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Product Description
Allison Cabot is all about babies.
She'd even been ready to marry a guy she didn't really know to get one. Except that her last-minute prenup scared him off.
It turns out she got lucky. Mark Travers's sister hadn't been so fortunate. And now all Mark wants is to hunt down the man who betrayed her. That, and prevent women like Allison from falling into the other man's trap.
The one thing Mark doesn't want to do is break his rule about getting involved with a woman who has babies on the brain. Yet Allison's zany plan to capture their quarry with charm makes him…jealous. Could this beautiful woman really be the exception to his rule?






“You’re confused, and you’re hurt, and you’re lonely. You’re looking for someone to put all those broken dreams back together again.”



“Maybe,” Allison said slowly. “But is that so wrong?”


“It’s not wrong at all. It’s just that…I’m not that guy.” Mark’s voice had hardened. “I’m just one more selfish bastard who wants something from you.”


She felt her heart tripping against the palm she held to her chest. “What do you want?”


“To touch you. To make love to you. But that’s all. You need to understand that. The only difference between me and Lincoln Gray is that I’m willing to admit it. And that’s not enough for you, is it? You want more than that.”


She could hardly think clearly, standing here with her dress unzipped and a desire like nothing she’d ever experienced pulsing through every vein. But she had to think clearly. This unnamed emptiness, this hunger to connect with another human being, had already made her do one very stupid thing. Somehow she had to master it.


“Yes,” she said finally, though she knew it meant this sizzling, thrilling interlude was over. “I’m sorry, Mark. I want a whole lot more than that.”








 



Dear Reader,


Growing up, I believed there was something magical about being Irish. Irish tenors, poets, humor, legends…my father made sure we revered them all. The old joke “If you’re lucky enough to be Irish, you’re lucky enough” was solemn truth in our house.


Even annoying things could be made acceptable, by association. When I complained that I had dark shadows under my eyes, my father smiled and said, “Of course you do. God put in Irish eyes with sooty fingers.” He may have made that line up, but it contented me…though when I reached my teens, it didn’t stop me from buying concealer by the bucket!


I later came to understand that all families cherish their heritage just as much as we did ours. But thanks to my father, I’ll always appreciate the Irish in a special way—and I’ll always feel “lucky enough.”


So when it came time to create a family that could laugh, sing, warm and charm Allison Cabot, the heroine of Everything but the Baby, out of her loneliness, I knew what she needed. Enter the O’Haras—a big, emotional Irish clan who, like ours, chases sorrow away with rousing, off-key renditions of “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.”


With the O’Haras by her side, Allison can finally learn to take risks, to live and love without fear. And that’s the wish I wish for all of you.


I hope you enjoy her story.


Warmly,


Kathleen
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CHAPTER ONE



AT FIRST, when Allison Cabot realized that her bridegroom wasn’t just late, stuck in Boston’s rush-hour traffic or locked in battle with a recalcitrant tuxedo, it felt like a dream. One of those ridiculous over-the-top nightmares, the kind you recognize as fiction even while you’re sleeping, because nothing that bad ever happens to you in real life.

Oddly, she felt no anger, certainly no pain, though someone shoved a tissue into her hand as if they expected her to dissolve into a puddle of tears. Instead, she felt numb. She floated about an inch above the floor, bathed in the sweet scent of altar roses, watching the drama play out while she waited to wake up.

Maybe, she thought, she had finally absorbed a little of her father’s elegant WASP restraint. Public displays of emotion were unacceptable for the Cabots. Play through, play through, that had been Ripley Cabot’s motto, whether Allison was coping with her mother’s death or a broken toe at soccer practice.

Or getting jilted at the altar.

While she was floating peacefully—the lobotomized bride—someone else sent the two hundred wedding guests home. Probably Bitsy Bohannon, her best friend and wedding planner. Bitsy looked like a golden fairy but had the field instincts of a five-star general.

It was Bitsy who had come back into the dressing room afterward and asked Allison what she wanted to do next.

“Actually,” Allison had said, after considering the matter for a minute, “I’m hungry. I’d been looking forward to that filet mignon at the reception.”

Bitsy’s blond, angel-wing eyebrows had risen slightly, but she didn’t seem to find the comment cold-blooded.

“Me, too,” she’d said. “Let’s feast.”

That had been an hour ago. Since then, they’d sat together at one of the ten blue-silk-draped tables in the Freedom Ballroom of the prestigious Revere Hotel and shared a tender nine-ounce steak, a bowl of creamy herbed asparagus and two bottles of Bollinger Grand Année.

They weren’t drunk, but Allison was definitely feeling less straitlaced than usual. And less peaceful. Anger was starting to bubble to the surface. There might be other emotions, too, deeper down in the mix, but she hoped she could, for once, be as strong as her father would have wanted. A high-strung child, she’d disappointed her dignified father so often: when she cried for days over her dead gerbil; when she asked for a night-light to banish the monsters she imagined hid in her shoes; when their housekeeper resigned and Allie tearfully chased the woman down the street, begging her to come back.


He’d even tried to break Allison of her habit of wishing on stars, a piece of nonsense he believed she’d inherited from her superstitious Irish mother.

Eileen O’Hara Cabot had died when Allison was only three, so if she was was responsible for her daughter’s emotional lapses, it must have been by way of DNA.

Today’s fiasco would have been the ultimate disappointment for him.

Poor Allison, never quite a beauty, now a shade past her prime, falling for such an obvious cad. So foolish. Though her father had been dead only five months and she missed him every minute, she was almost glad he hadn’t lived to see this humiliation.

Of course, that also meant he hadn’t lived to see his grandchildren.

Assuming she ever got around to providing any. After today, that looked more unlikely than ever.

Twisting one of the blue ribbons from the centerpiece around her finger, she surveyed the sumptuous hotel ballroom. Each chair was covered in blue silk, tied at the back with a knot of white roses. Allison could almost catch the sickly sweet smell of petals wilting, fading. She glanced down at her own hand, as if she might be able to see it aging, too.

“You know what?” She looked at Bitsy. “I think I’ve wasted my life.”

Bitsy had been concentrating on making an effigy of Lincoln Gray out of the fruit from the tables’ centerpieces—Bitsy’s answer to any emotional dilemma was to create something. They hadn’t discussed it, but Allison knew it was Lincoln by the white-grape hair, which did look strangely like Lincoln’s shiny blond curls.

Bitsy frowned, a cluster of grapes dangling from her fingers.

“That’s ridiculous, Allie. Wasted your life? I know you’re hurting right now, but—”

“No.” Allison waved her freshly manicured hand with the pink-diamond polish that exactly matched her brand-new silk bra and panties. It was hard to remember how seriously she had taken all these details about four hours ago. She felt as if she’d been punked.

“Not because I’m hurting. I’m not hurting.”

Bitsy nodded, though she didn’t quite meet Allison’s gaze.

“I’m not,” Allison insisted. “I’m…okay. I’m embarrassed, of course. But mostly I’m mad.”

Suddenly, after an hour of numb near-silence, Allison needed to talk. And anger seemed safe. Anger, the one emotion even her father had indulged in.

“Look at this dress! You know what a Vera Wang costs. And four million roses.”

She scowled toward the music platform, where a graceful gold harp stood silently waiting for the show that would never go on. The string quartet would have to be paid, too.

“Heck, I spent a thousand dollars on that stupid ice sculpture alone. I figure every drip of that swan’s beak costs me about a buck-fifty. If Lincoln didn’t want to marry me, couldn’t he have said so before I blew a fortune on the wedding?”


Bitsy laughed and glanced over at the swan, who did appear to be drooling. She seemed about to say something, but then closed her mouth around a cluster of fancy toothpicks, which she was using to hold fruit-Lincoln together.

Allison knew what Bitsy’s unspoken thought was. Lincoln had wanted to marry her, all the way up until last night, when, succumbing to her lawyer’s pressure, Allison had asked him to sign a prenup. He’d signed it without blinking and he’d even kissed her afterward. That was how good he was.

She’d never guessed that he was also signing the death warrant for their marriage.

Bitsy hitched up her sky-blue gown so that she could kneel and adjust the angle of the watermelon she’d propped on one of the chairs. “Still, even though you may have wasted a small fortune…. Why on earth would you say you’ve wasted your life?”

Allison drummed her fingers on the edge of the table. She gave Bitsy a small smile. “Because, although a situation like this calls for a little justifiable homicide, I don’t know a single hit man. I don’t have one recipe for undetectable poison.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t even know a good voodoo curse.”

“Ahh.” Bitsy chuckled, looking relieved. “That’s the spirit.”

Yes, Allison thought, that was the spirit. To hell with “playing through.” Maybe it was the champagne, but she was ready for a supremely unacceptable public display of emotion.


She slid her chair back noisily and stalked toward the tables set up along the south wall, under the revolutionary war mural for which the Revere was famous. The wedding presents were displayed there, two hundred expensive geegaws and doohickeys that someone was going to have to package up and send back.

“Luckily, though,” she said with a smile, “I do happen to have a great set of Wüsthof hollow-edge German-crafted triple-riveted steak knives.” She held one up, admiring how it gleamed under the crystal chandelier. “With four-point-five-inch blades.”

Bitsy frowned. Then, awareness dawning, she gazed at her effigy. “Oh,” she said. “Poor Lincoln.” She arranged the grapes and stood back. “Very well, captain. The prisoner is ready. Fire away.”

Allison took one last good look at the figure propped on the satin chair. “I almost hate to ruin it,” she said. “He’s prettier than Lincoln.”

That wasn’t true, of course. The man she would have married today, if he’d bothered to show up, was blond, blue-eyed, bronzed and…

And that was just the Bs.

But this effigy of Lincoln was bizarre, voluptuous and oddly beautiful. Honeydew head, watermelon body, white-grape hair and blackberry lips. His face was a sickly green and his kumquat eyes were slightly crossed.

Appropriate for a man who was about to get stabbed in the heart.

Allison squinted, her hand on her hip, the knife’s lethal blade carefully pointed out, so that she wouldn’t rip the lace overlay that draped across the tulle skirt of her gown. This sucker was going to fetch a fortune on eBay.

“Okay, I’ve got only six knives, so let’s decide where the bull’s-eye is,” she said. “Right between the kumquats? Or should I split the strawberry heart?”

Bitsy nudged Lincoln’s body so that he sat up straighter. “Let’s say two points for the kumquats. Four points for the strawberry.” She smiled, her blue eyes catlike and evil as her gaze slid to the very bottom of the watermelon. “Ten points for the banana.”

Allison hadn’t noticed the small banana and the sight of its puny yellow curve made her laugh for the first time today. She was still laughing as she tossed the first knife so, unfortunately, it hit the back of the chair, handle first, and clattered to the ground.

She grimaced toward Bitsy.

“It’s that repressed WASP upbringing,” Bitsy said. “Not a shred of killer instinct left.”

“I told you I’d wasted my life,” Allison agreed sadly.

She took more time with the next tosses.

“You are—” the knife grazed a lump of grape hair, then slid to the floor “—a sleazy bastard—” she missed the effigy entirely “—Lincoln Gray.” That one embedded itself deeply in the chair’s gold satin upholstery.

Oh, heck. Repairing that was going to cost a pretty penny. And she only had two knives left.

“Mind if I try?”

Allison looked up, startled to hear a man’s voice in the big, empty room. She hated to admit it, but for a split second she thought it might be Lincoln, come to explain everything, to apologize for scaring her.

The knife itched in her hand.

But in her heart, she knew that her missing fiancé wouldn’t have the courage to face her now. If he ever apologized, it would be by e-mail.

The man in front of her was a complete stranger. He wasn’t Lincoln and he wasn’t the fretful hotel manager, either, arriving to save the rest of his chairs.

But he was definitely Somebody and he knew it, from the topmost wave of his healthy brown hair to the glossy tip of his expensive loafers.

“May I try?” His fingers came an inch closer, tickling the blade of the knife.

She hesitated. Was it really a smart idea to hand a sharp Wüsthof to a total stranger? She glanced at Bitsy, but that was no help, because Bitsy was staring at the man as if he were a big glass of Nectar of Paradise and she had just crossed the Mojave.

The man’s hand closed around hers. Allison held on to the knife. “Who are you?”

He smiled. “I’m someone who would take just as much pleasure from skewering Lincoln Gray as you would.” He nodded toward the pile of fruit on the satin chair. “That is Lincoln, I assume?”

“It’s the closest thing to Lincoln we’ve seen today, anyhow.” She eyed him curiously. He wanted to knife Lincoln, too? What could his quarrel with her fiancé be? Was Lincoln secretly an escaped convict or something?

But this guy didn’t look like a policeman, either.


“Okay.” She let go of the knife. “He’s all yours.”

While the man was gauging his aim, Allison had a few seconds to study him unobserved. He wasn’t as pretty as Lincoln. He wasn’t, in fact, pretty at all. His face had none of Lincoln’s smooth choirboy charm. This man was all angles and power, from his hawk-straight nose—if he’d ever had been in a fight, he’d won it—to his square jaw, which extended just one power millimeter beyond his cheek.

He was broad shouldered and tall, with milk-chocolate eyes, dark-chocolate hair and a caramel tan that said he liked to be outdoors. He reminded her of a comic book she’d read as a child in which the hero had been drawn in bold, black lines and intense shadings of extra ink.

Next to this guy, Lincoln would look about as sexy as Little Lord Fauntleroy.

Suddenly, the stranger flicked his wrist and let the knife fly. It zipped through the air and buried itself with a thunk into Lincoln’s ripe watermelon body, just above the cute raisin belly button. A drizzle of pale pink juice seeped out around the blade.

“Got him!” Bitsy applauded. “Well done!”

He bowed sardonically. “Thanks, but I was actually aiming for the heart. Guess I’d better not quit my day job.”

Allison tilted her head and felt her pearl tiara slip sideways. Though she’d taken off her veil an hour ago, the silly crown was embedded under an inch of teased hair, so she’d left it on.

She reached up to straighten it, aware that she looked ridiculous. A wannabe princess who couldn’t find anyone to play happily-ever-after with. “And what exactly is your day job? There can’t be enough money in hating Lincoln Gray to make it a full-time career.”

“Probably not.” He smiled, and the sharply carved bow of his upper lip softened, hinting that he might have interesting layers beneath the comic-hero facade. “There are too many people who’d be willing to hate Lincoln Gray for free.”

“There are? Who?”

Bitsy, who was rocking the knife blade out of the watermelon, smiled over her shoulder and raised her hand. “Me!”

“Other than my best friends,” Allison said. “Look, maybe you’d better get straight to the point Mr….? I don’t think you told us your name. Why are you here? Did you know this was going to happen?” A horrible thought presented itself. “Are you trying to tell me that Lincoln has done this before?”

“I’m Mark Travers. I’m here because my private detective told me that Lincoln Gray would be here. I did not know this was going to happen. But, yes, he’s done this before. Sort of.”

She felt a little woozy. She put her hand on one of the empty tables and tried to focus on Mark Travers’s face, which seemed to be fading in and out. “Sort of?”

“Yeah. He’s done the disappearing thing. But the last time he vanished, it was after the wedding. One month after, to be exact.”

She sank onto one of the chairs. “Lincoln has been married before?”


“Not has been,” Mark Travers corrected. “Is.”

“Is…”

“Is. Present tense. Is currently, legally married. To my sister.”










CHAPTER TWO



FOUR HOURS LATER, Mark Travers entered the downtown Boston Lullabies with a grim lack of enthusiasm, cursing the chivalrous impulse that had made him agree to any rendezvous poor, jilted Allison Cabot suggested.

He understood completely her need to get out of that fairy-tale wedding dress before she discussed the details of her fiancé’s treachery. It even made sense that she’d wanted to meet here, at the flagship store of her successful string of baby boutiques, because this was obviously where she felt most powerful.

However, Lullabies was every bit the estrogen explosion he’d expected. Hundreds of ornate, overpriced cribs, tinkling mobiles and sickeningly cute booties being stroked moronically by pregnant women. Even the walls frothed with sweetness, as if the floor had thrown off stuffed ducks and bunnies the way a cotton-candy machine throws off pink sugar.

He turned sideways to avoid a woman who was so pregnant she definitely needed a wider aisle and just might, if he bumped her too hard, need an ambulance. Unfortunately, that caused him to knock into a three-foot-high plush lamb that immediately began to make weird whooshing noises. Emits Womblike Sounds, the tag on the lamb’s tail said. Mark dug around for the off button, but apparently the damn thing was motion activated.

Hell. He set his jaw and strode toward the staircase that led to the second-floor loft, where Allison had said her offices were located. The stairs were carpeted in pink frogs; butterflies dangled from the banister rails. The public-relations professional in him admired the imaginative decor, but he’d still rather have met her at the city dump.

He didn’t do babies and he didn’t do women who wanted to do babies.

He saw Allison even before he reached the top. The front wall of her office was all glass, so that she could survey her sugarplum kingdom and monitor her subjects, the sweet-faced salesgirls who hovered around the pregnant women like handmaidens.

She was watching him now as he ascended. She wore a severely tailored suit and her hair no longer floated in an auburn cloud around her shoulders. He couldn’t read her expression—the glass was mottled with reflections of rainbows with happy hands and moons wearing nightcaps. He was struck, though, by how completely still her stance was, rigid and cold, the antithesis of the warm fuzzy chaos below her. She looked like a mannequin that had wandered away from the Armani store across the street.

When he hit the last step, she met him at the door.

“Thank you for coming,” she said. She extended her hand and when he took it he could tell it was stiff, too. He glanced at her left hand and saw that she’d substituted a small ruby ring for the diamonds that should have been there.

“I needed to be at the office,” she went on, clearly just talking to fill the space. “I had a lot of things to catch up on. Preparations for the wedding ate up a lot of my time for the past several weeks.”

Thank goodness the pink frothing had stopped at the door of the office, replaced by calming beige and brown with blue accents. He felt his guts relax.

“No problem.”

She made her way to the chair behind her desk while he took the seat she offered him, its back to the window. He crossed his legs and waited for her to begin the questions she must be burning to ask.

He decided not to mention how absurd her opening statement had been. A lot to catch up on? If Lincoln Gray had shown up today, she would still have been over at the Revere, dancing and eating cake. And then, according to his P.I., she would have spent the next two weeks in Dublin making love and buying extravagant presents for her insatiable new husband.

But why rub it in? Let her save a little face.

“You were going to tell me about your sister.” She put a hand up to her hair, checking the braid that dove straight as an arrow down her back. It was so tight he wondered if it made her temples ache.

“Yes. My sister, Tracy. Well, the story is sad but simple. She’s five years older than I am. Last year, while I was out of the country, she met Lincoln Gray at a local fund-raiser. Apparently he swept her off her feet, because she married him two weeks later, without a prenup. A month after that, he disappeared. So did a lot of her money.”

Her lips parted and her brows tightened. She met his gaze for a few seconds, but as she took in the full implications of his speech, her eyes darkened.

She squared off some papers on her desk. Finally, she looked up, and her eyes were less revealing.

“Look, Mr. Travers. It’s not that I think you’re lying—”

“Call me Mark. After all, we were nearly in-laws.” He smiled. “Or something.”

She clearly didn’t like the joke. But too bad. This whole thing was a classic bedroom farce, and she now had a leading role. So did he. And Tracy. They all just had to get used to it.

“Mark,” she amended politely but without warmth. “I do have to tell you that I find it…difficult to believe that Lincoln—that he would really—”

“I thought you might.” He opened his jacket and pulled a sheaf of legal papers from his breast pocket. “I brought these, to help make it more concrete.”

She took the papers and read them carefully, her lips pursed as if she needed to double-check every word for some kind of trick. She kept her back ramrod straight and he could see under the desk that her knees were locked, her brown pumps lined up, toes and heels touching in military precision.

This tailored look didn’t suit her. She wasn’t the Armani type, however much she might wish she were. Her features were too rounded and girlish, and she needed her clouds of hair to keep from looking like a lost kitten. The brown suit washed out her cheeks and dimmed her green eyes to an uninteresting hazel.

Though she was pretty, she wasn’t beautiful. His sister, Tracy, wasn’t, either. That was apparently how Lincoln Gray liked it. He picked nice-enough-looking women so that it wasn’t a chore to bed them. But not true glamour queens, who might forget to be awed by his own golden charms.

Still, Allison Cabot had looked far more sexy and alive this afternoon, wearing her tilting pearl tiara and creamy wedding gown. Not beautiful, even then, but quite nice. Intensely female. Vulnerable. And strangely enticing, considering Mark was almost as allergic to brides as he was to babies.

She set the papers down on the desk. “The existence of a marriage certificate does not necessarily prove anything. There might be a divorce decree somewhere, as well.”

“There might be,” he agreed. “But there isn’t.”

“Mr. Travers—I mean, Mark.” She took a deep breath. “Are you seriously trying to tell me that I was about to—” She stopped and cleared her throat. “That if the wedding had gone as planned today, I would be married to a bigamist?”

“Yes.” A little blunt, perhaps, but he didn’t think it would help to sugarcoat the truth. Still, he did hope she wouldn’t start crying. He’d dried a million of Tracy’s tears in the past months and he’d run out of patience. And clean handkerchiefs.


To her credit, the Armani and the tight braid seemed to be doing the trick. Her eyes were bright, but she had no intention of falling apart.

“It’s—” Again she had to regroup and start over. “I just find it so impossible to—”

She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry. I’m practically incoherent here. I must sound like a fool.” That made her flush, which brought out a few freckles she’d tried very hard to hide with makeup. “On the other hand, if what you say is true, I guess I am a fool.”

“It’s not that simple. My sister is an intelligent woman, but she fell for Lincoln Gray, too. She married him. She put his name on all her bank accounts and safety-deposit boxes.” He shook his head. “Apparently, the man is quite good at what he does.”

She looked down again. “Yes,” she said. “He is.”

“He picks his targets shrewdly, too. My sister is thirty-eight. She’s already been through one divorce and suffered two miscarriages. Her most recent relationship had ended badly, just weeks before Lincoln arrived on the scene, and I was out of the country. A lonely time for her. I also think her biological clock is ticking pretty loudly.”

He smiled. “Any of that sound familiar?”

Allison shrugged, but the pink hadn’t left her cheeks. “I’m afraid it does, a bit. My father died a few months ago. He was my only family.” She lifted one hand, palm up. “And, of course, we all have biological clocks.”

That interested Mark. Allison was at least ten years younger than Tracy. Was it possible that a woman in her twenties was already so desperate for a baby that she’d marry a jerk like Lincoln Gray just for the pretty blond genes?

He laughed inwardly at his own naïveté. Of course it was possible. He knew firsthand how baby-lust could trump common sense, self-preservation and even love.

“Did you love him?”

He could tell the question shocked her. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. With effort, she arranged her features as close to classic hauteur as her upturned pixie nose and freckles would allow.

“I’m sorry,” she said crisply, “but I’m not sure that’s any of your business.”

He smiled again. That tone might intimidate the handmaidens downstairs, but she still looked like a freckle-faced kid to him. He hadn’t forgotten the cockeyed tiara or her desire to slice off poor Lincoln’s puny banana penis.

“Which means,” he said, “that you didn’t.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Again, I fail to see why that angle concerns you.”

“It concerns me because I am going to continue looking for Lincoln. For me, this is just a setback, not the end. And I’m hoping you’ll help me in any way you can. But if you really were in love with him, you might not be as eager to see him get caught.”

She had picked up a pencil and was tapping the eraser absently against the polished-mahogany desktop. A fidgeter. Earlier, she’d been twisting her ruby ring so much he’d been surprised she hadn’t unscrewed her finger.

In PR you had to learn to read people quickly and he knew what that meant. In his experience, fidgeters were impulsive people, given to emotional decisions. Occupying their hands helped to slow them down, to sort things through in a more orderly fashion.

She brought the eraser to her lips and nipped it thoughtfully with her teeth. An oral fixation, too. He took a minute to admire her mouth, which was her sexiest feature. Full lips with a lot of rich natural color, a broad span and the beginning of a laugh line. Those lips were a neon sign, labeling her accessible, innocent and generous.

Lincoln Gray probably trolled the upscale resorts, searching for women with mouths just like that.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she said finally. “Caught for what? If your sister put his name on her accounts, that means the money was legally his, doesn’t it? Ethically it’s mean and rotten, but people don’t get tossed in jail for being morally bankrupt.”

“I don’t intend to toss him in jail. I just want to—” He hesitated. “Talk to him.”

To his surprise, she laughed. It was a decidedly non-Armani laugh—light, unaffected, hitting several musical notes that were easy on the ears.

He wasn’t sure exactly what had struck her as so funny, but he was glad she could laugh at anything today. Tracy hadn’t so much as smiled for weeks after Lincoln left and she still sometimes cried herself to sleep. Either Allison Cabot was stronger than she looked or her heart really hadn’t been bunged up much by her fiancé’s defection.


“Sorry,” she said, putting her pencil down so that she could wipe her eyes. “It’s just that men are so predictable. My father would have said exactly the same thing if he were alive today. I assume your talking will be done with your fists?”

He smiled. “I can’t imagine it would come to that. I never met the guy, but I’ve seen pictures. I don’t think he’d want to risk messing up his handsome face.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Little Lord Fauntleroy meets Batman. Not much of a match.”

It was his turn to laugh. No one had ever compared him to Batman before, though he assumed it had something to do with his coloring. But the vision of Lincoln Gray dressed up in black velvet knee pants, lace collar and ringlets was just too perfect.

And she was right about the rest of it, too. The primitive part of him would dearly love to kick Little Lord Fauntleroy’s ass.

“How much money did he take from your sister? Has he left her in serious financial trouble?”

“Not really. Luckily most of her assets aren’t liquid. It’s not easy to abscond with real estate and trust funds. But he cleaned out their joint account—a few hundred thousand—and her secondary safety deposit box, which had a lot of fancy jewelry. Not bad for less than two months’ work.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Were they heirlooms? I have a ring of my mother’s—” She frowned, touching the ruby ring again. “I might have hired a private detective and tracked him down myself, if he’d gotten his hands on this.”


“Yes, some of them were family pieces. One in particular is an irreplaceable loss. A large gold brooch, shaped like a peacock, with emeralds and sapphires in its tail. It’s tacky as hell. I’ve seen jewelry out of a gumball machine that was more restrained. But it’s a valuable piece with a long history.”

Mark tried to mask the fury that boiled in his veins every time he thought of that asinine Gray standing in the bank vault, stuffing the Travers peacock into his pocket like a kid stealing gum at the drugstore. That scum wasn’t capable of recognizing real worth—in women or in gemstones.

“It’s been in the family for almost four hundred years,” he finished. “I intend to get it back.”

“But it sounds quite valuable. What if he’s already sold it?”

He shrugged. “Then we’ll have a problem.”

The buzzer on her desk sounded. With an apologetic grimace, she turned and answered it. “Yes?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, Ms. Cabot, but the man from Cuddles is here and the order is all wrong. Mrs. Blakeley’s crib didn’t come and you know the baby is due in—”

“It’s all right, Sylvia. I’ll be right down.”

Allison clicked off the speaker and turned to Mark.

“I’m going to have to deal with this,” she said.

“That’s all right. I’ll wait.”

“No.” She wiped her hand over her eyes. “Honestly, I think I’ve talked about this all I can today. I’m feeling a little muddled. It has been—” Her voice trembled slightly and she coughed to hide it. “It’s been a strange day. I’m sorry for everything your sister has lost, but I’m not sure how I can help you. Lincoln didn’t leave me a forwarding address.”

“But he might have said something—some detail that could give us a place to start.” He tried to read behind those sad green eyes. She looked incredibly tired, as if all the fiery indignation of the knife-throwing episode had died away.

Maybe he could fan the flame.

“He made a fool of you, Allison. Even if he didn’t break your heart, he wasted months of your life. He left you alone again, with the biological clock ticking louder than ever. Wouldn’t you like to see him get what’s coming to him?”

She hesitated just long enough. Damn it—Mark had his answer. Just like Tracy, this woman was still soft in the head where Lincoln Gray was concerned. Was the guy really that good in the sack? If not, he must have been putting stupid-drops in their bottled water.

“I don’t know,” she said finally. “I have to think.”

He made a small, harsh gesture with his left hand. Women didn’t think. They emoted and they dithered and they let bastards like Lincoln Gray get away and start this madness all over again with some other weak-minded female.

“Try to understand…” She sighed. “Just this morning, I woke up believing that this man would be my husband—my lover, for life. The father of my children. It’s a little difficult, a few hours later, to send the bloodhounds after him.”


He stood. He’d wasted enough time already. “I understand. But the bloodhounds are already after him. I’m not giving up. I just hope I find him before he insinuates his way into some other woman’s bank account—and her bed.”

She made a sound, but it wasn’t a word. It certainly wasn’t a denial.

He extracted a business card and lay it on the table. “If you think of anything that might help, call me.”

 

WHEN ALLISON GOT HOME that night, the brownstone was dark and cold and so empty it felt as if even the molecules of air had stopped moving.

She had come back here to change out of the wedding dress, but it had been about three o’clock. Her housekeeper, Loretta, had been bustling around making comforting noise with a vacuum and the June sun had been shining in through the tall foyer windows.

Tonight it was like a tomb.

In a way, she thought as she thumbed through the mail, not really seeing any of it, the house was exactly that. So many ghosts lived here already. Her mother’s was the palest, most insubstantial one because Allison had so few real memories of her. Mostly she was a wide, warm smile and a halo of red curls.

Her father’s ghost was disturbingly robust, his edicts echoing down the halls announcing what was acceptable and what was beyond the pale. Even now, when Allison dared to flout those edicts, she caught herself looking over her shoulder.

And now the ghost of Mrs. Lincoln Gray would float here, too, in her transparent Vera Wang gown. That contented young bride who had believed she’d never feel alone again. The happy wife who had planned to be pregnant within the year and had already picked out baby names from a book hidden in her nightstand drawer.

Amanda Anne and Michael Joseph Gray. They had become so real to Allison. In her mind, she’d already redecorated the study upstairs with all her favorite baby furniture from Lullabies. She wondered whether she’d ever be able to work in that study again without feeling haunted.

Allison, for pity’s sake, don’t become one of those superstitious Irish peasant women. She could hear her father now, wearily disdainful. It isn’t possible for the mere idea of babies to turn into ghosts.

She put her hand to her chest, where her heart seemed to be having trouble finding a steady rhythm. Big, painful squeezes alternated with fast, frightened trips.

She had to do something. Anything. She was going to fall apart. She was going to let her father down again, render futile his years of training. She couldn’t do that. He was, in the end, the only one who had stayed with her, who had loved her without leaving her. If she couldn’t be what he wanted, then she was nothing at all.

He believed in work. Emotions were just illusions, he’d said. Illusions that could be chased away by some nice, practical action.

She knew he was right. It had helped to be at Lullabies today, sitting in her office tallying columns of figures. The numbers had added up so cooperatively, so neatly. Her associates had glanced at her oddly, but so what? She had been clinging to the one firm log in a sea of confusion and self-doubt.

Work. Process inventory.

She bent down and opened a box that had come with today’s shipment from Cuddles, one of her favorite vendors. They had mixed up Jenny Blakeley’s order today, but ordinarily they were as reliable as—

The box opened. Her thoughts froze. The words disappeared.

Inside the box, nested on tufts of white popcorn packaging, were a dozen pairs of designer baby shoes. Miniature white Mary Janes, blue-striped sneakers, soft-pink leather ballet slippers…

She picked up the slippers, which fit in the palm of her hand. They were so little. What kind of magical being could wear such tiny shoes? How helpless, how fragile the creature would be, with toes the size of diamonds, whole feet not much bigger than her thumb.

So small…too small, really, to carry a big name like Amanda Anne or Michael Joseph…

And yet.

And yet…

She must be her mother’s child, after all. Because as she pressed the tiny pink slippers to her heart, she thought she heard a baby crying.

It wasn’t until the hot tears hit her knuckles that she realized they were her own.










CHAPTER THREE



THROUGHOUT HER SIX-HOUR FLIGHT from Boston to San Francisco, Allison shut her eyes to avoid chatting with the passengers on either side of her cramped last-minute coach seat and masochistically second-guessed herself.

Was she doing the right thing? Was she crazy? Could this plan even work? What would Mark Travers think when he saw her on his doorstep?

She hadn’t called him in advance to let him know she was coming. He probably would have told her to save them both the time, and stay in Boston.

She knew she hadn’t made a very good impression on him when they met the day of the wedding fiasco. She had been in shock, and she’d probably appeared irrational, inarticulate and not very bright. By the time he left her office, his disdain had been written all over his rugged face.

So he wouldn’t exactly be thrilled to see her, just one week later. She wondered if he’d even give her the time to explain her idea. And, if he did, what were the chances he’d trust her to successfully carry off a plan as bold as this one?

A million to one.


That’s why this couldn’t be done over the phone. She needed to show him, face-to-face, that she wasn’t being hysterical or vindictive or just plain dumb.

Somehow, she needed to convince him that she really did have the perfect strategy for dealing with Lincoln Gray once and for all—and the guts to make it work.

Surely Mark would be receptive. After all, she wasn’t asking for his help—or his permission. The only thing she wanted him to do was stay out of the way long enough to let her get the job done.

His house was easy to find, an impressive mission-style mansion high on a hill. His street was near enough to the bay that he could probably see his own sloop in the marina. Though he hadn’t mentioned it, she didn’t doubt for a minute that he did indeed have a sloop, along with fifth-generation memberships at the yacht, tennis and golf clubs. He probably had a basement full of scuba gear and water skis, a kayak on the wall.

She knew the physique of a sports fiend when she saw one. Mark Travers was the kind of guy who would be late for his own funeral because his pickup-football game went into overtime.

She dismissed the cab, though she took the driver’s number for the ride back to the airport. Then she climbed up the zigzagging front walk with its elegant mounds of boxwood, trails of deep green ivy and shooting plumes of cobalt-blue irises.

Obviously, Lincoln hadn’t made off with all the Travers money.

She rang the bell discreetly set into the stucco wall beside the carved wooden front door. She didn’t hear anything, but it must have emitted a sound only French maids could hear, because in about ten seconds a gorgeous brunette in an amply filled white apron opened the door and smiled.

The smile showed perfect white teeth set off by bright pink lipstick and a small wad of blue gum.

“Hello,” Allison said politely, though what she really wanted to say was, is this guy for real? Allison had a housekeeper, too, but Loretta was about sixty and cranky, and had a face like day-old oatmeal. “Is Mr. Travers in?”

The maid shook her head and enjoyed a quick chomp of gum. “Nope. He’s doing the Get Happy run. You know, for his client. He’ll be home in half an hour. if you’d like to wait.”

“That would be great,” Allison said eagerly.

She’d love to get an advance look at his house. You could tell a lot from the books people read and the knickknacks they collected. Take, for instance, her secret copy of Baby Names or the little plastic leprechaun whose joints jiggled and collapsed when she pressed on the base, which she’d kept all these years because it was the only toy her mother had given her that her father hadn’t thrown away. Anyone who saw those would certainly know that she wasn’t the hardheaded businesswoman she pretended to be.

“Okay, then,” the maid said, nodding and chewing. And then she shut the door in Allison’s face.

Allison stared a minute at the beautiful grapevines carved into the wood. Apparently Mark hadn’t bothered to check this lady’s references. Her last job had probably been at Naked-a-Go-Go, where you had to whisper the password at the cellar door or the bouncer would toss you out.

She wondered if slipping the woman a twenty might help. But it wasn’t worth it. It was only half an hour, and besides, it was beautiful out here. The San Francisco summer was crisp, with none of the suffocating humidity that blanketed Boston right now.

She perched on one of the terraced border stones in the shade of a spreading Japanese maple and waited.

She didn’t have to sit there long. Within fifteen minutes, a red vintage MGB hummed up to the curb, top down. Mark Travers, his dark hair tousled by the wind, unfolded his long legs, climbed out and began to take the front steps in twos.

Halfway up, he noticed her. He stopped, tilted his head and pulled off his sunglasses for a better view.

“Allison?” He looked surprised, but not stunned.

He also looked great. His T-shirt, on which a smiley face was surrounded by big yellow letters ordering her to Get Happy, was sweaty and molded to his torso. She had to admit it—that torso had probably made plenty of women happy this morning.

“What are you doing here?”

She stood up, brushing cedar-mulch shavings from her skirt. “I needed to talk to you. Do you have a few minutes?”

“Of course.” He hooked his sunglasses over the neck of his T-shirt and held out a hand. “Come on in. You should have rung the bell. Gigi would have let you in.”


Of course the housekeeper’s name was Gigi. It really was either that or Bambi. “I did ring. She told me you weren’t here and then pretty much slammed the door in my face.”

Mark leaned his head back and groaned. “God, I’m going to strangle my sister.”

Allison gasped. “Gigi is your sister?”

“No, no.” He seemed to shudder. “God, no. It’s just that Tracy thinks I should get married again and so she keeps sending women over. The last so-called housekeeper was a Yale graduate fishing for a rich husband.”

Okay, that answered one question. He wasn’t married.

Actually, it answered two questions. He’d said married again. If he’d been married before and it hadn’t worked out, that might account for that subtle hint of women-are-nuts in his attitude.

Allison wasn’t sure why his marital status mattered to her. Wasn’t she supposed to be in mourning right now? Nursing her broken, jilted heart?

Besides, even when it was seemly to think about such things again, she had no intention of getting involved with a slightly arrogant, Batman-esque super-jock who lived on the other side of the country.

If she ever got another man, he was going to be a quiet computer geek who had his own copy of Baby Names squirreled away in his nightstand drawer.

Mark motioned for her to follow him toward the door. “Come on in. Let’s get something to drink. I think I just sweat out about ninety percent of my bodily fluids.” He tugged at his shirt. “And then, before we do any serious talking, I’d better wash off some of this grime.”

In the end, she hardly had any time to explore the house. Amazingly, it took him only about fifteen minutes to do it all—toss back a full bottle of Gatorade, send Gigi home for the day, settle Allison in the library, shower and throw on a pair of old jeans and a crisp white shirt.

She was only on her third bookshelf when he walked back in, still slightly damp and steamy and smelling of expensive soap.

He buttoned his last button as he entered but didn’t tuck in the shirttail. His hair was wet and darker than ever.

“So,” he said as he leaned over and extracted two bottled waters from a small refrigerator built into the bottom bookcase that she hadn’t even seen. “I have to admit I’m curious. What’s important enough to bring you all the way across the country? I assume it has something to do with Lincoln Gray.”

She accepted one of the bottles, nodding. He was taking her arrival quite calmly. It was as if he’d never really doubted that she’d show up, sooner or later.

“It does,” she said. “I’ve found him.”

She had surprised Mark. It felt good. He was a very polite and civilized man, but all that confidence could get on your nerves.

“You did? How?” He frowned over the water, then took a long drink. “My P.I. hasn’t turned up a single lead.”

“Well…” She hesitated. “I had an idea about where to look.”


His dramatic black brows went up slightly. She’d known this was the tricky part. If she had a lead, why hadn’t she shared it with him a week ago?

And she had known, even back then, exactly where she’d start the hunt for Lincoln Gray. She decided to return to the spot where she’d met him in the first place—Sole Grande, the South Florida beach resort that catered to the rich and idle. He had a friend who wintered there, an older woman who occasionally loaned Lincoln her mansion during the summer.

It seemed like a long time ago—though really it had been only about two months. The day she met Lincoln, Allison had been sitting in the airport lounge, waiting for an overdue plane to take her back to Boston.

