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“Jessie hasn’t got caller ID on that phone,” Owen said. “I’ll get it. And put a recording device on it. In the hope that Mimi—if it’s her—calls again. I’ve already called about a security system.”

“I don’t need your help,” she countered. “I can take care of myself—I always have.”

“I promised your grandmother,” he repeated.

Then he startled her by reaching out and gently straightening the collar of her blouse, his fingers lingering as if he was reluctant to do such a thing, and even more reluctant not to.

Eden’s breath stopped, seemingly stuck in her throat, and warning rippled her nerves. But she did not tell him not to touch her, and she did not move away from him.

She gazed up into his unwavering blue eyes and realized, Damn, he wants me. And I want him. This is a complication I don’t need. Damn. Damn. Damn.
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If you can look into the seeds of time
And say which grain will grow and which will not, Speak then to me.

—SHAKESPEARE




ONE
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THE MIAMI AIRPORT, SHE’D ALWAYS THOUGHT, LOOKED AS if it had been designed by Alfred Hitchcock.

It was full of eerie angles and curves that led the eyes astray and set emotions on knifelike edge.

She had always thought so, and to remember it now, doing what she must, seemed both frivolous and macabre.

The hell with it, she told herself silently. You wanted to do this. You said you could do this.

Taking a deep breath, she hoisted the shoulder strap of her leather duffel into place and walked more quickly.

She was a slim woman, wearing no makeup, and her most striking feature was her brown hair, straight and gleaming, cut to shoulder length. Behind slightly tinted glasses, her eyes were brown and serious. She wore baggy silk slacks of navy blue and a lightweight tan jacket. She glanced at her watch. It was twenty-five minutes until noon.

Her destination, the Nassau-Air baggage check-in counter, was located in one of the airport’s more peculiar corners, and she had nearly reached it.

She turned right and was startled, as always, at how abruptly this lobby loomed into view. Instead of offering an air of spaciousness, it seemed choked and awry.

Directly in her path stood a dark metal structure the size and shape of a burial vault. It was a large vending machine, set at a skewed angle, and it blocked her path.

Beyond the vaultlike machine, a strip of restaurants and bars, bright with neon, veered down a corridor to the left. To the right zagged a long row of check-in counters with names like Gulfstream, Paradise Island Airways, AeroJamaica.

She headed for the farthest cubicle, with its blue and orange Nassau-Air logo. Her heart pounded, but her stride was steady and her hands did not shake. She had taken four milligrams of Xanax, which was eight times her normal dose. She felt at once an intense fear and a godlike detachment.

Drace said there was the possibility that the bomb could go off accidentally at any time; she tried not to think of this. It was like looking down from a dangerous height and paralyzing oneself with terror.

What if it goes off? she thought bitterly. My troubles would be over, wouldn’t they?

Yes. But the job would not be done. Do the job.

The round-faced Hispanic man at the Nassau-Air counter spoke poor English, seemed bored, and as he checked her passport, his stomach gave a loud growl.

“Anna Granger,” her passport said, “Duluth, Minnesota.” The photograph showed her unsmiling, her glasses sitting crookedly on her nose.

Her name was not Anna Granger nor had she ever been in Duluth, Minnesota. Drace had arranged for the passport. Drace had arranged everything. She tried not to think of what was in the leather duffel as the clerk tagged it. She tried not to wince as he threw it unceremoniously on the floor behind him.

I could die right now, she thought. So could he. I won’t think about it. La, la, la.

“The plane’s on time?” she asked, nodding at the flight announcement board.

Nassau-Air Flight 217 was to depart at one-thirty. More than an hour away.

“Won’t be boarding till one-twenty,” he said, hardly glancing up from his computer screen. He squinted at it with a scholarly air, then, at last, handed her a boarding pass. “All set.”

“I’ve got time to grab a bite of lunch?” she asked brightly.

“What?” He frowned.

“I have time?” she asked. “To go to a restaurant?”

“Oh, yes,” he said. To her ears, it sounded as if he said “Oh, jes.”

Don’t talk any more than you have to, Drace had warned, so she smiled stiffly, adjusted the strap of her oversized handbag, and turned from the counter.

Her knees felt weak and insubstantial, like two bubbles floating beneath her, magically bearing her away. Her head was light, her stomach hollow.

“You’re sure you can do this?” Drace had asked. She had seen something like reluctance in his beautiful blue eyes. She’d seen doubt.

“Yes,” she’d said. “I’m sure.”

