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Prologue 
 
Spring 

WHEN BOTH THE Seahawk and its pilot took a direct hit, things went from bad to worse. 

U.S. Navy SEAL Lieutenant Tom Paoletti took over the controls and lurched the helicopter skyward as Jazz and Lopez worked to keep the pilot from bleeding to death. 

The elite, eight-member SO squad had come into this latrine of a country to see to the safe departure of a diplomat’s wife. The mission was important enough to warrant the presence of Lieutenant Paoletti, SEAL Team Sixteen’s commanding officer. In fact, the order had come down from Admiral Chip Crowley himself. 

Crowley had told Tom frankly that he hoped the CO’s appearance, along with that of his executive officer, Lieutenant Junior Grade Casper “Jazz” Jacquette, would make these fascist assholes behave like neither fascists nor assholes. 

Maybe, just maybe, if Tom was there with his easygoing, let’s-be-friends smile, countered by the take-me-very-seriously rows of ribbons on his chest and his calm air of command, maybe these bottom feeders would actually do as they’d promised, and let them walk out with Mrs. Hampton in tow. 

And maybe, if Tom had Jazz standing beside him, six feet tall and nearly as wide across, very stern, very silent, very black, and very, very dangerous looking, this mission would, indeed, turn out to be no more than an eight-man escort job. 

The local government had insisted up and down and backward and forward that Mrs. Hampton wasn’t being held against her will, so Tom and his squad had taken a commercial flight in, rented a van at the airport, and driven out to the hotel the Hamptons had been living in before Ronald Hampton had made the mistake of taking a day trip to a neighboring country without his wife. In the course of a single afternoon, without warning, the political situation in the area had changed so drastically that old Ron and his entourage weren’t allowed back in. 

Mrs. Hampton was actually at the hotel—a fact that had caused Tom to pause and reflect on the possibility that they were simply going to escort her, without incident, to the airport. He’d considered it at some length as he and his squad sat sipping iced tea in a pleasantly cool garden courtyard while Mrs. Hampton packed. 

Her arrival in the lobby was announced by the presence of six enormous suitcases. 

Mrs. Wilhemina Hampton. 

She was one of those leathery tan fifty-something women who looked as if she should be wearing tennis whites with the little panties under her skirt at all times, holding a racket in one hand, a martini and cigarette in the other. 

She didn’t look particularly glad to see her SEAL escorts, and when Tom gently suggested she ship most of her luggage home—that the local government’s habit of extensive luggage searches might cause delays—she objected with the kind of whine that made him wonder why the United States was going to so much trouble to get her out. 

He pointed out—slightly less gently—that temporary delays in this neck of the woods frequently turned into permanent delays. Although the whining didn’t stop entirely, it lessened in intensity, and three of the suitcases were grudgingly left behind. 

Tom handed her off to Petty Officer Third Class Mark Jenkins, squeaky young, complete with an earnest, angelic freckled face that belonged on a choirboy. Jenk was, in fact, a devious hell-raiser and the best professional liar Tom had ever met in all his years in the teams. Jenk gave Mrs. Hampton his most adorable smile, asked her questions about her grandchildren, and led her to a seat safe in the middle of the van even as, in Tom’s direction, he pointedly scratched the side of his face with his middle finger. 

As they pulled out of the hotel parking lot, O’Leary was in the back, riding shotgun. “A black sedan’s on our six.” 

They were being followed. 

But Tom would’ve been surprised if they’d left the hotel without a tail. 

Jenk and Lopez were oohing and aahing over pictures of Mrs. Hampton’s profoundly ugly grandchild when they heard the first of the sirens in the distance. 

Ensign Sam Starrett, who was driving, met Tom’s eyes in the rearview mirror. 

“Steady,” Tom said. Until they knew for certain those sirens were coming for them, making a run for it would be foolish. Running would blow this entire charade out of the water. And right now they were still firmly planted in pretend. The government was going to let them get on that plane. Sure they were. 

WildCard, also known as Petty Officer First Class Kenny Karmody, was riding up front, monitoring the radio, fine-tuning the signal for the benefit of Ensign John Nilsson, the team’s language expert. 

“Four cars and one army transport, L.T., carrying a full platoon, heading out from the airport, ready to intercept—ordered to use force if necessary,” Nilsson reported. 

WildCard turned back to look at Tom with glee. But then again, there wasn’t much WildCard didn’t do with glee. “Plan B, your holiness?” 

Admiral Crowley had stressed the importance of using diplomacy over force in carrying out this mission. Tom knew if his squad fired the first shot, there’d be a hell of a lot of explaining to do. But he’d far prefer an uncomfortable few hours in front of Crowley’s desk explaining that than having his entire squad and the delightful Mrs. Hampton spend the next six years of their lives in some shithole prison cell, the subjects of an Amnesty International letter-writing campaign. 

Plan Bravo was looking like a damn good choice. 

“Let’s do it.” The words had barely left Tom’s lips before O’Leary neatly shot out the front tire of the black sedan. 

Starrett took a hard right on two wheels, leaving both the main road and the swerving black sedan in the dust. 

Mrs. Hampton started screaming as they narrowly missed a head-on with a vegetable truck. “What are you doing? What are you doing?” 

Jenk raised his boyish tenor to be heard over her. “Mrs. Hampton, ma’am. Even though we were assured you’d be able to leave freely on a commercial airline flight, we made backup provisions for an alternative means of departure. We’ve got a Seahawk helicopter meeting us just outside of town. Lieutenant Paoletti believes our wisest course of action is to head for that alternative means of departure at this time.” 

“L.T., my foot’s on the floor,” Starrett shouted. “This piece of shit’s maxing out at forty-five.” 

They were bouncing through the narrow, potholed side streets at a speed that seemed alarmingly fast. But Tom knew that if they were being actively pursued, it very quickly wouldn’t seem fast enough. 

It wasn’t any wonder Starrett couldn’t get this thing moving, though. They’d filled the beat-up passenger van with eight large men, a woman who wasn’t exactly a lightweight, and three very heavy suitcases. 

There was only one thing they could lose to try to lighten the load. Or rather, there were three things. 

Tom met Jazz’s gaze. His XO knew exactly what he was thinking, which was good, because he didn’t have to say the words aloud. Mrs. H. was already upset enough. But O’Leary, who was sitting in the back with the suitcases, wasn’t on the same wavelength. 

“O’Leary, help me jettison the ballast,” Jazz ordered the sniper in his sub-bass, Darth Vader voice. 

Mrs. H. had stopped screaming, but she was still clearly unhappy at the thought of flying out via helo. Thankfully she wasn’t familiar with the nautical terms jettison or ballast. At least the protests wouldn’t begin until it was too late to make a difference. 

“I get airsick on anything smaller than a 737,” she complained. 

Tom leaned over the back of his seat, turning to face her, hoping that what he was about to say would make her realize the gravity of their situation. 

“We just heard a radio message that ordered four secret-police vehicles and a transport carrying thirty soldiers to stop us by any and all means,” he told her, getting right in her face, making it impossible for her to look anywhere but directly into his eyes. “I don’t imagine you had the opportunity to tour the central prison while you were visiting this country, ma’am, but picture, if you will, someplace dark and cold, filled with rats and the stink of unwashed bodies. If that sounds like a place you’d like to spend a few years, say the word, and we’ll let you out at the curb.” 

Mrs. H. was quite silent. In fact, she didn’t let out more than a strangled squeak as she noticed the draft from the opened back door and saw the last of her suitcases cartwheeling down the street like that old American Tourister commercial. Tom doubted anyone, including her very important husband, had ever spoken so bluntly to her in her entire life. 

“I need you to stay close to Petty Officer Jenkins,” Tom continued. “If he, or I, or anyone in this squad for that matter, gives you an order, you must follow that order without question, without hesitation. Am I making myself clear?” 

She nodded grimly, her mouth tight. “Abundantly, Lieutenant. Although you can be assured I’ll be writing a letter directly to your commanding officer about this. Those suitcases were filled with designer clothing, all expensive, some irreplaceable.” 

“Keep your head down and your mouth closed, ma’am,” Tom told her. “We will get you out of here so you can write that letter. I promise you that.” 

Mrs. Hampton couldn’t resist one last question. “What’s to keep them from shooting down your helicopter?” 

“We’ve got full support from the U.S. Air Force standing by, and an agreement that acts as a permission slip from NATO for our fighters to use force if necessary—a fact we’ll start broadcasting across all channels as soon as we get into the air. They’d have to be crazy to fire on us knowing that. My best estimate—” He glanced at his watch. “—has us landing on a U.S.-friendly airfield in just under an hour. I’ll see to it you get stationery and a pen when we arrive.” 

“And if something goes wrong,” Mrs. Hampton said acidly, “is there a Plan C?” 

“There’s always a Plan C, ma’am.” C stood for creative solutions on the fly. It was one of the things Tom’s special operations squad did best. 

But Plan Bravo went like clockwork. With Nilsson monitoring the radio, Starrett keeping his foot to the floor, and WildCard navigating their way through the twisting streets, they made it to the extraction point right on schedule. 

The Seahawk approached on schedule, too, dust swirling as the pilot touched all the way down so they would be able to toss Mrs. H. on board. 

The snafu came from a jeep full of patrolling enemy soldiers. It was one of those stupid-ass coincidences that set Tom’s teeth on edge. The patrol had been in the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time. Obviously, they had seen the helo and come to check it out. If they’d been ninety seconds later, the helo would’ve been off the ground. Ninety seconds later, and the SEALs would have been moving quickly out of the soldiers’ weapon range. 

Instead, the patrol came around the corner, weapons locked and loaded. But Lopez had been watching for exactly that, and he reacted first, lobbing a grenade in the soldiers’ direction as Tom and Jazz lobbed Mrs. Hampton onto the helo. 

The soldiers scattered, but one of them managed to get off a few wild shots. 

It was sheer misfortune that one of those bullets went through the open door and directly into the shoulder of the pilot. 

But Tom got them up and he got them away. It had been a few years since he’d flown one of these birds. If it wasn’t quite smooth sailing, it was close enough. 

“Christ, skipper,” Jenks shouted over the relentless din Mrs. H. was still making, “we’re smoking!” 

Shit, they were. The engine was sending out a plume of smoke like a signal flare. A bullet must’ve hit one of the two engines. Talk about a lucky shot. Son of a bitch. 

They were already well outside of the city and moving fast toward the border, but they weren’t going to make it over. Not with one engine gone. And, Christ, the fuel gauge was going crazy. They’d been hit in the fuel tank, too. A smoking engine and a leaking fuel tank didn’t make for a good combination, unless, of course, you wanted an explosion. He had to bring this puppy down and he had to do it now. 

The landscape below was barren and dry, a desert filled with unfriendly-looking rocks and not much more than a whole lot of dust. It looked more like the moon than the lush New England countryside where Tom had grown up. 

“Brace!” Tom shouted as he wrestled the helo down to the ground. The landing was bumpy—hell, it was just short of a crash. Anything not strapped down went flying. “Jazz, get Mrs. H. outta here! Move!” 

His men were already in motion. Jazz and Jenks each had Mrs. Hampton by an arm. As they lifted her out of the Seahawk and across the bone-dry ground to shelter behind an outcropping of rocks, she was shouting and struggling, her voice nearly hoarse. 

Lopez and WildCard took the pilot, and Nilsson, Starrett, and O’Leary had already filled their arms with as much gear and water as they could carry away. 

Tom was the last one out the door, and he hit the ground running, thinking, shit, that speech he’d given hadn’t done a whole hell of a lot to shut Mrs. Hampton’s flapping mouth. 

And then he heard what Mrs. Hampton was shouting about. Her purse. She’d left her frigging purse behind. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he heard Jazz say, “you’ll have to do without it. That thing’s a time bomb, it’s going to—” 

“My heart pills are in my purse!” Mrs. Hampton’s raspy voice seemed to echo against the rocks, slapping up among the walls of the gently sloping hills. 

Heart pills. 

Shit. 

The world went into slow-mo. Tom saw Jazz step out from behind the rocks, heading back toward him, toward the helo. But Tom was at least thirty yards closer. He tried to execute a half-court pivot, but skidded in the dust, scrambling to keep his speed up as he raced now back toward the helicopter. 

Ten steps, and he was inside, searching for the goddamned thing. It was invisible, like most women’s handbags when you really wanted to find them fast. He dropped to the metal floor, searching under the seats and . . . 

Jackpot. It was beige leather and it must’ve slid forward when he’d landed. He grabbed it and was out the door in a matter of heartbeats, running as hard and as fast as he possibly could. 

Tom was at least twenty yards from the shelter of the rocks when he heard the Seahawk blow behind him, felt the force of the explosion send him hurtling through the air. The ground came up to meet him far too quickly. 

Damn, he thought as he tucked Mrs. H.’s handbag against him, protecting it with his body, this was going to hurt. 

And then he stopped thinking as his world went black. 




Chapter 1



8 August 

TOM SWUNG HIS duffle bag down from the overhead rack and shuffled slowly with the other passengers off the commercial flight and out into Boston’s LoganAirport. 

Moving slowly was good, especially since—like right now—he still had bouts of dizziness from that head injury that had nearly taken him out of action permanently. 

Outside the terminal, the city skyline was muted by the hazy morning sky. Welcome to summer in New England. 

The humidity would lift, Tom knew, as he headed toward the tiny NorthShore community of Baldwin’s Bridge. The stiff ocean breezes kept the temperature down and the skies blue in the picture-perfect tourist town. 

Tom was staying only until Sunday. 

He had thirty days of convalescent leave to fill, which pissed him off. He didn’t want thirty days, dammit. He’d just spent far too much time in the hospital, too much time away from his command. Of course, thanks to Rear Admiral Larry Tucker, at this point he wasn’t sure he even had much of a command to return to. 

Was it any wonder he’d lost his temper when he’d found out that while he was in a frigging coma, Tucker had tried to make SEAL Team Sixteen a line item to be deleted on the upcoming fiscal year’s budget? And when Tom had found out that Tucker had taken Sixteen’s SO squad, the elite group of men that Tom had taken years to handpick—nicknamed “The Troubleshooters” by some and “The Troublemakers” by the non-SEAL brass like Tucker—and scattered them to the ends of the earth . . . 

But Tom had only lost his temper with the rear admiral. He hadn’t thrown the man through the fourth-story window of his D.C. office. He hadn’t even slapped the self-satisfied smirk off the bastard’s face. 

All he’d done was list his objections perhaps a little more strenuously than he normally might have. 

And for that, he’d lost another week of his life undergoing psych evaluations, as teams of medical doctors and psychiatrists tried to decide whether or not his outburst was directly related to his recent severe head injury. 

Tom had tried to assure them that, indeed, his loss of temper was merely a side effect of dealing with Tucker. 

But his doctor was a captain—Howard Eckert—who was up for promotion and eager to please Rear Admiral Tucker, and Tom’s excuses didn’t fly. Eckert gave him thirty days’ convalescent leave in an attempt to recover further from the head injury. The doctor and the shrinks warned Tom that with such an injury it wasn’t unusual to experience some temporary and slight changes in personality. Aggressive behavior. Feelings of persecution and paranoia. And of course there was the dizziness and headaches. He should try to stay calm and relaxed. Because after thirty days, when he returned to the naval base in Virginia, he would undergo a similar set of psychiatric tests, after which his fate would be decided. 

Would he be given a medical discharge and cut adrift, or would he be allowed to continue his career in the U.S. Navy? 

Tom didn’t want choice A, but he knew that Tucker would be pushing to have him safely retired. And that meant Tom needed to spend these next thirty days doing everything he could to get as rested and relaxed—and as sane—as possible. 

He knew himself well enough to know that going home for more than a long weekend would be a major mistake as far as staying sane went. And Tuesday through Sunday made for a very long weekend. 

But a short visit would be good. He wanted to see his great-uncle, Joe. He even wanted to see his sister, Angela, and his niece, Mallory. Mal had graduated from high school this year. Her teenage years were proving to be as rocky as his and Angie’s had been. 

Apparently it still wasn’t easy to be a Paoletti kid growing up in highbrow Baldwin’s Bridge, Massachusetts. Hell, there were members of the police force who still bristled when they saw Tom coming. 

He was thirty-six years old now, a highly decorated and respected commanding officer in the U.S. Navy SEALs, yet all those old labels—troublemaker, fuckup, “that wild Paoletti kid”—persevered. 

No, as much as he missed Joe’s solid company, a weekend in Baldwin’s Bridge would definitely be long enough. But maybe he could talk Joe into going to Bermuda with him for a week or two. That would be cool. And if Joe insisted, Tom would even bring Charles Ashton along on this trip. 

Mr. Ashton was Joe’s crotchety best friend or arch nemesis, depending on the two old men’s moods. He was a contender for Mr. Scrooge and the Grinch all rolled into one delightful, alcohol-soused package. But Joe had known the man since the Second World War. There was a lot of history behind his loyalty, and Tom could respect that. Besides, any man who’d managed to father Kelly Ashton couldn’t be that bad. 

Kelly Ashton. Tom thought of her every time he returned to Baldwin’s Bridge. Of course, he thought of her when he wasn’t there as well. In fact, he thought of her far too often, considering it had been more than sixteen years since he’d seen her last. 

What were the chances she’d be visiting her father this week, while Tom was in town? 

Slim to none. She was a doctor now, with a busy, full life that didn’t include sitting around, waiting for Tom to come home. 

And sixteen years was surely enough time for him to stop thinking about her. She’d obviously stopped thinking about him, considering she’d been married. 

Of course, now she was divorced. 

Which meant exactly nothing. For all he knew, she’d already remarried. Stop thinking about her. She wasn’t going to be there. 

Tom worked his way through the crowded airport, heading toward the overhang where the shuttle to the subway—called the T in Boston—would pick him up. He passed the luggage carousel, weaving his way through the throngs of people who were surging slightly forward now that the conveyor belt had started moving. 

The crowd was made up mostly of vacationing families and older travelers waiting for their suitcases. The businessmen and -women had all packed lightly enough to carry on their bags and they were long gone. 

But there was one dark-suited man in the crowd, about Tom’s height, his light brown hair streaked with gray. He reached down to pick up his bag from the conveyor belt, turning to hoist it up onto his shoulder in a strange twisting move that made Tom stop short. 

No way. 

There was no way that, out of all the places in the world, Tom should run into the man known only as “the Merchant” in LoganAirport. 

His hair was too light, although that’d be easy enough to change. 

His face was different—although it was roughly the same shape. But his nose and cheekbones were softer, less pronounced, his chin slightly weaker than Tom remembered. Could a plastic surgeon do all that? Was it even possible? 

Tom moved closer to the man, trying to get a better look. 

His eyes. The color was different. They were a muddy shade of blue and brown—that funky no-single-color that brown-eyed people could get when they bought blue-tinted contact lenses. But it didn’t matter what color they were. Tom would have recognized those eyes anywhere. Still, he’d only gotten a glimpse. 

God, was it possible? . . . 

The man moved with his duffel bag still on his shoulder, heading for the door, and Tom followed more slowly, hampered by the crowd. 

Now that he was walking, the man moved differently than the Merchant had, but a man who was the subject of an international manhunt would no doubt have worked to change his walk along with his face and his hair color. Still, that one twisting move . . . Tom had seen that many times on several different pieces of video—rare footage of the Merchant in action. And as for his eyes . . . 

Tom still saw the Merchant’s eyes in his sleep. 

As Tom followed him, the man pushed open the door, heading toward a taxicab waiting at the curb. 

Tom tried to get outside, doing some fancy footwork to keep from stepping on a toddler who’d escaped from his parents, then dancing around a pair of elderly ladies. 

By the time he reached the door, his head was throbbing and the Merchant had gotten into the taxi and was driving away. 

What now? Follow that cab? 

There were no other cabs available. 

Strains of the rock song “Paranoia” echoed in Tom’s head as he made a mental note of the departing taxi’s ID number—5768—stenciled in black letters on its trunk. He glanced at his watch. Nearly 0800. 

But if this really was the Merchant, calling the cab company to find out where cab number 5768 dropped his 0800 fare from Logan wasn’t going to do a hell of a lot of good. 

The Merchant wouldn’t go directly from the airport to his final location. He would make sure he was dropped downtown, he’d wander a few blocks, then pick up another cab. He’d do this several times until he was certain he wasn’t being followed, that his path couldn’t be traced. 

On the other side of the overhang, the shuttle to the T was pulling up. 

“Paranoia” played a little bit louder until Tom shook his head, pushing away both it and the dizziness that still seemed to intervene whenever he stood up for too long. 

Yes, it was going to sound frigging crazy when he tried to explain. “Hi, I think I just saw the international terrorist that I spent four months tracking in ’96 taking a cab out of LoganAirport. Yeah, that’s in Boston, Massachusetts, that teeming hotbed of international intrigue. . . .” 

Yeah, right. 

Tom got on the shuttle. 

He would call. Crazy as it all sounded, he had to call someone. He’d call Admiral Crowley—a man who’d trusted Tom’s crazy instincts before. But Tom would make the call from the comfort and privacy of his uncle Joe’s cottage in Baldwin’s Bridge. 

He jammed his bag beneath his feet and sat near the window, putting his head back and closing his eyes. Rest and relaxation. 

He could assume the position, but he couldn’t keep his mind from racing. 

Tom had no clue—no clue—what he was going to do if Tucker got what he wanted and kicked him out of the Navy. 

The tile was cold against his cheek. 

It actually felt rather nice, but Charles Ashton didn’t want to die, like Elvis, on the bathroom floor, with his pajama bottoms down around his ankles. 

Where was the dignity in that? 

“Come on, God,” he said, struggling to pull his pants up his legs. “Give a guy a break.” 

He’d been on a first-name basis with God ever since that day Joe Paoletti had driven him to Dr. Grant’s and the much too young physician had used the words you and have and terminal and cancer in the very same sentence. Charles had figured his and God’s relationship was going to become far more personal and hands on in the very near future, so he might as well get friendly with the guy. 

Death. 

It wasn’t a very fun or happy word, with any particularly appealing images attached. Charles preferred the more euphemistic expressions. Kicking the bucket. Belly-up—that was a particularly bouncy, friendly-sounding one. And then there was the perennial favorite: shitting the bed. 

No, strike that. He preferred the bare bones dying over that most unpleasant image. 

The doctor had estimated that Charles had about four months before he’d pass on. Pass on—that was a stupid one. It made him think of passing gas, like dying was one giant, last-blast fart. 

Of course, the precocious youngster with the medical degree had warned, he could be wrong and the moment of truth could be far sooner than four months. 

Like maybe this morning. 

Charles wasn’t afraid to die. Not anymore. Well, wait, strike that, too. He was afraid to die—on the bathroom floor. A thing like that would stay with a guy damn near forever. 

“Remember Charles Ashton?” someone would say. “Yeah, right, Ashton,” would be the reply. “He died in his bathroom with his big bare ass hanging out of his pants.” 

Forget about all the money he’d given to charity, all his philanthropic works. Forget the branch of the Baldwin’s Bridge hospital dedicated to children’s medicine, given in honor of both his own son who died from a ruptured appendix in 1947 as well as a little French boy killed by the Nazis, a little boy he’d never actually met. Forget about the war he’d helped to win. Forget about the trust funds he’d set up so that each year three promising young students from Baldwin’s Bridge could attend the colleges of their choice. 

Forget about everything but his big bare ass, dead as a doornail on the bathroom floor. 

Dead. 

It was a cold word. 

Charles had suspected the news was coming when he’d first met the doctor, even before he’d had the full barrage of tests. 

“When you’re so old and your doctor is so young that you look at him and know you haven’t had sex since before he was born, chances are, he’s not going to have a whole hell of a lot of good news,” he’d told Joe grumpily as they’d driven home. 

Joe hadn’t said much—but then again, Joe wasn’t a huge talker. Young Joe Paoletti—he was only seventy-six to Charles’s exalted eighty—merely gave Charles a long look as they’d stopped at a red light. 

And Charles had wisely shut up. It hadn’t been the most considerate thing to say, considering Joe hadn’t had sexual relations since 1944. The crazy bastard. He’d been a heartbreaker, with a face like a matinee idol. He could have had a different woman for every night of the week. Yet he’d lived like a monk since they both had returned to Baldwin’s Bridge after the War. 

The War. The one against the Nazis. Double-yew, double-yew, eye, eye. 

He and Joe had met in France, of all places. Just after Normandy, that hell on earth. Joe hadn’t really been much of a talker back then, either. 

Theirs had become the kind of friendship that only a war could make. It was like something out of a storybook. Two men from completely different walks of life. One the poor son of a hardworking Italian immigrant from New York City, the other the wealthy son of a wealthy son from an old Boston family used to summers spent relaxing in the cool ocean breezes of the North Shore town of Baldwin’s Bridge, Massachusetts. They’d fought together against Nazi Germany, and their relationship solidified into something beyond permanent, bonded together with Winston Churchill’s own recipe for an indestructible tabby: blood, toil, tears, and sweat. 

Tears. 

Joe had wept when the doctor told Charles the C-word. He’d tried to hide it, but Charles had known. 

You didn’t spend nearly sixty years as someone’s best friend—even though you tried to deny it, even though you sometimes pretended he was only the gardener or the hired help or even just that stupid bum who’d followed you home from the War—and not know when he was hurting. 

“You should’ve taken him first,” Charles scolded God now. “I could’ve handled it.” 

With the last ounce of his strength, he heaved his pajama pants up around his waist. He lay there on the cool tile floor, his ass safely covered, coughing from the exertion, wondering if God could tell when he was lying. 

Dr. Kelly Ashton was running out of time. 

She parked her subcompact in her father’s driveway, next to Joe’s four-hundred-year-old but still pristine Buick station wagon, and turned off the engine, sitting for a moment, her head on her arms, against the steering wheel. 

What she was doing was stupid. She was stupid. Trying to maintain her pediatrics practice in Boston while living here, an hour north of the city at her father’s house in Baldwin’s Bridge, proved it. She should give the Harvard diploma back. Obviously it was a mistake. She was too stupid to have earned it. 

And she was doubly stupid since her father made it painstakingly clear that he really didn’t want her here. 

He didn’t need her help. He’d rather die alone. 

Kelly pushed open the car door, gathering the bag from the drugstore and the sack of groceries she’d picked up from the Stop & Shop on her way home. This was supposed to be one of her days here in Baldwin’s Bridge, but she’d gotten up at 4:30 to drive into Boston before the rush, to get some paperwork done. With her new schedule, she barely had time to think let alone do paperwork, and this morning she’d only managed to put a dent in the piles on her desk. 

She’d also gone in early hoping that Betsy McKenna’s test results would be in first thing. 

Kelly suspected the frail six-year-old had leukemia. And if that was the case, she wanted to be the one to tell Betsy’s parents, to talk about treatment, and to introduce them to the oncologist. 

But at nine she’d called the lab and found out that Betsy’s blood sample had been shipped in a van that had been totaled in an accident. In fact, the entire day’s blood tests had to be redone. All those patients—Betsy included—would have to come back in. The results would be returned to Kelly stat. Tomorrow, they’d promised. Provided a new blood sample got to them today. 

It was at that point she’d put the entire matter into the very capable hands of Pat Geary, her administrative assistant. And Kelly had given up on the paperwork and headed back here, to be near her father. 

Who wanted nothing more than for her to leave him alone. 

So she’d probably spend her day at home running around town, doing errands, trying to show him that she loved him in the only way she knew how. By being dutiful and obedient. By staying out of his way. 

She gave the car door a hard push with her rear end, slamming it shut. 

He’d always been a selfish bastard. What had he been thinking, anyway, having a kid when he was so damn old? He’d always been old—old and cynical and so jaded and sarcastic. 

Kelly couldn’t imagine what he’d seen in Tina, her mother, other than her youthful body and pretty face. She knew, however, what Tina had seen in him. Charles Ashton was an elegant, beautiful, seemingly sophisticated, and very, very wealthy man. Even now, at eighty, he was remarkably handsome. He still had a thick shock of hair—though pure white now instead of golden blond. And his eyes were still a bright piercing blue, though by all rights they should be bleary, watery, and shot with red, thanks to the gallons of alcohol he’d consumed through the years. 

It was only his soul that was ugly and shriveled. 

And it was only now, when he was dying, that he’d finally stopped drinking. Not because he wanted to be sober, but because he was having trouble eating or drinking just about everything. The whiskey that had once been his cure-all now was too harsh on his cancer-ridden stomach. 

The irony was intense. 

It took looming, imminent death by cancer to remove him from the clutches of the alcoholism that had been slowly but surely killing him. At one point, Kelly had been sure the DTs would do him in, but the old man was tough and he’d made it through. 

And now, for the first time since Kelly could remember, her father was sober all the time and capable of carrying on meaningful conversations. 

Except he didn’t want to talk to her. 

Charles didn’t need her, but dammit, she needed him. He had three months left—if that. And she needed to use that time to reach some kind of an understanding, if not with him, then at least about him. Even if all they managed to do was sit in a room together without one of them getting a rash, that would be more than they’d shared in the recent past. 

He might be stubborn, but she was stubborn, too. It wouldn’t be easy, because she was, after all, an Ashton—raised to keep every emotion she was feeling carefully, politely inside. 

Kelly went into the house and put down all her bags on the kitchen table. 

The place was silent, but that didn’t mean a thing. This monstrosity that had been the Ashton summer home for the past hundred and fifty years was so vast that Charles could be in his TV room with the set turned up deafeningly, and she wouldn’t hear it in the kitchen. 

Kelly began putting the groceries away as loudly as she possibly could, hoping—as futilely as the little girl she’d once been had hoped that her straight As on her report card would make her worthy of her father’s love—that for once Charles would hear that she was home and come say good morning. 

On the other end of the phone, Adm. Chip Crowley was silent. And when he finally sighed, Tom knew this was not going to be easy. 

“Tell me again who this Merchant is?” Crowley asked. 

Tom couldn’t keep his voice from sounding tight. “Sir. I’d appreciate it if you did not patronize me.” 

“I’m not patronizing you, Tom, I’m trying to refresh my less than perfect memory. Will you please just answer my question? And I’ll tell you right now to keep it at a decibel level that won’t hurt my ears. Don’t even think about giving me some of the same verbal disrespect that you dished out to Larry Tucker last week.” 

Tom sat down at Joe’s formica-topped kitchen table. “Sir. Are you telling me you support Tucker’s attempt to shut down Sixteen and the SO squad?” 

“I’m telling you nothing of the kind,” Crowley said. “Son, I’m behind your Troubleshooters two hundred percent. Team Sixteen’s not going anywhere. You have my promise. What Larry tried to do was dead wrong. But what you did in response was also dead wrong. And I have to confess to being a little concerned. There are ways to deal with assholes like Larry Tucker that don’t include going off half-cocked and getting yourself strapped down for a week’s worth of psych evals. The man I chose to lead Team Sixteen a year and a half ago wouldn’t have done what you did.” 

Crowley was right. Tom’s head was pounding and he rubbed his forehead with his fingers, trying to relieve the pressure. The kitchen wall was dingy, he noticed, and he looked around the room, realizing it needed fresh paint. That’s what he should be doing with this weekend, not reporting sightings of dead terrorists, not putting his career even further at risk. 

“Now why don’t you do me a favor and answer my question?” Crowley said more gently. “The Merchant. He had something to do with that embassy bombing back in, what was it, 1997?” 

“ ’Ninety-six,” Tom said. “And yes, sir. He’s an independent contractor—a mercenary who was the brains behind the car bomb that took out the American embassy in Paris that year. A Muslim extremist group claimed responsibility for the blast, but NAVINTEL put the Merchant there. It was definitely his work. The bomb had his cell’s signature all over it.” 

“You were part of a combined French–American force brought in after these terrorists were tracked to . . . London, was it?” 

“Liverpool. The SAS played a part, too.” 

They’d wasted a hell of a lot of time playing politics after the Merchant and his dirty band had been tracked to a warehouse in a particularly dank part of the English town most famous for being the home of the Beatles. In fact, Tom still believed that if they’d focused more on apprehending the terrorists rather than deciding the protocol of who got to kick down the door, they might’ve had five captured Tangos rather than four former terrorists in need of body bags and one terrorist—the Merchant—still “at large,” as the Feds so aptly put it. 

“We had security-camera footage of the Merchant being hit by gunfire,” Tom told the admiral. “Through video analysis, his injuries were believed to be extensive. In fact, the word fatal was used. Even though he’d escaped, it was thought chances of his surviving were slim.” 

Crowley was silent again, and Tom looked at the summer flowers Joe kept in a vase on the table. As far back as Tom could remember, Joe had had fresh flowers in his kitchen all spring and summer long. 

It was one of the perks of being a groundskeeper, Tom supposed. Maybe that was what he could do after Tucker forced his early retirement. He could come back to Baldwin’s Bridge and act as Joe’s apprentice. Learn about roses and lawn grubs and all those things he’d been too impatient to pay attention to when he was in high school. He could eventually take over the position of the Ashtons’ groundskeeper from Joe, and when Charles Ashton died . . . If Charles Ashton died. The old man was just ornery enough to be immortal out of spite. If Charles died, Tom could work full time for his daughter, Kelly, because she would no doubt inherit this humongous estate—the main house and grounds, and even this little cottage Joe had lived in for over fifty years. 

Now there was a high school fantasy that had never died. Tom could be gorgeous Kelly Ashton’s lawn boy. It was a fantasy that ran an awful lot like a cheap porno flick, starting with Tom slick with sweat from trimming the hedges around the house. Kelly Ashton, with her sweet girl-next-door face, those eyes that were unbelievably blue, and that sinfully perfect body, would be sitting on the screened porch. She’d invite him into the coolness of the house for a glass of lemonade, and . . . 

“You’re awfully quiet,” Crowley commented. “I know what you’re thinking.” 

Oh, no, the admiral most certainly did not. 

“You’re thinking, if the Merchant’s injuries really were that extensive, he wouldn’t have been able to evade capture in the first place,” Crowley continued. 

Not even close. But it was definitely what Tom had thought, both back in ’96 and frequently over the past few years. That is, when he wasn’t thinking about doing Kelly Ashton. 

Which he did too goddamned often. Being back here, across the driveway from the house in which she used to live, wasn’t going to help. 

“Admiral,” Tom said, trying hard to focus, “if the man I saw was the Merchant, he’s had plastic surgery, changed his hair color. But he was the right height, had the right build. And his eyes . . . I know I’m failing to put this into words the right way, but I studied this man. Back in ’96, for months he was the focus of my full attention. I memorized every photo in the task-force file. I spent literally weeks’ worth of time staring at pictures of him, watching video footage, learning to think like him. Maybe I’m crazy but—” 

“That right there is the problem, Lieutenant,” Crowley said. “Maybe you are crazy. I’ve got a file of your recent psych evaluations on my desk, citing a list of side effects you could be experiencing from that knock on the head. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that the words feelings of paranoia are very high on that list.” 

Tom ran his hand down his face. He had known this was coming. “You don’t need to remind me, sir. But I did see this man and I had to report what I saw.” 

“What you thought you saw,” Crowley corrected him. 

Tom wasn’t going to argue with an admiral even though he disagreed. “I guess I hoped you’d look into the matter discreetly—see if the Merchant’s been mentioned in any NAVINTEL reports or, hell, in any Agency reports. I know you’re connected, sir. I just want to find out if anyone else out there—someone who hasn’t had doctors drilling holes in his skull in the past few months,” he added dryly, “has seen this guy recently.” 

“I’ll put out feelers,” Crowley promised him. “You just make damn sure you keep any other sightings of terrorists to yourself. If Larry Tucker hears about this, you’ll have medical discharge papers in your hands so fast, you won’t know what hit you.” 

“I know, sir,” Tom said. “Thank you, sir.” 

“Get some rest, Tom,” Crowley said, and cut the connection. 

Tom dropped the receiver into the cradle and pushed himself up and out of the chair. He had to stop, supporting himself on the table until the dizziness passed. Then, cursing his weakness, he went looking for Joe, to tell him he was home for the weekend—and that his kitchen needed a coat of paint. 



Chapter 2



“KELLY . . .” 

Kelly froze, pulling her head out of the refrigerator to listen intently. 

“Kelly . . .” 

There it was again, barely audible. Her father’s voice, sounding frail and weak. That is, more frail and weak than usual. 

Kelly stuffed the quarter of a watermelon she was holding into the refrigerator and headed out of the kitchen at a run. She hurried down the long hallway that led to her father’s bedroom. 

The room was dim, the shades pulled down, blocking the bright early-afternoon sunshine. Kelly moved toward the bed, letting her eyes adjust, but Charles wasn’t there. 

She crossed toward the bathroom and . . . 

Oh, God. 

Her father was lying, facedown, on the tile floor. 

Kelly knelt next to him, checking for his pulse. His skin was clammy and his eyelids fluttered at her touch, as if it were an effort to open his eyes. 

“ ’Bout time you got in here,” he wheezed. “Usually check on me first thing in the morning. Figures today you’d decide to rearrange the cans of spinach in the kitchen cabinets.” 

“I was putting away a few groceries,” she told him, her heart in her throat. Don’t die now. Don’t you dare die yet! She purposely made her voice sound matter of fact, knowing her upset would only annoy him. “What happened?” 

“Actually,” he said, “I’m practicing for my audition for that commercial. You know—’I’ve fallen and I can’t get up’?” 

Kelly lost it. “Daddy, for God’s sake, will you stop being a jerk for just thirty seconds and tell me what happened? Did you slip? Are you having chest pains? Did you hit your head when you fell? Is anything broken?” Was it a stroke? If it was, he hadn’t lost command of his speech center, that was for damn sure. 

“If you must know,” Charles said almost primly, “one minute I was on the commode, minding to my business, and the next I was on the floor. I don’t think I hit my head. And it doesn’t feel as if anything’s broken—except for my pride.” 

“We need to make arrangements to get a nurse to come in while I’m out,” Kelly said as she checked her father’s eyes, checked his head. “If I help you, do you think you can get up?” 

“No,” Charles said. “And no nurse. And don’t you even think about calling the paramedics. If they come out here, they’ll take me to the hospital, and I’m not going to the hospital. Remember Frank Elmer? He went in for minor chest pains—and he was dead the next day.” 

“That was because he had a massive stroke.” 

“My point exactly. Maybe he would have been fine if he hadn’t gone to the hospital. I’ll stay right here, thank you very much.” 

His head looked fine. He must’ve somehow caught himself on the way down, thank God. She checked his arms and legs, and he managed to pull away from her irritably, even though he couldn’t move far. “Stop that.” 

“I’m a doctor,” she reminded him. “If you’re going to refuse to go to the hospital when something like this happens—” 

“What happened?” he asked. “Big deal. I got dizzy, I still feel a little weak. That shouldn’t surprise you. I’m a billion years old and I’ve got cancer. Something tells me that the bathroom floor and I aren’t going to stay strangers.” 

“If we had a nurse—” 

“She would annoy me, too,” Charles finished. “Get Joe,” he ordered. “Between you, Joe, and me, we can get me back into bed.” 

Kelly stood up, but she turned back to look down at him. Wasn’t he even the tiniest bit glad that she was here? The question escaped before she could stop herself. “Is that really what I do? Annoy you?” 

Charles only briefly met her eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but then stopped, shaking his head. “Just get Joe and get back here, all right?” 

Kelly hesitated, but her father closed his eyes, shutting the world—and her—out. God forbid they should ever actually talk. Trying hard not to let her hurt show—that would only make him more annoyed with her—she turned and hurried out of the bedroom, down the hall, back toward the kitchen. 

She pushed her way out the kitchen door, letting the screen slap shut behind her. Joe’s car was still in the driveway, thank God, and she hurried down toward the little cottage by the gate. “Joe! Are you home?” 

The shadow of a man was coming around the side of the cottage, and she changed her course, heading toward him, and . . . 

It wasn’t Joe. 

It was Tom Paoletti, Joe’s grandnephew. 

It was a big, tall, full-grown, man-size Tom Paoletti, with far less hair and far more lines on his still remarkably handsome face. His shoulders were wider beneath his T-shirt, his face broader, but his eyes hadn’t changed at all. Still hazel and still holding a hint of humor, keen intelligence, and an undercurrent of heat, his eyes belonged to the teenager she’d once known. 

He stopped short at the sight of her, clearly as surprised to see her as she was to see him. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Kelly Ashton.” His voice was still the same—deep and warm and smooth, with only the slightest trace of blue-collar New England. 

“Tom,” she said, feeling her world slipping, tilting out from under her feet. Remembering the dim glow from the dashboard of his car, exotically lighting his face as she’d . . . She pushed the thought away. “I need to find Joe. My father’s—” 

She cut herself off, aware that this had happened before, an almost identical situation, back when she was in ninth grade and Tom was a soon-to-be-graduating senior. 

She’d come home from school to find her father passed out in the kitchen, completely drunk. It was rare that it happened in the middle of the day, but there he was. Her mother had been due home any minute with some of the ladies from her tennis club. 

Kelly had run looking for Joe, and had found Tom. Together they’d carried Charles to his bedroom and put him safely into bed. 

“I don’t know where Joe is,” Tom said now. “I was looking for him, too. What’s the problem? Can I help?” 

“Yes. Thank you.” She quickly led him back to the main house. “My father fell in the bathroom,” she told him. “Even though he’s lost a lot of weight, he’s still too big for me to lift. I’ve been trying to convince him to get a nurse to come in, at least while I’m working, but he’s so stubborn.” 

God, listen to her. She was babbling. For the first time in sixteen years, her visit home had lined up with one of Tom’s infrequent visits to Joe. Except she wasn’t visiting. She was here to stay. Until her father died. 

Tom followed her into the kitchen, into the house. “Is your father sick?” he asked. 

Kelly turned to face him, again struck by how much bigger and broader he’d become. “My father’s dying,” she told him quietly. “Didn’t Joe tell you?” 

“Dying?” He was so surprised, it was obvious he hadn’t known. “Jesus, no. I mean, I haven’t spoken to Joe in a while, but . . . Kelly, I’m so sorry. Is it . . . ?” 

She nodded. “Cancer. Lungs, liver, it’s in his bones, his lymph nodes. You name it, it’s metastasized there. They don’t really know where it started or even exactly where it’s all spread, but at this point it really doesn’t matter. They’re not about to do exploratory surgery on an eighty-year-old man. And chemo’s out of the question, so . . .” 

She had to clear her throat. Saying the words aloud always drove home the permanence of it all. One morning in the very near future, she was going to wake up to a world that didn’t have her father in it. She wasn’t ready for that yet. It was hard to imagine she would ever be. 

Kelly led the way down the long corridor to Charles’s room. “Let’s get him into bed, and let me make sure he’s comfortable.” Maybe then they could talk. Maybe then she could sit down with Tom Paoletti, the subject of most of her teenage fantasies. And a few extremely adult ones as well. 

She wondered if he’d say anything to her about that night. It was possible he didn’t even remember. 

“Hey, Mr. Ashton,” Tom greeted her father as he went past her and into the bathroom. “Looks like you could use a hand.” 

“You remember Tom Paoletti, don’t you, Dad?” Kelly asked. 

As Tom crouched next to her father, he glanced up at Kelly. “He okay to move? Nothing broken?” 

“Yeah, I think he’s all right. Nothing hurts more than usual, right, Dad?” 

“Of course I remember Tom Paoletti,” Charles grumped, ignoring her other question completely. “You still in the Navy?” 

“Yes, sir,” Tom said. Even when he was in high school he’d been painstakingly polite. Always calling Charles Mr. Ashton and sir despite the older man’s obvious mistrust. “I’m still with the SEAL teams.” 

Back when Kelly was fifteen, she and Tom had struggled to carry Charles out of the kitchen and down the hall to his room. But in the past years, Charles had lost weight and Tom had gained muscles. He lifted her father seemingly effortlessly and carried him to the bed without her help at all. 

“I’m the commanding officer of SEAL Team Sixteen.” Tom set the old man gently down. 

“I know that,” Charles said. “Joe talks about you all the time, you know. He’s damn proud of you.” 

“Can I get you anything?” Kelly asked her father, adjusting the sheets, trying desperately not to be jealous of Tom. 

“I could use some eternal youth, if you’ve got any handy,” Charles said, at his charming, Cary Grant best for Tom’s benefit. “If not, maybe that Catherine Zeta-Jones, then. I hear she goes for older men.” 

Tom laughed, clearly charmed. Apparently, since he wasn’t Charles’s son, it was easier for him to forget the decades of slit-eyed anger and the half-slurred sarcasm. 

But then he leaned closer to Charles, his smile fading. “How’s Joe taking this?” he asked the old man quietly. 

Charles played dumb even though he clearly knew what Tom was referring to. He lifted one elegant white eyebrow. “This?” 

Kelly knew he was testing Tom, seeing if the younger man were brave enough to use the D-word in front of him. 

Tom met her eyes across the bed and smiled slightly. It wasn’t even a full smile, and just like that, she was fifteen again, her heart kicking into double time. God, he was even more good-looking than he’d been in his leather bomber jacket, astride his Harley, hair down past his shoulders. 

These days, he wore his hair very short, as if he didn’t give a damn about the fact that his hairline was receding. And it was thinning pretty drastically on top. But that was okay. Short hair looked good on him. 

There was no doubt about it: in a few years, Tom Paoletti—the boy who’d worn a ponytail all through high school—was going to be the best-looking bald man in the world. 

As Kelly watched, Tom turned and looked Charles directly in the eye. “How’s Joe taking the fact that his best friend is dying?” he asked. 

Dying. There it was. The truth. Boldly, bravely tossed out among them, unveiled. So many visitors tried to push it away, but it would lurk, festering in the corner of the room, always present, putting everyone on edge. 

“It’s been hard for him,” Charles said, answering Tom with an equally rare honesty. “Can you stay for a while? It would be good for Joe if you could stay for a while.” 

What a liar. Charles hoped Tom would stay. Yet he would’ve preferred it if Kelly, his own daughter, packed her things and went back to Boston. 

Tom made some vague sound that was neither yes nor no. 

Like her father and despite her jealousy, Kelly, too, hoped that Tom would stay—but for entirely different reasons. 

“When did your father grow a sense of humor?” Tom lowered himself into one of the chairs at the Ashtons’ kitchen table. 

Kelly was putting ice into a couple of tall glasses, pouring them both some lemonade. She had her back to him, and even dressed as she was in wide-legged pants and a loose sleeveless silk shirt thing, Tom was hyperaware that the girl he’d drooled over had grown up into a woman who had a body to die for. 

Now, as back then, she still dressed conservatively. Ever the good girl, she didn’t flaunt what God had given her. But even now, as back then, nothing short of a heavy robe would’ve successfully hidden it. And even that was disputable. 

“I think it reemerged when he stopped drinking,” she told him, bending over to put the lemonade back in the fridge. 

Tom tried not to look at her ass, but damn, there it was, even more perfect than ever. As she turned to face him, he pulled his gaze away just in time, pretending to be fascinated by the clock in the microwave across the room. He looked up at her and smiled as she handed him the glass, as if he’d just noticed she was there. Not staring at your body. 

She smiled back at him, no doubt still completely oblivious to the effect she had on him. He could remember her walking through the halls of the high school, totally clueless to the fact that heads turned wherever she went. At thirty-two, she still exuded that fresh innocence, that sweetness that made him want to protect her from the world—and from himself. 

Mostly from himself. 

“How’s your mother?” he asked. 

“Fine. Remarried. She’s living near Baltimore.” 

“Mine’s in Florida. So when did you move back to Baldwin’s Bridge?” he asked as she sat down at the table, across from him. “Or is this just a visit?” 

“I’m living half here, half in Boston, although the Boston half usually ends up being one night a week. My father refuses to let me hire a nurse, so I end up driving out here most nights. Thank God for Joe. He was the one who called me—about a week after they first found out it was cancer. If it were up to my father, I probably still wouldn’t know.” 

“How long has he got?” Tom quickly added, “If you don’t mind my asking so bluntly.” 

Kelly shook her head. “No, it’s good,” she said. “Really. Most people tiptoe around it.” She took a deep breath, as if bracing herself. “He’s got maybe a month before he’ll need to start a morphine drip, before he’s so weak he can’t get out of bed. Right now he’s handling the pain with pills. And he’s got good days and bad days. On his good days, he’s pretty mobile, although his hips give him trouble—that’s a totally separate issue. An age thing, not related to the cancer. I got a walker; I just put it in his room. I’m hoping he’ll just start using it. Maybe after today . . .” 

For several long seconds, she faded out, staring into space, shoulders slumped, looking completely exhausted. But even tired, even sixteen years older, she had flawlessly beautiful skin. Sure, she had some lines—laughter lines around her eyes and mouth—but in Tom’s opinion they made her look even more attractive, made her look less like a porcelain doll and more like a real, living, breathing woman. Her face was still heart shaped—maybe a little bit fuller, her cheekbones more pronounced. 

Her blond hair was slightly darker, slightly longer than shoulder length. But as before, she wore it back from her face in a smooth, perfect ponytail. He’d once tried to get her to show him how she did that—his hair always lumped and bumped when he pulled it back. 

He ran one hand over his buzz cut, aware of how different he must look to Kelly after all these years. 

She looked exactly the same, with those ocean blue eyes a man could drown in. With those gracefully shaped, naturally red lips—soft lips he’d dreamed about kissing more times than he could count. Dreamed about, but never tasted. 

Not even once. 

Until that one crazy night he’d completely lost his mind. 

Did she even remember? 

For one moment, out on the driveway, when he’d turned the corner and was face-to-face with her for the first time in years, he’d sworn he saw an echo of that night in her eyes. But now . . . 

It wasn’t the kind of thing that could be brought up gracefully under normal circumstances, let alone the current situation. “So, Kel, your dad’s dying. But hey, remember that night in Joe’s car, when we nearly . . .” Yeah. Real smooth. 

And even if she did remember, it was probably something she wanted to forget. Still, he owed her an apology, and sooner or later he was going to have to bring it up. 

As if realizing she wasn’t alone, Kelly shook her head, and forced a smile. “The commute’s been tough,” she said. “I’m sorry; I went in and back this morning already. I didn’t mean to space out on you.” 

“Living with your father can’t be too much fun, either,” Tom countered. “It never was a picnic for you, living here. And then to have to come back like this . . .” 

She tried to make light of it. “Yeah, right, that was me—the poor little rich girl.” She leaned forward. “How are you, Tom? You look good.” 

He let her change the subject. “I’m doing all right.” 

It was basically true—if he left out the part about the weeks spent in a coma, Rear Admiral Tucker’s attempt to disband his SO squad, his thirty days of convalescent leave, and his spotting the Merchant at LoganAirport—a fact that made Admiral Crowley believe he was crazy. Sure, outside of that, he was peachy keen, thanks. 

“Are you here by yourself?” she asked. 

Was her question small talk or a polite fishing expedition? He answered honestly. “Yeah, I’m still relentlessly single. I travel a lot and . . .” He shrugged and ran his hand again across his hair. “Actually, I’m surprised you even recognized me, now that I’m hair challenged.” 

She laughed. “Aside from the hair, you look exactly the same. And I happen to like your hair short.” 

“Thanks for lying, but—” 

“I’m not lying.” She held his gaze, and something in his eyes—maybe another echo of that long ago night that Tom couldn’t hide—made her suddenly look away, a slight flush on her cheeks. 

She took a sip of lemonade, and he watched her delicate throat move as she swallowed, watched as she caught a drop from her lips with the very tip of her tongue. 

Lemonade. His mainstay fantasy had always started with Kelly inviting him in for a glass of lemonade. One thing would lead to another, which invariably would lead to Kelly dropping to her knees in front of him, usually right here in the kitchen of her father’s house. 

Kelly Ashton’s fantasies no doubt featured a white dress, a veil, and a ceremony in church—the end result of a man getting down on his knees. She probably didn’t even know what was implied by a woman doing it. 

She was far too nice. 

He stood up and set his empty glass in the sink. “I should go find Joe,” he said. “He doesn’t even know I’m in town.” Coward. He should face her, right now, and apologize. 

“How long will you be home?” Kelly asked. 

Home. God, what a word. “I don’t know,” he admitted. 

“If you’ve got the time,” she said, “I know my father would love to see you when he’s feeling a little better. Maybe you and Joe could come over for dinner—not necessarily tonight. I’m sure you want to spend tonight catching up. I know you’re also probably planning to visit your sister, so tomorrow night’s probably not good, either. . . .” 

“I was going to stay only until the weekend, but actually . . .” Once he admitted it, there’d be no turning back. Still, with Charles Ashton dying, how could he just desert Joe? So he said it. “I’ve got thirty days.” 

“Thirty!” Kelly stood, too, her face brightening. “Oh, my God, Tom, it would be great if you could stay! You know, this thing for the Fifty-fifth is next week and I’m sure Joe would love—” 

“Whoa. Wait. I don’t know. What thing?” 

“The celebration,” she said as if that explained everything. She laughed at the look on his face. “Didn’t you see the decorations they’ve been putting up all over town?” 

“Flags,” he remembered. “I thought they were left over from the Fourth.” 

“No, it’s for this celebration thing,” she said. “It’s going to be a big deal—Senators Kennedy and Kerry are both coming for the opening ceremony. It’s a four-day reunion of the Fighting Fifty-fifth. Hundreds of family members—descendants of the men who served with the Fifty-fifth in Europe—as well as the surviving soldiers are coming from all over the country. I think I read in the paper that there’s fewer than a hundred of the men still alive. My father’s one of them.” 

“I knew your dad was in the Second World War.” Tom leaned back against the counter, watching her. He’d said he was leaving, but he couldn’t seem to move any closer to the door. “That’s where he met Joe. In France.” 

“You’re going to love this,” she said, “unless you already know, in which case I’m going to have to hit you for not telling me. But Joe’s getting a special seat onstage at the celebration ceremony next Tuesday.” 

“But he wasn’t in the Fifty-fifth, he wasn’t even Army.” It didn’t make sense. “He was Air Force—a rear-turret gunner on a reconnaissance plane.” Getting Joe to talk about it had been like pulling teeth and Tom had eventually given up. He knew far more about his own grandfather, Joe’s brother, a man Tom had never met because he’d died at Anzio. 

“Joe was shot down over France in ’42,” Kelly told him. 

Jesus, Joe hadn’t told him that. His entire discussion with Tom of what he’d done in World War II was limited to a single sentence: “I served in Europe.” Damn. 

“I’m not sure exactly what he did—Dad doesn’t talk about the war much, either—but it had something to do with the Fifty-fifth, something Joe ended up getting a Medal of Honor for.” 

Tom nearly fell over, and for the first time in months his dizziness wasn’t from his head injury. “Holy shit, Joe’s got a Medal of Honor? Excuse my language—I’m floored.” He had to laugh. “You’d think he might’ve shown it to me at least once. I mean, forget about putting it on display in the living room. . . .” 

“The celebration starts August 15th, the anniversary of V-J Day, the official end of the war,” Kelly told him. “The story I heard—through the newspaper, of course, God forbid either Dad or Joe tell me directly—is that on August 15, 1945, after the war was finally over, the men from the Fighting Fifty-fifth made a pact to meet fifty-five years later, in the year 2000. I think it probably seemed cosmic, the way the numbers added up. And 2000 must’ve seemed so far away back then. It truly was the future, you know? Yet there they were, part of millions of Allied troops who’d made the world safe for that future. 

“They chose to meet in Baldwin’s Bridge, because for many of them this was where it all started. Did you know there was an army training center here during the Second World War?” 

Tom shook his head. 

“This was where those men first came, where the Fifty-fifth was formed. The base was out where they built that new Super Stop & Shop about five years ago. There was a fire there just after the war, and they tore down the remaining buildings in 1950. By the time we were in high school, there were just woods out there.” 

“I didn’t know any of that,” Tom admitted. 

“Joe and Dad still aren’t talking about it, but they went to a celebration planning committee meeting last week,” she told him. “You ready to hear something weird?” 

He had to laugh. “Like none of this is weird enough?” 

Kelly smiled, too, but wanly. “Maybe you won’t think this is strange, but I did. Last week, when they came back from that meeting, they were arguing furiously. And Joe’s been walking around in a snit ever since.” 

“Joe?” Tom couldn’t believe it. Joe had worked as the Ashtons’ groundskeeper for nearly sixty years—ever since the two men had returned from the War. Charles was the snit master. He was quick tempered and opinionated. He’d spent a good portion of the past six decades in a snit. Tom had to smile. Snit was a good word for it. 

“I was working on my computer,” Kelly told him, “and I heard shouting, so I went out to see what was going on. Joe was really upset. I heard only a little of what he was saying—something about running out of time. He stopped as soon as he saw me. My dad stomped into the house, and no matter what I said, I couldn’t get either of them to tell me what was wrong.” 

Joe upset for an entire week. Tom couldn’t believe it. His great-uncle Joe may have been quick to both laugh and cry, unafraid to show his emotions, but he’d always managed to keep his temper carefully in control. He was the king of patience, of reason, of careful, measured thought. Good thing, since he’d spent most of his life dealing first with Charles Ashton, and then with young Tom. 

“Maybe I can get him to talk about it,” he said doubtfully. “If I ever find him.” 

“Tom! Tommy? Is that your bag in my kitchen?” 

Tom smiled at Kelly. “Looks like he found me.” 

She smiled back at him. “Tom, if it’s really possible, stay for as long as you can,” she said. “We could all use your company.” 

No way could he leave, knowing that Charles was dying, knowing that Joe—a man who’d always been there for Tom—could probably use his support. 

And with Kelly Ashton standing there, smiling at him, the idea of staying in Baldwin’s Bridge for the full thirty days didn’t seem so awful. 

What could he say to her, except “Yeah, I will.” 

Still, when he went out the back door to meet Joe in the driveway, all he could wonder was what the hell he’d gotten himself into now. 




Chapter 3



MALLORY PAOLETTI PACED the tiny living room, listening to her mother bitch about all the shit that was wrong in her life. No money, another crappy, demeaning cleaning job, this good-for-nothing kid who wasn’t even going to college next year. 

Except, oh, excuse me, Angela dearest, but you wanna rewind there to complaint A—no money? If there wasn’t enough money to replace the effing water heater and pay the G.D. electric bill, how the hell was there going to be enough money for Mallory to go to college? 

Her mother’s brother, Tom, sat on the sofa, patiently hearing Angela out. But when Mallory looked over, he was watching her. He crossed his eyes just for a second. Just long enough for Mallory to know that he was still okay. He was still a cool guy, still on her side, despite the fact that he was losing his hair, big time. 

Her mother was finally done. Or at least she made the mistake of pausing for breath. And Tom, as smart as he was cool, quickly took the floor. 

“What about the Navy?” he asked, looking directly at Mal. 

Her mother laughed breathlessly and lit another cigarette. “Oh, that’s a good one, Tommy. Can you really picture Mallory—” 

“I wasn’t asking you, Ang,” he said, blowing right over her. “I was asking Mal. What do you want do with your life, kid? What do you like to do? If you want, I’ll go down to the recruiter’s office with you. It doesn’t have to be the Navy. Between you, me, and the recruiting officer, we can match you up with the branch of the service that’ll put you exactly where you want to be. We can negotiate four years of college for you. They like their recruits—even enlisted—to get an education.” 

“Mallory wants to get herself pierced and tattooed,” Angela said. “That’s about all she wants to do these days. I know you probably don’t believe it, Tommy, but beneath that awful cut and dye job, Mallory is a very pretty girl. She looks a lot like I did when I was eighteen.” 

And that was a load of crap. Mallory was about six inches taller than her mother and built like an Amazon warrior, complete with size D cups, while Angela had been—and still was—model-slender and prettily petite. Willowy, it was called in books. Thirty-four years old, and her mother could go without a bra. Mallory hadn’t had that option since fourth grade. 

Tom was still looking at her, giving her that little half smile she remembered so well from his other trips home. Take me with you, she’d cried when she was eleven or twelve, when he’d blasted into town for a weekend or, worse, a too-short day. 

He had been proof that a Paoletti could shake free from the shackles of this puritanical, narrow-minded, pointy-assed town. But nowadays, Tom was proof only of her own pathetic failings. Mal was more like her mother than her uncle. She was weighed down by all the bad shit, chain-smoking Winstons even though they couldn’t find the money to buy milk, unable to break free. 

“Think about it,” he told Mallory now. “I’m going to be around for a while. Probably till the end of the month.” 

She dropped her perpetually bored sneer, nearly dropped her own cigarette. “Holy shit.” He was staying that long? 

“Watch your mouth,” Angela murmured. 

Tom was going to be in town for weeks. At one time, that news would’ve made Mallory ecstatic. Now it only made her more depressed. When it was just her and Angela hanging around the house, Mal didn’t feel like such a loser. At least she had never spent her entire paycheck betting on the dogs at Wonderland. But with Tom in town as contrast, it was obvious she and her mother were in the same subset. Double losers. A mismatched pair of misfits. It was just a matter of time before she started buying lottery tickets with her last few bucks, just like Angela. 

Tom stood up. “Let me take a look at the water heater,” he said. “If it needs to be replaced, I’ll replace it myself. I mean, as long as I’m in town, I might as well do the work.” 

That was a good idea. If he simply gave Angela a check, the money would be spent on anything but the water heater. She’d color her hair or get her nails done and buy a new dress, betting that the ridiculous makeover would help her snag a rich husband from the crowd down at the fancy-schmancy four-star Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel. She’d take the gamble, hoping the payoff would bring the end to all their money troubles. 

Yeah, right. 

Oddly enough, the times Angela did okay were when she had just enough money to scrape by. It was the large sums of money that got her dreaming, and it wasn’t long until those dreams shattered, spiraling them down into the depths. 

No doubt Tom had figured that out, too. 

“It’s in the basement.” Angela opened the door and led the way down the creaky stairs into the musty dank. 

But Tom didn’t follow, not right away. “I’m right behind you,” he called to his sister, then turned back to Mallory, pulling a fold of bills from the pocket of his cargo shorts. “Money for groceries.” He took out several hundred dollars. 

But before he gave it to her, he took the cigarette out of her mouth and stabbed it out in an overflowing ashtray. 

“Guess what,” he said. “You’re quitting smoking. As of today. When you join the Navy, first thing you’ll do is get in shape. And trust me, it’ll be easier if you’re not a smoker.” 

She sucked on her front tooth, giving him her best you-bore-me-completely look. “You’re nuts if you think I’m actually going to volunteer to let assholes like you order me around.” 

He laughed, grabbed her arm, and gave her a zerbert on the inside of her elbow, the way he might’ve done when she was seven. It tickled and the farting noises were so realistic she couldn’t keep from laughing. 

“You’re such a jerk,” she told him. 

He slapped the money into her hand. “It’s a chance to get out of here,” he said, suddenly serious. “And to do it completely on your own.” 

To her horror, her eyes filled with tears. God, she wanted to escape, sometimes more than anything. 

“Tommy, I’m standing down here in the dark!” 

He turned away, pretending not to notice that Mallory was milliseconds from bursting into tears, giving her the space he thought she needed rather than pulling her into his arms. 

God, she wished someone would hold her like she was five years old again and tell her everything was going to be okay. It was a lie, but it had always been a good lie, and for a minute, even for just a few seconds, she would feel safe. 

“Think about it,” he said again, heading down the stairs. 

Right. Mallory was going to do nothing but. Except thinking wouldn’t bring her any closer to doing. Because if she left, if she wasn’t around to buy groceries and sometimes even pay the rent with the money from her stupid paychecks from the stupid Ice Cream Shoppe, what would happen to her mother? 

Mallory pushed her way out the door, angry as hell at the world. And angry at Tom for trying to give her hope when it was so effing obvious that everything sucked, and that nothing would change. 

David Sullivan sat on a bench by the Ferris wheel, watching as most of the college-aged crowd of Baldwin’s Bridge walked by. 

He had his sketch pad and pencils with him, but despite the freak-show feel of the small-town church carnival at this hour of night, he hadn’t yet taken them out of his backpack. 

It was after ten, and he worked the early-morning shift at the hotel restaurant. He had to be dressed and ready to wait tables at 4:30 A.M. The room filled remarkably considering the hour. Golfers and sport fishermen. Leathery tan and rich, with big laughs and bigger wallets. 

He had to move fast to get everyone on their way to the golf courses and the marina on time. Between 5:15 and 6:30, there was a bit of a lull, with a few golfers with slightly later tee times clogging their arteries with generous servings of steak and eggs. At 6:30, the women would appear, wearing tennis whites, sweaters tied around their necks. After 8:00, the sunbathers came and ordered coffee and toast. By 10:30 breakfast would be over. He would punch out, done for the day, having earned a small fortune in tips to add to his publishing fund. Another fifteen weeks, he’d have enough money saved, and Nightshade could become a reality. Problem was, there were only four more weeks before he had to be back at college. 

He was thinking about getting a second job, maybe working more shifts, but he was already exhausted. 

Almost every day he would vow to take a nap in the afternoon, but invariably something would catch his attention, and he’d start drawing. Before he knew it, it would be closing in on midnight again, and he’d be facing another very short four hours of sleep. 

David stood, ready to be smart for once and head for his summer rental—a studio apartment on the third floor of a house two blocks from the hotel—when he saw her. 

He had to be honest with himself, it was her body that first caught his eye. She was wearing one of those little nothing, clingy, thin-strapped tank tops. It was black, and so was the bra she wore underneath, its straps clearly visible. 

In short, she was stacked. 

She was tall, with shoulders that looked as if she could consider playing pro football without the pads. The muscles in her arms were well defined, and he would’ve guessed she was a weight lifter—except for the fact that she didn’t have muscular pecs. Instead, she had real breasts. 

And that was the understatement of the new millennium. 

She had a jeans jacket tied by the sleeves around her waist. It helped gravity drag her baggy pants even lower on her hips, leaving a wide gap between her waistband and the bottom edge of her shirt. That gap revealed the soft smoothness of her stomach, and the fact that her belly button was pierced. The streetlight overhead made the bluish stone she was wearing sparkle. 

Her face was hidden by a short, purposely ragged mess of dark black hair. Her chin and mouth—the only features he could see—were pixieish, her chin pointed and her lips delicate in direct contrast to her lush figure. 

As David watched her from the other side of the church parking lot, she stopped walking and lit a cigarette, her movements quick, angry. She took a drag, then, still angrily, impatiently, she threw the cigarette down and moved swiftly away. 

He shouldered his backpack, determined to go home, when she suddenly spun around. She went back to the cigarette, but it had rolled into a puddle. 

“Shit,” he heard her say, her voice exactly as he’d imagined it—slightly husky, low pitched. Sexy. 

She fumbled in her pockets, took out another cigarette, and lit it. 

As she did, she turned slightly, lifting her head to look up at the Ferris wheel. Her hair fell back and the overhead street lamp lit her face. 

And David stopped breathing. 

It was the face he’d been looking for. 

She was exotically pretty, with enormous eyes and wide cheekbones that tapered quickly down to that extremely pointed, delicate chin and almost tiny, doll-like nose and mouth. Her skin was pale, which made her dark eyebrows stand out. She looked otherworldly, particularly with the rows of glittering piercings in her ears. 

As he watched, she took another long drag on the cigarette, and then threw it on the ground and crushed it with her clunky-heeled boot. 

Swearing like a sailor, she stomped away, only to stop several feet away and light yet another cigarette. 

Completely intrigued, all thoughts of a good night’s sleep forgotten, David shifted the strap of his pack higher on his shoulder and followed her deeper into the carnival grounds. 

Kelly was sitting in the backyard, on the tree swing, when the lights went on in Joe’s cottage. 

Tom was home. 

Joe and Charles were still out at their weekly card game. Charles had awakened and had actually come into the kitchen at dinnertime, leaning heavily on the metal walker Kelly had put in his room for him. 

She’d been preparing him a tray when he’d appeared. Chicken broth, a salad she knew he wouldn’t touch, a power shake, and an array of his favorite, enticing desserts. He didn’t say a word about the walker, and she clamped her mouth tightly shut and didn’t mention it either. 

He’d simply taken a few obligatory sips of the power shake she’d made him. Then he’d headed out toward the driveway, mumbling about the card game, grumbling something about how someone had to keep track of Joe, make sure he didn’t go shooting off his damn fool mouth. 

Kelly had seen no point in trying to talk Charles out of leaving. Even if lying at home in bed would extend his life by a minute fraction, at this point an extra week of staring at his bedroom ceiling didn’t seem worth it. The man was going to die. He might as well do exactly what he wanted for as long as he possibly could. 

As if Kelly could ever talk her father out of doing exactly what he wanted. 

Besides, she had her pager on, and Joe had her number. 

They’d left in the station wagon, and Tom had gone with them, getting a ride to his sister Angela’s house. 

Tom. 

Kelly gazed at the lights blazing from the windows of Joe’s cottage—lights Tom had turned on. 

What was it about Tom Paoletti that got under her skin? 

Just seeing him today had done something to her. It had woken her up, brought her back to life. The evening air smelled sweeter, the sounds of the crickets louder, brighter. The stars that were starting to twinkle through the hazy clouds overhead seemed close enough to reach out and touch. 

Kelly had to laugh at the sheer poetry of it all—particularly since everything she was feeling could be traced to one extremely basic and base need. 

Sex. 

Fifteen minutes alone in a room with Tom Paoletti, and she couldn’t keep herself from thinking about sex. One small smile from the man, and she was fifteen years old all over again, discovering the true meaning of the word lust as she sneaked a peek at his incredible body while he worked in the yard. 

But the man had the power to move her in a way that was more than merely sexual. Just this afternoon, as she’d watched from the kitchen window, he’d greeted his great-uncle out on the driveway with an unabashedly unembarrassed embrace. The two men, young and old, had held each other tightly for a good long time. 

Maybe it was their Italian heritage that set them apart from the cold-as-ice Ashtons, but Kelly couldn’t remember ever seeing her father wrap his arms around anyone—male or female—in such a public and emotional display of affection. 

Worst of all, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d greeted someone with a warm embrace. Even when she was married, she hadn’t hugged or kissed Gary in public. Even in private, unless they were in bed, he’d been aloof. He’d been a lot like her father—filled with chilly Beacon Hill propriety. 

The lights went on in an upstairs window of the cottage, in the room that had been Tom’s throughout his years of high school. Kelly well knew which windows were his. She’d spent most of those same years fascinated by him—that grandnephew of Joe’s who came to live with him because he couldn’t get along with his stepfather and because his mother couldn’t control him. That wild Paoletti kid with his hair down his back and his penchant for getting all the teachers and administrators in school steaming mad at him. Kelly had been aware of his presence in Joe’s little house down by the gate with every fiber of her being. 

She looked up into the tree branches above her, at the tree house Joe had built with her the summer she’d turned ten. She’d spent many an evening up in her hideaway, dreaming about Tom Paoletti. 

And the fact that from her tree house she had an unobstructed view into Tom’s bedroom window had certainly helped solidify those fantasies. She’d seen Tom in only his underwear more times than he could imagine. And yes, once or twice she’d even seen him naked, too. 

Kelly looked into the tree again. She hadn’t gone up there in years. But she didn’t need to climb a tree to know that Tom would still look beyond hot without a stitch of clothing on. 

Tom Paoletti. 

She could remember the magical day she’d spent with him the summer after freshman year as if it were yesterday. The day—and the night. Through the years, she’d followed the news Joe had shared with her about Tom. And yeah, maybe she’d paid particular attention to the fact that he’d never gotten married, that he’d never even so much as brought a woman home with him, that he always described all his many brief relationships to Joe as “nothing special.” 

He was, after all, Tom Paoletti. And as nice and kind as he’d once been to her, as many medals and honors and awards he won in the Navy, he still had a wild streak that ran deep. 

Back in high school, she’d seen him out along the road by the beach more times than she could count, racing past on his Harley, the wind whipping his hair out behind him. She wanted to feel that exhilaration, taste that kind of speed. She wanted to fly like that with him. 

She’d ridden on the back of his motorcycle just once. And she’d all but begged him to take her flying along that beach road. But he’d just laughed and kept his speed well beneath the posted limit. 

Almost seventeen years had passed since then. And Kelly still wanted to fly with him. 

She had to smile at the tackiness of that particular euphemism. Tom was home for thirty days—which would be just long enough for a perfect summer fling. At least she thought it would be. She didn’t have a whole lot of experience in that area. 

She’d never spent time with a man for purely selfish reasons. Every relationship she’d ever had had been fraught with meaning and potential, and damn near quivering with importance. Just once, just once, she wanted to be with someone who didn’t give a damn about the fact that she’d graduated from HarvardMedicalSchool at the top of her class. Just once she wanted to date a man without wondering how that growing relationship would further his—or her—medical career. Just once she wanted to be with someone a little wild, a little crazy, a little rough. Someone who wasn’t afraid of adrenaline rushes. Someone who would soul-kiss her on the beach and not give a damn who was watching. Someone who liked going dangerously fast. Someone like Tom Paoletti. 

Someone exactly like Tom Paoletti. 

Life was too short. Kelly was more aware of that now than ever, with her father’s impending death looming over them. She needed to make some changes, take some chances with her own life. 

And what better place to start than with Tom Paoletti? 

She wanted comforting arms to hold her when the night got a little too long and dark. But she didn’t want long term or heavy or complicated. She wanted simple, friendly sex, the likes of which she knew Tom could give her. 

The fact that Tom was leaving in thirty days was a good thing. It set an end date to the affair—a boundary that would remind her constantly that she couldn’t let herself love him more than just a little. She liked the idea of going in with her eyes wide open, with the relationship—and its ending—clearly defined right from the start. 

And as for Tom, he’d probably jump at the chance for a no-strings, short-term fling. She knew he was attracted to her. At least, she thought he was attracted to her. Except for the fact that he’d turned her down before . . . 

But that was then, this was now. And the new, bold, chance-taking Kelly Ashton was going to take hold of this opportunity with both hands. 

She’d ask him out. To dinner. Just the two of them. 

The worst that could happen was he could turn her down, right? 

Oh, God, what would she do if he turned her down? 

But guys did this all the time. They asked women out, facing the uncertainty and potential rejection. 

How hard could it be? 

Kelly headed back inside, knowing that if she were a man, she’d be turning out the light in her monk’s cell in the monastery right about now. 

Would she get the nerve to ask him? She didn’t know. 

The only thing she knew for certain was that this was going to be a summer she was going to remember for the rest of her life. 




Chapter 4



TOM SHOWERED AND turned on ESPN in an attempt to rid himself of his relentless headache. He was reaching into the refrigerator for a beer when he heard voices out on the driveway. 

Joe and Charles were back. 

It was earlier than Tom had expected. In the past, their card games had been notorious for going on late into the night. 

Of course, in the past, Charles hadn’t been dying of cancer. 

“Have I ever asked you for anything?” he was saying angrily now, his voice reedy and thin, cutting through the quiet of the night. “Have I?” 

Joe’s voice was softer, but no less intense. “Yes! All those years I kept silent . . . ? You think I wanted that medal that’s up in the attic? You think I don’t think about her every time I walk past that attic door?” 

Holy shit. Charles and Joe were arguing. Joe, who barely spoke in anything longer than a monosyllable, who never lost his temper, was spitting mad and speaking in paragraphs. 

Tom put his beer down on the kitchen counter and pushed open the screen door, stepping out onto the back steps. The outside air was heavy with humidity, and he had to grip the railing as a wave of dizziness hit him. Dammit, when was this going to let up? 

The two old men still sat in Joe’s car, but the windows were open wide and their voices carried. 

“Maybe you think I’m like you—that I’ve forgotten,” Joe continued hotly. “Well, I haven’t! I don’t take a single breath without remembering!” 

Charles looked apoplectic. His face was red and he was shaking with rage. “How dare you suggest I—” 

“It’s time,” Joe shouted over him. “Jenny’s gone—the truth can’t hurt her anymore. But you’re the one who’s afraid of that truth, aren’t you? It never really had anything to do with your wife.” 

Charles started to cough, a dry, racking hack that shook his body. “Damn you,” he rasped between coughs. “God damn you! I want you out of here! You’re fired, you son of a bitch!” 

“Hey, hey, guys . . .” As Tom moved toward the car, he realized that Kelly had come out of the main house. She approached from the other side, wheeling some kind of tank behind her. Oxygen. 

“Stop this!” she said sharply. “Right this minute! Both of you!” 

Joe got out of the car, slamming the door shut. “You can’t fire me, you pompous, selfish bastard, because I quit!” 

“Whoa,” Tom said, blocking Joe’s path to the cottage. “Everyone take a deep breath and count to ten. Let’s rewind that last bit. I know you both didn’t mean any of it. Let’s just calm it down a little, okay?” 

Kelly gave some kind of inhaler to her father. After he took a hit of the medicine, she helped affix a face mask to him, adjusting the tank, trying to make it easier for the old man to breathe. As his breathing grew less labored, she looked at Tom over the top of the car, shaking her head slightly, her eyes wide. This was as much a mystery to her as it was to him. 

Her eyes widened even farther as she saw him standing there in—oh, damn—only his boxers. 

She’d changed, too—into a pair of running shorts and a sports bra, sneakers on her feet. From the sheen of perspiration on her skin, it was obvious that she’d been interrupted in the middle of a workout. 

He tried not to look at her trim, lithe body, but all that smooth skin was distracting as hell. Of course, he was one to talk, half naked as he was. But with Charles having some kind of attack and Joe quivering with anger, this wasn’t the best time to go inside to find himself a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. 

“What’s this about?” he asked, shifting slightly left so that Joe couldn’t go around him and escape into the house. 

Charles yanked the mask away from his face. “Seven, eight, nine, ten,” he rasped. “You’re still fired!” 

“Dad!” Kelly said in exasperation as he started coughing again. She put the mask back on him, rolling her eyes at Tom. 

He turned to his uncle, bracing himself against the side of the car as another wave of dizziness hit him. Shit. All this circus sideshow needed was for him to hit the deck face first. “What’s going on?” 

Charles pulled his mask off again. “You want to know what’s going on? I’ll tell you what’s going on. Judas here has agreed to give an interview with some stupid fool who’s writing some stupid book about the Fighting Fifty-fifth.” He started coughing again and when Kelly reached for his mask, he pulled it away from her with a quelling look, putting it up over his mouth and nose himself. 

