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CHAPTER 1

				“I can’t marry you.”

				Marisa Avalos felt tasered with stunned disbelief. She’d expected to finally set a date for the wedding and discuss details over lunch, not … this. She felt icy on the warm Indian summer day.

				Denial came next. The rumble of an approaching train beyond the restaurant must have garbled Kevin Johansson’s words. He looked the same as he had since high school — serious, chiseled face, short blonde hair, and intelligent brown eyes. He’d matured since then but he hadn’t changed so much that he’d end their three-year engagement.

				“Excuse me?” she choked out.

				He sighed. “Marisa, don’t make this any harder. I’m moving to California to join a friend’s veterinary practice. I know you won’t leave your mother, so I’m ending things between us.”

				Marisa’s eyes burned as she fought tears of hurt and betrayal. Eight years she’d waited for Kevin, through college and veterinary school. And not once in all that time had he mentioned wanting to move to California. By concentrating on the train engine as it rounded the corner into view, she tried to quiet her roiling mind enough to respond coherently. Less than seven feet away on the other side of the restaurant’s deck, the engine looked impossibly huge. The building shook, making the water glasses and silverware clink. The chaos of sound mimicked the chaos in her heart and mind.

				As the engine passed, she glanced in the opposite direction, anything not to look at Kevin for a few moments. A hundred yards away where the promenade led up from the docks a group of people waited on the other side of the tracks. Her friend Carolyn Wentworth saw her and waved.

				She nodded to her friend and focused on Kevin once more, sure now she could talk without crying. She had to speak loud over the noise. “But you’re taking over old Dr. Handler’s practice.”

				He shook his head and nearly yelled. “He likes working part-time. It could be another ten years until he completely retires and sells me the business. I want my own practice now. My friend from college offered me a partnership.”

				The shriek of metal on metal pierced the air from down the tracks, a sound that made Marisa’s back teeth ache. The horn blast from this close was nearly deafening. As the engineer applied the brakes, the cars thudding into one another threatened to shake the building to pieces. Marisa feared a derailment. As far as she knew, there had never been a train accident in Watkins Glen. How much damage could a train going thirty miles per hour do?

				Kevin must have shared her worries, for he grabbed her arm with bruising force and yanked her away from the edge. Other diners had the same idea, scurrying toward the side of the deck away from the train tracks. The wait staff hovered uncertainly, their eyes fixed on the train. Finally, the crashing and screeching ceased. The cars still swayed on the tracks. Customers murmured nervously. Diners from inside the restaurant spilled out onto the deck rushing for the rail. Marisa and Kevin pressed against the crowd trying to see.

				A woman closest to the end of the deck screamed and other women echoed it.

				One of the diners leaning far over the railing turned a white face to the rest. “It hit someone!”

				A man’s shout rose above the murmurs and gasps. “Call 911!”

				“Jesus,” a man swore.

				The woman beside Marisa turned her face into the chest of the man with her. His arm circled her and he drew her out of the way. Marisa and Kevin took their places at the rail. Worry for her friend Carolyn’s safety flitted through her mind but Marisa brushed it away. Caro was safe. A siren wailed from the direction of the fire station. Help would arrive soon. A second siren echoed from down the street at the sheriff’s office.

				The engine had stopped four cars away from them. The engineer knelt by the third car, where a white arm stuck out. When the man next to him rose, Marisa sucked in her breath in recognition. No! Her knees nearly buckled and she gripped the railing for support.

				“I couldn’t stop her. I didn’t know she was going to do it!” Scott Wentworth’s voice carried clearly. He wrung his hands in distress.

				“Caro,” Marisa moaned. No, it couldn’t be! But she had to know for sure. She grabbed Kevin’s arm. “That’s Carolyn’s husband. I need to get down there.”

				Kevin gripped her forearms and gently shook her. “Marisa, listen to me. If it’s Carolyn, you don’t want to see her.”

				“Yes, I do!”

				She ripped herself from his grasp. Spinning around, she darted across the deck with Kevin shouting after her. A man reached for her as she passed a table, but she dodged his arm. Pushing her way past a knot of servers, she ran through the restaurant and down the sidewalk to the promenade. The train blocked the usual sight of boats floating at their docks on Seneca Lake. The autumn sun failed to warm the cold dread inside her.

