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What if your LONG-LOST SISTER holds the key to a family secret?

Claire leads a busy, fulfilled and happy life, a life she wouldn’t trade for anything . . . but that is about to change for ever.

When Claire fails to prevent a young woman’s suicide, the incident seems to trigger something in her – forgotten images of a long-lost sister and a childhood she had always remembered as being close to perfection. Realising that this was not the case, Claire runs the risk of uncovering the dark secrets that are locked away in her memories.

Caught in a complex struggle between the present and past, between the man who wants to help her and the husband who cannot, Claire must discover the terrible truth for herself . . .
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Harpers Ferry, West Virginia

January 1993

Claire Harte-Mathias believed you could be forced to endure only one major catastrophe in your lifetime. Once the trauma had passed, you were safe. Jon had suffered his own catastrophe long ago, and so Claire stayed close to him always, as if she could make his tragedy her own, thereby warding off one for herself. She had held tight to this notion ever since meeting Jon twenty-three years earlier, when she had been barely seventeen.

So, it never would have occurred to her that the snow falling outside their hotel in Harpers Ferry might present a danger to her and Jon on their drive home. Most of the other conference attendees were staying an extra night at the gently aging High Water Hotel to avoid driving in the storm, but Claire simply could not imagine anything other than safe passage for their sixty-mile trip home to Vienna, Virginia.

The young woman behind the time-worn wooden counter wore a frown as Claire settled their bill. “It’s treacherous out there,” she said.

“We’ll be fine.” Claire looked toward the stone fireplace, where an enormous blaze burned, warming the lobby and its cozy assortment of antique and reproduction furniture. Jon sat in front of the hearth in his wheelchair. Behind him, the snow fell steadily through the darkening sky. Jon was bending forward, elbows on knees, engaged in an animated discussion with Mary Drake, the vice-president of the Washington Area Rehabilitation Association. He was already wearing his brown leather jacket, and he held his gloves in his hand. The flames from the fire laid a sheen of gold on his cheeks and glittered in the silver that laced his brown hair. Watching him, Claire felt a rush of desire. For a moment, she entertained the idea of spending one more night in the turret room, where their bed was nestled in a circle of windows, where she could be nestled in the warm circle of Jon’s arms. It would be a relaxing night. The conference was over. They could forget about work.

“Are you sure you don’t want to stay the night?” the young woman asked.

Claire let go of the fantasy, replacing it with thoughts of Susan. She smiled at the receptionist. “No,” she said. “Our daughter’s going back to William and Mary in the morning. We want to be there to say good-bye.”

She signed the credit card slip with the new, jade green fountain pen Jon had given her for her fortieth birthday and began walking toward the fireplace.

Ken Stevens suddenly appeared at her side, catching her arm. “You and Jon were an inspiration, as always,” he said. “Doesn’t matter how many times I hear the two of you speak, I always get something new out of it.”

“I’m glad, Ken. Thanks.” She embraced him warmly, his shadow of a beard scratching her cheek. “We’ll see you next year.”

Jon was laughing with Mary Drake, but he looked up as Claire approached. “Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, zipping up her red down jacket. Through the wavy glass of the hotel’s front windows, she could see their blue Jeep in the circular driveway. She had moved it there an hour earlier and stowed their suitcases inside.

“You guys are crazy to drive in this stuff.” Mary stood up and followed Claire’s gaze to the window.

Claire pulled her black knit hat low on her head, tucking her long, dark hair inside it. “It’s going to be a gorgeous drive.” She gave Mary a hug. “And we’ll have the road to ourselves.”

Jon zipped up his own jacket. He took Mary’s hand and squeezed it. “Say hi to Phil for us,” he said, and Mary bent low to buss his cheek.

“Drive carefully,” she said, and as Jon and Claire made their way to the door, those words were echoed by a half dozen of their friends in the lobby.

Outside, the cold air felt good, and the snow fell quietly from the dark sky. A thick white blanket layered the earth, illuminated by the lights from the hotel windows and puckering here and there over shrubs and other unseeable objects. “It’s so beautiful out here.” Claire stretched out her arms and tipped her head back, letting the snow chill her face for a moment.

“Mmm, it is,” Jon agreed as he wheeled through the snow. He stopped to look at the snowman Claire had coerced a few people into building with her that afternoon. He laughed. “It’s great,” he said.

The snowman, sitting in his snow wheelchair, had lost his features under a mask of white. Claire dusted the snow from the round face so Jon could see the gravel eyes and holly-berry lips. Then she turned toward the edge of the cliff, longing for one final view of that steep drop to the rivers below but settling for the memory. She could picture the rivers crashing and tumbling together in a rush of black water and white foam before finally surrendering to each other and slipping quietly into the mountains.

Jon opened the door on the driver’s side of the two-door Jeep. Claire held his chair while he picked up his legs and set his feet on the floor of the car. He grabbed the steering wheel, gathered his strength, and pulled himself up to the seat. Claire hit the quick disconnect button on the side of the wheel and had the chair disassembled and tossed into the back of the Jeep before Jon had even closed his door. She brushed the fresh snow from the windshield, then climbed into the passenger seat beside him.

Jon turned the key in the ignition, giving the Jeep a little gas with a twist of his hand control, and the engine coughed, breaking the spell of the still, white night. He looked over at Claire and smiled.

“Come here,” he said, and she leaned toward him. He kissed her, tugging a strand of her thick, dark hair free of her hat. “You did a great job, Harte,” he said.

“And you were fabulous, Mathias.”

The Jeep appeared to be the only moving vehicle in all of quiet, tucked-in Harpers Ferry. The roads were covered with white, but they were not very slippery. Nevertheless, Jon used the Jeep’s four-wheel drive on the steeply descending main street through town. The darkened shops that lined the road were barely visible behind the veil of falling snow. Jon would have difficulty seeing the white line on the highway, Claire thought. That would be their biggest problem.

They had done a great deal of talking the past few days, with each other as well as with the participants at the annual conference, and now they were quiet. It was a good silence. Comfortable. Their part in the conference had gone exceedingly well. It was always that way when there were many new, sharp, fresh rehabilitation specialists in the audience, hungry to see them. Being in a workshop led by Jon and Claire Harte-Mathias was viewed almost as a rite of passage.