Now she made her way to the nearest women’s rest room. She was grateful to see no maintenance woman. She locked herself into the toilet stall farthest from the entrance and hung her big handbag on the hook inside the door. She took off her glasses, put them inside the purse, and took out the case for her contact lenses.

She removed one colored lens, then the other. “Don’t it make my brown eyes blue,” she said under her breath.

She snapped the case shut, put it away. As she pulled off the brown wig, she thought of flushing it down the toilet.

But no, Drace had told her not to get rid of anything in Miami. She thrust the wig into a plastic bag and stowed it, too, in the handbag. From the coin purse in her wallet, she took a ring and put it on the third finger of her left hand. It was silver, set with a small greenish turquoise.

She drew out her makeup kit and did her face. She’d always been skilled at makeup, and the transformation took barely five minutes. Foundation, eyebrow pencil, eyeliner, mascara, powder, blusher, lipstick. She worked using only her compact mirror, but her movements were quick and sure.

She pulled off the shapeless silk slacks and tucked them too into the bag. Beneath them she’d worn sky-blue leggings, skintight. She slipped off her tan jacket, turned it inside out, and put it on again. It was now sky-blue and matched the leggings.

She zipped shut the handbag, slid its strap over her shoulder, and opened the door of the stall. She moved to the bank of sinks and washed her hands, examining her image in the mirror. She was a short-haired blonde now, with a Dutch bob and eyes as blue as her jacket.

She studied her makeup critically, the subtle blue eye shadow, the glossy red of her lips. Not perfect, but it would do. She ran a brush through her hair.

When she left the rest room, she headed for the moving walkways that sped passengers from one concourse to another. She traveled until she reached the concourse farthest from Nassau-Air. She went through the security check and quickly made her way to Gate E16.

She arrived at E16 with time to spare and checked in for Flight 458 to Dallas. “Boarding in about thirty-five minutes,” said the dark man at the desk.

She nodded. She walked to the nearest pay phone and dialed the Nassau-Air desk. “Is Flight 217 on time?”

“Is right on schedule,” said the Hispanic clerk, still sounding bored.

She hung up, went into a neighboring shop, and bought a copy of Vogue magazine. She’d once loved Vogue and wondered if it would give comfort to her now.

She returned to her gate and sat in one of the plastic chairs. She drew her gold pillbox from her handbag. She took out two more tablets of Xanax and swallowed them dry, not bothering to find a water fountain. She pretended to read the magazine, and she waited.

Five minutes before boarding time, she rose and phoned the Nassau-Air desk again, asking if Flight 217 was still on schedule. The clerk said yes. Again it sounded to her as if he said “Jes.”

She returned to her departure gate just as the public-address system announced that the Dallas flight was boarding. She waited until her seat row was announced, then made her way through the boarding corridor with a deceptively light step.

She was traveling coach class and found her seat on the aisle, next to a priest with a clerical collar. The priest gave her a start, and she wondered if his presence was some sort of omen. He looked into her eyes as if it were.

I’m beyond omens, she thought fatalistically. She nodded to him as she sat. La, la, la.

The priest was a heavy man with thin hair and a nose full of broken veins. He held a rosary in one hand. “God has to be my copilot. I don’t do well flying on my own.”

She smiled and fastened her seat belt. She glanced at her watch with seeming nonchalance. It was one thirty-two. Nassau-Air Flight 217 should be taxiing down the runway now, speeding for takeoff.

Her mouth was bone dry, dry as the mouth of a skeleton. Mentally she counted to sixty while beside her the priest seemed to be silently saying his rosary. She thought, Pray for us sinners now and in the hour of our death. She did not know how she knew these words. She was not Catholic.

She took a deep breath and stared at the inflight phone on the back of the seat before her. She opened her purse and withdrew the credit card Drace had provided. She put the card into the slot next to the phone, which released the receiver.

“You’re making a call?” the priest said, as if she were about to perform a miracle.

“I didn’t get a chance to say good-bye to my brother,” she said. “He’ll be surprised when I phone from here.”

“Will wonders never cease?” the priest marveled and watched with interest as she punched in the number she had memorized. For a split second, she wondered if she wanted the plan to work.

Yes, she thought. Let it work. Let it work. She listened and waited.

The leather duffel bag should be aboard the Nassau-Air flight now, and the small plane should be airborne, just barely. Within the duffel bag was a brand-new cellular phone, a blasting cap wired to its ringer terminals.

When the cellular phone rang, the voltage to the terminals would set off the cap and detonate an explosive charge powerful enough to blow Flight 217 to bits, turning it into a giant peony of flame.