“His name is Kurt Kaufman,” Joe said tightly, crossing around the back of the station wagon so that he could address Charles directly without having to peer through the interior of the car. “And he’s a professor of history at BostonCollege, so stupid probably doesn’t apply, either to him or to his book.” 

Charles pulled his mask away. “Even better—he’s some Kraut. What gives him the right—” 

“His grandfather served beside you in the Fifty-fifth,” Joe told him. “He died fighting the Nazis in the hedgerows outside of Normandy. He has every right.” 

Charles put his mask back on with a humph, losing the point to Joe most ungraciously. 

Tom followed Joe more slowly, keeping one hand on the car like a baby who could walk only while holding on to furniture. 

He’d never seen Joe so angry before. The few times Joe had lost his temper had been quick explosions—short flashes that were over almost before they’d started. It had been nothing like this deeply burning, shaking fury. 

“If he’s writing about the Fifty-fifth,” Tom asked him, rubbing his forehead as a sharp pain suddenly grabbed him right behind his left eye, “why does he want to talk to you? I’ve seen that picture Mom had of you with my grandfather after you enlisted. You were both in Air Force uniforms.” 

Kelly was still crouched next to her father, but she was looking up at him, frowning slightly. “Tom, are you all right?” 

Great. He probably looked as shitty as he felt. 

Aside from the fact that he had thirty short days to make this frigging dizziness and these damned headaches disappear for good, aside from the fact that his career was on the line and that the one relative he’d always counted on to be a port in a storm was crumbling with his own pain and uncertainty, aside from the fact that seeing Kelly again made him want her as badly and as foolishly as he’d wanted her all those years ago, aside from the fact that her father was dying—a man he’d never quite respected or admired, but that he’d cared for nonetheless . . . 

Aside from all that, yeah, he was all right. 

“I’m tired, I’ve got a headache, I’m standing here in my underwear, and I’m confused.” Tom let his exasperation show. “I want to know what the hell’s going on. Why does this writer want to talk to an Air Force veteran about the Fifty-fifth?” 

Joe looked from Tom to Charles and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said stiffly. “This is private—” 

“Like hell it is,” Charles snapped. “You’re the one wants to talk to this Kaufman. How private is that?” He glared at Tom. “Kaufman wants to talk because Joe’s the ‘Hero of the Fifty-fifth.’ The ‘Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge.’ You know that statue by the marina? The one that lists the men from town who died in the war?” 

Tom knew the statue well. He’d gazed at those long lists of names many times, thinking the stonecutter had screwed up by leaving the e and s off the word hero, thinking it should have read “The Heroes of Baldwin’s Bridge.” 

He could feel Kelly watching him, and he forced himself to stand a little straighter. 

Charles had paused to press the oxygen mask to his face, breathing deeply, but he now went on. “Go down there and look at the face. That’s Joe’s face on that statue. He wouldn’t let ’em put his name on it, but it’s him. In France, a few weeks after the Normandy Invasion, he delivered information about a German counteroffensive that would have slaughtered thousands of men in the Fifty-fifth Division. Because of Joe, they were ready for ’em.” 

The Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge. Unassuming, quiet Joe Paoletti who loved his flowers was the frigging Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge. 

“Gee,” Tom said, turning to look at his uncle. “How come you never told me? Knowing that might’ve come in handy back in high school, when I was sent to the dean’s office for the fiftieth time.” 

He was only half joking. God knows it would’ve helped his head, helped his low-as-shit self-esteem as he was growing up, to know that a Paoletti, a fucking Paoletti, wore not just the title “hero” but “the hero.” 

Joe just snorted. But he wouldn’t meet Tom’s eyes. 

“The Nazis knew the terrain and planned to use it to cut off part of the Fifty-fifth,” Charles continued, “isolate them from the rest of the Allied forces. The fighting was fierce—there would have been no prisoners taken.” He looked up at Kelly and Tom. “Because of what Joe did, thousands of men from the Fifty-fifth were given a fighting chance.” 

“Because of what I did,” Joe scoffed. “That’s not the way it happened and you know it! I was wounded—I couldn’t even walk. Without you and—” 

“I was just along for the ride, and you know it,” Charles countered hotly, starting to cough again. 

“Use that oxygen,” Kelly said sternly, “or I will take you to the hospital.” 

Charles had clamped the mask over his nose and mouth, but he started to pull it off as Joe countered with “You were never just along for the ride. You wanted people to think you were—” 

“Okay.” Tom held up his hand. He was starting to feel like a bad cross between a traffic cop and a referee. The sensation that the world was tilting was subsiding, leaving him to deal only with the pounding in his head. “Wait a minute. I’m still confused.” He fixed Joe with his harshest commanding-officer gaze. “In addition to this hero business, which is complete news to me, I find out a few hours ago—from Kelly, I might add—that you were shot down over France in 1942. But the Allied invasion didn’t take place until the summer of 1944. What were you doing behind enemy lines in ’42? Did you get shot down twice? Or did she have the date wrong?” 

“No.” Figured Joe would pick now to go back into his monosyllabic routine. 

“Yeah. See?” Charles said. “You’re all ready to start telling stories about me, but when it comes to yourself . . .” He glared up at Tom. “He was shot down in ’42. He was badly wounded—as is often the case when your airplane falls out of the sky like a brick. Lucky for him, he was found by the French Resistance instead of the Nazis. As a result, he was taken to a safe house instead of a concentration camp—you did know that it wasn’t unheard of for the Nazis to send American prisoners of war to places like Auschwitz, didn’t you? Geneva convention be damned.” 

Joe shook his head. “They don’t want to hear this. I don’t want to hear this.” 

“What do you think this Kaufman’s going to ask you about?” Charles asked him. “It’s not going to be questions about protecting your roses from early frost!” 

“Dad,” Kelly said. “You’re both so upset. Maybe we should—” 

“The Resistance found him and hid him and nursed him back to health,” Charles interrupted her. “And spending time with—” 

“Don’t,” Joe said sharply. 

“Them,” Charles said pointedly, “the freedom fighters, Joe discovered his command of both Italian and French, combined with forged papers and his New York City cajones, gave him the edge he needed to wander the French countryside and target German military sites for Air Force bombing raids. It was far more effective than the airborne reconnaissance he’d originally been part of. In fact, he did such a good job, he was invited to stay in occupied France for the remainder of the war—to help provide information for the planned Allied invasion.” Charles took a hit from his oxygen tank. “Joe started out Air Force, but he ended the war as OSS.” 

Tom looked at his uncle. OSS. He’d always admired and respected his uncle, mostly for the kindness and respect he’d shown to Tom when no one else, including his own mother, had wanted anything to do with him. But he’d always been a little amused by Joe’s love of his garden, and he’d imagined that Joe had gone through the war as a desk clerk or a cook or . . . Jesus, anything but OSS. 

“My God, Joe,” Kelly said softly. “You were a spy in Nazi-occupied France for two years?” 

Tom himself had been on some tough missions, some extremely dangerous and covert missions that had required him to go deep undercover and walk among the enemy. He’d sat in cafés and had dinner surrounded by men and women who would have put a bullet in his brain had they known who and what he was. 

But he hadn’t done it straight for two frigging years. 

Cajones, indeed. 

“It’s over,” Joe said. “It’s done.” 

“But you would do it again if you had to,” Charles coughed. 

Joe fixed his friend with a grim stare. “So would you.” 

The two old men glared at each other. Neither of them blinked, neither of them moved until a cough racked Charles. 

“You’re going to do this interview, aren’t you?” Charles gasped. 

“I think so.” 

Charles angrily covered his face with the mask, dragging in as much pure oxygen as he could. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he coughed. “Like you said—it’s over. It’s done. What’s the use?” He coughed so hard his eyes watered and ran, and his lips were flecked with blood. 

Kelly looked at Tom. “I think I better get him inside. Would you mind? . . .” 

“Good idea.” Tom picked up Charles, making sure Kelly had the oxygen tank before he started toward the house. 

But Charles wasn’t done with Joe. He lifted his head to look over Tom’s shoulder, pointing a shaking hand at his oldest friend accusingly. “You hated me from the moment you first set eyes on me!” 

Joe stood in the driveway, his heart aching, watching as Tommy and Kelly carried Charles into the main house. 

The first time he’d seen Charles, nearly six decades ago, he was being carried then, too. 

It was funny. Out of all the people Joe had met in his long life, Charles Ashton truly hated being helpless more than anyone. 

Yet there he’d been, wounded and helpless, carried into the sanctuary of Cybele’s house by Henri and Jean-Claude, bringing danger to them all merely with his presence. 

He was badly injured and fading in and out of consciousness, his aristocratically handsome face pale and drawn with pain, his blond hair matted with blood and mud. A fallen prince. He’d needed Cybele’s medical skills, so he’d been brought all the way here, from the front line, at great risk to them all. 

If the Germans found him here, they would take him prisoner and hang them for harboring him. 

Yet it was not hatred that had filled Joe’s heart at that first sight of him, but rather hope. 

The Americans had landed in France. The Allied invasion, which he himself had worked so hard for, had come about as planned. 

It wouldn’t be long before the fighting surged past them, and the small city of Ste.-Hélène was free from Nazi rule. It wouldn’t be long until the few remaining Jewish families, hidden around the town in houses like Cybele’s, could step out into the sunlight. 

“Put him on the table,” Cybele commanded in rapid-fire French, tying her long, dark hair back from her face before she quickly washed in the kitchen basin. “I need hot water. Marie, a fire. Pietra, bandages and soap. Get that uniform off of him. Giuseppe?” 

She looked up at Joe with a flash of her dark brown eyes, and he nodded as the American soldier—an army lieutenant—was set down on the sturdy wooden table. His uniform—all his clothes, including his military-issue underwear—were quickly removed. Should the Nazis pay them a visit, without those clothes this man was merely a peasant, a farmer who’d been caught in the devastating cross fire of a war that was drawing closer every day. 

Joe gathered the uniform along with the lieutenant’s dog tags. “Charles Ashton,” he read aloud before bundling it all together. The clothes were bloody, but he couldn’t risk washing them clean, not right away. He’d have to bury them for now, deep enough so the starving dogs that wandered the town’s streets wouldn’t smell the blood and dig them up. 

One of the Lucs—there were two in Cybele’s private army—brought blankets to cover Ashton, but Cybele set them aside. The summer night was warm. His body was slick with sweat, and she certainly had no need for them. 

She was barely twenty-one years old, but the sight of strange men, both naked and bloody, had become a common one in this house she’d once shared with her husband and their young son. 

Ashton had been hit three times as far as Joe could see. Once in the shoulder, once in the side, and once in the upper leg. The wounds in the shoulder and the leg were bad enough, but being gut shot was a virtual kiss of death without a surgeon’s skill available. Unless . . . 

“He still has the bullets in him.” Cybele looked up from examining his wounds. “That’s a good thing. The rounds that hit him were spent. Maybe we can save him.” 

Spent bullets meant that this lieutenant had been at the very edge of the German rifles’ range when they’d shot at him. He’d been hit, but the bullets didn’t have enough power left to pass through him. They’d merely lodged within him, their flight stopped by his muscle and tissue. 

“If I can get these bullets out,” Cybele continued, “and if we can prevent infection . . .” 

As she met Joe’s gaze, she suddenly looked weary and far older than she was. Infections had taken as many lives as German bullets. Odds were, without a hospital, without a real doctor, this soldier would die. The fact that the bullets were spent had merely moved his chance of survival from impossible to unlikely. 

Joe touched her shoulder, squeezed the tense muscles in her arm. They’d gone up against unlikely before, and won. “You can save him,” he told her. 

Cybele took a deep breath and nodded. “I can try. I’m going to need help holding him down, though, in case he wakes.” 

They had no morphine, and removing bullets without the numbing effects of the drug would be screamingly painful. Joe himself could attest to that. Maybe, just maybe, Charles Ashton would remain blessedly unconscious until she was done. 

Of course, he chose that instant to rouse. His eyelids fluttered and he groaned. And then he gazed directly up at Cybele with eyes that were the color of a summer sky. 

As Joe watched, Cybele stared back at him, transfixed. He was her first real American. Joe himself didn’t truly count since he’d grown up in an apartment with an Italian father and French mother in a part of New York City that was more European than American. 

Even naked, it was obvious Ashton was an American. He could have stepped right from the pages of a Hollywood magazine. Even injured, he was golden and gleaming, with chiseled features that provided a perfect frame for those unearthly blue eyes. 

He stared back at Cybele, reaching up to touch her cheek. “Angel,” he whispered. 

Cybele jerked her gaze away from him, stepped back to avoid his touch. “Tell him he’s wrong.” She spoke only a small amount of English, but she’d understood his single word. She glanced at Joe again. “Tell him that after I’m done he’s going to swear I’m the devil.” 

But Joe didn’t get a chance to translate, because Ashton lifted his head, painfully trying to raise himself up. “French,” he rasped. “You’re French, angel. Sister! What happened to . . . Oo et luh sare?” He could barely speak, but he struggled to sit up. “You know, sare. Big hat, black dress? Mon Dieu, Jesus—luh sare?” 

Whatever it was he wanted to know, it was vitally important to him. His eyes were all but rolling back in his head as he struggled to stay conscious. 

Cybele shook her head, looking to Joe for help. 

He stepped forward, but Ashton’s head lolled back against the table. 

“Quickly,” Cybele said to Marie and Luc Prieaux. “Hold him for me.” 

As she dug for the first bullet, Ashton groaned but didn’t awaken. 

“What was he asking?” she questioned Joe as she worked, sweat beading on her brow and upper lip as the man continued to make those small sounds of pain. 

“I don’t know.” He shook his head, uncertain himself what the American soldier had meant with his atrocious, unintelligible, first-year schoolbook French. “I’m sorry.” 

“I won’t be able to go with you tonight,” Cybele told him. “I’ll need to stay here to care for him. These first few hours are always critical.” 

Joe was disappointed, but he hid it, as always. “Of course.” 

She looked up at him and gave him one of those sweet, sad smiles he’d come to know so well. “You’ll probably be safer without me.” 

That much was true. She was fearless in her work against the Nazis. It wasn’t enough for her simply to count numbers of troops and note stockpiles of ammunition. She had to get closer, close enough to overhear conversations, close enough to find out which warehouses held ammunition that her small army of freedom fighters could steal and use against the occupying forces. Close enough to guarantee a bullet in the head were they ever discovered. 

Joe looked down at the bundle of clothing he still held in his hands. He’d have to rush to dig a hole deep enough for this, or he’d be late to the rendezvous point. 

“Go,” Cybele said, well aware of the time. 

Joe looked from her to the wounded American and tried his damnedest not to be jealous of a man who was probably going to die. 

He caught Cybele’s gaze one last time, losing himself just a little in the midnight darkness of her eyes. Then he turned, slipping out the door into the night, following her rule. 

Since the occupation, Cybele had had only three rules. She’d told him about them once when they’d shared several bottles of wine. It was after a night spent making life a little less comfortable for the Nazis who controlled Ste.-Hélène. 

Never turn down a chance to strike back at the Germans was one, she’d said. Never promise to meet again was two. And three was never, ever fall in love. Because love and war were a terrible combination. 

That night as she’d gone up the stairs to her bedroom, alone as always, she’d made him promise to follow her rules, too. 

As Joe silently took a shovel from the shed and began to dig in the postage stamp–size garden behind Cybele’s house, inwardly he sighed. 

Two out of three wasn’t bad. 

Cybele, he suspected, wouldn’t agree. 

“Thank you so much,” Kelly said to Tom as she closed the door to her father’s bedroom. “Again.” 

The long hallway was only dimly lit. A lamp from down in the living room cast just enough light to throw exotic shadows across her face and body. It was alarmingly romantic. 

But Tom’s head was pounding, he was wearing only his boxers—his very thin cotton boxers—and this was Kelly Ashton standing next to him, not some bar bunny he’d fool around with for a few weeks and then cut free. 

Although, the way the shadows fell across her face made her eyes seem almost hot. It seemed as if she was checking him out, as if she was running her gaze across his near-naked body appreciatively. 

He looked good. Tom knew he looked good even though he was a little too skinny from those weeks in the hospital. The truth was, a man couldn’t do as much PT as he and his SEAL team did and not look good. 

Still, this was Kelly Ashton throwing those glances. Kelly class valedictorian, Phi Beta Kappa, Harvard Med School Ashton. Kelly Girl Scout, nursing home volunteer, church choir soloist Ashton. 

Who had once kissed him as if the world were coming to an end. Kissed him and made it clear that she was his—if he wanted her. 

Of course, that had been years ago. When she was fifteen. 

“I’m glad I could help,” he told her now, remembering the way she’d looked at him right before she’d kissed him. Or maybe he was the one who’d kissed her. He didn’t know—he hadn’t known even at the time. All he’d known was it was late, they’d been together for nearly twelve hours, and he still wasn’t ready to take her home. 

They’d been sitting in Joe’s station wagon—the same one that was out in the driveway—stopped at a red light down by the marina. Their conversation had lulled, and he figured she was probably tired. It was definitely time to call it a night. But when he’d glanced over at her, she didn’t look tired. In fact, the look in her eyes had made his mouth go dry. 

Now, he cleared his throat. “You know, Kel, I owe you an apology.” 

He saw from her eyes that she knew exactly what he was talking about. She turned away. “No, you don’t.” 

“Yes, I do. That night before I left town—” 

“It was just one of those impulsive things,” she said, still not meeting his gaze. “We were both so young.” 

She had been young. He’d been nearly nineteen. And maybe that first kiss had been impulsive, but what he’d done after, pulling into the darkness of the bank parking lot and turning off the engine . . . It had been the wrong thing to do, but if he were given a chance to do it over, he still wasn’t certain he’d be able to resist her. “Nevertheless, I’ve always wanted to apologize to you. I took advantage—” 

“Oh, please!” She moved briskly down the hall toward the kitchen, clearly embarrassed. “Don’t turn it into something that it wasn’t.” 

“Still, I shouldn’t have let it go as far as it—” 

“Three kisses?” she said. “Or was it four? For someone who had the reputation for deflowering most of the girls in town, I’ve always thought you showed remarkable restraint.” 

“That reputation . . . I didn’t really . . . We were friends and . . . Besides, you were way too young. I’m just . . . I’m sorry.” God, he was smooth. He tried again. “I’ve missed having you as a friend, and now that we’re both back here for a while, I didn’t want that night hanging over us, making things awkward.” 

“Apology completely unnecessary but accepted.” Kelly snapped on the glaringly bright kitchen light. “Tell Joe he’s not fired, will you? Tell him Dad didn’t mean it.” 

“I think he probably already knows that,” Tom said. “But I’ll tell him.” 

“I keep thinking how awful it’ll be if my father dies before he and Joe resolve this. This is hard enough on Joe as it is.” 

The door was right behind him, and Tom knew he should move toward it. He should say good night and go. He’d apologized and it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. 

The dead last thing he should do was put his arms around her, no matter how lost and alone she seemed, no matter how amazing she looked in those barely there workout clothes. 

He cleared his throat. “I really should check on Joe. I’ll try talking to him.” 

Kelly nodded. She held out her hand to him. “Thank you again,” she said. “And please don’t worry about . . . you know. That was a long time ago.” 

Tom was afraid to touch her, but to not take her hand would’ve been rude. He braced himself and reached for her. 

Her hand was small and cool but her grip was strong. No wet-fish handshake from Kelly Ashton, no sir. That was no surprise. 

But then she did surprise him by lifting the back of his hand to her lips and kissing him softly. 

“You have always been a good friend,” she said. “I’m really glad that you’re here.” 

Tom was flustered. Funny, he’d pretty much considered himself fluster-proof prior to this very moment in time. But here he was. Completely uncertain what to do, what to say, what to think. She’d kissed his hand. 

It was the perfect opportunity to pull her into his arms, yet he hesitated. Emotion hung in the air so thick he could feel it warm against his skin. He could kiss her, and maybe she’d be so caught up in the moment, she’d let him pull her with him into her room, into her bed. 

Yeah, right—maybe he could take advantage of her. Again. After he’d apologized for doing just that. 

If anyone else tried to take advantage of Kelly, he’d beat the shit out of the bastard. 

Tom forced himself to back away from her. To pull his hand free. To smile at her as he pushed open the screen door. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and escaped with her virtue still intact. 

Mallory regretted throwing away her lighter almost instantly. 

It had been a perfectly good lighter after all, and she had only sixty-five cents in her pocket. Not including the three hundred dollars Tom had given her for groceries. 

But spending that money on a lighter—after she’d just thrown hers away—seemed like a really wrong thing to do. 

Matchbooks, however, were free. But the Honey Farms convenience store was a solid, ten minute, extremely inconvenient walk away. 

Mallory spun in a slow circle, cigarette held in her fingers, searching for someone, anyone she knew even remotely, who might have a match. 

“I’d offer to light it, but even if I did have a match, you’d probably just put it out right away anyway. Why not save yourself the effort, skip lighting it, and just step on it now?” 

Hey, ho. Geek alert! Motionless and mouth-breathing at two o’clock. 

He was average height and skinny, with dark, painfully straight hair that he’d attempted to comb back behind his ears in a style that defied description. His wire-rimmed glasses were circa 1987 and too big for his face, giving him that scuba-diver look so popular among dorks. They were held together by both clear tape in the middle and a safety pin at the earpiece. She wondered if she should congratulate him for that major antifashion accomplishment. 

He was wearing jeans, and Mallory wasn’t sure which was worse, the fact that they were straight legged, or the fact that they were about a million inches too short, ending high above his shoes. Shoes. Who the hell wore shoes with their jeans? 

“Hello!” she said. “I see your socks.” 

He blinked at her through his windshield. He needed wipers for those things. The breeze was wet, coming in off the ocean the way it was, and he was about to lose all visibility. 

His shirt was a button-down short-sleeved plaid event that was made out of some kind of unnatural blend of completely synthetic fabrics. It fit him about as well as a cardboard box, and—just in case that wasn’t awful enough—his collar was up on one side. 

He had geek complexion type B. In Mallory’s experience, geeks either had pizza face—type A for acne—or baby skin, type B, smooth and pale and perfect from all those years of building Star Trek models in the basement, away from the damaging rays of the sun. 

Her new little friend’s skin was smooth, but not quite alabaster—no doubt on account that he was at least part Asian-American. 

He had that reverent look in his brown eyes as he gazed at her—that look that said he’d found paradise. However, unlike most of the other rejects who ogled her, he managed to keep his eyes on her face instead of glued to her megabreasts. 

He held out his hand. “Hi, I’m David Sullivan.” 

She crossed her arms, leaving him dangling. “Sullivan?” she repeated skeptically. “Of the Tokyo Sullivans?” 

“Adopted.” He smiled then, revealing straight, white teeth—no doubt the result of years of expensive orthodontics. Mallory couldn’t keep herself from running her tongue over her own slightly crooked front teeth. God, it so wasn’t fair. She hated him, and hated herself for being envious of an effing geek. 

She lifted one eyebrow. “Was there something you wanted?” she asked pointedly, omitting the word loser at the end. It was there, however, in her tone and attitude. 

The geek didn’t seem to notice. Or maybe he was just used to it. “Yeah, actually,” he said, juggling his Day-Glo yellow backpack and opening the front zipper. “I was watching you for a while, and I’m wondering if you might be interested in . . .” 

Here it came. The disgusting proposition of the day. 

He triumphantly pulled a rather worn-looking business card from his pack, but Mallory didn’t let him finish. 

“Let me guess,” she said. “You’ll give me twenty whole dollars if I put something else in my mouth besides this cigarette. Is that what you want, junior?” 

David-the-geek actually looked surprised, and then embarrassed. In fact he even blushed. His baby-soft cheeks actually turned pink. 

“Oh,” he said. “Well, no, um.” He laughed. “As, uh, lovely as that sounds that’s not what I . . .” He cleared his throat and held out the business card. “I’m an artist, and I was wondering if you might be interested in posing for me.” 

Mallory didn’t take the card. “Posing. I suppose this is where you tell me I would do this posing back in your apartment. Oh, and by the way, you want me to pose naked, right?” 

“Well, as much as I’d like that, it might make it hard for me to concentrate, so if you could wear a bikini—” 

“What, do I look like some kind of fool to you?” She glared at him. “I’ve heard a shitload of lines before, Einstein, but yours wins the stupid award. No way am I going anywhere with you. Not in this lifetime.” 

She swiped the card out of his hand, pointedly tearing it in half and dropping it onto the puddled sidewalk as she walked away. 

“Hey,” he called after her. “I didn’t get your name.” 

Yeah, right. Mallory didn’t even bother to look back. 

Joe opened the bathroom door at Tommy’s gentle knock. He made a show of drying his face with his towel so he didn’t have to look the younger man in the eye. 

“You all right?” Tom asked. 

“No,” Joe admitted, feeling stupid. Charles was eighty years old. It was a miracle he’d lived this long. The fact that he was going to die shouldn’t have been so distressing. 

“You want to talk?” 

“No.” Joe had his back to Tommy as he hung up his towel on the rack by the sink, but he heard the kid laugh. 

“Now what made me guess that’s what you’d say?” Tom asked. He sighed. “Needless to say, I’m here. You know where to find me if you change your mind.” 

Joe gave the kid an uh-huh sound as he made sure his towel was spread out to dry, cut precisely in half by the rack, the corners neatly lined up. 

“I figured I’d go pick up some paint tomorrow.” Tom deftly changed the subject. “The kitchen’s looking pretty gray. Between the two of us, we can slap on a few coats, have it done by Sunday, piece of cake. That is—if the Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge deigns to do such menial labor as painting.” 

Joe didn’t answer. A comment like that didn’t deserve any kind of response. 

But Tom blocked his way out of the bathroom. “You know, you could’ve at least told me that much,” he said mildly. 

Joe couldn’t have loved Tommy more if he’d been his own son. He looked at him for several good long seconds. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I couldn’t have.” 




Chapter 5



9 August 

“IT’S HIM, ISN’T it? It’s Joe.” 

Kelly was gazing up at the statue that was on the Baldwin’s Bridge common—the picture-perfect lawn between the world-famous hotel and the town marina. But now she turned to find Tom standing behind her. 

She wasn’t one bit surprised that he should be here this morning, too. No doubt he had been as eager as she to take another look at the statue that was boldly labeled “The Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge.” 

“Hey,” she said in greeting, trying not to blush, thinking of the way she’d kissed his hand last night. The way he’d run away afterward. Good thing she hadn’t gotten close enough to kiss him on the lips. 

“Taking the day off?” He didn’t sound as if he were thinking about anything but here and now. He sounded . . . like Tom. Casual and friendly, with an undercurrent of sexuality he couldn’t lose even when he was being casual and friendly. 

“Hah. There’s no such thing.” She tried to sound just as casual, hoping he couldn’t tell that every time she so much as saw him she started flashing hot and cold and having fantasies of him kissing her, right here, in public, on the Baldwin’s Bridge common. “I mean, yeah, this is supposed to be one of my stay home days, but odds are I’ll be paged and end up going into Boston.” 

Tom was wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap. Much of his face was hidden, but what she could see looked tired, as if he hadn’t slept well or the headache he’d mentioned last night was still bothering him. He smelled great, though, like sunblock and coffee and fresh laundry. She resisted her urge to press her nose against the clean cotton sleeve of his muscle-hugging T-shirt and breathe in deeply. 

“Check this out.” Kelly dug through her purse for the copies she’d made at the library from the microfiche machine. “It’s from The Baldwin’s Bridge Trumpet.” 

He laughed. “We think alike. I was going to the library next.” 

“I was there for over two hours and this was all I found,” she told him. “Maybe you’ll have better luck.” 

“May 8, 1946,” he read as she handed him the copies. “That’s nearly a year after the end of the war.” 

“Yeah, it was a year after V-E Day. The town had a special statue unveiling. For this statue,” she explained, glancing up at it again. “It was commissioned and paid for by Mrs. Harper Baldwin to remember a son and a nephew who’d died in the war. According to what it says in the article, she had two other sons. Both served with the Fifty-fifth, and both survived, thanks at least in part to Joe, who risked his life to warn the division of a coming attack. Mrs. Baldwin had the artist use a photo of Joe as the model for this statue, but honored Joe’s quote unquote most humble request to leave his name off the statue.” 

Kelly watched as Tom silently skimmed through the three pages of news articles and looked at the pictures. Joe, looking uncomfortable, standing stiffly next to Mrs. Harper Baldwin, surrounded by a crowd of well-dressed townfolk. Joe in his uniform, impossibly young. He was twenty-two in 1946, after the war. When he’d first been shot down in France, he’d been only eighteen. Eighteen. 

“The second article has a brief recounting of the incident in which Joe saved the division,” she told Tom. “It doesn’t say much more than what Dad told us last night. Although it does mention that Joe . . .” She moved closer to him to read over his shoulder, her arm brushing against his as she reached to point out the passage. She had to clear her throat. “Here it is. ‘Joseph Paoletti, who is currently employed as the Ashton family groundskeeper in Baldwin’s Bridge, met Charles Ashton, an officer with the Fighting Fifty-fifth, when Lieutenant Ashton was wounded in France in June 1944. Mr. Paoletti helped hide the wounded officer from the Nazis after a German counteroffensive that pushed the battle line far to the west, leaving Lieutenant Ashton stranded deep within enemy territory.’ “ 

She looked up at Tom. “My father was there, too. Behind the German lines. Did you know about that?” 

He looked at her pointedly over the top of his sunglasses, and she laughed. “Dumb question,” she said. “Like either one of the silent twins would’ve told you. Sorry.” 

As she watched, Tom looked from the blurred newspaper photograph of Joe—a young Joe, but still so serious—up to the grim-faced statue. 

“It’s definitely Joe,” Kelly agreed, gazing at the statue, too. “He’s got those Paoletti eyes.” 

Tom laughed. “You mean those shifty Paoletti eyes?” 

She turned to face him, horrified. “God, no! You don’t have—” 

“Whoa,” he said. “Easy! I was just kidding.” 

She was standing close enough to see his eyes behind his sunglasses. “No, you weren’t. There may have been people in this town who didn’t like or trust you, Tom,” she said fiercely, “but I was never one of them.” 

He gave her one of his little half smiles. “Yeah,” he said. “I know. I . . . always appreciated that.” 

Kelly was standing much too close but she purposely didn’t back away. Her attraction for him was mutual. It had to be. When he wasn’t around, she doubted its existence. But when she was with him . . . She wasn’t imagining this electricity that crackled between them. 

He’d apologized last night for kissing her all those years ago. But he hadn’t apologized for leaving town the next day with only the lamest of good-byes. She’d kept waiting for him to mention that, but he hadn’t. Then all of a sudden he was about to go find Joe, so she’d reached out to shake his hand. 

Way to initiate a seduction—with a brisk handshake. She knew she had to do something, and that was when—stupider and stupider—she’d kissed him. 

On the hand. 

Genius. 

In retrospect, she came up with all kinds of snappy replies to his apology. Like, “You don’t need to apologize for something I enjoyed immensely and am dying to do again.” 

Right—as if she’d ever find the nerve to say something like that to him. 

“So explain,” Tom said now, glancing up at the statue looming above them. “He’s got Paoletti eyes. I’m dying to hear what that means.” 

What was she supposed to tell him? That his version of those hazel Paoletti eyes had the power to make her melt? To make her heart rate increase? To fuel some pretty powerful fantasies, particularly when combined with the memory of a few stolen kisses in the front seat of a station wagon? 

“Well,” she said carefully, “I think it’s probably a window-to-the-soul thing. Maybe it comes from being part Italian, but neither you nor Joe are very good at hiding your emotions. Which is really wonderful,” she added when it looked as if he was about to protest. “And maybe it’s because of that, but you both always look just a little bit sad. Even when you’re smiling.” She gave him a sidelong glance. “Probably comes from keeping so many secrets.” 

He laughed and dimples appeared in his cheeks. “I don’t have any secrets.” 

“Sure,” Kelly said. “Aside from the fact that you’re a Navy SEAL and everything you do is a secret, your life’s an open book. But, whoops, you don’t manage to come home to visit more than twice a year, because your career is your life.” 

She had him there. 

“And Joe,” she continued. “All these years I thought he was just a gardener—turns out he’s an international man of mystery. Every time I turn around, he’s got another secret.” 

“Only about the war,” Tom protested. “There are plenty of men who returned from Europe and didn’t say a single word about it to anyone. It’s not that hard to understand.” 

“What about his personal life?” 

“What personal life?” Tom asked. 

“See?” she countered triumphantly, smiling up at him. 

He was silent then, just gazing down at her, still standing much, much too close. Kelly felt her smile fade. Kiss me. 

She could see the sign for the bank from where she stood. Seventeen years ago, Tom had pulled into the dark bank parking lot, jammed his car into park, dragged her into his arms, and kissed her. 

Right there. 

Just a stone’s throw from where they were now standing. 

It had been, without a doubt, the hottest, most powerful sexual experience of her life. And she’d kept her clothes on the entire time. 

For him, it had been only something for which to apologize. 

He shifted slightly back, putting more space between them. Still backing away, even all these years later. 

“Why didn’t Joe ever get married?” Kelly asked. Why didn’t you ever get married? was the question she really wanted to ask, even though she already knew. He wasn’t the kind of man who would willingly settle down. And that was a good thing, she reminded herself. If she could manage to strike a match and ignite their attraction, neither of them would get hurt. 

She motioned toward the papers Tom still held, pointing at the picture of Joe. “Look at him. He was delicious. And as if looking like this isn’t enough,” she added, “he just so happens to be one of the nicest guys in the world—and a war hero with a statue made in his likeness. I’m sorry, but the women in town had to be lining up to meet him.” 

“You know, I asked Joe about that once,” Tom told her. “I wanted to know why he didn’t marry my grandmother—his brother’s widow. She’d moved to Baldwin’s Bridge a few years after Joe did. He got a job for her as a cook in your father’s house after the war. It was obvious he liked her, and I’ve seen pictures—she was gorgeous. She must’ve married my grandfather when she was seventeen. So there she was, a war widow at the ripe old age of twenty-three, with a five-year-old kid in tow—my father. Joe helped her rent a house in town, helped her get settled, but that’s as far as it went. 

“When I was about six, she married the mailman. I didn’t get it. I asked Joe why he didn’t marry her, and he told me he loved my Gram like a sister. He was glad she was getting married—glad she’d found someone to spend the rest of her life with, glad she didn’t have to be alone anymore.” He looked up at the statue. “So I asked him how come he never got married, how come he didn’t find someone so he didn’t have to be alone.” 

He laughed softly, remembering. “I was only six, I didn’t have a clue about the boundaries I was stepping over with that one.” 

“What did he say?” Kelly asked, intrigued. 

“He told me he wasn’t married because he’d met and lost his one true love during the war. I remember him saying that as if it were yesterday. His one true love.” He was silent for several long seconds. “He told me that after he met her, there was really no point in looking any further, you know? No one could ever compare. And Joe, he said he wasn’t the kind of man who was willing to settle. He’d rather be alone.” 

Kelly stared up at the statue’s grim face. “Lost,” she whispered. “Did she . . .” She looked at Tom. “Did he mean that she died?” 

“I don’t know,” Tom admitted. “Lost could mean a lot of things, couldn’t it? Maybe she married someone else.” He looked down at the papers he still had in his hands, as if surprised by the sight of them. He stepped toward her, holding them out. 

She exhaled her disbelief as she took them from him and put them back into her bag. “God. It all seems so, I don’t know . . . So romantic.” Yet Joe had always struck her as pragmatic and down to earth. He was a gardener, a handyman. To think that he’d spent all these years carrying a torch, refusing to settle for anyone else. Who would’ve thought? . . . 

“Do you think he’s right?” she asked Tom. “That we each have only one chance at true love? Do you think there even is such a thing as true love?” 

He shook his head. “You’re asking the wrong guy. I don’t have a lot of experience with this subject. I don’t really, um, do love, you know? It doesn’t quite . . . fit with my line of work.” 

“But you have an opinion, don’t you?” she persisted. “We all have ideas and beliefs about what love should or shouldn’t be. In fact, your beliefs about love are probably behind your determination to avoid serious relationships.” 

“Well, thank you, Dr. Freud,” he said, amusement in his voice. “Has it occurred to you that I might not be in a serious relationship because I know that with the combination of my, shall we say, restless temperament and the strains of my intensely relationship-unfriendly job, the odds of any relationship working out are zip?” 

“So if your dream woman approached you—someone who fulfilled your every physical and emotional and mental expectation for what a life partner should be,” Kelly hypothesized, “and she said, ‘Tom, here I am, ready to be your friend and lover forever, ready to stand beside you through bad and good, ready to play out your every sexual fantasy,’ you’d turn her down?” 

Tom laughed. “I don’t know. You want to be more specific about those sexual fantasies?” 

Yes. This was flirting. There was definitely an underlying current of attraction beneath his words. Now what she had to do was zing one right back at him. She could do this. She looked him squarely in the eye. “You tell me. It’s your fantasies we’re talking about.” 

Now it was his turn, but instead of pressing forward, he stepped back. He laughed. 

“I’d feel kind of funny going into detail with Uncle Joe listening in,” he said lightly, glancing up at the statue. 

“I don’t think you’d turn your dream woman down.” Kelly didn’t want to laugh. She didn’t want this conversation to turn lighthearted. She wanted to get back to that place where the very air between them crackled with sexual energy. Then all she had to do was ask him to dinner. She could do this. 

Tom shook his head. “I’d have to turn her down,” he countered. “If she was that perfect . . . I wouldn’t want to hurt her.” 

“But if you were her one true love, you’d hurt her by not being with her.” 

He rubbed his forehead as if he still had a headache even as he laughed again. “Okay. Whoa. That’s enough. You can’t set up a completely fictional, no-chance-of-it-ever-happening scenario, and try to force a point of any kind with it. Let’s get real here, Ashton. No ‘dream woman’ is about to walk up to me and offer to—” He broke off, clearing his throat. “Fill in the blank—I’ll leave it to your imagination, but figure it probably involves whipped cream and black lingerie.” 

Kelly couldn’t keep from giggling. Black lingerie and . . . She took a deep breath and tried to pretend she wasn’t blushing. Whipped cream and Tom Paoletti. My God. Somebody come take her order. She wanted a double. 

“You think it’s a no-chance scenario,” she argued. “But what if Joe had actually met his dream woman? His true love?” 

Tom shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe he did.” But even that was too strong an admission for him, and he tried to back away from it. “Look, Kel, all I really know for sure is whatever Joe felt, it had to be pretty powerful if it made him prefer to spend nearly sixty years of his life alone rather than settle for someone he didn’t really love. And we’re talking alone alone,” he added. “Joe didn’t have girlfriends, he didn’t have lady friends, he didn’t go out to bars and have one-night stands. He was Alone, with a capital A. No black lingerie. No whipped cream. Just Joe and his memories.” 

God, that was sad. Had Joe simply quit looking at age twenty-two? Or did he hold on to hope for years, hope that he’d find someone to replace the woman he’d loved? If so, that hope had surely died slowly, painfully. 

“In a lot of ways, I can understand his not wanting to settle,” Tom said quietly. “There’re a lot of things in my life I wouldn’t be willing to settle for.” 

Kelly’s pager went off. She’d set it on silent when she went into the library, and the shaking made her jump. She checked the number. 

“I’m sorry,” she said to Tom as she dug through her purse for her cell phone. “I have to call my office.” 

She dialed the number, turning slightly away from him. “Hi, this is Dr. Ashton. I was just paged.” 

“Doctor, I’m sorry to disturb you.” It was Pat Geary. “But the McKenna test results finally came in.” 

Kelly closed her eyes. “Please tell me it’s some kind of weird anemia.” 

“No such luck. It’s about as bad as it gets,” Pat said grimly. “Brenda McKenna’s pretty anxious for the results. Should I call her back, schedule a meeting for tomorrow?” 

“No, better make it today,” Kelly decided. “And call Dr. Martin. Let’s get Betsy in to see the oncologist as soon as possible.” 

“So much for your vacation.” 

“It’s not a vacation, it’s a temporary partial leave.” 

“Well, for someone who’s taking temporary partial leave, you’re sure here nearly all the time.” 

“Schedule the meeting with the McKennas for about an hour from now,” Kelly told her assistant. “I’m on my way in.” 

She closed her phone and grabbed her keys from her purse before she realized. Her father. She swore and opened her cell phone again to call Pat back. 

But Tom was already one step ahead of her. “I was going from here to pick up some paint from Home Depot,” he told her, “but that’s a pretty low priority. If you want, I’ll stay with your father.” 

“You don’t need to change your plans,” Kelly said, “but if you wouldn’t mind checking in on him when you get home . . .” 

“No problem,” Tom said. “Think he’d be up for a game of chess?” 

“Oh, God, that would be so nice. I’m sure he’d love it.” 

“Is there a number where I can reach you? I mean, I probably won’t need it, but . . .” 

Kelly dug through her purse for her business card. “This has my office number—a direct line to my desk—and my pager, too. Please don’t hesitate to call. And don’t feel as if you need to stay with him the entire time. Just stick your head in every now and then.” 

“Don’t sweat it,” Tom said. “It’s not going to be a hardship. Believe it or not, I like the guy. And maybe if I’m lucky, there’ll be a Red Sox game on, and I’ll be able to get Joe to sit in the same room with him without fighting.” 

Kelly had to hold on to herself to keep from hugging him. “If you can manage to do that, I’ll love you forever. And if you can get them to make up and be friends and stop fighting for good . . . I’ll bring home some whipped cream.” 

Oh, my God, had she really said that out loud? 

She had. 

For about a half a second, Tom looked completely surprised, but then he laughed. “Well, hey, there’s incentive.” He pointed toward the nearby marina parking lot. “Go,” he said. “I’ll see you later.” 

She ran for her car. 

It was him. 

Right there in Home Depot on Route 1 in Baldwin’s Bridge. 

Tom had filled his shopping cart with cans of paint and rollers and was pushing it through the crowd toward the checkout when he saw him. The Merchant. Or at least it was the very same man he’d seen in LoganAirport by the luggage carousel. The man was pushing his own shopping cart to the exit, away from checkout number four. 

Tom got a brief but very clear look at his face before he turned the corner. It was him. 

Brown hair shot with gray, weak chin, slightly stooped shoulders as if he were trying to make himself shorter. It was definitely him. 

What the fuck was the Merchant doing here in Baldwin’s Bridge? 

Shopping. He had an entire cart filled with his purchases. Tom could see a roll of electrical wire sticking out of his bag. 

The hair on the back of his neck went straight up. 

The man responsible for the 1996 Paris embassy car-bombing was buying electrical wire. 

Tom left his cart right there, in the middle of an aisle, much to the displeasure of the shoppers around him. He deserted all his wayward thoughts about Kelly Ashton and whipped cream, too, as he pushed toward the same door the Merchant had used. 

He fought the throng, silently cursing the time it was taking, the precious seconds he was wasting. He broke into a run as he hit a less crowded area. Hitting the sidewalk and the glaring brightness of the day, he skidded to a stop, shielding his eyes with one hand and fighting his dizziness as he quickly scanned the parking lot. 

The Merchant was gone. The parking lot was busy, filled with cars, some pulling in, some pulling out. There were people walking to and from their vehicles, some with shopping carts, but none of them was the Merchant. 

Tom scanned the area again. Come on, come on. Stand up and show yourself. No one could have pushed his cart out to a car, loaded up the trunk, and been inside it that quickly. Unless. . . 

There were four cars heading for the entrance onto Route 1, a number of empty shopping carts left forlornly on the sidewalk outside the exit door. If the Merchant had had a car waiting for him, if he’d loaded it up right here from the sidewalk . . . 

Tom looked again at the cars at the far end of the huge parking lot, waiting for the light to change so they could pull out onto the busy main road. Two were white subcompacts, one was a boxy red minivan, the last a blue sedan—probably a Ford Taurus. They were all too far away for him to see the license plates, and as he watched, the light changed and they all pulled away. 

Shit. 

Tom went back inside through the exit doors, back to the clerk working cash register four. She was an older woman, a senior citizen, probably looking to make a few extra bucks to bolster her Social Security checks. She was currently ringing up a whole cartful of plumbing supplies, her movements quick and sure. She glanced at Tom and he made himself smile at her despite the fact that his heart was still pounding. She looked as if she’d be able to multitask, so he didn’t wait for her to finish. 

“Excuse me, ma’am.” He read her name tag. “Mae. There was a man who was just in here—he bought a whole cart of stuff? Some electrical wire? . . .” 

She looked at him again, one eyebrow raised this time as she kept working, holding the various types of pipe and connections up to the scanner. “You’ve just described nearly every customer I’ve helped since my coffee break at ten-thirty.” 

She smiled at her own small joke and Tom took a steadying breath. Okay. She seemed friendly. At the very least she was good-natured and intelligent. 

“This was just a few minutes ago,” he said. “He had brown hair, going gray. About forty-five years old, about my height. He bought a roll of wire? . . .” 

“Pleasant brown eyes?” she asked. 

Brown eyes. But okay. “Yes,” Tom said. If he were the Merchant, he would figure he’d call less attention to himself by not wearing the cheap blue contact lenses once he was away from the potential scrutiny at LoganAirport. But Christ, what was he doing in Baldwin’s Bridge? 

Mae was looking at him, waiting for him to go on. 

“He’s my brother-in-law,” he said smoothly. Jenks would have been proud. “My crazy sister just sent me down here to make sure he didn’t forget a bunch of things we need. We’re rewiring the house and . . . But I just missed him. He pulled away before I could make sure he got everything. I saw he had the wire, but maybe you could tell me—did he also get pliers?” 

“He bought quite a few items,” Mae told him as she worked. “Wire, a wire cutter, needle-nose pliers, too. Let’s see . . . duct tape, lots of duct tape and electrical tape, a whole pile of switches and switch plate covers . . .” She took a credit card from the man buying the plumbing supplies and ran the magnetic tape through her register. “There was more. A bunch of doodads from our electrical department and a lovely hanging pot of impatiens from gardening that he said he just couldn’t resist.” 

Flowers. Why would a terrorist buy flowers? Tom could think of a few reasons without much effort. One—because no one would suspect he was a terrorist if he bought flowers. And two—because he wasn’t really a terrorist, he was just some guy who looked like some other guy Tom had seen at Logan; and three—Tom was out of his fucking mind. 

“How about a clock radio?” he asked. If he were building a bomb, the Merchant would need some kind of alarm clock to jury-rig. Provided he was the Merchant. Provided Tom hadn’t completely lost it. 

Mae shook her head. “Nope, definitely not. But we don’t carry small appliances. You’ll have to go to Radio Shack or Sears for something like that.” 

“Did he pay with a credit card or—” 

“Cash.” 

It had been too much to hope he’d used a credit card. Of course, even if he had, it probably would have been stolen. “Thank you, Mae,” Tom said. 

“Good luck with your project,” she said. 

Yeah, he definitely needed luck. 

“A car bomb.” Admiral Crowley sighed. 

Tom slowly sat down at Joe’s kitchen table, trying his hardest not to sound insane, but even he didn’t believe himself completely. 

“He could pick up an alarm clock from anywhere. Sears. Bradlees. The CVS. Sir.” Tom chose his words carefully as he spoke into the phone. “I know how crazy this all sounds. First I see this man at Logan, and then I see him here in Baldwin’s Bridge. It doesn’t make any sense to me, either. I mean, why Baldwin’s Bridge? What’s his target? Is it me?” 

“That’s the craziest thing you’ve said yet,” Crowley told him dryly. “You weren’t even in a command position when you helped go after the Merchant. Out of everyone on that task force, why should he go after you?” 

“How could he go after me?” Tom pointed out. “You know as well as I do that SEAL Team Sixteen’s personnel records aren’t exactly open to the public. And even if he had an inside connection with top secret clearance, he wouldn’t find out much.” He rubbed his eyes, well aware that it had only been an hour since he’d last taken Tylenol. It wasn’t working. “I don’t think he knows I’m here. It’s hard to imagine he would go to Home Depot—right under my nose—and buy the tools and wires he’d need to build a bomb if he knew I was watching.” 

“Tom.” Crowley sighed again. “I’ve made some quiet inquiries, and none of our INTEL agencies report any movement from the Merchant. Nothing at all. Not a peep, not a breath. In fact, CIA’s got him on a presumed-dead list. I’m finding it very difficult to get excited about this.” 

“Sir, I understand your position, and I agree I’m not the most reliable pair of eyes right now, but I think it would be wise at least to take some precautions—” 

“Tom. You need to use this next month to rest. To recharge. I’m going to be frank with you, son. You’re going to have to be on your toes when you return from leave. Rear Admiral Tucker’s actively trying to deep six you and your entire SO squad. And he’s not the only one who wants you and your Troubleshooters gone from Team Sixteen. If you want to save your career, you’re going to have to come back fighting. It’s not going to help you one bit if word gets out that you’ve seen dead terrorists—or Elvis or aliens from outer space—in your hometown. I’m behind you, Lieutenant, you know I am, but there’s only so much I can do to save your ass if you’re determined to get it kicked.” 

“Sir—” 

“Get some rest, Lieutenant.” Crowley hung up, leaving Tom listening to the emptiness of a dead phone line. 

He reached behind him to hang it up. If he wanted to save his career . . . 

Tom did. His career meant just about everything to him. 

But if that was the Merchant he’d seen, there was far more than his career at stake. The thought of the Merchant planting a car bomb somewhere in Boston’s GovernmentCenter was chilling. 

But why Boston? The Merchant had always targeted people and places for a reason. It didn’t make sense that he should just randomly choose Boston now. 

Unless he somehow was here because of Tom. Tom had been present, after all, when the Merchant’s teammates—one of whom was his wife—were killed. And sure, while the records of the task force assault were top secret, even the most top secret information could be leaked or sold or stolen. 

Maybe the Merchant was after Tom. 

Christ, that sounded crazy. 

In fact, it sounded frigging paranoid. 

Get some rest, the admiral had ordered him. 

He gripped the table with both hands, holding on as dizziness and doubt assaulted him relentlessly, making him giddy and breathless and sick to his stomach. This was new territory for him, this wondering if he could trust his judgment, wondering if he could trust what he’d seen with his own eyes. 

He’d gotten where he was in the SEAL teams through his ability to take charge, to take command. Confidently. Completely. His men had faith in him. They trusted him implicitly—because Tom had always, without exception, trusted himself. 

He’d seen the Merchant at Logan. It was the Merchant. He’d known, deep in his gut, with every cell in his body, that this was the man he’d studied for so many months. 

But these strange feelings of doubt had crept in, and now he was wondering just who and what he’d seen. 

What if he was wrong and it wasn’t the Merchant? Well, okay, people made mistakes. He’d chalk it up to coincidence. With all the millions of people in the world, the man he’d seen just happened to pick up a bag with the same exact twisting motion that the Merchant had always used. 

Unless Tom hadn’t seen that telltale motion at all. Unless this goddamned head injury had only made him think he’d seen it. 

And that was where the self-doubt was killing him. 

Was he ever going to be able to trust his own eyes again? 

That was enough to drive him fucking nuts—if he wasn’t fucking nuts already. 

But the sixty-four-million-dollar question was even harder to answer. 

What if he had seen the Merchant? What if the terrorist was planning to hit some target in the Boston area? 

And what if Tom just sat back in a lounge chair on the deck overlooking the ocean and did nothing except maybe take advantage of Kelly Ashton when she was feeling particularly lonely and in need of a physical connection? 

Yeah, that would be great. He could be twice the asshole—ignoring the potential threat from a terrorist while deceiving a woman he liked and respected. 

Kelly would end up hurt and people would die. Maybe a lot of people. 

Head pounding, Tom reached for the phone again, leaning back to dial Jazz Jacquette’s home phone number. Jazz had a key to Tom’s apartment, where Tom still had files of information about the Merchant and his organization stashed on his computer’s hard disk. It would take a matter of minutes for Jazz to send that info to Tom electronically. Jazz could also get in touch with WildCard, who could use his unique hacker skills to gather whatever new information had come in on the Merchant over the past few years—pictures, videos, reports, and even rumors. 

Yeah, provided he could beg, borrow, or steal a computer with Internet access, Tom was about to get that rest Admiral Crowley recommended—while he caught up on his reading. 

“What flavor do you recommend?” 

The voice was familiar and Mallory looked over the Ice Cream Shoppe counter and focused on her five thousandth customer of the early afternoon. 

What a surprise. It was the geek of last night past, come here to her place of employment to haunt her by rattling his pocket protector. 

“A two scoop sugar cone,” she told him flatly. “Plain vanilla.” 

He blinked at her from behind his windshield, clearly surprised. But he’d asked, and in her opinion, none of the fancy, yuppified, rock- and twig-littered flavors ever beat the Shoppe’s wicked awesome homemade vanilla. 

“If that’s too middle of the road for someone as obviously cosmopolitan as you,” she added, “try one scoop vanilla, one scoop orange sorbet.” 

“Like a Creamsicle,” he said. “That sounds great. I’ll take one of those.” 

He watched through the glass as she leaned over and dug into the hard frozen vats of ice cream and sorbet—no doubt taking advantage of the opportunity to try to look down her shirt. 

“You’ve been working here for a while, haven’t you?” he said. “More than a year, right?” 

“A year and a half,” she told him. “So what?” 

There was actually nothing “so what” about it. It was a year longer than her mother had ever held a job in her entire life. In the overall scheme of things, serving ice cream was stupid and meaningless, Mal knew, but when Carolyn had given her a copy of the key so she could open up in the morning, she’d been proud. 

She reached across the counter to hand the cone to the geek and their fingers touched. It was hard to tell if it was on purpose. He didn’t turn red or start stammering or fall down in a dead faint, so maybe it had been. 

“Thanks,” he said with a flash of his perfect teeth, handing her a five that he had out and ready. “When I first saw you, I thought maybe you lifted, but you don’t have to, do you? You get that great definition in your arms just from working here—from scooping ice cream.” 

Her arms. He was waxing poetic about her arms. It was almost funny enough to make her laugh, but she managed to restrain herself. Mallory turned her back on him as she made change at the cash register. 

When she turned to face him, he’d somehow gotten a dab of ice cream on the tip of his nose. God, what a loser. She dropped the change into his hand from as distant a height as possible. 

“Are you working all afternoon?” he asked. 

Carolyn chose that exact moment to breeze out of the back room. “Lunchtime, Mallory! You’re free for an hour. Don’t smoke too many cigarettes, girl.” 

Oh, crap. It was bad enough Carolyn announced that she had the next hour free, but the real killer was that now the geek knew her name. 

Mallory took off her apron, grabbed her bag lunch from the refrigerator, along with her book and cigarettes, and headed for the door. 

Geek-boy followed with his ice cream—had she really thought that he wouldn’t? Before she hit the door, she pulled a yooie, marching back toward the counter and grabbing a napkin. As ridiculous and pathetic as he was, and as scornful as she was of him, there was still no way she could knowingly let him walk out into the harsh streets of Baldwin’s Bridge, among the snickering cliques of richie-rich yacht club kids, with ice cream on his nose. 

“Don’t move,” she ordered him, and swiped his face clean. “And don’t get excited. This doesn’t mean anything except that you had ice cream on your nose.” 

She tossed the napkin into the trash container outside the front door and kept going, pretending that he wasn’t still following her. 

“Actually,” he said, “I did that on purpose.” 

When he spoke to her, it made it hard to pretend he wasn’t following her—especially when he said things that didn’t make any sense at all. Mallory couldn’t help herself. She turned and looked at him. “What are you talking about?” 

He smiled at her over his cone, a happy little geek smile. “The ice cream on the nose. It’s my humanity test. You passed.” 

“Yeah, well, fuck off,” Mallory said. She glanced at him. “How do I rate now?” 

He laughed. What do you know? A geek with a sense of humor. He followed her for a while in silence, eating his ice cream. “Do you always have lunch down here by the marina?” 

“Crap.” She’d forgotten to grab a soda from the Shoppe. And the only thing in the house this morning had been a stale loaf of bread and some peanut butter. Lunch was going to be a dry mouth fest. 

“It’s really beautiful down here.” He squinted as he gazed out over the glistening water, finishing up the last of his cone and wiping his hands and mouth on the napkin she’d wrapped around it. “That was really good, by the way.” 

“Look,” she told him, settling herself on the grass under the biggest shade tree on the lawn in front of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel, “I have only an hour, and I’m in the middle of this really great book. So if you don’t mind? . . .” 

He was bending into an odd shape, trying to see the cover of her book, and she impatiently held it out. 

He shook his head. “I don’t know that author’s name. Is she new?” 

“Yeah,” Mallory told him, rolling her eyes. “Like nearly ten years new. She’s only the hottest romance author out there. God.” 

“Ah,” he said. “I don’t read much romance.” 

“Much?” 

“Any,” he admitted. 

She looked at him, at his mismatched socks, his geekoid plaid shorts, his faded Babylon-5 T-shirt, his bad haircut. David Sullivan, the Asian-American Irishman, could have been the spokesperson and poster model for bad hair days. And those glasses . . . Holy mother. 

“Too macho for it, huh?” she asked him. 

He answered as if it had been a serious question. “No, just ignorant. I like to read science fiction.” 

“Now there’s a surprise. The fact that you’re into Babylon-5 was a clue.” 

He looked astonished. “How do you know I’m into Babylon-5?” 

She pointed at his space vessel–covered chest. 

He glanced down at himself as if surprised by what he was wearing. Actually, he was probably surprised by the fact that he had on clothes, period. “Ah. And here I thought you were a mind reader. Instead, you’re just a good observer.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, I’ve found it helps when you keep your eyes open and actually focus on something or someone. If you do that, you start to notice little details, like whether they’re a human being or a Boston terrier.” 

He actually managed to realize she was ragging on him. “I notice details,” he protested. “In fact, I’m good with details. It’s just my own personal details I don’t pay much attention to.” He tilted the cover of her book toward him again. “Now that I know what to look for, I’m going to have to read a romance novel.” 

“Yeah, right.” He’d pinned the bullshit meter with that one. He’d actually read a romance, and her mother would become the governor’s wife. Mallory opened her book, opened her bag, and started to eat and read, pointedly ignoring him. 

He stood there for only a few seconds longer and then, to her complete surprise, he walked away. 

Wonder of wonders. A geek who actually understood “go away” body language. 

But ten minutes didn’t pass before Mallory saw him again, walking back across the lawn toward her. She braced herself, focusing all of her attention on the page of her book, hunching her shoulders, turning slightly away. 

She didn’t look up as he walked right up to her. She didn’t say a word, didn’t acknowledge him. 

And again, to her surprise, he didn’t stay very long. He didn’t speak, didn’t try to get her attention. He simply set something on the grass next to her and then walked away, toward the marina. 

When he was finally far enough away and it was safe to move, Mallory looked up. 

He’d brought her a can of soda. 

As she watched, he sat down on a bench near the seawall, facing the harbor, and taking a book out of his bag, he began to read, too. 

She opened the can of soda and took a long drink. It was cold and delicious. She lit a cigarette—one of her last three. This was going to be her last pack. After this, she was quitting for good. 

As she savored both the cigarette and the soda, she looked over at David Sullivan. 

He didn’t look back at her, didn’t do anything but slouch there and read. 

What a complete weirdo. 




Chapter 6



JOE FINISHED WATERING the roses. He coiled the hose, gazing up at the rather ostentatious main house. 

Charles was alone in there. The cleaning woman, Mrs. Lerner, had pulled out of the driveway about thirty minutes ago. Joe had seen Kelly head into town early this morning and was surprised she wasn’t back yet. 

He should go check on Charles, but he was afraid that doing so would raise the man’s blood pressure, ruffle his feathers. 

It was funny, there was once a time when Joe had believed Charles to be unruffleable and completely unaffected by any of the drama and danger going on around him. 

But that was years ago. That was back during the War, when they both thought they were men, but in truth they were little more than children. 

Yet it seemed like yesterday. He could remember it with a clarity that was often disturbing. The 1950s through 80s were a vague blur of changing seasons, but his memories of the War were sharp and clear. He could close his eyes and live it over again. 

He could still hear the drip of the water in Cybele’s kitchen, smell the fear of the people hiding in the attic. He could see the brilliance of Cybele’s smiles as she greeted the Nazi soldiers who patrolled the neighborhood, as she pretended to befriend the devil in order to give the angels a fighting chance in hell. 

He could remember Charles, not stooped and dying but young and vibrant. He’d been wounded, sure, but the second time Joe met him, he was very, very much alive. 

He was sitting up in Cybele’s bed, his right arm in a sling, his side and leg bandaged. Sitting in Cybele’s bed. Cybele, who worked tirelessly for the Resistance, who never shied from taking in, sheltering, and sharing her last turnip with any man, woman, or child in need regardless of race or religion, who would offer anyone who opposed the Nazis the warmth and relative comfort of a pallet on her kitchen floor, but who never, ever gave up the privacy of her own bedroom for anyone less than a woman in labor or a desperately sick child. 

Yet she’d given up her bed for this man, this golden-haired American Army officer. 

He was playing Hearts with the two Lucs and Dominique, and as Joe stood outside the doorway, watching, he won the hand with a grin. He was pale and slightly peaked-looking with a week’s worth of beard on his chin and dark circles beneath his eyes, but nevertheless he was handsome in a way Joe himself would never be. 

Charles Ashton had a certain magic to him. It infused him, lighting him from within, making his eyes seem even more blue and his hair even more golden. It was charisma. Or maybe it came from the money Joe knew he must have in the bank. Piles of money could give a wealthy man the kind of instant self-confidence that a poorer man would have to work hard to find. 

As Joe watched, the American took a cigarette from a box on the bed. Dominique lit it for him, and he leaned toward her, smiling into her eyes as she blushed. 

Yes, indeed, this one had some kind of magic. 

Maybe Cybele hadn’t given up her bed. Maybe she was sharing it with him. 

The thought was an ugly one, but Joe was exhausted. His overnight information-gathering expedition had turned into a weeklong nightmare. It was very much a miracle he’d made it back at all. 

“Guiseppe?” 

He turned to see Cybele coming up the stairs, her face glowing with relief at the sight of him. She launched herself into his arms, and as always when he held her—which he didn’t do often enough—he was amazed at how small, how slender and fragile she truly was. 

She was one of their staunchest leaders, and her quiet ability to take charge, her intense calm under pressure, and her limitless stamina made her seem so strong and sturdy. 

“Thank God,” she murmured. “We’d heard rumors of your arrest, but I could get no one to tell me where they had taken you.” She pulled back to look at him, her eyes filled with emotion. “Are you really all right?” She ran her hands across his shoulders, down his arms. “All in one piece?” 

“I’m just tired,” he told her, also speaking her native French. “And very glad to be back.” 

“What happened?” 

“I was stopped by the Nazis, and they demanded to see my papers.” His forged papers. If there had been a chance to run, he would have. But there was nowhere to go, no way to escape. Running would have meant death. Of course, being exposed as an American spy would mean death, too. Death—but only after gruesome torture as the SS attempted to extract from him the names of the brave men and women who fought alongside him, who opposed the Nazi occupation. But Cybele had assured him his papers were the best she’d ever seen, so he’d handed them over, praying she was right. 

“I was detained,” he told her, “but not because my papers didn’t pass their scrutiny.” 

He hadn’t known that at first. He’d been led away at gunpoint by guards who’d barked at him in a Swiss-Italian dialect that he didn’t understand. And then he was locked alone in a room, waiting for a deadly interrogation that never came. He didn’t know what was going on until he was loaded onto an already too-crowded railroad car. 

“The Vichies have become upset by the food shortages,” he explained to Cybele. “Because my papers say I’m Italian, I was part of a roundup of nonnationals who were being deported.” 

Cybele laughed in disbelief. “What?” 

“I was being sent back to Italy because the Vichies don’t want me eating their Brie. And they’re just stupid enough to think that as the situation gets worse, the Nazis won’t take every little last bit.” 

He’d been in the railroad car for close to nine hours before he’d had the chance to escape—by jumping from a speeding train. His bruises were nothing compared to the broken neck he might have gotten with a little less luck. 

“After I got free, I had to travel carefully—my papers were still held by the Nazis, on the train. It wasn’t easy.” That was an understatement, but he didn’t have to go into detail. Cybele had traveled to places she wasn’t supposed to be. She knew full well how dangerous and frightening that was. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get back here sooner,” he told her. 

“It doesn’t matter now,” she said. “I’m just so glad you are back.” 

She hadn’t yet pulled out of his arms, and as he held her, gazing down into the bottomless midnight of her beautiful eyes, he couldn’t help himself. He bent his head to kiss her, to actually taste the lips he’d dreamed about so many nights. 

But Cybele turned her face away, pressing her cheek against his shoulder, and he ended up with his nose buried in her hair. 

It had been a stupid move. But when she’d looked at him that way, he’d foolishly dared to hope she’d finally welcome his kisses. He felt doubly foolish as he looked up to find the blond American watching him through the open doorway, amusement dancing in his eyes. 

“Nice try,” the man said dryly, the first American English Joe had heard in months that wasn’t from a BBC radio broadcast or from his own mouth as he tried to teach Cybele the language. “But she’s definitely not interested. I’m not sure what the story is, since my French is sketchy, but I think there’s a husband somewhere.” He looked from Joe to Luc Prieaux and Luc Lambert. “And none of you have the foggiest idea what I’m saying. Not that it really matters—as long as no one’s speaking Deutsch, we’ll all get along just fine.” 

Cybele had gently pulled free from Joe’s arms, and she now looked up at him expectantly, waiting for him to translate. 

But the American didn’t give him a chance to speak. He pointed to himself. “Charles Ashton,” he said, enunciating clearly. “You must be the boss—the one who was missing. Things got a little tense around here when your friends thought you’d been taken by the Nazis. You’re a little bit younger than I expected, but c’est la guerre, right?” He lifted his right arm, then winced, and looking down at his sling, he held out his left hand. “Let’s see if you understand my high school French better than these other frogs. Germ appell Charles.” 

Joe stepped into the room. “I know your name is Charles Ashton, Lieutenant.” He folded his arms across his chest, purposely not taking the other man’s hand. “I took your dog tags off you last week when you were brought in. These frogs saved your life.” 

Charles was completely surprised, but he only let it show for maybe a tenth of a second. He lowered his hand. “Whoops. I guess you do understand me—a little too well.” If he were at all embarrassed, it was short-lived. He shifted painfully so he was sitting up in the bed. Behind his lazy, half-closed eyelids, his gaze was sharp as he looked at Joe with intense interest. “You have a New York accent. Where the hell did you learn to speak English like that?” 

“In Brooklyn,” Joe replied. 

“My God, you’re American.” Charles laughed. “I never would have known from looking at you. No offense.” 

“Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about you.” Joe turned to look at Cybele, at Luc Lambert. “Why isn’t he up in the attic? If the Germans were to search the house . . .” He realized he was speaking English and repeated himself in French. 

Luc shrugged expansively, looking to Cybele. 

“The heat,” she told him. “I couldn’t bear to hide him up there. Not with his wounds. Not after what he’s done.” 

Charles followed her French. “I’ve done nothing,” he protested in English. It was obvious to Joe they’d had this discussion before. “Tell her whoever she thinks I am, she’s mistaken.” 

“He’s a hero,” Cybele told Joe. 

“She’s wrong,” Charles told Joe. He turned to Cybele. “You’re wrong. I’ve spent the weeks since Normandy keeping my head down. My goal is to get home to Baldwin’s Bridge, Massachusetts, in one undamaged piece. I’m thinking the sooner you can get me back to my unit, the sooner I’ll be shipped back to the States. I’m more than happy to let the rest of the Fifty-fifth chase Hitler out of Berlin. I just want to get back to my summerhouse, make myself a dry martini, and sit watching the sun go down.” 

Looking at him sitting there, cigarette dangling between his fingers, it was easy to believe he meant every word. Even dressed in ragged clothes, he looked more like a wealthy aristocrat than a common farmer. 

More often than not, it was the common folk, like Cybele and the Lucs and Dominique—and Joe—who were refusing to sit by and let Hitler and his vile SS have free run of Europe. 

As he turned away in disgust, Cybele let loose a stream of French that nearly went too fast even for Joe to understand. But he managed to get most of it, and when she was done, he looked at Charles with new respect. He wouldn’t have believed it coming from anyone but Cybele. 

“She says you saved the lives of twenty-five children and two nuns,” Joe translated. This was not the act of a man interested only in keeping his head down and protecting his own skin. “She said the sisters were hiding with the children in the basement of the Church of the Ascension, up north, believing it was far enough from the fighting. But the Allies—the men in your battalion—pushed through the Germans’ defense, and the battle line moved. Because of that, the church became a target. You and three other American soldiers risked your lives to go to the children’s aid.” 

For a moment, Joe thought Charles was about to deny it all. But then he shook his head, his mouth a thin line. “It was a stupid move. Like walking onto a shooting range.” 

“I am so sorry your friends were killed,” Cybele murmured, her attempt at English solid but atrociously accented. 

Charles understood her nonetheless. “They weren’t my friends. They were just some poor suckers I ordered to come with me. I didn’t even give them a choice.” He looked up at Joe, his eyes hard. “Tell her that. Parlay voo en Fran-sez and make sure she understands that.” 

Joe quietly translated, aware that he was merely an interpreter in this highly charged conversation between Cybele and this American. 

“Tell him all the children lived,” Cybele ordered. “Even that one little boy he went back for.” 

Joe could see her heart in her eyes, and he knew she was thinking of Michel, her own son. No one had gone back for Michel when the two-year-old had been caught in the cross fire during one of the few shows of resistance when the Germans first invaded France. His father, Cybele’s husband, had been killed first. The poor child had surely been alone and terrified before the explosion that had ended his too short, so precious life. 

Joe couldn’t read the look that came into Charles Ashton’s eyes as he repeated Cybele’s words to him in English. 

“Tell her not to look at me that way,” the American said grimly, still gazing at Cybele. “I’m not a goddamned hero. Tell her I don’t know what came over me that morning, that I wouldn’t do it again, not for a million dollars.” 

As Joe translated, Cybele laughed softly. She turned away. “Don’t tell him,” she said to Joe, “but I don’t believe him.” 

“I understood that,” Charles called after her as she left the room. “Je comprende—but you’re wrong. I’m not like you.” 

She called to the others to come downstairs and let the American rest, and as usual, the room seemed much less bright without her in it. The very air seemed hotter and heavier. Silently, Dominique and both Lucs followed her out the door. Joe turned to go, too, but Charles stopped him with a hand on his arm. 

“I’m not like you,” he said again. “What are you, anyway? OSS?” 

“The less you know about any of us, the better,” Joe told him. “For you and for us.” 

“Whoops, and I overheard Cybele call you Guiseppe. Hope you don’t have to kill me now, Joe.” 

“As long as this war’s on and I’m here, I’m Italian, not American. Don’t get in the habit of calling me Joe. If you do, that could get me killed.” 

“You’re definitely OSS.” Charles squinted from behind the smoke as he lit another cigarette. “I’ve heard of you guys, living behind enemy lines, sometimes right next door to the Nazis. You’re nuts. You wouldn’t catch me doing that.” 

“And yet here you are.” 

“Not by choice. Maybe I got her wrong, but the girl—Cybele—she seemed to imply that as soon as I’m strong enough, your men’ll help me get back to my unit.” 

“This girl,” Joe said to Charles, “owns this house that we’re both guests in. And these men—and women—look to her for leadership. She’s the ‘boss,’ not me. They work with me, not for me.” 

The American lieutenant gazed out the bedroom door, into the hallway where Cybele had vanished. “That’s incredible. She’s the general of this motley army? She’s so . . .” 

Beautiful. Feminine. Slight of stature. Yet beneath Cybele’s captivatingly dark eyes lay determination that was harder than steel, surrounded by tireless strength. 

“Some of the best saboteurs I know are women,” Joe told him. “Cybele and her friends have helped us fight the Nazis by setting bombs that bend railroad tracks, by providing information about munitions dumps and troop movements. Even just by painting one of Churchill’s Vs for Victory on the wall of the commandant’s house to keep the Germans on edge.” 

“It’s a strange world we find ourselves in,” Charles said. He shook his head. “I can’t begin to imagine my wife, Jenny, blowing up train tracks. I can’t even picture her able to open a can of paint.” 

“You’d be surprised what people can do if they have to,” Joe countered. Charles had a wife. The knowledge relieved him a little too much. As if he really thought he himself had a shot with Cybele, provided Charles was out of the picture. It was ridiculous. She was unattainable, untouchable. She was Joan of Arc, burning with passion but married to her cause. She was an angel to admire from afar, floating high above base human desires, always out of reach. 

“Will you talk to Cybele for me?” Charles asked. “Tell her I don’t want to wait. I want to get back to the Allied side of the line as soon as possible.” 

“It’s not going to be that simple. The line’s way up to the north and west,” Joe informed him. “Miles away. The fighting’s intense—the Germans aren’t letting go easily. Getting you across, at least right now, could be pretty difficult.” 

“Damn.” Charles glanced up at Joe, his elegant lips twisting into a smile. “If I don’t get back there soon, I’m not going to be considered wounded enough to be sent home.” 

Joe looked down at the other man’s bandaged leg. “Until you can walk on your own—and quickly—moving you would be too much of a risk.” 

Cybele flowed back into the room then, bringing in a tray with Charles’s lunch. Two precious eggs, a slab of dark bread, a bit of cheese, some of the ever-present turnips. “Risk,” she said, having caught the word as she set down the tray on the bed beside Charles. She looked at Joe expectantly. “What are you planning now?” she asked him, switching into her native tongue. 

“Our guest is impatient. He wants to return to his unit as soon as possible.” 

“He’s too weak still,” she said, then spoke in her stilted English directly to Charles. “You are not yet strong enough to go anywhere.” 

The lieutenant grinned at her. “Can’t bear the thought of my leaving, can you? I do seem to have that power over the girls. And you are a pretty one, especially for a four star. Your wish is my command, General.” 

Cybele looked at Joe, but this time he took liberties with the translation. He told Cybele, “He’ll go when you say he’s ready to go.” 

Kelly sat behind her desk, completely overwhelmed. She knew she had to prioritize. She had to set up an administrative triage. But it was hard to get excited about paperwork when she’d just spent over two hours talking to Betsy McKenna’s parents. 

God, what a nightmare. Brenda and Robert McKenna had crumpled at the news that six-year-old Betsy’s tests had come back positive. It was leukemia. And the fact that the survival rate was better than ever before didn’t change the very real possibility that the McKennas could lose their precious child. 

They’d finally left, but the dazed look in their eyes haunted Kelly. Dr. Martin, the head of oncology at Children’s Hospital, wouldn’t be able to meet with them until six. Technically, Kelly didn’t really have to be there, but Brenda had asked her to come. 

That wasn’t going to be fun—getting into the technical details of the treatment and its risks. 

As Kelly sat at her desk, the paperwork in front of her seemed stupid and unimportant. 

She rested her head on a pile of files. Yes, that was definitely a far better use for them. 

Her phone rang, and she jerked upright. It was her private line. She picked it up apprehensively. “Dad?” 

“Uh, no, actually, it’s Tom.” 

“Oh, God, what happened? Is my father—” 

“Whoa, wait, everything’s okay . . . Jeez, I’m sorry, Kel, it didn’t even occur to me that you’d assume there was some kind of trouble if I called.” 

Kelly had been holding her breath but now exhaled in a burst. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry. My fault for overreacting.” 

It was Tom Paoletti. He’d called her on the phone—but not because her father was ill and needed her. Her pulse began to race for an entirely new reason. 

“Actually,” he said with a soft laugh, “now I feel really stupid because this is not an important phone call. I mean, it really could have waited until after you got home. I just wanted to find out . . .” 

Time hung for a split second as countless possibilities spun out enticingly around her. 

“. . . if I could use your computer to sign on to the Internet,” Tom finished. 

“Oh,” Kelly said, as disappointment settled down around her like a damp blanket. He only wanted to use her computer. He didn’t want to take her dancing, to see a movie, to go to dinner. To have wild sex all night long. “Well, sure. Yeah. That’s no problem.” 

“I’ll sign on as a guest, use my own account, of course.” 

“Of course,” she echoed. “Use it for as long as you like, whenever you like.” 

“Thanks,” he said. “I really appreciate it.” 

“Actually,” she said, “I’m not sure when I’m going to be home. I’ve got a meeting at six that could run for a while. I can call Mrs. Lerner and see if—” 

“Don’t sweat it. I’ll hang with your father for as long as you need me to.” 

Kelly closed her eyes. “Thanks.” 

There was the slightest of pauses, and then he said, “Well, I won’t keep you. . . .” at the exact same moment that she opened her mouth and said, “You know, Tom, I was wondering . . .” 

This was it. She was going to do it. She was going to ask him to have dinner with her. She was going to ask him out on a date. 

“Whoops,” he said with a laugh. “Sorry. What’s up?” 

Ice. Her entire cardiovascular system was suddenly filled with ice. 

“Um, I was wondering if you knew that my computer’s in my bedroom,” she told him. Chicken. God, she was such a chicken. “I figured I better tell you where it is so you don’t have to search the whole house.” She closed her eyes, wincing silently. Not only was she a chicken, but she sounded like an idiot. An idiot chicken. “My room’s on the second floor, west wing. White walls, blue curtains . . .” Big sign on the wall saying IDIOT LIVES HERE. 

It was the same bedroom she’d used as a child—a spacious room with a private bath and French doors connecting to a balcony that looked out over the backyard and the pool. From her second-floor vantage point, she’d been able to see Tom wherever he was working in the yard. Between the balcony and her tree house, she’d pretty much had him covered. 

Perverted idiot chicken. 

“Oops,” he said. “I didn’t realize you kept your computer in your bedroom. I don’t want to invade your privacy or—” 

“Do you smoke?” she asked. 

“No.” 

“Then no problem,” she said. “It’s just a room I happen to sleep in. Brace yourself, though. It’s a mess. Just kick aside the dirty laundry and ignore the fact that the bed’s not made.” 

He laughed again at that. He had an incredibly sexy laugh, low and husky and intimate. He could have made a fortune on one of those 900-number phone sex lines. “I thought the cleaning lady was just in.” 

