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            BOOK DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Decker Davenport is on a deadline. He has thirty days — Christmas Eve, to be exact — to remodel a St. Augustine Victorian house, or the owner will put it back on the market. Not a good time for Decker’s decorator to take off on a honeymoon, leaving him with Annalise Owens, a stand-in with a malaise he isn’t privy to.

      

      But as he watches Annalise work miracles on the house and his daughter, he realizes the two of them have bonded in some ethereal way, as if they’ve always known each other.

      

      As Christmas Eve approaches, Decker still sees the curious malaise in Annalise’s eyes. A haunting that even his kiss can’t take away. What secret does the new woman in his house possess? And will learning Annalise’s secret bring him and his daughter joy, or tear their world apart?.
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      Sophie walked around the paint-spattered canvas she’d draped over the sawhorses, inspecting her make-believe cave from the outside.

      “You’ll like it here, Nellie,” she said, lifting a corner and crawling inside. “See how cozy it is? Now, I’ll just put you right here on this pillow I got from one of the old sofas. Listen to how quiet it is in here. We can barely hear the rain outside or the television in Pettigrew’s room. Oh? You can still hear Decker tearing out that wall upstairs? Hmm. I can, too.”

      Sophie rearranged Nellie’s dress to her satisfaction. “Decker is really, really upset. The person who is supposed to help him fix up the house hasn’t come yet. He’s in a terrible mood. Huh? Yes, we did offer to help, don’t you remember? He just gave us one of his looks.”

      Sophie inhaled deeply. “Don’t you like the smell of things in this house, Nellie? That pillow smells like lavender. Pettigrew just loves lavender and cinnamon and cloves. Oh, you silly girl. That’s turkey smell. Nellie, I declare. Can’t you remember anything from one day to the next? Pettigrew cooked us a wonderful Thanksgiving dinner yesterday. And we had leftovers for lunch. That’s why the turkey smell got punched up again.”

      Sophie breathed in the homey scent. “A person can tell a lot about things by how they smell. Smells don’t lie. At least, I don’t think they do. And smells last. Even when they go out of the air, they stay in your mind.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t remember what Nina looked like, can you? See? You can remember the sickroom smells, can’t you? The disinfectant and the medicines? Oh, Nellie, don’t cry. I know you were scared to go into Nina’s room. So was I. But we were littler then. Anyway, this is a different house. Maybe we can keep it after it gets all fixed up. I’m going to speak to Decker about that. Move over. I want to lie down, too.”

      Sophie stared up at the canvas. “Look at those paint spatters. It’s like looking through a kaleidoscope. I knew you’d like my cave. Being in my cave is like being in my mother’s womb, all nice and cozy and warm. What’s a womb, you ask? That’s where babies stay until they get born, so they’ll be safe.”

      She stared at Nellie. “No, no, no! I’m not talking about Nina. I was never in Nina’s womb. Now, I know you belong to me. I don’t know who I belong to. All Decker ever says is, I’m his daughter, never doubt it. Well, I don’t doubt it. I’m sure he paid for me. But he’s not my mother. I want my mother. When I try to talk to Grandmother Davenport about my mother, she complains that I just tie her nerves into knots. When I asked her to show me her nerves, she made Grandpa bring me home. Grandpa says I have nerves, too. Lots of nerves. They’re underneath my skin.”

      Sophie expelled a downhearted sigh. “Neither Decker nor Grandmother will talk to me about my mother, and they are my best sources of information. Even if I’m only eight years old, I know it isn’t right for them to keep the secret from me. After all, I am involved. My real mother could be anybody, Nellie. Anybody on the face of the earth. Sometimes I stare at strange women. I wonder if I look like her, have the same skin, or hair or eyes or brain. Or thoughts. We must have the same thoughts.”

      Sophie plumped up the pillow. “Yesterday, when we sat down for Thanksgiving dinner, you know what I was thinking? I was thinking my mother was probably sitting down to a turkey dinner, too. I wanted her to be thinking about me so badly my nerves started crawling around under my skin. That’s why I couldn’t sit still, and Decker asked if I had ants in my pants.”

      Sophie pouted. “I’m a good little girl now, but I must’ve cried a lot when I was born. Well, mostly, I’m a good little girl.” She looked at her friend, excitement bubbling inside her at her thoughts. “You know what, Nellie? When Decker takes me to see Santa Claus at the mall, I’m going to ask for my very own mother.” Sophie shrugged. “I don’t care if Santa is just a man dressed up in a red suit. I have to tell somebody. Anyway, Santa used to be real. Don’t you remember? He brought you when I was just a baby…before I could even talk.”

      Sophie turned to her friend, frowning. “Oh, Nellie, of course I’m not going to give you away. You’re my best friend in the whole world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Annalise’s gaze brushed Decker Davenport briefly before glancing ceilingward again. Eons worth of spiderwebs draped the chandelier. All but two of its bulbs were out. “Thirty days? You really expect this house to be done over in thirty days?”

      “Yes, I do. By December twenty-fourth, to be exact. Look, I know the place is a mess. I need someone who can rise to the challenge. I made that clear to Marta Ingasoll when she recommended you. I need a decorator, a finisher with vision, not one who’s going to point out problems. I already know the problems.”

      While he waved his hand, indicating the degree of the century that overflowed floors and walls, he watched Annalise Owens closely. Something Marta mentioned to him still bothered Decker. She said the decorator suffered from a general malaise, and then Marta had clammed up. He had weighed Marta’s silence against his urgent need for help. His urgent need won out, but now he was curious. A general malaise? What did that even mean?

      All that was visible to him was a rising apprehension as she gazed about the expansive room.

      Annalise pivoted slowly, trying to get a professional handle on the room.

      It was crowded upon itself with construction paraphernalia, a stack of lumber against the far wall, a pair of sawhorses draped with canvas, footstools piled atop what she was certain was a Hepplewhite cabriole sofa; cans of paint lined up beneath the 1880s English pine table. The furnishings were a mishmash of Victorian and early Salvation Army. Decker Davenport wanted Victorian with twenty-first-century comfort.