It was only about three months after her father’s death and she’d been feeling pretty low. Her mission in Sole Grande—to contact her mother’s family, from whom she’d been estranged for twenty-five years—had been a disappointing failure.

The O’Haras owned a luxurious beachside hotel called O’Hara’s Hideaway. Allison had made it all the way to the front door and then lost her nerve. How could she go in, announce her connection and expect the fatted calf? She hadn’t reached out to the O’Haras in the past twenty-five years. They’d be insulted if she did so now, as a last resort.

However, they had been her last resort. An only child, now an orphan, she was absolutely alone. She didn’t even own a dog. Her business was booming, but as the pundits always said, you couldn’t cuddle up next to your bank account on a cold winter night.


She’d been easy pickings for Lincoln, who had sat next to her in the lounge that day. When she’d tried to discreetly blow her nose, he’d noticed and asked her what was wrong.

A month later, he’d asked her to marry him. And she’d said yes.

It had been so simple for him. She thought it just barely possible that he’d go back to Sole Grande now to find another lonely, foolish heiress who would drop into his hands like an overripe plum.

Still, when her detective called, it had surprised her, just a little, to be right. Lincoln wasn’t exactly hiding under a rock, was he? He obviously believed Allison would be too proud to come looking for him.

“I didn’t really think my idea would pan out,” she said, as if Mark had posed the question with words instead of with his eyes. “And you may remember, when you asked me if I had any clues, I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to help you find him.”

“I remember. So we seem to be back to the original question. If you don’t want me to find him, why are you here?”

She took a deep breath. “I’m here to ask you to stop looking for him.”

He frowned, as if he hoped he hadn’t heard her correctly. His face hardened. “Then I’m afraid you’ve made the trip for nothing.”

“No, please. Hear me out. I have a plan.”

His dark eyes scanned her quickly, from her head to her toes. Probably doing a wacko inspection. She was glad she’d tamed her hair into a smooth chignon, even though it had taken nearly the whole bottle of mousse. When it was flying around, she always looked slightly mad.

She must have passed, because he set his water down, leaned an elbow on the fireplace mantel and nodded.

“Okay. Tell me about your plan.”

She’d rehearsed this on the plane, and she’d decided then that it was best to start out with the punch line. Mark Travers didn’t seem like a guy who would appreciate a cowardly, meandering preamble.

“I’m going to get Lincoln to marry me again.”

There was a momentary silence. Then Mark’s mouth tilted up at one side. “You’re joking, right?”

“Not at all. It’s the best way to catch him, don’t you see? In fact, it’s the only way. As things stand, he hasn’t done anything illegal. But I’ve looked into it, and bigamy is definitely not just creepy and cruel—it’s against the law.”

“Indeed it is. I looked into it, as well.”

“Good, then you know what I mean. The minute he actually takes the vows and signs the marriage certificate, the police can arrest him. He won’t do a lot of time—two years max, probably less. Not much justice, but a little is better than none, don’t you think?”

“That’s the usual theory,” he agreed, though it was clear he still thought she might be pulling his leg.

He scratched his cheek. “Look, Allison. I don’t mean to be rude, but you couldn’t quite get Lincoln to the altar the first time. What makes you think you’d be more successful the second time?”


She felt herself flushing. “For starters, I know what I did wrong the first time,” she said. “I asked him to sign a prenup. The night before the wedding. That must have spooked him, which makes it pretty obvious he was in love with my money, not me.”

“So?”

“So this time I’ll make it clear there are no strings attached. I’ll promise him anything—unlimited access to my bank accounts, safety-deposit boxes, whatever he wants.”

“And you think that will do it?”

“Yes.” She put on her most confident voice, the one she’d always used when arguing with her father, who hated weakness. “If it doesn’t, what have we lost? A couple of weeks, at most. If I can’t land him, you are free to swoop in and beat him black-and-blue, or whatever it is you are secretly dying to do.”

He really was the most physically controlled person she’d ever met—except, of course, for her father. Though Mark smiled at her comment, he didn’t fidget or twitch. He stood there leaning gracefully against the mantel and didn’t move a muscle. He might have been an oil painting.

The Travers Heir, at Leisure.

She knew the power position at this point was silence, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted a response.

“Surely you can see that it is our best course?”

“No,” he answered mildly. “I’m not sure that I do. My instincts tell me it’s risky. I think I’d prefer to approach him myself.”


She straightened her back. “You don’t know where he is.”

“True.” Mark’s smile deepened. “But I know where you are.”

She was embarrassingly slow—it took her several seconds to process that, but when she did she saw he was right. He could have her followed and that would lead him to Lincoln. The easy way.

All right. Checkmate. But she’d been prepared for his resistance. She knew that a certain kind of man was accustomed to control and would dislike handing over the reins, even for a couple of weeks. She picked her purse up from the floor and pulled out the photographs her investigator had delivered this morning.

“I’m sure you’d find it personally satisfying to rush in and take Lincoln by the throat,” she said. “But that’s a little shortsighted. And, frankly, a little selfish. Remember how you told me you wanted to keep him out of some other woman’s bank accounts—and her bed?”

“Of course.”

“Well, I’ve just found out that the ‘other woman’ has a face. And a name.” She extended the photo. “Meet Janelle Greenwood. Apparently Lincoln calls her Janie.”

Mark accepted the picture and studied it carefully. Allison knew what he would see there. Janelle Greenwood was young, even younger than Allison—midtwenties at most. She wasn’t plain, but she wasn’t beautiful—Lincoln’s favorite type. She had chin-length brown hair, a wide, honest face with almost no makeup, a snub nose and ears that stuck out just a bit. She was dressed in tennis clothes and sitting next to Lincoln, leaning toward him the way a plant leans toward the sun.

The sparkle in her cute brown eyes said it all. Janelle Greenwood was already hooked.

“Damn it,” Mark said. It was the first real emotion Allison had seen from him since she arrived. He turned the picture over, as if he hoped to find proof that it was a fake. It wasn’t. Looking at Janelle one more time, he ran his hand through his wet hair. “Damn it.”

“Exactly. So here’s how I see it. We can race down there and you can beat him up while I warn her. That would mean we could save this one woman, just this one. But then Lincoln would disappear, maybe change his name or his looks. We might never find him again. We can see Janelle’s face, Mark. But what about the next one, the one we can’t save? How young will she be? How much will he steal from her?”

He drummed his fingers along the mantel, still staring at the picture.

She waited.

Finally he looked up, looking more Batman than ever.

“I’ll give you two weeks. On one condition.”

She frowned. “What condition?”

“I’m coming with you.”










CHAPTER FOUR



MARK HAD NEVER BEEN to Sole Grande before. As a lifelong Californian, he’d wasted many a teenage weekend surfing and snorkeling and checking out the bikinis, but he’d always been satisfied with the Pacific beaches.

He’d done his homework, though, so he knew what to expect from this tiny barrier island in the Atlantic. Sole Grande was a short bridge ride across the intra-coastal from Fort Lauderdale, just far enough away to leave all the bustle behind.

The mansions and hotels on the island were too expensive for the noisy riffraff to infiltrate. Sole Grande didn’t allow putt-putt golf or Dairy Queens, video arcades or tattoo parlors. Nothing that might mar the idyll of sleek sailboats, penthouse restaurants, Given-chy boutiques and day spas.

The island was about twenty miles from tip to tip and shaped like an hourglass. The narrow center formed two bays: East Nook, which looked out onto the ocean and was, therefore, the more exclusive, and West Nook, which faced the intra-coastal and had lowered prices to match the diminished view.


O’Hara’s Hideaway was in East Nook. Since Allison was determined to stay there, Mark had checked out their Web site and, in spite of its down-home name, it seemed up to East Nook standards.

Mark and Allison shared a cab from the airport—rental cars would be delivered to the hotel later that afternoon.

For the first twenty minutes they chatted easily enough about the differences between the two coasts. But as soon as they hit the bridge, she fell silent. She stared out the window, watching the stately rows of royal palms as if she were getting paid to count them. Her hands were clasped in her lap, every knuckle white. Her simple ruby ring looked like a drop of blood against that pale finger.

He watched her a minute, then spoke. “Thinking about Lincoln?”

She shook her head. “No. I was actually thinking about my grandfather. I’m not sure I’ll even recognize him after all these years.”

She’d explained the whole story to him on the plane—how she’d come to Sole Grande two months ago hoping to reconcile with her mother’s family, who owned the Hideaway. How she’d chickened out at the last minute. And how that had left her vulnerable to Lincoln’s smarmy charm.

She was clearly still nervous about meeting them, though Mark wasn’t sure why. Even if the O’Haras were rotten relatives who couldn’t let go of an old feud, they were obviously good businessmen. They wouldn’t turn away a couple of paying customers.


“It’ll be fine,” he said, resisting the urge to put his hand over hers and chafe some warmth into it. “The quarrel was with your father, right? Why would they hold that against you?”

She shrugged. “I could have contacted them. He told me he’d rather I didn’t, but he didn’t exactly have a gun to my head.”

Mark wasn’t sure about that. Not a bullet-shooting gun, perhaps, but there were plenty of emotional weapons that could be just as effective. The subtle hint that, if a person went against your wishes, love might be withdrawn was a powerful threat. It had worked on his sister, when she was married to her first son-of-a-bitch husband. That guy had left her so uncertain of her own worth that she’d willingly signed it over to the second SOB—Lincoln Gray.

“What exactly was the fight about? Did you father ever give you the details?”

She glanced at him, which he considered a good sign. She looked wan, but at least she wasn’t counting palm trees.

“He never told me the whole thing, from start to finish. But I got the general idea. Mostly I think it was a culture clash. My father was very dignified, very restrained. I guess the O’Haras are more—uninhibited.”

“That’s it?”

“Oh, no. That was just the beginning. Then my grandfather, Stephen, hit my father up for a loan. He already owned the land on Sole Grande, but he needed money to build the Hideaway. My father refused, of course.”


“Why of course? Their hotel seems to be quite a success.”

“My father didn’t believe in loaning money to relatives. He’d earned his, and he thought everyone else should do the same, including me.”

Which she’d done. Mark had looked up Lullabies, too, while he was surfing the net and discovered that she already had nine franchises on the East Coast.

“The real problem, though,” she went on, “the one that led to this total estrangement, was that my father blamed my uncle Roddy for my mother’s death.”

“Why? How did she die?”

“She took a bad fall from a horse. I think she was a good rider—I remember lots of ribbons from competitions she won as a child. But apparently this horse wasn’t fully broken yet. My father always said she wouldn’t have been foolish enough to ride it if Uncle Roddy hadn’t egged her on.”

“So her death was completely unexpected. That must have been hard. How old were you?”

Though her voice was composed, reciting the story as if it were a history lesson she’d learned in school, she had gone back to twisting the ruby ring.

“I was only three, so I really didn’t understand much. Reading between the lines now, though, I get the impression that my mother—her name was Eileen—must have had a wild side, which my father was trying to correct. He said Roddy was criminally immature and a dangerous influence.”

Mark wondered if she could hear how oppressive her father sounded. The idea of “correcting” a spouse was not only domineering, it was dumb. In his experience, people didn’t change unless they wanted to. They might pretend to change, either to please or appease, but what good did that do?

Lauren, Mark’s ex-wife, had pretended not to want children, but the truth came out eventually.

Eileen O’Hara Cabot had defied her husband and sneaked into the stables for one last, fatal ride on the back of a wild horse.

But he wasn’t going to point that out. It wasn’t, in the end, his business.

“Families are complicated, aren’t they?”

She merely nodded at this platitude and went back to looking out the window.

Mark thought maybe it was time for a distraction.

He reached down to the duffel he’d placed on the floor between them and pulled a little box out of the side pocket. “Here. I want to show you something.”

She glanced over with polite attention but no genuine curiosity.

He wasn’t worried. He’d never opened this box in front of anyone without capturing their full attention.

He thumbed it open now, watching her face.

Her eyes widened. “Oh my God.” She started to reach out, but pulled her hand back just in time. She looked up at him. “Is that… Is that the Travers Peacock? I thought you said Lincoln stole it from your sister’s safety-deposit box.”

“He did.”

She was clearly torn between wanting to know more and wanting to just look at the brooch. Though most Travers women in the past century had decided it was just too showy to wear, it was definitely impressive. A small gold peacock stared at you with emerald eyes, its tail spread wide open, almost as big as the palm of a woman’s hand. And what a fantastic tail…a full fan of graceful gold feathers, each studded with emeralds and sapphires, which were in turn circled with onyx and gold.

Allison was still speechless. Still staring.

“The legend is that the Travers Peacock was given to one of my ancestors, back in the sixteen-hundreds, a gift from King Charles II of England. Her name was Elizabeth Travers and apparently she was very beautiful.” He smiled. “If not altogether virtuous.”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “If Lincoln took it, then what—”

“More than a hundred years ago, some sensible Travers husband had a copy made, so that his wife could wear it without fear of losing it. It’s exact, right down to the last millimeter. The gold is genuine, because that’s hard to fake. But the stones are paste.”

She shook her head. “I can hardly believe it’s not real.”

“It’s not.” He took it out and handed it to her. “It’s a very good, very expensive fake. I can’t imagine that anyone, short of a jeweler with a loupe, could tell it from the real thing.”

She looked up, her eyes intent. She wasn’t stupid, was she? He had the feeling she already knew where he was going with this.

“Why did you bring it down here?” She frowned slightly. “What are you going to do with it?”


“I’m hoping we’ll get lucky. I’m hoping you might be able to find out where Lincoln keeps it. If you can, I’m going to make a switch. This brooch is very important to my sister. It’s part of our heritage. I do not intend to let Lincoln Gray pawn it for a hundred bucks if I can help it.”

She stroked one of the tail feathers with a fingertip, very gently, as if she didn’t dare risk damaging it. She seemed to have forgotten that it had already survived for more than a hundred years.

She shook her head. “That’s a lot of luck you’re talking about.”

“I know.”

“What are the odds that he’d carry a thing like this around with him?”

“A thousand to one. But if there’s even that one chance, I’d like to take it. I agreed to your plan, Allison. Will you help me with mine?”

She gazed at him for several seconds. And then, holding out the peacock, she nodded. “For what it’s worth, I’ll try.”

He settled the brooch back into its velvet nest and slid the box back into his duffel. When he looked up again, he realized the cab was slowing down.

“We’re here,” she said. So much for his distraction. Her tension had returned.

From the street, O’Hara’s Hideaway looked unassuming—with none of the Irish “old sod” kitsch of its name. It had, instead, a strong Spanish-Mediterranean influence. The stucco walls were pale salmon, with clean white trim and glossy black wrought-iron balconies. The deep orange tile roof rose cleanly into the cloudless turquoise sky.

Thick green palmettos and red bougainvillea spread over everything, giving the small entrance a shadowy, cloistered feel—just what a visitor craved after taking a few soggy breaths of this hundred-degree Florida sunshine.

A red-haired teenage boy opened the front door the minute the cab came to a complete stop. He would have been good-looking if he hadn’t had a typical adolescent glower, announcing that nothing had pleased him since he was about ten and nothing ever would again until he had his own apartment and regular sex.

He wasn’t wearing a uniform, but he was dressed better than any teenager would voluntarily, so obviously he was on the payroll. Mark eyed that wavy auburn hair. Family, maybe?

The boy opened Allison’s door. “Welcome to the Hideaway,” he said with rote courtesy but no change of expression.

Oh, yeah, he was an O’Hara, Mark concluded as he found his own way out of the cab. Only a family member could get away with that attitude.

Emerging, Allison smiled at the boy. “Hi,” she said. “I’m Allison Cabot. This is Matt Travis. We were on the same plane, and when we realized we were both headed here, we decided to share a cab.”

She wasn’t a great liar—here she was, spilling the whole thing to the first person she met—but Mark had seen worse. She’d get better with practice and she had an innocent smile that just might pull it off.


Obviously, Mark had to use an alias. Though Lincoln had never met Mark and wouldn’t recognize his face, he would recognize the name. Mark had chosen a pseudonym as close to his own name as possible, so that if Allison slipped it might pass unnoticed.

They’d also decided on this strangers-on-a-plane story, agreeing that it would be foolish to reveal too much. Island communities tended to be close-knit—it was impossible for a newcomer to guess exactly how all the residents might be connected. For all they knew, the O’Haras might go fishing with Lincoln Gray every Sunday afternoon.

“Allison Cab—” The kid looked oddly troubled. “You’re—” He frowned. “You’re Allison…Allison who?”

“Cabot.” She smiled again. “I’m checking in. I’m here for two weeks.” She shifted her purse to her other arm, clearly wondering if something had gone wrong with her reservation. “From Boston?”

“Yes. Yes.” The boy looked right, then left, as if he needed backup. “Umm…excuse me just a minute.”

Allison shot a worried glance toward Mark.

No room at the inn? Mark knew from the Web site that the hotel had only twelve suites, six in each wing, with the family quarters in the center of the U-shape building that enclosed an old-world courtyard. They’d been lucky to get reservations on such short notice.

He nodded, assuring her that everything would be fine. If the paperwork had gone awry, she could always take his room and he’d find somewhere else to stay.

But within a few seconds, a storm of people poured through the arched entryway, all redheads with beaming grins and outstretched arms.

“Allison Cabot! Could it really be you?”

Allison turned, looking half startled, half embarrassed. “I—”

If she finished the sentence, Mark couldn’t hear it. The oldest of the group, a man with a leonine shock of wavy white hair, got to Allison first and, without waiting for permission, enveloped her in a robust embrace.

“Sure and I’m not believing my eyes,” he said. “It’s our own little Allie, come home at last!”

“You must have thought we were terrible people,” a woman with matching white hair added, cupping Allison’s cheek with the palm of her hand. “Taking your reservation like that, as if you were a stranger.”

“I thought she said Talbot, Gram.” The boy who had opened the door was flushing. “It sounded like Talbot.”

“Then we’d better be buying you new ears, Daniel O’Hara, because those are clearly failing you.”

A pair of little girls, identical twins of about eight or ten, giggled at the joke. They had the fine red curls and pale skin of expensive porcelain dolls, but right now they were dressed in blue jeans and flamingo-pink T-shirts that fought hideously with their tangled masses of hair. One of them carried a scruffy backpack patterned with stars.

The old man, who Mark deduced must be Stephen, kept his hands on Allison’s shoulders, but moved her a few inches out, so that he could feast his eyes on the prodigal granddaughter. Mark couldn’t think of another way to describe the wistful, half-starved expression the old man turned on her.

“You’re so beautiful, child,” he said, his voice husky. “And so like your mother. You might be our Eileen, come back to us after all these years!”

“Do I really look like her?” Allison’s voice sounded stiff, an odd contrast to her eyes, which were wide and shining. “I—I would like that.”

“You’re the spitting image.” He grinned, the movement folding deep, comfortable creases into his cheeks. He probably smiled as much as he cried, which was obviously a great deal. The whole lot of them needed pockets sewn onto their shirtsleeves for holding their hearts.

“Yes, you’ve got her sweetness,” her grandfather continued. “And not a whit of your father’s arrogance, thank God.”

“Stephen!” The old woman batted his shoulder.

“It’s true, Kate, and weren’t we all thinking it?” Stephen was gleefully unrepentant. “I’m sorry for your loss, Allie darling, and I know you loved your father with a good heart. But the man never liked me and I never liked him and there’s no use pretending any different just because he’s dead.”

“No,” Allison said, no doubt overwhelmed. “I understand. I’m sorry I haven’t come sooner, but—”

“None of that, now, none of that!” He hugged her again. “Aren’t you here now? And isn’t that all that matters? Let’s get you settled. We’ll have to call your uncle in and Moira, too. They’ll be wanting to hear all about you.”


“Grampa.” The twin with the backpack tugged at Stephen’s sleeve, pointing at Mark and whispering. “Grampa, what about him?”

“Who?”

Mark realized wryly that he might as well have been invisible. “I think she means me,” he said with a smile. “I’m Matt Travis. I have a reservation, as well.”

The second little girl, apparently the more confident of the two, stared at Mark while chewing the nail of her pinky finger as if it were her afternoon snack. “Are you Allison’s boyfriend?”

Allison shook her head quickly, flushing again as she had to trot out her rehearsed lie. “No, no! Matt and I…we just happened to be on the same plane. We just shared a cab from the airport.”

“Well, come on in, son,” Stephen said, waving his hand expansively. “We’ll get your room eventually, but you may have to wait. You’ve stumbled into a family reunion, as you see, and family comes first.”

“Of course,” Mark agreed.

“And our poor Allie, she’s like a miracle, showing up here,” Kate O’Hara said as if she owed Mark a better explanation. “She’s lost her dad, you know, so we’re her only family now.”

The nail-chewing little girl stared up at Allison, frowning. “Your father’s dead? What happened to him?”

Kate hushed her granddaughter with a soft hand. “You remember, now, don’t you, Fannie? We talked about it. Her father had a heart attack, poor man.”


The little girl nodded slowly. “That’s right. I do remember, because Grampa said it was ironic, and I asked him what ironic meant, and he said it was when someone who didn’t have a heart in the first place—”

“Flannery Teresa O’Hara, that is enough!” Stephen’s creased cheeks were pink. “Get your cousin’s suitcases and bring them inside.”

“I’ll get my own,” Mark said unnecessarily, as once again no one seemed aware of him, except Allison, who looked over her shoulder, her green eyes staring helplessly at him as she was swept into the hotel lobby on a wave of laughter and eager questions.

She looked terrified—and cute as hell.

He smiled as he hoisted his garment bag over his shoulder and paid the patient cabbie.

This might, he thought, be more fun than he’d expected.

 

BY THE TIME Allison got a minute alone she was exhausted. She had answered a million questions, received a thousand hugs and kisses, and listened to more stories about her mother than she’d heard in her entire lifetime.

Her father’s prohibition against public displays of emotion would have made no sense to this family, who seemed to recognize zero distinction between “public” and “private” behavior. They laughed until the sound bounced off the walls. They interrupted each other without apology. They broke spontaneously into song, then stopped when tears choked off the tune. Tempers flared like matches and died as quickly.


When they finally remembered that she’d been traveling all day and might need to freshen up, en masse they took her to her room, introducing her to other guests they passed in the halls, as if she were the queen.

The room was large and lovely, done in shades of blue, but Allison didn’t take time to appreciate its elegant details. She didn’t even unpack. As soon as the last kiss was blown, she closed the door, kicked off her pumps, lay down on the bed and promptly fell asleep.

She woke much later to a dim room and the sound of someone rapping on her door. Her heart pounded, and, lifting up on one elbow, she tried to remember where she was. In the semidarkness, everything looked alien.

The rapping sounded again. She stared at the door, hoping it wasn’t the twins. Though Fiona was quiet and spent most of her time clutching the straps of her backpack and watching with wide, green eyes, Flannery was a real pistol who possessed an amazing talent for asking the most embarrassing questions. “Why aren’t you married?” “Don’t you think Mom is getting fat?” “Do you think Daniel’s girlfriend broke up with him because he’s gross?”

On the other hand, if it was the twins at the door they wouldn’t give up, so she might as well answer it. She pressed down on her curls with both hands and, hoping for the best, made her way barefooted to the door.

“Hi.” It was Mark. He leaned his head into the room, scanning the gloom. “Have you been sleeping this whole time?” He smiled. “Did the lovefest wear you out?”


She nodded. “It was a bit much for me.” She flicked on the overhead light, squinted and waved him into the room. “Compared to this, I’ve lived a pretty quiet life.”

That was an understatement, of course. She and her father had never talked much. He’d disapproved of chatter about people, which he deemed vulgar and simpleminded. He’d preferred ideas, he said, and he particularly liked politics. But to a teenage girl, the diplomatic crisis of how boy A was going to break up with girl B was the only political issue that counted. By the time Allison was old enough to have anything to say, the pattern of silence had been set.

She offered Mark the only chair, then sat on the edge of the bed, glad she hadn’t removed more than her shoes before falling asleep. Her hair was a mess, she knew, and probably she’d rubbed her lipstick off on the pillow, but at least she was marginally presentable.

“I think I could have slept for a week. I’m not used to being the center of so much attention. And all that hugging and kissing.” She rubbed sleepy dust from the corners of her eyes. “I’m not used to—”

She broke off, realizing what that sounded like. But it was true. She wasn’t used to being touched that much.

“I can imagine,” Mark filled in smoothly. “I, on the other hand, am not used to getting so little attention. I bet not a single thing got done in this hotel today. The minute you showed up, it officially became Celebrate Allison Cabot day.”

She groaned. “I know. It was sweet but so embarrassing. It makes me feel like such a fraud.”


He laughed. “Why? You’re not the one here under an assumed name. That’s me.”

“It’s almost as bad. They’re automatically assuming I’m one of them, but I’m not. I’m not comfortable with all that emotional abandon. It feels as if I’ve landed on another planet. I don’t know what to say or what to do.”

“I didn’t hear anyone complaining. They couldn’t stop singing your praises. When they weren’t singing ‘The Rose of Tralee,’ that is.”

“Yes, well, today they are probably willing to write off my stiffness as temporary shyness. Wait until they discover it’s not temporary anything. It’s just who I am.”

She felt hollow. She touched her mother’s ruby ring, which she’d put on to cover the untanned band of skin where her engagement ring used to be. The ring didn’t quite fit. Her mother’s fingers must have been smaller than hers.

“Wait until they see how much Cabot blood is in me after all.”

His gaze flicked from her face to her hand, then back again. “Time will tell, I suppose,” he said mildly. “Meanwhile, if you’re up to it, we should probably formulate our game plan.”

“Yes, we should,” she agreed, ordering herself to shake off the ridiculous self-pity. Just that morning she’d feared that the family would reject her and had only dared to hope for a civil reconciliation that might make her feel a little less alone in the world. Now that wasn’t enough? She needed to be one of them?

Ridiculous. She should be satisfied to know that the O’Haras were loyal and forgiving, and glad to be back on speaking terms. She was in Florida primarily to take care of Lincoln Gray and it was time she turned her attention to that mission.

“I spent the afternoon doing some reconnaissance,” Mark said. “The rental cars showed up about three, so I drove around a little. I found Lincoln’s house—or, more accurately, the house he’s borrowing from his friend. It’s quite a place.”

Allison knew about the mansion. Her investigator had supplied pictures that showed a sprawling oceanfront villa complete with tennis courts, swimming pool and a BMW in the circular drive.

“Was he there?”

“I couldn’t tell. It’s landscaped for privacy. You can probably see more from the beach, but I wasn’t curious enough to get out my Inspector Gadget binoculars and stalk around in the heat.” He leaned back comfortably. “I did see Janelle Greenwood, though.”

“You did? At Lincoln’s house?”

“No. She’s at The Mangrove, the resort down at the southern tip of the island. Luxe to the max, but not particularly well run. The staff has loose lips. I got Janelle’s room number and Lincoln Gray’s tee time in about ten minutes.”

Allison didn’t find that terribly surprising. Mark had an air about him—without even trying, he would blend into luxurious surroundings organically, as if he’d been born there.

It wasn’t a superior, down-the-nose air. She knew that one. Her father had it in spades. Mark’s panache was subtler. It was a mix of easy confidence, intelligence and a general satisfaction with life, as if there wasn’t much he’d ever wanted that he hadn’t gotten, including answers.

Besides, if the staff members he’d approached were female, it would have been almost too easy. The man had sex appeal like Hercules had biceps.

She tucked her bare feet under her and leaned against the pillow. Finally she felt herself truly relaxing. Funny how comfortable she felt around Mark, considering how short a time she’d known him. More comfortable than she had with her own relatives.

But they did have a lot in common. They hated the same person. Apparently it was true—the enemy of your enemy is your friend.

“So…what did you think of Janelle in the flesh? Does the picture do her justice?”

“Not really. She’s just as naïve as she looked in the photo, but it didn’t show everything. She’s actually quite a knockout.”

Allison thought back to the sweet-faced young woman. She was attractive enough, but a knockout? “She is?”

“Yes.” Mark got comfortable in the chair, tilted his head back and grinned. “From the neck down, especially.”

Allison rolled her eyes. “Oh brother.”

He didn’t look ashamed. “Just stating the facts. Facts that haven’t escaped Lincoln’s notice, I’m sure.”

She wondered if he was right. Lincoln had always acted as if he found Allison the most attractive woman in the universe—even though her figure would never snag her a job as a Playboy bunny. Of course, acting was the important word. Lincoln had merely been playing the role of adoring suitor. For all she knew he’d been secretly drooling over every double-D that sashayed by.

Or maybe Mark was just projecting. Maybe Janelle’s voluptuous body was exactly his type, so he assumed it must appeal to all men.

She fought the urge to adjust her rumpled T-shirt to a more flattering fit. Instead, she climbed off the bed, hoisted up her garment bag and began unzipping it.

“If she’s that amazing,” she said, pulling out a handful of hangers, “maybe we should do this rescue as a team. I’ll distract Lincoln while you romance Janelle away from him.”

Mark chuckled. “It had occurred to me. But what’s the point? Would it really be any better to get her heart broken by me instead of Lincoln?”

“What makes you so sure you’d break her heart?” She arranged some of her dresses in the closet, shaking out the wrinkles. “Maybe you’d fall deeply in love and end up living happily ever after with two-point-five kids and a picket fence.”

He grimaced. “Not in this lifetime.”

She pulled out the last of her clothes, a light blue cotton sundress. This was what she’d planned to wear when she met Lincoln, but when she held it up against her chest and looked at it in the closet mirror, it suddenly looked too tame.

“Why not? If you work quickly, we could have a double wedding. I could be godmother to your firstborn daughter, and I’d give you a great discount at Lullabies.”

“Sorry. You’re trying to sell that fantasy to the wrong guy.”

She could see him in the mirror. He was still smiling, but his voice sounded edgy, and she wondered if she might somehow have offended him.

“And maybe we should talk reality anyhow,” he said, sounding more normal. “When do you plan to make contact with Lincoln? Have you decided what you’re going to say?”

She leaned against the closet door, letting the dress drape over her arm.

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot,” she said. “I’ve decided that the only way is to be very straightforward. I’ll go to his house, probably tomorrow, and talk to him. I’ll have to tell him I still love him, and I understand why he didn’t show up at the church.”

“Which is?”

“Because I hurt him when I insisted on the prenup. I made him feel that I didn’t trust him. I’ll tell him that I’m going to prove that I do trust him. I even brought the prenup with me. I’m going to start by tearing it up.”

“Nice touch.”

“I thought so. I’m bringing a present, too. You gave me the idea when you told me how he stole your sister’s brooch.”

Mark smiled. “You have a tacky peacock in your family, too?”

“No, but it’s a rather nice gold signet ring. Expensive as hell. I’m going to tell him it’s a family piece, though actually I picked it up at Tiffany’s last week. And then I’ll tell him how much I love him, how empty my life is without him.”

Mark whistled softly. “That’s a pretty big piece of humble pie. You sure you’re going to be able to choke it down?”

She nodded. “Without blinking.”

He rested his temple against his knuckles and gazed at her appraisingly. “Well, you sound ready. And the jewelry is a nice touch—it might even provide a chance to see where he puts it for safekeeping. Maybe it’ll turn out to be the same place he keeps the peacock.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But remember, it’s a long shot.”

“This whole thing is a long shot,” he said. “Have you decided exactly how far you’re actually willing to go to pull it off?”

“All the way.” She lifted the blue dress and started to hang it back in the closet. It would have to do for that first meeting with Lincoln. She wasn’t going to try to compete with a knockout on looks alone. She had her own knockout punch—her checkbook.

Mark was still watching her. “You’re sure about that?”

“Absolutely sure. I’ll kneel at his feet. I’ll tell him he is the Sun God and the Moon King rolled into one. I’ll produce my bank balance and open up a credit line for him at Saks. I mean it. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Will you go to bed with him?”

She stopped, the hanger frozen an inch above the rod.


She stared over her shoulder at Mark, who looked genuinely curious.

Damn it.

She was an idiot.

She really hadn’t thought of that.










CHAPTER FIVE



DANIEL O’HARA HATED the rain. Whenever one of those typical Florida afternoon thunderstorms broke loose, the pro shop at The Mangrove filled up with wet, irritable tourists who seemed outraged to discover that their vacation package hadn’t come with a sunshine guarantee.

Daniel ordinarily liked this part-time job okay—it was laid-back and it was fun to see all the new equipment first. Besides, he’d do anything to get a few hours away from the Hideaway and from his parents. Ever since the trouble last winter, they watched him like a hawk.

But he didn’t like it when it rained. The guests needed someone to take their frustrations out on, and the seventeen-year-old nobody behind the register made the perfect target.

And, of course, he had to treat them like royalty, even though they smelled rank and they dripped all over the merchandise, because, of course, they’d stayed out on the golf course too long, as if ignoring the rain would make it go away. They pawed the clothes, swung the clubs and tried on cap after cap. They bitched about everything and never bought squat.


He was trying to explain to Mr. Inkerfino that they didn’t carry these microfiber, herringbone golf shorts in a four-X—without implying that people who wore four-X probably shouldn’t even be on a golf course and definitely shouldn’t be wearing herringbone—when he caught a whiff of jasmine and sandalwood above the sweat.

His heart did a pole-vault jump. That was Janelle Greenwood’s perfume. It was probably the only perfume he’d recognize with his eyes closed.

“Hi, Danny,” she said from behind him.

He handed the three-X shorts to Mr. Inkerfino, then turned, smiling. “Hi, Ms. Greenwood.”

She tilted her head, giving him a mock stern look. “Ms. Greenwood?”

He shrugged, hoping the flush he felt around his chest didn’t make its way to his face. He had a zit right near his hairline and his freckles would probably light up like a Christmas tree. His stupid sensitive skin was one of the eight million reasons he hated being a redhead.

For the freckles, his grandfather said he should swab them with the blood of a hare or distilled water of walnuts. When he was a kid, he had begged his mom to make some kind of rabbit dinner, in the hopes that he could get hold of some blood. The walnut thing just didn’t make any sense to a ten-year-old at all.

She’d refused, so he had the damn things still. The sign of a true Irishman, his father assured him proudly. Yeah, right. Freckles and blushes and acne. Real sexy.

“Ms. Greenwood?” Janelle said again, softly.


Last time she was in the shop, she’d asked him to call her Janelle. Anything else was silly, she’d said, considering that she was probably only a few years older than he was. But his manager, Mr. Beaner, was a real stickler and he would have fired Daniel if he heard him getting chummy with a customer.

“Umm…well… Hey, that’s your new tennis dress, isn’t it?” Daniel hoped she’d be willing to change the subject. He’d helped her pick the dress out yesterday and it looked really hot on her. “Did you get rained out?”

“Yeah,” she said, but she didn’t seem upset at all. She was the only one in here who wasn’t pissed off. “Saved by the storm, thank goodness! I was behind five-love. I told Lincoln I was hopeless and I think he’s finally beginning to believe me.”

Daniel felt the edges of his smile sag. Lincoln Gray was everything Daniel wanted to be—blond, blue-eyed, sophisticated, rich, funny…and, most of all, old enough to interest Janelle Greenwood.

And boy was she interested. Ever since Gray had arrived in town a couple of weeks ago, Janelle had hung out with him 24/7.

Not that it changed Daniel’s life any—except maybe his fantasy life. He still slaved four days a week at the Hideaway, doing all the grunt work his parents could think of, and then three days a week here at The Mangrove. He still had to take orders from Bart Thomas, the kid who’d owned this job for two years but was leaving it to go off to Duke on a baseball scholarship in the fall.


Bart was a jackass. He was only eighteen, ten months older than Daniel, but his attitude was so patronizing it made Daniel want to knock his straight white teeth down his throat on a daily basis.

In fact, that’s why Daniel had first noticed Janelle—why he’d first begun to get this crazy crush on her. She’d been browsing through the shop a couple of weeks ago, just killing time before her massage, she’d said. Bart was bossing Daniel around, as usual, being a real jerk, telling him to inventory the golf tees, for God’s sake. It had been tougher to take than ever, with this hot woman listening.

But suddenly Janelle had come over to the counter and given them each the slow once-over. Then she’d looked Daniel right in the eye, as if Bart didn’t exist, and asked him if he’d be willing to give her some advice about a tennis outfit.

Bart had nearly choked on his surprise. He’d tried to horn in, but Janelle dissed him so completely that he finally had to go back behind the counter.

It was the sweetest moment so far this summer. Daniel had been paying for it ever since, but it was worth it. From that moment on, Janelle Greenwood had been like a goddess to him. And not just because of her body.

Although her body was awesome.

For a whole week, he’d dreamed. Maybe when she looked at him, she saw more than a teenager with nerdy red curls and zits. Maybe, like a princess in a story, she could see beyond all that. Maybe she saw the man he was ready to be, if only the world would let him.


But then Lincoln Gray came to town. And Daniel had to wake up.

“Lincoln thinks I need a new racket,” she said now with a wry smile. “He thinks I’d get more power with a different style. Frankly, I think what I need is a new sport. Like maybe croquet?” She laughed. “But he loves tennis, so…”

“If you’re having trouble with power, maybe your racket is just strung too tight,” Daniel suggested. “We could restring it for you and see if that works. It would cost a lot less than a new racket.”

He felt himself flushing again, realizing how moronic that was. As if these people gave a damn about the expense of anything. Janelle might act normal, but no one “normal” stayed at The Mangrove. Normal people didn’t get daily mud wraps and seaweed facials or run up four-digit tabs at the pro shop.

“That’s a good idea,” she said as if she really thought so. “Here’s Lincoln.” She reached out her hands, as if that would bring him to her faster. “Let’s tell him.”

Daniel watched mutely as a tall, elegantly slim blond man made his way toward them, smiling and backslapping almost everyone in the crowd. Lincoln was so handsome, all sunshine-gold from being outdoors and toothpaste-ad smile. Daniel’s stomach twisted and growled, the same way it did when he was trying to digest greasy pizza. He hoped Janelle didn’t hear it.

“Janie! I wondered where you’d disappeared to! We should go get a table before the rush, don’t you think?” Lincoln did the back-patting thing to Daniel—he was a real equal-opportunity charmer, millionaires and nobodies got the same toothy grin. “Hey, Danny. How’s it going?”

Daniel smiled back. He couldn’t help it. It was his job, for one thing. And for another, Lincoln was hard to hate.

“Fine,” he said. “Busy.”

“Lincoln, Daniel had a great idea. He said maybe I don’t need a new racket. He says I should just have my racket strung a little looser and then maybe I’ll get the ball over the net.”

Daniel tensed, wondering how Lincoln would take hearing that one of the staff peons had dared to override his idea. And Daniel hadn’t said that, exactly. He’d seen Janelle play—you could just see court ten from the stockroom window—and he knew that her problems were bigger than racket tension. She needed about six months of lessons, and Daniel would’ve loved to offer to teach her. He played tennis well. It was the one thing his lanky body was suited for.

Lincoln eyed Daniel thoughtfully, his blue gaze a little less sparkling and friendly than usual. Then he looked at Janelle, who was still smiling, apparently unaware that Daniel had just overstepped the all-important line, which, though invisible, was electrified.

“You know, that’s a great idea,” he said, shocking the hell out of Daniel. “Good thinking, Danny. Let’s do it.”

He handed over a racket he hauled around in a 12-pack Babolat bag, one of the most expensive they carried here in the pro shop. Bart had encouraged Lincoln to buy it a few days ago and the big selling point had been that tennis pro Rafael Nadal used a similar one.


