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      Lifting the book anxiously, Ezamay caressed the leather binding. Her fingers trembled slightly as she traced the outline of a long, slender object hidden inside it. Satisfied that it wouldn’t be noticed, she replaced the text on the table and searched for her phone in her pocket.

      Fishing out the device, she dialed the number from memory, not daring to store it in her cell. “Teddy? It’s time,” she whispered hoarsely.

      “Is it arranged?” a deep male voice inquired.

      “Yes,” Ezamay replied a bit more confidently. “Everything’s in place, or will be by the end of the day. Garrett will contact you once things are in motion.”

      “Very well. I’ll be ready.”

      Dead air followed, and she knew he had hung up. Darkening her screen, she stared at her phone for a long moment before she returned it to her sweater’s oversized pouch. “Glenda!” she called loudly.

      “Yes, ma’am.” The housemaid entered through the tall arch that connected the foyer to the study, smoothing her apron over her uniform skirt.

      “We will need a tea service as soon as Meri arrives,” Ezamay informed her stiffly. “Be sure to include those little cakes that she likes so much.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Glenda nodded as she backed out of the room.

      Turning to the window, Ezamay watched the large oak tree outside sway in the afternoon breeze. Her thoughts on the past, she sighed deeply, recalling the days when she had lived in a more modest dwelling, without servants to cater to her every whim. Seems so long ago, she lamented.

      For twenty-five years, she had been the matron of the Monroe residence. She had married Garrett in one year and given birth to their only child the next, and in all the time since, she had kept her former life hidden. None knew of her childhood, nor did they suspect her secrets.

      Time had grown short since Merideth had graduated from college a year ago. Damn her, Ezamay cursed her daughter under her breath. Immediately, she cringed, well aware that the situation was not her daughter’s doing. Her eyes narrowed, she glared at the dancing limbs. This is my fault; and I’m the one who has to fix it.

      A sleek black Mercedes pulled into the drive, and a tall, slender young woman stepped out, causing Ezamay to catch her breath. An ache formed in the pit of her gut as she watched her close the door to her vehicle and glide towards the entrance. Waiting patiently, Meri joined her a moment later.

      “Hello, Mother,” Merideth used a soft voice when addressing her.

      “Hello, darling,” Ezamay replied, turning to give her visitor a half hug. “How was your journey?”

      “Relaxing.” Meri smiled. “It’s good to be home for a visit, even one as short as this.”

      “Indeed.” Ezamay indicated the couch as Glenda returned with a silver tray filled with cups, plates, pastries, and a pot of fresh tea. “I’m glad you could make it,” she said lightly, lifting the tome and placing it on the end table that sat where the chair and sofa formed a corner. “I have a gift for you.”

      Eyeing the large leather-covered text, Meri’s lips curled. “Another old book?”

      “Yes.” Ezamay’s eyes sparkled. “A very old one passed down through my family from mother to daughter, one generation to the next.”

      Merideth struggled to hold her grin, only half succeeding. “You didn’t ask me here for another lecture, did you?” she asked stiffly.

      “No.” Her mother shook her head, her hand resting lightly on a worn edge of her offering. “I understand your choice. Having a family is a big decision, and first you must meet the right man.”

      “Mother,” Meri breathed, her smile gone, “I told you. I like my freedom. I don’t need a man to complete me! Why can’t you just accept that I’m happy with my life the way that it is?”

      A tear glinted in the older woman’s soft blue orb, and she blinked rapidly to remove it. “No lecture, sweetheart. I understand your choice. I respect it. I only give this to you that you may read it if you wish. It is a diary, of sorts, with each woman adding a bit of her own story before passing it along. My pages are at the end, with a few blank ones left for your story. Yours will be the last that will be added.” She sniffed.

      Shaking her head, Meri poured herself a cup of tea and dropped in a spoon full of sugar. “Thank you, Mother,” she said as politely as she could muster. Taking a sip, she envisioned the shelf in her New York flat that held the rest of her mother’s treasures. This newest addition would join them, and some day, she might actually take the time to peek inside it.
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      “Do you think we should be doing this?” Rider asked, turning only slightly towards the older man to his right.

      “We don’t have a choice,” the other man replied, keeping his voice equally low.

      Staring at the girl facing him, Rider’s pulse quickened. Watching her dab at her eyes and occasionally wipe under her nose, he knew her pain. “It doesn’t feel right,” he insisted. “Maybe we could⁠—”

      “No, we can’t,” his father cut him off, his tone a bit gruff this time. “Until we get some answers, this is how it has to be.”

      A slight drizzle dripped down on them, turning into a heavy sprinkle and eventually a downpour. Adjusting his umbrella over his head, the younger man sighed deeply. No longer able to hear the priest’s words due to the deluge drumming the taught cloth above him, he focused on the gathering. His eyes roving over the mourners, he knew the odds were good that one of them was a murderer.

      “Do you know any of these people?” he asked a bit louder to beat the noise of the rain.

      “Some.” Thaddeus Bradshaw’s steel grey eyes also searched.

