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Samantha Avery couldn’t believe her luck in
finding the wedding dress.

She studied herself in the oxidized mirror
of the church’s changing room. The ivory tint flattered her
cinnamon hair and amber eyes, and she loved the high, lace-trimmed
collar and sensual low back. The gown fit her slender frame as if
tailor-made.

She’d found it after a search of only two
days, which was a good thing, because that was all the time she’d
had.

“It’s unheard of,” said Alice, the maid of
honor, as she examined Samantha’s corsage. “I mean, walking into
the bridal shop and finding this dress unclaimed and put on sale
that very day!”

“I guess so,” Samantha agreed. “But then, I’ve never
bought a wedding dress before.”

“Well, I have. Two of them.” Alice touched
up Samantha’s hair with a styling comb. “What you’ve done is
nothing short of a miracle.”

“Maybe it’s a lucky sign,” she said.

“Of course it is.” Alice’s manner was
reassuringly hearty.

“But it’s kind of sad, too, don’t you think?”
Bridesmaid Mary Anne, their red-haired co-worker, brought over
Samantha’s ivory hat. “Someone must have called off her wedding at
the last minute.”

Alice, whose two marriages had crashed and
burned, adjusted the hat atop the bride’s hair. “She probably took
a good look at the guy and ran for the border.”

“Thanks.” Samantha made a wry face. “You’re
so encouraging.”

“You’ll do fine,” said Alice. “And if you
don’t, you can always get a divorce.”

“I suppose.” Samantha appreciated her
friends’ support. She’d only known them for three months, since she
started working as a clerk at Speed West Airlines here in San
Diego, California. But she rarely stayed in one place long enough
to feel close to anyone, and these two were an exception.

“You make a beautiful bride,” Mary Anne
added wistfully.

“Thank you.” Staring into the mirror,
Samantha was surprised to find she appeared untroubled, even
serene. In reality, she had mixed feelings about marriage in
general and this one in particular.

She glanced around the room. It looked like
what it was: a spare office in a small church, equipped with a few
folding chairs, a desk, some hooks for clothing, a tarnished mirror
and a vase of dusty artificial flowers.

What on earth was she doing here?

Since being consigned to a boarding school
as a teenager, Samantha had never been comfortable staying in one
location long. Nothing invigorated her like getting on an airplane
and heading for a country she’d never visited before.

As a child, she’d believed in happily ever
after. As an adult, she found that variety was the spice of
life.

She loved sultry music, foreign languages,
steamy climates, suave men who kissed her hand, exotic restaurants
and unusual varieties of cheesecake. Throw in some historic sites
and offbeat boutiques, and a job so she could afford it all, and
Samantha was in heaven.

So why was she walking down the aisle with
Hank Torrance, a man she’d met less than a week ago? Getting
hitched hadn’t been on Samantha’s radar when she returned to the
states after the hotel in Costa Rica where she’d handled customer
relations had closed unexpectedly.

Her scant savings had carried her only this
far north. She’d been lucky to land the airline job, and had begun
saving for another adventure in a land where her dreams might come
true. Those dreams involved a beach, a margarita and a darkly
brooding man. And, of course, love at first sight.

Five days ago, she’d treated herself to a
weekend at an Acapulco resort. There, on a beach where attendants
plied her with margaritas, she’d met darkly brooding Hank, a
financial consultant who also lived in San Diego.

The night after they met, he’d sent dozens
of roses to fill Samantha’s hotel room. The second night, he hired
a guitar player to serenade them while a waiter served a private
meal on her balcony.

From the beginning, Hank had worn a smitten
expression that touched her heart. Samantha’s previous
suitors—she’d survived quite a few—never treated her with such
lavish care. Never before had she felt cherished and swept
away.

When he proposed, Samantha accepted on
impulse. After all, he was deliciously romantic. Besides, some of
the best marriages she’d seen had resulted from brief courtships,
while some of the worst followed years of cohabitation.

A little of her confidence had ebbed since
returning to San Diego, but it didn’t pay to torture herself with
doubts. Taking a plunge into the unknown suited her.

On the church’s old radio playing in the
background, a slow sad melody began. “Isn’t there any cheerful
music?” Samantha grumbled. “This feels like a funeral.”

