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Prologue


Northern California, Highway 17 


‘‘It’s the next car . . . she’s coming in the next car, a black Mercedes coupe, an S500, traveling south, just as we planned.’’ 


Crouching low in the underbrush, with fog creeping over the wet earth, he strained to hear the anxious voice crackling through the static of his two-way radio. ‘‘I thought she drove a Porsche.’’ 


‘‘She’s driving a Mercedes,’’ the voice snapped angrily. ‘‘You’ve got about ninety seconds.’’ 


‘‘Got it.’’ Eyes narrowed, he focused all his attention on the twisting road that cut through the canyons and hills in this part of California. Sure enough, through the mist and darkness, he heard the soft purr of a finely tuned engine. The car was, indeed, climbing. Getting nearer. 


She was getting nearer. 


His heart hammered. He remembered the scent of her skin. The look in her eyes. The depth of her betrayal. 


She deserved this, the self-righteous bitch. He only wished she could know that he was the instrument of her death. 


Adrenalin surged through his blood. 


‘‘Don’t blow this. It’s our only chance,’’ he was instructed. 


‘‘I know. I know.’’ 


‘‘It’s worth a hundred grand.’’ 


A lot more than that, he thought but didn’t say it. A helluva lot more. ‘‘I’ll take care of it.’’ He snapped the walkie-talkie off, slammed down the antenna and stuffed the headset into a deep pocket of his jacket. Sweat prickled his scalp and ran down his neck, though it was barely forty degrees in this stretch of woods. Slipping his ski mask over a face already painted black, he jogged through a carpet of wet leaves, his old army boots still sturdy, his camouflage suit a perfect cover in the mist-shrouded night. 


Branches slapped his face. The air was dank and thick with the smell of wet earth and something else: His own fear. That he would fail. That somehow she would survive. That she would end up laughing at him. 


No way. No fucking way. 


Somewhere nearby an owl hooted, barely distinct over the pounding of his heart. And a rumble of low gears and a heavy engine . . . not that of the Mercedes. Coming from the other direction. The saliva dried in his mouth. 


Steady, he reminded himself as he emerged from the woods at the designated bend in the road. He hoped to God that the truck was a few miles away and hurried across the wet pavement with the stealth of a SWAT team member. He checked his watch. Thirty seconds. The damned car sounded close. He gritted his teeth; saw a flash of headlights through the fog and trees. 


Come on, bitch, just come on. 


Louder, from the south, the truck—a semi from the sound of it—was gaining speed. Shit. 


Crouching low on the narrow road, he positioned himself between the sharp S curves. Concentrating hard, he heard the whine of the coupe’s tires singing on the wet pavement. Hurry, he silently urged, his eyes narrowing. You can beat the truck. You have to. 


The car sounded closer. 


Good. 


He glanced at his watch again, the illuminated dial counting off his heartbeats. Everything was going as planned except for the truck. A few more seconds . . . He licked his lips in anticipation. 


Brakes whined in the night. Too close. Too damned close. He swung his head southward, toward the oncoming roar. There was a catch in the eighteen-wheeler’s engine as the driver shifted into a lower gear. 


Every muscle tightened as he listened. He couldn’t risk a witness. Sweat ran down his spine. 


He could abort. There was still time. 


But when would he get another chance? 


A hundred grand. And just the beginning. 


Besides, she deserves this . . . and it fucking fell into your lap. 


The truck’s engine growled loudly, reverberating through the forest of sequoia and oak. An eighteen-wheeler hurtling down the steep grade. 


In the opposite direction, the Mercedes, if his information was right, was purring ever-upward, the driver innocently unaware that she was about to die. 


His breath came in short gasps. Slow down. Think of it as an exercise—just as you did years ago when you were with the special unit. You can do this. A few more seconds and you’re home free. His heart was a drum; his hands soaked in sweat beneath his tight-fitting gloves. 


Twin beams rounded the curve from downhill. The truck’s brakes squealed from uphill. 


Now! He sprang, stood in the middle of the southbound lane. The sleek car accelerated, caught him in its headlights and swiftly he lifted the cover on his belt, exposing the mirrors he’d fastened to his torso. 


The driver slammed on her brakes. 


With a squeal, the Mercedes’ tires locked. The car swerved to the right, hit the gravel on the shoulder and spun. He caught a glimpse of the driver, a horrified expression on her beautiful face as she screamed and desperately cranked on the wheel. There was another person—someone in the passenger seat beside her. Shit! She was supposed to be alone. He’d been assured she would be alone! 


He jumped into the northbound lane. Avoided being hit by a speeding German-crafted fender by inches. Stumbled. Fell. The mirrors on his belt cracked. Glass splintered. Glittered in the headlights’ glare. Hell. No time to do anything about it. Gasping, he was on his feet. Running. Toward the timberland. 


Get out of here. 


The semi rounded the corner, pinned him in its huge headlights, flooding the wet pavement with near blinding light. He jumped and caught sight of the driver’s panicked face. He was bearded, a big bear of a man, yelling over the scream of brakes. Eighteen thick tires screeched, burning rubber. The cab twisted, the truck jackknifed. 


Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh shit! Run, you bastard! 


Rolling over the guardrail, he launched his body into the protective cover of oak and redwood. He landed hard, his ankle twisted, the joint popping painfully, but he couldn’t stop. Not now. His heart pumped furiously. Sweat poured down his face beneath the mask. From the corner of his eye he saw the Mercedes scraping along the guardrail on the far side of the road. Sparks flew. With an agonizing shriek, polished steel sheared. 


He catapulted down the hill and heard the groan of metal rending as the car hit the weakened spot in the guard rail, then broke through, barreling through the trees. 


As planned. 


But the truck, the damned truck was out of control, careening down the hillside. 


He was running now, his ankle screaming in pain, his lungs on fire. The semi blasted down the hill. Tires locked. Metal shrieked. The entire forest shook as the big truck slashed through the guardrail, following his path, an angry metal behemoth chasing after him, tons of twisted metal chewing through the brush. His heart thundered, his legs pumped faster. The semi roared. 


Run, run! His ankle hurt like hell, his lungs were about to burst. 


He rolled, raced, ignored the agony of shredding tendons, while zigzagging through the trees. Where the hell was it? His Jeep. Where? Desperately he tried to avoid the path of the jackknifed death trap. He dived headfirst over a fallen log, then scrambled to his feet as berry vines clawed at his clothing. He hoped to hell he could get to the Jeep in time, start the damn thing and put some distance between himself and the wreckage. 


The ground shuddered. 


His feet flew out from under him, and he landed facedown on the ground. 


In a blinding flash, a fireball shot upward from the trees, billowing bright red and orange. Night was suddenly day. 


Tortured screams, horrid, agonizing sounds that would haunt him forever, pierced the night as the truck exploded and sparks showered the forest, raining down to singe his hair, ski mask and jacket. Smoke, smelling of diesel and charred rubber, spewed through the forest. For a second he thought he’d die. 


God knew he deserved it. 


Then he saw it. As if delivered from hell. In the fiery illumination he caught sight of his Jeep, blood-red flames reflected in its tinted windows. Parked just where he’d left it on the abandoned logging road. 


Lurching to his feet, he unzipped his pocket, fumbled for his keys. He reached the rig and yanked open the door. He’d made it. Almost. Smoke clogged his throat as he threw himself into the Jeep’s interior. He was shaking, his ankle throbbing as he twisted on the ignition and the engine caught. The forest was bathed in eerie light. He kept the ski mask on as a precaution and slammed the door shut. 


Ramming the Jeep into first, he gunned the engine. Tires spun in the muddy tracks. ‘‘Come on, come on!’’ The Jeep lurched forward. Shimmied. Mud flew. 


Shit, he needed a cigarette. Bad. 


Finally the damned tires caught. He glanced into the rearview mirror and glimpsed the aftermath, fire and smoke billowing upward in the misty night. 


She’s dead. You killed her. Sent her black soul straight to hell. 


And she fucking deserved it! 


He snapped on the radio. Through the speakers, throbbing over the whine of the Jeep’s engine, Jim Morrison’s voice rocked out familiar lyrics. 


‘‘Come on baby, light my fire . . .’’ 


Yeah, well, never again. The bitch wasn’t ever going to light anyone’s fire again. 










Chapter 1 


She couldn’t see, couldn’t speak, couldn’t . . . oh, God, she couldn’t move her hand. She tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids wouldn’t budge. They weighed a ton and seemed glued shut over eyes that burned with a blinding, hideous pain. 


‘‘Mrs. Cahill?’’ 


Mrs. Cahill? There was a touch, someone’s cool fingers on the back of her hand. ‘‘Mrs. Cahill, can you hear me?’’ The voice, kind and female, sounded as if it was carried from a great distance . . . far away, from a spot on the other side of the pain. Me? I’m Mrs. Cahill? That sounded wrong, but she didn’t know why. 


‘‘Your husband’s here to see you.’’ 


My husband? But I don’t have . . . oh, God, what’s happening to me? Am I going crazy? 


The fingers were removed and there was a heavy feminine sigh. ‘‘I’m sorry, she’s still not responding.’’ 


‘‘She’s been in this hospital nearly six weeks.’’ A man’s voice. Clipped. Hard. Demanding. ‘‘Six weeks for Christ’s sake, and she’s shown no signs of recovery.’’ 


