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*Chapt er One*

"WHAT THE HELL!" Al ex jerked awake when his car left the road.

A tree branch slammed into the wi ndshield, cracking the glass. He
westled with the steering wheel. His foot m ssed the brake, and the car
pl owed a pat h through wai st-high corn

He turned the car sharply to the left and cursed the worn-out shocks
when his head banged the ceiling. Finally, he found the brake and stonped down
hard. The car cane to rest at the edge of a corn field beside County Road G29.
The perfect homecom ng

Hi s forehead resting on the steering wheel, he willed his pulse to
return to normal. The sound of his ragged breaths filled the car. Alex and the
'76 Mustang were apparently in one piece. He peered through spider-web
fractures in the w ndshi el d.

A msty rain veiled a shadowy skyline. Skyline? Hell, C ose, |lowa, was
too small to have a skyline, just a few lunps on the horizon with the water
tower hovering overhead like an alien space craft. Fromwhere Al ex sat, the
town | ooked the sanme as it had when he was twel ve, alnost twenty-five years
ago, the night he ran away.

He turned and | ooked behind him The road, straight and narrow,

di sappeared in the distance, obscured by ripening crops.

A qui ck wal k around the car confirmed he wasn't driving anywhere soon
The front end had sunk to the axle in nud. While he contenplated the
three-mle walk to town, the rain stopped and dusk passed into evening. The
Must ang' s headlights glowed brighter in the darkness. He got back in the car
and turned them of f.

Wal king didn't appeal to himand he didn't want to | eave the car. If
he'd been willing to do that, he would have left it in the garage and fl own
out. Besides, to pretend he was in a hurry now was |udicrous. He'd spent three
weeks driving from San Francisco to |owa.

VWhen he draped hinself over the steering wheel, sleep threatened to
drag hi munder again, but the hard surface dug into his chest and woke him He



funmbl ed t hrough Hershey w appers and Coke cans on the passenger seat for his
| eather flight jacket. After transform ng the steering wheel into a
serviceable pillowwith the jacket, he forced hinself to relax. The stale
snel |l of cigarettes envel oped hi m when he hugged the worn | eather

"CGod, what am | going to do?" Returning to lowa couldn't possibly be
t he answer.

A telegraminform ng himof his stepfather's death had sunmoned himto
Il owa, and his coworkers at the hospital encouraged himto | eave. They all but
threatened to pull his credentials. "It's just what you need. Get away from
work. What's there to worry about in | owa?"

His friends' innocent question brought home just how al one he was in
this world. Everyone who understood why he shoul dn't go back was dead. How
could he pay his respects to the man who had nurdered his nother?

He had missed his stepfather's funeral, but according to his
stepsister, Lorraine Bettencourt, everyone was waiting for him waiting for
the reading of Mles Bettencourt's wll.

Now, Alex admired the glow of distant street |ights against the black
sky. The wi ndshield broke the glow into a thousand points of |ight, each one
softened by the sheen of rain coating the glass. He brushed away the water
that came through the driver's side window and clung to his beard.

That settled it. It was raining and dark. Tonorrow he would face the
good peopl e of C ose. For now, he planned to shut the car wi ndow and get sone
sl eep, but after a few cranks, the w ndow stuck. One of the crotchety
Mustang's favorite tricks. A car for a younger man. One | ooking for adventure,
not for transportation

Cool rain continued to wet Alex's face. Then it stopped.

First, he looked to the front. The rain fell nore rapidly now Light
filtered through sheets of water and broken glass, filling the old car with
waveri ng patches of white. Sonmething stood at his left blocking the rain.
Sonething in the dark he had failed to notice until now

VWen he tried again to close the window, Al ex saw a hand snake through
the opening. He had tine only to pull the keys fromthe ignition before
fingers gripped his throat.

* * * %
"A CARl A CAR" The little girl junped up and down, and pointed through the
storefront w ndow

Skye left the sink of dirty dishes, and dried her hands on her jeans.
After fluffing her hair off her sweaty neck, she joined Christy, her charge
for the evening, at the front of the Senior Citizens' Center. Together, they
| ooked out the wi ndow.

Toni ght, Skye expected to see Shel don Seabr ook maki ng his weekly
appearance to pitch his great idea for solving her nmoney woes -- matrinony.
The hi gh school graduation ceremony had | et out hours ago. Tears threatened at
t he thought of the senior class filing into the gym |f she hadn't been laid
of f, she would have directed the band in "Ponp and G rcumnstance" instead of
Shel don.

The car the little girl pointed at wasn't Shel don's shiny red Camaro.
Red paint did peek through | ayers of rmud, but on a well-dented Mistang
attached to Marvin Fullerton's tow truck. Skye took Christy by the hand and
st epped onto the sidewal k.

Bef ore she could get out a greeting, Marvin junped fromhis truck,
surprisingly agile for a man five-foot-six who wei ghed nore than two hundred
pounds. He slammed the door on his cab and brushed past her into the Center

"Damedest thing | ever seen. Sorry, M ssus Devries. Darnedest thing
ever seen. Just like in the novies. W' d have thought it could happen here in
Cl ose. Feet kicking, bodies flying. Just like in some Bruce Lee flick. GCot
cof f ee?"

Her heart racing, Skye followed Marvin to the kitchen where he sat and
pull ed Christy onto his lap. Skye glanced at the ancient wall clock and
rem nded herself she'd talked to her fourteen-year-old stepson | ess than an



hour ago. Dirk was safe in bed.

"Well?" Marvin | ooked at Skye. Like sonme nedi eval herald, he required
paynment before sharing his news, and Skye would have to drag every word out of
him Mrvin |oved this gane.

She slid a cup of coffee across the table along with two donuts, one of
which the little girl took. Her prize in hand, Christy shinmmed out of
Marvin's lap and returned to the window to stare at the battered car.

"Al'l right, Marvin. Wiat's up?" Skye asked. \When Marvin didn't answer,
she dug anot her donut out of the box and dangled it in front of him "Ws
anyone hurt?"

Marvin took the donut and didn't open his mouth to speak until he
downed hal f of it. "Nobody hurt, not in the car anyway. Now the other guys,
the guys in the truck -- "

Skye | ooked out the kitchen pass-through to see if Christy was
listening. She had lost interest in the car and sat rocking on the floor
clutching her doll. Where was David Ritter? He'd promsed to pick up his
si ster hours ago.

"What guys?" she asked.

"M ght have been car jackers like you get in the city, but it seened
ki nd of personal to me. Close isn't the sort of place you pass through | ook'n
for trouble, and this guy's car wasn't much to | ook at, even before he ran it
in the ditch."

"Should I call the sheriff?" Skye cut in. Marvin could ranble for hours
if she didn't keep himfocused.

"Al ready done. The driver's going to give his official statement to
Sheriff Harley tonorrow. The guys in the truck got away. When | spotted 'em |
t hought this guy in the car was done for. If they'd had guns instead of knives

Skye cl eared her throat and gave Marvin her best teacher |ook. "Please,
start at the beginning, Marvin."

Marvin fol ded his hands around his cup and began again. "I was on Route
29, 'bout three miles out, on ny way to junp Terlouw s Ford. Mist still be
waiting. H's mssus left the lights on. Happens every time it rains. |'ve told

hima thousand tines --

Skye eased the donut box out of his reach

Marvin | ooked as resentful as a man could with a nouth coated in
powdered sugar. "l spotted this pick-up stopped on the side w thout lights.
Dangerous with this rain. Then, | saw this beat-up Mistang hal f-in, half-out
of Terlouw s corn field." He jerked his head to indicate the car behind his
tow truck.

"That's when | saw these two guys. Didn't notice me, even when ny
headl i ghts caught 'em Mist have been on sonething. Wred, you know? Then |
saw the driver, the guy attached to this here Mustang. Coul dn't hear
everything said, but one of the wired guys yelled at the driver to get on his
hands and knees. Al hell broke |oose after that. Kung Fu stuff. Just like in
the novies."

Christy appeared at the table and reached for the last of Marvin's

donut. He directed the rest of his story to the girl. "The nice man fought off
the bad men and sent themrunning for their truck. I wote down the |icense
nunber -- Illinois plates -- and gave it to Sheriff Harley."

Marvin puffed out his chest at his part in the excitenent. By tonorrow,
he woul d have enbellished the story with a hundred details. "Just think, it
al |l happened here in dose."

"Not really here," Skye protested. C ose was safe. It had to be. "You
were three nmiles outside of town, and you said the truck was from
out-of-state.”

Marvi n shrugged and stood. He took Christy with himto rummge through
t he donut box.