Mary Anne turned the dial until she hit a
more upbeat song. “Is that better? I hope this is the happiest day
of your life. I only wish I…oh, never mind.” A shy, heavyset woman
in her early thirties, Mary Anne rarely dated.

Samantha hugged her, despite the risk of
wrinkling her gown. “If men had any brains, you’d have been snapped
up long ago. You’re a real prize!”

Mary Anne’s delighted smile was her reward.
Well, she’d spoken the truth.

The song on the radio faded, and an
announcer launched into the news. “Police claim to have found a key
piece of evidence in yesterday’s daring daylight robbery of a La
Jolla jewelry store. So far, they aren’t revealing what it is.

“This was the third in a string of robberies
by a pair of masked bandits. Although no one has been injured,
police say close to a million dollars in jewels are missing.”

Mary Anne clicked the radio off. “Who needs
to listen to that?”

“I hope they catch those jerks.” Alice
scowled. “They took my neighbor’s ring. She was crying last night
when she told me about it. It was a family heirloom she was having
resized for her daughter.”

“What kind of ring?” Mary Anne asked.

“She showed me a picture. There was a tiny
circle of diamonds around the most gorgeous emerald. On the inside
is the date, 1925, and her great-grandmother’s name. Can you
imagine handing that down for ninety years and then some creep
steals it?”

“I wonder what evidence they found at the
robbery scene?” Samantha mused.

“With any luck, the idiot dropped his
wallet,” suggested Mary Anne.

“Maybe he dropped his pants,” said Alice,
and they all laughed.

They could hear guests arriving in the
foyer. It wasn’t a big wedding by any stretch of the imagination.
Samantha had invited her co-workers, but her father and stepmother
couldn’t come all the way from Germany, where her father worked for
an American import company.

Hank hadn’t said who he was inviting, except
to mention that he and his parents didn’t get along. Too bad.
Samantha wished she had met her future in-laws.

But she’d always trusted her instincts, and
so far, they had led to an interesting life. She’d been a
chambermaid in Florence, a translator in Berlin, a companion to an
elderly British lady in Bombay and a saleslady in Hong Kong.

Now she was ready for a new
experience—marriage. That must be why she hadn’t experienced her
usual claustrophobia at being stuck in one place too long. She
traced the panic back to her teenage years when her parents, afraid
their globe-hopping would deprive her of an education, had
committed Samantha to a boarding school in Switzerland.

Some girls thrived on the experience, but
Samantha had felt the walls closing in. She’d spent the days
struggling to stay awake while teachers droned on, and the evenings
in her room memorizing dry facts. Her few forbidden forays into a
nearby village had been punished with evenings of solitary
confinement.

Since then, she couldn’t tolerate being
chained to one place or one person. But this was different. Judging
by Hank’s generosity and outgoing nature, marriage to him should be
an adventure.

Mary Anne checked the foyer and tiptoed
back. “They’re all sitting down.” Through the open door, Samantha
heard the organist playing “We’ve Only Just Begun.”

“The wedding march is next!” she said. “Come on,
guys.”

Since there was no one to give her away, she
and Hank had decided to march down the aisle together. But when she
emerged, the entrance hall stood empty.

Had she been left at the altar? Samantha was
surprised to feel a twinge of relief. It’s just nerves.
“Alice, peek in and see if you spot him.”

Her friend sneaked over to the sanctuary
door. “Oh, my gosh, he’s standing by the minister! He must have
forgotten your arrangement.”

Samantha let out an exasperated sigh. How
annoying.

“There’s something else,” Alice muttered as
she returned.

“What is it?” Samantha asked.

“He’s bald.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Well, not entirely bald. He’s got some hair
around his ears. But the top part, well, it must have blown off or
something.”

Hank wore a toupee? Samantha wished he’d
told her. What other secrets was he keeping?

So much for her long-cherished image of a
beach, a margarita and a man with a thick head of hair. Still, she
wasn’t marrying his coiffure, for goodness’ sake.

“We’ve Only Just Begun” ended and the
organist segued into the wedding march.

“Oh, dear,” said Mary Anne. “What do we
do?”

Samantha held her head high. “We’ll go down
the aisle together. Come on!” Linking arms with an amused Alice and
an embarrassed Mary Anne, she dragged her friends forward.

The guests turned to stare as they sauntered
down the aisle three abreast. It was a tight squeeze. Mary Anne
angled sideways and scissored her way along, while Alice had to
keep dodging the flower holders that jutted from the pews.