Jon drove slowly along the street that paralleled the Shenandoah, and Claire knew he was testing the road, getting a feel for how bad conditions were.

The Jeep skidded almost imperceptibly as they turned onto the bridge that rose high above the river, and Jon shifted into four-wheel drive again. The long ribbon of white in front of them was untouched by tire tracks. Overhead lights illuminated the falling snow and the hazy white line of the guardrail, and Claire had the sensation of floating through a cloud. She felt a little sorry for Jon that he had to concentrate on driving and could not simply relish the beauty of this drive across the bridge.

They were nearly halfway across the river when she spotted something in the distance. Something ahead of them, on the left, resting at the side of the bridge. At first, she thought it was a piece of road equipment covered with snow. She squinted, as though that might help her clear her vision, and the piece of equipment moved.

“Jon, look.” She pointed toward the object. “That’s not a person, is it?”

“Out here?” Jon glanced toward the side of the bridge. “No way.” But then he looked again. They were nearly even with the object now, and Claire clearly saw a snow-covered arm lift into the air, glowing in the overhead light before dropping back again to its resting place.

“God, it is a person.” Jon stopped the Jeep in the middle of the road.

It was a woman. Claire could see the long hair, clotted white with snow, and she thought: homeless? mentally ill? out of gas?

“She’s outside the guardrail,” Jon said.

“You don’t think she’s planning to do something stupid, do you?” Claire leaned forward for a better look. “Maybe she just likes to come up here when it’s snowing. I bet she has an incredible view from there.”

Jon looked at her with amused disbelief. He might as well have called her Pollyanna, as Susan frequently did.

“I’m getting out.” Claire opened her door and stepped out of the Jeep, her feet sinking into the thick layer of snow.

“Be careful,” Jon called as she closed the door behind her.

The snow was wild this high above the river, caught in the wind that blew wet and blinding against Claire’s face as she plowed her way across the bridge.

The woman wore a light cloth coat covered with a thick crust of snow. How long had she been out here? She wore no gloves, no hat. Her hair—blond?—was hidden beneath a veil of white. She had to be freezing.

Claire reached the guardrail and could see that the woman stood at the very edge of the bridge, high above the black abyss, untethered to anything.

“Miss?” Claire called.

The woman did not turn around.

Claire leaned over the railing. “Miss,” she called again, but the snow swallowed the word.

“Hello,” she tried. “Can you hear me? Please turn around.”

The woman stood still as an ice sculpture.

There was a narrow break in the railing a few yards from where Claire stood. She glanced behind her at the Jeep, her view obstructed by snow and darkness. She could not see Jon clearly, could not signal him to call the police on the car phone, but surely he was doing so. Surely he would think of that.

Tugging the collar of her down jacket closer to her chin, Claire walked toward the break in the railing. She stepped onto the platform, which was nothing more than a few feet of slippery metal separating her from the ice and rocks and water far below. She had the immediate sensation of suspension, of hanging in the air high above the river on a slender thread of concrete. She had no fear of heights, though. She did not feel the magnetic pull of the open space the way others might.

She clung to the guardrail as she made her way toward the woman. Afraid of startling her, she walked very slowly. When the woman finally turned her head in Claire’s direction, though, she did not seem surprised to find her there, and for a moment, her eyes locked fast with Claire’s. She was young—late twenties or early thirties. In the overhead light of the bridge, her eyes were translucent, like gray ice on the surface of a midwinter lake. Her lashes were white with snow. Flakes battered her cheeks and her eyelids, yet the woman did not blink or make any attempt to brush them away.

Claire held tight to the rail with one mittened hand and reached toward the woman with the other. “Let me help you come behind the railing,” she said.

With an air of indifference, the woman turned slowly away from her. She looked out into the darkness expectantly, as though she could see something that Claire could not, and Claire lowered her hand to her side. She glanced down at the woman’s legs. The dark pants were far too short. Her feet were clad only in white socks bunched around her ankles and in tennis shoes. The toes of those sodden-looking shoes extended an inch if not more over the edge of the slippery platform, and for the first time in her life, Claire felt the sickening pull of vertigo. She tightened her hands on the railing, but it was hard to get a good grip with her mittens. The snow had turned to tiny icy pellets that stung her cheeks and blurred her vision, and deep inside the layers of her down jacket, beneath her sweater and her turtleneck, her heart beat like that of a captured bird.

She swallowed hard and tried again. “Please,” she said, “tell me why you’re out here.”

“Leave me alone.” The woman’s voice was soft, muffled by the snow, and Claire dared to take a slippery step closer to hear her better. She could touch her now if she wanted to, but she kept the fingers of both hands curled around the metal railing. There was no feeling left in her fingertips.

“Please come back,” she said. “You’ll fall.”

The woman let out a soft, bitter laugh. “Yes,” she said into the air. “I suppose I will.”

“But you’ll die,” Claire said, feeling stupid.

The woman raised her head to the sky, shutting her eyes. “I died here a long time ago.”

“What do you mean?”

She did not answer.

“This is crazy,” Claire said. “Nothing can be so bad. There’s always something to live for.” Slowly, Claire let go of the railing with her right hand and reached toward the woman. She circled her hand around the woman’s wrist, struck by how reed-thin her arm was inside her coat. The woman did not react to Claire’s touch. She did not even seem to notice.

Suddenly, she cocked her head to one side. “Do you hear it?” she asked. “Chopin?”

“Chopin?”

“Nocturne in C-sharp Minor.”

Claire strained her ears but heard nothing other than the muted sound of falling snow. “No,” she said. “I’m sorry. I don’t hear anything.”

“That was his problem, too. He could never hear the music.”

“Whose problem? Chopin’s? What do you mean?”

The woman did not answer, and now Claire thought she could hear something other than the snow. She listened hard. Yes. A siren, far in the distance. A city sound, out of place here as it sifted toward them through the black-and-white night.

The woman heard it too. Her head jerked toward Harpers Ferry, and Claire felt a spasm run through that slender, birdlike body. The woman gave Claire the look of someone betrayed.

“You called the police,” she said.