“Mrs. Lerner’s under strict orders to stay out of my room,” Kelly told him. “I happen to like my mess.” 

“And you’re sure you want me going in there?” 

He didn’t know the half of it. “It’s really okay.” Kelly flipped through her calendar, searching for the next evening she was available and . . . “You wouldn’t happen to be free Thursday—tomorrow—night?” 

Dear God. She did it. She’d actually said the words. 

“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Why? You need me to stay with your father again? No problem. I’m there.” 

Words he’d completely misunderstood. How on earth did men live through this time and time again? It was a wonder more of them hadn’t simply given up and become monks. 

“No.” She closed her eyes, braced herself. “I was hoping you’d have dinner with me.” 

There was complete silence for at least a solid second. But it was a very, very long second. 

“Well,” he said. “Wow. Yeah, that would be . . .” 

Kelly waited. 

“Nice,” he finished. 

It wasn’t quite the word she was hoping for. But it was far better than a lot of words he might’ve come up with. 

“Okay, good,” she said. God, that had been easier than she’d imagined. 

There was another brief moment of silence, during which she realized he could well have accepted her invitation simply because he was kind and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Maybe even right now he was trying to figure out how he could get out of it. Maybe . . . 

She started to stammer. “Because, you know, I just thought it would be nice—” Oh, crap, there was that awful word again. “—to go someplace that isn’t work or home with someone who . . .” Looks like you. No, wrong thing to say. “Someone who . . .” Has a penis. Oh, God . . . “Someone who . . .” 

“Isn’t eighty years old?” he suggested. 

“Well,” she said, “yeah. Sort of. God, that sounds awful.” 

“It’s not,” he said. “Everyone needs a break. A little distraction.” 

God, yes. “Although, to be honest, there’s a chance I might have to cancel at the last minute. One of my patients . . .” She had to clear her throat, glad she was talking to him over the phone, glad he couldn’t see the sudden very unprofessional tears that welled in her eyes at the thought of sweet little Betsy McKenna and what she was faced with simply to survive. “She’s starting chemotherapy, and she and her parents might need a little extra attention.” Her voice wobbled slightly, and she coughed to cover it. “Excuse me.” 

“Oh, man, that must be hard as hell,” Tom said softly. 

Kelly closed her eyes, wanting nothing more than to lose herself in her nearly lifelong attraction to this man. She didn’t want to have dinner with him tomorrow night. She wanted him to take her for a ride on his old motorcycle, the one that was still carefully kept under that drop cloth in the garage. She wanted to go fast, fast enough to blot out all her pain and anger and fear. 

It was the fear that hurt the worst. Fear that Betsy McKenna would die despite the advances of modern medicine, despite the care of one of the best children’s hospital staffs in the world. Fear that her father would go to his grave without reconciling with Joe, fear that Joe would never recover from such a terrible blow. Fear that she’d live the rest of her life wishing she’d had just a few more months with her father, wishing she’d had the nerve to look him in the eye and tell him that she’d loved him—even when he drank, even when he was cruel—and to ask him if maybe there wasn’t a time when he’d loved her back, just a little bit. 

Fear that she would die just as angry and just as tragically alone. 

She needed a distraction, all right, but she wanted something a little more high octane than dinner and conversation. She wanted full body contact and hot, deep kisses. She wanted wild abandon, total, breathtaking full penetration. She wanted to feel nothing but pleasure, nothing but heat. And wild Tom Paoletti was just the man for the job. 

She’d spent the past sixteen years waiting for a chance to kiss him again. Wondering if the reality could stand up to the perfection of the memory. Maybe tomorrow night she’d find out. 

“How old is she?” Tom asked, his husky voice like velvet against her ear. 

“Just turned six.” Her lower lip trembled as if she were no older than that herself. Come on, Ashton, get a grip. 

“Damn.” 

“Tom . . .” Kelly clamped her mouth shut. What was she going to do, just ask him to have sex with her? A dinner invitation was one thing, but, God . . . She could imagine his surprised response, his attempt to be polite. Well, sure, that would be nice, but . . . “I’m sorry,” she said instead. “I really have to go.” 

“Kelly, I’m . . . here if you need anything.” 

“Thanks,” she managed to choke out before she dropped the phone back into its cradle. 

And then, although she wanted nothing more than to drop her head onto her paperwork-laden desk and cry, she steeled herself the way she’d done so many times before and got to work. 

Her father would have been proud. 




Chapter 7



“WHAT GOOD IS an apology if you’re not going to stop doing the thing that you’re apologizing for?” Charles’s voice shook with anger. “That’s like saying you’re sorry for hitting me on the head with a two-by-four, while you continue to hit me on the head with a two-by-four!” 

“But I’m not hitting you on the head,” Joe countered hotly. “If you want to use that analogy, then you have to picture yourself hitting me over the head with that same two-by-four since 1944! You’re the one who should apologize to me!” 

As Tom came into the room, he saw Charles had stuck his fingers in his ears and was singing at the top of his lungs, “La, la, la, la, la!” to block out Joe’s words. 

“What the hell is going on in here?” Tom had to raise his voice to a roar to be heard over them. 

The two old men both fell silent, although they still stood, facing off like a pair of ancient boxers, in the middle of Charles’s vast living room. 

Charles had his oxygen tank at hand, and he took a hit off it, covering his mouth and nose with the face mask, glaring at Joe. 

“Why don’t you wear the nose clip?” Joe asked wearily. “If you need the oxygen—” 

Charles picked up his walker and flung it as far as he could across the room—which wasn’t very far. “That’s why,” he said bitterly, trembling with anger. “I can’t walk by myself, I can’t breathe by myself. Why doesn’t God just strike me with lightning and kill me now?” 

“Because there are things left undone,” Joe countered. 

“Like telling stupid stories to stupid interviewers?” Charles had to sit down, and as he lowered himself onto the sofa, Tom stepped forward to help. Instead of a thanks, he got a dark look and a frown. “Stupid stories that mean nothing now? The past is the past, and the dead are dead, Guiseppe. Digging them up—” 

“Guys,” Tom said. “Exactly what happened during the war?” 

As he’d expected, they both shut up. Dead silence. 

Tom waited. He was in no rush. He had Kelly’s permission to use her computer whenever he wanted. He could play referee for hours and still have plenty of time to scan his old files, to read his notes on the Merchant, to wade through his doubt. 

Joe was the first to move, the first to speak. “I have to get back to work,” he said, heading for the door. “The roses—” 

“Stop. The roses can wait,” Tom ordered in his toughest team-commander voice, and Joe actually obeyed him. What do you know? “Look, gentlemen, I’m not going to pry, so if you don’t want to talk about it—” 

“We don’t,” Charles interrupted with another of his potent death-ray glares aimed at Joe. 

“Fine,” Tom said easily. “Then I’m not going to ask about it again. But answer this for me instead. Joe, this one’s for you. How many days does Mr. Ashton have left to live?” 

It was a cruel question, but letting his uncle walk away, to let the rift between these two old friends continue, would have been even more cruel. 

Joe’s shoulders sagged and he turned so that Tom couldn’t see his face, so he could barely hear his reply. “I don’t know.” 

“Yes, you do,” Tom told him. His stomach hurt for both of them, but this had to be said. “Kelly told me the doctors are saying three or four months, tops. I’m sure you both know this. And I’m certain neither of you are so old and decrepit that you can no longer do simple math.” He looked at Charles. “How many days does three months work out to be?” 

Charles couldn’t stay angry in the face of Joe’s pain, and he turned his glare on Tom instead. His crackly voice was tinged with ice. “This isn’t necessary.” 

“Yes, sir,” Tom said as mildly as he could manage, “I think it is. Please answer the question. How many days?” 

Charles looked at Joe again. “Maybe ninety,” he finally said. “But probably fewer.” 

“Ninety days,” Tom repeated. “How many perfect summer days like this, with a clear sky and low humidity, do you think we’ll have over the next ninety days?” 

Neither of them said a word. 

“Probably way fewer than ninety,” Tom answered for them. “In fact, we could well be into the single digits with that one, don’t you agree?” 

Silence. 

Again Tom answered his own question. “Yes, you agree. So the next obvious question, gentlemen, is: What the fuck are you doing wasting this gorgeous day fighting over some stupid-ass fifty-five-year-old disagreement, when you could be out on Mr. Ashton’s boat, fishing?” 

Charles looked at Joe and Joe looked at Charles. 

“Here’s the deal,” Tom said. “This thing you’re fighting about? You don’t talk about it, you don’t think about it. You go down to the marina, you pick up some bait, and you spend this day doing something you both love. You sit there in silence if you have to, but you take advantage of this beautiful, precious, God’s gift of a day.” 

More silence. But Tom stood there, feigning patience, waiting. 

Joe finally cleared his throat. “Shall I call ahead to the harbormaster’s office?” he asked Charles stiffly. “Have them ready the Lady Luck?” 

For a minute Tom was afraid Charles was too much of a bastard to make this easy for either of them. He didn’t answer for way too long. 

But when Tom raised his eyebrows and said, “Mr. Ashton? . . .” the old man finally gave in. 

“Oh, all right.” It was by no means gracious, but it was good enough for now. 

“Listen up,” Tom said to the pair of them. “Whatever this problem is, you need to work it out. Not today, but soon.” 

“We can solve this in an instant,” Charles said crankily. “Joe just has to promise to keep his big mouth shut.” 

Joe’s big mouth was set in a straight, grim line. “So I’m just supposed to stand there on that stage and accept that Medal of Honor all over again?” he asked. “I’m supposed to stand there, in front of national news cameras, and shake the hands of all those dignitaries who’ve come all the way from England and France, and pretend—” 

“Whoa,” Tom said. “Wait. Dignitaries from where? What are you talking about?” 

“The ceremony honoring the Fighting Fifty-fifth,” Joe told him. “I don’t even want to go.” 

“You have to,” Charles said. 

Joe bristled. “I don’t have to do anything.” 

“Wait,” Tom said. “Rewind. Did you just say there’re going to be dignitaries from England?” 

“Some distant cousin of the royal family no one’s ever heard of,” Charles said grumpily. “You’d think they’d send Winston Churchill’s great-grandson. Now there’s someone whose hand I’d be honored to shake.” 

“You don’t even know if Churchill had a great-grandson,” Joe countered. 

“Well, you’d think the organizers of this celebration would at least try to find that out. And who are they sending from France? Some politicians, probably descended from Nazi collaborators.” 

“Kelly told me several U.S. senators would be attending, too,” Tom realized. The United States, England, and France. The three countries that had worked together to catch the Merchant back in 1996. The three countries responsible for taking out most of the Merchant’s team—including his beloved wife. Baldwin’s Bridge would be packed with revered war heroes and crowds of spectators. CNN cameras would surely be there. 

“Holy shit,” Tom said. “I’ve got to make a phone call.” 

“So it’s possible the Merchant’s target isn’t going to be Boston after all,” Tom told Jazz. “It could be right here in Baldwin’s Bridge. If you can believe that.” 

“You’re thinking car bomb,” Jazz said. 

“You bet. It’s been this bastard’s MO in the past,” Tom told his longtime XO and friend over the phone in the Ashtons’ kitchen. 

“What kind of security they gonna have for this shindig?” 

“I don’t know yet. I’ve got my uncle making a call to the local police to try to find that out.” Charles and Joe had snapped to. They’d stopped their arguing in the face of this immediate situation. 

Tom had told them about spotting the Merchant in the airport, leaving out the part about his recent injury and Admiral Crowley’s intense skepticism. Joe and Charles had gone into Charles’s home office to try to find out as much as they could about the security planned for the celebration’s opening ceremony. It was amazing, actually. As they’d headed down the hall, Tom had heard them speaking entire sentences to each other without flinging a single accusation or petty insult. 

“Crowley know yet?” Jazz asked. 

“I called, but he wasn’t in,” Tom reported. “I didn’t want to leave a message.” No, this was definitely not the kind of thing he wanted to tell the admiral through voice mail. He took a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be easy to say, but Jazz had to be told. “You need to know, he’s not behind me a hundred percent on this one, Jacquette.” 

“It does sound nuts, sir.” Jazz laughed, a low rumble of distant thunder. 

“He’s not behind me at all,” Tom admitted. 

His XO wasn’t fazed. “So when do you want me out there?” 

“Jazz—straightforward, no shit, I could be completely wrong about this. There’s a real chance I’ve lost touch, that this goddamned head injury has made it so I can’t tell fantasy from reality.” 

“Just give me a day or two to tie up some loose ends,” Jazz told him, “and I’ll be there. I’ll call the rest of the squad, too. See who can arrange for leave.” 

Jazz was coming to help him. The relief was so intense, Tom had to sit down. “Be up front with them,” he ordered. “If they do come, if you come, it’s completely off record, two hundred percent covert, and totally volunteer. It’s got to be on your own time as well—and I know you’ve all got better things to do while you’re on leave, so—” 

“I always wanted to meet your uncle Joe. ’Sides, isn’t there some kind of famous watercolor painting school in Baldwin’s Bridge?” 

“Since when do you paint?” Tom asked. 

“Since two or three days from now, L.T.,” Jazz told him. “Unless you think I’ll stand a better chance of blending with the white folk sunbathing on the beach?” 

“Good point.” Tom looked up to see Joe standing in the doorway. He stepped into the room and handed a piece of paper to Tom, then disappeared again. There were several lines written in Charles’s spidery, shaky-looking hand. 

“Ah, Christ,” Tom said to Jazz. “The complete security plan for the ceremony honoring the Fighting Fifty-fifth is the normal Baldwin’s Bridge PD weekday staff—five guys. Plus two local rent-a-cops for additional crowd control.” 

“In that case, we’ll definitely need help. Hang on.” 

Tom could hear Jazz rustling papers, heard him swear. 

“WildCard’s out of the picture, sir,” Jazz reported. “He’s in California on special assignment. Senior Chief Wolchonok’s having knee surgery. And O’Leary won’t be back for another few weeks. He’s at a sharpshooter’s competition in Saudi Arabia.” 

“Damn. I’m going to want a shooter of his caliber. I don’t want to assume car bomb and then have this turn out to be an assassination attempt.” He closed his eyes. Provided the Merchant was real. Provided Tom hadn’t simply imagined seeing the man who may or may not have been the terrorist. “I’m going to want a sniper of my own set up and ready, too.” 

“That’s not going to be easy, sir. This competition has drawn all the best men in all the armed forces.” 

All the best men. 

“Find out if Alyssa Locke went to this competition,” Tom ordered. SO squadmember Frank O’Leary was only the second best marksman in the U.S. Navy. Lieutenant Junior Grade Locke had outscored him every single time they’d competed. She was a robot when it came to taking out a target. 

“I know for a fact that she didn’t,” Jazz told him. “She wouldn’t have been invited. Not to Saudi Arabia. A woman? Not a chance.” 

“Call her.” 

Jazz paused delicately. “Sir. Do you think that’s . . . wise?” 

Locke was outspoken in her desire to be allowed into the male-only ranks of the SEALs. She hounded Tom—and Jazz—every opportunity she got. All she wanted, she claimed, was a chance to prove herself. 

“She’s pretty career driven,” Tom told him. “She may not want to take the leave—or the risk. Make sure she understands that this could well be a waste of time. Nothing may come of it at all. She may end up spending a few weeks at the beach, learning to paint with you.” 

“With me? Oh, joy,” Jazz said with a complete lack of enthusiasm. 

“Did you get a chance to download those files from my computer?” Tom asked. 

“It’s all there, L.T., ready and waiting for you.” 

“Look, Jacquette, I’ve got to say this again. I don’t want you to feel like I’m ordering you to—” 

“Completely understood, sir. I’ll email you with my flight and arrival time as soon as I’ve got it.” Jazz cut the connection. 

David cleared his throat. “Mind if I sit down?” 

Mallory looked up at him, hostility flaring in her light brown eyes and in the tight line of her delicate lips. 

Paoletti was her last name. She lived with her mother in a house on the other side of town. It hadn’t been hard for David to find out all about her from the kids who hung out down by the town beach. 

All about her. More, in fact, than he’d wanted to hear. 

Both she and her mother were well-known for putting out for money or drugs. They weren’t picky. They didn’t take credit cards, but a simple line of cocaine would do the trick. According to town legend, that would buy a guy a professional-quality blow job. A slightly larger amount would get that much more. Here in Baldwin’s Bridge, a man could have his pick of Paolettis—young or older. And apparently the mother was just as exotically, trashily beautiful as the daughter. 

While David was far from the most experienced man in the world, he’d been around enough to know that when rumors came in gift-wrapped packages like that, complete with a ribbon around them, it was unlikely they were true. Mallory and her mother. Highly unlikely. 

It sounded like small-town pettiness and jealousy to David. He didn’t believe a single word. 

He’d gone back to the Ice Cream Shoppe to see what time she got off work, and the manager there had told him she was doing an extra shift today. Mallory was working until eight, but right now she was taking her dinner break. 

David had known exactly where to find her, and sure enough, she was back under the tree. 

“Don’t you ever give up?” Mallory asked him. “Haven’t you gotten tired yet of me telling you to get the hell away from me?” 

He sat down in the shade about four feet away from her, pretended to think about it. “Nope.” 

She made a point of turning slightly away from him and continuing to read. She had another of those pathetic-looking, dried-up little peanut butter sandwiches for her dinner, and she ate it slowly as she devoted all her attention to the pages of her book. 

David couldn’t keep from looking at the soft curve of her cheek, her delicate nose, the slightly exotic shape of her eyes, her flawless skin, and her mouth. God, Mallory Paoletti had a perfect mouth. 

Her chin was perfect, too. She held it at a stubborn angle, unaware that the defiant pose exposed the soft, graceful lines of her throat and neck. She had a long, elegant neck, collarbones that could have inspired an entire epic poem, and truly magnificent breasts. 

She was his Nightshade, come to life. Of course, dressed the way she was in wide-legged cargo pants and a tank top, she looked more like Nightshade’s human alter ego, Nicki Sheldon. 

David pulled his day pack onto his lap, unzipping it and pulling out his own book—a copy of the same novel Mallory was reading. He’d managed to pick it up in the Super Stop & Shop at a discount. 

Four feet away, Mallory changed her position. He didn’t look up, but he heard her put her empty sandwich Baggie back into the brown bag. He heard her crinkle that bag, heard her shift her position once again. 

And then she spoke. To him. In a voice dripping with skepticism. “Oh, come on. You don’t expect me to believe you’re really reading that, do you?” 

He looked at her over the top of his book. “Of course I’m reading it. I’m more than half done.” 

The look on her face was so comical, he nearly pulled his camera out of his pack to get it down on film. 

“You’re reading a romance.” She looked around. “Out here, in front of everyone?” 

David looked around, too. There were about twenty people on the lawn in front of the hotel, more down by the marina. Not a single person was paying either of them the slightest bit of attention. He shrugged. “Yeah. You were right about it. It’s great stuff. Thanks for recommending it.” 

“You’re really reading the whole thing?” she asked suspiciously. “You’re not just flipping through and reading only the sex scenes?” 

“Why would I do that?” 

“Because you’re a guy? . . .” 

“I’m really reading the whole thing.” He smiled. “But I have to confess, when I get to them, I read the sex scenes twice.” 

Her lips twitched, curving up into a very small smile. “Yeah, well, join the club,” she said. “So do I.” 

She smiled at him. She smiled at him! It was a real, genuine we-have-something-in-common smile, not an I-want-to-put-your-eye-out-with-my-finger smile. 

Mallory was nearly done with her book. “You read fast,” he said. 

She looked at his book, at the place where he was using his finger as a bookmark. “You do, too.” 

“I’ve always loved to read,” he told her. “As long as I’ve got a book, it doesn’t matter where I am. I can instantly be a million miles away, in a completely different place, on a different planet even. I can be someone else, you know? When it gets too complicated to be myself.” 

Mallory nodded, but then she looked away, as if she were afraid she’d given too much away with that one little gesture of agreement. “God, I need a cigarette,” she breathed. 

“It’s hard to quit, huh?” 

“You wouldn’t happen to have one, would you?” 

“I don’t smoke.” 

“You wouldn’t.” 

It was meant to be an insult, but David let it slide. Mallory Paoletti had created some pretty staunch defenses to keep people out of her world. If he wanted in—and he did—he was going to have to ignore the scratch of the verbal brambles and step lightly over the passive-aggressive minefields. 

He unzipped his pack again and dug into it, searching for the book he’d put in this afternoon. He found it underneath his camera, and held it out to her. But she didn’t take it, and he ended up just setting it down in front of her, an offering to the goddess. 

“I started reading this book—” He gestured to the one he was reading, the book she’d recommended. “—and it occurred to me that you might have never read anything by Heinlein. I thought you might want to borrow one of my favorites.” 

Mallory looked down at the book he’d put in front of her but she didn’t touch it. She just looked at the cover, looked back at him. “What do you want from me?” 

The question was so point-blank that David didn’t quite know how to answer it. He couldn’t answer it, not caught the way he was in the intensity of her eyes. 

“Do you really think that if you sign me up for some little private book club, I’ll let you slip me something besides a book every now and then? Is that what this is about? You want to do it with me, geek-boy?” 

Geek-boy. Ouch. But David didn’t get a chance to respond. She was spitting mad and she wasn’t done yet. He found his voice but all he could get out was “N—” 

She pushed herself to her feet, savagely kicking his book back toward him, gathering up her crumpled bag, her half-finished soda, and her own book. 

David had envisioned himself taking days, weeks even, to make friends with Mallory. And only then, after they were friends, would he tell her about Nightshade. But he realized now it wasn’t going to happen that way. It was now or never. 

And so he stood, too, fumbling in his pack for Wingmasters Two, pulling it free. “I do want something from you, Mallory. You’re right about that. But it’s not what you think. See, I want you to model for me, for my next project.” 

He held it out and she stared down at the dark colors on the cover. 

“Wingmasters Two?” she read. She looked up at him. “A comic book?” 

“It’s a graphic novel. We try to make it higher quality than a comic book. But you better believe if we got an offer from D.C. or Marvel, we’d proudly become a comic book in an instant.” He pointed to names on the front. “By Renny Shimoda and David Sullivan. Artwork by David Sullivan. That’s me.” 

She gave him a disbelieving look as she pulled the book from his hands to take a closer look. 

“Wingmasters One and Two both had limited printings—a few thousand copies each. We started our own publishing company to distribute them,” he told her as she flipped through it. “We had to pay for the printing up front, but we’ve made back most of our initial investment. Unfortunately, the series didn’t catch on quite the way we’d hoped,” he continued, “even though it’s a cult favorite.” 

She was standing there, flipping through the pages, probably only half listening. 

“For the past two months, I’ve been developing a new series. Nightshade. This one’s all mine. The story’s mine, too, not just the artwork. It’s about this high school girl, Nicki Sheldon, who realizes she has these superpowers. Kind of Buffy meets the X-Men.” 

Mallory frowned up at him. “So I’m just supposed to believe that you’re this David Sullivan. The one whose name is on the front of this thing, this graphic novel.” 

David took out his wallet, took out his driver’s license. 

She took it from him, squinted at his name and his parents’ address in Newton. “God, this picture sucks.” She looked up at him again. “Well, maybe it doesn’t.” She handed it back to him, still unconvinced. “David Sullivan’s a common enough name.” 

David knew how to prove he was who he said he was. He sat down on the grass, searching through his pack for a pencil and his sketch pad. He opened to a clean page, balanced the pad on his leg, looked up at Mallory, and started to draw. 

“Do me a favor and sit,” he ordered her. “My neck’s going to break.” 

She was watching his pencil moving across the page, and she slowly lowered herself to the ground. She sat forward, on her knees, so she could watch him draw. 

“Oh, my God,” she breathed. “That is so cool.” 

It wasn’t that good. He could do a lot better when not under so much pressure. But it wasn’t bad, either—a rough comic-book version of Mallory’s face, complete with her trademark scowl. He added a body—an exaggerated, stylized, superhero type body, in a superhero pose. Hands on hips, legs slightly spread in a powerful stance, muscles rippling, chest out. 

“Nightshade,” Mallory read aloud as he printed the name in block letters beneath his drawing. She looked at the similar drawings on the cover of Wingmasters Two, then up at him. “Holy shit, you did draw this, didn’t you?” 

He turned his notebook around so that it faced her. “What I’d like to do,” he told her, “is take photos of you. All kinds of poses, from all angles. The hardest thing is drawing realistic-looking bodies—you know, anatomically correct bodies that move and bend and flex the way real people do. I took an anatomy class in school last year, and that’s helped a lot. But getting the right perspective is hard, too. Still, if I can have a few hundred photos of you pinned up around my drawing table, it makes it that much easier.” 

She laughed as she gazed at the drawing. “That really looks like me. That’s so weird.” 

“Here,” David said, moving closer to her. “Let me show you what I mean.” 

He took his camera out of his pack and placed it gently on the grass as he dug for the pictures he’d just got back from the developers at the drugstore. 

“Oh, man, that’s one huge camera.” 

“The camera’s actually pretty small.” He picked it up again and handed it to her. “It’s the lens that’s big.” He pointed to the viewfinder. “Look through there. Check it out. And move this, here, to focus.” 

Their fingers touched, and she didn’t pull away. He was close enough to smell the sweet scent of peanut butter on her breath. 

She laughed. “This is one of those paparazzi lenses—the kind photographers from the National Enquirer use to get pictures of Fergie sunbathing topless from, like, five miles away.” She looked up from the viewfinder, and at this proximity, he could see flecks of green and gold mixed in with the light brown of her eyes. She was gorgeous from forty feet away, stunning from four feet. From four inches, she was heart stopping. 

David felt his IQ drop into the single digits as he stared into her eyes. 

“So who were you taking pictures of with this superlens?” she asked. “Prince William in town?” 

“No,” he managed to say. “No one—I mean, not yet. I mean, I was going to take some pictures later this afternoon.” 

Pictures. Right. He was going to show her his pictures. Come on, brain. Don’t fail now. She was sitting here, she was listening to him, she was interested in his project. 

She handed the camera back to him, and again their fingers touched. “I was in media club in middle school,” she told him. “I loved it—I got to borrow this really cool camera and take all these freaky black-and-white pictures. Well, I did until Mark Fritz stole the camera from my locker. He told me he took it, but then he denied it when I told Mr. Marley. It was Mark against me, and he got straight As and was captain of the middle-school tennis team, so I was blamed. I wasn’t kicked out of media club, but I wasn’t allowed to borrow the equipment anymore, so what was the point? My mother bought me some little Instamatic piece of shit to try to make me feel better. She didn’t know the difference between that and a Nikon.” 

Both Mark Fritz and Mr. Marley deserved a sound thrashing. “You can do a lot with an Instamatic,” he said. “Or even one of those disposable cameras you can pick up at the drugstore. Especially if you work with natural light. Do you still take pictures?” 

She shrugged evasively. It was hard to say whether it was a yes shrug or a no shrug. She glanced at her watch. Damn, he was losing her. 

“I have to head back to the Ice Cream Shoppe in about five minutes.” 

David found the packets of photos in the front pocket of his pack. “Here, let me just show you these really quickly.” 

Some of them were pictures he’d taken here in town. But most were from his recent photo session with Brandon. 

“I took these in my apartment,” he told her. “This is my friend Brandon Crane. He’s a lifeguard over at the hotel. Basically, what I do is have him come in, he puts on a bathing suit—” 

“Oh, is that what you call that?” Mallory asked. “It doesn’t leave a whole lot to the imagination, does it?” 

David laughed. “It’s a Speedo. It’s legal. Guys wear ’em all the time.” 

“Yeah, maybe in Provincetown.” She flipped through the photos. “God, what are you going to have me wear?” 

His pulse kicked into gear. The way she’d asked that question, it was as if it was already a done deal, as if she was ready to sign on. But he couldn’t assume that. He had to play it cool, play it out. 

“Do you have a bikini?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “I burn so I don’t do much sunbathing.” 

“I’ve got a costume box, with bikinis in just about every size. If you found one you liked, you could even keep it after.” 

She went back through the pictures of Brandon, looking at them more closely. “I’m not sure I’d want to keep it after. Besides, what if it was the one you like to wear?” 

Was that lighthearted teasing or was her comment intended to belittle, to cruelly mock him? David couldn’t tell. 

“Personally, I’m fond of my pink ballerina tutu,” he said lightly, choosing to believe she was teasing. “That and the chicken suit. As long as you stay away from those . . .” 

She laughed. And then she held up a particularly buff photo of Bran. “Is this guy really a lifeguard here in town? He looks like he belongs on a movie set in L.A. How’d you talk him into doing this, anyway?” 

“We’ve been friends since fourth grade. He got this summer job for me as a breakfast waiter at the hotel. He poses for me for free—for something called deferred payment. We have an understanding that if I make it big, I’ll pay him lots of money down the road. But I could pay you up front, if you want. Fifty dollars an hour is about all I could afford, with a two hour guarantee.” 

She was suddenly intently studying the photos again, as if she didn’t want to look him in the eye. “That seems like an awful lot of money just for standing around in a bathing suit.” 

“Professional models get more than that,” he told her. 

She was silent. 

“What I’d really like,” David said, praying that he hadn’t just screwed this up by talking about money, “would be to schedule a shoot with both you and Brandon. I’m going to want a bunch of individual shots of you, of course, but it would be good to get some of the two of you together. He can show you how it’s done.” Maybe she’d be more comfortable knowing she wasn’t going to be alone with David in his apartment studio. “He’s going to be Julian, your love interest in the graphic novel.” 

“Just how graphic is this graphic novel?” she asked suspiciously. 

“No,” he said quickly. “Not that way. Not at all. I’m targeting as wide an audience as possible. Some of the artists like to be, um, well, explicit. And while I imply certain relationships . . . I don’t . . . I mean, sure, I’ll show the two characters kiss, but . . .” 

She looked down at the pictures of Brandon again. “So . . . you want to take pictures of me kissing your friend.” 

“Well, yeah, I mean, a few shots, sure. Kisses are hard to draw, so . . .” 

“Is he, like, unattached?” 

David’s stomach twisted as he gazed at her. The question was posed so casually. Too casually. Oh, damn. This had happened too many times before. He and Brandon would be out somewhere, he’d meet a girl he really liked—and Bran would take her home. It was inevitable. 

It was a pain in his ass. 

Still, this wasn’t about him liking this girl. This was about convincing her to pose for him. This was about Nightshade. 

“Yeah,” he told her, pushing up his glasses with one finger. “He’s unattached. A word of warning, though—one look at you and he’ll be hitting on you.” He felt like some kind of backward pimp, trying to entice her to come to his studio with promises of a roll with his friend, Mr. Incredible Pecs. 

Mallory shook her head. “No way. A guy like this only goes out with the Susan Thornridges and the Mary Beth Blacklys.” She put the photos back in the envelope. “And even if he did ask, I wouldn’t go anywhere with him. I don’t need his kind of shit messing up my life, no thanks.” 

“Well, then I’ll make sure I tell him to back off.” David was ready to promise her anything. Whatever it took. Brandon or not. Of course he preferred or not, but she would probably change her mind with one face-to-face meeting with his charismatic friend. 

She stood up, brushing off the seat of her jeans. “I’m late. I’ve got to go.” 

“How’s tonight?” he asked, reaching into his pack for one of his cards. “I happen to know that Bran’s got the night off. He could be at my place by nine. What do you say? Nine to eleven?” He wanted to drop to his knees and plead, but he knew he’d get further by staying at least relatively cool. 

She took her time taking his card from him, but this time she actually read it. He’d written his summer address and phone number on it in clean block letters. 

“The bathing suit stays on?” she asked. 

“Swear to God,” he said. “If you want, you can bring your father along as a chaperone.” 

“How about I bring my uncle?” she said challengingly. “He’s a Navy SEAL, in town on leave.” 

David fumbled his sketch pad, dropping it onto the grass. A SEAL . . . “Really?” His voice cracked. “That’s so cool. SEALs are built like gods. Definitely bring him. Do you think . . . wow, do you think he’d pose for me?” 

Mallory laughed. “No,” she said. “But I will. You just convinced me you’re for real, Sullivan. God, your dork index is off the charts.” 

Yes. Thank God for his dork index, whatever that meant. David grinned at her. “Then I’ll see you tonight.” Oh, man, he had to get home fast and clean his apartment. 

She scowled at him. “If I turn out to be wrong about you, I will kick you so hard your balls will come out your nose. Do you understand?” 

David couldn’t keep from laughing, the image was such an intense one. “Absolutely.” 

She glared at him one more time as if to prove that she was dead serious, then turned and walked away, heading back to work, carefully tucking his card into the back pocket of her jeans. 

David waited until she turned the corner onto South Street, and only then did he do a victory dance around the tree. 

She was his. She was his. 

Well, on paper, anyway. 




Chapter 8



JUST KICK ASIDE the laundry, Kelly had said. 

It seemed easy enough in theory. Execution, however, was slightly more difficult. 

Because it seemed to Tom as if most of the laundry that was scattered about the room was underwear. Lacy, silky, completely feminine underwear. 

It was on the bed, on the floor, on the chair in front of the computer, spilling out of the open top drawer of Kelly’s dresser. 

Sure, there were jeans and shorts and T-shirts, too. But he had those things in his own laundry hamper. He was used to them. He could kick that aside, no problem—he had many times in his own room. But the bras and panties and pantyhose . . . Yikes. 

And when he had actually tried to push the laundry gingerly aside with his foot, a pair of green satin and lace panties had caught on his sandal, the fabric decadently cool against his bare toes. 

Kelly Ashton’s underwear. 

That alone would have been too much to deal with. But when he’d leaned over to pull the green lace free, he’d found out something he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 

Kelly Ashton wore thong panties. 

Tom sat at her computer now, head pounding, slightly nauseated from dizziness, breathing in the ghostly fragrance of her perfumes and lotions, still slightly shocked. Jesus, he didn’t want that image in his head—Kelly in her underwear was bad enough, but Kelly wearing that? 

Forget about his head injury—that image alone was enough to make him dizzy. 

And it was definitely not what he wanted to be thinking about when he had dinner with her tomorrow night, God help him. 

Kelly Ashton had asked him to have dinner with her. 

Down boy. It was only dinner. 

Or was it? 

He’d assumed that whipped cream comment she’d made this morning had been a joke. But what if she’d been only half kidding? What if she truly wanted . . . 

Don’t go there, dirtbrain. 

Kelly Ashton probably wouldn’t have agreed to let him use her computer if she’d known that he’d sit here, ogling her underwear, imagining her naked and locked with him in heart stopping, gymnastically energetic sex. 

Or maybe not energetic sex. Maybe sex with Kelly would be pulse-hammeringly slow. Devastatingly lethargic. Like one of those pseudo-erotic, black-and-white fragrance commercials on TV. Except there would be nothing pseudo about it. He would surround himself with her infinitely slowly, losing himself in her body as surely as he lost himself in her eyes. It would be the kind of sex where just one touch, just one of her fingers trailed lightly down the length of his arm, would be enough to push him over the edge and . . . 

Christ, he had to get out of here. 

Because that wasn’t going to happen. Not tomorrow night, not ever. 

Even if she wanted it, he was in no position right now to begin anything with a woman like Kelly Ashton. He’d spent his entire life avoiding women like her—the sweet, the innocent, the nice women who deserved lasting, committed relationships with gentle, caring men—and Kelly was their queen. 

But, sweet God, he wanted her. He’d always wanted her, even when it was illegal to want her. Back then, it was easy. If he had touched her the way he’d wanted to touch her, he’d go to jail. It was bad enough that he’d kissed her. He’d banished himself for that, forcing himself to face the hurt in her eyes as he left without any real explanation. Afraid to be alone with her, he’d written a note. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” He’d said nothing about her being too young, nothing about his fear that he’d be swept away by passion if he so much as faced her again. 

He could still hear her whisper, “Meet me later tonight. In the tree house,” when he closed his eyes. 

He’d wanted to. God, he had wanted Kelly more than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything. But his passion had terrified him. He’d taken only the time to scribble that note and put it where she’d find it before he’d taken off on his motorcycle, riding hard and fast until he’d run out of gas, until he’d stranded himself far from home. 

Until there was no possible way he could make it back to Baldwin’s Bridge that night, to meet Kelly in her tree house. 

But he was back in Baldwin’s Bridge now. And she wasn’t too young any longer. No, now the risks were far less well-defined, and mostly emotional. 

But they were no less dangerous, because it was Kelly’s heart he’d be risking. 

As Tom waited for the printer to spit out the second of his pictures of the Merchant, he glanced around Kelly’s room, trying to ignore the underwear. 

Her bed was unmade. It was a colorful jumble of flowery sheets, an antique four poster complete with a blue canopy that matched the window curtains. It looked comfortable and cool, and he longed to crawl in, to soothe his aching head by closing his eyes and sinking back among her sweetly fragranced pillows. 

Like a reverse Goldilocks and the three bears, he’d be there when she got home and . . . 

Well, there you go. If he ended up getting kicked out of the Navy, he had a future writing scripts for porno flicks. 

Jesus, what was wrong with him that he should be completely unable to stop fantasizing about Kelly this way? And the truly stupid part was that she wasn’t just some low-wattage babe he’d spotted in some trashy bar. The truth was that he respected Kelly. He admired her. She was brilliant and bright. 

Back when they were both in high school, he’d loved to talk to her, to watch her brain work. She wasn’t afraid to disagree with him, although always politely, of course. She was one of the nicest, sweetest, kindest people on the face of the earth. 

His instincts should have been to protect her, to revere her, to worship her from afar. To hold her in esteem, as she deserved to be—the way he did his grandmother, Mother Teresa, and Julie Andrews. 

Sunlight streamed in through the curtains, through the French doors that opened onto a narrow balcony. It was pretty enough to look at, but completely idiotic when it came to Kelly’s personal safety. Any fool could climb up to the balcony in half a second. And the locks on the French doors were bush league. A four-year-old could have kicked them in. 

Tom made a mental note to go back to Home Depot, get some proper locks. Dead bolts. After all, he wasn’t going to be in town forever. 

Surely she knew. So why, then, had she asked him to dinner? 

She was still attracted to him. He’d have to be a fool not to see it. But if he was a bad candidate for a love affair this morning, this afternoon he was even worse. 

The fear that had grabbed him when he’d seen the Merchant at the Home Depot had lodged in his chest, solid and unmoving. What if he was crazy? What if he started seeing terrorists everywhere he went? What if, because of this, he really did have to leave the Navy? 

Now, more than ever, he had to keep Kelly at arm’s length. 

But now, more than ever, Tom wanted to lose himself in the sweet comfort of her arms. 

God, he wanted her. And if she wanted him, how the hell was he going to keep turning her down? 

The printer fell silent, and Tom shut down Kelly’s computer. As he crossed to the door, he had to shake another piece of silk and lace from his foot. Cursing, he took the pictures he’d printed out into the hallway, down the stairs, and into the dining room, only to find Charles and Joe smack in the middle of another argument. 

“You’re wrong,” Charles said hotly. “That’s too obvious.” 

“Keep it simple, stupid,” Joe countered. 

Charles glared. “Who are you calling stupid?” 

Pain knifed behind Tom’s left eye and his stomach churned. “Mother of God,” he ground out, and they turned to look at him. “I leave you alone for thirty minutes and you’re back at it. If you can’t get along without fighting, I don’t want your help.” He gazed sternly at his uncle. “I expected better from you,” he told Joe. “I mean, come on. Calling him names? . . .” 

“Names?” Joe looked from Tom to Charles, clearly confused. 

“Stupid, stupid,” Charles reminded him. 

Dawn broke. “No,” Joe said. “It’s that expression. Tommy, you say it all the time. KISS simple. KISS stands for Keep It Simple, Stupid. I wasn’t . . .” He started to chuckle. “You thought I was calling Charles . . .” He looked at Charles, sitting at the table, taking a grim hit from his oxygen tank. “You thought it, too. I could call you a lot of things, Ashton, but I’d never call you stupid.” 

Charles looked mollified. “Well, thank you. I think.” 

“We were trying to figure out the best place near the hotel for a terrorist to leave a car bomb,” Joe told Tom. 

Tom saw that, indeed, they’d spread out a huge map of the town on the dining room table. 

Joe put one finger down on the map, directly on top of the circular drive that graced the front of the hotel. “I thought this Merchant fellow would just pull right up to the front doors, but Charles thought that would be too obvious.” He looked at his friend. “You went with us once, to take out the train tracks the Germans were using to send reinforcements and supplies to the front line. The Nazis were expecting sabotage. They expected us to sneak to some secluded part of the track, in the night. Do you remember what we did?” 

Charles didn’t answer. 

“We went in near the town, near the German barracks,” Joe reminded him. “They never expected us to come so close, so the tracks weren’t guarded there. It was Cybele’s idea—” 

“Of course I remember,” Charles cut him off, suddenly looking every minute of his age. “You know I remember. God damn it!” 

“Was this back in ’44?” Tom asked. He honestly wanted to know, but even more than that, he wanted to keep them talking. Who was this Cybele? 

They both would have been impossibly young. Joe something ridiculous, like twenty, Charles barely twenty-four. 

When Tom was twenty-four, he’d just finished BUD/S, the SEAL training program. He’d just been assigned to his first team, and he’d taken part in some dangerous covert operations almost right away. But he’d been trained. Extensively and exhaustively, for years. He was strong and fit, both physically and psychologically. He was prepared to deal with damn near anything. 

And despite all his massive preparation, there had been times down through the years when he’d been scared shitless. 

Joe and Charles had had a few short months, at best, of boot camp before they were tossed into the fray. Fate had dealt them a hand requiring them to fight a very personal war from deep within enemy territory—one of the very things Tom had been trained so extensively to do. 

But they’d had no training in covert operations, no experience—not much more than an intense conviction that what they were doing was right and necessary. 

Tom had grown up knowing Joe and Charles had fought in the Second World War, but he’d never known exactly what that meant before this. Sabotaging German trains. Going in close to the German barracks. Cybele . . . 

Of course, he wasn’t likely to find out any more details, since both were silent, neither of them answering his questions, Joe looking at him as if he’d said what he’d said only because he’d forgotten Tom was standing there. 

His uncle sat down on the other side of the table as if he were suddenly feeling as ancient and ill as Charles. 

“You want me to leave so you can keep talking about this?” Tom asked them quietly. 

“No.” They spoke in unison, both vehemently. 

“I’ve made a few phone calls,” Charles said, clearing his throat repeatedly, changing the subject. “I figured we’d need a few more computers if we were going to catch this terrorist. I ordered three. We can use the east wing for our HQ. I ordered more phone lines, too. I had to pay out my butt to get them to come on Friday. And that was the absolute earliest they could get here.” 

“Whoa.” Tom was dizzy now for an entirely new reason. “Before you start spending any money, you need to know—” 

“That your superiors don’t believe this man you saw is really the Merchant?” Charles fixed him with a gaze that was laser-beam sharp. 

“There is that little problem,” Tom agreed. 

“Figured as much. It does sound crazy. A terrorist planning to blow up a New England seaside resort? What drugs are you on?” 

“Which is why you shouldn’t be so quick to spend your money,” Tom countered. 

“It’s my money,” Charles said crankily. “I’ll spend it however I damn please. It’s not like I’m going to be able to use it in a few months, so I might as well use it now.” 

Tom sat at the table, wishing his legs didn’t feel so weak, pressing his left eyebrow with his thumb. Christ, his head hurt. 

“What I have to do,” Tom told them, “is make my story sound less crazy. Tracking down this guy or finding this bomb I’m pretty sure he’s making would help.” 

“A photo of him,” Charles suggested. He reached for the telephone. “I’ll get us some cameras.” 

Tom stopped him, gently moving the telephone out of the old man’s reach. 

“A photo won’t necessarily help.” He slid the two pictures he’d printed off Kelly’s computer toward the old men. 

“That’s him, huh?” Charles asked, fumbling for the reading glasses he kept in his shirt pocket. “The Merchant?” 

“I’m pretty sure this was the man I saw,” Tom told them. “But he doesn’t look much like this anymore.” 

“He wouldn’t,” Joe commented. “Considering half the world is after him.” 

“The changes he’s made to his face are subtle but it really does the trick,” Tom admitted. 

“Any identifying marks?” Joe asked. “Something that would give him away?” 

“Nothing that he wouldn’t have already changed. However, the extremist group he’s associated with in the past all wore the same tattoo,” Tom told him. “A stylized eye on the back of their right hands.” He drew the circular symbol of power and omnipotence for them on the back of one of the pictures. “It’s relatively small—no larger than a quarter, probably more like the size of a nickel. The Merchant I knew wouldn’t have had that removed, but now, who knows. If he’s still got it, he probably wears a Band-Aid to conceal it.” 

“So we should look for a man about your height,” Charles clarified, “graying hair, bad skin, with a Band-Aid or a tattooed eyeball on the back of his right hand.” 

Charles was really getting into this. In fact, ever since Tom had shown them the pictures of the Merchant, the old man hadn’t looked quite such a deadly shade of pale. While he didn’t quite have color in his cheeks, it had been several minutes since he’d needed his oxygen tank, since he’d had one of his coughing spells. 

Still, Tom couldn’t keep from smiling, imagining Charles wandering up and down the streets of Baldwin’s Bridge with his walker and his oxygen tank, glaring at every passerby, searching for a man with a Band-Aid on the back on his right hand. 

“What we need to do is get this Merchant’s fingerprints.” Charles declared. “They’ll believe you then.” 

“Provided NAVINTEL or the CIA has a record of his fingerprints on file, getting a match would probably solve our problems,” Tom said cautiously. “But before we can get his prints, we’ve got to find the man. We’re going to need more than just three pairs of eyes for that. My XO, Lieutenant Jacquette, is coming into town Friday afternoon, along with Ensign Starrett and Lieutenant Locke.” 

There had been email from Jazz. The rest of the men in the SO squad were tied down, but he and Sam Starrett could and would get leave. They would rent a car from Logan and drive out to Baldwin’s Bridge, ETA 1500 hours. Oh yeah, Alyssa Locke would be with them, too, God help them all. 

“They can stay here,” Charles decided. “We’ve got plenty of room.” 

“It would probably be a good idea to check with Kelly first,” Joe suggested. 

“Why do I have to check with Kelly? It’s my house—” 

“Because she’s your daughter and she lives here, too,” Tom cut him off. “Although it would be good when you check with her if you could ask if she minds my vacationing friends staying in some of your spare rooms.” 

“You don’t want Kelly to know about this?” Joe asked. 

Tom hesitated. Maybe Kelly should know everything. Maybe if she thought he was looney tunes, she’d back off and he wouldn’t have to worry about finding the strength to push her away. 

“I don’t know,” he finally said. “Let me decide what to tell her. In the meantime, no one knows.” He looked from Charles to Joe. “We need to keep this to ourselves, gentlemen. I know you can keep a secret.” Obviously, since they’d been keeping something secret since 1944. “And I’m serious about needing you to stop the bullshit quarreling. If you can’t do that, then you better just stay the hell away. I don’t need that kind of help. Am I understood?” 

Charles looked at Joe, and Joe looked at Charles. They both looked at Tom and nodded. Jesus, it was reluctant, though. As if they’d been mortal enemies these past sixty years instead of best friends. 

Tom stuck it to them mercilessly. “From now on, I need you to be inseparable. Whenever you leave this estate, you go together, and you go with a cell phone. You see anyone suspicious, you stay out of sight. You follow them—if you can—and you call me. No heroics.” 

“Do you want us to go over to the hotel, set up surveillance in the lobby?” Charles asked, enjoying this immensely. “If this Merchant’s in town, he’s got to be staying somewhere.” 

“I’ll get the chess set,” Joe said. “It’ll be the perfect cover. This terrorist will never suspect that two old men playing chess in the hotel lobby are really looking for him.” 

He disappeared into the other room, and Charles stood up, too. “Better get my hat.” 

Tom watched him shuffle from the room, his oxygen tank forgotten. And for the first time in his life, he found himself thinking, thank God for the Merchant. 

After hearing at the farm stand that Mrs. Ellis had seen her father and Joe playing chess in the lobby of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel, Kelly had been in a real rush to get home. But now that she was here, she paused just outside the door. She could see Tom through the screen, sitting at the kitchen table, surrounded by piles of papers and file folders. 

He was wearing reading glasses, half glasses that made him look completely paradoxical—the intellectual warrior, or the thug librarian—and he rested his forehead in the palm of one hand. As she stood for a moment, holding the bag of fresh fruit and vegetables she’d picked up, he closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead as if he still had that terrible headache. 

She shifted her weight slightly, and the brown paper of the bag made only the very softest sound, but he looked up, looked out into the darkness toward her, instantly alert. He was up on his feet, moving toward the door in one graceful motion. Flipping on the outside light, he opened the screen. 

Kelly stood there, blinking at him in the sudden brightness. 

He grabbed the glasses off his face and all but hid them behind his back. 

Hi, honey, I’m home. For a few brief seconds, Kelly let herself imagine what it could be like to come home after a hard day of work to someone like Tom Paoletti. He’d meet her at the door with a soul kiss, start stripping her out of her professional doctor’s clothes before they even made it down the hall to the bedroom. They’d have sex right there on the kitchen table, or up against the wall outside her bedroom door, or on the living room floor, and all the struggles and pain and frustrations of her day would just slip away. 

“Sorry,” he said, stepping aside to let her in. “I wasn’t thinking. I should’ve turned on that outside light earlier.” 

“That’s okay.” Her voice sounded breathy and she cleared her throat, afraid he’d somehow know the direction her thoughts had gone. “It’s not as dark out there as it looks from in here.” 

She put the bag down on the counter as he started to gather up his papers, having neatly made his glasses vanish into one of his pockets. He was wearing a loose-fitting T-shirt and a baggy pair of shorts that tried to hide the hard perfection of his body. But she could see most of his legs—long and tanned, lightly covered with golden brown, sun-bleached hair. His calves were muscular, his taut thighs disappearing up into the loose legs of his shorts. It didn’t take much imagination to visualize the way those thighs would keep going, leading up to the sculpted perfection of his rear end and narrow hips. 

“You don’t have to put that away,” she told him. “You can work here as long as you like.” 

“Thanks,” he said, “but I’m pretty much done. Everything okay?” 

She managed to smile. “As okay as it can be when a six-year-old has a potentially terminal illness. Betsy’s going into the hospital first thing in the morning. There’s a few more tests to run before we start the chemo and . . .” 

Kelly realized she could hear the sounds of a baseball game coming from the living room. The living room. When Charles was alone, he watched from his favorite chair in the room he called the TV room. But he usually watched in the living room on the big screen television when he wasn’t alone. 

When Joe was with him. 

She pushed open the kitchen door that led into the darkened dining room and moved toward the archway that separated the banquet-size area from the enormous living room. There was only one lamp on, but the light from the big screen TV more than illuminated the large room. 

It flickered across Charles’s and Joe’s faces. 

They were sitting together, in the same room, on the very same sofa, watching the Red Sox play Baltimore, discussing Nomar Garciaparra, who’d just gotten up to bat. 

As she stood in the shadows and watched, Nomar hit one, and both men shouted in excitement as the ball went clear out of the park. She didn’t hear what Joe said then, but whatever it was, it made her father laugh. 

Charles was laughing. With Joe. 

Kelly felt more than heard Tom move behind her, and she turned to face him, putting one finger up to her lips. Whatever had happened between Charles and Joe today had to have been the result of some powerful magic, and she wasn’t going to risk breaking the spell. Gesturing for him to follow, she quickly led the way out onto the deck, through the dining room sliders. 

Only when the door was shut behind them did she speak. “What did you do?” she asked Tom. “What did you say to them?” 

“Don’t get too excited,” he warned her. “This thing they’re fighting about—it’s still not resolved.” 

“But they’re sitting there. . . . How did you do it? Did you hypnotize them? I thought nothing short of a miracle—” Kelly’s voice broke, and she turned away as her eyes welled with tears. It was a miracle. 

“I didn’t really do much of anything,” Tom said. “I just told them about a . . . well, a project I’m working on, and I said if they wanted to help me with it, their arguments and fighting would have to stop.” 

Kelly could feel him watching her, feel him wondering if she was about to experience emotional meltdown and burst into tears. But he needn’t have worried. Ashtons didn’t do meltdowns. They tried to stay as far as possible from such unpleasantly base things as emotions. She herself had been well trained. Get a grip, her father had told her without passion back when she’d been small, burying himself behind his open newspaper. Come back when you’re prepared to discuss this like a rational human being. Tears of any kind—even joy—were to be avoided at all costs. 

She’d learned to distance herself from her emotions—to separate and partition away everything she was feeling so she’d be calm and collected. It was an ability that had proven quite useful in her medical career. In fact, she’d used it extensively just today when talking to Betsy McKenna’s distraught parents. 

The only problem was, it didn’t keep her from feeling all those untidy emotions. And it didn’t keep her from carrying them around with her until she reached a time and a place where she could unload. Or explode. 

Now was neither the time nor the place. 

“Are you all right?” Tom asked, his voice gentle in the growing darkness. “Tough day, huh?” 

“I’m a little . . . tired,” she admitted. Ashtons were the kings and queens of understatement, too, god damn it. But why was she being so careful, so polite? This was Tom she was talking to—the closest thing to a friend she had here in Baldwin’s Bridge. So she told him the truth. “Actually, I’m so exhausted I can barely see straight. It’s been a complete bitch of a day.” 

Her voice broke again, but she no longer cared. 

“Or at least it was until I stopped at the farm stand and heard that my father and Joe spent the afternoon playing chess together in the hotel lobby.” Her voice wobbled as she turned to face him. “I don’t know what I can say or do to thank you for whatever it was you did.” 

She wanted to embrace him, the way Joe had embraced him out on the driveway, but she didn’t. She couldn’t. She didn’t know how. 

Besides, she could see from the look on his face that she was scaring him to death—the same way she’d scared Gary back when they were first married, before she’d learned to hide everything she was feeling from him, too, the same way she’d scared her father when she was a little girl. 

“Don’t worry,” she reassured Tom. “I’m not going to cry.” 

Of course that was the precise moment she burst into tears. But it wasn’t just tears—she was laughing, too. Laughing at her perfect timing, at the comical look on his face, at the thought of all those pure Bostonian Ashtons rolling in their graves at the idea of their offspring emoting so loudly and violently. 

She did the only thing she could do under the circumstances. 

She excused herself—politely, of course—and ran for the privacy of her room. 

Tom didn’t follow. 

She hadn’t expected him to. 

“She isn’t going to show.” 

David glanced up from putting a new roll of film into his camera to see that Brandon still had on his jeans and T-shirt. “She’ll be here soon. Get changed, will you?” 

“No way, bro. Not until she’s here. No point to it. I’ve got places to go, people to see—Sharon, that redheaded cocktail waitress who works the pool the same shift I do? She dropped a major hint that she was going to go see the Jimmy Buffett wannabe over at the Marina Grill tonight. She’s definitely mine if I want her.” Bran wandered over to David’s drawing table. “Whoa. Is this Mallory?” 

“Yeah.” David had done some preliminary sketches this afternoon, from memory. 

“You’re using her just for her face, right? I mean, this body—that’s whatchamacallit . . . artistic license, right?” 

David adjusted the white sheet he’d spread out on the bare wooden floor. “Nope.” 

Brandon whistled. “Yow. I hope she does show.” 

He looked up at his friend. “Don’t hit on her, Bran. She’s . . .” Fragile. It was true, but no one would know that from the tough bitch facade Mallory had erected for the world to see. Most people wouldn’t try to see what was behind that mask. “She’s too young,” he finally said. “I don’t think she’s even eighteen yet.” 

The doorbell rang. 

“Please,” David said, heading for the door. “Don’t scare her off.” 

He took a deep breath before he opened it, but then there she was. Standing out on the wooden steps that led up to his top-floor apartment, trying to hide the fact that she was having second thoughts about being here. 

“Hi,” he said, coming out onto the little wooden landing instead of pushing open the screen door so she could come inside. If she was at all nervous, taking it slowly might help. “Did you have any trouble finding this place?” 

She shook her head. God, she was young. And incredibly uncertain. 

“You know,” he said, “it’s okay if you’ve changed your mind. I don’t want you to do this if you’re—” 

Scared. He was going to say scared, and he realized just in time that that would not be a word this girl would ever want used to describe her—even it if was true. 

She lifted her chin and gave him a scathing look. “I’m not, like, afraid,” she told him. 

“She says she’s not afraid,” Bran echoed from behind the screen door. “But I am—because you have completely lost your mind. You’re supposed to talk her into doing this, fool, not give her permission to run away. Mallory, you gorgeous thing, come in here and see what Sully’s done just from memory.” 

Brandon opened the door and, taking Mallory by the hand, drew her inside. 

“Oh, my God, it’s cool in here,” she said. “You have air-conditioning.” 

“You and me, babe,” Bran said as he led Mallory toward David’s drawing table, “we are going to be so freaking famous when Sul hits it big. Hasbro’s gonna make little action figures with our faces on ’em. We’ll go to comic book conventions and sign autographs until our hands hurt. It is gonna be such a blast.” 

As David closed the door, Mallory leaned over his drawings, studying them carefully. And then she looked up at him, seeming to examine him just as completely. As she did, he could not for the life of him read the look in her eyes. 

Self-consciously, he glanced down to make sure his fly was zipped—to make sure he’d remembered to put pants on in the first place. But he was still wearing the bathing trunks he’d thrown on after this evening’s sweatfest—when he’d cleaned and vacuumed his apartment in the oppressive heat. He hadn’t turned on the air conditioner until about a half hour ago—it cost way too much to run and he was saving every penny. He’d showered after cleaning, but putting on anything more than his bathing suit had seemed insane. 

He’d finally pulled on a T-shirt when he’d gone out to get a pizza for dinner. He now double-checked the logo on the front to make sure he wasn’t wearing something offensive or too strange. No, it was his “Spock for President” shirt, faded and loose, with a small but growing hole in the shoulder, along the seam. 

“Why don’t you get new glasses?” Mallory asked. “You know, there’s one of those one-hour places down on Route 1.” 

David wasn’t sure what to say. Was she trying to feel more in control of this situation by pointing out his obvious flaws? Except why stop with his broken glasses? 

“I don’t have the money.” He answered her as if her question was sincere. “Right now everything I’ve got is going toward getting Nightshade drawn and printed.” 

“What about your parents?” she asked. “Couldn’t you call them and tell them your glasses broke? I bet if you went to visit them, the first thing they’d do would be to take you to get new glasses.” 

She was right, except . . . “It’s one thing when they offer to help, but to call and ask for money . . .” He shook his head. 

Mallory nodded solemnly. “I know what you mean.” 

“I’ll be going home about a week before school starts,” he told her. “I’ll probably get new glasses then.” 

Her question had been sincere, not a thinly veiled put-down. She was talking to him, having this conversation as if she cared what he said, as if his thoughts and opinions were valid, as if she actually liked him. David’s pulse kicked into a higher speed as he stood there, gazing into her luminescent eyes, unable to look away, barely able to breathe. 

He and Mallory and Brandon were in a room together, and Mal was talking to him, looking at him, liking him. 

“What’s the big deal?” Bran said loudly. “They’re your parents. They expect you to call and ask for money.” He yanked his shirt over his head and began unfastening his pants. 

His gleaming golden abs and pecs seemed to fill the room, and Mallory turned away from David to stare. The look of awe on her face would have been funny, except for the fact that it completely killed the little seed of hope that had unfurled just seconds ago in David’s stomach. 

And as Brandon kicked off his sneakers and stepped out of his jeans, as Mallory turned, wide-eyed, to watch him walk across the room in his boxers, David felt himself return to his normal invisible, unnoticed state. 

Which was just as well, since he had work to do. 




Chapter 9



TOM COULDN’T CONCENTRATE on the baseball game. And there was no point in reading his printed file on the Merchant again. He’d read all the information five or six times, and he could recite parts of it from memory. 

What he wanted to do was to get back on-line and see if WildCard had emailed him a download of additional information. But the computer was in Kelly’s bedroom, and her door was tightly shut. 

He stood outside her room for several long seconds, just listening. There was nothing but silence. If she was in there, and he knew she was, she was probably asleep. 

What he really wanted was to be in Kelly’s bedroom with her. 

It had killed him earlier tonight when she’d started to cry. Not pulling her into his arms had been one of the hardest things he’d ever done. But he knew himself too well, knew he couldn’t be the kind of friend who offered casual physical comfort. 

He wanted this woman too much. Holding her would have pushed him over the edge. He wouldn’t have been able to resist the temptation, and he would have kissed her. And she would have either kissed him back or pushed him away. 

Tom wasn’t sure which response would have been worse. 

If he had kissed her and she hadn’t pushed him away, he didn’t doubt for one second that he’d be in Kelly’s room, behind that closed and locked door, right this very moment. He was good with women—it was a fact. He could say that with very little ego involved. 

He knew just what to do, what to say to make a woman set aside her doubts and embrace the moment. So to speak. 

The problem was, when it came to Kelly Ashton, he couldn’t get past his own multitude of doubts. 

What if the man he’d seen at Logan and the Home Depot wasn’t the Merchant? 

He’d always hated the fact that the terrorist had escaped capture. That had chafed long after the other members of the counterterrorist team had accepted the fact that the man was gone. The CIA had tried to pick up the Merchant’s trail, but they’d come up empty-handed again and again. 

With WildCard’s help getting reports and records that normally wouldn’t have crossed his desk, Tom had followed their progress over the past few years—if you could call it progress when absolutely nothing happened. 

WildCard had jokingly referred to Tom’s interest in the Merchant as TLO—Tommy’s Little Obsession. They’d both laughed about it, but Tom wasn’t laughing now. Now the word obsession made him a little too uncomfortable. 

He gets a serious head injury and starts seeing the Merchant every time he turns around. 

As the leader of a SEAL team, he needed to know without a doubt that everything he saw was real. There was no room for trying to figure out what was real and what was a hallucination. 

No room for him, not in this condition. 

Tom went outside, but the night air was neither cool nor fresh. The beautiful summer day had become more and more humid until this heavy mass of heat now sat solidly on top of them. 

Needless to say, the change in weather didn’t help his persistent headaches at all. 

He was restless and dizzy and far too keyed up to try to go to bed. 

From out in the yard, he could see that the light in Kelly’s room was off. She was asleep. 

He went farther into the yard, all the way to the fence. That was the shortest route into town—provided you could make it over the fence. Dizzy or not, it took Tom about a half second to climb, and another half second to drop down into the neighbor’s yard. 

In the distance, he could hear strains of music from the carnival that was in town, set up in the Catholic church parking lot. He headed toward it, hoping that a brisk walk there and back would at least make him tired enough to sleep. 

Despite her exhaustion, Kelly couldn’t sleep. 

She heard the water running downstairs after the baseball game ended and her father got ready for bed. 

Slipping on her robe, she went out into the dark hallway and down the stairs. He’d left his bedroom door ajar, and she knocked on it as she pushed it open even farther. 

Charles had managed to get himself into bed, but it wouldn’t be long before he could no longer do that. Every day he seemed a little bit skinnier, a little more frail. He was disappearing before her very eyes. 

“Can I get you anything?” Kelly asked through the lump in her throat. 

He shook his head, and she knew he was uncomfortable. 

“It’s okay if you take one of the pills Dr. Grant prescribed.” 

He looked at her, only briefly meeting her eyes before he looked away again. “I took one an hour ago.” 

It was too soon to take another. “I can call the doctor,” she told him, “see if—” 

“It’s not that bad.” He nodded at her, dismissing her. “Good night.” 

Frustration bloomed, choking her from inside out, and she couldn’t stand it anymore. She couldn’t pretend to be the perfect Ashton daughter another minute longer—quiet and polite and careful not to be emotionally untidy for fear she’d upset her father. The man was dying. How bad could a little upset be compared to that? 

“Aren’t you at all curious about what I did today?” she asked him, her voice a little too loud, a little too angry. She didn’t give him time to answer before she continued, pulling up a chair to the side of his bed and sitting down. “Today I had a meeting with the parents of a little girl who’s probably going to die of leukemia. Even though these days the odds of survival are high, this little girl is pretty frail. If the cancer doesn’t kill her, the chemotherapy might be too much for her—she could die of an infection. She could catch a cold and her suppressed immune system might not be able to fight it off. I had to sit there and explain this to her parents, trying to give them hope while cautioning them about the potential outcome.” Her voice shook. “I’ve done this before, but this time it was different. I know there’s always a fighting chance, but this time . . . I honestly don’t think this little girl is going to make it, and I knew her parents could tell. Daddy, it was one of the worst days of my life.” 

Her father didn’t say a word. He just sat there, leaning back against his pillows, staring down at the lump his feet made underneath the sheet and blanket as if he wished he were anywhere but there. 

“I probably should never have become a doctor,” Kelly told him. She’d never admitted anything like this to him before. She’d never dared. “I’m not cut out for this. On the surface, I look fine. But inside, I feel like I’m going to die.” 

Kelly knew he wanted her to leave. He wanted her to take her whining and get the hell out of his room, leave him in peace. But she couldn’t do that. She was running out of time. And if she wanted him to talk to her, then dammit, she was going to have to start by talking to him. Tough shit if he thought it was wrong. Tough shit if he found it offensive. He was the one who was wrong all these years—all those too-stoic Ashtons were. Hold it inside, don’t let it show, try not to feel. 

But you couldn’t not feel. And keeping it trapped didn’t make it go away. It would build and build, a terrible ball of pain and anger and joy—yes, even joy, because God forbid an Ashton should laugh too loudly in public. And nothing, not even the alcohol her father had soused himself with for years, could make those feelings disappear. 

She just had to do it. She had to open her mouth and talk to him. It was exactly like asking Tom to dinner, the way she’d done this afternoon. She just had to grit her teeth and make an attempt. Because she knew for damn sure she’d never get what she wanted—a chance to truly know her father—if she simply and meekly continued to act the way she had in the past. 

“I came home today completely wrung out,” she told him. “All I wanted to do was curl up somewhere and cry. You know, I cry a lot.” 

His gaze flicked up to hers, but then he quickly looked away again. Cry. It was one of the most obscene words in the Ashton dictionary. 

“Don’t worry—I usually don’t let anyone see,” she added. “But I completely lost it tonight, when I was talking to Tom.” 

Nothing. No response. She didn’t even know if he was listening, or if he was running mathematical equations in his head, trying to shut her out. She felt a deeper flare of anger and hurt. 

“You know, I still have a crush on him. Ever since he’s been back, I’ve been trying to figure out the best way to get him into bed.” 

Her father started to cough. Yes, he was listening. 

Kelly helped him with his oxygen, and when he was finally breathing more easily again, he glared up at her. Eye contact. Jackpot. “Why on earth would you say something like that to me?” 

Honesty. Brutal honesty. She could do this. If she could ask Tom to dinner, if she could look Brenda and Bob McKenna in the eye and tell them little Betsy was probably going to die, she could do this. “I want you to know who I am.” 

“I know who you are!” 

“You don’t know even a tiny fraction of—” 

“I know all that I want to know, thanks.” 

“Really?” Kelly asked quietly, her heart tearing in half. How could he say that? “You honestly don’t want to know any of my secrets? You don’t want to know things like . . . like . . .” She searched for something important, something she’d never told him or anybody. “Like up until today I’ve had two absolute best, golden days with memories that I’ll cherish until the day I die? You don’t want to know that one of those was a day I spent with you? You took me out in your sailboat—I think I was twelve—and we got caught in a squall. Do you remember that?” 

“No.” He did. She knew he did. She could see the memory of the wind and waves in his eyes. 

“Instead of sending me below, you trusted me to help you get us safely back to shore,” she continued. “And after the storm was over, that night when we finally got home, you gave me the Purple Heart you won in the war. I know you remember that.” 

He didn’t do more than stubbornly shake his head no. 

“I still have it, you know. You told me I was a good sailor,” she said to him. “I was so proud that you thought so. But then Mom never let you take me out on the boat again.” 

God, Kelly had wanted to be part of her father’s life so badly. She’d had this crazy dream that together they’d race his sailboat. She’d help him win first prize again and again, and he’d tell her how much he loved her. 

“You didn’t fight very hard to get her to change her mind. You didn’t even argue at all. You just lay down and let her win. I was so angry with you—I thought you were such a loser.” Kelly couldn’t believe those words had just come out of her proper Ashton mouth. 

Neither could Charles. He opened his own mouth, then shut it. 

“What?” Kelly said. Please talk to me, Dad. . . . 

“You never knew the seriousness of the situation that day on the boat,” he finally said stiffly, stiltedly. “The truth was, I couldn’t have made it back in without your help. It was sheer luck we didn’t capsize. You weren’t a strong swimmer and I was sure you’d drown, even with the life vest on. After that day, I didn’t want to take you out on the boat again.” 

Her father had been afraid that she would drown. Her father, afraid. It was hard to imagine. He’d been so calm, practically blasé, even during the worst of the storm. 

But suddenly other things made sense. “That was when you signed me up for those awful early-morning swimming lessons with the pool Nazis.” She’d thought—despite his momentary lapse when he gave her that medal—that he simply didn’t care for her and wanted her out of the house as often as possible. 

Charles actually looked at her now. “Pool Nazis?” 

“ ‘Excuse me, Herr Commandant,’ “ Kelly said, making her voice that of a young child’s. “ ‘But it’s only sixty degrees this morning, and the water temperature is fifty-two. I’ve heard of this thing called hypothermia—’ ‘You vill get into ze pool, unt you vill stay varm by doing zwei hunnert laps of ze breaststroke, ja?’ “ 

Charles coughed. It might have been a laugh, but Kelly wasn’t certain. “I had no idea.” 

“By the time I got my swimming certificate, the summer was over. And the next year, you sold the sailboat.” 

He shook his head. “I wasn’t using it. And when someone made me an offer . . .” 

“You weren’t using it because you were drinking.” 

Well, there was an ugly little truth that came plopping out and now just lay there between them. 

Kelly spoke to fill the sudden, tense silence. “My other perfect, golden day was when I wiped out on my bike at the bottom of High Meadow Road and completely bent the front wheel’s rim.” 

He harrumphed. “I’m noticing an alarming correlation between your idea of a perfect day and near catastrophes.” His tone was less than pleasant, but God, at least he was still talking. After that drinking comment, Kelly had been certain he wasn’t going to say another word. 

“I had my first beer at a party that day,” she admitted, “and I thought I was going to throw up. When I left, I took the hill too fast, skidded into the corner, and skinned my elbow.” 

He sniffed. “So naturally you remember it fondly.” 

“I was sitting by the side of the road when Tom came along on his motorcycle,” Kelly told him. “That’s what I remember fondly. I spent the entire rest of the day and most of the evening with him, just driving around.” She smiled. “We drove past this antiques fair, and we went in on the pretense of getting a soda, but I knew he really wanted to look at all the old stuff. He was so into the history of it, and so nice to me, all day long. I’ll never forget a single minute of that day. It was perfect—even the scraped elbow, because that’s what made him stop to help me.” 

She could still remember the way it had felt to ride on Tom’s motorcycle, with her arms wrapped tightly around him, her cheek against his back, her legs pressed against his thighs. She remembered later that same night, sitting next to him in Joe’s station wagon, with her bike in the back. . . . 

“I’m going to add today to my list of special days,” Kelly told him. “Because even though it started out really dreadfully, it ended wonderfully. Daddy, when I came home and heard that you and Joe spent the day together without fighting . . . When I saw you in the living room . . .” She started to blink back her tears, but stopped, letting her eyes fill. Let him see how moved she’d been, how moved she still was. Let him see. “I was so glad you’ve realized how precious this time is—this time you’ve got left—especially for the people who love you.” 

Charles closed his eyes. But he didn’t order her to get out. 

So she pushed even harder. “I know you don’t want Joe to talk to that writer, I know you’re angry with him, but I don’t understand why. I’m still so afraid you’re going to argue more, that you’re going to say something in anger and then die before you can get a chance to take it back. I’m afraid you’re going to die wishing you could erase your angry words, without ever having found peace.” Her voice shook. “Daddy, I wish you would talk to me. I wish you would tell me what you and Joe have been fighting about. How can I help if I don’t know what the problem is? I don’t understand what could possibly come between two people who’ve been friends for as long as you’ve been.” 

Charles was silent for so long, Kelly knew he wasn’t going to answer. In fact, as she sat there, she was certain he’d shut her out so completely that he’d fallen asleep. 

“I love you,” she whispered, daring to say the words aloud. “I want to feel as if I’m a part of your life. Even just a small part . . .” 

But then he spoke, his eyes still shut. “It was a woman,” he whispered. “Her name was Cybele Desjardins.” The French name sounded musical on his lips, his French pronunciation flawless. “She was with the Resistance. She saved my life—she saved dozens of Allied fliers, scores of Jews. Everything she did was dedicated to defeating the Nazis. She thought nothing of risking her life to sabotage German railroad shipments and ammunition sites. She was incredibly brave and remarkably beautiful. Such eyes . . . Such conviction . . .” 

He looked up at Kelly, and she realized with a jolt of shock that his eyes were swimming in unshed tears. And his lip, that stiff Ashton lip, actually trembled. “I was married,” he told her, “and I knew Joe was in love with her, and . . .” 

Kelly took his hand, and for the first time in what seemed like forever, her father actually held on to her. A woman. This fight between Joe and Charles was over a woman. She never would have believed it possible, never in a million years. 

“I still can’t talk about her,” he said, closing his eyes again. “I can barely stand to think about her. What Joe wants to do will rip my heart out all over again—he wants to tell the whole story to the entire world.” 

Kelly pushed her father’s hair back from his face, aching for him, wishing he’d tell her more, knowing he’d already told her far more than she’d ever believed he would. A woman. 

“Do you want me to talk to Joe?” she asked gently. “Do you want me to see if I can make him change his mind?” 

“I want what I can’t have.” Charles didn’t open his eyes. And when he spoke again it was so quiet, Kelly wasn’t certain he’d actually said the words aloud. “Fifty-six years, and still, all I want is to have her back.” 

The baby oil was wicked disgusting. 

Mallory had come out of the bathroom after changing into one of the bathing suits from David’s costume box, to find Brandon smearing himself with baby oil. 

It was amazing. He was even better looking in person, with golden brown hair that shimmered and a Ben Affleck–perfect nose. He was tall—at least five inches taller than she was, with broad shoulders and anatomy-textbook-model muscles. 

His smile was a flash of quicksilver, his eyes a wondrous shade of blue. 

He was one of those people who was always in motion, filled with a kinetic energy that could knock you on your ass if you accidentally stepped into his path. 

She could picture him sitting in his lifeguard chair at the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel pool. Even slouched, he would be in motion, constantly swinging his whistle on its chain, wrapping and unwrapping it around his hand. 

“The oil helps provide muscle definition for the camera.” Brandon handed her the bottle. “I hate to be forward, but if you slime some on my back, I’ll slime some on yours.” 

It was weird to touch him in a way that seemed so intimate. Especially considering they were both wearing next to nothing. 

The top of the bathing suit David chose for her was a little too small—two triangles of thin fabric that tied around her neck and around her back, barely containing her megaboobs. The bottoms were cut high in the back, not quite a thong, but not the kind of suit her grandmother would’ve worn, either. 

“So, David tells me you live in Baldwin’s Bridge year-round.” Brandon took the bottle from her and spread oil across her shoulder blades. “That must be so great.” 

It was the first time she’d ever heard her status as a Townie described as great, but she stayed silent. His hands felt too good against her skin for her even to open her mouth to speak. 

But he was done far too soon and Mallory took the bottle back from him. She covered her legs and then the tops of her breasts and her stomach with the oil, aware that Brandon was watching her. David was glancing at her, too, but he was less obvious about it than his friend. 

“I’m going to need to take a shower after this,” she said, suddenly terribly self-conscious. It was cold in here. She was freezing—a fact that neither of them could possibly have missed. God, she wanted a cigarette. 

“That’s no problem,” David said quickly. “I have a shower you can use in the bathroom.” 

He blushed as if he realized how stupid he sounded. 

“I hope you’ve got a shower in the bathroom,” Mallory said. “I mean, like, instead of in the bedroom closet.” 

Brandon laughed as if she were Jerry Seinfeld. It wasn’t that funny, still, his laughter was so infectious she couldn’t help smiling back at him. 

He took her hand—his was still slimy, but otherwise very nice—and pulled her onto a sheet that was spread out on the floor. They stood on it, in front of a bare white wall, looking like a thoroughly slimed-up version of Frankie and Annette from one of those campy beach movies. Except Frankie and Annette never wore bathing suits like these. 

Brandon kept up a constant chatter as David looked through his camera and did things with his light meter. 

“This is the boring part,” he told her. “Once Sul actually gets behind the camera and starts shooting, it’s a lot more fun. And tonight it’s going to be even more fun than usual.” He winked at her. He was the first guy she’d ever met who could actually pull that off. Winking made most guys just look stupid. “He’s making sure he’s got the right amount of light for every little last detail. . . .” 

David held the meter up to her face, then lowered it so his hand was nearly touching the tops of her breasts. He was completely focused on whatever that little box was showing him. He looked from the light meter to her breasts—completely dispassionately, though—then to the meter and to her breasts again. 

“Every detail,” Mallory echoed. “As in, every nipple? Excuse me, David, are you having fun down there?” 

Brandon shouted with laughter, and David looked up at her in surprise, directly into her eyes. As she gazed back at him, she saw her words finally penetrate his intense concentration, saw as he realized what she’d said. His gaze dropped back to her breasts as for a fraction of a second he really looked at her before he forced his eyes up, guiltily, to her face. And he blushed. Again. 

“I’m sorry. Honestly, I don’t mean to be disrespectful.” 

She believed him. He was painfully sincere. No one was that good an actor. “Any chance we can turn down the instafreeze setting on the air conditioner?” she asked him. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again, blinking at her from behind his windshield. “Are you cold? I didn’t realize.” 

“Are you kidding?” she asked. “Am I cold? Hello? You want to look at me again, Einstein, this time with your eyes open?” 

Brandon laughed again as David did a quick about-face, lunging for the industrial-size air conditioner laboring in the window across the room. 