				Marisa paid little attention to the gawkers hanging over the deck rail as she darted down the lawn that skirted the train tracks. Some curious tourists had moved close enough to see the body, but she ignored them.

				The gray-haired engineer turned at her approach and held up his hands to stop her. “You don’t want to see this, miss.”

				She cut her gaze to Scott Wentworth. “Is it Carolyn?” She wanted him to deny it.

				Scott looked pale under his tan. His immaculately cut brown hair was ruffled by a morning probably spent sailing on the lake. “I know she’s been depressed over the miscarriage.” His voice shook. “But I didn’t think she’d do anything like this.”

				Marisa hadn’t liked Scott, and she liked him even less for trashing Carolyn in public. If she killed herself …  Marisa couldn’t finish the thought because she couldn’t believe Carolyn would ever do such a thing. It had been a horrible accident. It had to be.

				“I want to see her,” she told the engineer. He’d moved to block the body from view. “Carolyn was my best friend. We grew up together.”

				The engineer’s face softened in sympathy. “You don’t want to remember her like this.”

				“My fiancé … ” Or was that ex-fiancé? She plunged onward. “He’s a veterinarian. I’ve gone with him on house calls before.”

				He shook his head. “Nothing like this, miss.”

				The throb of the engine was a perfect counterpoint to the tension building inside her. Emotions welled up like an ocean breaker preparing to crash against the shore.

				“Please.”

				She sensed him relenting before he moved slightly to the left. Stepping forward, at first she couldn’t make sense of what she saw. The bloody, mangled mess couldn’t be Caro. Marisa focused on the face. It was the same lean, plain face Marisa had seen all her life. Carolyn had been a gawky stick as a girl. As a woman, she passed for fashionably thin. Blood soaked her short sable hair. Marisa quickly jerked her gaze away, but it caught on Carolyn’s right arm … or what was left of it.

				The scene in front of her blurred. Horror threatened to tear its way out of her throat in the form of screams that would never end. But grief trapped them inside, constricting her breath. She wanted to fall on the body and clasp it to her chest, wailing for what she’d lost. She wanted to shout denials until they became truth.

				She turned and stumbled away blind. Strong arms caught her.

				“Are you going to faint?” a deep voice rumbled.

				Words failed her, so she shook her head against a firm chest. Even the heat blasting from the still running locomotive couldn’t warm her. She clasped her arms around her shivering body.

				“Get a blanket,” the man shouted off to her left. Then he said, “Where’s the man who was with you?”

				Marisa couldn’t remember anything except the severed arm. There were people moving around her, people in uniforms, people with purpose. None of them seemed to be with her.

				Then someone threw a blanket around her shoulders. She gripped the edges together and looked up at her Good Samaritan. He was a stranger she’d seen somewhere before. He had short hair the color of dark chocolate, straight dark slashes for eyebrows, and eyes almost as dark brown as hers. He had a jaw like granite and his white T-shirt clung to the shoulders of a football player. He didn’t look like a tourist, but he wasn’t dressed like the rescue workers gathering around Carolyn.

				“She threw herself in front of the train. I couldn’t stop her,” Scott told sheriff’s deputy Brian Nash.

				Rage simmered just below the surface of Marisa’s skin, not quite warming her icy chill. Could Scott shout it any louder?

				“It was an accident,” she murmured.

				“Did you see it happen?” her rescuer asked.

				She looked up into his stern face. His expression was serious, his intent dark eyes probing. There was a deadness in them that made her wonder what horrors he’d witnessed and where.

				“No, I didn’t see it happen.” Part of her wished she had. She shivered again.

				“Then how do you know it was an accident?” His tone was flat, but his narrowed eyes expressed his doubts.

				“She waved to me just before it happened. Besides, Carolyn wouldn’t kill herself.”

				“How well did you know the deceased?”

				Deceased. Marisa shuddered. She’d never laugh with Caro again, never share secrets or dreams or hopes again. Never again would she experience the unquestioning acceptance she’d shared with her best friend. Her eyes filled but she tried not to cry. Her throat ached, and her chest felt tight.

