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SUMMER



Kerry Profitt’s diary, August 11

Once again I woke up screaming. Drenched in sweat, wet sheets tangled around my legs as if I’d been flailing them for hours. Brandy even came into our room and told me she could tell the instant I snapped out of it. My mouth was open like a gasping fish, she said, and then it closed, and my eyes opened. And I had let out a real ear-piercer, because, after all, there was this face in front of me, looking at me like I was some kind of sideshow freak.

Which, you know, if the shoe fits …

When my heart stopped trying to tear through my rib cage, and I could breathe again, she asked me what I’d been dreaming about. Hell if I know, I told her. Whenever I wake up, I can never remember anything more than an overpowering sense of dread. Doom on wheels.

Maybe it’s the weird hours I’ve been keeping. I worked till eleven last night, same as the night before, but had the breakfast-and-lunch shift for three days before that. Today it’s the late shift again, so I slept in probably longer than I should have. My head is throbbing so hard I can barely see the computer screen, and who knows if I’ll be able to read this later?

But that’s why Einstein invented ibuprofen, right? And spell check. And Scott’s brewing fresh coffee. Nectar of the gods.

More later.

K.
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She couldn’t see the ocean from where she stood on a grease-caked cement step just outside the kitchen’s back door. A row of bungalows— identical dark boxes, some with glowing windows—blocked her view. She could hear the water, though—the steady, dull thunder of the surf reminding her that it was close, at the edge of both the Seaside Resort and the continent. And she could smell it, a sharp tang that battled for supremacy over the smells of steak, seafood, and smoke that blew out from the kitchen. Towering above the bungalows, underlit by the resort’s floodlights, incredibly tall palm trees swayed on their skinny trunks in the evening breeze, looking like skyrocket bursts frozen in time at the ends of their own contrails. A sliver of crescent moon dangled above them, high and distant.

Kerry Profitt was a daughter of the Great Plains, born and raised near the confluence of two great rivers in Cairo, Illinois. But the Mississippi and Ohio, powerful as they were, had nothing on the Pacific Ocean. The ocean was magical to her, its depths and mysteries were boundless, its call irresistible. She had made a point, since hitting La Jolla, California, for her summer job, of keeping it in sight whenever possible. Bad for the skin, all that sun and salt air, and she, with her complexion like fresh snow (“whitest white girl I’ve ever seen” was what Brandy said) knew better. But she couldn’t deny the ocean’s magnetic pull.

Lost in thought, she didn’t see the shadowed figure slip into the alley, didn’t know she wasn’t alone until the voice startled her. “Hey, Kerr, where is it the swallows go back to?”

Startled, she managed to keep her cool, and she smiled when she recognized the voice. She knew it belonged to Josh Quinn, one of her housemates, but it took her a moment to refocus her gaze and pick him out in the dark alley. His skin was every bit as pale as hers, but by choice, not genetics, and the black of his hair came from a bottle, unlike hers. He looked as out-of-place in the valet’s uniform—white shirt, maroon vest, black pants—as a lion on a kindergarten playground.

“Umm … Capistrano, I think,” Kerry replied after a moment’s consideration. She was used to this kind of thing from Josh, king of the nonsequitur. If his middle name isn’t Random, it should be.

“Yeah, that’s right,” he agreed.

Since it didn’t seem like he was going to take the discussion any further, she decided to press the point. “Why?”

He struck a match in the darkness and shielded it with cupped hands to a cigarette held between his lips. “These tourists, man,” he said around the butt. Then, blowing out a plume of smoke—away from Kerry, because she would have killed him if he hadn’t—he continued with an exasperated tone. “They’re like those swallows.”

“The ones in Capistrano?”

“Yeah, those.”

“In what way?” You had to ask, she immediately chastised herself, bracing for the answer.

“Some of them seem to come here every summer, like clockwork.”

She had noticed the same thing, though without the bird metaphor. “Good for business, I guess,” she pointed out.

“I guess. But this one guy—you know the kind, enormous gut, Texas accent, gold watch that cost more than everything I’ve owned in my life put together—yelled at me just now because I didn’t turn on the heat in his Mercedes.”

“The heat?” Kerry asked with surprise. It was a fairly cool night. They all were here, close to the water, and balmy eves, she had learned, were not so much a southern California thing. Once the sun went down, the day’s heat fled fast. But even so, far from wintry cold.

“That’s what I said. Only it was more like, ‘Dude, are you freaking crazy? It’s August!’ And he was like, ‘I told you last year, if it’s after dark, I like the heat on when you bring the car around. It takes time to warm up.’”

“But you didn’t work here last year,” Kerry pointed out.

Josh jabbed the glowing end of his cigarette at her to emphasize his point. “Exactly,” he said. “But you think reality matters to this guy? Like I’m the first Goth valet in California history or something, so it couldn’t have been someone else he told last year. He’s so convinced it was me, he stiffed me on the tip.”

Kerry pushed aside the hand that held the cigarette. She had made clear, plenty of times, what she thought of that habit and couldn’t understand how he managed to reconcile it with his vegan lifestyle. “Hey,” he had said when she’d raised the question once, “who said life was free of contradiction? Anyway, it’s a vegetable. If tobacco had a face, I wouldn’t smoke it.” Sympathetically, in spite of the noxious weed, she rubbed Josh’s bony shoulder. “There are always a few pains,” she said. “But most of the guests are pretty nice.”

“Maybe to you,” Josh countered. “You can spit in their food. All I can do is adjust their seat backs wrong, and the potential threat level just isn’t the same.”

Kerry laughed then and punched the shoulder she had just been rubbing. “I’ll tell you what,” she offered. “I’ll trade places with you for a day. You deal with complaints about food being too hot or too cold or too spicy or too bland, and guys grabbing your ass and winking at you like you’re going to go, ‘Oh, you’re just so handsome. I’ll put this tray of food down and meet you in the alley.’”

“I guess it depends on the guy,” Josh suggested with a smile she could see in the glow of his cigarette embers as he inhaled. “Hey, my principles are nothing if not situational. And believe me, I’m not under any illusions that you have an easy job either.”

“Summer jobs aren’t supposed to be easy,” Kerry replied, ignoring his jokes. “They’re supposed to be brutal and demeaning and ill-paying. Toughens you up for the rest of your life.”

Josh nodded. “I guess you’re right.” He flipped his smoke to the sidewalk and crushed it out with his shoe. “So, you ready to jet? Waiting on Mace?”

“Waiting on Mace,” Kerry confirmed. It had become a house motto over the summer. Mace Winston was never ready on time for anything—he was the only person she had ever known who was perpetually late leaving work. She was more than ready to go—her headache from that morning had never really gone away, and working in the noise of the crowded dining room had just made it worse.

Before Josh could reply, Mace came through the kitchen door. He was a dishwasher, and the hairs on his muscular forearms were plastered to his skin by the water that had leaked into his rubber gloves. Even the sleeves of his T-shirt were wet. His broad, handsome face was flushed from the hot water he’d been working in, a line of sweat sitting on his upper lip.

