
        
            
                
            
        

    










STILL MISSING
 



The phone rang and Maggie snagged the receiver, half-expecting to hear from her daughter. Instead, it was Detective Henderson.

“Sorry to be calling so late, but I thought you’d want to know,” he said, and Maggie experienced the cold fingers of dread crawling up her spine. Her hand clenched the receiver in a tight grip. “It’s about your sister.”

“What?”

“Well, we’re starting to think that your sister’s Jeep might have been forced off the road.”

“What do you mean?” she whispered, questions rushing through her head. “Are you saying someone intentionally tried to kill her?”

“Don’t know for sure. Could be. Could have just been an accident or road rage or, yes, it could be someone who wanted to harm her.”

“Dear God.” Maggie’s soul turned to ice.

“As I said, it might have been a hit-and-run accident where the driver panicked—”

“But that’s unlikely.”

“Or a coincidence.”

Maggie’s voice sounded far away even to her own ears. “Come on, Detective. Neither you nor I believe in coincidence. The most likely scenario is that someone tried to kill my twin sister…”
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Chapter One
 



Help me!

Maggie froze.

The old Maxwell House coffee can she used as a grain scoop slipped from her fingers. It hit the floor. Bam! Oats sprayed. Horses tossed their heads and neighed. Her legs buckled, and she grabbed hold of a rough-hewn post supporting the hayloft.

Maggie, please! Only you can help me.

“Mary Theresa?” Maggie mouthed, though no sound passed her lips. Was it possible? After all these years would her sister’s voice reach her? The barn seemed suddenly airless. Close. Cold sweat collected on her scalp though the mercury level in the old thermometer tacked onto the wall near the door dipped below fifty degrees.

It was Thane. He did this to me. The voice pulsed through her brain.

Thane Walker. Mary Theresa’s ex-husband and the one man Maggie never wanted to lay eyes upon again.

“Did what?” This time she spoke out loud, though her throat was as tight as dried leather, any saliva that had been in her mouth long gone.

Maggie, please, don’t let him get away with it…

“Where are you?” she cried, spinning, looking up to the ancient rafters where an owl had taken up residence. Feathers and dust motes swirled in the faint shaft of light from a lone, circular window mounted near the ceiling. She knew that spoken words were useless. Mary Theresa was hundreds of miles away. So far. So damned far. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to throw her thoughts to wherever her twin might be. But it wouldn’t work. It never had. Nonetheless, she tried screaming in her mind: Mary Theresa, can you hear me? Can you? What did that bastard do to you?

She waited.

Nothing.

A restless mare snorted.

“If this is some kind of sick joke…” she said, though her heart was pounding a million beats a second. “Mary Theresa, I swear…”

Anxious, as if picking up the tension in the air, the horses shifted in their stalls, hooves rustling the straw, muscles quivering under coats that were becoming shaggy as winter approached.

Maggie shuddered, the inside of her skin quivering as it always had when Mary Theresa had contacted her through their own special means. Mental telepathy. Instinct. Magic. Witchcraft. ESP. Clairvoyance. Maggie had heard all the terms and slurs, knew that most people considered her eccentric at best and just plain crazy at worst. Slowly, her fingers sliding down the post and gathering slivers, she sank to her knees and rested her head against the solid wood.

She concentrated, willing her breathing to return to normal. Come on, Mary Theresa, come on. One more time. Eyes closed so tightly they ached, she strained to hear, but the only sounds that reached her ears were the constant rustle of hooves in straw, hot breath blowing out of nervous nostrils, the scratch of tiny claws as mice scurried along the concrete floor, hiding in the cracks and crevices of the old barn. “Don’t stop now,” she whispered, her teeth sinking into her lower lip until she tasted blood.

Nothing.

“Damn you, Mary Theresa…or Marquise or whoever you think you are. Talk to me!”

The inside of the barn felt as if it were freezing, and yet cold perspiration broke out all over her skin. “Mary Theresa—”

“Mom?” Becca’s voice sounded far away. The door to the barn creaked open, and a shaft of fading daylight sliced into the musty interior. “Hey, are you okay?”

“Fine,” she forced out, climbing to her feet and dusting her hands on her jeans. She managed a weak smile, hoping it would mask her lie a little.

Becca with her freckled face, eyes a little too large and a lot too serious for the age of thirteen, was instantly suspicious. “What were you doing in here?” She motioned to the post. “Praying?”

“No—”

“You were on your knees, Mom. Did you, like, have a heart attack or a stroke or what?”

“I was just feeding the horses and I, um, needed…a rest.” Maggie cringed inside because the lie was so ridiculous, but what could she say? That her sister, whom she hadn’t heard from in months, was finally contacting her through telepathy? She’d learned from past experience that no one would believe her, especially not her nearly estranged daughter.

Becca eyed the empty coffee can that had rolled against a burlap sack of feed. “Right.”

“I was. I just…well, if you want to know the truth—”

“That would be a change.”

“Becca,” she reproached, then held her tongue. The strain between them was palpable. Mother and daughter. How had they grown so far apart when they had once been inseparable?

“I…” Oh, God, how would she explain this—this connection she had with her twin? This weird way of communicating when it hadn’t happened in years. “It…It was…just a little spell.”

“A little spell?” Becca repeated, nodding her head as if she had expected just such an answer from a mother she could no longer trust, a woman who had single-handedly ruined her life. Turning away, she didn’t bother hiding the fact that she rolled her eyes.

Frustration caused a headache to pound behind Maggie’s eyes, and her fingers curled into fists. She’d love to tell Becca the truth, but then her daughter would just think she was crazy. Anyone who had heard her try and explain about the odd connection she had with Mary Theresa did. “Yes. A spell. When you get older—”

“You’re only thirty-seven, Mom. You keep telling me it’s not exactly ancient.”

Thirty-seven and sometimes it feels like seventy.

“Maybe you should see a doctor. Another one.” Was there just the hint of concern beneath the sarcasm?

“Maybe I will.” Maggie bent down, picked up the can and found a push broom hanging from a nail. “Nothing to worry about.” She swept with long, sure strokes, though she was still shaken. There was a chance she hadn’t heard anything after all. Maybe she was just overworked—exhausted from the move and the emotional turmoil that she’d been through.

Becca lifted a thin adolescent shoulder. Beneath her baggy polar fleece sweater and faded jeans, she showed off the beginnings of a womanly figure. “I, um, thought I’d go for a ride.”

“The sun’s gonna set soon.”

“I won’t be gone long. What do you care anyway?”

“I care, okay?”

“But I’ll take Jasper. You said yourself he’s more sure-footed than any other horse you’ve ever seen.”

It was useless to argue. No reason to. Becca was right. “Just be back soon, okay? For dinner. Before it gets dark.” She hung up the broom and scooped another ration of oats.

“No one’s gonna get me out here in the middle of nowhere,” Becca said as she pulled down a bridle. “It’s not like when we lived in California, you know, in the middle of civilization.”

“Just be careful.”

“Always am.”

“Take Barkley with you.”

“He’ll come whether I want him to or not, but he’s not much of a watchdog.”

“Just take him.”

“Fine.”

“And let Jasper finish his dinner first, okay?”

Becca rolled her eyes again, then let out a theatrical long-suffering sigh, but she did as she was told, leaving the bridle draped over the top rail of the stalls and even going so far as to grab the pitchfork and toss hay into the mangers. They worked in tense silence, the argument simmering between them. It took all of Maggie’s willpower not to make small talk or criticize her daughter. Patience, she told herself. The resentment will fade. Give it time. Lots of time.

When Becca was in one of her the-world-is-against-me-and-it’s-all-your-fault moods, anything Maggie said would only exacerbate the situation. She had learned it was better to hold her tongue. Besides, Becca wanted answers, and what could Maggie say? I heard your flamboyant aunt’s voice while I was feeding the stock. It came to me right here in this barn, hundreds, maybe thousands of miles away from her? Yeah, right.

When Jasper had eaten his fill, Becca brushed and saddled him, then slid a bridle over his head and walked the gray gelding to the pasture. The rest of the small herd snorted, nipped at each other, and tossed their heads as if they, too, were restless within the confines of the barn. Maggie leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb and watched as Becca climbed into the saddle. Whistling to Barkley, their adopted German shepherd, Becca rode through a series of gates to the Forest Service land, where scrub brush was interrupted by stands of jack and lodgepole pine trees. The dog, with his mangled right ear and bad hind leg, followed right behind, loping easily on three legs across the dry acres that were guarded to the east by the Bitterroot Mountains.

Maggie rubbed her arms. Today, her jacket didn’t seem to keep out the cold of coming winter; or maybe it was because she realized how very much she and Becca were alone. Just the way Maggie had wanted it. As far from the city and all the painful memories of L.A. as she could get.

Becca leaned low over Jasper’s shoulders and eased him into a gallop. The scruffy dog, despite the injuries he’d sustained in a losing battle with a raccoon, loped easily behind as they approached the hills. Becca and Barkley. Both broken souls, Maggie thought anxiously as she ignored the first mournful cry of a coyote hidden somewhere in the distance.

The moon, a smiling crescent that shimmered in opalescent tones, had already risen, though the sun was still undecided about settling into the western horizon where a jet’s wake sliced across the sky before disappearing into a thin veil of slowly gathering clouds. In the fields, cattle stirred, chewing their cuds, switching their tails, lumbering without much grace near a stream that sliced sharply through the fields.

Yes, it was peaceful here, she thought. And safe. The nearest neighbor was half a mile down the road, the closest town not much more than a stoplight, grocery store, post office, and gas station. Maggie considered Settler’s Ridge, Idaho, to be as close to heaven-on-earth as a person could find. Becca was sure the tiny town was the embodiment of hell.

Once Becca had disappeared from sight, Maggie checked the water in the troughs, then walked to the back porch to yank sheets she’d been drying off the line. She’d collected two pins in her mouth and was gathering the yards of percale when the phone jangled. “Great,” she mumbled around the pins.

A second, demanding ring.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m coming…I’m coming,” she grumbled, spitting out the pins and tossing the bedding into a wicker basket.

Brring!

She hauled the load into the old cabin, dumped it on the table, snagged the receiver, and heard the flat sound of a dial tone in her ear.

“Hello?” she said automatically, then started to hang up only to stare down at the instrument as she shrugged out of her jacket. Who had called? If only she lived in the city as before so that she could check caller ID. Or you could buy a new battery for the answering machine and plug it in. You don’t have to be a hermit.

That much was true. She eyed the mouthpiece of the receiver, then placed the handset into its cradle. So someone had called. Big deal. It could have been one of Becca’s friends. Though they didn’t get many calls here, there were a few, and just because she’d thought she’d heard Mary Theresa’s mental voice a little while ago was no reason to panic. Just calm down.

The truth was that Maggie had been hiding for nine months, turning her back on a world that had hurt her and her daughter one too many times.

Coward. Other people cope. Why can’t you?

Drumming her fingers on the checkered cloth that covered the table, she frowned at the telephone. Could the caller have been Mary Theresa? It had been so long since they’d spoken, too long…

She picked up the receiver again and dialed rapidly before she let her pride get the better of her. The long-distance connection was made and she waited. One ring. Two. Three. Click.

“Hi.” Mary Theresa’s breathy, upbeat voice brought a smile to Maggie’s lips as she nervously twisted the ring on her right hand. “This is Marquise. I can’t come to the phone right now, but leave a message after the tone and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. I promise.”

The recorder beeped and Maggie steeled herself. “Mary Theresa, this is Maggie. If you’re there please pick up…Mary Theresa?…Oh, okay, Marquise, are you there?” she asked impatiently, using her sister’s stage name, hoping that if Mary Theresa was within earshot she’d put aside her petulance and answer. A heartbeat. Two. Nothing. “Look, I, um, I got a message from you—you know the kind you used to send.” She glanced around the room and felt foolish. What if she’d dreamed up the whole thing? “Well, at least I think I did, and I need to talk to you, so please call me back. I’m still at the ranch in Idaho.” She rattled off the number, waited a second or two in the fleeting hope that her sister was listening, then, sighing, hung up. “Damn.”

The sun had finally set and the cabin felt cold and bereft, empty. Maggie checked the thermostat, then walked to a window and looked toward the mountains as if she could will her daughter’s image to appear from the shadows. All the while her sister’s cryptic message haunted her. What had Mary Theresa said? Only you can help me. It was Thane. He did this to me.

Did what?

Who knew? It was nothing. Had to be. She couldn’t let her wild imagination get the better of her. Just because Maggie wrote mysteries for a living and had delved into true-crime stories, didn’t mean she had to believe something horrible had happened to her sister.

With one eye on the clock, Maggie pulled out a serving bowl of stew she’d made earlier in the week, dumped the contents into a saucepan, and switched on the stove. She sliced bread, topped it with cheese, intending to broil the open-faced sandwiches as soon as Becca had put Jasper away for the night.

As the seconds ticked by, Maggie told herself not to worry, turned on a couple of lights, unloaded the dishwasher, and ignored her computer, which had been waiting for her all day, the monitor glowing with a screen saver of cartoon characters. The idea of working on any kind of story at the moment was about as appealing as day-old oatmeal.

She’d tackle chapter six after dinner.

No sign of Becca.

Don’t be a worrywart. She’ll be back. Sighing, she shut the door, snapped her hair into a ponytail and, as the cabin grew darker, flipped on a lamp near the front door.

Her thoughts crept down a forbidden path, a crooked trail that still led to Thane Walker. She hadn’t seen him in years but imagined he was just as sexy and irreverent as ever, a lone-cowboy type complete with a Wyoming swagger and enough lines in his face to add an edge of severity to already-harsh features. The kind of man to avoid. The kind of man who attracted trouble. The only man who had ever been able to make Maggie’s blood run hot with only one cynical glance.

“Forget it,” she told herself. She must’ve imagined the whole scene in the barn. She’d only thought she’d heard Mary Theresa’s “voice” because it had been so long, so many silent months without a word from her twin. She walked to the fireplace and plucked an old framed photo from the mantel. It had been taken nearly ten years earlier, when Mary Theresa, who had reinvented herself as simply Marquise, à la Cher or Madonna, was about to launch her own Denver-based talk show. The two sisters stood back to back, identical twins except that they were mirror images. Mary Theresa was left-handed, Maggie used her right; one side of Mary’s mouth lifted more than the other, the opposite was true of her sister. One of Mary Theresa’s pinkies turned inward—the right. On Maggie, it was the left.

Maggie felt a smile tease her lips as she ran a finger over the faded snapshot. She and Mary Theresa both had auburn hair that curled wildly, but Mary Theresa’s had been highlighted with gold and framed her face in soft layers while Maggie’s had been scraped back into her ever-functional ponytail. Mary Theresa had worn a short, shimmering black dress, a designer original, complemented with a strand of pearls, black hose and three-inch heels. She’d been on her way to a party with some once-upon-a-time celebrities.

At that same frozen moment in time Maggie had worn sneakers, jeans, and a flannel shirt with a tail that flapped in the wind and had balanced three-year-old Becca on one outthrust hip. With the snow-shrouded Rocky Mountains as a backdrop, the two sisters braced themselves on each other, then swiveled their heads to grin into the camera. Bright I-can-take-on-the-world smiles, rosy cheeks, a smattering of freckles and green eyes that snapped with fire had stared into the lens.

It seemed like ages ago.

A lifetime.

She set the photo on the mantel, where it had been, between pictures of all stages of Becca’s life as well as her own, then glanced outside. The evening was gathering fast, stars visible through the thin layer of clouds.

“Come on, Becca,” she worried aloud as she snapped on the exterior light and stepped onto the front porch. Silently she hoped for some sign of Jasper galloping toward the barn. But there was no sound of hoofbeats, no glimpse of a gray horse appearing over the slight rise of the field. Instead she heard a breath of wind sighing through the dry leaves that still clung to the trees and the clatter of a train rolling on far-off tracks. Again the howl of a coyote on some nearby hill.

Her gaze scoured the distance.

An answering soulful cry, lonely and echoing, reverberated across the land and put Maggie’s teeth on edge. Leaning one hip against the porch rail, she tried to find the sense of calm, of well-being that she’d been looking for when she’d leased this place at the first of the year.

Everything’s fine; you’re just letting your overactive imagination get the better of you. If you were smart, Maggie-girl, you’d use this to your advantage, go inside, pour yourself a cup of coffee and start writing. You’ve got a deadline in your not-too-distant future.

Nervously she fidgeted with the wedding ring that she still wore on her hand. It was a joke really, something she’d have to give up, but couldn’t quite. Not yet.

She’d reached for the door when she heard it—the muted rumble of an engine that got louder, then the crunch of gravel being flattened by heavy tires. Turning, she spied twin beams flashing through the night, the beacons broken by the trunks of trees as they passed, headlights from a truck that rolled to a stop not far from the barn. Black, slightly battered, sporting a canopy, the truck was unfamiliar.

A solitary man was behind the wheel—a man she thought she recognized.

“Oh, God,” she whispered.

It couldn’t be. Or could it? Was her mind playing tricks on her? All the saliva in her throat disappeared.

The driver cut the engine and opened the door. “Maggie?”

She’d know that voice anywhere, even after more than a dozen years.

Thane Walker, big as life, stepped out of the cab.

Her throat turned to sand, and her stupid heart jolted.

“Well, well, well,” she said, forcing the words past lips that were numb. As he slammed the door of his truck, she told herself that the accelerated beat of her heart was way out of line.

He started toward the porch.

Looking every bit like the devil he was.

The memory of Mary Theresa’s “voice” haunted her again. It was Thane. He did this to me. Maggie swallowed hard. She gripped the porch rail with nervous fingers and told herself she wasn’t going to be taken in by him. Never again.

His slow Western saunter had disappeared, replaced by purposeful strides that ate up the gravel-strewn lot that separated the house from the barn. With a countenance as harsh as the windswept Wyoming plains he’d once called home, his features were grim and set, his jaw clenched, his eyes, even in the darkness, drilling into hers.

“Thane,” she said, not bothering with a smile as he stepped into the small circle of light cast by the porch light. “Will wonders never cease?” Somehow she hoped to cover up the fact that she was shell-shocked, that her heart was racing, and a dozen questions blitzed through her mind. “You know, Walker, you’re about the last person I expected to ever darken my door.”

He didn’t crack a smile. “Guess you’re still sharpening your tongue, eh, Maggie?”

“Always,” she lied.

His lips flattened over his teeth for just a second. “So that’s how it’s gonna be? We’re gonna trade insults?” After all these years, he still had the ability to make her feel like a fool. “Right now I don’t have the time, the energy, or the desire.”

“Neither do I.”

“Well, that’s a start.”

“What’re you doing here?”

The intensity of the man didn’t let up one iota. He hesitated just a second. “I need your help.”

“My help?” she repeated, not trusting him as far as she could throw him. He was trouble. She’d learned that painful fact a long time ago; the last person she wanted in her life in any way, shape, or form. “I can’t imagine why.” Already shaking her head, she forced herself to stay calm. Just because she thought she’d heard Mary Theresa’s “voice” was no reason to panic. But the fact that he was here had to be more than simple coincidence. Didn’t it? Besides, she wasn’t one to believe in coincidence. Folding her arms over her chest, she met his narrowed gaze with her own. “You know, Thane, you’ve got a helluva lot of nerve. After everything that happened between you and Mary Theresa, I can’t imagine why I would ever consider helping you.”

“Because, if I remember right, that’s the kind of person you are. Even after what happened.”

She stiffened, felt a jab of undeserved guilt, and refused to rise to the bait. Some things were better left dead and buried. She forced a cold smile. “Maybe you’d better explain.”

“It’s Mary Theresa.”

Her heart nearly stopped, though she’d expected as much.

“I don’t know how to say this but to do it straight out,” he admitted, rubbing his hand over a jaw that was in dire need of a shave. “Brace yourself.”

“Oh, God—”

“She’s missing, Maggie. Been gone at least three days. No one knows where she is, but…” He glanced away toward the shadowy hills, then took a deep breath. “It looks bad.”

“How bad?” She held on to the rail of the porch for support, felt the slivers in the tips of her fingers that she hadn’t bothered working out yet.

“Real bad. I thought she might be here.”

“No.” Her stomach twisted.

“I’m surprised the police haven’t called you yet.”

She felt the breath of something cold and sinister against the back of her neck. “You know Mary Theresa,” Maggie heard herself saying, denial running circles in her mind. “This could just be one of her stunts. It’s not like she hasn’t run away before.”

A shadow flickered in his gaze. “This time she doesn’t have a husband to run from.”

“For the love of God, Thane, listen to you. Mary Theresa is fine. She’s just…hiding.”

“But not here? Not with you?”

“No—”

He looked tired. Weary. As if he hadn’t slept in days. As if he really believed that this time Mary Theresa had gotten herself into thick, dire trouble.

“There’s more,” he said and his tone of voice—so flat and guarded—told her to beware.

“More?”

“The police and that television station she works for don’t think that she just ran off. At least they’re considering other possibilities.”

Dread sliced into her soul.

“They suspect that she’s been kidnapped or worse.”

A soft cry erupted from her throat. “No—”

He held her gaze with eyes that were, in the gathering darkness, a dangerous shade of midnight blue. “I’m sorry, Maggie.”

“Look, Thane, I don’t want to hear this. It’s nonsense. It…it just can’t be. Mary Theresa is fine. She’s in Denver and—”

“I was there. At her place. She wasn’t there. Hadn’t been for days. Thursday she stormed off the set, then Friday she didn’t show up for work and missed a meeting with her new agent.”

“New agent?” Maggie repeated. “She’s not with Merle?”

“Oh, you haven’t heard the news. Merle Lafayette’s out. Ambrose King is in.”

“But she was with Merle for years…”

“Until she fired her about six months ago. King made her promises. Anyway, she stood him up.”

“She could just be out of town. You know how she is.”

His teeth clenched and a muscle worked in the corner of his jaw. “The police will be calling.”

“Oh, God.” She shook her head. “No,” she said with new determination. “You’re wrong. Something’s going on, sure, but—”

“Why would I lie?”

The question stopped her cold. She opened her mouth, then snapped it closed.

“Why would I drive all this way just to tell you a lie?”

Her head thundered as night descended. She felt detached and alone, as if she were watching a drama that she was a part of. “I—I don’t know. You’ve lied before.”

“Not about this.”

“No, but—”

He grabbed her hand, held it in a strong grip that squeezed hard. “I didn’t come here to freak you out, Maggie. But I thought you’d want to know, to hear it from me face-to-face. So just hear me out.”

He looked so beleaguered she half-believed him, and then the pain began in earnest, the agony of what he was saying plunged deep into her soul. Tears burned in her eyes. “I don’t want to hear this.”

“And, believe me, I don’t want to say it, but Maggie, you’ve got to listen. There’s a detective with the Denver police who thinks that she…” His voice trailed off to be replaced by the sounds of a calf bawling for his mother.

“What?”

His lips turned down at the corners. “That she might be dead.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus, no—” This was all happening too fast; Maggie was getting too much information, too much horrible information, too quickly. Her guts turned sour, and she thought she might be sick. “Why? What would lead him to believe…” She swallowed back the bile that rose in her throat.

“I don’t know. They haven’t found her body, at least not that I know of, but they keep searching.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t believe you, Thane. This is all too crazy. Mary Theresa is alive, dammit! If something had happened to her, I would know.” She hooked a thumb at her chest and jerked it in the direction of her heart. “I would feel it.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, but I would.”

“Because you’re twins?” He didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm.

“Because…well, yes. Yes! She and I are close.”

“You haven’t spoken in months.”

But I heard from her. Just a little while ago. She called to me. Maggie started to utter the words, then held her tongue. She’d learned her lesson long ago. No one would believe her. Not the psychiatrists she’d visited, not her parents, who were now gone, and especially not Thane Walker, her first love, her sister’s ex-husband. Stiffening her spine, she refused to break down. “I just think I would know. Don’t ask me to explain it, okay?”

He hesitated, then shoved his hair out of his eyes with both hands.

“Is there something else?” she asked, determined not to let this man with his wild allegations get to her.

“Oh, yeah.”

Her insides churned. “More speculation?”

“Maybe.” He mounted the steps. “As I said, it looks like I might need your help.”

“You?”

“The detective in charge—his name is Henderson—he thinks I had something to do with Mary Theresa aka Marquise’s disappearance.”

“You? But why—?”

A sharp woof heralded Barkley’s arrival. Three legs moving swiftly, the shepherd tore into the yard and raced up the steps. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled, his fangs flashed an evil white, and his mangled ear lay flat and menacing against his head as he smelled the intruder. He growled low in his throat, his black lips curling back, eyes centered on Thane.

“Where’s Becca?” Maggie asked as if the dog could answer. Thoughts of her sister were thrust aside. Maggie’s heart pounded. She scanned the darkness, searching for her daughter.

Barkley snarled and barked.

“What?” Thane asked, then commanded, “Hush,” to the dog, who backed off but still growled from beneath the rusting porch swing.

Maggie, fear turning her heart to ice, walked down the steps and headed for the corral that opened to the trail Becca had taken. Her gaze pierced the night-darkened fields. “Becca. She went riding about an hour ago. Barkley was with her…” Maggie strained, hoping to see the horse and rider but spying nothing except a few head of cattle, dark shapes shifting against the grass. Why would the dog return alone? Goose bumps rose on her flesh. “I hope something didn’t happen…”

Brrring!

From the open door of the cabin the phone jangled.

Unnamed fear congealed deep in her soul. She turned on her heel, raced across the yard and up the steps to the house. Past Thane and through the screen door, she flew through the living room and snagged the receiver. “Hello?”

The screen door banged shut, and Thane, with the growling dog guarding him, stared through the mesh.

“Ms. McCrae? Margaret Elizabeth Reilly McCrae?”

Her heart hammered wildly. “Speaking,” she said, her eyes fixed on Thane’s as dread took a stranglehold of her heart.

“This is Detective Henderson with the Denver police.”

Her knees buckled, and she sank against the wall. “Yes?”

“Is Mary Theresa Gillette, also known by the single name of Marquise, your sister?”

Maggie began to shake. Her blood turned to ice. Biting her lip, she stared at Thane’s face visible through the screen and nodded slowly, as if the detective could see her. “Yes,” she whispered.

A beat.

She wanted to die.

Tears filled her throat.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news for you, Ms. McCrae,” Henderson said solemnly. Maggie’s head pounded, her fingers tightened over the receiver. “It’s about your sister…”



















Chapter Two
 



Maggie replaced the receiver slowly and licked her dry lips. She couldn’t breathe, could barely think. A thousand thoughts screamed through her head, a million denials. “That was Detective Henderson,” she said dully, her head pounding, her world suddenly out of kilter.

Thane had entered the house during Maggie’s short conversation and stood at the door, his expression intense, his eyes narrowed.

“I figured as much.”

“This detective. Henderson. Do…do you know him?”

“We’ve met.” Thane rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “He comes off like a damned bloodhound. Has a good reputation.”

“That’s what we want, don’t we?” she asked, and met eyes that were shuttered, an intense expression that didn’t give an inch.

“Yep.”

Still reeling in disbelief, Maggie sagged into a chair and propped her forehead with one hand. She felt as if a ton of bricks was weighing her down, dragging her into an emotional abyss she’d seen before—one she’d tried desperately to avoid.

“You’re right,” she admitted, as the shock gave way to pain. “Henderson thinks Mary Theresa might be dead.” The words were horrible, echoing painfully in her heart and bringing tears she refused to shed to her eyes. “I can’t believe it,” she admitted, shaking her head in silent denial. “I just can’t believe it.”

“No one knows for sure what happened to her.” Thane took a cursory glance around the small, cozy room and walked to the river-rock fireplace where he studied the pictures gathering dust upon the old notched mantel. “There’s a chance she may still be alive.”

“She has to be.” Maggie wouldn’t believe Mary Theresa was gone.

“What exactly did Henderson say?”

“Not much.” Not nearly enough. The sketchy details Henderson had given Maggie only begged more questions rather than answering any. “Just that her secretary, Eve…Oh, I’m really losing it, I can’t remember Eve’s last name.”

“Lawrence.”

“That’s it,” Maggie said, slightly disturbed that Thane knew so much about her sister’s life when they’d been divorced for years. “Anyway, Eve tried to get ahold of Mary Theresa and couldn’t—and I think someone from the station called as well. Anyway, the police and the news crew, I think, drove to her house and found a way in. Mary Theresa wasn’t home, and one of her cars was missing.”

“Didn’t anyone call you?”

“No.” Maggie shook her head.

“Don’t you think that’s odd?”

“Yeah,” she said, then leaned back in her chair. “But last weekend Becca and I drove up to Coeur d’Alene, and if anyone phoned, I wouldn’t have known it because I don’t have my answering machine hooked up.”

He looked at her hard. “Why not?”

“It’s a long story,” she said, evading the issue. It was bad enough that Thane put her on edge, but the entire situation had her doubting what was real, what was imagined. “I moved here to get away from all the rat race and chaos of the city,” she admitted, hedging just a little. Never in a million years would she have thought that she would confide in Thane Walker, the one man who had, years before, stolen her heart and callously shredded it into a million painful pieces. The less this man knew about her personal life, the better.

He cocked one eyebrow. “Seems like an answering machine would make life easier.”

“Sometimes, I guess.”

“Most of the time.” He picked up a recent picture of Becca, his eyes scanning the school photograph that showed off teeth still too big for her head, dark hair that refused to be tamed, and eyes that sparkled with the same green fire as Maggie’s. “Your daughter?”

“Yes.” No reason to lie. “She’s thirteen.”

“Pretty,” he said, slicing Maggie a glance. “Looks like her mother.”

She wasn’t about to fall for that line. At least not again. She was pushing forty, for God’s sake, not a naive girl of seventeen any longer. “People say she has my temper.”

The edges of his lips lifted a bit. “I pity anyone who crosses her.”

“Unfortunately, it’s usually me.”

“I imagine you can handle yourself.”

“Most of the time.” Maggie glanced at her watch, then gnawed nervously on the corner of her mouth and climbed to her feet. “She should be home by now.” Walking to the large window by the front door, she flipped on the security lamp that was suspended on a pole near the barn. Instantly the gravel lot was washed with garish blue light.

“Where is she?”

“Riding. The ridge, I think.” Maggie folded her arms under her breasts and stared through the glass. “She left when it was still light and I thought she’d be back by now.” Already worried sick about Mary Theresa, Maggie felt a gnawing anxiety about her daughter. Opening the door, she walked onto the porch and told herself to calm down, to ignore the rapid beating of her heart. Too much was going on. It wasn’t enough that she had to deal with Thane again, or that he was still as earthy and irreverent as ever, or that Mary Theresa was missing. No, she had to be worried about Becca as well.

She heard Thane follow her outside, felt him standing close behind her, sensed the raw heat and intensity that seemed to radiate from him. Come on, Becca, she thought, wishing her daughter to appear.

The temperature had dropped with the nightfall. Winter was steadily on its way, chasing away any hint of Indian summer. “I should never have let her go,” Maggie said, as much to herself as Thane.

Barkley let out a low, threatening growl, his dark eyes fixed on the stranger who had dared enter his domain.

“She’ll be okay.”

“How do you know?” Maggie whirled, her thin temper snapping. She nearly bumped into him as he stood so closely behind her, and she took one step back so that she could glare up at him. “You don’t know a thing about Becca, or this terrain, or her horse, or anything! You come riding up here with bad news, then…then…hang around and offer me platitudes about my daughter’s safety.” She knew she was ranting, that her tongue was running away with her, but her emotions were strung tight as piano wires, her frayed nerves barely allowing any room for sanity.

He arched one cynical eyebrow, and she bit her tongue. She was on edge. Anxious. And being this close to him didn’t help. All too vividly she remembered his embrace, the strength of ranch-tough muscles surrounding her, the feel of his lips against hers and then the aching, bleak days of living through the Stygian darkness of his betrayal.

For half a second he stared at her, and her breath got lost somewhere deep in her lungs. “You’re right,” he allowed, eyes thinning in the gloom. “I don’t know anything about you or your kid.”

The drum of hoofbeats reached Maggie’s ears.

“Thank God.” She was down the two steps as Jasper, his coat shining silver in the moonglow, galloped through the open gate on the farside of the corral.

Maggie’s heart nose-dived.

All her fears congealed.

No rider appeared on the gelding’s back. His empty saddle was still in place, the loose stirrups flopping at his sides, the reins of his bridle dangling and dancing as he drew up short and reared. Maggie was already running, speeding across the lot and opening the gate to the corral where the gelding, eyes wild and white-rimmed, sweaty coat flecked with lather, pranced nervously.

“I take it this was her horse.” Thane was right behind her.

“You take it right,” she agreed, snatching the reins and wondering what she would do. Fear coiled deep in the middle of her, and she had to tell herself silently not to panic. She wanted to latch on to Thane’s earlier bromides, to believe that her daughter was fine. “Something happened. I’ve got to go find her.” She glanced toward the darkened hills, her mind racing a hundred miles a second.

“I’ll help.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Maggie, stop!” Thane’s hands were on her shoulders, hard and firm.

“But—”

“I said ‘I’ll help,’” he repeated, and he gave her a tiny shake, as if to get her brain in gear. “You might need me.”

That much was true, and Becca’s safety was at stake. Nothing else mattered. “You’re right. I…I’ve got flashlights in the house.”

“Get them.” Squinting, he searched the darkness. “And a cell phone if you have it.”

“A cell phone?” she asked.

“In case we need to call for help.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t think like that, wouldn’t believe that Becca was seriously hurt. Not yet. “I don’t have one, and they don’t work well here anyway.”

“I’ve got one in the truck. I’ll get it.”

She didn’t wait. As he strode to his pickup, she tore back to the house, grabbed two flashlights, extra batteries, a couple of blankets, her jacket, and a first-aid kit. She smelled something burning and remembered the stew. Passing the stove, she cranked off all burners and scrounged in a cupboard until she found an old canteen that had come with the place, rinsed it out, and filled it with cold water from the tap. She didn’t want to think that Becca might be injured, but she had to be practical. There was a reason her daughter wasn’t on her horse.

And it probably wasn’t Becca’s choice.

Heart in her throat, she tore out of the house with her supplies.

Jasper, minus his saddle, was tied to the top rail of the fence and seemed docile enough.

Maggie jogged across the yard.

Pale light streamed from the windows of the barn. Through the cracked panes, Maggie saw Thane saddling two fresh horses, a pinto named Diablo and a buckskin who had been dubbed Sandman. Shouldering open the barn door, she snagged a leather saddlebag from a peg, then stuffed it with things she hoped she wouldn’t need.

“Here.” She handed Thane one of the flashlights.

“Thanks.” He took it from her, their fingers overlapping for a second. “She’s gonna be all right.”

“I know.” But she didn’t. She bit her lip and turned back to the gelding. With deft fingers she adjusted the cinch on the buckskin’s saddle. Her mind ran in circles, and images of Becca alone and hurt, bleeding and pale, frightened as night closed around her, played through Maggie’s mind. She worked by rote, fastening buckles, shortening stirrups, attaching the saddlebag. “We’ll ride up to the ridge,” she said, smoothing a corner of Sandman’s saddle blanket. “It’s…It’s Becca’s favorite spot. If she’s not there, we’ll double back on an old deer trail that winds along the creek. She could have stopped for a drink or to rest or…or well, who knows? If there isn’t any sign of her, we’ll check the north basin, and if she isn’t there, oh, my God, she has to be, she just has to—”

“Maggie!” Thane turned quickly and grabbed both her shoulders in his big, calloused hands. His fingers squeezed over the tops of her arms and his breath was hot against the back of her neck. “Just slow down a minute, okay. You’re working yourself into a lather.”

Words froze in her throat. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second, forcing the horrid pictures in her mind to retreat to the shadows. Taking deep breaths, she managed to grab the remnants of her composure. For once he was right. She nodded and felt his hands shift as he slowly rotated her to face him.

When she finally lifted her eyelids, she was staring into a craggy face that was hard and drawn, a face so close to hers she could see his pores, read the concern in his gaze as he stared at her with eyes that pierced deeply, searching for the bottom of her soul. “We’ll find her,” he promised.

Tears filled her eyes.

“Don’t do this to yourself.”

Sandman snorted.

“Of course we’ll…” She swallowed hard, her throat tight, her lungs constricted.

He gave her another little shake. “I said, ‘We’ll find her.’” His lips were flat over his teeth, his gaze unflinching as he stared down at her. “Do you believe me?”

She didn’t answer.

His fingers tightened, digging into the muscles of her forearms. “Do you believe me?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” His grip relaxed a bit, though he didn’t seem convinced of her answer. “Now, let’s get out of here. You’ll have to lead the way.”

“I know.”

“Don’t lose me.” He released her, and she nearly fell backward. The words, said so innocently, catapulted her to another time and place when she would have cut out her heart to hear him utter them.

“I…I won’t,” she said, catching herself and reining in her runaway emotions. Clearing her throat, she grabbed the buckskin’s reins and, determined not to break down again, led him smartly out of the barn. Outside, even with the security lamp, the night was dark, the breeze thick with the promise of winter. Clouds scudded across the slice of moon.

With a whistle to Barkley, Maggie swung into the saddle, turned the horse’s nose into the wind, and pressed her knees into his sides. “Let’s go,” she urged, and the gelding sprang forward, kicking up dirt as his strides lengthened. They sped through the open gate and across a dry field before heading into the vast acres owned by the government.

“Becca!” she cried as the cold wind tore at her face and tugged at the strands of hair escaping from her ponytail.

“Becca!” The flashlight’s beam bobbed as she swept it over the landscape with her right hand while holding the reins with her left. Barkley, swift on his three legs, tongue hanging out, raced earnestly beside the fleet horse.

Thane was right behind her, his pinto galloping stride for stride with Sandman, the beam from Thane’s flashlight wobbling over the clumps of weeds, grass, and dead wildflowers covering the ground.

Straining to listen, hearing nothing other than the horses’ labored breathing and the thunder of their hooves, Maggie wondered how they would ever find her daughter. The hills in this part of Idaho were steep craggy bluffs and precipices that dropped off to chasms as opaque as midnight.

Don’t give up, she told herself. Becca’s a smart girl. Even if she’s hurt, she’ll use her head. Unless she’s unconscious.

Or worse.

No! No! No! Fright was the ghost in the saddle with her, but she denied her worst fears, pushed aside the horrible, bloody scenarios that played at the edges of her brain, threatening to paralyze her. Please, God, keep Becca safe. Protect her. She’s just a baby. My baby.

“Becca!” she screamed again, her fingers clutching the reins. “Becca! Can you hear me?” Answer, baby, please just answer me. The ravine for the creek, a dark winding chasm, split the moon-silvered fields and loomed ahead. Pressing her knees against the buckskin’s sides, Maggie leaned lower, urging Sandman ever forward. Anxious to run, he grabbed the bit in his teeth and flew over the land. She sensed his strides quickening, lengthening.

Ducking her head close to his neck, she felt him launch. They sailed over the dry gravel and shallow stream that sliced through these dusty acres.

With a jolt that jarred her bones, the horse landed. He missed a stride, grunted as he scrambled up the bank, then recovered and took off, speeding Maggie toward the dark foothills, where stands of pine and larch clustered like lonely, cold sentinels defending the hillside.

The shepherd, his coat slick with water, lagged behind.

“Careful!” Thane yelled, his voice close as she shined her light on the deer trail that switched back and forth through the thickets.

“Always,” she muttered under her breath. The last thing she was concerned about was her own well-being, but the buckskin slowed of his own accord, picking his way along the path as Maggie swung the flashlight over his head, sending a solitary beacon up the hill, the thin stream of light weakly illuminating the underbrush and tree trunks.

“Becca!” she yelled, then whispered, “Please, please, please, be okay.”

“Becca!” Thane’s voice boomed through the hills, and for a second Maggie was grateful for his strength, for the fact that she wasn’t alone, that there was someone upon whom she could lean.

Never, Maggie! You can never rely on this man, never trust him! Remember what he did to you—to Mary Theresa and, for God’s sake, remember why he’s here! Because he’s in trouble. Somehow he’s involved in Mary Theresa’s disappearance. Her heart ached again, her head reverberated with trepidation. Right now she couldn’t worry about Thane, could only use him for the help he gave. After they found Becca…if they found her…No! When they found her daughter, then Maggie would deal with Thane.

Her horse was sweating now, fighting gamely up the path as the flashlight’s beam began to dim. Maggie yelled until she was hoarse, hollering at the top of her lungs, refusing to give in to the mind-numbing fear that she would never see her daughter again. Dark mountains spired around her, deep canyons gaped on either side of the ridgeline trail.

In her mind’s eye Maggie saw her daughter again for the first time, red-faced and screaming as she was being brought into the world, then another mental image of Becca’s second birthday party, where the guest of honor had delightedly placed both chubby hands in the middle of her cake while Mary Theresa had laughed and flirted outrageously with Dean…

“Mom! Over here!” The voice was faint.

“Becca!” Maggie pulled up short, her heart pounding, tears of relief filling her eyes as she stood in the stirrups and swung her flashlight as high as possible, creating the largest arc over the greatest area. “Where are you?” Damn, but she couldn’t see a thing!

“Mom! Help me.”

Thane drew up beside her, his eyes narrowed against the darkness. He aimed his beam into the underbrush.

“Becca. I can’t see you—” Maggie yelled.

“Here, by the stump—”

Pinpointing the sound, Thane shined his light on the jagged remains of what had once been a pine tree twenty yards off the trail. Lightning had shorn the tree, leaving only a ragged, blackened stump. Propped against the scorched bark was Becca, her face white and drawn, her dark hair falling over her eyes, one hand raised and waving to get Maggie’s attention.

Heart in her throat, relief and adrenaline flowing through her blood, Maggie scrambled off her horse and ran the short distance over the uneven ground on legs that threatened to give way. “Oh, my God, Becca what happened? Are you hurt?” At Becca’s side, she fell to her knees, thankful that her baby was alive.

“Damned Jasper threw me.” Becca’s eyes were dark. Angry. Her eyebrows pulled into a single furious line. But beneath the fury there was a hint of terror, and the tracks of tears that ran down her cheeks belied her true emotions. Her teeth chattered and she shivered. “He spooked for no reason. No damned reason at all.”

“Are you all right?” Maggie asked, seeing the scrapes and smudges on Becca’s cheeks and elbows. Thane, still holding the flashlight so that its beam illuminated the area surrounding Becca, edged his horse closer.

“Yeah…Nah…it’s…it’s my ankle.”

“Let me see.” Gently Maggie removed Becca’s boot and her daughter, after giving out one squeal of pain, bit her lip. A knot swelled above Becca’s right foot.

“I don’t know what happened to Jasper,” Becca grumbled ungraciously. “I hope he’s lost for good, and the coyotes eat him.”

“Too bad,” Maggie said with a half smile. “He already made it back.”

“Figures,” Becca sniffed, angry at the horse, her mother, and the world in general. “If I were you, I’d sell him for dog food.”

“I’ll consider it,” Maggie agreed, though she had no intention of doing anything of the kind. She just wasn’t in the mood for another argument, and Becca seemed more angry than hurt. Thank God.

“Who’s he?” Becca asked, holding her arm over her eyes, shading her brow as she wrinkled her nose and stared up at Thane, who was dismounting and reaching into the saddlebag.

“He’s—” How could she explain? And why? “He’s a friend,” she said, her tongue tripping on the lie. She glanced over her shoulder at the source of her daughter’s confusion, and for a split second her throat caught at the sight of him. A tall man holding the reins of his horse, he cut an imposing figure. Wide shoulders pulled at the seams of his jacket, and yet his hips and waist were lean enough that his worn jeans hung low on his hips. He wore his sensuality as if he didn’t know it existed.

Not that she cared. Not anymore. “Becca, this is Thane Walker.”

“Oh.” Her gaze thinned on him. “Thane? Weren’t you—?”

“Your aunt’s husband,” he cut in. “A long time ago. Nice meeting you.” He handed Maggie a blanket.

“Yeah, right. Me too,” she said, but there wasn’t a ring of sincerity in her words.

“Let’s take a look at you,” Maggie said. Ignoring Thane, she placed the blanket over Becca’s shoulders, then gently touched her ankle.

“Ouch. Watch it.” Becca drew in a swift, whistling breath as an owl hooted softly from one of the lodgepole pines that towered high above them. “Jesus, Mom.”

“Just trying to help.”

“By killing me?” Becca accused.

Maggie rocked back on her heels and told herself that Becca’s bad mood was good news. If she was angry, she wasn’t injured all that badly. “I’m not trying to hurt you, honey.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Becca offered a faltering smile that fell away as quickly as it appeared.

Thane leaned down and squatted next to mother and daughter. Pinning Becca with his steady gaze, he asked, “Think you can ride?”

Becca, expression wary, nodded slowly as she sized him up. “Probably.”

“Good.” Balancing on one knee, he instructed her to sling an arm around his neck. As she did, he reached under her legs with one arm and clasped the other around her back. “Hang on.” As if she weighed nothing, he lifted Becca off the ground and carried her, wrapped in the blanket, to the pinto. There was a part of Maggie that didn’t want anything to do with Thane Walker, that objected to his touching her daughter, a part of him that made her nervous as hell, but she bit her tongue and reminded herself that, even if he was here for some ulterior motive, he had helped her locate Becca. And that, as they said, was worth something.

More gently than Maggie thought him capable of, he helped Becca onto the pinto’s back. She let out a yelp as she settled into the saddle, sucked in her breath. Barkley, hidden in the shadows, snarled, and the horses shifted nervously.

“Okay?” Thane asked, once she was astride.

“I…I think so.” But she was pale as death.

“Good. Hold on to the saddle horn.” He placed her hands over the leather knob. “And let me know if you get woozy. I don’t want you falling off.”

“I won’t.” Bravely she tossed her hair from her eyes.

“Becca, are you sure you can handle this?” Maggie asked.

“Have to.” She stiffened her thin shoulders.

Thane patted the pinto’s thick neck, but looked up at Maggie’s daughter. “Let me know when you need to rest.”

“I will,” Becca promised.

“I’ll hold you to it.” Using the pale beam of his flashlight as his guide, Thane started leading the pinto down the hill. Astride the buckskin, Maggie followed slowly behind and sent up a thankful prayer that her daughter was safe.

It didn’t matter that Thane Walker was involved.

Or so she tried to convince herself.

 
 
 

“She’ll live.” The doctor, a petite woman in a lab coat three sizes too large and a name tag that read “Penny Cranston, M.D.,” gazed at Maggie over the tops of half glasses that threatened to slide off her short, straight nose. “The ankle’s sprained, but not too badly and I looked at the X-rays. Nothing broken that I can see. However, just to be on the side of caution, I’ll send them to a specialist in case I missed something.”

“Thanks.” Maggie was relieved. She’d driven over an hour to an all-night clinic in Lewiston only to discover that Becca, though bruised and scraped, her pride wounded as badly as anything else, would be fine. In the glare of the overhead fluorescent lights, Becca looked small and pale, her eyes wide, the scratches on her skin red but not deep. The dirt had been washed from her face and hands, and, all in all, aside from the knot turning blue around her ankle, she seemed fine.

“Now.” Dr. Cranston trained her eyes on her patient again. “You need to use crutches for a few days, maybe a week or two, until you’re out of pain. I’ll give you a prescription for the first couple of days, and I want you to rest, elevate the foot, and ice it for twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”

“So, no school, right?” Becca asked eagerly.

“Wellll…I think you can make it back to class. Maybe not for a couple of days, but then I think you’ll be able to go back.” She winked at Becca, who rolled her eyes theatrically and, with Maggie’s help, hobbled back to the old Jeep, another source of irritation to Becca, who didn’t understand why they had to trade in a perfectly good BMW for a dilapidated, rugged vehicle with four-wheel drive and a dented right fender. But then Becca didn’t understand about an expensive lease as opposed to a vehicle that, though battered, was paid for.

Once they were in the Jeep, Becca leaned her bucket seat back as far as possible and closed her eyes. “Why is that Thane guy at our house?” she asked, as Maggie wheeled out of the parking lot and headed east. It was nearly midnight, and clouds had crept in, covering the stars and moon. As the lights of Lewiston faded behind them, the darkness of the night seemed to close in.

Maggie fiddled with the radio, found a country-and-western station, and recognized a Garth Brooks tune. “He’s here because there’s a problem with Aunt Mary,” Maggie said, hedging a bit until she knew for certain what had happened to Mary Theresa.

“You mean Marquise,” Becca clarified, her voice taking on a snotty edge.

“I still think of her as Mary Theresa. Always will.”

“She changed her name years ago.” Without lifting her head, Becca turned and faced her mother. “The least you could do is respect it.”

Becca wasn’t going to bait her into this argument. “Old habits are hard to break.”

“Not if you try, Mom.”

“Forget it.”

“So what’s wrong with Marquise?”

“I don’t know,” Maggie admitted truthfully. She shifted down for a sharp corner and spied a set of taillights winking on the ribbon of road far ahead. “She’s missing.”

“So? Sometimes she just takes off.”

“I know.” Maggie should have taken solace in the fact that her sister was flighty and had, in the past, disappeared for a few days. But this time was different. This time the police were involved. And Thane Walker, Mary Theresa’s first husband, was waiting for Maggie at her house. “No one seems to know where she is. No one.”

“Don’t blame her. Lots of famous people need to get away.”

“That’s true.”

Maggie had felt her twin growing further and further away, more distant as the months had passed, but she had been dealing with her own problems and had expected that Mary Theresa would eventually land on her feet again. It had always happened in the past.

But this time it’s different.

She couldn’t tell Becca the truth—well, not all of it; not until she was certain of what had happened herself.

“It’s freezing in here,” Becca complained, and Maggie adjusted the thermostat. True, winter was just around the corner, and as the Jeep climbed higher into the mountains, the temperature dropped. Not surprising since the heater, which needed fixing, was down to two settings—hot as Hades, or cold as death. Take your pick. She opted for Hades as Becca seemed to think she was in danger of contracting frostbite.

“So you were telling me why the Thane guy’s hanging out?” she asked, opening one eye and staring at Maggie, whose hands clenched over the steering wheel. “He and Marquise were divorced a long time ago.”

“I guess he’s just concerned about her.” Maggie nodded, preferring not to dwell on Thane or his reasons for being in Idaho.

“I didn’t think you liked him.”

“I don’t.” At least that wasn’t a lie. At a fork in the road, she angled south. The terrain was rugged, high bluffs that were sheer and dark in the night. “He just thought I might be able to tell him where Mary—Marquise is.”

“Why?” she asked thoughtfully. “Is he still in love with her?”

Undoubtedly. Aren’t they all? “I don’t know,” she said instead, and refused to acknowledge the ache in her heart when she remembered his betrayal, denied the hot sting of Mary Theresa’s deceit.

“But he’s waitin’ for us at the house?”

“I think so. He was going to cool down the horses and lock them away.”

Becca yawned and sighed. “Is he gonna spend the night?”

Maggie took in a sharp, quick breath. “No.” She was emphatic.

“Where, then?”

Good question, Maggie thought sarcastically and one she wasn’t going to dwell upon. Come hell or high water, Thane Walker wasn’t going to spend the night under her roof.

 
 
 

Thane patted Diablo on his spotted rump, then switched off the lights of the barn and walked into the night. Clouds had gathered over the moon, and the wind had picked up, bringing with it the first swirling flakes of snow. Hiking his collar around his neck, Thane stared at the little cabin Maggie called home and wished he were anywhere else on earth. Seeing her again had been a mistake—a big one. But it was too late to second-guess himself. Too late for a lot of things.

He paused at his truck, reached into the breast pocket of his jacket, and found a crumpled pack of cigarettes. There was one Marlboro left, his last smoke if he chose to give in and light up. He’d been cutting down over a couple of months, determined that the carton of filter tips he’d purchased at the end of September would be his last. This lone cigarette was all that was left.

Seeing Maggie again, touching her, smelling that special scent that lingered on his skin, had brought back memories he’d tried like hell to repress.

He’d failed. Miserably. Once the dam on his recollections had started to crack, there had been no stopping the torrent of emotions and images that crashed through his brain. He remembered the first time he’d set eyes on her, a smart aleck of a high-school girl in cutoff jeans, cotton blouse, and freckles. Her eyes had been wide and green, her cheekbones high, her smile as bright as any he’d ever seen.

And she hadn’t given him the time of day.

He’d sensed there was more to her than met the eye, a restless sadness that she’d tried like hell to keep hidden. She’d been a challenge, the first woman he’d had to pursue in years.

He’d been in lust from the first time she’d turned her back on him and, with a careless toss of mahogany-colored curls in a sassy ponytail, walked away. Things hadn’t changed all that much since then.

After being with her today, he’d half convinced himself that tonight was the night he needed that final smoky shot of nicotine, but he tucked his last little crutch back into its dilapidated home and shoved the pack back into his pocket. No doubt he’d need a smoke later.

He checked his watch and figured he had at least an hour before Maggie arrived. Maybe two. Feeling cold snow hit the back of his neck, he headed for the porch and kicked off his boots. He opened the door and ignored a warning growl from the crippled old shepherd lying on a rag rug near an antique rocker. “I’m not gonna hurt anything,” he told the dog.

Eyeing the cozy cabin with its five small rooms and yellowed pine walls, he pulled a pair of gloves from his back pocket, stretched them over his fingers, and steeled his jaw. Without second-guessing himself, he stole down the short hallway to Maggie’s bedroom.

At the doorway he paused, felt a tiny jab of guilt, then tossed it aside as he entered. The room was cramped with its double bed, dresser and a desk shoved under the corner windows.

The scent of Maggie’s perfume lingered in the air and he had to remind himself that he was on a mission; he couldn’t be distracted. According to the old alarm clock sitting on a bedside table, he had just long enough to do what he had to.

Before all hell broke loose.



















Chapter Three
 



Thane was waiting on the porch swing. Huddled in a sheepskin jacket, one booted heel propped on the opposite jeans-clad knee, he glowered into the night, rocking, the swing gently swaying as the wind cut across the valley. Barkley, turncoat that he was, lay docilely near the door.

Maggie braced herself as she cut the engine. She switched off headlights and radio and told herself that her nerves were shot because of Becca’s accident and Mary Theresa’s disappearance. It had nothing to do with Thane and his innate, earthy sexuality. Nothing. She was just tired. There wasn’t a thing about the man that got to her. She was being a fool. Thane Walker was only a man, and a lying one at that.

Slowly he climbed to his feet, and his silhouette was cast in stark relief against the porch light. All male. And dangerous. Long legs covered by low-slung battered jeans, and a chest that was wide enough to be interesting without a lot of extra weight.

Just muscle.

Great.

His physique was the last thing she should notice.

“It’s been too long,” she muttered. Too many months without a man.

“What?” Becca roused.

“Nothing, honey. We’re home.” Pocketing her keys, she touched Becca on the shoulder and looked away from the dark sensuality of a man she didn’t trust, a man who’d stolen her heart only to break it.

Becca blinked and rubbed the sleep from her eyes as snowflakes hit the windshield, collecting on the wipers. She looked at the cabin, lights glowing warmly in the cold night, then rolled her eyes expressively. “Terrific.”

“I’ll get the crutches.”

“Don’t need ’em.”

“Of course you do.” Shouldering open the door, Maggie ducked her head against the flurries of snow and dashed to the back of the Jeep. Over the noise of the wind, she heard Thane’s boot steps steadily approaching, gravel crunching. Stupidly, her heart began to pound. “Get a grip,” she admonished.

Don’t even think about him.

“How is she?” he asked, pulling the crutches from the cargo space.

“She’ll be okay. The doctor thinks it’s just a sprain. Not a bad one at that.”

“Good.” He actually seemed relieved. As if he cared. What a joke. Maggie wasn’t going to fall into that particular trap. Not when Thane Walker was involved. But as she slammed the Jeep’s cargo door closed, she caught a glimpse of him helping Becca out of the Jeep. Rather than force her to use the crutches, he lifted her off her feet and, sheltering her body against the cold, carried her swiftly across the snow-dusted lot to the house. A twinge of unwelcome forgiveness tugged at her heart.

“Don’t be fooled,” she warned herself, as she grabbed the crutches he’d left propped against a fender, then jogged to the porch where Thane, hugging Becca tight, waited until she opened the door. He carried Becca inside.

Barkley’s back end was wiggling crazily, and he, on his three good legs, trotted through the closing door a minute before Maggie snagged the handle and walked inside too. “Traitor,” she said to the dog, and old Barkley didn’t even have the decency to look abashed. “Fine watchdog you turned out to be.”

Once inside, she motioned toward the hallway. “She should go right to bed…” Maggie began to instruct, but Thane was already hauling Becca in the right direction.

Still toting the damned crutches, Maggie marched into the bedroom and watched Thane place her daughter on the single bed tucked into the corner of the chaos Becca unhappily called home. She thawed a little as she saw how tenderly he laid Becca on the old quilt, but she reminded herself that whatever Thane was doing, it was all an act. He was here with a purpose, and it had something to do with Mary Theresa.

Mary Theresa.

Dread assailed Maggie once again.

Where was she? What was that horrible, painful plea she’d heard earlier? Had Mary Theresa tried to contact her, or had it all been in her head, a great blip in the universe, a coincidence that she’d heard from her sister after months of silence?

Goose bumps rose on her arms as she stacked the crutches in a corner near the bookcase, then opened a wicker chest and pulled out a couple of extra pillows which she used to prop up Becca’s foot. As if sensing mother and daughter should be alone, Thane winked at Becca, whistled to the dog, and slipped out of the room.

“Can I get you anything?” Maggie asked, pulling on the edges of the antique quilt that she’d bought at an estate sale years before. On the table, Becca’s lava lamp was glowing an undulating blue.

“Nah.” Becca’s eyes were beginning to close. Posters of teen idols adorned the walls, and the scatter rugs on the floor were covered with makeup, CDs, magazines and stuffed animals left over from her younger years.

“Not even some hot cocoa?” Maggie hovered over the bed. She was caught between wanting to push the wet strands of hair from her daughter’s eyes and knowing it was best to leave her alone. She had a tendency to over-mother. Becca hated it. “Or I’ve got some of that stew—it’s a little burned, but…”

Rolling her eyes, Becca sighed loudly. “I said I didn’t want anything.”

Maggie got the message. “Look, I was just trying to help, okay? I’ll get the ice pack and bring it back. If you need anything else, just let me know.”

Becca didn’t respond, and Maggie held her tongue rather than lash out. Lately she and her daughter had been involved in some kind of struggle she didn’t understand. Of course Becca blamed her for uprooting her in the middle of her last year of junior high and bringing her to some “gawd-awful middle-of-nowhere place where only losers lived.” Well, too bad. Moving here was just what the doctor ordered. At least in Maggie’s opinion.

Mentally counting to ten, and then on to twenty when she hadn’t cooled off, she walked briskly out of Becca’s room, down the short hallway to the kitchen where she found a Ziploc bag and some hand towels. Ancient pipes creaked as she turned on the hot water, waited and waited until it was steaming. Grabbing a hammer from the odds-and-ends drawer, she placed ice cubes in a plastic bag and beat them into tiny shards.

Thane, with the old shepherd on his heels, had walked outside again and returned with an armload of firewood. The shoulders of his jacket were dark with melting snow, his hair wet as well. She tried not to notice and continued whacking at the bag of ice.

“Jesus Christ, Maggie, it’s dead already.” He dropped the firewood into a basket near the hearth.

“Very funny.” She wasn’t amused and slammed the plastic bag with the hammer one more time for good measure. As he opened the damper and stacked kindling over a hefty backlog, she dumped the crushed ice into the pack and carried it, along with the warm washcloths down the hallway. Becca’s face was turned toward the wall and she was feigning sleep, even going so far as pretending to snore.

“This might be a little cold,” Maggie said, undeterred by her daughter’s act. Gently, she placed the ice bag on Becca’s leg.

“Ouch.” Becca jumped. Her eyes shot open. “Can’t you just leave me alone?”

“The doctor said that—”

“I don’t care. I don’t want that, okay?”

“No. It’s not okay, Rebecca,” Maggie said, reverting to her daughter’s given name as she always did when she was angry. “Leave it on. And here are some cloths to clean up with.” She left the warm, wet rags on a paper bag on the nightstand.

“God, Mom, give me a break, will ya?”

“Just do what the doctor said, okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Becca closed her eyes again, and Maggie, rather than be drawn into an argument that neither one of them would win, straightened and turned out the light. Her head was beginning to pound in earnest. Drawing a deep breath, she headed to the living room to face Thane.

The old saying that if it wasn’t one thing, it was another certainly seemed to be raging tonight.

In the living room, the fire was crackling. Golden light played on the old pine walls, making them seem even more yellow than before, and the scent of burning wood filled the small rooms.

In the few months she’d been here, Maggie had come to love this little cottage nestled at the foot of these craggy northern Idaho hills. A part of her realized that she’d run away from her problems, that eventually they would catch up with her, but for now, she felt safe and secure thousands of miles from L.A. Safe from the accusations. Safe from the pain and guilt that sometimes stole into this private place and hid, deep in the shadows, ready to attack her when she least expected it.

Thane, hands in his back pockets, hitched his chin toward the hallway. “How’d it go?”

“The same as always. I’m an ogre of a mother, can’t possibly understand her, and she’s just a poor victim.” The minute the words were out, she cringed. Just because her nerves were frayed, she didn’t need to be bad-mouthing her only child, the reason she found a way to get up each and every morning. “Sorry. That’s not what I meant. She’s in a lot of pain, and she’s trying to sleep.”

“And giving you a bad time?”

She bristled inwardly. It was one thing for her to complain about Becca, another thing entirely for an outsider to make a deprecating comment. “It goes with the territory. I can handle it.”

“Can you?” He didn’t seem convinced, but she ignored the silent questions in his eyes and walked to the telephone. By rote, she dialed Mary Theresa’s number and again was connected with the answering machine. Her stomach clenched when she heard her sister’s recording. She drummed her fingers on the receiver. At the tone, she said, “Hi, M.T., it’s Maggie again.” Leaning a hip against the small table where the phone rested, she bit the corner of her lip and glanced up at Thane, who was watching her every movement. As she turned her back for a bit of privacy, she said, “Look, Mary Theresa, I know I called earlier, but I’m worried. Call me back as soon as you get in, okay?” She rattled off her telephone number again, then slowly hung up, her fingers lingering on the receiver as if she expected the phone to jangle at any second.

“She’s not gonna call back.”

Facing him again, Maggie said, “She will.” She has to. Maggie couldn’t comprehend, wouldn’t give a second’s thought to the horrid idea that something had happened to her sister. “It might be a while, but she’ll call.” She wasn’t going to think of the other alternative and opened a cupboard to pull down a can of coffee. Shaking the grounds into the basket of the coffeemaker she felt the same dark fear that had attacked her in the barn earlier today start to stalk her all over again.

“I hope you’re right.” He adjusted the screen in front of the fireplace, then dusted his hands together and unbuttoned his jacket.

“You planning on staying?” she asked, suddenly nervous as she filled the coffee carafe with water.

“For a while.” As if he’d lived here all his life, he tossed his jacket over the screen.

Maggie was instantly wary, her muscles tense. She glanced at him over her shoulder and sloshed some of the water onto the counter. Damn. The man made her so jittery, it was ludicrous. “How long is ‘a while?’”

His eyes glinted, and a corner of his mouth lifted. “Don’t worry, Maggie, your virtue is safe with me.”

She gasped, nearly sputtered out some kind of lame reply, and bit her tongue until she had control of it. “Still the same charmer you always were, aren’t you, Thane?” she mocked, snapping on the coffeemaker, then swiping up the spill with a sponge.

“I try.” His smile widened into a familiar sexy grin that she wanted to slap off his face. The same cocky, self-assured expression that had won as many hearts as it had broken.

“Well, it won’t work on me.”

“No?” he asked, one eyebrow lifting as if he sensed a dare.

“No.” She was firm.

“Good. That’ll make things easier.” His gaze swept the mantel, lingered for a while on the photos of Becca growing up, of the framed picture of the two sisters back to back, then stopped short on the only wedding picture that Maggie displayed, one of her and Dean, smiling happily at each other, she in her ivory-colored dress, her veil falling off, her fingers around the nosegay of baby’s breath and pink roses, Dean’s tuxedo tie loosened, his eyes full of life—a spark that had extinguished early on.

Without comment, Thane took a seat in a worn wing-backed chair and propped one heel on the ottoman as the coffee began to perk.

“Easier? How?”

His smile slowly disappeared and he stared at her with an intensity that made her want to squirm. She wrung the sponge over the sink as he said, “I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Shoot.” She was ready to say “no,” to deny him anything he might want from her, because she knew deep in her soul he wasn’t a man to be trusted, wasn’t a person she wanted anything to do with. “What is it?”

“I want you to drive back to Denver with me.” Eyes never leaving hers, he nodded slowly. “I think I might need you as a character witness.”

If he hadn’t been so deadly earnest, she would have laughed. “You’re kidding, right?” she said. “Me? A character witness for you?”

“I’ve never been more serious in my life.”

In an instant she believed him. The expression on his face was determined: his jaw set, his eyes steady, his lips blade-thin and unforgiving. Not a hint of the man who had joked just a few seconds before.

“I don’t think I owe you anything,” she said slowly, folding the cloth, eyeing the pan of cold, burned stew, and ignoring it. She wasn’t hungry, hadn’t been since Thane had walked back into her life.

“This isn’t a matter of payback.”

“Then why?” She walked into the living room and took a seat on the arm of the sofa.

“You know I would never lift a finger to hurt Mary Theresa.”

Her heart squeezed painfully. Oh, how she knew it was true. From the minute Thane had set eyes on her more seductive twin, he’d been smitten. She suspected that Thane had never stopped loving Mary Theresa. He’d only stopped loving Maggie. “Of course.”

“The police don’t know it.”

In an instant, she understood. “You mean, not only do the police suspect foul play in Mary Theresa’s disappearance, but they think you’re involved.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

It was Thane. He did this to me. Mary Theresa’s cryptic message crept through her brain again, chilling her blood, causing her stomach to cramp.

“I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t have to,” he said, and she knew he meant it.

“I just can’t up and leave,” she began, then heard herself. This was her sister they were talking about. Her twin sister. The person most like her on this earth. And she was in trouble. “There’s Becca to consider and…” She let her thoughts trail off. What if Mary Theresa needed her? The coffeemaker dinged, and she returned to the open kitchen to pour two cups with hands that weren’t quite steady. “I…I don’t know,” she admitted, carrying the mugs of steaming coffee into the living room and handing one out to him. “There’s sugar or milk in the kitchen…”

“I take it black. Thanks.”

She remembered. Not that she wanted to. Not ever. She settled into a corner of the couch, tucked her feet onto the cushions, and blew across her cup. “Tell me exactly what you want me to do,” she suggested. Maybe if she heard what he had on his mind, she would better understand the situation.

“I don’t know what happened to Mary Theresa or Marquise or whoever you want to call her,” he admitted. “No one seems to. Some people think she was kidnapped; there’s even talk of murder, you know that.”

Maggie nodded mutely.

“Then there are those who think this is some kind of publicity stunt, or that she just left because the pressure was so great, and she needed some peace of mind.” He took a swallow from his cup, studied the dark liquid inside, and frowned. “I’m not sure I believe that one, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because whenever the rat race got too much for her, the ratings were down on her show, her latest lover had taken a hike, or she needed to get away from the high-profile life she was living, she’d show up at my ranch.”

“Your ranch?” Maggie repeated, dumbstruck. She’d thought that Mary Theresa hadn’t seen Thane since their divorce. Never had her sister confided that she’d spent time with her ex-husband.

“Sometimes the ranch in California, other times the one outside of Cheyenne.” Setting his cup on the window ledge, he leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “Sometimes I was there, but a lot of times I wasn’t.”

“I…I never knew that she even saw you,” Maggie said, realizing for the first time how little she understood about the woman who was her twin. It was almost as if when Mary Theresa had changed her name to Marquise, she’d severed ties with her family.

His eyes were steady. As cold as the Arctic Ocean. “There are lots of things you don’t know about your sister, Maggie. Lots of things you’d rather not know.” He stood and looked out the window to stare into the night. His reflection, distorted in the cold panes, was pale and shimmering with a steady determination. She knew from experience that Thane Walker was as stubborn as he was sexy.

The phone jangled and Maggie jumped, nearly spilling coffee all over her lap. By the second ring she grabbed the receiver and felt her heart thudding a million miles a minute. Maybe Mary Theresa had finally gotten her messages. “Hello?”

“Maggie? It’s Connie.”

Maggie’s soaring spirits crashed. She recognized her sister-in-law’s voice and steeled herself for more bad news.

“Hi.”

“I know you’re wondering why I’m calling so late, so I’ll get right to the point. I heard that Marquise is missing. I have a friend who lives in Denver who knows we’re related. Well, sort of. Anyway, I…I know this is awkward, but I wanted to call and see if you and Becca are all right.”

As if you cared. “We’re fine,” Maggie lied.

“Well, good. Good. I, um, wanted to offer to help out. Oh, I know we’ve had our differences in the past, and still do. But Becca is still my niece, damn it, and I care what happens to her.”

Or what happens to her share of her inheritance.

“Thank you,” Maggie said without much warmth.

“Have you heard from Marquise?”

“No. She hasn’t called.”

“Oh. I…I don’t know what to say. But, believe me, if I can be of any help, just let me know.”

“I will,” Maggie lied as she hung up.

Becca, in her room, waited until she heard the click, then replaced her receiver. Through the thin walls of the cabin, she’d heard most of the conversation between her mother and Thane Walker, Marquise’s first husband. When the phone had rung, she’d picked up, but before she’d been able to answer, her mother had started talking.

From what she could gather, Marquise was missing, no one knew why, but Thane wanted her mother to go to Denver with him. Her mom was worried about her sister. Becca smiled to herself in the darkness. She wasn’t worried about Marquise. Marquise was too smart and pretty, too much of a celebrity to be in any kind of real trouble.

Becca watched the blue bubbles gently rising in the base of her lava lamp. She liked the fact that Thane was trying to talk her mother into going to Denver. In fact, that was perfect. If Becca worked things right, she’d be able to con her mom into letting her visit her cousin in L.A. Hadn’t Aunt Connie offered any kind of help?

For the first time in a long while, Becca felt a ray of hope. Maybe there was a chance that she could get out of this loser, hole-in-the-wall town that her mother thought was heaven. In Becca’s opinion, Settler’s Ridge, Idaho, was the pits.

 
 
 

“Just think on it,” Thane suggested as he shoved his arms through the sleeves of his jacket. He watched as a gamut of emotions crossed Maggie’s face, and, along with a sense of satisfaction in knowing she was going to agree, he felt a second’s hesitation, a tiny grain of guilt that pricked at his conscience.

“I’m not sure.” She glanced at the phone again, as if willing Marquise to call. It wasn’t going to happen.

“I’ll be back in the morning.” He reached for the door and saw the hesitation in her eyes. She didn’t know whether to invite him to stay or not. Didn’t matter. He wasn’t about to spend the night here. “You can let me know then.” As he walked through the door a blast of wind cut through him like a razor. He eyed the sky as snow continued to fall and hoped that they weren’t in for a blizzard.

Inside the truck, he flicked on the engine, lights, and wipers, then switched the radio to a local news station. Above the static came a brief report that started with a local shooting. As he threw his rig into reverse, the beams from its headlights flashed against the house and he saw Maggie at the window, arms folded under her breasts, eyebrows drawn together pensively, mouth compressed. A beautiful woman. More beautiful than her more high-profile sister, though she didn’t know it. Probably the reason she held so much more appeal.

Fool, his mind taunted, and he saw the reflection of his eyes in the rearview mirror. Blue-gray, hard, and glinting with a twinge of lust. He’d always been an idiot where the Reilly girls were concerned, probably always would be. Calling himself a dozen kinds of moron, he cranked the wheel and drove down the lane until he found a wide spot in the road, where he pulled off and cut the engine.

Reaching behind him to the compartment that held his essentials, he dragged out a down sleeping bag, draped it around himself, then opened the glove box and retrieved a pocket flask. Unscrewing the cap, he smiled grimly to himself. “Here’s to you, Walker, you miserable son of a bitch.” He took a long tug, felt the rye whiskey splash against the back of his throat, then burn a welcome path to his gut. Not satisfied, he lifted the flask again to his lips, swallowed long and hard, then screwed on the cap and settled in for what promised to be a long, cold, and probably fruitless vigil. But he had to wait; he couldn’t take a chance that he’d been played for a fool again.

 
 
 

Maggie, help me, please! Remember how Thane used you, how he used me. Whatever you do, don’t trust Thane Walker!

Maggie’s eyes flew open. Her heart pounded and sweat poured off her. Mary Theresa’s voice was as clear as if she’d been in the room. But she wasn’t. Maggie was alone in her bed, in the cabin near Settler’s Ridge. She swallowed back the fear that dried her mouth and pounded through her brain as the digital clock blinked a bright red three-seventeen. The dream had been so real, she wasn’t convinced it hadn’t happened. The three of them, Mary Theresa, Thane, and Maggie, had been standing at the edge of a ravine, the precipice high over a black abyss that seemed to have no bottom. Mary Theresa, laughing and flirting, had stepped backward.

“Don’t!” Maggie had cried.

“Here, grab my hand!” Thane had ordered, as Mary Theresa’s bright expression had fallen away and sheer terror had contorted her face. The earth beneath her feet had crumbled. She’d scrambled, her skin blanching, her eyes wide with panic.

“Thane!” she’d cried, and he lunged forward as if to catch her.

Maggie had screamed as his expression had turned to hatred and the hand he’d offered her sister had been used to push her farther over the edge.

“No!” Maggie had yelled, but it had been far too late.

Marquise began falling, her arms and legs frantically flailing as she became ever fainter, and the yawning black hole swallowed her completely. Thane, his features once again calm, had turned and faced her as if she was his next victim. That’s when she’d heard Mary Theresa’s voice again.

Now, the nightmare still palpable, Maggie sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her insides were shaking, her pulse thudding deep in her brain.

“Mom?”

She gasped, only to see Becca, a pale figure in the doorway. “Good Lord, you scared me,” she admitted, clicking on the bedside lamp.

“You scared me.” Becca, still wearing the jeans and sweatshirt she’d had on when she’d been thrown by Jasper, was leaning on the doorframe, her injured foot cocked, her other leg bearing all her weight. She blinked against the sudden wash of light, and her hair was a tangled mess, evidence that she’d been sleeping.

“Sorry. I had a bad dream. A nightmare.”

“About Marquise,” Becca guessed.

“Yes.” Giving herself a quick mental shake, she stood and walked to the doorway. “I’m sorry, honey. I guess I’m just worried.”

“Me too.”

“Let’s get you back to bed, and I’ll get some more ice and—”

“I’m okay, Mom, really.” Becca yawned. “You just weirded me out. You’ve been acting so strange lately. Today in the barn when you were on your knees, and now with the screaming.” Becca’s teeth sunk into her lower lip. “It’s kinda creepy.”

“Oh, honey.” Without thinking, Maggie wrapped her arms around her daughter, and for once Becca didn’t squirm away. “The last thing I want is to be creepy.”

Becca managed a nervous giggle as she slid out of her mother’s embrace. “I know you’re worried about Marquise, and I heard you and Thane talking about you helping him.” Maggie’s eyes narrowed on her daughter. “I wasn’t really eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help but overhear,” Becca added hastily, her gaze sliding away from her mother’s. “So why don’t you go find out what happened to her?”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Sure it is. The neighbors will take care of the horses, your book isn’t due for another couple of months, I could miss a few days of school and stay with my friends or Aunt Connie and Uncle Jim in L.A….”

“So that’s what this is all about,” Maggie said, wondering how conniving her daughter was becoming. As the years rolled by it seemed that Becca was developing her own sense of how to manipulate people. Just like Mary Theresa.

“But you could help find Marquise.”

“I could?”

“You write mystery novels, Mom. True crime. You talk to policemen all the time, and you worked for a private investigator, didn’t you?”

“That was a long time ago.”

Becca lifted a shoulder. “Isn’t it kind of like riding a bicycle?”

“Not quite,” Maggie said, chuckling a little as the effects of her nightmare faded away. “Come on, let’s get you back to bed.”

Becca offered a shy smile. “How about that hot cocoa now?”

Maggie wasn’t so groggy that she didn’t realize she was being conned, but she couldn’t help herself. If this was Becca’s self-centered and manipulating way of bonding, so be it. “Okay, okay, but then back to bed, and don’t try and talk me into this trip to Denver, okay? I’ll decide on my own.”

She helped her daughter into the living area of the house, where Becca curled on the sofa with an afghan tossed over her shoulders. The fire had burned low until only red embers glowed behind the screen and the house was taking on the chill of night. Maggie, barefoot and shivering, took the time to throw on a fleece robe and slippers, then quickly heated water for the instant cocoa. As the cups circulated in the microwave, she rummaged in the pantry for marshmallows whose shelf life had expired eons before. “Perfect,” she thought aloud. Culinary creativity had never been one of her attributes. She considered herself the Sergeant Friday of the kitchen: “Just the facts, ma’am.”

Plopping the hard mini-marshmallows into the cups, she asked, “What makes you think if I do go to Denver that I’ll send you to—L.A.? Why wouldn’t you stay with a friend here?”

“Who?”

Maggie stirred the cocoa. Becca had a point. They didn’t know anyone well enough to leave her with for more than a night. “I don’t know.”

“This way I could see my friends.”

“And miss school?”

“I’d make it up.”

“Promise?” Maggie carried a cup to Becca, who, for the first time in weeks, grinned up at her. An eager spark lit her eyes as Maggie sat on the far corner of the couch, tucked her knees up inside the voluminous folds of her dressing gown, and pulled the edge of the afghan over her feet.

“Promise.” Becca blew over her cocoa.

“I’ll think about it,” Maggie said, though her mind was half–made up. Something had to give. She and Becca were always at each other’s throats, the cryptic messages from Mary Theresa, real or imagined, had to be dealt with, and finding out what had happened to her twin was a priority, whether she wanted it to be or not.

Maggie had never been one to sit back and let everyone else handle her problems and, now, it seemed, Mary Theresa needed her.

“Mom?” Becca’s face was serious again, worry evident in the way she chewed on the corner of her lip.

“Yeah?”

“Is something wrong with you?”

“You mean other than the fact that I can’t seem to get along with my daughter?” she teased, as the marshmallows melted into a gooey white mass. She took a swallow of the sickeningly sweet brew.

“No. I mean like are you sick?” Becca swallowed hard and her gaze shifted away. “You know…”

“No, honey, I’m not sick. Not physically. Not mentally.” She sighed and wished she could confide in her daughter, tell her the truth about hearing Mary Theresa’s voice, but that would only add fuel to the fire, scare Becca and bring back all the old, painful memories and concerns that her mother might not be sane, just because Maggie had seen a psychiatrist after her husband’s death. It hadn’t been a big deal, but Connie and Jim had insinuated time and time again that Maggie’s mental health was an issue. Clearing her throat, she said, “Drink up, then we’ll go back to bed.”

“So what’re you gonna do?” Becca asked. She took a final swallow, then handed her half-drunk cup to her mother.

“I wish I knew,” Maggie admitted. There wasn’t an easy answer. None. Life was getting much more complicated than she’d ever imagined. She carried both cups to the sink, where she noticed the mug Thane had used earlier. Touching the rim with one finger, she wondered why he’d chosen to show up at her doorstep. He could have called and told her about Mary Theresa, yet he’d decided to drive hundreds and hundreds of miles to see her in person.

Drumming her fingers on the edge of the counter, she stared through the kitchen window. Snow covered the ground and bowed the branches of the trees. Without any light from the moon, the night was eerie, the solitude that she usually found so comforting oddly disturbing.

“Mom?” Becca’s voice caught her up short. “What’s really going on?”

Maggie shook her head and sighed. Instead of acting as if she didn’t know what Becca was talking about, she said, “That seems to be the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question right now.” Running her fingers through her hair, she walked back to the living room and silently offered to help her daughter down the hallway. “I wish I knew the answer, Becca. Damn, but I wish I knew.”



















Chapter Four
 



Detective Reed Henderson didn’t like being played for a fool, and in this case, the one involving Marquise or whatever the hell she wanted to be called, he was certain that someone was out to dupe him.

He picked at his teeth with his thumbnail, reached into his top desk drawer for his cigarettes, and found, instead, a pack of nicotine gum. He hated the stuff but wadded a piece into his mouth and thought it a damn poor substitute for a Camel straight.

