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Prologue


   


   


  Leah Harmony learned the truth the day she took Mama for her annual physical.


  When her mother, Merlina, was settling her bill, Leah sneaked a peek at her medical folder lying there on the counter. Lord knew if any problems turned up, Mama would never willingly “burden” the family with the knowledge.


  The folder opened to the medical history, which included hysterectomy due to complications of childbirth. This was no surprise to Leah, who’d been told that Mama had required the emergency surgery when Leah was born. What was surprising, though, was the date given for the surgery. It should have been Leah’s own birth date twenty-four years earlier. Instead she recognized the date her sister Annie was born fifteen years before that. Tragically, Annie had died of pneumonia the very day her baby sister Leah had come into the world.


  It had to be a mistake, a clerical error. How could Mama have had a hysterectomy fifteen years before her second daughter was born? When Leah asked her about it on the drive back to their modest one-story house in Texarkana, Arkansas, Mama lapsed into poker-faced silence.


  That evening Mama and Daddy solemnly asked Leah to join them in the kitchen. Her imagination immediately went into overdrive. Oh, Lord, she thought, I’m adopted! Leah fought a sick wave of apprehension as she sat at the old kitchen table, her apprehension turning to disbelief as Daddy slowly explained she was not their daughter, but their granddaughter.


  Leah was Annie’s child.


  She found herself on her feet, the kitchen chair overturned. “No. That’s...No. It’s impossible.”


  How patient he was, how sad. “Just me and your mama know about it. It wasn’t my idea to keep this from you, honey. But Merl wouldn’t have you know, and she’s a stubborn woman. Guess that’s not news to you.” He glanced at his wife, sitting still and mute by his side, and gave her hand a fond pat. “Don’t be mad at your mama, honey. She did what she thought was best.”


  If this was hard for Leah, she knew it had to be agony for her parents—no, not her parents, her grandparents, she realized with a start. She tried to make sense of what they were telling her. “Annie...Annie was only fifteen when she died, Daddy.”


  Leah had never seen her normally affable father look so bitter. “I know. She was a child. Starting to grow up. But still a child.”


  “Tell me what happened.”


  He reminded her about the mansion in Long Island, New York, where Merlina Harmony—Merlina Moody then—had taken a position as a maid after a failed first marriage. She and her young daughter, Annie, had lived in the servants’ quarters on the third floor. Douglas Harmony had been a gardener on the estate, which had quite a few servants in those days, overseen by the Scottish housekeeper, Mary. In time Merl and Douglas fell in love.


  Leah remembered the stories she’d heard as a little girl growing up in a lower-middle-class family in Arkansas. It was the stuff of fairy tales, and she’d memorized every detail. Mama and Daddy had created a vivid picture of the crystal chandeliers and the ballroom and the servants—but always clammed up when she asked about the people who lived there, the famous photographer and his family.


  Daddy said, “That last winter and on into the spring, Annie was different. Not as carefree as she’d been. Kind of skittish, if you know what I mean. By the time your mama realized the girl had missed a few, uh, monthlies, she was three months along.”


  Leah felt the blood drain from her face, listening to the sorry tale of her own conception.


  “Annie...” He paused, and she realized with a shock that he was close to tears. She’d never seen Douglas Harmony cry. He cleared his throat. “She wouldn’t tell her mama at first. Merl went through hell trying to get the girl to tell her who did this thing to her. Then it came out. It was Mr. Bradburn, the man we worked for. He’d threatened that little girl. That bastard raped her and said he’d kill her mama and me if she told anyone. It went on for months.”


  Leah was weeping now, sitting there at the kitchen table weeping for Annie.


  “I knew the man was a cold one. Hard to work for and real rough on his wife and boys,” Douglas said. “But what kind of man could...” He paused a moment, his craggy face hardening against the memory.


  “Me and your mama, we went to talk to Mr. Bradburn. I’ll never forget that. He was in this fancy office he had there, wearing a black tuxedo with a little white tie, smoking one of his expensive cigars. That yellow hair of his all slicked back. Him and his wife were going to some kind of swanky dinner that night. Your mama, she was out of control, fit to be tied. Well, you know Merl. The bastard didn’t deny it. Only said we weren’t gonna get a penny out of him, and if we even thought about going to the police—or to his wife—he’d say he never touched the girl and that we stole him blind. Then he’d sic his high-priced lawyers on us. For starters.”


  Leah leaned on the table, her head in her hands, all her tears spent.


  “You can’t imagine what that does to a man...seeing something like that happen to the woman he loves, to the child he loves like his own flesh and blood, and not a damn thing he can do about it.” His voice was low, shaken. “Makes you feel like less than a man. Anyway, Bradburn says you got five minutes to get your stuff and get off my property.”


  “You could’ve gone to the police anyway,” she said.


  “You don’t understand, honey. Nowadays you hear all about child abuse and rape. People come right out in the open with it, and everyone believes that what they say happened to them really did. But things were different back then. Bradburn told us we utter one little peep and he gets some of his fellas that work around the house to say our Annie was, you know, friendly with them. A few bucks’d be all it took. And that bastard’s got more than a few. I couldn’t let that happen.”


  “So you left.”


  “We left. Mrs. Bradburn, she was coming down the stairs, all dolled up for the evening. I know Mr. Bradburn was counting on us being gone before his wife came down. That’s how come we had to hustle out so quick, I reckon. But anyway, there she was, coming down those stairs looking like the most elegant thing on this earth. And she didn’t know what was what, of course, but she knew her husband. And she knew it had to be bad. You could see it in her eyes. He was calling for his wife right then, and he was about on us. And poor little Annie just shaking like a leaf. Anyway, quick as a flash Mrs. Bradburn takes off this fancy necklace she’s wearing—pearls and diamonds, a real pretty thing—and she gives it to Merl, just presses it into her hands.”


  “She gave Mama jewelry?”


  “It was all she had time for. Said sell this if you need money.”


  “Did you sell it?” she asked.


  “No. Oh, we needed the money sure enough, but your mama, she wouldn’t part with that necklace. Never wore it, just keeps it in the safe-deposit box at the bank.”


  Mama spoke at last. “Mrs. Bradburn was a real fine person. A lady. That necklace belongs to her.”


  Daddy smiled sadly. “Can’t argue with you about that, but there were times we sure coulda used the cash.”


  “We always had food on the table,” Mama said. “A roof over our heads.”


  “Anyway, Merl and me got married right away,” Daddy said, “right after we left that place, and I got by on odd jobs.”


  “What happened to Annie?” But Leah knew.


  “She died bringing you into the world, honey.”


  She sobbed, and Daddy covered both her hands in his big, callused ones. So Annie hadn’t died of pneumonia after all.


  He said, “Such a tiny little thing, she was.” He waited until Leah had gained control of herself before continuing. “Merl had it all worked out from the start what we were gonna do. Move down here to Texarkana where her brother lives and start fresh, the four of us. Act like the baby was ours and raise it as Annie’s sister, and no one the wiser. Your mama figured that way Annie could get her life back.”


  But Annie never got her life back, Leah thought. Because of her.


  “We didn’t change our plans when Annie passed. Your mama, she was so broke up—I figured a fresh start was the best thing all around.”


  “But my birth certificate...”


  He sighed. “At the hospital they asked Merl to fill out this piece of paper to get the birth certificate made up, and where it asks for the parents’ names, she puts down Douglas Harmony and Merlina Moody Harmony, just as bold as you please. Said if anyone asked about it, she’d say it was Annie’s full name. Only, no one did.” He shrugged. “That’s your mama.”


  Leah wondered if she could ever stop thinking of Merlina and Douglas as Mama and Daddy, and decided she wouldn’t try. They’d raised her, after all. She’d always love them as her parents.


  He squeezed her hands again. “Honey, you just gotta know...me and your mama never held any of this against you. To us you were always our little girl. You know that. Annie’s in a better place, and that bastard Bradburn will have to answer to the Lord when his time comes. All the money in the world won’t help him then.”


  She made up her mind in that instant. The prospect of divine retribution might be enough for Merl and Douglas, but she wouldn’t rest until she stood face-to-face with the man who’d violated a young girl and ultimately caused her death. The fact that this bullying monster was her own biological father was something she was simply going to have to learn to live with.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter One


   


   


  “Everyone! Everyone!” Kara Greene’s nasal, New York–accented voice stifled all conversation in the ballroom as she clapped her hands for attention. “James is here. His car’s coming down the drive. ETA one minute.”


  The hairs on Leah Harmony’s nape sprang to attention. She clutched her wineglass and took a sip of Chardonnay.


  Mr. Bradburn, you don’t know me, but...


  Too wishy-washy.


  Mr. Bradburn, if you could spare a few moments...


  Too obsequious.


  Mr. Bradburn, I’m your worst nightmare.


  She drained her wineglass, which was instantly lifted from her fingers and replaced with a full one. Smooth move, Mike. She could almost hear her date calculating how many more glasses it would take to get her drunk.


  Mike Carleton’s meaty hand was wrapped around a martini glass. Leah had been counting—he was on drink number three, and they’d been there barely an hour. His free hand wormed its way under the collar of her khaki shirtdress. She repressed a shiver of revulsion as he began to massage the back of her neck with damp, sausagelike fingers.


  Don’t blow it now, she warned herself as she put a little distance between herself and her date for the evening. You’ve made it this far. Don’t lose sight of your goal.


  Mike wore a smug grin. “This place must seem like a palace to a corn-fed chick like you-all, huh? There’s a see-ment pond out yonder. You know, ‘swimming pools...movie stars.’ Looks like I’ve got my own little Beverly Hillbilly here.” He smacked Leah on the rump. Some wine sloshed out of her glass.


  Mike took a healthy swallow of his drink. “They call this part of Long Island the Gold Coast. Back in the Gatsby days, all the zillionaires had to have a mansion up here on the North Shore—you know, the Vanderbilts, the Woolworths, all those stinking rich horsey types. A few of the families still live in ‘em, the ones with the big bucks like Bradburn. But most of these estates have been wiped out, subdivided, given to the county. It’s a shame, but I mean, let’s face it, the taxes alone’ll kill you. Not to mention the cost of heating oil—there’s forty rooms in this place.” He patted her cheek. “You sure aren’t in Kansas anymore, Dorothy.”


  Leah sighed. “Arkansas.”


  “Huh?”


  “I’m from Arkansas, Mike. Not Kansas.”


  “Whatever.” Mike’s fingers crawled under the back of her collar once more, like some fleshy burrowing animal. Impatiently she squirmed away, untangling long strands of reddish gold hair from his groping paw. He said, “Listen, babe, I don’t mind telling you, this cold-fish routine is getting old, you know?” He gave her a once-over, his glassy gaze lingering on her chest. “You gonna loosen up some tonight? Show a little appreciation? I mean, when you walked into my gallery yesterday, you seemed like a real fun girl—the kinda girl that’d go in for this kind of scene.”


  Yesterday had been a coup. Leah had tracked down the Manhattan photo gallery featuring the work of the famous and reclusive James Bradburn and managed to finesse its lecherous owner, Mike Carleton, into bringing her here to Bradburn’s surprise birthday party. She took a deep breath and forced a smile to her lips. “Sorry, honey,” she gushed, thickening her accent. “It’s just that Ah’m so excited. Why, Ah jest can’t hardly believe Ah’m about to meet James Bradburn!”


  “That’s more like it. Just don’t you forget to save some of that excitement for old Mikey, you know what I mean?” He patted her on the rear. “Love that accent. You’re the cutest little cow pie here, baby.”


  The cutest little what? Leah bit her tongue and bided her time while Mike ambushed a passing hors d’oeuvre tray. Fine, she thought. Let “old Mikey” think she was some awestruck country rube who’d be so awed by her glamorous surroundings that she’d fall flat on her back in gratitude. He’d find out his mistake soon enough.


  About seventy friends and associates of James Bradburn were on hand to help him celebrate his birthday. Everywhere Leah looked were spectacular designer outfits and the glint of gold and precious stones. Compared to these rare orchids, she was a lowly dandelion in her khaki dress and serviceable pumps. No problem. If anything, she was proud that she didn’t fit in with this crowd. Bradburn’s crowd.


  Maids, waiters, and bartenders hired for the evening circulated with calm efficiency, taking coats, procuring drinks, offering tidbits from silver trays. So this is how the rich and arty party, Leah thought, nibbling a toast round topped with black beluga caviar and a sprinkling of chopped egg. No trash cans filled with beer here. Not a bag of chips in sight. This, she could get used to.


  Now that her meeting with James Bradburn was finally at hand, unwelcome questions assaulted her weary mind, questions for which she had no answers: What would the old man do about her? What would she do about him? She rubbed her eyes against the grit and haze of exhaustion, trying to clear her head. The noise and bustle of the party didn’t help. Neither did the wine. She handed her full glass to a passing waiter.


  Just take it one step at a time, she told herself. Next step: Meet James Bradburn. Look the old bastard in the eye.


  Leah glanced at her watch. One minute, Kara had said. Where was he? She strained her neck to peer around Mike and the other partygoers to the heavy carved oak double doors leading to the front hall. The doors Bradburn would walk through. She shoved her icy hands in the pockets of her dress.


  The double doors shared a long wall with two massive fireplaces, framed by carved oak mantels. A burning log suddenly settled, with a leap of flame and a spray of sparks. She knew that at any other time, she would have been fascinated by this ballroom, a relic from another age with its crystal chandeliers, gilt-framed mirrors, and ornate brass sconces. Lord knew this room, this mansion, the entire estate, had been described to her in such vivid detail her whole life, she could have found her way around blindfolded.


  Opposite the fireplaces were tall, multipaned windows through which she could see that the snowfall hadn’t let up. If anything, it was coming down heavier now. French doors looked out on the terrace and the back gardens. In one corner of the room, Bradburn’s photographic equipment was set up: tripods and cameras, cables and lights, white umbrellas and backdrops. In the opposite corner, a jazz quartet played.


  The walls were adorned with framed black-and-white photographs—the portraits and figure studies for which James Bradburn was famous. Grudgingly Leah had to admit the man’s skill was impressive. But it only made sense he’d be an accomplished technician, she told herself. He’s been doing this for five decades or more.


  Not that she was the photo aficionada she had pretended to be when she’d found the Carleton Gallery and introduced herself to Mike. Leah knew precious little about Bradburn, not even what he looked like. But the little she did know had twisted her world around. And somehow she’d make sure it twisted his, too, before she was finished with him. Inside her pockets, her hands balled into fists.


  As she was introduced to people, she didn’t even try to remember names. One woman, however, was hard to ignore: Kara Greene, Bradburn’s agent and the hostess of the party. The heavily made-up, fortyish brunette darted here and there, gossiping, networking, making sure everyone was having a good time.


  “He’s gonna kill me,” Kara was telling Mike, with an impish grin. “He’s gonna strangle me for throwing him this party. Well, you know what I say to that—too damn bad, that’s what I say. The old fuddy-duddy needs this. He works too damn hard.”


  Mike tossed back the last of his martini and let his small, close-set eyes rove the room, taking no pains to hide his boredom with the garrulous agent.


  “Oh Gawd!”


  Leah followed Kara’s gaze and saw someone near the doors—the designated lookout, apparently—frantically waving his arms at her and mouthing, He’s here! Kara dashed to the light switches. Music and voices dissolved at her urgent shushing; the chandeliers and wall sconces blinked off one by one.


  The room had an otherworldly feel as Leah stood there in the near dark, cheek to jowl with scores of strangers, listening to their whispers, inhaling their mingled perfumes. One side of the room was bathed in a warm orange glow from the twin hearths. She looked toward the French doors and the windows, where silvery moonlight streamed in, reflecting off the swirling snowflakes and the white veneer that now blanketed the lawn.


  “Shhh!” The agent’s authoritative hiss had its desired effect—total silence save for the crackle of the fires. In the front hall outside the ballroom could be heard an impatient baritone and an equally insistent Scottish burr—Bradburn’s elderly housekeeper, Mary. It was her job to get him into the room on some pretext. Someone in the ballroom giggled softly.


  At the sound of Bradburn’s voice, the dark flower of hate blossomed and grew inside Leah like a living thing, a thing to be nurtured. In the end the persistent Mary had her way. The heavy oak doors swung open and light flooded the room.


  “SURPRISE!”


  Leah stopped breathing. She could only stare in astonishment at the tall, snow-dusted man who seemed to fill the doorway in which he stood. Collar-length black hair framed a striking face with the profile of a Roman emperor. And like Caesar, his very presence commanded respect, even under the circumstances, as he took in the entire preposterous situation with one sweep of his ice blue gaze. That gaze became dangerously intense as it scoured the room once more, with the deadly resolve of a hunter seeking his prey.


  As Leah gaped at this man and reminded herself to breathe, one inescapable fact became clear.


  This wasn’t James Bradburn.


  She mentally shook herself. The man standing in the doorway pushing long fingers through snow-dampened hair was not gray and wizened. Far from it. She looked past him, but his only companion was little Mary, grinning hugely. Leah watched the other guests laugh and shake the man’s hand as Mary wrestled the heavy shearling jacket off his broad shoulders.


  James. Mr. Bradburn. That was what they were calling him. Leah squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her aching forehead, wondering where her plans had gone awry. When she opened them, she stopped breathing. James Bradburn was staring past the throng of guests, his penetrating gaze focused directly on her. She found herself backing up.


  “Hey, where ya going, magnolia?” Mike grabbed her arm.


  Suddenly the enormous room begin to close in on her. “Gotta get some air.” She wrenched out of his grasp and bolted through the crowd to the French doors. Outside, on the terrace, she took a few deep, fortifying breaths. She welcomed the biting cold—it helped clear her head as she struggled to assess the situation. Leah watched her own frosty breath mingle with the pirouetting snowflakes, which caught the light from the ballroom in myriad pinpoints of fire, like sparks floating down from heaven. The gardens and endless expanse of grounds beyond were already blanketed.


  Had Annie ever stood out here, on this precise spot on a late February night, and watched snowflakes dance and stick to her eyelashes? Leah squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself not to think about it. Not one tear, damn it. No more tears.


  She turned and gazed at the imposing rear facade of the great house, as intimidating as the front. An hour earlier, as she and Mike had driven through the stone and wrought-iron gates of Whitewood, the Bradburn family estate, she’d felt as if she’d been there before. Gravel had crunched under the tires of Mike’s Mercedes as they’d made their way down the quarter-mile-long drive from the road to the stately home whose windows glowed in mute welcome. She remembered thinking it looked like a magazine ad for single-malt Scotch.


  Leah hadn’t been surprised at the sensation of déjà vu. While her companion had yammered self-importantly about his connection to the illustrious photographer, Leah had found herself wondering what Mike’s reaction would be were he to find out how much she already knew about Whitewood and its century-old English-style stone manor house. She could have told him the estate’s two hundred acres boasted an Olympic-size swimming pool, tennis courts, and an apple orchard. Not to mention the summerhouse and carriage barn.


  Mike’s grating voice horned in on her thoughts. “Bet you don’t see much snow in Kansas, huh, Dorothy?”


  She turned to see him peering in slack-jawed befuddlement at the snowflakes melting on his outthrust hand. “Lookee, Paw, lookee! Thar’s a heap a’ cold, white stuff a-comin’ outta the—”


  “You’re repulsive, Mike.”


  “Huh?”


  “I said, you’re impulsive. Such a fun, impulsive guy.” When Leah looked into her date’s little eyes, she couldn’t help picturing Mavis Fletcher’s prize sow Gertie in a two-thousand-dollar silk suit and a gold Tag Heuer watch. She desperately wanted to leave the party, and was about to say so when she remembered how many martinis Mike had downed. Even if he’d been stone-cold sober, the way he was leering at her settled the matter. She wasn’t getting in a car with him again. There had to be plenty of other guests driving back to Manhattan. She’d have no problem getting a ride.


  Shivering, Leah hugged herself and stamped her feet. She’d just turned to rejoin the party when Mike seized her shoulders in his beefy hands.


  “Looks like you could use a little warmin’ up, Miz Scarlett.” He tightened his grip, a smarmy grin on his face. “I bet some things are the same everywhere. You ever take the boys out to the pasture? Huh?”


  Sure enough—we just love to roll around in all those cow pies, you ignorant slob.


   Knowing she’d never be able to suffer his kiss without retching, she twisted away just as his wet mouth zeroed in. “Brrrr! It’s freezing out here.” She darted back into the ballroom and brushed the snow off her dress.


  Mike’s voice behind her was a dangerous growl. “Listen, you little tease—”


  “Mike! Where ya been, man?”


  Leah turned to see a skinny man wearing an expensive leather jacket and a surly expression. His significant other stood nearby, looking bored.


  “Hey! Tim, Wanda, what kept you?” Mike’s mood did an instantaneous about-face. “Want you to meet someone. This little Georgia peach here is Dorothy.”


  She sighed. “Leah Harmony.” At least Georgia peach was an improvement over cow pie.


  “Whatever.” Mike waylaid a waiter. “Grey Goose martini, extra dry, straight up, with a twist.” He turned back to his friends. “Leah here works for some catalog outfit, isn’t that right, babe?”


  “I own Harmony Grits, a mail-order company specializing in southern foods. Pleased to meet you.”


  “Yeah, hi.” Tim didn’t smile or shake the hand she offered. Wanda simply ignored her.


  Tim mumbled, “Got something for you, man.”


  “Uh...yeah.” Mike’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “Uh, listen, Dorothy, me and my friends, we’re gonna go take care of some business, know what I mean?” He tapped his nose and sniffed meaningfully. “Wanna join us? You country girls go in for that kind of thing?”


  “Listen, sugah, you go have yourself some fun. My taste runs more to home-brewed moonshine.”


  “`Home-brewed moonshine’! Love it!” he hooted. “Jest gotta keep it away from them revenoors, right?” He patted her cheek. “I’ll be back in a snort and a half, babe. Don’t go anywhere.”


  Leah was grateful for the respite, however brief. Her nerves were stretched to the breaking point. She’d been awake for forty hours, nervous anticipation having robbed her of sleep the night before. For hours she’d stared out the window of her twelfth-floor room in the Millennium Hotel near Times Square, oblivious to the glittering spectacle of Broadway stretched out below her.


  She’d flown up to New York from Little Rock three days earlier. Three days of angling to get within spitting distance—literally—of James Bradburn. Now she had only one goal: to make a quick getaway while avoiding both her escort and the disturbing guest of honor.


  She felt a hand on her arm and looked into Kara Greene’s warm brown eyes. The agent spoke sotto voce, woman to woman. “Look, hon, I don’t know you, you don’t know me, and maybe I’m sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong—but hey, when has that ever stopped me? Let me guess. You’re fresh off the turnip wagon from somewhere south of Wall Street, yes?”


  Leah laughed.


  “You just met that pig Mike Carleton, like, yesterday, am I right?” Kara didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m right. Trust me, hon. I mean, you seem like a nice girl—that’s why I’m saying this. Find another ride home. I’ll give you a lift back to the city myself. You hear what I’m saying? You don’t know the guy. I do.”


  Leah smiled. She liked Kara already. “No problem. I kind of figured that one out for myself.”


  “Good girl.” Kara squeezed her hand.


  “Kara, maybe you can clear something up for me. I thought Bradburn was—”


  Kara jerked her head toward something behind Leah. “Whatever it is, you can ask him yourself.”


  Leah whirled around and saw the object of her confusion closing in on them with long-legged strides. She swallowed hard.


  “Kara...dear, sweet Kara...” Bradburn’s voice was a deep rumble, his smile menacing. “You shouldn’t have.”


  Leah’s knees went weak with relief. Bradburn was practically on top of her, but his attention was directed at his agent. He wore a black wool turtleneck, faded blue jeans, and scuffed leather boots. His straight black hair was pushed back from his face and nearly grazed his shoulders. Leah was close enough to detect the warmth of his body and his clean, masculine scent.


  Kara burst into laughter and winked impudently at James. The feisty agent was about five feet tall, and he was easily six four.


  “You don’t scare me, James, so you can drop the fire-breathing act.” Kara snared a passing waiter. “Get Mr. Bradburn a double Maker’s Mark. Make that a triple. He needs it. Happy thirty-fifth birthday, you ungrateful beast.” She stretched up on tiptoes to peck his cheek, her eyes still sparking with mischief.


  A small crowd had formed around the pair, and Leah felt herself being pushed even closer to the big man. She was annoyed with herself, with her own trip-hammer heartbeat, the way her breath snagged in her chest. She’d have given anything at that moment to be able to slither away.


  “This is war, Greene,” he challenged. “I’ll retaliate when you least expect it—perhaps for your fiftieth birthday. Next month, isn’t it?”


  A chorus of “whoas” and “ouches” accompanied this wicked jab as the crowd warmed to the battle. Kara shrieked with laughter, while James appeared to be struggling to suppress a grin.


  The waiter returned and reached past Leah to deliver a cut-crystal rocks glass filled to the brim with bourbon and ice. Someone jostled the waiter and he barreled into Leah. She slammed up against James’s hard chest and reflexively pushed him away, just as he gingerly took possession of the glass.


  A wave of cold liquor struck her face—a direct hit. Astonishment snatched the air from her lungs. The crowd receded as ice skidded across the parquet floor. She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed for sudden death, the humiliation of Leah Harmony having been successfully completed.


  A pair of large, heavy hands closed on her shoulders, steadying her. Through stubbornly closed eyelids she detected the searing heat of a blue-fire gaze. At length James’s patience won out and grudgingly she looked up into eyes the color of a wide Arkansas sky. There were undertones of appreciation in his bold scrutiny. And amusement. A few people tittered, but he silenced them with a glance.


  James accepted a towel from a waiter and gently wiped Leah’s face, all the while examining her with undisguised interest, from sullen hazel eyes to bourbon-spattered shoes. She felt the stinging heat of a blush crawl up her neck.


  “Well, whoever you are,” he chuckled, “I must say you hold your liquor well.”


  The crowd erupted in laughter while Leah’s cheeks burned hotter still. Kara clucked like a mother hen and wiped Leah’s dress with a napkin. “Oh Gawd, this is just great. Bourbon. You’ll stink to high heaven. Mary!” she bellowed, and hustled her out the doorway into the front hall, a room of intricate woodwork, pink marble, and leaded glass. There the elderly Scottish housekeeper assessed her condition in one swift glance and immediately took charge.


  “I dinna know why things ha’ to get so wild. Poor duck.” Mary started up the winding staircase, and Leah had no choice but to follow along docilely. Her head was pounding and she felt light-headed. She gripped the mahogany banister for support. She’d sort out this mess tomorrow, she decided. Tonight Kara would give her a ride back to the city, and she’d have a chance to rest and think.


  Mary led her down a hallway into a large, old-fashioned bathroom that looked as if it might have once been a bedroom. The first thing she noticed was the huge claw-footed, rolled-edge bathtub. It reminded her of the one in her parents’ house in Arkansas, only this one was in perfect condition, with state-of-the-art polished brass and enamel fixtures.


  A mahogany chest of drawers dominated one wall; Mary extracted a white towel and washcloth from one of the drawers and handed them to Leah. The floor was bleached oak partially covered with an oval braided rug. An oak-framed mirror hung over the old-fashioned pedestal sink. In the corners were an antique Windsor chair and a coat tree.


  “I’ll take yer shoes and bag and get them cleaned up, lass. And give me that dress and your hose. I’ll run them through the machine.”


  Leah dabbed at the stains with a damp washcloth. “Oh, uh...that’s okay, I’ll just—”


  “Good Lord above, ye canna be goin’ round drenched in spirits, smellin’ like a godforsaken bourbon distillery. I’ll get yer clothes clean and dry. Then ye can go back downstairs and get some proper Scotch whiskey poured on ye.” Mary’s tone brooked no opposition; briskly she unbuttoned the damp khaki dress. When Leah was down to bra and panties, Mary grabbed a red silk kimono from the coat tree and bundled her into it.


  The kimono felt like heaven next to her skin. It was much too large for her, making her feel all the more helpless and coddled. She found herself breathing deeply to inhale the faint fragrance that permeated the silk...warm, masculine, a bit spicy. Without warning, she recalled being pressed against James Bradburn, and to her annoyance, she blushed anew.


  Leah washed the bourbon off her face and neck, then Mary led her down the hallway to a room that smelled of leather and lemon oil. It was a masculine room, furnished in dark oak and green leather. The floor-to-ceiling shelves lining every wall were crammed with books. A navy and cream Oriental carpet warmed her toes. Clearly this was James Bradburn’s library.


  “Pick up a book and I’ll be back before you know it.” Mary peered closely at Leah. “Ach, you look exhausted, lass. It’ll be an hour at least before you have your dress back. There’s a nice cozy guest room across the hall. Why don’t you go lie down awhile? I’ll just leave your things on this desk if you’re not here.” She looked down. “So there ye are, Stieglitz.”


  Leah followed Mary’s gaze to the carpet, where a large black cat rubbed itself languorously against the housekeeper’s legs. He repeated the caress on Leah, sliding against the kimono and disappearing inside the voluminous folds of silk to rub against her legs.


  “Why, Stieglitz, ye rude old tom,” Mary scolded. “Aren’t ye ashamed now?” A deep purr was his only response.


  “It’s all right,” Leah said, leaning down to stroke the animal’s shiny black fur, “I like cats.” The purr turned into a loud rumble of contentment, like a well-oiled engine. Leah laughed.


  “‘Twould seem the feelin’s mutual,” Mary observed. “Ye should feel honored. Old Stieglitz is a cranky thing; he only tolerates me because I feed ‘im. Now, dinna go pesterin’ this young lady, ye hear me? She’s got no treats for ye, old fool.”


  “Mary, can I ask you something?”


  “Fire away.”


  “I thought Mr. Bradburn was a much older man. In his sixties?”


  “Why, lass, ye be thinkin’ of James Bradburn, Sr. The lad’s father passed on three years ago March. Of course, he was a fine photographer himself, but if ye be wantin’ my opinion, the young one’s the better of the two. Not to speak ill of the dearly departed, mind you.”


  Mary’s words confirmed Leah’s suspicions. Conflicting emotions warred within her and she was grateful she wouldn’t have to face anyone for a while. “Thanks, Mary. And thanks so much for cleaning my things.”


  “Don’t mention it, lass.”


  Once she was alone in the library, Leah browsed the shelves. Mary’s offer of the guest room was tempting, but she didn’t want to risk dozing off and missing her ride. “Well, Stieglitz, what shall we read, hmm?” Finally she selected one of the myriad books of photographs James owned, this one featuring pictures of children. She curled up on an armchair with Stieglitz and the volume on her lap and struggled to stay awake as the minutes ticked by.


  From down the hall came the thunderous sound of a door slamming, accompanied by a muffled curse. Leah’s brow wrinkled. She’d thought she was alone on the second floor. More doors opened and closed, closer now.


  She froze at the sound of Mike’s inebriated voice right outside the library door, swearing vehemently. “Where the hell did those two get off to?”


  Stieglitz came to attention, his tail snaking back and forth. The door swung open and there stood Mike Carleton, swaying, staring at her in confusion. He sniffed wetly and rubbed his nose with his knuckles. Obviously he’d spent the last half hour holed up somewhere upstairs sniffing cocaine with his loathsome buddies.


  Stieglitz sprang off her lap and bolted between Mike’s legs and out the door. Leah jumped to her feet. Every instinct told her this was trouble. Mike’s bloodshot eyes perused her kimono-clad form with insolent familiarity as she consciously fought the impulse to pull the robe more tightly around her. It wouldn’t do to show fear.


  “Been waiting for me, huh, sweetie? I had you pegged for a frigid one, but it looks like I was wrong.” He turned unsteadily and closed the door behind him. She tried to sweep past him, but he caught her wrists in a bruising grip. “Hold it, moonshine. Where’re you going?”


  “Get your hands off—”


  “You mean it’s not me you’re waiting for? You hurt my feelings, sweetheart.” He manacled both wrists in one beefy hand, squeezing painfully as she struggled to free herself. His other hand yanked at the kimono’s sash. Leah started to scream and his hand whipped out and cracked across her face, throwing her into a table and onto the floor. “You got a problem with etiquette, babe.” Mike fumbled with the buckle of his belt as she staggered to her feet, holding her throbbing cheek. “Maybe they do things different in Kansas, but lemme set you straight.” He swore at his belt buckle and leaned on the nearby desk until his equilibrium returned. His insulting parody of a southern accent returned with a vengeance. “You-all came to this here hootenanny with little ol’ me, an’ you-all’s gonna go home with little ol’ me. That’s the way it works in these here parts. Got it? It just plum ain’t po-lite to go servicin’ some other hombre.”


  He dropped the accent and skewered her with a dangerous look. “Now I know why you were so hot to come here tonight—so you could cozy up to Bradburn. Lemme tell you something, sweetheart.” He got the buckle open at last and triumphantly unzipped his pants. “Mike Carleton doesn’t appreciate being used. Not by a hick little piece like you, that’s for damn sure.”