He tossed Kerry a lopsided grin, as if something hurt in a place too embarrassing to mention. “You’ve got to start encouraging those folks to eat less,” he told her. “Fewer side dishes. Better for their hearts, and better for me.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said with a laugh. Neither of these guys were people she’d have been likely to hang out with under other circumstances, but over the course of the summer, they’d become close friends. Whenever she was talking with them, Kerry felt an easy, pleasant sense of comfort envelop her like a warm blanket on a cold night. It almost— but not quite—overwhelmed the sense of impending disaster her dreams had left her with and the headache that accompanied them. “Now can we go home?”

The others offered consent, as if either of them would be likely to argue in favor of staying and working awhile longer. Kerry took one last glimpse toward the water she couldn’t see, breathed in a final lungful of ocean air, and headed for the parking lot with the others.

The Seaside Resort at La Jolla, to use its full name, was as soulless and impersonal as most large corporations. But it was also a corporation that recognized the fact that its business was largely seasonal, and to help it through the busy summer season, it hired a lot of temporary workers. Summer help came from all over the world—Prague, Sydney, Heidelberg, Minsk, and even the exotic climes of King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. So the resort offered, as one of its worker-friendly perks, a roommate-matching service. Kerry had signed up, filling out the requisite forms and answering a slew of questions about things she wouldn’t even have talked about with the aunt and uncle she lived with. She was slotted into a house in nearby Bird Rock with five people with whom she had in common only the fact that they all worked for Seaside.

After a few weeks of initial discomfort, though, everyone fell into a kind of casual routine. Kerry, Josh, and Mace shared the house with Scott Banner and Brandy Pearson, who had come out from Harvard as a couple, and Rebecca Levine. The couple didn’t get to share a room since there were only two bedrooms in the small cottage, and nobody was willing to cram four into one room so that two could have the other. But Brandy and Scott still managed plenty of alone time in the house, and they’d both had tonight off. They had said they were going to a movie, and as Mace pulled his massive baby blue Lincoln Continental onto the narrow driveway, Kerry noticed that Scott’s RAV4 was still gone.

“Guess the lovebirds are still out on the town,” Josh pointed out, echoing Kerry’s observation.

“Too bad for them,” Mace said, without a hint of sympathy. The driveway ran alongside the house, crowded on one side by the neighboring house’s oleander bushes and on the other by the cottage itself. There was room for both cars if the RAV4 got tucked in first, but when Mace’s monstrosity had pulled in as far as it could, the RAV4’s rear end wouldn’t clear the sidewalk. Which meant he had to park on the street. Mace had urged him just to block the sidewalk a little, but Scott was full of Harvard-induced social activism and refused to in case someone came by in a wheelchair. Kerry admired the stand he took, but couldn’t have said for sure if she would be as noble if she had to be the one looking for street parking late at night.

The cottage was dark, as if Brandy and Scott had left during the day and had forgotten that no one would be home until after eleven. Rebecca had been working early shifts, and was no doubt already sound asleep—the girl could sleep anywhere, through anything, Kerry had decided.

The nearest streetlight was half a block away, largely obstructed by a big willow tree that overhung most of the miniscule front yard. A low hedge ringed the front of the house, bisected by a flagstone walkway that led from the sidewalk to the front steps. Their landlord paid for landscaping. If it’d been left up to the six of them, Kerry was sure everything would have died by July.

“Somebody could’ve left a light on,” Josh complained, fumbling in his pocket for keys. “I can’t even see the front door.”

“Like they’re gonna think of that,” Mace replied quickly. “Probably too heavy into lip-lock mode when they walked out. And Sleeping Beauty was most likely out before the sun went down.”

Having no flashlight handy, Kerry, who was not yet out of the Lincoln, hung back to hold the door open in case its dome light could cast a little illumination to help Josh. With considerable and fluent cursing, Josh managed to jam his key into the lock and got the door open. Inside, he flipped switches, and light blasted out from the coach lamp by the door, the windows, and the gaping doorway.

Light that etched, among other things, a pair of legs sticking out of the hedge. Male legs, it looked like, clad in dark pants, feet in what Kerry guessed were expensive leather ankle-high boots. She realized that a far more appropriate response to noticing the legs would have been to scream rather than, well, noticing them.

But the scream, practiced so often recently in dreams, wouldn’t come. It caught in her throat like a chicken bone. Instead she barely rasped out Mace’s name, since his back was still visible in the doorway.

“Mace …”

He turned, gave her a questioning look.

“Mace,” she said again, a little more forcefully.

“What’s up, Kerry?”

She pointed toward the hedge. Taking a step closer, she could see that the man, whoever he was, had crashed through the brush and was laying mostly covered by its greenery. “Umm … he doesn’t belong there.”

Finally Mace noticed him. “Oh, Jesus, Kerry. Get inside, I’ll call the cops.”

“I don’t know if he needs cops,” Kerry said, inching closer. “An ambulance, maybe.”

“He’s just some drunk, Kerry,” Mace argued. “Fell down there and couldn’t wake up.”

But Kerry didn’t think so. She’d been around enough drunks—held the hair away from friends’ faces when they got sick, dodged clumsily groping hands at parties, even tucked her own uncle Marsh into bed a time or two or ten—to know the stink that wafted around them like a foul cloud. The closer she got to this man, though, the more she knew the smell was all wrong. Instead of the miasma of alcohol, there was a familiar metallic tang. The man in the hedge was very still and silent, and she moved closer still, as Mace watched, frozen, from the doorway.

The smell was blood, and it was thick in the air around the man.

Crap, she thought. He’s been stabbed. Or shot.

She knew there was no way he hurt himself that much falling through the hedge. He’d have been scratched up—could even have put out an eye on a branch—but he wouldn’t have opened enough veins to kick up a stench like a blood bank on two-for-one day. Kerry had nursemaided her mom for years while cancer had spread throughout her body, finally taking the older woman. Kerry was no trained doctor, but she’d learned a little something about emergency medical care during the ordeal, and she had a feeling that this guy was going to need everything she could offer and then some.

Another smell, underlying the one of blood, nagged at her, and Kerry suddenly realized that it was a faint electrical stink of ozone, as if lightning had struck close by.

“I don’t think he needs the police,” she repeated, leaning forward to find the man’s wrist in hopes of checking his pulse. By now, she noticed, Josh’s lean form had appeared in the doorway, silhouetted behind Mace. “At least not first thing. He needs a paramedic.”

The hand she had been groping for clamped around her forearm with surprising strength. “No,” the man said, his voice an anxious rasp almost indistinguishable from the rustling sound his motion made in the hedge. “No doctors.”

Her heart jumped to her throat, and she tried to yank her arm free. But the man held fast to it, even raising his head a little to look at her. A stray beam from the streetlight shone through the leaves onto his right eye, making it gleam like something from a Poe story. “Promise me, no doctors,” he insisted. “Take me in and give me shelter or leave me here, but let me live or die on my own terms.”

