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For Terri, Kerri and Sherri,
who know what it’s like to be one of three








Prologue



“You can yell all you want, Mrs. O’Hurley.”


Her breath came in gasps. Sweat rolled down her temples as she dug her fingers into the side of the gurney and braced herself. “Molly O’Hurley doesn’t yell her babies into the world.”


She wasn’t a big woman, but her voice, even at a normal tone, reached all corners of the room. It had a lilting, musical sound, though she had to dig for the strength to use it. She’d been rushed into the hospital by her husband only minutes before in the last stages of labor.


There’d been no time to prep her, no time for comforting words or hand-holding. The obstetrician on call had taken one look and had her rolled into the delivery room fully dressed.


Most women would have been afraid, surrounded by strangers in a strange town, depending on them for her life and for the life of the baby that was fighting its way into the world. She was. But she’d be damned if she’d admit it.


“A tough one, are you?” The doctor signaled for a nurse to wipe his brow. The heating in the delivery room was working overtime.


“All the O’Hurleys are tough.” She managed to say, but she wanted to yell. God, she wanted to as the pain screamed through her. The baby was coming early. She could only pray it wasn’t too early. The contractions piled one on top of another, giving her no time to recharge for the next.


“We can be grateful your train wasn’t five minutes later, or you’d be having this baby in the club car.” She was fully dilated, and the baby was crowning. “Don’t bear down yet, pant.”


She cursed him with all the expertise she’d developed in seven years of living with her Francis and seven more of playing the clubs in every grimy town from L.A. to the Catskills. He only clucked his tongue at her as she breathed like a steam engine and glared.


“That’s fine, that’s fine now. And here we go. Push, Mrs. O’Hurley. Let’s bring this baby out with a bang.”


“I’ll give you a bang,” she promised, and pushed through the last dizzying pain. The baby came out with a wail that echoed off the walls of the delivery room. Molly watched, tears streaming as the doctor turned the small head, the shoulders, then the torso. “It’s a girl.” Laughing, she fell back. A girl. She’d done it. And wouldn’t Francis be proud? Exhausted, Molly listened to her daughter’s first cries of life.


“Didn’t have to give this one a slap on the bottom,” the doctor commented. Small, he thought, maybe five pounds tops. “She’s no heavyweight, Mrs. O’Hurley, but she looks good as gold.”


“Of course she is. Listen to those lungs. She’ll knock them out of the back row. A few weeks ahead of schedule, but … Oh, sweet God.”


As the new contraction hit, Molly pushed herself up.


“Hold her.” The doctor passed the baby to a nurse and nodded to another to brace Molly’s shoulders. “Looks like your daughter had company.”


“Another?” Between pain and delirium, Molly started to laugh. There was nothing hysterical about it, but something robust and daring. “Damn you, Frank. You always manage to surprise me.”


***


The man in the waiting room paced, but there was a spring to his step, even as he checked his watch for the fifth time in three minutes. He was a man who spent as much time dancing as walking. He was slim and spry, with a perpetual optimism gleaming in his eyes. Now and again he’d pass by the little boy half dozing in a chair and rub his hand over the top of his nodding head.


“A baby brother or sister for you, Trace. They’ll be coming out any minute to tell us.”


“I’m tired, Pop.”


“Tired?” With a great, carrying laugh, the man whisked the boy out of his chair and into his arms. “This is no time for sleeping, boy. It’s a great moment. Another O’Hurley’s about to be born. It’s opening night.”


Trace settled his head on his father’s shoulder. “We didn’t make it to the theater.”


“There’s other nights for that.” He suffered only a moment’s pang over the canceled show. But there were clubs even in Duluth. He’d find a booking or two before they caught the next train.


He’d been born to entertain, to sing, to dance his way through life, and he thanked his lucky stars that his Molly was the same. God knew they didn’t make much of a living following the circuit and playing in second-class clubs and smoky lounges, but there was time yet. The big break was always just one show away. “Before you know it, we’ll bill ourselves as the Four O’Hurleys. There’ll be no stopping us.”


“No stopping us,” the boy murmured, having heard it all before.


“Mr. O’Hurley?”


Frank stopped. His hands tightened on his son as he turned to the doctor. Frank was only a man, and he was terrifyingly ignorant of what went on in childbirth. “I’m O’Hurley.” His throat was dry. There wasn’t even any spit to swallow. “Molly. Is Molly all right?”