				“I grew up with her.” Her voice sounded small and squeezed.

				“I meant how well did you know her recently?”

				Not as well as she’d wanted to. It was hard to spend time together when Caro lived in New York City. Long phone conversations just weren’t the same as sitting on the front porch of the huge white house where Caro’s family had lived.

				“We talked on the phone as often as we could. She never said anything about … ” she waved a hand toward the train “ … anything like this.”

				“People often keep their true feelings inside, especially if they’re dark feelings.” There was no softening in his unsmiling face.

				“Not Caro.” Despite the tendency for her lower lip to tremble, her statement was firm.

				“Nick,” the deputy addressed her dark rescuer, “would you help me question witnesses, find out who saw what?”

				“I’m not a cop, Brian.”

				“As a personal favor. I need all the help I can get.”

				Nick nodded, still unsmiling.

				Brian looked at Marisa then. He had short brown hair with the ends bleached blonde by the sun. His tan uniform was crisply pressed, despite the noon heat. The crinkles at the sides of his eyes showed he laughed often, unlike his friend. Dimples framed his wide mouth. Despite his serious occupation, he’d been smiling every time Marisa had seen him before, except for now.

				“Marisa Avalos, right?”

				Marisa nodded.

				“I know you were raised with Mrs. Wentworth. I’m sorry for your loss.”

				Marisa gulped back a sob. “Thank you. Deputy Nash, she didn’t kill herself. She wouldn’t.”

				There was sympathy in Brian’s hazel eyes. “We like to think the best about the people we love.”

				Her hands clenched around the blanket edges. Why wouldn’t anybody believe her?

				“Ms. Avalos didn’t see what happened,” Nick told Brian. He frowned when he looked at Marisa.

				She waved back toward the restaurant. “I was at the Seneca Harbor Station having lunch. I saw Caro standing at the crossing before the train engine blocked my view. She looked fine. She was fine.”

				“Marisa.” Kevin caught up to her.

				Her first urge was to throw herself into his arms for comfort, but then she remembered what they’d discussed in the restaurant. Kevin was leaving her. Tears welled in her eyes once more and her bottom lip trembled.

				Kevin opened his arms and habit and a decade of friendship made her walk into them.

				“You shouldn’t have come down here.”

				“I had to see her.” She thought he would have understood that after all the years they’d known each other. But she was finding they didn’t know each other at all. She wondered whose fault that was.

				“C’mon. I’ll take you home.”

				She allowed Kevin to draw her away. The engine hissed, releasing steam at her retreating back. She didn’t know how she was going to make it through the rest of the day now that she’d lost her two best friends.

				• • •

				Nick Stark watched the athletic blonde man escort Marisa toward the parking lot. They made a striking couple, completely opposite in looks. Marisa looked Latina, with bronzed skin and hair the color and sheen of black satin sheets. With her wide, full lips he assumed she smiled often. At the moment, she looked as serious as the blonde man at her side. Too bad she was taken. For a moment, when he’d held her feminine curves in his arms, he’d felt a stirring of interest he hadn’t expected to find in his temporary exile to Watkins Glen. But he was doomed to be disappointed yet again.

				“Nick?” Brian called.

				Nick shook off the spell Marisa Avalos had weaved around him and approached the scene where Brian knelt next to the victim. Nick steeled himself for the gore. As an EMT with the New York City Fire Department, he should be used to seeing horrors. But he wasn’t. Each scene represented someone’s pain and someone’s need for help. But this woman was beyond his aid. A familiar feeling of helplessness assaulted him. Here was one more senseless death to add to the dozens he’d seen in the past few months. What good was his medical training in a circumstance like this?

				The victim was mangled, the scene bloody. He’d seen something similar at a New York City subway suicide. Sharp steel wheels were vicious to skin and bone alike. This poor woman, if she’d really chosen to kill herself, had gone through a lot under the locomotive. Nick hoped she’d died instantly from the impact.

				“Yeah, Brian?” He and Nick had gone to college together in New York City and been close friends until Brian decided to give up big city crime and take a job with the sheriff’s department in the tiny town of Watkins Glen, New York.