Samantha’s cheeks heated. They must resemble
a tipsy band of bar hoppers after a long night.

Plus, there was hardly anyone on the groom’s
side of the church. A couple of street people had wandered in for a
place to sit, and a woman in a peach-colored dress and a veil sat
near the back. Not much of a family she was joining, was it?

Sheer terror hit her halfway down the aisle. A thick
lump constricted Samantha’s throat and she had to fight to breathe.
She could hear the clang of a prison door slamming shut.

Stop it! She tightened her grip on
Alice and Mary Anne. You aren’t signing your life away. If
things don’t work out, you can always leave.

She sucked in a ragged gulp of air as her
throat unclenched. The remnants of panic tingled through her
fingertips and bled away.

Alice clucked to her encouragingly and
quickened her step. Samantha struggled to keep pace, while Mary
Anne had to break into a skip to avoid playing crack-the-whip.

Joey, the clerk-trainee from the office, let
out a loud guffaw. Samantha couldn’t blame him.

When they reached the altar, the minister
wore a slightly stunned expression, but Hank didn’t seem to notice
anything amiss. He puffed out his chest and whispered, “Lookin’
good, babycakes.” Where was the tenderness and respect she’d
cherished last weekend? He reminded her of a rooster about to
crow.

A bald rooster, at that.

“Where’s your rug?” she whispered back.

He patted his smooth pate. “Little accident.
Sorry.”

Couldn’t a financial adviser afford a spare
toupee? she wondered, but the minister had begun speaking.

The words of the ceremony flew by. If
Samantha hadn’t heard them a hundred times in old movies, she could
never have followed them.

The climactic moment arrived. “Do you,
Samantha, take Hank ...”

Her heartbeat speeded and her head spun.
Every instinct cried out to turn tail and flee. But this was
irrational. Surely almost every bride felt this way as she
relinquished her freedom. “I do,” Samantha said firmly.

“And do you, Hank ...”

“You betcha,” he said.

Couldn’t he just stick to the traditional “I
do”? Every hint of sophistication had vanished. He’d lost his hair
and forgotten to meet her in the foyer. She hoped he hadn’t
misplaced the ring, too.

No, there it was, emerging from his pocket.
With a showmanlike flourish, Hank slid it onto her finger.

The ring was heavy and a little too large,
which was understandable, since Hank hadn’t asked her ring size. Or
her preference in stones, either.

She glanced down, intrigued and then shocked
to see a perfect circlet of diamonds around an old-fashioned,
square-cut emerald. It was unusual, distinctive…and almost
certainly stolen. How could Hank have bought a ring that had been
taken in a robbery yesterday?

Samantha’s fears ignited. A financial
consultant with no colleagues at the wedding. With no family to
introduce her to. Without enough money for a spare toupee.

She slid off the ring and angled it so the
light shone on the inscription inside. Everyone must be puzzling
about what she was doing, but Samantha didn’t care.

The engraving read: To Letitia, 1925.

She stepped back, glowering at Hank. His
mouth tightened and his eyes narrowed as if in warning. She’d never
seen this expression on his face before. He looked, well,
threatening.

“Liar!” she shouted. “You aren’t a financial
consultant--you’re a jewel thief!”

She flung the ring at him, picked up her
skirt and raced up the aisle. As she ran into the street and
flagged a startled motorist, it occurred to her what evidence the
police had recovered at the jewelry store.

It was Hank’s toupee.

 


 


 


 CHAPTER TWO

 


 


From the rise where Kieran French stood, the
construction site resembled the ruins of an ancient city. Just as
in a photo he’d seen of Pompeii, he could trace the outlines of
streets and the shapes of buildings defined by their
foundations.

But this was a town of the future, not the
past—the culmination of five years’ hard work. He had never
imagined that now, on the brink of bringing a new community to
life, he would face losing it.

The edges of the fax paper cut into Kieran’s
callused palm. He refused to give up Hidden Hot Springs, even if he
had to bankrupt himself fighting for it.

“Taking the day off?”

Startled, he swung around to face Pete
Zuniga, the solidly built foreman. “Just daydreaming.” Kieran
lapsed into a sheepish smile. The responsibility for developing the
town and resort weighed heavily on his shoulders, but he had a fond
place for Pete, a buddy from their college days at the University
of California, San Diego. “What can I do for you?”

