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      I can’t see him! Wendy’s heart pounded as she looked down from the balcony. Where is he?

      Before her, a winding staircase curved gracefully down to a room that blazed with the dancing flames of a thousand candles. Below her bouquet, ivory silk and lace billowed out into a full skirt.

      As she started to search for him again, an arm tightened around hers. The man standing beside her, whose arm encircled her own, gave her a nudge forward. They began walking toward the staircase, though her legs felt leaden.

      As they neared the top step, she looked down at the group of people waiting below, beatific grins on their faces. Her gaze locked onto the man at the bottom of the staircase, and a smile bloomed on her face. He’s here!

      His blue-green eyes, set off by the black of his curly hair and tuxedo, glinted with love as he watched her. The music rolled into Mendelssohn’s Wedding March, drowning out the rustle of her dress as it beckoned her forward. The stem of her bouquet felt as though it might slip from her sweaty hands. She was only three steps from where she’d started, yet it seemed as though she had been walking for an hour. Get down there, a voice—a feeling—urged.

      A flush of heat washed over her as she tried to continue walking, to get to him. He waited, rocking slightly, endearingly nervous. Her foot was poised above the first stair leading down. She tried to take another step, just one step closer…

      Wendy jerked straight up in bed, her body covered with a layer of perspiration. She searched the darkness of the room, the ghostly shadows slowly taking familiar shapes. No Victorian home, no wedding, no man at the bottom of the stairs. Just like all the other times she woke from her attempt to reach him. She’d been having the dreams since her father’s death almost three years ago.

      She rinsed a washcloth in cold water and blotted her face. Her frazzled reflection stared back at her, haunted brown eyes searching for answers. She tried to smooth her wild curls with trembling fingers.

      Wait a minute! This dream wasn’t exactly like the other times. I finally saw his face!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Something about the Victorian-style house reached out and seized her heart and soul. As Wendy Jordan tried to breathe again, she chided her outrageous interpretation. Really, so dramatic! But she couldn’t think of any other way to put it. This was her first on-site visit as the architect tapped to do remodeling plans. Though historical homes always enchanted her, this one felt entirely different. It looked perfectly ordinary, beautiful even, with its round front porch and balcony, turret, mansard roof, and fish scale shingles. She saw nothing as fanciful as ghosts peering from behind the lace curtains, felt no yearning borne of a past life.

      No eerie voices beckoned her forward, yet something compelled her just the same. She shivered not from the cold but the unexplainable urgency pushing her to go inside. Her shoes crunched on the snow, then thumped up the side steps to the large porch. The house sat at the midway point of sloping land that gave way to the gray, rocky beach and Atlantic Ocean. The porch continued along the side of the house that faced the dark, turbulent water.

      Though the house was unoccupied, she still knocked before using her key. The entry was narrow, one of the things she’d address in her suggestions. The entrance hall, as it was sometimes called, opened to a parlor to the left and led to a passage leading to another room. She walked into the parlor. Like a cocoon, the room was dark, musty, and closed in. Not helping, the incredible wood paneling, built-in bookcases, and coffered ceiling, were all stained in rich mahogany. An ornate pool table had a custom cover over the felt. She peered under a hulking, covered circle and found a game table and four elegant chairs. Above that hung a crystal chandelier.

      The dining room through the large arch sported another elaborate, wood-trimmed ceiling and wood floors.

      She stopped cold. Talk about ghosts… White sheets cloaked the furniture in the living room, a large luxurious room that no doubt opened to magnificent views behind the heavy drapes. Even in its vacated state, the house seemed to breathe the very essence of her. Although she’d never seen this house before, it felt like…coming home?

      Ah, that was ridiculous. She dismissed the notion, thinking instead of all the rooms she’d have to measure today. According to Ramona Van Buren, the owner of the house, her husband inherited it from his grandmother a year ago. She hadn’t met Zachary yet, but she could tell from their phone conversation that he was excited about updating and moving into the home in which he’d grown up. Wendy knew, excited meant hurry up and do your job, though he’d been too polite to say so. Ramona, on the other hand, had no such qualms about pushing the timeline.

      Wendy had dealt with every kind of client, so she could handle pushy. She loved helping clients update a historic home, but she’d hesitated to take on this project. Ramona planned to turn the house into a contemporary marvel. The antique furniture, the handwrought woodwork, all would be replaced by post-modern designs.

      What would become of the picture paper in the dining room? How could the delicate paper be taken from the walls without destroying it? Dressed in flowing togas, women led two tiger-like beasts pulling a large, flat cart. As interesting as that was, a cherub, hiding among the crowd, caught her eye. He seemed to be looking right at her with a mischievous grin. Unlike the others whose smiles seemed due to wine, the cherub’s secret smile seemed meant just for her.

      Shaking her head, she continued with her thoughts. What had she been thinking about? Oh, yes, the devastation—er, the renovation. According to Ramona, they wanted to completely tear out the wooden staircase in the entrance hall and replace it with an art deco-style one. She hadn’t even noticed it, too busy focusing on details. She returned to the entrance area, hoping the existing staircase would be dull or at least in bad shape.

      She was already thinking about walls that could be knocked down to open up this area and eliminate wasted space when she came to the staircase. Her breath caught, and not even the sound of her clipboard hitting the floor drew her attention away.

      No. Can’t be.

      Except…it was. Talk about eerie.

      The staircase in her dreams stood before her in all its romantic grandeur. Even down to the way the exterior wall curved to accommodate the arc of the staircase and the tall, thin windows beside it.

      She stood in the spot where her groom always stood and gazed upward. Her hand caressed the carved lines of the banister as her gaze followed to where it flowed into the railing at the balcony. Slowly, she ascended the stairs.

      When she reached the top, she turned. Even though she held her breath, her heart pounded. This was it. Other than the lack of people, and the man who waited for her, this was her dream. She wanted to run from the house and, at the same time, wanted to remain there forever. How could she wrap her head around it? Maybe she was dreaming now.

      The sound of the front door opening startled her, and a man stepped into view. He looked at the clipboard and scattered papers. From there his gaze went directly to the top of the stairs and met hers. The smile and words of introduction she had prepared when she would first seen him froze on her lips, and she merely stood there with her mouth open. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Or rather, whom she saw.

      She had never met this man before, yet she nearly married him night after night. Aqua blue eyes, black curly hair, wide shoulders that tapered to his hips beneath his open coat… And there he stood at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for her.

      Thick silence surrounded them, cocooning them, this moment, from the rest of the world. The blood rushing to her head buzzed in her ears.

      “Who are you?” he asked, almost in a whisper.

      She quietly released her breath before she spoke. “I’m… My name’s Wendy. Wendy Jordan. I—I’m the architect who’s drawing up the remodeling plans. For this house.” Her throat and mouth were so dry, her words came out in a breathless whisper.

      “Oh.” His one word sounded like a sigh rather than a word.

      She made her way down the stairs. Getting past the first stair felt like a triumph. Reaching the floor, standing in front of him, felt like a miracle. He looked taller in real life, forcing her to crane her neck as she asked, “And you are?”

      He smiled and extended his hand. Not the same smile he wore in her dream, but a polite one with a trace of hesitancy. Still, the effect was similar—heart stopping. She slid her hand into his large, slightly calloused one and felt a jolt.

      “I’m Zachary Van Buren. I didn’t mean to startle you. Actually, I was a bit startled myself. The way you were standing up there, you took me by surprise.” He paused, then added, “Completely.” He glanced at the hand he still held and released his grip.

      As his eyes took all of her in, his smile became warmer, more at ease. Wendy had a tough time getting past that smile. It was the same curve of his lips, same white teeth. Same sparkle in his eyes. In my dreams, she reminded herself as she firmly returned his handshake. Definitely only in her dreams if she’d heard his name correctly.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Van Buren.” She could barely push out, “So, you’re Ramona’s husband?”

      He glanced away, as though she had asked him a difficult question. “Yes, I am. Please, call me Zachary.”

      She knelt down to pick up her spilled papers, feeling a disappointment she couldn’t explain. Married men were off-limits—even if she had been dreaming about him. But why this particular man? Was this some cruel cosmic joke?

      He knelt down beside her and helped, handing her a stack.

      She stood, pasting on a casual smile. “Thanks for your help.”

      He lightly rubbed a chin that was strong, yet not hard and chiseled. She began feeling a bit self-conscious under the pondering look he gave her.

      Finally he said, “I’m not trying to give you a line or anything, but have we met before? Besides on the phone. When I first walked in, I…well, you look so familiar.”

      Again her heart began to play drums inside her. What could she say? Yes, we’ve met in my dreams. We were about to get married. Not hardly, crazy lady. She laughed, trying to dispel some of the tension building inside her. “You look familiar, too. I don’t believe we’ve actually met, though.”

      He tilted his head. “Do you live in Portsmouth or Rye?”

      “I’m about twenty minutes away in Newmarket.”

      “Come into Rye often? Maybe we met somewhere in town.”

      “Nope. I’ve only been here a few times. And I would have remembered you. I mean, you’re…” She fell into his gaze for a moment, trying to organize her brain to say something appropriate. “memorable,” she finished lamely. Sheesh, he was going to think she was flirting with him, which would be terribly crass.

      He hadn’t taken his gaze from her. “So are you.” He looked up for a second, as though the ceiling might reveal the answer. “This is going to drive me crazy.”

      “Maybe we met in another life,” she tossed out with a laugh that sounded false to her ears. “Or a parallel dimension. If you believe in that sort of thing, which I don’t.” She was too tempted to spill her dream to him, since she was rambling. To change the subject, she said, “So, do you have any thoughts about the renovation before I get to work on these sketches? Your wife was quite implicit about not suggesting any of my own ideas.”

      His laugh held no humor. “My wife thinks she can do exactly as she pleases.” He looked around, murmuring, “Ramona does, however, have a way of getting what she wants.” He ran his hand along the banister of the staircase, the very thing she’d done a few minutes earlier. His long fingers traced the spiral that snaked around a carved post.

      She stepped closer. “I was thinking what a shame it is that this magnificent staircase is going to be removed. There’s something…very special about it.”

      His smile evaporated. “What do you mean it’s going to be removed?”

      Wendy set her clipboard on the stairs. “Well, that’s what Mrs. Van Buren has in mind. The whole staircase is going to be replaced by a glass and steel structure.”

      The muscles in his jaw tightened. “You can strike that from her list. The woodwork stays, all of it. My grandfather brought this staircase over from Germany. He used to tell me stories about the craftsmen from Concord who carved most of the trim. Every room has a story.”

      Why was he letting Ramona modernize the house when he seemed to cherish all the antiquities of it? He certainly didn’t appear to be the passive type.

      “Actually, this staircase won’t go with the contemporary vibe of the remodel. None of the woodwork, as beautiful as it is, will fit in.”

      Again his muscles tightened, and something flashed in his eyes. Anger? Frustration? When he didn’t respond, she continued. “I’m sorry this is such a surprise to you, Mr. Van—I mean Zachary. I just assumed you and your wife discussed all of this. She has very specific ideas, pictures from magazines even, about what she wants. I have a couple here.” Wendy opened the folder to show him photo spreads with lots of glass and white marble. “I was thinking what a shame it was to take out those magnificent ceilings. See, she gave me this picture of the ceiling she wants in the living room.”

      Zachary looked at the flat white ceiling with molding strips in geometric shapes. He turned away, his expression more akin to having seen pictures of torture. He looked around the house, rubbing his temples. “It’s my fault. We talked about what we were going to do, but I’ve been so busy that I let her handle the technicalities: hiring the architect, the contractor, collecting ideas. Hold off on your sketches until I see just what the woman has in mind.” He looked up in reverence at the trim around the doors, then at the staircase. “It would be more than a shame to get rid of all this. It would be insanity.”

      The front door flew open, and Ramona swept in with a burst of chilly air. Appropriate, Wendy thought, and couldn’t even reprimand herself for being snide. Zachary turned toward the door, and a warm smile broke out on his face. “There’s my sweetheart.”

      An Irish Setter bounded through the front door and into Zachary’s arms. He sweet talked and nuzzled her, and for a moment Wendy longed to be that big red dog with adoration in her eyes.

      Ramona was obviously not as taken with his display of affection as Wendy was. She slammed the door shut, leaned back, and watched them, arms crossed in front of her. Her short black hair and narrowed dark eyes contrasted chalky skin. When finally he stood to greet Ramona, his affection stopped, and the sparkle that lit his eyes for Katy fizzled.

      “And you, Ramona, are just the woman I want to see. We have remodeling plans to discuss.” He continued to caress Katy’s head as he spoke.

      Ramona placed her hands on her hips, her gaze sliding from Wendy to Zachary and back again. “How long have you two been here?”

      Wendy didn’t like the woman’s insinuating tone, but Zachary took control of the conversation.

      “Long enough to find out what you’re planning to do to my grandparents’ home. You and I talked, or rather argued, about giving the house an update. From what I understand, you plan to turn my house into a post-modern Miami-style nightmare. Did you think I wouldn’t notice carpenters ripping out the woodwork and staircase?”

      Ramona glared at Wendy as if she had betrayed a secret the two women shared. “I suppose you showed him the pictures.”

      At the risk of sounding defensive, Wendy said, “I assumed that you and Za—Mr. Van Buren had already discussed all of this.”

      Ramona narrowed her eyes at Wendy, but Zachary cut off whatever she was about to say with, “We had discussed it. Apparently, the entire concept got lost in translation. Before we proceed, I want to see exactly what you have on that warped mind of yours.” Then his voice lowered to a whisper as he moved closer to Ramona’s ear. “This was not part of the deal.”

      “I wanted to surprise you. I figured with your schedule that it could be months before you checked on the progress.”

      Wendy held up a hand before she interrupted. “I have to go. Let me know what you decide about the design as soon as possible. I’m meeting the engineer here next Thursday to assess which walls can be removed.”

      “Walls, as in more than the one between the kitchen and dining room?” Zachary shot Ramona daggers.

      Ramona strolled over and petted one of the walls. “Just this one. It will really open up this space, which is so broken up. And that piece of wall there would—”

      “No.”

      “It appears you two have a lot to, uh, discuss,” Wendy said, inching toward the front door. “I just need some basic decisions made before my meeting. Or I can postpone the meeting. Just let me know.”

      “You don’t have to leave on our account,” Zachary said.

      “You decide what you want, then I’ll come back to finish my measurements. It was…nice to meet you, Mr. Van Buren.” An understatement. Ramona was adjusting a picture frame on the fireplace mantel. “Always a pleasure to see you, Mrs. Van Buren,” she forced out, faking as much sincerity as possible in that last sentence. She opened the door.

      “Goodbye, Wendy,” Zachary said. “Happy Valentine’s Day.”

      Wendy turned around. “Valentine’s Day?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, you know. February 14th. Cupid. All that mushy stuff. That’s today.”

      “Oh. Yes.” She’d forgotten all about it. No reason to celebrate lately. “Thanks. You, too.” She flicked a glance to Ramona. “Both of you.”

      As Wendy closed the door, she dared another glimpse of Zachary and caught him watching her leave, turbulence beneath the surface of those Caribbean blue eyes. As she started to descend the front steps, she remembered the clipboard she’d left on the stairs. She opened the door and started to announce herself.

      “Wendy?” Ramona’s acidic voice snarled from the living room. “Well, aren’t you two just the closest of friends now? Did you know her before?”

      Zachary sighed. “No, Ramona, I’ve never met her.”

      Wendy tiptoed to the stairs and caught a glimpse of Ramona with her fists on her hips. “You haven’t said a thing to me all morning, yet you wish a virtual stranger, or so you say, Happy Valentine’s Day.”

      “Ramona, Valentine’s Day has absolutely nothing to do with us.”

      Wendy knew she should clear her throat or something before she heard any more of their private conversation, but some unknown force held her to the spot.

      Ramona threw her hands down at her sides. “It does so. It symbolizes love, affection, devotion.”

      “Like I said…”

      “Zachary, please—”

      “I don’t want to go there with you again. I do want to discuss you going behind my back on the remodel.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I just wanted to surprise you, that’s all.” She pressed her palms to his chest. “I thought you’d like it.”

      He pulled away from her and walked out of view. “I’ve had enough of your surprises. And your interference.”

      “But I’m supposed to interfere, honey. I’m your wife.”

      “Not in God’s eyes.”

      Ramona crossed her arms over her stomach. “Given that you feel that way, don’t entertain any thoughts about that architect. I saw the way she was eying you, like a starved dog drooling over a steak.”

      Whaaa? Nothing like that. Freaked out and bewildered, yeah, that I’ll give you.

      “Ramona, you imagine every woman is after me. Give it up.”

      A dark tone laced Ramona’s sandpapery voice when she said, “Just remember what you’re risking if you play.”

      A cold chill washed over Wendy, then she saw that the front door had popped open in the wind. As it started to close again, she grabbed it before it slammed shut. She closed it softly behind her and darted through the snow to her Explorer.

      On the drive home, she tried to focus on the icy roads to no avail. Why didn’t he consider her his wife? Remember what you're risking… What was he risking? Their odd relationship intrigued her as much as how Zachary looked exactly like the man in her dreams. Yet, what significance could the dream actually have with him seemingly bound and chained to Ramona?

      Bound and chained. That phrase kept running through her mind, even as she soaked in her four-legged tub that evening in an attempt to push it all out of her mind. Fat chance, that.

      Giving up, she stepped out and wrapped a large purple towel around her. The doorbell chime had her flipping the switch that turned on all the outside lights, flooding the house with brilliance. From her bedroom upstairs, she saw an old Thunderbird in the driveway. Hadn’t she just seen that at the Van Buren house? Going around to the side window, she saw a lone figure standing outside her door, shielding his eyes against the sudden barrage of light. The pulse of her heartbeat throbbed at her temple. Zachary? Here?
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      Zachary couldn’t believe it. He was actually nervous. His reason for being there seemed like a flimsy excuse, although it was as real as the feelings coursing through him at that moment.

      He could still see Wendy standing at the top of those stairs, brown eyes filled with…he couldn’t identify her odd expression as she had looked down at him. He could visualize her, though, as clearly as though he’d snapped a photo: full lips tinged with pink lipstick and high, round cheekbones, all set off by curly hair the color of her eyes.

      What he really wanted to know was why the sight of her at the top of the stairs had filled him with such an intense feeling of déjà vu. Was she the woman who haunted his dreams, whose face he could never see? She always stood far above him, wearing a long ivory gown, her hair draped with lace. Dream after dream, he waited in vain for her to come close enough so he could see her face.

      At the house, his gaze had drawn right to her, as though a deep part of his soul sensed her there. That same part of him ached with the knowledge that he could never explore the feelings she ignited. Gaining freedom from Ramona meant losing all freedom forever.

      The door opened, and Wendy’s tall, lithe frame filled the opening. He saw curiosity behind her warm smile. “Zachary.” She glanced behind him, that smile fading, before lighting again as she stepped aside. “Come in. Let me take your coat.”

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      She paused, something quizzical crossing her expression for a second before her smile returned. “No, not at all. Though excuse my appearance. I just got out of the tub.”

      She looked remarkably different than the first time he’d seen her. Instead of the tailored pants and beige silk shirt, she wore a long thick shirt and leggings. Her curls were damp and shiny, beckoning his finger to wind a strand around it. As he followed her, he couldn’t help noticing her bare legs, firm, long legs. Ah geez, what was he doing there, anyway?

      “Please, have a seat. Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Tea?”

      The earth tones and comfortable furniture warmed her place without the help of the fireplace. It was neat, but not perfectly so. Only one lamp filled the room with light. The space over the dining room was open to the floor above, where jazz music drifted down. All the wood was left natural and the beams were exposed. He couldn’t figure out how such an open house could feel so warm and snug. Or why he felt so at home here.

      “No, thanks. I can’t stay long.” More to the point, he couldn’t trust himself to remain long. He stuffed his hands into his jean pockets. “I came by to apologize for making you rush off earlier.”

      She leaned against the high back of the chair. “Don’t worry about it. I understand your being upset. Trust me, house design and remodeling can bring out the worst in people. Makes me glad I’m not a contractor. Or married. Not that I have anything against marriage,” she added quickly. “When the right people do it. Get married, I mean. Oh, Lordy, words keep coming out of my mouth. Stop them.” Her cheeks flushed. “I mean, I don’t mean for you to stop them.” She dropped her chin and started laughing.

      He couldn’t help but join her, though he had quickly imagined just how he might stop those words…just as she probably had. The laughter they shared felt good. Too good. A rare pleasure. That she was also nervous warmed him. And warned him. Dangerous territory, man. Even with the warning, he was sorry that their laughter faded.

      “I understand,” he said. More than you know.

      Their gazes locked, and with the longing on her face, he wondered if she did know.

      She turned away and cocked her head, listening to a sound he hadn’t heard. “I think Sam’s home. I’ll be right back.”

      Maybe it was good that Sam had arrived just then. But who was he? Her boyfriend? Husband? What would he think of Zachary in his lady’s house? Somehow, he hadn’t thought of Wendy being involved with anyone. The irony was that it bothered him, yet he had no right to feel that way.

      He could hear her soft, sweet voice as she opened the front door. “Hello, big guy. Look at you, you’re all wet. Must have had a grueling day, huh?”

      He braced himself to meet the man in her life. And couldn’t help the grin when she rounded the corner carrying a big orange cat.

      “Meet the man of the house,” she said. “Sam, this is Zachary.” Wendy held out one of Sam’s wet paws for Zachary to shake.

      “Nice to meet you, fellow.”

      When Wendy put Sam down, the cat went right over to Zachary’s legs, sniffing and purring.

      “I’m surprised,” Wendy said. “As a rule, Sam doesn’t take well to men. You obviously seem to be the exception.”

      Zachary felt too at home here. He wanted to get to know Wendy better—much better—but he had to keep reminding himself that there was no point to that kind of socializing. As he turned toward the door, a cabinet on the wall caught his eye. He walked over to the small curio case and looked inside the curved glass.

      A collection of horses made of every medium adorned the glass shelves. But there was something special about these horses. Though they were black, white, gold or glass, they all possessed one unique feature: wings.

      Wendy stepped up beside him. “My horse collection.”

      The flowery scent of her soap surrounded him. He inhaled quietly, keeping his gaze trained on the figurines. “I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      “See the one in the middle, made of opalescent glass? That started my fascination.”

      She pulled it out of the case and placed it in his hand. As she did so, the softness of her fingers grazed his palm. He held the horse up to the light on the far side of the room.

      “Beautiful.” He averted his gaze from her face to the horse.

      Her eyes softened. “My father gave it to me.”

      “He must be a dreamer.”

      “Just the opposite. More like the logical, down-to-earth type. My mother, now she always had her head in the clouds. Even before they were so popular, she was pressing crystals in my hand, whispering of their powers. Dad would try to keep my feet on the ground by telling me what hogwash it all was. As I grew up, I adopted his philosophy, so much so that I didn’t believe in anything I couldn’t see. Except for God, of course.

      “One day, just before I graduated from high school he presented me with Pegasus here. A mythical horse from my father. I couldn’t believe it. He told me, ‘I’m glad you don’t believe in any of that crystal baloney and past-life stuff your mother feeds you. But there is one thing you can’t see that you should always believe in—your dreams. When you look at Peg here, jump on her back and ride her into the sky to fulfill all your dreams.’ I guess he was trying to tell me I was too serious, too down to earth. Every time I look at Pegasus, it reminds me to believe in the unbelievable.” Her eyes shone as they looked into his. “To believe in my dreams.”

      He smiled, but inside he ached. It was hard to believe in dreams when he lived in a nightmare. He’d stopped believing in them seven and a half years ago. “Well, you obviously take that philosophy to heart,” he said, glancing at her collection of twenty or more.

      She looked intently into his eyes. “Yes, I do.”

      Her face was only inches from his. So easy to pull her close and kiss her. To trace the curves of her face, run his fingers through her wet curls. So tempting to—

      “I have to go.”

      “Oh.” Her eyebrows formed the slightest of frowns. “I’ll get your coat.”

      He avoided her eyes until he stood just inside the door. “I’ll be in touch. About the meeting, that is.”

      He turned toward the door, then looked back at her. In the soft light of the hallway, he saw vulnerability in those brown eyes. “Goodbye, Wendy,” he said before stepping outside and closing the door behind him. He liked saying her name, the way it rolled off his tongue.

      The brisk air slapped sense into him. What was he doing there? He was inviting the consequences of Ramona’s wrath should he ever get caught with another woman. Most husbands feared divorce, guilt.

      He feared a prison sentence.

      He drove around until ten o’clock, when he was sure Ramona was asleep. Blissful silence greeted him when he walked inside. Also blissful that she went to bed and woke up early. He was in the habit of staying up late anyway, and those hours of solitude were his reprieve.

      Women’s magazines were scattered on the coffee table and sofa. He straightened them into a neat pile, then picked up one and flipped through the articles. I Was the Kind of Woman No Man Would Think of Marrying. My Husband Sleeps in Another Woman's Bed!

      No wonder she’s demented. He dropped the whole stack in the trash can. Is that where she got the idea to go through every photo he owned and cut out every attractive female? He couldn’t even get her to tell him what she’d done with the pieces. Every past girlfriend, prom date, and even a few cousins had been cut away in the massacre, leaving his past to live only in his memories.

      Turning the light back off, he put a CD into the system he’d had since college and leaned back in his recliner. Ramona constantly nagged that he could stream music, but he preferred his classics.

      Even though she had the upper hand, he stood resolute on some issues. His shop was off limits to her, as well as his sailboat. Sailing was his one escape—if Ramona were to accompany him, he’d come to hate it. In just a few days, he’d be far away for a few weeks of blissful escape on his sailboat, with nothing to remind him of his life here.

      She really thought that once they married, he’d fall in love with her. He’d thought she would tire of living with a man who didn’t love her and give him a divorce. They were both wrong, but Ramona never gave up. Swinging on the pendulum between whimpering insecurity and possessive arrogance, she lived on the desperate hope that their marriage would become a real romance, instead of the farce it was.

      He figured he’d live in his numb state until…well, until he couldn’t live with it anymore. Meeting Wendy had changed everything.
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      Dreams of the wedding Zachary and thoughts of the real Zachary filled Wendy’s weekend. She’d been looking forward to Monday so she’d have work to distract her. But there she sat in front of her drafting board, daydreaming her time away.

      When she answered the phone, she tried to direct her thoughts to architecture instead of Zachary. That’s why it surprised her when she heard a warm, friendly voice say, “Hi, Wendy. It’s Zachary Van Buren. How does this afternoon look?”

      She couldn’t keep the grin from spreading over her face, like a silly schoolgirl who had been anxiously awaiting his call. Which, wrong as it was, didn’t stop it one iota. She cleared her throat to remove the quiver from her voice. “This afternoon?”

      “For a meeting on the house.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Sorry to push the timeline, but I’m going out of town soon, and I want to finalize the details.”

      So his wife doesn’t go behind his back again. “Gotcha.” She glanced at her calendar. “Three o’clock works.”

      “Great, we’ll see you then.”

      We? She couldn’t bury the disappointment quickly enough. Her conscience tersely reminded her that his wife should, indeed, be at the meeting, even if she was a pain in the neck.

      Still, when the receptionist announced their arrival later, she couldn’t help feeling cloudy when she saw Ramona sitting in the lobby with Zachary, albeit separately. And their expressions couldn’t have been more different. His was warm as he extended his hand toward Wendy. Ramona’s was more like a spoiled child who hadn’t gotten her way at the toy store. Or with the house plans.

      Wendy didn’t extend her hand to Ramona, merely greeted her and led them to the conference room. It amazed her that just knowing Zachary followed caused her legs to forget how to move properly. Thank goodness her father hadn’t put the conference room at the end of the hallway.

      She was glad she’d worn her full-length cashmere sweater, and even happier that she’d put on her fancy, black stockings as she caught Zachary looking at her legs.

      “What we’ve decided,” he said when they settled at the table, “is to strike a balance between old and new. The outside of the house will stay relatively the same, except for a general rejuvenation.”

      Throughout the meeting, Ramona kept looking from Zachary to Wendy, as though searching for some sign of attraction. Wendy could still hear her voice: Just remember what you're risking if you play. Bound and chained. What hold did she have on him?

      At one point, Wendy and Zachary leaned over the plans together to discuss a tiny detail in the kitchen. She watched his finger trace a line along the cabinets as he suggested a different layout. She followed that line with her finger.

      “The plumbing will have to be moved, but I don’t see any problem with that…idea.” She’d looked up to find him only an inch away. Her heartbeat sped up as their eyes locked, and a strange buzzing started in her ears.

      Ramona cleared her throat. “Is the kitchen issue settled then? I believe that was the last item on the list.”

      Wendy took a deep breath in an attempt to clear away the trembling his closeness had caused, but the fragrance of his aftershave filled her nose and made it worse. Lordy, she’d forgotten Ramona was even in the room. Wendy turned her attention to rolling up the house plans, making sure all of the pages were perfectly even. “I’ll see what I can come up with using these new ideas, and once I meet with the contractor, I’ll get right to work on them.” She kept her hands around the plans, avoiding another handshake with Zachary.

      “When can we expect the final set of plans?” Ramona asked.

      “It depends on how quickly the preliminary phase goes. Probably in about four weeks.”

      “Four weeks?” Ramona asked, a whiny quality in her sandpaper voice.

      Zachary was already steering his wife toward the door. “Thanks, Wendy. Let me know what the contractor says.”

      “I will. And let me know about the wood flooring.”

      “Zack, I really think carpet would be much nicer,” Ramona said, rehashing her earlier argument for getting rid of it. “That old wood is so dull.”

      “That dull flooring is worth a lot of money, not to mention that it blows carpeting away in the looks department,” Zachary said. “Plus, it lends the openness of the space that you’re looking for.”

      Ramona didn’t appear to be impressed.

      After Wendy walked them to the front door, she returned to the conference room to turn off the lights. Zachary’s aftershave lingered, and she wondered if she would ever be able to get him out of her mind once this project was finished. And the sooner that happened, the better.
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      When the contractor’s call jarred Wendy from her daydreams Wednesday morning, it reminded her that she still had a lot of work to do on the Van Buren house plans.

      You’re just stalling, to prolong the chances of running into Zachary.

      Of course, I’m not. That would be wrong on many levels, she told her annoying conscience.

      Doesn’t make it untrue, though.

      Heck, maybe she was drawing out the process. This was so unlike her, so wrong of her. If she hadn’t been dreaming of the man, this would be a non-issue. Handsome, yum. Married, done. But there was much more to this situation, and that’s why she couldn’t let him go. Something that transcended time itself. And that thought drove her crazy because she didn’t think thoughts like that.

      Now that the engineer had fit her into his schedule, the process should move along faster. Which was absolutely a good thing.

      As the time approached to meet the engineer at the house, she pulled her coat tightly around her and stepped outside. The day looked deceptively balmy from inside the warm confines of her office, but reality seized her as she walked into the bright sun and frigid air. She breathed it in, the chill filling her lungs and tightening her skin.

      Traffic was light on the road that lazily wound its way toward the Van Buren place. She loved this drive with its magnificent estate homes on either side of the road. Just as she settled into a relaxed state of mind, a sputtering noise from the engine broke her mood. The car paused, leaving her with a momentary fear that it might die right there in the middle of the road. The car revived just long enough for her to think the stall a fluke when it coughed again and, without further ado, died.

      “Damn, damn, damn! What in the world could be wrong with this thing? It’s a new car!”

      She pushed the start button, and it came to life, but then dwindled to silence just as she pulled off the road. Banging on the steering wheel didn’t help and neither did yelling. After her brief tantrum, she decided that staying calm would serve her best. A search in her purse made her realize that she’d left her cell phone charging on the kitchen counter.

      After finding no reasonable problem listed in the owner’s manual, she stepped out and lifted the hood. Was the engine supposed to be that hot? And there were noises. Clicking, ticking noises. Were they normal? She sighed in frustration, vowing to take a basic mechanics course as soon as she had time. No, she would make time.

      A green Porsche, coming from the direction in which she had been heading, whizzed by her and turned around the next bend. Had she seen brake lights flash just before it disappeared, she wondered with alarm. Sure, she needed assistance, but she was a prime target for any weirdo at the moment. She glanced around for the nearest house, but it was more than a scream away. After a few moments, she decided the car had continued on, but before she could even sigh from relief, it reappeared and pulled off the other side of the road. As she debated pulling out her pepper spray, the man in the Porsche stepped out.

      She didn’t have a moment’s warning to keep the enormous grin from stretching across her face. Zachary stuffed his hands into his jean pockets as he walked across the road toward her. His surprised smile greeted her warmly, and fleeting thoughts of destiny filled her mind. But destiny was for winged horses, not married men.

      “I thought that was you,” he called. “No one in their right mind should have car trouble in this weather.”

      Even a curt mental reminder of his marital status couldn’t quell the tightness inside. “It’s the car that’s not in its right mind.” Or me. “Boy am I glad to see you. I mean, you never know who might stop to help you these days.”

      He grinned, raising an eyebrow. “And what makes you think I’m so safe?”

      Her heart thrummed. It wasn’t physical harm that worried her, and she suspected that wasn’t what he implied either.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I guess it’s just a feeling. Are you safe, dear sir?” She pressed her hands into a prayer position.

      He seemed to laugh at his own implications, then became serious. “More so than I want to be. Now, what seems to be the problem? I’m no mechanic, but this thing has to be simpler than my baby over there.”

      The first part of his statement threw her—safer than he wanted to be?—but he was waiting for her to tell him the car’s symptoms. She described the car’s last dying moans, and he pulled on various wires, checking the battery cables and peering into a few crevices looking for cracked or broken hoses. He emerged with a perplexed expression.

      “No luck finding the problem?” Wendy was actually disappointed that it hadn’t taken him longer to assess the situation. She’d enjoyed assessing the view of his blue-jeaned derriere as he leaned over the engine. She had spared a glance, however, to take note that he wore no wedding band. If she were married to him, she’d have neon signs installed over his head. Married! Married! Married!

      “I think your problem is beyond my basic skills. Have you had the car long?” he asked.

      “I bought it new four months ago and haven’t had a problem with it until today. In fact, until just a few minutes ago.”

      “Hmm. Wish I could help you. I’ve been meaning to take one of those basic car care courses.”

      A tingling sensation filled her, like emotional champagne. “That’s funny, I was just thinking that when I lifted the hood and looked at all that stuff underneath.”

      He smiled. “Well, maybe we can do it together. Take the course, I mean.”

      She felt her eyes sparkling—not a good thing to feel, she reminded herself. “I’d love that. I—it would be nice to know someone in class.” She dropped her gaze to the ground, unable to hold his another second.

      “You probably have roadside assistance, but I’ll call my Triple-A. They’re usually faster.” After a few minutes, he returned. “You have about an hour’s wait. There’s a café back aways. Would you like to have a coffee with me?”

      Not wise, her moral voice warned. “I don’t want to take your time.”

      “I can’t think of a better way to spend an hour.”

      She smiled nervously, chastising herself for licking her lips. “Sounds good to me.”

      After they’d ordered coffee and notified the tow truck company where to find them, they found a small table by the front window. Wendy scooted forward, and their knees brushed. She overreacted by jerking back, then had to fight not to roll her eyes at herself. Sheesh, what am I, thirteen?

      He seemed untroubled, at least unaffected, as he leaned back in his chair. As though physical contact was completely normal. “I hope I didn’t throw you off, stopping by your place last week. It’s probably inappropriate to show up unannounced at your architect’s house. But maybe not as much as making you leave by starting an argument with Ramona.”

      Wendy hoped he didn’t know she’d been listening to the rest of that strange argument. “No biggie on either one. I understand your being upset about her changing the design plans.” She watched the ice cubes dance in the glass she stirred. “So, do you have wood flooring or carpet?”

      Again, he gave her the smile that had the most devastating effect on her insides. “The wood flooring stays.”

      “Ah, she doesn’t get her way all the time, then.” At his surprised look, she added, “You said she had ways of getting what she wants.”

      Something in his eyes glittered for a second, hard as a diamond. “That she does. But the house is mine.”

      The clerk called Zachary’s name, and he went to the counter to retrieve their coffees. What is your deal, Zachary? Why are you married to a woman with whom you're obviously unhappy? She wished she could ask him, but what good would it do? She thought she saw the same frustration in his eyes that roiled inside her heart.

      His long fingers toyed with the stir stick as he contemplated her. “I feel like I’ve known you for years. It sounds strange, I know. The first time I saw you, I experienced that jolt you get when you unexpectedly see someone from your past. Or maybe from a dream. That’s why I asked if we’d met before. I don’t usually remember my dreams, and it sounds so corny, anyway.”

      Dream. He’d mentioned dreams. Wendy felt dizzy, a flush warming her face. “Doesn’t sound corny to me.”

      “Maybe if I borrow your Pegasus, I’ll remember my dreams. Or how to dream.” His gaze reached intently into hers, searching for something—perhaps understanding, perhaps the link that connected their spirits. She felt as though she were touching his very soul. He shook his head and pulled his gaze away to stare at the lake behind her. “This must sound like a come on, but honestly it’s not.”

      “I know,” she said in almost a whisper.

      A tornado gusted inside her, sucking her words and thoughts into its wild whirlwind. Her insides wound tighter and tighter. She studied the man across from her with blatant disregard for permitted looking time, unable to pull her gaze away.

      While the tornado whipped her thoughts into a mindless hum, she could see his soft black hair as it wound through her fingers. She could feel her lips grazing over the curves of his face, could taste the sweetness of his mouth. She experienced all of these things as if they had actually happened—as if they were happening now.

      She blinked to bring herself back to the table, back to reality. Her first fear was that she had actually been doing those things to him, right there at the table. But as she came out of her strange trance, she saw that she had remained in her seat across from him. When she placed her cool hand against her cheek, she could feel the heat on her skin. She looked around the cafe, forcing her eyes back in focus. Tables, chairs, couple getting cozy in the corner…reality.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. “Do you want to go outside for some fresh air?”

      His concern warmed her, but how could she explain what had just happened? She didn’t know herself.

      “No, I…I’m fine. Maybe I’m coming down with a cold or something.”

      “Are you sure? You looked pretty out of it.”

      “I’m fine. Really.” Her face still felt hot and flushed. Was it from the strange experience, or the thought of touching him that returned to her mind? It’s not fair to be this affected by a married man. This would drive her crazy if she didn’t find out why he stayed with Ramona when he was unhappy with her.

      “Do you have any children?” she asked, hoping it came out casually.

      He’d taken a sip of coffee and started coughing. Okay, maybe not so casual after all.

      When he gained control of his coughing, he rubbed the bridge of his nose and looked out the window for a second. “I should be used to the question by now. No, we don’t have kids. Why do you ask?”

      She shrugged. “Just wondered. It’s such a big house, and a great place to raise them. Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” Well, she had actually. One more reason an unhappy couple stayed together marked off her list. “Or throw you off.”

      “It wasn’t the question so much as the thought of throwing kids into the mix. And picturing Ramona as a mother.” He shuddered. “She has no maternal instinct, as you can probably imagine. Which makes it divine intervention that she can’t have children.”

      Wendy decided not to comment on that, though she did get hung up on the words divine intervention. That’s what she needed. “How long have you and Ramona been married?”

      He broke the stir stick with a soft crack. “Two and a half years.”

      What else could bind a man to a woman? Money? He didn’t strike her as money hungry, so maybe he’d run into financial trouble that required a bailout.

      “What was Ramona’s maiden name? My father knew a wealthy family down in Boston, and they had a daughter named Ramona.”

      His fingers mangled the stick more with each question. “No, her parents were originally from Connecticut. The Bakers.” He tossed the shreds to the table and finished his coffee, a signal that he was finished with the topic.

      If only she could ask the most important question: Why are you with Ramona? Wendy had to find out what hold the woman had on him. But what good would it do? She couldn’t change the past.

      A voice from the front door boomed, “Is there a Zachary Van Buren here?”

      Zachary waved the gangly man over to the table. “You must be the tow truck driver.”

      “Sure am. Name’s Dan. Understand you’re having some car trouble.”

      “Actually, my wife is. Her car’s down the road a few miles. Here’s my Emergency Road Repair card.”

      Wendy’s heart jumped. Wife?

      Dan wrote down the numbers from the card and handed it back to Zachary. Then he turned to Wendy. “Okay, Mrs. Van Buren. Do you want to ride back to your car with me?”

      Zachary spoke up. “No, we’ll meet you there. Just follow us.” Giving her a play along wink, he helped her with her coat, and they walked to his car.

      “Wife?” She hoped he didn’t catch the tremor in her voice.

      “I have a road service contract that covers immediate family. Since you can’t be my daughter, that leaves my wife. I didn’t think about it until the guy showed, that I needed to make you my wife.” Before he closed the door, he leaned in and asked, “You don’t mind, do you?”

      “I…uh, no.” Their eyes locked. “Not at all.”

      Her heart cried out at the unfairness of meeting a man she could fall completely in love with and not being able to have him. Now he hovered so close, his gaze sliding just for a second to her mouth, that she didn’t think she could bear any more.

      Perhaps he sensed that because he pushed away. He stole glimpses at her as he drove, and when their glances crossed, she could see her frustration reflected in his eyes.

      “Were you going out to the house?” he asked, breaking up the silence.

      “Yep. I needed to take some additional notes before I start the plans. Were you coming from the house?”

      “Sure was. I just went to…I don’t know why I went out there. I just needed to be there, I guess.”

      A chill washed over her, layering her skin with goose bumps. As they pulled to the side of the road, she looked at her car. If it hadn’t broken down, she would have missed him. It was as though some force was pulling them together, pulling her toward a man whose fate seemed padlocked with Ramona. If only she had the key to that lock…

      “You have the key, right?”

      She stared at Zachary in disbelief. “What?”

      He pointed to where Dan stood waiting for her car key. She shook her head, her face heating with embarrassment.

      Zachary touched her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      Gathering her purse, she turned to him, aware of his touch on so many levels that it boggled her mind. “Yeah, it’s in my purse. I just never have to pull it out with the new push-button start.” His expression revealed he didn’t believe her. “I’m fine. Really,” she said. “Goodbye, Zachary. Thank you for all your help.”

      Now his face revealed astonishment. “Goodbye? What kind of husband would I be to leave my wife alone with some strange man?” His voice dropped to a whisper as he leaned close. “He could be some kind of maniac.”

      She closed her eyes at the soft brush of his breath on her ear before gathering herself to comprehend his words. He was kidding, of course, about the maniac part, but she still felt relieved that Zachary was going to stay with her. Of course, she had to admit that her feelings went beyond relief and into ecstatic and other crazy sensations. She would remember these moments as his wife for a long time to come.

      After a brief inspection, Dan was undecided about the problem and began hooking her car up to the tow truck. Zachary insisted on taking her to the service station rather than letting her ride with Dan.

      “Shouldn’t take long to figure out once I hook it up to the diagnostic machine,” Dan said once they got to the service station. “Have a seat in the lounge, make yourself comfortable.” He headed out to the shop.

      “Want me to stay?” Zachary asked.

      As much as she wanted more time with Zachary, she shook her head. “I think I’m safe here from any free-roaming maniacs,” she said with a smile. Ah hah! Sometimes sensibilities do conquer emotions!

      Dan came back in, a phone cradled between his shoulder and ear. “Let me check on that for you.” He started rifling through the papers on his desk.

      “Well, babe, I have to get back to work.” Zachary subtly nodded toward Dan, then leaned over and gently brushed his lips on her cheek. “Give me a call if you need me to pick you up. I’ll be here in a heartbeat.”

      She watched him drive away, the warmth of his lips still lingering on her skin, the word babe ringing in her ears. Ringing so much that Dan startled her when he asked, “Uh, Mrs. Van Buren? Did you hear me?”