Claire nodded. “My husband did.”

“Let go of me,” the woman said evenly.

“Tell me what you meant about the music,” Claire prompted. Her own legs were trembling, and the stinging snow pelted her eyes. “Tell me what you can hear.” Tell me anything. Just don’t jump. Please.

The siren cut through the air, through the snow. Glancing over her shoulder, Claire saw a red light flashing at the entrance to the bridge. Hurry.

The woman locked her gaze with Claire’s again, but now her eyes were wide and full of fear. Claire tightened her grip on the bony forearm. “It’s going to be all right,” she said. “You’re going to be safe.”

The woman twisted her arm beneath Claire’s hand in its black mitten. “Let go of me,” she said. The first siren was joined by a second. One of the police cars screeched to a stop behind the Jeep. “Let go!” the woman shouted now.

Claire only locked her hand more securely around the woman’s wrist. “Let me help you,” she said.

The woman raised her head high again, her eyes still riveted on Claire’s, and when she spoke, her voice was even and unflinching. “Let go,” she said, “or I’ll take you with me.”

She meant it, Claire knew. Behind them, there was a squeal of brakes, a rush of voices. A horn honked. The woman did not shift her eyes from Claire’s for even a second. “Let go now,” she said.

Claire opened the fingers of her hand, and the woman offered a small smile of victory, or perhaps gratitude. She did not leap so much as fly from the bridge, or fall so much as be lifted and carried by the snow. The streetlight glittered in the thousands of ice crystals clinging to her hair and her coat, and Claire thought she was watching an angel.

She did not think to scream. She barely breathed, suspended between the earthbound sounds of the men and machines behind her and the drifting, fading glimmer of the angel below. She barely noticed the heavy, gloved hands that wrapped around her own arms, her own shoulders. Hands that struggled to tug her back from the edge of the bridge. She tried to block out the voices, too loud in her ears, as she stared into the snowy abyss, because—at least for a second—she thought she heard the music after all.
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Harpers Ferry

Jon could hear Claire’s teeth chattering nonstop during the two hours they spent in the police station. The police had questioned her at length, not in an interrogatory style but gently, and Jon felt grateful to them for their sensitivity. Claire was in no shape to be raked over the coals.

Someone—he could no longer recall who—had draped a gray wool blanket over Claire’s shoulders, and she sat on one of the metal chairs lining the wall of this small office. He had moved another chair out of the way so he could wheel close enough to put his arm around her. Her shoulders felt stiff beneath his arm, though, as if she could not relax enough to take comfort from him.

The police had driven her to the station, while he’d followed in the Jeep. They’d wanted to take her to the hospital. She was in shock, they’d told him. But Claire had adamantly refused to go, insisting she was fine. They were overreacting, she’d said. Jon knew, though, that Claire was not fine. He had seen her in the emergency room after Susan’s grisly bicycle accident. He’d seen her seconds after she’d discovered her mother’s lifeless body in their living room. Yet he had never seen her like this. So shaken. So shivery. She hadn’t cried, but that was not unusual. She never did, at least not in front of him. She was a soft touch at movies or when reading sad books, but in real life she held those tears inside her as though they might turn to acid once on her cheeks.

They were waiting now for the police to find them a place to stay for the night. They could have returned to the High Water, but the thought of having to explain what had happened to them tonight to so many friends and colleagues was overwhelming.

He kissed the side of Claire’s head, his lips brushing the dark hair where it was beginning to give way to silver. “We should call Susan,” he said, and she nodded. The sound of her teeth chattering made him want to wrap both his arms around her. He pulled the edges of the blanket more snugly across her chest, then tried to meet her eyes, but her gaze only darted past him on its way to nowhere. He looked at Detective Patrick, the burly, kind-faced officer behind the desk.

“May I use that?” He pointed to the phone at the edge of the desk.

“Help yourself.”

Jon wheeled forward a foot or two and lifted the phone into his lap. It was nearly eight o’clock. He thought Susan might be out with her friends, but she answered on the fourth ring.

“Hi, Susie.”

“Hi. You still in Harpers Ferry?”

“Yes. We’re going to have to stay here the night, hon.”

“Oh, sure. No problem. It’s pretty awful out.”

He thought he detected relief in her voice, and he felt a jab of pain. Susan had reached the age—nineteen—where she needed them far less than they needed her. Sometime during this past year, he’d finally admitted to himself that she had labored to graduate early from high school not because she was brilliant or an over-achiever but because she was anxious to leave home, anxious to escape from him and Claire. He had never shared that thought with Claire. He would let her believe they had an ambitious daughter, hungry for college.

“We were on our way home, but . . . ” He let his voice trail off as he collected his thoughts. He was going to have to find a way to tell this story. This would not be the last time he would have to recount the events of this evening. “There was a woman standing on the bridge outside of Harpers Ferry and we stopped to try to help her, but she . . . she jumped off while Mom was talking to her.”

Susan was quiet for a moment. He could picture her leaning against the kitchen counter in her tight jeans and oversized gray sweater, her long brown hair falling in a shiny swath over her shoulder. A cloud would have fallen over her large dark eyes and she would be frowning, two delicate lines etched into the perfect fair skin of her forehead. “You mean, this lady committed suicide right before your eyes?”

“I’m afraid so. Right before Mom’s eyes, anyhow. Mom was out on the edge of the bridge with her, trying to talk her out of jumping.”

There was one more beat of loaded silence from Susan’s end of the line. “What do you mean, out on the edge of the bridge?” she asked.

“Outside the guardrail.”

He heard a sound through the phone—a book being slammed onto a table, perhaps—before Susan spoke again. “God, why does she do things like that?” she asked, her voice rising. “Is she there? Can I talk to her?”

He glanced at Claire. “She’s a little upset right now, and—”

Claire shook her head and reached for the phone, the blanket falling from her shoulders to the chair. Reluctantly, Jon relinquished the receiver.

“Hi, honey,” Claire said cheerfully. Detective Patrick looked up from his desk at the transformation in her voice. “We’re fine . . . Hmm?” She frowned at Jon as she listened to her daughter. “No, Susan, I don’t think I can save the world,” she said, “I just thought I might be able to help one person.” She nodded. “Yes, I know. And I’m so sorry we won’t get to see you tonight. I’m going to put Dad on again, okay?”