A picture of Mary Theresa Reilly Walker Gillette aka Marquise was pinned over his desk. She was a looker, no doubt about it. Model slim with thick red-brown hair, eyes as green as jade, straight nose and perfect teeth surrounded by lips that were stretched into a smile that would light up any man’s day, she carried herself with the confidence of a truly beautiful woman who knew and calculated her effect on every man who happened to cross her path. Looking into the camera as if intent on seducing the man behind the lens, she exuded a sexual radiance that even he, after nearly twenty years on the force and the cynicism that came with the duty, recognized.

Marquise had star quality. Few men would be able to resist her.

Married twice, with a string of lovers, she didn’t seem particularly stable in her love life, but then, who could blame her? Men would’ve been salivating, their tongues dragging out of their mouths, if she so much as gave them a wink or a smile. Her first husband was a cowboy—a loner who had a temper that had put one man in the hospital. That was years ago, of course, when Thane Walker was barely sixteen, but Henderson believed that a man didn’t change. Once a hothead, always one. In years past, it seemed, Walker was forever just one step in front of the law.

Then there was the second man to make the mistake of marrying Marquise—an older guy who liked his women young and flashy, but had trouble keeping this one under his thumb. Mary Theresa had become the third Mrs. Syd Gillette for a period of less than a year. He’d moved on, been married and divorced since. It was a wonder the guy still had any money.

Her last boyfriend was ten years younger than she, a model with long, curly hair and a brooding, dark look that women seemed to find sexy. As far as Henderson was concerned, Wade Pomeranian was a spoiled pain in the butt.

So what had happened to her? The question rattled around in his head like rocks in a hubcap—irritating and damned hard to dislodge. Was she dead? Murdered? Had she committed suicide? Had she just taken off on a lark? Or was this all just a publicity stunt, the actions of a desperate woman whose star, albeit not in the caliber of a Hollywood celebrity, had once flared bright but now had begun to fade?

“Hell if I know,” he admitted, leaning back in his desk chair until it groaned in protest. He fingered his old baseball, the one that had been signed by Sandy Koufax when Henderson was just a kid, then gave it a toss. It arced perfectly one inch below the fluorescent lights before dropping into his open, waiting fingers.

What the hell had happened to Marquise? The press was all over the case. As she was the cohost of Denver AM and hadn’t shown up on the set, the producer of the show had gotten nervous, checked around, and eventually called someone she knew on the force.

In the intervening days Henderson had talked to most of the people associated with Ms. Gillette. He didn’t much like any one of them. Including her surly first husband. That guy was hiding something. Henderson could feel it in his bones. He intended to find out what it was; he just needed a little more time.

He’d put out a nationwide APB on Marquise, with her description as well as that of her Jeep Wrangler and the license plate of the vehicle. He’d also filed a missing-person report through the National Crime Information Center via the FBI. Sooner or later, she’d show up—dead or alive, he couldn’t begin to guess. An enigma, that one. But people didn’t usually fall off the face of the earth.

Then again, years ago, when he was still at the academy, he’d made a bet that Jimmy Hoffa would eventually turn up. That five bucks was history; he’d be damned if the same thing happened anywhere near his jurisdiction.

The door to his office swung open and Hannah Wilkins poked her head inside. Though it was the weekend, she, too, was working. “No news on the whereabouts of Thane Walker?” she asked, eyeing him with disapproval as he flipped the baseball toward the ceiling again. He knew she objected to his lack of reverence when it came to things of value. Hell, everyone did. But he didn’t believe in gilded cages, and, because of it, he supposed, he’d lost Karen and the kids.

“Nope. Walker seems to have taken a hike. Along with his ex-wife.” He caught the ball, careful to avoid his fingers’ touching Sandy’s signature, which was still intact, then gave it another toss toward the ceiling. “You talk to anyone at his ranch in Wyoming?”

“Nope. No one answered.” She slid into the room and leaned against the doorframe. Folding her arms over her chest, stretching the blue wool of her jacket, she added, “But I called his other place—the spread in California. Talked to a manager there. No one knows what happened to him.”

“Convenient.”

“Very.”

“Keep looking.”

“I will.” She nodded, her short blond hair moving a bit, brushing her collar. “They both can’t be lost.”

“You wouldn’t think so.”

“And he claimed he didn’t leave with her. Remember you questioned him yourself the day that she was reported missing.”

“I remember. He’d had a fight with her.”

“He wasn’t the only one.”

“But he was the last. Good ol’ Marquise was on a tear last week, wasn’t she?” he muttered, recalling that she’d had it out with the cohost of her morning program and her latest boyfriend as well as her first husband. And those were only the ones he knew about.

“Walker’s not on the up and up.” Henderson frowned and replaced the baseball in its stand, a small metal replica of a catcher’s glove that once had been painted shiny gold, but now showed dull black where the paint had chipped away. Narrowing his eyes on the skyline of the city, visible through a thick, plate-glass window, he scratched with one finger at the itchy stubble beginning to shadow his jaw. “I don’t like the guy.”

“This isn’t exactly a news flash,” Hannah remarked with that irritating half-smile of hers. “You don’t like anyone.”

With good reason, he thought. Most people weren’t to be trusted. Especially ex-husbands with personal axes to grind.

 
 
 

“Looks like your lucky day,” Maggie said as she walked into Becca’s room and lifted the shades of her windows. Sunlight danced over the patches of snow that clung to the ground, and the room was suddenly awash with bright morning light. But as Maggie looked out the window, she saw the storm clouds gathering in the distance, gray and threatening, promising more snow than had been left in the middle of the night.

Becca, groaning, rolled over in bed, and the ice bag, a Ziploc plastic container now filled with water, tumbled to the floor. Fortunately, it didn’t burst open. “What’s so lucky about it?”

“You’re flying to California.” Maggie picked up the bag.

Becca’s eyes sprang open. She pushed herself into a sitting position. “What happened?” she asked suspiciously as she rubbed her eyes and yawned.

“I decided you were right. I have to go to Denver.” Maggie sighed and sat on the window ledge as the bright morning began to fade and the storm clouds encroached. “I don’t know what happened to Mary Theresa,” she admitted, staring at the clear sagging bag of water that had once been ice. “And I’m the only family she has left, so I’m going to Denver.”

“Cool.” Becca didn’t seem too worried about her missing aunt.

“Now, let’s look at that ankle of yours.” She walked to the bed and Becca willingly showed off her bruised and swollen foot. Gingerly, Maggie ran a finger over her daughter’s skin. Becca didn’t wince.

“It’s better.”

“It is?”

“Much,” Becca assured her. It seemed as if the swelling had, indeed, gone down, though the area around Becca’s ankle had turned an even uglier shade of green-blue this morning and the discoloration had spread, running down to the back of her heel.

“If you say so.” She forced a smile as she straightened, then walked to the bathroom, where she dumped the contents of the bag into the sink and tossed the used plastic into a wastebasket. “This isn’t the greatest time for you to visit Connie and Jim,” she said, returning to Becca’s room. It looked as if the proverbial cyclone had hit with the clothes, towels, books, and magazines scattered helter-skelter on the floor and every other available surface.

“Sure it is.” Becca wasn’t going to relinquish her mother’s promise. “You can’t change your mind.”

“I won’t.” Maggie hated leaving Becca while the kid was still struggling with crutches. Not that she had much choice in the matter, considering the circumstances. “So, I’ve already called Connie, and the airlines, and your teacher at home,” Maggie said, updating her daughter and ignoring her unease at leaving Becca with Dean’s relatives, who sometimes seemed more interested in the family money than they were in their own daughter. “We’ll pick up your assignments from school on the way to Boise, and you’ll fly from there to L.A. Connie will meet you at the airport. She told me Jenny is beside herself. She can’t wait for you to get there.” Forcing a smile she didn’t feel, Maggie opened the closet and, standing on her tiptoes, dragged down an athletic bag that was precariously balanced on the top shelf. “I guess we’d better both get packed.”

Becca threw back the covers and, using one crutch, hobbled to her dresser. “This is so great,” she said, her eyes bright, any groggy little hint of sleep long vanished from her eyes. “I mean, I’m worried about Marquise and all, but nothing’s really wrong with her. She’s just missing. Like before. She’ll turn up, don’t ya think?”

“Sure.” No reason to dampen Becca’s suddenly bright spirits, though Maggie wasn’t certain of anything. True, Mary Theresa was flighty and had, over an argument with her agent, a fight with a lover, or a battle with the production company of the few movies she’d acted in, been known to walk off the set, take off for a few days, only to return refreshed and ready to do battle. Since working in Denver, Mary Theresa hadn’t been much happier, though Maggie hadn’t heard of her temper tantrums and never before had Maggie received an anguished, silent call from her sister. More to the point, never before had Thane Walker shown up on her doorstep.

This time was different.

“If you need any help in the shower, just let me know,” Maggie said. “Breakfast’ll be on the table in fifteen.”

”’Kay,” Becca mumbled, but Maggie doubted if the information registered in her daughter’s brain as she was into sorting through T-shirts, shorts, and jeans—warm weather wear for Southern California.

Maggie paused at the door. “Pack enough for a week.”

Becca’s head snapped around in her mother’s direction. “A week?” She couldn’t hide the delight in her eyes. “Really?”

“I don’t know. But you know my motto—better safe than—”

”‘Sorry,’ yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it before.” Rolling her eyes expressively, Becca once again dug through her underwear drawer.

Maggie had already showered, dressed, and packed. Her suitcase, laptop computer, briefcase and oversize purse were piled near the front door. She’d listened to the weather service and, upon hearing that the area was in for an early snowstorm, thrown her ski jacket, gloves, and hat onto the growing pile.

The coffee had perked, and she popped two waffles into the toaster. Nothing fancy this morning. Just the basics. She heard the creak of the water pipes as Becca turned on the faucet and a few seconds later Becca’s off-key singing floated down the hallway over the rush of water as she showered.

How long had it been since Becca had sung spontaneously? How long had it been since she’d been truly lighthearted and happy? It seemed like ages. Stop it, Maggie warned herself. No good comes of second-guessing yourself.

The waffles popped up, and Barkley, ever vigilant under the table, lifted his head and cocked an ear. He let out a low, warning “woof” about the same time as Maggie heard the sound of a truck’s engine rumble up the drive.

Thane.

Her heart knocked in a stupid cadence as she spied his old Ford nose through the trees. Get a grip, McCrae, she told herself as she watched him stretch out of the cab, his legs seeming even longer than she remembered. He was wearing reflective aviator sunglasses and a stern expression that Maggie was certain would sour milk. He’s just a man. Nothing more. So what if he lied and betrayed you? So what if he got involved with your prettier sister, so what if he married her and now is wanted for questioning in her disappearance?

She swallowed hard.

This was all so damned bizarre. And scary.

Barkley began making a racket in earnest.

“Shh! Barkley, hush!”

Careful not to burn herself, she plucked the waffles from the toaster and dropped them onto a plate about the time she heard the pipes groan again as Becca turned off the water.

Thane rapped loudly on the front door.

“It’s open,” she called over Barkley’s disgruntled growls.

“Hey, don’t you remember me?” Thane stepped into the cabin, and the stupid dog’s rear end went into immediate motion. His apprehensive growls turned into an embarrassed snort. “I thought so.” Thane paused to rub Barkley behind his good ear.

“Looks like you won someone over,” she said.

“It’s a start.” He squatted, patting Barkley’s graying head, then spied the suitcases.

Maggie’s stomach tightened as he scrutinized her. “You decided to come back to Denver with me?”

“Yep.” She called down the hallway, “Becca—breakfast.”

“Coming.”

With a curious lift of his eyebrows Thane straightened and sauntered into the kitchen area. “What changed your mind?”

“Not you. Excuse me.” She moved around him and opened the refrigerator door.

“Talk to the police again?”

“What? No.” Retrieving a carton of orange juice she avoided touching him, found a glass in the cupboard, and poured. “You want some?”

“Nah. Just coffee.”

“Help yourself.” The phone rang loudly, and she picked up the receiver as she managed to set the glass of juice on the old table. Becca, wearing cutoff overalls and a T-shirt, limped with one crutch into the room, slanted a wary glance at Thane, then slid into her seat. “Hello?” Maggie said into the mouthpiece as Thane poured coffee and she reached around him to find a sticky bottle of syrup on the second shelf of the pantry.

“Maggie? Charlie here. Emma said you called, asked us to take care of the stock while you’re gone.” Charlie and Emma Sandquist lived on the next ranch over. Maggie had spoken to Emma this morning while her husband was out feeding his cattle.

“Where’s the butter?” Becca asked, and Maggie pointed to the counter. Thane handed the dish with a half-used cube to Becca, and she regarded him with a suspicious, puzzled expression.

“That’s right. I shouldn’t be gone more than four or five days,” Maggie said, propping the phone next to her ear with her shoulder as she stretched the phone cord and handed Becca the bottle of maple syrup. “A week at the most.”

“It don’t make no never mind,” her neighbor replied. “A few days either way won’t make much difference.”

“I really appreciate it. And if I can ever return the favor, just let me know.” While she gave instructions about the horses and dog, she finished putting a few dishes into the dishwasher and swiped crumbs, syrup, and coffee spills from the counters. Thane had moved out of the way and stood, drinking from a chipped mug she’d gotten as a wedding-shower gift years before. When she finally hung up, Becca was done with her breakfast and had, with the use of one crutch, returned to her bedroom.

“You packed?” Maggie called down the hallway as she checked her watch.

“Just about.”

“I’ll help her carry it out.” Thane left his cup in the sink.

“Wait a minute.” She grabbed hold of the crook of his elbow, then dropped her hand quickly. “Let’s talk about what’s going on here. Yes, I’m going to Denver to find out about Mary Theresa, but I think I should just buy a plane ticket and fly there.”

“Rather than go with me?” One cynical eyebrow cocked, and she felt her blood pressure elevate a bit.

“Right.”

“Why?”

She thought about hedging again, but decided at a time like this the truth was the best, if the last resort. “Because I don’t trust you,” she admitted.

His lips compressed and he rubbed a jaw that was darkened with better than a day’s growth of beard. He didn’t have to say anything; the clouds that crossed his eyes convinced her that he got the message. “As long as we understand each other.”

“Exactly.”

“I’ll be on my best behavior.”

“I’m not sure that’s good enough, Thane,” she admitted.

“It’s the best I can offer.” His jaw was rock-hard, his blue-gray eyes steady and focused on her so intently she saw his pupils dilate.

The back of her throat went dry, and a small, very feminine part of her wanted to believe in him, to put the deception of the past behind her, to give him the benefit of the doubt. “You’re…you’re asking a lot.”

“I know.” He was serious, pain evidenced in the lines fanning from his eyes. “But I have to ask. I could be in trouble, Maggie. The police act like they think I was somehow responsible for Mary Theresa’s disappearance.”

Maggie thought of the desperate voice she’d heard while feeding the horses. Her sister’s voice.

“What do you say?” he asked.

Maggie didn’t answer. She didn’t know what to say.

He snorted and shook his head. “You don’t believe me, either.” His voice was flat, without judgment. “Well, hell, I suppose I deserve this, but I’m tellin’ you right here and now, I didn’t do anything to harm her.”

If only she could believe him, trust in those cold blue eyes, see beyond the cynical man in rawhide and denim and peer into the depths of his inky soul. What would she find, she wondered, then decided she was better off not knowing. “All right,” she heard herself saying, “I’ll ride with you, Thane. You’ve got over a thousand miles to convince me that you’re on a mission of mercy, that you’re just interested in the safety and whereabouts of your ex-wife, that Mary Theresa’s welfare is your primary objective.”

He didn’t so much as flinch at the barbs of sarcasm in her words. “Let’s get a move on.” His gaze swept the interior of the cabin, to the fireplace, where only dead ash was testament of last night’s fire. “You’ve taken care of everything here?”

“Yep.” She nodded. “As soon as Becca’s packed, I’m ready. Barkley’s going to camp out in the barn with the other animals until Charlie can pick him up and take him to his place. So”—she looked around her home one last time to see that everything was as it should be—“I guess we’re all set.”

He nodded and walked down the short hallway to Becca’s room, when the phone rang again. Maggie snatched it up, crossing her fingers in the hope that it was her sister.

“Ms. McCrae?” A male voice. Her heart nose-dived. “This is Craig Beaumont. I work with your sister, and I was just checking to see if you had any idea where she might be.”

Maggie sagged against the cupboards. “No,” she said, her throat closing. This was all starting to be too real. She’d never met Beaumont, only knew he was a “pretty boy who would sell his mother to the devil for higher ratings,” according to Mary Theresa. Craig was worried, he claimed, and explained how Marquise hadn’t come in to work last Friday, how everyone at the station was worried, and how they’d been checking around. “…we tried to call earlier, but couldn’t get hold of you.”

“I’m sorry.” She hung up a few seconds later and felt dead inside, her hopes dashed.

“Trouble?” Thane asked as he walked into the kitchen, carrying her athletic bag and a smaller case that housed Becca’s portable CD player.

“That was the man Mary Theresa works with.”

“Ron Bishop, the station manager.”

“No, her cohost.”

“Beaumont.”

“Yes. They were just checking.”

“So she hasn’t shown up anywhere yet.”

“No.” She shook her head and decided that the sooner she got to Denver, the better. “We’d better get going.”

“I’ll load up.” Maggie helped Becca out to the truck, apologized profusely to Barkley as she locked him in a stall with the horses, then closed her ears to the sound of his whining as she slammed the door of the barn shut behind her.

With one eye to the clouds that gathered in the morning sky, Thane stowed the bags beneath a canopy covering the bed of his truck, then climbed behind the wheel. They were squeezed together more tightly than Maggie liked, but she held her tongue.

As soon as they put Becca on the plane, there would be more distance between Thane and her. She found little comfort in the thought, however, because from that point on she and the one man she’d sworn never to trust would be alone, driving through a desolate part of the country where sometimes the radio reception was so bad that they would be forced to keep each other company.

Becca, seemingly oblivious to the tension between her mother and her aunt’s ex-husband, scrounged in her CD case, found a disc she wanted, shoved it into the player, and placed the headphones over her ears. Her head swaying in rhythm to the music, she cranked up the volume to a decibel loud enough that Maggie could make out some of the lyrics.

Thane shoved the truck into gear, and, as the first snowflakes of the morning began to drift from a graying sky, they left the cabin behind.

 
 
 

Something was going on. Something big. But Becca couldn’t figure out what it was. Listening to an old Nirvana CD, she couldn’t get into the music that usually swept her away. Neither Kurt Cobain nor his hard guitar chords dispelled her sense of the immediate tension that was thick between her mother and Thane Walker, Marquise’s ex-husband. Weird. Maybe Marquise was in worse trouble than they were saying.

Becca stole a look at her mother from the corner of her eye. Beneath the fringe of her lashes she caught a glimpse of Maggie, white-faced and biting on the edge of a thumbnail. Sitting stiffly, almost as if she had a case of rigor mortis, her mother stared out the windshield. Her lips were turned down at the corners and she looked worried, the way she had when she’d told Becca about the divorce just over a year ago.

Inside, Becca’s stomach churned and she closed her mind to thoughts of her parents. Sure they’d fought. Big deal. Everyone’s parents had fights. But somehow theirs had escalated to the point of divorce.

And then her dad had died.

The back of her eyes burned for a second, and she gritted her teeth as Kurt Cobain sang on and on. The empty part of her, the part that still hurt, burned again and she refused to think of her father or the fact that he wouldn’t have died if it hadn’t been for that last ugly fight.

“Shit,” she mumbled.

“What?” Her mother’s head swung in her direction.

“Nothin’.” She didn’t want to go into it and closed her eyes as the song ended. For a few seconds the silence in the pickup was deafening, then a crash of guitar chords started the next tune. Thank God. She’d listen. And instead of thinking about her parents and the crummy past, she’d concentrate on her future. And L.A. She smiled and decided she wasn’t going back to Idaho ever again. It was like nowhere. Real hicksville. Aunt Connie would take her in; Jennifer had said so. And Jennifer had also promised on her next visit to take her to a party to meet some guys. She also said that they’d get their navels pierced and maybe even go to a tattoo parlor for some body art.

It would be so cool.

And her mom would flip.

Excellent. Becca slunk lower in the seat and bobbed her head in time with the drumbeats. She wasn’t sure what kind of tattoo she’d get, but she wanted to put it on her ankle so people could see it when she wasn’t wearing socks. A butterfly would be cool, but was kinda common. Not in Idaho, of course, but in L.A. A spider was a little too creepy, but a hummingbird might be just right. She smiled to herself, envisioning the colorful creature hovering just above her heel, its long beak dipping into a small flower. Yeah, that would do it.

And Mom will freak out.

Perfect.

A little twinge of guilt pricked her conscience, but she refused to think about it. For now she’d concentrate on having the time of her life in Los Angeles.

Later, as they passed over White Bird Hill, she sneaked a peek at Thane. Grim-faced, wearing sunglasses and concentrating on the snow that had started falling from the sky in small, icy pellets, he stared straight ahead. As if there wasn’t another soul in the pickup. For an old guy, he was okay-looking, if you liked the rangy cowboy type. He looked like he’d rather be riding a bucking bronco or at least a huge motorcycle. There was an edge to him that even Becca, at age thirteen, could feel. So what was the deal with him and her mother? Why did they act as if they couldn’t stand each other?

Becca had never heard much talk about Marquise’s first husband, only that Maggie had never approved of the marriage and had always changed the subject whenever it had been brought up. She seemed to hate this guy.

Not that it mattered one way or the other. The only thing that Becca cared about was that she was about to be free, and she never intended to return to Backwoods USA again. In a few hours, she’d be outta there. For good.

It was about time.

 
 
 

Chewing on a toothpick he’d picked up at the airport restaurant, Thane watched the jet scream down the runway. Snow was building on either side of the tarmac, and the silver bird’s wings had been de-iced before takeoff, yet he felt Maggie’s case of nerves as if they were his own. Beside him, her face pressed to the glass, she seemed to hold her breath as the jet lifted its nose to the air, then took flight.

“This is the first time I’ve let her fly on her own,” she admitted, as her daughter’s plane disappeared into the clouds.

“She’ll be fine.”

The look she shot him told him she didn’t believe it for a minute, but then she’d been prickly from the moment he’d set eyes on her last night. Her body language as well as her words convinced him that she didn’t trust him. But then, she’d always been the smarter of the two sisters.

“She’s going to be with relatives, right?”

“Not mine.”

“Your husband’s.”

She nodded, her eyes darkening a bit. “Dean’s brother and sister-in-law. They have a girl, Jennifer, a few years older. Becca idolizes her.”

“And you don’t?”

“I think she’s on a faster track than she should be.”

“All kids are these days,” he observed.

“You don’t understand.” Maggie seemed as if she were going to say something more, then thought better of it and held her tongue.

“Enlighten me.”

The look she leveled at him would cut through stone. “I don’t have enough years in my life left.”

His mouth twitched despite his bad mood, but she wasn’t kidding. “Look, I’ll call Connie and Jim tonight. Make sure that Becca got there.” Her eyes were as clouded as the Boise sky, her skin pale. She glanced his way. “Okay, so let’s get this show on the road.” As if she’d given herself a swift mental kick, she turned away from the viewing window and headed down the concourse. Thane tried not to notice the jut of her chin or the lines of agitation that creased her usually smooth brow. Nor did he let his eyes wander to the sway of her hips as she strode so purposefully along the hallway. Sometimes she looked so much like Mary Theresa that his emotions got the better of him—rage and distrust charged into his soul.

And now good ole Mary Theresa, no, make that Marquise, was exacting her final revenge. On him. It was fitting somehow, a fine case of irony if there ever was one.

Outside the terminal, snow was blowing across the parking lot, scattering in the bitter wind that tore mercilessly down from northern Canada. He glanced at the sky, muttered an oath under his breath, and prayed they would find some way to outrun the storm that was predicted to chase them all the way to Colorado.

He unlocked the passenger side of the truck and waited until Maggie was tucked inside, then he slammed the door shut and knew in his gut that he was about to make the biggest mistake of his life—well, second biggest. The first had been marrying Mary Theresa Riley.

He had no choice. He had a job to do. Nothing more. He couldn’t forget his objective for a second. He slid a surreptitious look at the woman seated so close to him. Beautiful. Smart. Treacherous. Just like her sister. Or the rest of womankind for that matter. In Thane’s opinion, they were all alike. Every damned one of them.

 
 
 

“Okay, so you be good for Aunt Connie and Uncle Jim, okay?” Maggie said into the mouthpiece of the pay telephone.

“I will, Mom.” Becca sounded distracted, ready to bolt; she was in California and didn’t need or want to deal with her mother.

“I’ll call when I get to Denver.” It was dark, and outside the phone booth snow swirled in a fine powder that piled on the roof of the roadside cafe and covered the parking lot.

“Fine. Whatever.”

“Becca—” she reproached and caught sight of filthy words and telephone numbers scratched into the metal where a missing phone book had once been tethered. For a good time call Pamela. Randy loves Jill. Hearts. Arrows. And the usual four letters.

“I said ‘fine.’”

There was no reason to try and reprimand her from hundreds of miles away. “Okay. Love ya. Bye.”

“Bye.” Click. Becca had hung up, and Maggie stared at the receiver for a few heart-wrenching seconds. Her baby was growing away from her, taking off with all the restless energy of a pent-up colt at the gate. Give her time, she told herself as she hung up. Remember how you were at thirteen.

Inside the diner the smells of grilled onions, smoke, and day-old grease lingered in an invisible cloud near the rafters. The heating system was wheezing as it worked overtime against the dropping outdoor temperature. Colored lights, strung over the windows as if it was nearly Christmas rather than early November, winked merrily. Someone had plugged a jukebox full of quarters, and country music played on and on, accompanied by the tinkle of silverware, the murmur of conversation, and the ripple of discordant riffs of laughter.

Thane sat on one side of a wooden booth, his jacket hung on a peg. A few glints of gray appeared in the stubble darkening his chin, and the lines radiating from the corners of his eyes aged him a bit, but he still possessed that raw animal magnetism that she’d found fascinating at nineteen, an innate sexuality that some men were cursed with all of their lives.

“Get her?” he asked, looking up from a plastic-encased menu that sported more than its share of burn marks from cigarettes smoked long ago.

“Yep.”

“Everything okay?”

“Other than rampant teenage attitude?” She picked up her menu, scanned the dinner selections, and avoided the questions in his eyes. Her relationship with her daughter was none of his business. “Have you ordered?”

“Just coffee.”

A slim waitress in a checked blouse, tight jeans, and scarf tied loosely around her long neck appeared with two cups and a thermal pot. “Regular?” she asked, and poured as they nodded. “Made up yer minds on dinner?”

“Burger and fries.” Maggie wasn’t in the mood to count calories or fat grams or anything else for that matter. “With the works.”

“Same—but cheese on the burger,” Thane ordered.

“You got it.” She whisked away, slapping the order on the counter separating the kitchen from the dining area.

“How far to Denver?”

“Too far.” Thane looked into the night. “We can’t outrun the storm, so we just have to drive as far as we can. Probably Salt Lake. I’ve got studs on the tires, chains in the back if we need ’em. We won’t be stranded.”

“How do you know?”

He swung his gaze back to her. “I won’t let that happen.”

“So now you’re God?”

His lips pursed. “Just don’t worry.”

“You take more risks than I do.”

“I’ll get us through this.”

“Look, Thane, I said I’d go to Denver with you. I said I’d talk to the police. I even said that I’d vouch for you, though God knows I don’t trust you for a second, but I’ve learned over the years that I shouldn’t rely on anyone, that I can stand on my own two feet, and that they’re steadier than anyone’s shoulder I’ve ever made the mistake of leaning on, including yours.”

A muscle worked near his temple. “So now we’re down to it, aren’t we?”

“Just forget it.”

“You know, Maggie,” he said, resting his head against the wooden back of the booth, “you’re starting to sound like a bitter woman.”

“I wonder why?” she threw back at him. She was edgy and nervous, saw no reason to hide it. “And really, who cares?”

“You do.”

“Do I?” She nearly laughed but he’d hit too close to the mark.

“It’s not like the girl I remember.”

She stopped short, her breath caught in her lungs. Don’t fall for this, Maggie. You’re way too smart, and you’ve been burned before. “I think we’d better not go into what you or I remember.”

“Why not?”

Was that her heart drumming? “Water under the bridge, cowboy. That’s all it is.” She took a sip of her coffee and was grateful that her hand was steady. This conversation was getting way too personal.

“I don’t think so.” Suddenly he leaned forward, his elbows landing on the Formica tabletop. “I think you’re scared.”

Damned straight. “Of what?”

“Me, for starters.

“In your dreams.”

“Not my dreams, kid. My nightmares.”

“Let’s not get into this, okay? It’s not the time, or the place. All we have to concentrate on is Mary Theresa.”

His steady gaze called her a liar.

“And whatever you do, Walker, don’t try and second-guess me or psychoanalyze my motives, or read more into my words.” She hooked her thumb at her chest. “I tell it just like it is, okay?”

The waitress returned on hushed shoes. A plastic smile curved her glossy apricot-hued lips as she slid two platters onto the table. “Can I get you anything else?”

Yeah, a one-way ticket back home.

“This’ll do,” Thane said, then quirked an eyebrow at Maggie, inviting her opinion without saying a word.

“Just catsup.”

“Comin’ right up.” She turned, snagged a plastic squirt bottle from the counter, and plopped it in front of Maggie.

“Thanks.”

“If ya need anything, just give a holler.” She motioned to the counter, where a refrigerated case spun slowly, showing off an array of confections. “You just might want dessert, and our lemon meringue pie is to die for. No kiddin’. Baked fresh.” She pivoted on a soft-soled pump and focused her attention on a table of men with round bellies, flushed faces, baseball caps of various colors, and toothpicks wedged into the sides of their mouths.

Maggie ate in silence, and Thane didn’t bother trying to break into her thoughts or making meaningless chitchat. In a small diner where everyone talked, laughed, smoked, and flirted, they ate in stony silence, the past edging into Maggie’s thoughts, eroding her equilibrium while the future towered in a dark mysterious cloud ahead. When they were finished with burgers, fries, and a wedge of pecan pie with ice cream at Thane’s insistence, he reached for his wallet.

Maggie delved into her purse.

“This is mine,” he said, eyeing her as she extracted her wallet.

“No way.”

“I practically shanghaied you to get you to come with me.”

She pulled out a ten and rested her elbows on either side of her half-eaten hamburger and the goo that had been most of her dessert. “Look, Walker, let’s get one thing straight, okay? I pay my own way. Yes, you talked me into coming, but I would have flown to Denver anyway to find out what happened to my sister. So we’ll split everything down the middle.” With that she reached for her ski jacket.

“Is that so I don’t get the wrong idea?”

The tops of her ears started to burn as she stood and shoved her arms down the jacket’s thick sleeves. Quickly, she forced her hands through the gloves that she’d stashed in one pocket. “I guess.”

She wanted to wipe the amused smile from his beard-shadowed chin. “You want to make sure I don’t think this is some kind of convoluted date, right?”

“You’re so damned conceited, it’s unbelievable.”

“It beats paranoia.”

“Barely.”

His smile faded as he tossed a matching bill onto the table. Anger flashed in his eyes. Without another word, he grabbed his jacket with one hand and Maggie’s elbow with the other.

“What’re you doing…wait.”

Silently he pulled, forcing her past the front desk, through double glass doors to the vestibule and into the dark night, where snow continued to fall. A quiet seething rage emanated from him as they strode to his truck. He unlocked the door for her, then climbed into the driver’s side. After tossing his jacket into the space behind the seat where her laptop was stowed, he jabbed his key into the ignition. The engine turned over as she buckled her seat belt. He crammed the gearshift into reverse and backed out of his parking space.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he said as he threw the truck into first, maneuvered around a semi rolling into the truck stop, and eyed the desolate stretch of highway heading southeast. “I need your help. Period. I don’t expect anything more than your help in finding that damned sister of yours and helping me clear my name.” He clicked his headlights onto high beam, and snow swirled and danced in the glow. “You don’t owe me a thing, so I thought I’d take care of the expenses. This isn’t part of some grand seduction, Maggie, it’s a simple case of paying you back for your inconvenience.”

Her face was hot, her cheeks burning, but hopefully he didn’t notice in the dark cab as he scowled and squinted through the windshield.

He flipped on the wipers, then adjusted the control for the defroster. “Got it?”

“Got it,” she replied tightly, and felt like a fool. Of course he wasn’t interested in her, that wasn’t the point. She thought about holding her tongue, then decided it was best to clear the air. “I just wanted to lay down the ground rules,” she said, slowly forcing her hands from their clenched fists to relax. “It wasn’t that big of a deal.”

“Amen.” A car appeared around the corner, flashing the interior of his truck with white, artificial light. She noticed his profile: Hard. Set. Determined. One hundred percent male. A strong, sometimes fierce man. Someone who didn’t always tell the truth; she knew that from the past. So what secrets was he keeping? What was he hiding? She looked away, through the passenger window to the trees, tall heavy-boughed guardians of the night. Snow clung to their branches, and in other circumstances she would have found them and the steep hillsides they were climbing breathtaking. Tonight they seemed foreboding, casting a spell of fear and desolation.

Where was Mary Theresa? Was she alive? Oh, God, she had to be. Maggie’s throat thickened. Staring into the stormy night, she crossed her fingers and sent up silent prayer after silent prayer for her sister.

Surely Mary Theresa was safe. Surely when they got to Denver they’d find out that the ever-flighty Marquise had just left town for a few days and forgotten to tell anyone. But as much as she tried to convince herself, she felt a chill in her blood that had nothing to do with the weather, and as the snow turned to icy pellets that battered the hood of the truck and slickened the road Maggie couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Terribly and irreversibly wrong.

Be safe, Mary, she thought, closing her eyes and remembering her sister as she always had been—a free spirit who, though self-centered, was a person everyone fell in love with. Everyone including Thane Walker. Even he hadn’t been immune to Mary Theresa’s charms. But then why would he have been? He had been a man, and all men, it seemed, were susceptible to Mary Theresa Reilly.

Maggie had first noticed it years ago, when Mitchell, their cousin who had been raised as their brother, had been alive. They’d been young then, barely seventeen, only a few years older than Becca was now, but already Mary Theresa was developing her charms, honing them on all the boys they knew, including the one whom Maggie had considered her brother…
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From beneath the water’s shimmering surface, Maggie saw Mary Theresa, sunglasses propped on the bridge of her nose, string bikini showing off every inch of her tan, stroll along the edge of the swimming pool. She kicked out a lounge chair, away from the overhang and shade of the eucalyptus tree, then plopped down just as Maggie’s lungs, burning from her length of time under the water, forced her to swim frantically upward. Shooting through the surface, Maggie gasped, gulped in air, and tossed her wet hair out of her eyes.

“What are you doing?” her twin asked, the corners of her mouth turned down in flat-out disapproval.

“What does it look like? Underwater laps.”

“Why?”

“I’m gonna try out for the swim team.”

“Again?” Mary Theresa sighed dramatically and dabbed at the corner of her mouth where a canker sore dared show on her lips. “You know you’re not going to make it. Just like the last time you tried out when we were in high school. Junior college will be lots tougher.”

“But I talked to the coach. So did Mitch.”

Mary Theresa’s pouty little mouth acted as if it had been drawn together by purse strings, and she swatted at a bee that buzzed near her head. “You asked Mitchell to put in a good word for you?”

“Yeah.”

“With the women’s coach at the college?” Mary Theresa asked, as if Maggie was dense as tar.

Maggie flipped onto her back and started swimming backward. She didn’t need any of Mary Theresa’s crap. Not today. “Uh-huh.”

“Will wonders never cease?”

“What’s it to you?” Maggie knew she shouldn’t let Mary Theresa get to her, but she couldn’t help it. Mary Theresa had become more and more distant and it seemed to have started three or four years ago, about the time her sister’s breasts had developed into “round, ripe melons,” as Billy Norton had been so proud of saying when they’d all been in the eighth grade. Billy was a pimply-faced geek whose talent for math made him think he was God’s gift to teachers and all females on this earth.

“Your sister has the biggest tits in the whole damned school, and that includes Mrs. Nelson, so what happened to you?” He’d looked to his circle of friends for some support as they’d stood in the hallway near the library. It was just after lunch about two days before they’d graduated from George Washington Junior High. The other boys had sniggered loudly, but had been blessed with enough decency to look embarrassed. “I thought you were supposed to be identical twins.” Billy was always persistent.

“And I thought you were supposed to be smart. You figure it out,” she’d retorted angrily, though she’d been dying inside and had wanted to drop through the stain-covered carpeted floor. What was it about boys that found a girl’s breasts so fascinating? It was as if they’d been weaned too early and were, ever since, dying for a peek, or touch, or even grosser yet, a taste of some girl’s tits. The bigger, the better.

“You’re just jealous ’cause you got sold short,” he’d hooted.

“Tell me about it,” she’d said, then narrowed her gaze on his oversize shorts in the area where his alleged male anatomy had been hidden. She’d breezed off, wounded on the inside, her cheeks burning, her eyes filled with unshed tears. Around the corner she made a mad dash to the bathroom, where it took almost ten minutes to regain her composure. By the time she’d returned to the library, class had started. All the kids, sitting in their seats, had stared at her as she’d taken the only desk left, in the front of the room.

Mrs. Brady didn’t ask any questions, just scribbled on a yellow pad, and handed Maggie a copy without so much as faltering over one single syllable as she ranted on and on about the new computer system the school was supposed to get—if there was enough funding, of course. Money was tight in all the public schools, but Mrs. Brady was ever-hopeful. Maggie had clutched the tardy slip in her sweaty fingers, slunk to the desk, and prayed for the humiliating day to be over.

“Hey, what’s the difference between Maggie Reilly and a singer who’s off-key?” Billy had whispered loud enough for her to hear. She felt hot tears glistening in her eyes.

No one answered, and Maggie hardly dared breathe.

“Nothin’,” Billy said under his breath. “They’re both flat.”

More nervous chuckles. Maggie snapped her pencil in two. Mrs. Brady’s eyes, behind the shield of thick glasses, narrowed on Billy. A tear drizzled from Maggie’s eye, and she brushed it angrily aside before enduring the longest forty minutes of her life.

In the end, because of the tardy slip, she’d had to suffer through work detail, cleaning the hallways of litter before she’d been allowed to graduate.

Billy Norton hadn’t been one to let sleeping dogs lie. He’d found out what day her work detail was scheduled and, knowing she would have to clean it up, had spread the remains of his lunch—an uneaten sloppy joe and french fries drizzled in catsup—on the floor. To add insult to injury, he’d also filled a condom that was probably way too big for him with meat from his sloppy joe, then left the ugly mess in the hallway by the seventh-grade stairs. He and his gang had gotten away scot-free while Maggie had to pick up the icky thin sheath and discard it, along with the rest of the garbage, into a big plastic bag.

All because she had been blessed with smaller boobs than Mary Theresa.

What a joke.

Now, as she stroked easily backward through the sun-warmed water, she told herself not to let Mary Theresa bug her. Lately Mary had been edgy, restless, and secretive. Several times Maggie had come upon her sister and cousin Mitch, whom her parents had adopted before the twins had been born and after his mother had died. They just hung out watching TV or listening to tapes of the Rolling Stones or Pink Floyd. They’d been laughing and talking, pushing each other. Upon spying Maggie, they’d both shut up, smiled falsely, and acted like stone statues. They pretended that nothing was out of the ordinary when there were all sorts of weird vibes sizzling through the air.

It was as if Maggie was suddenly the outsider, when, for most of her time on this earth, she and Mary Theresa had considered Mitch a pain in the butt—the one member of their family who hadn’t fit in.

Mitch had worked hard to foster that separateness, not wanting his younger, dweeby cousins-cum-sisters anywhere near him from the time he’d entered kindergarten. He’d acted as if Maggie and Mary Theresa were strychnine, and his attitude had only gotten worse as the years rolled on.

When the girls had been in second grade, their mother insisted that he walk them to school. He’d grudgingly agreed, as he’d had no choice in the matter, but the minute they turned the corner and were out of view from the kitchen window, he’d ditched them and sworn he’d “beat the shit” out of them if either twin had the guts to rat him out to their parents.

“He’s a jerk,” Mary Theresa had decided.

“Who needs him?” Maggie had preferred to walk to school on her own anyway. “He’s just a pain.”

Mitch had gone to great lengths to show his disdain of the girls. He’d laughed at them with his friends, shown Maggie’s diary to anyone who wanted a peek, and put locks on the door of his room to make sure they wouldn’t violate his privacy and sanctuary.

But now things had changed. Mitch’s animosity had diminished, and Mary T, as he called her, didn’t seem to mind hanging out with him. Maggie secretly thought Mary Theresa had finally figured out that Mitch’s heretofore nerdy friends had become hot when they’d started driving, playing varsity sports, and growing serious facial hair where there had once only been severe cases of acne. Whatever the reason, these days Mary Theresa spent more time with Mitch and his friends than she did with Maggie.

Not that it mattered a whole lot. Sure, Maggie missed hanging out with her twin, but it wasn’t the end of the world. They were starting to separate finally, their interests weren’t the same anymore, and probably the biggest reason they didn’t get along was that Maggie refused to be led by the nose by her sister.

Mary Theresa had always made the decisions about what they were going to do, what friends they would share, or where they would go. But Maggie was sick of it. Sick of being a twin. Especially being the paler version of her flashy sister.

When they had started having “woman cycles” or “the monthly curse,” as their mother had called their periods, Mary Theresa was the first to get a cramp and therefore able to give Maggie more advice than she’d ever hoped to hear by the time her body had come to grips with womanhood six weeks later. Somehow it made Mary Theresa a know-it-all on all things related to blossoming womanhood and femininity.

A few years back Mary Theresa had gotten into clothes and nail polish and lipstick and listening to music that didn’t appeal to Maggie. She’d taken to smoking cigarettes in her room and blowing the smoke out her window late at night, bleaching streaks into her hair, and sneaking out once in a while, never confiding in Maggie about where she was going or what she was doing or whom she was meeting.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she’d said once when Maggie had caught her slipping through the window. Mary Theresa had been wearing skintight white shorts and a cropped-off yellow top that showed off her flat abdomen. “Just cover for me.”

“And say what?”

“I don’t know. Use your imagination. You’re supposed to be so good at it. All the English teachers say so,” she added with an envious edge to her voice. “As if you’re gonna be a writer or somethin’.”

“Well, I can’t imagine where you’re going or how I’m going to lie to Mom and Dad.”

“You’ll come up with something,” Mary Theresa had replied, clutching her pack of Virginia Slims in one hand while holding on to the sill with her other. She flashed her sister a radiant smile, then slipped into the yard, ducking past the pools of lights from lamps placed strategically between the rosebushes that had been in full, fragrant blossom.

Fortunately, their parents had never noticed Mary Theresa’s absences, and Maggie had never been forced to lie. Well, not yet anyway.

Now as she skimmed through the water and closed her eyes, concentrating on her breathing and the steady rhythm of her strokes, the unrest in the family ate at her, destroying her concentration.

Whenever Mitch’s friends came around, Mary Theresa lit up like a Christmas tree while Maggie felt as if she disappeared into the woodwork. Mary Theresa flirted and giggled, dodging playful pinches, hot-blooded leers, and sensual remarks with an aplomb that left Maggie speechless.

It was bound to happen, she supposed. Who cared anyway?

She sensed rather than saw the edge of the pool, touched it with the tips of her fingers, and tucked quickly into an underwater somersault that propelled her back toward the house where Mary Theresa, disgruntled at the shade cast by the hedge, was shifting in the chaise.

Quickly Maggie swam twenty laps without a break. Her muscles began to ache. One more turn. She saw the edge of the pool near the house and knifed through the water. Stroke, stroke, stroke. Her lungs burned. She stretched and finally her fingers touched cement at the shallow end. She broke surface and gulped in air.

“Done already?” Mary Theresa asked, one eyebrow lifting over the tops of her Ray-Bans. Her body was slick with oil, tanned to a dark tawny shade, her hair piled onto her head.

“For now.” Maggie snagged the white towel she’d dropped at the pool’s lip.

Mary Theresa sighed. “Waste of time,” she muttered under her breath.

Irritated, Maggie patted her face dry, then, spying Mary Theresa basking with conceited calm on the lounge, she reached into the water, and on a whim, flung some cool drips onto Mary’s flat belly.

“Hey!” Mary Theresa shrieked and shot out of the chair. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Nothin’.”

“Nothin’,” Mary Theresa mimed in a high-pitched voice, her face pulled into a nasty pout. “Pulllease, grow up for God’s sake, Maggie. Do you know what an embarrassment you are?”

Unperturbed, Maggie placed her hands on the ledge and hauled her body out of the water in a quick, lithe motion. She didn’t see how she could be that much of an embarrassment because she looked a lot like her sister. Maybe not quite as pretty, but close enough that once in a while people called them the wrong names. Oh, that really burned Mary Theresa’s butt. Maggie loved it. “You’re an idiot, a…a…kid. Why don’t you go and ride your damned horse or something?”

“I will.” It sounded like heaven. Anything to get away from this house and all the ill will that seemed to grow as the summer wore on. When had it started to happen, Maggie wondered, thinking back to when she and Maggie were in junior high and Mitch had just started high school. They’d been happier then. All of them.

Maggie didn’t remember the muffled arguments behind her parents’ bedroom door, or the empty vodka bottles piled high in the trash, or the frigid silence from their mother, an intense, heavy lack of conversation that seemed to radiate from her while quieting everyone else. Bernice Reilly’s deadly silence was able to numb them all. One icy look from her furious eyes was capable of bringing conversation and laughter to a standstill at the dinner table or stopping all communication in the car.

As Mary Theresa brushed the offending water droplets from her body, Maggie eyed the long, rambling house set on the crest of the hill. This place had been her parents’ dream, and recently, she thought, it had turned into a nightmare. Ancient oaks, olives, and eucalyptuses shaded a well-tended yard and the stucco house where they resided. Painted a soft dun color and resplendent with a sweeping red-tile roof and terra-cotta patio that stretched to the pool—their father’s pride and joy—the house seemed cold and empty as a tomb to Maggie, and she longed for their little three-bedroom rambler in the valley.

But with his professional jump to a rival company, Frank Reilly had elevated himself to this house, a new pool and sporty red Mercedes while Bernice had been able to hire Lydia, their Spanish-speaking maid, and for the first time in her life was able to spend hours having manicures, pedicures, and facials between her tennis matches and bridge club.

Maggie wasn’t certain the move had been so good. She missed the neighbors and small yard where she could sneak through the broken fence into Jamie Tortoni’s vegetable garden. They could share secrets while watching Jamie’s father’s goldfish swim lazily in a cement pool he’d designed and built. Whenever Maggie had been fighting with Mary Theresa, she’d been able to count on Jamie as a friend and confidante.

But that was a long time ago. When they’d moved, Mary Theresa and Maggie had gone to a different high school. Maggie and Jamie never saw each other anymore.

In the meantime Mary Theresa had changed. At the old house Maggie and M.T. had shared a room decorated with lavender paint, matching twin beds covered with purple-and-pink patchwork quilts and a gold-shag carpet littered with Barbie dolls, stuffed animals, and clothes that never quite made it to the laundry hamper.

Maggie remembered a time when they were about eleven—God, it seemed like eons ago. Late at night, after everyone else in the house had gone to bed, she and Mary Theresa had huddled together, hidden under the covers of Mary Theresa’s bed with flashlights to read a dog-eared copy of Playboy magazine that Maggie, while searching for Mitch’s stash of licorice whips, had discovered buried under his bed along with his crusty old socks and dirty jockey shorts.

“Yuk. Look at that,” Maggie had said, horrified as she eyed the centerfold where a tanned model with huge boobs and thatch of blond hair at the juncture of her legs was pictured in a sprawled, come-hither position. Long-maned and almond-eyed, the centerfold wore nothing but an endless strand of pearls that, caught between perfect teeth were draped from her wet lips, past her breasts to nestle deep in the misty blond curls at the apex of her thighs and disappear to God only knew where. Maggie didn’t want to consider the possibilities.

“Don’t you think she’s beautiful?” Mary Theresa, awestruck, had asked as Maggie held the flashlight so that its beam shone straight on the pages.

Maggie had shaken her head, unable to tear her gaze away from the woman’s exposed private parts.

But Mary Theresa had rotated the magazine, looking at the model from all viewpoints, pointing out the fact that the naked woman had flawless skin, interesting green eyes, and high, sculpted cheekbones. Maggie only saw her buttocks, boobs with those silver-dollar-sized nipples and…well, all that other stuff that made her blush.

“You know this is art, don’t you?” Mary Theresa had said with all her eleven-year-old wisdom.

“Then why was it hidden under Mitch’s bed, beneath his dirty clothes?”

“Because Mitch is a moron.” Mary Theresa bit at her lower lip and sized up the slick pages. “Do you think she had a boob job?”

“A what?” Maggie felt something brush against her toes as they hung outside of the sheets. “Oooh!” She threw back the covers, certain her mother, arms crossed and an expression resembling that of an army drill sergeant, would be standing at the foot of the bed. Instead, Flint, their silvery tabby cat, hopped onto the bed and walked with soft, tiny footprints on Maggie’s back. “Man, you scared me,” she said to the cat, and pulled him under the covers with her. She adjusted her flashlight again and noticed that Mary Theresa’s concentration hadn’t so much as glitched. “What were you saying?”

“I was telling you about this kind of surgery to make ’em bigger.” She pointed to the model’s enviable chest. “It’s called breast enhancement or something. Linda Stone’s mom had it done a couple of years ago.”

“How do you know?”

Mary Theresa tossed her a look that silently called her naive. “Linda said, and if you look, you’ll see that she’s a lot bigger than she used to be.” Her eyes narrowed on the picture. “I can’t see any scars.” Mary Theresa’s eyebrows drew together thoughtfully as she studied the photograph.

“Ick. Who cares if there are scars?”

“I care.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. But it seems important. Boys like big boobs.”

“Would you ever have it done?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, I wouldn’t.” Maggie shook her head. No way would she have some doctor cut her open and…and do what? She didn’t want to know. “Besides, boys are stupid.”

“I know.” Mary Theresa smiled. “Real stupid. But they like big tits.”

That statement seemed profound today, Maggie thought as the lazy-afternoon sun dried the drops of water on her body. She watched Mary Theresa stretch out on the chaise again, perfect, nonsurgically enhanced breasts overflowing from the top of her neon orange bikini.

Toweling dry her hair, Maggie stood, her shadow daring to cross Mary Theresa’s legs.

“Careful,” her twin said. She felt Mary Theresa’s restlessness, knew that she was annoyed that Maggie had disturbed her. “Don’t you have something to do?”

“Don’t you?”

Mary rolled over and sighed in disgust. “God, you’re pathetic.”

Maggie wanted to chime, I know you are, but what am I, then decided that would sound far too childish, only driving Mary Theresa’s point home.

She didn’t bother to say goodbye, just walked into the cool house, changed, and badgered her mother to let her borrow the car so she could drive to the horse barns where her mare, Ink Spot, was leased. She spent the rest of the afternoon riding through the connecting paddocks of Rio Verde Canyon and relaxing. The sun was hot, heating her crown with lazy rays as it slowly disappeared into the western horizon.

Hours later Maggie stopped at a local drive-in, where she ordered fries and a Coke. She hung out with some kids she knew from school for a while, then, knowing she was late, pushed the speed limit on the way home and parked her mother’s car in its spot in the garage.

Her dad’s Mercedes was missing, thank God. Maggie smiled to herself as she pocketed her keys because she’d lucked out and avoided a lecture on coming home late. Obviously her parents were gone, out for the evening.

The house was dark, only the exterior lamps lighting the way to the front door, but Mitch’s Mustang sat in the driveway, its paint polished to a sheen that looked almost liquid in the lamplight.

Intent on swimming a few laps under the stars, Maggie sneaked around the outside of the house, avoiding the pools of light cast by the exterior lamps. She’d just cool off, swim three or four laps, then call it a night. She was rounding the corner and struggling to pull her T-shirt over her head at the oleander hedge when she heard the noises: the notes of a piano and Elton John’s voice singing a song Maggie barely remembered, soft, happy giggles and splashes of water over the gurgle of the hot-tub jets.

Maggie froze.

“Don’t!” Mary Theresa ordered, but her voice was playful, teasing.

The hairs on the back of Maggie’s neck raised slowly, one by one, as a deep male voice rumbled in laughter.

It wasn’t much of a surprise really. Mary Theresa attracted a lot of male attention; she always had a date.

“Why not?” the guy asked, and Maggie’s gut clenched as she recognized the voice.

“I said—oooh!”

Maggie’s stomach turned over. Her throat was cotton, and though she knew she was making an irreversible mistake of life-altering proportions, that she would never be able to undo what she was about to see, she peeked through the hedge surrounding the hot tub and stood frozen, eyes locked on the white mist rising from the bubbling water and the two heads that were visible in the muted light. Mary Theresa, her hair piled on her crown, wet tendrils framing her face, was locked in an embrace with a strong, muscular male, one who held her close, his hands splayed over her spine, his face buried in the perfect breasts that she was so proud of. A bottle of vodka—part of their mother’s stash, from the looks of it—was opened and sat on the tiled lip of the pool.

Mary Theresa was moving up and down as the man untied the back of her bikini and let it float away. He lifted his head for a minute and Maggie caught a glimpse of Mitch as he started licking and teasing at her twin’s chest.

No!

Bile shot up Maggie’s throat. She gagged, suddenly on her knees as the contents of her stomach spewed onto the ground. No! She couldn’t have seen what she’d thought. No way. Her eyes were playing tricks on her. They had to be.

“What was that?” Mary Theresa’s voice, slurred.

“Nothin’. Just a dog or somethin’.”

“No…stop…quit it…I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Oh, come on, M.T. Please. You give it away to every other guy—”

“I…I can’t, this…oh, God, what if Mom and Dad came home?”

“They won’t. They’re at the Kavenaughs. When they do show up they’ll both be shit-faced.”

“What about Maggie?”

“Wha’ about her? She don’t know nothin’. She’s out ridin’ that damned horse, isn’t she? If you ask me, she’s havin’ a love affair with it. Won’t be home for hours.”

“She’s smarter than you think. Stop it. Mitch, for God’s sake—” There was splashing as someone climbed out of the pool. Maggie struggled to her feet. She had to run away, to hide, to—

She heard the sound of footsteps, tried to dash behind an olive tree, only to see Mitch looming, his silhouette cast in shadowy relief with the back lights of the ornamental lamps. “Jesus Christ,” he said, ramming a hand through his hair. “What’re you doin’ slinkin’ around here and spyin’ on people?”

“What is it?” Mary Theresa rounded the edge of the hedge and her eyes collided with Maggie’s. “Oh, shit.” She was tying the straps of her bikini bra.

“Nothin’ happened,” Mitch said, taking a threatening step forward, his foot slipping on the pool of vomit. “Oh, hell. What’s this? Puke? You were pukin’ here?” Twisted in pure, outraged fury, his face suddenly suffused with bright, burning color. “How long you been here?”

“I…I just got here. Just this minute and I got sick and you…you came,” Maggie stammered, wishing she was anywhere other than under his hard stare. She couldn’t believe what she’d seen, wouldn’t! They both had swimming suits on and though Mary Theresa was disheveled, her hair dripping, mascara running down her face, she and Mitch weren’t…they wouldn’t…

“Nothin’ happened,” Mitch said again.

“I…I know.”

“I mean it, Maggie. No matter what you heard or saw, nothin’ was goin’ on.”

Oh, God, how she wanted to believe him, but the look of sheer terror in Mary Theresa’s eyes convinced her otherwise. Her stomach quivered, she turned away and nearly retched all over again. Her head was thundering, her heart pounding, denial pouring through her bloodstream. This couldn’t be happening! It couldn’t. Not Mary Theresa and Mitch. Oh, God, no!

“Maggie—” Mitch warned, the hard edge to his voice testament to his feelings.

Emotions roiling, Maggie didn’t wait. She pushed past him and started running, through the bushes, down the gravel path, and into the street. She didn’t know where she was going, didn’t care. She just had to get away. Far away.

The soles of her boots, the ones she’d worn riding, slapped on the cement of the sidewalk. The hillside homes seemed to pitch and whirl as she flew down the street. Somewhere behind an electronic gate a dog barked. Neighboring house lights snapped on. Tears of disbelief and shame filled her eyes. Denial tore at her soul. Racing ever faster, tears streaming down her cheeks, she tried to outrun a vision that was burned into her brain. Gasping, half-sobbing, she tore down the prestigious hill with its stately million-dollar homes and the silent isolated lives within.

Mary Theresa and Mitch! Blood relatives. They were practically brother and sister! Oh, God, no. Ever downward she ran, telling herself that what she’d seen was a mistake, that somehow she’d witnessed something entirely different. It was just her wild careless imagination that was jolting her out of control, that was it.

Above the illumination from the streetlamps, the stars seemed to jumble and collide. Inside, her heart pounded hard. Ready to explode. Her guts cramped.

Reeling, she stopped at a corner, panting, crying, placing her head between her knees, and wondering what in God’s name she would do. So her sister and brother were kissing, making out in the hot tub. It wasn’t a big deal, was it? So they’d been touching…that was part of growing up and exploring and…oh, who was she kidding? It was wrong. Way beyond wrong. It was sick. Even if they weren’t actually brother and sister. Still, they were related. What Mary Theresa and Mitch were doing violated some deep and primitive moral code.

Nothing happened. Mitch’s words rang in her ears, echoed through her mind.

Somewhere in the distance a police siren wailed through the night. A garage door opened and a neighbor dragged his trash can to the curb. Think, Maggie, think. You’ve got to go home. Face them. Face Mom and Dad. Her knees threatened to give way and she clung to the lamppost, taking in deep breaths of air laden with the scents of honeysuckle and roses.

She forced herself to her feet, began running again.

Not far away tires screamed on pavement.

Just pretend it didn’t happen, she told herself, like you didn’t see anything, just like you don’t see Mother pour vodka into her orange juice in the morning, or that you haven’t found bottles stashed in the laundry closet or behind the gardening tools. The hot-tub scene didn’t happen. You imagined it. Saw something else.

Headlights flashed on the asphalt as the sound of a car’s engine, Mitch’s Mustang, neared. Maggie started running again, faster and faster along the sidewalk that skimmed the edges of brick fences and wrought-iron gates and the secrets they guarded.

The thrum of a bass guitar reached her ears, the rhythmic cadence of drums. Mitch, driving his Mustang slowly, rolled down his window. “Get into the car, Maggie,” he ordered over the loud music.

“No!” She tried to run again.

“Listen—”

“Go away.” She reached the curb, stumbled, then dashed across a side street as another car caught her in its headlights.

“Damn.” Mitch gunned his engine, and at the far curb, Maggie turned sharply, up the side street. Her lungs burned, her thighs ached so bad they quivered, but she gritted her teeth and kept running. Adrenaline spurred her on. She heard the sound of Mitch’s tires screeching as he threw the gearshift into reverse and burned rubber. There was an ominous moment of silence when all Maggie could hear was her own ragged breathing and the thudding of her heart—then the squeal of rubber on asphalt, the sound of an engine being gunned angrily, and the smell of burned rubber hanging in the air.

In a second his car was beside her. Mitch leaned over and rolled down the passenger side window. “Get in.”

She didn’t answer, just kept running, uphill past the houses as her calves screamed in pain.

“Jesus Christ, Maggie, get in the car!”

She was gasping by this time, her lungs on fire.

“Fine.” He slammed on the brakes, threw open the car door, and, while the pounding beat of an old Creedence Clearwater Revival song rocked through the night, Mitch started running. In the best shape of his life, he caught up with her within seconds, grabbed hold of her arm, spun her roughly around, and stared down at her tear-stained face. “Let’s go home, Mag. Come on.”

“No!” She hit him then, her small fist pounding on his chest. “No!”

“Maggie, please. Oh, Christ.” He pulled her into the circle of his arms and rested his chin on her head.

She heard him breathing, felt his strong heart beating, was aware of the steel-like arms surrounding her. Mitch had always made her feel safe and now he was…was…she started sobbing again at the horrid thought.

“It’s not what you think.”

If she could only believe him.

“Mary Theresa and I were just messin’ around. We got into Mom’s Smirnoff and got a little carried away. That’s all.”

“I…I saw.”

“You don’t know what you saw. I was stupid, yeah. It was kind of a ‘You show me yours and I’ll show you mine’ thing. Dumb, huh?” Tipping her chin up with one finger he looked down at her and attempted a smile. But his face was pale, his eyes dead and she didn’t know what to believe. “Come on, Maggie. No harm, no foul. Let’s go home. Mary cleaned up the mess by the hedge and put Mom’s bottle back. No one has to know anything.”

“But—”

He dropped his arms and patted her on the head. “I’m an idiot, okay? A dickhead. I admit it. I shouldn’t drink. Ever. If the coach ever found out, I’d be dead meat, and this thing with Mary Theresa…well, it was my fault, I admit it, and we have to keep it quiet, okay? You know I love Sheila.”

Sheila Allman was Mitch’s girlfriend. They’d been going together since their sophomore year in high school. A cheerleader who had been homecoming princess and prom queen in the same year, she had been one of the most popular girls at White River High. Along with Mary Theresa.

“Come on, Mag. Get into the car.”

She couldn’t shake the bad taste in her mouth, the deep, piercing knowledge that she was being conned, but she had no choice. She had to return to the house. She had nowhere else to go, no one in whom to confide. On shaking legs she climbed into Mitch’s car, leaned against the passenger window as he cut a U-turn in the middle of the street. She stared sightlessly out the window as he drove with a little more restraint the short distance back to the house.

John Fogerty’s gravelly voice blasted from the speakers. “I heard it through the grapevine, not much longer would ya be mine…”

The music continued to pound as Mitch wheeled into the driveway and stood on the brakes. Maggie threw open the door and nearly fell from the low bucket seat to the pavement. Her legs were like rubber, her mind a kaleidoscope of horrid, ugly, sensual images. She didn’t wait for Mitch as she ran to the front door, into the house, and down the long tile hallway to her room. Mary Theresa’s door was closed, but a glow of blue light beneath the panels indicated that her lights were out, but she was watching television. Not that it mattered.

Maggie burst into her own room, shut the door, and flung herself onto the bed. She hadn’t seen what she thought she had. She had to believe Mitch. Crawling under the covers, she squeezed her eyes shut, but she didn’t sleep a wink and heard, hours later, her parents come into the house, the slam of the garage door over the shout of angry words, and the rattle of a bottle as her mother poured herself a nightcap, probably from the same fifth Mitch had tapped earlier.

It was sick. All of it. And Maggie couldn’t wait for the day when she’d be able to leave. Just the rest of the summer, then she could go move out and attend junior college. Forget living here. She wished she could just take off. As far away as possible. Away from this gloomy house with its awful, mind-numbing secrets. Away from her mother’s slurred speech and her father’s holier-than-thou attitude. Away from Mitch’s cocksure jock strut and Mary Theresa’s ever-present aura.

No more being a shadow.

Maggie rolled over on the bed, stared at the ceiling and, for the first time in her life, heard the voice, clear as a bell, as if Mary Theresa were in the room with her.

Don’t tell, Maggie, please. Whatever you do, don’t tell!

“What?”

Mom and Dad would kill me if they found out. Maggie, please, keep this our secret.



















Chapter Six
 



“How did you do that?” Maggie demanded the next morning. She and Mary Theresa were finally alone, in the kitchen, supposedly doing chores. Mary Theresa, makeup in place but her eyes a little red and puffy, was unloading the dishwasher at a snail’s pace before she went to get ready for her vocal lesson and Maggie, not interested in her job of wiping the table, hoisted herself onto the counter and eyed her twin. She hadn’t slept well, but decided to hit the problem on its head.

“Do what?”

“You know, talk to me last night.”

“I didn’t talk to you.” Mary rinsed off a breakfast plate still sticky with syrup and dropped it into the open rack.

“Yes, you did. I heard it clear as a bell. Like you were in the room. You said, ‘Don’t tell, Maggie! Whatever you do, don’t tell!’”

“That’s stupid. I wasn’t even in your room.”

“I know. So I figured you yelled it through the ducts or something.”

Mary Theresa leveled her with a glance that silently called her sister a million kinds of idiot. “Why would I do that? Who knows who could have heard me? The ducts don’t go just from my room to yours, you know.”

Maggie had thought of that, of course. But couldn’t come up with any other explanation.

“Well, you did something. ’Cause I heard you.”

“No way.”

“Didn’t you ask me to keep this our secret? That Mom and Dad would kill you if they found out?”

“I didn’t say it. I just thought it.”

“Well, I heard it. You said, ‘Don’t tell, Maggie, please, whatever you do, don’t tell. Mom and Dad would kill me if they found out, Maggie, please keep this our secret.’”

Mary Theresa’s mouth fell open. “How could you…” She dropped a plate. It landed on the tile floor. Crack! “You heard that?”

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

“But—” She leaned over and started picking up the bigger pieces of the broken plate. “I didn’t. Damn.” She sliced her finger on one of the shards.

“You didn’t what?”

“I didn’t say anything. Not out loud. You…you just imagined it.” Blood dripped from her index finger, and she stuck it into her mouth.

“No way.” With a shake of her head Maggie hopped down from the counter and started helping clean up the mess. She pulled a broom from the closet and ignored the half-full bottle of vodka she spied tucked behind a bag of rags.

“But I…I didn’t say that. Or anything like it.” Mary Theresa’s chin hardened in the same kind of determination Maggie had witnessed all her life.

“Well, I heard it.”

“You couldn’t have.” Still sucking on her finger, Mary Theresa dug in a cupboard with her free hand, found a small Band-Aid, ripped it open, and covered her tiny scratch as Maggie swept the broken pottery into the trash. Streaks of egg yolk and syrup stained the floor. “Oh, crap, Mag. Look what you did. You just made it worse.”

“I’ll get it, don’t worry.” Maggie had already rinsed out a rag and, on her knees, was polishing the floor to a shine.

Mary Theresa slammed the dishwasher door closed, then, folding her arms under her breasts, stared hard at Maggie.

“What?”

Mary didn’t reply, but her eyebrows slammed together in concentration and her lips compressed as if she were contemplating the most difficult problem in the universe.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“See.” Her expression changed. “You didn’t hear me.”

“You didn’t say anything.” Maggie stared at her sister as if she’d just grown a third eye.

“And I didn’t last night, either.”

“But I heard you.”

“You’re saying that you heard what I thought,” Mary Theresa said, wiping her hands on a terry-cloth towel. “I didn’t say anything last night, but I did think some of those things.”

“What?” Maggie stared at her sister in disbelief. “You just thought them. Come on.” Sometimes Mary Theresa was a little far out, but this time she’d really gone around the bend.

“I know, I know it sounds crazy, but last night, after I heard you go into your room, I was so miserable, so embarrassed, and so…afraid that you were gonna say something to Mom and Dad that I kind of…well, prayed…or mentally pleaded with you not to say anything.”

This was too much. After a night of not sleeping a wink, of lying in her bed with visions of Mitch and Mary Theresa, Maggie couldn’t deal with this kind of weird talk. She held both her hands up, palms out, and backed up a step. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, Mary Theresa, but—”

“I’m telling you, it’s the truth.” She grabbed Maggie’s arms in a grip that wouldn’t quit. “So I don’t know how or why you heard it. But you’ve got to understand one thing that…that what you saw last night…it, it was nothing.” Sharp fingernails bit into Maggie’s skin. Mary Theresa’s green gaze was intense, angry. “You’ve got to believe me.”

Maggie tossed off Mary Theresa’s hands and backed toward the sliding door leading to the pool. “Look, I’m outta here. You don’t have to say anything else. You and Mitch’s little secret. It’s…it’s safe with me.”

“It’s not a secret,” Mary Theresa insisted, and tears filled her eyes. “Really, Maggie, you’ve got to believe me. Nothing happened.”

“Right. That’s what Mitch said.”

“I know, but it didn’t, not last night…”

“And…and I believe you,” Maggie lied. She didn’t want to think about it. Each time she remembered the scene in the misty hot tub with Mitch’s hands on the slick skin of Mary Theresa’s bare back, Maggie’s stomach turned over and threatened to spew all over again. She slid the door open to the patio and stepped outside, where the sun was blazing and insects buzzed in the bushes. She’d walk the two miles to the horse barns if she had to, but somehow she’d get away from here and all the sickness that seemed to be seeping through the thick stucco walls of the house she called home.

Slipping a rubber band from her pocket to her teeth, she scraped her hair back with her fingers until it felt right, then snapped the band around her clump of hair. Everything in her life seemed a little surreal these days.

Hang in there, she told herself as she headed down the street, toward the main part of town. At the base of the hill, she jaywalked across traffic, then ducked down a shady alley to the main highway. This craziness will subside. It has to. At the far end of the alley she made her way around a nest of garbage cans that were beginning to foul the air and startled a black cat sunning himself on the top rail of a fence. Tail aloft, he leaped to the ground and slunk to the protective shade beneath an old Chevy Nova parked near a garage with a sagging roofline.

The alley dumped itself into the heart of downtown, and Maggie appeared at the back parking lot of a McDonald’s restaurant. She found enough change in the front pocket of her cutoffs for a Coke, then, sipping from a plastic straw as the late-morning sun beat against the back of her neck, she started walking. Her mother would be ticked off when Maggie called her at the tennis club for a ride home, but too bad. Worse yet, Bernice Reilly probably wouldn’t disrupt her massage or bridge hand, so she’d find a way to locate her stepson and send Mitch to pick Maggie up. Great.

Squinting because she’d forgotten her sunglasses, she felt the heat of the sidewalk through her tennis shoes and considered, for one fleeting, wild-hare moment, sticking out her thumb to hitchhike. Lots of kids in school did it all the time, but her parents were death on the idea, so she thought better of it and continued walking though she was starting to sweat.

Heat shimmered in waves rising from the street, distorting her vision of the four lanes of cars that inched through the stoplights in this part of town. The terrain was flatter down here where the markets, fast-food restaurants, taverns, and strip malls lined the road before giving way to cheaper houses than those up on the hill. Telephone and electric wires were strung from huge poles where handwritten signs and printed flyers were posted.

“Lost dog—three-year-old cocker spaniel answers to the name of Roscoe…”

“The end is near; listen to the Reverend Bill Ballantine at the New Hope Church Sunday, February twenty-eight, nineteen seventy-eight at eight o’clock p.m….”

“Six-family yard sale, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday!”

Ignoring the gum and crud that stuck to the sidewalk, Maggie trudged through the commercial area past shops and storefronts, watching the traffic through eyes that were turned in to her soul. She crossed the streets by rote, waiting until the lights changed, then stepping off the curb. Sweat ran between her shoulder blades, and her mind was filled with images of Mitch and Mary Theresa in various stages of undress. Touching. Kissing. Doing all sorts of disgusting and vile things.

“Hey! Watch out!” A horn blasted, and she jumped back, stumbling on the curb, her drink cup slipping and falling to the pavement, as a canvas-topped Jeep ran a red light and turned the corner, missing her by inches. Coke splashed up her bare legs. She nearly twisted her ankle as she fell backward.

“For Christ’s sake, watch where you’re going!” The paper cup was squashed by a thickly ridged tire laying down rubber as the driver gunned the engine.

“Bastard,” Maggie grumbled under her breath. She felt sticky, hot and ugly as a toad. What was she doing thinking about Mary Theresa and Mitch? She had to turn her mind to other things. Any other things.

Paying more attention to traffic, she walked through the business district that blended into a residential area where the houses were small and the grass dry and patchy. Chain-link fences kept dogs and kids in the yards while deterring strangers from entering the domain of small stucco cottages with wide porches and planters overflowing with bright blossoms.

Within a few blocks the city gave way to a more rural area where apple and pear orchards competed with chicken ranches. Maggie angled off the main highway to a road that led upward again, through the hills where neatly tended rows of grapes grew in the surrounding vineyards. The traffic lightened, the air seemed cleaner, and the bottom of Maggie’s feet burned in her worn shoes.

Trucks, vans, and cars whizzed past as she stuck to the gravel-strewn shoulder of the road and ignored the constant pestering of flies and gnats that swarmed in these last waning days of summer.

She heard the rumble of an engine, a truck from the sound of it, driving on the opposite side of the road, heading in the same direction she was going. She didn’t bother to look but couldn’t mistake the sound of the tires slowing as it approached, and she braced herself for some kind of catcall.

“Need a lift?” the driver, a man in his early twenties, asked. Positioned behind the wheel of an ancient truck that had obviously seen better days, he flashed her a smile that was a little off center, on the wicked side, and sent a warning to her brain. Whether the grin was sincere or just well-practiced she couldn’t determine because of the mirrored sunglasses that served as a shield for his eyes.

“Nah, I can walk.” Her first, natural, do-the-safe-thing response. But she lifted one hand to shade her eyes and squinted to get a better look at him.

“Sure?” He had thick, straight hair, dark brown, streaked with gold and a day’s worth of stubble that couldn’t quite disguise the square angle of his jaw. He wasn’t all that handsome, well, not really, but there was a rugged edge to him that she recognized, an innate sexual energy he possessed and probably used to his advantage. Without knowing anything more about him, she realized he was trouble, the kind of trouble good girls avoided.

“I’m fine. Really.”

“If you’re sure.” He didn’t bother to hide his disbelief.

“I am. Really.”

His smile was mockingly amused. “Your funeral.”

“I doubt it.” Was he flirting with her? This older guy in a faded T-shirt with a few holes around the collar? She felt warm inside, a kind of push-me-pull-you kind of fascination with his devil-may-care attitude.

“Just tryin’ to be chivalrous.”

“Yeah, right.” He was about as far from a knight in shining armor as he could get. What kind of con was he running? “And I’m Joan of Arc.”

“Thought I recognized you.”

Sending him a “drop-dead” look, she started walking again.

“If that’s the way you want it. See ya, kid.” With a glance in his rearview mirror, he stepped on the gas, and the truck shot forward.

Kid? Kid? Her ego deflated. The Coke was suddenly sticky on her legs again, her hair pulled back into an ungainly ponytail, her cutoffs frayed. The guy thought she was a kid? A schoolgirl? Well, she was, she supposed, but seventeen wasn’t exactly junior high—and she’d be eighteen in a matter of weeks. And how old was he? Twenty-one? Twenty-two maybe? Well, it didn’t matter; she’d never see him again, but still she was bothered, and, for the rest of the trek, she replayed the conversation in her mind over and over again. It wasn’t all that great, but it beat the heck out of thinking about her sister and Mitch.

Half an hour later she was walking up the long drive to the stables when she spied his truck, an old beater with primer patches covering the dents of a vehicle that had once been army green.

Great, this day was just getting better and better. She waved to Flora, the owner of the ranch, who stood at the open kitchen window of the old farmhouse. Nearing sixty, Flora had let her hair turn its natural shade of gray, and when the straight wiry tresses weren’t hanging down past her shoulders, she wound the strands into a knot that she pinned to the very top of her head, where it was now. From years in the sun her face had a leathery cast, wrinkles, and age spots daring to mar the once-smooth surface, but Flora didn’t seem to mind. She never wore any makeup more than a genuine smile. Divorced for “a million years,” she never spoke of her ex-husband, had no kids, and seemed perfectly content with her life.

“Ink Spot’s in the north paddock,” she called through the window as the curtains shifted with a tiny breeze that skipped across the yard. Her dog, a golden mutt named Charlatan or Charlie for short, was positioned under a tree where a squirrel scolded from the upper branches.

“Thanks.”

Bored with the squirrel, Charlie fell into step behind her. His head lolled to one side, probably from the burs that he forever gathered in his ears as he hunted in the surrounding fields.

Chewing the corner of her lip and wondering why the guy in the truck was here, she passed by the rabbit warren where droopy-eared lops peered from their hutches. Their eyes were dark and bright, their noses twitching as she and the dog hurried by on their way to the stable.

She spied Ink Spot, bold black-and-white-patched coat gleaming in the sunlight as she grazed in a field with a couple of other horses—a bay and a palomino—where the grass was little more than dry stubble. The mare lifted her white face to look at her. Snorting, flicking her ears, Ink Spot returned to gingerly pick at the dry blades of grass.

“I can see she’s real excited about this,” Maggie grumbled to the dog, who, nose to the ground, wandered off to explore the cracks in the foundation of the garage. Maggie pushed open the door of the stable. Inside the old building the familiar scents of leather and oil, dung and dry straw, horses and cobwebs assailed her as she made her way to a closet of a tack room that was filled with saddles on sawhorses and bridles hanging from pegs, long reins snaking down to the concrete floor.

She set the curb bit and bridle aside, then found a lead rope and halter. Walking out a side entrance, she nearly collided with a man who was about to walk inside.

Of course it was the guy from the truck, she thought with uncharacteristic fatalism. His sunglasses were missing, revealing intense gray-blue eyes guarded by dark, straight eyebrows and spiked lashes. He mumbled a quick ”’Scuse me,” around a dry stalk of grass that was stuck in the corner of his mouth before a flicker of recognition lighted his eyes, and that same arrogant grin she found so irritatingly and blatantly sexual split his face. Rubbing his jaw and smelling of smoke, he looked her up and down. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the Maid of Orleans.”

“What?”

“Joan? The independent lady too proud to take a lift?” He leaned a muscular shoulder against the doorjamb and effectively blocked her exit.

Embarrassed, she told herself to just shut up, but she couldn’t help but rise to the bait. “And if it isn’t the truck driver who thinks it’s safe for women to hitch rides with strangers.” Flinging the halter and rope over her shoulder, she squeezed past him, her body brushing his as she edged through the doorway.

“Not just a woman—but a saint,” he mocked, turning as she passed. Laughter followed her outside. Her backbone stiffened, and she whirled to face him again.

“That’s right. A saint. Pure as the driven,” she tossed back at him. She didn’t know why he irritated her so much, why her skin flushed, and she wanted to slap that damned smile off his lips, but she couldn’t help herself. One of his eyebrows lifted in silent amusement. As they stood in the shade cast by the barn, swallows pirouetted and scrambled overhead in a sky covered with gauzy clouds that did nothing to block the intensity of the late-August sun.

“So, Saint Joan, you got a horse here?”

“Mmm.” She nodded; no reason to prolong the conversation.

“Want me to get him for you?”

“Why would you do that?” she asked before questioning what he was doing here in the first place.

“Part of the job.”

Her stomach sank as she started to understand that he might be more of a permanent fixture here than she first thought. “What job?”

“I work for Flora now.”

“Doing what?”

“Whatever.” Those damned eyes held her spellbound. He shifted the dried piece of straw from one side of his mouth to the other. “I teach riding and roping, though most people here aren’t interested in that. Take care of the stock, that sort of thing.”

“You’re a groomer?”

“S’pose ya could call me that.” He winked at her, and she nearly dropped the damned lead rope. “And a trainer and general do-whatever-needs-to-be-done guy.”

So this wasn’t a solitary meeting. He’d be here whenever she showed up. That thought was disturbing. Bothered her. Worse yet, there might be a chance that he would be teaching her how to ride. “What happened to Enrique?”

“Quit, I think.” He lifted a shoulder, and, beneath the worn T-shirt, a huge muscle moved. For the first time Maggie saw all of him. Wide shoulders, tanned arms where sinew moved easily under his skin, narrow waist, and hips so slim his faded, disreputable jeans, if not for his battered leather belt, might have puddled around his ankles. As it was they hung low. Too low.

“Oh.” She was suddenly embarrassed, painfully aware that she wasn’t quite eighteen. Not even old enough to vote. Hadn’t he called her a kid? Well, she was. “Too bad. I liked Enrique.”

His lips twitched. “You know, if you try real hard, you might like me, too.”

I doubt it, she immediately thought, but didn’t say it. If he read the apprehension in her gaze, he let it pass.

“The name’s Walker.” He stepped forward a couple of steps, spit out the straw, and thrust a hand, callused and large, at her. “Thane Walker.”

“Thane?”

“My mother had a lisp.”

“What?”

He chuckled. “A joke, Joan. It would be smart to leave it at that. Thane’s a family name.” His fingers curled over hers in a simple handshake that she felt was way too intimate. “And when you’re not being canonized, I suspect you’ve got another handle?”

“Maggie Reilly,” she said by rote, as heat seemed to climb up her arm.