If everything went as planned, she would hear only silence from the phone. No ring, only silence.

There was no ring at the other end of the phone.

The priest watched her with interest. In her mind, she heard a ghostly echo, as if from a detonation far away. She wondered if she would hear this echo for the rest of her life.

Her hand steady, she put the phone back in place.

“Nobody home?” the priest asked.

“Nobody home,” she said and smiled. She leaned back in her seat.

Now I’ve murdered, she thought numbly.

She imagined calling Drace from a pay phone in Dallas, although such a thing was forbidden to her. How many did I kill? she would ask him if she could.

She imagined him saying, Everybody. All of them. But it was, she told herself, only a small plane. A very small plane, after all.

She felt oddly detached. Her head buzzed. I am damned, she thought. La, la, la.

She opened the copy of Vogue.

Eden Storey was a tall, slender woman of thirty-three who had an unusual, but highly marketable, talent.

She had a skilled, versatile voice that could make her sound like a crone, a seductress, an ingenue, or a child. Although neither her name nor face were famous, most of the public had heard her voice—on radio, television, children’s recordings, even in films.

She worked steadily and loved her small town house on the edge of Brentwood. Her life was simple, uncluttered, and it satisfied her.

Today bright California sunshine fell through the glass patio doors of her living room, but Eden didn’t notice. She was lost in imaginary snow.

She sat curled up barefoot on her couch. Loose pages of the script and sheet music of The Snow Queen lay scattered around her. Frowning in concentration, she pored over the lyrics of “Song of the Northern Lights.”

The animation artists would endow the heroine, Gretta, with a face and body; they would draw her fantastical adventures. But it was Eden who would give her a voice.

Gathering up the scattered pages, she rose from the couch. The sunlight glittered on her short brown hair, which was streaked with gold. Her face was too thin for true beauty, but it was an arresting face, full of character. Her eyebrows had an arch that gave her a natural air of skeptical amusement.

She wore faded jeans and a simple shirt of white cotton. Her only jewelry was a pair of diamond ear studs that she had bought for herself.

She tried a few scales, glad that no one was home in the town house next door; she could sing as much and as loudly as she liked. In a voice that she made innocent yet yearning, she began Gretta’s theme song:


Roses will grow again,
Winter won’t last—



The telephone’s discordant ring struck through the melody like a knife, stabbing once, then twice.

She tucked the script under her arm and picked up the receiver. She was certain the caller was her friend Sandy Fogleman, phoning to tell how her audition had gone. Sandy had promised to call at noon, and it was six minutes past.

“Hi,” Eden said cheerfully. “How’d it go?”

To her surprise a man replied, a man with a distinctly Southwestern accent.

He said, “Miss Storey, you probably don’t remember me. This is Owen Charteris from Endor, Arkansas.”

Owen Charteris. She stiffened. The name jogged unpleasant memories. Years ago, in what now seemed like another universe, he’d been a figure of dazzling privilege to her, a handsome golden boy from a very “good” family—unlike hers. Why in God’s name would he call her?

Charteris said, “I’m calling about your grandmother.”

Eden’s thoughts skidded into a wild spin. My grandmother? What’s he got to do with my grandmother?

“I’m sorry,” Charteris said. “She’s had an accident. A fall. She’s in the hospital. Here in Endor.”

Shock flooded her in an icy wave. “An accident? How—bad?”

Once again Charteris said he was sorry, but no emotion seemed to touch his cool drawl. “She has a broken leg and some cuts. She fell down her front stairs, it was a kind of fainting spell. Brought on by your sister. Nobody knows exactly where your sister is—”

He paused. Numbed, Eden stared at the sunshine merrily spilling its gold across the white carpet.

Why was he talking about Mimi? Of course, nobody knew exactly where Mimi was. Nobody had known for years.

Eden communicated little with her grandmother and not at all with Mimi. Yet the thought of Jessie’s accident shocked and bewildered her. Jessie had always seemed immortal to Eden, as indestructible and permanently set in place as the Great Wall of China.

“We need to find your sister,” said Owen Charteris. “It’s imperative.”

My God, Eden thought, Jessie’s hurt so bad she’s dying, and they want to get in touch with Mimi. Oh, God. Oh, God.

“I—I don’t know what to say,” Eden stammered. “The last I heard she was in Michigan. But she and my grandmother—”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t want to tell Owen Charteris about Mimi’s everlasting broken promises and how they had split the family.

“Miss Storey?” he said. “Are you all right?”