  He lunged for her, and she dodged him with all the adrenaline-fueled speed at her disposal. She feinted right and darted left and was nearly to the door before a befuddled Mike finally managed to tackle her to the carpet. He was only three or four inches taller than her five six, but he was heavy, and he used his weight to immobilize her, stealing her breath. She fought with every ounce of strength in her slender body as he tore open the kimono. That action freed her legs and she brought her knee up hard.


  Mike easily deflected it. He snickered as he yanked her head back by her hair and pinned her securely beneath him. She felt a sickening wash of terror. “That little move never works as good as a girl thinks it will,” he taunted. His face was close to hers, so close she nearly gagged on his sour breath. She felt the hard ridge of his arousal straining under his pants as he rubbed himself against her. His hands pawed her, brutally squeezing her breast through her bra. He groped for the waistband of her bikini panties.


  This is really going to happen!


  That thought galvanized her. Like hell it is!


  Mike’s sweaty face bore down on hers, his wet lips opening to cover her mouth. In the next instant he was shrieking like a steam whistle and clutching his nose, now creased with the imprints of her teeth. Not allowing a nanosecond for him to recover, she immediately struck upward again with her knee, summoning every last shred of strength in one concentrated blow.


  The well-placed kick left Mike in gaping, retching shock. Leah was out from under him and into the hall before he’d drawn his first breath. Blindly she bolted down the long corridor, the kimono flying behind her like the wings of some giant crimson bird, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.


  As the end of the hall rushed toward her, reflexively she darted through the last doorway, slamming the door and turning the lock. Her chest heaved as she slid down the door and sat there, trembling, straining her ears for sounds of pursuit. All she could hear was her own rasping breaths.


  Leah stumbled across the moon-silvered room to the big four-poster bed and collapsed on the white linen duvet cover, drawing the kimono tightly around herself. A few moments of rest, that was all she needed. Then she’d pull herself together, get her clothes, and catch that ride back to Manhattan. A few moments of rest...


  *


  Sunlight teased Leah’s eyelids until, grudgingly, they creaked open—just enough to sense the new day. She sighed heavily and closed them again. Remaining curled on her left side, she burrowed deeper under the comforter, snuggling into the warm, solid presence behind her. What a relief, she thought, to get her first good night’s sleep in so long—


  Her eyes snapped open.


  The powerful arm tightened around her waist, pulling her backward. Its hand drifted over the front of the kimono and gently cupped her breast. Leah swallowed hard as breath fluttered her hair in the slow, even cadence of sleep.


  Who is this? her mind raged. What happened? With relief she realized her underwear was intact, so nothing had actually happened. Not in that sense anyway. Which meant this man couldn’t be Mike Carleton.


  Carefully she turned her head, enough to glimpse the muscular arm that curled possessively over her while its owner slept. Slowly, so slowly, she began to ease out of the man’s embrace.


  “Mmm...Sleeping Beauty awakens.” The deep, drowsy voice froze her in midescape.


  James Bradburn!


  He pulled her back against his long frame and let his big hand travel down her side and the curve of her hip. His breath was hot against her scalp as he slowly parted the silk kimono. “I think it’s time for me to open my birthday present.”


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Two


   


   


  “Birthday present?” Leah’s voice quavered. She clutched the kimono closed.


  “Mmmm...” The tip of his nose nuzzled her scalp, a strangely erotic sensation. “You smell like lilies of the valley.” His lips brushed her ear, making her shiver. “And something else. Ah yes. Eau de Maker’s Mark. Intoxicating.”


  She tried to turn and face him, but he kept her pinned to himself, spoon fashion. “Allow me to refresh your memory, Mr. Bradburn. If I smell like sour mash whiskey, it’s only because, of the two of us, I’m the one who can hold my liquor.”


  He took a moment to digest this. “I see you didn’t appreciate my little quip last night. Perhaps you’d have preferred seeing me grovel in abject apology. Sorry. Not my style.”


  She sighed in exasperation and stared straight ahead at an enormous, old-fashioned chest of drawers. All she wanted to do was escape this bedroom, locate her clothes, and catch the next train to Manhattan. Then she could collect her things from her hotel and slink back to Arkansas with her tail between her legs.


  James’s hand went on the prowl once more, and Leah reflexively blockaded her chest with her crossed arms. He went still. “What’s your name?” he asked softly.


  “Leah Harmony.” Too late, she wished she’d made up a different last name. But if James remembered, or had even known, that his family’s gardener way back when was named Douglas Harmony, he gave no indication.


  “Leah Harmony,” he said, “I am deeply sorry I doused you with bourbon. I assure you it wasn’t intentional.” When she didn’t respond, he leaned over to look at her, but she turned her face in to the pillow. “Believe me, when I ply a woman with alcohol, I’m usually a bit more subtle.”


  Leah felt the edge of the kimono being eased off her shoulder, and gasped as James pressed a whisper-soft kiss to her neck. She snatched the slippery fabric from his fingers and yanked the sash tight, even as he slid yards of silk off her leg to stroke the inside of her knee.


  “Mr. Bradburn, you’ve obviously jumped to the wrong conclusion about this...about this.”


  “Is that right? Well, it’s hard not to jump to conclusions whenever a lovely young woman deposits herself in my bed on the night of my birthday, wearing my robe.”


  Beautiful. Perfect. How many beds in this mansion, and the one she flees to has to be his.


  She said, “Whenever a woman deposits herself in your bed? So I take it this sort of thing happens to you all the time?”


  “Of course not. I was speaking figuratively.”


  “Well, speaking nonfiguratively, Mr. Bradburn, I want to get up. Right now. Please move your arm.”


  A frigid silence ensued. When James finally spoke, his voice was edged in steel. “This is a dangerous game you’ve decided to play, Leah. I don’t know what you’re up to, but the party’s over, in case you hadn’t noticed. I’m beginning to think I should’ve spanked your precious butt awake at three a.m. and booted it out into the snow.” Abruptly he shoved her onto her back, looming over her. His black hair was disheveled, his face shadowed with beard stubble. “What the hell are you—” He stopped, his eyes riveted to her left cheek.


  She touched her face, and his gaze shifted to her slender wrist. He captured her arm, and then she saw them, too. The ugly purple bruises that had bloomed during the night. The left side of her face felt tender and swollen.


  He stared down at her, his expression troubled. “What happened to you?”


  She couldn’t speak. The memory of Mike’s attack threatened to choke her.


  James’s broad bare chest, lightly covered in black hair, rose and fell faster now. He was angry, but his anger was no longer directed at her, she realized. “Tell me, Leah. Who did this to you?”


  She turned her face away as tears stung her eyes.


  He said, “You didn’t have these bruises when you left the ballroom last night.”


  How could she tell him about Mike? She’d used the man, a business associate of James, to gain entrance to his home. To gain access to...


  His dead father. And hers.


  Her eyes squeezed shut, and the tears fell in a torrent of grief and confusion. Who was she crying for? she wondered.


  Through her sobs she heard James’s voice, steady and deep, as he pulled her up and wrapped her tightly in his arms. “Leah...Leah...it’s over. Don’t be afraid.” Long, strong fingers stroked her hair, her back, until the wracking sobs finally wound down and she was conscious only of the warmth of his chest, the measured beating of his heart, and the reassuring, now familiar scent of him.


  “I’ll wait until you decide to tell me.” But he would have an answer. That much was clear.


  “Mike Carleton.” Was that her voice, so tiny?


  She felt him stiffen, heard his heated oath. He held her away from him and let his gaze sweep over her as she clutched the kimono closed right up to her chin. “Leah, did he...?”


  “No.”


  “He tried.”


  “Yes.”


  He cursed again. “That bastard did this under my roof, to a guest in my home.” A vein pulsed in his temple. “It seems I have more to apologize for than drenching you in bourbon.”


  “It wasn’t your fault.”


  “I’m still old-fashioned enough to believe that a lady under my roof is entitled to a certain degree of protection.”


  She couldn’t resist. “Is that what you were doing a little while ago, protecting me?”


  “A simple misreading of the situation. Don’t worry. Ravishing unwilling females has never held much appeal for me. You’re safe.”


  Safe from James. She ought to be relieved.


  You’d better be relieved, she thought. You’d better be tickled pink that you’re safe from this of all men.


  Abruptly he swung his legs off the bed and crossed to the dresser. Leah’s eyes widened when she saw he was wearing only clingy white boxer briefs. Seemingly unconcerned about his state of dishabille, he lifted a comb from the dresser top and ran it through his hair, then reached into a drawer for a pair of jeans. As he slid his long legs into them, the muscles of his shoulders, back, and buttocks shifted and bunched. Leah found herself sitting primly with her arms around her raised knees, her eyes fixed on a large framed photograph opposite the bed.


  “Where did this thing with Carleton happen, by the way? Not here in my bedroom?” he asked.


  “No. In the library.”


  He pulled the faded denim up over his lean hips and looked at the kimono she wore. “Did he tear your dress?”


  “No. Mary took it.”


  “To wash out the booze. Of course. Mary, the paragon of efficiency. I can hear her now.” He summoned a comically thick burr. “‘Holy Mother of God, ye’ve gone and dashed foul American whiskey on the poor wee lass!’”


  “I was waiting in the library when Mike found me. Apparently he felt that being my escort entitled him to certain...uh...”


  “Conjugal rights?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Why am I not surprised?” James said. “What was he doing upstairs?”


  “Cocaine.”


  He swore.


  “With Tim and Wanda.”


  “Well, I don’t know any Tim and Wanda. Must be some lowlife buddies of Mike’s.” Casually James adjusted the crotch of his snug jeans prior to zipping up, and once more Leah found the framed photo worthy of her rapt concentration. Later she couldn’t remember what it was a picture of.


  He seemed to remember something, and grinned. “Did you do that to his nose?”


  She nodded. “I bit it.”


  One black eyebrow arched. “My, what a dainty creature we are. Has milady had her rabies shots?”


  “It’s called desperation, Mr. Bradburn.”


  “It’s James. You needn’t be so formal. After all, we’ve slept together.” Ignoring her poisonous glower, he continued, “All I know is, not long after you left the party, Carleton streaked through the ballroom hollering for his overcoat and looking like he’d gotten his snout caught in a bear trap. And unless I’m mistaken,” he added pointedly as he extracted a red flannel shirt from a drawer, “he was walking funny.”


  “You’re not mistaken.”


  She recognized his brotherhood-of-males wince. Not that she imagined he had a shred of pity for her attacker. “My guests found the spectacle of Carleton’s departure hugely entertaining,” he continued. “I don’t think he appreciated the humor. Actually, I didn’t give it much thought at the time. I try to have as little to do with that bastard as I can.” He watched her as he buttoned the shirt. “At least now I know how you ended up here, Leah. I must admit that having a woman flee to my bed in an effort to preserve her honor doesn’t do much for my masculine ego.”


  “James, why do you associate with a man like that?”


  He sighed. “That’s my agent’s doing. Kara’s a gem, but she has this unfortunate habit of glossing over foul personal traits if she thinks someone can be an asset in business. This is the final straw, though. I can live without Carleton and his gallery. So. Now we know about my lapse in judgment. What’s your excuse, Leah? I mean, I may have done business with the guy, but you dated him.” When she didn’t reply, he continued, unfazed. “You don’t seem like the kind of woman who’d have to settle for a creep like Mike Carleton. The way I figure it, he must’ve done some fast talking to pull that one off.”


  He looked at her expectantly, and she averted her eyes. Should she tell him the truth? That it wasn’t Mike who’d wheedled her, but the other way around? She’d come here for one purpose only—to satisfy her own burning need to confront James Bradburn, Sr. To force him to acknowledge the atrocity he’d committed and its tragic consequences. The fact that such a confrontation was no longer possible was deeply frustrating. There was unfinished business here. Yes. James had a right to know about his father. To know how truly evil he’d been.


  She started to speak, but her voice failed her. She had no hope of punishing the old man now. Could she, in good conscience, poison the son’s memories of his father? Who would she be punishing then? Who would suffer? Certainly not the one who deserved it. James Junior evidently had high standards of honor if this morning was any indication. She had no right to subject him to the anguish this particular revelation would cause simply because it would be a welcome catharsis for her.


  The whole sordid mess was too confusing. He was too confusing. For one thing, she recognized in herself certain reactions to James—to James the man—that scared her to death. Some things could never be. Never. The best thing she could do for both of them was to leave on the next train to Manhattan.


  “Never mind,” he said quietly, rolling up his sleeves. “I can tell you don’t want to talk about it. Don’t dwell on this, Leah. Just chalk it up as one of life’s brutally educational experiences.” There was a bitter edge to his voice when he added, “I’ve had a few of those myself.”


  When he was silent for a few moments, she turned to see him standing there in unabashed appraisal. Of her. Before she could decide whether to be embarrassed or indignant, he nodded to himself and said, “You look good in my bed.”


  She gaped at him. He did say safe, didn’t he?


  He turned and opened the door. In a flash Stieglitz darted past him and vaulted onto the bed, giving Leah a couple of brisk rubs before settling on her lap. “Good morning, Stieglitz,” she said, stroking him.


  James watched the spectacle with a look of wry amusement. “Some cats get all the luck.” He disappeared out the door and down the hall. “Shake a leg, Leah. Time for breakfast. I’m starved.”


  She gave the cat one last caress and slid off the high bed, following her host down the hall and into the library, where he opened the heavy green velvet drapes. Sunlight flooded the room, and her gaze was drawn to the acres of unrelieved white beyond the window. February in New York was certainly a far cry from February in Arkansas.


  He looked around the room where she’d endured Mike’s attack, scowling murderously. “I wish I’d known.”


  Leah’s dress and tights, neatly folded, sat on the desk, along with her shoes and shoulder bag. She picked them up. “I’m going to change.”


  As she headed for the bathroom, he said, “I’ll get breakfast started. Just follow your nose to the kitchen.”


  She washed, dressed, and brushed out her waist-length strawberry blond hair, keeping her back to the mirror. One glimpse of her bruised and swollen cheek was more than enough. She tried to ignore the various aches that reminded her of her terrifying ordeal.


  She descended the stairs and followed the teasing aroma of coffee and frying bacon past the ballroom, a drawing room, and the dining room. One corridor led to another until she emerged at last in a huge, old-fashioned country kitchen.


  A ceiling-high stone fireplace dominated one wall, and Leah noticed that James already had a low fire going. The heavy oak table and chairs in the center of the room had a smooth patina from decades of use. Through an open door she glimpsed a well-stocked pantry. Stieglitz reclined in a cushioned basket in a corner, in reassuring proximity to his food dish.


  James had his back to her as he fried bacon in a griddle on the massive iron cookstove. She couldn’t imagine a more homey or intimate scene. Or a more incongruous one. Here was the famous, wealthy—not to mention disturbingly sexy and intriguing—photographer James Bradburn cooking breakfast for her, Leah Harmony of Little Rock, Arkansas, in the kitchen of his Gold Coast mansion.


  “Smells great,” she said.


  He turned and smiled at her with such open warmth that she almost regretted having to leave right after breakfast. “Know how to make pancakes?” he asked.


  Pouring herself a mug of strong black coffee, she said, “Well, sure, but doesn’t Mary make your breakfast?”


  “Oh, I packed her off to her sister’s place in Queens when I saw we were going to be snowed in. The two old hens can amuse each other, and I’d just as soon not have her underfoot— Why are you looking at me like that?”


  Leah hadn’t heard a word after “snowed in.” The coffee mug never reached her mouth. She ran to the window and yanked aside the gingham curtains. The white stuff was packed against the glass as high as her nose. Peering over the top, she saw mountainous drifts glittering in the sunlight, their pristine beauty lost on her. She turned from the spectacle to stare in wide-eyed horror at James, who appeared maddeningly unruffled as he turned sizzling bacon with a long fork.


  Leah’s temples started to pound. “When you say ‘snowed in,’ what exactly do you mean?”


  He stopped turning bacon. “You don’t know what ‘snowed in’ means?”


  She gripped a chairback and took a deep breath. “Are we stuck in this house, James?”


  “Of course not.”


  She breathed a gusty sigh of relief and sank into the chair.


  “I’ve got snowshoes,” he assured her. “And cross-country skis. I think there’s even a toboggan or two. Once I dig us out, there’s no reason we have to be housebound.”


  Snowshoes?


  Leah spoke very slowly. “Can I or can I not get back to the city?”


  He laughed. “Not unless you brought your dogsled and a team of huskies.”


  She groaned.


  He said, “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You slept through nature’s little practical joke, didn’t you? At about one a.m. we already had over a foot of snow, so I chased everyone out. Or so I thought. Didn’t count on a stowaway.” He paused to ponder the snow-clogged window. “Funny. The weather guy didn’t predict a blizzard.”


  Yes, Leah thought as she massaged her temples. That is so very funny.


  He transferred the crisp bacon to a platter. “It was a relief to get rid of that crowd, I’ll tell you. Not that I didn’t appreciate Kara’s efforts. I guess I’m just not one for surprises.”


  Too bad, she thought. I’ve got a doozy for you.


  “You should’ve seen them in their high-heeled shoes and what all,” he continued, “slip-sliding around, trying to clean a foot of snow off their Jags and Beamers. And with the stuff still coming down and sticking like crazy. You want eggs?”


  She stared at him balefully.


  He shrugged. “Anyway, I finally got rid of everyone, and Kara made sure all her rent-a-maids got everything cleaned up and put away. Then she took Mary to her sister’s, and I went to my darkroom in the other wing and worked for a couple of hours. When I called it quits about three, the snow was still coming down. I’ll do the pancakes.” He pulled a heavy ceramic bowl out of a cupboard and broke an egg into it. “By then we were solidly snowed in.”


  “Are the phones working?”


  “Nope.”


  “How long will we be stuck here?”


  “Well, I’ll gaze into my crystal ball later for an accurate reading, but off the top of my head...two or three days.”


  Leah whimpered.


  “Maybe longer,” he said, as he dumped pancake mix and milk into the bowl. He gestured toward the window with his whisk. “That, my dear, is one hell of a lot of snow. A record-breaker, I’d guess. Don’t look at me like that, Leah. If it were up to me, you’d already be on your way back to the city.” He whisked the batter with more vigor than was strictly necessary. “When I went up to bed last night—this morning—I was happy about the blizzard. About a few days of solitude. Blessed aloneness.”


  In silence James cooked the pancakes, plunked two plates and forks on the table, fetched syrup and butter, and poured the orange juice. Leah knew she should feel mortified at finding herself an unwanted houseguest. But all she could feel at that point was weary. How she yearned for her cheerful apartment in Little Rock, her efficient warehouse and office, and the temperate, if not always predictable, Arkansas winter.


  At length she realized she was sitting in front of a pile of flapjacks and bacon. She looked up from her plate to see James studying her from across the table.


  “Oklahoma?” he finally asked.


  She smiled despite her mood. “Arkansas.”


  “Ah. I wasn’t far off.” He nodded toward her plate. “Don’t let it get cold. Do you live up here now?”


  “No.” She kept her eyes directed at her plate as she poured syrup.


  “Tourist?”


  “Uh...not exactly.”


  “Visiting someone?”


  “Well...I guess I am a tourist, actually. Just up here, you know, seeing the sights.” Hazarding a glance, she thought she detected a trace of skepticism before he schooled his expression.


  “It’s none of my business, of course,” he said. “Sometimes I’m too inquisitive. It’s the artist in me. When I meet someone interesting, I tend to dig deeper and deeper, finding out what makes the person tick, ferreting out every little secret.”


  “So, um...” She cleared her throat. “Am I interesting?”


  “Very.” His crystal blue eyes glowed in arresting contrast to his swarthy complexion. “Think you can put up with my voracious curiosity for a couple of days?”


  “Do I have a choice?” Her gaze drifted to the winter wonderland beyond the window, and she asked herself how anything so beautiful could be so menacing. It wouldn’t do to speculate on just what she could “put up with” from this man for a couple of days. No, it wouldn’t do at all.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Three


   


   


  “Turn out the light,” James said.


  Leah depressed the foot switch he indicated and the darkroom lived up to its name. “Isn’t there supposed to be a red light or something?”


  “Amber. But not yet.”


  She heard a click and suddenly she saw his face, eerily lit from below by the light from the enlarger. He leaned over the machine, peering at the easel on its base, adjusting knobs and levers to frame the image and focus it. Earlier he’d selected a negative, carefully placed it in the enlarger’s negative carrier, blown compressed air on it from a little can, and slipped the negative carrier into the machine.


  His profile became a landscape of contrasts in that strange light as he frowned in concentration. His features stood out in sharp relief—the classic Roman nose, the wide mouth and firm jaw. The only sound was their breathing. She watched, fascinated, as his long fingers slowly turned a knob and moved a lever. She couldn’t help imagining how those fingers would feel gliding over her—


  “What do you do, Leah?”


  She jumped. “What?”


  “You know—doctor, lawyer, Indian chief? What do you do when you’re not touristing around New York?”


  “Oh.” Was it her imagination, or did he put a certain skeptical inflection on that last part? “I own a mail-order company.”


  He glanced up from the enlarger. “Really? Don’t lean on that.”


  She moved away from the long stainless steel water bath. Four plastic trays of chemicals sat in the temperature-controlled water, with a sink at the far right end. “Really,” she confirmed. “It’s called Harmony Grits, and I started it four years ago. We sell southern foods.”


  “Harmony Grits?” He grinned.


  “Yeah, well...”


  “I know. You couldn’t resist. Southern foods, huh? Is there any kind of market for that?”


  “I’ll have you know we have customers in all fifty states,” she said, “plus a handful of other countries, including Afghanistan and Iraq—soldiers from the South who are looking for a taste of down home. We’re growing fast. We were in the black our second year of operation and we’ve been going strong since, mostly through word of mouth and our Web site and blog.”


  “‘We’?”


  “I have an assistant. Miguel. If it weren’t for him, I’d be tearing my hair out right now, stuck here with no phone.”


  Leah had accidentally left her cell on its charger in her hotel room, and James, as it turned out, didn’t even own one. He’d shrugged at her incredulity. I don’t believe in being available twenty-four seven. That blessed aloneness thing.


  “Then by all means give Miguel a raise,” James said.


  “What?”


  “I’d hate for anything to happen to your hair.” In the semidark he reached out and stroked her head. “Your hair is beautiful, Leah. Like an angel’s.”


  She stood rooted to the spot, barely breathing, as his warm fingers threaded through her hair. She shivered, every nerve ending on fire as his fingertips grazed her scalp.


  “Angel hair,” he murmured.


  She didn’t trust her voice to even say thank you.


  He went back to his enlarger, and she took a deep, silent breath. As she watched, he used a meter to gauge the exposure, then set the timer and toed a foot switch. The enlarger light went off as an amber bulb went on overhead, bathing the room in a murky half light. He asked, “Would you get me a piece of paper from the third drawer of that paper safe?”


  She complied, and he positioned the eight-by-ten-inch piece of photographic paper in the easel, shiny side up. The amber safe light went off as the enlarger light once again snapped on.


  “So many little steps,” she said.


  “It’s like any other enjoyable activity. If you spend enough time and effort making sure all the parts are as ready as they can be, the end result is that much more satisfying.”


  His face was exasperatingly unreadable in the gloom, leaving her to wonder if she’d only imagined the double meaning.


  “I’m surprised you even have a darkroom,” she said. “I thought photographers nowadays used digital cameras.”


  “Most of my professional work is digital. But not the stuff that matters—my own personal photography. For that, only film will do.”


  “What’s next?” she asked.


  “We’re waiting for it to expose.”


  She could tell it was a picture of a face. But since the image was in negative—dark where it should be light, and light where it should be dark—that was all she could tell.


  “You’re pretty young for an entrepreneur,” he observed.


  “I was twenty when I set up shop. Before that, I waitressed at an all-you-can-eat catfish place for four years. Four long, greasy years of fried fish, hush puppies, bad slaw, and worse tips.”


  “I take it you chose not to include those particular delicacies in the Harmony Grits catalog.”


  “You got that one right,” she muttered. “I will never set foot in that joint again as long as I live. In fact, if I never see another piece of catfish again—”


  “I get the picture. What’s this catfish place called?”


  “Ma Chum’s Catfish Shack.”


  “Classy. So what exactly do you sell in your catalog? I assume it’s something along the lines of—”


  “If you say chitlins and corn pone, you’re going to eat that enlarger,” she warned.


  “Actually, I was going to say salsa and refried beans. Chili and guacamole. That sort of thing.”


  “Well, that’s Tex-Mex really, southwestern, and we do carry some of that ’cause it’s always popular. Also Cajun items—gumbo and dirty rice. But the bulk of my business is in Deep South delicacies, the things that haven’t found their way into Middle America yet.”


  “Such as...?”


  “Oh, such as pralines. Green tomato pickles. Chowchow.”


  He gaped at her. “Isn’t that a kind of dog?”


  She laughed. “Chowchow is a spicy relish mixed with mustard.”


  “Don’t know how I ever lived without it.”


  “Of course, a lot of our customers like to cook, so we carry raw ingredients, too, most of it pretty hard to find in stores. Like just about every variety of hot pepper there is. And a whole slew of cornbread mixes.”


  “You must have a blast writing the catalog copy. ‘The South shall rise again. And so will our cornbread.’”


  “Hey, that’s not bad. If you ever get tired of being a zillionaire photographer, you’ve got a job at Harmony Grits.”


  The timer binged and once more he directed his attention to the enlarger as its light went off and the amber safe light went on. He carried the paper to the water table and carefully slid it into the liquid-filled tray on the far left, using his fingers to keep it submerged and gently agitate the chemicals around it. “This is the developer,” he said. “It brings out the image.”


  Her eyes widened. “You stick your fingers in that stuff?”


  He shrugged. “Some people use tongs. I’ve been doing it this way so many years, no point in getting dainty about it now.”


  She stood next to him as the black-and-white picture began to emerge, slowly at first, an indistinct image, then swiftly darkening until a man stared back at her through the developer bath. She watched, transfixed. The man in the photo was middle-aged, aristocratic, forbidding. And somehow familiar.


  Realization slammed into her like a fist in the gut. She looked at James. He was holding the picture now, letting it drip over the tray, but his eyes were on her. Even in the amber light, she saw an inquisitor’s ruthless determination.


  She pulled in a deep, steadying breath. “Who is he?”


  “My father.”


  Unconsciously Leah stepped back from the water table. She forced her voice to remain steady. “What’s the next step?”


  He moved to another tray. “This is the stop bath. It neutralizes the developer.”


  “Smells kind of vinegary.”


  James Bradburn, Sr., glared at her through the swirling eddy of acetic acid. She could almost hear his challenge. Why did you come here? You can’t hurt me. You can’t do anything to me now. You’re nothing.


  “Leah.” She started at the sound of her name. “I said, did you ever meet my father? You seem to recognize him.” James was staring at her intently.


  She pulled her eyes from his. “No. He...looks like someone I know.”


  He transferred the picture to the next tray—”fixer,” he called it—where it rested for several minutes.


  “James, why did you develop a picture of your father?”


  “I thought you’d like to see what he looked like.”


  She felt an icy wash of apprehension. “Why?”


  “You commented on the fact that I don’t have any pictures of him on the walls. Remember?”


  She remembered. After breakfast he’d offered an impromptu tour. She’d made the observation while admiring a striking photograph of his mother on the west wall of the ballroom. The large close-up portrait told a story, brutally revealing. No, she’d thought, approaching the portrait, studying it more closely: brutal, yet at the same time compassionate. A story of the weight of years, the glow of life, and, unless she was mistaken, the specter of approaching death in the pale, world-weary eyes.


  In any event, James had ignored her remark. If he had a reason for not immortalizing his father on the walls of his home, it was clear he wasn’t going to share it with her.


  “Mary told me your father died three years ago,” she said.


  “You asked Mary about my father?”


  “No! I mean...it just came up.”


  “He died three years ago. Auto accident. Not half a mile from here.”


  “I’m sorry. Was anyone else hurt?”


  He stared at the image of his father. “My wife was killed.”


  For a moment Leah was too stunned to speak. “I—I’m so sorry, James. I had no idea.”


  “It’s all right.” He sounded weary. “It was a long time ago.”


  “Was she a photographer, too?”


  “No, Renee was a model. That’s how I met her.”


  “You must have lots of pictures of her then.”


  “No.”


  There was a finality to that no, and she knew the discussion was over. The man with an insatiable curiosity about others had shut the door on his own inner secrets. And turned the key.


  “One more fixer bath,” he said, placing the picture in the last tray. When that bath was finished, he flicked on the normal room light and turned on the faucet, letting cool water run into the sink. “Why don’t you rinse it off?”


  “Me?”


  “Go on. It won’t bite. Just hold it under the water for a while.”


  Was it her imagination, or did his azure gaze hold a challenge? She’d have preferred handling a rattlesnake, but she gingerly lifted the picture and held it under the stream of water until he turned it off.


  He said, “Slap it on that board there.”


  She placed the photograph on a tilted board, where he carefully examined it under a bright spotlight as it drained.


  “Now just put it in that wire rack and you’re done.”


  As she did so, she felt his warm hand on her back. Just a fleeting pressure, but strangely reassuring.


  “Now that you’re an old hand at this, you want to do the next one yourself?” he asked.


  “Why not?”


  *


  “Shoot me,” Leah groaned as she slumped into a chair in the kitchen. She’d just deposited her borrowed skis, boots, hat, gloves, and jacket in the adjacent mudroom. The boy’s jeans she had on had been unearthed by James in the attic, and the oversize navy turtleneck was from his dresser.


  “Wasn’t that fun?” He followed her into the kitchen and started filling a kettle with water for tea. It was early evening and the sky had begun to darken as they’d completed their excursion around the grounds and made their way back to the house. “I told you you’d love it.”


  “I’m exhausted.”


  “Cross-country skiing is the best exercise in the world. Well, almost. Where in Arkansas do you live, Leah?”


  “Little Rock.”


  “Are your parents still alive?”


  She hesitated. “Yes. They live in Texarkana.”


  “The two-state city. What side are they on, Texas or Arkansas?”


  James knew his geography. “Arkansas,” she said.


  “What did your folks think about you slinging catfish at sixteen instead of going to school?”


  She shrugged. “We never had much money. It was time for me to get a job. And I did finish school—my shift started at four p.m., and I studied during my breaks.”


  “That’s a hell of a schedule for a teenage girl. Didn’t you socialize at all? Date?”


  “School and work took preference. After high school I went to college part-time.”


  He turned from the stove to study her face. The candid admiration in his eyes warmed her. “Well, it would seem your old-fashioned work ethic paid off. Not many twenty-four-year-olds are successful business owners.”


  “Work ethic, huh? Daddy always said it was pure cussedness. A revered family trait.”


  Grinning, he reached into a cupboard for heavy ceramic mugs. “Leah. That’s a pretty name. Old Testament. Do your folks have biblical names, too?”


  She studied his back. When the water boiled, he poured it over tea bags. “You’re right,” she said at last, “you are inquisitive.” She wasn’t about to provide him with her parents’ names. As a young boy, he might not have known that the gardener was named Douglas Harmony, but he’d certainly remember a housemaid named Merlina Moody.


  “How about siblings?” he persisted. “Let’s see. You wouldn’t have a sister named Rachel, by any chance? If I remember my Genesis correctly.”


  “My parents are religious, but not that literal.”


  He carried the mugs to the table. “But you do have a sister?”


  “I had a sister.”


  “Oh.” He took a carton of milk from the fridge and sat across from her. His voice softened. “Sorry. Was it recent?”


  “No. I never knew her.” She forced all her mental concentration into the task of lifting the tea bag, squeezing it, dropping it onto a saucer. It was preferable to thinking about Annie. She added milk and sugar to the mug and took a sip.


  Time to turn the tables. “Tell me about your family, James.”


  “I have two brothers, younger than me. Mark lives in Denver—he’s a writer. Luke’s a chef. He owns a restaurant in Boston.”


  “James, Mark, and Luke. Sounds like my mama’s not the only one who got bit by the Bible bug. And only you carried on the family trade,” she said. “That photograph of your mother is intense. She must’ve been some lady.”


  He smiled and she was struck by the change that came over his handsome features. She saw fond remembrance mingled with a hint of pain at his loss. She resisted the sudden urge to reach out and place her hand on his.


  “She was that,” he said quietly.


  “When did she die?”


  “Ten years ago.”


  An awkward silence followed while she thought about the things she’d learned that day. Don’t do it, she warned herself even as the demon inside her said, “So. No pictures of your father. No pictures of your late wife. You must admit that’s a bit strange.”


  He stared at her. “No one else makes it their business.”


  She shrugged. “Of course not. Everyone’s afraid of you.”


  “Maybe everyone knows me better than you do.”


  The implicit warning gave her pause until she remembered Kara. James’s agent probably knew him better than anyone, and to her he was all bluster. But then, maybe that was just Kara. Could be everyone else had more sense.


  “I’ll risk your wrath, Attila,” she said, with more bravado than she felt. “Come on. Satisfy my curiosity.”


