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Playing with dynamite, a girl could get burned…




Given his aversion to love and marriage, Ross Coltrane—an elite soldier and demolitions expert—has no idea how he ended up playing middleman to his kid brother and the estranged wife.




More terrifying is suddenly noticing how sexy his sister-in-law is. He’s never been attracted to his brother’s wife that way before…




…But he’s always had a spark with her twin.




Turns out the identical sisters have pulled a swap and duped everyone around them. Furious much? About to rain down retribution, Ross hesitates. Something about Vivienne Jansen’s gutsiness and misplaced do-gooding gets to him.




Except, he’s not a guy who has feelings. Everyone calls him the Iceman.




He doesn’t know how to be anything else…
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Chapter One




“Don’t tell me not to panic. Any sensible person would panic.”

Vivienne Jansen held the phone away from her ear as her twin’s remaining thread of sanity snapped.

“Why the hell did I ever listen to you… I must be crazy.”

Seventeen hours into her surprise visit, Viv sat down on the floral couch in her sister’s suburban Auckland home, eyed the schnoodle glaring at her through the front door’s sidelight and really tried not to take all this unjustified hostility personally. “Of course you’re upset,” she soothed. “You’re about to have surgery, but don’t worry I’ll—”

“Who talked me into wearing high heels?” Merry demanded. “Who?”

“Stature adds confidence—” Viv crossed her own teeter-high ankle boots “—and you said you needed a boost for the job interview this morning.”

“Something else I let you talk me into! Except I won’t be a nurse here, I’ll be a patient with a broken shin.” Merry’s voice broke. “As if my life wasn’t enough of a mess already. Oh, Viv, what will I do? They say I’ll be here at least a week.” Her sister was in Hamilton, an hour south of Auckland and the perfect place, Viv had argued over last night’s jug of duty-free margaritas, for a fresh start. The schnoodle barked. “What’s wrong with Salsa?”

“Nothing.” Returning the white-and-gray miniature hellhound’s glare, Viv lifted a finger to her lips. He gave her a “you’re kidding, right?” look and barked again. “He’s playing in the yard…. Good dog!” Yeah, right.

Salsa’s begrudging tolerance had disappeared the moment Merry left the house, replaced by low warning growls that frayed Viv’s jet-lagged nerves. When she’d discovered him chewing one of her Jimmy Choo UGG boots she’d lured him outside with the second sheepskin boot and the fervent wish that he’d choke on it

They were not friends, oh, no.

Salsa kept barking, and Viv hurried into the guest bedroom and shut the door. Maybe if he couldn’t see her.

Merry started to cry. “Charlie’s going to find out I was interviewing out of town…he’ll be furious that I’m considering relocating with the kids…. Oh, God, he’ll use my hospitalization as an excuse to move them to his mom’s. Sue for full custody like he threatened when we first separated.”

“As if he would—or could—take the kids away from you. Take deep breaths.” Encourage that presurgery sedative into the bloodstream.

Though, what did she know about custody laws in New Zealand? Not to mention her brother-in-law had been acting completely out of character. Charlie had walked out on the marriage three months ago and was apparently making her sister’s life a misery with his onerous demands on visitation.

How could Merry move on when they were constantly doing kiddy handovers, and her estranged spouse was dating their baby’s day-care teacher? Worse, Merry still pined for the SOB. It was way past time for an intervention.

“Charlie’s at school camp with Tilly for two more nights,” she reminded her twin. The four-day adventure camp, organized through school, relied heavily on parental volunteers. “That leaves us plenty of time to come up with a way to spin this.”

“But what about my baby?” Merry sobbed. “I’m due to pick up Harry from Linda’s at five and—”

“I’ll go get him and I won’t say a word to your mother-in-law about the accident.” Viv opened a window to dispel the lingering mustiness of the spare room and the scent of freesias wafted up from the garden bed. “He’ll be thrilled to meet his auntie.”

Her nephew had been in bed when Viv made her surprise appearance at 7:00 p.m. and Bad Granny had picked him up early. Viv didn’t do early. As a New York-based costume designer, she was a bright lights, late nights kind of girl.

“You’re right…of course you’re right.” Merry gulped in an obvious effort to compose herself. “Look, I’m sorry about blaming you earlier. This is all my fault.”

“You have every right to make a fresh start,” Viv ressured her. “And the job’s ideal for your new circumstances…school hours five days a week instead of three long graveyard shifts. And it’s not as if you’d be taking the kids to Siberia. It’s only an hour’s commute, for heaven’s sake.”