Mace and Josh had both come down from the doorway and hovered over Kerry and the wounded man like anxious seagulls at the beach, looking for handouts. “Dude, let her go,” Mace ordered, snarling. “Or I’ll really put a hurtin’ on you.”

She heard Mace shift as if he really did intend to attack the wounded man, and then she did something that surprised even her. She spread her one free arm—the man on the ground continued to clutch her right arm with a grip so powerful she didn’t think she could have shaken it—over the man, as if to protect him from whatever Mace might have in mind. “No!” she shouted. “He’s hurt bad enough. Leave him alone or help me bring him inside, but don’t be stupid.”

“I’ve got to wonder about your definition of stupid,” Mace said, sounding petulant.

“He’s right, Kerr,” Josh added. “You want to bring some bloody stranger into our house?”

“You guys both missed Sunday school the day they talked about the good Samaritan?” Kerry shot back over her shoulder. “If you don’t want to help me, just get out of the way. He’s losing blood and he can’t stay out here overnight.” She pushed her way deeper into the thick hedge, feeling the branches scratch and tear at her skin like a hundred cats’ claws, snagging her long, fine black hair and the fabric of the white cotton dress shirt that, with snug black pants, was her restaurant uniform.

She reached around the stranger’s head with her left hand, hoping she could ease him up out of the hedge. Holding back the worst of the branches with her own body so he wouldn’t suffer any further injury, she found the back of his head and slipped her hand down to support his neck. His hair was long in back, and matted with sticky blood. Never mind the tears, the bloodstains would make her uniform shirt unwearable.

“That’s crazy talk,” Mace complained behind her. She ignored him and drew the man slowly forward.

Josh unleashed another string of colorful profanities, but he knelt beside Kerry and shoved branches out of the way, helping to bring the wounded man out of the hedge. “I guess we need to get the mug out of our bushes anyway.”

“You’re both crazy, then,” Mace opined. Kerry couldn’t see Mace, but from the sound of it, she gathered that he had given up on them both and was on his way back inside. She found herself hoping that it wasn’t to get a baseball bat or to call 911.

What do I care? she wondered. The good Samaritan thing had been a flip response to Mace and Josh’s moaning, but it wasn’t any kind of lifestyle choice she had made. She guessed that, as Josh might say, it meant the reaction she was having in this case was situational. Something about this battered, broken man in their bushes played on her sympathy, and she was unwilling to leave him there or to go against his stated wishes by calling the authorities.

With Josh’s assistance she was able to disentangle the man from the hedge. In the light, the blood on his face was shocking—dark and glistening and obviously fresh. He might have been handsome once, but age and the damage caused by whatever had done this to him had taken care of that. She felt, more than ever, an urgency about getting him inside, getting his bleeding stopped, and trying to prevent shock.

“Can you stand up?” she asked him, not sure if he was even still conscious. But he forced his eyes open again, raised his head, and looked at her with something like kindness. His mouth curled into an agonized smile.

“Not a chance,” he whispered. Then his head drooped, his eyes closed, his muscles went limp. For the first time, his grip on her forearm eased. She touched his neck, felt the pulse there.

“He’s still alive,” she declared.

“But he’s deadweight,” Josh said. Josh was, well … “lean” was a polite way to put it. “Scrawny” was more the truth. And the stranger was a big man, probably a little more than six feet tall, weighing a couple hundred pounds. “You think we can carry him?”

Kerry spoke without hesitation, without doubt. “We can carry him. You take his feet.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Josh said. He used the name that the housemates had applied to Kerry ever since they’d become familiar with her stubborn streak, “Bulldog.”

Hoisting the stranger’s shoulders, she grinned at Josh way down at the other end. “Woof.”

Kerry Profitt’s diary, August 11–12

Just for fun I looked back to see my first impressions of my housemates. Thinking to compare them, I guess, to current impressions.

Just goes to show how wrong you can be sometimes.

“Can you say insufferable?” I had typed about Josh Quinn. “Gay, Goth, vegan, and obnoxiously adamant about all three. If he keeps it up, I’ll be surprised if he survives the summer. Not that he could be ‘voted out’ or whatever. Not that, to push the metaphor to the breaking point and beyond, this is a reality TV show or anything. The Real World, Big Brother, Survivor—they have nothing on the trials and tribs of six genuine strangers trying to get along in a house without cameras, supercool furniture, and a cash prize on the other end.”

There was more, but why cut-and-paste all night when I can simply scan the folder menu and look it up? Suffice to say, his first impression was the kind that almost makes you hope it’ll also be a last impression.

Mace Winston, on the other hand. Then, I wrote: “Hmm … he’s got a body like Michelangelo’s David—not that I’ve seen under the fig leaf, figuratively speaking. But handsome, buff, and he tooled up in this sky blue Lincoln Continental—except for the left rear, I think he said quarter-panel, which is kind of rust colored and clearly taken from a different car. He said he found the whole thing in a desert canyon somewhere in New Mexico, full of bullet holes and snakes, but he cleaned it up and fixed it up and here he is. He really does wear the boots and one of those straw hats and he has squinty, twinkly eyes like some movie cowboy and somehow it all works for him. I don’t know if there’s a brain in his head. Ask me later if I care.”

But tonight, when the chips, as they say, were down, Mace turned away and Josh came through. Although the heaving and ho-ing would have gone better had it been the other way around, I’m sure.

Okay.

Ms. Harrington, in eleventh-grade speech, used to give us holy hell when we started with “okay” or “umm.” She said it was just a verbal time waster, a way of saying that our thoughts obviously weren’t well enough organized to begin with because if they were, we’d start out by saying what we really wanted to say.

Boy, was she right.

So … okay. Umm …

There’s a man in our living room, passed out on that butt-sprung lump of fabric and wood that passes for a sofa. We managed to stop most of the bleeding, put bandages on the worst cuts, got a couple of blankets (mine, since no one else would volunteer theirs) over him, elevated his feet higher than his head. Near his head there’s a glass of water, in case he wakes up and is thirsty, and he seems to be breathing okay.

He looks like he lost an argument with a wood chipper. I can’t even imagine what happened to him. Hit by a truck that hurled him all the way across our lawn? Picked up by a stray tornado and dropped there?

But he said no doctors, and that’s exactly how many he’s getting. Why? And why did I argue against calling the police? Rebecca woke up just before Scott and Brandy finally came home. I had the same argument with them that I’d had with Mace, although Scott came over to my side pretty quickly and Rebecca, bless her huge hippie heart, lit a candle and dug right in to help with the bandaging. With Josh already allied, that made four against two—Mace and Brandy. Brandy did a lot of huffing noises and is now either sound asleep, or pretending to be, as I laptop this. Is that a verb yet? If not, how soon?

Other good verbs: To delay. To procrastinate. To put off.

Okay.