				Brian signaled him lower and spoke so his voice didn’t carry farther than the two of them. “Mrs. Wentworth is the closest thing Watkins Glen has to a first family. Her parents, the Easterlings, died in a car accident last year. She owns the salt plant. Well, now her husband Scott does.” Brian’s hazel eyes were thoughtful.

				“Interesting. That’s motive enough for murder.”

				“This isn’t TV, Nick, it’s real life. Step lightly around Wentworth. That plant is the town’s main industry.”

				“What if he did it?”

				“What if he didn’t?”

				“Three deaths in a short period of time, and now he’s inherited everything. Seems mighty coincidental to me.”

				Brian gripped Nick’s forearm. There was no hint of a smile now. “If the husband wanted his wife dead, I can think of a dozen sure ways to do it. None of them include coming to Watkins Glen to push her in front of a slow moving train. There’s no way to make sure she’d die. We can’t make accusations without proof.”

				“I saw her wave to her friend, Brian.” Nick didn’t know why he said it, but it had seemed proof enough to Marisa Avalos. “I was on the restaurant deck when it happened.” He’d been calling 911 when Marisa rushed past him. He’d reached out to stop her, but she’d avoided him.

				“She could have been waving good-bye. We need to get the witnesses interviewed.” Brian handed Nick his spiral notebook and pen. “You’ll need these.”

				Nick held back his quip about this not being the vacation Brian had promised him. The dead woman at his feet deserved more respect than that. Besides, this wasn’t a vacation. He’d been forced to take leave to get away from situations just like this. He wondered what the department shrink would have to say about it.

				Nick approached the deceased’s husband. Brian might not approve, but Nick was curious what the husband had to say. The man was in his mid- to late-thirties and his clothes, although casual, were good quality. The man was doing well, being married into Watkins Glen’s first family.

				“Mr. Wentworth? I’m Nick Stark. I’m helping Deputy Nash interview witnesses. Would you mind taking me back to where the accident happened and walking me through what you saw?”

				Wentworth rubbed his face. “Sure, but is this necessary? She killed herself.”

				“If your wife tripped, you’d want to know that.”

				Scott failed to hide a trace of impatience. “I saw her jump in front of the train. She’d been depressed the last few weeks, since the miscarriage.”

				Nick had lots of experience giving sympathy. “I’m sorry about your baby. How long ago did it happen?”

				As they approached the engine, the blast of heat seared the autumn air around them like an oven. Nick felt the rumble of the running locomotive through his tennis shoes.

				“It was last month,” Scott said. “Carolyn wanted that baby so badly. We’d been trying for two years.”

				Nick noted the wording of Wentworth’s statement, that his wife had wanted the baby, not him. “Was this her first pregnancy?”

				“Yes, and she took losing the baby very hard.”

				Nick knew about the psychological effect of miscarriage on a woman, especially multiple miscarriages, but could a woman become despondent after her first? He made a note on his pad about it.

				“Had your wife been under a doctor’s care?”

				“Yes. She’d been treated for depression.” Wentworth seemed eager to impart this bit of information.

				“Was she taking medication?”

				“Yes.”

				When Wentworth didn’t expand on this answer, Nick probed, “Which one?”

				Wentworth threw up his hands. “I don’t know which one. Does it matter?” He sounded exasperated.

				The man apparently hadn’t been watching the national news where certain antidepressants were linked to an increased risk of suicide. “It might. I’ll need the name of it and her doctor’s name.”

				Scott stopped in his tracks and glared. “Why is that relevant? She’s dead. She killed herself.” He waved toward the train.

				If she killed herself. Nick wrote down the shrink’s name Wentworth provided. As they rounded the front of the engine and crossed the tracks, Nick saw blood traces on the metal. The scarlet showed up clearly on the tan and black locomotive.

				He wished he didn’t have to interview witnesses because he’d rather not be near an accident scene. It made him itch to get back to work where he could actually help people. But he was exiled from his job for another week and he owed Brian. So he and Scott Wentworth walked toward the promenade.