It had been precisely this defeatism that had prompted Viv to fly home when the cancellation of an upcoming Broadway show freed up her schedule for a month. Plus, she needed to get away from Jean Paul.

“Anyway, I’ll pack you a bag, pick up the baby and drive straight to Hamilton. We should be there by the time you’re out of surgery.”

“No. Harry will need a bath and dinner first.” Her sister swung into mom mode. “Do you know anything about looking after a fifteen-month-old?”

“Of course I do, I babysit all the time.” Theater divas. But it would be easy enough to find information on the internet…who was the kid guru again?… Dr. Block…Flock… Spock.

Merry sounded doubtful. “So you like children now?”

Viv paraphrased W. C. Fields. “As long as they’re well cooked.” Her twin didn’t laugh. Viv placed a hand on her heart where it got tangled in the beads. “I promise I’ll look after him as though he were my own…and you don’t want to leave him with the mother-in-law, do you?”

Linda Coltrane was one of those awful women who saw her son’s wife as a rival and had made her people-pleasing daughter-in-law’s life miserable for years. The old bat must be ecstatic having her son living under her roof again.

Merry seemed to read Viv’s thoughts. “You will be polite, won’t you? To Linda? And don’t get all caught up defending me if she blames me for the breakup…just grab Harry and get out of there.”

“You can’t be serious, she blames you? Even though Charlie walked out? Even though he’s already dating another woman and—” Viv bit her lip to stop herself from saying, “was probably screwing her while you were married?”

Meredith refused to discuss the circumstances around the separation. But last night after the third margarita, Viv had asked, “He cheated on you, didn’t he?” and her twin had burst into tears. Enough said.

“And don’t wear anything too revealing. You know how conservative Linda is.”

Viv looked down at her bare legs—hers and Merry’s best feature—under a short-sleeved, sunflower-patterned minidress, their length accentuated by kick-ass-high Isabel Marant boots. Her push-up bra cleavage was all but hidden under a tangle of thrift-shop beads and phony diamond strands.

In New York and London her style was called boho chic; in the New Zealand rural farming community where she’d grown up her vibrant mixing of color, texture and bling had made Viv the brunt of jokes.

She’d forgotten that after a decade of being a costume designer living in cities that embraced diversity. Forgotten that when the other kids teased her, Meredith had always begged her to try to fit in.

“I’ll put some jeans on,” she said. Her sister was injured and frightened, and hurt feelings were selfish. “What do you want me to pack for you—toiletries, night wear?”

“I don’t think you should come in the dark.” Meredith was speaking a little slower. The tranquilizer must be kicking in. “You’re not used to the left-hand side of the road anymore. Leave in the morning.”

She wasn’t used to driving anymore, period. “You need someone there when you wake up.”

“I’ve managed without you for ten years. I’m sure I’ll survive another night.”

Her sister could always guilt-trip her with one pointed comment. And like a pebble in a pond it rippled back to older transgressions Viv could never atone for. Being the greedy twin in the womb and taking more than her share of nutrients—unequal placenta sharing. Asking to be put in a different class on their first day of school. Suggesting at twelve that they didn’t share every friend.

Merry didn’t understand Viv’s claustrophobia because she’d always been the twin who embraced family as opposed to the twin who ran away from it.

No, that used to be true. Viv might still be a screwup in her romantic life but everything else was under control—she’d even tossed out the peroxide and let her hair grow. She was so secure in herself, she was relaxed about looking like her twin again. “I’ll fix this, Merry. Have I ever failed to get you out of trouble?”

“I can’t think…” Thank God for sedatives.

“That’s settled then,” she said briskly. She should have come home immediately after her sister’s marriage broke up. But she was here now.

“Viv, this is important.” Merry’s voice was a drowsy whisper. “I can’t lose my kids. Not them, too.”

“You won’t, I swear.” Before her twin lost the plot completely, Viv got the mother-in-law’s address. Then she talked to the surgeon. First he described her sister’s condition in terms she didn’t understand—like “tibial shaft fracture” and “intramedullary rodding” before using words that unfortunately Viv did.

She sat on the bed and stuck her head between her knees as he described how a metal rod would be inserted down the center of Merry’s shin to stabilize the break. He promised to call immediately after surgery with an update.

Viv hung up and dug in her tan slouch bag for her booklet of patron saints. For a moment she couldn’t find the right saint to invoke. Her finger went down the list. Roch for knee problems and Servatius for foot troubles…nothing for shins. Finally, she found Mammes, protector of sufferers from broken bones, and said a little prayer.