      “Is that paint over there? Have you already decided on colors?”

      “That’s patching material. The walls are lath and tabby.”

      “How much help will I have?”

      “Just tell me what you need.”

      “Is the rest of the house like this?”

      “Mostly.”

      “A cleaning crew to start with.”

      Decker gave her a feather of a smile. “You’re looking at it.”

      Annalise felt her heart sink.

      “Well, you aren’t one to hide your emotions, are you? I can see the dismay on your face.”

      And it’s a very nice face, Decker was thinking. Classic features, pert nose. Clear, honey-colored eyes. They were big, soft-edged, thickly lashed, and shuttered. She used them well, yet they gave away a frail and frightened soul inside. He guessed at once that she didn’t like anyone seeing her innermost being.

      She used her hands in graceful arcs, her full and pretty lips and a cultivated voice to draw one’s attention away from her eyes and the secrets stored there.

      Not entirely comfortable with his hard focus upon her, Annalise edged back into a professional demeanor, her posture a little more rigid, her poise more pronounced.

      A small frown knitted into her brow as she looked at him slightly askance.

      His features had enough imperfections to be interesting; a small scar at the edge of his left eye, a bent nose, a jaw that was squared and unshaven, a worse-for-wear look that suggested he was a man who’d take the low road and was not averse to backtracking if it suited his purpose. He wore jeans and a gray sweatshirt that revealed his lean and solidly built body. Sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The sweatshirt was dusted with bits of plaster, as was his dark curly hair.

      This was a man used to wreaking havoc. She could tell.

      “Charm is one of your attributes, isn’t it?” she said, off-kilter, responding equally to the way he kept staring at her and his observation of her trepidation.

      “I try to keep it banked, but I’m dredging up some for you. Special effects. First meeting and all that.”

      “No. Really? Are you sure you can spare it?”

      His eyes crinkled while he looked as if he were trying hard not to burst out laughing. “Do you always start a new job trading insults with the client?”

      “No, of course not.” Her expression was beginning to wear a slight veil of exasperation. “I’ve been in the house barely five minutes. I don’t understand why we aren’t hitting it off. Was it something you said?”

      “I think so. I’ve been in a lousy mood all day, and I must be giving off signals to that effect. Was I smiling when I opened the door to you?”

      “No, you were frowning.”

      “Did I say ‘Welcome?’”

      “No, you said ‘Annalise?’ And I said ‘yes,’ and you said, ‘Where the hell have you been? I expected you earlier.’ ”

      “There you are. My fault.”

      She turned away, threading her way to a French window. Its latch was broken, tied to its partner with string.

      She looked beyond the lush racket of rain on the porch and the thickness of the heavy, wet air to the cobblestoned curve where her van was parked, shiny gray in the drizzle.

      “Are you deciding to stay or go?” The words ricocheted off her back.

      She wasn’t ready to answer that.

      “I’m looking at my van. Everything I own is in it.”

      The rest of her life, her emotional life, what there was left of it, was strewn between Atlanta and Savannah.

      Furniture and collectibles, mere things she could do without — forever if need be — were now in storage.

      Stay or go?

      Who was she kidding?

      There was nothing to go back to.

      “Is it safe parked on the street?”

      “Does that mean you’re staying?”

      She turned to face him. “I accepted the job. I don’t like to go back on my word.”

      “It’s safe enough short-term, but the street is on the Old City tour guide, so we get a bit more traffic than other neighborhoods farther out. Give me your keys. I’ll put the van around back. There’s no porte-cochère. The space was used when a wing was added. You have to go around the corner by the lake and come in from Cordova to the garages.”

      “How many rooms?” Annalise asked while she searched her purse for her keys.

      “Sixteen.”

      She forgot about the keys. “Sixteen?” She looked at him, stunned. “Sixteen rooms in thirty days? Mr. Davenport, you are an optimist of the first water.”

      “It can be done. I didn’t say it wouldn’t be a monumental task. I just don’t want to hear the word impossible.”

      “Let me make a mental note to avoid the word at all costs. Shall I find a broom and start knocking down those cobwebs right this minute?”

      “Oh, I think in the morning will do. And I’m Decker to friends. Lots worse to enemies, of course.”

      “I can imagine,” she said truly.

      He grinned without rancor. “You don’t have enemies?”

      Annalise rubbed her arms briskly. A wet November chill had invaded the long-unused great room. Yes, she had enemies. Two.

      “Apparently, I’m my own worst enemy, or I wouldn’t even begin to consider — sixteen rooms?” she said with a sharp exhalation of breath. “It must be something in my psyche. I was probably born with it.”

      “I’ll remind you of that when we’re battling in the trenches.”

      “Weren’t we just doing that? Battling?” She brushed a stray wisp of mahogany-colored hair off her cheek.

      “That was just a wee skirmish.”

      Annalise entertained a small smile. “Who won?”

      “You did.”

      “You’re dredging up more charm, I see.”

      “I may have to use a front-end loader to bring up enough to impress you.”

      Annalise gave him a sideways glance. “Oh, don’t worry about it. I’ve worked for egomaniacs before.”

      Decker gave her a fine charming smile, his best. “C’mon, let’s go to the kitchen. It’s warmer in there, and I make a mean cup of cappuccino. While you’re warming up, I’ll bring your van around, then we can talk this job out. I like to establish a framework when I’m redoing a house, so the decorator knows where I’m coming from, what I need —”

      “As opposed to what you will tolerate and what you want?” Annalise said as she sidled past him to the wide, darkly paneled entrance hall littered with ladders, rolls of canvas, a dismantled bandsaw, and odd bits of furniture piled atop itself. “Light,” she continued, giving him no opportunity to answer. “That’s what this house wants more than anything.” She’d invite sunshine into its lofty rooms.