Grinning, the doctor lifted a hand to rub his chin. “Your wife’s quite a woman.”


Relief came in a wave. Overcome by it, Frank kissed his son hard. “Hear that, boy? Your mom’s quite a woman. And the baby. I know it was early, but the baby’s all right?”


“Strong and beautiful,” the doctor began. “Every one of them.”


“Strong and beautiful.” Beside himself with joy, Frank went into a quick two-step. “My Molly knows how to have babies. She might get her cues mixed up, but she always comes through like a trouper. Isn’t that …” His words trailed off, and he stared at the doctor who was continuing to smile at him. “Every one of them?”


“This is your son?”


“Yes, this is Trace. What do you mean ‘every one of them’?”


“Mr. O’Hurley, your son has three sisters.”


“Three.” With Trace still in his arms, Frank sank into the chair. His wiry dancer’s legs had turned to water. “Three of them. All at once?”


“A couple minutes apart, but three at last count.”


He sat a minute, stunned. Three. He hadn’t yet figured out how they were going to feed one more. Three. All girls. As the shock wore off, he started to laugh. He’d been blessed with three daughters. Francis O’Hurley wasn’t a man who cursed fate. He embraced it.


“You hear that, boy? Your mom’s gone and had herself triplets. Three for the price of one. And I’m a man who loves a bargain.” Springing up, he grabbed the doctor’s hand and pumped it. “Bless you. If there’s a man luckier than Francis Xavier O’Hurley tonight, I’m damned if I know him.”


“Congratulations.”


“You’ve got a wife?”


“Yes, I do.”


“What’s her name?”


“It’s Abigail.”


“Then Abigail it is for one of them. When can I see my family?”


“In just a few minutes. I’ll have one of the nurses come down and look after your son.”


“Oh, no.” Frank caught Trace’s hand in his. “He goes with me. It isn’t every day a boy gets three sisters.”


The doctor started to explain the rules, then caught himself. “Are you as stubborn as your wife, Mr. O’Hurley?”


He poked his slight chest out. “She took lessons from me.”


“Come this way.”


He saw them first through the glass walls of the nursery, three tiny forms lying in incubators. Two slept, while the other wailed in annoyance. “She’s letting the world know she’s here. Those are your sisters, Trace.”


Awake now, and critical, Trace studied them. “Pretty scrawny.”


“So were you, little baboon.” The tears came. He was too Irish to be ashamed of them. “I’ll do my best for you. For each and every one of you.” He placed a hand on the glass and hoped it would be enough somehow.





Chapter 1



It wasn’t going to be an ordinary day. Now that the decision had been made, it would be a long time before things settled down to the merely ordinary again. She could only hope she was doing the right thing.


In the quiet, animal-scented air of the barn, Abby saddled her horse. Maybe it was wrong to steal this time in the middle of the day when there was still so much to be done, but she needed it. An hour alone, away from the house, away from obligations, seemed like an enormous luxury.


Abby hesitated, then shook her head and fastened the cinch. If you were going to steal, you might as well go for the luxurious. Because it was something her father might have said, she laughed to herself. Besides, if Mr. Jorgensen really wanted to buy the foal, he’d call back. The books needed balancing, and the feed bill was overdue. She could deal with it later. Right now she wanted a fast ride to nowhere.


Two of the barn cats circled, then settled back into the hay as she led the roan gelding outside. His breath puffed out in a cloud of mist as she double-checked his cinch. “Let’s go, Judd.” With the ease of long experience, she swung herself into the saddle and headed south.


There would be no fast ride here, where the snow and mud had mixed itself into a slushy mire. The air was cold and heavy with damp, but she felt a sense of anticipation. Things were changing, and wasn’t that all anyone could ask? They kept to a fast walk, with both of them straining for what always seemed just out of reach. Freedom.


Perhaps agreeing to be interviewed for this book would bring some portion of it. She could only hope. But the doubts she’d lived with ever since the arrangements had been made still hovered. What was right, what was wrong, what were the consequences? She’d have to assume the responsibility, no matter what occurred.


She rode over the land she loved yet never quite considered her own.