Thumbing to the kids’ saints a horrified thought struck her. Was a fifteen-month-old out of diapers? Rolling off the bed, she opened her laptop and looked up Dr. Spock.

After wasting ten minutes reading a fascinating article on Leonard Nimoy’s prosthetic ears, she found potty training information. The news wasn’t good. Unless Harry was extremely advanced—and given his father’s stupidity in leaving the nicest woman in the world, Viv doubted it—she’d be dealing with diapers. The food thing was more encouraging. Most of what he ate could come out of a glass jar.

She realized she was chewing her very expensive false nails and stopped.

“Get a grip. If you can survive eighteen months as a fur groomer on Cats—” her first job “—you can survive looking after a little person for one night until the cavalry arrives.” That reminded her—her father and brother didn’t know she was in the country yet. Viv glanced at her watch. 4:30 p.m. They’d still be working the family farm, two and a half hours south. She’d phone home later.

After hauling on a pair of Sass and Bide jeans she headed to the master bedroom to raid her sister’s wardrobe for a sweater. When she’d packed, she’d imagined a New Zealand spring to be a lot warmer. Viv opened Merry’s wardrobe, scanned the hangers and sliding baskets and winced. Had they sprung from the same species?

Half a dozen T-shirts in block pastels, far too many pairs of jeans, flat shoes and trainers. Sensible skirts, even more sensible blouses and shorts befitting a Brownie troop leader.

Only one outfit caught Viv’s eye, the dress she’d given Meredith on her previous visit home two years ago. Pulling it out, Viv saw it still had the tag on. And she’d tried so hard to channel her sister’s tastes, right down to Merry’s favorite cherry-red. Maybe the deep V in the back deterred her twin…it wasn’t a dress you could wear a bra with. Not that either of them had much to support.

Viv returned it to the wardrobe and dragged out a V-necked green angora cardigan, which matched the leaves on her sunflower minidress. Linda would just have to deal with the cleavage Viv couldn’t hide.

Then she called the cab company she’d used last night.

The dog’s feathery curly hackles rose the minute she opened the front door. He gave a low, warning growl. Viv put a hand on her hip. “Cut the act, Salsa. I was raised on a farm with working dogs…I’m not scared of a poodle-schnauzer cross with button eyes and a shoe fetish.”

Salsa sprang; Viv slammed the door closed.

“Okay I take that back,” she called through the mail slot. “You’re a fierce and awesome beast. How about we make a fresh start?”

Salsa snarled. His limbs and face were white, his body a darker gray that made him look like he was wearing a cute little jacket. He had a tuft of darker fur between his eyes that acted as a permanent frown. Viv glanced at her watch. “C’mon, mutt, I don’t have time for this.”

Considering for a moment, she went to the kitchen, donned a rubber glove and picked up the plate of four boneless sirloin steaks defrosting on the countertop. Opening the window closest to the front door a few inches she waved a bloody steak like a white flag. “See this? Yours if you behave yourself. Sit!”

Salsa barked. Once. Twice.

“Tough negotiator, huh? Okay, I can make a goodwill gesture.” Viv tossed the raw steak at the narrow opening and missed. It slid down the inside pane, leaving a smear of blood behind it and flopped onto the hardwood floor. “Damn it!” Outside, Salsa leaped up and put his paws against the pane, scratching at the glass. “No…. Don’t do that…wait!” Grabbing the meat she shoved it through the gap. It hit the pavement with a wet slap and Salsa fell on it, wolfing it down and then whining for another.

Viv picked up a second steak. “Sit!”

Salsa barked.

“Sit,” she repeated sternly, and the dog half crouched on his haunches. “Nice try, mutt, but I can still see air.” Reluctantly Salsa sat. Viv tossed him a second steak and worked out her escape plan. When the taxi driver honked, she opened the front door, hurled the two remaining steaks as far as she could across the yard, then sprinted for the gate, slamming it behind her.

Peeling off the bloody glove she dropped it in the neighbor’s curbside trash can and smiled at the startled driver. “How fast can you drive?”





Chapter Two




To be nicknamed The Iceman by your peers in the SAS—one of the world’s elite military units—was a hard-earned accolade.

And yet Ross Coltrane was close to surrendering his famed self-control. Not because he was under enemy fire. Not because his foe had a territorial advantage and knew how to play him. No, what brought him to the verge of losing his temper was his stepmother’s total disregard for civilian casualties.

“It’s okay, mate.” Pitching his voice gentle, he picked up his baby nephew who’d unexpectedly scooted in on his butt from the lounge where he must have been playing. Tears welling in his big brown eyes and lower lip trembling, Harry looked between his grandmother and uncle. The child hated conflict.