      “I’m prone to agree. Marta Ingasoll said you were perceptive, or else I wouldn’t have considered letting her off the hook.”

      “All things aside, I do appreciate you allowing Ingasoll to subcontract out the job.”

      “I read that to mean you need the work.”

      Annalise gave him a lynx-eyed glare. “I thrive on work, but don’t imagine for one second you can bully me.”

      “I won’t. Not even for a nanosecond.” He pointed to the rear of the house. “That way. The last door on the right.”

      He moved aside and fell in step behind, the better to watch the catlike undulation of her shapely hips beneath the swish of her skirt. Her dark hair was caught at the base of her neck with a hair tie. Her blouse was a light shade of blue. Simple, elegant, and practical. He stopped his thoughts right there.

      The espresso machine was the only ultramodern piece of equipment in the huge kitchen. It sat on a white counter between a stack of cream-colored crockery bowls and a pie safe. Hooking the strap of her purse over a ladder-back chair, Annalise went at once to look at the pie safe. “This is a nice piece,” she said, running her hand over the unpolished wood and screened exterior. “Early 1800s.”

      Decker nodded. “You’re probably right. The Pettigrews were packrats. No telling what little wonders you will find tucked away in some of the nooks and crannies.”

      “Do you know the history of the house?” She examined an Egyptian spice jar sitting on a cluttered counter. The creamy porcelain had been sculpted with a bas-relief cartouche and decorated with a floral bouquet of the spice inside. She lifted its lid and sniffed. Sage.

      “I know enough about the house. It was built by Samuel Pettigrew circa 1850, and it’s been in the Pettigrew family ever since. The kitchen, the upstairs back porch for loggia, I guess you’d call it, and the smaller side wing were added in 1906 to accommodate a growing family and to allow more up-to-date plumbing.”

      “It has some nice touches,” Annalise said, pointing to the hand-laid molding circling in the high ceiling.

      “It does. I’m lucky to get it. Several of us bid on it. The house and contents, except for some special items Pettigrew is taking with her to the retirement home and a few things she’s making gifts of to special friends. I wasn’t the highest bid, but I was the only one who agreed with her condition that she could spend one last Christmas here. She’s planning a grand gala for Christmas Eve. That’s why we have the deadline.”

      Annalise glanced at him, surprised. “She’s still in the house?”

      “For the time being. She holds up in what used to be the dining room. You needn’t worry about her getting in your way. She has bad hips. She and a friend are getting her suite at the retirement center in order. Once that’s done, she’ll move out, but we can expect her to drop in often. I ought to tell you if the house is not finished, it goes on the auction block again. And believe me, it’ll go in a snap. This is prime property.”

      Annalise lost a bit of poise and gaped, astonished. “You haven’t closed on the house yet?”

      “Nope. That’s scheduled for 10:00 a.m. December twenty-fourth.”

      “But… If it’s not finished…” Annalise frowned, troubled. “You’ll be out of your reconstruction and decorating costs, not to mention my fees.”

      “I’m going to meet the deadline. Or rather, we are. The house is sound. I’m taking out a wall to create a master suite. Have to redo the wall anyway because there was a leak in the roof some years back.”

      “But that leaves the rest of the house. I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone who was so utterly cavalier about a … a situation like this as you are.”

      He shrugged his wide shoulders. “Confident, not cavalier. Marta sang your praises at the top of the scale.”

      “Did you tell her it was sixteen rooms?”

      “I may have dropped the ball on that. I imagine you know a few tricks to pull out of the hat.”

      “I’d like to pull Marta out of the hat. Her last words to me were, ‘Not to worry. Job’s a piece of cake.’ ”

      “Marta is goodhearted,” he said, turning his attention to preparing the espresso.

      Leaning against one of the counters, arms crossed, Annalise openly watched him grinding the coffee beans, steaming the milk. He had large hands, which he used proficiently. His dark curly hair was a bit long on his neck and dipped in a comma over his brow. He is, she admitted to herself, exceptionally attractive. It amazed her that she continued to notice things about him. It had been years since she’d looked at a man, as a man, for fear that… He looked over at her just then, his eyes meeting hers head-on.

      Caught off guard, Annalise remained still while all the air in her lungs whooshed out as if an elephant had sat on her chest. No. She told herself. No!

      He was holding her gaze, waiting for her to say something. Speech was beyond her for the moment.

      With an imperceptible mental shake, she began to move around the kitchen. Another mistake. Her legs were weak. She touched the cabinets, running her hands atop the clutter of kitchenware, opening drawers, rattling their contents — anything and everything to break the spell he was casting on her.

      Decker left her cappuccino sitting on the counter and leaned against the sink.

      His own cappuccino in hand, he watched her work her way around the walls, the tables and chairs, and unpacked cardboard boxes until she was back at the espresso machine.

      Annalise picked up the frothy brew, served in a Florida gator cup. She looked at the grinning alligator, then took a sip.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, wondering what was going through her mind.

      “You’re right. You make a mean cup of cappuccino. It’s good.”

      “The secret is to use real cream. But I meant with me. What were you thinking while you were eyeing me? Do I rate lower than week-old fish or somewhat higher on your measuring stick?”

      Decker watched her eyes shutter and shut him out.

      “Speak your mind, why don’t you?” she said.

      “I just did. And you have been eyeing me. Why stop now?”

      She looked at him with a touch of defiance he found almost arousing. “I like kitchens. My grandmother always kept a rocking chair in hers, and some of my fondest memories are of sitting in her lap, cozied up to the stove on cold winter evenings.”

      “No rocking chair in this kitchen.”

      “I might put one in here,” she said, lifting her chin. “They’re good for stress.”

      “And what stresses you out? Intractable clients like myself?”

      “As it happens, I generally work very well with people. Generally.”