  He was silent a long while. A muscle twitched in his cheek. “Leah, have you ever been married?” When she shook her head no, he said, “I wish to God I never had.” His tone was frigid, unforgiving.


  “You sound so bitter. What did she do?”


  He was on the verge of answering her, she could tell, but then his face changed, like a door closing, and she knew the secret would remain inside him. “That’s ancient history.” He rose and went to the refrigerator. “Does the queen of southern vittles know how to do something with chicken?”


  Grateful for a chance to lighten the mood, she dredged up her thickest drawl. “Do Ah know how to do somethin’ with chicken? Why, sugah, this Dixie gal’ll fry you up a mess a’ cluckers that’ll bring a tear to your eye.”


  “You’re on.” He deposited a package wrapped in white butcher paper on the counter.


  Leah made them dinner—fried chicken, biscuits, and a salad—while James took a shower. He came back down looking fresh scrubbed and painfully handsome with his wet hair combed off his face.


  They took their meal and two bottles of dark ale into the dining room, where they occupied one corner of the enormous linen-draped table, sitting at right angles to each other. Their legs brushed under the table, sending a tingling current of awareness through Leah. The lingering smell of soap overlaid the essence of James himself, a heady combination.


  He pretended to bully her until she finally divulged the secret of her fried chicken: “Put lots of pepper in the flour, some butter in the shortening, and make sure that fat is hot.”


  “I think there’s some fudge ripple in the freezer,” he offered. When she declined dessert, he rose, lifting the plates. “You cooked, I’ll clean.”


  “What a man.” She helped him clear the table and then headed upstairs for a bath.


  When they’d been preparing to ski earlier, he’d found a variety of clothes that had belonged to him and his brothers when they were younger. He’d added some of his own flannel shirts that on her would be long enough for nightshirts. And of course, the red silk kimono. He’d deposited this pile of clothing in the room next to his own, a comfortable guest room that he’d said had once been his brother Mark’s.


  “I’m fresh out of lacy undies, I’m afraid,” he’d apologized.


  “That’s okay. I’ll just wash my things out tonight.” She hadn’t added that if her unmentionables weren’t dry by morning, she’d simply do without. No reason to put that fine a point on it.


  She luxuriated in the enormous claw-footed bathtub, letting the hot water soothe her sore muscles. First a savage battle with a would-be rapist, then two hours of cross-country skiing. Her muscles shrieked in rebellion. She noticed with disgust the large purple bruise on her hip from where she’d been thrown against the table, and the marks where Mike’s fingers had dug into her breast. She’d never been so terrified in her life.


  She thanked God James didn’t share the other man’s violent inclinations. In fact, the most disturbing thing about him was her own reaction to him. She despised herself for the physical attraction she couldn’t manage to quash.


  She sighed. James hadn’t known how right he was when he’d called this blizzard nature’s “practical joke.” She stepped out of the tub and dried off. Of all the men in the world, this was the one she couldn’t even think of getting involved with, she reminded herself. It wouldn’t be easy, but she could handle the next two or three days. She had no choice.


  Leah donned a pair of baggy jeans and a pale blue vee-necked cashmere sweater. She slipped the sinfully soft garment over her head and rolled up the sleeves, then washed out her underthings in the sink and hung them over the side of the tub. With her wet hair hanging loose to her waist, she went downstairs.


  James was in what he called the Gold Room, a parlor designed by his maternal grandmother fifty years ago. The room still retained most of its original gold and pink furnishings, including the pink marble mantel over the fireplace in which a huge log now blazed. Stieglitz was curled in front of the fire, as near as he could get without actually singeing his fur.


  James didn’t notice her at first. He was standing in front of the fire, scowling into it, lost in thought.


  “James?”


  He turned abruptly, startled out of his reverie. A bottle of cognac and two filled snifters sat on a nearby table.


  “Do you happen to have a hair dryer?” Leah asked.


  “I never use one myself, but there might be one in a linen closet. Renee had a few.” He held out his hand to her. “Come here. You don’t need a dryer.” He pulled her down to sit cross-legged on the thick carpet, her back to the fire. “Move over, cat,” he ordered. Stieglitz didn’t look too happy at being forced to share the hearth.


  James sat next to Leah, facing her side. She felt his strong fingers burrow from the back of her neck over her head, loosening the strands of her wet hair. Her head dropped back, her eyes closed, and she groaned in contentment. He chuckled, a rumble from deep in his chest. “Tell me this isn’t better than an electric dryer,” he said.


  “Mmmm...”


  Long minutes passed as he continued to rub her scalp, fluffing her hair as it gradually dried. “Here.” He placed a snifter of cognac in her hand.


  “Mmmm, thanks.” The amber liquid spread its welcome glow into every limb, to the very tips of her fingers and toes.


  “You’re not going to fall asleep on me, are you, Leah?”


  “Mmmm, uh-uh...” she assured him, and he chuckled again. It was hypnotic—the fire’s warmth, James’s pampering fingers, the cadence of his breathing. Leah felt transported.


  When her hair was nearly dry, he turned her in his arms so she faced the fire. She leaned back, cradled against his hard chest, feeling the even rhythm of his heartbeat against her back. His long legs, bent at the knee, bracketed her body. Lazily she opened her eyes, saw the shimmering flames of the low-burning fire, and closed them again. Never in her life had she felt so relaxed. So protected.


  After a few minutes he leaned forward to poke the fire, and like a rag doll, she moved with him. The muscles of his shoulder and chest flexed beneath her as he tended the blaze with one hand and held her securely with the other.


  What must it be like, she wondered, to share a life with a man like this? How many evenings had Renee lounged here with her husband and wallowed in the delicious security of his arms? She must have been very beautiful to have been a model. What could she have done to so blister her husband’s memory of her?


  And did he despise his father, too? Was that why he had no pictures of him in his home? She recalled what Douglas had said, that the senior Bradburn had been “real rough” on his wife and sons. Leah couldn’t help but wonder how rough.


  He twisted a little so he could see her left cheek. His warm breath fanned her face. With infinite tenderness he brushed his fingertips over the bruise and followed with his lips—a natural gesture, spontaneous and devoid of cunning. He repeated the kiss, his mouth firmer this time.


  In her half-aware state of languid contentment, she allowed him to turn her face, to brush his lips over hers. No alarms went off at that sweet contact. She only knew, from somewhere deep in her soul, that this was where she was meant to be, right here, right now. It wasn’t possible that something that felt this right could be tainted.


  He shifted, fitting her more closely into his embrace. His mouth became firmer, more demanding, and she felt the tip of his tongue on her closed lips. “Leah...open for me...” he murmured.


  She obeyed, parting her lips slightly under the pressure of his, drawing in an unsteady breath as the tip of his tongue slid between her lips. A trembling thrill coursed through her as he tasted her, opened her mouth to his. His tongue entered and retreated, each time plunging deeper, until she was left weak and pliant.


  Leah had dated men who’d tried to kiss her this way, but their efforts could not compare. Never had she felt anything like this delirious pleasure. Her response was spontaneous, eager. Hungrily she returned his kiss, tasted him in turn, letting him teach her, guide her. He pulled her nearer still. One strong arm circled her back in a possessive grip; the fingers of his other hand splayed in her hair.


  A warning voice intruded from somewhere deep inside.


  Don’t.


  With an effort she wrenched her mouth from his. “James...” It was a breathless whisper.


  He pressed kisses to her temple, her cheekbone, her throat. Abruptly he yanked at the neckline of her oversize sweater, pulling it down to expose her shoulder. She heard herself moan as his lips traced the line of her collarbone.


  Don’t. This is wrong.


  No, she thought, clutching him, arching into him. No, this can’t be wrong.


  His thumb stroked the side of her breast through the downy cashmere sweater. The caress sent an electric current of desire shooting deep and low within her, to the darkest secret recesses of her body. She whimpered with need as his fingers closed around her breast, molding its softness, testing its contours, circling the aching peak.


  Wrong, Leah...this is wrong...


  “Leah...” He tilted her head back. His teeth lightly grazed her jaw, followed the curve down her throat. All sensation became his lips and teeth and fiery tongue, as if he would consume her.


  “Leah, stay with me tonight.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. His fingertips plucked at the tight bud of her nipple through the sweater, causing her breath to catch.


  She trembled. Wrong...


  “James...”


  “Stay with me, Leah. Let me love you tonight.”


  This can never be. Never.


  Suddenly his hand was under her loose sweater, gliding upward over her rib cage to capture her breast. She gasped at the intensity of sensation, bowing into his heated touch.


  He started to lift her sweater, and it took more strength than she knew she possessed to make herself pull away from him. “Oh, James...I can’t,” she whispered.


  “Don’t say you can’t, Leah.” He seized her hands. “There’s no one here but us. It’s just us.”


  She wanted to say, You’re wrong, James. It’s not just us. It’s you and me and James Senior and a young girl named Annie. And there can never be an us. It’s unthinkable by anyone’s standards.


  But all she could utter was, “No.”


  “There’s someone back home.” He released her hands.


  “No—it’s not that.”


  “Is it what happened last night? With Carleton? Leah, you must know I’d never hurt you.” He tried to turn her face, to make her look at him.


  “I just can’t, James. That’s all.”


  After a moment he said, “I see.” He stood and grabbed his snifter, downing the contents in one swallow. The low-burning flames highlighted his bold features, making him look almost sinister. The snug jeans he wore did little to conceal his state of arousal.


  “Tell me something, Leah. Why did you come to New York?”


  “I—I told you—”


  “Don’t insult my intelligence. I don’t believe that tourist crap for an instant. You’re not a very good liar.”


  She swallowed hard. “My reasons for doing what I do and going where I go are my own. It’s none of your business.”


  “It’s my business when someone gets herself stuck in my home and proceeds to feed me lies.”


  “You’re riled because I won’t sleep with you, that’s all,” she blustered, coming unsteadily to her feet.


  “How did you end up at my house?”


  “I met Mike Carleton and he...he was coming here and he invited me. It was a date. You know that already.”


  “So.” He started pacing. “A lovely young woman comes to New York on vacation. Alone. She wanders into the Carleton Gallery. Mike Carleton—a man with the personality of a wet toilet seat—miraculously turns himself into Prince Charming long enough to talk her into accompanying him to a surprise birthday party for the gallery’s featured photographer.”


  She looked past his shoulder—anywhere but at those blue eyes that seemed to burn through her. “I don’t know why you find that so improbable.”


  “On its face it’s not, but as I said, you’re a lousy liar. And a bit too nosy about things that are none of your concern.”


  “Curiosity’s not a crime.”


  “A word of advice. Before you waste any more time or effort on your little scheme, whatever it is, let me warn you. You picked the wrong sucker. I have too much experience with lying females who are after something and think there’s one tried-and-true way to get it.”


  Her mouth dropped open at the ugly implication. “I told you I’m not going to sleep with you.”


  His smile was malicious. “Not tonight maybe. You probably figure you have the next two or three days to string me along, get me all worked up, ripe for the plucking.”


  “What on earth do you imagine I want from you?”


  “Money or some variation thereof usually tops the list. Followed closely by fame.” He eyed her appraisingly. “Though if you have your heart set on being the next supermodel, you should’ve started a few years ago.”


  Was that what James’s late wife had done? Used him to further her career?


  “You know, I thought you were different,” he said, his tone regretful. “But you were just inept. That’s what threw me off. You’ll have to polish your act—learn how to look a man in the eye when you lie to him.” He reached out and stroked her cheek, but there was no warmth in the caress. “Keep that air of guileless southern charm, though. It’s very effective.”


  “It’s not like that, James,” she whispered.


  “Then tell me you haven’t deceived me.”


  She tried to hold his gaze and failed. Her silence told him all he needed to know. He yanked his hand away as if he couldn’t bear to touch her.


  “You’re right. I did seek you out,” she said, knowing she should have told him the truth that morning and gotten it all out in the open then. She’d wanted to spare him the hurtful knowledge of what kind of man his father had been, but her good intentions had backfired. “I kind of tricked Mike into bringing me here. I was after something—something I can no longer hope to attain.”


  “You’ve got that right,” James said, and held up his palm when she started to elaborate. “Whatever it is, keep it to yourself. All I want is for you to stay away from me till we get dug out. Understand?”


  “James, please—”


  “I mean it, Leah. I don’t even want to know you’re in the same house.”


  In the next instant she was alone.


  No, not alone. Not in this house, she reminded herself. There was a girl named Annie. Just a memory perhaps, but she may as well have been there in flesh and blood.


  Leah hugged herself against the chill that seemed to pervade the room. If he thinks I want something from him now, what’s he going to think when I tell him about our father?


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Four


   


   


   Annie!


  I run as hard as I can, but my legs barely move. Annie’s so close. Her face is white. Her eyes are wide and frightened. She’s so young. Heartbreakingly young.


  “Leah?”


  Why can’t I reach her? If I could reach her, I could help her. I could save her.


  “Leah, wake up.”


  I can almost touch her—she’s so close now. Don’t die, Annie. Please don’t die.


  “Leah, open your eyes. Wake up.”


  Annie!


  “Open your eyes. It’s a dream.”


  Leah bucked and twisted, trying to reach Annie, but arms like iron bands imprisoned her, pressing her tight against a warm bare chest.


  “It’s a dream, just a dream. It can’t hurt you.”


  Leah knew that deep voice. A dream. It can’t hurt you. Her eyes opened. She blinked. Nothing looked familiar. She stopped fighting and let herself be held. Her chest heaved. She shook violently, her body bathed in sweat.


  “Leah, look at me,” James commanded. He tilted her chin. His troubled eyes glowed a luminous blue in the semidark. “You had a nightmare. It’s just a dream. Do you understand?”


  She managed to nod. He held her close again, stroking damp tendrils of hair off her face, until the tremors gradually subsided.


  “Leah, who is Annie?”


  She didn’t answer.


  He said, “You cried out her name.”


  “My...sister,” she whispered, her mouth dry.


  My mother.


  He was silent a moment. “The sister you never knew.”


  Leah nodded. I never knew her, but you did, James. Tell me about her. If only I could ask you to tell me about her.


  She didn’t realize she was biting her lip, her chin trembling, until he said softly, “It’s okay to cry.”


  She shook her head. “No. It’s not okay.” No more tears for Annie. Tears can do nothing for Annie.


  James let out a long sigh. He seemed at a loss, as if prey to conflicting emotions. She was shivering now, chilled by her cold sweat. He rose and crossed to the fireplace, where log and kindling were already laid, with crumpled newspaper beneath. He opened the flue and lit a match, using a burning scrap of paper to create an updraft. The fire blazed to life and he stood silhouetted, his broad back to her. The room was bathed in a golden glow that helped to chase away the terrors of the night.


  He wore lightweight gray track pants that rode low on his trim hips. The firelight shone through the thin material, leaving little of his powerful form to her imagination. He opened an armoire and took out a blanket. “Lie down.”


  She obeyed, still shivering. He pulled up the comforter and tucked it around her. Then he shook out the extra blanket and laid it on top.


  “Better?” he asked, sitting on the bed.


  It wasn’t, but she nodded shakily.


  “If you want to talk about it...”


  She knew he was just going through the motions, saying the right thing. He’d made it more than clear how he felt about her. She shook her head and looked away, pulling the comforter to her chin. She didn’t think she’d ever get warm. He sat next to her for a few minutes, watching her, listening to her teeth chatter.


  Finally he slipped his hands under her back and pulled her up against his chest, cradling her like a child. At length the shivering stopped as his warmth suffused her body. His chest hairs brushed her eyelashes. She savored the scent of him, like a drug, lulling her to sleep.


  “James?”


  “Hm?”


  “I don’t want anything from you. I swear to God I don’t.”


  She didn’t expect him to respond. It was enough that he was there, that she wasn’t alone. The specters of the night fled before the steady rhythm of his heartbeat, the rise and fall of his chest, the exhalations that stirred her hair.


  At last he whispered, “Go to sleep, Leah.”


  Even after her breathing had settled into the slow, regular cadence of sleep, James continued to sit and hold her. He’d been lying awake in his bed, trying to ignore the lingering scent of her perfume on his pillow, when he heard her cry out in terror.


  He’d raced into her room without a second thought. Watching her writhe in the cold clutches of her nightmare had brought out protective instincts he hadn’t known he possessed. His only thought had been to make it better.


  He rubbed his cheek against the silk of her hair, inhaled the scent of her deep into his lungs. Never had he been so baffled by a woman. His first glimpse of her at the party had jolted him with a flash of recognition. She’d reminded him of something—or someone. A sensation too elusive to grasp, pulling distantly at memories long buried.


  Somehow, even though he’d known all along that she was hiding something, she’d managed to override his internal alarm system, disable the self-protective mechanism warning him to keep his distance from her. He meant what he’d told her tonight. He didn’t want to hear the reason she’d sought him out—or whatever variation of the truth she planned to feed him.


  Finally James lowered Leah to the bed, carefully so as not to wake her. He slid his hands from under her and she stirred, curling closer to him, as if seeking his warmth even in sleep.


  Reluctantly he rose and watched her for a few moments more. She lay on her side, her angel hair in disarray. Her restless movements had caused the neckline of her shirt to pull aside, revealing the creamy fullness of a breast. Or most of it. His fingers itched to give the neckline a gentle tug. Dismayed with the direction of his thoughts, James cursed himself.


  As he turned to leave, he scanned the room, bathed in moonglow and firelight. Leah’s dress and borrowed clothes occupied a chairback and the dresser top. Her shoulder bag slouched on a small round table near the hearth, its clasp open, its contents strewn.


  Firelight winked on an object spilling from the bag, piquing his curiosity. He cast a quick glance at Leah, sound asleep, and crossed to the table. It was a small pocket mirror. “Hair to Stay” was printed on its pink plastic frame, along with an address. Great. Now he knew where to go for a cut and curl in Little Rock. He saw a hairbrush and a cosmetic bag.


  And a small perfume bottle. The word Muguet was printed on it in flowing script. He smiled.


  You smell like lilies of the valley. And something else. Ah yes. Eau de Maker’s Mark.


  His smile turned to a scowl as he remembered their bitter exchange in the Gold Room. The woman bewildered him, and he wasn’t used to being bewildered. He should be satisfied at having quickly found out she was some sort of conniver and leave it at that. He intended to send her sweet Dixie butt packing as soon as the roads got plowed.


  Yet here he was, questioning his resolve, sniffing around for clues, anything that would tell him one way or the other why this enigmatic female had come into his life. He was equivocating, trying to candy-coat the situation. And why? Because he had a raging case of the hots for Leah Harmony.


  So much for learning from bitter experience.


  Her red leather wallet lay open on the table, bulging with credit cards, cash, and assorted papers. Lifting it, he plucked out her Arkansas driver’s license and car registration—she drove a Mazda Miata.


  He knew how outraged he’d be if someone violated his privacy this way. He’d never tolerate for a moment anyone snooping through his things, prying into his life, threatening to expose his own carefully protected secret.


  This wasn’t the same thing, he reminded himself. She’d lied to him. She was trying to use him. She’d admitted it.


  One small object had been removed from the wallet, as if she’d been looking at it before she went to bed. A photograph. He lifted the tiny black-and-white snapshot and squatted by the fire to examine it. It was old—a couple of decades at least—faded and scratched, the edges worn, the corners cracked. He turned it over: nothing written on the back.


  Leah made a little noise and James looked over his shoulder, saw her reach out in her sleep to where he’d sat. Something tightened inside his chest and he firmly squelched the feeling, returning his attention to the picture.


  A young girl sat on a bench of some sort. He squinted in the inadequate firelight—she was surrounded by foliage, and there was some kind of fence. The age and condition of the snapshot made it hard to tell, but the girl seemed to be about thirteen or fourteen, light-haired, and dressed in a short-sleeve shirt, shorts, and sneakers. The face was fuzzy, indistinct.


  Something bothered him about the picture. He wondered if he’d seen it before. That almost made him laugh out loud. He must have seen hundreds of thousands of photographs in his lifetime, of every possible composition and setting. How could any picture not look familiar?


  Could this be Leah’s sister, the girl of her nightmare? He doubted it. The age difference made it improbable.


  Carefully he replaced the photo on the table and returned to his own room, feeling no less ignorant and a lot less noble.


  *


  Leah woke up alone, thoroughly drained. She let her eyes drift closed once more, savoring the memory of James holding her and warming her and making her feel safe. She didn’t want to think about the fact that he’d done so out of pity or, more likely, a simple selfish desire to quiet her down so he could get some sleep himself.


  After her bath she dressed in loose jeans and a bulky off-white cable-knit sweater belonging to her host. Her nightmare teased at the edges of her consciousness, demanding attention. Even as she commanded herself not to think about it, she found herself crossing to the little table by the hearth and lifting the snapshot she’d left out the night before, the only picture she had of Annie. She lowered herself onto a silk-covered wing chair near the window and stared at the image of her mother.


  How could it be that this innocent young girl gave Leah life just a year or two after this picture was taken? She’d never forget the day she’d found out, the day Mama and Daddy had sat her down in the kitchen and related the whole dreadful story. The day she’d made the decision to confront James Bradburn, Sr.


  She slipped Annie’s picture back into her wallet and headed downstairs to the kitchen. James was nowhere to be seen. She lifted the receiver of the wall phone. Still dead. Miguel could handle the office and warehouse, Leah was certain, but not being able to check in with him made her jumpy all the same. She flicked on the radio.


  “...temperatures in the teens to low twenties. Major highways are clear into and out of the city, but snow removal in outlying areas has been frustrated by the cold and the sheer volume—”


  Leah switched off the radio. She didn’t need that droning voice to tell her she was still snowed in. All she had to do was look out the window. She watched Stieglitz doze in his basket by the stove and wondered where James was. It was for the best, of course, that he hadn’t been there when she came down for breakfast—a bowl of cold cereal and a banana. Just as she knew it would be for the best if she could manage to avoid him for the duration of her stay as he’d so imperiously commanded.


  A movement out the window caught her attention. It was James skiing back to the house from the direction of the road. He displayed surprising grace and speed as his long arms and legs propelled him over the drifts. Only now did she realize how much raw sinew he’d held back the day before when they had skied together. He’d obviously slackened his pace considerably to allow her to keep up.


  This morning he hadn’t bothered with a jacket for the short expedition, and she knew his heavy gray sweater was no match for the biting cold. Not to worry, she grimly told herself. He had his hatred for her to keep him warm.


  I have too much experience with lying females who are after something and think there’s one tried-and-true way to get it.


  Even if he relented and allowed her to explain her presence in his home, even if she were to convince him that she was his half sister, he would still assume she was after something—a share of the estate, a cash settlement, something—to ensure her silence and protect the memory of their father. He was as cynical as they came.


  One thing Leah knew for certain: If she were ever offered anything by a Bradburn, she’d throw it right back in his face.


  She wasted no time draining her coffee mug and washing her breakfast dishes, knowing she mustn’t be there when he came through from the mudroom. The side door slammed as she was drying her hands and she quickly left the kitchen, with no more ambitious goal in mind than to find a corner in some out-of-the-way spot and curl up with a book.


  “Come on, Stieglitz.” The cat jumped up and followed her.


  Rationally she knew her host’s animosity was probably for the best. The sexual attraction between them horrified her. Leah had embarrassingly little experience with sin, but she didn’t need anyone to tell her that incest was a whopper in anyone’s book.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Five


   


   


  Leah’s eyes kept drifting to the window of the sewing room on the mansion’s third floor, where she’d retreated with some magazines to pass the afternoon. The tiny room was the most remote spot she could find, and she couldn’t help wondering if Annie had spent much time there–trying to avoid the master of the house.


  She’d managed to keep out of James’s way all day, skulking around like a thief to avoid being seen. Such constant vigilance had frayed her nerves, and all she wanted to do now was relax, throw together a light supper, and turn in early. And—God willing—go home tomorrow.


  But she couldn’t ignore a sense of unease. Ten minutes earlier she’d seen James, again jacketless, trudging down the path he’d shoveled the day before, toting a canvas log holder. He’d disappeared behind the carriage barn. She knew from their skiing excursion that behind the barn were two cords of wood, neatly stacked under a snow-covered tarp.


  She wondered how long it could possibly take to collect a few logs. When ten minutes became twenty and the early evening sky began to darken, her unease turned to anxiety. It wasn’t possible that something had happened to him...was it? She tried to concentrate on the latest issue of Newsweek, but it was a losing battle. Finally she rose from the rocking chair and went to stand by the window, waiting for her half brother to appear.


  She stared at the carriage barn for several minutes, chewing her lip. It must be close to a half hour now since he’d left the house. If it had been anyone else, she would have gone out to check twenty minutes earlier. But he’d made it excruciatingly clear that he didn’t even want to know she was around.


  She smirked. The fool is probably restacking firewood or something. She forced herself to turn her back on the window and park her bottom in the rocker once more. She opened the magazine to the article she’d been reading.


  “...investment flows and other forces will draw the two economies closer...”


  In sixteen-degree weather.


  “...consumes more than it produces, triggering a flood of imports...”


  At dusk.


  “...excess capital to be invested overseas...”


  With no jacket.


  With a disgusted sigh, she tossed the magazine to the floor. The hell with His Highness’s royal edict. Something was wrong, and she wasn’t about to sit around like some gutless, obedient little girl and let the arrogant man succumb to exposure. No matter how much he deserved it.


  Within two minutes she’d donned her navy wool coat and her gloves and was shuffling along the shoveled path toward the carriage barn, cursing James the whole way. At any moment she expected to see his long form loping toward her, an indignant scowl on his handsome face.


  As the sky had darkened, the temperature had plummeted into the single digits. The biting wind made her eyes tear. It penetrated her coat to chill her to the bone. She clutched her collar around her throat, a futile gesture, and wished with all her heart that she’d thought to grab a hat on the way out. The woodpile came into view.


  She stopped in her tracks.


  James—his face pale and tensed in pain—was sitting propped against the stacked wood, one long leg bent at the knee, the other stretched out before him. His eyes were closed, his mouth half-open. His breath smoked in the frosty air.


  Never would Leah have imagined that fearsome James Bradburn could look so vulnerable. She shook herself out of immobility and hurried to him. Logs were scattered about. One gloved hand held a scrap of wood about a yard long. She touched his shoulder and he jerked, startled.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” he snarled.


  She bit back a scathing retort. “Where are you hurt, James?”


  “Ankle.” He winced and touched his right leg, stretched out in the snow. “Slipped on the ice when a rabbit ran in front of me.” She reached for him, but he brushed off her efforts. “I can do it.”


  “James, you’ve been out here over half an hour. Let me help.” She grabbed his arm and he shoved her away.


  “I can do it, damn it. Get back in the house.” Using the scrap of wood as leverage, he attempted to rise. He made it halfway to his feet, using his powerful arms to raise himself, but the instant he put weight on the bad right ankle, his face contorted in a rictus of agony and he slumped to the ground. He groaned and closed his eyes.


  Now Leah wanted to curse. “And they say I’m muleheaded! You might’ve broken that ankle, you stubborn fool. What are you trying to prove?” She must have inherited her obstinacy from the Bradburn side.


  “Not broken,” he said. “I don’t think.”


  “Why not?”


  “Broke it before. It’s different.”


  “You broke that ankle before?”


  He nodded, his features rigid. “Two years ago. Thrown from a horse.”


  Leah groaned inwardly. His fall must have aggravated the old injury. This wasn’t a simple sprain as she’d hoped. No wonder he couldn’t put his weight on it.


  A full moon glowed in the eastern sky. She looked toward the estate’s apple orchard several hundred yards to the south. She could just make out the bare branches of the trees against the gunmetal sky. She had to act fast. James might be the most exasperating man she’d ever met, but even he didn’t deserve to succumb to exposure this close to his own home. She patted his shoulder. “Hang on a second, James.”


  She scouted the woodpile until she found a collection of odd scraps, one of which looked long enough to serve as a walking stick for a man of his height. She tossed away the piece of wood he’d been using and placed the longer one in his gloved hand.


  “Just help me get on my feet,” he rasped. “Then I can—”


  “Shut up.” She’d reached the limit of her patience. “Save your king-of-the-jungle act for a more appreciative audience.”


  She crouched next to him and looped his right arm around her shoulder. Clutching his right hand, she braced her other arm behind his back and said a quick prayer to the patron saint of arrogant macho jerks. Slowly she straightened her legs, struggling to keep her balance on the ice. Helping him stand took every last ounce of her strength—he had to outweigh her by seventy pounds or more. Finally he was upright, leaning on her and the stick.


  His strong fingers clamped her hand as his face contorted in pain. She gave him a moment to catch his breath, then slowly began guiding him back along the ice-slick path. His body still shivered violently.


  “James, stop putting weight on that foot. You can lean on me. I’m stronger than I look.”


  She heard something like a growl in response. But he did as he was told, allowing her to take a little more of his weight. She felt the muscles of his back shift and bunch under her arm as he limped along the path.


  It seemed to take forever to reach the mansion’s side entrance, and by then she felt as if her back were breaking. Balancing him with one arm, she fumbled in her coat pocket for the key she’d taken off a hook in the mudroom, unlocked the door, and slipped the key back into her pocket.


  “Don’t sit yet,” she commanded, leading him through the mudroom and kitchen and down a corridor. “Didn’t I see a bedroom around here?”


  “Maid’s room.” He pointed to a door.


  They shuffled into the small room and an exhausted James sat heavily on the antique mahogany bed. He tossed his suede gloves onto the night table. Leah switched on the bedside lamp and flopped onto the nearby armchair to catch her breath.


  He didn’t speak—his expression remained stony. The ignominy of having a “conniving female” like her rescue him wasn’t likely to improve his temperament. She told herself she didn’t care.


  Rising, Leah shed her coat and gloves and crossed to the hearth, where she found logs and kindling already laid. Apparently every fireplace was kept in readiness. She opened the flue and started the fire, wanting to provide extra warmth for James as he’d done for her the night before.


  She turned and looked at him. He was as pale as death. “Time to get that boot off and have a look at your ankle.” She crossed the room and knelt by his right foot. “Ready?”


  He nodded curtly.


  As slowly and carefully as she could, she began pulling on his right boot. When his foot turned, his entire body snapped taut. His knuckles were white where he crushed the crocheted ecru bedspread in his long fingers.


  She deliberately avoided looking at his face, knowing intuitively that he wouldn’t want her to see how much the pain was getting to him. She tried to convince herself that after the unjustified accusations he’d treated her to, she should relish every moment of his misery. But watching him suffer was torture for her. All she wanted was to make it better.


  Knowing that pausing would only prolong the agony, she held her breath and kept pulling on the boot, gently but steadily, until it was finally off. Even through the thick woollen sock she could see how swollen his ankle was. He, too, had been holding his breath, and now he released it in a gusty sigh.


  “I can handle it now,” he said dismissively.


  She stood and treated him to a withering stare. “Fine. Handle it. Hop up and fetch yourself some ice, and an Ace bandage, and some aspirin. Maybe you’d like to go skiing while you’re at it.” He answered her with an expression of icy contempt. “I should let you handle it yourself,” she snapped, and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her and stalking off to the kitchen.


  Cupboard doors flew open, pots and pans whapped on countertops. Cooking had always been her relaxation therapy of choice. Better than Valium. Stieglitz regarded her curiously. “Cat, I don’t know how you put up with that man.”


  Leah put spaghetti water on to boil and started cooking some Italian sausages she found in the fridge. Thirty minutes later she loaded a tray with a mountain of pasta, salad, and garlic bread, as well as a bottle of Maker’s Mark and an ice-filled glass, an elastic bandage, a full ice bag, and a bottle of aspirin. When she reentered the maid’s room she saw that James had flopped onto his back on the bed, but otherwise he was exactly as she’d left him a half hour earlier, his feet on the floor, one boot on, one off.


  Pathetic.


  Stieglitz was lounging on his chest, breathing on his face.


  “Are you humble yet?” she asked.


  He stared at the ceiling. No cutting remark, no disdainful sneer. Gee, Leah thought, maybe he is humble. He sniffed the air with interest.


  “Spaghetti and sausages,” she informed him. His eyebrows shot up and his stomach grumbled. “And bourbon.” At last he turned to look at her, his ice blue eyes round. “I like it when you’re speechless,” she said, setting the tray on the night table.


  He sat up, and Stieglitz bounded off him with an indignant yowl. “You made this for me?”


  “You forgot the end of that sentence. It goes, ‘You made this for me even though I’m an arrogant, ungrateful clod who clearly doesn’t deserve it?’” It must have been her imagination. For an instant he looked almost sheepish. “Dig in,” she ordered.


  “I’ve got something stronger,” he said, indicating the aspirin bottle. “A prescription painkiller left over from the ankle break. It’s in the bathroom down the hall.”


  When she returned with the pill bottle, he was holding the plate, diving into the spaghetti. Watching him eat the food she’d prepared for him suffused her with a primal bliss she told herself was purely irrational. He took the prescription bottle and shook out one capsule, stared at it a moment, then shook out a second capsule and washed them down with a long pull from the whiskey bottle before she could stop him.


