

[image: cover]




Suzanne Brockmann


2 Heroes in 1


[image: image]




The Unsung Hero copyright © 2000 Suzanne Brockmann
The Defiant Hero copyright © 2001 Suzanne Brockmann


The right of Suzanne Brockmann to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook in this omnibus edition by Headline Publishing Group in 2013


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 0397 7


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London
NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


Since her explosion on to the publishing scene over ten years ago, Suzanne Brockmann has written more than fifty books, and is now widely recognised as one of the leading voices in women’s suspense writing. Her work has earned her repeated appearances on the USA Today and New York Times bestseller lists, as well as numerous awards. Suzanne Brockmann lives in Florida with her husband, author Ed Gaffney.




By Suzanne Brockmann and available from Headline


Over the Edge


Out of Control


Into the Night


Gone Too Far


Flashpoint


Hot Target


Breaking Point


Into the Storm


Force of Nature


All Through the Night


Into the Fire


Dark of Night


Hot Pursuit




Praise for Suzanne Brockmann’s addictive novels:


‘Taut suspense, sharp dialogue . . . sterling prose and expert plotting’ Publishers Weekly


‘Sizzling with intrigue and sexual tension . . . with characters so vivid they leap off the page’ Tess Gerritsen


‘Sexy, suspenseful, and irresistible’ Booklist


‘I love this book . . . Suzanne just keeps getting better and better’ Linda Howard


‘Brockmann is an undisputed master at writing military and suspense fiction [with] action, danger and passion all rolled into one’ www.curledup.com


‘An action-packed and breathtaking thriller’ Romantic Times




Suzanne Brockmann


The Unsung Hero


[image: image]




Contents


Title Page


Dedication


Acknowledgements


Prologue


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two




For the brave men and woman who fought for freedom during the Second World War. My most sincere and humble thanks.




Acknowledgments


Special thanks to Frances Stepp, who always knows exactly whom to call, and Mike Freeman, real-life hero and excellent friend. Thanks also to Charles Patrick of the Military History Research Center in Virginia (www.mhrc-va.com), who provided a wonderful source of information for creating my fictional Fifty-fifth Division. Hugs to Scott Lutz for sharing his vast knowledge of comic books and graphic novels, and to Deede Bergeron, Lee Brockmann, and Patricia McMahon – my personal support staff. Eternal thanks to Ed, my inspiration for all my heroes. Any mistakes that I’ve made or liberties that I’ve taken are completely my own.




Prologue


Spring


When both the Seahawk and its pilot took a direct hit, things went from bad to worse.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Mrs Wilhemina Hampton.


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


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


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


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


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


They were being followed.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Four cars and one army transport, L.T., carrying a full platoon, heading out from the airport, ready to intercept – ordered to use force if necessary,’ Nilsson reported.


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


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


Plan Bravo was looking like a damn good choice.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I get airsick on anything smaller than a 737,’ she complained.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘And if something goes wrong,’ Mrs Hampton said acidly, ‘is there a Plan C?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Heart pills.


Shit.


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


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


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


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


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


And then he stopped thinking as his world went black.




One


8 August


Tom swung his duffle bag down from the overhead rack and shuffled slowly with the other passengers off the commercial flight and out into Boston’s Logan Airport.


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


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


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


Tom was staying only until Sunday.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He was thirty-six years old now, a highly decorated and respected commanding officer in the US Navy SEALs, yet all those old labels – troublemaker, fuckup, ‘that wild Paoletti kid’ – persevered.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Of course, now she was divorced.


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


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


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


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


No way.


There was no way that, out of all the places in the world, Tom should run into the man known only as ‘the Merchant’ in Logan Airport.


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


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


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


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


God, was it possible? . . .


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


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


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


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


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


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


What now? Follow that cab?


There were no other cabs available.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Yeah, right.


Tom got on the shuttle.


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


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


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


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


The tile was cold against his cheek.


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


Where was the dignity in that?


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


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


Death.


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


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


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


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


Like maybe this morning.


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


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


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


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


Dead.


It was a cold word.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tears.


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


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


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


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


Dr Kelly Ashton was running out of time.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It was only his soul that was ugly and shriveled.


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


The irony was intense.


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


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


Except he didn’t want to talk to her.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Tell me again who this Merchant is?’ Crowley asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You were part of a combined French-American force brought in after these terrorists were tracked to . . . London, was it?’