He took the phone back and immediately heard a volley of chatter from Claire’s teeth, as though they were making up for the minute and a half they’d had to be still while talking with Susan.

“Susie?” he said into the phone.

“She could have gotten herself killed.” There was a small break in Susan’s voice, and Jon heard the love behind her words. He ached to see his daughter, to hug her, before she took off for school again.

“Mom’s okay,” he said. With a little surge of joy, he thought of the snow. Susan would not be able to drive back to school until the roads were clear. “I guess we’ll still get to see you tomorrow,” he added. “You can’t drive to school in this weather.”

“Yes, I can. Or at least, I’ve got a ride. I’ll have to come back in a few weeks for my car, though.”

“Who are you riding with?”

“There’s this guy here who has some kind of four-wheel-drive wagon. He’s taking a bunch of us down.”

Jon winced at the thought. “Well, tell him to drive carefully, all right?”

She let out one of her exasperated sighs. “Right.”

“I love you.”

“Okay. You drive carefully, too.”

He hung up the phone, setting it back on the desk, and Claire let out a sigh of her own. “I’m going to the rest room,” she said. She stood up, pulling the blanket once more around her shoulders.

After she had left the room, Detective Patrick raised his eyes to Jon’s. “Do you mind a personal question?” he asked.

Jon shook his head.

The older man looked down at his desk, rubbing a hand over his jowly chin. “Well, I’m asking this because my nephew just got a back injury.” He lifted his eyes to Jon’s. “A spinal cord injury, they call it.”

Jon nodded again.

“And, you know, you see people in wheelchairs and you don’t think about it much until it happens close to you, and now it looks like he’s going to be paralyzed and . . . well, do you mind if I ask what happened to you?”

“It was an accident in my case, too,” Jon said. “My family and I were in a plane crash.” He wouldn’t tell him that it was his family’s private plane. He did not want this man to focus on wealth. “I was sixteen. My parents and sister were killed, and I was in a coma for a few months. When I woke up, they told me I’d never walk again.”

The detective’s eyes were wide. “Shit,” he said.

“And your nephew?”

“Motorcycle. They say he’s a T-four. Do you know what that means?”

“Yeah.” Jon touched his own chest at the level of the boy’s spinal cord injury. This kid was not going to have an easy time of it. “I’m an incomplete L-three,” he said, although he doubted that would have much meaning to the detective.

He questioned the man about the rehab program his nephew was in and offered to make a call to the program director—a woman he’d known well for many years—to check on the boy.

Detective Patrick wrote his nephew’s name on a business card and handed it to Jon. “I feel better talking to you,” he said. “I mean, it seemed like it was the end of the world for the kid, you know? But now I look at you”—he gestured toward Jon—“and you get around okay and you’ve got a pretty wife and all. And you must have met her after you were . . . ” The officer pointed to Jon’s wheelchair.

“Yes. We met in high school.”

“Aha.” The man smiled. “High school sweethearts, huh?”

Jon smiled himself, remembering. “Not of the usual variety.” He had moved in with an aunt in Falls Church after his six-month stay in a rehab program, transferring into Claire’s public high school after a decade of being pampered by private schools. He could still, if he let the memories in, taste the bitterness of that year after the accident. He had lost everything. But then Claire drew him under her protective wing. They began dating. Neither of them ever dated anyone else again.

“And you have a kid?” The detective nodded toward the phone, his voice tentative, and Jon laughed. He knew exactly what the man was thinking.

“Yes, she’s mine,” he said. For years, he and Claire had counseled couples where one of the partners was disabled, and they had learned that sharing personal experience was sometimes more helpful than anything else they might say. He could talk about Susan’s parentage without an ounce of discomfort, but Detective Patrick colored.

Jon worried he had given the man false hope. “I was very lucky,” he added. “It’s rare for a man with a spinal cord injury to be able to father a child, and we weren’t able to have other children.”

The older man shifted in his seat. “Well, that’s great you got the one.” He poked at a stack of papers on his desk. “Do you think my nephew stands a chance in that department?”

Jon drew in a breath. “I wouldn’t want to guess. Everybody’s different.” He saw the pain in the man’s eyes. “He’ll do okay,” he said. “He’s in a fine program. They’ll take good care of him.”

Claire had walked back into the room as he was speaking, and he was struck by her pallor. She was still beautiful, though. She was one of those women who was far more striking at forty than she had been at eighteen. Her sharp features had softened. Even the vivid green of her eyes seemed to have mellowed over time.

Struggling to smile at him, she sat down again and took the hand he offered. Her fingers were cold and damp.

A female officer appeared in the doorway to let them know they had a room at a nearby bed and breakfast, one that was ramped for a wheelchair. Claire stood up, folding the blanket, and faced the detective.

“When you find out who she is,” she said, “will you call and let me know?”

“Sure will,” he said.

Outside, the snow had nearly stopped, but the air was still blustery and cold. Claire was quiet on their cautious drive to the bed and breakfast, and she was merely polite to the owners of the small inn, when her usual style was to make instant friends of anyone she met. Jon was scared by her silence. It wasn’t until they were lying under the thick comforter in the canopy bed that she began to talk.

“I should have held on to her,” she said.

Jon pulled her close to him. “You did as much as anyone could have done.”

“Maybe if I’d held on, she wouldn’t have jumped. And then if she did jump, I could have simply let go of her at the last minute.” She was quiet a moment. “It’s like I gave her permission to do it, Jon. I let go, and said, fine, go ahead, end your life. I was the last person to have a chance with her and I failed. Maybe if we hadn’t called the police. That’s when she freaked out.”

“Are you aware that you’re talking nonsense?”

She shivered. “I can’t get warm.” She’d worn nothing to bed, and her skin felt chilled against his chest.

“Do you want one of my T-shirts?”

“No. Just keep holding me, please.”

He rubbed her arm. “Shall we try the carousel?”

“Mmm.” She snuggled closer to him. “Yes.”

Jon closed his eyes, pressing his cheek against her hair. “Once upon a time, on a big and beautiful farm in Jeremy, Pennsylvania, there was an enormous red barn.”

