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Synopsis

Secrets lead to nothing but trouble and
heartbreak.

Newly arrived in the small Southern town of Oakboro,
Salem Lacey is planning to keep a low profile after an ill-timed
step out of the closet cost her the corporate job and high-powered
friends she had in Atlanta. That plan derails when Salem meets the
mysterious and beautiful Knox Bolander, a woman who is whispered to
cause odd and sometimes dangerous things to happen. When a fire
that occurred twenty years earlier on the Bolander estate threatens
to destroy Salem’s chance to rebuild her life, she must decide if
she will risk everything again for this secretive woman who has
been rarely touched and never loved.
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Chapter One

Salem Lacey was frozen.

She couldn’t move her feet to run. She couldn’t move
her mouth to speak. Every extreme emotion she’d ever experienced
was an ice pick poised to pierce the indecision that encased
her.

She wanted to laugh hysterically at the absurd scene
before her. She wanted to scream her rage at the betrayal. And she
wanted to sob at the fixed, unseeing stare on her dead lover’s
face.

State Representative Eve Sutherland’s gardener lay
naked, spread-eagle on her belly with her wrists and ankles
securely tied by silk scarves to the four posts of the queen-sized
bed. Eve sprawled on top of her, her bare buttocks framed by the
harness of a strap-on dildo still buried between the gardener’s
legs. Eve’s head was turned to the side, her eyes and mouth open as
though she was permanently surprised.

“Get her off and untie me.” The gardener groaned.
“Please, my arms hurt.”

“Shut up so we can think,” Salem’s friend, Alisha,
snapped.

Numb, Salem barely felt Alisha’s arm curl around her
shoulders. This didn’t make sense. Nothing had made sense from the
moment Alisha woke her at six o’clock and demanded that she come to
Eve’s house immediately.

The owner of an exclusive housekeeping business,
Alisha visited each location to make notes of things that required
special attention or reallocate workers to the messiest houses. She
started very early with the homes of friends who didn’t mind when
she let herself in to inspect while they were getting ready for
work.

“I’m so sorry, hon. I shouldn’t have called you. The
house was so quiet, I thought Eve must have stayed with you last
night. So when I opened the door and saw this, I panicked.” Alisha
spoke gently. “I’ve phoned Jeffrey. He’ll know what to do.”

“Jeffrey?”

Eve was in the middle of a fiercely contested
re-election battle and Jeffrey was her campaign manager. He was
deeply closeted, just like Eve and most of their high-powered
friends, and would know how to cover this up.

“I should have let him take care of this and told
you about it later.”

How could Alisha be so calm?

“Please,” the gardener whined. “Get her off me.”

“We’ve got to do something,” Salem said, but she
didn’t know what.

Less than twenty-four hours before, Eve was making
love, and promises, to her. They’d returned to Atlanta around eight
o’clock last night after spending a romantic weekend in the North
Georgia mountains. Eve dropped her off before going to her own
house, explaining that she had a fund-raising breakfast to attend
very early the next day and needed to prepare a brief speech.

“Alisha?” Jeffrey’s voice floated up from the
downstairs foyer.

“Up here.”

He pounded up the stairs. “I don’t care what the
problem is, she’s scheduled to be at a critical fund-raiser at
seven thirty. If she’s drunk, we have to sober her up fast. If
she’s sick, I’ve got Craig on standby to shoot her up with one of
his super drugs that’ll get her through the morning.” He stepped
into the bedroom and stared. “Eve—”

Alisha scowled. “She can’t hear you, idiot. I think
she’s been…gone…for a while.”

Jeffrey stared at Eve. “Holy fucking shit. She’s
dead?” He pulled his phone from his jacket and tapped in a number.
Jeffrey was a rising star among campaign managers because he was
cold-blooded and clear-headed in even the worst crisis. Eve used to
joke that he’d infect a baby with pandemic flu if he thought he
could get the opposing candidate to kiss it.

“Get her off me.” The gardener was starting to
hyperventilate and Salem felt like she might join her.

Jeffrey walked to the end of the bed, the phone
pressed to his ear, and peered at the bodies. “Is that thing still
stuck in there? Damn, that’s gonna hurt. Craig, I need you at Eve’s
house right away. You don’t have time for coffee. This is big, very
big. Reschedule your morning appointments, but don’t tell anyone
where you’re going.”