      “So noted,” he said with a thin smile as he pulled out a chair and straddled it. He draped his elbows over its back as he took a thoughtful sip of cappuccino. “Sit down if you like.”

      “I’d rather stand. I’ve been sitting behind the wheel all day. I was twelve hours on the road from Atlanta to St. Augustine. Construction everywhere, one overturned semi. Not to mention holiday traffic.”

      “I wondered. I did expect you earlier.”

      “I’m sorry. I should’ve called, but my old van doesn’t have a hands-free phone option, so I didn’t want to waste additional time by stopping to call you.”

      “You’re trembling,” he said. “Are you still cold?”

      “I’m warming up. The cappuccino is helping.” She looked down into the cup as if she were searching for the answer to the universe, completely off-limits to him or anyone else.

      Decker pursed his lips. Never in his life had he met a woman who sent out so many mixed messages. He hoped he had not let Marta Ingasoll talk him into something he’d regret. To put his concerns to rest, he replayed the conversation in his mind.

      “I’m not letting you off the hook, Marta. You gave me your word you’d do this house. I put down earnest money, lots of it. I’m committed.”

      “I can’t spend the month in St. Augustine now, Decker. I’m getting married.”

      “You can always get married.”

      “Not at my age.”

      “We’re both thirty-six, Marta.”

      “My dear Decker, thirty-six for a man is not the same as thirty-six for a woman. My biological clock is ticking, you know.”

      “Why do you women make everything so complicated?”

      “Why do you men always think it’s simple?”

      “I’ve gone to contract on this house, Marta.”

      “Not to worry, my boy. I have someone who can do the job for you. She knows old houses, specializes in all things Victorian. She won a scholarship in college and spent it in Great Britain studying the old manor homes. She stayed on another year, apprenticing with the National Trust to help with the restoration of an Abby. I’ve used her on half a dozen houses in Savannah, and she has a fistful of satisfied clients here in Atlanta.”

      “I’m hearing you, Marta. How prissy is she? How high-strung?”

      “Not prissy at all. She’s a bit mouthy, but you can handle that.”

      “So, how is it that she’s available on such short notice?”

      Marta hesitated. “She wants out of Atlanta. As luck would have it, St. Augustine came up in our conversation. Her grandmother was born there.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why does she want out of Atlanta?”

      Another hesitation. “A general malaise.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means if you want Annalise Owens, I’ll send her down.”

      “You’re just too kind, Marta.”

      “Oh, I’ll take a ten percent cut for funneling her the job. I still adore money, you know. Maybe fifteen percent since she’ll be working with one of the most eligible bachelors this side of the Mississippi.”

      “Don’t put ideas into her head, Marta. I mean it. This is a round-the-clock job. It doesn’t include me.”

      “Okay, my boy. My lips are zipped. By the by, how is that lovely house on Cedar Street holding up?”

      “It’s a bed-and-breakfast now. Has been for a couple years.”

      “No! You loved that house, Decker. Are you telling me you sold it?”

      “Nina died in that house, Marta. I couldn’t keep it.”

      “Decker, I’m sorry. I put my foot in my mouth.”

      “I’m used to your foot being in your mouth, Marta.”

      “So you are. What about Annalise?”

      “Tell her to be here the day after Thanksgiving. She’ll have to bunk down in the house with us and work twelve-hour days.”

      “Annalise is a dervish, Decker. You’ll see.”

      But what he was seeing was Annalise trembling. So much for abating his concerns.

      “Would you like to see the rest of the house now?” he asked.

      Annalise glanced out the kitchen window over the sink. It was pitch black outside. She gave Decker a businesslike smile that camouflaged the anxieties welling up.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get a feel for it, making my notes, seeing what each room wants, what I can shift around. I take it we aren’t going to be ordering drapes and having furniture reupholstered.”

      “I have someone who can do that in a rush if she has the fabric in stock and if the piece warrants the expense.”

      Annalise perked up. “That helps.”

      He deposited his cup on the already cluttered table and stood. “I’ll pull your van around and then show you to your room.”

      The air suddenly thickened.

      My room. Sleep under the same roof as this man — when her defenses were muddled, her nerves unraveled, her heart vulnerable. She had to wriggle out of this somehow. “Perhaps I ought to stay in a nearby motel the first few nights,” she suggested. “Just until things start to fall into place —”

      “Not a chance, Annalise. My agreement with Marta is the decorator stays on site. I can’t have someone aboard who shows up at noon and leaves at two.

      “But —” Her protest fell from her lips like unnecessary weight. It also fell on deaf ears.

      He held out his hand. “Your keys?” Her reluctance was manifest as she dropped them into his palm. He closed his fingers over the keys. “I’ll only be a couple minutes.”

      She smiled wanly. “I’ll meet you out back, then. I need my suitcases.”

      “I’ll bring them in.”
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        * * *

      

      Her fragrance hit him as soon as he opened the van door. It was as potent as pheromones. It kept her image in his mind’s eye.

      She would be working with him daily for the next thirty days.

      She would be sleeping in a room down the hall from his for the next thirty nights.

      He was nuts, out-of-his-mind crazy to be having thoughts like this.

      Sophie had a belief that the world as she found it was a good place to be — with one exception. She wanted a mother. Any interest he took in Annalise was bound to cause problems. So. No interest.

      Annalise was waiting on the back porch when he pulled up, and she dashed out into the drizzle to fling open the van’s back doors before he was out of the driver’s seat.

      A few moments later, she was trailing him up to the second floor.

      “Marta said your grandmother was born in St. Augustine,” he said conversationally. “Does that mean you have family here?”

      “No. No family.”

      He stopped on the landing and looked down at her on the step below. Her cheeks were radiant, and the mist of rain left a patina in her damp hair. “No family? None at all?”

      “None at all,” she said lightly. “A total orphan.”

      That was the truth as far as it went. There was one person in the world who belonged to her, perhaps not in the ordinary sense of the word, because she had lost round after round of court hearings. But belonged in body, in spirit, in heart.