      Rider’s matching blue orbs narrowed into slits as he watched a heavy-set man work his way through the crowd, stopping when he stood directly behind Merideth.

      “Dad,” he growled, “on her six.”

      “That’s her uncle,” his father informed him.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I’ve known this family since I was a child.” the senior Bradshaw shifted to peek around to the sides and behind them. “We grew up on the same block, back when neighbors knew each other.”

      “Then why is this the first time I’ve heard of them?” Rider adjusted his long jacket against the dropping temperatures. “Damn. I think they’re going to get an early winter here.”

      “Maybe. Virginia can be fickle like that.” Thad nudged the arm next to him. “I think it’s over.”

      “You haven’t answered my question,” Rider prodded as they joined the line to walk by the casket. His heart beating rapidly inside his chest, he covertly blew air into his palms and sniffed it. If I’m going to meet this girl, the least I can do is make a good impression.

      Ignoring him, Thaddeus reached for the grieving widower’s hand. “Garrett, I’m sure sorry about your loss.”

      Watching Meri over the tops of their arms, Rider recognized the sullen expression. Her eyes red and swollen, her thick layer of makeup could not mask her sorrow.

      Stepping forward, he offered to shake as well. “Mr. Monroe.”

      “Hi, Rider. I’ve heard so much about you,” Garrett said politely.

      “Oh? From whom?”

      Laughing anxiously, the two older men exchanged a glance before the shorter man clamped his arm around the girl’s shoulders, hugging her against him in a half embrace.

      “Gentlemen, this is my daughter, Merideth.”

      “How do you do?” Rider offered her his digits, regretting it a moment later when she gave him a dead-fish shake. Forcing a smile, he made the offer, “Can we take the two of you to dinner?” He had been rehearsing the line all morning and, having finally said it, felt as if a weight had been lifted off his chest.

      “I’m afraid we can’t.” Garrett shook his head. “We have a large amount of family here at the moment. But they’ll be leaving in the morning. Perhaps tomorrow night we can get together and catch up?”

      “Sounds wonderful.” Thad nodded on the agreement. “We’ll get a reservation for us at six at Joshua Wilton House.”

      His mention of her favorite restaurant caught the girl’s attention for a brief moment, his smile seeming out of place when she glanced at him before purposely looking away.

      Staring at the creased skin around the clear blue orbs of the younger man, Meri guessed him to be at least thirty. Blinking at him a few times, her eyes burned from the hours she’d spent crying.

      She had just buried her mother, and the last thing she wanted to do was to be sociable. Only half listening as they arranged for an evening together, she thought about the last time she had seen her mother alive.

      She had made the trip home only a few weeks before. Her mother had grown temperamental during the last year, since Meri’s graduation from UCLA. She had thought finishing and moving to New York and closer to home would settle the older woman’s attitude, but it hadn’t.

      They had shared tea and spent a few hours visiting, but the conversation constantly returned to their latest point of contention.

      Merideth had informed her mother nine months ago, when she accepted the position at Muriel Brandolini, Inc., that there would be no grandchildren to dote over. Her mother had taken every opportunity since to make her feel guilty about the choice and to try to persuade her otherwise.

      Shaking off the dark thoughts, Meri turned to the man who stood next to her, noting that he studied her intently. “I’m sorry,” her voice cracked. “I’m ready to go back to the car.”

      “I’ll walk you,” he informed her, leaving the two older men to greet the rest of the mourners. Offering her his arm, he waited patiently for her to take it.

      Stealing glances at him as they picked their way through the puddles, she leaned slightly against him to stay beneath the umbrella that he held between them.

      The rain had only added to the sadness of the occasion, in her mind suiting it perfectly.

      Arriving at the car, she noted that he had a ponytail formed by dark ringlets that hung a few inches down his back. “Thank you… Rider, was it?” she said softly as he helped her into the car.

      “Yes.” He grinned, giving her a small nod. “Would you like for me to join you until Mr. Monroe arrives?”

      “No. I’ll be fine.” She shook her long, honey-colored strands and settled into the leather-covered seat. “My father will be here when everyone is gone.” Staring straight ahead, she dismissed the stranger.

      “All right,” he agreed. “I’ll see you tomorrow evening.” Closing the door firmly, he adjusted his umbrella to better block the spray as he returned to the older men as the last of the line filed past.

      Shaking hands again, the three men said their goodbyes. Garrett trudged towards the long black limo that would carry them home, while Rider and Thad strode through the wet grass.

      When they arrived at their own vehicle, Rider slid behind the wheel, folding his protection and giving it a shake before he pulled it inside and dropped it into the floorboard behind the passenger seat.

      “Should we follow them?” he asked once he had started the car.

      “Yes,” the older man agreed. “Until this is resolved, you are that girl’s guardian, whether she knows it or not.”

      “Agreed.” Rider kicked on the engine and swung the car around. Seeing the taillights of the limo ahead of them, he held back once they had made the turn out onto the actual street and parked a few hundred feet from the gate of their estate so they could monitor them from a discreet distance.

      Staring out the glass at the fading light, Thad noted, “At least the rain has stopped.”