‘‘Of course she has. She’s breathing on her own, I’ve noticed eye movement behind her lids, she’s coughed and attempted to yawn, all goods signs, indications that the brain stem isn’t damaged—’’ 


Oh, God, they were talking about brain damage! 


‘‘Then why won’t she wake up?’’ he demanded. 


‘‘I don’t know.’’ 


‘‘Shit.’’ His voice was lower. 


‘‘Give her time,’’ the woman said softly. ‘‘We can’t be certain, of course, but there’s even a chance that she can hear us now.’’ 


Yes, yes, I can hear you, but my name isn’t Mrs. Cahill, I’m not married and I’m dying from this pain. For God’s sake, someone help me! If this is a hospital, surely you have codeine or morphine or . . . or even an aspirin. The fog closed in around her and she wanted to give in to it, to feel nothing again. 


‘‘Marla? It’s Alex.’’ His deep baritone voice was much closer. Louder. As if he were standing only inches from her. She felt a new pressure on her arm as he touched her, and she wanted to let him know she could hear him, but she couldn’t move, not at all. The smell of cologne assailed her, and she instinctively sensed it was expensive. But how would she know? The fingertips on her skin were smooth, soft . . . Alex’s hands. Her husband’s hands. 


Oh, God, why couldn’t she remember? 


She tried to recall his face, the color of his hair, the width of his shoulders, the size of his shoes, any little trait, but failed. His voice brought back no images. There was a faint smell of smoke that clung to him as his sleeve brushed her wrist and she felt the scratch of wool from his jacket, but that was it. 


‘‘Honey, please wake up. I miss you, the children—’’ His voice cracked, emotion strangling him. 


Children? 


No! There was just no way she had kids and didn’t know it. Or was there? That was the kind of thing a woman, even a woman lying drugged and half-comatose in a hospital bed would immediately realize. Certainly her intuition, the female animal in her would sense that she was a mother. Trapped motionless in this blackness she knew nothing. If only she could open her eyes . . . and yet the cozying warmth of unconsciousness was so seductive . . . Soon she would remember . . . It was just a matter of time . . . 


Cold horror crept up her spine as she realized she couldn’t conjure up one single instant in the years that were her life. It was as if she had never existed. 


This is a nightmare. That’s the only explanation. 


‘‘Marla, please, come back to me. To us,’’ Alex whispered gruffly, and deep in her heart she wished she felt something, one smidgen of emotion for this faceless stranger claiming to be her life partner. His smooth fingers linked through hers and she felt pressure on the back of her hand, the pull of an IV needle stuck into her arm. Dear God, this was pathetic, a scene from a schmaltzy World War II movie. ‘‘Cissy misses you and little James . . .” Again his voice cracked, and she tried to drag up some tiny thread of tenderness from her subconscious, a tiny bit of love for this man she couldn’t see and didn’t remember. The void that was her past gave her no hint as to what Alex Cahill looked like, what he did for a living, or how he made love to her . . . surely she would remember that. And what about her children? Cissy? James? No images of cherubic toddlers with runny noses and flushed cheeks or gangly adolescents fighting the ravages of acne flashed through her mind, but then she was sinking. Maybe they’d finally put something in her IV as she felt herself detaching from her body . . . floating away . . . She had to focus. 


‘‘How long?’’ he asked, dragging his hand away from hers. ‘‘How long is this going to last?’’ 


‘‘No one can tell you that. These things take time,’’ the nurse replied and her voice sounded far away, as if through a tunnel. ‘‘Comas sometimes last only a few hours or . . . well, sometimes a lot longer. Days. Weeks. No one can predict. It could be even longer—’’ 


‘‘Don’t even go there,’’ he said, cutting her off. ‘‘That’s not going to happen. She will come around.’’ His voice was like steel. He was a man used to giving orders. ‘‘Marla?’’ He must’ve turned to face the bed again as his voice was louder once more. Impatient. ‘‘For Christ’s sake, can’t you hear me?’’ 


With every ounce of effort, she tried to move. Couldn’t. It was as if she were strapped down, weighted to the mattress with its crisp, uncomfortable sheets. She could not even raise one finger, and yet it didn’t matter . . . 


‘‘I want to talk to the doctor.’’ Alex was forceful. His words clipped. ‘‘I don’t see any reason why she can’t be taken home and cared for there. I’ll hire all the people she needs. Nurses. Aides. Attendants. Whatever. We’ve got more than enough room for round the clock, live-in help in the house.’’ 


There was a long pause and she sensed unspoken disapproval on the nurse’s part . . . well, she assumed the woman was a nurse . . . as she struggled to force her eyes open, to move a part of her body to indicate that she could hear through the pain. 


‘‘I’ll let Dr. Robertson know that you want to see him,’’ the nurse said, her voice no longer coddling and patient. Now she was firm. Professional. ‘‘I’m not sure he’s in the hospital now, but I’ll see that he gets the message.’’ 


‘‘Do that.’’ 


Marla drifted off again, lost seconds, maybe minutes. Her sluggish consciousness discerned voices again, voices that interrupted her sleep. 


‘‘I think Mrs. Cahill should rest now,’’ the nurse was saying. 


‘‘We’ll leave in just a minute.’’ Another voice. Elderly. Refined. It floated in on footsteps that were clipped and solid, at odds with the age of the woman’s voice. ‘‘We’re family and I’d like a few moments alone with my son and daughter-in-law.’’ 


‘‘Fine. But please, for Mrs. Cahill’s sake, make it brief.’’ 


‘‘We will, dear,’’ the older woman agreed and Marla felt the touch of cool, dry skin on the back of her hand. ‘‘Come on, Marla, wake up. Cissy and little James, they miss you, they need you.’’ A deep chuckle. ‘‘Though I hate to admit it, Nana isn’t quite the same as their mother.’’ 


Nana? Grandma? Mother-in-law? 


There was a rustle of clothing, the sound of soft soles padding across the floor and a door opening as, presumably, the nurse left. 


‘‘Sometimes I wonder if she’ll ever wake up,’’ Alex grumbled. ‘‘God, I need a cigarette.’’ 


‘‘Just be patient, son. Marla was in a horrible accident, and then suffered through the surgeries. She’s healing.’’ God, why couldn’t she remember? There was another long, serious sigh and a kindly pat of fingers on the back of her hand. A waft of perfume . . . a scent she recognized but couldn’t name. 


Why was she in the hospital? What kind of accident were they talking about? Marla tried to concentrate, to think, but the effort brought only an ache that throbbed through her head. 


‘‘I just hope there won’t be much disfigurement,’’ the old woman said again. 


What? Disfigurement? Oh, please, no. Disfigurement? For a second she was jolted out of her haze. Her throat, already parched, nearly closed in fear and her stomach felt as if it had been twisted and tied with rubber bands. She tried to remember what she looked like, but it didn’t matter . . . Her heart was racing with dread. Certainly someone somewhere watching her monitors could see that she was aware, that she was responding, but no loud footsteps pounded outside the door, no urgent voice yelled, ‘‘She’s stirring. Look, she’s waking up!’’ 


‘‘She has the best doctors in the state. She . . . she might not look like what we expect, but she’ll be fine, beautiful.’’ Alex sounded as if he was trying to convince himself. 


‘‘She always was. You know, Alexander,’’ the woman who called herself Nana said, ‘‘sometimes a woman’s beauty can be a curse.’’ 


An uncomfortable laugh from this man who was her husband. ‘‘I don’t think she’d agree.’’ 


‘‘No, of course not. But she hasn’t lived long enough to understand.’’ 


‘‘I just wonder what she’ll remember when she wakes up.’’ 


‘‘Hopefully, everything,’’ the woman said, but there was an underlying tension to her words, a pronounced trepidation. 


‘‘Yes, well, time will tell.’’ 


‘‘We’re just lucky she wasn’t killed in the accident.’’ 


There was the tiniest bit of hesitation before her husband replied, ‘‘Damned lucky. She should never have been driving in the first place. Hell, she’d just been released from the hospital.’’ 


Another hospital? It was all getting fuzzy again, the words garbled. Had she heard it right? 


‘‘There are so many questions,’’ her mother-in-law whispered. 


Yes, so many, but I’m too tired to think of them right now . . . so very tired. 


Whistling sharply to his three-legged dog, Nick Cahill cut the engine of the Notorious and threw a line around a blackened post on the dock where he moored his fishing boat. ‘‘Come on, Tough Guy, let’s go home,’’ he called over his shoulder as the boat undulated with the tide of this backwater Oregon bay. Rain drizzled from a leaden sky and the wind picked up, lashing at his face. 


Whitecaps swirled and danced in counterpoint to the seagulls wheeling and crying overhead. The distinctive odors of diesel, rotting wood and brine mingled in the wintry air of Oregon in November. 


Hiking the collar of his jacket around his neck, Nick grabbed his bucket of live crabs and stepped onto the pier just as his dog shot past in a black-and-white streak. A shepherd mix of indecipherable lineage, Tough Guy hurled his body onto the slippery planks and, paws clicking, scrambled up the stairs to the parking lot on the bluff. Nick followed more slowly, past sagging posts covered with barnacles and strangled by seaweed. 


‘‘There’s somebody here ta see ya,’’ grunted Ole Olsen, the old coot in the window of the bait shop located at the landing. He jerked his chin toward the top of the stairs but didn’t meet Nick’s eyes, just kept working at tying a fly, as he always did. 