The gardener struggled against the tightly knotted
scarves. “Untie me. Get her off me, please. Oh, God, get her off
me.”

Her pleading rubbed against Salem’s exposed nerves
like sandpaper. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “Do
something.”

“I am doing something,” Jeffrey snapped. “Craig’s
house is just a block away. God damn it. You’d think she could keep
it in her pants for another few months, just until I could get her
re-elected.”

The gardener began to sob. “It hurts.”

Jeffrey knelt next to the bed. “Calm down and listen
to me. It’ll hurt a lot worse when we untie you and pull that dildo
out. A doctor’s on the way. He’ll give you something—”

“Christ almighty!” Craig shoved past her like the
stocky rugby player he was and threw his physician’s bag down next
to the bed. “Lesbians and their toys. Those things ought to have a
warning on the box. You can’t fall asleep like that. The vaginal
tissues dry out and they wake up stuck together like dogs.” He
glared at Jeffrey. “Why can’t you have a normal emergency, like
somebody’s arm stuck in a wood chipper?”

Jeffrey, tall and a little too slender for a man,
stood and firmly grasped his boyfriend’s jaw. He forced Craig to
meet his gaze. “Listen to me. I need you to be calm. We need to be
very careful how we handle this. They’re stuck like this because
our friend Eve is dead.”

“Get her off me.” The woman’s sobs were growing
weaker.

Craig looked down at Eve when Jeffrey released his
grip. “Son of a bitch.” He probed her throat for a pulse and ran
his hand down her arm. “Rigor is starting, so we need to hurry
before she gets too stiff.”

“What are you going to do?” Salem swayed. Her
paralysis was wearing off, but she felt helplessly weak.

Jeffrey grasped her elbow and turned her toward the
door. “Craig and I’ll handle this. You need to go home,
sweetie.”

Alisha frowned. “What are you going to
do?”

“Fix it to look like she died in bed alone before we
call the police. That’s all y’all need to know. You two were never
here.” He waved for Alisha to leave with her. “You should follow
her home and stay with her a while to make sure she’s okay.” His
words spoke of compassion, but his eyes spoke his real message.
Make sure she keeps quiet.

“Fine with me. I don’t want anything to do with
this.” Alisha grabbed her hand, but Salem turned back to the
bed.

Gazing at Eve’s face one last time, she realized the
woman who had been her lover was gone forever. So were four years
of memories, because she would remember only this when she thought
of Eve. It was a cold blade through her heart.

“Eve…how could you?”


Chapter Two

Knox Bolander leaned against the door of her black
Jeep Wrangler and watched the small crowd gathered to pay their
last respects. Even with a football field of distance between the
group of mourners and where she’d parked under the gnarled oak, she
felt the chill of the open grave as though she stood next to it.
When they lowered the bronze casket into the Georgia red clay, a
piece of her would stay with it.

She’d seen little of her father, Robert Hamilton
Bolander, over the past twenty years. Though not an openly
affectionate man, he’d been a kind and steady presence in her life.
She’d stopped coming home after her brother died, so her father
visited her in Maryland once a year. He gifted her with two of his
most prized Friesian mares, and they spent the day riding before
going out to dinner and perhaps the symphony. The visits were
short, only a day or two, and her mother never came with him.

She treasured those times and suspected that their
trail rides provided his only respite from the melancholy that had
enveloped him since the dreadful day that changed all of their
lives.

They’d lost much more than the eight horses who
perished in the fire that gutted the Bolander stable. Her mother
retreated back into therapy, Knox was packed off to the Institute,
and her twin brother Ham was pulled from public school and secluded
at home for the rest of his life.

Robert Bolander had carried the heavy burden to his
death, and Knox could never purge the nightmarish fire from her
memory.

She could still feel its heat and hear her father’s
shouts and the frantic neighing of the trapped horses as she
dragged her hysterical brother to safety. She could smell the acrid
odor of her own singed hair and clothing.

The turmoil of her bitter thoughts made the branches
of the moss-draped oak she stood under begin to stir. The leaves
fluttered even though the sweltering summer day was windless, and
the old priest standing at the head of her father’s casket paused
to stare. He crossed himself and mouthed a prayer of intercession.
Knox’s mother, a tall woman dressed in ambivalent gray, never
looked up. But others at the gravesite followed the priest’s gaze
and joined his prayer.