      She always felt as if she were denying part of herself that existed when asked about family. The question never failed to trigger self-reproach and raise the eternal question again — what could she have done differently?

      So many things. So many.

      “I’ve never met anyone who had no one,” Decker said. But loved ones did die, as he well knew. “You’re not going back to Atlanta when this job is finished?”

      “Nope.” Anywhere but Atlanta. “I’ll do a magnificent job on this house, add it to my portfolio, insist you sing my praises to all and sundry, then sit back and wait for commissions to roll in.”

      “All of that in thirty days?”

      “That’s a direct quote from Marta.”

      Decker moved on up the dusty staircase.

      “What else did Marta say?” He wondered if Marta had unzipped her lips.

      Don’t get down there and crackup, Annalise. What’s done is done. Forget Luther Chandler the Third and his mother for the time being. One of these days, he’ll be governor, or a senator, running for reelection — that’s when you’ll have him over a barrel. He won’t want his slimy behavior to see the light of day. That’s when you’ll get your answers.

      “She said to tell you not to forget to send her wedding present.”

      “Good ol’ Marta.”

      Annalise heard the derision in his voice and left it alone.

      The upstairs hall was large and shadowy. Annalise could not get a sense of it. It was lit by wall sconces. And like the chandelier in the great room downstairs, many of the bulbs were out.

      Decker stopped midway down the hall, opened the door, reached in to flick on the light, deposited her suitcase, then stepped aside, waving Annalise inside.

      “If this room doesn’t suit, you can pick another tomorrow. I’m all the way at the end of the hall. Bathroom is across the way, above the kitchen.”

      The room was enormous. A shuttered alcove bracketed by a pair of heavily draped windows occupied the outside wall. A spectacular four-poster bed piled with a duvet and pillows dominated the room. Also, a magnificent, if scruffy, escritoire and an old-fashioned fainting couch with burled legs and faded tapestry filled the space.

      Annalise put her tote and purse on the fainting couch.

      The house was full of treasures. Perhaps the job would not be as overwhelming as she first thought. So much was already here to work with.

      “This will do me nicely,” she said, turning, but Decker Davenport was no longer on the threshold. She looked into the hall. The top of his head was disappearing downstairs.

      She stared after him a moment before returning to her bedroom.

      She shivered and sniffed. The room was chilly, its air musty and stale. Upon closer inspection, she discovered the furniture layered with dust, mildew blanketing the wallpaper.

      She felt her spirits sagging.

      No. She wouldn’t tolerate a funk. Not now. She was embarking on a new chapter in her life. It would be as good as she would make it or as bad as she let it become.

      She derived a great deal of pleasure working with old houses. This was not the time to let her mind delve into ancient events.

      And after years of listening to her grandmother tell tales of old St. Augustine, she was here. In her spare time, she’d explore the city. Walk the streets her grandmother had. And if there was no time between now and Christmas, well… There was always after Christmas.

      A hot shower. That’s what she needed to get the tiredness out of her bones.

      A shower. Put her bedroom in order. Then down to the kitchen to make yourself a bite to eat. After that — bed, a well-earned rest.

      The bathroom was toasty, warmed by a small gas heater set in the wall. There was no shower, but there was a giant clawfoot tub and a couple of used towels kicked to one side.

      The marble sink counter was littered with toothpaste, razors, aftershave, and industrial-strength hand soap. Man things.

      That little fission of excitement in the kitchen when their eyes met lingered even now.

      That she was coming alive again after so long a span of emptiness scared her.

      She would have to be careful. So careful. She had paid a high price for loving, for trusting, for believing. A terrible price.

      For all his jeans and sweats with bits of plaster clinging to them and his hair, Decker had that patrician air, that smell of the upper class. Moneyed.

      If there was any single thing she knew in life, it was that the rich did things differently.

      The rich did things their way. The rich married rich and passed on their blue-blooded heritage. The rich did not marry an Annalise Owens, who was born out of wedlock to a forty-two-year-old woman who was having an affair with a married man.

      The rich had behavior and rituals.

      The rich had lawyers — reams of them.

      As she soaked herself, Annalise ran her hands over her abdomen. The scar was almost invisible now, as if to invoke doubts that she’d ever had a child.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, giving in to the longing and emotional turbulence in her heart.

      And the rich took my child.

      Tricked her. She had fought and fought and fought. Until she had used up all her resources. Used up herself. She woke up one morning last week and discovered eight years had gone by. Then she knew she had to stop before she broke the moorings in her mind.

      Okay, Annalise, she told herself. That’s enough. If you keep on this way, you’ll just open yourself up to despair without borders.

      Abruptly, Annalise stepped out of the tub and dried herself vigorously until the heaviness lifted and every inch of her skin glowed pink.

      Dressed warmly in yoga pants and a sweatshirt, thick snuggies on her feet, her long chestnut hair clipped atop her head, she dusted down the great old four-poster and remade the bed with linens — smelling only slightly of camphor — that she found in a spacious hall closet.

      Camphor aside, the room held on to its musty odor.

      Better a bit of fresh cool air than this, she thought, going to one of the heavily curtained windows.

      When she pulled back a panel of the drapes, the curtain rod slipped from its mounting, dumping the drape and sending dust motes billowing into the air. “Damn!”

      She caught most of the fabric in her arms where clumps of it disintegrated.

      She sneezed.

      “Bless you.”

      Annalise turned. A girl of seven or so stood framed in the doorway, hands held behind her or perhaps jammed into the back pockets of the faded OshKosh overalls she wore. The child’s hair was long and dark and, currently, in wild disarray. Her eyes were immense, the focal point of her face, the other features in the pointy little face existing merely as a backdrop. The large eyes were locked onto her, rolling over her like hot searchlights.

      Annalise felt that she had never before been subjected to such solemn and pensive scrutiny. In the next few seconds, she became aware of an odd sensation that pumped up her adrenaline. An utterly mystifying sensation that took her a moment to recognize — elation and delight.