Claire cocked her head against his shoulder. “Do you think it really was enormous, or do you think I just remember it that way because I was so small?”

“Does it matter?”

She nearly giggled. “No.”

“It looked like an ordinary barn, although certainly a very well-cared-for barn, because the farmer who owned it was the type to take very good care of the things and the people he loved.”

“Yes.”

“This farmer had two little granddaughters who loved going into the ordinary-looking barn, because inside there was an extraordinary carousel. There were many beautiful horses on the carousel, and some empty spaces where more horses would go when the farmer had finished carving them out of the big blocks of musky-smelling wood he kept in his workroom.”

“At the side of the barn.”

“Yes. The workroom at the side of the barn. One of the little granddaughters had a favorite horse—a white horse with a wild golden mane—named Titan. And she liked to—”

“And he was a jumper,” Claire added.

“Yes. He was one of the jumpers on the carousel. That’s why his mane was so wild. And Claire liked to climb on his back and pretend she was a cowgirl.”

“And try to grab the ring.”

“Right. She’d try to grab the brass ring so her grandfather would let her go around again.”

“It’s working,” Claire mumbled against his chest. “You’re so good at this.”

He knew it was working. Her body was growing warm next to him. The tension was gone.

“The organ played ‘By the Light of the Silvery Moon,’ and the little granddaughter would gallop around the barn on her beautiful horse, and she’d feel the most extraordinary sense of joy and peace, there on her grandfather’s carousel.”

“Mmm. I love you so much, Jon.”

“Love you, too.”

Within minutes she was asleep. Her body was warm and heavy next to him, her breathing almost too soft to hear. The air in the room was dark and still; if there was any light outside the windows, the heavy shades did not let it in. He lay awake, staring at the black ceiling, wishing he could fall asleep and escape the sense of powerlessness that had been haunting him all evening.

He had long ago come to grips with his limitations, but the helplessness he’d felt tonight as he watched Claire struggle with the woman on the edge of the bridge had been different. It had felt like an enemy, a taunting foe he could never defeat. He had watched that scene unfold in terror, thinking that both women would slip on the icy platform, both women would plunge to their deaths. For a long, dark moment, he’d thought he would lose his wife, and although he had been no more than a few yards from her, he had been powerless to save her. He could not recall another time in his adult life when he had felt so utterly helpless.

The image of the woman and Claire seemed etched on the ceiling of this room. He closed his eyes, but the scene sprang to life on the backs of his eyelids. No matter how hard he tried to wipe the memory from his mind, it slipped back in, again and again, and he wished he had a carousel of his own to carry him through the night.
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Vienna, Virginia

The phone rang on Claire’s office desk. She was about to ignore it, but then remembered that Jill, her secretary, was not in today to pick it up. Most of the foundation’s employees were still digging out from the storm.

Claire lifted the receiver to her ear.

“Harte-Mathias Foundation.”

“I’d like to speak with Mrs . . . uh, Harte-Mathias, please?” The raspy male voice sounded vaguely familiar.

“This is she.”

“Uh, hello. This is Detective Patrick in Harpers Ferry. You wanted to know when we identified that suicide.”

“Yes.” Claire sat up straight. “Did you find out who she is?”

“Her name was Margot St. Pierre, and she—”

“Margot, with a ‘t’?”

“Yes.”

Claire jotted the name on a notepad.

“They finally found her late last night. The body’d gotten caught in the rocks about a quarter mile from the bridge. She fit the description of a woman who’d been reported missing from Avery Hospital in Martinsburg. That’s a mental—uh, a psychiatric hospital.”

“How far is Martinsburg from Harpers Ferry?”

“Twenty-five, thirty miles. She’d just walked out of the hospital Sunday morning, according to the staff there. No one realized she was missing until that evening. They didn’t have her in a locked ward, because she’d never given any indication of being a danger to herself or anyone else in the three years she’d been there.”

“Three years?” Claire looked out her office window at the leafless, ice-coated trees.

“Yeah. Don’t know why she was in that long. So, anyway, a fella picked her up outside Martinsburg. She had her thumb out and said she wanted to go to the bridge in Harpers Ferry. The guy called us late last night. Said he’d read about a woman jumping off the bridge and thought he’d better report what he knew. He said he refused to drop her off at the bridge, what with the snow and all, so she told him to take her to a certain house nearby, which he did. He didn’t see her go in, though. We checked at the house. No one there knew of her, and she never went inside. Trying to throw the guy off her trail, I suspect.”

Claire tapped her pen on the top of her desk. “Is there any family?” she asked. “Someone who cares about her, who should know what happened to her?”

“I don’t have that data right in front of me, ma’am. Sorry.”

They talked for another moment or two, but it was obvious that Detective Patrick had little other information to offer.

Claire hung up the phone, her eyes on the name she’d written on her notepad. Margot St. Pierre. A beautiful name. If she had heard it spoken by a stranger on the street, the name would have stayed in her mind for days. The fact that it belonged to the woman on the bridge meant she would never be able to forget it. No matter how much she wanted to.

It was nearly noon. Claire’s morning had been long and full, despite the quiet, abandoned climate of the foundation offices. She had called the rehabilitation therapists she usually supervised on Tuesdays to cancel their meeting because of the weather, but Kelley Fielding, one of the graduate students doing her internship at the foundation, had broken into tears at that news. Needless to say, Claire had invited her to come in.

She’d listened to Kelley berate herself over her inability to work effectively with the angry, belligerent young men who made up the bulk of the foundation’s rehab patients. They scared her, she said. She was useless with them.

Claire tried to get the young intern to see that her patients’ hostility was only a mask for their fear. “Imagine waking up one day and having your life completely changed,” she said. “Changed for good. Forever. The plans you had for yourself are gone. The goals you’d set for yourself are out of your reach. You can’t work at your former job. You can’t even go to the bathroom the way you used to. And you certainly can’t make love the way you used to. These guys were macho and independent at one time. Now they wonder if they’ll ever be able to do anything for themselves again. They’re terrified men trying to cope the only way they know how.”

“I just wish they could be a little less combative,” Kelley had said.