“You go to school around here?”

She nodded as he dropped her hand and she backed up a step. “I did. Graduated last June.” Why did she feel compelled to answer all his questions, to keep the conversation going?

“Never finished myself,” he admitted.

“Why not?” This guy was a dropout?

His eyes darkened a shade, and Maggie felt a chill. This man, only a few years older than she, had secrets. Deep secrets. “Other things to do.” As if he decided he’d told her enough, he turned and nodded toward the fields where the horses were penned. “Which one’s yours?”

“The piebald, there, in the north paddock,” she said automatically, and pointed toward Ink Spot. She started toward the field, and Thane fell into step with her.

“You’ve got good taste.” A new appreciation flickered in his gaze. “Best horse here.”

“You already know that?”

“Yep.” A big gopher snake slithered out of their way as they walked along the dusty path to the north paddock.

“How?”

“Been around horses all my life. Grew up on a ranch in Wyoming. Now, if you give me that lead and halter, I’ll go get your mare for you.”

“I’ll get her myself,” Maggie insisted, though why it was so important that she appear grown-up, an adult woman, to this man, she didn’t understand. But she did realize that he put her on edge, made her nervous. She swatted at a pesky yellow jacket, then made her way through the gate.

Thane didn’t follow her, just leaned on the top rail of the fence with his elbows, while hooking one boot over the lowest board. Maggie could almost feel him squint as he stared at her with unabashed interest, as if she amused him, as if she was some kind of city girl who didn’t know up from sideways when it came to horses.

Not that he was too far from the truth.

“Hey, girl. Come on,” she cooed quietly, and reached into her pocket for a bit of apple she’d squirreled away after breakfast that morning.

Ink Spot tossed her head, snorting, her muscles quivering beneath her mottled black-and-white coat. For a second Maggie thought she might bolt, further embarrassing her, but greed won out over independence, and, as the mare’s neck stretched forward and her soft lips brushed Maggie’s palm, Maggie slipped the lead rope around her neck, then slid the halter into place. “Good girl,” she whispered, stroking Ink Spot’s silky muzzle. Feeling inordinately proud, Maggie turned on her heel and felt an unlikely disappointment. Thane wasn’t anywhere near the fence. In fact, he wasn’t within sight.

Like a fool, she blushed and tugged on the rope. It was only half an hour later when, astride the piebald, Maggie realized she hadn’t thought of Mary Theresa and Mitch since meeting Thane Walker.

 
 
 

“So, you need a ride into town?”

Thane’s voice jolted her, and she nearly dropped the currycomb as she brushed Ink Spot’s gleaming coat. “I’m okay,” she said automatically as she glanced over her shoulder and found Thane returning a pitchfork to the spot where it usually hung just inside the doorway of the stable.

“Well, if you need one, I’m runnin’ to the feed store. I could give you a lift.”

“Thanks,” she said. “But I can call…” Who? Her mother, who was probably already three sheets to the wind? Her father at work? Mary Theresa, who was at her dance lessons? Or Mitch? Inwardly she shuddered. No, she’d walk home if she had to. It wasn’t that far, and she didn’t want to look like an adolescent who had to phone for rides. “I’ll be fine.”

“Okay.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “Just let me know.”

“I will,” she said, surprisingly tongue-tied. There was something about him, an underlying current of electricity, that she sensed was dangerous—a little wild, and though she found that part of him darkly fascinating, she refused to think about it or explore it any further.

Later, she was walking home along the shoulder of the county road when she heard the truck behind her. She’d already tuned in to the distinctive rumble of its engine. “Maggie?”

She glanced in his direction. One arm was resting on the driver’s door, the other on the wheel as he allowed the pickup to slow.

“Yeah?”

“Hop in. I’ll give you a ride.”

“I don’t need one.”

His smile faded. “I’d feel better about it.” Through his mirrored aviator glasses he looked at her. Hard. “I don’t bite. Leastwise not usually.”

She hesitated, but couldn’t resist. Though he seemed about as harmless as a coiled rattlesnake, there was something she found intrinsically fascinating, a hint of raw masculinity that she wanted to know more about though it frightened her just the same. She sensed that he was a dichotomy, this man, one minute a kind, decent-enough guy, the next a wild man, one who probably smoked and drank too much and had women waiting for him all the way from here to Montana.

He leaned over, opened the door, and, before common sense got the better of her, she climbed inside. She slammed the door shut and saw the ghost of a smile flit across his lips as he forced the rig into first and headed into town. Maggie was sweating, her T-shirt clinging to her back, her hairline damp. Without air-conditioning the cab sweltered, and she licked her lips nervously. She didn’t know where to put her hands and sat stiffly, looking through the bug-spattered windshield, scraping her mind for some kind of topic, anything to talk about.

“You goin’ on to college somewhere?” he finally asked as they drove past the McDonald’s where she had picked up her Coke earlier in the day.

“Yeah—oh, turn here, up this hill,” she said, and he hung a left, shifting down, avoiding oncoming traffic and gunning the old engine as the street angled sharply upward. With a click of gears he shifted again, and she gave him directions, pointing out where to turn as they wound through the intricate web of hedges, rock walls, electronic gates, and narrow, curved lanes.

He eyed the neighborhood, and, for the first time in her seventeen years, she was acutely aware of her father’s station in life, of the status of her address, that to someone like Thane Walker, the very social prestige her mother and father had scrambled so hard to achieve was of no importance. In fact, he might consider it a detriment.

“There—” she said, pointing to the driveway. Mitch’s Mustang was parked near the garage, flanked by long planters filled with petunias. The gate was open. Thane steered his truck into the drive. “Thanks,” Maggie said as he slowed to a stop. “I, um, appreciate it.”

“Anytime.” He turned to face her, and one side of his mouth lifted into a smile that, to her horror and surprise, touched a part of her she hadn’t known existed—a part that frightened her.

Her heartbeat quickened a bit, and, when his gaze dropped to the wide neckline of her T-shirt, she felt her pulse throb at the base of her throat. “Uh, yeah…” Oh, God, she sounded like such a ninny as she fumbled for the door latch. Such a high-school kid.

“Here. Let me. It’s stubborn.” He leaned across her and reached forward. She was suddenly gazing down at shoulders that were strong, muscular beneath his shirt; tanned arms that had ropes of veins running beneath his skin, a T-shirt that was stained and faded, wet with sweat. His head, facedown, was nearly in her lap, and she felt his warm breath against the bare skin of her thighs where her cutoffs didn’t quite cover. “Damned door.”

Her stomach did a slow lazy roll, and her skin prickled. Inadvertently, she sucked in her gut, held her breath, and ignored the warm tingling sensation that started somewhere deep inside her as he gave the door handle a hard shove and, with a metal groan of protest, the door swung open.

“There ya go.” He straightened, and the smell of smoke and male sweat assailed her nostrils as she nearly tumbled out of the truck to put some distance between her body and his. She felt flushed, her skin hot, her legs rubbery. “See ya around.”

“Y-yeah.” She swallowed hard, and, though she told herself to go into the house, she stood as if rooted to the driveway. Biting her lower lip, she watched his battered truck coast down the street.

“What was that?” Mary Theresa appeared from the far side of the garage. Wearing a short coverup and thongs, she took off her sunglasses and sucked on the part that was supposed to wrap over her ear.

“You mean, ‘Who’,” Maggie clarified with a lift of her shoulder. For a reason she didn’t understand she felt a need to protect Thane from the questions and prejudice shading Mary Theresa’s eyes. “Just a guy who works at the stables.”

“Ahh.” Mary Theresa nodded, as if suddenly wiser. “So now you’re slumming.”

“I just took a ride with him.”

Little lines appeared between her twin’s perfectly plucked eyebrows, and she stared at the open gate as if she could somehow divine exactly why Maggie would deign to ride in the horrid old truck. “You’re lucky it made it.”

“Maybe.”

“No ‘maybes’ about it. That pickup is on its last legs or tires or whatever.” Turning suddenly, she slid her shades back onto her nose. “So…did you hear any more messages from me today?”

“No.”

“Well, I was sending them like crazy,” Mary Theresa said sarcastically.

“Oh, yeah? Why?”

“Just testing.”

Maggie rolled her eyes to the heavens. “Look, I don’t know why I heard you last night, okay? But I did. Don’t do this…testing thing or whatever it is anymore.” Hot and tired, she headed for the house. “I can’t explain it.”

“It’s a crock, if you ask me. I was just proving it to you. You know, you had me going for a while, but it’s all…all too weird.”

“Fine. I know. I can’t explain it, okay?” Maggie lifted a hand and waved off any more arguments as she ducked under a vine of bougainvillea that draped from the eaves of the house. “It’s whatever you want to think.”

She nearly plowed into Mitch at the door from the garage to the kitchen, and he grabbed hold of her arm. His face was hard; the angles seemed to have lost all of their boyish innocence overnight. “We’re cool, aren’t we?” he whispered.

“Wha—?”

“About last night.”

His fingers dug into the muscles of her upper arm. “Yeah, we’re cool.” The old, smothering feeling that she’d managed to discard while dealing with Thane Walker came down on her full force. Images of the night before played in her mind. She yanked back her arm. “Leave me alone.”

“Just so we’re straight,” he insisted, and then, as if sensing Maggie’s mother on the other side of the door, he backed off.

Maggie entered the kitchen and felt the drop in temperature and the breath of cool air, compliments of the air-conditioning unit that was blasting away.

“Maggie?” Mom peered around the corner. With short brown hair and freckles she tried desperately to hide, she was a twenty-five-year-older version of her daughters. “Where were you?”

“At the stables.”

“No note.” Her mother cocked her head to one side and lifted her eyebrows, silently reprimanding.

“I forgot.”

“Remember next time, will you?” She walked into the kitchen from the laundry area, and Maggie was relieved to see that she was steady on her feet. Her words weren’t slurred. No glass of “ice water” melted in her hand.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” her mother said, but Maggie wasn’t sure she believed her, for beneath the soft little smile and the crinkle of her green eyes, there was a hint of worry. The edges of her mouth didn’t quite turn up, and her gaze meandered from Maggie’s face to the patio. “You know,” she began, picking up a pitcher and turning on the faucet, “I think something went on here last night while your dad and I were out.”

“Oh?” Maggie stuck out her lips and lifted her shoulders, as if she didn’t have any clue. “What?”

“Don’t know.” Bernice Reilly turned off the tap and began watering the pots of African violets arranged on the counter. “But I’m pretty sure someone got into the liquor cabinet. I mark the bottles, you know, and I can tell if a bottle has been watered down.”

Damn! Maggie tried to keep her expression completely blank, and when the back door opened, she didn’t turn around, just hoped like crazy that her suddenly thundering heartbeat wasn’t visible in her throat or anywhere else.

“You know, not only is it just watered down, but sometimes a bottle is missing. Can you explain that?” Her mother didn’t look at her, just kept watering the damned plants while Maggie’s skin broke out in a horrible sweat.

“Explain what?” Mary Theresa asked as she breezed in. Smelling of suntanning oil and looking the innocent, she glanced at her mother. She plucked a grape from the fruit bowl on the table and winced as she plopped the grape into her mouth. “Ouch.” Turning, she pulled aside her coverup and craned her neck so that she could see the reflection of her back in the mirror mounted on the wall going into the dining room. “Damn, burned myself.”

Her shoulders were beyond red; there were actually tiny blisters visible.

“How many times have I told you to be more careful? Let me see.” Their mother eyed Mary Theresa’s shoulders and sighed. “I think I’ve got some cream that might help. Here.” She reached into the cupboard and pulled out a tube, handing it to Mary Theresa. “Now about last night.”

“What about it?” Mary Theresa smeared cream onto her lobster-red shoulders.

“Mom thinks someone got into the liquor.”

“I don’t think, I know.”

“Really?” Mary Theresa seemed to be barely listening as she applied the cream and readjusted her top. “Well, don’t look at us. Maggie and I were together. It was probably Mitch and his friends.” She snagged another grape and tossed it into her mouth innocently.

Maggie nearly choked as Mary Theresa opened the refrigerator door with the nonchalance of an accomplished actress. She pulled out a can of Diet Coke. “Want one?” she asked Maggie, who, her cheeks burning with embarrassment, couldn’t believe her sister was ratting out Mitch—the guy she’d been making out with, her partner in…in…

“Sure.” M.T. tossed her a can, grabbed one for herself, and popped the top, wincing a little as if her sunburn was flaring again. “I think you should talk to him.”

“I will,” Bernice said as she replaced the pitcher and wiped a drip of water from her fingers onto the shorts of her yellow jumpsuit. Her lips were compressed into a that-kid’s-gonna-get-a-piece-of-my-mind grimace. “Right now.”



















Chapter Seven
 



“I can’t believe you did that!” Maggie whispered once she and Mary Theresa were in her bedroom and the door was firmly shut.

“Did what?”

“Throw Mitch to the wolves like that! Mom is gonna kill him.”

“Better him than me.” Mary Theresa dropped onto a corner of Maggie’s unmade bed and sipped her soda as if she didn’t have a care in the world other than a case of sunburn, as if she wasn’t on the brink of excruciating trouble, as if she hadn’t done anything remotely wrong.

“But—”

“Don’t worry about Mitch. He can handle himself.”

“I don’t believe you!” Maggie set down her drink, picked up some darts, and hurled them one after the other at the back of her door, where a dartboard was covered with a picture of her latest boyfriend, Sean, a wingback on the football team. When he hadn’t been able to convince Maggie to go “all the way” even when he’d told her that he loved her, he’d dropped her for a freshman girl with braces, long blond hair, and legs that seemed to go on forever. He’d bragged about scoring with the girl two weeks later, then promptly discarded her for a sophomore on the girls’ soccer team. Maggie yanked the darts from the board, stood a few feet away, drew back, and took better aim. She let the first dart fly. It pierced Sean square in the middle of his chest, where his heart was supposedly hidden. She’d have to aim a little lower next time.

“It was all Mitch’s idea anyway,” Mary said, pouting a little. “Let him take the heat.”

“What was all his idea?” Maggie was sick of the vague innuendoes and secretive glances. “So what’s going on, M.T.?” She threw another dart. Bingo. Right in the crotch.

“Oh, just drinking and getting into the hot tub.”

“So he’s gonna take the fall.”

“What else can I say?”

Maggie threw the darts. One, two, three. All landed close enough to Sean’s head, heart, and other areas to convince her that she hadn’t lost her touch. “Well, just keep me posted, would ya? I’d like to know what the latest secret is. You know, so that I don’t blow it.”

“I will,” Mary Theresa said. “You don’t have to get nasty about it.”

“I’m not,” Maggie argued as Mary Theresa drained her can of soda and, standing, dropped it into Maggie’s already overflowing wastebasket.

“Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

Maggie didn’t believe it for a minute. Lately, Mary Theresa seemed to be on a collision course with any and all things sensible.

 
 
 

That night Maggie flipped through the channels of her small black-and-white television, listened to Johnny Carson’s monologue on the Tonight Show, then clicked off the set and flung herself onto the bed. Her restless thoughts had slipped to Thane Walker again, and she couldn’t figure out why he seemed lodged in her brain. He was kinda good-looking, if you liked the rough-and-tumble cowboy type. He had a sense of humor, irreverent though it was, and there was a touch of mystery to him that appealed to her. But she knew he was way too old for her, way too hard-edged, way too worldly. Still, she couldn’t quit thinking of him.

“Give it up,” she muttered as she picked up her large black magic ball, the one Mary Theresa had given her on their eleventh birthday. Mad at herself and the world in general, she shook the magic ball for all she was worth.

What’re the chances of me and a guy like Thane Walker? she silently asked, then looked at the answer floating to the surface of the ball. The answer is unclear.

Oh yeah? Well, does he have a girlfriend?

There is a good possibility.

Are you full of crap?

My sources say no.

Right, and I’m the queen of England. She dropped the ball onto the bed, grabbed a dart from the bedside table, launched it, and smiled as it landed on Sean’s left kneecap. “Shows you for messin’ with me,” she whispered as she turned off the light and closed her eyes.

Thane’s face, all tanned angles and planes, swam to the surface of her consciousness, in much the same way as the messages seemed to swim upward in her stupid fortune-seeing ball. She wondered where he lived, who his friends were, if he was with a woman at that very minute. Sighing, she told herself to forget him.

Through the open window, over the sounds of insects buzzing and the hum of traffic on distant streets, Mitch’s voice, low and harsh, seeped into Maggie’s bedroom. She couldn’t believe that he was outside the window, and then with a quick peek through the open pane, realized that he was standing in the shadows, on the far side of the pool, unaware that his voice carried, clarion clear, over smooth-as-glass water. And he wasn’t alone.

“What’s got into you?” he demanded.

Maggie slithered like a snake onto the floor and clasped her knees, wishing she couldn’t hear the damning words as her heart drummed in dread.

“What do you mean?” Mary Theresa asked. Maggie’s stomach tightened painfully.

“Oh, come on, you practically sicced Mom on me, didn’t you?” Mitch was furious. “She grounded me, you know. Threatened to take away my car. Shit, Mary T, why?”

“Because it made more sense. She’ll believe that you and your friends got into her booze and partied. But if I said that it was you and me—”

“You didn’t have to say anything.”

“I did. She knew, damn it. And Maggie, she knows.”

There was a moment of silence, and Maggie didn’t know what was worse, the accusations or the pulsing quietude that oozed through the crack between window and frame. She closed her eyes, didn’t want to think about Mitch and Mary Theresa, wished she could close the window and block out any hint of their conversation.

“Well, at least Mom doesn’t know about us.”

“We’d better keep it that way.”

“I know. I know. I, hell, Mary T, I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything, okay?”

“It…I mean it was great but—”

“Shh! It’s over! It…it was all a mistake…”

“I know, I know.” Mitch’s voice was filled with self-loathing. “I shouldn’t have drunk so much, shouldn’t have kissed you—”

“Shut up!” Mary Theresa’s voice was sharp. Commanding.

“I’m just trying to apologize.”

“I get it, okay?” Irritation flavored her words. “Just leave me alone, Mitch. From now on, don’t even touch me.”

“I won’t. Believe me. But—”

“Just don’t. We can’t! God, Mitch, this is so sick.”

“You started it.”

“No, I didn’t…I just wanted to teach you a lesson…because of the last time…after the prom.”

“That was different.”

“I know…but…oh, shit, just forget it!”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You have to.” Mary Theresa was emphatic. “We have to.”

Hot tears formed in Maggie’s eyes—tears of embarrassment and shame that drizzled down her temples to her pillow. She wished she could close her ears as easily as she could her eyes. A sick feeling swept over her and her stomach roiled.

“I’ll try.” Mitch sounded like a whipped puppy.

“Okay. So we never talk about this again. Never! And if any of your friends ever find out, if you ever so much as breathe a word of what happened to anyone, I swear, Mitch, I’ll kill you.”

“Don’t worry.” He sounded sincere. “Just like I told Maggie, nothing happened.”

“Good.”

Maggie let out her breath.

“But Maggie doesn’t believe me.” Mitch sounded worried and Maggie cringed inside.

“Who cares?”

“I do. If she thinks we—”

“She doesn’t! Jesus, Mitch, get some backbone, will you?” Despite her harsh words, Mary Theresa sounded frightened.

“I just worry about her.”

“She’s a wimp. She won’t say anything.”

“Don’t believe it.”

“I’ve talked to her. She’s so damned naive that she wouldn’t believe anything bad about either one of us. I’m her best friend, and you’re, well, believe it or not, you’re her hero. She thinks you’re gonna help her get onto the swim team.”

“I said I’d talk to the coach.”

“Mitch, forget about her, will ya? Leave Maggie to me. I know how to handle her.” Her voice lightened. “That’s the good part of being a twin; understanding another person inside and out.”

Maggie bit her tongue to keep from saying anything.

Their voices became more distant, as if they were walking away from the pool, and Maggie slowly let out her breath in a soft, nearly silent sigh. Oh, God, what was happening to her perfect little universe? How could she look either one of them in the eye? She didn’t know what they’d done together, how far their flirting, kissing, and touching had gone, didn’t want to think about it. Ever. So she’d block her mind. That was it. The way prisoners of war did when they were finally released, so that they could survive. She’d read about it once in history class and now convinced herself that if a man could withstand the atrocities of war, then somehow lock the painful memories away once the war was over, she could certainly push aside any thoughts of Mitch and Mary Theresa.

Besides, she really didn’t know anything about them, did she? Only suspicions that bothered her. She lifted her head, looked out the window, and saw that there was no one by the pool. The water was placid, the stars bright in the heavens, but deep in her heart, Maggie knew that things were far from calm. As surely as if the wind had picked up and raced into her room, she felt her skin prickle with the knowledge that a storm was brewing—a storm that no one, not even God Himself, could stop.

 
 
 

“…and thank you, Father, for the blessings of this family. Give us the strength to hold together during good times and bad. Amen.” Frank Reilly lifted his head as did his entire family. It was the first meal they’d had together since the night when Maggie had found Mitch and Mary Theresa in the hot tub together, and she couldn’t begin to guess what her father suspected or what her mother knew.

Silently they began passing platters of food around the table. Plates of barbecued chicken, potato salad, sliced fruit, and cold asparagus slipped from one hand to the other. No one said a word, and aside from the purr of the air-conditioning system and soft notes of instrumental renditions of old Beatles’ hits floating in the air from hidden speakers there was no noise but the clink of silverware and an occasional quiet cough.

Maggie’s father, a slight man who at five feet ten kept his weight down to a trim 175 pounds, “fighting weight” as he called it, was the patriarch of the clan. Frank Reilly’s word was, and always had been, law. Rigid and determined, ambitious to a fault, he never gave an inch. His thick brown hair had the audacity to silver at the temples, and his mustache, one he’d had since his army days in the mid nineteen-fifties, was more gray than brown these days.

“Excellent dinner, Bernice,” he said, as he always did.

“Thanks.” She managed a smile that seemed slightly rubbery. They exchanged glances and Maggie’s guts clenched. Something was up. Frank slowly set down his fork. “I think we should discuss something as a family.” He placed his elbows on the table and, as if he were praying, tented his hands together. “The other night when your mother and I were out, it seems that you, all three of you, had some kind of party. Not only is liquor missing from the cabinet, but there was evidence of someone getting sick on the other side of the hedge by the hot tub and wet towels left in the laundry room.” He cleared his throat as everyone set the silverware down.

Mitch looked guilty as hell, wouldn’t meet Frank’s gaze, Maggie stared down at her plate and tried to swallow the ball of potato salad that seemed wedged in the back of her throat. In desperation she reached for her glass of water. Only Mary Theresa was able to smile. “A party?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Oh, come on, Dad. Mitch had a couple of friends over.” She glanced across the table at Mitch, who was white as a sheet. “It was no big deal.”

“If alcohol was served and someone was sick enough to throw up, it is a big deal, Mary. A very big deal. Everyone’s underage, and that doesn’t even touch the fact that you were stealing from us—your mother and me. We don’t want to have to put a lock on the liquor cabinet, do we?”

“No.” Bernice picked up her glass and took a sip. “Never. We want to trust our children.” She looked pointedly at Mitch. “All of them. You know, Mitch, we consider you as much our son as the twins are our daughters.” Mitch swallowed hard. Didn’t speak.

“So who was here?” Frank asked, slowly looking from one face to the next. Maggie wanted to squirm. Sweat broke out on her palms. “Some of Mitch’s friends, you said.” He paused at Mary Theresa before skewering Mitch with his favorite don’t-try-to-con-me glare. “Who?”

“Just some of the guys,” Mitch mumbled.

“They have names.”

“You know, the guys. Look, Dad, I’m not going to rat them out so you can call their parents.”

“I’m not calling anyone, but this is my house, your mother’s and mine, and we have certain rules. Rules you should understand. Rules that you must abide by.”

“I do. We all do.” Color was returning to Mitch’s face, and his pitiful, scared expression was changing into a slow, hard burn. Maggie had seen it before, at every athletic competition Mitch had entered, and whenever he was ready for a fight. The cords in the back of his neck tightened, his muscles tensed.

“But you chose to disobey them.”

“It wasn’t a big deal.”

“No?” Frank’s eyes sharpened.

“I messed up.” Mitch stole a glance at Mary Theresa, and Maggie wilted inside. He looked like he was ready to kill someone. Anyone. “I’m sorry,” he said through lips that barely moved. “It won’t happen again.”

“I’ll say it won’t—”

“Frank.” Bernice held up a hand. “He said he was sorry, okay? Now, let’s let it drop. Everyone here knows what’s expected of him or her.”

Maggie’s stomach was in knots. She couldn’t wait to escape from the table, the house, go anywhere. She thought of the ranch, of Thane Walker, and riding Ink Spot far into the hills…

“Is that the way it was?” Frank Reilly demanded, and Maggie snapped back to the present, realized that all eyes were turned on her.

“I…I wasn’t here most of the time,” she hedged.

“But you came home.”

“Yeah.”

“Yes,” her mother corrected.

“Yes. I came home and Mitch had a couple of guys over, I didn’t really pay much attention, just went to my room.” Oh, they had to know she was lying, she was so poor at it. Her stomach rumbled, and her intestines felt like they were suddenly filled with water. “Can…I…be excused?”

“May I,” Bernice said automatically.

“Please. I don’t feel so hot.” She didn’t wait for an answer, just scraped her chair back and dashed down the hallway.

“Now, what’s gotten into her?” Bernice asked loud enough so that the question rang in Maggie’s ears.

Everything, Mom, everything! This whole family. It’s sick. It used to be normal and fun and secure, and now it’s just sick, sick, sick! Maggie ran to her bedroom, slammed the door shut, and nearly collapsed on the tile counter of the bathroom she shared with Mary Theresa. She couldn’t stand the undercurrents running through the air, didn’t want to think that her family, the one she’d depended on for as long as she could remember, was falling apart. Slowly she lifted her head to stare at her reflection in the mirror mounted over one of the twin sinks. The eyes that stared back at her were dark, haunted, and confused. Her skin was pale—no tinge of color in her cheeks. God, she was a horrible liar. Horrible.

She stripped off her clothes frantically, as if in so doing she could tear away all the lies and deceit, then she relieved herself and stepped into the shower. Cool, clear water ran over her, through her hair, down her neck and body, washing away the sweat and the worries, the fear that everything she’d trusted as true in her life had been a lie. She leaned against the tile and refused to cry, tried to tell herself that things would get better.

But she knew in her heart that it wasn’t over. Not yet. As much as she hated to think it, she was certain the worst was yet to come.

 
 
 

For the next few days Maggie spent as little time as possible at the house, with its invisible waves of tension. She worked bussing tables at Roberto’s, a local Italian restaurant, four nights a week, part of her father’s plan to make his kids learn the “value of a dollar.” Mitch earned his keep as a lifeguard at the city’s one swimming pool, and, as the summer progressed, had gotten more tan by the day. Mary Theresa spent most of her time at the local theater, an old brick elementary school that had been converted into a community center and housed Rio Verde’s only performing-arts center.

Mitch had his own car, the girls shared with their mother, and whenever she could get away, Maggie found a ride out to the stable to ride Ink Spot and learn a little more about Enrique’s replacement. Like it or not, Thane Walker intrigued her.

He seemed a regular jack-of-all-trades and did everything from giving lessons to novice riders to helping shoe the horses when the farrier visited. He groomed the stock, shored up the sagging overhangs of the stable, straightened the tack room, and mended the fences. She’d heard from Flora that he had grown up in Wyoming on a cattle ranch, spent a few years riding bucking broncos and Brahman bulls in rodeo competitions, and had even done some stunt work for a movie production company.

“Yep. Thane’s been a godsend,” Flora had confided to Maggie as she’d sprinkled feed pellets into the rabbit hutches, then added a mixture of carrots, lettuce, and greens that looked suspiciously like the beginnings of the salads Roberto’s sold for over three dollars a plate. “I don’t even miss Enrique, and he was with me for six years.” Flora knocked the dust from the bottom of the pellet can and squinted into the lowering sun to the barn where Thane, without his shirt, was fixing the spigot on the water trough. His tanned muscles gleamed, flexing in the lowering sun as he strained with the wrench. His upper teeth bit into his lower lip as he yanked on the tool.

Maggie’s gaze was fastened to his bronzed chest, bare save for a few brown hairs that sprang between his flat nipples. Sweat ran down from his neck and hairline, and his faded, dusty jeans, with only a battered leather belt keeping them on his hips, slid low enough to display a slice of white skin just above his buttocks when he leaned too far forward.

“Yeah,” Flora said, her voice a little huskier than it had been as he straightened and her eyes followed the curve of his spine. “I’m lucky that Thane showed up when he did.” She thought for a moment, her lips pursing a bit. “You know, he’s the first man I ever hired without bothering with references. Probably because I was desperate, and he knocked on my door.” She scratched her head at her own folly. “Don’t know anything about him, but what he told me.” With a lift of her shoulder, she added, “Good thing he wasn’t wanted by the law or something.”

Flora went back to feeding the animals as Maggie headed toward the stable. Feeling the weight of Thane’s gaze upon her as she passed, she managed to lift her hand in a small wave while hoping against hope that the heat she felt climb up the back of her neck was hidden by her ponytail as it swung behind her. No reason for him to know that her thoughts were starting to be crowded with him, that each night after swimming her laps before bed, his face was her last vision before dropping off to sleep.

It was crazy, really. Aside from that first day, she’d only had a few conversations with him—short and one-sided, usually about Ink Spot. He teased her mercilessly, wouldn’t give up calling her “Joan” whenever she got a little high-handed, and was a general pain in the backside. Nonetheless, she thought about him constantly. Way more than she should have. At night when she lay in her bed, looking through the open window to the starry sky, she often wondered where he was and with whom.

She remembered how fluidly his muscles slid over each other, the way his hands held a shovel so firmly, his single-sighted intensity as he went about any job. His jaw was always set, his eyes narrowed against the harsh light of the sun, his determination evident in the lines of his face. She’d spent a few nights even fantasizing about touching him, about the feel of his work-roughened hands against her skin, about the pressure of his lips as he kissed her.

Now as she reached the north paddock, she located Ink Spot, standing head to tail with the palomino and switching flies in the shade of a solitary oak tree. Nostrils quivering, Ink Spot lifted her head, spied Maggie, and snorted. With a toss of her head, she took off, and Maggie gave slow, quiet chase. After a few minutes of the game, Ink Spot trotted up to her and pressed her forehead into Maggie’s chest.

“I love you, too,” Maggie said, rubbing the hard spot between the mare’s ears and slipping on the halter. “Let’s go for a ride.” She led the mare to the stable, and while Ink Spot shifted restlessly in a stall, snorting into the empty manger and generally seeming ill at ease, Maggie collected her favorite saddle and bridle. The horse gave out an irritated neigh.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said, carrying the tack with her. The light wasn’t all that great, just shafts of sunlight piercing through open windows and doorways to an interior where dust and straw covered the floor and the scents of old urine and fresh manure mixed with the warm odor of horses. Cobwebs and the empty, brittle carcasses of dead insects littered the windowsills, and barrels of oats and mixed grain were stacked in a corner.

Ink Spot, true to her nature, flattened her ears and cocked a hoof she would never kick, but always used as a threat to Maggie as she cinched the saddle. A pale blue eye watched her nervously.

“Boy, you’re ornery today,” Maggie said to the white-faced horse. “We’re going for a ride. Whether you like it or not.”

“Bossy thing, aren’t you?” Thane’s voice startled Maggie, and she jumped. She hadn’t heard him enter through the open door, hadn’t picked up on the sound of a worn leather boot scraping against the concrete flooring.

She threw him a glance over her shoulder. “When I have to be.”

“Is that often?” He reached for a shovel that was hung on a nail near the door.

“Depends.” Buckling the cinch, she wrapped the end through a loop she’d made in the extra length of strap.

“On?”

Was he baiting her? This time when she looked over her shoulder she met his steady gaze with her own. Blue-gray eyes, the color of the sky at dawn, observed her without flinching. She swallowed hard and felt years younger than seventeen. “On…the situation.”

“I thought maybe it was just your nature, Mag Pie.”

She bit back an instant sharp retort. “Did you?”

“Mmm.” His gaze moved slowly down her body, hesitating a second in silent appraisal. Past neck, shoulders, breasts, waist, hips, and legs to her feet where her tired-looking boots were half-buried in the straw spread upon the floor of the stall. “Sometimes you seem angry.”

“Angry?” she repeated, feeling a fool. “How would you know?”

“The way you ride.” He leaned on his shovel now, lifting his gaze quickly to meet hers.

“And how is that?”

“Hell-bent-for-leather. Like you’re runnin’ from something.”

“You can tell all that just by the way I sit in the saddle?”

“Nope.”

Uncomfortable with the conversation, she opened the stall’s gate and led Ink Spot past Thane and through the door. She thought the discussion was over, but she was wrong. He sauntered through the doorway and leaned a shoulder on the weathered siding.

“It’s that you’re always in a hurry. Faster, faster, faster.”

“Maybe I just like to ride that way.” She stuck a foot in the stirrup and hoisted herself onto Ink Spot’s back. It was still hot outside, the afternoon heat intense.

“Most people who do smile once in a while.”

“I smile.”

He shook his head, the blond streaks visible in the afternoon light. “You should though.” This time when he looked up at her, squinting as the sun was to her back, his face seemed a bit more boyish, his expression less harsh. “Yours is a knockout.” With that he hitched himself upright and carried the shovel to a wheelbarrow. Without giving Maggie so much as a second glance, he pushed the wheelbarrow to a huge pile of gravel. Effortlessly he began shoveling the pea-sized bits of rock. The gravel showered into the metal cart, raining from his shovel like hailstones.

Heart in her throat, Maggie yanked on the reins, and Ink Spot wheeled. “Hiya!” With a slap of the reins, Maggie urged the mare forward and the once-stubborn horse took off, gathering speed and tearing through the open gates of the paddocks surrounding the stable, nose to the wind, bit in her teeth, heading toward the dry hills surrounding the ranch.

Wind streamed through Maggie’s hair and pressed in hot waves against her cheeks. Thane’s words chased after her, but she kept her eyes on the horizon and clamped her mouth shut firmly. She’d be damned if she’d smile.

 
 
 

“So what is it with you and the ranch all the time?” Mary Theresa asked a few days later. She was standing with her back to the bathroom, her head twisted so that she could see the reflection of her backside in the full-length mirror. Elton John was singing in the background, his voice muffled. Clothes were thrown everywhere, including over the speakers of Mary Theresa’s stereo.

Maggie, lazing on the small of her back in a director’s chair with Mary Theresa’s name scripted across the back, propped the heel of one bare foot on the corner of her sister’s bed. While waiting for Mary Theresa, she thumbed through the latest edition of People magazine. They were sharing their mother’s BMW today, which meant that Mary Theresa, because she had “tons of errands,” would drop Maggie off at the ranch.

Maggie made a point of looking at the clock on Mary Theresa’s cluttered night table, then swung her gaze in her sister’s direction. From her vantage point she saw Mary Theresa’s face reflected in the mirror. “I like the ranch. I’m supposed to be there in twenty minutes for a riding lesson.”

“I know, I know, we’ll make it.”

“I could just take the car.”

“Forget it. Besides, there’s more to you running out there all the time than just because you take lessons and seem to like the smell of horses.” Mary Theresa’s eyebrows were drawn together, and deep little creases marred the skin between them. “This hangs all wrong. Doesn’t drape,” she said, disgusted with the gauzy pink dress that fell from her shoulders to her knees. “The designer must be a moron.”

Maggie thought the dress looked fine. “Maybe you should wear a bra under it,” she offered, as Mary Theresa’s breasts and nipples were visible through the sheer fabric.

“I will, stupid, when I go out, but a bra won’t affect how the back hangs.”

“Sure it will.” Maggie couldn’t help egging her sister on and felt more than a little satisfaction when Mary Theresa, rolling her eyes, let the dress drop, struggled into a bra, and zipped up again. “See.” She glanced at the clock. She was really going to be late, if M.T. didn’t get a move on. “It’s fine now. Let’s go.”

“Okay, okay,” Mary Theresa said sighing. “So you were right. It looks better.”

“It looks great.” No reason to lie.

Mary sent her a sly glance. “You know, you could do something a little more feminine sometimes.”

Maggie lifted a shoulder and thumbed through the magazine. “I suppose.”

“It wouldn’t hurt.” She adjusted the neckline again and smiled at her reflection. “Especially if you’re trying to impress some boy.”

“I’m not.”

“Oh, sure, and you’re hanging out at the stables just because you’re so into horses.”

“I like to ride,” Maggie said without a trace of enthusiasm.

“Uh-huh.” Sighing, Mary Theresa undressed and, wearing only her panties and bra, hung the pink dress on a hanger. “I think you’ve got a boyfriend out there.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Maggie paused to look at a slick, black-and-white picture of Princess Anne astride a thoroughbred sailing over a hedge.

“Just tell me it’s not that cowboy who delivered you here the other day.”

“It’s no one,” Maggie lied, and hoped her expression didn’t give her away. She couldn’t tell Mary Theresa about Thane, about how she couldn’t stop thinking about him, about the way her heartbeat elevated each time she saw him. No. Instinctively she realized that if Mary Theresa had a hint that she was attracted to him, there would be a price to pay. A dear one. She tossed the magazine aside and found her boots.

“Oh, right.” M.T. slid into a pair of black shorts and a red tank top. As she was stuffing the hem of her shirt into the waistband of the shorts, she said, “You never asked me any more about Mitch.”

Oh, God. “Mitch isn’t one of my favorite topics.”

“Good. Because there’s nothing going on, you know.” Mary avoided Maggie’s eyes as she found a rubber band and a couple of clips. With one clip in her mouth, she deftly wound her hair into a French braid that she snapped off with the rubber band and pinned to her head.

“I didn’t think there was.” Maggie forced her feet into her boots.

Mary flashed her thousand-watt smile as she sprayed her hair and shoulders with perfume. “Okay, end of subject.”

Amen, Maggie thought, and wished she believed it. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

Mary twisted off the radio and they headed outside.

The ride to the stables was thankfully short and silent. Mary Theresa, ten miles above the speed limit, had the radio blaring and drove with one hand; the other, casually holding her cigarette, hung out the driver’s side window. She was careful to turn her head and exhale out the window as well.

“Mom knows you smoke,” Maggie observed as they turned off on the lane to the ranch. The BMW bucked and bounced down the gravel lane, its underbelly scraped by weeds growing in the center strip between the twin ruts made by hundreds of tires over the years.

“So?”

“I don’t know why you try so hard to hide it.”

Mary Theresa slowed and tossed her sister a look that silently called her an idiot. “There are lots of things Mom and Dad don’t know about me. That’s the way I like it.”

“Fine. I was just saying—”

“Okay, I’ve heard the lecture before.” Angrily, Mary Theresa stood on the brakes, and the car slid to a stop near Flora’s garage. “I don’t need to hear it again.”

“I didn’t mean that—”

“Forget it.”

“No—”

“Just get out, okay?” Mary Theresa was really ticked off. “You know, Maggie, I’m sick and tired of your holier-than-thou attitude.”

“Get real.”

“You know, I’ll bet you’re out here doing it with some lowlife cowboy!”

“What!” Maggie’s jaw dropped open. She gaped at her twin in disbelief. “I’m not—”

“Well, if you’re not, then quit hanging out here. Find a boyfriend and grow up, will ya?”

Maggie’s blood started to boil. She held her tongue. No reason to get into it. She reached for the door.

“You could do better,” Mary Theresa said, “than some piss-poor hired hand who—”

“Who isn’t related to me?” Maggie cut in, her temper boiling. “Sorry. But I think our cousin or brother or what-ever-you-want-to-call-him is taken.” She said it without thinking, and Mary Theresa’s face drained of color. She gasped and could barely speak.

“I’m not…I mean I—”

Maggie climbed out of the car. She was already regretting her sharp tongue even though Mary Theresa had asked for it. “I’ll find a ride home.”

“Oh, God, Maggie, please, it’s not—” A tear started to drip from beneath the edge of Mary Theresa’s sunglasses. But Maggie wouldn’t listen. She slammed the door shut and stormed down the short hill to the paddock near the stables. Why had she let Mary Theresa draw her into an argument? Why? Why hadn’t she kept her damned mouth shut?

Thane sauntered out of the stables. A half smile was tacked onto his face, softening the contours of his square jaw. “Bad day?”

“Don’t ask.”

He whistled under his breath. “Okay, I won’t. From where I stand, you’ve got a pretty good life, princess.”

“You don’t know anything,” she retorted, then saw a light of amusement fire in his cool gray eyes. That damned self-satisfied smile didn’t move an inch. “And I’m not a princess.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You’re a saint.”

“Enough!”

He chuckled. “Whatever you say.” He shoved his hands into the front pockets of grimy, nearly threadbare jeans. “You’re the boss.”

Her head snapped up, and she started to argue. “I’m nothing of the sort—” But she stopped short when she noticed the twitch of his lip, the crinkling of the corners of his eyes. What was it today? Something in the air that convinced people to pick a fight with her? “You ready?”

“Always.” His voice had lowered a bit, and she felt a prickle of anticipation run across her skin, like the breath of the wind touching her intimately, but there wasn’t the slightest breeze moving the leaves of the trees.

Thane’s gaze shifted just as she heard the crunch of sandals on gravel. His eyebrows lifted a fraction as he stared over Maggie’s shoulder and his interest shifted from her. She felt it. As she had a hundred times before. She didn’t have to turn around to sense that Mary Theresa was approaching. “Thought you might need this,” she said, as Maggie looked over her shoulder.

Swinging saucily down the hill, she held out Maggie’s oversized suede bag, the one with long fringe and a shoulder strap.

“Thanks.” Maggie swiped it from her sister’s outstretched hand.

Mary Theresa smiled as she looked past Maggie to Thane. “Hi, I’m Maggie’s sister, Mary Theresa.”

“Thane Walker.”

“The horse trainer?” she asked as if she’d listened raptly to everything about him.

“Sometimes.”

She laughed gaily. “And other times?”

“I do a little of everything.” He lifted a broad shoulder and Maggie wished for once that he didn’t look so damned sexy, that his tanned arms weren’t visible, that his eyes weren’t such an intense shade of gray blue, that he didn’t appear so raw and masculine and…interested in her sister. Maggie felt, as she had all of her life, as if she had suddenly disappeared.

“So you’re giving Maggie a lesson today?”

One of Thane’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s the plan.”

“Think you could teach me how to ride?”

Maggie nearly fainted. Mary Theresa wanted to ride a horse, the same animal that she had called “stinky, obnoxious, and just plain boring?”

“You wanna learn?”

“I might.” A dimple creased Mary Theresa’s cheek.

“Then I ‘might’ be able to teach you.”

“Good.”

“Set it up with Flora.” Thane’s interested gaze swung back to Maggie. “Right now, I think you and I should get to it.”

“Right,” she said dully.

“Bye!” Mary Theresa lifted a hand and wiggled her fingers, then turned and swung up the hill. Thane glanced briefly at her, then back to Maggie.

“You didn’t tell me you had a twin.”

“Didn’t see a reason to.”

“She’s pretty.”

Maggie’s heart sank, and she wondered what she was doing here.

“Almost as pretty as you.”

Her head snapped up. “Sure,” she said automatically before she saw that he was being serious, no smile curved his lips, no flicker of amusement danced in his eyes.

“You don’t think so.”

“I don’t worry about it one way or the other,” she lied, though she felt a warm glow inside that she would, under no circumstances, let him see. She’d gotten compliments before, plenty of them, but this was different; she sensed Thane Walker didn’t hand them out casually. He didn’t seem the kind of man to say a kind word just to see her reaction or because he wanted something more from her.

“Just thought you should know.”

“Why?” She couldn’t help asking.

Appearing skeptical, he hitched his chin toward the parking lot, where Mary Theresa was climbing behind the wheel of the BMW. She tore out of the lot. “Because I get the feeling that she might run roughshod over you.”

“No way,” Maggie said, the backs of her ears burning.

He didn’t say anything else, just got down to the business of teaching her how to command the horse. Riding bareback, she tried to listen to his instructions as he explained about holding the reins in gentle hands that not only told the horse what she expected but also felt her mount’s hesitation or determination. She went through the motions of turning Ink Spot in several different gaits, but her mind wandered, and she was more aware of the back of Thane’s neck as he looked downward, how the cords supporting his head stood out, or the way his hair fell over his eyes, only to be pushed aside by an impatient hand, or the sensations he caused when he touched her briefly, fleetingly, when he adjusted the position of her fingers as she held the leather straps. Rough, callused, dirty hands guided hers.

“Just hold like this—no, a little more tightly,” he said, his voice low and commanding as his hands covered hers.

The back of Maggie’s throat turned to cotton. “Like this?”

“Yeah, but don’t squeeze the hell out of ’em. Remember, this is how you’re communicating with Ink Spot. She has to feel that you mean business without scaring her. Intimidation that earns her respect. Here.” He patted the animal’s thick neck and in one swift move swung up behind Maggie.

She nearly jumped out of her skin.

“Let me show you.” Strong arms surrounded her, big hands clasped over hers, and the wall of his chest was pressed firmly to her spine. She couldn’t move and tried not to notice that his legs were formed intimately to hers, the fronts of his longer jeans-clad thighs hot against the backs of her bare legs and knees. His booted feet dangled longer than hers, but the hard pressure of his fly rode steady against her buttocks.

New sensations stole through her blood, turning it hot, causing sweat to dampen her skin. Images that had nothing to do with guiding horses galloped through her mind, and she thought as she held her breath that she might pass out.

“Here.” Holding her hands over the reins, he clucked to the horse.

Ink Spot resisted at first, but Thane urged her forward by moving his legs. His breath was hot against the back of Maggie’s neck. She swallowed hard as the mare broke into a gallop, and Thane’s free arm encircled her waist, holding her close, keeping them both astride and riding in unison. She sucked in her stomach, felt a tingling in the deepest part of her, and tried like crazy to keep her mind on anything but the hardness pressed against the base of her spine and the dizzying images that teased her mind.

“Like this,” he said, leaning forward so that his chin bridged her shoulder and his head was next to hers. His hands moved subtly with the reins, and the horse responded, turning in a smooth arc to the left, dark ears flicking as if searching for more clues from the two riders. “You try.”

She nearly dropped the reins, but forced her hands to take control, to mimic his commands as he held tightly to her, and the buildings of the ranch, the stables, barn, garage swept by in a dizzying blur. Her heart and head pounded, her blood pumped through her veins wildly, and she wondered what it would be like to kiss him, to feel his hands on her body…Oh, God, she was hot.

“There ya go, now ease up a bit.”

Automatically she relaxed and let the reins slip through her fingers.

“Whoa—not so much. That gives her too much head, and you’ll have no control.” Again he grabbed hold of Maggie’s hands. “Firm but not hard, see? Show her what you want.”

Maggie nodded, felt his head turn and his eyes study her face. For a split second she thought he might kiss her, might tip her chin with one strong finger, forcing her to twist her neck so that he could capture her lips with his. Her heart thundered, her pulse skyrocketed, and she stared straight ahead, seeing nothing, sensing his gaze lower to her shoulders and chest, rising and falling with each one of her ragged breaths. “I—I see,” she said, nodding slowly, trying to clear her head, but as long as any inch of his skin touched hers, rational thought proved impossible.

“Good. Whoa.” He pulled gently up on the reins, Ink Spot slowed, and he swung to the ground easily. Maggie nearly lost her balance. “Now, you try. Yourself.”

Oh, yeah, right, she thought, but managed to encourage the piebald to a trot, somehow handle the reins though she felt as if she were all thumbs, and guide the horse around the paddock while keeping her seat. Fence posts and clumps of dry grass marked her progress; horseflies hovered in the air.

Thane stood, long legs apart, arms folded over his chest, eyes trained on her every move. His shoulders stretched the seams of his faded blue T-shirt, his biceps bulged, and she thought then that he was probably the sexiest man on the planet.

“Better.” He nodded, his eyes narrowing as he watched, his lips compressed, that blond-streaked hank of hair falling into his eyes. “Definitely better. Work on it.”

“I—I will,” she promised, and wondered why he made her feel like a schoolgirl. Checking his watch, he flashed her a smile guaranteed to break a young girl’s heart. “Class is over.”

“Good.”

“Wanna do it again next week?”

Yes! “Probably.”

“Let me know.”

“I will,” she promised, knowing that she’d work extra hard at her job, collect as much money as she could in tips and wages, just to spend an hour this close to him. It was crazy, she realized as she turned Ink Spot toward the open gate and the arid fields beyond. He was too old for her. Way too old. And he was a stranger—a kind of mystery man from Wyoming somewhere. A cowboy who’d probably been kicked out of high school before he’d graduated and had never so much as set one foot inside a university. Her parents would faint if they thought she was interested in this guy—a lowlife from the wrong side of the tracks.

But Maggie couldn’t help herself. She found Thane Walker downright fascinating, and, for the first time in her seventeen years, she didn’t give a damn what her mother, father or even Mary Theresa thought. This time, she was going to make her own decisions about her life, and the devil could damn well take his due.



















Chapter Eight
 



A few days later, Maggie was still troubled, her mind jumbled with thoughts of Thane and her splintered family. Each day the tension seemed worse, and she sought solace as she rode through Flora’s acres alone even though she sensed a storm approaching.

The creek bed was dry, littered with rocks, not so much as a trickle of water or muddy patch indicating that water ever ran through this part of Flora’s ranch. Astride a fidgety Ink Spot, Maggie surveyed the chasm that cut through the parched acres and tried to imagine it with water bubbling and rushing over the stones, with insects skipping on the surface and tadpoles congregating in the deeper pools, but all she saw was dirt clods, clumps of dry grass, and dead, dust-dry leaves.

Clucking her tongue to the horse, she tried to shake off her bad mood, but found it wedged firmly in her psyche. As oppressive as the clouds that gathered in the sky, the feeling that something cataclysmic was about to happen weighed heavily in her heart.

Ever since she’d seen Mitch and Mary Theresa together, she’d felt this, the premonition that all hell was about to break loose, and the thick, roiling clouds that had blown in off the ocean hundreds of miles away did nothing to dispel her apprehension. She edged Ink Spot toward the stand of monstrous eucalyptus trees near the northeast corner of the ranch. Once in the shade, she dismounted and dusted her hands. Perching on the edge of a boulder, she looked across the canyon. Vineyards stretched over the rolling hills, row upon row of grapevines interspersed with access roads. The leaves were still lush and green, and soon the grapes would be harvested, crushed, and their juice aged in oak casks. Not that she cared. Not that she really gave a damn. Her blouse stuck to her back, and sweat seeped from her pores. Ink Spot lifted her nose to the teeniest breath of wind and snorted, shaking her head and rattling her bridle as a horsefly hovered near her head.

Biting her lip, Maggie slid off the giant rock and lay back on the prickly dry grass. Through the branches, she viewed the sky, thick with dark and troubling clouds. Her ponytail pulled at her head, and she yanked out the rubber band, then finger-combed her hair and stretched. How many nights had it been since she’d slept well? A week? Two?

Rolling over, she rested her head on her arm and closed her eyes. The drone of insects was interspersed with the squawk of a blue jay hidden in the branches overhead. She felt at peace here, more at peace than she did at home or work. Here she could escape, if only for a little while…

 
 
 

Thane finally caught sight of the piebald grazing, white-and-black tail switching at flies, riderless among a copse of scraggly oak and eucalyptus trees. With a sense of satisfaction he urged his mount, Buster, forward and ignored the spark that fired in his blood whenever he was around Maggie.

He’d known that she’d taken Ink Spot out this afternoon. Hell, he’d sensed her presence the minute she’d shown up at the ranch sometime around noon, and he’d been barely able to concentrate since. There was something about her that he found fascinating, more than that really, she was downright tempting. There were a dozen reasons he should avoid her like the plague. She was too young, a kid, not quite eighteen. She was a princess, lived in the pricey part of town, wheeled around with that snotty twin of hers in a goddamned BMW and sometimes a Mercedes. She was his boss, in a manner of speaking, and she had a smart mouth on her, the kind of girl or woman he usually detested.

Besides that, he had his own demons to deal with. He couldn’t get close to anyone and reminded himself that she was way out of his league. If she had any inkling as to his past…if anyone did…The dark part of his soul opened for a second, let in a little shaft of light, then withered away again. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t outrun his past. Sooner or later it would catch up with him.

That was the bottom line; he couldn’t get involved with a woman, especially a girl who’d been raised to expect the better things in life. It was just too damned dangerous.

And yet he’d found it impossible to stay away from her. As if she were Eve in the garden of Eden, he was tempted. Sorely tempted. To the point that just looking at her brought a stiff erection that was damned near painful as it pushed against the button fly of his Levi’s.

Lately his nights had been assailed with images of her and he’d fantasized about her, even while alone in his unmade bed, with only his hand as comfort. He’d thought about the flash of defiance in her eyes, the flush of her cheeks, curve of her mouth, and the way she chewed on the corner of her lip whenever she was nervous. Though he’d tried not to, he hadn’t been able to ignore that her breasts would fit snugly into a man’s palm or that her buttocks were round, firm, and usually tense.

Now, as he approached the shadowed grove, a black-and-white magpie screeched, its yellow beak open wide in the branches above the ridge where Maggie lay.

She was stretched out on her side, her eyes closed, and his heart seized at the thought that perhaps she’d been thrown, struck her head on a rock, and lay either dead or unconscious. Jaw clenched, he dropped the reins, dismounted quickly, and knelt at her side. “Maggie? Hey.” He touched her shoulder, felt her warm skin beneath his fingers and the prickle of desire that came with it. “Hey, kid, are you all right?”

As she roused and her eyes blinked open, he was taken with the depth of her gaze, the green of her eyes, so vibrant and alive, the dark fringe of lashes.

She let out a scream loud enough to wake the dead in the next county.

“Maggie—”

Quickly she struggled to a sitting position.

Both horses spooked, neighing nervously.

“Shh!” His fingers tightened over her shoulder, and he felt the warmth of her seep into his blood.

“Wha—oh, God!” Her hand covered the spot where her blouse closed over a top button and where, he presumed, her heart was pumping wildly. Between her splayed fingers he caught a glimpse of skin, of cleavage where the lapels gaped.

His crotch tightened painfully.

“Damn it, Walker, you scared the devil out of me!”

“I didn’t mean to, but—” He dropped his hand and felt like a damned fool. His jaw hardened, and he forced the desire that had already started burning in his blood to cool. He wanted her. Hell, he’d wanted her from the first second he’d seen her walking at the side of the road in those tight little cutoff jeans. “I thought you might’ve been thrown.”

“What? No. Thrown, but why—?” She looked as if she might be offended; her words seemed to tangle in her throat and her cheeks flushed an enticing shade of pink. “Where’s Ink Spot—?” Anxiously she scanned the ridge where boulders and late-blooming wildflowers erupted from the dusty ground.

“She’s fine.” He hitched his chin in the direction of the two horses who, calming, had begun to pick at the sparse blades of bleached grass. He told himself to back off. They were too close; it had been too long since he’d been with a woman.

“I…I must’ve dropped off.” Maggie, obviously embarrassed, stood quickly and brushed the dirt and grass from her shorts. “What time is it?”

“A little after three. You need to be somewhere?”

“No.” She shook her head and glanced at the threatening sky. “Not for a while. I’m supposed to be at work at five-thirty.”

“Then we’ve got some time.” He heard the words and silently cursed himself.

“For what?” she asked.

“Whatever it is you want, Maggie.”

She looked down at him, still squatted on the ground, and he watched her throat work. “What is it you think I want?”

“Someone to talk to.”

“Oh, yeah?” She crossed her arms over her chest as if she was about to argue with him, so he slowly rose and stood, regaining the height advantage. “Why is it you’re always telling me what I need or want?”

“You asked.”

“I know but you’re always…giving me advice. I don’t remember ever asking for any.”

“Sit down, Maggie.”

She angled her chin up and stared at him. “Why?”

He gave no answer, because he had none. Instead he linked his fingers with hers, saw denial forming in her eyes, and ignored it as he pulled them both to the ground again. Refusing to listen to the warning bells clanging in his mind, he stared into those wide, innocent, and oh-so-seductive eyes. “I’d just like to get to know you.”

She drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. Looking at him, she rested her chin on her knees and watched him with thinly veiled suspicion. “So, what’re you doin’ up here?”

He thought about lying, making up some excuse as he rocked back on his heels. There were lots of odd jobs that he could claim needed his attention—the fence, downed trees, trespassers—but he thought better of it and tried to keep his gaze from wandering along her legs, up, past the bend of her knee where her thighs disappeared beneath the ragged hemline of her shorts and the tiniest bit of panty lace was visible. “I came looking for you,” he admitted.

“For me?” She was wary, disbelief obvious in her eyes.

“Uh-huh.”

“Why?”

“You left the stable a couple of hours ago, and I thought it was time…that maybe something had happened.” And I want to make love to you. Damn it, girl, run. Run now!

“Oh.” Disappointment clouded her gaze. Her lips twisted into a little, crestfallen pout. Her teeth sank lower into her lip, and he wondered how it would feel to kiss her, to touch her, to run his hands along the smooth flesh of her arms and legs and…“Well, you found me. I’m fine. And I really think it’s time I should be going.” She started to rise, and he should have let her, just let her climb on that damned black-and-white mare and ride down the trail to the ranch house. But he didn’t.

Instinctively he reached out, the fingers of one hand surrounding her bare arm. Her muscles flexed beneath his fingers. Her head snapped up. The pupils of her eyes dilated a bit, but she didn’t draw away.

“Stay a while.”

“Why?” He saw her throat work as she swallowed. She was nervous, nervous as hell. So was he. He shouldn’t be doing this, talking to her, touching her.

“We could get to know each other.”

“Why?” Again, that damned question.

He hesitated just a second. Thought hard. His fingers tightened over her arm. “Because, Maggie,” he said, his eyes searching the jade green of hers, “because I want to.” He leaned forward just a bit, so that his face was closer to hers, close enough to sense her breath catch. “Because you want to.”

Her gaze skittered to his mouth, then back to his eyes, and the innocent desire he saw on her face was his undoing.

“I should be shot for this,” he whispered, then, with a hand to the back of her head, he pulled her forward, slanted his lips over hers, and lost himself in her kiss.

Maggie closed her eyes. She told herself not to panic as each warm, incredible sensation swept over her. Her blood was on fire, her lungs constricted, and when she felt his tongue press against the seam of her lips, she sighed, parting to him, thrilling to the feel of his tongue as it slid past her teeth, slick, wet, searching, flicking against each sensitive recess.

Warm heat, like tallow running down a burning candle, seeped through her extremities. His breathing was shallow. Ragged as the gust of wind that brought the scent of rain. He trembled as they fell back against the ground, and she moaned, unable to deny the pleasure that rippled through her. She lost sight of what was real and what was fantasy.

Somewhere a magpie cried, and a horse nickered softly, but it wasn’t here in this time and place. The here and now was filled with the scents of leather and smoke, the taste of salt on skin, the feel of callused, rough hands reaching beneath her tank top, of fingers grazing her nipples.

He kissed her hard, so hard her head spun, so hard she felt a desperate yearning deep in the most delicate core of her. She didn’t protest when he lifted her tank top from her shorts or when he bowed his head and pressed hot, wet kisses to the bare skin stretched over her breastbone. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and he nuzzled, gently at first, but harder and harder, his tongue dipping along the lacy edge of her bra.

Pulsing and hot, desire sped through her bloodstream. In the back of her mind she told herself that she should stop this now, before it was too late, but the words died in her throat, and all that escaped her lips were soft, anxious moans.

She sighed as he lifted one breast from its lacy cup to run a rough thumb across her already-aching, button-hard nipple.

“I want you,” he admitted, and the words sounded ripped from his throat. “I’ve wanted you from the first second I laid eyes on you.”

“No—”

“Shh, Maggie, it’s true, and I hate it.” He breathed across her bared breast, and she gasped, then, slowly, his eyes locked with hers, he took the nipple into his mouth and kissed it as if he’d never stop. Deep inside she started to throb. With his tongue, teeth, and lips, he tasted and teased, causing the world to spin and desire to thrum around her. The interwoven branches of the trees overhead became indistinct, the clouds farther up dark and sensual.

With deft, practiced fingers he removed her bra, his hands skimming her skin, his mouth following close behind. She smelled the scent of rain, felt the first drizzling raindrops as he buried his head in her naked abdomen, and she felt his breath on her navel.

“Is it all right?” he asked, slipping the button of her waistband through the buttonhole.

“Is—Is what—?” She couldn’t think, gulped back words, couldn’t stop.

He gave a tug. The button fly opened with a sharp report of snaps. She felt moist between her legs and knew somewhere in the deepest recesses of her brain that she was about to step over a line that could never be recrossed, that going any further was more than dangerous, it was playing with fire. But the feel of his tongue and lips caressing her skin, breathing flames across the sheer cotton of her panties, creating a swirling warmth deep in the center of her, made the words of denial die in her throat.

A part of her loved this man. Another part was curious about him. Another part was scared beyond reason, and the last, that very intimate part of her, wanted desperately to break down the walls of girlhood and embrace becoming a woman.

His teeth tugged at the elastic of her panties and she swallowed hard as both the tattered cutoffs that had guarded the scrap of cotton lace and the panties themselves were slipped easily off her body. Cool moist air caressed her skin while skillful hands parted her legs and a man she barely knew, a man she had fantasized about, a man whose mystery and irreverence had touched her soul, began to kiss her as intimately as any lover dared.

She moved against him, moaned at his ministrations, and wanted more. Her fingers curled in the soft ground, the wind sighed overhead, and she began to writhe.

God help me, she thought wildly, perspiration mingling with the dewy rain. A rumble swept over the hills, and, as the first spasm hit her, she cried out, her voice low, guttural, unlike her own. And then he came to her. Shedding his clothes as easily as he had shucked his hands-off persona, he kicked off boots and jeans, threw off his T-shirt, and slipped upward, through the bridge of her knees until he was kissing her on the lips again and his hard thighs pressed hers farther apart.

“Maggie,” he said, looking into her eyes as she felt his erection, hard and thick, brush against her. “I didn’t mean…Oh, God…I…” His gaze caught in hers. The rain started to fall in fat drops, and before another word was spoken, he thrust. Deep. Hard. To a point that pain blinded her and she gasped.

“Oh, hell, I—”

She moved then. By feminine instinct. And he groaned, the apology that was forming on his lips cast to the wind. His arms surrounded her, and he drew her close, his lips claiming hers in anxious, wild abandon as he withdrew and thrust, over and over again, easing the pain, creating a whirlpool of hot, wet need that surpassed the ache.

And she moved with him. Her body slick with rainwater, her blood on fire, her mind splintering as faster and faster he stroked, pushing her—them—into a place she’d never been. She cried out as the first convulsion ripped through her. A loud primal roar answered her. Thane’s face contorted as if in pain. He collapsed atop her spent, sweating, and gasping. She held him tight, tears glistening in her eyes, raindrops collecting on her skin.

He lifted his head and kissed her tears away. A tortured shadow passed through his gray-blue eyes. “For the love of God, Maggie Reilly,” he said as rain ran down his chin and dripped on her bare breast, “what the hell am I gonna do with you?”

“Funny, I was wondering the same thing.” She offered a tentative smile.

He laughed then and kissed her again. Despite the rain, the wind shimmering in the trees, and her lingering doubts, she wound her arms around his neck, opened her mouth, felt his body rub against hers and, closing her eyes, she gave herself to him all over again.

 
 
 

“Okay, so I get it,” Mary Theresa confided a couple of weeks later as she wheeled the BMW into the parking lot of Roberto’s restaurant. Olive trees shaded the long low building, and a laurel hedge separated the street from the parking lot. Traffic whizzed by on the busy street.

“Get what?” Maggie grabbed her purse and apron, then shouldered open the passenger-side door of the BMW. A gust of hot air shot through the interior of the car, stealing the breath from the air conditioner.

“Why you’re so crazy for the cowboy.” As the radio blasted, Mary Theresa, wearing her favorite pair of designer sunglasses, scrounged in her purse, retrieving a pack of cigarettes and her lighter.

Maggie’s heart jolted. The last person she wanted to know that she was involved with Thane Walker was her sister. She remembered Thane’s comments about Mary Theresa. She’s almost as pretty as you. The one man in the universe who thought so. She warmed inside at the compliment, remembered making love to him in the rain, or in the barn, or anywhere they happened to be, then shook her head as she stepped out of the car. “I’m not crazy about anyone.”

Mary Theresa clicked her lighter shut and drew in hard on her Virginia Slim.

“Oh, yeah, like I haven’t seen that look before. You’re in love with him all right.”

“In love?” Maggie repeated, upset. How could she have been so transparent? “That’s nuts, M.T.”

“Maybe, but there it is,” she said in a cloud of smoke. Angling the rearview mirror down to catch her reflection, she patted at the edge of her lips where her peach-colored gloss had found the nerve to smudge. She opened her mouth in a perfect oval, then wiped away the excess. How could anyone, especially Thane, think Maggie was prettier than her sister? “Anyway, I know I put him down, but I figured out what you see in him. He’s kind of a bad-boy type, right? A rogue, the kind of guy that if Mom and Dad knew you were seeing him, they’d both shit. Right?”

“No, I—”

“Oh, come on.” Mary Theresa looked over the tops of her sunglasses, pinning her sister with her knowing green eyes as Maggie stood with the passenger door swung wide. M.T.’s voice dropped an octave and was barely discernible over the rush of traffic and the pulsing beat of a tune by Bruce Springsteen. “We both know about temptation, about being turned on by things we shouldn’t, about…” She lifted a shoulder. “Living a little. My shrink would call it rebelling.”

“I’m not—”

“Sure you are.” Mary Theresa’s gaze was steady. “We both are.”

“Wait a minute—”

“You wait a minute, Maggie. I know how you feel. I understand you better than anyone else in the world. We’re twins, remember. Supposedly you heard me when I cried out in my mind—though I still can’t figure that one.”

“I—” Maggie tied the burgundy-colored apron around her waist with nervous fingers.

“Somehow you heard me or read my mind or whatever you want to call it.” Mary Theresa shook her head in wonder. “I don’t know how or why, but you did. So, trust me, I can feel things about you, too. And you’re falling in love with Thane Walker. Whether you want to or not. So—could you close the door? I’m late.”

Maggie nudged the door closed with her knee. Mary Theresa, cigarette clamped firmly between her peach-tinged lips, threw the BMW into reverse, shoved her sunglasses onto the bridge of her nose with one finger, and turned to look over her shoulder as she backed out of the parking space.

“Don’t forget to drop the car off…” Maggie said, but Mary Theresa had already flipped on the blinker and gunned the sports car into traffic. Great. For a reason she couldn’t explain, Maggie felt as if the trouble she sensed on the horizon had just taken a giant step closer.

 
 
 

Maggie, dead tired from her shift, walked out of the restaurant at eleven and, after a quick view of the parking lot, wanted to strangle her twin. Mary Theresa had forgotten her again, she thought, when she didn’t spy the BMW parked anywhere in the lot. “Damn you, M.T.,” she muttered, intent on going into the restaurant and calling the house.

She’d gotten as far as the door when she saw her father’s red Mercedes speed into the lot.

Dad was behind the wheel.

Maggie’s guts clenched.

Something was up.

And it wasn’t good.

Frank Reilly stopped the car by the front entrance and Maggie braced herself. Her father’s expression was as dark as the night. His jaw rock-hard, his lips beneath his mustache white with repressed anger.

Terrific.

She slid inside, closed the door, and felt her father’s anger radiating in unspoken waves as he jammed his pride and joy into Drive.

“What happened? Where’s Mom’s car?” Maggie asked, her feet aching from the long hours of standing, walking, and carrying tubload after tubload of dirty dishes into the kitchen.

“In the garage.”

Something was definitely up.

“My God, what is that odor?” he demanded.

“Garlic…spices…it gets on my shoes.”

“Well, roll down the window, will you?”

She opened the window, and cool night air raced into the posh interior.

“Is there a reason you picked me up?” she asked, cringing as she reached down, slid one pump off with the toe of the other, and massaged her foot.

“I thought you and I should talk. Alone.”

Uh-oh. Her stomach tied itself in painful knots. This was no good. No good at all. “About?” She tried to sound calm and nonchalant, as if her father picked her up from work every night.

“About what’s going on, Maggie, and don’t start denying anything before I start talking.”

Maggie’s mind was spinning in circles, and none of the images that flashed by were good.

“Your mother and I…we’re afraid that one of you girls is involved with some boy, that you’re seeing him behind our backs. That you might be getting yourself into trouble.”

She froze. Just stared straight ahead at the taillights of the car in front of them. Well, no one had ever accused Frank Reilly of being subtle.

“So, Maggie, what do you have to say?”

“Nothing. There is no boy, Dad,” she lied, then decided it wasn’t really a fabrication. Not really. Thane wasn’t a boy. She ran her finger nervously along the window ledge.

“What about Mary Theresa?”

Her throat closed, and she had to force the words out as her father slowed for a red light. The car idled, and Maggie wished she could disappear. “I, uh, I don’t know. She was going with Brad a while ago.”

“Your mother said they broke up.”

Oh, great. For the first time in three years it seemed her mother had been paying attention. “I, I don’t know.” Her palms began to sweat and itch.

“She doesn’t talk to you?”

“Not all the time.” Maggie lifted a shoulder as if to deny the topic, but she knew her father wasn’t buying it.

“It’s the damnedest thing.” Disgusted, he slapped on the blinker and cruised through an intersection as the light turned amber.

“What?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. Just a feeling I’ve got. That little fiasco with the booze and the hot tub a few weeks back was just part of it; there’s something going on, I can feel it and”—he slid her a determined glance—“I want to know what it is.”

“There’s nothing, Dad.”

“Fine.” He pressed on the garage-door opener clipped to the Mercedes’ visor. “I guess I’ll just have to talk to Mitch. Maybe he’ll give me a straight answer.”

Maggie bit her tongue and slid into her shoes. She was out of the car before her father had set the emergency brake. Quickly she walked into the house. Through the kitchen and past the family room where her mother was seated, drink in hand and watching the Tonight Show. The host was interviewing some superthin model Maggie didn’t recognize.

”’Night, Mom,” she said.

“Good night, honey.” No slurred speech. “See ya in the morning.”

“Okay.” Before her father followed her inside, Maggie hightailed it to the bedroom, where she stripped off her apron and matching tie, tossing them both on her unmade bed. She didn’t want to deal with her parents and their suspicions or anything else. She was bone tired and was intent on taking a shower, throwing herself into bed, and falling immediately asleep.

She closed the door behind her, stacked the curled dollars and handful of change that constituted her tips for the evening on a corner of the bureau, and opened the door of the bathroom. Mary Theresa was waiting, sitting on the counter, her eyes wide and round, the smell of smoke hanging in the air.

“Did Dad talk to you?” she asked.

“Yeah.” Maggie unzipped her skirt. “Oh, yeah.” The black mini fell in a pool onto the tile floor.

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing.”

“Good.” Mary Theresa hopped off the counter and plowed the fingers of both hands through her hair. “This is such a mess. He suspects something is going on.”

“I know,” Maggie whispered, glancing at the door to her room. What if her father followed her? She turned on the spray of the shower, as much to mute their voices as let the water heat. She flipped on the radio that sat on the counter and turned up the volume. Over a DJ’s voice spouting a news update about an accident on the freeway, she said, “He’s going to talk to Mitch.”

“Oh, God.” Mary Theresa sat on the edge of the toilet and buried her face in her hands. “It looks so bad. Even though nothing happened between me and Mitch.”

“Don’t say anything.” Shedding bra and underpants, Maggie stepped into the shower, felt the needles of hot water against her skin, and closed her eyes. All her muscles seemed to melt as she lathered slowly. Mary Theresa hadn’t taken her advice and was babbling on, but Maggie couldn’t make out her words, didn’t care. She just wanted a few minutes of peace.

It wasn’t going to happen. Not tonight. The second she twisted off the spray, grabbed a towel, and stepped out of the tub/shower, Mary Theresa started in again. “You could tell Mom and Dad about Thane,” she suggested.

Maggie nearly fell through the floor. Her hair dripping, the towel half-wrapped around her torso, she stared at her twin as if Mary Theresa had lost her mind. “Are you crazy?”

“It would be easier to explain.”

“No.” Maggie had, in the past, gone along with her sister on most of Mary Theresa’s harebrained plans, but she wasn’t going to sacrifice herself this way.

“What does it matter?” Mary Theresa was warming to her plan; didn’t seem to think that exposing the fact that Maggie was seeing Thane on the sly was anything close to a problem.

“It matters.”

“He’s just a cowboy.”

“That’s not the point.” Maggie ran a comb through her hair and winced as the teeth caught in a tangle. With a hand towel, she rubbed a clear spot in the steaming mirror and tried to see her reflection as a current pop artist’s voice filled the room.

“Come on, Mag—”

“No!” Maggie worked on her hair, dragging the comb through her wet, wavy tresses. “Ouch.”

“Just listen—”

Knuckles rapped soundly on the door to Maggie’s room. “Girls?” Bernice’s voice was loud enough to be heard over the radio. “When you’re dressed come into the family room. Your father and I want to talk to you.”

“Shit!” Mary Theresa whispered, her face draining of all color.

“Girls? Did you hear me?”

“In a minute,” Maggie yelled.

“Well, hurry up. It’s late.”

“Oh, God, what will we do?” Mary Theresa asked, her hand to her mouth. “If they figure out—”

Maggie was sick inside. The images of the hot tub rolled through her mind. “You and Mitch, you didn’t—”

“No!” Mary was shaking her head furiously. “Okay, it got close, but we didn’t.” Her face wrinkled. “It was stupid, I know. Just messin’ around, drinking too much, and…oh, God, Maggie, you’ve got to believe me.” Tears were running down her cheeks, and she swiped them away with the back of her hand. Mascara smudged on her cheeks, and her eyes appeared sunken. In a matter of seconds she seemed to have aged ten years. “Please,” she begged.

Maggie’s fingers tightened around the rattail of the comb.

“I’ll do anything for you, if you just tell Mom and Dad that it was you. That you and Thane—”

The plastic comb broke. Maggie knew she was being a fool, manipulated by the master, but she had no choice. If her folks had any inkling, any idea that there was even the tiniest hint of incest…Her stomach clenched as the word burned through her brain. “Okay. Okay.” She walked into her room, found a pair of panties in her top drawer, stepped into them, and let the towel drop onto the floor. She scrounged around on the foot of the bed until she found her bathrobe and slid her arms through the sleeves. Cinching the belt tight around her waist, she looked at Mary Theresa, who stood in the doorway to the bathroom working at scrubbing off the evidence that she’d been crying. “Let’s go.”

Together, their silent evil pact hanging between them, they headed toward the family room. Maggie braced herself, steeling her shoulders, determined to take her parents’ wrath rather than have the family torn apart because Mitch and Mary Theresa were morons with the morals of alley cats.

She thought fleetingly of her own actions, of lying about what she was doing at the ranch, of the times she’d been with Thane in the woods, the fields, or the hayloft of the stables. Her skin tingled, and she flushed a little. Her parents would grill her and her father would probably threaten Thane, order him to stay away from Maggie. Forever.

Pain split her heart. How could she do it? How could she sacrifice something so wonderful as the love she felt for this man? Her throat tight, her feet feeling like lead weights, she followed Mary Theresa into the family room and saw the censure in their father’s eyes as he stood near the fireplace, his shoulders stiff, his spine rigid, his face the mask of a drill sergeant. “I want answers, girls. Straight ones.” He motioned to the leather couch. “Sit.”

“Frank,” their mother said. She was seated in her favorite wing-backed chair, one foot resting on an ottoman. “There’s no reason to be hostile.”

“They’re lying and Mitch—” He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and nodded as if he were slowly counting off the seconds. “Where in tarnation is that boy?”

“Who knows?”

“It’s well after midnight.”

“He’s nineteen, Frank.”

“Well.” Taking a deep breath, Frank Reilly lowered his head and skewered his two daughters with one frightening, determined gaze. “Maggie. Mary Theresa. Would one of you tell me what’s going on here? Who’s the boy?”

Maggie sank onto one leather-bound cushion. Inside she was shaking and quivering and her lips were suddenly so dry they felt as if they would crack. Mary Theresa perched on the edge of the couch and stared at Maggie, silently encouraging her.

“Well?” Their father’s face was florid, his eyes shining black beads that didn’t show a glimmer of empathy.

Maggie swallowed hard. She opened her mouth and forced the hated words over her lips. “It’s…It’s me, Dad. I have a boyfriend.”

“Oh.” Was there a twinge of relief in his voice?

“You?” Their mother took a sip from the glass that had been sweating on the table and Maggie realized that she’d been above suspicion—the plainer tomboy of a daughter who was more interested in swimming laps and riding horses than being involved with boys.

“Y…yes. I have a boyfriend.”

“Who?” Frank demanded.

“No one you know.”

“Someone from the restaurant?”

“No.” Maggie’s guts churned painfully. “He’s—”

Brring! The phone jangled loudly. Their mother physically jumped. Frank glared at the instrument. “Who would be calling at this time of night?” Impatient and irritated, he crossed the room and snagged the receiver, cutting off the second ring. “Hello?” he nearly shouted, then paused. “Yes, yes. Frank Reilly.” All eyes in the room turned to him and witnessed the instant deterioration of a strong man. “You must be mistaken,” he whispered, his face crumpling, his broad shoulders sagging as if suddenly burdened with an incredible weight.

“Frank?” Bernice asked, her voice shaking.

Frank Reilly slumped against the wall. “No,” he whispered loudly, then more vehemently. “No! No! No!” His fist pounded on the wall.

“Frank? What is it?” Terror laced their mother’s voice. “Frank, you’re scaring me and the girls and…what? What is it?”

Maggie’s skin prickled and a dull, muted roar, the sound of waves crashing on a distant beach, caused a headache to build behind her eyes. “Dad?”

“Oh, God.” Mary Theresa began to shake.

“I’ll be right there,” he said, his voice cracking as he hung up the phone and stared at his family through eyes that shone with tears, eyes that Maggie was certain couldn’t see. “That was the police.” His voice was gruff with emotion. “It’s Mitch…they found him on the beach.” He took in a deep breath, crossed the brown sea of carpet, and wrapped his arms around Bernice. “He’s gone.”

“What?”

“He’s…oh, God, he’s dead.”

“No!” She started fighting then. “You’re wrong, they’re wrong, Frank, no. Not Mitch—”

“Shh.”

Bernice gave out a sharp keening wail that screamed through the house, bouncing off the walls, echoing in the rafters.

“No!” Maggie shook her head violently side to side. Tears filled her eyes. “I…I don’t believe it.”

“Honey, it’s true.”

Bernice, sobbing and screaming, began pounding with small, impotent fists on her husband’s chest. “Mitchell,” she cried, tears rolling down her face. “No, not Mitchell. He…he was a son to me. It didn’t matter that…that I didn’t give him birth…oh God, oh God…”

Mary Theresa sat stunned, her eyes dry and round, her face as white as death.

“There’s some mistake!” Maggie was on her feet. “Call them back, call them! Whoever called.” She reached for the phone, grabbed the receiver and, with tears streaking down her cheeks, shook the mouthpiece at her father. “Call them, Dad!”

It’s true. I feel it. Oh, God, Mitch is dead.

“What?” Maggie whirled on her sister who hadn’t moved, still sat like a statue on the couch. “How do you know?” Mary Theresa blinked and didn’t say a word.

“How does she know what?” their father asked, his lips beneath his mustache beginning to quiver slightly. Those once beady, suspicion-filled eyes had begun to glisten.

“She just said that…” Maggie let her voice fall away.

“She didn’t say a word! Christ, what’s got into you?”

Maggie’s stomach clenched. “But—”

It’s no mistake, Maggie. Mitch said he was gonna do it. Mary Theresa’s body began to shake. Her eyes held her sister’s, and without so much as a sound, she said, I think he killed himself.
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Chapter Nine
 



Thane felt no sense of homecoming, just a cold, dark certainty that his life had changed forever. With Maggie asleep in the passenger seat beside him and the gauge of the gas tank nearly on empty, he cranked the steering wheel and turned the truck into the lane leading to the heart of his ranch. Home, if you could call it that. Dawn was just cracking—spreading weak light over the flat, snow-laden acres.