  “Whoa! Hold on there.” She tried unsuccessfully to wrench the bourbon out of his tenacious grasp. “That prescription’s a narcotic, James. You can’t go mixing this stuff with booze.”


  “Watch me.”


  She read the pill label. “And you’re supposed to take only one of these.”


  “I’m a big guy and this ankle hurts like a son of a— hurts a lot,” he said, upending the bourbon bottle once more.


  “So glad I brought a glass,” she muttered. “Just tell me where you keep the stomach pump.”


  Leah was the image of efficiency. She removed his other boot and his socks. His right ankle was alarmingly swollen around the bone and beginning to discolor. She helped him sit on the bed against some pillows, his bad leg elevated with more pillows. Finally she placed the towel-wrapped ice bag on the ankle. Stieglitz jumped back onto the bed and poked curiously at the cold contraption with his nose.


  She said, “Keep the ice on it for twenty minutes. Later I’ll wrap it with the bandage.”


  He was still digging into the meal, washing it down with swigs from the bourbon bottle. She sighed in resignation. At least he wasn’t getting loaded on an empty stomach.


  James stopped eating only long enough to snicker, “Looks like I got myself snowed in with Florence Nightingale.”


  Leah wondered how he’d look wearing that spaghetti. “Last year I went out with a med student,” she explained. “I helped him study.”


  He offered a glassy-eyed smirk as he lifted the bottle. “I’ll bet. Did you teach him all about anatomy?”


  And the bourbon, Leah thought. Yes, she was sure he’d look splendid wearing some of that Maker’s Mark. Better than she had, certainly. “Needless to say, I found our dates less than thrilling,” she continued, pausing for a beat, watching closely as he tilted the bottle back. “I dumped him when he got to the chapter on inflamed boils.”


  Bingo. A mouthful of bourbon exited via his nose. His eyes watered fiercely. It was true what they said, she thought with a silky smile. Timing is everything.


  “James, maybe you should change your poison of choice,” she said solicitously. “You seem to have trouble with bourbon.”


  He eyed her suspiciously as he blotted his sweater with a napkin. “Never used to.” He gave up on cleaning the sweater and pulled it off over his head, tossing it onto the floor. His undershirt followed.


  The low light from the bedside lamp and the fire played across his skin and the black hair on his chest, throwing the solid contours of his body into vivid relief, from his powerful shoulders to his lean waist. Leah knew just how soft that chest hair was. It had tickled her cheek as she’d fallen asleep in his arms the night before. Her eyes seemed to have a will of their own as they followed the furry trail south to where it narrowed and disappeared under the low waistband of his faded jeans.


  When his fingers began to unzip those jeans, exposing his underwear, she nearly jumped. “I’ll, uh, get rid of these.” She hurriedly snatched up the tray with his dirty dishes.


  She took her time in the kitchen, washing dishes and putting them away. When she returned, he was still trying to struggle out of his pants without involving the bad ankle. He flopped back against the pillows, exhausted, resigned, obviously still in pain and thoroughly inebriated.


  She tried to emulate Stieglitz’s air of feline detachment as she commandeered the task, easing the jeans over his hard thighs. He lifted his hips off the bed to help her, and she found her face inches from the front of his underwear, with its intriguingly generous contours.


  “Uh...tell me if I hurt you,” she said, fixing her gaze on his face.


  His mouth opened in a gigantic yawn. He looked preposterously relaxed. Only when she pulled the leg of his pants gingerly over his swollen ankle did he flinch. She replaced the ice bag and arranged the bedcovers over him. His glassy, half-closed eyes tracked her movements.


  He cleared his throat and spoke carefully, but his words were slurred all the same. “You don’t have to do all this.”


  “I know,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You can handle it.”


  “No, I mean...I ’preciate it, Leah.”


  Momentarily speechless, she shrugged and replied lightly, “You’d have done the same for me.” After a moment she added, “Thank you for last night. You know—when I had that nightmare.”


  At last a smile teased the corners of his wide mouth. “What a pair we make. Reduced to quivering helplessness by bad dreams and bunny rabbits.”


  She sat on the bed. “If I have a nightmare about a bunny rabbit tonight, it’ll probably send me right over the edge.”


  He took another pull on the bottle of bourbon, nearly spilling it as he brought it unsteadily to his mouth.


  “James, I wish you’d slow down with that stuff.”


  He appeared not to have heard her. He clutched the bottle tighter and stared into the popping fire. “I used to have nightmares.”


  “What?”


  “When I was a kid.”


  “What were they about?” she asked.


  “My father.”


  Her heart stuttered painfully. “Why did you have nightmares about your father?”


  His drowsy expression hardened in bitter remembrance. His tone was fierce and unforgiving. “’Cause the man was a sadistic bastard and I was scared to death of him.”


  Leah didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t expected her intensely private half brother to open up like this, and she had no doubt the pills and whiskey were responsible. She felt ashamed, as if she were listening in on a private conversation. “James, you don’t have to—”


  “Every day I thank God the son of a bitch wasn’t my real father.”


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Six


   


   


   Time stood still, the only sound that of the blood rushing in Leah’s ears. She knew she was breathing, yet somehow she couldn’t seem to get enough air. When she finally found her voice, she didn’t recognize it as her own.


  “What—what do you mean?”


  James didn’t move or speak, lost in his own private hell of remembrance.


  Not my real father...


  She cleared her throat and controlled her voice with an effort. “You were adopted?”


  He stirred, turned to look at her, and something in his face subtly changed as his eyes swept over her and his surroundings. She saw caution—a pulling back into himself, as if he’d already said too much. That door closing again. She wanted to scream her frustration.


  Suddenly he appeared almost sober. “Yes,” he said hoarsely.


  He was adopted! She and James weren’t related. The realization struck her with the force of a thunderbolt.


  In a way, it had been simpler when she thought he was her brother. She felt the unconscious shield she’d erected within herself dissolve, as if her mind were now permitting her to see him as a man—and to want what she saw.


  Questions bombarded her mind, but this wasn’t the time to pursue the issue. Leah needed time to come to grips with this latest development, and James’s internal shields were firmly in place. She lifted the blankets at the foot of the bed and removed the ice bag. His ankle was turning dark. She carefully wrapped the elastic bandage around it, glad to see that the pills and whiskey seemed to have helped control the pain. Then she gently wrested the bourbon bottle from his sleepy grasp, urged him to lie flat, and pulled the covers up to his shoulders.


  Even as she bent and brushed his hair off his face, she chided herself for the protective feelings she was experiencing—and for those other feelings, too, if she was being honest with herself.


  His injury may have caused a temporary truce, but she knew his opinion of her hadn’t changed. He still despised her and suspected her motives for being in his home. How much more would he hate her if he knew she was the flesh-and-blood daughter of his detested adoptive father?


  She turned out the light. “Go to sleep, James. I’ll be here if you need anything.” His eyes drifted shut and he was asleep within seconds.


  She had no choice but to spend the night with him. He could wake up at any time, disoriented and in pain. She’d never hear him if she were upstairs—and if she couldn’t hear him, she’d never relax enough to get any sleep herself.


  She spent the evening in the armchair near his bed, reading—he never stirred—then went upstairs and changed into one of his long flannel shirts, which came down nearly to her knees. Back in the maid’s room, Leah slowly and carefully slipped under the covers next to James. The heat of his body drew her like a magnet, but she forced herself to curl up on her side of the bed and shiver until the sheets warmed.


  In the dim light from the fireplace she watched his sleeping profile, the first opportunity she’d had to stare at him unhindered. The steep Roman nose and strong lines of his face gave him a regal appearance. She leaned over and touched her lips to his, softly, savoring his warmth, his taste, the feel of his breath mingling with hers. Then she scooted back to her side and commanded herself to go to sleep.


  *


  Leah felt her mind stirring to wakefulness, and resisted. Not yet...She was happy where she was, floating in a dream state of sensual abandon where the warmth and weight of flesh on flesh pressed down on her. Exploring hands...hungry lips...the sinuous movement of a warm, hard body. Her hips lifted, reaching, and were answered with a pressure that made her sigh deeply and open her legs.


  No...not yet. Don’t take this away just yet.


  A sharp sound woke her—her own gasp. Leah’s nipple burned with a piercingly erotic sensation. Even as she arched into the source of that sensation, her mind reeled with sudden wakefulness and the stunning realization of what was happening. James was on top of her, his fingers at her breast, his mouth at her throat. His body moved against hers, languidly, sensually.


  She was paralyzed with shock for a long moment until his mouth claimed hers, his long fingers splayed on her cheek. He tasted of bourbon, a pleasant, smoky taste. Though she could see in the near darkness that his eyes were half-open, she knew from his sightless expression, directed inward, that he wasn’t conscious of his actions.


  Reluctantly she tore her mouth from his to pull in a ragged breath. She knew that this man who hated her was being betrayed by his body’s needs, his resolve sabotaged by the chemicals racing through his bloodstream. Yet she couldn’t deny the wild thrill that swept her. She didn’t want it to end.


  He tightened his hold on her. Her breasts were pressed against his chest, her taut nipples rubbing against the flannel of her shirt with every quickened breath. He turned her face to his once more and teased her mouth open with a callused thumb. Reflexively she touched her tongue to his thumb and closed her lips around it. She groaned as his tongue took its place, probing her in a savage possession that left her breathless.


  His hips ground against her. She felt the engorged length of his erection under the close-fitting knit boxers he wore. Finally he relinquished her lips and lowered his head to her breast. She cried out as his mouth closed over her through the shirt. He was like an insatiable untamed creature, suckling, nibbling, his strong tongue inflaming her as it sought the hardened tip of her breast through the saturated cloth.


  The sensation was so intense it was nearly painful, as if he were tugging at a taut string connected to the deepest secret part of her. Without warning, he ripped open the top of her shirt, popping buttons. His scalding mouth closed over her nipple and she cried out at the stunning sensation. She clung to him, writhing helplessly as he continued the erotic torment, nudging her ever closer to the brink of release.


  Suddenly he lifted his head and reared over her, like a predator poised for the kill, his silhouette outlined by the glowing embers in the hearth. He drove himself against her, wringing a startled gasp from her. While layers of cloth prevented their joining, she was acutely aware of the hard, blunt tip of his penis, of how piercingly sweet it would have been.


  If this parody of lovemaking frustrated Leah, it drove the half-aware James to distraction. His strained breathing sounded more like a growl. She knew she should stop him, could stop him if she wanted to, but God help her, she didn’t want to.


  Leah felt his hand glide over her hips, his palm settle between her legs, over the silky material of her bikini panties, now damp with her passion. The heat of his hand penetrated her flesh, making her dizzy. She stopped breathing as his fingertips traced the shape of her.


  Abruptly he pulled her panties off her. He swung his legs to the floor, his hands at the waistband of his underwear. The sudden movement caused him to roar in agony, his face contorted, his entire body tensed. He grabbed his ankle, and she detected, in the dim light, sudden wakefulness in his pain-filled eyes.


  Instantly she was up, her breathing ragged, lurching over him to stumble to the night table. She located the pill bottle and a glass of water. It had been about eight hours since his first dose and she didn’t think another pill would hurt him now.


  She placed the capsule in his mouth and held the glass to his lips. He swallowed the pill and then fell back onto the bed, his eyes closed, his face rigid with pain. As carefully as she could, she lifted his feet off the floor and tucked the blanket around him.


  He turned his head and blinked at her, as if surprised to see her in the middle of the night. She swallowed hard, holding her shirt closed. “I told you I’d be here if you needed anything,” she said. Did he even remember what he’d needed just seconds ago?


  Just when she decided he was asleep, he opened his eyes and lifted a tendril of her hair. He played with it, smiling, his voice a sleepy mumble. “Leah...my bourbon lady with angel hair...my birthday present.”


  It took a long time for him to fall asleep, but she sat with him until he began snoring lightly. Only then did she curl up against him, next to his heartbeat, and close her eyes.


  *


  “Stieglitz! A dial tone! I got a dial tone!”


  The black cat glanced disdainfully in Leah’s direction and resumed his lick-bath.


  It was ten o’clock and she’d been up for three hours while James continued to sleep. The roads near the mansion were still impassable, but at least she could communicate with the outside world now. She tapped out Merl and Douglas’s number on the wall phone’s touch pad.


  Merl answered. At the sound of her voice, Leah suddenly realized how much she missed her parents. She began telling Merl about the snowstorm just as James entered the kitchen, hobbling on his makeshift crutch. He looked pale, puffy-eyed, and sleep-tousled. She bit back a smile, knowing he’d never admit to being hung over.


  As Merl asked why Leah hadn’t called in three days, she watched him gingerly lower himself into a chair. She mouthed, How’s your ankle? He responded with a “so-so” gesture.


  She returned her attention to the phone. “I’m sorry, Mama. It was the blizzard. You remember how New York winters can be.” She took a deep breath and turned her back on James, unable to look at him as she lied. “It messed with the hotel’s phone system, Mama—I never got your voice mails. And, um, my cell phone went dead. I forgot to bring the charger.”


  She felt blue eyes searing a hole in her back. Too late, she wished she’d made this call somewhere more private. His words echoed in her head even as she prattled to Merl about seeing the Statue of Liberty and visiting the South Street Seaport and the museums. You’re not a good liar.


  God knew she’d never lied to Merl in her life. But Mama and Daddy had managed to put the painful past behind them, and Leah knew they’d worry themselves sick if they knew the real reason she’d come to New York. This mission was her solitary crusade and she’d shared it with no one.


  She said good-bye to Merl and hung up. “Phone works.”


  “So I gather,” James said.


  “I just have to call my office, if that’s okay.” She poured a mug of coffee and set it before him.


  “Be my guest.”


  She wasn’t concerned when it took fifteen rings for her assistant to answer. A disabled veteran, he was fast in his wheelchair, but she knew the phone could ring off the hook if he was in the warehouse.


  “Harmony Grits,” the accented voice said.


  “It’s me, Miguel.” From the other end of the line came a string of bilingual curses. She didn’t think he’d be that steamed just because she’d been out of touch for a few days. Finally she cut him off. “Miguel, it’s not my fault. There’s been a blizzard up here. The phones—”


  “We had us a fire in the warehouse, Leah.”


  “Oh my God.” She slumped onto the chair across from James, feeling the color drain from her face. “What happened?”


  “Some kids broke in and started it for kicks. Middle of the night on Saturday.”


  “What’s the loss?” She felt James’s concerned gaze on her.


  “Total as far as inventory. Insurance adjusters been here and gone already. Looks like you’re covered, but we got our work cut out for us.” She could only hold her head and groan, picturing a warehouse full of smoldering chili and chowchow.


  “Man, you wouldn’t believe what this place smells like,” Miguel continued.


  She could imagine. “Did you salvage anything?” she asked.


  “Oh yeah, I did, as a matter of fact.” She knew this jaunty tone—she was in for it. “Didn’t lose one jar of your precious watermelon-rind pickles,” he said. “Alabado sea Dios!” She groaned again. “Yeah,” he continued, “if I could get down on my knees, I’d thank the saints that all those pickles of yours didn’t go up in—”


   “You made your point, Miguel.” She’d never live down those pickles. Miguel had warned her they wouldn’t sell, and he could be so obnoxious when he was right. “What about the building? The office?”


  “Only the merch got fried. Someone saw the kids running away and called in the fire. Lots of water and smoke damage, though. I got people in to clean it up, and I’m having reinforced windows put in, better locks installed. That old sprinkler and alarm system, though, it’s worse than useless. That’s gotta be job one when you get back, Leah, replacing it.”


   “I don’t know what to say, Miguel.” Leah swallowed hard. “You shouldn’t have had to deal with this alone.”


   “It’s like you dropped off the edge of the world,” he griped. “You couldn’t check in with us down here, couldn’t find one working phone in all of New York City?”


  Shame rose up from a place deep inside her, dark and ugly and persistent. What on earth was she doing in New York? Her place was back home, taking care of Mama and Daddy, taking care of Harmony Grits. Her business. The business she’d broken her back to create and build, had sacrificed for. The business she was so proud of, her security for the future.


  The fire might not have happened if she’d been where she was supposed to be. What if someone had gotten hurt? She pictured Miguel, wheelchair-bound, trapped in the burning warehouse and she shuddered. Back home, she grimly reminded herself, was reality. This expedition to New York was silly and self-indulgent, obsessive even. It wasn’t like her to do something like this. It had been a mistake to come here. After all, nothing could bring Annie back.


  Miguel’s gusty sigh intruded on her thoughts. “Don’t worry, I didn’t bother Merl and Doug with this. No sense getting them worked up when there’s nothing they can do about it anyway.”


  “I appreciate that, Miguel.”


  “Look at it this way. It could’ve happened in November.”


  “You’re such a Pollyanna, you know that?” He was right, of course. If this had happened to her fledgling business during the holiday season, it could have wiped her out, insurance or no insurance. It was a sobering thought.


  “When are you coming home, Leah?” Miguel sounded worn-out.


  “As soon as I can. In a day or two. Just hang in there, okay?”


  “I’ll try. Adiós.”


  “What is it?” James asked when she hung up. He looked worried. She explained about the fire.


  He said, “And you feel responsible because you weren’t there.”


  “Am I that transparent? Oh yeah, I forgot,” she said bitterly. “I’m a lousy liar.”


  He didn’t take the bait. “I can tell how much you’re hurting, Leah. This happened in the middle of the night. What makes you think you could’ve prevented it?”


  She propped her elbows on the table and massaged her forehead, frustration and self-reproach making her reckless. “I shouldn’t have come here in the first place.”


  After a strained minute of silence, she felt his hand on her arm. “Why did you come here?” His voice was soft, with no trace of rancor.


  She looked up into his eyes. Sincerity and concern shone from their aquamarine depths, and she had to look away again. The truth was like a poison threatening to destroy her, and she ached to purge it. But she couldn’t do it. Not now. Not while she was still reeling from Miguel’s bombshell. The last thing she needed was the renewed hatred she knew James would feel if she were to reveal all. She settled for a partial truth.


  “I came to the party because...because I thought a certain person would be here...someone I needed to talk to.”


  “A man?” His voice sounded strained.


  “Yes.” She knew he assumed she meant a lover. Not a father. “It was stupid and...and pointless. As I say, I never should have come here.”


  “I’m glad you did.”


  She stared at him, wondering if her ears were playing tricks on her.


  He said, “Who would’ve protected me from the bunny rabbits? If you hadn’t gone out there for me, the little beasts would’ve had me staked out like Gulliver in Lilliput by morning.”


  Her grin was lopsided. “You’re really twisted, you know that?”


  His eyes twinkled. “You make that sound like something bad.” He squeezed her hand. “I know I haven’t exactly been the host with the most, Leah. I can be hard to get along with sometimes. All I can tell you is that I have good reasons for being that way.” He lifted her chin and made her meet his eyes. “I’ll never tolerate being made a fool of. For anyone.” His expression reflected fierce conviction.


  “I never wanted to do that,” she whispered.


  “I think I know that now. And as you’ve pointed out, certain things are simply none of my business. Old boyfriends included. I guess I can respect your privacy.”


  A change came over his face then. He dropped his hand and slid his gaze away. “Leah...I know I did something last night. I kind of remember, but...well...” He reached into his jeans pocket and deposited something on the table.


  Three shirt buttons with threads hanging off them. The buttons from the flannel shirt she’d worn the night before. She felt a blush scorch her cheeks. If her panties came out of his pocket next, she’d die of mortification right there in his kitchen.


  His words were stiff and formal-sounding. “I apologize. For whatever I did. You made it clear you don’t welcome this sort of thing from me, and...all I can say is, I was kind of out of my mind, what with the pills and...” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. His eyes swiftly assessed her. “Leah, did I hurt you?”


  “No.”


  He hesitated. “Did we...I didn’t...?”


  “No!”


  He smiled at the vehemence of her response. “I didn’t think so. Somehow I know I would’ve remembered making love to you, altered state or no.” The look of raw desire she saw made her heart race. “Can you forgive me?”


  “Don’t be silly.” She abruptly rose and busied herself with plates and flatware. “It’s already forgotten.”


  She prayed her skill at lying had suddenly improved.


  *


  Just when she’d decided to give up her search, Leah finally located James in the sunroom. He didn’t notice her enter at first, so absorbed was he in setting up photographic equipment—a strobe light on a stand, a large reflector card on another stand—facing the long window seat.


  Diffuse midafternoon sunlight, reflecting off the snow outside, streamed in through the large bay window with its western exposure. Electrical cables snaked along the floor, connecting a wall outlet, the strobe light, and the camera he held. An aluminum case on the floor contained other equipment.


  She said, “I thought you might like some tea.”


  “Thanks.” He slid a film magazine onto the back of the camera.


  She noticed he was balancing his weight gingerly. Earlier she’d rewrapped his ankle. The swelling was beginning to recede, but the skin was still badly discolored. “And I brought aspirin. When was the last time you took aspirin?”


  “You’re mighty strict,” he teased.


  “That’s some fire you have going.” A log blazed in the fireplace, making the room pleasantly toasty. “You cold?” She pressed a hand to his forehead. “You don’t have a fever.”


  “I’m fine. Just wanted it warm in here. Come here. Sit on the window seat. I have to get a light reading.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She put the tea and aspirin on the mantel and sat down. He took a light meter out of the metal case and held the small black contraption near her face. He pushed a button and looked at the reading. Then he replaced the meter in the case and faced her, peering down into the hood of the camera. The strobe flashed as he pressed the shutter release.


  She tensed. “What—what are you doing?”


  He didn’t look up from the camera. “You’re a bright girl. Can’t you figure it out?” Click. The strobe flashed again and he moved in, favoring his sprained ankle.


  “I—I didn’t know you were going to—”


  “Who did you think I was going to shoot—Stieglitz?” Click.


  She stood. “You could’ve asked.” She started to move past him.


  He reached out to intercept her and she smoothly evaded his grasp, pleased with herself until she realized the maneuver had caused him to stumble onto his right foot. She caught his arm just as his leg began to buckle, his face taut. In the same instant her other hand flashed out to steady the camera he held. He quickly recovered, standing erect once more, but she could tell the effort took more out of him than he wanted to show.


  “You’ve got good instincts,” he said tightly, indicating the camera. “This Hasselblad is my baby. Wouldn’t take kindly to being dropped.”


  “You shouldn’t be on your feet, James.”


  “I haven’t worked in three days and I’m beginning to climb the walls. Won’t you take pity on a poor, work-starved, crippled artist?”


  She didn’t want to admit how uncomfortable she was with the idea of being photographed by James. It was almost as if he could see right into her soul when he looked at her through his precious Hasselblad. “I don’t know.” Her hand went to her bruised cheek. “My face...”


  “Your face is lovely. And the bruise is fading.” Tenderly he kissed the spot. “There’s nothing to be nervous about, Leah.” His voice was even lower than usual as he ran his fingers through her long hair. “Old Torquemada himself couldn’t have devised a torture worse than imprisoning a photographer with such a beautiful woman and forbidding him to capture that beauty for posterity.”


  She smirked at the syrupy flattery. “You’re a self-serving cur, Mr. Bradburn.”


  “I suppose I am. But you know what I’ve noticed?” He limped closer, and closer still, slowly inching her back to the window seat. She tried to ignore the scent of his fresh-washed skin and the warmth of his body, which reminded her all too vividly of last night.


  He said, “The most exquisite women are the ones who have no inkling of how beautiful they are.”


  Leah wanted to say, I’m not beautiful, but she knew that would have seemed like fishing for a compliment. She held his azure gaze and kept her mouth firmly shut.


  “Yours is the kind of beauty that begins with the eyes,” he said, still inching her back. She was afraid to stop his progress for fear he’d fall again. The exasperating man was probably counting on that, she thought as she suddenly felt the edge of the window seat at the back of her knees. He put a large hand on her shoulder and exerted gentle pressure. She sat.


  He backed up a bit and began shooting again. She noticed that when she moved, first looking down, then away, he said nothing, made no attempt to pose her. He simply followed her movements with his camera as if stalking her. The strobe flashed with each click of the shutter.


  “Now, is it so terrible modeling for me?” He grinned.


  “Depends on how much you’re paying.”


  He laughed, a deep, delicious sound that warmed her to her toes. “A woman with her eye on the bottom line. I find that sexy as hell.”


  She bit her lip. This woman has her eye on the bottom line every time you turn around, Mr. Bradburn.


  “Tell you what,” he continued. “In exchange for your cooperation as a photographic model, I’m willing to offer a few days of room and board in a glamorous Gold Coast mansion. How’s that sound?”


  “Like coercion.”


  He shrugged and peered down into the camera hood again. “I’ve got a reputation as a self-serving cur to uphold.”


  And doing a damn fine job of it, too, she thought. She held her head a little higher and looked directly into the camera. “You said Renee was a model. She must’ve been very beautiful.”


  “You’re blushing.”


  “I am not.” Damn him! “What kind of modeling did she do?”


  “Fashion ads mostly. Some magazine covers. You’d recognize her.” He reached out and gently turned her face for a profile shot. His fingertips were slightly rough, like a cat’s tongue. She took a deep breath, trying to redirect her thoughts from tongues, callused fingers, and the bottom line.


  She cleared her throat. “What did she look like?”


  “Renee was tall—five ten. She had incredibly long legs and huge violet eyes.”


  Glad you asked? she chided herself. “Was she a brunette?” An image of Cindy Crawford came to mind.


  “No. She had red hair, a lovely natural auburn, and she wore it very short.” Click.


  “No wonder she was a model. She sounds perfect.”


  “She wasn’t.”


  “No, I mean physically.”


  “So do I. Physically she wasn’t perfect. It’s in the eyes, like I said. Her beauty never reached her eyes.”


  “Even her ‘huge violet’ ones?” she asked, alarmed at the catty tone of her own voice.


  He looked up and smiled. “Eyes are the doorway to the soul, Leah. You know that.”


  Right. I know that. She squirmed and looked away, concentrating on counting the tiny ceramic tiles surrounding the fireplace. Why was he keeping this room so darn hot? She asked, “What did you see when you looked into Renee’s soul?”


  “Oh, I saw Chanel and Lagerfeld and Cartier and Gucci.”


  “Sounds like it was pretty crowded in there.”


  “More crowded than you know. There were a few lovers in there, too.”


  She gasped and he laughed. She felt her cheeks grow warm again.


  Click. Flash. “Seems I got myself snowed in with an old-fashioned girl. No wonder I can’t get anywhere with you.”


  “You don’t have to make fun of me.”


  “Did you know your accent becomes more pronounced when you’re angry?” He looked up and smiled with boyish charm. “I’m not making fun of you. Really.”


  “Were you unfaithful to her?”


  “No.”


  She was irrationally relieved. “Well, sir, it would seem I’ve gotten myself snowed in with an old-fashioned boy.” He grinned and kept shooting. Her eyes followed him as he moved with each shot. “Is that why you hated her, because she was unfaithful?”


  He didn’t respond, didn’t even change expression, as if he’d been expecting the question. He removed the used film magazine from the camera’s back and slid a fresh one into place.


  “Take off your clothes, Leah.”


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Seven


   


   


   “What!”


  “I want to do some figure studies.”


  Speech evaded her for several seconds. Finally she sputtered, “No!”


  “Leah, you’re lovely, you’re graceful—sitting, walking, whatever. Hell, you’re even graceful getting splashed with bourbon. I wanted to shoot you from the moment we met.”


  The desire was mutual, she thought.


  “Besides,” he continued, “the light is perf—”


  “The hell with the light. And the hell with my—my—grace. The answer is no. I’m an old-fashioned girl, remember?”


  The way he was looking at her just then, she didn’t feel so old-fashioned. She wondered how much he remembered of the previous night.


  “I do this all the time,” he said.


  She knew that was true enough. His nudes were wonderful—powerful and evocative. Never gratuitous. But they weren’t of her. “I...just can’t.”


  He sat next to her and put an arm over her shoulder. Don’t bother getting brotherly now, she thought, edging away from him. “Think of me as a doctor, Leah. You take your clothes off for the doctor, don’t you?”


  She leveled a withering stare at him. “My doctor is about a hundred years old and half-blind. And she doesn’t kiss as well as you do.”


  His eyes glowed. “You like the way I kiss?”


  She realized the hem of her loose yellow sweater was slowly crawling north. She put a restraining hand on his, feeling ridiculously insecure wearing no underwear—both bra and panties had been washed out and were drying over the bathtub.


  Her eyes narrowed. “That’s why you have this place heated up like a sauna, isn’t it?”


  “I didn’t want you to get cold.”


  Ever the gentleman. “You could’ve told me what you had in mind in the beginning.”


  “Would you have stayed?” he asked.


  “Hell no.”


  “I rest my case.” He was silent a moment, then suddenly stood and began unbuttoning his shirt.


  She eyed him warily. “What are you doing?”


  “You should feel honored.” He tossed the shirt aside. There was no undershirt, just his perfect bronze torso over faded jeans.


  Which he unzipped.


  She jumped up. “Now, wait a—”


  “I never let anyone photograph me. Never. There are people who’d give their firstborn for an opportunity like this.”


  She’d wondered why she hadn’t seen a picture of James Bradburn prior to crashing his party. Now she knew why. “You don’t have to get nekkid,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster.


  “One must be nekkid for a figure study, Leah,” he said solemnly, and started to push his jeans down.


  “Don’t! Please.” She put a restraining hand on his arm, and her eyes sought understanding in his. Despite what happened the night before, her natural modesty rebelled at the thought of posing nude while he photographed her. Or of photographing him that way.


  Her throat tingled with the heat of a damnable blush, which worked its way north with alarming speed. It was at moments like this that she wished she had James’s swarthy coloring.


  Thankfully, she found the understanding she prayed for in the softening of his expression. His wide mouth turned up slightly and he ran his cool knuckles up her scorched throat to her cheek. Never relinquishing her gaze, he adjusted the waistband of his jeans and zipped them. She let out the breath she hadn’t known she was holding.


  His tender expression slid into a full-blown grin. “If you blush any harder, you’ll explode.”


  The swine. “Thanks so much for pointing that out.”


  He picked up the camera and placed it in her hands. “I want you to try your hand at this, Leah. Are you familiar with a single-lens reflex?” When she hesitated, he said, “That’s okay. It’s simple. You just aim the camera and look down through the hood, then focus with this ring here and press this little button. Got that?”


  “Uhh...”


  “Good. Stand here. Okay now. Shoot.”


  She stared down into the hood, then peered closer. James had the most magnificent torso she’d ever seen.


  “Come on, Leah. It’s rude to make a model wait.”


  Hastily she groped with her index finger until she found the shutter release. The strobe flashed and she jumped.


  “Great,” he encouraged. “Try a different location. Keep going. Don’t lose momentum.”


  She shuffled a couple of feet to the side, her eyes still directed at the camera. She cracked up. He’d assumed the absurdly exaggerated hip-jutting pose of a female model, right down to the come-hither expression. She grinned and clicked off the shot, moving in closer for the next one.


  He flexed like a bodybuilder and assumed a Mr. Universe pose, muscles rippling. She giggled. The strobe flashed. She backed up to take the shot again, wanting to make sure she got all of him in the picture. Good Lord, he was beautiful. Just like Michelangelo’s David. Without warning, she was struck by the memory of how he’d been the night before. Unbridled ...insatiable. Hard.


  Click. Flash.


  She looked up from the camera and smiled shyly.


  “Enjoying yourself?” he asked.


  She nodded. “Lie on the window seat, James.”


  His eyebrows rose, but he obeyed. Sunlight caressed his body like a lover’s fingers, highlighting his perfect contours and glinting on his chest hair. She found it hard to believe that a man who looked like James could want her in the way he did.


  Leah moved to where the shot seemed composed perfectly, focused, and clicked. “Put your hands under your head,” she ordered. He did, resting his head comfortably on his interlaced fingers as if he were lounging at a picnic.


  She clicked the shutter and moved in toward his face. When only his chest and head were framed in the shot, she pressed the shutter release again. He stared at her with a pure blue gaze of wonder and affection. The sunlight penetrated his eyes, seeming to light them from the inside, as if she could see straight through to his...


  He smiled at her. So sweetly. Only then did she realize she’d been staring, mesmerized. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, Leah. I think you have a gift for this.”


  She returned his smile and moved in for a close-up of his face, of his eyes, hoping to capture his elusive soul. Click. Click. Click.


  “Now it’s your turn,” he said. He sat up and took the camera from her, his voice low and beguiling. “I wish you’d reconsider.” He tugged playfully on the sleeve of her sweater.


  A light bulb went off in her head. “I can’t. I mean, you wouldn’t want me to. I have bruises. On my, um...chest.”


  “Bruises?” He scowled dangerously. “From that pig Carleton?”


  “Well, yes...”


  “Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt?” he demanded.


  She realized her idea had backfired when he suddenly put down the camera and started to raise her sweater.


  “James!” She yanked the hem back down and held it in a death grip. “Good grief!”