"So, where's he staying?" Skye asked.

"Who?" Marvin rmunbl ed through a mouthful of the | ast Boston cream



"The driver, Marvin. Were is the driver?"

"Mtel's full. Gaduation, you know. This guy -- Alex, he said -- is
fromCalifornia if you go by the car plates. He sounds sort of funny, though
like he's foreign, and | ooks a bit down on his |luck. Mist have everything he
owns in that car. I'mtaking it to the shop. Front axle's broke. Wndshield's
busted. Hope he's got sone noney, or friends."

Marvin could be such a fool. He'd left the poor nman on the street while
he scarfed donuts and coffee. "Watch Christy for me. I'lIl check on him"

Marvin called after her. "He was asleep, Ms. Devries. Didn't have the
heart to wake him"

Skye | ooked down Main Street, all three blocks of it. Except for her
bl ue pick-up and Marvin's tow truck and its |load, the rain-slicked street was
enpty.

Crcling Marvin's truck and the muddy Mustang, she noted California
pl ates and an expired registration sticker. The back seat was stuffed with
boxes of papers and books, thrown together as if the driver had left in a
hurry. Candy wrappers and soda cans filled the front passenger seat.

At | east she could scrape together dinner for the man. She hadn't
cl eaned out the pots left over from spaghetti night.

She stood on the running board to reach through the half-open w ndow of
Marvin's cab and gently shook Alex's shoulder. "Are you all right?"

He turned his head toward her, but didn't open his eyes. He | ooked
young. No, not exactly young. Fine lines around the eyes and nouth, an
occasional gray hair amd the dull black, nade himat least thirty.

Not young, but innocent, even with several days' growh of beard on his
pal e face. He'd carelessly secured his shoulder-length hair with a rubber
band, as if it had suddenly grown too | ong and he hadn't the time or the noney
to cut it.

This wasn't the big city, even if sone out-of-town hooligans had
attacked him People in Cose didn't sleep on the street, not even in their
cars. "Hey. You can't sleep here. Wake up."

No response.

She brushed a |l ock of hair from his cheek

Hi s |l ashes fluttered, revealing eyes bl oodshot and bruised fromlack of
sl eep, and he stretched his arnms overhead.

VWhen he opened his eyes fully, she realized she'd been hol di ng her
breath, trying to guess their color. "Brown," she nurnured

"Brown what ?" He yawned. Brown eyes, deep and dark, cane alive when he
| ooked her up and down.

Skye stepped back. Bl atant appraisals weren't new to her, but they
usual |y cane from gangly teenage boys. Coming froma full-grown nman, the
lingering gaze that flicked fromher head to her feet and slowy rose to
settle on her breasts sent sparks careening down her back

Wien he continued to stare, she crossed her arnms over her chest. "I
said town. You can't sleep in your car here in town. Conme in and I'll get you
a cup of coffee. It is Alex, isn't it?"

"That's what | told Marvin."

Deep and rich, his voice sent a new batch of shivers down her spine.
She stepped away when he opened the door. Standing close to a stranger set off
silent alarms. Skye swallowed hard as she rounded the front of the tow truck
and stepped onto the curb

"Your Marvin's an excitable nman."

She couldn't place his accent, but he didn't sound |ike he cane from
lowa or from California. Wierever he was from she could stand here and listen
to himall night. "He's not ny Marvin. I'msure he told you he runs the
gar age. "

Almost a foot taller than her five-feet-three-inches, Al ex stood
slightly hunched over, thunmbs hooked on his belt. He | ooked up and down the
deserted street with a disdainful air of mld curiosity and dry anmusenent.

The stranger's dress hardly qualified himto turn up his nose at C ose.



He wore a white, long-sleeved shirt, expensive fromthe detailing on the
collar, but dirty, runpled, and wet with sl eeves shoved to the el bows. The
shirt clung to his chest, barely staying tucked into his pants. H s blue jeans
were worn white above the knees where the steering wheel rubbed. Alex from
California had been on the road a long tine.

He retrieved his jacket and grabbed a small duffel bag fromthe back
seat of his car. Wen he straightened, he winced and pulled the jacket agai nst
his side. "And what's your function in this delightful little town? Are you
t he Wl cone \Wagon?"

"The cl osest thing we've got. Wuld you |Iike sone hot food? It's no
bother. We had a dinner here at the Senior Center before the graduation
cerenony at the high school and there's sone food left. It never fails, we
ei t her nmake too much or not enough. The weather was a bit unsettled. It kept
some people away." Skye glanced again at the debris that covered the Mistang's
front seat and wondered if she was tal king too nuch.

Alex followed her into the Center and stopped a nmoment to watch
Christy, who ignored them and continued coloring. "Well, if it's already
made... |s there sone place | can wash?"

After Al ex disappeared down the hall, Skye slipped into the chair
across from Marvin. "Were are you taking hinP"

"Me? | take care of cars, not people. Besides, Sheriff Harley said
you'd know what to do with him"

Skye's jaw dropped. What was Harl ey thinking asking her to take in a
stranger? She had known Harley her entire life. During high school, he'd
practically lived at her grandparents' house. He'd been best nman at her
weddi ng and gave the eul ogy at her husband's funeral, but this was a lot to
ask.

Marvin dug into his pocket and slid a crunpled bit of paper across the
table. "Sheriff Harley said you'd take Alex to the A d Jackson place. You're
still keeping an eye on it for Mss Lorraine, ain't you?"

She nodded, her nouth still open

"Alex was real friendly with the Sheriff. Fromthe way they were
tal ki ng, they nust know each other pretty well."

She noved to stand where she could see Christy, and pressed the
wri nkl ed paper snooth against the side of the open door

_Skye, | would take Alex home with me, but 1'll be working all night
and don't want to bother Jenna. If you'll take himto the old Jackson pl ace,
"Il send someone for himin the norning. Harley._

Not rmuch of a note considering he wanted her to put up a stranger in a
house she didn't own, but she understood Harley's reluctance to bring conpany
hone. H s wife was seven nonths pregnant with their first child, and as
everyone at the senior center agreed, she was rmuch too old to have a baby.
Harley treated his wife as if she were a wi ndow on display at the lowa d ass
W ndow Factory, with great care and nore than a little awe.

Skye slipped the paper into her pocket and | ooked for Al ex. He stood in
the front room watching Christy color her picture of Santa O aus, torn from an
out - of -date col ori ng book

"Al ex seenms a nice enough guy," Marvin continued, "and you've got al
that room at the Jackson place. You know Harley wouldn't ask if this guy
wasn't safe.”

Skye agreed Al ex | ooked harm ess. Sweet even, despite his dishevel ed
cl ot hes. Maybe Harl ey knew Al ex fromthe service; although, with his
shoul der-length hair, Alex didn't | ook Iike an ex-marine.

"I can take Christy to her grandma for you. She should be honme from
wor k about now. That way you won't have no excuse."

Skye shrugged agreenment. She coul dn't escape bei ng i nposed upon. The
peopl e of O ose knew her like they'd known her husband Ben and her
grandparents. |f somnething needed doing, you went to the Devries or the
Ber gens.

When she wal ked to the store front to stand beside Al ex, he was



hunm ng. The sound runbl ed deep and rich in his chest. Hi s hands | ooked wel |
scrubbed -- strong hands with swirls of dark hair on the backs. Manicured
nails. A surprise, considering his generally unkenpt state. Her heart thudded
oddly when she noticed his ornate silver weddi ng band.

She snel | ed pine soap, and danp | eather and old cigarettes fromthe
jacket slung over his shoulder. A wide band of lighter skin circled one wist.
Had he lost his watch in the attack or had he sold it for gasoline and candy
bars? He stopped hunmmi ng before she recogni zed the tune.

"Are you ready to go hone, Christy?" Skye asked.

Sl eepily, the girl nodded.

"Your daughter |ooks like she's ready for bed," Al ex said.

Their eyes met over Christy's blond curls. Skye detected rebuke in his
eyes. She understood his mstake. Christy had inherited fromher father the
same fair, blond Swedi sh | ooks Skye got from her nother. Besides, Alex's
concern for a child he didn't know nmade her feel strangely warm i nside.

"I sure wish Christy was mne," Skye teased, tickling the sleepy girl
as she gathered her into her arns. "But she has a grandma who's waiting for
her, don't you, peanut?"

The girl was al nost asl eep when Skye handed her to Marvin. Al ex stood
with her and watched the tow truck driver wal k down the street. When Marvin
rounded the corner, Al ex |eaned against the door frame as if too tired to
stand unai ded.