      “Yeah.” His son grimaced. “You should call a cab and head back to the hotel. No sense in both of us spending the night crammed in here.”

      Watching various lights come on throughout the large structure, the older man sighed. “I think we might as well both go. This place looks pretty secure, and there’s at least a dozen people inside.”

      “You think she’s safe?” Rider sounded doubtful, picturing her sullen expression beneath her long locks.

      “I imagine that she is, at least for now. Let’s head back to the hotel, and we’ll come back over early before they have a chance to go anywhere, and we can tail them then.”

      Restarting the engine, Rider reluctantly agreed, “Yeah, I guess we can’t really even be sure that anyone is after her at this point.”

      Cutting his eyes over to peek at him for a moment, Thad didn’t respond. His hands folded in his lap, he turned to stare out the side window instead, keeping what he knew about the Monroes and who might be after them to himself.
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      Meri awoke later than normal. Staring at the room she had lived in all of her life, or at least until she had entered college, she sighed loudly. Little of her personal items remained, and the few that did only made her forlorn.

      Sliding from beneath the covers, she slipped on her house shoes and tied her robe around her to cover her thin silk sleeping attire. Taking her time in the bathroom, she brushed her teeth and inspected herself in the mirror, in no hurry to leave the sanctity of her bedroom and private bath. She could hear noises out in the hall and knew that the rest of the house had probably been awake for a while.

      A few of her mother’s family had come for the funeral, people she had never met, and had left afterwards with little to say to them. Something had happened between her mother and those related to her, and Merideth had learned at an early age it was a subject forever closed. I’m surprised they came to her funeral, she admitted to herself, almost glad they had gone home after ignoring her mother’s existence her entire life. Whatever happened to cause the rift must have been pretty severe, and the silence between them had been mutual.

      It would be her father’s nieces, nephews, and cousins causing the noise outside her door—people she felt familiar with and who visited them fairly often. However, losing her mother had ripped her heart from her chest, tearing deep chasms of regret within her, and she did not feel in the mood to welcome visitors, to say the least.

      Dropping her robe and gown, Merideth stepped into the shower and washed her soft brown waves along with the rest of her slender frame. Using the dryer to comb it out straight, she applied makeup and then stared at her reflection for a long moment. Deciding it would have to do, she removed a black, light-weight sweater and a pair of slacks from her suitcase.

      Finally, she donned her favorite Stuart Weitzman spike-heeled black leather boots. Caressing the studs along the top for a moment, she recalled having purchased them the previous Christmas on a shopping spree with her mother. Her life had changed in the blink of an eye, and she had only begun to realize how deeply her mother’s loss would affect her.

      Dressed and feeling presentable, she made her way out into the hall. At the far end, her uncle busily pulled suitcases out and placed them next to the door, where the butler would gather them and transport them downstairs. Turning her back on the activity, her fingers trailed the banister as she descended into the kitchen.

      “Good morning, ma’am,” Glenda addressed her formally.

      “Good morning.” Meri made herself a cup of coffee, cringing at the laughter of children as they ran through the adjacent hall. Fortunately, they would be leaving soon, and the house would return to its sophisticated calm. Even I didn’t run through the halls screeching, she lamented as she lifted the warm brew to her lips, her features twisted in a sour grimace.

      “Good morning, darling,” her father interrupted her thoughts. “Are you going with me to gather your mother’s things?”

      “Yes.” She nodded, a faint pout lingering on her lips.

      “Good. I’ll see the cousins off, and we’ll go as soon as you are ready.” He nodded firmly.

      Accepting a plate of eggs, bacon, and toast, Merideth sat in the dining room to eat. She had grown up alone in that house and had quickly learned proper manners and behavior befitting the daughter of a wealthy aristocrat. Her father the head of a large corporation, he had moved to the private sector once she had gone to college. Prior to that, he had worked in politics and had spent weeks at a time in D.C., leaving her and her mother to spend their days as they pleased, and a life of luxury pleased her mother very well.

      By the time she had finished her meal, the children had been herded out, and silence surrounded her. Leaning back in her chair, she waited for her father to announce that everyone had departed. When he entered the room to fetch her, his features appeared drawn.

      “What’s the matter?” she demanded, half afraid to ask.

      “Nothing serious,” he replied. “One of your uncles voiced concern over your mother’s family, but it’s nothing you should worry about.”

      Rising, Meri left the dishes for Glenda to deal with and moved to retrieve her jacket from the hall. “I think we’re in for a hard winter,” she observed as she smoothed her collar and joined him at the door.

      Exiting together, they climbed into her father’s slate-colored BMW sedan. “With your mother gone, it most certainly will be,” he lamented quietly.

      The Monroes weren’t big on emotional displays, and she had yet to see her father’s grief. Her mother’s accident had been a shock, and she felt certain that he was still in some stage of denial. Staring out the window at the winding street, she sighed noisily as they pulled up in front of the church where her mother volunteered.

      Exiting the vehicle, the pair made their way inside, where Garrett addressed the receptionist with a familiar tone. “Hello, Madeline.”

