thank you,” he said,
glancing at the elegant script. “So, you’re a writer?”

“I’m a freelance writer,”
Evelyn said with a note of pride in her voice.

“What do you write?
Articles?”

She nodded. “I write articles for
various magazines and a few for newspapers.”

“Interesting. You’ll have
to tell me more about it sometime. I’d like to read some of your
work. Perhaps you could do a feature about Sunset Villas and our
corporation, JVS Builders?”

“Sounds more like an ad.
You need a publicist, not a freelance writer.”

He watched her as she moved away. She
possessed the bearing of royalty. He’d bet his bottom dollar this
woman was not a fortune seeker. More than likely, she had money of
her own or she had sucked Mr. Valentino dry. She’d left him wanting
to know more.

****

Evelyn awoke the following morning
with a nagging feeling of hesitancy about meeting with James McMann
this morning. It wasn’t the villas. Yesterday afternoon, she’d
driven by them. They seemed to be exactly what she wanted. Painted
a cream color with red tile roofs, they were heavily landscaped
with palm trees, bougainvillea, and cactus. She didn’t know what a
lease would run, but if she were looking to buy, she was fairly
certain the price was out of her range. For the first time, she
wished she hadn’t refused Thomas’s offer of a sizeable
settlement.

As it was, she had refused to accept
either a settlement or alimony. The only thing she received from
Thomas was child support for Chrissie for the time she was in her
custody.

She rubbed her temples with her
fingers. What was it about James McCann that bothered her? He
seemed familiar, but her daughter had dubbed the handsome builder
Mr. Stranger Danger. Whether or not he was dangerous, she’d been
attracted to him. She needed to know more about him, she decided,
as she rose and padded into the bathroom to shower. Perhaps Thomas
had overstressed the need for caution with strangers to Chrissie.
At the time, she had approved. Neither of them wanted to lose their
precious daughter to a pedophile or a kidnapper.

As a superstar’s daughter, danger
often lurked around the corner.

****

James rinsed his mouth with a strong
mouthwash, making sure not a trace of alcohol remained on his
breath. Maybe he shouldn’t have had the early morning Bloody Mary.
He splashed on his favorite aftershave and left the townhouse,
determined to make a good impression upon the attractive
writer.

He
popped a Tic Tac into his mouth and drove the white Lexus SUV that
belonged to JVS Builders into the parking lot of the restaurant.
There wasn’t a silver Jag in sight. Either she hadn’t arrived yet,
or she wasn’t coming. He glanced at his watch. 10:00 a.m. He was
precisely on time. Stepping out of the car, he wiped the
perspiration from his forehead. They say
it’s dry heat here. Damn, dry heat or not, it’s unbearably hot in
Arizona in the summertime. He wasn’t sure
which was hotter, Florida or Arizona. Hot was hot. Waiting on the
bench outside the restaurant would be impossible. He bought a
newspaper and went inside.

“A table for two, please.
I’m waiting for Evelyn Valentino. She’s a striking, petite blonde.
Would you show her to my table when she arrives?”

“Of course. Ms. Valentino
is one of our frequent customers.”

He didn’t need to wait long. Five
minutes later, he saw Evelyn enter the restaurant alone, without
the annoying child. She wore a white skirt, an orange knit top with
a gold necklace, and dangling earrings to match. The image she
created was so attractive and sexy, he wasn’t sure if he was going
to be able to keep his hands to himself.

“Wouldn’t you like to warm
her bed?”

“What are you doing here,
Steve?”

“You didn’t think I’d miss
this, did you, James?”

“Get lost,
Steve.”

James watched as Evelyn
stopped to speak with a man she evidently knew. A streak of
jealousy shot through him as she smiled warmly. She moved to the
hostess and briefly spoke with her. She turned and her eyes met
his. She waved and moved to his table. He wondered how well she
knew the man she’d spoken with.

“Sorry, I’m just a bit
late,” Evelyn said.

“Only a little,” he said,
concealing his brief anger. He rose and pulled out the chair to
seat her.

“Thank you, James,” she
said, looking up into his eyes with an appreciative
smile.

“You’re most welcome.” His
heart lifted. He could hardly be angry with her after seeing her
sweet smile. “Would you like coffee?” he asked, sitting back down
in his chair.

“Definitely. I was a bit in
a rush when I left home and haven’t had a cup of coffee
yet.”

“Neither have I and I’m not
at my best without it,” he said, motioning the waitress over. After
his brief chat with Steve, he needed either coffee or a shot of
vodka. He shouldn’t have been here this morning.

“Two coffees and orange
juice for both of us, please.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll be
back soon to take your order.”

“I’m glad you could make it
this morning, Evelyn,” James said.