She watched while he rested, his eyes closed. Dark where Ben was fair,
hair | ong where Ben's was short, but Al ex remi nded her of her |ate husband --
concerned about children, evidently carel ess with noney. She frowned and
crossed her arms over her chest. "You seemto like children, Al ex. Do you have
any of your own?"

He ran his hands over his face. "You said something about coffee."

"Sorry." Skye led the way to the kitchen, her face hot with
enbar rassnent .

Al ex hung his jacket on the back of Marvin's chair and brushed aside
donut crunbs before he sat.

"I"munofficial director of the Cose Senior Citizen's Center, for the
nmonent," she said, searching for a neutral topic.

“I"'mtenporarily w thout enploynent and marooned here, it |ooks like."
Al ex stood and | ooked at his car, still hooked to Marvin's tow truck

Skye poured the |last of the coffee into two Styrof oam cups and pushed
one across the table. "No one's going to take your car. Close is a pretty safe
town. "

"Can't prove it by me. My reception wasn't too friendly."

“"Marvin told me. I'msorry."

The fine lines around his eyes deepened when he smled, and his brown
eyes seenmed to call to her. The warmfeeling in her mddle spread to her toes.
She grabbed a cup to keep her hands busy.

"No reason for you to apol ogi ze," he said. "Or are you responsible for
| aw enforcenment as well as the Senior Center?"

"My grandfather used to be the sheriff here, and ny husband worked for
the department part-tine. Wien you live in a snall town, you can't help
wanting to nake a good inpression." She took in the danp shirt that clung to
his arms and chest. "Even the weather isn't cooperating. Do you have dry
cl ot hes?"

Alex pulled his shirt away fromhis chest and waved it briefly. "
think they're all dirty."

From what she could see through the wet cotton, his chest was broad,
muscul ar, and judging fromthe dark swirls on his naked forearms, covered with
bl ack hair. It had been nuch too |l ong since she'd rested her head on such a
chest, nuch too long since hands |like his had teased her awake in the mddle
of the night.

He cradl ed the coffee cup, not moving it toward his nmouth. She tried
not to stare, and he kept his eyes focused on his coffee. The silence felt



unconfortably long to her, but didn't seemto bother him
"Woul d you like that hot nmeal now?" Skye asked.

"Not really. I"'mnore tired than hungry."
Bef ore Skye could think of a polite response, Marvin banged open the
door. "Wy are you guys still here?"

Al ex took his jacket fromthe back of his chair. The only sign of
di stress was his tensing jaw when he eased his arnms through the sleeves. He
zi pped the jacket to his neck. "I'll catch a ride back to the shop with ny
car."

After throwing Skye a dirty | ook, Marvin reached for the noney jar she
kept for non seniors who nooched coffee. He dug two coins out of his pocket
and pushed themthrough the slot in the lid. Alex pulled out his wallet,
turni ng away before he opened it.

Skye's cheeks glowed red. Darn Marvin. He had the nman digging for his
last dine to shanme her into living up to her famly's exanple of hospitality.
"You don't have to do that."

Al ex tucked his offering into the jar. "I can afford coffee.”

Her face grew even hotter. "OF course, you can. | only nmeant you're a
friend of Harley's and he asked me to put you up at ny place. If you don't
m nd taking the sofa.” Skye expected Al ex to decline.

Instead, he snmled. "Geat."

* * * %
ALEX DIDN T WATCH Marvin haul away the Miustang. The car rolled slowy down the
street behind the truck, rem nding himof a funeral procession. He wasn't up
to another one of those.

Even if the car were road worthy, Harley wouldn't have let himdrive
it. Backwater sheriffs were such sticklers for little details |ike car
registration. And Harley had surprised himby connecting the name on his
driver's license with his identity as d ayton Jackson. For nost of his life,
he had answered to Al exander Casal e, using Cl ayton Al exander Jackson, 111
only for legal docunents.

Thankful ly, the sheriff kept that information to hinmself. If he had
told Marvin, all of C ose would know of Alex's arrival before noon tonorrow
He hoped to attend the reading of his stepfather's will, dispose of his share
of the fam |y business, and | eave town unnoti ced.

Hi s hostess for the evening didn't strike himas the gossiping type,
but according to the sheriff she was best buddies with his stepsister
Lorraine. Alex could think of no better reason to keep his distance froma
pretty woman. |If she knew who he was, she would no doubt call his stepsister
the first chance she got. Alex wanted to put off seeing Lorraine as |long as he
coul d.

Besi des, the unofficial director of the Close Senior CGtizen's Center
was not his type -- a cheerleader in blue jeans. Tight blue jeans. Bright,
brown eyes that reveal ed every thought. Short, blond hair so curly it bounced
when she wal ked. And she coul dn't stop blushing. The girl next door in a
nei ghbor hood he'd seen only in the novies. Little Mss Innocent. Not his type
at all. She deserved better

A light across the street caught his eye and Al ex found hinmself staring
at block lettering -- Jacob Van Wk, Attorney-at-Law. Hi s eyes watered before
he blinked. He renmenbered the nane. Jacob had sent the tel egraminform ng him
of Bettencourt's death and the reading of his will. Jacob was his
|ate-father's |l awer, and the last man to see Alex the night he left C ose
twenty-five years ago

* * * %
SKYE CLEARED HER throat. As if waking froma trance, Al ex turned

He | ooked past her to the lone vehicle on the street. "Is this yours?"
Al ex sounded anused.

Skye didn't bother replying. Aside from her dil api dated pickup, the
street was enpty. She kicked the passenger-side door at the hinge and the door
popped open. By the time she clinbed behind the wheel, Alex sat inside with



his duffel at his feet. He rolled down the wi ndow and reached inside his
j acket.

Squari ng her shoul ders, Skye braced herself. "I don't allow snoking in
nmy truck."

"Calmdown. It's just a reflex. My supply of cigarettes ran out | ast
nont h. "

Grateful for a harnless topic to pursue, she asked, "Wen did you quit
snoki ng?"

"Three weeks ago. Four years before that. Ten before that --

"Sounds like you've had a hard time of it."

"It's not easy when you start at twelve. By the way, | don't think we
got around to introductions. My friends call ne Alex."
She took his hand. "I'm Skye Devries."

He didn't shake her hand, but held it a nonent. Hs grip was firm and
dry, and his fingers sent sparks up her arm before he rel eased her. "Skye.
That's an unusual nane."

"Not really."” She couldn't stop staring at his nouth, wondering if his
lips felt as soft as they |ooked, if the ragged growth of hair would tickle
when they kissed.

When t hey kissed?

Skye broke away from his hypnotic smle. "Skye is Dutch. It neans
sheltering. Most of the original settlers around here were from Hol | and,
including ny father's fanmily. My nother's from Sweden. W have a tulip
festival here every spring." God, she was babbling again.

"Now that | do remenber."

"You're from around here?" Skye started the truck to hide her surprise.
Al t hough she couldn't place his accent, Al ex sounded distinctly foreign

VWhen she pulled onto the street, he rolled up the wi ndow and cl osed his
eyes before answering. "I left when | was a kid. | don't have blood relatives
here now, but | know someone in town if you don't want to take nme to your
pl ace. You can drop nme off at a pay phone -- "

"But if | drop you off, you won't call anyone, will you? You'll end up
sl eeping in your car."
"It is after mdnight. | wouldn't want to wake Jacob."

Skye felt the last of her apprehension drain away. "Jacob Van Wk? You
know hi n®"

Al ex nodded and stifled a yawmn. "He's a friend of the famly. My father
served with himin Nam | called himuncle when | was boy, but we're not
related."”

"You're right. W wouldn't want to bother Jacob. | installed his new
conputer systemthis nmonth. The lights in his office nust be fromhis
secretary. She never seenms to go hone, but | don't think Jacob's stayed up
after ten in years."

Al ex nodded and hid another yawn, but when she turned off the main
road, he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

VWhen she left the well-l1it streets of O ose, she felt vul nerabl e again.
"I take care of a place a couple mles out. | live there with ny husband."

"You mean the husband who nmil ks the cows by hand for the fun of it?" A
smle lit his voice. "The one with arns as big as pigs? The insanely jeal ous
one?"

Skye gl anced at himas she left the county road. He pointed to her
ringless left hand and chuckl ed.

She couldn't keep fromsmling. "All right, nmy brother. My |arge,
overprotective brother."

Hi s infectious |augh convinced her she was bei ng paranoid. Too many

peopl e knew they were together -- Mrvin, Harley. Besides, Al ex knew Jacob
There wasn't a nmore respected citizen in C ose than Jacob Van Wk. "1 also
have an enornous dog," she warned, teasing now.