Of course, what I wanted to do with my summer was to lead a life that might, by some reasonable definition, be normal. As opposed to the life I’ve led for the past, well, lifetime. Summer job, summer friends, maybe a summer boyfriend, even. Just, y’know, normal stuff.

I don’t think this qualifies.

And to be fair, they’re entirely correct (and “they” know who they are). We don’t know who he is—he could be dangerous, a felon, a crazy person. Or even, you know, someone from Katy Perry’s band, although maybe a little senior for that. But, to continue being fair, he’s not the one who said “no cops.” That was, not to put too fine a point on it, me. He just said “no doctors,” and maybe he’s a Christian Scientist or whatever. I was the one who said “no cops,” and I’m still not sure why I did that. But it was the right thing to do.

I hope.

Journaling is supposed to help one figure out one’s own emotions, right? Tap into the unconscious, puzzle out the mysteries therein? Not tonight, Dr. Freud. I don’t know why I trust the old road-kill guy snoozing on the couch. But I do.

Go figure. Go to sleep. Go to hell. Just go. See you tomorrow, if we’re not all murdered in our sleep. Or lack thereof.

More later, I hope.

K.
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Scott Banner was one of those guys who did lots of things well. Kerry hadn’t known him all that long, but then it didn’t take long to figure that out about him. He got good grades in school, hence the Harvard bit. He worked hard, he could cook and clean quickly and efficiently, which were pluses where Kerry was concerned because that meant fewer household chores that she had to do around the summer house. He played soccer, and he looked fit and trim in the polo shirts, khakis, and Topsiders that he favored, and while Kerry thought he was dressing about twenty years ahead of his age, he somehow managed to pull it off.

His girlfriend Brandy, black, athletic, and as graceful as Kerry was not, appreciated those things about him too, confiding to Kerry that he would make someone a great husband one day, hoping that someone would be her. Kerry thought they made a wonderful couple, occasionally wishing she had someone who matched her as well as Scott and Brandy did each other.

One of the most important things to know about Scott was that he made really excellent coffee. And for those occasions when he wasn’t available, there was a spot called Java Coast in downtown La Jolla, next to an English as a foreign language school that attracted vast numbers of young, available men—all foreign, of course, but Kerry had picked up a few words of Spanish, French, German, and Russian over the summer. The mornings that she worked early or that Scott was otherwise unavailable for barista duties, she allowed herself to splurge on the pricey brews there. All of which went to the fact that, on this particular morning, having slept almost not at all, Kerry had the distinct feeling that there just wasn’t going to be enough coffee in the world to get her through the day. She had developed a serious caffeine habit over the summer. But some days it was more crucial than others.

Today she sniffed the air hopefully, even before she rolled out of the sack. No fragrant aroma of the glorious bean. So Scott was sleeping in, or Brandy had been ticked enough about the way last night’s argument had gone that she had kicked him out of the house or dragged him away for an early breakfast (and accompanied by a stern talking-to).

Or, of course, it meant that the stranger in their living room had in fact been an axe murderer, and all of her housemates were dead.

With that image in her mind, she kicked off the sheets and glanced at herself. Green cotton pajama pants and a tank top provided enough coverage. She padded barefoot across the hardwood floor, pulled the door open. A short hallway led to the living room, and she could smell the man before she saw him. He was still there, and he needed a shower more than ever. But if he had, in fact, murdered the rest of the household, she’d have expected him to smell more like fresh blood—as he had last night—and less like stale sweat.

So all in all, an improvement over where things could have been.

And there had been no nightmares during the night, she realized, which was a bonus. She’d had recurrent nightmares before, but not since the days when she was young enough to comfort herself by hugging the rag-doll clown she’d named BoBo. He was long since put away, though, stored in a trunk in her uncle Marsh’s attic. Approaching the stranger, she found herself wishing for a moment that she had BoBo here with her, giving her courage as he had done when she was a child.

The living room was dimly lit—curtains still drawn, but they were moth-eaten and sunshine leaked through—and nobody was around. Kerry approached the stranger, whose breath was ragged but steady, and looked at his pale, drawn face. He looked different, somehow, than he had the night before. Still gaunt, but his cheeks seemed less sunken, the hollows of his eyes shallower than they had been. It was almost as if, she thought, the night’s sleep had not only allowed him to heal but had made him younger at the same time.

Even so, Rolling Stones young, not Radiohead young. Big difference.

A sound from behind her. Kerry turned. Rebecca, her short-cropped orange hair reaching in every direction at once, stood there in blue fuzzy slippers and a cotton nightgown. Rebecca took a bath every day, never a shower, and she spent a minimum of forty minutes—more often an hour—in the bathroom. Lit candles, put in a bath bomb or bubble bath, something floral. Pampered herself. Kerry admired her dedication even if—in a house with six people and only one bathroom and a half—she often resented the time it took. But a cloud of flowery fragrance usually surrounded Rebecca, as it did now, wafting to Kerry’s nose across the room, providing relief from the stranger’s stench.

Rebecca blinked away sleep. “I stayed up last night,” she said in a quiet voice. “Watching him.”

Kerry felt an unexpected surge of jealousy, as if the strange man sleeping on their couch was her find, not anyone else’s. She knew it made no sense. Just tired, she decided. She hadn’t stayed up watching him. Thinking about him, though. “Did he do anything?”

A shrug. “Just slept. Maybe dreamed some—he moaned a little, and kind of scrunched his face up, you know.”

“How long did you watch him?” Kerry asked, hoping the answer wasn’t long enough to be creepy.

“Just awhile,” Rebecca said, shrugging some more. Kerry had learned that was one of her signature moves. Maybe a sign of low self-esteem, as if to accompany her statements with a shrug meant that they shouldn’t be taken too seriously. “I think he’s getting better.”

Kerry had to agree, though it was absurd to think that just a few hours of sleep would make much difference to a man as wounded as he’d been. Well, she mentally corrected, a few hours of sleep and some basic first aid.

But she had thought the same thing when she first glanced at him. Now, as if disturbed by their soft conversation, the man on the couch groaned and rolled away from them. She waited another few moments, thinking that he might wake up. When he didn’t, she looked at Rebecca and stifled a yawn against the back of her hand. “Let’s make some java, Beck,” she said.

Rebecca happily agreed.

A few hours passed. The day, as they had a tendency to do in San Diego in August, heated up. Kerry put on a green V-neck T-shirt with soft, faded jeans and the red-and-white zigzag sneakers that were even more comfortable than being barefoot, and brought a book into the living room. She sat in the big easy chair that had come with the furnished house, silently turning pages while she watched over her patient. The last thing she wanted was for him to wake up alone, in a strange room, not knowing where he was or who had brought him there. She plugged in a freestanding fan over by the doorway, hoping its whir wouldn’t be too loud. The breeze wasn’t exactly cool but at least it moved the air around.

Occasionally one of her housemates—none of whom, as it happened, had been murdered in their sleep—would wander by. When Mace came in he stood with his hands on his hips and cocked his chin toward the sleeping man. “Dude still alive?”