      “Gary,” she replied, smiling before her lips scrunched into a tight ring, causing her chin to dimple as she held back her tears. “It was good of you to come,” she managed. Picking up a couple of boxes that had been hidden behind her desk, she presented them to the slender girl standing next to him. “For your mother’s things,” she managed weakly.

      Taking the cartons, Meri nodded. “Do you have her key?”

      “Here.” Her father handed her the small ring. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

      Leaving the pair to discuss business she held no interest in, Merideth made her way down the hall to the wide wooden door. Inserting the key, she allowed the portal to swing wide and stepped inside, dropping the boxes in front of her. Flipping on the switch, the florescent bulbs above her sprang to life, illuminating her mother’s desk.

      “What in God’s name!” she exclaimed, stepping back quickly and calling behind her, “Madeline! Who’s been in here?”

      Exchanging a glance with Mr. Monroe, the receptionist scurried through the opening between the counter and wall and followed him towards his panic-stricken daughter. “No one,” she stated confidently, moving past her and freezing at the sight of the piles of papers, books, and decorations strewn about the small space. Her mouth falling open, she gasped. “How did this happen?”

      “Don’t touch anything,” Garrett warned, reaching out to grasp the arm of the woman in front of him. Pulling gently, he guided her out into the hall. “Go and call the police right now.” His upper lip twitched, his emotions getting the better of him for a moment.

      Alone with him, Meri squeezed her mother’s small keychain in her hand, recalling coming to that very place many times as a child. Her mother had volunteered to head the small food pantry that the church ran when she had been a toddler, and for over twenty years, it had been the only job Ezamay Monroe had ever had.

      Staring through the opening at the mess of strewn belongings, Merideth felt anything but nostalgic. “Who did this, Daddy?” she whimpered with a dimpled chin, reaching for his shoulder to lean on.

      “I don’t know, baby.” He wrapped her protectively, hesitating for only a brief moment before confessing, “I’m afraid I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

      Leaning back and cutting her steely blue eyes up at him, she scowled. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that a detective paid me a visit at the office before you arrived to help with the funeral arrangements.” He appeared more distraught than she could have imagined. “He seemed convinced that your mother’s accident had been intentional, but I had dismissed the idea.” Indicating the mess, he sighed. “Perhaps we should have a deeper look.”

      Stepping back, Meri squealed, “You call him this instant! If this means Mother was a victim of some foul play, you get him down here and let him do his job!”

      Reaching into his inner pocket on his customary suit jacket, he retrieved his cell phone and placed the call. His eyes dark, he kept his voice low as he spoke to the detective, informing him that his wife’s office had been ransacked and perhaps they needed to do a bit of investigating after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Following the hostess through the sea of tables a few hours later, Meri hardly noticed the fine white tablecloths of her favorite local restaurant. A large old Victorian-style structure housed the establishment, and she loved the exquisite décor. Tonight, however, she found no comfort amidst it’s painted walls and bright white columns that reminded her of strength and stability.

      Merideth’s world was crumbling around her. Hours ago, she had thought her mother had died as the result of an accident, a stranger who had lost control of his car. Rider stood and pulled out a chair for her, which she accepted with a sour expression, her thoughts trapped on her recent discovery; her mother had been murdered. Her father took the seat directly across from her, and Mr. Bradshaw sat between them on either side of the square table.

      Staring at the glass of water the waitress placed before her, she heard her father order a steak, medium rare, for her. Once the meal had been arranged, the men began to speak in low voices, and a look of horror crinkled her features as she demanded, “Daddy, what are you doing?”

      His jaw locked angrily for a moment, he recovered, “Whatever do you mean?”

      “Why are you discussing this with them? This is a private matter, not something you should be sharing with strangers!” She glared at the two men who shared their evening.

      “My dear, we are hardly strangers,” Thaddeus informed her coolly, folding his hands on the table before him. “I am your mother’s oldest and dearest friend,” he continued, cutting his gaze over at his son as he spoke to silence him.

      Unaffected by the glare, Rider chortled. “Honestly, Merideth, I have wondered the same thing. I had never heard of your mother, you, or anyone in your family until my father announced we were coming to her funeral.”

      Squinting at the younger man’s betrayal, Thad continued, “Nonetheless, we are here to protect certain interests that she held.”

      “Thaddeus, please,” Garrett cut in. “Perhaps this is a conversation better suited for a more private location.”

      “This location will suffice just fine.” His voice grew strained as he replied, “Ezamay and I grew up together. We knew each other well. If someone has ended her life prematurely, it falls to me to protect that which she held most dear.” His eyes bore into Meri’s. “Until further notice, my son will accompany you about your normal routine,” he announced.

      “What?” she gasped. “And why would that be necessary?”

      “Honey, let’s not make a scene.” Garrett looked around anxiously, then spoke quietly to the man seated to his left. “Thad, I appreciate the offer. Are you certain that she needs protection? I have security that could handle it, you know.”

      “Indeed, she is in grave danger,” the older man replied, “and I would not trust this matter to anyone else. Rider will watch over her until this situation has been resolved.” His tone forceful, he left no room for argument against his decision.