      She spun around. “No, sorry.”

      “I said there’s coffee in the lounge.” He waved toward a small office with cracked vinyl seats and chuckled. “Must be honeymooners, eh? I remember those days, being all googly-eyed and spaced out.”

      “Mm, yeah.” She floated to the lounge in a daze. Being Zachary’s wife felt so natural, so right. Even when he’d said wife, he spoke it with warmth. Not the stiff way he said it in reference to Ramona. She ran everything that had happened through her mind, trying to make sense of it.

      Dan’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Ma’am? It’s the craziest thing, but I can’t find a thing wrong with your car. It’s running fine now.”

      “I thought it was strange that it died since it’s new.”

      “Well, it’s lucky your husband happened to be driving by.”

      “It was lucky, wasn’t it?”

      But was it luck? Or divine intervention?
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      “You’re back in time, Sam. You’re supposed to keep Missy from leaving her husband and running off with Mark. He turns out to be a real jerk, beats her up, and she ends up committing suicide by the end of this month.”

      Al was telling Sam what his mission was for that stop on his journey through time. Wendy perched on the edge of the couch, watching a rerun of one of her favorite television programs as a child. Tonight it seemed particularly relevant.

      “Sam,” she said to the actor and not the cat for whom he was named, “how about doing me a favor and going back and finding out exactly why Zachary married Ramona? While you’re there, whisper my name in his ear.” Wendy shook her head. “Now I’m talking to the television. See what you’re doing to me, Zachary. Hah! Now I’m talking to myself…and someone who’s not here at all. Argh!”

      Sam leapt up from his sleeping place on the coffee table, scattering OMNI magazines everywhere.

      “Sorry, big guy,” she said, even as she laughed at his scowl. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She had stopped by the courthouse on the way home and looked up Zachary’s wedding date. Seven and a half years ago he had taken his vows and sealed his fate. If only she could bounce back to the past and find out why he remained married to Ramona. If only Wendy had met him first, maybe, just maybe, things would have turned out differently.

      “This is crazy. I’m too wise to fall for a married man,” she moaned, burying her face in a pillow. She’d never let it go any further. “And I was even his wife!”

      Just the thought made her giggle in delirious delight. Leaning back with her bowl of popcorn, she imagined herself leaping into the past, stealing Zachary away from Ramona. She closed her eyes, her show forgotten in her fantasies. Soon, she fell asleep, deep into the land of wedding marches and stolen dreams.

      White flounce and ruffles, the rustle of her dress and the aroma of fresh roses. A man’s arm circled her own, but all she could see was Zachary, smiling up at her with love in his eyes. Four, five, six steps, and just when the tip of her shoe touched the seventh step, her eyes flew open. Darkness shrouded the dream, and then the moving lights and voices from the television woke her completely.

      She blinked, looking around in a daze. “Why can’t I finish the dream? Why can’t I marry Zachary?”

      That was indeed the question, and she had no answer for it. Then she remembered something. She had taken another step. Seven nights ago she had met Zachary. Since their first meeting on Valentine’s Day, she had been able to take one step for each night.
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      The early morning mist had not yet lifted as Wendy pulled up the driveway to the Van Buren house. It looked almost eerie, perched atop the incline, shrouded in a fog even London would be proud of. The air felt as if someone had draped a cold damp blanket around her as she stepped out of her car.

      Once she and the engineer had determined which walls were load bearing, and that the house was structurally sound, he left her to wander the quiet rooms alone.

      There was still so much work to do. She had to finish measuring the rooms and draw up as-built plans. Ramona’s voice rang in her ears: What? And how long will that take? If only she realized what a job of this magnitude involved.

      Out of curiosity, Wendy went to the fireplace to look at the framed pictures along the top. Some were black-and-white pictures of a couple through the years, then another couple with a boy who must be Zachary. In the middle, a boy of about ten smiled in what looked like an annual school picture. She picked up the silver frame, blowing away the thin layer of dust on the glass. Zachary, with dimples and mussed hair. She set it down and moved on to one of him graduating, in his cap and gown. And at the end, the one Ramona had been fiddling with, a wedding picture of the two of them. Ramona was striking in a short white dress with cap sleeves. Zachary looked handsome, if a bit somber, in a black tux.

      Wendy turned away and went back into the reception room. Her heart thrummed as she walked up the staircase and started her self-tour with the large suite of rooms she guessed to be the master bedroom. The four-poster bed dominated the space, a perfect match to the mahogany dresser and chest of drawers.

      A gold snake, swallowing its own tail, surrounded the face of a Vulliamy timepiece on a white reeded mantel. At the ends of the hands were delicate hearts. Perched above the clock, a bronze eagle glared down, its wings spread in pre-flight. Nothing in this room had been covered, she noticed. Or even touched. It must have been his grandparents’ room.

      When she turned to leave, her gaze fixed on a painting in a delicately carved frame. A man and woman sat together, his arm protectively around her as he gazed at her with love. Zachary looked so much like his grandfather that it mesmerized Wendy. She at once envied and pitied them, to have so much love and life and then lose it to the ravages of time. But the glow on their faces signified a love that would last into eternity.

      “Well, I’m glad to see we’re on your list of current work. Though you don’t look like you’re actually doing much work.”

      Lost in her thoughts of forever love, the clipped voice made her heart nearly leap right out of her chest as she whirled around. Ramona, with her hair blown forward, framing her small features and white skin with the blackness of it. Her dark eyes were heavily outlined in black pencil, curved up at the corners, Cleopatra-style. Her smile lacked any warmth, but Wendy returned it anyway.

      “Yes, you are indeed on the active list.” She decided not to comment on the dig. “You just did a number on my heart, though. I didn’t hear anyone come in.”

      “We’ll probably be out here quite a bit. Especially when construction begins.”

      Wendy took note of the word “we,” the familiar palpitations starting again. Just then the Irish Setter bounded into the room, her feathered tail swinging in a huge arc. Wendy knelt down, and the dog inched closer. When she scratched Katy’s head, the dog lost all doubt and moved so that her back was under Wendy’s hand.

      “I’d say you made a friend.”

      His voice seemed to physically clutch her heart in a grip. Pasting on a casual smile, she looked up at Zachary. When their eyes met, she could feel the spark of electricity, despite Ramona’s presence.

      “She probably senses how much I love dogs,” Wendy said, the familiar dryness invading her throat.

      “You should get one. You’re obviously good with animals.”

      “I’d like to, but my cat would have hissy fits. Hissing, biting, clawing, you name it. The dog wouldn’t stand a chance.”

      Ramona cut in, “All this pet talk is just as sweet as can be, but we should let her get back to work. Let’s go downstairs so we can be ready to interview the contractor when he gets here.” Ramona took his hand, oblivious to the disdainful look he gave her.

      Zachary pulled free, a casual and obviously practiced move. “Katy, stay here with Wendy and keep her company, okay?” He gave Wendy a wink.

      Katy wagged her tail in response, amazing Wendy by remaining with her after her master disappeared from the doorway.

      Ramona’s voice filtered from down the hall. “Great. That dog of yours will be distracting her. We’ll never get this job done.”

      “Don’t be such a tyrant. Have some faith in the lady,” she heard Zachary’s distant voice defend her.

      “Well, aren’t you a sweetie?” Wendy said to the dog, then whispered, “And your daddy is, too.” She scratched Katy’s back, her desire to work waning by the minute. She didn’t deserve Zachary’s faith, but it wasn’t Katy who distracted her. “Better get back to it before your mother finds me fluffing off.” She quickly measured the remaining rooms, Katy at her heels.

      Gathering her things, she headed down the stairs, the dog still in her shadow.

      Ramona’s gravelly voice floated up from somewhere in the house. “What do you mean you have to wait to see what the architect says? Why can’t you tell me now?”

      “Ma’am,” an exasperated voice said. “We have to see what we can and cannot move.”

      “What’s that got to do with it? If I want to move a wall in my own house, or change the kitchen around, I’ll do it.”

      “Ramona,” Zachary’s voice said in hushed tones. “The man knows what he’s doing.”

      “So, she treats everyone like that,” Wendy mumbled as she descended the stairs. She did feel, however, that Ramona harbored extra hostility for her. Jealous hostility, actually.

      Zachary and Ramona were arguing about the contractor’s qualifications when Wendy slipped on her heavy coat. She leaned into the kitchen and waved goodbye to Zachary, Ramona, and a frazzled-looking man before heading out.

      When she opened the passenger door to put her things inside, something big and fuzzy brushed by her. Before she knew it, Katy was sitting contentedly in the passenger seat. She looked at Wendy, ahead, and back at her again, as though prompting her to close the door and head on down the road.

      “Okay, Katy, out!” The dog didn’t budge. “Mm, it’s going to be like that, eh? To be honest, I’d love for you to come home and snuggle with me.” She put her arm around the dog’s shoulders. “You’d be far more interesting and sweeter than anything else I’ve had in my bed in years.” She was being silly, she knew, but the way Katy’s eyebrows bobbed thoughtfully up and down just made her feel that way. “All right, that’s pretty much been a cat. But you see, he’s a jealous cat who’d take exception to my sharing my affections with another creature, much less a large furry dog. He’d say it like that, too: dog. As in ugh. So you gotta go, girl. Out.”

      More eyebrow bobbing, no sign of vehicle leaving.

      Wendy sighed. “We can’t always get what we want. We’re just going to have to accept that.”

      “The sad truth sometimes.”

      Wendy whirled around to see Zachary’s wry grin at catching her foolish conversation with the dog. “Would you please help me get your sweet dog out of my car?”

      He whistled. “Come on, Katie girl.” His words became mist in the air. When she didn’t obey, Zachary raised his eyebrows. “She’s never attached herself to someone like this before, other than me.” His gaze locked onto hers. “Must be something special about you.”

      Wendy felt her smile stretch across her face, along with a deep, warm blush. The man and his dog were both going to drive her crazy. “Nah, I’m just me.” She looked beyond him before her stomach did a full tumble. Ramona would no doubt be coming out that door any second. God forbid her husband talk to the seductress architect.

      He followed her gaze, then gave her a questioning look, probably at the expression on her face.

      “The house is so beautiful,” Wendy said, rather than uttering the truth. “I understand you grew up here.”

      It was a question of sorts. He braced his hand on the roof of her car, turning toward the place with a somber look. “My parents died when I was nine. My grandparents raised me after that.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, letting silence descend for a moment. Her parents were lost to her, too. After her father’s death, her mother withdrew from everyone, including her daughter. Now she lived an almost communal lifestyle in Utah. Wendy hadn’t spoken with her for six months. She couldn’t imagine having lost them as young as Zachary had. “But it was great that you had them.”

      His smile, sentimental though it was, returned. “I was lucky. They were good people. Warm, loving. They gave me a good life. They owned this whole stretch of land back then.”

      “It must have been nice, growing up on the beach.”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t much of a beach guy, and the water was cold. I kind of took over the land leading up to the beach though. My friends and I set up a disc golf course out here.”

      “Disc golf?”

      “Yeah, golf but with Frisbees instead of clubs and balls. It was just getting popular. We worked summer jobs and bought disc pole holes: the targets, basically a stand with a basket that you aim to land the disc in. The breeze was a challenge, but it taught us how to control the disc better. We even played with glow-in-the-dark discs.” He grinned. “On a full moon night, with that glowing green disc flying into the distance, man, it was killer. We were good, too. We played in some local tournaments. Kept us out of trouble.”

      She could imagine teenage boys sending discs sailing around the trees and over the small dunes. “Sounds like fun. I’ve seen those pole things at the park and wondered what they were.”

      “The ocean eventually ate them—the salt air rusted them out,” he clarified at her puzzled expression.

      She pushed her wayward curls out of her face. “As it probably does anything metal. Time has a way of claiming everything in its path.”

      He chewed his bottom lip as he nodded in agreement, a pensive look on his face. “I should get back, rescue the contractor.” He leaned in the car, scratching his dog’s head. Katy looked back and forth between them. “Katy girl, you can’t have Wendy. We’re both stuck where we are.” He turned to Wendy, his face inches from hers. “Have you ever felt as though fate cheated you out of something destiny had in mind?”

      He didn’t give her time to answer, but she couldn’t have responded anyway. All she could do was watch him walk away with Katy in tow. It wasn’t until he’d disappeared inside the house that she could even move. Or breathe. Yes! That’s exactly how she felt.

      And he felt the same.

      His footprints in the snow were only inches from where her own feet sank. Katy’s paw prints formed a circle around them. No, it wasn’t a circle. It was almost…a heart. And Zachary’s and Katy’s retreating footprints looked like teardrops spilling from it.
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      The next afternoon, Wendy walked around the Van Buren house closing the drapes she had opened earlier. Everything was coming together with the plans, and even Ramona would like how she had worked the load-bearing wall into the living space while still giving it an open feel. Well, hopefully she would.

      Wendy clicked off the last light in the main room, leaving it dim and eerie in the silence. As she turned toward the front door, dancing lights by the stairs caught her eye. The shimmering lights made her think of fairies, spinning and floating among the dust motes. Not fairies, of course, but sunlight streaming through a narrow window. The glass itself couldn’t create such a display, though, so what—her heart jumped.

      The colors originated from a figure that was about her height, its details obscured by the light behind it. Nothing had been in that spot before. Was someone standing there? It didn’t move, nor did it look human. Curiosity drew her closer. The flashes of color seemed to penetrate her very soul. Shaking off the odd sensation, she shifted back and forth to find the angle where sunlight didn’t cast the details in silhouette.

      With the right angle, she could make out a golden Renaissance cherub sitting atop a cloud platform. Its black stone eyes seemed to sparkle at her, and its smile had a devilish curve despite its angelic likeness. The source of the color beams was a large heart-shaped crystal on a gold chain dangling from its finger. The heart rocked ever so slightly, perhaps in shifts of air.

      Maybe it was Cupid. He had a fancy bow slung over his shoulder, and in his pouch five arrows ready to be loaded at a moment’s notice. The tips of the arrows looked a lot like the heart-shaped hands of the Vulliamy timepiece.

      That's odd. Why didn't I notice this before? Then, as a chill washed over her, she realized that she had indeed seen this cherub. In the wallpaper…smiling at her. She walked back to the dining room and searched for the grinning cherub. No trace of him. Had she just imagined it? Or was she simply going crazy?

      Wait. Maybe she’d imagined the statue, too. She ran back, stopping several yards away and taking a breath. It was there, all right, looking as though it had formed from the glittering dust all around it. But was it real?

      Wendy pressed her hand to the cool metal, relieved to feel its solidity. Her fingers followed the curves of the angel’s shoulders, its arm, down to the hand from which the crystal heart dangled. Twirling the chain between her fingers made the colors dance wildly all around her. She turned, expecting the entire room to be filled with lights, but they focused like a flashlight beam on one spot: where the winding staircase met the oak boards. Where Zachary stood in her dreams.

      Where she stood.

      Okay, this was getting weird.

      She tried to move out of the lights, but the colors held her there. Panic rushed through her as she struggled against an invisible force. She opened her mouth to scream. Nothing came out.

      The grandfather clocked chimed the four o’clock bell, and a warm, tingly sensation invaded her senses. She could feel the blood pulsing through every vein in her body. Her skin vibrated, and every sense felt sharp, yet she couldn’t hear or see anything. Then everything went black.
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      Wendy slowly opened her eyes and tried to make sense of what she saw. Finally it came into focus, though it made no sense. Why was she looking at a ceiling? Lying on the floor, looking at a ceiling?

      She sat up and gathered her senses. She had apparently collapsed at the base of the stairs. The hand she pressed at her chest didn’t quiet the pounding inside. Did she have a heart attack or stroke? No, it started with the lights. And the statue. She glanced up to find it gone. What she did find unsettled her even more.

      There were carpet runners on the staircase. The banisters were brightly polished and dust-free, and the house smelled faintly of roses. She peered into the parlor. Her face flushed, and her eyes watered. She blinked, trying to clear her vision, but it didn’t change what she was seeing.

      Morning light poured through the now-open windows. She could only see the corner of the pool table, but it was uncovered. A cue balanced on the railing as though someone had left mid-play to answer the phone. A man’s voice droned from a television.

      She surged to her feet and made her wobbly way into the room. A sheet no longer covered the game table and its high-back burgundy chairs. She wrapped her fingers over the top of one for balance as she surveyed the room. It looked lived in, with day-to-day clutter like a newspaper, a mug. At the back of the room, a tall brass lamp cast a warm glow over a book laid open on the arm of the couch. She turned to the left and felt her body jolt at a man crouched down by the pool table, his hand stretched out to retrieve a billiard ball on the floor. Frozen in position as he stared at her with a startled expression on his face. A face she knew, yet looked different at the same time.

      “Zachary.” She said the word with a nervous laugh, feeling both relief and puzzlement because he was still regarding her with a wary expression. More so after she uttered his name. Maybe this guy was his brother.

      He slowly rose. “How do you know my name?”

      Or not.

      “It’s me, Wendy. We met…” last week. The words hung in the air as she realized what was different about him. He looked younger. But that didn’t make sense. Nor did the fact that his thick black hair was longer and shaggier than it had been yesterday. His face was leaner, his shoulders narrower in an unbuttoned green shirt, his hips slimmer in faded blue jeans. That startled, disbelieving expression, though, definitely the same one Zachary had the first time he saw her.

      What was happening here? Her brain sorted through the muddled facts to make some kind of sense of them. She was still in the house, in the same clothes, so she wasn’t younger. Which was ridiculous because people didn’t grow younger. Maybe she’d fallen and hit her head. Maybe she’d died. Her fingers tightened on the fabric. Real. She inhaled, air filling her lungs. Strike dead as a possibility.

      “We’ve met?” he asked, then shook his head. “Uh-uh. I’ve never seen you before.” He took the opportunity to peruse her. “And trust me, I would have remembered someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?”

      “Yeah. Those amazing curls. Heart-shaped face.” His gaze drew down to where her sweater clung to her curves, then back to her eyes. “Yeah, no doubt.” He took a step closer. “Did you die on this property before my grandfather bought it?”

      She almost laughed. “Are you crazy? I’m not a ghost.”

      “You appear out of nowhere and you’re calling me crazy?”

      “What do you mean, I appeared?”

      “Well, one second you weren’t there and the next—poof—you were.” He pointed to the stairs.

      “But I’ve been standing there for a few minutes.” Looking at a statue that’s not there I see now. We’ll just leave that out. Cupid equals angel equals dead person. Not helpful in convincing someone you’re alive. She lifted her arm toward him. “Feel me.”

      He didn’t shrink back, but he didn’t touch her either. “You must have died somewhere around here or you wouldn’t be haunting us.”

      “I didn’t die and I’m not haunting you. I’m very much alive, thank you.”

      “In some ghost movies, there’s a reason someone returns from the dead. Like wanting help to avenge your murder or getting a message to a loved one? I think that’d be pretty awesome to help a ghost.”

      “I’m not a ghost! I’m—an architect.” Your architect, though she held in that part. He was just warming to one supernatural possibility, even if she was pretty sure she wasn’t a ghost. She wrapped her fingers around his forearm. “See, I’m real. Warm. Alive.”

      He stared at her hand for a moment, then laid his over it. He moved his hand up her arm, her shoulder, finally touching her cheek. His eyes searched hers. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on either.” Was she in an alternate dimension. Nothing else made sense.

      An announcer’s voice drew her attention to the television, where footage of a royal wedding played out. “And out from St. Paul’s Cathedral come the royal couple now, to the crowd’s delight,” a man with a British accent announced before being drowned out by the cheers of said crowd.

      “I’m not actually watching that,” Zachary said, dismissing it with a wave of his hand. “It’s on every channel.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s what I wondered. We seem to have this fascination for the British royal family for some reason. Even my grandma is all aflutter, as my grandfather puts it, like it’s the wicked coolest thing in the world.” He scrubbed his fingers through his tousled hair. “She made me wake up god-awful early to make sure I record it ’cause they’re out of town.”

      Wendy put together his words and the images of the royal couple walking out of the church, her ridiculously long train sliding along behind her. She walked up to the television and touched the screen as the newlyweds got into the carriage. “This…is happening now. That’s what you’re saying?”

      “Uh, yeah. Though it’s five hours ahead in England. You’d think they would schedule this sort of thing later in the day, knowing people over here will be riveted to the screen. At six in the morning.”

      Wendy’s knees went weak, and she sat on the corner of the coffee table. She couldn’t breathe. Her gaze went back to the newspaper lying next to her. Ten years? It couldn’t be. It was some kind of documentary, and the paper a keepsake. She grabbed the remote and flipped to other channels. On several channels footage of the wedding played, with the words LIVE in the corner of the screen. She dropped the remote.

      Zachary came up beside her. “I guess it’s that whole fairy tale thing.”

      She finally found her voice. “Their marriage is in trouble.”

      “How do you know that? They look pretty happy.”

      “I just know.”

      “That’s crazy.”

      “No, what’s crazy is…” She picked up the newspaper. “Zachary, this paper, does it commemorate some special date?”

      “What do you mean? It looks normal to me.” More normal than you look, his expression said. “I picked it up from the front yard this morning.”

      Wendy flipped through the pages. The movies playing at the theater were popular her senior year of high school. She remembered that summer. All she’d done was go to concerts and movies. Two ads were for stores no longer in existence.

      Her words tumbled out at the same rapid rate her heart was beating. “I was in high school when they married.” She waved her hand at the screen. “And you’re…how old are you?”

      “Nineteen.”

      The full realization hit her with the impact of a fist. “I can’t believe this. I had the dreams, I met you, I thought about going back in time, telling Sam to talk to you, and here I am. I’m really here!” A chill zipped from her head right down to her feet, washing her in a shower of tingles. She clamped her hands on his forearms. “Zachary, do you know what this means?”

      “Uh, that you’re a crazy lady who can sneak into houses really well?” Then he laughed and slapped his palm against his forehead. “Okay, I get it! Where’s the camera? You used some special effects device to make you look like you materialized, didn’t you? Were my grandparents in on this? They must have written into one of the shows, Hey, let’s play a joke on our grandson.”

      Wendy, still absorbing the reality of her situation, turned to Zachary with a serious expression. “There’s no joke. No cameras, no prank reality show.” She stepped out the front door to see if her Explorer was parked outside and found no car in the driveway. The final confirmation. When she walked back inside, he was watching her.

      He spoke slowly, enunciating each word when he said, “Would you please tell me what you’re talking about?”

      “When I woke up this morning, it was ten years from now.”

      “Ten years?”

      “Yes. I traveled back in time to the past. This is the past, Zachary. My past.”

      He shrugged. “Of course! Now it makes complete sense.”

      “You believe in ghosts. What about UFOs? And the Bermuda Triangle? Why not time travel?”

      “The only reason I believed in ghosts was because I saw you poof into existences on my stairs. If you’re not one, then I don’t really believe. And I don’t much believe in all that other stuff you mentioned either. Time travel only happens in the movies. What did you do, build a time machine?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, I jumped into my time DeLorean.” Her heart was beating so fast, she had to stop for a moment to catch her breath.

      She’d wanted to go back in time to rescue Zachary from Ramona’s clutches, or at least to find out what kept him married to her. Now she had her chance. She twirled around, taking in the beauty of a house filled with life and light. When she stopped, she was facing his bewildered expression. Damn, but he was cute.

      “Zachary,” she said on a long breath. “I’m here to change the past.”

      “Oh, well, sure.” He crossed his arms and nodded as if she’d just said she was going to make them dinner. “How are you going to do that?”

      “I’m not sure. Give me time to figure it out.”

      He laughed again. “This is just too weird. If you’re not a ghost, then what are you? A witch? Some kind of sorceress?”

      She sighed aloud. “I’m not anything of the sort. I’m a good person. I donate money to charities, and I sometimes buy food for the homeless. I used to help my elderly neighbor, too, before she went to live with her daughter. And—”

      “All right, I get it. You don’t look evil. But you are an intruder in my home. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t call the police?”

      Wendy walked close to him, glad he didn’t step back. “Look at me.” She held his gaze. “Do you feel threatened?”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m not afraid of you. I’m…”

      “What?” She took his hands in hers. “Baffled, definitely, but something else, right? Like we’re connected.” Destined to be together sounded a little too hokey. “Haven’t you ever heard of movies like Somewhere in Time or Outlander?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you watch them?”

      He started to shake his head no—of course he wouldn’t have watched a mushy movie like that—but he nodded. “Okay, I admit it. I did.”

      She chuckled. “It’s all right for a guy to watch a romantic movie.” She tipped her chin toward the wedding footage. “Or a fairy tale wedding. So, do you remember when Christopher’s character sees the picture of the actress at the hotel? How he felt…something?”

      Zachary nodded slowly, staring at their linked hands. “But that’s a movie. Things like that don’t happen in real life.”

      “Ghosts, UFOs, parallel dimensions—who knows what’s possible?”

      He shivered and pulled free of her. “All right, I won’t call the police.” He turned away and muttered, “I don’t know what I’d tell them anyway that wouldn’t sound like I was crazy.”

      He’d obviously felt something. And like her, he couldn’t quite believe it. Or figure it out. Understandable. She’d let him simmer on it.

      “What are you smiling about, ghost lady?”

      Her grin turned to a smirk. “We’re back to that, eh? I’m just thinking about all my pals back at the cemetery. Napoleon is such a trip, and Elvis is outrageous.”

      “I see.” He nodded in slow exaggeration. “Well, if you’re having so much fun being dead, why are you here?”

      She raised her eyebrow. “Living beings are much more fun.”

      He laughed. “Napoleon couldn’t be more of a trip than you are.”

      “You know, everyone always thought he was so serious, so, so…conquering. But he prides himself in his loony sense of humor.”

      He raised his eyebrows, the slightest trace of a smile on his face. “Loony, eh? Are there a lot of people wearing white where you come from? And doctors, maybe?”

      She laughed. “So now I’m a loony? I guess that’s better than being dead.”

      He rocked his hand in a so-so sign.

      She took a moment to look at his eyes. This Zachary was more like the man in her dreams. He looked happy, carefree, and his eyes sparkled with life and contentment.

      “Okay, what are you grinning about now?” he asked. “Did Napoleon tell you a joke or something?”

      “Yeah, and you’re the punch line.”

      “Hah. Hah. Hah.” His fake ire faded to something more thoughtful. “Maybe you’re my guardian angel.”

      “Well, that’s better than a witch. Or a lunatic. But honestly, I’m no angel.” He gave her such a wry smile that she felt a bit of heat rise to her cheeks. “I don’t mean I’m a naughty person. I’m just not an angel.” She tilted her head. “Then again, maybe I am sort of your guardian angel. I have a feeling you’re the reason I’m here.”

      “Mmm, interesting.” His eyes flashed with warmth. “Okay, Angel. If you’re adventurous enough to time travel, you must be daring enough to try my cooking. You game?”

      Of course, she didn’t buy for a moment that he believed she had come from the future. But he didn’t look like the domestic type, and she was curious to find out what kind of culinary concoction he would dream up. “I’m game for anything. But only if I can help.”

      “You got it. Follow me to the—”

      With a grin, she led the way. As was the case in many older homes, the kitchen was closed off at the back of the house. She had ideas about how to open it up though.

      “Okay, Angel, how did you know where the kitchen was?”

      “I told you… I’ve been in this house before.” She liked his pet name for her, liked the thought of cooking with him, and most of all, liked Zachary. “I can’t wait to see the domestic side of you.”

      “Want to see the domestic side of me?” He pulled out two flowery aprons from a drawer and tied one around her waist, then tied the other around his own.

      “What do you think?” he asked, turning to show her all angles.

      “Hmm, I like it. Very sexy.”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet.” He removed it and tossed it aside, then leaned in to inspect the interior of the refrigerator. Real butter, whole milk, cheese—the good ol’ days when you’re too young to worry about cholesterol. Even at twenty-seven, she’d learned to eat mindfully. “I’m a big breakfast person. You?”

      She’d already had breakfast, but she nodded anyway.

      He started tossing stuff onto the counter. A package of thin steaks. Carton of eggs. Milk. A container of small red potatoes. “I’m thinking country-fried steak and eggs, with home-style potatoes. Work for you?”

      “A hearty breakfast sounds good.”

      “I wasn’t sure what you ghosts—er, I mean angels eat.”

      She winked the same way Zachary had winked at her in the present. “Angel food cake is our favorite.”

      “Of course. But I don’t think we have that.”

      She gestured toward the food, including him as well. “This will do just fine.”

      He set out two bowls and cracked the eggs into one of them. Then he took down breadcrumbs and poured it into the second bowl.

      Wendy stepped up beside him. “I’ll do this.”

      “Are you sure? This is the messiest part.”

      “I don’t mind getting messy.”

      “Then you may have the job.”

      She beat the eggs into a froth, dipped in one thin steak, then rolled it in breadcrumbs. The moment she had both hands covered in crumbly slime, a lock of hair fell across her cheek. She twisted her lips and blew in the offending hair’s direction, but it only settled back, tickling even more. Her hands were poised in front of her face, and it was all she could do to keep them from moving the lock of hair.

      “Having a hard time over there?” Given his grin, he’d been watching her.

      “Yes, I am. Glad I’m so entertaining.”

      “Oh, you are.” He grazed her cheek as he removed the lock. She hoped he couldn’t see the color rise from somewhere in her stomach to warm her face at their closeness. His gaze dropped to her mouth for a second.

      Kiss me, she wanted to say, but she gave a small curtsy instead. “Thank you, kind sir.”

      “Always happy to help a damsel in distress.”

      She remembered his words about wanting to be the hero when he rescued her from her dead car. Zachary was her hero. She was trying to be his, too.

      He returned to chopping potatoes, and she continued dipping steak in egg and breadcrumbs until they were both well coated. She was coated, too, in a layer of sweat. Hot stove, high emotions, and a sweater did not go well together. After washing her hands, she pulled her sweater away and fanned her body.

      “Want to put on one of my shirts? Didn’t think about you wearing a sweater in the summer.”

      “Do you watch everything I do?”

      His gaze moved slowly up and down the length of her. “Affirmative.” He wore a mischievous grin, had such an easy, carefree sense about him. Her heart ached for the grim prisoner that he was in the present. What could she do to prevent that?

      “Okay, don’t get serious on me now,” he said. “Do you want the shirt or not?”

      “Yes, I would, thanks.”

      He disappeared around the corner, and she quickly washed her hands and popped over to where he had been chopping the potatoes. Just as she scraped the slices into the heated pan, his footsteps sounded nearby.

      He handed her the shirt. “There’s a powder room just around the cor—” He watched as she grabbed the shirt and headed right to the room.

      Just before she closed the door, she heard him say, “Hey, did a little elf come in and finish the potatoes for me?” And in a lower voice, “I know I was much too distracted to get that many done.”

      She giggled as she closed the door and gratefully slipped out of her heavy sweater. Zachary’s shirt felt soft and smelled of fabric softener. When she returned to the kitchen, he had already placed the steaks in the hot oil.

      He assessed her. “Looks better on you than it does on me.”

      She doubted that. The view of his olive skin and the ridges of his stomach sent a sensual vibration rolling through her. It was all she could do to keep her hands from sliding down his smooth skin.

      Whoa, Nelly. He might not be married, but he’s nineteen. An adult, but still…

      As she walked over to turn the steaks, hot grease spit from the skillet and burned her hand.

      “Ouch!” She fanned her hand in the air.

      “You okay? What happened?”

      “I’ll live. The oil bit me, that’s all.”

      “Bit you. Cute.” Zachary tugged her over to the sink and held her hand under the icy water. “My grandmother always did this when I burned myself, and it seemed to help.”

      “She’s right. It does.”

      “She also did this.” Zachary slowly raised her hand to his lips, kissing around the red mark. The pain disappeared, forgotten in the depths of his Caribbean blue eyes. He continued to kiss her hand, her palm, trailing to the inside of her wrist, her forearm, then the sensitive skin inside her elbow. He straightened and released her. “Feel better?”

      Her knees wobbled, as though she were standing on gelatin. “Uh, yeah, I feel”—so much right now—“much better, thank you. Did your grandmother do all that, too?”

      She loved the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. “Not the extra kissing part. I added that as a distraction tactic. Did it work?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      They remained face-to-face for a few seconds, a vibration humming between them. “I don’t know exactly what you are, who you are, but I have the strangest urge to kiss you again,” he murmured. “Must be that connection thing you were talking about earlier.”

      “Mm, maybe you should, you know…kiss me then.”

      He touched his mouth to hers, soft, sweet. “Definitely real.” He kissed her longer this time.

      “Very real,” she said, barely able to push the words out.

      She captured his lower lip between her teeth, a gentle tug. He drew his hand to her jaw, down her neck, and kissed her fully. She opened to him, and he deepened the kiss. Stroked her skin with his thumb. Stroked her tongue with his. The rightness of it vibrated in her soul. The heat of it flowed through her veins.

      He gentled the kiss and pulled back a few inches, his eyes hazy. “Wow.”

      She couldn’t even form a word for the culmination of all those dreams, all that frustration she’d felt every time she and present-time Zachary were together. So she did the only thing she could do at the moment: laughed. “Yeah.”

      Her nervous laugh seemed to break the spell, and he stepped back and shook his head. “This is crazy.”

      “Yeah.”

      “We should do it again.”

      He dipped low and kissed her more. She slid her hands up his back, feeling his muscles beneath the fabric. Chills shot up and down her body, and the crackle of electricity filled the air. The sizzle got louder and she imagined smoke emanating from them. It was so real that she smelled it.

      “The steaks!” they both yelled. The darn steaks.

      The potatoes were also done, and they worked to put breakfast together, an odd tension between them now. He kept glancing at her, and she knew that because she was glancing at him. They’d fallen into the kiss so naturally, despite the unnatural aspect of her presence. She wanted more, more, more. But making out was probably not the cosmic reason she was here.

      He carried their plates into the formal dining room, and she carried the glasses and silverware. He sat at the end of the long table, and although she sat at his right side, it felt as though a vast distance separated them. The kitchen had been cozier.

      “Would you rather eat in the parlor?” he asked. “That’s where I usually chow down. If you don’t mind the plate on your lap.”

      “Not at all. It seems so formal in here.”

      The chiming of the doorbell interrupted.

      “Go ahead and take your plate to the living room,” he said. “I’ll be right in.”

      “I'll take yours in, too.” But she remained in the door opening as Zachary opened the door. “Ramona,” he greeted in a monotone voice. “What brings you by?”

      “You, of course. We’re going to the Highland games, remember?”
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      Wendy meandered to the arched opening of the dining room, where she could remain out of Ramona’s view, but within earshot.

      Zachary stepped out onto the front and loosely closed the door. “I do remember that I told you I wasn’t taking you after that little stunt you pulled with Sara.”

      Setting her plate down, Wendy moved to the bay windows at the front of the parlor where she could see them. Privacy didn’t play. This was what she’d come back in time for: information.

      “She misunderstood me. I never said you thought she was fat and ugly. Can we talk about this, please? I brought donuts,” Ramona said in a sing-song way, lifting a bag.

      “This isn’t a good time. I have company.”

      “Who?” No mistaking the possessive tone as the word shot out of Ramona’s mouth.

      “You don’t know her, and it’s none of your business anyway,” Zachary said.

      “Her?”

      “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “You’re not going to let me in?”

      “Nope.”

      There was a pause, as though Ramona couldn’t believe he’d so flippantly refused her. “Is this a romantic interlude?” She trailed a finger down the edge of his open shirt. “Looks like it.”

      Zachary moved away from her. “A romantic interlude? Where do you get this stuff?”

      “You’re avoiding the question, which totally confirms it. She spent the night, didn’t she? I bet she’s the reason you canceled on me today.”

      “No, I just met her this morning.”

      “And you’re already half-naked!”

      He flicked at the edge of his shirt. “I threw this on before—look, I’m not explaining myself.”

      How could he explain Wendy, in any case?

      Ramona tried to look beyond Zachary, rising up on her tiptoes. Failing to glimpse the other woman, she focused on him again with the look of someone betrayed. “How could you do this to me? To us?”

      “Ramona, there is no us. We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

      “But you loved me once. I could see it in your eyes, feel it in the way we kissed.”

      “I didn’t love you. You were presumptuous, insecure, jealous, after two dates. We’re friends, that’s all.”

      She swiped at her eyes. “You did tell me you loved me, Zachary. Don’t you dare deny that.”

      “When?”

      “Last October, just nine months ago. You said you loved my eyes, and the way you looked at me, I could tell—”

      “Nine months? You keep track of these things?”

      “I keep a diary. Someday you’ll appreciate my dedication.”

      “Telling you I love the color of your eyes is not the same as saying I love you.”

      “See, you just said it again.”

      “I did not. I was—” Zachary bowed his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, I’m sorry you got the wrong idea, but I don’t feel that way about you.”

      “I thought you cared about me.”

      Wendy could definitely hear tears in the woman’s voice. Real or not, she didn’t know. Ramona seemed to have the blood of an actress flowing through her veins. But the desperation in her dark—and yes, lovely— eyes, that was real.

      So desperate, apparently, that she untied the sash of her wrap dress to reveal voluptuous breasts and a petite body in shiny red panties. “You’re a hot-blooded young man. I bet you care about these.”

      "Ramona, close your dress and leave.”

      “Why, too tempting?”

      With a harsh sigh, he leaned forward and pulled her dress together. “No, you’re too desperate. Too stubborn. Have some dignity, please.”

      She tied the belt and stepped backward down the steps. “Go on back to the other woman. Tell her not to get her hopes up.” She spun around and sauntered off with way too much confidence.

      But she had won, after all.

      Wendy snatched both plates from the table and sat down on the sofa. Noticing that her plate was untouched since Zachary had answered the door, she stuffed her fried steak in her mouth and ripped off a gigantic bite.

      “Sorry about the interruption,” he muttered as he dropped down beside her and grabbed his plate from the coffee table. “One of those hard-to-get-rid-of, can’t-take-a-hint people.”

      “Hmm.” Wendy chewed with as much grace as she could with her cheeks puffing out. “Salesperson?”

      He laughed without humor as he cut into his steak. “I wish. It was a friend of mine. Well, kind of a friend.”

      “A friend who wants to be more than a friend, maybe?”

      He winced. “Yeah, I guess you could hear that much.” After taking a huge bite of food and eating it the way a growing young man would, he said, “I started dating her about seven months ago. I’ve dated clingy girls, but I think she would have crawled under my skin if that were possible. I get why she’s like that. After her parents divorced when she was ten, her mother traveled all over with her boyfriend-of-the-month, until the guy disengaged her claws from his wallet. Ramona felt pretty abandoned by her. She lives with her father, who she calls the ice cube. The guy’s nice to me, but I have to admit that he’s hard on her. She grew up thinking she had to win his love, which left her with a mountain of insecurity. I guess she saw me as a lifeline. By the end of four months, it became too much to deal with.” He wolfed down several more bites.

      “I’m surprised you hung around that long.”

      “I’m a”—he lifted one shoulder, a wry smile on his face—“hot-blooded young man. It was great at first, having a sex nymph for a girlfriend. I thought her lack of confidence would settle down if I didn’t give her a reason to feel insecure. When I’m dating a girl, I don’t even flirt with other girls. But it didn’t get any better, so I broke up with her. I even took the blame, the old it’s not you, it’s me thing. Thing is, we work at the same place, so it’s not like I can avoid her. And to be honest, I feel sorry for her. Her tears, when they’re real, tear out my heart. So I told her we could be friends. I think I’m her only friend, really. That’s enough drama for me.” He ate another bite of potatoes. “I just want an uncomplicated girl who’s fun to be around, you know? Not someone who matches her breathing to mine. And yeah, she did that.”

      Wendy smiled. She was uncomplicated. Well, except for the time travel thing which, admittedly, did complicate her. “So she tried to sabotage a potential new relationship?”

      “I think so, even though she denies it. If she got hold of you, she’d probably tell you I kick puppies for fun.”

      “I’d be furious with her.”

      “I am at times, but I know she’s not doing it maliciously. She has this warped belief that we’re meant to be. Fate, destiny, whatever.”

      Oops. Wendy wouldn’t say that she felt that way, too. “Sometimes a woman who’s obsessed with a man will do crazy things to get him to love her.”

      “Like what?”

      That is the question, Zachary. That is the question. “Well, like somehow force him to marry her. Coerce him with getting pregnant maybe.”

      “She did tell me I didn’t need to use a condom because she was on the pill. But I did anyway. I know a guy who’s married with a baby at eighteen. It sort of made me uncomfortable the way she kept trying to tempt me to go without the raincoat.”

      “Good instincts.” Wendy took a bite of her steak, considering whether to tell him that Ramona couldn’t have children anyway, though she may not have known that then. Or…now. No, better not to confuse him by imparting that information.

      He finished the last of his potatoes. “She’ll eventually meet a nice guy and move on.”

      He was optimistic. And kind. Should she warn him of his unhappy future? But Wendy didn’t know why he married her, and at this point he’d really think she was nuts if she told him not to do something he obviously had no intention of doing.

      All right, whatever force brought me here, tell me what I’m supposed to do.

      Zachary picked up the plates and stood. “We can clean up the kitchen and make out if you want?”

      She choked with laughter. Well, that wasn’t divine guidance. “You’re awfully fresh.”

      He gave her that one-shouldered shrug. “I am a hot-blooded young man, after all, and you are…” He tilted his head, obviously contemplating her. “You are a beautiful enigma. How often does one get to make out with an angel?”

      “Tempting as that is, I cannot be a cradle robber.”

      He lifted his arms out to his sides, which opened his shirt even more. “I’m not a baby.” And the wolfish expression on his face made the point as much as his sculpted body did.

      “No, but you have the word teen in your age, and I’m twenty-seven. That can’t be right.”

      Another shrug. “I really don’t see a problem with it.”

      She had to laugh at his laid-back debate. “I’m pretty sure I didn’t come back in time to make out with you. But I am fairly certain I’m here…”

      “To?” he prompted.

      Instead of answering, she asked, “What are your plans for today?” She picked up the glasses and followed him into the kitchen, where he set the dishes in the sink.

      “Sailing. I practically live on my sailboat during the summer, at least when I’m not working. Or house-sitting. I start working full-time next month, so I’m getting in as much as I can. Actually, scratch that. Today’s opening day of the Highland games. I’d planned to go with friends, then Ramona horned in, and they bugged out. I was going to hook up with them again, but now I have a better option.” He leaned close to her. “Want to go with me?”

      Something about the Scottish event niggled at her. “Sure. That would be fun.”

      “Cool,” he said with a grin. “Are you comfortable wearing that?”

      She looked down at herself, in his shirt and her leggings. “It’ll work.”

      “Give me a few minutes to run a comb through my hair and grab shoes.”

      He sprinted up the stairs, and she went into the kitchen to wash the dishes. As she set the last plate in the dish rack, something outside the window caught her eye. She looked out at the bushes and trees shivering in the ocean breeze but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      “Did my angel disappear?” Zachary called from the parlor.

      “I’m still here.” She dried her hands and went in to join him. She stopped at the sight of him, afraid she’d returned to present. He looked more like his groomed, adult self with his hair combed back, shirt buttoned and tucked into his jeans. Still young, she decided with relief, taking in his leaner physique and face. “But truth is, I don’t know how long I have here.”

      His smile faded as he took her hands and pulled her close. “You mean you’re going to poof and be gone?”

      “Probably. I don’t know how this works. So I need to—”

      “Kiss me one more time.” His eyes searched hers, the fear of her disappearance as clear on his face as it probably was on hers. “Better yet, stay.”

      He leaned down and covered her mouth with his, the urgency of his request reverberating in his kiss. He threaded his fingers through her curls, gripping them, anchoring her. She did the same, clutching at his shoulders. His tongue moved slowly around her mouth, as though savoring every taste, every sensation.