Pete’s brown eyes twinkled in his tanned
face. “Actually, I’m here as kind of a delegate.”

Up the slope behind him trailed a couple of
construction workers named Mack and Ernie. Hanging back, his thin
face tinged with scarlet, was Lew Jolson, the project
architect.

“What’s this?” Kieran joked. “Palace
revolt?”

“Hell, no.” Removing his cap, Pete wiped his
forehead. Although it was only June, the temperatures in this
inland valley soared into the 90s. “I mean, not exactly.”

“We’re lonely,” said Mack.

“Yeah?” Kieran shot him an amused glance.
“You guys miss me that much? I’ve only been up here half an
hour.”

Lew chuckled. “He didn’t mean for you.”

Kieran had an idea what was coming. The men
grumbled that their backbreaking schedule, six days a week, didn’t
leave time to meet women. Not that they were likely to find any in
this remote inland locale.

A lot of these guys were in their thirties,
like Kieran, and had long ago lost interest in the bar scene. Some
were divorced; others had suffered through other types of failed
relationships. They’d all had reasons for signing onto this
project, but the entertainment value of video games and target
shooting in the desert was wearing thin after months of isolation.
On-line dating didn’t meet their needs, either, not when it
required several hours of driving each way just to meet someone for
coffee.

He’d heard them complaining at night in the
recreation hall: Where did you meet an old-fashioned girl, the kind
you might want to settle down with?

“I presume you have a proposal?” he said.
Better to let them get this off their chests, although he didn’t
see how they could spare even a few days’ vacation if they were to
meet their construction schedule.

“Yeah, well .. . uh.” Pete stuck his hands
in his pockets like an embarrassed kid. “Some of the guys saw a
news item about a bunch of women who went up to Alaska in search of
husbands. Like mail-order brides in the old West.”

“You planning to hijack their plane?” Kieran
shook his head. “Our airstrip won’t be ready for months.”

“Hey!” Ernie objected. “I’m not hijacking no
plane.”

“He’s kidding,” Lew said. “But think about
it. Why not post an ad?”

“For mail-order brides?” Kieran enjoyed a
joke as well as the next fellow, but…

“Only to show we’re serious,” Lew
responded.

“It ought to get their attention,” Pete
agreed.

“Yeah, like rolling on the floor laughing.”
Kieran wondered if they’d suffered a mild form of sunstroke.

“It’s worth a try.” Lew’s earnest expression
took the edge off Kieran’s mirth. “We’ll hold a dance at the rec
hall and serve cookies and coffee.”

“Beer,” said Mack. “Gotta have beer.”

“What kind of lady’s going to come out here
and drink beer?” snapped Ernie.

“What kind of lady’s going to come out here,
period?” Kieran pointed out. “I know how frustrated you all are,
but in four months we’ll have the hotel built. Some of the shops
will open, and there’ll be jobs for women.”

“The guys are tired of waiting,” Pete said.
Below, other workers huddled in the scant shade, eating their
lunches while casting glances in Kieran’s direction. “We got over a
hundred lonely men, and considering they’re shareholders, they’re
pretty much committed for the duration.”

“The duration” could last several additional
years. Plans called for a movie complex, a mini mall, a golf
course, a school, and private houses and condominiums to replace
the trailers and old cabins where most of the men lived.

But unless something changed soon, there
wouldn’t be any children to attend that school. A few married men
had joined the project early on, but they’d dropped out when their
wives rebelled against the isolation.

Kieran shrugged. “You want to hold a dance
and advertise for dates, go right ahead. But you might wait until
Halloween, because what shows up could be scary.”

“It’s worth a try.” Pete slapped his cap
back into place. “Thanks, Kier.”

“Think nothing of it.”

As the men turned away, Lew added, “You
should drop by. A little feminine companionship wouldn’t do you any
harm, either.”

Kieran gave him a distant nod. Getting mixed
up with a woman was the last thing he needed right now. It could be
hard living alone, but although he had the normal masculine urges,
he channeled his energy into work.

By the time the men trooped out of earshot,
Kieran’s thoughts had returned to the fax. Beatrice French
Bartholomew. There was the kind of feminine companionship a man
could live without. It was just like his cousin to turn up now,
trying to claim an inheritance to which she had no right.