“Bran usually complains about being too hot under the lights.” David adjusted the temperature control, his face pink again. It wouldn’t take much to keep him blushing all night long. “Maybe I should offer a complete apology in advance. I get pretty intense when I’m working. But please, I want you to know, I absolutely do not intend any disrespect.” 

He was completely embarrassed; in fact, it was more like mortified. He didn’t intend any disrespect. It was funny, but besides her uncle Tom, and her great-uncle Joe, Mallory couldn’t think of a single person who actually intended to be respectful when they interacted with her. 

“I think you’re quite possibly the most uniquely beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life,” David continued, “but I’m also well aware that there’s substantially more to you than your body and face, and if at any point tonight I start to treat you like some kind of object, please let me know. And please keep in mind that it’s not intentional. At all. Whatsoever.” 

“Go, Sul,” Brandon said. “Way to sling the woo.” 

This time, it was Mallory whose face was heating up. She’d heard a lot of bullshit compliments in her life, all intended to get her into the backseat of some loser’s car, but this was different. David actually meant what he’d said. He was serious. It was incredibly sweet. He was incredibly sweet. 

For a dork, anyway. 

“Well, thanks,” Mallory said. “I think you’re completely full of shit, but thanks.” 

David laughed. “Now, how did I know you were going to say that?” 

She laughed, too. It was funny, his smile was nearly as nice as Brandon’s. And when he looked at her like that, gazing into her eyes . . . 

“Ditto all that from me, too, babe.” Brandon grabbed her hand and spun her in a circle, away from David. “I’m definitely the copresident of your fan club.” 

David cleared his throat. “Maybe we should get started.” 

“Absolutely. Once we start, it’ll really warm up,” Brandon told her, waggling his eyebrows, his smile promising heat of a completely different kind. 

She tried to pull her hand free, but Brandon held on to her tightly, despite the slippery oil. 

“Have you done any acting?” David asked her. 

“A little.” Mallory thought of all those times she’d walked through the halls of the high school, pretending that she didn’t give a damn what the other kids said behind her back. Sure, a little—provided ninety-nine percent of her life could be defined as “a little.” 

“Nightshade—the character you’re helping me with—is seventeen years old,” David told her. “She’s still in high school, and when she’s her alter ego, Nicki, she’s . . . well, a loner, I guess. With the exception of another character, named Hubert, she doesn’t have any friends.” 

Well, hey, that shouldn’t be too much of a stretch for her. 

“How old are you, anyway?” Brandon asked. 

“Eighteen.” 

“So doesn’t that mean . . . You just graduated, right? Congratulations.” Brandon looked over at David and grinned. “She’s eighteen and she just graduated. Great news, huh?” 

“I thought you were in a hurry to get out of here tonight,” David said evenly. 

“Me? No way. I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be than right here, wearing my lovely little Speedo, flexing my abs, playing superheroes with my new friend Mallory.” Brandon rubbed Mallory’s arm, as if trying to warm her up. His thumb accidentally brushed against her breast. “Let’s do this before the woman freezes to death.” 

Mallory stepped slightly away from him. “What’s Nightshade’s deal?” 

“She’s got super X-ray night vision,” Brandon told her. “And she can fly or something, right?” 

“She can completely dematerialize,” David corrected him. “What she does is kind of like what the transporter does on Star Trek, except she can change the state of her molecules at will. She doesn’t need a machine to do it. When she’s dematerialized, she can move more quickly from place to place, which, yeah, is kind of like flying. But when she gets to her destination, it takes about an hour for her to rematerialize. And while she’s rematerializing, she can’t fight. She’s got none of her powers—except her ability to see in the dark. She’s completely vulnerable.” 

Mallory knew all about being vulnerable. 

“When she’s materialized, she’s a kick-ass fighter,” Brandon volunteered. “Martial arts, you name it—she’s down with it. She’s pretty much invincible. No fear, you know.” 

No fear. Now, that would require some acting. 

“Okay,” David said, retreating back behind his camera, “let’s do it.” 

“Doing it with pleasure,” Brandon murmured, waggling his perfect eyebrows at her again. 

The pain pills Charles was taking didn’t blot out things the way a good, stiff drink used to. 

With gin, a man could just keep pouring himself drink after drink until the memories faded into nothingness. But his pain medication was rationed, and he couldn’t keep taking pill upon pill. 

Well, he supposed he could, but Kelly, for one, would frown upon it. 

Kelly. 

She’d always tried to please him. Until tonight. Tonight she’d let him have it—everything he deserved. Well, not quite everything. She’d gone easy with the scorn and derision. 

With his eyes closed, he could see her at three, at seven, at thirteen, with her bright eyes and her brilliant mind and that impossibly sweet face. But even Kelly, as much as he’d loved her, hadn’t been able to take away the emptiness that rotted him from the inside out. Only gin could numb that, and far too often even the gin wasn’t enough. 

Charles kept his eyes shut, breathing as deeply as he could without coughing, pretending he was asleep. After three failed marriages, if there was one thing he was good at, it was pretending he was asleep. 

Kelly kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Daddy. I love you.” 

She loved him. After over thirty years of behaving like a son of a bitch, his daughter still somehow managed to love him. 

But it still wasn’t enough. 

God, what was wrong with him? 

He heard the bedroom door close gently, and he opened his eyes, stared up at the ceiling. His room was dimly lit from the night-light Kelly’d left on in the bathroom. 

The pill he’d taken an hour ago made him feel as if he were floating—just a little—above the bed. It took the edge off the constant pain, but it didn’t stop the memories. 

France. 

1944. 

The summer after Normandy. 

He blinked and suddenly it was bright as midday in his room. He blinked again, and it wasn’t his room any longer. It was Cybele’s kitchen. 

He wasn’t eighty and dying, he was twenty-four and healing. 

He was doing well. He could shuffle around with a cane. Cybele had taken out the stitches in his side and his shoulder, and he’d taken off his sling just the day before. 

Cybele—who thought he was some kind of hero because he went back into that church for some child who’d been left behind. He didn’t know why he’d done it. He couldn’t even remember it clearly. The entire battle was a blur. When he’d felt the bullets hit him, he’d been sure he was dead. 

Yet here he was. Still taking up space, although thankfully not space in a Kraut POW camp. Instead, he was the great American hero in this small-town French Resistance headquarters. 

Joe Paoletti—Charles was supposed to call him Giuseppe—was one hundred times the man Charles was. He was OSS, for crying out loud, yet no one gave him an extra egg for dinner. And even if they did, he wouldn’t have eaten it. He was too much of a hero not to give it to someone else who needed the nourishment more. 

Despite the fact that Joe was an overachiever in the hero department, despite his intensity and too-serious nature, Charles liked the man. How could he not? It would’ve been like disliking Jesus. 

It was only a matter of days before Cybele and Joe and the others were to smuggle Charles back to the Allied side of the line. 

He couldn’t wait to leave. 

Compared to the alternatives—death and its second cousin, life in a Nazi concentration camp—Charles’s life here in Ste.-Hélène was pleasant enough. He didn’t dare set foot outdoors in daylight since Cybele’s house was five doors down from one of the highest-ranking Nazis in town, but that was just as well. For him, as for most of the men, days were mostly lazy. Henri, the two men he’d dubbed Luc Un and Luc Deux, and the others rarely went out in the daytime. They did most of their movement at night, venturing forth only in the shadows, like ghouls or vampires. They’d return to Cybele’s house before dawn and sleep on the kitchen floor until noon or later, hiding out from the Germans. 

Cybele and the other women, however, lived two lives. They lived in the nighttime world of the men, often participating in their missions despite the dangers. But they lived in the regular world as well. Cooking for the small army of resistance fighters who dozed on the kitchen floor. Cleaning, doing the laundry. Fishing in the river. 

Cybele took in mending to earn money to buy flour for bread. She and the other women didn’t sit still without a sock and a darning needle in their hands. 

It seemed ironic—her best customers were the Nazi soldiers who patrolled the streets of the town. Their worn socks appeared in Cybele’s basket again and again. 

And Saint Joe was as tireless as Cybele. He spent much of his days—even those when he was up until dawn—out in the small plot of land behind Cybele’s house. He’d turned every workable inch of dirt into a vegetable garden, and he tended it more carefully than a miser would tend to a chestful of gold, coaxing precious food from the soil. For a kid from New York City, he had one hell of a green thumb. 

Charles’s French was improving. Or rather, his understanding of what the others were saying was improving. He still couldn’t speak the language, despite Cybele’s gentle tutoring. 

She would laugh at his attempts, though. Frankly, it was worth it to fail, just to hear her laughter. 

He told her all about Baldwin’s Bridge in English, about lazy summers by the ocean, about his years at Harvard, and she would tell him, in French, about life in Ste.-Hélène before the Nazi invasion. 

Her husband and son had been killed by the Germans, and Cybele’s heart was still broken. She’d never said as much, but Charles knew it was so. She’d asked him in turn about Jenny. 

It had been one of those hot afternoons a week or so after his arrival when Charles had reached into Cybele’s basket and pulled out a sock and a needle. 

Cybele had laughed at him. “Don’t tell me they taught mending at your Harvard University,” she’d teased. 

“No such luck. I’m going to have to ask you to teach me to do this,” he’d said, and she’d laughed some more, as if he’d made the biggest joke of the whole war. 

“I’m sitting here doing nothing,” he’d insisted, woman’s work be damned. “I’m going out of my mind. Show me how to do this. God knows I eat the bread you make from the money you earn darning these socks.” 

Her eyes had grown wide as she realized he wasn’t joking. “Henri and the Lucs refused to learn. It was all I could do to get them to help with the cooking.” 

“Henri and the Lucs are asses.” Charles put his finger through the hole in the toe of the sock and waggled it at her. “Get over here and teach me. I want to help.” 

Laughing again, she had. She’d had to sit close to show him what to do. Her work-roughened fingers were cool against his, her thigh soft against his uninjured leg. She’d pulled her long hair up into a haphazard pile on her head, and several dark wisps lay against the long, graceful paleness of her neck. Her dress was old and loose and made of patched and faded cotton, and she smelled of cheap soap. She was too skinny from years of giving most of her dinner away to the people using her attic as a temporary stop on their dangerous road to freedom, and her collarbones stood out starkly on her chest. 

And when she turned and looked into his eyes from just those few inches away, it had been the closest Charles had ever come, at that point in his life, to a religious experience. 

Yet he knew that if she’d walked past him on the streets of Baldwin’s Bridge, he never would have given her a second glance. He never would have taken the time to look into her eyes and see who she really was. 

She was everything he wasn’t. Everything Jenny wasn’t. 

They’d sat on that bench for quite some time, heads close together, hands occasionally touching as she corrected him, as he tried to make his too-large fingers move like Cybele’s. It was hard as hell to do—women’s work, indeed. 

But finally, he’d finished. One clumsily darned sock to six of Cybele’s. And yet she applauded him, her brown eyes sparkling with admiration and warmth. 

He took another sock from the basket and doggedly set to work. 

He could tell from the way she watched him that she’d expected him to stop after one. 

But there were sixty more socks in that basket that needed mending. At his current pace, he’d be done by next Wednesday. But it wasn’t as if he had a whole hell of a lot else to do. 

He could feel Cybele watching him, but he didn’t dare let himself look up again. He knew he’d see hero worship in her eyes. And, sure, while he wanted her to like him, he wanted her to like him for the man he really was, not because of some twisted misconception. Maybe he’d been a hero by accident, but those days were behind him now. 

“First thing I’m going to do when I get back to Baldwin’s Bridge,” he told her, “is absolutely nothing. I’m going to sit on the front porch of my father’s summerhouse, and for about two months I’m going to do nothing but eat steak at every meal and watch the tides turn.” He glanced up. Big mistake. He tried to bluster on, tried to make a joke. “I’m going to talk Joe into coming with me, and I’m going to pay him thousands of dollars to plant a flower garden in my backyard. No turnips, no cabbage. Just flowers.” 

He saw it coming, saw her lean toward him, saw her gaze drop briefly to his mouth, and his heart nearly stopped beating. 

He didn’t close his eyes until her lips brushed his in the gentlest of kisses. It was achingly sweet, and over far too soon. 

He didn’t reach for her, he didn’t move. He couldn’t. He was married. He had no business kissing anyone but Jenny. 

But, God, he wanted Cybele. 

He might’ve given in to the temptation to haul her into his arms and kiss her again, hard, until the room spun, had she not stood up and moved halfway across the kitchen. She turned to face him, but she couldn’t hold his gaze. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

Charles nodded. He even somehow managed to smile. He let them both pretend that that had been a kiss of gratitude, even though they both knew damned well it had been so much more. 




Chapter 10



“OKAY, THAT’S IT.” David straightened up from behind his camera, suddenly acutely aware that Bran was still kissing Mallory. 

His friend lifted his head just long enough to say, “Aw, come on, take a few more,” before he kissed her again. 

“I don’t need more.” David managed to say it evenly instead of shouting, God damn it, stop kissing her! “I only needed a few.” 

Every time he’d drawn Marcus and Webster kissing in Wingmasters, Ren had claimed the picture was unidentifiable and had made him draw it over again. This time, for Nightshade, David was determined to work from a photo. But . . . “It’s not like there’s going to be a lot of kissing in this story.” 

He turned around so he wouldn’t have to watch Mallory with her mouth locked on Brandon’s and her fingers in his wavy blond hair. Somehow it had looked a little less real through his camera’s lens. 

“Besides, I’m out of film.” He may as well have spoken Swahili for all the attention either one of them paid him. 

He crossed to the refrigerator, grabbed himself a can of soda, and opened it with a loud crack. He drank nearly the whole thing with his back still turned. 

“Wow,” he heard Bran murmur to Mallory. “I kind of forgot where I was for a minute there.” 

No shit, Sherlock. David drained the rest of the soda and crushed the aluminum can in his hands. 

“Do you want to . . .” Bran laughed self-consciously. “This is going to sound crazy, but . . .” He laughed again. 

But from the first moment I saw you, I felt a connection. David tossed the can into the bag he had for recyclables and sat down at his drawing table, suddenly exhausted. It was after eleven, and he had to be dressed and at the restaurant, ready to wait tables, in less than five hours. 

“From the first moment I saw you, I felt this incredible connection between us,” Bran whispered. 

Destiny. It was destiny. Yeah, right. David had heard Bran use these particular lines far too many times. At the beach, at a college party, on that camping trip they’d taken when they were both eighteen. The really stupid thing was, if David ever tried slinging that kind of crap around, he’d probably be tarred and feathered and run out of town. But Brandon got away with it. When Bran used it, he got laid. Talk about destiny. 

“It’s like destiny,” Bran said now to Mallory. 

Here it came: I’ve never felt anything like this before. David couldn’t stop himself from glancing over at them as he savagely sharpened his pencil. Bran still held her loosely in his arms. She could have pulled away—if she wanted to. Obviously, she didn’t want to. 

“I’ve never felt anything like this before,” Bran said so sincerely. 

Except for the four hundred and sixty-seven other times . . . Come on, Nightshade, use your super night vision to see clear through this son of a bitch. 

It wasn’t that David didn’t like Brandon, because he truly did. They’d been best friends for as long as he could remember, but the thought of Bran taking Mallory home tonight, the thought of them together, making love in Bran’s apartment just downstairs from David, was too much to deal with. 

He knew all it would take to stop it was four little words in Brandon’s ear—I like this girl. Bran would back off, but where would that leave David? With a girl who’d rather be with Brandon. 

“Come out with me tonight,” Brandon murmured. “Are you hungry? We could go get something to eat.” 

David started to draw rough sketches of Nightshade after Nightshade, running, jumping, flying, fighting evil, at her most invincible. He tried not to listen, tried not to care when Mallory finally spoke. 

“I’m kind of gross with all this baby oil on me.” 

“Sully already said he didn’t mind if you used his shower.” Brandon pushed her toward David’s bathroom as if it were a given she’d agree to go with him. “I’ll run and use my own—I live right downstairs.” 

She hesitated, glancing over at David. “I’m not sure—” 

“Hey, we can go over to that carnival, grab a burger, and take a ride on the Ferris wheel.” 

She lit up, and David knew it was over. But then again, who was he kidding? He knew it was a given she’d spend tonight with Brandon before he’d even asked her to pose for him. 

“It’s still in town, isn’t it?” Brandon asked. “You know, that carnival in the church parking lot?” 

“It’s here until Sunday,” Mallory told him. 

“Great. Come on, what do you say?” 

David kept his eyes glued to his sketch of Nightshade. “All right” was what she said. 

“Well, all right,” Bran headed for the door. “I’ll be back in ten—de-slimed. Later, dude,” he called to David, slamming the door behind him. 

David heard her hesitate, but he didn’t look up. He just kept drawing. Finally, the bathroom door closed and locked, and he heard the shower go on. He put his pencil down. 

There was a small mirror over by the door. He slipped down off his stool and crossed toward it, looking at his reflection. 

After over an hour of shooting, his hair was standing up straight in places. He looked as if he’d put his finger in a light socket. He tried to push it down, but that only made it worse. And his glasses . . . The tape and the safety pin didn’t add to the fact that his glasses were about fifteen years out of fashion. The lenses were huge and thick and heavy as hell, a far cry from the little oval-shaped frames he now saw people wearing all over the place. He hadn’t noticed the new style until yesterday when Bran had pointed it out. David’d drawn a few sketches of his Julian character in civilian mode, with glasses on, and Bran had told him no one who looked like Julian would be caught dead in nerd glasses like the ones he’d drawn. 

Nerd glasses. 

They’d been just like David’s. 

It seemed ridiculous. Glasses were merely a valuable instrument he used to enable himself to see. Why should it matter what they looked like? 

Why should it matter what he looked like? 

He took his glasses off and leaned closer to the mirror, squinting at himself in the glass. It wasn’t as if he were some kind of a horrible, deformed monster. His eyes, nose, and mouth were all in relatively normal places on his face. 

Still, he was no Brandon, that was for sure. 

But the flip side was that Brandon was no David, either. 

And David wouldn’t trade his intelligence and his innate drawing talent for Brandon’s looks. Not in a million years. That was a no-brainer. 

He had a hell of a lot going for him, and if Mallory was too shallow to see that, if she cared more about the kind of beauty that was only skin deep, if she was completely swept away by Brandon’s body and face, well . . . 

Hypocrite. He was a complete hypocrite. 

The reason he’d followed Mallory around town for days had nothing to do with her sharp sense of humor and her refreshingly acerbic personality. He’d followed her because she had a great ass, world-class breasts, and a face that was the perfect mix of exotic woman and sweet child. He’d followed her because he’d been completely swept away by her body and face. 

The shower went off, and he put his glasses back on, quickly crossing back to his drawing table. He sat there, pretending to be engrossed by his sketch when the bathroom door opened several minutes later. 

Mallory had put her clothes back on, but her hair was wet. She ran her fingers through it as she stood just outside the bathroom, clearly ill at ease. Brandon wasn’t back yet. It was just Mallory and David. Alone. 

Again, David didn’t say a word. He just kept drawing. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw her square her shoulders. She came toward him. It was the dead last thing he’d expected her to do. 

“Lookit,” she said, “I know you probably think I’m an asshole, because I said one thing and now I’m doing another—” 

“He only does short term.” David looked up at her. “Sometimes not more than one-night stands. Don’t expect more than that from him.” 

She laughed. “God, I’m not gonna—” She broke off. “I guess you have no reason to believe anything I say, but I swear, I’m just going to ride on the Ferris wheel with him.” 

“You don’t need to give me any explanations. I’m not going to judge you for doing what you want to do.” David just kept on drawing. “So you miscalculated your reaction to Bran. Big deal. If I were a girl, I would’ve slept with him a long time ago.” 

She pulled his other stool up to the table. “I’m not going to sleep with him.” 

“That’s not what he thinks.” 

“My God.” She leaned closer to look at the sketches he’d done. “You are so good.” 

“Hold it right there, don’t move,” he ordered her, pulling a fresh sheet of paper in front of him. She was looking at him with such wonder, such admiration, he wanted to capture it. With her hair wet, she looked both tougher and more vulnerable, her eyes enormous in her face. He drew her swiftly, and with just a few quick lines he managed to catch her energy, her soul—or whatever that life force was that burned so fiercely inside of her. 

It was a selfish thing to do—drawing her that way, telling her not to move, forcing her to give him her full attention, to look at him while he took in every millimeter of her face. 

He took longer than he needed, doing some shading, adding more detail than he normally would’ve. But finally, he was done, and still holding her gaze, he pushed it toward her. 

Mallory stared at him just a moment longer before she looked down. She turned the sketch to face her, gazing at it for a long time before she looked back at him. “Is this her?” she finally asked. “Nightshade?” 

He shook his head. “No, that one’s all you.” 

She looked at the sketch again. “This is really how you see me?” She shook her head. “I don’t know, but that’s not what I see when I look into the mirror.” 

He could hear Brandon’s footsteps coming up the outside stairs, and he stood, turning away from her. “Have fun tonight.” 

“I just want to go to the carnival with him. Everyone from school hangs out there,” she said. “I just want to show up there with him. I want those bitches to see me out with this guy.” 

David turned back. She was leaning toward him, intensity in her eyes. 

“It’s a shitty reason for going with him,” she admitted. “I know that. I’m a jerk. But just once, I want—” 

The door opened, and Hurricane Brandon swept in. “Ready, babe?” 

“I want to be the one who’s envied for a change,” Mallory whispered, her eyes begging David to understand, “instead of the one doing the envying. It’s stupid, I know. You probably don’t understand—” 

Brandon caught sight of himself in the mirror and made a slight adjustment to his still wet hair. “Come on, I’m starving; let’s blow this joint.” 

Mallory stood up, folding the drawing carefully and putting it into her pocket as Brandon came toward her. He put his arm around her waist as if he had every right to touch her, his hand sliding possessively beneath the bottom edge of her shirt, his fingers touching what David knew had to be the warm softness of her skin. 

As he watched, Bran pulled her toward the door, and then they were gone. 

What Mallory had said wasn’t stupid. And David did understand. Being best friends with Bran, he knew a thing or two about envy. 

Tom was in the convenience store when he saw him. 

The man at the counter buying a pack of cigarettes and a lottery ticket wasn’t the Merchant. He was about the same height as the Merchant, but he was much younger. In his early twenties, with dark curly hair and average brown eyes. 

Tom had made note of him—mostly that he wasn’t the Merchant—when he’d come into the store to get a cola and some pain reliever. The brisk walk into town hadn’t made him feel better. In fact, it had made his head pound even harder. 

He grabbed a soda from the wall of refrigerators in the back of the store, wishing he’d taken something for his headache before he’d left the house, wishing he hadn’t come quite this far, because now he had to walk all the way back. 

All the way. 

It was a mile at the most. What was wrong with him that he should be daunted at the idea of having to walk a mere mile? 

He headed toward the checkout counter, and that’s when he saw it. 

The dark-haired young man left the store, pushing open the door with his right hand. And on the back of that hand he had a small, round, dark mark. A tattoo. 

Tom wasn’t close enough to see the details, see if it was, indeed, the Merchant’s mark—the stylized open eye. But it was round and it was the right size. 

He might’ve been mistaken. It might’ve been a coincidence. Except for the fact that he didn’t believe in coincidences. In the very same small town where he’d spotted the Merchant, he also coincidentally sees a man with a round tattoo on the back of his hand? 

Not a chance. 

His head was pounding and he felt sick to his stomach, but he’d been a SEAL long enough to know exactly what he had to do. 

He had to follow the dark-haired man covertly, without him knowing he was being followed. He had to see where this guy was going, possibly find out where he was staying. And he had to try to get close enough to get another look at that mark on his hand. 

“Sorry, changed my mind.” Tom set the bottle of soda down on the counter as he swiftly moved past it toward the door. 

His headache and nausea faded to a dull background hum as he stepped out of the store and into the humid summer heat. The night was sharper now, clearer. He had a renewed sense of purpose and the entire world had an edge. 

He saw the dark-haired man walking across the convenience store parking lot to . . . 

Shit. 

As Tom watched, the man pulled an old touring bicycle from the bike rack, climbed on, and began to pedal away. 

Tom jogged to the rack, but the only other bike there was securely locked. 

Double shit. 

He could follow on foot, but running after a bike didn’t exactly qualify as covert. 

Unless . . . 

He was wearing shorts and sneakers, a T-shirt. As long as the dark-haired man didn’t go too fast . . . 

Tom took off down the street at the fastest pace he could get away with and still look as if he were out for a leisurely recreational run. 

For a small town, Baldwin’s Bridge was hopping. It was 2330, and the downtown area from the Honey Farms all the way past the hotel and marina, all the way to the beach, was still brightly lit and crowded with people. Tourists and vacationers and high school students were out in droves, wandering the quaint brick-paved streets. The music from the distant church carnival down by the beach gave the town an even more festive air. 

The dark-haired man on the bike was moving faster than most of the strollers, but not by much. Brick roads, even ones as carefully kept as those in Baldwin’s Bridge, could be hell on a bike rider. Tom knew that from experience. Riding too fast could make a man feel as if he’d spent an hour with his balls being shaken by a hardware store’s paint mixer. 

But Tom had to push himself faster as the dark-haired man turned the corner onto Webster Street, heading toward the beach and the church carnival. 

Webster Street had regular pavement and a slight downward slope to it. By the time Tom reached the bottom, he was running as fast as he could, and the dark-haired man was still pulling away from him. 

He’d soaked his T-shirt through, and his legs and lungs were on fire. He hadn’t run too often since his release from the hospital, certainly not this hard, never this far. And he hadn’t run at all over the past few days, not with the headaches he’d been having. Still, this should have been nothing. This was a garden party compared to the running he’d done regularly with Team Sixteen. Jesus, take a few months off, and it’s all over. 

The pounding in his head had moved to a very prominent place in the foreground, directly behind his left eye, in fact. Tom staggered slightly as the road in front of him seemed to shift and heave. 

He forced himself to keep his eyes on the dark-haired man. He’d slowed slightly because of the crowds around the entrance to the church parking lot, but Tom had to slow down, too. 

His ears were roaring and the world was spinning. 

One foot in front of the other. He’d done this before—he could do it again. 

Music was blaring from speakers, and barkers trying to draw the attention of the crowd were shouting over it. 

The bright lights, spinning dizzily with the carnival rides, only added to the chaos of the jostling crowds. 

Tom could barely focus, barely see. 

He searched for the dark-haired man, but he was gone. Completely swallowed by the crowd and confusion. 

He lurched forward, unwilling or maybe just unable to give up. The frowning face of a disapproving mother flashed into his line of sight as a wide-eyed boy was yanked out of Tom’s path. 

He needed . . . 

He wanted . . . 

He had to get out of this crowd, and he pushed his way to a clearing by the side of a food stand, desperate for air, but able to fill his lungs with only the cloyingly sweet scent of fried dough. 

Hands on his knees, he tried to catch his breath, tried to grab hold of his equilibrium, tried to make the world stop moving and the lights stop swaying. 

And there it was. 

A bike. Leaning up against the railing of the Tilt-A-Whirl. It was quite possibly the dark-haired man’s bike—although Tom wasn’t completely sure. He couldn’t seem to focus well enough to see it clearly. 

Tom moved toward it, back out into the crowd, searching for the dark-haired man. Christ, where were those blinding lights when he needed them? The people lined up to ride the Tilt-A-Whirl were standing in the shadows, and because of that, they all seemed to have dark hair. 

Tom looked instead for the tattoo. Right hands. Right— 

He saw it! 

But then he saw another. And another. And . . . 

There were dozens of them. He was standing here, literally surrounded by dozens of members of the Merchant’s secret organization. 

Pain knifed behind his eyes. 

Jesus, that didn’t make sense. That was wrong. It had to be wrong. He fought the haze, searching for the reason and . . . Cell size. Yeah. He knew for a fact that the Merchant never operated with a cell of more than ten, usually more like six or seven. 

Yet there it was. That round mark. The Merchant’s eye. Everywhere he looked, everyone had one. He tried to look more closely, tried to see it more clearly, but his vision was blurred. He had to sit down. He had to . . . 

One of the tattooed hands reached out to him. “Tom? Oh, my God, are you all right?” 

The hand was attached to an arm, which, by following it, led him to a face. A familiar, female face. 

Mallory. Angie’s daughter. 

No, it was two Mallorys. They were both looking at him as if from a very great distance. Since when had she been recruited by the Merchant? 

He grabbed her hand, pulling it closer to his eyes and . . . 

It wasn’t an eye or even a tattoo. “It’s a fucking clown’s face,” he said, his voice distant over the roaring in his ears. 

It was a badly smudged ink stamp of Bozo the Clown. Everyone had a fucking clown face on their hand. 

“You pay ten dollars for the stamp,” the Mallorys told him in eerie unison. How the hell could she sound so far away when he was holding on to her hand? “And then you can ride all you want until the carnival closes at one.” 

Tom sank to his knees. 

“Jesus, Tom!” Mallory crouched down next to him as he let go of her hand and dropped to all fours. He just . . . needed to rest. . . . 

“You know this guy?” Another voice—male, almost as young as Mallory—came from just as far away. 

“He’s my uncle,” he heard her say. “I think he’s completely shit-faced. Bran, do you have a car? I need to get him home.” 

“Um, no. Um, Mal, I, uh, I . . . think I have to go now.” 

“Oh,” Mallory said. “Well . . . sure.” 

“This is just a little too weird for me, you know? No offense, but . . . I’ll see you around sometime.” 

“Right. Sure. I’ll see you.” 

“Asshole.” Tom didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until Mallory laughed. 

“You got that right,” she said. “I’m sorry, but it would be a little too effing weird for me just to leave you here to get rolled. Or picked up by the police.” 

“I’m sorry,” he muttered through his haze of gray. “I’m not . . .” But he couldn’t remember what it was that he wasn’t. He focused on a sorry-looking patch of grass directly in front of him, focused on not giving in to the grayness. There was a reason he couldn’t just put his face on the ground and give up, wasn’t there? 

“Don’t worry about it,” she told him. “He was pretty much looking for a way to ditch me after I turned down his generous offer to jump my bones. Like that was my grand prize for going out with him.” 

“Last of . . . the romantics.” 

She laughed again. “Come on, Tommy, back on your feet. Do you think you can walk?” 

“Am I walking now?” 

“Not exactly.” She tugged at him and he tried to help her, but his body was uncooperative. “Come on, Tom, I’ll get you home. Just lean on me.” 

Kelly couldn’t sleep. 

She sat out on her balcony, pretending she wasn’t gazing at the dark windows of Joe’s cottage. 

She wasn’t gazing at just any windows. The windows she particularly wasn’t gazing at were Tom’s bedroom windows. 

She willed him to get up out of bed and turn on his light. She willed him out his door, out of Joe’s house, and across the driveway. She bet he could climb up onto her balcony effortlessly. 

And she’d been waiting almost seventeen years for him to do just that. 

She willed him to come to her rescue, to save her from this sleeplessness that haunted her, from her anger and her grief and her pain. 

It wouldn’t be the first time Tom had come to her rescue. 

She’d been fifteen the first time he’d saved her. She’d arrived home from school to find that her father had consumed his physical limit of evening martinis about five hours too early and had crash-landed in the middle of the kitchen floor. 

She’d searched for Joe, desperate to get her father to his bedroom before her mother came home—desperate to avoid the start of World War Three. 

But it was Tom she’d found, gleaming with sweat, at his pile of weights back behind the garage. And after he’d helped her wrestle Charles into bed, Kelly had started in on her litany of excuses. 

“I don’t know what happened,” she said. “He must’ve slipped on some water in the kitchen. Maybe he’s not feeling well—the flu’s going around. Maybe he had the flu and he was dizzy and he slipped on some water in the kitchen and—” 

“Kelly, I know your father’s drunk.” Tom hadn’t let her get away with any of it. “I could smell the alcohol on him.” 

Kelly had been shocked. Charles Ashton was an investment banker. He’d never missed a day of work because of his drinking, but from the moment he came home till the moment he went to bed at night he always had a glass of something potent in his hand. He wasn’t a public drunk, though. He’d sit out on the deck or in front of the TV and just quietly fade away. 

You were safe if you didn’t get too close. If you did, he would lash out with that acerbic tongue, that scalding sarcasm. Nothing was good enough, no answer was acceptable. There had been nothing she could say that wouldn’t warrant the response of some belittling comment from her father. 

So Kelly had learned to keep her distance. And she’d never, ever brought friends home with her. That was her rule number one. 

She followed it devoutly, especially when Charles went into semiretirement. He worked from an office in Baldwin’s Bridge from nine to twelve. And then he came home and sat in that same damned deck chair all afternoon, until he staggered off to bed shortly after dinner. 

“I know he drinks himself to sleep every night,” Tom had told her all those years ago, gently lifting her chin so that she had to look into his eyes. “I take the trash to the dump. I see the bottles. You don’t have to pretend with me.” 

Kelly was mortified. Someone besides her and her mother knew. Tom knew. “Don’t tell,” she begged, suddenly afraid that she might throw up, afraid she might make it even worse by bursting into tears. “Please, don’t tell anyone.” 

“Oh,” he said quickly, “no way. You don’t have to worry about that because I wouldn’t. I won’t. That stuff’s private. You can trust me.” 

He was so kind, sitting next to her on the stone wall that framed one end of the driveway. 

And for the first time that Kelly could remember, she’d actually been able to drop her upbeat pretense of optimism. For the first time, she’d finally had a chance to unload a little of her despair and anger at her father. None of her friends knew her father drank the way he did, and it was such a relief to finally have someone to talk to about it, someone she didn’t have to—as he’d said—pretend around. 

And for a few weeks, in the magical evenings of the early summer, when Kelly went out in the yard to her tree swing after dinner, Tom would often appear and they’d talk. Sometimes for hours. Sometimes about her father, but mostly about nothing. Anything. Everything. Kelly’s friendship with Tom was based on a soul-baring level of honesty she’d never had before, and it was incredibly precious to her. 

For a while she even dared to hope he had a crush on her, too. 

But one day he just stopped coming out to the swing—about the time she heard from her friends that “that wild Tom Paoletti” was dating Darci Thompkins. Darci was a senior who owned a red convertible and had a reputation for taking her own top down as well on the deserted beach over by Sandy Hook. 

It hadn’t been until later that summer, that, once again, Tom had come to Kelly’s rescue. That had been one of Kelly’s precious, golden days. 

She’d fallen off her bike and skinned her elbow miles away from her house, up by Lennelman’s Orchards, coming home from a party at Ellen Fritz’s. 

Tom had come by on his motorcycle—probably on his way to Ellen’s. But he stopped when he saw her sitting on the side of the road, her front wheel irreparably bent. 

It was awkward at first, but it didn’t take long for them to fall into their old, familiar, easy conversation. They drove around for hours that afternoon and evening, first on his Harley, her arms tightly wrapped around him. God, that had been paradise. 

Later, they rode around in Joe’s station wagon, after going back to pick up her bike. They’d stopped to walk through an antiques fair that filled the streets of nearby Salem, and they’d shared a large order of fried clams and French fries from the Gray Gull Grill down by the water. 

And they’d talked and laughed for hours and hours. 

It had been a wonderful, magical day. 

And when it was nearly midnight, they’d been down by the marina, stopped at a traffic light. Kelly could remember gazing at Tom, her heart in her throat, wanting him to kiss her so badly. And when he’d turned to look at her . . . 

She didn’t remember moving, but she must have. Both of his hands were on the steering wheel. Still, somehow, it happened. She was kissing him—finally, finally kissing him. 

He made a low, desperate sound in the back of his throat as he pulled her closer, as he swept his tongue into her mouth. 

Kelly had never been kissed like that before, and in the back of her mind she thought she should probably be shocked, but she wasn’t. It was too perfect, too right. 

He tasted like the chocolate ice cream they’d shared, like the salty ocean air, like freedom. 

Kissing Tom was everything she’d imagined and more. 

Someone honked behind them, and Kelly looked up to see that the light had turned green. Tom hit the gas and with a squeal of tires pulled the station wagon into the bank parking lot, skidding to a stop. He killed the engine and pulled her back to him, kissing her again and again. 

It was paradise. 

“Oh, God,” he breathed, leaning back to look into her eyes. “Make me stop. I shouldn’t be doing this.” 

His hands were in her hair and he was breathing hard. 

She didn’t want him to stop, so she kissed him the way he’d kissed her, deeply, fiercely, stroking his tongue with hers, sucking him with her lips. 

He made that same low sound, and she knew despite her inexperience, she’d kissed him the way he liked to be kissed. 

Still, he pulled away. “My God, you’re dangerous.” 

She was instantly uncertain. “Don’t you . . . ? But that was how you kissed me.” 

He made a noise that wasn’t quite a groan, wasn’t quite laughter. “How many boys have you kissed, Kelly?” 

She couldn’t meet his gaze. “I don’t know exactly. I don’t keep track.” 

He didn’t say anything. He just watched her. 

“One,” she whispered, “and it wasn’t anything like this.” She melted into the beautiful hazel green of his eyes. “Nothing’s ever felt like this. I want to kiss you forever.” 

“You’re so sweet,” he murmured, and this time when he kissed her, he was gentle, his mouth soft, almost delicate against her lips. It was the most wonderful sensation she’d ever known. 

“I really have to take you home now,” he told her quietly. 

“It’s not that late,” she dared to say. “We could go down to the beach.” 

That was where the high school lovers went to park, steaming up the windows of their cars. The bolder ones took a blanket and a dinghy out past Sandy Hook to Fayne’s Island. 

She’d never been there. 

“You really want to?” His voice sounded funny, tight. 

“Yes.” She dared to glance at him again. 

The muscle was jumping in the side of his jaw. She slowly reached out and put her hand on his knee. 

“God help me,” he said. “Lord Jesus, save me.” He started to laugh. 

At her. Kelly jerked her hand back, mortified. 

But he somehow knew what she was thinking and was instantly contrite. “Kel, no—I’m not . . . I’m laughing at me.” 

She didn’t get it. 

“As much as I want to, I can’t take you to the beach,” he explained. “You have no idea what goes on down there.” 

“Yes, I do.” He wanted to. His words made her bold again, and she kissed him, as sweetly as he’d kissed her. “And what I don’t know, you could teach me.” 

She heard Tom groan again. 

And then he pushed her back onto the passenger’s side, fastening the seat belt around her, and started the car. And for several heart-stopping moments, she was both terrified and elated. 

But instead of taking the road to the beach, he sped up the hill. Toward home. 

“Tom—” 

“Don’t,” he cut her off, his voice rough as he took the turn onto their street. “Don’t say anything else.” 

“But—” 

“Please,” he said. 

I love you. Kelly clamped her teeth tightly over the words. 

Joe came out of his cottage as soon as Tom pulled into the driveway. 

Her mother came from the main house, looking suspiciously from Kelly to Tom. “Where have you been? Do you know it’s almost midnight?” 

“Meet me later tonight,” Kelly whispered to Tom. “In the tree house.” 

Her mother had swept her inside, but before the door closed, Kelly looked back at Tom. He was lifting her bike out of the back of the station wagon, but he looked up and directly into her eyes, and she knew from the heat she saw there that he’d meet her. She knew it. 

But by two A.M., she was finally ready to believe the scribbled note he’d left for her. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” 

Still, hope won out over doubt, and she went to sleep believing that he couldn’t have kissed her the way he had unless he loved her, too. 

But the next day, Tom had left town for good. To Kelly’s complete shock, he’d gotten a buzz cut. He’d joined the Navy and was shipping out. She didn’t even get a chance to speak to him without Joe and her parents overhearing. 

“I’m sorry,” he told her quietly, as he shook her hand—shook her hand—and she knew it was true. He was sorry. He didn’t love her. 

She had been a fool even to think that he might. 

Kelly had kept her distance from him the few times he came home on leave that first year he was in the service. She pretended not even to notice he was in town, hoping desperately all the while that he’d approach her. But he never did. And then, a few weeks before she turned seventeen, her parents separated, and she and her mom moved out of Baldwin’s Bridge. 

Kelly’s visits to her father had never lined up with Tom’s visits home to Joe. 

Until now. 

Tomorrow night she was having dinner with him. 

With wild Tom Paoletti. 

And this time she was playing his game, by his rules. 

Charles drifted, dreaming about ice. 

Dreaming about frozen daiquiris, in big, wide-mouthed glasses filled with crushed ice. He and Jenny’d gone to Cuba for their honeymoon. The trip had been exorbitantly expensive—the entire week had probably cost more than Cybele’s house in Ste.-Hélène. The irony hadn’t escaped him, even back then—he’d paid big money to travel by plane from the ice and snow to a place that was hot, and then he’d paid still more for a glass of that very same ice that had probably been shipped on the plane with him. 

Not just ice. Ice and Cuban rum. It went down like sugar candy. And after a few glasses, even the idea of spending the rest of his life with the childishly selfish Jenny had seemed positively grand. 

Charles awoke with a start, with Luc Un’s foot jabbing him sharply in the side as the Frenchman muttered something dark he didn’t quite catch. The meaning was unmistakable, though—you bum. 

The two Lucs and Henri and Jean-Whoever—Claude or Pierre or maybe even another Luc, who could keep them straight?—were all still darkly unhappy with Charles for making them learn how to darn socks. In truth, Charles had done nothing. He’d merely made sure he was busy and working every chance he got. It was the only way he had to fight the Nazis—by freeing up Cybele and the other women so that they could do more dangerous work. Which, he told himself, was fine with him. If he had a choice, if he couldn’t be shipped safely back home, then he’d stay here in this kitchen, thanks, right until the end of the war. 

He was much faster with his needle now—not as fast as Cybele or Dominique, true, but certainly the fastest among the men. 

Joe had been next. Charles hadn’t been at it for more than a day before Joe had picked up a needle and joined him. 

Trying to earn points with Cybele, no doubt. 

As far as Charles could tell, Joe had earned only one of Cybele’s luminous smiles. 

No kisses. 

Charles was the only one who’d received that particular prize. 

Of course, Cybele had been careful not to be alone with him since then. And that was a good thing, he reminded himself. 

He’d entertained her with stories about Baldwin’s Bridge—but only when Joe was around to act as interpreter. And chaperon. 

Now Joe, he was a piece of work. He was so quiet, you’d almost forget he was there. But the beans and fresh greens on the table at dinner were courtesy of Joe. And whenever there was an uproar in town, whenever the Germans had a truckload of supplies stolen out from under their noses or a train was derailed in the night, whenever downed American pilots mysteriously escaped Nazi capture, well, chances were that was courtesy of Joe, too. 

For all their differences, Charles liked Joe. He respected Joe. 

And he didn’t need his degree from Harvard to know that Joe was in love with Cybele. 

It was a wondrously pure, worshipful love. The kind that a woman like Cybele Desjardins deserved. A saintly love. An honest, respectful, humble, and true love. 

There was no doubt about it—Joe would do anything, anything for her if she so much as asked. Yeah, he would lay down his life for Cybele. 

Who had kissed Charles a week ago. 

Now, Charles had kissed a lot of women in his relatively short life, and on a scale from one to five, with five being that greatest number of inches an enthusiastic woman’s tongue could go down his throat, that tiny little kiss had been a solid zero. 

Not a single tongue had been involved. It was nothing. Zilch. It was the kind of dry, dutiful kiss he might bestow upon his elderly maiden aunt. It was completely platonic. It was . . . 

Christ, who was he kidding? That kiss had been anything but platonic. It had trembled with emotion and barely contained passion. It had been a promise—the very slightest whisper of a promise, true, but a promise of paradise, for sure. 

He’d thought about that single, tiny kiss for hours, days. He’d spent more time dreaming about it than any other kiss he’d ever partaken of in his entire life. 

And when he wasn’t thinking about that kiss, he was thinking about Cybele’s eyes. Eyes that a man could lose himself in for an eternity. Eyes that saw so much, that knew so much. Impossibly beautiful eyes. 

And her mouth. Graceful lips, full and moist. Slightly, charmingly crooked teeth she didn’t try to hide when she smiled. 

And yes, he’d thought about her body plenty, too. The slight curve of her hips beneath her skirt, the oversized dresses that both concealed and revealed her less than ample breasts. Compared to Jenny, she had the body of a boy. Or at least he’d imagined she did. He’d spent a hell of a lot of time imagining. 

God help him, but he wanted her. He ached for her, he burned for her—Jenny and Joe be damned. 

“Guiseppe!” Dominique burst through the kitchen door. She lunged for the man sitting across from Charles at the kitchen table, crumpling to her knees in front of him, erupting in a whispered explosion of undecipherable French. 

Undecipherable to Charles, that is. Joe seemed to get what she was saying, his face tightening, his eyes suddenly hard. 

He stood up, issuing orders rapid-fire. Charles could only make out some of the words. Market basket. Egg money. 

Luc Un was the only other man in the house. The others had strayed too far the night before and hadn’t been able to get back before dawn. But now Luc went one way, Dominique the other, gathering the market basket and the carefully hoarded egg money Cybele kept hidden in her wooden gardening shoes. 

Joe found his hat and headed purposefully for the door. 

Charles pulled himself clumsily to his feet. “What’s happening?” 

“The Germans have shot Andre Lague. They’re searching his house. Dominique fears that Cybele’s there, that she’ll be arrested, or—” He opened the door. “I’m going out to find her. To warn her.” 

Out. Into town. In broad daylight. 

Was he nuts? 

Charles grabbed the cane Cybele had given him and hobbled after Joe. “There’s four of us. We can each head in a different direction.” 

Joe turned to give him a disbelieving look. “You’re not going out there. What if you’re stopped? You don’t have any papers.” 

“Neither do you.” Charles knew for a fact that Joe’s papers hadn’t yet been replaced. He’d overheard Cybele—the forger that they’d used in the past had been arrested. Cybele was trying to get hold of the supplies needed to do the work herself. 

“If she was at Lague’s, she could well be dead already,” Joe said harshly. 

“And if she wasn’t, she might show up there at any moment,” Charles countered, “and give herself away. I can help find her.” He pushed past Joe, out the door, into the bright sunshine for the first time in weeks. 

The sky was brilliant blue, sheer perfection. Cybele could not be dead. Not on a day like today. God couldn’t possibly be so cruel. 

But Cybele had whispered to him that the sky had been a beautiful shade of blue on the day her husband and son had died. 

Joe took off his battered hat and jammed it onto Charles’s head, covering as much of his blond hair as possible. “If you’re captured, she’ll never forgive me.” He shot off some orders to Dominique and Luc, who dashed away. “I’m heading to the Lagues’. You should stay here in case she comes back.” 

“Her friend.” Charles hobbled after him, whispering, suddenly aware he was speaking English. American English. Out on the street in Nazi-occupied Ste.-Hélène, France. “Marlise. The one who’s about to have a baby. Cybele said something this morning about bringing her fresh spinach from your garden.” 

“In French,” Joe hissed. He didn’t stop. “Only in French. Marlise lives above the bakery. The bakery. Bread. Baker. Go there and come right back. Do you understand me?” 

“Oui.” 

Joe pointed up the street. “That way. God help us all if you’re caught.” And then he was gone, moving faster than Charles could manage, leaving Charles alone. 

But not completely alone. 

Holy God. There were people walking toward him, on the opposite side of the street. Two older women. One man in a dapper business suit, its cut straight from a Paris showroom. 

Charles hunched his shoulders in the ragged shirt he was wearing, lowered his head, and, his heart pounding, hobbled past. 

None of them looked up. None of them called out to him, or challenged him in any way. 

The sidewalk was uneven, the cobblestone street in dire need of repair. He tried not to stare like an American tourist at the ancient stone buildings. Many of them were crumbling, yet they still had a fairy-tale air to them, a European magic, as if there should be a sign out in front of each, boasting “Cinderella slept here.” 

It was harder to walk up the hill than he’d anticipated, every step sending flames of pain through his leg. But that was a good thing. It counteracted the glacier of fear that threatened to turn his circulatory system into a solid block of ice. 

Finally he was there. At the bakery. 

Marlise lived above it, Joe had said. Looking up, Charles could see windows above the storefront. But there was only one door—the one leading into the shop. 

He heard them before he saw them. The clatter of feet on the street that could only be made by German army-issue boots. The hair on the back of his neck stood straight up, and he turned. Four Nazi soldiers in full uniform. Heading straight toward him. Or maybe toward the bakery. He didn’t wait to find out which. 

A narrow alley separated the building from the one next door. He didn’t slow down or speed up. He just kept on moving, as if that alley had been his intended destination. Dear, sweet Jesus. What if instead of helping Cybele, he led the Germans directly to her? 

There was no door along the side of the building, and he went around to the back. 

Again, there was only one door, and it belonged to the bakery. It was ajar, the fragrant scent of fresh bread floating out of the kitchen. He hobbled up the steps, and inside, and . . . 

And there was Cybele. Sitting in the kitchen with a heavily pregnant woman. 

The woman, Marlise, made a small squeak of surprise as he stepped through the door without knocking. 

“I’m so sorry—we have no work today,” she said. “Nor scraps to spare—” 

Cybele’s eyes widened only slightly at the sight of him. She stopped Marlise with a hand on her arm. “He’s a friend of mine,” she said quietly. “I think it must be urgent.” 

Marlise turned away, as if she didn’t want to see and remember his face. 

“A cup of water for my friend,” Cybele said, her eyes still on Charles’s face, “and then we’ll go.” 

Marlise pointed to the sink, and Cybele quickly washed out a cup, then filled it with water. 

Charles realized he was dripping with perspiration. He wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt, then took the cup, his fingers briefly touching hers. Her hand was trembling. 

“Merci,” he started to say as he handed the cup back to her, but she put one finger to her lips. 

Cybele set down the cup, then led him back out the door, watching, ready to reach for him if he had trouble on the steps. 

She was silent as she led the way farther into the alley, away from the bakery door. But then she turned to face him. 

“I know this can’t be good news,” she whispered. “So don’t try to make it bearable, Charles.” 

His name was melodious in its French rendition, soft and sweet on her lips. 

“Just say it,” she begged him. 

So he did. “Andre Lague is dead. Shot by the Nazis.” 

She closed her eyes, drawing in a deep breath. “And the children?” 

“I don’t know,” he told her. “I didn’t hear anything about any children.” 

“Andre and Mattise were hiding over a dozen children—Jews and Gypsies—in their attic.” 

There was no way those children could have remained undiscovered. Not with the Nazis searching chez Lague. He knew that, and she knew it, too. 

She was still trembling despite her attempts to steady herself and he couldn’t help it. He put his arms around her, pulling her close. She clung to him, and he was astonished by both her softness and her strength. 

He heard his cane clatter to the ground as the entire world seemed to slow, as the earth itself seemed to grind to a halt. 

She fit against him so perfectly, he wanted to weep. Instead he breathed in her sweet scent, closing his eyes as he felt the warmth of the sun on his face, as he felt his heart pounding. 

Andre Lague was dead, but Charles was alive. And Cybele was alive, too. 

He lifted his head to look down at her, at the way the sunlight shimmered on her eyelashes, the way it lit her delicate nose and cheeks. 

Her eyes looked bruised and a little dazed, as if she weren’t quite certain where or even who she was. She searched his face in surprise as he gazed at her, and he knew, at this moment, he was unable to hide anything he was feeling. It was all right there, in his eyes. 

His fear, and his intense relief at finding her safe. His grief and his anger over the death of her friend. And all his smoldering, selfish desire, his petty physical needs. His weaknesses and his self-disgust, his very knowledge that to kiss her the way he wanted would be wrong. It was all there for her to see as surely as if he’d been stripped naked. 

He saw something wild flare in her eyes, and she stood on her toes, pulling his mouth down to hers as she hissed, “Kiss me! Quick!” 

She nearly knocked him over, pushing him back against the brick building, out of the sunlight and into the shadows. She had turned to fire in his arms, her mouth burning his, her arms entwined around his neck, one leg encircling his, the softness of her thighs open to him as if she wanted . . . As if . . . 

Charles pulled her tightly against him, filling his hands with the soft curve of her rear end, angling his head to kiss her harder, deeper. Dear God. He found the edge of her skirt as well, as he kissed her again and again. Reaching up, he ran the palm of his hand against the silken smoothness of her thigh. 

He felt her fingers on the buckle of his belt, and his heart nearly stopped. Did she want? . . . Was she going to? . . . 

He heard it then, the sound of leering male laughter, and he broke free from Cybele’s kiss to see three German soldiers looking out at them from the open bakery door. 

Cybele pulled him back to her, kissing him again, her eyes open for a moment as she looked at him. And he understood. 

She’d known the soldiers were there from the start. This wasn’t real. She wanted the Germans to think they’d met here in this alley for a sexual liaison, rather than to discuss the devastating death of their comrade in the Resistance. 

This wasn’t real. His relief was mixed with a rush of disappointment so strong, he knew that if she’d actually unfastened his pants, if this hadn’t been pretense on her part, he would have made love to her right there in that alley, without any thought to who might be watching, without any thought to the child they could well conceive. 

And without any thought to Joe, who loved her, or Jenny, his wife, to whom Charles had vowed to be faithful. 

But it wasn’t real, and no matter how badly he wanted Cybele, he couldn’t have her. All he had were these next few moments, this period of make-believe until the Germans tired of watching. 

So Charles kissed her. 

Not fiercely, as they’d kissed just seconds ago, not hungrily, not that explosive wrestling match of lips and tongues that had made him ache with wanting to thrust himself deeply and just as savagely inside of her. 

No, this time he kissed her slowly. He made his lips soft and he took her mouth gently, almost lazily—but much more thoroughly than before. 

This time he took his time and tasted her, memorized her. 

Loved her. 

She melted, somehow managing to nestle herself even more completely against him. 

He knew he should have been ashamed—there was no way she could miss his arousal. Her friend was dead, and here was Charles, clearly ready for a quick roll. He deserved a slap across the face for his insensitivity. But she didn’t pull away. She just held on to him, kissing him slowly, sweetly, until long after the Germans had gone back into the shop. 

Finally she stepped back, and he let her pull free from his arms. He stood leaning against the bricks with his eyes closed, waiting for her to speak. Dreading what she might say. 

He heard her ragged breathing as she tried to catch her breath, heard her clear her throat. “Please, Charles, forgive me—” 

“Don’t.” He opened his eyes as he sharply cut her off. “You know damn well I don’t need an apology from you. I sure as hell have no intention of telling you I’m sorry, because I’m not.” 

“En français,” she whispered, glancing toward the bakery door. 

He couldn’t say what he needed to say to her in French. He didn’t know the words. But then again, he probably didn’t know the words in English, either. 

He refastened his belt and picked up his cane, silently cursing the pain in his leg. Funny how he hadn’t noticed it at all with his hand up Cybele’s skirt. He didn’t know which was more awkward and unwieldy, his stiff leg or the fact that even now he was still almost completely aroused. 

Maybe now she’d finally realize he wasn’t any kind of hero. 

“We need to get you home, back safely inside,” she told him, trying her best to sound normal, as if mere moments ago her tongue hadn’t been in his mouth, as if her body hadn’t been warm against him, as if her very soul hadn’t touched his. Moving painfully, he followed her out of the alley. “Then I’ll go to Lague’s—” 

“That’s too dangerous,” he told her harshly. Jesus Christ, did she want to die? 

She didn’t meet his eyes. “I’ll be careful.” 

“If you’re going, I’m going, too.” 

“That’s crazy!” 

“Exactly.” 

She was clearly dying to say more, but there were other people on the street, and Charles’s French was too awful. They went down the hill as quickly as he could manage, through the front gate, and around to the back of the house. She all but pushed him through the kitchen door. 

“Joe’s already gone there, looking for you,” he told her. “Let’s wait for him to return before—” 

“Those children,” she said. “Two of them were mine.” 

Two of them were? . . . 

“They were staying here,” she explained. “In my attic. Two girls. Simone and little Rachel—she’s only four years old. But then, after you arrived, the weather was so hot, and I was afraid your being here would put them in danger. . . .” She was trembling again. “I sent them to Andre’s, to assure their safety.” 

Oh, God. “Will they talk?” Charles gripped her shoulders and all but shook her. “Do they know your name?” 

“They’re babies,” she said. “They knew nothing. Rachel called me Maman Belle.” Her lip trembled. “I need to go. If there’s even a chance . . .” 

“There’s not.” 

Charles and Cybele both looked up to see Joe standing in the door. He had tears in his eyes. “I was just there,” he said quietly. “The children were taken away in a truck. All of them.” 

Cybele was silent, her face terrible. “Where?” she whispered. 

Charles gazed at Joe, who met his eyes only briefly before looking away. The news wasn’t going to be good. 

“Where did they take them?” she said again, her voice paper thin in the stillness. 

Joe wiped away his tears with the back of his hand. He couldn’t answer, couldn’t speak. 

“Where?” Cybele said, louder now, pulling away from Charles. “Where did those monsters take my children? I’ll kill them. I’ll kill them! Every one of them!” 

She tried to push past Joe, to get out the door, but he caught her, held her. 

She fought him, slapping and kicking, and he simply endured until she collapsed against him. 

Cybele, who never cried, was sobbing as if her heart were breaking. 

Charles couldn’t move. He stood there, with his own heart in his throat, unable to say or do anything. 

As he watched, her knees gave out. She crumpled to the floor and Joe went with her, his arms still around her. He was crying, too, rocking her in his arms. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry, Cybele. I don’t know where they were taken. There’s no way I could know such a thing.” 

“But there must be rumors. There are always rumors.” She pulled back to look at him, her breathing coming in ragged gasps. She searched Joe’s eyes, and her face crumpled. “To one of the death camps,” she breathed. 

“Cherie, it’s only a rumor. We don’t know for sure.” 

As Charles stood there and watched Cybele cry, he knew there was nothing he wouldn’t do to help stop this woman’s grief and pain. 

Nothing. 

But there was nothing he could do. 

Absolutely nothing. 




Chapter 11



DAVID HAD FALLEN asleep in his clothes. 

Which was a good thing, because apparently he wasn’t aware of the pounding on his door. He also wasn’t aware when the door opened. But he sure as hell came to fast enough when the overhead lights switched on. 

He must’ve been sleeping with his eyes slightly open. It was as if one second he was in a cave, the next he was on the surface of the sun. He shut them tightly. “Jeez, Bran—” 

“David!” 

He squinted up at . . . 

“Nightshade?” 

He blinked, and sure enough, it was Mallory. 

He reached down, checking to make sure he wasn’t lying there spread-eagled and naked, the way he did nearly every night in his attempt to save money by not turning on the bank account–sucking air conditioner. His hand encountered clothing. Bathing suit, T-shirt. Thank you, God. 

“You actually wear your glasses to bed?” 

He sat up. “No, of course not,” he said, then realized that he did, indeed, still have his glasses on. “Well, not all the time.” 

“David, I’m really sorry I woke you, but it’s kind of an emergency.” 

An emergency. His sleep-fogged mind was slowly coming back on-line. Mallory had gone out with Brandon after the photo shoot. He’d dreaded hearing her come home with him, knowing the two of them were in Bran’s apartment downstairs, together. 

But Mallory wasn’t downstairs. She was here. Alone. 

“Emergency,” he said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed and standing up. “Are you all right? What do you need? What can I do?” 

She smiled wanly. “Brandon is such a jerk.” 

Oh, God. David felt sick. “What did he do to you?” 

“He didn’t do anything except ditch me when I needed help. I’m fine—it’s Tom who’s not feeling so fresh.” 

“Tom?” 

“Do you have a car?” 

“Yeah. It’s kind of old, but I can usually get it to start. Who’s Tom?” 

“My uncle.” She took his hand and pulled him toward the door. “Remember, I told you about him?” 

“The Navy SEAL.” Mallory was holding his hand. Was this some kind of weird, wonderful dream? 

David caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror as she led him out the door. His hair looked like a bad accident. No way was this a dream. If he were dreaming, he’d at least let himself look more like James Bond and less like Jerry Lewis. 

“He says he wasn’t drinking, but he’s, like, completely trashed,” Mallory told him as they went down the stairs. “I don’t know what he’s taken. I don’t know anything anymore. If you’d told me an hour ago that Tom was on something mind-altering, I would’ve told you you were full of shit. But he’s like . . . he can’t even sit up. I need to get him back to my uncle Joe’s.” 

David stopped short as he saw him. Tom was a big man, and he was sprawled on his side near the last of the tiger lilies. “Maybe we should take him to the hospital.” 

“Not if he’s high,” Mallory said. “He’s career Navy. If he’s using . . .” Her voice shook. “If he’s using . . .” 

“If he’s on something, Mal, the hospital is the best place for him to be.” 

She nodded. “Yeah, I know, but . . . Let’s take him to Uncle Joe’s first, okay?” She was really upset about this, on the verge of total meltdown. 

“Absolutely,” David said. “Let me pull my car up onto the lawn instead of trying to wrestle your uncle out to the street. He looks pretty heavy.” 

“He is.” 

He gently freed his hand from her death grip. “I need to run upstairs and get my keys.” 

He moved quickly and was almost at the top when she called to him. “David.” 

He turned to see her looking up at him. In the dim streetlight, her face was only a smudge of pale. Nightshade at her most vulnerable. 

“Thank you,” she said softly. “I know what a pain in the ass this must be since you’ve got to get to work so early—” 

“Forget about that,” he said. “It’s no big deal. I’ll be down in a sec.” 

“Charles.” 

Joe had left the light on in the hallway, and in the dimness, he saw Charles’s eyelids flutter. 

He spoke a little louder. “Ashton, wake up.” 

Charles’s eyes opened, but they were glazed from the combined haze of painkillers and sleep. “Another air raid?” he rasped, speaking in his horrendously accented French. 

“No.” There hadn’t been an air raid for close to sixty years. “It’s Tom.” 

As Joe watched, Charles made the journey from 1944 to all the way to today. Who said there was no such thing as time travel? 

“Tom.” When Charles looked at Joe again, his eyes were sharper. “Your Tom?” 

“Mallory—my niece Angela’s daughter—just brought him home.” Joe moved his friend’s walker to the bed. “He’s in pretty bad shape, but he’s refusing to go to the hospital. I’m going to need your help.” 

Kelly sat up, her heart pounding, instantly awake as she turned on the light on her bedside table. 

There it was again—a soft knock on her door. 

Didn’t it figure that as soon as she finally fell asleep someone would need her? 

But who was it? 

“Dad?” It seemed unlikely he’d make it up the stairs with his walker. Besides, she’d programmed the number for her private line into his phone. If he needed her, all he had to do was hit the speed dial. 

“Dr. Ashton?” It wasn’t her father. The voice from the other side of the door was young and decidedly female. 

But who the heck . . . ? Who would have come into the house? Who would have the key? Whoever it was, it definitely wasn’t Mrs. Lerner, the cleaning lady. 

“Just a sec.” Kelly pulled back the covers and climbed out of bed. Her robe was on the floor, but the belt that tied it together was nowhere to be found. It was just as well—it was too warm for a robe, and her makeshift pajamas, an old T-shirt and a pair of red plaid boxers, covered her perfectly. 

She opened the door, pushing her hair back out of her face. 

“I’m really sorry to bother you, Dr. Ashton.” The young girl standing self-consciously out in the hallway looked familiar. She was dressed in teenaged contradictions—a body-hugging tank top and a too-large pair of cargo pants that exposed both her glitteringly pierced belly button and the top edge of her underpants. Her hair was dyed an impossible shade of black, and her eyes were light brown, and . . . They should have been hazel. Of course. If her eyes had been more hazel than brown, Kelly would’ve recognized her right away. 

“Mallory Paoletti,” she said. “My God, I haven’t seen you since you were in fifth grade. What are you doing here? Are you okay?” 

There was a boy—a young man, really—standing just behind her, his clothes and hair rumpled as if, like Kelly, he’d been pulled out of bed. Or maybe he’d worked for hours with gel and hairspray to get that effect with his hair. It was hard to tell. 

“There’s a problem,” Mallory said. “But it’s not me, it’s Tom.” 

Kelly glanced at the young man again. “Tom?” 

“No, he’s David,” Mallory said. “Tom’s downstairs with Uncle Joe and Mr. Ashton. You know, Tom. My uncle?” 

Tom. “Yes, of course I know Tom. What’s wrong?” 

“They’re arguing about what to do. Tom says he’s not drunk, that he had an accident a few months ago, but he doesn’t want to go to the hospital to get himself checked out.” Mallory gestured to David again. “David thinks he should go see a doctor, because he was really out of it even just a few minutes ago, but see, David’s not obsessed with being a macho he-man. He thinks with his brain, not with his penis.” 

David winced, as if he suspected Mallory’s comment hadn’t exactly been a compliment, as if he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted his penis to be the topic of this or any discussion. 

Kelly didn’t blame him. She was entirely confused. “Tom’s downstairs, and he’s . . . not drunk, but . . . ?” 

“You’re a doctor, right?” Mallory persisted. 

“A pediatrician,” Kelly told her. 

“Perfect,” Mallory said. “Because right now Tom’s acting like a real baby.” 

Tom was okay, as long as he sat with his head down nearly between his knees, with his hands clamped around the back of his neck. 

The word okay was relative. At this point in time, it meant that the world wasn’t shaking and shimmying, and he was no longer seeing that world doubled and blurred and through a haze of gray. The odds he was going to puke up his dinner were down to about fifty-fifty, and the roaring in his ears had dropped to a persistent but manageable hum. 

“I’m okay,” he said for the fifty-thousandth time. And compared to the way he’d felt just a short time ago, he was. “I just want to go to bed. I want to take a shower and I want to lie down for about eight hours.” 

“You were in the hospital for how long?” Charles asked. 

Joe was silent—too silent—sitting across from Tom at the cottage’s kitchen table. 

“Not very long,” Tom said, not daring to look up at Joe. 

“Yes, I think that was what you said before, and I was actually looking for something a little more specific, like two days. Or overnight. Or three months. Or—” 

“Not very long,” Tom repeated, enunciating as clearly as possible. “Look, Mr. Ashton, I’m okay—” 

“Yes, I believe you said that before, as well. Forgive us if we’re skeptical, considering right now you look like shit on a stick.” For an old dying guy hooked up to an oxygen tank and leaning on a walker, Charles Ashton was a real son of a bitch. 

Joe stood. “That’s it. I’m taking him to the emergency room.” 

Tom finally looked up at his uncle. “Joe, please, you’ve got to trust me here.” 

Joe took his keys down from the wooden hanger that hung by the door. It was in the shape of a giant key—Tom had made it for him in sixth-grade wood-shop with a lot of love and not much skill or patience. It still hung there, carefully dusted and cared for as if it were some kind of work of art. “Get in the car, Tommy.” 

“No.” 

“Yes.” 

“What are you going to do, Joe, carry me?” 

“Don’t think that I won’t.” Joe was really mad, and just ready to try. 

“Look, going to the hospital would just be a waste of time.” Tom tried to sound reasonable, hoping Joe would do the same. “I know what the problem is—I pushed too hard, too soon. I’m getting older—” 

“He’s getting older,” Charles said darkly. “Shall I hit him with my walker or my oxygen tank?” 

“And it’s not as easy to bounce back from this kind of injury,” Tom finished. 

“From what kind of injury?” Joe exploded. “You’ve been here for days and this is the first I’ve heard of any injury.” 

“I’m sorry, but it’s not that big a deal. I didn’t want to worry you.” 

“If it’s really not that big a deal, then when you told me about it, I wouldn’t be worried, would I?” 

“Excuse me for thinking you had enough to worry about.” Tom couldn’t help it, his voice started getting louder, too. 

“Great, except now all I’m going to do is worry,” Joe countered. “Because I know something bad happens to you, you’re not going to call me!” 

“Look, I’m fine—” 

“You were in the hospital and you didn’t tell me!” 

“You were in the OSS and you won a fucking Medal of Honor, and you didn’t tell me!” 

Silence. Even Charles kept his mouth shut after that one. 

Tom pressed the tips of his fingers against his eyebrows, against the bridge of his nose. “Shit,” he swore softly, “I’m sorry, Joe. I’m just . . . I’m exhausted. I’ve had a tough night, and the last thing I want to do is go to some ER and get poked and prodded by some pain in the ass doctors all night long.” 

“How ’bout I look you over, take your blood pressure? Does that qualify as poking and prodding?” 

Kelly. Tom looked up to see her standing in the archway between the kitchen and the dining room. She was carrying her medical bag, and she came farther into the room, setting it down on the table. She was wearing what had to be her pajamas—an old Harvard T-shirt and red boxers that were about four sizes too big. There was nothing remotely sexy about it—except for the fact that she was wearing it. And that was enough. It gave a whole new meaning to the phrase “house call.” 

“Jesus.” Tom sat back. “Don’t touch me. I really need a shower.” 

She was undaunted, leaning over to look at him, to shine a little light from an ophthalmoscope into his eyes. “Just look straight at me,” she ordered, her fingers cool and firm beneath his chin. 

He was still dripping with sweat, and it wasn’t that fresh, clean, healthy sweat that came with regular physical exertion. It was sick sweat, cold and nasty and profoundly foul-smelling. He couldn’t look into her eyes, he couldn’t bear to. Instead, he focused on her forehead, just above her gracefully arched left eyebrow. 

She put down the scope and straightened up slightly, touching him with both hands, her fingers moving gently but methodically through his hair, across his scalp. “Did you fall at all tonight?” she asked. “Hit your head?” 

“Not tonight.” 

She wasn’t wearing a bra beneath her T-shirt, and as she reached around behind his head, Tom closed his eyes. He was definitely all right, his body returning to normal. Although that wasn’t something he wanted to advertise. Hey, look, Joe, I must be fine because once again, with Kelly Ashton standing directly in front of me, I’m unable to keep from thinking about sex. 

“I’m going to ask you some stupid questions, okay?” she said. “Let’s start with your name.” 

“Thomas J. Paoletti. You want rank and serial number, too?” 

“Nope. But today’s date would be nice.” 

“It’s 9 August. Minutes from 10 August.” 

“Very good. You want to tell me Joe’s phone number?” 

He rattled off the numbers, throwing in her private line at work for good measure. 

Kelly looked up from wrapping the blood pressure cuff around his arm. “Very impressive.” 

“I retain numbers. I still know the phone numbers and addresses of every apartment I lived in as a kid—and we moved around a lot. I’ll probably remember your work number when I’m eighty.” 

“I’m hoping to retire before then,” she said as she pumped the cuff full of air. “Why don’t you plan to call me a few decades earlier? I mean, as long as you know the number, you might as well make use of it. Too tight?” 

He shook his head. Was she actually flirting with him? As long as you know the number . . . That was definitely flirting, in public, too. And while he stank to high heaven. 

Across the table, Joe had sat down again, but it was only on the edge of his seat. He looked as if he were dying to speak. Mallory and a weird-looking kid he didn’t really recognize but he vaguely thought might’ve been named David were hovering anxiously in the archway that led to the dining room. Charles sat with his arms folded, like the king that he was, actually wearing a satin smoking jacket, critically surveying all that he owned. 

Kelly slipped the head of her stethoscope between the cuff and Tom’s arm, pressing his hand between her elbow and her hip. It felt good there. It would’ve felt even better if she’d been naked. 

She slowly let the air out of the cuff, listening intently. When she was done, she did it all over again. 

“Your blood pressure’s pretty close to perfect,” she finally told him, reaching down to take his pulse, her fingers against his wrist, her focus now on the face of her watch. 

Joe couldn’t hold it in any longer. “He could barely walk in here when Mallory and her friend brought him home.” 

“Pulse is strong,” Kelly reported. 

“You should also know,” Joe continued, “that he was in the hospital for some kind of head injury not too long ago.” 

Kelly looked at Joe. “It would probably be a good idea,” she agreed, “if Tom were to fill me in on the details of his previous injury, as well as exactly what happened tonight. But that’s up to him.” She turned to Tom. “Regardless of what you do or don’t decide to tell me, I’d like to talk to you privately. You feel up to tackling the stairs to the second floor?” 

“No problem,” Tom lied. This was it. If he could stand up and walk up the stairs without falling on his face, all talk about dragging him to the ER would probably stop. 

He stood and the world shifted slightly. “Mind if I take a quick shower first?” he asked Kelly, trying to draw her attention away from the fact that he wasn’t quite as steady as he’d thought, that he was holding on to the back of his chair. 

“Nope.” She didn’t miss a thing. “As long as you think you’re up to it. I’ll be up in five minutes.” 

She followed him out into the hall, as did Joe, and watched him every step up the stairs. 

Finally, he reached the top and he looked down at her. He’d started to sweat again, but she was too far away to see that. “Ta da,” he said. 

Or maybe she wasn’t too far away. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Don’t lock the bathroom door. You’ve got five minutes. Be out of the shower by then or I’m coming in after you.” 

“That a threat—or a promise?” he asked. 

God, what was he doing, saying something like that to Kelly? He’d meant to disarm her, to draw her attention away from the fact that climbing the stairs had damn near wrung the last of his energy from him. It was a tactic that had worked for him with female doctors and nurses in the past, designed to fluster and embarrass. 

“Sorry,” he said quickly. “That was . . . That wasn’t very nice. I beg your pardon.” 

He beat a quick retreat before he could say or do anything else stupid. 

Kelly took a deep breath as she stood outside of Tom’s bedroom door. 

Mallory had described the way she’d found Tom staggering through the carnival, as if he were drunk or high. He’d started to come around as Joe had helped bring him into the cottage, and apparently his first coherent words once he was home were “No hospital, no doctors.” 

When Tom realized Mal thought he was on drugs, he’d been quick to offer up the explanation of a relatively recent head injury and hospitalization, which had placated Mallory but sent Joe into a tizzy. 

Throughout all this, at least after Kelly had made the scene, Charles hadn’t coughed once. His color was good and he actually seemed to be enjoying himself, the old sadist. Or maybe it was being needed. Apparently Joe had awakened Charles, asking for his help. 

She’d have to keep that in mind. But right now she had to deal with Tom “No hospital, no doctors” Paoletti. She had to approach him as a friend, with the medical knowledge of a doctor, and convince him to go to a hospital. Not necessarily tonight—the fact that he was alert and coherent kept it from being a dire emergency—but certainly first thing tomorrow. 

Kelly squared her shoulders and knocked on Tom’s door. 

“It’s open.” 

She turned the doorknob, and there she was, about to step inside, invited into Tom’s bedroom for the first time in her life. 

There he was, too. Sitting on his bed in a pair of shorts and a fresh T-shirt, looking like a dream come true, all hard muscles and heavy-lidded eyes, his hair damp from his shower. 

He watched expressionlessly as she came in and closed the door behind her. 

Her heart was pounding as she glanced around the room she knew so well from her days of tree-house spying. It looked different from this perspective. Less exotic. Less mystical. His desk was small and bare. His dresser was freshly painted a gleaming white, his reading glasses, his wallet, a handful of change, and a comb on top. His closet door was tightly shut, his towel hanging on the outside knob. There was nothing on the floor besides his duffel bag in the corner—no clothes, no pile of books. 

This wasn’t his room anymore. It was just a room he stayed in while he visited. She knew what that was like. 

“Feel any better?” she asked. 

He moved his head noncommittally. 

God, she was nervous. She was used to patients she could charm with a stuffed animal or a funny hat. She was used to patients who didn’t have hair on their chests. 

Patients she didn’t have a crush on. 

She just had to be direct. To the point. “Who do you want me to be right now, Tom? Dr. Ashton? Or your friend Kelly?” 

He smiled at that, a flash of those impossibly adorable dimples. “Are the two really separable?” 

“No, not really. But while Dr. Ashton would politely pull up a chair and probably get nowhere in finding out what’s going on with you, Kelly would sit Indian style on the end of your bed and stay until she wrestled the truth from you.” 

“That could take all night,” he said. 

Kelly sat on the end of his bed. “Is that a threat or a promise?” 

He looked over at her sharply as she flashed hot and then cold. Oh, God, had she really said that? What was she doing? Was she actually hitting on a man who’d barely been able to climb a flight of stairs on his own? Tom needed her, and this couldn’t be helping. She stood up again. “Sorry. Wow. Bad timing, huh?” 

He was laughing incredulously. “Holy God. Are you, like . . .” He laughed again, shaking his head slightly. “You can’t be . . . serious, right?” 

Kelly couldn’t stand the fact that he was laughing at her, and her embarrassment was replaced by a surge of indignation. “Why can’t I be serious? I’ve always found you . . .” 

Oh, good grief, what was she saying? Her college roommate had had a word for men like Tom. Fuckable. Kelly and Evie had spent many nights near-hysterical with laughter, compiling a top ten list of men—mostly movie stars—who were one hundred percent fuckable. Which meant, they’d decided, that they’d fall into the arms and beds of any of those men without question, without comment, without objection. It was pure animal attraction, pure lust, pure sex. 

Not that either of them had ever done such a thing. Not even close. Evie had been as cautious as Kelly when it came to men. But it had been fun to pretend to be so daring and bold. 

And Tom Paoletti had been in Kelly’s top ten every single time. He wasn’t the kind of man a woman should dare to love. She’d learned that too well, all those years ago. But as far as that other verb went . . . 

Kelly pretended to be engrossed in the view from his windows. She could see the tree that held her tree house from one, see her own bedroom balcony from the other. So this was what it looked like from here. 

“You’ve always found me what?” Tom asked. 

Oh, drat. “I suppose it’s too late to say never mind.” 

He laughed. “Well, yeah. Unless this is a new doctoring technique. Giving the patient renewed will to live by increasing levels of curiosity and frustration.” 

She turned to face him. “I’m here as your friend, not your doctor. I don’t want to be your doctor.” 

“Great, then sit down.” When she started for the chair that was over by his desk, he added, “Over here. Friend.” 

He was watching her with those incredible Paoletti eyes, those windows to that wild Paoletti soul. The heat she could see in them was off the chart and she nearly tripped on the throw rug. 

It was like some kind of challenge, as if he were testing her to see just how real her vague, almost come-on had been. 

So she sat on his bed. Not as far away from him as she could be, but not too close, either. 

“You’ve always found me to be . . .” he said again. 

“Extremely attractive,” she said briskly. “Big deal. You know what you look like. Let’s drop this, okay? Tell me about your injury. What happened? How’d you end up in the hospital?” 