      This is how it’s supposed to be between us. Slow, passionate, right. I feel it down to my bones, that we belong together. Laughing together, cooking…making love. Now that I’ve tasted him, felt him like this, how can I ever not be with him?

      She felt so warm and safe in his arms that she never wanted to return to the present time. If only she could marry him before Ramona got any more ideas about being his wife. Everything would be solved.

      Except that there would be two Wendy Jordans in existence. That wouldn’t work. What if she ran into herself? Would they both explode?

      He gentled the kiss and pressed his forehead against hers. “Sure you don’t want to just stay here and make out all day?”

      “Mm, I do, I do. But…”

      That’s when her mission crystallized. She needed to connect him with her seventeen-year-old self. Wait. She searched her memory, finding a vague recollection of going to a concert one summer. Her favorite Scottish rock band was playing.

      She kept her hands on Zachary’s shoulders as she backed away enough to look at him. “Are you familiar with Blue Hawk Mountain?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We have to go.”

      He raised his eyebrows at her urgency. “Why do we have to go?”

      “This is going to sound crazy.”

      “And what part of this whole scenario doesn’t sound crazy?”

      “You have a point.” She took a deep breath. “In my time—your future—you’re married to Ramona.”

      “You’re right. That sounds crazy.” He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “Do I lose my sanity in this future of yours and actually fall in love with her?”

      “I don’t know why you married her. You—the future you—haven’t told me. I know it isn’t love. You’re miserable, and she has some hold on you. That’s why I’m here, at least why I think I’m here. To change the present.”

      “I can’t even imagine marrying her. Then again, I can’t imagine I’m talking to someone from the future either. So if this is all real—”

      “It is.”

      “Then we need to find out why. Do we have children?”

      “No. You told me she can’t have children, and you were rather relieved by that.”

      “I told you?” He shook his head, looking to the ceiling.

      “I know it’s a lot to wrap your head around. For me, too. But I’ve obviously come here for a reason. We have a connection for a reason. Now and in the future. I hate to ask this, but are you involved in, or considering, some illegal activity? Maybe something you’re doing with her?”

      “No. I’d never do anything to hurt or embarrass my grandparents. They’re good people.”

      She smiled. So was he. She kept digging. “Do they know her family? Could it be an arranged marriage, some kind of business thing?”

      He shook his head. “My grandparents would never do that to me. They don’t like her.”

      “I’m reaching, I know.”

      “She’s lonely, needy, manipulative, but devious enough to trap me in marriage? I dunno. And me getting duped by her or swayed somehow, I just can’t see it. What am I in the future, some kind of dickweed?”

      “No!” How odd that she wanted to defend Zachary to…Zachary. Yep, this was definitely a mind-tangle. “You’re stuck. And frustrated about it. Hey, does that mean you believe me?”

      “I have no idea what to believe.”

      How could she prove that she knew him in the future? “You play Frisbee golf. You told me you used to play on full moon nights with glow-in-the-dark discs with your friends. It was killer, you said. You even set up a course on the property. How could I know that if we’ve never met?”

      He just stared at her, so she went on.

      “You’re not much of a beach guy, even though you’re lucky enough to grow up on the ocean. Your grandparents raised you after your parents died. You said they were warm, loving. And they look like lovely people.”

      “They ‘look’…you’ve been in their home but haven’t met them?”

      Should she tell him that his grandparents were both gone, or so it seemed? “I’m working with you and Ramona to remodel the house. I don’t know where they are.” Technically true.

      “Me and Ramona.” He shook his head. “That’s right. You said you were an architect.”

      “Your architect,” she was happy to say now. Yours, yours, yours. Okay, she wouldn’t say that. “That’s how I know this house. I’ve measured every room. There’s a beautiful oil painting of your grandparents in their bedroom that makes me want to know them.”

      “It’s bizarre, you saying that. I just commissioned an artist in Boston to paint a portrait of them as a surprise for their anniversary. No one else knows about it.”

      “It turns out absolutely magnificent. It is the most moving painting I’ve ever seen. Your grandmother is going to be wearing a bright pink sweater in it, isn’t she?”

      He slowly nodded. “She is in the picture the artist is basing the portrait on.” She could tell that he was trying to find some logical explanation for her knowing that.

      “I saw the portrait in the future, Zachary. I know, it’s hard to believe, but it’s real. The way we connect here is how we connect in the future, too. But we can’t act on it because you’re married. I overheard Ramona say you’d be risking something if you had an affair with me. Leaving her is obviously out of the question. You meeting my younger self will change everything. Ramona will have to move on. So I'll go to the games with you, but only to find my younger self. Maybe we were meant to meet there and something derailed us. Probably Ramona. So we reconnect the rails. My younger self will be thrilled to have a guy like you walk up to her, but don’t be surprised if she giggles a lot. She is only seventeen, after all, and a little shy.”

      His eyes widened. “Seventeen? What are you trying to do, get me in trouble? You’re the one who’s all, You’re too young.” His voice lowered. “She’s jailbait.”

      “I don’t want you to seduce her, just get to know her. You’ll hit it off. If we’re meant to be together in the future, we’ll get along now. Besides, she turns eighteen on September first.”

      “September first? That’s your birthday?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “That’s my birthday, too.”

      She grinned. “Now why doesn’t that surprise me?” Part of her smile was finding a simple solution to destiny’s derailment. “I can even pinpoint at least one place I know they’ll be. My best friend, Roslyn, loved this band—specifically, she had a huge crush on the lead singer.” Wendy squeezed his arm. “We can do this.”

      “How weird will it be to see yourself?”

      “Totally. But that brings up a good point. I need to go incognito in case I run into myself or anyone else I know.”

      He brushed his fingers through her curls. “And you’re pretty recognizable, especially with these. I'll get you a hat and sunglasses.” He dug in a drawer for some shades, then ran upstairs. He returned with a beige felt hat that he settled on her head, tucking her curls beneath it. “Adorable.” Then he put the glasses on her face. “I’d hardly know you.”

      “You do hardly know me.”

      “True. But you obviously know me pretty well.”

      She put her hand to his cheek. “I know your heart.”

      He searched her eyes. “I feel like I know yours, too.”

      “Our future together is at stake. Your happiness and freedom, too. Are you ready to do this?”

      He drew his fingers down her arm to her hand, then brought it to his mouth. “If doing this means I get to see you again, I’m game.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Ramona stormed into the old maid’s quarters above the separate garage at the Van Buren’s. Zachary hadn’t exactly given her a key, but he’d left it out in the open in a subtle invitation to take it. Sometimes she came here just to be near him, even if he didn’t know. Bittersweet comfort.

      She felt no comfort tonight, only rage. Zachary had crushed her heart as surely as if he’d held it in his hand and squeezed. After he’d closed the front door on her, she had walked around to the parlor window and watched him with the other woman.

      It had been hard enough to watch them eating together on the couch, having what looked like a deep discussion. She’d been relieved when Zachary went upstairs alone, not so much when instead of leaving, the vamp washed dishes as if she lived there. Ramona thought the woman had caught sight of her in the bushes, so she’d ducked. Then she’d followed them back to the parlor window to watch them share not a friendly, first-date kiss, but a smoldering one. Ramona had nearly cried out in rage.

      It wasn’t the woman who worried Ramona so much as the way Zachary looked at her. Deeper than attraction or fascination, in a way he’d never looked at her. He’d kissed the woman in a different way, too. Even worse, he’d pressed his forehead to hers in a tender moment.

      All he ever did with Ramona was push her away. Zachary was so much like her father, damn him. He made her work hard, made her compete for his love. Zachary had given her a small part of his soul, then taken it away.

      A sigh caught in her throat, cutting off her air for a moment. The pain she lived with almost constantly crushed her heart under the weight of its brutality. Stooping over, she pressed her hand against her chest. Got to stop the pain. How? There seemed no end to it. Zachary was her lifeline. Without him she was nothing at all.

      There might be a way to end the pain. Stripping her clothes away, she stumbled to the kitchen and removed a knife from the butcher’s block. She took it to the full-length mirror behind the bedroom door. With grim fascination, she took the knife, looking into her reflection on its tapered surface.

      Her gaze moved then to her naked reflection. What was it that turned Zachary off? Her large breasts moved up and down with her breaths. Most of the men she had encountered loved her full breasts, lavishing affection and compliments on them. Some men preferred small-breasted women. Maybe Zachary was one of them.

      She gazed at the knife gripped in her hand. Her vision blurred as her eyes filled with tears of frustration and anger. She squeezed them shut, and drops slid down her cheeks. One of them fell on the hand that gripped the knife. She looked back at her reflection. What could she do to open Zachary’s eyes to the love he had for her? She held the knife up to her throat. Physically threaten him? She laughed, although it came out as a throaty whimper. At five-foot-two, she wasn’t much of a threat.

      She trailed the back edge of the knife down to her breasts. What if large breasts repelled him? His reaction when she’d pulled off her shirt earlier had been evidence of that. She had been a spectacle, a horrid creature throwing her breasts, the size of which he detested, at him in a crude and lascivious manner. She flipped the knife over in her hand, staring hard through tear-filmed eyes at herself. As she watched, she saw the hand in the reflection draw the knife down around first one breast, then the other. She watched the reflection as though it were separate from her. She felt no pain to make her think she was connected to the act in any way.

      Her gaze moved down to the hips in the mirror. Hips a little too wide, a bit spongy. Again, the knife slid across the skin, trying to cut away imperfection.

      Then she saw the blood. It trailed down creamy skin, cutting a jagged path over firm thighs and shapely calves. Almost even lines of red running from her breasts down her stomach, like jail cell bars closing her in, imprisoning her with her love. But that was only the reflection’s blood.

      Then she felt the pain. Not the inner pain she dealt with daily, but real physical pain. The knife slid from her fingers, and she started to scream. A sound stopped her. The garage door opening. Voices.

      Ramona grabbed a roll of paper towels and started cleaning the blood. Was someone coming up here? She threw on the dress and rolled the towels around her legs. Laughter floated up, a cruel juxtaposition to her situation.

      “What’s up there?” a woman asked.

      Ramona crept to the window and saw Zachary and the woman walking toward the garage. The woman, now wearing a hat, pointed up at her.

      “Used to be the maid’s quarters,” he said. “I tried to get my grandparents to let me move up there, but they weren’t having it. Besides, I think it’s haunted. I saw a shadow move around in there the other night.”

      A shadow? Her. Ramona glanced down at the blood droplets on the floor. Please don’t let them come up here.

      “A ghost? But you’re not afraid of ghosts,” the woman teased as they walked into the garage and out of sight.

      Ramona finished wrapping her breasts when the car started. She grabbed up her keys as Zachary's black BMW backed out of the garage. Her car was parked out of sight. She was already at the front door when Zachary's car disappeared down the drive. She wouldn’t be far behind.
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      The air was cooler on Blue Hawk Mountain, and the skies were clear blue. As Wendy and Zachary wandered amongst the crowds, she felt oddly disconnected from the festivities, the music, even the scents of fried dough and pork pies. It was busier than she remembered, though nowhere near full capacity. She almost waved at someone she knew, forgetting that she couldn’t talk to anyone.

      “Look, there’s the schedule.” She pulled Zachary over to a large board. “The band plays in an hour and a half. I don’t know exactly where we stood, but…oh.”

      “Oh?”

      “Roslyn was boy-crazy. I just remembered, these two guys came up to us at the concert, and we spent the rest of the day with them. Once we’re—they’re with those guys, it’ll be harder for you to approach.”

      “Did you like one of them?”

      “He was cute, but…” She gave him one of his one-shouldered shrugs. “It never went past the games. Roslyn, on the other hand, fell head over heels in her usual manner. She’s been married and divorced twice.”

      “So I have a narrow window in which to ply Wendy-seventeen with my charms.”

      She patted his cheek. “Just don’t throw the make-out request at her.”

      “Hah. I don’t go around doing that. But it’s not often that a woman appears in my house either.”

      “True. Just be yourself and go slow. She doesn’t have a lot of experience when it comes to guys. Especially a guy like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “Gorgeous, confident, and, um, worldly.”

      “All right, I get it. I'll be a perfect gentleman.” He glanced at his watch. “We have some time. Let’s wander. Maybe we’ll find Wendy-seventeen early. I’d hold your hand, but that would give her the wrong impression if she sees us.”

      “Definitely,” she said, though that sounded nice.

      She fell into the festival mood as they meandered around the grounds. They shared a secret grin at a troupe of young boys racing through the booth area in their little kilts. They browsed at many of the white tents selling all manner of Scottish souvenirs, foods, and clan merchandise, pausing at one to buy coffee and shortbread. The sound of bagpipes filled the air, and they walked down to where lines of men in kilts paraded by. As much as she wanted to watch the display, she scanned the crowd that lined up to watch.

      Later, they wandered down to the Heavy Athletics area, as it was called by a large banner. Amateurs were already competing, large men in kilts tucking a large ball beneath their chin, spinning, and tossing it. More like heaving it.

      “When I came here,” Wendy said, “all I could think was men in skirts and knee-high socks. Throwing stuff. I wasn’t impressed.”

      “Guess I won’t be donnin’ my kilt and tossin’ me stones for ye then,” Zachary said in a fair imitation of a brogue.

      She doubled over in laughter, losing her hat in the process. He picked it up and handed it to her when she gained control of herself. Her mirth vanished when she saw Ramona in the near distance.

      “Did you find her?” Zachary spun around, catching a glimpse of the pitiful expression on Ramona’s face before she turned away from them. “I don’t believe it. I mean, I do believe it, but I don’t.”

      Wendy’s sense of alarm sprang to life. Nothing could get in the way of Zachary and her younger self meeting. “Do you think she followed us?”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her.”

      The woman perusing mohair blankets looked a far cry from the femme fatale who’d come to the house earlier. Though she wore the same red dress and chunky high-heeled shoes, she moved like a frail old woman. Her shoulders slumped, her mouth turned down in a frown. She winced as she turned to move on to the next tent.

      “She looks like she’s in pain,” Zachary said. “When she’s like this, I feel bad for her. I think that’s closer to her real self, not that nymph personality she puts on.”

      Wendy tucked her hair back under the hat, her gaze on Ramona. “Or maybe the pitiful thing is an act. I think she’s calculating. And you’re too nice.”

      “Maybe. Let’s go to the concert area. It’s almost time.”

      This was it. Wendy scanned as they approached, remembering that the band was pretty popular with the locals who’d come to support them. Her heart skipped a beat as her gaze went right to a couple of young girls. Her younger self. She knew it would be strange to see herself, but she actually felt dizzy. Zachary had also seen the young Wendy, standing with her friend Roslyn, watching the kilted men readying their equipment. The two girls were sizing up the muscular musicians, the obviousness of it embarrassing to watch now.

      “That’s her?” he asked, following her stare. “You? Damn, this is confusing.”

      “Yes, it’s me. Go on.”

      “They look pretty preoccupied already.”

      She shoved his arm. “Go. Don’t let Roslyn sideline you. She’ll zero right in and she’s a lot more confident than I was. Hang out with them.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I'll be fine. Maybe once destiny’s been fixed I'll return to my present.”

      He took her hand, rubbing her palm with his thumb. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      She swallowed at the seriousness of his expression. “You won’t. You’ll have me at the proper age. Now, go. If this works, when I return to my time, we’ll be together.”

      She could tell that he wanted to kiss her goodbye but checked himself. “I hope so.” He made his way toward the girls in a casual lope. Oh, yeah, he’d slay her younger self. She would probably stammer and embarrass herself, but Zachary would hang in there.

      He was only a few yards from them when Wendy saw Ramona approaching in a hesitant, fear-of-being-rejected way that reminded her of Grizabella in Cats. Appropriate, being that she was the glamour cat. Ramona’s hesitancy lessened, though, when she saw the girls in Zachary’s trajectory.

      Hurry, hurry! Wendy thought as she watched in suspense. The girls looked up from their appraisals, interest evident in their eyes at the man approaching. As he started to greet them, Ramona let out a yelp before falling face down on the ground. He spun around, seeing her sprawled out holding her ankle and howling in pain. Calling his name, “Zachary, help me!” Those nearby looked at him, and he could do nothing else but go to her. Because that was Zachary.

      He knelt beside her, shooting Wendy a helpless look. She glanced at the two girls, watching the scene as well. Ramona moaned, all the while holding onto Zachary. Looking clearly like his lover, wrapping her arms around his neck and briefly kissing him.

      He unbuckled her shoe and examined her foot.

      “It hurts, baby,” she said loud enough for all to hear. “It really, really hurts.”

      “I'll call an ambulance,” someone in the gathered group said.

      “No! I mean, thank you, but I’m sure it’s just a bad sprain. My honey will take care of me, won’t you?” She gave him a sweet, imploring look.

      Wow, the woman was a master. Wendy saw how she worked the crowd. And worked Zachary, obligating him to either dispute and abandon her and look like an ass, or go along—and look like her boyfriend.

      “I can take you to the hospital,” he said, his frustration evident as he met her gaze. Now he looked like the Zachary in her time. He glanced at the girls, who had just started talking to the two guys they’d spend the day with.

      Wendy clamped her hand over her mouth. No! They can’t have gotten this close only to fail.

      Zachary removed her other shoe and helped her to her feet. Ramona gently put her weight on her ankle. She huffed in pain, taking the opportunity to lean against him. Tears streaked shiny down her cheeks.

      “We can get you a wheelchair,” someone said.

      “No, I'll be okay to walk in a minute,” she said. She tried her foot on the ground again, breathing harshly but keeping it there. Her arm was wrapped around his waist, and she took one tentative step. Then another. “I can walk with your help.”

      “Of course,” Wendy muttered, realizing she sounded bitchy to anyone who didn’t know the situation.

      He gave her a Now what? look over Ramona’s head.

      Wendy shook her head. She needed to think. Where might her younger self go after this? Would there be an opportunity for Zachary to approach without looking like a cockblocker? Probably not. What had she done the rest of the summer? She could barely remember what she did last summer, much less ten years ago. Fine, she’d give Zachary all the information she could about her younger self so he could find her.

      Zachary scooped up Ramona’s shoes by the straps. “No wonder you sprained your ankle. What were you thinking, wearing these to an outdoor festival?”

      “I can run in those things,” Ramona said with a sniff. “I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

      When Zachary put his hand on Ramona’s side to steady her, she cried out in pain again. “Did you hurt your ribs when you fell?” he asked, stepping back. “You’re bleeding.”

      A line of blood ran down her leg. She angled her good leg out to see, holding onto Zachary for balance. “I must have scratched myself.”

      “You should go to the clinic here.”

      “No, I'll be fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You’re bleeding. You need to at least have the scratch cleaned and treated.”

      “I'll be fine,” Ramona gritted out. “Just take me home, please. I can’t drive with this ankle.” She lifted it, and yes, it was swelling.

      “I can’t just leave. I’m here with my friend. I’ll call you a cab.”

      “You’re really going to send me home alone when I’m in pain?”

      “You’re not in enough pain to go to the clinic, so yes. I’ll make sure you’re safe and sound in the cab. Come on, let’s see where we can grab one.”

      Wendy smiled at how Zachary had circumvented Ramona’s machinations. He mouthed, I'll meet you back here and led Ramona toward the administration tent.

      Someone touched her shoulder as he passed by her. “Excuse me, miss,” he said, smiling at her, then blinking. “Wendy?” He took her in and chuckled. “Sorry, you look a lot like my granddaughter.”

      Her throat had gone dry as she stared at him from behind her dark glasses. Her grandfather. She’d forgotten that he’d come. And here he was, right in front of her. A link to her past. To her father. Was there some way to warn her father through her grandfather?

      “It’s okay. Actually, this is going to sound a little crazy, but…”

      Everything started spinning around her, mixed with music and laughter. Dizzying images, voices, the wailing of bagpipes washed over her, then everything went black.
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      Frustration settled in before Wendy could even open her eyes and focus on her surroundings. She was still in the house by the staircase. A glance at her watch revealed that only two minutes had passed since her incredible journey started. As she looked around, everything was much darker than it had been when she’d left. She touched the hat on her head. Real. She tugged at Zachary’s shirt. It had been real.

      The sound of a key in the door made her jump. Be Zachary, please. Ramona walked in, and Wendy sighed in disappointment. She’d failed to free him.

      “I thought that was your car outside. What are you doing here? I thought you were ready to start the pre…” Ramona’s eyes narrowed., and she pointed at Wendy. “I’ve seen you before.”

      Wendy gave her a nervous laugh. “Well, yeah. I’m your architect.”

      “No, before. Looking just like that, with that shirt and that awful hat, those sunglasses.”

      That’s why it’s so dark in here, Wendy thought as she removed the sunglasses. “I don’t think so. The hat and shirt are borrowed. I’ve never worn them before.”

      Ramona shook her head. “No, I’m sure I’ve seen you, or someone who looked just like you, wearing that same ensemble. I can’t remember where, but it was a long time ago.”

      Wendy laughed, trying to shake the uncomfortable feeling Ramona caused. “Well, it wasn’t me. I’ve got to run now. I just wanted to take a quick measurement before I started.”

      Ramona’s features sagged with impatience. “You still haven’t started the plans yet?”

      “Tomorrow. Tomorrow I start the plans. Goodbye, Mrs.—Goodbye.” The name wouldn’t even leave Wendy’s tongue.

      She headed out the door to her car. So she had changed the present. Ramona had remembered her from the past. Going back had been real, not only to her, but to everyone involved. And that sparked another question in her mind. Would Zachary remember her, too? If Ramona did, he too should remember everything that passed between them.

      Driving up to her house was a comforting feeling. Her body felt the wear of her cosmic journey, even though it had only lasted two minutes. She had so many questions and no way to find answers.

      One name kept crossing her mind over and over again: Uncle Morris. Well, that was what she’d called him when she was a kid, even though he wasn’t technically her uncle.

      Dr. Morris Delaney worked for a large chemical company as a scientist. He didn’t study time travel, nor had he written a book about it, but he had done a project on it in college. She remembered her father telling her about his crazy time travel theory. What exactly had he discovered? The only clear answer was that she must find out.

      She held her breath waiting for him to answer. How would she bring up a subject like this? Would he think she was crazy? As crazy as her father had thought Morris was?

      His familiar voice diminished her apprehension to just a trace of anxiety.

      “’Ello?”

      “Morris, it’s Wendy. How are you?”

      “I’m good. It’s been a while.”

      “I know. Too long.” She curled up on the couch. “I know we should do that whole catch-up thing, but I have an urgent situation. Do you remember when you said you’d be there for me anytime I needed you after my father died?”

      “Of course. Is everything all right?”

      “It’s so hard to even generalize. But I need you.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      She must have really worried him because he screeched into her driveway in record time. His silver curls bounced as he strode up the path to the door, where she met him. He was two inches shorter than Wendy, with a long torso and short legs. She guessed him to be in his sixties, though there wasn’t a wrinkle on his face.

      Morris spread his arms to hug her. “You look great, m’dear.”

      “You look pretty darned good yourself,” she managed through his overzealous hug.

      When he stepped back, he narrowed his fuzzy eyebrows. “You don’t look sick or stressed.”

      “No, not sick. Maybe a little crazy, though.”

      “Ah, that would explain it,” he said, gesturing to his faded, baggy denims and oversized sweatshirt. “‘Cause I’m nowhere near looking pretty darn good. In fact, a kind woman pressed a dollar into my hand the other day thinking I was a homeless person. But I’ve seen crazy, and you don’t look crazy to me. My cousin Mahoney had that gleam in his eyes, talking about aliens taking him up on their ship.” At her paled expression, he added, “You’re not going to tell me you were abducted, are you?”

      Wendy shook her head. “Not nearly that simple. Come on in.”

      She invited him into the living room where he settled on the couch and propped his feet on the coffee table. Sam came right over, ready to challenge the intruder. When Morris scratched his back, Sam seemed to remember him and relaxed.

      “Thanks for coming right over.” Wendy had never been the kind to beat around the bush, but how did one start a conversation like this? “Morris, have you ever met someone whom you felt insanely sure was the one? Not infatuation, but your soulmate?”

      “Oh yes, I felt that way. Once.” He drifted into his thoughts, a wistful smile on his face.

      “How did you know?”

      “Well, I’d been infatuated before. You know, sweaty palms, palpitating heart, all that goo-goo stuff. But this was different. I felt so much love, it hurt.”

      “And what happened?”

      “Nothing. Betzi…” He paused, as though savoring her name. “Betzi was married to my college professor and frequently assisted her husband in the lab. The chemistry between us was like the chemical bond between two atoms when the forces acting between them are powerful enough. The bond can bring those two very different substances together to form something completely different. But an affair was out of the question, and a woman divorcing her husband to marry one of his students”—he shook his head—“scandalous.”

      Wendy hadn’t seen his face glow like that in years or maybe ever. She wasn’t sure about the atom thing, but the chemistry analogy sounded similar to how it felt with Zachary.

      “So nothing ever came of it?” She wanted there to be more to his love story. Which meant hope for hers.

      He lifted one eyebrow and whispered, “One stolen kiss I shall never forget. But there was a lot more to it than a kiss. And lest you think me a rapscallion, she looked so unhappy, so lonely. When our eyes met, she seemed to come alive. But you didn’t call me out here to hear about my lost love.”

      “Dad told me about that paper you did in college on time travel. He said it was inspired by some weird experience you’d had.”

      He shook his head. “I’ve come to believe I imagined the whole thing.”

      She leaned forward. “What thing?”

      He started to open his mouth, then shook his head. “It’s nothing. And the paper, it was all theory.”

      “Please tell me about your experience.”

      “I made the mistake of telling your father, and he called me a love-struck fool. And maybe I was.”

      “And maybe you weren’t. Humor me, please. I promise, I won’t call you a fool.”

      He regarded her enthusiasm with perhaps a curious reserve. Or maybe it was because she leaned forward so much that she was nearly lying on the coffee table. She sat back and took a calming breath. “Please?”

      “Oh, all right. I was making up missed classes in the lab, but I ended up daydreaming about finding a way to go to the past and talk Betzi out of marrying the professor. I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, I stood on a street corner. Judging the cars and dress, I was twenty years in the past. And there she was, stepping out of Murphy’s Five and Dime, much younger than I’d ever seen her. She looked right at me and gave me a sweet smile. I said her name, so soft I’m not sure she heard it. But her smile warmed even more. I started to approach, but the professor came out of the store and led her away. She kept glancing back at me as they walked, and I saw the same sadness she usually wore.

      “I felt a hand on my arm, and when I lifted my head from the lab table, she stood there. She just looked at me, that sweet, innocent smile on her face. And do you know what she said? ‘Seeing you there with that look on your face, it suddenly dawned on me that I’ve seen you before. Years ago, outside Murphy’s. That was you, wasn’t it?’ I was flabbergasted beyond belief.”

      Chill bumps sprang up all over Wendy’s arms. “Did you tell her you had gone back in time?”

      He shook his head. “I would have. The words, crazy as they were, would have poured right out of my mouth. But she laughed and said it couldn’t possibly have been me, because I would have been about ten years old. Logically, she was right, and I let her believe that she had merely seen someone who looked exactly like me. Her recollection started a conversation that lasted for hours.

      “I was amazed to discover she also felt we were meant to be together. I was going to bring up the possibility of time travel then, but she leaned over and kissed me. Then she left, ashamed of her marital lapse. I never saw her again. The saddest part is that I looked her up six years ago. I was too late. She had died of cancer…alone. Apparently the professor had run off with one of his students, and she’d become a recluse. Most heartbreaking, she lived so close, in Little Boars Head. I still live with the guilt that if I’d tried to find her earlier, I could have been there for her.” He sighed. “M’dear, what does my sad story have to do with you?”

      “More than you’ll believe. Since Dad died, I’ve been having these dreams.” She described them and hers and Zachary’s first meeting that replicated the dream. “He asked if we’d met before. The haunted look on his face makes me wonder if he’s been having dreams, too. He even said he felt strangely close to me, as though I was someone from his dreams.” She got more chill bumps just thinking about it.

      “Have you had the dream since you met him?”

      “Yes, and that’s another strange thing. Every dream I had before I met him was the same. I’d reach the top of the stairs, but I always woke before I started walking down. I’ve had the dream every night since Zachary and I first met, and I’m able to take one step closer each time.”

      She held her arm up to Morris, showing him her chill bumps. To her surprise, he lifted his arm and found that he had them as well.

      “That’s strange,” he said. “I never get goose bumps. Except—”

      “When Betzi remembered you,” she guessed.

      “Exactly. So you think that destiny intended for you to marry Zachary, but was somehow screwed up?”

      “That’s what I’m beginning to believe. Especially when he asked me if I’d ever felt as though fate cheated me out of some wonderful thing destiny had in mind.”

      Morris leaned back in his chair. “Cheated by fate. You both seem to feel that you were meant to be together.”

      “Not that we’ve ever actually said it.”

      “But the solution seems simple. Couldn’t he just divorce his wife?”

      “That’s yet another strange thing. His wife has some hold on him. I overheard her warning him that he’d be risking something if he even had an affair. I’m sure she senses our connection. Or maybe she’s jealous of any woman in Zachary’s vicinity. She sweats insecurity.”

      “And I have a feeling that time travel comes in at about this point.”

      “Uh huh. Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “You’re asking a mad scientist if he thinks you’re crazy? Hah! When I did my project back in college, I wanted time travel to exist more than anything in the world. If you’re asking me whether it’s possible, I’m afraid I’m going to have to tell you no.”

      Wendy rubbed her sweaty palms together. “Yes, it is.”

      “M’dear, don’t toy with an old man.”

      “I’m not toying with you, and you’re not old.” She zipped around to his side of the coffee table, moved his feet, and sat down in front of him. “I went back ten years, Morris. I saw Zachary when he was only nineteen. And I saw myself at seventeen. Now do you think I’m crazy?”

      “Are you?”

      “No. I thought so at first, when I found myself standing in Zachary’s house, looking at a nineteen-year-old version of him, and the footage of a royal wedding I watched ten years ago was playing—live. But now I know it’s real.” She told him about Ramona remembering her.

      Morris sat there for a moment, his mouth working silently before words came out. “You mean my experience might have been real?”

      “Did it feel real?”

      “Yes,” he whispered. “There are theories that time travel exists.”

      “Really? What are they?”

      “Black holes, wormholes. But frankly, I don’t think this had anything to do with science. This belongs in the woo-woo category. Forces beyond our realm used dreams to show you what was supposed to be happening now. So when you met Zachary, you knew something magical was happening, something out of the ordinary. Since the dreams started after your father’s death, that must have been when destiny’s plans went awry. With the groundwork the dreams laid, you were open to believe what would sound preposterous to the logical mind. You might be able to go back in time, but only for reasons beyond the practical.”

      “Beyond the practical?”

      “Yes. For instance, you couldn’t go back to buy IBM stocks when they first released them, or to bet on the World Series. Maybe it’s possible to go back in time only when fate has been obstructed and needs to be righted again.”

      “That’s exactly what I thought, but I went too far into the past. He knows Ramona but has no intention of marrying her. Even back then she was in love with him, and that obsession kept building until she found a way to blackmail him into marrying her. How can I warn him when I don’t know what she’s using to hold him?”

      “There’s only one answer to that. You’ll have to go back again.”

      She hadn’t thought of going back on purpose. The idea pumped adrenaline through her veins. “I don’t know if I can. But I’d try.”

      Morris rubbed his finger on the edge of his nose in deep thought. “You know every time you go back you change the present. Even if you stop Zachary from marrying Ramona, he will have had all those years since then to do things differently. What if he isn’t with you?”

      “You mean he might not fall in love with me in the ensuing years?”

      “I just want you to be prepared in case he’s with someone else.”

      “He won’t be with anyone else, Morris. He’s meant to be with me. I know this. I can’t be going back to save him for someone else. It just wouldn’t make any sense.”

      “Does any of this make sense? Really?”

      “No. But even if he’s not mine, if I save him from his prison, that will be enough.”

      “Just keep in mind, that even the most inconsequential action could cause disaster. Ramona now remembers you in her past. And now that you’ve spent time with Zachary, he’ll also remember you.”

      Wendy clasped her hands together. “I know. That’s what is so incredible about this. If I speak with him now, he’ll remember what we shared.”

      “Which brings up another thought. Zachary may now be more inclined to reveal the hold his wife has on him.”

      “You’re right. Then I’ll know exactly what to warn him about on my next trip. There’s something else I want to do if I can go back: warn my father about his heart condition.”

      “Wendy…”

      “I have to do it.”

      “Wendy, I loved your father very much, but I don’t think you should tamper with that. I believe that people die when they’re supposed to die. We don’t understand the bigger picture. The only reason you’ve been allowed this fantastic privilege is to save Zachary from Ramona’s clutches. Your dreams are about Zachary, not your father.”

      “I can’t let him die again.”

      “I know you feel a tremendous amount of guilt…”

      “I should have been working that Saturday morning. I should have been there. Maybe I could have done CPR.”

      “You can’t help that you had the flu. Nor should you blame yourself for not saving him.”

      Easier said than done. A lot had changed since her father’s death. Wendy moved into the president role at the firm, the dreams had started, and so had the guilt. “I'll have even more guilt if I don’t at least try.”

      “If you start doing things aside from your sole purpose, you may be snatched back to the present without ever being able to go back again.”

      She felt her shoulders slump. “You may be right. It was seeing my grandfather that sent me back to the present. He looked so much like Dad, it made me think of talking to him. It’s almost as though destiny was trying to tell me something.”

      “Ah, you see. And what if you try to warn your father, and destiny gets pissed off and doesn’t let you finish what you’re supposed to be doing?”

      “I guess I’ll just have to take that chance. It’ll be worth it if I can get my message through.”

      “Worth losing the man you’re meant to spend the rest of your life with? A man who’s miserable now?”

      “Don’t ask me those questions, Morris. Please.”

      “And what exactly will you tell your father? That you’ve learned how to predict the future? Or that you can see right through his skin and into his arteries? Think about this before you do something crazy.”

      “I will, Morris. I will.”

      His somber expression lit up in a smile, and he took her hands in his. “I can’t believe it. I still can’t believe it! What did it feel like?”

      “Confusing at first, then frustrating. I didn’t know what I was meant to do. The only thing I could think of was that he and I were supposed to meet in the past and something unexpected prevented it. We would have to get married before Ramona came up with her scheme. But I couldn’t get us together. I need a clue, a manual, something to help me. Hopefully, Zachary can provide that. My father is a different type of problem. If I solve the Zachary-Ramona dilemma, then I may not remain in the past long enough to save Dad. If I try to save Dad first, then, as you pointed out, I may get flung back to the present and be unable to help either one.” She buried her face in her hands. “This is so damn frustrating.”

      Morris walked over to the French doors, looking out at the darkening skies. His fingers smoothed his wiry mustache. “Perhaps I can help.”

      Wendy looked up at him. “How?”

      He turned, a half-smile on his face. “Take me with you.”

      “You mean back in time?”

      “Yes. When you return, I want to go with you. With an objective point of view, perhaps I can see something you cannot.”

      “Do you think you’ll be able to?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d sure like to try. Maybe while you’re working on the Zachary problem, I can find your father.”

      “And Betzi?”

      He had already considered that, given his soft smile. “If we’re already interfering with the past, why not? When will you try?”

      “Tomorrow, at the same time. I want to recreate the same circumstances as today. Meet me here at three.”

      She hugged him goodbye, then watched as his taillights disappeared down the driveway. She liked the fact that Morris would be coming with her on her next journey back in time. If, indeed, he could. If she could.

      She needed to talk to Zachary. Heck, she didn’t even know what he did for a living. She blocked her phone number and called the home number, hoping he would answer the phone. She had a feeling Ramona would simply ask what she wanted if she answered. What could she reasonably need to talk to him about? When Ramona’s clipped voice answered with a “Hello?” Wendy hung up.
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      Wendy woke up way early, straight from another wedding dream. She’d reached the eighth step but couldn’t take more than one step every night. It was as frustrating as her time travel journey.

      The light outside her bedroom balcony illuminated the snow lightly falling. Instead of seeing the beauty of it as she usually did, she only thought of the condition of the roads leading to Zachary’s house.

      As the morning wore on, the snow grew heavier. After she put more wood on the basement stove, she peered outside. The snow was already piling up around her car. Yelling at the snow gods to make it stop didn’t help. Praying and bargaining didn’t either. As she busied herself cleaning the house, her gaze constantly drifted to the windows in hopes of finding clear skies at the edge of the gray.

      When nine o’clock rolled around, she tried calling Zachary again. She needed to talk with him without Ramona being anywhere in the vicinity. Working out a rendezvous might be tricky, but she was willing to talk to him about the whole crazy business over the phone if it came to that. She had to find out what bound him to Ramona before the clock struck four o’clock.

      An answering machine picked up. Disappointment thrummed through her, though his voice cheered her some. “Hello there. No one is here to take your call right now. If you need to reach me for business, the office number is…” Wendy scrambled for a pen and paper. Breathing a sigh of relief at being able to find him, she called the number and waited impatiently for someone to answer.

      At about the fifth ring, she realized that it was a Saturday, and he probably wouldn’t answer. More disappointment set in when the ten o’clock forecast brought reports that higher roads were blocked, with still more snow expected. The meteorologist suggested spending a cozy weekend by the fireplace.

      “I can’t do that. I need to transcend time and fate.” She plopped down on the ottoman. Yeah, that sounded crazy. “Besides, how cozy can you get with a cat?”

      Sam, sprawled tummy-up on the floor, meowed.

      “Sorry, buddy. Nothing personal.”

      Wendy stretched out next to him, scratching his fuzzy belly and starting his purring motor.

      At eleven o’clock she called Morris. “You’re a scientist. Find a way to stop this snow.”

      “Believe me, I’d try any blasted way to get it to stop. But it’s too late now. The roads here are slush and mush. I’m afraid we’re going to have to postpone our trip.”

      “Ooh. Those are the words I’ve been dreading all morning.”

      Morris chuckled. “Now, that sounds like the little Wendy I remember when she didn’t get the puppy the neighbors were giving away.”

      “This is far worse than losing out on a puppy.”

      “The past will be there, m’dear. It’s not going anywhere. Let’s talk tomorrow and assess the weather situation.”

      The prospect of spending the rest of the day trapped inside depressed her spirit. Luckily, she’d brought home Zachary’s house plans, so she could at least make some progress on them.

      Sam’s meows interrupted her thoughts. He gazed at her, then to the French door.

      “Are you trying to tell me something, Sammy boy?”

      Sam let out a strangled meow, as though protesting to his nickname. She opened the door, and he slipped past her in a flash. The frigid air felt good on her face as she stepped outside. Snow clung to the once-barren branches of the trees, covering everything in purity. All around her was white simplicity. She hoped unraveling the mysterious web in which Ramona had captured Zachary would be just as simple.
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      The Monday morning sunrise found Wendy on her phone app checking road conditions. Her fears were realized as the app advised that she would not be able to travel up the road to the Van Buren house. It relieved her, though, to find she could drive to work. Another day cooped up in the house would have driven her mad. Next, she called Zachary’s office number again.

      “Good morning. Rye Harbor Custom Sailboats,” greeted a pleasant female voice. Thankfully not Ramona.

      “Good morning. May I please speak with Zachary Van Buren?”

      “I’m sorry, but he’s out of the shop right now.”

      “When do you expect him back? It’s urgent that I speak with him.”

      “Well, it’s going to be a while. Right now he’s somewhere between Miami and Montego Bay on Bermuda Blues. I don’t expect him back for another week or so.”

      Gone? He was gone? She remembered that he’d mentioned being out of town. “You said he was on Bermuda Blues?”

      “Oh, sorry, I just assume anyone who calls here knows. It’s a racing sailboat, a seventy-one-foot beauty. They’re going for their second win in a row. Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “Not unless you can patch me through to him on that sailboat.”

      “I’m afraid not. No signal. I can take your information and get a message to him next time he checks in, though.”

      Wendy debated. Was Ramona privy to his messages? Was she on the sailboat with him? “No, I'll just try his wife.”

      “She left a little while ago and won’t be back until tomorrow morning.” So Ramona wasn’t with him. He was enjoying some freedom anyway. Then the phrasing of the woman’s statement sank in. “She works there?”

      “She and Zachary own the shop. I can leave her a message.”

      Own the shop? “Uh, that’s okay. I'll try her at home.”

      She hung up and slumped back in her chair. They owned a business together. “Didn’t see that coming.” When he was nineteen, he said they worked at the same place. Apparently they still did. Could that be what bound them? But lots of couples owned businesses together and divorced. Messy, no doubt. Reason enough to stay in an unhappy marriage, doubtful.

      Hours later, the Mylar sheet spread across her drafting table looked as white and blank as the snow outside. She drew a line, erased it, drew another line, erased that. The numbers weren’t working, the ideas weren’t coming. She had already wound five curls so incessantly that they now stuck out like springs on an old mattress.

      When the radio station announced that most roads would be passable by tomorrow afternoon, she let out a whoop of joy.

      Ted Johnson, the most solemn associate in the firm, peered around her door. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine. Just got some good news, that’s all.”

      He waited perhaps for her to share the news, then nodded and disappeared around the door. He wouldn’t understand her joy at the passable road anyway. But Morris would.

      “The road to the past is clear,” she intoned when he answered the phone.

      “Am I to understand by your greeting that we might reach the house now?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow is yesterday.”

      “Wendy, I think this time travel business is doing strange things to your mind.”

      “It’s the waiting that’s making me crazy. Knowing it’s right there, yet beyond my reach, has been torture. Now I feel like I’ve had ten cups of coffee injected into my veins.”

      “Well, you can’t make time go faster. Then again, maybe you can. If anybody could, I’d place a bet on it being you.”

      “I appreciate your vote of confidence. Now all I have to do is prove the existence of ghosts and UFOs, and I’ll be up for some kind of nomination.”

      “One thing at a time, please. I don’t think I can take any more excitement than this right now. And I think your ten cups of coffee are affecting me as well.”

      Wendy laughed. “I hope you can go back, too.”

      “So do I, m’dear. So do I.”

      “I’d better get back to work. I’ll meet you at my place at two.”

      “I shall be there with wings on my feet and a notepad in my pocket.”

      Wings made her think of angels, and angels made her think of Zachary. Reminding herself that this was his house didn’t help her to focus in on the purpose of the blank Mylar in front of her. It took her an hour and a half just to draw four lines that escaped the electric eraser. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. At least until two.
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      Just before three o’clock on Tuesday, Morris and Wendy followed a snowplow that was clearing the road of fresh snow from the night before. Her fingers curled around the steering wheel in frustration.

      Morris looked at his watch, then tried to look around the plow. “Do you know how far it is after the blue mailbox?”

      “Did you say a blue mailbox?”

      Morris peered around the plow again. “Yep, that’s what it looks like to me.”

      She grabbed his arm and shook it. “That’s it. That’s the house.”

      Snow still covered the driveway leading up to the house. At least it was reassuring that no one else could easily reach it.

      “Think we can make it?” he asked.

      She assessed the slope. “I’m kicking in the four-wheel drive.”

      Morris held onto the so-called Jesus strap as Wendy navigated the drive. The tires lost traction halfway up, and the car slid down a few feet.

      Wendy said, “Hold on. We’re going to make it. I insist.”

      The tires grabbed hold and moved them over and around the bend. The house was in sight, but the snow from the previous Sunday, combined with last night’s layer, piled up in front of them.

      “I say we make a run for it,” Wendy said.

      “Run? You expect me to run in snow and ice?”

      “Do you want to go back in time or sit in the car and wait?”

      Without replying, he opened his door and slid out, sinking into the soft snow. Wendy jumped out, too, and they began wending their way toward the house.