She hadn’t experienced such a lapse in many years.
Shaken, she ordered her thoughts and clamped down on her emotions.
The branches stilled, and she climbed into her Jeep and drove
away.

 


*

 


Knox reined her horse to a walk and turned onto a
wide sandy path that wound under a canopy of oaks and pines common
to the Georgia lowland. After leaving the cemetery, she had driven
to the Bolander estate to saddle the youngest of the three horses
her father still kept. She followed the circuitous route among the
pastures and cultivated fields they had often ridden together when
she was young.

The Bolander estate had once covered 1,500 acres
near the Georgia-Florida border, where her great-grandfather
originally raised cattle and farmed cotton, peanuts, and corn.
Later, he added a shaded tobacco operation that elevated the
Bolanders from mere farmers to one of the region’s wealthiest
families. He had planted more than a hundred acres of tobacco under
the shelter of thousands of yards of loosely woven cheesecloth to
grow fine, unblemished leaves that became the “wrappers” for
cigars. When regular tobacco sold for forty cents a pound, her
family got four dollars a pound for the shaded tobacco.

But growing shaded tobacco was labor intensive and
the market peaked in the 1960s, then waned as labor costs soared.
So the family tore down the hundred or so aging houses where farm
workers once lived and sold much of the land to developers for
millions. The Bolanders quit farming and leased their remaining 500
acres of fields to other farmers so they could spend their time
tending their money instead.

The afternoon ride gave Knox a chance to sort
through the new changes in her life, and when she stopped her horse
at the destroyed stable, she found it strangely appropriate that
her route ended where her journey had begun.

She dismounted and stood among the weeds and briars
that threatened to cover the stone foundation left intact when the
burned rubble of the Bolander stable was removed.

The gentle Friesians they bred were dark and sleek
with a smooth, high-stepping trot. She and her brother were only
four years old when her father had placed Ham, then Knox in the
saddle in front of him. Her brother had cried to get down, but Knox
was thrilled and Robert had even let her hold the reins for a short
time.

The next day, he began her formal riding lessons.
Fearless, she refused the pony he wanted her to try. So he lifted
her into the saddle of a placid Friesian mare, where she perched
like a tiny jockey as she guided her horse to follow his. Their
rides together had begun.

A multi-millionaire by birth, Robert Bolander was a
historian and philosopher by choice. It might have seemed odd to
discuss the history of civilization with a child, but Knox wasn’t a
normal little girl. Her very advanced brain absorbed every word as
they rode the maze of paths on their property. She loved her father
and those lessons…almost as much as she loved her twin brother.

 


“Don’t cry, Knox-Knox.”

“She took him to the pound this morning,
Ham.”

“Who, Knox? Who did Mama take?”

“The dog I found. His leg was hurt. I wanted to
call Doc Evan. He could have fixed him.”

“How did he get hurt? Did he fall down? Daddy put
a Superman bandage on my knee when I fell down and it’s all better
now.”

“I wanted to keep him, but she wouldn’t let
me.”

“Daddy’ll be home tomorrow. We’ll go get him.
Daddy can put a bandage on his leg and make him all
better.”

She whirled around and petals exploded everywhere,
leaving a ravaged bed of headless tulips in her mother’s prized
garden.

“Oh, no! You did it again. Mama’s going to be
really mad.” They were only eight years old, but Ham was big for
his age. He wrapped her in a tight hug.

“It’s too late,” she cried. “I called. They put
him to sleep because he was hurt.”

Uprooted foliage flew through the air around
them.

“You gotta stop, Knox. We can wake him up. We’ll
tell Daddy tomorrow when he gets home and he’ll tell them to wake
him up.”

“He’s not sleeping, Ham. That’s just what they
call it. They killed him. She took him and they killed him. She’s
so mean. I hate her. She hates me.”

“I love you, Knox-Knox. Don’t cry.”

 


She let the tears trickle down her cheeks unchecked,
as if brushing them away would erase the memory of her brother.
Knox and Hamilton’s chiseled good looks were their only similarity.
Athletic, she also possessed a stunning intellect that made her a
whispered name in the math and physics world by the time she was
fifteen. Ham, born mentally handicapped, had a weak heart that gave
out two days after his eighteenth birthday. She was his Knox-Knox,
and he held her when she skinned her knees or had a bad dream,
because her mother wouldn’t, couldn’t.