  “I just wanted to see—”


  “Well, I just don’t want you to see.” She could tell her modesty amused him. “Anyway, how would that look in a picture? I’m black and blue. You should see the one on my hip.”


  “Okay.” He reached for her zipper.


  She scooted away, shooting him a narrow-eyed glare. “Trust me. It’s there.”


  “If it bothers you that much, I can avoid the bruises in my shots. You know, you act as if no man has ever seen you naked.” His expression was probing, inquisitive. She looked away. Well, that was just none of his damn business.


  He patted her thigh and rose. “Very well. I’ll grant a reprieve. This time.”


  He picked up the camera and directed her to stand sideways in front of the window. He was still naked above the waist, and she toyed with the idea of asking him to put the shirt back on, to establish a more professional, less sensually charged atmosphere. As quickly as the thought came, she discarded it. A small smile curved her mouth. It wouldn’t hurt to look at him a little while longer.


  He stroked her hair, entwining his fingers in the waist-length tendrils. “You look like Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. She has hair just like this.” His gaze caressed her from head to toe. “Of course, she’s not afraid to be seen in her birthday suit. What’s so funny?”


  “I was thinking you looked like Michelangelo’s David.”


  “We’re too cultured for our own good, standing around comparing each other to classical art.” As James worked, he kept up a stream of chatter, obviously trying to keep her relaxed. He altered the poses, at one point pulling the loose vee neck of her sweater over one shoulder for a close-up profile.


  She felt proud posing for him, secure in the knowledge that she was in the hands of a true master of his art. Each shot was carefully composed as he considered line and light, texture and depth, all the things that combined to make his work so consistently brilliant. Stieglitz managed to horn in on a few shots, leaping up on the window seat, rubbing languorously against her, curious as ever. James humored him for a while before chasing him out of the room.


  Finally he put on his shirt and began to pack up his equipment. “Hey, baby! Anyone ever tell you, you look just like dat dere Venus-on-the-half-shell broad?” She laughed at his vulgar tone of voice and lewd wink. “Now, me...well, hey, I got it on good authority I’m da spittin’ image of one of dem dirty statues of a naked guy.” He put his arm around her shoulders and limped out of the sunroom. “So whaddaya say youse an’ me, we go down to my darkroom an’ see what develops?”


  *


  Leah found herself back in the sunroom at 2:00 a.m., reclining on her side on the window seat, snuggled against a large pillow. She was content simply to gaze outside, where moonlight cast glittering fairy dust over the snow-shrouded grounds of the estate.


  She’d been unable to sleep. In her room. All alone. Every time she began to drift off, James invaded her consciousness, all mouth and hands and wild wanting. She couldn’t exorcize her memories of the previous night.


  At last she’d gotten up to take a warm bath, her usual cure for insomnia. As she dried off and slipped her host’s red silk kimono over her bare skin, she felt no less jittery and knew the battle was lost. No sense fighting it any longer. She went downstairs to the sunroom, leaving the lights off, feeling more than a little like an interloper in the huge house.


  She’d been there about an hour when her comfortable sense of isolation began to succumb to another feeling—that she wasn’t alone. She looked over her shoulder, peering into the shadows near the entrance to the room. Her breath caught when she saw a long form leaning indolently against the doorframe. She couldn’t see his face, but she knew he was watching her, had probably been watching her for a long time. She was clearly visible in the moonlight streaming through the window.


  She felt like a rare form of life on display in a glass case, to be scrutinized in detail and at leisure, probed until it yields its secrets. A tingle infused her like a mild electric current. She felt her nipples tighten and brush against the slippery-smooth silk as her chest rose and fell in a quickened rhythm.


  Finally he moved out of the shadows, slowly, favoring his right leg, until she could see his face and the solid contours of his bare chest over the gray track pants. He sat on the window seat near her feet.


  He said, “I passed your room and saw the door open. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”


  “All right?”


  “I thought maybe you were sick or had another nightmare.”


  “I couldn’t sleep,” she said.


  “Me neither.”


  “I didn’t know you were there. You should’ve said something.”


  “I wanted to watch you.” He ran his palm over her side, down the curve of her waist and up to her hip. The heat of his hand penetrated the thin silk, making her feel as if there were nothing between his fingers and her body. “Do you have any idea how wickedly erotic your bottom looks in my kimono?” He removed his hand, but she still felt it there. He said, “I couldn’t ski to the road today to check it out, of course, but I called a neighbor after dinner and he said it got cleared today.”


  Her heart lurched. The road was clear. She could go home. She should feel ecstatic. “You didn’t say anything.”


  “I guess it...slipped my mind. You can call in the morning for flight information. I know you’re anxious to get home. A plow will be here first thing in the morning to clear the drive. I’d take you to the city myself if I could, but...” He nodded toward his bad ankle.


  “No problem. I’ll get a taxi to take me to the train station.”


  “No,” he said brusquely. “You’re not taking a train. I’ll take care of cab fare to the city.”


  “No. I couldn’t let you—”


  “Drop it, Leah.” He ran a hand through his hair. His face was tight with strain.


  “James, are you in pain?”


  He shook his head and rose. “Try to get some sleep.”


  She watched him until he disappeared out the doorway. Tomorrow she’d be back home, back in her apartment in Little Rock, and would never see him again.


  Get some sleep? Not likely.


  *


  “The taxi’s on its way.” Leah joined James at a leaded-glass window in the front hall. Together they watched the cumbersome snowplow rumble back down the cleared drive to the street. She was wearing her khaki shirtdress again. “I’ve got a seat on a Delta flight at one-thirty. Should have just enough time to get to the hotel, pack up, and get out to La Guardia.”


  “Good.” His voice was flat. “You got everything?”


  She indicated her shoulder bag and navy wool coat lying on a chair. “That’s everything.”


  “Not quite.” He turned and went to a small table where a large manila envelope lay. She was glad to see he wasn’t limping as badly. He handed her the envelope.


  She peeked inside. It contained about a dozen eight-by-ten prints, some of the pictures they’d developed the day before. She pulled one out—the close-up portrait of James—and smiled. She had indeed managed to capture that special look in his eyes, that trick of the light. “Thanks, James.” She knew she’d treasure these photographs...something to remember him by.


  She slipped the picture back into the envelope, then pulled out one of herself. It was a side view of her sitting on the window seat with her knees up, her arms around them. He’d told her the fluidity of the line emphasized her special grace. Even with the fill light from the strobe, the lighting was subdued, bringing out the softness and depth of form and the contrast of textures. His ability to manipulate an image of the human body—even a fully clothed human body—astounded her. It was like poetry. He made her feel beautiful.


  She replaced the picture in the envelope. She found it hard to look at him now, knowing these final glimpses would have to hold her for a lifetime.


  “Leah.” His voice was raspy. She looked up into his serious eyes. “May I kiss you?”


  She was astounded. James Bradburn asking for a kiss? She cleared her throat. “Yes.”


  He took the envelope from her and placed it with her bag and coat. When he turned back and lowered his head, she felt as if it were happening in slow motion. Anticipation made her dizzy. Their lips touched and a current seemed to flow between them. He brushed his mouth lightly across hers, and then again, the artless sensuality of the gesture making her breath catch.


  He pulled back and she wanted to cry out, No! Don’t stop. As if he heard her silent plea, he brought his lips to hers again. Vaguely she realized he was holding her now, bringing her closer. Her arms circled his neck. His hands traveled over her back, pressing her against him. She closed her eyes in breathless wonder as the kiss deepened and a primal hunger blossomed.


  Abruptly he stopped, holding her at arm’s length. She opened her eyes and saw the same hunger burning in his gaze even as his features tensed in rigid self-control. Suddenly she knew she had to take more of him with her than photographs and memories of unfulfilled longing. And she had to leave something of herself in return. She reached up to bring his face down to hers once more.


  Like a starving man, he greedily claimed her mouth. The tip of his tongue teased her lips, urging them apart. She heard her own intake of breath as he entered her mouth, his tongue probing in rhythmic emulation of the act their bodies craved. Her uninhibited response seemed to spur him on. He seized her buttocks, pulling her against him with brutal urgency, his rigid arousal a living thing between them. Instinctively she arched into him, offering herself, knowing only that she needed to be filled by this man. His groan was deep and hungry, vibrating her to her toes.


  “Leah...” he whispered, his mouth near her ear. His long fingers grasped her bottom harder, holding her against his erection as if he could penetrate her through their clothes. “I want you too much. It’s all I can think of.” He released her to frame her face in his hands and look into her eyes. “Leah...if we don’t stop now, I won’t be able to.” It was a warning.


  “James, I don’t want to—”


  The blare of a taxi horn outside jolted them. James, I don’t want to stop. She bit her lip.


  He shot a murderous scowl at the window as she stumbled away from him, disoriented, automatically glancing around for her coat and bag.


  “They’re on the chair.” His voice was tight, his hands clenched at his sides.


  The horn blared again, suddenly bringing to mind her folks and Harmony Grits and Miguel and an inventory up in smoke. Never in her life had she walked away from her obligations—she wasn’t about to start now. Her dedication and perseverance were the only things that had brought her this far, the only things she could rely on.


  Woodenly Leah slipped into her coat as James held it for her, then picked up her bag and the envelope. He took a handful of money out of his wallet to pay the driver, his face a mask of grim control. She tried not to think, not to feel, as she accepted his money with thanks. He held the door open for her and she went out into the frigid morning air. He opened the taxi door and she slid into the backseat.


  “Good-bye, Leah.”


  “Good-bye, James. Take care of your ankle.”


  He didn’t smile as he closed the door and the taxi pulled away. As the car neared the road, she resisted the impulse to look back and see if he was still outside watching. She was afraid the burn of unshed tears would turn into a torrent.


  *


  “...And the football team’s named after a pig, right?”


  Lord, would this driver ever shut up? Leah decided that within the first ten miles, he’d found out everything about her but her bra size. “The Razorbacks,” she said.


  “That’s it! The University of Arkansas Razorbacks.”


  She stared out the window at the other cars on the expressway and tried to pretend she’d suddenly gone deaf.


  Leah...my bourbon lady with angel hair...my birthday present...


  Don’t do this to yourself, she commanded.


  “Hey, I got one for ya,” he said. “Stop me if you’ve heard it. What’s the only U.S. state mentioned in the Bible?”


  “I’ve heard it. I’m stopping you.”


  “Arkansas! ‘Noah looked out of the ark and saw...’ I get a lot of mileage outta that one. Mileage, get it?” He thumped the dashboard for emphasis.


  Somehow I know I would’ve remembered making love to you, altered state or no.


  She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead to the cold window glass.


  “So is there a Big Rock?” he asked.


  “What?” Shut up. Shut up.


  “You’re from Little Rock, right? So there’s gotta be a Big Rock somewhere.”


  “If I tell you, will you stop talking?” The driver laughed so hard, she thought the taxi was going to swerve into a U-Haul truck in the next lane. “Little Rock was the name of a stone outcropping on the bank of the Arkansas River. It was a landmark for early travelers.”


  Leah, I want you too much.


  “Guess what was located upstream a ways,” she said.


  “Big Rock?”


  “You amaze me. Now, turn this taxi around and take me back.”


  He looked hurt. “Jeez, I’ll shut up.”


  She threw James’s cab money onto the front seat. “Turn it around.”


  It was time for James to open his birthday present.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Eight


   


   


  Leah stood in the bathroom doorway and watched an oblivious James lounging in the huge claw-footed bathtub, arms draped over the sides, eyes closed. Steam rose off the water. Her eager gaze lingered on his naked body. David in Repose. Taking a deep breath, she padded shoeless toward the tub.


  He lurched upright with a satisfying gasp when she stepped into the tub, fully clothed. “Hello, James.” As water sloshed onto the floor, she settled herself comfortably at the opposite end, facing him. “I still like it when you’re speechless.”


  Slowly he sat back, the hint of a smile lighting his eyes and tilting one corner of his wide mouth. “You seem to be the only person with the ability to do that to me.”


  “I shall use my power wisely, O Wet One.”


  “What about your flight?”


  “There’ll be another one.” Leah poked at the air bubbles trapped under her dress, watching them blorp to the surface of the deep, warm water. She leaned back and stretched out her legs to one side of his long body, wriggling to avoid the faucets.


  He started to stroke her leg, and grimaced on encountering her tights. Lifting her foot out of the water, he got a good grip on the material covering her toes. And pulled. She chuckled as the tube of stretchy cloth lengthened between her foot and his fingers, with no discernible effect on her state of dress. He scowled and wrapped the material around his palm. “It was a sad day when women gave up garter belts and silk stockings.” He gave a mighty two-fisted yank. Laughing, she had to grab the sides of the tub to keep from being pulled under. Finally, with a frustrated growl, he unceremoniously reached under her dress to her waist. “There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”


  “Don’t let Stieglitz hear you say that.”


  He made short work of her tights, which landed on the bathroom floor with a resounding splat. She found her bare legs nestled intimately against his hip under the water. The delicious sensation held the promise of what was to come.


  He said, “I’m afraid to ask how you got back into the house.”


  “I’d forgotten to return the mudroom key. It was still in my coat pocket.” She squirmed as her shoulder brushed the faucet.


  James leaned forward to pull her to his end of the tub, snuggling her next to him, their legs entwined. His hand found the softness of her breast through the sodden fabric of her dress and bra, and her breathing quickened. He said, “I feel compelled to warn you, I tend to jump to conclusions whenever a beautiful woman deposits herself in my bathtub.” She opened her mouth to speak, and he put a restraining finger on her lips. “One word about figurative speech and I wash your mouth out with soap.”


  “If you were to use Stieglitz’s method, I might not mind the punishment.” When he frowned in perplexity, she demonstrated, running the tip of her tongue along his lips.


  A low purring noise arose from deep in his chest, and his arms tightened around her. “I’m not sure I fully comprehend. You’d better show me again.”


  She draped her arms around his neck and continued to taste and tease him. His broad chest rose and fell faster as his lips parted, and she ran her tongue along his teeth. A tingle raced through her body, settling in the depths of her belly as a pulsating tightness that made her squirm against him. He groaned and held her tighter still. His tongue tangled with hers in a primitive duel of possession and promise.


  At length he paused for breath. His voice was a husky murmur. “You came back, Leah. You came back.” His fingers worked swiftly to unfasten the buttons that ran down the front of her dress. The front closure of her bra caused him to mutter in frustration, but he soon got that open, too. The garments joined her tights on the floor.


  Her bare breasts drew his hand like a magnet. His leisurely caress made her moan softly. Finally he captured a nipple between his callused fingertip and an electric shock seemed to course through her, snagging her breath. He stroked and lightly pinched the soft peak until it tightened before directing his attention to its twin.


  Something moved against her hip, something warm and firm and very much alive. Looking down at his erection, she felt a thrill of anticipation even as her heart did a nervous little flip. He pulled her close, trapping her between his powerful legs, bringing her more fully against his throbbing need.


  James joined his lips to hers in a kiss that robbed her senses and made her world spin. He stroked her thighs under the water, his hand moving with sensual deliberation upward, ever higher. He explored her bottom and dipped his fingers between her legs, caressing her through her bikini panties. She shivered and pressed closer to him as he captured her soft sigh in his mouth. He pulled off the panties and hurled them across the room, where they landed on the pedestal sink. Leah had been unprepared for the sheer erotic thrill of his body sliding against hers in the warm water. She found herself under him, supported by his strong arm. He lifted her until the tips of her breasts broke the surface.


  Her voice echoed off the walls, rhythmic and throaty, as his warm mouth closed over her nipple and suckled greedily. Her response seemed to fuel his hunger even more. His hot tongue stroked her aching flesh, tasting and flicking the tight bud until she was breathless, unconscious of everything but the pinpoint of need flaring to life under his avid mouth, sending a spark shooting downward until she squirmed under him in mindless craving.


  His hands were everywhere, learning her body, finally finding the place that ached for his touch. She whimpered with longing as his fingers explored, nudging the slippery petals open. He raised his head to watch her face.


  His voice was thick. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.” His finger eased into her, and her internal muscles tightened reflexively. His hand stilled. A small frown creased his brow. “Leah?” His finger moved again, gently probing. “Are you a virgin?”


  She could only nod. Speech was out of the question. His eyes expressed more eloquently than words ever could the depth of his feelings—the wonder and tenderness swelling within him...his raw masculine satisfaction at being her first.


  He searched her eyes. “Leah...I want you to be sure.”


  “I’m sure, James.” She met his gaze unflinchingly. “I’ve never been more certain of anything.”


  His kiss was at once tender and demanding. “I’ll be gentle.” His finger began moving once more while his thumb circled and stroked her. She soon found herself reaching for his touch, her hips rocking to the intoxicating rhythm he set.


  She held on to him, clung fiercely, mindlessly, as if she were drowning and he were her lifeline, until she was reaching...reaching for the glowing point of light that swelled and blossomed just beyond her grasp. At the edge now, she felt a moment of panic and held back. “James!”


  “Let it happen, Leah...let it happen.” Relentlessly he coaxed her with his touch and his tender words until she had no choice but to surrender to the force of her release. She shuddered violently, her body rocked by the savage intensity of it. Vaguely she heard her sharp, pealing cries echoing back at her, not recognizing her own voice. It seemed to last forever as his skillful fingers worked their magic, prolonging her climax.


  Gradually her breathing steadied as her body calmed, wrapped tightly in the haven of his arms. He kissed her and stroked her hair. As awareness returned, she became acutely conscious of his unappeased need. Hesitantly she touched his penis, felt him twitch under her fingers, heard his sharp intake of breath. Her caress became bolder, more confident, and something close to a growl rumbled from his chest.


  With obvious reluctance he stilled her hand. “Wait, Leah, or it’ll be over too soon.” He abruptly stepped out of the tub and grabbed a thick white bath sheet.


  She stretched out in the massive tub, letting the warm water support her sated body as she watched him rub the towel briskly over his damp skin. “Can’t we stay here?” she asked as he lifted her to her feet and began drying her.


  He grinned. “Getting kinky already?” She playfully slapped him on the rump. “I must admit this old tub presents intriguing possibilities, but this time is special. For you. For us. You belong in my bed.” He wrapped her in the huge towel and started to lift her into his arms.


  “James! Your ankle.” She wriggled free and leapt toward the doorway when his long arm whipped out to grab her. She was laughing as she backed into the hallway, clutching the towel around her, watching the blue fire smolder in his eyes as he slowly followed her.


  “Stop fussing, woman. You’re about to be deflowered. Show the proper reverence.”


  “What would be properly reverent?” She shuffled backward down the carpeted hallway to the open doorway of his bedroom. A primitive thrill washed through her at the sight of the wet, naked, gloriously aroused man limping toward her with single-minded determination. Stalking her.


  He said, “Well, a display of virginal terror would be nice for a start. And for God’s sake, stop smiling.”


  Inside the doorway he caught up with her and seized her, heading straight for the bed. He lowered her to the linen duvet cover and stretched out next to her. It felt so right, somehow, finally sharing this man’s bed...giving herself to him as she’d never given herself before. She was glad she’d waited.


  Ever so slowly, he peeled the towel off her, as if he were indeed unwrapping a birthday present. Inch by inch he revealed her, kissing the flesh he exposed, until she was tingling from head to toe. Finally she felt his hot breath where she was damp with longing, and she shivered in anticipation. His intimate kiss left her stunned and breathless. She curled her fingers in his hair and arched into the sweet suction of his lips, the gentle scrape of his teeth, the flicking torment of his firm, slippery tongue on the ultrasensitive bud.


  She was in a frenzy of helpless writhing, her hair whipping the pillow, her hips imprisoned within the unyielding grasp of his hands, her gusty cries a plea for release. Every molecule of her body was taut as a bowstring—all sensation centered on the need to be filled. He bestowed one final lingering kiss, causing a delicious shudder to race through her. Through her sensual haze she saw him reach into the night table drawer for a small packet, which he tore open. Noting the dexterity and speed with which he rolled the condom on, she teased, “How did you get so good at that?”


  “Years of constant practice and self-denial.”


  “I don’t know about the ‘self-denial’ part,” she said with a knowing smile.


  He came to her then, covered her with his body, urged her to open to him as he caressed her face and kissed her. She relished the feel of him pressed so intimately against her, heavy and hot and potent. He began to press into her, a steady, slow penetration. She felt a stabbing burn and bit back a gasp.


  He stilled then and looked straight into her eyes, his voice low and hoarse. “I wish I didn’t have to hurt you, Leah.”


  She wanted to reassure him, to tell him that the fleeting pain paled against the wonder of becoming one with him. But words eluded her. Her passion-misted eyes sought out his. Her fingers caressed his cheek, and he turned his face to kiss her palm. She saw the same telltale brightness sheen his clear blue eyes, and her heart soared with the knowledge that their union affected him as profoundly as it did her.


  He moved deeper and deeper within her until they were joined completely. “Are you all right?” he whispered. She nodded and his mouth claimed hers in a tender, lingering kiss. She reveled in the extraordinary sensation of being so deeply, so completely, so sweetly impaled by the hard, pulsing length of him. He held himself still to let her adjust, his strained features hinting at the enormous control he exercised.


  James framed Leah’s face in his large hands, his intense gaze locked with hers. “Being with you...it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. I’ve never made love before. Not really. Not like this.”


  She wrapped her arms tightly around him. “I just wish...I wish it never had to end.”


  The pace of their loving started out slow but quickly escalated. She couldn’t say at what point her initial discomfort metamorphosed into a different kind of burn. She could only wonder at the delicious, magical response of her own body as a spark flared to life somewhere deep inside.


  The flame he kindled blazed brighter and hotter until she was rising to meet him, matching the rhythm he set. Her fingers dug into his back, both their bodies sheened with sweat. Unexpectedly she found herself at the edge once more, striving for that glowing point. “I—can’t—I can’t!” she gasped.


  “Yes you can.”


  She knew he was holding back, delaying his own satisfaction. Again and again he filled her, each thrust bringing her closer to that elusive golden edge as their bodies met and merged until, without warning, that which she strove for was around her, in her, and she yielded, letting it consume her, letting it carry her on wave after wave of pure pulsating sensation.


  Only then did he drive into her with ferocious abandon, his own release imminent. His expression of stark rapture as he lunged for the final time, the savage groan wrenched from deep within him, the raw concentrated power of his body, filled her with awe.


  Their passion spent, they lay entwined, feeling their heartbeats slow as one. “Tell me,” he murmured, playing with a damp strand of her hair, “how does a modern woman get to the ripe old age of twenty-four with her maidenly honor intact?”


  She turned his own words back on him. “Years of constant practice and self-denial.”


  He chuckled. “I don’t know about the ‘constant practice’ part.”


  “When I was younger it was all I could do to make a living and go to school. Boys just didn’t fit into the equation. I was twenty before I did any serious dating. And I guess that was when I decided to hold out until I met someone special.” She squeezed his hand and kissed him. “And I can be pretty obstinate when I set my mind to something.”


  He grinned. “But then you saw the sculpted perfection of my godlike body and said what the hell, right?”


  She shook her head, laughing. “I must admit, the sculpted perfection is a nice plus.”


  He seemed to sober. “Leah, I meant what I said. I’ve never experienced what you and I shared. And you know I don’t just mean the sex, though it was extraordinary.” He gripped her hand. “We belong together. I can’t stand the thought of your going back to Little Rock. Of my never seeing you again. Come back to me. I know you have to go now and take care of things down there, but then come back. Stay with me. Stay here.”


  As much as she wanted to say yes, she hesitated. “James...I don’t know. People are relying on me. It’s not just Harmony Grits. My parents are getting on in years.”


  “I know, and I know they need you. But there are flights every day. You can come and go as much as you like.” He made her look at him. “I’m not letting you out of my life, Leah. Promise me you’ll come back.”


  “I promise,” she whispered.


  His eyes shone with relief and triumph. He hauled her to him and kissed her soundly.


  Unbidden, her ugly, dark secret reared up out of the shadows of her past. How could she ever tell him? I’m his daughter, James. I came here out of hatred and vengeance. I deceived you. I’m his daughter.


  James was a proud man. He’d warned her he would not be made a fool of. All she could do was pray that someday the two of them would become close enough for her to trust him with the truth. And for him to understand.


  Someday.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Nine


   


   


  “Gawd! I still can’t believe it,” Kara Greene said as she drove her Porsche along the now snow-free back roads of Long Island’s North Shore. “Trapped with James Bradburn and that damn cat for three days. At that big old estate. You might as well have been on a desert island. A thing like that can be either utter hell—” she cast a sidelong glance at her passenger “—or outrageously romantic.” Leah smiled and kept her mouth shut. “Not that it’s any of my beeswax, as my mother used to say.”


  “Kara, I really appreciate your giving me a ride to my hotel,” Leah said. Kara had brought Mary back from her sister’s place in Queens. The two women had arrived just as Leah had donned her dress, having run it through the dryer.


  “Don’t mention it. Whoa!” Kara slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting a florist’s van that abruptly braked at a yellow light. As the Porsche stopped short, Leah’s purse and the envelope flew off her lap. Kara started cursing out the other driver, then stopped when she noticed Leah hastily shoving pictures back into the envelope.


  “What are those? Lemme see.” While she waited for the light to turn green, Kara unceremoniously grabbed the prints and looked at the topmost one. It was the side view of Leah. “Very nice, but how’d you keep your clothes on? James could charm the knickers off the queen of England.” Next came the arresting close-up portrait of James. “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe it! How did you get him to sit still for a picture? He never lets himself be photographed.”


  “All part of his strategy. He was trying to charm my knickers off.”


  “Hah! Good girl.” Kara inspected the picture with a critical eye. “Not bad.” She turned to the next one. A reclining James stared back at her from the large black-and-white photo, full figure, wearing only low-slung jeans with the button undone and a smile to match his provocative attire. It was a smile his agent found inordinately interesting, judging by the arched-eyebrow look she now leveled at her passenger.


  “What?” Leah wasn’t going to make this easy for her.


  Cars behind them started honking. Kara relinquished the photos and accelerated to pass the van. “You gonna tell me the rest of it now or am I gonna have to wheedle it outta you for the next twenty miles?”


  “As opposed to your usual subtle inquiries?”


  “Not that I can blame you,” Kara said. “The man’s a prime hunk.”


  “That’s not why I—” Damn it.


  Kara smiled broadly. “Not why you...?” she prompted. When Leah didn’t answer, she continued, “For what it’s worth, I’ve never seen James look at a woman the way he was looking at you.”


  A tingle raced over Leah’s skin. “How was he looking at me?”


  “Like Gomez looks at Morticia. Like Nick looks at Nora. Like Pepe Le Pew looks at that lady skunk. You get the picture.”


  The tingle moved deeper, warming Leah from the inside out. “Really?”


  “Really. James hasn’t had a serious relationship since his wife died. I guess you know about her. Not that he hasn’t had female companionship if you know what I mean, but he never lets anyone get close. I think he’s sworn off marriage for good.”


  Leah wondered if that was a warning not to let herself get hurt. Since Kara was being so forthcoming with information she knew she’d never get out of James, she decided to jump in with both feet. “James said Renee was unfaithful. Do you know anything about that?”


  “Sure. Everyone knew about Renee’s extracurricular activities. Everyone but James.”


  Leah’s breath caught, and his vehement words came unbidden in the fuller context of this revelation. I’ll never tolerate being made a fool of. “He must’ve been devastated when he found out.”


  Kara sighed. “I honestly thought he knew. I thought...Damn it, I don’t know what I thought. Maybe I just didn’t want to be the one to tell him.”


  “How did he find out?”


  “One day his brother Luke showed up at the mansion unexpectedly and caught Renee and a photog buddy of James’s doing it in the swimming pool.”


  “Oh my God.”


  “Luke went straight to his brother and told him. He had to keep James from taking the guy apart.”


  “What about Renee?”


  “You mean did he want to take Renee apart, too? I think he felt more hurt than vindictive once he found out about all her affairs. Not that he confided in me, but I’ve known the guy for fifteen years. Not much gets past me.” Kara turned onto the entrance ramp to the expressway. “The marriage was two years old and had been on life support practically from the start.”


  “What did you think of Renee? Aside from the matter of her ‘extracurricular activities’?” Leah didn’t know Kara well, but she respected her judgment.


  “She was manipulative and self-centered. ‘Bitch’ doesn’t even come close.”


  “I guess that says it all.”


  But Kara was just getting warmed up. “I think she thought she could do anything she wanted, trample on anyone and anything, and her face and body would always bail her out. She lied to James from day one.”


  “About what?” As if adultery weren’t enough.


  “Before he married Renee, he made it clear he wanted children and he wanted them right away.”


  “Really?” This was a side of James she’d never suspected. The image of a baby in his arms made her smile.


  “Sure. He’s always loved kids. Anyway, he made no secret of this, and Renee said, ‘Oh yeah, that’s what I want, too. Lots of little rug rats.’ Then they get married and all of a sudden it’s ‘Maybe next year, lemme do a little more modeling first.’ Next year comes and she’s still stringing him along and he finally gets her to admit she never intends to have kids. Ever. Her figure is too valuable, she says. Her figure is too valuable. Like that’s not an issue for the rest of us brood mares.”


  “Do you have children, Kara?”


  She smiled proudly. “Ed and I have two boys and a girl. I’ll show you their pictures when we stop.”


  They rode in silence for some time until the car entered the Midtown Tunnel. “Leah, did James tell you how Renee died?”


  “He said she died in an auto accident. The same accident that killed his father.”


  Kara looked grim. “She was running away with his father. She was leaving James.”


  Leah groaned.


  “She and the old man laid that on him and then took off during a sleet storm,” Kara continued. “Renee lost control of her Vette and hit a tree about half a mile from Whitewood.”


  She was silent a few moments and then said, “I thought you should know that, Leah. I thought it would kinda help you get a handle on why James is the way he is. He can be a bear, no doubt about it. He expects honesty and integrity from the people he deals with, and Gawd help you if you let him down. Given his history, can you blame the guy?”


  Leah closed her eyes. Honesty and integrity. Suddenly her confidence in the future of their relationship faltered.


  Kara went on, oblivious to Leah’s inner turmoil. “I knew he wouldn’t tell you these things. And maybe it’s not my place to butt in, but what the hell—when has that ever stopped me?”


  “James called his father a sadistic bastard.”


  A cold look came into Kara’s eyes. “An understatement if I ever heard one. I always thought Renee teaming up with the old man was a match made in heaven. Or hell. He abused his wife and kids, verbally and physically. He was an outrageous philanderer. Must have dozens of bastard kids running around.”


  Leah stared out the window at the white-tiled wall of the tunnel racing by. Was that the sum total of her existence, then, being just one more by-blow of a man like James Bradburn, Sr.?


  “He married James’s mother, Antonia Ashton, for her money and Whitewood,” Kara continued. “She was very young and very sheltered—no match for a vulture like him. He was charming, sophisticated, a real smoothie. And a hot ticket, lemme tell you, even in his fifties and sixties—tall, blond, and athletic. We’re talking Robert Redford on the outside, Freddy Krueger on the inside.”


  “But to steal his son’s wife. What kind of man would do such a thing?” You know what kind of man, Leah told herself. That was the least of what he’d done.


  “Here’s how I see it,” Kara said. “First Renee decides she wants James Junior. He’s wealthy, powerful, has the connections she needs, and lives in a mansion, for crying out loud. And, as we all know—including you, Madame Photographer—he’s also your basic Greek gawd.”


  Leah rolled her eyes. “Kara...”


  “So anyway, Sarah Bernhardt turns on the juice, making James think he’s getting everything he could possibly want in a devoted wife and—hah!—mother. Time passes, the brutal truth is revealed. Needless to say, James the Wiser is no longer the generous, indulgent sucker she married. He’s got Renee on a real short leash. Now, you gotta understand, Leah, this is a woman who’s used to having the world handed to her on a fourteen-karat-gold platter. She’s used to being adored, for Gawd’s sake! And her husband at this point is anything but adoring. Now along comes Daddy Bradburn, saying sit on my knee and tell me all about it, little girl.”


  Leah closed her eyes and leaned back against the headrest. Sit on my knee, little girl. The image of fourteen-year-old Annie came brutally to mind.


  Blinding daylight replaced the gloom of the tunnel as the Porsche began negotiating the hectic streets of Manhattan’s East Side. Here the remnants of the blizzard were less picturesque than in the suburbs, with snow heaped in filthy mounds along the curbs.


  Leah said, “Let me guess. Renee figures she’s found someone who still appreciates her, someone equally powerful and well connected.”


  “Not as gawdlike perhaps, and she had to kiss the money good-bye. Plus the estate on Lawn Guyland,” Kara said. “And that’s where I figure the old man’s motive comes in. You see, Antonia never gave her husband title to Whitewood or her money. Smart cookie. And when she died ten years ago, she left everything to the boys. Every damn thing. James Senior tried to contest the will, of course, but he lost and the boys kicked him off the estate. Not that Mark and Luke wanted to live there. No way. Too many memories of a miserable childhood. They were more than happy to let James have exclusive use of it.”