"In that case, I'll sleep in your truck. Brothers | can handle, but I'm

a cat person. W cat people avoid confrontation.”



"Marvin says you're pretty good at kung fu."

"Tae kwon do."

"Tie what?"

Al ex repeated the words. "Tae kwon do is Korean. W non-confrontationa
types like to know how to defend ourselves. Unfortunately, it doesn't work on
dogs. "

Wil e they tal ked, Skye relaxed. She found the foreign lilt of his
voi ce soothing. By the tinme they reached the private road to the A d Jackson
house and the Bettencourt estate, she realized she'd done nost of the talking,
answering his questions about how things had changed during the twenty-sone
years since he'd left.

VWhen she pulled up to the house she took care of for her friend
Lorrai ne Bettencourt, Alex straightened. Floodlights mounted on the four-car
garage lit the stone facade. He appeared nmesnerized by the sight.

"This is honme." He sounded hoarse and coughed at the end, changing his
guestion into a statenent.

Skye smiled. Her ancient Ford | ooked out of place parked in the formal,
stone drive. "I've been house sitting for over a year now. It's sonme style, |
forget -- "

Al ex cleared his throat before murmuring, "French Country."

"That's it. In front anyway. Fromthe back it |ooks like an Italian
villa. Whoever designed this place was schizophrenic or just plain crazy."

She expected Alex to answer with some joke; instead, he frowned and
reached for his duffel. When he opened the truck door, Dirk's dog barked. Al ex
got out slowy and joined her on the front wal k. He stopped a few steps from
the truck.

"The dog belongs to ny son Dirk. He has an O d English sheepdog.

Harm ess puppies, all of them The woman who owns this house breeds them™

Still not noving, Alex stood black and featurel ess against the glare of
the yard lights.
"You really are a cat person, aren't you," she said. "I'll go first and

lock up Henry. Gve nme a nminute."

She didn't wait to see if Alex followed. After coaxing Henry upstairs
and checking on Dirk, she returned with sheets, a blanket and pillow. She had
stored the good furniture in roonms they didn't use, and put an old sofa
downstairs for Dirk to sit on when he watched TV. Alex would find popcorn
bet ween t he cushions, but it would serve for one night.

Sonet hi ng about the silence when she entered, set her on tiptoe. Alex
stood in the middle of the dark anteroom Unaware of her, he spun slowy on
his heel. Wen he cane to rest, he lowered his duffel to the floor and
unzi pped his jacket. Wth his arns outspread, he turned again in the darkened
room

Skye felt as if she were witness to sone ancient ritual. She slipped
the bed linens onto the sofa. Before she turned to go, she sawtears formin
his eyes. Wen she wal ked away, his voi ce whi spered behi nd her

"Wl cone hone, Alex."

*Chapt er Two*

A MALE VO CE called fromhal fway up the stairs. "Skye! Breakfast is
ready. "

Skye stretched and tried to pull herself awake. Wiy couldn't the man
| et her sleep? She smiled as she pictured Ben at the stove, burning her
br eakf ast .

The voice called again. "Hurry up, Skye. You know how you hate cold
eggs. "

She nmunbl ed "comi ng." When she heard footsteps retreat to the kitchen
she burrowed under the bl ankets.

Then it hit her. The voice pulling her fromher dreans wasn't her
stepson Dirk's adol escent croak. A man had call ed her

A quick look at the clock before she brushed her teeth, elicited a



groan. After eight. A stranger in her house, David due to drop off his little
sister Christy, Sheldon expected for coffee. What a norning to oversleep

By the time she tucked her tee-shirt into her jeans and ran downstairs,
the kitchen was enpty. O alnpst enpty. Christy sat perched on a stool
devouring a plate of pancakes.

Skye | ooked for fast-food containers. She found a pile of dirty dishes
i nstead. "Where did you get those, sweety?"

"Alex made them just for me, and he didn't make any for you." Christy
stuck out her tongue and giggl ed.

So Alex had made a friend. Skye stuck out her tongue in return

"You get the yukky eggs," Christy said, pointing across the table.

Skye found a covered dish at her usual place and a piece of paper
fol ded under her fork -- el egant pen strokes formed her name. She uncovered
her breakfast. Everything was just the way she liked it. Miug of hot coffee.
Chilled tomato juice. Lightly browned toast, no butter. Spanish onelet.

Soneone had transforned her neager leftovers into a nmeal worthy of a
four-star restaurant, and dirtied every dish in the house to do it. She | ooked
at the kitchen sink and groaned.

They used the good china, too. The dishes she'd promi sed Lorrai ne she
woul dn't touch. Watching Christy gleefully stab away at her pancakes spurred
Skye into action.

She transferred Christy's breakfast fromthe irrepl aceabl e di nnerware
to a plastic plate, and while Christy continued to eat, Skye poured the girl's
orange juice fromthe crystal goblet into a recycled peanut butter jar.

Skye read while she ate.

_Thank you for the night's | odging. Please accept this meal as partial
paynment for your hospitality. | will see that you are fully conpensated at a
| ater date. Catching a ride into town with David and Dirk. Respectfully, Al ex_

VWhat an odd note, she thought, tracing her finger over the beautifully
formed letter Ain Alex. Mire formal than she expected froma man who drove a
br oken down Must ang.

After she refolded the paper, she realized what was really odd about
the note. He had witten it on lowa G ass stationery.

Skye rushed to the back door and opened the key rack. The hook narked
"STUDY" was enpty. She wouldn't blame Lorraine if she threw themout of the
house. Lorraine was doing her a favor letting her house-sit, and she'd let a
stranger run anok in the place. What had Dirk done while all this was going
on? Had he just sat there while a stranger opened a | ocked roon?

The doorbell stopped Skye's silent ranting. Mst likely Christy's ol der
sister to pick her up. Skye yelled "Com ng" while she wi ped syrup fromthe
little girl's face and fingers. Wen she led Christy to the front door, Skye
found it al ready open.

Christy's sister waited patiently outside. Shel don Seabrook waited in
the foyer, not so patiently.

Shel don raised his lecture finger and pointed it at Skye. "Wuld you
care to explain what's been going on around here?"

The last thing she wanted was a confrontation with Shel don. She'd never
seriously considered marrying him but she didn't want himas an eneny. The
town mght find the funds to restore her job at the school. That would nean
wor ki ng wi th hi magai n.

"Hol d that thought, Shelley." Skye brushed past himand wal ked Chri sty
to her sister's car. Just as quickly, she breezed back through the open door
"Wuld you |like sonme coffee?"

“I"'msorry. | shouldn't have spoken in front of the kids."

She | ooked over her shoulder relieved to see his color had returned to
normal . He stood rocking on his heels, hands in his pockets. Even dressed to
run his sumrer business, |awn care and mnor house repairs, he | ooked too
perfect -- his reddish blond hair slicked to one side, his winkle-free
Dockers creased, his boots polished. Steady, stable -- she really should Iike
Shel don nore.



She handed hima cup of the coffee Al ex had brewed.

Shel don' s eyebrows arched after his first swallow, and he straightened
in his chair, as if to shake off the surprise of finding drinkable coffee at
her table. "This is serious, Skye. Inviting a man to spend the night -- "

"He slept on the sofa, Shelley."

"I can see that. He got nud all over the floor."

"He was in a car accident last night, and too tired to worry about nud
on his shoes. Al ex just needed a place to sleep.”

"Ch, it's Alex is it? Did you bother to get the | ast nane of your
over ni ght guest?" Shel don | ooked |ike he wanted to say nore, but drank his
cof f ee instead.

"What's the problen? He didn't nurder us in our sleep. Alex is from
around here. Harley knows him Everything's fine."

Shel don banged his cup on the table. "Fine? Everything' s fine? How can
you say that?"

Drops of spilt coffee wet her arm making her junp in surprise. She had
never known Shel don to get so worked up about anything.

"How can you say everything is fine when | rang your doorbell this
nmorni ng and a hal f-naked man with hair practically to his wai st answered?"

Skye wi shed she could ignore the question. She al nost giggled. He nade
I ong hair sound |ike a dangerous weapon. But Shel don had no right to question
her actions. No, Skye thought, shaking her head, she definitely didn't want to
argue this norning. She wanted to take her saxophone to the | ake and exchange
honks with the ducks, not sit here listening to a man who had no reason and no
right to be jeal ous.

VWhat would it be Iike? she wondered, to have two nen fighting for her
She had never dated anyone but Ben, and they'd gone from chil dhood friends to
husband and wi fe al nost overni ght. Now she inmagi ned Al ex standing here --
hal f - naked -- serving her breakfast. Sheldon's rattling cup returned her to
reality.