‘‘To see me?’’ Nick asked. No one, in all the five years he’d been in these parts, had ever dropped by the marina looking for him. 


‘‘Ye-up. That’s what he said.’’ Seated on his stool, surrounded by lures and coolers holding bait and Royal Crown Cola, Ole was a fixture at the marina. A burned-out stub of a cigar was forever plugged into one corner of his mouth, a ring of red hair turning gray surrounded his bald pate, and folds of skin hid his eyes more effectively than the magnifying glasses perched on the end of his nose. ‘‘Told him you’d be out awhile, but he wanted to wait.’’ He clipped off a piece of thread with his teeth, turned over a bit of orange fuzz covering a hook that looked suspiciously as if it would soon resemble a salmon fly. ‘‘Figured if he wanted to, I couldn’t stop him.’’ 


‘‘Who?’’ 


‘‘Never gave his name. But you’ll spot him.’’ Ole finally looked up, focusing over the half glasses. Through the open window, his face framed by racks of cigarettes, tide tables and dozens of the colorful flies he’d tied himself, he added, ‘‘He ain’t from around here. I could tell that right off.’’ 


Nick’s shoulders tightened. ‘‘Thanks.’’ 


‘‘Enny time,’’ Ole said, nodding curtly just as Tough Guy gave a sharp bark. 


Nick mounted the stairs and walked across a gravel lot where trucks and trailers and campers were parked with haphazard abandon. In the midst of them, looking like the proverbial diamond sparkling in a pail of gravel, a silver Jaguar was parked, engine purring, California plates announcing an intruder from the south. The motor died suddenly. The driver’s door swung open and a tall man in a business suit, polished wingtips and raincoat emerged. 


Alex Cahill in the flesh. 


Great. Just . . . great. 


He picked one helluva day to show up. 


‘‘About time,’’ Alex said as if he’d been waiting for hours. ‘‘I thought maybe you’d died out there.’’ He hitched his jaw west toward the sea. 


‘‘Not so lucky this time.’’ 


‘‘Maybe next.’’ 


‘‘Maybe.’’ 


Alex’s intense eyes, more gray than blue, flashed. ‘‘So you’re still an irreverent bastard.’’ 


‘‘I keep workin’ at it.’’ Nick didn’t bother to smile. ‘‘I wouldn’t want to disappoint.’’ 


‘‘Shit, Nick, that’s all you’ve ever done.’’ 


‘‘Probably.’’ 


In a heartbeat Nick decided his mother must’ve died. For no other reason would Alex be inconvenienced enough to wear out some of the tread on his three-hundred-dollar tires. But the thought was hard to believe. Eugenia Haversmith Cahill was the toughest woman who’d ever trod across this planet on four-inch heels. Nope. He changed his mind. His mother couldn’t be dead. Eugenia would outlive both her sons. 


He kept walking to his truck and slung his bucket into the bed with his toolbox and spare tire. Around the parking lot, a once-painted fence and fir trees contorted by years of battering wind and rain formed a frail barricade that separated the marina from a boarded-up antiques shop that hadn’t been in business in the five years Nick had lived in Devil’s Cove. 


Alex jammed his hands deep into the pockets of a coat that probably sported a fancy designer label, not that Nick would know. Or care. But something was up. 


‘‘Look, Nick, I came here because I need your help.’’ 


‘‘You need my help?’’ he repeated with a skeptical grin. ‘‘Maybe I should be flattered.’’ 


‘‘This is serious.’’ 


‘‘I suspect.’’ 


‘‘It’s Marla.’’ 


Son of a bitch. Beneath the rawhide of his jacket, Nick’s shoulders hunched. No matter what, he wasn’t going to be sucked in. 


Not by Marla. 


Not ever again. 


‘‘She’s been in an accident.’’ 


His gut clenched. ‘‘What kind of accident?’’ Nick’s jaw was so tight it ached. He’d never trusted his older brother. And for good reason. For as long as Nick could remember, Alex Cahill had bowed at the altar of the dollar, genuflected whenever he heard a NASDAQ quote and paid fervent homage to the patron saints of San Francisco, the elite who were so often referred to as ‘‘old money.’’ That went double for his beautiful, social-climbing wife, Marla. 


His brother was nothing but a bitter reminder of Nick’s own dalliance with the Almighty Buck. And with Marla. 


‘‘It’s bad, Nick—’’ Alex said, kicking at a pebble with the toe of his polished wingtip. 


‘‘But she’s alive.’’ He needed to know that much. 


‘‘Barely. In a coma. She . . . well, she might not make it.’’ 


Nick’s stomach clenched even harder. ‘‘Then why are you here? Shouldn’t you be with her?’’ 


‘‘Yes. I have been. But . . . I didn’t know how else to reach you. You don’t return my calls and . . . well . . .’’ 


‘‘I’m not all that into e-mail.’’ 


‘‘That’s one of the problems.’’ 


‘‘Just one.’’ Nick leaned against the Dodge’s muddy fender, telling himself not to be taken in. His brother was nothing if not a smooth-talking bastard, a man who could with a seemingly sincere and even smile, firm handshake and just the right amount of eye contact, talk a life jacket off a drowning man. Older than Nick by three years, Alex was polished, refined and Stanford educated. His graduate work, where he’d learned the ins and outs of the law, had been accomplished at Harvard. 


Nick hadn’t bothered. ‘‘What happened?’’ he asked, trying to remain calm. 


‘‘Car accident.’’ To Alex’s credit he paled beneath his tan. Reaching into his jacket, he found a pack of cigarettes and offered one to Nick, who shook his head, though he’d love to feel smoke curl through his lungs, could use the buzz of nicotine. 


Alex flicked his lighter and drew deep. ‘‘Marla was driving another woman’s car. Over six weeks ago now. In the mountains near Santa Cruz, a miserable stretch of road. The woman who owned the Mercedes, Pamela Delacroix, was with her.’’ There was a long pause. A heavy, smoky sigh. Just the right amount of hesitation to indicate more bad news. Nick steeled himself as a Jeep with a dirty ragtop sped into the parking lot, bouncing through the puddles before sliding to a stop near the railing. Two loud men in their twenties climbed out and opened the back to haul out rods, reels and a cooler. They clomped noisily down the stairs. 


‘‘Go on,’’ Nick said to his brother. 


‘‘Unfortunately Pam didn’t make it.’’ 


A coldness swept over Nick. ‘‘Jesus.’’ 


‘‘Killed instantly. There was another vehicle involved, a semi going the opposite direction. Long-haul truck driver. Charles Biggs. He’d been at the wheel sixteen hours and there’s talk that he might have been on speed, meth or something. Who knows? The police aren’t talking. The trucker might’ve fallen asleep at the wheel. No one knows for certain. Except Biggs and he’s in the burn ward. Burns over sixty percent of his body, internal damage as well. It’s a miracle he’s holding on, but no one expects him to make it.’’ 


Nick wiped the rain from his face and looked out to sea. ‘‘But Marla survived.’’ 


‘‘If you can call it that.’’ 


‘‘Son of a bitch.’’ Now Nick wanted a smoke. He shoved his hands deep into his jacket pockets and warned himself not to believe his brother. Being older and smarter, Alex had taken delight when they were children to play him for a naive fool. There had always been a price to pay. Today, he suspected, was no different. ‘‘So the guy fell asleep and the truck wandered into Marla’s lane?’’ 


‘‘That’s just one theory.’’ Alex took a drag on his Marlboro. ‘‘The police and insurance companies are looking into it. Had the highway shut down. The vehicles never hit each other, at least that’s what they think. The Mercedes ended up off one side of the road, the semi further down the hill on the opposite side. Both vehicles broke through the guardrails, both ended up smashed into trees, but the truck exploded before the driver could bail out of the cab.’’ 


‘‘Damn,’’ Nick muttered under his breath. ‘‘Poor bastard.’’ 


Alex snorted his agreement. ‘‘There’ve been detectives all over the place, asking questions of everybody, waiting for Marla to wake up and tell her side of the story.’’ He scowled darkly at the waters lapping in the bay. ‘‘She could be charged with negligent homicide, I suppose, if she was the one who crossed the center line.I . . . I haven’t gotten into the legalities of it all. Not yet. This . . . it’s . . . well, it’s been a nightmare. Hard on everyone.’’ 


That, Nick believed. If the situation hadn’t been grim, Alex would never have made the trip. Hell. Rainwater ran down his face as he opened the cab door and reached inside, found the remains of a six pack of Henry’s, ripped one from its plastic collar and tossed it to Alex, then popped the tab of a second for himself. 


‘‘If Marla does pull through—’’ 


‘‘If, Alex? If? She’s the strongest, most determined woman I know. She’ll make it. For Chrissakes, don’t put her in the grave yet. She’s your damned wife!’’ 


A beat. Unspoken accusations. Memories that had no right to be recalled—seductive, erotic and searing with hot intensity. Nick’s throat turned to dust. The wind slapped his face. He drank a long gulp while Tough Guy whined at his feet. But his thoughts had already turned the dark corner he’d avoided for years, the narrow path that led straight to his brother’s wife. Forbidden images came into play, taboo pictures of a gorgeous woman with a lilting laugh and mischief in her eyes. He heard the gentle lap of the water against the dock below and the traffic on the highway, the dull roar of the sea pounding the coast on the other side of the jetty, the call of the seagulls, yet nothing was as loud as the thudding of his own heart. 