“I’m not sure why I bought such a big bag,” Lincoln said with a self-effacing smile as he noticed Daniel’s gaze. “I think your partner Bart is too good a salesman. He had me thinking I’d play like Nadal if I owned this thing. Which Janie can tell you is absolutely not the case.”

Janelle laughed and slipped her hand into the crook of Lincoln’s elbow. “Compared to me, you do,” she said.

Lincoln laughed, and as Daniel took the racket he found himself laughing along. As he’d said before, Lincoln was hard to hate. Every time Daniel got close, the guy did something human.

He was either the slickest con artist on the planet or he was the only truly humble, friendly millionaire playboy in the history of the world.

For Janelle’s sake, Daniel hoped it was the latter. If he couldn’t have her—and short of getting struck by a miraculous stroke of love-lightning, he definitely couldn’t—he still wanted her to be happy.

That surprised him, too. Sure was different from how he felt when his last girlfriend, Beth Miller, dumped him for a no-neck football player.

Maybe, he thought, as he trotted back to restring the racket, he was actually growing up.

Bummer.

 

AS SHE GOT OUT of her car in front of Lincoln’s borrowed mansion, Allison’s dress snagged on a loose piece of chrome. A blue loop of thread dangled from her left hip. Cursing under her breath, she smoothed the surrounding fabric. Maybe it would slide back into place.

Of course, it wouldn’t. She fought the urge to rip the darn thing out, blew a damp curl out of her eyes and took a deep breath. From the moment she got up that morning, she’d been jinxed. First, she’d overslept. Then she realized she’d forgotten to pack the only styling mousse capable of handling this humidity. Now her hair kinked up if she so much as glanced out the window. Then Flannery and Fiona had cornered her about coming to their dance practice this afternoon. Fiona had fingered the straps of her backpack nervously and done all her begging with her eyes. Flannery had hopped in place and pleaded in a piercing falsetto.

It was adorable…and successful. Allison had promised to be back by one o’clock.

Great. As if it weren’t daunting enough to have to convince Lincoln of her sincerity, humility, generosity, desperation, adoration and poor-little-rich-girl naïveté. Now she was going to have to do it all in about ninety minutes or less.

With frizzy hair.

And a bra at least two sizes smaller than Janelle Greenwood’s.

But she refused to think negatively. She opened her purse to be sure she’d remembered the heavy signet ring and repeated her private hook-Lincoln mantra.

I’m rich enough, I’m dumb enough and, doggone it, bigamists like me.

That made her smile, which settled some of the butterflies. She tossed the strap of her purse over her shoulder, marched up to the door and pressed the bell before she could change her mind.

Lincoln answered it in two seconds, as if he’d been standing there waiting for it to ring. To her dismay, he was dressed in tennis whites and had his car keys hooked through his index finger. So much for her expensive private detective who had assured her that Lincoln never left the house before noon.

“Allison? My God. Allison?”

It was actually quite gratifying. His mouth seemed frozen in the half-open position. Why hadn’t she ever noticed the fishlike quality of those full lips?

“Allison?” It seemed to be the only word he could speak. She could almost see the wheels of his brain spinning helplessly, trying to find traction.

He backed up subtly, gripping the door with white, flattened fingertips as if he had to fight the urge to slam it and run. She almost laughed. What did he think? That she had a little pistol in her purse and planned to shoot off his privates?

Did he really not know her any better than that?

But she couldn’t just savor the moment. The only humiliation her script called for right now was her own.

She glanced at his tennis bag, which was on the floor next to the door. “Have I caught you at a bad time? I’m sorry I didn’t call first, but I was—” She broke off and tried to look flustered. “I guess I was afraid you would tell me not to come.”

His fingers relaxed a little. “I don’t understand,” he said. “I mean, what…? After everything… Why have you come?”


“I had to. I had to see you. I have to talk to you.”

Even before she finished the sentence, he was already shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m sorry about what happened, Allison. I know you’re angry. You have every right to be. But—”

“No,” she broke in, keeping her eyes wide and innocent. “Honestly, I’m not angry.”

He frowned. “All right. Hurt, then. Or betrayed. Whatever word you want to use, I understand how you must feel. But what’s done is done, Allison, and there’s no—”

She put out her hand and touched his arm. “Lincoln, please. You don’t understand. I’ve come all this way. Won’t you let me in, so that I can explain?”

“There’s nothing to say. Look, it’s over, and really it’s for the best. It wouldn’t have worked out between us. Besides, you’re right—this isn’t a good time.” He twisted his wrist to look at his watch. It had the added effect of releasing her grasp. “I’m expected somewhere in twenty minutes.”

“I won’t take more than ten.”

Still he hesitated. She felt her blood rising, and she had to fight down her fury. But really, it was unbelievable that he’d dare to take such a dismissive attitude. He’d adored her. Loved her laugh, her eyes, her fingers. One Sunday morning in Cape Cod, after their first night together, he’d spent half an hour listing the charms of her left kneecap.

Now she was getting all the respect of a door-to-door magazine salesman who wouldn’t take a hint.

She realized she was even more disgusted with herself than with him. He had fraud written all over his face. How could she ever have believed anything he said?

“Ten minutes,” she repeated, banking her anger. “It’s not too much to ask, is it? After that, if you still want me to leave, I will. But I’m hoping you won’t. You see, I really do understand why you didn’t show up at the wedding. And I know how to make it right.”

Finally, she’d reached him. She saw the flicker of cautious interest behind his blue eyes. “What do you mean? Why do you think I didn’t show up at the wedding?”

Okay, this was the moment. She needed an Oscar-caliber performance. Too much, and he’d smell the trap. Too little, and he’d never bite at all.

“Because I insulted you. I see that now. I betrayed you, by asking you to sign the prenup.” She blinked, hoping it would imply that her eyes were burning. “I know how it must have seemed to you. You must have thought it meant I didn’t trust you at all.”

He cocked his head. The sunlight caught his silky blond hair and made it gleam like gold. “What else could it have meant?”

“It meant that I’m a fool. A weak-minded fool. I let my father’s lawyer talk me into something I knew was wrong.” She dug into her purse and pulled out the sheaf of papers. “I brought the wretched thing with me, Lincoln, so that you could see me tear it up. I love you. I trust you with my life. If you’ll have me back, I’ll—”

She broke off again, letting the quaver in her voice hint at a breakdown to come. Weak. Think weak. She bowed her head low, as if she couldn’t even look him in the eye.

The silence stretched several seconds. She fought the urge to glance up at him, to see if he was buying it. She kept her chin tucked, staring down at her chest, right into the big glassy eye of her diamond pendant.

It was one of her nicest pieces and fairly impressive. Not golf-ball big, not actually vulgar, but substantial and sparkly enough that even the untrained eye could see it was special.

She’d added it to her suitcase at the last minute, the way you might pack carrots for a horse or candy for a baby.

Darn it. The silence was going on too long. She decided to make a small sobbing noise, although it came out kind of like a cross between a hiccup and a burp.

But it worked.

“Hey, don’t cry,” he said. His, slender hand stretched out and cupped her chin. “Come on in. We’ll talk.”

 

AFTER ALLISON LEFT for Lincoln Gray’s house, Mark spent a little while talking to Tracy, who had insisted he update her every day.

Then he headed for the mainland. A new chain of banks headquartered in Fort Lauderdale had approached his firm recently about representation, and, since three would definitely have been a crowd in this phase of Allison’s plan, he figured he might as well get some work done.

He didn’t get back to the Hideaway until dusk. He was surprised Allison hadn’t called his cell to report on how the first assault had gone. But if she’d been with Lincoln all day and too absorbed to make a phone call…well, maybe that was all the report he needed.

He felt a small ripple of distaste at the thought, which surprised him. He didn’t give a damn whether Allison’s strategy included doing the hoochie-koochie with Lincoln in a Roman tub full of gold coins and Vaseline. He wasn’t here to guard her chastity—a fortress he suspected Lincoln had breached weeks ago anyhow. He was just here to make sure she didn’t tip Lincoln off and scare him back into hiding.

And, if the jewelry gods were with him, to snatch back the real peacock and replace it with the fake.

The Hideaway’s front lobby was almost empty. On a mild night like this, with a nice breeze whisking away the heat of the day, most of the guests were probably out back, drinking sangria and daiquiris in the courtyard that overlooked the ocean. Through the picture window he could see twinkling white lights swaying on palm fronds, and a glimpse of a glowing turquoise pool.

Danny O’Hara manned the front desk. The kid seemed as surly as ever while he checked in a young couple that were in a big hurry to get to the honeymoon suite.

“Hey,” Mark said with a smile. “Is Ms. Cabot in her room?”

“Beats me.” Danny stared at the printer, which was buzzing out some kind of paperwork. “Maybe Flannery knows. She’s been stuck to her like glue all day.”


“All day?” Mark frowned. How long ago had Allison returned?

Danny yanked the paper out of the printer and slid it across the counter toward the couple. He clearly did not enjoy his reception duties. Luckily, this particular couple wasn’t likely to notice. “Yeah. Flannery dragged her to ballet practice and then to dinner and then to get ice cream.”

That blew Mark’s mental picture of Allison’s afternoon. If she’d carried out her search-and-seduce strategy and still had time for all that, Lincoln must have surrendered in a big hurry.

He was suddenly eager to hear everything, but no one answered when he rapped on the door to her room. He rapped a second time, a little louder, in case she was in the shower.

“She’s not in there,” a small voice behind him said.

He turned. It was one of the twins—the one with the backpack, although he couldn’t remember whether it was Fiona or Flannery. Her hair was tangled, and her green eyes were rimmed in red, as if she might have been crying.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. She went out with dad and Grampa. Everybody is out there.” Her voice quavered. “Everybody but me.”

Mark looked down the hall, hoping for rescue. Even happy eight-year-olds were outside his area of expertise. Weepy ones…forget it.

Unfortunately, the hall was empty.

“Well, then maybe we should go out there, too.” He angled himself toward the staircase, even though the elevator was just a few feet away. He could take on ruthless CEOs and rabid investigative reporters without breaking a sweat, but the idea of getting stuck in a four-by-four box with a bawling kid was enough to give him hives.

He put his hand on the door to the stair. “Shall we?”

Biting her lips together, she shook her head mutely. Two glassy tears as fat as marbles rolled down her cheeks.

Oh, man. He cast one longing look at the stairway to freedom, then came back to the little girl. “Why not? It’ll be fun. I hear music.”

More head shaking. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I hate Fannie.”

“Why?”

“She’s a jerk. She thinks she owns Allison. She won’t let anyone else even talk to her. And she told her a big lie about my backpack.”

He tugged on his earlobe and tried not to laugh. It was amazing. A big lie about a backpack? Apparently even tiny females loved drama and would cook it up out of nothing but smoke and air.

“What did she say?”

“She said my backpack is full of dead lizards and snake snot.”

He couldn’t help himself—the laugh was out, echoing down the hall before he realized it. Even after only one day here, Mark knew that Fiona firmly refused to show anyone the contents of her beloved backpack. So as a smear campaign, Flannery’s accusation was damned creative. When she got about ten years older, she might have a future in politics.

“It’s not funny.” Fiona tucked her thumbs under the straps of her backpack and shifted its weight on her bony shoulders. “It got me in a lot of trouble.”

“How did her comment get you in trouble?”

“Well, I was mad, so I hit her with my backpack, and Mom saw me.” Her lip trembled. “Now I’m not allowed to go downstairs at all tonight, not even to be with Allison.”

Mark thought it over. “That seems a little unfair. I mean, if all you have in there is snake snot, how much could it possibly hurt?”

Finally, Fiona smiled. One corner of her mouth turned up, and a dimple appeared right in the middle of a cluster of freckles. She sniffed back the tears she’d been about to shed and looked Mark over with a curiously adult and appraising look.

“Okay, I’ll show you where Allison is,” she said as if he’d passed some kind of test. “Come on.”

She walked down the hall, away from the elevators, toward the end of the wing that overlooked the water. Mark followed.

“See?” She stubbed her forefinger into the windowpane. “That’s Allison, right at the edge of the patio, under the last palm tree. She’s all alone. I guess she finally got rid of Fannie.”

Mark’s eyes took a minute to adjust. The dusk had turned to full dark and only the patio lights and the half moon were providing any light. The figures milling around were dark, almost shadow-people.


Finally he located the shadow that was Allison. Fiona was a perceptive girl. Allison did seem profoundly alone, even though the others were only a few feet behind her. She had her arms wrapped across her chest, her hands gripping her elbows.

She didn’t look happy. She definitely didn’t look like a woman who had just launched a successful search-and-seduce campaign. Had something gone wrong with the plan?

“It’s okay, you can go,” Fiona said. “I know you want to talk to her. But you’d better hurry. Everybody in the family wants to be with her. And Dad said Mr. Jensen in number six has already got her in his crosshairs.”

Mark smiled. “Thanks. Will you be okay?”

“Yeah. I have to go to bed anyhow. But will you do me a favor?”

“Absolutely. What?”

“Tell her…” She chewed her lower lip and shifted her backpack again. “Tell her Fannie is a big fat liar. Tell her there isn’t any such thing as snake snot.”










CHAPTER SIX



EARLY EVENINGS at the Hideaway were traditionally spent ocean-side, Kate had explained to Allison as they finished their meal in the hotel’s small restaurant. The gathering started slowly, growing as guests trickled in after golf games and seafood dinners. By eight or so, the courtyard was overflowing. The children leaped around like dolphins in the lighted pool, while their parents yawned on the loungers, lulled to a blissful indolence by the rhythm of the tide, just thirty yards away.

Many of the guests seemed like old friends, as if they’d been coming to the Hideaway for years—in a way, more family than Allison herself. They were handsome people, with refined voices and charming white smiles. The women all wore pastel dresses that fluttered in the evening breeze, mismatched, but somehow the same, as if someone had plucked the prettiest long-stemmed wildflowers and arranged them in clusters around the pool. The men wore shorts that showed off their bronzed calves and, between clinking sips of cocktails, they rehashed the day’s bogeys and birdies and the marlin that got away.


Allison hadn’t felt much like socializing, but she’d stayed a while, to be polite. She’d just decided that it was time to say good-night and head upstairs when Mark arrived.

Though she was slightly removed from the others, staring out toward the white foam of the moonlit surf, the noisy O’Hara welcome committee gave her plenty of warning.

As hosts, the O’Haras had great instincts. When any guest first showed up, he was welcomed with a boisterous enthusiasm. However, the minute someone hinted at a preference for solitude, as Allison had, the family backed off and left their guest in peace.

Mark’s arrival caused quite a stir, especially from Flannery. The little girl loved to be the center of attention. She immediately clamored for Mark—or Matt, as she knew him—to “watch this, watch this.” A ripple of laughter passed through the crowd, followed by a messy splash and more laughter.

And then, just a few seconds later, Mark came up behind Allison and touched her shoulder. “Hi, stranger.”

She turned and gave him a smile. “Hi,” she said. “I was looking for you earlier. Did you just get back?”

“Yeah. Business. It took longer than I’d expected, but it went well.” He raised his eyebrows. The moonlight silvered the whites of his eyes. “How about your day? That went well, too, I hope.”

“I’m not sure,” she said. She hesitated. “Not as well as I’d hoped, to tell you the truth.”

He gazed at her a minute. Then he tilted his head toward the beach. “Want to take a walk?”


She glanced toward the pool, where Kate was hanging on to Flannery’s arm, clearly restraining her from following Mark. Several other guests seemed to be eyeing them curiously, too. “We’re supposed to be strangers, remember? You don’t think people will talk?”

“Too late to worry about that.” He grinned. “Fiona just caught me trying to sneak into your hotel room. You’re probably going to have some explaining to do in the morning.”

She groaned. Already Stephen and Kate were taking a very protective attitude toward their newfound granddaughter. She wondered what they’d think of such goings-on. Maybe nothing. Owning a hotel probably gave you a good education in human behavior. She suspected that Kate in particular might be hard to shock.

“Okay, then, let’s go.” She reached down and pulled off her sequined flip-flops. Mark kicked aside his boat shoes and stepped off the small ledge and onto the sand. He held out a hand to help her.

The sand was still warm from the long day and fine enough to sink like an overstuffed cushion beneath her toes. It was very different from the New England beaches she was used to—she felt clumsy and slow, as if she needed snowshoes to keep her balance. They didn’t talk until they reached the harder-packed sand at the water’s edge.

Once there, they turned north instinctively, away from the bright lights of the southern end of the island. He took the side next to the water, in the protective way a man might walk next to the traffic on a busy city sidewalk.


Even so, the foaming breakers sometimes caught the hem of her long skirt. Within fifty paces, the cotton clung to her legs, held in place by sticky saltwater and tiny grits of sand.

“Hang on,” she said. She lifted the damp fabric and bunched it into the belt at her waist, turning her dress into a makeshift miniskirt. “Okay, that’s better.”

The moonlight that had been glinting against his eyes disappeared as he glanced down to check out her bared thighs.

“It certainly is,” he agreed with a smile.

She wasn’t sure why she felt such a foolish rush of pleased warmth. It wasn’t as if she never got compliments on her looks—especially her legs. She might not have a double-D bra, but she did have respectable legs.

Maybe it was because of Lincoln. Because of his strange reaction to her today…

“So, tell me,” Mark said as they picked up their walking rhythm again. “Did you see him?”

“I did. He was still at the house when I got there, although I almost missed him. He was about to leave for a tennis match.”

“What happened when he saw you? Was he shocked?”

“Yeah. And that’s an understatement. I’ve never seen him so unhinged, so at a loss for words. He’s very suave, you know. He always knows exactly what to say. But when he saw me standing there, he just froze, like a fish on a dock, mouth open and gasping for breath.”


Mark chuckled. “I wish I’d been there to see that.”

“It didn’t last long. He pulled himself together pretty well. He asked me why I’d come.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Exactly what we’d planned. At first I wasn’t sure it would work. I thought he wasn’t even going to let me in. But eventually, when I started talking about what a mistake the prenup had been and how much I wanted to make it all up to him, he decided he was willing to hear me out.”

“I’ll bet he did.”

Another couple slowly strolling toward them was getting near, so they walked a few steps in silence. Mark scooped up a flat shell and tossed it into the ocean. It skipped a couple of times, a pale white disc against the smoldering black water, then disappeared.

“So,” he said when the other couple’s path crossed theirs and they had finally ambled out of earshot. “How did it feel? To see him again.”

She’d been thinking about this all day, wondering why it had felt so much more uncomfortable than she’d anticipated.

“Weird,” she said. “It was like—” She adjusted her skirt, tucking it tighter into her belt. “It was as if the whole thing had just been a book I read, or a dream. All of it. Meeting him, getting engaged, planning the wedding. While I was dreaming, it seemed so vivid. But now that I’m awake, it’s as if it never happened. I look at him and he’s a complete stranger. I can’t even remember what it felt like to—”

She broke off. How could she explain how foolish she felt, how ashamed? She tried again. “What it felt like to—”

“To love him?” He wasn’t looking at her. He seemed to be scanning the wet, shadowy beach for more shells. “To make love to him?”

She winced, remembering. That dreaming woman had indeed been Lincoln Gray’s lover. For a minute, she felt a flush of anger, as if someone had drugged her then taken advantage of her.

But even if that were true, the drug had been one she’d administered to herself. The narcotic of an easy fix. She’d taken it for the same reasons anyone took any drug. She’d been afraid to face her loneliness. She’d been desperate to make it go away.

“If you’re asking whether I slept with him, the answer is yes. I was going to marry him, wasn’t I? Why shouldn’t I have sex with him?”

“No reason at all,” he said. “It was just a question, not a judgment. But I’m sorry. Perhaps it’s none of my business.”

“No, it’s okay. I didn’t mean to snap. I guess I’m just defensive because I feel so damn stupid. And today—” She took a breath of salty air. “Today made me feel even worse. It was so strange, but there I was, holding out my heart and my money in both hands, offering them to him with no strings attached, and yet I got the feeling he wasn’t really interested.”

“Do you think he sensed the trap? Do you think he didn’t believe you?”

“No. He believed me. He was enjoying that part, you could tell. But behind the ego trip of seeing me beg, there was real reluctance. It was as if he knew he’d caught a big fish, but he didn’t want it, and he wished he could throw it back.”

Mark stopped. “That’s crazy,” he said.

She stopped, too. Her feet sank slightly into the cool sand, and a bubble-edged wave popped around her ankles.

“Maybe not. Maybe he wasn’t ever attracted to me in the first place. Maybe pretending to be in love with me was an ordeal he’s not eager to repeat.”

Mark shook his head. “Impossible. He’s a bastard, but he’s not blind.”

It was nice of him to say so, and it helped a little—like someone touching a balm to scraped skin—but she knew he was just being polite. She remembered the rakish gleam in his eyes as he described Lincoln’s new target, Janelle Greenwood.

“He wouldn’t have to be blind. He might just sincerely prefer another kind of woman. Maybe Janelle is more—”

“For God’s sake, Allison. Don’t let him do this to you. Surely you know that you are—” He took hold of her upper arms. “You are an extremely desirable woman.”

His face was very close to hers, and for a minute she thought he might kiss her. The moon was behind him, casting a glow around his dark head. The tide nudged him toward her, and the moment felt magical.

She didn’t move. She wanted him to kiss her. Maybe it was just her wounded pride, needing reassurance, but suddenly she wanted it very much.


After a couple of tantalizing seconds, in which she opened her lips and tasted the salty air, he let go of her arms. The expression on his face was bland enough to make her wonder if she’d imagined the whole thing.

“Heck, you don’t need any more flattery,” he said with a half smile. “Since we got here, not an hour has gone by without your grandfather and uncle bending someone’s ear about the gorgeous Allison. This morning Flannery told one of the housekeepers that you look like a princess. I hear Fiona is writing a sonnet about you.”

Allison had to laugh. Though lovely, the O’Hara compliments really were over the top. And coming from family, they didn’t really say anything about her sex appeal anyway. They saw her with loving eyes. More precisely, they didn’t really see her at all. They saw her mother and their hearts overflowed.

Besides, the whole lot of them were supremely Irish. Blarney poured out of them as naturally as water from a spring.

But she didn’t argue with Mark about it. She would have seemed ungrateful—which she wasn’t.

It also would have looked as if she were fishing for a compliment. Which, she was ashamed to realize, she was.

“They’ve all been fantastic,” she said quickly to cover the awkward moment. “There’s nothing like a big family, is there? I wish I’d grown up with one. Do you have other siblings, besides Tracy?”

“No, it’s just the two of us. We’ve got about a dozen cousins, though, and they live nearby, so there’s always plenty of chaos.”


“Two is enough. That’s what Lincoln and I had planned. Two. A girl and a boy. Close together, so they wouldn’t ever feel lonely.” She felt herself flushing again, realizing how gullible she had been. She’d really believed that Lincoln longed for children, too. “At least that was my plan.”

Mark didn’t answer right away. He’d angled away from her and was absorbed in watching the water. She’d probably said too much, let it all get too personal.

But she couldn’t stop trying to analyze the fiasco. What exactly had made her so blind? What vulnerability had Lincoln glimpsed and exploited so easily? She was a strong woman—or thought she was. Had loneliness silently eaten away at her foundations, the way underground currents bored tunnels in the sand until the seemingly firm earth collapsed in sinkholes?

She toed the foam and listened to the rumble of the tide. Its wet hiss, its dull battering against the sand, reminded her of the sound the rain made when it pummeled the windows of her father’s Boston town house.

It had stormed like that the Christmas she was eight, the same age as the twins were now. That year, she’d begged for a Franny doll, which had a computer chip inside and could speak more than a hundred words. Franny, Franny, she’s your friend, smiling little girls on the TV commercial promised.

But her father hadn’t bought a Franny doll. Instead he’d given her a magnificent Lalique crystal bird, two feet tall and so expensive she was forbidden to take it off the shelf. That night, as the rain fiddled with her window, looking for a way in, the bird had stared at her with its unblinking glass eyes. Finally, she’d climbed onto the bookcase and covered it with her pillowcase. Then she’d cried herself to sleep.

“I wonder,” she said now, “if maybe I was using Lincoln just as much as he was using me. He wanted my money. I wanted children. More than anything. I already had their names picked out. And I could see them so clearly, the clothes they’d wear, the games they’d play. I could even see their parakeets and hamsters.”

Finally Mark turned, looking at her over his shoulder. “Lots of women have those dreams. Most of them do, in fact. I’ve never met one who didn’t.”

“I know. But I had it backward. In all those dreams, I never saw Lincoln. Not one single time. It was as if, once he’d provided the DNA, he just vanished from the picture.” She smiled feebly. “So what does that make me?”

“It makes you normal.” Mark shrugged. The movement seemed harsh and abrupt. “You know, if you’re asking me to feel sorry for Lincoln Gray, you’re going to be disappointed.”

“No, I wasn’t… I—”

He took her arms again, and this time there was no tenderness in the touch. “Look. If you’re going to nail him, you’ve got to get tough. He knows about those dreams. My sister had them, too. He takes them, and he stomps them like eggshells. So I need to be sure where you stand, Allison. Are you going to go soft now that you’ve seen him again? Are you going to start blaming yourself instead of him? Because if you are, I’m going to handle this myself, my own way.”


“Yes,” she said. His fingers were strong and her arms stung, distracting her. “I mean, no. No, I’m not going to go soft.”

“Good.” He nodded. “Then stop trying to make this your fault. Get mean. And let’s go get this guy.”

 

WHEN SHE’D LEFT HIS HOUSE yesterday, Lincoln had promised that he’d call the next morning. While she waited, trying not to fret—what if he didn’t call? —she spent a few hours helping Moira, her uncle Roddy’s wife, with the Hideaway’s biweekly shopping.

It was a huge job and Moira handled it like a commander in chief. She deployed the twins to bring back the basics, like bread and milk and eggs, while she negotiated the best marbled cuts of meat and the freshest fish.

Each of them pushed a separate cart, as did Allison, and before they hit the checkout line all four wagons were overflowing. Apparently even a small restaurant in a small hotel went through a shocking amount of food.

They were loading everything into the white hotel van, with O’Hara’s Hideaway written on the side in red script, when Allison’s cell phone finally rang.

Relief flooded through her when she saw the caller ID. It was Lincoln. She hadn’t failed after all.

The twins were watching alertly. She dug the phone out of her pocket and, with an apologetic smile, turned sideways for at least a little privacy.

Lincoln sounded edgy. He wanted to talk, he said. Did she know The Boathouse? It was a little café at the edge of the marina.


She told him she knew it. That wasn’t technically true, but she could glimpse the masts bobbing in the marina just beyond the rooftops, and she was sure she could find it. He seemed to be in a hurry and wanted to meet there in fifteen minutes.

She agreed. When she clicked off, she turned to Moira. “I hate to bail out before I help you put all this food away, but is there any chance you could drop me off at the marina? I need to meet someone at The Boathouse for lunch.”

Moira didn’t let her intelligent eyes reveal any curiosity. “No problem,” she said. “Ordinarily I do the shopping alone anyhow if the girls are at school. And The Boathouse isn’t far. I can have you there in about ten minutes.”

“Can I go, too?” Flannery slipped her hand into Allison’s and smiled up at her, confident that she would say yes. As usual, Fiona was silent, but her big green eyes were locked on Allison, waiting for the answer.

Allison wondered what Lincoln would say if she arrived with twins in tow. She had a sudden mental picture of his face hardening, which took her breath away. Her subconscious had known this all along, but her conscious mind had blocked it.

Lincoln didn’t really much like kids.

Moira stepped in. “Of course you can’t go, you pests. First, Allison hasn’t invited you. Second, you have skipped violin practice for three days straight. As soon as we get home, you’re going straight to the garage.”

Flannery groaned. “Mom!” But when Moira stared at her with a look even Allison could read, Flannery gave up with a heavy sigh. “She makes us practice in the garage. Can you believe it?”

“She’d believe it if she ever heard you play,” Moira said, laughing. “Now get in the car and stop pestering your cousin.”

Allison felt terrible, but she knew she couldn’t give up this chance to be alone with Lincoln. “Tell you what. I’ll take you both somewhere tomorrow, just the three of us. How about that?”

Fiona nodded eagerly, but Flannery was more cynical. “Grown-ups always say that. Daddy promises all kinds of stuff, but then he always has to work. Do you really mean it?”

Allison smiled. “I really do. I’m on vacation right now, so I have lots of time. I promise.”

Flannery tilted her head. “Invoke the O’Hara oath.”

“Fannie,” Moira broke in wearily. “Leave her a—”

“What’s the O’Hara oath?”

“Raise your right hand.” Flannery nodded solemnly when Allison complied. “Repeat after me. ‘I swear by my O’Hara blood and my uncle Rory’s rump—’”

Moira groaned. Even Fiona giggled. But somehow Allison managed to keep a straight face while she repeated the words.

“That I will take Flannery and Fiona somewhere fantastic tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow,” Moira put in firmly. “Weekends are too busy, as you very well know. Maybe Monday.”

Flannery wrinkled her nose. “Okay. That I will take Flannery and Fiona somewhere fantastic on Monday.”

Allison repeated the words faithfully.


The twins exchanged awed looks. “She really did it.”

“The O’Hara oath,” Moira explained, “is unbreakable. If you try, the fairies will spirit you away and feast on your bones.”

“Mom,” Fiona said urgently. “Don’t call them that. You know Grampa said they have to be called the ‘good people.’”

“Sorry.” Moira rolled her eyes over her daughter’s head. “Grandpa tells far too many stories about the ‘good people,’ if you ask me.”

“Anyhow,” Flannery said with a this-is-the-last-word tone in her voice. “No one breaks the O’Hara oath and that’s that.”

Allison grinned as she got into the van and buckled up. The O’Hara oath didn’t scare her. She wasn’t afraid of becoming fairy food. She had no intention of breaking her promise.

Nope. The truth was, she liked the oath. And, more importantly, she liked having O’Hara blood to swear on.










CHAPTER SEVEN



THE BOATHOUSE RESTAURANT was perched so close to the edge of the marina it seemed in danger of toppling into the water. Or it would have been, if there’d been enough room for anything to fall between those close-packed pleasure crafts. At least a hundred boats, some as big as yachts and others no more than glorified canoes, nosed up to the docks like remora fish suctioning themselves onto a shark.

Allison took her seat at Lincoln’s table, which was the best, of course. Right up against the railing. She was near enough to the first slip, which held a boat named Last Laff, to count the minnows in the owner’s bait box.

“Thanks for getting here so quickly,” Lincoln said while she unfolded her napkin. “I know it was short notice.”

Heck, yeah, it was short notice, so short it was downright insulting. Like getting a summons from your boss— Hey you, ten-hut, front and center in fifteen minutes.

But living with her father had taught Allison how to hide her emotions, so she just smiled. “No problem at all,” she said. “I was glad you called.”


She sounded sincere—which pleased her. Maybe this wouldn’t be as hard as she’d feared. To her surprise, she wasn’t nearly as unnerved by the sight of Lincoln as she had been yesterday.

The first is the worst. That’s what their longtime housekeeper, Loretta, used to say whenever Allison had to do something unpleasant, like eat a bowl of okra or read a boring chapter in her history book. Just hold your nose and get started, honey, Loretta would say. The first is the worst.

“You sound surprised. But I did tell you I’d call,” Lincoln reminded her.

She somehow managed not to snort—was he implying that he always did whatever he promised to do? It was a little too soon to be trying that tack, especially with her.

“Anyhow,” he said quickly as if the thought had occurred to him, too. “I ordered you a Caesar salad. They’re good here. I hope that’s all right.”

“Of course.” Boy, he really was in a hurry, wasn’t he? She wondered if he had a date with Janelle Greenwood later. The anxious feeling crept back in. “You know what I like.”

“Good. Well, then, I think we should talk, don’t you? About what you said yesterday.”

She nodded. “I meant what I said, Lincoln. Every word of it. I love you. I want to prove that to you. Just tell me how.”

Behind his neutral expression, he was studying her. His fingers thrummed against the tablecloth, which was a thin cotton designed to look like a brightly colored beach towel.


“I know it won’t be easy to make you trust me again,” she went on, feeling her way, trying to read his body language, the tiny, involuntary muscles in his face. “But I have to try. When I think of how strong our—”

She almost said “love” again, but decided against it. She’d always possessed the WASP reserve her father instilled in her, even when she and Lincoln had been in bed together. If she started shouting gooey love talk from the rooftops, he’d know she was acting.

“When I think how strong our feelings were, I can’t help hoping that you want to try, too. Surely you don’t want to lose all that, just because I made one mistake?”

He began to answer, but just then a Jet Ski at the edge of the marina powered up, filling the air with noise and the smell of gasoline. The two excited teenagers aboard shrieked an adrenaline-soaked sound, circled once, then roared out to open water.

Lincoln watched them go, his eyes slightly narrowed, as if the clamor and the stink offended him. A tiny ripple of relief, the first she’d felt since the jilting, made its way through her veins.

Maybe she had been lucky, after all. She might have to face loneliness again. She might have to postpone the family she longed for. But at least Amanda Anne and Michael Joseph would not have this man for a father.

As soon as the words formed in her mind, his expression changed completely, leaving her to wonder if she’d misinterpreted it all along. He smiled at the diminishing Jet Ski, then turned to her.

“They’re fun, aren’t they? Maybe, if we stay here a while, we should rent one. Although it’s been a while since I’ve driven one of those things. I’ll probably break every bone in my body.”

She felt confused. This smile was the one she remembered—playful, self-effacing, lighthearted. Its warmth radiated toward her and she felt her own lips smiling instinctively in return.

“Let’s risk it,” she said. “I’ll bet we wouldn’t break all our bones. And even if we did, it would be worth it.”

“Would it? That doesn’t sound like you, Allie,” he said softly. “You weren’t ever much of a risk-taker.”

“I know. But look what playing it safe cost me. It cost me the man I planned to marry.”

“Allie—”

“Lincoln, please believe me.” She leaned forward and put her hand over his. He was wearing the signet ring she’d given him yesterday—a good sign, surely. Its heavy gold face was cold against her warm palm. “I’ve learned from my mistakes. I’ve learned that some risks are worth taking.”

The waitress set two large bowls full of Caesar salad on the table and placed a bread bowl in between. “Anything else right now?”

Lincoln shook his head. “No, we’re fine, thanks.”

The waitress walked toward the next table, tucking the tray under her arm. Allison watched her go—when suddenly a movement behind Lincoln’s shoulder caught her eye. Her gaze shifted briefly, and she gasped before she could stop herself.

At the table right behind them, a man had just been seated. It was Mark Travers.

She told herself she shouldn’t be surprised. She’d sent him a text message on the way to The Boathouse, letting him know what Lincoln had suggested.

She hadn’t been asking Mark to come. She’d merely been sharing her triumph that Lincoln had nibbled at the hook. And yet here he was.

Their gazes locked. Her cheeks flamed and she fought the urge to pull back her hand from Lincoln’s, as if she’d been caught doing something wrong.

But that didn’t make sense. Romancing Lincoln was exactly what she was supposed to be doing. In fact, Mark looked quite pleased. He gave her a discreet thumbs-up before reaching for his menu.

“What’s wrong?” Lincoln frowned. He started to swivel in his seat.

She grasped his hand tighter, holding him in place.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said. “It’s just that you haven’t said anything and I don’t know what you’re thinking. Talk to me, Lincoln. Tell me what it will take to get you back.”

“Allie, I don’t know if—”

“Give me a chance to show you how much I care. I know! I’ll buy a boat, Lincoln, just like the one we rented at the Cape. You loved that boat. We could sail off on it together. It would be just the two of us, just us and the ocean and the stars. It would be wonderful. Out there, I really think we could find our way back to each other.”

He shook his head. “Allie, listen to me. It’s not that easy. We can’t just go right back to where we were…before.”

Frustrated, she searched for another hunk of bait to dangle. She had to be careful. A few monetary temptations made sense—after all, she was supposedly trying to prove that the prenuptial agreement had been a mistake, and that she trusted him with all her assets.

But if she just kept listing goodies, one after another, like a mother trying to get a picky child to eat, he’d see through it soon enough. He might be a liar and a thief, but he wasn’t an idiot.

“All right,” she said. “I understand. I’m willing to wait, as long as you tell me there’s still a chance.”

He nodded slowly. “Of course there’s still a chance.”

Her sigh of relief was only partly fake. She really was glad to hear his answer. She couldn’t read him. She couldn’t tell if he was just playing hard to get, testing her, or whether this plan was doomed because he had found a younger, prettier, richer target.

“But I want us to take it slowly,” he went on. “We both need to think. We need to spend time together, sort things out. We can’t rush into this again. We don’t want to make any more mistakes.”

“No,” she agreed humbly. “Of course not.”

“Have you told the O’Haras about us? About the…the wedding, I mean?”

She shook her head. “I’ve only just met them after all these years apart. We’re still like strangers, really. It isn’t something I felt comfortable sharing.”

He seemed pleased. He probably feared that the O’Haras would prove to be just as thorny, as overly protective, as her father’s lawyer.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell them anything yet,” he said. “We need to work this out together, just the two of us. With no outside interference.”


“Of course,” she said again. She bit her lower lip, trying to find the perfect tone to take with this last question. “Lincoln, can I ask you one more thing?”

His face tensed, immediately guarded. “What?”

“There isn’t… I mean, when you didn’t show up at the church, I had to wonder. There’s no one else, is there? No other woman?”

Mark’s table must have been close enough for him to hear their conversation. Though he was reading his menu, his body was unnaturally still, his head tilted toward them. She wondered if he was waiting for the answer as eagerly as she was.

“I’m going to be completely honest with you, Allison,” Lincoln said. “I have been dating someone. But not while you and I were engaged. I met her a couple of weeks ago, after I came back to Sole Grande.”

She tried to look shocked. “You did? So soon after…after me?”

“You hurt me, Allie. I was feeling pretty low. Company helped.”

Mark’s menu twitched and Allison could see that his grip on the cardboard was tense. She felt the same indignation tightening her own muscles. Man, that took a lot of nerve, blaming his seduction of Janelle Greenwood on Allison.

She dragged her gaze away from Mark, though frankly it was comforting to know he was there. It made the whole experience more like a Mission: Impossible escapade and less like a groveling humiliation.

She swallowed her annoyance, hoping Lincoln would interpret her tension as jealousy, or perhaps just fear of losing him.

“I guess that’s fair enough. But this woman. Do you…do you love her?”

He shook his head and his blue eyes narrowed, shining slightly, as if from too much repressed pain. He started to speak twice before he managed to do so.

“Of course not,” he said. “How can you ask me that, Allie? How could I fall in love with anyone when I’m still in love with you?”

Behind them, Mark shook his head helplessly. He caught her eye. Wow, he mouthed. He shook his head again. Wow.

She had to agree.

Much as she hated to admit it, Lincoln Gray was good.

 

MOSTLY, when Daniel was at The Mangrove, he would do anything they asked. Someday he planned to have his own hotel and he needed to learn as much as he could.

Sure, he’d grown up at his family’s place, but O’Hara’s Hideaway was small potatoes. Not small as in cheap or trashy, more like what was called a boutique hotel. But still, you had to know how the big boys did it. You had to think like a major-league player if you ever expected to climb out of the farm team.

So it didn’t matter what the bosses wanted—a substitute coach for the kiddy tennis clinic, a pilot to glide the electric boat around for a moonlight cruise, a cabana boy, a rush room-service delivery or even just some poor schmuck to empty trash cans in the bar—Daniel was there.