Five years ago, Kieran’s uncle, Albert French, had
left him Hidden Hot Springs. The inheritance had arrived
unexpectedly, at a low point in Kieran’s life. His construction
company was drowning in red ink and his fiancée had deserted
him.

Initially, he’d been dubious about the value of the
crumbling resort along the back roads of San Diego County. While
producing zero income, it had saddled him with a hefty tax
bill.

Then, on a trip to clear out his uncle’s possessions
from an old shack, Kieran was struck by the possibilities of the
hot springs and the surrounding canyon. Secluded among pepper
trees, the site reflected an older, gentler time. During the 1920s,
it had been a popular getaway for the Hollywood set. The Great
Depression had siphoned off its business, until a facelift during
the 1950s drew renewed patronage. In the Sixties, however, changing
fashions and new resorts along the coast had forced its
closure—permanently, so it seemed.

But the beauty remained. The spring water
ran hot and clear, a luxury for relaxation and bathing.
Furthermore, Hidden Hot Springs was only a few hours’ drive away
from millions of residents of San Diego and Orange counties.

With the right convention and resort
facilities, it could turn into a money-maker. But he’d required
capital.

Rejected by bankers and investors, Kieran
hit on a scheme. Many of his friends were in construction and
related fields. Like pioneers of old, they could pool their money
and expertise to build the community themselves. He’d offered
shares in lieu of cash, and found plenty of takers.

He’d spent years drawing up plans, securing
permits and putting utilities in place. They’d broken ground last
winter on a hotel and hoped to complete it by fall, when the
tourist season began.

And now Albert’s troubled daughter, Beatrice
French Bartholomew, had reappeared.

She’d been estranged from her father for
more than a decade, after a series of run-ins with the law,
including an arrest for a fraudulent investment plan. After she
escaped prosecution by testifying against her partners, she’d
borrowed thousands of dollars from her father to pay her bills,
money that he couldn’t afford, and never repaid it. Albert had been
forced to live on this tumbledown property in a cabin barely fit
for occupancy. No wonder he’d excluded her from the will.

Then, this morning, Kieran had received news
from his attorney that she’d filed suit, claiming he had taken
advantage of his uncle when Albert was ill and feebleminded. Ill
and feebleminded? That old coot had hiked three miles with Kieran a
month before he died, and beaten him at Scrabble, too.

The problem was, the will had been
handwritten and witnessed by a couple of transients who couldn’t be
found. The will was also imprecise, leaving the property to “Kieran
French and his wife” in anticipation of a marriage that had never
taken place.

Beatrice’s suit included the contention
that, since Kieran had no wife, the will was invalid. Nonsense, but
annoying nonsense. The woman would seize on any pretext to try to
take his property.

Kieran would see Beatrice in hell before he
gave her Hidden Hot Springs. Losing the land wouldn’t just hurt
him, it would cheat a lot of good men who’d trusted him.

Let them have their dance. Hey, he hoped
that damn thing worked out. Maybe they’d draw a few nice ladies,
although that would surprise him. In any case, Kieran French didn’t
have time to get mixed up with women, nice or not.

Somehow, he had to prove that Uncle Albert
really meant for him to have this property.

*

“Mail-order brides? Somebody must be
joking.” Samantha’s boss held out his phone. “Look at that!”

She glanced at the website notice on the
screen. It read: “Mail-Order Brides! A hundred red-blooded men need
WOMEN for serious relationships. Come to our mixer! Friday, 8 p.m.,
Recreation Hall, Hidden Hot Springs.” There was a link to
directions.

“I’ll bet the place doesn’t exist,” Samantha
said. “It might be a mad mugger luring naïve women into the
underbrush.”

“You’re quite the skeptic,” observed Fred
Low, owner of Low’s Del Mar Travel.

“I have reason to be.”

Fred leaned on the edge of her desk. “I’ve
heard of it. They’re building a convention center out there.”

“Well, I can’t imagine who’d go for
something like that.” Samantha pictured a bunch of sweaty men
waiting to seize their hapless prey. “Certainly not me.”

Fred smiled. “Good. You’re an excellent
secretary. I’d like to keep you around a while longer.”

“Sure, if my ex-fiancé doesn’t catch up with
me.”

In the weeks since her interrupted wedding, Samantha
had changed jobs and moved a few miles north to the beach community
of Del Mar. Although Hank was locked up, his accomplice had escaped
detection, the stolen jewels were missing and Samantha remained the
only witness.