Nick nodded to his brother, encouraging Alex to continue. Taking another pull from his can as he tried and failed to push Marla from his head. Rain dripped off his nose. He thought about suggesting they sit in the pickup’s cab but didn’t. 


‘‘If she makes it, there’s a chance she won’t remember anything or that portions of memory will be lost. I don’t really understand the whole amnesia thing, but it’s weird. Eerie.’’ Alex smoked in the rain and seemed unaware that he was getting drenched. His brown hair was plastered to his head, his Italian leather shoes soaking up Oregon rainwater from the puddle collecting at his feet. ‘‘God, Nick, you should see her. Or maybe not.’’ Alex’s voice actually quavered and he hesitated for a second, sucking so hard on his Marlboro that the tip glowed red in the gloom. ‘‘You wouldn’t recognize her. I didn’t and I’ve lived with her for nearly fifteen years. Jesus.’’ He shot a plume of smoke from one side of his mouth, popped the can of his beer and took a long swallow. ‘‘She was so beautiful . . . well, you remember . . .” Alex’s voice cracked as if in deep pain. 


Nick didn’t believe him and, sipping his beer, tried to push aside the image of a woman who had nearly destroyed his life. He stared toward the suspension bridge that spanned the narrow neck of the bay and allowed traffic to rush along the rugged Oregon coastline, compliments of Highway 101, but in his mind’s eye, he saw Marla . . . gorgeous, full of fun and laughter Marla. ‘‘Aside from the memory loss, will she be okay?’’ 


‘‘You mean other than the fact that she won’t look the same?’’ 


‘‘Doesn’t matter.’’ 


‘‘It will to her.’’ 


Nick snorted. ‘‘You can afford plastic surgery. I’m talking about damage that would make it so that she couldn’t function.’’ 


‘‘We don’t know.’’ 


‘‘And she will regain her memory eventually?’’ 


Alex lifted a shoulder and glanced toward the sea. ‘‘I hope so.’’ 


For a split second, a mere heartbeat, Nick felt a tiny prick of pity for his brother’s wife. 


‘‘Time will tell.’’ 


‘‘So they say.’’ 


‘‘But she’ll be changed.’’ 


‘‘Too bad,’’ he said sarcastically as he studied the water-saturated gravel and the muddy pools beginning to run in rivulets toward the cliff. 


‘‘It is.’’ 


Nick took one last swallow from his beer, crushed the can in his fist and tossed the crumpled empty into the back of his truck. Marla’s image slipped on illicit wings into his mind again. Alex wasn’t exaggerating. Marla Amhurst Cahill was a gorgeous woman. Seductive. Naughty. Sexy as hell. With silky skin that was hot beneath a man’s fingers and a come-hither smile that put Marilyn Monroe to shame. She had a way of getting into a man’s blood and lingering. For years. Maybe forever. 


Nick turned sharply. ‘‘Cut to the chase, Alex. Why are you telling me all of this?’’ 


‘‘Because you’re family. My only brother—’’ 


‘‘Bullshit.’’ 


‘‘I thought you’d want to know.’’ 


‘‘There’s more to it.’’ Nick was certain of it. ‘‘Otherwise you wouldn’t have driven all this way and taken six damned weeks to do it.’’ 


Alex nodded slowly, the corners of his mouth pulled into a thoughtful frown. ‘‘She’s . . . she can’t talk, her jaw’s wired shut and she hasn’t woken, but she has moaned and tried to say a few words.’’ He took in a deep, bracing breath. ‘‘The only one we understood was ‘Nicholas.’’’ 


‘‘Give me a break.’’ The breeze slapped Nick’s face and he was angry. 


‘‘She needs you.’’ 


‘‘She’s never needed anyone.’’ 


‘‘We thought—’’ 


‘‘We?’’ 


‘‘Mother and I and well, we ran it past the doctors, too. We thought you might break through to her.’’ 


‘‘You and Mother,’’ Nick growled. ‘‘Hell.’’ 


‘‘It’s worth a try.’’ 


Nick glanced to the waterfront where vessels clustered near the docks looked dismal, small sailboats with skeletal masts stretching upward like dozens of bony fingers in stiff supplication to an unheeding heaven. The thought of seeing Marla again stuck in his craw. 


And burrowed deep in his mind. 


Alex tossed his cigarette onto the gravel, where it sizzled and smoldered near an ancient Buick’s balding tire. ‘‘There’s something else.’’ 


‘‘More?’’ Here it comes, Nick thought uneasily, and felt as if he’d been duped into allowing the family noose to slip over his head. 


‘‘I need a favor.’’ 


‘‘Another one? Besides visiting Marla?’’ 


‘‘That’s not a favor. That’s obligation.’’ 


Nick shrugged. Wasn’t about to argue. ‘‘Shoot.’’ 


‘‘It’s the business . . . what with the accident, I’m having trouble concentrating, spending all of my time at the hospital with Marla. When I’m not there, I have to deal with the kids.’’ 


‘‘Kids? Plural?’’ Nick repeated. 


‘‘Oh, maybe you didn’t know. Marla had a baby a few days before the accident. In fact, it happened the day she was released from the hospital.’’ Alex paused, reached into his coat pocket for a handkerchief and mopped his face. ‘‘The baby’s fine, thank God. Little James is doing as well as can be expected without his mother.’’ Alex’s voice held a touch of pride and something else . . . trepidation? What was that all about? 


Nick scratched the stubble covering his chin, the tip of a finger sliding over his scar, a war wound that he’d received at the age of eleven, compliments of Alex, and he sensed that there was a lot more to this story—stark omissions over which his brother had so easily slid. ‘‘The baby wasn’t with her?’’ 


‘‘No, thank God. Now he’s home, with a nanny. As for Cissy, she’s a teenager now and oh, well, you know how they are. She’s pretty wrapped up in herself these days.’’ Alex added quickly, ‘‘She’s upset that her mother’s still in the hospital, of course, worried, but . . .” He shrugged, and an expression of calm acceptance shrouded his patrician features. ‘‘Sometimes I think she’s more concerned over whether she’ll be asked to the winter dance than whether her mother will survive. It’s all an act, I know. Cissy’s worried in her own way, but it’s the same way she’s always dealt with Marla.’’ 


‘‘This just gets better and better,’’ Nick muttered. 


‘‘Doesn’t it?’’ Alex snorted, then sniffed and swiped his hair from his face. 


‘‘I’m surprised Marla had another baby—I didn’t think she was too into kids.’’ 


‘‘She did grow up,’’ Alex said, casting him a look. 


But Nick found it odd that she would have another child so many years after the first. She was just too damned self-centered. Stubborn. Egocentric. A goddamned princess. He sniffed, looked down at his boat and thought that half an hour ago his only problem had been dealing with a lingering headache, the result of becoming too friendly with a bottle of Cutty Sark the night before. But this . . . shit. Nick squinted at the clouds rolling on the horizon. 


Alex cleared his throat. ‘‘So, look, Nick, the deal is that right now I need your help.’’ 


‘‘What kind of help?’’ Nick asked suspiciously. The rough hemp of the Cahill family noose tightened around his neck as rain drizzled from the sky. 


‘‘You’re a troubleshooter for corporations.’’ 


‘‘I was, once upon a time.’’ 


‘‘You still are.’’ 


‘‘No more. That was a while back, Alex. I’ve done a lot of things since. Now, I fish. Or try to.’’ 


Scowling, Alex swept a glance around the weathered marina, then to the bucket in the bed of Nick’s truck. Alex didn’t seem convinced. ‘‘A few years ago you brought several corporations back from the brink of failure and now, well, believe it or not, I could use that kind of expertise. Cherise and Monty aren’t happy that they’ve been cut out of the corporation. They seem to think that since they’re Cahills they should have a piece of the pie.’’ 


‘‘Cherise and Monty. Great.’’ Things had a way of going from bad to worse. It seemed to go with being a Cahill. He leaned against the truck and Tough Guy sat at his feet, looking up, expecting a pat on the head. Nick obliged. 


‘‘Yeah, well, all that mess with Uncle Fenton and his kids was supposed to have been cleared up long before I came on board,’’ Alex said. ‘‘Dad dealt with his brother, but Fenton’s kids seem to have forgotten that. At least Cherise has. She’s the one squawking. Probably because of that damned husband of hers. A preacher. Christ. This is all ancient history. Ancient fucking history. Or it should be.’’ 


‘‘Dad handled Fenton the way he dealt with everyone,’’ Nick said, remembering the tyrant who had been their father. Samuel Jonathan Cahill had been a blue-nosed bastard if ever there had been one. ‘‘His way. Period.’’ 


‘‘It doesn’t matter. The point is Fenton was paid for his share of the corporation years ago. End of story. Cherise and Monty can bloody well take care of themselves. I’ve got enough problems of my own.’’ 


Nick had heard this argument all his life. He was tired of it, but couldn’t help playing devil’s advocate, especially where his brother was concerned. ‘‘You really can’t blame them for being ticked off. They both thought they’d become millionaires, but their damned father pissed everything away.’’ 