“No, it’s not okay,” Linda snapped. “It’s not okay for you to bully a fifty-nine-year-old woman with a heart condition in her own home.”

Still smiling at Harry, Ross said softly, “You should have told me he was here.” He’d never have raised his voice if he’d known. Linda, of course, could justify any outburst by saying she was provoked. “What’cha got there, mate, a train?” Harry held it up. Yellow and green and covered in drool. His free hand tugged at his eyelashes. “This kid needs a nap.”

“I know that.” Linda’s high color faded. “Come to Nana, darling.” A waft of expensive perfume, repellent through association, hit Ross as she took the baby. “Yes, that’s right,” she crooned when Harry pointed to Ross. “Naughty Uncle Ross was being mean to poor Nana…. His mother was supposed to be here forty minutes ago so I didn’t bother with his nap.”

Was that actually defensiveness? Interesting. Normally Linda didn’t give a shit about what anybody thought. It was the only thing he could admire about her.

Ross reached for Harry. “I’ll do it.” He wasn’t leaving until he got what he wanted and that meant getting the baby out of the line of fire.

She spun the toddler away. “You’re not going anywhere in this house. God knows what else you’ll find that you suddenly decide is yours. Wait here while I put him down.”

I’d like to put you down.

She headed upstairs, all bone-and-gristle chic. He thought he’d worked through his hatred of this woman with her acid tongue, preserved face and remorseless jealousy. Ross resisted the urge to yell, “You’re sixty-one, sweetheart, the heart condition’s a scam and Dad’s been dead for four months…there’s nothing to compete over anymore.”

Except there was. He looked at the faded sampler hanging above the black lacquered sideboard. Ross wished to God he’d waited for Charlie in the car last week instead of coming to the door. Then he wouldn’t have seen it, wouldn’t have felt the pressure build until he had to act.

His thigh and knee started to ache, a sign he’d pushed himself too hard at training again. It had been seventeen months since a land mine in Afghanistan had broken the leg in two places. The damn thing should be doing better than this.

Frustrated he paced it out. Linda was taking a long time…but then she’d always liked to make him wait. For acknowledgment for attention, for his turn.

Ross stared at the sampler, picking out a line of bible verse, A time to get… Maybe he should just grab the damn thing and run. He scanned the hall for something to stand on, dismissing a decorative stool with delicately turned legs. Style with no substance. Like its owner.

He turned at the sound of footfalls. Linda swept down the marble stairs, her gaze hostile as she tidied her gray-blond chignon. What the hell am I doing here? She’s not going to be reasonable. But he had to try. “Like I said, it has no value, except to me.”

When his mother left it to him, Ross had given it to his father, but John had refused to accept it. Said it had been stitched 1924 and Yvonne was set on Ross having it. He’d finally agreed to look after it until Ross was old enough to appreciate his heritage.

Guess he’d finally grown up.

Now Linda didn’t so much as glance at it. “It reminds me of John. I can’t part with it.”

Ross tried but failed to keep the scorn out of his voice as he said, “Don’t you have plenty of other things to bond with?” Linda had inherited everything under his father’s will and Ross hadn’t bothered contesting. His father had made his choice years ago, which family he supported.

He’d ended up with a few of John’s personal effects—cufflinks, a watch, photographs—only because his half brother had forced them on him, Ross suspected behind Linda’s back.

“Is that what this is about,” she said. “The will? You break your father’s heart by cold-shouldering him all these years and now you’re pissy because he didn’t leave you anything?”

Ross refused to be baited. “All I want is that sampler—left to me by my mother—which Dad was safe-keeping for me. That’s all, Linda.” In retrospect he should have asked Charlie to make the case for him.

“You’ve had your own house for five years and never came to get it. Now John’s dead suddenly it’s all-important. I wonder why?”

“Call me sentimental.” The sampler was tacky and clichéd; a bible verse embroidered in the middle of a border of flowers and birds. Yet Ross couldn’t stand the idea of something so precious to his mother ending up with the woman who’d stolen everything else from her.

And she knew that, yes, Linda knew that. She’d always been able to sense what was important to him and had taken it away. He’d only lived with her from the ages of twelve to sixteen when his mother’s death gave custody to his dad but she’d very quickly taught him to hide his emotions. God bless her, she was probably responsible for the grit and determination that had got him into the SAS. Certainly his father never had a backbone.

“You don’t really want it,” she said bitterly. “You just don’t want me to have it.”