She could have kicked herself for flinging
that ring at him. It had disappeared, and the police hadn’t been
able to find any of the other loot. Only Samantha and the toupee
could link Hank to the robbery. Without her testimony, he was
likely to go free.

She missed her friends, but the deputy
district attorney said it was too dangerous to contact them. The
accomplice might be watching, and the trial was still a month away.
She’d had to dump her cell phone and have her mail forwarded to a
post office box rather than to her new apartment.

“You should be safe here.” Fred gazed out
the window, past shady residential streets to a glimmer of ocean.
“Del Mar’s a quiet town.”

“I’m counting on it.” The phone rang and
Samantha answered. “It’s for you,” she said. “That tour to the
British Isles.”

“Right.” He retreated to his office.

“You forgot your…” She lifted the tablet,
but he’d vanished into his office.

It amused her that Fred liked to read the
personal postings. He claimed he found them entertaining. Mary Anne
used to read the personal ads, she recalled fondly, missing her
friend. Both her friends.

She’d had to leave them behind. Then, after
the trial, Samantha hoped to fly off on another adventure. Last
week, she’d come across an ad for her dream job: working on the
recreation staff of a cruise ship out of Miami.

She’d applied at once. What could be more
fun than cruising from island to island on a boat full of delicious
food? The job started in August, by which date Hank’s trial should
be over.

When Samantha glanced at the tablet, the ad
leapt out. Mail-order brides! What kind of men would place an ad
like that? Your brainless macho types, she supposed. And what kind
of woman would answer? Might be interesting to find out, but she
had better things to do than drive to the middle of nowhere.

The phone rang again. It was a customer
checking on a cruise to Central America, and after that a man
called to book a trip to Nashville. Five o’clock arrived before
Samantha knew it.

She returned the tablet to Fred, although
not before sending herself a link to the ad. Just for laughs.

What a dull life I lead, she reflected as
she let herself out onto the second-floor open-air walkway. Here it
was Friday, and she didn’t dare go out to a club or even to the
movies.

Just wait till she sailed away in August.
Samantha could almost hear the steel drums of the West Indies and
taste the Jamaican rum.

Her thoughts broke off as something moved
below in the parking lot, near her red sports car. Samantha
frowned. What was that blond man doing?

Sunlight gleamed off a crowbar as he swung
it. He was going to smash the window!

“Stop!” Samantha yelled. “Robber!
Robber!”

When the man spun around, she gasped. There
was no mistaking the sharp planes of Hank’s face beneath the shaggy
wig. What was he doing out of jail? How had he found her?

Nobody outside the district attorney’s
office knew her whereabouts, and they’d assured her that the
information was closely guarded. The police had removed a GPS unit
clumsily—and illegally—positioned underneath the chassis of her
car.

A driving fury seized Samantha. How dare he
hunt her? What was he planning to do, destroy her car for
revenge?

Yes, he’d raised the crowbar again. Ignoring
the inner voice commanding her to call the police, she clattered
down the stairs. Her voice echoed across the parking lot. “Get away
from there! Crook! Thief!”

Several onlookers paused to watch. “Call the
police,” she ordered a man. He just stood there gaping.

Hank hefted the crowbar. “Stay away. I’ll
use this on you if I have to.”

Samantha broke her stride a few dozen feet away. Why
didn’t he flee? There were too many witnesses to attack her here,
or so she hoped, although they appeared too busy taking his picture
with their phones to call 9-1-1. And why was he wearing that
hideous wig? A man with brown eyes and dark stubble on his chin had
no business trying to pass for blond.

Hank marched toward her. “Unlock the car or
I’ll smash it.”

Samantha dodged back and braced herself.
She’d taken a self-defense class a few months ago, so she knew
exactly what to do.

She screamed.

It wasn’t some puny little “eek!” either.
She’d practiced in her car on the freeway, like the instructor
advised. What issued from Samantha’s throat was a bloodcurdling,
heart-pounding, ear-rending howl guaranteed to raise blood pressure
for miles around.

Upstairs, a door banged open. “What the hell
is going on?” demanded Fred’s nasal voice. “I’m calling the
cops!”

Hank balanced on the balls of his feet,
weighing his options, and then turned and ran. His wiry body—why
had she ever thought he was well-built?—vanished behind a parked
truck.