He was silent for a moment, just looking at her. But then he nodded as if he’d made up his mind to tell her the truth. 

“All right. I was on an op with my Troubleshooters, the SO squad from Team Sixteen,” he said. “These guys are the best, the elite of an already elite organization. I can’t tell you where we were. I can’t tell you what we were doing. All I can say is, we ended up clusterfucked—if you’ll pardon the expression. Trust me, it’s exactly what it sounds like. And once things started going wrong, they kept going wrong.” 

He told her about the helicopter going down, about the blast that had sent him flying. 

“Actually,” he added with a smile, “that was the okay part. It was landing that caused the problem. Let’s just say my dismount needs work.” 

God, he could actually joke about it. “Where did you hit?” she asked. 

“Where didn’t I hit?” he countered, then relented. “Like I said, I don’t remember much of it, but apparently I came down pretty hard on the left front of my head. I fractured my left temporal bone.” 

Kelly moved closer. “I know I did this downstairs, but . . . do you mind?” 

Tom shook his head, and she reached up, gently touching his head, lightly at first then a little bit harder. Now that she was looking, she could see the tiny red scar from his surgery. It was so small, it was almost invisible. “Let me know if anything hurts,” she murmured. 

“It’s mutual, you know,” he said suddenly. “This attraction thing.” 

His face was about five inches from hers, his leg close enough for her to feel his body heat. His gaze dropped to her mouth for several long seconds, and Kelly knew it. This was it. After waiting for a lifetime, Tom Paoletti was finally going to kiss her again. 

“It’s extremely mutual,” he said again. And then he pulled back, away from her. “But there’re a few more details you need to understand before this goes any further.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “I was in a coma for weeks, this injury could well be career ending, and I think I’m losing my mind, big time.” 

For weeks he was in a coma? . . . 

“I’ve been seeing this guy,” he said. “And I don’t know if he’s real or if he’s some paranoid figment caused by—” He choked on the words. “—brain damage from my injury. He’s called the Merchant. He’s a terrorist, Kelly.” 

He was watching for her reaction, and she knew she gave him a big one there. “A terrorist. You mean, like, a terrorist?” 

“Yeah, I know,” he said. “It sounds nuts.” 

“Tom, are you—” 

“I need to tell you all of it,” he said. “Just let me get it all out, and then if you have any questions . . .” 

Kelly nodded. Fair enough. A terrorist . . . 

She listened as he told her about the Merchant, a man who delivered death for money. The Paris embassy bombing in ’96 was apparently his handiwork. Tom had been part of a team sent to catch him. 

“I lived and breathed him for months, preparing to go up against him. It was like a government approved obsession,” he told her. “My team studied the son of a bitch until we’d be able to recognize him in a dark room at midnight while wearing blindfolds. I knew him so well, Kelly, I swear, I could think like the bastard—anticipate his every move. When his cell—his team—was tracked to England, we moved in, ready to take him down. We would’ve, too, if we could have operated without the restrictions from the bureaucrats. Instead, it was a goatfuck. Again, excuse me.” 

Kelly laughed despite herself, despite the seriousness of what he was telling her. “A goatfuck this time. Is that better or worse than a clusterfuck?” 

“It’s messier.” Tom’s smile was rueful. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to offend you. That language just kind of slips out when I talk about this shit.” He winced. “Sorry.” 

“Do I look offended?” 

His gaze was almost palpable. “You look . . .” He shook his head, looking away, exhaling a burst of air. “I’ve got to tell you the rest of this before . . .” He cleared his throat. “We went in—badly—and the shooting started almost immediately. That’s my definition of a goat, you know, fuck. When the shooting starts. SEALs operate very quietly. We’re trained to insert and extract covertly. No one knows we’re there until long after we’re gone—if then. But once you start firing an MP4 submachine gun, people tend to notice you. Our plan was to go in and grab the Merchant silently. I don’t even know what went wrong—who started shooting first—but suddenly we were in the middle of a firefight. And the Merchant ran. The bastard escaped. 

“According to allegedly reliable sources, he was seriously injured. And when he dropped out of sight—and it’s been years since anyone’s heard anything from him—a lot of people presumed he’d died.” 

“But not you.” 

“I try not to make a habit of ever presuming anything.” Tom rubbed his forehead as if his head was hurting badly again. “So okay. Here I am. Years later. In the middle of an entirely new clusterfuck. The helo goes down, and the blast knocks me on my head. I come to a few minutes later, and even though I’ve got a headache from hell, I figure everything’s cool, I can stand up, I remember my name—I’m going to be okay.” 

“The lucid interval,” Kelly said softly. Even with extremely severe head injuries, there tended to be some amount of time, as much as an hour or two, before internal bleeding caused coma. 

“Exactly. And right on schedule, a few hours later, my vision’s tunneling. I’m checking out. My XO, Jazz Jacquette, literally carries me to safety, but it’s fifteen hours before I hit the nearest ER, and by that time, I’m in a pretty deep coma. Apparently, there was both epidural and subdural hemorrhages putting pressure on my brain. The surgeon drills a little hole in my skull, drains whatever needs to be drained, ties off whatever needs to be tied off, monkeys around in there, doing God knows what. A few weeks later, I wake up.” 

A few weeks? God, he was lucky. 

“And I’m the miracle man, because everything still works. There’s no apparent brain damage. I can talk, I can walk, I can read and write. I remember just about everything—there’s no huge chunk of my life missing. I go through all the tests with flying colors. Except for one. And it wasn’t even a real test.” 

He’d pushed himself back so that he was leaning against the headboard of his bed, and he sat there now, with his elbows on his knees, head in his hands. 

“First day back on CONUS,” Tom told her, “that’s Continental United States, in Navyspeak—I have a little run-in with a rear admiral who was trying to downsize and eliminate Team Sixteen.” He shifted, resting his head back against the wall. “I got a little too angry.” 

He told her evenly about the psych evaluations, the medical reports, the conclusion that his injury had caused his aggressive behavior, the required convalescent leave. Kelly knew it wasn’t easy for him to tell her any of this. 

“When I go back, I’ve got to convince the Navy shrinks and doctors that I’m up to speed or else it’s thank you very much and welcome back to the civilian world, Mr. Paoletti,” he said. “I came here believing that my career is riding on my ability to get mentally healthy over the next thirty days.” 

Tom sat forward, gazing directly into her eyes. “But now that I’ve started spotting international terrorists in Baldwin’s Bridge, I’m wondering if I’m suffering from some kind of weird injury-related paranoia. For the first time in my life, I’m doubting myself, Kelly.” His voice broke, and he faltered. “I need to know if I’m fit for command, or if my career’s over.” 

Kelly didn’t know what to say, didn’t know what to do. But he wasn’t finished. 

“I’m telling you this for a couple of reasons,” he continued. “Obviously, I need to find a doctor I can trust—someone I can have faith in to be dead honest with me about what’s going on here. Also obviously, after tonight, I need another CAT scan, to find out if something’s started bleeding inside my head again. I doubt it, but I have to make sure. I need to find out more about this paranoia crap, too. I need to know what the hell’s real and what’s not.” 

He took a deep breath, letting it out in a rush. “Okay. Lecture’s over. Any questions from the captive audience?” 

Questions. God. She had about four thousand. 

“Terrorists,” Kelly said. “Plural. You said you’ve spotted terrorists—more than one?” 

“Oh, yeah, tonight’s bullshit.” He winced. “Sorry.” 

“I know the word,” she told him. “I’ve even used it upon occasion. I’ve used the other words, too, and . . . Just tell me what happened tonight.” 

He did, in that matter-of-fact, reporter-dry manner, as if his career, his life weren’t on the verge of destruction. The convenience store. The man with the eyeball tattoo on his hand. It was pretty gutsy to mark his people so visibly on the hand, but that was always part of this Merchant’s deal. Apparently, just seeing that tattoo was enough to make most people scared to death. 

As Tom went on, Kelly closed her eyes, picturing him running after a man on a bike, just a short time out of the hospital after a near-fatal head injury. He described the dizziness, the tunnel vision that had hit him at the carnival. 

“All of a sudden, I realize I’m in a crowd of people who’ve all got the Merchant’s mark on the back of their hands. It was like a nightmare, Kelly. For a minute, I was sure I’d gone completely insane.” 

His hands were shaking, just from recounting it, and Kelly couldn’t help herself. She reached out and held on to him. 

“And then I realized,” he told her, his voice barely more than a whisper, “it wasn’t a tattoo. It was a hand stamp from the carnival. I can only assume that the guy in the Honey Farms—that the mark on his hand was from the carnival, too. I see one thing, and my mind turns it into something else. Something sinister. Sounds pretty goddamned paranoid, huh?” His voice shook. “If that’s the case, then Admiral Tucker’s right in wanting me gone. There’s no room for me in the SEAL teams.” 

He’d been holding her hand tightly, but just like that, he loosened his grip. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to get all weird on you.” 

He tried to pull away, but Kelly wouldn’t let him go. “You spend an awful lot of time apologizing to me.” 

Tom nodded. “I have this overwhelming urge to tell you I’m sorry about that, but somehow I suspect that would be the wrong thing to say.” 

Kelly laughed, emotion balled tightly in her chest. She was on the verge of tears. Again. How many times could a person cry in one night? Shouldn’t there be some sort of daily limit to emotional outbursts? Although, if there were, she’d probably built up a lifetime supply from holding it all inside during those years she’d lived with her father and then Gary. 

And after what Tom had just told her, this was not a time to be reserved. Reaching up, she touched his face. “Thank you for telling me all this,” she said softly. “I won’t tell anyone—not even Joe. I promise. Not unless you want me to.” 

His skin was warm, his cheek slightly rough against her palm. He’d shaved this morning, but this morning had been hours and hours ago. 

“Kelly, you did hear everything I just said, right? I’m probably crazy. And I’m twenty-eight days from being unemployed. And homeless. I live on base, so I’ll have to move out, and—” 

“But you’re not alone,” she countered. “I’ll help you. I know one of the top neurosurgeons in Boston. In the world. He’s brilliant—you can trust him, I promise. I’ll go with you to see him, if you want. He’ll schedule a CAT scan for you first thing tomorrow and—” 

“But you’re a doctor. I trust you.” 

Oh, God. “I can’t be your doctor. You need a specialist. Besides, I don’t want to be your doctor. I want . . .” 

Kelly didn’t think. She didn’t plan. She didn’t anticipate or analyze. She just leaned forward and kissed Tom Paoletti. 

His lips were warm and impossibly soft. He tasted like toothpaste—he must’ve brushed his teeth right before she came up to his room. 

It was a small kiss, a gentle, brief one, not deep and lingering, not soul shattering and near orgasmic, not at all the way she’d remembered kissing Tom had been. 

She’d surprised the hell out of him—and out of herself as well. 

She stared at him, and he stared back at her for what seemed like twenty minutes, but was probably more like twenty seconds. 

Then he spoke. “I’m crazy. Hello? Didn’t you understand what I just told you?” His laughter was edged with a dangerous-sounding desperation. “Christ, and then you kiss me anyway. Where’s your common sense, Ashton? What were you thinking?” 

She shook her head. “You’re not crazy. You might still be suffering side effects from your injury, but—” 

“Those side effects could be permanent and you know it,” he said harshly. 

Hearing the pain in his voice, Kelly reached for him again. She put her arms around him and held him close. Lord, it was like hugging an unyielding mountain. But this mountain had a heart. With her head against his shoulder, she could hear Tom’s heart racing. 

It didn’t take very long for him to relent. He put his arms around her, too, tentatively, though, almost reluctantly touching her hair. 

“I can help you,” she whispered. “I don’t know that much about head injuries as serious as the one you’ve had, but I can certainly look up the information. I’ll find out whatever I can. And we’ll get you that CAT scan, too.” 

His arms tightened around her. “Thanks.” He shifted, pushing her back so that he was holding her by her shoulders, a full arm’s-length away. “But, Kelly, look. I think—” 

She knew what he thought. And it was time for him to find out what she thought. She took hold of his arms, too, all but shaking him. “It’s possible you’ve had permanent damage that’s making you misinterpret and assign some kind of negative meaning to the things you see. But it’s also possible that this paranoia, or whatever you want to call it, will fade in time—like the headaches and dizziness you’ve been having. It’s probable that you simply need more time to recuperate. Maybe even more than thirty days.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t have more than thirty days.” 

“Tom, if you fractured your leg, you wouldn’t be kicked out of the Navy if it didn’t heal in thirty days, would you?” 

“No, of course not.” 

“What’s the difference?” she persisted. 

He frowned at her as if suddenly just aware that instead of holding her at a full arm’s-length, he was now gripping her by the elbows. Her thigh was pressed against his. She was all but sitting on his lap. 

“Maybe you should go,” he said. “I thought if I told you everything, then you’d . . .” 

She gazed at him. “What?” 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But there are a hell of a lot of options to choose from besides kissing me. Jesus.” 

God, he was back to that again. Kelly’s temper flared. “I’m sorry if it was that awful. I didn’t think, I just did it, all right? If I’d been thinking, I would’ve just kept wanting to kiss you—without ever daring to do it. At least this way, I’ve done it. Now I know. And so what, all right? Obviously, in my memory, I exaggerated the reality. It was actually kind of pedestrian, if you want to know the truth.” 

“Pedestrian?” Tom laughed in disbelief. “Well, sure. You gave me absolutely no warning, no body language clues, nothing. It was like some kind of blitz-kiss. A hit and run. It was a bad excuse for half a kiss.” 

That was it. She was now completely humiliated. Kelly tried to pull away, but this time he wouldn’t let her go. She opened her mouth to say . . . what? She wasn’t sure what she intended to tell him, but she suddenly couldn’t speak. 

Because he was about to kiss her. 

And boy, did she see it coming. He gave her plenty of warning. He moved slowly. He even stopped with his lips the merest whisper from hers. 

“Now I know I’m crazy,” he breathed. 

And then he kissed her. 

He brushed his lips against hers in the most tinglingly delicate caress. He kissed her again, still gently, but parting her lips with his tongue, tasting her, sweetly claiming her mouth. 

Kelly melted. This was the kiss she remembered. When he would’ve pulled back, she kissed him again, wanting more. For years, she’d wanted more. 

There was a knock on the door, and it swung open. It was Joe, and there was no way in hell he could’ve missed Kelly’s guilty leap back, away from Tom. 

Kelly couldn’t bring herself to look at either of them. 

“Sorry.” Joe cleared his throat, as embarrassed as she was. “What’s the verdict?” 

Tom cleared his throat, too. “I’m fine.” 

“I was asking Kelly.” 

“Tom’s going to go to the hospital,” Kelly reported as briskly as she possibly could, “but not until the morning. I’m going to take him into Boston for a CAT scan then.” 

“Good.” Joe looked from Tom to Kelly and back again. “Good.” He started to swing the door closed again. “I’ll walk Charles back to the house.” 

Kelly nearly leapt for the door. “Oh,” she said, “no, I’ll do that. I was . . . just leaving.” 

But Joe was already gone, and she was alone again with Tom. 

“Why don’t we go into Boston in the morning,” she said, still trying to be brisk, still unable to look at him, “but not until rush hour’s over. About nine-thirty?” 

“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.” 

She turned to leave. 

“Kelly.” 

“Don’t apologize,” she said. “Don’t you dare. That was . . .” God, just say it. How would he ever know how she felt unless she opened her mouth and said it? She turned to face him, looked him straight in the eye. “It was incredible. And I’m looking forward to doing it again. Maybe after we have dinner tomorrow night?” 

Well, she’d surprised him again, that much was obvious. He didn’t seem to know what to say, and Kelly tried not to die inside. It was possible he didn’t think kissing her was so incredible. It was possible he’d only done it to prove a point, to make sure she knew he wasn’t pedestrian. It was possible he had no intention of kissing her ever again. 

As she watched, Tom rubbed his forehead, put pressure on the bridge of his nose. “So, I guess crazy’s not a problem for you, huh?” 

Kelly had to laugh at that, despite the fact that she wasn’t really sure which was worse—the idea that Tom might be imagining the Merchant, or the idea that there really was a terrorist here in Baldwin’s Bridge. “You always had the reputation for being a little crazy back in high school. Besides, side effects from a head injury don’t really qualify as being clinically crazy.” 

He looked up at her. “I hope you don’t believe everything you heard about me in high school.” 

“Only the good stuff.” 

Tom smiled. “God, was there any good stuff?” 

Oh, yeah. Not that her mother would have agreed with her definition of good. Kelly opened his door. “I’ll see you in the morning. But if you want to go to the hospital tonight, just call. I can be over here in a minute if you need me.” 

“Kelly.” He stopped her again. “Everything I told you—about the Merchant? I need you to—” 

“I won’t tell anyone,” she told him. “You know that.” 

He nodded. “I just had to say it.” 

She looked back at him, her hand on the doorknob. “What if you’re not imagining this?” she asked. “What if you really did see this man?” 

“Then I figure out what his target is, and I stop him,” Tom said. 

He made the near impossible sound so easy. But he said it with such confidence, Kelly found herself believing him. 

Believing in him. 

“Until I know for certain that I am nuts, I’ve got to act as if the threat is real,” he added. “I’ve got some . . . friends coming into town in a few days to help me out.” 

“You’ve got friends here in town, too,” she told him. 

“Yeah.” He smiled. “I know.” 




Chapter 12



10 August 

IT HAD BEEN a very bad night. 

The pain had kept rousing Charles from a deep sleep, and the fact that he had kept the light on had woken him up the rest of the way. 

He’d been sleeping with the light on, like a scared four-year-old, because without it, he’d been certain he could see the dark shape of Death in the shadows. 

Waiting for him. Sitting silently in the rocking chair in the corner of his room. 

Charles had decided last night that he hated knowing he was dying. He’d wished at least a thousand times he hadn’t gone to see that prepubescent child in a doctor’s white coat who only pretended he was old enough to shave. 

Of course, if he hadn’t gone to see the seemingly twelve-year-old Dr. Grant, he wouldn’t have been given the prescription for the pills that at least took the cutting edge off his pain. 

The pills that weren’t working quite so well anymore. 

If Charles could have his choice, death would come in a completely unsuspecting flash. One moment he’d be there, and the next—blessedly painlessly—he’d be gone. 

He was starting to become a big fan of nuclear annihilation. 

At 5:07 A.M., he dragged himself—literally—out of bed. Climbing the stairs up to the attic was a pain in the ass—also literally—but once up there, it took him about four seconds to find what he was looking for. 

Even though he hadn’t touched the damned duffel bag in nearly sixty years. 

So now here he was, at not yet six A.M., sitting on the deck that overlooked the ocean—his ocean—cleaning the souvenirs he’d brought home with him after the Fifty-fifth had pushed all the way into Germany and crushed Hitler’s army back in ‘45. 

Souvenirs. Hah. 

A Luger nine millimeter. At nearly two pounds, it was almost too heavy for his illness-weakened arms, but at one time it had fit almost perfectly in his hand. It was in mint condition—well cared for by the German officer who had owned it previously. 

But the Luger, as sought after by collectors as it was, had no value to Charles—not compared to the beat-up Walther PPK he’d also brought back to the States. It was lighter than the Luger, smaller, easier to carry concealed beneath clothing. But unlike the Luger, it wasn’t handmade. Side by side, the Luger was a work of art, the Walther no more than a functional tool of destruction. 

But the Walther had belonged to Cybele. She’d touched it, held it, worn it beneath her clothes, close to the warmth of her skin. She’d taken it from the wreckage of a downed German plane, off the body of a German Luftwaffe officer, long before Charles had met her. She’d given it to him when . . . 

Christ. He didn’t want to think about any of that. 

He’d wasted a lot of money shipping these guns home. Souvenirs. Bah. He’d put them into the attic right away, after he’d returned. He didn’t need—didn’t want—to remember anything at all about the time he’d spent in France. 

But lately, he’d been unable to think of much else. 

And it was going to get worse when Joe gave that interview. It was all going to go in some book—everything he’d been hiding from for all these years. Everything he’d done. Everything he didn’t do. Every damn detail. Yes, it was Joe’s story, but it was his story, too. It was his life, his secrets, his failures. 

His grief. 

Nearly sixty years of running from himself, from all his pain, all his heartache, and here he was. Still here. Still aching. 

And Joe, by stirring it all up, was just making it worse. 

Charles saw the shadow and didn’t even bother to look up. He just kept on cleaning the Walther. It was either Death, looming over him again, or Joe. Who else would be up this early? And although he wasn’t one hundred percent certain, he was betting it was Joe. 

“I’m getting these ready,” Charles told him crossly, “so I can shoot you if you make any more noise about talking to that damned writer.” 

Joe sighed and sat down next to him, looking out at the nearly placid ocean. It was beautiful. It was the view Charles had dreamed about back in France. It was the view he’d spoken of to Cybele so many times, his words translated by Joe into softer, equally beautiful-sounding French. 

Cybele had wanted to come to Baldwin’s Bridge, to see his beautiful house, his beautiful ocean, this beautiful view. Charles had promised time and again that he’d bring them all over for a visit after the war. After the war. It had a magical ring to it. After the war, all of them—even Jean-Claude, Henri, and the two surly Lucs—would come to America, as Charles’s guests. He had the money. After the war, he’d fly them into Boston, put them up at the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel. 

“We promised Tom we wouldn’t fight anymore,” Joe pointed out. 

“Who the hell’s fighting?” Charles countered. “I’m merely threatening you at gunpoint.” 

“Do you really want to talk about this now?” Joe asked. “We can talk about it. But we talk, we don’t shout. If you start shouting, I’ll stand up and walk away.” 

“Fine.” 

“Fine.” Joe took a deep breath. “You might as well know, then, that I got a call last night,” he said. “Kurt Kaufman—that author—wants to interview me at the hotel, right after the opening ceremony on Tuesday. I want to do this, so I told him yes—that I’d be there.” 

The Walther slipped, clattering on the table. Charles tried to catch it and ended up smashing his finger. Dammit. 

“I was hoping you’d go with me. You could help me tell the whole story,” Joe continued. 

“What?” Charles said tightly. “That I not only cheated on my wife, but on my best friend as well?” 

Joe just gazed out at the sunlight sparkling on the water, at the tumble of rocks that served as a breaker, at the still vibrant summer green of the trees at the edge of the lush yard. 

Charles didn’t have to look up to know what Joe saw. He’d spent nearly sixty summers gazing out at it himself, drinking his gin and tonics until the ocean turned into a distant blur or the sun set, whichever came first. 

“I’ve long since forgiven you for that,” Joe said quietly. “And I’ve forgiven Cybele, too. Not that I had the right to do any forgiving—she didn’t belong to me, Ashton. At least not outside my own imagination. You know that as well as I do.” 

Cybele. 

Charles couldn’t speak. After all these years of never mentioning her name, how could Joe speak of her so easily, so casually? And to Charles of all people. He himself couldn’t even think about Cybele without feeling his throat tighten. 

Yet here he sat, cleaning her precious gun. Joe had to have recognized it. Cybele had never left her house without it. 

“You know, I’ve never tired of sitting out here,” Joe mused. “You always were right about that—this is one of the prettiest spots on this earth.” 

Charles didn’t look up from the Walther. He knew damn well what the ocean looked like from this deck. 

“When I die,” he told Joe grimly, “this’ll be yours. This house, this land, and a half-million dollars, as well. It was Kelly’s idea—the will’s already been written. But if you continue with this . . . this nonsense about this book—” His voice shook slightly. “—I’ll change my will and you’ll get nothing. Nothing.” 

“You really think I care about that?” Joe asked with a snort of disbelief. “About your house? Your money? You think that’s what I want?” 

Charles could feel Joe watching him, feel the intensity of his old friend’s gaze, and he made the mistake of glancing up. Joe’s face was wrinkled, his skin leathered by years of sun and wind, his hair white and wispy. But his eyes were the same steady hazel they’d always been. His eyes were that of the twenty-year-old OSS officer Charles had met an entire lifetime ago. 

“I don’t want your house, Charles.” 

Then, as now, it had been ridiculously easy to read Joe, simply from the so obvious emotions that flickered in his eyes. Joe had a poker face, sure—he couldn’t have survived as an Allied spy in Nazi-occupied France without an ability to hide everything he was feeling. But when his guard was down, as it so often was when he believed himself to be among friends, he let everything show. 

And right now, as he gazed from Charles to the gun on the table, Charles knew exactly what Joe was thinking about. 

Cybele. 

Slight and slender. Gleaming brown hair tumbled down around her shoulders. Deep brown eyes that had seen such sorrow and pain, eyes that seemed to beg a man to run away with her, to escape, if only for a moment, for a heartbeat. . . . 

“You can’t give me the only thing I’ve ever wanted,” Joe said softly. He sat back in his chair, staring out at the ocean, but this time when Charles glanced at him, he knew Joe saw nothing. Joe was lost in the vibrancy of a nearly sixty-year-old recollection that was more vivid and distinct than the already cloudy memory of yesterday’s chess game in the hotel lobby. 

Who had won, anyway? Damned if he knew. 

Charles looked down at the Walther, and he, too, could almost see Cybele’s slender, work-roughened hands. He could practically see her slipping the gun into the pocket of her apron or tucking it into a pouch she wore just inside the waistband of her skirt. 

He could see Cybele’s eyes, her face wet with tears. Cybele, who never cried. She’d cried that one time, though. Cried as if her heart were breaking. 

Another of the Resistance fighters, a man named Lague, had been killed, and the Jewish children hiding in his attic had been taken away by the Nazis. 

And Cybele had wept, silently now. 

Joe had tried to hold her. He’d tried to comfort her. 

“It won’t be long now before the war is over,” Joe told Cybele as Charles had stood awkwardly in the kitchen, uncertain of whether to go or stay, wanting . . . what? 

To hold her himself, the way he’d held her that afternoon in the alley behind the bakery. He wanted to lose himself again in the intoxicating sensation of her hands in his hair, her leg wrapped around his. He wanted to feel her body straining against his. He wanted to rid them both of this pain and anguish by the simplest of solutions. It seemed so obvious. What they’d felt in that alley had been good, despite all the complexities and confusion. It had been very, very good. What they were feeling right now, with Cybele on the floor, weeping as if her very soul was wounded, was bad. Very, very bad. They could have pleasure. Or no pleasure. And watching her cry was definitely no kind of pleasure. 

But of course it couldn’t be that easy. 

“The Americans have landed in France,” Joe told her, desperately trying to give her hope when it was so painfully obvious that the last of her hope had gone. “It’s only a matter of time—months, weeks—before Ste.-Hélène will be free from the Nazis once and for all.” 

“And then what, Guiseppe?” Cybele asked quietly. “When the Germans have gone, when there’s no one left to fight, what then? What will I do? Where will I go? Will I stay here in this empty house, alone with the ghosts of my husband and child?” 

She tried to pull away, but he held on to her. 

“Marry me,” he said. Tears were running down his face, too, and Charles knew he loved her enough to do anything for her. If he could have, Joe would have suffered her pain, and gladly. “Marry me, Cybele, and come home with me. We’ll go to Baldwin’s Bridge together. I’ve never been there, but I’ll take you there if you want. We can live next to Ashton’s beautiful ocean. I’ll tend to his garden, you can work in his house. We can go there, cherie, after the war is over. When life is normal again.” 

Cybele gazed wistfully at Joe through her tears, smoothing his hair back from his face almost as if he were a child. 

“Don’t you know?” she said. “Don’t you realize? Not even the end of this war will make life normal again.” She touched his face, her eyes brimming with a fresh onslaught of tears. “I can’t marry you. I can’t just walk away from my life here, from everything I’ve been and done and—” 

“Then I’ll stay,” he promised her desperately. “We can live here in Ste.-Hélène. I’ll do whatever you want—” 

“I can’t have what I want,” she whispered. “The only thing I want, the only thing I’ll ever want, is Michel. My baby.” Her face crumpled and she began to cry again. Terrible, soul-wrenching sobs that made Charles want to double up from the pain. “I want my Michel back. I want to hold my son! If you could give me my son, even just for a minute, just for one moment, so I could feel his arms around my neck again—I would go with you. I would follow you anywhere, for the rest of your life! But you can’t! You can’t! No one can!” 

She pulled herself away from Joe, dragging herself to the corner, where she wept. 

Joe tried to follow her, and Charles moved to intercept. But Joe was weeping nearly as much as Cybele, and he wasn’t easily stopped. At least not until Charles sat down, with a clatter of his cane on the tile. Not until Charles grabbed him and held him back. 

Joe’s need for her was only hurting, not helping. There was no one who could help her. No one. 

And there, on a beautiful summer afternoon, with the sky a brilliant shade of blue, Charles and Joe clung to each other because there was nothing else they could do. Neither of them could come even remotely close to giving Cybele what she wanted most in all the world. 

One last embrace from her baby son. 

Tom cleared his throat. “Hi.” 

Kelly looked up from putting a jacket and her briefcase in the backseat of her car. “Hi.” She smiled at Tom, but it was a self-conscious smile, a little bit stiff. She was nervous. 

She wasn’t the only one. 

He gestured down at his summer uniform. “I wasn’t sure what to wear. Technically, if I need medical attention, I should go to a military hospital. But this is kind of a unique situation. There are privacy issues, and . . .” He climbed into the passenger side of her car, put the can of cola he’d taken from Joe’s fridge into the cup holder in the front. “I mean, if it turns out I need some kind of surgery, I’ll have to go to a military hospital. Unless it’s an emergency. But it’s hard to believe it would be an emergency at this point.” Great. He was babbling. Way to be cool, Paoletti. 

“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked, starting the car. She glanced at him only briefly before she gazed into the rearview mirror to back up, maneuvering out of the driveway. 

“Okay,” Tom said. “I’ve still got a headache, but it’s okay. It’s manageable, especially with my sunglasses on.” He saluted her with his soda can, taking a sip. “Getting some caffeine into my system helps, too.” 

She glanced at him again. “You do look . . . nice.” 

Okay. Now what did that little hesitation before the word nice mean? God, this was killing him. It was his fault, too. He’d made the choice to be polite as he’d approached her this morning. He’d chosen small talk and a polite, discreet distance over a full-body-contact embrace with a tongue-down-the-throat, to-hell-with-this-appointment-let’s-go-get-naked kiss. 

But his distance was for good reason. Even if Kelly didn’t care if she became involved with a man who was certifiably crazy, he cared. She didn’t deserve to get hooked up with some nut job—even if that nut job was him. 

And maybe she’d changed her mind. Aside from that slight hesitation before the word nice, she was in heavy polite mode, too. 

But then she glanced at him again. “What is it about a man in uniform?” 

Well, okay. That was definitely an invitation to flirt. It was the conversational equivalent of a yellow flag announcing her interest. 

“I don’t know,” he said. Come on, Paoletti, use your brain. Say something clever. “I’ve spent years around men in uniform, and it doesn’t do a damn thing for me.” 

It was lame, but Kelly laughed anyway. “That’s right,” she said. “I remember. You’re into black lingerie and whipped cream.” 

Holy Christ. That wasn’t just a flag, that was an entire team of semaphore men gesturing wildly. 

Tom, for the life of him, didn’t know what the hell to say in response. 

Paradoxically, fascinatingly, Kelly’s cheeks were turning an intriguing shade of pink. She’d embarrassed herself. Go figure. 

She looked way beyond nice this morning. She was wearing a sleeveless dress with a skirt that ended many wonderful inches above her equally wonderful knees. Her legs were tan and bare and gorgeous, and she had sandals on her feet, nail polish on her perfect toes. She’d taken extra time with her hair and makeup today, too. God, she looked delicious. 

And she’d virtually just told him . . . Jeez, he wasn’t sure what she’d just told him. With any other woman he would have interpreted her words to mean that if he played his cards even slightly right, he would be exploring far more than the inside of her mouth tonight. 

The thought made him dizzy. He and Kelly. Tonight? . . . 

Was it possible she really wanted that? 

“I spoke to Gary on the phone,” she told him as she drove through town, heading out toward Route 128. She was using that brisk, businesslike voice she’d slipped into last night. After Joe caught them kissing on Tom’s bed. 

Tom hadn’t seen Joe yet this morning, thank God for small favors. His uncle had been up and out ahead of him. 

He had no idea what Joe was going to say about the fact that he’d seen Tom kissing Kelly Ashton. He would say something, even if it was just a cautious “Be careful.” That was for sure. 

“He was able to pull some strings,” Kelly added. “You’ll be able to go in for the CAT scan right away.” 

Wait a minute. He who? “Gary . . . ?” 

“Dr. Gary Brooks. He’s the neurosurgeon I told you about last night.” 

The name was vaguely familiar. Had she actually mentioned his name last night? Tom had been completely distracted—yeah, there was an understatement—but he didn’t think she had. So why would this doctor’s name ring a bell this way? 

“After the CAT scan, around eleven-thirty, we’ll meet Gary in his office. It’s right there in the hospital. And after that—I’m sorry about this, but I’ve got to go see a patient. If you don’t mind, I’ll drop you at the train station.” 

“No problem. You going to see Betsy McKenna?” he asked. 

She glanced at him in surprise. “Actually, yes. She starts chemotherapy today. I can’t believe you remembered her name.” 

“I’m good with names.” Except for this Gary Brooks guy. “Tell me more about Dr. Brooks. How come he has time to see me today?” Tom asked. “That’s pretty lucky, huh?” 

“Not really,” Kelly told him. “I knew Gary was free at eleven-thirty because we had a date to have lunch together.” 

Tom was completely surprised. Kelly had a date with Gary. 

What the hell was she doing kissing Tom last night and talking about frigging whipped cream if she had a date with Gary today? 

“So,” Tom said, carefully casual, “Gary doesn’t mind missing out on a chance to have lunch with you?” 

She glanced over her left shoulder, checking her blind spot as she accelerated onto the highway, moving immediately into the left lane. She drove fast, one hand on the wheel, the other on the stick shift, with the solid, relaxed confidence of an excellent driver. 

Funny, he wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d been timid behind the wheel. In fact, he’d almost expected it, almost volunteered to drive before they got into the car. 

“Gary’s probably as relieved as I am,” Kelly answered him. “We get together about once every two months. Just to stay in touch. It’s an attempt to be civilized since we work in the same city. But after we get done bragging about the medical miracles we’ve been involved with, we run out of things to say. It was pretty much like that when we were married, too.” 

Ding. 

That’s why the name was familiar. Gary Brooks was Kelly’s ex-husband. 

“Are you sure I should want your ex as my brain surgeon?” Tom asked. “Like, he’s not going to have a fit of unwarranted jealousy and lobotomize me, is he?” 

“We’ve been divorced for almost eighteen months,” she told him. “He’s remarried, and his daughter just celebrated her first birthday.” She glanced at him. “I figure, as a Navy SEAL, you’re probably pretty good at basic math, right?” 

He was. Twelve plus nine was twenty-one months. Gary had gotten wife number two pregnant before he and Kelly had split up. “Ouch. That must’ve hurt.” 

“Actually,” she said, and she said it so sincerely, he found himself believing her, “it was a relief. Neither of us wanted to admit our marriage, well, sucked. We would probably still be married, still droning our way through our pathetic lives if Gary hadn’t met Miss Tits.” 

Tom choked on his soda. 

And Kelly turned slightly pink again. “Sorry. That’s my private nickname for her. I probably just should have kept it private.” 

“No, it’s . . . It just caught me off guard, that’s all.” Tom tried to cough cola out of his lungs. 

“She’s actually very nice,” Kelly said earnestly. “She can’t help it if she’s got, well . . . you know. A body like that. Frankly, I’m still a little surprised Gary actually noticed.” 

“Gary was a fool for failing to notice what he already had,” Tom countered. 

She smiled at him, genuinely pleased. “Well, thank you.” 

“Are we still on for dinner tonight?” Oh, Christ, whatever made him ask that? He should be maintaining a distance between them, not putting ideas about tonight into her head. 

Still, he liked her. He truly liked her. Each time he talked to her, he liked her more and more. She was different than he’d remembered, than he’d imagined. Spicier. Sharper. Earthier. Miss Tits. God. But he had to keep his distance. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. 

“Absolutely, we’re still on for tonight,” she said, clearly happy that he’d remembered, giving him a smile that made him want to ignore his plan to proceed with caution. “Although . . . do you mind if we get takeout and eat on the deck? I didn’t count on being out of the house for this long today, and—” 

“No problem,” he said. “That sounds great. I mean, assuming old Gary doesn’t feel the need to fill his monthly quota and perform immediate brain surgery on me.” 

Kelly laughed. “Good doctors don’t have quotas. And he’s a good doctor, I promise.” 

“I’m trusting you,” Tom said. “As awful as it sounds, I’m putting my brain in your hands.” 

Kelly laughed again, as he’d hoped she would. But then she reached across and took his hand. 

“I like that you trust me,” she said. “I’ve always trusted you, you know.” 

Tom looked down at their fingers, laced comfortably together, and something tightened in his chest. 

She trusted him. But right now, she shouldn’t. 

Because he no longer trusted himself. 

It was that same night—the night after Andre Lague was killed—that Cybele came to his room. 

It wasn’t even a room. It was a closet with a window. But it was private and it was big enough to fit his bedroll. And as long as it continued to be cool enough at night, Charles could sleep with the door closed. 

The moon was out that night. It was shining in the window, silvery bright. He remembered lying on his back with his hands beneath his head, staring up at the backside of the stairs above him when she slipped in through his door. 

She didn’t knock. She just came in. 

He was wearing only a pair of briefs, and he was lucky he had that much on. 

He sat up fast, scrambling for his pants, and he ended up nearly knocking himself out as his head connected with the wood above him. 

It was not the most embarrassing moment of his life, but it was close. 

“Jesus!” he hissed, a word that was understandable in nearly any language, as he collapsed back on his bedroll. 

“Oh, Charles, I’m so sorry.” She knelt down beside him, her fingers cool against his head as she checked to make sure he hadn’t sliced himself open. 

He hadn’t. It only felt as if he had. 

She was wearing only her nightgown. It was thin and cotton, and in the silver moonlight, with her hair down around her shoulders, it made her look like an angel. 

Charles sat up, carefully this time, and backed as far away as he could, which wasn’t far enough, considering the room was the size of a closet. Where the hell were his pants? 

“What’s wrong?” he asked her in his atrocious French. Had there been some mission that he wasn’t told about? Something that Joe and the other men had left to take care of? Something that had gone wrong? “Where’s Guiseppe? What’s happened?” 

She shook her head. “Nothing has happened. Guiseppe is upstairs, probably asleep.” 

Oh. 

Oh, damn. 

As Charles looked into her eyes, he knew the truth. He knew why she was there. 

“I don’t want to be alone,” she whispered. “I’m so tired of being alone. Please, Charles, will you—” 

“Cybele, please don’t ask me—” 

“Make love to me tonight?” 

No. No, no. It was the one thing he wanted more than anything in the world. It was the one thing he couldn’t have, even though she was right there, right within his reach. And he didn’t even have to reach. All he had to do was open his arms and . . . 

“It’s time to be honest,” she said, as straightforward and direct with this as with everything. “I want you, and I know you want me.” 

He felt like crying. “You also know I’m married.” He said it both in English and in French. 

She didn’t move. She just knelt there, her face illuminated by moonlight. God, she was beautiful. “But you don’t love her. Not the way a man should love a woman. When you speak of her, of Jenny, it’s as if she’s a child that you care for. That you’re fond of.” 

She was right, but that didn’t make the vows he’d made any less binding. 

“You don’t burn for her,” Cybele whispered. 

“She loves me.” And she did—as much as Jenny could love anyone. 

“She loves that you take care of her. She loves your fortune.” 

That was true, too. 

“Tell me you love her,” Cybele challenged him, “and I’ll go.” 

“I love her,” he lied, both in English and in French. 

She didn’t believe him. 

“I do,” he said in English. “I know when I talk about her it sounds as if I don’t, but I swear, I do.” 

Cybele understood him. He knew she did. But she still didn’t move. 

“What about Joe?” Charles asked, near desperate now. If she touched him, he wasn’t sure he could be so strong. If she touched him, she would know the truth. He didn’t love Jenny. He’d married her because she was having his baby, because she was the kind of woman that men watched and he liked being the cause of all that palpable envy. He’d wanted Jenny, he’d lusted after her, and he’d even thought he’d loved her, but he didn’t. He’d had no idea what love really was, what love could be. 

“You should be up in Joe’s room right now,” he told Cybele. “He loves you, you know. He’s free to love you, completely.” 

“You want me to go to Guiseppe. You want me to be with him tonight. Not you.” Tears of disbelief were brimming in her eyes, and he knew the next thing he said would matter the most. 

She hadn’t asked a question, but he answered it anyway. “Yes.” He could barely choke the word out, but choke it out he did. God help him. “Go to Joe. Because I can’t give you what you need.” 

“I see.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, drew in a deep breath. And then she turned and left his room. 

The door closed behind her, and Charles wanted to run after her, to stop her, more than anything he’d ever wanted in his life. 

But he sat still, sick down to his very soul. He heard the stairs creak as she started to climb them, and still he didn’t move. Her room was to the right of the top of the stairs, Joe’s to the left. Her footsteps passed directly over his head, going up, and then he heard her pause. 

Charles closed his eyes, praying, though for what he wasn’t sure. 

But when the floorboard in the upstairs hallway creaked as she went left, he knew. He hadn’t been praying for that. 

Charles opened his eyes and gazed out at the ocean. Last night’s physical pain had been nothing compared to the pain he’d felt that night, nearly sixty years ago, when he’d pushed Cybele into his best friend’s arms. 

He’d spent a sleepless night, hating himself for being weak enough to want her, and yet not weak enough to have her. All night long, he’d seethed with jealousy and frustration, imagining Cybele in Joe’s room, in his bed, lying there beneath him, and . . . God. He hated himself, hated Joe, hated Jenny. Hated Cybele. How dare she come to his room, tempting him to be unfaithful simply because she wanted someone—anyone—to hold her. And that surely was the case if she could go from Charles’s room to Joe’s with hardly any hesitation. Apparently his arms had been interchangeable with Joe’s. . . . 

But hating her hadn’t made it any easier to bear. Especially not the next morning, when Joe had appeared at breakfast with a lilt in his step and the unmistakable light of heaven in his eyes. 

Joe had that same soft, faraway look in his eyes now, nearly sixty years later, as he sat next to Charles on the deck of this multimillion-dollar house, overlooking the prettiest piece of property and the most beautiful view of the ocean in the world. 

And nearly sixty years later, Charles was still jealous of Joe. 

Joe turned and looked at him. “I think there’s something going on between Tom and Kelly.” 

Charles fought to return to the present. Tom? And Kelly? Well, well, maybe the girl had actually made a move. 

“You think there’s something going on,” he said crossly to Joe. “Suddenly, after all these years of living like a monk, you’re the local expert on romance?” 

Joe gave him one of those long, steady, patient looks that always made Charles feel like some kind of legless larva. 

“I know enough to recognize a kiss when I see one,” he said evenly. “And to tell at a glance who’s on the giving and who’s on the receiving end. I know Kelly’s been lonely.” 

Kelly’d kissed Tom. Charles’s first reaction was to laugh. His daughter’s life was her own, but he’d never particularly liked those pasty, bespectacled, self-important blowhards she’d brought home from the hospital. But Tom Paoletti—now there was a man. But probably way too much man. The reality was sobering. He’d never expected her actually to try for him. “They’re completely wrong for each other.” 

“I don’t agree with you,” Joe said, “but I suspect Kelly does. I was thinking it might be a good idea for you to talk to her, so she doesn’t end up hurting Tom too badly.” 

Kelly hurting Tom. Now there was a twist on the old sad story of love gone wrong. But sure, it was possible. Why not? After all, she was an Ashton, and Ashtons were known for having hearts of stone. 




Chapter 13



“EVERYTHING LOOKS REALLY good.” Gary didn’t waste time with small talk as he breezed into his office. “No trace bleeding, no swelling, nothing at all to indicate that there’s any kind of problem. It’s healed nicely.” 

Kelly closed her eyes as he gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. “Thank God.” 

Tom didn’t seem to be as happy at the news. He sat forward as Gary slid into his seat behind his desk. “So what’s going on, then? What’s with the headaches and dizziness? The paranoia?” 

“I found no physiological explanation, other than that of the injury and surgery.” Gary looked tired, older, lines of strain giving his handsome face a pinched, anxious look. “The symptoms you’ve been having are probably related.” 

“No kidding.” Tom looked at Kelly, his frustration evident. “Am I asking the wrong questions here?” 

“I think what Gary’s trying to say is that he doesn’t really know why you’re experiencing these things,” she told him. 

“There’s a great deal we’re still learning about injuries to the brain, Lieutenant,” Gary admitted. “And ten individuals with similar injuries will have ten entirely different recoveries, varying from death to complete return to preaccident condition. The problems you’ve been having are insignificant compared to, say, paralysis or damage to the speech center of your brain. And as for the feelings of paranoia and the slight personality change regarding your lack of control with your temper—these aren’t outside the realm of normal for the type of injury you’ve had. Although, again, since we know so little, normal tends to be a pretty broad band.” 

“Is there any way to know whether or not the paranoia’s going to be permanent?” Tom asked. But when Gary took a deep breath and opened his mouth to speak, Tom held up his hand. “That was a yes-no question. I’m kind of hoping for a single word response.” 

Gary closed his mouth. He looked at Kelly, and she lifted her eyebrows, waiting. He sighed. Single word answers weren’t his forte. “No.” 

Tom nodded, his face impassive. It was not the answer he’d been hoping for, and Kelly ached for him. She wished she were sitting close enough to take his hand. She wished, when they walked out of here, that she’d have the courage to put her arms around him and hold him close. And she also wished that her comfort would be enough to sustain him. 

“Can you give me any statistics?” he asked Gary. “Percentages of people with this type of injury who do achieve complete recovery?” 

Gary straightened the files on his desk into a neat little pile. “Since I don’t have your medical records, I can’t be absolutely certain, but from what you’ve described—the severity of your injury plus the length of time between being injured and getting medical attention . . .” He shook his head. “I don’t know the exact number, Lieutenant, but most people would not have survived. Statistically, you’re way ahead of the game.” 

Tom was silent. 

“If these side effects are permanent,” Gary tried to reassure him, “there are steps you can take to make them easier to live with. There’s medication that will help relieve feelings of anxiety. It may also help with any vague feelings of paranoia you might be having. If you want I can—” 

Tom shifted his weight, giving Gary a big body-language no. “That’s not an option. Not if I want to stay in the SEAL teams.” 

“Maybe it’s time to consider retirement,” Gary said as gently as he could. “Return to civilian life. Take a year or two off—relax. Play golf, do a little gardening. Let yourself heal.” 

Tom stood up. An even less subtle rejection. “I’m not ready to quit yet. I’ve got a few more weeks. Any suggestions on what I should be doing to speed along any kind of additional recovery?” 

“Rest,” Gary recommended, “lots of sleep. Keep life low-stress. Take everything slowly, avoid upset, don’t push yourself physically. Lots of massage and other tension-relieving, ahem, activities.” 

Kelly didn’t dare look at Tom. It was too bizarre—sitting here with this man she wanted to sleep with, listening to her ex-husband recommend he use sex to relieve tension. It was all she could do not to giggle. She stood up, too. “Well, that sounds good to me.” 

Both Gary and Tom looked at her, and she carefully kept her face perfectly straight, her eyes wide. Little Miss Innocent. 

Gary didn’t give her a second glance, but Tom kept one eye on her, even as Gary stood and the two men shook hands. 

Tom was, no doubt, remembering the whipped-cream comment she’d made back in the car. Well, good. About time he caught on. 

Kelly took Gary’s hand and air-kissed his cheek as Tom moved tactfully out of the office, giving them at least the illusion of privacy. 

“How’s your father?” Gary asked. 

“Pretty frail. How’s Tiffany and the baby?” 

He forced a smile. “Fine. Great.” Very unhappy with his workaholic schedule, she knew. Tiffany had called Kelly to find out if Gary’s eighty-hour workweek was normal. It was. Kelly gave their relationship five years, tops. Tiffany was too smart to take his oh-so-important-me crap for longer than that. Yes, he was a good doctor, but he wasn’t Albert Schweitzer. 

“Thanks again for seeing Tom,” she told him. 

He was still holding her hand, and he lowered his voice. “He seems nice, but . . . a Navy SEAL? Aren’t you a little young to be having a midlife crisis?” 

“He’s an old friend from high school.” Kelly pulled her hand free. “Whom I still happen to find very attractive. There’s no crisis. I’m single, he’s single. He’s going to be in town for a few weeks. . . .” 

Gary smiled. “So it’s purely physical. I can understand that. Use birth control, sweetheart, or it might become permanent.” 

The five years with Tiffany shrank to less than two, and Gary morphed into her father, richer than God, but dying alone and bitter after a string of failed marriages. 

“Good-bye, Gary.” Kelly closed his office door behind her, more glad than ever that she had escaped when she did. Tom was already out of the waiting room, standing in the hall. “Sorry about that.” 

He glanced at her. “No problem.” 

They started toward the bank of elevators. “Are you okay?” she asked. 

He met her gaze, sighed, and then, to her surprise, shook his head no. “I’m pretty disappointed.” He laughed. “I don’t know what I was hoping for. Some kind of low level internal bleeding, maybe. Something that we could all point to and say, ‘Aha, there’s the cause of the problems.’ Something that could be fixed.” 

He jabbed the down call button for the elevator. 

“Through surgery,” Kelly pointed out, trying to speak clearly even though her heart was securely lodged in her throat. She’d never expected him to be so honest about what he was feeling, although it was clear that disappointed was an enormous understatement. “Through the doctors drilling a hole in your skull and . . . God, Tom, Gary’s a good doctor, but brain surgery involves certain high risks. We’re talking about someone poking around in your brain. Even if the surgery goes well, there are chances of infection and—” 

“Right now I’d take the risks. Gladly.” 

The doors slid open, and Tom stepped aside, letting Kelly into the empty elevator first. 

“Of course, the point is moot,” she said. 

“Right.” Discouraged, he rubbed his forehead as the elevator took them to the lobby. 

“I was a little surprised you didn’t go into more detail about your . . .” She wasn’t sure what to call it. “Your suspected paranoid episodes.” 

Tom looked at her and smiled ruefully. “Tactfully put.” He shrugged. “I just didn’t feel as if I wanted him to know.” 

And yet he’d told her, in complete detail. 

“Do you think I’m nuts if I continue to act as if my seeing the Merchant was anything besides a paranoid delusion?” He laughed again. “Okay, let’s see you answer that one tactfully.” 

That wasn’t so hard. “I think you should do whatever you need to do in order to feel most comfortable with this situation—make it as stress free as possible. I think you should follow Gary’s advice and relax.” 

Tom was leaning back against the elevator wall, just watching her. She could see his unhappiness in his eyes, his frustration at this “wait and see” advice. She tried to imagine what it might be like. What if she were told there was a chance that she couldn’t be a doctor anymore? That everything she’d worked for, everything she’d strived to become would be gone? And, oh, she had to wait a month to find out her fate. 

Her anxiety and stress levels would be pretty high, too. 

“Maybe you should go to some tropical island for a few weeks, just drink strawberry daiquiris on the beach all day,” she said, knowing as the words left her lips that even if Tom could walk away from this ghostly terrorist he’d thought he’d seen, her own father’s failing health made the option impossible. Tom wouldn’t leave Joe until his convalescent leave was up. “I’d give just about anything to go with you.” 

There it was. She’d just served him a nice, fat, slow pitch. If he wanted to, he could step up to the plate and hit the ball clear out of the park. 

He didn’t pretend to misinterpret or misunderstand. He just smiled that little half smile that always made her knees feel weak. “What am I going to do about you? You should be running away from me.” 

“Why should I run away,” she said, her heart pounding, “when what I really want is for you to kiss me again?” 

He pushed himself up and off the wall, and Kelly knew that he was going to do just that. She’d seen that same look in his eyes last night, and in Joe’s car, all those years ago. Her pulse kicked into quadruple time, and her mouth went dry, and . . . 

The elevator doors opened. 

A half-dozen people were standing there, staring at them, waiting to get on. Tom stepped back to let her off first, ever the gentleman. 

“Come on,” she said, leading the way through the crowded lobby, trying her hardest not to be embarrassed. He had been about to kiss her, hadn’t he? “I’ll take you to the train.” When they got into her car, dammit, she’d kiss him. 

But Tom caught her hand, stopping her before she pushed open the door that led to the parking garage. “I can get myself to the train. It doesn’t make sense for you to drive me to North Station and then drive all the way back here to the hospital to see Betsy.” 

“Oh,” she said. “No. I don’t mind. In fact, I’d feel much better if I could actually take you into the station and get you onto the right train.” 

“That’s ridiculous. I don’t need you to do that. I’m not a child.” 

“What if you get dizzy again?” she worried. 

He laughed. “I’ll sit down. I’ll wait for it to pass. If I do get dizzy, I promise I won’t run several miles at top speed, like I did last night, all right?” 

She gazed at him, unconvinced, and the amusement in his eyes changed to something softer, something warmer as he laced their fingers together and pulled her toward him. 

“I like that you care about me, Kelly,” he said. “It makes me feel good. But you know what?” 

She shook her head, aware that he was moving even closer, aware that she wanted him even closer—their legs touching, their stomachs, her breasts against his chest. 

“I’m a highly trained professional,” he told her. “I think I can probably get from the hospital to the train station and back to Baldwin’s Bridge on my own, even if I get a little dizzy on the way.” 

His mouth was now mere inches from hers. He paused, though, gazing down at her before he closed the gap and kissed her, sweetly covering her lips with his own. 

It was a see-you-later kiss, but it was unlike any other see-you-later kiss she’d ever received in the middle of a crowded hospital lobby. 

He took his time with it, making a point to nestle her body against his, to slowly drink her in. He was all solid muscles, and yet, somehow, his arms managed to feel so soft. 

His mouth was soft, too, and beautifully gentle. He tasted like coffee and chocolate, like everything that was good and right with the world. 

When he finally stopped kissing her, when he lifted his head, she was the one who was dizzy. But it was okay, because he still held her tightly. 

More tightly than she’d ever been held before in a hospital lobby. 

But Tom didn’t seem worried about the fact that they were standing there in public. He didn’t seem to care that there were dozens of people around them. He surely saw them, but from the way he was looking at her, he didn’t give a damn about anyone else. Gary and her father both would’ve frowned at such a display of affection, but to Kelly, it was as good as she’d always dreamed it would feel. And if this was the way he’d kiss her in public, how would he kiss her when they were alone? The thought was heart stopping. 

“You trust me, remember?” he said softly. 

Kelly nodded. Oh, yes. 

“Then trust me to be able to take the T to North Station. Trust me to get to Baldwin’s Bridge. I’ll see you back there. Believe me, I wouldn’t miss having dinner with you tonight for anything in the world.” 

He kissed her again, but just briefly. Just long enough to make her lips tingle and her pulse surge. 

And then, with a wave, he went out through the revolving doors and onto the street. 

Kelly watched him from the window as he crossed to the aboveground T stop that ran down the center of the city street. Although the platform was crowded, he stood out, unique and splendid in his uniform. 

Tom Paoletti. 

Tonight. 

Oh, my God. 

When David got home from work, Mallory Paoletti was sitting on the wooden stairs that led up to his apartment. 

She closed her book and stood as he climbed out of his car. “Hey, I thought your shift ended at ten-thirty.” 

She was wearing low-riding shorts today with her trademark black tank top, probably because of the heat. The ring in her belly button glittered with a red stone instead of her usual blue. Both that and her long pale legs worked nicely with the shorts. Very nicely. 

“Hey, Nightshade.” He shouldered his backpack and started up the stairs. “My boss asked me to stay and work part of the lunch shift. What time is it, anyway?” 

“It’s after one. You must be exhausted.” 

Had she been sitting here since 10:30? 

The thought was absurd. She couldn’t possibly have been. 

And yet there it was, a pile of gum wrappers—her substitute these days for cigarettes—on the steps next to not one but two soda cans and an empty coffee hot-cup. 

David had been tired. Coming home, he’d wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep for the entire afternoon. But now he felt energized. He felt terrific. Mallory had been sitting here, waiting for him for hours. 

“I’m doing okay,” he told her. “Hardly even tired at all.” 

She was wearing sunglasses and he couldn’t see her eyes as she gazed at him. “You’re kidding, right? You couldn’t have gotten to bed before one-thirty. And you said you had to be at work at four-thirty. That was less than three hours—” 

“I’m fine.” He unlocked his door. “Come on in. Did you have lunch? What time do you have to be back at work?” 

“I’m not on today.” She picked up her things and followed him inside, closing the door behind her. “I don’t have to work until tomorrow at noon.” 

Oh heartache, oh pain. David was working pretty much nonstop until tomorrow at noon. He was going back in just a few hours, at six, to help with an evening party. The money was all overtime, which was good, but money meant nothing when Mallory Paoletti was standing in his apartment and telling him she had the next twenty-four hours off. 

“I sort of had a liquid lunch,” she told him, wandering toward his computer setup. She touched the mouse, waking the computer out of standby mode. It came on with a series of beeps and a blast of music from his speakers, making her jump back. “Oh, my God, what did I do?” 

David put his backpack on the table by the door, in the kitchen area of his studio apartment. “It’s all right.” He crossed the room and turned down the speakers. “I’ve set it up to go right on-line, check my email first thing.” 

“Isn’t that an Internet camera?” she asked, pointing carefully, clearly afraid to touch anything else. “Pretty kinky, David Sullivan. What do you do, dance naked in cyberspace?” 

“Oh, God, no! I use it to show stuff—artwork—to Ren Shimoda, my former partner in California,” he quickly explained. “When I draw, particularly for a graphic novel, the paper’s too big to put in the scanner and . . .” 

Mallory was laughing at him. “Chill, I was kidding. I figured it was something like that. You’re definitely the type to do your naked dancing off-line.” 

David was standing close enough to smell her perfume. It was tangy and sweet and not at all subtle. He loved it. He loved the different flecks of color he could see in her eyes at close range, too. He loved the sheer perfection of her skin, the delicate shape of her collarbone, the curve of her shoulder, her overabundance of earrings. 

He cleared his throat. “So. I was just going to make myself a sandwich. Want one? I’ve got some sliced chicken and rye bread.” 

He turned away, ready to escape to the safety of his refrigerator, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm. She had nice hands—long, slender, graceful fingers—but she bit her nails nearly to the quick. Her less than perfect nails ruined the effect created by her hair, her clothes, and her piercings, making her seem vulnerable, softer, human. 

She pulled her hand away fast, as if she, too, had felt a jolt of electricity at the contact. No, couldn’t be. That was his fantasy. 

“Lookit, I came over because I wanted to thank you for helping me last night. I know that must’ve been really weird for you, dealing with my uncle and my great-uncle, and . . .” She shook her head. “It shook me up seeing Tom like that.” 

“I’m glad I could help you,” he told her. “It was my pleasure.” He realized she actually had tears in her eyes, and he tried to make it into a joke. “How often will I have the chance to come to Nightshade’s rescue, anyway, right?” 

But Mallory didn’t laugh. “Brandon just walked away,” she told him flatly. “We were still at the carnival, and he just left me there, with Tom practically unconscious on the ground.” 

Damn Bran. David wasn’t surprised, but obviously Mal had expected more from his friend. She’d expected Bran to be as bright and shining inside as he was out. She’d probably even fallen more than half in love with the person she’d imagined him to be. 

No wonder there were tears in her eyes. This had to hurt. 

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 

“Why are you apologizing?” She wiped her eyes brusquely with the back of her hand. “You were great. If someone came waking me up in the middle of the night, I would’ve pulled the blanket over my head and told ’em to go to hell. You should be given a sainthood or something.” 

No, he very definitely didn’t qualify for sainthood. Especially not when Mallory stood so close. “Well,” he said, backing up a little. “Yeah. Sure. Hey, sandwich?” 

She shook her head. “No, I’m not going to eat your food, too, on top of making you sleep deprived. I should go, let you do whatever you were planning to do today.” 

“Gee, I was going to make a couple sandwiches, then go over to the Ice Cream Shoppe, see if you wanted one.” 

She gave him her death look. “You were not.” 

He took the chicken and mustard out of the fridge and put it onto the table. “Saint David never lies.” 

Finally, finally she laughed. “Yeah, right.” 

The bread was still soft, the sell-by date several days in the future—always a good sign. He tossed it to Mallory. “Hey, you know, I got the pictures back from last night. I dropped ’em at the one-hour photo place—they should call themselves Photo Thieves. It’s, like, three times as expensive as getting the pictures developed at the drugstore. But I didn’t want to wait, so I dropped them off during my break this morning, picked ’em up on the way home.” 

Mallory brightened even more. “Are they any good?” 

“Some of ’em, yeah.” He got two paper plates from the cabinet, two plastic knives. “I’m out of mayo, but I’ve got some catsup.” 

“On chicken? Gross. Stick with mustard. Can I see the pictures?” 

“Only if you stay and have a sandwich.” He put the plates and knives on the table, unzipped his backpack. There were three packs of photos. He tossed them out onto the table, near the chicken. 

But Mallory just stood there, still holding the bread. “David, Bran told me how you’re trying to save money. I really don’t need a sandwich.” 

“How about we trade? You eat one of my sandwiches, you treat me to a sandwich some other time.” 

She thought about that and nodded. “All right. But you’ve got to promise that you’ll really let me buy you one. Maybe tonight?” 

He had to promise that he would let her take him out for dinner. How twisted was this? Like he wouldn’t sell his little brother into a life of slavery for just a chance to spend time with this girl. “I’d love to, but tonight might be a little tight. I’m doing an extra shift from six to close.” 

“Tomorrow, then.” 

“Actually, I was kind of hoping you’d agree to come over for another photo shoot tomorrow night. Some of the pictures are really good, but in some the lighting was wrong—they came out overexposed.” 

She was looking through the first packet of pictures, her nose wrinkled. “Oh, my God, I look—” 

“You look great,” he told her. “Anything bad is my fault.” 

She pulled out a picture in which her eyes were half-closed. “Your fault?” 

“Well, yeah, obviously I waited right until you blinked. Definitely my fault.” 

She laughed again as she sat down at the table, flipping through the pictures. 

“Do you want mustard on your sandwich?” he asked, sitting next to her and pulling the paper plates toward him. 

“Yeah, thanks.” She looked at him. “Man, that’s service—you’re gonna make it for me, too, huh?” 

He shrugged. “I’m making one, I might as well make two.” 

“Most people don’t think that way,” she said. “Thanks.” 

He smiled at her. “You’re welcome.” Thank you for staying and having lunch and fulfilling one of my fantasies. A tame fantasy, but a fantasy just the same. “What do you say about tomorrow night? It won’t take long, maybe just an hour.” 

“God, Brandon’s photogenic,” she said. 

Brandon. Way to kill the fantasy. “Yeah, I know.” 

She didn’t look up from the photographs. “Maybe tomorrow night we could go out for a burger afterward. I mean, you know, just to even up the score.” 

“Sure,” David said. “Right. Just to even up the score.” 

“Kelly said to scold you if you didn’t call for a ride from the train station.” 

Tom stopped short on his way up the stairs to the Ashtons’ deck. The kitchen door was locked, but he’d spotted this open slider. Now he saw that Joe and Charles were sitting out here in the shade. 

Charles was asleep in a lounge chair, a blanket tenderly tucked around his bony frame. Joe was awake and looking at Tom, frowning slightly. 

“It’s not that long a walk,” Tom told his uncle quietly so as not to disturb Charles. “I took it nice and easy. I actually feel pretty good today.” 

Joe glanced at Charles, then pushed himself up out of the chair, moving toward the sliding door, away from his sleeping friend. “Kelly told me about the CAT scan, that you’re okay.” 

“Yeah.” Tom looked out at the sparkling blue ocean. “That’s one way of looking at it.” He met Joe’s eyes. “I would have preferred more conclusive results.” 

“I would have preferred finding out you were in the hospital when you were in the hospital.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Joe laughed. “No, you’re not. You know, I can remember being young. It feels like it was yesterday.” He glanced at Charles, shaking his head. “We spent a few hours at the hotel again today. I’m not sure what to tell you—either no one’s suspicious looking or everyone’s suspicious looking. I’ve been trying to pay attention to who’s here with their family, who’s not, but it’s a big hotel, it’s not an easy job.” 

“My XO’s coming tomorrow afternoon,” Tom told him. “We’ll figure out the best way to watch the place. I mean, even if all it comes down to is checking cars in the parking lot on the day of the opening ceremony.” He met Joe’s gaze. “There’s probably no threat. I’m probably wasting everyone’s time.” 

“Probably,” Joe agreed. “But maybe not.” He smiled sadly. “Anyway, I’ve got some extra time to waste these days.” He cleared his throat. “So. You and Kelly.” 

Tom shook his head. “Joe, I really don’t want to discuss—” 

“I apologize for walking in on you last night.” 

“Okay. Apology accepted. Great.” Tom turned to go into the house. 

“You’re having dinner with her tonight.” 

Tom turned back. “Yeah. But, funny, I don’t remember sending out that information in a press release.” 

Joe crossed his arms. “Is there a reason you don’t want me to know you’re spending the night with her?” 

“Evening,” Tom corrected him. “Dinner. Give me a break.” 

“She’ll be home in a few hours. She called to ask if I wanted her to pick up something from the Lotus Blossom. That’s the Chinese restaurant here in town.” 

Tom nodded. “Yeah, I remember.” 

“Good food. No MSG.” 

“That’s good.” 

“Nice people own the place. New people.” 

Tom waited. 

“Chinese people,” Joe said. “Don’t speak much English, but they sure can cook a mean moo goo gai pan. They actually know a little French, so I don’t have any trouble communicating.” 

For a man who was taciturn, Joe was talking up a storm. But Tom knew that Chinese food wasn’t the subject he really wanted to discuss. 

“Okay,” Tom said. “Me and Kelly. Let me have it. Your uncensored opinion. You don’t think I should have dinner with her. At least not alone. You don’t think—” 

“No,” Joe said. “I think it’s great. In fact, I think you should get decked out in your dress whites tonight and use the opportunity to ask her to marry you.” 

Tom nearly choked. “What?” 

“You heard me,” Joe said. “That’s what a man does when he’s in love with a woman. And since you’ve been in love with Kelly nearly half your life, it’s probably time to marry the girl.” 

Tom scratched his head as he chose his words carefully. “I’m not sure love’s quite the right word for it. Yes, I’ve always been attracted to her, but—” 

Joe smiled. “You call it whatever you want, whatever label you’re comfortable with, Tommy. But if you have even half a brain, you’ll marry her while you’ve got the chance.” 

“Um . . .” 

“I know you’ve got some history,” Joe continued, “you and Kelly. I know something happened, something that scared you to death and chased you out of town that summer you left for basic training a whole month early.” 

Tom tried to hide his surprise and the older man smiled. “You don’t really think I didn’t know, do you? That night you brought her home so late.” He laughed softly. “You had a wild look to you, Tommy, and I was proud of you for going—for knowing she was too young. And I was disappointed when she wasn’t here for you to come home to when she was finally old enough.” 

Joe met his gaze steadily. “She didn’t understand when you left,” he continued, “and it nearly broke her heart. Tonight you can explain and make it right. And ask her to marry you.” 

“What, so I can break her heart again?” God, how’d he get into this conversation anyway? Tom edged toward the door. He didn’t want to talk about this, didn’t want to think about the emotion he’d seen in Kelly’s eyes sixteen years ago as he shook her hand and said good-bye. He’d actually shaken her hand. Jesus. “You know damn well that a man in my profession can’t afford to have any serious relationships. Marriage isn’t easy in the SEAL units. It’s—” 

“A man in your profession can’t afford not to have a serious relationship. I was in your profession, you know. Not exactly, but close enough. Life is so short, and so precious. You and I both know that—more than most men. How can you hold happiness in your hands and not do everything in your means to keep it forever?” 

Tom didn’t know what to say to that. 

“Besides, there’s no such thing as an easy marriage,” Joe continued. “I’ve seen a lot of ’em in my life, and the marriages that seem to run smoothly, the ones that last the longest, they’re the ones that are worked on diligently, kind of like an old car. A Model T will last forever if it’s properly maintained. But as soon as you start to neglect it . . .” 

Tom leaned back against the railing. “And yet you never got married.” 

“No,” Joe agreed. “I didn’t. But it wasn’t because I didn’t ask.” 

“Cybele,” Tom said. 

Joe glanced over at Charles, who was still sleeping soundly. When he looked back at Tom, he just shook his head. 

“I wish you would tell me about France,” Tom said. “And about this Cybele, and about Mr. Ashton and the Fifty-fifth, too. I honestly didn’t know until a few days ago that you were OSS, and I’m—” He stopped, shook his head. “I understand why you didn’t tell me about what you did in the War. There’s an awful lot that I’ve done that I can’t talk about, and even more that I won’t talk about. I’m not going to ask you about it, but if you ever do want to talk . . .” 

“Thank you,” Joe said. “But I have to tell the whole story to that writer after the ceremony on Tuesday. I don’t think I can stand to do it twice.” 

“You don’t have to do it at all,” Tom countered. 

“You know,” Joe said, “you could go into town to the jewelers and buy Kelly a ring. Give it to her before you spend the night with her.” 

Oh, God. “Dinner,” Tom said. “We’re starting with dinner.” 

Joe nodded. “I won’t wait up.” 

“I’ve got work to do on the computer,” Tom told him, beating a hasty retreat into the house. 

You don’t have to do it at all, Tom had said about Joe’s plan to talk to that author, Kurt Kaufman. 

But Joe did have to do it. Because the story needed to be told before Charles died. 

There was a statue in front of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel with Joe’s face on it. And it was about time this town knew that that face should have been Charles Ashton’s. 

Charles Ashton—one of the richest of the rich in a wealthy town. He could buy and sell almost anyone, coming into money that his grandfather’s grandfather had earned, and doubling it with his fearless investments and his cutthroat financial wizardry. He came off as cold-blooded and standoffish, and few recognized the truth—that risking money meant nothing to him. Not after having lived through the War, after having watched so many risk their very lives, after seeing so many sacrifice so much. 

As Charles had gotten older, he’d tried to buy acceptance in the town by donating generously to the hospital fund. But all that had bought him were vague mutterings that he’d probably bought himself a safe position far from the front lines during the War, as well. 

Nothing could be further from the truth. 

Charles was the real hero of Baldwin’s Bridge. And Joe was finally going to tell the story. 

But not the whole story. There were parts he’d never tell anyone. Like the night Cybele had come to his room. 

Joe sat on the deck near Charles, who was sleeping more peacefully than he had in a long time. He checked to make sure the blanket was still tucked around his friend’s feet. 

This morning, when he’d seen Charles cleaning the guns he’d brought home from the war, he’d been thrown back into the past. It was strange, seeing Cybele’s Walther PPK again after all these years. One look at the thing, and it was as if he’d seen Cybele just yesterday. The clarity of his memories astounded him. He could practically smell her kitchen. 

He could nearly feel the roughness of the sheets on his straw-filled mattress. 

He could taste her kisses. 

He sat back in his chair, gazing out at the water. Looking without seeing. 

Remembering. 

He’d been asleep, and he’d woken to Cybele’s soft touch. She’d slipped into his arms, begging him to hold her. He would have been content to do just that, only that, but she’d kissed him, she’d finally kissed him, and, oh . . . 

The night air coming in through the window had been cool, but it hadn’t been long before their skin was slick with sweat. He’d been delirious, certain that he’d found heaven at last. 

After, Cybele had cried. He hadn’t understood. Not then. Not till later. He’d simply held her close to his heart, whispering that he loved her, asking her—again—to marry him, to love him not just that night, but forever. She’d begged him not to speak, asked him just to hold her, and she’d finally fallen asleep, there in the circle of his arms. 

He’d slept, too, but when he awoke in the morning, Cybele was gone. 

He’d washed and dressed quickly, and went down to breakfast, his heart and step both light. Sure, there was a war on. Sure, the Nazis were still living right down the street. But the Americans were pushing toward Ste.-Hélène. And Cybele belonged to him. There was even a chance that his child—their child—was growing, right now, in her womb. 

Henri and Luc Deux were at the table, eating stale bread softened with warm goat’s milk. Cybele and Marie were preparing several baskets of vegetables from the garden. They would take them along when they returned the mending to the Germans, try to sell them, too, earn a few more coins. 

As Joe sat at the table, he saw Charles sitting on a bench by the door. He was unshaven and haggard looking, as if he’d had a sleepless night. And he was staring almost sightlessly at Joe. 

“Leg bothering you again?” Joe asked him. 

Charles gazed at him with his red-rimmed eyes for several moments longer before he spoke. “Yeah. That’s it.” 

“I’m sorry,” Joe said, but he was in too good a mood to sound as if he truly meant it. He turned toward the two women, unable to keep from smiling, too filled with joy to try to hide it. He wanted to shout and dance, but instead he merely said, “Good morning, Cybele. You should have woken me to come help in the garden.” 

Cybele glanced up at him, then glanced almost furtively at Charles. 

“You’re always up at dawn,” she replied, not looking up again as she put the freshly washed beans into the basket. “I thought I’d let you sleep.” 

Why wouldn’t she look at him? “I slept quite well last night,” he said, willing her to look at him, to meet his gaze and smile. “Exceptionally well, in fact.” 

Charles laughed as he stood up abruptly, turning away to look out the open door. 

And Cybele rinsed more of the beans as if she were angry, her movements quick and fierce. 

“I wouldn’t have minded if you woke me,” Joe continued, looking from Cybele to Charles. 

They were both tense, both tightly wound, both careful not to look at the other. Too careful. 

His joy was no longer quite as bright. It was accompanied by a slightly queasy feeling. What was going on here? 

Perhaps Cybele had once again turned down Charles’s request to be returned to the Allied side of the line. They’d argued over that in the past. 

“What did I miss this morning,” Joe lowered his voice to ask Henri, “by sleeping so late?” 

Henri shook his head. “Dunno.” 

Charles turned away from the door, using his cane to shuffle toward the front of the house. “I’ll be lying down.” 

Cybele threw down the beans and stormed after him, out of the room. 

Joe pushed himself to his feet, not certain whose rescue he was going to—Cybele’s or Charles’s. But he stopped, just inside the kitchen door, at the sound of Cybele’s voice. 

“How dare you?” 

“How dare I what? Close my eyes? Try to rest?” Charles’s voice got louder with barely restrained anger. “Heal this goddamned leg so I can leave here for good?” 

“How dare you act as if I’ve injured you in some way!” she cried. “You told me to—” 

She broke off as Joe stepped into the hallway, wishing she hadn’t stopped and at the same time certain he didn’t want to hear what she had to say. 

“I told you,” Charles said as he stood by the closet he’d claimed as his bedroom. Although he spoke quietly, his voice shook. “But I didn’t know it would make me feel like this.” 

And as Charles looked at Cybele, Cybele looked back at Charles in a way that Joe knew she had never, ever looked at him. Not even last night, when she was naked in his arms. 

And he knew the truth. 

Cybele loved Charles. And it was glaringly obvious that Charles loved her, too. 

Joe had merely been a pawn in a game he hadn’t even known they all were playing. 

He turned silently and walked out of the house. When he heard Charles follow him, he ran. 

He couldn’t remember much of that day, wasn’t sure where he’d been, what he’d done. All he knew was that he came back. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t stay away. There were people depending on him, and one of them was Cybele. 

Whom he loved. Still. 

She was waiting for him in his room, curled up asleep on his bed, with all her clothes on. 

He sat on the edge of the bed, and the movement of the mattress woke her. He hadn’t lit a candle, but the moon shining in through the open window was bright enough to light her face. 

“Giuseppe, I’m so sorry,” she said. Her apology was sincere. Not that it made it hurt any less. “I’m not as terrible as you must think. I honestly thought last night would . . . I don’t know . . . save me, maybe. Don’t you see? I can have nothing I truly want. I thought if I could make myself want something I can have . . .” She bowed her head. “It was wrong and I’m sorry. The last thing I’ve ever wanted was to hurt you.” 

He was silent. What could he say? 

“I do love you,” she whispered. “Just not the way you want me to.” 

“Not the way you love Charles.” He had to know for sure. Maybe hearing the truth would make him stop loving her. God, he wanted to stop loving her. 

And she didn’t deny it. “I’m sorry.” 

Anger sparked. Frustration. Jealousy. “He’s married.” 

“I know.” 

“Is it his money that—” 

“No!” She was vehement. “I don’t care about that. It means nothing to me. I own this house now. I’m a wealthy woman, too.” 

“I don’t understand why—” 

“I don’t, either,” Cybele said. “All I know is he pretends so hard not to care about anything or anyone. He says he doesn’t remember going back into the church, risking his life for that child. He says he’d never do it again, but I don’t believe him.” 

“And you think he could . . . save you somehow?” His voice sounded rough and harsh to his own ears, but he had to know. He had to stop loving her. 

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But just sitting with him, just looking into his eyes, makes me feel both despair and hope. And it’s been so long since I’ve felt anything but despair.” 

Her breathing was ragged, as if she were crying, but her face and her eyes were dry. 

“Every breath I take hurts,” she whispered. “It’s so heavy, so suffocating. If it weren’t for the anger and the hate I feel for the Nazis, I’m sure I would die. 

“And I know I’m not alone. I know I’m not the only mother who lost a child in this war. There must be millions of us—” Her voice broke. “And oh, I think, what an army we’d make. All that outrage, all the anguish making us invincible. But then what? After we completely crush the Third Reich, what then? What will we have won?” 

Joe couldn’t answer. 

“A chance for Marlise’s baby to live more than two years. That’s the best I can hope for. There’s nothing I can do that will bring Michel back.” 

And still Joe couldn’t speak. 

“I’ll win this war against the Nazis,” she told him fiercely. “I’ll win or I’ll die. But when I win, I’ll die anyway, because without an enemy to hate, I’ll be completely alone with only the despair.” 

“You’re not alone,” he told her. “I’m here.” He reached for her, but she pulled away. She didn’t want him. God, that hurt. 

“I wish I could love you,” she said wistfully. 