‘Liverpool. The SAS played a part, too.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


Oh, no, the admiral most certainly did not.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What you thought you saw,’ Crowley corrected him.


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


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


‘I know, sir,’ Tom said. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Get some rest, Tom,’ Crowley said, and cut the connection.


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




Two


‘Kelly . . .’


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


‘Kelly . . .’


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


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


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


She crossed toward the bathroom and . . .


Oh, God.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘That was because he had a massive stroke.’


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


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


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


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


‘If we had a nurse—’


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


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


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


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


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


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


It wasn’t Joe.


It was Tom Paoletti, Joe’s great-nephew.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Mostly from himself.


‘How’s your mother?’ he asked.


‘Fine. Remarried. She’s living near Baltimore.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Not even once.


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


Did she even remember?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Are you here by yourself?’ she asked.


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


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


‘Thanks for lying, but—’


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


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


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


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


She was far too nice.


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


‘How long will you be home?’ Kelly asked.


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


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


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


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


‘Whoa. Wait. I don’t know. What thing?’


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


‘Flags,’ he remembered. ‘I thought they were left over from the Fourth.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tom shook his head.


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


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


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


He had to laugh. ‘Like none of this is weird enough?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘Tom! Tommy? Is that your bag in my kitchen?’


Tom smiled at Kelly. ‘Looks like he found me.’


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


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


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


What could he say to her, except ‘Yeah, I will.’


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




Three


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


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


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


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


‘What about the Navy?’ he asked, looking directly at Mal.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Watch your mouth,’ Angela murmured.


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


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


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


Yeah, right.


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


No doubt Tom had figured that out, too.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You’re such a jerk,’ she told him.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Think about it,’ he said again, heading down the stairs.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


In short, she was stacked.


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


And that was the understatement of the new millennium.


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


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


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


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


‘Shit,’ he heard her say, her voice exactly as he’d imagined it – slightly husky, low pitched. Sexy.


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


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


And David stopped breathing.


It was the face he’d been looking for.


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


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


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


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


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


Tom was home.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tom.


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


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


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


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


Sex.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tom Paoletti.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Someone exactly like Tom Paoletti.


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


And what better place to start than with Tom Paoletti?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


How hard could it be?


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


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


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




Four


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


Joe and Charles were back.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Stop this!’ she said sharply. ‘Right this minute! Both of you!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Great. He probably looked as shitty as he felt.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No.’ Figured Joe would pick now to go back into his monosyllabic routine.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Don’t,’ Joe said sharply.


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


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


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


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


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


Cajones, indeed.


‘It’s over,’ Joe said. ‘It’s done.’


‘But you would do it again if you had to,’ Charles coughed.


Joe fixed his friend with a grim stare. ‘So would you.’


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


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


‘I think so.’


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


Kelly looked at Tom. ‘I think I better get him inside. Would you mind? . . .’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Cybele shook her head, looking to Joe for help.


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


‘Quickly,’ Cybele said to Marie and Luc Prieaux. ‘Hold him for me.’


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


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


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


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


Joe was disappointed, but he hid it, as always. ‘Of course.’


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


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


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


‘Go,’ Cybele said, well aware of the time.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Two out of three wasn’t bad.


Cybele, he suspected, wouldn’t agree.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Now, he cleared his throat. ‘You know, Kel, I owe you an apology.’


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


‘Yes, I do. That night before I left town—’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Mallory regretted throwing away her lighter almost instantly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Hello!’ she said. ‘I see your socks.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Here it came. The disgusting proposition of the day.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You all right?’ Tom asked.


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


‘You want to talk?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Five


9 August


‘It’s him, isn’t it? It’s Joe.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He laughed. ‘We think alike. I was going to the library next.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tom laughed. ‘You mean those shifty Paoletti eyes?’


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


‘Whoa,’ he said. ‘Easy! I was just kidding.’


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


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


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


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


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


On the hand.


Genius.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She had him there.


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


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


‘What about his personal life?’


‘What personal life?’ Tom asked.


‘See?’ she countered triumphantly, smiling up at him.


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


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


Right there.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What did he say?’ Kelly asked, intrigued.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘So much for your vacation.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She had.


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


She ran for her car.


It was him.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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