He got a reputation as the go-to guy, because he always said yes. He was pretty proud of that—especially since, at the Hideaway, his grandfather’s nickname for him was “milk dud,” and his dad called him “slacker Dan.”

The plan had backfired on him today, though. Today Mr. Marley needed someone ASAP to pick up shards of glass in the first-floor ladies’ lounge, where a giant mirror had inexplicably decided to jump off the wall.

He still said yes, of course, but damn it. He hated bathroom duty. Especially the ladies’ bathroom. No matter how many signs he set up announcing it was out of service, some gorgeous chick inevitably came barreling in, squealing in shock when she saw him there looking totally geekville with his mop or his plunger or whatever.

Today was no exception. He’d just managed to sweep up the last of the glistening slivers—which had a tendency to hide in the grout between floor tiles—when, just like clockwork, a woman came busting in. Couldn’t possibly read the sign, of course not. Having a lipstick emergency, no doubt. Or else in some white-hot heat to brush her hair.

But for once he was wrong. This one was crying, or maybe puking. She had a big tissue held up to her face and her head was bowed.

Oh, man. He felt himself going hot all over. It was Janelle.

She went straight to the first sink and began to run some cold water. She didn’t even seem to notice him there. But when she started splashing the water on her face, she looked into the mirror and boom. She saw him.

What the heck was he supposed to say? “Hi” would be retarded, as if he didn’t understand what was so weird about the whole scene. “I’m sorry,” which felt the most natural, was too pathetic. He didn’t need to apologize for doing his job. And he had put out two signs.

“Oh, Danny. I’m so glad it’s you,” she said, solving the problem in the nicest possible way. She pulled off about six paper towels, soaked them under the running water and pressed them against her cheeks. She tried to smile at him in the mirror. “I’m sorry to interrupt your work. I was—I wasn’t thinking, and…”

“It’s okay. I’m almost finished.” He paused. “Are you okay?”

Her gaze shifted, so that she stared at her own reflection rather than his. She must have realized that she looked pretty upset. Her cheeks were red and so were her eyes. A hank of hair stuck to her cheek, glued by either her tears or the water.

She still looked gorgeous, though. He wished he could tell her so, because it was obvious she was embarrassed.

She peeled the hair away slowly and patted her cheeks again with the paper towels, which were mostly soggy pulp by now.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “I just—I just let myself get upset about something stupid. It’s nothing. Really, nothing.”

“That’s good,” he said. But he couldn’t help wondering what had happened. Maybe he could ask at the front desk if she’d had any visitors and then figure it out from there.

He tried to remember the morning. She had played tennis with Lincoln early, but that had gone okay. He’d watched the whole match from the pro-shop window. She’d lost, of course, but no big deal.

Daniel had expected Lincoln and Janelle to eat lunch together afterward, as they usually did, but they hadn’t. He’d seen Lincoln zooming out of the parking lot just before noon. Driving that awesome BMW that made Daniel’s mouth water every time.

Janelle turned off the faucet. “It’s funny,” she said, still looking at her own reflection, almost as if she were talking to herself. “Funny how the clichés you’ve heard all your life can turn out to be absolutely true.” She focused on him. “You know what I mean?”

He fidgeted with the broom. “I guess so,” he said. “I guess that’s why they’re clichés.”

“You know the one about how people who listen at doors never hear anything good about themselves?”

He smiled. If she only knew how many times he’d heard it. It was his mother’s favorite saying. She’d used it on him and now she was using it on the twins. Apparently something about owning a hotel made it too tempting to eavesdrop on the oddball guests. He’d never forget the Bilsons, who had called each other “pookey” and “yum-yum” even while they were discussing how annoying it was that their rich aunt Mavis wouldn’t hurry up and die.

“Yeah, I know that one,” he said, and he saw his reflection nod in the mirror. He hated the way he looked, huddling in the corner of the ladies’ bathroom like some pervert, with his hair all sweaty and frizzing. A sliver of glass twinkled in his hair. He had no idea what to do with the broom, either.

But she didn’t seem to be put off. That was one of the great things about her. She always talked to him as if he were a real person. He didn’t get much of that these days, not since the troubles last winter. He’d been in social lockdown ever since his dad bailed him out of jail that night, and there was no parole in sight.

He was lucky to get work release. Which was why he worked 24/7.

“Well, it’s true,” she said. She wasn’t tearing up anymore, but her eyes still looked clouded. She turned and faced him straight on for the first time. “Take my advice, Daniel. Don’t go looking for trouble. If you do, you’re very likely to find it.”

He gripped the broom handle tighter, to stop himself from reaching out to touch her. He’d like to make that sad expression go away. And he had the feeling he could. If only he weren’t seventeen…and forbidden to socialize with guests.

“Do you want to talk about it?” He shifted his feet awkwardly. “About whatever the trouble is?”

She hesitated a second, as if she were thinking it over. As if she might like to tell him. As if she, too, believed he might be able to help.

She shook her head.

“No, I don’t think so,” she said. She tossed her paper towels into the silver canister and then walked toward him, her heels clicking on the elegant tile floor. When she got real close, she touched her hand to his forearm. “But you’re very sweet to ask. If I ever do need a friend, I’ll know where to look.”

He nodded, mute with a hyperawareness of her perfume. He pressed his back against the wall, trying to remember what Mr. Marley would say if he walked in right now.

Suddenly, without the least bit of warning, she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

And then she left. Which was a very good thing, because the touch of her lips went through him like a bolt of lightning. The minute the door swung shut, Daniel slid down the flocked wallpaper, groaning, and sank heavily to his knees.










CHAPTER EIGHT



“OH, HOW I LOVE Monday-morning breakfast,” Kate O’Hara said as she poured herself a second cup of coffee and stretched back against her chair with a happy groan. “It’s the only serene hour of the entire week.”

“Absolutely,” Moira said, nodding. “Thank the dear Lord for the turn.”

Everyone at the table murmured agreement. Allison, however, had no idea what they were talking about. “The turn?”

Moira smiled. “That’s what we call the lull between the weekend visitors checking out and the new group checking in. Now that we have computer billing, the only people who have to hustle on Monday mornings are the housekeepers. At this very moment, they’re turning bed linens like dervishes.”

She glanced toward the doorway, where you could just barely see the staircase. “I feel a little guilty.”

Roddy touched her shoulder. “Don’t you dare. Take a minute and sit with the ones who love you. We see little enough of you as it is.”

At least for the moment, the family had the Hideaway dining room to themselves and they all crowded elbow to elbow at one table—Kate and Stephen, Moira and Roddy, the twins, even Daniel, though he looked as though he’d rather be elsewhere.

When Allison had first entered the room, she’d hesitated, unsure where to sit. But when they saw her pause near another table they’d made quite a fuss.

“Sure and aren’t you an O’Hara?” Stephen had queried with a scowl. “Don’t you have the O’Hara shamrock in your eyes, the O’Hara fire in your hair?”

Did she? Allison hadn’t ever thought of herself as a redhead. Her father, in fact, had roughly corrected anyone who dared to say so. She had a touch of auburn highlights, that was all. Only when she was foolish enough to stay out in the sun too long could anyone legitimately call those highlights red. And he never allowed her to do that.

This was the first time she’d realized how thoroughly O’Hara the highlights were. They showed up, to one degree or another, on every woman with the name. The twins had so much it looked as if their heads really were on fire.

When she finished her eggs, Flannery began to play with her hair, primping a little, which was a waste of time, of course. Sadly, nothing short of a can of shellac could tame those curls. Allison could empathize.

“Grampa says redheaded women are unlucky, Allison,” she said. She looked around the table with an exaggerated air of drama. “I guess this is the unluckiest family in the world.”

“Redheads aren’t unlucky to themselves, Fannie,” Stephen corrected. “The bad luck is to the men who come near them. They’re likely to get caught in the spell and wander after them, forgetting their homes and mothers.”

“Dad.” Roddy shook his head. “Don’t fill their heads with nonsense.”

“Oh, and are you brave enough to call it that?” Stephen rose up in his seat, his voice booming. “I’m older and wiser than you, Roderick O’Hara, and I know there are things in heaven and earth that would shock you to your shorts.”

Fannie giggled, which earned her a dark look from her dad. Allison watched her grandfather, wondering if he really believed half the old Irish superstitions he loved to spout. He did seem to be hamming it up a bit.

Just yesterday, Fannie had told her that whenever Stephen washed his hands, he called out a warning to the good people, who, he said, liked to know when there would be water coming through.

Chuckling now, Stephen caught Allison’s gaze. His hazel-green eyes sparkled and all of a sudden he winked. Allison smiled back, enjoying the secret camaraderie.

“It’s Matt!” Flannery jumped up from the table as Mark entered the room, looking dark and marvelous in jeans and a crisp white dress shirt. For now, he was the only other guest in the hotel. “Come sit with us, Matt!”

Allison had a moment of confusion before she remembered that they’d been introduced to Mark as Matt. Now that she’d come to know her family a little better, she wondered whether the charade was necessary. She would ask Mark what he thought, the next time they had a moment alone.


But for now, she had to go with the flow. Flannery had grabbed Mark’s hand and was dragging him to the table. “There’s room, come on, sit down.”

Mark looked amused. “I don’t think so, kiddo,” he said. “There’s not a spare inch. Not unless I sit on your lap.”

Fannie laughed. “You’d squish me.”

“My point exactly.” Mark tugged at one of Flannery’s curls, then sent a smile around the table. “Morning, everyone.”

Daniel stood up, making such a scrape with his chair that it could be heard even over the answering chorus of hellos. “You can have my chair. I’ve got to get to work.”

It wasn’t the most gracious offer in the world, but Allison had seen enough of Daniel to know it wasn’t personal. Mark thanked him for the seat, and the two of them shook hands, which made Daniel’s scowl retreat for a split second. Then Moira tried to kiss him goodbye, which unfortunately brought it right back again.

Allison’s heart went out to the boy. It was so hard being a teenager. Allison remembered it well—except that, at her house, there had been no tolerance for rebellion, no latitude for acting out. She’d had to keep it all bottled inside and she used to think that someday she’d pop like an overblown balloon.

“So what’s on everyone’s agenda today?” Kate seemed to be asking Allison and Mark in particular. Probably each of the O’Haras already had a round of duties set out for them. Running the Hideaway was definitely a family affair.


“I’m taking the twins on a picnic this afternoon,” Allison said. “If the weather is nice enough.”

“It will be.” Flannery nodded firmly. She turned to her grandfather. “Allison took the O’Hara oath.”

“Then of course the rain won’t dare to fall,” he said somberly. “Not if she’s taken the oath.”

Allison looked at Mark, who was grinning. She wondered if he’d been forced to take the O’Hara oath already, too. Much as she liked to believe that her status here was special, she could tell that these people treated everyone under their roof like family.

She crossed her fingers and said a prayer for sunshine. Otherwise, she was quite sure she’d be eating soggy sandwiches under a dripping umbrella.

“This morning, though, I’m planning to do a little shopping.” She paused for effect. “I’ve been invited to a dance tonight and I need something special.”

That got plenty of attention from the table. Everyone wanted to know who her date was. Everyone but Mark, who already knew that Lincoln had invited her to Moonlight and Music Monday at The Mangrove.

She explained as honestly as she could that she had a friend here on the island—someone she used to be involved with—and that they were going to spend some time together to see if they wanted to try again. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it wasn’t quite a lie, either. Mark’s approving expression told her that she was doing pretty well.

Even better, it was clear that none of the O’Haras had ever heard of Lincoln.

“Anyhow, last night I went through the clothes I brought and decided I packed all the wrong things. There’s nothing quite right for dancing under the stars.”

That was something of an understatement, too. She’d tossed around her carefully arranged hangers, trying on every single stitch of clothing she’d brought. It wasn’t just the thought of sexy Janelle Greenwood that made it all seem so wrong. It was Moira and Kate and all the soft, feminine dresses worn by the guests at the Hideaway.

Heck, compared to Allison, even the twins had fashion pizzazz.

Why on earth had she brought so many business suits to the beach? No wonder Lincoln seemed lukewarm about rekindling their romance. She was a stick in the mud, and her clothes showed it. She was cold and stiff and boring.

And repressed, repressed, repressed.

“Do you want me to go with you?” Moira looked eager, as if she loved a good shop. “I know a great boutique that has some wonderful cocktail dresses, and—”

“Oh, no,” Roddy broke in. “Women should never dress to please each other. Look at what you do for your proms and even your weddings. You get it all wrong.” He looked over at Mark. “Isn’t that right, Matt?”

“I think it might be,” he said. “Especially that thing you do with your hair. Those piled-high curls, that hard-as-plastic Medusa look.” He grimaced. “Men hate it.”

Moira scowled at both of them. “I’d suggest that you guys could take her, but she’d probably end up looking like a—” she glanced at Flannery, who was listening so hard her eyes bulged “—streetwalker.”


Roddy twitched his eyebrows. “Perfect!”

“Mom, what’s a—”

“I’d love some help,” Allison said quickly. “I don’t want to look trashy, but I don’t want to look stiff and plastic, either. Do you really have the time to come along?”

Moira’s face fell. “Damn it,” she said, then cast another guilty look at the girls. “No. I don’t. And neither does Roddy. The plumber’s coming in half an hour. We’ve got a leak somewhere and none of us can find it. It’s costing us a fortune on our water bill.” She sighed heavily. “Darn. It sounded like such fun.”

“I’m sorry,” Allison said. “But if you can give me directions to the store, I’ll be fine.”

Stephen had been watching the exchange in silence, his gaze moving slowly between Allison and Mark.

“Why don’t you take her, Matt?” He took a sip of his coffee, checking out the younger man over the rim of the cup. “You’re young enough and you’re a pretty snappy dresser. And you’re on vacation, right? What better way to spend your time than dressing a beautiful woman?” He chuckled. “Except perhaps undressing her.”

“Dad!” Moira’s protest was perfunctory and Kate didn’t bother to reprimand him at all. Apparently everyone knew that trying to put a muzzle on Stephen was a fool’s errand.

“I’d love to,” Mark said, holding Allison’s gaze.

“Good,” Stephen said. He stood up, and the others began to rise, too, as if he alone were in charge of convening and dismissing all family gatherings.


As they headed to the door, he put his arm around Mark’s shoulders. “Just don’t let her buy anything green, son. It’s an unlucky color for the Irish. And if it’s a love affair she’s after rekindling, she’ll be needing a bit of luck.”

Allison had to smile. It might be foolish Irish superstition, but truer words were never spoken. She would definitely be needing a bit of luck.

 

TWO HOURS LATER, though Mark had refused to let Allison even touch anything in any of the forty shades of green, he knew that they had just run out of luck.

Janelle Greenwood walked into the store.

Allison picked that moment to come tiptoeing out of the dressing room. She was wearing the most exotic of all the gowns she’d lugged in, and she was a nervous wreck, tugging on the hem to drag it down, plucking at the neckline to lift it up.

“What do you think?” She frowned down her cleavage. “I’d have to superglue it in all the strategic places and I already know what Moira would say. Maybe that one with the peacock feathers is better. Who knows, maybe he’ll give me the peacock to wear with—”

She glanced up and saw Janelle.

The look on Allison’s face was priceless. Part of Mark felt sorry for her, but the other part wished like hell he’d brought a camera.

She blushed from head to toe. And, given the size of the dress, he could pretty much confirm that every square inch of skin was involved.


“It looks fabulous,” he said calmly. “Red is definitely your color.”

She didn’t seem to be able to speak. She looked over her shoulder toward the dressing room, as if it were a rabbit hole and she wanted desperately to run to ground. But, like that same terrified rabbit, she was frozen in place.

Janelle, who was checking out the blue peacock-feather number on a round rack next to the changing-room door, gave Allison a big smile.

“Oh, that dress is fantastic,” she said, unsolicited. Mark got the impression that Janelle was Allison’s polar opposite when it came to inhibitions. “You look wonderful in it!”

Allison swallowed. Then she smiled, too. “Thanks,” she said. “I don’t know, but… Thanks.”

“Mind if I ask where you’re going?” Janelle draped the dresses she was considering over her forearm and stepped toward Allison, her hands reaching out. Before Allison could back away, Janelle twitched at the red dress’s neckline, pulling it back down where it belonged.

“I’m—” Allison looked at Mark and he knew she had to fight the urge to pull the fabric back up again. He admired her willpower and how her hands remained at her sides. “I’m going to the dance at The Mangrove.”

“Oh, are you?” Janelle looked as wistful as a kid who was one nickel short of a ride on the Ferris wheel. “Moonlight and Music? Oh, you’re so lucky. I have to go out of town and I’m going to miss all the fun.”

Allison cut a quick glance Mark’s way, and he knew what she was thinking. So that was why Lincoln had been brazen enough to invite Allison to a public dance. He knew that his other woman would be safely out of town.

The jerk was still playing both sides.

“That’s too bad,” Mark said. “We’ve never been to one of The Mangrove dances before. What are they like?”

Janelle shook her shoulders, sloughing off her self-pity. It had the effect of making her breasts shimmy delightfully, although Mark was careful not to let his appreciation be too obvious.

“They’re wonderful.” Janelle sighed. “The Mangrove is so elegant, like something out of The Great Gatsby. They have a great band, great food, great everything. It’s the most romantic dance I’ve ever been to.”

“It sounds lovely,” Allison said, her good manners coming to her rescue. She sounded only a trifle stilted.

“Oh, yes. It is.” Janelle’s smile was so warm it almost took the edge off the boutique’s subzero air-conditioning. “And you’ll be just perfect in that dress. It’s awesome. You’ll be the prettiest woman there!”

Allison demurred, but Janelle insisted. “Absolutely the prettiest!” Then she held out her hand. “I’m Janelle Greenwood,” she said. “If you guys are staying on the island, we might see each other around. I’m here for the summer.”

Mark made their introductions and he knew Allison was just as relieved as he was to see absolutely no sign of recognition on Janelle’s face. Lincoln had obviously never mentioned Allison at all.


“It’s great to meet you guys. I hope we run into each other again soon.”

Janelle started to turn away, but at the last minute she stopped. “Matt, could I ask a favor? I hate to impose, but I’m trying to choose between two dresses, and I need a male perspective. Would you mind helping?”

“Not at all,” he said sincerely. He would enjoy the heck out of imagining Janelle in some of these skimpy little outfits. She’d fill them out better than Allison ever could.

He turned to Allison. “Why don’t you try on the blue one, too, just in case? I’ll be right back.”

Allison’s smile was tight. “To give me your male perspective?”

His antenna hummed, sensing some kind of female danger. That glint in her eyes as she watched Janelle move away from them, through the racks of clothes…

Was it possible she was jealous?

But of what? Of Lincoln’s interest in Janelle?

Or of Mark’s?

“Exactly,” he said. “My male perspective. Although, honestly, I’m not sure the blue one will be quite right for you. That neckline might require just a little more…”

“Silicone?”

“Actually,” he corrected with a grin, “I was going to say courage.”










CHAPTER NINE



THE DANCE WAS AT NINE. At eight-thirty, Mark’s cell rang. He saved the document he’d been working on, muted the news, then flipped open the phone.

“Hello?”

“I should have bought the red one.”

He’d been expecting Warren, his right-hand man, to call with the numbers on the bank deal, so it took him a minute to regroup.

The red what? Oh. He leaned back in the chair and smiled. It was Allison, of course.

“Nonsense,” he said, trying to remember which dress she’d ultimately decided on. After the ninth or tenth, his mind had begun to glaze over, and he’d had to admit she probably should have brought along a female instead. He simply couldn’t focus on the minute details, like whether the pleats made her rear end look too big—of course not—or whether the princess neckline was more flattering than the spaghetti straps.

Luckily, he didn’t have to remember which one she’d bought. He did have a sister, and he’d once had a wife, so he knew what the correct response was.


“The red dress looked great,” he said, “but the one you got looks great, too.”

“It doesn’t.” The phone rustled, as if she were wriggling it around between her shoulder and her chin. “I’ve got it on right now and I look like a hippo. It’s way too tight across the bottom.”

“There’s no such thing.”

“I’m not kidding, Mark. I can’t wear this. I look like a hooker. A hippo hooker. What made me think that Lincoln wanted me to look different, anyhow? I mean, I am who I am. I can’t be Janelle Greenwood, no matter how many dresses I buy, and—”

Her steady stream of nervous chatter didn’t seem to need any help from him, so while she kept it up he grabbed his card-key, opened the door and wandered down the hall toward her room.

“The color is all wrong for me.” She had barely drawn a breath. “And, besides, trying to look sexy just makes me seem pathetic, like I’m trying to impress him, and I already—”

“Allison.”

“What?”

“Open the door.”

Silence. Then, “What door?”

He sighed patiently. “How many doors do you have?”

“Oh.” He heard the bolt twist, and the door inched open. She stuck her head out. He closed his phone, and, smiling sheepishly, she did the same.

“I didn’t realize you were here.”

“I came to be the butt judge. I can’t render verdicts over the telephone. I need to look at the physical evidence.”

She frowned. “I already know what I—”

“You know nothing.” He put his fingertips on the door and applied just enough pressure to let her know he intended to come in. “You have only the female perspective. And an extremely nervous female, at that.”

She sighed. Obviously she knew he was right. She opened the door slowly, her hand across her collarbone, backing behind the door every inch so that she was never exposed to the hallway.

“Okay, let’s see,” he said as he let the door fall shut with a click. The radio was on, tuned to some music channel that was playing softly in the background. “Put your hands down and let me look at you.”

He wasn’t sure his words were penetrating her nervous haze. She breathed shallowly through glossy red lips and when she blinked, her eyes sparkled with a hint of gold glitter.

“Hands down,” he said again.

Clenching her teeth, she lifted her chin, forcing herself to submit to his inspection.

He had intended to play it out, sternly judicial. But it was hard to pull off, especially when his mouth decided to fall open and hang there like a blowfish.

The best he could do was shake his head, speechless.

“Wow,” he managed. And then again. “Wow.”

Had he seen this dress at the store? She must have tried it on after his brain went numb. How could he have forgotten something so absolutely amazing?

He didn’t know fashion terms—he had no idea if the straps were spaghetti or linguini or what. He just knew they sparkled, like tiny strings of yellow sunshine, and they made him want to bend down and kiss her bare shoulders.

Technically, it wasn’t as revealing as the red dress—you saw only a hint of cleavage, just enough to qualify as torture. But the fabric clung like magic, outlining her high, rounded breasts and the narrow valley between. Wherever she curved, she caught the light. She looked wet and shimmery, as if she’d been freshly painted with melted gold.

She gnawed at her lower lip. “Does that mean you like it?”

His heartbeat was finally normalizing. “Yeah. I like it.”

“But what about the back?” She swiveled so that he could get a look. She tried to see, too, twisting her head over her left shoulder and cocking her hip to one side.

He groaned under his breath, and his whole body thrummed with appreciation. That was the most gorgeous ass he’d ever seen in his life.

“Hmm,” he said. “I see what you mean. The back is definitely a problem.”

She clicked her teeth. “I knew it! I look like a—”

“It’s a problem because, in that dress, your ass is so sexy that every man there is going to have to grope it. You’ll be black and blue by the time you get home.”

She hesitated, half smiling, half frowning, as if she couldn’t decide whether he might be joking. She flattened the palms of her hands self-consciously over her backside. “Don’t tease me, Mark.”


“On the contrary,” he said. “Tonight, in that dress, you’re the one doing the teasing. You’re going to drive every man in the place completely mad.”

Her eyes widened, a hopeful gleam appearing. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah.” He took two steps toward her. He couldn’t help himself. He put one hand on either side of her waist. He knew that his palms were hot. “Starting, I’m afraid, with me.”

She looked up at him, her green eyes shining. She was panting, just a little, her breath small wafts of sweet cherry-flavored toothpaste. Her breasts rose and fell softly, and the golden gleam undulated over them, like a subtly pulsing signal….inviting him to touch.

Somehow, in a miracle of self-control, he stopped himself from doing so. He kept his hands where they were.

“You could always come to the dance yourself,” she said. “Keep an eye on things, like you did at the restaurant the other day.”

He shook his head. “I went to The Boathouse because I wanted to see the two of you together. To be honest, I still doubted whether you could pull it off. I wanted to decide what the odds were that Lincoln would take the bait.”

“And now?”

“And now I haven’t got any doubts. Tonight, the odds that any man could resist you are a million to one.”

She took a deep breath. “I wish I were that sure.”

It wasn’t an act. She really was nervous about something. Her shoulders were high and rigid, and he could feel the tension in her hips.

“Relax,” he said. “You’re going dancing, remember? Not to the guillotine. You look fabulous. Now you just need to learn how to enjoy it.”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure I can. I feel so—”

“Try.” He tightened his hands and rocked her pelvis slightly, a slow rotation in a hint of a figure eight. In the background the music provided a soundtrack. “Dance.”

She didn’t overtly resist, but her motion was stiff, like a lever that needed oiling.

“It’s easy,” he said. “Let all your muscles go limp. Let your body get comfortable with itself.”

“I’ve never been very—”

“Shh.” He kept working, moving her gently, until her body accepted his instruction. “Shut your eyes. Let your head fall back. Listen to the music. Don’t think about anything but how good it feels to use your body.”

She frowned, but after a second or two her eyes drifted shut, revealing the carefully applied dusting of sparkling shadow, the thick fringe of black lashes. After a few more seconds, her neck finally went limp, and she let her head drop to one side.

Her auburn curls slid back, exposing her shoulder and its thin band of sequined sunshine. He couldn’t resist. He lowered his head and touched his lips to the satin skin that covered the delicate bone at the tip of her shoulder.

Though he’d been afraid he might break the spell, she didn’t pull away. She didn’t even open her eyes. She murmured a wordless sound, and then, abruptly, he knew she had begun to feel it. He still held her waist, but the rotation finally was emanating from the inside.

“That’s right,” he said. She was finding the rhythm. “Nice. It feels good, doesn’t it?”

Her lips curved, that small smile his only answer. It was as if, on some level, she was no longer aware of him.

His body burned as he watched her. It was almost more than he could stand. He had to back up a step, so that she wouldn’t discover how completely turned on he was. Suddenly he was acutely aware that this was a bedroom. The king-size expanse of sexual possiblity seemed bathed in a spotlight.

He wondered if making love to her right here, right now, would be such a terrible sin. They were both single, both adults. Both aroused and ready.

But then her cell phone rang. She opened her eyes and stared at him, blinking. Then she looked down at his hands.

He let them drop.

“Good,” he said. “Much better.”

Behind her, the phone still rang, but she hadn’t taken her eyes off him. Her lips were soft, slightly parted. “Is it?”

“Absolutely.” He smiled with a false heartiness. “See? I knew you had a hot-bodied heartbreaker under that ice-princess facade. I promise you, Allison. Janelle Greenwood isn’t even going to cross Lincoln’s mind tonight.”

Finally, she smiled, too. His strategy had worked…perhaps too well. She seemed ten times as confident as when he’d first entered the room. Her cheeks were pink, but notched with mischievous dimples, which he’d never noticed before.

“Thanks,” she said as she moved toward the bed and picked up her phone. She raised one eyebrow. “But if I jump into bed with him and sign over my fortune in a hot-bodied sexual haze, I hope you’ll remember that it’s all your fault.”

Oh, yes, he’d remember, Mark thought as he watched her press the answer key and speak Lincoln’s name.

He had a feeling that the sight of those hips, moving to a sensual rhythm he had mapped out for her with his bare hands, was something he would never forget.

 

DANIEL NEARLY DROPPED the last stack of dishes he carried to the kitchen, but somehow, with a little step he’d learned in tennis drills, he kept his balance.

“Nice footwork, O’Hara.” The Mangrove’s chef was a skinny, good-natured guy named Boris. Daniel liked him. “Hey, I’ve got some picks for your sister. These fell on the floor, and I’d have to throw them away, so…”

“Thanks, man.” Daniel didn’t understand why Flannery loved these campy plastic hors d’oeuvres sticks that The Mangrove used at parties, but she did, so he tried to bring some home when he could. Every event had a different theme—so far, he’d managed to get her umbrellas, sombreros, dice, guitars, flamingos, flowers, seashells and clowns.

Once Boris caught on that Daniel was grabbing the unused ones, saving them just before they hit the trash, he’d begun to set some aside. It was a little thing, but it was damned nice and Daniel appreciated it.

Tonight’s theme was Moonlight and Music, so these picks were topped with little G-clefs. Nothing special, but it wasn’t a duplicate, so Fannie would be pleased. She was a pest sometimes, and you could hardly get her to shut up, but she wasn’t all bad.

She was the one person in the family who had actually seemed to feel sorry for him when the flap had hit the fan last winter.

“So how’s it going out there? Things winding down?” Boris looked at the plates, which were being handled by the dishwasher, a weird guy named Andy who never talked to anybody. “I hear somebody from your family showed up. A cousin or something. Andy says she’s hot.”

Daniel glanced at Andy, not believing it. Andy never crossed to the public side. Besides, he was too bizarre and asexual to notice any woman. “Yeah, my cousin Allison’s here.” He shrugged. “I guess she’s all right.”

But that wasn’t quite honest. Daniel had been surprised to see Allison here at all, and he’d been downright shocked to see her all blinged out in a gold dress, with dangly, yellow stone earrings hanging nearly to her shoulders. He didn’t know her very well, but he had gotten the impression she was kind of…not quite stuffy but practical and matter-of-fact.

Tonight, she looked awesome. Really sexy.

A lot of the women on this island spent their lives trying to get guys hot and bothered, lounging around in bikinis that just barely covered the business spots and batting their tarantula lashes at everybody while they sucked on cocktail cherries with their big red lips.

Allison wasn’t one of those, thank God. That would be embarrassing. But tonight she sure didn’t look practical, either. Daniel was curious about what caused the transformation, not that he cared really, not that way. She was his cousin, after all.

But then he saw her date, and he did a double take.

She was with Lincoln Gray?

That was weird. Was it good or bad? Daniel had gone back and forth all night, watching them while he worked, trying to decide how he really felt about it. They looked pretty chummy. They danced so close that, if this had been his high school, a chaperone would have marched over and broken them up.

So what did all this mean for Daniel? If Janelle, who was out of town for a couple of days, knew that Lincoln was slow-dancing and neck-nuzzling some other woman, she’d be upset, and Daniel didn’t like to think of that. On the other hand, if Lincoln had moved on, Janelle might need a shoulder to cry on.

“O’Hara!” Without warning, the general manager of the hotel shoved through the kitchen’s swinging doors, bellowing as he came into sight. “O’Hara! You in here?”

Daniel stood at attention, sliding his hands behind his back and dropping the picks on the counter. He’d never met Mr. Cotton, but he knew the general manager had a reputation for being an ogre, especially on event nights.

Damn it. What had he done wrong? Had one of the guests complained? He had mixed up a couple of orders on table twelve, but the guy had seemed pretty cool about it. “Yes, sir. I’m O’Hara, sir.”

Mr. Cotton nodded. “Good. I need you to go out to the golf course ASAP. The eighteenth hole, just beyond the lounge. One of the female guests is sitting out there. I went out myself, though God knows I could ill afford the time, but she won’t come in. She asked for you. You, specifically. What the hell does that mean, O’Hara?”

Daniel’s face felt hot. “I don’t know, sir. Who is it?”

“Ms. Greenwood.”

“Oh.” Daniel’s stomach tightened, as if he were guilty of something, though he wasn’t, not technically. The employee handbook didn’t prohibit dreaming about letting guests sob on your shoulders. They couldn’t control your mind, just because they paid you minimum wage to do their dirty work.

“O’Hara?”

“I don’t know, sir. She plays a lot of tennis. She’s in the pro shop a lot. That’s where I usually work, so we’ve talked some.” He swallowed, realizing how lame this all sounded. “She’s…um…very nice.”

Mr. Cotton gave Daniel an evil eye up and down, but clearly the problem of a woman sitting in the dark on the eighteenth hole was more important than finding out whether one of his part-time kids had been playing patty-cake with a guest.

“We’ll talk about that later.” Mr. Cotton looked at his watch. A Rolex. “It’s twelve forty-five. The sprinklers are set to go off at one. That means you have exactly fourteen minutes to get her off that hole.”

Behind him, Boris made a chuckling sound.

Daniel ignored him. “Yes, sir.”

Leaving now would mean that Daniel missed out on some of the best tips. At the end of the night, guests were drunk, satisfied and about to head up to their big, luxurious rooms with their equally drunk significant others. They frequently laid some big ones on the table or even stuffed them in their favorite waiters’ pockets.

But money was nothing compared to the thought that Janelle was out there, asking for him. He made it to the eighteenth hole in four minutes flat.

It was Janelle, all right. She wasn’t dressed for the party. She had on jeans and a T-shirt, and her hair was a mess from the breeze. She sat with her legs slightly apart, her feet flat on the ground and her elbows resting on her knees. She stared out toward the fairway, which sloped downhill. It was banked with sand traps on either side and a majestic line of oaks beyond the bunkers.

He looked around for an empty beer can or wine bottle. He’d never seen her drink before, but this was pretty odd behavior. He figured there had to be liquor somewhere in the picture.

He found nothing like that. He was still behind her, and she probably hadn’t heard him come up. With a low moan, she bent her head over her chest, and in the light of the nearly full moon he saw her back shake.

Suddenly he knew exactly what was wrong. She had come back from her trip early. Maybe she’d gone looking for Lincoln, maybe it was just bad luck. But somehow she’d seen him. With Allison.

And she’d just run away. She’d run this far, and now she didn’t know where to go from here.

He’d felt like that a million times.

“Hi, Ms. Greenwood,” he said quietly.

She turned. Her face was streaked with tears, just as he’d known it would be. “Hi, Danny,” she said, trying to smile. “Thanks for coming. I hope I didn’t get you in trouble.”

“Naw,” he said, though he wasn’t at all sure trouble wouldn’t make an appearance tomorrow. “It’s cool.”

“I just wanted…” She wiped the heels of her hands over her cheeks, trying to dry things off. “I don’t know. I just wanted to talk to someone. Someone nice.”

“Thanks,” he said. He felt awkward, standing here, looming over her, so he arranged himself on the grass. He sat close enough so that they wouldn’t have to shout, but kept a polite distance, just in case Mr. Cotton was watching from the clubhouse.

This close, though, he could smell the alcohol. Somewhere, sometime tonight, she’d been drinking. Girlie drinks, from the lingering sweet scent, but a lot of them.

She didn’t speak right away and he was conscious of his watch ticking away his remaining ten minutes. Just inches under the turf where they sat, the sprinklers were getting ready to leap into action.

Still, he thought it might be a mistake to rush her.

Fiona was like this sometimes, wanting to talk but not knowing where to start. If you pushed her too much, she’d slam shut, like when you type in the wrong password too often and your computer locks you out.

Finally Janelle sniffed hard, the sound of a woman determined to pull herself together. She sighed, a cloud of strawberry daiquiri floating in the air between them.

“Have you ever been in love, Danny?”

So he’d been right. This was about Lincoln Gray.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I was pretty obsessed with this girl last year. I thought it was love. Maybe it was. I did a lot of dumb things for her.”

“Yeah? That sounds like love, all right.”

Janelle shifted, leaning back on her elbows as if her tailbone had begun to hurt from the hard ground. He wondered how long she’d been here. He could already feel the damp grass making a stain on his white uniform.

She gazed up at the stars. “So? What did you do?”

He frowned. “The dumb things, you mean?”

“Yeah. I’d like to know.” She smiled at him, but her eyes were still watery in the moonlight. “I’ll bet your dumb things aren’t as dumb as my dumb things.”

“I bet they are.” He got a sick feeling, just remembering the whole mess. But if it would make Janelle feel better, he didn’t mind talking about it. It would be a distraction for her, anyhow.

“Well, okay.” He plucked at the grass. “Bottom line. I stole a car for her.”

She sat up at that. “No way. You’re making this up.”

“I wish. It gets even dumber. She’d already broken up with me. She’d started going out with this college guy in Miami. She snuck down to see him one weekend. So then I get this call at, like, three in the morning. It’s Beth and she’s bawling like a baby. The guy took her to a frat party and I guess things got really ugly. She was calling from this pay phone in the middle of nowhere. She wanted me to come get her.”

“Oh, no. And you did it?”

“Yeah. I was staying at a friend’s house. I didn’t have a car, and I couldn’t call my folks. They didn’t like Beth. They thought she was trashy.”

She murmured something inaudible, but he knew what she meant. He made a face, acknowledging that his parents might possibly have been right about that. “Anyhow, I guess I panicked, thinking of her in some strange place, all alone, with the guy looking for her. I took my friend’s car. Problem is, it turns out the car wasn’t really his. It was his dad’s.”

Janelle moaned.

“Yeah. His dad threw a fit. Called the cops. I brought Beth and the car back in the morning and my friend’s dad dropped the charges, but of course my folks had already found out. All kinds of hell broke loose at my house, I can tell you.”

She watched him for a minute. Then she put her hand on his knee. “That’s rotten,” she said. “You were trying to do the right thing. You were her knight in shining armor. Surely that counts for something.”

He grunted. “I guess it counts for my being alive to tell the story.”

She left her hand there for what seemed like an eternity. Daniel tried not to feel it searing through his uniform. Finally, she pulled it back and he started breathing again.


She looked up at the sky, which had clouded over. “Want to know what my dumb things are?”

He nodded. “Sure. If you want to tell me.”

“I fell in love with him. Practically the first time I met him. And then I gave him money.” She shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe it herself. “A lot of money.”

Daniel didn’t know what to say. The truth was, he was out of his league here. He was talking about high school crushes and frat parties and getting grounded. She was talking about real life. Money and probably sex and real, true broken hearts.

“Why did I do that, Danny? Why? It was insane. I already knew that was what he wanted from me. And I’d even seen him with this new woman before. Remember when you saw me crying in the bathroom?”

He nodded.

“So it wasn’t as if I hadn’t been warned. That’s how stupid I was. And you see, I’m not really—”

She broke off suddenly as if she didn’t know what to say, either.

“You’re not what?”

“I’m not really that stupid. But I guess I just—well, I guess I just fell in love with him. And love makes you stupid, doesn’t it?”

Danny hesitated. Shut up, he instructed himself. Just be smart and shut up.

But of course he couldn’t do it.

“I don’t think you’re stupid,” he said, ignoring that inner voice, which was telling him to keep his answers short, noncommittal, just yes, ma’am, no, ma’am. She was drunk, and tomorrow she’d probably be horrified to remember that the pimply kid from the pro shop had come on to her. “I think—I think you’re beautiful. I think you’re wonderful.”

He held his breath.

But she didn’t even answer him.

Crap. He should have bitten his tongue off before he let that come out. What the hell was the matter with him? She was the one who’d been drinking, not him.

He was the one who needed his head examined.

Clearing his throat, he looked at his watch. “Anyhow, Ms. Greenwood, we should go back inside. The sprinklers have an automatic timer, and they’re going to go on any minute.”

“Okay,” she said in a muffled voice. “But Danny. Just one thing.”

He turned in her direction. And then she kissed him.

It didn’t last long. Just long enough for his heart to explode like the Fourth of July. Just long enough for the hard plastic pipes of the sprinklers to shoot out of the ground, spraying geysers of warm, pulsing water that soaked them both.










CHAPTER TEN



ALLISON didn’t get back to the Hideaway until 2:00 a.m.

Somehow she’d talked Lincoln into bringing her home, instead of to his place. That was one victory. Now if she could just manage to get out of Lincoln’s car and upstairs to her room.

Alone.

Unfortunately, it was starting to look more and more as if that mission truly was impossible.