When Joe looked at Cybele, he, too, felt hope with his despair, despite his hurt, despite his anger. “Maybe someday you will.” 

She gazed at him a moment longer, her beautiful eyes ancient looking and weary, as if she foresaw her own future and believed she had no someday to look forward to. 

She closed his door gently behind her, leaving him loving her still, and suspecting that he always would. 




Chapter 14



KELLY CAME INTO her bedroom at full speed, singing a pop tune at the top of her lungs—baby, keep me up all night. 

And taking off her clothes. 

Tom was at her computer, and he didn’t have time to warn her he was there. She spotted him at the exact same moment she flung her dress over what should have been her computer chair, hitting him full in the face. 

“Oh, my God!” 

She snatched her dress back, holding it up in front of her like a shield. As a dress, it was exceptional. However, as a shield, it didn’t function well at all. 

“Sorry,” he said, nearly knocking the chair over as he stood up. “I needed to get on-line, and I didn’t think you’d mind. I’ll get out of your way.” He turned back to the computer. “Just let me—” 

“Wait.” Kelly moved closer to the computer, looking at the picture of the Merchant that was on the screen. “Is that . . . him?” 

When she stood next to Tom, the dress worked even less well as a shield. Her entire back half was exposed. He forced himself not to look, but his peripheral vision was too damn good. She was wearing her trademark thong. In dark purple satin. Against pale skin. Dear God. 

Tom sat back down so that she was slightly behind him, out of peripheral range. 

Yes, they were having dinner tonight. Yes, he’d kissed her again while they were in Boston. Yes, he was intending to kiss her again tonight. And yes, very big yes, he wanted to explore all the wonderful possibilities of where this mutual attraction could go. 

One of the possible places was back here, in Kelly’s room, with the door tightly shut the way it was, with Kelly in only her underwear, also the way she was. 

But there was a lot of talking that needed to be done before they reached that place. And as much as every cell in his body was screaming for him to stand up right now and take her into his arms, to slide his hands all over all that smooth, perfect skin, communication was key. The talking part had to come first. 

It had to. 

She trusted him. 

She was looking at the picture on the computer screen, waiting for him to answer her question. Is that him? 

Tom cleared his throat. “Yeah, that’s um . . .” What’s his name. “The Merchant. Before plastic surgery.” 

“Can I see what he looks like after plastic surgery?” she asked. 

“No,” he said, “I don’t have any recent photos of him. He’s been presumed dead since ’96. I’m assuming he had his face changed sometime between then and now.” 

She moved back into his peripheral vision range, looking at him instead of the screen. At this proximity, her eyes were an illegal shade of blue. “Assuming?” 

“It’s what I would’ve done if I were him.” He tried not to sound desperate. “Can you do me a huge favor and put on a robe?” 

She gave him what he was starting to recognize as her innocent face. The wide-eyed one that really wasn’t very innocent at all. She was enjoying this. “You mean the one you’re sitting on?” 

Tom stood up, and she pulled something that might’ve been a bathrobe off the back of the chair, showering the floor with a rain of lingerie. 

Of course. 

It was bad enough to sit here surrounded by it when she wasn’t in the room. But when she was there . . . It was like finding out that Pollyanna modeled for Victoria’s Secret on the sly. And then being invited to a photo shoot. 

“Whoops,” she said, “that’s the clean stuff.” 

She slipped on the robe—if you could call something that was made of very thin cotton and came only to midthigh a robe—tossed her dress onto her bed this time, then gathered up the “clean stuff,” throwing it into her top dresser drawer. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen the belt anywhere, have you?” 

Dear Christ, there was no belt to this so-called robe. “No, but I bet if you give Mrs. Lerner a miner’s helmet and forty-eight hours, she could find it.” 

Kelly laughed. “It’s not that bad in here.” 

“Do you keep anything in your closet? I mean, what’s the point in even having a closet?” 

“I’m very neat back home—in my apartment in Boston.” She rummaged through the piles of clothing on a chair next to her bed. “I think I’ve been resisting putting my clothes away because if I do, that’s like admitting I’m really living here again. Dealing with my father’s illness is hard enough without having to focus on my personal failure issues at the same time.” 

She found the belt—thank you, Lord Jesus—and threaded it through the loops of her robe, tying it shut in the front. 

“Failure issues?” he echoed. 

“Pass,” she said. “That’s too pathetic a topic—and I’m in too good a mood. And my mood got even better when I got home and found my father sitting out on the deck with Joe. Do you know they spent the entire day together—without anyone needing extra oxygen?” 

Tom let her change the subject. He had plenty of failure issues of his own, and God knows he didn’t want to talk about them right now. The fact that his CAT scan had come back normal, that there wasn’t an obvious if not easy fix to his physical problems, was also high on his list of topics to avoid. 

“Yeah, they spent the early part of the afternoon staking out the hotel for me again. I told them it could be just a waste of time, but they don’t care. They sit in the hotel, playing chess, watching for any suspicious-looking men.” Tom laughed. “Kind of a vague order, but they’re okay with it. I think they like having an excuse to hang together. And I’ve told them I won’t let them help me if they fight. So they don’t fight. At least not in front of me.” 

“Bless you,” Kelly said. “I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re here.” 

Her eyes were too warm, and that robe was too short. Tom tried not to look at her legs. 

Talk about failure issues. He was failing completely. 

He had to get out of here. Fast. Before he kissed her again. Which would be fine later, downstairs, when they were both fully dressed. But as for right now . . . 

“Tell me more about the Merchant.” Before he could stand up and lunge for the door, Kelly blocked his way and sent the conversation rocketing back in another direction. “Do you have any other photos? Anything that really shows his eyes?” 

She came up right behind him, spinning his chair back so he faced the computer, resting her hands possessively on his shoulders. He liked that she did that. Too much. Yes, he had to get out of here. 

“Even if he had plastic surgery, he can’t really change his eyes, can he?” she asked. “I mean, he could change the color, sure, but color’s just a small part of it. The intensity would stay the same. Look at his eyes in this picture—scary.” 

She started rubbing his shoulders, and Tom knew damn well that he wasn’t going anywhere. Especially not when her hands were cool against the back of his neck, her fingers in his hair. 

Tom used the mouse to click through a series of pictures. The aftermath of the Paris embassy bombing. Five devastating café bombings in Afghanistan, a bus bombing in Israel. And then the Merchant. Most of the photos were taken from a distance, slightly blurred. But the last one was again in close-up. WildCard had done his computer voodoo on it, enhancing it, sharpening the edges. It was definitely the Merchant, smiling at the woman who was to become his wife, taken about a year before Paris. 

Kelly leaned closer, and he could feel the softness of her body against his shoulder. He could smell her sweet scent. It wasn’t perfume—it was probably some kind of lotion or maybe her shampoo or soap. Whatever it was, it made her smell delicious. 

“In this one, he doesn’t look like a monster,” she said. “He looks like a regular man. A man who likes this woman—look at the way he’s looking at her. He’s crazy about her. He can’t be all bad.” 

“He’s claimed responsibility for the deaths of over nine hundred people,” Tom told her. 

“God,” she breathed, taking an even closer look. “No wonder you’re worried he’s still out there. I could see how someone like that might stay on your mind.” 

“I keep thinking he’s the perfect man to succeed with a full-scale, high death-toll terrorist attack here in the U.S. He’s not some amateur—he knows what he’s doing. Yet he’s not being watched twenty-four–seven like all the other big league players we do know about. He’s invisible because he’s on everyone’s presumed-dead list. It was probably laughably easy for him to get into the country.” He shook his head. “Unless he’s on everyone’s presumed-dead list because he is dead.” 

Which meant Tom was the dangerous one, the complete fucking nut job who was going to start killing innocent salesmen from Des Moines or Cincinnati, imagining they were hard-core terrorists. 

Kelly was rubbing his neck again, her fingers strong and cool against the heat of his skin. It was definitely time to leave before his eyes started rolling back in his head, before he came to the conclusion that talking was way overrated, that what he really wanted was a whole lot of nonverbal communication, and who really gave a damn about trust anyway? 

It took a great deal of effort, but Tom cleared the screen, signed off the computer, and slipped out of both her hands and the chair. “I’m going to go take a shower.” His voice sounded as ragged as if he’d just run ten miles, fast. 

Her robe met in the front in a V that was growing deeper every moment. He caught a flash of dark purple against the soft, pale swell of her breasts, and as he looked up into her eyes, he knew the battle was lost. 

She knew it, too. 

He lunged for her as she reached for him, and then, God, she was in his arms and he was kissing her. 

And she was kissing him back just as hungrily, her soft body tight against his. 

Tom caught himself before he peeled her robe from her shoulders, forcing himself to slow down, to kiss her more tenderly and less ferociously, to stay in control, to keep from devouring her whole. 

She was everything he wanted, everything he’d always stayed far, far away from. 

Dinner first. 

Talking first. 

She trusted him. 

Breathing hard, he pulled back. He could see the promise of paradise in her eyes. But the woman trusted him, dammit. “I’ll meet you on the deck for dinner in about an hour, okay?” 

She smiled at him. “If that’s what you want.” 

Tom headed for the door, then took two steps back toward Kelly. “You know damn well what I want. I’m trying to be good here. I’m trying to do this right.” 

She didn’t say a word, didn’t argue, didn’t do a damn thing but just stand there in her barely-there robe, looking at him. Wanting him, too, and letting him see it in her eyes. 

“See, there’s no way this could work,” he told her. “I’m going to be here for only a few weeks. And even if we could keep it going long-distance—and I’ve got to be honest here, Kelly, I’ve never been able to keep any relationship going for more than a few months—you deserve better than that.” 

She took a step toward him. 

“My future’s . . . a little shaky right now,” he told her, “but I can tell you that I intend to do everything in my control to hang on to my career with the SEAL teams. I can also tell you that a romantic relationship with a SEAL is something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. These next few weeks I’m here in Baldwin’s Bridge—this is probably going to be the longest time I spend in any one place in the U.S. this year. I’m always moving, Kel, always heading out someplace new, usually overseas. Deployment’s usually without warning, so I don’t even get a chance to phone home to say good-bye. I’m just gone. And when I come back, I can’t talk about where I’ve been or what I’ve done. And there’s always a chance I might not come back at all.” 

She took another step toward him and another and she was close enough now to touch. 

Tom couldn’t stop himself. He touched her. Her hair, her cheek, the warmth of her neck. She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into his hand, her lips slightly parted. Her skin was smooth and so soft. 

“A woman’s got to be pretty tough,” he whispered, “to put up with that.” 

She was touching him now, too, her hands skimming his forearms. And when she opened her eyes, they were filled with both heat and need. “I’m tougher than you think.” 

Tom didn’t laugh—at least not aloud. He didn’t even let his lips twitch. But somehow she knew he didn’t believe her. 

“I am.” She ran her hands up to his shoulders, down the front of his uniform shirt. 

He kissed her. He couldn’t help himself, not when she was gazing at him so fiercely and touching him like that. He kissed her as slowly and as sweetly as he could, careful to keep his own explosive desire on the shortest possible leash. He felt her melt against him, heard her sigh as he pushed her robe off one perfect shoulder. 

Jesus, somebody stop him. 

He pulled her robe back. 

“Maybe we should take this a little more slowly.” He couldn’t believe the words that had just come out of his mouth. But then again, he couldn’t believe he was standing here in Kelly Ashton’s bedroom, with Kelly Ashton in his arms, nearly naked beneath her thin cotton robe. God help him, the way she was pressed against him, she couldn’t miss feeling his arousal. 

He knew he should step back, put some space between them, but he was only human, dammit, and he kissed her again. He could feel his control slipping and he worked harder to make his kisses gentle. Respectful. Reverent. 

The kind of kisses Kelly Ashton would want. 

“Ah, baby, I don’t want to hurt you,” he told her hoarsely. “And I’m so afraid I will. Even under the best of circumstances, I don’t have much to offer a woman like you. And right now . . .” 

Kelly pulled his head down and kissed him. 

Again, she felt him retreat. Oh, his lips were against hers, and his tongue was in her mouth, but she could practically taste the tightness of his self-control. He was being careful with her, as if she were fragile. As if she might break. 

She remembered that ride she took on the back of his Harley all those years ago. She’d asked him to go fast, as fast as he would dare to go along the beach road. She’d wanted to feel the wind in her face and the dizzying thrill of the pavement rushing beneath them. 

But he didn’t do it. He’d been careful with her then, too. 

Too careful. 

That same night in Joe’s car, she’d wanted him to take her to the beach, to take her places she’d never been before. 

Instead, he’d taken her home. 

Just now, he’d said he didn’t have much to offer a woman like her. Implication: a nice woman like her. All her life, people looked at her and couldn’t see past the goody-two-shoes image that had followed her around since she was old enough to walk. Even in college when she’d gone through her Madonna phase—perpetual lacy black with bra straps showing—no one had taken her seriously. Her cheerleader-cute looks were mostly to blame. 

When most people looked, they didn’t look closely, and all they saw were rosy cheeks, freckles, and big blue eyes. They only saw nice. 

So, okay, maybe she was a little bit nice. But so what? Weren’t nice women allowed to want heart-stoppingly passionate sex? Wasn’t she allowed to long for the exhilarating sensation of Tom’s incredible body out of control inside of her? As if nice women would only want polite, careful sex . . . 

As if nice women didn’t sometimes have healthy, short-term, no-strings relationships simply for the sake of fulfilling a lifelong fantasy, for the sake of feeling that powerful carnival ride, stomach dropping, I’ve-got-a-crush-on-you attraction, for the simple sake of having someone to hold on to when the night got particularly dark and lonely. 

Lately her nights were very dark and lonely. 

Kelly knew Tom wanted her. There was no disputing that. She could feel him, completely aroused, against her. She wanted to reach for him, to unfasten the buckle of his belt. She wanted . . . 

There was nothing careful or controlled about what she wanted. What she wanted would probably give him a heart attack, particularly if he was expecting nice. 

God, the last thing she wanted was another careful lover. 

She wanted someone who would treat her as an equal, someone who would let her be on top, let her set the boundaries—of which there would be practically none. She wanted someone who wasn’t afraid of her, someone wild, someone a little selfish, someone who lived for the moment. 

That was how she’d always imagined Tom Paoletti to be. 

She tested him, kissing him again, harder this time, sucking his tongue into her mouth as she swayed against him, brushing her stomach enticingly against the heaviness of his erection. 

She heard him groan—that was good. She felt his hands slide down her back as if he were going to cup her rear end and press her more tightly against him, but he stopped politely, halfway there. And again, she could almost taste his control. That wasn’t so good. 

She knew he had to work hard to be careful. It wasn’t natural for him. It was something special he was doing—because he was with her. 

Miss Nice. 

Kelly kissed him again and again, long, deep, languorous kisses that practically begged him to throw her back onto her bed. She pulled out his shirt and skimmed her hands beneath it, against the heat of his skin. She slid one hand between them, her knuckles against the taut muscles of his stomach as she dipped her fingers beneath the waistband of his pants. Just a little, not a lot. Just enough to make him wonder if she was going to reach down his pants. 

How about that for nice? 

He was working even harder now, that was for sure, but he was still in careful control. 

Oh, no way was she going to make careful, polite love with Tom Paoletti. No, she wanted dangerous. She wanted tempestuous. She wanted the man with the reputation for being a little rough, a little crazy, a little wild. 

“Kiss me, dammit,” she said to him. “I’m not fifteen anymore. You’re allowed to kiss me like you mean it!” 

He used the opportunity to try to step back, to carefully move her hand from the edge of his pants. “Kelly, I think we might want to—” 

She used a single, crudely honest word that managed, quite nicely, to define exactly what she wanted. “That’s what I want to do, Tommy, but every time I kiss you, it feels like you’re a little too worried about hurting me. Believe me, what I want is not going to hurt.” 

He laughed at that, but she could see surprise in his eyes. He’d never, not in a million years, expected her to be so blunt in either her words or her meaning. 

It was exasperating. 

“I’m not a virgin anymore, you know,” she told him. “I was married for years, for God’s sake. And brace yourself, but Gary wasn’t the first. Believe it or not, I like sex that’s a little risky, a little rough. I like it loud, too, Tom, and frankly, I’m looking forward to making a lot of noise with you.” 

He didn’t know what to say, didn’t know what to do. Kelly could relate—she was shocking herself, too. But it was all true. She’d just never dared to say it aloud before, and now that she’d started, it was exhilarating. And she wasn’t done. 

“I know you still think of me as the little girl next door, but I’m a grown woman,” she continued. “I have about a million bad habits and just as many dark, awful thoughts. I’ve seen a lot of shitty things, Tom—death and godawful suffering and pain. I need you to see me for who I am—let me climb down from this pedestal of niceness you’ve stuck me on top of, because up here I can’t live my life the way I want to live it. I can’t reach you from here. I can’t wrap my legs around you the way I’m dying to do.” 

The look on his face would’ve been funny if it weren’t contradicted by the heat growing in his eyes. He was paying attention, and when she was done, she knew he was going to give her exactly what she wanted. 

No more careful. No more control. 

“I’m not perfect.” Her heart was pounding, but she needed to make sure he really understood. “I cry when I’m unhappy, I have temper tantrums when I’m angry, and I really wallow in it when I’m down. I say bad words. All the time. All the time. I have a tattoo.” She nodded at his expression of disbelief. “Yes, I do. It’s only a little one, but it counts. I’m too chicken to get my belly button pierced, but I really want to, so maybe I will. There are a lot of things I want, you know. I want to be able to really talk to my father. I want to go to bed at night knowing I lived my life to the fullest, instead of feeling as if I’ve chickened out again. I want to stop playing it safe! I want to do all the things I’ve always dreamed about but never dared to do—to get a really funky haircut and wear clothes that show off my body. I want to skydive and windsurf. I . . . I want to, I don’t know, swim with the dolphins, bike across Europe. I want to go down on you at the movie theater.” 

Kelly couldn’t believe she’d said that. He couldn’t either. But she was on a roll now. “I want to make love to you on my father’s boat, out in the harbor! I want you to take me to bed tonight and not let me out until noon tomorrow—no, noon the day after that! I want the kind of passion that you read about in books—sex on the kitchen table, on the stairs up to the bedroom, in the bathroom of the train into the city. I want to do it everywhere—in the closet of the guest room at a party, you know, where people come in and out, to throw their coats on the bed? I want you to sneak into my bedroom window at night to wake me up and make love to me, even though we just made love two hours earlier. God, I want to feel you inside me—” 

Tom kissed her. 

He couldn’t take another second of her voice, her words, winding around him, making him completely crazy. She wanted to . . . At the movies . . . 

Screw dinner. Screw talking. 

He wasn’t even remotely hungry, and they’d said just about everything they’d needed to. He’d told her he was afraid of hurting her, and she’d informed him that she wanted him, in all sorts of various creative places and ways. 

They were both on the same page. 

He picked her up, wrapping her legs around him as she’d so vividly described, molding her soft warmth against him, filling his hands with the smoothness of her derriere. He could feel her working the buttons of his shirt as he carried her to her bed. 

She’d been right about him. 

He’d been guilty of doing the one thing he’d hated most when it was done to him. He hadn’t looked beyond neat labels and obvious appearances to the real person below. He’d always had a crush on the idea of sweet Kelly Ashton—but the real woman in his arms took his breath away. 

The real woman was more than sweet. She was spicy, she was funny, she was brazenly honest, she was even a little rude. And she was far hotter than any woman he’d ever known, ever met, ever dreamed of. 

She had his shirt undone in record time and the sensation of her hands and mouth against his chest made him laugh out loud. 

Her dress was on her bed, and he grabbed it with one hand and tossed it over the back of the computer chair. He shook his shirt free from his arms as she did the same with her robe. 

Lord have mercy. 

The woman was beautiful. Tom had a deep appreciation for nearly all half-naked women, but Kelly was amazing. Her breasts were voluptuously full, her stomach and thighs smooth and soft, and he realized in that instant that she was his idea of perfection. Every woman he’d ever been with in his life had paled in comparison—even the leggy, hard-bodied supermodel wannabe he’d dated a few years back. He’d thought there was something wrong with him because she just didn’t do it for him. 

Now he knew why. 

He used to watch Kelly swim in her father’s pool. He’d seen her in her bathing suit many times. But he’d only dreamed of her in her underwear. Until now. 

This was so amazing. He kissed her, touched her, ran his hands across the impossible softness of her skin. 

She was touching him the same way, as if she couldn’t get enough of him, couldn’t believe this was happening. 

He sank down with her onto her bed, and she was still on top of him. He kissed her throat, her shoulders, the tops of her breasts. 

She took off her bra, and he wanted to weep or sing or shout. Or laugh. He laughed as he buried his face in her, touching and kissing and tasting as much of her as he could, all at once. 

She was laughing, too, as she pulled back to reach for the buckle of his belt. 

She couldn’t get it undone, so she covered him with her hand, touching him through his pants, and it hit him. He was really here. In Kelly’s room. Making love with her. Finally finishing what they’d started all those years ago in the front seat of Joe’s station wagon. 

Did she know how long he’d wanted her? 

He gently pushed her off him, rolling from the bed to kick off his shoes and quickly shuck his pants from his legs. She knelt then, watching him, her eyes hot, her full breasts tightly peaked with desire, like some kind of wild dream come true. 

He’d wanted her forever. 

“Oh, my,” she murmured as he pulled down his boxers. When he glanced at her, she smiled and widened her eyes. 

Tom had to laugh. He knew damn well that he was just a man, but her obvious admiration for his body—and the fact that she had no problem showing it—was a total turn-on. 

He slid back into her arms, entangling his legs with hers, kissing her deeply. The sensation of her breasts against his chest was incredible. And when she reached between them to touch him, to encircle him with the sweet coolness of her fingers . . . 

“Kelly.” It was more a gasp than a word. 

She laughed, pushing him onto his back as she kissed his mouth, his neck, his chest. She was heading south, her hair tickling sensually as it moved across his sensitized skin. He pushed himself up onto his elbows just as . . . 

God! Oh, God! He realized as he struggled to breathe that he’d actually cried out. 

It wasn’t so much the sensation of her soft mouth on him that made him shout. But rather it was the sight of her, with those blue eyes and that angelic face, smiling up at him as she . . . 

Dear, dear God. 

And they weren’t even at the movie theater. 

What she was doing to him felt so good, too good. But this wasn’t the way he wanted their first time together to be. He wanted to be able to make her cry out, too. 

He reached for her, hauling her up and practically throwing her onto her back. She pulled him with her, kissing his mouth as hungrily as she’d kissed him before. 

She was still wearing those purple thong panties, and he reached beneath them, touching her, and she shifted her hips, opening her legs to him as she moaned. 

Loudly. 

Tom loved it. She was ready for him, soft and wet and smooth and perfect and not at all shy about letting him know it. 

He found her tattoo. It was a miniature peace symbol, smaller than a dime and on her left hip, hiding just below her panty line. It was the perfect mix of both sweet and sexy, and he loved it. 

Kelly pulled away from him again, this time crawling toward her bedside table, where she grabbed a foil-wrapped condom from the drawer. He dragged her panties down her legs as she tore the package open. 

She kissed him as he covered himself. She pressed her body against him, sliding her hands down his arms, running her fingers through the hair on his chest. No sooner was he done than she threw her leg over him, straddling him. 

Kelly was moving fast, but Tom caught her, holding her by the hips, stopping her from ensheathing him. She made a sound of protest and stopped kissing him long enough to look at him. 

“Hey,” Tom said to her. “Last chance to change your mind.” 

She laughed—a burst of disbelief. “You’re kidding.” 

“Damn right I’m kidding,” he said to her. “I just wanted your attention.” 

Now that he had it, now that she was looking at him, he lowered her slowly down, surrounding himself with her heat just a little bit, then just a little bit more. 

“See, I’ve always had this fantasy,” he breathed, “that the first time we did this, I’d be looking into your eyes.” 

It was incredible. Whatever he’d fantasized or imagined, it hadn’t been even close to this. He released her completely as he lay back, pressing himself even more deeply inside her. Home at last. 

Still holding his gaze, Kelly smiled tremulously. “I’ve always loved looking into your eyes,” she whispered as she began to move on top of him. “You have such beautiful eyes, Tommy.” 

What she was doing felt too good and Tom couldn’t speak. He could only pull her forward to kiss her, to touch her, to fill his palms with the satin of her skin. 

She was driving him mad by moving that slowly, but he stood it for far longer than he thought he could. 

Then he rolled them both over so that he was on top, hoping that would give him the composure he needed. 

It didn’t. 

He was out of control as Kelly pressed herself up to meet him, welcoming his faster rhythm, kissing him fiercely. The world began to blur, but his dizziness wasn’t from his injury. He’d never known such intense pleasure, such soul-permeating ecstasy. Her mouth, his mouth, her hands, his. It was hard to tell where he ended and she began. 

Tom heard her moaning—or was that his voice? 

He moved even faster, harder at her urging, even though he knew that doing so would push him over the edge. 

“Kelly,” he said raggedly. “Kelly . . . Kel, this feels too good. I can’t stop myself from—” 

She shattered. 

Just like that, he felt the power of her intense release. And if he hadn’t felt it, he sure as hell would’ve heard it. 

It was the most wonderful, beautiful sensation he’d ever experienced in his entire life. She clung to him desperately, as her body shook with wave upon wave of pleasure, as she cried his name again and again and again. 

He did this. He made her feel this way. 

He would’ve laughed out loud, but the scorching rush of his own climax rocketed dizzyingly through him, and he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but feel. 

Kelly. 

His brain shorted out for several long moments after. And as he drifted in that strange place between intense mind-blowing pleasure and the intoxicating warmth of afterglow, bits and pieces of the last few hours, the last few days even, replayed themselves in seemingly random order. 

He heard an echo of Kelly’s voice. I’ve always loved looking into your eyes. You have such beautiful eyes. Beautiful eyes. Paoletti eyes. A little bit sad. Comes from keeping so many secrets. Secrets. Secrets. 

Joe’s voice. You’ve been in love with Kelly nearly half your life. 

Then Kelly again. I need you to see me for who I am. 

Christ, maybe Joe saw something that Tom couldn’t see, because Tom had been blinded by Kelly’s nice-girl facade—a facade he himself had helped to build. But it was gone now. Completely torn down. 

Tom saw Kelly’s face. Kelly’s smile as she made love to him. He saw her. Clearly. No mislabels. No mistakes. She was beautiful, she was naked, she was funny and rude and fresh and so much more than he’d let himself see before. 

In a blinding, glaring flash, he knew that Joe was right. Tom loved this woman with all his heart. 

He jerked open his eyes, launching himself out of that drifting place and back to here and now. To Kelly’s room, Kelly’s bed. Where his face was buried in Kelly’s hair. He was crushing her, and he rolled to the side, pulling her into his arms. This was insane. He couldn’t possibly love her. And yet . . . “Holy shit.” He was breathing hard for a whole new reason now. 

She snuggled against him. “What?” 

“Nah,” he said quickly. “Nothing. I’m just . . . you know, holy shit, you know?” 

Kelly laughed softly, lifting her head to kiss his jawline, lazily playing with the hair at the nape of his neck. “Eloquently put.” 

“Seriously, though,” Tom said, afraid of falling into contemplative silence, afraid of suddenly blurting out something he still hadn’t completely figured out for himself yet. “And be honest now. Was I noisy enough for you?” 

She laughed again. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those awful guys who ask—” She lowered her voice. “ ‘—So, was it good for you?’ “ 

“Nah,” he said. “It’s just that noisy’s not something I’ve had much experience with, so . . .” He smiled. “Besides, I know if it was only one one-thousandth as good for you as it was for me, that it was still probably pretty damn good for you.” 

She propped herself up on one elbow. “Really? It was that good for you?” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, God, I’ve turned into one of those awful guys.” 

Tom leaned forward to lightly kiss the tip of her breast. “Oh, no, you haven’t. And oh, yes, it was. . . .” He tried to sound casual and matter-of-fact, as if this were no big deal. “The best sex of my life.” 

She sat up. “Wow.” She wasn’t laughing anymore. 

“So about that movie theater thing,” Tom said, cursing himself for revealing too much too soon. “You busy tomorrow? There are a couple of movies out that I have absolutely no interest in seeing.” 

She laughed again, as he’d hoped she would. And then she kissed him. “This,” she said, with her beautiful eyes sparkling, “is really going to be fun.” 




Chapter 15



“DO YOU SUPPOSE my father and Joe are wondering where we disappeared to?” Kelly lifted her head to look up at Tom. 

He looked over at the open French doors, realizing with a flash of alarm that they were wide open. But no. No way could Joe and Charles have heard them, no matter how loud they’d been. The two old men were sitting on the other side of the house, down on the first floor, on the deck. Still . . . 

“It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if your father came searching for me with a shotgun.” He ran his hand lightly down her bare back, unable to get enough of touching her. “I feel like I’m breaking the rules by being here—in Kelly Ashton’s bedroom with the door locked.” 

He’d always imagined that would be better than paradise. He’d been dead right. 

Kelly smiled at him. “It’s kind of strange, isn’t it?” 

“Strange and wonderful.” 

“Speaking of strange and wonderful, I forgot to mention it to you this morning, but last night I actually got Dad to tell me a little bit about this argument he’s been having with Joe. Believe it or not, it has something to do with a woman who was in the French Resistance.” 

“Cybele,” Tom said. 

Her mouth dropped open. “You know about her? And you didn’t tell me?” 

“I didn’t,” he said hastily. “Know about her, I mean. That was just a lucky guess. Joe mentioned someone named Cybele, and Charles nearly had a heart attack. I couldn’t get them to tell me more than that. Although Joe gave me a few more hints today—mostly from the things he didn’t say about her.” 

“They were both in love with her,” Kelly told him. “I think my father’s still in love with her.” She laughed softly. “I didn’t think he knew how to love anyone, and yet here he’s been in love with this Cybele woman for nearly his entire life.” She settled back down, with her head against his shoulder, running her fingers through the hair on his chest. “I don’t know what happened to her. Do you?” 

Tom sighed. “No. And Joe’s not talking.” 

Tipping her head back, she looked up at him and touched his face. “You look tired. How are you feeling?” 

He felt a wave of giddy disbelief as he looked into her eyes. Kelly Ashton was lying naked, next to him. He still couldn’t believe it. And he wanted her again. Already. He kissed her. “Incredible, thanks.” 

“Headache? Dizziness?” 

“Help, there’s suddenly a doctor in my bed.” 

“It’s my bed,” she countered. “There’s always a doctor in it. How are you feeling?” 

She was serious. She wanted a medical report. “I’m doing okay,” he told her. 

She sat up and looked at him. The eyebrow raised in skepticism was made far less effective by her nakedness. Her hair was tousled, and it just wasn’t long enough to do more than bend enticingly at the tops of her breasts. Her beautiful, naked breasts. 

It was impossible not to smile at her, but that just made her frown at him. 

“What?” he said. “I’m not allowed to be doing okay?” 

“I need you to be honest with me about this,” Kelly said with wide-eyed sincerity. “I know you’re tough and you’ve been trained to endure nearly anything, but when you’re with me, don’t just endure, all right?” She took his hand, pressed it to her cheek. “Please? Promise me, Tom. . . .” 

He’d always found naked, begging women impossible to disappoint. “I promise.” 

“How are you feeling?” she asked again. 

“Slight—very slight—headache. Almost nonexistent, certainly not bad enough to complain about. See, I really am doing okay.” He reached for her, but she backed away. 

She wasn’t done. “Dizzy at all?” 

“To be honest, I don’t know for sure. You do things to me, babe, that turn my world upside down. But all the dizziness I’ve felt today seems physiologically appropriate.” 

Kelly smiled and leaned forward to kiss him. He took full advantage, pulling her close, touching all that soft skin, drinking her in. 

Her voice was breathless. “Last question from the doctor. Are you feeling up to—” 

“Yes.” 

She laughed as he swiftly rolled her onto her back, as he pushed his way between her legs. “Because as a doctor I’m very observant, and I couldn’t fail to notice—” 

He kissed her. 

“Mmmm,” she said as she pressed herself up against him. “I thought so. I could get used to this.” 

Oh, baby, so could he. Three, four times a day, every day? For the next few weeks. After that, he didn’t want to think about it. He couldn’t bear to think about it. He didn’t want to stay, but he sure as hell didn’t want to go. Suddenly his life was even more complicated than it had been just a few short hours ago. 

He closed his eyes as she reached between them, her touch banishing all thought as she drew him to her, as she lifted her hips and . . . 

The phone rang. At first he thought it was in his head, some kind of red alert condom alarm. What the hell was he doing, about to enter her without a condom on? Was he nuts? Was he completely insane? 

He pulled back as the phone rang again. 

“Uh-oh,” she said. “It’s the Bat Phone. Trouble in Gotham City.” 

There were two of them, Tom realized. Two phones on her bedside table. One was a regular Princess phone, the other—the one that was shrilly ringing—was cordless. 

He let her slide out from underneath him, taking the opportunity to touch her every inch of the way as she reached for the phone. “Kelly Ashton.” 

But once she was listening and talking, he kept his hands to himself. Fun was fun, but business was business, and he’d had lovers try to distract him from the business of an important phone call. He hadn’t found it sexy at all—only irritating. 

Whatever the person on the other end of the line told Kelly, it made her sit up. “Yes.” She swung her legs over the side of the bed, turning her back on him. “Yes. And she’s . . .” 

She scanned the floor for her underwear, finding her bra and finally her panties. “I see, uh-huh.” 

Oh, hell. Kelly was leaving. 

As Tom watched, she put on her underwear. Watching her do that was nice, but compared to what they’d just started, it didn’t cut it. 

With the phone under her chin, she pulled a pair of khaki pants from a pile of clothes and stepped into them, too. 

She was definitely leaving. Every cell in his body was jangling, ready for another enthusiastically energetic round of sex, and she was leaving. 

Tom had to laugh—the irony was intense. He was used to being the one who had to leave. And he’d never really understood before what it felt like to be left behind. It was frustrating and annoying. He felt cheated and wistful as well as hopeful that she’d come back soon. 

But he understood completely about having a job that required her to get up and go at a moment’s notice. And the last thing he was going to do was whine and guilt her out. He pulled the sheet up to his waist, hiding the hard evidence of his desire, as he propped himself up on one elbow. 

Kelly turned and looked at him as if suddenly remembering that he was there. “Hang on, Pat.” She covered the phone receiver. “It’s about Betsy. She started chemo today and apparently the oncologist gave her an antinausea drug that didn’t do the trick. She’s been throwing up blood for the past hour and her parents are scared to death. I really need to—” 

“Definitely,” he said. “Go. And don’t worry. Between me and Joe, we’ve got your dad handled.” 

She exhaled her relief. “Thank you so much.” She uncovered the phone. “Pat, tell them I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

She hung up the phone, pulled a dark-colored T-shirt over her head. “I’m so sorry about this.” 

“Think of it as forced anticipation. And later tonight, when we do get a chance? . . . Oh, baby, get ready for fireworks.” 

She laughed. “Promise?” 

“Absolutely.” 

She was standing there, looking at him as if she was about to change her mind. “It’s so stupid. My going in, I mean. Vince Martin and the rest of the staff at the hospital have this completely covered. There’s really nothing I can do.” 

“Except make Betsy’s parents feel better by being there.” 

“Except for that.” She pulled her hair into a ponytail, still gazing at him. “You’re really okay with this, aren’t you?” 

Tom lay back in her bed, his hands up beneath his head. “I admit I would like it a hell of a lot more if you could stay. But I know all about getting a page or a phone call and having to go to work. It doesn’t always happen at the most convenient time, and that’s life. In fact, I was just thinking how it’s usually me who has to climb out of bed at an inopportune moment.” 

He watched as she brushed a little makeup onto her face, put on some lipstick. “I guess you probably have a lot of . . . inopportune moments, huh?” 

She was jealous. She was trying hard not to be, but she was. Usually jealousy made him want to run away screaming, but this time, coming from Kelly, it made him feel undeniably pleased. 

“Not really,” he said. “Certainly not lately. And never anything special, you know?” 

She glanced at him. “I didn’t mean to sound . . . I’m not trying to pry, or . . .” 

“I don’t have anything to hide,” he countered. “I mean, yeah, I’ve had relationships, but . . .” 

Never one that made him feel even remotely like this. 

Jesus, he couldn’t tell her that. It scared him to death, the intensity of his feelings and her potential reaction—or lack of reaction—to them. He’d never used the word love preceded by I and followed by you. Never. He wasn’t even sure that was what he was really feeling, and not some hormonal imbalance caused by seventeen years of delayed gratification. 

“I really don’t want to know,” Kelly told him. “Really. It doesn’t matter. I don’t know why I said that.” 

Tom was just as glad to let it drop. “Call me from Boston,” he said to her. “I mean, if you have time.” 

She looked at herself critically in the mirror. “They’re going to know, aren’t they? Just from looking at me. I’ve got that whoo-whee, I-just-got-laid look.” 

He laughed at that. “No one’s going to be able to tell that from looking.” 

“Oh, yeah?” She looked at him, eyes narrowing. “You’ve got it, too. If you go downstairs right now, Joe and my father are going to know. If you’re not careful, we’re going to find ourselves in the middle of a shotgun wedding.” 

“Your father’s not that old-fashioned.” 

“No, but Joe is.” She lingered, her hand on the doorknob. “There’s Chinese food in the refrigerator. Just heat it in the microwave when you get hungry.” 

“Hey, aren’t you going to kiss me good-bye?” 

She laughed. “Are you kidding? I don’t trust myself within six feet of you. I’ll kiss you hello, later.” 

“Fair enough.” 

“I really need to run.” She still didn’t move. “Thanks for the best day I can remember. Ever.” 

“Thank you, for . . .” Being you. Jeez, when had he turned into a sappy greeting card? 

“God,” she said, “I can’t believe I’ve finally got Tom Paoletti in my bed, and I’m about to get in my car and drive away.” As she shut the door behind her, he heard her laughter. 

She was gone. 

Tom lay back, breathing in the ghost of her perfume. He had to laugh, too. That made two of them. He couldn’t believe he was here in Kelly’s bed, couldn’t believe what he felt when she smiled at him, couldn’t believe she’d wanted him so desperately, too, couldn’t believe they’d finally made love. 

He climbed out of bed and went out onto the balcony to watch her get into her car. She didn’t look up, didn’t look back. She just drove away. 

In a few weeks, when he was the one who had to leave, he wasn’t quite sure he’d be able to do the same. 

Mallory looked at her living room, imagining it from David’s perspective. 

Shabby sofa. Shabby recliner. Worn and stained wall-to-wall carpeting. A small room, only one window—and it was covered outside by a rusting white-and-turquoise awning, succeeding in making the room even darker and uglier than it had to be. 

Cheap-shit artwork hung on the walls, from the time Angela had that job at the chain motel off Route 128 in Beverly. The place went out of business and Angela—in a brilliant move—had accepted six awful oil paintings in lieu of her final check. 

David gazed at the still life on the wall behind the couch, his face carefully blank. Mal knew he saw amazingly crappily executed art in a garish gold-painted baroque-style wooden frame. But she saw more. She saw a reminder of her mother’s folly. 

Why the hell had she brought him here? What was wrong with her, anyway? 

They’d been sitting in David’s apartment, looking at the photographs he’d taken of her and Brandon. Most of them were extremely good. And as weird as it was to look at herself in a bikini, she looked good, too. She’d made herself look the way she imagined this Nightshade character was supposed to look—strong and brave and invincible. 

But the lighting was bad in some of the pictures. The kisses were overexposed. Didn’t it figure? They were going to have to shoot the kisses over again. Just her luck. 

The sandwich David had made her was delicious and while she ate it, she’d asked him about drawing graphic novels. Did all comic book artists do it this way—by taking photos? 

David told her everyone had their own method. There was no wrong or right way—although there were some people who thought taking photos like this was cheating. But it wasn’t as if David actually sketched over them. He just used them to remind himself how the human body moved. 

He’d shown her which of the photos he thought he’d use the most, which he’d pin up right over his drawing table. And she’d told him they were so much better than anything she’d ever taken. 

David being David had picked up on that right away. And one thing led to another until here they were. In her crappy house in the low-rent part of Baldwin’s Bridge. In her crappy living room. Where she was about to show him some of the crappy photos she’d taken with her crappy Instamatic over the past few years. 

Angela had left a pack of cigarettes on the coffee table. It was all Mallory could do not to light one up. 

David kept glancing back at the still life from hell, as if he were afraid it was contagious. 

“My grandfather painted that,” Mallory told him. “Pretty good, huh?” 

David looked at Mallory, looked at the painting. “Amazing,” he murmured. He leaned closer to look at the brush strokes. “That is really awful. A true artistic nightmare. Your grandfather—” He pointed to the signature. “—Mary Lou Brackett, is clearly a genius.” 

Busted. Mallory grinned at him. “Grandfather Mary Lou was something of an eccentric. Extremely brilliant, but tortured. Understandably.” 

“His disturbed presence certainly radiates from his work,” David said, smiling back at her. 

Behind his ugly glasses, beneath his terrible haircut, his eyes were warm and intelligent. He liked her. She could see that just by looking at him. He didn’t have that slightly glazed look in his eyes most guys got when they spoke to her. He wasn’t here, in her house, because he wanted to score. He liked being with her. He was here because he wanted to hear what she had to say, because he really did want to see her photographs. 

David didn’t care what her house looked like—so what if it was the smallest, shittiest house in all of Baldwin’s Bridge. It didn’t matter to him one bit. 

“Do you mind if we look at your pictures in the kitchen, Nightshade?” he asked. “Grandpa Mary Lou’s fruit bowl is a bit overwhelming.” 

“There’s another one in there,” she warned him. “It’s even worse.” 

“Worse.” 

“There are six . . . heirlooms altogether,” she said. “Naturally we hung the very best in the living room.” 

David went into the kitchen. “Oh, God,” she heard him say as he started to laugh. “Grandpa Mary Lou signed this one Elizabeth Keedler. Either he had a multiple personality disorder, or he was attempting to break into art forgery.” 

“By copying the style of the as-yet-still-unknown master of motel oil painting, Elizabeth Keedler?” Mallory raised her voice so he could hear her. “He was extremely shrewd.” 

David came out of the kitchen. “And you have six of these, you say?” 

“That’s right. Come on, it’s safe—at least relatively safe—in my room.” 

She led the way down the hall. Her room was tiny, but it was all hers. She kept her photo albums in her bookcase. She pulled the latest one from the shelf. 

David stood in the doorway, suddenly and obviously uncomfortable. “You know, I was just kidding. I don’t mind sitting in the living room.” 

She watched as he looked around the room, at her narrow bed, the dresser, her little built-in desk, the slant to the ceiling. This had been an add-on to the back of the house, a former toolshed or pantry. One of Angela’s boyfriends had put a window in about ten years ago. He hadn’t quite finished it before they’d broken up, so Mallory had painted the sill herself. Gleaming black. It was still the best part of the entire room. 

David looked at the movie posters and pictures that covered every inch of her walls, at the books that overflowed her bookcase and sat in precariously tall piles on the floor. 

And then he looked at her, sitting there cross-legged on her bed. 

“I don’t mind if you come in,” she told him. “I know you’re not going to, like, attack me or anything.” 

He nodded, suddenly as serious as if she’d just given him a medal for saving the Rebel Forces from the Death Star. “Okay. Good. I’m . . . glad you know that.” 

He left her door wide open, pulled her chair from her desk. He slipped his neon backpack from his shoulder, but instead of putting it on the floor, he sat with it on his lap. And he unzipped it. “You know, I was thinking, you could borrow my camera if you want.” 

“What?” 

He took it out of his pack by the neck strap, the enormous lens reattached. “My camera. There’s a new roll of film in it. Color prints, thirty-six exposures. You’ve got this evening and tomorrow morning off—you could shoot this entire roll if you want.” 

Mallory stared at him. “You want to lend me your camera.” That thing had to cost at least four paychecks. 

“Sure.” He held it out to her, and when she didn’t take it, he set it down next to her on the bed. “It’s easy to use. Pretty much point and shoot. You may want to play around with the settings when the sun starts going down, but you probably remember all that from media club.” 

He trusted her with his camera. 

David put his backpack on the floor, then held out his hands for the photo album she was clutching. “So let me see your pictures.” 

She held it even closer to her chest, afraid she wasn’t good enough, afraid he’d take one look and laugh. “I took these with an Instamatic. They suck, so don’t pretend they don’t, okay?” 

He smiled. “Okay.” 

Mallory’s stomach did a slow flip as she handed him the album. He had the best smile. And the deepest brown eyes. 

He opened the album, screamed, and slammed it shut. “Oh, my God! These suck!” 

Mallory laughed and kicked him with her bare foot. “Don’t be a jerk.” 

“Whoa,” he said, “let me see if I’ve got this straight. I say they suck, and I’m a jerk. You say they suck and . . .” He looked at her expectantly. 

Mallory rolled her eyes. “And I’m a jerk. All right, they don’t suck, okay?” 

“Aha. The truth comes out.” 

“Just don’t . . . expect too much and don’t lie, okay?” 

“Okay.” He pushed the camera back so he could open the photo album on the bed. And just like that, he was instantly involved and connected, leaning over the pictures. 

“Some of these are really good, Mal. Look at this one.” He pointed right away to a photo she’d taken when she was baby-sitting the O’Keefe twins, a photo she’d always thought was one of her best. “Look at the composition here. It’s really great the way you use the swing set to frame the photo. And you caught these kids in motion—it’s really dynamic, and you did it with an Instamatic.” 

Mallory watched him as he talked. He was so enthusiastic, he spoke with his hands, with his eyes, with his entire body. He was so completely different from too-cool-to-be-anything-but-bored Brandon. 

He was wearing kind of fashionable shorts that came down past his knees. The dork factor kicked in, though, because he was wearing really dweeby dark socks with his ratty sneakers. His shirt was a desperately ugly button-down short-sleeved plaid, but it didn’t matter. His crappy haircut didn’t matter, nor did his ugly glasses. 

It was all superficial. An hour at the mall, a few fashion dos and don’ts, and David would transform nicely from nerd to kind of average-looking guy. But nothing anyone could do would change him into a superstud like Brandon. 

Of course, it would take far more than a trip to the mall ever to change Brandon into someone as smart and funny and nice and genuinely sweet as David. 

Mallory had to laugh. 

David just smiled at her and kept on talking—he didn’t think it was weird she should just suddenly feel the need to laugh out loud. 

It was ridiculous, though. Unbelievable. And incredibly cool. 

She, Mallory Paoletti, was completely falling for David Sullivan. 

“I thought I heard you come home.” Charles turned on the overhead lights. “What are you doing sitting in the living room in the dark?” 

Kelly didn’t turn to look at him. “I’m exhausted and I’m hiding. What are you doing up? Joe left a note saying that you’d kicked him and Tom out at around eleven because you wanted to go to sleep.” 

“A white lie,” he said. “I wanted to be alone. These days it seems as if the only time I’m alone is when I’m in bed—which is the exact opposite of the way it should be.” 

Kelly could hear him using the walker to shuffle farther into the room. “Better not come in,” she said. “It’s not going to take much to start me crying.” And God knows Charles hated crying. 

He stopped. “Oh.” 

Betsy wasn’t going to make it. Kelly had realized that tonight. The chemo was most likely going to kill the little girl. But without it, the cancer would definitely kill her. “Most likely” came with pain and suffering, but “definitely” was definite. That was one hell of a choice for her parents to make. 

Kelly had sat with the McKennas and Vince Martin for hours discussing different medications that might ease or even eliminate the side effects of the chemotherapy. But trial was involved, and with trial came error. And pain. 

The McKennas had looked to her for answers, and she couldn’t help them. She had no answers, not even today with Tom’s scent still on her, with the glorious perfection of their physical joining still warming her skin. 

The knowledge that he was everything she’d ever dreamed of in a lover—and more—didn’t help her as Brenda McKenna’s dark brown eyes begged her to tell them what to do. Let their child die, or try to save her and watch her suffer. After which she’d most likely die anyway. 

Kelly had all but promised Tom they’d finish what they’d started when she got home tonight. But right now, sex was the dead last thing she wanted. She couldn’t bear the thought of celebrating life that way, not while knowing that the McKennas were facing death and struggling with such sorrow. 

She knew Tom was probably upstairs, in her room, waiting for her. 

She drew in a deep breath as she sat up, turning toward her father. 

“Do you need something?” she asked Charles. “Can I make you a power shake?” 

“No.” He cleared his throat. “Thank you, but . . .” 

“Time for a pill?” 

“Took one an hour ago.” 

“Are you . . . okay?” she asked. “Is it time for me to call the doctor for a stronger—” 

He took one hand off his walker to wave away her suggestion impatiently. “No, I’m fine. Relatively speaking.” 

Had she done something to disrupt his carefully ordered world? Kelly couldn’t think of a single thing except for . . . oops. Seducing Tom up in her bedroom in the middle of the afternoon. Had Charles somehow found out about that? 

He seemed exasperated and annoyed, but more at himself than at her. 

“Do you need me to change your sheets?” she tried. 

Maybe he’d soiled them during a nap. He hadn’t had that problem before, but she was well aware loss of control could happen at any time to someone with his deteriorating physical condition. She’d bought some Depends, and, like the walker, she’d simply put the box in her father’s room. They were there if he needed them—he wouldn’t have to ask. 

But changing the sheets on his bed—that was something he wouldn’t be able to do by himself. And she could understand his not wanting to ask Joe for help. 

“No,” he told her crossly. “I just wanted—” 

She waited. 

“I wanted to sit and talk for a minute. But if you’re feeling . . . Well, later will be fine.” He turned away, started back down the hall. 

Her father wanted to talk to her. 

Kelly couldn’t move, couldn’t think. Why did her father want to talk to her? And then she couldn’t do anything but think of reasons. Maybe to tell her he’d come to terms with dying, with the fact that he was running out of time, the fact that everything he’d left unsaid had better be said, and soon. Maybe he wanted to tell her more about that French woman he’d mentioned just last night. Had that really been only last night? It seemed like a million years ago. 

Or maybe he had found out about her and Tom. 

“Wait! Dad!” She hurried after her father. “Dad.” 

As he stopped and turned toward her, she saw that just that little movement required a great deal of effort and her heart sank. He was looking more and more fragile every day. 

“Talk to me.” She pulled him back into the living room, practically pushed him down into a chair. She pulled up a footstool right next to him. “I’m here. What do you want to tell me? I’m dying to listen.” 

“It’s not that important. I just . . .” He couldn’t meet her eyes. 

“Just say it,” she whispered. “It’s amazing how easy it is once you open your mouth and start talking. It’s amazing the things that come out.” 

He finally looked at her. He even briefly reached out to touch her hair. “You always were a pretty child. I used to be afraid of Tom Paoletti, when he was living with Joe down at the end of the driveway. I saw the way he looked at you.” 

Oh, my God. This was about Tom. 

“You know, Dad, I’m a big girl now. I’m pretty good at taking care of myself.” 

“You’ve always been good at taking care of yourself. It’s . . . um, it’s occurred to me that because of that, you might miss out on an opportunity to let someone else take care of you, if you know what I mean.” 

Kelly didn’t. She shook her head. 

“Tom,” Charles said with a spark of impatience. “We’re talking about Tom here.” 

“Ah,” she said. “We are?” 

“He’s a good man, Kelly.” 

Oh, my God. Did her father think . . . ? “He is,” she agreed. 

“I just wanted to make sure you knew I thought that,” he said awkwardly. “I’ve never come out and said that before.” 

“Dad, it’s obvious you think very highly of him.” 

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately,” Charles said. “Since you told me, well . . . You know, you could do far worse.” 

Oh, God. Her father thought she and Tom . . . “I’m not going to marry him. We’re not . . . He’s not . . .” She shook her head. “I’m sorry to disappoint you.” Again. 

“Oh,” he said. “I thought . . . I’d hoped . . .” He searched her face, then sighed. “It was too perfect. I just thought that if Tom could take care of you, then the two of you together could look out for Joe.” 

This was about Joe. Her father was worried about what would happen to his dear friend Joe when he was gone. 

Heart in her throat, Kelly took his hand. “I’ll make sure Joe’s okay,” she told him huskily. “I’ll take care of him for you, Daddy. I promise.” 

He touched her hair again and his eyes were sad. “But who’ll take care of you?” 

Tom sat at Kelly’s computer, suddenly completely uncertain. 

He’d heard Kelly’s car pull into the driveway nearly an hour ago. It was hard to believe she hadn’t noticed that the light was on in her room, that the French doors were wide open. 

She’d come into the house, but she hadn’t come upstairs. 

She hadn’t called him from Boston, hadn’t called from her car, either. 

It was probably no big deal. She’d probably just misplaced his cell phone number. And maybe she’d grabbed something to eat, gone in to check on her father. Those things took time. 

He’d showered and shaved before coming back over here tonight, brushed his teeth, run his fingers through his hair. 

He’d even practiced bringing up that goddamned unpleasant subject a few times. “Hey, Kel, you know in three and a half weeks when I go back to California? What do you say we do that crazy-assed long-distance thing? We could give it a try. You know, email, phone calls, I could visit every few months or so? . . .” 

Of course, there was the variation on the theme that went something like “Hey, Kel, you know in three and a half weeks when I go back to California? Maybe you could go with me. . . .” 

Or, best yet, “Hey, Kel, you know in three and a half weeks when I fail my psych evals and I’m kicked out of the Navy, when I’m homeless and jobless and certifiably insane, when I’m at my most pathetically, depressingly lowest—and oh, did you happen to notice it’s definite that I’m going bald?—what do you say we get married?” 

It was crazy. He was nuts—this proved it. 

But oh, God, he wanted her. He truly did. Tonight and forever. All evening, he’d been waiting, half-aroused, wishing she’d come home, dreaming of the stupidest things. The most efficient ways to get their crazy schedules to line up. A plan for bicoastal living. A simple, quiet wedding with Joe and Jazz standing up for him. Names for their children. 

Holy shit, he was in serious trouble here. He was naming their frigging children after one naked afternoon. Yes, the sex was beyond incredible. Yes, she made him feel things he’d never felt before. But that didn’t automatically make what he was feeling love. That didn’t mean it was going to last forever. 

Jesus, how do you know? Did the uncertainty ever fall away? Maybe if she looked into his eyes and whispered that she loved him. The thought of her doing that was enough to make him dizzy. God, he wanted her to love him. 

He wanted her up here. Now. 

If it had been him pulling into the driveway, he’d’ve taken the stairs to her room three at a time. 

Finally, finally the door opened, and Kelly stepped inside. 

She closed it behind her, leaning against it. She seemed to brace herself before looking over at him. 

“Hi.” She forced a smile. 

She’d been crying. She’d dried her face, but Tom could tell she was still extremely upset. He stood, suddenly even more uncertain. “I hope you don’t mind that I—” 

“Of course not.” She was brisk as she came into the room, setting her bag down next to her dresser. “I said you could use my computer whenever you wanted.” 

He wasn’t here to use her computer. Surely she knew that. “Is everything . . . Are you . . . ?” 

She sat on the edge of her bed and untied her shoes. “I’m fine. I’m . . . My father’s dying. It gets to me sometimes. That and the fact that an eighty percent survival rate for childhood leukemia means that twenty percent of the children who get it die.” She fired first one and then the other of her shoes into the closet with about ten times the necessary force. 

Tom sat down next to her. Oh, damn. “It doesn’t look good for Betsy, huh?” 

She shook her head tensely, tightly. “No, it doesn’t.” 

He took her hand, massaging her fingers gently. “I’m really sorry.” 

She gazed down at their hands. “God, Tom, I’m so tired. It’s been an intense couple of days, and . . .” 

“You look like you need a back rub.” He wanted to help erase the strain he could hear in her voice. “Joe’s got a pretty nice collection of French wine. I could go grab a bottle and—” 

She pulled her hand free and stood up. Her voice shook. “Look, I know I promised we’d get together again when I got home, but I’m sorry, I’m just . . . I’m so not in the mood.” 

Tom didn’t know what to do. But leaving her alone and upset was the last thing he wanted. He tried to keep things light. “For a back rub?” 

Kelly turned to face him. “For sex.” 

“I didn’t say you look like you need sex, I said you look like you need a back rub.” 

“Isn’t it the same thing? I don’t think I’ve ever been given a glass of wine and a back rub that hasn’t ended with sex.” 

She was very tired and very upset. And Tom was guilty. A little wine, a little soothing massage, and a little full-body, sensual comfort usually followed. His motives hadn’t been entirely pure. But he could make them pure. “There’s a first time for everything. And I can tell you right now, I’ve never had sex with a woman who didn’t absolutely want it, so . . .” 

“And I have no doubt that after one of your famous back rubs,” she countered sharply, “I’ll be on that list with all the other women you’ve made to want it. And I just don’t goddamn feel like wanting it tonight, all right?” 

Whoa. She was actually pissed off. “Kelly—” 

Her voice shook. “I know I’m being awful. Tom, I loved our afternoon together, I really did. But I don’t want to mislead you into thinking I’m ready to do anything right now besides crawl miserably into bed and sleep. So maybe you should just go.” 

Tom stood up. He was trying hard to be understanding because she’d clearly had a tough night with that sick little girl, but it was getting harder not to raise his voice. “Are you implying that the only thing I want from you is sex—that I wouldn’t want to spend time with you unless we’re going at it?” 

She did. Oh, Jesus, she did. She didn’t need to say a word, he could see it in her eyes. 

“You don’t think that when you come into your room—” His voice was definitely getting louder. “—after you’ve been crying, that I might want to put my arms around you and talk to you, stay with you for a while, find out what the hell’s made you so upset?” 

“And you don’t think that if you put your arms around me,” she countered, “we’ll be going at it, as you so accurately put it, in a matter of minutes?” 

“Not unless you want to,” he said tightly. 

She was exasperated. “But that’s my point. I don’t want to want to, but we both know that I will if you touch me.” She all but threw up her hands. “You know, this is all really new to me. I’ve never had a relationship that’s based purely on sex before, and the truth is, all I have to do is look at you, and a part of me forgets that I don’t want sex tonight. I know it’s completely my problem, but please, just give me a break, Tom. Just go.” 

Tom stared at her. A relationship based purely on sex. Jesus. Had he missed something here? Is that what she truly thought they had going? He laughed in disbelief. She had no fucking clue. If their relationship were based purely on sex, they wouldn’t have spent all those hours talking. Caring what the other said and thought and felt and . . . 

This so wasn’t some fuck-me-tonight, pure sex deal in which they’d have only exchanged names and maybe a sentence or two of small talk. “I grew up in Albuquerque.” “Yeah? I have a friend whose sister lives there. Let’s screw.” 

What he had with Kelly was a love affair. At least that’s what he’d thought it was. Obviously, he’d been wrong. What he had was a one-sided love affair with a talkative woman who wanted only to fuck him. Come to think of it, she’d used that very word from the start. 

His stomach hurt and his throat felt tight. “Well,” he said. “Great. Why don’t you give me a call when you want to have sex? I’ll be, just, you know, standing by.” 

He went out the French doors and over the side of the balcony without looking back. 




Chapter 16



“TOM!” 

He was halfway across the driveway, heading toward Joe’s cottage, and he didn’t break stride. 

“Tom, wait!” 

He stopped and slowly turned around. Kelly could see both anger and impatience in the way he was standing. 

“I’m sorry,” she called down to him. “I’ve done this all wrong, and . . .” 

His face was just a blur in the dimness outside the circle of light thrown by the floodlight on the garage. He moved closer, taking his time, moving slowly, deliberately, until he was directly beneath her balcony. “So this is just sex,” he said tightly. “What we’ve got going here?” 

“Isn’t it? I mean, you’re leaving in a few weeks. I thought . . .” 

He looked over at Joe’s roses. “Have you ever had a relationship before that was just sex? Only sex?” He turned his focus on her, and his eyes were devoid of the warmth she loved. He was indeed very, very angry. It didn’t make sense. 

Silently, she shook her head. 

“So I win the prize. Why’s that, Kelly? Why am I the guy who wins the no-strings sex, huh?” 

He knew. She stood there, looking down at him, and she knew that he knew. She couldn’t speak. 

“See me as I really am.” His imitation of her was a little cruel. “You goddamn did the same thing to me that you accused me of doing to you. You don’t want to spend the next few weeks with me. You want to spend it with that wild punk kid Tom Paoletti—the one who was always stirring up trouble. The hell-raiser. The one with the reputation for getting girls into trouble. Is that what you want, Kelly? You want to be in trouble? I’ll get you into trouble.” 

He started climbing up the trellis on the side of the balcony, and she backed away, her heart racing. “Don’t.” 

Tom dropped heavily back to the ground. “Great. Great. Now you’re afraid of me. This is so perfect.” He turned to look up at her, his stomach churning and his teeth clenched. His chest ached. “Fourteen years I’ve been with the SEALs. Fourteen years I’ve been a man that people respect and admire. I’m the commanding officer of the abso-fucking-lutely most elite SEAL team in all of the U.S. Navy. But you look at me—you, who always, always treated me decently, like a real human being—and all you can see, all you probably ever saw, is some fuckup.” 

“That’s not true!” Kelly faltered. “Well, it’s not entirely true. I thought . . .” 

He just stood there, waiting for her to go on, waiting to see if she’d even try to explain. 

“I didn’t want entanglement,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to start anything that was going to be hard to end. I honestly thought you’d be glad to have that kind of easy relationship for the summer.” She leaned over the railing. “Tom, you told me you don’t do love. . . .” 

“You’re right,” he said. “You’re absolutely right.” He didn’t do love. Christ, he didn’t know what the hell he’d been thinking. 

“I’m sorry. And I’m not afraid of you. Don’t ever think that. See, I’m afraid of me. If you get too close . . .” 

He laughed harshly at that. “Yeah, right, I’m that irresistible.” 

“You are,” she told him, wiping her face as if she was crying. Jesus, that made his chest hurt even worse. He didn’t want her to cry. “Don’t you feel it? Even with me up here and you down there? . . .” 

“Yeah, I feel it,” he said as he walked away. He definitely felt it. Funny thing was, he’d thought what he was feeling was something else entirely. 

11 August 

When Kelly pulled into the driveway, there was a car she didn’t recognize next to Joe’s station wagon. It must’ve just arrived, because its occupants were climbing out. 

The driver was an imposing African-American man who managed, without being the tallest man she’d ever seen, to be the absolute biggest. She was amazed his shoulders fit inside that little car. 

A sleek, athletic-looking woman came out of the front passenger side, and a long-haired twenty-something man with a handlebar mustache and goatee, mirror sunglasses, and chains on his boots emerged from the back, stretching his long legs and yawning. 

For a moment, Kelly hesitated, completely blanking on who this could possibly be. She’d called the Visiting Nurse Association just this morning, ready to start the search for a good candidate to come in and help with her father. She was looking for someone strong with a solid sense of humor. But these three, although winners in the strong department, looked more like professional wrestlers than nurses. 

And then she remembered. Tom’s teammates. His friends. He’d told her they were arriving this afternoon. 

God, she was exhausted. No wonder her memory was shot. She’d slept poorly last night, tossing and turning—that was no big surprise. This morning, she’d gone looking for Tom before she drove into Boston, but he was nowhere to be found. 

Also no big surprise. 

She still wasn’t sure what she wanted to say to him besides the fact that she was horribly sorry, but something else definitely had to be said. 

As she parked and gathered up the trash from the sandwich she’d had in the car on the way home, Tom came out from around the side of her father’s house as if he’d been out on the deck and heard the car doors slam. 

He glanced in her direction only once and only briefly. His welcoming smile was decidedly for his friends. “Hey.” 

As Kelly watched, Tom shook hands, first with the black man, then with the younger man, and finally with the woman. 

A woman. Even her tired brain recognized that as odd. Last she’d heard, the SEALs were still an exclusively male organization. No women, no exception. 

As Kelly climbed out of her car, Tom hung on to the woman’s hand far longer than he had for his male friends. She was gorgeous, Kelly realized. Her skin was mocha colored, but her hair had red highlights and her eyes were a vivid green. And she had a lithe body that matched the sheer perfection of her face. She may not have been large breasted, but she was perfectly proportioned and athletically trim. And she had amazing posture. Positively regal. 

“Thanks so much for coming,” Tom said to her and to the younger man as well. He glanced at the black man. “I’m assuming Jazz gave you both a full sit-rep. You know there’s a solid chance you’re here for nothing?” 

The woman’s voice was melodically low and as smoothly beautiful as she was. “Sir. As I told Lieutenant Jacquette, I’d willingly take unpaid leave to back you up even if only to protect you from your own shadow.” 

Tom smiled wryly. “That could well be the situation. And please, let’s not stand on formalities, Alyssa. May I call you Alyssa?” 

Kelly stopped short. Did he know he was turning on the charm, that he was oozing charisma and that solid, confident sensuality that had driven her crazy for going on two decades? 

Alyssa smiled at Tom. She had a gorgeous smile, gorgeous white teeth. “You can call me whatever you like, L.T., although I prefer Locke.” 

Kelly watched Tom, waiting for him to see her, to introduce her, to let go of Alyssa Locke’s hand. 

He released Locke, but didn’t even glance over at Kelly. “Locke it is. From now on, this is Jazz, Locke, not Lieutenant Jacquette. And if you figure out what the hell to call this long-haired deadbeat—” Tom slapped the younger man’s back. “—let me know, okay? His given name’s Roger Starrett but I’ve never heard him called either of those. He’s Houston or Ringo or Sam. Occasionally Bob. He swears there’s a logic to all the nicknames, but I can’t keep ’em straight.” 

“Sam’ll do just fine, Miz Locke.” He had a thick Texas drawl. Dew jist fahn. That accent couldn’t possibly be real, could it? 

The woman stood up even straighter. Kelly wouldn’t have believed it possible. “Just Locke,” she said coolly. 

“For the duration,” Tom said, “I’m—” 

“L.T.,” Jazz interjected. “L.T.’s good enough, sir.” 

“I’m Tom,” he said firmly. “As of right now, erase sir from your vocabularies, too.” 

Jazz looked as if he had an unpleasantly painful case of gas. 

As Kelly headed up to the deck, to where Joe and her father were waiting, Tom pulled Jazz aside. 

And the man called Sam sidled up to Locke. “I just want to take this opportunity to remind you that just because you’re working with us in this situation, doesn’t mean you’ve got your foot in the door at Coronado. A woman in the teams is never going to happen.” His voice was low, but Kelly overheard quite clearly as she passed by. 

“Gee.” Locke’s voice was edged with sarcasm. “It’s so nice that you’re concerned for me, Roger.” 

“Oh, but I am,” he said completely insincerely. “I’d sure hate to see you get your little hopes up way too high.” 

“There are two things in life that I’m sure I’ll never be,” Locke said far too sweetly. “One is a SEAL. That I regret. I believe I’d be an asset to the teams. The other, however, is a redneck asshole. No regrets there.” She smiled at him. “Too bad you can’t say the same.” 

“This is going to be one hell of a vacation,” Sam growled. 

“I’m not on vacation,” Locke replied. “I’m here to work.” 

“Okay, grab your gear,” Tom said, leading the way to the deck. “Come and meet the other members of our team.” 

Now he was going to introduce Kelly. This was when he’d actually look into her eyes, and she’d try to send him a telepathic apology. 

“This is my uncle, Joe Paoletti,” Tom continued, “and Mr. Charles Ashton, who has graciously volunteered the east wing of his house for our use. You’ll be bedding down there, as well as helping set up a temporary HQ. Joe and Mr. Ashton are veterans of the Second World War. Mr. Ashton was with the Army—the Fifty-fifth—and Joe was OSS. They’ve volunteered to help us.” 

And this is Kelly, who wants only sex from me. Yes, Kelly supposed there were worse things than not being introduced. 

She stepped forward. “I’m volunteering, too.” She held out her hand to Jazz. “Hi, I’m Kelly Ashton. It’s a pleasure to meet you—Jazz, right?” 

She shook with Sam/Roger/Bob/whoever, and with Alyssa Locke as well. Alyssa did more than shake her hand. She sized Kelly up with her cool green gaze. 

That’s right, Kelly tried to say with her smile and her eyes. Tom’s mine, babycakes. Hands off. 

Except Tom still didn’t do more than glance briefly in her direction. Maybe he wasn’t hers, not after the things she’d said last night. 

“Dr. Ashton’s got a pediatrics practice in Boston,” he told his teammates. “She won’t be around a lot.” 

“Oh, but that’s going to change,” Kelly said. “I’m taking the next three weeks off. I spoke to my partners this morning.” 

Tom looked at her then. Direct eye contact for the first time that day. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. . . . 

“I’ll go in if the McKennas need me,” she told him, willing him to hold her gaze, to believe her silent message. “But that’s it for me for a while. I hit some kind of wall last night.” 

She couldn’t read his expression, and he turned away before she could say what she most wanted to say. I’m so sorry you caught most of the fallout. 

“Well, great,” Tom said. “We’ve got a doctor on the team. Not that we need one. Here’s hoping we’ll continue not to need you, Doctor.” 

Kelly’s heart sank as he led his friends inside. Her unspoken apology was apparently not accepted. 

“Are you . . . alone?” 

Tom looked up from one of the new computers that had arrived just that morning. He and Jazz, Sam, and Locke had set them up in this room in the east wing of the Ashton’s enormous house. 

Their new headquarters had once been the Ashton’s music room—it still held a grand piano they’d pushed into the corner. They’d moved in tables and desks and a bunch of corkboards from an office supply store. 

Joe and Charles had spent a good hour using pushpins to tack up all the pictures Tom had of the Merchant. 

“Yeah,” Tom said, spinning in his chair to face Kelly. “I’m alone.” 

She came in cautiously. As if she wasn’t sure of her welcome. 

“Where’d they all go?” 

He leaned back, looking at her. She was wearing a sundress with a tiny flower print. With her hair up off her shoulders she looked cool and sweet. Almost angelic. 

“Your father’s taking a nap on the deck. Joe’s sitting with him. My team’s just gone out to get familiar with the town, particularly the hotel and the marina. Locke’s probably going to check out the church tower. One of the tricks to stopping a terrorist attack is to occupy all the good sniper positions.” 

“I thought you said this Merchant guy specializes in car bombs.” 

“He does. I’m just covering all the bases.” 

“Alyssa Locke and Jazz both called you . . . was it L.T.?” 

Tom nodded. “It’s short for Lieutenant. It’s a little more respectful than Tom, not as formal as sir.” 

She moved farther into the room, looking at the pictures on the boards, looking at the computers. “This is . . . pretty intense.” 

“Do you want something, Kelly?” he asked abruptly. “Because I’m in the middle of trying to track down a van.” 

She gazed at him, her eyes wide. It wasn’t her innocent face. This one was for real. She was uncertain, a little afraid. “Yes, I wanted to . . . talk to you. I had the opportunity this morning to do a little research about patients who’ve suffered feelings of paranoia caused by severe head injuries.” 

“Ah,” he said. “You’re here as a doctor.” 

She shook her head. “No, I . . .” She took a deep breath. “I’m here as your friend.” 

He didn’t say a word. He just waited for her to go on, torturing himself by watching the way the light from the windows gleamed on the smoothness of her shoulders. 

“The more I read,” Dr. Ashton continued—it helped if he thought of her as Dr. Ashton, “the more I was convinced.” She took a step toward him. “I really don’t think that’s what’s going on with you, Tom. The paranoia most patients experience is less specific than what you described to me. It’s more like waves of anxiety and vague feelings of persecution. I didn’t see a single mention of the kind of severe condition that actually has people seeing a specific threat—and especially not a threat to people besides themselves. Paranoia generally means someone’s after you. The way you described it, this guy doesn’t even know you’re here.” 

“So either my case is so unusual, I should be written up in a medical journal, or—” 

Kelly took another step toward him. “Or you’re not paranoid. Maybe you really did see the Merchant. I’ve been thinking about this all day and I think you should do more than this.” She gestured around the room. “I think you should call someone. Tell the authorities that you’ve seen this man here in Baldwin’s Bridge.” 

She was close enough now for him to smell her subtle perfume. 

“Yeah, well, I’ve already made that call,” he told her. “I did it right away. But no one’s taking me seriously. And if I persist in calling for help, I’ll be putting my career in jeopardy. There’s that rear admiral I told you about—Tucker. He’s been after my ass for years. I have no doubt that he’d try to use this situation to force my retirement.” He laughed in disgust. “Now that sounds like feelings of persecution, doesn’t it? But it’s true. Admiral Crowley said as much to my face. He’s the one who warned me to back off.” 

“How about the FBI, then? Can you call them?” 

“Yeah, I might do that. There’s also a guy I know in the SAS. I’m waiting to see if I can find any concrete proof the Merchant is here, though. Because if my own superiors don’t believe me, why should anyone else, you know?” 

“This must be hard for you,” she said softly. 

Tom stood up. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” he said. “When you’re my team doctor, that’s when we talk. But when we’re lovers, all we do is—” 

“I want us to be friends,” she said, flushing slightly. 

“That’s not the way I understood it. You told me last night all you wanted was to—” 

“I also came to apologize,” she said. “Last night I—” 

Tom moved closer to her. “Apology accepted. Because you know, you were right.” 

He stopped hardly a foot away from her. He was close enough to see it all in her eyes. Everything she was feeling. Anxiety. Hope. Desire. 

Desire. 

He knew Kelly had come here because she could no more stay away from him than he could stay away from her. 

This conversation was just an excuse—a way to get her in the door. She didn’t really want to talk to him. She was here because she wanted him, wanted sex. She was just too damned polite to admit it. 

Tom touched her. Just one finger down the side of her face. 

She trembled and he knew he was right. 

“We’ve got a few weeks,” he told her, told himself, too. “Let’s not waste a second.” 

He kissed her, and she exploded, kissing him back furiously, frantically, almost knocking him off his feet. 

Jesus, had she really thought that if she came to him, wanting him so desperately, he’d actually send her away? 

He kissed her harder, deeper, and she was right there, pushing him to the max. Her arms were locked around him, her body close to his. He pressed his thigh between her legs and she rubbed herself against him. 

No, he wasn’t crazy enough to push her away. And now that he understood, now that he knew exactly what she wanted, he was going to give her just that, and nothing more. Yeah, from now on, he was going to keep his heart to himself. 

This time, and for ever after, it was going to be just sex. 

Tom pulled down the top of her dress, and the elastic straps that held it up gave just enough to expose her breasts, pushing them up and out into his hands, his mouth. 

He felt her hands on the velcro fastener at the waist of his shorts, felt it give, too, felt her reach for him, find him. Yes . . . 

But, God, the door was wide open. Anyone could walk in. Still, she’d had the opportunity to close and lock it when she came in. Maybe she’d wanted it open. She liked risk—she’d told him so. 

But being caught with his pants down by his teammates—or Kelly’s father—wasn’t quite Tom’s idea of fun. 

However, there was a closet in the room. It was a walkin, filled with overcoats and out-of-style suits that Charles Ashton would never wear again. A closet could be very, very much fun. 

Tom dragged her toward it, pulled her inside. It was dark and airless and smelled of mothballs. 

But damn, the door didn’t latch. The ocean air had warped the old wood and it hung slightly open, letting in just enough light and barely enough air and an enormous amount of highly charged risk. Anyone could still walk in. 

But Kelly kissed him again so urgently, Tom didn’t give a damn. 

She pushed down his shorts as he pulled up her skirt and then— 

She wasn’t wearing any underwear. 

She moaned as he touched her slick heat, pushing herself down to drive his fingers more deeply inside her. 

“Please,” she breathed, and pressed a condom into his hand. She must’ve had it in the pocket of her skirt. 

No underwear. A condom. The woman had come here prepared. 

For sex. Only sex. 

She kissed him again, and again he found he didn’t care. 

Tom swiftly covered himself and lifted her into his arms. She pulled her long skirt out of the way as she gripped him with her legs and then, yes, yes, he was inside of her. 

She moaned her pleasure as she clung to him, as he drove himself fiercely into her, setting both a pace and rhythm that was on the verge of too rough. 

“More,” she gasped. “I want more.” 

Yeah, she’d told him that, too, that she liked it a little wild, a little bit rough. 

Tom pushed her up against the back wall of the closet for leverage, thrusting deeply inside of her. She gasped. Maybe too deeply. “Don’t you goddamn let me hurt you,” he rasped. 

“You’re not, oh, God, please Tom, you’re not—” 

“ ’Lo?” 

He froze. Kelly froze, too, staring directly into Tom’s eyes. 

Someone had come into the office. 

“He’s not here.” It was Ensign Starrett’s familiar Texas drawl. 

Tom and Kelly were surrounded on both sides by winter coats wrapped in plastic. If he tried to pull her back, farther into the shadows, that plastic would crinkle loudly, giving them away. It was better just to not move. To stay completely still. With his body buried deep inside her. 

God. 

Tom felt a bead of sweat trickle down his back. 

“Are you sure? I could’ve sworn I heard voices.” Locke was in the office, too. 

Kelly was still gazing into his eyes. But then, slowly, she leaned forward to kiss him. 

“Tom? Hey, Tommy, you hiding beneath the desk or inside that there piano?” Starrett laughed. “Nope, he’s not here.” 

It was a slow kiss, a deliberately languid kiss, a white-hot but completely silent kiss. 

The sweat down his back turned into a river. 

Locke snorted. “That’s obvious. Like you’d ever dare call your CO Tommy to his face.” 

Just as silently, Kelly pulled back. Gazing into her eyes, Tom could see heat. She actually liked this. She actually wanted . . . 

So he moved. Slowly. Silently. Out. And in. 

And Kelly smiled, catching her lower lip between her teeth, deep pleasure in her eyes. Oh, yeah, she liked this. 

“We’re actually pretty tight,” Starrett said. “Me an’ ol’ Tommy.” 

“Right. Just grab the map. Jazz is waiting in the car.” 

Tom did, too. He liked it, too. So he did it again. Just as infinitesimally slowly. Nearly all the way out. 

“At least Tom knows I’ve had experience shooting more than paper targets, sweetheart.” 

Locke’s voice was tight. “I know we’ve been told to dispense with rank and respect due to the covert nature of this assignment, but from now on, when we’re alone, Ensign, you will address me as ma’am or Lieutenant. Is that clear?” 