"Look, Shelley," she said. "Not everyone is fromlowa. Lots of
respectable men wear their hair long."

"That is not the point, Skye."

"What is the point?"

He spoke to her as if she were a slow student. "Someone el se could have
knocked on your door this norning. Wat then?"

VWhat did he nmean? Lorrai ne woul d have congratul ated her on luring a nman
to her bed. Christy thought Al ex nade great pancakes. After growing up with
his father, Dirk was used to waking to find strangers asleep on the sofa.

Shel don stood. "An incident like this could ruin your reputation in
this town. Decent, single wonen don't do things like this."

She swal | owed hard when she realized what he was saying. He wasn't
jeal ous. He wasn't concerned about her safety. He was worried about her
reputation, and by association, his. Anger curled her fingers into fists as he
conti nued.

"What if sonmeone fromthe school board cane to see you? They don't know
you the way | do. They woul dn't understand."

"And you do understand?" she denanded

"Of course, | do. You wouldn't sleep with some stranger. It's that
dammed Devries hospitality that gets you in trouble. But your husband's not
around any nore. It doesn't look right."

Skye left the kitchen table to get away from Shel don only to confront
the sink of dirty dishes. She threw a dish towel over the mess and wal ked out
t he back door to let Henry off his |eash

Shel don stal ked after her

Maybe if she nade reassuring sounds, he'd go away. "I don't get nany
visitors, except for Lorraine. | think the chances of anyone fromthe schoo
board paying ne a call are slim"

"Not that slim | did sonme talking for you last night."

"Ch?" Only half listening, Skye busied herself calnmng Henry, the Add



Engl i sh sheepdog Ml es Bettencourt had given to Dirk when his father died.
Henry was difficult to handl e, which made finding a place to rent al nost
i mpossi ble, but the dog had pulled Dirk through rough tines.

VWhen Henry |icked her feet, she unhooked his | eash and shaded her eyes
to watch himbound off to the Bettencourt house, where he spent his nornings
with his litter mates on the Bettencourt estate. She never tired of the view
The mansion Ml es Bettencourt had built for his bride, Wdow Al etta Jackson
| ooked |i ke a scal ed-down version of Mnticello surrounded by lIowa corn

Shel don moved in front of her, blocking the view "Don't you want to
hear what |'ve been doing for you?"

She wal ked toward the | ake through knee-hi gh grass, hoping the distant
sound of nowers covered her sigh

"I've got good news," he continued, undeterred by her silence. "Vander
Kamp is | eaving. Her husband got a job in Chicago."

El ementary school nusic teacher wasn't Skye's dreamjob but it would
gi ve her a steady paycheck. Before she could thank him he hurried on
"They' re not replacing her."

Skye spun around to face himand wal ked backward toward the | ake. How
could he be so insensitive? Another family -- descended from founders of the
conmunity -- was |leaving town and he smiled. "So that's your good news?"

"You know | didn't want to take over the band. |I'ma chorus nan,
nmysel f. | can handl e percussion, | don't mind | ower brass, but I'mlost when
it cones to woodwi nds. This fall they want ne to take over as assi stant
basketball coach. | just won't have enough tine."

The tall grass of the enpty pasture gave way to the beach, once sand,
now nostly gravel. Skye ran the last twenty feet to the | ake, ignoring the
rocks that stung the soles of her feet.

VWil e she tested the water with her toes, Sheldon squatted beside her
on the dock. "Ted, that is, M. N kkel, will bring it to a vote next nonth."

She roll ed her jeans to her knees and plunged her feet into the cold
wat er. Maybe she shoul dn't suspect Sheldon's notives. He had a lot invested in
this town. He was as concerned as she about the future of C ose. "Vote on
what ?"

"Your position, of course, giving nusic | essons at the school. Nothing

definite yet, you understand, and the job will be tenporary and part-tine, but
the board can't commit to anything long-termwith lowa G ass |aying off
wor kers. | know peopl e expect it of you, but you ve got to stop all this

vol unteer work. It's wearing you out."

She was only dimy aware of Shel don slipping off his jacket and drapi ng
it over her shoulders. The June air had suddenly felt cold; she pulled the
j acket tight around her

"I've heard of some openi ngs near Chicago. Let ne nake sonme calls. If
you insist on raising Dirk al one, you need a real job." He stood and pulled
her with him "I won't enbarrass us both by proposing again, but I want to
| ook for a school system where we can both apply."

Screechi ng brakes and wheel s ski dding on gravel saved Skye from
answering. Lorraine Bettencourt extended a shapely | eg through the open door
of her red Corvette.

Seeing her friend, Skye's nood |ightened. Lorraine's "to hell wth what
peopl e think" attitude was half the reason Skye adored her best friend. The
other half was a too easily bruised heart Lorraine showed only to Skye.

Lorraine tottered over the gravel on spiked, black heels. Her |egs went
on forever, disappearing under an inpossibly tight, short black dress.

Skye tried not to giggle when Shel don's eyes narrowed. Lorraine's fancy
cl ot hes, shanel essly dyed red hair, and fake Southern accent shocked and
of f ended nost people in C ose.

"CGet in the car, Skye," Lorraine ordered. Her accent vani shed when she
was upset.

Too relieved to bother with questions, Skye threw Shel don a quick,
"Have to go" and ran. She had barely tine to fasten her seat belt before



Lorraine floored the Corvette, the tires scattering gravel

"He's here," Lorraine said as she fishtailed out of the drive.

"Who's here?" A foolish question, Skye realized. W was all of C ose
waiting for? Lorraine's stepbrother, Cayton Jackson, and the reading of Mles
Bettencourt's will.

* * * %
SKYE HELD AN anci ent copy of _National Geographic_ in her lap while Lorraine
paced in front of Jacob Van Wk's office.

"Why isn't Cay here?" Lorrai ne denanded.

Jacob's secretary continued typing.

Skye | ooked out the front wi ndow toward the senior center. After a
ni ght of cel ebrating, menbers wouldn't arrive until late afternoon. Good
thing, too. Coffee supplies were low, and it |ooked |ike she wouldn't finish
here any time soon. She hoped she had enough cash in the nmoney jar. She
couldn't afford to spend any of her own.

The usual lunch crowd drifted in and out of the conbination drug store
and diner next to the center. After a |look at her watch, Skye w apped her arms
around her stomach. She was hungry and tired of holding Lorraine' s hand.

Lorraine noved to pace the front of the waiting room blocking Skye's
view of the street. "When did you say d ayton was coni ng?"

Jacob's secretary didn't look up. "I really wouldn't know. "

To listen to her talk, Ms. Shutts was blind and deaf, but after
working in the office for two weeks on Jacob's new conputer system Skye knew
better. Jacob's secretary m ght be new in town, but she knew everything that
went on in the lawer's office and nost of what went on in C ose.

VWhen Lorraine returned to wear a hole in the carpet in front of Jacob's
of fice, Skye | ooked out the wi ndow again. Her breath caught at the sight of
t he next person who |eft the C ose diner

Once on the sidewal k, Al ex zipped his well-worn flight jacket halfway
up his chest. He jaywal ked across the street, his hands dug deep in his
pockets and his shoul ders hunched. Hi s long black hair hung | oose over his
shoul ders.

Skye wasn't surprised to see himwalk toward her. Sheriff Harley didn't
have an office in C ose, so he used Jacob's for official interviews.

Less than ten feet fromher, Al ex's jeans and shoes no | onger appeared
muddy. Skye suspected he'd washed rather than replaced them The worn marks on
t he deni m above his knees were the sane.

The night's rest had done hi m good. The brui ses under his eyes had
faded, and he no | onger wal ked with his arm hugged to his side. He'd al so
shaved. The ragged stubble of the night before had masked his hi gh cheek bones
and aristocratic features.

He kept his eyes to the ground and didn't see her, even after he swung
open the door. He stared at Lorraine.

Lorrai ne stopped pacing and smled. Her nouth curved slowy downward
when his expression didn't change.

After saying good norning, Ms. Shutts, the normally staid secretary,
shocked Skye, junmping fromher chair to give Al ex what could only be described
as a bear hug. "It's so good to see you again, Cayton. |'ve never stopped
prayi ng for your happi ness."

Tears filled her eyes when she spoke. After accepting Al ex's reserved
peck on the cheek, she retreated to her desk to | ook through her handbag for a
handker chi ef .

VWhen Al ex turned to face her, Skye said nothing as she puzzl ed over
what she'd seen. She wasn't used to being in the dark about who knew who in
C ose

"Ch, Skye dear, |I'mso sorry," Ms. Shutts said, still sniffling. "I
don't suppose you've net Lorraine's brother, C ayton Al exander Jackson, the
Third."