“Seems to be,” Kerry told him. “Disappointed?”

“Surprised, I guess,” Mace answered. “Didn’t think he’d make it to dawn.”

“I guess he’s tougher than he looks,” Kerry observed.

“Seems like.” He shook his head and moseyed on.

When it was time for Kerry to leave for work, she called in sick. It was the first time she had done so all summer, and a pang of guilt caught in her stomach when she hung up the phone. But her boss, Mr. Hofstadter, wouldn’t have understood or accepted the real reason.

Through it all, the man slept. And Kerry wondered about him.

What was his story? How had he wound up in their yard? What had injured him? Was anyone looking for him? These questions, and many more, kept her from concentrating on her book, a paperback chick-lit novel she’d borrowed from Brandy. Her own tastes tended more toward suspense and thrillers, and if there were some exotic locations and romance mixed in, so much the better. But she would read anything she got her hands on, and this one was available.

Every time the man shifted in his sleep, she tensed, thinking he was waking up. The rest of the household went to work. She paced, or sipped a soda, or tried to read, and waited.

Eventually she dozed off in the chair. The book slid to the floor, but that didn’t wake her.

Neither did having a blanket draped over her.

Later, she did open her eyes, startled that they had been closed at all. More startled to see that the man was sitting up on the couch, watching her. On her lap she clutched the blanket that had once covered him.

“You didn’t have to do all this,” he said. His voice was soft and smooth, not the ragged husk of the night before. His eyebrows raised as if to encompass the “all this” to which he referred.

He was definitely younger than he had looked, even that morning. Sleep and recuperation had erased wrinkles, filled furrows. Still years older than her, but not decades. His eyes were steel gray and clear, dancing with a light all their own in the poorly lit room.

She patted at the blanket. “It looks kind of like you’re the one who’s been taking care of me.”

“I owed you,” he said, as if that explained everything.

Or, really, anything.

“All I did was—”

He cut her off. His smile was, she realized, quite enchanting. “All you did was take me in, against the wishes of most of your friends. Clean and dress my wounds. Allow me to sleep, undisturbed, for as long as I needed. Accept without question my desire not to be taken to a doctor. Refuse to call the police. That, I have to say, was more than I could have asked, even if I’d been capable of asking, and I appreciate it.”

Kerry blinked a couple of times. “Weren’t you, like, unconscious for most of that?”

“Yes,” he said, flashing her that grin again. She felt it down to her toes. She hadn’t noticed what a handsome man he was—or, more accurately, how it had been obscured by the apparent years with which his pain and exhaustion had saddled him. “But not unaware. Thank you for everything.”

As he spoke he made to rise from the couch, pushing off with his right hand. But he hadn’t even reached his full height when his legs buckled, and he flopped back down. He tossed her a sheepish smile that dimpled his cheeks. “I guess I’m not as strong as I thought.”

Kerry rushed to his side to help him, dropping the blanket to the floor. “You shouldn’t even be awake, much less trying to stand,” she insisted. He was already sitting by the time she reached him, so she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. She stood there a few moments, feeling embarrassed, then simply sat down beside him as if that had been her plan all along.

Graciously he ignored her awkwardness and extended a hand. “My name is Daniel Blessing,” he said.

She took his hand in her own. His was large, engulfing hers, and as warm as if he’d been holding a cup of hot tea. Holding it felt comfortable, like being hugged by an old friend. After a few moments she realized he was waiting for her to let go, to say her own name, or both. She couldn’t understand why she was so flustered around this man.

Except maybe because he should be dead, she thought. Or at the very least, still comatose. And years older.

There was something very strange going on here. Part of her wanted to know what it was, but a bigger part—the dominant part, she realized—wondered why she wasn’t more concerned about why she trusted him, almost instinctively. Why she had brought him into the house and dismissed the concerns of housemates who didn’t want to leave her alone with him.

“Kerry,” she managed at last. “I’m Kerry Profitt.”

“Yes,” he said, as if that name meant something to him. Though, obviously, it couldn’t have. His voice and his manner were both, Kerry thought, oddly formal. “Yes, of course. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kerry.”

“You too … Daniel,” she replied. She had almost called him “Mr. Blessing,” something about his age and that strange formality making her feel like she ought to treat him as she would a friend of her aunt Betty and uncle Marsh. She regarded his handsome face again: high forehead; intense, heavy-lidded gray eyes; a straight nose that she might have considered large on a different face but that here seemed somehow fitting. His lips were thin but quick to smile. When he did smile, his whole face took part, cheeks creasing, eyes crinkling, dimples at the edges of his mouth carving themselves into his skin. His jawline was pronounced but firm, his chin square. Thick brown hair, which could’ve used an encounter with water and shampoo, swept away from his brow, covering his ears, flowing over the collar of the Deftones T-shirt they’d borrowed from Mace when his own torn and blood-soaked shirt had to be cut from his damaged body. Impossibly he looked even closer to her age than he had when she’d suddenly awoken— within a decade of her, she guessed now.

“You have questions,” he said. He tried to stand again, stopped mid-rise to wince and grasp at his ribs where his worst injury had been, an open gash that looked like he’d been attacked with a meat cleaver. His skin blanched, eyes compressing against the evident pain. But he composed himself and pushed through it.

“Well, yeah, Sherlock.”

“I wish I could answer them for you, Kerry. Really, I do. But if I did—well, you saw what I looked like when you brought me in, right?”

She had hardly stopped remembering. His body was lean, with the stringy musculature of someone who worked hard rather than worked out, and yardstick-wide shoulders and a deep chest—but after last night, bruised and shredded, as if he’d made a dozen laps in a demolition derby, only without a car. “Yeah, I saw.”

He nodded gravely. “If I answered your questions, then you’d be at risk for the same. And, I suspect, you’d have a harder time surviving it than I did.”

“So this is, what, a regular thing for you?” she asked, surprised at his use of the present tense.

He showed that grin again. “Not to this extent, no. And I don’t know if I’d use the word ‘regular.’ But it has happened before and likely will again. I’d rather you didn’t get mixed up in it, so that’s all I’ll say about that.” He walked away from the couch, away from her—stiff-legged, clearly sore, but still, considering the shape he had been in, miraculous. “If you don’t mind,” he called over his shoulder, “I’m starving. Okay if I raid the kitchen?”

Kerry Profitt’s diary, August 13

He’s gone.

I can’t quite sort out how I feel about it. Night before last I risked the wrath of my homies—and maybe our lives—playing Florence Nightingale to a stranger who could have been just what Mace and Brandy were sure he was—a random drunk who’d been bounced off somebody’s fender. But once he woke up, once the years fell away from him and he started to speak, it didn’t take long to see that he was not that. Still, mega-mystery man.

But we talked and eventually the others came home from work—where, they lied, I had been sorely missed— and Daniel Blessing seemed to draw energy from them. He became enchanting: witty, interesting, the kind of conversationalist to whom you could apply the term “sparkling” without being too off base. Even those who had distrusted him the most had been charmed.