      She felt herself smiling.

      “Hello, sweetie. Who are you?”
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      The girl grinned up at her. “I’m Sophie.”

      “Oh?” Annalise smiled. “Would that be Sophie Thingamajig? Sophie Whirlingbird? Sophie, the Jungle Girl?”

      Sophie giggled. “No. Sophie Davenport.”

      “Sophie is a very nice name. It suits you.”

      Decker’s child, Annalise surmised. So. There was a Mrs. Davenport. She felt the fool. She had misread his eye contact. Or perhaps she hadn’t, and he was the fool.

      “Your name is Annalise Owens,” said the young girl.

      “Yes, it is.”

      Sophie stepped through the doorway and came deeper into the room. She stopped in front of Annalise and stared candidly up into her face, continuing her scrutiny without a bit of guile. “You don’t look haunted to me.”

      Annalise gaped. “What?”

      “Decker told Pettigrew your eyes were haunted. But they’re round, just like mine. He exaggerates everything. Unless —” Sophie’s own eyes narrowed. “Are you wearing contacts?”

      “No, I’m not wearing contacts,” Annalise said. First, the father, and now the daughter. Audacious. Both of them. “I’m a little bit tired, though,” she said, regrouping. “I drove a long way today.”

      “I know. From Atlanta.”

      “You seem to know a lot.”

      “Actually, I do.” Sophie brought her hands from behind her back and held up a much-worn ragdoll. “Would you like to meet Nellie? She’s my best friend. She misses me something awful when I’m in school.”

      Annalise accepted and shook the doll’s stuffed, unformed hand. This kind of childish behavior she could relate to. “Hello, Nellie. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “She won’t talk to you. She only talks to me. She’s terribly shy.”

      “I see.” Annalise hesitated, then somehow said exactly the right thing as far as Sophie was concerned. “Does Nellie hear me?”

      “Oh yes. Nellie hears everything. But she’s not as smart as I am, and she doesn’t remember very well. I have to remind her of everything.”

      “What things do you remind her about?”

      “Oh, you know. How we were born, things like that.”

      “Oh…” Annalise smiled. She sure stepped into that one. “Well, if you don’t mind my saying so, the both of you are very charming.”

      “I don’t mind. I like it when people say nice things about us. But we better go. I’m supposed to collect you and bring you down to the kitchen. Pettigrew wants you to come and introduce yourself. She wants to check you out. She can’t abide having a stranger under her roof. You’re to bring an appetite. She’s making turkey sandwiches.” Sophie rolled her eyes. “Again. We had them for lunch, too.”

      “Most of that is a direct quote, I take it?”

      Sophie shrugged. “It’s what Pettigrew said.”

      “Well, collect me,” Annalise told the child, brushing off bits of fabric and dust from her arms and down the front of her sweatshirt. “I’m hungry. Turkey sandwiches sound wonderful to me.”

      Sophie led the way, one hand trailing on the banister, the other holding tight to Nellie as they went single file down the wide staircase.

      “Why don’t you have any family?” Sophie asked over her shoulder.

      “Did Decker say that, too?”

      “You said it. You said you were a total orphan.”

      “Were you hiding somewhere? It’s not nice to eavesdrop on other people.”

      Sophie paused and looked back at Annalise. “I don’t eavesdrop. I just be quiet and listen. People don’t notice kids when they’re quiet. Why don’t you have any family?”

      Good grief. The child was even more artless and forward than her father. “I had a mother and a grandmother,” she said softly. “They died.”

      “My mother died,” Sophie volunteered. “Her name was Nina. Now, it’s just me, Nellie, and Decker.”

      Annalise paused. There was no Mrs. Davenport. There was just Decker and Sophie — and Nellie. And the house. Don’t forget the house, she told herself. It was important to keep a perspective on things.

      “You call your dad Decker?”

      “It’s his name. He calls me Sophie.”

      Annalise lifted an eyebrow. Precocious was too mild a definition for Sophie.

      “You are certainly different, Sophie. Most children don’t call their parents by their first names.”

      “What do your children call you?”

      Annalise caught her breath. Ambushed by a child. Unexpectedly, her throat tightened, and she felt the tears gathering behind her eyes. “I–I don’t have any children,” she said, the denial like hot metal in her heart. “I’m not married.”

      “Oh. What did you call your daddy?”

      Annalise blinked and exhaled. Safer ground but not by much. “I didn’t call him anything. I never knew him.”

      “Why not?”

      Because my mother had an affair with a married man, and he died soon after I was born. That’s why not.

      “Sophie, do you know what a Nosey Parker is?”

      “Yes. Grandma Davenport says that’s my middle name. But it isn’t. My middle name is Lynn. You won’t tell me why not…because it’s a secret?”

      “No, it’s not a secret. I just prefer not to talk about it.”

      “Then it’s a secret. Your secret. Whenever people won’t talk about something, it’s a secret. Or…” she added, tilting her head, “It could be a scandal. My Grandmother Davenport is big on scandals. Decker says she hoards them. She knows scandals about everybody. Personally, I like secrets best. I have some pretty good secrets.”

      “I would love to hear one of your secrets,” Annalise said.

      Sophie paused again and looked back at Annalise. “I only ever actually tell my secrets to Nellie,” she said importantly. “But we might trade a secret. If you have a really good one.”

      “Trade secrets?” Annalise smiled resolutely. “Like trading cards?”

      “It’s like trading anything. Did you feel bad when your mother died?”

      “Yes, I did. Didn’t you?” Annalise bit her lip. She wished she had not asked that. Sophie might ask out of curiosity. But she was an adult. Who knew what emotional buttons a question like that might push in a child.

      Sophie continued down the stairs. “I might have.”

      Annalise sighed. In for a penny, in for a pound, as her grandmother always said. “Is that one of your secrets?”