‘‘I don’t blame them for anything. In fact, I don’t give a shit about either one of them. Monty hasn’t worked a day in his life and Cherise hasn’t done much more except collect ex-husbands and turn into a religious nutcase. I’ve tried with her, even found this last one—a preacher, no less—a job. Shit, what a disaster that became.’’ Alex swatted the air. ‘‘Doesn’t matter. I wish Cherise and Montgomery would both just pull a disappearing act. Permanently.’’ He finished his beer in one disgusted swallow, then wiped his mouth. ‘‘Christ, what a couple of leeches. Blood-sucking leeches.’’ Alex stepped out of the puddle and leaned against the Dodge’s dented fender. ‘‘And if they feel slighted, well, as they say, ‘them’s the breaks.’’’ There wasn’t a smidgen of pity in Alex’s voice. ‘‘But it’s too damned cold and wet to stand out here discussing them. They’re just minor irritations.’’ 


‘‘They probably don’t think so.’’ 


‘‘Tough. Besides, they’re not the reason I came up here.’’ 


‘‘Marla is.’’ 


‘‘Partly.’’ He met Nick’s gaze. 


‘‘So now we’re down to it, aren’t we?’’ Nick said as the wind shifted, whistling across the parking lot. 


‘‘Yeah, that’s right. We are.’’ Alex’s voice was dead-earnest. All business. ‘‘Cahill Limited needs a shot in the arm.’’ 


‘‘Or the head.’’ 


‘‘I’m not joking.’’ Tiny white grooves bracketed Alex’s mouth, and for a split second he actually looked desperate. ‘‘And it wouldn’t hurt you to show a little family solidarity. We could use it. Mother. 


Me. The kids. Marla.’’ 


Nick hesitated. 


‘‘Especially Marla.’’ 


The noose was suddenly so tight he couldn’t breathe. Tough Guy scratched at the running board of the pickup and Nick threw open the door so that the wet shepherd could hop inside. But the decision had already been made. Both he and Alex knew it. ‘‘I’d have to find someone to take care of the dog and my cabin.’’ 


‘‘I’ll pay for any inconvenience—’’ 


‘‘Forget it.’’ 


‘‘But—’’ 


‘‘This isn’t about money, okay?’’ Nick climbed into the cab, shoved Tough Guy to his spot near the passenger door and jabbed his keys into the ignition. Knowing he was making a mistake he’d regret for the rest of his days, he said, ‘‘I’ll be there, okay?’’ Angry with himself and his fierce, misguided sense of loyalty, Nick added, ‘‘I’ll look over your damned books, make nice-nice with Mother and I’ll visit Marla, but you don’t owe me a dime. Got it? I’m coming to San Francisco out of the goodness of my heart, and I’ll leave when I want to. This isn’t an open-ended deal where I stay on indefinitely.’’ 


‘‘The goodness of your heart, now there’s an interesting concept,’’ Alex said, skipping over Nick’s concerns. 


‘‘Isn’t it?’’ Nick grabbed the door handle. Wind and rain lashed the cab. ‘‘That’s my best offer, Alex. My only offer. I’ll be there within the week. Take it or leave it.’’ Pumping the accelerator, Nick turned on the ignition and didn’t wait for an answer. The Dodge’s engine coughed, sputtered, then caught. 


Cross with the world in general and himself in particular, Nick slammed the door shut and flipped on the wipers. Nothing his brother could say would make any difference one way or another. 


Like it or not, he was on his way to San Francisco. 


‘‘Hell,’’ he ground out as the wipers slapped away the rain and he threw his pickup into reverse. Gravel sprayed and, on the bench seat beside him, Tough Guy nearly lost his balance. 


‘‘Sorry,’’ Nick growled as he jerked the truck into first and glowered through the foggy windshield. Alex stood in the puddlestrewn lot, his wool coat catching in the breeze, his expression as dour as an undertaker’s. Nick snapped on the wheezing defroster, then flipped the stations of the radio, but he heard only static. 


He thought of Marla, and his gut tightened. He still wanted her. After fifteen years. Fifteen damned years. There had been more than a dozen women in his life since then, but none of them, not one woman had left the deep impressions, the scars upon his soul that she had. His gaze narrowed on his reflection in the rearview mirror. Harsh blue eyes glared back at him. ‘‘You’re a fool, Cahill,’’ he growled under his breath. ‘‘A goddamned fool.’’ 










Chapter 2 


‘‘Will Mom remember me?’’ an impertinent girl’s voice demanded, and Marla strained to open her eyes. The pain had abated, probably due to some kind of medication, but she couldn’t move her mouth. Her tongue felt thick and tasted awful, her eyelids were too heavy to open and she had no sense of time. She knew only that she’d floated in and out of this state of semiconsciousness, her mind a jumbled blur. But she wanted to see her daughter. Marla fought to lift a lid but couldn’t. 


‘‘Of course your mother will remember you,’’ her mother-in-law said softly, her sharp, staccato footsteps snapping loudly as she approached the bed, the soft chink of jewelry accompanying the scent of that same elusive perfume. ‘‘Don’t worry.’’ 


‘‘But she looks terrible.’’ The girl again—her daughter. ‘‘I thought she’d be better by now.’’ 


‘‘She is, but it just takes time, Cissy. We’re all going to have to be patient.’’ There was a tiny hint of reproach in the older woman’s voice, almost a warning. 


‘‘I know, I know,’’ Cissy said with a theatrical sigh. 


In the past few days floating in and out of semiconsciousness, Marla had come to recognize the nursing staff, Dr. Robertson and her family members by their colognes, their footsteps, and their voices, though often she was confused, in that nether state between waking and sleeping, never knowing if she was dreaming or if the medication was keeping her mind foggy. 


She had pieced together that the older woman, her mother-in-law, was Eugenia Cahill and that Eugenia’s husband wasn’t around, maybe dead or incapacitated or just not interested; at least he’d never been to visit that she could remember . . . but her memory was the problem. A major problem. 


Her mother-in-law seemed sincere, caring and had visited often . . . or at least Marla thought she had. Cissy hadn’t been here before . . . or had she? Marla couldn’t remember. Then there was her husband. Alex. A stranger and a man she should feel some tender emotion for, yet didn’t. Her head began to pound again, setting off a pain so intense it felt as if skaters were turning triple axels on razor-sharp blades in her brain. The powerful medication that helped her drift in and out of consciousness but kept her groggy definitely had its pluses. 


‘‘What if she doesn’t . . . you know . . . remember . . . or the scars don’t go away or . . . she’s not the same?’’ Cissy whispered, and inwardly Marla cringed. 


‘‘You’re worrying again. From here on in she’s going to get better and better.’’ 


‘‘I hope so,’’ the girl said fervently, though there was a hint of disbelief in her voice. ‘‘Will she need more plastic surgery? Dad said she already had a ton.’’ 


‘‘Just enough to repair the damage. Now, really, we shouldn’t talk about this any more.’’ 


‘‘Why? Do you think she can hear us?’’ 


‘‘I . . . I don’t know.’’ 


There was a pause, but Marla sensed someone edging closer to her bed, felt warm breath waft over her and realized she was being studied much like a single-cell organism under a highpowered microscope. Again Marla struggled to lift a finger. If only she could indicate that she was aware. 


‘‘She can’t hear nothing—’’ 


‘‘Anything, ‘she can’t hear anything,’ is the proper way to say it,’’ Eugenia was quick to reprimand. 


‘‘Oh, is it?’’ the kid countered, and Marla figured the girl was jerking her grandmother’s chain. ‘‘I’ll try to remember, okay?’’ 


‘‘Just remember, your mother’s lucky to be alive after that nasty accident,’’ Eugenia intoned. ‘‘And of course she doesn’t look the same, but you’ll see, once she wakes up and they take the wires out of her jaw and the swelling subsides, she’ll be good as new.’’ 


‘‘Will she be able to walk?’’ 


Marla’s heart nearly stopped. 


‘‘Of course she will. Nothing’s wrong with her legs, you know that. As I said, she’ll be fine.’’ 


‘‘Then why doesn’t she wake up?’’ 


‘‘It’s what the body does to heal. She needs this rest.’’ 


Cissy snorted softly, as if she didn’t believe a word her grandmother was peddling. ‘‘She never liked me anyway.’’ 


What! No way! What a horrid idea and a wrong one. So very wrong. It was just a teenager’s warped perception. Surely she would like, no, love her daughter. 


‘‘Of course she likes you.’’ Eugenia laughed nervously. ‘‘Don’t be ridiculous. She loves you.’’ 


Yes! 


‘‘Then why did she want a baby so bad? A boy? Why wasn’t I good enough for the both of them . . . oh, just forget it,’’ she grumbled, moving away from the bed. 


‘‘I will because it’s nonsense,’’ Eugenia said as if through pursed lips. 


There was a loud, long-suffering sigh as if the girl thought all adults in general, and her grandmother in particular, were idiots. ‘‘I don’t know why I’m even in this family. I just don’t fit in.’’ 


You and me both, Marla thought, though her heart went out to the girl. Had she been so cruel and thoughtless to her own daughter? 


‘‘You try hard not to fit in, but you, you just have to apply yourself. Everyone before you was an honor student. Your father went to Stanford and then to graduate school at Harvard and your mother was at Berkeley. I went to Vassar and—’’ 


‘‘I know, Grandpa was at Yale. Big deal. I wasn’t talking about being a brainiac anyway, and what about Uncle Nick? Didn’t he drop out or something?’’ 


There was a tense moment. Marla sensed Eugenia bristling. ‘‘Nick took his own path, but let’s not talk about him now,’’ the older woman suggested. ‘‘Come on, it’s time to meet your father . . .” Eugenia must have shepherded the girl out of the room, for Marla was left alone. She relaxed, heard a nurse enter the room, then take her pulse. A few seconds later that warm, familiar haze of comfort seeped into her veins, chasing away the pain, the anxiety, the fear . . . 