      “This reminds me of my wedding dream. I keep trying to walk down those stairs toward Zachary, yet my feet won’t move more than my allotted steps. It feels just like walking in this snow.”

      “Have you still been having those dreams?”

      “Every night since I met him. I still keep getting closer.”

      By the time they reached the front door, they were out of breath. Wendy fumbled with the key, her fingers numb with cold. Once the door was closed, quiet descended upon them.

      She walked to the staircase and the statue beside it. “This is where it happened. I was standing here, and these sparks of color danced all around.”

      “I see faint dashes of color on the wall over there.”

      “It was much more than that, and they were focused right here on this spot. But the sun isn’t coming in at the same angle, and I’m pretty sure it was hitting the heart.” As she looked at it, she realized there was something different about it. To her astonishment, it looked smaller than last time. She was sure of it. What did the size change mean?

      Morris stepped up beside her. “Is this the magic spot?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She spun the smaller heart around, but the lights didn’t whirl and dance like last time. In fact, the sparkles weren’t even near the bottom of the stairs. She stood in the same spot anyway, closed her eyes and waited.

      After a few minutes, she carefully opened one eye, then the other. She was still in the same empty house. The only sound she heard was the tick-tick of a clock. She turned to find the source, a grandfather clock that was at least seven feet tall, with floral patterns centered around the design of a bird. She watched the pendulum swing back and forth in the little round window.

      “I don’t remember hearing the clock before,” she said. Now it seemed to reverberate throughout the room. “Wait. I did hear the clock. Not the tick-tick, but the chiming of the hour. She looked up to see what time it was, and as she did, it began chiming. Bong, bong, bong. Before she could even wonder if it had been the chiming of the clock combined with the touching of the statue that had taken her back, the chiming ended.

      “Maybe I was dreaming it all. Maybe I…” She looked back at the clock. “It chimed four times last time. Four bells, four o’clock. And the sun streamed through the window and lit the crystal heart on fire. It’s not in the right position to do that yet.”

      Morris sat down on the bottom step. “Four o’clock must be the magic time. An hour is definitely worth waiting for the past.”

      They spent the hour sprawled on either end of the leather couch in the parlor talking about the past—a different past than Zachary’s.

      “Did you know David cried at your college graduation ceremony?” Morris asked.

      Her eyes widened. “He did?” He solemnly nodded. “I never knew that. I could see that Dad was happy, but I didn’t realize how much it meant to him. Well, maybe I did when I found the papers he’d drawn up to make me a partner.”

      “I remember him telling me his plans to surprise you. He was so proud of you. I’m sure he still is.”

      She felt a big stupid grin spread across her face. The chiming of the grandfather clock jerked her back to present. “It’s time.” She lurched from the couch and ran to the stairs. “Stand where the colors point to the bottom of the stairs and hold my hands.”

      As the last bell chimed, they clasped their hands together. She held her breath and waited. Nothing happened.

      Morris, who had squeezed his eyes shut, slowly opened them again. “Nothing looks different.”

      “Last time I went back, it happened a minute after the four o’clock hour. Let’s wait another minute.” Several seconds later, she said, “Look, the colors are brighter. This is when it happens, Morris. This is it.”

      She could feel the warmth of his hand on hers, then blackness wrapped its velvety glove around her. The intense vibrancy of life lifted her to a plateau of inner pleasure.

      After a few moments, the shadows began to subside. She no longer felt Morris’s damp hands in hers. The smell of freshly cut wood permeated the air. A saw buzzed somewhere. She had absolutely no idea where she had ended up this time.
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      Ramona put on a purposeful gait as she walked past her father’s office, even though it was lunchtime. Didn’t matter. He barely looked up from the papers all over his desk. He didn’t see her as anything more than one of his employees. Sure, he said he wouldn’t give her preferential treatment when she’d asked for a summer job back in high school, but she didn’t think he’d stick to it. He accused her of simply wanting to work there because of the gorgeous guy he just hired, but she’d proven her mettle. He’d tried to wear her out, too, but he didn’t know how determined a woman she was. Because he didn’t know her. He had admitted, though, that she was a damn good bookkeeper.

      She sauntered under the NO ADMITTANCE OTHER THAN EMPLOYEES sign into the large shop area. She loved the sounds and smells and the sailboats in various stages of being built. Freshly cut wood, the acrid scent of paint stain, even the sweat of the fifty employees all busy working on boats of varying size and completion.

      Since Zachary never bothered to ask her out to lunch, even though they worked at the same place, she’d decided to ask him out for a bite.

      A majestic fifty-foot sailboat in its final stages sat on a wood frame on one side of the shop. Ramona sighed as she took in the perfection of his work. But then a nagging thought surfaced. Sailing was another thing Zachary hadn’t invited her to do in a while.

      One of Zachary’s helpers gave her a polite nod before returning to his task of measuring hardener for resin. Annie, whom she despised, didn’t even acknowledge her as she sanded an upside-down laminated hull. Ramona knew Annie wore those tight shorts to tempt Zachary.

      Ramona knew where he’d be, his favorite work spot at the rear of the fenced-in property. As her dad’s “most valuable and dedicated employee,” as he often raved, he scored the quieter back corner. She rounded a boat skeleton and came to a stop. A woman stood there, blinking in a disoriented way. Ramona was about to ask what the trespasser wanted when she recognized her: the vamp who’d been at Zachary’s house five years ago. She’d almost forgotten about her. A snide smile crept across her face. He’d obviously dumped her after that night because Ramona hadn’t seen her around since. And she’d definitely kept her eyes open.

      The tall, curly-haired woman looked around her, whispering, “Morris? Are you here?” Maybe her cat or dog, although no animal responded to the woman’s calls. She followed the vamp through the shop, listening as she asked one of the craftsmen where she could find Zachary.

      Ramona held her breath as the other woman approached him from behind and placed her hands over his eyes, whispering in his ear. His expression when he turned around stabbed Ramona right through her heart. His whole face lit up with happy surprise. Without hesitation, he wrapped his arms around her and held her.

      “Angel,” he said on a sigh. “It feels like forever since I last saw you.”

      “It’s only been a couple of days for me, and I’ve missed you.”

      As their embrace wore on, Ramona silently pummeled the boat she stood behind until her knuckles ached.

      He finally, after what felt like ten minutes, pulled back. “So, it didn’t work?”

      Angel shook her head. “Nothing’s changed.”

      “After you poofed away, or at least I figured you did when I couldn’t find you, I drove all around here looking for you. No luck.”

      “I should have given you my name and address. I didn’t know I’d have to leave so soon.” She touched his face. “You’re grown up. What’s the date today?”

      “September 1. It’s been five years since your last visit. I’m twenty-five today.”

      “Our birthday!” Angel kissed him. “Happy Birthday, Zachary.”

      “Happy Birthday to you. We’ll have to celebrate.”

      Ramona’s stomach churned. They both had the same birthday? But what did that mean really? Lots of people had the same birthday.

      “Is this your boat shop?” Angel asked, looking around.

      “Nah, I just work here. Though I have talked to Charles Baker, the owner, about buying it when he retires.”

      “Mm,” she said with a nod and odd smile. “I have a feeling that’s going to go through. Charles Baker, you said?”

      “Yeah. He started the business when he was twenty-two, grew it into a successful business. He took me under his wing, mentored me.”

      “Ah,” Angel said, that knowing nod, though without a smile. “I see.” She stroked the side of the hull they stood beside. “You actually build boats from scratch? I’m impressed. I figured they were all made in factories nowadays.”

      He patted the hull with pride. “From tree to boat. Most sailboats nowadays are made from fiberglass, but many of the people I sail and race with missed the days when they could have a custom-made wooden boat. My first boat was wooden, and I loved messing around with it. It was natural to make them for a living.”

      Angel laughed. “In my time, you’re racing a sailboat called Bermuda Blues to Montego Bay.”

      “Oh, am I?” he asked, a patronizing expression on his face. “I—wait a minute. Did you say Bermuda Blues?”

      “That’s what your receptionist told me.”

      Now he had a look of wonder. “I couldn’t have told you about that boat. I wasn’t even into building boats the last time you were here. I’ve designed a sailboat called Bermuda Blues. She only exists on paper until I can afford to build her. You mean to tell me that in five years I’m racing her to Jamaica?”

      “You’re going for your second win.”

      Ramona wanted to smack that woman’s smile right off her face, even though she had no idea what they were talking about. It was as though Angel knew the future.

      “My second win? Cool. Do I succeed?”

      “I don’t know, it’s still going on. I can’t tell the future…at least not my future.”

      “Oh, right. I get confused about what you can and can’t do. Come on, let’s go outside where we can talk.”

      The conversation thus far had thoroughly confused Ramona. In her time, Zachary was racing to Montego Bay? What time was that? Ramona had to find out what this Angel was all about. Most importantly, she had to find out whether the woman was a threat. From what she’d seen, it appeared so.

      Ramona followed them out to the boat yard like a professional spy. After all these years, she had the experience. She had, unfortunately, watched him with various women over the years, but she’d never seen him glow the way he did with Angel.

      He’d tucked her arm beneath his and led her around the various boats. “So, where are you going to send me this time to meet Wendy?”

      Angel looked skyward in thought. “What was I doing on my twenty-third birthday? Oh!” She grimaced. “Right now, I’m making the biggest mistake of my life.”

      Ramona hoped she meant being there with Zachary.

      He raised his eyebrows. “And what might that be?”

      “I’m vacationing in California with a man who will make me miserable.”

      “Well then, Miss Future, why don’t you go warn yourself about him?”

      “Besides the paradox, what would I have thought of someone who looked identical to me warning me about the guy I’m in love with? Nuts, that’s what.” She shot him a wry smile. “Like you did.” She shook her head. “No, sometimes you have to live with your mistakes. I learned a lot about life—men.”

      “I hope not all bad stuff.”

      “After Todd, I thought all men were dysfunctional jerks. I haven’t met one to prove otherwise.” As Zachary started to protest, she added, “And I’ve only met you a couple of times, so I can’t really make a judgment.”

      “Sounds like you already have. What did this guy do to you, anyway?”

      “He was just a conniving, manipulative, snake-charming, lying, insecure alcoholic.”

      “Is that all? I don’t see the problem.”

      She punched him playfully on his arm. “You men are all alike.”

      He held up his hands. “Hey, hey, don’t generalize. So this guy was a douchebag. Want me to knock him around a bit, show him the proper way to treat a lady?”

      She pressed her cheek against his arm. “No, thank you. Besides, if you did, I might still be with him. And I wouldn’t be here with you.”

      “In that case, I’ll leave him alone.”

      “It took a long time for me to see the good in the relationship. I learned how to spot a dysfunctional man. I also learned that I was an enabler. I needed him in order for me to grow, so unfortunately, I can’t save myself from that pain.”

      “So, there’s no mission?”

      “I was so blindly in love with that loser, so determined to save him, even you couldn’t have lured me away.”

      He pulled her to stand in front of him and wrapped his arms around her. “Well, why don’t we just have fun? I’d like to take you on a ride between the sheets.”

      Angel gave him a mock look of derision. “Is that how you woo women, Zachary Van Buren? Does it actually work?”

      He pulled her close again with a chuckle. “Yes, it does. On women who like sailing, that is.”

      “Sailing?”

      “Yes, that’s the name of my sailboat: Between the Sheets. You’re between the sheets when you’re sitting in the cockpit.” He grinned.

      She pressed her finger to his collarbone. “You are a scamp for making me think you were a scamp.”

      Zachary planted a long kiss on her lips. A scream rose up in Ramona’s throat, but she contained it. What is going on here? Miss Future's in love with some other man, she's talking about Zack racing on a boat that doesn't even exist, and what’s this mission about? They seem to have this secret language. She's making Zack talk crazy. I've got to stop her.

      He finished the kiss “It should only take me a few minutes to get her ready to sail.” He obviously saw Angel’s hesitance. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me you get seasick.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think I do.”

      “You’ve never been on a boat before?”

      She meekly shook her head again.

      “You live in a town right on the Atlantic Ocean, surrounded by lakes of every size, and you’ve—”

      “I know, I know. You don’t have to remind me. I’m just not a boat person, that’s all.”

      Ramona inwardly shrieked with laughter. She knew everything about boats, loved sailing, and this Angel Future woman had never even been on a boat. Surely that would turn Zachary off.

      Except he didn’t look turned off when he pressed a kiss to her nose. “But you will be for one day, won’t you? Sailing is a breeze, literally. All you have to do is sit back and enjoy. I’ll do the work.”

      “I’m game.” Angel looked down at herself. “But I’m not dressed for boating.”

      “Easily remedied. We’ll run into town and get you some shorts.” He scanned down her body. “Maybe a bikini. I keep sweatshirts on the boat in case it gets cool out on the water.”

      “I need to make a trip into Newmarket to see someone. How long will we be?”

      “For your first outing, just a couple hours. Then I’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

      She leaned close and kissed him this time, a grin on her face. “Sounds like an adventure to me.”

      Just then a woman’s voice rang out through the boat yard over the loudspeaker. “Zachary, Mr. Rech from England on the line.”

      “Angel, I’ve got to take this call. Be right back.”

      He affectionately grazed her chin before departing, something he’d never done with Ramona. Or any woman she’d ever seen him with. He’d been cagey too about how they’d met or who she was. This woman was probably the reason Zachary wouldn’t fall for her, even though they didn’t see each other often. Even though he couldn’t have her, for reasons Ramona didn’t understand. But he was in love with her, nonetheless. Rage roared up inside her. Angel had to go. Now. She had some supernatural influence on Zachary. Yes, that explained everything. Angel was a witch who had cast a spell on him. She had some plan to use him. To destroy him. Ramona spotted a broken board lying on the ground and imagined swinging it at her enemy.

      Calm down. You can’t go off like that. You’ll lose Zachary completely. You’ve pushed it too far enough times, and you don’t want to see that cool look on his face ever again.

      She took a deep breath, passed the board, and stepped out from around the boat.

      Angel started, then recognition flickered in her eyes. Weird since they’d never met. She thrust her hand out. “I’m Ramona Baker. My father owns this place.”

      Angel tentatively slid her hand into Ramona’s. “Uh, nice to meet you. I’m—”

      “Angel.” She enjoyed taking the woman off-guard. “I heard Zachary greet you.” Ramona squeezed her hand. She felt normal. She looked normal. But there was something not normal about her being there. She wanted to tell her that Zachary was a scamp. That he screwed every woman he met. Or that he was gay. Or that she was pregnant with his baby. Something. But she knew all those stories would backfire because they had. She’d worked so hard to tamp down that sort of thing, hard as it was at times.

      Ramona pulled her hand free. “I haven’t seen you around before,” she lied. Couldn’t exactly admit she’d been peeking in Zachary’s window, now could she? “You’re a friend of Zachary’s?”

      “Um, yes.”

      “Yeah, me, too. Where are you from?”

      “Portsmouth. Do you work here, too?”

      She patted the side of the boat. “Sure do. Zack does magnificent work, doesn’t he? I’ve worked with him for a long time. How long have you known him?”

      The simple question clearly took Angel off-guard, too. “Um, a while. But it’s been years since I’ve seen him.”

      Ramona surveyed her with a speculative glance. “Hm. Never saw you before. I’ve seen many, many girls come and go but not you.” She gave her a wink. “He must keep you hidden away.”

      “Many, many girls, eh?”

      Ramona rolled her eyes. “Too many. But hey, he’s a good-looking guy. What can you do?”

      Instead of putting Angel off, she smiled in a not-smile way. “A hot-blooded one as well, I’d imagine.”

      “Um, yeah.” There was something about the way she’d said that…

      “Ramona.”

      Her name, spoken in Zachary’s What are you doing? voice, drew her attention to him. “Just introducing myself to your friend here.” She pasted on a super-sweet smile. “Yous have fun sailing now. Wish I could go.”

      She sauntered off, of course, hearing no invite to join them. No, he wanted his Angel all to himself.

      “You better stay away from my man,” she muttered when she was far enough away. “Witch.”
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      “Ramona was listening to our conversation,” Wendy said as they headed out of one of the quaint shops near the marina. “She knew we were going sailing. And she heard you call me Angel.”

      “She used to do that sort of thing, hover around when I was talking to my friends. But she hasn’t done it in a while. Well, she wouldn’t understand a lot of what we were talking about. Hopefully, we just confused her. Did she say anything odd?”

      “Just that you had many, many girls in your life.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “Yeah, I’m a regular lothario during those ten minutes a week when I’m not working, sailing, or sleeping.” But his smile faded. “I thought she was over that.”

      “She won’t get over you, or the idea of having you. You’re still married to her.”

      He paused. “Which I find harder to believe than you coming from the future.”

      She pulled him to a bench and sat down. “I may have a piece of the puzzle. You both own that shop in my time. When I figured out that Ramona’s dad owns it now, and that you want to buy him out, it made me wonder. She said you were risking something. Maybe it’s losing the shop.”

      “She knows I love that place. If her father bequeaths her the shop when he retires, maybe she dangles that as a carrot.” He shook his head. “I can’t imagine being that weak, though. I have loyalties to the shop and her father, but to marry her for it?” He shook his head. “I can’t imagine.”

      “But is it possible?”

      “Who knows? Maybe I’m in a position where I need to buy in. A different mindset. Or there’s some legal issue.” He took her hands in his. “Knowing what I know, I promise you that I won’t make any marriage deals to keep it. I’ll start my own shop if it comes to that.”

      “Maybe that’s what changes the future. Then we’ll meet when we’re meant to.” She took a deep breath and rose. “Let’s go sailing. I feel like a hundred pounds has been lifted from my shoulders.”

      He linked his fingers with hers. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t Katy love him,” she said as they turned a corner of a Colonial brick building. Stretched out along the length of a bench was a massive Saint Bernard.

      “Who’s Katy? Friend of yours?”

      Wendy laughed. “Guess you don’t have her yet. She’s the gorgeous Irish Setter you have in the future.”

      “Sure I do.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Five years passed and you never came back. I convinced myself it was all some elaborate illusion or dream. But here you are.”

      Her heart cried out at all those years he’d been waiting for her. “It’s been four days since we went to the concert. But I know, it feels like a long time to you.” She wound her arm around his and leaned close. “But I’m real. Promise.”

      “Until you poof away again.”

      She couldn’t argue with that, but she didn’t want to think about leaving again when she’d only just arrived.

      Neither did he, apparently. During the walk to the car to get their stuff, and on to where he moored his boat, he talked about the perfect sailing conditions. The more he talked, the more the nervous sensation in her stomach grew. Pulling into the marina and seeing lots and lots of boats didn’t help.

      “Consider this an appetizer to the day,” he said as he helped her into the dinghy.

      She eyed the little boat. “An appetizer?”

      “Okay, the prelude. The previews before the movie. Or maybe dipping your toe into the water.”

      Obviously, he could see her nervousness. She looked out to the many sailboats moored out in the water. “Which one is yours?”

      He pointed to a beautiful vessel rocking gently in the wake of a departing boat. “My thirty-foot teak masterpiece, if I don’t say so myself.”

      “I’m sure you put your heart and soul into it. You’re allowed to say so.”

      With a grin, he helped her down into the little boat that took them to the bigger boat. Going from one moving vessel to another was tricky, but she managed it.

      “She’s truly beautiful,” she said, looking up at the mast spearing the blue sky above. She watched him untie ropes and ready the boat to leave, thinking the same about him. She wondered if he remembered how she’d promised that he would fill out. He had, and as he stripped off his shirt and tossed it aside, she saw the result of the physical work he did in his lean muscles and flexing biceps. “Can I help?”

      “I may ask you to pitch in here and there, but I’ve got this part. You sit and relax.”

      Once he’d motored them out of the harbor, he hoisted the sails. They filled with a snapping sound, and he cut the motor.

      “Here, Angel, keep us going into the wind for a minute,” he said, handing her the tiller. He climbed onto the deck, adjusting different lines here, tightening them there, looking altogether capable as he did so. She could easily imagine him aboard a huge sailboat, waves crashing against the sides, him deftly moving about in windy conditions. He looked as though he could handle anything.

      When he returned and took control of the tiller again, she snuggled in next to him.

      “How long have you been sailing?”

      “Since I was fourteen. My grandfather took me out one weekend, and I was hooked. I try to race at least once a year.”

      “And what do you do when you’re racing? Do you steer? Are you the captain?”

      “I haven’t been racing long enough to be the captain, and he’s usually the guy who owns the boat. The entire crew knows how to do just about everything, though we each have assigned duties. I’ve been in about every position, including navigator, bilge boy, watch captain, even cook.”

      Wendy smiled with pride. “So, you have been a captain then.”

      “Well, a watch captain isn’t exactly being captain. For every watch, or shift, there’s a captain, and if the real captain is below, then technically the watch captain is the captain. At least for four hours at a time.”

      Warm breezes collided with brisk ones, but the bright sunshine convinced her to shed her shorts and shirt.

      He made her blush as he took her in with appreciation. “You’re beautiful.”

      “I’m pale. It’s winter in my time.”

      “Why is it that women have trouble taking a compliment? I tell you you’re beautiful, you look away and call yourself pale.”

      “You’re right, that’s exactly what I did. I’m not sure why we do that. Like saying, this old thing? when someone admires your dress. We downplay it. Can we try that again?”

      He went back to that long admiring appraisal. “You’re beautiful.”

      She leaned close, her hands loosely on his shoulders. “Thank you. You’re beautiful, too.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Ah, this old thing?”

      They shared a laugh, then a quick kiss. He gestured to the deck at the side. “You can lie out on that deck if you want some sun.”

      Although there were rails around the boat, none were high enough to keep her from rolling right into the water which, she had seen on the monitor, was fifty-one degrees.

      “I think I’ll just stretch out right here where it’s safe.” She settled in beside him, stretching out her legs in front of her. “Next to you.”

      He made a soft sound of satisfaction, wrapping one arm around her shoulders and pulling her a little closer. “Nice.”

      “Did your father sail, too?”

      “According to my grandfather, he sailed all the time until he got married. After that he pretty much stopped, but I do remember going out a few times when I was young.”

      “Do you remember much about them?”

      He shook his head. “Just vague memories. Snatches of things here and there.”

      “That must have been hard to lose your parents so young.” She was glad she’d had so many years with her father, so many memories to hold on to.

      “It was, but I learned to deal with it. My grandparents did the best they could. They gave a distraught kid love and understanding. But they couldn’t replace my parents. I always felt disconnected from the rest of the world.”

      She turned to him, their faces only inches apart. “Do you still feel that way?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Wendy swallowed the lump in her throat. He leaned over and touched her cheek with his hand. His eyes searched hers for the longest time. She didn’t dare break the mood by asking him what he was looking for. Slowly, his fingers traced her nose, her eyebrows, flitted across her eyelashes. They traced around her ears, along her jawline, then grazed her lips.

      She made that satisfied sound now, and he leaned closer and touched his mouth to hers. At his first caress, she opened her mouth to his. Wanting more. His tongue toyed with her, running along her teeth, tracing circles on the roof of her mouth before engaging hers in a dance. As though he sensed her melting away, he pulled her close. She slid her hands over his warm bare shoulders, then up into his hair. Her heart rate sped faster than the wind could ever blow.

      Déjà vu hit her. She’d experienced this moment. The wind of a tornado, the silk of his hair flowing between her fingers. At the café when they’d shared a coffee.

      “You okay?” he asked. “You just…stopped.”

      “Just had a moment of déjà vu. I'll tell you about it later. Keep kissing me.”

      With each kiss, he seemed to go deeper, drawing more from her, devouring her. He trailed his hands up and down her back, then pulled her closer…as though he would never let her go.

      She opened her eyes and caught him watching her. Their mouths parted, and he ran his fingers through her curls, pulling all of them away from her face, tilting her head back.

      His voice sounded hoarse when he spoke. “You feel so good, so real. Then I remember how you disappeared. All you left behind is an aching. And questions.”

      She bit her lip, knowing his pain too well. “I wish I could stay, Zachary, believe me. But it’s impossible. I’m working on getting us together in the future.”

      “You mean getting me together with this younger Wendy’? The girl who looks like you, but isn’t?”

      “But she is me. Me in the past.”

      “I want the Wendy here, despite her crazy ramblings.” He placed his hands on her shoulders. “I want you.”

      “I can’t stay. I have no control over how long I’m here.”

      “Then take me with you.”

      She tamed her laugh into the merest smile when she saw that he was serious. “I wish I could. But it would be a paradox. Two of you in the future? Just like there would be two of me if I could stay. It wouldn’t work.”

      He released a long breath of frustration, something she also knew well, and focused ahead. When she thought he might be shutting her out, he slung his arm over her shoulder and pulled her close. “I think you’ve come here just to make me crazy.”

      “No, there’s a reason. Destiny isn’t making it easy, though.” She thought about her relationship with Todd. “I break up with the jerk next May. I wanted to after our trip, but then things got better for a while. Then they got bad again. But I couldn’t do it during the holidays.” She rolled her eyes, remembering how weak she’d been. “Then his mother was diagnosed with pancreas cancer, and he was so despondent. How could I ditch him then? She passed three months later, and I would have felt like a monster leaving him. He needed me. But find me after we break up next May.”

      When they reached the Isles of Shoals, she chewed her bottom lip as they neared the large boulders that jutted out of the water, forming small islands of their own.

      “It’s so quiet out here. Does anyone live in that huge white house on the island?”

      “That’s a retreat of some kind. In the next week or so, this place will be teaming with boats. I guess it’s a little early for most people right now.”

      “I don’t know why. The weather’s gorgeous out here.”

      A lighthouse stood sentry on the farthest island, its flashing beacon a warning to boats afar. Zachary tossed an anchor overboard and did whatever a sailor had to do to prepare the boat to rest.

      “Can I help?” she asked.

      He secured a rope. “Yes, come here.”

      She ambled over to him, hoping he wouldn’t ask her to tie some knot. “Aye aye, captain.” She gave him a salute. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Kiss me, for starters.”

      “I can manage that.”

      She slid up close and draped her hands over his shoulders. Leaning up on her tiptoes, she granted his request.

      With a sigh, he deepened their connection. “I’ve been waiting five years for this,” he murmured between kisses.

      “It feels like it’s been five years.”

      He cradled her face in his hands, taking her in with such intensity that it threw off her equilibrium more than the boat’s rocking had. His fingers trailed from her jawline to her neck, his thumbs grazing the sides of her breasts as he moved down to her waist. His mouth claimed hers, drawn no doubt by the same hunger that consumed her. He wrapped his arms around her waist, stroking her lower back. The breeze ruffled her hair, caressed her bare skin. She slid her hands across the swells of his pecs, then over the ridges of his stomach. Flesh and blood and fantasy, too.

      Open air and sea stretched out for miles, yet it felt cozy and secluded on his boat, in his arms. She moved into his hands when they slid beneath her suit to cup her butt. He squeezed, pulling her so close against him that she couldn’t miss the evidence of how much he wanted her.

      She reached behind her and unclasped her bikini top. He hooked his fingers beneath her shoulder straps and slid off the top. His eyes took her in, making her feel beautiful and magical and not at all angelic. He hooked his arms around her lower back, and their bodies came together as his lips crushed hers, kissing her breathless. He moved down to her neck, collarbone, and she arched as his mouth covered one aching nipple. She drove her fingers into his thick hair, kneading the silky strands as he licked and gently sucked and made her crazy. Those secret feminine places hummed with electricity, tingled with anticipation. She ground her stomach against his hard erection, eliciting a guttural groan from his throat. He loved on her other breast as he held her tight to him.

      More, more, more, she thought, and this time she could have more of him. She straightened, kissing him as she trailed her hand down his chest, his stomach, then beneath the waistband of his shorts. She gripped his shaft, rubbing her thumb over the velvety slickness of his head.

      His breath hitched, and he let out delicious moans as he kissed her again. “We need to be naked,” he said on a breath.

      “Definitely.”

      She grabbed the waistband and shoved his shorts and briefs down his legs. He kicked them away, then hooked his fingers over the side strings of her bikini and eased it down. His mouth followed as he knelt lower and lower, and she giggled when he kissed the top of each foot he lifted to pull the suit free. He tossed the cushions from the seats onto the deck and lowered her to them. With fire in his eyes, he angled himself down over her. His skin felt hot as it touched the length of her.

      He brushed his nose against hers. “My angel.”

      “Yours.”

      He moved slightly to the side, running his hand over the curves of her breasts, her stomach. “It’s strange, but I feel that you belong to me.”

      “Because I do.”

      He slid his hand between her legs, where his fingers caressed her wet folds. He kissed her and touched her and teased her to the edge of ecstasy, her body throbbing and ready to explode. When it did, he captured her cry in his mouth. She dug her fingers into his shoulder as he made her come again.

      She pushed him onto his back and straddled him. “Do you have a condom?”

      He nodded toward his shorts. “In my wallet.”

      She found it in the pocket and handed it to him. He pulled it out, tore it open, and rolled it down the length of his shaft. She took all of him in, his mussed hair, the way the sun gleamed on his tanned skin, and his sheathed erection. She wrapped her fingers around it and eased herself onto him. He held her hips but let her set the pace.

      He filled her, stretching tight skin with delicious pain. Her body quickly accommodated him, though, and pain morphed to pleasure. She took a deep breath, her fingers tightening on his shoulders as he reached her fullest depths, touching someplace inside that sent shock waves through her. As her pace increased, so did the pressure building inside her. Each stroke, each caress of his hand on her breasts, wound her tighter and tighter. Seeing his muscles flexing with his thrusts, the sensual haze in his eyes as he watched her, knowing that he was really, finally inside her, spun her out of control. For the first time, she let herself go, rocking her head back and releasing a loud moan as pleasure crashed through her.

      He kept moving until she thought she would burst, and then his body shuddered in its own earthquake. She collapsed on top of him, and his hands stroked her back.

      “Damn, you are heavenly,” he whispered, weaving soft circles on her skin.

      “I’ll tell you how wonderful it was when I come down from the clouds.”

      A distant boat engine reminded her that there was a world out there. “I hear a boat,” she said.

      “I’ve heard a couple of them. Guess it’s starting to get busy.” He kissed the top of her head but seemed in no hurry to move.

      Neither was she. Especially now that he was playing with her curls. Her cheek was pressed against his chest, and she traced circles around his nipple.

      “We could just stay here and make out all day,” he said, and she laughed.

      “Now that sounds like that horny nineteen-year-old I last met.”

      “It wasn’t horniness. It was you.”

      She folded her arms in front of her so she could see him. “I wanted to stay in and make out with you, too. You don’t know how tempting it was. How tempting you were.”

      “I understand now, putting myself in your place at my age. But we’re both adults now.”

      “Mm, we are.” Naked adults still intimately connected.

      Now he caressed the shell of her ear in lazy strokes. “I wondered what it would feel like to make love to an angel.”

      “So, what did it feel like?”

      “Like I want to do it again.”

      “I want to do it again and again, year after year.” Maybe, when she returned to the present, she would be in his arms as his wife.

      His playful smile disappeared. “Then stay with me.” He stroked her cheek. “Don’t go back to wherever it is you disappear to.”

      “I’ll stay as long as I can. I’d love to just stay here with you forever. Maybe in the future we’ll be together. Then you’ll be stuck with me.”

      The color in his eyes deepened. “I could live with that.”

      “Me, too.” She leaned up and kissed his chin. “Let’s go back in. I need to see someone.”

      “Who is this person in Newmarket?”

      “My father. I need to warn him about his heart attack.”

      “I’m sorry. How long ago? That sounds strange.”

      “I know what you mean. Three years. I’ll tell him to have his arteries checked. I can’t let an opportunity like this pass.”

      Zachary nodded. “As long as I’m with you.”

      “With me? You’ll have to take me there.”

      “Done.”

      “Thanks.” She knew that that’s how Zachary was. He’d do anything for her.

      “Put your sweatshirt on. It’ll get chilly heading back.” He handed her the one in the bag, then pulled a faded one over his head.

      “But it’s beautiful out.”

      “Trust me, Angel.”

      “I do.”

      She wrestled her way into the sweatshirt as he readied the boat. As soon as they turned toward land, the peaceful sailing trip ended. The sails made a cracking noise as the wind abruptly changed direction. Cold air won over the warm breeze, and the temperature dropped. The sailboat heeled over, tilting until it was nearly perpendicular to the water. Wendy now looked at water where once she had been looking at the horizon.

      “Oh my God, the boat’s going to tip over!”

      Zachary was tying lines, watching the sails. “We’re not going to tip. We’ve got too much sail. I’m reefing the main.”

      “What?”

      “Trimming the sail. Making the sail smaller so it doesn’t catch as much wind. I need your help. Sit on the edge of the deck and keep the boat going straight ahead,” he called to her over the wind, thrusting the tiller into her hand.

      Her first instinct was to stay put, but leaning away from the frigid water sounded like a good idea. She perched on the outer edge and held on to the tiller with a death grip. “Okay, I’ve got—what are you doing?” Zachary was precariously perched on a toe rail, bare feet dipping into the icy water. “What if you fall in?”

      He took a moment to smile at her. “Then you’ll have to sail her home.”

      “I don’t know how to sail. Please don’t fall in.”

      She looked at the choppy water that looked as dark and cold as it was, plagued by thoughts of Zachary falling in and dying from hypothermia before she could get the boat back to him. More water splashed up over the toe rail.

      The words, Are you sure we’re not going to tip over? hovered on her tongue, but she didn’t want to bother him with her need for reassurance. He’d been sailing for years. She’d have to trust his abilities the way she trusted him in other areas.

      When he returned and took the tiller, he surveyed the direction in which they headed. With comic drama, he slapped his forehead. “My first mate failed me. We’re heading to Little Boars Head, way off course.”

      “I was too busy worrying about you falling in.”

      He chuckled. “That hasn’t happened…in, say, two years.”

      She slugged his arm. “Not helpful.”

      It was hard to even feign anger when he was smiling. “This is nothing, Angel. I can handle this.”

      The boat had slowed but was still heeled way over. She leaned her weight as far to the other side as possible. Unexpectedly, a bell clanged in her mind.

      “Did you say Little Boars Head?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Can we go there? Right now?”

      “You’ll be on this boat a lot longer than if we head back to Rye and drive there.”

      “I'll manage. I want to get there right away. Before…” I have to leave.

      He turned the tiller, and the boat shifted off course. Which was really on course. A lot like this whole time-travel thing, she mused.

      “So, what’s in Little Boars Head that so important?” he asked.

      “It’s not a what but a who. Consider it a little matchmaking side trip.”

      “I think it’s time to put Freddy to work.”

      “Freddy?”

      Zachary retrieved a long black metal device from the cabin. “Freddy, this is Angel. Angel, this is Freddy, my automatic pilot.”

      Wendy reached her hand out and shook Freddy’s “hand.” “It’s a pleasure, I’m sure.”

      Zachary rigged Freddy up to the tiller and set their course to Little Boars Head. When he leaned back next to her, he scanned the horizon. “Tell me about your parents.”

      “Why do you want to know about them?”

      “I want to know everything about you. It makes you feel real to me.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him. “You just made love to me. How much more real can I get?”

      As she began to move back, he grasped her chin and pulled her close again. “Because I know you could evaporate right in front of me at any time.” He released her, looking sad and serious.

      “My mother is, well, she and I don’t talk anymore. She was more interested in the stars, her past lives, and other psychic phenomenon than she was in being a mother.” Wendy laughed. “She’d love this. My dad was great. He’s the reason I became an architect, so I could work with him. I loved watching him create homes on paper, even when I was a little kid. He explained everything to me with such patience and passion.”

      “Did you get to work with him?”

      “During school breaks and summers, and for two years after I officially joined the firm. Then he left me.” She let out a sigh. “May fourteenth, three years ago. Well, May fourteenth a year and a half from now, I guess.”

      “Ah, babe.” He rubbed her back. “That sucks.”

      “At his office on a Saturday when no one else was there.” Including me, when I should have been. “In downtown Portsmouth where, right outside his office, people wandered up and down Penhallow Street.”

      “And you’re going to go there and what? Tell him you’re from the future?”

      “You know, it’s funny but people don’t believe you when you out and out tell them that.” She gave him a playful smirk. “Since it’s five years ago from my time, I think I can pass as myself. I'll tell him I have a bad feeling and that he should have his heart checked.”

      “So he does, then thanks his daughter for her uncanny insight, and she says, ‘What are you talking about?’” He raised his hands. “Just playing devil’s advocate.”

      “You know what? It doesn’t matter. It’ll be worth it. Just like it was worth telling you the truth.”

      “And this thing we’re doing at Little Boars Head? Will it involve telling people stuff that makes them look at you as though you’ve lost your marbles?”

      “Yep.” She pinched his cheek. “But I’m getting used to that by now.”
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      It was nearly twilight when Zachary and Wendy pulled into Little Boars Head. She had no idea what Betzi’s reaction would be to their visit, had no idea what she would say to her. All she knew was that she had to get Morris and Betzi together again before she died of cancer. Even if it was inoperable, Wendy wanted to make Betzi’s last days happy and relieve Morris of guilt.

      Perhaps Betzi didn’t even know she had cancer. Maybe Wendy could warn her, even save her life. If only the fates who had brought her there would allow her the chance. After some investigation, they found Betzi’s cabin at the end of a long dirt drive. As the cab driver pulled away, the cool air surrounded them in peaceful darkness. A light glowed dimly somewhere in the house. After getting no response from her knock on the front door, Wendy and Zachary followed the sound of creaking wood to a small porch behind the cabin. They stood in the silent shadows watching the woman in a rocking chair, an oil lamp beside her the only light for miles. Her shoulders slumped as she slowly rocked back and forth. No music floated through the air, and no book perched on her lap. Betzi simply stared into the darkness, a vacant look on her face.

      Zachary leaned close to Wendy. “Are we just going to stand here and gawk at the lady?”

      Wendy felt hesitant about approaching Betzi. A cloud of sadness seemed to hang in the air around her. This wasn’t what Wendy had expected.

      “I know who she is, but she doesn’t know me,” she whispered back. She took a deep breath and started forward, not entering the small glow of light until she was almost standing on the porch.

      Betzi casually looked up, as though she was accustomed to people appearing out of the night.

      “Betzi? Are you Betzi Langden?” Wendy asked.

      “Yes. I am.” And not a glimmer of curiosity as to why two strangers were asking.

      “I’m Wendy Jordan. This is Zachary Van Buren. We have a mutual friend, Dr—”

      “You must be mistaken. I have no friends. Please go away.”

      Warmth flushed across Wendy’s cheeks. She hadn’t expected this. Then she realized that Betzi must have just gotten the news about her cancer. Wendy was too late to save her life. She took a step and perched on the edge of a nearby table. Zachary moved to stand behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders. As removed as Betzi seemed, Wendy couldn’t help but feel a connection with her. Morris had given her that connection, with the gleam in his eyes…and the guilt in his heart. Wendy hesitantly placed her hand on Betzi’s, although the woman’s eyes never met her own.

      “Did you find out? About the cancer?” she asked gingerly, as though the words might somehow physically hurt Betzi.

      At last, Betzi’s eyes met Wendy’s. A reaction, puzzled at it might be, was better than the blank stare.

      “How did you know?”

      That was a hard question to answer. The truth wouldn’t work, but evasion might.

      “I just know. And your husband, the professor. Where is he?”

      “Are you friends of his? If you are, you can leave. He’s gone. I don’t know where he is.” Betzi’s gray eyes watered over, and she quickly shifted them back to the darkness.

      “I’m not a friend of your husband’s. I’m a friend of yours. Kind of.”

      “I told you… I don’t have any friends. My only companion is death, and I’m waiting patiently for him to come for me. I wish you’d leave. You may scare him away, and then I’ll have to suffer longer before he returns.”

      Wendy could see that Betzi had given up. Inoperable cancer was eating away at her, and she had done the only thing she could do—give into it.

      “I hope you don’t mind my asking, but where is the cancer?”

      Betzi turned to her, steel eyes staring into her own. “My breast.” She turned away again. Near her heart, the source of her pain.

      “Betzi,” Zachary said in the same soft tone Wendy had been using. “Breast cancer isn’t fatal, if it’s caught early enough.” He paused for a moment. “It’s not too late, is it?”

      Betzi turned to them. “Can’t you see that I don’t care. Why go through all that pain and humiliation to continue living like this?”

      “Don’t you see that you’re killing yourself?” Wendy asked. “You’re letting cancer eat away at you when you could have it removed in a relatively simple operation. There’s no humiliation in losing a breast. Thousands of women live through it and survive.”

      “I’ve lived through the devastation of losing my only child a few years ago. I’ve lived through the degradation and grief of my husband leaving me for another woman, and I’ve lived through the loneliness it caused over the last few months. When I got my diagnosis, I decided I didn’t want to live through that. I don’t know who sent you here, but I don’t need your advice, medical or otherwise.”

      Wendy moved closer to Betzi. “No, what you need right now is a friend. A good friend.”

      “When I told you I didn’t have any friends, I wasn’t being overly dramatic. Throughout my marriage, my husband kept me under lock and key, so to speak. I rarely got out of the house, except to assist him with his lab classes. He insisted that I stay in the house while he was gone. We never even had a telephone. He was insanely jealous, and I feared for my life if I ever disobeyed him. And we moved around quite a bit, so it wasn’t easy to make connections. He threatened that if I ever left him, he’d hunt me down like an animal and punish me.” She laughed a dry, bitter laugh. “Three months ago, he came home and announced he was leaving me for one of his students.”

      “That bastard.” Zachary muttered, then, realizing he’d said his thoughts aloud, said, “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. He was exactly that. When I first married him, there wasn’t much help for women like me. When there was help, I was so used to living with the emotional abuse, I just stayed. And there was always that threat of punishment hanging over my head when I thought about leaving him. Believe me, I’m not distressed over his being gone. I’m distressed about my life being gone. I have nothing, no one.”

      Wendy placed her hand on Betzi’s, this time with more confidence. “But you do have someone. Someone you knew long ago still cares about you. That’s why I’m here. He spoke of you just the other day with such love in his eyes that it touched my heart. Do you remember Morris Delaney from…” Wendy didn’t have to continue. The memory of Morris sparkled in Betzi’s eyes.

      “Morris. He was so kind, so handsome.” Betzi turned to Wendy, and for the first time, hope glimmered behind the steel gray of her eyes. “He sent you here?”

      “Well, not actually. He tried to find you, but he had no idea where you were. I used different resources. He doesn’t even know I came here.”

      Betzi’s smile remained, and she touched her fingertips to her cheek. Wendy wasn’t sure if she was enjoying the lines her smile made, after going without one for so long, or if she was remembering the kiss in the lab.

      Wendy asked, “Do you have a piece of paper? I want to write down his phone number.”

      Betzi jumped up and went into the house.

      Wendy turned to Zachary. “I have to see my father next. I don’t know how long I’ve got or whether I’ll be back again.”

      He gripped her hand. “I’m not letting you get away. We can leave the sailboat in the harbor and take a cab to Portsmouth.”

      “Okay. Let’s help Betzi find that piece of paper. There isn’t much time…”

      Her voice sounded as though it were echoing from some faraway place. The glow from the oil lamp meshed with the surrounding darkness and spun until it was a yellowish-black tornado. Vaguely, she felt Zachary’s hand on her arm. Mixed with harsh rhythmic drumbeats, she heard his voice.

      “Wendy, don’t leave. At least tell me where you live. Before you go, tell me where to find you. Don’t leave me…” His last words were drowned out in the darkness.
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      Zachary saw her fade away the same way he’d seen her fade in at his house five years ago. “Wendy! Wendy!” He rushed at her but ended up grasping at air instead of warm flesh.

      Betzi rushed out, a panicked look on her face. “What’s wrong? Where is she?”