“What time shall I pick you up in the morning?” Lincoln’s voice was pitched low, deliberately sensual, like someone on a 900 number. Or maybe that was unfair—maybe he’d always sounded this way. Maybe she was just tired and getting cranky.

She stifled a yawn and caught his fingers as they played with her spaghetti straps. She wound her own through his and squeezed as if she enjoyed the contact, though it was really a block.

“I don’t know,” she said, trying to smile. “I do have to get at least a little sleep, you know.”

“Do you?” He leaned toward her and nipped at one of her fingertips. “Are you sure about that?”

Good grief. He hadn’t been this interested in sex when they were engaged. The physical part of their relationship had been okay, but neither of them had been obsessive about it.

Of course, back then, she hadn’t owned any little gold come-hither dresses.

He began to nose around on her neck, as if he’d buried something under her hair and needed to find it. It tickled unpleasantly, making her skin crawl, and she fought the urge to hunch her shoulders.

This was exactly why she’d wanted to have the independence of her own car tonight. But Lincoln had insisted on driving, and she hadn’t wanted to annoy him right off the bat. She assumed he wanted to get a look at the Hideaway—and possibly show off his wheels, a brand-new top-of-the-line BMW. Though he didn’t hide the fact that it was a borrowed car, he did hint that he was testing it out, deciding whether to buy one of his own.

Or perhaps he was hinting that Allison ought to buy one for him. Maybe instead of that boat she’d dangled earlier?

Overall, if you didn’t count this part, it had been a successful evening. As Mark predicted, Lincoln seemed thrilled by her new look.

It had been heady at first, very flattering. But it hadn’t led him to any declarations of love or proposals of marriage. He hadn’t even committed to exclusivity. Janelle Greenwood might not be on his mind, but she was still in the picture. The dress had spawned nothing but salacious glances and wandering hands.

After five hours of it, Allison wanted only to go upstairs and peel the damn thing off. It had created a monster out of Lincoln, and, even worse, it was wildly uncomfortable. She’d spent all night sucking her stomach muscles in so hard it felt like her belly button had bruised her spine.

“Lincoln, I really need to get some—”

He brought his head up and silenced her with a kiss.

His lips were both familiar and shockingly strange. She tried to relax into it, and it wasn’t that hard. It hadn’t been long—of course she knew his technique, his movements, his pressure. But though she still remembered the how, she had completely forgotten the why.

Had his kisses always left her this cold? How, if this mission dragged on too long, was she going to keep him from sensing the difference?

And then, thank goodness, she heard someone rapping at the window. Saved. It could be the twins trying to spy or her grandfather with a shotgun. It could even be the urban-legend hook murderer who tormented couples in cars and she’d still be delighted to see him.

“Oh, dear,” she said with fake disappointment. She pressed her hands against Lincoln’s chest, trying to create a little breathing room. “I wonder who it is.”

She turned, but she could see no more than a shadow outside her door. How embarrassing. They’d been in here so long the glass had fogged over. She jammed the button, rolling down the window before Lincoln could protest.

Mark stuck his head in. “Hi,” he said innocently. “I saw you guys out here. It’s pretty late. I just wanted to be sure everything was okay.”

“Hi! Yes, we’re fine, we’re fine. I was just coming inside.” Allison mouthed a silent but heartfelt thank you to Mark, then swiveled back to Lincoln. “I really should go in before the family gets worried.”

He squinted toward Mark’s shadowy form. “Is that your uncle?”

“No,” she said. “It’s—” She leaned toward him and lowered her voice to a whisper. “It’s one of the other guests. I’d introduce you, but I forget his name.”

Lincoln nodded, but he looked annoyed. Allison couldn’t blame him, really. It would be pretty cheeky for a total stranger to interrupt like this. And Mark was standing pat, right next to the car, as if he were one of those socially tone-deaf people who couldn’t tell when he wasn’t wanted.

“All right,” Lincoln said reluctantly. “You go on in, but I’ll pick you up at noon, all right? We’ll have lunch at The Mangrove, then hit the beach.”

She nodded. “I can’t wait,” she forced herself to say. And then, squeezing Lincoln’s hand one more time, she felt for the handle and opened the door.

He drove off with more tire action than was strictly necessary. Allison assumed it was a subtle eat-my-dust message to the interloper who had spoiled his fun.

It didn’t seem to bother the interloper one bit. In fact, Mark simply chuckled as they watched the car disappear around the corner. “Kind of a bad-tempered cuss, isn’t he?”


“Not usually. Just frustrated right now, I’m afraid. Thank God you came.”

“I waited a while, to see if you were going to take him inside. But when you didn’t, I decided you might have reached a stalemate.”

Allison laughed. “More like the dating version of chicken. He wasn’t leaving and I wasn’t inviting him up. We could have been out here all night, each of us waiting for the other to blink, if you hadn’t saved me.”

“It was my pleasure,” he said with a smile. “Although it did occur to me… You might want to come up with a plan B, in case I’m not around next time.”

“Yes, I know. I was already trying to decide whether I should develop a migraine or a sudden allergy to shellfish.”

“The migraine,” he said, laughing softly. “Women do, after all, have a time-honored tradition of getting headaches.”

After that, they walked quietly through the soft night air, around the side passage, into the courtyard. Guests had key cards that opened the doors at the end of the wings, so that they could come and go without entering the lobby.

When they reached the lighted pool, they paused, as if by mutual agreement. The water was so still it seemed to disappear. They could see all the way to the bottom, as though the pool were empty.

In the distance, she could hear the sound of the surf. It was a sensual sound, yet peaceful, as if the waves and the sand were old lovers who knew each other well.


She gathered up her hair and lifted it onto the top of her head, relishing the cool breeze on her neck after the stuffy, overused air of the car.

The night smelled salty and clean. She tried to take a deep breath, but of course she couldn’t.

“Oh, God,” she groaned softly. “I have got to get out of this dress this instant.”

Mark chuckled again. For some reason, the sound went right through her, and she shivered.

“I’d be happy to help you with that, ma’am.”

His words were supposed to be playful, of course. But somehow they weren’t. She let her shivers die down, and then, with her arms still raised, still holding up her hair, she glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes.

“You don’t really mean that,” she said.

Even she could hear that it sounded like a dare.

He tilted his head, his eyes bright and shimmering in the light from the pool.

“Don’t I?”

He seemed to hesitate, just an instant. Then he took her by the shoulders, moving her backward until she was almost up against him. She felt his hands at her neckline, and then she heard the long, slow hum as the zipper descended.

The dress loosened blissfully and the night air rushed in. She wore no bra and as the air reached her breasts their tips hardened.

It was a precarious, strangely exciting moment. If she shrugged, if she let one shoulder fall even an inch below the other, the dress would slide to the ground. Somehow she kept her back ramrod straight, her shoulders squared as he skimmed one knuckle down her spine, retracing the path of the zipper.

She shut her eyes, imagining how it would feel if he reached his hands inside the fabric that loosely covered her to cup her bare breasts. Imagining how she would turn to him, and…

“I mean it, all right,” he said, his lips close to her neck. “The problem is, I don’t think you do.”

“But you’re wrong. I’m…” She couldn’t decide exactly what to say. Her body ached to do this, to let the dress drop and feel his hands all over her. Her mind, however, was balking, irrationally insecure, terrified of making another mistake. “I’m so—”

“I know,” he whispered. “You’re confused and you’re hurt and you’re lonely. You’re looking for someone to put all those broken dreams back together again.”

“Maybe,” she said slowly. “But is that so wrong?”

“It’s not wrong at all. It’s just that…I’m not that guy, Allison.” His voice had hardened. “I’m just one more selfish bastard who wants something from you.”

She put her hand up to her breast, securing the dress. She felt her heart tripping against her palm. “What do you want?”

“To touch you. To make love to you. But that’s all. You need to understand that. The only difference between me and Lincoln Gray is that I’m willing to admit it.”

She didn’t speak. She didn’t know what to say.

“And that’s not enough for you, is it, Allison? You want more than that.”


She could hardly think clearly, standing here with her dress unzipped and a desire like nothing she’d ever experienced pulsing through every vein.

But she had to think clearly. This unnamed emptiness, this hunger to connect with another human being, had already made her do one very stupid thing. Somehow, she had to master it. She had to be stronger than the sum of her primitive yearnings.

“Yes,” she said finally, though she knew it meant this sizzling, thrilling interlude was over. “I’m sorry, Mark. I want a whole lot more than that.”

 

MARK STAYED out of Allison’s way the next day, letting her handle her afternoon at the beach by herself. Let her trot out her headache, if she must. Or let her sleep with the guy. Either way, it was none of Mark’s affair. He’d been a fool last night. He’d come within one sparkling spaghetti strap of making love to Allison right there on the pool deck.

He wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

She must have done okay, because she was back at the Hideaway by sundown. He’d arranged a spur-of-the-moment meeting in Fort Lauderdale with the bank people and a conference-call hookup to his San Francisco office. By the time he returned, the family was eating dinner by the pool, with Flannery stuck to Allison’s side, jabbering away like a little monkey.

Mark said hi, but then went up to his room and worked. His agency had two events coming up next month, and, as good as his account managers were, they couldn’t handle it all without him.


She called his room around ten, but he didn’t pick up. When he listened to the message later, he thought she sounded a little discouraged. Not much to report, she said. Lincoln was still interested, but just as clearly wasn’t ready to commit.

And one more thing. She’d discovered, to her sorrow, that she had indeed developed an allergy to seafood.

By the time Mark woke up the next morning, around sunrise, he felt much more focused. He figured it was time he did something productive, instead of leaving everything to Allison.

He showered, put on a pair of khakis and a golf shirt, then made his way to The Mangrove, determined to be there by eight, which he’d learned was Lincoln’s regular tee time. He checked in at the pro shop, bought a month-long golf pass and, as soon as he saw Lincoln walk in, asked whether anyone was looking for a partner, a ten handicap.

Mark actually was a six handicap, but he’d done his research. Lincoln was a seven and would probably prefer to take on a player he was guaranteed to beat.

This had been a long shot, but the fates were with him. Lincoln, who had brought along Janelle and one other guy, a short, balding thirtysomething in green pants, signed in. The kid taking names said something quietly and pointed his pencil toward Mark.

This was the tricky part. If Lincoln remembered Mark from the other night, that might be the kiss of death. Luckily, no recognition dawned on Lincoln’s thin, fair face. He came over with hand outstretched, looking delighted.

“Lincoln Gray,” he announced. “You’re looking for a partner, Mr. Travis? You’re a ten handicap? That’s perfect. You’ll fit right in with Will and me. Janelle here is still a beginner, so we go a little slower and hand out quite a few gimmes. You okay with that?”

Janelle, who filled out a golf shirt like no one Mark had ever seen, looked miserable. “Why don’t I sit this one out, Lincoln? You three guys play. You’ll have much more fun, and I don’t mind a bit.”

Poor kid. She kept glancing at Lincoln, placating and eager. She’d probably offer to carry his golf clubs in her teeth if she thought it would make him happy.

Mark wondered if Tracy had looked at Lincoln like that.

But he couldn’t allow himself to think about Tracy right now. About this slick bastard breaking his sister’s heart. If he did, he’d take a nine iron and wrap it around Lincoln Gray’s throat.

“Please, don’t stay behind on my account,” Mark said quickly, smiling at Janelle. “I am definitely a casual golfer. I’ll probably need a few gimmes myself.”

In answer she gave him a grateful smile and then seemed to recognize him.

“Oh,” she said with small frown, as if something about the memory troubled her. “Hi, there! I think we met the other day. In the dress shop. I think you were with your—” she glanced oddly at Lincoln “—your girlfriend?”

Mark stuck to the script he and Allison had concocted at the beginning. Telling just one clean, consistent story seemed the safest.

“No,” he said. “She’s one of the other guests at the hotel where I’m staying. I was buying something for my girlfriend back home, so we rode together.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Oh. I see. Did she buy that red dress? It looked wonderful.”

“I’m not sure,” Mark lied. It might seem suspicious if he were too interested in some stranger’s wardrobe. “She was having trouble making a decision, so I ended up walking back to the hotel alone.”

“Come on, people,” Lincoln interrupted. “There’s plenty of time for chitchat while we play.” He put his arm around Janelle’s shoulders, staking his claim in no uncertain terms. “We need to get going or we’ll miss our tee time. You coming, Will? Travis?”

Travis? Oh, yeah. Mark was having a little trouble getting used to his pseudonym. “Sure. I’m ready.”

This was exactly the scenario he’d hoped for, but even so it was a long morning. Mark didn’t much like golf and he sure as hell didn’t like Lincoln Gray. Still, he lived by the old saying that knowledge was power.

Whenever Mark’s firm took on a new client, he spent a couple of weeks in what he called immersion. That meant he pretty much lived in the client’s pocket. He ate in the company cafeteria, walked the factory floor, sat in the office and listened to phone calls and observed the workday rhythm. He met the spouse and the kids and Fido. He even checked out the home-video cabinet, to see which movies the family had enjoyed enough to buy.


Did every detail prove useful in the end? Of course not. But some of it did. Sometimes he learned that Mr. Big Shot was henpecked and it was more important to please Mrs. Big Shot. Sometimes he discovered that Ms. CEO segregated her pencils by color, length and eraser depth. That warned him to include her on even the smallest decisions.

Sometimes, unfortunately, he learned that his new client told little lies all day long, from whether he’d sent an e-mail to whether he’d implemented a new safety feature. When that happened, Mr. New Client became Mr. Former Client in a big hurry.

So today’s golf match might be boring and the weather hot, but Mark chalked it up to Lincoln immersion. He’d never spent any time with Lincoln before, and he was dying to know what made this guy so irresistible to women.

But even after eight long holes, he wasn’t sure he’d discovered very much. Trying to look into Lincoln was like trying to see what was on the other side of a mirror. He just reflected back your own image to you. With Will Denton, an insecure golfer, Lincoln was earnest, suggesting that he put a little draw on the ball here, a little fade there. With Janelle, he was gentle, joking, as if the game was just a lark. With Mark, he was graceful, light on his feet, parrying questions with questions, revealing little while appearing to be completely open.

Just when he was about to give up, on the ninth hole, Mark stumbled onto a couple of interesting facts.

It was a blind hole. Lincoln’s initial drive appeared to be sailing as straight as an arrow, but at the last minute it sliced and disappeared into the trees that lined the fairway.

“Oh, Lincoln.” Janelle shaded her eyes to try to see the ball. “I’m sorry.”

Lincoln had showed nothing but good grace all morning and this was no exception. “Ouch! Sliced that one pretty bad, didn’t I? Serves me right. I was already thinking about lunch. And you know what they say about golf, right, Will?”

The balding man frowned. To him, a ball in the woods was no joking matter. “What?”

“They say it’s ninety-percent mental and ten-percent mental.”

Janelle laughed, of course. Mark smiled, too, though he’d heard that one about a thousand times.

“I’ll help you find it,” Mark offered to Lincoln as they got back in the cart and rode toward the spot where the ball had disappeared. “But why don’t you just take a stroke? You could double bogey this hole and still beat all of us.”

“We’ll see.” Lincoln shrugged. “I might be able to hit my way out.”

While Janelle and Will chatted in the shade of the cart, Lincoln and Mark climbed down and wandered over toward the trees. Mark, who had seen where the ball entered the foliage, was surprised when Lincoln called out, indicating that he’d found his ball at the outer edge of the woods.

Mark didn’t let his reaction show. But he knew full well that, if there was a golf ball lying there, it belonged to some other poor slicer. Or else Lincoln had dropped it out of his pocket on the sly.

“That was lucky,” Mark said, careful to keep his voice neutral. “You should be able to chip your way out, no problem.”

But either Mark wasn’t as good an actor as he believed or Lincoln had some kind of sixth sense for danger. Without so much as glancing over at Mark, he bent down to look more closely at the ball.

“Darn,” he said, dangling his hands between his knees, a study in disappointment. “That’s not mine after all. Same brand, but look at that dirt. This one’s been here since the Stone Age.”

So that was the first thing Mark learned. Lincoln was good. Really good. He had the animal instincts of a natural-born predator. He knew when to advance, and he knew when to freeze in place, blending in with the jungle behind him. He would never strike unless he was absolutely sure he could do so undetected.

The second thing Mark learned was simpler but no less important.

When it came time for Janelle to sink her last putt, an easy two-footer, Will Denton dared to come up and try to help. He wrapped his short, chubby arms around her from behind and showed her how to place her hands on the shaft.

Some instinct of his own warned Mark to glance quickly in Lincoln’s direction. The blond man was watching, unblinking, as focused as a panther. His classic profile was tight with fury. He simply could not, would not, tolerate another male trespassing on his territory.

When Janelle’s putt fell rattling into the cup, Lincoln moved in quickly. He gathered the exultant Janelle into his arms and kissed her roughly. When he let her go again, she stumbled back a step, as if dazed.

It was more than a kiss and she knew it. It was a brand.

Mark smiled as he slid his rented clubs back into the leather bag.

Now that was a fact he could use.










CHAPTER ELEVEN



“I STILL THINK you should have been Deirdre of the Sorrows,” Flannery complained as she carefully dipped her brush in the white paint. “She’s younger and prettier and more romantic.”

Allison kept her face very still. In an effort to turn Allison into Maeve, the legendary Irish queen, Flannery was painting a dove on one cheek and Fiona was creating a shamrock on the other. They would throw a fit if she caused them to mess up.

“But Deirdre sounds like a victim,” Allison explained, trying not to move her lips too much. “Maeve is more exciting.”

“That’s absolutely true,” Fiona said. She caught her lower lip and squinted as she worked on the shamrock. “Besides, Fannie, she had to be Maeve. Deirdre had blond hair.”

“Big deal,” Flannery shot back crossly. “We could have dyed it.”

Allison groaned, knowing that wasn’t an idle threat. She’d already had to draw the line at wearing Fannie’s real, live cockatiel on her shoulder.

When she’d agreed to let the girls dress her up as a heroine of Irish mythology, she’d assumed it would take about half an hour, tops. She figured they’d borrow someone’s long dress, make a tin-foil tiara and then maybe sit around calling each other “thee” and “thou” for a while.

That would be okay. She loved playing with the girls, who were smart and eccentric and great fun. Besides, Lincoln had made it clear that he was busy today, so she had nothing better to do.

But she had underestimated how seriously these twins took their dress-up games—and their Irish legends. First, she’d been treated to a campaign speech from each girl, Flannery extolling the virtues of the kidnapped Deirdre of the Sorrows, and Fiona, surprisingly, lobbying for Queen Maeve, who sounded like a gutsy dame.

When Allison heard about Maeve’s many husbands and how she could make entire armies fall down in twitching fits of uncontrollable desire, her mind was made up.

Now, two hours later, they were in the family quarters. Allison wore one of Moira’s ball gowns under Kate’s green velvet opera cloak. Her hair was crazy-curled and topped with a huge rhinestone tiara Fannie had dragged out of her closet.

“Little Miss Conch Shell,” Fannie said cryptically when Allison started to ask. “We don’t talk about it.”

Fiona had yanked a strand of ivy from her mom’s silk flower arrangement and threaded it through Allison’s hair. They’d colored her lips bright red and lined her eyes in thick—and somewhat irregular—rings of black.


When they finished the face art, the girls declared she made a perfect Queen Maeve, but Allison secretly thought she looked like a reject from Cirque du Soleil. And she was sweating like a peasant under the velvet cloak.

Naturally, Mark chose that moment to poke his head into the living room. “Got a minute?”

Then he realized what he was seeing. “Oh,” he said with a grin. “Pardon me, ladies. I was looking for Allison, but I see she’s no longer here.”

Fiona rose with tremendous dignity. “No, sir, she is not. May I present you to the beautiful Queen Maeve?”

His dark eyes sparkling with amusement, Mark made his way to the chair where Allison sat, and bowed. She sighed, but she didn’t spoil the game. She’d come this far—she might as well go all the way. Besides, the girls were loving it.

Allison held out her hand. “You are welcome, Sir…”

Fannie jumped in place as a great idea occurred to her. “Fergus!” She tugged on Fiona’s backpack. “He can be Fergus!”

Fiona scanned Mark with narrowed eyes, appraising his potential. “I guess he could be,” she said slowly.

“Fergus is the coolest guy,” Fannie said to Mark, clearly eager to recruit another performer. “He is one of Maeve’s husbands. He’s got this amazing, massive sword. One time he used it to chop off the tops of three hills.”

“Wow,” Mark said appreciatively. “That is a big sword.”

“And he’s completely sexy. It takes like seven men to satisfy Maeve, unless it’s Fergus.”


“Fannie!” Fiona cast a nervous look at the doorway.

“Well, that’s in the legend. Grampa said. I can’t help it if the legend has some dirty parts, can I?”

“Fannie,” Fiona said again, this time in a tense undertone. She rolled her eyes dramatically toward the door. “Mom.”

Sure enough, Moira stood in the open doorway, her hands on her hips and a fire in her eyes, looking Queen Maeve-ish herself. This queen, however, had unkempt red hair and her face had been painted with dirt. She’d clearly been working in the yard.

“Flannery. Fiona. Explain yourselves. You know you’re supposed to help me bed out the hibiscus this afternoon.”

This was even more effective than Queen Maeve was in subduing enemy armies. The girls dropped their paintbrushes with a clatter, murmured an apologetic goodbye to Mark and Allison, and streaked through the doorway, heading for the front gardens.

Moira stayed just long enough to give Allison a quick wink. “O’Hara’s pest control,” she said. “Always at your service.” And then she followed her chastened daughters outside.

Laughing, Allison leaned back into the high-backed chair that was supposed to be her throne. “You don’t know how lucky you are,” she said to Mark. “If Moira hadn’t shown up, you would have been wearing green tights and riding a broom-handle steed around the room in no time.”

Mark smiled. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have minded the tights. But all that talk about Fergus’s enormous sword was making me feel just a tiny bit inferior.”


She glanced at his meek expression. “Yeah,” she said, chuckling. “I’ll just bet it was.”

She reached up and tried to remove the tiara, but it was stuck. The corkscrew curls Fiona had hot-ironed into her hair had closed around the little plastic teeth like a matted web.

“Argh,” she said irritably. “Ouch.”

“Let me help.” Mark had a better vantage point, standing over her, so she let her hands drop.

He worked a few minutes in silence. To her surprise, he was both patient and deft, rarely causing her even a twinge of pain.

“Why is it,” he said conversationally as he unwound strands of hair, “that every time I see you, you’re wearing a crown?”

His crisp white shirt was only inches away from her nose. When he moved his arms, it stretched over his pectoral muscles, which were quite lovely. She remembered how they had felt against her back, out by the pool last night.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I’m just trying to impress you.”

The tiara finally pulled free. He backed up and presented it to her with a flourish. “You’ve definitely done that.”

She dropped the tiara in her lap and touched the painted dove on the side of her face. Though Fiona was quite talented, Flannery was an indifferent artist. No telling what the dove actually resembled. Maybe a ghost? A jellyfish? A white wart?

“Well, there are all kinds of impressions,” she said, smiling. “I notice you didn’t say I’d necessarily left you with a favorable one.”

He reached out and carefully unbraided the fake ivy from her hair. “It’s more than favorable,” he said. He dragged the last leaf free, then dropped the ivy onto her lap, too. “You know that. I’ve made it clear enough.”

Suddenly embarrassed, she looked down, fiddling with the tiara. Why did every conversation they have turn flirtatious? This wasn’t like her. But every time she saw him, she began to buzz, just a little. The most innocent word developed sensual undertones and the most prosaic question hid a deeper meaning.

“Actually,” he said. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

She looked up. “What?”

“My favorable impression. It’s a bit too favorable, and I’ve indulged myself in it way too much. I owe you an apology, especially for the other night. I was out of line. I’m sorry.”

She flushed. “It’s all right. It wasn’t just you. It was both of us. I’m sorry, too.”

He nodded. “Yes, it was both of us. That makes it even more difficult to ignore. But somehow we have to find a way to ignore it, so I thought we’d better talk about it.”

“All right,” she said.

He moved to the mantel and rested his arm along it. It was as if he felt safer having this conversation from a few feet away. “There’s no point pretending I’m not attracted to you. I am. No surprise there, of course. Any man would be.” He grinned. “Not necessarily right at this moment, because frankly you’ve been a little heavy-handed with the eyeliner, but…”

Allison glanced in the mirror. He had a point. She looked like a raccoon wearing a red fright wig.

“But most of the time,” he went on, “you’re quite acceptable. Still, we both know that having a—a fling, well, it would be a big mistake.”

He shrugged, as if it were no big deal. Apparently he felt this way so often he didn’t mind turning off the spigot for now and waiting for the next available female to come along.

Unfortunately, for her this sizzle, this desire, this pure, instinctive chemistry, was very rare.

It was, in fact, unique.

“I promise that there won’t be a repeat of last night’s mistakes.” His jaw was square, set with determination. “We work together well, I think. As long as we focus. As long as we keep our eyes on the target. On Lincoln.”

“Yes,” she said. “I think so, too.”

“So let’s make some plans. I got your message that the beach trip went well. And yet today he was playing golf with Janelle. Very cozy golf. Obviously he’s not going to fall into matrimony with you quite as easily as we’d thought.”

She nodded. “I’m not sure what’s wrong. I’m doing everything short of jumping into his bed and showering him in gold coins, but the campaign seems to be stalled.”

“Has he mentioned marriage at all? Has he even promised to quit seeing other women?”

“No.” She felt as if she’d let them both down, but she wasn’t sure what else she could have done. “I know we can’t play this game forever. We both have lives. We both have businesses. Stealing the two weeks we agreed on is hard enough. Maybe we should face the possibility that we’re wasting our time.”

“It’s only been a couple of days. I don’t think it’s quite time to panic yet.”

“Maybe not.” She shook her head. “But, I’m not so sure that I can pull this off, no matter how long we give it.”

“I think you can. He just might need a little push.”

“What kind of push? The only thing he’s hinted that he wants is a BMW, but that’s a pretty expensive push. And, of course, sex. But I—”

“Not that kind,” he said. “I’m starting to think material things may not be the key here after all. And not sex, either. I spent the morning playing golf with the guy and I definitely got the feeling that what he really loves is the chase. He’s excited by a challenge. I think he’s turned on by danger.”

“You played golf with Lincoln? With Lincoln and Janelle?” She wondered how on earth he’d managed to set that up. And why? What if Lincoln had recognized him? Mark felt sure he wouldn’t, as he’d been out of the country the whole time Lincoln was with Tracy, but Lincoln might have seen a picture of him somewhere. He might have Googled Mark on the Internet, just to be on the safe side.

“That was risky, wasn’t it? Getting so close?” She frowned. “Maybe you like danger, too.”

“Absolutely. That’s why it was so easy for me to recognize the same trait in him. But the risk was worth it. I discovered that our friend Lincoln has another little weakness we might be able to exploit.”

“What?”

“Jealousy. He’s an extremely territorial beast. I watched him with Janelle today. He hardly noticed she was around until someone else started flirting with her.”

“Was that someone else you?” She tried to sound playful. “I know you think she’s gorgeous.”

He laughed. “No, I was already pushing my luck, horning in on their game in the first place. I played it safe. I treated her like my elderly aunt Josephine, who thinks showers are a communist plot. With lots of respect, but from a safe distance.”

Just like the distance he was keeping from her right now. Still, Allison felt better. She was a fool, but she couldn’t help being relieved that Mark hadn’t spent the morning flirting with Janelle.

“Okay, then who?”

“The fourth guy in our group. Middle-aged guy named Denton. He got a little touchy-feely at the end there, pretending to help Janelle with a putt. I was watching Lincoln and I thought he was going to tear the guy’s throat out. Instead, he grabbed Janelle and kissed her until her hair damn near caught on fire.”

“Oh.”

The mental image made her feel a little weak. She had never been kissed like that. Not ever. Lincoln’s lovemaking had been restrained and dignified, courtly rather than passionate. Now she realized, with a flash of intuition, that he’d treated her that way because he’d sensed it was what she wanted. She’d given off cool, prissy signals. She’d acted like a woman who would be horrified if anyone mussed her hair, much less set it on fire.

Allison glanced one more time toward the mirror. A wild, Irish, black-eyed circus queen stared back at her. She looked ridiculous, but she also looked, for the first time in her life, like a woman who might want to be kissed until she went up in smoke.

“Okay,” she said. “So what are you suggesting?”

“Let’s show him that you might not be quite the sure thing he thinks you are. Let’s put on a show. Scare him a little. Let’s make him so jealous he won’t dare waffle any longer.”

“Make him jealous? You and me?”

“Why not? I’ll pretend I’ve fallen for you, love at first sight.” She must have looked shocked, because he smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I know which of Lincoln’s buttons to push and how hard. You won’t have to do a thing except sit back, like Queen Maeve herself, and let the two of us fight it out.”

“But—” She tried to imagine staging a pretend flirtation with Mark. It would be dangerously easy. The only difficulty would be to keep it from turning into the real thing. “But didn’t you just say we ought to smother these sparks we keep feeling? Won’t this charade just make that more difficult?”

He shook his head. “I told you it won’t happen again and it won’t. Catching Lincoln is our mission. The other thing won’t be a problem, I promise you.”

Not for him, perhaps. Apparently he had all the willpower he needed.


Did she?

Unfortunately, she had no idea. Her willpower had never been put to the test. But she had a feeling she was about to find out.

 

DANIEL AND HIS FATHER hadn’t been getting along very well since the trouble with Beth and the car. That was hard for Daniel, because they used to be pretty close. Roddy O’Hara was wild and funny and he’d always treated Daniel like a friend, teaching him how to sail and play tennis, how to ask a girl out and, of course, a thousand things about running a hotel.

It was funny. At first, Daniel had thought he’d die without Beth, but in the end it was his father he really missed.

For the past few months, he’d been trying hard to gain back his dad’s trust. He worked like a slave, both at home and at The Mangrove, without complaining…at least not much. He got great grades and he never missed a curfew, even by one chime of the grandfather clock in the lobby. He’d quit cussing and leaving his clothes around and he even tried not to be rude to Fannie, no matter what a pain she was.

Overall, he’d been a friggin’ saint. And that didn’t come naturally to any O’Hara.

Still, it was worth it. He thought he might have made a little progress. Not a complete thaw, but maybe some melting around the edges. A joke here and there, sometimes a smile exchanged over the heads of the twins.

Which made it even harder to have to tell his dad this news today.


He found his father down at the boardwalk, fixing some rotten planks. Daniel glanced around cautiously. No one else was nearby, thank goodness.

Not close enough to hear them, anyhow. His grandfather was sleeping in the hammock on the north side of the hotel, but that was yards away.

At least Daniel assumed it was his grandfather. All he could see from here was the tip of Grampa’s sneaker, with its trademark splash of salmon paint from when they redid the Hideaway’s exterior. Grampa loved the hammock. It was the one spot on the grounds where no one could see him trying to take a little snooze.

Daniel knew he’d have to hurry, before Gram came down and tipped Grampa out onto the ground and ordered him to stop being such a slug and come wash the van.

Daniel started talking before his father even looked up and acknowledged him. His words came out like a nervous mumble.

“What?” His father looked up, his hammer pausing in the air. “You got what?”

“Fired, dad. I said I got fired.”

Roddy’s face turned red, his eyebrows diving down to meet the bridge of his nose. “You’d better be joking, son, and I’ll tell you right now it’s not a damn bit funny.”

“I’m not joking. They fired me yesterday.”

“The devil they did!” Roddy tossed his hammer into the toolbox with enough force that one of the Phillips head screwdrivers bounced out and clattered over the boards. “What in the name of all God’s widows and orphans did you do?”


Daniel considered lying. But his dad had about a hundred friends at The Mangrove. He’d find out the truth eventually and then he’d blast Daniel as a liar as well as a fool.

He cleared his throat. “They accused me of behaving inappropriately with a guest.”

“A—A—” It was as if Roddy didn’t have enough breath to say anything. Daniel might as well have punched him in the stomach. In the hotel business, guests were sacred. This was the blackest sin you could commit. “A guest?”

Daniel wished his father didn’t take such good care of everything at the Hideaway. If only the planks under his feet were rotten, maybe they’d just snap in two and let him slide right down into the water and drown.

“Yes, sir. A guest.”

Roddy squeezed his eyes shut hard, as if he would like to discover that he was dreaming the whole thing. But when he opened them, Daniel was still standing there.

“God’s garters, son. Are you daft? You’ve grown up in a hotel. You know better than that.”

“Yes, sir.”

Thank God, his dad’s face was gradually draining to a more natural color. Maybe he wouldn’t have a stroke, after all, or staple gun Daniel to a pylon for the fish to eat.

“Fired. Over a guest.” He shook his head. “I’ll tell you this, son. You really know how to shame your family. A guest.”

Oh, God, here came the guilt. Daniel squirmed. The staple gun might have been easier to bear.


Roddy sighed. “Can I assume, based on your history, that this guest was female?”

Daniel’s guts felt a little watery. “Yes, sir.”

Reaching out a hand, Roddy balanced himself on the railing and stared down toward the water. He looked as if he were communing with the sea gods, asking for the patience to deal with his disappointing son.

“Dad,” Daniel said, trying to sound steady and mature, which wasn’t easy, since to his horror he felt as if any minute he might start weeping like a girl. Like Fannie, for God’s sake. And Fannie was eight.

“Dad, can I explain it to you? I know you don’t believe in excuses, but I’d like to tell you what happened. I’d like to give you my side.”

His father nodded slowly. “All right. But don’t waste my time with a load of baloney, Dan. And don’t be wriggling around, trying to rub the blame off on somebody else. Tell your side like a man, and I’ll listen.”

He sat down on the edge of the boardwalk, letting his legs dangle over the sand, then touched the space beside him. “Come on,” he said. “Get comfortable.”

Daniel accepted the invitation, which he knew was an act of peace. He wasn’t to be forced to stand there, like a sinner called to the carpet. They could sit together, beside the water they both loved. Not quite equals, but close enough.

So he did and, staring out to the horizon, avoiding his dad’s eyes, his side was easier to tell. He started at the very beginning, with Bart Thomas’s snarky attitude about training Daniel in the pro shop and Janelle coming in and putting Bart in his place. He told even the humiliating parts, like how he had to clean up the women’s bathroom and how Janelle had found him in there.

He tried to be honest. He admitted that, after Beth dumped him, his ego had really needed a boost and this hot, rich, friendly woman had been just the ticket.

But then, he explained, it had turned into something bigger. He still had a crush on her—he was as pathetic as a panting hound dog whenever she came near him. But he’d started to care about her as a human being. It was weird, but he actually worried about her. He felt sorry for her.

She was clearly in love with this guy named Lincoln Gray. And just as clearly Lincoln Gray was not in love with Janelle. The night she called him out to the golf course, she’d been so sad her heart was breaking.

“What was I supposed to do? Refuse to talk to her, when she’d said how much she needed a friend? Just as we left, she kissed me, and apparently Bart saw it. I’ll bet he couldn’t wait to tattle. But it wasn’t a come-on, Dad. She’s not like that. It was just gratitude. Just thanking me for listening. And for caring.”

“Listening to what?”

“To how much Lincoln is hurting her. He’s been taking money from her, Dad, and all the while he’s been two-timing her. And guess who with?”

His father frowned, though he still stared at the green water. “Who?”

“Allison. Our Allison.”

Roddy finally glanced over at him. “No kidding.”


“It’s true. I saw them at the dance the other night. All over each other. It’s just so damn rotten. It’s going to kill Janelle.”

“I doubt it.” His father laughed softly. “But why shouldn’t Allison date whoever she wants? Janelle’s not married to this Lincoln Gray, is she? Besides, do you even have any reason to believe that Allison knows about Janelle?”

Daniel saw the logic, but he felt mulish and didn’t want to concede the point. “No, but Allison wouldn’t care anyhow. She’s just a flirt. I’ve seen that guy Matt, the guy who checked in when she did, hanging around her, too. Flannery says he goes into her room at night.”

The minute he said it, he knew he’d misstepped.

“And are you spying on our own guests now, Daniel?” His father’s voice was cold. “Listening to gossip about people who have a right to their personal privacy and are paying good money for it?”

Daniel picked at his fingernails, tore off a sliver and tossed it into the water. “No. But she’s not a guest, not really. She’s family. And it was Fannie who spied, not me.”

His father didn’t answer. In the silence, Daniel heard the echo of his own words and recognized how childish they were.

“I know, Dad,” he said finally. “I know I’m being a jerk. But if you could just see Janelle. She’s the sweetest person you’ve ever met, and she’s got this helpless quality. She’s not one of them. She’s not even rich, really. In fact, I’ll bet that’s why this all became such a stink.”


“What does that mean?”

“If it had been one of those rich bitches who had kissed me, no one would have said a damn thing. They can get away with anything. But let one of the little people step out of bounds and wham. You’re nailed to the wall.”

His dad’s scowl seemed permanently affixed. “And how, would you mind telling me, do you know how much money the woman has?”

Daniel shrugged. “People talk at The Mangrove, Dad. It’s not like our hotel. The night girl at the registration desk found out first. Apparently, Janelle’s credit card maxed out. They were shocked. She’s been spending a lot of money, tipping great, so they all thought she was loaded. Apparently, she’s just a librarian from Des Moines.”

His father grunted. “Lots of gossip floating around over there.”

Daniel nodded.

“And apparently you’re gossiping right along with them.” Roddy held out a flat palm. “No, no argument. The listeners are just as much to blame. Without them, the tongue-waggers wouldn’t have anyone to tell.”

Daniel gave up, his shoulders sagging. He was a screwup, start to finish. He wasn’t as strong as his dad. He was weak. He couldn’t help it—he liked to hear the crazy stories about the people who stayed at The Mangrove. And he liked being kissed by a smoking-hot woman on the golf course in the moonlight, whether it was out of gratitude or too many daiquiris or whatever.

They sat in silence a few minutes. Daniel wondered when it would be possible to go back inside. Unless he was going to drown himself, he had chores to do. His mom wouldn’t accept any excuses, not even the one about how his dad had been bawling him out down on the boardwalk.

“So,” his dad said finally, “I thought the first time might have been a fluke. But I guess it wasn’t. You’ve got it. You’ve definitely got sucker syndrome.”

Daniel could imagine what that meant. He started to go all knee jerk and say that he did not, but he had a feeling the label probably fit. So he just waited.

“It’s not your fault,” his father went on. “It’s genetic. All O’Hara men have it. It just means you’re missing the self-preservation gene. You can’t resist a sob story, particularly one told by a pretty girl. They can make you do just about anything.” He glanced at Daniel and for the first time his eyes had a little of their usual sparkle. “You know. Like steal cars. Get fired. Anything.”

Daniel’s insides steadied. There was no real disappointment in his father’s voice. “Yeah. I know. But what do you mean all O’Hara men have it? Who? Not Grampa.”

“God’s garters, your grampa’s the worst ever.” Roddy shook his head. “If it weren’t for your grandmother, we’d have gone bankrupt years ago. Your grampa would give the shirt off his back to any pretty maid with a tear in her eye. In fact, on at least one occasion he’s done exactly that. Ask your grandmother sometime. If it’s gossip you’re looking for, kiddo, we’ve got plenty in our own closets.”

“Yeah? And what about you?”


His father laughed. “Oh, I’ve got it. Why do you think your grandfather and I chose to marry such tough women? Someone has to keep us from making fools of ourselves.”

Daniel didn’t ask for details, though he was dying to know. He didn’t want to go too far. Right now, he was just glad that they were able to talk like friends again.