Against Maggie’s protests, they’d spent five hours of the past night in a fleabag of a motel on the sagging mattresses of twin beds only a few feet from each other. Thane hadn’t slept a wink. Just knowing she was an arm’s length away had kept him awake, an erection so intense it was nearly painful, reminding him how much he wanted her. That he’d once loved her.

Hell.

It had been a long, long time ago.

A lifetime.

Now, as the blizzard chased them down and the beleaguered windshield wipers slapped time to a fading country ballad, he shoved any lingering tender thoughts of her aside. He didn’t have time for the pain of nostalgia. He’d leave that to lovesick fools who didn’t know better.

Bone tired, his bladder feeling as if it would burst from half a dozen cups of coffee, he wheeled the rig down the lane where ten inches of snow smoothed out the ruts that ran parallel to the fence posts that were his guide. No tire marks were visible, no weeds poking above the smooth white surface.

Four-wheel drive kept the wheels moving, snow packing and churning under the tires as the ranch house came into view. This little piece of land had become his sanctuary as it had once in a while been Mary Theresa’s.

Christ, what a mess. Damn Mary Theresa. His fingers tightened over the wheel, his knuckles showing white. As if he were choking his beautiful, self-centered and destructive ex-wife.

“Damn it all to hell.”

And still the snow fell.

The outbuildings of the ranch appeared through the flurries and the house, two compact stories of stone and cedar, stood dark, not a lamp lit. It didn’t matter; he was relieved to have made it this far.

But for how long? What is all this crap with Mary Theresa? Where the hell is she? For the past few days, ever since he’d come to the conclusion that she really was missing, the same questions had been racing like a brush fire through his mind, powered by caffeine and the slow-burning anger he’d always felt for that woman—the one woman who had been his wife. If it was possible, he’d love to grab hold of her narcissistic shoulders and shake some sense into that calculating, beautiful head of hers.

Whoa, pardner, she could already be dead for all you know.

Again his jaw clenched to the point of breaking and he eased off on the gas as he parked as close to the house as possible.

“Where…where are we?” Maggie asked, yawning and opening one eye. She’d been half-asleep, dozing on and off for hours. Now, with her auburn hair resting against her cheek, her eyes blinking off any lingering bit of slumber, she straightened, squinting through the foggy glass.

He’d hoped she’d aged over the years—put on weight, or shown signs of wear, but the few little lines around her eyes only added a depth to her—a maturity that he hadn’t been aware was lacking all those years ago.

God, he’d had it bad for her then. No woman, and he’d had more than a few by that time, had touched him as she had. It wasn’t so much her beauty, but her spirit that had reached him. Her razor-sharp tongue hadn’t hidden the complexity of her soul, and her sense of humor, even in those tense days, had been his undoing. He’d sensed that she’d been frightened of him, but fascinated, and though he’d told himself to forget her, to leave her alone, to keep his goddamned fantasies buttoned up and his pants on, he hadn’t been able to resist.

And it had cost him.

More than he could ever imagine.

She roused and yawned. “You said something?”

“We’re here.”

Squinting, she looked out the window. “Where exactly is ‘here?’”

“My place.”

“Your place?” She was starting to awaken, her mind clicking into gear—he saw it in the change of her expression, an adjustment from slumberous acceptance to clarified understanding. “You mean in Wyoming?”

“It’s as close as we can get right now.”

“But—”

“Look, Maggie, one of us has got to sleep and piss—not necessarily in that order.” He cut the engine and shoved on the door. Wind, as cold as an arctic blast, filled the interior. He didn’t have time for arguments and had to escape the warm confines of the truck.

“I thought we had to get to Denver. ASAP.”

“We are.” He yanked out some of his gear, and she, shooting him a glance that called him all sorts of foul things from a liar to a murdering bastard, grabbed a small bag and her purse. Together they trudged through the knee-deep snow to the porch. “Make yourself at home.” He unlocked the door, then held it open for her. “There’s a bathroom and extra bedroom upstairs, where you can crash if ya want.” He tossed her a look, and she saw the weary lines around his eyes. “I need a few hours, that’s all. Then we’re outta here.” He walked to the hallway and fiddled with the thermostat.

“Fair enough,” she said, though she didn’t like being in Thane’s house for a second. It was too personal, too close. And though warmer than the outside, it seemed cold and unwelcoming.

“The kitchen is that direction,” he said, pointing down a short hallway as he mounted wooden stairs that led to a landing before curving up to the second story. As his bootheels rang on the steps, she dropped her bag and walked to the kitchen. Small. Sparse. Just the essentials. Butcher-block countertops, cracked linoleum floor, the necessary appliances, and a table with two chairs pushed under a window that looked out across the parking yard to the barn and outbuildings.

The rest of the lower floor consisted of a living room decorated in what appeared to be cast-off or garage-sale furniture; a bedroom that had been converted into a den now equipped with a computer, modem, fax machine, floor-to-ceiling bookcases; and a bathroom.

She heard the toilet flush upstairs and the shower begin to run as she noticed the telephone/answering machine, its red light blinking. With only a slight qualm she pressed the PLAY button and heard three messages from Detective Henderson demanding that Thane phone the Denver police, another folksy greeting from someone named Howard Bailey, giving him a report on the livestock and what had happened on the ranch in the past couple of days, and one from a woman named Carrie, a friendly female voice who just asked Thane to call her back.

Maggie wondered about the woman, but shoved all thoughts of her aside as she made her way back to the kitchen. She heard the sounds of pipes and water running and decided Thane was still in the shower. Good. She needed a break from him. He was too intense, too good-looking, too much a part of her past.

Rummaging in the cupboards, she found a can of coffee on a shelf, located a much-abused coffeemaker on the counter, and set to work. While the coffee perked, she scrounged through the contents of the refrigerator, found eggs, a half loaf of bread that had seen better days, part of an onion, a couple of crisp apples, and a brick of cheddar cheese. Nothing fancy, but it would have to do.

Grating cheese and cracking eggs, she thought of Mary Theresa and her life in Denver. What did Maggie really know about her sister? She’d visited only a few times, once when Mary Theresa had married Syd Gillette, an older man who owned a string of hotels and treated his third wife as if she were one of his possessions. Mary Theresa had been younger than Gillette’s son, his only offspring, a boy who had been conceived in Syd’s first stab at wedded bliss.

Mary Theresa and Syd’s marriage hadn’t lasted a year. Since then Mary Theresa had avoided walking down the aisle.

So who else did Maggie know—who were the people associated with her sister? Eve Lawrence, Mary Theresa’s secretary, was the first to come to mind, and lately she’d worked out with a personal trainer whose name escaped Maggie. There was a boyfriend, ten years younger and a model of sorts—or had it been a tennis pro? His name had been Wayne…no, Wade, and his last name had been the name of a dog…Wade…Shepherd? No. Pomeranian, that was it. Then there was the cohost of Denver AM, Craig Beaumont. He and M.T. hadn’t gotten along. Or so she thought, but Maggie couldn’t really remember. Truth to tell, she didn’t know much about him or the other people who were involved with her sister since Mary Theresa had moved to Denver. Maggie had been wrapped up in her own life, her own problems, and her twin had always been secretive and glossed over her own.

Maggie couldn’t believe Mary Theresa was dead. Wouldn’t. Someone knew something. People just didn’t disappear without a trace. This was the age of telecommunications, for God’s sake, where the government and every creditor knew intimate details of a person’s life through his social security number, driving record, and credit-card use.

So where was M.T.?

Biting her lower lip, she sautéed onions, added the eggs, stirred, and when the mass had about congealed, threw in a couple handfuls of cheese.

By the time Thane walked down the stairs in clean jeans and a flannel shirt that was still unbuttoned, the makeshift meal was ready.

Maggie glanced at his bare chest, where there were still drops clinging to curling swirls of hair she’d never seen before, then looked away before she lost her train of thought. “You want some breakfast?” she asked, biting into an apple she’d already cut.

One side of his mouth lifted in a charming smile she would have loved to slap off his face. “Sure.” He buttoned his shirt and tucked in the shirttails.

“It’ll cost ya.”

“How much?”

“Just the truth.” She handed him a plate with a makeshift omelette and a couple slices of toast.

“Thanks.” He set his plate on the table, then poured two cups of coffee. “So what do you want to know?”

“Everything.” She took a seat opposite him and skewered him with a stare she hoped would seem intimidating.

“That’s a tall order.” His gaze darkened and in a chilling moment of déjà vu she remembered loving him years before, yet knowing that he kept secrets from her, that his past was guarded. Some things, it seemed, hadn’t changed.

“And you’re ducking the issue,” she said around a mouthful of eggs.

He ate in silence for a few minutes, chewing thoughtfully, washing down a bite of toast with coffee, then nodded as if agreeing with some inner conversation he’d had with himself. “Who called?”

“What?”

While watching her, he took a bite of toast. “You listened to the recorder, didn’t you?”

“No…I…” She wanted to lie, but figured there would be no reason. She sipped her coffee, then said, “Detective Henderson wants you to call him, some guy named Howie—”

“Howard Bailey, owns the place next door.”

“—he said everything was fine, and a woman named Carrie left a message for you to call.”

“Did she?” Again that ingratiating and irritating smile.

“Yeah.” Maggie finished her breakfast and shoved her plate aside. “So, back to the truth.”

“What is it you want to know, Maggie?” He leaned back in his chair.

“I told you—everything.”

He glanced out the window and rubbed his chin. She knew without his saying so that he was examining his soul, taking stock of the secrets and lies that had made him the man he’d become. “I’m beat to hell. You know that, so how about I check on the stock, sleep for a couple of hours, and fill you in on all the details.”

“No way. I want to know exactly why you’re involved with my sister. Why the police suspect you and—” She stopped before she crossed a line she’d never stepped over, a line she’d avoided for the better part of eighteen years.

“And?” he encouraged.

“Never mind.”

“Come on, Mag Pie,” he said, using an old, familiar endearment from years before. “Spill it.” He finished his coffee in a gulp and rolled his lips in on themselves. When she didn’t answer, he scowled. “My guess is that you want to know why I married Mary Theresa. Why, when things were so good between you and me, I took up with her?”

The room seemed to shrink. All the old doubts in her mind crawled out of their carefully locked crates. She felt eighteen again. Young, alone, betrayed. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Like hell.” He stood, tossed his plate into the sink, and reached for his jacket. “I’ll keep it simple for now, okay? It was a mistake. From the git-go. I was an idiot. You were the one I loved. But I was young and randy and didn’t think beyond the minute’s pleasure.” He slid his arms into the sleeves. “It started out as a mistake. I’d had a few too many beers and then…”

“Then you couldn’t stop yourself.”

“Nah.” He shook his head as if to convince himself. “I could have. I just didn’t want to.” His eyes held hers for a moment. “As I said. Young and foolish.” Snapping his jacket, he walked to the door, grabbed his hat, and squared it on his head. “You want a more detailed explanation, you’ll get one. Just as soon as I take care of things and catch up on a few hours’ sleep.”

Maggie watched him disappear through the door, and she mentally kicked herself a dozen times over. What did it matter? The past was ancient history. Mary Theresa had been irresistible, even to Thane. End of story.

Climbing to her feet she ignored the jab of pain she always felt when she thought of those dark days following Mitch’s death and Thane’s betrayal. It was better to put the past behind her once and for all. Right now she only had to deal with what had happened to her sister. She glanced out the window and watched as Thane struggled through the snow, then, throwing his weight behind his shoulder, forced open the door to the barn.

Maggie’s throat closed and she remembered the times they had been alone in another barn, the way his mouth felt on hers, the feel of his work-roughened fingers as they caressed her skin. “Damn it,” she growled, and tossed her dirty dish into the sink. She walked back to the den and, ignoring the flashing light on the recorder, punched out the number for her sister-in-law in California. Tapping her fingers impatiently, she waited until a groggy Becca answered.

“Hi, honey,” she said.

“Hi.” Becca wasn’t known to arise sunny-side up.

“How’re things goin’?”

“Okay,” Becca mumbled. “It’s early.”

“I know, but I wanted to talk to you.” More than you’ll ever know, kiddo. “So is the ankle okay? Does it hurt you?”

“It’s fine, Mom. Really.” There was a hint of distrust in her daughter’s voice—the innuendo that Maggie was intruding.

“I’m in Wyoming,” Maggie said, and explained about the snowstorm, though she knew Becca wasn’t listening, was just ticking off the seconds, doing time as part of her daughter-duty. When questioned about what she was doing, she was evasive but insisted that all her homework was caught up and that she was having a “super” time, “the best.” When Maggie said she loved her, Becca mumbled a “love you, too,” by rote that meant nothing other than she didn’t want to make her mother mad.

Sighing, Maggie hung up feeling uneasy and out of sorts. She needed to be with her daughter, hated the separation, even though she felt it might be best for their relationship to have a few days apart from each other.

Disturbed, she walked through the spartan house again. Hardwood floors covered with a few rugs, not a plant in sight, no photographs or mementos of any kind. A chipped hurricane lantern rested on the mantel in the living room where a timeworn rocker, end table, television, and battle-scarred camel-backed couch took up residence around a washed-out braided rug and river-rock fireplace.

She hauled her bag upstairs and found the second bedroom, where a twin bed was pushed into the corner and a simple bureau that had once been painted white stood in the corner. The bare wood floors needed refinishing, and the only picture on the wall was a framed ink drawing of a rifle. The glass was cracked in one corner.

“Home sweet home,” she muttered under her breath and twisted open the blinds. Ice had collected on the exterior of the windows, and snow blew in wild gusts. Past the flurries she watched Thane shut the door of the barn and plow his way through the path he’d broken earlier.

Her heart did a stupid little thump, and she berated herself for being a fool where he was concerned. She always had been, though. There seemed to be no changing that. Disgusted with herself, she closed the blinds, cleaned up in the bathroom, and flopped onto the bed. She heard Thane come in, listened as he made a couple of calls—she couldn’t make out the words—then closed her eyes. A small headache that began at the base of her skull and crawled upward nagged at her, and she silently prayed for her sister. Through all the pain and tears, all the feelings of betrayal years ago, she had loved her twin, felt close to her. “Please, M.T., be safe.”

She heard the sound of Thane’s footsteps as he climbed the stairs, held her breath as he walked past her door. He didn’t slow a bit, and she told herself that she didn’t want him to look in on her, that had he opened the door it would have been an invasion of her privacy, that she needed her space to think this all through. And yet a small and very feminine part of her was disappointed that he hadn’t stopped or rapped softly and tried the door.

Furious with her thoughts, she pounded on her pillow, twisted the comforter over her, and squeezed her eyes shut. She needed to sleep, to clear her mind, to wake up refreshed so that she could face the police in Denver and find out what the devil was going on.

 
 
 

Reed Henderson was on his second cup of coffee. Thankfully the caffeine was beginning to surge through his bloodstream and take hold. He’d already ducked a bevy of reporters, ignored calls from the local news stations, and even evaded the DA, who was demanding answers.

About Marquise.

A fading local star who was starting to become a cult figure. Or so it seemed. She’d never even been that famous in life, but now, with her disappearance, hers was very much the name on everyone’s lips. He doubted that anyone else cared much. She wasn’t exactly a national obsession; a couple of bit parts in B-movies in her early twenties, a stint as a weathergirl before she ended up as a news reporter for a small station in Sacramento. Then she landed the job in Denver. She’d been an anchor for one news team before jumping to a rival station as a talk-show host of a daily morning program that, according to the demographics, appealed to housewives in their mid-thirties with two years of college and pre-school-aged children.

Marquise wasn’t exactly high-profile as far as the rest of the country was concerned, but the local press and viewers had loved her. Until recently. In the past year Denver AM had fallen off in the ratings; there was talk of replacing Marquise with a younger, fresher, more with-it face or canceling the show altogether.

So much for her professional life.

However, it was better than her personal one: two husbands, a string of lovers, and a nearly estranged sister. Everyone else who had been close to her was dead. Both parents gone and even the brother—well, if he could be called that—had committed suicide. Maybe it ran in the family—though Mitchell Reilly had been only a first cousin, the son of Frank’s deceased sister who had been unmarried at the time of her son’s birth. No one had known who the kid’s father was, and when Carol had died of a genetic heart defect not long after Mitch had come into the world, Frank Reilly had stepped up to the plate and not only adopted the kid but raised Mitch as if he were his son.

Henderson frowned to himself. Marquise’s friends were an odd mix and he was still working on those.

Hannah poked her head into the open door. Behind her, phones rang incessantly over the buzz of conversation, jangle of keys, and hum of computer monitors. Every once in a while laughter erupted, or someone shouted over the din, but the small cubicles and open desks created a sense of barely organized mayhem.

A slow-spreading smile slipped across Hannah’s pointed chin, and beneath a fringe of blond bangs her eyes danced. “Guess what? The elusive ex-husband called last night.”

His head snapped up. “Walker?”

“One and the same. Called from his ranch in Cheyenne. He’s on his way here. With the sister.”

Reed’s gut told him something was wrong. “Isn’t she from a small town in Idaho?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why would they be together?” he wondered aloud. “I thought the divorce between Walker and Marquise was kinda messy—no love lost—that sort of thing. So why would the twin sister be arriving with him?” Scowling to himself, he spun the seat of the chair and stared out the window for a few long seconds, but he didn’t see the face of the building across the street, nor the few pedestrians bundled in ski jackets or long wool coats, wool hats, boots, and scarves huddled against the wind as they made their way along the sidewalk. Now, his vision was turned inward to the case—the damned case.

“Beats me. Something to ask.”

“Are they bringing the niece—what was her name?” He spun the chair again, glanced down at the notes on his cluttered desk, thought about a cigarette, and found a stick of gum in his top drawer. “Rebecca?”

“Don’t know.” Hannah leaned against the doorjamb to his office, her favorite position when they hashed things out. “Why?”

“Marquise had a lot of pictures of the kid. Almost as many as she kept on herself.” He opened the stick of nicotine-laced gum and plopped it into his mouth as he surveyed the woman who had worked with him for over three years. Attractive, smart as a whip, in good shape and, he suspected, in love with him. A mistake. They both knew it, but didn’t ever broach the subject. It was a line he never intended to cross. Too sticky. Affairs had a way of ending and ending badly. He liked this woman too much to mess things up.

And then there was Karen to consider. They were divorced, had been for years, but…he still kept her picture in the top drawer with his forty-five and empty flask that still reeked of scotch.

“We’ll see if they bring the daughter when they get here.” Folding her arms over her chest and pulling at her right earring, the way she always did when she was thinking hard, Hannah said, “You know, a lot of people close to Marquise are dead.”

“I thought about that.”

“Good. Don’t know if it has any bearing, but it’s odd, I think.” She started clicking the deceased off, lifting fingers as she counted. “First, the stepbrother dies in the ocean, suspected suicide; then the parents split up over his death, try to reconcile, and the mother ends up falling while supposedly cooking dinner in the kitchen, hits her head, and dies with a blood-alcohol level in the stratosphere.

“Next the father, Frank, bereft and broken, has himself a massive heart attack, and the two girls, barely in their twenties, are on their own. They’ve only got each other and a couple of husbands, right? Except that Mary Theresa marries quickly and divorces even faster and the other one, Maggie, she hangs in there, has a kid, then when things get rocky, separates, and the guy has a car accident, ends up in a coma, takes a while to die. According to the hospital records, Dean McCrae’s bloodstream was pure whiskey—kinda like the mom—when he was life-flighted in.” She wiggled her fingers. “That’s a lot of dead bodies for a small family. Now the centerpiece, the golden girl, is missing, probably dead somewhere.”

He reached for his baseball. Gave it a toss. “So what’re you saying?”

“Just that it gives one pause. Nothing more than that.”

“You think there was foul play involved?” The stitched ball landed softly in Henderson’s waiting fingers with Koufax’s signature rolled toward the ceiling. He flung it toward the fluorescent lights again.

Shrugging, pink lips protruding thoughtfully, she turned her palms toward the ceiling. “Probably not. Maybe just a coincidence, but any way you look at it, it’s a helluva string of bad luck.”

The ball landed in his waiting palm. “But these things happen. The brother was a screwup, the mother a drunk, the father a type A who lost it when things got out of control. As for the brother-in-law, he’s just another statistic, someone who had a few too many, got behind the wheel, and ended up in the morgue.”

“Jesus, listen to you.”

“It’s all true.”

She let out a small cynical laugh. “That’s what I love about you, Henderson. You’re so damned sensitive and empathetic.”

He ignored the jab. “Goes with the job.” He glanced at his watch. “When are they showing up?”

“Sometime this afternoon according to the message.”

“Good.” He placed the baseball in the chipped replica of the mitt, then opened the thick file on Marquise, and sifted through some of his notes until he found a copy of Marquise’s last will and testament. The document was surprisingly simple for such a complex woman. The only beneficiaries were Margaret Elizabeth Reilly McCrae and her daughter, Rebecca Anne McCrae.

Henderson couldn’t wait to talk to the ex-husband again. And the twin sister. She should be interesting.

Hannah walked into the room and rested a hip against his desk. Reaching forward, she tapped the polished nail of a long finger on the copy of Marquise’s will. “Where’d you get this?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it does; we both know it. But, well, forget the legalities of it. Right now this document doesn’t mean diddly-squat. No one’s recovered a body. The woman might not be dead.”

“Then where is she?” Reed asked, because the thought that he’d been set up, that he might possibly be a pawn in Mary Theresa Reilly Walker Gillette’s scheme stuck in his craw.

“That’s a good question, Detective,” Hannah said, as the phone jangled, catching Henderson’s attention. “A damned good question.”

 
 
 

Somewhere a door slammed. Maggie’s eyes flew open, and she focused on an unfamiliar room. Where was Becca? Her heart galumphed in a few unsteady beats before she remembered that she was at Thane’s ranch, and they were on their way to Denver. To find Mary Theresa.

She threw off the comforter and marched to the bathroom, where she splashed water on her face, finger-combed the tangles from her hair, and glared at her reflection. She managed to wipe away the smudges of mascara from under her eyes, dab on some lipstick, and toss an if-this-isn’t-good-enough-it’s-too-damned-bad look at her reflection before grabbing her things and hurrying down the stairs. She dropped her bag and purse on the floor near the front door.

Thane was in the den on the telephone. “…yeah, I know. There’re just some things I gotta take care of…we’ve been over this before, Carrie.” A pause. He turned and saw Maggie standing in the doorway. For a split second their gazes collided, skated apart, then hit again.

For an instant she couldn’t move, then gave herself a hard mental shake. This was Thane she was dealing with. Thane. The man who had taken her heart and trampled it with the worn-down heels of his damned shit-kicking cowboy boots, the man who didn’t seem to have a past, the man who had married her sister and now was a suspect in Mary Theresa’s disappearance. “I said I’d call.” He hung up and surveyed her with an intensity she found unsettling.

“Trouble in paradise?”

One side of his mouth lifted, though the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Let’s just leave it at trouble. You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

“Just let me connect with Howard. Then we’ll take off. There’s fresh coffee in the maker.” He turned back to the phone, and she left him alone. In the kitchen, she poured coffee and stood at the window. The snow had stopped, at least for the moment, but already the tire tracks that they’d left only hours before were nearly filled by drifts. Overhead, the first few patches of blue sky were visible.

She shivered as she thought about the hours ahead. What would she find in Denver and where, oh, where was her sister?

She heard the sound of Thane’s boots and turned as, shoving an unruly lock of his hair from his eyes, he appeared from the hallway.

“Okay. Howard’s on for a few more days.”

“So we can leave?”

“Yes.”

She took a last swallow from her cup, then tossed the dregs down the sink. “I think you promised me some answers.”

“That I did.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s load up. On the way to Denver I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

“Everything?” she asked, wondering if she really wanted the truth.

“Whatever your little heart desires, Mag Pie.”

If you only knew, Thane, she thought, swallowing the sudden lump in her throat. If you only knew. But this wasn’t the time for sentimentality. Too much was at stake.



















Chapter Ten
 



“Okay, Walker,” Maggie said, once they were inside Thane’s cold pickup. “Let’s start with Mary Theresa. What did you have to do with her disappearance?”

“I thought we’d already settled that one.” Thane guided his truck onto the main road. The tires slipped, spun, then held as sunlight pierced through the clouds. “I don’t know anything about what happened to her. Period. The cops seem to think otherwise.”

Maggie wasn’t convinced he was telling the truth and if the police were questioning him, there had to be a reason. A good one. The police weren’t stupid. They were used to dealing with kidnappings, murders, abductions, rapes, and every crime under the sun. “When was the last time you saw her?”

He hesitated. “The night before she disappeared.”

“Oh, God.” She felt as if someone had kicked her in the gut. “The night before?” she repeated, trying to register this information. According to Mary Theresa she and Thane hadn’t had much contact after they were divorced. They had gone their separate ways. “I don’t understand.”

His lips pursed, and she felt that same old invisible wall, a shield, rise between them. A muscle worked in his jaw and his eyes narrowed on the horizon as if he were carefully weighing his words. “We had some unsettled issues.”

“What issues?” Maggie leaned closer to the passenger door and stared hard at this man she’d loved, the one to whom she’d willingly given her virginity and heart, the one who had betrayed her so brutally that she never thought she’d love again. She wasn’t immune to him, couldn’t ignore his rugged male allure. Chiseled features, harsh as the Wyoming countryside that had spawned him, stretched tight.

“I think we’d better start at the beginning,” he said slowly.

“Always a good idea.”

“I mean at the very beginning.”

She felt a jab of apprehension, a frisson of foreboding slide down her spine, but she wasn’t one to back down. “Okay.”

“I never did explain to you what happened between Mary Theresa and me, did I?” He sent her a glance that warned her that the conversation was going to travel in painful territory.

“I don’t think I wanted an explanation.”

“Sorry, Maggie. You’re gonna get one anyway.” He shifted down for a corner, then snagged his sunglasses from the dash. “I’m afraid you’re not going to like what I have to say.”

“That’s pretty much guaranteed.” Steeling herself, she decided she could face anything. She’d spent the last eighteen years second-guessing everyone involved; now it was time to hear Thane’s side of the story.

“You and I were pretty involved, remember?”

How could she forget? Rather than show any emotion, she nodded. “I’d say so.”

“Then Mitch drowns, and all hell breaks loose.”

She couldn’t disagree. The pain that existed in her family; the fingers pointed in accusation; the disbelief that Mitchell Xavier Reilly, captain of the Rio Verde High School swim team, could have drowned; the suspicion that he’d taken his own life had infiltrated the house like a disease that gnawed at all of them, eroding the family. There was darkness then, and depression. Their mother drank more heavily, didn’t bother to hide her alcoholism; their father took up smoking again and avoided going to the office, which had always been his sanctuary—his bastion of self-esteem. Mary Theresa pretended nothing was wrong, smiling, laughing a little too loudly, wearing more makeup than usual, and avoiding the house, while Maggie turned inward, lying on her bed for hours, staring at the ceiling and fighting the insidious but oh, so real suspicion that her brother’s death had somehow been her fault. “I remember,” she said, her voice husky with the agony of the past. Those days were shadowed, emotions raw and bleeding, the house a bleak, dark tomb.

“And do you remember that you avoided me?”

Sighing, she nodded, not wanting to think about her part in the unraveling of all that she’d once held as good. “I couldn’t face you.”

“Because you threw me to the wolves.”

She nodded and ground her teeth together. She wasn’t going to take the blame for more than her fair share of what had happened. “If you’re talking about telling Mom and Dad the truth about seeing you, yeah, that’s what I did. But I didn’t know at the time that Mitch had…had drowned.” After all these years she still had trouble thinking that her adopted brother had somehow taken his own life, couldn’t believe it.

He flipped down the visor as the sun began chasing away the clouds in earnest, bright rays dancing on the pristine countryside. The road had been plowed, but the truck’s tires still spun once in a while, the truck sliding where patches of ice were hidden beneath the drifting snow. “Your dad came at me like a hound from hell.”

“He was upset.”

“Oh, no.” Thane’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, his knuckles showing white. “He was beyond upset. Way beyond. Showed up at Flora’s ranch, called me every name in the book and swore that if I ever so much as looked at you again, he’d kill me. It’s a wonder I wasn’t fired.” His mouth compressed in a silent rage that spanned the years and pulsed in the cab. “I was lucky that Flora took my side.”

Maggie picked at a hangnail. “What’s this have to do with Mary Theresa?”

“That’s just it. It didn’t start out as anything to do with Mary Theresa. But I figured you and I were through.”

Her heart squeezed at the memory.

“So, imagine my surprise when you called and told me you wanted to meet me, that you didn’t care what your folks said, that you missed me.”

She forced her hands into her pockets so she’d quit fidgeting and stared out the windshield. “I meant it,” she conceded. At least she thought she had. She remembered stealing into the den, making the call. She’d been so nervous she nearly knocked over a desk lamp, her heart pounding loud enough that she was certain her sister, sleeping down the hall, could hear its wild beat. But she hadn’t been able to stop herself from dialing him—hadn’t been able to believe that it was truly over. “Can you pick me up?” she’d asked, scared spitless at the thought that she was openly defying her parents.

Less than two weeks earlier, Frank Reilly, his upper lip quivering in rage, had specifically forbidden her ever to see “that two-bit rodeo punk” again. “If I ever catch him near you, I swear, Margaret Elizabeth, I’ll break his goddamned neck!” her father had promised her, his gaze steady, his lips compressed into a razor-thin line beneath his stiff, unyielding mustache.

For the first few days, Maggie had accepted her father’s edict—she’d never been one to defy him openly—but the week after the funeral, when the oppression in the house felt like a smothering cloak and the air-conditioning unit had given out, creating a heat that mingled with the general desperation and malaise within the thick walls, Maggie had needed to get away.

She’d been consumed by memories of making love to Thane that first time, had recalled the smell of rainwater slickening his body as he’d entered her and broken the thin veil of her virginity. She’d remembered looking up into blue eyes that seemed to mirror her own soul as he’d spilled himself within her.

Finally, Maggie couldn’t stand another second in the dark gloom of her parents’ grief, nor could she bear her sister’s fake upbeat attitude. Mary Theresa was forever shopping, buying new clothes, trying out new hairstyles, and painting her fingernails outrageous colors. Her laughter rang down the tile hallways and sounded as phony and out of place as a foghorn in the desert. But she refused to slow down, to face what had happened, and had kept herself in constant motion so that she wouldn’t feel the pain that shrouded Maggie as she’d lain on her bed, pinned by the burden of her grief.

“You’ve got to get out,” Mary Theresa insisted one day as she breezed past the pool where Maggie was listlessly swimming laps. M.T. had lost weight, and there was no vibrance to her skin, no luster in her eyes.

“I will.” Maggie dragged herself from the water and dabbed at her face with a towel.

“I mean it, Maggie, this place is like a mortuary.” Then she heard herself and let out a brittle laugh that was followed by tears falling from her eyes. “Oh, God, I didn’t mean—”

“I know.” They looked at each other and Mary Theresa’s facade of happiness cracked. Her perfectly made-up face crumpled like a empty, crushed can.

“Oh, shit, Maggie, I…I…” Her voice broke, and all at once Maggie was on her feet, feeling the hot cement under her soles as Mary Theresa fell into her arms. They clung together, crying, sobbing, holding each other up under the tonnage of anguish, the desperate heartache and guilt they each bore. “I think I killed him.”

“You didn’t.” Maggie held on tighter as Mary Theresa, her gauzy dress wet, her phony energy zapped, sagged against her.

She convulsed, her body wracked with horrible sobs. “I should never have—”

“Shh. It’s over. Let’s not talk about it.” Maggie couldn’t bear listening to any confessions now. Whatever had happened between her cousin and sister was now dead, buried with Mitch.

They rocked gently, their heads nestled in each other’s shoulders, their bodies shaking until their tears had run dry, their painful moans of grief finally silenced.

Mary Theresa lifted her head and, spying her image in the reflection of the patio door, cleared her throat and stepped out of her sister’s embrace. Swiping her eyes, brushing away tears from her red cheeks, she seemed suddenly embarrassed at her display of emotion. She sniffed and, biting her lip, looked away, as if afraid to see the pain in her sister’s eyes. “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s okay.” Maggie blinked and lifted a shoulder. “It came over me, too.”

Mary Theresa managed a false, wobbly smile as they walked inside and through the house to Maggie’s room. “Let’s just forget about all this,” she suggested, clearing her throat and running anxious fingers through her hair. “It’s just…too…too depressing.”

“Of course it is. Mitch is dead.”

“But we’re not.” Desperation and fear flashed in her eyes. All the anguish, compassion, and tenderness they’d shared on the patio vanished. Swallowing hard, she hooked a thumb, jerking it toward her chest. “I’m not.” She picked up a brush from the top of Maggie’s nightstand and ran it through her hair so fiercely it crackled as if in protest. In the reflection, her eyes found her sister’s and for a split second Maggie thought she saw a glimmer of hatred, a dark glimpse of guile that made Maggie’s blood turn to ice, but it disappeared in a flash, and she thought she’d imagined it.

“I don’t know about you, Maggie,” Mary Theresa continued, “but I can’t stand all this…this wallowing in pain and self-pity and grief. It’s not that I don’t miss Mitch, but…but I’ve got a life to live.” With that she dropped the brush, turned on her heel, and walked briskly out of the room. End of subject. End of grief. End of memories.

Maggie hadn’t been able to believe it. She’d sunk onto a corner of the bed, feeling broken and bleeding. If only she could pull herself together as easily as M.T. apparently had. Instead she’d sat motionless for nearly half an hour, the minutes ticking by as she’d reined in her pain, the bottom of her wet bathing suit dampening her quilt.

Two nights later she worked up the nerve to call Thane. She and her sister were alone in the house. Mary Theresa was asleep, their parents were out, but still Maggie perspired at the thought of getting caught. If Frank Reilly guessed his daughter was intent on crossing him, he’d ground her for the rest of her life, take away all her privileges. But Maggie didn’t care. Crossing her fingers, she prayed she would connect with Thane as she punched out his number. The phone rang four times before he answered, and her heart was going crazy, her pulse pounding in her eardrums.

”’Lo?”

At the sound of his voice, still muffled as if he’d been sleeping, her heart skipped a beat or two. She was desperate to see him again.

Since her parents had decided the ranch was off-limits for a while and she couldn’t go anywhere where she might have contact with him, she suggested that they meet after she was finished working the late shift at Roberto’s the following night. If she worked things right, they might be able to sneak away for an hour or two.

Her silly heart had soared when Thane, after listening to her plan, had said, “You’re on, Mag Pie. I’ll see ya then.”

On cloud nine for the first time since the funeral, she tiptoed to her sister’s room and shook Mary Theresa on the shoulder. She had to let her in on the scheme, as M.T. was supposed to pick her up from Roberto’s around ten. Yawning, a little grouchy from being aroused, Mary Theresa had agreed to being an accomplice before pulling her pillow over her head and falling back to sleep.

Maggie hadn’t slept a wink. The thought of seeing Thane again had been too exhilarating. She’d been up at the crack of dawn, swum laps, and even cleaned her room to keep busy; but still the day had dragged by until she arrived at the restaurant.

Everything was as it should be. Roberto’s was busier than usual for a Saturday night; families and couples crowded into the waiting area until tables were available. Maggie flew through her shift, clearing tables, carrying tubs of dishes into the kitchen, replacing silverware, filling water glasses as the hours rolled onward.

Around nine-thirty business began to slow. Nervously, she watched the entrance and at about a quarter to ten, Thane swung through the front door. Dressed in clean jeans and a wheat-colored polo shirt, he sauntered through the vestibule and scanned the connecting rooms until his gaze landed full force on Maggie. She nearly dropped the plastic tub of clean silverware wrapped in napkins she was carrying to the servers’ station. He winked, her heart soared, and, cheeks burning, she managed a ghost of a smile.

“Maggie!” Enid whispered harshly. “Table three. Step on it.”

“I’m on it,” she muttered, embarrassed and feeling all thumbs as she swiped the table clean, set out fresh silverware, checked to see that the condiment jars were filled, then adjusted the placement of wineglasses on the table, a job she could usually do blindfolded. In her peripheral vision she saw Thane walk into the bar and take control of a stool at the corner of the mahogany counter. From this vantage point, he could look over a short wall topped by planters filled with lacy ferns and view the dining area where she worked.

He ordered a beer and waited.

For the remainder of the shift Maggie was so aware of him, she had trouble concentrating. She felt his eyes upon her, anticipated spending time with him, looked forward to kissing him, and blushed when she thought of what they would eventually do together. She wanted to bury herself in his strength; to lose herself in him; and fantasizing of making love to him, she had twice filled a glass to overflowing, nearly spilling ice cubes and water on a wasp-thin woman with a severe expression and too much lipstick. Red-faced Maggie swabbed up the mess and mentally called herself several kinds of fool.

The clock inched laboriously onward and the dinner crowd thinned. Just after ten, she was pocketing her tips, untying her apron and trying to keep control of her rapidly escaping emotions. She hadn’t seen Thane in weeks, and the thought of being with him again caused her throat to turn to sand.

“See ya tomorrow,” she promised Enid and Walter, waving to them as she hurried across the foyer. Thane left some bills on the bar and climbed down from his stool. His heart-stopping smile was just stretching over his jaw when the front door of the restaurant was flung open to bang into the wall.

Maggie nearly ran into her father.

“Dad.”

“Hi, Mag.” Frank Reilly’s eyes held no hint of amusement as he stared at his daughter just long enough to tie her tongue, then sent his gaze up the two wooden steps to the bar, where Thane was standing. “Get into the car,” he ordered his daughter.

“No, Dad. Wait a minute.”

“Get in the car, now, unless you want things to get worse,” he ordered.

“No.” For the first time in her life Maggie stood up to the man who had sired her.

“Maggie—” Her father’s voice was deep, filled with authority. “Don’t defy me. Not here.”

“I’m going with Thane,” she said, and started for the bar.

Thane was down the wooden steps in an instant. “What’s going on here?”

“I forbade my daughter from seeing you, Walker, and I told her that if she ever did, I would make your life a living hell.” Shorter by three inches, bristling with authority and a hot rage, Frank glared upward at the younger man. “I could ruin you, you know.”

The door opened. Two couples, laughing and talking, smelling of cigarette smoke and booze, careened into the lobby.

“Dad, please—”

“I said, ‘Get into the car, Maggie.’”

“Not unless she wants to.” Thane reached forward, the fingers of his hand surrounding her forearm, his grip crushing the sleeve of her white blouse as he claimed her. “She and I are going out.”

“Over my dead body. She’s seventeen, Walker. Still a minor.” His nostrils flared in rage. “Like I said, ‘hell.’”

“Hey, what’s going on here?” The manager, Ted, menus tucked under one arm shot out of the double doors leading to the kitchen. “Maggie, is there a problem?”

“I don’t give a damn what you do.” Thane’s eyes, like those of a hawk finding prey, zeroed in on her father. He tugged on her arm. “Come on, Maggie.”

“Who’re you?” Ted demanded.

“Oh, whoa!” One of the guys in the group of new customers stopped short and held up his hands, palms outward as he started to back away.

“Hey, sister, don’t take any shit,” his woman friend advised Maggie, and the other couple laughed nervously. Heads of the patrons at the nearest tables swiveled in their direction, and the soft buzz of quiet conversation seemed to disappear. The clink of silverware became more indistinct as everyone, it seemed, turned to watch the drama unfold.

“I don’t know what’s going on here,” Ted said, keeping his voice low. “And I don’t really care. Just leave. All of you.”

“I’m calling the police.” Her father started for the pay phone.

“Good.” Ted was in complete agreement. “You do that, fella. Now—” He turned. Smiling, he faced the suddenly somber party of four who had just entered. “May I help you?”

“Let’s get outta here,” Thane suggested, but Maggie’s eyes were riveted to her father as he reached the pay phone and fumbled in the front pocket of his slacks for change.

“No. I—I can’t.” She yanked her arm away from Thane’s possessive grip. She knew her father too well. He would do exactly as he warned—make sure that Thane was ruined, professionally or personally. It didn’t matter to him. When Frank Reilly felt backed into a corner, he was ruthless. A poor kid from Pittsburgh who had been a street fighter in his youth and risen to the rank of sergeant in the army, he did what he felt he had to do to survive. He’d stepped on anyone who’d gotten in his way in his climb up the corporate ladder and never once looked back.

“I…I’ll talk to you later,” she promised Thane.

“No, Maggie, you won’t.” Frank, hearing her compliance, shoved his coins into his pocket again and, with a triumphant glare at Thane, shepherded his daughter out of the restaurant. “You contact that son of a bitch again, and I’ll throw you out without a dime.” At the door of the Mercedes his shoulders slumped a bit. “No, I wouldn’t. You know that. But, please, give yourself some time to grow up, will you? Believe me, there are a dozen Thane Walkers on every street corner. You deserve better. It’s my job to see that you get the best. Hop in.” He held the door for her, and she felt sick, knew deep in her heart that she’d not only let Thane down, but herself as well. She might never see him again.

“I think I know what’s best for me,” she said, staring out the window. Thane had walked outside the restaurant, paused to light a cigarette and stare at the Mercedes.

“How could you?” Her father slid behind the wheel and paused before starting the well-tuned engine. “You’re just a kid.” Jabbing the keys into the ignition, he paused again, took a deep breath, and in the dark interior cast her a worried look. “In a few years, you can do anything you damned well please. Your mother and I won’t stop you, but right now, you still need some guidance.”

With a flick of his wrist the engine sparked, purring fitfully. Frank backed out of the parking space. “Look, honey,” he said, the last vestiges of his rage stripped away, “we’ve all been through a lot lately. Mitch…” He shook his head. “…let’s just take things slow, okay?” He reached over and patted her knee. “You’ve got the rest of your life to find the right guy. And I guarantee you in six months, you’ll wonder what you ever saw in Thane Walker.”

 
 
 

Truer words had never been spoken. Within six months she’d learned to hate his name. Or so she’d tried to convince herself. And now she was on the road to Denver with him, trying to work with the man who had betrayed her as well as figure out what had happened to her sister, his ex-wife, the glue that seemed to bring them together, yet was always pushing them apart.

“I remember the last time we tried to get together,” she said as she used one finger to wipe the condensation from the inside of the passenger-door window.

“At the restaurant. Roberto’s.”

She nodded.

“You didn’t return my calls after that.”

“Wasn’t allowed.”

In the dark interior of the truck he scowled. “You could have done anything you wanted to do.”

“I wasn’t like you,” she argued. “I didn’t just take the bull by the horns.”

“You know, Maggie, it’s more than taking the bull by his horns. Once you’ve got him, you have to dig your bootheels in the dirt, stop that sucker dead in his tracks, and twist hard, throw your back into it so that the curve of his neck forces him to the ground.” He slid her a look that spanned a lifetime of making it on his own. “That’s when you win. When you survive. The way I remember it, you were pretty tough for a city girl, ready to spread your wings if not tackle bulls. But you weren’t afraid to speak your mind. Oh, hell.” He eased on the brakes and guided the truck around what appeared to be an abandoned vehicle with snow piled high on its fenders, hood, and roof. “What’s this?”

Thane parked the pickup and, with Maggie following in his footsteps, made his way to the snow-covered sedan. The air was bitter cold, a stiff breeze slicing through Maggie’s jacket and stinging her cheeks.

“Anyone in there?” Thane yelled, banging on the car and shoving off the snow with his gloved hands until they could peer through the glass to the dark interior. It was empty, no sign of life within. Thane scanned the terrain of flatland, sagebrush, and fence posts covered in a thick layer of icy white powder. “Hey!” he shouted, squinting at the horizon as Maggie did the same. “Anyone out here?”

Using her hand as a visor, she scoured the sparse terrain and caught sight of several antelope dashing off in the distance, startled by the sound of a human voice. Otherwise, she saw no movement, not so much as a rabbit disturbing the stillness. The sky was gray again—the color of a dove’s soft underbelly, thick clouds blocking the sun.

For a few minutes they shouted and searched the area around the car. No other vehicle passed, and they found no sign of life anywhere nearby. “Come on,” Thane finally said. “No one’s here.”

“At least no one who’s alive,” she muttered, again thinking of her sister.

“No one dead, either. Whoever was driving obviously got a ride.” He took her elbow in his big hand and propelled her toward the truck. “I think it’s time to crack open the thermos. Coffee, crackers, and cheese. What d’ya say?”

She rolled her eyes. “You sure know how to make a girl feel pampered.”

“Always aim to please.” He offered her a wink as he held her door open, and that one small gesture lifted her mood a bit. There was a part of Thane she remembered as being charming in an irreverent, rebellious way. Along with his wicked smile and tough-as-old-leather exterior, there had once been a man with a heart. That part of him had gotten to her then, and she was afraid, if she wasn’t careful, it would get to her again, and she might forget about the darker, secretive side of him that had always given her pause. The man he never let shine through.

As he drove ever south, she poured them each a cup of coffee from the thermos and handed him a mug. “You haven’t explained the situation with Mary Theresa,” she reminded him, sipping from the hot, strong coffee.

“It began as a simple case of mistaken identity, you know that.”

She’d heard this much but never had believed it.

“She showed up at my place, that old barn converted into living quarters just out of Rio Verde.”

She remembered, though she’d only visited him once.

“I’d been drinking—hell, that’s putting it lightly—I was on a bender. Decided that you and I were through after the scene in the restaurant, so I went out and tied one on. Nearly passed out on the bed, then she—though I thought it was you—let herself in.”

“And you couldn’t tell the difference?” Even after all these years, Maggie still felt a stab of betrayal that sliced deep into her heart.

His lips tightened until they showed white over his teeth. “Nope.”

“Thanks for stroking my female ego.”

“You wanted the truth.”

Amen, she thought, no matter what the cost. “Am I getting it?”

“In spades. It was late. Dark. I didn’t bother locking the door.” He snorted, his face a mask of self-derision. “So I’m passed out in the bed and she shows up smelling like you, tasting like you, looking like you. As I said, the only light was the moonlight streaming through the open blinds.”

“And you couldn’t help yourself.”

“I thought she was you, damn it,” he admitted, remembering waking up to find Maggie next to him, her body warm and willing, her lips and tongue hungry. There had been something different about her, something he’d sensed, but she wore her hair in a ponytail and in the poor light he saw no hint of makeup, no trace of the pinup girl Mary Theresa was always trying to portray. “At least I did at first.”

“Maggie?” he’d whispered, his body already responding, his erection hard and stiff, his mind still groggy.

“Shh. I’m here,” she’d answered, and kissed him with wet and wild abandon. That had been the end of any resistance on his part.

He’d stripped the rubber band from her hair, started touching her breasts, thrilled that they seemed larger in his hands. The kissing was different, more anxious and desperate. At the time, his brain still soaked in scotch, he was vaguely aware that there was a slight change, but he chalked it up to the length of time they’d been apart, the ache between his legs that had kept him up at night. Her touch had ignited him. His erection had been hard, his blood instantly white-hot.

He’d made love to her, not once, but over and over that night. Somewhere in the back of his mind he’d convinced himself that they would never be together again, that by the light of dawn, Maggie would leave him forever.

It wasn’t until she slipped from the bed that he sensed his mistake. “What’s this?” she’d asked, rubbing a finger over the scar he bore on his left shoulder.

“You remember, I told you about it…my old man did that the night that I nearly—”

“Oh, right.” She slid quickly off the bed, and Thane sensed the change in her.

With one eye open, he watched her dress, and a sick realization needled through the painful clouds in his mind. The scotch had worn off and aside from a blistering headache, he was able to think again. As she wound her hair into a ponytail, he noticed the difference and, at first, telling himself he was out of his mind, he lay on the wrinkled sheets, opened both damned eyes and stared up at her.

She zipped her shorts and the tiny prickle of apprehension he felt turned to a needle of dread. With bone-chilling certainty he watched as her left hand adjusted the zipper tab and slid the button through its hole.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked, his voice dead and filled with all of the suspicions that were suddenly racing like fire through his brain.

“What do you mean?” So innocent. Had he been wrong? She reached for her purse. Maggie’s fringed suede bag.

“You’re not Maggie.”

She paused, then shook her head. “You’re drunk.”

“Nope.”

She glanced at the opened bottle of scotch on his bedside table. “Whatever you say.”

“What kind of game are you playing, Mary Theresa?”

She flinched a bit, bit her lip, then slowly extracted a key ring from her purse. With her left hand. The keys jangled over the soft hum of the alarm clock and the muted songs of morning birds that filtered through the open window. “I’ll see you later.”

“Not until you explain yourself.”

“There’s nothing to—”

He leaped out of the bed and, bare-ass naked, pushed her up against the wall. Her back and shoulders flattened against the plaster.

“Oh! Damn it, Thane! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded as his fingers gripped hard.

“That’s what I asked you.” Nose to nose, eyeball to squinted eyeball, they glared at each other. “I know you’re not Maggie,” he said, disgusted with himself and the fact that even though he knew the truth, with her pinned against the wall, her perfume teasing his nostrils, the hard muscles of her body flexing defiantly against his weight, he was beginning to get turned on again. His brain was pounding, his eyes burning, the impending hangover parching his mouth as the thought of what he’d done dehydrated his soul. “You goddamned slut.”

“Careful, Thane,” she warned and Frank Reilly’s threats echoed through his pained head. If anyone found them here, him naked and strong-arming her, she playing coy, fragile, and underage, what would happen? The police would be called in and he had a record, a bad one…if they located it in Wyoming…Slowly he let his arm drop and stepped away from her.

“Get out.”

“Gladly.” She flashed him her thousand-watt smile, and he had the distinct impression that he’d been set up. Big-time. By a master.

“This is between us.”

“Believe me, I won’t say a word.” She walked out of the bedroom, and he followed her as she made her way past a pile of dirty clothes and a few lawn chairs that he used for furniture. She wrinkled her nose and shook her head at the sorry state of his home. Not that he gave a good goddamn. Any money he didn’t use, he saved and invested. He intended to buy a spread of his own someday. Furniture and the amenities could wait.

“Maggie will never know,” he said as she reached the door.

Her hand paused over the doorknob. “Unless you tell her.”

“What’s this all about, Mary Theresa?”

She looked over her shoulder, her eyebrows raised, her face as beautiful as that of her sister. Thane’s guts ached with the depth of his betrayal. “It’s personal,” she said, and breezed through the door in a cloud of Maggie’s perfume.

He heard the sound of a car’s engine being fired, then the chirp of tires. “Good riddance,” he muttered, sick at what had transpired between them. But it was over. He’d never have to face her again.

Or so he’d thought.

But he’d been wrong. Dead wrong.

A month later she turned up pregnant.



















Chapter Eleven
 



“So you couldn’t resist making love to her.” Maggie had settled down in the seat, her head propped on the backrest as the city of Denver came into view. Sprawled at the base of the Rocky Mountains, concrete and glass skyscrapers stretched far and wide, rivaling the snow-covered peaks in their ascent to the sky.

Thane’s eyebrows slammed together. “I couldn’t resist making love to you,” he said, and the interior of the cab seemed suddenly close. “Remember?”

All too well. Her heart ached with old, never-forgotten pain. “Mary Theresa wasn’t me.”

“I said, I made a mistake.” He shifted down as he approached the traffic-snarled city. “If it’s any consolation, I paid.” Glancing at Maggie, he added, “Being married to your sister wasn’t a picnic.” A shadow flickered through his eyes and she sensed it was concerning the child he’d never seen born. Silent memories were ghosts between them, dark spirits of distrust and deceit.

“I don’t know why she impersonated you that night,” he admitted as he turned onto a side street. “I asked, of course, more than once, but she always just lifted a shoulder and said she really didn’t understand it herself, that she just wanted to see if she could fool me.” He shifted down and slowed as a stoplight turned from amber to red. Pedestrians wrapped in thick coats, scarves, and hats crossed in front of the truck, their booted feet moving quickly. “But I’ve always suspected it was something more…something deeper.”

Maggie shivered inwardly. “No one understands why Mary Theresa does anything,” she whispered, ignoring the frigid sense of dread determinedly crawling up her spine. She had an inkling of something dark and sinister, a facet of Mary Theresa that she’d never known and a side that Thane, as M.T.’s husband, had seen more often than not. Wrapping her arms around her, Maggie added, “I hate to say it, but I think Mary Theresa understands her motives less than any of us do.”

The light changed, and Thane stepped on the accelerator. “Anyway,” he continued without much inflection, “she showed up, stripped, got into bed with me, and I made the mistake of thinking she was you. In the morning I figured out that I’d been duped, but by that time it was too late. The damage was done. She called me a few weeks later and told me she was pregnant. She laid the choices out to me. Either I married her or she would get an abortion. I picked the first option. But I did think I owed you an explanation. That’s why I drove to your house that night. Remember?”

Oh, yeah, she remembered all right. In vivid Technicolor. As she gazed through the windshield to the snow-covered streets, Maggie didn’t see the bustle of the city, the pedestrians or traffic or high-rises; instead her sight turned inward and she recalled that night as if it had happened just this past week.

She’d been swimming laps in the backyard pool, cutting through the water, strong and steady. The day had been warm with the heat of late summer. As she reached the edge, she slowed, stood, and, gulping air, had pushed her hair from her face. As she caught her breath, she recognized the distinctive rumble of an ancient engine without much of a muffler attached. Her heart jolted. Thane! His truck was chugging up the drive. Dear God, what is he doing here? Her father would kill him!

She scrambled out of the pool.

The engine died.

Grabbing her towel, she ran past the hot tub and oleander hedge, her bare feet scraping on the gravel path. As she rounded the corner to the front of the house, she realized she was too late. Thane was already inside.

Her stomach clenched.

Cutting through the garage, she rounded the Mercedes and flew through the door to the kitchen.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she heard her father demand. Oh, God. Had Thane bullied his way into the house?

“Where’s Maggie?” Thane’s voice. Hard. Demanding.

Her heart tore into a thousand pieces. She was through the kitchen like a shot. “Thane?”

“Get out, Walker,” her father ordered. They were standing, toe-to-toe, glaring at each other in the wide foyer on the other side of the living room. Shiny-leafed philodendrons and prickly cacti were clustered near the door to soften the austere plaster walls and tile floor, but now the air was charged, the smell of a fight destroying any sense of warmth or ambience.

Beneath his neatly pressed pin-striped suit, crisp white shirt, and spotless tie, Frank’s muscles were coiled, and he was itching to throw a punch.

“I just want to talk to your daughter.” Thane’s gaze traveled past the older man’s shoulder as Maggie entered the living room. He looked like he’d been to hell and back. Three days of growth shadowed his jaw, and his cheeks were hollow. Worse yet his eyes—those gorgeous blue-gray eyes—were haunted, as if by Satan himself.

Her heart squeezed so hard it ached, and she nearly stumbled as she stared at him. Something was wrong. Horribly and undeniably wrong. In a split second she understood that she didn’t want to know what had changed, what demons gnawed at Thane’s soul.

“Are…are you all right?” she asked in a worried voice that wasn’t her own. Her insides were shaking, her stomach roiling.

His jaw slid to one side, and he nodded, but the pain in his eyes, the denial, was all too visible. Maggie thought she might get sick.

“We need to talk.”

“About what?” Her heart was a drum, her palms itchy with sweat, denial screaming through her brain. “What’s wrong?” She was dripping, her hair wet, her face scrubbed free of all makeup. Scared beyond anything she’d ever felt before, she started across the living room.

“I think you’d better go to your room,” Frank flung over his shoulder. In polished wing tips, he’d rocked to the balls of his feet. His arms were rigid but flexed, his fingers curled into fists. When Thane shifted, Frank was his shadow, blocking his way. “And you, Walker, take a hint and leave before things get ugly.”

“This’ll only take a minute.”

“I don’t have a minute to give you.”

“I do.” Maggie swallowed back her fear.

“Good. Meet me in the truck.” Thane’s gaze held hers. His fists were clenched until his knuckles showed white, his face etched in determination, though she sensed there was an underlying edge of defeat in his expression, something she didn’t understand, something that scared the hell out of her.

“You’ll do no such thing, Margaret,” her father interjected, though he was still staring at Thane, sizing him up, squaring off for battle. Maggie had seen that intense expression before whenever he and Mitch had gotten into it.

“It’s important.” Thane’s jaw tightened to the point that the skin was stretched over his cheeks, hollows pronounced. Bloodless lips barely moved. “I want to talk to you alone.”

“Leave her alone, Walker,” Frank ordered. “Take whatever it is you’re peddling tonight and leave. Stop sniffing around my daughter. Maggie—go to your room.”

“No!”

Her father’s head snapped around. His face was beet red, his eyes malicious slits. “Don’t argue with me.”

But Maggie intended to stand her ground. “I’m going to talk to Thane, Dad, and you can threaten me up and down, say you’re going to throw me out, ground me for the rest of my life, but I want to hear what he has to say.” She inched her chin up a notch and looked at Thane. The desperation in his eyes warned her that whatever it was he wanted to discuss had caused a piece of his soul to chip away.

“This man’s a criminal, Maggie. I had him checked out.”

“I don’t believe you.” She was suddenly cold to the marrow of her bones and barely noticed the beams of headlights that flashed through the window of the living room, didn’t really hear the clank and hum of the garage-door opener as it engaged.

“He put his father in the hospital a few years back, nearly killed him, isn’t that right, Walker?”

Thane didn’t say a word.

“So you stay away from my daughter, or I’ll sic the police on you so fast your head’ll swim.”

“Frank?” Bernice was walking into the house from the garage. In one arm she carried a sack of groceries, in the other her purse. “There’s a truck outside. Mary Theresa says it belongs to—oh.” She stopped short. “I see.”

Two steps behind their mother, Mary Theresa appeared. Her face was pale as death, but there was a little spark of triumph in her eyes. Her gaze skated over Maggie to land full force on Thane.

In that second, Maggie understood.

Her heart plummeted.

Blood thundered in her head. No, no, no! she silently screamed as she caught the intimate, aching glance between Thane and M.T., the type of look exchanged only by lovers. Her stomach turned inside out, and her legs felt like rubber.

“What’s going on?” Bernice asked.

“For the love of Christ.” Frank’s face had turned the color of ashes.

A dull roar, like the sound of the surf through a cavern, rushed through Maggie’s head. She was hot and cold all at once, and she started denying the confession before it passed Thane’s lips. “No—”

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

“I…I don’t want to hear it.” She started from the room, but Thane, quick as a snake striking, sprang past her father and reached forward. Strong, angry fingers captured her arm, whirled her around, forced her to meet the sheer agony etched in the lines near his eyes.

“Just listen to me, Maggie.”

“No, leave me alone—”

“You heard her, Walker! That’s it; Bernice, call the police!”

“No,” Mary Theresa whispered. “Mom, don’t.”

Their mother’s face slackened in painful realization. “Would someone please tell me what’s going on here?”

“Mary Theresa and I are getting married,” Thane said.

“What?” Bernice demanded, her voice low and aching.

“You’ll have to kill me first!” Frank advanced, only to be stopped dead in his tracks by a look from Thane that would halt an advancing army.

Married? Maggie shook her head. Had she heard wrong? Married? All her own silly fantasies of loving Thane, of sleeping with him, of marrying him and bearing his children shattered as surely as fragile china on stone. Her throat was hot, tears filled her eyes, and with more strength than she thought was in her body, she yanked and pulled, trying to wrest free from his grip. “I—I don’t want to hear this. I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it.”

“I—I can’t.”

The fingers on her arm grasped harder, inflicting the same amount of pain reflected in Thane’s eyes.

“Leave me alone.”

“You heard her,” Frank said, but some of the starch had left his spine, his shoulders slumped as if he realized for the first time the weight of what was happening.

“There’s a baby, Maggie,” Thane admitted. “My baby.”

A squeal of pure, animal agony ripped through the house, and only when Maggie’s legs gave way did she realize that the horrible cry came from her own throat. Thane caught her and held her close as tears rained from her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Maggie,” he said in full view of her twin and parents. His lips whispered against her wet hair. “Jesus Christ, I’m so sorry.”

“Let go of me.” She started to struggle, sick with herself for the feelings of love that still lingered in her heart and tortured her soul. She should hate him. Detest him. Spit in his face.

“Just listen.”

“Go to hell.” She broke free, and, feeling like a fool in her bathing suit, her chest rising and falling in fury, her towel dangling from her neck to the floor, she managed to lift her chin and glare at him. “Don’t ever…ever touch me again. Ever!”

Stumbling, feet leaden and unsteady, she scrambled out of the room, and when her gaze swung to Mary Theresa’s, she thought she saw a glimmer of satisfaction beneath the shining veneer of her sister’s regretful tears.

Stomach threatening to upchuck, she managed to grab hold of some rags of her dignity and, with her back ramrod stiff, hustled down the hallway to her room, shut the door slowly, and headed for the bathroom, where she locked both doors and somehow managed to splash cold water over her face before the abdominal pains hit.

Gale-force cramps struck. Maggie doubled over, becoming so sick she threw up and shook, heaving, crying, feeling that she was about to die, and not really giving a damn either way.

Thane and Mary Theresa? Oh, God. Let me die right now and end this, she silently prayed. A baby? Mary Theresa is going to have Thane’s child?

She heard the sound of shouts from the living room, then running footsteps as, presumably, Mary Theresa raced to the sanctuary of her room. Within seconds someone was pounding on the bathroom door. Bam! Bam! Bam!

“Let me in, Maggie,” Mary Theresa begged. “Oh, God, I made a mistake. A horrible, horrible mistake.” Her fist thudded against the door. “Let me in. Please.”

Maggie ignored her. Whatever happened to her sister wasn’t any of her concern. Soon she’d leave Rio Verde for good, and she vowed never to return.

“If I could do it all over again, I swear, this would never have happened!” Again the pounding, resounding through Maggie’s brain, echoing in her heart. “Maggie, please, let me in!”

Never, Maggie thought, flushing the toilet as her stomach, emptied of dinner, heaved again. This time nothing but bile spewed from her throat.

“Go away!” she cried.

Thane and her sister. Oh, Jesus.

I’m sorry. I don’t even love him, Mary Theresa cried, and for the first time Maggie heard the difference between the words that passed over her lips and tongue to the “voice” that only she could hear. Maggie, please. I love you. Oh, God, I’m so sorry, I love you! Sobbing erupted from the other side of the door, and the pounding became more feeble.

Maggie curled into a fetal position on the cold tile of the floor, closed her eyes and her ears. The world spun, and the words of an old Beatles’ song, “Yesterday,” reeled through her mind.

That was the last time Maggie had seen Thane for a long while. He and Mary Theresa had married the day after she and Maggie had turned eighteen and the ceremony had been private, just the two of them, in Reno, Nevada.

Now, so many years later as they wound through the heart of the city of Denver, Maggie thought it strange that she and Thane were together again, looking for the woman whom they had both once loved, the very woman who had torn them apart.

“Mary Theresa made it sound like you and she never saw each other again.”

“We do. Just not a lot. In fact the last time wasn’t all that pleasant.” His lips compressed as he drove around a car that was attempting to park on Larimer Square where redbrick warehouses and buildings built before the turn of the century had been incorporated into shops, galleries, and restaurants. Maggie barely noticed.

“Why not?”

“We had a fight.”

“About?” she asked, incredulous.

“Money, for the most part. The argument got out of hand. We were at her house and a neighbor overheard it. That’s why the cops think I have something to do with her disappearance.”

“Did—did you threaten her?” Maggie asked, still disbelieving.

“I might have.”

“Might have? Are you crazy? Might have?” She shook her head. “Listen, Thane, you’ve got to be straight with me. What the devil was this about?”

He hesitated a split second as he edged his truck around a minivan that had decided to stop in a loading zone. “Mary Theresa wanted to borrow money from me. It’s not important.”

“If the police think you’re a suspect, I’d say it was damned important.”

“Didn’t you ever fight with your husband?” he asked suddenly. “You were separated, gonna get a divorce, right?” She nodded, some of the wind stolen from her sails. “That’s the way it was between Mary Theresa and me.”

“But you kept seeing her.”

“Not like you’d think. It usually was a case of Mary Theresa just showing up. No notice, no phone call beforehand. She just appears. Most of the time at the ranch in California when she needs to get away. Sometimes I’m there. Once in a while she comes up to Cheyenne, but not often.” He glanced at her and added, “It’s never been romantic between Mary Theresa and me, Maggie. Never. Even when we were married. There was lust at first, yes. Lust and guilt, but once the lust wore off, it was just regret. We didn’t have much in common. Still don’t.”

“But she’s still in contact with you. I don’t understand.”

One side of his mouth lifted in a cynical smile. His eyes darkened a shade. “That makes two of us. Your sister is a complicated and screwed-up woman, Mag. She…” He shook his head. “She always plays both ends against the middle.” He hesitated, as if searching his own dark soul. “It’s hard to explain, but there are times when she needs something—a place to hide, I guess. Sometimes she’s just broken up with a boyfriend, or there are problems at work or whatever. She just has to get away.”

“So she runs to you?” Maggie asked, incredulous. Could she have been fooled for so long? True, Mary Theresa was an actress, but why would she keep Maggie in the dark?

“Not to me. Usually to the ranch outside of Sonoma.” He lifted a shoulder. “For some reason she thinks of it as kind of a sanctuary.”

“I didn’t know.” But there was so much she didn’t understand about her twin, so much she never would.

“She has a room there,” he admitted. “It’s the same one she had when we were married.”

“When you were married?” she repeated and wondered why he was trying to con her. Her temper, always at ready, kicked in. “Do you expect me to believe that you didn’t sleep with your wife?”

“Not after she lost the baby. We were still renting the place then, before I scraped together enough money for a down payment. Mary Theresa moved out of our bedroom and usually locked the door. Sometimes…she’d change her mind, for whatever reason, probably to keep me on a short leash. Hell, who knows with that woman, but then she’d come knockin’ on my bedroom door, and I always opened it.” His jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed a fraction, as if he was disgusted at his own particular brand of weakness. “Intimacy, if you could call it that with your sister, was always on her terms.” He lifted an eyebrow. “I take it she didn’t tell you.”

“No.” But then I didn’t ask. I didn’t want to know anything about your life with her. Folding her arms over her chest, Maggie glared out the window and refused to be saddened by something that had happened years ago.

“Believe me, there’s a lot she probably didn’t let you know about her life and you might not like it. She had a dark side, Maggie.”

“Don’t we all?” she tossed back, unable to stop herself.

“Not like her. Brace yourself. You might be about to find out things about your sister you didn’t want to know.”

“I think I already have.”

The police station loomed before them, and Thane, his countenance grim, his expression harsh and unforgiving, parked the truck in a parking lot that had been cleared of snow. With a glance at her, he reached for his hat. “It’s now or never.”

“Let’s go.” She didn’t want to waste another second.

They walked together along the snow-crusted street, past people dressed in anything from business suits to Western jeans and denim jackets to ski coats and stocking caps. A television van was pulling up as they climbed a few steps. Thane held the door to the station open for her, and, within minutes, they were ushered upstairs to Detective Reed Henderson’s office, two Styrofoam cups of coffee warming their hands, the detective himself seated behind a battered metal desk overflowing with files, notes, and scattered papers. If there was any rhyme or reason to his method of doing business, Maggie couldn’t figure it out.

He’d been gentleman enough to introduce himself, shake her hand, offer her a chair, and order coffee from an underling, but the eyes in his hound-dog of a face didn’t show the slightest bit of warmth.

“So you still haven’t heard from your sister?” he said as Maggie, cradling her cup in fingers that were still cold, noticed a picture of Mary Theresa on the bulletin board behind him. Her throat constricted. Despite all the pain, they were still blood kin—twins. So where was her sister? What had happened to the flamboyant and wild Marquise?

She licked suddenly dry lips. “No. Not a word.” Well, aside from that one desperate nonvocal plea for help. But she didn’t mention that. Wouldn’t. If she did, Henderson would probably have her evaluated by some kind of criminal psychologist on the force. Avoiding the detective’s eyes, she took a sip from the weak coffee in her cup.

“And you?” He lifted one eyebrow in Thane’s direction.

“Nope. Stopped by the ranch on the way here. No messages.”

Nodding as if he expected no more, Henderson tented his hands and looked over the tops of squared-off fingers. “So you went all the way to Idaho to pick up your ex-sister-in-law.”

“Yep.” Thane lifted a shoulder. “Didn’t want her to have to face you alone.”

“Any other reason?”

“Nope,” he drawled. “Just here for moral support.”

“So you’re a do-gooder, Walker?” Henderson said skeptically, his expression doubtful.

“Nah.”

“Didn’t think so.”

Maggie felt the tension in the air, the antagonism between the two men. Obviously neither trusted the other. Nor, come to think of it, did she.

“So I take it you don’t know any more than when you called me,” Maggie said, her spirits sinking. She hadn’t realized until this moment that she was expecting good news upon her arrival in Denver, had hoped that Mary Theresa would have shown up, flustered, tired from a hastily planned trip to who-knew-where, but pleased and amused that she’d caused a stir.

No such luck.

“Nothing more,” the detective admitted. “She’s still missing, as is one of her cars—a Jeep Wrangler, so we think she went somewhere. This could all be a mistake, I suppose, but the fact that she didn’t show up for the taping of her talk show; stood up Ambrose King, her agent, who had flown here from L.A. to talk to her about her career; and has been incommunicado since last Friday, suggests that something might have gone wrong.”

“What?” she asked, her temper flaring again. She was tired, hungry, and angry that there wasn’t any more information than before.

“That’s what we intend to find out.”

“Have you talked to all her friends? Her…her boyfriend? Her boss? Her hairdresser, her personal trainer, her…” She let her words fall away.

“Everyone we know of. I was hoping you could come up with some other people she might have contacted.” He glanced over Maggie’s shoulder and, using two fingers, motioned to someone hovering on the other side of the door to come in. Maggie glanced behind her as a petite woman with platinum-blond hair and an upturned nose sauntered into the room. “This is my partner, Hannah Wilkins. Maggie McCrae. I think you and Mr. Walker have already met.”

Thane tilted his head and started to climb to his feet, but Hannah waved him back into his chair. Her eyes hadn’t left Maggie. “So you’re the twin sister. I guessed as much.” Hannah shook Maggie’s hand, glanced at the picture on Henderson’s bulletin board, and shook her head. “You’re a dead ringer for her.”

“Not quite,” Maggie replied, a little uneasy at the woman’s intense scrutiny.

“I doubt that many people can tell you apart.”

Not even the man I loved. Maggie sensed Thane’s gaze touch hers for a heartbeat, before he took a swallow from his cup.

“Let’s bring in another chair,” Henderson suggested, but Hannah shook her head.

“I’m fine. Been sitting all morning.” As if she anticipated Thane offering her his chair, she sent him a steely glance. “Really. Thanks.” She leaned against the filing cabinet. “This is perfect.”

“Whatever.” Henderson shuffled through some of the mess of papers on his desk. “We were hoping you could fill in some blanks for us, Ms. McCrae.”

Maggie leaned back in her uncomfortable chair. “Sure…I mean, whatever…” There was no reason to fight these people, at least not yet. Though Henderson might not care as much as she for Mary Theresa’s safety, he appeared thorough, earnest, and though probably overworked and cynical, had a wealth of information, manpower and technology at his fingertips. So what did it matter if his desk looked like a three-year-old had done his filing?

“Good. Now tell me about your sister and your relationship with her.” The most gossamer of smiles touched his lips. “I think we’ve already established the fact that you’re twins.”

She glanced at the picture of Mary Theresa pinned to the bulletin board. Yes, they were twins, but she was a pale, washed-out version of the vibrant woman smiling in the slick publicity shot. Maggie’s head pounded; she was tired and worried sick. “Yes, we’re twins. Identical, but mirror image. Mary Theresa—well, Marquise—is left-handed and I’m right. There are other characteristics as well, nothing quite as obvious. Anyway, she and I lived with our parents in Rio Verde, California; that’s about an hour or so north of San Francisco, not too far from Sonoma.” Maggie explained about growing up in their family, about her parents’ and Mitch’s deaths. Once in a while Detective Henderson broke in with a question or comment and even more rarely Detective Wilkins did the same, clarifying a point here and there.

They didn’t ask about her affair with Thane. She didn’t mention it. There didn’t seem to be any reason to bring up the painful topic, and she never said a word about her means of silent communication with her sister. Henderson and Wilkins wouldn’t believe her if she did, and anything she might confide in them would be taken with a very jaded grain of salt.

Henderson listened, eyed them both, and once in a while reached for a baseball buried under a manila envelope on his desk, only to ignore it. Hannah Wilkins scratched a few notes on a pad she’d taken from her pocket and small dents appeared between neatly plucked eyebrows as she concentrated. Once in a while she tugged at an earring. All the while Thane didn’t offer a word, just sat in his chair, one booted foot propped on the opposing jeans-clad knee, his rawhide jacket open, his arms crossed over his chest, his hat resting on the floor. His face was a mask of patient disinterest, but the flicker of anger in his gaze belied him. Thane Walker was doing a slow, steady burn, one that would eventually ignite like a powder keg.

“So after Mary Theresa married Mr. Walker, here, you and she went your separate ways?”

Maggie’s heart beat a painful tattoo. She avoided the detective’s probing gaze. “That’s right.”

“You went to the University of California, Davis.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “Eventually, after two years at a junior college. I studied literature and journalism.”

“And met the man who would become your husband…Dean McCrae?”

“Yes—I met Dean at junior college and we both transferred.” Why this embarrassed her, she didn’t understand, so she looked up and sighed. “I finished my B.A., Dean went on to law school, and I worked with a private investigator for a while.”

“Before writing true-crime stories?”

“Yes.”

“One child?”

Maggie nodded and wondered what Becca was doing now. “A daughter. Rebecca Anne. She was born in April of 1985.” Maggie gave the information out by rote, knowing that it was probably all in the files on the computer as well as buried somewhere in the mess of papers and folders on Henderson’s desk.

Henderson checked his notes. “Your husband died in a car accident about nine months ago?”

She nodded, her heart growing heavy. “Yes.”

“Single car? He swerved to miss a dog, ran off the road, and down a hillside, where the car hit a culvert.”

Maggie felt her skin crawl at the memory. A sheen of nervous sweat broke out on her back. She couldn’t stand to think about the dark days surrounding Dean’s death or the guilt that nagged at her when she considered it. “Yes.”

“You were living in Southern California at the time.”

“Laguna Nigel, yes,” she admitted, clearing her throat. “We moved there right after Dean got out of law school.”

“I don’t see what this has to do with anything,” Thane finally cut in. Tiny brackets surrounded his mouth and he couldn’t hide his irritation and impatience.

Henderson ignored him. “You visited a psychiatrist after your husband’s death?”

“Yes,” she admitted, suddenly more nervous than she had been. Though it had been only natural to visit a grief counselor and psychiatrist, Dean’s family had disapproved. Connie had pointed out that Maggie had visited the doctor before Dean’s death—that she’d been battling depression for months, perhaps years, and that there might be something deeper, a more insidious form of mental illness. Jim had been outwardly suspicious of Maggie’s fortitude as well as her morals—what woman, after all, would be insane enough not to want to be married to Dean, no matter what his faults? They hadn’t said too much but had quietly disapproved, silently insinuating that Maggie might not be a stable influence for her daughter, which was downright ridiculous. Maggie suspected that their concern for Becca was rooted in a deeper worry about her inheritance, the trust fund that sat gathering interest in Becca’s name.

“So you have a history of…”

“I had a case of slight depression, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” Henderson asked, clearly skeptical.

“Wait a minute. What is this?” Thane’s boots hit the floor, his pretense of disinterest falling away as quickly as if it had been stripped.

“Just trying to get the whole picture.”

“What does Maggie’s marriage have to do with anything?” Nerves strung tight, Thane stood slowly, placed his hands on Henderson’s desk, and leaned forward, thrusting his face so close to the detective’s that there was hardly any space of daylight between them. “Listen, Detective, Mary Theresa is missing. We came here to give you information. About her. To help you find her. Maggie doesn’t need her life ripped apart in the process.”

Henderson’s smile held zero warmth. “Sit down, Walker.”

Thane hesitated, ground his teeth, and slowly returned to his seat. Eyes narrowed on Henderson, his lips blade-thin, his manner was silently combative.

“I’ve got a job to do here.” Henderson riffled through his papers. “But don’t worry. We’re gonna find your ex-wife. Did you have any contact with your sister recently?”

The muscles in the back of Maggie’s neck tightened.

“Not for a few weeks. Five or six,” she said, refusing to think of that one silent cry for help only she could hear.

“Did she mention anything that was out of the ordinary?”

“She was always a little out of the ordinary,” Maggie said. “That’s why she was Marquise.”

“But more than usual? Was she depressed or angry or worried about anything?”

“Just the ratings of her show, I think. We mainly talked about my daughter. Mary Theresa and she were—are—very close.”

“When was the last time she saw your daughter?”

Maggie thought for just a second. “Last summer. Beginning of July. That’s the only time she came up to our place in Idaho.”

“Why?”

“Look, Detective, if you know anything about my sister, you know that a cabin in the woods in the panhandle of Idaho isn’t exactly her style. Mary Theresa was never one for…roughing it. She’s a city girl.”

“But she was married to you?” His gaze swung to Thane, and Maggie sensed the wheels of curiosity were cranking overtime in the detective’s mind. Cowboy boots, battle-scarred rawhide jacket, jeans, and a work shirt—Thane wasn’t the kind of man Marquise would deign to marry.

“We were young,” Thane explained.

“Opposites attracted?”

“Something like that.”

Maggie felt her cheeks flame. She bit her tongue. There was no reason to discuss what had happened so long ago. It was over. Ancient history. Or was it? Why had Mary Theresa kept in contact with her ex-husband if there was nothing between them? Why had they fought? And why did Thane seem like he was hiding something, a secret that he couldn’t confide in her? Somehow she knew that Detective Henderson would ferret it out, one way or another. Though she knew she wasn’t under suspicion—well, at least she thought she wasn’t—the conversation seemed like an interrogation. Henderson wasn’t convinced either she or Thane was telling the truth.

“When was the last time you saw Marquise—er, Mary Theresa?” He glanced at Thane as he rummaged in the top drawer of his desk.

“We discussed this the last time I was here.” Thane’s eyes were thunderous.

“I know about the fight at her house,” Henderson said. “We’ll get to that in a minute. But she’d come to see you before then, hadn’t she?”

A muscle worked in the corner of Thane’s jaw. “About three or four weeks ago. She’d come up to my ranch in Wyoming.”

“Not far from Cheyenne?”

“Yep.”

Maggie’s spine stiffened.

“Any particular reason?” Henderson asked, retrieving a pack of gum and shaking out a stick.

Thane hesitated and rubbed his chin. “It was unusual, even for her. I think I told you that she sometimes went to my spread in California, but this time she came up to see me. She was having trouble with her job. Ratings and arguments with the guy she worked with.”

“Craig Beaumont?”

“Right.”

“Anything else?” Henderson unwrapped the gum and plopped it into his mouth.

“Nope,” Thane said, and again Maggie felt as if he was hiding something from her. From the detective. Something vital. She couldn’t imagine what it was, but she was determined to find out.

“So,” Henderson said, wiggling his pencil and frowning, “the last time your ex-wife came to visit you, how long did she stay?”

Thane’s nostrils flared. “A while.”

“How long of a while?”

Maggie sensed something was going on here, something important.

Thane rubbed the back of his neck. “Three days,” he said, his face dead serious. “She stayed three days.”



















Chapter Twelve
 



Three days?

Thane and Mary Theresa had been alone in his house for three days less than a month ago?

Maggie’s heart began to ache, though she didn’t understand why. It was as if she’d been lied to, betrayed, all over again. She couldn’t help swing her incredulous gaze in Thane’s direction. Mary Theresa had been in Cheyenne—in that stark house, sleeping in the small bed in the second bedroom? Or…had she been with Thane?

“Were you lovers?” Henderson asked.

“A long time ago.” Thane didn’t miss a beat.

“But not recently?”

“No.”

“Yet she came to see you?” Clearly the detective was suspicious. He exchanged a glance with his partner, who scratched another note on her pad.

“Sometimes.”

Henderson reached for his baseball as if he didn’t know he was doing it. “Who else did she go to?” He gave the ball a toss.

“Beats me.”

“Oh, she must’ve told you something.” Catching the ball, he frowned and set it back in the scratched holder that was molded in the shape of a tiny mitt.

“Nothing that you haven’t read in the papers.”

“And you have no idea what happened to her?”

Thane’s gaze was rock steady. “None.”

Henderson said to Maggie, “I assume you’ll be staying in town for a while.”