She dozed for a time . . . how long, she couldn’t tell . . . but she heard the door creak open then shut with a quiet but firm click. She expected one of the nurses to walk to the bed and say something to her, to try to rouse her, or at least fiddle with the pillows, take her pulse or temperature or blood pressure again, but whoever entered was uncommonly silent, as if he or she was creeping toward the bed. 


Or wasn’t in the room at all. 


Perhaps she’d been mistaken, or dreaming, only thinking she’d heard the door open. Maybe no one had come inside. Her mind was so fuzzy. She should drift off again, but couldn’t and she thought she heard the scrape of a leather sole against the floor. But . . . no . . . maybe not . . . then she smelled it; the faint tinge of stale cigarette smoke and something else . . . the smell of a wet forest . . . earthy, dank . . . out of place and, she sensed, malevolent . . . 


The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Fear shot through her. She tried to cry out but couldn’t. Tried to pry her eyes open, but they stayed steadfastly and firmly shut. Her heart was drumming madly, and surely she was hooked up to some monitor. Some member of the staff would come running into the room. Please! Help me! 


Nothing. 


Not one sound. 


Her throat was dry as sand. 


Oh, God, what was he doing here? 


Why didn’t he say anything? 


Who was he? What did he want? 


On nearly silent footsteps he backed away. The door clicked open again then whispered shut. 


She was alone. 


And scared out of her mind. 


‘‘I know this is crazy,’’ Nick said to Tough Guy as he thew a couple of sweaters into his duffel bag. He walked through his bedroom to the bathroom where he searched under the sink, found his shaving kit and stuffed in his electric razor and a stick of deodorant. From the bathroom door he pitched the kit into the open bag. 


The mutt was lying on a braided rug at the foot of his bed, head on his paws, sad eyes watching Nick’s every move. 


‘‘I’ll be back,’’ Nick said, as if the dog could understand. ‘‘Soon.’’ He found two pairs of jeans that he added to the bundle. ‘‘Ole’s gonna take care of you and you’ll like that, believe me. He’s got a lady Doberman who is one helluva woman.’’ 


Tough Guy wasn’t interested. 


‘‘You’ll be fine,’’ Nick told the dog. ‘‘Better’n me.’’ He zipped up the duffel and took a quick look around. This cabin, all of four pine-paneled rooms, had been more than his home; it had been his sanctuary, a place where he’d found peace after the rat race. Somewhere between adolescence and now, he’d managed to rid himself of the chip that had been so firmly attached to his shoulder, the burden of being a Cahill and living up to family expectations. 


‘‘It was all bullshit,’’ he explained to the dog as Tough Guy got to his three feet and hobbled after him to the living room where the cold ashes of last night’s fire lay in the stone grate and the smell of burnt wood lingered in the air. Nick scowled as he thought that he’d never really measured up to Cahill standards; his father had expected Nick to break free of Alex’s shadow, to best his older brother. 


Samuel Cahill had wound up disappointed. It served the bastard right. The old man could rot in his grave for all Nick cared. 


The phone jangled and Nick swore. He considered not bothering to answer. Instead, he dropped his duffel bag on the floor and in three swift steps picked up the receiver on the second ring, then growled, ‘‘Hello.’’ 


‘‘Nick?’’ a woman with a slightly agitated and whispery voice asked. ‘‘Nicholas Cahill?’’ 


‘‘Who’s this?’’ 


‘‘Cherise.’’ 


His cousin. His heart sank. No matter what she wanted, it was bound to be bad news. 


‘‘Boy, you’re a difficult person to track down. I almost had to hire a private detective to find out where you were.’’ She laughed 


nervously. 


‘‘But you didn’t.’’ 


‘‘No . . . Directory assistance.’’ 


Nick scowled, sat on the edge of his corduroy couch. He pictured Cherise as he’d last seen her, with blond hair, pale gold eyes, and not an ounce of body fat on her tiny body. She’d had a perpetual tan, overdone her makeup, and had puppy-dogged after him when they were kids. He’d liked her then, before both she and he had found their own separate brands of trouble and drifted apart. The good times were over; had been for twenty years. ‘‘So, Cherise, how’re ya?’’ 


‘‘I’m fine,’’ she said in a voice that didn’t instill confidence. ‘‘Actually, I’m wonderful these days. I’ve found the Lord.’’ 


Great, he thought cynically. Just damned great. ‘‘Is that right?’’ 


‘‘My life . . . my life’s been turned around.’’ 


‘‘I guess that’s good.’’ Nick wasn’t religious, and didn’t really think much about it; but if Cherise wanted to be born again, that was all well and good. She’d always been one to follow the latest trend. The way he figured it, if Cherise were proclaiming her love for the Son of God, Christianity must be in vogue. 


‘‘Yes, it is. I thank Jesus every day.’’ 


‘‘And the kids?’’ He glanced out the window to the gray day. 


‘‘Oh, they’re . . . fine. Good. Teenagers.’’ She sighed theatrically. ‘‘The Lord certainly has his work cut out for him with those three, I’m afraid.’’ 


Nick waited. Pleasantries were over. Surely there was a reason she’d hunted him down. He hadn’t talked to her in over fifteen years. There was a few tense seconds of silence and then she drew in a breath. 


‘‘I, um, I’m calling about Marla.’’ 


His gut tightened but he wasn’t surprised. ‘‘I heard about the accident,’’ he admitted. ‘‘Alex came to see me.’’ 


‘‘Oh.’’ 


That caught her off guard, cut her short for a second. But Cherise was a quick thinker; she always landed on her feet. 


‘‘Well, we can all thank Jesus that she’s alive.’’ 


Amen. 


‘‘Her friend wasn’t so lucky,’’ she went on. ‘‘Did you know Pam? Ever meet her?’’ 


‘‘Nope.’’ 


‘‘Oh, well.’’ A sniff of disapproval caused Nick to wonder about the passenger in the car. But then, he wondered about a lot of things when it came to his sister-in-law. ‘‘Listen Nick, I’m calling you because you’re family and I thought you might understand. You and Marla, you were close once, and you know she and I, we always got along. I love her like my sister, well, if I had one and I . . . well, not just me, but Montgomery, too,’’ she added quickly, as if her brother was an afterthought. ‘‘I . . . we’d like to see her. The problem is Alex won’t allow it. He keeps insisting that she shouldn’t have any visitors aside from immediate family.’’ 


So there it was. He glanced at the old Seth Thomas clock that hung near the kitchen alcove. ‘‘Isn’t she still in a coma?’’ 


‘‘I know, but I’d love to sit with her, read some passages to her. The Bible has a way of healing, you know.’’ 


‘‘As I remember it, Marla wasn’t too religious.’’ 


‘‘It doesn’t matter,’’ Cherise said quickly. ‘‘Jesus hears all our prayers, all of them.’’ 


Nick didn’t comment. 


‘‘Anyway,’’ she went on rapidly, like a train gathering steam. ‘‘I’ve been praying for her, you know. And . . . and Pam. And that poor man who was in the truck, the one with all the burns who they think won’t make it . . .” She paused for a second. ‘‘I’d just like to see her, Nick, just hold her hand and tell her I love her and remind her that the Lord loves her, too.’’ 


‘‘Maybe when she’s better.’’ 


There was a painful, long-suffering sigh and he sensed the gears turning in Cherise’s mind. She was like a dog with a bone, never giving up, always finding a way to get what she wanted. Three husbands, all once-upon-a-time confirmed bachelors, were proof enough of her skills of persuasion. ‘‘Look, Nick, I assume you’ll be coming to visit, after all you’ve known Marla . . . well, a long time.’’ 


The insinuation was there, left dangling. 


Nick gripped the receiver a little tighter and didn’t dare wade into the treacherous waters of that particular memory. 


‘‘I’d thought you’d want to visit her,’’ Cherise suggested, and Nick felt the undercurrents, the silent accusations, running through the telephone wires. 


‘‘Maybe,’’ he hedged, leaning back on the couch, eyeing the yellowed planks that made up the walls of his home. Tough Guy bounded onto a beat-up chair, caught Nick’s glare and immediately jumped down to crouch under the coffee table and observe him through the glass top where rings from the previous nights’ drinks still remained. 


‘‘Well, if you talk to Alex, please tell him I want to see her. Try and get him to understand that we’re family. Despite anything that happened between our fathers, we’re still all blood. Kin.’’ 


‘‘That we are,’’ Nick said, standing. 


‘‘So you’ll talk to Alex?’’ 


‘‘Yep.’’ 


‘‘Good. Good. Thank you. The Lord works in mysterious ways, you know.’’ 


‘‘So I’ve heard.’’ A trace of irony tinged his words as Nick managed to disentangle himself from the conversation and hang up. He picked up the glass he’d left on the table and deposited it in the kitchen sink. Tough Guy hitched his way across the old linoleum. 


‘‘I’ll be back,’’ he said to the dog again as he shouldered his bag and walked onto the back porch. Pausing to check that the shepherd had food, water and a bed in the corner of the porch, he locked the door. Tough Guy raced to the truck, but Nick shook his head. ‘‘Not this time, fella.’’ He scratched the dog behind his ears, one of which was a little chewed-up, as it had been when the dog had limped, bloodied and half-dead, to his porch not long after Nick had moved in. 