  Leah filled in the blanks. “So then a few years later Junior’s marriage is on the rocks, and Senior sees an opportunity to really stick it to him.”


  “By cuckolding his son,” Kara agreed. “Do people still use that word, cuckold? They should—it’s a good word.” She leaned on her horn as a taxi cut her off. “Anyway, I don’t think the old man had a shred of feeling for Renee except as a way to get back at James. He probably would’ve dumped her as soon as the desired level of humiliation was achieved.”


  Leah wanted to ask if all three boys had been adopted or only James. Could the fact that James Junior was not his biological son, the “fruit of his loins,” have played a part in the old man’s vengeful actions? But then she recalled James’s reticence to discuss the subject of his adoption, and held her tongue. Perhaps Kara didn’t even know. And if she didn’t, it wasn’t Leah’s place to enlighten her.


  Kara pulled up in front of the hotel. “Listen, honey, go in and pack up and check out and everything and I’ll take you out to La Guardia.” When Leah started to protest, she said, “For Gawd’s sake, shut up and get your stuff. I’ll wait right here.”


  Leah took the elevator to the twelfth floor and entered the room she hadn’t seen since Saturday, four days earlier. She was glad she’d had this discussion with Kara, glad Kara wanted her to know these things about James, painful though they were. Certain elements of his personality now fit into place like pieces of a puzzle—his pride, his evasiveness, his insistence on honesty. She wondered how a man who’d endured the kind of betrayal he had could find it in him to trust any woman.


  And she wondered if she could find it in herself to be deserving of that trust.


  *


   “...and some of the pralines,” James said.


  “Good choice.” Leah rolled over on the picnic blanket and propped herself on her elbows so she could look down into his sun-dappled face. He lay sprawled on his side, perusing the Harmony Grits catalog. The day was exceptionally warm for mid-April. Prickles of grass poked her from under the blanket, but she didn’t mind.


  “Aren’t you going to write this down?” he asked.


  She pointed to her head. “Like a steel trap. You want peach pickles, jalapeño-onion cornbread mix, three kinds of chowchow, and pralines. Hopefully not in the same meal.”


  Absently he stroked her arm, never taking his eyes off the catalog. “You’re amazing.”


  “I know.”


  The small apple orchard where they’d just enjoyed a picnic lunch was the most secluded and relaxing spot at Whitewood. To get there they’d trekked a quarter mile from the back of the house to where the great lawn sloped downward, and followed granite slabs that had been set into the declivity to serve as a rustic, overgrown staircase.


  The orchard was a fairy-tale world of mottled light, the trill of birds and insects, and the perfumed breezes of spring. Between the lush greenery and the land’s natural rise, the big house was invisible from where they lay.


  “Did you come here a lot as a boy?” Leah asked.


  “Hmm...? Hey, is this Blowtorch Chili any good?”


  “Forget it. That stuff’s fatal for newborns, heart patients, and Yankees.” She snatched the catalog out of his hands and sent it flying. In a flash he seized her arms and playfully pinned her to the blanket.


  “Are you impugning my manhood, ma’am?” His eyes were alight with an impish twinkle. “Me, a decorated officer of the Union army? Sounds like I might have me a Confederate spy here. You know what we do with spies, don’t you, ma’am? We search them.” He began to unbutton her blouse. “Very thoroughly.”


  Later, the officer and his prisoner lay entwined on the blanket, flushed and sated, the breeze cool on their bare, sweat-dampened skin. “Ah do declare, Captain,” Leah breathed, “seems you’ve gone and broken the secret code.” She curled into his embrace. “You didn’t answer my question, you know.”


  “You asked a question?”


  She laughed. “Did you come here a lot as a kid?”


  “God, yes.”


  The low vehemence of his answer gave her pause. She watched his face as he stared up into the canopy of new leaves and pink apple blossoms. She knew that look—he was somewhere else at that moment. She waited.


  At length he said, “I used to come here when Dad was on a rampage. Mark and Luke did, too. No matter the time of year, rain or shine. This place—” he looked around “—was our oasis.”


  “He didn’t follow you here?” Over the course of the last few weeks, James had opened up about his unhappy childhood and his father’s abusive nature. It hurt her to think of the pain and confusion the children had suffered.


  “No, he never came here, and you can’t see this spot from the house or tennis courts or pool—so we were safe here.”


  Leah couldn’t help contrasting this setting with the shacklike home she grew up in, surrounded by three acres of scraggly land. Her family always kept a couple of dozen chickens, a cow or two, and a vegetable patch. That subsistence farming had helped see them through some pretty lean years.


  Meanwhile her natural father and his wife and sons had lived in the kind of opulence that even her vivid child’s imagination—fueled by Merl and Douglas’s stories—could not do justice to. But she’d grown up in a loving home, she reflected, with two caring parents. Somehow she felt she’d gotten the better deal.


  “You know,” he said slowly, “I thought maybe you knew my father, that he might’ve hurt you somehow.”


  A shiver raced up her spine. “Why do you say that?”


  “Remember the first time we were in the darkroom? I thought you recognized his picture, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if you had. We always knew, my brothers and I, that we weren’t the only ones whose lives Dad made a living hell. There were stories—nothing more than whispered rumors really—about how he abused his business associates, the servants, his mistresses. Maybe I’m just being neurotic, but it did occur to me that he might’ve been the reason you came to Whitewood. Where my father was concerned, anything was possible.”


  “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” she said, not looking at him.


  He shrugged easily and stretched, folding his arms under his head. “Leah, you have no idea what my father was capable of. I don’t think even I do. All I know is, a man that mean can’t go through life without having left his mark on a lot of people.”


  “Well...your father’s gone now, so even if he had, um, hurt me somehow, what would be the point of my coming here?”


  He looked at her. “You must know I’d do my damnedest to undo any damage he’d done. If it was in my power.”


  They were silent awhile, listening to the whisper of the breeze through the trees. His sense of responsibility touched her—and his instinct to protect her. She’d found out from Kara that on his first trip to the city after the blizzard, James had paid a visit to the Carleton Gallery, a visit the smarmy gallery owner was not likely to forget. Kara had assured her that James had shown restraint—Mike only spent two days in the hospital.


  She asked, “You didn’t come to the orchard only to escape your father, did you?”


  “No, we played here a lot. Cowboys and Indians, that sort of thing. I kissed my first girl here.”


  She grinned. “Tell me about it.”


  He plucked a blade of grass and rolled onto his side, trailing it along Leah’s arm as he spoke. “I was all of eight years old, and she was an ‘older woman’—thirteen.” He chuckled. “We used to play together a lot. Her mom worked at the house.”


  Leah found it hard to breathe, as if an anvil lay on her chest. She sat up with her bare back to James, who seemed not to notice her agitation as he absently stroked her hip.


  He continued, “I’d known Annie...forever, I guess. We’d always been buddies. Anyway, one day we were out here playing and we sat down to take a breather. That’s when I did it, out of curiosity and mischief. Gave her a peck right on the lips.” He chuckled. “Before she could figure out what I was up to.”


  He became quiet, and she turned to see him smiling at the memory. “That was the quickest kiss in the history of the human race, but I remember it like it was yesterday. Annie wiped her mouth and called me a perverted little twerp. But she was laughing. Then we went back to being Peter Pan and Tiger Lily. I was trying to capture her and take her back to Never-Never Land as I recall, but I don’t think I ever did.”


  Leah reached for her clothes and started to dress, wondering how much longer she could continue to deceive James. She wanted so badly to tell him she was Annie’s daughter, and here was the perfect opportunity—but she couldn’t make herself do it. She’d thought their increasing closeness would make it easier for her to confide in him, but instead, each day that passed only made her fear his reaction that much more.


  She didn’t think she could bear his wrath, to have him look at her with contempt as he had in the beginning, when he’d suspected her motives. There was so much more at stake now. She was in love with him, though she’d never said the words aloud.


  “You chilly?” he asked, and she nodded, buttoning her short denim skirt. He dressed and started repacking the picnic hamper. “I guess it’s about time to head back to the house. I’ve gotta be in the city at three for my meeting with that reporter.”


  They ascended the granite steps and started across the sprawling back lawn, with its wealth of mature shade trees and elegantly understated landscaping. They passed a rambling English-style country garden just coming into bloom.


  Leah had been staying with James for eight weeks, on and off. She’d hired an assistant for Miguel, and her folks were well, so there was nothing to keep her from visiting for days at a time. Between e-mail, fax, and overnight courier, long-distance management of her business had proved quite doable.


  As far as Merl and Douglas were concerned, they knew only that she had a boyfriend in New York named Andrew—James’s middle name. Leah tried not to think of how she, always so honest and forthright with everyone, had ended up deceiving the three people she loved most dearly.


  “You’re awfully quiet,” he said as they neared the mansion. “What are you thinking about?” When she didn’t answer, he stopped and set the picnic basket down, then put a hand on her arm. “What is it, Leah?”


  She looked up into his remarkable azure eyes and then away. “I’m...going to miss you today. That’s all.”


  He smiled and kissed her forehead. “I’ll only be gone a few hours. Then I’ll let you show me how much you missed me. How’s that?” He closed his mouth over hers, his deep kiss warming her more thoroughly than the bright sun beating down on them.


  Finally he relinquished her mouth and held her close, his eyes blazing into hers. “I love you, Leah,” he whispered hoarsely. His declaration rocked her to the core, leaving her breathless with joy. “God, I didn’t even know someone like you existed. Not after...” He pressed kisses to her eyes, her hair. “Do you understand? You’ve given me back my ability to love. To trust. Nothing that came before matters now.”


  She bit her trembling lip and closed her eyes against the confusion welling up within her. He loved her, he trusted her. But she had no right to his love or his trust—not until everything was out in the open. Suddenly it became crystal-clear: The charade must end. Now. Whatever the repercussions. Surely a love this strong could withstand the truth, she reasoned. She saw it so clearly in the way he looked at her, the unquestionable sincerity of his words.


  She took a deep, shuddering breath, steeling herself. “James, there’s something I have to tell—”


  “If yer goin’ to stand out there kissin’ all day,” Mary called from the French doors, “ye’ll be late for yer interview.”


  He laughed. “I’d rather kiss all day, Mary,” he answered. “And maybe do a few other things.” He put an arm around Leah and started toward the doors.


  “Yer an old alley cat, no better than Stieglitz,” Mary said as she turned to go back inside, but Leah could see the housekeeper fighting a grin.


  She sighed in frustration as they entered the house and he made hasty preparations to leave. Finally she’d found the courage to unburden herself, to shed the secret she’d been living with for two months, and now she had to wait another few hours until he returned that evening. As she kissed him good-bye and watched him leave the house, she smiled at the sense of peace already beginning to infuse her.


  What a relief it was to know that after tonight, there would be no more secrets.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Ten


   


   


  “Do you ever make haggis, Mary?”


  The housekeeper paused in her examination of her seedlings—tomato, pepper, eggplant, cucumber, and broccoli—to give Leah a look that spoke volumes. “Lass, I have about as much love for haggis as ye do for chitlins. Course, ’twould be worth makin’ it just to see the look on young James’s face when he tried a bite. Be a dear and hand me that sprinklin’ can.”


  Leah found the battered aluminum can and watched Mary carefully water her seedlings, nestled in peat pots and arranged in neat rows on black plastic trays. They were near the mansion’s west side and the five-o’clock sun cast long shadows on the neatly groomed lawn. Mary wore a wide-brimmed straw hat with garish, age-faded yellow flowers on the band.


  For over two hours Leah had worked in the third-floor room that had become her second office, reviewing Miguel’s inventory reports and updating mailing lists. Then she’d decided it was time for a break. She’d made a pitcher of lemonade and carried a glass outside to the housekeeper, who was tending her seedlings in preparation for spring planting.


  “In Arkansas my folks have already got their plants in the ground,” Leah observed.


  “Sure, but up here we canna put them in till Mother’s Day. I wouldna want the frost to carry off me babies.”


  She watched Mary fuss with her tiny green charges awhile longer, then straighten up with popping joints and remove her gardening gloves. “I’ll carry these trays inside before dark.”


  “I’ll help you.”


  “Yer a dear girl. James doesn’t deserve ye. Now, if his brothers can do as well, I’ll die a happy old lady.”


  “You really love them, don’t you?”


  “That I do, lass. I’ve been with this family fifty-one years, and those boys are like my own.”


  Leah hesitated. “Did you feel that way about their father?”


  Mary threw her a shrewd look. “I figure ye probably heard plenty about Mr. Bradburn. Me, I say ’tis best to let some things be. Leave it to others to speak ill of the dead.”


  They started walking toward the door to the mudroom. “I’m curious,” Leah said, “and it’s hard to talk to James about this. But I’ve wondered if Mark and Luke are adopted, too.”


  “Adopted? I dinna understand ye, lass.”


  “I mean, I assume they were if the reason the Bradburns adopted James was that they couldn’t have children of their own. But I know that sometimes after a couple adopts—” She realized Mary had stopped walking, and she turned to look back at the little woman in the preposterous hat.


  Mary started laughing. “I canna think where ye got an idea like that.”


  Leah frowned. “An idea like what? That all the boys—”


  “God Almighty, lass, your James wasna adopted. Whoever put a notion like that in yer head?” She chuckled and started walking again, but Leah halted her progress with a gentle hand.


  “Mary...” She took a deep breath. “James himself told me he was adopted. You’ve known the family for—”


  “Sure, and I saw Mrs. Bradburn carry three babes in her belly, and the first was your lad. All three of those boys were born to Mr. Bradburn and his wife, make no mistake. James was havin’ some fun with ye, lass, if he told ye otherwise. Now, I’ve been chattin’ out here too long—I must get supper started.”


  Leah stood frozen in place as the housekeeper scooted past her and entered the house. She felt the blood drain from her face and wondered distractedly if she was going to pass out. Or throw up. She licked her dry lips and tried to make her brain function.


  It couldn’t be. It was...unthinkable.


  Somehow she made it inside and through to the front hall, where she stopped and took several deep breaths, forcing herself to calm down and review what she knew. Which consisted only of what she’d been told, by James and by Mary. What she needed, she realized, was objective evidence, something in black and white.


  On impulse she raced up the curved staircase to the second floor, then down the hall to James’s office. If she didn’t find what she was looking for there, she’d start on the attic. But one way or another, she’d get an answer.


  After searching through files for fifteen minutes, she finally came to a collection of personal documents—insurance policies, automobile records, deeds, a passport, his birth certificate. With trembling hands she held it and read the words she’d prayed she wouldn’t see.


  First name: James. Middle name: Andrew. Mother: Antonia Ashton Bradburn. Father: James Andrew Bradburn. It was all there—hospital, attending physician, date of birth...


  She closed her eyes and leaned against the file cabinet, listening to her pulse thunder in her ears. She took a deep breath and replaced the birth certificate, only then noticing a snapshot tucked into the same folder. She pulled it out and examined it.


  She recognized Antonia Bradburn—a younger version of the woman whose portrait hung in the ballroom—wearing an exhausted smile, tucked into a hospital bed, cradling a yawning newborn infant with puffy eyes and a head full of black hair. On the back was written, “Antonia and James, Jr., one day old.”


  Tears stung her eyes as bewilderment and pain threatened to overwhelm her. Why would he lie? Why did he lie? For surely this evidence was indisputable. James was her half brother. They’d committed—


  Abruptly, through the haze of tears now streaming down her face, she stuffed the picture back into the folder and slammed the cabinet shut. She tried to calm her sobs as she groped her way out of the office and down the hallway to her room. James’s room. The room she’d shared with him for eight weeks. The room where they’d made love countless times.


  The horror of what she’d done was like an evil entity inside her, something dark and hideous that she couldn’t shake, would never be able to eradicate from her soul. It made no difference to her that the sin was unintentional. With self-disgust she realized that she’d unwittingly managed to live up to the ugliest caricature of a hillbilly, far worse than Mike Carleton’s most insulting parody could ever hope to be.


  When she realized she was throwing her clothes into her suitcase, she paused and sat on the bed. Yes. She must leave. Now, while James was away. If she gave herself a chance to look into her half brother’s blue eyes once more, she didn’t know what she might say or do.


  And he must never know. It was enough that she’d have to live forever with the knowledge of what they’d done. She wouldn’t put him through it as well.


  But the question persisted: Why had he lied? She cradled her head with trembling fingers. Could he have despised his father enough to pretend—or perhaps even fool himself into believing—that he wasn’t the man’s natural son? Ultimately it made no difference why he’d lied. He had. The damage was done.


  And to think she’d fantasized about having his children! The two of them had even talked about kids and child rearing, in a casual way, as if gauging each other’s feelings on the subject. Thank God she’d gone on the Pill. This disaster could have been so much worse.


  Wearily she rose and made her way up the stairs to her office, where she picked up the phone and called the airline and the taxi service. Then she gathered up all her work papers and carried them back down to the bedroom. It was nearly six. If she hurried, she could slip out before he returned—slink out of Whitewood like a thief, she thought bitterly, just as her family had been forced to do twenty-four years before. Commanding herself not to think about it, she concentrated on stuffing her clothes and papers into her suitcase.


  “What are you doing, Leah?”


  Startled, she turned to see James in the doorway, a perplexed frown on his face. She turned back to her task with renewed intensity. “I have to leave. I already called a taxi.”


  “What happened?” He crossed the room and touched her shoulder. “Is it your family?” he asked softly. “Did something happen to your mom or—”


  She shook off the hand. “No. It’s not that. It’s...me. Us.” She latched the suitcase and forced herself to face him. “I won’t be coming back, James.”


  He stood immobile. “Won’t be...? What are you talking about?” He caught her as she tried to pass him, yanking the suitcase out of her grasp and tossing it onto the bed. “What the hell’s going on here, Leah?” Bewilderment had turned into anger. “You were just going to sneak out without saying anything, weren’t you?”


  “Yes.” She tried to keep her voice steady. “It would’ve been better that way, believe me, James.”


  He seized her shoulders. “Damn it, you’re going to tell me what got into you! I love you, in case you forgot.” His eyes flicked to the suitcase, his voice softening. “Is that what this is about? Are things just going too fast for you?”


  She held the tears at bay with an effort, knowing there was only one way to make a clean break—and dreading it. She had to make him hate her again. Reluctantly she forced long-ago memories to the surface. His fierce scowl, firelight glittering in his icy eyes as he stared down at her in the Gold Room. A lifetime ago. What were his words?


  You’re a lousy liar....I thought you were different.


  “I deceived you, James. From the beginning.”


  Abruptly he released her, his expression guarded, his voice low and measured. “What are you saying?”


  She dragged in a deep breath. “I’m not the person you think I am. I...tricked Mike Carleton into bringing me here.” She had to turn away from the pain and confusion in his eyes.


  “You told me that before. You did it so you could talk to someone, you said. An old boyfriend.”


  “No. There was no boyfriend.”


  “Then why?” It was a hoarse whisper. “Why did you come here?”


  “I was after something.”


  James’s agitated breathing filled the ensuing silence. Clearly he controlled his temper with an effort of will.


  She said, “If it makes you feel better, I never did get what I came here for.”


  “Which was...?” The voice was that of a stranger.


  She turned to see him standing rigidly, his fists balled at his sides, his eyes like shards of blue glass.


  “I can’t tell you that,” she whispered.


  Every word she’d spoken was the truth. And she knew how he’d misconstrue that truth in his ignorance—how she needed him to misconstrue it. His words of that afternoon swam in her head. I love you, Leah...Nothing that came before matters now.


  I love you, too, James, she thought miserably. God, how I love you.


  He opened his mouth to speak again, then seemed to think better of it. Stalking to the bed, he picked up her suitcase. “Perhaps I should check the contents,” he bit out, then turned and preceded her down the hallway. “Then again, whatever you took, you can just consider payment for services rendered.”


  She forced herself to hold her head high and follow him downstairs, praying the flood of tears would hold off until she was out of the house. She smelled the enticing aroma of Mary’s beef Bourguignon and regretted not being able to say good-bye to the woman who’d become like a grandmother to her. That, she knew, was the least of the crippling regrets she’d have to live with for the rest of her life.


  He set her suitcase down near the front door. “Don’t worry. I’ll never contact you,” he said, and walked away.


  *


  James didn’t consciously seek out his darkroom, yet that was where he found himself moments later, poring over contact sheets while struggling against the blistering reality of what had just happened. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d sought solace by totally immersing himself in his work.


  Her words taunted him. I’m not the person you think I am....I deceived you....I was after something...


  He told himself that the Leah he knew—the loving, dependable, obstinate, and deliciously sensual creature he’d fallen in love with—could not have meant those words. Something had forced her to say them. But even as these thoughts crossed his mind, they were crowded out by an unbidden memory.


  Renee.


  It all came back to him in a sickening rush—his wife’s manipulation, her deceit, her treachery. He hurled the stack of contact sheets against a wall, where they fluttered to the floor. What had made him think Leah was any different? Hadn’t he learned enough from his “loving” late wife and others of her ilk? Apparently not, he had to admit. The events of the past fifteen minutes spoke for themselves.


  Had he actually told Leah she’d given him back his ability to trust? His humorless chuckle reverberated in the small room. And why did her deceit hurt so much, even more than Renee’s had? But he knew why. Leah was the first woman he’d ever really loved. His long-ago feelings for Renee, what he’d once thought of as love, were like a guttering candle flame next to the raging bonfire of what he’d felt for Leah.


  And all the time she’d been laughing at him, hooking him and then reeling him in, like some gullible, lovestruck schoolboy. He welcomed the anger swelling within him. It was so much easier to deal with than his grief and pain.


  “That bitch made a fool out of me,” he growled, gripping the edge of the water table with white-knuckled hands.


  He remembered their lovemaking that afternoon with merciless clarity: the prickly grass poking through the picnic blanket under him, Leah on top of him, rocking and gasping in mindless deliverance, crying out his name as though in pain. He recalled the way her eyes closed and her lips parted, the way her beautiful breasts swayed and her angel hair was everywhere at once. He felt himself harden at the memory of their final union and cursed himself.


  He fished in his shirt pocket for a piece of paper, which he unfolded. On it were sketches and notes. After his magazine interview, he’d met with an old friend of his, a jewelry artist. Together they’d designed a ring for Leah—an engagement ring. It was to have been a large, square-cut emerald, adorned with pearls in a setting of white gold. They’d labored over the details of the design for an hour.


  “A fool...” he rasped, remembering how excited he’d been just minutes earlier, anticipating her response to his proposal, to the ring he’d lovingly designed just for her.


  What the hell had she been after, anyway? Certainly not marriage, he thought, crumpling the paper and tossing it to the floor. Money? Not likely. Whatever else she was, she definitely had enough drive and ambition to make it on her own—and the desire to see her dreams fulfilled through her own hard work. These were qualities he’d admired in her.


  Yet what else could have motivated her? Professional advancement didn’t apply in her case—her work was in no way connected with his. Of course, he’d known women for whom it had been enough simply to be an ornament on his arm, to bask in the reflected glory of being seen with a man like James Bradburn. He’d never respected women like that. None of this fit Leah.


  With a jolt he remembered that she’d come to him a virgin. It didn’t make sense. He ran a trembling hand through his hair. Or did it? If a woman wanted something badly enough, wouldn’t she use every tool at her disposal to obtain it? A woman as duplicitous as Leah Harmony would certainly be capable of preserving her “purity”—like any other precious commodity—to use when it best suited her purposes.


  Well, she could go to hell, he thought, taking a deep breath and blinking to clear his vision. He wouldn’t waste one more millisecond of his precious time, one more iota of mental energy—and certainly not one tear—on the woman. With a monumental effort, he hardened the shell around his heart and vowed to forget about Leah...the woman he’d wanted to bear his babies, the woman he’d wanted to grow old with.


  The woman he’d never really known.


  He started setting up his chemicals, readying his enlarger. One thing is certain, he thought while grimly preparing for a mind-numbing marathon photo-developing session.


  I’ll never let it happen again.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Eleven


   


   


  “What color hair should I give my little girl—red or orange?” Merlina Moody Harmony reached into the large plastic shopping bag leaning next to her lawn chair and rummaged through skeins of yarn.


  Leah had just arrived at her childhood home in Texarkana for a visit. Douglas was working at the tire plant, but Merl was behind the house in her usual spot, doing needlework for her church’s Christmas bazaar—an avocation that kept her busy all year.


  Leah found another beat-up lawn chair near the simple four-room cabin Douglas had built twenty-four years earlier and in which she’d grown up. She dragged it over the weedy lawn next to Merl and examined the bald Raggedy Ann doll in her lap. “I’m partial to orange. Do you ever make Raggedy Andys?” she asked.


  “Oh sure. The Anns sell better, though. Most folks are still real small-minded about giving dolls to boys. Course, if I ever get great-grandsons of my own—” she sent a meaningful look to Leah “—I’ll make ’em all the Andys they want.” She sighed eloquently and pulled a skein of orange yarn out of the bag.


  “Mama, you’re impossible.” Leah smirked at the unsubtle reminder of her disappointing marital status.


  “Now, tell me again—why did you and your Andy break up?”


  My Andy? Oh. Right. Her New York boyfriend, “Andrew.” Leah groaned inwardly; she’d hoped they were all through with that. “Look, it’s like I told you. We...just didn’t get along. You know how it is.” It had been two months since she’d left James. Two months of trying to forget a pair of sky blue eyes and the feel of a warm, hard body melding with hers. Two months of waking in the dark and reaching out for a memory.


  Merl adjusted her reading glasses and calmly threaded the yarn through a fat needle. “Yeah, I know what you said. Doesn’t sound like much of a reason, that’s all. You two were pretty serious.”


  “Well, maybe I just don’t want to talk about it, okay?” Leah squirmed, trying to get comfortable in the rickety old chair that had been rewebbed a half dozen times. During the long drive from Little Rock in her air-conditioned car, she hadn’t noticed how hot the day had become. Now she was glad she’d worn the lightweight pink linen sundress and sandals. Her hair was secured in one long, thick braid down her back.


  They sat near a large vegetable garden striped with row after row of lush green plants. She shielded her eyes against the brilliant late morning sun and let her gaze follow the yard’s scraggly grass and bushes past a tumbledown log fence that separated the lawn portion of the property from the pasture. In the distance a brown and white cow reclined in the grass, chewing her cud. Chickens scratched in the dirt near the henhouse.


  Leah continued, “Some things just aren’t worth rehashing. I mean, I never hear you talk about your first husband.” She reached down to pet Penny, a shaggy, cream-colored mutt.


  “That marriage was never meant to be.”


  “I don’t know about that. You got Annie from it.”


  “That reminds me.” Merl methodically drew her needle through the doll’s scalp and tied off loops of yarn hair. “I had a visitor—someone I hadn’t seen in ages.”


  Leah was relieved at the abrupt change of subject. Merl would now go into a long-winded description of a visit from some old biddy or other, complete with endless scraps of gossip about people Leah didn’t know, and she’d half listen. Penny rolled onto her back and presented her plump pink belly for scratching. “Oh yeah?” Leah said. “Who?”


  “James Bradburn.”


  When she could think again, could breathe again, she realized she was staring in openmouthed shock at Merl, one hand still on Penny’s belly.


  Merl continued to apply Raggedy Ann’s hair. She cast a swift glance at Leah. “James Junior. The young one. His daddy, that devil, he passed away, it turns out.”


  That devil was Leah’s daddy, too. The unspoken fact hovered in the air like a bad smell.


  How hard it must have been for Merl, so forthright about everything else, to keep such a thing for so long from the girl she’d raised as a daughter. Leah wondered, if she hadn’t stumbled on the truth of her parentage, would Mama and Daddy have taken their secret to the grave?


  Merl shifted a little in her seat and returned her eyes to her task. “Mrs. Bradburn passed away, too, he said, ten years ago. I was mighty sorry to hear that. Anyway, you mentioning Annie reminded me about James.”


  “He came to see you,” Leah mumbled, incredulous.


  “Yep. Seems he heard Annie passed away.”


  “Did he ask...did he ask how she died?”


  Merl’s lips tightened. She continued her needlework. “I told him the same thing we always said—that it was pneumonia. He and Annie used to play together. Course, I never told anyone up there that she was gone, so I don’t know where he coulda heard about it.”


  Leah swallowed hard and directed her gaze into the distance to where old Zelda the cow was ambling lazily into the large fishing pond to cool off.


  “Anyway, James and me had a nice long chat.”


  “How did he know where you lived, Mama?”


  Merl shrugged. “He said he looked me up.”


  Leah forced herself to ask, “Why did he look you up?”


  Merl pointed to a manila envelope resting on a sack of fertilizer near the house. “To give me that. Real sweet of him to come all the way down here to deliver it personally and pay me a visit after all these years. He’s nothing like his daddy was.”


  Wondering if she was going to regret it, Leah rose on unsteady legs and crossed to the fertilizer sack. She picked up the envelope and drew out a large photograph...


  And heard her own startled gasp. She blinked through a sudden film of tears to examine the picture James had made for Merl. She’d seen this image hundreds of times before, but never like this—crisp, clear, and large.


  Annie sat on a bench surrounded by what Leah now plainly saw was a wooden arbor, its sides and ceiling covered with beautiful large leaves and heavy bunches of grapes. She looked carefree and happy, dressed in a short-sleeved white summer shirt, shorts, white socks, and sneakers. Her knees were scabbed.


  It was a blow-up of the snapshot Leah carried in her wallet.


  Merl continued adding hair to her doll, but her eyes were unfocused, glistening. “You still have that old snapshot?” she asked. Leah nodded. “Well, it was young James that took that picture, you know, and he gave Annie that little snapshot. He was just a boy then. Anyway, he said he came across the negative and thought he’d make it up into a picture for me...said I oughta have it. There’s more copies in there.” She indicated the envelope. “Some little ones, too. He said maybe you’d want one of those for your wallet.”


  Leah threw a sharp look at her. “He mentioned me?”


  “Well, I told him about you.” She held up the doll and smoothed out its thickening tresses. “I told him I had another girl that came into the world the same day my poor Annie left it. And he said he figured Annie’s sister might like a picture for her wallet.”


  Leah stumbled back to her chair. Why would he say that unless...


  He went through her wallet! How could he? But then she looked down at the image of Annie, laughing, happy. James had made this picture for Merl. He’d brought it to her. And he obviously hadn’t let on to Merl that he knew Leah. Just as Merl had failed to enlighten him about Leah’s true parentage and the fact that she was his half sister. Thank goodness.


  Her head was reeling. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. If he’d seen the picture in her wallet and recognized Annie, why hadn’t he asked her about it? It was too confusing—her head hurt with the effort of trying to fit the pieces together.


  “Have any luck?”


  Merl’s screechy holler made Leah jump, grating her already frayed nerves. Who was she yelling at? A low male voice answered from across the expanse of pasture. “Luck had nothing to do with it.”


  Leah’s head whipped up. Her heart slammed to a halt, then started thumping in a wild tattoo that echoed in her temples.


  “I think I’ve earned a beer, Merl,” the voice called. Leah shielded her eyes again and stared into the pasture at the figure as it came into view from behind the run-down tool shed. The man was walking toward them. He was tall and powerfully built, nude to the waist, his muscular bronze torso glistening with sweat. A red bandanna was tied around his head as a sweatband, and he was liberally decorated with machine grease and dirt.


  James had never looked more handsome.


  “Leah, go and get a beer for James, would ya?” Merl asked.


  “You—you didn’t say he was still here!”


  Merl stared at her. “Well, I didn’t say he wasn’t, did I? What’s got into you? That boy’s been out there fixing that old Rototiller of your daddy’s. He needs something to wet his wh—”


  “You put him to work fixing machinery?” Leah watched as, in the distance, James gave a wide berth to something in the grass that caught his eye. Merl cackled. Leah groaned. The last thing she’d expected to see today was James Bradburn, Jr., looking like a greasy mechanic and dodging meadow muffins in her folks’ pasture.


  Merl said, “James volunteered to take a look at that old tiller.”


  Right. Leah knew Merl. It wasn’t unusual for guests in her home to end up “volunteering” to do everything from taking out the garbage to hanging drapes.


  “Besides,” Merl continued, “he wanted to stick around and meet you. I told him you were coming.”


  James opened the rickety gate in the log fence and closed it behind him. Leah stood, and that was when he noticed her. He paused and held her gaze a moment, his face impassive, before continuing his trek in their direction.


  She bolted inside to the little kitchen, the squeaky screen door rattling shut behind her. Get him a beer? Let him get his own damn beer. What kind of game was he playing, anyway? She raced down the short hallway to the front door of the house, where she paused, panting, her hand on the doorknob.


  She couldn’t leave without saying good-bye to Merl. She’d just arrived. Maybe if she was quick...


  She’d just reached the back door when a large form filled it, blocking the light. She could only stand there and stare in mute outrage as James opened the screen door and carefully closed it behind him. His crystal blue eyes seem to glow in his sun-darkened face. His skin was damp, the black hair on his chest glistening with sweat. Her eyes strayed to his faded, low-slung jeans, now splotched with grease from the tiller.