“Yes. I haven’t booked a hotel yet, but when I do I’ll call. I want to know what’s going on.”

“Then we’ll talk again.”

“Wait a minute.” Maggie wasn’t through. She hadn’t shipped her injured, estranged daughter to Dean’s relatives in California, spent the last few days driving through a near blizzard, dealt with the one man who had nearly ruined her life, worried herself sick with her stomach in knots, her life out of kilter, only to show up here without getting a few answers of her own. “So what’re you going to do about finding my sister?”

“Continue the investigation.”

“How?” she demanded. From the corner of her eye she thought she caught the ghost of a smile whisper across Thane’s mouth.

“Through diligence, resources, leads…it’s what we do here, Mrs. McCrae.”

“Diligence?” she said. “You’re checking her credit-card receipts—right? The phone, and bank cards and gas cards? And you’ve got an APB out for her Jeep as well as her? You’ve let the radio and television stations know that she’s missing and have asked for their help?”

“She works for KRKY. Believe me, the media is informed. They called us when she didn’t show up for work and they couldn’t get through to her.”

“Are you watching her house? And she has a place…near Aspen, where she goes to ski.”

“It’s covered, Mrs. McCrae.”

“How about her psychiatrist? She was seeing someone—a woman, I think. Kelly…”

“Dr. Michelle Kelly.”

“She might have some idea what was going on in Mary Theresa’s mind.”

Henderson stood. “Trust me, we’re doing everything possible to find your sister. Talking to anyone who knew her. We’ll find her. The last person to see her that we know of was Mr. Walker here. She had a blowup after taping her program on Thursday, went toe-to-toe with her cohost, then blew off a meeting with her agent, who had flown here from L.A. just to talk to her. Even so, because she’s flighty and has a history of being a hothead and a flake, the station wasn’t in an out-and-out panic, but they were concerned, sent a news crew out to knock on her door to find her, then started digging. That’s when we were contacted. By this time KRKY was all over the story, and the other stations picked up on it. I’m surprised they or Marquise’s secretary didn’t call you.” He glanced at Thane. “Ms. Lawrence contacted you, right?”

Thane nodded.

“And the newspeople?”

“They had just started nosin’ around when I met with you and decided someone should inform Maggie, face-to-face.”

Henderson motioned to Maggie. “No one called you but me?”

“No,” Maggie shook her head. “I don’t think so. I was away for the weekend, shopping with my daughter, and my answering machine wasn’t hooked up.”

Henderson’s eyebrows beetled, as if he didn’t quite believe what he was hearing. “Well, the upshot is that after the station manager, Ron Bishop, down at KRKY got worried and couldn’t find her, he and the executive producer for Denver AM called down here; we asked him to come in and file a missing-person report and have been investigating ever since.” He riffled through his notes. “The last person who thinks she recognized your sister was the cashier at a convenience store/gas station where she bought a tank of supreme, a bag of Doritos, and a Diet Coke—all bought with cash from a woman who resembled Marquise. The clerk doesn’t remember for certain, thinks there might have been two people in the car—a man and a woman—and she thinks it headed west out of town. And there’s nothing to prove it. Someone bought those items, but the receipt doesn’t show who it was and the clerk might just be jerking our chain, trying to get some publicity or advertising for the mini-mart. There are all kinds of nuts out there. In my opinion, it just doesn’t mean a helluva lot. The clerk could be mistaken, or your sister could have pulled a U-turn at the next block, but we’re checking every lead.”

“Good.”

“So far we’re treating your sister as a missing person, nothing more.”

“You’re not concerned with the possibility of foul play?” Thane asked.

“We’re concerned, but don’t have enough evidence to prove it.” Henderson’s serious mask didn’t crack. “We haven’t ruled out homicide or even suicide—”

“Suicide?” Maggie said. “Mary Theresa would never take her own life. What is this?”

“How well did you know your sister?” Henderson asked, and for the first time in her life Maggie didn’t know how to respond.

She and Mary Theresa had grown up so close, but even then they’d been on different paths, and as they’d become adults they’d drifted further and further apart. There were so many secrets, so many lies, so many betrayals. The truth of the matter was that she didn’t know Mary Theresa very well. Marquise even less.

“I just don’t believe that she would take her own life. Why would you even think such a thing?” She turned worried eyes to Thane.

“She tried once before,” Hannah Wilkins said. “A year and a half ago.”

“No…I don’t believe it.”

Henderson lifted a shoulder. “Her stomach was pumped at Pinehurst Memorial.” He shuffled through the papers on his desk. “She had enough sleeping pills and antidepressants in her to do the job. But she called nine-one-one in time.”

“Oh, God,” Maggie whispered, then eyed Thane. “Did you know about this?”

“After the fact.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” She was horrified. This was her twin sister; aside from Becca, her only living relative.

“She wanted it kept a secret. From everyone. Somehow she pulled it off. Hard to do when you’re a quasi celeb.” He glanced at Hannah. “Must have paid off people at the hospital to keep it quiet.”

Maggie shivered. It seemed that almost everyone she held dear to her was gone. Mitch, her parents, and her husband were all dead. Her sister and daughter were both somewhat estranged from her and as for Thane Walker…well, he too was lost. Rubbing her arms, she pulled herself together. Right now she had to find Mary Theresa. If she was alive, then they could begin to mend their emotional fences. If.

“As I said, your sister wasn’t the most stable person around,” Henderson reiterated, and stared at her long enough for Maggie to suspect that he was considering the fact that she, too, had been under psychiatric care at one time. Not that it was a crime or rare. Unless your name was McCrae. “Then there was the note.”

Cold dread grasped Maggie’s heart in icy fingers. “What note?”

“We found it in the wastebasket by her computer.” Henderson produced a scribbled piece of paper, sheathed in plastic, and Maggie recognized her sister’s backhanded loopy style.

I can’t take this any longer. No one understands me. No one cares. I should just end it all.

Maggie nearly dropped her half-empty cup of coffee. She couldn’t believe it, not Mary Theresa. Never. She was too full of life, too full of herself. “Anyone could have written that,” Maggie whispered, her voice husky as she stared at the damning note.

“It looks like her handwriting, though.”

Maggie nodded, stunned. Was it possible? She glanced over at Thane, saw denial in his eyes, and remembered her sister’s desperate plea. She’d heard it when she’d been alone in the barn. Or had she? Her head began to pound, and she was suddenly exhausted.

Henderson rounded the desk and she thought he was about to escort her out the door; but he paused, swung a leg over the corner of the littered surface, and looked her squarely in the eye. “This wouldn’t be some kind of sick publicity stunt of your sister’s, would it? You know the kind, to stir up some interest for her failing show, get her some national media attention, maybe help revive her career?”

The question once would have stunned her, but no longer. An hour ago she would have denied the accusation vehemently, but an hour ago she didn’t know nearly what she now did about her sister. Mary Theresa Reilly. Marquise. Thane Walker’s ex-wife. Once-upon-a-time Hollywood hopeful. Doting aunt. Twice-married has-been talk-show host who had previously attempted to end her own life. “I—I don’t know,” Maggie answered honestly.

“She has a history of storming off sets, of riling up the public, and pulling this kind of disappearing stunt.”

“I know, but she’s always come back.”

“Just before the police were called in, usually.” Henderson flipped open the file and ran his fingers down a typed list. “When she was acting, she held up production of one of the movies she made by pouting and locking herself in her dressing room, all over a minor scene being cut.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“It cost her a contract.”

“I know.”

“So she took some courses, became a weathergirl, managed to work her way up on the local television-news circuit, then took a job here. Since she’s been in Denver she’s failed to show up for work on two separate occasions, both times claiming health problems, though the consensus was she was in some kind of contractual dispute and was holding out for more money.”

“I don’t know about those.”

Henderson glanced at Thane, who gave a grudging nod.

“She also has a history of drug use.”

“What?” Maggie was out of her chair. Shaking, her head thundering with all this new painful knowledge, she said, “I don’t believe it.”

“Prescription medications. A painkiller for her back, a series of different antidepressants, and something to help her sleep. The same ones she used in the suicide attempt.”

“Dear God.”

He flipped the file closed and tossed it back on the pile covering his desk. “As I said, your sister has more than her share of problems.”

“We all do,” Maggie said, refusing to be intimidated. “And Marquise is an actress, a—”

“I don’t buy into the sensitive artiste bullshit, Mrs. McCrae. The way it looks to me, Marquise is a spoiled brat. A beautiful, pampered, emotional basket case.”

Maggie bit back a hot retort. She wanted to argue and shout, to call the detective an ignoramus and an insensitive lout, but she didn’t want to aggravate him. Truth to tell, in light of what she’d learned, his description of Mary Theresa wasn’t too far off base. “Do you need anything more from me?”

“That’s about it for now.” Henderson focused on Thane for a second, then managed a professional grin that held no warmth whatsoever as he stood and offered Maggie his hand. “But I might want to talk to you again.”

“Good. Because I’ll want to talk to you, too. I expect you to keep me abreast of the situation.”

“Wouldn’t dream of anything else. Let me know where you’re staying.”

“I will,” she said brusquely, then realized that she was on the defensive though she had no reason to be. Slightly galled, she shook his hand. “Thanks.”

“You, too.”

Instantly on his feet, Thane squared his hat on his head and gave a curt nod to each of the detectives.

Maggie was out the door in a flash, zipping up her jacket and yanking on her gloves. Thane was right behind her. She walked through the maze of desks and general hubbub of people, officers in uniform, plainclothes detectives, office personnel, and lay people as they found their way to the main lobby and walked outside where the air was cold, the sky a brilliant blue, the sunlight dazzling.

Three reporters hung out on the steps, smoking cigarettes and talking, their breath fogging in the air.

One woman glanced at them. “Hey—isn’t that Marquise?” she heard one whisper to another. Maggie’s heart leaped and she turned, looking over her shoulder, hoping to spy her sister when she realized the reporter was staring directly at her. “Marquise? Where have you been?” A petite Asian woman, bundled in a heavy wool coat, gloves, and a scarf, thrust a microphone in Maggie’s face. The cameraman was right behind her, balancing a huge camera on one shoulder and pointing it in her direction.

“I’m not Marquise.”

“No?” The reporter smiled and winked. “Are you going by Mary Theresa again? Look, everyone at the station has been worried sick—”

“You don’t understand,” Maggie cut in. “I’m not Mary Theresa.” She felt Thane’s fingers on her elbow.

“Let’s get out of here,” he growled into her ear.

But Maggie stopped short and sensed the other reporters approach her. “I’m Mary Theresa Gillette’s sister. I came to Denver to help locate her.”

“You mean Marquise. You’re her sister?” The woman paused, then as if remembering something, “You’re not from around here.” She glanced at a cameraman. “Tess said something about a twin sister, but no one had tracked her down. You lived in California but moved north—Montana or…Idaho.”

Maggie was stunned. It had been only a few days, but the resources of the press were incredible. So they should be used to find her sister.

“Do you have any idea where she might be?” the Asian woman asked.

“No.”

“She’s disappeared before, hasn’t she?” This from a tall, thin man wearing a ski parka. Another microphone was shoved under Maggie’s nose. “Do you think foul play was involved?” he asked, eager eyes searching for a story. “Could she have been kidnapped?”

“No comment,” Thane insisted loudly, then said into Maggie’s ear, “Let’s not get into this now.”

“Who’re you? The bodyguard?” one reporter demanded as Thane tugged on Maggie’s elbow and passersby on the street slowed or craned their necks at the commotion.

“The ex-husband,” another reporter clarified.

“Is she a dead ringer for her sister or what?” Ski Parka asked.

“Please, I’d like to set up an interview with you,” the first woman said. She shoved a business card in Maggie’s gloved hand. “I’m Jasmine Bell. I work at KRKY with Marquise.”

“Later,” Thane said.

The woman leveled Thane with a cool I’m-used-to-men-trying-to-push-me-around gaze. “I was talking to…what’s your name?”

“Maggie McCrae.”

“I was talking to Ms. McCrae.” Her dark eyes found Maggie’s while the other reporters inched closer. “Give me a call.”

“If you’ll help me find Mary Theresa.”

“I’d love to. Everyone at KRKY is concerned for your sister’s well-being. I’m sure Ron Bishop, the station manager, would be more than willing to get our people and resources more involved.”

“Hey, wait a minute—” the tall reporter was trying to wedge himself between the two women.

“That’s it,” Thane said, his expression unforgiving as he shepherded Maggie toward the truck. “We’re out of here.”

She pulled her arm out of his grip but managed to keep up with him. His stride was longer, but her boots pounded the sidewalk in quick time. Anger coursed through her veins. Damn it, she was sick and tired of his high-handed tactics, as if he knew what was best for her.

Fortunately, the reporters didn’t follow, and Maggie did a slow, steady burn. By the time they reached his truck, she was ready to explode. “You and I better get something straight, Walker.” She jabbed a gloved finger at his nose. “Just because we’re both trying to find out what happened to Mary Theresa doesn’t give you the right to tell me what to do, or manhandle me, or embarrass me. Got it?”

His eyes narrowed, and for a second, as he stared down at her, she didn’t know if he intended to shake some sense into her or kiss her. For a heartbeat the city seemed to melt away. He reached forward. Her breath caught. She swallowed hard but focused on the thin line of his mouth. His arm grazed her shoulder as he forced a key into the lock and opened the pickup’s door.

In a second, the magic moment evaporated.

“Don’t hold your breath if you’re expecting me to say, ‘yes, princess.’ The way I see it we’re in this together. Equally. I’m not about to take any orders, got that?”

“Equally?” she repeated, flabbergasted. “You think you’ve treated me equally with those Neanderthal tactics back on the steps of the police station?” She glared up at him. “Well, let me tell you something, cowboy, ordering a woman around might work on your ranch or in some outpost in the middle-of-nowhere Wyoming, but not with me.” She hooked her thumb at her chest. “Don’t push me around.” Climbing into the cab, she added, “I’m not the kind of woman who wants to be placed on a pedestal or put under some man’s thumb, and I never have been. You got this, Walker? I never want to be told what’s best for me, because I think I can figure it out for myself.”

“Right on, sister,” he mocked, and she nearly came out of her seat. “Now, Ms. McCrae, is that all?” His expression was unforgiving, his eyes as gray-blue and stormy as a raging sea in winter.

“For now.”

“Well, praise be!” He slammed the door shut and strode to the driver’s side, where he slid behind the steering wheel, twisted on the ignition, and pumped the gas pedal. When the truck started, he eased out of the parking lot. “Where to?”

“Marquise’s house.”

“Don’t you think it’s off-limits?”

“Maybe, but the detective didn’t say so, and I just happen to have a key.” She pulled out her key ring and flashed it in front of his eyes.

“You didn’t ask.”

“Because I didn’t want him to say no. This isn’t exactly a game of ‘Mother, may I?’ So if Henderson has a fit, I can plead innocence or at the very least ignorance.” She wiped some condensation from the passenger side of the windshield with her glove. “Besides, my sister gave me the key ‘in case of an emergency.’ I think this qualifies.”

Thane nosed the truck into a slow line of traffic heading for a bridge that spanned Cherry Creek. “You know, lady,” he said as they eased over the bridge, “you’re more like your sister than I thought.”

She felt an unwarranted jab of disappointment. The more she knew about Mary Theresa, the less she felt she had in common with the woman who had become Marquise. “From you, I’ll take it as a compliment,” she lied.

“Exactly how it was intended.”

“Oh, right.” Unable to hide her sarcasm, she opened her purse, found a pair of sunglasses, and forced them onto the bridge of her nose. She didn’t believe him for a moment.

In her estimation, Thane was hiding something. Something big. And she was bound and determined to find out what it was.

 
 
 

From his viewpoint at an upper-story window, Detective Henderson sipped his coffee around the wad of gum that had grown stale in his mouth. Squinting, he noticed Thane Walker’s black pickup meld into the steady flow of traffic. A few seconds later an unmarked police vehicle followed suit, and he felt a little better. He didn’t trust Walker, and, if his gut instincts were right, Marquise’s twin sister was holding something back, some piece of information.

But then everyone involved was tight-lipped—from Syd Gillette, the second husband, to Wade Pomeranian, Marquise’s latest lover—they all seemed to hold a secret. Even Eve Lawrence, Marquise’s secretary and a woman who seemed genuinely worried, wasn’t anxious to talk to anyone associated with the police department. The same could be said of Craig Beaumont, the cohost of Denver AM, who appeared to hold more than his share of grudges against his partner.

Sooner or later, Henderson knew, the truth would come out. It always did. It just took the right amount of digging and a lot of patience and perseverance.

Of all the people associated with the case, Thane Walker bothered him the most. Probably because he’d been in trouble before. Then there was that little domestic dispute that Marquise’s neighbor, Jane Stanton, had reported. Too bad the woman had heard only bits and pieces of the conversation, but Walker had threatened Marquise according to the woman. “If this is one more of your bullshit lies, Mary Theresa, I swear I’ll kill you.” Or so the neighbor who lived alone with six cats was willing to testify. What was that all about? And why was he so damned secretive? His I-don’t-give-a-good-goddamn attitude settled like lead in Henderson’s gut. “But why would he want his ex-wife dead?” he muttered to himself.

“That’s a good question. He really doesn’t have much of a motive, does he?” Hannah had finished scribbling her notes and tucked the pad into a voluminous purse she forever carried with her.

“She does owe him money.”

“How much?” Hannah’s head snapped up.

This was news he’d just learned from the county records, news he hadn’t yet shared with her.

“A couple of hundred thousand. Closer to two-fifty.”

Hannah whistled low. “Secured?”

He nodded. “Second trust deeds on both her houses. About the only collateral the woman had. She was in debt to her pretty neck. If Marquise is dead, he can force a sale against the estate and collect.” Seeing that the tail was neatly and discreetly in place as the unmarked Jeep rounded the corner, he turned and shoved his hands into his pockets.

“Couldn’t he do it if she was alive?”

“Oh, yes. But she could fight him; make it messy. Lots of bad publicity and lawyer fees.”

“Does he need the money?”

“Doesn’t look that way. The guy has a knack for investments, it seems. Self-made. Worked hard, put money away, got lucky on a couple of real-estate deals. He bought a lot of land in California when the market went bust a few years back. Now that it’s turned around, it looks like he’s a wealthy man. But who knows?”

“You think he’d find a way to kill her for two hundred grand?” Hannah was skeptical. “He doesn’t strike me as the type.”

“Walker’s hiding something. And, unless the convenience store clerk really did see Marquise, Thane Walker was the last person who saw her alive. So, I’ll want to talk to Marquise’s neighbor again, find out if she remembers anything more about that argument.”

“It’ll have to wait. Jane Stanton is visiting her daughter for a couple of days.”

“What?”

“Her daughter had a skiing accident, or something,” Hannah said, flipping the pages of her notebook. “Jane wanted to see that she was okay. But she should be back by the weekend.”

“Great.” Sometimes it seemed that nothing went right.

Hannah clicked her pen. “So what do you think Walker’s hiding?”

“That’s the quarter-million-dollar question, isn’t it?” Henderson spit his gum into the trash and still hungered for a cigarette. “But now at least we know that he’s got motive.”

“Still no body.”

That was the good news. Maybe Marquise was alive somewhere. “Yeah, there’s a chance we still could get lucky. She might turn up fit as a fiddle.” But as each day passed, he thought that chance was less and less likely. “This could be an elaborate publicity stunt, or she could’ve holed up. Maybe she’s hiding somewhere and licking her wounds for some reason. Could be she just needed to get away, or she might have had a bad case of amnesia.”

“The Jeep will turn up.”

“Mmm.” Unless it’s already in a chop shop. He rubbed a knot out of the tight muscles at the base of his neck, the same damned muscles that always tightened up and gave him a headache whenever he was stressed out. “What did you think about the sister?”

“I liked her.” Hannah nodded and clicked her pen again, as if she were agreeing with herself.

“Why?”

“Smart. Honest. Down-to-earth. Concerned about Marquise. She handled herself pretty well.”

“You think so?” He usually respected Hannah’s opinion, even when it didn’t jibe with his own.

“Yeah. Him, I’m not so sure about.”

“Me, neither, but tell me, as a woman, what do you think about the guy?”

“Oh, you want the female perspective.”

“That’s right. Shoot.” Henderson picked up his now-cold cup of coffee.

A small smile played upon Hannah’s lips and she tugged thoughtfully on her ear. “Well, for one thing, he’s sexy as hell. Too damned male for his own good. He’s almost a cliché, you know. Tall, ranch-tough, chiseled features, irreverent. A cowboy with an attitude. Every American woman’s secret fantasy.”

Henderson snorted.

“Even your remark that he’s hiding something holds some kind of appeal; women are curious, they like a man who has a dark side. Don’t ask me why. There’s a thrill to it, I suppose. The element of not knowing. Danger.” She was obviously looking for a reaction. Henderson gave her none.

Hannah cocked her head to one side as she always did when she was thinking. “Walker’s used to having women fall all over him, unless I miss my guess. Probably Marquise never quite got over him.”

“So that’s why she ran to his ranch every time she got into trouble?”

“A good guess.”

“What about the sister, Maggie? How does she fit in?”

“Now, there’s an interesting glitch,” Hannah said, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully and the tip of one polished nail tapping her front teeth. “Woman’s intuition tells me that she’s in love with him.”

“With Walker?” He’d sensed it, too, didn’t like that particular kink in this already-tangled case. He preferred things more straightforward. Trouble was, they never were. Christ, he could use a cigarette.

Hannah nodded, her smooth brow creasing at the implications. “Yep. Unless I miss my guess, Ms. McCrae’s got it bad. Real bad. For her twin sister’s ex-husband.”



















Chapter Thirteen
 



Leaning against a counter in the small storefront, Becca eyed the tattoo artist warily. The woman was so skinny she looked like a walking skeleton. With frizzy bleached blond hair, tanned skin, and too much eye makeup, she didn’t come across as the kind of person to trust with your body. But she believed in her art because she had hearts and flowers decorating one arm and a flaming cross with a banner that said Jesus is Love on the other.

“Okay, doll, what’ll it be?” the woman asked around a wad of gum as a cigarette burned unattended in an ashtray. There were other artists as well, seated in cubicles with their clients, gloves on their hands as they used equipment that looked like electric pens to trace patterns on different body parts. The place was clean enough, the floors gleaming, the walls decorated with pictures of tattooed bodies.

“Get one of those Chinese suns,” her cousin Jenny said, urging her on as a paddle fan slowly turned, moving the stale air typical of greater Los Angeles. Jenny was fairly beaming. Dressed in the short skirt and sweater of her cheerleading outfit, she looked as out of place as Becca felt. “The ones that mean something. Or your sign of the zodiac, that would be cool.”

“When were you born?”

“In April, but…I was thinking more like a hummingbird.”

“No problem.” The woman took a drag from her cigarette and reached upward to the wooden shelves where there were stacks of books. “Let’s see…birds, I got birds here somewhere…” She found a thin-leafed book, flipped through it, then frowned. “…nope, oh, here it is.” She pulled down a pattern book that had seen better days and placed it on the desk in front of Becca. Refusing to be intimidated by the woman or her cousin, Becca riffled through the pages. “This one,” she said, pointing to a ruby-throated hummingbird hovering in midair.

“Nice. Where d’ya want it?”

“Umm. I was thinkin’ on my ankle.”

“Awesome,” Jenny said. “I wish I had the guts to get one.”

“Do it,” Becca urged. It would be so much cooler if Jenny did it with her.

“I…I can’t. I hate needles.”

“Not much pain involved.” The woman leaned forward, eyed Becca’s bare legs, and nodded. “That’d work.”

“Great.” Jenny was more enthusiastic than Becca. Her brown eyes glinted with mischief. “How much?”

“Depends on the size and the difficulty.” The woman thought long and hard. “We’ll discuss price when your mother gets here.” She straightened, frizzy blond hair falling back into place.

“My mother?” Becca’s heart dropped.

“Or your dad. Or a legal guardian. Whatever. You know that I can’t do this without your guardian’s permission.”

“Why not?”

“Oh, honey.” The woman smiled sadly. “You’re gonna hafta do some big talkin’ to convince me you’re eighteen.” She popped her gum, took a final drag from her cigarette, and shot smoke out of the side of her mouth. “Don’t suppose you’ve got a driver’s license or a passport or some kind of document with your age?”

“No, but—”

“Didn’t think so.” She offered a kind smile. “Well, unless you come back here with your guardian, I can’t help you out.”

“But—”

“Hey, I don’t need that kind of trouble.” She pointed a long finger at the sign over the cupboard holding her books—a sign clarifying age restrictions, then she jabbed out her cigarette in a tin ashtray and flipped the pattern book of birds closed. “Come back with your mom, or when you’re older, okay?”

“Oh, come on,” Jenny begged, and Becca was surprised that her cousin was so interested in Becca’s doing something that could land her in big trouble. Maybe there was more to Jenny than met the eye. Becca was already beginning to suspect that her older cousin might rat her out at a moment’s notice. Jenny had already demonstrated that she adhered to the CYA—cover your ass—mentality.

“Really, girls.” The woman shook her head. “I have a couple kids of my own, and if they did anything to their bodies behind my back, I’d give ’em what for, believe me.” Her overly made-up eyes were sincere. “As I said, next time, bring your mom.”

Since they had no other choice, Jenny and Becca walked outside, where the November sun was warm and bright, sparkling off the dusty sidewalk. No trees lined the streets in this part of town, and litter blew in the dry wind that followed the cars through the alleys and around squatty buildings.

“Bummer,” Jenny said. “I thought if we came down here, they’d do it. My friends go to nicer places. You know, they’re almost like doctors’ offices, but I knew they wouldn’t do it without a parent’s signature.” She unlocked the driver’s side of her silver Jetta, crawled inside and flipped a switch to unlock Becca’s door. As Becca took her seat, Jenny folded up the dash guard that she’d placed on the inside of the windshield to protect the interior from the heat. It didn’t help much. The car was pretty warm even though it was early November. But it felt good to Becca.

Leaning her seat back as Jenny eased into traffic and turned on the radio full blast to the sound of a song by Jewel, Becca smiled and told herself she didn’t miss her mother. Lately she had been such a pain. This was much better. Though hangin’ out with Aunt Connie and Uncle Jim wasn’t all that great. Connie was always sighing and complaining, and Jim was a tight-ass. Everything had to be just so.

But Jenny. For the most part, aside from her need to protect herself, she was beyond cool. Becca dragged a pair of sunglasses out of her backpack and slid them onto her face. Jenny fumbled in her purse for cigarettes and a lighter. “Want one?” she asked her younger cousin.

Becca grinned and took the offered filter tip. Jenny handed her the lighter and laughed when she couldn’t get the flame to hold steady. “Like this,” she explained, and flicked the lighter with expertise.

She held the flame to Becca’s cigarette and Becca drew in hard. Too hard. The smoke burned all the way to her lungs. She ended up coughing wildly, and Jenny laughed as she lit up and rammed her car into gear. “I wish I had a convertible,” she complained, but Becca didn’t mind. She didn’t even care that she couldn’t get the stupid tattoo. Rolling down her window, she took another puff, coughed, and was determined to get better at this smoking thing.

She leaned her seat way back and held her hand out the window with the cigarette burning. Oh, yeah, this was the life. She loved L.A.

“I overheard Mom and Dad talking last night,” Jenny said, as Becca watched a scraggly looking palm tree flash by.

“About what?”

“They were talkin’ about you coming to live with us permanently.”

“Really?” Becca coughed on more smoke. “Mom’s thinkin’ about it?”

“I don’t know. I…um, I don’t think I was supposed to hear—they were on the patio and the window was open, so I kinda just hung out and listened.” Jenny bit her lip. As if she’d revealed too much and was suddenly regretting it. She glanced over her shoulder, gunned the engine, and beat out a boy in a red Kia to the next light. “So, Becca, don’t say anything to your mom, okay? She probably wants to surprise you about this L.A. thing.”

“Cool,” Becca said, inhaling on the cigarette again. And it was—really cool. Maybe her mother was finally coming around.

 
 
 

Marquise’s home was no less than a mansion. Maggie had always thought so. Built of red brick and stone and guarded by ancient maple and aspen trees, the house rose three stories to a sharply pitched, snow-covered roof. Leaded-glass windows winked in the bright sunlight as Thane and Maggie trudged a path through the melting snow to the front door.

“She has an alarm system,” Thane reminded Maggie as she stuffed the key in the door.

“I know.”

They entered; the electronic beeper started ticking off the seconds; and Maggie, yanking off her gloves, walked unerringly to the broom closet near the kitchen, opened the door, and deactivated the security system, pressing a series of buttons just as her sister must have every day. A sense of desperation caught hold of her and she tried to shake it off, but entering Mary Theresa’s empty house gave her a small case of the creeps, made her feel as if she were walking on someone’s grave.

That’s crazy, she reminded herself. Just because M.T. isn’t here, doesn’t change a thing.

But being with Thane didn’t help; there was just too much she didn’t know—couldn’t trust—about him.

For all its stately outward appeal, the home’s interior was eclectically decorated—some of the furniture and art pieces a little offbeat. The living room, study, and library were all conservatively decorated in tones of hunter green and tan that reminded Maggie of a stuffy men’s club. Occupied by oxblood-leather couches, wing-backed chairs, antique tables, brass lamps, and leather-bound tomes reeking of snobbery, those rooms were at odds with the rest of the house, which was decorated without any common theme and filled with whatever caught Mary Theresa’s wild eye. Period pieces were interspersed with modern posters and artwork that was little more than junk, but somehow appealed to M.T.

A dour-faced mannequin dressed in Roaring Twenties attire, complete with beaded, fringed flapper dress, feather boa, and long cigarette holder, stood near a suit of armor in the entry hall. The kitchen was festooned with hanging pots and pans, a sturdy knife rack, baskets of dried herbs, marble counters, and bouquets of wilting flowers. Zebra-striped chairs were scattered near a faux leopard couch and a large table with a ceramic chess set was placed near a cherrywood-faced fireplace.

But for all its personality, there was a sense of lifelessness throughout the rooms. Without Mary Theresa the house was dead inside. No laughter. No sounds from the television or stereo. Just the soft hum of a hidden furnace and the ticking of a cuckoo clock.

Maggie unlocked French doors that opened to a wide brick patio. Outside, the air was brisk and cold. Planters, filled with last fall’s dead blossoms, were buried in snow. The yard, a field of white, rolled toward a lake where the smooth glasslike surface was occupied by a flock of Canada geese and the late-afternoon sunlight glinted in sharp, vibrant rays. A copse of leafless cottonwood trees stood near the opposite shore, and, far in the distance, the peaks of the Rocky Mountains rose like cathedral spires to touch a blue, cloudless sky.

“Not a bad place to live,” she said, her breath fogging in air that chilled her hands and cheeks.

“If this is what you like.” Thane squinted into the sun.

“Did she?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Who knows with her?”

“No one.” Together they walked back inside, and Maggie locked the door behind them.

“Nothing simple for Marquise,” Thane observed, running a finger along the back of a leather couch.

“Mary Theresa,” Maggie said automatically as she eyed the kitchen. She’d always hated her sister’s stage name; thought it sounded so uppity. One name for God’s sake. “But, yeah, this is overkill for one person.” She walked into the dining room, where a table with twelve chairs stretched beneath a chandelier resplendent with fragrant, half-burned candles rather than electric lights.

In the living room a concert grand piano gleamed ebony and reflected the sunlight from a bank of windows overlooking the lake.

“Why would she leave this place?” Maggie wondered aloud, and started up a curved staircase to the second floor.

Mary Theresa’s bedroom was a study in femininity. Decorated in varying hues of rose and pink, it housed a king-size bed covered in shimmering white silk, a grouping of tables and chairs, and an armoire that hid a large television and stereo system. On the walls were professional photographs of the woman who had evolved from Mary Theresa Reilly into Marquise. In subtle black-and-white or startling color, Maggie’s twin was visible from every possible angle. There were a few pictures of Maggie and more of Becca, her school and sports pictures propped on the night table and bureau top. Exotic stuffed animals from a life-sized llama to a coiled snake occupied the corners and crannies of the suite. Silk flowers offered color.

And yet the room seemed empty. Barren.

Thane glanced at the pictures without comment and Maggie wondered how often he’d seen them before, how many times he’d visited Mary Theresa’s bedroom.

She closed her mind to those thoughts and stepped into the bathroom, where a sunken marble tub was framed by huge windows screened by flowering orchids. Mirrors covered the walls and ran along a marble counter, where bottles of perfume, cologne, and cosmetics were strewn in haphazard fashion. Candles and potpourri scented the air.

Maggie picked up a bottle of cologne and wondered again where Mary Theresa was, what had happened to her. “Do you think she would try to take her own life?” Maggie asked as she replaced the bottle, picked up an atomizer, and smelled the tip, only to be reminded of her sister.

“Nope.” He met her gaze in the mirror and loosened the buttons of his jacket. “The woman I knew was too selfish to end it all. Too vain.”

“So you think she was kidnapped?”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “Ransom demands would have been made by now. It’s been over a week since she stormed off the set.”

Maggie opened the closet door and stepped into an expansive cedar-lined closet, where hundreds of pairs of shoes were kept neatly in their boxes, and dresses, skirts, evening gowns, blouses, and slacks, encased in plastic, hung perfectly. Sweaters were folded in drawers; T-shirts, shorts, and jeans were folded and tucked onto shelves.

“So what happened to her?” Running her fingers over a soft green angora sweater, Maggie tried to imagine what Mary Theresa had been thinking, where she could have gone. “And why do the police think you’re involved? Don’t try to deny it; you said yourself that Henderson considers you a ‘person of interest’ in the investigation, and I saw the way he looked at you today.”

“Like I was a criminal.”

Maggie inclined her head.

“It’s probably because we were married, divorced, but still saw each other once in a while,” he admitted as they walked down a hallway. “And the fight.”

“You said it was about money?”

“Mostly it was about lies. Mary Theresa was jerking my chain. I’d caught her in a lie.”

“About?”

“Something that happened a long time ago.”

She let it drop. Sooner or later he’d confide in her.

They opened the doors of the first of two guest rooms, an exercise room, and two more bathrooms that completed the second floor. The closet was filled with men’s clothes—suits, slacks, silk shirts, and several pairs of shoes. “Looks like Marquise’s boyfriend stayed over a lot,” Thane said.

“Boyfriend?”

“With an emphasis on the boy part. Wade Pomeranian. Her latest.” Thane scanned the contents of the closet with a jaundiced eye.

Mary Theresa had mentioned him in passing during their last phone call. He was younger, a model, Maggie thought. “You don’t like him?” she asked.

“The feeling is mutual.” Thane shut the closet door and walked into an adjoining bath, where shaving paraphernalia and men’s toiletries were arranged perfectly on the tile counter. Thane sneered at the half-filled bottles. “For the record, I think Pomeranian’s a snot-nosed kid who doesn’t give a damn about her but is hanging on because she has connections in the entertainment industry. He’s self-serving, vain, and a royal pain in the ass, but other than that a helluva guy.”

“Oh, come on, Walker, don’t hold back, what do you really think?” she teased.

“That she’d be better off without that leech. But, as she was fond of telling me whenever I offered her advice, it was her life.”

“Is her life,” Maggie clarified. “Is.” A long, sable-colored robe with a hood hung on the back of the door. Matching slippers were tucked by a scale positioned near the shower. Maggie fingered the robe’s belt. “Looks like something a monk might wear.”

Thane snorted. “Don’t look for a rosary tucked in the pocket, okay? Pomeranian isn’t exactly a saint.”

“No one is,” she observed, as they made their way up another set of stairs.

On the third floor, the attic had been converted to a dance studio, complete with sound system, ballet barre, and shining hardwood floors. Mirrors covered the walls, and the sloped ceiling was broken up by dormer alcoves.

“Any other reason you and Mary Theresa don’t get along?” Maggie asked, sensing something more, as if Thane had never quite disconnected from his ex-wife, as if there were ties that bound them together, ties Maggie had never known existed.

His jaw slid to the side. “You mean other than that she tricked me into marrying her, we got a divorce, and she’s been a pain ever since?”

“Yeah,” she prodded.

“She does owe me money,” he admitted.

“Ahh…,” Maggie said. “How much?”

“Enough.”

“This is no time to be coy, Walker,” she said, pointing a finger at his chest as they walked down the stairs to the main level again.

“Okay. She owes me two hundred thousand dollars, plus interest. All told, it’s closer to two hundred and fifty.”

Maggie stopped dead in her tracks at the base of the stairs. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“She needed it.”

“I question that,” she said, eyeing the foyer with its marble floor, polished cherrywood staircase, and chandelier. The flapper and medieval knight stood guard. The piano was visible behind French doors that closed off the living room. “For what?”

“Taxes. Your sister forgot to pay for a few years, and the IRS doesn’t like that much.”

“So you bailed her out?”

“I loaned her some money.”

“A lot of money.” She walked into the den and sat down in Mary Theresa’s chair, as her legs were a little less steady than they had been. Picking up a pencil, she tapped it nervously against the edge of the desk as Thane stood near the window, staring out at the expanse of snow-covered lawn. The sun was lowering in the western sky, the November night fast approaching. “You haven’t been leveling with me,” Maggie finally ventured.

“How’s that?”

“You didn’t tell me about seeing Mary Theresa fairly regularly, and my guess is you knew that I didn’t think you two had any contact.”

“I only saw her when she was in trouble.”

“You should have told me,” she insisted, more than a little hurt. An old sense of wariness stole into her heart.

“I did. When you asked.”

“Give me a break.”

“Maggie—”

“And you didn’t mention the loan,” she pointed out, her blood starting to boil. Who was he to keep things from her? Weren’t they in this together?

“It wasn’t the issue.”

“Good Lord, Thane, are you crazy?” she snapped. “Don’t you know what’s going on here?” She pushed back the chair, shot to her feet, and crossed the distance between them. “Weren’t you in the police station with me today? Detective Henderson thinks that either Mary Theresa is pulling some elaborate publicity stunt, or that she might have holed up and killed herself, or that you were somehow involved in a kidnapping or worse! That fight you had put you right up at the top of the suspect list!” Exasperated, Maggie threw her hands up in the air. “I mean, I thought you came to my place to drag me back here because you wanted my help. That…that you thought that we, together, could find Mary, that…I don’t know, that we could help the police clear this up.”

He stared at her long and hard, the way he had years before, and she swallowed with sudden difficulty, her anger evaporating a bit as she sensed a shift in the atmosphere in the room.

“Did it ever occur to you that I might have used all this as an excuse to see you again?”

Oh, sweet Jesus. His words rippled over her heart like a brook over stones, smoothing out the rough, painful edges.

“I don’t think so, Thane,” she said, refusing to be seduced by words she’d wanted to hear so many years ago. “I think you showed up because you needed my help. Period.” She walked back to the desk and plopped down in the chair, then caught sight of Mary Theresa’s Rolodex. “Who did the detective say was the last person to see Mary Theresa?”

“A cashier at a gas station. But that doesn’t seem to have panned out. Anyway, Henderson also said something about the guy making a mistake and being someone always on the lookout for cheap publicity. There were some time discrepancies as well.”

“Whether the clerk saw Mary Theresa or not, the last person to really talk with her was you, right?”

“That we know about,” he allowed.

She stared hard at him. “And, before she met with you, she saw the people she worked with, right? Craig Beaumont and the other people at the station. Maybe her secretary.”

“As I remember it.”

“Me, too.” She flipped through the well-used cards and as she did, the names she’d heard from Mary Theresa jumped out at her: Craig Beaumont, Syd Gillette, Robert Inman, Dr. Michelle Kelly, Maggie and Becca McCrae, Wade Pomeranian, Thane Walker…along with names she didn’t recognize at all.

Eyeing the telephone and answering machine, she pushed the play button and listened to several hang-ups as well as calls from the television station; her agent, Ambrose King; Eve Lawrence; Detective Henderson; and the first of her own desperate telephone messages. “Mary Theresa, this is Maggie. If you’re there please pick up…Mary Theresa?…Oh, okay, Marquise, are you there?” A pause. “Look, I, um, I got a message from you—you know the kind you used to send—well, at least I think I did, and I need to talk to you, so please call me back. I’m still at the ranch in Idaho…”

“What kind of a message?” Thane asked as the recorder clicked off and Maggie felt like a fool.

“Nothing.” She shook her head.

“No, you said that you received a message.” He crossed the room to the desk and pushed the play button again. To Maggie’s mortification, they heard her desperate plea all over again. “What did you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Like hell, lady. I think you just made the point that we were in this together and we shouldn’t keep secrets, so what kind of message?”

“Let it go. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you.”

She tried to breeze past him, but his fingers locked around her wrist and he spun her to face him. “Try me,” he suggested, his face so close to hers she could feel his heat, smell that same particular scent that was uniquely his.

“Drop it, Thane.”

“Not on your life.” His eyes held hers—steely blue and calculating. The fingers around her wrist tightened.

“All right,” she said, ignoring the fact that her breath seemed to disappear deep in the back of her throat. She hesitated, but her heart was pumping, adrenaline surging through her blood. “Try this on for size, cowboy. Every so often—well, more like once in a blue moon—Mary Theresa and I…we communicate, I guess that’s the only way to say it, but we do it without speaking.”

“Without speaking?” His eyes narrowed as if to see deeper into her mind and find out if she was lying to him. He was studying her so closely she wanted to move out of his line of vision, but she was trapped, her arm held fast.

“That’s right. And I’m not talking about letters or e-mail or sign language, Walker. This is mental telepathy.”

“Bull.”

She raised a knowing eyebrow. “You asked.”

“Yeah, well, try again.”

“It doesn’t work often and it only works one way.”

“How’s that?” he said, skepticism deepening the craggy lines at the corners of his eyes.

“Mary Theresa can throw some kind of inner voice and I…I can hear it.”

“Just you?”

“Just me.”

He snorted in derision.

“It doesn’t matter how many miles we’re apart, I can still hear her.”

“Sure.”

“You asked,” she reminded him.

His smile was cold as deepest winter. “So what have you been ‘hearing’ from her lately?”

“Not enough.”

“But something.”

She licked her lips nervously and his gaze skated to her mouth before returning to her eyes.

“Tell me, Mag Pie.”

She swallowed hard. “Okay. I heard from her about an hour before you showed up at the ranch in Idaho.”

“Convenient.”

“The truth, damn it!” She yanked hard on her arm, but his fingers surrounding her wrist only tightened their manacle-like grip.

“Since then?”

“Nothing…well, I did hear from her when I was sleeping but…” She shook her head. “But I’m pretty sure that was just a dream.”

“Jesus H. Christ.”

“It’s true, damn it. Believe it or not.”

“Okay,” he drawled, “just for the sake of argument, let’s say I believe you, then what about before? When did you hear or whatever you want to call it…uh, receive messages from her?”

She took in a long breath and wished she could call back all the words. No doubt he’d think she was a looney. But it was too late. “The first time it happened was the night Mitch…Mitch and Mary Theresa were drunk, um, in the hot tub and then again the night he died. Another time was when you came to the house and announced that you and she were going to get married, and, then, the last time, after years of silence, believe it or not, I heard her again. Just a little while before you showed up at the cabin. She was desperate and scared and pleaded with me to help her.” She tilted back her head, lifting her chin in challenge, blatantly defying him. “Go ahead, tell me I’m lying or that I’m crazy.”

“Either you’re lying or you’re crazy.”

“Wrong. It’s what happened,” she insisted, finally able to pull away from him and rub her wrist. Oh, God, this sounded so lame, so damned lame. “But the last time…the last time she threw her voice at me and…and it had to have been after she was already missing, after the police found the suicide note, after her disappearance, so you see, she isn’t dead. Couldn’t be. Or else she couldn’t have sent the message!”

“If she did.”

“Why would I make this up?”

“I don’t know.” He stared at her as if he thought she was insane, as if she didn’t have a rational thought in her head.

“And what did she say in this message?” he asked.

“Just that she needed help,” she lied, unable to accuse him of a crime she didn’t understand.

His jaw clenched. A muscle worked near his temple. Disbelief registered in his eyes.

“Say it, Walker.”

“You’re making this up.”

“Why?”

That was a damned good question. Thane didn’t want to trust her, had learned long ago never to believe a woman, any woman; but with Maggie it had always been different. As it was today. “Because it doesn’t make sense.”

“Does anything”—she made a wide, sweeping gesture with her arm, encompassing the entire house in that one motion—“anything about this make sense? You know, Walker, if you want me to trust you, you’d damned well better trust me!”

Her green eyes snapped with fire, her cheeks were flushed a bright, indignant hue, and the corners of her mouth drew down into a small pout that he found fascinating. “Do you, Maggie?” he asked, trying to ignore the fact that she still got to him. As no other woman ever had. “Do you trust me?”

“No.” The answer was quick. Emphatic. Cut like a knife. “But I’m trying, damn it. I don’t know about you, but I’m not gonna sit around and let the police do this in their own sweet time.”

He felt the first warning of a new kind of trouble. “What do you mean?”

“I worked for a private investigator for a few years, learned the ropes, and I think it’s time I figured out what happened to my sister. Whether you believe me or not, she called out to me, Thane, and it was after she was supposed to be missing.”

“That’s crazy.”

“So I’ve been told. The police, if they dig deep enough, are going to find out that I saw a psychiatrist, not once, but twice. The first time was years ago, after Mitch died and you and Mary Theresa got married; I went to college, but was treated for depression.”

He was surprised. Maggie was one of the sanest, most down-to-earth people he’d ever met in his life.

“And the second time was about a year ago; my marriage was failing, my daughter was becoming estranged, and I felt like I’d fallen into a deep, black hole. The harder I tried to climb out, the farther down I seemed to sink. I clawed until my fingers bled, but I just couldn’t get to the top, wasn’t able to smell fresh air or able to reach the light at the top, so I had to go under a doctor’s care.” She hesitated and he saw a fresh, desolate pain in her eyes.

“And then your husband died?” he ventured, knowing he was prying, probing into painful areas, but unable not to ask a question that had been bothering him ever since he’d seen her again.

She managed a thin smile. “That’s not exactly how it went. Yes, I was depressed, and I was on medication, but the cause of the depression was my marriage. Dean and I had mentally separated, disconnected years before; we were living different lives, completely divided. He was seeing another woman, though he denied it vehemently, and I couldn’t stand it. I filed for divorce.” She rubbed her arms and looked away. “The day he was served, he drank nearly a fifth of Jack Daniel’s, drove outside of the city, and lost control of the car.” She shuddered.

“And died.”

“Not for a while.” Tears gathered in her eyes, and she swallowed hard. The tip of her nose turned red. “No, not Dean McCrae. He hung in there, in a coma, for eleven days, while the rest of us, me, my daughter, his parents and brother and sister-in-law held a vigil, praying for him, talking to him, begging him to survive.” She blinked and wiped the moisture from her eyes. “In the end he gave up. Everything started shutting down, and the doctors told me he was brain-dead. We—well, I—pulled the plug. At the time, his family agreed, but then…” She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. “…anyway, the upshot was that his parents and brother blame me, my daughter blames me, and we’re all working through a truckload of guilt.” She angled her face upward defiantly, her gaze boring into his so deeply he was certain she could see each and every one of his sins. And there were many. More than anyone would ever guess. Anguish twisted her perfect features and tracks from her tears glistened on her cheeks. “Any further questions, cowboy?”

He didn’t answer. Couldn’t. All his resistance cracked, and as he’d wanted from the first time he’d laid eyes on her again, he dragged her into his arms. She gasped, her eyes widened, and he pressed his anxious lips to hers.

A million reasons to stop this madness crashed through his head. She couldn’t be trusted, she was Mary Theresa’s sister, he’d broken her heart once before, she hated him…but he didn’t care, didn’t give a good goddamn about anything but the touch and feel of her. It was comfort. It was lust. It was heaven.

God, it had been so long. Heat sang through his blood, and his tongue slid past her teeth, searching, touching, mating as she moaned softly, opening to him as if she had no resistance. Thoughts of bare, fragrant skin, rain-washed hair, and hot sex flashed through his mind. He remembered the first time he’d made love to her, how her back arched upward in the rainstorm, how warm and tight she’d been as she’d so willingly offered him her virginity there in the woods, how she’d trembled, just as she did now, fully dressed, in his arms.

In Mary Theresa’s house.

That thought was a dash of ice water.

As if she, too, suddenly realized that they were trespassing, violating a woman who could be dead, her sister, his ex-wife, the very woman who had stood between them before, Maggie struggled to pull away from him. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“I know it isn’t.” But he didn’t release her, held her fast, and kissed her again. Hard. She seemed to melt for a second, only to push against him again.

“Really, Thane. I—you—we’ve got a job to do. We have to find Mary Theresa, and I can’t be confused about it.”

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

Silently cursing himself, he dropped his arms.

“You confuse me. And it can’t happen. I—I won’t let it.” She seemed to gather strength as she put some distance between them. But her breathing was ragged, her eyes glazed with the unique passion only they had shared. “Let’s just find Mary Theresa.” She walked to the desk again and picked up her sister’s Rolodex. “I think I’ll borrow this.”

“What?”

“And, while we’re here—” Sitting on the edge of her sister’s chair, she stared into the monitor, flipped a switch, and waited for the computer to hum to life. Once the screen was glowing, she typed with agile fingers and was somehow into Mary Theresa’s calendar.

“How do you know how to access all these things?”

“Mary Theresa isn’t exactly a computer wizard. She’s always used her birth date as her access code. It just so happens to be mine, too.” She managed a fragile smile. “Remember I worked for a—”

“Private investigator, I know. I think it’s starting to haunt me.”

She was still typing, scanning private files, and sending commands. Within a few minutes the printer was spewing out information about the past month of Marquise’s life, addresses and phone numbers of her nearest and dearest, even information on projects she was working on. “Voilà,” Maggie finally said, scooping the pages from the printer. “What is it they say—a little knowledge is a dangerous thing?”

“Amen.”

Thane watched as she folded the printed pages and dropped them, along with the Rolodex, into her voluminous purse. As she started to rise from the desk, Thane heard the clank and rattle of the garage door as it engaged. “Listen.”

Maggie’s head snapped up. A huge, relieved grin widened the lips he’d so recently kissed. “She’s home!”

“Maybe.” The sound of an engine rumbled from the area of the garage, and the throb of the bass notes of a heavy-metal tune nearly shook the foundation. The music and engine stopped. Maggie tore down the hallway. She reached the door to the garage as it was flung open.

Wade Pomeranian, his long dark curls tangled and wild, his smile as eager as Maggie’s, strode into the house in five-hundred-dollar snakeskin boots, a long black-leather coat, and a cloud of marijuana smoke.

“Baby!” he cried, a grin cracking his sober features. He wrapped his arms around Maggie and twirled her off her feet. “Oh, God, it’s good to see ya! The police, everyone…they told me…I mean, shit, they all acted like you were dead or…somethin’…” His smile faded, and he set Maggie onto the floor. Looking down the hallway, he demanded, “What the hell is he doin’ here?”

Thane, irritated at the younger man’s display, felt one side of his mouth lift. “You know, that’s funny, Pomeranian,” he drawled, sizing up Marquise’s latest lover. “I was just about to ask you the same thing.”



















Chapter Fourteen
 



“I’m not Mary Theresa.”

“Oh, shit, baby, are you fucked up again?” Wade’s dark eyes were suddenly serious as he set Maggie on the floor. He stomped a foot and turned up one hand, clawlike, shaking it toward the ceiling. “I told you to quit takin’ those damned pills.”

“I said I’m not Mary Theresa. I’m her sister. Maggie McCrae.”

For a second he didn’t say a word, just stared at her. Then it finally hit; he recognized the differences. “Oh, fuck!” He took a step backward and looked from Maggie to Thane and back again. “Shit. You…you’re a dead ringer for Marquise!”

“What’re you doing here?” Thane asked.

“I just came for some of my things and I saw your truck outside and then I saw Marquise…well, Maggie…oh, fuck!” He shook his head, and the long curls that fell past his shoulders gleamed under the light. “Jesus. You look so much like her it’s…cosmically weird. Wow.” Slightly recovering, he realized he had no place being in Marquise’s house. He held up his hands as if in surrender. “Look, I’ll just run up and grab my things.”

“Wait a minute.” Maggie hitched her head toward the kitchen. “I want to talk to you.”

“Me?” He was instantly wary. “Why?”

“Because I want to know what happened to my sister.”

“So do I,” he said readily. “But I don’t have a clue. Really.”

“Let me be the judge of that. Come on, let’s talk.”

She flipped on a switch at the entrance to the kitchen. Through the windows dusk was crawling across the land, the sky turning to lavender and the ground, where the snow still covered it, a pale shade of gray.

Though he was reluctant, Wade took a chair at the round, glass-topped table. Maggie ignored the thin layer of dust that had collected on the surface and, as she sat in a chair opposite Pomeranian, moved a crystal vase of dead irises and roses to one side, leaving a trail of faded petals and pollen that scattered over the glass.

“Why are you two”—Pomeranian motioned vaguely toward the cooking island where Thane stood, leaning against the attached eating bar—“y’know, like together?”

“We knew each other a long time ago.” Maggie was more interested in asking the questions than answering them. “Look, please, tell me about Mary Theresa. The police seem to think that she was suicidal—” One of his dark eyebrows arched a little as he sank in the chair, settling low on his back, long legs stretched out, hands folded together, but visible through the glass. His nails were manicured, his hair shiny, his skin swarthy and dark, but flawless. Compared to Thane he was reedy, but he probably photographed well.

“I don’t think Marquise offed herself if that’s what you’re asking.”

“What do you think happened to her?” Thane asked.

“Shit, man, I don’t know. Don’t you think I want to find her?”

“Do you?”

“Yes!” Wade’s smooth face twisted into a mask of frustration. “I love her.”

“Is that what it is?” Thane obviously wasn’t convinced.

Maggie shot him a look to shut him up. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“The Wednesday night before she left.” He sighed and glanced out the windows. “We had a fight. Something stupid. I wanted to be interviewed on her show, always had, and she put me off again.” His lips tightened around the corners. “I got pissed, really pissed, and told her we were through.” He snorted, and though his fingers remained laced, his thumbs moved nervously. “So…anyway, she kinda threw me out, and I left. It was about ten, I guess. I went back to my apartment, felt like shit, couldn’t sleep, and called in the morning about six-thirty, but she didn’t pick up, so I figured, ‘fuck it, she knows my number,’ and didn’t even try to reach her for a couple of days. I had a photo shoot in Salt Lake that day, and I looked like shit, because I hadn’t slept a wink, but I got through it and stayed in Utah until Sunday.”

“You didn’t hear from her?”

“No.”

“Didn’t try to call again?”

“The ball was in her court. I figured I’d give her some time to cool down and figure out what she wanted.”

“But you love her,” Thane remarked, his voice bland.

He nodded, his curls bouncing. “I do.”

“I’ll handle this.” Maggie sent Thane a glare guaranteed to make lesser men tremble, and the irreverent son of a gun had the gall to smile at her, turn his palm toward Wade Pomeranian, and lift his eyebrows as if to say, “Your witness, counselor.”

Wade checked his watch. “I’m running a little late.”

“Okay, okay, just bring me up to speed,” Maggie said, irritated and rapidly coming to the conclusion that Thane was correct in his opinion of Mary Theresa’s lover. The guy seemed like a flake. “What do you think happened to Marquise?”

“Shit, I don’t know.”

“As I said, the police seem to think that she might have had some kind of suicide wish.”

He barked out a laugh. “Right, and I told you what I thought. Marquise? No fuckin’ way. She loved life. Always wanted a little more from it, always hatchin’ some scheme to make more money or promote herself, but she wasn’t about to end it. Not her.”

“Then do you think she might’ve been kidnapped?”

“Hell, I don’t know.” He shrugged his slim shoulders. “Don’t know why anyone would do it.”

“Money,” Thane said.

“Or attention,” Maggie added.

“Or maybe some psycho. There are always nutcases runnin’ around. Beats me.” He looked sincere. Well, as sincere as he could in the black getup and professionally coiffed hair.

“Look, I’m outta here. I’m already late.” He flashed a killer smile, one that made him his money modeling. Scooting his chair back, he dropped his feet to the floor, slapped his thighs, and without another word strode out of the room at a sharp clip. His coat billowed behind him, and Maggie was reminded of Batman’s cape.

“How long has Mary Theresa been with him?” she asked.

“Six, maybe eight months.” Thane lifted a shoulder. “Too long.”

She heard Wade stomping around on the second floor, then rapid-fire footsteps as he hurried down the stairs. He didn’t bother to step into the kitchen again, though Maggie, from her position at the table, watched him fly through the door to the garage. His coat sailed behind him as he carried a bundle of clothes toward a sleek navy blue BMW. The door to the garage slammed shut before Maggie saw much more, but she heard the sounds of the garage door cranking open, a keyless lock beeping, a powerful engine firing, loud music blaring, and then everything receding as Wade and his sports car made tracks.

“How was that for a breath of fresh air?” Thane asked, still staring at the door.

“Different,” she said, but realized that Mary Theresa didn’t really have a “type” where men were concerned. None of the men in her life had fit into any kind of mold. Including Thane.

“Come on, I’ll buy you dinner,” Thane offered.

“I’ll take you up on that, but first I need to check into a hotel and rent a car.” She grabbed her purse and headed for the broom closet. Expertly she activated the security system. As the alarm beeped softly, she and Thane hurried outside. The air was frigid, the stars bright, and the few streetlights glowed against the snow-covered terrain.

“Why rent a car?” he asked. “I’ll drive you wherever you need to go.”

“Don’t you have a ranch or two to run?”

“I have foremen who can handle whatever comes up.”

She hazarded a glance at him as they trudged in the melting path they’d broken earlier. He didn’t belong in this neighborhood of sprawling mansions and tended acres. He looked as out of place as a mustang in a paddock of thoroughbreds, a man who belonged on the windswept plains of Wyoming where he’d been bred. She told herself to stay away from him, that he was dangerous, at least on an emotional level, maybe more. And yet there was something about him, a subtle sexual aura that seemed to smooth out the rough edges, something that caught hold of her and wouldn’t let go. His hawkish nose, deep-set eyes, and untamed hair seemed more appealing than ever. She had only to think of the kiss they’d shared, the kiss she’d wanted so desperately in Mary Theresa’s study, to realize that she wasn’t the least bit immune to him. “I think I need my own vehicle, Thane.”

She reached for the handle of the truck’s door, but he placed a hand near her head, holding the door closed. “Do you? Why?”

“I want my independence.”

One seductive eyebrow raised. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want to depend on you.”

“I’m pretty damned dependable.”

“But not honest,” she said, turning and leaning her buttocks against the pickup’s dirty fender.

“You don’t think so?”

“Call it feminine intuition, or a gut feeling, or even say that it’s because I believe in the old adage of once burned twice shy, but the bottom line is this: I think, no, I suspect would be a better word, that there’s still something you’re not telling me, Thane. Something important. And it has to do with my sister. You didn’t leave your ranch in Wyoming, drive all the way to Idaho to shanghai me back to Denver unless you had a reason, a stronger one than that you wanted me to vouch for you with the authorities.”

“No?” He didn’t deny it.

“So spill it.”

“You won’t believe that I just wanted to see you again.”

Her heart caught. But only for a second. “Don’t even start that with me, okay?” She held her hands on either side of her head, as if in surrender. “You’ve been divorced a long time. If you wanted to see me again, you could have called.”

“You were married.”

She shook her head. He wasn’t going to fool her, sweet-talk her, or, God forbid, seduce her into believing a lie. “That wasn’t it, either. There’s something else going on with you,” she insisted, her eyes searching the ranch-tough blades of his face. “Something big.”

“You’re such a damned skeptic.”

“I wonder why?” she tossed back, only to have his arms surround her and his lips crash down on hers again. Hot. Wet. Demanding. She should have been ready for the onslaught to her senses, should have expected him to kiss her, but even if she’d been forewarned, she wouldn’t have stopped him. As his tongue plunged into her mouth, she opened it eagerly. The thrill of his touch, the mystery surrounding him, the fact that he wanted her again was all so damned heady that she couldn’t stop. She kissed him back, her arms winding around his neck as if of their own accord, her heart pounding, her skin tingling, her own tongue tasting and dipping.

It’s just because it’s been so long since a man has kissed you, touched you, held you as if he couldn’t help himself, she tried to tell herself, but despite the fact that it had been over a year since she’d made love to a man and that was only because Dean had been so insistent, she knew that there was more to her reaction than pure physical lust.

This was Thane who was holding her, Thane who was kissing her, Thane who was acting as if he couldn’t resist her. Thane’s face pressed feverishly to hers, his lips moving far too sensually against hers. She trembled.

Groaning, he settled into the juncture of her parted legs, his jeans-clad thighs inside of hers, his erection hard against her lower abdomen.

God, she wanted him. Here in the cold night air, her spine pushed up against the door of his truck, her breasts flattened against the pressure of his chest, she wanted him. Heat throbbed deep inside her, and her blood tingled as his hand slid inside her jacket to cup her breast. Beneath her sweater her nipples hardened, and her knees grew weak. If not for the support of the truck, she would have sagged into the snow, drawing him with her, wanting nothing more than the feel of his naked body driving into hers.

“This is insane,” she murmured into his open mouth.

He lifted his head, and she stared into eyes as dark and dusky as the night. “It’s always been this way with you, Maggie. Always.”

“Oh, right.” Her head was starting to spin. “Even when you were with Mary Theresa. You know, Thane, she always came between you and me.”

“Not true,” he said, his gaze focusing on her lips again. “In fact she used to say the same thing about you.”

“What? That I came between you and her?”

His gaze lifted to hers, and the lust she saw burning in their midnight blue depths caused the breath at the back of her throat to stop. “Not only that you came between us, but that I fantasized that she was you.”

“No—don’t even say it.” She didn’t believe him. Wouldn’t.

His mouth tightened, and he released her slowly, stepped away. “The damned thing of it was that she was right. Every night when we went to bed, I thought of you, Maggie.” He stared up at the shimmering heavens and shook his head as if at his own folly. “Every damned night.”

“I—I don’t think we should be discussing this. Not here. Not now.” She didn’t dare believe him.

“Not ever,” he agreed, reaching around her and opening the door. White lines of irritation edged his lips. “Get in the truck. We’ll grab something to eat.” When she started to protest, he amended, “Yeah, yeah, I know. Right after I get you checked into a hotel and you find yourself a goddamned rental car.”

“And I talk to Becca.”

“Whatever.”

As she climbed into the truck, he swung the door shut behind her and, muttering under his breath about “mule-headed, stubborn, pain-in-the-ass women,” found his way to the driver’s side. He fired up the engine, threw the truck into reverse and managed to crank up the radio in one smooth motion. By the time the pickup rolled into the street and he’d jammed the gearshift lever into first, Maggie was finally able to breathe again.

He glanced in the rearview mirror. “You know that we’re being followed, right?”

She hadn’t noticed, but wasn’t surprised. A glance over her shoulder confirmed his suspicions. “The police?”

“Probably.” He drove out of the gated community and watched as an undistinguished Jeep followed suit. “I noticed them on the way over here. Just wasn’t sure.”

“If it’s not the police, it could be someone involved in Mary Theresa’s disappearance.”

“Or the press.” He slid her a glance and a crooked daredevil smile crossed his lips. “Want me to lose them?”

She laughed. “In this?”

He patted the dash. “What was it Han Solo said about the Millennium Falcon in Star Wars?”

“I hate to think.” She rolled her eyes.

“Something like she may not be pretty, but she can jump to hyperspace in…oh, I don’t remember the quote. Anyway, trust me, this truck can haul ass when asked.”

“Oh, right.” She couldn’t help but smile even though she was experiencing a case of nerves. Being this close to Thane was unsettling, kissing him was tempting but perilous and having someone following them bothered her. But she couldn’t let it. Not until she found out what was happening with her sister. She glanced in the rearview mirror. The Jeep was several cars back, but still in pursuit. “Let ’em follow us,” she decided. “We might just learn something from them.”

Thane’s smile was without a drop of humor. He didn’t bother to speed through the amber light, but let the Jeep lag behind them. “My thoughts exactly.”

 
 
 

“This is a place I stay when I’m in town,” Thane said as he wheeled into the reserved parking area of the Brass Tree, a hotel located not far from downtown. “The kicker is that our friend Syd Gillette owns it.”

“Mary Theresa’s latest husband.”

“That’s right. Ironic, I think,” Thane said without a smile.

Maggie had known that Gillette was a hotel magnate, but hadn’t paid any attention to which of the “few independent and elegant” hotels he’d owned, even though Mary Theresa had mentioned it in the short span of time she’d been married to the guy.

Thane left the truck with a valet, and liveried bellboys helped them with their bags. Built before the turn of the century, the Brass Tree’s redbrick charm rose eight stories and had once towered over the surrounding buildings. A grand hand-carved staircase, polished to a deep cherry sheen, rose off a marble-floored lobby where stained-glass windows and crystal chandeliers vied for attention. Antique chairs and lamps clustered around a three-storied fireplace in a reading room at an angle from the front desk.

Earlier in the century the Rocky Mountains had been visible from the Brass Tree; now steel and glass high-rises were the focal points of many of the old rooms. But the interior was charming, the rates not in the stratosphere, and Maggie was thankful for a place to call home for the night.

The suite she and Thane agreed upon was roomy enough, with two bedrooms flanking a central living area complete with fireplace, love seat, and couch. Complimentary brandy and chocolates were waiting on the marble-topped table.

Maggie dropped her bag onto the end of her bed, reached for the phone, and dialed her sister-in-law in California. Connie was polite but cool and informed Maggie that the girls were “out” for a while. She’d have Becca return the call when they got back. When Maggie made the mistake of asking how Becca was doing, she was frostily informed that her daughter was “having the time of her life.” Connie’s voice lost some of its sarcasm as she confided, “You know, Maggie, you didn’t do her any favors by uprooting her and taking her to the edge of nowhere.”

“Despite what you may believe, Connie, Settler’s Ridge isn’t one of the seven levels of hell. In fact it’s kind of charming, quaint, and wholesome. I like it. I like it a lot.”

“Maybe it’s just your cup of tea. You’re a loner by nature, Maggie, don’t deny it. But think of Becca. She’s only thirteen, for God’s sake. She belongs here with her friends.”

“That’s why she’s visiting.”

There was a hesitation on Connie’s part, and Maggie sensed there was something deeper going on. “I, um, I’m taking her to a specialist for her ankle.”

“Why? Is it worse?” Maggie’s guilt jumped into hyperdrive.

“No, she seems fine, but you never know. I want her to see an orthopedist—as well as Jenny’s pediatrician. She’s just skin and bones.”

“Connie, don’t overreact.”

“I’m just concerned. She’s Dean’s only child. The last of his line.”

“I know.” Oh, Lord, how I know.

“Jim and I are concerned. That’s all. And the folks, they are, too.”

Another jab of guilt. Dean’s parents were aging, his father recently confined to a nursing home, his mother living close to Jim and Connie. The only McCrae standing in the way of Jim inheriting all his family’s wealth was Becca.

“But if you don’t want her to see a specialist…” The innuendo was impossible to ignore. Once again, without saying a word, Connie was implying that Maggie put her own needs over those of her child.

“Just have Becca call me, okay?” Maggie couldn’t get off the phone fast enough. She gave Connie the number of the hotel and replaced the receiver. She’d been dealt a deck of grief from Dean’s family in the past; she didn’t need any more now. Even if Connie’s intentions were good, they were certainly misguided. The sooner Maggie found Mary Theresa and got this mess behind her and returned to her home in Idaho, the better.

And what if you don’t? What if you can’t find Mary Theresa? What if she really is dead? Or kidnapped by some lunatic? It happens to women all the time especially famous ones.

Her heart sank, and depression nagged at the edges of her consciousness. Suddenly, everything seemed impossible.

Thane rapped on the French doors separating her bedroom from the living area of the suite, then poked his head in. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starved.”

“Me too,” she admitted, needing to clear her head from the snare of her dark thoughts. “I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

“Fine.”

She threw herself together, put on black slacks only slightly the worse for wear from being packed in her bag, a cream-colored angora sweater, black belt, and shoes. Touching up makeup that needed major repair, she settled on a fresh swipe of lipstick, a little mascara, and blush, then gave up. Her hair was unruly, she hadn’t packed any jewelry, and she didn’t much care. She wasn’t in Denver for dinner dates with Thane or anyone else; she was here with a purpose.

“Good enough,” she told her reflection, and ignored the lines of worry at the corners of her eyes. Grabbing her purse, she hurried into the living room and found Thane, in dark slacks and a long-sleeved shirt, pacing in front of the small couch. He looked up at her entrance and a smile tugged at one side of his mouth. “You clean up nice, Ms. McCrae,” he said.

“Ditto.”

They were out the door and down the elevator without much ado, and a maître d’ seated them at a corner table in a dining room divided by dark wooden panels topped with beveled-glass windows that glittered seductively in the glow of dozens of candles.

Thane recommended prime rib, Maggie ordered brook trout, and they sipped wine as the courses came and went. Small talk was the order of the day, and they spent some time eyeing the other patrons, wondering if any of them were part of the people who had been following them. “It’s weird,” she admitted, feeling warm inside from her second glass of Chardonnay.

“What is?”

“This whole case, if that’s what you want to call it. Mary Theresa’s disappearance and now being here with you. I just never would have expected it to happen.” She looked up at him for a split second, then glanced away, afraid she might get lost in the intensity of his gaze. “As I said, weird.”

“Could be fate.”

She nearly laughed. Thane Walker believing in kismet. That would be the day. “Sure.” She took a swallow of wine and winked mischievously. “That’s what it is.” She noticed a few of the patrons at nearby tables turn to look at her, their expressions puzzled as they talked to the other members of their party.

“They think you’re Marquise,” Thane said, as if reading her mind. “But they’re not sure, and if you are, then why haven’t the newspapers and television stations reported the fact that you’re alive and well? Why aren’t you hosting Denver AM with Craig Beaumont?”

“I know,” she admitted, and the seed of an idea that had been planted in her brain while she was searching through Mary Theresa’s house started to sprout. “Why aren’t I?”

“What?”

“Why aren’t I Mary Theresa?”

Thane’s expression changed, his smile fading. “I don’t understand.”

The sprout was taking hold, and she was beginning to see the possibilities. She leaned over the table. “Why don’t I step into Mary Theresa’s shoes? Literally and figuratively. If I go through her life step by step, so to speak, well, at a faster pace, for the last week or so, maybe I can figure out what happened to her.”

“Wait a minute, I don’t get what you’re saying,” he argued, setting down his glass and shoving his plate to one side.

“Sure you do. What do you think would happen if I became Mary Theresa, no, I mean, if I became Marquise? You know, lived in her house, walked through her daily routine, re-created her life so I could get the real picture, or at least a blueprint of what she was going through before she vanished.”

“You’re not serious.” He looked stricken.

“As serious as I’ve ever been about anything in my life.” She was warming to the idea, and Thane was obviously growing cold as death. “I might be able to learn what happened to her and that’s why we’re here, isn’t it? You want to find her.”

“Everyone does.”

“But it’s more than that with you,” she said, seeing the storm clouds brew in his eyes.

“I’m concerned.”

“You want to find her, of course, we all do.” The glow from the wine, the seduction of looking into Thane’s eyes again, the feeling that she could trust him nearly overtook common sense. “You know what, Walker? I’m going to do this. I’m gonna be Marquise.”

The waitress, a pert girl with short red hair and an easy manner, cleared their plates and offered dessert and coffee.

“We’re fine,” Thane assured the girl and once she’d stepped away from the table, he pinned Maggie in his glare. “I didn’t drag you all this way to tempt fate. Hell, Maggie, this is crazy. You’re playing with fire.”

“Then why did you ‘drag me here’?”

“We’ve been over this.”

“But I’m not buying it. Level with me, Thane.”

“I have.”

“Not completely.”

The waitress returned and slipped them the bill, which Thane signed to their room. Maggie started to reach for her purse and protest, but he held up a hand. “We’ll square up later, okay?”

“Just try not to bully me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

They returned to the suite, and, once there, Maggie found the folded pages of Marquise’s diary with the addresses and phone numbers of the people she was closest to.

“It’ll be simple,” she said, as Thane lit the fire. Kicking off her shoes, she sat on the edge of the couch. “I’ll just call everyone with whom she had an appointment and interview them.”

“Interview them?” he repeated skeptically, straightening as the gas fire hissed quietly and flames licked ceramic logs. “So now you’re a pro?”

“With my background, in a way, I am.”

“And you feel no qualms about donning Marquise’s persona and life?” He wasn’t amused.

“No. Someone on this list”—standing, she held the pages and shook them under his nose—“knows something. If not where Mary Theresa is, then what was happening in her life. You can’t tell me that her shrink doesn’t have some idea as to her mental state. The police think she might have committed suicide, by—well, how? I don’t know. Possibly driving over a cliff or holing up somewhere and giving herself a lethal dose of drugs or whatever? But if she was in that frail a mental condition, shouldn’t her psychiatrist have had some clue? And what about the people she worked with, her personal trainer—Laslo…Laslo…” She looked through the pages. “Laslo Rolf. Wouldn’t she confide in him, or her secretary? Or someone she worked with?” More agitated by the minute, the wheels turning in her mind, she paced in front of the fire as she studied the copied pages of her sister’s diary. “So, no, I wouldn’t mind becoming Marquise for a while. Not at all. It’s to help.”

“I’d be careful when you start interviewing her psychiatrist, especially if you’re serious about walking in your sister’s shoes. The shrink might think that you’re doing it for other reasons—that you have some need to become Marquise. From the outside it could appear more than a little incestuous.”

She froze at the word. Mitch. Mary Theresa. Thane. Memories of that heart-wrenching time of her life burned through her mind, the same hurtful recollections that had haunted forever and were part of the reason that she had, years before, been under psychiatric care. “I think we’d better leave incest out of this,” she suggested.

“It’s behind us now.”

Never, she thought with the same bitter realization that had chased after her for the better part of two decades. It’ll never be behind us. “You know, Thane, you don’t have to get involved.”

“Of course I do.” He rubbed his chin angrily. “I don’t have any choice.”

“The police won’t—”

“I’m not talking about the police, and you know it, Maggie.” In a heartbeat, he grabbed hold of her wrist. Strong fingers wrapped possessively around the small bones of her arm and pulled her so close that she could smell the pure male essence of him, see the pores in his skin, watch his blue eyes dilate until they were nearly black. “I always have been involved,” he said in a voice that was low and rough. “With you.”

Oh, God. She swallowed hard, met the questions in his eyes with those of her own. So much time had passed, so much anger, so much agony. She licked suddenly dry lips, and the pressure on her arm increased. The pads of his fingers were hot against the soft flesh on the inside of her wrist where her pulse was jumping wildly.

Be careful, Maggie, don’t read too much into his words. She’d heard his lies before. “You don’t have to say—”

“I know. I don’t have to say anything. But this is just you and me, Maggie. Alone. The way it should have been.”

Her heart screamed to believe him, to trust the words she so desperately wanted to hear, but she hadn’t spent the last eighteen years healing only to rip open the scars herself. “Don’t do this, Thane, not now.”

“Why not?” His gaze moved to her lips, and she had to fight to keep from staring at his mouth, at wondering what it would feel like to kiss him here, away from the world, in this intimate hotel room.

“I—I came here because you asked me, but I probably would have anyway, so…so, let’s not make more of this than there is, okay? We’ve been thrown together, true, but we should keep things in perspective. Just because I came here to help clear your name, you don’t owe me anything.”

“I didn’t think I did.” He stared into her eyes for a second, and she saw the clouds in his gray-blue gaze, the torment that only he understood. “This isn’t about obligation.”

“No?” she asked, refusing to focus on his mouth, which seemed suddenly so close.

“It’s about want.”

She swallowed hard, thought about stepping away, but didn’t. Her pulse, beneath his fingertips, was throbbing, her mind spinning in erotic circles that were dangerously seductive. Firelight flickered against the far wall and high ceiling.

She licked her lips again and his gaze caught the motion. “What is it you want, Thane?”

“What I always have.” He took her other hand, and the typewritten pages of Marquise’s life drifted to the carpet. “I want you, Maggie. I think I told you that before.”

“And…” Oh, God, she was getting lost in his enigmatic gaze. He was the devil, a demon sent to curse and vex her, a man whom she couldn’t resist but wouldn’t trust. He’d only bring heartache; only cause pain, and yet, when his head lowered and his lips found hers, just as before, she didn’t draw away, didn’t push him aside.

No, as his one hand held her wrists and the other wrapped around her shoulders, dragging her close, she didn’t resist. Caught in the wonder of his touch, the pressure of his tongue, the glory of the taste and smell of him, she relented, as easily as if she’d planned this seductive moment all of her life.

“Let me love you, Maggie,” he whispered against the side of her face, his breath tickling her ear, her skin prickling with anticipation.

The words should have cleared her mind. He’d never loved her, never would. What had existed between them was passion—raw and primal, sex in its purest, most animal form. She should have walked away, but didn’t. Instead she kissed him with all of the fever in her blood, with the vital and primitive need that was building deep in the most private parts of her.

The room seemed to fade, shadows in the corner closing in. His hands reached under her sweater and she didn’t protest. He kissed her face, her neck, her eyes and she moaned, feeling the angora being tugged over her head, then cool air caressing her bare skin. He threw the unwanted garment toward the door, and Maggie’s legs threatened to give way. Thane’s mouth was everywhere, kissing, touching, hungrily feeding a desire that had been building for years. Her fingers found the buttons of his shirt, slid them through the holes, then scraped past the scar on his shoulder and moved anxiously down his sinewy arms as she shed him of the unwanted garment.

Don’t do this, her mind screamed. Maggie, this is only asking for more heartache. Be smart! Think of Becca! Remember Mary Theresa! Remember how much he hurt you.

But reason fled. It had been too long since she’d made love to him, and memories of their heat, the special passion that they’d shared, burned through her brain.

His lips found the curve of her neck and moved lower still to the circle of bones at the base of her throat while his fingers searched inside her bra, kneading her breast, toying with her nipple until need, hot and pulsating, seared deep in her soul.

Don’t! Don’t! Don’t! she screamed at herself, but didn’t listen. She, too, was exploring with anxious fingers, touching the rugged muscles of his chest beneath a mat of thick hair that hadn’t been there years before.

He sucked in his breath as her fingers skimmed his nipple, and she felt a washboard of muscles in his abdomen: hard, tight, rigid.

He unhooked her bra, and one long finger trailed the length of her spine as the lacy bit of clothing fell away. His mouth caressed her skin, nuzzling the tops of her breasts, lowering slowly until his tongue found her nipple and licked it in dizzying circles. Maggie’s knees crumpled, and he caught her. As easily as if she weighed nothing, he lifted her from her feet, carried her into his bedroom, and laid her on his bed. Cool silk caressed her bare skin as he settled against her and, stroking her breast, kissed her as if he’d never been with another woman, as if any other female was long forgotten, as if she was the only woman on the planet.

Her slacks and panty hose were removed quickly, rough, persuasive fingers stripping her of any scrap of clothing. He pressed his face into her abdomen, and she turned liquid inside. His tongue rimmed her navel as his fingers touched and teased her nipples. Perspiration dotted her skin.

Maggie closed her eyes, the room swayed, and she gasped as he kissed her even lower, in the most intimate of places. She couldn’t help the movements of her body as she writhed with anguished desire. It had been so long…she was so hungry and this…this was Thane…the only man she’d ever truly loved. The only one she wanted.

“Trust me, Maggie,” he said, reaching upward, taking her smaller hands in his and gently placing her palms over her own breasts. He shifted, breathing against her thighs. She tried to remove her palms, but he laced his fingers in hers and forced her hands to move in strong, circular motions on her body. Her nipples were hard buttons beneath her palms, her breathing shallow, desire causing her to writhe. “Come on,” he whispered, and he caressed with his fingers, stroking, feeling, playing with her nipples, encouraging her to do the same.

“But—”

“It’s all right, Maggie. Touch yourself. Feel good.” And then he slid into position, one hand cupping her buttocks, his fingers digging into the hard flesh. With his free hand, he opened her, gently delving and withdrawing until she thought she’d go mad. She wanted more. So much more. His breath fanned her, his tongue found that special spot that only lovers discover, and he touched and tasted of her slowly at first, then with more fervor, his breathing ragged, her body arching as the need increased. The room faded away; she was alone with him, moving to his rhythm, lost to everything but the feel of him, aching for anything he would give her.