“They have fight in them.” Claire pounded a fist on her desk. “That’s terrific. It gives you so much to work with.”

Kelley had looked relieved and relaxed by the end of their meeting. She told Claire that she’d applied to do her internship at the foundation primarily to be able to work under her supervision. “I’ve never known anyone who could turn a negative into a positive the way you do,” she said. “And you always manage to get me to see things through my patients’ eyes.”

It was easy for Claire to understand what Kelley’s patients were going through. She was married to someone who’d been there.

Now, with the long morning behind her, Claire dialed the number for Jon’s office on the other side of the building.

“Are you ready for a break?” she asked.

“Sure am.”

She ran a fingertip over Margot’s name on her notepad. “I just heard from the Harpers Ferry police.”

“What did they say?”

“I’ll tell you when I get there.”

She got off the phone and stood up, and the room whirled around her for a second before coming to a standstill. That dizziness—that sudden vertigo—had seized her several times over the last two days. Twice last night, she’d awakened with a start, thinking she was still suspended on the slippery edge of the bridge.

She walked toward the door, knees trembling. There was a stiffness in her shoulders and back. She’d spent the afternoon before shoveling snow from the walks around their house while Jon rode the snowblower in the long driveway that stretched through the woods to the main road.

Leaving her boots in her office, she padded through the maze of gray-carpeted hallways in her socks. The glassy, three-story foundation building was set high above a small pond in a wooded section of Vienna. Jon’s office was in what they referred to as the “financial side” of the foundation while her office was in the “service side.” Jon was head of the financial side, determining what rehab- oriented programs would receive foundation funds, while she supervised the therapists working with the foundation’s outpatient program. There was a great deal of overlap in their work. They were a team. They planned the foundation’s annual Spinal Cord Injury Retreat together. They never spoke at a conference or led a workshop or counseled a couple without one another. People expected to see them together, and they had learned to play off each other’s cues very well.

She glanced into Pat Wykowski’s empty corner office as she passed it, wishing the foundation’s part-time psychologist were in today. Pat might have been able to offer some insight into Margot St. Pierre’s behavior—or maybe into her own. But Pat, whom Jon affectionately referred to as a party animal, was still up in Harpers Ferry with a few other die-hard conference attendees, dragging out the recreational element of the conference, making the most of the snowstorm.

Claire stopped at the kitchenette, picked up their bagged lunches and a couple of Cokes, then walked into Jon’s office. He was sitting in his wheelchair behind his desk, talking on the phone. Claire pulled their sandwiches from the bags, along with his apple and her orange, and set them on paper plates. Then she sat down across the desk from him. When he hung up, he sighed.

“Are we overbooked for next month or can you handle one more workshop?” he asked.

“Where?”

“At Georgetown.”

She laughed. “Do you need to ask?” They never turned down an opportunity to talk to students. Never.

“And guess what?”

“What?”

“We’ve got an invitation to the Accessibility Conference in Baltimore next month.”

“Fantastic.” She tried to get some zest in her voice, without success. It was truly terrific news, but she could not seem to shake herself free from Detective Patrick’s phone call. “Would you like to know what I learned from the police?” she asked.

“Of course.” If he was put off by her lackluster response to his news about the conference, he didn’t show it. He took a bite from his sandwich and looked at her expectantly.

She repeated the information Detective Patrick had relayed to her, and he listened with interest. He even asked a few questions, but when she had told him all she knew, he glanced at his watch.

“We’ll have to figure out the best way to handle the Accessibility Conference,” he said. “We have to make the most of this invitation. Do you think we should host a reception in the hotel?”

His voice sounded far away. She rubbed her temples with the tips of her fingers. “I’m sorry, Jon. I’m having trouble thinking about anything other than Margot right now.”

He looked at her over the rim of his Coke can. “You sound as though she was a personal friend. She was a stranger, Claire. And you did all you could for her.”

She sighed, looking down at the untouched sandwich on its paper plate. “I know.”

Jon leaned forward to reach across the desk, and she met his hand halfway with her own. “I think about the other night sometimes, too,” he said. “It feels like a dream to me. The snow. The darkness. I feel as though it didn’t really happen.”

She wished she shared that sense of unreality. Every detail of those few minutes on the bridge was sharp and clear in her mind, and her body jerked involuntarily just thinking about it. She tightened her grip on his hand.

Jon was looking at her oddly. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine.” She let her hand slip from the desk to her lap. “I just wish I knew what her diagnosis was. Why was she in the hospital for so long?”

“Well, we can guess.” Jon shifted in his chair. He seemed tired and restless, as he always did when he’d missed a few days at the gym. “Three years is a long, long time. She was delusional. Hallucinating. Obviously psychotic. And obviously a danger to herself.”

Claire leaned forward. “But was she always that way? And who was she really? Did she have any family? Did she leave any children behind?”

Jon gave her a wry smile. “You really can’t let go of this, can you?”

She ran her fingertip around the rim of her own Coke can. “I think I need to understand, for my own peace of mind, why she would do what she did.”

Jon balled up his lunch bag and tossed it, with perfect aim, into the wastepaper basket in the corner. “Two points,” he said with a satisfied nod of his head. He looked at Claire again. “Maybe you need to prepare yourself for the fact that there might not be any answers.”

She barely heard him. She looked out the window at the snow-covered trees. “Margot St. Pierre,” she said. “Someone once cared enough about her to give her a beautiful name.”
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Seattle, Washington

A cold Seattle rain was falling outside Lassiter Hospital for Children as Vanessa Gray stepped through the automatic doors into the lobby. She closed her umbrella and pulled the scarf from her straight blond hair before walking toward the elevator. The traffic had been abysmal, and she was going to be more than a little late for rounds. But then, she was the attending physician in the adolescent unit; they would not start without her.

The four men and two women, all in their early to mid-twenties, were sitting in a half circle on the plastic and chrome chairs in the small conference room. The junior resident, one fellow, two interns, and two medical students all wore their white jackets, crisp and bright against the dark blue chairs. They were laughing when she opened the door, but quickly sobered. They had started their new rotation in adolescent medicine a couple of weeks earlier. None of them was certain yet how much levity she would allow. She knew they had heard about her. She was certain they’d been subjected to numerous tales of her mercurial temper, her attention to detail, her high expectations of her staff, and her unrelenting advocacy for her patients.