Eden closed her eyes, rubbed her hand across the lids. Tension throbbed in her temples, and her body was tight with conflict.

“Is Jessie dying?” she asked. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“No. Not at all. Her condition is good.”

Eden caught her breath and held it, her emotions too complex to sort.

Charteris rode on over her silence, and vaguely she realized she disliked his voice. It was too calm. “Your grandmother wants you to please come home,” he said. “Those are her own words. She said she needs you.”

Eden’s defenses, already unsteady, faltered and fell like the stones of a breached wall.

Jessie was frustrating, often impossible, and so proud she was contemptuous of help. For Jessie to say “Please come home” was as unlikely as the sun rising out of the west.

“She actually said that?” Eden asked. “That she needed me? She said that?”

“I went to the hospital with her. We’re neighbors, Jessie and I. You might say I’m her landlord.”

Eden pressed her fingertips against the drumming pulse in her temple. Charteris was Jessie’s landlord? Since when? Jessie had never told her this.

“I’ll get there as soon as I can,” Eden said, dashing away her tears with the back of her hand. “I’ll have to rent a car, mine’s in the shop. But if I start this afternoon, I can drive it in—”

“Don’t take the time to drive. Fly. The quicker you’re here, the better.”

Damn! Eden thought in sorrow and guilt. She hated flying. But Jessie wanted her and Jessie needed her, and it was the least that Eden could do.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll get the first flight out. I’ll rent a car there. I need to tell my director, my agent—rehearsals start in two weeks …”

She pressed her lips together, forcing herself to be silent. She’d been babbling, thinking aloud.

“I’ll pick you up when you get here,” the Charteris man said firmly, as if he were used to taking charge of things. “Call me when you know your flight. Have you got a pencil? Take my number.”

Dutifully she obeyed, too dazed to resist. She felt as stunned as if someone had struck her on the head with a brick.

“The sooner you’re here the better,” Charteris told her. “There’s the child to think of.”

A dark cloud of apprehension rose in Eden’s mind. “Child?” she said, knowing she sounded stupid. “What child?”

For an instant he didn’t reply, as if her question surprised him. “Your sister’s daughter,” he said. “Her six-year-old. Peyton.”

Child? Eden thought in disbelief. Child?

“A child? Why does Jessie have her?”

“Mimi’s child,” he said coolly. “She sent her to Jessie. Today. We don’t know why.”

Oh, Jesus, Mimi, what have you gone and done this time?

“Sent her? I don’t understand.”

“We don’t, either. Maybe I’ll know more by the time you get here.”

“This child—where is she?”

“I’ve got her,” Charteris said. “My sister’s helping me, but she can’t stay past tomorrow morning. The sooner you get here, the better for the kid. She’s shaken by all this. She doesn’t understand, either.”

“Of course,” Eden said mechanically. But she felt as if a second brick had struck her. She’d known nothing about a child—nothing. Had Jessie known? If she had, for God’s sake, why hadn’t she told Eden?

She didn’t realize she’d let the script of The Snow Queen slip from her fingers. The pages lay in a drift of white about her as if she stood barefoot in an icy drift of snow.

“Call me as soon as you know your flight number,” the man ordered.

“Certainly,” Eden said. She hung up, too stunned to say good-bye or thank you.

“A child,” she muttered to herself in disbelief. “Mimi has a child.”

•  •  •

Owen Charteris hung up the hospital pay phone.

With a sigh, he sagged against the wall and tiredly rubbed his knuckles across his jaw. He was a tall, lean man of forty with prematurely gray hair and ice-blue eyes.

Nightmares of Laurie had wakened him shortly after midnight last night; he hadn’t gone back to sleep. He’d stayed up, drinking black coffee and gazing into the rainy darkness.

Now he glanced at his watch and set his jaw. He leaned back his head and stared at the sterile white ceiling of the hallway. Under his breath, he cursed.

Three years ago to the day, almost to the very hour, his wife had died in this hospital. Three years ago, shortly after two in the afternoon, Laurie Anne Charteris had been pronounced dead.

Now by some obscene coincidence, he was here again, where she had slipped away from him forever. Christ, he was tired of death.

At least tough old Jessie Buddress was going to make it. It would take more than a broken leg and mere bruises and contusions to stop the life force that was Jessie.

Her prodigal granddaughter Mimi was another matter; wherever the hell Mimi was, she was probably in trouble.

The woman who’d brought the child, Peyton, to Jessie’s house had been tight-lipped to the point of rudeness. She’d handed Jessie an envelope in which there was a one-sentence note from Mimi: “Please take care of my baby.”