      “Kind of,” Sophie said cautiously. “I don’t remember if I thought that or not. I was only four. Decker says Nina just adored me.” For the first time, it occurred to Sophie that she might have been adopted because her real mother had died. She hoped that wasn’t the case. That would be a disaster.

      “How old are you, Sophie?”

      “I’m eight going on nine.”

      Eight. Annalise stopped on the bottom tread. Going on nine. Her own daughter would be about the age of Sophie now. She closed her eyes, willing the tears not to come. Let her be happy, God. Let her be well-loved and safe. An image flashed in her mind. Her tiny daughter, a pink cap on her head, hooked up to a heart monitor, a respirator, an IV taped to her tiny ankle… And healthy. God. Don’t forget healthy. Forever after. Amen.

      “How old are you?” Sophie asked.

      “Hey… You’re not supposed to ask me that. It’s not polite.”

      “You asked me.”

      Annalise gazed at Sophie’s back, the dark unbound hair, the narrow shoulders, so straight and squared, and looped with the straps of the faded denim overalls. Her hands itched to brush the hair, tame it into braids or a ponytail. Her maternal itch. “I’ll tell you, but it’s one of my secrets, so you owe me one of yours. I’m twenty-nine.”

      Sophie observed this with a nod. “Decker is thirty-six. He’s really old.”

      And on that note, they threaded their way through the downstairs hall and entered the kitchen.

      “Here’s Annalise,” Sophie announced to Miss Pettigrew.

      If Sophie thought thirty-six was really old, Annalise wondered how she perceived Miss Pettigrew. The elderly spinster’s face reminded Annalise of the dried apple sachets her own grandmother used to hang in her cedar closets. Beyond that, Miss Pettigrew was short, twig thin, and wore her silver hair bobbed in old-fashioned marcel waves, which she’d covered with a hairnet.

      She greeted Annalise with an impish grin and said, “It’s nice to meet the magician who’s going to pull Decker’s fat out of the fire.”

      “I’m not exactly a magician,” Annalise replied, returning the smile.

      “Well, at the least, a paragon of a decorator. Or are you going to deny that, too?”

      Annalise laughed. “I can’t, Miss Pettigrew. I might get fired.”

      “Call me Pettigrew. Not Miss, Mrs., or Ms. I’m none of those. I’m a mulish old bat. You can call me that behind my back. To my face, I’m Pettigrew. That said, I would’ve come up to get you myself, my dear,” she continued, drying her hands on her apron, “but the damp got into my hips and won’t let me climb the steps. Actually, I haven’t been upstairs but once or twice in several years. I suppose it’s a wreck up there.”

      “There’s a bit of dust and mold,” Annalise said. “But it will scrub up beautifully. I can tell that someone once put a lot of heart and care into your home.”

      “That’s true. It used to have a wonderful grandeur.”

      “It will again,” Annalise assured her.

      Pettigrew’s eyes skimmed quickly over Annalise. “Mmm, your psyche looks and sounds okay to me. And your eyes are as bright and intelligent as any I’ve ever seen.”

      Annalise laughed. “Thank you, but why all this peculiar interest in my well-being? It’s a bit unsettling.”

      “Whoops. I apologize, my dear. I’m so old I sometimes feel the urge to speak my thoughts, just to make sure I have them and that I’m not sinking into dementia. Decker verbalized his anxiety. I’ve got him on the hot seat. He prefers to work at a much more leisurely pace than what I’ve asked him to do here.”

      Annalise dropped her chin into her hands. “Perhaps I’m a little out of sorts. I didn’t realize I was broadcasting.”

      Pettigrew clucked sympathetically. “I have done my share of bleating — still do, if for no other reason than to entertain myself.” She pushed a plate heaped with bread, slabs of turkey breast, and tomatoes across the table. “While you’re putting your sandwich together, tell me what you think of my house so far.”

      Annalise knew what Pettigrew wanted to hear, and she was happy to say it, to return the kindness Pettigrew had graciously dealt her. “It’s beautiful —”

      “But unkept,” Pettigrew injected. “I’m a packrat. It’s in my genes. I just can’t throw things away, and they’ve piled up. There is enough junk in this house to furnish four houses.”

      “I know some antique dealers who would give their right arms just to browse your house,” Annalise remarked.

      “Those leeches,” Pettigrew snorted, waving a blue-veined hand in dismissal. “Forget it. I was born in this house. It’s difficult enough to let go without seeing it go piecemeal. And since Decker is buying it, I won’t have to. I can say goodbye to the old place in style.”

      “With your Christmas Eve party,” Annalise guessed.

      Pettigrew sighed. “Yes. I’ve invited all my friends. The few I have left, that is. I seem to be outliving them by leaps and bounds. You and Decker are welcome to invite your friends, too. Otherwise, it’ll just be the Geritol group. I want the house to smell like an old-fashioned Christmas, look like Christmas. Lots of pine and holly and ribbons and candles. And music. Can you do that, Annalise?”

      Annalise nodded. “That will be the easy part.” Out of the corner of her eye, Annalise noticed Sophie sitting on a stool near the tall step-back cupboard. She was hunched over, her hands clamped tightly with Nellie dangling loosely between her knees. “Sophie, are you all right?”

      “The nerves in my stomach are acting up.”

      “Nerves?” Pettigrew snorted. “More than likely, it’s an upset stomach. There was half an apple pie left from lunch. Now, there’s but crumbs.”

      “I didn’t eat it,” Sophie protested. “Decker did.” She jumped down from the stool and ran out of the kitchen into the hall. A moment later, Annalise faintly heard her clomping noisily up the stairs.

      Pettigrew shook her head. “That child is all excitement and drama.”

      “She certainly seems to have her own agenda,” Annalise said.
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      As soon as Sophie reached the top of the stairs, she quit stomping and leaned out over the banister to see if anyone was coming after her. She thought for sure Annalise would follow.