Did he tell us anything about himself other than his name? He did not. And that name is probably as fake as the phone number Rebecca gives out to the tourists who hit on her at work (aside, in case I didn’t mention it: While Rebecca considers herself a few pounds overweight, what she is is zaftig. She hides it with the hunching and the baggies, but the powers at Seaside picked her—being the only one of us over twenty-one—to be a cocktail waitress in their oh-so-cleverly named bar, the Schooner. Part of the cocktail waitressing involves wearing a uniform that, while not as desperately provocative as they probably were ten or twenty years ago, is still, let’s just say … snug. And short-ish. So the aforementioned hitting on? Happens a lot).

So no personal details from (possibly) Mr. Blessing. But he was informed and erudite, able to discuss books and movies and modern music, as well as the state of the world (about which he’s not much impressed), environmental and social issues, and even, much to Josh’s amazement, film noir of the thirties and forties. By the time people dragged themselves away from the kitchen table to go to bed, he had won them all over. I’m only guessing, but I think Josh may have fallen a little bit in love.

He may not even have been alone in that.

But then, this morning. Not just early-ish, but genuinely early. The kind of early where your eyelids are sort of glued together and the clock’s face swims just out of focus. He taps on my door a couple of times, then lets himself in before I can mumble incoherently. He kneels—kneels!—beside the bed, takes my hand, kisses it once, says, “Thank you, Kerry Profitt. Thank you so much, for all you’ve done,” and then he stands up and walks out.

I fumbled out of bed, but I heard the front door close before I reached the entrance to my room, and when I hit the street, he was gone. Out of sight. Maybe there was a car waiting for him, though I didn’t see or hear one. Maybe one of those big mythological birds picked him up. Or a UFO.

Gone.

I only knew him for a day. And knew may be too strong a word, since I know so little about him even now.

So why does it feel like there’s a vast emptiness in the house?

Anyone?
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I’m worried about Kerry,” Brandy confided. She and Scott were both at work—she as a front-desk clerk at the resort, and Scott as a groundskeeper. A couple of times a shift, they made a point of crossing paths, usually when she was on a short break from the desk. With the run of the property, his schedule was less restrictive than hers. And as a groundskeeper whose clothing could frequently be grass-stained or otherwise soiled, him visiting her at the desk was frowned upon. Now they wandered the paved pathways that led from the room complexes down to the tennis courts and pool and the wide sandy beach beyond.

“Why?” Scott wondered. He carried a broom and a long-handled dustpan in his left fist; the fingers of his right hand were twined with Brandy’s darker ones.

“It’s been, what, four days since that guy left. Daniel?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Scott agreed, not quite getting what she was leading to. But that was the thing about Brandy— directness was not her strong point. She would walk all the way around an issue before she’d step right up to it. “What about it?”

“She’s been kind of, I don’t know, mopey. Ever since.”

“Brandy, she hardly knew the guy. She wanted to play nursemaid, she did, he got better. End of story.”

Her grasp tightened on his fingers, and he saw the fire flash in her eyes that always told him when he’d said the wrong thing. It was not an unfamiliar event, but it was never a pleasant one either.

“It should be,” she insisted. “But it’s not, and that’s the problem. Haven’t you seen her? I don’t know if she’s laughed once since he left. This is Kerry we’re talking about. Girl loves to laugh. But instead she’s been acting like her dog died.”

Scott knew he was treading dangerous ground. Brandy, a psych major, was perfectly content to psychoanalyze anyone who fell onto her radar screen. Scott preferred life a little closer to the surface of things, where motives and rationales were not examined so closely. And he admired Kerry’s surface a great deal. She was absolutely gorgeous—he’d thought that the moment he’d met her, and hadn’t stopped since. Long, silken hair of purest jet, big emerald eyes, a lean body that was not as athletic as Brandy’s or as curvaceous as Rebecca’s, but still feminine and attractive. He’d been with Brandy for three years, and loved her completely. But that didn’t mean he didn’t think once in a while about what it would be like to be with Kerry, who was almost Brandy’s exact opposite, physically.

“You’re right, I guess,” he ventured, shaking off the mental image of Kerry to focus on Brandy “Maybe seeing him on the couch like that, taking care of him, reminded her of her mom. When she had to take care of her for so long.”

Brandy nodded. He’d scored one. “There you go, Scotty,” she said, her tone congratulatory. She stopped, released his hand and faced him, moving into lecture mode. Behind her, the Pacific surged up onto the beach, then slipped back into itself in an unending, slightly irregular rhythm. “What defined Kerry for years? Being her mom’s nurse and caretaker. Then what happened to her? Her mom died anyway, and she had to move in with an aunt and uncle she can barely stand. Now she’s got a nice insurance settlement, but she’s working anyway, trying to supplement the money with income from a summer job. She’s looking to redefine herself in some other role, but when that guy fell into her lap, almost literally, it took her back to the same place she had been, emotionally, with her mom. And when he left too … well, that brought back a lot of feelings, most of them the bad kind.”

“Do you have a suggestion?” Scott asked. He readily admitted that he was nuts about Brandy. She was smart and beautiful and very caring, so what was not to like? But when she got like this, sometimes he felt antsy, eggshell-walking.

The first time he’d introduced her to his brother Steve—six years older, married with a kid of his own—Steve had taken him aside and said in a conspiratorial tone, “She’s great, Scott. Doesn’t seem like someone who puts up with idiots.”

“She doesn’t,” Scott had confirmed.

“Then I have one piece of advice, bro. Don’t be an idiot.”

Brandy’s little brother DJ had been less subtle. “You ever hurt my sister,” he said with a sinister smile, “I won’t have to do jack. That girl’ll have you for breakfast and pick her teeth with your bones.”

All things considered, eggshells didn’t seem so bad.

“She’s got to work through it her own way,” Brandy prescribed, drawing Scott back to the current situation. “All we can do is be as supportive as we can, let her talk it out if she wants. Show her we care about her, but not that we want to meddle.”

If amateur psychiatry wasn’t meddling, Scott wasn’t sure what was. But he kept that opinion to himself. Anyway, there was a stretch of lawn that needed mowing, and Brandy’s break was over, as was his own. He agreed with her, kissed her goodbye, and went back to work.

With so many new faces to look at every day, Kerry found herself looking forward to getting acquainted with the resort’s regulars—those who stayed for a week or so and ate in the restaurant several times instead of availing themselves of La Jolla’s many other fine dining opportunities. Some she got to know, on the most superficial of levels, as people on vacation who sometimes had a tendency to talk about their lives—family members, pets they left behind, the old neighborhood back in Lincoln or Tempe or Fort Wayne. Others kept their own confidences, and sometimes Kerry entertained herself by making up her own stories about them, giving them colorful, mysterious histories and reasons for visiting southern California.