There was also a copy of Peyton Storey’s birth certificate. Her birthplace was Holland, Michigan. Her father was listed as “Unknown,” and the kid herself was stubbornly not talking. She seemed afraid.

Where in hell had Mimi been for the last seven years? And what in hell had she been up to? He’d asked the police to work on it, but they had no zeal for it; it was not a high-priority case.

In the meantime, he was stuck with Mimi’s bastard kid. Back at Jessie’s place, his sister was holding the fort, taking care of her. Thank God Shannon had been in town, thank God she could stay for at least one night, and thank God she, not he, was dealing with the kid.

Owen couldn’t help himself; he avoided children, and from the start he hadn’t been able to take to this one. With her ageless eyes and unsmiling expression, she reminded him of some hobgoblin child out of a Stephen King novel.

The first time he had seen her was late this morning. He’d been walking the dog past Jessie’s house, when, frantic, Jessie had called him in, and there, inside, was the source of her dismay—the kid.

The kid had a thick mop of black hair and oversized hoop earrings of fake gold. She’d given him a long, somber, dark-eyed stare. Without taking her thumb from her mouth, she announced, “Your dog is dying.”

Owen had felt his lip curl in distaste. He didn’t answer her, but he’d looked down at the old dog. It had been Laurie’s when they married, only a pup then.

During Laurie’s final illness, she worried obsessively about the dog. Owen had promised her he’d always take care of it. But the dog was sixteen years old now and dying of old age: instinctively the kid had known.

The child’s innocently cruel words echoed in his ears: “Your dog is dying.”

Yeah, kid. Right. Go to hell. If the child hadn’t been connected to Jessie, he never would have volunteered to watch over her. As much as he despised the hospital, he found himself strangely reluctant to go back to Jessie’s house, his sister, and the child.

He shoved himself away from the wall and strode down the hall to Jessie’s room. The old woman thought that the stranger who’d dropped Peyton off had Missouri plates on her car; she had been rattled, but she was observant as hell.

Jessie lay propped up in bed, her leg elevated and encased in white. She was seventy-one years old, a big woman, and she had a badly bruised nose, a bandage on her cheek, and three stitches in her forehead from the accident.

Her dander was up, because she’d been told she’d need to stay in the hospital at least nine days—her fracture was that serious. Even though her body was battered, her spirit was defiant, and her voice was still strong and hauntingly sonorous. “Did you get hold of Eden?” she asked.

“She’s flying in as soon as she can,” Owen said.

He thought he saw an expression of relief in Jessie’s eyes, but she thrust her chin up and looked as if she weren’t surprised. She made her living as a psychic, a phone psychic primarily, and seldom admitted to being surprised by anything.

How she would rationalize Peyton’s unexpected appearance or her own accident he had yet to hear, but he knew she would have an explanation, mystical or practical or both, and she wouldn’t back down from it.

With a shaky hand, she took a sealed envelope from her bedside table and held it toward him. “Give this to Eden when she comes.”

Owen nodded and thrust the envelope into the pocket of his nylon jacket.

“She ain’t going to be happy when she reads it,” Jessie warned in her sibyl’s voice.

Owen raised a dark brow and gave her a questioning look.

“She’d never come if she knowed the whole truth up front,” Jessie said darkly.

She gave Owen a sharp look. She had strangely colored eyes; he could never put a name to what color they were.

“The whole truth?” he asked. “What’s the whole truth? That you’d been worried about Mimi? About those calls lately?”

She ignored the question. “Did you tell her what I said? That I wanted her? That I needed her?”

“Yes,” Owen answered, suddenly wondering what secrets lay beneath those simple words.

“Well, that’s truth enough,” Jessie said. “She’ll probably raise hell. She usually does. Pay her no mind.”

He had misgivings, but he said nothing. “When you go home,” she said, “I want you to unplug my business phone line.”

Owen nodded. “I’ll do it.”

“And don’t let Peyton in my office,” ordered Jessie. “She’s too curious by a damn sight.”

“I’ll lock the door.”

“Have you seen that new doctor?” Jessie demanded. “He come walking in here with a can of RC Cola in his hand, wearing jeans. He looks twelve years old. He asked me about my ovaries. I said, ‘You tend my leg, not my private parts.’ ”

Owen patted Jessie’s thick hand. “Be nice. Maybe they’ll give you time off for good behavior.”

Jessie’s expression changed. She gave him a wary glance. “It’s good of you to watch out for Peyton. I know it’s hard for you. That you don’t take to children.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not for long. Your granddaughter’ll be here soon. She’ll take care of everything.”