“Thane…oh, no…oh, God…Thane…”

The first spasm hit.

She bucked upward.

He held her firmly, refusing to let her go, giving more and more, fanning the fires of desire to a new height, and again she was forced into a wild, wanton vigor that caused her to convulse and the world to shatter behind her eyes. She cried out, her voice hoarse, her arms reaching for him, and he pushed himself through the valley between her legs, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her as if he would never stop. Tears burned hot behind her eyelids, but she didn’t care, clinging to him, her naked, sweating body enveloped in his.

She expected to satisfy him as he had her, knew he, too, needed a release and reached for the zipper of his slacks, but he stopped her hand with his own. “Later,” he whispered into her hair.

“But—”

“Shh. This was for you.”

“Don’t patronize me, Walker,” she tried to protest, the room still muted and soft.

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Trust me, I’ll expect to be repaid in kind.” He kissed her tousled hair. “Soon.”

“And what if I refuse?” she teased.

“You won’t.”

“You think you’re that irresistible?”

“Sure of it, Ms. McCrae,” he said with a smile. “Sure of it.”

“Of all the egotistical, self-serving…”

He seemed doubtful, daring her to continue, and she blushed at the recent memory of their one-sided lovemaking.

“I, um, stand corrected.”

“Good.” He kissed her temple and yawned. “Now, go to sleep, Maggie. If you’re serious about this plan of yours, which, for the record, I’m still dead set against…”

“Too bad.”

He sighed and twisted a lock of her hair around one finger. “It is, isn’t it? Anyway, tomorrow you’re gonna have some pretty big shoes to fill, and I, Ms. McCrae, am sticking to you like glue.”

She started to protest, but he silenced her with a kiss. “Enough,” he said, “before I change my mind and have my way with you.”

“Promises, promises.”

“Careful.”

“Never, Walker.”

“I know. And that, darlin’, is the problem.”

No, Maggie thought with heart-piercing clarity. The
problem, Thane Walker, is that I’m falling in love with you. Oh, God, no. No! She couldn’t love Thane. She didn’t even trust him! She rubbed her arms, as if she could erase the premonition of doom that had settled like lead in her gut. But she couldn’t. From this night forward the course of her life would be changed forever.

Nothing would ever be the same.



















Chapter Fifteen
 



You’re playing with fire.

The words seared through Thane’s brain, and he winced as he slipped out the back door of the hotel and huddled against the wind that swept through the well-lit streets. That was the trouble with the city; it was never dark, and this morning he needed all the cover of darkness he could find. Checking his watch, he frowned. Four-fifteen. Denver hadn’t started to awaken yet.

Turning up the collar of his jacket, he jaywalked, ducked through an alley where snow was still packed against the old buildings, then zigzagged his way on foot about eight blocks to an all-night restaurant with a pay phone in the lobby. He had a pocketful of change that he used for the long-distance connection. He dialed swiftly, the number burned into his brain, and as he did, he eyed the customers in the coffee shop through the second set of glass doors. They were mostly truckers, he guessed from the looks of the men huddled over their black coffee and platters of ham and eggs.

The phone rang three times before a groggy voice answered. “’Lo?’’

“It’s Walker. What have you found out?’’ No reason to mince words.

“Hell, what time is it? It’s not even light out,’’ Roy DePres grumbled, his voice gravelly. Thane had known DePres since grade school in Laramie. At fifteen they’d been caught stealing cigarettes and beer from the local mom-and-pop grocery just out of town. Both boys had been kicked out of high school and worked swabbing the floors and cleaning the rest rooms of the store to avoid being prosecuted by the owners. Roy had gone on to become a Green Beret in the army. Thane had avoided being sent to prison for nearly beating his old man to death. Not that his dad hadn’t deserved it. He’d been drunk and hell-bent on hitting Thane’s mother with a tire jack. Thane still bore a scar where the jack had grazed his shoulder.

“Jesus H. Christ,’’ Roy said around a cough. “Give me a minute, will ya? I gotta take a leak.’’ For another full minute Thane waited, watching as an old guy in a Dodgers hat flirted with a reed-thin waitress who, from the bone-weary look of her, must have already put in most of her shift.

Through the long-distance wires Thane heard the sound of water running, a hacking cough, the toilet flushing, then fumbling hands on the receiver. “Okay, I’ve been checking on everything you told me,” his friend said, the words muffled a little as, Thane suspected, he rammed his first cigarette of the day between his teeth. “If what your damned ex-wife told you was true, I can’t prove it. Yet.”

“You think it was a lie?” Thane asked, the quiet fury that had been his constant companion for more than three weeks surging through his veins again. “That she set me up for a wild-goose chase?”

There was the sound of a lighter clicking and a deep draw of breath. Thane felt the urge to break down and light up. Hell, he deserved it. “Wouldn’t be the first time she gave you the runaround, would it?”

“Nope.”

Mirthless laughter barked through the lines. “You never got over her, did you?”

If only you knew. “Doesn’t matter. Just find out if she was tellin’ the truth.”

“Surprised you’re not doin’ it on your own.”

“And have the police and press all over my ass?” Thane thought he’d explained this. “Remember. This is all under wraps.”

“Covert Op. I know.”

“I’ll call back tomorrow.”

“By then, I might have more info.”

“Good.” He hung up, feeling empty inside. Damn Mary Theresa and her games.

He thought about going into the restaurant and having a large cup of black coffee. He could use a jolt of caffeine, but decided against it. He didn’t want anyone to check the records of this particular pay phone, and if the police suspected he’d used it, they’d find out way too much.

Checking the street, he slipped out of the diner and hiked back to the hotel, where he planned to pick up his truck and his tail. He smiled grimly to himself. If Detective Henderson or the press had any idea what he was doing, they’d be all over him.

And what about Maggie? What would she do?

He gritted his teeth and shoved his hands farther down in the pockets of his jacket as he thought about her and the fact that, sooner or later, he was going to make love to her. Together they were like fire and paper—ready to ignite. That’s the way it always had been between them. It wasn’t gonna change. It had taken all of his willpower last night not to go through with the one act that seemed to bind a man and a woman together whether they wanted it to or not. Damn, but he’d wanted to claim her for himself, thrust into her, and feel the warmth of her body surround him.

“Christ you’re a fool,” he chided. “A goddamned romantic moron.” Maybe he should have done it. Hell, he’d come close. Too close. The smell of her skin had been his undoing. Even now, thinking about her trembling beneath him as he touched her with his hands and mouth made him so hard he ached.

He ignored a DON’T WALK sign and strode across an intersection after a sanitation truck had eased around the corner.

Doesn’t Maggie deserve the truth?

No, he decided. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

So you’re just going to bed her and keep her in the dark?

The way he saw it, he didn’t have much of a choice.

 
 
 

“You need your head examined,” Maggie told herself as memories of the night before curled seductively through her mind. “Oh, God.” What had she done? Hadn’t she warned herself a million times over about him? And yet last night…“Oh, Maggie, wise up!” She shoved her lank hair from her eyes. Naked, embarrassed, and alone in Thane’s bed, she scooted to a sitting position and glanced to the windows, where sunlight was streaming past the gauzy curtains. From the hallway she heard the sounds of doors slamming, footsteps, and conversation. Other guests were up and about. And Thane was gone. Where? He didn’t leave a note, and there wasn’t a message light flashing on the phone. “Great.” She considered the night before all over again and told herself she was a fool of the highest order. So what if she hadn’t actually and technically made love to Thane? “Close enough.” Just like in grenades and horseshoes. “Come on, girl. Get a move on.”

She showered, changed, and decided it was time to be independent. Within forty minutes, she’d ordered coffee, fruit, and breakfast rolls from room service as well as charged a rental car to her Visa card, and checked with Detective Henderson only to find that there weren’t any new leads or breaks in the case. Finally she dialed Becca in California and woke her grumpy daughter up for the second day running.

“Don’t you know it’s early here?” Becca complained.

“I just wanted to see that you were okay. I called last night, but you were out.”

“Yeah.” She heard Becca yawn and presumably, from the sound of it, stretch. “Aunt Connie told me to call you today. Is something wrong? Did you find Marquise?”

“Nothing’s wrong and no, I haven’t located her yet.”

“What do the police say?” Becca, for the first time in weeks, actually sounded interested in what her mother was doing.

“Nothing more than the last time I talked with you.”

There was a minute’s hesitation before Becca said, “She’s all right, isn’t she? Marquise? She’s okay?”

“I hope so.” Maggie wished she could give her daughter more encouragement, then decided she needed to lighten the conversation. There was no reason for Becca to worry. “So how’s Jenny?”

“Okay, I guess, just pissed off—I mean ticked off—that I don’t have to go to school and she does.”

“It’s only temporary. Until your ankle’s healed and I’ve found Mary Theresa.”

“I know, but it still bugs her.” Maggie thought she detected a small note of triumph in Becca’s voice, which was unusual. For as long as Maggie could remember, her daughter had worshiped the ground that her older cousin walked on. Jennifer McCrae could do no wrong in Becca’s estimation.

“So how is the ankle?”

“A lot better. Don’t even need crutches.”

“You’re sure? Aunt Connie said something about a specialist.”

“Aunt Connie’s just paranoid. She’s always talkin’ about doctors and lawyers and all that stuff. You know, she’s kinda weird, Mom.”

Maggie smiled. Becca was definitely mellowing.

They talked for a few more minutes, and Maggie hung up feeling relieved, that there might be a chance she and her daughter could bridge the seemingly ever-widening gap that stretched between them.

“Room service.” A deep male voice accompanied a sharp rap on the door.

Within minutes she was eating a scone, washing it down with coffee, and making a list of everyone she wanted to interview, starting with the people at the television station and Eve, Mary Theresa’s secretary. Eve had been with Mary Theresa for years, ever since she’d moved from California to Denver. Twice divorced and fighting her expanding figure, she was a workaholic who was “the most organized person you’d ever want to meet,” Mary Theresa had told Maggie once. Eve had known Mary Theresa longer than anyone, aside from Thane, in the area.

Next, Maggie wanted to speak to Mary Theresa’s psychiatrist and doctors, or at least the ones she’d seen in the weeks prior to Marquise’s disappearance. She also put Syd Gillette, Mary Theresa’s second husband, near the top of the list. According to M.T.’s calendar, she’d met with Syd the night before she’d disappeared.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Maggie whispered, tucking her bare feet beneath her as she sat in a corner of the couch while sipping a cup of strong coffee. The gas logs sizzled and through the gauzy curtains sunlight was streaming into the room, lifting her spirits. It felt good to be doing something and compiling a list of the people in Mary Theresa’s life was a start.

A key turned in the lock, and she felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment as she glanced up to watch Thane let himself into the room. His jaw was black with a day’s worth of whiskers and he’d donned jeans, a flannel shirt, and his jacket—as if he’d just come in from a wintry ride on the range.

His gaze touched Maggie’s and all her newfound determination faltered. Without saying a word, he replayed the scene from the night before with just one studied, intense look. Her spine stiffened and she reminded herself that she wasn’t going to make the mistake she’d made last night again.

Oh, right, her mind threw back at her.

“Mornin’,” he drawled as a slow-spreading smile offered the glint of not-quite-straight white teeth.

“Don’t try to peddle any of your country-boy charm on me,” she grumbled. “I’m not in the mood.”

“No?” He had the gall to look surprised. “Why, Ms. McCrae, I thought I’d come back here and find you singing and laughing and ready to face the day.”

“And why is that?”

His mouth twitched as he unsnapped his jacket. “Because, darlin’, you sure were enjoyin’ yourself last night.”

She cleared her throat, and the back of her neck heated. “Well, yes. About that. I don’t think we should…well…” Come on, Maggie. A confident modern woman wouldn’t beat around the bush like this. Oh, Lord…even her private thoughts were part innuendo.

“Don’t think we should what?” Tossing his jacket over the back of a chair, he leaned one jeans-clad hip against the back of the couch.

She folded her arms over her chest. “Okay, wise-ass, I don’t think we should have sex, okay?”

“We didn’t.”

“That’s just a question of semantics, Walker. I’m not ready to play word games with you, okay?”

He lifted a shoulder, sat down in the chair opposite hers, and, after pouring himself a cup of coffee, plucked a green-tinged strawberry from the fruit cup and plopped it into his mouth with maddeningly little concern.

“I think it would be best if…we kept to our separate rooms. Maybe the idea of this suite isn’t such a hot idea. We could have regular hotel rooms or even separate hotels—now there’s an idea.”

“Or we could stretch a blanket across the middle of this room, like they did in that movie years ago—you keep to your side and I’ll keep to mine to protect our respective virtues,” he teased.

“Knock it off. I’m serious about this.”

He lifted one dark eyebrow in skeptical disdain. “Are you?”

“Very.”

The look he sent her fairly sizzled, and her heart thumped crazily, but she nodded stiffly. “Whatever you want,” he drawled, and she couldn’t stop the flush that warmed her cheeks. He knew what she wanted. They both did. That was the problem. Was sleeping with him worth the emotional risk or damage?

“No,” she said out loud, then felt like an idiot.

“I don’t think I asked you a question.”

“Private, one-sided discussion.”

“Let me know if you change your mind.”

“I won’t.”

His smile was downright wicked. “I’m countin’ on it, darlin’.”

“And don’t call me—”

“I won’t.” But his eyes glinted in pure devilment. She didn’t know whether to kiss him or strangle him, so she did the next best thing and ignored all the heated innuendos that seemed to thicken the atmosphere in the room.

Resting the heel of one boot on the cushion of a nearby chair, Thane tossed her one last don’t-bullshit-me grin, then picked up the folded newspaper and scanned the headlines. “Your sister’s still page one.” He looked over the article before handing the section to Maggie, who read it with interest but learned nothing new.

Thane found the sports page and snapped it open, then glanced at her notes. “You’ve got a list,” he observed. “Don’t tell me. People you plan to interview.”

“That’s right, but the first person on the list is you. Where did you go this morning?”

“Miss me?” he taunted.

“About as much as I’d miss a coiled rattler,” she retorted, then settled back in the couch and shook her head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” Sighing, she studied the depths of her coffee—dark and opaque. “I’m just worried.”

He set the paper aside. “You’re not the only one. Since you seem hell-bent to do your own investigation, I decided to jump-start it.”

“How?”

“I did some checking.”

She was surprised. “And what did you find out?”

“That Wade Pomeranian was out of town, as he said.”

“How do you know?”

“I called around, found out who his agent is, and phoned the guy at home. He wasn’t too happy, but I got the name of the photographer who did the shoot, then gave him a buzz. Our boy Pomeranian was, indeed, in Salt Lake on the day Mary Theresa disappeared.” He yanked open his paper again, but Maggie snatched it from his hands.

“Wait a minute,” she said. “Last night you were dead set against me snooping around, and now you’ve taken up the cause like it’s your new life’s goal.”

“Maybe it is.”

“What’s going on, Walker?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at him and wishing she could read his devious and untrustworthy mind.

“A simple case of employing the ‘if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em’ theory. It’s obvious that you’re not going to give this up, so I decided I’d rather work with you than against you. Though I’m sure the police will do a more-than-exemplary job, they seem to think I might have somehow been involved in Mary Theresa’s disappearance. Maybe I should take a more active hand in finding out the truth.” He took a long swallow of coffee, his eyes appraising her over the rim of the cup. She wanted to trust him. And she wanted her sister home again and her child to reach out to her.

If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride, she reminded herself, even though it would be so much easier to have Thane on her side rather than harbor all these doubts. Just because she’d received a silent message from her sister—or had she? now she wasn’t certain—she was second-guessing herself, but it didn’t mean that Thane had anything to do with Mary Theresa’s disappearance. So what if the police thought he might be involved; they always looked to family first, especially estranged ex-husbands, didn’t they? And just because he’d shown up in Idaho, on her doorstep, protesting his innocence, didn’t necessarily mean that he had another agenda, a secret ax to grind.

He reached for a scone, and a small smile tugged at his lips. “So what’s on the slate for today, Mary Theresa?”

“Very funny.” She eyed her list. “And the name’s Marquise.”

“I keep forgetting.”

“Try to stay on track,” she teased, knowing that he was sharper than cut glass. “What I need from you is to drive me to the car-rental agency.”

“I thought I’d drive you—”

“We discussed this, Thane. I already ordered the rental. So either take me there, or I’ll call a cab, or have the car delivered. Your choice.”

His smile disappeared. “Not so fast. What if Mary Theresa was kidnapped? What if this is more dangerous than you think? Don’t you think you might be the next target?”

“Why?”

“Who knows? That’s just the point.” He was dead serious. He finished his scone, brushed his hands, and stood, his boot heels making impressions in the thick mauve carpet. “I don’t know what we’re up against here. Do you?”

“No.”

“Then let’s sign up for the ‘better safe than sorry’ plan.”

“I’ll be careful.” He looked about to argue, so she added, “I’m a grown woman, Walker. Lived my life without you for most of my years. I think I’ll be fine. Now, I plan to visit KRKY about the time the show airs, then talk to her secretary, her other ex-husband, and her psychiatrist.”

He scowled, but put whatever argument that was brewing aside. “I’ll check with her attorney, the yard-work people, her trainer, and some of her neighbors and friends.”

“Good. We’ll meet back here tonight.”

“Take my cell phone.”

“I don’t need it.” She wanted his help, but didn’t need to be treated like a baby.

“Unless you want me stuck to you like glue, you’ll take the damned phone.” His eyebrows had slammed together and his expression was suddenly harsh as a Wyoming winter. He wasn’t going to budge.

For once she didn’t argue. They didn’t have much time. Marquise’s program was set to air within the hour, and Maggie was determined to check out the dynamics of KRKY.

 
 
 

After picking up a late-model Ford Taurus, she wheeled into the parking lot of the television station. The studio was located beneath the ground level of a red-brick tower bearing the station’s name. She was greeted by an open-mouthed receptionist, who stared at her as she gave her name. “Maggie McCrae.”

The receptionist was dumbfounded. “Forgive me,” she said, flushing to the roots of her short brown hair, “but…you look just like one of our staff, the cohost of Denver AM!”

“I’m Mary Ther—Marquise’s sister. Her twin.”

“Oh. Geez. I didn’t know. But it doesn’t surprise me. Well, sign in here—line thirty-six.” She scribbled in the time, then slid a logbook under a protective glass window. After the formalities, including a name tag, she was escorted by a petite woman who walked almost as fast as she spoke on their way to the station manager’s office.

Ron Bishop was waiting. A portly man who smelled faintly of cigars and whose hair had given way to a neatly clipped horseshoe that ringed his head, he rounded a battle-scarred oak desk and extended a hand. When she clasped his fingers, he placed another over the top and gave her palm a vigorous shake. “Ron Bishop. God, you look just like her. I…we…none of us knew about you. I mean we knew that she had a sister of course, but not a twin. Would you like to go on the news with a plea to her or whoever’s holding her hostage?” he asked, as the thought entered his head, and the wheels, oiled by the idea of soaring ratings, started turning.

“I’ll think about it,” Maggie said, eyeing the surroundings. A stuffed marlin shone and arced above the desk, and the other three walls were adorned with awards and eight-by-ten glossy pictures of the manager shaking hands with celebrities he’d met over what appeared to be a span of thirty-odd years in the business. A television was mounted in the corner. Denver AM was already in progress.

She glanced at the set where Craig Beaumont, all blond hair, tanned skin, and blue eyes was interviewing a local Martha Stewart wanna-be. Wearing jeans, a plaid shirt, and a know-it-all expression, the petite woman was explaining about making bird feeders out of things from the kitchen cupboard. Peanut butter, seeds, and other grains were molded into various shapes and displayed on a table for the camera to pan.

“Hell,” Ron said, showing off teeth that glinted with gold fillings as he considered all the implications of Maggie’s resemblance to her sister, “you could even co-anchor her program, at least for a segment, or so.” Behind thick glasses his eyes started to gleam in anticipation. He reached into a humidor for a cigar, though he didn’t light it. “We’d advertise it on the five o’clock and eleven o’clock evening news, then again in the early morning at six.”

He was pushing too hard, too fast, and Maggie didn’t like the feeling. She didn’t trust this man, though she’d barely met him. She was starting to feel like Thane—unable to trust anyone. “I’ll have to think about it,” she said, sizing the station manager up and wondering whether he had a sincere bone in his body. “I’m only here because I’m looking for my sister, trying to find out what happened to her.”

“Of course, I understand, and you have the station at your disposal. No one would love to find out what happened to Marquise more than I,” he added, seeming sincere. He leaned back in his chair, letting his suit coat drape open, his fingers still running over the smooth surface of the cigar. “I won’t lie to you, Ms. McCrae, there was a little trouble, well, not really trouble. Let’s just call it a difference of opinion between Craig and Marquise on which direction their show should take, but I can assure you that everyone here at KRKY is only interested in your sister’s welfare. We were the first to start looking for her, you know, and rival stations might make a bigger story than there is about some disagreements between the two hosts, but that was mainly just industry gossip and envy. Denver AM has been consistently at the top of the ratings.”

“Until recently,” Maggie prodded, and the large man lifted a dismissive shoulder.

“It’s true, there had been a bit of a slump this past year, but we’re taking care of that.”

I’ll bet, Maggie thought callously as, after a quick commercial, Craig Beaumont explained to the audience again that the reason he was hosting the program solo was that Marquise was missing. A still picture of her was flashed onto the screen as he asked anyone who had any information as to her whereabouts to call in. The following segment was dedicated to her and showed clips of the few movies she’d been in and a few of the most humorous or poignant moments of Marquise with her guests on the Denver show.

Maggie, silent, watched the screen, and a million memories washed over her. Her eyes misted as she saw her sister laughing, talking, or flirting with a guest. A huge lump formed in her throat and she bit her lip as Mary Theresa as Marquise winked into the camera or tossed back her head and laughed. Where are you? Maggie wondered, and had to clear her throat. Marquise had hosted the show alone for the first four years—she’d been the pioneer behind it. Craig had come along two years ago and had, over time, become more and more important, and, according to Mary Theresa, more demanding.

“He wants it all, I tell ya,” Mary Theresa had confided in one phone call. “Blondie would like it if I just disappeared.”

“Ms. McCrae—” Ron Bishop’s voice brought her back to the present, and she had the uneasy feeling that he’d asked her a question.

“Oh, sorry—what did you say?”

“That I’d give you a tour of the station if you want one.” He glanced at his watch. “I think we just have time.”

“Sure.” She needed as much information about her sister’s life as she could amass.

They talked a while longer and he showed her the newsroom, where desks were joined together in a hub, with only soundproof panels separating them. Reporters typed stories on their computers, researchers collected data, a news board was ever-changing, and televisions tuned in to every station in Denver were suspended overhead. Another soundproof room was the studio where the news was filmed. Computer-directed cameras faced a curved, bleached desk where the news team worked each shift. In another room several computers were hooked up to the news department’s web site.

Bishop introduced her to several people, including J.R. Alexander, the assistant news director. An energetic, quick-witted man of about forty, with steel-rimmed glasses and a smile that was as quick to flash as vanish, he moved from one computer station to the next, answering questions, giving advice, and generally riding herd over the hubbub.

“Want to cohost the show?” J.R. asked, giving Maggie the once-over. “I bet the viewers would never know the difference.” Behind his glasses, his brown eyes gleamed as he thought of the possibilities. “Ever done television?”

Before she could answer, he was called away.

Ron guided her into a maze of back hallways. “J.R.’s been with us a little longer than your sister and was the executive producer of Denver AM before we promoted him into management. Here’s where we do our film editing…” He gave her the grand tour, introducing her around.

With each new person Maggie met, curious glances were cast her way. She heard the whispers behind her back, though she ignored them.

“My God, I thought she was Marquise!”

“Can you believe the resemblance?”

“It’s weird. Creepy. I wonder if she’s the same kind of self-serving, raving bitch.”

“Oh, Jesus, let’s hope not. One is enough for a planet this small.”

Laughter and sniggering followed her, but she ignored it. After Denver AM had finished taping and the studio audience had filed out of the building, Ron led her down a labyrinthine hallway to a small office occupied by Craig Beaumont.

Marquise’s cohost was reaching for his coat, which hung on a hall tree near the door to his tiny office. He did a quick double take at the sight of her. “Marquise! My God, you nearly gave me a heart attack. Where the hell have you been? You…you look great.” He hesitated, as if he sensed something different for the first time, and he glanced at the beaming Ron Bishop. “Wait a second—”

“This isn’t Marquise. It’s her sister. Maggie McCrae, Craig Beaumont.”

“Hey, is this some kind of joke…” he said before realizing the truth. “For the love of Jesus. Look at you. You and Marquise—you two are identical, right?”

“Nearly.” She nodded, and his blue eyes took in every inch of her, as if validating what his ears were being told.

“I can’t believe it.” Still holding his coat, he sat down on the corner of his desk. “Wow.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ron Bishop was all business. “Now, listen. J.R. was half-kidding when he brought this up, but I think it would be a nifty attention-getting angle to put her on your show, you know, act like she’s Marquise during the lead-in, something like, ‘Is this Denver’s most celebrated missing person?’ We’ll check with Tess O’Shaughnessy”—he turned to face Maggie—“she’s now the executive producer of the show—”

Maggie wasn’t going to be bullied into anything. “Wait a minute.”

“—but it would be something along those lines, then you start interviewing her, not as Marquise, but as her twin. Wouldn’t that generate a helluva lot of interest? People are already curious, and the viewing public has a fascination with twin stories—they’re all over the miniseries and soaps. And here we’ve got it all rolled into one. A bona fide mystery and a twin deal and, of course, it could help us all find out what happened to her. That’s the most important facet, the real reason for the impersonation. The more people who watch the show, the more likely someone will call in with information.”

Craig was starting to warm to the idea. “Later in the show, we could have other twins come on—or twins separated at birth, that sort of thing. Explore what they have in common, why with different parents they still have the same mannerisms and interests and tastes.”

“Exactly.”

“Hey, slow down.” Maggie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I’m not interested.”

“What?”

“I just came to Denver to find my sister, not exploit her.”

“But you’d be doing her a favor. Maybe even help find her. One of our viewers might have seen her.”

“Wouldn’t they have called by now? Surely they’d recognize her.”

“But we could do some special advertising, draw a bigger audience. What do you think, Ms. McCrae?”

Maggie wasn’t going to be drawn into this ratings-driven, testosterone winner-take-all mentality. “I’d just like to talk to you,” she said directly to Craig Beaumont.

“Mr. Bishop?” A rail-thin woman with doe-shaped eyes and a smart black suit poked her head in the door. “You wanted me to remind you of your meeting with Mr. Danvers at the Brown Palace at eleven-thirty.”

Bishop checked his watch, mumbled his apologies, and reminded Maggie that she’d be doing her sister a favor if she agreed to be interviewed on Denver AM or the news, then hustled out of the tiny room.

“Sorry about Ron. He’s…well, he’s just Ron,” Craig said. “Always thinking ratings.”

“The nature of the beast,” she said with a shrug.

“All of us are geared to improving the quality of the show as well as improve our market share.”

“I understand, but as I said, I just want to find my sister, and I thought you could answer some questions for me.”

Craig eyed her for a second, then nodded, and for the first time Maggie saw a deeper side to this man whom her sister had once referred to as “a poster boy for ex-surfer dudes.”

“Sure. But let’s talk outside the station,” Craig suggested. “There’s a restaurant two blocks down the street where we might have a little privacy.”

Maggie agreed. Here, in Marquise’s workplace, she felt everyone’s eyes upon her. “Lead the way.”

 
 
 

Thane drew blanks. Anyone he talked to had little or nothing to say. The convenience store clerk had a faltering memory and the people who worked for Mary Theresa thought she was an angel—that was the word used by Raoul, who handled the yard work. “An angel sent down from heaven.” An elderly man with six children, two of whom still lived with him, he was devoutly religious and thought that the last five years of his life working for Marquise had been the best.

Her personal trainer, Laslo Rolf, was a surprise. Because of his own prejudices and Marquise’s usual taste in friends, Thane expected the guy to be a major flake. But he’d been wrong.

At twenty-eight Laslo had the body of an Adonis, a mixture of good genes and a healthy exercise-and-nutrition-driven lifestyle. Laslo spent his days working with different women and men, all wealthy, some as newsworthy as Marquise, but none quite as flamboyant.

“Who knows what happened to her,” he said between sessions in the gym with which he was affiliated. They stood at a broad bank of windows looking toward the Denver skyline, where bright sunlight was reflecting on the steel-and-glass towers and the snow was melting as the temperature climbed.

The clank of bodybuilding machines echoed as weights were hoisted and dropped. Muted music was barely audible over the hum of stationary bikes, stair machines, and treadmills.

To his credit, Laslo actually sweated, and he wore a jogging suit over his well-honed body, a white towel draped around his neck. “With Marquise, you could never tell what was going on. One minute she was on a serious health kick taking vitamins, living on lean meat, vegetables, and fruits; the next thing you knew she was poisoning herself with liquor and drugs.” His nose wrinkled in disdain. “The trouble with Marquise is that she doesn’t have any dedication, no loyalty to her body or the ability to stick to any kind of regimen.” He lifted his broad shoulders. “But she’s not alone. It’s a problem in this country.”

“She ever talk about takin’ off?”

“All the time.” Laslo dabbed at the perspiration on his forehead with the end of his towel. “She had dreams, thought she’d end up in New York or back in L.A. doing something in television. That seemed to change week to week—all those problems at the station. Her cohost is a real prick, always out to get her. If you ask me, she was confused and pressured. Either work or, well…personal issues.” His mouth pursed, as if he’d said far too much. “Maybe I shouldn’t be talking to you,” he said. “After all, the way Marquise told it, you were a major part of the problem.”

The muscles in the back of Thane’s neck tightened. “What did she tell you?”

Laslo hedged. “You know, Walker, half the time I thought she still held a torch for you.”

“And the other half?”

“The other half tells me that she was afraid of you. That you were the only person that frightened the bejeezus out of her. Why’s that?”

“Hell if I know,” Thane replied, though that wasn’t exactly the truth. Mary Theresa had half a dozen reasons to distrust him—all of them valid. “You know what they say about ex-husbands.”

“The only good ones are dead ones.”

Thane grinned. “I’ve heard that before.”

“Kind of like ex-wives, I suppose,” Laslo said, his eyes drilling into Thane’s as an announcement for the next step class was broadcast. “Look, I’ve got to go. My next appointment’s here.”

A short woman, decked out in expensive workout gear and jewelry, beamed at the sight of the much younger man. Laslo rained a smile on her, and the slightly pudgy woman melted.

Thane got the hell out of there. The gym with its weight machines, rowing machines, ever-moving steps, and sweating bodies all staring at televisions mounted high on the walls or instructors with bodies most of the soft-bellies who walked through the door wanted to duplicate, made him uncomfortable. He believed in staying in shape by simple hard work. Physical labor.

He unlocked his truck, noticed that the Jeep that had followed him here was gone, and felt a bit of relief. But as he drove out of the parking lot, he spied a Plymouth four-door pull away from the curb, and he knew Henderson was still watching him. Adjusting his rearview mirror, Thane nosed his truck toward the heart of Denver again and wondered how Maggie was doing.

Being away from her made him restless and edgy. Though he told himself it was insane to worry—she was a grown woman, for God’s sake—he couldn’t help the frisson of concern that cut into his brain when he thought of her walking in her irresponsible twin’s shoes.

Like she’s safe with you. Guilt burrowed deep in his soul. He was using Maggie. Plain and simple. And she didn’t know it.

“You’re a miserable son of a bitch,” he growled at himself, but it didn’t do any good. He’d step on anyone who got in his way. Including Maggie.

Leveling a curse at himself, he flipped his visor down, squinted into the sunlight, and wished the whole mess with Mary Theresa was over.

And when it is, Maggie McCrae will hate the sight of you. Well, so be it. He gunned the engine and set his jaw. No one ever said that life was fair.



















Chapter Sixteen
 



“I’ll admit it,” Craig Beaumont agreed as he downed his second Bloody Mary. “Your sister and I didn’t see eye to eye on which direction our program was heading.” He swirled his drink with a stalk of celery and ignored the bowl of red bean and rice soup he’d ordered. The tiny restaurant was decorated with a Southwestern theme. Lariats, spurs, longhorns, and even a pair of bronzed chaps covered the walls, while the booths were constructed of bleached oak and Formica, topped with lanterns and softened by cushions in muted golds, pinks, and lavenders—the colors of a western sunset.

The food was Tex-Mex, the atmosphere quiet, the waiters seemingly discreet.

“You fought with her the day she disappeared.”

He nodded, waving one hand. “It was a big scene in front of the assistant producer and crew. A mistake.”

“Tell me about it.”

“It seems so silly now,” he admitted, shaking his head. “Marquise had been adamant about adding a segment about local celebrities—people in the Mountain States with star power, I guess you’d say. She wanted to dress things up, give the show a ‘makeover,’ I think her words were. Make it look more like something out of L.A. Sleeker, more sophisticated.”

“And you opposed this.”

“Our demographics showed us that our average viewer is a homemaker with a couple of kids who holds down a part-time job. Some college. Twenty-five to thirty-eight…well, anyway, we were going for a homey—folksy feel. We’ve always had a local chef make a dish during one segment, and you can write to the station, or e-mail for the recipe. We have gardeners, makeovers, local authors, the high-school football heroes, health tips, and artsy-crafty things to spruce up the house. Every once in a while we’d have a celebrity who was passing through, either filming a show in town, or hawking his biography, or whatever, but Marquise wanted this to be the new thrust.”

He drained his drink. “And to be truthful, she wanted me out.”

Maggie wasn’t surprised. She picked at her taco salad and asked, “Why?”

“Because she wanted to run the show. As she had from the minute I came on board. She always resented that, you know—that I was hired behind her back. Never really thought I contributed. So, when ratings started falling again, it was my fault.” He flashed her a false if-ya-get-my-drift smile as he reached for a slice of bread, started to butter it, then thought better of it. “There had been some talk of canceling the show altogether—or going with an entirely new format. The upshot is that Marquise wanted to revamp it—well, excuse my little pun—and handle everything herself.” He munched on his bread and thought for a second. “Your sister was a prima donna, you know. Saw herself as a queen bee.”

“How did you see her?”

“As a major pain in the ass.”

“She seemed to think the same of you.”

He snorted. “She would.”

“So you have no idea what happened to her?”

“None.” He blew across a spoonful of his soup. “I don’t wish her any harm, you understand, but I’m not sorry she’s off the set. And the reason I can say that is that it’s common knowledge at the studio. Anyone will tell you the same thing.”

“Why didn’t you like her?”

“Because, Maggie, Marquise was unprofessional. She was always showing up late, demanding everyone listen to her views, threw the worst tantrums I’ve ever seen, and was totally and irrevocably out of line. Professionalism isn’t in the woman’s vocabulary.” He ate two more bites. “She blamed everyone but herself for her problems. Now, don’t get me wrong. I really do hope she’s okay—she’s not a bad woman, just screwed up. And I don’t have any idea what happened to her.”

Maggie was warming to Craig whether she wanted to or not. He was self-serving and vain, but seemed honest enough. He made no bones about the fact that he didn’t like Marquise and though Maggie wanted to defend her sister to the hilt, to rail against anyone who dared utter a disparaging word against her, at least she understood Craig’s motives.

From the restaurant she drove to the outskirts of town and an unobtrusive cinder-block building housing Lawrence’s Executive Options, where Eve Lawrence, as president of the company, oversaw and managed ten or twelve accounting and secretarial underlings who, combined, did the paperwork for several small businesses in the Denver area along with handling Marquise’s accounts, fan mail, and correspondence.

No-nonsense and dogged, Eve shook her head at the sight of Maggie. “I know you hear it over and over, but you look so darned much like Marquise, it’s spooky. I mean because she’s missing and all. I knew you two were pretty close because I’d seen pictures of you, but I didn’t realize how much until just now. Mary, Joseph, and Jesus. Spitting image doesn’t begin to cover it. Oh, well.”

She clapped her hands together, and Maggie noticed that she wore a ring on nearly every finger. Her makeup was perfect, not one red hair out of place, and her fingernails were painted a deep red and didn’t have the slightest chip. In a dark brown suit and boots, Eve Lawrence presented herself as the quintessential businesswoman. “Let’s get down to it. What can I do to help find her?” She escorted Maggie into a boardroom and sat next to her at the table. A secretary brought coffee and several files that were filled with information.

“This is all the most recent stuff,” Eve said, as the girl slipped through the door and closed it behind her. Eve poured cream into her cup and watched as clouds swirled to the surface of her coffee. “If you want copies, I’d be glad to show them to you—well, except for her private papers—tax returns, financial statements, that sort of thing.”

Eve, after a painful second divorce, had followed Marquise to Denver from Los Angeles and built her own business when she realized that she could expand and take care of more than one client. Marquise had given her letters of recommendation and spoken to prospective clients on Eve’s behalf. In return, Eve Lawrence seemed to give Marquise her undying respect and trust. As Eve told it, theirs was a near-perfect relationship except that Eve’s business was off, and there were a couple of hitches in her dealings with Marquise.

“…personally, and this is just between you and me,” Eve confided as she sipped from her cup, “your sister was going broke. Couldn’t control her spending. I shouldn’t say anything, but it’s all going to come out as she’s going to be sued for the money she owes.” Eve shook her head. “I tried to warn her, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“Mary Theresa always played by her own rules.”

“The IRS doesn’t take that lightly,” Eve said.

“No, they don’t.”

“And, worse yet, your sister had horrible taste in men.” She held up a hand as if she expected Maggie to argue with her. “I know, I know, I shouldn’t make any comments. I don’t have a stellar track record myself, and for the most part I stay out of her private life altogether, but she’s made some questionable choices. You’ve met her first husband? Thane Walker?” Maggie’s heart froze. Eve rolled expressive eyes. “Outwardly, he seems fine, you know, the laid-back cowboy type, and sexy as all getout but there’s something about him I don’t trust. He’s not as much of a roll-with-the-punches kind of guy as he appears, too secretive for my taste. For some reason and God only knows what that is, Marquise never could quite sever her relationship with him.” Eve sighed.

“Is that right?” Maggie said, a sense of dread seeping through her.

“It’s as if he wanted something from her—maybe he’d never stopped loving her, I don’t know.” Maggie’s throat tightened, and she ignored the painful I told you so that echoed through her heart. “And then there was Syd, the second one. More bad news. I don’t mean to sound like a man-hater—I’m not, really—but the ones around Mary Theresa are either conniving or weak. Syd’s smart and rich as hell, but he treated Mary Theresa like she was a piece of jewelry, you know, what they call a ‘trophy wife,’ one who’s supposed to come out when she’s asked, then stay in the box where he put her and be a good girl the rest of the time. That didn’t sit well with your sister, let me tell you. Syd tried that garbage one too many times, and Mary Theresa showed him.” Her eyes glinted as if she knew more than she wanted to share. “Hit him where it hurt, then gave him his walking papers.”

Maggie sipped coffee and listened while Eve talked freely about the men in Mary Theresa’s life. “It’s like she could never really settle down. Between Thane and Syd there were a few boyfriends and after Syd quite a string. No one special, though, all more or less the same—mindless pretty boys. It seems that she was throwing it in Syd’s face that she could date younger and better-looking men—” Eve waved a finger in Maggie’s face “—including his ex-son-in-law, oh boy, did that one tick him off.”

“What was his name?”

“Let’s see.” Eve snapped her fingers, and her eyebrows knitted thoughtfully. “Oh, crap.” She leaned back and sighed, her face pulling together thoughtfully. “Now, I know it. Let’s see. Inman, that’s it. Robert Inman. He’s not quite thirty and he and old Syd used to play golf together, until he tossed Syd’s daughter over for another woman.”

“Mary Theresa?” Maggie asked, feeling sick.

“Mmm.” Eve nodded and smiled a bit, as if she extracted a bit of pleasure in the Gillette family’s pain. She took a gulp from her cup. “Marquise should never have done it, I know, but Robby—that’s what she called him—was a real lowlife, always running around. If ya ask me, Marquise did his ex-wife, Tanya, a big favor.”

“I don’t suppose Tanya saw it that way.”

“’Course not. She was pregnant at the time. It broke up the marriage.” Eve’s expression darkened. “Syd had to find himself a new golf partner.”

The coffee soured in Maggie’s stomach. She set her near-empty cup on the table.

“Anyway, eventually Mary Theresa gave up on Robby and found someone else. Her latest boyfriend, that Pomeranian kid, only wanted to ride her coattails and hoped she would get him into films or television with her connections. Fat chance. That new agent of hers, Ambrose King, was always, well, at least in my estimation, pushing her in the wrong direction. So that leaves her slime of a cohost. In my book Craig Beaumont is a snake.” She frowned into her cup. As if she finally realized that she sounded as if she was gossiping, Eve waved off anything else she might have thought. “Well, I’m the kind of person who believes in calling ’em as I see ’em, and I’m worried about your sister, Maggie. This isn’t like her—well, it is, but she hasn’t pulled a vanishing act like this for a while. And never for this long. It’s…unnerving.” She finished her coffee and set the cup aside. “I just hope she turns up alive and well, and we can all get this behind us.”

“So do I,” Maggie said, though she was feeling more ill at ease with the passing of each day. “Do you think she was bothered by anything in particular?”

“Besides her life in general?” Eve laughed. “No, don’t think so.” She wagged a finger at Maggie. “Now, before you start asking me if she was suicidal, the answer is an emphatic ‘no’ again. The police seem to think she might have gone off somewhere and done herself in, but I doubt it.” She looked directly into Maggie’s eyes. “That wouldn’t be Marquise’s style.”

They talked for a while, and Maggie left feeling frustrated, learning little more than she had already known, sensing she was no closer to finding out what happened to her sister than she ever had been. The snow was melting under a bright southwestern sun, and the air was clear and fresh, but Maggie couldn’t help the sense of foreboding that clung to her like a shadow.

 
 
 

“You’re sure?” Thane hugged the receiver to his ear and ignored the country-western music and loud conversation that emanated from the bar.

“That’s right,” Roy said, his rough voice as clear as if he’d been in the next room rather than some tiny outpost in California. “It took a little diggin’ but I got lucky. Seems as if your ex-wife spent some time in a small private hospital called Our Lady of Sorrows, not far from the Mexican border. The nearest town is miles away. It’s for mental patients, and a lot of celebrity types go there on the q.t. to pull themselves together or dry out or to get off drugs. Mary Theresa checked herself in about six months after your divorce was final, pal.”

Thane’s gut clenched, and if Mary Theresa had been anywhere near him, he would have grabbed her and throttled her for her deception. “Hell,” he ground out.

“I guess congratulations are in order,” Roy said laughing without much mirth. “It’s not every day a man discovers he’s got a seventeen-year-old son.”

Betrayal burned through Thane’s soul, and he remembered the way Mary Theresa had thrown it in his face just last week. She’d called him in Cheyenne and she’d been sobbing, swearing she was going to kill herself, out of her mind with her latest emotional trauma. She’d begged him to come to Denver. He’d pushed the speed limit and straightened corners the entire distance.

When he’d arrived at her house, he’d found her in the kitchen, dressed in a black silky bathrobe and offering him a drink as she led him to the kitchen. He should never have followed. She’d been three sheets to the wind, and when he’d refused the bourbon, she’d gotten right to the point and asked to borrow money from him. He’d refused, and she’d fallen into a million pieces, first trying to seduce him and then crying.

She’d tried all her tricks on him. First she’d kissed him, opening her mouth and licking his ear, telling him he was the only man who had ever satisfied her.

“Give it up,” he’d told her, pushing her away. She’d stumbled, falling against the kitchen counters. Tears had sprung to her eyes, and she’d started sobbing again, as if she were brokenhearted.

Of course it had been an act. Just one of the many masks of Marquise that she donned with such agility.

“Don’t even think about it, Mary,” he’d told her when she’d wound her fingers in the lapels of his jacket and turned her face up to him. Her eyes had shone with tears. Her cheeks and nose had turned red from booze, tears, and effort. He hadn’t budged. “I’m not buyin’ it, lady.” Slowly, he’d pried her fingers from his coat.

She’d flown into a rage. Her beautiful eyes had flared with green fire. “You have to help me.”

“No, Mary Theresa, I don’t have to do anything.”

“But you…we…”

“We’re nothing. Ex-spouses who never loved each other.”

“Bastard!”

“Absolutely.”

“God, you’re cold.”

“Learned from the master.”

“How can you be so heartless, so cruel?” she’d asked, pouring herself another screwdriver and swirling the vodka and orange juice in a tall glass. Her eyes glistened with tears, mascara ran down her cheeks, and she looked like hell. “You know, Thane, I gave you everything. I was only seventeen when you seduced me—”

“This won’t work either,” he’d said. “I don’t feel guilty.”

“But—”

“And for the record, you seduced me. Pretended to be Maggie.”

Her lips had curled into a sneer. She set her drink on the counter. “It was always Maggie with you. Even when I was pregnant with your child, you pretended I was her. You’re sick, Walker.”

“Probably.”

Sniffing loudly, she’d hung her head and taken on the pose of the wounded. Another mask. Staring at the floor, she’d whispered, “I need your help, Thane. You’re the only one I can count on, the only one who—” She caught herself, bit her lip, and a tear fell to the floor.

He nearly buckled but held firm. “Forget it, Mary. I’m through with this—with you. It’s gone on long enough. No more.”

“You can’t do this to me.” Her voice was but a whisper, and she ran a finger over the tile of the counter.

“You’ve done it to yourself.”

“So now you’re preachy.”

“I’m outta here.”

“Just listen, Thane. I’ll pay you back. Please. I owe back taxes, and God, the credit cards are immense, and there’s talk of canceling the show and…oh, shit, what am I gonna do? Thane—”

“No way.”

“But I need—”

“You can’t keep coming to me. Every time there’s a problem, you call me. It’s time you stood on your own two feet or leaned on that pretty boy of a boyfriend of yours.”

“Wade?” she said, wrinkling her pert little nose before taking a swallow. “He’s useless.”

“Then find someone else, damn it, Mary Theresa. It’s what you’re good at. You and I—we’re through.”

A bubble of laughter escaped her throat. “Silly boy,” she said, though tears were still drizzling from her eyes, and she stopped her runny nose with the cuff of her robe. Her eyelids lowered to the same seductive half-masts he’d always found so damned alluring. “We’ll never be through. Don’t you know that?”

“What I know is that it’s finally over.” He opened the French door leading to the patio. Cold air, promising winter, raced into the room.

“Don’t think so.” She lifted her glass and drained it of vodka and orange juice. Then slowly, her gaze never leaving his, she started crunching ice between her beautiful teeth.

“As I said, I’m outta here.” He was through the back door and taking in deep gulps of air. Dry leaves scattered and scratched across the bricks, and the lake, with naked branched trees standing guard, was a cold dark mirror.

“Don’t you wanna know why it’s not gonna be over? Why it never can be?” Following him outside, where the evening air was brisk and clear, the first few stars flung high in the purple sky, she hurried to catch up with him. The hem of her bathrobe dragged in the brittle yellowing grass, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“No.”

“Sure you do—”

He made it to the gate and unlatched it. Somewhere in a neighboring house, a door slammed. “Forget it, Mary.”

“Can’t do it and neither should you.”

He didn’t listen, made his way toward the front of the house, but she caught up with him, grabbed hold of his shirt. “I’ve got a secret,” she taunted, her face white in the thin moonlight.

“More than one, I’ll bet.”

“But this one’s a doozy. It’s about you.”

“Not interested.”

“Oh, I think you should be.” Her voice had taken on a singsong quality as he approached the edge of the garage and the front of the house. “You were the one who was so keen on being a daddy way back when.”

“What does that have to do with—” He spun on a heel and took hold of her wrist. His heart slammed in his chest as he began to understand. “What are you saying?” he demanded, his voice low. From the corner of his eye he saw a cat slinking through the shadows.

“Don’t you get it?” She laughed, the tinkling sound of victory. Somehow she thought she’d won.

“Get what?”

“We did have a baby, Thane. A boy.”

“No way. You told me you miscarried.”

“After the first one…I found out just about the time we split the sheets.”

“It’s a lie.” His head hammered.

“If you think so.”

His short supply of patience fled. “I mean it, Mary.”

“Oh, well, you’re not interested.”

He slammed her up against the side of the garage. “Don’t mess with me.”

“I’m not, Thane. It’s true. You’ve got a seventeen-year-old son.”

“You’re drunk.”

“Not drunk enough.”

“I swear if this is another one of your bullshit lies, Mary Theresa, I’ll kill you!” His fingers tightened roughly over her shoulders, and he shoved his face so close to hers he smelled the perfume in her hair, the nearly odorless scent of vodka on her breath.

“You don’t have the guts.” In a heartbeat he realized how easily he could crush her bones or…take her into his arms and make love to her until…Oh, Christ, no! He dropped his hands and stepped backward, nearly tripping on the damned cat. It yowled, then hissed, scrambling under the fence. “Where is he?”

“Don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“Nope. I gave him up.”

“Where?” Thane demanded. “Where were you?”

“Write me a check. Then we’ll talk.”

“You miserable, self-serving bitch!”

“There was a time when you didn’t think so.”

“There was a time when I was trapped,” he’d said, but felt the noose that kept him tied to Marquise tightening. Anger churned through his blood. “But no more. No more!”

“Then rot in hell, Thane Walker.”

I am, he thought, driving away.

Now, as he hung up the phone knowing that he’d missed seventeen years of his son’s life and that he’d never really fallen out of love with Maggie McCrae, the sister of his ex-wife, he knew more than he ever had that Marquise had cursed him as surely as if she’d cast a spell. She’d been right. He’d never be rid of her.

 
 
 

Driving through the sun-washed, crowded streets of Denver, a city she’d visited only a few times, Maggie felt isolated and alone.

A few years ago there had been so many people in her life; but her parents had died, her in-laws turned their backs on her when she’d decided to divorce Dean, her daughter didn’t trust her, and now her sister was missing. Glancing at a map on the front seat, she slowly maneuvered the rental car to the hotel, where a valet parked it, and she took the elevator to the suite she shared with Thane.

“Home sweet home,” she said, dropping her purse into a chair. Kicking off her shoes, she checked Thane’s bedroom. It was empty, the bed freshly made. Sighing, she leaned against the French doors and thought a second too long about falling asleep with his arms around her. How safe it had seemed. “Get over it, Maggie,” she mumbled, remembering that what she and Thane shared was lust, not love.

She placed a call to Marquise’s agent in Los Angeles but was snippily informed that “Mr. King is out of town for the rest of the week,” so she gave her name and was promised that Mr. King would call her “ASAP.”

“Dream on,” she grumbled, dialing Michelle Kelly, Marquise’s psychiatrist. On the third ring a recorder answered, and Maggie left a message requesting an appointment.

Frustrated, she looked at the clock and wondered when Thane would be back. Even if he was gone only for a few minutes, this might be her chance to try and find out more about him—the secrets she sensed he hid.

It was Thane. He did this to me. Don’t let him get away with it.

Did what, Maggie wondered. Ignoring the ridiculous sense that she was trespassing, she wandered into Thane’s bedroom and looked around for his bag. She found it in the closet, and, straining to hear if a key were inserted into the lock announcing Thane’s arrival, she rifled through the contents. Jeans, slacks, sweater, shirts, socks, and underwear. A small shaving kit. Nothing more. No papers, no address book, no clues as to what he was hiding.

“So much for being a master detective,” she muttered, replacing his things and pushing aside the fear that she was spinning her wheels, that no matter what she did, she wouldn’t be able to help her sister or unlock the secrets surrounding Thane Walker.

In the one day of walking in Mary Theresa’s shoes, she hadn’t gotten far—probably barely out the door. But what had she expected? To “crack the case” in twenty-four hours when the Denver police had been working for days? Rubbing the kinks from her neck, she walked into the bathroom and twisted on the gold faucets of the sunken tub.

“You’re a ninny,” she chided, catching sight of her reflection in the full-length mirror as she stripped out of her clothes. It was strange seeing herself through eyes that compared her to Mary Theresa. Stark naked she walked to the mirror and lifted her hand, pretending the image staring back at her was Marquise, who, raising the opposing arm, was the very mirror-image twin she was labeled at birth.

“Where are you?” Maggie asked, resting her head against the glass, forehead to forehead with her reflection. Marquise’s reflection. Mary Theresa’s reflection. Oh, Lord, it was all so confusing.

She took a seat on the edge of the sunken tub and massaged her aching feet. She wasn’t used to wearing heels or pretending to be her sister. Steam rose, filling the room as she wound her hair into a knot that she clipped to the top of her head and again caught sight of her image in the mirror.

How much did she really look like Marquise? Enough that Thane had been able to fantasize about her last night?

Don’t do this, Maggie. It’s dangerous. Dark. Creepy.

Settling into the tub, she let the hot water envelop her and replayed the night before in her mind. In retrospect, the lovemaking with Thane seemed almost surreal, and oh, so sinfully tantalizing. Her skin tingled at the thought of what Thane had done to her, how his touch had driven her to heights of ecstasy she hadn’t scaled in years. He’d been her first lover and was still the best.

“Oh, sure,” she growled, snapping back to reality. The reason she was still interested in him was because he was forbidden fruit, the great taboo of her life. His secrets fascinated her; his bad-boy charm seduced the hell out of her and reduced her to the state of being just another foolish woman. Disgusted, she refused to think about how he could drive her crazy with desire, or how with one glance from those stormy eyes he caused her to fantasize about him. And him to fantasize about Marquise?

What was it Eve had said, that Thane had never severed his ties to Mary Theresa? That she suspected that he still loved her—that they were still connected? Why? What was the link that kept them bound?

A headache started to pound with the questions that haunted her. She washed herself, closed her eyes, and let the soothing water grow cool around her. She tried to concentrate on her sister’s whereabouts, attempted to piece together what little she knew, but thoughts of Thane and the magic of his hands and mouth kept getting in the way.

She dozed for a second and woke up to cold water and shadows filling the room. She couldn’t forget she was here with a purpose, that Mary Theresa was the reason she was in Denver. She climbed out of the tub and was reaching for a robe when she heard the door to the suite open. Quickly she threw on the short robe and hurried to the living room.

“Well?” she demanded, as Thane yanked off his gloves. He’d been striding into the room but stopped when he caught sight of her, and she was suddenly embarrassed, aware that she was barely dressed.

He tossed his gloves and jacket onto a chair. “I didn’t learn much.” His gaze strayed to her throat, where the neckline of the robe overlapped. “The convenience store clerk was a bust. Not even sure if Marquise did stop by. Laslo seems on the up and up, and the gardener and housekeeper worship the ground she walks on. I stopped by Syd Gillette’s hotel, but he wasn’t in, and he and I never did get along.” Abruptly he met her eyes again. “How ’bout you?”

“Not…not much better,” she admitted, and had to clear her throat. He brought with him the smell of the outdoors and his hair was ruffled, falling over his forehead in a boyish manner that reminded her of a summer long ago. “But I still want to talk with her agent and psychiatrist. The people at KRKY seem to care about what happened to her, but who knows?” She looked him squarely in the eye and couldn’t forget making love to him. “You know, I’ve been fooled before.”

“Cheap shot, Mag,” he said, then walked to the bar, found a bottle of scotch, cracked it open, and poured himself a drink. “Want one?” he offered.

She was tempted. The muscles in the back of her neck were tight, her head still ached a bit, and being around Thane made her edgy; but she’d never been one to rely on alcohol, had seen too much devastation in her own family to be much of a drinker. “Make it small.”

One eyebrow lifted as he poured. “Whatever you want, darlin’.”

“I thought I told you to stop calling me that.”

He shook his head and grinned. “Testy today, aren’t you?” He crossed the room and handed her a glass. “To you, Maggie,” he said, touching the rim of his glass to hers.

“To Mary Theresa,” she said automatically, and took a long swallow as one of his eyebrows inched upward. Smoky scotch seared a path to her belly.

“Whatever.” Sipping his drink, he turned on the fire and glanced into the mirror over the fireplace. In the glass he stared at her for a long, uncomfortable heartbeat. Maggie took another quick drink. Being this close to Thane was a bad idea. He knew her too well, was too familiar, too damned irresistible. “I think I’d better move into another hotel,” she said, surprised that her voice had grown husky.

“Why?”

“You know why. This”—she shook her head—“this is crazy. Last night…”

“What about last night?” Turning, he leaned a shoulder against the mantel and finished his drink in one long gulp.

She tried not to stare at his throat as it worked or notice the crow’s-feet that fanned from the corners of his eyes when he looked at her or how long his legs seemed to be in the shadowy room. She didn’t want to think of his touch or how he smelled or the fact that no one had ever kissed her with the same intensity as Thane had. Not even Dean.

A needle of guilt pricked her heart. She’d married Dean McCrae on the rebound, told herself that she would learn to love him, that what she’d felt for Thane had only been child’s play, first love, the thrill of experimentation and exploration. Nothing more.

But she’d been wrong.

The love she’d felt for this solitary cowboy had never died, damn it, and even now, years later, trapped in a romantic hotel room, it didn’t seem to matter that they were here because of Mary Theresa, that the woman who had once broken them apart now drew them together, that all the pain of the past could oh-so-easily be relieved.

“Don’t be dense, Thane,” she said, finishing her drink and casting caution to the wind by padding barefoot to the bar and pouring herself another stiff shot. “We both know that we can’t ever…that you and I…it’ll never work, and I’m not up for just a quick fling, okay? I’ve got too much on my mind.”

When she turned he was beside her, and though he didn’t touch her, didn’t so much as brush a hand against her shoulder, she could feel him as surely as if they were naked and lying entwined, skin to skin, body pressed against anxious body.

The scotch was already warming her blood.

“I think we should talk about something.”

His tone stopped her cold. “What?”

“There’s something you’ve got to face, Maggie. Something important.”

She took another sip before asking, “And that is?”

“The fact that Mary Theresa may be dead.”

“What?” She nearly dropped her glass. “No way.”

“Think about it. She’s been gone almost a week now without a call or note or word of any kind. No ransom note, no demands, nothing.”

“I don’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t. What—what about her Jeep? Where is it?”

“Maybe stolen. Or with her body.”

“Don’t even talk like this! I won’t believe it. I can’t.”

“Maggie—be reasonable, something’s happened.”

“No.” She shook her head, walked to the windows and stared out at the night. “No.”

“Maggie, listen, you’ve got to prepare yourself,” he said, his voice rough. “She could be gone.”

Tears touched the back of her eyes and she was suddenly angry. At Thane. At Marquise. At the whole damned world. “I know she’s okay.”

“How? Just because you’re twins—”

Whirling, she nearly spilled the remainder of her drink. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

His eyes narrowed. “You know something? And you didn’t tell me?”

“I couldn’t.” Dear God, could she confide in him now—tell him all the truth? Did she dare? The scotch made her bold, the intimate room engendered the sharing of secrets.

“What?”

“Remember when I told you about the mental telepathy?”

“Not something I’d easily forget.”

“I suppose not.” She fortified herself with another swallow of fiery liquor.

“Something else?”

Oh, God. “You could say so.”

He set his glass on the bar and shoved both hands into the front pockets of his jeans. Leaning his hips against the counter’s edge, he said, “Don’t tell me she’s been sending out messages again.”

“No—I, um, haven’t heard from her since the last time—in the barn.”

“Before I showed up at your ranch in Idaho.”

“Yes,” she said, suddenly as cold as she had been on that very day. She wondered if she could trust him and decided it didn’t matter. It was now or never. Her hands were shaking as she crossed the room, forcing some distance between her body and his. She finished her drink and set her empty glass on the mantel. “The message she sent me that day was horrifying.”

“She asked for your help,” he prodded.

“But there was more to it than that.” She shoved both hands through her hair, dislodging the clip that had held it pinned to the top of her head. “I know you’re having trouble believing this—I did, too. I’ve been told by professionals that it’s impossible, that I’ve imagined it, that in all the cases they’ve studied of identical twins, they’ve seen nothing like this and since it’s so…erratic, I can’t prove it.”

“We’ve been through this part before, Mag Pie. Why don’t you quit stalling.” His voice was low, nearly threatening.

She froze. Oh, Lord, why had she opened her mouth in the first place?

“You said she contacted you. What did she say?” he repeated.

“The truth of the matter is that she said you were involved.”

“Involved? In what?”

“In whatever happened to her.”

“What?” he whispered.

“She…she said that you did it to her. Whatever she was talking about.”

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“Of course not.”

“You believe that I…oh, hell.” His fingers curled into fists. “Son of a bitch. Son of a goddamned—” In three swift strides he crossed the room and grabbed her shoulders. “Listen to me, Maggie, I don’t know what you or Mary Theresa are trying to pull here, but I didn’t do anything to harm her. You understand?” His fingers dug deep into her shoulders.

“Pull?” she replied. “You think I’m trying to put something over on you?” She couldn’t believe her ears. After all the time they’d spent together, after kissing and touching and…Dear God, how could he possibly think she would lie to him? But you don’t trust him, do you? Not completely. Be honest, Maggie. “That’s…that’s ridiculous.”

“Any more ridiculous than trying to make me believe that you and your sister, from whom you’re practically estranged, are involved in some kind of mental telepathy and that she…she is trying to blame me for her disappearance?”

“I know it sounds crazy but—”

“Holy Christ, it is crazy, Maggie.” He stared at her with harsh, unforgiving eyes. “What the hell is this?”

“You tell me, Thane.” She glared up at him. “You’re the one with the secrets.” Shadows shifted in his eyes and she sensed a lie. “Damn you, Walker, why can’t you be straight with me?”

“Probably for the same reason you can’t with me.” His gaze drifted from her eyes to her lips. “You never said a word about Mary Theresa pointing some kind of mental finger at me. And now all of a sudden—”

“It’s true, damn it. Why would I make it up? Why? You think I want you to think I’m a looney? For God’s sake, Thane, for once in your life, trust me.”

“Why?” he demanded, and she nearly slapped him.

“Go to hell.”

“Too late, darlin’,” he said roughly as he dragged her so close she could smell his heat, “’cause I’m already there.” With that his lips crashed down on hers and kissed her long and hard, sucking the breath from her lungs, causing her blood to ignite. One hand slipped beneath the lapel of her robe to cup her breast.

She closed her eyes as rough fingers grazed her nipple.

Don’t do this, Maggie, she warned herself. Don’t. Don’t. Don’t! But she couldn’t stop, and when his tongue pressed against her mouth, her lips parted willingly. One hand worked the knot of her robe, the other shoved the terry cloth over her shoulders and suddenly she was naked, sagging against him, and he was on his knees, kissing her breasts, touching, suckling as goose bumps rose on her flesh. Her fingers plowed through his hair as he kissed her navel, his tongue rimming the small indentation, his hands lowering to her buttocks, where they held her fast against him.

She melted inside and moaned and he kissed her intimately before she sagged into his waiting arms and he carried her to the bed. Stop, Maggie, she told herself as she looked up at him looming over her, a dozen questions in his gaze. But the warning fell on deaf ears and she turned off the denials racing through her brain as she found the buttons of his shirt, pushed the cotton fabric off strong shoulders and down long, sinewy arms. She tossed the shirt to the floor. Anxiously her fingers found the button fly of his jeans and with one tug, the fasteners gave way. She should stop, right now. Before things went too far. But she couldn’t. Deep inside she felt a yearning, a need that pulsed between her legs and pounded in her heart.

“Maggie,” he whispered as she, scooting lower on the bed, forced the jeans over his slim hips and down long, rock-hard thighs. His skin sheened with perspiration, and, as she ran her fingers along the length of his spine, he sucked in his breath. She kissed the soft hair on his thighs, traced the dark line of down that arrowed from his waist to his crotch, then gently, looking up at him with eyes she knew were luminous, touched his erection with the tips of her curious fingers. “God, Maggie…” He kicked the Levi’s to the carpet, dragged her upward, and spread her legs with his knees. “You make me crazy,” he growled, propped on his elbows, staring down at her with lust-glazed eyes. “You know, woman, you always have.”

“That…that works two ways, cowboy.” Oh, Lord, she wanted him, more than she’d ever wanted a man, more than any woman should want a man. She trembled with the wanton need that awakened in the deepest center of her womanhood and licked, like flames on dry kindling, through her blood.

He glanced at her mouth, leaned down to kiss her again, and then, as his arms entrapped her, he closed his eyes and swore under his breath. “Maggie, I just don’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t,” she said, desire throbbing through her. “Don’t—” Just love me, Thane. For once, love me. Not my sister, but me!

“Christ, I should be hung for this,” he growled, before his lips claimed hers again, strong arms held her hard and possessively. His entire body tensed and he groaned savagely, thrusting deep, penetrating the deepest part of her. She gasped, he withdrew, then delved again with a desperate surrender that brought tears to her eyes. “Maggie, sweet, sweet…oh, God.” His voice was ragged, his breathing raspy, his hair dark with sweat. Eyes held hers as his tempo increased, and the veins on his neck bulged. She moved with him, danced the intimate dance of lovers, her fingers digging into the flesh of his back. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, saw only the man above her in a cloudy haze. Faster and faster—the room spun wildly until she bucked upward, convulsing, hanging on to him as he tossed back his head and stiffened, pinning her to the bed, claiming her as his own, joining with her as man and woman have joined for millennia.

“God help me,” he breathed, spilling into her before collapsing and drawing deep, irregular breaths.

God help us both, she thought, as he held her. Exhaustion and frustration had taken their tolls. She closed her eyes and told herself it didn’t matter that she’d made love to him, that whatever happened they needed this time together, and she refused to give in to the dark doubts that crowded around the corners of her mind. Instead she snuggled against Thane and relaxed, sighing as he drew the cover over her. Snuggling close, she listened to the steady, comforting beat of his heart. There was enough time for recriminations tomorrow.

 
 
 

“Cover for me, would ya?” Jenny begged as she pulled her hair through the neck of her turtleneck. The lights were out, Uncle Jim and Aunt Connie had gone to bed, and Jenny was planning to sneak her car away from the house to meet her boyfriend, Kevin, a twenty-two-year-old with hair dyed black, several nose rings, a goatee, and a permanent scowl. Becca thought Kevin was cool; he even played drums in a local band, but she didn’t like having to do the lying for her cousin. From the moment Becca had dropped her duffel bag in Jenny’s closet, Jenny had been asking her to do a lot of “covering” for her, and Becca had the vague suspicion that she was being used.

Jenny’s clock was a wooden Elvis, painted to look like the King. The face of the clock was inserted into Elvis’s torso, but his hips swung free, keeping time to the seconds that were ticking away. Right now, the clock didn’t seem quite so whimsical and cool, but it did tell Becca that it was nearly midnight. Uncle Jim, a businessman who woke up at 5 A.M. so that he could jog five miles before driving to work, had been in bed since ten. Aunt Connie had rattled around the kitchen and had been on the phone until nearly eleven, then she, too, had turned in. No doubt they were both sawing logs, but Becca didn’t want to be left holding the bag if they woke up. “Let me come with you,” she suggested.

“Oh, yeah, right!” Jenny rolled her expressive eyes. Along with the black turtleneck sweater, she was dressed in tight black jeans. A huge belt with a gold buckle accentuated her tiny waist. She straightened the buckle, then reached into her top drawer and pulled out a few bills from a jewelry case she kept beneath her bras. Her secret stash of money—over two hundred dollars that she’d saved from her allowance. Tucking the bills into a pocket, she said, “Haven’t you ever heard the expression ‘three’s a crowd’? Kevin and I don’t need a baby-sitter, if ya know what I mean.”

Becca got it all right. But it bugged her. “So what am I supposed to say if your mom comes in?”

“I don’t know. That…that I got restless and went out to take a walk, or to get something to eat, or something. Anything but that I’m with Kevin, okay? Mom would probably have a coronary, right here in the middle of the room. She thinks Kevin is a…wait a minute, I think the direct quote is, ‘a low-life punk who’s probably on drugs and will never get anywhere.’”

Jenny wrinkled her nose and pursed her lips in an impression of her mother’s persnickety expression that was dead on. Becca couldn’t help but giggle.

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Okay?”

It wasn’t, but Becca muttered, “I guess.”

“Good. Tomorrow we’ll go to the mall, I promise.”

Becca hated the mall.

Biting her lip nervously, Jenny carried her black shoes in her hands, and Becca slid lower in the bed. “Here.” Jenny picked up the remote control that had been left between the brushes and CDs on her dresser, then tossed it to Becca. “You can watch Letterman.” Opening the door a crack, she gnawed on her lip and scouted the hallway; then, with one final glance at her cousin, she slipped through the opening, closed the door softly behind her, and slid noiselessly down the hall.

Becca was sweating. She strained to hear any sound through the open window. A cat mewed quietly from a hiding spot in the backyard, a few cars passed on the road in front of the house, and far away a horn honked. Then she heard it, the sound of an engine turning over as Jenny, who always parked her Jetta on the street, started the car and, without the tiniest squeak of tires, took off.

Becca ran to the window and peered through the slats of the blinds in time to see the red taillights of the Jetta disappear around the corner. The night was eerie, blue light from the streetlamps glowing through the palm-tree fronds and branches of the grapefruit trees that shaded the garage. Becca’s heart was thudding, pounding so loudly she was certain Aunt Connie, three doors down, could hear it.

Swallowing hard, Becca wondered why she’d ever wanted to come here. At this moment she hated L.A. and couldn’t help but feel alone, betrayed, and abandoned. Jenny was a turd, and Aunt Connie and Uncle Jim acted funny, always asking her questions about her life in Idaho, about her mother, about how she felt about living so far away, about how her mother spent their money. There had been a few quiet inquiries into her mother’s health and job, and Becca got the feeling something was up—something she might not like. When she’d asked Jenny about it, her cousin had just shrugged.

“They’re always uptight, and with Grandpa in the nursing home, it’s been worse. They’re gonna drag you to see him, you know, because he’s about a goner and they’re all worried about his will. Something about trust funds, I don’t really get it.” She’d rolled her eyes and gone back to filing her nails.

Now, Jenny and her Jetta were long gone, and Becca turned away from the window to flop down on the bed and fight the stupid feeling that she was going to cry. Here in L.A., where she was supposed to be having so much fun, she felt miserably alone. And scared. If Aunt Connie found out that Jenny’d taken off, she’d have a stroke. And probably blame Becca somehow. In the few days she’d been here, Becca had already sensed that she was not just a guest, but kind of a burden. Aunt Connie not only resented her, but was blaming her for any kind of trouble that happened.

The seconds ticked by, and Becca’s heartbeat finally slowed. The house remained still. Throat dry, Becca finally let out her breath, clicked on the television, the volume muted and low. As she switched through a billion stations, she caught a glimpse of her mother’s face—no, wait, it was Aunt Marquise. She stopped channel-surfing and caught the news out of Denver, that her aunt was still missing, and the police were beginning to suspect foul play.

What? Foul play?

Her heart hammered. What exactly did that mean? Foul play? Murder? Oh, man, she hoped not. Kidnapping? Rape? All those horrible things that she saw on the news or in those police-drama shows? Geez, not Marquise. No way. Anxiously, Becca listened to the report, learned nothing new, and was suddenly worried sick. Something big was going on, more than she had ever imagined. She snapped off the set and pulled the covers over her head. Where was Marquise? Nobody could really hurt her, could they? Hadn’t Aunt Connie said that Becca’s mother had called earlier, when she and Jenny had been at a movie? Had she been calling about Aunt Marquise? Oh, man, oh, man, this was bad.

It was just a dumb news report. She couldn’t let herself get freaked out by it.

And yet she started to shake. She thought about her favorite beautiful but wild aunt, who looked so much like her mother but was ten times cooler.

Becca blinked against a sudden, stupid wash of tears. Swallowing hard and feeling a thick lump clog her throat, she realized how badly she missed her mom and her dad. Tears threatened her eyes, and she set her jaw to combat them. Why had her mom decided to divorce her dad? She’d never really gotten a straight answer on that one. And, crap, why had he ended up dead? That old dull ache, the one that throbbed in her chest for months after her father’s accident, started up again, and she hugged her pillow close to her body. She missed him. So much. And now she missed her mother. Something she’d have sworn was never possible.

Sniffing loudly, she thought of the last few months when they had been living in Idaho. Maggie had wanted to get away from L.A. and “all the memories, all the pain.” Becca had fought the move tooth and nail, had refused to speak to Maggie, had even wished she could die, and hadn’t been afraid to tell her mother just how she felt.

Now, Becca cringed at the thought. At the time, Maggie had been seeing a shrink and had insisted that Becca visit him, too. Maggie McCrae had been a basket case—well, they both had been. Thinking back on that painful scene, Becca was embarrassed that she’d laid so much guilt on her mother and, though she hated to admit it, she had decided that living in Settler’s Ridge wasn’t all bad. In fact, some of it she actually liked.

Like riding Jasper through the woods at night with that stupid, ugly, Barkley loping on three legs behind the horse. That one-eared dog had turned out to be her best friend in the world. Barkley slept on the end of her bed and followed her everywhere she went, just like he would have if she’d raised him from a pup. Yeah, he was dumb.

Then there were the kids in school. Lots of ’em were geeks—country bumpkins who didn’t know anything about L.A. or surfing or beach volleyball or anything other than what they saw on MTV, but some of the girls seemed okay, and there was one boy in her class, Austin Peters, who was pretty cool. He had shaggy blond hair, cut kinda long, and he was on the shy side; but he smiled at Becca sometimes, and when he did her heart went ker-thunk. Austin Peters had the greatest blue eyes she’d ever seen.

Oh, man, why was she thinking of Austin now, when she was a million miles away from him, her mom was in Denver, and her aunt Marquise was possibly the victim of “foul play”? Becca cleared her throat, sniffed back her tears, and told herself not to worry about Marquise. Hadn’t her mother always said Mary Theresa always landed on her feet? So nothing could possibly be wrong. Nothing. The news had just screwed something up. That was possible, wasn’t it?

She squeezed her eyes shut and, for the first time since the day of her father’s funeral, Becca McCrae prayed.



















Chapter Seventeen
 



Brring! The phone jangled, jarring Maggie from a fitful sleep. Where was she and who—oh, God, she was with Thane in the hotel room and she’d just…

Again the phone blasted.

Becca. Or Mary Theresa.

Still half-asleep, she scrabbled for the receiver of the telephone, her heart hammering as if she expected bad news. It was morning, sunlight seeping through the cracks of the curtains, the noise of traffic from the street and water running in nearby rooms sifting through the walls.

“Hello?” she called into the mouthpiece as she sat up and scooted to the head of the bed, where her pillow was pressed to her back. Thane propped himself up on an elbow, his naked skin gleaming in the morning light, his mouth set in a hard, worried line.

“Ms. McCrae?” a male voice she recognized asked.

“Yes.”

“This is Detective Henderson.”

Her heart nearly stopped. The man’s voice was toneless. “Yes?”

“Listen, you’d better sit down. Your sister’s Jeep’s been located. Off the highway near Turkey Canyon. Single-car accident.”

“What?” Tears sprang to her eyes. Denial screamed through her brain. “I—I don’t believe it.” She was shaking violently.

“Maggie, let me—” Thane reached for the receiver, but she wouldn’t let go, held on to the damned phone as if it were a lifeline to Mary Theresa.

“Are you still there?” Henderson asked.

“Yes,” she said, her voice the barest of whispers. She began to shiver as the words sank in. “But I don’t believe…I can’t believe that my sister…” Her voice failed her altogether.

Thane’s eyebrows slammed together, and he stared at her hard, his naked body close, his eyes filled with questions.

“I’m sorry, Ms. McCrae, but there’s no doubt about it. The license plate and description of the Wrangler match,” Henderson said. “It’s hard to miss your sister’s vanity plate. It reads ‘Marquise.’”

“Oh, God,” she whispered, her fingers holding the receiver in a death grip. A million images of her sister swirled in a blurred kaleidoscope through her mind. Mary Theresa as a blond tot, as a preteen hiding under the covers and reading her brother’s Playboy magazine, as an adolescent smoking and sneaking out of the house, as a young woman pregnant with Thane’s child and scared to death…Maggie swallowed hard, had trouble finding her voice. “Mary Theresa. Is she—? Is she alive?”

Thane reached for the phone again, but Maggie shook her head, pushed him away.

“We don’t know yet. A state trooper found the rig as the snow began to melt. The Wrangler’s pinned beneath the top of a pine tree that must’ve split on impact and there’s nearly a foot of snow on top of that.”

“Sweet Jesus,” she whispered, her throat catching, tears drizzling from her eyes.

“The trooper called in for backup, and a team’s dug deep enough to see someone—a woman—in the front seat, but it’ll be some time before they can get her out and look for identification.”

She let out a little squeak of protest. Her stomach clenched, but she couldn’t let the fear get the better of her. “I’ll—we’ll—be at the station in twenty minutes,” she said into the phone, her blood turning to ice, her heart cold as death. She was shaking so violently she could barely hang up the phone.

“That was the police.”

“I gathered that much. Are you okay?” Concern darkened his eyes.

“Yes…no…yes, I will be.” She tried to pull herself together. “They…they think they found her,” she said in a voice that sounded distant and distraught, not at all like her own. “And…and there was some kind of accident.” She blinked and drew in a quivering breath. “Detective Henderson didn’t say it, but I could hear it in his voice. He thinks Mary Theresa is dead. Dead! Oh, God, Thane she can’t be, she just…can’t be.”

“Wait a minute, slow down.” He tried to hold her, but she edged away.

“Don’t you understand?” she whispered, her voice dry, her soul black as the darkest corner of hell. “They found her car and a body, a woman’s body. It—it could be her, Thane.”

Reaching forward, he dragged her into his arms and, despite her protests, held her close. Tears rained from her eyes and she wanted to fall into a million pieces. Pain and desperation clawed at her heart, ripped through her soul. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. Mary Theresa was still alive. She had to be. And yet Maggie was sobbing, clinging to Thane, her fingers curled into fists.

“Shh,” he whispered. “Maggie, darlin’, it’ll be all right.”

“No! No! Oh, God, no!” she wailed. “It’ll never be all right.”

His fingers twined in her hair, and he rocked her gently, pressing her head into his shoulder as his other arm held fast to her waist. “Slow down, Maggie. Tell me what Henderson said.”

She tried. Through the blinding pain, she managed to repeat most of the conversation.

“We don’t know anything yet, then. Nothing’s certain.” But his voice was dead, as if he were lying. “Come on, let’s get a move on.”

“I can’t believe it,” she whispered over and over as she dressed as quickly as she could, throwing on jeans and a sweatshirt, not bothering with makeup or jewelry, just barely able to slip into running shoes.

Thane, too, yanked on his jeans and wrinkled shirt before finding both their jackets.

They were on the road in five minutes.

 
 
 

The police station was a madhouse, as the press had already gotten wind of Marquise’s accident. “I’ve got to call Connie and warn her before Becca turns on the television and sees this,” Maggie said, horrified at the swarm of reporters who were collecting at the station. She didn’t ask, just reached for Thane’s cell phone, gave her sister-in-law a quick rundown of what was happening, then spoke briefly to Becca.

“Hi, honey.”

“Have they found Aunt Marquise?” Becca demanded. “I saw something on the news last night.”

“All I know for certain is that they’ve located her car,” Maggie hedged, upset that Becca was getting information from other sources. She had to level with her daughter and give her straight facts—just as soon as she had them herself. Fingers tightening around the phone, she said, “But we’re at the police station and going to talk to the detective in charge of finding Mary Theresa. The minute I know anything I’ll call.”

“Promise?” Becca, the tough kid, sounded scared.

“Scout’s honor. I already told Aunt Connie the same thing. Now try not to worry.”

There was a hesitation, and Maggie’s heart broke. “Okay,” Becca finally said, her voice breathless as if she was fighting a losing battle with tears. Maggie felt horrible. She wanted her daughter with her, should never have let her go to California. “Look, honey, I’ll call you back once I get to the hotel. Do you have the number?”

“Yeah.”

Maggie’s heart tore. Becca was too far away. Mary Theresa was missing. She’d made love to Thane and her entire world was tilting badly, her life falling apart. “Love ya.”

“Me too.” Becca said meekly and hung up, leaving Maggie holding the receiver and wishing she could reach through the wires and hug her daughter. Becca was usually a pretty strong kid, but all the worries about Marquise seemed to be getting to her as well.

“Let’s go,” she said, clearing her throat as she handed Thane the phone and reached for the handle of the door.