The snow was melting in the pasture. In another month, she thought, the foals could play on the new grass. She’d plant hay and oats, and this year—maybe this year—her books would inch over into the black.


Chuck would never have worried. He’d never thought about tomorrow, only about the next moment. The next car race. She knew why he’d bought the land in rural Virginia. Perhaps she’d always known. But at the time she’d been able to take his gesture of guilt as a gesture of hope. Her ability to find and hold on to thin threads of hope had gotten her through the last eight years.


Chuck had bought the land, then had spent only a few scattered weeks on it. He’d been too restless to sit and watch the grass grow. Restless, careless and selfish, that was Chuck. She’d known that before she’d married him. Perhaps that was why she’d married him. She couldn’t claim he’d ever pretended to be anything else. It was simply that she’d looked and seen what she’d wanted to see. He’d swept into her life like the comet he was, and blinded with fascination, she’d followed.


The eighteen-year-old Abigail O’Hurley had been stunned and thrilled at being romanced by the dramatic Chuck Rockwell. His name had been front-page news as he’d raced his way through the Grand Prix circuit. His name had been in bold type on the scandal sheets as he’d raced his way through the hearts of women. The young Abigail hadn’t read the tabloids.


He’d spun her into his life in Miami, charmed and dazzled her. He’d offered excitement. Excitement and a freedom from responsibilities. She’d been married before she’d been able to catch her breath.


Though a light drizzle was falling now, Abby stopped her horse. She didn’t mind the rain that dampened her face and jacket. It added another quality she’d needed that morning. Isolation. A coward’s way, she knew, but she’d never thought herself brave. What she had done—what she would continue to do—was survive.


The land curved gently, patched with snow and misted with a fog that hovered over it. When Judd pawed the ground impatiently, she patted his neck until he was quiet again. It was so beautiful. She’d been to Monte Carlo, to London and Paris and Bonn, but after nearly five years of day-to-day living and dawn-to-dusk working, she still thought this was the most beautiful sight in the world.


The rain splattered down, promising to make the dirt roads that crisscrossed her land all but unmanageable. If the temperatures dropped that night, the rain would freeze and leave a slick and dangerous sheen of ice over the snow. But it was beautiful. She owed Chuck for this. And for so much more.


He’d been her husband. Now she was his widow. Before he’d burned himself out, he’d singed her badly, but he’d left her two of the most important things in her life: her sons.


It was for them she’d finally agreed to let the writer come. She’d dodged offers from publishers for more than four years. That hadn’t stopped an unauthorized biography of Chuck Rockwell or the stories that still appeared from time to time in the papers. After months of soul-searching, Abby had finally come to the conclusion that if she worked with a writer, a good writer, she would have some control over the final product. When it was done, her sons would have something of their father.


Dylan Crosby was a very good writer. Abby knew that was as much a disadvantage as an advantage. He’d poke into areas she was determined to keep off-limits. She wanted him to. When he did, she’d answer in her way, and she’d finally close that chapter of her life.


She would have to be clever. With a shake of her head, she clucked to her horse and sent him moving again. The trouble was, she’d never been the clever one. Chantel had been that. Her older sister—older by two and a half minutes—had always been able to plan and manipulate and make things happen.


Then there was Maddy, her other sister, younger by two minutes and ten seconds. Maddy was the outgoing one, the one who could usually make her own way through sheer drive and will.


But she was Abby, the middle triplet. The quiet one. The responsible one. The dependable one. Those titles still made her wince.


Her problem now wasn’t a label that had been pinned on her before she could walk. Her problem now was Dylan Crosby, former investigative reporter turned biographer. In his twenties he’d unearthed a Mafia connection that had eventually crumbled one of the largest mob families on the East Coast. Before he’d turned thirty, he’d unhinged the career of a senator with an unreported Swiss bank account and aspirations to higher office. Now she had to handle him.


And she would. After all, he would be on her turf, under her roof. She would feed him information. The secrets she wanted kept secret were locked in her own head and her own heart. She alone had the key.


If she’d learned nothing else as the middle daughter of a pair of road-roving entertainers, she’d learned how to act. To get what she wanted, all she had to do was give Dylan Crosby one hell of a show.


Never tell the whole truth, girl. Nobody wants to hear it. That’s what her father would have said. And that, Abby told herself with a smile, was what she’d keep reminding herself of over the next few months.