‘‘Must’ve tangled with a raccoon or other dog,’’ the local vet had said. The result was that the shepherd had lost a leg, saved an ear, and found a new home with Nick. They’d gotten along just fine. 


Now, Nick straightened. ‘‘You stay out of trouble,’’ Nick ordered as he climbed into the cab and started the engine. The sky was a somber shade of gray that matched Nick’s mood to a T. 


He jammed the truck into first and thought about Cherise’s call and her proclaimed faith. He supposed a little dose of that wouldn’t hurt him right now. A little divine help would be appreciated, but he wasn’t holding his breath. He glanced in the side-view mirror, caught a glimpse of the black-and-white dog watching him from the back porch and felt like he was leaving the only real family he’d ever known. 


‘‘Great,’’ Nick muttered under his breath. He reached the county road that would lead him, eventually, to the Interstate. From there it was due south to San Francisco. 


And to Marla. 


There were voices, several hushed voices that she thought she knew as she rose to the surface of consciousness. The urge to sleep was strong, her mind thick and dull, but she struggled to open lids that refused to budge and forced herself to stay awake, well, as awake as she could. 


‘‘Yeah, he said he’d show up, but I really had to twist his arm,’’ Alex was saying. 


Who? Who’s going to show up? 


Alex chuckled, but the sound seemed forced. ‘‘He looks like hell, too. Really bought into all that counterculture, north woods look. You know, faded jeans, old shirt, baggy parka, shaggy hair, the whole nine yards. He hadn’t seen a razor for more than a week, unless I miss my guess. He’d been out fishing or crabbing or something in a boat that looked about as seaworthy as a sieve.’’ 


‘‘But he is coming,’’ Eugenia said, returning to the point. 


So her mother-in-law was in the room, too. 


‘‘He said he was, but who knows? He’s not exactly dependable.’’ 


‘‘You were at his place?’’ 


‘‘I stopped by, but he wasn’t at the cabin. I tracked him down at what I would loosely call a marina.’’ Again the mirthless chuckle. 


‘‘Why do you want him here?’’ Cissy asked, and Marla realized for the first time that her daughter was also in the room. ‘‘Y’know, if you hate him so much?’’ 


‘‘I don’t hate him, honey. I just don’t . . . approve.’’ 


‘‘Jeez, Dad, why do you care what he does as long as he’s not bothering you?’’ 


Good question, Marla thought, and felt herself drifting away again, the deep, comforting sleep that was so seductive pulling her under again, but no one responded and she felt a tension in the silence. 


‘‘Why won’t anyone talk about him?’’ Cissy finally demanded. ‘‘Y’know sometimes it’s like his name is a four letter word or something.’’ 


‘‘It is,’’ Alex said. 


‘‘So is yours,’’ the girl said just loud enough to be heard. 


‘‘There’s no reason to argue about it.’’ Eugenia sucked in a soft breath. ‘‘Brothers don’t always get along.’’ 


‘‘Like with Grandpa and his brother?’’ 


‘‘Fenton, yes,’’ Eugenia said stiffly. ‘‘And his children. Cherise and Montgomery, oh, I think he goes by Monty or something like that these days.’’ 


‘‘Why aren’t they part of the family anymore?’’ 


‘‘They don’t want to be.’’ 


There was a snort of disbelief and Cissy said, ‘‘Uncle Monty called the other day. For Dad.’’ 


‘‘I talked to him,’’ Alex said with a trace of irritation that Marla didn’t understand. But then there was so much that was beyond her comprehension, beyond her memory . . . she tried to move, to let them know that she could hear, but felt herself drifting away again. 


‘‘Okay, so what about Nick?’’ 


Nick was the one they were discussing . . . the brother who hadn’t finished college or high school or something . . . there was something she should recall about him, but her head was so thick . . . oh Lord, what was it? 


‘‘Doesn’t Uncle Nick want to be in the family?’’ Cissy pressed, refusing to be put off, her voice beginning to sound far away. 


Eugenia said, ‘‘Oh, honey, you wouldn’t understand.’’ 


‘‘Try me.’’ 


A pause. Marla imagined Eugenia and Alex trading looks, wondering how much of the family’s sordid past they could spill. ‘‘All right, Cissy,’’ the older woman said quietly, ‘‘since you asked. In times of family crises, like this one with your mother, it just seems right for everyone to stick together and kind of circle the wagons, show signs of family unity.’’ 


‘‘Circle the wagons against who?’’ 


‘‘Whom,’’ her grandmother corrected. ‘‘Don’t they teach you basic English at that school?’’ 


‘‘Okay, whom,’’ the girl repeated. ‘‘So who are they—the bad guys? This doesn’t make any sense. I just want Mom to wake up and be the same, okay? And . . . and I want her to look the same.’’ Her voice rose an octave. ‘‘Look at her, I mean, she doesn’t even look like herself.’’ Cissy sniffed loudly, then cleared her throat and Marla’s heart skipped a beat. If only she could say something to comfort her daughter, but she was so tired . . . ‘‘Nana, it’s like . . . it’s like you and Dad, you’re both afraid of something or someone. I just don’t get it.’’ 


Alex stepped in. ‘‘We’re just worried about Mom, honey. That’s all. But she’s going to be all right. I’ve talked to Dr. Robertson, we just have to be patient. And there aren’t any bad guys,’’ Alex added, his voice surprisingly soft. Always before Marla had sensed a hardness underlying his words, but not this time, not while dealing with his daughter. ‘‘Nana was just using an analogy. Now, come on, isn’t there a soda machine down the hall? Here’s some change, run down there and get yourself a Coke or something.’’ 


Marla felt a stab of tenderness for this man she couldn’t remember, but Cissy was having none of his platitudes. 


‘‘I think you’re keeping something from me. It’s because that woman was killed, right? That Pam woman died in the crash and Mom . . . Mom might be charged with murder or something, right? That’s . . . that’s why all the police are hanging around.’’ 


Murder? What were they talking about? In a spurt of adrenalin, her mind cleared. 


‘‘Manslaughter. Not murder.’’ 


What? 


‘‘Detective Paterno is only trying to figure out what happened. It was an accident, honey. No one was murdered. Your mom’s going to be fine. She’ll get better and come home, the police will ask her to tell them what happened and, I suspect, that will be the end of it.’’ 


‘‘Then why did you go and get Uncle Nick if it’s not a big deal?’’ 


‘‘It’s time Nick returned, okay?’’ he snapped, then caught himself. ‘‘Now, here . . .” There was the sound of jangling metal, keys or coins chinking softly. ‘‘Why don’t you run down to the machine in the cafeteria and bring Nana and me each a soda. Slice or Sprite, or whatever they’ve got. Get something for yourself, too.’’ 


A clink of change. 


Marla expected another argument, but there wasn’t much of one. 


Cissy, grumbling under her breath, made her way to the door, her footsteps disappearing as the pain in Marla’s head began to return with a vengeance. 


The temperature in the room had dropped twenty degrees. What was this talk of murder and manslaughter? Who was Pam? Oh, God, did I kill her? Marla’s heart raced, she felt sweat break out on the back of her neck. If only she could remember. If only she could ask questions and get some answers. If only she knew something! 


‘‘I hate to admit it,’’ Eugenia said, ‘‘after all he is my son, but I’m starting to doubt if it was a good idea to insist that Nick come home.’’ 


‘‘Wait a minute. This was your idea.’’ 


‘‘I know, I know,’’ she said as if shaking her head at her own folly. ‘‘I was upset with the accident and everything else . . . but there was that business between him and Marla.’’ 


What? What business? Marla tried to open her mouth but couldn’t and though she was fighting the pull of unconsciousness, she felt herself being dragged under the weight to slip into the soft void of unawareness so overpowering she had to strain to hear the conversation. 


‘‘That was fifteen years ago.’’ 


‘‘He never got over it.’’ 


‘‘Of course he did, there were lots of women since.’’ Alex sounded impatient. Edgy. As if the subject cut too close to the bone. 


‘‘None of those others lasted more than a few months. He and Marla—’’ 


‘‘I remember.’’ Alex’s voice was ice and Marla knew she should be concerned, but was sinking too quickly. ‘‘However we don’t have much choice, now, do we? I told him she spoke his name and he agreed to come.’’ 


Did I speak? How? She didn’t remember being able to say anything and she ached to communicate in any way possible. Marla had thousands of questions to ask her family, questions about the baby, her daughter, her life. She tried to say something, to cough, to get their attention . . . Why couldn’t she speak? Her fingers curled in frustration. 


‘‘Did you see that?’’ Alex said quickly. 


‘‘What?’’ 


‘‘She moved. Look at her hand.’’ 


Yes! Yes! I can hear you! Do you understand? 


‘‘Get the doctor,’’ Alex ordered. ‘‘Finally. Maybe she’s finally waking up!’’ There was an edge of excitement to his voice. 


Her throat tightened with the thought that she was loved by this man to whom she was married, a man she couldn’t visualize. 


‘‘You mean she’s heard our conversation?’’ Eugenia asked, an icy fear in her voice. 


‘‘I . . . I suppose so.’’ 


Then there was a silence, as if they were looking at each other, maybe mouthing words of caution, or just exchanging knowing glances. 