And all, all, all the way back in. Kelly made the start of a small noise and Tom kissed her, covering her mouth with his, swallowing the sound. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Starrett’s surly voice faded as they left the room. 

And just in time. 

Because Kelly was coming. Right there, around him. In slow motion. He could feel her body’s release as he kept that erotically, decadently, intensely slow movement. 

She was trying hard to be quiet, but the small sounds she was making were enough to push him over the edge. 

He moved faster—he couldn’t help himself. His own release came with a rush of sensation, a flash of light, the roar of his blood surging through his veins. 

Sex. It was sex. Just sex. 

And once again, it was incredible sex. 

Tom knew he should feel glad. He should feel sated and pleased that this beautiful woman had come to him, that she so obviously had wanted him, that she hadn’t been able to stay away. 

And hey, this was great. He didn’t have to take her to dinner. He didn’t have to say another word to her. 

He could just clean himself up as best he could, fasten his pants, and walk away. 

He almost did it. He almost made it out the door without uttering a single syllable. 

But he made the mistake of turning around and looking back at her, still leaning there against the closet wall, still breathing hard, dress rumpled, hair mussed. And he wanted her. He still wanted her. It was physiologically impossible for him to have her again. Not this soon. And yet . . . 

“Unlock the screens to the French doors in your bedroom,” Tom told her, his voice still unsteady, “if you want me up there tonight.” 

She gazed at him. “Tom, please, can we—” 

He didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to talk. It was, after all, her rule. “No,” he said, and got out of there, fast. 




Chapter 17



“ARE THEY AWFUL?” 

“I didn’t look at them,” David said as he stepped back to let Mallory into his apartment. He had the air-conditioning on in anticipation of tonight’s photo shoot, so he closed the door tightly behind her. 

“You didn’t? Why not?” She looped her fanny pack over the back of one of the kitchen chairs. 

“Because they’re your photos. You should be the one who sees them first.” This past day had been torture. As he’d worked, he’d seen only glimpses of Mallory taking pictures with his camera around the hotel. And then when he’d finally had the afternoon off, she’d been on at the Ice Cream Shoppe. He’d gone in, ordered a cone, and watched her work as he’d eaten it. He’d gotten a cup of coffee, too, and sketched her as it had cooled. He’d stretched it into two hours, but he was so afraid of being creepy. Of being David Sullivan, the stalker. 

“You didn’t even peek?” she asked. 

“No,” he said. 

“Honestly? Not even a little?” 

He laughed as he handed her the pack of photos. “No. You look at them, and if you decide you want me to see—” 

“I want you to see them. I wouldn’t have minded if you’d checked them out.” 

Why was she looking at him like that? Her eyes were soft, and as he gazed back at her she turned away as if she was suddenly uncertain or . . . shy. Mallory Paoletti, shy? 

“So how was work?” she asked as she sat down at his kitchen table and opened the pack of pictures, pulling them out and flipping quickly through them. “I was thinking about how tired you must’ve been all day—after working all those extra shifts in a row, after getting almost no sleep that night I came in and woke you up.” 

David slowly sat down next to her, struggling to understand, afraid to misinterpret. Had she meant she’d been thinking about him all day, or that he must’ve been tired all day? It couldn’t have been the first. Could it? 

“It was okay,” he said. “I’m a little tired, but I made a lot of money from tips. I don’t have to work in the morning, but the boss wants me to come in for the lunch shift tomorrow. One of the room service waiters quit and they’re short staffed.” 

A week ago he would’ve jumped at the chance to make the extra money. Now all he could think was if he worked during lunch, he wouldn’t be able to meet Mallory at the Ice Cream Shoppe and have a sandwich with her by the marina. He’d missed doing that these past two days. Funny how quickly lunch had become his favorite time of day. Of course, right now, now was his favorite time of day, too, since she was finally here. 

“Room service,” she said. “Cool. Are you going to do it? Take bottles of champagne up to all those lonely millionaires’ wives who’re looking for a little action while their elderly husbands are out fishing or playing golf?” She imitated a breathy, high-class voice, “Hello, room service? This is Mrs. Megabucks in room 260. I’d like a triple order of caviar, and can you send it up with that attractive David Sullivan and his great, big, enormous . . .” 

She glanced up at him, her eyes gleaming, and David found himself thinking, shy. Where on earth had he gotten the impression earlier that she was suddenly shy? 

“Tray,” she finished, laughing. 

It was too late. He was already blushing. 

“You thought I was going to say something else, didn’t you?” she asked. 

“Actually, with you, Nightshade, I always expect the extraordinary. I wouldn’t dream of trying to second-guess you. You’re far too unique.” 

“Too much of a freak.” 

“No, that’s not what I meant,” he said quickly. “I mean that you’re special. I think you’re incredible and . . .” 

Oh, God, way to go. Nothing like screwing up their friendship by cluing her in to the fact that he was completely infatuated. He grabbed her pictures and began looking through them, bracing himself, ready for her to make some excuse and leave. She had to go clean the bottom of her garbage can. She had to go brush her cat’s teeth. She had to . . . Or maybe she wouldn’t take the excuse route. Maybe she’d stay, but give him the Friendship Speech. “Gee, I really like you, David, and I’m so glad we’re friends. Friends. Let me say that again in case you didn’t hear. Ferrr-ennn-ddd-sss.” 

But when he glanced up at her, she was looking at him in that same odd way that she’d been looking at him before. “That’s really nice,” she said softly. 

And then she did it. At least he thought she did it. At the very least—and probably far more likely—he only imagined she did it. Her gaze dropped for just a split second to his mouth before she smiled and looked away. 

According to every body language book in the world, that meant she wanted him to kiss her. Except, of course, if he’d only imagined it. Then it meant that he’d imagined she wanted him to kiss her. Two vastly different conclusions. 

He looked down at the photos in his hands. She’d taken pictures of people. In and around the lobby of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel. She’d used the zoom lens, so they were all candids, taken without the subjects’ awareness of her presence. 

She’d caught a distinguished-looking man with his finger up his nose. A woman, her face contorted with anger as she spoke on a pay phone. A little girl, dreamily lost within the pages of an open book. A man checking in at the registration desk, holding tightly on to the rolling cart filled with luggage, caught in a tug of war as a bellboy tried to take it away. Several shots of David as he’d worked, smiling as he stopped to talk with an elderly man, Mr. Torrence. She must’ve taken them through the restaurant window. 

“These are really great,” David said, spreading them out on the table. 

He leaned forward to point to the angry woman, and his shoulder brushed Mallory’s. 

She didn’t move back. In fact, she moved closer. Their heads were almost touching, too, as they looked at the photo, and David’s mind went completely blank. 

Two seconds ago, he’d intended to tell her something about this picture, but right now, all he could think about was the fact that her shoulder was warm and solid against his. 

From the corner of his eye, he saw her turn to look at him. 

She smelled like the gum she chewed by the pack as a substitute for her cigarettes, sharp and spicy. Cinnamon today. 

He turned toward her, too, his mouth suddenly dry, his palms suddenly sweaty, feeling completely uncertain and scared to death. He wanted to kiss her. Every instinct he had was screaming that she wanted him to kiss her, too. But if he was wrong, he could lose her as a friend. 

And he couldn’t bear that. 

“Brandon’s late,” he said through the parched desert that had once been his mouth. 

Mallory sat back. “Do you want me to get changed? Do I have to get changed? Since it’s just a kiss, can we do it dressed—without the oil and bathing suit?” 

“Oh,” David said. “Yeah, well, I was going to take more than just a close-up. I mean, I was going to take close-ups, too, but I also wanted some full-length shots. Bodies and legs. And hands. Hands are so hard to get right. I wanted to see where they fall—naturally, you know? Do you mind?” he added. “I know the baby oil’s really gross.” 

She’d already crossed to his costume box and was searching for the bathing suit she’d worn the last time. “The baby oil’s not half as gross as the thought of kissing that asshole again.” 

“You don’t have to do this,” he told her. “I really don’t want you to if—” 

“Chill.” She found the suit and turned to face him. “It’s acting. It doesn’t mean anything if you’re acting, right? But if he tries to cop a feel again . . . well, we’ll just have to take a little break while he recovers. If you know what I mean.” 

Mallory went into the bathroom and closed the door. But she opened it right away. “I’m going to need help with the baby oil,” she said. “Can you do me a favor and help me put it on? I mean, instead of letting Bran put his hands all over me again?” 

“Yeah,” David said. “Of course. My pleasure.” He realized a fraction of a second too late just what he’d said, and how completely inappropriate—although baldly true—it was. 

He opened his mouth to stammer some kind of apology, but Mallory was smiling at him. “Mine, too,” she said, and shut the bathroom door. 

As David stood there, he felt the pupils of his eyes dilate, felt his body go into a mild state of shock. 

That had not been his imagination. Not that time. 

“Joe, can you do me a favor?” Tom said. “I’ve got to get to the train station in fifteen minutes.” 

Kelly knew when he realized she was sitting out on the deck with Joe and Charles, watching the sunset turn the ocean colors and the sky shades of red-orange. It was right when he’d said the words train station. Something changed, very slightly, very subtly in his voice. 

She shook the ice around in her glass of lemonade before she glanced up at him. 

He was looking at Joe, tension visible in his shoulders, in the muscles working along the sides of his jaw. He’d changed into jeans and a T-shirt. Sneakers on his feet. Baseball cap. 

“I need to rent a cargo van with tinted windows—Jazz is going to rig it with surveillance gear,” he explained. “I finally found what I’m looking for in Swampscott, but it’s a first come, first served kind of place, and they’re open only till twenty hundred hours. Next train’s in twenty-two minutes.” 

“Are you sure you should be driving?” Kelly asked. “All the way back from Swampscott by yourself?” 

He looked at her, his eyes taking in her sundress—the same one she’d had on earlier that afternoon, clearly noting the fact that she’d let her hair down. Or rather he had. In the closet. She’d combed it since then. Put on sandals. And underwear. Reapplied the makeup that had run when she’d cried. 

She wondered if he even knew he’d made her cry by leaving the way he had. So coldly. So abruptly. As if . . . She cleared her throat. “What if you get dizzy?” she asked. 

“I won’t,” he said. 

Joe had been about to stand, but now he was giving it a second thought, too. “You sure you’re feeling up to this?” 

Tom was exasperated. “I feel fine. I’ve got a headache, but I’ve just spent three hours on the phone trying to find this particular make of van. If I didn’t have a headache after that, it would be some kind of miracle. And if I don’t catch this train . . .” 

“Why don’t I just drive you into Swampscott,” Kelly said, her mouth dry—afraid he would turn her down, just as afraid he’d accept. What would she say to him during the forty-minute drive? “You can skip the train, Tom. I’ll take you right to the rental place.” 

But he was already shaking his head. “Thanks, but no. I’m not going to ask you to drive me to Swampscott.” 

“You didn’t ask,” Kelly countered. “I volunteered.” 

Joe and Charles were looking from her to Tom somewhat warily, obviously aware of the undercurrents of tension, but—hopefully—having no clue as to their origin. 

“Thanks, but no,” he said again. 

“I want to.” Her voice wasn’t shaking. Yet. “I haven’t had a chance to apologize to you and—” 

“You did,” he said. “Before. I accepted your apology.” He turned away, a trace of desperation in his voice. “Joe, can you please drive me to the train?” 

Kelly stood up, nearly knocking her chair over. “God damn it. When I said what I said last night, I didn’t mean that we should never talk to each other again. I don’t want us not to be friends, Tom!” 

Tom didn’t move, didn’t react, didn’t blink. He just looked at her. 

Kelly couldn’t stand it. She didn’t care that her father and Joe were watching. She marched up to Tom and kissed him, long and hard on the mouth. 

“My doors will be open tonight.” Her voice shook with emotion. “But if you come in, you better be ready to talk.” 

She swept into the house. 

Charles went along, riding in the backseat as Joe drove Tom to the train station. 

Since it took only three minutes to get to the train, they’d stopped at the Honey Farms on the way. Tom had wanted a bottle of Pepsi, no doubt to try to control his headache, which surely had to be a damn sight worse after that show Kelly had put on out on the deck. 

Kelly, whose doors—presumably the French ones on her balcony—would be open to Tom tonight. 

Charles tried to reassure himself that he was okay with that. It was, after all, the start of the twenty-first century. If his thirty-two-year-old grown-up daughter wanted to have a relationship with a man who wasn’t her lawfully wedded husband, well, that was her business, not his. He should have done the same with his second wife—saved himself one hell of a lot of grief. Not to mention money. 

Tom got back into Joe’s car, Pepsi in hand, and Joe put the car into reverse. 

“Wait,” Charles ordered. He tapped Tom on the shoulder. “Have you got everything you need? Because if you don’t, you might want to go back in there and buy it. Them. A box. Ah, Christ. You know what I mean.” 

Joe and Tom both turned to look back at him. 

Where had Jenny’s father been with that kind of advice the night Charles had taken her to the Lennox Ballroom in Boston, and driven home via back roads? Very dark, very deserted back roads. Dark enough to take a blanket out into the crisp autumn night, spread it out in the middle of a deserted field so they could share a bottle of wine and gaze up at the stars . . . 

Well, maybe Jenny had done some stargazing, but Charles sure hadn’t. 

“Condoms,” he said now, crossly. “Do you need me to spell it for you, too? Do you have some, son?” 

Tom gazed at him, completely surprised. Charles could read this Paoletti nearly as well as he could read the senior one. It was obvious that Tom wasn’t afraid of Charles, but he was taken aback by his frankness, unsure how to respond to the father of the woman he was probably intending to . . . intending to . . . 

Yes, this was awkward. 

“Just nod your head,” Charles demanded. “Yes or no? If it’s yes, we go, if it’s no, you trot back into the store and—” 

Tom nodded. Yes. But then he shook his head no. “Sir, I’m not—” 

“Not going to talk about this anymore,” Charles loudly cut him off. “You told me what I wanted to know. Just promise if the opportunity arises, you’ll actually use the damn things.” 

Tom nodded again. Yes. 

And then—smart young man that he was—he turned back around and sat facing the front. Probably praying hard that Joe got him to the train before Charles started questioning him about his favorite sexual positions. 

Joe drove down North Street, making sure Charles saw him rolling his eyes balefully at him in the rearview mirror. 

Just what Charles needed after they dropped Tom off at the train. A lecture from the High Priest of Polite on the propriety of talking about condoms with the man his only daughter had just publicly invited into her bedroom tonight. 

Joe would probably have preferred that Charles urge caution to the point of not needing condoms. He didn’t want either of their children—grown-up children, but still their children—to get hurt. 

And Charles and Joe both knew a thing or two about how easy it was to hurt the people you care about the most. 

As Joe pulled into the commuter rail station, Charles couldn’t help but remember another trip he took with Joe to the train, this one back in France. Cybele had been with them, along with Henri and Luc Un, the poor bastard. They’d received a coded message from a BBC French Special Broadcast, requesting aid in stopping German troop movement. The fighting in the French countryside was fierce, and anything they could do to keep the Germans from sending reinforcements and supplies by train would help the Allies. 

Joe had asked Charles to go with them. They were shorthanded that night. Luc Deux, Marie, and Dominique were nowhere to be found, and Joe and Cybele needed his help. 

Charles’s leg had healed enough that he could move without his cane. Ironically, that had been the very night Joe had planned to begin the dangerous journey taking Charles to the Allied side of the line. But with the BBC broadcast, all bets were off. 

Things were still tense in the house—it had been only a few days since he and Cybele had fought in the kitchen, since Joe had realized Cybele had gone to his bed only because she couldn’t have Charles. The entire dynamics of the household had been turned sideways. No wonder Luc Deux, Marie, and Dominique had taken a powder. 

At first, Charles had refused to help. What could he do? He knew nothing about explosives or blowing up train tracks. Besides, he’d told them, he’d quit the hero business. He’d filled his lifetime quota of heroic acts already, thanks. 

But by nightfall, when the time came, Charles found himself dressed and ready to go, unable to let them leave without him. 

Cybele had matter-of-factly handed him an extra gun as if she’d been expecting him all along, securing her own Walther PPK just inside the waist of her trousers. She was dressed like a man, complete with smudges of coal on her face, and she quickly helped him blacken his own face, too. 

Moving through the streets was terrifying. They had to hide several times from patrolling Germans, hardly daring to breathe, knowing that the slightest wrong move, the slightest misstep, would mean discovery and certain death. It was nerve-racking and exhausting. And Joe and Cybele had been doing it nearly every night for years. 

Moving through the woods outside town was only slightly better. They traveled quickly south, still on foot, to a nearby village that sat on the train line. The entire track was being guarded—the Germans were expecting saboteurs. 

But Cybele had proposed they plant their explosives along a section of track uncomfortably near the German barracks, near the station, right on the outskirts of town. And sure enough, although it was tricky to get to, once they were there, the area was completely unguarded. 

Henri planted the explosives along a key length of track, while Luc Un set his bomb beneath a railroad car sitting dark and silent nearby. It was open and empty, but it was there. And if they blew it up, the Germans couldn’t use it to carry food and water to their soldiers on the front lines. 

As the two men worked, Joe, Cybele, and Charles kept watch. 

Charles had been terrified. Not for himself. For Cybele. He didn’t want to care. He didn’t want to love her. 

All he’d ever wanted was to be back home. . . . 

He gazed out the window as Joe pulled the car up alongside the Baldwin’s Bridge station house and braked to a stop. 

“Thanks for the ride,” Tom said. 

Joe nodded. 

Tom opened the door and climbed out of the car. 

Charles put down his window. “By the way. Something I forgot to mention earlier. If you hurt Kelly, I’ll kill you. Slowly and painfully.” 

It was true that Kelly had told him she didn’t want to marry Tom, but for all Charles knew, that was simply a case of protesting too much. He himself flipped back and forth between wanting them to try to have a life together and wanting them to stay far away from each other. 

Tom had the good grace not to laugh in his face. “Mr. Ashton, I can assure you, it’s not my intention to—” 

“I don’t care about your intentions. I know you don’t intend to hurt her. I’m just telling you don’t.” Charles pushed the button and the window slid back up. 

For a minute, Charles thought the young man was going to knock on the window and demand to continue this conversation. But the train came into the station, and Tom dashed for the platform. 

Joe sat for a moment, watching him. “He’s a good man,” Joe said. “And he loves her. I’m certain of that. I don’t know what that was about tonight on the deck, but I’m pretty sure she loves him, too—although I don’t think we could get either of ’em to admit it.” 

For Charles, that wasn’t good news. For Charles, love was no kind of answer. 

“Great,” he grumbled. “That means Tom’s got the power to really hurt her.” 

Who were those stupid musicians who’d written that song a few years back? The song with the refrain that went “All you need is love”? 

Bah. What did they know about love, anyway? Love was certainly not all he’d needed, back when he’d finally found it. It was a curse, a cause of pain for everyone it touched. 

What he’d really needed was to avoid love, to put up that newspaper barrier between him and his little blue-eyed daughter, because opening his heart to her would have meant just that—opening his heart. And God knows what might have happened had everything he’d locked inside escaped. 

Maybe Kelly and Tom would be lucky, and they’d keep their relationship casual. Casual lovers having casual sex. No love. 

No complications. 

No heartache. 

No endless lifetime of what-ifs and might-have-beens. 

Mallory closed her eyes as David’s hands slid across her bare shoulders and down her back. 

He was silent. The room was silent. She could hear the sound of his quiet breathing in the stillness as he put more oil on his hands and gently, almost reverently applied it to her lower back. 

And then he was done. He stepped back, away from her. 

Damn. 

“Thanks,” she said, turning to take the bottle from him. 

For a half second, the look in his eyes was pure male. It gave his face an edge that was both frightening and exciting. David wasn’t just skinny, goofy David. David was a man. 

But then he looked embarrassed and apologetic, as if he was afraid that what she’d seen in his eyes might have offended her. And she wasn’t at all afraid anymore. Because this man was David. Kind, sweet, wonderful David. 

The phone rang. He crossed the room, grabbing a paper towel to wipe his hands before he picked it up. “Hello?” It came out raspy, and he cleared his throat. “Yeah, where are you?” 

It had to be Brandon. 

David glanced at her. “But Mal’s already transformed into Nightshade and—” 

As she watched, he laughed. It was not a gee-that’s-a-funny-joke laugh. It was a boy-you’re-an-asshole laugh. “Yeah, great. You get what you pay for. I know. Look, Bran, next time you cancel, don’t do it thirty-five minutes after you were supposed to be here. When it’s just you and me, I don’t mind. But Mallory’s here. If you’d let me know earlier, I could have called her and rescheduled. Instead she came all the way over and—” 

He met her gaze, shaking his head slightly, an apology in his eyes. Bran wasn’t coming. 

David hung up the phone. “God damn it, I really wanted to get these photos taken.” He ran his hands through his hair. “Shit. Shit. Mallory, I’m really sorry. I’m—” 

“It’s no big deal,” she reassured him. “I would have come over anyway to see the pictures and to, you know, hang out. I mean, if you didn’t mind.” 

He laughed as he turned away, as if he didn’t want to look directly at her. “Mind. Yeah, right. Look, why don’t you take a quick shower and we can go get something to eat. I’m really sorry we didn’t wait until we heard from Bran before you got oiled up.” 

“You know what I think?” Mallory asked. God, she’d just had a flash of brilliance. David was so painfully polite, if she waited for him, they were both going to be a hundred years old before he even held her hand. What better way to do this? She took a deep breath. “I think you should use a remote and stand in for Brandon.” 

David laughed again. “Oh, I’m real photogenic.” 

“But you are.” 

“What, are you kidding?” He gestured to himself. “Look at me, Mal. Come on.” 

She went to the table, found the pictures she’d taken of him yesterday. “I happen to think you’re extremely photogenic. You’ve got a good face. It’s not beautiful like Brandon’s, but so what? Why does Julian have to be beautiful? I think it’s far more likely Nightshade would hook up with a guy who looks like you—a guy who’s got a real smile. When Brandon smiles, it’s so fake. When he smiles, you know what it makes me think?” 

David shook his head. 

“His smile says to me, ‘I love myself so much, I’d suck my own dick if only I could reach it with my mouth.’ “ 

He tried not to laugh and failed. 

“Nightshade wouldn’t waste her time with a guy like that.” She tossed the pictures back on the table as she went for the costume box, digging through it. “Lose the glasses. I’ll fix your hair—I’ve got some gel in my bag.” She found the Speedo and fired it across the room at him as if it were a giant rubberband. 

It hit him smack in the center of his chest. 

He caught it, held it up. “I don’t think—” 

“Oh, no fair,” she said. “I put this on. You’re definitely putting that on.” 

He shook his head. “But—” 

“Please,” she said, playing her trump card. “This way I won’t have to kiss Brandon again.” 

Kiss. 

As she watched him, she saw the word—and its meaning—register. For a guy who was one of the smartest people she’d ever met, it sure took close to forever for the old lightbulb to click on. But once it did, he was no fool. 

“Of course,” he said. “It’s certainly worth a try.” 

And he took the Speedo and made a beeline for the bathroom to change. 

After Kelly showered, she cleaned her room. 

Underwear and T-shirts in the dresser drawers. Other clothes in the closet. On hangers. 

Who had she been kidding, anyway? 

She was definitely living here, whether she pretended she was or not, whether she hung her clothes in her closet or not. She’d really done it—at thirty-two years of age she had moved back into her childhood home. 

The circumstances were such that it wasn’t quite as pathetic as it sounded. Her father was dying. She had reason to be here. Of course, the fact that she was divorced and child-free and completely available to move back in to care for him was pretty pathetic. If she weren’t such a loser with her personal life, she wouldn’t have been able to help. 

And it had to have been at least partially her fault that Gary had cheated on her and gotten Tiffany Big-Tits pregnant. The theory being that if she, Kelly, had been such a top-notch, grade-A wife, Gary wouldn’t have sought pleasure elsewhere. But Kelly had obviously failed wifeness. She was a great pediatrician, a decent cook, and an above-average personal assistant when it came to scheduling both hers and Gary’s lives. But when it came to being a lover and sex kitten extraordinaire, she’d flat-out failed. She’d chickened out. She’d let Gary take the lead, waited for him to inch his way out on the tightrope of sexual adventurousness. Only Gary had never inched. There’d been no adventurousness. And after a while, there was barely any sex. 

Because Gary had stopped seeing her as the babe he’d once worked overtime to get into his bed. Instead, he saw her as the nice, faintly familiar-looking woman who picked up his dry cleaning. Complacency had replaced passion. 

Marriage was like that. It was a giant permission slip to be complacent. And Kelly was determined not to get herself caught in that trap ever again. She would not spend even an hour of the rest of her life completely invisible, with someone who’d learned to see right through her. 

Of course, she’d done absolutely nothing to shake Gary awake. If she had bought the sexy underwear she’d wanted, if she’d pulled him with her into the phone booth–size bathroom on the train, if she’d gone to his office and locked the door behind her, there was a pretty good chance he would’ve been ready to sign on. 

Tom sure as hell had. 

She would never have believed she had the nerve to do what she did this afternoon. To go to him that way, intending to seduce him. 

It hadn’t ended the way she’d imagined it would, with his forgiveness, his understanding, and his agreement that their relationship was based first and foremost on passion, but also on their longtime friendship. 

It hadn’t ended with tender kisses and shared laughter, two old friends who were more than friends in bed. 

It had ended with Tom zipping up and walking away as if she meant absolutely nothing to him. 

That wasn’t what she’d wanted. Or was it? 

She’d wanted only to play at deep passion. She’d wanted only to pretend at a personal connection. She hadn’t wanted to risk getting too close, risk falling in love, risk heartache. 

Especially not the kind of heartache she’d felt the last time Tom had walked out of her life. 

Who was she kidding here? Only herself, it seemed. 

She’d defined the parameters of this relationship with Tom before it had even started. She’d built them a neat little box, and surprise! That box couldn’t begin to contain this thing that they shared. 

It was too big, too unwieldy, too dangerous. 

The truth was, she was terrified of falling in love with Tom, of being devastated when he walked away again. 

Yet even more terrifying was her fear of falling out of love with Tom. Even if some impossible miracle occurred and there somehow was a fairy-tale happy ending to this mess, complete with Tom as Prince Charming, standing at the front of a church in his dress uniform as she wore a white gown, there was no guarantee their happiness would last. In fact, it probably wouldn’t. 

And Kelly wouldn’t be able to bear it if in eight years their conversation was limited to who was picking up the dry cleaning on the way home from work. 

What she wanted was always to be the woman Tom gazed at with molten heat and burning need in his eyes, the way he’d looked at her today, in that closet. 

Before he’d coldly turned and walked away. 

God, there were no easy solutions. 

Kelly unlocked the screen door that led to the balcony and went outside, breathing in the fresh ocean air. 

Thirty minutes by train to Swampscott. 

Fifteen to thirty to the car rental place, depending on its location. 

Twenty minutes to fill out the paperwork, pay for the van. 

Another forty, forty-five minutes home, depending on the traffic. 

According to her calculations, Tom should be home pretty soon. 

Kelly sat down on the balcony rocking chair to wait. 




Chapter 18



MALLORY USED ABOUT a half pound of hair gel and managed to glue down David’s hair. She’d combed it straight back from his face, but there had been one lock that just didn’t want to behave until now. 

He was sitting at the kitchen table with a towel modestly wrapped around his waist. He didn’t look as painfully skinny as she’d thought he would without his shirt on. In fact, he wasn’t so much skinny as lean. He was built like a long-distance runner, with hardly any fat on him at all. His shoulders were solid, though, and his arms were actually muscular—a far cry from the pipe-cleaner appendages she’d imagined he’d have. 

Not that she would have cared. 

Well . . . Maybe she would’ve cared a little. 

But not much. 

He was sitting there so seriously. In fact, Mallory doubted he’d smiled once since he came out of the bathroom. 

“Stand up,” she ordered him. “And lose the skirt, Braveheart. It’s time for you to experience the joys of baby oil over ninety-eight percent of your body.” 

He smiled at that, but it was pretty wan. “You know, Mal, I’m not sure about—” 

She didn’t wait to find out what he wasn’t sure about. She just squeezed some oil onto her hand and started spreading it across his back. She knew it felt cool against his warm skin. Or maybe it was the sensation of her hands on him that shut him up. 

“Come on,” she said. “Stand up.” 

He stood, but he held the towel with one hand, at his waist. 

Mallory used both hands to put oil on his entire back. His skin was remarkably soft. She wanted to take her time, to make it obvious this wasn’t just about putting oil on him for the photos, but she was nervous, too. 

“Come on,” she said again, tugging gently at the towel. “I’m starting to get oil on this.” 

David took a deep breath and released a rush of air. “Oh, my God, I’m just going to say it, all right?” He closed his eyes tightly, took another deep breath. “I really like you, Nightshade, and I suck at acting, and there’s a good chance that I’m really going to offend you because even though you’re going to be acting, I’m not. I really want to kiss you, and with this little bathing suit, there’s just no way to hide the fact that you completely turn me on, and I’m already more than half, you know, oh, God. I don’t want to take this towel off and it’s okay if you just want to be friends. I don’t want you thinking it’s only about your body because it’s not, it’s really not, I mean, it is, but it isn’t, you know? And—” 

Mallory would have liked him to keep going. Everything he was saying was making her feel about as good as she’d ever felt in her entire life. It was okay with him if she just wanted to be friends. He really liked her—he wasn’t kidding. 

But as she turned him to face her, as she began putting oil on his chest, he stopped. It was as if she’d suddenly pulled his plug out of the wall. He opened his eyes and looked down at her, as if he were surprised to see her there. 

“Oh,” he said. “I can do that.” 

She didn’t stop. She just looked up at him, directly into his eyes. “Yeah, well, I can do it better.” 

He gazed at her. Didn’t it figure that now he’d be silent? When she most needed his reassurance that she wasn’t making a total ass of herself? 

Her pulse was going so hard, she wouldn’t have been surprised if he could hear her heart beating. She squeezed more oil into her hands, set the bottle back on the table, and ran her hands across the muscles in his shoulders. He had really nice shoulders. 

Her voice cracked slightly as she said, “Don’t you think?” 

He nodded then. “Yeah,” he whispered. “Oh, yeah.” 

Mallory picked up the bottle again, and as she poured more oil into her hands, David reached for her. He touched her gently, the tips of his fingers trailing almost ticklingly lightly down her side, his gaze luminously hot as his eyes followed his hand. He touched her stomach, still lightly, touched her belly button ring. 

It was all the reassurance Mallory needed. “I’m not going to be acting, either,” she told him quietly. “Not tonight. Not with you, David.” 

“Yeah?” he whispered again, gazing into her eyes. “Oh, my God.” 

He smiled then, and her heart did a slow flip in her chest. It was impossible not to smile back at him. He leaned closer, and she realized he was taller than she was. Much taller. He had to lower his head to kiss her. 

But then he was kissing her, and she didn’t care how tall he was. All that mattered was David’s mouth, David’s hands, David’s eyes. His lips were exquisite, his mouth soft and deliciously sweet. He kissed her slowly, taking his time. She could taste his hunger, yet he didn’t try to inhale her completely, the way most guys did when they kissed her. And when he pulled her closer, he didn’t grab at her butt or her breasts, the way most guys did—as if a kiss gave them permission to manhandle her. Instead, he kept his hands carefully high on her back, still skimming her bare skin so deliciously lightly. 

She felt his towel fall off, felt it slide down her leg and land on her foot. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said as he opened his eyes and gazed down at her. His beautiful eyes were so warm. “I didn’t want the first time I kissed you to be for the cameras.” 

He was romantic. David of the funny hair and awful plaid shirts was the most romantic man Mallory had ever met in her life. 

When she kissed him again, he sighed his pleasure and she knew. 

It was okay that she’d fallen in love with him. Her heart was safe in his gentle hands. 

Charles had gone to his room, feigning fatigue. 

Although, it didn’t really count as feigning. He was tired. He was always tired these days. Less than three months left to live, and he was sleeping it all away. 

He and Joe had arrived home to find the living room overrun with commandos. Tom’s friends were a little daunting. The big black man named Jazz rarely smiled. And the Hell’s Angel with chains on his boots and long hair kept circling the Vanessa Williams look-alike, pretending that he didn’t want her around. 

Hah. 

If Boots and Chains had his druthers, they’d be sharing a bedroom before the night was out. But Vanessa, she wasn’t born yesterday. She kept her head in her book, avoiding eye contact with Boots, clearly as smart as she was beautiful. 

And she was beautiful. Charles had flirted with her a bit before he’d sought out the peace and quiet of his room. Her name was Alyssa. Even prettier than Vanessa. She’d smiled at him, and flirted a bit back, sweet beneath her drill sergeant facade. 

Charles climbed into bed—a trick that could well have been an Olympic event among the nursing home set. He needed a hit from the oxygen tank next to his bed after achieving his nine point nine score. He figured he wouldn’t get a perfect ten, because even after nearly sixty years, the German judges would still have it in for him. 

God knows he’d given them reason enough to hate him—and that hatred was mutual. 

Hatred and fear. It was a bad combination. Made for some really nasty cold sweat. And the Ashtons tried to avoid stinking whenever possible. 

He’d spent nearly all of 1944 reeking. He could remember standing in the dark by the train station on that uncomfortably warm summer night, certain that if the Germans didn’t see him, they’d be able to sniff him out. 

Every cell in his body was on edge as he stood there, watching and listening for approaching Germans as Henri and Luc Un planted explosives on that railroad track. 

His heart was literally hammering in his chest. He couldn’t see Cybele from where he was positioned, and it was driving him mad. He should have insisted she stay behind. He should have volunteered to go right from the first. 

He should have made love to her when she’d come to his room. 

And then it happened. Charles still didn’t know what went wrong. All he knew was one second he was scanning the nearby woods for Germans, and the next he was on his face, spitting dirt out of his mouth, with the roar of an explosion ringing in his ears, and the heat and flames from the blast still singeing the back of his head. 

Cybele! 

He pushed himself onto his feet, only to go back down, hard. Christ, he’d somehow twisted—or broken, God help him—his ankle. Same goddamned leg he’d hobbled around on for weeks. 

It hurt like hell, but he could do little more than grit his teeth as he crawled toward the spot where he’d last seen Cybele. 

She was there, and she was alive, thank God. But in the light of the fire dancing up from the flaming railroad car, he could see that she’d been stunned, a trickle of blood escaping from her ear. 

He had to get her out of there. He could already hear shouting in harsh German and the sound of barking dogs. The two sounded remarkably similar and equally terrifying. 

Cursing steadily to fight the pain, he pushed himself to his feet, scooping Cybele up in his arms. 

Joe materialized through the smoke. And Charles saw from his face as he looked at Cybele that he feared the worst. 

“She’s alive,” he told the other man. 

Joe closed his eyes briefly. “Thank God.” He drew in a deep breath, looking back through the smoke, toward the flames. “Take her to safety,” he ordered. “Henri’s already scattered. I’m going back to look for Luc.” 

Charles felt the heat, even from this distance. “There’s no way he could have survived that. Why risk your own life for—” 

“If he’s not dead, he’s badly burned and probably dying. But if the Germans find him . . .” Joe’s face was grim as he checked that his gun was loaded. “There’s only so much pain a man can take, and too many secrets to let escape.” 

And Charles understood. Joe was going back out of more than loyalty to Luc. He was going back to protect them all. If Luc lived long enough for the SS to get their hands on him, Cybele’s entire operation was in dire danger. 

“You take Cybele.” Charles tried to pass her to Joe. “I’ll find Luc.” 

But Joe moved back. “Luc’s my friend,” he said quietly. “Keep Cybele safe.” Just like that, he was gone. 

“Wait,” Charles said desperately. “I don’t even know which way to go, which way to take her. . . .” 

But the German voices were getting louder, approaching swiftly from along the tracks. 

Charles faded back into the woods, limping into the darkness. Exactly where, he didn’t know. Praying he wasn’t heading directly toward more Germans, he moved as quickly as he could on his injured ankle, trying to protect Cybele’s face from the branches whipping past them. 

He hadn’t gone far when he heard it. 

A single gunshot. 

Either Joe was dead or . . . 

Or Joe had found Luc, still alive but beyond saving, and he’d . . . 

Both thoughts were unthinkable. But it was hard to believe a patrol of German soldiers would have taken Joe down without a volley of machine-gun fire. 

And then the bomb Henri had planted on the tracks blew, and Charles knew Joe was still alive. 

Charles heard the tearing sound of the German guns, the shouting as Joe surely led the soldiers in the opposite direction from Charles and Cybele. 

Joe was still alive. At least for the moment. 

Charles pushed on, farther into the countryside, the night a blur of pain and fear. He was hopelessly lost, and even when he tried to chart his direction from the night sky, he wasn’t sure which way to go. West and north to the fighting? Or away from it? 

After what seemed like hours, he found a deserted farmhouse, its roof torn open to the sky. He’d found a tattered blanket, spread it on the dirt floor. And he’d held Cybele in his arms through the night, praying she wasn’t injured more seriously than he’d thought, praying for Joe. Praying Joe had gotten away, praying for his soul, praying that he, Charles, would never have to do what he suspected Joe had done—fire that single shot and put an end to a good friend’s suffering. 

Tom was home. 

He’d been home for an hour. 

Kelly had been on the balcony when he’d pulled the van into the driveway. She’d watched as he’d parked alongside the garage, watched as he’d climbed out. 

She’d watched as he went into Joe’s cottage without even a glance up toward her windows. 

She’d watched the light go on in his bedroom, watched it go out. 

And still he didn’t come. 

He didn’t want to talk to her. He’d rather stay away. 

Kelly turned off her own light and climbed into bed. 

She refused to be so pathetic as to cry herself to sleep. 

So she didn’t go to sleep. 

They were supposed to be taking pictures. 

But David couldn’t bring himself to stop kissing Mallory. 

They were standing in his apartment, both nearly naked, and the sensation of her fabulous body pressed so tightly against his was mind-blowing. Her breasts against his chest, her thighs against his, the softness of her stomach against his arousal, the silkiness of her skin beneath his hands. 

Breathing hard, he pulled back from her. Or at least he meant to pull back from her. Somehow his hand got tangled in the string of her bathing suit top. 

It was completely, entirely unintentional, but as he pulled, the string untied, and . . . 

It had been tied so tightly that, with the bow gone, the knot slipped free. One second she was wearing the top of the bikini, and the next she wasn’t. The next she was standing in front of him, completely bare breasted. 

As a twenty-year-old heterosexual man, David had a natural affinity for breasts. He enjoyed them immensely, whether covered by a T-shirt or a sweater or a bathing suit. Breasts were like a happy, pleasurable living party. They were a blast of loud, pulse-racing salsa music in the otherwise too-solemn dirge of life. 

Mallory’s breasts were all that and more. So much more. She was beyond beautiful, with large rosy pink tips and milky white skin. 

“Oh, God,” David said. “I’m sorry, I’m—” 

“I’m not.” She didn’t move to cover herself. In fact, she reached up and untied the second string that was around her back. “This suit’s too small. It’s really uncomfortable.” 

She wasn’t as matter-of-fact about this as she was pretending to be. David saw uncertainty and a trace of something else—fear, maybe—in her eyes. As if she wasn’t sure he’d like what he saw. 

Was she nuts? “How could you not know how beautiful you are?” he whispered. He touched her. He couldn’t stop himself from filling his hands with her, from leaning down and tasting her. “Don’t you know what you do to me?” 

He suckled harder, and she gasped, pulling him closer, her arms around him, her legs opening to him, the soft, sweet inside of her thigh against his. 

He couldn’t believe this was real, that this was truly happening. Slow down, he warned himself. Don’t push her too far. Don’t assume this means she wants to go all the way. Don’t make that choice for her. Be ready for her to change her mind. 

But she put her mouth close to his ear. “You know, I do know.” 

He lifted his head. “What?” 

“I know what I do to you.” Mallory smiled at him wickedly. She pulled apart from him slightly and pointed down between them and . . . 

His skimpy bathing suit no longer covered him. There he was, in all his dubious glory, emerging from the top of the suit. He quickly reached down to tug up the suit, but that didn’t help. The suit was too little and he was too aroused. “Oh, God, I’m sorry, I’m—” 

“Can I touch you?” 

She was serious. She was actually asking if she could . . . 

David nodded. He couldn’t speak. 

She reached out with one finger. One finger. Yet it was almost enough to make him lose it as she lightly ran it down his entire length. 

“Whoa,” she said. She did it again. “You ever, um, used this thing before?” 

He found his voice at that. “If you’re asking if I’m a virgin, the answer is no. Believe it or not, I’ve done this before.” 

“Hey, I didn’t mean to imply that you hadn’t or insult you in any way.” She touched him again. 

David couldn’t stand it. He kissed her, pulling her close, pressing her hand fully against him as he filled his own hand with her breast. Filled to overflow . . . He remembered the first time he’d spoken to her. If someone had told him then that he’d be doing this now . . . He laughed aloud. 

She wasn’t done with her questions. “So who was she?” 

“No one.” He kissed her again. This was so not what he wanted to discuss right now. 

Mallory pulled her mouth away from his again. “She had to have a name.” 

“It was Janice.” David looked down at her and knew she wasn’t going to stop asking until she got the entire story. So he told her. “She was Brandon’s girlfriend back in high school. The summer after freshman year of college, she used me to try to make him jealous. It didn’t work.” The only one who ended up getting hurt was him. 

And Mallory somehow knew. “That really must’ve sucked. Did you love her?” 

He looked into the softness of her eyes and told her the truth that he’d never told Bran, never told Janice. “Yeah.” 

“I’m sorry.” She nodded, so serious. “Yeah, I didn’t think you’d do it with someone you didn’t, you know, love.” 

He had to be honest with her. “Mal, I’m a guy. There’ve been times when if I could have—” 

“But did you?” 

“No. I didn’t exactly have the opportunity.” 

“So how do you know,” she asked, “if you really would’ve done it?” 

That was a good point. 

“This Janice bitch,” she said. “You know, honestly, I’m not sorry she didn’t love you, too. Because then where would I be? In love with some guy who’s already got a girlfriend.” 

David couldn’t breathe. Did she just say in love with? . . . 

Mal tried to hold his gaze, her chin at a challenging angle, but she couldn’t do it. She looked away from him, briefly closing her eyes. “Say something, David. Don’t leave me hanging here like this.” 

He pulled her chin up so she had to look at him. “You love me?” His voice cracked, but he didn’t give a damn. 

She shrugged, her movement pure Mallory. “What? You didn’t think I’d want to do it with someone I didn’t love, did you?” 

Do it. She wanted to do it. Desire crashed into him, making his bathing suit even more ridiculously useless. 

He was speechless again for just a little too long, and uncertainty crept back into her eyes. “I mean,” she said, “that’s assuming we’re going to . . . you know. Do it.” 

And David knew. His entire life had been leading up to this very moment, this one night. Mallory loved him. She wanted him. He wanted to cry. 

Instead, he took her hand and pulled her toward his bed. “I love you, too,” he told her, fighting to get the words past the emotion that clogged his throat. 

She kissed him, slowing them down. “I know,” she said. “I mean, I hoped you did. . . .” 

“I fell in love with you that day I first came to the Ice Cream Shoppe,” he admitted. “I remember the moment I knew. It was when you told me to fuck off.” 

She laughed. “What?” 

“You didn’t really mean it. Well, maybe you did, but you said it to be funny, and I realized right at that moment that you had a wicked sense of humor and I . . . I fell in love with you.” 

He couldn’t wait another second, and he picked her up to take her the last few steps to his bed. 

“Oh, my God,” she said, clinging to him, “we’re going to get oil on the sheets!” 

“Do I look like I care?” 

She looked down at his bathing suit and laughed again. “Um, no?” 

He kissed her as he sank back with her on the bed, ready to take his time. He wanted to worship her, make love to her reverently, explore every inch of her body with his eyes and his mouth and his fingers. 

But she was in a hurry, tugging at his swimsuit, freeing him from its elastic confines. She struggled to get her own suit down her legs. 

He helped her, and then they were naked. Both of them. In his bed. David laughed. He couldn’t help himself. This was too good, too amazing, too damned wonderful. 

“Do you have a condom?” 

He stopped laughing. Oh, doom. He didn’t. He wasn’t at all prepared for this. “No. Mal, I never dreamed—” 

“I did,” she told him. “I dreamed. And I stopped at the drugstore on my way over tonight.” She pointed to her bag, over by the kitchen table. “Would you mind? They should be on the top.” 

No, he so didn’t mind. He pushed himself off the bed and found a box—an entire box!—of condoms. He tore the outer plastic, tore the little foil wrapper. 

Mallory had pulled his sheet up over her body—how funny that she was so modest—and now she watched him cover himself. 

But no sooner was he done than the sheet was off. She pulled him down alongside her and kissed him, long and strong and sweet. 

He would’ve been happy just to kiss her all night, but she was the one who urged him on. “Please, David . . .” 

He’d been certain she would prefer to be on top, to take control, but she didn’t seem to want that. So he shifted on top of her, gently pushing himself between her legs. She opened for him and he touched her with his fingers. She was so smooth, like satin. 

Like heaven. 

He couldn’t wait. He pushed against her, sliding slowly into her, and then— 

That was strange. 

He pushed again, but he couldn’t go any farther. It was as if he’d hit a barrier. 

He pushed a little harder—resistance. Definitely resistance. 

What the hell? . . . And then he knew. Realization dawned. 

“Mal?” His voice shook. 

She opened her eyes and looked up at him and he saw the truth. He was right. 

Oh, God. 

“You’re a virgin.” Even though he said it, even though he could feel her tight around him, he didn’t quite comprehend it. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Why didn’t you ask?” 

He’d assumed she was experienced. With her attitude and that body, he’d believed . . . And she knew what he’d believed. God, he was a jerk. 

“You love me, David.” She searched his eyes. “Right?” 

He nodded, scared to death, humbled, ashamed, exhilarated. “I don’t know if I can do this. The thought of hurting you, even just a little . . .” He truly didn’t want to hurt her, but the idea that he was the first—ever, only, because there was only one first time—was a total turn-on. She, Mallory, had chosen him, David. She could have had anyone, anyone, but she’d wanted him. And he wanted her, now, more than ever. 

He moved inside of her, just the little bit he could. 

“Tell me you love me,” she whispered. “Please, David?” 

“Oh, Nightshade, I do love you,” he breathed. “With all my heart.” 

He kissed her mouth, her face, her breasts until the room spun around him, until his need and his passion for her outweighed his fear, and then he thrust, hard and deep. 

He felt the resistance give, heard her cry out, and he held her tightly, buried impossibly deep inside her. 

He was trembling as much as she was. More. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. “Because I’m okay. I’m really okay.” 

He lifted his head to look into her eyes. “Are you sure?” 

She smiled tremulously, then kissed him, raising her hips and pushing him even more deeply inside of her. “Is this what I’m supposed to do?” 

God, yes. 

David moved with her. Slowly at first, then faster. He kissed her, touched her, loved her. Loved her. For her first time. 

It was amazing—knowing, absolutely, that she loved him, too. 

David could see the rest of his life, stretching out in front of him, a perfect, endless comic strip of laughter and song. And Mallory was there beside him, in every frame. 

He felt her release, felt her cling to him as she exploded. It was all he’d been waiting for, and he crashed into her with such a surge of pleasure, his eyes teared. 

“Oh, David, thank you,” she breathed. 

She was thanking him. 

David couldn’t speak for fear she’d know he was crying. 

But then she used the sheet to wipe her face, and he knew. Tough-as-nails Mallory was crying, too. 

Because she wasn’t tough as nails. She was soft and sweet. She was a total romantic—who had saved herself for love. 

Charles was in pain. 

It was enough to wake him up. Enough to bring tears to his eyes and keep him doubled over and gasping. Enough to make him grab the bottle of pills on his bedside table, to shake more than one into his hand and swallow them down with the glass of now warm water that was sitting there. 

He also grabbed the phone. He clung both to it and to the knowledge that his daughter was just a speed-dialed phone call away as he waited for the pills to work. 

He hated needing her. He hated needing anyone. 

But it would take a while for the pills to kick in. 

He groaned aloud. Maybe this was it. Maybe he was dying. Right now. Tonight. 

He almost dialed the phone, but then he remembered. Kelly and Tom. Tom and Kelly. She’d invited young Paoletti to her room tonight. He was probably there right now. 

Charles saw the way they looked at each other. Tom was definitely there right now. 

More reason to call her. Stop them from going past the point of no return, from falling in love. It was so obvious they were dead wrong for each other. Either that, or they were a perfect match. Charles couldn’t decide, couldn’t deny that he both wanted them to marry and wanted them to run as fast and as far from each other as they possibly could. 

Although, if they married, Charles wouldn’t have to worry about Joe. 

The pain grabbed him again. Christ. He clutched the phone. Joe. He could call Joe. 

Yes, he could always count on Joe. Joe had been there for him, loyal and true, for an entire lifetime. Joe had forgiven him for all his indiscretions. All of ’em. 

Charles was the one who had never truly been able to forgive Joe. 

Or Cybele. 

Cybele. He closed his eyes, praying for the pills to start working, trying to help along that drifting, free-from-pain feeling by remembering Cybele as she was in the sunlight. 

He’d seen her far too infrequently in the light of day. 

But that one day, that one bright, golden summer day, she’d belonged to him and he’d belonged to her—in the sunlight. 

It was the morning after the explosion gone wrong. 

Dawn had come and gone by the time Charles awoke, still exhausted, still in pain, still afraid of being discovered by the Germans. 

He opened his eyes and saw the late-morning sunlight playing across the charred beams of the ruined farmhouse. He felt Cybele stir beside him and . . . 

Cybele. 

He’d been sleeping with his arms around her, her back to his front, his leg beneath hers, her head tucked beneath his chin, his hand possessively on her breast. 

She turned now to look up at him as he gazed down at her. 

He moved his hand, smiling weakly. “Sorry.” 

She didn’t smile back. She just looked at him. 

“Are you all right?” He asked it twice, once in English, once in his pathetic French. 

She nodded as she pushed herself up, but then she sank back down, holding her head with both hands as if trying to keep it all in one piece. “Where are we?” 

He immediately missed the warm intimacy of her body next to his. “Well, I’ve narrowed it down to . . . France.” 

He wished he had water to offer her, but all he had was the whiskey in his hip flask. He took it out, and she shook her head. She had her own water, he realized, in a canteen left over from the Great War. The War to End All Wars. Hah. She took a sip, offered it to him. 

He shook his head, preferring the hot jolt from the whiskey. 

Cybele moved even farther away from him, leaning back against what was left of the kitchen wall. “What happened?” 

“Luc must’ve had a faulty fuse,” Charles told her, struggling with the French. Still, she understood from his sign language. “His bomb went off too soon.” 

“Luc Prieaux.” There was pain in her dark brown eyes. He wanted to hold her again, but he didn’t dare. “Is he dead?” 

“I think so. I’m not sure, but . . .” He could still hear an echo of that single gunshot. Why raise false hopes? “Probably, yes. I’m sorry.” 

She took a deep breath. “What of Henri?” she asked. “And Guiseppe?” 

“I think Henri got away,” Charles told her. “As for Joe . . . I don’t know. Last I heard, he was leading the Germans in the other direction so I could get you to safety.” 

She closed her eyes, and he wondered if she believed in God. He wondered if she were praying. For Henri and Luc. For Joe. For her own safety. 

She was grimy, her face still streaked with the soot she’d used to blend in with the night. In the dark, dressed in men’s trousers and a coarse work-shirt, with her hair tucked into a cap, she could pass for a boy—provided the person looking at her was old and half-blind. But in the sunlight her femininity was even more obvious. The graceful line of her neck, the delicate curve of her cheek. Her too-slender wrists, long elegant fingers. 

If the Germans found them, they’d have plenty about which to question them, particularly with last night’s sabotage fresh in their memories. 

“We should wash,” Charles said abruptly. He wanted to get her to the safety of her home even more than he wanted to hold her again. 

Cybele slowly pulled herself up, looking out the empty shell of a broken window. “I think I know where we are. There’s a stream nearby. If I’m right, there’s a trail through the woods we can use to head toward Ste.-Hélène. We should go.” 

“You should go. I can’t even stand up.” He gestured to his ankle, now swelling out of the top of his boot. It looked awful. Christ, maybe it was broken. 

“Mother of God.” She knelt beside him. Her touch was gentle, but still Charles had to bite back a curse. “Did you walk all this way on that? Carrying me?” 

“No,” he said. “I ran.” 

She looked at him, eyes wide, and he realized she’d misunderstood. 

“I ran because I was afraid,” he explained. “See, it’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I’m really good at running away. Fear trumps pain. I didn’t feel a thing. Cowards usually don’t.” 

Her eyes turned stormy. She didn’t understand half of what he’d said, but she understood enough. “Why do you always pretend to be someone you’re not?” 

He was just as frustrated. “Why do you insist on seeing some kind of hero when you look at me?” 

“I see what I see.” Cybele stood up. “Take off your boot. I’ll check if there’s water in the well in the yard. If so, it’ll be cool. We can soak your ankle in it. If not, we’ll figure out a way to get you to that stream.” 

“I’ll go to the well,” he said, struggling to pull himself up. “Don’t you go out there without me.” 

“You said you can’t even stand up.” 

“Yes, I can. I was lying. See, I’m a liar, too.” 

“I already know that,” she whispered, then turned away. 

“Cybele.” Charles tried to follow, cursing and hopping. 

She was back with a bucket of water before he’d painfully navigated his way around a pile of debris. His ankle wasn’t broken. He wouldn’t have been able to hobble on it if it were. 

“Sit,” she ordered him back to the blanket he’d spread out on the floor. Her face was already clean, and she dipped the end of her shirt into the water. 

“I can—” 

“Be still.” 

He let her kneel beside him and wash his face. He tolerated—yeah, sure—the sensation of her hands against his face, the sight of the softness of her belly as she pulled her shirt up slightly. But he couldn’t keep quiet. “You should go back alone. I can’t possibly move fast enough. I’ll put you into danger.” 

“No,” she said with her customary, take-charge command. “We’ll wait until dark, and we’ll go together. Slowly.” 

“Cybele—” 

She looked down at him. “You want me to leave you here?” 

“Once you get back, you can send Joe or—” 

“Would you leave me?” There was no escaping the directness of her gaze, no denying that what he really wanted was to pull her into his arms, to kiss her, to love her. Would he leave her? 

In a perfect world? Never. But this was no perfect world. “Yes.” 

She laughed. “You are a liar.” But then her gaze softened, and she touched his face, gently pushing his hair back. 

“I would. In a heartbeat.” He was desperate for her to stop touching him, but he couldn’t make himself back away. He used words instead to try to regain the proper distance between them. “Why do you think I’m in such a hurry to return to the American side of the line?” 

It didn’t work. She dried his face gently with the loose sleeve of her shirt, that soft look never leaving her eyes. “Because despite what you think, you are a hero. Because you’re torn between what you want and what you believe is right.” 

Charles laughed. Or maybe it was a sob that exploded out of him. It was difficult to tell. “A hero.” He grabbed her wrist, pulling her far too roughly toward him. “Would a hero do this?” He kissed her bruisingly hard. 

She wouldn’t let him hurt her. She melted into him, taking his anger and returning it to him as passion. And it was. When Charles lifted his head to gaze down at her, only need—a powerful, burning need—remained. 

He was going to kiss her again. He knew it and she knew it. It was wrong, but he was going to kiss her. And then . . . 

“The world has gone crazy. Nothing makes sense anymore,” Cybele whispered. “All I want—just for these few hours, this one single day—is to forget all the pain, all the horror. I want only you, and me, and this beautiful summer day. This makes sense to me, Charles. It makes so much more sense than anything I’ve known or done in years.” 

She touched his face, leaned forward to gently press her lips to his. “But I don’t want this day angry. I don’t want it filled with guilt and pain. I want it pure and clean and perfect, just this beautiful glimpse of what might have been.” 

Cybele kissed him again. “Please, Charles. Just this one day. It’s all I’ll ever ask of you.” 

Charles caught her mouth with his, kissing her deeply, filling his soul with her light and life. With a groan of defeat, he pulled her back with him onto the blanket he’d found last night. 

Their clothes fell away. She must’ve done it somehow. It seemed like magic, her smooth skin beneath his fingers, pale and cool against his heat. 

She was beautiful, more beautiful even than he’d dreamed. He wanted to look, to touch, to taste. To slow time down. If he only had this one day, he wanted it to be endlessly long. 

But she drew him to her, careful of his injured ankle, and he loved her with his body as well as his heart and soul—pure and clean and perfectly, just as she’d asked. 

She whispered his name as her eyes burned into his, and he spilled his seed deep inside of her, knowing, for the first time in his life, what it truly meant to make love. 

A shaft of sunlight streamed in through the broken roof, and it sparkled on her eyelashes, kissed the smooth perfection of her freshly washed cheeks, made her brown hair gleam. As she looked up at him, her eyes were dreamy, still lost in the breathless wonder of their joining. She reached up and touched his hair, his face. 

“Angel,” she whispered. 

Charles shook his head. What could he say? No guilt, no pain, no anger—yet they threatened to overwhelm him. He kissed her to banish them, then rolled over, pulling her into his arms. 

He lay silently for a long time, holding her close, her heart beating against his. He watched the dust that hung in sunlight, refusing to think, just drifting. 

Drifting. 

Loving Cybele and drifting. 

No pain. No anger. 

Just Cybele in his arms, in his heart. 

Just Cybele. 

Kelly awakened with a start, sitting bolt upright in her bed, heart pounding. 

And for good cause. Because there, standing in the balcony doorway, a dark shadow backlit by the waxing moon, was Tom. 

He didn’t move, didn’t speak. 

The clock on her bedside table read 3:38. Dear God, it was late. 

She could hear it ticking as she gazed at him, as she willed him to come farther in. 

But he didn’t. 

“I can’t stay away,” he finally said, his voice low and rough in the darkness. “I tried, but I can’t do it.” 

Kelly’s heart was in her throat. She held out her hand to him. 

But still he didn’t move. “I didn’t come here to talk, Kelly.” 

“I don’t care,” she whispered. 

He moved toward her slowly, one step at a time. As he drew closer, she saw he wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the muscles in his chest and arms stood out in stark relief in the dim moonlight. He wore only cargo shorts, low on his lean hips. And he stepped out of them at the side of her bed. 

“See, that’s the problem,” he said softly. “Because I do.” 

She didn’t understand, and then she didn’t try to understand as he slipped into her bed, as he took her in his arms and kissed her. 

And then neither of them said another word. 




Chapter 19



12 August 

“GO HOME,” TOM said. “Go someplace else—go anywhere else.” 

Jazz sat in silence, rereading the email WildCard had sent just this morning. It was written vaguely enough to be sent through cyberspace, but for both Tom and Jazz, the meaning was perfectly clear. “The subject of your inquiry is believed to have permanently left the building four days after the ‘Twist and Shout’ clusterfuck. Reliable source cites eyewitness, also reliable, who claims to have been present at the departing event. IMO, it’s the real deal. To quote my favorite doctor, he’s dead, Jim.” He being, of course, the Merchant. 

WildCard had found a reliable source who in turn knew someone else who claimed to have been present at the Merchant’s death. 

Jazz shrugged. “Eyewitnesses been wrong before.” 

“Yeah, but this time it looks like I’m the eyewitness who’s wrong.” Tom swore. “I’m the eyewitness who’s fucking crazy.” 

Jazz thought about that for half a second. “Maybe. Maybe not. We’re here. Let’s play out the maybe-not scenario. It’s only a few more days until this celebration thing starts.” 

Tom shook his head. He felt like shit. His headache was back, and he was exhausted. He’d slept only about an hour and a half last night. 

In Kelly’s bed. 

He hadn’t meant to stay. He’d meant to have sex with her and leave. But she’d collapsed on top of him, and didn’t move. She seemed content not to talk—and for good reason. She’d fallen asleep. So he’d told himself he’d stay for just a little while. He’d wait until she was completely asleep before he moved out from under her. But a little while had stretched into a long while, and he’d woken up at dawn, still beside her. 

He’d left then, afraid she’d stir, unable to face her when she awoke. 

He still didn’t want to talk. Even last night, with so little said, he’d managed to say too much. 

Yet he’d lingered next to Kelly’s bed, watching her as she slept. Wanting her still. 

Today he knew for sure what he’d only guessed in the darkest hours of the night. He had to stay away from her. As much as he was trying to keep this thing between them just sex, he couldn’t do it. And he was going to end up completely trashed when all was said and done. 

Jazz had already gotten back to work, scaring up the surveillance equipment they needed to outfit the van. 

This folly—his folly—was costing money. 

“God damn it,” Tom ground out, “let’s just shut this down now.” 

But the phone rang before Jazz could answer him. 

Jazz picked it up, handed it to him. “It’s your sister.” 

Perfect. Just what he needed. Some of Angela’s crap. As if his day weren’t already foul enough. “Yeah,” he said, “Ang. What’s up?” 

“Tommy, it’s Mallory.” Her voice was shaking. 

Tom sat up. “What happened? Is she hurt?” 

“She didn’t come home last night.” 

Oh, shit. He didn’t need this now. “What, have you two been fighting again?” 

“No. Not at all. She left a note saying she was staying at a friend’s house—” 

“She left a note.” That was more than Angie usually did when she went missing. Tom shook his head. In the past, it had been Mal calling with a quiver in her voice, wondering if he’d seen Angela. “What’s the big deal?” 

“The big deal is that this so-called friend is named David. He’s that college boy she’s been seeing so much of. The one who lent her that camera?” 

What camera? “David.” Tom vaguely remembered David. “Dark hair, glasses?” 

“I don’t know what he looks like. You think she’d bring him home and introduce him to me? The only things I know for sure about him are that he works the breakfast shift at the hotel and he’s male. He’ll get her pregnant, Tommy, and then where will we be?” Angela started to cry. “I wanted more for her, but it’s so hard raising a child alone, without a man in the house.” 

Jesus H. Christ. Tom sighed. “Don’t cry, all right? What do you want me to do?” 

“Who’s at the door?” 

Tom could hear Mallory’s voice from inside the apartment. 

“Well, I guess I’m in the right place,” he said to the skinny young man standing wide-eyed in front of him. 

He had to give David credit—he was only speechless for a few short seconds. “It’s your uncle,” he called back to Mallory. He held out his hand to Tom. “How are you feeling, sir?” 

Sir. Damn straight the kid better call Tom sir. “I’m fine. But Mallory’s mother was a little concerned about her.” 

Mal pulled the door open farther. “But I left her a note.” She was wearing one of David’s button-down shirts and probably very little else. She smiled at him, smiled at David, and for David, her smile was radiant. 

David wasn’t quite so relaxed. Although he smiled at Mal, he glanced warily at Tom. Still, he touched her arm, as if he couldn’t bear standing near her without some kind of physical contact. 

“So I’m busted,” Mallory said, still cheerful. It was amazing. Cheerful and Mallory were two words Tom had never thought he’d use in the same sentence. “I spent the night with David. Have you come to drag me home by my hair?” 

David stepped back. “Maybe it would be better to talk about this inside.” 

Tom went into the apartment, finding himself liking the kid. He wasn’t the kind of man Tom would’ve expected Mallory to hook up with. He’d expected someone more like Sam Starrett. A crazy biker type. Or maybe one of those drearily self-absorbed, dirty-haired, over-pierced counterculture poets, living in squalor allegedly because one had to suffer for one’s art, but truthfully because they were too lazy or stoned to do the dishes. 

David’s apartment was remarkably clean—taking into consideration, of course, that he was a man in his early twenties who was living alone. His place was a studio, with a kitchen in one corner, a table by the door, covered with shiny, color photographs. He had some kind of drawing board in another corner, a camera on a tripod, and a state-of-the-art computer setup, complete with a scanner and video camera. It looked like something that WildCard, too, would’ve considered bare necessities for a summer vacation. Forget about packing clothes—just make sure you’ve got the computer. 

Tom was bemused. He’d never have thought Mal would hook up with a computer geek. 

“Do you want some coffee?” Mallory asked, going into the kitchen to take an extra mug from the cabinet. 

“Yeah.” A jolt of caffeine would help his headache. Particularly as he stood looking at the double bed in the far corner of the room—the sheets rumpled, a box of condoms spilled onto its side, and opened wrappers scattered colorfully on the floor. Busted indeed. Busy night, kids. 

He’d intended to come in to preach safe sex and throw a few intimidating looks in David’s direction. But David was not intimidated, and they obviously had the safe sex part handled. 

Besides, who was he to preach safe sex when over the past few days he’d had the most dangerous sex of his life? Sure, he and Kelly had used a condom every time. Kelly was always prepared. No, their sex had been dangerous because Kelly didn’t love him, would never love him. She’d planned not to love him, right from the start. 

And realizing that had ripped the heart out of his chest. 

Because he loved her. That was his big problem here. 

He’d loved Kelly for as long as he could remember. 

He’d figured that out last night, as he was lying alone in his bed, trying his damnedest not to go to Kelly’s room. 

So here he was now, a fool and a loser, about to put a frigging damper on the joy and enthusiasm and, yes, sweet love he could see in both Mallory’s and David’s eyes. 

Maybe it wouldn’t work out. They were both so painfully young. Maybe Mallory would end up ripping David’s poor heart to shreds. Or maybe David would be the one to hurt her. But whatever was to come didn’t matter. Because for now, anyway, they’d found heaven in this crappy little walk-up studio. 

“I’ll go home and talk to my mother,” Mal was saying quietly to David now. “And then I’ll meet you downtown. Under our tree.” 

They had a tree. Tom could’ve cried, it was so damn sweet. He and Kelly had once had a tree. The tree that held her tree house. There was a swing tied to one sturdy branch, and he’d met her there, every evening after dinner, for more weeks than he should have, considering how young she’d been at the time. 

“I’ll go with you,” David said. “I’d like to meet your mother.” 

She rolled her eyes. “No, you wouldn’t.” 

He caught her hand, pulled her toward him, gently touched her face. “Yes, I would.” 

It was so obvious. This kid wasn’t taking advantage of Mal. He wasn’t using her. He was crazy about her. And if Angela had any brains in her head—and Tom thought despite everything that she did—she’d see that, too, and welcome David Sullivan into their lives with open arms. 

Tom cleared his throat, moving back toward the door. “I’m going to skip the coffee. And the long lectures, too. Safe sex, all right? No exceptions, not even if you run out of condoms at three in the morning on the one night the convenience store is closed, is that clear?” 

Mallory laughed. David nodded solemnly, holding his gaze. “Yes, sir.” It was more than Tom had been able to do when Charles had given him a similar speech just last night. 

Tom turned to make a quick exit, but then stopped. 

Wait a minute. He stepped closer to the table, closer to the photos. The Merchant. His face—his surgically altered face—looked out at Tom from among the dozens of brightly colored pictures scattered there. 

“Holy shit. Holy shit!” He picked up the shots, looked from David to Mallory. “Who took these?” 

“I did.” Mallory was looking at him as if he’d snapped. 

“When?” 

She shrugged, glanced at David. “Yesterday? Some the night before?” 

Tom fished through the rest of the photos. There were more than one of the Merchant. There were three separate poses, all taken at the front desk of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel. Another of him in the lobby, speaking to another man, both faces clearly in focus. 

“I’ve got to use your phone.” 

David’s scanner was super high quality. 

Tom had taken one look at it, and suddenly David’s entire apartment had become Antiterrorist Central. 

Although Mallory couldn’t quite shake the idea that Tom was here only to keep her and David from spending the morning making love. 

But no. Tom had hugged her. After he’d found the pictures she’d taken of that man he called the Merchant. After he’d called in reinforcements to come take over David’s apartment. After David had realized they were about to be invaded and he’d started running around, making the bed, hiding the box of condoms she’d brought with her last night. 

Tom had held her tightly and whispered that he thought David was a good one, that he’d always known she was a smart young woman, that he was glad, deeply glad that she’d found someone who loved her. 

Mallory was glad she’d found someone who loved her, too. 

She watched David now, sitting at his computer, sending electronic versions of her photos back and forth to some other computer genius in California. Someone named WildCard. He sounded like one of David’s characters. 

And this whole scenario sounded like the plot of one of David’s graphic novels, too. International terrorist comes to wreak havoc on small-town New England. . . . 

It seemed pretty fantastic, but all these people—the big grim black man, Mr. Skeevy Cowboy, and the humorless woman with the most gorgeous skin and eyes who walked as if she had a long-handled rake lodged up her ass—they all seemed to think there was a real threat. 

And as long as David was having a good time showing off what his computer could do, Mallory was happy to hang out. 

They were trying to compare two faces—those of the Merchant before and after he’d had plastic surgery. They were trying to do a bone-structure analysis to see if the man in her photos could be the same as the man in Tom’s. 

The black man named Jazz sat down at the table next to her. “You take these pictures with some kind of zoom lens?” 

His shoulders must’ve been four feet wide. Mallory wondered how he fit in the seats at the movie theater or on a bus. “Yeah.” 

“Thought so.” He held her gaze. “He see you take ’em?” 

“No.” 

He nodded. “You’re lucky. If you see him again, Mallory, stay away from him. No more pictures, you understand? If he knew you took the ones you did, he might’ve come after you. He’s killed for less.” 

Killed? For pictures? The hair actually rose on the back of her neck. “Are you serious?” Dumb question to ask Mr. Grim. 

“In fact, I think your uncle would probably appreciate it if you just stayed away from the hotel for the next few days.” 

Oh, God. “But David—he works there.” 

“He does?” He turned to look speculatively at David. “Doing what?” 

“He’s a waiter.” 

“Room service?” Jazz asked. 

“No, although they’ve asked him to work some of the room service lunch shifts. They’re really short staffed. Why?” 

Jazz smiled at her. He had a great smile. He could’ve made a fortune acting in toothpaste commercials. “David’s going to help your uncle save Baldwin’s Bridge from the bad guys.” 

“Oh,” Mallory said. “Is that all?” 

Charles looked up as Joe came onto the deck. 

“Kelly said you were looking for me?” Joe asked, his hat in his hands. 

Charles nodded, suddenly strangely uncomfortable. As if he were the employer and Joe the employee. As if he’d sent for Joe. Which he had, in a sense. But he’d meant for this discussion to be between them as friends. 

So he didn’t mince words. He just brought it straight to the bottom line. 

“Pain got pretty bad last night.” 

Joe looked searchingly into his eyes as he slowly sat down. “Is it better now?” 

Charles kept his own face impassive. “Comes and goes.” 

“I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?” 

Charles looked at his old friend. “Not now but maybe soon.” 

Joe gazed back at him, his eyes narrowing slightly. He may have spent his life as a simple gardener, but it was by choice. He was a very smart man, that Joe Paoletti. 

Still, Charles spelled it out for him. “When the pain gets too bad, then you can help me.” 

Joe was silent, and for the first time in years, his expression was unreadable. 

“You remember Luc Prieaux. The one I called Luc Un?” 

Joe was already shaking his head. He knew what Charles was asking, and his answer was either no, or no, he didn’t want to talk about this. Charles didn’t blame him. He hated having to bring it up. 

“I never asked you about him,” Charles said. “I never really knew for sure. I always just assumed that he was still alive when you found him. I . . . I heard the shot from your gun, you know.” 

Joe stared out at the ocean, his face terribly old. Thunder rumbled in the distance. A storm was brewing. “I’ve never spoken of this with anyone but God.” 

“I’m the only one who knows, Guiseppe. Besides, you did what you had to do to keep the rest of us safe. And see, I thought if you could do that—” 

Joe looked at him. “I did what I did for Luc. He was beyond saving, beyond talking, far beyond giving us away. He should have already been dead, but somehow, he still breathed. He was my friend, so yes, I did it. I put an end to his suffering. And not a single day has dawned since then that I haven’t remembered him, that I haven’t seen those eyes in that burned face. . . .” 

“You did the right thing,” Charles told him, his heart aching for his friend. “You showed Luc mercy and compassion. God would agree.” 

Joe just gazed at the horizon, tears brimming in his eyes. 

Charles looked out at the ocean, too, at his beautiful ocean. “I’m your friend, too.” 

Tears ran down Joe’s weathered cheeks. 

The pain stirred within him, an echo of last night, a hint of what was to come. It gave Charles the strength he needed to go on. To ask this impossible, terrible thing of this good man. 

“When I start a morphine drip,” Charles said, “it won’t be too hard to just . . . turn it up and let me drift away. Don’t let Kelly be the one to do it, Joe. I know you love her, too. Let’s not make this long and drawn out. Let’s make it as easy for her as we can.” 

Joe wiped his face with the heels of his hands. 

“I’ll give you a sign,” Charles told his oldest, dearest friend. “A sign so you’ll know when I’m ready to go. Like . . . like that Carol Burnett. Remember we used to love watching that Carol Burnett? Funny as hell, and beautiful, too.” He tugged on his earlobe. “She’d do this to sign off. To say good night. Do you remember?” 

Joe nodded, just once, his gaze never leaving the ocean. 

“That,” Charles said, “will be my sign.” 

A storm was coming. Kelly went into the garden to see if Joe needed help stacking the lawn chairs. 

But Tom’s friend Jazz had already beaten her to it. He passed her on the way into the house, but then turned back. “Excuse me, Kelly, got a second?” 

“Sure.” 

“The lieutenant’s had something of a tough day,” he said. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and him, and frankly, I don’t want to know. That’s not what this is about. I just . . . wanted to warn you, and maybe ask you to take it a little easy on him this evening. If you can manage that.” 

“What happened?” she asked. 

He shook his head. “That’s not for me to tell you.” 

Great. As if Tom would talk about it with her. “Where is he?” Kelly wasn’t sure if she wanted to know so that she could find him or stay far away from him. 

“Last I saw him, he was down by that old tree swing.” 

The tree swing. Her tree swing. And Kelly knew. She wanted to find him. Because if he was there, he surely wanted her to find him. 

“Thanks,” she said. 

“Hey, is there a good pizzeria around here that delivers?” 

“Mario’s. Number’s on the fridge. Will you order enough for me and Joe? And Tom?” 

“Sure.” Jazz gave her one of his rare smiles as he headed into the house. 

And Kelly went back, behind the cottage, toward her old tree house. 

She slowed as she saw him sitting there. The wind was starting to pick up, and the leaves were showing their silver sides, dancing frenetically, noisily. But he still somehow managed to hear her coming. 

He turned away from her, and she realized with a jolt that he was wiping his eyes. 

Kelly stopped short, uncertain once more whether to stay or go. 

She almost left when he said, “Well, hey, look who’s looking for me. What’s the matter, babe, can’t wait until tonight?” 

She might’ve left, but his voice sounded so rough, so raw, she couldn’t walk away. “Are you all right?” 

“Yeah, I’m just perfect, thanks.” 

“What happened?” 

“It’s a long story,” he said. “Too long to tell. Because after five minutes with me, well, you know what’ll happen. We’ll both have our clothes off.” 

She deserved that, she supposed. She gazed at him, uncertain of what to say. She’d apologized, several times. But obviously an apology wasn’t what he wanted. 

She had no clue what he wanted. 

“I think we’ll be safe enough out here,” she told him. “This is a little too high traffic. Even for me.” 

He might’ve smiled at that, but she wasn’t quite sure. It was getting darker by the minute. 

Kelly sat down on her swing, pushed herself off, stretching her arms out and leaning back to watch the leaves as they whipped in first one direction and then the other. “Remember that one summer we used to meet out here? I know, it was never official, we never planned it, but I always came out here hoping you’d be here, too. And for a while you always were.” 

Tom was silent. She glanced at him to make sure he was still there. 

“I always thought we had this unspoken agreement that whatever we said here, it wouldn’t go any further.” Kelly gazed at him as steadily as she could, considering she was swinging back and forth. “So. What happened today?” 

“What didn’t happen?” He nearly kicked the tree in frustration. “So much happened, I don’t know where to start.” 

How about after he left her bed last night. What had he been thinking? How had he felt? With his passion spent, was there only anger left? And why was he still so angry with her? 

He blew out a burst of frustrated air on a pungent curse. “I guess it started this morning, with Angela calling me because Mallory didn’t come home last night.” 

“Oh, God,” Kelly said. “Is she all right?” 

“Yeah, she’s fine. She’s got a boyfriend, and she stayed at his place. I don’t know what Ang’s problem is. Mal’s eighteen. And she left Ang a note.” 

“Eighteen’s a little young.” 

“Mal’s chronologically young, but not emotionally. She’s been the adult in that family since she was seven.” He paused. “How old were you when you had your first, you know, sleepover at a boyfriend’s?” 

A personal question. Kelly couldn’t believe the way that made her heart race. “Nineteen. I was in college. I was . . . in love.” She rolled her eyes. “He wasn’t.” 

“That hurts,” Tom said. “Huh?” 

She nodded, tipping her head back again to look at him. “I don’t think I want to ask how old you were.” 

He smiled, but it was rueful. “You probably think I’m one of those guys who started having sex when they were twelve.” 

She closed her eyes. “Oh, God, I knew it—” 

“I hate to burst your little fantasy about me as some kind of teenaged Don Juan, but you’re wrong. I was sixteen. And I was selective. Throughout high school, I slept with only four girls. Women, really. They were all in college, all more experienced than me, and all leaving town within months of when we first got together.” He paused. “Kind of like what we’re doing right now. Together with an end date.” 

“Are we together?” she asked, her heart in her throat. 

“I’m not sure,” he said, his gaze palpably hot as it flicked across her body. “But I think so. I mean, we’ve been talking for over four minutes, and I’ve managed to keep my pants zipped. I think what happens in the next minute could be crucial in defining whether we’re together or whether we’re just two horny people who like to jump each other’s bones.” 

“So Angie called you,” she said. 

He laughed, but it was low, dangerous. “Yeah. Angie called and I tracked down David and went over to his apartment, intending to put the fear of God into him and to drag Mal’s ass home. Only it was so obvious that he’s completely in love with her, and she’s happier than I’ve ever seen her. I mean, not since she was four have I seen her this happy. You met this kid, David, didn’t you?” 