Together they walked toward the front of the police station, where the crowd of reporters swarmed. At the sight of Maggie there was a stir. Several cameramen advanced toward her.

“Hang in, this might be rough,” Thane said. One arm surrounded her shoulders as he hustled her up the steps. Three microphone-wielding reporters accosted them, shouting questions, following them up the few concrete stairs to the double doors of the station.

“Marquise? Is that Marquise or her double?”

“Please, just one word.”

“It’s the sister—”

Maggie ducked her head. Thane was more forceful, helping her up the steps and shouting, “No comment, we don’t know anything yet,” over his shoulder.

“This is a nightmare,” he whispered once they were on the second floor and were being ushered into Henderson’s office. Upon spying them through his open door, the beleaguered detective waved them in. “What the hell’s going on?” Thane demanded.

“As I told Ms. McCrae, we found Marquise’s Jeep. Sit down,” he invited, waving them to the worn plastic chairs in which they’d sat on their earlier visit. He ordered coffee, but Maggie couldn’t take a swallow from her Styrofoam cup. Her stomach was churning; her intestines felt as if they were waterlogged.

“What about Mary Theresa?” Maggie asked, dreading the answer.

“Not sure yet.”

Thane drank his coffee and looked as if he’d rather be any other place in the world. Even through the closed door, the buzz and excitement of the other offices seeped in. Henderson’s phone rang twice, and he had short, terse conversations with whoever was on the other end.

Hannah Wilkins rapped on the door, then slipped into the tight little room. “The ME is allowing them to remove the body soon,” she reported, and Maggie’s heart shredded. “To the morgue. And the press is all over this. We’ve already had calls from all the stations and papers.” She handed a list to Henderson. “So far the official word is ‘no comment.’”

“Good.”

Maggie didn’t think it was good. Not good at all.

“And we’ve been getting calls from everyone who knew her.” She handed Henderson a list.

“Pomeranian, King, Gillette…” Henderson nodded. “We’ll call them back.”

“Wade Pomeranian is demanding answers.”

Henderson’s expression didn’t change. “So are we.” He swung his gaze back to Maggie. “I’m sorry for the wait—”

A uniformed officer poked his head into the room. “The fax you were waiting for came in,” he explained.

Henderson waved him in and accepted a couple of pieces of paper that Maggie was certain would change the course of her life forever.

Henderson scanned the pages as the officer left the room. Maggie’s brain was screaming with dread, her pulse thudding. She felt sick and silently sent up prayer after prayer for her sister while Thane didn’t say a word, just sat grim-faced, his eyes trained on the detective.

Henderson’s hound-dog face drooped even farther as he scanned the fax. Maggie’s heart plummeted. She gripped the edge of her chair and felt her head pounding.

“No positive ID yet,” Henderson said quietly, “but your sister’s purse was in the Jeep and—”

Maggie thought she might be sick.

“—the woman in the driver’s seat is about the right size.” His voice was toneless, his gaze on the damning sheets of paper. “The victim’s pretty mangled up. Lacerations, contusions, broken teeth, as she wasn’t wearing her seat belt and was thrown into the windshield.”

Bile screamed up Maggie’s throat, and she had no choice but to scramble to the wastebasket and retch.

“Ms. McCrae—” Henderson was on his feet.

“Leave her alone,” Thane ordered. “Maggie—” He was beside her in an instant.

“Don’t—” Maggie lifted a hand, afraid someone would try to touch her, comfort her. She didn’t want anyone, not even Thane, to offer any consolation. Not yet. “If…if I could just have a few minutes in the rest room.”

“I’ll take her.” Detective Wilkins helped Maggie to her feet, and together they made their way through the maze of offices to a women’s room with pale green walls and a tile floor layered in years of built-up wax. The urge to vomit had passed and Maggie huddled over a sink, where she washed her mouth and splashed water on her face.

Get a grip, she told herself as she eyed her sorry-looking reflection in the mirror. She was pale as death, her eyes sunken and shadowed, her lips bloodless, her unbrushed hair falling lankly around her face. You can’t lose it; not now. Not until you find out the truth and then, damn it, not even then.

“Better?” Hannah asked.

“Marginally.”

“Can I get you anything? Coffee or a glass of water or…a cigarette, maybe?”

“No.” Maggie yanked out a paper towel and wiped her hands, then her lips. “I’ll be fine. This is all so scary, all…just a shock.”

“I know.” Hannah offered her a thin, patient smile. “You and your sister were very close.”

“Are,” Maggie corrected. “We are close.” She tossed the paper towel into the waste barrel and, with as much dignity as she could muster, made her way through the hallways and large rooms crammed with desks to Henderson’s office.

“…so until we make a positive ID, I’m not sure how we’re gonna handle this.” Henderson was chewing gum to beat the band, and his eyes were mere slits as they narrowed on Thane. He looked up as Maggie entered. “The body’s been transferred to the morgue. Are you up for an identification?”

“You don’t have to do this,” Thane said. “I’ll handle it.”

“No.” Maggie was firm. “She’s my sister.” Dry-eyed, she nodded at Henderson. “I’ll do it.”

Thane looked as if he was about to argue but didn’t. For the first time in his life that Maggie knew of, he did as he was told, following Henderson’s instructions to the letter. Numb, her heart as cold as the bottom of the ocean, her mind screaming all kinds of denials, Maggie, too, took the detective’s lead. Within minutes they were in the morgue, standing behind a large window, watching as a man in a lab coat lifted the sheet from a naked body.

Maggie’s hands curled into fists so tight that her fingernails dug into her palms. She stood next to Thane, not touching him, but knowing that he was nearby, that if she needed to lean on him, he would support her. Throat too tight to swallow, she stared through the window as the sheet was pulled down and the face of the battered woman came into view. Cuts and bruises, discolored skin and swelling destroyed her features. Her hair was red-brown, the same mahogany color as Mary Theresa’s.

Maggie thought she might be sick all over again. She could barely look at the body, though she’d seen corpses before; in her previous line of work she’d viewed a few. But never before had it been anyone she’d loved, and she never had really been comfortable viewing death—especially the victims of a violent end.

But this…could it be?

“It’s not Mary Theresa,” Thane said, his eyes as harsh as an eagle’s as he glared through the viewing window.

“He—he’s right,” Maggie said, relief washing over her as she grasped Thane’s words. She couldn’t explain it, because there was no rational reason, but she knew that she wasn’t looking at her sister’s body.

“This woman weighs more than Mary Theresa,” Thane said as the sheet was completely stripped away.

“And Mary Theresa had…has…freckles on her shoulders, from being badly sunburned when she and I were about seventeen,” Maggie added. “She’d tried to have them bleached, but they were always there…”

“This isn’t Marquise,” Thane said again, his countenance harsh. “This woman’s name is Renee Nielsen.”

Henderson had been reaching into his breast pocket for a nonexistent pack of cigarettes. He froze at Thane’s words. “You know her?” Cocking his head toward the viewing window, he glared at Thane. From the corner of her eye, Maggie saw Hannah Wilkins withdraw a notepad and pen from her pocket.

“Yeah,” Thane said. “I knew her.”

Maggie’s throat went dry. Renee Nielsen. Why did the name ring bells?

“Who is she?” Henderson prodded, as his partner began to scribble furiously in her notepad.

“A woman who used to work for me.” Thane’s lips barely moved as he stared at the battered figure through the viewing glass. “She did odd jobs at my spread in California a long time ago.”

“She knew Marquise?”

“Yeah.” Thane’s eyes narrowed. “Renee kept the house up when I was away—ran into Mary Theresa a couple of times, I think. As I said, I hired her years ago.”

“Were you married at the time?”

“No, after that. Mary Theresa had moved to L.A., and I’d started spending most of my time in Cheyenne. My foreman, Tom Yates, he did the actual hiring.”

“But she doesn’t work for you anymore.”

“No—moved away from the area about two years ago.”

“And went where?”

Thane lifted a shoulder. “I can’t remember. Seemed like somewhere in the Northwest, Portland or Seattle. Tom would have her forwarding address, social security number, and the like.”

“Would he know her next of kin?” Hannah asked.

“Maybe. She was divorced, I think. No kids that I know of, but I’m not sure.” Thane’s lips curled over his teeth. “Jesus,” he whispered. “What was she doing in Mary Theresa’s rig?”

“We’ll give your foreman a call. What’s the number?”

As he gave Hannah the phone number of his California spread, Thane glanced at his watch. “He should be at the ranch now, but he might not be near the phone.”

Hannah Wilkins scratched out the number as she marched toward the door. “I’ll call now and be right back.”

“Get all the info you can on Ms. Nielsen.”

Hannah sent Henderson an oh-sure-like-I-haven’t-ever-done-this-before look over her shoulder as the door closed behind her.

Henderson turned his attention back to the viewing window and stared for a few long minutes through the glass to the body. The lab assistant stood ready to cover the dead woman. “So why would she”—he pressed the tip of an index finger to the glass—“be driving your ex-wife’s Jeep?”

“Beats the hell out of me.” Thane shook his head slowly, and Maggie stared at the corpse before looking away. Thane had known this woman? She’d worked for him? Mary Theresa had known her as well? Maggie didn’t recognize Renee, and yet her name was familiar. Why? Nothing made any sense. The headache that Maggie had been fighting for days thudded painfully behind her eyes.

“You remember if Ms. Nielsen had any relatives?” Henderson asked.

“No.” Thane shook his head. “But Tom might know.”

“Let’s hope.”

“We’ll need all the information you’ve got.”

Thane’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “You’ve got it.”

“Did your sister ever mention Renee Nielsen to you?” Henderson asked Maggie, then motioned to the assistant behind the glass to cover up the body.

“No…I don’t think so,” she said truthfully, yet there was something familiar about the name. “Maybe. I can’t really remember.”

“But you didn’t know her?”

“We’d never talked or met, no.” Maggie shook her head and was grateful that the dead woman was draped again, her battered face hidden. “Why would she be in Mary Theresa’s Jeep?” she asked, echoing Henderson’s question.

“That, Ms. McCrae, is exactly what I intend to find out.” He sent Thane an unfathomable look before guiding them out of the room and hitting the light switch. The room was suddenly dark, and Maggie shivered as they walked into a hallway that seemed garishly bright in contrast. “Believe me,” Henderson assured her, “we’ll find your sister.”

Someone has to and soon, Maggie thought. Before it’s too late. “I…I’d like to call my daughter again, just in case she sees or hears something on the news. I want her to know that the dead woman isn’t her aunt.”

“You can use one of the phones upstairs.”

“Good.” As they walked toward the elevator, she said to Thane, “Then I want to see the wreck.”

“It’ll just upset you,” Thane said, as Detective Henderson punched the call button.

“You can’t get too close,” Henderson said. “We’re treating the accident as a crime scene.”

Because you think Mary Theresa’s dead, Maggie realized as the elevator bell rang, and the doors whispered open. Well, she wasn’t going to give up. Mary Theresa was somewhere—she just had to be found. So why hasn’t she contacted you again—thrown her voice and told you where she is?

Henderson pushed a button to an upper floor and Thane settled next to Maggie as the elevator groaned and the car began to move upward. His jaw was set, and he looked mean—as if he could spit nails.

For a split second she had the creepy sensation that he knew more than he was telling, that true to Mary Theresa’s desperate call to her all those days ago, Thane was somehow involved to his damned sexy eyeballs in his ex-wife’s disappearance, that his seduction of her was planned—a distraction to throw her off track.

So why then would he drive all the way to Idaho only to bring you back here? Why let you get so close?

Maggie didn’t know, but she damned well intended to find out.



















Chapter Eighteen
 



“No one could have survived that,” Maggie whispered, her stomach curdling as she stared through the bare, broken limbs of chokecherries and aspen trees. Marquise’s red Jeep, a tangled mass of twisted metal and broken glass, was barely visible in the melting snow, mashed against the red rocks and the thick trunk of a pine tree. The rig had been partially dug out from the snow. Its license plate was visible but crumpled—the first three letters, MAR, a painful reminder of who owned the wrecked vehicle.

Several detectives searched the vehicle and the surrounding area for clues. Other officers measured skid marks. Yellow crime-scene tape roped off the area, and a few curious passersby had stopped their cars and climbed out to rubberneck at the scene in morbid fascination.

“No one did survive.” Thane scanned the surrounding area. Sparse trees, deep canyons, red boulders peeking out of snow that was melting under the brilliant rays of sunshine.

“Why did Renee have Mary Theresa’s Jeep?”

“Who knows?” Thane lifted a shoulder and rubbed his jaw. Another car parked along the road, and he scowled at the man and woman who’d obviously decided to stretch their legs while viewing the accident scene.

Wearing sunglasses, a baseball cap, and a heavy jacket with the collar turned up, Maggie hoped not to attract any attention. The excitement of stepping into her sister’s shoes, of being Marquise, had faded, and, like every other reclusive celebrity, she knew what it felt like to want to blend into the crowd, to avoid recognition, to guard her privacy. Maggie McCrae was already tired of being Marquise—she just wanted to find her sister.

The wind was fierce, though the day was clear, and she had to hold on to her hat as gusts tried to snatch it away from her. Detective Henderson had donned boots and a parka and was trudging through the snow, snapping orders to the men who were on the detail of searching the area. Dogs on leashes barked madly, trying to pick up a scent, as officers held them in check. Maggie crossed her fingers that Mary Theresa wasn’t dead, that her body wouldn’t be recovered from this desolate canyon. “Please let her be safe,” she whispered under her breath, and shivered as she glanced up at the sky.

“Pardon?” Thane stood beside her, mirrored aviator glasses hiding his eyes, his head bare, his sun-streaked hair ruffling in the wind.

“Nothing.” She stuffed her hands into her pockets and heard strangers’ voices filled with idle curiosity, but no sense of despair or fear.

“Wonder what all the fuss is about?” a female voice, raspy from years of smoking cigarettes, asked.

“Someone died. A woman.” Her companion, maybe her husband, wasn’t into conjecture. “From the looks of it, she might be that newswoman—look at the plates.”

“Must be why there are so many cops here…uh-oh, here come the vultures—damned press.”

Maggie craned her neck and spied the white van with KRKY splashed in blue letters across the door. A satellite dish and other equipment were visible, and, as the van rolled to a stop, a cameraman and Jasmine Bell in a full-length blue coat climbed out. Her shiny hair, perfectly coiffed, fell victim to the wind. She scanned the crowd, spotted Maggie, and waved.

“I think we should leave now,” Thane said, noticing the news crew.

“It’s just the press.”

“But they’re gonna want an interview.”

“So we’ll give them one,” Maggie said, and without waiting for his response, wended her way through the crowd to Jasmine.

The reporter flashed her toothy smile. “Thought you might be here. What’s going on?”

The cameraman stood at the ready, and Maggie frowned. “Not yet, Phil,” Jasmine said.

Maggie gave her the rundown, and Jasmine told her that KRKY was giving the story number one priority. “We’re very concerned, you know,” she said, “and there’s talk of KRKY putting up a reward for anyone who has information about Marquise. No questions asked. When she’s discovered, the person who gave us or the police the lead that led us to her will collect ten thousand dollars.”

“Whose idea was this?” Maggie asked, mentally checking off Craig Beaumont.

“Ron Bishop and Tess O’Shaughnessy came up with it.”

“Figures,” Thane muttered.

Jasmine ignored him, her attention centered on Maggie. “Would you mind answering a few questions?”

“Not at all. In fact, I’ll even make a plea to anyone who might have information about my sister.”

“That would be great. How about you?” Jasmine asked, her dark eyes moving to Thane. “As an ex-husband, someone who was once married to her, would you like to make a statement?”

“No.” Thane’s jaw was rock hard. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d like to find Mary Theresa, but I’m not gonna be part of some media circus.”

“It could help. This is going to be relayed to the network and will probably be on cable news within the next hour or so.”

“Maggie can do what she wants, but count me out.” He was firm, his lips a thin, resolute line, and Jasmine was intuitive enough not to push. Phil filmed the crash site, then zeroed in on Jasmine before turning the camera on Maggie, who took off her shades, answered a few questions, then looked directly into the lens. “I would just like to say if anyone has any information about my sister, please contact the police.”

“Would you look at that,” the smoky-voiced woman said from somewhere behind Maggie. “Put a little makeup on her and she could be that missing woman…the one whose car is down in the gulch.”

“Shh. She’s not.”

“But—”

“Just hush, Sally.”

Maggie slid her sunglasses onto her nose again and ignored the curious stares cast in her direction. A few more cars stopped, another news team and tow truck arrived, and Henderson—with the help of other policemen—insisted that everyone back up, allow the police to do their jobs, and, unless they had data that would help the investigation, be on their way. He was interrupted by several phone calls and underlings, but managed to keep things moving along. Eventually he motioned Thane and Maggie to meet with him beside his car.

“We haven’t found anything yet,” he admitted, chewing on a stick of gum and squinting against the afternoon sunlight, “but we’ve got tracking dogs and the best men in the state, who will help canvass the area here. If your sister is anywhere near, we’ll find her.”

“KRKY is offering a ten-thousand-dollar reward,” Maggie ventured.

“I heard.”

“Will it help?”

Henderson spit his gum onto the side of the mountain road. “I’d like to say it won’t hurt, but what will happen is every nutcase in the country who needs some extra cash will come up with some kind of scam.” His lips twisted into a sardonic smile. “Let’s just say it’s gonna take a lot of manpower to wade through the shit.” He shrugged. “On the other hand, it might just be the incentive some greedy son of a bitch needs to sharpen his memory.” He frowned as the tow-truck driver maneuvered his truck to the side of the road and released a long cable attached to a winch. “We can only hope.”

 
 
 

“…and so, the mystery remains unsolved,” the reporter, an Asian woman from a Denver news station, reported via satellite to L.A., where Becca lay sprawled over a beanbag chair in the middle of her cousin’s room. Eyes riveted to the screen, Becca, fascinated but horrified, watched as a publicity photograph of her aunt was flashed onto the screen, followed quickly by pictures of a wrecked Jeep twisted in a clump of trees on the side of a canyon. “Mary Theresa Gillette, known as Marquise and cohost of the popular morning program Denver AM, is still missing. The identity of the woman driving Marquise’s Jeep is being withheld pending notification of next of kin, and no one knows what happened to the Denver celebrity, but the investigation into Marquise’s disappearance continues—”

The slap of thongs heralded Connie’s arrival from the vicinity of the spa. She walked into the room, grabbed the remote control from the nightstand, and aimed it at the television.

“KRKY is offering a ten-thousand-dollar reward for information as to the whereabouts of—”

Click. The set immediately went dark. “I don’t think you should be watching this.”

“Wait!” Becca launched herself off the bed and slapped on the television. Her mother stood talking with the Asian woman. “…so please, if anyone has any information about my sister, please contact the police—”

“That’s Maggie.” Connie was flabbergasted. “What’s she thinking?”

“Duh! She’s trying to help find Marquise!” Becca said, tired of her aunt’s bossing her around.

“Don’t speak to me—”

“Shh!” Becca didn’t care about being polite. She had to find out what her mother was saying, but it was too late. Connie aimed the remote control, and the screen went dead.

“Why’d you do that?” Becca demanded.

“It’s too upsetting for you to watch.”

“It was my mother!”

“But she already called and explained about the accident. There was no need for you to—”

“Marquise is my aunt! Like you are. I want to know what happened to her!” Becca was sick of being treated like a little kid.

“We all do,” Connie assured her. She pasted on that saccharine smile that Becca had come to loathe. “As soon as I hear from Maggie again, I’ll let you know.”

“But I want to talk to her now.” Something was going on, and Becca was more scared than she’d ever been in her life. A woman was dead. Even though her mom had called and explained about it, Becca wasn’t satisfied.

“We will. I’ll call her later.” Aunt Connie was getting pissed.

Becca wasn’t going to wait. She hopped to her bare feet, winced a bit as her ankle still gave her a little trouble, then walked stiffly to Jenny’s bed and picked up the receiver of her princess phone. But she didn’t dial. There was no reason. She’d just talked to her mother a little while ago. Still, she was scared. Scared to death. Her throat closed, and she fought tears. “But someone’s dead. Dead. And they can’t find Marquise.” She dropped the receiver.

“I know, Becca, but everyone’s doing the best they can.” Sighing loudly, Connie sat on the edge of Jenny’s bed and shook her head. She placed a hand on Becca’s shoulder, and Becca had to fight the urge to cringe. “Try not to worry, okay? I’m sure your mother will call the minute she knows anything else. She’s probably not even in her hotel room right now and”—she looked pointedly at Jenny’s clock, the one of a fake wooden Elvis where his hips swung like a pendulum—“look at the time. Remember, you’ve got a doctor’s appointment in an hour.”

“I’m not going.”

“Of course you are, dear; your ankle hasn’t healed, and Dr. Orem is the best orthopedic man in all of Beverly Hills.”

“My ankle’s fine.” Becca was tired of her aunt’s platitudes, sick of being treated as if she were a stupid nine-year-old.

“Now, don’t argue, okay?” Connie’s face, though set in a kind expression, was hard as granite, and Becca had learned over the last few days that the woman ran her house with an iron fist covered in a doeskin glove. As much as she had loved L.A., Becca was beginning to want to leave. Connie was a big reason; and her uncle Jim, what a weenie he’d turned out to be. It was always “Yes, dear this,” and “Of course, honey, that.” He didn’t seem to have a mind of his own. Even Jenny, for all her rebellious streak, had to toe the line and do exactly what her mother asked or she was browbeaten for hours as Connie would walk around the house with a wounded look, dabbing at the corners of her eyes, like she couldn’t believe that her daughter could be so cruel. What a crock. It was amazing that Jenny had the guts to sneak out.

“Get ready while I change, and try to wear something nice.” She eyed Becca’s cutoff jeans as if they were poison. “You know, a shorts set or a skirt would be appropriate. If you didn’t bring something of your own, I’m sure Jenny has something you can fit into.” Connie’s smile was patronizingly patient, and Becca realized that her concern of a few moments before had all been fake. “We’re not just going to the specialist. I want you to visit your grandfather.”

“But—”

“He’s in a care home, honey, and he’d love to see you.”

Becca had never been close to her father’s father, but nodded. She couldn’t get out of this one.

“And then we have to stop by the lawyer’s office.”

Becca’s shoulders stiffened, and she felt instantly apprehensive. “Why?”

“Legal papers—I’ll explain later.”

“Can’t you explain now?” Becca asked, suspicion her newfound companion.

“It’s complicated.”

“Which means you don’t want to tell me.”

“Oh, sweetie.” Connie sighed dramatically, and Becca folded her arms over her chest, then plopped onto the bed.

“Well, you are thirteen; I suppose I should tell you. I know that you’ve been really unhappy in Idaho. Uncle Jim and I are very worried about you.”

Becca didn’t like the sound of this.

“The schools up there have to be atrocious.”

“They’re all right.”

“But all your friends and family are here and…well, you know Uncle Jim and I would love to have you come and live with us permanently. I’m willing to give up my office and move into Jim’s so that you could have a place to stay.” She smiled brightly. “We could be one big happy family.”

“What about Mom?”

“Oh.” Aunt Connie cleared her throat. “All this would have to be run by her, of course, and well…she could move back to L.A. anytime she wants. That would be even better. She…she could be closer to us and Grandma and Grandpa, and there are doctors here who would help her.”

“Doctors?” Becca’s heart was pounding. “Is she sick or somethin’?” Maybe her mom hadn’t told her the truth, maybe she was fighting some deadly illness. After all, she was old. Thirty-seven. And she was on her knees in the barn, looking pale as death on that day that they found out about Marquise. Becca swallowed a suddenly huge lump in her throat.

Connie walked across the room and placed a comforting hand on Becca’s small shoulder. “Your mom hasn’t really been okay since your dad died, sweetie. And that’s understandable. It…it was a shock to us all. So, anyway, we’d better get going.”

“So why are we gonna see a lawyer?” Becca didn’t get it.

“Just in case you decide to stay with us. There will be legal papers to sign. Guardian stuff.”

Becca studied the rug for a second. “I think I better talk this over with Mom.”

“Oh, we will. We all will.” Connie flushed bright red, and when Becca looked up at her, Connie glanced away and fiddled with the neckline of her cover-up.

“I want to see her first.”

“Well, you can’t, not now—”

“I think I should go to Denver.”

“Oh, sweetie, that’s just not possible.” Again the phony smile, and in that instant Becca knew Aunt Connie was lying to her. Scamming her. The way Jason Pennicott, a boy in her class, tried when he wanted her to do his homework or trade something good like a Twinkie or a Ding Dong from her lunch for some lousy carrot sticks or a crappy peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. “You know, Maggie’s a little fragile.”

“Fragile?” Becca repeated, the niggling suspicion that Aunt Connie was implying more than she was saying boring deep in her brain. “Mom’s not fragile.”

Her aunt’s smile was placidly patient. She sighed—that same old sigh that meant “you’re just a girl, Becca, you couldn’t possibly understand.” But Becca did. More than Connie knew. Yeah, her aunt was trying to pull a fast one. And Becca knew just how to handle her.

“Okay,” she said meekly with a lift of one shoulder, as if she’d really bought her aunt’s line. “I’ll call her later.”

“Good idea.” Connie was instantly relieved and stupid enough to think that she’d won. Fat chance. “Now,” the older woman pointed a professionally manicured finger at her niece, “try and wear something presentable, okay?” Connie’s facade slipped, and the look she sent Becca was a mixture of pity and disgust. “We’ll call your mother later. I promise. But we don’t want to upset her. Now come on, sweetheart, we’ve really got to get a move on.” Connie tapped one finger on the face of her watch. “Hurry up.”

Becca waited until her aunt left, then quickly called the airline that she’d used to get to L.A. Within minutes she’d ordered her ticket for a night flight to Denver. Before Connie became suspicious, Becca threw on a decent-enough outfit, opened Jenny’s top drawer and, feeling guilty, slipped out some of the bills from Jenny’s emergency fund. She didn’t have enough money for the airline ticket and cab fare, so, after calculating what she needed, she took $150 from the drawer and cringed as she stuffed the bills into her purse. She’d pay Jenny back, but she couldn’t tell her cousin what she was doing; Jenny would either rat her out or end up getting in trouble herself.

“Ready?” her aunt called, as Becca slammed the drawer shut. Connie, her expression vexed, threw open the door. “Come on, Becca. We’re late. I swear you’re slower than Jenny and you haven’t even brushed your hair.” Exasperated, she picked up Jenny’s brush and handed it to Becca. “You can do it in the car on the way.”

Becca followed her aunt and swallowed a smile as Connie’s high heels clicked out a quick tempo to the garage. She and Jim were scheduled to go out tonight, and Becca intended to be on a flight to Colorado.

 
 
 

Shaken from the sight of the wreck, Maggie huddled against the passenger window in Thane’s truck as it sped south toward Gillette’s home. She felt cold inside. Empty. And her heart squeezed in fear for her sister. Where was Mary Theresa? Was she alive? How was she connected to Renee Nielsen, and why was the woman driving her car? There was a connection—something she should know about Renee Nielsen, Maggie thought, but she couldn’t figure it out, couldn’t remember where she’d heard the name. Certainly not from Mary Theresa.

From Thane’s cell phone, they’d called Tom Yates, who was faxing as much information as he had not only to the Denver police, but also to the hotel for Thane. “He didn’t know much,” Thane admitted. “Just that Renee had moved away a few years back, up to Beaverton, which is a suburb of Portland, Oregon. She didn’t have a lot of friends and no relatives nearby, but he’ll send everything he’s got on her to us.”

It wasn’t a lot of information, but all they could get for the moment, so as she stared out the window, Maggie had to content herself with the hope that her sister was still alive. The countryside, brown patches of ground showing through the melting snow anchored by dead grass and weeds, flashed by.

“So tell me what you know about Renee Nielsen,” she suggested as she adjusted her gloves and tried to forestall the sense of doom that seemed to be forever chasing her. Maggie was more determined than ever to find her sister and she wasn’t about to stop checking out everyone who had seen her sister in the past couple of weeks.

“Not much to tell,” Thane replied. As his hands tightened over the wheel, Maggie was reminded of the cryptic message she’d gotten from her sister. “I knew Renee a long time ago, but she was just an employee who worked part-time. She just did odd jobs. Worked as a waitress at a local deli part-time, house-sat, took care of pets when people went out of town, and did housework on the side. Tom hired her to keep the house up, and when I was in California for any length of time I saw her. She was friendly, quiet, and pretty much kept to herself. I can’t begin to guess what kind of a relationship she had with Mary Theresa. I didn’t know her all that well. Seems to me she was married, but separated from her husband or some damned thing. Never did divorce him that I know of. But I didn’t know she was close to Mary Theresa.”

“Maybe she wasn’t close,” Maggie said, chewing on her lip pensively. “Maybe she just saw an opportunity.” She glanced at Thane, and her forehead wrinkled in worry as Thane wheeled the truck into a gated community spread around an exclusive golf course. A security guard in a gatehouse stopped the truck, asked whom they planned to visit, made a quick call, then waved them through.

“Looks like the hotel god has deigned to see us,” Thane said, driving across a bridge spanning a lazy creek. Patches of snow covered well-tended lawns of homes that were as expensive and elegant as the one Marquise owned. Thane pulled into a curved driveway that ended in front of a five-car garage. “Let’s go see what the second Mr. Marquise has to say for himself,” Thane said darkly, and Maggie didn’t comment.

As they reached the front door it was thrown open, not by a servant as Maggie would have expected, but by Marquise’s second husband himself. Syd Gillette oozed success. Nearing seventy, his girth had started to expand, despite his avid interest in golf and tennis. His once-dark hair was now shot with silver. A big bear of a man, he was tanned, dressed in golf shirt and slacks. He eyed Thane with suspicion.

“Maggie,” he said without a trace of warmth. “It’s been a long time. Come in, come in. I was just watching the news.” He walked them down a marbled hallway toward the back of the house and a private atrium that overlooked the golf course. “A shame about Marquise. God, I wonder what happened to her—Annie, would you bring us drinks? What’ll it be?” He motioned toward his guests.

“Anything—tea, if you have it,” Maggie said.

“Scotch straight up.” Thane didn’t crack a smile, just leaned a shoulder against one wall as Maggie, upon Syd’s urging, sat on the edge of a wicker couch beneath a skylight. Broad-leafed plants grew around a fountain that splashed noisily as the maid carried in hot water and coffee. Syd mixed drinks from a bar around the corner.

Once they were all settled, she sipping tea on a soft cushion, Thane nursing his drink while staring through the glass windows to a snow-covered fairway, and Syd taking up residence in a recliner, he finally asked, “What do you know about Marquise’s disappearance?”

“We were hoping you could shed some light.”

Syd scowled. “Don’t know how. She and I weren’t on the best of terms, didn’t see much of each other.” He looked pointedly at Thane. “You know how that goes.”

“Enlighten us.” Obviously Thane wasn’t going to pull any punches. Sitting in a club chair, he turned his eagle-sharp gaze on Gillette.

“She and I were civil.”

Why was he talking in the past tense? As if Mary Theresa was already dead?

“But that was about it. I was just getting over Ellie when I met your sister. In retrospect, it was probably just a rebound thing on my part. Hell, who could resist that woman?” He threw a knowing glance at Thane, who didn’t comment, just sipped his drink. Maggie gritted her teeth. He was right, of course. No one, not even Thane had been immune to M.T.’s charms.

“Anyway,” he continued, “we got married, and about the time Marquise finished saying ‘I do,’ she was already into ‘I don’t.’” He took a long swallow from his gin and tonic, and his face clouded. “We didn’t get along, and there were some…other issues.”

“She got involved with your son-in-law.”

Gillette froze. His expression turned thunderous. “I didn’t know that was common knowledge, but yeah. She and Robby got together.” He scowled into his drink. “Ruined my daughter’s marriage.” Thick eyebrows lifted. “Well, it’s all over and done with now, and there’s no love lost between me and Marquise, but I don’t wish her ill. Don’t believe in dwelling on the past.”

“What about your daughter?” Maggie plunged on.

“Tanya? She’ll get over it. In time.” But the corners of his mouth tightened, and his jaw clenched, showing a muscle that twitched.

“She had a baby.”

Gillette swore under his breath. “A boy. Chad. And he gets to grow up without his dad. Thanks to Marquise. Jesus Christ, what a mess.” Syd tossed back his drink and ran a hand over his face. Clean-shaven and robust, he hardly looked his age. “The divorce was hard on my daughter, and it will be for a long time. She loved Robby, probably still does. Hell, he turned out to be a prick, didn’t he? And Marquise was just playing with him. Didn’t even care for him.” Syd sighed.

“You think she did it to get back at you?” Thane asked, as if he understood his ex-wife’s motives.

“Definitely. Sounds egocentric, I know, but I’m sure Marquise was making a point.”

“Because—?” Maggie asked.

“The prenup I had her sign. She wanted to change it from the git-go.” Ice cubes rattled in his empty glass. “Oh, well, time will take care of everything, I suppose. Tanya and I will get over it. Chad…well, it’s tough for a kid to grow up not knowing his dad.” Syd ran a hand over his jaw. “I should know. I never knew my old man.”

Thane’s jaw slid to the side, and his fingers drummed impatiently on the arm of his chair, but he didn’t comment.

“But your grandson has a father,” Maggie ventured.

“You think so?” Gillette threw her a look that silently called her naive. “This is the same guy who tried to talk his wife, his wife, mind you, into an abortion because he didn’t want a kid. Robby couldn’t be bothered, because he was already involved with his father-in-law’s bride.” Gillette walked to the bar and poured himself another stiff drink. “So you can understand why I don’t see a lot of my ex-wife anymore.”

“End of story?” Thane asked, as if he didn’t believe it for a minute.

“End of story. Marquise and I ran into each other once in a while, as we’re part of the same social scene.” He swirled his glass, stared into the clear depths. “But we pretty much avoided each other. Let the lawyers haggle it out between them and moved on. I married Yvonne, and Marquise…well, she got into younger men. Not just Robby.” He tossed back his drink. “She doesn’t like men with children—‘extra baggage’—that’s what kids were to Marquise. She wasn’t too happy when she found out Tanya was pregnant. But then neither was Robby.”

The muscles in Thane’s face tightened perceptibly. He set his barely touched drink on a glass-topped table.

“What do you think happened to her?” Thane asked. “You had an argument with her according to the police.”

“Anytime I talked with her, it turned into a fight. That’s not exactly a news flash.”

“What was the fight about?” Maggie asked.

“What it always was. Money. She wanted more. Thought she got screwed on the divorce because she didn’t end up with any of my hotels. So she always came around, wanting to borrow from me. This time I said ‘no,’ and from there things went downhill.”

Maggie tried to delve further and asked a few more questions, but Syd was vague. Yes, they’d fought, but that was to be expected. They’d been divorced, after all, and Marquise wasn’t known for her even temperament. As he ushered them to the door, he’d made one last comment. “What can I say? You know your sister. Marquise is Marquise.” As if that explained everything.

“I don’t think so,” Maggie replied. “The way I see it, Marquise is really Mary Theresa.”

 
 
 

“What do you want first?” Hannah asked as she slipped into Henderson’s tiny office. He’d just returned from the site of the accident and was tired as hell. This case was going to drive him into early retirement, back to Camel straights, or both. Right then, he didn’t really give a damn. “The bad news or the good news?”

“Didn’t know there was any good.” Henderson reached for his baseball. “Let’s have the bad.”

“Guess who’s lined up to be the next guest on Denver AM?”

He gave the ball a quick toss, caught the damned thing, then, only slightly calmer, set it back in its holder. “Okay, I’ll bite—who?”

“Wade Pomeranian.” She offered him a cat-who-just-swallowed-the-canary grin.

“Is that so?”

“Uh-huh. It isn’t a secret that he’s wanted to be on the show for a long time. He even stormed down to the station one day and fought with Marquise about it in front of witnesses, including Craig Beaumont.”

“So now he gets his shot.”

“Yep. And here’s the kicker. Beaumont and the executive producer were opposed to Pomeranian being on the show, didn’t like his connection with Marquise. Even when they had a fashion show last spring and Wade could have modeled men’s clothing, Craig Beaumont put the kibosh on the idea. Nixed Pomeranian specifically, but now that Marquise is missing…voilà, Beaumont and the executive producer have changed their collective tune.”

“Now they want Wade.”

“To interview him as a friend of Marquise’s.”

“Jesus H. Christ.”

“Ron Bishop insists that they’re helping locate Marquise, as opposed to exploiting the situation.”

“Maybe they are.”

“Maybe. Anyway, they’re not stopping with Pomeranian. The producer wants other people who know her as well; they’re dedicating at least one segment to her and going to remind the viewers that there’s a reward for information that leads to finding her.”

Henderson leaned back in his chair. “So who else are they inviting to be Beaumont’s guest?”

“First of all, they’ve approached Maggie. Want her to dress and act like Marquise.”

“Shit. Don’t tell me they want the ex-husbands, too.”

“Possibly. But who knows if they’ll agree.”

Henderson shook his head. “I don’t like it.”

“Maybe it’ll help.”

He couldn’t disagree, and at this point he was frustrated. No lead to the whereabouts of the missing celebrity, no body, no ransom note, nothing but a suicide letter that might or might not be fake. Another woman was dead, and the sister and ex-husband were running around trying to do Henderson’s job for him. The press was on his neck and the D.A. was demanding answers. Reed Henderson thought the clues leading to Marquise were drying up faster than the Colorado River on its way to L.A. He’d kill for a cigarette.

“There’s more.”

“Pile it on.” He motioned with his fingers, encouraging her to tell him everything.

“It looks like Marquise’s Jeep wasn’t involved in a single car accident after all. We just got some reports back and the boys who checked out the accident scene think another vehicle was involved. Hit-and-run. Black paint on the back fender of the Jeep seems to indicate that it was forced off the road.”

Henderson’s back stiffened and his pulse elevated a bit, the same way it used to when he hunted and caught a glimpse of a buck in the undergrowth.

“Walker’s got a black pickup,” he thought aloud, mentally clicking off the possibilities. His mind was already spinning ahead. This was unexpected news, that Marquise’s rig might’ve been forced off the road. A whole new twist. A clue that might break the damned case wide open.

“Walker’s truck doesn’t have any damage. We already checked. It was at the site today.”

“Damn.”

“You really hate the guy, don’t you?”

“I just don’t trust him,” Henderson admitted. “He’s got his own agenda. Lying. Nothin’ I hate worse than a liar.”

“And nothin’ you like better than nailing one to the cross.”

“Amen.” He managed a thin smile. “What else do you have?”

“Not a lot more. We’ll know the make and model once the paint tests are finished and some of the glass is analyzed to see if there was damage to the other car’s headlights.”

“We can only hope.”

“You’re sick, Detective.”

“Just practical. We could use a break. Solve the case and get the DA and the press off our asses.” Henderson reached into his drawer for a pack of gum, but came up dry. Back teeth grinding together, he spun in his chair and thought. Hard. “So was it a case of someone losing control, hitting the Jeep and then, scared, taking off? Or—”

“Was it intentional?” Hannah asked. “I guess that’s what we have to find out.” She walked into the room and leaned her hips against his desk. “This case gets more interesting all the time, doesn’t it?”

“If you say so.” Henderson clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “So, if that’s the bad news, what’s the good?”

Hannah’s lips twitched into a half-smile. “You wanted to talk to Jane Stanton, the next-door neighbor who overheard the fight between Marquise and Thane Walker.”

“I called over there and she was still out of town.”

“Well, the good news is that the daughter’s recovering from her skiing injury and Jane’s back.” Wilkins had the audacity to wink at him.

Henderson was out of his chair like a rocket and reaching for his jacket. “What’re we waiting for? Let’s go.”

 
 
 

Tucked under the eaves of a remodeled turn-of-the-century manor that had been converted to individual business suites, Marquise’s psychiatrist’s office was lit by soft lamps that glowed in the coming night. Dr. Michelle Kelly welcomed Thane and Maggie into the cozy room, smiled, offered herbal tea, and asked them to sit on a long leather couch reserved for her patients. Decorated to put people at ease and make them comfortable, so that even the most reticent patient would speak freely, the corner room smelled faintly of incense and herbs. Surrounded by ferns and jade plants growing profusely in glazed ceramic pots, an unlit fireplace graced one corner. Shelves of books lined the walls. Definitely designed to inspire confidence, Thane thought sarcastically.

Not much older than thirty, slight and thoughtful, the doctor studied Thane with inquisitive golden brown eyes magnified by thick glasses. Though her manner was meant to put people at ease, Thane decided the tiny woman dressed in layered sweaters, long skirts, and heavy sandals didn’t miss much.

Of course she was interested in them. Thane could only guess what self-serving and twisted lies Mary Theresa had told her shrink about her sister and ex-husband. Dr. Kelly, if she wanted to, could probably write volumes on Marquise’s personality and mental state.

However, she had one major flaw. As far as Thane could tell, despite Dr. Kelly’s stellar reputation, she had been unable to propel his ex-wife to better mental health even though Mary Theresa had been her patient for three and a half years.

But then Mary Theresa was the head case to end all head cases.

Maggie asked questions, and Dr. Kelly skillfully dodged most of them. “I’d love to tell you more,” Michelle Kelly explained as she sat in a rocking chair and sipped the foul-smelling tea, “but because of patient-client confidentiality, I really can’t.”

“Do you think Mary Theresa is suicidal?” Maggie asked.

“She suffers from depression. Sometimes it’s worse than others, but…no…I wouldn’t classify your sister as suicidal.” She set her tea down on a tiny table near her chair, removed her glasses, and carefully polished the lenses with the corner of her cardigan sweater.

Obviously, Maggie was relieved and about to end the conversation, but Thane had questions of his own. “Did Marquise ever mention to you that she had the ability to talk to people through mental telepathy?”

Maggie stiffened, and the psychiatrist stopped rubbing her glasses. “You mean without speaking?”

“Right. I’m talking about the ability to throw her voice to someone else.”

Dr. Kelly’s smooth brow furrowed. “No. I don’t think so. And I would remember it if she did, I’m sure. Why?”

“Just something she’d said to me once, a long time ago,” he lied, seeing Maggie turn ghost-white from the corner of his eye. “It probably doesn’t mean anything. She was always rambling on. Just something I remembered.”

Slipping her wire-rims onto her nose, Dr. Kelly asked, “Did you ever see or hear of her doing this?”

“Never. But then she was always saying something outrageous,” he admitted, ending the interview and surviving Maggie’s silent treatment for the half hour it took to return to the hotel.

“I can’t believe you brought up the telepathy thing,” she finally exploded, once they were alone in the hotel room again. She threw her purse and bag on the couch and turned on him. Anger flashed in her eyes, and she planted her fists firmly on her hips. “I told you that in confidence.”

“Don’t you want to find your sister?”

“Of course—I do. You know it!”

“Then we’d better use every means possible, don’t you think?”

“I don’t see how this helps.”

“Everything helps.”

“I’m not sure. Besides, you’re not being honest with me.”

He felt his neck muscles stiffen. “I’m not?”

“No. There’s something you haven’t told me. Something to do with Marquise. You neglected to mention that she’d stayed in your house for three days not too long ago. You never mentioned that you and she still saw each other fairly regularly, and you’re holding back. Now, what is it, Walker?”

He opened his mouth to protest, but the look she sent him warned him not to try and con her. “Respect me enough to be honest, Thane. Considering the circumstances, I think you owe it to me.”

He thought for a long, hard second. How much could he trust Maggie? How would she react to the truth? Hell, he never wanted to tell her this. But it was bound to come out sooner or later. Slowly he unbuttoned his jacket, reached into the inside pocket, and took out his crumpled pack of cigarettes along with a battered book of matches.

“I thought you quit smoking.”

“I did.” He shook out the last filter tip and lit up quickly, drawing in a deep lungful of smoke, then took off his jacket and tossed it over hers on the chair. Crumpling the empty pack of Marlboros, he walked to the fireplace. “Okay,” he said, wondering if he was about to make the worst mistake of his life. He felt the unaccustomed rush of nicotine and watched as she mentally steeled herself.

“You’re still in love with my sister,” she whispered so faintly he barely heard the words. Her face was ashen, her eyes haunted, agony evidenced in her expression.

“Oh, no, Maggie. It’s not as simple as that.” He plowed stiff fingers through his hair and took another deep drag.

“Then what?”

“It’s that the last time I saw Mary Theresa she dropped a bomb on me.”

“What kind of bomb?” Maggie asked.

It’s now or never, he thought angrily as he stared down at the tortured face of the only woman he’d ever loved. “Mary Theresa told me that she and I have a son.”



















Chapter Nineteen
 



“What?” Maggie felt her face drain of color. Her legs wobbled and she dropped onto the arm of the couch. This was a lie. It had to be. If Mary Theresa had ever had a baby, she would have said something. Wouldn’t she? “No…wait a minute—”

“That’s right. He’s a teenager now. Conceived before we broke up; a boy I didn’t know existed until the last time I saw her.”

“But Mary Theresa wouldn’t have kept this from me. From you.” Her throat was dry, her palms itched.

“No? Come on, Maggie. This is Mary Theresa…Marquise we’re talking about.” His lips compressed with nearly twenty years of raw emotion, nearly two decades of deception. “You know she’s lied to us both.” His eyes found hers and she saw the naked pain—the torment he’d dealt with for years.

“And that’s what your fight was about?” she guessed, feeling sick inside. The expression of pure hell on Thane’s face convinced her that he wasn’t lying, wasn’t making this up just to gain some kind of misguided sympathy. His mouth was tight, his eyes dark and narrowed on the fireplace, but she was certain he didn’t see the marble facade; Thane’s view was turned inward to a murky nightmare only he could see.

“Sixteen years,” he said as the cigarette burned forgotten between his fingers. “Sixteen years of my boy’s life. Lost.” His eyes found Maggie’s again. Guilt, hurt, and a quiet, seething rage burned deep in his gaze.

Maggie shuddered knowing in an instant that she was going to hear something she’d rather not, a deep secret that Thane had kept hidden to the world.

“You don’t know much about me.”

“I think I know enough—”

“No, Maggie. You don’t understand. I grew up in a small town in Wyoming with an old man who drank too much and, when he wasn’t screwing other women, beat up on my mother. Fine guy, hard worker when he was sober; a mean son of a bitch when he drank, which he did a lot.

“I can’t tell you how many times Mom would have to drive into town and pull him out of a tavern, and when she did, she was repaid with a fist to her face.” Thane’s eyes turned black. “But she always forgave him. Because of me. She didn’t even have an eighth grade education; couldn’t afford to leave the bastard, because of me and my brother.”

“Brother?” she repeated, her voice so soft she wasn’t sure he’d heard her.

“He’s dead. Car wreck. Had the same problem with alcohol Pa did.” Thane’s nostrils flared and one hand curled into a fist that was so tight it shook. “I swore that when I had a kid of my own, I would do it right. Nothing, and I mean nothing would stop me from being the best damned father on this planet. I’d raise him the way he was supposed to be brought up, knowing a father’s love, a mother’s nurturing, a parent’s sacrifice, but I didn’t get the chance. Mary Theresa made sure of that.”

“Dear God,” Maggie said, her heart bleeding for the pain this man had borne, the secrets that had ripped at his soul, the demons that tortured his brain. He sucked hard one last time on his filter tip, then squashed it in a planter. Smoke curled out of his nostrils and mouth.

Dropping her head into her hands she tried to think, to remember a time her sister could have hidden the fact that she was pregnant with Thane’s child. “So that’s why you married her. The first time when she was pregnant.”

He didn’t reply. His jaw slid to one side and he stared at her as if he would never stop.

“And now you have…she has…a son.” Maggie shivered inside. “And she never told you?”

“Not a word. Until that last fight and that, Maggie, is why I threatened to kill her.”

Tears burned behind Maggie’s eyes and she rubbed her arms, trying to keep the chill of betrayal at bay. “Why? Why would Mary Theresa do this…keep something like this from you?”

“Because it would interfere with her career! For Christ’s sake, Maggie,” he said, advancing on her. “Haven’t you learned anything about your sister? Don’t you know how low she’d sink, how many people she’d manipulate just to further her damned career?”

“But…but I would have known about it. She would have told me.”

“Like the way she told you that she had seduced your lover?”

The words cut cruelly, bringing back old, raw wounds that had never quite healed. “Don’t,” she ordered. Marquise was missing, could possibly be dead, she couldn’t, wouldn’t think these horrid, sick thoughts—

“Give it up, Mag Pie,” he said as if reading her thoughts. His voice was so low it startled her and her head snapped up.

“Marquise was pregnant seventeen years ago, Maggie. You were in college—you didn’t see her. She managed to stay away from anyone who knew her during the last months when her condition was undeniable.”

Denial swam through her head. “I—I think she would have confided in me. She wouldn’t have kept something as big, as important, as a pregnancy a secret,” Maggie said, but even as the words passed her lips she knew she was kidding herself. What did she know about her chameleon of a sister—Mary Theresa who had turned into Marquise? Didn’t she have a past history of deception? In the past few days Maggie had learned so many devastating facts about the woman who was her twin, the sister with whom she shared so many physical characteristics and yet from whom she seemed to have an opposite soul.

“As I said, the last time I saw her, the night I wanted to strangle her, she threw it in my face that she’d had our boy, given him up for adoption, and that I’d spent all of his life not knowing one damned thing about him.”

“So you haven’t met him?”

“Haven’t found him yet.”

“Then how do you know he exists?” She could hardly trust her own voice. “If Mary Theresa is such a liar, how do you know?”

“I hired a private detective. He found the birth records at a small private hospital in Southern California, not far from the Mexican border. Now he’s tracking down the adoptive parents. I expect to hear from him anytime.” His smile twisted without a trace of humor. “He’s got some leads.”

“So your interest in finding Mary Theresa is for more than clearing your name,” she said, finally understanding why Thane seemed so totally and irrevocably tied to her sister. “You want her to help you find your son.”

“Obviously now that I know she wasn’t lying, yes. I have questions for her; questions only she can answer.”

“So do I.” Maggie considered the past week, the hours of being alone with Thane, the days spent driving in the truck, or searching for clues in Denver, or the few precious minutes of making love to him. All that time she’d fought her feelings, telling herself that she wouldn’t let herself fall for him again, that she wouldn’t allow him to walk all over her, that she was smarter than she was when she was seventeen and she wouldn’t let any man, Thane Walker in particular, use her.

Because of Mary Theresa.

Because of the betrayal.

Because, deep in her heart, she’d never really let go of him.

It looked like she’d been wrong about so many things. So very wrong. But she couldn’t trust Thane, for even though he’d bared his soul, he’d revealed the all-too-painful truth that he’d searched out Maggie, that he’d spent time with her, that he’d seduced her, as always, for his own purposes. Because of Mary Theresa and their son. His life was and would forever be entwined with her sister’s. Just as it had always been. Before they had been lovers. Now, Maggie thought, aching inside, Thane and M.T. had a son together, shared a life.

Help me. Maggie, please. It was Thane. He did this to me. Maggie, please. Don’t let him get away with it. Mary Theresa’s painful plea echoed through Maggie’s memory. She plucked at a piece of lint on the back of the couch. “Why…why would Mary Theresa have sent me, the message?” she asked. “The one I heard in the barn?”

His glance was filled with skepticism. “I don’t know that she did. The psychiatrist said that Marquise had never mentioned it.”

“That’s a lot different than saying it didn’t exist. Just because Mary Theresa didn’t confide in her.”

“She was Marquise’s shrink. Why wouldn’t she tell her?”

“Why didn’t she tell me about the baby?” Maggie shot back. “Look, Thane, I can’t explain it, all right? But it happened.” She stood and felt her spine straighten until she was meeting his cloudy gaze with her own. “And it’s true.” She angled up her chin with renewed determination. “I’m sorry about you not knowing your son. Really. And…and I wish things were different.” Oh, God, Thane, if you only knew, had any inkling about how much I loved you. “But I can’t change anything. I would if I could, but I can’t. So now I’ve got to concentrate on finding Mary Theresa.” She struggled to keep her voice steady.

“Believe me, no one wants that more than I do,” he said, and she couldn’t help that little snag of disappointment that tore at her heart. For as much as she’d never stopped loving him, the same could be said of his feelings for his ex-wife. Though he denied it vehemently, she couldn’t trust herself to believe him. Wouldn’t. He’d lied too much already, kept far too many secrets. He started to reach for her, but dropped his hands when she slid away from him and refused to give in to the urge to fall victim to him all over again.

“Don’t even think about it.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“To tell you the truth, Thane, I don’t know what to believe,” she said. “I…I just don’t want to be confused any longer and I can’t afford to make another mistake.”

“Another one?”

“With you.” Clearing her throat, she walked across the room. “Now, if I remember right, we’ve got things to do.” Even though I would love nothing more than to melt into your arms. Setting her jaw against such wayward thoughts, she added, “Let’s start with Renee Nielsen.” With fresh intent, she strode to the table where she noticed the message light was blinking furiously on the phone. “First I want to see if Becca called.” She dialed the message center and scribbled down the recorded missives.

The first call was from Tess O’Shaughnessy, the executive producer of Denver AM, asking Maggie to be a part of a program dedicated to Marquise; the second was from Craig Beaumont, reiterating the request. The third was from Howard Bailey, who asked Thane to call back.

Maggie handed Thane the message and their fingers touched briefly. In that instant Maggie felt the connection she’d always had with him, the same tiny spark of electricity that hadn’t dulled despite the years, despite the lies, despite the dark cloud of betrayal that had been with them both. She thought he might kiss her, wanted desperately to feel his lips pressed intimately against hers, silently begged that what they shared wouldn’t be destroyed.

And yet she couldn’t forget that he still loved Mary Theresa. No matter how hard he denied it, the connection that existed between him and his ex-wife was far stronger than the tenuous link between them. “I want to go over Marquise’s diary again—I have this feeling I’m missing something, that there was a reference to Renee.”

The phone rang again and Maggie snagged the receiver, half-expecting to hear from her daughter. Instead, it was Detective Henderson.

Maggie froze. Her gaze locked with Thane’s.

“Sorry for calling so late, but I thought you’d want to know,” he said, and Maggie experienced the cold fingers of dread crawling up her spine. Her hand clenched the receiver in a death grip. “It’s about your sister.”

“What?”

“Well, we’re starting to think that your sister’s Jeep might have been forced off the road.”

“What do you mean?” she whispered, questions rushing through her head. “Are you saying someone intentionally tried to kill Mary Theresa?”

What the hell was Henderson insinuating?

“Don’t know for sure. Could be. Could have just been an accident or road rage or, yes, it could be someone who wanted to harm either your sister or Renee Nielsen.”

“Dear God.” Maggie’s soul turned to ice.

“As I said, it might have been a hit-and-run accident where the driver had panicked—”

“But that’s unlikely.”

“Or a goddamned coincidence.”

Maggie’s voice sounded far away even to her own ears. “Come on, Detective. Neither you nor I believe in coincidence. The most likely scenario is that someone tried to kill my sister.” He offered more platitudes, and she hung up more scared than she’d ever been in her life.

“Tell me,” Thane demanded.

She briefed him on the conversation. “I guess you were right.” Her eyes met his and locked.

“Damn!” He grabbed hold of her arm. “I knew this was going to be dangerous. Son of a bitch! Son of a goddamned—”

“Hey, slow down.” She pulled away from him, nearly falling backward when he unexpectedly let go.

“We need to leave.”

“And go where?” she demanded.

“Out of Denver. I never should have brought you here.” Furious with himself he let fly a blue streak.

“And where will we go? Think about it, Thane. We’ve got to find Mary Theresa. Now more than ever. Her life is probably in danger!”

“I know, Mag Pie, and that means yours is as well.” He snatched her wrist, dragged her into the bathroom and forced her to look in the full-length mirror. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that you’re in danger. If someone is trying to kill your sister and even went so far as to kill Renee, thinking she might be Marquise, what do you think will happen when he gets a good look at you, huh?” She stared into her own haunted eyes and swallowed hard. It was true. She and Marquise had been mistaken for each other all their lives. Her gaze met Thane’s in the mirror and in his steely blue eyes she saw fear, pure and primal.

“We can’t leave,” she said despite his punishing grip. “Not until we find my sister.”

“What if it’s too late, Maggie?”

“It isn’t. I won’t believe it.” She rotated toward him and he surrounded her with steel-strong arms.

“Okay,” he said, his lips brushing against her crown. “We’ll try to find her, but you’ve got to promise me that you’ll be careful.”

“And what about you, Thane? Can you promise me the same?”

His muscles flexed and he lowered his mouth to press his lips to hers for one single tantalizing instant. Then he rested his forehead on hers and said with unerring certainty, “What I can promise you is simple, Maggie. I’m gonna get the son of a bitch who’s behind all this and when I do, believe me, he’s gonna wish he was dead.”

 
 
 

Henderson sat at his desk and stared out at the night. His coffee was cold, his stomach rumbling, and he was sick to the back teeth of Marquise or Mary Theresa Reilly or whatever the hell her name was. He’d called Maggie McCrae out of some sense of duty as sooner or later the press would find out that another vehicle had been involved in the accident and they would be swarming on the story like yellow jackets at a backyard barbecue.

He twirled his pencil, glanced at the photo of Marquise pinned to his bulletin board and thought about the other cases under his command. They paled in public interest and, he had to admit, in his as well. Like the rest of the viewing audience he was half in love with the foolish, egotistical celebrity. Yes, she was vain, a liar, a woman who stepped on those who got in her way, a flamboyant personality who obviously didn’t know the first thing about getting her shit together, but there was something enigmatic and dangerously fascinating about her.

Since her disappearance, she’d garnered media attention from as far away as Chicago and Tampa. Once nearly forgotten, a dull dying has-been, she’d suddenly gained that unique luster of a tragic heroine—a woman lost; a beautiful female in the throes of some mystery. And even he wasn’t immune. “Christ,” he growled, disgusted with the turn of his thoughts. It was time to wrap this thing up—long past.

He glanced at the manila folders haphazardly stacked on the corner of his desk—a pile of other investigations that he couldn’t ignore. Yet here he was, late at night, still trying to figure out what the devil had happened to a woman who was fast becoming Denver’s most famous celebrity. Mary Theresa Reilly Walker Gillette had, by becoming mysteriously invisible, made herself more well known than ever. A household word.

Was the accident a coincidence?

A planned publicity trick gone awry?

Some heinous plot?

“It’s sick,” he grumbled to himself, and hated being a part of the media circus and speculation that were a party to anything that had to do with Marquise. If only he thought he was making some kind of headway, but the investigation seemed stalled, log-jammed, and it made him irritable and cranky.

Somewhere in the outer offices another midnight hero, some detective working late coughed. A second later a phone rang in another part of the building.

Henderson spun his chair to stare at her glossy photograph full in the face and felt his stone of a heart chip a bit at the sight of her bright smile and mischievous green eyes. Almost as if she were pulling a fast one over on the photographer and anyone else even remotely associated with her.

Rubbing the stubble on his jaw, he thought about recent stalemates in the case. His interview with Jane Stanton hadn’t gone well. A neighbor of Marquise’s, Jane was pushing eighty, and though she was spry, her memory sharp enough, her hearing, apparently, wasn’t always dependable.

“I was looking for Precious that night, you see,” she’d said, blue eyes cloudy with cataracts as she’d offered the detectives tea that tasted like it had been made from some bitter weed. She’d sat in a rocking chair with an afghan and the cat in question on her lap. Precious had blinked his yellow eyes slowly as if he enjoyed being the center of attention while other felines—five in all—took up various perches in the stately old home.

An orange tabby had viewed them from the top shelf of a bookcase, a Siamese had peered from a crack in a cupboard door left slightly ajar and the other three strolled around the room, hopping onto the furniture or staring through the window at winter birds fluttering in the bare branches of a copse of saplings planted near the back deck.

“He’s such a naughty boy,” the old woman confided, “always trying to stay outside, aren’t you dear?” With a smile she continued to stroke the cat. “Anyway, I was looking for this little imp, here, when I heard a commotion on the other side of the fence. I couldn’t see through the bricks, mind you, but I recognized the voices and though they were muffled, I’m sure I heard Marquise call that Walker man by his name…at least I think so. But I heard, clear as a bell, him threatening her. Warning her that he’d kill her.” She nodded curtly, as if agreeing with herself. “Usually I try not to eavesdrop but that night…” She shrugged her thin shoulders as if to say, “what can you do?”

“You couldn’t hear what they were saying?” Hannah clarified, and the woman’s wrinkled face drew together like a tiny purse.

“Not really, but I thought they said something about money or a child…oh, I don’t really know.” She smiled sadly and sighed. “I usually keep to myself, you know. Just call for a ride down to the center once in a while.”

“Do you know Marquise?”

“Only just to wave and say ‘hi.’ I saw the young men come and go—the latest one, the fellow with all the hair and the flashy car…” sparse gray eyebrows rose over the rims of her glasses—“I think he’s a little rude. The ex-husbands are a nicer lot.”

“Did Marquise leave with anyone that night?”

“Now, that I can’t be sure.” She’d pressed the tip of one long, bony finger to her lips and thought for a second. “It seems that I saw her Jeep leave and there were definitely two people in it. A man and a woman, I think…but…” she shrugged, “…it was dark, except for the second or two they were under the streetlights, and I can’t be certain.”

Judging from the clouds in her eyes, Henderson had silently agreed.

He and Hannah had somehow managed to force down most of the strong tea without the benefit of gleaning more information, then left in frustration. Now, hours later, Henderson felt backed up against the wall. He’d read the accident report on Marquise’s vehicle over and over again, hoping to find some new clue that he’d overlooked, perused the faxed documents on Renee Nielsen until he could recite them backward and forward and barked at underlings to find any and all information on the dead woman.

There was nothing out of the ordinary about Thane’s employee—except that she’d been on his payroll and had ended up dead in his ex-wife’s mangled vehicle. Had Renee borrowed Marquise’s Jeep? Stolen it? No—Marquise’s handbag had been in the backseat. The contents were as expected: wallet, brush, mirror, six tubes of lipstick, mascara, tampons, credit cards and sunglasses. A few receipts for gas. An address book that was battered and, from the number of crossed-out names, should have been replaced a while back. Most of the people had moved long ago. He knew. He’d called them all and come up dry. So, unless Renee had stolen Marquise’s purse as well as the Jeep, the natural assumption was that Marquise had been with her.

Or had she? Maybe she’d left her bag in the car and forgotten it when she’d handed Renee the keys.

Nah.

Henderson’s head pounded with unanswered questions.

Marquise’s Jeep had been examined by the best detectives in the department, men who were trained to search for clues, if there were any; but the vehicle looked normal aside from the traces of black paint on the mangled rear fender.

The paint was the one bright spot in the otherwise dark case. Already the analysts in the lab had discovered from paint scrapings taken from the wreck that the paint was a blend used by Chevrolet; the glass from the headlight, again from a Chevy product. A pickup or Blazer had helped nudge Renee Nielsen’s vehicle off the road.

But why?

Who had wanted to kill Renee? Or Marquise?

The answer was in the missing vehicle, and Henderson had communicated with all the law-enforcement agencies in the entire southwest to be looking for a dented black Chevy. DMV and dealership records would be scrutinized.

It was late, the department quiet. If he had any brains at all, he’d drive home to his apartment and put in a call to the kids. Instead he shuffled through his notes again. From the looks of it Marquise didn’t have much of an estate, and everything she did own would be left to her niece, Maggie’s kid. Marquise had two insurance policies. One named Maggie and Becca McCrae; the other was to a company that Marquise had helped found, MER, Inc., a local business-development company that didn’t do diddly as far as Henderson could see. Marquise was the CEO, what a joke, and Eve Lawrence handled the books, which showed a negative cash flow. Frowning, he shuffled through his notes, searching for more information on MER, Inc.

Before he could locate what he wanted, the door to his office flew open. Bang! It hit a file cabinet.

Hannah, her face flushed, her eyes sparkling, marched into the room.

“You’ve got something,” he guessed, sensing her excitement, the kind that comes only with a break in a stagnant case. He shoved the papers into his briefcase and turned his full attention to his partner. She was a pretty woman anyway, but when she’d figured something out, her cheeks flushed, her eyes gleamed and she was more attractive than ever.

“Could be.”

“What?”

“Okay.” She plopped down on the corner of his desk and he ignored the fact that her skirt hiked up a notch. She swung one leg and leaned closer to him. “What we’ve got is that of all the people connected with Marquise, several own late-model black Chevys.”

“Who?” Henderson asked.

“It’s an interesting list. Let’s start with Ron Bishop, the station manager at KRKY. He owns a Mercedes and a black Chevy pickup. His wife usually drives the Mercedes.”

“Check him out,” Henderson said, though he doubted Ron would kill off one of his stars, no matter how much of a prima donna and pain in the butt she was.

“Will do. Now there’s also Gillette.”

Henderson sat up straighter in his chair. This was interesting. “He did own a black Blazer a couple of years back, but he gave it to his daughter, Tanya Inman.”

“Whose husband dumped her for Marquise?” Even better.

“Bingo.”

Henderson’s old chair squeaked as he leaned forward, riffling through the files on his desk, flipping through the pages, trying to find some kind of information on Tanya Inman. “Check them out, too.”

“Will do. But here’s the really interesting one,” Hannah said, a teasing smile on her pale lips. “A black late-model Blazer was recently purchased by one Renee Warner.”

“Warner?” That sounded familiar. He turned to the information they’d collected on the victim.

“Mmm. Renee Nielsen’s maiden name. Seems she decided to take it back a few months ago, then went out and bought herself a two-year-old Blazer. Apparently found one in the paper, contacted the guy, and paid him with a cashier’s check. Just registered through DMV six weeks ago, listed her address as an apartment on the north end of town.”

Henderson couldn’t believe this sudden turn in luck. He was already on his feet, snapping his briefcase closed. “And?”

“And nothing. I already checked it out. Furnished, but for the most part empty. The place hasn’t been lived in for weeks. It was, as they say, clean as a whistle. None of the neighbors had ever seen anyone fitting Ms. Nielsen’s description.”

“So where was she living?” Some of his excitement ebbed.

“Don’t know yet.”

“Think she’s connected somehow to Walker?”

“Seems unlikely, as he’s the one who came up with the ID.”

“He didn’t have much choice. We would’ve found out anyway.”

“Give up on him, would ya? Just because he threatened his ex-wife, who owed him some money, and now a woman who worked for him is dead, doesn’t mean that he’s guilty of anything other than having poor taste in women and being an easy mark.”

“Ya think?” He reached for the baseball, but left it in its holder. The heating system rumbled, blowing air and stirring up dust.

“I do.”

“So how is Renee Warner Nielsen connected to all this?”

Hannah winked at him. “I’m working on that one. Between the bank where she got the cashier’s check, the previous address and references she gave the landlord, and information on the insurance on the vehicle, we might just come up with something.”

“If we’re lucky,” Henderson said, reaching into his top drawer for a stick of gum.

“Come on, Reed,” she said tossing her hair back and laughing. “The day you believe in luck is the day I give up coffee.”

 
 
 

With a soft bump, the jet touched down at Denver International Airport, and Becca grabbed her backpack from under the seat in front of her. She’d listened to her CDs for the two-hour flight, eaten the stale peanuts, and downed a 7UP, all the while trying not to get into a conversation with the plump fiftyish woman next to her. Her name was Gladys and she would tell anyone who showed the slightest bit of interest about the birth of her first grandchild—like it was the biggest event since the last Rolling Stones tour, which, unfortunately, she’d managed to attend. To listen to her you’d begin to believe that Mick Jagger was the greatest singer to ever grace a stage. Obviously Gladys had never seen Beck on MTV.

Not that she really cared. Becca had more important things on her mind, but she kept them to herself and even refrained from rolling her eyes when the old lady made some joke about throwing a bra onto the stage at Keith Richards’s feet. Sheesh. Old people! Head cases!

Besides, Becca’s guilt was eating at her and she didn’t give a rip about the baby or the Stones. She was already feeling like a sneak, a thief and an ingrate, but it was all too bad. Once she hooked up with her mother again, everything would work out.

If Marquise is okay.

“She has to be,” Becca said as the plane taxied along the runway and she saw the distinctive illuminated peaks of the roof over the main terminal.

“Who has to be?” Gladys asked, smiling and showing off teeth that had been filled with gold. She was touching up her lipstick, trying to keep a steady hand as she squinted into a tiny mirror on her compact while the plane’s engines wound down. Becca glanced out the window over the wing, saw the flaps raised, and felt her stomach clench. “Has to be what?” the woman insisted.

“Nothin’.” The less said, the better.

“Are you going into the city? Is someone going to pick you up?” She smeared her lips together, spreading the maroon color, then dabbed at the corners of her mouth with her finger.

“Yeah, my mom’s gonna be there.”

“Good. Good.” She wasn’t really listening, and she twisted her lipstick back into the tube. Winking at Becca, she said, “Grandma’s got to look good, y’know. Don’t want to scare Baby Charlie right off the bat.”

She chuckled, and Becca managed a thin, barely-patient smile. The woman was completely out of it. Baby Charlie probably couldn’t care less if his grandmother resembled a gorilla, but rather than roll her eyes and tell the woman to get a life, Becca stared out the window as the plane eased into its position near the jetway. If this lady had any idea that Becca had lied to Aunt Connie, stolen from Jenny, then hitchhiked to the L.A. airport to save some money, the woman would probably fall into a dead faint. That would be too bad for Baby Charlie because from the looks of the packages stowed under the seat, the kid was gonna be outfitted with enough Beanie Babies to fill his nursery.

The plane rolled to a stop and Becca crossed her fingers that a cab to the Brass Tree hotel wouldn’t cost her more money than she had. If it did, well, she’d probably just have to stiff the driver. That thought settled like lead in her stomach, but she didn’t worry about it too much. She couldn’t. She had to connect with Mom before Aunt Connie found out she was gone and the “you know what” hit the fan.

 
 
 

I give, Maggie thought as she stared at the wrinkled pages she’d copied from Marquise’s diary that she’d found on the computer. Her plan of becoming her twin and walking through her life hadn’t helped her find her sister. All it had managed to do was make her aware of a darker side of Marquise, convince her that she hadn’t known her twin at all, and bring her closer to a man she should never trust, a man whom she was certain she still loved, a man she should still avoid.

And scare her to death. Ever since the report of Marquise’s Jeep being run off the road, Maggie had been more determined than ever to locate Marquise.

If only she could. She’d called Marquise’s housekeeper at the house in Aspen, dialed every friend and neighbor she could find in Marquise’s Rolodex and ended up with nothing for her efforts except a huge phone bill and an aching head.

Thane, too, had been on his cell phone most of the night, calling people in California about Renee Nielsen, connecting with Howard Bailey and Tom Yates about his ranches, and had finished by making a call to Carrie Edgars, who had left him a voice-mail message on his cell phone earlier.

Maggie didn’t eavesdrop, but the French doors separating his bedroom from the living area of the suite were open and she couldn’t help but hear snatches of the conversation.

“You knew how I felt…no, Carrie, that’s not the way it was or is…we talked about this last summer…okay in September…so it’s time for both of us…yes, you, too, to move on…of course. Hey, that’s just the way it is. Well, hope it works out…”

He hung up and she, seated on the couch, had watched him surreptitiously. Closing his eyes, he rotated his neck as if trying to crack his spine and relieve some tension.

His cell phone jangled loudly. Grumbling something under his breath, he answered tersely, as if he expected Carrie to be calling back.

“Walker.” A pause. His lips flattened over his teeth, and through the glass panels of the French doors, his gaze met Maggie’s. In a heartbeat she knew that something was wrong. Mary Theresa. The police have found her and
wanted to break the news to Thane before talking with me.

Maggie’s heart plummeted. She was hot and cold all at once. Fear congealed her blood as she stood, the papers in her lap forgotten and fluttering to the floor.

“Where are you now?” Thane demanded as he walked into the living area and spoke into the handset.

Maggie’s heart was a drum. Another long pause and the conversation was again one-sided. He checked his watch. “All right,” he agreed, snagging the jacket he’d flung carelessly over the back of a chair. “I’ll meet you there in half an hour.” He hung up and shrugged into the short rawhide coat. “That was Roy,” he explained, his expression a mixture of worry and excitement. “He thinks he’s found my son, and he’s flying through Denver. Waiting for a connection, so I’m meeting him at a bar in Denver International. Why don’t you come along?”

Relief chased away her fears though she knew the feeling was only temporary.

The invitation was tempting, but she shook her head. “No, Thane,” she said, knowing this was something he should do on his own. “I’ve got a million and one things to do here. I know there’s some connection between Mary Theresa and Renee Nielsen—something I’ve seen somewhere.” She motioned to the rumpled stack of papers that represented Marquise’s life. “I’ll go through these again.”

“I don’t like leaving you here alone.”

“I’ll be fine.” His concern was touching, but ludicrous. “I’m a big girl.”

“There might be a nut on the loose.”

“The doors here lock and hotel security seems pretty tight to me. Really.” She placed a hand on his arm, ignored the protests forming in his eyes. “I’ll be safe.”

“I’d feel better—”

“When you find out about your son.” She felt a painful little tug on her heart; the knowledge that Thane and Mary Theresa had conceived a child was a new stumbling block, one more tie that bound them together forever and reminded her of their betrayal.

Get over it, Maggie, this boy is your nephew. M.T.’s child. Thane’s son.

“Go,” she encouraged. “If you’re gonna meet your friend between flights, you don’t have a lot of time.”

He found his keys in a pocket of his jacket. “Promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t take any risks. And stay put. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“I should be right here. Go on. I’ll go over these notes again.”

“You think it’ll do any good?”

“Don’t know. Won’t hurt.”

He stared at her for half a second. Fire ignited in his eyes. “Oh, Christ, Maggie, you take care of yourself,” he whispered, grabbing her fiercely under the arms and forcing his mouth to hers. He smelled of smoke and leather, tasted of coffee. His kisses were warm, hard, and filled with a new desperation that caused her heart to pound. There was something different about him. About them. She couldn’t breathe, could barely think, and the room seemed to spin.

Dear God, help me, she thought, knowing that she was foolishly trapped in a one-sided love. His tongue was insistent, and his voice cracked when he lifted his head. “What you do to me should be illegal,” he admitted, stroking her hair.

“You’d better go—”

He cut her off with another kiss, the pressure of his lips anxious and wanting, the heat from his body quick to spark. It was as if he was kissing her for the last time, she realized, as if he sensed the same aura of despair that had been boring a hole in her soul for the past few days.

“I’ll be back soon,” he promised, his voice gruff as he lifted his head and touched the tip of his nose to hers. “And then, darlin’, you and I, we have to talk.”

A lump filled her throat. “I know.”

“Maggie, Maggie, Maggie.” Sighing, he let his arms fall and strode to the door.

“Good luck.”

As he glanced over his shoulder, one side of his mouth lifted in that smile she’d loved all of her life. “Why do I feel like I’m gonna need it?”

“Don’t know.”

With a wink, he was out the door, his boots echoing dully down the carpeted hallway before the door slammed shut.

Maggie touched her lips with her fingertips, refused to give in to the urge to cry, then picked up the scattered pages of her sister’s life and sat down on the edge of the couch, her eyes scanning the computer printouts sightlessly. She gave herself a quick, hard mental shake because her thoughts drifted back to Thane, who was on his way to find out about his son.

“Now listen, Maggie,” she told herself, shuffling through the pages. “Think about Mary Theresa. You have to find her, and the answer to what happened to her is here.” She shook the damned printouts. “Here. Somewhere. You just have to be smart enough to find it.”

Maggie. Where are you?

Maggie froze. The voice echoed through her head. “Mary Theresa?” She whispered. Oh, God, was it Marquise? Maggie spun as if she could see her sister, though she knew the act was foolish.

I need your help. Oh, God, I counted on you.

“Where are you?” Maggie asked, blinking rapidly, the pages in her lap forgotten.

Please come…I…I need you. I’ve made such a horrible mistake.

“Where are you?” Maggie screamed to the four walls, relieved that her sister was alive, convinced that she was sending her messages again, angry and frustrated that she couldn’t reach her. “Mary Theresa! Where the hell are you?” Her throat was rough, her eyes filling with tears. “Can you hear me?” Closing her eyes, she tried, as she had over and over again through the years, to throw her own inner voice. Where are you, damn it! M.T.—I’ll come to you, but I don’t know where you are…” She waited. The seconds ticked off. Tears began to fall from her eyes.

She thought she’d lost her again and, in exasperation, her fingers crumpled the pages still in her hands. “Damn you, Mary—Damn you, I can’t help you if I don’t know where you are!”

Maggie? Can you hear me? I’m going home…



















Chapter Twenty
 



In the bustle of the airport bar, seated at a corner table, Thane ignored his drink—a bourbon on the rocks. The ice was melting, the drink becoming weak. He didn’t give a rip as he stared at the pictures of the teenage boy, snapshots Roy had taken. The kid was good-looking, with dark hair that waved a bit, green-blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a jaw that promised to become square as the years rolled by and he reached manhood. Pride pulled the corners of Thane’s mouth up a bit, bitter reality caused his eyes to narrow in anger. Mary Theresa, the bitch, had kept this secret to herself, only leveled with him when she was backed into a corner, when she wanted the upper hand.

“His name is Ryan,” Roy said. “His phone number and address are here.” He pointed to the manila envelope from which he’d extracted the photos. “You can call him if you want.”

“You’re sure he’s mine?”

“Not without a DNA test, no.” Roy, his short, clipped beard beginning to show signs of gray, took a swig from his beer and tried to catch the waitress’s attention. The bar was filled with travelers talking and laughing, drinking, snacking, and just killing time between flights. Carry-on bags, backpacks, laptop computers, and briefcases littered the floor under the tiny tables. “What I’m sure of is that he’s Marquise’s, er, Mary Theresa’s—she was still using her given name back then.”

The waitress, a freckle faced girl who didn’t look old enough to serve alcohol of any kind, glanced in Roy’s direction and he took advantage of the situation, holding up his near-empty bottle of Coors and wiggling it, silently asking for another.

“I’ll be right with you,” she promised.

Roy grabbed a handful of popcorn and motioned toward the picture. “But look at that kid, would ya? If he’s not your son, he should be.”

“You think he takes after me?”

“Not now. But when you were a kid. Damned straight. The spittin’ image. Ahh, here we go.” He grinned up at the waitress, whose lack of expression didn’t invite conversation or, Thane guessed, many large tips. “Thanks, sweetheart. You’re a love,” Roy said with a playful grin.

She barely smiled. “Anything for you?” she asked Thane in a toneless voice.

“No, I’m fine.” He couldn’t take his eyes off the glossy snapshots.

“He’s preoccupied,” Roy explained, as she scribbled on a notepad, slapped the tab onto the table, then moved onto the next group of thirsty patrons. Roy drained his first bottle before starting on his second. “Here’s the scoop. The kid is the only son of Vera and Bill Brown. The old man—well, he’s only forty-five, not exactly ancient, I suppose—is a firefighter, his mother a travel agent who works four days a week. They think this boy is God’s gift and the kid hasn’t given them a lot of grief. Yet. Plays soccer and baseball, doesn’t have a steady girlfriend as far as I can tell from what I managed to dig up.

“He’s held down two jobs, one scooping ice cream—that one lasted about three months. Later he signed on at the local car wash and took a turn polishing fenders. Right now he’s not working.”

Thane nodded, staring at his son. His son. Ryan Brown. A boy he had yet to meet; a kid he hadn’t known existed until just recently. Damn Mary Theresa.

“Since I’ve given you the phone number and address along with a hefty bill for my services,” Roy said with a smug, self-deprecating grin, “I figure from here on in, the ball’s in your court.” With a glance at his watch, he scowled, “Oh, shit, I gotta run. Got a plane to catch. Finish that, will ya?” he asked, pointing to the long-necked bottle that he’d barely touched. “And pick up the tab. This one’s on you.” He grabbed the overnight bag he’d stuffed under their small table and started for the door.

“Roy?” Thane said, realizing his friend was leaving.

“What?”

Thane stood and stuck out his hand. “Thanks.”

Roy’s grin showed off teeth that were beginning to yellow. “Any time.”

 
 
 

Heart thundering, Maggie wheeled into Marquise’s drive and felt like an intruder as her sister’s home loomed in the watery blue glow of street lamps. The house, usually warm and inviting, was dark, a massive structure with all the warmth of a tomb. But this had to be right, didn’t it?