“So am I. I drove through
Sunset Villas yesterday, but didn’t stop. They’re attractive. Dad
said JVS has a fine reputation.”

“Thank you. We take pride
in our work. I think you will like the villas.” He couldn’t let her
slip away. He felt this was the woman for him. He was wealthy, and
if she could come close to the price, he could easily pick up the
difference without her knowledge.

“I’m looking forward to
seeing them, but I doubt I can afford one.”

“You might be surprised.
What’s your price range?”

“Up to three hundred and
fifty thousand.”

“We might be able to work
something out. If you’re financing, there are various options
available.”

“Maybe I should
wait.”

“If you’re uncomfortable
about purchasing a condo, perhaps you might consider a lease with
option to buy,” James said.

“That’s a
possibility.”

“We don’t often do that,
but perhaps in your case, we could make an exception. Have you
always lived in the Phoenix area?” James asked, wanting to know
more of her background for himself more than for
business.

“No. I was born in Phoenix,
but after I married, I moved to Vegas,” Evelyn said.

“Las Vegas? You’re former
husband isn’t the famous Thomas Valentino, is he?” he asked, half
joking.

“Yes,” Evelyn said, hoping
he hadn’t seen the gossip in the papers.

“I thought I’d seen your
photo before,” James said.

She nearly groaned aloud. “You
probably saw it in the tabloids. Our divorce was so public…our
lives, too. In spite of it, Thomas and I are still good
friends.”

“For your daughter’s sake,
that’s fortunate.”

“Are you married, Mr.
McMann?” Evelyn asked. She hadn’t seen a wedding band.

“No. I’m a widower,” James
said with a sigh.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t
know. You’re young to be a widower,” Evelyn drew her brows
together. She wondered how his wife had died.

“My wife was killed an
accident,” he said in a low voice, as though he had read her
mind.

“Auto?”

“Yes. Actually, she was
crossing the street,” James said, not explaining
further.

“You weren’t with her, were
you?” Evelyn asked, horrified.

He nodded and said, “I should have
been able to save her or at least prevent her from running across
the street. I can still see every detail in my mind.”

“That must have been
terrible. You don’t blame yourself, do you?” She was almost sorry
she’d asked if he’d ever been married. For heaven’s sake, his
personal life was none of her business, not yet anyway.

“It was horrible,” James
said, running his hand through his dark, wavy hair. “Sometimes, I
still have nightmares about it. Do I blame myself? Sometimes, but I
don’t think there was anything I could have done.”

“I can only imagine how you
must feel,” Evelyn said, wanting to change the subject. It was
clear James was still disturbed about the accident.

“If you don’t mind, I’d
rather not talk about it.”

“Of course not. Forgive me.
I didn’t mean to pry.” She would try to be more careful from now
on.

“You must have a lot of
friends here,” he said, changing the subject. He didn’t want to
think about the accident. Every time he did, a vision of Elaine as
she lay bleeding on the pavement flashed into his mind along with a
brief pang of guilt. From what seemed to be a long way off, he
heard Evelyn’s reply, jolting him back to the present.

“A few. I was away for a
while and lost touch.”

“But your family lives
here,” James said. “I’m sure you must have kept up with some of
your friends.”

“We didn’t visit that often
and when we did, we were busy with family. And you? I believe you
said you were from Florida?” She wanted to know more about JVS
Builders.

“I live in Highland Beach,
just north of Boca Raton. I’m originally from Boston.”

“You still have a slight
Boston accent. How long have you been in Boca?”

“We moved to Boca when I
was eleven.”

“You’re almost a native
then.”

“You could say
that.”

“Do your parents still live
in Boca?”

“Both of my parents are
dead,” James said in a dull voice.

Evelyn cringed. She shouldn’t have
asked, but how could she have known? Besides, he was from out of
town and she wanted to know who she was dealing with. So far, she
didn’t know anything except that his wife had been killed and that
his parents were deceased. “I’m sorry,” she said
quietly.

“Me too,” James said,
casting his eyes down.

“You are so young to have
lost both of your parents,” Evelyn said, feeling badly for
him.

“May I take your order
now?” the waitress asked.

“Do you know what you would
like, Evelyn?” James asked, glancing up at her.

“Yes. I’d like a Spanish
omelet, made with egg whites only. Oh! And extra salsa on the
side,” she said with a smile to the waitress.

He grinned. “You like your breakfast
hot and spicy, I see.”

She nodded.

“I’ll have a Spanish omelet
too,” James said.

“Would you excuse me a
moment, Mr. McMann?” Evelyn asked.

“Call me James, please. Of
course I’ll excuse you.”