      He put his arm around her shoulder. “Have you ever heard of a guardian angel?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “I think you just got visited by one.”

      “Wendy? A guardian angel?” She looked around, then down at the empty pad of paper in her hand. “She never gave me Morris’s phone number.”

      “When she leaves, it tends to be rather abruptly. Maybe when you talk to Morris, he can tell me where she is.”

      Betzi looked forlorn again. “I have no idea where to find him.”

      Zachary smiled, holding up a finger. “Ah, but she left us with a clue. He lives in Boston. We’ll start with directory assistance since he probably still has a landline. If not, we’ll Google him.”

      He waited outside while Betzi called Morris a few minutes later. During his wait, the cab driver returned as they had agreed earlier. Zachary asked him to wait. It was another fifteen minutes before Betzi joined him on the porch. Her eyes were filled with tears, and her face glowed with joy.

      “Oh, it was so nice. Zachary, you didn’t have to stay out here, you know.”

      “That’s okay. It’s beautiful tonight, and it gave me time to think. I trust you’ll be seeing Morris soon?”

      “He’s driving up from Boston in the morning.”

      “And you’re going to see a doctor about your cancer?”

      Her glow dimmed. “I didn’t mention that to Morris.”

      “Betzi, let him be there with you. If he still cares about you after all this time, he’ll help you through this.”

      She smiled, but fear showed in her eyes. “I’m scared. What if he doesn’t want me when he finds out there’s something wrong with me? That I’ll lose a breast?”

      “I don’t think he’d feel that way. I wouldn’t. Hell, if I could get Wendy to stay here with me, I wouldn’t care if she didn’t have any legs or arms. Haven’t you ever heard of the expression love conquers all? It’s true. But only if the love is real. You’ve got to, at least, give this Morris guy a chance. If he doesn’t come through for you, call me. I’ll stand by you.”

      This time Betzi’s smile spread over her whole face. “Thank you. Oh, I have that information you wanted.” She handed him a piece of paper.

      Zachary looked at the address. “Miami?”

      “Morris said she just graduated from the University of Miami. Now that she’s finished her last internship, she’s celebrating on a trip to California with her boyfriend. When I told Morris you were sweet on the girl, he wished you all the best. He doesn’t much like the guy she’s with. Maybe you’d better get down there as soon as she returns next week.”

      “I intend to. Good luck with everything. Remember, I’m here if you need me.”

      “Thank you. And good luck finding your guardian angel, Zachary.” She winked at him, and he kissed her on the cheek before he left.

      He considered sailing right down to Miami, but she was in California. Her younger self, Zachary thought with a laugh. Did he really believe that? That other girl at the games did look like his Angel. He wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.
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      It was nearly a week before anyone answered the telephone at the number Morris had given Zachary for Wendy. He was surprised to hear a man answer the phone, and he hung up. When he tried another time, a familiar voice answered, but still he hung up. He didn’t want to talk with Wendy on the phone. His next call was to his travel agent.

      Although Zachary had been in Miami a few times when he’d raced to the Bahamas, he usually stayed near the boat or partied on the strip. This was a whole new area for him. Wendy lived in a neighborhood close to the university, but every time he slowed to ask someone for directions, the person waved him off. No one cared to hear what he had to say or ask.

      He finally located the address, a simple, one-story house with scroll iron bars on the windows and doors. As he surveyed the street, he realized that all of the houses looked similar.

      “Somebody planted a pink flamingo in their front lawn,” he muttered with a laugh.

      After finding a promising vantage point, he settled into the seat of his rented car and pulled out The Miami Herald. Three pages into the sports section, he heard two car doors slam shut. The reverse lights on the car in the driveway lit up, and it backed into the street.

      He followed them to a restaurant called D’Pizza and stepped out of his car when they did. His heart hitched at the sight of her. His Angel…with some other guy. He wasn’t a bad looking guy, despite his shaggy light red hair and pale complexion. He put his arm around Wendy and kissed the top of her head.

      She moved away, and he yanked her back. “Come on, baby, don’t be mad at me. I love you.”

      “You love Jim Beam more.”

      “It was one drink, just a tiny one.” He wobbled as he indicated two inches between finger and thumb.

      “Times five,” she said with a dismissive shake of her head.

      “No, baby, I swear it wasn’t.”

      She shook her head and walked on, Todd following like a puppy. Zachary remembered some of Wendy’s own words for him: conniving, snake-charming, lying. Even though she’d said that she had to learn lessons from this relationship, it pained Zachary to watch her suffer. Especially knowing she’d suffer for months longer.

      He managed to walk through the door right behind them, and when Wendy held the door open a second for Zachary to grab it, their eyes locked. His heart jumped, and he saw something flicker in her eyes, too before she turned forward.

      Zachary couldn’t believe it. After all these years of thinking about his guardian angel, he’d finally found her. She looked so much like the woman he’d made love to, but when she’d looked at him, not one spark of recognition lit her beautiful brown eyes. Attraction maybe, or that connection they shared, but nothing more.

      The two stepped up to the counter to order, and Todd muttered something to Wendy.

      “He was not looking at me like that,” she whispered.

      But Zachary probably had been. Perceptive guy. Once they’d placed their order, Todd flashed him a warning look, but Zachary held the man’s gaze. I want your girl, asswipe. You don’t deserve her. Todd looked away first.

      “Oh, and add a Budweiser draft to the order,” Todd said, and Wendy flashed her eyes in anger at him. “It’s just a beer. No chaser.”

      Wendy’s lovely mouth tightened in anger as the clerk punched in the addition and announced the total.

      Todd gave her an apologetic look. “I'll pay you back, promise. I gotta take a piss.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek and walked to the restrooms.

      Wendy seemed to be deliberately avoiding looking anywhere near Zachary, so he took the initiative and handed the clerk two twenties.

      “I can’t let you do that,” she said, all the words running together.

      “Why not? Your boyfriend’s not much of a gentleman. Allow me.”

      “I really can’t let you do that,” she repeated, glancing toward the door that led to the restrooms. “He already feels bad enough that he doesn’t have the money.”

      But the kid had already processed the payment and returned Zachary’s change.

      Zachary pretended to recognize her. “Hey, you’re Wendy Jordan, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am.” Her eyes drank him in, his face and then a quick glance down and up. “Did we have a class together?”

      “No, but you could say we go back a ways. I’m from Rye, New Hampshire.”

      A genuine smile spread across her face. “Oh. I’m from Newmarket. I—” The smile disappeared, and her gaze once again returned to the restroom door. “I can’t talk to you. I’m sorry.”

      “Does your boyfriend get angry when you talk to men?”

      “Not angry, just…insecure. Especially guys like you.” There she went, saying guys like him again.

      “Wendy, why don’t you dump this guy? Save yourself the heartbreak.”

      Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re too good for him. Leave him and read a bunch of co-dependent books or something.”

      “I don’t think it’s really any of your business.” Her gaze flicked to the door again, and Todd walked through them, eyeing their close proximity. “Thanks for the pizza,” she mumbled before turning to Todd and giving him a quick peck. The gesture seemed to appease him because his shoulders relaxed.

      Wendy led them to a corner booth and, aside from a quick glance, seemed to make every effort not to look in Zachary’s direction again.

      While he ate his slice of pizza, Zachary studied them. She was definitely an unhappy lady. His Angel had been right. The younger Wendy was caught in the web of false love, and even he couldn’t free her from it. But she wasn’t the Wendy he wanted. He wanted the warm, fun-loving lady he’d fallen in love with. The lady who’d popped into his life twice and filled his head with crazy stories. It didn’t matter if she were an angel, time traveler, or a ghost. She was as close to love as he had ever been.
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      Wendy opened her eyes, startled to find Morris staring intently at her.

      “You did it! You actually disappeared right before my eyeballs.”

      Wendy nodded, looking around for signs that she’d altered Zachary’s destiny. The house seemed the same. She saw no wedding ring on her finger. Disappointment settled into her bones. Maybe it didn’t mean anything.

      “What happened?” Morris continued, almost dancing in his glee. “Tell me everything.” Morris helped her to her feet. “Your hands were still in mine when you disappeared. Oh, how I wanted to go with you.”

      “I know. I wanted you to go with me, too.”

      “Wendy, you’ve only been gone a couple of minutes. How long were you there? Where did you go? What did you do?”

      She held up her hand. “Give me a few seconds to reassemble my thoughts. And check something.” She went into the parlor and searched the collection of pictures on the mantel. Her heart sank. Zachary and Ramona’s wedding picture still sat at the end. “Noooo.” She returned to Morris, who was watching her curiously. “It didn’t work.”

      “I’m sorry, m’dear. Do you want to scream and rail?”

      “No, but I may cry for a few seconds. He promised he wouldn’t marry her to buy into the business.”

      “Then that’s probably not why he married her.”

      Wendy blew out a breath. “No, it’s not.” She wanted to cry and rail and scream, but she could hardly make Morris wait any longer. “I was there for about four hours. I landed in the sailboat shop where Zachary—and Ramona—work. Five years ago, September.”

      “Five years? That’s…amazing. Tell me more.”

      “I’ll tell you everything.” Well, not everything. “But before I go on, tell me something.”

      “Tell you something?”

      “Yeah.” Wendy smiled. “How’s Betzi?”

      “Betzi? That’s a strange question to ask.”

      Wendy couldn’t believe it. After all that, Betzi hadn’t found Morris. Wait. Oh, no. She’d left before giving Betzi Morris’s phone number. “Dammit.”

      Morris crossed his arms in front of him, a thoroughly perplexed look on his face. “Wendy, why are you asking me about my wife when I’ve a million questions for you?”

      She felt as though her face—no, her whole body—glowed. “Oh, Morris,” she cried, wrapping her arms around him.

      His confused expression remained. “Are you always a bit delirious when you return?”

      She giggled. “Yeah, I guess so. It was my birthday. Coincidentally, or not, it’s his birthday, too. I’d spent my twenty-third birthday on vacation with Todd, so I couldn’t connect Zachary and my younger self. I thought I’d taken care of the Ramona situation, but I’m not sure I did. I would be wearing his ring if I had.” She slumped down on the stairs. “I think I messed up.”

      His gray eyebrows knitted together like two fuzzy gray slugs. “What do you mean?”

      “I had planned to find my father.”

      “Uh oh.”

      “It happened again. Just as we were about to find Dad, I was zapped back to the present. Morris, how can destiny not let me help my father when I can do things other than interceding in Zachary’s and my fate? It’s not fair.”

      Her emotions had already been riding on the tip of a tidal wave. Now they crashed down on her hopes and dreams. She had done nothing to further Zachary’s dilemma, nothing to save her father. All she had done was to make Betzi and Morris happy. Seeing the contentment in his gray eyes, though, she couldn’t deny that she’d done the right thing. After all, it seemed she could go back again and again. Her gaze went to the cupid statue and the crystal heart.

      “Oh, no,” she muttered, stumbling over to the statue. “The crystal heart is gone.” As she neared it, she realized with little relief that the heart still dangled on the gold chain, but it was now the size of a half-carat diamond. “Not gone, but look how small it is. It’s…shrinking. It must shrink every time I go back. It was this big when I first saw it.” She gestured with her thumb and finger.

      Morris studied the heart, then the cherub, as though they might give him a clue. “I wondered.”

      “Wondered what?”

      “If there was a limit to the number of times you could go back. If this crystal has shrunk that much both times you’ve gone back, my guess is that you’ve only one more trip into the past, m’dear.”

      Her heart fell. “What if I can’t fix it on my next trip? What if I fail again?”

      Morris looked at the crystal. “You cannot fail. Destiny has given you three chances to go back and intercede where Ramona has wronged it. No matter what, you must succeed.”

      Wendy paced in front of the staircase. “I haven’t had any luck fixing anything with Zachary, or even finding out what needs fixing.”

      “You haven’t had any luck in fixing what you’re not supposed to fix either.”

      She wanted to prove him wrong by pointing out that she’d fixed his and Betzi’s dilemma, but she and Morris never talked about Betzi being lost to him. Once Wendy changed the past, he’d found and married Betzi before that conversation. She now remembered the intimate wedding they’d had, the visits to the hospital after Betzi’s surgery. All Morris would have contributed about Betzi was the fact that he had, or at least thought he had, gone into the past to connect with her earlier. Wendy was already too frustrated to get into that with him.

      Morris was facing the window by the stairs, measuring imaginary lines with his hands. “I may have figured out the delay in your going back this time. If the time travel process depends on the position of the sun hitting the crystal heart, then each day, as we head into summer, the sun takes a little longer to reach the same angle. The first day, it happened to be four o’clock.”

      “I see. Tomorrow it will hit a few minutes later than today.”

      “Correct. I only hope the crystal doesn’t have to be a certain size to create the effect.”

      “Oh, Morris, don’t say that.” She sighed. “Let’s go home. It’s been a long day. I’ll fill you in on the details on the way home.”

      Emotionally and mentally exhausted, she skipped dinner and planted herself in front of the television. She only had enough energy to stroke Sam and scoop up spoonful after spoonful of rocky road ice cream as she watched TV. How nice it would be to solve problems in an hour. Forty-eight minutes without commercials.

      Suddenly, a light glowed in the dark pit of frustration. She smiled. In fact, she felt almost delirious. A memory sprang to mind, a new splash added to an insignificant event.

      A pizza parlor in Miami. While Todd had gone to the restroom, always at the time payment was due for a meal, another man had paid for their pizza. And told her to dump Todd. Thinking back, she’d considered the man out of line despite his kind act. It had been almost five years since that episode, and the man had faded somewhat in her mind. But there was absolutely no doubt that he was Zachary.

      He had tried to be her hero and save her from her disastrous relationship, much the same as she was trying to do for him. He’d gone down to Miami to find her younger self. She squealed, rocking back and forth. When she caught her breath, she sagged against the cushions.

      “Damn. We were right there, together. Why didn’t I just take his advice and fall into his arms? This would have been solved.” She looked up. “But no, that would be too easy apparently. What are you up to?”
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      As soon as Wendy walked into her office the next morning, she was already thinking about what she needed to accomplish before she left at three o’clock.

      “I can’t believe I haven’t heard from my favorite bitch on wheels,” she mumbled to herself. Even as she sifted through her phone messages from the previous day, Ramona’s name didn’t appear. “Very strange.”

      A soft rap sounded on her door before Ted peered inside. “Morning, Wendy. Got a minute?”

      “Sure, come on in.”

      Behind Ted Johnson’s usual solemn expression, she detected something else. A ridge of tension existed between them ever since her father’s death. Undoubtedly, he had heard news that her father was making someone a partner and expected to step into that position. It was Wendy’s name on those papers that were drawn up and never signed, and Ted clearly felt slighted. His attitude had mellowed, but the tension never dissipated.

      “Mrs. Van Buren phoned this morning and wants to take her business elsewhere. Her reason for doing so, well, she says you’re coming on to her husband.”

      Wendy wanted to laugh and scream at the same time. “I can’t believe that bit—that woman would say such a crazy thing. Wait a minute. Why did she tell you this?”

      Ted shrugged hesitantly. “She asked for the person in charge, and when you’re out of the office, as you’ve been quite a bit lately, I consider myself in charge since I’ve been here the longest.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      Ted continued, “Honestly, I can’t believe that you’d try to hustle a client’s husband.”

      “I hope you told her that. This was a case of personality clash. She didn’t like me, for whatever reason, right from the start. Zachary—Mr. Van Buren and I did hit it off, but not in the way she thinks. She walked in on us at the house one day, and although we stood a few feet apart, I could see her distrust. According to a conversation I accidentally overheard, she sees every woman as a threat.”

      “You don’t need to explain.”

      “But I do. I don’t want rumors going around my office that I—”

      “Wendy, Mrs. Van Buren’s and my conversation stays in this office. I hope you’re not suggesting I’d send some unfounded story to the grapevine.”

      “Not at all. But I know that woman, and it would be just like her to spread rumors that I’m a husband-stealing hussy.”

      “Mrs. Van Buren did sound almost pleased to pull the job and especially to tell me why. I suggested another architect here, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “She has a lovely personality, doesn’t she?”

      He chuckled. “Makes my wife look like an angel.”

      As he turned to go, the word angel tripped her heartbeat. When he turned around to add something else, he stopped at the sight of her expression.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I guess I’m a bit thrown by the accusation.”

      “I forgot to mention that she’s going to stop by this afternoon to get her house key and file. She asked that you leave them and our bill at the front desk.” He closed the door behind him.

      The initial panic at losing her connection to the house subsided. She only had one more trip back and—the key. She had to make a copy of that key. Her future depended on it. And Zachary’s. Ramona would be stopping by in the afternoon, so Wendy could get the copy made on her lunch hour. She looked down to discover she’d mangled her stress ball. After dumping it into the trash bin, she went to work on another project.

      At eleven, she gathered her purse and keys, not wanting to chance Ramona stopping by early. When Wendy walked into the lobby, Ramona stepped through the front door.

      If looks could freeze, Wendy would be an ice sculpture. Ramona slid her gaze to the receptionist. “I’m Ramona Van Buren. I’m here to pick up my folder and key.”

      As Beth looked around her desk, Wendy stepped forward. She had to find a way to keep that key.

      “I haven’t had a chance to bring them up yet. Can we talk?” Wendy knew she was risking the woman blurting out her accusations right there.

      “There’s nothing to discuss.”

      “Does Mr. Van Buren know you’re pulling the project?” Wendy was sure he didn’t, and wouldn’t until he returned.

      “It’s none of your business whether he knows or not. As of now, he and our home are none of your business. The file, Miss Jordan?”

      “I’ll get it,” Wendy said, even though she gripped it in her hand.

      Ramona crossed her arms over her chest, and Wendy could feel black eyes watching as she headed to her office. She pulled out her key ring, and the brass key with the script V.B. engraved into it was the first one she saw. Her only option was to give Ramona another key, then make a copy and return it under the pretense of giving her the wrong one.

      She handed Ramona the file and started to walk out the door.

      “Hold on, Miss Jordan. You gave me the wrong key.”

      Wendy tried to cover her frustration with an innocent look. Damn, she had been so close. “Excuse me?”

      She held up the key as though it were a dead rodent. “This is not mine. My key has my initials engraved into it.” She narrowed her eyes. “But you should know that. You’ve been over to the house enough times.”

      Wendy fiddled around with her key ring, then held up the precious brass key. “Is this it?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Slowly, agonizingly, she wound the key around the ring, freed it, and handed it to Ramona, who shoved the false key at her. “Isn’t it strange, Miss Jordan, how you keep popping into Zachary’s life every so often? Why don’t you disappear again?” Ramona walked out the door without another word.

      “Ooh. Such a sweetie,” Beth said.

      “Yeah.” Wendy felt languid, defeated. With slumped shoulders, she returned to her office.

      It was while she was moping that she got an idea. Ramona would likely take the file to another firm since she was in a hurry. Wendy could still use the ‘I gave you the wrong key’ trick, only it would work much better with the new architect on the project. All she had to do was find out who he was. And it would probably be a him.

      With renewed hope, she began dialing the number of every architectural firm in town. Many closed for lunch, and the ones she did reach hadn’t heard of the Van Burens. After lunch, Wendy dove in again, going down the list. She struck gold on her eighth call.

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, Mrs. Van Buren just dropped off the file for Mr. Breckinridge.”

      “Oh, great. Is she still there?”

      “No. He didn’t have time to talk to her, so they have an appointment for tomorrow.”

      I’ll bet she loved that, Wendy thought with an inner chuckle. “I need to speak with Mr. Breckinridge for a moment. It’s important.”

      “This is Paul Breckinridge. May I help you?” a kind voice asked a moment later.

      “I hope so. My name’s Wendy Jordan. I’m an archi—”

      “Sure, I know who you are. I worked for your father some years back. Good man. What can I do for you?”

      “I did some preliminary work on the project Mrs. Van Buren just dropped off. I gave her the wrong key. Would it be possible to exchange the keys right away? As it happens, I need the key you have this afternoon.”

      “Sure. Everything’s still at the front desk, and I’ll leave word with our receptionist that you’ll be by.”

      “Thank you so much.”

      She was glad that he hadn’t seen the key yet. It would be hard to explain away the coincidence that the key Ramona had dropped off had V.B. engraved on it.

      She headed right down to Mr. Breckinridge’s office, a twenty-minute drive in midday traffic. The girl at the front desk handed her the key, the precious key, and Wendy scooted down to the nearest hardware store. Copy in hand, now came the embarrassing part. She had to return to the office and explain that she had not given Ramona the wrong key after all.

      When she spotted the file still sitting on the receptionist’s desk, Wendy felt some relief. She would only have to explain it to the girl at the desk, not Breckinridge. She didn’t have to feign the embarrassed grin as she approached the desk.

      “You’re going to think I’m a mental klutz, but that key I picked up earlier was the key for the Van Buren house. I—”

      “Well, Miss Jordan.” A well-dressed man stepped into the lobby. “Nice to meet you. I’m Paul Breckinridge Is there a problem?”

      Wendy laughed nervously and tapped her temple. “Only with the ole’ thinker up here. I had given you the right key after all. It’s been one of those weeks.”

      Scott looked at the key she’d just handed him. “Ah, yes. I see the initials engraved on it.”

      “The man who owns the house I thought it belonged to is Vincent Borealous. Just one of those strange coincidences. Sorry about the confusion,” she called as she sailed out the door. She glanced at her watch. Oh my. I have to get going.
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      “Happy Birthday, Zachary!”

      All the employees at the boat shop cheered and tossed confetti when he walked into the break room at the end of the workday.

      “Ah, you were all only pretending you’d forgotten. Clever.”

      Other than a couple of low-key birthday wishes, no one had said anything.

      Annie gave him a birthday hug. “I kept telling Ramona you’d be mad or sad that we’d forgotten—”

      Ramona nudged Annie out of the way to slip her arms around his neck and give him a quick kiss. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “I did wonder, but no, I wasn’t bothered that you hadn’t shouted out birthday wishes all day.” Truthfully, he’d been thinking of someone else—and his plan to find her.

      Ramona pulled him to a table at the back covered with gourmet goodies. Wine bottles sat in an ice bucket, and Annie went to work opening them.

      “This is…great.” Shit. He needed to get to Portsmouth before a certain architect left work for the day. Hadn’t she said she put in a lot of hours? She’d beaten herself up for not working on a Saturday when her father had his heart attack. He touched his wallet in his back pocket, where he’d written down the date.

      “You look unhappy,” Ramona whispered. “Did I mess up?”

      He shook his head, then pulled her close to plant a kiss on top of her head. “No, it’s just the surprise thing. Thank you.”

      Of course, he’d have other days to find Wendy. But it seemed they kept missing each other. So even if he arrived later than planned, he would still carry through. He would wait outside her office building and see where she went to celebrate. If she wasn’t wearing one of those sparkly tiaras, or if there were no balloons or friends making it obvious that it was her birthday, he would mention that it was his. That would start a conversation, what a coincidence, it’s mine, too, and all that.

      She’d broken up with Todd three months ago, plenty of time to be ready for at least a new friendship. Wendy-future swore there would be an instant connection between them. The way he’d felt both times she’d come to him, he believed it.

      He imagined various scenarios as he ate stuffed mushrooms and prosciutto-wrapped provolone and drank wine with his employees.

      His. Well, his and Ramona’s. Charles had offered to sell Zachary half the business when he retired. He gave Ramona the other half. Just as Wendy had predicted, Ramona had offered him her half of the shop in exchange for a business marriage. She’d prepared a whole plan, explaining how they would be wealthier if they were funneling both their incomes into one residence. Carpooling would save money. They’d be a tighter, stronger team.

      Truthfully, Wendy’s warning hadn’t really mattered. He wouldn’t have accepted anyway. So he and Ramona were now business partners, though he felt a little odd about the fact that she still harbored feelings for him.

      Hadn’t Wendy warned him about that too, how Ramona wouldn’t give up?

      “Time to blow out the candles!” Maura called an hour later, gesturing to an elaborate cake being wheeled in on a cart.

      He laughed. Now this was a special surprise. The cake was in the shape of his sailboat. Tall candles were cut at various heights to emulate the mast and sails. “Wow, that’s incredible. It even has Bermuda Blues on it.” He looked at Ramona, who had to be behind this. “Thank you.” Despite her clinginess, she was a good friend.

      “Make a wish,” Pete said, “before those candles topple.”

      Zachary smiled. He had almost everything he wanted. His only wish: to find Wendy. He blew out the candles to much applause.

      After everyone finished their cake, he thanked them. “This has been great. But I’m afraid I need to get going.”

      “We could go to Dirty Mike’s for beer and karaoke,” Peter suggested.

      Ramona touched his arm. “Or someplace quieter. A nice dinner at Beaumont’s.” She glanced back to include those in the vicinity. “For whoever wants to go.”

      “Quiet?” another guy said. “What, is Zachary eighty?” He broke into gusts of laughs.

      “Thanks, everyone, but I’m just going to take a drive on my own. Good night.”

      He left without responding to the jibes, or Ramona’s sad face. She’d been trying to make plans with him all week to celebrate. He’d had lunch with her, but he’d sensed her disappointment.

      Ah, Ramona. Funny, sad, sometimes angry, sometimes sweet. He cared about her, and he’d found her to be a good business partner. She put her all into the shop, for her father’s sake—he checked in from time to time—and for Zachary’s. He didn’t know if she did it for herself though.

      His thoughts turned to Wendy as he headed to his car. Would she remember him down in Miami at the pizza shop? If she did, she’d probably think he was a stalker. She would look a lot like she did when she came from the future, which was only three years from then. He smiled as he remembered her touching his face last time and whispering, “You’re grown up.” God, he couldn’t wait to see her, to touch her. Laugh with her. He’d insinuated that he had no time to date, but the truth was, he had no desire to. The women he’d passed time with didn’t begin to make him feel what Wendy did.

      “Zack!”

      He knew it was Ramona before he turned to find her running out, an envelope in her hand. Breathless, she huffed, “We forgot to give you your card.”

      “Thanks.” He opened it, smiling at all the signatures. Even though he’d become their boss, he kept a casual interface with everyone. He worked on the boats. He was still one of them. “Nice.”

      “Well, good night.” She started to back away.

      His phone rang. His gran’s number showed on the display. “Hi, Gran. What’s—”

      “It’s your granddad,” she said on a sob. “He’s in the hospital. I think…I think he had a stroke.”
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      Wendy pulled into the Van Buren driveway at 3:54. She noticed with alarm fresh tire tracks in the snow. She surveyed the area, including the untouched snow in front of the garage. Apparently she had just missed someone, and since Zachary was out of the country, it was probably Ramona. Wendy’s sigh of relief turned into a puff of white haze in the chilly air.

      She took in the house and felt a pang that she wouldn’t be involved in its renovation. Or protection. This might be the last time she would have reason to be here…if she failed. Tension coiled inside her as she walked toward the front door.

      She would not fail. Could not fail. Destiny had linked her and Zachary’s souls. Before they’d reached the point where their souls were supposed to connect, something terrible misdirected Zachary’s journey. Something Ramona made happen, had happened. Had it not been for the dreams, Wendy never would have known.

      The only thing she couldn’t understand was why the dreams had started right after her father’s death. Perhaps Destiny was making a trade. She’d lost her father, so it was giving Wendy her lost soulmate.

      She stood at the bottom of the staircase, her gaze following its graceful curve to the balcony. The four o’clock chimes sounded, and even though she knew she still had about ten minutes before take-off, her heart started pounding. The crystal heart, so tiny now, dangled from Cupid’s fingers, just beginning to capture the sun’s rays.

      “This is it,” she whispered to the statue. Why she whispered she didn’t know. After all, she was alone in the hou—

      “What in the hell are you doing here, Miss Jordan?”

      Wendy jumped at least a foot into the air, her heart now pounding like a rock-and-roll drum solo. “I, uh, wanted to take a last look at the house. Geez, you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “I wouldn’t get so lucky,” Ramona muttered as she stalked toward Wendy, her dark eyes narrowed. “How did you get in here?”

      “The door was unlocked.”

      “You’re lying. I was just here twenty minutes ago, and I know I locked the door. Try again.” The look in Ramona’s black eyes was nothing short of the devil’s.

      “Not the front door but the kitchen door,” she tried again. “I love this house, and since I won’t be working on it anymore, I wanted to take one last look.”

      “I don’t know what you’re up to, but it’s going to stop this instant. I'm going to stop it.” Ramona’s gravelly voice sent shivers up Wendy’s spine.

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I told you—”

      “I’m not sure either, but I know it involves my husband. If you were trying to run into him by mistake again, you won’t find him here. He’s out of town.”

      “I know.”

      Ramona’s eyebrow raised. “Oh, you do, do you? Well, how interesting.”

      “I don’t think it’s all that interesting.”

      “I do.” Ramona advanced on her, and Wendy walked around the side of the staircase, keeping the designated travel spot in sight. The colors were already dancing around, and…no. Ramona stood in the magical spot. She looked around in annoyance at the flashing lights, tracing them back to the tiny crystal. Wendy’s heart stopped for a moment as Ramona fingered the precious crystal. Then she whirled around to Wendy.

      “I think it’s very interesting how you keep popping into my husband’s life. Now I remember you being at Zachary’s house the day of the Highland games when I peered in the window and watched you kiss.” Her voice had sounded strangled on those words. “And five years later at the boat yard.”

      “When you spied on us.”

      “What I can’t figure out is why I didn’t recognize you, or even remember you, when I hired you. And I would have. It doesn’t make sense.”

      Wendy lifted one shoulder in the shrug Zachary used. “Maybe you have a selective memory.”

      “Bullshit.” Ramona crossed her arms in front of her. “Keep your hands, your thoughts, and any other part of your body away from my husband.”

      Something snapped inside her. “Your husband. What exactly did you use to force Zachary into marital un-bliss? Did you threaten his life? Record him doing something illegal and blackmail him?”

      “He married me because he loved me, dammit. He loves me.”

      The dancing colors swirled around the magic spot, the very place Ramona was inadvertently guarding. Wendy shifted her focus back to her. “You can’t actually believe that…but you do, don’t you? Baring your breasts and trying to seduce him didn’t make him love you. Playing the poor victim didn’t make him love you. What makes you think forcing him into marriage would?”

      Ramona narrowed her eyes. “You’re up to something, and I intend to find out what it is. I knew you’d be trouble. When I saw you with my husband that day here at the house, I knew—”

      “You don’t know how much trouble I intend to be.” Wendy would push her, maybe into revealing something.

      Ramona’s face turned bright crimson. “You’ll never get him,” she hissed. “He won’t ever leave me. Or cheat. He loves me too much.”

      “If you hadn’t interfered with destiny, if you hadn’t played some dirty trick, would Zachary be your loving husband today? Why don’t you let him go, and then you’ll see how devoted he is to you.”

      Ramona started advancing toward Wendy, her hands fisted at her sides. “Get out of my house.”

      Wendy didn’t want to get into a physical confrontation, but running away wasn’t an option. She lured Ramona away from the staircase, then circled around to it again. Ramona spun around, cutting her off and stepping back into the lights.

      Wendy took another step toward Ramona, who obviously took her advance as a threat when she bared her teeth. “I told you to leave. Get out, or I’ll drag your carcass out and dump you in the bushes.” Her voice pierced the air with the wildness of a mother animal protecting her babies.

      Wendy wanted to at least get Ramona out of the magic spot in case she got transported back. Two Ramonas in the past? The thought gave her the willies.

      Wendy advanced now, trying to look threatening. Ramona struck out and grabbed Wendy’s arm, and as she shifted out of her grip, she realized an instant too late that she had moved in the wrong direction. The dancing colors burst in a blinding flash, then faded. Wendy had missed the door to the past.

      Ramona searched the room as though she were looking for something to smash over Wendy’s head. Ramona’s gaze landed on the cupid statue.

      “I’m leaving!” Wendy said, diverting her attention. If Ramona smashed the statue…no, she couldn’t even think it. She backed toward the door, afraid to take her eyes off the furious woman who advanced on her.

      Wendy ran out the door, across the porch and down the steps. After nearly slipping in the snow, she jumped into her car and locked the door. Ramona wasn’t following, but the dark look on her face as she watched from the porch was nearly as threatening.
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      All evening Wendy worried that Ramona might pay a visit to her house, but as eleven o’clock rolled around, all remained peaceful. Externally, anyway. Inside, Wendy feared she’d lost her last chance to go back in time.

      She listened for any unusual sounds as she headed upstairs to her bedroom. After checking all the closets and bathrooms, she crawled into bed and pulled out a book. The sound of the television comforted her, as did Sam’s soft fur against her leg and rhythmic purring. She hoped Ramona’s fury had died down, but she wouldn’t put it past the woman to keep it burning for days.

      Obsession was a scary game, and the scariest part was how little Wendy knew about it. She had read an article in a women’s magazine about an obsessed stalker, but never had she come so close to it. Heard a news story about a woman, lost in a crazed illusion, willing to kill for a man who didn’t love her. Heard about a woman putting her life on hold for years on the outside chance that the object of her unrequited love might someday “come to his senses.” A woman willing to do whatever Ramona had done to shackle Zachary in marriage.

      Wendy fought sleep as long as she could, but as soon as her mind closed the doors of consciousness, the dream started.

      But it wasn’t the wedding dream she knew so well. Even in the dream, she was aware that something was dreadfully different this time. She stood at the top of the staircase, but instead of the carved wood banister, a concrete wall curved down to a slate gray floor. Where the stairs met the floor, no Zachary. In fact, no one at all.

      Panic thrummed in her throat. She found the cupid statue, painted a sickly pink with yellow splatters, in front of a triangular window tilted at an angle. Through the opening to the parlor, she saw a squared off ultra-modern couch covered in black-and-white checkered fabric, and to its right an imposing marble fireplace.

      Instead of soft candlelight, florescent light glared over the room. The buzzing of ballast boxes sounded like a mass of houseflies gone mad. The air felt stale and musty and clung to her throat.

      No arm rested in the crook of her own, no one nudged her when the music started. She took the first laboring steps, and the music grew more off-key with each one. The piano sat deserted, and the music dwindled to plinking sounds before stopping altogether.

      Her dress, a sickish shade of taupe, drooped and sagged. When she held up her rose bouquet, the blossoms were dead. She screamed and dropped them. The echoes of her scream droned around her, throbbing in her head. She collapsed to a kneeling position, pulling in on herself.

      The room evaporated into darkness, and with her hands closed over her ears, she sat up in bed. Perspiration soaked her shirt. A nightmare. Thank God it had just been an ordinary nightmare.

      Afraid that the nightmare would return, she remained up for the rest of the night, huddled on the couch watching late night movies. That nightmare was worse than any visit from Ramona could have been.
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      The morning sun shone brightly into the room, but Wendy felt like the dead rising from the graveyard at the stroke of midnight. Against every ounce of energy she could muster, she had fallen asleep just a few hours before. The nightmare had not returned, but she could still feel the fright of it. That, she realized, was the worst part. She could feel it. Feel the emptiness. The loss. Failure.

      She could not fail again. Not in going back or in her mission once she reached her destination. The mission. Oh, if only she could have spoken with Zachary. What an advantage that would have given her. If she were a violent person, she would hang Ramona by her foot from the twenty-foot ceilings in the house and pluck out a hair for every second she didn’t reveal her blackmail secret. She couldn’t help but smile at the mental picture of Ramona hanging by one foot, screaming in her indignity.

      A more intriguing, less violent thought sparked in her mind. During Zachary’s cruise to Montego Bay, he would have a revelation. Maybe while he joked with the other men on his watch as waves crashed up over the side or while he dozed in a hammock as the boat listed from side to side. A new memory would spring into his mind. While Wendy was tampering with his past, he would remember their sailing adventure, Betzi, and his trip to Miami to find her. He too would question why he hadn’t recalled all that when he first met Wendy.

      She pulled herself up from the rumpled sheets on the couch, every molecule in her body protesting. Like a zombie, she stumbled up the stairs and into the bathroom, groaning at her bedraggled reflection. She was used to her curly mass sticking out every which way, but the dark circles and the dullness in her eyes were entirely different. Even a cold shower perked her up only as long as she shivered under the water. When she stepped out of the tub, fatigue wrapped itself around her as soundly as her purple towel did.

      As she readied for work, she tried to convince herself that the dream was a regular, everyday nightmare caused by anxiety. But it felt as vivid and real as the wedding dream. What did it mean? She didn’t want to think about the possibility that it meant something. Two ominous words pressed into her thoughts—bad omen.

      She called Morris. “I had a dream last night, only it was the scariest nightmare I’ve ever had. And that includes witches, monsters under my bed, and creeps lurking in my closet when I was a kid. Nothing felt so real, except the wedding dream itself.”

      “It must have been a doozie by the quiver in your voice. I’m sure it was only a dream. You have been dealing with extraordinary circumstances, after all.”

      “The wedding dream is real. It’s supposed to be a window into my future. This felt so much like that.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “The house is nightmarish. Come to think of it, the décor looks like some of the pictures Ramona brought to our first meeting. The staircase is some art deco monster. The music is off key, my dress is drab, and the worse part, I’m alone. You’re not standing beside me, or at least I thought it might be you. Nobody in the house, not even Zachary. I’m worried. I went to the house yesterday. Ramona was there, and we had a confrontation.”

      “Did she threaten you?”

      “Oh, yeah. After I left the house, I felt such despair. I didn’t think it was imperative that I go back yesterday, but after that nightmare, I wonder. What do you think? Am I getting worked up over nothing?”

      After a pause, Morris said, “I think it means you’d better get back to the past, Wendy. Something’s wrong, and that dream may signify your future if you don’t fix it.”

      “I will. I’ll go back to the house today.”

      “Do you want me to accompany you?”

      “I appreciate that, but if she’s there, I don’t want to involve you in a possible skirmish.” She sighed. “I only wish you could accompany me into the past. I could use your moral support.”

      “I know you, Wendy. You’ll figure this out.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” she said, but her voice lacked enthusiasm.

      “It’s that same confidence that knows whatever you encounter on your next—and last—trip back, you’ll handle it. You’ll get your guy, you’ll marry, have a couple of kids, and never again will your life be as exciting as it is right now.”

      Wendy laughed. “I don’t know about that. With Zachary, I think there would always be bubbles in the champagne of life.”

      “Good luck, m’dear. Let me know what happened the moment you return.”

      “Of course.”

      “And, Wendy? Remember what I said about staying focused on what you’re supposed to be doing. No matter what.”

      “You’re talking about Dad, aren’t you?”

      “Well, kind of.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve given up on that. Every time I’ve tried, it’s poof, back to the present. I accepted his death almost three years ago, and after a resurgence of hope, I'll have to accept it again.”

      “Good girl. Be careful.”

      When she hung up, she decided that someday she would explain how she had diverted off course, for Morris’s benefit. Then she could thumb her nose up at his theory that she shouldn’t meddle in destinies other than the one she was sent back to fix.

      The morning hours dragged on, each minute taking a few more seconds to complete than the last. Instead of being able to immerse herself in a floor plan or elevation, she was working on an ink drawing. Every few minutes she had to stop and let the ink dry so that she didn’t smear it all over the Mylar, leaving time for her mind to chew on her impending journey. Her insides tightened, and her head ached. Just as she plunged herself back into her work, she’d have to wait for the drying process again.

      To trim the chances of running into Ramona at the house, Wendy waited until nearly four o’clock before pulling into the Van Buren drive. I hope those tracks are from yesterday. She held her breath until she turned the last bend before coming face to face with the house. As she did, her breath escaped in a frustrated scream.

      “I don’t believe this.”

      But there it was, Ramona’s car in the driveway. Wendy shifted her car into reverse, backing around the previous bend. She parked the car in a position that lent for a quick exit and cautiously picked her way through the sloped land below the house. She came up on the back corner that lacked windows. The bushes outside the house lent her cover as she inched up to the window in the living room. Making a visor with her hand, she peered in. The angle gave her a view into the dining room as well. She saw no sign of Ramona.

      If she was busy upstairs, Wendy could reach the bottom of the stairs at a few minutes past four o’clock, just in time to be transported back. Even if Ramona spotted her, it would be too late. Of course, if Wendy failed, she would have to deal with Ramona on her return to the present. Wendy shuddered. She didn’t want to think about failure.

      Just as Wendy thought Ramona might be upstairs, she sauntered through the dining room toward the kitchen doorway, clipboard in hand. The moment she disappeared from view, Wendy ran around to the front and inserted the key into the lock to see if it still worked.

      After a second of jiggling, the knob turned in her hand. Wendy squeezed her eyes shut in anticipation of noise as she pushed the door open. Only the tiniest of squeaks escaped from the hinges. Closing it behind her was a noisier matter.

      “Is someone there?” Ramona’s voice called.

      Wendy locked the door and ducked into the entry closet as footsteps drew closer. It was dark and dusty, and she pressed her finger against her cheek in an attempt to keep from sneezing. An old trick, but it worked.

      Ramona’s silhouette appeared in the entry in the narrow opening between the door and frame. Wendy didn’t dare move in case she bumped into something. If Ramona checked the closet, she was trapped.

      She heard the sound of Ramona jiggling the front door handle. Then she opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, walking from one end to the other. Probably looking for Wendy’s car. She could lock Ramona out. That would give her enough time to—the door opened again before Wendy could do more than grip the closet doorknob. The door closed, and the lock shifted into place.

      “I hate being here alone,” she grumbled. “Stupid sailing race.” Ramona’s shoes clicked on the wood floor, fading by degrees.

      Thank you, thank you, thank you, God. She made the cross gesture in front of her, even though she wasn’t Catholic.

      The sound of the grandfather clock chiming quickened her pulse. She only had a few minutes to reach the bottom of the staircase. Feeling like a secret agent, she peered outside the pantry and listened for the faintest of noises. Hearing nothing, she crept out and around the corner. Ramona’s humming in another room gave her the all-clear to dash to the stairs. She reached the magic spot, willing the colors to start dancing around her. Two minutes past four. They should at least be dimly dancing around her by now.

      A terrible thought gripped her heart. What if the crystal heart was too small to send her back? She whirled around to face the cupid statue. It grinned at her, its black eyes glimmering in the sunlight, and hanging from his fingers…nothing. The chain and the crystal heart were gone.

      She dropped, desperately running her fingers over the floor for her key to the past. It had to be there. It couldn’t have completely disappeared. It had to be—

      “You again. I don’t flipping believe this.”

      Wendy jumped to her feet, wanting to get out of such a vulnerable position. The fire that burned in Ramona’s eyes yesterday was only a glimmer today. She was apparently more in control of herself now. Wendy didn’t know which was worse.

      “You really have balls, lady. Great big balls. Wha’cha doing, getting another look for old time’s sake?” Her smirk meant she wasn’t buying that. “I’m just going to let the police handle you this time.”

      “Ramona, the phone isn’t active in the house.”

      “No, but it is in my car. Excuse me while I call someone to expunge the vermin from my home.”

      As Ramona turned toward the door, the sun glinted off her diamond necklace. No, not just any diamond. It was the crystal heart! Ramona wore the key to Wendy’s and Zachary’s destiny around her neck. Wendy wanted to wring that neck, but she only had precious seconds left. She lunged at Ramona.

      Surprise played to her advantage. Ramona lifted her hands in a lame attempt to ward off Wendy, but nothing would stop her from getting that necklace. They wrestled, rolling over on the hard wood.

      “Get your hands off me, you wicked bitch!” Ramona screamed, trying to bat her hands away. “You’re…trying to strangle me!”

      “I’m not trying to strangle you. I want my necklace.”

      “It’s not yours! Zachary gave me this.”

      “Liar.”

      “Forget the cops. I’m going to kill you. And it’ll be self-defense!”