She sat down in the empty chair nearest the door. At thirty-eight, she felt far older than any of these green young doctors and students, and the feeling was not in the least unpleasant. She nodded across the room to red-haired Pete Aldrich, the resident. With pale, lightly freckled hands, Pete opened one of the charts resting on his lap.

“Couple of new admits,” he said. “A new anorexic in one-oh-three. Fifteen-year-old female. Electrolyte imbalance. Bradycardia. Dehydrated. Eighty-three pounds at five-three. She’s—”

“Does she have a name?” Vanessa interrupted him. She had one mounting concern about Pete Aldrich. He was bright—perhaps brilliant—but he tended to see his patients as little more than symptoms and diagnoses and treatment plans.

“Shelley Collier. She’s a pacer. Paced the halls all night. Actually tried to run through the unit, but the nurses stopped her.”

Vanessa sat back in her chair and looked around the group. “So, what should we do about Ms. Collier?”

“Prohibit exercise?” The female medical student spoke timidly.

“The nurse should be with her while she eats,” the fellow added.

“She threw up her breakfast,” Pete said.

“She can’t use the bathroom for an hour after her meals,” Vanessa said. “If she won’t eat, give her osmolite. If she doesn’t drink the osmolite within fifteen minutes, tube-feed her. Has a psychotherapist been assigned to her yet?”

“She was in to see her this morning.”

“Good. Keep me posted on her. Who’s the other admit?”

Pete opened a second chart. “Fourteen-year-old male CF, in for a tune-up. Been having increasingly hard time breathing at home. Hasn’t been able to go to school and”—Pete caught himself and quickly glanced at the name on the chart—“Jordan Wiley,” he said.

“Ah, Jordy.” Vanessa let a sad smile pass over her face. Jordan Wiley had not been admitted to the hospital in two, maybe three, months, but he had been a regular visitor during the three years she’d been at Children’s. The thought of him being once again under her care gave her both pain and pleasure. He was a terrific kid whom she could not help but admire. She had never seen such strength and courage in a patient. But no amount of bravado would save Jordy from the inevitable. He had cystic fibrosis. His breathing was always a struggle. It was anyone’s guess which admission to the hospital would be his last. Leaning forward, she questioned Pete closely about his condition.

Pete looked down at his notes. “He’s very small for his age—looks about ten or eleven—with a deformed chest. He’s having trouble breathing, but he’s not cyanotic. Nail beds are pink.”

She could picture those nails, overlarge and thick from lack of oxygen. She remembered the rounded shoulders and protruding sternum—the result of Jordy’s struggle to draw in air.

“Really junky lungs,” Aldrich continued. “Coughing up huge amounts of mucus. Good appetite, though. He ate an enormous breakfast—I mean, this kid can pack it away—and then threw it up after he was percussed.”

“He shouldn’t be percussed too soon after his meals,” Vanessa said.

“That’s exactly what he said.” Pete looked amazed at hearing the same words from her mouth. “He’s really an irritating kid. He tells you what you should be doing for him, and he asks questions about everything. What kind of antibiotic is he getting, shouldn’t the dosage be different, and on and on. Thinks he knows more than we do, you know?” He looked at one of the interns for support, and the young woman nodded in agreement.

Vanessa crossed the circle to take the chart from Pete’s hand. “I would guess he does know more than you about his condition,” she said, sitting down again. “He probably knows more than the six of you put together. Possibly more than the seven of us. He’s been studying cystic fibrosis longer than you have, Dr. Aldrich.” She opened the chart but did not look inside. “He’s an expert,” she said. “I suggest you listen to him.”

She wanted to see Jordy herself. After rounds, she walked to the room he was sharing with another young-looking fifteen-year-old, a kidney patient. She stood in the doorway. Jordy was sitting in his bed, hunched over a pillow. He was turning the pages of the comic book lying on the mattress in front of him. He looked worse than she had ever seen him. He was a tiny, gaunt figure in the large bed. His skin was a pasty, papery white. His frizzy dark hair was pulled into a small ponytail at the back of his neck. She masked her distress at seeing him look so sick.

“Hey, kid,” she said from the doorway.

He looked up from the comic book and grinned. “You gotta get me out of here, Dr. Gray. My scout troop is going to this midwinter encampment in two weeks, and I’ve gotta be there.”

She smiled as she walked toward his bed. He had timed this. A typical “tune-up” for a typical CF kid was fourteen days. He wanted to be in the best shape he could for his encampment. She pulled the curtain between his bed and that of his sleeping roommate.

“Dr. Aldrich said you had to stop going to school.”

“Is he the one with the red hair? He wouldn’t listen to me. I told him I’d puke if I had percussion after breakfast.”

“I heard. It won’t happen again.”

“You can sit.” Jordy scooted toward the side of his bed to make room for her as she sat down. She would never have sat there without his invitation. She had chewed out more than one medical student for sitting on a bed without the permission of its occupant, invading the only space these kids had to call their own.

“So what’s this about school?” she asked again.

Jordy let out a ragged-sounding sigh. “It’s worse than ever,” he said, and she knew he was referring to his condition. “I can’t lie down anymore. I can’t breathe that way. Have to sleep sitting up. And I can’t get up the stairs.”

“Should you have come in sooner?” She thought—although could not have sworn to it—that there was a faint bluish tint to his lips.

“Probably,” he admitted.

She noticed the small gold hoop in his left ear. “Where’d this come from?” She touched it lightly.

“You like it? Kinda cool, huh?”

“Kinda.” She felt the threat of tears in the back of her throat and behind her eyes. He would never fit in, this boy. At one time, when he was very small, he had. But his classmates had grown and played hard and flourished while he had stayed small, his body weakening, almost month by month. The earring was his attempt at normalcy. “You are definitely one of the coolest kids I know, Jordy.”

“Jordan.” He corrected her with a grimace.

“Oh. Jordan.” She had a vague memory of him telling her during his last hospitalization that he no longer wanted to be called by his nickname. He thought it made him sound too young.