“And don’t come back!” yelled Samantha.

“Are you all right?”

She looked up toward the balcony. The
setting sun blared into her field of vision, obscuring Fred’s face.
“Yes, thanks to you. That was Hank. I’m sorry, but I have to find
somewhere else to hide.”

Her boss leaned over the railing,
disappointment twisting his mouth. “I don’t suppose you’d consider
returning when this is over?”

“With any luck, I’ll be headed for the
Caribbean.” Samantha waved. “Thanks for everything.”

She imagined she could hear Fred’s sigh
across the parking lot. The other motorists, perhaps disappointed
in the lack of TV-worthy action, had driven off.

Not until she turned on the ignition and
started to back out did Samantha realize her hands were shaking.
She could have been killed! In her anger, she’d acted like an
idiot.

Fred had come to the rescue. If Hank turned
up again, she might not be that fortunate. She had to find
somewhere to lie low. Someplace a whole lot more remote than Del
Mar.

She headed inland toward her apartment,
traveling well in excess of the speed limit. If Hank knew where she
worked, he might also have figured out where she lived. But she
refused to leave without her clothes.

The underground parking garage had a locked
gate, and Samantha let herself in with her card-key. She halted
beside the stairs and ran up two flights.

Letting herself into the apartment, she
checked for signs of an intruder. Then she called the district
attorney’s office on the disposable phone they’d given her.

As soon as the secretary, Mrs. Gray,
answered, Samantha identified herself. “Where’s Dick Enright?” He
was the deputy D.A. assigned to Hank’s case.

“I’m sorry, he’s left for the weekend.”

“Remember me?” Samantha pressed. “I’m the
only witness to that string of jewel robberies, and Hank Torrance
just tried to kill me.” A slight exaggeration, but it had the
desired impact.

Mrs. Gray gasped. “A judge set bail this
morning. He must have been released this afternoon. You should have
been notified.”

“Well, I wasn’t!”

“We’d better send a policeman to keep an eye
on you.” The secretary had a dry voice with a Midwestern accent.
The first time they spoke on the phone, Samantha had formed a
mental image of a sedate lady with graying hair pulled into a bun.
“Give me your location and I’ll take care of it. I’ll page Mr.
Enright, too.”

“Just give him a message,” Samantha said.
“I’m going into hiding again and this time there won’t be any
traces. I’ll check in by phone.”

“But Mr. Enright will want to know ...”

“See you at the trial.” Samantha hung up,
burning with anger and hoping she hadn’t directed too much of it at
poor Mrs. Gray.

Out of the closet came two suitcases covered
with travel stickers. Racing around the apartment, Samantha threw
her clothes and cosmetics into the bags with practiced speed. She’d
escaped a revolution in a small African country once, and the only
thing she’d accidentally left behind had been a collection of
matchbook covers from local nightclubs.

In went the blue garter, the white lace
stockings, and the darn wedding dress she hadn’t been able to
return for fear Hank’s accomplice would be watching. Since that hat
was too big for the luggage, Samantha stuck it in a shopping bag
and staggered out the door.

She piled everything into the car and zoomed
onto the street, her heart thudding. Where could she go? How was
she to find a new home and a job where she’d be safe when even the
district attorney’s office had let her down?

Her brain kicked into action. She could head
north a few miles toward Oceanside or beyond, to Orange County or
Los Angeles. Among all those millions of people, it should be easy
to disappear.

Then she spotted the gray sedan in her
rearview mirror.

She had never seen that particular vehicle
before, but there was no mistaking Hank at the wheel. The wig had
slipped to one side, so that he resembled a crazed refugee from a
Marx Brothers movie.

The signal light ahead flicked to yellow.
Samantha stomped on the gas and shot through.

Hank roared up on her tail. Since the sports
car could outrun him on an open road, he obviously wasn’t about to
give her the chance.

Samantha remembered the night before the
wedding, the only occasion when she’d let Hank drive her car. He’d
fussed at length with adjusting the seat, then screeched away from
the curb with breakneck acceleration. “Great wheels!” he’d
shouted.

The jerk had probably been planning to use
it for a getaway car.

Now Samantha’s mind worked feverishly. The
freeway was just ahead. If she drove north, she’d be stuck on a
straightaway with few exits. Too easy for Hank to force her
over.