      Glancing at the younger man next to her, Meri sighed loudly, then leaned back so her plate could be placed before her. The conversation effectively ended by the arrival of the meal, she watched her father warily as she ate. A strong man, accustomed to being in charge, she wondered at the situation where he would take orders from a stranger, especially one who obviously assumed that he would.
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      Merideth stood at the window, watching the trio of men outside. Rider lifted a bag and placed it in the trunk of her car, his ponytail floating as he swung his head to look at Thaddeus and laugh. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the smile on her father’s face caused her blood to boil, her intuition going crazy at the situation she found herself in.

      “How can they possibly be telling jokes at a time like this?” she seethed aloud to the empty room. Her argument against Rider going to New York with her had been short lived, and she suspected at some point, she would deeply regret not putting up a bigger fight.

      But at the moment, how could she? Her father might be practiced at holding a straight face and a stiff upper lip, as he called it, but she knew he had been devastated by her mother’s death. The fact that it had been as the result of foul play had only added to the anguish.

      Meri was the only thing he had left, and she didn’t dare add to his remorse by refusing Rider’s protection. However, that didn’t mean that she had to like it. Sighing loudly, she picked up her own suitcase that sat next to her feet and carried it to the door. As soon as she exited the structure, her father turned and claimed the bag.

      “Meri, you should have asked me to carry that for you,” he gently rebuked.

      “Why?” she demanded evenly. “I’m not helpless.”

      Grinning, Rider accepted the small piece of luggage and placed it in the trunk next to his own. “Don’t worry, Mr. Monroe. I’m going to take good care of her.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Garrett offered his hand. “Be sure to check in every day or so, and we will keep you informed as to what we have discovered about the assailants.”

      “Agreed.” Rider shook his appendage firmly. Turning to his father, he chuckled. “I’m still not sure I’m the right man for this.”

      “You’re perfect.” Thad clapped him on the shoulder. “Just keep her within sight at all times and you’ll be fine.”

      “Hey,” Meri snapped. “I resent that you think I need a babysitter, especially one that can’t leave at least some time for myself!”

      Grinning, Thad winked at her new bodyguard. “He knows what I mean.”

      Flicking her eyes between them in disgust, she spun on her heel and climbed behind the wheel. Slamming the door firmly, she started the engine with the intent of leaving her escort behind if he didn’t get his rear in the car.

      Joining her, Rider shoved his backpack into the floorboard at his feet and closed his own door with a thud. “How long is the drive to your place?” he inquired.

      “Five or six hours, depending on the traffic,” she replied stiffly, suddenly wishing she had flown. Being stuck in the cramped cabin of her Mercedes with him for that long did not appeal to her in the least. “I usually come down through Highway eighty-one and avoid D.C. and New Jersey entirely.”

      “All right,” he agreed, pulling a book out of the backpack, “but if we take the Jersey route, I can show you a bit of the area where I grew up.”

      “This isn’t a holiday,” she informed him curtly, adjusting her grip on the wheel. “Read your book and let me handle the driving.”

      Snorting loudly, Rider cracked the pages to locate his place without further argument. She had been short with him every time she spoke, and she hoped at some point he would get the hint that they weren’t going to be friends—not if she could help it. The sooner he figures that out, the sooner I get my life back, she rationalized.

      Following her normal path, Meri put them on the highway cleanly, and they had ridden for over an hour before Rider stopped turning pages. Having turned in the seat so that he no longer sat square to the back, he leaned against the door and watched her covertly.

      Her long straight locks hanging a good six inches past her shoulders, it parted on the left side and formed a swoop as it hung down and tucked behind her right ear. He liked the cute little point of her nose and the soft curve of her chin, especially as she ground her teeth while her thoughts turned.

      “Why didn’t we fly?” he eventually dared to ask.

      Her lips forming a thin line for a moment, she scowled and then replied, “I hate flying and always have. Daddy has a private jet that he bought when I was a little girl, but it didn’t help.”

      “You’re afraid of planes? That’s a pretty irrational fear.” He chuckled, staring at the ear that she exposed by re-tucking the hairs behind it.

      “I fly when I have to,” she bit angrily, “but I moved to New York so I could have my career and still be close enough to drive home when I wanted to visit. Anything else you want to know?”

      Rider could feel the animosity rolling off of her stiff form. “I don’t know anything about you,” he kept his reply low, not rising to her challenge. “If I’m going to look out for you, it would be better if I did.”

      “Let’s start with you,” she countered evenly. “Why does Thaddeus think I need you to look after me? My father pays his security a pretty penny, and they are all highly qualified.”

      “I don’t know.” Rider blinked at her statement of the obvious. “Maybe he thinks I will take the job more seriously, considering our relationship.”

      “What relationship?” Her tone grew tense. “Why don’t you get to the point! You and your father turn up after my mother’s been”—she hesitated, drawing a ragged breath before her voice fell to a loud whisper—“my mother’s been murdered.” She sniffed.

      Daring to touch her, his hand squeezed her shoulder as he soothed, “Hey, don’t get so upset. I’m not the enemy here. Dad and I only want to help.”