Someone was approaching, but she didn’t turn until
her horse raised its head and nickered to the newcomer.

“Hello, Knox.”

“Hello, Mother.”

“My camellias and gardenias are thriving this
year.”

Claudia Bolander, a classic beauty, had the same
gray eyes and dark hair as Knox. While not on the genius level with
her daughter, she possessed a sharp mind and artistic flair.
Claudia also suffered from Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism.
Years of medication, careful therapy, and an environment
constructed to cater to the peculiarities of her handicap allowed
Claudia to enjoy her understanding husband and become a locally
acclaimed artist. But she lacked the empathy and emotions to be a
nurturing mother.

Knox wasn’t surprised that Claudia acted as though
it had been days, rather than ten years since they’d last seen or
spoken with each other. She wasn’t upset that her mother didn’t
seem to notice the tears that wet Knox’s cheeks. She understood
that while the remark seemed out of place, Claudia was actually
attempting to reconnect with her.

The estate’s gardens obsessed Claudia, and, as a
child, Knox spent hours helping plant, weed, and prune the flowers
in an effort to have some kind of relationship with her.

“I saw them. They’re beautiful,” she said.

Claudia twisted her hands together and shifted from
foot to foot. Knox always found her mother’s elegant features a
strange contrast to her graceless, sometimes clumsy movements,
reminiscent of Ham’s. Was that why she always forgave her mother’s
shortcomings?

“You have to take care of them for me. I won’t be
here to do it,” Claudia said.

“Are you going on a trip?” Her mother rarely
traveled. Leaving her familiar environment or changing her
established routine stressed her.

“I’m going to Florida to live with my sister.”

“You’re leaving for good?”

Claudia began to pace. “I can’t stay here. Things
aren’t right, not right at all.” She spoke a little too loudly as
her anxiety mounted. “There’s a hole where he was. The house, the
garden…they’re different without Robert. Not right at all. You’ll
take care of them, won’t you? You’ll look after my flowers.”

“Yes, of course I will. I’ll take care of
everything.”

“But you don’t live here. They need care every day.
The weeds will grow, the blossoms will die. They’ll die without
someone to look after them.”

“I can move back, Mother. I’ve been thinking of it
anyway.”

Claudia stopped pacing. “Good. That’s good, then.
It’s all yours now…the house, the gardens, his horses. I don’t want
any of it without Robert here.”

“When are you leaving? Do you need help with the
arrangements?”

“No. Christine’s here. Didn’t you see her at the
funeral?”

“No. I wasn’t there long.” Knox had been eight years
old when she last saw her aunt, so she doubted she’d even recognize
her. Christine would be the best person to care for Claudia,
though. A psychiatrist inspired by her sister’s disease, she’d
built a practice that specialized in autism.

“You must behave while she’s here, Knox.”

Knox frowned. It wouldn’t do any good to explain
that she had learned to control her emotions and her special
ability years ago, because she hadn’t exactly demonstrated that
skill earlier at the cemetery. “I’ll be careful.”

“We’re leaving in the morning. Driving to Florida. I
can’t get on an airplane. Airplanes crash, fall from the sky. Chris
says they grow orange trees in Florida. She has lots of flowers
that need tending.”

“I’m sure you’ll be very happy there.”

Claudia began to pace again. “They have hurricanes
in Florida. I’m a little worried about hurricanes.”

“Not where Aunt Chris lives. I’ll bet some maps will
show they don’t usually hit that part of the state. You could look
them up on the Internet.”

“Yes. I can research it.”

Without another word, Claudia tramped stiffly
through the weeds, back to the manicured lawn and expansive house.
That didn’t surprise Knox either. Her mother was simply unaware
that she should say something to excuse herself from their
conversation. And if Christine didn’t prompt her, Claudia might
leave for Florida in the morning without saying good-bye, not
realizing they might never see each other again.

Knox turned back to the scorched stones. They were
still a solid foundation.

She couldn’t reconstruct her lost childhood, but she
could rebuild the stable. Everyone was gone, but she was coming
home.