      Wendy’s fingers wrapped around the delicate chain and, with a quick jerk, broke it free of Ramona’s neck. The struggle, Ramona’s threats, felt like slow motion. Like a dream as strange as the one she’d had last night.

      Wendy lurched to her feet and ran toward the staircase. When she reached the cherub, she tied the broken ends of the chain around the angel’s fingers. As she turned to see Ramona approaching, she heard the chain slip to the floor. The heart slipped off the chain, landing a few inches away.

      “Give me my necklace back, bitch.”

      “Oh, go call the cops, Ramona,” Wendy told her as she frantically threaded the chain through the heart’s clasp. When she started to tie the chain back around the cherub’s fingers, a terrible thought hit her. If time travel depended on the sun’s exact angle on the crystal, the chain would be much shorter, and would therefore be too high for the sun.

      Ramona’s hand flew in front of her, grabbing the chain still in Wendy’s grip. Wendy held the heart firmly, unwilling to let it be snatched away from her. Ramona’s painted claws slashed at her, catching her on the cheek. Wendy had never punched anyone in her life, but she had no choice. God, she hoped it worked like it did in the movies.

      She reared her fist back and slam. Ramona’s eyes widened as she realized a fist headed her way. She stumbled backward. Wendy shook her fist, her knuckles hot with pain. She didn’t have time to grimace or massage them. Every second counted.

      “I’m bleeding!” Ramona screeched, holding her bloody hand away from an equally bloody nose. Her eyes went glassy as she wavered.

      Wendy’s fingers went to her own throat. Yes, she was wearing a necklace. She quickly unclasped it and slid the heart over the barrel at the end. Taking a moment to compare chain lengths, she found that hers was longer. That would buy her those lost seconds.

      Ramona still stared at her hand in horror. “Blood! I’m dying!”

      Wendy slung the chain over the cherub’s fingers. The colors started dancing around her, growing brighter by the second. She kept an eye on Ramona. Wendy had to remain in that spot, an immovable target until she disappeared.

      As Ramona’s senses cleared, her eyes burned with rage. Slowly, unsteadily, she turned toward Wendy. “You’re dead,” she growled and lunged.

      Just as Ramona’s hands reached her, darkness, blessed darkness, overtook Wendy. The warm, tingly feeling poured through her. Every cell of her body felt alive, vibrant. She could actually feel the blood coursing through her veins, even the most minuscule hair-like ones.

      As the feelings and acute awareness subsided, she found herself still in darkness. Not the comforting darkness of time travel, but an eerie darkness. She saw a glow in the sky off in the distance and heard a low hum. Her eyes adjusted, and she discovered that she was in an alley. A light bulb hung by a bare wire outside a battered, peeling door. Potholes maimed the street, and trash filled the gutters. In the distance, someone yelled something she couldn’t understand. A liquor bottle slowly rolled down the street until it was stopped by a brown mass she couldn’t—and didn’t want to—identify. When she traced the bottle’s path, she found its owner: a man dressed in tatters sprawled out on the sidewalk.

      She knew only one thing: she was not in New Hampshire, at least any part she’d ever been in. Since she usually ended up near Zachary, she found it hard to believe that he would be within miles of a dump like this. Her heart thumped a staccato beat inside her. Something had gone wrong. Destiny had flung her into the sewers, nowhere near Zachary or home.

      She placed her hand over her heart to calm it down. Then she realized it wasn’t her heart but the sound of shoes pounding concrete.

      A man came flying around the corner. He flung a glance behind him, as though something terrible followed. She studied him as he neared, but he was merely a shadowy figure.

      She had only a second to act. If it was Zachary, for some insane reason, she would lose him if she let him pass her by. If it wasn’t him, she might endanger herself by drawing his attention or hindering his progress.

      “Zachary?” she called at the man now just a few feet in front of her.

      His breath came in violent gasps. She leaped at him as he ran by her, grabbing the fabric of his shirt. He whirled around, teeth bared, stale breath sawing in and out of his open mouth. Dark eyes burned into hers.

      Not Zachary.

      “Oh, God,” she mumbled.
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      I’ve finally decided to give up on Zachary Van Buren. Being his friend and wanting him so bad it aches is too much. I’ll shrivel up and die if I continue this way.

      Ramona had pressed her diary against her heart after yesterday’s entry and told herself he wasn’t worth the agony of seven years of waiting. She’d neglected herself, her friends, her life, all for a love for which she’d obviously been waiting in vain.

      She wasn’t ashamed to admit that she was obsessed. Her shame came in admitting that her deep, pure feelings were not returned. Oh, she’d never actually expected Zachary to obsess over her. She just thought that someday he would see the light.

      Maybe it was cruel, but Ramona thought his grandfather’s death might be the key to her happiness. It had knocked Zachary’s feet right out from under him and plunged him into a deep depression over the last eight months. And provided an opportunity for her to be there, to comfort him. But he’d withdrawn instead of reaching out to her. All his time went to either work or being with his grandmother, who was taking the sudden death even harder. Last night Ramona urged him to let go, to cry in her arms, and he’d pushed her away.

      She’d cried herself to sleep. Again. The next morning, yesterday, she decided to give up Zachary forever. She knew what that meant. Selling him her half of the shop. Maybe even moving to another city. Cold turkey.

      Yesterday she had visited that dark, dank hole of anguish and heartache, a place she knew all too well. She even bought a newspaper to look for apartments in Concord. All day she’d been strong, pushing away the pain at the thought of never seeing Zachary again.

      She turned her diary to the next page: Giving up on Zachary lasted one day. Technically nine hours since it’s ten the next morning. I woke with that knife-stabbing pain piercing my heart, and I thought I was going to die. Then I realized I was going to die without Zachary in my life. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without him in my head. I need to drive.

      She had. Past Zachary’s cottage, past his shop, then on and on. Her father had taught her that if she tried hard enough, she would win. To attain something worthwhile, she would have to fight tough, use every trick she could find. And he had, after all, given her half of his beloved business. But he’d never given her his heart. What would he think if he knew her failure at achieving the thing most important to her? Maybe he did know.

      Ramona grabbed her diary and added to her entry: I have no idea where I am. If someone finds this car without me in it, please contact Zachary at…

      She wrote down his number and tossed the journal back on the seat. “Then he’ll regret not loving me. He’ll worry.” Disappearing wasn’t a bad idea actually. If her absence reeked of foul play, that might get his attention, make him see how much she meant to him. She imagined him driving around searching for her, tacking up MISSING posters.

      As it was, she needed to figure out her location. She’d left her cell phone at home so no one could track her. She looked for identifying signs on the hodgepodge of quaint buildings. One caught her eye: ZEN - Crystals, Books, Psychic Readings.

      Ramona gazed at the purple sign, intrigued by the idea of knowing the future, then at the window covered in dream catchers and posters for drumming circles and meditations. A car beeped at her, making her realize she’d drifted to a stop in the road. She pulled into the parking lot and hesitantly entered the store filled with displays of crystals, jewelry, and books. Incense filled the air with a heady scent. A thin woman with shoulder-length brown hair popped up from behind a counter in the back. “Hey, can I help you?”

      “I’d like a reading.”

      “Payment up front.”

      “That’s fine.”

      The woman who was probably a little older than Ramona extended her hand. “I’m Rose. Come on back.”

      Ramona took in her gray T-shirt bearing a peace sign and faded jeans. “Shouldn’t you be wearing scarves and hoop earrings? And be older?”

      Rose laughed. “That’s only in movies.” She called out, “I’m doing a reading, Drew! Cover the front please.” She waved for Ramona to follow her into a small windowless room and closed the door behind them. The walls were painted maroon, the only light three candles flickering on a table. “Please have a seat.”

      Ramona sank down in the chair she’d indicated, seeing now that the candles formed a triangle around a shiny black plate.

      Rose sat down opposite her. “As I said, payment is up front.”

      “Can’t you see that I’m not the type of person to run out without paying?”

      “It’s our policy.” Rose didn’t get the psychic joke apparently.

      Ramona dug in her purse and handed over the money.

      Rose tucked the bills away. “I use scrying, which means I see visions in this obsidian mirror. Don’t tell me anything, okay? Let me get into the zone.” She inhaled deeply and stared into the mirror. A minute or more passed before she said, “You have some issue with your father. I see an iceberg.”

      Ramona perked up. “Yes! He—”

      Rose lifted her finger, but her gaze remained on the mirror. “There’s another man who’s been causing you a lot of pain. Younger. Handsome.”

      Ramona wanted to shout out her answer, but she calmly said, “Zachary.” She leaned forward, trying to see what Rose did, but only saw the reflection of candlelight. “Can you see what he’s doing right now?”

      “No, it doesn’t work that way. I get visions about a person or situation. It’s not like a secret camera.” Rose took several measured breaths. “You’ve loved him for a long time.”

      “Feels like forever. All I want to know is do I get him?”

      “I see him with a woman…” She frowned, studying the plate. “Wow, they have a deep connection. Soulmates. That doesn’t always mean romantic mates. A soulmate is someone who’s here to connect with us in a profound way to help us grow. But I see, I feel, love. Romance. There’s something significant about this weekend. Like it comes together then.”

      Ramona had to stop herself from peering into the mirror again. “Is it me?”

      After watching whatever it was that Rose saw, her mouth tightened ever so slightly. “I assume you came here for the truth.”

      “Yes, tell me.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s not you.”

      Ramona’s heart fell. Not me, not me, not me. “Does he know her already?”

      “I believe he does, but not very well.” Rose stared at the mirror for a few seconds. “I see two connections, as though their lives have crossed twice but only briefly. Hm, that’s odd. There’s a solid line that’s broken, like they were supposed to meet but something happened. Then two blurry lines. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      Two lines, two times when that Angel woman was around. Panic tightened Ramona’s throat, her worst fear realized. “Where do they meet?”

      Rose sat back in her chair. “I can’t tell. Maybe somewhere in nature. I see trees.”

      “Enough about them. This is about me and him.”

      “You’re soulmates as well, but in a different way. He’s in your life to give you the opportunity to help you heal your father issues. To be another man whose love you cannot attain. Here’s the good news: learn your soul lesson, let him go, and move on.”

      “I can’t let him go. He’s—”

      “Not for you.” She tilted her head, a sympathetic smile on her face. “We suffer the most when we want something that doesn’t belong to us.”

      “But he does. I’ll just make sure he’s with me the entire weekend.”

      Rose shook her head, her expression one of a mother trying to instruct a stubborn little girl. “Do you remember those margarine commercials from when you were a kid? It’s not nice to fool mother nature. It’s even worse when you fool with destiny. You mustn’t change this man’s life for your own selfish desires.”

      What good was knowing the future if she shouldn’t do anything about it? This psychic obviously couldn’t see how much she loved Zachary or how much he loved her. Then again, he couldn’t even see that.

      Ramona stood. “Your visions are stupid. You’re probably a fake!”

      Her head pounded as she ran to her car. Her tires ripped into the asphalt when she slammed the car in reverse. As she turned onto the road, the rear of her car jerked into the oncoming lane, causing another car to swerve out of her way. It didn’t seem real, not the oncoming car, not the prediction of the future. Especially not the prediction.

      Her fingers gripped the steering wheel so tightly, her knuckles turned white. “What does she know, anyway? Most of those psychics are big fat phonies.”

      Except…if Rose hadn’t made her pay up front, Ramona would have run out on her bill. Had Rose predicted that?

      Shit. She was the real deal. Zachary would meet Angel this weekend, and she’d stay. Stay in his life, his home. His bed.

      “Noooo! I won’t let that happen.” Ramona would make sure Zachary was far away from wherever he had planned to be that weekend. “Who says it’s not good to change destiny? Who’s the supreme authority on all this destiny stuff anyway? Certainly not Rose. I’ll make my own destiny. And if I change Zachary’s, then so be it. He’ll never know.”

      She found Interstate 95 and was surprised to learn that she’d driven all the way into Massachusetts. After grabbing a bite at a fast-food place, she headed back to New Hampshire. It was late afternoon as she headed to Zachary’s house, a cute cottage she could totally see herself living in. Then she remembered she wore the clothes she’d thrown on in the middle of the night. She stopped at a boutique, and as she tried on a bitchin’ red dress, the idea hit her.

      “Where’s the closest travel agent?” she asked the clerk.

      An hour later, she looked in the rear-view mirror and replaced her nervous expression with a warm, excited smile. “You didn’t ace drama class for nothing.”

      Just before her finger touched his doorbell, the front door swung open and she stood inches from him. His citrusy cologne enveloped her, and it was her every inclination to fall right into his arms. But she knew what actions like that did, and drive him away was the last thing she wanted. Fly him away was more like it.

      “Oh, hey, Ramona.” He gave her the lukewarm smile he wore when she popped in unannounced, which maybe she did a little too often. “What’s up?”

      “Please tell me you’re not going anywhere, please, please.”

      Her heart started doing the jitterbug. He wore a blue-and-white striped shirt and stonewashed blue jeans. And he looked less depressed. More alive. When he locked the front door, her heart crept nearer to the chasm of despair.

      “Afraid so. You look all dressed up. Going somewhere special?”

      She inched up to him, but not too close, and summoned her most convincing puppy-eyed look. “With you, I hope?”

      “Sorry, I’ve got plans. Maybe we can have lunch tomorrow.”

      He always kept their get-togethers safe. Lunches were safer than dinners. Worse yet, he had plans. Was he going out with Angel? Panic set in. She had to stop him.

      “Atlantic City sound good?”

      “For lunch? Are we talking about the New Jersey Atlantic City?”

      She held up plane tickets. “You see, lunch comes with dinner tonight, breakfast, blackjack, anything you want. The whole weekend. You’ve been so down lately, and I know how much you like playing the tables. I’m staging an intervention. Bringing you back to life. And me, too. Seeing you like this has been breaking my heart, too.” Nice move, bringing in your own pain. Zack with his big heart will feel responsible.

      “I don’t know. I already have plans with Chuck and Keith at Dirty Mike’s.”

      “So you can mope at the table with a beer while they watch some game on television?” When he gave her a perplexed look, she quickly added, “I’m guessing.” Not that she’d, um, been watching him. “This will be good for both of us. I reserved two rooms at the casino and an eight o’clock dinner reservation at a nice restaurant. What do you say?”

      She wondered what he was thinking as he considered. That she’d gotten too close the other night? That she was too desperate? He released a long breath. “Okay. You’ve been a good friend through all this. It’s the least I can do after all you’ve done. Come in while I throw some things in a bag.”

      You don’t know how much I’ve done for you, she thought, following him inside his simple, clean little cottage. How much I’ve sacrificed and hurt. And how I’m saving you now from that evil woman. Because you deserve me.
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      Zachary had no idea what time it was. Of course, that was the casino’s intent. But he knew it was late, so he flipped the blackjack dealer from whom he’d won two hundred dollars and rose from the stool. “You ready?”

      “So ready,” Ramona said.

      She’d been standing behind him, a little too close for comfort. He’d let that go, since she’d given up the fight on him paying for his own room. “You could have done your own thing,” he said. “Didn’t mean to tie you up here for so long.”

      “It’s fine, really. I like watching you play, even if I’m not much of a gambler myself. But after a while…” She shrugged.

      “I get it.” He rubbed the back of his neck, feeling some stiffness. “But it felt good to focus on something other than a boat. Or my grandparents. Thanks for stealing me away.”

      Her face flushed pink, and her voice went rough when she said, “It was my pleasure.” She looped her arm around his and led him away from the blackjack area. “Let’s find one of those rolling chairs and go for a ride on the Boardwalk?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      Once they were wandering outside, though, they discovered they only operated during the day.

      “Tomorrow,” he promised when she looked so disappointed.

      She pointed. “Look, there’s a fortune teller’s booth! Madame LaVelle,” she intoned with drama. “Know the future.” She turned to him. “How about getting our palms read?”

      “Nah, but go ahead. I’m not into that stuff.” Only angels and time travel.

      Angels. He felt ready to find Wendy again. His heart was healing, the spark of life finally flaring again. It had been about two years since her last visit. When he returned to Rye, he would go into Portsmouth and find her office. Wait for her outside as he’d planned. He didn’t want to wait until their birthdays, so he’d have to find some other way to open a conversation.

      Ramona strolled over to the fortune teller’s booth, but despite the neon sign, a CLOSED sign hung across the doorway. She had a smile on her face as she traced her finger over the crystal ball on the sign. “Would you want to know your future?”

      The question gave him a start. Because he had gotten glimpses, thanks to Wendy. “If I could change something important. Save someone’s life.” He’d gone by Betzi’s cottage a couple months ago when he’d just needed to drive. He hadn’t even realized that’s where he’d been heading until he pulled up in the driveway after a few wrong turns. When the man who answered the door said she didn’t live there anymore, Zachary had felt sad. Until he clarified that she’d married and moved into her new husband’s home in Portsmouth.

      Wendy’s father. He’d died sometime in May. Zachary had been so lost in grief and comforting his grandmother that he had forgotten all about that. He started to pull out his wallet when Ramona grasped his arm. “Let’s go for a walk on the beach. It’s a beautiful night.”

      He stilled his hand. He’d check as soon as they were in the light. “Sure, why not?” As soon as his feet hit the sand, an uncomfortable feeling surrounded him. The waves washed out the noises from above, making him feel far from the world. The ocean was a pit of blackness. Shadows lurked beneath the Boardwalk, as though all of humanities darkest secrets lurked there. Tiny red lights, no doubt the end of cigarettes, danced among the pilings. The smell of marijuana and music drifted through the air. His body reacted instinctually, shoulders widening, chest filling. Someone wolf whistled at Ramona, and she looped her arm with his. “Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea. I’m a little scared.”

      He slowed and turned in the direction from which they’d come. “Let’s head back.”

      She remained glued to his side as they tromped back through the sand. He couldn’t blame her really and, yet, it made him uncomfortable. Maybe it was her soft sigh, or the way she leaned against him, not so afraid after all.

      “What would you do if some creep dragged me away?” she asked.

      He looked at her to see if she were kidding but couldn’t see her expression clearly in the shadows. “I’d fight him off, of course.”

      She pulled him to a stop, coming to face him. “Would you? Really?”

      Wouldn’t anyone? But she seemed to need to hear that he’d defend her. “I would.”

      “Oh, Zack.” She pulled him down and plastered her mouth over his. He was so shocked, at first he could only register the smell of rum on her breath. Then her tongue seeking entrance to his mouth.

      He grabbed her arms and held her back. “Ramona, what the hell? Are you drunk?”

      “Drunk?” She laughed humorlessly. “No, Zachary, I just had a few drinks. Maybe a bit tipsy. But that has nothing to do with wanting to kiss you. I’m…” She squeezed the back of her neck in frustration. “I’m tired of just wanting to kiss you. Wanting you. Can’t you see that we’re meant to be together? After all these years of waiting and waiting and toeing the line, can’t you finally just admit that you love me?”

      “I care about you, Ramona. Love, maybe. But not romantically. I told you that a long time ago, and you said you accepted it. That you were okay with us being friends and business partners.”

      “I lied,” she said, tears he’d heard many times thick in her voice. “I had to lie or you would have walked away from me. Pushed me away. But I can’t take it anymore.” She rubbed her hands over her face. “Oh, God, I’m blowing it. I’m blowing the whole thing.”

      “What whole thing?” He realized she must mean their friendship. “You haven’t blown it.” But the uncomfortable feeling he’d had with her since his refusal to marry her intensified. She’d been holding all this in. Pretending. “Ramona, listen to me.” He held her arms. “I’m sorry, okay? Sorry that I don’t feel that way about you. Sorry that you’ve been harboring this…this hope that things will change. But they won’t.”

      “Because you’re in love with that Angel woman!”

      He flinched at the way she’d made it sound like an accusation. “Yes, I am.”

      “You hardly ever even see her! How can you love someone you’re never around.”

      “That’s going to change. Soon.”

      She made a soft gasping sound. “How…how do you know?”

      “I just do. And I realized that I have somewhere I have to be tomorrow. I need to head back early.”

      She sniffled, wiping her hand across her eyes. “Her?”

      “In a way. I can’t really explain.” He needed to check that date, needed to be there for Wendy. He brushed at the tears glittering on Ramona’s cheeks. “I’m sorry, hon, but you need to accept this. To find someone who loves you the way you deserve to be loved.”

      She crossed her arms and stalked past him toward the lights in the distance. He should let her go, but this wasn’t exactly the safest place for her to be alone. He would escort her back to the hotel and give her some time to absorb.

      

      Angry voices exploded from under the Boardwalk as he caught up to her. Several yards away, he could barely see the two men just beyond the glow of lights. The shorter man stumbled forward, pulling at the other man’s shirt. His words slurred. “You know I’m good for the money, man.”

      “I know you’re not,” another voice, darker and louder, growled. “You keep coming ’round, beggin’ like some stray dog. You’re the big lawyer man, how come you don’t got any money? You don’t get nothin’ ’til you pay me what you owe me. Now get out of here.”

      “No, I’m not leaving until I get something!”

      The tall burly man took a fighting stance, hands akimbo. “I'll make you leave.”

      Ramona ran—toward them.

      “Ramona! What in the hell are you doing?” Zachary yelled.

      She glanced back at him but kept going. “Stop,” she said to the men without conviction. “I can help.”

      Then it hit him. He knew what she was doing. She’d asked if he would protect her. And now she was putting him to the test. Throwing herself into danger. And dammit, he couldn’t just let her throw herself into the fray. He ran after her.

      “What you want, bitch?” the big guy asked. The flash of metal in his hand was unmistakable—a knife.

      The drunken man lurched back into the patch of light. “Maybe she’s got something for me. Screw you, Jimbo.”

      Jimbo shoved Ramona, sending her face down to the sand. The other guy threw himself at Jimbo, cussing about the way to treat a lady, and Jimbo slashed at him. He moved out of the knife’s arc, but the blade caught his arm. As Zachary reached them, Ramona rolled to a sitting position and screamed at the sight of the blood pouring down the man’s arm. Jimbo raised the knife for another assault.

      Zachary heard himself scream, “No!” just as Jimbo plunged the knife into the other man’s chest. Jimbo pushed the guy right into Zachary’s arms, coming at him with the bloody knife now. Zachary pushed the body away and grabbed for the knife. They struggled, force against force, the ten-inch blade aimed at Zachary’s throat.

      “Ramona, get the police,” he gritted out, though he hoped she’d already gone for help.

      Zachary gained the upper hand and shoved the man backward until he rammed against one of the pilings, knocking the breath out of him. Jimbo’s fingers remained tightly clenched around the handle of the knife. He kicked, catching Zachary just below the ribs. Gut-wrenching pain tore at his side, but he couldn’t give in to it. His life depended on keeping his focus on the sharp blade and the man who held it.

      Jimbo kicked again. Zachary shifted away, that save giving the man a momentary advantage in balance. The knife slashed toward Zachary’s shoulder, but he ducked just in time. With his vision hyper-focused, he was aware of only two things: the knife poised above him and the sweet smell of clove cigarettes. They almost tripped over the lifeless body of the other man. Zachary worked to position Jimbo for another visit to the piling. A harder trip this time. He glimpsed a figure standing just outside the circle of light. Ramona. Just standing there. Her terrified eyes watched, her hands covering her mouth.

      No one was coming. No help was on the way. It was up to him. Fresh adrenaline pumped through his veins. Zachary slammed the man into the piling again. This time Jimbo’s hand loosened enough for Zachary to wrench the knife free. The man kicked Zachary in the stomach, sending him stumbling back onto the sand next to the dead man.

      Pain rocketed through him like an electrical current. He struggled to get up, hand clutched over his stomach. He heard voices, one whispering, “There’s a fight.”

      “Oh, my God,” a man said. “Let’s get out of here,”

      “No,” Zachary managed to utter, his gaze finding two couples standing a few yards away with horrified expressions. He staggered to his feet, breath sawing in and out of his lungs. “You…can’t…leave.”

      One of the women screamed, pointing at the man’s body lying nearby. “He just killed that man!”

      “Shit!” the guy with her said. “Go, go, go!” They tore away into the night.

      “Stop!” Zachary huffed but couldn’t push out another word. Sucking in deep breaths, he looked down at himself: staggering, a bloody and torn shirt, clutching a knife. Of course they thought he’d done it. He dropped the knife and spun around. Jimbo stood in the shadows, catching his breath.

      Zachary jabbed his finger at him. “You!”

      The man bolted. Zachary followed. Those people thought he’d murdered a man. He had to catch this guy. Zachary chased him up the stairs to the boardwalk and the city beyond. Jimbo knew these streets, purposefully turning corners and leading him deeper into the city. A dirty city. He sensed it, smelled it, but didn’t have time to look at anything but the shadow up ahead darting around yet another bend.

      All Zachary could hear was his own breathing, coming hard and fast, and the sound of his shoes hitting the pavement. Occasionally the crash of a garbage can or the crunch of glass broke through, but he didn’t need any audible clues. He caught the scent of cloves over the garbage and knew he was on target.

      They zigzagged for several blocks. Zachary had no idea where he was. It seemed as though he’d been running for hours. When he turned the next corner, he came to a halt. No figure darted through the shadows. No footsteps pounded away from him. Zachary tried to listen over his heaving breaths as he searched the alley.

      The sound of a can dropping to the concrete made him whirl around. All he saw was something dark coming at him. All he felt was pain as he dropped to the ground. Then nothing.
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      Wendy stared into the stranger’s eyes as he looked as shocked as she probably did. The smell of sweet cloves surrounded him, but there was nothing sweet about the man who jerked out of her grip.

      “What the hell you grabbing me for, bitch?” He surveyed her. “You ain’t no cop. But you is stupid.”

      She stepped back. “Sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

      “You lucky I’m in a hurry.” The man looked beyond her, then ran.

      Thank God, away from her. She stood in an alley, her trembling hands over her heart. Either something had gone terribly wrong with destiny’s travel plans, or Zachary was in trouble. Both options froze her in panic.

      No time for that. She had to find him. Where was she? In a city, and not a nice one. “Zachary!” she called in a faint voice, trying to sound like a guy. Something scurried through what sounded like trash. She shivered, imagining a huge rat. She called his name again, and after no answer, stepped out onto the street.

      Definitely not a nice area, though she saw lights in the near distance. She walked up and down the block, murmuring Zachary’s name as she passed people. Surely he’d never been a homeless person in a city.

      After covering the block, she headed toward those lights. She kept her posture stiff, trying to attract as little attention to herself as possible while calling his name. She probably sounded like a mentally ill vagrant, which was fine by her. Zachary would answer if he heard, and no one else would approach.

      Lights here were hit and miss. Not a bad thing necessarily since she didn’t stick out like an outsider when she stayed in the shadows. She passed another alley and stepped into the mouth of it.

      “Hey, you,” a man shouted from the street. “What you want?”

      “Nothing,” she murmured. “Looking for trash.”

      “This is my territory. Get outta here.”

      Gladly.

      Music wafted from open windows, conversations from door stoops.

      “Hey!” someone called out from one of those stoops.

      Not Zachary. And not anyone she wanted to talk to. She lowered her head and kept walking, her heart in her throat.

      “I'll take what you got, mama,” the guy taunted with several kiss sounds. “How much?”

      She shook her head and kept going. God. She wasn’t even dressed like a hooker. Though she wanted to tell him she wasn’t for sale, that might interest him more. Didn’t matter. The guy pushed off the steps and strode her way.

      “Rock!” she called, waving at no one up ahead. “There you are. Are the guys here yet…there you all are. Hey, Boris, Sam, Tony!” She pretended to be talking to people around a corner as she turned the bend. She ducked into a doorway of an open liquor store and peered out. The guy hadn’t followed.

      The door opened and a man stopped. “Excuse me.”

      “Sorry.”

      She moved on in a near run toward the lights. It seemed as though she’d gone for hours, but finally the buildings became a little nicer. Up ahead, though, everything seemed to just stop. Lights, people passing left and right, and then utter darkness. Still, there were lights, so she kept going, up a ramp and ended at a large boardwalk with diagonal planks. She turned around and saw shops and casinos with all their lights and welcome noise. An ocean breeze lifted her hair and cleared her nostrils of all that stench. Restaurants and tourist shops with T-shirts that proclaimed Atlantic City.

      She breathed a sigh of relief just knowing where she was. Okay, so Zachary was in Atlantic City. Why didn’t she pop in near him? She looked around, hoping to spot him. Down a few blocks, brilliant lights perched atop police cars cut through the night air, drawing a crowd. As Wendy approached, an ambulance quietly drove away. Her chest tightened. Was Zachary hurt? She knew he couldn’t be severely injured. Or dead. She hadn’t done anything to alter the past yet, so everything was progressing normally. So far.

      She walked past one of the police cars where a woman hysterically told a cop what had happened. Wendy heard something about a bloody knife and continued walking past, not wanting to hear any gruesome details.

      According to a man she’d asked, it was just after three o’clock in the morning. She didn’t dare ask what year it was. She had no idea if Zachary liked to gamble, but she had to assume that was the reason he was there. It was the only thing she had to go on. She walked into every casino, searched in every section of every kind of gambling. He was nowhere to be found. She even considered going back to where she’d popped in but, aside from the improbability of finding it, the thought terrified her.

      The sun was just beginning to paint the skies pink when she walked out of the last casino. Her eyes burned from the smoke and her head ached from worry. She took a few minutes to walk to the Boardwalk and watch the sun rise out of the depths of the ocean. The beginning of a new day. Hope that she would find Zachary rose, too.

      When she turned around, she spotted a man refilling one of the newspaper stands. She’d been so busy trying to find Zachary, she hadn’t given much thought to the date. It didn’t seem that important this time.

      The newspaper truck pulled away just as she reached the row of stands. She dug in her pocket for change and, just as she pulled out a few coins, gasped. They all dropped to the boards.

      It wasn’t the headlines that shocked her—LAWYER STABBED TO DEATH NEAR BOARDWALK—but the sketch of the murderer beneath it.

      Zachary.

      No, that couldn’t be right. But it looked so much like him that it had made her heart jump. Scooping up the scattered coins, she bought a newspaper and found a nearby bench. She didn’t think she could handle reading the story standing up.

      Her gaze flew across the article at first, picking out key words: once-prominent lawyer…struggled with drugs…practice dwindled…knife…witnesses. When she saw the location, and the shops in the background, she couldn’t believe it.

      I was there. The ambulance, the police cars, I was right there after it happened. Where was Zachary then? The crime scene was nowhere near that back alley.

      She slowly read the article again. No one seemed to know why the local lawyer was down among the lowlife who lived beneath the Boardwalk. Speculation was, of course, that he was trying to buy drugs. Witnesses who walked onto the scene by accident clearly saw the man who had stabbed the lawyer. He’d been holding the bloody knife in his hand and when he’d seen them, told them that they couldn’t leave.

      The police had the knife as evidence, and although most of the fingerprints were smudged, two clean ones were taken. Both were from the same person. The police were running the prints.

      Zachary a murderer? No, it couldn’t be true. It was quite obvious, however, that he was in an ocean full of trouble. Now it was even more dire that she find him. Was this what she was supposed to fix? And how did Ramona fit into all this?
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      Zachary’s first moment of consciousness felt like a freight train zooming through his head. Or maybe sixteen hundred marathon runners pounding through his brain.

      Slowly, he opened his eyes. Gray pavement stretched out before him. Hard, gritty pavement pressing into his cheek. He pushed himself up, grimacing at the pain movement caused. Placing his hand to the sorest spot on his head, he felt a sticky lump beneath his hair. When he pulled his hand away, traces of blood stuck to his fingers.

      An eerie, pinkish glow covered the skies, only barely lighting the street. As he looked around, he realized it was more like an alley. The backdoors of businesses piled with trash and empty boxes were the only sign that he was in civilization at all.

      He noticed the foul odor of something dead. He looked around him, ready to see a body. The source of the smell sat two feet away a green dumpster. Coming from inside, a shuffling noise and the clinking of bottles.

      “Is someone there?” Zachary called, surprised by the weakness in his voice.

      The shuffling stopped, as though a rodent was trying to conceal its presence with silence. After a few moments, a head appeared around the lid of the dumpster. Zachary was too tired and too sore to jump at the sight of the man who looked more like a rat than a human being.

      His sparse gray hair was matted to his head. His mustache and beard were unkempt, and his face shined from a layer of oil. All Zachary could see of his clothes was the dog-eared collar of what was probably a shabby jacket. The man’s eyes watered as they suspiciously surveyed the intruder.

      “You’re new ’round here, ain’t ya?” the old man asked in a voice hoarser than Zachary’s.

      “New? Yeah, I guess you could say that

      “Well, see here. This dumpster, and every dumpster in this area, is mine. Understand?” Fear shined in the man’s eyes.

      Zachary stifled a laugh. “Got it. You don’t have to worry about me, sir. I’m just, er, visiting.”

      The old man studied him for a moment, then went back to digging again.

      Zachary wasn’t in the mood for polite, or otherwise, conversation. He had to figure out how he got from Rye to this place. Standing up cleared his head a bit, though the dull ache continued. Slowly, the pieces starting to fit together. Ramona had sprung this trip on him, they’d gambled in the casino, taken a walk on the beach. It was a bit sketchy after that, and thinking brought on the sixteen hundred marathon runners again.

      He closed his eyes, trying to picture the scene. It was dark. Ramona had kissed him. Two men argued under the Boardwalk—now he remembered. He would never forget the look on those people’s faces when they’d come up on him with the knife. They thought he was a murderer.

      He had no idea how long ago all that had occurred. A couple hours probably. He would go to the Boardwalk and see if anyone was still at the scene. He’d need to collaborate Ramona’s account of the incident…if she was able to talk about it. He could still see her standing there, just standing there, a look of horror on her face.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Zachary called to the dumpster.

      Again, the shuffling stopped, and the man’s head appeared around the lid.

      “If you’ll tell me which way the Boardwalk is, I guarantee you’ll never see me in your area again.”

      The man pondered this offer with the slightest smile. He pointed behind Zachary. “Go left, then go straight. Lots of good stuff down there.”

      Just before he reached the Boardwalk, he glanced down at his attire. His shirt was ripped and bloody. He stripped it off and shoved it into a nearby trash can. Then he checked to make sure the blood hadn’t come from a wound on his body. Bruises and abrasions, but no cuts. He found a spigot and washed off the blood that must belong to the dead man. It would be bad enough walking through town shirtless, dirty, and disheveled, but this was a party place after all. Lots of people looked like the living dead the next morning.

      The only sign of any disturbance on or below the Boardwalk was the police tape strung out in a large circle around the pilings. The place was deserted. Apparently, it had been more than a few hours since he’d chased the killer into the city.

      His next stop was his hotel room. The thought of cleaning up and getting some breakfast renewed his energy. Then he and Ramona could head down to the police station and tell his account of what had happened. He wondered if they would call him back as a witness if and when they caught the guy. He’d do anything it took to put that scumbag behind bars.

      Because he didn’t want to cause a disturbance in the lobby, he took the back way to his room. He was only surprised for a moment to find Ramona waiting in his room. Of course she would be worried about him. After all, he had chased a killer through a strange city and disappeared for a few hours.

      Bugs Bunny’s laugh from the television greeted him before Ramona even could. She ran toward him. “Zachary, you’re all right! I thought you were dead, or worse.” She took him in with both her eyes and her hands. “I was worried out of my mind for you, sweetheart. I thought you were dead. I thought I’d be all alone in the world. I thought…” She looked at him in the oddest way, and her high-pitched voice went soft when she said, “I had all kinds of crazy thoughts, Zachary.”

      He shook his head, not ready for Ramona’s theatrics. “I’m fine. He ambushed me and slugged me over the head, probably left me for dead. I don’t even know how long I’ve been out.”

      “Bend over, let me see.” She gingerly moved his hair and hissed. “You have a cut and a goose egg. I'll get a washcloth and clean it.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to take a shower. Then we’ll go to the police station.”

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. The cops will pounce all over you.”

      “Why would they pounce on me? I’m going to give them a description of the killer.”

      There was something coy in her expression, a deep confidence in her smile. He waited impatiently for her response. The Roadrunner beep-beeped. Wile E. Coyote fell from a cliff, becoming a flattened pancake with legs.

      “Everyone thinks you are the killer.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. “The people who came up—eyewitnesses. Of course, they told the cops I did it. But you told them I didn’t.” When she didn’t immediately nod, he said, “Right?”

      “Maybe.”

      The marathon runners returned, and this time they brought friends. “Ramona, I really don’t need your odd sense of humor right now.”

      Her soft voice rankled his nerves even more. “It’s not my sense of humor you dislike, honey. It’s my sense of desperation. It’s my love for you. And, most of all, it’s my absolute cleverness.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about? You saw the men arguing, and you must have seen the man get stabbed before I reached him. I know you saw me struggle to get the knife away from the murderer because you were just standing there watching. Why wouldn’t you tell the police what happened?”

      Ramona laughed. “I don’t know, Zack. Why wouldn’t I tell them?”

      Riddles. He really didn’t have the patience for this. “Why would you tell them anything else?”

      “Now that’s the question of the hour: Why would I tell them anything else?”

      Anger roared through his veins like fire. If she was playing some bizarre game, she had the worst timing. If she wasn’t—no, she had to be joking.

      “I’m tired of this. Either come clean, or I’m kicking you out of here so I can take a shower.”

      Ramona stretched out on the bed. “Oh, you won’t be kicking me out anymore. And as for showers, we’ll be taking those together from now on.”

      “Oh, we will?”

      “Well, as your wife, I am entitled to take showers with you, be with you every second of your life, along with other certain privileges. Doesn’t that sound great?”

      “Wait a minute. I’m still stuck on the wife part. You’ve really lost it, haven’t you? This whole thing has pushed you off the tip of the iceberg.”

      “Au contraire, my love, my wits are as sharp as ever. They’ve done their best thinking and planning as I waited here for you. Worried. Saw the murderer’s sketch on the morning news. At first I denigrated myself for being a coward and running from the scene. But that worked out very well actually. And now I'll be planning a wedding.”

      “Wedding. Forgive me for being slow. It must be the knock on the head. Why would you think I’d marry you?”

      She stretched out luxuriously, like a cat. “We’ll tell everyone you finally got it through your thick head that you realized we were always meant to be together. It hit you while we were in Atlantic City together. You asked me to marry you, and after some hesitation—after all, you’ve made me wait years—I said yes.”

      She wasn’t kidding. Her sick sense of humor had transformed into insanity. He played along, trying to find out where she was headed with this insane dialogue.

      “Okay, that’s what we tell everyone else. We, however, know that’s far from the truth. What is the truth, Ramona?”

      She sat up, tucking her knees under her chin, and smiled at him. “The truth is, we made a deal.”
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      Of course Ramona would make Zachary ask for more information. He could tell she loved this game of her making. He would let her sit until she offered the rest of the story, but he’d had enough. He just wanted it—and her—out.

      “And?” he prompted.

      “You’ll marry me because you owe me big time. I covered for you.”

      “Let me guess: the murder.”

      “You’re getting there, sweetie. You told me you had some business to take care of in Atlantic City and asked if I wanted to come along. I said yes, made the arrangements, and off we went. Late last night we took a stroll on the Boardwalk. You kept looking at your watch, telling me it was almost time for some business deal. I thought it was strange to conduct business under the Boardwalk at such an unholy hour but, being totally in love with you, I’d go along with anything.

      “You said you had to meet some lawyer—that’s what the dead guy was, a lawyer—and that he owed you some major bucks for past deals. You were going to”—she did finger quotes—“’make the bastard pay up.’”

      Zachary couldn’t believe this mad fantasy she’d dreamed up. “You told the police this?”

      “I haven’t said a thing. What good would that do me?” She sighed dramatically. “You’d go to jail. No, all they have to go on is the four eyewitness accounts. That, and your fingerprints on the knife, are quite enough to convict you. I just ducked into the crowd, but I heard everything they told the cops. The only person they saw besides the dead guy was you. You stood with the bloody knife in your hand and told them not to leave.”

      “You’re absolutely out of your mind. I don’t believe you. You’re making this all up. Even a disturbed person like you couldn’t, wouldn’t, pull something like this off.”

      She flipped the television channel from Porky Pig, through a commercial, to the news channel. “It should come on any time now. They’ve been running segments on the murder all morning. My only worry was that you’d get caught coming back to the hotel room. Well, that and something bad happening to you. I knew you’d be okay, though. Nothing could happen to my Zachary. Especially not now when destiny is finally smiling—oh, here it is.”

      “Local attorney Dan Arbuckle was stabbed to death under the Boardwalk early this morning. Although regarded as a competent attorney, sources say Arbuckle was addicted to painkillers, which led to an addiction to heroin. A stamp bag of heroin was found near his body. Speculation is that Arbuckle met with his supplier and the deal soured. Arbuckle was stabbed twice, once fatally in the chest. Here’s a report from the Boardwalk early this morning.”

      They switched to another man standing by fluttering crime scene tape at the beach.

      “I’m here with Detective Gene Clawson, lead investigator. Sir, do you have any leads?”

      “The biggest leads we have are the eyewitness reports and the perpetrator’s fingerprints on the knife. We’re running the prints now. Should be a cut-and-dried case.”

      The reporter turned to the camera. “The killer should be behind bars soon, and our city will be a little bit better for it. Back to you.”

      The stern-faced anchorman continued with, “The police have released this composite drawing of the murderer based on eyewitness descriptions.”

      Zachary’s insides seized in shock. His face filled the screen. It was rough, definitely rough. In fact, he looked like a real thug. People who knew him might see the similarities, but they’d dismiss it as a coincidence. What about the ones who didn’t know him? Acquaintances?

      “If you spot this man, please contact the Atlantic City police immediately. Do not attempt to confront him. He’s considered armed and dangerous.”

      Ramona sauntered up to the television and turned it off, then spun around to face him. “Believe me now?”

      “Oh, I believe that you’re going to try to pull it off. I don’t believe you can.”

      “But I can, Zachary. I can. Now let’s see. Without actually having you in custody, I don’t think the police can tie you to the fingerprints. You’ve never been arrested, right?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I know you’ve never been in the service, so your fingerprints aren’t on file anywhere. As long as I keep quiet, we can sneak right out of here and no one will ever catch you. If you don’t agree to the bargain, however, all the police need is your name. Once they have you, the witnesses and fingerprints will tie you to the murder.”

      “Did you plan all this when you ran into the fray like a lunatic?”

      “No, I just wanted you to care. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      “I did care.”

      “I wanted you to almost lose me so you’d realize you need me. Love me. This situation merely played into my hands.”

      He stared at Ramona. Not the Ramona he’d known all these years. This one was sinister, confident. Devious. And totally out of her mind. Still, he tried a logical approach.

      “Why would you want to force me into a marriage when I don’t love you? When, in fact, I’d hate you? Why would you want to live like that?”

      “Oh, but you will love me, Zachary. You’ve just never given it a chance. Now you’ll have a good long opportunity to explore your feelings. I assure you that love will blossom in your heart, just as it’s thrived in mine over the years.”

      “Is that what you’ve believed? All this time I thought we were friends—”

      “Friends. I’ve pretended that being friends was enough, because otherwise you’d push me away. I shoved my feelings—love, hate, anger, frustration—deep down so I could have any part of you that you stingily gave me.” She laughed, a husky sound. “I should get an Oscar.”

      “You’re crazy. I’m going to call the police right now, explain the situation and straighten this whole mess out. Then I’m selling my half of the shop, and I never want to see you again.”

      As he walked toward the phone, he saw panic in her eyes. She scooted across the bed toward him. “I’m doing this for your own good. Don’t you understand that?”

      “Oh, I understand, all right.” He flipped open the first page of the phone book.

      “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. They’ll trace the call. They’ll—”

      He clamped his hand over her mouth. “May I speak to Detective, uh, Clawson, please?”