Instead, she went south. Maybe in the welter
of freeways around San Diego, she could lose him.

Her hands slipped on the wheel. She’d better
to stay alert. If Hank didn’t kill her, an accident might.

That still left the problem of where to go
when she lost him. Preferably a place where, if he showed up,
people might protect her instead of standing around snapping cell
phone pictures.

As she charged up a ramp and merged into
traffic, a name popped into Samantha’s mind. Hidden Hot
Springs.

Hidden was part of its name. And if a
hundred burly construction workers couldn’t defend her, who could?
It was a bizarre idea, but the best she was likely to hit on.

Samantha wove between two trucks, trying to
stay out of bumping distance of Hank’s tubby sedan. He might be mad
enough to cause a crash, just for spite.

Why hadn’t she sensed his true character
during that wildly romantic interlude in Acapulco? Why on earth had
she believed she was ready to marry him?

Samantha gave a mental shrug as she shot
past a bus into the fast lane. She’d followed lots of impulses in
her twenty-eight years, and none had turned out as bad as this one.
Chalk it up to the luck of the draw.

In another minute she could branch onto a
freeway heading inland. From there, she’d be able to plot her way
into the hinterlands and click on the exact directions to Hidden
Hot Springs. But first she had to lose Hank.

A check of the mirrors showed him hanging a
few feet behind her rear bumper. He flashed his headlights. She
replied with a rude gesture.

The gray car edged forward. He was about to
override her bumper!

Samantha stepped on the gas and the sports
car leapt. To her surprise, Hank dropped back. A California Highway
Patrol car, identifiable by the white front door against a black
body, was approaching from the lanes on the right.

Samantha caught her breath, afraid he’d
activate his flashers. Her speedometer read seventy, over the limit
but not yet in the realm where a ticket was inevitable.

But seriously, shouldn’t she want him
to stop her? The patrolman could protect her from Hank. He might
also give her a ticket, though. Some people were like that.

The freeway transition lay dead ahead. If
she made it, she might escape Hank and avoid a ticket. Samantha hit
her turn signal, gave the patrolman a friendly wave and cut across
four lanes of traffic. As she darted onto the connector ramp, she
noticed a large truck blocking the patrol car from following.

The black and white had missed the turnoff,
and so had Hank.

Safe on the inland freeway, Samantha boosted
her speed to seventy-five. She was running for her life. Of course,
the patrolman might radio another car, but with luck nobody was
close enough to catch her.

When no gray sedan showed up during the next
ten minutes, she let her speed slacken. Her heart rate hopped and
thrummed on its gradual descent to normal.

Now to carry out her plan.

Pulling over, Samantha found map directions
to Hidden Hot Springs in her phone. As she rejoined the flow of
traffic, she tried to imagine all those muscular guys crowding a
recreation hall. She’d pick the biggest, beefiest one to be her
protector. A huge hunk of muscle without a brain in his head.

That was what she needed. Brawn without
brain.

Of course, there might be a few problems.
Exactly what was she going to do with him? Marry the lug?

Oh, well, Samantha thought. As Alice had
said, she could always get a divorce. And she already had the
dress.

 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


Kieran let the men off at six on Friday,
although they often worked later in summertime. Tonight there’d be
showering and shaving like nobody’s business around here.

He had to admit, posting the ad had boosted
morale. Even the toughest characters had sorted through their
collections for dance music, and during lunch hour he’d surprised
one big lug teaching another to dance behind some trees. Washing at
the pump in front of his cabin, Kieran smiled at the memory of
their red faces.

He’d been asked countless times if he
planned to show up tonight. His preference was to catch a “Star
Trek” rerun on Netflix via the satellite dish, but he supposed the
owner of Hidden Hot Springs ought to make an appearance. And, in
all honesty, he was curious to see what sort of women would
attend.

Although the posting hadn’t included a phone
number, several ladies had called construction headquarters to
confirm it wasn’t a joke. One mentioned she would be loading her
girlfriends into a van for the trip.

Kieran hoped she meant it. He’d hate for the
men to be disappointed.

In the fading light, he scrubbed his bare
chest with a towel. Although water pipes led to the cabin, over the
last few decades tree roots had reduced the flow to a trickle. For
most uses, Kieran came outside to pump groundwater.

And with no women around, he’d grown
accustomed to wearing casual attire. Now, for
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