Chapter Three

“Get ready.” The cameraman held up his hand and
silently counted down the seconds until they were on the air. When
he pointed to the reporter, she began her spiel.

“Hundreds of mourners are filling the Atlanta First
United Methodist Church today to say good-bye to State
Representative Eve Sutherland, found dead in her home on Monday. A
preliminary coroner’s report blames an undiagnosed heart defect for
the premature death of the most promising young politician this
state has seen in years. Although she was currently campaigning for
a second term in the Georgia legislature, rumors have been
circulating for months that her party would tap her to run for
Congress when Senator Ed Talmadge retires in two years.”

Salem hesitated, then walked quickly past the
television crew. Eve had never mentioned running for Congress, but
she had apparently forgotten to mention a lot of things.

Salem understood the political reasons, but was
never happy that the woman she’d loved for the past four years had
been deeply closeted. Eve insisted that they live in separate
houses and always had some dashing young male lawyer escort her to
public events.

But she had grown tired of being invisible in Eve’s
life.

So, on Saturday she had taken a chance and given Eve
a very expensive diamond necklace—a ring would have been too
obvious—and proposed that they spend the rest of their lives
together. They didn’t have to go public right away, Salem
explained, but she wanted them to at least take the first step and
live in the same house.

Eve accepted the necklace and vowed they would talk
about moving in together right after the election. Her assurances
of love felt more like a campaign promise than evidence of a
commitment, but Salem tried to ignore that as they spent the rest
of the weekend in bed, stoking the fires of passion.

“You holding up okay, hon?”

Salem held on to Alisha’s hug for a long moment.
Despite her Ivy League education, highly successful company, and
exclusive clients, Alisha was the most real of Salem’s friends. She
never forgot her roots as the daughter of a maid and what it was
like to grow up in the Atlanta projects.

“I don’t know, ’Lish. I still feel numb, you know.
Like I’m going to wake up from a really bad dream.” She blinked to
clear the tears blurring her vision. “I had no idea she was seeing
anyone else.”

Alisha tucked Salem’s arm in hers and guided them up
the walkway toward the church. “Sweetie, I can’t pretend to
understand how Eve’s brain worked, but you were the only one who
meant anything to her. All the others were just impulses she
couldn’t seem to control.”

Salem stiffened. “All the others? There were
others?”

“Well, shit. I put my big foot in that, didn’t
I?”

“You knew she was cheating on me and never told me?”
A pinhole of light suddenly penetrated the darkness that had been
drowning her since Monday morning. “Did anybody else know Eve was
cheating on me?”

“Girl, we all knew. We thought you did, too.”

Anger rose in a hot flush to burn her cheeks. She
rounded on Alisha. “How many others?”

Alisha tugged her into the church. “I have no
idea.”

“Venture a guess, just for me? Two? Three? One a
month? One a week? Did she fuck other women several times a day
while I stupidly thought we had an exclusive relationship?”

“Keep your voice down.” Alisha pushed her along a
short hallway and into the ladies’ restroom. “I don’t know. You
think she kept a list or that I followed her around to count?”

Damn it. Salem paced the small room. Lying, disloyal
slut that she was, Eve had cheated her one last time by dying and
stealing from her the pleasure of slapping her face. She balled up
her fist and thumped Alisha hard on the shoulder instead.

“Ow!”

“Why in the world would you think Eve cared anything
for me if she was fucking every bimbo she hired to chauffeur her or
cut her grass or clean her house?”

“Oh, no. She never touched my employees. I
personally told every one of them they’d be jobless the instant I
found out she’d been in their panties.”

“Well, I guess that’s something.”

“I’m not the enemy, Salem. Have any of our other
friends called or come by to see how you were doing?”

She stared at the floor and didn’t answer.

“I didn’t think so. They’re paranoid that one of
Eve’s bimbos will out her for some tabloid cash, then them by
association.”

She drew a deep breath and exhaled loudly. Alisha
was right. She cast about for at least one good memory of Eve and
their relationship. “Why did you say I was the only one she cared
about?”

“Because you were her Plan B, girl. I overheard her
and Jeffrey talking. If she ever got outed, they decided she
wouldn’t risk denying it and getting caught in a lie. She planned
to stay a step ahead of the media by going all Ellen on them and
announcing her engagement to you. She was going to ask you to marry
her.”