“Sometimes it ends up pretty bad,” his dad said. “Worse than you ever dreamed it could. You know how Allison’s father cut us out of her life? Well, that was me, buddy. That was me and the sucker syndrome.”

“How so?”

“I was worried about Eileen. Your aunt was such a firecracker, Danny, you would have loved her. She had spunk like no woman you’ve ever seen. But then she married Ripley Cabot. She loved him, I guess, but a colder fish I’ve never met. And within a month, he’d clamped down on her like prison bars.”

Daniel had heard some of this, but never just straight out, never so clear and honest. His father’s voice sounded as angry and hurt as if all this had happened yesterday, instead of three decades ago. It made him shiver a little just to hear that sound.

“It broke your heart to see her like that, all pale and tamed, like a house cat. She watched what she said and what she ate and even how she moved. She was like a ghost of herself. I was scared to death. So I teased her, I played with her, I tried to make her be more like her old self. That’s why I dared her to ride Nightmare. I just wanted her to wake up and take some risks.”

“Oh, man.” Daniel didn’t know whether to reach out and touch his father’s hand. They didn’t do much of that anymore. But he wanted to say how sorry he was that, just by trying to help his sister, his father had ended up causing her death.

Daniel could imagine how he’d feel if something like that had happened to Fannie. Or maybe he couldn’t really imagine it, not all the way, but what he could guess at was beyond horrible.

And that was, of course, what his father was trying to tell him. This was where the sucker syndrome could lead. Stolen cars and lost jobs were bad enough. But death was cruel and permanent. Just knowing that your intentions had been good would never get you off the sharp steel hook of guilt.

“I hear you, Dad,” he said. “I think I understand.”

“Good.” His father cleared his throat, took a deep breath and then clapped his hands together briskly, preparing to hoist himself to a standing position. “Well, then.”

The heart-to-heart was over.

“Let’s go back to the house. You start your chores, and I’ll tell your mom about The Mangrove. I’ll explain that we’ve already hashed it out, so she won’t give you a hard time. And don’t worry about the money. We’ll give you more hours here at the Hideaway, so you won’t be hurting for money. Okay?”

Daniel nodded.

He was relieved that his father wasn’t going to give him the cold shoulder for months over this mistake. But he was feeling pretty guilty, too.

Because he didn’t want to admit to his father that he hadn’t been worried about the money in the first place. Like the O’Hara sucker he was, he was only worried about how, now that he wouldn’t be going to The Mangrove every day, he was going to manage to see Janelle.










CHAPTER TWELVE



OPERATION GREEN-EYED MONSTER got underway immediately.

That very night, Lincoln called Allison to say he’d arranged a Jet Ski tour that would begin at the marina the next afternoon and would include a stop at one of the spit’s islands for a sunset picnic.

Allison accepted, then called Mark immediately. She knew he’d be delighted. The tours were open to the public, usually about six riders at a time, which meant Mark could begin horning in on Lincoln’s romantic plans without having to devise anything complicated.

Allison and Lincoln were the first to arrive at the small white tent at the edge of the dock, where a weather-beaten guy—who was probably about forty but looked sixty—was taking money. As they approached, Allison slid a couple of hundreds into Lincoln’s hand. When he glanced at her, she smiled. “It’s only fair,” she said. “I did practically beg you to take me.”

He didn’t argue, of course. She stood deferentially behind him while he negotiated with the tour guide. A hand-lettered sign propped against the tent announced the prices and she saw that she’d hugely overpaid. She suspected that Lincoln wouldn’t hand her the change and, sure enough, when the paperwork was finished he slipped the money into his waterproof zipper pocket.

“Ready?” He looked fabulous in his bright-blue board shorts and yellow T-shirt. His smile was white against his tanned cheeks, his hair as golden as a new coin. With his expensive sunglasses reflecting the sparkling water, he looked like a movie star facing the paparazzi.

A couple of girls in their late teens had arrived together to rent a second Jet Ski. Allison saw that they were watching Lincoln and whispering. The girls were busty and tanned in their micro-bikinis, but Lincoln apparently was on his best boyfriend behavior. He didn’t glance their way, focusing all his attention on Allison.

Maybe, just maybe, some of the attention was sincere. She knew she looked better than usual. Yesterday, Moira, who had a great eye for fashion, had helped her shop for a bathing suit. Allison’s new bikini was a bubblegum pink she would never have dared to buy on her own. The front-tie top made the most of her figure and the three-inch sarong that had been sold as a cover-up definitely accentuated her legs.

The way the silky material slid over her thighs made her feel good. Very feminine. Her father would have had a stroke, of course. He had a name for women who strutted their stuff in public.

But she was through playing by her father’s rules. She was still a Cabot—she always would be. But she was an O’Hara now, too, and O’Haras weren’t afraid to attract attention. O’Haras took chances.

Besides, she couldn’t wait for Mark to see it.

He arrived five minutes later, after everyone else had donned their life vests and boarded their crafts. The tour guide didn’t mind holding the group a few minutes, obviously pleased to have another customer, especially on a weekday.

Allison had known Mark was coming, but still her heart thump-thumped at the sight of him. Without question, Lincoln was lovely—pure sunshine. But Mark was midnight. He moved down the dock, as smooth as a shark, his tanned legs long and hard. His dark, wind-swept hair swallowed the sun. He wore loose, knee-length black trunks, black sneakers and nothing else, leaving his muscular chest exposed.

The whispering from the teenagers started up again. One of the young women giggled helplessly and made a small swooning sound.

This jealousy thing just might work both ways. Allison had to fight the urge to turn around and glare the bimbos into silence.

She had her arms wrapped around Lincoln’s waist, tucked under his life vest, and she felt the tension that tightened his abs. “What the hell is he doing here?” Lincoln growled.

“I didn’t know you knew Matt,” she lied. “He’s staying at the Hideaway, and it may be my fault he showed up. I did mention this morning that I was coming out for a ride. Do you think that he—?”

“Hell, yes, I think that he.” Lincoln adjusted himself restlessly on the seat, which set the craft rocking. “The bastard has a lot of nerve.”

Lincoln stared forward, refusing to acknowledge Mark’s presence, so Allison knew it was safe to glance over her shoulder and smile at her partner in crime.

He was riding his Jet Ski as if he owned it. With his muscular thighs water spangled, his arms stretched out on the handles, his shoulders bunched into darkly tanned knots, he looked deliciously dangerous, like a bad boy straddling his Harley.

Then he grinned and tossed her a wink. It landed in the pit of her stomach, causing such a ripple there that she had to tighten her hold on Lincoln’s waist just to keep from slipping into the water.

“Sorry,” she said. And she was. Losing her balance was on the agenda. But not yet.

The first part of the tour was routine, merely roaring around the marina’s small cove, getting used to the machines, and then rumbling slowly along the coastline while the tour guide pointed out some of the most elaborate houses and yachts.

The bikini girls drove themselves crazy trying to attract Mark’s attention, screaming and laughing as they pretended to wobble on their watercraft. Allison wished Lincoln would stop talking to her. She was straining to hear what the girls and Mark were saying. What could be funny enough to justify that much giggling?

And exactly when, she wondered, should she make her move? She had to wait until she was sure he was paying attention. He’d better not let these girls make him forget that he had a mission out here.


Suddenly the guide rounded in front of them, jumping his own wake, and pointed to his watch. “Dinner time,” he yelled. “Let’s head for the island.”

Allison sighed, relieved. Though it was starting to cool off a little, the falling sun was still hot and the noisy skis, combined with the light reflecting off the water, had given her a headache.

As the island came in sight, she realized that it was even smaller than she’d imagined, no more than a quarter-mile spit of sand with a few sea grapes scattered about and a small stand of bent palms struggling to survive at one end. But she couldn’t wait to get there—at least the ground would be steady under her feet, and she could get a few inches of shade to ease her aching temples.

First, though, the moment had come to do some real acting. She looked back at Mark. He met her gaze, then nodded subtly, even while he kept up his conversation with the girls.

She took a deep breath. She wriggled a little, pointing and feigning excitement. “Look! Look! We’re almost there!”

Lincoln sensed the danger immediately. He threw his hand out behind him to try to make her sit still. But she kept jiggling, and then, with a deliberate slide to the left, she toppled overboard.

It was like being smothered in a cold, dark blanket. All noise ceased as the water rushed over her head and up her nose. In spite of the life vest, the momentum drove her down a few inches, but she kicked into the emptiness, and, within seconds, she bobbed up again.


As she emerged from that cloudy silence, the roar of the Jet Ski engines seemed shockingly loud. She heard Lincoln yelling and the girls shrieking. The guide was streaking toward her, and for a minute she feared that he might reach her first.

But then, just like clockwork, she felt Mark’s hand close around her arm. She looked up into his smiling gaze and coughed, spitting salt water onto her chin.

“You okay?”

She nodded uncertainly.

“Come on, then. Up you go.”

The guide had shown them how to reboard, but for a minute she forgot everything. She blinked at Mark like an idiot.

“Grab the handle,” he said.

The handle? Then she remembered. At the end of the craft was a reboarding handle. She caught hold of it.

Mark leaned in the opposite direction. “Okay,” he said. “Now kick.”

She did a little flipperlike thrust and rose up toward the craft. The guide had said something about an interim step, in which she should crouch in a catcher’s position, but that wasn’t needed. With Mark’s strong arm hoisting her, she shot onto the craft like a water sprite caught in a geyser. Before she knew it, she was seated behind him, wrapping her arms around his strong torso for dear life.

She felt like a drowned rat. Her hair dribbled into her eyes and her sarong sucked at her thighs. She tucked her head onto his back, breathing heavily. She wasn’t acting anymore.


She felt his chest rumble slightly, as if he were chuckling.

“It’s not funny,” she whispered into his back. “That was downright scary.” But she couldn’t tell if he heard her.

“Allie!” Lincoln’s craft hummed up beside them. “Why didn’t you wait? I was coming to get you.”

This whole “fall” had been her idea. Mark hadn’t been sure its benefits outweighed its risks. And it had been a little extreme—she realized that now. But, looking at Lincoln’s glower, she felt completely vindicated.

He obviously had seen Mark’s rescue as a personal slap in the face. Trust Lincoln to make her accident all about him.

She gave him a watery smile. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Come,” he ordered. “Climb over here.”

She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to risk another spill. And besides, she liked the feel of Mark’s rib cage, the satin of his flat stomach under her hands. She glanced at the seat behind Lincoln dubiously.

“I don’t think I can,” she said. “I might fall.”

Lincoln’s scowl deepened. “Allie—”

Luckily, at that moment the guide seemed to realize what they were considering and he sawed the air with one hand in an unmistakable “no way” gesture. He pointed to the island. The message was clear. They should stay as they were until they were on solid ground. Then everyone could pair up however it suited them.

“Sorry, dude,” Mark said, though he didn’t sound sorry at all. He gave Lincoln a triumphant smile, then gunned his engine and pointed his craft toward the island like an arrow. The force jerked Allison backward and she squeezed the ski with her legs, holding on for dear life.

After that, Operation Green-eyed Monster was so easy it was almost criminal. As they set up the picnic and explored the island, Mark kept hovering around Allison, checking on her, making sure she was okay. He made a big fuss of looking at her arm, to see if he’d bruised her when he’d hauled her up.

Lincoln grew more and more tense, until finally, with some pretext of looking at a plover, he dragged her off to the other side of the palms.

“Damn that man. If he doesn’t leave us alone, there’s going to be trouble,” he said. His voice had a rough edge, more like a growling animal than a man.

She pretended to be confused. “Why? Matt’s very nice, really. It was awfully kind of him to come to my rescue like that. We’ve—” She hesitated and glanced at the sand coyly. “We’ve kind of become friends, staying at the Hideaway and all.”

“Friends, my ass. That guy is trying to put a move on you, Allison. You can’t be so blind you don’t see that.” He seemed to recognize that his voice had grown sharp, so he gentled it. “Look, I don’t mean to be a Neanderthal here. It’s just that I don’t want him hanging around. Not right now.”

“Why not?”

“I want to be alone with you,” he said. “Today—I wanted— It was supposed to be just you and me.”


“It doesn’t really matter, though, does it?” She fingered her wet hair, trying to smooth it out. She knew the curls would get crazy, drying naturally, full of salt, out in the humid air like this. It might look awful enough to cancel out the benefit of the flattering swimsuit. “I mean, it’s not as if we particularly need privacy.”

“Yes, we do.”

She blinked. “Why?”

“There’s something I want to tell you.” He took her hand. “If there were just some way to get rid of that jerk, there’s something very important I want to say. Something I want to ask you.”

Bingo! She couldn’t keep herself from smiling. They’d pulled it off. Mark Travers was a genius. He had figured out, in just one golf game, exactly what made Lincoln Gray tick. And, with his dangerous good looks and Oscar-caliber performance as the other man, he had brought Lincoln to the point as easily as leading a pony around a ring.

“Why are you grinning?” Lincoln’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not joking. I’m telling you that I—”

“No, no, I’m smiling because I’m happy.” She squeezed his hand. “I can’t wait to hear what you have to ask me. Look, just give me five minutes alone with him. He’s really not a bad guy. If I can explain everything to him, I’m sure he’ll leave us alone.”

Lincoln cast a glance back toward the others, who sat together on a blanket, eating cold sandwiches and popping soda cans that had been jiggled so hard they sprayed foam a foot into the air.


“You think he’ll actually leave the island?”

“If I ask him to, he will.”

“You’re so sure you can control him?” Lincoln shook his head. “Jeez. What is he, your pet poodle?”

Allison watched the girls sitting at Mark’s feet, like native virgins worshipping their bronze idol. He glanced toward the trees and though it was technically too far to be sure, she imagined he was looking straight at her. Even from this distance, his dark, dramatic looks and animal grace sent shivers along her nerve endings.

Pet poodle? If he thought that, poor Lincoln was deluding himself big-time.

Pet panther, maybe. But dangerous, even in this temporary captivity. And Lincoln was too big a fool to realize it.

“Five minutes,” she said. “And then I’m all yours.”

 

THAT NIGHT, Mark was sitting in the Hideaway kitchen with Kate and Stephen when Allison rushed in, calling out in excitement.

“Mark! It worked!” She realized belatedly that he wasn’t alone, and stopped, midstep, with her hands outstretched. She opened her mouth. “Oh. Hi, everyone.”

Her grandparents didn’t answer, clearly confused. Maybe they wondered who Mark was, but more likely they were trying to figure out who this noisy intruder could be. She didn’t look at all like the prim young granddaughter they’d taken in last week. She looked more like a naughty, high-spirited teenager who’d partied too long at the beach.

Her sunburned cheeks glowed as red as apples. Her hair was all flyaway tangles, a halo of cherry-flavored cotton candy. Under her yellow T-shirt—which looked suspiciously like the one Lincoln had been wearing earlier—her cover-up peeked out just one flirty inch.

And her green eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Hi, Stephen. Kate.” She had her hands behind her back, and was apparently wringing them together. Then she elaborately scratched under the neckline of her T-shirt. He frowned, wondering whether she’d just slipped something into the bra top of her bikini.

She turned to Mark, raised her eyebrows and smiled at him innocently. “Hi, Matt. Sorry to interrupt.”

Stephen recovered first. “Sure and you’re not interrupting, darlin’. We’ve just been talking to Matt here about his public relations business. We’re thinking he might be able to help us with the launch of the new hotel.”

“You’re opening a new hotel?” Allison looked surprised. “Where?”

“Palm Beach.” Kate shook her finger at her husband. “And we haven’t decided anything yet. I’m not sure we need any public relations. If we’ve got a good hotel, it’ll sell itself. If we don’t…well, you know what they say. Put silk on a goat, and it’s still a goat.”

“You’re absolutely right, Mrs. O’Hara.” Mark smiled. “That’s why I never take any goats as clients.”

Kate’s answering laugh was a pleasant sound without rancor. Mark didn’t mind her skepticism, which wasn’t rude, just honest. Besides, he thought it would be far better if he didn’t take the O’Haras on anyhow. They knew him under an alias and would probably never trust him again, once they found out the truth.


“Katie, don’t be foolish.” Stephen waved his bony hand in the air. “We wouldn’t be hiring him to cover up our sins. Smart people can get the word out about a good hotel, but no man ever existed who could smother the truth about a bad hotel.”

Mark thought perhaps that was the best definition of public relations he’d ever heard. But he saw that Allison was bursting with news, and he didn’t know how long she could keep it from exploding out of her.

“How about if we talk more tomorrow? Kate may be right. You may not need any professional help. The Hideaway has an excellent reputation. You’ll get plenty of press when you branch out.”

Stephen wasn’t ready to let it go. “We should talk now,” he said. “I’d like to hear what you—”

But Kate was more perceptive and she sensed that something else was going on. She glanced curiously at Allison, then at Mark, before turning toward her husband.

“Tomorrow is soon enough,” she said firmly. “I want to sleep on it. I’ve had a long day, so give it up, you stubborn old man. Let’s go to bed.”

Stephen took his scolding with the good nature of a happy husband who knew he was loved. He rose with a heavy, completely artificial sigh. “I don’t dare disobey. You’ll learn as soon as you’re married, my boy, that the old saying is right. Better fifty enemies outside your house than one within.”

Mark didn’t mention that he’d learned that years ago. “Good night,” he said, accepting the hand Stephen held out and then a hug from Kate.


They both hugged Allison, too, though she yelped softly when they touched her sunburned back.

“Lord, girl, you’re burnt to a crisp!” Stephen seemed ready to launch into a lecture, but Kate hustled him out the door. “But, Katie,” they heard him say as he disappeared, “that Boston snob clearly never taught her the first thing about Irish skin.”

Finally alone, Mark and Allison exchanged smiles. “You do rather glow in the dark,” he observed, scanning her from red cheeks to pink knees. “That’s going to hurt something terrible tomorrow.”

“It was worth it.” She sat on the chair her grandfather had vacated, pushed away his empty cup and grabbed Mark’s hands in hers. “It worked, Mark. As soon as you left, Lincoln—”

“Oh. Sorry.” A low, surly voice spoke suddenly from the doorway. “I didn’t know anyone was down here.”

Mark bit back a groan. Were they never to get any privacy?

This time it was Daniel. Though it was only about ten o’clock, the teen looked sleepy-eyed and his red hair was tousled almost as badly as Allison’s. He wore a pair of sweat pants and an armless sweatshirt that probably said O’Hara’s Hideaway, although it had seen so many washes the H had faded and it seemed to say “O’Hara’s idea way.”

Mark stood. “No problem. We were just leaving anyhow.” He cocked his head, indicating to Allison that she should follow him. She did so without any guilty hesitation, though she paused a moment to smile at her cousin. That was a waste of time, as Mark could have told her. The boy’s face was as closed-in and unfriendly as if they were a pair of mice he’d found raiding the pantry.

“Good night,” she said politely.

The kid mumbled something that might have been “g’night” or “yeah, right.” Or something even worse. He didn’t meet Allison’s eyes.

Mark and Allison didn’t talk again until they reached Mark’s room, aware that the place was literally crawling with O’Haras. But the minute he shut the door and latched it behind them, she spun around gaily and let out a crow of triumph.

“We did it! Or rather, you did it!” She put her hands on his shoulder and bounced once. “You should have seen him, Mark. He was so jealous he couldn’t think straight.”

Mark forced himself to smile. This grinning cutie with her crazy hair and her squealing laughter was a million miles away from the tightly furious young bride he’d met throwing knives at a fruit man just a few weeks ago. She was clearly a much happier woman. Why, then, wasn’t he a happier man?

“That’s good,” he said. “But did he go all the way? Did he mention marriage?”

“Mention it?” She dug around under her shirt, finally emerging with a big, sparkling diamond ring. She waved it slowly back and forth over her head, like a captured enemy flag.

He raised one eyebrow. “Is that where you stash all your valuables?”

“I had to take it off in the kitchen,” she said, giggling, as if she were a little drunk on the day’s victory. “I wasn’t ready to explain it to Stephen and Kate, although I guess I’ll have to tell them pretty soon. He said he’s not ready to set a date yet, but I’m planning to push for something quick. I’m sure he’ll see that sooner is safer, right?”

He knew she was waiting for him to celebrate with her, but he felt strangely pinched, unable to share the joy. He’d felt this way all night, ever since she’d come to him on that island and, with a wink and a grin, asked him to go away.

It was the plan. His plan. And yet he hadn’t wanted to leave. It was that simple and that stupid. Like a fool, he had wanted to stay there, eating apples and grapes with her under the palm trees, in the glow of the setting sun. He’d wanted to ride home over the waves with her behind him, her breasts against his back, her warm hands around his hips.

Knowing how dumb that was made him sour and it made him angry. At himself, mostly. But also, irrationally, at her. She wasn’t beautiful. She wasn’t brilliant. She wasn’t anything irresistible.

So why the hell couldn’t he resist her?

She was studying him now, a small frown between her eyes. “Is everything okay, Mark? Aren’t you pleased?”

He rallied the best he could. “Of course. It’s a showy ring. Is this the same one you used before? Or did the cheapskate spring for a new one?”

She slipped it on her finger and wiggled it, making the colors dance under the overhead lights. “Nope, same one. I brought it with me, just in case. Although technically it’s not fair to call him cheap, you know,” she added with a teasing smile. “He’s poor. He hasn’t got a penny of his own. That’s why he is always looking for rich wives.”

Mark was surprised to discover how much it annoyed him to see that ring on her finger. It was just a fake engagement, a fake marriage. And what did he care, anyhow? What the hell was wrong with him tonight?

“If he’s poor, I’d like to know where my sister’s money went. It’s only been six months since Lincoln absconded with a tidy three hundred grand, not to mention the Travers Peacock.”

Her playful excitement disappeared instantly, as if it had been no more substantial than a soap bubble, and his sharp words were a barrage of needles.

“I—I honestly don’t know,” she stammered. “You’re right. He probably bought this ring with Tracy’s money. But…I know! When we finally nail him, you can take it. Give it to your sister.”

He flicked a cold glance at her hand. “I don’t think it will exactly lift her spirits, do you? To be presented with the diamond her bigamist husband bought for his second wife?”

It was impossible to see, under that sunburn, but he suspected she flushed. He felt like a heel, but he couldn’t seem to make himself behave. The whole damned situation stunk, from beginning to end. He found himself wondering how many strokes and kisses Lincoln had required as a reward for finally mentioning marriage.


Had he required sex? Was that why Allison had come home so late? The Jet Ski ride had been finished by dark. Two hours ago.

“I’m sorry,” she said meekly. “That was a dumb idea, about the ring. I was just trying to—”

“No, I’m sorry,” Mark said. He walked to the sliding glass doors and unlatched them. He dragged one open, letting the humid night air into the room. Mostly, he just needed to put some distance between himself and Allison.

“I know what you meant,” he said. “I just— I guess I just hate having to spend time with that bastard and not be able to choke him till he’s blue.”

She joined him at the open door. Below them, the courtyard was empty, the only sound the rustle of the wind in the palms and the sandy hiss of the incoming tide. He heard her sigh, an echo of the summer breeze.

“I know,” she said. “Me, too. Maybe you’ll feel better when he’s behind bars. I know I will.”

He nodded. “Maybe.”

She was silent a moment.

“Mark, there’s something else I wanted to tell you.” She touched his arm, and he felt her warmth seep into his skin. “I know we said we weren’t going to talk about this anymore, but I…I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this afternoon. Being together like that, in the water, and…”

He waited. He deliberately didn’t turn around. He stared at the moon-white tide, but he saw her anyhow. He saw her wild hair and her worried eyes, and those full lips he wanted, in spite of everything, to kiss.


“It felt good.” She spoke softly. “And it felt real.”

He stiffened. “It was supposed to feel real. That was the point, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. But—” She slid her hand up his arm, tentatively, just under the sleeve of his T-shirt. She rounded her warm palm against the curve of his shoulder and an electric shiver streaked across his chest. “It was more than that, wasn’t it? There is something between us, and I don’t know if I can—”

“We’re not going to do this, Allison.” He didn’t shove her hand away. That would have signaled weakness. Instead he forced himself not to feel it, to go numb where her fingers stroked him. “We agreed that it was a mistake.”

“But why? Why is it a mistake?” She shifted closer, so that the curve of her breast came warm against his upper arm. “If we both want—”

“We don’t both want the same thing.” He turned toward her slightly, just enough so that he could grab hold of her arm and pull it away. “We’ve already talked about this. I want sex. You want a relationship. You want a husband, a happily-eve-after with two perfect babies whose names you’ve already picked out.”

“No, I—”

“Yes. You want those babies so much you were willing to blind yourself to what a bastard Lincoln Gray was. You’re not looking for a romp in the sheets, Allison. You’re looking for a husband. You’re looking for a daddy.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’ve already admitted that I want all that. Someday. But I know I made a big mistake with Lincoln. I know that from now on I have to go slowly. I have to start at the beginning.”

“Damn it.” He gripped her by the shoulders. “I’m telling you but you’re not hearing me. If we have sex, it won’t be the beginning of anything. It will just be sex. End of story. Nothing more.”

She still refused to flinch. “How can you be so sure? You don’t know what the future holds any more than I do. The chemistry between us is real. Why couldn’t it become something more someday? Surely it has just as much chance as any relationship—”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Why not?”

He did a quick battle with bitterness. If he could go back in time, if he could find the cocky teenager he used to be and warn him, he would. If he could keep that stupid, terrible accident from happening, he would.

But he couldn’t. The high school senior he used to be had jumped at the chance to go snowboarding in Vermont. He’d always remember that last day of normalcy. The daredevil tricks, his friends egging him on, the adrenaline high. All that, then the slip, the crash, that final second of consciousness in which he’d learned that he wasn’t so cool. He wasn’t so brilliant. And he wasn’t, after all, immortal.

After that, nothing but pain. So much pain he’d been sure he’d die and had thought that was fine. Both legs broken. A fractured jaw. A ruptured spleen.

His mother crying, his father’s face frighteningly blank.

And, then, the news that had seemed so surreal to a seventeen-year-old. His legs would mend, the doctor said. But, in a profound, invisible way, he had damaged himself beyond repair. Permanently.

A dark, new word moved into his life on a wave of cold fear, although it would be another ten years before he fully understood its evil power.

The word was sterile.

“Why, Mark? Help me understand why you’re so sure there’s no chance for us.”

“Because the one thing you want, I can never give to any woman.”

He heard the anger in his voice. He’d accepted this years ago. He’d ceased to care. So, yes, he hated her at that moment for making it hurt again. “I’m incapable of fathering children, Allison. Is that plain enough for you?”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN



TWO DAYS LATER, Allison’s face, back and both knees were peeling like old, cheap paint. It itched so much it drove her mad, but it was convenient in one way. She told Lincoln it was terribly painful and he was gentleman enough to refrain from any attempts to seduce her.

Or perhaps he wasn’t particularly turned on by women who flaked apart in his hands.

Either way, it was a relief. Ever since the other night, when she had realized how she felt about Mark, she’d found even the thought of any physical intimacy with Lincoln repulsive.

She knew she wasn’t ever going to have Mark—he’d made that painfully clear. And it was all her fault. If only, this one time, she’d been able to imitate her father’s frigid facade, maybe she could have fought past Mark’s resistance.

But she hadn’t. Ripley Cabot would have been ashamed of the quick tears that had welled in Allison’s eyes when Mark told her about his accident. “Tears are weak, Allie,” her father had always said if he caught her crying. “They just make things worse. If you’ve got troubles to solve, try sweat.”


Unfortunately, Mark’s tragic revelation had caught her completely off guard. Her reaction had been all O’Hara, no Cabot at all.

Mostly, the tears were for Mark, of course, for the doors that had closed for him that long-ago day, the joys that were forever denied him.

But some of the tears were selfish.

She realized, as she fought to keep the tears from falling, that Mark was right. She was a bigger fool than she had ever admitted, even to herself.

It was bad enough that, just weeks after discovering Lincoln’s betrayal, with her heart only halfway healed, she had recklessly let herself fall in love with Mark.

It was even worse to realize that the accusation he hurled at her, that she wanted a DNA donor far more than she wanted a lover, was at least partly true.

If she looked into her own heart, she would see that the images of Amanda Anne and Michael Joseph had begun to blur a little and change. Now, when she pictured them, their soft baby hair was dark, not blond. Their eyes were brown, not blue.

Oh, yes. She was a fool. Or worse. Probably she should leave this island immediately and seek the help of a psychiatrist, who might be able to unearth the reasons why the fantasy of infants in her arms was so dangerously potent.

But a hundred years of therapy wouldn’t change anything with Mark. After he saw those tears, nothing she said had made any difference. No promises, no protestations. Not even the physical desire, the longing to make love, which clearly ravaged him as much as it did her, had any power to change his mind.

Finally, accepting defeat, she’d returned to her room. She hadn’t seen Mark since, except across a room or a hallway that might as well have been a gulf of raging, unbridgeable waters.

So, trying to implement her father’s advice, she’d spent her time working on Lincoln. With the sunburn as an excuse, she denied him kisses and hugs, but she kept him happy in other ways.

His favorite ways. Constant flattery, attention, gifts and treats.

Today, the gold-ribboned gift she brought was special. It came with a secret agenda. She was going to use this gift to do something for Mark, if she could.

The gift was a money clip, gold and onyx with a sprinkle of high-quality diamond chips forming the letter G. It was an exact match for a pair of cuff links she’d given him the last time they were engaged.

He’d picked the cuff links out himself. At the time, she’d forced herself not to notice that they were ever so slightly garish—just the way she’d forced herself not to notice any of the relationship’s troubling signs.

“Open it now,” she said eagerly, pressing the box toward him. It was Saturday, and they had a reservation that evening at The Mangrove. But her secret agenda required that they be here, at his borrowed mansion, when he opened it.

“Okay,” he said as he tugged off the ribbon and flipped open the black box. “Very nice!” He held up the clip and admired it under the chandelier. “It’s part of the same set, isn’t it? It matches my cuff links.”

She nodded. “I loved the way they looked on you. Could you wear them tonight? Do you have them here with you?”

She tried to sound natural, as if she just wanted some reassurance that he had cherished a gift from her enough to keep it near.

But the truth was, she wanted to know if he had brought any valuables with him. If so, she wanted to know where he kept them.

“Of course I have them. This is my permanent address—at least for the summer. Mrs. Jerrald’s safe is better than a bank.”

She smiled. So Mrs. Jerrald had a safe. Excellent.

“I’d love to see you wear them,” she said. “It would feel so right. Just like old times. Is it too much trouble?”

She toyed with the money clip, trying to keep her thoughts innocent so that nothing would show on her face. He knew her net worth, so surely he wouldn’t for a minute believe she was casing the joint to see where Mrs. Jerrald’s geegaws were stashed.

But still he hesitated. She started to feel insulted, but she reminded herself that, since he couldn’t be trusted, he probably found it hard to trust anyone else.

Eventually, common sense prevailed, and he chucked her under the chin indulgently. “Of course it’s not too much trouble. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

She nodded, trying not to be disappointed that he hadn’t let her tag along. That really had been too much to hope for, she admitted.


She glanced around for another strategy.

She got lucky. The large foyer was full of man-size silver and gold vases, statues and rococo framed mirrors. She stood with her back to Lincoln, as if enjoying one of the vases, but actually she could follow his every movement in the mirror, which was reflected in the vase’s gleaming silver surface.

As he exited the marble foyer, he glanced over his shoulder one last time, but seemed content that she wasn’t watching him. He entered the study, another satisfying moment. If she’d been required to guess where the safe was kept, she would have guessed it was in that wood-paneled study.

Behind the big boring seascape, to be exact. She had to bite back a little gurgle of satisfaction when Lincoln headed straight for the painting. See? All those Nancy Drew books she’d read as a child hadn’t been as much of a waste as her father had always contended.

Lincoln cocked the picture about eight inches to the left and it stayed in place, obviously engineered to do so. The safe behind it was clearly outlined, with a large round combination dial inset into the paneling.

Allison turned—he wasn’t watching her—and she needed a clearer view than even the glossiest silver could provide.

With his back to her, Lincoln started to twist the dial.

Darn. His hand obscured the numbers, and Allison would have needed binoculars to read them anyhow. She considered trotting after him into the study, all wide-eyed naiveté, pretending to be too eager to wait. It was risky, but how else could she learn what she needed to know?


Suddenly, he paused, his fingers still on the dial. He tilted his head and she could sense the uncertainty in his posture. Either he felt her eyes on him, or he had forgotten the combination.

He swiveled a little to his right, where Mrs. Jerrald’s large white-pine desk sat, its surface clear, awaiting her winter return. Lincoln slid the long center drawer open an inch or so and ducked his head, as if to read something in the pen well.

The combination.

She let go of the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, and turned away. She pumped her fists at her side, like an athlete who had made one lucky score and was determined it wouldn’t be her last.

There was very little she could give Mark to show how much she cared for him—and how grateful she was for his help. So far, he had rejected everything she offered.

But somewhere in that safe might be the one thing he wouldn’t turn down.

The Travers Peacock.

 

DANIEL’S DAD had given him a cell phone when he started high school. He’d wanted to take it away, during the car incident, but Daniel’s mother had protested. Now that they knew Daniel was an idiot, she’d said, he needed a cell phone more than ever. How else would he call for help when he got in another jam?

But he was supposed to use it for emergencies only. No chitchat. No text messages to help pass a dull day at work. U bored? Me 2. He abided by the rules—what choice did he have? The cell phone bills were so detailed they must have been designed by Big Brother. You made a two-second call and sirens started blaring.

Which was why he was shocked to come back up to his room after chores and find a voice message waiting for him.

He checked the number first. It was an out-of-state area code, one he didn’t recognize. The only person he knew out of state—other than family—was Beth. And she wouldn’t call him.

Would she?

As he tried to decide how he’d feel about that, he called in to retrieve the message.

“Hi, Daniel.”

It was Janelle Greenwood. Daniel sank onto the edge of his bed.

“I hope you don’t mind my calling. Your friend Bart in the pro shop gave me your number. I just wanted to say how sorry I am that you lost your job. I feel as if it was all my fault. I even spoke to your supervisor and tried to explain.”

There was a silence here and Daniel was glad of it. His mind was still reeling and he needed a minute to process what he’d already heard. He wiped his damp palm on the bedspread, then cringed when he saw the oily grass stain he left behind. He’d been working on the lawnmower.

“Anyhow, that’s it, I guess. Except…I’m going to miss you.” She sighed here, just a small whoosh of air that he would have missed if he hadn’t been hanging on every word. “You’re a great kid, Daniel, and it was really nice to have such a good friend these past couple of weeks. I’m sorry it ended up costing you so much.”

Another silence and then she clicked off. Daniel listened to the cell goddess’s automated voice as she told him that was his last message and then invited him to change his greeting, check erased messages, or…

He closed up the phone and tossed it on the bed. He ran his hand through his hair, probably leaving green stains on the red curls, and tried to think.

Thank God he wasn’t working in the dining room tonight. He was supposed to go to the movies with Fannie, but he’d pay her off. Fannie loved cash, which was perfect. These days, he didn’t have much to spend his money on, so he was loaded.

At any cost, he needed to be free tonight. Because the minute he heard Janelle’s voice, he knew he had to see her one more time.

Two hours later, dressed in the khaki slacks and navy-blue jacket he’d worn to his parents’ twentieth anniversary party, he arrived at The Mangrove. He was sweating, partly because he’d had to walk, but mostly because he was a nervous wreck.

He wasn’t sure why. Losing his job hadn’t exactly been the end of the world. If he never saw Bart Thomas or fat Mr. Inkerfino or any of the mental-midget managers again, it would be too soon. The Hideaway was ten times as good as The Mangrove, even if it was a tenth the size. If he wanted to learn how to run his own hotel, his dad could teach him everything he needed to know.


And he could still play tennis here, which was the only good thing about The Mangrove anyway. The Hideaway had reciprocal privileges with most of the hotels on Sole Grande, including this one.

Plus, now that he wasn’t on their stingy payroll, they didn’t have any right to tell him who he could and couldn’t talk to.

Who he could and couldn’t kiss.

Was he planning to kiss Janelle? His palms started to sweat again the minute his mind said the word. He wanted to, of course. He wanted to do that, and more.

But did he have the nerve?

He knew her room number, so he didn’t have to call up first. He squeezed onto the elevator with a big family who definitely should have been using the one on the pool wing. They dripped all over the carpeted floor, and, by the time they got off, the cubicle stank of chlorine and dirty kids.

It took him a minute or two to remember that he wasn’t the one who’d have to clean it up. Sweet. He smiled at himself in the smoky glass wall.

The elevator delicately pinged as he reached the ninth floor, and the doors swept open without a single squeak. He liked that. The elevator didn’t know whether he was seventeen or seventy, whether he had fifty bucks or fifty million. It had to treat everyone the same.

Number 907 was at the end of the hall, right before the T intersection that took you to 908–922 if you turned left, and 923–931 if you turned right. There was a mirror at the far end, and he watched himself the whole way, plucking at his lapel here, licking a stubborn curl there.


Of course, he’d rather have straight brown shiny hair, the kind the girls loved, the kind God had wasted on that jackass Bart. But overall, he wasn’t looking too shabby.

He passed 907 so that he could lean right into the mirror and check his teeth. The fates must have been looking after him, because just as he did, the door to 907 opened, and Lincoln Gray came out.

Daniel’s heart tried to claw its way up his throat and out his mouth. Without thinking, he darted to the side, into the hallway that led to 923–931. He flattened himself against the flocked wallpaper.

“Lincoln, please.” Janelle’s voice was soft, and made of broken noises. She was crying. “Please don’t go.”

“Janie. Don’t do this. You know I can’t stay.”

“Yes, you can. Allison won’t know. She won’t care. She doesn’t love you. And you don’t love her.”

“I do.” Lincoln’s voice was flat and dry, a monotone that might have been created out of fireplace ashes. “I’m going to marry her. You know I have to marry her next Saturday.”

“Then give me tonight.” Janelle’s pleading twisted Daniel’s heart inside his chest, the way his mother might wring the dishwater out of a kitchen rag. “Please, Lincoln. Just one night.”

“Janie. I can’t…I—”

Daniel heard Lincoln groan and then he heard them come together, with an X-rated mix of rustling clothes, wordless murmurs and wet, broken breathing.

His heart was pounding now, rejecting the victim status, the wringing and twisting and the pain. He felt a violent urge to wheel out of his hiding place and confront them.

He wanted to stalk right out there and look her straight in the eye. He wanted to tell her to go back into her room, that she was an idiot, an even bigger idiot than Daniel himself had been over Beth. She didn’t need to make herself a tramp, just to please this two-timing jackass.

And he wanted to spit in Lincoln Gray’s face.

Instead, because he was a coward, a seventeen-year-old nobody without a car, a girlfriend, a job or even, apparently, a tablespoon of guts, he ran away.

Away, loping silently down the hall, down toward the pool elevator at the other end. Away, as fast as he could, from the sound of that bastard breaking her stupid, stupid heart.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN



DINNER WITH LINCOLN had seemed to last forever, but it had been worth it.

Over dessert, with only a tiny bit of prodding, he’d finally agreed to set a date for the wedding. Sooner, he’d said, was best. And he did not want to return to Boston, where Allison’s army of cold-blooded lawyers turned her every move into a business deal.

“How about here?” He smiled, as if he knew she’d agree. “Next Saturday?”

She let her spoon clatter onto the china bowl of creamy berries. Was it possible? Had she finally won? Was she was actually going to see this lying heartbreaker go to jail?