A part of Ross could even understand her insecurity. His father had regretted his midlife fling and was talking reconciliation with Ross’s mother when his former secretary presented her trump card. She was pregnant. But both Ross and Linda knew John had really loved his wife.

“Please,” he said.

Surprise flashed in her hazel eyes. “John and I could have been happy,” she said. “If you hadn’t made him feel so guilty with your judgmental attitude. And my son would have fought for full custody if you hadn’t contradicted my advice. So you know what, Ross? Go to hell.”

* * *

The East Indian cabdriver whistled as he drew up outside Granny Coltrane’s two-story concrete monolith.

“If the owner was a guy you’d have to wonder if he was compensating for something,” Viv commented, making him laugh. “Though, I have to give her credit for the front door.”

Ten feet high and fire-engine red, it brought scale and color to the stark design. Shame the garden had the life topiaried out of it. She handed over the fare—embarrassed at not having enough for a tip. Fortunately tipping wasn’t common practice here. She’d have to borrow the fare home from Linda. It was too late to stop at a bank and exchange more U.S. dollars for Kiwi. “Now remember my advice, Sanjay.”

“Leaving town isn’t running away from your troubles,” he quoted her. “It’s running toward new possibilities.”

“Exactly. If you don’t want this arranged marriage, then go hide out with your cousin in Australia.”

“Thank you, Vivienne, and I hope your sister’s surgery goes well. You wanted me to remind you—”

“To be polite to her mother-in-law. I’m on it.” As she hurried down the sweeping circular driveway, Viv practiced. “Hello, Linda! So how about your saintly son cheating on my sister? Guess the apple doesn’t fell far from the topiaried tree.”

Skirting Linda’s Range Rover—she could just imagine that small woman in a big 4WD terrorizing suburbia—she snagged Merry’s cardigan on the thorn of a rose and stopped to untangle it.

The front door slammed, Viv pulled the cardigan free. “Linda, how nice to—” The platitude died on her lips as she recognized the powerfully built man bearing down on her.

Her pulse gave a queer little skip even though it had been eight years since she’d hit on her sister’s brother-in-law. Eight years since she’d called Ross Coltrane chicken for turning her down.

Time had sandblasted away whatever trace of softness he’d had, and there’d never been much. He was pale, tight-lipped and his gray eyes glowed like titanium after a rocket launch. Instinctively Viv stepped back and her heels sank into the garden mulch. “Are you all right?”

“What do you care?” he barked.

She blinked.

Impatiently Ross gestured for her to get out the way of his car. “Save the startled fawn look for someone who’ll buy it.”

“I can see you’re mad,” she said, perplexed. “But why take it out on me? I haven’t done anything.”

Ross snorted. “What color do you call that new lipstick you’re wearing…scarlet? Suits you.” His lip curled. “And explains why you’re late picking up Harry.”

“It’s not scarlet, it’s poppy-red.” Edging past the Range Rover, she held out her hand. “Can we start over, please? Long time no see.”

Ross stared incredulously at her outstretched arm. “You’re joking, right?” He sidestepped her and went to the driver’s side, pulling car keys from the pocket of his jeans.

It took a few seconds for Viv to find her voice. “When did you turn into such an asshole?”

The Range Rover’s lights flashed as he deactivated the alarm. “About the same time you turned into a tramp.”

She gasped.

“What are you going to do,” he said, sneering, “go tattling to your big brother again? You know it really grinds my balls that I fell for that all-round nice girl persona you had going.”

The penny dropped. He thought she was Meredith. Gentle, wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly-or-fight-back Merry.

“You bastard. Where do you get off talking to M…me that way?”

“Yeah, keep playing the victim, you’re good at that.” Ross folded his arms, planted his muscular legs in a man stance. “Here’s an idea, Meredith. Suck it up and accept some goddamn responsibility instead of letting Charlie take the fall with your family.”

“Wait a minute…you’re defending Charlie?” Next this Neanderthal would be telling her that if only Merry had made more effort in the bedroom, her husband wouldn’t have strayed.

“Someone’s got to. He’s running himself ragged making sure the kids see him regularly and staying on top of his business.”

“The only thing he’s staying on top of is Harry’s daycare teacher. Which broke up M…my marriage.”

His expression hardened. “Is that how you’re going to play it in the divorce court? Make false allegations to try and swing full custody? Think very carefully before choosing that route, Meredith.”

Viv felt like Bruce Banner must have on the verge of turning into the Incredible Hulk. “Are you threatening me?”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my brother’s interests.”

She raised herself to her full height. “And I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my…mine!”