A bit reluctant to leave the open road and the rain, Abby turned her horse and headed back. It was almost time to begin.


***


Dylan cursed the rain and reached out the window again to wipe at the windshield with an already-drenched rag. The wiper on his side was working only in spurts. The one on the other side had quit altogether. Icy rain soaked through his coat sleeve as he held the wheel with one hand and cleared his vision with the other. He’d been mad to buy such an old car, classic or not. The ’62 Vette looked like a dream and ran like a nightmare.


It probably hadn’t been too smart to drive down from New York in February, either, but he’d wanted the freedom of having his own car—such as it was. At least the snow he’d run into in Delaware had turned to rain as he’d driven south. But he cursed the rain again as it pelted through the open window and down his collar.


It could be worse, he told himself. He couldn’t think of precisely how, but it probably could. After all, he was finally going to sink his teeth into a project he’d been trying to make gel for three years. Apparently Abigail O’Hurley Rockwell had decided she’d squeezed the publisher for all she could get.


A pretty sharp lady, he figured. She’d snagged one of the hottest and wealthiest race car drivers on the circuit. And she’d hardly been more than a kid. Before she’d reached nineteen, she’d been wearing mink and diamonds and rolling dice in places like Monte Carlo. It was never much strain to spend someone else’s money. His ex-wife had shown him that in a mercifully brief eighteen-month union.


Women were, after all, born with guile. They were fashioned to masquerade as helpless, vulnerable creatures. Until they had their hooks in you. To shake free, you had to bleed a little. Then if you were smart, you took a hard look at the scars from time to time to remind yourself how life really worked.


Dylan struggled with the map beside him, held it in front while steering with his elbows, then swore again. Yes, that had been his turn. He’d just missed it. With a quick glance up and down the stretch of rain-fogged road, he spun into a U-turn. The wipers might be pitiful, but the Vette knew how to move.


He couldn’t imagine the Chuck Rockwell he’d followed and admired choosing to settle in the backwoods of Virginia. Maybe the little woman had talked him into buying it as some sort of hideaway. She’d certainly been hibernating there for the past few years.


Just what kind of woman was she? In order to write a thorough biography of the man, he had to understand the woman. She’d stuck with Rockwell like glue for nearly the first full year on the circuit, then she’d all but disappeared. Maybe the smell of gas and smoking tires had annoyed her. She hadn’t been in the stands for her husband’s victories or his defeats. Most importantly, she hadn’t been there when he’d run his last race. The one that had killed him. From the information Dylan had, she’d finally shown up at the funeral three days later but had hardly spoken a word. She hadn’t shed a tear.


She’d married a gold mine and turned a blind eye to his infidelities. Money was the only answer. Now, as his widow, she was in the position of never having to lift a finger. Not bad for a former singer who’d never made it past hotel lounges and second-rate clubs.


He had to slow the Vette to a crawl to make it down the slushy, rut-filled lane marked by a battered mailbox with Rockwell painted on the side.


Obviously she didn’t believe in spending much money on maintenance. Dylan wiped his window again and set his teeth against each jarring bump. When he heard his muffler scrape, he stopped cursing the rain and started cursing Abigail. The way he saw it, she had a closetful of silk and fur but wouldn’t shell out for minimal road repair.


When he saw the house, he perked up a bit. It wasn’t the imposing, oppressive plantation house he’d been expecting. It was charming and homey, right down to the rocker on the front porch. The shutters on the windows were painted colonial blue, providing a nice contrast to the white frame. A deck with a double railing skirted the second floor. Though he could see the house needed a new paint job, it didn’t look run-down, just lived-in. There was smoke trailing up from the chimney and a bike with training wheels leaning on its kickstand under the overhang of the roof. The sound of a dog’s deep-throated barking completed the scene.


He’d often thought of finding a place just like this for himself. A place away from crowds and noise where he could concentrate on writing. It reminded him of the home he’d had as a child, where security had gone hand in hand with hard work.


When his muffler scraped the road again, he was no longer charmed. Dylan pulled up behind a pickup truck and a compact station wagon and shut off his engine. Dropping his rag on the floor mat, he rolled up his window and had started to open the door when a mass of wet fur leaped on it.