She stretched her trembling hand across the table to let him squeeze it. She arranged her face, trying to make her cold-hearted triumph look like the natural blushing enthusiasm of a bride-to-be.

“Next Saturday will be wonderful.” She blinked to imply tears, though she hadn’t been able to dredge any up. “Would it be okay if we have it at the Hideaway? Nothing big, of course. I told my grandparents I was hoping you’d ask me and they’ll be so thrilled. They’re such simple people. They love the idea of a happy romance.”

That was only partly a lie. She hadn’t told anyone anything yet and the O’Haras were far from simple. But Stephen and Kate were born romantics—last night she’d seen them dancing on the beach, all alone in the moonlight, cheek to cheek, when they thought everyone else was asleep.

They were also rascals—Stephen in particular loved a practical joke as much as any twelve-year-old. Occasionally, someone discovered a new reservation in the computer system for Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie. Or they’d realize that the lobby music had been set to play “Cheeseburger in Paradise” over and over until Kate, who hated that song, erupted.

Stephen always turned out to be the shameless culprit.

So Allison had a feeling that, once the O’Haras learned of the trap, they’d be delighted to help her spring it.

At least…she hoped so. She did have one tiny nugget of anxiety. It was possible that people who indulged in a big family weepfest whenever “How Are Things in Glocca Morra” came on the stereo might be too softhearted to send even a bigamist to jail.

To her surprise, Lincoln didn’t offer much in the way of protest.

“If that’s what you want,” he said, “I guess it’s okay. As long as they don’t use this week to try to turn you against me.”

“No one could do that,” she said. She smiled internally. It had become a game, finding ways to say what he wanted to hear without having to lie. And it was definitely true. No one could turn her against him now. She was already dead set in opposition.

After that, she could hardly sit still while he paid the waiter and called the valet for his car. She was desperate to get home to Mark. She now had two exciting bits of news—the location of the safe and, at long last, the wedding date.

Lincoln always drove fast, but tonight nothing was fast enough. As they shot down the tree-lined street toward the Hideaway, she racked her mind, wondering whether a sudden headache or an upset stomach would get her out of the car faster.

She was leaning toward the headache—she’d had a lot of wonky tummies lately and he might get suspicious. But, to her surprise, her loving fiancé didn’t seem eager to hang around, either. He dropped her off in the driveway with a quick peck on the cheek, suddenly remembering he had left his credit card back at The Mangrove.

Allison knew it wasn’t true—she’d seen him slide it back into his wallet—but she commiserated sweetly. Anything that freed her sooner and avoided the good-night-smooching awkwardness was okay with her.

She waved him goodbye warmly, as a dutiful wife-to-be should. But as soon as his BMW taillights faded around the corner, she yanked off her uncomfortable heels and, holding them by the straps, dashed into the Hideaway.


The elevator was too slow, so she took the stairs. She told herself she was just eager to share her good news. But who was she kidding? She hadn’t really talked to Mark in two days and she missed him. It might not make sense—how could you miss someone you’d known only a few weeks?—but she wasn’t feeling very logical right now.

She was just feeling happy, because she had an excuse to seek him out.

He didn’t seem to be in his room. She knocked several times, unwilling to accept the disappointment. Nothing. Finally she rummaged around in her evening clutch, looking for paper and pen, but the darn thing was too small, and it held nothing remotely useful.

She settled for a lipstick wand and an unused tissue.

“I have news,” she wrote, hoping Mark could actually read the clumsy pink block letters. Then, because she’d run out of room, she signed it simply “A.”

She could have left a phone message, but they seemed all too easy to ignore. In fact, he’d neglected to return her calls twice in the past two days already. Maybe the note, being more personal, would carry more urgency.

The worst part was trying to cram the darn thing under the doorsill. She squatted down, feeding it carefully so that it wouldn’t wad up and smear the words. In the end, she left it sticking halfway out, rather than take any risks.

Then she had no alternative but to go on back to her own room and wait.

She didn’t take off her party dress or her makeup. She’d bought this peacock-blue gown with Mark in mind, not Lincoln, and she still hoped he’d get to see it. She sat on the edge of the bed, flipped through some of the paperwork her accountant had faxed her today, not really reading any of it, waiting for the phone to ring.

It was almost an hour before she heard the knock on her door. She jumped up and pulled it open without even checking the peephole.

“Mark!”

But it wasn’t Mark. It was Daniel. He was all dressed up, as if he’d been to some family function. He would have looked terrific, except that his expression was dark and hostile.

“Daniel? Is something wrong?”

Stiff-armed, he held out her tissue, the pink, blobby letters looking like the remnants of some hieroglyphic violence. “I found this under his door.”

She frowned, trying to figure out why he would be so distraught. His face was red, except for tense white lines that had formed around his lips.

“I wish you’d left it there,” she said. “I know it looks like trash, but really it was a message for—”

“I know who it was for. Are you having an affair with him?”

She drew back slightly. “With Mark?” She caught herself. “I mean Matt?”

“Everyone knows you’re always in his room or he’s in yours. We’re not spying on you. It’s just that in a hotel, everyone knows stuff. And it sure looks to me like you two have a thing going.”


“Danny,” she said, stalling. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable talking about—”

“I’ll bet you’re not. Because you’re supposed to be marrying Lincoln Gray, next Saturday, aren’t you? And if you’re hooking up with some other guy, that’s just disgusting. There’s another woman who loves Mr. Gray, did you know that? Really loves him, not like you. She wouldn’t cheat on him.”

“Are you talking about Janelle Greenwood?”

“Yeah.” He looked as if he might burst into tears, though he fought it back fiercely. “But you stole him from her. Not that you give a damn, but you should know you broke her heart.”

This was not artificial fury. His emotions about Janelle were intense. She wondered what their relationship could possibly be. And how did he know about the wedding? No one knew the exact date, except for Lincoln and Allison themselves. It had been decided less than two hours ago.

“Danny, I’m sorry you’re so upset. But this is all very complicated—”

“And a kid like me couldn’t possibly understand it? Is that what you’re saying?” He pushed his head forward, like a guard dog after an intruder. “I’m old enough to know a selfish slut when I see—”

The rest of his sentence was cut off as Mark appeared out of nowhere, grabbed Daniel by the upper arm and twisted him up against the wall.

“You’ve got a pretty reckless mouth there, son.” Mark’s voice was low and calm, but communicated a dangerous intensity nonetheless. “I think you’d better apologize to your cousin for letting it get out of control.”

Where Daniel got his spunk, Allison couldn’t imagine, but he didn’t back down. He hummed with tension, his head held high, and met Mark’s hard stare with one of his own.

“No,” he said, flinching when his voice cracked, a throwback to adolescence that proved how nervous he was.

Mark just waited. His bigger, more muscular body was squared off in front of Danny’s stringy teenage frame, cutting off any escape except total surrender.

It was a pitiful mismatch. You could see the kid wilting under the relentless pressure of Mark’s dark eyes. After about thirty seconds, Danny was still holding out, but Allison couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Mark, it’s all right. Danny didn’t mean it. He was just upset. Apparently he’s friends with Janelle. He thinks she’s getting hurt, and he’s trying to protect her.”

Daniel started to sputter something, but Mark rode his words right over him.

“Friends? Is that a euphemism for something really dumb?”

“Why should I tell you anything? Who are you, anyhow? You’re just Allison’s toy. I bet she hasn’t gotten around to telling you that she’s marrying somebody else this Saturday, has she?”

“Mark,” Allison interjected. “I was trying—”

Daniel laughed. “See? You’re getting played just like Janelle is. Why should I let her get away with treating people like that?”


“Let me get this straight,” Mark said evenly. “You think Allison is hurting Janelle Greenwood? And somehow you’ve got the idea that you’re Janelle Greenwood’s personal white knight?”

“What if I am? Somebody has to protect her.”

Mark smiled coldly. “Let’s overlook for a minute how dumb that is on about five different levels. If nothing else, you’d better read up on your chivalric code, Dan. You can’t defend one woman by attacking another. Especially if that other woman is your own family.”

“No, she’s not.” Daniel didn’t look at Allison. “If she’s family, where’s she been my whole life? I only met her, like, two weeks ago.”

“I know that, Danny,” she said, jumping in before Mark could slice him even deeper. “It’s true. You hardly know me. I don’t expect any special consideration because I’m related to you. But surely you don’t think it’s polite to say things like that to any woman. Would your mother approve of it? Would your dad be proud of you?”

Finally, he glanced toward her. His mouth was still set in a stubborn line, but, for the first time, his bravado started to visibly seep away. His shoulders sagged, and his chin dropped a full inch.

Mark sensed it, too. He let go of Daniel’s arm and took a step back. He still blocked the boy’s exit, but clearly the situation’s heat meter had been scaled down.

Allison sighed with relief. She had suspected that Daniel loved his family and wanted their approval, but she hadn’t been sure it was enough. Daniel was in that awkward transition stage between boy and man, when any threat to his fragile masculinity was so dangerous he felt compelled to meet it with brute force.

Once he and Mark had locked horns, like two territorial male animals, who knew whether any appeal to the heart could break them apart?

“Okay,” Daniel said, his voice so low it was almost a whisper. “I’m sorry I called you a slut. I meant it, but I should have used some other word.”

The apology was so graceless it was almost funny. Mark met Allison’s gaze and for a minute she thought he might burst out laughing. It was comic, of course, the poor kid trying to get out of this without completely losing face. Luckily, Mark probably remembered being seventeen himself, and he didn’t even crack a smile.

“Okay,” he said. “Now I think we need to straighten some things out around here, don’t you, Allison? I think it’s time we told the O’Haras the truth.”

 

MARK LED THE WAY. They found everyone in the family kitchen, even the twins, building sandwiches and slicing potatoes for homemade French fries.

Mark could imagine what had brought this about. Moira had been on a health-food kick lately and tonight’s O’Hara dinner had consisted of small bowls of fruit and cheese arranged around a Romaine lettuce mountain.

He’d been secretly relieved that he had a business dinner and couldn’t accept Moira’s invitation to eat with them. He wasn’t surprised that eventually, with growling stomachs and unsatisfied palates, the clan had mutinied and forced captain Moira to increase the rations.

“Come on in!” Stephen looked over with a smile, unashamed of his mustard mustache or the snowfall of crumbs on his shirt. “There’s plenty for everyone!”

“There certainly is,” Moira agreed acerbically as she dropped the potato slices into the deep fryer. “If we eat all this by ourselves, we’ll have to call an ambulance to take us up to bed.”

She turned to her son. “You hungry, Danny?”

The boy dug his brows together. “No.”

“No, thank you,” his father corrected automatically, although the words were muffled because he had his head inside the refrigerator. He emerged with a chocolate cake, a real find, as it had only a couple of pieces missing. “Ah, Moira, my mavourneen, sure and sweet it is to be married to a beautiful woman who can cook!”

She scowled at him. “You sound like your father, Roderick O’Hara, which makes you a fool. You’ve never spent more than two weeks in Ireland at a time.”

She grabbed the cake out of his hands and then, relenting, kissed him on the cheek. “But I’ll give you a taste anyhow, because you had the wisdom to call me beautiful.”

Mark tried to catch Allison’s eye, wondering when she was going to break in and announce her news. Unfortunately, for the moment, she seemed to have forgotten their mission completely. She leaned against the far counter, watching the family with that same kid-at-the-candy-store-window hunger he’d seen on her face so often.


“Mom. Dad.” Daniel, on the other hand, had not forgotten a thing. “We came down here because Allison has something to tell you. Apparently she’s got some big secret.”

Stephen seemed to catch the sullen tone in his grandson’s voice. He glanced sharply at Daniel, then smiled at Allison.

“Secrets are grand,” he said. “I hope yours is a happy one.”

Allison took a deep breath. “Not really,” she said. “It’s complica—”

“Not happy?” Daniel laughed. “She’s getting married. Shouldn’t that kind of secret be pretty damned happy?”

“Daniel,” Moira and Roddy said in sharp unison. The atmosphere in the room was changing rapidly. No longer was it a laughing midnight feast. Suddenly everyone was staring at either Allison or Daniel.

Stephen, who had been standing at the counter near the sink, put down his sandwich. “Allison, darlin’. Is it true? You’re getting married?”

“Sort of,” she said. Then, before Daniel could snort his disdain, she went on. “It’ll take a little while to explain it all. It really is very complicated.”

“Girls,” Moira said, bustling over to where Flannery and Fiona were sitting, staring openmouthed at their cousin, displaying half-chewed bologna sandwiches. “Take your sandwiches and go to bed.”

“But I want to hear about Allison’s wedding, and—”

Moira put her hands on her hips. “Now.”

Grumbling, the girls gathered up their food and headed for the door. At the last minute, Fiona flew back into the kitchen. She ran up to Allison and hugged her tightly. When Allison bent down to return the embrace, Fiona whispered something into her ear.

Allison’s smile was sad. “We’ll talk about that later, okay?” She tweaked Fiona’s red curls lightly and patted her backpack. “Right now, you’d better do what your mom said.”

When the girls were finally gone, Moira suggested that they all sit at the big, scarred pine table in the center of the room. Everyone did, except for Daniel, who glowered at them from his post near the door, and Moira herself, who watched over the deep fryer so that they didn’t burn the place down.

“I guess I’ll just start at the beginning,” Allison said as she settled herself in front of Flannery’s crumbs and crumpled napkin. She glanced at Mark, and he nodded reassuringly. “Less than a month ago, I was all set to marry a man named Lincoln Gray.”

“But he’s the one you’ve been dating down here, isn’t he?” Roddy looked confused.

“Yes. It’s the same man. That’s really why I came to the island. You see, he stood me up the first time. He didn’t show up at the church.”

“But why would he do such a thing to a dear girl like you?” Stephen slapped his hand on the table. “Is the man a fool? Is he insane?”

“He’s a gigolo,” Mark cut in, knowing that Allison would find this part difficult to tell. “He locates lonely women who have a lot of money, and he preys on them. He caught Allison at a very tough time. She’d recently buried her father, and she’d come to Sole Grande, hoping to introduce herself to you. But she lost her nerve, and that’s when she met Lincoln, in the airport, while she waited for her plane back to Boston.”

Kate reached across the table and touched Allison’s hand. “You should have come to us, sweetheart. We have been waiting for you to knock on that door for years.”

“I know that now,” Allison said. Her eyes looked suspiciously bright. “But I wasn’t thinking very clearly at the time. I was stupid and I fell for him. It’s true. I was lonely. And Lincoln can be very…very charming.”

Mark glanced over at Daniel, wondering how he was taking all this. The boy’s face was still tight and unyielding.

“Anyhow, at the very last minute, my lawyer persuaded me to get Lincoln to sign a prenup, limiting his access to my inheritance. He signed it, but I never saw him again after that. He bolted.”

“Oh, the blackguard!” Stephen made a fist. “May the devil sweep his hairy soul to hell!”

Over at the stove, Moira laughed. “Oh, yes,” she said. “I knew it was time to send those girls to bed.”

She pulled the basket of fries out of the oil and set it on the drainer. Mark realized he was hungry, too. Moira was a good cook, and the fries smelled fantastic.

“That’s how I met Allison in the first place,” Mark said, trying to keep the conversation linear, which was no easy task in this family of talkers. “I was looking for Lincoln, and I thought I’d finally caught up with him. But when I got to the church, of course, he was already gone.”

Daniel roused himself a little. “Why were you looking for Lincoln?”

“Because Allison isn’t Lincoln Gray’s first victim. He defrauded my sister, Tracy. She was another of his lonely, wealthy conquests. He married her six months ago. He took her money and her jewelry, not to mention her happiness and her pride.”

Moira poked a steaming French fry into her mouth, apparently too outraged to remember her diet. “You mean the rat divorced her after only six months of marriage?”

“No,” Allison broke in, her voice tense. “No. He didn’t divorce her. It’s even worse than that. He’s still married to her.”

Everyone murmured some version of shock. Even Daniel stirred himself to an upright position while he processed the information.

Stephen shook his head, confused. “Help me. Do you mean to say that this…this insect, he planned to…to trap my granddaughter in a bigamist marriage?”

“I’m afraid so,” Mark said. “But that’s why we’re here. We have a plan.”

Stephen snorted, sounding a lot like his grandson. “Does this plan involve feeding Lincoln Gray’s entrails to the seven terriers of hell?”

“Dad!” Roddy rolled his eyes.

“Sorry, Stephen,” Mark said, chuckling. “Frankly, that was my first impulse, too. But Allison talked me out of it. She’s got something better in mind. She’s going to marry him. Apparently the date’s been set for next Saturday. So while we may not be able to disembowel him, if everything goes as planned, we just may be able to—”

Moira made an excited sound. “Put him in jail!”

“That’s right,” Mark said, meeting Allison’s gaze with a congratulatory smile. “We’re going to put the insect in jail.”










CHAPTER FIFTEEN



“ALLISON, wait! Ribbon emergency!”

Allison had just stepped out into the courtyard, on her way to her car—so close to escaping the chaos in the Hideaway behind her.

But she couldn’t just ignore the call, which sounded frantic. Stifling a sigh, she turned and saw Moira bustling toward her. The twins trailed along in their mom’s shadow. All three had their hands full of multicolored ribbons that flew out behind them like wisps of rainbow.

“Oh, Moira, they’re all beautiful,” Allison said. “But right now I’ve got an appointment I can’t miss. Besides, I’ve already told Kate I don’t care. She can pick whatever colors she likes.”

She didn’t offer the details of her “appointment.” Although the family had come together like a well-trained militia to pull off the wedding preparations in one week flat, there were still some things she wasn’t ready to share.

The fact that she and Mark were planning to break into Lincoln’s house today, in search of the Travers Peacock, was one of them.


“I know,” Moira said with a wry grin. “But Kate says she simply cannot make such an important decision by herself.”

“Don’t sound so sarcastic, Mom. Grandma’s right. It is important. Even a fake wedding has to be beautiful.” Fiona had a fistful of ribbons, all of which were shades of blue. She plucked one and held it up. “Fannie and I have some great party dresses that match this one exactly.”

Moira and Allison exchanged glances over the little girl’s head. They had all been surprised by the passion Fiona and Kate had brought to this project.

Forget any hope that the wedding could be simple and fuss-free. Kate had immediately launched into her field-marshall mode, ordering new plants, a three-tier fountain and an arbor for the courtyard, then planning cakes, bouquets, centerpieces, food and flowers for the ceremony and reception afterward.

“If we’re going to pull this off, it has to look real,” she’d said with a haughty sniff when her husband had dared to suggest she might be going overboard. But Stephen had explained later that Kate had always wanted to hold weddings at the Hideaway, and this was her chance to show what she could do.

Fiona just seemed caught in the romance of it all. It didn’t bother her one bit that her dad had explained—in age-appropriate terms—that the wedding was just make-believe, and Lincoln Gray wasn’t really going to be the newest member of the O’Hara clan. Fiona had spent the past five days picking out the ideal Irish music for the bridal march and looking on the Internet for information about what the perfect flower girl should wear and say and do.

“I love blue,” Allison said, surprised that the little girl had selected a color that almost exactly matched the blue satin chair covers Allison had chosen for the “real” wedding at the Revere. Too bad she didn’t have all that stuff now. She could have saved a fortune.

Fannie scowled. “I was thinking pink,” she said, picking irritably at her own fistful of pink, rose, coral and cherry-colored ribbons. “I look better in pink.”

“Allison! Don’t leave just yet!” Kate came rushing up to them with a catalogue in her hand. “You absolutely must pick out a cake topper.”

At almost the same moment, Allison saw Mark heading toward her from the other direction. He must have been waiting in the parking lot and finally lost patience.

“Hi, everyone.” He smiled at the O’Hara women and accepted Fannie’s exuberant hug. “The courtyard’s looking good, Kate.” Then he turned to Allison. “It’s quarter to three. Don’t we need to get going?”

“She can’t leave until she picks out a cake topper. It won’t take long. There aren’t many we can actually get on such short notice.” Kate held the catalogue out where Allison could see it. “We can get this gold heart, here, though gold is kind of tacky, don’t you think? Or maybe these doves?”

“Kate, really I—”

But Kate was too absorbed to hear Allison’s protest. “Some of these figurines aren’t too bad.” She thumbed to another page. “They have this one with the couple facing each other and this one with the groom kneeling down—”

“Do they have the one with the groom in handcuffs?” Mark winked at Allison.

Kate frowned, flipping pages. “Actually, they do have one with the groom wearing a ball and chain, but it’s so demeaning to—”

Moira laughed and put her hand over the catalogue. “Mark’s kidding, Kate,” she said. “And they’re in a hurry. You should decide. You’re the one who is insisting on making this such a big deal. Allison has already said she’s willing to go with a sheet cake from the grocery store.”

“Not in this hotel she won’t!” Kate shuddered, but she closed the catalogue in resignation. “All right, off with you two, but if your wedding is a terrible disappointment, you’ve only yourself to blame.”

Allison hugged her. “I’m sure it’ll be lovely. Besides, it couldn’t be any more disappointing than the last one, could it?”

“I suppose not.” Kate turned toward the courtyard border garden, where Daniel was kneeling, planting a wheelbarrow full of white impatiens. “No, no,” she cried out in anguish. “Not so close together! You’ll run out of flowers before you get halfway round!”

“This is our chance,” Mark whispered, and with a grin and a wave to Moira and the girls, he took Allison’s hand and led her quickly to the parking lot.

She loved his strong, warm grip, and held on to it as long as she could. When they reached her car, of course, she had to let go and immediately felt the loss.


On the way to Lincoln’s house, no more than a five-minute drive, they reviewed the plans. Lincoln would not be home. Last night, over dinner, he had asked Allison’s permission to follow through on a promise he’d made weeks ago to Janelle. He had promised to be her partner in a Mangrove doubles tennis tournament and he hated to leave her in the lurch.

Allison had granted permission without hesitation. She adopted a noble, generous air, but in truth she was thrilled. The less she saw of Lincoln before the wedding, the better.

This, then, was the perfect time to play Nancy Drew. She should be able to get in and have the run of the place, at least for a while.

She was right. Mrs. Jerrald’s caretaker, Thomas, though in his seventies had a soft spot for young women. He smiled warmly when he saw Allison at the door.

“Miss Cabot! I’m so sorry. Mr. Gray is out.”

“I know,” she said with her best smile. “He’s got a long tennis match, but I—” She ducked her head. “I was feeling a bit lonely and thought I’d wait for him here. That way I can see him the instant he gets back.”

Thomas opened the door wider. “Of course,” he said. “Would you like to wait in the library?”

She breathed a sigh of relief. The plan had looked good on paper, but it was nice to see that it had worked. And the library was perfect. It was directly across the foyer from the study.

“That would be great.” She moved into the house, still smiling. “I’ve been wanting to look at the books. I’m a big reader and that’ll make the time go faster.”


She wasn’t sure Thomas, who was a bit deaf, heard all that, but he could tell from her demeanor that she was pleased, so he led the way to the library. With an internal grin, Allison noted that beneath his dignified suit he was wearing Michael Jordan sneakers. Apparently when Lincoln was away, Thomas liked to relax.

“Can I get you anything to drink?”

“No, thanks.” She moved to one of the shelves and pulled down a book, then held it up merrily. “Don’t let me bother you. I’ll be just fine.”

Thomas’s room was at the back of the house and Lincoln had once complained that the old guy spent most of his free time watching CNN with the volume so high Lincoln could even hear it out by the pool.

Allison was counting on that.

She waited about three minutes after Thomas left, just in case he might feel obligated to bring her a Coke. She stuck her head out into the foyer and when she heard the CNN reporter start talking about the price of gasoline, she tiptoed to the front door.

Mark, who had been waiting in the car, saw her immediately. He climbed out smoothly, then sauntered up the front walk with the same air of utter confidence and belonging that he brought to all his movements. No neighbor watching through the curtains would be the slightest bit suspicious.

“In here,” she whispered, taking his hand again and leading him past the huge, shining gold and silver statues and vases, into the study.

He stood a minute in the doorway, evaluating the situation.


“Where does that lead?” He pointed toward a pair of French doors half-covered by long, heavy drapes patterned with hunting scenes—inappropriate for a beach house, but in keeping with the rest of the pretentious decor.

“I don’t know.”

He moved deftly into the room, heading first for the doors. Without a sound, he twisted the brass handle and opened the door just enough for him to slip out.

She waited, confused. He was back in ten seconds.

“Side yard,” he said. “No alarm. No gates.” He smiled at her quizzical expression. “It’s never a good idea to sneak in if you don’t have a way to sneak out.”

“Cat burglar in another life?” She raised one brow. “Or do you have to escape from a lot of irate husbands?”

He didn’t answer, of course. Unnecessary conversation was foolish. He grinned, shrugged, then gestured for her to show him the safe.

She walked up to the big, showy seascape and put her hands on the lower right corner of the frame, hoping there wasn’t some trick to shoving it aside. She would hate to have brought him here for nothing.

Up this close, she could see that on the far horizon of the stormy sea, a ship was capsizing. Nice, she thought. Just what she’d like to look at every day.

Luckily, though, it glided to the left with no hitch, no sound. She felt the click as it locked into the “open” position. The safe lay exposed.

She curled her fingers to call Mark over. He took one look at the safe, then turned to the desk. She’d already explained that Lincoln had checked this desk’s center drawer to refresh his memory about the combination.

They both knew this was the trickiest part. Lincoln might have moved it. Or he might have changed it. Even if the numbers were still here, they might not open anything.

But before they could even begin to open the drawer, Mark put his hand hard on Allison’s arm. She froze, frowning. She knew better than to speak or move, but she couldn’t tell what he was reacting to. She hadn’t heard anything.

Two seconds later, she realized that was exactly the problem. She hadn’t heard anything. CNN no longer droned softly in the background.

Mark pointed silently toward the foyer. She nodded, then hurried back toward the library. She was only halfway across the foyer when she saw Thomas, standing in the hall that led to his quarters.

“Oh, Thomas, good,” she said. “I feel like a fool but I can’t remember which door leads to the bathroom.”

He gestured toward the third door. “It’s that one,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to mention that I’ll be out of the house for a few minutes. I’ve got to get to the shipping office before they close.”

“Oh, of course,” she said nervously, hoping he wouldn’t glance into the study, where the seascape still hung askew, like a neon sign blinking Thieves In The House.

“I’ll be fine,” she said, moving toward the bathroom so that, out of courtesy, he’d have to turn and face that direction, too. “Lincoln should be home in a few minutes anyhow, don’t you think?”

He looked at the gold rococo clock that hung above a gold-leafed armless Venus. “Within the hour, I’d think. It really depends on how many sets they play.”

“Yes, of course.” Rats. Allison had forgotten to factor that in. According to Lincoln, Janelle wasn’t a very strong player, so the match might not last as long as she’d been hoping. “Well, you go ahead. I’ll just read till he gets here.”

Thomas nodded, then disappeared down the hall. Shortly afterward she heard his car start up and back down the drive. She watched it turn out onto the street, then dashed into the study.

Mark was nowhere in sight.

She went to the French doors and opened them. “Mark?” She leaned out and scanned the garden, which was thick with red ixora, pink hibiscus and the long green trailing branches of ficus trees. “Mark?”

Out of nowhere, a strong arm wound itself around her waist. She gasped as she lost her balance and fell backward into Mark, who must have been standing behind the heavy drapes while she talked to the caretaker.

The instant her body recognized his, her heart began to pound. Her legs softened and began to tremble.

“Mark,” she said, trying to sound natural. “You scared me.”

“Did I?” He was still whispering, although he must have known that they were alone in the house. He made no move to leave the strange, shadowy seclusion of the drapes.


“Yes,” she whispered back, though she wasn’t sure why. She swiveled in his arms and faced him. His dark hair and eyes made him almost invisible in the shadows.

She put her hands on his chest. “Yes. You scared me.”

“I suppose that’s only fair,” he answered slowly, his voice no longer a whisper, but a husky, throaty sound that was one of the most sensual things she’d ever heard. “Because you scare me, too.”

“Why?” She moved her fingers to his collarbone, which was the first inch of bare skin she could find beneath his shirt. His skin was warm. In response, his arms tightened around her waist.

“You know why,” he said.

Then, so carefully she knew they didn’t disturb a single fiber of the thick fabric that enfolded them, he bent his head to hers.

And he kissed her.

She closed her eyes and let herself melt. She had wanted this for so long.

His lips were strong and knowing. As she breathed in the warm musk of him, she felt reality disappear. The golden hands of the rococo clock in the foyer ceased to tick and even the silver statues must have held their breath. It was a kiss to stop time, to stop thoughts, to stop hearts.

His hands roamed up her back, then down across the curve of her hips. She pressed into him, and he hardened against her. The kiss went on into the timeless darkness. It grew hot and damp and she parted her lips, wanting more.

But even in a timeless fantasy, nothing lasts forever. When he lifted his head, she whimpered, disbelieving. He didn’t seem to hear her. His heart thumped madly against her hands. His breath was harsh, unnaturally loud here in their magic circle of cloth and shadows.

“That’s why,” he said, his voice rough. “Because just touching you makes me feel like this. You make me forget everything, Allison. Even the things I swore I would never forget.”

“None of that matters,” she said, instinctively whispering again, as though she didn’t want to wake reality, didn’t want to let it return to this place, with its cold, relentless, ticking hands.

He gazed down at her. His heartbeat was returning to normal. She wondered how he did that. Hers was still throbbing and struggling.

Perhaps, in the way a conditioned athlete’s heart returned to normal much faster after a sprint, a more experienced lover could shake off passion at will.

“It doesn’t matter,” she insisted. “It doesn’t have anything to do with us, with what we feel.”

He shook his head slowly. “If only you knew how much I wish that were true.”

She began to protest, but he put a finger across her lips.

“No,” he said. “We should hurry. He could come back any minute.”

She took a deep breath. Reluctantly, sensing his unmovable determination, she nodded.

He let go of her, and with one hand pulled aside the drapes. After that cloistered darkness, even the dim light of the study seemed to burn against her eyes. She winced and waited while her pupils adjusted.


When she could see again, she led the way to the drawer.

He opened it silently and to her great relief the combination lay there, typed out neatly on a long rectangle of white computer paper. He read it over several times, clearly committing it to memory, and then, without a word, he reached for the dial and began to spin it.

She held her breath. But his fingers were fast and sure. He didn’t have to try more than once. With a whoosh of air and a tiny electronic click, the safe door swung open.

“Oh, my God,” she breathed. “It worked.”

He didn’t answer, maintaining the sensible silence. With efficient movements, he reached into the safe and brought out three velvet boxes.

Lincoln’s booty. Lying there, lined up neatly on the big desk, they looked like the three puzzle boxes of some fairy tale. Open the correct one and the princess is yours forever. Open the wrong one and you’ll find instant death.

She wondered how many women’s dreams lay in those three boxes.

She and Mark had already agreed that, no matter how many of Tracy’s rings and bracelets he spotted in here, he would take nothing but the Travers Peacock. If Lincoln checked this stash—and she could imagine him fingering it nightly like Midas, reliving his conquests—he would know if a jewel was missing. He’d know that something was badly wrong.

And then he would flee.

The peacock was the only item they could safely retrieve. Mark would slip the genuine jeweled brooch into his pocket, and he’d replace it with the perfect copy, which only a jeweler could detect.

It wasn’t in the first two boxes, though she saw Lincoln’s diamond cufflinks, and then a pair of ruby earrings that her father had given her when she turned twenty-one. Strangely, she felt no anger. Only pity, because Lincoln’s heart was so empty he needed all these shining baubles to fill it up.

He was welcome to them.

If only they could reclaim the peacock, the one piece of jewelry in here that meant more than money. It had a history, a fascinating, centuries-old love story that belonged, by right, to the Travers family.

What was left of it. Allison wondered if that hurt Mark, to know that with his sterility and Tracy’s miscarriages, there might well never be another generation of Travers to inherit this charming work of art.

Allison’s heart kicked erratically as she watched him open the third and final box. Please, she prayed. Let it be there.

It wasn’t.

She watched Mark’s hands go still, still clasping the sides of the box, and she knew he’d come to the end of the search.

“Mark,” she said. She touched his shoulder, wishing she could take away the disappointment that must be flooding through him. “When the police get him, when he’s in jail, surely they—”

He jerked his head up. His face was so grim she hardly recognized him. He stared toward the front window. “He’s here.”


“Who?” But she knew. She looked out the window, too, and saw Lincoln’s BMW. “Oh my God.”

“Go,” Mark said tightly, his hands already closing the boxes and getting them ready to go back into the safe. “Stall him as long as you can.”

She didn’t waste a second arguing. She rushed out of the study, across the slippery marble foyer where the statues all watched her, and skidded into the library. She had just picked up her book again when the front door opened.

“Lincoln!” She moved to the doorway and held out her arms. “Finally! I’ve missed you so much!”

He looked tired, his tennis whites limp and smeared with the orange clay of the resort’s fancy courts. He was sweaty, his hair plastered to his forehead. His expression was so downcast, so without joy, that she wondered how badly they’d lost the match. Had it been a massacre, an embarrassment to his athletic pride?

He looked up at her. “Allison.”

He didn’t even seem to register how strange it was to find her there. He came to her immediately but without conscious volition, like a robot programmed to follow a certain track.

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said.

“I came back,” he answered dully. “I’m here.”

She hugged him, getting herself into position so that, over his shoulder, she could glance into the open study.

The painting hung straight, squared above the mantel.

Mark was gone.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN



THAT NIGHT, the family ate take-out fried chicken, something Moira apparently hated to do, but with the wedding Saturday night, they had little choice.

Afterward, they dispersed to their various chores. Moira had laundry, the task taking longer than usual as one of the machines was broken. Stephen was in charge of the night desk. Kate and Fannie were still decorating. And Roddy and Mark were sent out to make sure the arbor had been properly set up.

No one was quite sure where Daniel was. He hadn’t been seen since his shift at the front desk ended, back around four o’clock.

Allison was banished, prohibited from any work. She was sent upstairs, to gather her clothes for tomorrow and get her beauty sleep.

Fiona decided to walk Allison to her room. She put her hand in Allison’s, but in her typical somber way she didn’t actually speak until they were off the elevator and alone in the second-floor hall.

“So, I want to give you something,” the little girl said, ducking one shoulder so that she could ease her backpack off. “You have to promise you won’t tell Fannie, though. I don’t ever let anybody see these, except my mom. Fannie would make fun of them.”

“Of course,” Allison said, shocked to realize that Fiona was finally going to reveal what she kept in that sacred bag. It was the subject of much teasing speculation among the family, though Fiona remained stoically silent no matter how rough the jokes got. “I wouldn’t tell a soul.”

Fiona nodded. Then she lay the backpack on the floor and bent over it, unzipping the main flap with care. She reached in and pulled out a hardcover journal. She ran her hands over the cover, which was decorated with pictures of butterflies.

Then, swallowing hard, she handed it to Allison.

“I thought you might like to read these,” she said gravely. “It’s all kinds of stuff—poems and stories and blessings, you know. Most of it is just things I’ve heard that I like a lot. But some of it I wrote myself.”

Allison accepted it with equal gravity, though she had to admit she couldn’t quite understand what had prompted the gift. “Thanks. I’d love to look at it.”

Fiona stared at the book as if she feared she’d never see it again. She chewed on her lower lip a minute, then went on. “I thought there might be something you could use, you know, for your wedding vows or something. Even if it’s a pretend wedding, there should be a blessing, don’t you think?”

For a minute, Allison couldn’t respond. The innocent, serious expression on Fiona’s face made her look like a red-haired cherub. And, as Allison looked at her trusting cousin, the nebulous uneasiness she’d been feeling all night came into sudden clarity.


For the first time, she wondered if marrying Lincoln was the right thing to do. Her motives might be more muddy than she’d ever admitted, even to herself. Instead of seeking justice and protection for other vulnerable women, was she really seeking revenge?

If so, who would bless an undertaking like that?

But this wasn’t the moment for soul-searching. Fiona was still waiting, chewing on her lips, her green eyes tight with anxiety, hoping her book was appreciated for the special gift it was.

“Yes,” Allison said warmly. “I’d love to have a good Irish blessing. Thank you for sharing this with me. I feel very honored.”

Fiona beamed, her mouth so wide it smothered most of her freckles. “I’m so glad you came to find us,” she said, hugging Allison around the waist, as exuberant as her sister. “And I’m glad your wedding is fake, because I hope you never, ever leave.”

 

IT WAS ONE IN THE MORNING. The stars were so tiny and bright it was as if someone had shaken silver glitter across a sheet of black glass.

Allison was still awake, though she needed desperately to get some rest. If she didn’t, when it came time to say “I do,” she might be too tired to remember her lines.

But she didn’t see how she’d ever fall asleep, not with her mind churning like this. She stood at the edge of her balcony, listening to the slow metronome beat of the waves and letting the warm night breeze fan her face.


She held Fiona’s journal against her chest. She’d spent hours poring over it. The little girl’s handwriting was a neat block printing, with the occasional attempt at cursive. She had written down odds and ends of everything she heard, like a magpie plucking shiny bits to build its nest.

After each quote, she’d put a personal postscript, explaining where she’d heard it. It was these little glimpses of the loving daily life of a big, boisterous family that had touched Allison the most.

Some were funny.

“‘Drink is a curse. It makes you shoot your landlord. And it makes you miss.’” Below that, Fiona had written. “Or something like that. Daniel said it last night.”

Some were heartbreakingly tender.

“‘May you live forever and may the last words you hear be mine.’” And then she’d added, “Grampa to Grandma, Tuesday night, dancing.”

“‘Silver apples of the moon, golden apples of the sun.’ Dad, Friday, because of the full moon, which really is pretty.”

She’d included the story of Queen Maeve and her virile lover Fergus, of course. And also several traditional Irish blessings, ones that even Allison, in her anti-Irish, WASP household, had encountered through the years.

“‘May the road rise to meet you, May the wind be always at your back.’ Mom likes this one.”

And then, apparently inspired, Fiona had written one of her own.



May every day be Christmas,

May your mom’s face always smile.

May God invite you up to heaven,

But not for a long, long while.




Fiona Anne O’Hara, this Christmas.



By the time Allison had made her way through the entire book, her eyes were burning. The love soaked the pages like perfume. Love that could have been, should have been, hers to share.

Because her father had refused to accept the O’Haras, both of them had missed so much. Strange—she hadn’t ever considered her father’s loss before, because he had seemed so coldly self-sufficient, but now she saw that his was just as great.

Poor Dad. Why had he thought placing blame for her mother’s death was more important than remaining a part of this magic circle?

She wondered if her mother had been just as warm and poetic as her family. Had Eileen O’Hara Cabot ever danced on the beach with her husband, or quoted Yeats to the full moon? Had she sung “The Rose of Tralee” to her sleeping daughter and whispered blessings over her crib?

“‘May the saddest day of your future be no worse than the happiest day of your past.’ Eileen to Allison. Maybe. Long, long ago.”

Out here on the balcony, with no sound in her ears but the flat hands of the water repetitively stroking the shore, like a begging that goes endlessly unanswered, Allison had never felt so alone in her life.


She gripped the book tighter, as if she could absorb its magic.

She was alone, yes. But she didn’t have to be.

She finally realized that it was up to her to break her father’s icy spell. To reach out for love. To take the risk, to chance the pain.

She closed her sliding glass door, set the book on the night table, slipped on a pair of sandals and made her way to Mark’s room.