Ross made an impatient gesture and dropped his keys. Impulsively Viv stepped forward and kicked them under the car. That’ll make him think twice before bullying her twin again.

He muttered something, but the blood was pounding so hard in her ears, she didn’t catch it. Spinning on her heel, Viv marched to the house. To think she’d once pined for that son of a bitch.

She jabbed at the doorbell, once, twice. Thank heavens she’d never slept with him.

“Get lost!” yelled a woman’s voice.

“Relax, it’s not Ross,” Viv said as she turned the handle, feeling an immediate rapport with Merry’s mother-in-law. The huge door cantilevered open. Glancing over her shoulder she saw him kneeling awkwardly on the driveway to reach under the car. Remembering his injury, Viv squirmed.

“You’re late.” Dressed in black pants, a silver silk shell with chiffon sleeves and black pearls, Linda stood on a spindly stool, straining to reach an embroidery that hung above the sideboard. “But I guess you’ve thrown away any sense of responsibility along with your marriage.”

“It’s Viv,” she said, feeling her temper spark again. “Meredith’s been delayed.”

“Brought in reinforcements, has she?” But Linda’s tone had softened. She liked Viv. Or rather her success. “Well, Harry’s having a nap so you’ll have to wait. I’ll make tea in a minute.” Linda tiptoed to extend her reach and the large diamonds on her outstretched fingers sparkled in the late afternoon sun. “I can’t reach the bloody thing.”

“You want me to—?”

“I’ve got it. Here, take these.” She thrust a tall aluminum vase of tiger lilies at Viv, who instinctively held out her hands in time to receive a dusting of orange pollen. “Be careful of your clothes, that stuff stains. Wash your hands in the bathroom through the door behind you.”

Bemused, Viv placed the vase on the floor against the wall. “You’re spring-cleaning?”

“Clearing out old junk.” Linda hauled herself onto the lacquered sideboard. From a kneeling position she unhooked the picture frame. “I am so going to enjoy burning this.”

“Okaaay.” Viv went into the powder room, nudging the door closed for a moment’s respite. “Everyone’s crazy around here,” she muttered to her reflection. Twisting the space-age faucet, she began washing her hands. A thud reverberated through the wall. “Everything all right out there?”

Silence. Viv shut off the water, reached for a monogrammed hand towel. “Linda?”

She turned the handle but the door only partially opened before it hit something solid. Viv ducked her head through the gap. “Lin—” The name caught in her throat.

The older woman lay on her back, arms outstretched, water from the overturned vase soaking her trouser hem. Her chignon had come loose and a thin ash-blond ponytail snaked over her mouth. Wiggling frantically through the gap, Viv crouched beside her and lifted the foil of hair. Linda’s eyes were closed, her skin the color of putty.

With a moan, Viv laid her cheek to the thin chest but heard nothing except the pounding of her own heart CPR… She could never remember the number of compressions to breaths. Through her panic, she heard the starting roar of an engine. All SAS troopers were advanced paramedics. Shoving to her feet, Viv stumbled outside. “Ross!”

His attention was on the rearview mirror as he reversed the Range Rover down the driveway. Waving and yelling, Viv tore after the car. “Ross!” The radio must be on; he didn’t respond. He was going to leave. At the end of the driveway he spun the wheel in a tight turn.

Accelerating into a sprint she dived over the hood, glimpsing Ross’s startled face as he slammed on his brakes. In her sister’s cashmere cardigan, Viv slid across the sun-warmed metal, rolled off the other side and landed on the road with a soft “Oomph.” The driver’s door flung open.

“What the—”

“Linda’s not…breathing.” Viv scrambled to her knees. “Help…her.”

He ran, leaving the door open, the engine idling. Viv switched off the ignition and followed him, her breathing a sobbing hiccup.

She found Ross crouched over Linda, checking for a pulse. Sunlight sparkled off the spilled water at her feet and the pearly luster-painted toenails under the black stockings. The tiger lilies lay scattered over the pale marble, their long green stems releasing a faint swampy odor. “Call an ambulance.” Tilting Linda’s head, Ross pinched her nose closed and began CPR. Viv watched Linda’s chest expand.

“Go!” he ordered between breaths, jarring her into action. It took three failed dials before Viv remembered New Zealand’s emergency code was 111 and she had to run outside to check the letter box because she’d forgotten the street number. By the time she returned to the hall, Ross was starting chest compressions.

There was something terrible about those powerful interlocked fingers punching into Linda’s fragile sternum. Viv lifted her gaze to his face and saw his focus. If anyone could save her, Ross could.