      She stiffened at his choice of words, considering the man next to her. “Who are you then? And why does Thad think that he is my mother’s ‘oldest and dearest friend,’ as he put it.”

      Rolling his tongue for a moment, Rider considered his response before he admitted, “I don’t really know. I knew nothing about you or her until my father called to get me on the plane.”

      “I thought you lived in New Jersey,” she spat, wiping at an escaped tear.

      “No, not since I graduated from high school,” he confessed. “I joined the army and left, then moved to New Orleans after my tour was over.”

      “New Orleans…” Meri imagined the town she had seen only in pictures. “That’s a long way from home.”

      “Yes,” he agreed, squaring himself in his seat. “Hurricane Katrina pretty much destroyed it while I was in the service, so when I got out, I went down to make myself useful and help with the reconstruction.”

      “Wasn’t that like ten years ago?” she demanded, not trusting his explanation.

      “Yeah, it was,” he agreed, “but the city grew on me, and I stayed. I used my GI bill at LSU, there in Baton Rouge.”

      Realizing he had sounded like an educated man and that his story appeared plausible, Meri sighed. Her head hurt from the emotional rollercoaster she had been on, and thinking about whether or not he had lied to her didn’t help. “Fine,” she muttered. “You live in Louisiana, you were in the Army, and you are going to keep my mother’s killer from doing the same to me,” she simplified.

      “Yeah,” he agreed with a firm nod. “That sums it up. So, what do I need to know about you?”

      “I’m a private person,” she snapped. “That’s what you need to know about me. I grew up in that house with my parents, went to design school at UCLA, and I work for a firm in New York. I’m married to my career, hate entanglements, and have no plans to ever get involved with a man or a family.”

      “Huh.” He grinned, watching her profile as she described the essence of her being in one brief paragraph. “Design school,” he repeated the seemingly safest portion.

      “Yes.” She smiled slightly. “I’m an interior decorator, and I have a very promising future. I work for a major firm and am on the fast track to owning my own one day.”

      “I see.” He nodded. “Well, hopefully we won’t have any problems that delay any of that for you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she quipped.

      “It means, between our dads and the police, hopefully they will find the man or men behind your mother’s accident quickly and your fast track won’t suffer any traffic jams.” He chuckled as he turned to look out his window, ending their conversation as abruptly as he had started it.
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      Rider stared out the window, watching the brightly colored trees zooming past. He had missed fall in the north for the past few years and looked at this latest adventure as an excuse to enjoy this one. Besides, the moody female next to him could prove to be a handful, and he needed to evaluate his take on the situation before they went any further.

      No entanglements, she said. Does bumping uglies count? he wondered. He had been scoping her out at the funeral, but under her coat, there hadn’t been much to see. Last night at dinner, he had gotten a better look, and this morning, she had set his groin on fire. Damn, she’s hot, he admitted to himself.

      Rider had always liked tall, slender types. He wasn’t into big tits or round butts and really liked a woman who took care of herself. Not daring to look over at her, he had already memorized the thin thighs and muscled biceps that were outlined by her snuggly-fitted sweater. Yeah, she’d do for a few days or weeks of happy time.

      Beyond that, he wasn’t really looking for a permanent relationship any more than she was and had always thought of long term commitment as the danger zone—that place where life became a grind, sucking the joy out of pretty much everything. He had discovered this after spending almost two years with the same girl and had vowed to himself that it would never happen again.

      Massaging his lower lip while he chewed on it, he squirmed in his seat. They had been on the road for a couple of hours, and his bladder had been protesting more loudly with each passing mile. “Any chance at a pit stop?” he finally asked.

      Meri indicated a few tall signs in the distance. “Sure. I’ll take the next exit, and we can stop at one of those.”

      Straightening as they pulled into a parking space, he climbed out of the leather-covered seat. “That’s a nice ride, by the way,” he complimented, hanging back and allowing her to walk through the double glass doors before him. Watching her rear end twitch as she glided along, he wore a lopsided grin, imagining removing the garment covering it before she disappeared into the ladies’ room.

      Relieving himself in the men’s facilities, he washed up and went in search of coffee. “You want some of this?” he offered when she joined him. Each taking a cup, they paid for a tank of gas at the pump and returned to the interstate, heading north once more.

      Setting back comfortably, he inquired, “Any idea who might want to kill your mother? Or why?”

      Inhaling a short sniff, Merideth winced. “No.” The question had been like a slap in the face, a cold reminder of her loss.

      “Ah, sorry.” He adjusted his legs anxiously and took a sip from his cup. “I know it’s not pleasant to talk about. It’s just that we need to figure out where the danger might be coming from, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t think there’s any danger,” she replied crisply, “at least not to me. My mother and I had almost nothing in common and lived very different lives.”

      “Ok, then who would have wanted to hurt her do you think?”

      “I can’t imagine that anyone would.” She leaned against her hand and propped her head up by placing her elbow on the window. “But obviously, that idea is mistaken. Someone ransacked her office, perhaps searching for something. Maybe it wasn’t her that they wanted but something she had come to possess.” Meri had often wondered about the woman who spent so much of her time working with those who were less fortunate, and briefly considered that one of them might have taken advantage of her good nature.