He didn’t answer when she knocked, but she couldn’t give up. She pressed the button for the elevator and made her way downstairs to check the lobby.

Her grandfather was still at the desk. Stephen yawned sleepily, then smiled at her, apparently not one bit surprised to see her there, dressed only in the tap pants and T-shirt that she wore to bed.

“I think he went outside,” Stephen offered quietly. “You might check the beach. Or maybe the hammock, which is the only truly private spot on the property. I’d say he looked like a man who wanted to be alone.”

“Alone?”

Stephen smiled. “Ah, well, if he couldn’t be with you, that is.” He reached under the counter and pulled out a woven throw. “Here,” he said, tossing it to her. “Might as well have a blanket, just in case.”

In case of what? She blushed, but she smiled, too, thinking how sweet it was to be part of this family that took impulsive behavior for granted. She blew her grandfather a kiss and headed out the back door and through the courtyard.

In the corner, next to the new, bubbling fountain, stood the white flower-twined arbor that had been erected for the wedding. It looked ghostly in the moonlight, like the portal to another world. She hoped that, for her, it would be just that. She went out of her way to step through it, for luck.

At the edge of the courtyard, she scanned the beach. It gleamed, pristine and empty, as far as the eye could see in both directions. No one had ventured out to enjoy the starlight dancing on the tips of the restless waves. Not even Mark.

She hadn’t ever spent time in the hammock—it was unofficially Stephen’s spot for hiding out from Kate. But Allison knew where it was. She crossed the grass at the north edge of the building, then turned the corner to the little nook formed where the storage shed met the edge of the hotel.

It was the only place not overlooked by guest-room windows. The long mesh hammock was slung between two curving palms, shaded from prying eyes by half a dozen others.

Mark was in it.

She could just make him out, a glimmer of blue-black, starlit hair at one end, a warm stretch of lighter shadow that must have been his legs at the other. She walked up slowly, trying to maintain the courage that had brought her down here in the first place.

“Mark?”

He didn’t shift his position, but his eyes caught the starlight as they looked at her.

“Hi,” he said, his voice just above a murmur. “You can’t sleep either, I see.”


“No,” she said. “I’m sorry we didn’t find the peacock. I had felt so sure it would be there.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “I feel sure the police will be able to worm its location out of him. The peacock is a fairly conspicuous piece. He’ll find it hard to sell without proof of ownership.”

She nodded. “That’s probably true.”

She waited awkwardly, not sure what to say next. She toed the grass, which was long enough to tickle her feet around her sandals. It felt cool and night-damp.

“So,” she said finally. “Is there room in that hammock for two?”

For a long minute he said nothing. Her heart beat fast, but she tried to ignore it. Courage meant facing her fears. All her fears, from the simple, immediate embarrassment of rejection, to the more complicated fear of falling in love with a man who couldn’t ever make her deepest dreams come true.

At the moment, those fears didn’t matter. They paled beside the biggest fear of all—that after the police took Lincoln away tomorrow, Mark would go home, and she would never see him again.

That was the worst—the fear that she would never make love to him, even once.

“Mark,” she said again.

He shifted, holding out the mesh of the hammock to make room.

“Be careful,” he said. She wasn’t sure whether that was a literal warning—or something more symbolic.

She sat down, her hip nestled against his thigh for balance. She let her sandals fall off onto the grass and then, with one movement, she lay her head back toward his and brought her legs up toward his feet.

The hammock was spacious, but the physics of it caused the mesh to close around them, like one half of a cocoon. To make room, he had to stretch his arm out under her shoulders, creating a pillow for her head.

It was soothing, even more intimate than a bed.

They lay together silently for a few minutes, listening to the breeze as it whispered in the fronds above them.

When he finally spoke, his voice was a low rumble just above her ear. “Why couldn’t you sleep?”

She wondered which of the many reasons to give him first.

“I guess I’ve been thinking about tomorrow. Now that it’s really going to happen, it feels strange.”

“Strange?”

“Yeah.” She traced the logo on his shirt with the tip of one finger. “I don’t know. Have you ever asked yourself whether we might be making a mistake?”

“Never.” His answer was unequivocal. “I know what he did to Tracy. After he left, she wanted to die. She had hoped she might be pregnant—she’s old enough that she believed it was her last chance. When she found out she wasn’t…”

He paused. She glanced up at him, but he was staring into the distance. His eyes glimmered strangely, as if they looked at something she couldn’t see.

“What?”

“She tried to kill herself. She took a whole bottle of pills. Thank God I was there and got her to the hospital in time.”

Allison shivered, as if a winter wind had threaded through the summer air and touched her soul. She couldn’t really imagine how Tracy had felt. Allison had been lucky. She’d turned to Lincoln out of loneliness, not out of true love. She’d had only a small taste of the pain he could cause.

She didn’t say anything, though she pressed her hand against his slowly beating heart. She knew that he wasn’t asking for sympathy, for himself or for Tracy. He was merely stating the facts. He had never, ever, believed that Lincoln should be allowed to go free.

“I wonder where Daniel was all day,” she said. It sounded like a change of subject, but it wasn’t really. The issue had niggled at the back of her mind all night. “You don’t suppose that he could have warned Lincoln about—”

“I don’t think so. I have an investigator watching Lincoln’s house. He hasn’t left it all day and no one has gone in.”

“I didn’t know you were still watching him.”

“Just since the episode with Daniel.”

Allison raised one brow, chuckling. “Well, his mom did make him take the O’Hara oath. The penalty for breaking that is pretty grisly.”

“I don’t mean to insult the power of the famous O’Hara oath,” he said, smiling for the first time since she’d arrived, “but I’d rather err on the side of safety. I think Daniel understands that Janelle is better off without Lincoln, but young love is notoriously illogical.”


She dropped her head back down against his chest. She took a deep breath, releasing a lot of the tension that had tormented her all night. Mark was watching over the situation. Even when she didn’t see him, even when he wouldn’t answer her calls, he was protecting them all.

It was instinctive for him, the role of guardian.

What a wonderful father he would have made.

“But that wasn’t the real reason I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “The real reason was that I was lonely. I missed you.”

“I know,” he said. It seemed like enough. It seemed, almost, like an admission that he’d been lonely, too.

She reached down and retrieved Stephen’s small blanket, which she’d dropped on the grass. She shook it gently, so that it floated over them. And then she tilted toward him, nestling one hand under his back and letting the other hand fall softly onto his stomach. She lay her cheek against his chest. His heart was going just as fast as her own.

They lay that way, unmoving, while the hammock gently rocked, reacting to her movements. Eventually it drifted to a stop, and there was nothing but the rhythmic rise and fall of their breathing and the erratic trip of their hearts.

“This is just for tonight,” he said. “Not tomorrow. Not forever.”

“I know,” she answered honestly. “I know.”

She looked up at him and saw that he was watching her. She could see pinpoints of starlight in his eyes. She saw the hunger, too.


“I know what you need, Allison,” he whispered.

“Do you?”

He nodded. “Turn over,” he said softly. “Lie on your back.”

She obeyed. She shifted so that she lay flat, staring up at the stars that peeked between the palm fronds. It was only a few degrees of difference, but suddenly, in this position, she felt vulnerable, as if she couldn’t breathe.

“That’s right,” he said. He reached down and slid his hand behind her knee. He tugged gently, so that her legs opened, and the one he held lifted slightly, then came to rest between his thighs.

She held her breath while he ran his hand up her leg, from the knee to the rim of her tap pants, then down again.

All the movements were minute, slow, so that the hammock hardly reacted. But a quick heat was pooling in her midsection, and her legs shook slightly, trembling from the inside. She made a soft sound and tried to turn her head into his chest, but he wouldn’t let her.

“Be still,” he said. “Just close your eyes and feel it.”

She nodded, though she knew it would be hard, so hard, not to move. Already she could feel a restlessness in her hips, a shivering in her veins.

His hand slid once more across her leg, but this time it didn’t stop at the satin of her pants. He kept going, agonizingly slow, but supremely confident, until his fingers cupped the throbbing place between her thighs.

“Mark.” Her voice was hoarse.

“Shh.” He bent his head and kissed her softly, capturing her groan. He held her lips with his, as if to silence her, while his fingers began to move.

There was magic in those movements. She pressed hungrily against his lips, trying to contain the fire as his fingers stroked, then circled, then probed, pulling sensations out of her that she’d never felt before.

He wouldn’t let her speak, or moan, though soon her whole body seemed to have coiled into one overwhelming struggle for release.

“Slow down,” he said when she began to pant softly against his lips, fighting for the climax that he seemed to keep just an inch beyond her reach. “It’s yours now. Take a minute and just feel it. Own it.”

She hardly knew what he meant. She didn’t own this feeling—it owned her. She lost track of where she ended and he began. He kissed her over and over, driving his tongue slowly into her mouth as he drove his finger into her body.

She breathed his breath. She nipped at his lips when the need to cry out was unbearable. She swelled and throbbed, damp and helpless under his hand.

Finally, as if he knew he’d driven her as far as she could go, his fingers paused. Though his hand was completely still, waves of heat continued to course through her body.

And all at once his words made sense. The mindless drive to climax was gone, and in its place was a beautiful, throbbing, golden awareness. She felt herself moving rhythmically, pulsing without being touched. Every tiny muscle in her body was hers to control. She could touch the fire, go right to the edge, then back away.


Every inch of her shivered and sparkled, from the soles of her feet to the roots of her hair. She had only to think about the aching spot between her legs to break out in rippling chills.

“That’s right, sweetheart.” He spoke against her lips. “It’s yours. You tell me when.”

She reached her hand between them and touched the hard length of his erection, the place where his body answered her ache with its own needy heat.

“When you do,” she said. “I want it to be both of us, Mark. I don’t want to be in this alone.”

She wondered if he’d deny her, even now. But they’d gone too far to turn back. They were beyond pretending that anything else mattered, any worries about tomorrow’s dreams or yesterday’s tragedies. This moment existed apart from all that.

This moment had its own hungers that demanded satisfaction.

He hesitated only a second, and then, wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he deftly shifted and rolled them both out of the hammock.

They tumbled softly onto the grass.

The urgency was suddenly overwhelming. In the darkness, he knelt over her, while she unzipped his jeans, easing him free. She caught her breath, and touched him, feeling the heat and the power.

He shoved aside the satin of her pants and slid inside her. She closed her eyes, dazed by the heavy, stretching heat as he filled her. It hurt a little, but in spite of the pain it felt so perfect—and so new, as if she had never before experienced the ultimate, intimate ownership of lovemaking.

When he was sure she could accept him, he began to move, slowly at first, in and out, with firm but gentle strokes. Then harder, then harder still, as she sank into the fiery pleasure. With each stroke he seemed to fill her even more, or perhaps she closed more tightly around him, until each thrust sent streaks of starlight stabbing through her.

Within minutes, his breath tightened, and she felt strange new sensations, rhythms within rhythms, as he fought to postpone his surrender.

“Tell me,” he said again, grinding the words between clenched teeth. “Tell me when, sweetheart.”

“Now.” It was beyond enduring, the need to feel the fall was suddenly greater than anything else. Her body began to jerk, subtly, and the spiraling fire licked everywhere.

“Please,” she cried. She reached up and dug her nails into his shirt, trying to find the warmth of his skin. “Now.”

He groaned gratefully, and his last thrusts were slow and hard. She felt the heavy throbbing deep inside her as he came to the end of his control.

Everything inside her shattered then. Hot pleasure shot through each glowing inch of her body—burning everything in its path.

When it had finally moved through her, she lay, shimmering and breathless, against the damp grass. Mark lay on his back beside her, his arm across her belly.


She remembered the Irish blessing she’d read in Fiona’s book.

May the saddest day of your future be no worse than the happiest day of your past.

She closed her eyes and smiled. Whatever happened from here, even if she lost him forever, this was that day.

No matter how many years old she lived to be, no matter what else was granted her, other starlit nights, other lovers, other dreams, this would always be the happiest day of her past.

This was the day she learned what it felt like to be in love.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“I DON’T CARE if it’s a real wedding or not,” Kate shouted to her husband as they tied blue ribbons around the stems of a dozen champagne glasses. “Our guests will see it, and they’ll tell their friends, and they’ll tell their friends! The reputation of the Hideaway depends on this!”

Stephen caught Allison’s eye and winked. “Now, if I were a betting man, I’d be betting that you wish you could turn back the clock and erase the moment you spoke the fateful words, perhaps we could have the wedding here.”

“Not at all,” Allison insisted, though there was more than a little truth in Stephen’s comment. The four-o’clock ceremony was only an hour away, and O’Hara nerves were fraying and sparking like downed power wires. Still, it was far easier to go into this wedding charade with her family arrayed protectively around her.

“But am I right that you’re not going to have the police pick him up here, then? You’re going to wait until later?” Stephen’s eyes were mournful, giving him a slight resemblance to a basset hound. “A shame, it is. We’d all enjoy watching the bastard led out of here, wearing those lovely silver bracelets.”

“And have our guests see it, too?” Kate shuddered. “No one on this island would talk of anything else for months.”

“She’s right,” Allison said. “A little sordid for a family hotel, don’t you think? Besides, we don’t want to complicate things for the police. They can’t be involved before Lincoln signs on the dotted line or it could be dismissed as entrapment.”

Stephen grunted. “And what’s wrong with setting a trap for your vermin, I’d like to know? Are you supposed to let them ravage your best crops and never lift a hand to interfere?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Allison assured him, trying not to chuckle at the thought of herself as an acre of corn or potatoes, “as long as it’s just between Lincoln and me.”

“What she means is, the police are more constrained than average citizens,” Mark said, appearing suddenly at the doorway. “There are laws against official entrapment.” He smiled at Kate. “Can I borrow Allison for a minute?”

“With my blessing,” Kate said. “I keep telling her if she hangs around in here, she’s going to get something on that lovely dress for sure.”

Mark glanced over the simple ivory gown that Moira had picked out for Allison just two days ago. Allison fought the impulse to twitch at it. It was nothing compared to the Vera Wang that still hung in her closet at home, but it was feminine and far more appropriate for a small family beachside wedding. Sleeveless, with a full, knee-length skirt and a narrow silk belt of sky blue that tied in a small bow at the back.

“Suits her, doesn’t it?” Stephen eyed Mark closely. “She’s quite a woman, my granddaughter. The man who really marries her will be the luckiest cuss on the planet.”

“Stephen, for heaven’s—”

But Mark merely smiled. “I don’t know,” he mused, still appraising her. “I seem to remember something you said about bad luck following redheaded women.”

Allison touched her hair self-consciously. She’d long since given up trying to keep it under control. With all this humidity and all these hours in the sun, it was as unruly and red as a field of wild strawberries. She’d woven a blue ribbon through it to keep it off her face, but otherwise it hung free.

“Oh, that’s just an old wives’ tale.” Stephen slapped Mark’s shoulder, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “You mustn’t be so gullible, son. Most of what I say is a load of superstitious rubbish.”

“That’s God’s own truth,” Kate put in grumpily. “Let the young people go, Stephen. If you don’t get back to tying these bows, you’ll be walking your granddaughter down the aisle in a wheelchair.”

“Come on, Allison,” Mark said. He held out his hand. She took it as casually as possible, hoping her flush didn’t betray her in front of her grandfather.

Mark led her to the lobby, which, for the moment, was empty. Everyone else was out in the courtyard, either admiring the decorations or helping to set things up. Even the front desk was deserted.


“You do look beautiful,” he said. “Your grandfather was right. The guy who marries you will be a very lucky man.”

She wished she didn’t love him so much. She wished she couldn’t so clearly hear all the sad, unspoken words that lay behind the ones he was willing to utter.

“But it won’t be you, will it?” She attempted a smile. “That’s what you’re trying to tell me.”

He shook his head slowly. “I’ve told you that from the start. I never lied to you, Allison. And someday, when you and that lucky guy are picking out nursery furniture, you’ll thank me for it.”

“Are you so sure about that?”

“I’ve never been more sure about anything.”

She took a deep breath. “I don’t know what your first wife did to you, Mark, but—”

“She didn’t do anything to me.” His voice was flat, matter-of-fact. “Don’t kid yourself that things went wrong because she was a monster. She’s a very nice woman and she loved me. She tried to make our marriage work for six long years, but eventually she had to face the truth. Even while she pretended she didn’t care, she’d been secretly praying for a miracle. And miracles just don’t happen in the real world.”

He sounded so certain. Without rancor but also without hope.

She wondered if he was right, after all. She wondered if she, too, had a secret dream, in which a miracle visited them in the night while they were making love and proved the doctors wrong.

Maybe he wasn’t being cynical. Maybe he just knew more than she did. Maybe he had seen it all before—from the hopeful beginning, where fresh-faced love seemed capable of surmounting any obstacle, to the slow, tearful end, where no one won and everyone took home a broken heart.

Maybe it was too much to ask him to endure it again.

“When are you planning to return to San Francisco?”

The plan was for him to leave the Hideaway now, before Lincoln arrived. His detective would call him as soon as Allison and Lincoln arrived at Mrs. Jerrald’s mansion, where they were supposed to spend the night before catching an early plane to Ireland in the morning.

Once he got the call, Mark would telephone the police. He’d tell them he’d located the man who had abandoned his sister, and that the man had just committed bigamy.

After that, after the cops took Lincoln and launched the investigation that would, they hoped, leave him behind bars for at least a couple of years, the mission was over. After that, there were no more plans.

Allison would return to Boston. She had a business to run, and she’d ignored it too long already.

Mark would go back to San Francisco. He, too, probably had a million obligations waiting impatiently for his return.

“I don’t know,” he said. “As soon as the police have everything they need, I suppose. Tracy will need me, I think. Though she wants him caught, it’s going to be difficult for her.”

“Yes, I’m sure it will.”

She hated the way her voice sounded, so prim, so Cabot. The conversation had reached that stilted phase that meant their reckless O’Hara intimacy was over. They were becoming polite strangers once again.

She wished she could do something to stop it all from happening. But even as she stood here, close enough to reach out and touch his rugged face, she knew they were losing each other. They were trapped in separate boats, floating away on opposing currents.

“Mark, I wish that—”

His cell phone rang, cutting off her sentence. She hadn’t even been sure what she was going to say. I wish that you believed in love? I wish that you believed in miracles? I wish that you believed in me?

He listened for a minute, and then he flipped the phone shut. His face was expressionless, which frightened her. He was hiding something. And no one needed to hide good news.

Her mind raced through the possibilities. Had something happened to Tracy?

To Janelle?

“That was my investigator,” he said. “The one who has been watching Lincoln’s house.”

“Yes?” Suddenly she felt a slow, dripping dread. “What’s wrong? What did he say?”

“I’m sorry, Allison. He lost him. Lincoln has disappeared.”

 

BY FOUR-THIRTY, all hope was gone.

When he first got the call from his investigator, Mark had known the game was over. But Allison had insisted that they proceed as if they believed Lincoln would still show up.


“We’ve come this far,” she said. “Let’s see it through, just in case.”

Mark hadn’t believed for a second that they’d lay eyes on Lincoln Gray today. The man had obviously realized the wedding was a trap and had devised some elaborate strategy for sneaking out the beach side of the mansion and disappearing into the crowd of surfers and joggers and families with squealing kids.

But Mark had stayed at the Hideaway anyhow, just in case. He couldn’t have left Allison to face this alone. They waited together in a private room, while the justice of the peace mingled with the rest of the family, politely pretending that all was well.

Mark could imagine how awkward that small talk must be. The twins would ask the same questions over and over, and Moira would lose her temper. Stephen was probably keeping the conversation going with a million Irish proverbs and perhaps a few bars of “Who Put the Overalls in Mrs. Murphy’s Chowder?”

In Allison and Mark’s little room, though, everything was quiet.

Allison sat by the window, watching the ocean. Her face was as pale as her dress. Mark stood by the mantel. He wanted to pace, but he knew his only hope was to go completely still. Otherwise, he’d burn up with the need to kill any son of a bitch who made Allison look like that.

“Someone must have told him,” she said for the tenth time. “He didn’t suspect a thing yesterday. I’m sure of it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “We found him once. We’ll find him again.”


She turned to Mark. “I feel like such a fool,” she said, trying to smile. “Surely I’m the only woman in the world who’s ever been jilted by the same man twice.”

He was so glad to see that smile. If only he could keep it there. “Probably,” he agreed. “Shall I call Ripley’s Believe It or Not!?”

“Maybe later.” She took a deep breath, planted her palms on her thighs, and pulled herself to a standing position. “Right now I think I should go out and talk to the family. We should at least let that poor judge go home. Stephen has probably talked his ear half off already.”

“Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

She shrugged. “I have to be.”

He had to admit, this woman had courage. She had claimed the best of both her inherited worlds—the dignity and elegance of her father and the laughter and passion of the O’Haras.

And the beauty of a snub-nosed angel. He wished her mother could see her now.

She bent to adjust her skirt, and the sun caught in her clouds of curls, making them shine like a rosy halo. His pulse stumbled, just looking at her and remembering how she’d felt last night as she came apart in his arms.

He should never have stolen those moments. They were not meant for the likes of him. But he did steal them, and he didn’t regret it. By God, he refused to regret it. She would forget, someday. The touch of her husband’s hand would blur the memory. And, later, the warmth of small, trusting fingers would erase it entirely.

But he would never forget. He would cherish the memory forever.


He held out his arm. “Let’s go, then. At the very least there’s a whole lot of champagne out there that someone needs to drink.”

Every single person went still, as if the film had jammed in the projector, when Allison appeared in the courtyard. Even Fiona and Flannery froze in place, looking like Victorian dolls in their frilly sky-blue dresses. Somehow Moira had managed to coax Fiona into leaving her backpack up in her room.

Daniel stood off to one side, leaning against the white-rose arbor. When he spied Allison, the dark triumph on his face couldn’t have been more revealing.

He was the one. O’Hara oath, my ass, Mark thought. The damn idiot had done it anyway. He’d found a way to tip Lincoln Gray off.

Allison must have seen it, too. Mark felt her arm tremble slightly, and he tightened it against his chest.

“Don’t be too angry,” he said under his breath. “He’s young, and he’s foolish. Once he realizes what a mistake he’s made, he’ll spend the rest of his life regretting it.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s all right.”

Then she cleared her throat and spoke to her family. “I guess it’s pretty clear there isn’t going to be a wedding today,” she said. “I’m so sorry to have put everyone through so much—”

She stopped. Mark knew why—he had heard the sound, too. It was the sound of a car door slamming. Everyone turned toward the south edge of the courtyard, where it led into the parking lot. Mark could swear not one of them took a single breath.


They listened to the sound of footsteps running along the sidewalk.

“If this is the insect himself—” Stephen began.

And then, a woman rounded the hedge, still jogging a bit, finally slowing as she caught sight of the family gathered around their beautifully decorated courtyard.

Allison took an instinctive step forward. “Janelle?” She shook her head, disbelieving. “Janelle?”

Daniel let go of the arbor so violently it shook, sending off waves of rosy perfume. He lurched toward the newcomer.

“Janelle? What are you doing here? You weren’t supposed to come. You weren’t supposed to let anyone know—”

“It’s okay, Danny,” the young woman said. She touched his arm gently. “You were so wonderful. I can never thank you enough. But I had to come. Lincoln asked me to.”

Roddy rounded on his son. “Are you to blame for this? My God, have you really betrayed a member of your own family, have you broken the O’Hara oath, and all to make points with a woman who hasn’t a thought in her head for you, except how she can use you? How could you, son? How could you be such a damn fool?”

Daniel flushed, but he squared his shoulders and faced his father. “Yes, I warned her about what Allison was planning. I did it because she deserved to know. She loves Lincoln, Dad. I didn’t know what she’d do with the information, but obviously she warned him, and I’m glad.”

He turned to Allison. “I tell you, I’m glad. She loves him. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”


“Of course it does,” Mark answered for her. “Why do you think she went through all this? She wanted to keep him from hurting any other women, the way he had hurt her. The way he had hurt my sister.”

“That’s a lie. She did it because she wanted to get even. She hates him, and she wants to see him thrown in jail.”

Mark started to move forward, his anger finally finding a proper outlet. This deluded, self-absorbed punk dared to pass judgment on Allison?

But Allison held him back. “He’s right, Mark,” she said softly. “I was driven partly by the desire for payback. I’m not proud of it, but it’s true.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” Mark took her hand. “Why shouldn’t the bastard pay for what he’s done to you?”

“Please,” Janelle broke in. “Please, I know this is a difficult time. But I have something I need to say.”

Mark turned toward her. She looked extremely nervous and very young. She wore a sensible shirtwaist dress and very little makeup. She looked sweet and scared to death.

For the first time, he realized that she held a large manila envelope against her chest.

“Go ahead,” Allison said. “Tell us why you’re here. Did you say that Lincoln sent you?”

Janelle nodded. “I know you hate him, and I don’t really blame you. He’s not a very strong person, and he’s done a lot of bad things. I know what he does—with women. Rich women. He thought I was rich, at first. That’s the only reason he dated me. I know that.”


Allison frowned. “Are you saying you’re not rich?”

“Hardly.” Janelle laughed self-consciously. “I’m a media specialist at an elementary school in Des Moines. That’s a fancy name for a librarian.”

“Then how—”

“My favorite aunt died last year. She left me a little bit of money. Not enough to change my life. But enough, I thought, for one wonderful summer. When school got out, I came down here and spent it all in just three months. It may have been crazy. But it was wonderful, too. And it was worth every penny.”

“When did Lincoln find out the truth? No…wait…let me guess. Was it early last week?”

Janelle nodded, her brown bob dancing against her round, girlish cheeks. “How did you know?”

“Because that was when he told me he’d decided to give you up.”

“Oh, you think you know everything,” Daniel cried, turning his hot face toward his cousin, though he stood steadfastly beside Janelle. “But he didn’t give her up, not even then. I saw them together. They were both hurting so bad. He loved her, damn it, and she loved him. But you had to get in the way. You and your money.”

Mark and Allison exchanged looks. He had his own opinion about what Lincoln Gray’s “love” was worth. But Allison’s eyes were soft, strangely sad, as if the story was touching her heart.

God help him. She believed in love. That was her strength—and her Achilles’ heel. She believed that love could work miracles. Even now, she was ready to accept that Lincoln could change.


Stephen stepped in, uncharacteristically practical and calm. “Maybe you’d better make your point and go, young lady. I’m afraid you’re not going to find any fans of Lincoln Gray in this family.”

“I understand,” Janelle said. “Anyhow, Daniel is right. Lincoln and I do love each other. We’re going to get married and—”

“For God’s sake, Janelle,” Mark cut in. “You can’t be such a fool. He’s already married. He married my sister six months ago.”

“I know,” she said in a low voice. Her eyes welled. “It was a terrible thing he tried to do. He wanted me to tell you that he’s sorry.”

Mark shook his head coldly. “He doesn’t owe me an apology—he owes one to my sister. And a good deal more, besides.”

Janelle walked slowly toward him, holding out the manila envelope. “He knows that. He sent this to you. It isn’t enough, of course. But it’s his first attempt to make things right.”

Mark had a momentary impulse to reject the envelope, to knock whatever it was out of her hands and onto the ground. Did Lincoln Gray really think he could undo the damage now? Could he give Tracy back her confidence? Her smile?

Allison squeezed his hand. He’d almost forgotten he still held it. It had felt as natural as breathing.

“Take it,” she said, pulling her fingers loose so that he could use both hands. “He’s clearly trying, Mark. And it might be something that would help Tracy.”

Because she wanted him to, he took the envelope. He opened it roughly, indifferent to the way he ripped the clasp.

Inside was a thick sheaf of papers.

He scanned the first page quickly, then read it again, more slowly. He could hardly believe his eyes.

They were divorce papers.

Lincoln had enclosed his lawyer’s card, so that Tracy’s lawyer could contact him to discuss terms, though Lincoln clearly was asking for nothing.

Nothing but closure. An admission of guilt.

It wasn’t enough. But it was a start. And Allison was right. It might, in the end, set Tracy free.

Mark looked up at Janelle, wondering how she could have been persuaded to deliver such a document. She must love the bastard to the point of madness. And yet she looked utterly serene.

“There’s more,” she said.

He shook the envelope, and something heavy fell out into his hand.

Gasping, Allison clutched his arm. “Mark,” she breathed.

The sunlight winked on diamonds, smoldered in deep blue sapphire and tossed tiny emerald rainbows against his fingers.

It was the Travers Peacock.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



AFTER THE CHAOS died down, after Janelle said goodbye, and the justice of the peace went home, and Daniel stormed upstairs to pout, the rest of them sat down at the blue tables with white roses and put on the best party Allison had ever seen.

Roddy had come up and apologized for his son’s behavior.

“It’s all right,” Allison said. “I can see his point. I’m just sorry he feels so much hostility toward me. I had hoped…”

Roddy hugged her. “He’ll come round,” he promised. “You know teenagers. They can’t sustain any emotion for more than a few days.”

Allison nodded, but she still felt sad. She adored her new family, and she hated to have any bad feelings there.

But the quiet gloom couldn’t last, not in this family.

“Sure, and what this occasion calls for is an Irish wake,” Stephen had announced gleefully. The rest of the family sent up a cheer.

Allison hadn’t ever been to a wake before, but she decided it was a lovely tradition. They danced to three-hanky Irish ballads and breathtaking Irish jigs. Allison danced with her uncle and then her grandfather and finally with both the twins at once. She hoped Mark would break in, but he never did, though she saw him twirling Kate and Moira gracefully on the other side of the pool.

They all ate like horses and took pictures of each other cutting the cake, each one more idiotic than the last. Roddy did it while standing on his head.

Now and then one of the hotel’s other guests would wander out to see what the fuss was about, and they’d end up in the photos, too. As always, the O’Haras didn’t recognize the concept behind the word stranger.

In three hours, they drank five bottles of champagne and two cartons of orange juice for the twins. They toasted themselves, and the loved ones gone on ahead. As the sun started to go down, they began to offer Irish blessings to everyone they had ever known or would know in this lifetime.

When it was Allison’s turn, she leaned over and whispered to Fiona, “I don’t have a blessing to share,” she said. “May I use the one you wrote?”

The little girl froze, shocked, her mouth full of orange juice. She swallowed hard. Then she smiled. “Sure.”

So Allison stood. Stephen clinked his glass with his spoon, to alert everyone that a new blessing was to be offered. Apparently this was a solemn O’Hara ritual.

“May every day be Christmas,” she began, holding out her champagne glass. It caught the orange rays of the sinking sun and looked like a magic elixir.

She winked at Fiona, who giggled and put her hands over her eyes. Then she went on. “May your mom’s face always smile. May God invite you to heaven, but not for a long, long while.”

Everyone cheered and clapped and whistled. Allison curtseyed, but out of the corner of her eye she could see Fiona blushing with delight.

“Except for Lincoln Gray,” Stephen called out merrily. “I hope he’ll get his invitation to Heaven any day now. In fact, I’d be glad to hurry it along.”

Roddy laughed. “I suspect he’ll be getting one to the other place, Dad,” he said.

“Where?” Flannery’s eyes twinkled as she sensed her chance to use a bad word in an acceptable context. “To hell, Dad? Is he going to get an invitation to hell?”

“You know it, my darling,” Stephen answered confidently, oblivious to Moira’s glare. “Personally engraved and hand-delivered by Satan himself.”

Kate, ever diplomatic, started the stereo up again, dialing up the volume loud enough to drown out the voices.

After a minute “The Isle of Innisfree” came on, and everyone sang along. Allison didn’t know the words, but as the beautiful melody floated over her, something stirred deep inside. She had heard this song before.

She closed her eyes, and suddenly she saw a little plastic leprechaun, who bowed and jiggled and collapsed as she pressed her thumbs against the base.

Then she heard her mother singing. A light voice, gentle and true. But dreams don’t last, though dreams are not forgotten….

Allison stood clumsily, dropping her napkin. She needed to get away, though she wasn’t sure where to go. The brilliant sunset blinded her. She blundered toward the center of the courtyard, her eyes blurred with foolish tears.

Mark caught her there. “Hey,” he said. “It’s okay. Come here. Dance with me.”

She moved into his arms, and almost instantly her panic started to subside. This was the safe harbor she’d been seeking, though she hadn’t even known it. She pressed her face gratefully against his shoulder and allowed the tears to fall.

He let her cry as long as she wanted. But happy tears dried quickly—her grandfather had said that once. Soon she lifted her swollen eyes and gave him a watery smile.

With gentle fingers, he wiped the tears from beneath her lower lashes.

“Sure, darling, and it’s not over Lincoln Gray you’d be crying.” He captured her grandfather’s slight brogue perfectly.

She laughed, ending on a hiccup that might have been from the crying or the result of too much champagne. “No. It’s just—I think I just had my first real memory of my mother. She used to sing this song to me.”

He brushed her damp hair behind her ears. “It’s a beautiful song.”

“She had a beautiful voice.” She blinked, her lashes soggy against her cheeks. “She smelled like red roses.”

He nodded, as if he understood the non sequitur. It was a relief not to have to explain why this was so important. It was a relief just to be in his arms again. She dropped her head against his shoulder and let him move her gently to the music.

He smelled beautiful, too—just as he had last night. She drank it in until it ran through every vein. This was the same enfolding peace she’d known so long ago, when she was just a child. When her mother sang to her of going home to Innisfree.

She’d waited twenty-five lonely years to recapture this feeling. She’d lost it once, because she had been only a helpless child, and the adult world had been beyond her control.

But she wasn’t going to lose it again.

When the song ended, she took Mark’s hands.

“Come with me,” she said.

“Allison, I don’t think we—”

“Don’t say no. I can’t bear it. I only want you to listen to me, Mark. Is that too much to ask?”

His face was strained, every bone in his jaw and cheek standing out ruggedly. She knew he was fighting against himself and against her. But she didn’t let go of his hands and she wouldn’t let go of his dark gaze.

Finally, she won.

“No,” he admitted. “It isn’t too much to ask.”

She pulled him over to the arbor. Though it was growing dark, the others must have seen them, but no one followed, not even the twins. Moira must have tied them down with the ribbons from the champagne glasses, for which Allison sent her a mental kiss of thanks.

Once under the flowery arch, they could still hear the music and the laughter—the new song was “The Mountains of Mourne” and again everyone sang along. But the twining roses provided enough privacy to create the illusion that they were all alone.

“I know you’re planning to leave tomorrow,” she said. “But I can’t let you go. Not without telling you the truth. The truth about how I feel.”

He closed his eyes tightly, as if something deep inside was hurting him. “I already know the truth, Allison.”

“You do? You know that I love you? That I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone? That you are everything to me?”

“I know.”

She put her hands on his face, cupping each side of his strong, elegant jawline. It was so tight. He must have been humming inside, burning with tension. “You know all that and still you’re planning to leave me?”

“Yes.” He opened his eyes. They were full of pain. “That kind of love is more than I deserve, I’m well aware of that. But it isn’t enough.”

“Enough for what?”

“Enough to make me let you do it.”

“Do what? Love you? You don’t have any choice. I already do.”

“That’s my fault. I felt it happening, and I didn’t even really try to stop it. I shouldn’t have let it come to this. And last night—”

“Last night was the most beautiful night of my life. I’ll never forget it.”

“Maybe not. But you’ll get over it. You may not think so now, but you will. You’ve got so much love to give. You can’t keep it bottled up inside forever—someone else will come along, and you’ll give it to him.”

Maybe it was the champagne, but she was getting downright irritated. She let go of his face and placed her hands on her hips. “Well. Apparently you think very little of me. That must be because of Lincoln. I guess, because I was going to marry him, you think I’m an idiot or a tramp—”

“Damn it, Allison.” He caught her up, wrapping his arms around her and sweeping her to his chest. “You don’t believe that. You know you’re the most beautiful, most courageous, most exciting woman in the world. But a woman like that deserves more than some broken half man who can never give you—”

The most exciting woman in the world? She started to laugh, joy bubbling up from the place inside that heard the truth. That was so far from the truth—it could only mean one thing. No matter what he said, he loved her.

He loved her, and that was all she really needed to know. The rest was just noise.

“What is so funny?”

“You are,” she said, reaching up to touch his wonderful, dark, dark hair. “You call yourself half a man, but you’re the only man I’ll ever want and about twice what I can handle. Although I’m willing to try.”

He shook his head, but he didn’t let her go. “You’ve had too much champagne, sweetheart. We should talk about this in the morning.”


“I may be a little drunk, but I see the truth more clearly than you do. There’s no possible way we can walk away from each other, Mark. It seems crazy, after such a short time, but we belong together. You are my home, and I’m yours.”

“It’s a pretty dream, but you’re forgetting—”

“I’m not forgetting anything. So you can’t have children. So what? The world is full of children who desperately need parents.”

“You don’t want to adopt. You want your own. Every woman wants her own children.”

“You know,” she said thoughtfully, “I’m afraid you’re a little bossy. You keep telling me what I think and what I want. Luckily, it’s one of the many, many things I love about you. You are a born protector. But just this once, Mark, don’t try to save me from myself. Just this once, accept that I know what I need better than anyone else could. Even you.”

She wished he would kiss her, but apparently he wasn’t finished arguing. Maybe he should have had another glass of champagne, she thought, mentally calculating the pros and cons of darting out to get him one. It was a wonderful clarifier.

“Are you saying that you don’t want your own children? Children with red O’Hara hair? Children who can take the O’Hara oath and mean it?”

“I’m saying I want our babies. I don’t care where they come from, as long as we bring them up together. And, just for the record, they’d have to take the Travers oath, I’d imagine. Which will probably include something absurd about a peacock.”


“Allison. Be serious.”

She sighed again. After all this debate, she felt herself sobering a little, which was a shame. Being tipsy at an Irish wake was a delightful experience.

“I am serious. Don’t you understand? I have been searching for something almost my whole life. I just haven’t known what. But now I do. I was searching for this, this feeling I have when I’m with you. The feeling of being complete again—alive. We can bring babies into our lives or not. It doesn’t really matter. In the end, the yearning to have babies was just another way of searching for you.”

He frowned. She could see the fight going on behind his eyes.

“But later…in a few years…are you so sure you won’t regret—?”

She smiled. This one was easy. “Do you really think I will? How about you? Should I be worried? Maybe, in a few years, you’ll stop loving me. Maybe one day you’ll see a sexy chick with giant—”

“Never,” he said, dipping his head to her neck and laughing helplessly. “You little devil, you know that.”

She threw her head back, relishing the feel of his lips against her throat. “Of course I know. Just as I know that a hundred years could never make me regret falling in love with you.”

His arms tightened around her. He lifted his head, but he didn’t meet her eyes right away. He looked through the trellis at the laughing people who flickered in and out of sight, silhouetted by the last, weak rays of sunset as they danced.


“You want the truth, Allison?” He hesitated, as if the words weren’t easy to say. “The truth is that loving you scares me. I have lost the defenses I’ve counted on for so long. Taking this risk—”

“Risk?” She adopted an outraged tone. “Now listen, Mr. Travers. If Janelle Greenwood can take a chance on that lousy Lincoln Gray, it certainly seems to me you could step up and be brave enough to take a chance on me.”

Finally, he looked at her. The heat in his eyes took her breath away, and suddenly she didn’t feel quite so spunky and full of sass. She felt humbled by the love in that gaze.

“So what do you say?” She tried to recapture the silliness, but her breath was shallow and tight. “Will you take a chance on me?”

“On us,” he corrected. He bent his head and spoke his next words against her waiting lips. “If you’ll have me, Allison, I’ll bet my heart, my soul and the rest of my natural life on us.”
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