Jessie crossed her arms. She gave him a curt nod. “She better,” she said, a hard glint in her eye.


TWO
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EDEN’S COMMUTER FLIGHT TO ENDOR WAS NOT ONLY late, it hit turbulence, which soon mixed with a witch’s brew of lightning and violent rain.

The plane made a particularly nasty lurch, and the woman behind Eden started to weep, plea-bargaining with God. Eden hung on to the arms of her seat, gritting her teeth and vowing to be brave. She sang under her breath.

Then a blinding bolt of lightning turned the air of the cabin a crackling blue, thunder shook the fuselage, and she bit her lip so hard it bled.

Eden crushed a paper airline napkin against her mouth. No more singin’ in the rain, she thought miserably and wondered if they all were doomed. But at last, as the flight approached Endor, the tempest gentled into mere autumn rain.

The plane landed on a wet black strip that shimmered with rainbow reflections of the airport’s lights. When Eden descended the narrow steps, her knees were still jellied, her stomach still queasy.

The sky was pitch-black, and the thin, steady rain chilled her as she crossed the tarmac, lugging her carry-on bag. It was three-thirty in the morning, and she felt like very hell.

She pushed open the glass doors into the terminal and wondered, dimly, if Owen Charteris had kept his promise to meet her. She hoped not; she was in no mood to be grateful.

But almost immediately she heard a male drawl that she recognized as his. “Miss Storey?”

She looked up and was taken aback to see a tall, lean man with jutting cheekbones. His hair was thick and silver-gray now instead of brown. He was unsmiling, and a frown line was etched between his dark brows. He was taller than she remembered.

She was jolted by the surprise that, after all these years, she recognized him: the startling blue eyes, the high-bridged nose, the angular line of his jaw. He’d been a handsome bastard all those years ago; he still was, perhaps even more so.

“Owen Charteris,” she said numbly, without pleasure.

“Welcome back to Endor.” His tone sounded sardonic.

She was too shaken to exchange pleasantries, even false ones, and could think of no reply.

He said, “Maybe ‘welcome’ is the wrong word.”

He reached to take her carry-on. She clutched it more tightly and eyed him suspiciously. “You turned gray,” she accused, as if he’d committed some sort of betrayal.

What a stupid thing to say, she thought, but she found herself focusing on his gray hair, as if it were a fascinating illusion. The golden boy had become a silver man, and her words had simply tumbled out.

A cold smirk flickered at the corner of his mouth. “Thanks for pointing it out. Do you want to give me that bag or do we keep fighting over it?”

“I can carry it,” she protested, drawing back. It was as if by keeping hold of the bag she could keep a grip on herself as well.

He shrugged as if he didn’t care. He was dressed casually, Arkansas style. His faded jeans were not designer jeans, his cowboy boots were scuffed from use, and he wore a belt with a silver buckle shaped like a coiled rattlesnake.

How Freudian, Eden thought sarcastically. Yet she was surprised and displeased to feel a tremor of sexual awareness run through her. Guiltily, she willed it to go away, and it almost did.

He had the Charteris family height and leanness, and the Charteris air of ironic detachment. She stared at him rather defensively, as if he were a prize exhibit in the museum of a past she’d tried to forget.

The high school hero’s grown up and gone gray, she thought. And Mimi’s left her child on Jessie’s doorstep, and Jessie’s in the hospital—

The thoughts of Mimi and Jessie struck her anew, driving all her other crazy thoughts away. She grasped her carry-on more tightly. “Has anybody heard anything about Mimi?”

“Nothing,” he said.

Her throat tightened. “What about my grandmother? Should I go see her right now?”

Without emotion he looked her up and down. “I’ll take you if you want. But it wouldn’t do any good. And frankly, you look green around the gills. Maybe you should rest.”

She brushed a strand of damp hair from her eyes and forced herself to stand straighter. “Jessie—how is she?”

“Asleep. They gave her a sedative. She was raising hell.”

Imagine that, Eden thought wearily, but said nothing.

“Who gave you the split lip?” he asked.

“God,” she said.

“Rough flight?” he asked in his laconic way.

“My life only passed before my eyes two or three hundred times.”

He seemed to try to smile again, but his mouth only twisted slightly. “I’ll take you home, give you a drink.”

“I don’t drink,” she said more sharply than she meant.

She thought she tasted blood in her mouth again, but ignored it. Lord, she was tired, but she had to keep her priorities straight. “How’s the child? Mimi’s daughter?”