The thought steadied her, allowed her to think. Spying a toy-covered quilt on the carpet in the lounge, she shook the toys clear then wiped the water away from Linda’s feet and laid the dry half across her legs.

“Heart attack?” Ross didn’t look up.

“No…at least… I don’t think so.” Viv hugged herself. “I was in the bathroom and heard a thud….I think she fell.”

Dazed, she glanced around for the stool. It had skittered through the open sliding doors leading into the lounge.

Ross kept up compressions. “Check the back of her head.”

Viv recoiled. “What?”

“Feel for a contusion.”

Swallowing hard, she settled behind the unconscious woman, fighting the urge to cry. Linda Coltrane was a cantankerous woman but she was helpless…needing help. Tentatively she slid her fingers through the silky blond-gray hair. Ross stopped compressions and laid his fingers against the pulse in Linda’s neck. His expression was grim. “Well?” he asked.

Because she was looking for lumps and bumps it took a few seconds for Viv to realize what she was feeling was soft and spongy. Cold sweat popped out on her forehead. She closed her eyes, fighting nausea. “Her skull is shattered,” she heard herself say. Carefully she withdrew her hands.

Ross sat back on his heels. “Oh, God. Charlie,” he rasped.

But Viv wasn’t listening. She was staring at her blood-covered palms. Helen Mirren. Yes. Helen Mirren had played Lady Macbeth on Broadway last year. All those phony blood capsules…

Only, with the wail of sirens, the smell of iron, this was real…too horribly, horribly real.

“‘Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him?’” she quoted, Ross staring at her.

Viv’s eyes rolled backward and she fainted.





Chapter Three




Sunlight refracted off a chandelier, throwing rainbow splotches of blue, red and green over the ceiling. Pretty, thought Viv.

She was lying down, with her neck supported by something soft. But the ambiance was all wrong for meditation. Woozily she listened to a buzz of urgent voices, a clatter of steel on hard surface.

She caught sight of her boots elevated on a sofa arm, tan clashing with aubergine leather and frowned. Where?

“My sister-in-law was here when it happened. That’s Meredith Coltrane. M-E-R-E…

Viv snapped upright only to fall back on a wave of dizziness. “It’s okay, love, you’ve had a shock,” she heard a female voice say. “Take your time.” Firm hands helped her to a sitting position and she caught a glimpse of a practical countenance and the St. John Ambulance insignia before she was pushed forward. “Head between knees. That’s right.”

She was sitting on a couch in Linda’s lounge. At least that’s where she guessed she was because she was staring at a plush white rug. Memory flooded back to her. With a moan she dragged her hands forward…the blood was gone.

“No, don’t sit up yet. Another minute.”

“Is Linda okay?” Maybe the paramedics had been able to save her, maybe—

“I’m so sorry.”

A noise from the hall made her raise her head. A second paramedic was pushing a gurney through the red front door, black straps holding a blanket snugly in place over the bulge of small feet. Ross, grim and composed, was talking to a cop. The cop was taking notes.

The paramedic caught the direction of her gaze. “He’ll need to ask you a few questions when you’re up to it. It’s only a formality. They always attend in cases of accidental death.”

Curling up, Viv faced the couch. “This can’t be happening.”

The woman patted her shoulder. “Like I said, take your time.”

She left to help her colleague, and Viv stared at the fine leather.

“You okay?” said Ross gruffly.

Was she? Through her stage work, Viv had witnessed beheadings, stabbings and strangulation, and had taken a ghoulish interest in how makeup achieved bruised flesh and gaping wounds. But this was graceless, pointless…and permanent. “I was only talking to her twenty minutes ago.”

Ross sat beside her and suddenly she was crying into his chest, big shuddering sobs. “I don’t know why I’m reacting this way,” she managed between paroxysms. “It’s not like she ever had a nice word to say for anybody. The only person she’s ever cared about was Charlie.”

“And the kids.”

Viv sobbed harder. “That’s right, she and your dad took Tilly to Disneyland last year…. I n-need tissues.”

“Ma’am?” said the policeman Ross had been talking to earlier, handing her a handkerchief. Viv sat up. Close up, he had kind eyes under bristling ginger eyebrows, the exact match of his light blue police shirt. He’d taken off his navy police cap, obviously out of respect. “Than-thank you.” She blew her nose hard.

“I’m Officer Wright. Condolences for your loss. Can you fill me in on how it happened, Mrs. Coltrane?”

I’m not Mrs. Coltrane. Viv opened her mouth and closed it. Ross had been so menacing about custody…would a clarification right now really be in her sister’s best interests? On the other hand, was providing false information to the police in her best interest?