      Nodding, the idea seemed plausible. “Well, in that case, the question would be if they found it,” he agreed.

      “Yes, but we really have no way of knowing. We have no idea what they were looking for, either.” She sighed, weary with thinking about it.

      Allowing her to retreat into her silence, Rider continued to consider the situation. He had been surprised by his father’s call but had obediently gotten on the next flight to Washington to meet up with him. Upon his arrival, Thad had filled him in on what he knew, which was simply that a woman from his past had died suddenly, and he suspected foul play.

      His mind turning, he went over the conversations they had held, where his father had described Ezamay Monroe as a dear friend. He briefly considered that the two of them might have been lovers before recalling that she was actually the same age as his own mother and therefore only eighteen years old when he was born. Dad would have been quite a stud to land two young things like them back then.

      A darker thought crowded his mind, realizing that they could have been involved after he was born, and his father had therefore had an affair with her. “How old are you?” he demanded gruffly, disturbed by the idea.

      “Twenty-four.” Meri sighed, still sitting in her slouched position.

      Doing some quick math, he worked out that her mother had been twenty-six when the girl was born.

      “How long have your mother and father been married?” he pushed.

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” she bit angrily. “Are you implying that I’m illegitimate?”

      “No.” He chopped the air with a stiff hand. “I’m trying to draw all the connections. My father claims to have had a relationship with your mother when she was young—a child in fact. He said they were neighbors when he was a kid. I’m just trying to figure out when your old man came into the picture. He’s rich, isn’t he? Some kind of politician?”

      Shifting to glare at him, Meri felt her stomach turn at the idea that her father could somehow be connected with her mother’s death.

      He had behaved strangely, not telling her there were questions about Ezamay’s accident until he had been forced to by the disheveled office.

      “I don’t like what you’re insinuating,” she informed him, cutting him a quick glance as sharp as any knife.

      “I’m not insinuating anything,” he replied matter-of-factly. “I’m merely pulling out all the evidence and examining it before I make any judgements.”

      Her eyes narrowed at the road, she gripped the wheel firmly, her knuckles turning white as the blood was forced out of them.

      “I’m twenty-four. I was born the year after my parents were married. She met my father while working on his campaign for the senate. They dated and fell in love, and that, as they say, is that.”

      “Did your mother ever mention my father or any other Bradshaws?”

      “No. She didn’t talk about her life before she married my father.” She blinked back tears. “I think her family was poor when she was growing up, and that’s why she spent all that time working at the food bank. Like she was making up for something in her past. I have no idea what they are like, as I had never met any of them before she died.”

      “Never?” He sounded skeptical.

      “Never,” she resounded forcefully.

      Clenching his jaw, Rider mentally measured the possibility. And if she felt guilty about her relationship with Dad, she definitely would have kept it a secret as well, he surmised.

      Turning back to his window, he allowed the new information to stew until they arrived at a high-rise building and turned into the parking area below it.

      “How much does it cost you to park here every month?” he asked, recalling that cars and New York weren’t made for one another.

      “It’s part of my lease.” She shrugged. “I have a good education and a great job. I don’t have to worry about the expense of my car.”

      Climbing out, she retrieved her bag and waited for him to claim his. Her heels clicking on the asphalt, she led him across to the elevators inside the small chamber and pushed the button to her floor.

      A few minutes later, she unlocked her apartment and allowed the door to swing wide as she entered. “Make yourself at home,” she offered out of polite habit and her tone anything but inviting.

      “Thanks.” He grimaced, growing weary of her ingratitude. “Do I have a room, or is this it?” He indicated the sofa before him with an outstretched palm. Glancing around the room, he scowled. For an interior designer, this place sure is a mess.

      Her drafting table to his left and straight in front of the door, it lay beneath a thick layer of rolled-up papers and material swatches. “I guess you haven’t gotten around to doing your own place?” he prodded, indicating the pile of work.

      “No,” she called over her shoulder as she sauntered down the hall. “You can sleep in here.” She smacked the door frame to the spare bedroom lightly as she passed by. Reaching the end of the hall, she entered her own quarters and closed the door behind her.

      Continuing his inspection, his eyes followed the left-hand wall from the workspace to the far-left corner, which had been set up as a dining area, complete with a folding table and only three chairs, all adorned with a few pieces of cloth in various shades tossed across them. The kitchen sat off to the right, also against the exterior wall, and a small bar covered in tiny furniture pieces like you would put in a doll house separated it from the living area where he stood.

      Also covered in material samples, the half-hidden sofa before him faced the right-hand wall, where a large floor-to-ceiling bookcase stood, dotted with mismatched decorations and a few shelves of texts.

      Kneeling down to have a closer look at the bottom row, a trio of leather-bound books had garnered his attention, and he lifted one to peek inside.

      “That was my mother’s,” Meri informed him curtly.

      He hesitated, surprised she had snuck up on him in stocking feet. “We had a few books like this at home when I was growing up—with old musty pages that smelled funny.”