The dog was enormous. Maybe it had meant to give a friendly greeting, but in its current bedraggled state, the animal didn’t look too pleasant. As Dylan gauged its size against that of a small hippo, the dog scraped two muddy paws down his window and barked.


“Sigmund!”


Both Dylan and the dog looked toward the house, where a woman stood near the porch steps. So this was Abigail, he mused. He’d seen enough pictures of her over the years to recognize her instantly. The fresh-faced ingenue in the pits at Rockwell’s races. The stunning socialite in London and Chicago. The cool, composed widow by her husband’s grave. Yet she wasn’t precisely what he’d expected.


Her hair, a honey blond, fell across her forehead in wispy bangs and skimmed her shoulders. She looked very slender and very comfortable in jeans and boots and a bulky sweater that bagged at her hips. Her face was pale and delicate through the rain. He couldn’t see the color of her eyes, but he could see her mouth, full and unpainted as she called to the dog again.


“Sigmund, get down now.”


The dog let out a last halfhearted bark and obeyed. Cautious, Dylan opened the door and stepped out. “Mrs. Rockwell?”


“Yes. Sorry about the dog. He doesn’t bite. Very often.”


“There’s good news,” Dylan muttered, and popped his trunk.


As he pulled out his bags, Abby stood where she was while her nerves tightened. He was a stranger, and she was letting him into her home, into her life. Maybe she should stop it now, right now, before he’d taken another step.


Then he turned, bags in hand, and looked at her. Rain streamed from his hair. It was dark, darker now wet and plastered around his face. Not a kind face, she thought immediately as she rubbed her palms on her thighs. There was too much living in it, too much knowledge, for kindness. A woman had to be crazy to let a man like that into her life. Then she saw that his clothes were drenched and his shoes already coated with mud.


“Looks like you could use some coffee.”


“Yeah.” He gave the dog a last look as it sniffed around his ankles. “Your lane’s a mess.”


“I know.” She gave him a small, apologetic smile as she noted that his car had fared no better than he. “It’s been a hard winter.”


He didn’t step forward. With the rain pelting between them, he stood watching her. Summing her up, Abby decided, and she thrust her nervous hands in her pockets. She’d committed herself, and she wouldn’t get what she wanted if she allowed herself to be a coward now.


“Come inside.” She went to the door to wait for him.


Her eyes looked dark, a soft green, and if he hadn’t known better, he’d have said they were frightened. The delicacy he’d seen at a distance became more apparent at close range. She had elegant cheekbones and a slightly pointed chin that gave her face a triangular piquant look. Her skin was pale, her lashes dark. Dylan decided she was either a magician with cosmetics or wasn’t wearing any. She smelled of rain and wood smoke.


Pausing at the door, Dylan pried off his shoes. “I don’t think you want me tramping around the place in those.”


“I appreciate it.” He stepped easily into her house in his stocking feet while she stood with her hand on the knob feeling desperate and awkward. “Why don’t you just leave your things there for now and come into the kitchen? It’s warm; you can dry out.”


“Fine.” He found the inside of the house as unexpected as he’d found the exterior. The floors were worn, their shine a bit dull. He saw on a table by the staircase a crude papier-mâché flower that appeared to have been made by a child. As they walked, Abby bent down to pick up two little plastic men in space regalia and continued without breaking rhythm.


“You drove down from New York?”


“Yeah.”


“Not a very pleasant ride in this weather.”


“No.”


He wasn’t purposely being rude, though he could be when it suited him. At the moment, the house interested him more than small talk. There were no dishes in the sink, and the floor was scrubbed clean. Nevertheless, the kitchen was hardly tidy. On every available space on the refrigerator door were pictures, drawings, memos. On the breakfast bar was a half-completed jigsaw puzzle. Three and a half pairs of pint-size tennis shoes were jumbled at the back door.


But there was a fire in a brick fireplace and the scent of coffee.


If he wasn’t going to bother to speak to her, they wouldn’t get far, Abby mused. She turned for another look. No, his face wasn’t kind, but it was intriguing, with its untidy night’s growth of beard. His brows were as dark as his hair, and thick over eyes that were a pale green. Intense eyes. She recognized that. Hadn’t she been fatally attracted to intensity before? Chuck’s eyes had been brown, but the message had been the same. I get what I want because I don’t give a damn what I have to do to win.