  Noting the grating squeal of the door hinges, he said, “Maybe I’ll oil this thing next.”


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  His face remained neutral, but a muscle jumped in his cheek. “You’re not the only one who likes to play tourist, Leah.”


  She flattened herself against the counter as he moved past her to the pitted enamel sink. Heat seemed to radiate from his large body in waves and he smelled pleasantly of fresh sweat. At the sink he scrubbed the grime from his hands and dried them on a kitchen towel. She watched him open the fridge door and bend down, perusing the contents.


  “Not that many sights to see in my parents’ pasture unless you count what old Zelda leaves behind. I had no idea you were such a whiz with machinery.” She leaned against the chipped Formica counter and fidgeted with a scorched oven mitt, trying to ignore the hammering of her heart.


  He located a beer and turned back to her, popping the can’s top. “Seems there’s a lot you and I don’t know about each other.” He took a long swallow.


  “You said you weren’t going to contact me.”


  “Did I contact you? I thought I came to see your mother.”


  She was about to deliver a scathing retort until she remembered the picture. She looked down. “It—it was nice of you to make that picture of Annie for her.” When she raised her eyes, his expression was an unsettling blend of bewilderment and carefully controlled rage.


  “Leah...why?” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Why in God’s name didn’t you tell me you were Annie’s sister?”


  Anything she said would only make the situation more painful for them both. She tried to make it to the back door, but he moved like lightning, capturing her arms in a relentless grip and forcing her to look at him.


  “What did my father do to your family?” he demanded. She swallowed hard and looked away. “Dammit, I’ve been trying to figure this thing out. Nothing else makes sense—he’s got to be the reason you came to Whitewood.”


  James released her and put some distance between them. He yanked the sweat-soaked bandanna off his forehead and tossed it into a laundry basket sitting by the back door. “Your family was with us for years. Don’t tell me this whole thing has nothing to do with that bastard.” He stared at her a few moments before adding, in a softer voice, “It would explain a lot, Leah. If he did something to hurt Merl or Douglas...well, what I mean is, it would cast a different light on your actions, make it easier to understand why you...” He ran his fingers through his sweat-damp hair.


  Her nervous gaze strayed to the screen door, through which Merl could be seen, calmly doing her needlework, well out of earshot.


  He answered her unvoiced fears. “No, I didn’t ask your mother about it. You’re the one who started this, Leah. It’s your job to enlighten me, not Merl’s.” He took another swallow from the beer can.


  “James, how did you find out...?”


  “That Merl and Douglas are your parents? Purely by accident, I assure you. I’m as good as my word. I had no intention of getting in touch with you.”


  She crossed to the calico-draped window over the sink and stood gazing outside as he explained, “It was Kara. She took it kind of hard when you left without saying anything to her. And then you got unlisted numbers. Taking no chances, eh?”


  Leah glanced at his bitter smile. She and Kara had become close friends while she and James had been together.


  He said, “And you didn’t return her calls when she left messages at your office. She was hurt, Leah.” He drained his beer can. “Kara ended up talking with your Miguel the other day when she was trying to get you. Before long they were chatting like long-lost cousins.”


  Leah could believe that. Miguel and Kara were possibly the world’s two most loquacious and outgoing people.


  “Trust Kara,” he said. “Five minutes talking to her, and Miguel was singing like a bird, giving her your folks’ names and this address. Funny. All the time we spent together and not once did you mention your parents’ names. Now I know why. Not that I noticed at the time. I was too...bewitched, shall we say. Blind might be more accurate.”


  She turned to face him. The unforgiving bitterness in his eyes chilled her. “Why?” she asked.


  “Why was I so damn gullible or why did Kara want to know about your parents?” When she greeted this barb with stony silence, he answered, “Possibly because she likes you, Leah. And she’s not used to friends who burn her off with no explanation. She figured she might be able to get in touch with you here.”


  “She knew we broke up. Wasn’t that explanation enough?”


  “Not for Kara. Anyway, she thought Merlina Moody Harmony was an interesting name and didn’t I think so, too?”


  Leah groaned inwardly. So that was how he’d made the connection.


  “I suppose she thought I’d break down and go after you,” he added, beginning to stalk around the small room like a caged lion. “Merlina Moody. Not a name you forget too easily. She and Annie were a part of our household during most of my childhood, you know.” Abruptly he stopped pacing. “And then one day they were gone. Just like that. With no explanation. Annie had been like a sister to me for so many years.”


  He looked intently at Leah. “But she was your sister. God, you look so much like her. I can see it now. When I first met you, I thought there was something familiar...” He stopped and gave an incredulous little laugh, but there was no joy in it.


  “You searched my purse,” Leah accused. “You knew about the picture.”


  He raised a palm. “You left the photo lying out.”


  “But why didn’t you say anyth—”


  “I didn’t recognize her. That snapshot you have is in such poor condition it was hard to make anything out. It’s no wonder—I was a kid when I took it, with my very first camera, so it’s been kicking around for a few decades. Anyway, after I found out Merl’s your mother, I remembered the photo I’d seen in your room and it hit me—it was Annie Moody. So I rummaged around in my old negatives till I turned it up.”


  “Where was it taken?”


  “At Whitewood. There used to be a grape arbor on the east side of the house, where the flagstone patio is now.”


  She’d turned back to the window, and now she sensed him behind her, his breath warm on her neck.


  His voice was quiet, controlled—edged with a determination born, she suspected, of the same yearning and sleepless nights she’d endured for two months. “I have a right to know what this is about, Leah, what brought you to New York. I have a right.”


  She watched Penny, the mutt, roll in the dry dirt outside. “Yes,” she said at last. “You do have a right to know.” She felt him tense in expectation. “James...I’m sorry. Please try to accept that I—I just can’t—” She swallowed around the lump in her throat, determined not to take the easy way out and unburden herself at the expense of her brother’s peace of mind. Better he should detest her than have to live with the knowledge of what they’d done.


  She heard his swift intake of breath, felt his heavy, warm hands on her shoulders as he turned her to face him, forcing her back until she was trapped between the sink and his hard body. Those hands framed her face and tilted it up. Not until she felt his touch did she realize just how acutely she’d missed it. Her eyes glazed with tears as he again made her meet his gaze.


  “Understand this, Leah. I will have the truth. With or without your cooperation.”


  “James...” Her eyes squeezed shut, a single tear escaping to roll down her cheek.


  “Open your eyes.” He waited until she did. The intensity of his expression rocked her. His callused thumb caught the tear and wiped it away. “I could pretend you meant nothing to me,” he said softly. “I could stand here and tell you I never thought of you in the last two months, never missed you or ached for you.” Something between a sigh and a growl escaped his throat. Through the haze of tears she saw his face move lower, closer, until their lips nearly touched. “But you’d know I was lying,” he whispered.


  His warm breath, the scent of him, the very heat of him, conspired to part her lips as his touched them. The contact was featherlight, as if he struggled to deny a force more powerful than his will. His fingers tightened their grip, pulling her closer. His wide mouth brushed hers in lazy side-to-side strokes that stole her breath and caused a tingling current to invade the deepest recesses of her body. Somehow the whispery contact was more tantalizing, more erotic, than the deepest kiss.


  With an obvious effort he tore his mouth away. He rested his forehead on hers, his agitated breathing betraying the depth of his longing, the fierce battle being waged within him. “What have you done to me?” he demanded. “You give me no peace. You’re there when I close my eyes and when I open them. You invade my dreams. And every waking minute. Damn you.” His grip tightened. “I hate you for making me love you.”


  She twisted free and crossed the small kitchen, hugging herself to still the trembling that wouldn’t stop. “I’ll always regret going to New York, disrupting your life the way I did, James.” Her voice quavered. “I—I’m sorry for that. If I could undo the past...” She took a deep breath. “I don’t expect you to understand my decision not to confide in you. Or to believe me when I tell you it’s for your sake that I don’t.”


  “For my sake? Don’t do me any favors, sweetheart.” He leaned back against the sink and crossed his arms over his chest. “As I said, I’ll get to the bottom of this on my own. You should’ve heeded my warning not to try to make a fool out of me.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “Don’t! Don’t say it, Leah. No more lies.”


  She started for the back door but stopped herself short, slamming a fist against a cabinet door hard enough to rattle the contents. “How dare you accuse me of lying. If you hadn’t lied...Damn you! If you hadn’t lied to me, none of this would’ve—”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” His face was a study in righteous indignation.


  “You aren’t adopted, are you?”


  In his astonishment, he took a moment to answer, a long moment during which she found herself praying for the impossible. She was to be disappointed.


  “No,” he said. “I’m not.”


  She closed her eyes for a moment and willed calm into her voice. “You told me you were adopted, James. You lied to me.”


  “What the— Yes, I lied,” he admitted lightly, clearly oblivious to the import of his words. “Don’t try to equate one lie with the other, Leah. I’m tired of your little games.”


  “Why did you lie?”


  “What difference does it make? It has nothing to do with—” He broke off, staring at her intently. He pushed off the sink and closed the distance between them. “Or does it? Why do you care whether or not—”


  Defeatedly she said, “Just tell me why you did it.”


  His expression hardened. The wall went up and she knew he’d reveal nothing he didn’t want revealed. “That’s my business and I don’t care to share it. Least of all with you.”


  “You can’t change who you are—or who your parents were—just by wishing, James. Believe me.” Her chest constricted with anguish as she recognized the bitter truth of her words. How she’d wished, for both their sakes, that the people who’d raised her were her biological parents. But they weren’t. And if she could accept her parentage, why couldn’t her half brother? Was it because of traumas he’d experienced at their father’s hand? She’d never know.


  “It would seem we’re at an impasse,” he observed coldly. “I’ll make you a deal. Since it seems so important to you, I’ll give you the whole story, tell you why I let you believe I was adopted, if you do the same. If you tell me why you came to New York. Agreed?”


  “No.” His reasons for lying made no difference. The fact that he was indeed the flesh-and-blood child of James Bradburn, Sr., was the only thing that mattered. Simply because she was, too. And she was stubborn enough to keep her promise to herself not to share her misery with him.


  He pushed past her, throwing open the screen door.


  Her voice was a sad whisper as the door slammed on his retreating back. “Oh, James, why did you have to lie to me? You’ll never know how much damage you did.”


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Twelve


   


   


  “I wish you’d stay for dinner, James.” Merl was snapping the ends off green beans and tossing them into a bowl. Later they’d be coated with batter and deep-fried. The glazed ham in the oven sent its delectable aroma wafting through the tiny house.


  He’d showered and stepped back into his grease-stained jeans. Now he pulled his white polo shirt over his head, leaving it untucked, and raked his fingers through his wet hair.


  “I appreciate the offer, Merl, but my flight leaves in a little over an hour.”


  Leah checked her watch: It was a quarter past two. “I’ll take you to the airport. I have to be going myself.”


  “Not a very long visit,” Merl grumbled.


  “I’m sorry, Mama. I’ll stay longer next time.”


  Merl wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. “Well, don’t you know Douglas is gonna be sore when he finds out he missed you, James.” She led the way into the room that served as living room, dining room, and den all in one. “I want you to do something for me before you leave.”


  James laughed. “Uh-oh. I’m warning you, I don’t have time to wash and wax the pickup, Merl. Or paint the house.”


  She acknowledged his good-natured banter with a wry smile, then crossed the room to an old bird’s-eye maple secretary. She opened a drawer and removed a tiny blue plastic key case.


  The key to the safe-deposit box.


  Leah’s eyes widened. She flashed a glance at James and wished she’d fled when she had the chance.


  “I hope you have time for this on your way to the airport,” Merl said, staring at the key.


  “What’s that, Merl?” he asked.


  She hesitated. “You don’t know what it means to me, you coming down here to give me those pictures, James.” She looked up into his eyes, so filled with warmth now. “You didn’t have to do that—you coulda mailed ’em. But maybe it was God’s will that you come down, ’cause what I’ve got to give you...well, I can’t very well put it in the mail.” She fingered the smooth key case.


  He stepped toward her and enfolded her small, wrinkled hands in his big, sun-browned ones. He didn’t press her but waited patiently for her to continue.


  “James, your mama...she gave me something when I left your house.” Merl’s voice softened. “Hard to believe that was a quarter century ago.”


  Leah shoved her damp, icy hands in the pockets of her dress and prayed Merl didn’t have any spectacular revelations planned.


  “It’s a necklace,” Merl said, “a fancy thing—pearls and diamonds and whatnot.” She handed the key to Leah. “Your name is on that box, too, Leah, so they’ll let you get into it.”


  “Merl...” James looked from her to Leah. “If my mother gave you something, she meant for you to keep it.”


  “You don’t understand, James,” Merl said. “It wasn’t...a gift like that. She wanted to make sure we never went hungry, that’s all. But that necklace was your mama’s. It belongs to you and your brothers, no two ways about it.”


  James was shaking his head. “Still...”


  “James, take the necklace,” Leah said, intensely relieved that this seemed to be all the explanation Merl intended to offer. “Mama won’t let you go home without it, trust me.” His eyes bored into hers, penetrating, inquisitive, as if he knew this was part of the mystery that plagued him. She dragged her gaze away.


  “Your mama was a good person, James,” Merl said. “And it was real good of her to want to help us. Go by the bank and get it, you hear me? It’ll be a real burden off my mind.”


  James smiled. “Yes, ma’am.” Leah’s breath caught at his tender smile, a smile she’d thought to see again only in her dreams. He leaned down and hugged Merl hard, giving her a firm kiss on the cheek.


  Merl’s eyes glistened. “You turned into a fine man, James Bradburn, Jr.”


  “Is this the same woman who used to call me a foulmouthed brat?” he asked.


  She held him at arm’s length. “Well, you were a foulmouthed brat.” She turned to Leah. “He was.”


  “I believe you,” Leah said, trying to repress a smile. James met her eyes, and for an instant something flickered between them, something that made her heart skip a beat, before they caught themselves and looked away.


  *


  “James...” It was an awed whisper. “I had no idea....”


  The necklace had been swaddled in a faded piece of cotton flannel, a scrap from an old nightgown, Leah guessed. They were in a tiny cubicle in the bank vault, where the bank employee had left them after retrieving her folks’ safe-deposit box. Now she stared transfixed at the magnificent piece of jewelry Antonia Bradburn had removed from her neck without a second thought and pressed into Merl’s hands so long ago.


  “I remember this piece from old photos.” James lifted the heavily jeweled necklace to examine it. He rubbed his thumb over a huge teardrop pearl. The diamonds and pearls glinted in sharp contrast to the deeply tanned skin of his long fingers, making her stomach tighten with feelings she wished she could control. “I wondered what happened to it. It wasn’t in the safe and it never turned up with her things.” Gone was his previous cynical hostility. “It was decent of your mother to return it to my family. She’s a woman of integrity. I’d like to do something for her, but I know she wouldn’t accept anything from me.”


  “It’s enough for her just to be able to return it, James. This must’ve been weighing on her conscience all those years. Mama had this necklace since the day she left Whitewood.” She felt his eyes on her and realized she’d said too much. But rather than badger her for more answers, he simply rerolled the necklace in the cloth and carefully packed it in his carryon bag.


  A brooding silence stretched between them as they made their way out the air-conditioned bank to the hot, sun-dazzled parking lot. He seemed lost in thought. She sensed in him not anger now but a sober resignation. She would have preferred the anger.


  “You should make your flight with time to spare,” she commented as she drove. He didn’t reply. “Where do you change planes? Atlanta?”


  “Yeah.”


  She felt ridiculous trying to make small talk with the man she loved, the man she’d never set eyes on again after this day. Did he feel the same barrenness, the sense of loss? she wondered.


  “Stop the car!” His sudden command caught her by surprise, snatching her from her gloomy reverie.


  “What...?”


  “Pull in here, Leah.”


  She stared in incredulous horror at the establishment he pointed to on the right side of the road. Her bug-eyed gaze swung to his now-animated features—the glinting eyes, the sexy mouth curved into a beguiling grin. He couldn’t be serious.


  She found her voice. “Hell no!”


  “Hell yes!” His long arm snaked across the steering wheel, dislodging her hands and palming the wheel smoothly, steering them into a restaurant parking lot while she bellowed at the top of her lungs. “I didn’t know you knew those words,” he said, and steered the Miata more or less into a parking space.


  She braked jerkily and demanded, “Get your hand off that gearshift!”


  “Okay.” He snagged the keys from the ignition and hopped out of the car. She glared icicles at him through the windshield as he jauntily circled around to open her door.


  She looked up into his maddeningly cheerful face—could this be the same man who’d been sitting next to her like death since they left the bank?—and then up at the enormous, garish sign on a pole: Ma Chum’s Catfish Shack.


  “James, why are you doing this to me?” She wished she’d never mentioned the name of the restaurant where she’d once waitressed.


  “Because they advertise all you can eat for one low price. See?” He pointed to a sign in the window. “And I’ve decided I want to eat all I can eat.” He dragged her out of the car. “For one low price.”


  “You have a flight to catch.”


  “To quote a lady who once sat in my bathtub with her clothes on, there will be other flights.”


  Her heart skipped a beat at the reminder of happier times. His expression was playful, almost tender. Because of catfish?


  She dug in her heels at the entrance to the restaurant. “I won’t set foot in there, James. I promised myself four years ago.” Her heart was racing, her palms sweating.


  He took hold of her arm to lead her out of the way as a family of seven exited Ma Chum’s. “And you always keep your promises to yourself?”


  “Yes.”


  “Even the silly ones?” He stared pointedly at the sleazy restaurant where she’d slung fish and hush puppies for four interminable years.


  “How dare you judge me.” She jerked her arm out of his grasp and snatched her car keys from his hand. “If I’m—if I’m—obstinate—”


  “Pigheaded.”


  “All right, pigheaded! It’s because it works for me. And if I promise myself I’m not going to set foot in a damn catfish joint—” she gesticulated at the run-down establishment “—it’s because it’s part of the past.”


  “And you don’t want to be reminded of the past.”


  She trembled with anger. “You have no idea how hard I’ve worked so I won’t have to be reminded of the past.”


  His eyes were more eloquent than words. Not true, they accused. Didn’t you go to New York to dredge up the past, to haul it out and examine it in the bright light of day? He might not know the details of the pilgrimage, but that much was obvious. She turned her back to him.


  “Leah...” She felt his hands on her shoulders. “You’ll never know how much I respect what you’ve accomplished and the way you’ve accomplished it. Your dedication, your sense of obligation—even your pigheadedness.” Absently he wrapped her thick braid around his fist. “I want to go in that place and eat catfish with you because...because it is part of your past, because it’s part of what made you, well, so damn pigheaded.”


  She sensed him reaching out to her—and swallowing his substantial pride in the process. His efforts touched her deeply, and though she knew their relationship was doomed, a part of her responded despite her best intentions.


  She sighed raggedly. Why couldn’t she just say good-bye, drive away, and never look back?


  “It’s really lousy catfish,” she said lamely.


  “I’ll never know the difference.”


  “The hush puppies are like lead sinkers.”


  “A perfect match for my cast-iron stomach.”


  “The service is the worst.”


  “Look who they hire.” He gave her braid a playful tug.


  “The coleslaw—”


  He spun her around and hauled her against him, locking his mouth over her next objection. In the instant before their lips met, her startled eyes found his. The sincerity and love she saw there were indisputable. His strong arms molded her to his body until she began to relax, losing herself in a kiss that seemed to go on forever.


  Patrons of Ma Chum’s cast amused glances at them as they passed, and some made lively comments. Finally he released her and she caught her breath.


  “Let’s eat us some catfish,” he said.


  They settled in a corner booth with a green table and sticky beige plastic benches. A few other tables were occupied, but since it was too early for the dinner rush, they had a corner all to themselves. The place smelled of fish and hot grease. The walls sported fake wood paneling well lubricated with the remnants of previous meals, setting off to best effect a prominently placed first-aid poster for choking victims.


  “I just hope Mama never finds out we turned down her glazed ham for this crap,” Leah grumbled. James examined a bottle of hot sauce on the table. “Don’t even think about it,” she warned.


  He glanced around. “Has the place changed much since you worked here?”


  “Well, the damask table linens are gone, I see. And I’ve heard they no longer serve champagne sorbet between courses. But other than that, not a damn thing.”


  He squeezed her hand. “I’m sure no one’s still here who would know you. Today you’re an anonymous customer, not an overworked, underpaid—”


  “Hi, Leah. What’ll y’all have?”


  They glanced up to see a well-padded woman who looked forty and was probably closer to Leah’s age. She wore a stained green polyester waitress uniform and carried an order pad.


  “Hi, Peggy.” Leah shot James an eloquent glance. Anonymous, huh?


  He said, “We’ll have all the catfish we can eat, Peggy.”


  “Something to drink?” The waitress gave him an appreciative once-over.


  “How about iced tea?”


  “You got it, hon.” Peggy wagged her eyebrows at Leah in unspoken approval as she turned on her heel and left.


  “You’re smiling,” he said, wiping crumbs off the tabletop with a napkin since Peggy hadn’t seen fit to do so. “You can’t be suffering too badly.”


  “Talk about your basic blast from the past.” Leah looked around, shaking her head and, yes, smiling despite herself.


  “Sometimes a blast from the past is just what the doctor ordered.”


  She looked down and played with a sugar packet, not wanting to think about the Past just then. Not while she and James were reasonably—if temporarily—at peace with each other.


  When the meal came, James dug into the breaded, fried fish fillets and golden hush puppies and ignored the slimy slaw. He finished quickly and motioned to Peggy for seconds. “Stieglitz oughta be here. With his appetite for fish, he could probably put us both to shame.”


  “Better slow down, cowboy.” She was still picking at her first fillet. “You pack enough of this stuff away and ‘all you can eat’ will turn into ‘all you can do to make it to the bathroom.’”


  “Don’t worry about me,” he said over a mouthful of hush puppy, smacking his midsection. “Cast-iron, remember?” He washed it down with tea and continued his meal in silence. An unreadable, faraway expression came into his azure eyes, as if a battle were being waged behind them.


  When Peggy brought him his third helping, he continued to pack it away, though with waning gusto. When he looked straight at Leah and leaned back, she knew he’d come to some decision.


  He said, “I make promises to myself, too, Leah.”


  She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear this. “James—”


  “Like that adoption business. You say I lied. Maybe I did. I still don’t know why it’s such a big deal.” He paused. “Here’s the thing. I promised myself a long time ago that I’d keep a secret.”


  His gaze was focused inward now, and she knew he was somewhere she’d been many times herself: the place where your secrets dwell, where you’re always alone in the dark.


  She sighed. Whatever he was trying to tell her, it couldn’t change the past. “James, let’s just drop this.”


  The sound of her voice seemed to loosen the grip of his memories. He looked at her. “Leah, If I’m going to lose you, it sure as hell won’t be over this.” To her amazement, he opened his wallet. She was about to remind him that Peggy hadn’t brought the check. “You’re not the only one who carries snapshots.” He removed a small photo from a protective plastic sleeve and tossed it onto the table.


  The picture was upside down and she was almost afraid to touch it. He turned the photo around and held it up. It was old, even older than her snapshot of Annie, but in better condition. She recognized the woman as James’s mother, Antonia Bradburn, in her youth. Antonia was laughing and raising a hand to her dark, wind-whipped hair. The man with her was tall, perhaps in his early forties, sporting neatly cropped black hair and a light-colored suit. An Egyptian pyramid was in the background.


  Without intending to, Leah lifted the snapshot from James’s fingers, her attention riveted to the handsome face in the photo—the wide mouth, the proud Roman nose, the piercing pale eyes...


  She looked at James.


  “Don’t look at me,” he said.


  She turned the picture over. Only a date—the photo was thirty-six years old.


  He said, “This is the only picture of my mother where she looks truly happy.”


  “Who is he?”


  “His name was Carlo Itri. He was a reporter in Cairo.”


  “Itri? That’s not an Egyptian name.”


  He smiled. “He was from a small town near Naples. The Suez Canal crisis brought him to Egypt in the fifties, and I guess he liked it there—he ended up stationed in Cairo, covering the Middle East for the Reuters news agency.”


  Peggy approached their table. “Can I get y’all anything else?”


  “Coffee?” he asked Leah.


  She nodded. Peggy cleared the table and brought them two cups of coffee. Leah’s mind teemed with questions, but she kept silent, knowing he’d fill in the blanks in time.


  He lifted the steaming cup to his lips and blew on it. “Dad went to Cairo to photograph the pyramids and all that.”


  “And your mother went with him.”


  He nodded. “They’d been married less than a year. She was ten years younger than him, and he sort of swept her off her feet. He’s been known to have that effect. Anyway, by the time they were in Egypt, she was already desperately unhappy.”


  “Divorce was less common back then,” she observed, trying to comprehend how a woman could remain in an abusive marriage.


  “Especially in their social crowd,” he agreed. “Her family would never have been supportive if she’d left him. It’s not that they were insensitive, it’s just that, well, a wife was expected to put up with a lot. Only, I’m sure none of them knew just how much she put up with.” He paused, sipping his coffee, lost in thought.


  Leah reached across the table and touched his hand. “What happened in Cairo, James?”


  “When Dad left to go back to the States, Mom stayed on for a few months with friends over there.”


  She was ahead of him. “And she met Carlo.”


  “Yes.”


  “Your real father.”


  His unwavering gaze met hers. “Yes.”


  In a heartbeat, everything around her was swallowed up into nothingness—the sleazy restaurant, the other patrons chattering over their meals, the sights and sounds and smells of the place. One thought—one crucial, incontestable, extraordinary thought—crowded out everything else.


  James isn’t my brother!


  She stared at the photograph. There could be no doubt. He looked just like this handsome Italian reporter and nothing at all like his blond, dark-eyed namesake.


  She asked, “They were very much in love, weren’t they?” She recognized the expression on Antonia’s face. It was the way Leah looked when she thought of James.


  “Yes. Carlo begged her to leave her husband and marry him.”


  “But she said no?”


  “She said yes.” He turned the picture around and stared at it. “Before she could act on her decision, Carlo was killed in a plane crash while on assignment.”


  Leah bit her lip. “Oh, James...”


  “After his death, Mom was still determined to leave her husband. Then she found out she was pregnant.”


  “So she stayed with him.”


  He took a deep breath and returned the photo to his wallet. “Yes. Because of me.”


  She wondered how much misplaced guilt he’d inflicted on himself over his mother’s predicament. Probably as much as she’d inflicted on herself over Annie’s death, she thought.


  “How did you find out about Carlo?”


  “It’s funny,” James said. “All during my childhood I used to fantasize that I was not the son of James Bradburn, Sr., that his blood didn’t flow in my veins. In junior high school, when we did blood typing in bio lab, my fantasy started to look more like reality. Turned out I’m type B.”


  “And your father?”


  “Mom and Dad were both type O.”


  “That would be a neat trick,” she said, knowing that blood type is inherited. Two O’s can’t make a B.


  “I didn’t mention it to anybody. And it wasn’t until Mom was dying that my suspicions were confirmed.” He paused while Peggy refilled their coffee cups. “She told me about Carlo five weeks before she died. Told Dad, too.”


  “Oh my God.” No doubt this was the driving force behind James Senior’s attempt to cuckold and humiliate his son.


  “Dad never talked to her again after that.”


  “He just abandoned her when she was dying?”


  “Believe me, it was for the best,” he said. She squeezed his hand, and his answering grip was painful in its intensity. “Mom kept her secret for a quarter of a century. And after she told me, I vowed to respect her memory by keeping it to myself. What she did—her one extramarital affair—might not seem like such a big deal nowadays, but reputation was very important to her.”


  “And your father—I mean, you know, James Senior—he didn’t tell anyone?”


  “And admit to the world that his wife had made a fool out of him, had tricked him into raising someone else’s son as his own? Not a chance. He kept his mouth shut, though it had to be eating him up inside. I can only hope so, anyway. Only my brothers and I know. No one else.”


  “Except me,” she murmured.


  “Except you.”


  “Now I understand why you didn’t tell me earlier.” She thought about the secret Antonia had carried with her for so long. At least she’d had her son—the product of a union of love, a physical reminder of the one man who’d made her happy. Such a reminder could be both a blessing and a curse, she supposed. Merl had kept her secret for just as long. Not that Leah had been the product of a loving union—quite the opposite.


  He smiled. “Eight years ago I visited my father’s—my real father’s—hometown near Naples. I met my relatives.”


  “Did they accept you?”


  He laughed. “My grandparents thought they were seeing a ghost at first. Yeah, they accepted me. They were so happy, they cried. I have cousins over there, aunts and uncles. I’ve been back twice.”


  “Did you learn to speak Italian?”


  “Sure. Manicotti, linguine, calamari—all the important words.”


  She hesitated. “James...why did you tell me this?”


  “You know why.”


  She nodded, feeling her throat constricting. With this revelation he’d bared his soul to her...trusted her...taken the first step. Now she knew that their relationship was untainted by the specter of incest. Love between them was possible. But would he want her—could he want her—the “real” daughter of the man who’d caused him and his family so much misery?


  She squeezed her eyes shut. He cradled her icy hands in his large, warm ones. He whispered her name.


  “This is so difficult,” she murmured.


  “I know.” He lifted her hands and placed a kiss on her knuckles. His eyes glowed with devotion. “I love you, Leah.”


  “I love you, too, James.”


  His grip on her fingers intensified and his eyes closed for an instant. He’d never heard those words from her before. “Trust me,” he said. “I won’t let you down. I promise.”


  She tried to yank her hands from his grasp, but he held fast, locking his gaze with hers. She took a deep, shuddering breath. “We’re both orphans, James.” His features darkened as wary bewilderment replaced his smile. “Annie wasn’t...wasn’t my sister. She was my mother.”


  Some of the color left his face as the magnitude of her disclosure began to sink in. She tried to continue, but a tide of anguish welled up within her, closing off her throat and stinging her eyes. She’d never had to talk about it before, never had to say the words.


  Without thinking, she jumped up and bolted from the restaurant, leaving him to toss some cash onto the table and charge out after her. He caught up with her as she was fumbling for the car’s remote entry button with fingers that shook uncontrollably.


  He took the key ring from her. “I’ll drive.”


  She fought the tears that choked her. “Damn it. I promised myself I wouldn’t cry for her anymore.”


  “Get in the car, Leah.” Gently he led her around to the passenger side.


  He slid behind the wheel, gave her hand a reassuring squeeze as she composed herself, and started driving. Not in the direction of the airport, but she didn’t think he cared at that point. As they approached a railroad grade crossing, the flashing red lights and ringing bells told them a freight train was approaching. They stopped at the tracks as the red and white crossing gate swung down. She knew they’d be stuck there for several minutes—some of these trains were eighty cars long.


  Finally he spoke. “Annie would’ve been only...” He let the thought trail off, obviously unable to accept what simple arithmetic would seem to indicate.


  “Fifteen. She was fifteen when I was born.” She closed her eyes, trying to find the strength to relate the next part.


  She never got the chance as a startled oath erupted from his throat at the same instant the diesel locomotive charged past the windshield, whistle blaring, followed by the first of dozens of freight cars. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel, his face rigid with shock. He seized her arm in a brutal grip.


  “My father...?” he rasped.


  “James—”


  “What did my father do to Annie?”


  She swallowed hard. “He wasn’t your father. James, please...” She tried to wrench her arm out of his grasp.


  He released her and tore out of the car, slamming the door and pounding the hood with his fist. She flinched as the car shook under his blows. She let herself out to stand at a distance, watching him. Other cars were lining up behind theirs as a string of tankers and boxcars rumbled by a few feet away. The ground quaked under their feet.


  He was breathing hard, his body as taut as a wound spring. His face was a mask of pure unadulterated rage. Had she made a mistake telling him about Annie?


  He stared at her across the roof of the car. It seemed an eternity before he spoke. “You’re his daughter.”


  She forced herself to hold his fierce gaze. “Yes.”


  His expression never softened. Her entire body tensed, as if anticipating an attack. At length he seemed to become aware of the line of cars waiting behind them, filled with curious eyes, and of the train thundering by. “Get in,” he ordered.


  They slid into the car next to each other, both staring out the windshield at the seemingly endless freight train. He closed the windows and turned on the air conditioner, which helped block out some of the noise.


  “Tell me what happened.” James’s voice was tight and carefully controlled.


  Leah licked her lips, cleared her throat. “There isn’t much to tell. As I understand it, your fath— I mean, Mr. Bradburn...” She hesitated.


  “He raped Annie.”


  “Yes. Apparently it went on for some time. He threatened to kill Merl and Douglas if she said anything. When she got pregnant, he kicked them out. There was nothing they could do. Annie—” Her voice cracked. “Annie died in childbirth.”


  He was silent, and at length she turned to look at him. His head was tilted back against the headrest, his eyes closed. The sparkle of moisture at the corners of his eyes betrayed the depth of his pain. He scrubbed at his face and ran his fingers through his hair, obviously struggling to regain control of his emotions.