Some of these fictions she had e-mailed to her best friend Jessica Tait, who had moved to Florida the year before. Lately Jessica had seemed more and more distant, as if her new life and friends were drawing her away from the bond they’d shared. Kerry mourned the change; losing her mother had been bad enough, losing her best friend on top of it was heart-wrenching. The way she’d grown up had left her with precious few friends anyway, and she valued the ones she had.

Tonight one of the diners in her section was a woman she’d seen several times recently—not for days in a row, as was typical with vacationers who came to the resort, but spread out over many weeks. This was unusual, but not unheard of. Sometimes local residents decided they liked the kitchen’s offerings. Carolyn Massey, the chef, had, after all, trained at Le Cordon Bleu in France, and then had a stint under Alice Waters in her Berkeley restaurant, Chez Panisse, before taking over the resort’s kitchen. Her meals were always delicious and frequently adventurous.

This guest, though, Kerry noticed partly because the woman always dined alone, and partly because, while she was unfailingly pleasant and polite, there was an air about her that made Kerry believe that she was terribly sad. She was a beautiful woman, with skin so soft and smooth it could have been freshly poured from a bottle, and hair that reminded Kerry of a ray of golden afternoon sunlight shining down on fresh straw. Upon closer inspection, the color of her shoulder-blade-length hair spanned a spectrum, from platinum white to a dark auburn, and the overall effect was lovely. Her features could have belonged to fairy tale royalty, or to the Hollywood kind: wide-set, sparkling blue eyes, a refined yet expressive brow, a nose that was petite but was not so small it was an afterthought. Her lips were full and finely sculpted, and the determined set of her jaw implied that she was no pushover.

In Kerry’s mind, the woman was a widow whose wealthy husband had died tragically young. She had tried to put his death behind her, to carry on with her life, but everywhere she went, simple things reminded her of the joy they had felt in their few years together. A song on the radio, a particular vintage of wine, even the cries of gulls on the beach, could bring an unexpected tear to her eye. Nonetheless, she made herself go out, eat in restaurants, drink that wine, listen to the radio, walk on the beach at sunset, intent on enjoying her heartbreaking memories as if he were still there beside her.

Sometimes Kerry added an extra twist to the woman’s tale. She was a spy, and her husband had been killed in the line of duty. Or she was an international jewel thief, and he wasn’t dead at all but simply doing a long stretch in a prison in Monaco or Majorca. She came to La Jolla because she wasn’t wanted for anything in California—yet.

The woman’s beauty was ageless, which inspired Kerry to even greater flights of fancy. She could have been in her mid-twenties, her late forties, or any place in between. Her outfit was just as timeless—a loose-fitting white silk top that suggested rather than revealed her figure, a tan jacket, also silk, and matching pants with heels, no doubt some Italian brand that Kerry could pronounce no better than she could afford. There were hints of lines at the edges of her eyes and mouth that would, with the years, deepen and most likely make her even more lovely. She would carry her years and experiences well, Kerry believed.

After dinner the woman lingered over a cup of coffee. She exchanged pleasantries from time to time, but whenever Kerry tried to engage her in conversation, she expertly steered away from any personal topics. Just adds to her mystery, Kerry thought with some satisfaction.

When she went into the kitchen to pick up an order for the next table over, a party of five who had come in late after what looked like a scorching day on the beach—lobster-red foreheads, shoulders, and arms that would be painful and peeling before long—the last person she expected to see was Daniel Blessing.

But there he was, hovering near the open back door like an unwanted houseguest who wouldn’t quite leave. When he saw Kerry, his lips parted in a sudden smile. This time, she noted, it didn’t engage his eyes. She smiled back and arched a quizzical eyebrow his way.

“Daniel?” she said, surprised. “What are you doing here?” The cooks, bus staff, and dishwashers all ignored him, as if by prior arrangement. But Kerry had been out in the dining room for several minutes, and he could have had time to slip each one a twenty for all she knew.

He came toward her, unmistakable urgency in his step, and took her by the arm. His grip was so firm it hurt. She tried to pull away, but he held on. “Kerry,” he whispered. “I hoped that you’d be safe, that helping me wouldn’t put you in danger. I was wrong. You’ve got to leave here, right now.”

Kerry laughed, but it sounded forced even to her. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m kind of working here, Daniel.”

“You’re in terrible danger, Kerry. I’m not joking. Or exaggerating. You have to trust me.”

That, in spite of herself, she had always done, even that very first night. And she certainly couldn’t imagine any reason he might have had for trying to play a trick on her now. Unless this whole thing was one of those ridiculous TV stunts, set up to ridicule her in front of millions, he seemed absolutely serious.

“What’s going on, Daniel? I can’t just walk out of here.”

“You have to,” he insisted. He blew out a frustrated breath. “There’s a woman out there, sitting by herself at a table.”

“The blond one?”

“That’s her.”

“She’s a regular. She’s perfectly harmless.”

“You’re wrong,” he said with finality. “Remember how I was the night you found me?”

How could I forget? she wondered. Three quarters dead, like an animal by the side of a busy highway. “Of course.”

“She’s the one who did that to me. She’s still after me. And now she’s connected me to you.” His voice had gotten louder as he tried to convince her, and Kerry noticed that some of the kitchen staff was now paying attention to them. She had to calm this guy down, fast, or she’d be out of a job.

“Look, Daniel,” she whispered, “I don’t really know you or anything, you know. I’m glad you’re better and all, but I kind of need this job, and—”

He squeezed her arm even harder than he had before. “Kerry,” he said. She found her gaze drawn to his eyes, such a strange color of gray, but steady and profoundly persuasive. “There’s no time for this. She’ll be—”

The kitchen door swung open and the woman was there. Now the staff did react. Carolyn Massey, the head chef, came forward with a knife in her hand. She’d been using it to chop fresh vegetables, and she didn’t hold it threateningly, but it was still a big, sharp object. “I’m sorry,” Carolyn said, “but this kitchen is off limits to everyone except staff.” She glanced meaningfully at Kerry and Daniel. “Everyone.”

The blond woman barely spared her a glance, but focused her attention on Daniel and on Kerry, who stood between them. “I thought you were nearby,” she said. Her voice was ice.

Then, she spoke another word, or maybe two. Kerry couldn’t make them out, couldn’t even tell what language they were in. As she spoke, she gestured toward Daniel with her right hand, a kind of swooping curlicue of a motion that seemed to encompass much of the kitchen before settling on him.

Daniel was already in motion when the big gas oven’s door flipped open, seemingly of its own accord. He shoved Kerry to the side and spoke some equally strange words of his own, making a different sort of two-handed gesture. Kerry couldn’t quite process what happened—it was all too fast, and way, way too weird—but it seemed that, in response to the woman’s combined words and movement, the oven door had opened itself and a huge gout of flame jetted out toward Daniel, dragon’s-breath-like. She felt the blast of heat suck the air from her lungs. But then it seemed that in response to whatever Daniel had done, the flame stopped in midair, as if striking an invisible shield, and turned back toward the woman.