For some reason mention of the child wiped the forced smile from his face. He looked downright grim. “We finally got her to sleep. You’ll see her in the morning.”

His words sounded more like threat than promise. She struggled to muster up a modicum of politeness and said, “You and your wife, it’s very good of you to take care of the child. Very kind.”

His eyes weren’t kind. They were the cold blue of ice. “My sister,” he said. “Not my wife.”

He bit the words off so acrimoniously that Eden sensed she’d made some sort of inexcusable blunder. “I’m sorry,” she said, not knowing what she was supposed to be sorry for.

His expression didn’t change, but something in his mien had gone harsh, even more aloof than before. He said, “On the phone, you sounded surprised when I mentioned the kid. You didn’t know about her?”

Eden made a gesture of frustration. “No. It’s a long story. No. I didn’t know about the child. That sounds terrible, I know, but it’s—a family matter.”

“Yes,” he said. “It is. That’s one reason Jessie wants you here. To take care of the kid. She’s not going to be up and around for a while.”

Eden’s jaw dropped in surprise. “She wants me here for that? My God, I don’t know anything about children. I’ve never been around them. I hardly remember being one.”

“Me, either,” he said. “But she’s all yours now.”

She stared at him aghast, not wanting to understand the full import of his words. “W-why,” she stammered, “did this happen? Why did Mimi send this—child?”

“It’s a family matter,” he said, echoing her words. “I don’t know. But Jessie’s been nervous lately about Mimi.”

She swallowed hard. “Nervous? Why?”

His eyes held hers. “She thinks she’s in trouble. It involves some calls Jessie’s been getting. I don’t have all the details.”

“Trouble? With the law?”

“I don’t know.”

Hellfire on a stick, Eden thought. What now?

Owen Charteris raised his brows in an expression that might have been sympathy or merely resignation. “Did you have luggage checked aboard?” he asked.

She nodded. “If it didn’t get thrown out for ballast.”

“Why don’t you go clean up,” he said. “You’ve got blood on your lip and your blouse. I’ll wait for your luggage. It won’t be here, but I’ll check for it.”

“Won’t be here? Why?”

“It’ll be lost,” he said matter-of-factly. “Luggage coming to Endor always gets lost. We’re sort of the Devil’s Triangle that way.”

“Devil’s Triangle,” muttered Eden. “That’s how I remember it, all right.”

If he felt she had insulted his hometown, he didn’t show it. He gazed toward the luggage carousel, as if it were far more interesting than she was.

Absently he reached into the pocket of his wind-breaker. “Jessie wrote a note. I’ll let you read it in private. The ladies’ room is that way.”

Not bothering to look at her, he offered her a somewhat crumpled envelope. She took it reluctantly, careful not to let her fingers touch his. A queer sense of foreboding twisted in the pit of her stomach.

Inside the rest room, she couldn’t bring herself to open the envelope immediately. She set it on the shelf over the row of sinks and stared at herself in the mirror.

Sleeplessness had carved dark circles under her eyes. Her skin was pallid, and her lower lip was as swollen as if a wasp had stung her. The front of her silk blouse was flecked with the scarlet of her own finely spattered blood.

So what? she thought, splashing cold water on her face. She was back again in this despised town, supposed to baby-sit a niece she hadn’t known existed until this morning, and so far her only ally in this mess was Smiley out there, the patron saint of lost luggage, who seemed bitter over something, possibly everything.

She washed her face, brushed her limp hair, and halfheartedly applied a swipe of lipstick to her upper lip. She didn’t bother trying to clean the blouse, it was ruined, she knew.

Full of a sense of impending disaster, she forced herself to pick up Jessie’s note and open it. From childhood she remembered that Jessie didn’t write greetings or endearments; she wrote orders, made pronouncements, issued proclamations.

The paper glared yellowy beneath the flicker of the fluorescent lights. Eden read Jessie’s familiar scrawled misspellings with growing disbelief and distress.


I have never askt you for help or Money and I aint about to do it now but what I askt is you do your Duty. Blood is thicker than water.

I need you do two thing for me. One you take Care of that Baby. Its the leest you can do for your Sister.

Two you take Care of my phone Bidness until I get Home and to do it myself You know how to do it and you are the Only one who can. Its the leest you can do for Me and I dont askt no more of you than That.

My list of Steady Callers in the file box. Tarot and such is in rite desk drawer. It hurts my heart to know my callers is trying to get to me and can not do it. It is like watching Money wash down the sink Now you hook up fast as possbel. There is more I will tell you latter.