  He said, “I wouldn’t have thought that even Dad...” A vein throbbed in his temple. “I would’ve killed him if I’d known,” he said so softly, she had to strain to hear. She didn’t doubt the sincerity of his words. “Did you know he was dead when you went up to New York?”


  Why won’t he look at me? she asked herself. Could he possibly think she went up there for some sort of reunion with the old man? “No. All I wanted was to confront him. About what he did. That’s all. I guess I didn’t do my homework. I was surprised when you showed up instead of him.”


  Finally he turned to her. “You must’ve thought you were my half sister.” When she nodded, he said, “That explains a lot.”


  “And then you said you were adopted.”


  “Well, I guess I allowed you to believe I was, anyway. That’s the closest I ever came to revealing the truth to anyone.”


  “And by the time I learned from Mary that you weren’t—”


  “Aha! Mary.”


  “—it was too late. I mean, we were already, um...”


  “Lovers,” he supplied.


  “You can imagine how I felt, thinking I’d fallen in love with my half brother.”


  The last freight car finally rolled past and the crossing gate rose. He put the car in drive and they continued on their way.


  “That was the day you left me,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  “The things I thought about you...” His tortured eyes sought out hers. “Why in God’s name didn’t you tell me, Leah?”


  “What good would it have done for us both to suffer?”


  He sighed. “Always the responsible one. What you must’ve been going through—alone. Thinking we’d committed incest.” He cast her a sidelong glance. “Well, I guess it could’ve been worse. You could’ve emulated Oedipus and put your eyes out.”


  “Now, there’s a cheerful thought. By the way, do you have any idea where we are?”


  “Haven’t the foggiest.” He pulled over to the side of the two-lane road surrounded by factories and vacant lots. He hauled her into his arms and whispered raggedly, “Take me home, Leah.” He pressed urgent kisses on her eyelids, her cheeks, her mouth. “I need you. We need each other. Take me home.”


  “Little Rock is two, three hours away,” she said, dizzy with relief, feeling a shiver race through her as he kissed her ear. “What about the airport?”


  “Forget it. You’re not getting rid of me again. Besides, the airport is totally unsuitable for what I have in mind. Just point me in the right direction.”


  She pointed toward the rear windshield. He kissed her soundly and swung the car around.


   


   


  



   


   


   


  
Chapter Thirteen


   


   


  “I like your decorating style—Early Hot and Spicy.” James was examining a wall in Leah’s living room crowded with images of red and green chili peppers of every variety. Modern lithographs shared the space with antique framed botanicals. There was even an ultrarealistic oil painting—a still life of vegetables, including a string of dried red peppers.


  “If you want to try the real thing, I have a few dozen jars and cans and bottles and bags of the stuff in the kitchen. Plus some from Mama’s garden that I dried.”


  “No, thanks. You’ll never convince this Yankee that pain is a flavor.”


  “You just don’t know what’s good.” She tried to repress a yawn. It was early evening, and she and James had just arrived at her apartment. They’d talked during the long drive—sharing themselves, and their past, with each other in a way that, until that day, she would never have thought possible. She was both exhilarated and mentally exhausted by the events of the last few hours.


  He smiled and took her in his arms. “You look like you’re about to fall asleep on me. Maybe I should tuck you in, read you a bedtime story or something.”


  “‘Or something,’ please.” She allowed herself a naughty grin.


  A chuckle rose from deep in his chest, vibrating her, warming her to her toes. He glanced around to get his bearings, then began edging her backward toward the bedroom door. His breath tickled her neck. “That better be your bedroom we’re heading for. If we end up in the broom closet, I’ll still ravish you, but it might be a bit cramped.”


  The need to touch him was overpowering. She slipped her hands under his polo shirt and let her fingers trail through the hair on his chest, reacquainting herself with the contours of his body. Impatiently he yanked off the shirt and devoted his attention to the row of tiny buttons at the front of her dress, all the while backing her toward the bedroom.


  “I’ve wanted to do this all day,” he growled.


  “I’ve wanted to do this for two months.”


  “That goes without saying.” He grasped her bottom and lifted her as she wrapped her legs around his waist, her arms around his neck. His insistent arousal prodded the juncture of her thighs. She framed his face in her hands and touched her lips to his, lightly at first, then voraciously, feeling his answering hunger in the thrust of his hips as he pulled her forcefully against him.


  “Do you think it’ll be this good when we’re married?” he asked.


  “What?”


  He laid her back on the bed and finished unbuttoning her dress. “You don’t think I’ll let you get away from me again?” he asked.


  “But, James—”


  He silenced her with his mouth, easing the dress off her arms until she lay under him in only her bra and panties. She kicked off her sandals. His tongue teased her lips and entered her mouth, reverently, searchingly, as if eager to relearn the feel of her, the taste of her. A warm glow suffused her and she responded without reservation, arching against him, meeting his questing tongue with her own, exploring the muscles of his back and buttocks with eager hands until he broke off with a groan.


  “The ballroom, I think,” he said, moving sinuously against her in a way that made it difficult to concentrate on his words.


  “The ballroom...?”


  “For the wedding. We’ll have it in the ballroom.”


  “James...”


  He leaned on his palms and looked down at her. “What is it now? I’m warning you, woman, my poor old ticker can only take one or two mind-boggling revelations per day. After that it seizes up.”


  She smiled, more in love than she would have thought possible. “It’s nothing like that. No more shockers.”


  He pinned her arms against the patchwork quilt covering the bed, flicking the tip of his tongue teasingly over her lips, causing her to squirm as she tried to capture it. She let out a frustrated whimper as his busy fingers probed the front seam of her bra. “Don’t tell me marriage has never entered your mind.”


  “Well, as romantic as your proposal is—” she enjoyed his boyishly sheepish grin “—there are some practical considera—”


  “How do you get this thing open?” He tugged impatiently on her bra.


  “This one hooks in back.”


  He growled in earnest now, mumbling something about women’s underthings as he rolled her over on top of him and fumbled with the fastening.


  “James, there are practical prob—”


  “Hah!” He released the bra catch and divested her of the flimsy garment in a flash, proudly sending it sailing toward a corner. “Practical problems, eh?” He pulled the elastic band off the end of her braid, then threaded his fingers over her scalp and down through her hair, loosening it until it flowed over her back in a red-gold curtain.


  His hands slid down her back, his touch warm...firm...possessive. She couldn’t help leaning into the delicious pressure, the movement causing her breasts to become the next target of his proficient fingers.


  “James...” she whispered, her eyes closing as his long fingers stroked her, his palms gently teasing the exquisitely sensitive tips. She opened her eyes and saw him watching the play of his bronze hands on her pale skin, his gaze as hungry as she’d ever seen it. She became acutely aware of her own body’s response—she felt engorged, ravenous, slick with wanting.


  Leah curled her fingers into his chest hair and gently tugged, then let one hand drift slowly toward his zipper. She stroked him through his jeans, playing with the tantalizing contours of his erection until his breathing became ragged and he twisted upward toward her touch.


  Finally she slid down and pressed a heated kiss where his rock-hard penis strained against his jeans, molding her mouth to the shape of him, lightly scraping the ridge with her teeth. An involuntary moan escaped her throat, sending a hot vibration through the fabric. He bucked under her. His fingers tightened on her scalp. “Leah,” he whispered as she unzipped the jeans, “you’re killing me.”


  She removed his sneakers, then peeled off his jeans and underwear in one motion. Before he had a chance to pull her down beside him, she pressed him back into the mattress and demonstrated just how much she’d missed him. She surrendered to two months of longing as her hands and mouth explored the body that had been so long denied her.


  At last he held her away from himself, panting hard, clearly near the edge. He looked frenzied, untamed—his eyes passion-dark and penetrating, his long black hair in disarray, the muscles of his chest and shoulders tensed in expectation. Watching him, she felt a surge of need deep within her belly, like a cord tugging at the place that ached to be filled by him.


  “Come here,” he said. It was a whisper but held the authority of a bellow. He pulled her down to the quilted bedspread. She trembled as his warm hand stroked her, relearning her, his featherlight touch driving her wild with need. His hand slid boldly downward and cupped her. She felt the electric heat of that caress right through her thin panties.


  He drew off that last barrier and touched her again. Her ragged cry seemed to make him harder, hungrier. She heard his deep-throated groan of satisfaction at finding her ready for him.


  “Leah...every night I dreamed of you lying under me, needing me as much as I needed you.” Even as he spoke, he moved over her, between her thighs. With a sob of longing she raised her hips, desperate to once more experience the rapture of being deeply joined with the man she loved.


  He held himself back, staring down at her with a blue-fire gaze of unashamed love and devotion. When she thought she could stand the wait no longer, he buried himself in one fierce, swift thrust. She cried out in joy, clinging to him, wishing this moment could last forever, the magic moment when their bodies and souls melded and became one.


  Then she remembered his proposal. The future could hold many such moments.


  As if reading her thoughts, he whispered, “Marry me, Leah.” He slowly withdrew, nearly all the way, leaving her feeling empty, bereft. She writhed and twisted, but he held her fast. “Marry me,” he growled, plunging into her once more, extracting a shuddering moan from her as she drove up against him.


  “Say yes,” he commanded, capturing her thrashing head in his strong fingers and making her look at him. “Say yes,” he repeated tenderly, his warm breath teasing her lips. His mouth closed over hers, stealing her last shred of rational thought.


  Soon she was moving under him, around him, sprinting toward completion. Like two halves of a whole, the lovers drove into each other with delirious urgency, caught up in the tight, hot energy of unthinking motion.


  Her panting gasps gave over to piercing cries as he brought her to the brink of release. She teetered on the precipice, poised to fall, reveling in the sweet torment of near completion until, with one final lunge, he pushed her over the edge into a shattering climax. Through her own keening cries of fulfillment she heard his answering roar as her release triggered his. He surged into her, rocking her body and her heart.


  They remained locked together for long minutes, unable to move, listening to their breathing slow, feeling their sweat-slick bodies gradually cool. At last he groggily raised his head. He cleared his throat.


  “What practical problems?”


  She blinked. “What?”


  He leaned on an elbow and brushed damp tendrils of hair off her face. “I intend to marry you, Leah. Don’t give me a hard time about this.”


  She couldn’t help laughing. “Spoken like someone accustomed to getting his way.”


  “You said it yourself. I can be as muleheaded as you.”


  “I have a feeling you could put me to shame in that department.” She turned her head and ran the tip of her tongue down the smooth, damp skin of his upper arm to the crook of his elbow, tasting salt. She gasped as his throbbing response reminded her he was still inside her.


  “Don’t try to distract me,” he said. “I want to hear you say yes.”


  “James, I won’t give up Harmony Grits.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Oh, that.”


  She tried to squirm away from him, only to find herself trapped in his unyielding embrace. “Yes, that! What do you think, that I worked like a dog for four years to establish a successful business just so I can—I can—” The gleam in his eye made her blood pressure soar. “Maybe you should give up your life’s work, give up photography and Whitewood, to come down here and live with me.”


  He shrugged. “I wouldn’t complain. I could spend my days fixing Rototillers and my nights—” he pinned her wrists to the bed and kissed her hotly, pressing into her “—being your love slave.”


  “Be practical, James.”


  “No.”


  She sighed. “I can’t run Harmony Grits from New York. Who’s going to buy southern foods from your mansion on Lawn Guyland? It’s not even on the South Shore.”


  He grimaced at her pronunciation of Long Island. “You’ve spent too much time with Kara.”


  “Damn it, James—”


  “Let’s get one thing clear.” With obvious reluctance he rolled away from her to sit on the edge of the bed. He pushed his fingers through his hair. The room was now bathed in the gloomy gray of dusk and he turned on the bedside lamp. “You can run Harmony Grits from Whitewood, from Little Rock—from the moon, for all I care. As long as we’re together.”


  She searched his eyes. “So you won’t expect me to give up my business?”


  “And give up chowchow and green tomato pickles? You must be mad.” He grunted as her elbow found a tender spot between his ribs. “Seriously, Leah, you couldn’t have thought I’d expect you to give up what you’ve worked so hard for?”


  “I guess I’m just a little sensitive on the subject.”


  His voice became cajoling. “You know, we could heat the carriage barn, install some strong locks.” He stroked her cheek. “It would make a passable warehouse.”


  She bit back a smile imagining her inventory filling the old barn. “I’ll think about it.”


  “While you’re thinking about it, we’ll set a date. Won’t Merl and Douglas be surprised.”


  She groaned. Merl and Douglas. What would they think when she announced their engagement? As far as they knew, she’d met her fiancé that very day. Worse, they assumed she was his half sister.


  “Don’t worry.” He smiled, reading her mind. “I’ll help you explain it to them.”


  “Thanks.”


  “So does that mean yes?” he persisted.


  “Are you giving me a choice?”


  “No.”


  “Then I guess it means yes.”


  He whooped in triumph and gathered her up for a kiss. A thorough, cherishing kiss. Then he hopped off the bed and disappeared through the doorway, calling, “Wait here.” She propped a pillow on the blond wood headboard and sat against it. He returned almost immediately and sat next to her. “Back before we broke up, I designed an engagement ring for you.”


  Leah swallowed a soft gasp.


  “Well, with a little help from a jewelry artist,” he said. “You’ll get it eventually, but in the meantime—” from his closed fist he produced his mother’s diamond and pearl necklace “—perhaps this will do.” He slipped his fingers under her hair and fastened the clasp behind her neck as she struggled to find her voice.


  “James!” She fingered the heavy jewels glittering on her chest, the teardrop pearl nestled between her breasts. “I—I couldn’t. You can’t!”


  “The hell I can’t.” He lifted the pearl, his knuckles grazing her breasts, stoking the fire she thought they’d just quenched. His loving gaze locked on hers. “It’s fitting, Leah. Mom would’ve loved you. There’s no doubt about that. She certainly would’ve wanted the wife of her firstborn to have something special of hers.”


  She bit her lip and looked down at the necklace sparkling against the alabaster of her skin. “I’ve never owned...Hell, I’ve never even seen anything like this close up,” she laughed through the tears misting her eyes.


  “Nothing less would do for the woman I love.”


  She searched his eyes. “I thought you’d hate me,” she said quietly.


  He scowled. “Hate you?”


  “You know. Because I’m his daughter.”


  The look of unadulterated love that settled over his features chased away her last lingering doubts. “Foolish woman. I think you must love to torment yourself.” He sighed. “As for being the product of James Bradburn, Sr., I’m actually more his child than you are. He raised me, after all. I even followed in his professional footsteps.”


  He lightly stroked her shoulder, trailed his fingers across her collarbone. “You know, besides you, he also fathered Mark and Luke, and I couldn’t love them more. They’re incredible guys. Which you’ll discover when you meet them. But no hanky-panky,” he warned with a wicked grin. “They really are your brothers!”


  “My half brothers.”


  “Mine, too, but a different half.”


  “Oh my God.” A sudden realization galvanized her.


  “What!”


  “Oh my God!” She straightened.


  “Leah, what is it?” His black brows drew together.


  “I went off the Pill two months ago.”


  His frown dissolved. He stretched out languorously. “Good.”


  She looked down at her exasperating fiancé, who was busy playing with a lock of her hair, twisting it around his finger. “‘Good’?” She slapped his hand away. “What’s the matter with you?”


  He was fast. In a split second he pulled her down to lie beneath him on the quilt.


  “James, how can you—”


  The light in his eyes caught her up short. She’d never seen just that particular glow before. It made her heart skip a beat—made her want to laugh and cry and crush him to her.


  And never let him go.


  “Don’t you want children?” he whispered. Before she could answer, he said, “If you don’t...that’s okay.” Despite his words, she could see that the prospect of a childless marriage pained him. “We don’t have to have kids. It’s you I want, Leah. You mean more to me than any—”


  “Of course I want children, you fool.” She almost laughed at the look of relief on his face.


  “Well, then, what’s the problem? I can teach him about fill light and photographic composition, and you can teach him how to tell a jalapeño from a serrano. And I’ll let you name him anything you like. Except—”


  They spoke in unison. “—James Bradburn the Third.”


  “A biblical name would be most appropriate, of course, to carry on the family tradition,” he soberly advised, his fingers straying to the exquisitely sensitive skin at the side of her breast. A little moan of pleasure escaped her and his touch became bolder.


  “How about—oh!” The nipple stiffened between his fingertips. “Umm...Hezekiah?”


  “Hezekiah it is. Does that mean yes?”


  Leah smiled, hoping his seed had already found fertile ground. “Are you giving me a choice?”


  “Hell no.”


  “Then I guess it means yes.”


  James grinned in triumph. “Time to get busy then, my meek and compliant wife.” He kissed her tenderly. “Mustn’t keep Hezekiah waiting.”
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  Lucy woke with the munchies the night the kidnappers came for her. She padded down the curved staircase to her dark kitchen, where the stove clock’s LED display informed her it was 2:23 in the a.m.


  “Happy birthday, kiddo.” She flicked on the overhead fluorescent. “You made it to the big four-oh.”


  She poured a double small-batch bourbon on the rocks, nuked a bag of 94 percent fat-free popcorn, and polished off a partial pint of Cherry Garcia just as the last kernel detonated. She smiled. Timing is everything.


  She located the paperback thriller she was reading in Frank’s library—her library now, she supposed, at least until the marital assets were sorted into His and Her piles. The His pile would include the centerpiece of this room, the bloated, pigskin-upholstered “chair and a half” Frank had had custom-made over her dogged objections. God knew she’d never wanted the damn thing, any more than she’d wanted the puffed-up McMansion that surrounded it, yet five weeks after she’d asked Frank to move out—the hardest thing she’d ever had to do—there sat his throne in all its swinish glory.


  And the sick thing was, she’d gotten kind of used to it. The chair was as comfortable as it was ugly, squatting before the fireplace like a sumo wrestler with seams. It was also absurdly comforting in the dead-ass middle of the night when every sigh and rattle of the huge house reminded her how alone she was. She called the chair Babe, after the movie pig.


  The house would probably be sold, which suited her just fine, though that would be one more heartbreak for Frank—something else for her to feel guilty about. But all that would take time, and meanwhile there was nothing and no one to stop her from moving her home office up here from the basement.


  Frank had dubbed this space his “library,” going so far as to order forty linear feet of “important” used books from some salvage outfit, plus the built-in shelves to display them. But it had been constructed as a sunroom, with skylights and a wall of south-facing windows and French doors. During the day this room was flooded with buttery light, in contrast to the windowless catacombs where Lucy had pounded out the first thirteen books of her Johnny Sherlock children’s mystery series.


  She experienced a naughty thrill thinking about the unfinished fourteenth book languishing on her computer’s hard drive. With her contractual deadline less than a week away, every waking minute ought to be devoted to finishing Johnny Sherlock and the Painted Poodle. Legions of prepubescent fans were counting on her, more and more each year according to her royalty statements. And Lord knew Lucy Narby—Lucille Moss to her readers—had never missed a deadline. Dependable, responsible Lucy? It was unthinkable. Logically she should be down there right now, cranking out that sucker.


  But it was 2:23 in the a.m., and the rules of logic were officially suspended at 2:23 in the a.m.


  The bag of popcorn emitted a burst of fragrant steam as she yanked it open. There it was again, the stab of guilt—not over the calorie count, but the label. It was ridiculous, really. Every time she chowed down on a snack food that didn’t bear the familiar KrunchWorks logo, she felt like a traitor. Frank was nearly as devoted to KrunchWorks as he was to his family, a company man through and through. He’d forbidden her to bring a competing brand into this house, and she never had. Until now.


  Lucy set her whiskey glass and the illicit popcorn within reach, lifted Grandma Willie’s freakishly unique hand-crafted quilt from it display rack, and submitted herself to Babe’s wide-load embrace. She set aside the emery board that served as a bookmark, hoping reading might nudge her toward the restorative coma she so badly needed.


  She read for twenty minutes until the faint snick of a door lock brought her head up. She recognized the squeak of the exterior side door that led into the kitchen. Her pulse stuttered for several seconds until the alarm system’s warning tone stopped, telling her the code had been correctly entered on the keypad. Muted footfalls followed, moving toward the stairway. Stair treads groaned under multiple pairs of feet, ascending with unhurried caution in the dark. Overhead a floor joist creaked. Then another.


  Lucy threw back her head and shouted, “Points off for inept skulking. I am so disappointed.”


  All movement upstairs ceased. Lucy chuckled and sipped her bourbon. She’d raised John to be sneakier than that.


  She hadn’t expected to see him until spring break. Of course, Long Island was only about a six-hour drive from Ithaca, and he’d surprised her on weekends before. She hoped this particular visit had been prompted by her birthday. His father had no doubt nagged him, as usual, reminding him to send a gift.


  Frank had called her, too. He’d wanted to take her to Paris for a long birthday weekend or, failing that, at least a romantic excursion to Manhattan: La Bohème at the Met, dinner at her favorite Northern Italian restaurant, and a champagne-drenched suite at the Plaza. She’d declined as gently as she knew how, wondering how long it would take him to realize they weren’t getting back together, that their marriage was really and truly over.


  John had one or two buddies in tow, by the sound of it. Possibly the paramour du jour, too. Ashleigh. The girl possessed a pretty head unburdened by deep cogitation, but at least she chose clothing that flaunted the dainty barbells skewering her nipples. Then again, what would be the point of enduring such a disagreeable procedure only to hide the result under a Playtex Cross Your Heart?


  John was a discerning kid. It wouldn’t last. Meanwhile Lucy squelched any hint of maternal disapproval. That hard-won bit of wisdom had eluded her own mother.


  Her visitors descended the stairs, making no effort at stealth now that they knew she was awake. She wished she’d thrown on a robe, but at least she had on matronly pj’s and not some peek-a-boo nightie. John shouldn’t get too embarrassed.


  She slipped the emery board back in her book as she heard them approach. “I’m a hard gal to surprise.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure.”


  Lucy didn’t recognize the voice. She glanced over her shoulder. Her yelp of shock turned to helpless laughter at the sight of three cheap plastic Halloween masks. The kids had turned themselves into, of all things, the Powerpuff Girls, a trio of huge-eyed TV cartoon superchicks. They were all there: Buttercup, the brunette; Blossom, the redhead; and Bubbles, the blue-eyed blonde.


  God, how she loathed the Powerpuff Girls. Diana, her five-year-old niece, forced her to watch the show every time their paths crossed. Had Lucy ever mentioned her aversion to John? She must have.


  “Very nice,” she told her son, “but you’re about six months late for Halloween.”


  No, wait, Buttercup wasn’t John. This guy had a more solid build. The neck was thicker, the shoulders wider under the hooded gray sweatshirt. She looked at Blossom, somewhere between six five and the stratosphere, his maple-colored hair pulled back in a long braid. And Bubbles was blond for real. John had inherited Lucy’s hair, dark as espresso and utterly straight.


  Lucy stood, letting the quilt slide to the floor. A crawly sensation tightened her scalp.


  Buttercup produced a pistol and a roll of silver duct tape. “Don’t fight and you won’t get hurt.”


  “What?”


  They came at her. She fought like hell. Adrenaline surged with every dunk-shot bang of her heart. She writhed out of their grasp. Her fists and feet flew. Popcorn scattered. The CD rack toppled. The framed baby picture of Lucy and her sister crashed onto the hardwood floor, along with one of Frank’s giraffes, the eighteen-inch bronze. She lunged for the sculpture and got a two-fisted grip on its neck, holding it at the ready like a baseball bat.


  Blossom, the giant, whooped. “A feisty one, God be praised!”


  “Take whatever you want,” she said. “Take it and leave.”


  Buttercup pocketed the gun and tore a strip of duct tape off the roll.


  Lucy backed up a step. “I’ve got money.” She nodded toward the antique rolltop desk. “In there.”


  They didn’t so much as glance at the desk. Bubbles, the blond one, made his move. She swung the giraffe. He ducked under it and body-slammed her against a bookcase. Pain exploded in her back as first editions went flying. She thought she heard Buttercup bark, “Easy!” as Bubbles wrenched the giraffe from her.


  Inkblots crowded her vision. She blinked them away and saw Buttercup looming over her. He said, “You okay?”


  Stupidly she nodded.


  “Good.” He slapped the tape over her mouth and spun her toward the other two, who held her still while he taped her wrists together behind her back.


  The instant they released her, Lucy sprinted toward the multipaned French doors. She was thinking of the inky expanse of woods that lay beyond her manicured back lawn. If she could just make it past the pool and gardens to the tree line . . .


  She threw her weight at the locked doors. Shards of pain lanced her shoulder.


  Blossom cackled in appreciation. He tilted his mask and drained the glass of bourbon.


  Bubbles muttered, “Jesus, the bitch never gives up.”


  Buttercup bent to retrieve the baby picture. He studied the pair of dark-haired one-year-olds through the cracked glass.


  Lucy balanced herself on one bare foot and took aim at a windowpane with the other.


  “Whoa!” Buttercup dropped the picture and launched himself at her, yanking her back an instant before her foot would have made contact. He wrapped his arms around her from behind. “All right, that’s enough,” he said when she continued to struggle. “We’re all very impressed.”


  Bubbles swaggered up to them. “I think the lady needs a lesson in who’s in charge.” He sounded younger than the other two. “I think I’m looking forward to teaching that lesson.”


  Using Buttercup’s bear hug for leverage, Lucy torqued her hips up and punched the heel of her foot into Bubbles’ thin plastic mask.


  He screamed like a steam whistle and ripped off the mask. “Fug!” He held his nose. Blood seeped between his fingers. He gaped at Lucy. “Whud the fug didja do thad for?”


  Lucy had guessed right. Bubbles was young, early to mid twenties. Not much older than John.


  Blossom laughed and handed him a couple of tissues. “I had a feelin’ about this job.” His baritone voice was flavored by the Emerald Isle. He wagged a finger at Buttercup. “You didn’t want to listen.”


  “Yeah, you’re perceptive as hell. Help me get her into the car.”


  “I’b bleedeeg.” Bubbles pressed the tissues to his crooked snout. “By doze is broken.”


  “Payback for that offside tackle,” Buttercup said. “Quit bitching.” He and Blossom clamped their fingers around Lucy’s arms and marched her out of the library. Bubbles trailed behind, bleating like a lost lamb.


  Her assailants didn’t seem to care that she’d gotten a good look at one of them and presumably could pick him out of a lineup. This did not bode well for her longevity.


  The little group proceeded through the greatroom into the kitchen, where Lucy heard, for the second time that night, the side door unlock.


  John. Who else could it be?


  Buttercup said, “Shit.”


  Lucy pleaded with her eyes. She shook her head and mewled shamelessly under the tape. Don’t hurt him. Oh God, don’t hurt my boy.


  Blossom murmured, “This is where it gets messy, lads,” as the door swung open.


  Two men crossed the threshold. Neither was Lucy’s son. She felt confident of that even though both wore black ski masks that exposed only their eyes. The masks were a piquant accompaniment to their all-black ensembles: silk turtleneck, wool slacks, and lambskin bomber jacket for the portly, dark-eyed man; jeans and a windbreaker for the compact fellow with the aqua-by-Acuvue eyes.


  “Who the fug are you?” Bubbles demanded.


  The newcomers appeared just as bewildered. The big guy looked at the little guy. Buttercup looked at Blossom. All five of them looked at Lucy.


  Don’t look at me!


  “Okay, there’s been some kinda misunderstanding here.” The big guy spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. He sounded more than a little New Yawk. “My associate and I have been retained for this particular undertaking.”


  Lucy was an undertaking?


  “You know anything about this?” Blossom asked Buttercup, who leveled a threatening look at Lucy, right through his mask’s perky, round-eyed grin.


  She glowered back.


  “This bij is bad dews.” Bubbles was busy cramming strips of paper towel in his nostrils. His hands and face were smeared with blood. “Led these dickwads hab her. Good fugeeg riddance.”


  “Shut up.” Buttercup turned to the pair in black. “Get lost.”


  The second man tugged on his friend’s sleeve. “Come on, Wesley, let’s go. We didn’t bargain on this.”


  Wesley took a step toward Buttercup. “This is our show, my friend. We have a deposit.”


  “Debosid dis, lard-ass.” Bubbles went for Wesley, but the big Irishman was quicker. He shoved the young hothead against Lucy’s Viking range, with a command to “get a fekkin’ grip.”


  “We were here first.” Buttercup tightened his grip on Lucy’s arm. “End of story.”


  Wesley dipped into his breast pocket and produced a knife which Lucy instantly identified as a six-inch Wüsthof boning knife. Seventy-two bucks at Zabar’s. She herself was a Henckel gal. She gazed longingly at her beloved eight-piece set in its countertop knife block right there in full view—and within arm’s reach of Lucy herself, if only she had use of those arms. She’d put a fresh edge on those blades just yesterday.


  Buttercup displayed the pistol. “Go away.”


  “Oh my God.” The smaller guy’s eyes widened. “Wesley, he’s got a gun.”


  “Ha!” Bubbles crowed. “Broughd a dife to a gudfight, ya fugeeg abateurs.”


  “This is bullshit,” Wesley said. “We have an agreement.”


  “He’s got a gun, Wesley. It’s not worth it.”


  His partner wheeled on him. “Why don’t you say my name again? That’s incredibly helpful.”


  “You can stay and get yourself killed. I’m leaving.” Wesley’s pal slammed out of the house.


  The strange assemblage stood staring at one another. Blossom turned to Buttercup. “Well, lad, what are we goin’ to do with this pesky fella?”


  Buttercup shrugged. He raised the gun. “Shoot him.”


  Lucy squeezed her eyes shut. Instead of a gunshot, she heard the door slam. Bubbles hooted in delight. He trilled, “Rud, Wesley, rud!” The squeal of car tires, then silence.


  “That was interesting.” Blossom scratched his chin under the mask. “Let’s get her out of here before someone else shows up.”


  Buttercup glanced around, looking for something. He turned to Lucy. “Where’s your purse?”


  That was more like it. As a motivating factor for this freak show, filthy lucre beat out all other choices hands down. Lucy might walk away from this thing alive after all. She nodded toward the menu desk in the breakfast nook. Bubbles located her Coach shoulder bag and strolled back, pawing through it. Buttercup grabbed it from him, spilled the contents on the floor, and kicked the mess around with the toe of his running shoe. Her lipstick rolled across the antique French granite floor tiles and came to rest against Frank’s new under-counter wine cellar.


  He faced her again, with an impatient sigh. “Where are they?”


  Her frown asked, Where are what?


  “Your birth control pills, Mrs. Narby?”


  Astonishment popped  her eyes.


  Buttercup yanked the tape off Lucy’s mouth in one swift tear. She screamed.


  “Don’t make me ask again,” he warned.


  “Master bathroom. Top vanity drawer. That hurt.”


  Buttercup slapped the tape back over her mouth. A minute later Bubbles had returned with her monthly pill compact, which Buttercup pocketed.


  Her birth control pills. Lucy couldn’t begin to figure that one out. Granted, these creeps seemed less than enthusiastic about plundering, which left that raping thing kind of front and center, but birth control pills?


  Buttercup propelled her toward the door.


  It was a chilly outside—mid to high forties. Downright arctic by Lucy’s admittedly wimpy standards, especially since the only thing between her pampered hide and the elements was a pair or mismatched flannel jammies.


  A nearly full moon provided the only illumination. Her five-acre property was isolated from her nearest neighbors by dense woods and a quarter-mile cobblestone driveway. She’d always appreciated the solitude. Until tonight.


  The tender soles of her feet found every sharp pebble as Buttercup and Blossom half dragged her toward a dark sedan parked out of sight of the house. Bubbles jogged ahead to pop the trunk.


  She screamed beneath her gag as the men hoisted her and dumped her on top of a tire iron and a set of jumper cables. The trunk also held a coil of rope. Buttercup hogtied her with practiced efficiency, lashing her ankles and tethering them to her wrists by a short length of rope behind her bowed back.


  Bubbles leaned into the trunk to taunt her, now that those lethal feet were safely restrained. His nose was a pomegranate. The moonlight turned all that blood to black warpaint. “I’b gudda hab sub fud wid you, bij. Just you wait.”


  The other two exchanged a look. Buttercup elbowed Bubbles aside to blindfold Lucy with an oily rag.


  The trunk lid slammed shut. She heard car doors open and close. The vehicle rocked and settled. The engine rumbled to life, turning the trunk into a vibration chamber.


  Trussed as she was, Lucy couldn’t keep herself from pitching to and fro as the car started rolling. Her stomach lurched. Oh yeah, she thought, that’s just what I need right now. A geyser of ice cream, popcorn, and bourbon, with only her nostrils for an exit.


  She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths, forced her mind to function. Why would anyone want to kidnap her? Correction: Why would two anyones want to kidnap her, these trick-or-treat maniacs and whoever hired those two whiny chuckleheads who came late to the party?


  When had it become open season on Lucy Narby?


  She had to keep her head, no matter what happened. It was her only chance.


  Don’t panic, Lucy commanded herself, right before something small and furry crawled up her pajama leg.
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