Skye stared in shocked silence. The drifter who had spent the night
downstairs was the grandson of the founder of |lowa G ass? Her generous gesture



now enbarrassed her. She'd forced himto spend the night on a lunpy sofa in
his own nother's house. Why hadn't he told her who he was?

Al ex seened to enjoy her enbarrassnment, sniling to acknow edge her
stiff nod. "Good norning, Skye. | want to apol ogize for the ness in the
kitchen. If you haven't gotten around to it, | can drop by later and finish
cl eaning up."

Bef ore she could think of an angry retort, he turned and nodded to his
stepsister. "Hi, Lori."

Her anger at Al ex's deception forgotten, Skye's cheeks flaned red. How
woul d she explain this to Lorrai ne? Skye hadn't nentioned her overni ght guest.

Lorraine stood with feet planted far apart, dress stretched taut over
her thighs, clenched fists on hips. "Clayton." Her warmdrawl belied the hard
| ook she gave them both. "You two know each ot her?"

Skye said no, Al ex yes. They | ooked at each other and reversed their
answers. Alex's warm brown eyes and his conspiratorial w nk set Skye bl ushing
again. Lorraine stared at themas if they were nmad.

Al ex answered for themboth. "Ms. Devries was kind enough to offer ne
coffee when | arrived in town |ast night."

Skye was no | onger angry, but still puzzled. Wiy hadn't he told her he
was Lorraine's brother? Wiy hadn't he wal ked the quarter nmile up the hill to
the Bettencourt estate where he could have slept in one of a half dozen guest
roons?

Her questions died on her lips. Skye recogni zed the | ook that sparked
Lorraine's eyes. She'd recovered from her shock and woul d make Al ex pay for
hi s deception. Skye wouldn't have to say a word.

Lorraine pouted and slithered to Alex's side. "You nust consult with ne
before you start tomcatting around town, Cay. You'll get yourself in
trouble. This isn't San Francisco, you know. W have rules here."

Al ex stepped away from Lorrai ne. When she grabbed his arm he cringed.
"I go by Al ex now."

VWil e she continued to cling to his arm Lorraine pouted again.
"Runni ng away changed a lot of things, but it didn't change your nane.
Nobody's called ne Lori for ages, but while you're here, we'll just have to
put up with each other."

This was the first Skye heard about anyone running away. She'd
understood Lorraine's stepbrother left home after his mother's death when he
was twelve to attend a private boardi ng school out East. Lorraine didn't talk
about himmuch. The last tinme she nentioned dayton was a few years ago to say
his wife had died.

Al ex untangl ed hinmself from Lorraine's enbrace. H s voice sounded fl at
and cold. "You won't have to put up with me for long, Lori. My stay will be
brief."

"You know, O ayton," Lorraine continued to enphasize his name and
wr apped her arnms around his again, "Daddy wanted his will read in his study.
You coul d respect his wi shes now he's dead. You were so beastly to himwhen he
was alive."

Skye felt as if she'd wal ked into a boxing match. Who woul d throw the
next punch?

Al ex deliberately withdrew his armfrom Lorraine's. "You' re not getting
me back in that man's house."

"Why are you being so nmean?" Lorraine's pout transfornmed into a genui ne
frown.

Al ex's expression softened slightly. "I don't want to hurt you, Lori. I
just want this over with so | can | eave."

"But what about lowa G ass?" Lorraine asked

Yes, thought Skye, what about lowa 3 ass? If |layoffs continued at the
wi ndow factory, soon there would be no town. She woul d have no choice but to
| eave. Her throat threatened to close.

"You can buy out ny share," Alex answered. "I have no interest in
hol ding onto it."



"But we're having problems. Now Daddy's not ... | thought you could
hel p."

"I'''mno business man. You know that."

"But M. Perkins, the man Daddy put in charge, | don't trust him I
don't think Daddy did either, not toward the end anyway. He was so sick and
you woul dn't answer his letters -- "

"Jacob can help." Alex's voice was edged with inpatience.

"But if we don't do sonething, Perkins says we'll have to sell the
plant or close it, and then everyone will lose their job."

Alex threw his arnms wide. "Way the hell should | care if this whole
town dries up and bl ows away?"

Ms. Shutts | ooked up when Alex raised his voice.

Shocked, Skye stepped back. Alex didn't care about |owa d ass or about
Close. If M. Bettencourt left nore than tokens to Alex in his will, they
woul d all be in trouble. The plant enployed over half the town. If it
cl osed. . ..

Lorrai ne stanped her foot. "You wouldn't cone when Daddy was sick. You
returned his letters unopened. He wanted to see you."

Ms. Shutts stood when Lorraine continued her tirade.

"You woul dn't come for the funeral. | begged and begged. You've kept ne
and everyone in town waiting to read this stupid will. You could have fl own
out. It doesn't take three weeks to drive from California." Lorraine burst
into tears.

Seem ngl y unnmoved, Al ex said not hing.

"What have you been doing? Daddy is dead. | needed you. You can dam
well stay in town a few weeks to help sort things out."

Unabl e to choke out any nore words, Lorraine allowed Ms. Shutts to
escort her into Jacob's office.

Sil ence seened the w sest course. Skye sat in one of the waiting-room
chairs, and Alex stood with his back to her, staring out the wi ndow Ms.
Shutts returned and placed a hand on his shoulder. He junped at her touch.

Ms. Shutts took his hand. "I understand this is difficult for you,
Clayton. So will Lorraine, eventually. They may not talk about it, but no one
has forgotten what happened all those years ago. You have to renmenber Ml es
was Lorraine's father and his death was a blow. You're all the famly she has
left.”

Al ex stiffened again and drew away. "I amnot related to Mss Lorraine
Bettencourt in any manner what soever."

He murnured, "Excuse ne, Ms. Devries," before he entered the room
where Jacob and Lorraine waited. The room where M. Bettencourt's will would
determne the fate of lowa G ass, the town of Cose, and of Skye Devries.

* * * %
VWHEN THE VO CES grew audi bl e behind Jacob's office door, Skye joined Ms.
Shutts across the street for lunch. She knew better than to ask why Al ex
refused to enter his stepfather's house. Ms. Shutts guarded secrets like a
dragon. How she knew so much after such a short tine in town was anot her
nystery.

Skye and Ms. Shutts slipped out when Marvin arrived to regale the
cromd with his account of the evening' s events. Skye stopped by the senior
center to count the coffee noney. Amid the dinmes and quarters, she found a
hundred-dol lar bill.

Al ex hadn't lied about being able to afford a cup of coffee.

When she returned to the Iaw office, Pete Handl ey, editor of the _C ose
Chronicle_ , was sitting in her chair. He nodded and recrossed his |egs,
angling away from her. She and Pete had shared a Bunsen burner in chenmistry
class, but the econonmic climate in Cose had made enenies of old classmates.
The _Chronicle _favored closing the high school and reported favorably on
staff cuts that cost her job.

Bef ore Skye could settle into her magazi ne, the door swung open.
Lorraine applied a coat or red lipstick with a steady, practiced hand, then



took Skye's shoul ders and whi spered, "Do anything the bastard asks. | have to
know what he plans to do."

Her purse and hi ps swinging with self-assurance Skye sensed she no
| onger felt, Lorraine flounced out the front door

VWhat did Lorraine expect her to do? Wiy woul d Al ex ask her, a stranger,
to do anyt hi ng?

Skye noved to | eave, but Ms. Shutts, the phone pressed to her ear
held up a finger. Skye waited by the front door, tapping her foot. She needed
to catch up with Lorraine.

When the office door opened again, Jacob energed and shook Al ex's hand.
Alex smiled at her, an honest smile that lasted until he noticed Pete Handl ey.
A plastic smle took its place.

Jacob started to |l eave. "M's. Devries, M. Jackson would like to have a

word. Please, use ny office. You'll have nore privacy."
Al ex flashed Jacob the sane artificial smle. "I wouldn't dream of
putting you out of your office, Jacob. Besides, | have nothing to say to Ms.

Devries that's all that private.™

Bef ore Alex could say nmore, Pete introduced hinself and asked for a
statement. Alex directed a perm ssive nod toward Jacob

"Sinply put," said Jacob, "a prenuptial agreenent between MIes
Bettencourt and Al etta Jackson stipulates that after the death of both
parties, Ms. Jackson's property held before their marri age be passed to her
son, O ayton Al exander Jackson, the Third. The transfer will now take pl ace.
The property of nost interest to your readers is the lowa d ass W ndow
Factory, of course." Jacob nodded at Pete.