      After a slight hesitation, the woman said, “You mean Detective Clawson?”

      “Whoever’s handling last night’s Boardwalk murder.”

      “That’s Clawson. Hold the line, please.”

      Ramona had slid off the bed and was pacing the length of the room. “I can’t believe you’re doing this, Zachary. They’re going to put you away!”

      He turned away from her. They were even on that score. He couldn’t believe she was doing this. Without warning, she reached over and pressed the disconnect button.

      “Dammit, Ramona. You’re not going to stop me from calling the police.”

      “I’m not trying to stop you. I just want you to make the call from a pay phone.”

      “What?”

      “In case they trace it back here. I know of one that’s kind of tucked away, and if you put on sunglasses you should be safe.”

      “Safe from who? The police? That’s who I’m calling.”

      “I know, but think about this. If they don’t believe you, they’ll trace the call back to your room. Then they’ll have your name and address. You know it looks bad for you. If they don’t buy your story, and they find you here, you’re on your own, sweetie. I’m sticking to my story, so don’t give up your options yet.”

      He believed he could clear his name, but if his only alibi wouldn’t come forward—would, in fact, lie to incriminate him—using a pay phone might be a good idea. He had to believe it was an unnecessary detail.

      Walking down to the phone by the pool, Ramona acted like a criminal herself, checking to make sure no one lurked in hallways or by the targeted phone. He ignored her silly games, walking directly to the phone.

      “Clawson here,” a gruff voice answered when Zachary had gotten through again.

      “I’m the man you’re looking for in the Boardwalk murder. Except I didn’t kill that guy. My friend and I saw two men arguing about drugs and money when we were walking down the beach. The real murderer pulled a knife on that lawyer. My, uh, friend, she ran into the fight.”

      “A woman ran toward two men fighting?”

      “I know, it sounds”—he shot Ramona a hard look—“crazy. She was trying to prove some idiotic point. I ran after her. By the time I reached them, Jimbo—that’s what the lawyer called him—had already stabbed the guy. Then he tried to stab me, and we fought for the knife. I wrestled it away from him, but he pushed me down and ran. That’s when those people walked onto the scene.”

      “If you didn’t do it, why’d you run away?”

      “I didn’t run away. I tried to chase the real murderer down.”

      “I see,” Clawson said, though Zachary could tell he didn’t. “Then why didn’t you return to the scene of the crime?”

      “The guy ambushed me. I’ve been out cold until early this morning.”

      “Out cold, eh? Did you say you were turning yourself in?”

      “I haven’t done anything to turn myself in for. I wanted to talk to you first before coming in to tell you my side of the story.”

      “Yeah, sure. You were the good guy, even tried to apprehend the criminal yourself.”

      “Only because I knew it looked bad. Those people, I could tell they thought I’d done it.”

      “It looked bad, and you want to clear things up. I get that. Chase down a murderer, yeah.”

      Zachary pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, I admit I acted out of the heat of the moment.”

      “I see it all the time, good people doing rash things. Getting themselves into sticky situations. Especially here. We’ll work this out. Come in, and bring your crazy friend. I’d sure like to meet a woman who throws herself into a fight to prove a point.”

      The detective thought he’d admitted to the stabbing out of the heat of the moment. Zachary could hear the patronizing tone, his gentle coaxing. Ramona wouldn’t go to the police station. Who would believe that she was crazy enough to throw herself into danger to spite Zachary? After all, she could act perfectly sane. Oscar-worthy.

      Zachary hung up and turned to Ramona, who flinched at the hatred in his eyes. He walked back to his room, Ramona at his heels.

      As soon as he closed the door behind him, she said, “I told you calling the cops wouldn’t be a good idea. Now they’ll be swarming around here like flies.”

      Reality seeped in, numbing him. If he went to the police, it would be his word against the evidence, the eyewitness accounts, and the deranged story Ramona would tell them. And he believed she would tell them. Even without her story, the evidence would be enough for a jury to convict. Who would believe that Ramona was blackmailing him?

      His alternatives were live the life of a fugitive or marry the woman who had caused it all. When he saw her smug smile, rage consumed him. He wrapped his hands around her throat. They fell back on the bed.

      “Zachary,” she gurgled. “You can’t kill me.”

      “Why not? Give me one hell of a good reason, because I’m already a murderer.”

      “Ev—ack.” Her face was red, and he eased the pressure. “I mailed a letter,” she wheezed.

      He let up on the pressure more. “A letter?”

      “Yes. I mailed a letter to my post office box in case you got crazy. It has all the details of your drug deal and the murder.”

      “And why should I believe that you’d have that much foresight?”

      “I’ve had time to think of every scenario. Do you dare take the chance that I didn’t? You’d go down for two murders.”

      He pulled back with a sharp jerk. Not that he would have killed her, but it was damn tempting. “You’re out of your mind, Ramona. You can’t do this.”

      Rubbing her neck, she rolled off the bed and walked to the other side of the room. “But I am doing this. For me, it’s interminable years of being with you and not being with you. Aching, wanting, crying. Or doing something, yes, a little desperate. For you, it’s either the death sentence or life sentence, if you’re lucky. Or marriage to me. I made my choice. What’s yours?”

      “I don’t know which one would be worse.”

      “Oh, come on. Once you get over how it came to be, you’ll love being married to me. I promise.”

      He frantically searched for a door out. Going to the police didn’t look like a feasible option. How much could a lawyer help? Not much, with all the evidence, though false or misguided, towering over him. The only option he had was to find the real murderer and force him to confess. That wasn’t likely. He had probably blazed a trail right out of Atlantic City by now. Even if Jimbo were still in town, how would Zachary ever find him? How would he force him to admit to a murder that was being pinned on someone else? That scumbag was free, and Zachary was paying the price for him.

      Another thought joined the dark clouds that hung over him. “Here’s something you may not have thought of in all your devious planning: What if I get caught?”

      “Get caught? You mean on your own?”

      “Yeah. What if I’m walking down the sidewalk, maybe even in Rye, and someone turns me in? It can be proven easily enough that I was here at the time of the murder. What are you going to do when the police haul me away?”

      She chewed her thumbnail as she considered that. “Well, I guess I would come forward with the truth. I’d just tell them I had amnesia or something. Then I’d suddenly remember everything.”

      Zachary didn’t think she’d let him get put away if he got caught after he agreed to her bargain. If he pretended to go along with it, then put himself in a position to get caught before he left Atlantic City, she’d have to come forward. Surely they’d catch him at the airport.

      Ramona continued, “But I don’t anticipate you getting caught, honey. After all, this won’t be big news back home, and who would even think you’d be involved in something like this? Even if they did see the sketch, they’d pass it off as being someone who looked like you. If they even thought of you at all. It is a rough likeness.”

      It bothered him that she’d had the same thought on that as he had. But he was taking it further, thinking about how to put himself in the position of being caught in Atlantic City. “No, I don’t suppose anyone who knows me would even suspect I’d be involved in something like that.”

      Ramona narrowed her eyes at him. “If I suspect, even the tiniest bit, that you tried to get caught on purpose, I’ll let you hang. No one’s going to put me away for being so devoted and madly in love with my man that I didn’t go to the police. You had me so brainwashed, you see.”

      “You’re a bitch, Ramona. A crazy, demented, devious bitch.”

      She tilted her head and gave him a smile. “And you’ll come to love me for it.”

      His hands tightened at his sides, ready to wrap themselves around her throat again. He still had the airport to hope for, however. He looked out the window at all the people sitting around the pool, enjoying drinks and the sun. Enjoying their freedom.

      “So, is it a bargain, Zachary? Marriage for my silence.”

      He didn’t turn around, didn’t want to look at her face. “I’ll tell you when we head to the airport. I want time to think about it.”

      “Sure, Zack. You can have time. Until tomorrow, anyway.”

      “Gee, thanks,” he said bitterly. “I don’t want to see you until we leave. What time’s our flight?”

      “Our flight? Oh, Zachary, you’ll have to get used to this fugitive stuff. No airports, my love. Tomorrow morning I’ll go down to the lobby and check us out. Then I’ll rent a car, sneak you out of here, and we’ll drive home. That will give us plenty of time to discuss our wedding, the guest list, all those details. I want—”

      “Leave,” Zachary gritted out, still looking out the window.

      “Fine.” As she opened the door, she said, “And remember, dear. If you leave this room and get caught, you’re on your own. You shouldn’t even order room service. I’ll order something for you and bring it over.”

      “Don’t do anything for me. I doubt I’ll have much of an appetite for weeks, and I don’t want you to come to my room until tomorrow afternoon. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear from you. I just want you to leave me alone.”

      “Okay, but you’ll have to change that attitude of yours when we’re married.”

      He placed the chain in the holder, preventing her from coming in with the key she’d obviously obtained while he showered. Sleep, however, was out of the question now. He had a lot of thinking to do before he gave in to Ramona’s “deal.”
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      Wendy knew that Zachary wouldn’t be out roaming the streets in light of the warrant for his arrest. Where is he? The desperate feeling reminded her of the panic in her wedding dreams she’d had before she found Zachary. If only I’d been able to come back right away instead of waiting for the snow to clear…and Ramona. Maybe I could have popped in earlier. Damn you again.

      Being frantic and worried wasn’t going to solve anything. Wendy sat down on a bench and thought everything through. Zachary had obviously not come to Atlantic City to murder anyone. Something had gone terribly wrong in the midst of it all.

      If he gambled, he might have stayed in one of the casino hotels. Even if he were gone, she’d at least know when he left. Once she found that he had indeed checked out of one of the hotels, her next step would be Rye.

      She was standing near the Showboat. A brief glance at a guide map she’d picked up revealed that not only was it the last one on the Boardwalk, but it was only one of about a dozen casino hotels in the area. Even if there were a hundred of them, she planned to check each one. Tucking her guide map under her arm, she walked toward the Showboat hotel’s entrance.

      Six hotels and three rude desk clerks later, she stood before Caesar’s. Her hope of finding Zachary had dwindled considerably over the hour, and she had no idea what her next move might be, other than to keep looking.

      As she approached the front desk, she readied her spiel. “Hello. My cousin, Zachary Van Buren is staying here. He gave my daughter his room number on the phone, but as you can see, I can’t read it.” She held up a paper with numbers scribbled on it. “Can you please tell me which room he’s in?”

      The man behind the desk asked for the spelling, then checked. “I can’t give you his room number, but I can ring his room for you.”

      She nearly sagged in relief. She’d found him. “That would be great. Thank you.” Unless Ramona was sharing the room with him. Wendy doubted that.

      After several seconds, the clerk said, “I’m afraid he’s not answering. Should I leave him a message?”

      “That can’t be right.” She leaned forward, just enough to see the number next to his name. “He must be in the shower. I'll just come back later.”

      Wendy ascended the fire stairs, praying that she was right about him being in the shower. Or just not answering, considering his face was in the papers. Probably on the news.

      Her heart pounded when she spotted the number on the door. Just as she raised her hand to knock, a door two rooms down opened. Wendy had no idea why, but she swiveled and walked on down the hallway pretending to search for another room number. She peered through her curls at the person in the hallway and saw Ramona standing outside Zachary’s door. But her attention was focused on Wendy. Of course, she’d recognize her curls.

      Ramona started to walk her way. “Excuse me, miss?”

      Wendy rapped on the door she stood in front of. It opened, and Wendy barged in, speaking with an accent. “Is my husband, Antonio, here? I know I saw him sneaking around in dis room. What kind of people are you, helping a man to hide from his family while he spends all our money in da’ casino?”

      She closed the door behind her and continued the foreign accent all the while looking through the room for Antonio. The family of three watched in shock as she looked in the bathroom and under the bed, rattling on about her gambling, womanizing husband.

      “Ma’am,” the husband said. “You have the wrong room.”

      She played the distressed foreigner unwilling to listen to what anybody had to say. After a few minutes of the father trying to explain that there was no Antonio hidden in their room, their closet, their tissue box, she apologized over and over before finally leaving.

      She held her breath as she stepped out into the hallway. Ramona was no longer there. Hopefully, she wasn’t in the room with Zachary. Wendy had to take that chance. She rapped softly on the door.

      “I told you I didn’t want to see you until tomorrow,” a cold voice called out.

      She rapped again, reluctant to call out her name in case Ramona was within hearing distance. The door thrust open as far as the safety chain would allow.

      Despite the anger in his voice and actions, the moment he saw her, his eyes softened. “Angel,” he murmured and quickly closed and unchained the door before opening it again. “Sorry. I thought it was—never mind. Come in.”

      The moment he closed the door, he wrapped his arms around her like a drowning man embracing a lifesaver ring. She knew exactly how he felt. She wanted to hold him forever, but she had a lot to accomplish and little time to do it in.

      Reluctantly, she stepped back. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      He looked like hell, mussed wet hair, eyes shadowed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me. I’ve told you some pretty outlandish things.”

      He laughed, shaking his head. “True.” But his brief humor morphed to despair and anger. “Are you good at tracking down criminals? That’s my only hope.”

      “I tracked you down, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, you sure did. But you’re not going to find this guy down the street at Bally’s Grand.”

      “What guy? The one who murdered the lawyer?”

      “Yeah. The real guy who killed him. I guess you’ve read all about it by now.”

      “I saw the paper, your sketch. What really happened?”

      He dropped down to the edge of the bed as though his legs wouldn’t hold him. “You don’t think I did it?”

      “I know you didn’t.”

      He held out his hand to her, then pulled her close to sit on the bed with him. “It started with a fight on the beach.”

      Her outrage and shock grew as he told the story. “That bitch.”

      “So you were right. That’s why I’m married to her, and why I’m so unhappy. I know you said she’d coerced me into marriage, but I couldn’t fathom the depth of insanity and obsession she harbors.”

      “She puts on this act. In my time, she’s arrogant and haughty, but inside she’s insecure and jealous. I saw the dark side of her just before I came here. She attacked me when she found me in your house. She’s always sensed I was a threat. That our connection was a threat.”

      He leaned forward and rubbed his forehead. “I attacked her. When I realized she was serious, I wrapped my hands around her throat. I lost it.”

      She placed her hand to his cheek. “You’re only human, and she’s pushed you to extremes. Don’t beat yourself up over it. We need to focus on getting you out of this. What if I tell the police I saw the whole thing?”

      “For one thing, they’ll wonder why you didn’t come forward sooner. Besides that, you’re not even supposed to be here.”

      “But Wendy Jordan does exist.”

      “Sure, and just as you’re giving Detective Clawson your eyewitness account, you’ll disappear.”

      “Well, there is that.”

      “And if they contacted you for a follow-up or to schedule you to testify at trial, Wendy-now would have no idea what was going on.”

      “I could talk to her, ask—”

      “Her to lie to authorities about a guy she’s never met? Oh, yeah, after you convinced her that you’re her in the future?”

      She drooped as hope faded. “You’re right. But there has to be a way. Destiny didn’t bring me this far only to fail.”

      “The only solution is to find that scumbag. I would probably recognize him, but how do I prove he did it? Obviously, I rubbed all his fingerprints off the knife, since they’ve said nothing about finding two sets of prints. All I know about the guy is that he goes by Jimbo, he’s bigger than me, probably lives in the area, and smokes clove cigarettes.”

      Wendy had moved behind Zachary to rub the rock-hard tension out of his neck and shoulders. She stopped. “Did you say clove cigarettes?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “When I arrived in this time, I was in some alley several blocks from the Boardwalk. A man came running toward me, and because I usually land nearby, I assumed he was you. He was running scared. The one thing I do remember about him was that he smelled of cloves.”

      “That was him. And you probably did pop in near me. I was out cold on the ground for a while.”

      “Oh, God, I could have found you. I heard sounds, scurrying noises. You were right there, I bet. I was so scared, and I couldn’t see anything.”

      “It’s not your fault, Angel. The thought of you wandering around alone in that part of the city…” He shook his head, absently rubbing his head.

      “Seriously, you’re in this predicament and you’re worried about me? I was fine.” No need to tell him about her ordeal. “You probably have a concussion.”

      “Not much I can do about it right now.”

      Wendy examined his face, his eyes. “Are you all right? He almost killed you.”

      “The phrase, better off dead comes to mind.”

      Wendy rested her forehead against his chest. “I can’t believe she’d be this devious, this desperate—”

      “I’ve already been through all that. I’m past the disbelieving stage and into the desperation stage. I told her I’d let her know my decision tomorrow. Until then, I’m already a prisoner here in this room.”

      “You’ve known Ramona a long time. Do you really think she’d turn you in if you refused to marry her?”

      “I thought I knew her. I didn’t know the woman who was waiting for me when I got back this morning. The look on her face, I’d say yes, she’d turn me in. Do I put her to the test? If I choose a life—or death sentence over marriage to her, she might let me rot in jail out of spite.”

      “I agree. I’ve seen that look.”

      As Zachary surged to his feet and paced, she saw desperation on his face, too. He reminded her of a tiger in the zoo, pacing his cage, dreaming of freedom. “There has to be a way out of this. Something she’s missed.” He paused at the window, laughter outside a surreal background for the grim reality in the room.

      There’s not. I’m sure you exhausted all options, but you’re married to Ramona in my time. That’s the bottom line.”

      He pressed his forehead against the glass. “So there’s no hope.”

      She felt the same despair she heard in his words. “I missed the window. Inadvertently, Ramona delayed me from coming back in time.”

      “That figures.”

      She came up behind him, laying her cheek against his back and wrapping her arms around his waist. There seemed to be no way out. But she thought time travel impossible two weeks ago. She started thinking about the situation in wider terms. She was already defying the impossible. So…could she go back in time while she was already back in time?

      “Zachary?” She moved back so he could turn to face her. “I have an idea. I’m going to try to go another day into the past. I’m not sure it will work, but we have nothing to lose. I need to go to your grandparents’ house.”

      His expression darkened. “It’s just my Gran now. Granddad passed away eight months ago.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m getting used to the idea that he’s gone. But go on. You need to go because that’s how you travel here, right?”

      “Right. Is there a Cupid statue at the house now? By the staircase?”

      He seemed to search his memory. “I don’t think so.”

      “Come to think of it, the statue wasn’t there the first time I was at the house. It appeared the day I went back in time. Divine intervention. If it appeared then, it should appear now. I have to take the chance.”

      “How are you going to get back to Rye?”

      “You’ll have to book me a flight.” She patted her pocket. “I brought my wallet, in case I needed money, but my credit cards probably won’t be valid.”

      “I’m going with you,” he said.

      “You can’t. Even though authorities don’t have your name, they do have your likeness. Airport security will probably be on the lookout for you. There isn’t enough time to return any other way. I could poof back to the future at any moment, and that will be the end.” She thought of the tiny crystal heart, probably gone now. And Ramona waiting, having seen her disappear before her eyes.

      “You’re right. I just…I just need to do something. To help you.”

      “I know.” She brushed her fingers down his arm. “You can help by booking my flight.”

      Wendy’s stomach jiggled inside her as Zachary made arrangements. She was hinging his future, and hers, on the slim chance that she would be able to go back when she was already back in time. Would the crystal be gone, or would it be its original size?

      “Your ticket will be waiting at the counter. The flight leaves in an hour.”

      “How far away is the airport?”

      “About fifteen minutes away via the Atlantic City Expressway. But you’ll have to get a cab.”

      Wendy took a deep breath. “Can I use the phone? I’m going to need the help of a friend. A friend who understands. Morris.” She felt as nervous as she did the first time she’d told him about her crazy thoughts on time travel. This time would be different. Morris would be different. After all, he had found his lost love.

      “Hello,” a sweet, feminine voice answered a minute later.

      “Hi, Betzi, it’s Wendy. Is Morris there? I really need to talk with him.”

      “He’s in the kitchen creating some strange concoction for lunch. Hold on.”

      Morris creating something in the kitchen? The Morris whose only culinary skills were frozen dinners and sandwiches? Things certainly had changed.

      “’Ello, Wendy. Betzi said you sounded stressed. Is everything all right?”

      “No, but I can’t explain over the phone. I’m going to be flying into Boston in a bit. Can you please pick me up at the airport?”

      “Of course. Where are you flying in from?”

      “Atlantic City. I’ll fill you in when I see you. Keep the afternoon free. I’m going to need you.”

      “I’ll be there. You’re not in some kind of trouble, are you?”

      “I’m not, but someone very important to me is, and you’re the only one who can help.” She gave him the flight schedule and hung up.

      “I tried to find Betzi a couple months after we went to her house. The people living in her house said she’d married and moved to Boston.” He pulled Wendy into his arms. “You fixed that situation. I believe you can fix this one.” His eyes searched into the depths of hers, so much like the day at the coffee shop. He buried his face in her curls. “Please come back to me. Even if you can’t go back in time, please come back.”

      “I will if I can. I will.”

      Reluctantly, he pulled away. “You’d better get going. I wish I could at least accompany you to the airport.”

      “I wish you could, too, but it’s too risky.” She had never felt so afraid of losing him as she did then. Maybe because he was more hers now.

      “Good luck, Angel. You’ll always be my angel.”

      She felt close to crying. “I want to be your angel, Zachary. Thank you for believing in me.”

      “Even if you can’t go back, even if you can’t return to me here, I’ll look forward to meeting you in the future. Because if we can’t fix this, that might be the only thing I can look forward to.”

      She didn’t want to tell him how torturous it was, so she only nodded. Tears slid down her cheeks, and he captured one with his finger and held it to his lips. As their mouths came together, she couldn’t help but feel that this was their last kiss. Now they would both live with the memories of what might have been, the ultimate torture.
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      Wendy spotted Morris waiting by his car at the pick-up lane and ran to him. “Thank you for picking me up. Let’s go.” She planted a hasty kiss on his cheek and jumped into his car.

      He leaned into the open driver’s door. “What about your luggage? And what’s the dadburn hurry?”

      “Get in, get in, no luggage, no time to explain until we’re on our way to Rye.” When he finally got in and pulled out into the flow of traffic, she asked, “Where’s the white bomb parked?”

      “Rye? What in the blazes? And I sold the white bomb almost two years ago. Betzi made me get rid of that thing after we got married. You know that.”

      Did she? Yes, there, a memory of his griping about it. He loved the old Ford. “Can this go faster?”

      “Wendy, are you in some kind of trouble? You didn’t borrow money at one of the casinos and lose too much to pay them back, did you?”

      “It’s more serious than that. Hurry, hurry, hurry.”

      “You’d better tell me what this is all about.”

      “I will. Just head to Rye as fast as you can. The interstate is probably the quickest way. As soon as you’re on it, I’ll start explaining.”

      The moment he pulled onto the interstate, he turned on the cruise control and turned to her. “Okay, young lady. I want an explanation for all this crazy behavior. You are not acting like the Wendy I know.”

      “I’m sorry, Morris, but you’re the only one I can turn to. You once told me you thought you went back in time…to find Betzi.”

      “I told you that? When?”

      “In the future.” How’s that for getting to the point?

      “Did you take any drugs while you were in Atlantic City?”

      “Just hear me out. You told me how much you loved Betzi when you met her back in college, that you felt you belonged together. I had that exact same feeling about a man. I felt that if I went back in time, I could free him from a marriage he was obviously chained into against his will. And then I did go back. That’s when I called you.”

      “All this happens in the future?”

      “Well, did you tell me all this about Betzi yet?”

      “No.”

      “Have you told anyone about thinking you traveled back in time?”

      “Of course not. I figured everyone would think I was a nutcase, and—so you’re saying I’m going to tell you in the future?”

      “Yes, you did tell me after I told you about the first time I went back in time. You speculated that because Zachary and I were meant to be together, and our destiny was screwed up, I was supposed to go back in time and fix it.”

      “And?”

      “I went back in time. I’m back in time now.”

      “You mean you’re from the future now?”

      “Yes. Do you believe me?”

      “I don’t know. I want to believe, but—”

      “Remember how you felt when you stood at the street corner and saw Betzi. Your gazes met. You almost spoke, and then her husband derailed your connection. And when you came back, she remembered seeing you. Because you had changed the past.”

      “Lordy, you do know the story.” He rubbed his nose, watching the road ahead for several seconds. “If you are back in time right now, why do you need my help?”

      “I need to go back another day. I’m not sure I can do it. If anyone would know, you would.”

      “Why do you need to go back another day? You’ve got me utterly lost.”

      She told him about her trips back into the past, and especially the one she was on right now. Again, Morris sank into his thoughts. She didn’t know if he was considering the situation or having her committed.

      “What’s this fellow think about you popping in and out of his life?” he asked at last. “Does he believe you’re from the future?”

      “At first he thought I was a ghost. Then his guardian angel. But now I think he believes.”

      Morris’s mouth dropped open. “Guardian angel? And what was his name again?”

      “Zachary. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      A grin broke out on Morris’s face. “It was you then.”

      “What was me?”

      “Two years ago, out of the clear blue, Betzi called me. She told me a man and a woman had come to her door late one night. The woman wanted her to call me and was about to give her my number when she was gone. The guy who was with her, and I believe his name was Zachary, told Betzi the woman was his guardian angel. The angel had disappeared but told him I lived in Boston. Betzi called directory assistance and found me. It turned out the angel saved Betzi’s life. She had—”

      “Breast cancer, and she was so depressed, she wasn’t even going to seek treatment for it.”

      Morris nodded. “But of course, you already know. This all makes sense now. When I called to thank you for reuniting Betzi and me, you knew nothing about it. When Betzi met you, she was sure you were the angel. Again, you denied it. We could never figure out why you weren’t telling us the truth, and yet you seemed genuine. You didn’t know a Zachary. It’s puzzled us for years.”

      “The Wendy of five years ago really didn’t know anything about it. So, you believe me?”

      He laid his hand on hers. “Yes, I believe you.”

      “Thank God. And just in time. We’re almost there.”

      They took the exit into Rye, and Wendy directed him to the winding road leading to the Van Buren residence. “Go slow. I’m not sure if anyone will be home.” As they turned the last bend, sun glinted off a late model Mercedes Benz in the driveway. He backed up.

      “Great. How are we going to get into the house if his grandmother is there?” Panic fluttered inside her as she saw the time: almost four o’clock. She couldn’t afford to miss the time door. If she returned tomorrow, she might miss the murder again. And look what happened the last time she’d missed her opportunity. “What are we going to do? I can’t just knock on the door and ask if I can stand by the stairs for a minute or two.”

      “There has to be a way. How are you at sneaking into houses?”

      She smiled. “I’m getting better. I’ve had to sneak in the last two times. But come to think of it, I got caught both times and had a crazy woman nearly kill me.”

      “Hmm. Did you get back? In time, I mean?”

      “The second time. Let’s do it. There’s no time to sit and ponder.”

      After pulling the car off the driveway, they walked through the wooded area until they reached the house. “I hope I don’t scare the poor lady,” Wendy whispered. “Crap. She recently lost her husband. I hate this.”

      “I look harmless. I'll try to explain if you go back and she’s flipping out.”

      “You do not look harmless.” She surveyed him. “Well, you look like Albert Einstein. Maybe that will comfort her somewhat while you explain why a strange woman is in her home. Or better yet, disappeared in front of her eyes.”

      He sniffed. “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady.”

      “Sorry. I’m a little stressed right now.”

      They crept up to the back door. Wendy peered through the window. The kitchen was clear, and she carefully tried the doorknob. Locked. Fortunately, the key worked in that lock as well, and she stepped inside.

      A television blared in the parlor, but the living room was empty. She crept along the wall, peered around the corner into the dining room, and crossed that opening when she saw it was empty. She knew the layout of the parlor and, if his grandmother was watching television, she’d be turned away from the reception area.

      Maybe.

      Wendy’s eye sought out the stairs first. Thank God the statue was there. Then she looked at the grandfather clock: five minutes past four. She tiptoed up to the statue by the window. The crystal heart dangled from the gold chain, as big as it had been the first day she’d seen it. Knowing the dancing lights would begin any second, she stood at the bottom of the staircase. Morris remained in the kitchen, on-hand if needed.

      Wendy heard a gasp from above her. Whirling around, she saw an older woman standing at the top of the stairs. Gran, as lovely as she’d been in that portrait, though much older looking. Gran’s eyes were wide with surprise and fear. Wendy only hoped the dancing lights would take her away before Gran reached the bottom of the stairs and questioned her presence there.

      The woman’s legs buckled, her eyes rolled back, and she fell. She slid down ten stairs before Wendy reached her.

      “Morris!”

      His footsteps padded on the wood floor, and he slid around the corner. “What did you do to her?” He ran forward to help lift her weight.

      “I didn’t do anything to her! She fainted when she saw me. God, Zachary didn’t say anything about her having a weak heart.”

      Morris pressed his finger to her neck. “Pulse is strong if a bit fast. We should get her to a bed.”

      “I know where her room is.” They carried her up the stairs and to the charming room that had so entranced her.

      They laid her gently on the lace bedspread, arranging her as though she’d merely taken a nap instead of a fall.

      “I hope she’s all right,” Wendy said, checking her over. “I don’t see any bruises or cuts.”

      “She looks okay. After you’re gone, I’ll make sure someone comes by to look in on her.”

      As they turned to leave, Wendy spotted the painting on the wall. The painting of love meant to last forever. Then she saw a silver urn on the dresser. An engraved plate read “Joseph Van Buren, my beloved soulmate.” Wendy’s own heart hurt as her gaze drifted again to the painting.

      Morris touched her shoulder. “Wendy, we’ve got to get downstairs. You’re missing your door to yesterday.”

      Reality sprung back, giving her a shove out the door and down the stairs. There were no dancing lights, nothing. She turned to the grandfather clock. It was four fifteen. Too late.

      “I’ve missed the door! What am I going to do?”

      “First, you’ve got to calm down. Then we can examine the situation. You said the door opens at a little past four o’clock. Does it only happen once a day?”

      “As far as I know it does. The first time I went back, it was really just a fluke that I found the right time. I happened to be standing there when I saw the statue, and it sort of pulled me over to it. Then the grandfather clock chimed four times, and the lights started.” She touched the statue. “Of course, it wasn’t a fluke at all.”

      Morris turned from his inspection of the crystal heart. “I thought you said we had to be here by a little after four. We didn’t even get here until five minutes past. We were already too late.”

      “No, we weren’t. The time the lights start dancing moves back by a few minutes every time I go back.”

      “Hmm, that’s odd,” Morris said, rubbing the bridge of his nose thoughtfully. “So it’s not time that triggers the door. And if it’s not time, what is it?” He walked to the statue again, angling himself to look through the crystal heart at some point outside the window.

      “You told me it was the sun’s position in relation to the crystal that caused the time transfer.”

      “I was coming to that conclusion again.” He measured the angle with his arm. “If it takes the sun’s rays to activate the door, then we’re way off right now.”

      Wendy’s heart fell. “Does that mean we were too late to begin with? That we didn’t have a chance at all?”

      He turned around with a smile. “Actually, it means we’re too early.”

      Early. She nearly choked from relief.

      “I believe so,” he said. “What month are you returning to the past from?”

      “February.”

      “Ah, I see. Because of the season change, the sun rises earlier now than it does in the winter. It won’t reach the point it does in February for another couple of hours, I would guess.”

      “A couple of hours? What are we going to do for another two hours? Gran is going to wake up by then.”

      “We have to stay close by to monitor the sun’s angle. Two hours is, after all, just a guess. We’ll have to hide around here. You know this house better than I do. Where’s a good place to duck into for a spell?”

      “Well, I’ve had some experience with the closet by the front door. It’s pretty dark with all the coats and stuff, and I doubt there’s a light.”

      “I just hope she doesn’t call the police when she wakes up. I—”

      A terrified scream shot through the house. Morris and Wendy looked at each other and simultaneously said, “She woke up.”

      Wendy grabbed his hand and led him to the closet. She pushed her way through heavy wool coats to the back, followed by Morris. Then tucked themselves into the very back corner, displacing some boxes and two pairs of boots.

      They could hear Gran padding down the stairs. “Who’s here?” her voice sternly asked. “I know I saw someone in here.” In a lower voice, “I think I saw someone in here.”

      Wendy’s heart pounded as Gran walked past the closet to check the front door. Déjà vu. Her footsteps led away as she no doubt checked the other rooms. “Maybe I’m just going loony,” her faint voice said.

      As the time dragged on, Morris periodically activated the light on his watch. When the time drew near to emerge from the closet, Wendy’s heart began racing again. Gran would have her ear perked for sound.

      Morris stayed hidden in the closet but within view of the staircase. Wendy peered around the corner. The television in the other room was still on, though on a lower volume. Gran was nowhere in sight. Since that had been the case last time, it didn’t really comfort her.

      “The lights!” Morris whispered, pointing at the statue.

      Colors spun about the room, growing quickly in intensity. Wendy held her breath as she walked toward the bottom of the stairs. The lights surrounded her, tickling her, breathing that vivid feeling of life into her. When she looked at Morris, he was looking not at her but to the left.

      Gran stood several yards away, staring at Wendy amidst the dazzling array of colors. She placed her hand over her heart, but there was no fear in her eyes. Just awe and disbelief. When Wendy looked back at Morris, his expression was the same as he watched her disappear into the darkness that surrounded her.

      The first thing Wendy became aware of was the instability of sand beneath her feet. The blackness of time travel was replaced by the darkness of night. She quickly gathered her senses. She already knew where she was and what she had to do. The only thing she didn’t know was how much time she had.

      Two darkened figures walked far ahead of her, silhouetted by a light in front of them. The smaller one walked faster, pulling away from the taller one. Wendy started running toward the figures, gambling once again that one of those people was Zachary. She had no choice but to take that chance. She screamed out to Zachary, but the wind whisked her words to sea. Someone else, however, had taken notice of the desperation in her voice.

      “Are you all right, lady?” a voice asked.

      She saw the two couples who’d witnessed the aftermath. Toward the Boardwalk, angry voices rose. She turned back to the couples. “Someone call for the police. Go get help, please!”

      Wendy looked again at the two figures ahead. The small one dashed toward the Boardwalk. Toward the fight. Zachary followed a second later, yelling something Wendy couldn’t hear. It was all happening too soon. She was out of time again. She tore down the beach, using every ounce of energy she possessed, sparing none even to yell. The men were fighting now. Zachary and Jimbo. She couldn’t stop it.

      As she reached the light, she nearly knocked down Ramona, who stood there like an idiot. Pushing her out of the way, Wendy watched in horror as Zachary and the killer fought for control of a bloody knife. There wasn’t time to warn him not to touch it. There wasn’t time to think about the best plan of action. So she made it up as she went along. Wendy lunged toward the two men, grabbing hold of Jimbo’s arm as he tried to bring the knife down at Zachary.

      “Angel! What are you doing? Get out of here!” Zachary yelled.

      The killer tried to pull free of Wendy’s grip, using force beyond her own strength. As she felt his hand starting to slide free, sliding nearer to Zachary’s throat, she shoved his hand aside. It swung down, missing Zachary but slicing Wendy’s arm. Jimbo knocked her backward, and she fell onto the sand a few feet away.

      Another man joined the fight, and Wendy backed away, pressing down on the cut with the palm of her hand to stop the bleeding. Only one thought dominated her mind: what if by trying to change history, Zachary was killed?

      The sound of sirens in the distance only slightly comforted her. She watched Zachary and the other man wrestle the killer down, wrenching the knife free of his fist. They held him fast as he tried to violently twist free. When Zachary saw her blood, anger burned in his eyes. He turned to Jimbo, muttered something she couldn’t hear, and reared his fist back. As it made contact with the man’s face, his body jumped, then slackened.

      “I got him,” the other guy said. One of the witnesses. “Go.”

      Zachary rushed to her side and gathered her in his arms. “Angel, are you all right?”

      A woman screamed at the guy, “Are you crazy, Steve? You could’a been killed!”

      Zachary took off his shirt and wrapped it around the cut on her arm. Wendy couldn’t even bring herself to look at it. The blood on Zachary was too much to bear, even knowing it wasn’t his. Seeing her own blood would probably make her faint.

      “You’re going to be all right,” he said as he knotted his shirt. “It doesn’t look bad.”

      Flashing lights and sirens filled the air. Within minutes, cops swarmed around Jimbo, relieving the other man of his duty to make sure he didn’t come to.

      Zachary held her tighter. “Wendy, what in the name of God were you thinking, running in like that?”

      She smiled up at him, the pain numbing her thoughts. “I’m your guardian angel, Zachary.”

      He gathered her up in his arms while Steve flagged down one of the paramedics. As they headed toward the stairs, a plain-clothed man approached. “I’m Detective Clawson. Don’t go too far. I’m going to need to interview all of you.”

      Zachary pointed at Ramona, who was trailing a few yards behind them. “Start with her. She’s the reason I joined the fight. She just ran right over to two fighting men, and I have no idea why.”

      Steve said, “I can’t believe your lady saw what was happening from that far back. When she told us to call the police, I knew something was going down. I sent Ken and Terry to get help while we followed her.”

      Zachary looked at Wendy. “Yeah, she’s a pretty amazing lady.”

      “Thank you.” Wendy reached out toward Steve, who clasped her hand. “Thank you so much.” For being a witness in a much better way.

      A few minutes later, she sat in the back of the ambulance. She still hadn’t roused the nerve to actually take a look at her wound. Zachary watched with a pained expression as the medic treated and wrapped her arm.

      “Is it bad?” she asked with a grimace.

      “Not too bad. I think you’ll live, anyway.”

      The paramedic laughed. “The fright of it may have shaved a few minutes off her life though. Okay, Wendy, you’re all set. You’ll need to see a doctor to have the stitches removed. Keep some Tylenol nearby for when the pain medication subsides.”

      When the paramedic walked around to the front of the van, Detective Clawson appeared. They both gave him the details of the murder and fight thereafter, and even Clawson was amazed that Wendy had seen the scuffle from that distance. “It’s odd how both these women you know threw themselves into a fight.” He gestured with his pen over his shoulder. “That one, though, I can’t figure out. I mean, I get jumping in when someone you care about is in danger.” He included them with a sweep of his eyes. “But to jump in when two strangers are fighting over drugs and money…” He shook his head. “I don’t get it.”

      “What did she say her reason for doing that was?” Wendy asked.

      He took the two of them in. “Apparently she’s in love with you and distraught over you loving this one. She admitted that she wanted you to fear for her safety. Truth is, she could have gotten you killed. I’d stay away from that one if I were you.”

      Wendy could see Zachary mulling over Ramona’s insanity. She’d tell him the truth later. But she didn’t tell the detective the truth, giving him a phony name and address. She couldn’t have him call the Wendy in this time, asking about an event she knew nothing about.

      Once the detective had jotted down all the information he needed, he tipped his hat at Wendy. “That was a brave thing you did back there. Take care of that arm, y’hear?”

      When he left, Zachary smiled at her sheepishly. “Guess my angel is human after all.”

      “You’d never believe what would have happened if I hadn’t jumped in when I did. All my trips to you, everything I’ve done, culminated in that one moment.”

      “You knew that was going to happen, didn’t you? You were sure enough to tell those two couples to get help when you couldn’t even see what was going on. You couldn’t see what was actually happening, could you?”

      “Not exactly. But I knew what was going to happen. You told me tomorrow.”

      “I told you tomorrow?”

      “Yes. This situation turned out completely different…disastrous. But it doesn’t matter what almost happened. It’s over, Zachary. It’s really over.” She wrapped her good arm around his neck and kissed him. The realization that she’d won finally washed over her.

      He helped her to her feet, looking into her eyes. “I hope it’s not over. Guardian angels are supposed to be with their chosen person forever, you know.”

      The dull, throbbing feeling in her arm vanished, the crowd of people faded, and the flashing lights disappeared. They stood alone in their sacred space, the word “forever” wrapped around them like sunshine.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Zachary murmured. “Back to Rye. I’ve had enough of this place.”

      “Anywhere,” she whispered.

      He reached around and pulled out his wallet. “I’m going to call the travel agent and see if she can get you a flight back with me. For all I care, Ramona can stay here. I’m done with her.” He leaned over and planted a kiss on her nose. “Let’s go back to the room.”

      He settled onto the bed fifteen minutes later and arranged for her flight. As he pulled out his credit card, a yellowed slip of paper fell to the floor. He read off the numbers, oblivious to the note.

      She picked it up and saw her father’s name. Dad? Why would he have Dad’s name—it hit her when she saw the date written after it: May 14. Her father was going to die in a matter of hours! She opened her mouth to say something, but no words came out. He looked up at the squeak she’d uttered instead. “Wendy?” He dropped the phone and reached for her. “No, don’t go!” But it was happening already. The fading away, sounds becoming echoes, and then darkness.

      The blackness lifted, leaving her vision blurry with tears. She had lived without her father for almost three years, yet she felt as though she’d just lost him again. All of that old pain rushed in over her. But she’d succeeded in her main goal, though even that joy was hard to hold onto. Would Ramona find another scheme to trap Zachary? She had three years to figure something out. Wendy didn’t want to know the outcome just yet. Everything was a blur, and she squeezed her eyes shut, wanting to come to terms with what might have been and what might be.

      Soft organ music drifted from somewhere. Had she come back to her previous jump time? Would Gran be standing there, perhaps aiming a shotgun at her? She blinked, clearing her eyes and looking around in disbelief. Instead of being at the bottom of the stairs, she now stood in a lovely room, decorated with flowers and lit with an old-fashioned pink lamp. When she turned, her breath caught. Standing in front of her was a beautiful bride in an ivory silk gown adorned with lace and pearls. A veil, shimmering in glittery dust, flowed from her curls, and in her hand, she held a bouquet of roses.

      Wendy stared at the woman. The woman from her dreams. The woman in the mirror. Tears filled her widened eyes. Her.

      “Tears? Are those tears I see in my girl’s eyes on the happiest day of her life?”

      Wendy whirled around, dropping the bouquet and covering her mouth to stifle a gasp. Her heart was pumping so hard that she couldn’t move. “Dad?” she uttered, the word barely audible. She ran to him, nearly tripping over layers of ruffles and lace. Tears now streamed down her face as she touched the contours of his. “Dad! Oh my God, you’re here.”

      “I’ve been here, sweetheart. Are you all right? You’re looking at me like you saw a ghost.”

      She couldn’t even answer that question. He wouldn’t understand that he hadn’t been there. He tolerated her patting his shoulders, his arms with curious patience. “Wendy, are—”

      She threw her arms around his shoulders and pressed her cheek against his chest. “Dad.” She just said the word, absorbing this new reality.

      He laughed softly as he squeezed her tight. “Is my girl getting cold feet? It’s perfectly normal. This is a huge change, and you’ve only dated for nine months.”

      She could feel a smile that stretched across her face as she pulled away, still taking him in. “You’re here,” she said again, as it really sank in.

      He fluffed her veil. “Even if I had died that day, I would have been here. Nothing could have stopped me from being with you on this day. Of course, if it hadn’t been for my heart attack, you and Zachary would have never met.” He chuckled. “He stayed at the hospital nearly as much as you did. When I saw that sparkle in your eye, I knew I had to get better fast so I could keep an eye on you two.”

      Zachary had done it! He’d saved her father…and connected with her at the same time. Her father had said they’d been dating for nine months. So it was still two years before—she didn’t care. She hugged her father again. “I love you so much.”

      Memories of the hospital came to life. Zachary had shown up at the architectural firm and, even though they were closed, begged her father to schedule a meeting with him that next week to go over some plans. Thank God he had. Her father suffered a heart attack as he’d looked at his schedule. Zachary had performed CPR and revived him.

      She remembered seeing him for the first time, feeling so grateful that he’d saved her father’s life. During those days at the hospital as her father recovered from his triple bypass, over cups of coffee and cafeteria meals, she’d gotten the impression that Zachary was there more for her than for her father. She loved his sweet manner, sense of humor, and the intense way he looked at her. He’d become her friend, her confidante. Then her lover. It had felt as though he’d always been there, living somewhere inside her all her life. They were connected on a level beyond her comprehension.