Marla slowly let her hand relax and heard soft footsteps sidle to the bed. ‘‘Marla?’’ Alex asked, gently. ‘‘Honey, can you hear me? Just move your hand, sweetheart. Let me know that you’re okay. God, I’ve missed you.’’ 


He sounded so sincere. She wanted to believe him. Oh, God, she wanted to trust that he loved her. He picked up her hand and held it in his. 


‘‘Squeeze my finger if you can hear me, darling. Come on. Give it a try.’’ 


Marla willed her fingers to move, but her hands were stiff, her muscles unable to bend or shift. 


‘‘I think . . . I think I felt something,’’ Alex said. 


‘‘Good. Oh, maybe she’s finally waking up.’’ Eugenia’s voice was closer. ‘‘Marla? Can you hear us, dear? Just nod, or open your eyes.’’ A pause. Marla couldn’t move, felt herself losing the frail hold she had on consciousness. ‘‘Honey . . . ?’’ 


With a sigh of disgust, he let her hand fall onto the bed. ‘‘It’s no use.’’ 


‘‘Of course it is,’’ Eugenia said calmly. ‘‘We just have to be patient. She’ll come around.’’ 


‘‘And if she doesn’t?’’ Alex said coldly. 


‘‘Then . . . we’ll have to adjust. All of us. It’ll put a crimp on things, but it won’t be the end of the world. Don’t borrow trouble. You saw her hand move, felt her try to squeeze your hand. This is progress.’’ 


‘‘If you say so,’’ he grumbled, obviously disbelieving. 


Bayview Hospital was one of the city’s finest, or so he’d been told, but as Nick walked down the carpeted hallways where recessed lighting played on copies of famous pieces of art, and nurses, doctors and aides hurried by at a clipped, professional pace, his skin crawled. He’d never liked the feel of a hospital. Any hospital. The odors of antiseptic, talc from the latex gloves, and disinfectant burned in his nostrils. Piped-in music, meant to be soothing, scraped against his nerves, and the smiles of patients, visitors and staff all seemed tarnished and false. In Nick’s opinion, not much good ever happened at a hospital. This one wouldn’t likely alter his position. 


But he was here. Like it or not. And he was going to do his damned duty. 


Gritting his teeth he made his way up in the elevator to room 505 and found the door slightly ajar. Soft music—an instrumental version of an old Beatles piece—played from hidden speakers in the corridor that was surprisingly empty of nurses, aides or visitors. But then maybe his brother had segregated this wing for his wife; after all he was some kind of muckety-muck on the board of this hospital. Samuel Cahill, then his son Alex after him, had donated enormous amounts of money to Bayview’s building fund, all through the Cahill Foundation. So, Alex could probably call the shots here when it came to his wife’s care. Just the way Alex liked it. 


Nick pushed the door open to the darkened room where a patient, Marla, he presumed, was lying in a hospital bed. She was alone. Alex hadn’t shown up yet, but then, Nick was a few minutes early. 


The room was pretty much standard. Polished metal bed rails reflected the dimmed illumination from a single fluorescent fixture recessed in the ceiling. An IV, like a thin sentinel, stood guard at her bedside, dripping glucose water and God-knew-what-else into her veins. Bouquets of cut flowers, boxes of candy, and potted plants gave splashes of color to the otherwise drab surroundings. Cards from well-wishers overflowed from a white wicker basket with a bright orange bow. Half-drawn blinds were slanted enough to cast shadowy stripes over the bed. 


Gritting his teeth, Nick strode to the bed and felt like a damned intruder. Marla was lying on her back, her face bruised and swollen beyond recognition, her jaw wired. ‘‘Jesus,’’ he whispered. 


This was Marla? 


His gut clenched. He’d told himself he was long over her, that the anger and pain of her betrayal had been buried years before, but standing over her as he did now, he couldn’t help but feel a sliver of empathy for the pathetic creature who was his sister-in-law. Damn, she looked bad. Barely alive. Her head had been shaved on one side and there were visible stitches in the dark stubble. 


His fingers curled over the rail. As he stared down at her he remembered the woman she’d once been, all the beauty and pure feminine allure that had been Marla Amhurst in that carefree time before she’d become Mrs. Alexander Cahill, before she ceased to be his lover and became his brother’s wife. 


The memories he’d locked away were suddenly unleashed and recollections of a young, long-legged, flirty woman who oozed sex appeal and knew it, came to mind. God, she’d been intriguing, with mischievous green eyes, haughtily arched brows and cheekbones that wouldn’t quit. 


Now she was reduced to this, a battered hospital patient, lying half-dead in a cold bed, hooked up to monitors and an IV, unaware of the world around her; a far cry from the woman who had snuggled under the rumpled covers of an iron bed in a cozy cottage in Mendicino and teasingly kissed the tip of his nose before giving him a naughty wink and slowly working her way downward. 


‘‘What happened?’’ he said, gripping the rails of the bed. ‘‘Damn it, Marla, what the hell happened?’’ Shaking his head, he dismissed his nostalgic memories. They were all lies anyway. She’d used him. Pure and simple. And he’d let her. 


The damned thing of it was, he would probably do it again. In a heartbeat. 


No matter how wretched she looked right now, in a drab cotton gown that she would have disdained as a rag, Nick had to remember the woman within. ‘‘How the hell did you end up here?’’ he whispered. 


Behind her lids, her eyes moved. 


Wasn’t she supposed to be in a coma? The hairs on the back of his neck rose. ‘‘Marla?’’ he whispered, his throat nearly closing on her name. ‘‘Marla?’’ 


Slowly, as if with all the effort in the world, her eyes opened a crack and then wider. She stared straight at him, impaling him with huge black pupils ringed by a tiny slice of green. 


His heart jolted. 


She squinted, blinked, but continued to keep him in her line of vision. 


‘‘I thought you . . . I’d better call a nurse or a doctor.’’ His knuckles turned white as he gripped the rail. 


She lifted a hand to touch his and struggled to speak, but her lips moved over teeth that were laced together with wires and the words when they came were muffled. Nonetheless they rang distinctly through his brain and touched a nerve. 


‘‘Who are you?’’ she demanded, eyebrows drawing down over those harsh green eyes. 


So she didn’t remember. A thorn of disappointment cut through his soul but he ignored it. His gut clenched. ‘‘I’m Nick.’’ 


She dropped her hand and gave off what he supposed was a sigh. Still no hint of recognition lighted her gaze. ‘‘Nick?’’ she whispered with obvious difficulty. ‘‘The . . . brother?’’ 


So she did know. ‘‘I think you refer to me as an outlaw.’’ 


She didn’t respond. 


‘‘You know, as opposed to in-law,’’ he explained, lifting a shoulder. ‘‘Your in-law.’’ Nothing registered in that swollen black and blue face. ‘‘It was a joke.’’ 


‘‘A bad one.’’ Her eyes began to close again. ‘‘A really bad one,’’ she mumbled around the wires, her voice fading. 


‘‘I’ll come up with something better next time,’’ he said and she didn’t respond. ‘‘Marla?’’ Oh, hell, she couldn’t drift off again! The last he’d heard she hadn’t woken up at all; that’s what Alex had said on the phone earlier when he’d suggested they meet here in the hospital room, which, as it turned out, hadn’t been such a hot idea. 


He shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his leather jacket and walked out of the room in search of a nurse. Being alone with a woman who seemed to drift in and out of consciousness wasn’t his idea of a party. Especially when that woman was Marla Amhurst Cahill. He glanced over his shoulder to the open door and saw her lying, unmoving, on the bed. She looked real bad. But, now that she was rousing and healing, that would soon change. 


No doubt she’d be beautiful again. 


Not that he cared. 


What was the old saying? Once burned, twice shy? Well, he’d already been burned big time. This time he’d be shy— shy as hell. 










Chapter 3 


‘‘I’m telling you she woke up, stared me straight in the eye and asked me who I was,’’ Nick said, still unnerved. Leaning against the window casement in the sitting room of the hundred-year-old mansion where he’d grown up, he yanked at the collar of his shirt and glanced at his mother. ‘‘I was explaining what had happened to a nurse just as Alex flew in. Once I filled him in, I left. I figured he and his wife might want to be alone. They have a lot to catch up on.’’ 


‘‘Well, thank goodness she’s had a breakthrough,’’ Eugenia said from her favorite high-backed chair. ‘‘I’ve been so worried, you don’t know. This has been a nightmare, Nick, an absolute nightmare.’’ 


‘‘It’s not over yet.’’ 


‘‘Oh, I know.’’ She shook her head and not one strand of apricot-colored hair moved. 


The phone jangled in another part of the house, but Eugenia didn’t budge, just glanced toward the archway leading to the foyer of the house. Located on Mount Sutro, with a commanding view of the city and Bay, the gated estate with its imposing house—Craftsman rather than Victorian, he’d been reminded more than a dozen times—had been a source of pride to every member of his family. Except for him. He hated it. 


The phone jangled sharply again, then became silent. ‘‘Carmen must have gotten it,’’ Eugenia said. ‘‘Probably reporters or the police. Ever since the accident, they haven’t left us alone. Some even camped out near the front gate for a while, until another more interesting story came along.’’ She rolled her eyes. ‘‘I never thought I’d see the day when I was glad there was some political scandal afoot at the governor’s office.’’ 


‘‘The price of fame,’’ he said. 


‘‘Yes, well . . .” She cleared her throat and fiddled with the strand of pearls around her neck. 
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