He hadn’t. Abby was very much afraid she’d just opened her life to the same kind of man. But she was older now, she reminded herself. Infinitely wiser. And this time she wasn’t in love.


“I’ll take your coat.” She held out her hands and waited until he shrugged out of it. For the first time in years she found herself noticing and reacting to a male body. His was tall and rangy, and a response trickled into her slowly. Abby felt it, recognized it, then put a stop to it. Turning, she hung his coat on a peg by the door. “What do you take in your coffee?”


“Nothing. Just black.”


It had always been true for Abby that to keep occupied was to keep calm. She chose an oversized mug for him and a smaller one for herself. “How long have you been on the road?”


“I drove through the night.”


“Through the night?” She glanced over her shoulder as he settled at the bar. “You must be exhausted.” But he didn’t look it. Though he was unkempt, he seemed to be completely alert.


“I got my second wind.” He accepted the mug and noticed that her long, narrow hands were ringless. Not even a gold band. When he lifted his eyes, they were cynical. “I’d guess you know how that is.”


Lifting a brow, she sat across from him. As a mother, she knew what it was to lose a night’s sleep and will herself through the next day. “I guess I do.” Since he didn’t seem interested in polite conversation, she’d get right down to business. “I’ve read your work, Mr. Crosby. Your book on Millicent Driscoll was tough, but accurate.”


“Accurate’s the key word.”


She sipped coffee as she watched him. “I can respect that. And I suppose there was enough pity for her from other sources. Did you know her personally?”


“Not until after her suicide.” He warmed his hands on the mug as the fire crackled beside him. “I had to get to know her afterward in order to write the book.”


“She was a sensational actress, a sensational woman. But her life wasn’t an easy one. I knew her slightly through my sister.”


“Chantel O’Hurley, another sensational actress.”


Abby smiled and softened. “Yes, she is. You met her, didn’t you, when you were researching Millicent?”


“Briefly.” And there’d been no love lost there. “All three of the O’Hurley triplets seemed to have made their mark … one way or the other.”


Her eyes met his, calm, accepting. “One way or the other.”


“How does it feel having sisters causing ripples on both coasts?”


“I’m very proud of them.” The answer came immediately, without any extra shades of meaning.


“No plans to break back into show business yourself?”


She would have laughed if she hadn’t detected the cynicism in his voice. “No. I have other priorities. Have you ever seen Maddy on Broadway?”


“Couple of times.” He sipped. The coffee was making up for those last few filthy miles of road. “You don’t look like her. You don’t look like either one of them.”


She was used to that, the inevitable comparisons. “No. My father always thought we’d have been a sensation if we’d been identical. More coffee, Mr. Crosby?”


“No, I’m fine. The story goes that Chuck Rockwell walked into that little club where you and your family were playing on a whim, and that he never looked twice at either of your sisters. Only you.”


“Is that how the story goes?” Abby pushed her coffee aside and rose.


“Yeah. People generally lean toward the romantic.”


“But you don’t.” She began to busy herself at the stove.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m starting dinner. I hope you like chili.”


So she cooked. Or at least she was cooking tonight, perhaps to build some sort of impression. Dylan leaned back in his stool and watched her brown meat. “I’m not writing a romance, Mrs. Rockwell. If the publisher didn’t make the ground rules clear to you, I’ll do it now.”


She concentrated on the task at hand, “Why waste time?”


“I haven’t any to waste. First rule is, I’m writing this book. That’s what I’m paid for. You’re paid to cooperate.”


Abby added spices with a deft hand. “I appreciate you pointing that out. Are there other rules?”


She was as cool as her reputation indicated. Cool and, a good many had said, unfeeling. “Just this. The book is about Chuck Rockwell; you’re a part of it. Whatever I find out about you, however personal, is mine. You gave up your privacy when you signed the agreement.”


“I gave up my privacy, Mr. Crosby, when I married Chuck.” She stirred the sauce, then added a touch of cooking wine. “Am I wrong, or do you have reservations about writing this book?”


“Not about the book. About you.”


She turned to him, and the momentary puzzlement in her eyes vanished as she studied his face. He wouldn’t be the first to have come to the conclusion that she’d married Chuck for money. “I see. That’s frank enough. Well, it isn’t necessary for you to like me.”