Your Grandmother Jessie Maye Buddress
God’s gifted Spiritual Adviser



Anger rose in Eden like a jet of lava. This was why Jessie wanted her? This was why she needed her?

Watching over Mimi’s daughter was one thing—Eden even felt a certain reluctant responsibility for the child.

But Jessie had spent over half the note detailing how she wanted Eden to take charge of the damned psychic hot line—because money was going down the drain. Money! No mention at all that Mimi might be in some sort of trouble.

Eden resisted the desire to rip the note to shreds and flush it down a toilet. For somebody who was supposed to be “sensitive”—endowed with psychic powers—Jessie was the most insensitive creature Eden knew. No wonder she had driven off first her daughter, then both granddaughters.

Yet at the same time, a sickening sensation contracted Eden’s stomach, worse than any the pitching plane had caused. She did owe Jessie. If she was honest, it always came down to that: she owed Jessie a great deal.

Jessie had lived by her wits alone, but she’d managed to raise Eden and Mimi. “I take care of my own,” she’d always said, and she’d done exactly that.

She loved money because she’d known poverty and feared it with all her heart. Security was as precious to her as life’s blood, and she was fiercely proud of her work, questionable as Eden found it.

Her trade demanded a bold mix of intuition, observation, guile, and pure chutzpah. She was good at it, damned good. And she was right: no one could replace her—except Eden.

Eden could imitate Jessie’s voice to perfection, and Jessie had made her learn the fortune-teller’s trade. Eden could so expertly impersonate Jessie on the phone that no one could tell the difference.

She had done it twice in high school, once when Jessie had suffered complications from a gallbladder operation and again when she’d had surgery on her hand.

Back then, Jessie had simply ordered her to take over the phone business; they had to have money, and Eden did as she was told. She’d hated every duplicitous moment, and she had hated Jessie for making her do it.

She clearly remembered the hate—and humiliation, as well. Being Jessie’s granddaughter was not easy. Jessie was different from other people, not merely eccentric, but flamboyantly so. She could be loud and bossy and full of embarrassing pretension.

Yet Eden could also remember being eleven years old and waking up with an earache so agonizing that she was helpless to do anything except cry. Jessie stayed up and held her in her arms all night long, trying to comfort her.

Jessie had nursed Eden and Mimi through croup and flu and chicken pox. Somehow she’d found the money to get braces put on Mimi’s teeth, and, although she’d grumbled endlessly, she’d paid for Eden’s voice lessons. And Eden had often grudgingly admitted to herself that she loved Jessie.

She’d loved and hated her, a hopeless, helpless mix. In California she had thought she’d left Jessie far behind, but now she realized that she hadn’t. The old woman could still exasperate her and make her dizzy with guilt.

She reread Jessie’s words.

“… you take Care of my phone Bidness until I get Home and to do it myself. You know how to do it and you are the Only one who can. Its the leest you can do for Me and I dont askt no more of you than That.”

Tears of frustration sprang into her eyes. “Dammit, Jessie,” she whispered through her teeth.

Once again she tasted blood in her mouth like an omen.

By some sort of cosmic accident, the woman’s luggage had arrived. Owen had thought the probability of this to be on a par with the sky raining goldfish, but her bags heaved into view on the creaking carousel. A suitcase, not weighing much, and a suitbag. She didn’t plan on staying long, obviously.

This actress wasn’t what he’d pictured. She wasn’t glamorous, she wasn’t even blond. Her brown hair was boyishly short, and she wore little makeup. But she was slim and trim and pretty in a fox-faced sort of way. She also had an air of razor-sharp intelligence, which was the last thing he’d expected.

Now she came bursting out of the rest room, and she had fire in her eye. For the first time she looked as if she were related to Jessie, all right.

She stalked up to him and waved the envelope at him. “Do you know what this says?” she demanded.

“No,” he said, and he didn’t care. He was tired of trouble. It had taken him and his sister until two in the morning to get Peyton to sleep. Now Shannon was passed out on Jessie’s bed, and he himself hadn’t slept for twenty hours.

“She hardly mentions my sister,” Eden said. “She’s not that concerned about my sister’s child. She wants me to take over her damned phone business.”

He was vaguely surprised, but he only shrugged. He noticed the longer he looked at her, the prettier she seemed, so he stopped looking. “Is this all your luggage?”

She ignored him. “I came all the way from Los Angeles to read tarot cards over the phone? What’s she thinking of?”

He picked up the luggage. “She’s built herself up a tidy little business. It’s about all
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