Kelly nodded. “Briefly. He seems nice.” She cringed at her choice of word. Poor kid. Saddled with the curse of niceness. 

“He is. He looked me in the eye, and . . .” Tom cleared his throat. “He’s a good man. So I give ’em my blessing, and I’m about to leave the apartment when I see it. David’s got a camera, Mal’s been using it to take pictures, and on his kitchen table, scattered among all these other shots of people, are four photos of the Merchant in the lobby of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel.” 

Kelly skidded to a stop. “Oh, my God, Tom, that’s great.” 

“Yeah. It got better, too, before it got worse.” He hunkered down, his back against the trunk of the tree, arms around his knees. “We used David’s computer to scan in the pictures and send ’em to a guy named WildCard. He’s the SO squad’s computer expert—he’s in California right now. 

“Turns out David’s an artist, and he and WildCard managed to take these new photos of the Merchant and run a comparison with the old photos, to see if, through computer analysis of bone configuration, it’s even possible this is the same man. And the answer comes up yes. Of course yes means there’s a seventy-five percent chance that they’re one and the same. There’s a lot of room there for doubt. So I figure before I call Admiral Crowley and hang myself out to twist in the wind, I’ll get more proof.” 

“Like . . . what?” 

“I figured getting my hands on the explosives he’s using to build this bomb might be a good place to start. Or hey, the bomb itself would probably even do the trick. So Alyssa Locke put on a dress and high heels and took one of the photos to the same desk clerk who checked the Merchant and his raftload of luggage into the hotel. She flashed the picture, flashed her legs, and—” 

“That is so sexist!” 

Tom laughed. “Yeah. And do you want to guess how long it took her to get the name?” 

“She got the Merchant’s name?” 

“Only the name he used to check into the hotel. It’s not his real name, you can bet on that. But in three seconds Locke and her legs find out he’s going by Mr. Richard Rakowski.” 

“Locke and her legs. God, I hate that.” 

“Yeah, well, it’s the way the world works. Women can go places and do things to get information in ways that men just can’t. Jazz and Sam are so opposed to letting women join the SEAL teams, but it’s not because they don’t think a woman can get the job done. They think their own abilities will be compromised because they’ll be distracted.” 

The wind blew, hard, and a shower of leaves swirled down around them. Thunder rumbled ominously. But Kelly didn’t want to go inside. Not yet. 

“So you’ve got his name,” she said. “What next?” 

“David went to work—literally. The kid’s a waiter at the hotel, and they’re currently short staffed, particularly for room service. So we shined up Sam Starrett, brushed his hair, washed his beamish little face, and sent him with David into the supervisor’s office. While Sammy filled out a job application, and the supervisor kept a sharp eye on him to make sure he didn’t steal anything off the desk, David covertly accessed the hotel computer and found that Mr. Richard Rakowski was in room 104.” 

“How could this be bad? It’s great you know this. You don’t have to wait for him to build a bomb. You can just catch him. Why not just bring him in?” 

“Well, for starters, because this is America, and when someone with no authority catches someone and takes them someplace they don’t want to go, it’s called kidnapping.” 

“But you’re a SEAL, an officer in the Navy—” 

“I have no authority here, Kelly. Which is why I need to bring some kind of proof to the attention of my superiors, who in turn need to bring it to the attention of the FBI, who will then apprehend this scumbag.” His voice hardened. “Don’t get me wrong. If I have to, I’ll risk kidnapping charges and grab him up. Starrett and Locke are watching his room right now. But after what we found out this afternoon . . .” He exhaled in disgust. “I’m sure they’re just humoring me.” 

“What did you find out?” 

“After learning he was registered to room 104, I did a little more research, and I was positive we’d got him. I found out room 104 is on the marina side of the hotel, on the concierge level—which is a fancy name for the ground floor. Room 104 also happens to be directly over the hotel’s oil tank in the basement.” Tom laughed in disbelief. “If I were going to take out the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel, that’s where I’d start. With the oil tank right there, you’d get the added oomph of all that fuel. And a ground-level blast would do the most structural damage. It’d bring down the whole front face of the hotel.” He looked at her, frustration in his eyes. “I was so sure.” 

“I don’t understand. Why aren’t you sure anymore?” 

“We went into his room.” 

He said it so simply, but Kelly knew it had been anything but. If Richard Rakowski was the Merchant, and a bomb was in that room, his door would have been protected in some way. Booby-trapped, maybe. She couldn’t even imagine the kind of security or warning systems the Merchant might have set up, but she knew that Tom could. And Tom and his friends had no doubt taken precautions. We went into his room. They surely didn’t just pick the lock, turn the knob, and walk in. It had, no doubt, taken grueling hours. 

“There was nothing there,” Tom told her, his frustration tightening his voice. “Locke watched the front windows from up in the Congregational church tower, and Starrett watched from the end of the hall while Jazz and I searched the place. No bomb, no explosives, no suitcase filled with semiautomatics. It was just . . . a really nice hotel suite. He had only one suitcase, filled with golf clothes. There was an open bottle of mineral water on the table; we took that—for fingerprints. There was a nice clear set on it, which we sent electronically to a guy I know—who found a match right away. The prints belong to—guess who? One Richard Rakowski.” 

Oh, no. 

Tom rubbed his forehead. “I need a shower.” 

“Tom, are you sure—” 

He stood up. “I’m not sure of anything anymore.” 

“Jazz is ordering pizza.” 

“Great,” he said. “Because I don’t think they serve pizza too often in the nuthouse.” 

He started toward Joe’s cottage. She hurried after him. “Being mistaken isn’t exactly the same thing as being crazy.” 

He stopped and looked at her, the wind whipping the trees crazily around them. “I still believe this guy’s the Merchant. I still think there’s a threat. I’m still scared out of my goddamned mind about what a man like that could do in a town like this.” 

She took a step back from the vehemence in his voice. 

He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. “Well, there we go,” he said much more quietly. “There’s the way to keep our distance. Crazy’s okay, but obsessed doesn’t do it for you, huh, babe?” He made a tsking sound. “Too bad.” 




Chapter 20



AT 2315, TOM gave up and dialed Kelly’s private line. He knew she was still up. He could see the light on in her bedroom window. 

“Ashton.” 

“It’s only me. It’s not about Betsy.” 

“Oh, thank God.” Relief was thick in her voice. 

“I’m sorry.” Tom felt like a complete ass. “I didn’t want to call on the house line and risk waking your father, but I . . . How is Betsy?” 

“Much better,” Kelly said. “She’s been doing much better with this new antinausea drug that Dr. Martin’s trying. I mean, her long-term outlook is still touch and go, but . . .” She laughed softly and he clung to the sound. “Is this really why you called me at quarter after eleven at night?” 

He’d called because he’d wanted to talk to her, had to talk to her. But he didn’t just want to show up in her room. They’d restructured all their boundaries this evening out by the swing, and he no longer had a clue about what she wanted or expected from him. But God, he was desperate. His hands were shaking. 

“No.” He had to clear his throat. “Look, I know I’ve been a complete bastard, but I . . .” He managed to stop before his voice shook. Shit. 

“Tom, are you all right?” 

The silence stretched on as Tom fought his tears, fought even to say one word. Fought and lost. No. Dammit, no, he wasn’t all right. “I’m sorry,” he said, and hung up the phone. 

Kelly carried her medical bag as she ran across the driveway in her nightgown and a pair of her father’s old boots that had been sitting in the mudroom off the kitchen. 

Joe’s house was dark, but the front door was unlocked. Nothing to steal, Joe always claimed. Besides, who’d rob his little house when there was that great big treasure-filled Ashton estate right next door? 

She’d thought the rain had let up, and it had, but it was still coming down enough to make her drip as she stepped into Joe’s living room. She pushed her wet hair back from her face, kicked off her father’s boots, and took the stairs to Tom’s room two at a time. 

His door was tightly shut, and she stopped outside of it, suddenly scared to death. 

She leaned her forehead against it, just listening, clutching her bag to her chest. 

She heard what she was afraid of hearing, what she’d dreaded hearing. Choked sobs. Ragged breathing. 

Tom was crying. 

Oh, God. Oh, God. What should she do? She had to go in there, to make sure he wasn’t physically hurt. The doctor in her wouldn’t let her walk away. 

But the woman in her knew that the last thing Tom would want was for her to see him cry. 

Still, she’d been reading about head injuries. Even though his CAT scan had come back looking good, there could well have been a blood vessel in his brain weakened by the injury or the operation. She needed to talk to him, to look into his eyes, to take his blood pressure. To make sure his very life wasn’t suddenly in danger. 

And she needed that more than he needed her not to see him cry. 

She knocked on his door. 

There was dead silence from inside the room. 

She knocked again. “Tom?” 

“Don’t come in.” His voice sounded raw. 

It was all she could do to keep from crying, too. “I have to.” 

“Just go home.” 

“I can’t.” She tried the knob. His door was unlocked. 

His room was dark, but she could see him sitting on his bed. He stood as he realized she was coming in, tried to wipe his face. “Jesus! Do you mind? Get the fuck out!” 

Her voice shook. “You can’t call me, asking for help, and then expect me to ignore you.” 

“I didn’t ask you for help!” 

“Then why did you call me?” 

“Kelly, please, just leave.” 

She went into the room, closed the door behind her. 

“Oh, Christ!” 

“Tom, I have to make sure you’re all right.” She set her bag down at the end of his bed. “Are you dizzy? Is—” 

“It’s not my head. It’s my fucking life, all right? Everything I’ve worked so hard for—and tomorrow I’m going to flush it down the fucking toilet! But I don’t have a choice!” His voice cracked. “I don’t have a goddamned choice!” 

He broke down, and Kelly’s heart broke for him. She pulled him into her arms, holding him close. 

“I’m sorry,” he sobbed. “Oh, Christ, I’m sorry.” 

“Oh, Tom.” She was crying, too. “I wish I could make it right.” 

Mallory woke up alone in David’s bed. 

It was still raining. She could hear it coming down on the roof directly overhead. 

The lamp was on in the corner, by David’s drawing table. He was sitting there, leaning over his work, his left hand holding his hair back from his face. 

He’d put on a pair of boxers, but that was it, and the muscles in his shoulders and back gleamed in the light. 

Mallory could feel her heart. It seemed to fill her chest with a calm warmth even while it sent her blood surging through her veins. Desire and peace. How could one person make her feel both of those things, both at the same time? 

Angela hadn’t understood. After she’d met David, she’d had only two things to say. Mallory’s babies would have slanted eyes. And at least this one—meaning David—would never leave her, implying that he was a loser. 

It wasn’t quite the complete acceptance Mallory had wished for, but she was glad her mother had waited to make the crack about the eyes until David was in the bathroom. He’d find out about Angela’s ignorance at some point, but now was just a little too soon. 

As for her mother’s other comment, Mal hoped with all her heart that it was true, that David would never leave her. 

Angela looked at him and saw a guy with bad hair who was uncomfortable and awkward inside his own body. Mallory saw a beautiful man who loved her. 

She didn’t think she’d moved, but he glanced up from his drawing. “I’m sorry, is this light bothering you?” 

“No.” Mallory got up, wrapping the sheet around her, still uncomfortable with the idea of walking around naked the way David did so easily. “What are you doing?” 

He sat back to let her look, reaching for her, pulling her close to him, his hands warm and gentle. 

She felt him watching her as she looked at the still-rough sketches he’d done. It was Nightshade, and she was in superhero mode, scowling at the leader of a mangy, cyber-looking gang. 

“If I turn out to be wrong about you,” Nightshade was saying in David’s perfect block letters, “I will kick you so hard your balls will come out your nose. Do you understand?” 

Mallory laughed as she looked at David. “That sounds very familiar.” 

He smiled back at her. “It was too good not to use.” 

There was heat in his eyes, but he didn’t move, didn’t kiss her. He just looked at her. 

And Mallory looked back, losing herself in that falling elevator feeling that took her breath away. 

She wanted him again. Wanted to make love. But . . . “The box of condoms says they’re not one hundred percent effective. But it doesn’t say how effective they are. I mean, God, are they ninety-nine percent effective or ten percent or—” 

“I think it depends,” David told her. “I think I remember reading that it varies from somewhere in the high eighties—” 

“Eighty percent? Holy shit. That means that twenty percent of the time . . .” 

“That’s if you use them the wrong way,” he added quickly, “or if they break.” 

“Break.” Oh, God. She hadn’t thought about that. Condoms could break. It was true. She’d learned that in health class. 

“But if you use them correctly, they’re close to ninety-eight percent effective.” 

Mallory looked at him. That meant best case scenario, two percent of the time . . . 

“You know, if I get you pregnant, I won’t leave you the way your father left your mother.” David kissed her. “If I get you pregnant, I’ll marry you.” 

“I don’t want you to have to marry me. I don’t want to do it that way.” She kissed him, too. “I want to make love to you all the time, except that two percent scares me. Because that means for every hundred times we make love, then at least two times I’ll be at risk to get pregnant, right? And all you really need is one time—I’m living proof of that. And if we make love three hundred times, then that’s six times, and—” 

David laughed. 

“It’s not funny. I’m serious!” But it was hard to keep a straight face, his laughter was so infectious. 

“I’m not laughing at you,” he told her with a kiss. “I’m laughing because you told me you want to make love to me three hundred times—which is really great news. It does things to me you can’t even imagine. But right after telling me that, I’m supposed to try to explain percentages and probability to you?” 

He kissed her again, longer this time, lingeringly. “I can’t get enough of you, either, Nightshade. I’m willing to take the risk—even if that box said fifty percent effective. But this isn’t just about me, it’s about you, too, and if you don’t want to . . .” 

Don’t want to wasn’t even close. 

Mallory let the sheet drop. 

Tom lay on his back on his bed, one arm around Kelly, the other up, elbow bent, over his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this tired. 

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d broken down and cried. When he was fourteen, and his soon-to-be stepfather had beaten the shit out of him for something ridiculous, like a glass of spilled root beer at dinner, and his mother hadn’t said a word in his defense? 

When he was fifteen, and his mother had packed up all his things and told him to move into Joe’s house for good, when she’d chosen that vicious bastard she’d married over her own flesh and blood? 

When he’d found out that Angela had gotten pregnant and would probably never escape from this soul-sucking town? 

When not-even-sixteen-year-old Kelly had whispered for him to meet her later, in her tree house, when she’d turned and looked back at him, letting him see in her eyes that she wanted him to kiss her again, that she wanted him, and he knew like a rock in his gut that he had to leave town as quickly as possible, or else he’d never leave at all? 

Because that was really why he’d left. He’d told himself it was about her not being old enough. But he could have waited until she was old enough. He could’ve done it. For Kelly, he would have waited forever. He could have slowed things down, kept them both from going too far until she was ready. 

She’d been in love with him. He knew she’d been in love with him. And if he’d stayed, they would’ve had what Mallory and David had found. 

They’d have children by now, because he would have married Kelly. He’d be lying here on this bed with his wife, instead of his sometimes, almost lover. 

Sure, he probably wouldn’t be a SEAL, but hey, in a few weeks, he wasn’t going to be a SEAL anymore, anyway. 

If he had known then what he knew now, would he have left? 

“The what ifs can really kill you,” he said. 

Kelly lifted her head slightly to look at him. “Don’t play that game,” she said. “You can’t win.” 

But he had to. “What if I hadn’t left that summer, Kel? What if I’d met you in the tree house that night?” 

She laughed softly, lowering her head back to his shoulder. Her hand was warm against his chest, against his heart. “I would’ve lost my virginity a lot earlier than nineteen.” 

“I’m in love with you.” 

He felt her freeze. It was funny, because she wasn’t moving to start with. But he felt her get even more still. 

Not a good sign. 

“I didn’t say that expecting any kind of response,” he told her. “It was just something I had to, you know, say.” Definitely time to change the subject. “I went back to room 104 tonight, and I dusted for fingerprints. You know what I found?” 

“No,” she said faintly. 

“I found prints for Maria Consuela, Ginny Tipten, Gloria Haynes, and Erique Romano—all employees of the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel. I found some old, smudged prints for George and Helena Waters and Mr. Ernest Roddiman, all previous patrons of the hotel. But I did not find one single other print for Richard Rakowski. There was nothing on the outside or inside of his suitcase, nothing on the buckle of a belt that was packed with a pair of plaid golf pants in that suitcase, nothing on the closet door or the TV or the telephone. Nothing.” 

It had taken him hours to dust, hours to clean it up, all the while aware that the man calling himself Richard Rakowski could return any moment. His team was watching, and Tom was wired with a radio so he could talk to them. But their heads-up wouldn’t give him much time to get out or even hide. 

He pushed the pillows behind him, pushed himself so that he was sitting up. Kelly sat up, too. “Yes, that’s very suspicious—no other prints of his in the room except the ones that probably were planted on that bottle,” he continued. “I know exactly what you’re dying to ask. You’re also dying to find out what the hell aka Richard Rakowski is doing away from his two hundred and eighty dollar a night hotel room at nine o’clock at night. Right?” 

Kelly nodded. Her hair had gotten wet in the rain, and it was curling around her face as it dried. Combined with the white cotton nightgown, it made her look impossibly young. 

Tom reached for the alarm clock on his bedside table, turning it to face them. “You’re wondering why at nearly midnight I still haven’t received a call from my team telling me our man’s back in his room. And you’re right to wonder. It’s some kind of decoy room, some kind of . . . hell, I don’t know. Maybe he’s going to bring the bomb there at the last minute. Maybe it’s a precaution designed to throw people like me off his track. Maybe he’s the goddamned paranoid one.” 

He gazed into her eyes. “It’s him, Kelly, I know it’s him. I have these moments where I’m so completely convinced, I can taste it. And I know the celebration for the Fifty-fifth is his target. I know I have to tell someone. Only they’re not going to believe me. I have no proof, I have nothing but an empty hotel room without any fingerprints, a set of pictures of a man who’s basically got the same shape skull as the Merchant did.” His voice shook. God, don’t let him start crying again. “And then I start to wonder. Maybe I am nuts. Maybe it’s the injury that makes me so blindingly certain it’s him. But I’ve decided . . .” He had to stop and clear his throat. “I have to call Admiral Crowley.” 

He’d made up his mind tonight. Or rather, he’d resigned himself to making the call first thing in the morning. There really wasn’t a decision to be made. There was only one right thing to do in this situation, and he had to do it. 

Even if it meant giving up his career, his entire life. 

“If I’m wrong about this . . .” He had to stop for a second because his goddamned lip was trembling. “If I’m wrong, if I’m seeing dead terrorists when I shouldn’t be, then I don’t deserve the command of SEAL Team Sixteen. If I’m wrong, I should accept a medical discharge. It’s not what I hoped for, but there’s no shame in it.” 

“There’s not.” She moved to push herself even farther up, to kneel beside him on the bed. “But there’s also a chance, with a few more months of rest, you’ll be—” 

“No,” he said. “Once I call Admiral Crowley in the morning, once I sound the alarm, I’m not going to be given a few more months. My doctor’s a captain who’s wearing a choke collar—and Rear Admiral Tucker’s on the end of his leash. I’ll go before a medical board almost immediately, I can guarantee it. And seeing dead terrorists in Massachusetts isn’t something even a bipartisan board is going to take lightly. If I do this—when I do this—there’s a good chance that not only will I be discharged, but I’ll be psych evaled to death—and confined for the duration.” 

Kelly had tears in her eyes. 

“But I can’t not tell anyone,” Tom said softly. “I can’t just ignore it. And I’m running out of time.” 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked. “To make it any easier? Is there someone I can talk to, or call for you, or . . . ?” 

He shook his head, afraid to reach for her, especially after she’d pulled back, after she’d almost seemed to make a point not to touch him. 

I’m in love with you. It was a stupid-ass thing to have said. He’d scared the hell out of her, even more than he’d done with his crazy talk about terrorists. It should have scared the hell out of him, too, but tonight he’d gone out to a point way beyond fear. 

“Tom.” She was going to talk about it. She was going to let him down gently. She was going to try to explain everything that he knew was crazy about him loving her. “About what you said—” 

“No.” He stopped her. “I can’t talk about that. Can we please not talk about that right now?” 

She nodded, silent. She wanted to go, she wanted to stay—he didn’t know. He couldn’t read her body language at all. 

“Do you want me to stay for a while?” she asked, exactly as he said, “You probably need to get back to the house.” 

“Yes,” he said, while she said, “Oh.” 

“No,” she added. “My father has Joe’s phone number, so . . .” 

“Just . . . For God’s sake, don’t stay out of pity,” he told her roughly. 

Kelly leaned forward and kissed him. And when he reached for her, she slipped into his arms, as if she knew that was where he wanted her, where she belonged. 

What if she never left him? What if he’d cut her off too soon and she’d actually been about to tell him that she loved him, too? What if he awoke in the morning to find her in bed, beside him? 

She pulled her nightgown up and over her head, and then she was naked, his hands skimming the softness of her skin. 

The what ifs could really kill you. He wouldn’t play that game. He couldn’t win. The future would play itself out. There was no way to know for sure what was to come. 

Tom helped Kelly help him out of his shorts. 

And then he lost himself in the here and now. 

13 August 

Charles stopped just inside the sliders that led from the living room to the deck. Kelly was already up and out there, sitting on the railing, her knees pulled up to her chest. 

She was dressed oddly—in her white cotton nightgown and . . . his old boots? 

She was gazing out at the ocean, watching the sun rise. 

It was still windy from the storm that had blown through last night, and the skirt of her nightgown flapped. She looked tired. Dark circles beneath her eyes. Her normally healthy cheeks slightly pale. The boots didn’t help. 

He tried to turn around quietly. He knew the haunted look of a person who wanted to be alone. He’d encountered it often enough in his own mirror. 

But quiet wasn’t an option that came with his walker. The metal frame hit God knows what, and Kelly looked up. 

She tried to smile. It didn’t work. “You’re up early. Couldn’t you sleep?” 

She wanted to play it normal. She’d been sitting there looking despondent, as if she were about to break into some operatic aria of doom and despair. But now she was playing the “Fine” game. 

He tested her. “Are you all right?” 

“Sure. I’m fine.” She forced another ghastly smile. 

“Right,” he said. “Me, too. I’m just fine.” Dying, but doing it just fine. 

Truth was, he’d been up for quite a while in the night, with the pain. His new bedfellow. 

She looked at him closely. “Are you sure? You look . . .” 

She was too polite to finish the sentence. Like hell. Like pig crap. Like an eighty-year-old man who had cancer of the everything. 

Now was not the time to tell her he needed to get his medication upgraded to first class. She was strung pretty tightly, as if she were about to burst into tears any minute. 

“I’m fine,” he told her. He was good at it, too. 

“Listen to us,” she said. “My God, would you listen to us? Neither of us are goddamn fine.” 

Uh-oh. 

She slid down from the railing—a good way to get splinters in her butt. But she didn’t seem to care. She’d snapped. If he knew his daughter, full detonation was imminent. 

“You’re dying,” she told him, “and I’m . . .” Her lip trembled, just the way it had when she was a little girl. “I’m scared to death of living.” 

“That doesn’t sound so fine,” he agreed. 

“No. It’s not. Tom loves me.” Her tears overflowed, just the way they had when she was a little girl. “But I don’t love him. I don’t want to love him. I refuse to love him again.” 

She ran from the deck, just the way she had when she was a little girl. 

“Well, that’s stupid,” Charles said even though she was already gone. “I didn’t realize I raised you to be stupid. You can’t choose who you love. Where the hell did you get that idea?” 

Tom took a gamble. He bypassed Admiral Crowley’s office and called the FBI directly. He’d worked with Special Agent Duncan Lund a few years ago. And although they hadn’t kept in close touch, he knew Dunk wouldn’t have forgotten him. 

He called the man at home and he spelled it out in detail—head injury, paranoia, doubt. It was two days to the ceremony and he was out of time. But Tom knew, from the way Dunk got more and more quiet, that he’d lost before he’d even begun. 

Dunk had listened to all of it, though. And when he’d signed off, he’d told Tom he’d see what he could do to get people out there for Tuesday’s ceremony. 

But Tom didn’t need a tracer on Dunk’s phone to know the next number the FBI agent dialed was that of the U.S. Navy. 

He was screwed. But what had he expected? His entire day had started badly right when he had woken up alone in his bed. 

Kelly had been long gone. He’d told her he loved her, but she hadn’t even stayed until dawn. 

Tom punched in Chip Crowley’s home number, hoping he’d connect with the admiral first. 

But he was put on hold for an awfully long time. 

“Well, you fucked yourself good this time,” the admiral said in the form of a greeting as he came onto the line. “I just spoke to Larry Tucker, who wants to send the shore patrol out to bring you in. Seems he just got off the phone with the head of the FBI’s counterterrorist division, who told him—” 

“Sir, this threat’s real,” Tom interrupted Crowley. “This celebration is going to start with a high profile ceremony in two days, and I’m alone out here. I need help.” 

“That, Lieutenant, is God’s truth. You do need help. But right now, I fear you have put yourself in a position where you are beyond any help I can give you.” 

“What can it hurt,” Tom argued, “to bring in the FBI? There are going to be U.S. senators here. Representatives from England and France. If this bomb goes off—no, Admiral, when this bomb goes off—” 

Crowley spoke through gritted teeth. “God damn it, Tom. Haven’t you had enough? Can’t you hear how crazy this sounds?” 

“Sir, what if I’m right?” 

“Son, you’ve had a serious injury that’s affecting your judgment. What I want you to do is check yourself into the nearest military hospital.” 

“Yes, sir,” Tom said. “I will do that, sir. Next week, after this celebration is over, if I’m wrong about this, I’ll go. But until then . . . Well, sir, there are people in this town I care a great deal about, and I’m not leaving them until I’m dead certain the threat has been neutralized or proven nonexistent.” 

Mallory was still in bed when Brandon unlocked the door of David’s apartment. 

“Wow,” he said, as clearly surprised to see her as she was to see him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were here.” 

He pocketed his key, but didn’t turn to leave. Instead, he went into the kitchen. “I came to steal some of Sully’s milk.” 

“There isn’t any,” Mallory told him, hiding the note David had left her on his pillow. 

“Damn,” Brandon said. 

The sheet was up to her chin, but she was naked beneath it. She pulled her arms under, too, hoping he wouldn’t notice, hoping he would leave as quickly as he came. 

But he didn’t. Instead, he sat on the edge of the bed. 

“Who would’ve guessed?” he said with one of his stupid-ass smiles that she’d once thought made him look so handsome. He may have been good-looking, but it was so superficial. His eyes were rimmed with red, as if he’d been out too late, drinking and partying. “Gorgeous Mallory in our little Sully’s bed.” 

“He’s not little,” she said coldly. “Do you mind? I was sleeping.” 

He didn’t move. “You know, Sul’s been in love with his Nightshade character for years,” he said. “Now that he’s given her a face, it’s only appropriate he should live out the complete fantasy and get to sleep with her, too.” He laughed. “So tell me honestly, babe. Does he make you put on tights and pretend to fly around the room when you get it on?” 

Mallory didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile. “Very funny, Bran. Go away.” 

“You sure?” Bran winked. She couldn’t believe she’d once liked the way that he winked. What had she been thinking? “He’s not going to be back for another few hours. And it looks awfully comfortable in there. . . .” 

He tugged at the sheet. 

Mallory gripped it more tightly to her. “Don’t!” 

“Whoa, hey, relax, I was only kidding.” He stood up, headed toward the door, thank God. But he turned back to look at her. “Sully’s a lucky dude—living out that fantasy, you know? Kind of like getting a chance to sleep with Princess Leia or Counselor Troi. Yow! See you later, Nightshade.” 

As he shut the door behind him, Mallory pulled the note David had left her up from under the sheet. 

He’d drawn a picture of her, asleep in his bed, drawn himself leaning over to kiss her good-bye. And in a thought bubble over his head, he’d written, “Can’t wait to get back from work to make love to Nightshade again. . . .” 

Nightshade. 

He called her Nightshade, all the time. I love you, Nightshade. 

Oh, God. What if Brandon hadn’t been kidding? What if David wasn’t in love with Mallory? What if he was in love with Nightshade? 

And she wasn’t Nightshade, that much was clear. She only shared the character’s face and body. 

Nightshade was brave and strong and confident. She was a superhero. 

Mallory was the illegitimate child of the town screwup. 

And she knew with a sudden flash of fear that while David would never leave Nightshade, he’d probably soon grow tired of Mallory Paoletti. 

Tom threw the telephone across the office. 

Jazz didn’t look up at him, didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink. He just finished his own phone conversation, ending it more traditionally by dropping the handset into the cradle. 

“I got Jenk, Nilsson, and Lopez.” He spun in his chair to face Tom as he reported. His “sir” was silent, but it was there. “However, none of them can get here before early Tuesday morning.” 

“Shit.” 

“Better we have them then than not at all.” 

Tom rubbed his forehead. “I’m not so sure about that anymore. In fact, if this thing goes off without a hitch, if I’ve been wrong about the Merchant from the start, I want you and Starrett and Locke to leave town immediately. I don’t want you getting hammered for helping me.” 

“There are worse things, Tom.” 

Tom looked into the eyes of the man who’d been at his side for years. A man he’d want beside him if he had to go into hell and back. And there had been times over the years that they’d done just that. “If I’m out, I’m going to push to have you take over the SO squad. You probably won’t be given Team Sixteen. Not yet. But maybe someday—” 

“I’m in no hurry for you to leave,” Jazz said evenly. 

“Yeah, well, Tucker is.” Tom shook his head. “Wherever I call for help, his staff has been there first. The state police had been warned I might be calling, and were ordered to ignore me. Even the local police don’t want to talk to me. In fact, the Baldwin’s Bridge chief of police had the frigging audacity to order me away from the hotel until the celebration is over. He told me if I’m seen there, his men will pick me up and escort me to the station.” 

Jazz lifted an eyebrow. “Gee, I’d almost like to see them try.” 

“We’re on our own,” Tom told his XO. 

Jazz actually smiled. “More power to us.” 

Kelly found her father curled up in his bed, gasping for air. 

At first she thought he was having some kind of attack or stroke. And then she realized it was pain. Charles was in awful pain. 

She slipped the nosepiece from his oxygen tank over his head to get him breathing easier. And then she opened his bottle of pain pills and . . . 

There were only three left. 

He must’ve been double and even triple dosing for going on days now. 

“How many did you take, Daddy?” she asked. “How long ago?” 

“Three,” he told her. “Twenty minutes.” 

Twenty minutes he’d been like this, bent in half in agony. 

“Why didn’t you call me?” The question was out of her mouth before she realized the answer was unimportant. She was here now. She could help him as best she could now, which, after he’d taken three pills—three!—wasn’t going to be much. She put her arms around him. He was so skinny, so fragile. 

But to her surprise, he actually responded. “Didn’t need to call. Knew you’d be down to say good night in a few minutes. Knew you’d come.” He closed his eyes tightly as if a particularly terrible wave of pain washed over him, clutching at her arms with hands that had once been so big and strong, but now were skeletal and gnarled. “Can I . . . Christ, can you call the doctor for me? This stuff isn’t working too well anymore.” 

Kelly wanted to cry. “There’s nothing he can give you—not after you took three of these pills. You’re going to have to wait. They may not be working to stop the pain, but if you take too many, they’ll make you stop breathing.” 

“Okay,” he said. “Okay, then.” He opened his eyes as he let go of her, pushed her away. “You don’t need to see this. You should go, then—” 

“The hell I will. I’m not going to leave you.” Kelly planted herself against the headboard of his bed, holding him close, as if she were the parent and he were the child. 

“Cybele wouldn’t, either,” he told her. “You’re a lot like Cybele—so strong and sure of yourself.” He closed his eyes again, his words coming in gasps. “I’m not sure how much longer I can take this, but I just don’t seem to die. Not last night, not today, probably not tonight. I’m not afraid of dying anymore—I’m afraid of this godawful pain.” 

Kelly couldn’t help it. She started to cry. “I wish I could help you.” 

“You can. You can promise me you’ll look out for Joe.” 

“I will,” she promised. “I told you I would. I’ll see he always has a place to live and—” 

“Not that way,” he said. “I know he’s not going to be homeless or starving. I’ve left him enough money to take care of that. I mean the other. Take care of him. Try to make him understand that he really was the Hero of Baldwin’s Bridge. He was ten times the man I was, Kelly. A hundred times. I don’t know why Cybele couldn’t love him, why she had to go and fall in love with me instead.” 

Kelly had seen her father’s picture, taken at age twenty-three, right before he’d left to join the U.S. Army, the Fighting Fifty-fifth. He’d smiled into the camera, his eyes dancing with life and amusement. Joe had been a good-looking man, too, but Charles had had a magical air about him. He still had it, even at eighty. Even back when he was drinking and at his most cruel and verbally abusive, even then, the spark didn’t quite go out. 

She was not at all surprised that this Cybele would have chosen Charles, even over Joe. 

“All I know is this,” he whispered. “Listen. Are you listening?” 

“Yeah,” Kelly said. “I’m here.” 

“I know you’re here, but are you listening?” 

“You don’t need to talk right now.” As much as she wanted to hear what he had to say, she knew it was difficult for him to get these words out. 

“It helps,” he said. “Besides, you need to know. Because this is important, Kelly. You can’t choose who you love. You can’t say ‘No, I will not love you; yes, I will love you.’ You can’t do that. When I met Cybele and Joe, I knew he was in love with her. And after about a week, probably even less than that, I was in love with her, too. Only, I was married. I had a kid. I had no business falling in love with Cybele or anyone who wasn’t Jenny. But it happened, and I couldn’t stop it. And Cybele was drawn to me, too—I still don’t know why. I tried so hard to do the right thing, to stay away from her, but in the end I failed. I gave in, and do you know, I would’ve sold my soul to the devil to be free to love her, to spend my life with her. I loved her that much. It was that strong, that powerful.” 

He was silent then for a moment, and Kelly prayed the pills he’d taken were starting to work against his pain. 

“Only I refused to admit it at first,” Charles said quietly. “For more than a week, I let myself wallow in my failings—the fact that with my embracing this wondrous thing, this love, I hurt my wife, I hurt Joe. But I ended up hurting myself and Cybele even more, because I wasted the precious time we had together. 

“Cybele once told me that on the day that her husband and son were killed, she made them breakfast, but she didn’t take the time to sit down at the table and eat with them. She told me she would spend the rest of her life wishing she’d given herself those extra moments with them. She wished she’d watched her boy eat his porridge, wished she’d kissed her husband good-bye. She wished she’d held her son close instead of merely wiping his mouth with a wet cloth. She wished she’d told them she loved them before they left her kitchen and her life for good. 

“She told me all that,” Charles said to Kelly, “and I still didn’t understand. It wasn’t until it was too late . . .” 

He was starting to relax. Kelly could tell from the way he was leaning against her. She helped him down, into his bed, beneath the covers, but she didn’t leave. She sat with him, gently stroking his hair, holding his hand. 

“It was the night we found out about the German plan to crush the Fifty-fifth.” His voice was softer, weaker, but he seemed to want to keep on talking, and God, she wanted to hear this. 

Her father, giving her advice of the heart. It was unbelievable. It was more than she’d ever hoped possible. 

“I’d hurt my ankle again about a week before, and I was finally strong enough to travel. I was going to leave Ste.-Hélène, cross the line, get back to the Fifty-fifth. Joe was going to take me as far as he could. 

“I didn’t say good-bye to Cybele. I think I probably knew if I’d so much as spoken to her, I would’ve admitted how much I loved her. I was afraid of making her promises I wouldn’t be able to keep when sanity somehow returned.” Charles smiled sadly at Kelly. “I fully expected sanity to return, but it never did. Never. 

“So we left Ste.-Hélène, Joe and I, just after dark. It was a clear night, a warm night, and we headed north and west along a trail through the woods both Joe and Cybele often used. Each step of the way, I remember thinking, how could I leave? How could I have gone without saying something? How could I return to Baldwin’s Bridge without gazing at least once more upon her face? And I realized then that I must’ve somehow known. I must’ve done it on purpose, left without saying good-bye—so that I’d have to return to Ste.-Hélène before I went back to the United States for good. I would see Cybele again. And I knew right then, at the lightness and joy in my heart at the thought of going back, that I loved her beyond all else. The house in Baldwin’s Bridge—this house—that I’d spoken of and longed to return to so often throughout my ordeal in France, my fortune, my family, my wife, my life. It all meant nothing to me compared to the love I’d found with Cybele.” 

He was silent then, his eyes closed, and as much as Kelly wanted him to sleep, she found herself hoping he was only resting. 

“What happened?” she whispered. “Why didn’t you stay in France, Daddy?” 

The pills he’d taken were working now, and working well. As he opened his eyes to look up at her, he seemed to look right through her, as if he could see all those years into his own past. 

“We hadn’t gone more than seven miles, Joe and I, when Cybele caught up with us. She’d been running all that way after us, but she still had the energy to slap me, hard, across the face, when she found us. I, of course, kissed her. She was so angry, but I kissed her, and I told her all that I’d realized. That I was coming back to Ste.-Hélène after the war. That I loved her. That I would do anything for her. Even die.” 

Her father laughed softly, his eyes still so distant, and Kelly knew he saw her—his Cybele. 

“She cried, and told me that was something she never wanted—for me to die for her. She would not allow that. Not ever.” He shook his head. “Poor Joe. It must’ve been torture for him to stand there and listen to us declare our love—he loved her just as much as I did. Probably even more. 

“But then Cybele told us why she’d followed. It wasn’t to slap me across the face, although she’d been happy to get a chance to do that. She told us of a coming German counter-offensive. She had papers she’d been given, papers that spelled out the attack, that needed to get into Allied hands before dawn. 

“So we went. The three of us. There were Germans everywhere as we moved toward the line. It was impossibly dangerous—I’ve never been that afraid.” 

His voice shook. “Then Joe was wounded, and things went from bad to worse. He slowed us down, but we couldn’t leave him. How could we leave him? We were moving through a town—I never even knew its name, but the houses were all rubble, the streets impossible to pass through. 

“We were trapped there,” he said flatly. “We were hiding in the debris, hiding from a patrol of Germans. They were coming straight toward us. It was over. I knew it was over. But I had my gun drawn. I was going to take out as many of them as I possibly could, and dammit, at that moment, I could have done it. I could have killed them all, and we could have gotten away. The hell with the fact they had machine guns, and I had only that little Luger. But I didn’t get a chance to try because Cybele, she handed me those papers and her gun, her Walther PPK. I didn’t understand. God, I was so stupid.” 

There were tears in his eyes, and Kelly’s heart was in her throat. 

“She kissed me,” he whispered. “She looked into my eyes, and she said, ‘I love you.’ And then, before I could stop her, she ran. Back the way we’d come, as fast as she could—and she was fast.” 

His lip trembled and a single tear escaped, rolling down his gray cheek. “The Germans chased her. They opened fire. I saw their bullets hit her, I saw her fall. I knew she was dead, just like that, she was dead! But I also knew that unless I moved fast, I wouldn’t get those papers and Joe to safety. She’d died so I could do that, so somehow I did. To this day, I don’t know how I managed it—to evade the Germans and carry Joe across the line. I left him where he would be found, made sure those papers got into the right hands. Then I grabbed a gun and joined the fighting. I think I probably tried to die, but I didn’t. God knows I wanted to. It wasn’t until the war was over that Joe managed to find me. He knew he hadn’t crossed that line on his own, but when they came to talk to me about that Medal of Honor, I denied being there. I didn’t want it. I didn’t deserve it.” 

He was silent for a moment, and Kelly was, too. There was nothing she could say. 

“For a long time I hated Joe—for having been wounded, for keeping us from moving quickly and being trapped in the first place. I’ve never forgiven him for that. I’ve never forgiven Cybele, either.” 

“How about yourself?” Kelly asked softly. “Have you forgiven yourself?” 

He shook his head. “Look what I did with this life that Cybele gave me. Fifty-six years, and I failed to live up to what she expected from me. I was her hero. Yet I went home and couldn’t even keep my marriage to Jenny together after little Charlie died. Two more marriages, both total flops. Some hero—sitting on the deck drinking himself to death, lazy son of a bitch. 

“Cybele gave me the most precious gift of all, the gift of life. And here I am, lying in this bed, looking at the single good thing I ever did—and it happened by accident. You happened by accident. You’re an amazing woman, Kelly, and I’m deeply proud of you, but who you are is no thanks to me.” 

Kelly couldn’t speak, could barely see through the tears in her eyes. 

“I love you,” Charles told her. “You and Cybele. All my life. You know, if she’d lived, I would’ve given up my future to be with her. I would have dealt with Jenny’s pain and anger. I would have handled my father’s shame. I would have done anything. I would have faced my biggest fears. 

“You can’t choose who you love, Kelly, but you can waste it. Why on earth would anyone want to waste it?” 

His eyes closed. 

His breathing was slow and steady. He was free from pain—physical pain—at least for now. 




Chapter 21



14 August 

THE TRAFFIC WAS crazy. 

Kelly pulled into the parking lot by the movie theater, planning to walk the rest of the way to the drugstore to pick up her father’s newest prescription. 

Baldwin’s Bridge was bursting with the usual summer tourists as well as all the people flocking into town for the Fifty-fifth celebration tomorrow. 

The marina was crowded, too. There were lots of people coming in via sailboat and pleasure yacht. Even more people were taking advantage of the beautiful weather and going out for day trips, resulting in an overabundance of little boats on both sides of the stone breakers at the harbor’s entrance. 

Over by the hotel, she could see containers of folding chairs ready to be set up on the lawn first thing in the morning. Workmen were constructing a portable stage for the dignitaries. And there, off to the side, parked on the street, was the SEAL mobile. The van with tinted windows that Tom and his friends had outfitted with high-tech surveillance equipment. 

So this was where they all were. 

Kelly had awakened this morning to a silent and empty house. Even Charles, who’d had such a tough night, had been gone by the time she went downstairs. 

She’d been disappointed. 

She’d hoped to see Tom. She’d wanted to see Tom. 

But his makeshift office had been empty. 

Just as empty as his bedroom had been last night when she’d crept into the cottage, hoping to find him, hoping to tell him . . . what? She still didn’t know. 

All she knew was that she wanted to be with him. She wanted to be near him. 

And right now she wanted to help him. In any way that she could. 

She headed for the van, knocked on the back door. 

She sensed some kind of movement behind the darkly tinted glass, but the door didn’t open. Nothing moved. 

She knocked again. 

“It’s Dr. Ashton.” Mallory’s voice came in loud and clear over Tom’s headset. 

Kelly. “What does she want?” he asked. 

Charles’s voice came over the radio from his lookout position on the harbormaster’s deck. “If she’s smart, she’s looking for you. If she’s not so smart, she’s looking for me.” 

“Let’s keep radio chatter down to a minimum, people,” Jazz’s voice cut in. 

“I don’t know what she wants,” Mallory reported. “Should I let her in?” 

“Yes.” Tom tried to keep his impatience and frustration from ringing in his voice. Yes, let her in, because forcing Kelly to stand outside the parked van and knock on the windows is only drawing attention to you. “Get her in there quickly. And shut the door behind her.” 

He heard the sound of the door opening, heard Kelly’s voice. “Hey, Mallory. What are you doing here?” 

“David and I are helping Tommy.” 

“Oh, hi, David. How are you? Hey, I like your haircut.” 

“Thanks. Mal did it.” 

“Can I come in?” 

“Yeah, Tom says to get in. Quick.” 

Tom looked at Starrett and rolled his eyes as he finally heard the door close. “Mal, can you put me on over the speakers so Kelly can hear me?” 

“The van’s speakers aren’t working really well,” David replied, “but we’ve got an extra wired headset here that she can use.” 

“Great,” Tom said. “Can you give it to her?” 

“Tom?” Kelly’s voice said. David was a little more on the ball. He’d already gotten the headset to her. 

“What’s up, Kelly?” He tried to make his voice matter-of-fact. Casual. As if she hadn’t absolutely shredded the last of his hope by running and hiding after he’d told her he loved her. As if he hadn’t particularly noticed that she’d stayed far, far away from him all day yesterday. I love you, too—not. “Something you need?” 

“Where are you? You sound so close.” 

“I am so close. I’m in the hotel.” 

“Locke’s watching room 104 from the Congregational church tower,” Mallory told Kelly. “Jazz and Sam are helping Tommy do a room-by-room search, looking for a bomb.” 

Mallory made it sound easy. As if they could simply knock on every door, explain that there might be a bomb in the room, would it be too much trouble to ask if they could take a look? . . . 

No, they had to do this covertly. With Starrett dressed in a billion-dollar suit, hair swept back in a leather ponytail holder, pinky ring on his finger, pretending to be the rather effeminate “Mr. Sam” of the hotel staff, and Jazz impressively dressed in his summer uniform—posing as preliminary security for tomorrow’s event. Lt. (jg) Jazz Jacquette had even introduced himself to the desk clerks on his way in. 

Tom wore surfer shorts with a big overshirt to hide the small arsenal Jazz had scrounged up from God knows where. His job this morning was to search the rooms in which no one was home. 

So far so good. They were on the third floor—two more to go. And the higher they got, the less likely they were to find a bomb. Someone with the Merchant’s experience and knowledge would know that a bomb on the fourth floor would do far less damage to a building than one on the first floor. 

But Tom had realized last night that while they had a photo of the Merchant checking into the hotel with a cartful of luggage, room 104 contained only one small suitcase. Where was the rest of his stuff if not in one of these other rooms? 

Tom signaled for Jazz and Starrett to go on up to the fourth floor as he let himself into the last room at the end of the hall. 

“I thought the chances of there being a bomb in the hotel itself are slim.” Kelly’s voice sounded as if she were right there, whispering into his ear. “I thought this guy’s MO was a car bomb.” 

The room looked as if it were being occupied by a family with a small child. Baby toys were everywhere. But that didn’t mean Tom didn’t search it thoroughly. If he were a terrorist planting a bomb, he’d scatter a Bite Me Elmo doll and bright-colored blocks on the floor, too. 

“Today we search the hotel,” Tom told her as he moved efficiently through the room. “Tonight and tomorrow, we’ll be out in the parking lots.” 

“What can I do to help?” she asked. 

“Not a lot,” he said flatly. “If you want, you can hang with Mal and David—help them man the van. But like I told them, I don’t want you inside this hotel, not under any circumstances.” 

“I was kind of hoping I’d get a chance to talk to you,” Kelly told him. “When are you going to take a break?” 

“Wednesday.” She wanted to talk to him. Great. She wanted to tell him it was probably best if they kept their distance from each other until he left at the end of the month. She didn’t want to hurt him and . . . 

“Are you serious?” she said. “You’re not going to take a single break between now and—” 

“No.” He let himself out of the hotel room, making sure the door was locked behind him. Room 375 was clean. He made a little checkmark on his list, stuck it back into his pocket. 

“You’re not even going to go to the bathroom?” she asked. “There’s not even a time when I can come in and talk to you while you pee?” 

“Kelly, I’m a little busy now,” he said tightly. “Do you mind saving the humor for another time?” 

“I don’t want to wait until Wednesday to tell you that I was wrong from the start.” She lowered her voice. “What we’ve got between us is more than just sex. But I was scared, Tom. I’m still scared, but after last night, when I looked for you and you weren’t there, now I’m more scared about losing you.” 

“Um, Kelly—” 

She lowered her voice even more. “I miss you. I miss the time we spent together. I miss talking to you. Believe it or not, I love talking to you as much as I love—” 

Tom quickly cut her off. “Yeah, I know what you love. And now that the entire team—including your father—has heard it—” 

“What?” 

“Everyone’s listening,” he told her, unable to keep from laughing. Jesus. Of all the things she might’ve said to him, he hadn’t been expecting this. And despite the fact that she was going to be very embarrassed, he was glad. It wasn’t “I love you, too,” but it was good enough for now. “This is a very open channel.” 

Kelly laughed, too. “Oh, my God. It is?” 

“Please don’t stop,” Starrett’s voice drawled. “Personally, I’m finding this a million times better than The Young and the Restless.” 

“Thanks,” Tom said dryly, “but I think she’s probably done.” 

“I’m not,” Kelly said. “Because I still have to tell you that I love you.” 

“See?” Starrett said. “She’s not done.” 

“I didn’t want to have to wait till Wednesday to say that,” Kelly added. 

“Although, on Wednesday, you wouldn’t’ve had to make it a public service announcement,” Tom pointed out. She loved him. He wasn’t sure whether to be happy or scared to death. 

“I don’t care who hears,” she told him fiercely. “I love you, and it’s a good thing.” 

She sounded as if she were still trying to convince herself of that fact. Tom knew exactly how she felt. 

“I mean,” she faltered, “as long as you still love me, too . . .” 

Silence. There was dead silence. 

Kelly flashed hot and then cold and then hot again as she waited an eternity for Tom to reply. 

“How about we plan to take a break in about an hour and a half?” he finally said. “When we’re through with the fourth floor?” 

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 

“I’m not embarrassed. I just want to continue this more privately, that’s all.” 

“Okay,” she said. “So in about an hour and a half—” 

“Tom, we’ve got a small commercial helo approaching the hotel roof,” Locke’s cool voice cut in. “Is there some kind of landing pad up there?” 

“Anyone know?” Tom asked, his voice instantly that of a team commander. 

“Yes,” David said. “The hotel has facilities for rooftop pickups and drop-offs of guests.” 

“This one’s coming in with only a pilot,” Locke reported. “Probably a pickup.” 

“Activity in hallway,” Starrett said quietly. “Tom, stay out of sight. Jazz’s in room 415, dark-haired man coming out of room 435, carrying a small overnight bag, looks like . . . Tango, tango—I’ve got visual, team, it’s our man.” 

Tom took the stairs three at a time as he heard Starrett say, “Excuse me, Mr. Rakowski—” 

“Shit, no, Sam,” he said. “You just gave yourself away.” 

He didn’t see it, but he heard it. Three gunshots. It didn’t take much to picture what had happened. Starrett called the Merchant Mr. Rakowski, the name he’d used to check into that decoy room down on the first floor, and the man turned around with his weapon already out and firing. 

“Jazz, report!” 

“Starrett’s down,” the XO’s deep voice said. “We need medical assistance—he’s bleeding pretty badly. The Merchant’s in the far stairwell, and yes, sir, we’ve got a bomb in room 435. Holy Mother of God, it must’ve been rigged to the door opening because the timer’s just switched from oh-nine-thirty tomorrow to twenty minutes from now. It’s homemade, L.T., but it’s a big motherfucker. Our man definitely knew what he was doing. Someone better start evacuating this building. I’m not sure I can get past all these booby traps in time to keep this thing from blowing.” 

“Medical assistance is on its way,” Mallory’s voice cut through. “Kelly told me to tell you she’s coming to help Sam.” 

“No!” Tom shouted as he kept going past the fourth floor, toward the roof. “God damn it, you tell Kelly to stay in the van!” 

“But she’s already on her way.” 

“Shit! Jazz, call WildCard,” Tom ordered. “He’s standing by. Use him, however you can, to help you with that bomb. Mal, call the police, tell them we found something real. Locke, be ready for anything.” 

“Always am, sir.” 

He burst onto the roof, out into the brain-splitting brightness of the morning. Weapon drawn, he ran for the other access door. 

And then there he was. 

The Merchant. 

He saw Tom, saw his weapon, and raised his own side arm. 

He was just a little too late. 

Tom kicked it, hard, from his hand, like a game-winning soccer kick. It went flying back through the open access door. Tom heard it rattling down the stairs. Goal! 

But the Merchant was already swinging his briefcase, and it landed hard against the side of Tom’s head, then hard against his right wrist. His weapon dropped, too, and the Merchant dove for it. 

Kelly took the stairs to the fourth floor. Starrett had been shot. Please, God, don’t let him have been shot in the chest or the face or . . . 

He was slumped on the floor, bleeding heavily from a bullet wound in his shoulder. Two and a half inches lower, and that bullet would have hit his heart. Two and a half inches lower, and this man would be dead. 

As it was, he was unconscious, and Kelly saw there was blood on his head as well. A second bullet had grazed his temple. She took off his headset and put it on. She had far more use for it than Sam did right now. 

The door to 435 was open and as she went inside to get some towels to use to stop his bleeding, she stopped short at the sight of the bomb. 

Dear God, Tom had been right all along. Tom, who was no doubt chasing the man with the gun. Please, God, keep him safe! 

“Seventeen minutes and counting down,” Jazz was saying grimly to someone on the hotel telephone. “I’ll try to describe it completely, but I sure as hell wish you could see it for yourself.” 

David sat up. Lieutenant Jacquette wanted WildCard, out in California, to see the bomb that was in room 435. 

He could do it. He could help. With his Internet camera. His laptop. 

He opened the van door. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said to Mallory. “Stay right here, all right?” 

“But—” 

“I’ve got to get something,” he told her, and ran for home. 

Mallory couldn’t get through. She’d used the cell phone to dial 911, but she kept getting freaking disconnected. 

Don’t go anywhere. 

Don’t leave the van. 

That rule was supposed to apply to David and Kelly as well as herself. 

So why was she the only one left sitting here like a big idiot? 

Her job was to warn the police about the bomb. Start the evacuation of the hotel. Fifteen minutes now before the bomb went off. 

Screw this. How could she warn anyone with a cell phone that didn’t effing work? She switched off her lip microphone, left the van, and ran for the hotel. 

It was amazing. There were people playing Frisbee on the lawn, workmen building a stage. And in the hotel lobby, it was as poshly, snobbishly too-elegant-for-the-likes-of-you as it always had been. 

That was going to change, and fast. 

There was a line at the front desk, a line at the concierge’s counter. But there was a security guard, gun strapped to his side, chatting up the woman working at the gift shop. 

Mallory skidded to a stop in front of him. 

“No running in the hotel,” he said sternly. 

“Yeah? How about when there’s a bomb set to go off in fifteen minutes?” 

The guard got even more stern. “Bomb threats are a felony, young lady. Even when said in jest.” 

“This isn’t a threat or a joke, Jack. It’s in room 435. We need to start evacuating this building now.” 

“Paoletti, right?” he said, eyes narrowing. “Yeah, I know you. You’re Angie Paoletti’s kid. You know, we got a call from the police department, warning us that Tom Paoletti was hallucinating some kind of terrorist threat. Do me a favor, kid. Go home, and take your nutball uncle with you.” 

“I’m serious. Sir. Officer.” Mallory gave respectful a try. “Please, will you at least go up to room 435 and—” 

“You got ten seconds to get the hell out of here,” the security guard told her. “And the only reason I’m being nice and letting you leave without calling the police is because I’m friends with your mother.” 

“Friends. Right,” Mallory said. “Does your wife know?” 

He reached for her, but she was already gone. 

Charles stood gripping the railing on the deck of the harbormaster’s house, Joe beside him. “What do you see?” he said. “Alyssa, please. Shoot the bastard.” 

“Tom and the Merchant are fighting,” Alyssa Locke reported from her perch in the church tower. “Hand to hand. Believe me, sir, if I could get a clear shot . . .” 

“Kelly,” Charles said. “Where are you?” 

“She’s here,” David answered the old man. “With Sam. The mike on her radio headset broke. She can receive but she can’t send.” 

He stepped over the fallen SEAL, trying not to look at the blood on the towel Kelly held pressed to the man’s shoulder. God, Sam Starrett had been shot. This all had seemed like pretend back in the van, but it wasn’t. It was real. 

“Get out,” Tom’s voice rasped over David’s headset. “Get her the hell out of there, now!” 

“I’m not leaving Sam,” Kelly said calmly. “He’s already lost too much blood.” 

David repeated her words as he carried his laptop and camera into room 435. 

And there it was. 

A bomb. 

It looked a whole lot less assuming than the bombs he’d seen on TV and in the movies. It had a timer, counting down minutes and seconds. There were thirteen minutes and forty-seven seconds left. Forty-six. Forty-five. Forty-four. 

Jazz was dripping sweat. The hotel telephone was tucked under his chin as he looked at all the wires. 

“God,” David said. “Those wires are all the same color. How do you know which is which?” 

Jazz glanced up at him. “Yeah, what? You really think the Merchant’s going to color code them for our ease in defusing this sucker?” 

“But in the movies . . .” 

Jazz shot him a withering look. 

David set up his laptop. “I brought my Internet camera. You said you wanted WildCard to see this bomb. Well, now he can.” 

The withering look vanished, fast. 

Kelly prayed. Dear God, don’t let her save Sam only to have them both blown up. Dear God, keep Tom safe. 

She could hear Locke from the church tower, describing Tom’s fight with the Merchant. “I can’t get a clear shot,” she kept saying. “They’re all over the place. I can’t risk it.” 

Then, “Uh-oh,” she said. “We got some trouble. The pilot’s getting out of the helo. He’s armed.” Her voice was tight. “I could use some orders.” 

Tom was silent. Kelly applied pressure to Sam’s shoulder and knew that Tom’s silence was not a good thing. 

Mallory ran into the middle of the lobby, scrambling up onto the top of a table as she heard a shot ring out. 

She took advantage of the sudden lull. 

“Excuse me, rich people, I need your attention! There’s a bomb in this hotel, up in room 435, and it’s set to go off in about twelve minutes! That sound you just heard was a gunshot. Someone should definitely call the police. And everyone else who wants to live better grab their wallets and head for the door and—” 

She didn’t see who grabbed her and pulled her down from there. Whoever it was, she didn’t like the hand over her mouth, didn’t like the way he held her by the chest as he dragged her across the lobby and into an elevator. 

She elbowed him hard in the ribs as she bit his hand, and he released her. But the elevator doors had already closed, and they were already going up. 

She turned to face him, ready to fight, and found herself gazing into the barrel of a very deadly-looking gun. 

And the man holding it had a face she recognized. He was in that picture she’d taken of the Merchant. He was the man she’d captured on film, talking to the terrorist. His face was ugly, distorted with anger. And on the back of his hand, just as Tom had described, he had a small tattoo of a single, staring, creepy-as-shit eye. 

“Who the hell are you?” he asked. “I should kill you right now!” 

Mallory refused to cry. Instead she stood tall, chin high, just like Nightshade would have. “Surrender now, asshole, and it’ll go easier on you.” 

Tom was dizzy. 

The Merchant was strong, and Tom struggled to stay in control, to keep from rolling back to where his weapon had landed on the gravel rooftop. 

He fought to keep the Merchant’s hands pinned, knowing full well that the man was carrying a knife, knowing he wouldn’t hesitate to shove it hard into Tom’s chest if he had the slightest opportunity. 

Tom was winning, though. He’d started winning the moment Locke had fired the shot that had chased the pilot back into the helo. He’d started winning big when the pilot and helo took off, leaving the Merchant behind. 

“Pin him, sir,” he heard Locke say. “Pin him, and I’ll take him out.” 

Easier said than done, particularly when his head was throbbing and his equilibrium was off. Still, Tom had his arm around the Merchant’s neck as they flopped about on the roof. He was cutting off the man’s air. He could feel him starting to fade, his kicks growing weaker. 

“Eleven minutes and counting,” Tom heard Jazz report. “And L.T., if you’re listening, it’s occurred to me that there might be a reason our little Merchant purchased two alarm clocks. I’ve got two empty boxes here, but only one is used in this particular piece of performance art. If you’ve got this guy’s ear, you might want to ask him where he’s put the second bomb.” 

Oh, fuck. 

Tom let go of the Merchant, scrambling back to grab his weapon and hold it with both hands, aimed at the man’s forehead. 

He pulled himself to his feet and administered scumbag resuscitation by kicking the terrorist hard in the ribs. 

The Merchant drew in a shuddering breath. 

“Get up,” Tom said. “Hands on your head.” 

The man couldn’t do more than push himself onto his hands and knees for several long moments. But time was running out. “Get up!” 

“Drop the gun.” 

Tom did nothing of the sort. He kept his weapon trained on the Merchant as he turned slightly toward the access door. 

It was Terrorist Number Two. Tom recognized him from the photo Mallory had taken. And, oh, double fuck. He had Mallory, his weapon held to her head. 

“Drop it or I’ll kill the girl.” 

How the hell had this happened? 

“Jesus, Mallory,” Tom said. 

“Mallory?” David’s voice cut through. “Mal, where are you? Did you leave the van?” 

“I’m sorry,” Mal said, too softly for Tom to hear her, but he could read her lips. Her microphone was broken. Jazz was going to hear about these cheapshit headsets, that was for sure. She had a scratch on the side of her face, no doubt from the broken piece of plastic. Her lip was swollen, too. The bastard had hit her. 

“Drop. The. Gun.” T2 was starting to lose it. 

“Please, Tom, do whatever he says,” David begged him over the headset from down on the fourth floor. “Please don’t let her die.” 

“Drop it,” T2 ordered. 

If Tom did, they were both dead. He kept his own weapon on the Merchant. “You drop your gun, asshole, or your boss checks out. And the next bullet’s yours, I promise you that.” 

“Lieutenant Paoletti, please step a little to your right.” That was Locke’s cool voice. Locke, who was in the church tower with a sniper rifle and the best aim in the U.S. Navy. 

Tom stepped right. 

He felt the shot whizzing past his cheek, heard it crack, and T2 crumpled lifelessly to the ground. 

“Mallory!” David’s cry was anguished. Of course, he didn’t know. He couldn’t see, could only hear the sound of the gunshot. 

Mallory was sprayed with blood, but she didn’t faint, didn’t fall. She scooped up T2’s weapon before it even had time to bounce. She held it in both hands, like Tom, aimed directly at the Merchant, also like Tom. Only she aimed the barrel lower, much lower than the man’s forehead. 

“Tell David I’m still alive.” 

But David was already in the doorway. “Mallory.” 

“He called me Mallory,” she said to Tom. “Did you hear that?” She was crying, covered with tears and snot and blood, but she didn’t waver. “David, go back and help Jazz. I’m all right.” 

He was crying, too. “I just . . . God, I love you and I thought—” 

Mal smiled. “I know. Go.” 

“Both of you go,” Tom ordered them. “Get out of here. Now.” 

Mallory shook her head. “No, I think I’ll back you up a little longer. You don’t look very good, Tom.” 

“Yeah, but I’m the one with the gun.” He looked at the Merchant. Both of the Merchants. Double fuck, indeed. He fought his dizziness. “Tell me where the second bomb is.” 

The Merchant’s gaze shifted. Just a little. Just enough. Out to the harbor. 

And with a blazing revelation, Tom knew. As he gazed into the son of a bitch’s eyes, he knew the whole plan. He knew how this asshole’s mind worked. The bomb was on the fourth floor, not to do the most structural damage, but rather to act as a shepherding device to push the crowd away from the hotel. 

Away from the hotel and down toward the marina. 

Where all those little boats were sitting, all in a row. The Merchant had to set only one bomb in one boat, and the rest would blow sky-high, like a chain of firecrackers, one right after another. The entire marina would go up into the biggest terrorist explosion in U.S. history, and anyone within hundreds of yards would go with it. 

The Merchant looked up at the blueness of the sky. And then, without warning, he rushed Tom’s gun. 

But Tom didn’t need warning. He knew this man too well, knew he’d choose death over capture. 

He squeezed the trigger of his weapon and ended the Merchant’s too-long life. 

“Locke, Joe, Charles!” Tom’s voice rang clearly over Charles’s headset. “The second bomb’s on a boat, possibly underwater, under the hull, where you won’t even be able to see it.” 

Charles could see Alyssa already running across the lawn from the Congregational church. Joe, too, was already down the stairs that led to the boat slips. 

But even though Charles’s legs weren’t moving as quickly, his brain was doing just fine. He pushed open the door of the harbormaster’s office and appropriated the guest register, checking the names of all the boats that were currently docked in the visitor slips. It was premium real estate, those visitor slips, bringing a hefty amount of income into the marina, making it possible for regular folks to dock a boat there without having to quadruple mortgage their houses. 

He used his finger to go down the list and . . . 

There was nothing that jumped out at him. No boat named Merchant’s Prize or something equally obvious. 

But there was one thing that caught his eye. The Sea Breeze. At the start of the week, it had been docked in slot A-3. But halfway through, it got moved over to B-7. Now, that was odd, because as far as convenience and ease, A-3 was a better slot. However, as far as blowing up things went, B-7 was smack in the middle of the marina. 

“Alyssa, Joe, check B-7,” he said over his radio headset. 

But just to be safe, he took all the spare copies of all the keys that were hanging on the harbormaster’s wall. 

Dottie, who worked behind the counter, stood up. “Mr. Ashton, what are you . . . ?” 

“Stealing all the visitors’ boats,” he told her crossly. “What do you think I’m doing?” 

Navigating the stairs with his walker wasn’t happening, so he tossed the damn thing to the bottom, and went down like a little kid, on the seat of his pants. 

Joe searched the inside of the Sea Breeze. And there it was. A bomb. In the head. The timer read seven minutes and twenty-eight seconds, exactly three minutes behind the bomb in the hotel. 

Alyssa Locke was right behind him, and she tossed him her radio and headset and dove headfirst into the murky waters of the harbor. She came up coughing, grabbed a lungful of air, and went back down. 

He could see Charles, making his way down the steep ramp that led to the B slips. 

Alyssa came up, gasping. “He’s right. Tom’s right. This thing’s rigged to blow. The entire hull is wired with explosives.” 

“There’s a bomb in the john, too,” Joe told her. 

She reached a hand up, and he helped haul her onto the deck. She was heavy for such a little thing. Or maybe he was just getting too old for this. 

“It’s probably the timer,” she said, slicking her hair back from her face and going to take a look. “Yeah. See how this wire runs down here and over the side. But this one’s rigged with a failsafe—we cut this wire, and this smaller bomb blows. Which will set off the other bomb.” 

She put her headset and radio back on. “L.T., are you there? We’ve located our second bomb, and we’re in serious trouble.” 

“I’ve got at least two more minutes to go before I neutralize this bomb,” Jazz’s voice came back. “No way can I get down there and take care of that one, too.” 

“I’m on my way,” Tom said. 

Charles tossed his walker into the recessed deck of the boat, then swung himself on board. It wasn’t graceful, but it got the job done. “Alyssa,” he said. “Dearest. Jump back into the water and see if the bomb is attached to the inboard motor.” 

“What are you thinking?” she asked. 

“You’re not going to make me do it, are you?” 

She took off her radio again and, with a hard look at Charles, she went over the side. 

“What are you thinking?” Joe asked. 

Alyssa came back up, sputtering and coughing. “It’s not connected—at least not as far as I can tell.” 

Cybele. Charles was thinking about Cybele. 

“I have the Sea Breeze’s key,” he told his oldest friend. 

He could see understanding in Joe’s eyes. “I’ll come with you.” 

“Why should we both go?” he said as gently as he could. 

“No one’s going anywhere.” Tom’s voice rang over their headsets. “Just wait for me to get down there.” 

“I got it,” Jazz’s voice was thick with relief. “Timer’s stopped running, L.T.” 

Joe swung himself down below. “This timer’s still going. Four minutes and counting.” 

“Is someone going to help me out of the water and back onto that boat?” Alyssa called. 

They were out of time. If Charles was going to do this, he had to do it now. 

“Kelly, you made me proud this morning,” he said into his microphone. “I love you. I’m glad you found Tom, glad you recognized what you found.” 

Joe had tears in his eyes. “I’m coming with you,” he said again. 

“You can’t,” Charles said, and for the first time in nearly six decades, he embraced his best friend. “Tell the truth to that writer—that Cybele was the real hero of Baldwin’s Bridge.” 

He’d caught Joe completely off guard with his embrace, and when he finally pulled back, he was able to push his friend neatly over the side and into the water. 

Charles started the motor with a roar, and the boat didn’t blow up. That was good. 

“Daddy, I love you!” Kelly had gotten herself to a headset with a microphone. 

“I know,” he told her. “That’s the one thing I never doubted ever in my life, Kelly. You loved me, and Cybele loved me. It was more than I deserved.” 

He backed out of the slip, and he could see Alyssa and Joe, still there in the water. 

He could see Joe’s face, Joe’s eyes, Joe’s anguish. 

And Charles touched his right ear, giving Joe his sign. 

He was ready to go. 

Tom turned to see Kelly running toward him across the lawn. 

Out in the harbor, Charles had opened up the throttle, breaking all the posted speed limits as he headed for the open sea, moving quickly out of radio range. 

Kelly slowed, her chest heaving as she cried. 

Tom reached for her, and she went into his arms. 

Down on the dock, Locke helped Joe out of the water. 

In the hotel, Jazz sat with Starrett, eyes closed as he waited for the ambulance. 

Mallory and David stood at the window, watching the Sea Breeze grow smaller and smaller. 

And there, on the deck of that boat, Charles finally knew. He finally understood why Cybele gave her life for him and for Joe and for the Fighting Fifty-fifth. 

And he finally forgave her. 

She had been in pain, and weary of life. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him, because she did, oh, he knew that she did. But unless she’d acted when she had, Charles would have sacrificed himself to save her. And then, once again, Cybele would have been left with her heart turned to ashes. She loved him so much that she didn’t want to live without him. 

She was an amazing woman. She saw in him a hero, and when he was with her, he was one. 

Charles aimed the bow of the boat toward the distant horizon, at peace with himself for the first time in years, knowing that he’d managed, one last time before he died, to once again become the man that Cybele Desjardins had loved. 

On the lawn between the Baldwin’s Bridge Hotel and the marina, near the statue honoring the men who gave their lives in the Second World War, Tom held Kelly close. 

On the dock, a bedraggled Joe saluted the far-off boat as beside him, Lt. Alyssa Locke bowed her head. 

The explosion was distant, but still loud enough to make everyone in the harbor and on the hotel lawn look up and out to sea. 

For several seconds, there was a hush. A moment of silence. 

But then life resumed. 

Laughter. 

Children shouting. 

An ice cream truck approached, its bell ringing. 

Tom stood there with Kelly for a good long time, letting her look into the faces of the many people whose lives her father had saved that day. 




Chapter 22





15 August 

TOM LEFT THE debriefing in Washington with just enough time to catch the tail end of the ceremony honoring the Fifty-fifth. 

The celebration had gone on as scheduled—with heightened security, and with nearly everyone in attendance unaware of the previous day’s drama. 

The United States’ government’s counterterrorist policies included keeping attempted terrorist attacks low profile. Since terrorists tended to be after media coverage even in failed missions, it was U.S. policy to try to give them none. 

But Tom didn’t care if no one ever knew—no one except for Adm. Chip Crowley. And Rear Admiral Tucker, who ground out a not very sincere-sounding apology to Tom in front of Crowley’s staff. 

As Tom watched from the edge of the crowd, Kelly took the stage to graciously accept a special medal from the French, British, and U.S. governments for her father’s part in the war. 

The ceremony ended shortly after that. 

He tried to fight his way through the crowd to Kelly, but succeeded only in finding Mallory and David. 

“How’s Sam?” Mal asked. 

“Already out of ICU and annoying the hell out of the nurses,” Tom told her. “How are you doing? It’s not everyday someone holds a gun to your head and threatens to kill you.” 

“I’m okay,” she said. “Still a little shaky.” She laughed. “Still a lot shaky. When you see Locke, thank her for saving my life.” 

“Yes,” David said. “Please.” As Tom watched, David pulled her into his arms, as if he couldn’t bear not to hold her. 

And Tom had to ask. “What happens with you guys in September?” 

“I’m going to go to school part-time,” Mal told him. “I’m not going to do the Navy thing—no offense, Tommy, but it’s not my speed.” 

“We were thinking Mal could try to get a job in Boston as a photographer’s assistant,” David added. 

“David lives in this big place, a six-bedroom apartment, and they nearly always need housemates, so I wouldn’t really be living with him. And I’ll be close enough to home, in case Angela needs me.” 

“In three or four years, we’ll think about getting married,” David said. 

Married. The kid said the word in a sentence including the word we, and he didn’t faint or make the sign of the cross or show any kind of fear at all. In fact, he smiled. 

“You really think you’ll still be together in three or four years?” Tom asked. 

Both David and Mallory nodded. 

“Absolutely.” 

“Definitely.” 

Their confidence awed him. Still, he had to ask. “And if you’re not? . . .” 

David looked at Mallory and smiled. It was loaded with meaning, laced with a healthy dose of “can you believe how stupid this guy is?” 

“If we’re not still together,” David told him, “it won’t be from lack of trying.” 

Kelly waited for Tom in the dark. 

She heard him come home, saw the light go on in his bedroom as he changed out of his dress uniform. 

She saw, through the cottage’s living room window, that he also stopped to talk to Joe. 

And then he headed out across the driveway. 

She closed her eyes, picturing him using the kitchen door to get inside the big house, picturing him finding the note she’d left for him in her bedroom. 

“Meet me in the tree house.” 

She couldn’t bear to be in the house alone. It seemed so empty and quiet without her father. Yet at the same time, she could feel Charles’s presence. In the living room. In the kitchen. On the deck. 

Particularly on the deck, where he’d sat day after day, just watching the ocean. Loving a woman who had preferred death to living without him. 

The ladder creaked under Tom’s weight. He knocked on the door before he came in, which was absurd, considering this was a tree house. 

“How’s Joe?” she asked, suddenly nervous about everything she’d said to him yesterday, wishing he hadn’t had to leave right away for those meetings in Washington, D.C. 

“He’s feeling pretty lost,” Tom admitted. “You don’t spend nearly sixty years as someone’s best friend and then not notice when he’s gone.” 

“Best friends for nearly sixty years.” Kelly shook her head. “It seems as if it should be some kind of world record.” 

“Yeah. He feels good about talking to that writer, though.” 

“That’s good.” 

There was silence for a moment, and then he spoke again. 

“You know, I got another thirty days of convalescent leave,” he told her. “This time I’m really supposed to rest. Actually, I don’t think I’ll need a full thirty, because the dizziness isn’t happening so often anymore.” 

“You were dizzy yesterday,” she pointed out. 

“Yeah, but it didn’t leave me unable to function. I didn’t black out. I’m taking that as a good sign. And now with this extra time . . . I’m going to be okay. I know it.” 

“I’m glad.” She could feel him watching her in the darkness. “I used to come out here to spy on you,” she told him. “There’s a clear shot from here into your bedroom window. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve watched you walk around in your underwear. Or in less.” 

“You’re kidding.” 

“Tonight your boxers are blue.” 

Tom laughed. “Holy God, you’re a degenerate.” 

Kelly nodded, pleased he should think so. “That’s right.” But then she sighed. “Actually, I’m not. If I were a real degenerate, I’d go around looking into everyone’s window. Frankly, the only window—and the only underwear—that interests me is yours.” 

“Still, you get extra depravity credits for longevity.” 

“Good,” she said. “Yeah, I’ll take ’em. At the very least, they’ll help counteract my damned good-girl image.” 

“Personally, I find it intensely fascinating—your combination of good and, well, evil, for lack of a better word.” His voice was like velvet in the darkness, surrounding her. He moved closer, and she could feel his body heat. 

“Do you love me?” she asked, needing to know, and dammit, asking was the only way she’d ever truly find out. “I mean, the real me? Not the me you want me to be, but the one who says bad words and likes having sex in closets?” 

He laughed softly. “How could I not?” 

“I’m not trying to make a joke. I’m serious. Bad example.” 

“Good example.” He kissed her, pulling her close. “How are you with tree houses?” 

“Tom—” 

He kissed her throat, his hands already beneath her shirt. “Because, you know, it’s already been five minutes, and—” 

“Oh, God, you’re never going to let me live that down!” 

“That’s right,” he said. “Until the end of time, I’m going to give you only five minutes of conversation, then I’m going to be all over you.” 

Oh, God. “It’s going to be interesting when we meet in a restaurant.” 

His laughter was soft and very dangerous. “You bet.” 

“Or on the beach . . .” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Or an airport. I have a feeling we’re both going to be seeing a lot of airports.” 

He lifted his head. “Unless you come to California with me.” 

Kelly was silent. Was he asking her? . . . 

He cleared his throat. “I was thinking we could, you know, try to break Charles and Joe’s record. Go for sixty-five years . . .” 

Oh, God. “You mean, as best friends?” 

Tom nodded. “I know the M-word makes you nervous, but yeah. I’m talking about the big, permanent friendship. A little different from what Joe and Charles had, though. See, I want to be the kind of best friends who make love every night, who share all their darkest secrets and favorite jokes, and maybe even someday make babies together. I know that kind of friendship requires hard work, but you know, I’m pretty good at hard work.” 

Kelly laughed. “My God, this is like getting propositioned by Mister Rogers. But then again, you always were a good neighbor. You’re much more like Mister Rogers than, say . . . Satan. Wasn’t that your nickname in town for a few years?” 

“So ten thousand people were wrong about me. It happens.” He pulled her with him onto the blankets she’d spread on the plywood floor. “Ten thousand people were wrong about you, too,” he said as he kissed her again. “You’re nowhere near as nice as they all thought. Most of them have absolutely no clue that you can do that amazing thing with your mouth.” He smiled. “But I do.” 

Kelly smiled as she looked up at him. 

Despite the shadows of the night, she knew he saw her clearly. And in the same way, she saw through all the labels and facades and the pretense to the real man that was Tom Paoletti. 

“I love you,” he whispered. “I know we can make this work. At the very least—as two very wise people told me—if it doesn’t, we’ll know it won’t be from lack of trying. Marry me, Kel.” 

“And become the wife of a Navy SEAL?” 

“Yeah. Never a dull moment. Of course, I’ll be the husband of a highly esteemed pediatrician. It’s hard to say whose pager will go off more often.” 

Kelly sighed as he kissed her. “I’m afraid of marriage.” 

“I’ll protect you.” 

“Do you promise?” 

“I promise. I swear. I—” 

“I want us to be the kind of people who are still crazy in love when we’re seventy-five years old.” 

He kissed her again. “Definitely. Still doing it in the tree house at seventy-five. I promise.” 

“I love you,” she told him. “I have since I was fifteen. But I don’t think I can marry you unless you agree to let Joe live with us. We can get a place with an attached apartment and—” 

“You are as nice as everyone says.” 

Kelly pushed him off her, wrestling him over and pinning him down onto his back. “If you’re not careful,” she warned, “I’m going to have to prove you wrong by doing that thing, you know, with my mouth? . . .” 

Tom just smiled. 
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