“No, it isn’t. That goes both ways. The one thing I will be with you, Mrs. Rockwell, is honest. I’m going to write the most thorough and comprehensive biography of your husband I can. To do that I’m bound to rub you the wrong way—plenty—before we’re done.”


She set the lid on the pot, then brought the coffee to the bar with her. “I’m not easily annoyed. I’ve often been told I’m too … complacent.”


“You’ll be annoyed before this is over.”


After adding more coffee to her mug, she set the pot on a hot pad. “It sounds as though you’re looking forward to it.”


“I’m not much on smooth water.”


This time she did laugh, but it was a quick, almost regretful sound. She lifted her cup. “Did you ever happen to meet Chuck?”


“No.”


“You’d have understood each other very well. He was a man with one goal in mind. To win. He’d run the race his way, or not at all. There was very little flexibility.”


“And you?”


Though the question was offhand, she took it seriously. “One of my biggest problems growing up was that I’d tend to bend whenever I was asked. I’ve learned.” She finished her coffee. “I’ll show you to your room. You can unpack and get your bearings before dinner.”


She led him down the hall and took one of his suitcases in hand before he could tell her not to bother. He knew it was heavy, but while he gathered the rest of his things, he watched her carry it easily up the stairs. Stronger than she looked, Dylan mused. It was just one more reason not to take her—or anything about her—at face value.


“There’s a bath at the end of the hall. The hot water’s fairly reliable.” After pushing open a door, she set his case down next to the bed. “I brought a desk up here. I do have a study of sorts downstairs, but I thought this would be more convenient.”


“This is fine.”


It was more than fine. The room smelled faintly of lemon oil and spice, fresh and inviting. He liked antiques and recognized the Chippendale headboard and the museum-quality shaving stand. There were sprigs of dried weeds mixed with silver maple twigs in a brass pot on a chest of drawers. The curtains were drawn back to give him a view of rolling, snow-covered hills and a barn whose wood had mellowed to gray.


“It’s a nice place.”


“Thanks.” She looked out the window herself and remembered. “You should have seen it when we bought it. There were probably five spots where the roof didn’t leak, and the plumbing was more wish than reality. But I knew it was for me as soon as I saw it.”


“You picked it out?” He carried his laptop to the desk. It was his first order of business.


“Yes.”


“Why?”


She was still looking out the window, so her back was toward him. He thought he heard her sigh. “A person needs to sink down roots. At least some people do.”


He unearthed his tape recorder and set it next to his laptop. “A long way from the fast lane.”


“I never raced.” She looked over her shoulder, then turned, seeing his tools already set out. “Do you have everything you need?”


“For now. One question before we get started, Mrs. Rockwell. Why now? Why after all this time did you agree to authorize a biography of your husband?”


There were two reasons, two very important, very precious reasons, but she didn’t think he’d understand. “Let’s just say I wasn’t ready before. Chuck’s been gone for nearly five years now.”


And after five years the money might be running out. “I’m sure the deal was lucrative.” When she didn’t answer, he glanced over. There was no anger in her eyes. He would have preferred it to the cool, unreadable expression that was there.


“Dinner should be ready at six. We keep early hours here.”


“Mrs. Rockwell, when I insult you, I’m prepared to be kicked back.”


She smiled for the first time. It touched her eyes and gave her face a calm, rather sweet vulnerability. He felt a twinge of guilt and a tug of attraction, both unexpected. “I don’t fight well. That’s why I generally avoid it.”


There was a crash outside, but she didn’t even jolt. It was followed by a wailing yell worthy of an Indian circling a wagon train. The dog sent up a riot of barking just before something along the lines of an elephant stampede landed on the porch.


“There are fresh towels in the bathroom.”


“Thanks. Mind if I ask what that is?”


“What?”


And for the first time he saw real humor in her eyes. The vulnerability was gone. Here was a woman who knew who she was and where she was going. “It sounds like an invasion.”


“That’s just what it is.” She crossed the room, then paused when the front door slammed open, then shut, shaking the pictures on the walls.


“Mom! We’re home!”


The greeting echoed, followed by another riot of crashing feet and the beginnings of a heated argument. “My children always feel as though they have to announce themselves. God knows why. If you’ll excuse me, I have to try to save the living room carpet.”


With that, she left him alone with his thoughts.
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