“I was to be her trophy wife.” How calculating could
you get?

“I hadn’t thought of it that way.” Alisha put her
hands on Salem’s shoulders and waited until their gazes met and
held. “Let’s just get through this funeral, then I’ll take you
wherever you want, to do anything you want…even get drunk in a
strip bar. But first, I have to pee and you have to fix your
makeup.”

While Alisha disappeared into a toilet stall, Salem
studied her bloodshot eyes in the mirror, then dug into her purse
for eye drops and mascara. She combed her fingers through her hair.
It was time to freshen the highlights in her shoulder-length dark
blond locks.

She was applying a liberal coat of lipstick to
replace what she’d managed to chew off when two women burst into
the room and crowded up to share the two-sink vanity and mirror
with her.

“That man is an idiot if he thinks I’m going to
stand out in that heat to smoke my cigarette. I’ll bet you can fry
an egg on the sidewalk.” The woman eyed her seventies-era hairstyle
and pulled a long cigarette from her huge purse. She bumped Salem’s
arm, causing her to smear lipstick across her cheek. “Sorry,” she
said without a trace of sincerity. She lit the cigarette and
watched her reflection as she blew smoke through her nose, then
mimicked the usher in a snotty tone. “I’m sorry, ma’am. You can’t
smoke in this building.”

Salem dampened a paper towel to scrub her cheek, but
made room at the sink while Alisha washed her hands.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” Alisha murmured,
indicating the overcrowded room.

The second woman ran a comb through her long dark
hair. She looked to be around thirty, but her eyes were hard like
someone who had seen many more years. “Give me a drag off that
before you put it out,” she ordered the smoker. Something about her
and the bracelet on her arm seemed familiar to Salem.

“Lord, Laine, I coulda died when I saw that big
house of hers,” the smoker said, handing over her cigarette. “And
you and Aunt Verna living in that old doublewide. She ought to be
ashamed.”

“Evelyn always was a selfish bitch. Dear old sis
ain’t been home for a visit since she left for that fancy-smancy
college up north. She did pay off the mortgage on Mama’s trailer
and sent a few hundred dollars every month, but we didn’t have a
clue she was some big-time politician right here in our home state.
Her letters always had an Alabama postmark. She didn’t want us to
know where she really lived. I’ll bet she sent us less than what
she paid her maid every week.”

Laine? Elaine? Eve had once mentioned a sister named
Elaine. But when Salem probed for more information, Eve simply said
she’d divorced her redneck family and never looked back once she
escaped the Georgia swamps and went to college. She usually told
people she didn’t have any surviving family. Salem stared at
Laine’s reflection in the mirror. She could see the resemblance
now, around the eyes and chin.

“We would have never knowed she was living here if
Buddy hadn’t been driving a load up to Charlotte and seen it on TV
at a truck stop.” Laine applied additional blue eye shadow to her
already heavily painted eyelids.

“You being family, we should have stayed at her
house.”

“We would have if that fruitcake hadn’t shown up and
thrown us out. At least he paid for our motel rooms at the Days
Inn. Pretty fancy, huh?”

“Not as fancy as Evelyn’s house. So, who gets that
house and all her stuff? Evelyn wasn’t married, was she?”

“No, she weren’t married, but we don’t know if she
left a will. At least I got a look in her jewelry box before the
fruitcake showed up and ordered us out. Wish I’d had time to go
through her closet, though.”

“You wouldn’t have gotten in the house at all if I
hadn’t picked the lock on the back door,” Laine’s friend reminded
her. “I didn’t get nothin’ for my trouble.”

Laine looked thoughtfully at the bangle bracelet on
her wrist, then slid if off her arm and handed it over. “You can
have this. I got her diamond bracelet in my bag. It goes better
with this necklace anyway.”

“Hey, thanks.”

Laine fished around in her purse and pulled out a
diamond tennis bracelet. She held it up to her chest next to the
diamond necklace she wore.

The diamond necklace.

“That’s my necklace.” The two women stared at
Salem.

“Who are you?” Laine narrowed her eyes.

“Salem. Eve and I were…close. I just gave her that
necklace last weekend.”

“Then I guess it ain’t yours anymore,” Laine
said.

“She promised me something for it, and I never got
it
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