The questions this raised were, of course, innumerable. But she didn’t have a chance to ask so much as “What the hell?” before Daniel tugged her out the back door. He kept a tight grip on her arm as he ran for the parking lot, and she had to sprint to keep from falling down and being dragged along behind.

He was silent as he ran, and she had the impression that he was concentrating, intent on something she couldn’t even sense. She guessed the woman was probably following them, but if she’d turned to look she’d have fallen for sure. So she let herself be led to a dark, low-slung sports car parked close to the restaurant. The doors sprung open before they reached it, and Daniel pushed her into the leather passenger seat. He ran around to the driver’s side, and she could have sworn—though by this point, the evidence of her own senses was clearly not to be trusted—that the engine turned over before he was even sitting down. Slamming his door, he threw the car into reverse and backed from the parking space, then he shifted gears and the little car darted toward the exit.

Finally risking a glance behind them, Kerry saw that the blond woman had indeed followed. She had just gotten into a car of her own, and before Daniel’s vehicle had even cleared the first block, she was racing after them.
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Daniel hung a sharp left turn on Avenida de la Playa, the car’s rear end fishtailing through the intersection as they entered the main drag of the La Jolla Shores neighborhood. From outdoor cafés and restaurants, patrons stared as the screech of skidding tires battled the growl of the engine for supremacy. This time of night, there wasn’t much vehicular traffic on the street, so Daniel floored the accelerator and the car burst forward like an animal released from a cage.

At La Jolla Shores Drive, he made a screaming right. This street, which connected with Torrey Pines and the “village” section of the resort town, was busier. Kerry gripped the edges of her bucket seat as Daniel swerved around cars and a city bus, then pulled back into a proper lane and rocketed through the major intersection at Torrey Pines. Kerry barely had time to notice that he had gone through a red light—the blare of horns from cars and trucks was lost behind them.

On the other side of Torrey Pines, the road was narrow and wound up the side of Mount Soledad, the hill that loomed over the town, providing a scenic backdrop and multimillion dollar views from its many estates. As they started the climb, Kerry heard another blurting of horns, which she figured was probably caused by the blond woman pulling the same stunt Daniel had.

Daniel cursed under his breath.

“She’s still behind us, isn’t she?” Kerry asked. The run had shaken her fine hair free from the ponytail she wore for work, and she tried to regather it, but her hands were shaking as much as her voice.

“Sounds like it. I’d be surprised if she wasn’t.”

“So when are you going to tell me what this is all about?” Kerry demanded, trying to sound more forceful than she felt. “And what that little display in the kitchen was?”

“Another time,” Daniel said. His teeth were clenched in concentration. “Hard enough getting to know this car so I can squeeze every last drop of juice out of her.”

Getting to know? Kerry thought. A horrible notion struck her. “Isn’t this your car?”

“I don’t actually own a car,” Daniel admitted.

“And this isn’t a rental?”

He didn’t answer. But then, he didn’t need to. It was clear now that he’d stolen the car. And, she realized, effectively kidnapped me.

“I think you should let me out here,” she suggested. “I’ll walk back to work.”

“You really don’t want me to do that.”

“I really do.”

Daniel risked a glance at her even as he muscled the car around a hairpin turn. The floodlit walls and thickly hedged iron fences that separated La Jolla’s wealthy from the rest of the world rushed past in a blur. “Kerry, I’ll explain everything, I promise. But right now I’m trying to not get us killed, and I’m trying to leave Season behind. Which is another form, need I add, of not getting us killed. If I dropped you off, not only would she slaughter you, but it would slow me down enough to let her catch me. And I have to tell you, I’m not ready to go through that again.”

He sounded convincing, or at least convinced, and Kerry discovered that once again, she trusted him without knowing why. She stopped arguing and let him drive. A moment later they spotted an electric gate sliding shut behind a Mercedes that had just pulled into a driveway “Hold on,” Daniel muttered. He stomped on the brake and cranked the steering wheel at the same time. The little car shuddered and turned in an almost ninety-degree angle, and then he shot through the gate just before it closed. On the other side of the gate, he pulled off the driveway so that a high wall hid the car from the street. As he came to a stop and killed the engine, he said another word in whatever unfamiliar tongue he had used at the restaurant, and waggled his hand.

The air around the car seemed to shimmer, as if enveloped by the most severe heat waves this side of the Sahara. Through the weird haze, Kerry saw a silver-haired man and woman emerge from the Mercedes and stare in their direction. “Keep quiet,” Daniel warned her in a whisper. “They can’t see us, but they can hear us.”

“What do you mean, they can’t see us?” Kerry wanted to know, echoing his hushed tones.

“Invisibility spell,” Daniel replied, tight-lipped. She could see beads of sweat forming at his brow and dripping down his temples as if from intense effort. Outside, the man and woman looked at each other in confusion, and the man shrugged. They turned away and went up to the door of the house, then disappeared inside. A moment later the exterior lights went dark.

Daniel faced Kerry, a finger across his lips in the universal sign for “keep quiet.” She did. There would be plenty to say later. For now, though, she would let him call the shots. He was clearly playing with forces way beyond her understanding or control. That fact stirred her to unexpected anger—she’d been swept into a game to which she didn’t know the rules; hadn’t known, a half hour ago, even existed. She hadn’t asked to be included. And yet here she was. She fumed, but silently.

But when he says I can talk again …

From the other side of the wall, they heard the growl of a powerful engine, and headlights swept past, shining through the iron gates. Kerry and Daniel sat in silence until the engine noise faded away, moving higher up the hill. A few moments later Daniel started the stolen car again. With a word and a wave at the gate, it slid open and Daniel drove back out onto the street.

OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
VvoL. |

\/éng ance

SUMMER - FALL

JEFF MARIOTTE

SIMON PULSE
New Yok Lowbon Toroxto. SYoNey





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg
D:
\@nggglrjﬁ?















OEBPS/images/f00ii-01.jpg
Dark
(‘Ib&‘}lr}éy





OEBPS/images/back-cover.jpg
A SMOLDERING LOVE.
A CONSUMING EVIL.

hen a gorgeous stranger seeks refuge at

Kerry's summer-share house, she knows her
life is about to change. Daniel Blessing is mysterious
and charismatic—and on the run from a powerful
witch named Season. Kerry and her friends don't
believe in witches and spells, but Kerry can’t help

believing Daniel . . . and falling for him. (

But falling for Daniel pulls her into a feud his

family has been waging for generations. A dark feud
of passion, magic, and revenge. Which means all
their lives are in serious danger. Because Season
isn't after just Daniel—now she wants Kerry and

her friends dead too.

THE DRAMA
CONTINUES
IN VOL. 2:

M smowpuise
SIHON & SCHUSTER, NEW YORK
(OVER DESIGNED BYJESICA HANOELKAN
YUEN . e






OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781442436251.jpg
VO]

\/éngc?ance

JEFF MARIOTTE

SUMMER - FALL