"Aletta Jackson owned forty percent of |lowa G ass before her marriage
to M. Bettencourt. Her share now passes to her son. M. Bettencourt purchased
the remai ning sixty percent before his marriage to Ms. Jackson. He di sposed
of this sixty percent as follows."

Al ex stood with his hands in his pockets, humm ng the same song he had
last night. A song fromthe seventies soneone had revived a few years back
Skye couldn't place it.

"M . Bettencourt bequeaths his house and personal property to his
daughter Lorraine with several donations made to charities. | will provide the
_Chronicle_ with a conplete list. M. Bettencourt's interest in lowa d ass he
| eaves in equal shares to his daughter and to his stepson, M. Jackson."

Skye's head snapped up and she found herself |ooking at Pete. They both
aced algebra, and it didn't take nore than fourth grade math to figure out who
owned lowa G ass now. Forty percent plus half of sixty nade O ayton Jackson's
share seventy percent.

No wonder her father's will had upset Lorraine

VWhen Pete asked Jacob to clarify which properties conprised M.
Bettencourt's sixty percent, Al ex pulled Skye aside.

"I have to get a car. If you'll join me, we can talk on the way." H's
phony smile remai ned, and his voice | acked the soothing European lilt of the
previ ous eveni ng.

Bef ore he coul d usher Skye out, Ms. Shutts stopped them at the door
with a bul ging, manila envel ope. "Take these with you."

Ms. Shutts delivered the envel ope and her lecture with a smle. "I
must have taken a hundred nessages for you from both coasts and nore than one
continent. | expect you to get your own secretary, so | can get my work done."

Once on the street, Al ex shoved the envel ope into his open jacket.

"What do you say, Skye? Wuld you like a job?"

"Secretary?" Skye's head swam at the thought. She could type, but she
hated to tal k on the phone and coul dn't nmake coffee.

Al ex shrugged. "Secretary isn't the title | had in mnd, but close
enough. By the way, | need a car. Are we headed in the right direction?"

For the first tinme since they'd left the office, Skye | ooked at Al ex.
Before, she'd failed to notice his visible distress. He was sweating under his
| eat her jacket and a nuscle twitched in his tightly clenched jaw. He | ooked



positively I ost standing on the sidewal k.

Unexpectedly inheriting a conpany was enough to throw anyone. He needed
time to adjust. Wth tinme and the right sales pitch, Alex would learn to | ove
Cl ose as much as she did.

"I'f not secretary, is guide dog nore the title you had in mnd, M.
Jackson?"

As she'd hoped, his phony smle faded, replaced by an honest one. He
wal ked besi de her down Main Street and past the grocery store, one hand in the
pocket of his jeans, the other brushing hair out of his eyes. "You night as
well call me Cay. Trying to get people in Close to call me anything else is
futile.”

"Especially since you don't intend to stay long --

"Exactly. And when | offered you a job, a guide dog is not what | had
in mnd. As you may recall, | dislike dogs."

Skye bit back a | augh. "Before we continue, maybe you'd better tell ne
what you want."

Al ex stopped and | ooked at her, a puzzled smile spreading into an
amused grin. "Wat | want?"

A hot flush spread up Skye's neck and she rushed to explain. "Yes. If
you want your car, we're headed for Sully's."

"Marvin won't have the new wi ndshield for days, and he hasn't |ocated a
repl acenent part for some doo-hinky | managed to break."

Skye smiled at his willingness to acknow edge a weakness nost nmen she
knew woul dn't adnmit. "I take it, you're not into cars."

Al ex's smle broadened again, and he took her arm Warnth fromhis side
spread through her body, and she had to fight the urge to | ean agai nst him
whil e they wal ked.

"I don't fix "em | just rent "em"

"You can |l ease a car at the Ford place at the other end of Min
Street."

After turning and wal ki ng anot her bl ock, Alex stopped in the enpty | ot
across the street fromthe car deal ership. Wen Skye kept going, he swung her
back into his arnmns.

She caught her breath when she fell against his chest. Her hands slid
t hrough his open jacket, her fingers neeting strong, firmmuscles beneath his
shirt. She could snell the soap he'd used when he showered, the aftershave
he'd spl ashed on, the snoke that clung to his jacket.

Hi s hot breath, strangely labored after the short walk, ruffled her
hair. For a nmoment he seenmed to want her to | ean against him then he stepped
back and placed his hands on her shoul ders. He stared at her through strands
of black hair that partially hid his tenpting brown eyes.

Under ot her circunstances, she would have | ooked for excuses to spend
time with Alex, but she didn't know which threatened her nmore, the situation
or the man. Caught between Lorrai ne and any nan was a dangerous predi canent,
but this was what Skye had prayed for -- a chance to help Cose, to help lIowa
@ ass. What better way than to work with Alex and provide Lorraine with
i nformati on?

But how could she work with a man who turned her insides to nush just
by | ooki ng at her? Wen his firmgrasp changed to a stroking caress, her eyes
cl osed and the image of Al ex standing hal f-naked in her kitchen returned.

This was ridiculous. She was hardly a femrme fatale. Just thinking about
mani pul ating Alex for her own ends filled her with guilt. She wanted to
beli eve she'd feel the same even if he wasn't so dammably handsone.

When she opened her eyes, she prayed he woul d assume she'd been | ooki ng
at the ground. A dangerous man, a dangerous situation, but she would have to
face both if she wanted to save C ose

Hi s hands left her shoulders and he tilted her chin up with his
forefinger. "Jacob says you know somnet hi ng about conputers.”

Skye gul ped "Yes" past the lunp in her throat, and he smled again. A
genui ne smle. Now she recogni zed the difference. Wien he really sniled, the



lines around his eyes deepened and those on his forehead vani shed.

He renoved his finger fromher chin and tucked a | oose strand of hair
behi nd her ear. She fought the shiver that ran from her neck to her toes. Wen
he rubbed his thunb over her ear, the sensation shot |ower, expectancy pooling
bet ween her thighs.

"How about bookkeepi ng? Accounting?" he asked.

Skye's heart thudded in her throat. Did she want this job or didn't
she? She would let fate decide. "Not a thing."

"Great. | don't want anyone in ny office who knows nore than | do. W
can face nmy accountants united in our total ignorance."

Skye laughed with relief, surprised to find she'd been afraid he m ght
change his m nd

"I prom se long, irregular hours, but pleasant working conditions. |
won't take up snoking again, at |least not in your presence. Dress will be
i nformal . What you have on is fine."

VWhen his grin changed to a light-hearted | eer, Skye realized how
informally she was dressed. She'd thrown a baggy sweater over her sleevel ess

tee-shirt and jeans this norning. She wasn't wearing a bra -- a fact he could
di scern if he bothered | ooking.
Now she was bl ushi ng, again. Shel don never nade her feel like this. She

realized with a sudden flash of honesty, neither had Ben. Her face grew
hotter. Her husband had di ed seven years ago. It wasn't as if she was cheating
on him

"Actually, people in the front office do dress for work," she said. "I
have work clothes fromny last job."

"Jacob nentioned you were a school teacher, but jeans are fine for ny
office."

Anticipation rippled through her when she pictured Alex in her kitchen
again. "We're not working at the factory?"

A rather self-satisfied snile formed on Alex's face. "Before we go into
details, can | take that as a yes?"

Skye felt as if she were about to step off a cliff, and she had no idea
how far she would drop. "Yes, you can."

Al ex took her arm and wal ked across the street toward the |ines of
shiny cars. They stopped when they reached the outer row. Flags atop radio
ant ennas snapped in the June breeze, not a custoner in sight.

"I'n answer to your question, we'll work at the house for now "

"The house?" Skye asked. The consequences of Alex's inheritance finally
sank in. She was living in his house.

"I plan to stay at my nother's place while I'mhere, for the sumer,

guess. | can arrange another job for you at lowa G ass when | |eave." He
dropped her arm when they stepped onto the sidewal k.
"I"'mnot |ooking for a permanent job in business. | plan on returning

to teachi ng nusic when --

He started toward the cars, his hands back in his pockets.

He wasn't interested in her plans, or interested in her. He wanted a
secretary, or whatever, for the few weeks he was in town. Skye tried not to
feel hurt, but failed m serably. She wanted to stanmp her foot l|ike Lorraine
had and demand he hel p.

It suddenly occurred to her she had no idea what Alex did for a living.
He said he wasn't a business man. Maybe Lorrai ne was worried he woul d bankr upt
| owa d ass.