He was glad she’d chosen to take that
time to go to the ladies room. He watched as she moved away.
Wearing high-heeled white, strappy sandals, she swayed slightly.
When she was out of sight, he pulled a small vodka bottle from his
jacket and poured it into his glass of fresh orange juice. He
wished the subject of Elaine hadn’t come up. It had set off the
voices in his mind again. The vodka would help to keep them at
bay.

He liked Evelyn. She was genuine and
unaffected. After having been married to Thomas Valentino, she must
have met some famous people. She could have been a name-dropper,
but she didn’t seem to be. Odd, though, that her price range was as
low as it was. That in itself told him she hadn’t soaked Valentino
with a high alimony payment.

When they finished breakfast, she
insisted upon following him in her car to the villas. Clearly, she
didn’t feel comfortable with him yet. The salesman wasn’t in, which
in his mind was for the best. He didn’t want him
interrupting.

While he waited for Evelyn in the
sales office, he pondered what he could do to make her feel more at
ease with him. It was obvious by her questions that she didn’t
trust him. He hadn’t liked the memories her questions had stirred.
Still irritated, he clenched his jaw while he scanned the floor
plans. They needed to sell or at least rent the larger unit. Priced
at $500,000, she probably wouldn’t be able to afford it. Maybe Sal
and Vince would agree to a lease. The model had been for sale for
over a year without a nibble. Even for an unattached villa, it was
large. Most of their customers wanted the two-bedroom model with an
office.

“James? Are you busy now?
I’m sorry it took me so long. I got caught up in
traffic,”

Evelyn said, walking into the
office.

He turned and grinned. Her highlighted
blonde hair was disheveled, her hazel eyes wide. She was obviously
harried. “Sit down a minute,” he said.

Evelyn sat in the chair facing James
and placed her handbag on the floor next to the chair. “I should
have left with you, but I’m going to Carefree later for a gift.
There is a wonderful gallery there that is my favorite.”

“I haven’t been to
Carefree. Do you suppose we might go together, that is, after
you’ve seen the models?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll need
to call mother later and let her know since Chrissie is with her
this morning. In fact, if you like, maybe we could have lunch at
The Horney Toad. It’s unique to the area and entirely different
from what you would see in Florida.”

“I’d like that,” he said,
forgetting about his appointment. “I’ve been thinking about the
floor plans and the one I believe would be best for you. Would you
like to see that one?”

“If it’s a two-bedroom with
an office.”

“Hmm. The one I had planned
on showing you is a bit larger. It’s a three-bedroom with an office
and a family room.”

She shook her head. “That would be too
large.”

“Well then, let’s start off
with a two-bedroom with an office. We have one
available.”

“Wonderful,” she said,
rising.

“We’ll take the golf cart,”
he said, opening the door of the sales office for her.

Evelyn moved toward the cart while
James walked ahead and waited by the side of the cart. Evelyn
stepped up, tottered, and began to fall backwards. He caught her
around the waist and placed her neatly in the seat.

“Thank you,” she said,
still burning from his touch. She turned to face him, her eyes
meeting his amused blue-green ones. Her face warmed. “I don’t know
what happened. My foot slipped, I guess.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m
just glad I was here to catch you,” he said with a wide
grin.

As they toured the property, she
noticed the spectacular pool with a gorgeous fountain spilling over
red rocks. A Jacuzzi and tennis courts completed the
amenities.

“What do you think of the
property so far?” James asked, anxious to have a commitment. He
could think of nothing more pleasant than having Evelyn living
nearby. It would bring a smile to his face every morning he woke up
in Arizona.

“The development is
charming,” Evelyn said. Not only did the property appeal to her,
but so did James. She found her trust in him building. She was glad
Chrissie had not come with her. When she had toured the attractive
villa with its gorgeous views of the surrounding mountains, she
knew she wanted it. “Oh! This is magnificent.”

Pleased, the corners of his mouth
turned up. She would live here, in one of these villas. He’d see to
it.

“Did you have anything to
do with the architecture?”

“A little, in regard to the
views, the built-in desk, and bookcases in the office,” James said
modestly.

“As far as I am concerned,
those are the features that make this condo really special,” Evelyn
said with admiration reflected in her voice.

“Thank you. Did you like
the kitchen?”

“I don’t cook much. Since I
work at home, I like to go out for my meals.”

He drew
his brows together. That won’t work for
me. She will need
to stop writing and focus upon homemaking…maybe take a gourmet
cooking class. He wondered how Thomas
Valentino had been able to handle having a wife that didn’t cook.
He had probably hired a cook, one that doubled as an upstairs maid.
He smirked. He couldn’t imagine that the superstar had been
faithful. He’d seen him in a couple of
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