I can’t lose my kids. Not them, too.

“I’d come to pick up my…son.” Viv took a deep breath. “He’s napping upstairs. I met Ross in the driveway. We—” she faltered but The Iceman didn’t flicker so much as an eyelash “—talked. Then I came inside. Linda was standing on that stool, trying to reach a picture.” She pointed to the stool on its side near the living room doorway.

A second policeman came in from the hall to examine it. It would take her a while to get used to the absence of gun holsters here. He held up the stool wordlessly. One filigree leg had splayed. “That explains the fall,” said Officer Wright. Beside her Ross stiffened and she saw he was staring transfixed at the empty hook on the wall.

“Ross?” Viv took his hand. “Are you feeling okay?”

He pulled free of her hold. “Fine.”

Officer Wright cleared his throat. “If it’s any comfort, Sergeant Coltrane, our paramedics agree with your assessment. Her head hit the marble first, fracturing the skull. Nothing would have saved her.”

“Thank you,” Ross said so politely that Viv remembered he was trained to handle worse than a split skull. That he had.

“You were saying, Mrs. Coltrane?”

Viv returned her attention to Officer Wright. “Linda handed me the flowers so she could climb onto the sideboard.” Her voice wobbled, she paused to compose herself. Ross disappeared and returned with a glass of water, which she gulped gratefully. “My hands got dirty, I went into the bathroom.” Casually the second cop pushed off the doorjamb and disappeared into the bathroom.

Wait a minute. Were they checking her story? Disgruntled ex kills bitchy mother-in-law? Alarmed, she opened her mouth to tell the truth, when she remembered how Linda had looked with the ponytail across her waxen features, the water wicking up her elegant trousers.

Appearances had always been so important to Linda. Merry had never understood that, but Viv did. The woman had suffered enough indignity without adding the element of farce to her passing.

The cop reappeared. “Pollen on the hand towel.”

“Linda said it would stain.” Viv gathered her scattered wits. “As I started washing I heard a thud. I called out and she didn’t answer. The door wouldn’t open very far…she was lying behind it.” The glass of water shook violently and Ross took it from her nerveless fingers. “I—I ran for my brother-in-law.”

“I was pulling out of the driveway when Meredith threw herself on the hood.” Ross indicated the scrape on Viv’s elbow. She’d noted the burning sensation but hadn’t made sense of it. Now seeing the trail of dried blood she grew faint again and had to look away.

“I’m sorry, I’m not normally a wimp.”

“Your brother-in-law told us you’re a nurse,” said the cop who hadn’t been introduced. “Why didn’t you begin CPR?”

“I froze,” she said truthfully. “Panicked. When I heard Ross start his car, all I could think about was stopping him.”

Officer Wright jotted a note. “One of our guys did the same thing attending a car accident involving his grandmother. It happens.”

“Was she all right?” Viv asked.

“Yeah,” said the nameless policeman. “Granny pulled through.”

A cry came from upstairs, grumpy and half-awake. Viv swallowed hard.

“The baby,” Ross explained to the cops. “I’ll get him.”

Their first meet couldn’t be in public. “No, I’ll go.” She dug her fingers into Ross’s knee to stop him from getting up and he flinched. “I’m sorry, was that your injured leg?” Merry had said it was keeping him from active deployment.

“It’s healed,” he said coldly. “This is muscle strain.” Obviously a sore spot in more ways than one.

Viv had a flash of inspiration. “Land mine in Afghanistan,” she said to the cops. Here was a way of confirming herself—Merry—as one of the good guys. “You must have read about it early last year. It got massive press coverage.”

“You mean you’re the SAS trooper who survived that ambush?” Officer Wright looked toward his colleague. “Remember that shot of the airlift, Bill?”

The second cop forgot his reserve and came closer. “Yeah. You got carried to safety by that other guy…the hero what was his name? Held off an attack until reinforcements arrived.”

Viv could tell by his rigid posture that Ross was furious. You don’t out SAS ever, but she was frantic.

“Nathan Wyatt,” she answered for him, listening for another summons from the baby.

“Yeah,” Bill interjected, taking a seat. “What did he get again…the Victoria Cross?”

“New Zealand Medal of Honor.” Viv glanced between the two law enforcers, as animated as schoolboys, while Ross gave cursory answers. It had worked, she’d distracted them, but she felt sick. Two men had died in that ambush, one of them—Steve—had been her cousin. Thank God her brother, Dan, hadn’t been on duty.
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