Al ex stopped to tie his shoe, resting it on the nearest fender. "You
don't have to nove out. It's a big house and | won't be using the upstairs.™

Even if she didn't renenmber what Shel don had sai d about appearances,
Skye woul d have declined. Half the ladies in town wouldn't speak to her if

t hey thought she was "living in sin" and the other half would arrive at her
door to dispense notherly advice.
No, living with Alex, even on separate floors, would never do. No

matter how sensi ble and convenient, and tenpting. "Living with the boss m ght



be all right in San Francisco, but not in Cose."

Al ex shrugged and traced the outline of a hood ornanent. "I1'Ill be at
the Marriott in Des Mdines until Mnday. You can stay put until then w thout
starting tal k. Besides, | have things | want you to do for nme there."

Skye tried to concentrate on what he said, but she kept thinking about
where she and Dirk would stay. The noney she'd earned working for Jacob shoul d
have carried her through the sumer, but she hadn't budgeted for an apartnent.
Security deposit, electricity, heat, phone. What would she do if Dirk got
si ck? When she | ooked up, Skye realized Al ex had been giving her a list of
things to do. "What?"

"I"ll wite everything down for you." Al ex reached inside his jacket
and pulled out a pen. He jotted notes on the outside of the envelope filled
wi th phone nessages. "You'll find ny portable conputer in the trunk of my car
Connect it to the phone at the house so we can exchange faxes."

Skye perked up at the thought of a new conputer to play wth.

Al ex went on. "Sort out ny nessages, and phone repeat callers so they

don't bother Ms. Shutts. Tell themI'mfine and I'll return calls next week."
Skye scanned the list with dismay. He'd added several itenms he hadn't
mentioned -- add phone lines, nmove furniture, buy computer equi pnent. An arrow

streaked across the bottom of the envel ope directing her to nore instructions
on the back. What had she gotten herself into? "Are you sure this is all?"

"I"'mcertain you'll handle things just fine. Once we're settled, ninety
percent of your job will entail making phone calls. | don't mind tal king on
t he phone, but | hate punching the buttons and waiting for someone to answer."

She doubted it would be that easy. She'd trained to teach nusic not run
an office, but she didn't have a choice. Whether she took the job or not, she
and Dirk didn't have a place to stay. \Whatever Alex planned to pay had to be
nore than she'd nake hustling nusic | essons in C ose.

Al ex | eaned forward and brushed a curl from her forehead.

She shivered at his touch, her eyes closing when he spoke.

"I'"ve probably forgotten something. I'Il call you tonight. W can
talk."

A tenpting thought. Everything about himwas tenpting. O maybe it was
her. Seven years was a long time to sleep alone, but if Alex was interested,
it would be a summer affair. As Shel don had pointed out, she couldn't afford
the luxury, not if she wanted to work in C ose.

VWhen she opened her eyes and gl anced at him he | ooked puzzled. "That's
all for now, unless you want to help ne pick out a car."

Still feeling breathless, Skye said, "You should be able to handl e that
by yourself."

Alex turned to go, then | ooked back. "Do you have an extra key to the
house? The one to the front door will do."

Her fingers shook as she worked the key free from her key chain.

VWhen he took it, he pressed folded bills into her enpty palm "If
you're going to nove, you'll need an advance. Here's your first week's
salary."

VWhen Al ex wandered off between the rows of cars, Skye found herself
al one at the edge of the lot. After straightening her shoul ders, she started
down Main Street. When she reached the enpty lot, she opened her pal mand
counted her noney. Ten bills, all one hundreds.

*Chapt er Three*

ALEX WATCHED THE road di sappear behind hi mthrough the rear view
mrror. As if sent by the devil, stormclouds followed to hurry himon his
way. Jacob Van Wk sat silently in the passenger seat offering no confort.

Al ex swal | owed past his dry throat. Was this how he felt the last tine
he ran away -- propelled by a naneless panic? O had his reasons for running
been nmore concrete when he was twel ve?

Only one person knew for certain what happened twenty-five years ago
when he stole Jacob Van Wk's car and crashed it in a ditch in OChio. And Al ex



coul dn't renenber.

When he crested the hill too fast, he left his stonmach behind. He
renenmbered lowa for being nuch flatter. The road ahead rippled like a roller
coaster track. He drifted over the double yellow line, and had to swerve to
the right. The Cadillac's wheel s kicked up gravel in the breakdown | ane. Al ex
reached for the gear shift that wasn't there.

Jacob' s right hand gripped the door handle while his left arm hung
linply at his side, as always. "This isn't the grand prix, boy."

Al ex took his foot off the gas. Wien the speed dropped to fifty, he
reached again for the nonexistent stick. "Sorry, M. Van Wk -- "

"You used to call me Uncle Jacob."

Alex sniled at the image his words conjured -- Uncle Jacob standi ng
with his good arm draped over his shoulder as they | ooked out to sea. The
villa in Agrigento, nost |ikely.

Dozens of "uncles" visited his mother in Sicily, none of them any bl ood
rel ation. Jacob stood out for two reasons -- he was the only "uncle" from |l owa
and the only one who didn't sleep with his nother. Calling Jacob uncle no
| onger felt right.

"Sorry, Jacob. After driving a stick shift all these years, |'m having
a hell of atime adjusting to an automatic."
"Well, just take it easy. You never were a very good driver." Jacob no

| onger clutched the door handle. "Or is it unfair of ne to bring up past
i ndi scretions?"

Al ex's chest tightened. Despite his fragnented menory, he could piece
t oget her al nost everything -- his mother's death, the hearing, waking up in a
New York hotel room the following two years of hell. But the hours between
the judge ordering himreturned to Bettencourt's custody and waking up in a
strange bed hundreds of miles away, remained a blank. Permanently erased by
the trauma of the crash.

Bef ore he could push it away, the menory of a police officer
guestioning himin the hospital flashed through his m nd. He must have stol en
Jacob's car. Shortly after he disappeared, state troopers had found a vehicle
in OGhio with Alex's prints and bl ood on the steering wheel

A trenmor rippled through Alex as tine collapsed. The day he coul d not
renenber threatened to collide with this one -- the day he stole Jacob's car
and wecked it, |eaving C ose behind, and today, as he drove anot her
unfam liar car and raced another storm

Those | ost days nmade Alex feel like a failure.

"Al ex? Are you all right?"

"Fine, Jacob. It's just ... | don't renenber taking your car. The crash
caused m nor brain damage. | lost a few days."

"I was there, remenber? No need to apol ogize, not after all these
years."

Al ex opened his nouth to deny he'd neant to apol ogize for anything. It
wasn't his fault. It was Mles Bettencourt's. No nunber of years could change
t hat .

Jacob appeared unconfortable with the silence. "I visited you at the
hospital in Boston after they moved you from New York. Do you renenmber?"
Alex stiffened and his foot grew heavy on the gas pedal. "The amesia

only affected three days. But | don't think about those years."

"OfF course you don't," Jacob said. "Better to forget the past and get
on with your life. | always admired you for that."

Al ex gl anced sideways to see Jacob nod solemly. This was one reason
why Al ex had stayed away. He didn't want to think about the past, and people
inasmll town like C ose had nothing better to do with their time than
remnd himof it.

When Al ex focused on the road ahead, he realized he'd left the corn and
wheat fiel ds behind and now drove past fast food restaurants and car
deal erships. More cars had joined themon the road. Al ex's knotted shoul der
nmuscl es rel axed when he caught sight of the gold Capitol done ahead. Soon he'd



be in Des Mines, and safe.

But safe fromwhat? |Inages fromthe night before rushed forward
temporarily blotting out the road.

He had reacted purely by instinct when one of his attackers shouted,
"CGet on your hands and knees, boss man. You don't belong in this town." Al ex
could still hear the words reverberate through the hot, night air. For an
i nstant he was twel ve years old again and utterly defensel ess.

Now, Al ex pounded a fist on the steering wheel to bring the road into
focus. Jacob grabbed at the door handle again. Still thinking about the
previ ous evening, Al ex barely noticed.

He' d kept his suspicions to hinmself when talking to the sheriff, but
the nore Al ex thought about the details, the less likely it seened he'd been a
victimof random viol ence. "Jacob, what's your opinion of Harley Rossendahl ?"

"As a sheriff?"

Al ex nodded, still deep in thought. Three years of working in the
energency room at San Franci sco General had acquainted himw th the effects of
random vi ol ence. It had al so acquainted himwith its patterns. Something about
the attack last night struck himas odd.

Why had they called himboss man if they didn't know who he was? Hi s
car and clothing didn't mark himas anyone with authority or wealth.
Considering the location of the attack, it 