				“You and your wife were coming from the lake?” he asked.

				“Yes. We’d spent the morning sailing. I’d hoped being on the water would cheer her up. We could see the train approaching as we walked toward the tracks. She must have planned to kill herself then.”

				Nick was getting tired of Wentworth repeating those words as though the new widower thought Nick would forget. A woman was dead; he wasn’t likely to forget.

				They’d reached the brick promenade. “You stood where?” Nick asked.

				Scott moved to the center of the walkway. “Here. Carolyn stood on my right and just slightly in front of me.”

				“Was there anyone else here? Or anyone behind you? Any other witnesses?”

				“There were other people, but I didn’t recognize anyone.”

				Nick jotted a note to ask around for witnesses. Civic-minded individuals would stay in the area to give their statements, but not everyone would want to get involved, especially if they were on vacation. And a lot of people vacationed here.

				“How many witnesses were there? Were they men or women?”

				“I don’t know. I wasn’t looking at them.” Scott inhaled and added, “Four or five, maybe, both men and women.”

				Nick made another note to ask Marisa Avalos who she’d seen waiting with her friend. “Mr. Wentworth, I know it’s painful, but would you describe what you saw.”

				Scott took a deep breath and breathed out. “The train was coming. We stood back a few feet from the tracks waiting. Then when the engine was almost in front of us, Carolyn threw herself in front of it. I grabbed for her, but couldn’t catch her. I had to pull in my arms fast or I’d have been hurt, too.”

				“And did you see what happened to your wife?”

				Scott frowned at him. “I told you, she jumped in front of the train.”

				Nick held on to his temper. “I meant did you see the train hit her?”

				Scott shook his head. “No, I didn’t watch her die. I couldn’t bear to see that.”

				“I understand.” Nick’s gut told him Scott Wentworth had lied, but Nick wasn’t sure about what.

	
CHAPTER 2

				Nick couldn’t find another witness to corroborate Wentworth’s story. But he did find someone who told a different story.

				The Voglers were a middle-aged couple who’d spent the morning boating like the Wentworths had. They lived thirty minutes away in Corning and kept their boat on Seneca Lake during the summer. They’d driven up to make the most of the sudden warm spell.

				“The young woman dropped something,” Aaron Vogler insisted. He had a striking black handlebar mustache.

				“Did you see what it was?” Nick asked.

				“No. I saw it flutter to the ground and the next thing I knew, she was reaching for it. I couldn’t react fast enough.” He gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “And then she fell.”

				“Did you see what it was, Mrs. Vogler?”

				Peggy Vogler put her hand to her chest and shook her head. Her short brown hair was artfully streaked with blonde. “No. I was watching the train. All I saw was her arms outstretched as she leaned forward in front of the train. I couldn’t watch the rest.”

				“Did she jump in front of the train?”

				“Jump? No.” Mr. Vogler shook his head. “Maybe she lost her balance, but I’d swear she wanted whatever she’d dropped.”

				“I just don’t know.” Mrs. Vogler looked distressed.

				Nick thanked them and said the sheriff’s department would be in touch if anything further were needed.

				Why was Wentworth so sure his wife had jumped? Hadn’t he seen her drop something? Until the train moved, Nick would have difficulty proving Mr. Vogler’s version of events. He knew from his years as an EMT that people witnessing a traumatic event often gave conflicting stories. But why would a man say his wife had killed herself?

				Unable to find anyone else who’d stood with the Wentworths on the promenade, Nick interviewed bystanders. Some had seen Carolyn Wentworth sucked under the train. One person had seen her fall, but that had been from fifty yards away and from an angle behind the Wentworths.

				So Nick was left to wonder who was right: Scott Wentworth or the Voglers and Marisa Avalos? He’d like to help Marisa discover the truth.

				• • •

				“I’m sorry about Carolyn,” Kevin said once they arrived at Marisa’s apartment in the green and white Victorian up the steep hill from the pier.

				“I can’t imagine not being able to talk to her again.” It had been hard enough living in separate cities. Marisa caught back a sob as she led him out onto the second-floor smoking porch. She didn’t want to be cooped up inside.