      “Well, that one is a family heirloom. Would you mind putting it back and not touching things that don’t belong to you?” she snapped, moving past him and into the kitchen to prepare their dinner.

      Hearing the catch in her voice, Rider complied.

      Placing the heavy tome next to the others, he noted that the spines were all blank, leaving it to the imagination what could be inside.

      His finger tracing the binding, he felt an odd tingle in his gut, and the memory of his father’s similar taste in reading material percolated in the back of his mind. Standing, he formulated a plan, fully intending to have a closer look at the rare volumes after she had gone to bed.
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      “I’m going with you,” Rider insisted loudly, stretching to tower over her in a more demanding manner.

      “No.” She shook her head as she placed a few of the items from her laden drafting table into a soft-sided briefcase. “I told you there isn’t any reason for the people who hurt my mother to be after me. Besides, the clients I am visiting today are rather fragile. They wouldn’t take kindly to your tagging along.”

      “Yeah, right.” He scoffed. “I’m coming even if I have to leap into a cab and yell follow that car to the driver to get there.” The change in his voice when he tossed out the cliché gave him a brief chuckle before he managed to deepen his frown. “Seriously, Meri. I can’t look after you—not the way you need to be. You don’t know enough to say for sure that you aren’t a target.”

      Ignoring the pleading tone of his voice, she closed her bag and slung her purse over her shoulder. Running her hands over her fine linen suit, she huffed angrily before dropping her shades over her eyes. “Do whatever you feel you have to do,” she challenged before closing the door behind her.

      Hoisting his own backpack and getting himself together, he flew out the door and didn’t wait for the elevator. Dashing down the stairs, he hoped he could clear the six flights before she could make it to her car parked in the garage.

      Racing through the lobby, he dodged a few people and paused on the sidewalk. Spying a taxi, he trotted over and opened the door. Climbing into the back seat, he watched the mouth of the tunnel at the far end of the walk.

      “Where to, buddy?” the driver demanded when he didn’t speak.

      “Give me a minute,” he breathed before slapping the seat in front of him. “There!” He pointed at the dark Mercedes. “Follow that black car, and don’t you dare lose her!”

      “Are you kidding me?” The man twisted in an attempt to glare at him.

      “No, I’m not,” Rider’s voice grew strained. “Trust me. There’s a hefty tip in it for you if you get me to her destination without her knowing.”

      Shaking his head, the cabbie pulled out into traffic, maintaining a safe distance as they traveled.

      A short time later, they had cleared the bulk of the traffic and were headed out towards Williamsburg. “That your girlfriend?” he demanded when she pulled into a parking area attached to a high-rise tower of condos.

      “No,” Rider snapped, tossing a fifty and a couple of twenties at him. “Keep the change,” he muttered as he climbed out and moved quickly to keep her in his sights when she entered the glass-covered structure.

      Inside, he watched her go in an elevator, cursing under his breath as she obviously had no clue that she had been followed, nor was she paying any attention to the people and area around her.

      Standing in front of the metal doors, he waited until the car stopped on the twenty-second floor.

      When it began to descend after a brief pause, he felt safe in assuming that she had gotten off at that level and punched the button for himself. Adjusting his pack over his shoulder, he felt relieved that he had thought to bring the bag of supplies that would help him blend in with the surroundings more easily, as a good degree of stealth would be required if he wanted to keep his presence unknown.

      Arriving on the correct floor a few minutes later, he cautiously stepped off the lift to have a look around. The area looking like a long, slender waiting area, a few modern-décor chairs and tables dotted the hallway, providing places to sit between the doors. Choosing one at the end, where a glass wall afforded him a spectacular view of the city, he pulled out his sketchbook and began a new page.

      Thinking he would capture the incredible skyline, he glanced up the hall regularly, hoping he wouldn’t be noticed when she exited the apartment she had entered before his arrival.

      Working quickly on a blank page, he filled it with a rough outline and began darkening in the details.

      His mind stuck on the girl, his efforts slowed. Glaring up the passage, he thought about their morning before she had left the apartment without him.

      The night before, after Meri had been in her room with the light off for quite a while, he had ventured into the living area to collect one of the books she had been so possessive of. Taking it back to his sparsely furnished quarters, he had flipped through pages, noting that it had changed hands and authors a few times over the years.

      Jolted awake by her movement in the kitchen the next morning, he discovered he had not returned the diary to the shelf. He had felt grateful he had been thinking ahead and closed the door while he snooped, but with her presence, he would have to hide it in his room and hope she didn’t notice it had been taken until he could safely put it back.

      Staring at his drawing while their argument played through his mind, he scowled. Flipping the page to a fresh one, he traced the outline of something else, trying to distract himself from his dark thoughts.

      Hearing the elevator chime at the far end of the hall, he watched as a man in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt stepped off of it.

      His hat turned backwards and shiny, reflective shades covering his eyes, the stubble beneath them darkened his face and gave him a disheveled appearance. In his hand, he carried a large canvas bag with a few long rolls of paper or cloth sticking out the top.

      Rider’s heart skipped a beat at the idea that anything
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