      “That’s just like a grown-up, Nellie. They never do what you want them to.”

      Disappointed, she waited there for a moment, thinking.

      Decker, she knew, had gone over to his warehouse to get some tools he needed, a trip he had put off all day while waiting for Annalise to arrive.

      “Well, what do you want to do, Nellie? Uh-uh. No, we can’t go up into the attic and play with those funny toys. I’m pretty sure there are ghosts up there. It’s dark outside now. Ghosts come out at night. One might jump out of one of those old trunks and scare us. You can’t run as fast as I can. A ghost might catch you, and then I’d be worried about you all night.”

      Sophie bent over double. “Ohh, my stomach. Be glad you don’t have any nerves, Nellie. Mine are marching around inside me. They got busy while I was looking at Annalise. Did you notice our eyes are the same color? Our hair is too. Don’t you think that’s interesting?”

      After a moment, Sophie straightened up, and after another moment of indecision, she grabbed Nellie. “C’mon, I know just what we can do.”

      The very first night Sophie and Decker had moved into the house, Sophie had discovered the register cut through the bathroom floor that allowed heat to rise from the kitchen into the bathroom. When she lay down and put her eye against the narrow metal grates, she could see right down to a corner of the kitchen table and watch Decker and Pettigrew. She could hear them, too. Even better than if she was hiding in the butler pantry.

      “Nellie. Look. The bathroom is neat as a pin. And it smells wonderful.”

      There was a little painted table next to the sink now. It held Annalise’s cosmetic bag and soaps and powder. “Here, I’ll sprinkle a little on you and a little on me. Annalise won’t mind. Mmm. I like the smell of perfume.”

      Sophie stretched out on the floor in front of the tub, moved the little rug off the register, and looked down through the grate.

      “I can see most of Pettigrew,” she whispered to Nellie, “but only Annalise’s arm. She’s stirring sugar into her iced tea. They aren’t talking.”

      Then Annalise’s spoon hesitated over her glass. “Sophie told me her mother died.”

      Sophie felt her nervous twitch.

      “Nellie! Shh. They’re talking about me.”

      “Yes,” Pettigrew said, nodding. “A real tragedy. Nina had the big C and surgery even before she and Decker married. She thought she was cured, but it came back. Such a lovely girl. Decker was devoted to her.”

      “It must be difficult for him, raising Sophie by himself.”

      “Sophie could use a woman’s influence. You only have to be around her for two minutes to figure that out. Decker takes it in stride, though. Of course, he’s far too permissive. He lets the child run wild, I think.”

      He does not! Sophie mouthed.

      “She’s an independent little thing,” Annalise said. “And captivating.”

      “Did you hear that, Nellie?” Sophie whispered. “Annalise thinks I’m captivating. What’s that? No, she hasn’t said anything about you.”

      “I wouldn’t say it to Decker,” Pettigrew said, lowering her voice, “but I hope Sophie doesn’t get in your way.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she won’t.”

      “I suppose Decker has told you the terms of our contract.”

      Annalise nodded. “I’ll work from dawn to dusk,” she promised.

      Sophie could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Well, I better do these dishes,” Pettigrew remarked. “Twyla will be here in the morning to help, but she’s such a grumpy old thing that I —”

      “Why don’t I do the dishes?” Annalise offered. It’ll give me a chance to familiarize myself with the kitchen. Decker said I’m on my own for meals.”

      “No, no, you must be worn out after your long drive.”

      “I’m a little keyed up yet. Besides, it’s too early for bed.”

      You’re a kind young woman, Annalise. I like that. I’ll just hobble on to my room, then.”

      “Pettigrew, wait a sec. How many bedrooms are there downstairs?”

      “None. I’ve converted the formal dining room and guest bath for my use. Sort of.”

      “None? Not even the wing that was added?”

      “No. Let me think. There are three rooms in that downstairs wing. Mother’s sewing room, our playroom, a bathroom in between, and the family parlor on the end. Four bedrooms above it, though. I closed off that part of the house years ago.” Pettigrew sighed. “Now, I’m off to the retirement center to live in style. A bed-sitter and bingo every Tuesday.”

      Annalise laughed and began to clear the table.

      Sophie ached from keeping so still but couldn’t keep from watching as Annalise moved in and out of view as she reached across the table for dishes and flatware. After the table was cleaned, Annalise walked around it, her hand on the table’s surface. Then she disappeared entirely from view. Sophie sighed and stretched.

      “They’re gone, Nellie. I guess we can go watch television. But wasn’t that interesting? Don’t you just love it when they talk about me?”

      Just as Sophie was getting to her knees, Annalise came into view again. “Shh. Annalise is back.”

      A bowl of apples and pears went in the center of the table. Then, Annalise moved the bowl a little off-center and plunked down a pair of the spice bottles. Next came two cups and saucers, the little ones with the blue-and-white pattern. Annalise disappeared again for a moment, then was back with a candlestick with a green candle in it.

      The green candle matched the green pears, Sophie noticed. “Did you see that, Nellie? That’s how you become a decorator. It’s easy. We could do that.”

      For a few seconds, Annalise stood with her hands on the back of Pettigrew’s empty chair. Suddenly, she brought her hands up to cover her face. Sophie could see her shoulders shaking.

      Sophie felt her heart beating like a hammer. Then her nerves acted up, falling out of her brain in little pieces to infect her stomach, making it hard for her to breathe.
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Dear Santa, Q

All ) want for Christmas is a mother. |
love Daddy, but | want a mommy like
all the other kids.

My daddy hired this pretty (ady,
Annalise, to live with us while she
decorates the house he's remodeling.
when they thought | wasn't looking, )
saw them kiss, and they weren't even
under the mistletoe!

I'm adopted, and Annalise would (ove
a daughter like me. | like her a lot and
everybody says we even look alike.

Santa, | was wondering... Did you bring
my present already? Is Annalise my
real mommy?

Sophie
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