				“Do you want me to drive you to your office so you can be with your mother? You probably don’t want to be alone right now and, well, things are kind of awkward between us at the moment.”

				His reminder brought fresh pain. Her chest tightened. She didn’t need to add more pain on top of what she was already feeling, but she had to know.

				“How long have you been planning to move?”

				“You know I’ve wanted my own practice since I got my vet’s license. I never made any secret about that. And frankly, I miss the big city. Marisa, I can’t stand it in this two-bit town anymore.”

				She’d worried he would change when he went off to college, but three years ago, he’d asked her to marry him. And when he’d graduated he’d come home to Watkins Glen. She’d thought he wanted a life with her in this little town. But she didn’t really know what he wanted. She didn’t understand him at all.

				“You never said anything about wanting to live in a big city.” Marisa tried to keep the accusation out of her voice.

				“I liked living in Syracuse. I didn’t realize how much until I came back home. There’s nothing to do here, Marisa. My idea of dancing isn’t moving to the sound of a jukebox at the bar. I thought I could fit back in because this is my home. I’ve tried really hard these past months, but I’m suffocating. I’m stagnating. I want out.”

				He walked to the outer wall and looked down the hill toward the lake. “I’m giving my two weeks’ notice today.”

				Marisa sucked in her breath. This man she thought she knew well enough to marry was a complete stranger. He didn’t share her values, didn’t share her dreams. What had they shared beyond some lukewarm sex? Not a lot apparently.

				“If I didn’t own a business with my mother, what would you do?” she asked.

				“It wouldn’t make a difference, Marisa. You won’t leave her or this town.”

				It hurt to learn Kevin had grown beyond her. He’d actually left her behind when he went off to college, but it had taken them eight years to figure it out. He’d left her in suspended animation, his ideal of a high school sweetheart. But that ideal hadn’t survived the separation.

				She slipped the diamond solitaire off her left hand and held it out to him.

				Kevin hesitated, and then took it. “I’m sorry to do this to you today.”

				“It won’t be any easier if we wait. I’ll box up your stuff and leave it at your apartment with your key in the next few days. I’ll come by while you’re at work.”

				“I’ll leave your stuff by the door. Marisa, I … ”

				She held up a hand to stop him from destroying any more of her illusions. If anything else had been a delusion, she’d rather not know. “I hope you’ll be happy in California.”

				“Thanks, Marisa. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you to work?”

				“No. I need to pull myself together before I tell Mamá about Carolyn.”

				He asked in a hesitant manner. “May I kiss you good-bye?”

				She’d kept the home fires burning for eight years. Even now, when he couldn’t hurt her any worse, she still loved him. “Sure, a good-bye kiss.”

				He took the few steps to her, the distance that had seemed insurmountable only moments before. Sliding his hand gently along her jaw, he lifted her face to his.

				His lips were warm, firm and familiar, the kiss relatively chaste. It was over before it began. There was regret in his brown eyes. His hand lingered for a moment against her cheek, then dropped away.

				“Good-bye, Marisa.”

				“Good-bye.”

				Long after Kevin’s car pulled out of the driveway, severing him from her physically as well as emotionally, Marisa sat on the porch trying to absorb the Indian summer heat. She felt cold and wished she felt numb. As she tried to come to grips with Carolyn’s death, tears tracked down her cheeks.

				She couldn’t get the graphic vision out of her mind. It hurt so much to remember Caro that way. Yet, having seen it firsthand was the only way she could accept that something so horrible had occurred. Things like that didn’t happen to the people you loved.

				When Carolyn’s parents had died in an auto accident last year, Marisa had been able to accept that. Car accidents were common. A train accident was a surreal nightmare.

				When this bout of weeping was done — she knew there’d be more — she headed down to her office on Franklin Street. The beautiful, handmade clothes of her mother’s business, Designs of the Heart, gave Marisa’s spirits a small boost. Her mother had sewn her clothes all her life. When Caro’s parents had died last year and left her mother without a housekeeping job, Marisa had leased this office space and invited her mother to take up the unused portion in the front. It was a strange mix, but it worked for her and her mom. In fact, her mother had thrived as a shopkeeper.
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