“So, um, who else has been in?” There was trepidation in his voice, as there always was when a CF kid asked about other patients he might remember from previous hospitalizations. She rattled off a few names of kids he knew, updating him on how they were doing, before telling him, gently, that Holly Marx had died during her last stay.

“Damn.” He shook his head and looked down at his comic book. A patch of red formed on his throat, and his nostrils flared. “That sucks, man,” he said. “That really sucks.”

Vanessa nodded. “I know.”

He looked up at her, the look in his eyes a mixture of anger and fear. “Dr. Gray?”

“Yes?”

“I really want to go on that encampment.”

She smiled, squeezing his knee as she got to her feet. “We’ll do our best to get you there, Jordan,” she said.

It was dark when she left the hospital that night, but she took the time to stop at a stationery store to pick up a card for Brian. He would be home when she got there, after five days on the road. She wanted to celebrate, as she always did, his safe return. She hated those trips, knowing he was almost constantly in the air. Despite the safety record of commercial flights and the fact that he was one of the best pilots ever born, she could not relax until he was securely grounded in the town house they’d shared for the past two years.

She read more than a dozen cards before finding one that had the right tone. It was clearly, strongly, loving, but without demands or expectations. Brian regularly invited her to ask more of him, but she was not yet ready to make herself that vulnerable.

It was after seven when she pulled into the garage of their town house, the garage her car shared with the metal pipes from Brian’s soccer goal, along with his varied collection of balls and bats and tennis rackets. He’d finally given up rugby this year—the week after he turned forty—but as far as Vanessa could tell, Brian Everett had simply channeled his passion for rugby into the other sports he loved.

Stepping out of the car, she could smell the aroma of something Oriental—soy sauce and sesame oil—and she smiled to herself. He was cooking. He was in a good mood, as happy to be home as she was to have him there.

He greeted her at the door, spatula in hand, and pulled her into an embrace. Soft piano music from the stereo in the den filled the air around them as she kissed him, slipping the card into the wide pocket of his smock-style apron for him to find later. Brian liked surprises.

“I’ve missed you something fierce,” he said.

She stepped into the kitchen and took off her coat, draping it over a chair. Then she wrapped her arms around him again, and for a moment she was aware only of the warmth of his body against hers, the sensation of his lips pressing hard and hungrily on her own.

He drew away from her. A lock of brown hair fell over his forehead, and there was a smile on his boyish face. “Let’s skip dinner,” he said.

“But it smells so good.”

“Later.” He turned off the heat under the wok, then put his arms around her again. “How about right here in the kitchen, huh?” He nuzzled her neck. “Have you ever made love on the kitchen floor?”

“Uh-uh.” She had, but not in a very long time. She barely remembered the man, and “making love” was probably not an accurate description of what had occurred between them.

She tapped her foot on the tile floor. “It’ll be awfully hard, though,” she said.

“It’s extremely hard.” He took her hand from around his neck and drew it toward the front of his pants. “Want to see?”

She laughed, and their hands butted up against the card in his pocket.

“What’s this?” He pulled out the card and opened it, reading it to himself. His face grew serious for a moment, and he pulled her back into a crushing embrace. “I love you, too, Van.” His voice was husky, and for the second time that day she felt the threat of tears.

It was another minute before Brian let go of her. “So,” he said, “the floor? I have to warn you, though. I’ve been replacing your birth control pills with placebos.”

Vanessa shook her head with a smile, taking his hand. “Come on.” She led him toward the hallway, and without protesting further, he followed her into the bedroom.

She made a quick stop in the bathroom, and by the time she emerged, Brian had lit a candle and set it on the dresser. She undressed and joined him on the queen-sized water bed. They kissed for a long time, so long that her body began seeking more from him. Her legs twined around his; her arms circled his back to pull him closer. But just as Brian’s hand came to rest on her breast, his fingers grazing her nipple, the phone rang on the night table.

She lifted her head to see which line was ringing. The red light blinked above line two—her hospital line. It had to be important. She groaned.

“Ignore it,” Brian said.

“You know I can’t.” She reached for the telephone and spoke into the receiver. “Vanessa Gray.”

“Van, it’s Darcy.”

Vanessa rolled onto her back, frowning. This could not be urgent. Darcy Frederick was the executive officer at Lassiter responsible for a variety of tasks, including fundraising and legislation related to children. She was also Vanessa’s after-work running partner. It was unusual, though, for Darcy to call her at home.

“What’s up?” she asked. Brian was playing with her hair, lifting it up, letting it fall from his hand. In the candlelight, she could see the strands of gold slipping through his fingers.

“Bad news, Van,” Darcy said. “Sorry to bother you at home, but I wanted you to hear it from me first.”

Vanessa braced herself. She knew that Darcy was not talking about a patient; she was talking about the hospital’s purse strings. The administrators had been meeting for days to determine where to make cuts.

It felt suddenly chilly in the room, and she tugged the sheet up over her shoulders. “Spit it out,” she said.

“The AMC Program.”

Adolescents Molested as Children. Vanessa shut her eyes. “What about it?” she asked, although she was certain she knew.

“I’m so sorry, Van. They cut it.”

“You mean, completely?” Vanessa opened her eyes to find Brian looking at her, a frown on his face.

“Yes.”

“Uh-uh.” Vanessa sat up. “That is absolutely unacceptable.”

“You talk like you have some say in the matter,” Darcy said.

“They cannot cut the AMC.” She heard Brian groan as he realized what she and Darcy were talking about.

“I fought for it, Van,” Darcy said, “but I was alone out there. I know it’s your pet project, but they just don’t get it. ‘Lassiter has bigger fish to fry.’ That’s a direct quote.”

“But it’s a preventive program,” Vanessa argued. That had been the approach she’d taken when she’d initially started the fight for funding not much more than a year ago. The thought of going through that all over again was exhausting. Yet the arguments poured out of her mouth easily. “The kids who try to kill themselves, or starve themselves, or—”

“I know, I know.” Darcy interrupted her. She sounded tired, and Vanessa pictured her taking off her thick glasses, rubbing her blue eyes. “You don’t have to sell me on it, Van. And you might
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