The message she’d received didn’t make any sense. Why would Marquise be at her house? Or did she mean that she was going to…“Don’t even think it.” Maggie cut the engine and tossed her keys into her purse. Just because Mary Theresa had supposedly written a suicide note, one that the press, thankfully, hadn’t mentioned anywhere, didn’t mean that she was actually going to take her life.

Maggie was out of the car in a second and flying up the front walk. She banged on the front door and poked the doorbell with an insistent finger, but she knew no one was inside; the house looked cold and empty. Using her key, she unlocked the door, stepped inside, and nearly jumped out of her skin as the security system started beeping softly and for a second she thought a man was lurking in the shadows.

Then she remembered the suit of armor and forced herself to remain calm, to try and settle her erratic pulse and the feeling of doom that seemed to seep from the walls. Her boots slapped against the floor as she snapped on lights along the hallway to the closet where she disengaged the alarm system. “Mary Theresa?” she called, knowing deep in her heart that she was alone in the behemoth of a house. She walked back to the base of the stairs and again called to her sister, but the house was silent.

“Great,” she said under her breath and glanced at the suit of armor and mannequin as if they could hear her. She felt goose bumps rise on her skin and rubbed her arms through her thick jacket.

Maybe coming here was wrong, maybe Maggie hadn’t interpreted Mary Theresa’s message correctly, she thought as she crossed the living room and spied the piano, black and gleaming near the bank of windows that viewed the still lake. The water was smooth and dark, only a ribbon of moonlight illuminating the surface. The snow had completely melted away, and the grass shimmered silver and cold in the night.

“Come on, M.T., where are you?” she whispered, a feeling of dread settling like lead in her heart. Where was her sister? She passed by a hallway mirror and jumped at her own image—her sister’s image.

You’re losing it, she told herself and set her jaw. Just wait. M.T. said she’d be here.

Or did she? Maybe you didn’t hear a message at all. Maybe it’s all in your mind, just as the shrink told you a long time ago, or maybe it’s just wishful thinking.

“Damn.” She sat on the piano bench and sighed. “Where are you, Mary?” she wondered aloud, running a finger along the keys of the concert grand and listening to the tinkling notes as she stared into the vast darkness of the night. Dread squeezed her throat, and just being alone in Marquise’s house started stretching her nerves as tight as the wires of this piano.

Maybe this was a wild goose chase. A mistake.

She walked to the den. Switching on Marquise’s computer, she waited for the machine to boot up, then dialed Connie in L.A. in the hopes of connecting with Becca. The computer went through its start-up procedure, the monitor glowing as the phone rang several times only to be answered by a machine. Rather than leave a message, she hung up. “So far you’re batting a thousand,” she told herself, trying to fight an overwhelming sense of disappointment.

She missed Becca terribly. But it was probably one-sided. Though Becca was starting to come around, it seemed, and though the seductive luster of L.A. had begun to fade, even a bit, in Becca’s eyes, the ravine between mother and daughter seemed impossible to bridge at times.

“Pull yourself together.” The cold dark house was beginning to get to her. She had to pull herself together. Glancing at her watch, she bit her lip and prayed that she and Mary Theresa would connect, the mystery surrounding her disappearance and Renee Nielsen’s death would be solved, and she could return to Idaho where she and her daughter could resume their normal, if very dull, lives. Right now, dull sounded like heaven.

And what about Thane? she asked as she sat in a desk chair and stared at the monitor where the few icons of Marquise’s programs decorated the screen. What are you going to do about him?

“Nothing.” But she dialed the number of the hotel and left a message in their suite telling him where she’d gone and that she’d be back soon. She didn’t want him to worry about her, then decided she was a fool of the worst order. Oh, he cared for her a little—but not enough, not the way she loved him. She closed her eyes for a second and tried to deny her feelings, but she’d only be lying to herself. She loved Thane Walker. Pure and simple. She always had. Even during the duration of her stormy marriage to Dean McCrae.

Guilt crowded into her mind. “Fool,” she muttered. Thane would never love her. He didn’t have the capacity, and there was always Mary Theresa; like a ghost she came between them, even when they were pressed together, naked body to naked body. Mary Theresa had been in the bed with them.

“Stop it!” Her case of nerves was getting to her. “Sheesh, Maggie, you’re a head case,” she chastised, opening a program and eyeing Marquise’s address book.

Now Thane had a son, a boy he’d never met, Mary Theresa’s child…why that thought hurt so badly, she didn’t understand. She told herself to get over it. Aside from his on-again/off-again relationship with Mary Theresa, he also had a girlfriend in Wyoming—Carrie Whatever. Even if that was truly over there was the other issue.

And he’s never stopped loving your sister.

Maggie’s throat ached and she refused to think of Thane and the emotions that burned so bright in her heart. She couldn’t love him. Wouldn’t. It served no purpose whatsoever and would only cause her heartache. So she’d kissed him again. So she’d touched him. Made love to him. So what? People did it all the time. There wasn’t anything special or magical about it.

Get over it, she told herself as she began going through Marquise’s files again, although the sense that she was trespassing gave her pause.

She scrolled down the address list, viewed the tax file and financial statement. With a sinking feeling she realized just how horribly in debt her sister was, how desperate her financial situation had become. Back taxes, credit-card bills, overdue lease payments, foreclosure notices on her place in Aspen and this very house.

“No wonder she ran away,” Maggie said, playing with the computer, cross-indexing—trying to find any match for Renee Nielsen. No Nielsens whatsoever. But there was another Renee. Renee Warner. Maggie felt a tingle at the nape of her neck, the sense that she was about to find something, something she didn’t want to see. With deft fingers, she scrolled down, double checked, did a file search and found no checks made payable to Renee Warner. But there were a couple of checks made payable to herself for cash and noted on the computer as RW.

“Could mean anything,” she told herself. “Rear Window, for example, or right wing or anything and Renee’s name is Nielsen…” Her neck ached and she glanced at the clock. It had been an hour and half since the last “message” from her sister. Since then nothing. Maybe she was having a nervous breakdown, just like Dean’s family always insinuated. Fat chance. Connie and Jim were always looking for ways to prove that she, even if capable of being Becca’s guardian, at least was too mentally unbalanced to handle the trust fund Dean’s father had set up for her child. It was all so sick. She’d been crazy to let Becca spend any time with them, but she’d had no choice. And she wasn’t crazy! Mary Theresa had contacted her.

So where is she? Her heart leapt to her throat as she thought of the car accident and the fact that some other vehicle had edged M.T.’s Jeep off the road. Had something happened to her since the message? Could the person responsible for Renee’s death have found her sister?

“Come on, Mary. Come on,” she said nervously. Rubbing the strain from the muscles in her shoulders, she stood.

Thump!

She froze.

Outside, from the direction of the thud, a cat screamed.

Maggie started for the kitchen.

Click.

A lock gave way and Maggie’s heart, fueled by adrenaline, pumped wildly. With a squeak, a door opened. Maggie felt a cool rush of outside air creep into the house.

“Mary Theresa?” she called, praying it was no one else.

 
 
 

Henderson had just turned off the answering machine in his apartment and was sorting through the day’s stack of bills and junk mail while deciding whether to heat up a TV dinner or just roll into the sack and ignore his rumbling stomach. The phone jangled and he snatched up the receiver, answering quickly, by rote. “Henderson.”

“Officer Bates, Colorado State Police.”

Henderson’s mind clicked into gear.

“You put out an APB on a black Chevy Blazer, and I think we found it.”

“Where?”

“Off an old mining road near Crested Butte. It’s a wonder we found it at all. Got a crew on it already.”

“Anyone inside?” he asked, feeling a niggle of anticipation. This might just be the break they were looking for.

“Don’t know yet, but it looks bad.”

“Single car?”

“Far as we can tell.” The officer gave specific directions to the spot; Henderson asked to be kept posted and then he hung up. Walking to the desk in the second bedroom, he opened the top drawer and, cussing himself all the way, opened the cellophane around a three-month-old pack of Camel straights—the pack he’d saved for an emergency such as this.

“Damn you, Marquise. Where the hell are you?” he asked, poking a cigarette between his teeth as he rummaged in the drawer for a match. He found a lighter that refused to spark and thought it a grand irony if tonight, when he was finally going to break down and have a smoke, he couldn’t come up with a damned match.

“Shit,” he grumbled, and opened his briefcase on the off chance that an old book of matches was in one of the pockets. Instead he found the copy of the legal documents for MER, Inc. There was something about the holding company that bothered him, the same way he felt when he woke up on a camping trip in the desert a while back and found a scorpion crawling up his arm—that if he didn’t do something and quick, think fast, he was going to get stung. Something was wrong with the damned corporation.

Sitting in the desk chair, the unlit cigarette wedged between his lips, he started reading, flipping through pages and pages of Articles of Incorporation, lines of legalese that sometimes blurred before his tired eyes. “Hell,” he thought, finding nothing when finally, buried deep in the text, a name came to light—the third name involved in the corporation: Renee Warner.

“I’ll be damned.” How could he have missed this?

Three women linked together.

Marquise.

Eve Lawrence.

And Renee Warner a.k.a. Renee Nielsen, a woman lying dead on a slab in the morgue. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he whispered. “I’ll be god…damned.”

The cigarette fell from his mouth and he shot out of his chair, grabbing his wallet, keys and gun. He was through the door in a heartbeat.

 
 
 

Thane had been edgy from the time he’d left the airport. He’d driven back to the hotel like a madman, trying not to blame himself for leaving Maggie alone, consoling himself with the fact that she was a smart woman, a woman who knew how to handle herself, and yet he was impatient with the traffic and the elevator in the hotel. The closer he got to her, the more nervous he became.

Because you love her, you idiot. You always have. From the first second you saw her walking along the side of the road, her spine stiff, her eyes straight ahead, her cheeks flushed as she headed to Flora’s ranch.

For years he’d denied the depth of his emotions to himself as well as the rest of the world, but the truth of the matter was that he loved her.

“Damn,” he ground out as the doors to the elevator opened and he strode down the hallway to their suite. But the minute Thane unlocked the door and walked into the hotel room, he knew something was wrong. Maggie wasn’t in the room, but it wasn’t empty. Her daughter, Becca, had plopped herself in the middle of the couch and was staring up at him with wide, distrustful eyes.

“I thought you were in L.A.” He glanced around the suite and saw no trace of Maggie, just Becca’s backpack.

“I was.”

“Where’s your mother?”

“At Marquise’s house. I just listened to the messages. She left one for you.”

Thane had a bad feeling about all this. The muscles in his back tightened. “She didn’t say anything about you coming here.”

“She doesn’t know,” Becca said, her eyes, so like Maggie’s, full of challenge. “I came on my own.”

“What happened in California?” he asked, walking to the phone.

“Nothin’ good,” Becca said as he listened to the message that Maggie had left. “I decided I needed to be with my mom.”

“And your aunt and uncle agreed?” he asked skeptically as he hung up. It was nearly three in the morning and, from the looks of her, Becca hadn’t been here long.

“They didn’t know,” she said. “I just called and talked to Aunt Connie.”

“Holy shit.”

“That’s what she said.”

Thane didn’t have much practice dealing with in-your-face teenagers, but he wasn’t going to take any lip from any kid. Even Maggie’s. “I think you’d better talk this over with your mom.”

“No shit, Sherlock. You drive.”

“And you watch your mouth.”

Becca’s eyes thinned. “I will. Just as soon as you watch yours.”

“We’ll talk about this in the car. I’ll call your mom from the cell phone.”

“I don’t need a lecture.”

“Well, kiddo, you’re gonna get one.” She grabbed her backpack and headed for the door without any sign of a limp. “And I doubt if you’re gonna like it.”

She opened her mouth to smart off again, thought better of it, and snapped her jaw closed. As far as Thane was concerned, that in and of itself was a major victory.

 
 
 

“Maggie?” Mary Theresa, devoid of makeup, wearing dirty jeans and a sweatshirt, her hair tangled and unwashed, stumbled through the back door and into the darkened kitchen.

“Oh, God!” Relief flooded through Maggie at the sight of her twin. Hot tears filled her eyes. “Mary Theresa!” She dashed across the room, stumbling slightly as she bumped into a bar stool, knocked against the knife rack, ignored the jab of pain in her shin and flung herself at her sister. “I was so worried, so damned worried,” she choked up as Mary Theresa crumpled in her arms. “I thought…oh, you don’t want to know what I thought.” She held her as if she couldn’t let go and all the bad feelings she’d harbored over the years—the jealousy, envy and distrust—melted away. This was her sister, her twin. And she looked like hell.

Mary Theresa was crying, her slender body wracked with sobs, her fingers digging into Maggie’s shoulders. “Oh, God, Maggie, I—I’ve been such a fool. Such a damned selfish fool.” She sniffed and pulled back long enough to wipe her nose with the back of her hand. Tears tracked from her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she squeaked out, hardly able to speak.

“You’re sorry?” Maggie said, fighting the urge to break down altogether. “Oh, God, I’m just glad you’re alive. I thought you were dead. I—I’ve been so worried. I got your message, but I couldn’t understand what happened.”

“No one would believe it,” Mary Theresa said as she disentangled herself and sagged against the counter. She wiped a hand over her forehead and Maggie noticed that she’d lost weight, was barely more than skin and bones.

“What happened?”

“This was all a mistake. A horrible mistake. I—I read the papers today, saw that Renee is dead.” Even in the dark room, she paled and Maggie flipped a switch. The kitchen was suddenly awash in light. Mary Theresa, as if she’d been shot, looked wildly around the room. “Don’t!” She turned off the lights and then, with Maggie on her heels, walked quickly through the rooms and snapped off light after light. “Does anyone know you’re here?” she asked, fear strangling her words.

“No, but…well, I left a message for Thane.”

“Shit.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing good. We’ve got to get out of here. I just need a minute to clean up and grab some clothes and money and…”

“What’re you talking about?” Maggie followed Mary Theresa upstairs. For a woman who was so weak she’d practically fallen into the kitchen, Mary Theresa had found a reserve of strength. She dashed up the final steps and walked unerringly into her bedroom. Pulling the shades and the drapes, she said, “Close the door behind you.”

“Mary Theresa, what the hell’s going on?” Maggie asked, but did as she was told. The door shut with a click.

Mary Theresa turned on a small lamp near the bed. “Is it true? Is Renee Nielsen dead?” she asked, but from the haunted look in her eyes, she already knew the answer.

“We thought it was you.”

“Oh, God.” Mary Theresa ran two sets of stiff fingers through her hair and her face was chalk-white beneath smudges of dirt. “I didn’t mean…I had no idea…” Her voice squeaked and she placed a hand over her mouth. “It was a single-car accident, right?” she asked, obviously skeptical.

Maggie shook her head as she stood near a table laden with framed photographs of Mary Theresa. “Hit-and-run according to the police. The press just doesn’t know about it yet.”

Holding a fistful of hair and squeezing, M.T. asked, “Why would anyone want to kill her?”

“An accident…no one intended to…”

Mary Theresa wasn’t listening. “No, no, no! Don’t you get it?” She was on her feet in an instant and inside the cedar lined closet. “It had to be Eve.”

“Eve?” Maggie repeated. “Hey, what’re you talking about?” But she was starting to feel a needle of understanding pierce her brain.

“This was all her idea to begin with.” Inside the closet Mary Theresa was throwing clothes into an open designer bag. Jeans, slacks, shirts, blouses, all flung in with abandon. Maggie was reminded of a person on speed. M.T. was so thin and yet jazzed up, her movements quick and jerky.

“What was Eve’s idea?” she asked as M.T., stripping off her dirty clothes, hurried into the bathroom.

Maggie followed, stepping over sweatshirt, jeans and bra as Mary Theresa turned on the shower. “I shouldn’t take the time, but I want to wash off all this…this filth.” In the shadowy mirror, Maggie saw her reflection—dressed in slacks, blouse, and vest; M.T. stark naked, her breasts firm, her ribs evident. So much the same. So different.

Mary walked through the shower, taking less than three minutes to clean up. She was toweling off, her hair wet as she stepped into a clean warm-up outfit. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said, not bothering with makeup and yanking on her running shoes.

“What was all Eve’s idea?” Maggie asked again as M.T. leaned over to tie her laces.

“The disappearing act, of course.”

Maggie’s heart sank. This was all a publicity stunt that had taken a bad turn? And a woman was dead.

“Slow down.” She reached forward and took hold of her sister’s arm. “You planned this?”

“What’d you think?”

“But—”

“As I said it was Eve’s idea. We were short of cash and I’m borrowed to the hilt.” She zipped up her bag and wide, haunted eyes, so much like Maggie’s, stared straight into hers.

“It was all just a setup, for publicity to hike up the ratings. The show was in trouble and we needed to do something, anything to boost the market share. The dullards calling the shots at the station weren’t listening and I knew we were either gonna be canceled or I would be replaced. Trust me, Maggie, the writing was on the wall.”

She said it without too much emotion, as if she’d had no choice but to deceive everyone.

“Eve knew of a cabin owned by one of her clients that hadn’t been used for years, so I went there and hid out. The only people who knew where I was were Eve and Renee.”

“Renee?” Oh, God, this was beginning to sound bad. Really bad.

“That’s what I was talking about. Douse the light, will ya?”

Maggie switched off all the lamps as Mary Theresa hiked the strap of her bag to her shoulder.

“So Renee was in on this, too,” Maggie guessed, sick inside. As relieved as she was that her sister was alive and seemingly healthy, she couldn’t stand the callous way she spoke of their plot of deception.

“Because Eve had to stay here in town and make sure everything went according to plan, Renee did the running back and forth because no one knew she lived here or who she was. She even changed her name back to Warner to try and keep a lower profile. Anyway, the plan was that after there was a big stir and my name was a household word again then I…I was supposed to escape from my ‘captors’ and there would be this massive manhunt and no one would ever find out that Eve was behind it.”

“The police aren’t that stupid.”

“Sure they are.” Mary Theresa was heading down the stairs, her feet tripping rapidly over the familiar steps. “I’m an actress, for God’s sake, I could have convinced them that some mountain men had grabbed me and since I would be fine, the manhunt would slowly disintegrate.”

“But people would believe that there were men who…”

“So what? As I said, no one was supposed to be hurt.” She was walking toward the kitchen again. “I need a drink.”

“Why would Eve agree to do anything of the sort?” Maggie asked as they reentered the kitchen.

“Because I owed her money.” Mary Theresa reached into a darkened cupboard and pulled out a glass which she filled with water from the sink. “I’m in bad shape, Mag,” she confessed. “I owe everyone money and things were falling apart by the minute. Do you know what would have happened if the station changed the format of the program and I lost my job? Holy Christ, I’d be ruined! That would have been a disaster.”

“But—” Maggie’s head was swimming. “Renee’s dead, Mary Theresa. Dead.”

“I know.” She took a gulp of water. “Like I’m supposed to be. No wonder she insisted I write that suicide note and leave it in the trash to throw the police off. Can you believe it? Eve just left me up there. No phone. No electricity. A million miles from civilization. And I’m sure I was drugged. Eve was probably going to give me enough to kill me once she’d done away with Renee,” Mary Theresa said before taking a long swallow from her glass, then reaching into another cupboard and retrieving what, in the poor light, Maggie assumed was a vial of pills. “Christ, I’ve got a headache. The drugs weren’t part of the deal, you know. I was so damned tired all the time. I should have been suspicious, but I wasn’t. I think Eve had Renee give them to me so I wouldn’t get smart and try to escape. She even got rid of my car, the car that Renee and I took up and hid there.”

“The Jeep.”

“Yeah, no one could drive it because of my plates, so Renee used her black rig, but one day, because Eve supposedly had some kind of car trouble, she took the Blazer. When she didn’t return when she was supposed to, Renee decided to risk taking the Jeep. She took off and never came back.”

“There was black paint on the Jeep,” Maggie said, horrified. Eve Lawrence, a murderer? Over money? It didn’t seem to fit.

“Figures.” Mary Theresa, shaking, tossed back a handful of pills and swallowed them.

“What about those—the ones you’re taking now—if you’ve been on drugs, isn’t that a bad idea?” Maggie said, trying to keep up with her sister’s explanation.

“Aspirin, Mag. Don’t worry. Shit, I bet this headache is because of the damned pills I was given. I was getting pretty tired of being up there, let me tell you, but Eve kept telling me that each day I stayed away would only make my reappearance all that more newsworthy.” She laughed mirthlessly. “Guess who was played for the fool?”

“All of us.”

M.T. took another long swallow from her glass before tossing the rest of the water into the sink.

“You think Eve would kill two people for money? I met her…” Maggie shook her head. “That’s way too drastic.”

“She’s nuts, obviously.”

Maggie remembered the cool businesswoman she’d met with the other day.

“Okay—let’s assume for the moment that Eve’s back was against the wall and she…killed Renee to cover her tracks or because…because she thought you’d somehow escaped,” Maggie said, not believing her own words. “What happened then?”

“I’ll tell you on the way to the car. You have one, right?”

“A rental.”

“Good. Don’t want to use mine. Not yet. Not until I know what’s going on for sure.” She started for the front of the house. “When Renee didn’t come back after a couple of days, I got worried and started hiking out. My head was clearing up and I knew something was wrong. Really wrong. I was really pissed because I was in the middle of no-goddamned-where. Fortunately some kids were snow-mobiling and they found me, took me to the road, and I walked until I found the highway where some trucker out of Salt Lake picked me up.” She sighed. “The worst part of this is that no one recognized me. Here there was supposed to be this massive manhunt for me, and Eve was certain I’d catapult myself into instant fame—become a goddamned American icon and the three people who saw me didn’t know who I was. The trucker left me off at a restaurant outside of town—that’s where I saw the newspaper and learned about Renee. I took a cab here and even the stupid cab driver didn’t figure out who I was.”

“I don’t think that’s the worst part,” Maggie said, remembering all too vividly her sister’s egomania. “I think we’d better call the police,” Maggie added, walking toward the phone.

“Later. When I get my story straight.”

Maggie was thunderstruck. “What’s to get straight? You’ve got to tell them the truth. Period.”

“And blow all this? All the work? All the built-in publicity?” Mary Theresa asked, shaking her head. “Are you crazy? Maybe we can say this was all Renee’s idea and—”

“Stop it!” Maggie stopped dead in her tracks, and yanked hard enough on Mary Theresa’s arm to whirl her around. “It’s over. All over. Don’t you get it?”

“Don’t you?” Mary Theresa asked, dropping her bag. “I can’t give up my life. My career.”

“You don’t have to give it up…just change the course.” She met her sister’s gaze in the half-light, the only illumination the weak light from the street lamps that pierced the windows. “You’ve done it before. Often,” Maggie pointed out, then couldn’t keep from blurting out the question that had been nagging at her since she’d first seen her sister again. “Why did you throw your voice at me—why did you blame Thane for all of this?”

Mary Theresa sucked in her breath. She eyed her sister and shook her head slowly. “You really want to know?”

Maggie wasn’t certain. There were so many emotions, so many years, so many lies and deceptions all tangled up in Mary Theresa’s life with Thane, and yet she had to know the truth, hadn’t come all this way to close her eyes and bury her head in the sand. “Yes, M.T. I want the truth. All of it.”



















Chapter Twenty-One
 



“There’s activity at Marquise’s house,” Hannah said, striding into Henderson’s office in the middle of the night as if she did it every day. Which she often did. Her lipstick had faded, her eyes were weary, but she was still pretty, even when she was all business. “Jane Stanton, Marquise’s neighbor, called, said there’s a car in the driveway. Jane’s certain that she saw a few lights when she was trying to get one of her menagerie in for the night.”

“Let’s go.” Henderson had been waiting for the report on the Blazer, but he was on his feet in an instant. “Where’s Walker?”

“According to his tail, he took a side trip to the airport, but didn’t catch a flight.”

“So he’s still in town?”

“Appears as so.” Hannah fell into step with him. “You know, we probably should have kept a stakeout at Marquise’s house and forgotten keeping Walker in our sights.”

“The verdict’s not in on that one.” Together they walked through the station and headed to the parking lot. “Got a weapon?” he asked Hannah as they climbed into the department’s rig.

She patted her shoulder. “Just like American Express,” she said without a smile. “I don’t leave home without it.”

 
 
 

“I’m listening,” Maggie said to her sister. “Either you tell me everything that happened or I call Thane—”

“Thane?” Mary Theresa spun around and shook her head. “We’re not calling him. Not ever.”

“Why not?”

“Because…because I don’t want to face him.”

“I think you’ll have to. You have a son by him.”

Mary Theresa had been reaching for her bag. She froze. “He told you.”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” She let out a long breath. “Look, we don’t have time for this.”

Maggie knew she was right, but couldn’t resist asking, “Why did you try to blame him? Why, when you contacted me, did you say he did this to you?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Try me.”

“Because he wouldn’t bail me out, damn it. I needed help and he didn’t care.”

“You’re talking about the money?”

“Yes! It’s all about money! Wake up, Maggie. Maybe you…you can run away to some dilapidated ranch in the middle of nowhere but the rest of the world needs decent lives. It costs so much—”

“You implicated Thane in your disappearance because you wanted to get back at him?” Maggie said, seeing red. “You lied to him about having his son and yet when he wouldn’t loan you some more money you threw your voice and insinuated that he had something to do with your disappearing act?” Maggie was horrified. Who was this complex woman with whom she’d shared so much, so little?

M.T.’s chin inched up a knot. “It got you here, didn’t it? I figured you’d rush down here to save him and put some more pressure on the police—so that we didn’t have to drag the scam out any longer than necessary.”

“This is so sick,” Maggie whispered, leaning against a bar stool.

In the glow from the clock on the microwave, Mary Theresa fiddled with the zipper tab of her warm-up jacket. “I knew you never really got over him.” She bit her lip and looked away for a second. She swallowed hard. “I guess I owe you an explanation.”

“What do you mean?” But Maggie sensed what was coming, realized that she really didn’t want to know the source of her sister’s betrayal all those years ago.

“You know why I did it, don’t you?”

“Did what?”

“You know.” She lifted a shoulder and licked her lips. “When I went to Thane the first time—to his apartment.”

“You mean when you slept with him,” Maggie clarified, her heart beating dully, the pain that had been hidden away for so long emerging fresh and bitter. She gripped the counter and waited.

“Yeah, well, it was because of Mitch.” Mary Theresa’s face contorted in pain.

“Mitch?”

Mary Theresa glanced away, to stare out the window to the inky night. “I got pregnant. That night in the hot tub—it wasn’t the first. Mitch and I…well, he helped me one night when I was out on a date with Carl Janovich—he was an older boy and I…I teased him, I guess and he started getting rough. We were at a party and Mitch showed up in the nick of time. Carl had already started slapping me, calling me a slut and a whore and all sorts of horrible names.” Mary Theresa swallowed hard and her eyes shone with unshed tears. “Anyway,” she said, her voice cracking a bit, “Mitch hauled me out of there, started giving me a lecture, and I…I broke down. I was crying and upset and he…he just held me. I clung to him, he kissed my hair and one thing led to another and…” She closed her eyes. “Before I knew what was happening, we were making love. And again on prom night. And…”

Bile rose in Maggie’s throat.

“We both tried to break it off, but couldn’t. Then you caught us in the hot tub and that was the end of it.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “Except that I was pregnant. That’s why Mitch killed himself, Maggie, because I was pregnant with his kid.”

“His?” Maggie repeated, stunned.

“Yes. I, um, needed a father for my baby, so I dressed up like you and went over to Thane’s. He was all too easy to fool as he’d been drinking.”

“Oh, God.” Cramps spasmed in Maggie’s stomach. “But why? Why Thane?”

“He was available. And I wanted to get back at you because deep down, I blamed you for Mitch’s death. I knew it was wrong, but there it was. I tried to break it off with him and then you caught us in the hot tub and things went from bad to worse. Mitch got paranoid, swore you were gonna tell Mom and Dad. He started talking crazy and then…told me he was going to kill himself. I didn’t believe him…” Her voice faded away.

“And then he drowned,” Maggie said, not wanting to hear this side of Mary Theresa’s story and yet unable not to listen with morbid fascination.

“Yeah.” She sniffed. “I, um, thought it was because he was scared. Of you and I wanted to get back at you. Revenge.”

“Oh, Mary Theresa—” Maggie lifted a hand, cutting off any more of the horror.

“Don’t. It was wrong. I was messed up, I know it.” She buried her face in her hands, her fingers digging through her hair. “But I couldn’t stop myself and then I got pregnant again. Oh, shit, what a mess. I never loved Thane. Never. But I was jealous of you.”

“Of me? Oh, Mary, why? You were the popular one, you had everything going for you.”

“But Thane loved you. I mean really loved you. I could see it in the way he looked at you, the way he flirted with you, how you two joked. And he never once looked at me. No matter what I did. He was the first boy who wasn’t interested.” She lifted her head and met Maggie’s disbelieving gaze. “No one has ever loved me the way Thane loved you. No one.” She swallowed hard. “No one ever will.”

“Enough. I can’t hear any more of this. We’ve got to get out of here and whether you like it or not, you’ve got to call the police.”

“No way.”

Maggie had heard enough. In two swift strides she was across the room, her nose pressed to the identical one of her sister’s. “Come on, Mary. It’s over.” She wanted to slap some sense into the woman who still wanted to play at being Marquise. “You have a son! A son!”

“That was a surprise.”

“Thane’s boy. And you didn’t tell him. I can’t believe it!” “I—I didn’t know what to do, but I didn’t want to be tied down with a kid especially after losing Mitch’s—and I wanted out of the marriage to Thane. I don’t have to tell you that you’re never more alone than when you’re married to the wrong person.”

Maggie couldn’t argue; she’d felt the same way during her years as Dean McCrae’s wife. “Come on. Let’s go.” She picked up Mary Theresa’s bag; somewhere in the distance she heard the plaintive wail of a siren.

Swiping tears away with the back of her hand, Mary Theresa wrested her bag out of Maggie’s fingers. They started walking toward the front door.

“So why didn’t you just call me and tell me you were in financial trouble?”

“I couldn’t. I was the one with the fantastic career, the men, the money. I couldn’t admit that I’d failed, Mag. Not to you. And so when things got really bad a few weeks ago, Eve hatched this scheme for me to disappear and boost the ratings and the like. If things worked out at the station because of viewer interest, I could name my own price, or go somewhere else, maybe revive my movie career and, of course, write a book. I, um, even thought you could help me with that one. But I was angry with Thane, really angry. And I wanted you to come here to be a part of my triumphant return.”

“I was scared to death.” They reached the front door. “I thought you were dead!”

“I know, I know, but if I hadn’t thrown my voice and communicated with you, you might have thought I was dead. This way you knew better.”

“So why didn’t you communicate with me again?” Maggie demanded, angry. “You still put me through hell.”

“I had to keep up the facade.”

“I didn’t know you knew how to throw your voice at will.”

“I don’t. I just got lucky. It’s…it seems to work best when I’m scared, when I’m on some kind of adrenaline rush. Jesus, I don’t know. Come on. We’ve wasted enough time already.”

Maggie agreed. She couldn’t get out of Mary Theresa’s house fast enough. They hurried outside and climbed into the car. “You’ve got to face Thane whether you want to or not,” Maggie said as she slid behind the wheel.

Everything Mary Theresa had told her had turned her blood to ice. Her sister was so calculating, so self-centered, and yet they were twins. Outside, alike; inside as different as night and day.

She twisted on the ignition. Nothing. “What the devil?”

“What’s going on?” Mary Theresa said, her eyes scanning the darkened neighborhood where sprawling mansions stood on large plots, windows glowing warmly in the night.

“Don’t know.” She tried again.

The car didn’t even sputter or cough.

“This is ridiculous.”

“Come on, come on.”

“I’m trying!”

Again she tried the ignition but the car was dead.

“I don’t have time for this. We’ll chance taking one of mine,” Mary Theresa insisted but Maggie sensed a trap. The rental car had been running fine, no hint of problems during the days she’d used it.

“I think we should go to the neighbors’—”

But Mary Theresa wasn’t listening. She’d grabbed her bag and was already storming into the house, opening the unlocked door and rushing inside. Maggie, warning bells clanging in her head, took off after her.

“Wait, M.T.—”

She ran inside and this time Mary Theresa had snapped on the kitchen lights. “I’ll just be a minute,” she explained, when Maggie blinked against the glare. “No one will notice and even if they do, we’ll be gone in a flash.” She opened a cabinet where keys were hung on the inside of the door. “Here we go…oh, shit, the keys are gone.”

“What do you mean, ‘gone!’”

“The spare sets, they were all here.” Her forehead puckered and fear crossed her features. “Oh, God, I’ll bet Wade took them!”

“Where’re yours—?” Maggie asked, then remembered Mary Theresa’s purse had been in her Jeep.

“Let’s go—uh, I’ll call a cab.” She reached for the phone, but as she did Maggie heard the scrape of a shoe behind them. Whirling, she spun and found Eve Lawrence, big as life, in the hallway leading to the garage. “Oh, God—”

“Eve!” Mary Theresa’s voice was hushed.

“I figured you’d show up here.” Eve wasn’t smiling; in fact, her eyes reflected a sadness and she clucked her tongue as she shook her head. “Put down the phone, Maggie.” Sighing, she said, “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this.”

Maggie started to step forward until she spied the small pistol tucked discreetly in Eve’s gloved hand. “You should have stayed where you were supposed to, Marquise.”

“You left me for dead.” Mary Theresa was moving now.

“I was coming back.”

“Sure.”

Eve sighed. “You had to have more pills, Marquise. Otherwise the suicide wouldn’t look real.”

“It wouldn’t anyway—there, there was evidence that other people had been there. You couldn’t have gotten away with it.”

“No one could connect me.” She frowned thoughtfully. “It would have worked. Especially if Renee had kept a cooler head.”

“You killed her,” Mary Theresa said.

“I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“But why?” Maggie asked. “You killed a woman for money—”

“For money. Is that what you think?” She wasn’t looking at Maggie now, but Mary Theresa.

“What else?” M.T. asked, but there was a flicker of worry in her eye.

“Take a wild guess.”

Mary Theresa swallowed hard.

“Thane wasn’t the only man your sister stole from someone, was he, Mary Theresa?” Eve took a step forward.

“Oh, Eve, don’t—” Mary’s face was the color of chalk.

“Oh, no, and it wasn’t only Robby Inman who fell for you. You remember him, don’t you, Maggie, Syd Gillette’s son-in-law, I told you about him.” Eve’s voice had risen an octave and her eyes were bright, shimmering with tears.

Maggie’s heart froze. Suddenly she understood.

Eve nodded. “My second husband, Scott.” She sighed and leveled her pistol at Mary Theresa. “Scott adored me. Thought I was God’s gift. Until he met your sister.” She was in the full light of the kitchen now and she seemed older than her years, world-weary, as she aimed the gun at Marquise. She leaned one hip against the counter and glanced at Maggie. “The worst part of it was, the affair didn’t mean anything to you. Scott was just someone to play with, someone to steal. I should have quit then, told you to go take a hike, but I couldn’t. You were the only client I had—the celebrity draw. Do you know how long I’ve hated myself for my weakness, for still being at your beck and call while you stole my husband from me, then tossed him over?”

Maggie felt sick inside. Mary Theresa’s eyes were round, her skin white. “Don’t listen to her, Mag,” she insisted.

“Forming that company afterwards, MER, was just to salve your guilty conscience,” Eve said. “You know, I think I’ve got an idea how to end all this.”

“What?” Mary Theresa asked nervously.

“A way to clean up the mess that you and Renee made.”

“No—” Maggie, we’ve got to do something. She’s gonna kill us both. Grab the knives! “Eve, this is foolish. We’ve got to work something out. Come on—” As Marquise tried to reason with her, Eve glanced her way. The rack of knives was only a short distance away. Heart drumming, Maggie edged closer to the counter.

But the wheels were turning in Eve’s mind. “It’s gonna work out, all right. My way.”

She raised the pistol.

Stop her! Now!

Maggie lunged forward.

Eve twisted the gun, pointing it at her own left arm. Crack! The little gun went off. Eve screamed in agony.

 
 
 

“You stay here,” Thane commanded Becca as he stood on the brakes in front of Marquise’s house.

“No way.” Becca wasn’t going to be pushed around.

“Don’t argue; it could be dangerous.”

“So?” She didn’t seem the least bit intimidated but he understood her reasoning. This was a kid who had lied, stolen, and hitchhiked to get to her mother from California. Thane’s paranoia wasn’t going to hold her back.

“I don’t know what’s in the house. Stay put. I’ll be back for you.”

“Liar.”

“Do it, Becca,” he ordered as he climbed out of the truck, wishing there was a way to lock her safely inside. Obviously his lecture about being mature, responsible and doing what your elders say had had no effect on her whatsoever.

He started up the walk, turned on his heel and pointed at the truck with one authoritative finger.

A pistol cracked.

A woman screamed in agony.

Maggie!

He burst through the door and ran blindly through the hall. His head pounded with fear. He’d lost her. Come all this way only to lose her. Dread and rage thundered in his heart. “Maggie! For the love of Christ! Maggie!” His voice was raw, his heart pumping, hell-raising fury and blind-ass fear driving him on.

“Thane—stay back!” Maggie’s terrified voice.

She was alive.

“Get the hell out.” Another voice, one he didn’t recognize. He kept running.

He heard footsteps behind him. Sirens screaming outside.

“Mom?” A small voice.

“Becca? Oh, God, no!” Maggie yelled. “Stay back! For the love of God—Thane, get her out of here! NOW!”

“Shut up!” The woman’s voice again. Boots thundering, he rounded the corner and saw a woman with blood running down her arm and a gun in her hand. She turned, her face ashen, and leveled the weapon at him.

“No!”

“Mom!” Becca ran into the room and started to push Thane, but he grabbed her.

“Becca, get away!” Maggie screamed, vaulting toward the bloody woman, who rounded, her hand wobbling. As Maggie reached her, the barrel was pointed at Becca and Thane.

“Oh, God, no!” Mary Theresa threw herself between Thane and Eve, just as the gun spat fire.

Bam!

With an agonizing scream, Mary Theresa hit the floor. Thane pushed Becca into a chair.

The shooter took aim again.

Thane sprang through the air.

Crack! The pistol exploded with a burst of fire.

Pain, white hot, burned through his gut. He wrestled the woman to the ground, fighting a blackness pressing against his brain.

“Thane! No! No!” Maggie cried.

The world swam before his eyes but he held onto the woman who was clawing at him, trying to aim her damned gun again. He blinked, hearing footsteps, sharp male voices. Orders.

“Stop! Police!”

He was being pried from the woman, but she managed to turn the gun on herself. Bang! Becca screamed. Maggie vaulted to the couch where Becca sat, white-faced and shaking and crying. “It’s okay, baby, it’s gonna be okay.” She held her tight, rocked with her child and saw Detective Henderson’s face through a haze. Her head was pounding; the air smelled of blood and hot metal.

“Shit, it’s a goddamned war zone in here,” Henderson said. “Call the paramedics!” he ordered a uniformed man.

“They’re here.”

What seemed like dozens of uniformed men and women, weapons drawn, burst into the room. Immediately they set about helping the injured, and Maggie was torn between holding her child, her lover, or her sister. Tears ran down her face and she trembled inside. Please God, let them live. Let them all live.

“I need oxygen over here.”

“This one is still alive—who the hell is it?”

“Eve Lawrence,” Maggie said woodenly, seeing Eve’s body oozing blood, her eyes behind broken glasses staring up at the fluorescent lights. “She…she was the one behind it all. She even shot herself…so that you’d think we did it, I suppose.” Was that possible? Had Eve been so desperate that she would wound herself then try and kill both Marquise and her?

“She saved my life,” Becca said, looking at Marquise, who lay, blood pumping from her chest. The floor was sticky and purple with a spreading stain as a paramedic worked feverishly over her, trying to staunch the blood, applying an oxygen mask. Policemen and women were everywhere. Maggie, holding Becca, inched toward Thane.

“Get the kid out of here,” Henderson barked.

“I’ve got her,” Henderson’s partner said, offering a tentative smile as she embraced Becca. “I’m Hannah. You must be Becca.”

“Mom—”

“It’s all right, honey.”

“Let’s go into the other room.” Hannah helped Becca out of the crime scene and toward the front of the house.

“I’ll be right there,” Maggie promised.

Maggie! I love you. You know that, don’t you?

They were placing Mary Theresa on a stretcher. “Christ, it’s that television woman!”

“I need to talk to her,” Maggie demanded.

“She can’t hear ya. Get her into an ambulance!”

Goodbye, Maggie…

“No!”

I’m so tired…I…

“We’re losin’ her,” one of the paramedics said.

“NO! NO!” Maggie wailed, throwing herself at the stretcher, feeling strong arms pull her back. “You’re going to be fine. Mary Theresa, can you hear me? Hang in there!” She was sobbing, choking with the knowledge that Mary Theresa was dying. Pain tore through her and she felt a rending in her soul, as if part of her had been ripped away. “Oh, God, no!”

“Shit, she’s going.” Running, two men carried Mary Theresa on the stretcher out of the room and to the waiting ambulance, but Maggie knew in her heart that she’d lost her sister forever.

“Get her out of here,” Henderson said. “Have her checked at the hospital for injuries and shock.” They were talking about her!

“I’m not going anywhere!”

“Lady, please—”

“Just wait. Thane?” She dropped to her knees where Thane was being worked on by a paramedic.

“He’s lost consciousness.”

“Get him to the ambulance.”

Fear, as cold as death, scraped over her heart with steely nails. “I have to be with him.”

“He won’t know it.”

“Don’t care. Let me ride with him. Thane, can you hear me, love? Thane…I love you…” She thought she saw a twitch of his lips, but she couldn’t be sure…he was pale and bleeding and…

She felt someone place a blanket over her shoulders, found a way to connect with Becca again, and started praying like she’d never prayed before in her life.

She couldn’t lose Thane now. Not ever again.

But it was out of her hands.

 
 
 

Somewhere deep in the void he heard her voice. “Thane, can you hear me? Love?”

Love? Was that Maggie’s voice? Pain screamed through his body and as he opened one eye, light, white and blinding, flooded his senses.

“Thane? He’s trying to open his eyes! Becca, look. Oh, God, Thane, we thought, I mean…” she was crying, her voice cracking. “Mary Theresa is dead…but you…oh, please.”

He forced his eye open again and her face, a blurry image, came into his line of vision. She was smiling and crying, her tears raining down on him. “You scared me to death,” she said, sniffing and laughing and sobbing. “I thought I’d lost you. Again. I couldn’t bear it.”

He felt her hand, warm as opposed to the cold steel of the hospital bed rail. He tried to speak and his voice failed him. “Maggie—” he croaked out.

“Yes, love.”

“Would…would you…”

“Would I what?”

“Stop…crying…”

“I can’t.”

“Long…long enough to tell…tell me you’ll…marry me.”

“What?” She gasped, then started crying harder. “Marry you? Are you nuts? I’m not leaving this hospital until I do.” She let out a half-laugh and a sniff. “The way I figure it, you can’t very well run away from me.”

“Wouldn’t do it. Love you,” he said, and as he drifted off again, he heard her swearing her undying love for him as well.

“I love you too, cowboy, so don’t you do anything as stupid as dying on me, y’hear. I love you!”















  



Epilogue
 



Christmas Eve

Settler’s Ridge, Idaho



“…let it snow, let it snow, let it snow…”

The radio played softly while Maggie tucked a special present under the tree. She smiled as she saw the reflection of Christmas lights on her wedding band. Who would have thought? She’d never expected to marry again, never thought she and Thane would become a family, but she’d been wrong.

She walked to the window and spied Becca and Thane trudging through the snow. They’d fed the horses and were returning, with Barkley yapping and bounding behind them.

Mary Theresa was dead; Eve had made sure of that. Now Eve Lawrence was behind bars, awaiting trial for not only Marquise’s death, but Renee Warner Nielsen’s as well. Maggie’s publisher was screaming for her to write the book of Marquise’s life and death, but Maggie couldn’t bring herself to do it. It was sad, she thought, how her sister had found in death the fame that had eluded her in life. Now her picture was flung across the tabloids; speculation as to her private life ran high. The American public and press couldn’t get enough of her.

As for her, Maggie was happy to be back in Idaho, away from Dean’s family. Jim and Connie had given up their quest to become Becca’s guardians and Becca was finally settling into school here. She even had her first boyfriend, a cute quiet boy named Austin Peters.

The door opened and Barkley flew into the room, only to shake the snow from his coat and dampen the presents that were piled beneath the boughs of the little pine tree.

“We could be celebrating in Cheyenne,” Thane had teased.

“Or Rio Verde,” Maggie had reminded him.

But they decided to live here while Thane, still recovering from the shot that had cracked two ribs and destroyed his spleen, healed. In the spring, they would decide whether or not they would move.

A lot depended on his son. Ryan, whom he’d met once. The boy’s adoptive parents, Vera and Bill Brown, realizing that Thane had no intention of stealing him away from them, had allowed their son to meet his biological father. There were plans for the summer. Fishing trips and back packing.

Yes, life had settled down. Even Becca and Thane were getting used to each other, though they still clashed. “Both bullheaded,” Maggie had informed them on many an occasion.

Becca headed off to her room to call Austin, and Thane, seeing they were alone, dragged Maggie into his willing arms. “What say we do it tonight under the tree?” he suggested in her ear.

“You—the cripple? On the floor?” she teased, looking into the eyes of the man she loved and feeling just a moment’s sadness, for she missed Mary Theresa, would never feel that special bond between herself and her sister again.

“Try me?”

“Should I?”

“Definitely.” He kissed her long and hard, stealing her breath, heating her blood, and she wondered if she’d ever grow tired of this man—or even just satisfied and content.

Not a chance. He was and always would be too exciting. From the bedroom she heard Becca’s happy laughter. Obviously she’d connected with her new boyfriend. “I have something for you, Mr. Walker,” she said, reaching under the tree and retrieving the tiny box. “Open it.”

“Now?”

“Umm.”

With a lift of one eyebrow, he watched her as he untied the ribbon and removed the lid. Inside were a small pair of red and green bootees. He didn’t move. Didn’t say a word.

“We’ll need those next year.”

His smile was wide. He glanced down at his own bare feet. “Don’t think they’ll fit.”

“No?” she teased. “Well, you don’t know until you try, cowboy.”

“He placed a hand over her flat abdomen. “You tryin’ to tell me something, darlin’?”

“Only good things.” His arms wrapped around her waist, and he kissed her again. “Merry Christmas.”

“To you, too,” he said with a positively wicked grin. “Now…about you and me under the tree…you’re not gettin’ out of that one.”

“In your dreams, cowboy.”

“Most definitely.” He winked down at her. “And in yours as well.”








  



 
 



Dear Reader,



I hope you liked TWICE KISSED. This was a book I wrote a few years back and hadn’t looked at for a while. I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed writing about Thane, Maggie and Mary Theresa. A fun-loving triangle!



Anyway, on to other things. Right now, my first hard-cover, SHIVER, is still on the stands. If you like a high-octane romantic-suspense tale, you’ll love SHIVER. It’s set in New Orleans and the hero is Reuben Montoya, the cocky detective from HOT BLOODED and COLD BLOODED. For years, people have been writing to me, asking about Montoya’s story. I was just searching for the right woman for him, and I think Abby Chastain fills the bill. Abby’s a freelance photographer who can give as good as she gets—a woman with dark connections to Our Lady of Virtues Hospital. Emotions run hot between Montoya and Abby as the suspense deepens. The more they see of each other, the more the danger to their lives increases, as a serial killer has them both in his sights. If you like a creepy, keep-you-up-at-night thriller, then SHIVER is for you! To see what I mean, just turn the page and read an excerpt, or log onto www.lisajackson.com and visit Our Lady of Virtues Hospital yourself. But brace yourself. It’s a very dark place. While you’re visiting, you can sign up for contests, write and tell me what you think about the books, check out what’s coming up in the future, or play a couple of interactive games. It’s a lot of fun.



Now, read on for yet another fun excerpt. It’s a glimpse of ELECTRIC BLUE, the sequel to CANDY APPLE RED by Nancy Bush and the second of the Jane Kelly Mystery series. ELECTRIC BLUE takes up where CANDY APPLE RED—the first book of the series that introduced apprentice private investigator Jane Kelly and her pug, The Binkster—left off. With new responsibilities and trouble brewing in her hometown of Lake Chinook, Jane becomes embroiled in a mystery surrounding the unstable, unpredictable and unspeakably wealthy Purcell family. ELECTRIC BLUE is fast-paced and full of twists and turns. Flip this page to join Jane and The Binkster in an excerpt of ELECTRIC BLUE. If you want to find out more about these intriguing characters, log onto www.nancybush.net. Once there, you can read more in-depth excerpts of both CANDY APPLE RED and ELECTRIC BLUE. Enter the contests. Find out when Nancy Bush and I are touring. Join The Binkster’s fan club. It’s a blast!



I also have a very special project set for release in paperback in February 2007. Beverly Barton, Wendy Corsi Staub, and I have collaborated on a romantic suspense novel, MOST LIKELY TO DIE. Bad boy Jake Marcott was brutally killed at a high school dance on Valentine’s Day, and his murderer was never caught. Now, twenty years later, when Jake’s old classmates return to Portland, Oregon, for a high school reunion, the killer strikes again, the victims all women with a connection to Jake. Lindsay Farrell was Jake’s ex-girlfriend; Kirsten Daniels Delmonico was the girl he escorted to the Valentine’s Day dance; and Rachel Alsace, Jake’s best friend, had harbored a secret crush on him. Although these women haven’t seen one another since high school, each is now marked for death. They have no choice but to face the frightening past and unearth an ugly truth in order to catch a cold-blooded killer. Their survival depends on it.



Thanks again for reading TWICE KISSED. Look for more information about all of my books at www.lisajackson. com.



Keep Reading!



Lisa Jackson








  



 
 



In each of her gripping bestsellers, Lisa Jackson has brought readers to the edge of their seats and proven herself a master of romantic suspense. Now the New York Times bestselling author of Hot Blooded and Cold Blooded delivers her most powerful novel yet, bringing back New Orleans detective Reuben Montoya as he matches wits with a twisted psychopath whose very presence makes his victims SHIVER…



Detective Reuben “Diego” Montoya is back in New Orleans. Thanks to years of working with the dark side of society, his youthful swagger is gone, replaced by straightforward determination. He’ll need it, because a serial killer is turning the Big Easy into his personal playground. The victims are killed in pairs—no connection, no apparent motive, no real clues. Somebody’s playing a sick game, and Montoya intends to beat him at it.

His only lead is the ex-wife of one of the victims. Abby Chastain is a woman haunted by painful secrets. Twenty years ago she watched in horror as her mother, a patient at Our Lady of Virtues Mental Hospital, plunged through a window to her death. Abby has always dreaded that she, too, would one day go insane…especially now, back in this town, where she’s begun to feel watched, as if the devil himself is scraping a fingernail along her spine. Something about Abby—her spirit and her honest fear—gets to Montoya. His gut tells him his prime suspect is innocent, just like it’s telling him there’s something significant about the once-grand hospital now decaying in a gloomy thicket of ancient live oaks. Abby Chastain can help unlock the mystery—if only Montoya can get her to trust him enough to face the ghosts of her past.

As more bodies are found in gruesome staged scenarios and the FBI moves in, Montoya’s in a desperate race to find a killer whose crimes are getting more terrifying, and closer all the time. Plunging deep into a nightmare investigation will uncover a shocking revelation—a deadly connection between Abby and Montoya and an asylum where unspeakable crimes were committed, evil once roamed free, and a human predator may still wait. For the past is never completely gone. Its sins must be avenged, its wrongs righted. And this time Detective Reuben Montoya may pay the price….

 
 
 

Please turn the page for an exciting sneak peek of
 SHIVER
 now available wherever hardcover books are sold and coming in paperback in March 2007!








  



Prologue
 



Twenty years earlier

Our Lady of Virtues Hospital

Near New Orleans, Louisiana



She felt his breath.

Warm.

Seductive.

Erotically evil.

A presence that caused the hairs on the back of her neck to lift, her skin to prickle, sweat to collect upon her spine.

Her heart thumped, and barely able to move, standing in the darkness, she searched the shadowed corners of her room frantically. Through the open window she heard the reverberating songs of the frogs in the nearby swamps and the rumble of a train upon faraway tracks.

But here, now, he was with her.

Go away, she tried to say, but held her tongue, hoping beyond hope that he wouldn’t notice her standing near the window. On the other side of the panes, security lamps illuminated the grounds with pale, bluish light, and she realized belatedly that her body, shrouded only in a sheer nightgown, was silhouetted in their eerie glow.

Of course he could see her, find her in the darkness.

He always did.

Throat dry, she stepped backward, placing a hand on the window casing to steady herself. Maybe she had just imagined his presence. Maybe she hadn’t heard the door open after all. Maybe she’d jumped up from a drug-induced sleep too quickly. After all, it wasn’t late, only eight in the evening.

Maybe she was safe in this room, her room, on the third floor.

Maybe.

She was reaching for the bedside light when she heard the soft scrape of leather against hardwood.

Her throat closed on a silent scream.

Having adjusted to the half-light, her eyes took in the bed with its mussed sheets, evidence of her fitful rest. Upon the dressing table was the lamp and a bifold picture frame, one that held small portraits of her two daughters. Across the small room was a fireplace. She could see its decorative tile and cold grate, and above the mantel a bare spot, faded now, where a mirror had once hung.

So where was he? She glanced to the tall windows. Beyond, the October night was hot and sultry. In the panes she could see her wan reflection: petite, small-boned frame; sad golden-brown eyes; high cheekbones; lustrous auburn hair pulled away from her face. And behind her…was that a shadow creeping near?

Or her imagination?

That was the trouble. Sometimes he hid.

But he was always nearby. Always. She could feel him, hear his soft, determined footsteps in the hallway, smell his scent—a mixture of male musk and sweat—catch a glimpse of a quick, darting shadow as he passed.

There was no getting away from him. Ever. Not even in the dead of night. He received great satisfaction in surprising her, sneaking up on her while she was sitting at her desk, leaning down behind her when she was kneeling at her bedside. He was always ready to press his face to the back of her neck, to reach around her and touch her breasts, arousing her though she loathed him, pulling her tightly against him so that she could feel his erection against her back. She wasn’t safe when she was under the thin spray of the shower, nor while sleeping beneath the covers of her small bed.

How ironic that they had placed her here…for her own safety.

“Go away,” she whispered, her head pounding, her thoughts disjointed. “Leave me alone!”

She blinked and tried to focus.

Where was he?

Nervously she trained her eyes on the one hiding place, the closet. She licked her lips. The wooden door was ajar, just slightly, enough that anyone inside could peer through the crack.

From the small sliver of darkness within the closet, something seemed to glimmer. A reflection. Eyes?

Oh, God.

Maybe he was inside. Waiting.

Gooseflesh broke out on her skin. She should call out to someone, but if she did, she would be restrained, medicated…or worse. Stop it, Faith. Don’t get paranoid! But the glittering eyes in the closet watched her. She felt them. Wrapping one arm around her middle, the other folded over it, she scraped her nails on the skin of her elbow.

Scratch, scratch, scratch.

But maybe this was all a bad dream. A nightmare. Wasn’t that what the sisters had assured her in their soft whispers as they gently patted her hands and stared at her with compassionate, disbelieving eyes? An ugly dream. Yes! A nightmare of vast, intense proportions. Even the nurse had agreed with the nuns, telling her that what she’d thought she’d seen wasn’t real. And the doctor, cold, clinical, with the bedside manner of a stone monkey, had talked to her as if she were a small, stupid child.

“There, there, Faith, no one is following you,” he’d said, wearing a thin, patronizing smile. “No one is watching you. You know that. You’re…you’re just confused. You’re safe here. Remember, this is your home now.”

Tears burned her eyes and she scratched more anxiously, her short fingernails running over the smooth skin of her forearm, encountering scabs. Home? This monstrous place? She closed her eyes, grabbed the headboard of the bed to steady herself.

Was she really as sick as they said? Did she really see people who weren’t there? That’s what they’d told her, time and time again, to the point that she was no longer certain what was real and what was not. Maybe that was the plot against her, to make her believe she was as crazy as they insisted she was.

She heard a footstep and looked up quickly.

The hairs on the backs of her arms rose.

She began to shake as she saw the door crack open a bit more.

“Sweet Jesus.” Trembling, she backed up, her gaze fixed on the closet, her fingers scraping her forearm like mad. The door creaked open in slow motion. “Go away!” she whispered, her stomach knotting as full-blown terror took root.

A weapon! You need a weapon!

Anxiously, she looked around the near-dark room with its bed bolted to the floor.

Get your letter opener! Now!

She took one step toward the desk before she remembered that Sister Madeline had taken the letter opener away from her.

The lamp on the night table!

But it, too, was screwed down.

She pressed the switch.

Click.

No great wash of light. Frantically, she hit the switch again. Over and over.

Click! Click! Click! Click!

She looked up and saw him then. A tall man, looming in front of the door to the hallway. It was too dark to see his features but she knew his wicked smile was in place, his eyes glinting with an evil need.

He was Satan Incarnate. And there was no way to escape from him. There never was.

“Please don’t,” she begged, her voice sounding pathetic and weak as she backed up, her legs quivering.

“Please don’t what?”

Don’t touch me…don’t place your fingers anywhere on my body…don’t tell me I’m beautiful…don’t kiss me…

“Leave now,” she insisted. Dear God, was there no weapon, nothing to stop him?

“Leave now or what?”

“Or I’ll scream and call the guards.”

“The guards,” he repeated in that low, amused, nearly hypnotic voice. “Here?” He clucked his tongue as if she were a disobedient child. “You’ve tried that before.”

She knew for certain that her plight was futile. She would submit to him again.

As she always did.

“Did the guards believe you the last time?”

Of course they hadn’t. Why would they? The two scrawny, pimply-faced boys hadn’t hidden the fact they considered her mad. At least that’s what they’d insinuated, though they’d used fancier words…delusional…paranoid…schizophrenic…

Or had they said anything at all? Maybe not. Maybe they’d just stared at her with their pitying, yet hungry, eyes. Hadn’t one of them told her she was sexy? The other one cupping one cheek of her buttocks…or…or had that all been a horrid, vivid nightmare?

Scratch, scratch, scratch. She felt her nails break the skin.

Humiliation washed over her. She inched backward, away from her tormentor. What was happening to her was her own fault. She’d sinned somehow, brought this upon herself. She was the one who was evil. She had instigated God’s wrath. She alone could atone. “Go away,” she whispered again, clawing more frantically at her arm.

“Faith, don’t,” he warned, his voice horrifyingly soothing. “Mutilating yourself won’t change anything. I’m here to help you. You know that.”

Help her? No…no, no, no!

She wanted to crumble onto the floor, to shed her guilt, to get away from the itching.

Fight! an inner voice ordered her. Don’t let him force you into doing things that you know are wrong! You have will. You can’t let him do this to you.

But it was already too late.

Close to her now, he clucked his tongue again and she saw its pointy, wet, pink tip flicking against the back of his teeth.

In a rough whisper, he said, “Uh-oh, Faith, I think you’ve been a naughty girl again.”

“No.” She was whimpering. There it was…that horrid bit of excitement building inside her.

“Oh, Faith, don’t you know it’s a sin to lie?”

She glanced to the wall where the crucifix of Jesus was nailed into the plaster. Did it move? Blinking, she imagined Jesus staring at her, His eyes kind but silently reprimanding in the semidarkness.

No, Faith. That can’t be. Get a grip, for God’s sake.

It’s a painted image, that’s all.

Breathing rapidly, she dragged her gaze from Christ’s tortured face to the fireplace…cold now, devoid of both ashes and the mirror above it, now an empty space, the outline visible against the rosebud wallpaper. They said she’d broken the mirror in a fit of rage, that she’d cut herself. That her own image had caused her to panic.

But he’d done it, hadn’t he? This devil whose sole intent was to torture her? Hadn’t she witnessed the act? She’d tried to refuse him, and he’d crashed his fist into the looking glass. Mirrored shards sprayed, hitting her, then crashed to the floor like glittery, deadly knives.

That’s what had happened.

Right?

Or not? Now, feeling the blood beneath her nails, she wondered.

What’s happening to me?

She stared at her bloodied hands. Her fingernails, once manicured and polished, were broken, her palms scratched, and farther up, upon her wrists, healed deep gashes. Had she done that to herself? In her mind’s eye she saw her hands wrapped around a shard of glass and the blood dripping from her fingers…

Because you were going to kill him…trying to protect yourself!

She closed her eyes and let out a long, mewling cry. It was true. She didn’t know what to believe any longer. Truth and lies blended; fact and fiction fused; her life, once so ordinary, so predictable, was fragmented. Frayed. At her own hands.

She edged backward, closer to the window, farther from him, from temptation, from sin.

Where was her husband…and her children, what had happened to her girls?

Terror burrowed deep into her soul. Confused and panic-stricken, she blinked rapidly, trying to think. They were safe. They had to be.

Concentrate, Faith. Get hold of yourself! Zoey and Abby are with Jacques. They’re visiting tonight, remember? It’s your birthday.

Or was that wrong? Was everything a lie? A macabre figment of her imagination?

She took another step backward.

“You’re confused, Faith, but I can help you,” he said quietly, as if nothing had happened between them, as if everything she’d conjured were her imagination, as if he’d never touched her.

Dear Lord, how mad was she?

She spun quickly, her toe catching on the edge of a rug. Pitching forward, she again caught her reflection in the window and this time she saw him rushing forward, felt his hands upon her.

“No!” she cried, falling.

Glass cracked.

Blew apart as her shoulder hit the pane.

The window broke, shattering. Giving way.

With a great twisting metal groan, the wrought-iron grate wrenched free of its bolts.

She screamed and flailed at the air, trying to reach the windowsill, the filigreed barricade that hung from one screw, the bricks, anything! But it was too late. Her body hurtled through the broken panes, pieces of glass and wood clawing at her arms, ripping her nightgown, slicing her bare legs.

In a split second, she knew that it was over. She would feel no more pain.

Closing her eyes, Faith Chastain pitched into the blackness of the hot Louisiana night.








  



 
 



Some days are just weird city.



Take today. Jane Kelly, thirtysomething ex-bartender and current process server, is dutifully putting in slave-labor hours working for Dwayne Durbin, local “information specialist” (i.e., private investigator), and on the road to becoming a P.I. herself. Next thing she knows she’s socializing with eccentric rich people who have a penchant for going crazy and/or dying in spectacularly mysterious ways. A little back story…

Jane’s unusual motto in life is never trust anyone too handsome. But she’s willing to make an exception when Jasper “Jazz” Purcell, son of Lake Chinook’s wealthiest and most famously eccentric family, comes to ask for her help. Sexy, loaded, and charming, the guy’s a real catch. It seems the Purcell matriarch, Orchid, is in her eighties and losing her marbles. And since she controls the family fortune, that could be a bad thing. What Jazz needs is somebody from the outside to convince his grandmother to give up control. Somebody neutral. Somebody…with a dog. Orchid likes dogs. And that’s how Jane and her pug, The Binkster, end up at Estate Creep-O-Rama, babysitting a dotty old lady, surrounded by a clan so hostile they make Survivor look like a hug-fest.

From what Jane can tell, the Purcell family all want Orchid’s money; they all hate each other (but not as much as they hate Jane); and they’re all hiding some pretty big secrets. And when Orchid turns up in a pool of blood on Jane’s watch, the free-for-all has just begun. Diving into the Purcell family history leads Jane on some hair-raising twists and turns through mental illness runs, greed, deception, betrayal, and lies—including, but not limited to, several mysterious deaths, two car accidents, a depressed guy who paints knives, one creepy playhouse, a family member packed off to an asylum, an illegitimate birth, and a flamboyant prodigal daughter with great legs and her sights set on Dwayne, who seems only too happy to play along. And when there’s a second death, it seems weird city is about to get even weirder…and a lot more deadly…

In her second smash outing, Nancy Bush’s wickedly funny heroine, Jane Kelly, proves herself a worthy successor to Stephanie Plum, but with a wit, style, and dog that are definitely all her own.

 
 
 

Please turn the page for an exciting sneak peek at
 Nancy Bush’s
 ELECTRIC BLUE
 coming in hardcover in October 2006!








  



 
 



Mental illness runs in the Purcell family.

I’d diligently typed this conclusion at the top of the report written on my word-processing program. I’d been so full of myself, so pleased with my thorough research and keen detecting skills, that I’d smiled a Cheshire-cat smile for weeks on end. That smug grin hung around just like the cat’s. It was on my face when I woke in the morning and it was there on my lips as I closed my eyes at night.

I spent hours in self-congratulation:

Oh, Jane Kelly, private investigator extraordinaire. How easy it is for you to be a detective. How good you are at your job. How exceptional you are in your field!

However….

I wasn’t smiling now.

Directly in front of me was a knife-wielding, delusional, growling schizophrenic—the situation a direct result of my investigation into the Purcells. In disbelief I danced left and right, frantic to avoid serious injury. I looked into the rolling eyes of my attacker and felt doomed. Doomed and downright furious at Dwayne Durbin. It was his fault I was here! It was his ridiculous belief in my abilities that had put me in harm’s way! Hadn’t I told him I’m no good at confrontation? Hadn’t I made it clear that I’m damn near chickenhearted? Doesn’t he ever listen to me?

His fervent belief in me was going to get me killed!

Gritting my teeth, I thought: I hope I live long enough to kill Dwayne first…

 
 
 

I was deep into the grunt work necessary to earn my license as a private investigator. Dwayne Durbin, my mentor, had finally convinced me I would be good at the job. His cheerleading on my behalf was not entirely altruistic; he wanted me to come and work for him.

I’d resisted for a while but circumstances had arisen over the summer that had persuaded me Dwayne just might be right. So, in September I became Dwayne Durbin’s apprentice—and then I became his slave, spending my time putting in the hours, digging through records, doing all his dog work—which really irritated me, more at myself than him, because I’d known this was going to happen.

And though I resented all the crap work thrown my way, Dwayne wasn’t really around enough for me to work up a head of steam and vent my feelings. He was embroiled in a messy divorce case for Camellia “Cammie” Purcell Denton. His association with the Purcell family was why I’d delved into the Purcell family history in the first place. I admit this was more for my own edification than any true need on Dwayne’s part, but I figured it couldn’t hurt.

That particular September afternoon—the afternoon I wrote my conclusion on the report—was sunny and warm and lazy. It was a pleasure to sit on Dwayne’s couch, a piece of furniture I’d angled toward his sliding glass door for a shining view of the waters of Lake Chinook. I could look over the top of my laptop as I wirelessly searched databases and historical archives and catch a glimpse of sunlight bouncing like diamonds against green waters.

Resentment faded. Contentment returned. After all, it’s difficult to hold a grudge when, apart from some tedium, life was pretty darn good. My rent was paid, my mother’s impending visit had yet to materialize, my brother was too involved with his fiancée to pay me much attention, and I had a dog who thought I was…well…the cat’s meow.

I finished the report and typed my name on the first page, mentally patting myself on the back for a job well done. Reluctantly, I climbed to my feet and checked out Dwayne’s refrigerator. If Dwayne possessed anything besides beer and a suspect jar of half-eaten, orange-colored chili con queso dip, life would pass from pretty darn good to sublime. My gaze settled on a lone can of diet A&W root beer. Not bad. Popping the top, I returned to the couch and my laptop.

I’d intended to concentrate, but my eyes kept wandering to the scene outside the sliding glass door. Dwayne, who’d been lounging in a deck chair, was now making desultory calls on his cell phone. He stepped in and out of my line of vision as I hit the print button, wirelessly sending information to Dwayne’s printer. Nirvana. I’m technologically challenged, but Dwayne has a knack for keeping things running smoothly and efficiently despite my best efforts. Since I’d acquired my laptop—a gift from an ex-boyfriend—I’d slowly weaned myself from my old grinder of a desktop. This new, eager, slimmed-down version had leapfrogged me into a new era of computers. It fired up and slammed me onto the Internet faster than you can say, “Olly olly oxen free.” (I have no idea what this means, but it was a favorite taunt from my brother, Booth, who was always crowing this when we were kids, gloating and laughing and skipping away, delighted that he’d somehow “got” me. Which, when I think about it, still has the power to piss me off.)

The laptop untethered me from my old computer’s roosting spot on the desk in my bedroom. Now, I’m mobile. I bring my work over to Dwayne’s, which he highly encourages. I’m fairly certain Dwayne hopes I’ll suddenly whirl into a female frenzy of cleaning and make his place spotless. Like, oh, sure, that’s going to happen.

Still, I enjoy my newfound freedom and so Dwayne’s cabana has become a sort-of office for me. I early on claimed my spot on his well-used but extremely comfortable one-time blue, now dusty gray, sofa. Being more of a phone guy, Dwayne spends his time on his back deck/dock and conducts business outdoors as long as it isn’t raining or hailing and sometimes even if it is.

Feeling absurdly content (always a bad sign for me, one I choose to ignore) I checked my e-mail. Nothing besides a note from someone named Trixie, which I instantly deleted. One day I made the mistake of opening one of those spam e-mails about super-hot sex, and ever since I’ve been blessed with a barrage of Viagra, Cialis and penis enlargement ads and/or promises. If I didn’t have penis envy before, I sure as hell do now. Eighteen inches? Where would you park that thing on a daily basis? There are a lot of hours when it’s not in use…unless you count the fact that it functions as some guys’ brains. I have met these sorts, but I try not to date them. Makes for uncomfortable dinners out where I talk and they just stare at my breasts. If I had serious cleavage I could almost understand, but my fear is that it simply means my conversation is really boring.

My cell phone interrupted this inner monologue with a whiny, persistent ring. I am going to have to figure out how to change it. A James Bond theme would be nice. I snatched it up without looking at Caller ID. An error. Marta Cornell, one of Portland’s most voracious divorce lawyers, was on the line.

“Jane!” Marta’s voice shouted into my ear. Her voice lies at sonic-boom level. I feared this time she may have shot one of my inner ear bones—the hammer, the anvil or the stirrup—into the center of my brain. Who names those things, anyway?

“You know Dwayne’s working for Cammie Purcell,” Marta charged ahead without waiting for my response. “Jane? Are you there?”

“Yes.” I was cautious. Marta was Cammie’s divorce lawyer, and Dwayne had been following her husband Chris around for several weeks, intent on obtaining proof that Chris possessed a second family. Said family was apparently sucking up some Purcell money. Chris Denton wasn’t exactly a bigamist. He’d never actually married his other “wife.” But he had children with her and he divided his time between them and Cammie. Stunted as he was maturity-wise, I was impressed he could juggle two relationships. Sometimes I find it difficult just taking care of my dog.

“Is he still working for her?”

“I think it’s finished,” I answered, though I wasn’t completely sure. Cases like Cammie’s seemed to undulate: sometimes the work lasted days on end; other times it nearly died. When Dwayne had first discovered the dirt on Chris, he’d disclosed it to Cammie and Marta. With divorce in the offing, Marta must have seen greenbacks floating around her head, but weirdly, Cammie’s only remark had been a question: “What are the children’s names?”

Later I’d learned this query had some merit after all: Chris’s two girls—with his almost wife—were Jasmine and Blossom. When Dwayne told Cammie their names her face crumpled as if she were going to cry. But then she fought off the tears and went into a quiet rage instead.

“Her eyes looked like they were going to bug out of her head,” Dwayne told me later. “I took a step backward. Her hands were clenching and unclenching. She wanted to kill me for telling her. A part of my brain was searching the room for a weapon. But then she kinda pulled herself together.” Dwayne gave me a long look. “I don’t ever want to be in a room alone with her again. No wonder the bastard left her.”

Camellia’s strange behavior was explained when it surfaced that many of the female members of the Purcell family were named after flowers. Apparently Chris’s non-Purcell “wife” had fallen for this weird obsession as well, and since it was a decidedly Purcell quirk, Cammie was seemingly ready to kill over it.

This was about the time I decided to indulge in some Purcell family history. Hence, my report.

“Jasper Purcell would like to meet with you,” Marta said, bringing me back to the present with a bang. “He needs a P.I.”

Jasper Purcell?

“You mean, meet with Dwayne?” I asked, puzzled. I was the research person, not the A-list investigator.

“Nope.” Her voice sounded as if she were trying to tamp down her excitement. Must be more money involved. “He called this morning and asked me for the name of a private investigator. It’s something of a personal nature, to do with his family.”

“This is Dwayne’s case,” I reminded her. I didn’t add that Dwayne wanted to wash his hands of the whole thing.

“Jasper wants someone else to tackle this one. Says it’s sensitive.”

I glanced through the sliding glass door to where Dwayne, who’d removed his shirt in the unseasonably hot, late-September sunshine, was standing on the dock. His back was hard, tan, and smooth. Someone who knew him drove by in a speedboat and shouted good-natured obscenities. Dwayne turned his head, grinned and gave the guy the finger.

“How sensitive?” I asked.

“He said he wants a woman.”

I wasn’t sure what I thought of that. Just how many private investigators did the Purcell family need? “I’ll have to make sure this is okay with Dwayne.”

“I talked to Dwayne this morning,” Marta revealed. “He said he’s had his fill of the Purcells but if you wanted to step in, he was all for it.”

I knew Dwayne’s feelings about Cammie, but this sounded suspicious. Dwayne likes to cherry-pick assignments. That’s why I’d been relegated to grinding research and drudge work. I narrowed my eyes at his back until he glanced around. His brows lifted at my dark look, and he stuck his head inside the gap in the sliding glass door. “What?”

“I’m talking to Marta Cornell about the Purcells.”

“They pay well, darlin’, and that’s the only goddamn good thing about ’em.” He went back to the sunshine, turning his face skyward like a sybarite.

Marta persisted, “Our client wants you to meet him at Foster’s around four. Get a table. He’ll buy dinner.”

Free food. I’m a sucker for it and Marta knows my weakness.

And Foster’s-on-the-Lake is just about my favorite restaurant in the whole world. How bad could the Purcells be?

 
 
 

Two hours later I parked my Volvo wagon and walked into Foster’s-on-the-Lake, snagging a patio table beneath one of the clear-plastic, faux-grass umbrellas, which sported a commanding view of Lake Chinook. Most of the umbrellas are green canvas, but sometimes Jeff Foster, owner and manager of Foster’s, adds a bit of fun to the mix, hence the fun plastic party ones. He didn’t notice my arrival or he would have steered me toward a less well-placed table. He knows how cheap I am and tries to give the paying customers the best seats. I was all ready to explain that I was being treated by one of the Purcells but a member of the waitstaff I didn’t know let me choose my table. Maybe it was because I’d taken a little extra care with my appearance. I’d unsnapped my pony-tail, brushed and briefly hot-curled my hair, tossed on a tan, loosely flowing skirt and black tank top. I’d even done the mascara/eyeliner bit, topping the whole look off with some frosted lip gloss.

The Binkster, my pug, had cocked her head at me and slowly wagged her tail. I took this to mean I looked hot.

I’d forgotten to ask Marta what Jasper looked like. He was a Purcell and the Purcells were wealthy and notorious, so apparently that was supposed to be enough. I ordered a Sparkling Cyanide, my new favorite drink, an electric blue martini that draws envious eyes from the people who’ve ordered your basic rum and Cokes.

I was sipping away when a man in his mid-thirties strode onto the patio. He stopped short to look around. I nearly dropped my cocktail. I say nearly, because I’d paid a whopping eight bucks for it and I wasn’t going to lose one drop unless Mt. St. Helen’s erupted again and spewed ash and lava to rain down on Foster’s patio, sending us all diving for cover. Even then I might be able to balance it.

I felt my lips part. Marta must have guessed what my reaction would be when I clapped eyes on him. She probably was fighting back a huge hardy-har-har all the while we were on the phone. This guy was flat-out gorgeous. Women seated around me took notice: smoothing their hair, sitting up straighter, looking interested and attentive. His gaze settled on me. I gulped against a dry throat. He had it all. Movie-star good looks. Brilliant blue eyes and thick lashes. Chiseled jaw. Smooth, naturally dark skin and blinding white teeth. Strong physique, taut and muscular with that kind of sinewy grace that belongs to jungle cats. I should have known this was going to turn out badly. I should have heard the “too handsome” alarm clang in my brain. But, honestly, I just stared.

He flashed me a smile, then scraped back the chair opposite me. The sun’s rays sent a shaft of gold light over his left arm. His gray shirt was one of those suede-ish fabrics that moved like a second skin.

“Jane Kelly?” he asked.

Great voice. Warm and mellow. He smelled good, too. Musky and citrusy at the same time. And his dark hair had the faintest, and I mean faintest, of an auburn tint, the shade of color women pay big, big, HUGE, bucks for.

I nodded, wondering if I should check for drool on my chin. You can never be too careful.

“I’m Jasper Purcell.”

“Hello.”

“Thanks for meeting with me. I know I didn’t give you a lot of time.”

I cleared my throat. “No problem. Marta Cornell said you wanted to see me about your family. She wasn’t specific.”

“I wasn’t specific with her.” He hesitated, his eyes squinting a bit as if he were wrestling with confiding in me. After a moment, he said, “It’s about my grandmother, Orchid Purcell.”

I looked interested, waiting for him to continue.

“She named all her girls after flowers. But it’s the only crazy thing she’s done until now.”

Mental illness runs in the Purcell family… “What’s happened?” I asked cautiously, but Jasper Purcell didn’t answer me. He appeared to be lost to some inner world.

Eventually he surfaced, glancing around, seeming to notice his surroundings for the first time. “Nice place. I’ve never been here.”

Since Foster’s was a Lake Chinook institution I was kind of surprised. The Dunthorpe area—where the Purcell mansion had been for the last century—was just north of the lake. If Jasper Purcell grew up there, the restaurant seemed like a natural.

“How can I help you, Mr. Purcell?”

That seemed to jolt him back. “Sorry.” He leaned across the table and clasped my hand. The heat of his fingers ran right up my arm. I was dazzled by that incredible face so close to mine. “Call me Jazz.”

“Jazz?”

“Short for Jasper. My cousin Cammie could never pronounce it.”

Nowhere in my research had anything been said about this man’s extraordinary good looks. Was Cammie as beautiful as Jasper—Jazz—was handsome? I made a mental note to ask Dwayne.

Instinctively, I knew I should stay out of whatever he had in store for me. But I really wanted to help him. Really, really wanted to help him. Call it temporary insanity. But every cell in my body seemed to be magnetically attracted to him.

Jazz said, “I’d like you to meet my grandmother and tell me what you think. See if you believe she’s still got it together upstairs. Just get an overall impression. That’s all I’m looking for.” He turned toward the lake. A sleek, black-and-white MasterCraft pulled up to the dock outside Foster’s patio.

I didn’t talk about my rates. I didn’t mention that I was barely an apprentice. I didn’t explain that I wasn’t the person for the job. I didn’t say anything to jeopardize the moment. Under Jasper Purcell’s spell I could only give one answer: “Yes.”

That brought a brilliant smile to his lips. He gave me his full attention again and clasped my hands between his own. My knuckles tingled. “Thank you,” he said, his gaze so warm my internal temperature shot skyward. Whew. I was going to have to order another drink…and pour it over my head to cool off.

Marry in haste, repent in leisure. One of my mother’s favorite axioms slipped across my mind. So, okay, I wasn’t marrying the guy. It wasn’t like he was even interested. But I sure ended up with a lot of time wishing I hadn’t been so hasty.

Every time I say “yes” it gets me in a shitload of trouble.








  



 
 



New York Times bestselling authors Lisa Jackson, Beverly Barton, and Wendy Corsi Staub join forces to create a thrilling novel about love, revenge, and the dark secrets three women hold to a terrifying murder…



A KILLER WHO GETS AWAY WITH MURDER ONCE…



It’s been twenty years since Jake Marcott was brutally murdered at the St. Elizabeth’s High School Valentine’s Day dance. It’s a night that shattered the lives of three girls in Jake’s life—Lindsay Farrell, Kirsten Daniels, and Rachel Alsace. It’s a night they’ll never forget. A killer will make sure of that…



FINDS IT EASIER TO KILL AGAIN…



A twenty-year reunion has been scheduled for St. Elizabeth’s. For some alumni, very special invitations have been sent: their smiling senior pictures slashed by an angry red line…



AND AGAIN…AND AGAIN…



Three women have been marked for death. Tonight, as the music plays, and the doors of St. Elizabeth are sealed, a killer will finish what was started long ago, and the sins of the past will be paid for in blood…



Look for
 MOST LIKELY TO DIE
 coming in February 2007!
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