      Zachary had bought out Ramona’s half of the boatyard, and the last anyone had heard, she’d moved to France. There were even rumors that she’d become a nun.

      As those memories grew vivid, she found even more. It was like waking from a dream and trying to collect all the elusive pieces. There was something else…something…it flitted away like a butterfly. She could see a boardwalk, like the one in Atlantic City. But she’d only seen it on TV. Hadn’t she? A memory of a teenaged version of Zachary staring at her in disbelief fluttered through her mind and disappeared, too.

      “Wendy? Wendy, I’m losing you again. That’s what you did before, fluttered away on a daydream.”

      Fluttered. That word again.

      She turned to her father. “Dad, why do I feel like I’ve been away from you for a long time?”

      “Well, you’ve spent a lot of time with Zachary. But we see each other at the office five days a week. It’s probably because you’ve been so preoccupied.”

      “You’re right,” she said with a smile. “I’m so glad you came back here to see me, Dad. Where’s Mom?”

      “She’s waiting down with everyone else, no doubt sharing thoughts about the universe and energies around us.” She thought she saw the ghosts of Zachary’s granddad.” He leaned close and whispered theatrically, “Honestly, I think she just saw him in their portrait. You know how entranced she is by it.”

      A tap on the door preceded its opening. A woman peered in and chimed, “It’s time. Are you both ready?”

      Gran. Alive. not freaked out by Wendy’s presence.

      And wearing a necklace with a crystal heart. The sight of it thrummed through Wendy’s soul. What was it about…

      “Dear, are you all right?” Gran asked.

      “I think she’s a little overwhelmed,” her dad answered when Wendy did not.

      The woman with the beautiful white hair waved her hand with a chuckle. “It’s not like there’s any doubt these two aren’t meant to be.” She met Wendy’s eyes with a twinkle in her own. “It’s destiny.”

      “Definitely,” her father said. He looped his arm around hers and started to lead her to the door. “Ready?”

      Wendy swallowed back nervous butterflies that were rapidly turning into pterodactyls. After a glance at her father and a deep breath, she said, “I’m so ready.”

      Her father gave her a reassuring hug. When they parted he said, “Before we go, I’d like to give you your wedding gift early.” He pulled out a tiny square of carved wood from his pocket and placed it in the palm of her hand.

      She held up the plaque and read the inscription. “Jordan and Van Buren Architects and Associates.”

      “I had the sign maker carve me a replica of our new sign. I hope you approve…partner.”

      She started to hug him but stopped when that familiar music beckoned. Why did it feel as though she’d heard it a thousand times?

      He led her out and to the top of the stairs. Then stopped. “Your bouquet. You dropped it. Hold on, everyone!” He ran back to the room, and she took a moment to scan the reception area below. Her mother, ensconced in a dress with cloud-like ruffles, waved and blew a kiss. Morris and Betzi watched like a second set of parents, him winking at her as though they shared some secret.

      And there stood Zachary, rocking back and forth. His gaze followed the looks of the others to the top of the stairs. He took her in, from the top of her veil to the bottom of her dress, and shook his head in disbelief. Soundlessly, she saw him mouth, I love you, Angel.

      She whispered, “I love you, too.”

      Angel. Even that sweet nickname he used evoked the feeling of something forgotten. How had he come to call her that? She was certainly no angel when it came to him.

      “You’ll have plenty of time for that later,” her father said as he joined her, handing her the bouquet. “Now it’s time to walk down those stairs to your destiny.” The fragrance of roses drifted up, surrounding her and tickling her senses. He nudged her, pulling her back to the present.

      The bridal procession started, and slowly, ever so slowly, she began her descent, her father’s arm hooked in her own. And as she neared her destiny, as her father had put it, she couldn’t help but think that somewhere, somehow, she had been there before.
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      Two years later…

      Wendy sat at her board in her home office, erasing the wall she’d just drawn. She heard dog nails on wood, accompanied by footsteps. Then someone coming up behind her and planting a warm kiss on her neck.

      Katie’s nose against her thigh wasn’t nearly as warm, though Wendy was getting used to it now. Cold nose, warm heart, as they said. She chuckled as she patted Katie’s head. Or something like that.

      “I thought you were just coming in here to make a quick note,” Zachary murmured against her skin.

      She melted against him. “Sorry. I figured I’d go ahead and sketch the wall the way I saw it, then I realized it wouldn’t work and…” She sighed as he continued kissing down her skin. “Okay, I’m done.”

      “I know you’re excited about updating the house, but I’m sure it can wait until tomorrow.”

      “I still can’t believe this is our home now. And especially that Gran just gave it to us.”

      “Our inheritance.” He kneaded her shoulders as he leaned down beside her. “Though I don’t like when she talks about dying. She’s so casual about it.”

      “She’s not afraid of dying anymore. She knows she’ll see the love of her life on the other side.”

      “True. I thought she might die of a broken heart after Granddad died. You coming into our lives, making me so happy, lifted her heart.”

      “Aw. Well, I feel like she’s my grandmother. I just love that woman.”

      “She loves you, too.” He pointed to the floorplan where the parlor and dining room met. “I like the way you opened this up, but what are you going to do with the ceiling details? They’re different.”

      She got an odd flash of flat ceilings with geometric shapes. Starkly contemporary, ugh. She and Zachary were keeping as much of the wood and feel of the house as possible. “I’m going to leave them intact. They’ll subtly define the spaces.”

      He kissed the top of her head and straightened. “Perfect. Lucky me, marrying an architect who loves historical homes.”

      She took in the majestic ceilings and windows of the former living room, temporarily her home office. “I loved this house the first moment I laid eyes on it.”

      “Because it has magic in it. And you knew you belonged here.”

      She stood, crossing her arms in front of her as she faced him. “Are you going to go on about that crazy time travel thing again? The wedding dreams. Me appearing and disappearing.”

      What really drove her crazy was that Morris and Zachary both relayed stories about her time traveling. Changing destiny. Gran had even supposedly seen her disappear by the stairs. Betzi claimed that she and Zachary visited her at her old cottage, something Wendy had no memory of. She thought they were all playing a joke on her. Thank goodness her dad was on her side. Of course, her mom believed because she bought into all things airy-fairy.

      Zachary laughed. “It’s funny, you worked so hard to convince Morris and me, and now we can’t convince you.” He softly tapped his knuckles against her temple. “My left-brained beauty.”

      “Why can’t I remember all of this supposed time traveling when you two can?”

      “Because you came to us in our pasts. But you changed your future, so you never got to the point where you needed to time travel.”

      She crossed her eyes as she always did when he tried to explain. Morris talked about paradoxes, and she ended up with a headache trying to figure it out. This strangeness was the only shadow in the sunshine of her life.

      Zachary picked up the Pegasus figurine that he’d placed on the corner of her desk right after they moved in. “Even your very left-brained dad gave you something mystical.”

      She snatched it out of his hand and set it back on the desk. “That was a reminder to believe in my dreams, not the impossible.” She leaned over and scratched Sam’s back. “Right, buddy? See, he agrees.” If his purring were actually agreement. “Can we not talk about this on our anniversary night?”

      “I think it’s a perfect time to talk about it. Destiny. Fate.” Zachary tipped her chin up. “How about this, Angel? Let’s talk about ending the day the way we began it.” He kissed her, opening her mouth to his, that slow kiss as much an invitation as his words.

      “Mm, yes,” she said when he finished. “Give me another minute here, and I’ll be right up.”

      “You’d better, or I’ll haul you to bed.”

      “That could be fun, too. Though the stairs would be tricky. I’ll come of my own volition. Be naked and ready.”

      “Angel, I’m already ready.” He kissed her again and a few seconds later she heard his footsteps going up, then Katie’s.

      She jotted down one more note and turned off lights as she headed toward the staircase. Sam kept going when she paused by the black cupid statute, the supposed catalyst for her time travel. It held no crystal pendant, nor had she seen it with one. Maybe Gran had hung hers there for a time, giving them the idea.

      Cupid looked very ordinary as she took in its curves and glimmering eyes. “All right, you,” she whispered. “If this destiny time-travel thing happened, please let me remember. I…want to.”

      Those odd déjà vu moments she pushed away now floated down like birds landing on a wire in her mind. Such as when she saw the portrait of Gran and Grandad, a man she’d never got to meet, and felt as though she’d seen it before. The first time she and Zachary had made love on his sailboat. And whenever the royal couple appeared on the news, she had the sense of having watched the wedding with Zachary.

      “Silly.” She shook her head and ascended the stairs, stripping off clothes until she was naked by the time she entered the bedroom. The sight of Zachary stretched out on the bed supercharged her heartbeat. “I’m the lucky one,” she said, then threw herself onto the bed next to him.

      She loved the way he loved her, lots of foreplay, tender kisses, hot strokes, and the way he filled her body…she couldn’t get enough of him. Yes, he was definitely her destiny.

      As they cuddled afterward, his body curled around hers, she murmured, “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Angel.”

      Angel. He claimed that he’d started calling her that because she appeared like a guardian angel. She’d fought to free him from some plot in which his weird former business partner had trapped him.

      She drifted into dreams, warm and safe in his arms.

      In the dream, she walked into this very house. Felt a stark sense of déjà vu as she looked to the top of the staircase and imagined herself in a wedding dress…

      

      Thank you so much for reading Changing Destiny. If you enjoyed this novel, please consider telling your friends about it and posting a short review on Bookbub.com/Authors/Tina-Wainscott, Goodreads.com/TinaWainscott, and/or wherever your purchase your books. Reviews from wonderful readers are an author’s best friend and so appreciated!

      

      Find links to more stories in the Love & Light collection and other series by Tina at www.WrittenMusings.com/TinaWainscott and www.TinaWainscott.com.
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      Three years earlier…

      The sky blackened, making the wind gust wickedly through the palm trees. Not exactly the Hawaii one pictured, but Adrian Wilde was on a roll, quite literally. Supermodel Ellie Marlow held her long hair out of her face, frowning at the camera.

      Adrian tilted his head. “Come on, Ellie. Just a few more shots.” He lifted his hands to the rolling clouds above. “Can’t you feel the excitement in the air, the danger? It’s perfect.”

      “It’s insane! We’re going to be electrocuted.”

      As if the sorceress had summoned it, lightning cracked across the clouds, puncturing the blackness with wicked fingers. A second later thunder shattered the air.

      “Two more shots and we’re out of here,” he called over the wind. “And let go of the hair. Please,” he added with a smile.

      After a pause, she let her brown hair whip across her face, walking toward him with a jaunty cant.

      “This is going to be the shot of a lifetime.”

      For a second, the hairs on his body shot to attention. The air tingled. In a single flash of light and a loud crash, he was knocked backward. Vibrations charged through his body. He could hear Ellie scream, but he couldn’t move or speak. Darkness swirled around him, as if those spikes of light had pulled him right up into that black mass.

      “Help me!” Ellie’s voice, he thought.

      “He’s not breathing!” he heard someone scream.

      The twisting mass formed a tunnel, and at the end a brilliant light pulsed. He moved toward that light as a roller coaster screams across the tracks. Images flashed past him, vivid and full of life.

      Only it wasn’t his life.

      A young girl made a sandcastle on the beach, patting the sides with infinite care until a boy with dark hair stalked over and kicked it in. That same girl, now a lovely teenager, standing on a seawall, her golden blond curls dancing in the breeze as she looked out to a cerulean ocean. Her arms were crossed in front of her, slender hands on her throat. Then the same girl, now a woman, driving through town in a white Mercedes convertible on a summer day.

      He kept rushing through space without time or thought. The woman’s image flashed in front of him again. She was walking out of a mansion. Storm clouds darkened the sky there, too, but he hardly had time to notice. If he kept going, he was going to crash into her. She didn’t see him coming right at her, right…

      He was expelled into a thicker darkness, a liquid warmth that flowed all around him. Blood pumping through his veins, a muffled thunder that pulsed through the thickness. A heartbeat. Her heartbeat. He was inside her.

      Then everything exploded, worse than the thunder, more painful than the lightning. Fire, the smell of smoke, heat on his skin, searing pain, so much fear and panic. All he could see was the venomous orange burst that surrounded the woman. Her thoughts were louder than the roar of flames.

      What’s happening? Mother! I’ve got to get out and find her.

      “He’s got a heartbeat,” a voice said from some far-away place.

      Adrian rolled on the sand in a desperate attempt to smother the flames. Hands were everywhere on him, holding him down as he struggled. He opened his eyes. The crew. The people he’d left behind what seemed like hours ago. They stood around him, confusion and concern in their eyes.

      “He’s alive,” Ellie breathed, squeezing his arm.

      He looked around. No fire. Only the rain, gushing from the sky. Rain that had felt like flames.

      Two of the men helped him to his feet. His shoes had been knocked off, and his feet felt like two balls of fire. They looked like he’d been standing in a frying pan.

      “Let’s get you out of the rain. Geez, are you all right? You gave us a helluva scare.”

      Adrian’s breath came in heavy gasps. His body felt like liquid. When he reached the nearest palm, he held onto it.

      “Get away from that tree, Wilde,” Bob said. “You want to get hit by lightning again?”

      “Is that what happened?” He saw his camera lying on the sand, scorched and now wet. “Where was the fire? I felt flames, smelled smoke.”

      Ellie pulled him to the van, where he dropped down onto the floor. “There was no fire, love,” she said, wiping his shoulder-length dark hair out of his eyes. “It must have been the lightning you felt. You were dead, you know. Margot performed CPR and got your heart beating again.”

      “I was dead.” His voice trailed off as he looked at the place where he’d been thrown. He closed his eyes, settling his forehead in his hand. Flashes of the tunnel ripped through the blackness behind his eyes. Dead. He had heard of the tunnel, of people seeing their life flash before them. But who was the woman? Why had her life exploded?
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      Cold water engulfed Adrian, pulling him down to some hellish oblivion beneath the sea. He heard the wild beating of his heart and the sound of air as it escaped his mouth in the last bubbles of hope. Blackness surrounded him. His lungs threatened to burst. Breathe, he had to breathe.

      No air.

      He inhaled cool water into his lungs. Panic froze him. He took two short gasps. More water rushed in, crushing his chest. Long, blond tendrils of hair floated out on either side of him.

      “No!” He heard his own voice tear the word from his mouth in one long wail of agony. Fear raged through his veins as he caught his breath in gasps. He looked desperately around for a way to escape, his survival instinct strong and fierce.

      The water and fury disappeared, leaving only the cool darkness of a November New York night. The sounds of the city assured him of reality—taxi drivers honked their horns, music drifted from somewhere. He wasn’t dying. Yet.

      “My God, Adrian, what were you dreaming about?” Rita’s voice whispered from the dark.

      He’d forgotten she had wormed an overnight invitation. She turned on the soft light over the bed. He brought himself back by rubbing his fingers over his face, trying to erase his expression of fear.

      Rita touched the tensed muscle of his arm, then wiped the perspiration that covered him onto the silk sheets. “You’re soaked. Are you all right?”

      He finally felt composed enough to turn at the concern in her voice. Her black mane of curls tumbled around her face, wildly framing dark eyes and olive skin.

      He smoothed back his damp hair, dark as hers. “It was a nightmare. Go back to sleep.” His voice betrayed him, cracking softly.

      How long would he keep having this dream? It was worse than the fire he’d experienced through BlueFire’s eyes, and no less vivid. Since his death three years earlier, his life hadn’t been the same.

      He rolled out of bed and walked over to the black dresser. In the mirror he could see the green light spilling from beneath the pedestal of the black bed like a mystical fog, and Rita sitting there watching him. The air chilled his damp skin. He lit a cigarette, took two drags, and crushed it in the blue glass ashtray. Last month he took five drags before putting it out. Last week, three.

      Rita’s voice softened. “Adrian, talk to me. It’ll help.”

      “Nothing to talk about. Go back to sleep. I’m going to get some work done.”

      He had shared his after-death experience with one other person, the only person who wouldn’t think he was crazy.

      It wasn’t the strange journey death had taken him on, but what that journey had started: visions. That lightning strike had connected his soul with a mysterious woman’s soul. During brief flashes, like those images in the tunnel, he felt her emotions, saw what she saw. Sometimes it was the ocean, other times an art gallery. He’d dubbed her BlueFire, blue for her sad, lonely moods.

      The drowning nightmares were far different from any ordinary dream. She was drowning. At least he guessed it was her, because of the hair and the way he could feel her. Had she survived the fire only to drown? He would never know because he had no clues about her, not even her name. If she really existed beyond his soul.

      After taking a cold shower, he threw on some baggy cotton pants, pulled his hair into a ponytail, and walked into his studio. The bright lights and faint vinegar smell of darkroom chemicals brought the comfort he wanted. He loved the art of the old-fashioned process as much as he did the photo-taking itself.

      Throwing a Moody Blues CD into the stereo system, he took the negatives still hanging in the drying cabinet and closed himself in the darkroom. Years ago he’d come across the group doing a reunion tour and jived with their music. Maybe it was their name that snagged him, reminding him of BlueFire.

      He laid the strips on the contact easel and shot the contact sheets for the black and whites he’d taken last week in Palm Beach for Guess. Although he’d never been to the area before, it had felt eerily familiar to him. He still couldn’t shake the feeling.

      Adrian worked for hours, hoping that when he emerged the long night would be far behind him. It wasn’t the first time he’d spent half the night printing photographs after a nightmare. The contact sheets came alive in the developer, and as always, he was pleased with the results. Mari Flannegan looked fresh and innocent in the foamy waves, like a modern-day Norma Jean. Behind her, the Atlantic Ocean shimmered like a blanket of diamonds in the sun.

      The shot of Mari holding a wad of seaweed with a grimace on her face wasn’t planned, but he would recommend it be the first one in the series. He pulled the sheet out of the wash, squeegeed it, and hung it up to dry.

      He never kidded himself that he didn’t have miles to go before becoming the best. When he reached that pinnacle, then what? For now, he had everything he wanted, mostly the security that he would never worry again about losing his home or not having food for dinner. All that was in a faraway past before he had any control over his life. A penthouse in New York City, travel to exotic places, working with gorgeous women…what more could he want?

      He started the last contact sheet, feeling lack of sleep creeping up on his features. So far most of the shots looked perfect, except for the blurry one when a bedraggled Spanish girl tugged at his sleeve just as he was making the exposure. Adrian told her to leave, then felt so bad at her obvious disappointment he played sucker and bought one of the shell necklaces dangling over her arm.

      When he had put the last contact sheet in the fix, he snapped on the light and surveyed the shots. His gaze rested on the last one. Mari gave the camera a sensational smile, probably glad she was almost done and could get out of the nippy sea air that reddened her nose. The beach curved away behind her. The mist that enveloped the background made it seem surreal—a perfect shot.

      Wait a minute. Something was in the background that he’d clearly missed when taking the shot. He squinted, making out a lone figure of a woman standing on the beach. Judging by the drab attire and general appearance, she appeared to be a homeless person. He would have to airbrush the figure so it would blend in with the mist.

      “Damn,” he muttered, leaving the darkroom to let the pictures dry and grab a bite. He hated missing details like that.

      Rita chewed on a bagel while sitting at the slate-gray counter that separated the kitchen from the dining area. She wrinkled up the note she’d been writing when he walked out of his studio.

      “Hi, darling. Wasn’t sure if I’d see you before I left.”

      “Aren’t those bagels stale?” He wanted to avoid “morning after” conversation. Sometimes that could be stale, too.

      “It’s fine.” She wrenched another bite free. “You’ve been working since that nightmare?”

      “Got a lot done. The shots for Guess came out great.”

      He poured a cup of the almond coffee Rita had brewed, He didn’t care for fancy coffees, but as long as it was fresh and potent, he could live with nuts in his java.

      Rita smiled over her cup, letting her gaze linger on his bare chest. “You should do some modeling, Adrian. With those eyes, that mouth…”

      “I have no desire to be on the other side of the camera, thank you.” In fact, he went out of his way to keep a low profile. He wanted his photography to speak for itself.

      With a loud meow, Oscar, his white cat, made a grand entrance. He walked over to the super-size cat food bowl and sniffed at its emptiness.

      Rita opened the cabinet door and filled the bowl. “Do you think Giovanni will ever come back from Australia and get Oscar?” she asked, stroking his white fur.

      Adrian smiled, remembering Giovanni’s plea to watch his cat while he ‘found himself’ in the Outback. He found himself all right, along with a lucrative contract for National Geographic. Adrian didn’t keep pets or plants, since he was gone a lot, but he’d agreed to his good friend’s request. A year later, Oscar was still in his residence, and Rita took care of him whenever Adrian was away.

      “Probably not. The last letter I got from him detailed his new life with some Aborigine tribe, with a three-hundred-dollar check for Oscar’s upkeep. And of course, lots of buttering up for not sticking him in the pound.”

      “Ah, you wouldn’t do that, would you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Nah. Fuzzy bugger’s grown on me.”

      Oscar, as if sensing his existence being discussed, wandered over to Adrian and rubbed against his leg. Adrian leaned down and scratched his head.

      Rita leaned on her elbows, looking up at him under thick, dark lashes. “Is there a chance I'll grow on you, too?”

      Adrian made it a point never to lead a woman on, just as he never lied to them. “Rita…”

      “I know, I know. You’re too busy to have a relationship. Lucky Oscar, the only reason he gets to stay is because he was foisted on you.”

      He lit a cigarette, taking two drags before crushing it out. “A cat is a lot easier to deal with than a woman.” Then he walked into the bedroom to get dressed.
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      By the time Adrian returned to the darkroom, he’d forgotten about both Rita and the ragamuffin. He aimed the remote at the central music system, and piano sounds boomed throughout the apartment.

      He sat at his white table, the contact sheets spread out before him. A yellow pencil marked the ones he would recommend to Guess. He picked up the last contact sheet and stared at the figure in the background. Holding it under the bright studio light, he automatically reached for the loupe. Something about the woman’s posture sent a funny feeling curling through his insides.

      He decided to blow up that shot to see if he could make her out. Even with the negative in the enlarger and the head extended all the way to the top, he still couldn’t get the magnification he was after, so he reached for the 130-millimeter lens. The negative’s image projected onto the easel, and he shifted it to capture only the woman in the background. After testing, he set the exposure for ten seconds and dropped the print in the developer, watching the figure appear as he pushed it around with the tongs. Magic, that’s what photography was.

      Fingers of déjà vu gripped his heart as he examined the print in its bath of fix. What he could see of the woman’s features beneath the scarf was delicate, her lips sensual and full. She seemed oblivious to the activity down the beach as she looked out at the ocean. His fingers trembled as he transferred the print to the wash, then held it beneath the blow dryer. He knew this woman with her arms crossed protectively in front of her, fingers up by her throat. She had haunted his life for three years.

      BlueFire.

      As he started to jump up from the table, he shook his head. Lack of sleep was catching up to him. It couldn’t be her. In his visions, she lived in a mansion, drove a Mercedes, and was exquisite. This woman appeared to be homeless, with her shabby coat and faded scarf.

      Adrian set the photograph on the corner of his table and looked through the other shots on the contact sheets. As if a ghost, the woman didn’t appear anywhere else.

      He sorted through the prints, but his attention kept drifting to the woman. The feeling that it was her persisted throughout the morning and afternoon. Time and again he picked up the print and held it under the light. He brought it with him to the dining table while he ate his lunch of a stale bagel loaded with lox and cream cheese.

      Adrian remembered the image of BlueFire standing on the lawn, her blond hair flowing out behind her as she stared at the ocean. She found solace in the waves and the great expanse of water. He was sure he’d seen her in this exact pose when he was in that tunnel. While he’d always believed his visions to be real, he hadn’t been able to prove it. This photograph wasn’t proof to anyone but him, but it explained his feeling of familiarity with Palm Beach.

      What if it was her? The possibility sent pinpricks down his spine. What if that fiery event had somehow made her homeless? Worst of all, what if he airbrushed her and never found out? He dropped down into the leather seat, letting out the deep breath he’d been holding. The thought thrummed through him, but another more foreboding thought crept in: his Aunt Stella’s prediction.

      Stella was the only person in whom he had confided his strange experience. Those images haunted him afterward, and the nightmares about drowning had gripped him in fear and panic every night for months.

      His mother scoffed at her sister’s physic abilities, calling Stella a phony every time her name came up. Adrian wasn’t inclined to believe in things paranormal, but he knew he’d go crazy if he didn’t talk to someone. Stella, at least, wouldn’t think he’d lost it.

      Nor did she laugh when he relayed the lightning strike and visions.

      “Something strange happened while you were dead.”

      He felt a tightness in his chest. “Yes,” he whispered.

      Stella’s eyes closed, and her hand tightened on his. “This is very strange. I’ve never felt anything like this before. Your soul left your body…and connected with another soul. A woman.”

      Adrian hadn’t realized his eyes had drifted shut until they snapped open. “Yes. Can you see her? Who is she?”

      Stella raised her other hand, issuing a command of silence. Her eyes remained closed, but a muscle above her lip twitched. “She has golden blond hair and is quite lovely. But there is so much pain.”

      “From what?”

      Her brow furrowed, and lines gathered around her eyes as she concentrated. “Heat. Fire. Some kind of explosion.”

      He couldn’t believe it. Stella could not know about BlueFire unless she was the real deal. “Where is she now?”

      “I can still feel pain, but it’s emotional.” Her eyes opened, and she blinked. “That’s all I get.”

      “You said our souls connected. What did you mean?”

      “When we die, our souls leave our bodies and start down that final pathway to heaven. Sometimes they return to our bodies before reaching our destination. What’s known as the near-death experience. Something else happened to you. Your soul went to hers. At the moment you were hit by lightning, she was experiencing something just as traumatic. Perhaps it was that connection that united your souls.” Stella’s eyes closed, and her fingers slid over his palm again. “Your destiny is entwined with this woman of the golden tresses and eyes the color of a stormy sky. Her life is in danger.”

      He had to keep himself from launching out of the chair. “How can I find her?”

      Stella frowned, shaking her head. “If you seek her out, you may be able to save her. But I see danger in that. For her. And you.”

      “What kind of danger?”

      Stella shook her head, coming out of her trance again. “I don’t know. All I see is water.”

      He sat up straighter. “Water? Maybe that has something to do with a nightmare I keep having. I’m inside her soul, and I plunge into water. I fight to stay afloat but eventually I tire out. When I can’t hold my breath any longer, I feel the cold water rush into my lungs.” Even now, he could feel the panic constricting his chest. “Then I wake up.”

      Stella looked haunted. “The water I see…that’s her death.”

      Adrian snapped out of the memory, taking in a deep breath of air. He looked at the photograph again. Would she drown because of him, or could he save her? If BlueFire existed, then he would find her.
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      The roar of flames engulfed Nikki Madsen, making her gasp as oxygen burned away. It’s only a nightmare, her conscious intoned through the horror. Wake up, Nikki. Control the dream.

      She jerked awake, inhaling the clean air around her. Despite three years’ distance, she still kept reliving the horror over and over again. Now the images came roughly once a month, the ripping heat of the orange fireball as it ravaged her, the feel of the dirt as she dropped into a bed of petunias and rolled out the flames. The sound of her cries filled her ears as she screamed for her mother, saw her engulfed in flames. The worst part was not being able to breathe; even in her dream the choking sensation panicked her.

      Nikki snapped on a switch and grabbed her teddy bear to cuddle in the pool of light that encompassed her bed. Trying to push away the memories, she pulled out the leather-bound journal that had indirectly saved her life that day. If she hadn’t forgotten it, hadn’t stepped out of the car before it exploded, she, too, would have been killed.

      The webbed scar tissue on the back of her hand looked faint now, but the memories would never fade. Her fingers caressed the blue leather of her journal, covered with tiny cracks. Scarred, too, but from age.

      Nikki had always been a vivid dreamer. At thirteen, she’d decided to learn more about the dream world and what it meant. That’s when her dream journal came into existence, where she recorded the strangest of her dreams in order to decipher them. A few years ago she had mastered lucid dreaming, the ability to control her dreams.

      The journal had been the subject of one of her last conversations with her mother, Blossom. More like an argument, really. Now it seemed silly to have argued over the journal and what it represented, but neither of them could have known how their lives would be ripped apart only days later.

      Blossom had been sitting on the edge of Nikki’s bed when she returned from one of her photography forays. Her mother hardly ever came in her room, but there she sat, holding Nikki’s journal. Nikki felt violated and defensive as she set her camera on the dresser.

      Blossom stood, set the journal on the bed and took Nikki’s hands in her smooth ones. “You are a beautiful young lady—”

      “I’m not beautiful. I’m okay.”

      Blossom’s eyebrow, arched dramatically with a brown pencil, quivered. “Nikki, hear me out. I have been patiently waiting for my daughter to bloom. You’re twenty-three and look at you. You’re dressed like a homeless person. What would my friends say if they saw you like this? ‘Doesn’t Blossom buy her daughter clothes? Hasn’t Blossom given her an education and the opportunity to meet wealthy, ambitious young men?’ Have I failed you in some way?”

      Nikki picked up the journal and shook it. “What were you doing with this?”

      For a moment Blossom had the dignity to look embarrassed. “I was straightening up in here. I happened to see that and was curious.”

      “Why don’t you just admit you were snooping?”

      Her mother looked away for a moment. “If I was, it was for your own good. I worry about you, darling.”

      Nikki glanced down at her drab clothes. “Because I don’t dress as nice as you do? I can’t walk around taking photographs dressed in silk and linen. I have to blend in. Besides, it’s impractical.” She could never tell her mother where she’d been taking photographs and why she had to blend in.

      “But, honey, you shouldn’t have to be practical. You’re a Madsen, poised to inherit millions in a few years. You should be dating, finding a nice man to marry. Then you can photograph your vacations and babies.”

      Nikki rolled her eyes. “I want a career in photography. I don’t want to marry any of those snobs from the country club. I want to be respected for my mind, for who I am, not for how pretty I can look at social functions.” That was her mother’s expertise. “Or for my bank account.”

      Blossom walked to the window with a long-suffering sigh, watching the waves wash in from the Atlantic Ocean. “Your father would be so disappointed.”

      Nikki whirled around. “Dad would be proud of me. He encouraged me to pursue my photography.” Even ten years after his death, she could still feel his encouragement from above.

      Blossom turned at the fiery tone in Nikki’s voice. “He was humoring you. He wanted for you what I want.”

      “And exactly what is that, Mother?”

      Blossom cocked her head and smiled. “You spend so much time alone; you don’t date, you’re consumed with this photography thing. We want you to fit in, darling.”

      Nikki laughed, though the words hurt her. “You send me away for my high school years, then off to college, and you expect me to come back and fit right in?”

      Her mother did her best at a laugh. “Darling, you’ve never fit in. Even when you were young, you never wore all those ruffly dresses I bought you, never had a lot of friends or went to school dances. I just wanted the best for you. I still do. Your brother may be an idiot, but at least he’s trying to fit into the Madsen mold. You should do the same.”

      Nikki saw how the pressure to fit that mold had made Devlin reckless and insecure. He wanted to prove himself, but he didn’t have their father’s business sense. She returned the journal to the place her mother ‘happened’ to see it: tucked beneath her mattress.

      “I don’t want to fit the Madsen mold. I’ve got to live my life my way. I’m sorry I let you down.” Her voice caught in her throat, and she cleared it. “But I can’t be the person you want me to be.”

      Maybe there was no place for her to fit in. She changed from her silk nightgown into baggy denim pants and the faded lumberjack’s shirt she’d bought at the Goodwill. Peering out the tiny side window, she could see the first hint of the rising sun. Time to go before she was caught.

      Nikki grabbed the glass cleaner and climbed out the back door of the plain, brown van parked at the rear of a used car lot in West Palm Beach. With three quick strokes, she wiped off the price she’d written in shoe polish the night before. Back inside, she pinned her long curls back, tying a scarf over her head. She poured bottled water into a basin and brushed her teeth, tossed the foamy water out the back, then made her minuscule bed. After climbing into the driver’s seat, she pulled out of the lot a full hour before it opened. Some of the used lots erected barbed-wire fences around their perimeter, limiting where she could park at night without being detected or towed away. She rotated between seven different spots, including alleys and hotel parking lots, so she didn’t arouse attention.

      Seamus, a skinny old man who was a regular in her photographs, was already out from wherever he slept in at night. His white whiskers stood out against his dark skin. Beside him sat the baby stroller in which he toted all his worldly possessions. She parked around the back of the half vacant shopping center and walked to where Seamus stood. His foot was propped on a bench, and he gestured during an animated conversation he had with no one. Sometimes he was lucid, and then there were days like this. She snapped a couple shots, showing that there was no one listening to his serious talk about the irony of war. She would call it: Just because no one will listen does not make me silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian drove along Oceanview Drive with the top down on his rented Mustang, even though a cold front had blown in the night before. To a New Yorker, driving a convertible in November was like cheating Mother Nature. The sun-washed sky melded into the teal ocean, itself covered in white caps. On the left, Palm Beach’s mansions of glory rose tall and proud to take in the view.

      Palm fronds whipped in the stiff breeze, reminding him of a little girl making a sandcastle. He pulled into the driveway of the house he’d rented for his assignment last week. Everything was just as he’d left it a few days ago; even the shell necklace the Spanish girl had sold him still hung from the key hook. He wondered if he would have ended up like that, selling trinkets for money. His mother believed marrying Elio had saved them from that fate. Which fate was worse? Being homeless or getting beaten up?

      Adrian sectioned off the map of the area, then pulled the four sheets of yellowed paper from his briefcase. He’d done the drawings a year ago when he worried that he might forget what BlueFire looked like. They were all he had of her, them and the gallery he’d seen her go into. That’s where he would start.

      It took only a few questions of the locals to pinpoint where the gallery was. The Wharf was what he would call an artsy tourist stop with quaint souvenir shops, galleries and cafes. It was in West Palm Beach and, despite the name and dockside appearance, sat across the street from the Intracoastal. Weathered gray planking and railings were accented by groups of pilings roped together and occasionally topped with a pelican.

      He had never seen the name of the gallery, but there were only five of them in the plaza. He spotted the fishing nets, the green Chinese float, and the basket of painted sand dollars out front: the Garcia Gallery.

      This was the place. His chest tightened. He’d been here before, through BlueFire’s eyes. He jammed his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and walked inside. A string of silver bells on the door announced his entrance. The disappointment he felt as he looked around made him realize he’d been expecting to see BlueFire behind the white counter. The Hispanic man in his forties, straightening a painting in the far corner, was a poor substitute, but maybe he could help.

      The man turned at the sound of the bells and walked over. “Welcome to my gallery. I am Ulyssis Garcia. Everything here is made by local artists. A lot of talent, eh?”

      Adrian nodded, pulling out the sketches.

      “Ah, you are an artist?” Ulyssis asked.

      Adrian couldn’t help but smile. “These aren’t nearly good enough to sell. I met a young woman when I was here about four years ago.” He touched his hand to his heart. “I haven’t forgotten her, and now that I’m back in the area, I wanted to look her up. Unfortunately, I’ve lost her name and address. All I know is that she brought me here once. I thought perhaps you could help.”

      “Anything to help lovers,” Ulyssis said, leaning over to look at the drawings.

      Adrian pulled the sketch of BlueFire’s face from the bottom. He hadn’t brought the photograph because it was so obscured. “Have you seen her lately?”

      Ulyssis seemed to put on a polite mask, but his posture remained rigid. “I have never seen anyone like that.”

      Adrian folded the sketches again, forcing a smile. “Thanks, anyway.” The man knew her, all right, but he wasn’t about to give Adrian any information. Why was he protecting her? Damn, if only he could shoot straight with the guy. Yeah, that would go over well. He casually perused the artwork in the gallery.

      A collection of black-and-white photographs caught his eye. An eerie feeling of familiarity washed over him. The prints themselves were poignant—the human side of the homeless. A peach card identified the photographer as Nicolina.

      Ulyssis was furiously wiping at a spot on the counter when Adrian turned to ask, “Who is this Nicolina?”

      “I don’t remember. Those pictures have been there for five years.” The man flipped his hand as though to dismiss them.

      Adrian cocked an eyebrow. “And you’ve kept them up there all this time?”

      “I’ve sold a few. The woman never came back to pick up her money.” Ulyssis took a quick, impatient breath. “Why take them down? I might as well try to sell them.”

      “They’re good. Very good. She’s got some admirable techniques. I’d like to meet her, exchange ideas. I’m a photographer, too.”

      “I told you, I have no idea where she is.” The man bit off the words.

      All right, then. Adrian forced a casual smile. “No problem.”

      He reached up and pulled one of the dark frames off the wall. An old black man stood next to a baby stroller filled with what looked like his life possessions. He had one foot propped on a bench and was animatedly conversing with absolutely no one. The words at the bottom made Adrian’s throat go dry: Just because no one will listen does not make me silent. A shiver worked its way down his back.

      “I’ll take this one.”

      Ulyssis tensed, as though contemplating whether to sell it to him.

      “It is for sale, isn’t it?” Adrian pulled out a fifty and set it on the counter.

      “Of course. It…it happens to be my favorite. I’ve gotten so used to it being there all these years.”

      Ulyssis wrapped the picture in tissue and placed it in a silver box. He processed the sale and handed Adrian his change. Ulyssis’s smile was far from the genuine one Adrian had received when he first walked in the gallery. The man was definitely hiding something, and it had to do with BlueFire. The thought made him crazy.

      As soon as he reached his car, Adrian opened the box and looked at the picture again. Something about it reached out and took his heart in a firm hold. He stepped out of the car and walked back to the gallery. The bells on the door tinkled again. Ulyssis’s smile faded when he saw who his customer was.

      Adrian let the door close with a soft thud. “I want the rest of them.”
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      Ulyssis smiled as Nikki stepped inside the art gallery, though she sensed something amiss. Three silver-haired ladies were admiring a flowery painting of a girl by a pond. Nikki wandered toward the back corner, aware of how out of place she looked in the gallery.

      When the ladies left, she turned to Ulyssis. “Did they even look at my pictures?” she asked, staring up at her collection—or where her collection had been. “Wait a minute. Did you move them?” Her heart felt a stabbing pain. “Or don’t you want to carry them anymore?” More than pain, she felt panic. Those pictures were her only income, sparse as it was.

      Ulyssis walked over and stood next to her, wringing his hands nervously. He was going to tell her that he didn’t have room for her shots anymore. They were too depressing, too real. She swallowed hard, gathering her courage to face his words.

      Finally he touched her arm with his incredibly smooth hand. “Of course I want to show them, Nicolina. Your pictures may not appeal to every buyer, but they catch the attention and curiosity of everyone who sees them.”

      She forced a smile, then gave a puzzling look at the blank space covered with ten hooks. “What happened to them?”

      “I sold them.”

      Her eyes widened. “All of them, to one buyer?”

      “Yes,” he said, still strangely solemn.

      She grasped his hands and jumped up and down. “That’s wonderful!”

      “It’s the man who bought them that has me a little worried. He came in asking about a woman he met four years ago. She brought him here, he said. He showed me a sketch he’d made of her. Nicolina, it looked a lot like you.”

      That familiar ache began forming in the pit of her stomach. Fear, the feeling of being prey. Her voice cracked as it left trembling lips. “Me? It couldn’t have been. He must have met someone resembling me.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. As he was about to leave, though, he stopped and looked right at your collection. When he turned around, it was as if he’d seen a ghost. Then he asked if I knew the photographer. I told him I hadn’t heard from Nicolina in a long time. He bought one, then he came back a few minutes later and bought the rest.”

      She realized that her mouth was hanging open and quickly closed it. “Even if he was hired to find me, how could he connect me to those shots? I never told anyone but you that I took pictures of the homeless. God, Mother would have had me institutionalized if she knew I went to that side of town.” Nikki swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. “You’re the only one who calls me Nicolina.” She didn’t want to believe that someone was after her again, not after all this time. For two years, after the investigation and trial, she had lived on the streets. Her sentence was two more years, and ironically, it was the only place she felt safe.

      Ulyssis handed Nikki her part of the sale, his thin hand held hers. He looked relieved. “You’re right, of course. I’m just paranoid. I’m sorry to worry you. After all, he didn’t seem to connect your pictures to the girl in the sketch. And if he were hired to find you, he would have pictures of you, and your name. Don’t give it another thought. You know I worry about you. But be careful, more than usual, okay?”

      She thought of her recent forays to the beach. “I will, promise.”

      “Good. Your latest batch is probably dry now. Choose the next ten you want displayed, and I’ll frame them for you.”

      “Thanks,” she said, meaning it in many ways.

      She headed to the darkroom Ulyssis had set up for her two years ago when she realized she had to trust someone from the other world. He had proven to be a friend, and without him, she would be picking through dumpsters and living on samples like Seamus and Maudine.

      Nikki walked into the back room to her drying cabinet, fashioned from a hanging wardrobe closet. Who was the mysterious man who bought her pictures? If Devlin had hired him, the guy wouldn’t buy all of her pictures.

      Thinking of her brother was something she tried not to do. Sometimes he popped into her mind at the oddest moments. Like now, as she pulled the photographs down from her clothespins, she remembered finding him in her makeshift darkroom at the mansion, looking at the drying prints.

      “What are you doing here?” she’d asked, annoyed that he’d trespassed in her private sanctuary. She was glad that particular batch wasn’t of the homeless area.

      He looked startled but recovered quickly. With his dark brown hair and beady eyes, he looked nothing like her, but a lot like their mother. Nikki had her father’s light coloring.

      “I wanted to see what you were up to, what you do when you hide over here.”

      “I’m not hiding.” Why did she always sound so defensive? She smiled to diffuse the words. “I just need peace and quiet when I work.”

      Devlin wandered over to a table where she laid out her photographs to choose which ones she’d try to consign at Ulyssis’s gallery, another secret. She wished Devlin would leave so she wouldn’t feel scrutinized.

      “You’re actually pretty good, kid.”

      She waited for the punch line. It didn’t come.

      “Y-you think so?”

      “Well, I’m no expert, but they’re good as far as I can tell. You should try to sell them.”

      She had been selling them, but she’d never shared those small triumphs with her family. Devlin wasn’t putting her on. It was the first time she could ever remember him complimenting her.

      “Maybe I’ll do that. Thank you.”

      He started to leave but turned and leaned against the doorway. “You really love doing that, don’t you?” he asked, nodding toward the table.

      “Yes, I do.” It seemed so strange to talk about what she loved with her brother.

      “Mother seems to think your photography is silly, but you’re serious about it.”

      “Very.”

      “Well, I have to give you one thing: you’re doing what you want, not what she wants.”

      Nikki had never felt close to Devlin, but for some reason she felt compelled to open a tiny bit of herself to him. “And my prize for doing that is I eternally disappoint her.”

      “Everyone disappoints her…” His lips thinned, then he smiled. “I got to thinking that I’ve never seen your work… I don’t even know what you take pictures of. So I came up here to see.”

      “I didn’t think anyone cared to see my work, so I only showed them to Dad.”

      “You miss him, don’t you?”

      “More than anyone will ever know.”

      “You were his favorite…I could always tell that.” At her protest he added, “It’s okay…I got used to it.” He smiled, not that persuasive cocky smile but a genuine one. “I don’t even know you. I knew you took pictures but didn’t realize how much it meant to you until I saw that look on your face when you saw me up here.”

      “We live separate lives, even though we live under the same roof.”

      “When Jack and I get together, he tells me things about you, and it sounds like he’s talking about a stranger. Maybe we can remedy that before one or both of us finally gets enough nerve to move out of this house and loses touch.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, totally stunned.

      She’d never been able to figure out exactly what he’d been getting at, considering he’d tried to kill her three months later.
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